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Introduction  

In the nineteenth century mental illnesses were considered unexplained territory and this was 

especially the case with madness. Madness was believed to be either a hereditary phenomenon 

or to appear when there was a change in personality that was brought on by personal loss. People 

who were considered to suffer from a mental illness were locked up in asylums and forgotten 

about. The general idea in the nineteenth century was that people who had mental problems 

were, according to Dickinson, not that “different from other social deviants” (Eileen Dickinson 

419). During this time in history madness was not considered to be a medical problem but a 

social one. Madness is a theme in both Jane Eyre (1847) by Charlotte Brontë and in Wide 

Sargasso Sea (1966) by Jean Rhys. In this essay, madness will be associated with the three 

female characters Jane Eyre and Bertha Mason from Jane Eyre and Antoinette Cosway from 

Wide Sargasso Sea. Bertha and Antoinette are both depicted as mad in their respective novels. 

However, Jane is never viewed as mad in the same way as Bertha or Antoinette, although she 

shows signs of what can be described as madness. Jane, Bertha and Antoinette are different in 

the way the deal with their mental hardship. One reason why there is a difference is the fact that 

Jane is British and she is therefore considered to act more rational. Bertha and Antoinette, who 

are embroiled in colonial relations, are the opposite of Jane, as they are seen as irrational and 

lack reason. 

The three female characters do not only share their mental hardships, but they also share 

a very complex relationship with a male character. This man is called Rochester in Jane Eyre, 

but a representation of this character is left unnamed in Wide Sargasso Sea. In Wide Sargasso 

Sea, the patriarchal male character is based on the character Rochester from Jane Eyre. I will 

argue that Bertha Mason, Jane Eyre and Antoinette Cosway are driven towards madness to free 

themselves from emotional hardship and torment. I will also argue that Jane uses madness as a 

way to escape within her own mind when she is under emotional pressure, while Bertha and 

Antoinette are driven mad by the oppressive actions of others. However, Jane is the only one 

out of the three women that regains her sense of sanity, in contrast to Bertha and Antoinette 

who both descend further into insanity.  

 

Background 

This section provides some information about the background of each of the novels, as well as 

a brief overview of the main themes in this essay, and those themes are mental illnesses, 

colonialism and patriarchal dominance. The novel Jane Eyre was written during the Victorian 

era in the United Kingdom by author Charlotte Brontë and the novel were first published in 
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1847. It was published under Charlotte Brontë’s masculine pseudonym, Currer Bell. According 

to Victoria Thormalen, a man’s name was used as Charlotte did not want to be exposed of “the 

prejudice or the condescension” that critics often displayed towards women writers 

(Thormahlen 1992). To take a man’s name is a display of male oppression in the patriarchal 

society that Charlotte lived in. According to David Cody, Charlotte has incorporated her 

feelings of “abandonment, brutalization, emotional deprivation, death and the search for reality, 

for her own identity”, onto her character Jane Eyre, (Cody 1987). These biographical elements 

are vital for the characterisations of the protagonists in Jane Eyre. 

Wide Sargasso Sea was published in 1966 and the novel is author Jean Rhys’ reaction to 

Jane Eyre. It is Jean Rhys’ story of Antoinette Cosway, a female character that shares 

similarities with both Jane Eyre and Bertha Mason. According to Jenkins, Jean Rhys “liked and 

respected both Charlotte Brontë and Jane Eyre but she felt the story was incomplete” and that 

she wanted to give Bertha Mason a voice and to tell her story (Rhys/Jenkins vii). Jean Rhys 

was also “annoyed to find that Charlotte Brontë had made the first Mrs. Rochester, a white 

Creole like herself, into a monster” and she wanted to overturn that view of Creole’s and give 

them a voice of their own (Rhys/Jenkins ix). Just like Charlotte Brontë has incorporated 

biographical elements in Jane Eyre so has Jean Rhys in Wide Sargasso Sea. Jean Rhys 

considered herself to be a Creole just like Antoinette and just like Antoinette, Rhys was brought 

up on West Indian island that were once a British colony, Jean Rhys on Dominica and 

Antoinette on Jamaica.  

According to Carol Atherton, during the 19th century people lacked sympathy for those 

with mental illnesses, as this was the general attitude in society during this time. This attitude 

is clearly depicted in Jane Eyre and Rochester’s harsh treatment of Bertha (Atherton 2014). 

During 1847, at the same time of the publication of Jane Eyre, there were, according to Mia 

Iwama, a lot of discussion in the press and by politician to raise awareness about people who 

suffered from mental illnesses and how to care for them (Iwama 2003). As a result of this debate 

there was a shift in attitude towards people with mental illnesses in the latter part of the 19th 

century.  Atherton points out that people became “enlightened and more benevolent” against 

the mentally ill (Atherton 2014). Not only did people get informed about the sufferers of mental 

illnesses but also the importance of receiving treatment and care. As Iwama points out, the 

“public at large began to recognize the humane necessity of lending to the matter of mental 

institution conditions” (Iwama 2003). A change in treatment of the mentally ill started to slowly 

take shape.  
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In both Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea, colonialism and patriarchal dominance are 

recurring themes. These themes are depicted in relationships between the male and female 

characters. According to Mai Osada, Jane and Bertha’s respective relationships with Rochester 

share similarities to the relationships between the British Empire and one of its colonies, 

Jamaica (173). One of the similarities is the grim treatment the women endured at the hands of 

a male oppressor, much like the oppressed colony that was cruelly dominated by the empire. 

The relationship between empire and colony has a vital meaning in both novels, and therefore, 

a postcolonial approach will be applied in the essay. 

 

Aim and Approach  

The aim of this essay is to analyse the role of madness in Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea, 

with a focus on the three female characters, Bertha, Jane and Antoinette. The essay will explore 

Bertha’s madness, as there are some information in Jane Eyre that give clues to her state of 

mind. In the Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys provides a more detailed description of the 

deterioration of Antoinette Cosway’s mind and how Antoinette is driven towards madness. 

Antoinette becomes Bertha and towards the end of the novel, Rhys positions Antoinette in a 

representation of the Rochester household in Jane Eyre and thus constructs a direct intertextual 

connection between the two novels. A further aim is to prove that it is not only Bertha that is 

mad in Jane Eyre, but also that Jane Eyre shows signs of madness. However, Jane is never 

declared to be mad like Bertha and Antoinette and this essay will explore why that is. In Jane 

Eyre, Jane herself has moments where her state of mind can be questioned, as she sees and 

hears things that others do not. As Jane Eyre is British she is attributed with reason and therefore 

maintains the colonial dichotomy of rational versus irrational. The irrational attribute is what 

Bertha and Antoinette display as they are both from a colonial environment.  

In Jane Eyre, it is Jane Eyre who narrates the story and retells Rochester’s account of 

Bertha and her history. In Wide Sargasso Sea the reader gets to know Antoinette through her 

own words, as she is one of the primary storytellers. In Wide Sargasso Sea Rochester is never 

referred to by name, although at the very end of the novel when he is described in the character 

notes he is named as “Mr Rochester” (Rhys 153). Whenever he is mentioned in connection with 

Antoinette he will be referred to as the husband or as the nameless Rochester. 

The approach that will be used in this essay is a postcolonial approach. This approach 

will be useful to compare the female character’s identities, Bertha and Antoinette’s Caribbean 

identities versus Jane’s British identity. The three women are from different worlds; one from 

the British Empire, and the others from a British colony, ruled by the British Empire although 



6 
 

they still share similarities to one another. The main postcolonial concept that will be used is 

the concept of ‘Other’ as this term is suitable to describe all the three female characters at some 

point in the respective novels. According to Shehla Burney, those who are a part of the non-

European culture are seen as “The Other of the West” and this view can be applied to both 

Antoinette and Bertha, as they are categorised as Caribbean in their respective novels (Burney 

65). In Western society, women were part of a minority along with “ethnic minorities, 

indigenous people and homosexuals”, and these categories of people are often visualised as 

‘Other’ (Burney 65). The concept of ‘Other’ is therefore, applicable to all three women simply 

because they are women. The concept will be used to explore whether being women played a 

part in their mental insecurities and whether their ‘Otherness’ made them more receptive to 

being oppressed by a patriarchal character.  

According to Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin, to declare that someone is ‘Other’ is to be 

“separate from one’s self” and then the existence of ‘Other’ becomes “crucial in defining what 

is normal” and what is considered not (Ashcroft, Griffiths & Tiffin 154). Bertha, Jane and 

Antoinette are all seen as ‘Other’ in their respective societies as the three women are perceived 

as acting differently than other characters in their surroundings and they do not fit in with the 

norm. The three female characters behavioural traits are depicted as abnormal compared to how 

other characters behave in the novels, especially in regard to other female characters. Jane is 

‘Other’ in such a way that she spoke her mind, and went her own way to make it in society; she 

managed to become self-sufficient and strong. Bertha is seen as ‘Other’ when she is placed in 

the Rochester household, as she is not British and she is therefore, by default, considered as 

‘Other’, someone who is not part of the Western culture. Antoinette on the other hand, is 

considered as ‘Other’ throughout Wide Sargasso Sea, in the environment she grows up she is 

not Caribbean enough, and when she enters Thornfield Hall in England, she does not fit in there 

either, as she is not British enough. Amongst the three female characters Antoinette is the only 

one that is never able to fit in anywhere, always being an outsider due to her ‘Otherness’.  

 

Previous Research and Material 

A very important piece of material for this essay will be Carl Plasa’s Jean Rhys Wide Sargasso 

(2001). The book chapter ‘The Creole is of Course the Important One’: Rewriting Jane Eyre; 

examines the dialogue between Wide Sargasso Sea and Jane Eyre.  The chapter covers some 

of the differences and similarities between the novels, specifically when it concerns the main 

characters Jane, Bertha and Antoinette. Plasa’s work also covers the aspect of madness 

displayed in both novels. The book Wide Sargasso Sea: Backgrounds, Criticism edited by 
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Judith L. Raiskin will also be used because it includes several articles that provide various 

perspectives on the story and the characters in Wide Sargasso Sea. The following critics have 

been cited: Mona Fayad’s “Unquiet Ghosts: The Struggle for Representation in Jean Rhys’s 

Wide Sargasso Sea”, Michael Thorpe’s “The Other Side”: Wide Sargasso Sea and Jane Eyre” 

and Judith L. Raiskin’s “England: Dream and Nightmare.” 

Previous research that has been done about madness in Jane Eyre includes Mai Osada’s 

“Symbolization of Female Insanity in Jane Eyre” (2011). Osada wrote about Bertha’s 

significant function in Jane Eyre, being the anti-hero to Jane’s hero (174). Furthermore, Osada 

also took up the concept of ‘Other’ in Jane and Bertha’s relationships with Rochester. She 

claims that the male-to-female relationship between Jane, Bertha, and Rochester also embodies 

the relationship between the British Empire and its colonies. Both Jane and Bertha are 

subordinate to the patriarchal Rochester where Jane has the resemblance of a mistress and 

Bertha of a slave.   

Thomas J. Burn’s “The Fated Modernist Heroine: Female Protagonists in Jane 

Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea” (2004) will be used to explore Jane’s, Bertha’s and Antoinette’s 

roles in the novels. Burns considers the colonial aspect, as well as the Victorian one and how 

different life is for each of the female protagonists in the novels. Bidisha’s article “An 

Introduction to Wide Sargasso Sea” (2016) from the British Library will be used to view 

Antoinette’s role in Wide Sargasso Sea and how slavery and colonisation were viewed during 

the time the novel was set. Bidisha also provides an idea as to why Wide Sargasso Sea is 

considered to be a response to Jane Eyre. Another article from the British Library that will be 

used as a resource for this essay is Carol Atherton’s “The Figure of Bertha Mason” (2014), 

which explores the view of racial categorisation and madness and the concept of ‘Other’.  

The 2000 edition of The Madwoman in the Attic by Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar 

will also be a vital source for a psychological profile of both Jane Eyre and Bertha Mason’s 

character. Gubar and Gilbert claim that Bertha is Jane’s “darkest double” and that Bertha acts 

out what Jane herself only thinks of doing (Gilbert & Grubar 360). Gayatri Spivak’s 1985 article 

“Three Women’s Text and Critique of Imperialism” is yet another useful source to view Jane 

and Bertha’s character from an imperialistic and political point of view. Spivak claims that Jane 

Eyre is a “feminist individualist heroine of British fiction” and that claim is made possible due 

to Bertha and the fact that she is Jane’s opposite, a mad and colonial repressed character (Spivak 

251). The book Postcolonial Studies the Key Concepts (2007) by Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin 

will be used to explore the postcolonial approach and the concept of ‘Other.’ The essay will 

also contain material regarding mental health and madness that relates to the timeline of both 
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novels and how mental illnesses were looked upon during that timeline. James Colwen 

Prichard’s 1835 book A Treatise on Insanity and other Disorders Affecting the Mind will be 

used to get an understanding of how mental illnesses were perceived during the nineteenth 

century. Eileen Dickinson’s article “From Madness to Mental Health: A Brief History of 

Psychiatric Treatments -in the UK from 1800 to the Present” (1990) will shed light on the 

development of mental illnesses from the nineteenth century up until the present time. 

Dickinson’s article also covers how treatments for the mentally ill have evolved from the 1800’s 

and onwards.  

For the analysis of Jane Eyre the edition from 1999 will be used and for Wide Sargasso Sea the 

2001 edition.  

 

Analysis  

Jane Eyre in Jane Eyre  

During Jane’s childhood she is tormented and punished for being different. Jane became an 

orphan after the death of her parents, and she goes to live with her uncle, Mr Reed, and his 

family at the Gateshead estate. When her uncle dies she is left in the care of his widow, the 

matriarchal Mrs Reed. Mrs Reed does not care much for Jane as she does not like “cavillers and 

questioners” and she therefore excludes Jane from “privileges intended only for contented, 

happy, little children” (Brontë 3). Jane is seemingly a strong willed girl with a thirst for 

knowledge, as she likes to read, she questions things and seeks confirmation from adults. All 

of which are not acceptable behaviour for a young girl and especially for an orphan like Jane 

and Jane does not behave like her female cousins polite, quiet and childlike. Therefore, Jane 

personifies the description of ‘Other’, as she is not socially accepted in her surrounding and she 

is considered to be different and abnormal compared to how children should be according to 

Mrs Reed. Jane’s cousin, John Reed, is a patriarchal character that constantly bullies and 

punishes Jane, leaving her to feel terrorised. No one in the household tries to stop him and his 

manners and he is left to be cruel towards Jane. When Jane one day has enough she strikes him 

back and Jane is then punished by her aunt who says; “take her away to the red-room, and lock 

in her in there” (Brontë 7). She is locked up, not only due to her manners, but she is also 

punished for being different, for being an inferior ‘Other.’ To lock Jane up in red room is a way 

to oppress her as a person, even when she stands up for her self. 

The strength of Jane’s mentality is tested when she is locked up in the red room. When 

Jane is locked up all alone in the darkness of the room, she starts to envision things that are not 

actually there, but in her own mind. Jane escapes within in her own mind to deal with what is 
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unknown to her. She enters into an unconscious state of mind, as a way to protect herself from 

a frightening situation. According to Prichard such actions could be because of Jane’s 

understanding being “partially disordered” which in itself is an indication of Jane’s frail state 

of mind (6). The situation she is in has impaired her consciousness. The room is completely 

dark and the lack of light in the room frightens Jane, and then out of nowhere, a stream of light 

appears. As no light can enter the room, Jane’s mind begins to wander and she imagines that 

the light must be something far more sinister, “a herald of some coming vision from another 

world” (Brontë 12). Jane’s vivid imagination plays tricks on her and she starts to believe that 

she is not alone in the room, so whatever is in the room with Jane frightens her to the core. She 

feels something that is near to her and suddenly her heart started to beat fast, her head grew hot 

and a sound filled her ears, which seems to be the “rushing of wings” (Brontë 12). She believes 

she has encountered something unexplained that is out of this world. Her visions could in fact 

be a disturbance in her psyche. Her mental system has a disorder where “sound and healthy 

exercise of the mind is impeded” (Prichard 2). Jane’s sanity is interfered with by her ghastly 

experience in the red room and to be able to handle the situation she must “escape through 

madness” (Gilbert & Grubar 341). Even though this is the most terrifying alternative for Jane, 

it is her only chance to escape this horrible experience, an experience that will stay with her.  

During Jane’s transformation from Jane Eyre into Jane Rochester her emotions will cause 

her mind to become weakened and frail. The experience of having unexplainable visions like 

those she had in red room will appear once again. This time the visions that Jane starts to see 

are her transformation into someone else. On the day of her wedding Jane sees a ghastly face 

when she looks in the mirror and what she sees is an “image of a stranger”; someone with a 

discoloured and savaged face, a person that she cannot relate to (Brontë 253). This is an image 

of Jane’s fear of turning into Jane Rochester when she marries Rochester, and that is a person 

she has no relation to. Therefore, she has visions of a horrible looking face and that face 

represents a sinister version of herself, a different Jane than the one she knows, an inferior 

‘Other.’ This ‘Other’ is someone she is scared to transform into. The anxiety she feels over her 

upcoming wedding is similar to the anxiety she felt in the red room. Whenever Jane experiences 

something that is frightening, she is unable to control herself and the supernatural visions she 

has begin. According to Gilbert & Grubar it is the “separations within the self” that frightens 

Jane (359). The prospect that she will become someone else, Jane Rochester, scares her because 

Jane Rochester is someone totally separate from Jane Eyre.  

Jane’s emotional distress and her feelings of being unequal to her husband are projected 

onto Bertha. Both Bertha and Jane share a mutual bond and that is that they both can be 
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identified as ‘Other.’ This bond of being ‘Other’ is projected between them when Bertha acts 

out on Jane’s feelings and fears. Jane has fears of becoming Mrs Rochester and Jane’s emotions 

become a catalyst for the actions that are caused by Bertha. Bertha can act out in ways that Jane 

dares not to do. According to Gilbert & Gubar Bertha is considered to be Jane’s avatar or her 

“truest and darkest double” (360). This would mean that Bertha’s emotions are the same 

emotions that Jane has repressed and has never been able to feel or to act out. Therefore, the 

actions that Bertha performs are what Jane herself dares not do but what she secretly wishes to 

do in her subconscious mind. Jane dislikes the “vapoury veil of Jane Rochester” and she wants 

to destroy the garment but dares not do it, instead it is Bertha who destroys the veil for Jane 

(Gilbert and Grubar 359). Jane’s anxiety over the wedding day is yet another thing that Bertha 

manages to help Jane overcome. Jane knows that there is nothing that will stop “the day that 

advanced” however, Bertha’s real identity is revealed and with that, the marriage between Jane 

and Rochester is put off for the time being (Brontë 242). Without Bertha’s actions, Jane Eyre 

would have become Jane Rochester, and that is someone that Jane feared, and someone she felt 

she was not ready to become yet. Jane considered herself unequal to her husband, unequal in 

social status, in life experience and in regard to her own personal wealth. Jane seeks to find that 

equality before she is compatible enough to become Jane Rochester and a deserving wife of 

Rochester. According to Plasa the “basis of the equality” between Jane and Rochester can only 

occur after the fire at Thornfield Hall (46). During the fire Rochester becomes “physically 

impaired” and has his “spiritually humbled” and this would make him equal to Jane (Plasa 46). 

Bertha is the person behind the fire and this furthers the actions that Bertha has done, which is 

her way to help Jane to create the life that Jane wants and for Jane to become an equal to 

Rochester.  

  

Bertha Mason in Jane Eyre  

Due to Bertha’s lack of voice she is depicted as a mad woman by other characters that narrate 

her actions. Her existence is ambiguous in Jane Eyre and this confirms that she is a woman 

without her own voice, and throughout the novel she is never to be heard. Bertha is unable to 

make herself heard and can therefore, not argue for her sanity and throughout the novel she 

continues to stay branded as a mad woman. Despite being a character with a seemingly 

intriguing story to tell, Bertha’s own story is never told, not through her own account. Bertha 

is silenced as Rochester speaks on her behalf, words that are then re-told in the novel by Jane 

Eyre. Rochester proves himself to be a patriarchal oppressor when he silences Bertha and she 

is made to be a subordinate character with no voice of her own; she is treated no better than a 
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slave in the colonies. Although, this was, according to Osada, the ideology of the 19th century, 

the general view of women was the same as the view of colonial slaves – that they were of 

much lesser status than men (173). As Bertha is a woman from a colony, she is of a very low 

status, the same status as a slave, and she is therefore, poorly treated by the patriarchal 

Rochester. Furthermore, the only sounds that Bertha are depicted to make are sounds such as 

“snarling, snatching sound, almost like a dog” (Brontë 183). As those are the only sounds that 

Bertha utters and those are not sounds made by a human, but of someone that is considered to 

be more of an animal than human. Bertha is not only a woman and slave-like, she is also 

described as an animal, she is an inferior ‘Other’ in more ways than one. According to Plasa 

this is Bertha’s function in Jane Eyre, she is to “indeterminate the boundary between human 

and animal” (Plasa 57). The sounds that Bertha makes describe her as a madwoman and without 

a voice of her own, Bertha is unable to “narrate her own behaviour” (Osada 179). The sounds 

that she utters become a representation of her insanity. Throughout Jane Eyre, Bertha is never 

able to make herself heard or understood which makes it easy for Rochester to claim Bertha’s 

status as a mad woman.  

Bertha’s dubious existence is an illustration of Jane’s unstable mind. As Bertha’ existence 

can be questionable at first in the novel, this proves that Jane’s mind is weak and that she is in 

fact mad. It can be questioned if Bertha is a real person, or if she is made up in Jane’s exhausted 

mind. Bertha’s whole existence is unclear to begin with in Jane Eyre and it is questionable to 

some extent if Bertha is even a real person. Bertha’s appearance is dubious even when she does 

appear and shows herself to Jane, Bertha appears in the shape of a ghostly figure, something 

that does not exist. When Jane claims to have seen the face of Bertha she also admits that she 

has “lost consciousness” for the second time in her life (Brontë 250). The first time something 

like this happened was in the red room where Jane had imaginary visions. She later became 

unconscious and can, therefore, not explain what she really saw. Jane’s previous experiences 

with unexplainable visions could also question Bertha’s existence. Bertha could, in fact, be a 

creation in Jane’s vivid mind. Bertha’s presence is denied by Rochester, who claims that she is 

the “creature of an over-stimulated brain”, which is Jane’s mind filled with fantasies and visions 

that she cannot explain (Brontë 250). The complete denial of Bertha’s actual identity 

strengthens the notion that she is unreal and that she only exists in the mad world of Jane Eyre. 

However, Bertha’s identity is slowly revealed, and with that, Jane manages yet again to prove 

her sanity when Bertha’s identity is finally disclosed.  

The description of Bertha’s personality in Jane Eyre illustrates the oppression she 

encounters by Rochester. This oppression is what leads Rochester to claim that Bertha is a mad 
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woman. Bertha is regarded, as someone who is different than others, and her character goes 

against Rochester’s own values and traditions. Bertha is someone who personifies the concept 

of ‘Other’ and the characterisation of this concept is made through discourses; such as 

primitivism and cannibalism, “as a means of establishing the binary separation of the colonizer 

and colonized and asserting the naturalness and primacy of the colonizing culture and world 

view” (Ashcroft, Griffith & Tiffin 154-155). The culture that Bertha comes from is different 

from the culture that Rochester is accustomed to. Rochester does not accept that Bertha has her 

ways and that she lacks “refinement in her mind” and in her manners (Brontë 269). He finds 

her to be an imbecile with obnoxious taste and with a mind that is “common, low, narrow”, she 

is someone he is unable to hold a conversation with (Brontë 270). Rochester wishes to mould 

Bertha into someone else and he wants her to act European and to be more refined in her ways. 

To oppress Bertha would be a way for Rochester to change her personality into someone he can 

agree with. Rochester imperialistic views are displayed in the patriarchal and colonial 

oppressive norms he has, norms in which Bertha does not fit. Rochester thinks of Bertha as an 

uncivilised and simple-minded person that does not measure up to his standards. He will be 

able to control and oppress her, and in doing so he will be able to present her whichever way 

he likes; this includes making her into a mad person. Therefore, a fair and biased description of 

Bertha is not available in Jane Eyre because her actions are told through Rochester.  

Bertha’s mental condition is worsened when she is locked up in the attic of Thornfield 

Hall while continuously being oppressed by Rochester. Bertha is denied her own existence and 

her husband treats her with contempt. Their marriage was a business deal between their 

respective fathers, and after they marry in Jamaica, they return to Rochester’s native England. 

When they arrive in England, Rochester wants to conceal Bertha’s existence “from the world 

by keeping her under permanent confinement in the attics of Thornfield Hall” (Plasa 25). He 

does this as he finds her to be an intolerable and shameful wife to someone of his status. 

Rochester continuously denies Bertha’s existence, and when Jane Eyre claims to have seen her, 

he tells her “ghosts are usually pale” (Brontë 250). This is the oppressive view he has on his 

first wife, as he does not consider her to be a real person, she is a ghost and not someone who 

is even worth to exist. When he must confront Bertha, she acts violent towards him and he is to 

reprimand her for her violent behaviour. Rochester is given a cord by Mrs Poole, Bertha’s 

caretaker, and with that cord Rochester ties Bertha down to a chair (Brontë 259). Even if Bertha 

is weak mentally this treatment of her is harsh. According to Iwama this method was not 

“considered acceptable humane treatments of patients of mental illness” (Iwama 2003). This is 

a display of Rochester’s cruel and oppressive manners towards Bertha. The treatment she 
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receives at Thornfield Hall, under the supervision of Rochester, does not help her fragile mental 

condition. Rochester considers Bertha to be mad as she comes from a “mad family; idiots and 

maniacs through three generations” and he treats her poorly because of this (Brontë 257). 

However, during the nineteenth century, confinement was “part of the treatment” for people 

with a mental condition, and as Rochester considers Bertha to be mad this is what he does 

(Dickinson, 420). He keeps her locked up as this is customary to do during this time period. 

However, Thornfield Hall is not an asylum and Bertha does not receive proper care and there 

is no real “attempt to discover a cure for her condition” (Iwama 2003). To keep Bertha locked 

up is just another way for Rochester to oppress her, he does not wish for her to get the proper 

treatment for her mental condition, what he wants is to keep denying her existence while she 

descends further into madness.  

 

Antoinette Cosway in Wide Sargasso Sea  

Antoinette’s madness forms from her insecure upbringing and her endless search for safety. 

She grew up in a mentally unstable environment that will eventually leave a lasting impact 

throughout her life, as she as an adult continuously strives after safety. The mental unstableness 

that Antoinette’s mother displays reveals the mental insecurities that Antoinette herself will 

inherit. Antoinette grew up in an environment that was unsafe for her and her family, where 

Antoinette’s mother lived in constant fear for the family’s safety and she even proclaims that 

their estate “is not safe” (Rhys 16). To live in fear and feeling unsafe takes a toll on Antoinette’s 

mother’s mental health. Her fears become real when the family’s former slaves retaliate against 

them and burn down their house which forces them to leave their estate. To have a mentally 

unstable mother as her only guardian is not much of a protector for a young girl like Antoinette, 

and it did not help that Antoinette feared her own mother as she talked “aloud to herself” (Rhys 

5). She was never given any affection from her mother, because her mother only had eyes for 

Antoinette’s disabled younger brother Pierre, and Antoinette’s mother oppressed her when she 

was discarded for being useless and that she was old enough to fend for herself (Rhys 5). To be 

rejected from an early age caused anxiety within Antoinette, and according to Burns, she lacked 

the “ability to live a full and happy life” (Burns 2004). This lack of ability becomes a catalyst 

for her insecurities, which ultimately will hinder her to feel safe even as an adult. Throughout 

her childhood Antoinette was never to know what a safe environment meant, as her mentally 

unstable mother constantly rejected her. The feelings that Antoinette’s mother displays are 

feelings that she projects onto to her own daughter. Therefore, Antoinette herself seeks 

protection and safety throughout her whole life, as this is what her mother has imprinted in her 
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mind from a young age. Antoinette has the need to be protected so she will not be harmed. The 

emotional insecurities that Antoinette’s mother has inflicted on her own daughter are shown 

when she is about to marry her husband, the man whose character is based on Rochester. She 

is afraid to marry him, out of fear what “may happen, and what may happen is that Antoinette 

might not get the sense of security that she so desperately seeks” (Rhys 45). Despite being 

promised safety by her husband, Antoinette still cannot believe she will find the protection she 

yearns for, and Antoinette has become her mother’s daughter when all her mother’s fears 

become hers.   

Antoinette’s sense of double identity is a factor that creates a strain on her mentality. She 

descends from a British family which lives in a Caribbean environment and she has been 

brought up with values from both cultures. Therefore, she is a Creole, and people who have 

Creole-heritage are “naturalised West Indian of European descent” (Bidisha 2016). Because of 

this Antoinette has a sense of double identity, which eventually will cause her to be confused 

about her own cultural identity. Antoinette struggles to find stability within her double identity 

and this will put a strain on her mentality and, as Raiskin writes, “it takes a great deal of mental 

energy to retain the existence of both simultaneously” (254). This is apparent in Antoinette’s 

case, as she cannot handle the fact that she belongs to two identities, which in the end cause too 

much distress mentally for her. The African community calls creoles like Antoinette a “white 

cockroach” as she does not belong with them (Rhys 7). The English calls the creoles “white 

niggers”; indications that people like Antoinette are not part of the English community either 

(Rhys 63). These are derogatory terms that will leave an imprint in Antoinette’s life, as she does 

not know where to belong or whom she really is. Antoinette even questions, “why she was born 

at all” when she lacks a sense of being unwanted (Rhys 63). The feelings of being an outcast 

wherever she goes creates confusion in Antoinette’s mind, and Fayad writes that Antoinette’s 

quest for an identity slowly “leads to madness” and this is understandable as Antoinette 

struggles mentally of belonging to two different identities ( 225). Antoinette does not know 

who to be, or to what community she belongs to and her mental strength is weakened. Even her 

own husband is not sure what to think of Antoinette’s identity as he describes her “Creole of 

pure English descent she may be, but they are not English or European either” (Rhys 37). This 

furthers Antoinette’s insecurities of her identity and sense of belonging when her own husband 

questions her identity. He becomes another person who finds her to be culturally different, due 

to her double identity.  

Antoinette and her husband’s cultural indifferences will cause further deterioration of 

Antoinette’s mind. Her husband finds her cultural background confusing and with that he finds 
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her intolerable. These are reasons for him to treat her like an inferior ‘Other’ and to oppress her. 

It was their respective fathers who had arranged for them to get married and the two of them 

had never met prior to their courtship. Consequently, Antoinette’s husband-to-be had no clear 

perception of his bride. However, what he comes to realise is that she intimidates him. He is 

used to people of his own kind, people with English traditions and values, and according to 

Burns, Antoinette’s husband finds her “otherness greatly incompatible with his personal 

feelings” (2004). Antoinette is not at all what he hoped her to be. She embodies the postcolonial 

term ‘Other’ that is a term that refers to people who are non-European. They are more exotic 

than the Westerners but also more primitive in their ways (Ashcroft, Griffith & Tiffin 79). This 

is the perception that her husband has of her after their marriage. According to him she is a 

bewildered person that lack manners, and this is something he cannot accept. For Antoinette to 

become someone who he could accept as a wife, he decides to re-name her Bertha. He does so 

as an “effect of patriarchal oppression” (Plasa 39). To re-name her Bertha is to diminish who 

she is and her cultural heritage. This becomes a way for her husband to show his disapproval 

of her, as someone who is regarded as ‘Other’ and this cause Antoinette to become a victim of 

oppression. Antoinette is denied her name and her cultural identity, an identity that she has 

strived to find and not been able to.  

Antoinette’s madness becomes a way for her to escape her husband’s harsh treatment. 

Her mental condition was already in a fragile state before she was married. Antoinette’s mother 

rejected her, and throughout her childhood she lived with feelings of fear and people in 

Antoinette’s surrounding resented her. Things do not change for the better in her marriage. 

Antoinette becomes very unhappy with the harsh treatment she endures by her husband, and 

she is tired of constantly being rejected by him. Antoinette’s husband resents her and he is in 

dire need of money to keep his status, so he starts to deny Antoinette everything that she is. 

According to Bidisha, Antoinette’s husband takes “her money, her property, her sense of 

security, her emotional happiness” (2016). She is denied her own personality, her cultural 

legacy and all the things that once belonged to her. Her husband has even taken her name away 

and she is no longer Antoinette instead, she is named Bertha. Antoinette is deprived of all the 

things that made her into who she was, and with that her husband drives her towards madness. 

She does not know how to find her way back to herself, as she does not have the strength or the 

mental capability to do so. Antoinette’s being is drifting out of the “window with her scents, 

her pretty clothes and her looking-glass” (Rhys 116). Antoinette surrenders her mind and who 

she is and everything she once was. She becomes mad to be able to cope with what she has 

endured, until she finally does not know where she is or even who she is anymore.  
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Jane and Antoinette  

Madness becomes a way for both Jane and Antoinette to endure emotional torment. Antoinette 

has been subjected to emotional turmoil for the most part of her life due to her mother being 

incapable to show her love and appreciation due to her own mental illness. The environment 

where Antoinette grew up in made her feel insecure and abandoned. This is similar to Jane’s 

upbringing, being an orphan and badly treated by her aunt and cousins. Jane does not grow up 

in an environment where she feels safe. According to Thorpe, both Jane and Antoinette are 

“emotionally threatened by those who take charge of them” which is a similarity they have 

(176). They deal with this emotional threat by escaping from their reality. For Antoinette who 

lives in an oppressed relationship with her husband, and to endure emotional torment, she 

eventually becomes mad to cope, “just like her mother” (Rhys 104). Antoinette’s mother could 

not bear all the misery that happened in her life, so she gave up, both mentally and physically. 

As Antoinette is her mother’s daughter, she deals with the emotional and psychical distress in 

the same way as her mother and that is to descend deeper into madness. Jane on the other hand, 

uses madness as a form to control herself and her mind. To endure the emotional abuse, she has 

encountered in her life madness becomes an alternative to escape from herself (Gilbert & 

Grubar 341). To obstruct events or emotions that frighten Jane, she escapes into an unconscious 

state of mind.  

The difference between Jane and Antoinette is how they learn how to deal with their 

mental hardships and emotional torment. What Jane has gone through in her life has made her 

stronger and more reliant on herself. Jane does not need anyone to provide for her, she can look 

after herself, which Antoinette cannot. Antoinette wants someone to look after her and keep her 

safe, as she is unable to do that herself. The contrast between the pair of them is Antoinette’s 

vulnerability while Jane is proven to be more resilient and stronger. Jane is someone who is 

used to encounter resistance, and this has hardened her as a person. Any setbacks that Jane 

encounters in her life she takes them in her stride to overcome and in doing so she comes back 

even stronger than before. Antoinette is weakened by the setbacks she has encountered in life 

and she does not fight back instead she gives in and goes mad.  

Antoinette and Jane’s difference in mentality shows how they handle living in a 

relationship with a patriarchal character such a Rochester. A major difference in their 

relationship is an indication of Jane’s status as British and therefore someone more worthy and 

also more rational in her ways, in contrast to Antoinette’ status, someone who is colonial and 

therefore considered more irrational. In the beginning of Rochester and Jane’s relationship 

Rochester is the master and superior to Jane, while Jane is the servant and considered to be his 
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subordinate (Osada 173). This is something that is made clear when he tells Jane that she is 

merely a “paid subordinate” as she is much younger than him and of lower status and he 

consider himself to have had extensive life experiences (Brontë 116). However, what Jane 

eventually manages to do is to show herself to be a worthy equal to Rochester on an intellectual 

level. According to Plasa, Jane was determined not submit to Rochester’s “will to possess and 

dominate” (45). Jane does not wish to be someone’s possession, and this is a mental strength of 

hers. Her personality is that of an independent woman who can take care of herself. Antoinette, 

on the other hand, is not as independent as Jane and she is, therefore, not able to establish 

equality in her relationship. Her quest for safety and protection from her husband becomes too 

overwhelming for him, he instead finds her to be like an obstinate child (Rhys 57). Her insecure 

and unhappy behaviour makes her eager to please him, as she is afraid if she does not do what 

he wishes she could lose him. Antoinette is a person who lets herself be both possessed and 

dominated, this is clear when she is re-named Bertha by her husband. At first, she rejects the 

idea, but she is eager to please him, so she eventually accepts; “as you wish” (Rhys 87). This is 

a way for her husband to show his patriarchal dominance towards Antoinette. He oppresses her 

and makes her a subordinate of him and to re-name her is to destroy her self-worth and to 

diminish her person.  

 

Bertha and Antoinette 

The perceptions of Bertha and Antoinette’s madness are different from one another. Bertha is 

suggested to be a person with non-human traits unlike Antoinette. Bertha is described to be a 

creature or an animal rather than an actual person, and according to Spivak, Bertha’s role, is to 

“indeterminate the boundary between human and animal”, (Spivak 249). Bertha’s words are 

never uttered, the only sounds that come from her are her crazy laughter and the growls from 

an animal, such as wolfish cries or dog howling (Brontë 272-248). Bertha is dehumanised, even 

her appearance is proclaimed to be that of a non-human, she is depicted to be a “vulgar animal, 

with wild mannerisms and a dishevelled appearance” (Iwama 2003). Her lips are dark and 

swelled, her eyebrows furry, and her eyes are bloodshot; Bertha is often referred to as goblin 

and to have the attributes of a vampire. Antoinette, on the other hand, is never described to be 

an animal like Bertha. The only time Antoinette is referred to as an animal in a derogatory way, 

is when her black servants call her a “white cockroach” (Rhys 61). Antoinette is a person who 

is not welcomed in the society where she lives and is therefore called this derogatory term. 

Apart from that, Antoinette is not seen as a bewildered creature in the same sense as Bertha, 

and to some extent Bertha’s humanity is restored in Wide Sargasso Sea, but in the shape of 
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Antoinette. Even her name is supposed to be restored; in Jane Eyre Bertha’s middle name is 

Antonietta. Antoinette also becomes someone who has thoughts and feelings and who is able 

to account for her own story, which is told in Wide Sargasso Sea. Antoinette accounts for what 

happens to her in her native Caribbean society and her journey to England, her husband’s native 

country. In Wide Sargasso Sea the madwoman is not only allowed to be heard she is also 

allowed to be human in contrast to the madwoman in Jane Eyre, who was un-human and forever 

silenced. 

Antoinette’s forced marriage drives her towards the abyss of madness. The oppressive 

action that her husband unleashed suggests that he is to blame for Antoinette eventually going 

mad. Her frail mind is easy to manipulate, which is something that her husband takes advantage 

of. He creates Antoinette’s madness in his own mind, just so he can “pretend she is mad” (Rhys 

104). Antoinette feels unhappy in her marriage and after being rejected by her husband she 

starts to drink excessively, she has fits of rage and curse at him. Her erratic behaviour is what 

cause Antoinette’s husband to claim that she is mad, as this is what he wants her to be, a mad 

person. Furthermore, her husband does not understand her background or her cultural heritages 

as he decides to deprive her of it. He wishes to destroy Antoinette “because she belongs with 

everything he does not understand” and he starts “the process of destruction by calling her 

Bertha” (Plasa 18). This is an oppressive act from his side as re-naming her Bertha, is a way for 

him to diminish her character and her cultural legacy. He pushes her further to the edge of 

insanity. Antoinette’s purpose “is to love and be loved”, but when she realises what her husband 

has done, she “becomes mad because she is dispossessed” (Plasa 18). Not only has she lost the 

people she loved she has lost herself with no fault of her own.  

 

Conclusion 

The aim of this essay was to prove that the three female characters in Jane Eyre and Wide 

Sargasso Sea can be considered mad, as all three women display some degree of madness. Their 

role as someone who falls under the category of ‘Other’ is a reason why they were depicted as 

mad. They are different from others in their surrounding and their unordinary behaviour was 

considered to be abnormal compared to how others in their environment behaved, which made 

it easier for them to be described as mad. All three women are also victims of oppression from 

a patriarchal character. However, madness becomes important for Jane, Bertha and Antoinette 

to cope with mental stress. Jane used madness as form of escapism in order to handle 

emotionally difficult situations in her life. Despite that Jane always managed to regain her sense 

of sanity back and this made her able to deal with the hardship she went through in life. 
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However, Bertha and Antoinette, were in a fragile state of mind, are pushed further into 

madness. Their sense of ‘Otherness’ and the fact that they are women, living with a patriarchal 

and imperialistic character such as Rochester is what causes their already weak minds to be 

pushed even further towards the brink of complete madness.  

The characterisations of the women resemble one another, as Antoinette Cosway is as 

much Bertha Mason, as she is Jane Eyre. Bertha Mason’s life was an untold story and Jean 

Rhys decided to give it life in Wide Sargasso Sea. Jean Rhys restored Bertha’s name back to 

Antoinette to expose a patriarchal character’s (such as Rochester) injustice towards both 

Antoinette and Bertha. Jean Rhys gave both colonised people and women a voice to be heard 

in Wide Sargasso Sea.  
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