
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Självständigt arbete på grundnivå 

Independent degree project  first cycle 

 

 

 

 
English 

Engelska 

 

Feminist Struggles for Identity in 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre and Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nadja Rantonen  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MITTUNIVERSITETET  
Department of Humanities (English) 
Examinator: Charlotta Palmstierna Einarsson, charlotta.palmstiernaeinarsson@miun.se  

Handledare: Martin Shaw, Martin.Shaw@miun.se 

Författare: Nadja Rantonen, Nara1700@student.miun.se 

Utbildningsprogram: Bachelor’s programme, 90 credits 

Huvudområde: English 

Termin, år: Autumn, 2018  

 

 



 

2 

 

 

Table of Contents 
 

Introduction.......................................................................................................3 

Backgrounds......................................................................................................4 

Aim and Approach............................................................................................5 

Previous Research and Material......................................................................7 

Analysis...............................................................................................................8 

Jane Eyre: The Beginnings of the Struggle.........................................................8 

Antoinette Cosway: The Ending of Loss...........................................................10 

Jane Eyre: The Struggle Continues....................................................................13 

Antoinette Cosway: The Beginning of Reclaiming...........................................14 

Jane Eyre: The Turning Point............................................................................15 

Antoinette Cosway: The Reclaiming Point.......................................................18 

Conclusion........................................................................................................19 

Works Cited.....................................................................................................21 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



 

3 

 

Introduction        

Throughout centuries, women’s position in society has been a highly debated topic. One of 

the most prominent contributors to this topic of discussion is feminist theorist Simone de 

Beauvoir. De Beauvoir was known for her influential statement, “One is not born a woman, 

but rather becomes one,” meaning that civilization as a whole defines the position that women 

take on in society (293). Although de Beauvoir wrote these words during the 20th century, 

discussions regarding the construction of feminine identity are still on the agenda. This 

feminist dilemma is specifically expressed within the world of literature and demonstrated in 

various works. One of these works of literature is Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847). The 

novel exposes the reader to a representation of Victorian times and Victorian England was a 

time when “women were solely expected to be good wives and mothers at home” (Çağlar 

Demir 55). Women were not expected to express opinions and were certainly not supposed to 

go on a quest for power and independence, but this is exactly what the protagonist does in 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre.    

More than a century after Jane Eyre was published, postcolonialism in literature 

emerged during the period of second and third-wave feminism. Similar to feminism, 

postcolonialism is an oppositional discourse since it too addresses the consequences of an 

outside and oppressional force. According to Susana Funck, the genre attempts to articulate 

the marginalized and colonized people’s identity in order for them to reclaim their past (65). 

From a postcolonial perspective, Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) demonstrates how 

the main character Antoinette is caught in an oppressive and patriarchal society. Published 

more than a century later and as a prequel to Jane Eyre, the novel tells the story of Antoinette 

Cosway, “a character influenced by Bertha - the mad-woman in the attic from Jane Eyre” - 

and her struggle for identity (Shady Cosgrove 5). Regardless of the authors’ different 

circumstances and the fact that the novels were written more than 100 years apart, the 

feminist dilemma related to identity has continued as it is demonstrated through the main 

characters in both novels. From the time when Charlotte Brontë lived to Jean Rhys’s era, time 

has passed but little has changed when it comes to the feminist struggle for identity. The only 

thing that has changed is the way women struggle for identity. I will argue that the 

protagonists Jane Eyre and Antoinette Cosway both endure similar forms of oppression in 

their respective societies. However, Jane struggles to develop and keep her identity in Jane 

Eyre, whereas Antoinette struggles to maintain and reclaim hers in Wide Sargasso Sea.  
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Background            

Charlotte Brontë wrote the first edition of Jane Eyre in 1847 with the subtitle ‘An 

Autobiography.’ The novel can be seen as a projection of Brontë’s own biography, where the 

novel revolves around the main character Jane Eyre and her quest for power and 

independence within a Victorian context. According to Terry Eagleton, the novel can be seen 

as representing feminine anger in response to Brontë’s own patriarchal society at the time 

(129). This is particularly demonstrated in her relationship with Mr. Rochester, a character 

Funck describes as relatively manipulative and controlling (80). Their relationship is complex 

in terms of power relations where Jane and the much older Mr. Rochester continue to 

challenge each other. Although Jane Eyre mainly explores female identity with a focus on the 

main character Jane Eyre, one cannot overlook another distinct character in the novel. The 

character is Bertha Mason, a Creole woman who is locked in the attic at Thornfield Hall and 

described as “some strange animal” with “grizzled hair, wild as a mane” (Brontë 250). 

Needless to say, Bertha is portrayed as non-human and not as the typical Victorian woman. 

The portrayal of Bertha in Jane Eyre motivated Jean Rhys to write Wide Sargasso Sea 

(1966), a novel which is considered a prequel to Jane Eyre. Rhys retells the story of Bertha 

but renames her as Antoinette in Wide Sargasso Sea. The reader follows Antoinette from her 

childhood to her struggles growing up as a Creole woman within the patriarchal society in 

colonial Jamaica. In the novel, Antoinette also meets a man who is unnamed in the novel, but 

it is evident that the character is a re-representation of Mr. Rochester from Jane Eyre. It turns 

out that Mr. Rochester is coldhearted and oppressive towards Antoinette and their relationship 

ends up being far from equal. Mr. Rochester renames Antoinette as Bertha, declares her mad, 

and takes her to England, where Bertha (former Antoinette) is locked in the attic at Thornfield 

Hall, the name of the Rochester’s house in Jane Eyre. However, Rhys gives Bertha subject 

status as the courageous Antoinette in Wide Sargasso Sea and by doing so, “Rhys not only 

questions Brontë’s version of Bertha, but revolts against” (Cosgrove 6). In Wide Sargasso 

Sea, Rhys highlights the minor character Bertha from Jane Eyre and focuses on her past life 

events from a different perspective as a way to question Brontë’s representation of Creole 

women. Thus, the novel can be seen as a prequel but also as a postcolonial response to 

Brontë’s Jane Eyre. 
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Aim and Approach 

By analyzing Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea from a feminist respectively postcolonial 

perspective, this essay aims to examine how the main character Jane Eyre is on a quest to gain 

power and independence, and how the colonized female character, Antoinette/Bertha is on a 

quest to reclaim her French Creole identity. By using feminist criticism and postcolonial 

theory as my theoretical approach, it will become evident how both main characters 

experience similar forms of oppression, but also how their respective struggles for identity 

differ.  

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre expresses feminist ideals and highlights the Victorian 

image of an ‘ideal woman’ as well as the inequality between men and women, particularly in 

marriage. Jane is portrayed as an independent woman who works and thinks for herself, but at 

the same time Jane faces many obstacles in her quest for self-development. Similarly, 

Antoinette in Wide Sargasso Sea is portrayed as “proud and courageous” (Jean Rhys 153), but 

is caught in a racial oppressive and patriarchal society. Additionally, the named and unnamed 

Mr. Rochester appears as a prominent and forceful character in both novels and both 

Antoinette and Jane are strongly attracted to and influenced by his appearance.   

In order to understand the oppression from the named and unnamed Mr. Rochester and 

the novels’ respective societies, feminist criticism will be useful as a critical tool to further 

evaluate these feminist ideas. According to Wendy Kolmar and Francis Bartkowski, feminist 

critics examine and try to explain not only the causes and conditions in which men are more 

powerful than women, but all structures of domination such as race, class, age or some other 

difference (Kolmar and Bartkowski 2). Furthermore, in the introduction to Feminisms: An 

Anthology of Literary Theory and Criticism, Robyn R. Warhol and Diane Price Herndl argue 

that gender is another rubric within feminist criticism. Warhol and Herndl further argue that 

gender is many times debatable, as some refer to it as the biological sex (male/female), 

whereas others argue that femininity and masculinity are constructed within culture (3). The 

idea that gender is constructed within culture and society is specifically helpful for my 

analysis on Jane Eyre since she struggles to develop her identity in a society with already 

rooted and defined gender roles. Furthermore, by using feminist theory and its critical 

thinking regarding male domination and all aspects of domination, I will critically analyze in 

what ways both protagonists endure oppression. 

On the other hand, Antoinette’s struggle is not to develop identity, but to reclaim her 

French Creole identity. The character of Antoinette derives from Charlotte Brontë’s powerful 
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depiction of Bertha in Jane Eyre, a character solely portrayed as a Creole outcast and non-

human as she is locked in the attic at Thornsfield Hall without a voice of her own. For that 

reason, Kristy Butler claims that Bertha is considered a colonized female as she is constructed 

by the text of Jane Eyre (95). However, in Wide Sargasso Sea, Rhys discards the English 

name Bertha, renames the character as Antoinette and places her in the position as the main 

narrator. Rhys creates a prehistory for Brontë’s character as a way to question Brontë’s one-

dimensional representation of Creole women. As Cosgrove further remarks, “Wide Sargasso 

Sea was written “as a ‘canonical counter-discourse’ that ‘takes up a character or characters, or 

the basic assumptions of a British canonical text, and unveils those assumptions, subverting 

the text for post-colonial purposes” (6). Drawing upon this, I will argue that Rhys humanizes 

Antoinette, and goes back in time to both reveal and reclaim Antoinette’s identity. For that 

reason, postcolonial theory as a theoretical framework will help to further analyze Wide 

Sargasso Sea since postcolonial theory tries to explain the effect of the colonizers and the 

outcome of this effect. As Funck remarks, “postcolonial theory has sought to offer ways of 

dismantling colonialism’s signifying system and exposing its operation in silencing and 

oppressing of the colonial subject (71). In other words, postcolonial theory and its critique is 

aimed at the oppression of the colonizers and explains how this turns the colonized from a 

subject to an object. One of the most prominent contributors to the field of postcolonial 

studies is Frantz Fanon. In Beginning Postcolonialism (2000), John McLeod quotes Fanon 

where he exemplifies this objectification: “I did not want this revision, this thematization. All 

I wanted was to be a man among other men” (259). Fanon depicts himself as an object and not 

as a real human being because he is continuously called dirty words, and this describes how 

his identity was made by somebody else. In Wide Sargasso Sea, a similar objectification is 

carried out by Antoinette’s husband in various ways where Antoinette is dehumanized and 

looked upon as a mere object. Furthermore, in postcolonial terms, this objectiveness is often 

termed as the “other.” The idea of the “other” stems from Edwards W. Said’s concept of 

Orientalism where he explains the mechanisms of colonial discourse. Said exemplifies this by 

explaining how Eastern countries and Orientalists are colonized by the West, whereby the 

superior power acts against the inferior (47). Fanon supports this idea and argues that the 

“colonial context is characterized by the dichotomy it inflicts on the world” (10). Thus, 

colonialism is constituted by an “us-other” mentality. For this reason, the main objective in 

postcolonial theory is to highlight the colonized people and to give them a ‘voice.’ When 

given a voice, the colonized use the past with the intention of opening up the future (Fanon 

167). In other words, ‘colonialized’ people must reclaim their own past in order to claim their 
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future. In light of this, I will argue that Antoinette is looked upon as the “other,” but is given a 

voice in order to contradict and challenge the struggles and oppression she endures in the 

society that she lives in.    

 

Previous Research and Material                                        

The novels used in this essay are Jane Eyre: An Autobiography by Charlotte Brontë (1847) 

and Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys (1966). The two editions I will use as primary sources 

are Jane Eyre (2014) and Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys (1999). According to Louis G. 

Shandong, Jane Eyre is considered a masterpiece and has gained great fame since it was first 

published in 1847 (34). According to Kristy Butler, Jane is even considered a heroine and 

Charlotte Brontë’s Bildungsroman is still discussed today (93). However, the novel has not 

always been highly praised. One recent and important critique of Jane Eyre is the literary 

study by Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar entitled The Madwoman in the Attic (1979). The 

title is based on the portrayal of the character Bertha in Jane Eyre. In their study, Gilbert and 

Gubar discuss how fictional female characters are portrayed in certain ways by authors during 

the 19th century. Gilbert and Gubar argue that female characters were portrayed as either ‘the 

angel’ or ‘the demon,’ and that there is no in-between. Wide Sargasso Sea has also received 

positive and negative critique. According to Helen Carr, when the novel was first published it 

was considered ‘a great Caribbean novel.’ However, the novel was later neglected by some 

critics, as they “questioned Rhys’s authority to write novels about Caribbeans since she was 

not wholly Caribbean herself” (95). 

Furthermore, there is a substantial amount of previous research about the novels and the 

issues that I will analyze in this paper. One significant literary study is Feminist Criticism and 

Jane Eyre (2011) written by Ross C. Murfin. In his study, Murfin discusses Jane’s 

experiences in relation to patriarchal structures, which I find useful in my analysis of how 

Jane struggles with patriarchal structures in her early years and later in her relationship with 

Mr. Rochester. Another literary study is John McLeod’s Beginning Postcolonialism (2000). 

McLeod points out the struggles Jane Eyre endures and how these struggles affect her 

development. McLeod also discusses Wide Sargasso Sea from a postcolonial perspective and 

in relation to identity. He focuses on how Antoinette will never truly be free of others’ 

definitions of her identity. All these ideas will be useful in my study to further examine the 

lives of the protagonists from a feminist and postcolonial perspective.  

I have mostly relied on Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion 

of Identity (2006), Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (2009) and Susana Borneo Funck’s 



 

8 

 

Of Mimicry and Woman: A Feminist Postcolonial Reading of Wide Sargasso Sea and the 

Biggest Modern Woman of the World (2011). All three studies provide several relevant 

insights into the theoretical concepts and approaches of feminism and postcolonialism, which 

I will use in this paper in order to argue that both protagonists endure oppression and struggle 

with their identities in different ways. Furthermore, the two pieces of literature have been 

compared several times before. Some of these works will be referred to and quoted in this 

paper, such as Shady Cosgrove’s Radical Uncertainty: Judith Butler and a Theory of 

Character (2011) and Kristy Butler’s Intertextual Identities: The Crisis of Voice and Location 

in Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea (2011). With the help of these studies alongside other 

secondary sources in the form of articles, websites and books, I will point out that both 

protagonists experience similar forms of oppression, but also that one character struggles to 

develop identity and the other to reclaim identity.  

  

Analysis 

In the following subsections, I will analyze Jane Eyre parallel with Antoinette Cosway from 

different feminist perspectives in order to examine in what ways they both experience 

oppression. Further, in the subsections with a focus on Antoinette, I will analyze Antoinette 

from a postcolonial perspective with the help of several key ideas within the theoretical 

framework of postcolonial theory. Moreover, since the analysis of both characters focuses on 

their struggle to either develop or reclaim identity, I found it logical to divide the subsections 

in a chronological order in my analysis. In this way, I will follow and analyze the 

development of both characters in a logical order.  

Jane Eyre: The Beginnings of the Struggle 

The beginning of Jane’s struggle to gain power and independence can be traced back to 

Gateshead Hall, a time where Jane experiences a life of degradation because of her unusual 

appearances and her social background as an orphan. The Reed family is tight-knit, and this is 

also what causes a lot of trouble for Jane during her early years, as she is not ‘a Reed.’ While 

Mrs. Reed “lay reclined on the sofa by the fire-side” with “her darlings about her” and 

“looked perfectly happy,” Jane is depicted differently as she sits “crossed-legged like a Turk” 

and is termed “naughty and tiresome” (Brontë 5-10). This suggests that Brontë connotes 

Jane’s status as an outsider and figuratively as a non-European, meaning that Jane does not 

belong in either Victorian England or the Reed family. For that reason, Jane is “dispensed 

from joining the group,” but could be included if she would possess a more “sociable and 
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childlike disposition” (5). The Reed family does not approve of Jane and she is seen solely as 

an outcast. According to Kolmar and Bartkowski, factors such as, for example, race, class and 

sexuality must be included in the oppression of women (49). There is a hierarchy of 

oppression, where racism, classism, sexism or heterosexism together constitute the deepest 

and pervasive oppressive structure (49). Jaqueline Banerjee further explains that orphans 

during the Victorian era existed on the fringes of society and that it was hard for the 

Victorians to feel positive about youngsters who were not part of a caring family, as they 

easily associated such children with other unsettling anti-social elements like gypsies, 

foreigners and mixed-raced parentage (n.pag.). Jane’s status in the Reed family mimics these 

anti-social elements and for that reason, the other members of the Reed family feel as if she 

does not belong in their group. Jane’s opportunities to gain power and independence decrease, 

as her identity is already rooted in societal structures and reinforced by the agreed and 

predetermined conception of Jane within the Reed household. Jane is doomed to be oppressed 

and her relatives continue to oppress Jane in different ways. 

Jane’s cousin John is a bully, pushing Jane around and constantly reminding her of her 

low-status position, and thus discourages Jane’s every opportunity to prosper. He has been 

nothing but cruel and condescending to Jane during her childhood. Within the Reed 

household, John also holds the primary power and considers himself to be the head of the 

family since Mr. Reed is dead. John subjugates Jane by forcing her to call him master: “`Say, 

what do you want Master Reed?´” (Brontë 7). Seating himself in an armchair, John tells Jane 

to “approach and stand before him” (7). In one instance, John catches Jane while reading one 

of his books and exclaims: “`You have no money; your father left you none; you ought to beg 

and not live here with gentleman’s children like us…´” (8). John’s strict orders, commands 

and his protection of belongings can be explained by the workings of patriarchal structures. 

According to Kolmar and Bartkowski, male domination exists everywhere, and the 

mechanisms of patriarchy include control over women and especially women’s resources 

(358). These mechanisms of patriarchy were prevalent in the Victorian era, as “supremacy 

existed in all areas of a woman’s life, women were seen as inferior to men in most areas 

where innocence, inexperience and a cultivated fragility were the characteristic attributes of 

the Victorian girls.” (Demir 55). These patriarchal structures correspond to John’s oppressive 

behavior. John strives to hold the supreme power in every area and keeps Jane from his books 

and other forms of resources. Evidently, John feels that it is important to control Jane and 

keep her at the bottom of the hierarchy within the Reed household.   
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Similarly, Mrs. Reed prevents Jane from personal development as she repeatedly rejects 

Jane’s own feelings and desires. Although she is not as violent as John, Mrs. Reed is still 

cruel, as she intentionally uses words and actions to hinder Jane from her own desires to speak 

and flourish: “`Jane, I don’t like cavilers or questioners…Be seated somewhere; and until you 

can speak pleasantly, remain silent´” (Brontë 5). Jane speaks, but in the incorrect way for a 

young girl at the time. For that reason, Mrs. Reed blames Jane for speaking up against John: 

“`What shocking conduct, Miss Eyre, to strike a young gentleman, your benefactress son! 

Your young master´” (9). Once again, Jane is reminded that John is placed in a superior 

position. Jane is sent to the “Red Room” for punishment. “`Unjust, unjust´” (11) are Jane’s 

words as she is locked in the room without having the opportunity to defend herself. Jane is 

clearly aware of her oppression, but left in the hands of Mrs. Reed since she is the only 

parental figure in Jane’s life. According to Kolmar and Bartkowski, there are expectations of 

how men and women are supposed to look and behave, and this is what is call “‘manners’” 

(28). De Beauvoir further argues that these conceptions are left in the hands of the mothers 

and that even a generous woman wants to make “a true woman” of her daughter, as that is the 

way she will be best accepted by society (306). Furthermore, her ears must be filled with 

“treasures of feminine wisdom,” and the mother is naturally hostile against her daughter as a 

way to claim her own femininity but also to take revenge on it (306). Drawing upon de 

Beauvoir’s theory about the relation between the mother and daughter, and the outcome of 

this relationship, it is evident that Jane is regulated by the limitations of her position as a girl. 

Jane’s controversial behavior clearly contradicted the idea of a woman at the time, and for 

that reason she had to be punished. The idea of a woman and the manners she is expected to 

have is clearly reinforced by Mrs. Reed and projected onto Jane, but this merely leaves Jane 

powerless in terms of self-expression and personal development.  

 
Antoinette Cosway: The Ending of Loss 

The loss of Antoinette’s French Creole identity has come to an end, as Antoinette is free from 

any depictions that are similar to the character of Bertha in Jane Eyre. Bertha as a character in 

Jane Eyre is constituted of a series of repetitions where she is solely depicted as demon-like. 

As a Creole woman put in a Victorian English setting, Bertha is seen as alienated and in 

postcolonial terms solely seen as the “other.” However, Antoinette is given a voice and 

described differently in Wide Sargasso Sea. After Antoinette finds out that her mother’s horse 

had been poisoned, Antoinette does not feel intimidated but rather fearless and courageous: 

“It was not a stick, but a long narrow piece of wood, with two nails sticking out at the end 
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[…] I picked it up soon after they killed our horse and I thought I can fight with this, if the 

worst comes to the worst, I can fight to the end though the best ones fall” (Rhys 18). 

Antoinette is developed out of the character Bertha with a mind-set based on self-belief. 

Further, Antoinette describes herself as “grateful” and “peaceful and contented” (17). 

Antoinette’s portrayal as courageous and contented is a recurring theme throughout the novel, 

and which creates a repetitive yet constructive and optimistic picture of Antoinette. The 

process of repetition is explained by Judith Butler as the notion of agency. Butler argues that 

there is no core self and that our identity is created through a series of repetitions and 

therefore performative (185). As Cosgrove puts it, “we are not people who then repeat things, 

these repetitions are what create us as people” (3). The notion of agency is also applicable to 

fictional characters since a credible character must follow a certain pattern to be considered 

trustworthy. Bertha’s identity was created by Brontë and is described as violently insane 

throughout the novel Jane Eyre. However, Rhys renames the character Bertha as Antoinette in 

Wide Sargasso Sea and portrays Antoinette by means of a different series of repetitions in the 

novel. Butler further argues that a “subject’s identity is never finished and never secured” 

(185). In Wide Sargasso Sea, Rhys demonstrates this as Antoinette is developed out of the 

character Bertha with human characteristics such as a real voice. The demonic laughs or 

growls of Bertha in Jane Eyre no longer exist. Instead, Antoinette is free in a sense that she is 

now given other prerequisites.   

Furthermore, Antoinette is placed in an ambiguous position as a way of demonstrating 

possible reasons why Bertha in Jane Eyre descended into irreversible madness. By this, Rhys 

questions the unfair representation of Bertha as a representative of Creole women in Jane 

Eyre. Antoinette as a white Creole child in Jamaica was caught between the English 

imperialist and the black native. Antoinette’s deceased father was a white English man and 

her mother Annette was of Creole heritage. Antoinette lived with her mother in Jamaica, 

which was a British colony at the time. The majority of people in Jamaica were black people 

who did not accept them because Antoinette and her mother “were not in their ranks” (Rhys 

3). Antoinette and her family were called “white cockroaches” (7) by the black people and 

they saw her as a mixture and not wholly English nor Creole: “`Look the black Englishman! 

Look the white niggers!´” (21). Rhys emphasizes both Antoinette’s ambiguous position in 

society and the oppression that follows. There is always another side to the story and by 

revealing Antoinette’s oppression Rhys enables the reader to sympathize with the mental and 

emotional struggles that Antoinette endures. Antoinette’s oppression demonstrates the 

complexities of what it means to be a white Creole, as opposed to Bronte’s one-dimensional 
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representation of Creole women in Jane Eyre. Nevertheless, Rhys’ tactics can be seen 

primarily as a reading strategy since postcolonial reading “is not simply a matter of replacing 

one set of texts with another… A canon is not a body of texts per se, but rather a set of 

reading practices” (Funck 70). Thus, Antoinette’s ambiguous position is needed in order to 

demonstrate plausible reasons why she later descended into irreversible madness. By writing 

Wide Sargasso Sea as another subversion of Jane Eyre, Rhys is able to demonstrate how 

Antoinette did not descend into madness because of her heritage, but because of her 

oppressional circumstances. However, Antoinette’s ambiguous position does not necessarily 

mean oppression alone. Instead, Rhys demonstrates how Antoinette’s ambiguous position also 

signifies liberation.  

Antoinette position as both French Creole and English is an essential part of her 

upcoming quest to reclaim identity as Antoinette’s ambiguous position signifies liberation. It 

is in fact Antoinette’s uncertain position in society which puts her in a position without any 

restrictions: “I took another road […] I went to parts of Coulibri that I had not seen, where 

there was no road, no path, no track” (Rhys 11). This suggests that Antoinette is liberated and 

free to wander wherever she likes. There are no roads, paths or other outside forces that 

pressure or direct Antoinette towards a specific place. According to Fanon, “Colonial context 

is characterized by the dichotomy it inflicts on the world” (10). Colonialism is constituted by 

the inferior and superior, and these distinct oppositions are what cause the problems from the 

very beginning. Funck further discusses the problems with binary positions and argues that 

the problem is “the unnaturalness of binary oppositions,” and that many of us believe that 

“there is a strict order of things, such as male/female or self/other” (72). In view of this binary 

perplexity, Antoinette is liberated from a determined order of things and instead, she is free to 

claim her own position in the world. Furthermore, Antoinette wakes up one morning after a 

night of nightmares and exclaims: “I woke the next morning knowing that nothing would be 

the same. It would change and go on changing” (10). Despite the terrible nightmare, 

Antoinette is calm and collected as she realizes that her nightmare is just a nightmare because 

change is the only constant in life. By extension, this suggests that Antoinette is not only 

placed in a position based on limits and freedom, but Rhys also emphasizes a change coming 

in Antoinette life. As Butler remarks, when the order of things is questioned, the “culturally 

constructed body will then be liberated, neither to its ‘natural past,’ nor its original pleasures, 

but to an open future of cultural possibilities” (93). Thus, Antoinette’s ambiguous position 

plays a crucial part for Antoinette, as it opens up future possibilities for her to make sense of 

her identity.    



 

13 

 

 

Jane Eyre: The Struggle Continues  

As a counteractive force against Jane’s own development, Mrs. Reed and Mr. Brocklehurst 

decide to send Jane to school since they both believe that she needs religious discipline and 

her behavior corrected. Mrs. Reed has had enough of Jane’s inappropriate behavior and 

contacts a supervisor at a school for poor and orphaned girls called Lowood School. Before 

sending Jane to school, Mr. Brocklehurst meets with Jane at Gateshead where he examines 

Jane and asks her questions about religion. Mr. Brocklehurst is shocked by her lack of interest 

in the Psalms: “`That proves you have a wicked heart; and you must pray to God to change 

it´” (Brontë 27). Mr. Brocklehurst clearly does not accept Jane’s attitude towards Christianity 

and believes that change must be implemented in Jane’s life. Both Mr. Brocklehurst and Mrs. 

Reed agree upon the decision to send Jane away, and Mrs. Reed is even “relieved of a 

responsibility that was becoming too irksome” (29). Evidently, Jane has failed to fit into the 

appropriate ideal of a girl at the time and once again, she does not get to decide how to live 

her own life. According to Timothy Farrell, women in the Victorian era functioned as moral 

and religious guides for their husbands, and the “division between male and female worlds 

had a religious connotation.” (n.pag.). De Beauvoir further claims that girls are taught to 

admire all men from an early age, and in Western Religions, even God the Father is a man 

(314). Evidently, Mr. Brocklehurst and Mrs. Reed are highly influenced by religion and its 

powerful force. As a consequence, their values are projected onto Jane and she is forced to 

believe and behave in a certain way.  

Furthermore, Mr. Brocklehurst calls Jane a liar and degrades her in front of all other 

students when she accidentally drops a slate on the ground. As a religious fanatic, Mr. 

Brocklehurst maintains his superior and self-obsessed tone throughout the novel. He not only 

calls Jane a liar, but makes a scene out of it where he stands her on a chair in front of the other 

students: “`My dear children […] it becomes my duty to warn you that this girl is a little 

castaway: not a member of the true flock, but evidently an interloper and an alien […] this girl 

is – a liar!´” (Brontë 56). His actions towards Jane signify Butler’s idea of “cultural survival.” 

According to Butler, gender is what “humanizes” individuals within culture and for that 

reason “we punish those who fail to do their gender right” (502). In other words, there is a 

collective agreement within specific cultures where one must perform gender right. Religion 

too stands as a collective force based on various collective agreements and in this instance 

Mr. Brocklehurst projects his strong Christian beliefs onto the girls. All the girls are supposed 

to not only look, but also behave in a certain way. Jane was already known as a castaway 
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before she came to Lowood and Mr. Brocklehurst saw the opportunity to warn everyone else 

about her inappropriate behavior. As a man with deeply rooted religious beliefs, Mr. 

Brocklehurst only accepts a set of shared beliefs, ideas and moral attitudes. For that reason, 

Mr. Brocklehurst finds it necessary to degrade and isolate Jane in order to strengthen the 

collective force which he carefully wants to maintain.  

 

Antoinette Cosway: The Beginning of Reclaiming                 

Wide Sargasso Sea is a story of becoming and the beginning of reclaiming, as Bertha is 

rewritten as Antoinette with an empowered subjectivity and tries to embrace the wild Creole 

nature within her. Antoinette’s consciousness in Wide Sargasso Sea reveals that she is in 

control over her own thoughts and feelings. Antoinette says her name out loud for the first 

time in the novel when the nun at her school asks what her name is: “`Antoinette´”, I said” 

(28). Antoinette has always been represented as something in opposition to everyone around 

her, but at this point she is empowered enough to state her own name - the most basic signifier 

of identity. Furthermore, Rhys demonstrates how Antoinette is not afraid to embrace the wild 

Creole nature within her. Instead of wearing the fine clothing that she is given, she puts on a 

“dirty dress” (9) which belongs to a Creole girl. Antoinette’s mother demands that she change 

to a more suitable dress, but Christophine, her surrogate mother, warns Antoinette’s mother 

that Antoinette’s wilderness is not solely connected to the dress and that she can “run wild” 

and “nobody will care” (15). Clothing is a form of expression and thus related to self-identity. 

For that reason, the Creole-dress is a way for Antoinette to claim her French Creole identity. 

According to Fanon, identity “is something that the colonizers make for him and in doing so 

they commit a violence that splits his very sense of self” (23). To end this psychological 

change and in order to destroy colonialism, this fragmented identity must be successfully 

challenged (Fanon 24). It is evident that Antoinette feels connected to the island that 

embodies her wild and exotic passion. To dress herself as a Creole girl is therefore an 

important statement in her quest to reclaim identity.  

Antoinette meets with an un-named English man, a man who is oppressive and 

controlling, but it is evident that Antoinette’s strong character is what challenges their 

relationship. Although the character is left unnamed at first, it is clear that the character is a 

representation of Mr. Rochester from Jane Eyre. This is later revealed towards the end of the 

novel where he locks Antoinette in the attic at Thornfield Hall. It is noticeable that Mr. 

Rochester is not genuinely in love with Antoinette, as he is disobedient and objectifies 

Antoinette by calling her a doll: “No warmth, no sweetness. The doll had a doll’s voice, a 
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breathless but curiously indifferent voice” (112). Mr. Rochester sees Antoinette simply as an 

inanimate object without any human characteristics. Furthermore, Mr. Rochester exclaims: 

“`Above all I hated her. For she belonged to the magic and the loveliness. ´” (112). Clearly, 

Mr. Rochester’s feelings are a mix of hate and intimidation. Additionally, Mr. Rochester 

states that “nothing that I told her influenced her at all” and describes her as “not a stupid 

child but an obstinate one” (56). This suggests that Antoinette has a strong character and 

therefore challenges Mr. Rochester. Antoinette is courageous and is led by her own initiative, 

instead of being a passive victim. Antoinette refuses the constraints imposed by the 

patriarchal world which means in any ways that Mr. Rochester continually tries to influence 

her. Furthermore, Mr. Rochester’s objectification and the way he describes Antoinette from 

his own perspective merely reveals that his forceful behavior stems from his own lack of 

confidence. Mr. Rochester’s objectification of Antoinette can be analyzed from a feminist 

perspective, as Lynn states “there is a conception of women as the weaker sex and that 

women cannot compete with men in any area” (215). The inferior position of a woman is 

similar to the colonized, as Fanon remarks, “the colonized must claim their right to self-

definition rather than be defined by the colonizers” (McLeod 109). Antoinette not only 

contradicts the notion of a woman as the weaker sex, but it is clear that she also claims her 

right to self-definition. As a result, Antoinette is saved from complete objectification, which is 

crucial to her efforts to reclaim her identity.  

  

Jane Eyre: The Turning Point                 

Jane is challenged when she meets her future husband Mr. Rochester, but Jane begins to 

question Mr. Rochester’s dismissive attitude and thus, gradually develops an inner strength in 

terms of power and independence. Their relationship goes through various shifts and is 

complex in terms of power relations, but Jane’s various ways of rejecting Mr. Rochester’s 

attitude is what constitutes Jane’s turning point. When they first meet at Thornfield Hall, Mr. 

Rochester is intrigued by Jane’s honesty, which makes him more interested to learn more 

about Jane. However, when Jane remains silent, Mr. Rochester calls her “dumb” and 

“stubborn” (114). He finds it acceptable to speak to Jane in this way since he can claim “only 

such superiority as must result from twenty years’ difference in age and a century’s advance 

in experience” (114). Mr. Rochester clearly sees himself in a superior position because of his 

years of experience, but Jane does not let herself be treated this way: “`I don’t think, sir, you 

have the right to command me merely because you are older than I, or because you have seen 

more of the world than I have.´” (114). It is clear that Jane does not conform to the submissive 
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position. Mr. Rochester is caught by surprise because of Jane’s rejection: “`Not three in three 

thousand raw school-girl governesses would have answered me as you have just done´” (115). 

Clearly, Mr. Rochester did not expect this from Jane or any other girl at the time. According 

to Farrell, women and men in the 19th century had two separate and distinct roles. Men earned 

the money and debated matters of public concern, whereas women maintained the household 

and acted as moral and religious guides for their husbands. The idea of binary female and 

male positions is further supported by de Beauvoir, as she argues that it is always harder for a 

woman to recognize the man as her equal because “the male caste enjoys superiority”. The 

woman is the victim, and the man often “dreams of what she could have been, or what she 

will perhaps be” (748). Mr. Rochester has a predetermined conception of Jane as a noble and 

gentle woman. However, Jane contradicts this idea and liberates herself from the image of a 

Victorian woman, and thus Mr. Rochester’s conceptions of an ‘ideal’ woman. For that reason, 

Jane’s confrontation is a critical moment in her quest to gain power and independence in 

Victorian England.    

Jane continues to grow in terms of power and independence, as she challenges Mr. 

Rochester by the way she instigates the games in their relationship. Jane feels the need to 

claim her position as an independent woman and must feel as if she is in control. This is 

specifically noticeable in one intimate scene between Jane and Mr. Rochester where Mr. 

Rochester is playing a piano. After Mr. Rochester is done playing the piano for her, Jane 

thinks to herself that “any other woman would have been melted to marrow,” but “a weapon 

of defense must be prepared” (233). Jane clearly sees herself as more powerful compared to 

“any other woman” at the time and Jane does not let herself become enchanted by his piano 

playing. Instead, Jane must assure Mr. Rochester that she is in fact the independent woman 

that she is. Therefore, a “weapon” is a figurative speech which means that Jane is in fact 

prepared enough to claim her powerful position. Jane’s defense mechanism is also logically 

applicable to de Beauvoir’s idea of a “rejection of femininity.” De Beauvoir explains that 

when women are haunted by childhood and adolescent dreams, a woman has “difficulty 

reconciling the inheritance of her past with the interest of her future … she has a provocative 

attitude, wastes a lot of time and energy in defiance, scenes and anger.” Thus, de Beauvoir 

states that the result is a “wavering between masochism and aggressiveness” (753). In 

addition, Demir states that women in the Victorian era were supposed to be “submissive to 

men” and “solely confined to their private sphere” (55). Jane is constantly challenged by 

similar oppressional forces in the society that she lives in, and she has finally had enough of 

this constant oppression. The societal expectations of femininity are embodied in Rochester’s 
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attitude, but Jane is vengeful enough to challenge Mr. Rochester. Thus, Jane contradicts not 

only her husband, but the societal ideas of femininity in the society that she lives.  

Jane reaches the final pivotal moment in her quest for power and independence, as her 

relationship with Mr. Rochester is finally equally balanced. In the early decades of 19th 

century, a woman was expected to be submissive in a relationship with a man, but Jane has 

finally set herself free from these conceptions by not adhering to societal expectations. The 

turning point of Jane’s struggle to develop identity is specifically noticeable after Mr. 

Rochester’s house was set on fire. In the aftermath of the fire, Mr. Rochester lost one hand 

and one eye and turned blind in the remaining eye. After the incident, Jane is finally able to 

find out what a mutual relationship is like: “I hold myself supremely blest […] because I am 

my husband’s life as fully as he is mine […] No woman was ever nearer to her mate than I 

am; ever more absolutely bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh” (382). To be “absolutely 

bone of his bone and flesh of his flesh” suggests that they are not (in any way) separate 

anymore, but rather in the state of being total and complete. Additionally, Jane feels as if she 

is once and for all liberated from Mr. Rochester’s domination:   

 

”for I was then his vision, as I am still his right hand […]. Literally, I was (what he 

often called me) the apple of his eye […]. He saw nature – he saw books through me; 

and never did I weary of gazing on his behalf […]. Never did I weary of reading to 

him: never did I weary of conducting him where he wished to go: of doing for him 

what he wished to be done.” (384)  

 

This suggests that Mr. Rochester is finally able to see the world from Jane’s perspective, and 

that Jane does not have to conform to his set of rules or standards anymore. The awareness of 

Jane’s own liberation is the very essence of feminism. As Kolmar and Bartkowski remark, 

“feminism means finally that women renounce their obedience to the fathers and recognize 

that the world they have described is not the whole world […]. we proceed to think, and act, 

out of that recognition and not based on male-created ideologies” (7). De Beauvoir further 

argues that for “the woman to be in love like a man – that is to say, without putting her very 

being into question, freely – she would have to think of herself his equal and be his equal 

concretely” (751). When both partners recognize each other as equals, ideas of victories and 

defeat are abolished, and the act of love becomes a free exchange between the two (748). 

Clearly, Jane thinks, acts and recognizes the fact that there does not have to exist any other 

higher power and that it is possible for her to be in full control of her own life. Through her 

tumultuous relationship with Mr. Rochester, Jane has grown into a powerful and independent 

individual, but most importantly with the level of strength in order to contradict the social 
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constraints of femininity in the society in which she lives in. Thus, Jane has finally gained the 

power and independence that she strived for all along.   

 

Antoinette Cosway: The Reclaiming Point          

Mr. Rochester tries to undermine Antoinette’s French Creole identity by naming her Bertha, 

but Antoinette rejects it and reclaims her Creole identity. Towards the end of Wide Sargasso 

Sea, Antoinette is not only confident enough to state what her name is, but refuses to be called 

anything else. Mr. Rochester repeatedly tries to call her Bertha but Antoinette refuses to be 

undermined: “`Bertha is not my name. You are trying to make me into someone else, calling 

me by another name´” (Rhys 88). Antoinette is aware of the fact that if she allows Mr. 

Rochester to call her Bertha, it will give him the opportunity to further manipulate her and 

slowly but surely transform her into something else. Mr. Rochester’s tries to undermine 

Antoinette in various ways, but this merely makes Antoinette question their relationship. 

Antoinette threatens to leave Mr. Rochester, whereby he finds her “different from what he 

was led to expect” and “strange” (86). Evidently, Mr. Rochester has a predetermined 

conception of how Antoinette is supposed to act and behave, but Antoinette rejects Mr. 

Rochester’s attitude. Fanon argues that the “colonized subject thus discovers that his life, his 

breathing and his heartbeats are the same as the colonist’s. The colonized’s revolution art new 

assurance stems from this […]. His look can no longer strike fear into me or nail me to the 

spot and he can no longer petrify me. I am no longer uneasy in his presence” (10). Mr. 

Rochester is analogous to the colonizer, as he wants full control over Antoinette by naming 

her Bertha. However, Antoinette is fully aware that her life and identity are invaluable and for 

that reason she strongly disapproves of Mr. Rochester’s controlling and unjust manner. 

The ending of Wide Sargasso Sea is the final pivotal moment in Antoinette’s quest to 

reclaim identity, as she psychologically destroys the identity of Bertha and is now fully aware 

of what must be done. At the end of Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette has travelled with Mr. 

Rochester to England where she is locked in the attic at Thornfield Hall. Antoinette feels as if 

Mr. Rochester no longer cares about her and speaks to her as “though [she] was a stranger” 

(Rhys 119). Antoinette is now completely secluded and looked upon as the “other” in colonial 

terms. Gradually, the effect of this isolated environment affects Antoinette and is played out 

in her dreams:  

 

 “I went into the hall again with the tall candle in my hand. It was then that I saw her – 

the ghost. The woman with streaming hair. She was surrounded by a gilt frame, but I 

knew her. I dropped the candle I was carrying, and it caught the end of a tablecloth and I 
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saw flames shoot up…I called help me…and looking behind me, I saw that I had been 

helped. There was a wall of fire protecting me… (122) 

     

The ghost in the gilt frame is analogous with Bertha. Antoinette sees the “other” side to 

herself (Bertha). Antoinette calls this side “the ghost” because it is not real, she does not 

accept this side because this identity was merely created by Mr. Rochester. When Antoinette 

looks behind herself, Bertha is burning, and that is how Antoinette is set free from this “other” 

side of herself. Furthermore, in her dream, the fire made the sky turn “red” and Antoinette 

describes how her whole “life was in it.” (122). There is an underlying message in 

Antoinette’s dream and her dream suggests that it is in fact a manifestation of Antoinette’s 

oppression. According to Fanon, “to destroy the colonial world means nothing less than 

demolishing the colonist’s sector, burying it deep within the earth or banishing it from the 

territory” (6). The dream of the burning of Thornfield Hall symbolizes the end of both the 

colonizer’s house in which she is imprisoned and her colonized self (Bertha). Furthermore, it 

symbolizes an actual psychological change, as Antoinette wakes up and exclaims, “`Now at 

last I know why I was brought here and what I have to do´” (123). Antoinette is aware of her 

own existence and is led on by her own initiative. Antoinette takes a candle and walks out of 

her room. The fire “flickered” but Antoinette “shielded it with her hand” and “it burned up 

again to light [her] along the dark passage” (123). This “passage” is a passage into selfhood, a 

way of truly recovering from all the oppression and the identity crisis Antoinette has 

experienced. Thus, the “passage” is in fact the final narrow space that leads her away from 

Bertha for good and at the end of the passage is where she is finally re-connected with her 

French Creole identity.  

 

Conclusion  

Jane and Antoinette are strongly affected by patriarchal structures in their quest to either 

develop or reclaim identity. Jane is expected to live according to the Victorian ideal image of 

a woman, which at the time involved being submissive to men and solely devoted to a 

husband, whereas Antoinette struggles with her ambiguous and oppressional position, as she 

belongs to neither England nor Jamaica. Both struggles are evidence of feminist struggles and 

it appears that this feminist issue regarding identity in general did not change much from the 

time Charlotte Bronte lived to Jean Rhys’s era – only the ways women fight for their identity. 

However, by the end of Jane Eyre, Jane has gained the power and independence she strived to 

achieve, as she is finally equal to her partner. In a similar fashion, Antoinette is courageous 

and strong, and manages to reclaim her identity by the end of Wide Sargasso Sea. However, 
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both characters’ different struggles frame a larger question to ponder when it comes to female 

identity. Antoinette is only able to reclaim her French Creole identity by being rescued from 

fictional and historical narratives that erased her into silence, while Jane is able to gain power 

and independence merely because her partner turned into a dependent subject. In other words, 

a woman must be helped or placed within different circumstances in order to end her struggle 

for identity. Thus, one might question when the idea of women’s position in society can be 

truly and fully liberated on its own and not with the help of external factors.  
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