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i i.i 
ABSTRACT 

Jane Eyre is a colonial discourse that inevitably casts 
C 

foreign culture as a dark, depraved, monitory image--the 

standard of e:i1 against which Jane, the feminist heroine, 

must assert and reassert her Ch~istian morals and Britigh ' 

superiority .in order to consolidate her sense of identity. 

To a significank extent, the progressive consolidation of 
L 

Jane's sense of selfhood is linked to the regressive 

disintegration of her infamous ndark double," Bertha Mason. 

In my first chapter, I provide a critical overview of some 

of the more influential feminist analyses of the 

relationship between Jane and Bertha to argue that while 
& 

'the madwoman in-the atticH might function as a symbolic 

correlative of Jane's repressed anger against male 

authority, she also represents an aspect of colonialist 

ideology that promoted a hierarchical vision of racial 

domination and subordination in which all that was HEnglishw 

was more precisely defined--and confirmed as superior--in 

contrast to all that was' "fo~elgn.~ 

After providing a contextualized reading.of several 

aspects of Jane Eyre that participate in the cultural 

politics of empire-building, I look closely at Brontets 

figurative strategies for expressing her heroine's 

resistance against male sexual dominance. sign1 f icantiY, it 

is in those scenes where Jane most urgently resists 

acquiescing to Rochester and St. John's masculine power that 

Bronte uses the polygamous custom of wthe seraglio," the 



s'acrifical ritual of "suttee," and the image of a "noble 

savagen 'to emphasize the gravity of her heroine's 

predicament. In each of these three instances, Jane 

inscribes herself in the centre of a colonial metaphor in 

order to protect her sexuality and further consolidate her 

identity. 

Jane's sense of selfhood- is ultimately predicated-on 

all that she is not: all that is non-white, non-British, and 

non-Christian. The undesirable character traits Bronte . 

ascribes to non-British people,, and her critical application 

of these same traits to the English characters who- attempt 

to exclude her heroine from a legitimate sense of belonging, 

are an integral part of the narrative strategy to advance 

\he protagoriist's quest for increased autonomy within the 

confines of a systemically repressive, male dominated 

society. 
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Be-Vision--the act of Looking back, of seeing with 
fresh eyes, of entering an old text from a new critical 
direction--is for women more than a chapter in cultural 
history: it is an act of survival. Until we can understand 
the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know 
ourselves. . . Ve need to know the writing of the past, -and 
know it differently than we have ever known it; not to pas9 
on a tradition but to-break its hold over us. 

Adrienne Rich 
"When We Dead Awaken: 
Writing as Re-Via ionH 

Not many people doubted. the rightness d f  Empire. . . The 
British knew that theirs was not a wicked nation, as nations 
went,'and if they were insensitive to the hypocrisies, 
deceits and brutalities of Empire, they believed genuinely 
in its civilizing mission. They had no doubt that British 
rule was best, especially for heathens or primitives, and 
they had faith in their own good intentions. 

James Horris 
Heaven s C o m n d  
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Introduction 



J a n e  Eyre  o c c u p i e s  a p o s i t i o n  of prominence i n  t h e  
> 

f e m i n i s t  l i t e r a r y  e a t a b l i s h m e n t .  The p r o g r e s s i v e  s t r u g g l e  of  

a " d i s c o n n e c t e d ,  poor a n d  p l a i n w  g o v e r n e s s  t o  asser t  h e r  

autonomy a g a i n s t  t h e  p a t r i a r c h a l  a u t h o r i t y  embodied i n  John  

Reed, B r o c k l e h u r s t ,  R o c h e s t e r ,  and  S t .  John  R i v e r s  is 

commonly r e g a r d e d  a s  a p r o t o t y p e  f o r  t h e  d e v e l o p s e n t  of a .* 
f e m i n i s t  - c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  b o t h  on a p e r s o n a l  and  p o l i t i c a l  

l e v e l .  J a n e ' s  t r ac t  on t h e  r o o f  of T h o r n f i e l d  H a l l  is 

app lauded  as t h e  d i r e c t  d e s c e n d a n t  of Hary W o l l s t o n e c r a f t l s  

V i n d i c a t i o n  of t h e  R i g h t s  of Woman: 

. . . I c l imbed  t h e  t h r e e  s ta i rcases ,  r a i s e d  t h e  
t r a p d o o r  of t h e  a t t i c ,  and  hav ing  r e a c h e d  t h e  l e a d s ,  
looked  o u t  a f a r  o v e r  s e q u e s t e r e d  f i e l d  and  h i l l ,  and 
a l o n g  dim s k y l i n e - - t h a t  t h e n  I longed  f o r  a power of 
v i s i o n  which might  o v e r p a s s  t h a t  l i m i t ;  which might  
r e a c h  t h e  busy  wor ld ,  towns,  r e g i o n s  f u l l  of l i f e  I tpad 
h e a r d  of b u t  never  s e e n .  . . I t  is i n  v a i n  t o  s a y  human 
b e i n g s  ough t  t o  be s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  t r a n q u i l i t y :  t h e y  - I 
must have a c t i o n ;  and  t h e y  w i l l  make i t  i f  t h e y  c a n n o t  
f i n d  i t .  H i l l i o n s  a r e  condemned t o  a s t i l l e r  doom t h a n  
mine, and  m i l l i o n s  are i n  s i l e n t  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  
l o t .  Nobody knows how many r e b e l l i o n s  b e s i d e s  p o l i t i c a l  
r e b e l l i o n s  f e r m e n t  i n  t h e  masses of l i f e  which peop le  
ea r th .  Women a r e  supposed  t o  be v e r y  calm g e n e r a l l y :  

k b u t  women f e e l  j u s t  a s  men f e e l .  . . ( B r o n t e  140-1411 

With t h i s  moving p a s s a g e ,  B r o n t e l s  h e r o i n e  e s t a b l i s h e s  

h e r s e l f  a s  a p r e c u r s o r  of modern f e m i n i s t  r e v o l t .  

I  r e a d  J a n e  Eyre  as t h e  s t r u g g l e  n o t  of one b u t  of two 

women--one a n  E n g l i s h  g o v e r n e s s ;  t h e  o t h e r  a West I n d i a n  

w i f e - - a g a i n s t  p a t r i a r c h a l  a u t h o r i t y .  But when I began t o  

s e r i o u s l y  c o n s i d e r  t h e  n o v e l  i n  i t s  c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t ,  i t  

became a p p a r e n t  t h a t  a t  e v e r y  t u r n  of t h e  p l o t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  

of one of t h e s e  women a r e  advanced a t  t h e  expense  of t h e  



other. My thesis is that Jane Eyre is a colonial discourse 
. . . . 

that inevitably casts foreign cukture as a dark, depraved, 

monitory%image--the standard of evil against which Jane, the 
'5 

feminist heroine, must assert and reassert her Christian 

morals and British superiority in order to consolidate her 

sense of identity. 

. . And by fan the darkest monitory image that Jane 

confronts is Bertha Mason. Although she. is technically a 

white Creole, we are emphatically led to believe that from 

the blood in her veins, to the swollen features of her face, 

to the dark colour of her hair, skin, and eyes, Bertha's 

racial and ethnic origins are distinctly inferior to the 

white Anglo-Saxon. Bertha is everything thaf Jane is not. 
I 

She is large and-dark; she is inarticulate5 she has 

unmotivated outbursts of emotional and physical aggression; 

she is foreign-born; she is Rochester's legally bound wife. 

A large dark mass of snarling fury, Bertha is the polar 

opposite of the spritely, intelligent, and morally 

disciplined English governess. And this distinction is 

further advanced at the level of plot: whereas Jane, with 

remarkable acumen and resiliency of character, pursues and 

achieves a degree of autonomy within patriarchal society-- 

largely realized through her egalitarian marriage to 

Rochester--Bertha, who is type-cast as genetically and 

therefore incurably insane, remains utterly dependent on the 

same man until she rather expediently leaps to her death 

from the roof of Thornfield Hall. 



. . . S h e  was on t h e  r o o f ,  where s h e  was s t a n d i n g ,  
wav ing  h e r  a r m s  a b o v e  t h e 1  b a t t l e m e n t s , .  a n d  s h o u t i n g  o u t  

- t i l l  t h e y c o u l d  h e a r  aimile o f f .  . . She wasa  b!g 
woman, a n d  had l o n g  b lack  h a i r :  i t  [was]  s t r e a m f n g  
a g a i n s t  t h e  f l a m e s  as s h e  s t o o d .  .. . . [S ' lhe  y e l l e d  a n d  
g a v e  a s p r i n g ,  a n d  t h e  n e x t  m i n u t e  s h e  l a y  smashed on 
t h e ,  pavement .  ( 4 5 3 )  

The s t o r y  'of B e r t h a  U a s o n ' s  v i o l e n t  d e m i s e  is t o l d  t h r o u g h  a . 

s e c o n d - h a n d  a c c o u n t  by  t h e  h o s t  o f  nThe R o c h e s t e r  Arms.". 
A 

T h i s  d i s t a n c e d  a n d  d i s e n g a g e d  p e r s p e c t i v e  on  B e r t h a ' s  f i n a l  

s i l e n c i n g  is i n  s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  t o  J a n e ' s  i n s p i r a t i o n a l  

s p e e c h  a b o u t  t h e  c o n f i n e m e n t  a n d  s i l e n t  r e b e l l i o n  o f  women-- 

a d e s c r i p t i o n  of  g e n d e r  o p p r e s s i o n  t h a t  f i t s  B e r t h a ' s  

p r e d i c a m e n t  t o  a t ee .  But  w h e r e a . ~  J a n e ' s  e l o q u e n t  f i r s t  
a 

p e r s o n  e x p o s t u l a t i o n  p i q u e s  o u r  i n d i g n a t i o n  a n d  k i n d l e s  o u r  

m o r a l  o u t r a g e  a t  s u c h  u n i f o r m  a n d  w i d e s p r e a d  s o c i a l  

i n j u s t i c e ,  B e r t h a ' s  i n d e c i p h e r a b l e  screams a n d  s e l f -  

i m m o l a t i o n  f r o m  t h e  same r o o f - t o p  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  a s  a 

r e c y c l e d  n a r r a t i v e  o f  a n  e v e n t  t h a t  t o o k  p l a c e  o v e r  a y e a r  

e a r l i ; ~ .  When J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a ' s  r o o f - t o p  e p i s o d e s  a r e  r e a d  

a g a i n s t  e a c h  o t h e r - - o n e  as  a n  e m o t i o n a l l y  e n g a g i n g  c a l l  f o r  

s o c i a l  j u s t i c e ;  t h e  o t h e r  as a r e m o t e  a n d  r a t h e r  a n t i -  

c l i m a t i c  r e n d e r i n g  of  t h e  most  v i o l e n t '  i n c i d e n t  i n  t h e  

n o v e l - - i t  becomes a p p a r , e n t  t h a t  B r o n t e ' a  t e x t  p o s i t s  an , 

i r r e c o n c i l a b l y  s p l i t  p e r s p e c t i v e  on t h e s e  two f e m a l e  

c h a r a c t e r s ,  a n d  t h a t  t h i s  s p l i t  is i n s c r i b e d  d e e p l y  w i t h i n  

t h e  n o v e l ' s  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e . '  

When J a n e  E y r e  is c o n s i d e r e d  I n  i ts c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t  i t  

becomes a p p a r e n t  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of  J a n e ,  a n  E n g l i s h  

g o v e r n e s s ,  a r e  c o n t i n u a l l y  a d v a n c e d  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  of 



B e r t h a ,  a c o l o n i a l - b o r n  b u r d e n  t o  h e r  B r i t i s h  h u s b a n d - - t h e  

man t h e  n o v e l ' s  f e m i n i s t  h e r o i n e  u l t i m a t f e l y  m a r r i e s .  Given 

t h e  m e a s u r e s  t h a t  B r o n t e  takes t o  c o n t r a s t  a n d  s e g r e g a t e  

J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a - - b o t h  l i t e r a l l y  a n d  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y - - w h y  is 

i t  t h a t  f e m i n i s t  r e a d i n g s - ,  s i n c e  t h e  e a r l y  7 0 t s ,  have  s o  

o f t e n  f u s e d  t h e s e  two c h a r a c t e r s  t o g e t h e r ,  f r e q u e n t l y  

d e f i n i n g  B e r t h a ' a s  a n  i n n a t e  a s p e c t  of  J a n e ' s  p s y c h e ?  I n  

many cases, t h e  l u n a t i c  Mrs. R o c h e s t e r  is r e a d  a s  embodying 

t h e  r a g e  t h a t  J a n e  s t r u g g l e s  t o  r e p r e s s  i n  h e r  e n c o u n t e r s  

w i t h  g e n d e r  o p p r e s s i o n ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  terms o f  t h e  

r e s t r i c t i o n s  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  m a r r i a g e .  The 

most  i n f l u e n t i a l  work i n  t h i s  regard is G i l b e r t  a n d  G u b a r ' s  

The Madwombn i n  t h e  A t t i c :    he Woman Writer a n d  t h e  

N i n e t e e n t h - C e n t u r y  Literary I m a q i n a t i o n .  The a u t h o r s  c a l l  

B e r t h a  J a n e ' s  " t r u e s t  a n d  d a r k e ' s t  d o u b l e f i  a n d  s u g g e s t  t h a t  

t h e  madwoman e v e n  d o e s  what  J a n e  w a n t s  t o  d o  (362). The 

a r g u m e n t  t%at t h e  p s y c h e s  of these  two c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  s o  ~- 

i n e x t r i c a b l y  bound t h a t  B e r t h a  acts  on b e h a l f  o f  J a n e ' s  

s u b c o n s c i o u s  d e s r r e s  p r e - e m p t s  a n y  e f f o r t  t o  assess B e r t h a  

a s  a c h a r a c t e r  i n  a n d  o f  h e r s e l f .  The madwoman i n  t h e  a t t i c  

is t h u s  n o t  o n l y  a n  a s p e c t  of  J a n e ' s  i n n e r  p e r s o n ,  b u t  a l s o  

a n  e x t e n s i o n  of  h e r  w i l l .  

Whi le  B e r t h a  Mason may w e l l  f u n c t i o n  a s  a dark  m o n i t o r y  

f i g u r e - - a n  example  of  what  h a p p e n s  t o  a woman who t o o  f r e e l y  

e x p r e s s e s  h e r  a n g e r  a n d  s e x u a l i t y - - t h e r e  a r e  s e r i o u s  

l r n p l i c a t i o n s  i n  r e a d i n g  a C r e o l e  madwoman a s  a n  e m o t i o n a l  

s u b s e t  of a n  E n g l i s h  q o v e r n e s s ,  p a r t l c u l a r l y  when t h e  



current controversy about the historical complacency of the 

women's movement to confront the political imbalance between 

white women and women of colour is considered. That 

conventional feminist readings of Jane Eyre have tended to 

eclipse the cultural politics of Bertha's role as a 

representative of the dark colonial Other is an oversight 

that can be constfued as evidence of such complacency. For 

feminists have tended to seize on the most dramatic aspect 

of Bertha's character, hamely her madness, interpreting her 

insanity as a symbolic rage against patriarchal authority, 

frequently appropriating her anger as a symbolic correlative 

of Jane's psyche. But what seems to have gone relatively 

unnoticed is the fact that Bronte's madwoman is raclally 
r 

marked and repeatedly described as Jane's dark antithesis 

and inferior. 

"Berthaw is the creative issue of a white, Anglo-Saxon, 

nineteenth century imagination and as such she is born out 

of a fundamentally racist set of values concerning the dark 

foreign Other. Readings that attempt to symbolically fuse 

the psyches of these two female characters together fail to 

register the significance of Bertha's racial markings, 

focusing instead on the progressive consolidation of the 

white feminist heroine's identity, while appropriating 

aspects of the not-quite-white woman's suffering, namely her 

madness, as a vehicle to discuss the white woman's struggle 

against male sexual dominance. While feminist readings may 

interpret Bronte's frequent juxtapositioning of Jane and 



Bertha as a metaphorical fusion of these two characters1 

identities, this strategy of nfusionn reflects more of the 

values of late- twentieth century feminism which emphasize 

the universality of women's oppression than the historically 

different set of feminist assumptions, including the 

prevalent assumption of white Anglo-Saxon supremacy, that 

influenced Bronte's text. s 

The fusion of Jane and Bertha in some ways typif ies a 

stage in the development of feminist ideology--at least in 

terms of white, middle-class feminist modes of thought. Over 

the last twenty-five years, many feminists have assumed the 

shared oppression of all women, universalizing the female 

experience of patriarchy through a seemingly monolithic 

Vomen*s ~ovement . While the universalization of female 
oppression seems a benevolent enough gesture of solidarity, 

such a strategy in fact leaves little room for a critical 

perspective on difference and diversity among women 

themselves. And one of the key factors that the concept of a 

universally shared oppression frequently neglects to take 

into account is the issue of racial difference. 

This thesis is about how Hdifference,n in the form of 

the dark foreign Other, played a key role in consolidating 

the nineteenth-century definition of white female Selfhood 

by way of contrast, degradation, and erasure. It is about 

the creative process by which a nineteenth century whi'te 

fem*ist constructs and individuates the indomitable voice 

of her heroine's Self. It is about a historical moment in 



the development of a feminist consciousness that attempted 

to forge an identity for itself through a strategic and 

selective manipulation of the two dominant and intimately 

intertwined discourses of the day: Christianity and 

colonialism. But most of all, this thesis is about revision, 

a re-enterinq of a deeply cherished text from a new critical 

direction to more fully understand some of the assumptions 

that have influenced our ever transforming sense of 

ourselves as feminists. While I will go on to provide a 

contextualized reading of Jane Eyre, and then examine the 

strategic intersections between the novel's colonialist and 

feminist trajectories in some detail, let me first present a 

critical overview of feminist readings of the relationship 

between Jane and Bertha. For the political dynamic between 

these two female characters is fundamental to understanding 

how the colonial ethos of the novel contributes to the 

consoiidation of Jane's identity, and complicates our 

historical sense of what it meant to be a feminist in the 

nineteenth-century. 



Chapter One 

Enqlish Gwerness/Colonial  Madwoman: 

A Review of  Feminist Readings o f  Jane/Bertha 
be ., - '  



A quick scan of any annotated bibliography on Jane Eyre 

indicates that late twentieth century feminhts have 

generated a considerable corpus of critical writing on 

Bronte's madwoman. And while there is an endless variety of 

creative and critically incisive approaches to Bertha's 

character and function in the novel, there also seems to be 

a general concensus that the madwoman is pivotal to Jane's 

progressive movement towards establishing a sense of her 

autonomous Self--a concensus with which I basically agree. 

However, the nmadwoman in the atticw seems to have 

crystallized into a symbolic correlative of Jane's inner 

fears and frustrations about gender oppression. While the 

madwoman might well represent an aspect of Jane's repressed 

anger against male authority, she also represents an aspect 

of colonialist ideology that promoted a heirarchical vision 

of racial domination and subordination in which all that was 
;9 

"English" was more precisely defined--and confirmed as 

superior--in contrast to all that was "foreign." 

Bronte's frequent juxtapositioning of Jane and Bertha 

readily lends itself to feminist analyses that 

metaphorically fuse the identities of these two female 

characters together, and transform Bertha's struggle with 

Rochester, to a greater or lesser extent, into an aspect of 

Jane's struggle to mintain her autonomy in a relationship 

with the same man. But the explicit racializing of the 

redwonran from the colonies also plays a key role in the 

overall consolidation of the feminist heroine's white Anglo- 



Saxon Protestant identity and helps legitimate her claims to 

increased access to the priviledges enjoyed by her male 

compatriots. In other words, there is a strategic link 

between the text's nineteenth-century feminist agenda and 

the inherently racist perspective of colonialist ideology. 

While this thesis will go on to historically 

contextualize Brontets strategic application of colonial 

discourse to further the cause of her heroine, this chapter 

will highlight some of the more influential twentieth 

century feminist analyses of the relationship between Jane 

and Bertha. For what an overview of these writings suggests 

is that the wnradwoman in the atticN has not been adequately 

dealt with as a character in and a • ’  herself; that is, the 

particularities of Bertha's identity that Bronte so 

carefully crafts--such as her ambiguous racial origins, her 

racially-determined mental disorder, her afifiliation with 

the decadence of the crumbling colonial aristocracy--seem to 

be of marginal importance compared to the highly generalized 

interest in her "ragew as a symbol of the feminist heroine's 

progression towards autonomous selfhood. " c. 

As to be expected, feminists have paid much attention 

to the inter-ferrrale relationships in Jane Eyre. In many 

cases, the women characters in the novel are seen as part of 

a larger, sisterly (or maternal) network of support from 

which Jane derives emotional sustenance. But while there has 

been a lot of discussion of the complementary and positive 
f 

aspects of Bronte's depiction of female bonding, less notice 



has been directed towards the various inequities and 

tensions inherent in the 'novel's female interactions--the 

most immediately pertinent one being the conflicting, 

perhaps even competing, needs of an English governess and a 

Creole madwoman. This oversight is at least partially due to 

two influential tendencies of feminist discourse in the 70s: 

the tendency to idealize female relationships in the name of 

"Sisterhoodn (a universal antidote to the universal 

patriarchy), and the resistance against phallocentric 

psychologizing about women's mental health and sexist 

standards of female 'normalcy. Both of these trends found 

their way into feminist literary criticism, and they 

converge in a nuqnber of the most popular readings of the 

relationship between Jane and Bertha. 

One very clear example of the idealization of the 

female bond in literary criticism is The Female Imagination, 

in which Patricia Meyer Spacks writes qbout Bronte's 

superior ability to depict non-competitive, politically 

unproblematic relationships between women. Citing the bond 

between Jane and Helen as an example, Spacks writes: 

Charlotte Bronte also succeeds remarkably . . . in 
depicting noncompetitive relationships between women . 
. . . In many ways [she] conveys her conviction that 
intimacy between women m y  by more profound, more 
balanced, than any union possible between the sexes. 
(Spacks' emphasis 71-72). 

Spacks clearly implies that Jane and Helen's'friendship 

encompasses a highly idealized perfect female bond--a bond 

in which "the problem of power in no way intrudes into the 

relationshipH (71). While Spacks' analysis of the lnherent 



harmony in the relationship of Jane and Helen seeps 

plausible enough, it is difficult to extend this approach 

much further. With the possible exception of Diana and Mary, 
' - 

Jane has ambivalent feelings about all of the other female 

characters in the novel--i ncluhing her Aunt Reed, Georgina, 

Eliza, Miss Temple, Mrs. Fairfax, Adele, Grace Poole, 

Blanche Ingram, and, most dramatically, Bertha Mason. In 

fact, Jane's interactions with these characters are 

sometimes hostile and highly competitive. While Jane's 

relationships with her Reed cousins and Blanche Ingram are 

the most obvious examples of this, her early inkeractions 

with Mrs. Fairfax suggest a certain degree of tension among 

domestic servants--a reader might ask, for instance, does 

Jane, as governess, have an equal or superior position to - 

Mrs. Fairfax, the senior housekeeper of Thornf ield Hall? And 

certainly her intial encounter with Hannah, the rather 

narrow minded and simple servant at Moor House, emphasizes 

Jane's social superiority by virtue of her more genteel and 

diplomatic manner--behaviour indicative of the skills she 

acquired through her education and grooming as a governess. 

All of these examples suggest that there is an implicit 

tension in the majority of inter-female relationships in the 

nove 1. 

In "Jane Eyre: Temptations of a Motherless Woman," 

Adrienne Rich emphasizes a sisterly networking between all 

the female figures in Jane Eyre, suggesting that even Bertha 

plays a supportive role in preventing Jane from marrying 



R o c h e s t e r .  R i c h  a r g u e s  t h a t  w h i l e  J a n e  i n i t i a l l y  lacks 

m a t e r n a l  g u i d a n c e - - o r  u t h e . f m a g e  o f  a  n u t u r i n g  o r  p r i n c i p l e d  1 

o r  s p i r i t e d  woman on whom s h e  c a n  model h e r s e l f w - - s h e  f i n d s  

s u r r o g a t e  m o t h e r s  t h r o u g h  many of  h e r  e n c o u n t e r s  w i t h  o t h e r  

women. R i c h  wri tes:  -- 
Bessie, Miss Temple,  H e l e n  Burns ,  e v e n  a t  moments t h e  
g e n t l e  h o u s e k e e p e r  H r s .  F a i r f a x ,  have  a c t e d  a s  
m e d i a t o r s  f o r  h e r  a l o n g  t h e  way s h e  h a s  come t h u s  f a r ;  
e v e n ,  i t  may be sa id ,  t h e  t e r r i b l e  f i g u r e  o f  B e r t h a  h a s  
come be tween  Jane  a n d  a m a r r i a g e  which  was n o t  y e t  
r i p e ,  which  would have  made h e r  s i m p l y  t h e  d e p e n d e n t  
a d j u n c t  of  Mr. R o c h e s t e r  i n s t e a d  o f  h i s  e q u a l .  
I n d i v i d u a l  women have  h e l p e d  J a n e  E y r e  t o  t h e  p o i n t  of 
h e r  s e v e r e s t  t r i a l ;  a t  t h a t  p o i n t  s h e  is i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  
t h e  G r e a t  Mother  h e r s e l f .  ( R i c h  102). 

However, i f  one  l o o k s  c l o s e l y  a t  t h e  n o v e l ,  r e a l  f e m a l e  

s u p p o r t i v e n e s s  g o e s  o n l y  i n  one  d i r e c t i o n : , t o w a r d s  J a n e .  

P e r h a p s  o n l y  i n  t h e  c a s e  o f  He len  Burns ,  who d i e s  i n  J a n e ' s  

a r m s ,  c a n  we s e e  a s u b s t a n t i a l  r e c i p r o c i t y  i n  e m o t i o n a l  

s u p p o r t .  D e s p i t e  t h i s , ' R i c h  p o s i t s . a n  e s s e n t i a l  f e m a l e  bond 

be tween  J a n e  a n d  a l l  of  t h e  o t h e r  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r s - -  

i n c l u d i n g  B e r t h a - - t h a t  m i r a c u l o u s l y  t r a n s c e n d s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

R o c h e s t e r ' s  i n c a r c e r a t e d  West I n d i a n  w i f e  is shown n e x t  t o  

no c o m p a s s i o n  f o r  h e r  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n t e n s e  k i n d  o f  

s u f f e r i n g .  

R i c h ' s  f o r m u l a t i o n  of  a n  i d e a l  bond a n d  n a t u r a l  

e m o t i o n a l  n e t w o r k i n g  be tween  t h e  f i n a l e  f l g u r e s  i n  J a n e  Eyre 

-p rompted  a number of f e m i n i s t  s t u d i e s  t h a t  a l s o  f o c u s e d  on 

t h e  d y n a m i c s  be tween  B r o n t e ' s  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r s .  E m p h a s i z i n g  

t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  of  f e r m l e  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  a  

number of  f e m i n i s t s  have  r e g a r d e d  B e r t h a  a s  a n  i m p l i c i t  p a r t  

of J a n e ' s  ne twork of s u p p o r t  b e c a u s e  t h e  madwoman's r a g e  
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seems g e n d e r  s p e c i f i c .  F o r  B e r t h a  c o m p u l s i v e l y  c o m m i t s  

o u t r a g e o u s  ac ts  o f  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  men--and o n l y  men. The 

madwoman's p r o c l i v i t y  t o w a r d s  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  men c o n t r a s t s  

a g a i n s t  h e r  a p p a r e n t  d i s i n t e r e s t  i n  h u r t i n g  women, w h i c h  

c a u s e s  some f e m i n i s t s  t o  r e a d  B e r t h a ' s  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  J a n e  

a s  i m p l i c i t l y  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  a n d  s y m p a t h e t i c .  I n  " B e r t h a  

Mason a n d  J a n e  E y r e :  The T r u e  Mrs. R o c h e s t e r ' '  ( 1 9 7 8 1 ,  K a r e n  

Mann a r g u e s  t h a t  B e r t h a ' s  r a g e  "is t h e  o u t w a r d  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  

m a l e v o l e n c e  b r e d  b y  a s y s t e m  w h i c h  d e n i e s  h e r  a s e p a r a t e  

w i l F  a n d  i m p r i s o n s  h e r  i n  a m a r r i a g e  t h a t  is p r i m a r i l y  a 

m o n e t a r y  b a r g a i n w  ( 3 3 ) ,  a n d  t h a t  " t h e r e  is a k i n d  o f  

s y m p a t h y  i n  a s i t u a t i o n  b e t w e e n  J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a  w h i c h ,  

s t r a n g e l y  e n o u g h ,  k e e p s  t h e  l a t t e r  f r o m  h a r m i n g  t h e  woman 

who w i l l  r e p l a c e  h e r  a s  Mrs. R o c h e s t e r u  ( 3 3 ) .  T h i s  l i n e  of 

r e a s o n i n g  a b o u t  B e r t h a  a s  a s y m p a t h e , t i c  m o t h e r  f i g u r e  v 

p e r s i s t s  i n t o  t h e  8 0 ' s  w i t h  P a u l i n e  N e s t o r ' s  F e m a l e  

F r i e n d s h i p s  a n d  C o m m u n i t i e s :  C h a r l o t t e  B r o n t e ,  G e o r g e  E l i o t ,  

E l i z a b e t h  G a s k e l l  ( 1 9 8 5 ) .  More o r  l e s s  r e i t e r a t i n g  R i c h ' s  

t h e s i s ,  N e s t o r  w r i t e s  t h a t  J a n e  h a s  a n  i n n e r  c r a v i n g  

. . . w h i c h  is met b y  a n o u r i s h i n g ,  s u p p o r t i v e  m a t e r n a l  
c a p a c i t y  i n  a s e r i e s  o f  f e m a l e  f i g u r e s  who p o p u l a t e  h e r  
p i l g r i r r e q e  a n d ,  more b r o a d l y ,  ' i n  a p r e v a i l i n g  f e m a l e  
p r e s e n c e  i n  t h e  n a t u r a l  w o r l d .  ( 1 0 8 ) .  

And, i n  ''Once More t o  t h e  A t t i c :  B e r t h a  R o c h e s t e r  a n d  t h e  

P a t t e r n  o f  R e d e m p t i o n w  ( 1 9 8 6 ) ,  G a i l  B .  G r i f f i n  w r i t e s  f r o m  

w h a t  m i g h t  b e s t  b e  d e s c r i b e d  a s  a N e w  Age f e m i n i s t  

p e r s p e c t i v e :  

B e r t h a  is a n  E a r t h  Mothe r  f i g u r e ,  h i g h l y  s e x u a l  a n d  
c a p a b l e  o f  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  t h a t  , is  i n s e p a r a b l e  f r o m  



creation and new birth. For ~ertha's' name also 
conspicuously contains the word "birth," more directly 
suggesting that she is another mother figure for the 
orphan Jane. Bertha is at once t h e ~ n q r y  orphan of 
~ a n e ~ s  past, imprisoned within the "disciplined and 
subdued characterH that leaves Lowood, but also one of 
the maternal spirits creating Jane's furture--helping 
Jane give birth to herself. (92). 

While the fact that Bertha does not harm Jane may signify a 

sympathetic gesture, it is an-anticipatory gesture that may 

also be a technical requirement of the plot and part of 

Bronte's strategy for building suspense. It seems imperative 

to me that Bertha's haunting presence be prolonged and felt 

in subtle gradations in order to preserve the overall gothic 

flavour of the narrative. For if Bertha were to attack Jane 
I 

iu 

so early in the novel, the complexity and climax of the 

mystery in the room at the top of the stairs would be short- 

circuited. 

While Spacks, Rich, Mann, Nestoz and Griffin each have 

their own particular bent 9n Bertha's role in the novel, 

they all set a universally understood female bond of 

sisterly good will against the political corruption 
I 

male dominated world. Feminist readings of  an& and Bertha 
have been deeply affected by this tendency to idealize 

female relationships to the point that the very particular 

personal histories Bronte crafts for these two characters 

are all but erased, and the possibility of seeing conflict, 

'or a power imbalance, between an English governess and a 

Creole madwoman is virtually eclipsed in Bronte's text. 

In addition to a mrked tendency to idealize female 

relationships, the writers discussed above also introduce 



another very important aspect of feminist ideology in the 

70s: they attempt to redefine female rage as a form of 

political resistence against patriarchy. Feminists in the 

70s focuded critical attention on traditional psychological 

paradigms about female anger and discontent; the slogan 

nwe're not mad, we're anqry" encapsulated feminist concerns 

about the connection between a woman's mental health and her 

restricted and devalued social role. In Women and Madness 

(1972), Phyllis Chesler argues that psychologists define the 

'norml' woman as a housewife content with a life of 

passivity and limited authenticity, and that psychotherapy 

reflects a socialization process that teaches women to 

devalue themselves and repress their anger. As Barbara Hill 

Rigney puts it in her book, Madness and Sexual Politics in 

the Feminist Novel: Studies in Bronte, Woolf, Lessinq, and 

Atwood (19781, "tha-t which i~ considered normal and 

desirable behaviour for men is thought to be neurotic or 

even psychotic for womenM ( 3 ) .  More succintly she states: 

"Host feminists see madness, first, as a political eventM 

( 6 ) .  , 

Re-defining female rage as a form of political 

resistence as oppose,d to a psychological abnormality 

prompted a surge of interest in-~ronte's madwoman in 

feminist literary circles. While the most popularly 

acclaimed and influential study of Bertha's role is Gllbert 

and Gubar's The Madwoman in the Attic, there are a number of 

earlier works that, similar to Gilbert and Gubar, stress a 



significant link between Jane's psyche and Bertha's rage. 

The common denominator i~ these writings is that the 
P 

madwoman's rage becomes an aspect of Jane's inner self and a 

necessary component of her emerging feminist consciousness. 

Claimed and celebrated as a vital part of raising 

feminist consciousness, Bertha's rage came to represent a 

powerful resistence to the sexist heirarchy that seeks to 
t 
1 

restrict women to a subordinate social position. The 

wmadwoman in the atticn is a feminist metaphor not simply 

'for the extreme psychologlcal and physical torment that 

' women suffer under patriarchy, but also for the implicit and 

omnipresent threat to the male hegemony that defines all- 

things-female as a degraded by-product of a phallocentric 

universe. For Bertha's anger is understood as endemic not 

merely to Rochester's house, but to Everyman's house, to 

Everyman's marriage, and to Everyman's sexuality. Thus to 

read Bertha's tage from a feminist perspective focuses the 

issue of women and madness in terms of political resistance, 

and the madwomn's anger becomes an integral part of all 

women's struggle to maintain their personal autonomy in the 

face of patriarchal author lty. 

Yet the emphasis on "the madwoman in the atticn as a 
4 

universal symbol of suffering and rebellion glosses over a 

particular aspect of her character that is far from 

incidental to her illness. While there is no doubt that 

Bertha's rage against the males who attempt to contain her 

is critical to a feminist reading of ,the text, the 



madwopn's dis-ease with her patriarchal keepers (her 

husband and her brother) is explicitly rooted in her 

ambiguous racial origins--a genetic predispostion towards, 

alcoholism, sexual promiscuity, and madness from which her 

-Creole brother also suffers. Although the text offers a 

basic, biological explanation for Bertha's madness, many 

feminist readings have overlooked this point and interpreted 

her vio.fent actions as a form of political resistence 

against male authority. While such interpretations are valid 

enough, they again fail to register the significance of bhe 

racial particularities Bronte accords Bertha's character. 
\ 

The text's racial marking of Bertha's madness is erased and 

subsumed by the ostensibly larger, more universally 

relevent, political struggle against the patriarchy. 

The subsumtion of Bertha's racial aspect by a feminist 

aqenda is evident in the popular tendency to metaphorically 

fuse Jane and Bertha together, appropriating the madwoman's 

rage as an unconscious aspect of the protagonist's psyche. 

One of the first feminist literary critics to fuse Jane and 

Bertha in the co'ntext of women, madness, and Victorian 

sexual ideology was Elaine Showalter. In her book 'A 

Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists From Bronte 

to Lessinq (l977), Showalter explains that the Victorians 

were horrified by the spectre o$ the sexually impassioned 

woman, and she argues that Bronte externalizes the division 

of the Victorian female psyche into mind and body through 

the characters of Helen Burns and Bertha Mason, who on some 



l e v e l  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  p o l e s  o f  J a n e ' s  f r a g m e n t e d  

i n n e r  s e l f  ( 1 1 3 ) .  W h e r e a s  H e l e n  s i g n i f i e s  i n t e l l e c t  a n d  

s p i r i t u a l i t y ,  t h e  madwoman r e s p r e s e n t s  t h e  i r r e d e e m a b l e  s i n s  

o f  t h e  f l e s h .  A c c o r d i n g l y ,  B e r t h a ' s  d e a t h  r e p r e s e n t s  " t h e  

p u r g i n g  o f  t h e  l u s t s  o f  t h e  f l e s h f t t  a n d  t h a t  " t h i s  m u s t  

p r e c e e d  a n y  s u c c e s s f u l  u n i o n  b e t w e e n  J a n e  a n d  R o c h e s t e r w  

( 1 2 2 ) .  Most i m p o r t a n t l y ,  J a n e  c a n - o n l y  t r u l y  become h e r  own 

p e r s o n  "when s h e  d e s t r o y s  t h e  d a r k  p a s s i o n  o f  h e r  own 

A n o t h e r  r e l a t i v e l y  more  p s y c h o a n a l y t i c  a p p r o a c h  t o  

J a n e / B e r t h a  is B a r b a r a  H i l l  R i g n e y ' s  Madness  a n d  S e x u a l  

P o l i t i c s  ( 1 9 7 8 ) .  S i m i l a r  t o  S h o w a l t e r ,  R i g n e y  p u r s u e s  t h e  

c o n n e c t i o n s  b e t w e e n  i n s a n i t y  a n d  s e x u a l  p o l i t i c s ,  a n d  s h e  

a r g u e s  t h a t  ' t m d n e s s  is,  t o  a g r e a t e r  o r  lesser  d e g r e e ,  

c o n n e c t e d  t o  t h e  f e m a l e  s o c i a l  c o n d i t i o n w  ( R i g n e y  7 ) .  Bu t  

R i g n e y  m a k e s  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  l i n k  b e t w e e n  J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a  

e v e n  more  d i r e c t l y  t h a n  S h o w a l t e r .  I n  "The F r e n z i e d  Moment: 

S e x  a n d  I n s a n i t y  i n  J a n e  E y r e n  s h e  w r i t e s :  

. . . B e r t h a  is as  much a d o p p e l g a n g e r  f o r  J a n e  as  f o r  
R o c h e s t e r :  s h e  s e r v e s  a s  a d i s t o r t e d  m i r r o r  image  o f  
J a n e ' s  own d a n g e r o u s  p r o p e n s i t i e s  t o w a r d  " p a s s i o n ,  
B r o n t e ' s  f r e q u e n t  e u p h e m i s m  f o r  s e x u a l i t y .  B e r t h a  
e m b o d i e s  t h e  m o r a l  e x a m p l e  w h i c h  is t h e  c o r e  o f  
B r o n t e ' s  n o v e l - - i n  a s o c i e t y  w h i c h  i t s e l f  e x h i b i t s  a  
f o r m  o f  p s y c h o s i s  i n  i t s  o p p r e s s i o n  o f  women, t h e  p r i c e  
p a i d  f o r  l o v e  a n d  s e x u a l  comrn i t tmen t  is i n s a n i t y  a n d  
d e a t h ,  t h e  l o s s  o f  s e l f .  ( R i q n e y  16) 

S h o w a l t e r  a n d  R i q n e y  h e l p e d  p a v e  t h e  way f o r  S a n d r a  

G i l b e r t  a n d  S u s a n  G u b a r ' s  f amous  r e a d i n g  o f  J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a  

i n  " A  D i a l o g u e  o f  S e l f  a n d  S o u l :  P l a i n  J a n e ' s  P r o g r e s s M  (The 

Hadwoman i n  t h e  A t t i c  1 9 7 9 1 ,  w h i c h  p r e s e n t s  t h e  f i r s t  f u l l y  



developed approach to the symbolic fusion of the governess 

and the madwoman. Gilbert and Gubar's central thesis is that 

the problems Jane encounters on her journey from childhood 

to maturity 

. . . are symptomatic of difficulties Everywornan in a 
patriarchal society must meet and overcome. . . Most 
important, her confrontation, not with Rochester but 
with Rochester's mad wife Bertha, is the book's central 
confrontation, an encounter . . . not with her own 
sexuality but with her own imprisoned "hunger, 
rebellion, and rage," a secret dialogue of self and 
soul on whose outcome . . . the novel's plot, 
Rochester's fate, and Jane's coming-of-age all depend. 
(339). 

Similar to Showalter, Gilbert and Gubar argue that "until 

the literal and symbolic death of Bertha," Jane cannot 

achieve a marriage of equality with Rochester, and she 

cannot be whole within herself (Gilbert and Gubar 3 6 2 ) .  That 

Bertha is Jane's "truest and darkest double" (360) has 

become an axiom of feminist literary theory. 

While there has been some substantial criticism of 

Gilbert and Gubar's underlying methodology (Jacobus 517-522; 

Hoi 57-59), they have nevertheless inspired countless other 

feminist academics to pursue studies in 19th century 

literature. In so far as it attempts to explicate a feminist 

aesthetic in the works of women writers, The Madwoman in the 

Attic also represents, as Pauline Nestor puts it, "a 

significant advance in theoretical sophistication for 

feminist literary criticism" (Charlotte Bronte's "Jane EyreH 

2 5 ) .  Although they do not agree with every aspect of Gilbert 

and Gubar's approach, high calibre scholars such as Margaret 



u 

1 

Homans and Mary Poovey have been influenced by The - 

Madwoman's analysis of Bertha Mason. 

Instead of framing hen discussion in the more 

conventional terms of Jane's individual maturation process, 

\ 
a la Gilbert and Gubar's "Plain Jane's Progress," Margaret 

Homans suggests that Bronte offers her protagonist no fixed 

or uncontradictory cPntral 'Self'--one minute a wailing 

child in a dream, the next a governess wdisconnected, po9r 

and plaintH the next a madwoman setting fire to her 

husband's bed, the next a lonely wanderer who confronts 
I 

starvation and death through exposure to the elements, the 

next a fledgling missionary studying Hindustani-"Jane's 

'identity' is always provisional and fleeting ("Dreaming of 

Children: Literalization in Jane Eyre and Wutherinq HeiqhtsH 

[19831). From Homan's perspective, Jane's deepest fears and 

most subversive wishes concretely manifest themselves in 

Bertha, the 'real' Mrs. Rochester, who represents the 

subject position that Jane will quite literally come to 

occupy herself. 'Bertha' 14 the "actualization of [Jane's] 

imagination," or the "literalization of one of her 

subjective states" (258). In this reading, Bertha does not 

exist as a distinct character: she is a purely formal 

construct, a contentless cipher lacking pith and humanity-- 

an imaginary apparatus possessing no valency other than as a 

"literalizationH of Jane's turbulent psyche. 

To empty Bertha of all signification other than that 

which conforms to Jane's subjective needs is a very tenuous 



theoretical perspective: for it entirely collapses the 

personal history Bronte so carefully crafts for Bertha into 

one of Jane's fragmentary "subjective states." Such a 

process erases the very features that Bronte so distinctly 

accentuates in the madwoman: her ethnicity and ambiguous 

racial origins. Once again, Bertha's mental illness is a 

type of "moral madnessN (see Shorter The Brontes: Life and 

Letters 3 8 3 - 3 8 4 )  that Bronte very specifically roots in her 

Creole blood and background. While she certainly could never 

be a black Jamaican--for the obvious reason that marriage to 

a British subject such as Rochester would be utterly 

unthinkable--neither, by virtue of her affliliation with a 

foreign culture, could she ever be unequivocally white. 

Racist assumptions about moral laxity, such as a 

predisposition towards alcoholism and sexual promiscuity, in 

non-whi te peoples and non-Br itish cultures was k n t r  insic to 

the colonial ethos that was gathering force and legitimacy 

In early Victorian England, and consideration of the 

colonial context of Jane Eyre is fundamental to 

understanding the complex psychological and political 

dynamic between Jane and Bertha. This seriously complicates 

feminist readings that eclipse Bronte's emphasis on racial 

and ethnic distinction and then appropriate the sufferings 

of a West Indian madwoman to dramatically enhance an English 

governess' personal success story. 

While Homan's theory of literalization does take some 

notice of the social and economic dilemmas confronting 



V i c t o r i a n  women, i t  is c lear  t h a t  h e r  c o n c e r n s  a r e  p r i m a r i l y  

l i t e r a r y ,  a n d  t h a t  c o n t e x t u a l  a n a l y s i s  is n o t  h e r  p r i o r i t y .  

T h i s  is q u i t e  t h e  o p p o s i t e  case i n  Mary P o o v e y ' s  Uneven 

D e v e l o p m e n t s :  The I d e o l o q i c a l  Work o f  G e n d e r  i n  H l d -  

V i c t o r i a n  E n q l a n d  ( 1 9 8 8  ) . I n  h e r  c h a p t e r ,  "The A n a t h e m a t i z e d  

Race: The  G o v e r n e s s  a n d  J a n e  E y r e , '  P o o v e y  e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  

power  i m b a l a n c e  a n d  c o m p e t i t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  

women o f  d i f f e r e n t  s o c i o - e c o n o m i c  c lasses  i n  V i c t o r i a n  

s o c i e t y .  However ,  s h e  d o e s  n o t  a p p e a r  t o  q u e s t i o n  t h e  

c o n v e n t i o n a l  f e m i n i s t  a p p r o a c h  t h a t  ' f o r g e t s ' .  B e r t h a ' s  

e t h n i c i t y  a n d  f i g u r e s  t h e  madwoman a s  a n  a s p e c t  o f  J a n e ' s  

r e p r e s s e d  a n g e r .  A f t e r  s t a t i n g  t h a t  B e r t h a  is " J a n e ' s  

s u r r o g a t e  b y  v i r t u e  o f  h e r  r e l a t i o n  t o  R o c h e s t e r "  ( 1 3 9 ) ,  s h e  

a r g u e s  t h a t  t h r o u g h o u t  J a n e  E v e :  

. . . a n g e r  a n d  v i o l e n c e  a r e  t r a n s f e r r e d  f r o m  o n e  s e t  
o f  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  a n o t h e r ,  r e v e n g e  is d i s p l a c e d  f r o m  
J a n e ' s  c h a r a c t e r ,  a n d  a g e n c y  is d i s p e r s e d  i n t o  t h e  
t e x t .  (139) 

And s h e  f u r t h e r  e x p l a i n s :  

B e c a u s e  t h e r e  was n o  p e r m i s s i b l e  p l o t  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  
c e n t u r y  f o r  a woman ' s  a n g e r ,  w h e n e v e r  B r o n t e  e x p l o r e s  
t h i s  f o r m  o f  s e l f - a s s e r t i o n  t h e  t e x t  s p l i n t e r s  
h y s t e r i c a l l y .  . . "  ( 1 4 1 ) .  

So  " B e r t h a "  wou ld  b e  a n  e x a m p l e  o f  a h y s t e r i c a l  s p l i n t e r i n g  

i n  t h e  t e x t .  Bu t  w h a t  P o o v e y ' s  a n a l y s i s  n e g l e c t s  t o  t a k e  

i n t o  a c c o u n t  is t h a t  w h i l e  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  a n g e r  was 

c u l t u r a l l y  d e n i e d  t o  m i d d l e - c l a s s  B r i t i s h  women, i n  t h e  

V i c t o r i a n  s c h e m e  o f  t h i n g s  f e m a l e  r a g e - - a n d  c e r t a i n l y  f e m a l e  

s e x u a l  a p e t  i t e - - c o u l d  f i n d  a  p e r f e c t l y  p e r m i s s i b l e  p l o t l i n e  P i 

i f  t h e  woman i n  q u e s t i o n  was f r o m  a  f o r e i g n  c o u n t r y  a n d  of  



ambiguous racial descent. While the displacement of anger In 

Bronte's text may well be the result of the repressed . 
frustrations of Victorian middle-class women, it is highly 

significant that this anger finds its 'voice' through the 

lunatic ravings of a Creole madwoman. In other words, female 

rage and rampant sexual desire is not displaced onto a 

pol it ically neutral textual landscape, but fundamentally 

connected to a racist and ethnocentric portrayal of a non- 

white, at least not-quite-white, woman from the colonies. 

While Poovey does remark on the racial distinction 
-7' 

between Jane and Bertha, she problematizes "racef' in Jane 

Eyre only in terms of Rochester's male perspective, and not 

as something inherent in Victorian colonial ideology and 
\ :* 

cultural politics. While she is quick to declare the 

degradingly racist comparisons that Rochester makes between 

English women and women from foreign cultures, she invests 

Jane with a morally superior clarity of vision that 

perceives an essential "likeness" between herself and women 

of diverse race and class backgrounds. Poovey observes that 

Rochester's strategic emphasis on the difference between 

Jane and his past sexual conquests does little to inspire 

Jane with confidence in his intentions: 

. . . Jane immediately sees that if she assents 
to Rochester's proposal, she will become simply "the 
successor of these poor girls." She sees, in other 
words, the likeness that Rochester denies: any woman 
who is not a wife is automatically like a governess in 
being dependent, like a fallen woman in being "kept." 
(146) 



Poovey goes on to argue that Jane's recognition of the 

"likenessH between herself and "this series of aberrant 

women" (146) is subversive because it "highlights, the 
/ 

dependence of all womenw (146). But, as my following 

chapters will demonstrate, Jane cannot possibly see her 

relationship with non-British women with politically 

disinterested eyes. Instead she selectively appropriates and 

metaphorically reconstructs any semblance of likeness 

between herself and the dark foreign Other to advance her 

/ 
own self interests. 

So contrary to many other feminist approaches to 

Bronte's text, my reading of the relationship between Jane 

and Bertha .foregrounds the dissimilarities of these women to 

argue thaf Bertha is not an unmediated symbolic extension of 

Jane's true inner self, but more complexly functions as a 

projection of the dark foreign Other against which Jane can 

define her emerging sense of autonomy as still white; still 

British, and (perhaps above all else) still Christian. For 

when the relationship between these two women is placed in 

its colonial context it becomes apparent that Jane is Self 

and Bertha is Other. The boundaries of race are clearly 

delineated--indeed exaggerated--in the interests of Jane's 

self-definition. But, as this chapter has shown, in many 

feminist readings Bertha becomes an innate aspect of Jane's 

personality and the boundaries of race become blurred: the 

particularities of Bertha's race and ethnicity are collapsed 

into Jane's ostensibly more universal (qua valuable) 



s t r u g g l e  f o r  p e r s o n a l  au tonomy.  My k e y  p o i n t  is t h i s :  t o  

r e a d  J a n e  Ey re  o u t s i d e  of  i ts c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t  i r o n i c a l l y  

o v e r l o o k s - - r i g h t  a l o n g  s i d e  of B r o n t e ' s  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y  

h e r o i n e - - t h a t  B e r t h a  l e a p s  t o  h e r  d e a t h  f r o m  t h e  r o o f  of 

Thornfield H a l l ,  the v e r y  place from which her white 

c o u n t e r p a r t  had s o  p a s s i o n a t e l y  expounded on t h e  s u b j u g a t i o n  

of women. 



Chapter Two 

The Colonial Ethos of Jane E ~ r e :  Contextualizing 

the Early Victorian Colonialist Imagination 



The main battle in imperialism is over land, of course; 
but when it came to who owned the land, who had the 
right to settle and work on it, who kept it going, who 
won it back, and who now plans its future--these issues 
were reflected, contested, and even for a time decided 
in narrative. As one critic has suggested, nations 
themselves are narrations. The power to narrate, or to 
block other narratives from forming and emerging, is 
very important to culture and tmperialism, and 
constitutes' one of the main codnections between them. 
(Satd Culture and Imperialism xi i 1 

Nineteenth century colonialism was a political and economic 

project that required an investment of imagination--an 

investment which profoundly shaped British culture. 

Fundamentally Christian and highly moralistic, imperial 

culture spent much of its creative energy aestheticizing the 

harsh injustices endemic to the actual relations between the 

colonizer and the colonized. Frequently set against the 

exotic backdrop of foreign people and places, Victorian 

narratives both implicitly and explicitly espoused the 

cultural politics of Empire building. Literary 

representations of the dark foreign Other customarily 

inferred the comparative superiority of the British 

citizenry, the Christian faith, and England's ostensibly 

more advanced and enlightened educational, judicial, and 

governmental agencies. As a popular cultural medium, the 

noLel contr ibuted to the gradual consolidat ion of England Is 

national identity as the Imperial centre of the civilized 

world. As Gayatri Spivak puts it: 

It should not be possible to read nineteenth-century 
British literature without remembering that 
imper ialism, understood as England's social mission, 
was a crucial part of the cultural representation of 
England to the English. The role of literature in the 



production of cultural representation should not be 
ignored (243). 

Yet while cultural representations of ~ n q l i ~ b  colonial 
69 

domination were manifestly apparent in the decade leading up 
--- 

to the publication of Jane Eyre (1847), the B 

consciously articulating a comprehensive proqtafl of colonial 

expansion. By Victoria's Diamond Jubilee (18971, ~nqland' 

commanded an astounding Empire--one quarter of the earth's 

land, and one third of the global population--b3t just sixty 

years earlier a national sense of Self-as-Empire bad not yet 

congealed (Morris 23-29). In Heaven's command; ~ u ~ e r l a l -  

Proqress, James Morris argues that when Victotia ascended '. 
the throne (1837), the British were not "thinkin9 in 

imperial terms" (23-29 ) ;  they were more immediatel~ 

concerned with domestic turbulence and transf0rxGition 

apropos of'the Reform Bill of 1832, and the rise of an 

increasingly organized and militant labour rnovefle~t. 

Generally speaking, early Victorians were more engaged with 

the expansion of their railway than with the expqnsion of 

their colonial domlnion. 

Yet all of thls domestic turbulence diverted national 

attention from the grim atrocities of the ongoin9 British 

annexation of foreign lands and people. ~lthougb slavery was 

technically abolished in 1834, it had supplem@hted t h e  

British economy for two hundred years. ~ighteehth-century 

car tographers 

. . . divided West Africa quite naturally by 
commodities--the Gold Coast for minerals,. the Ivory 
Coast for elephant tusks, the Slave coast f o r  human 



beings (Morris 33). d 

Jamaica was one of the most important slave colonies; it had 

endured nearly two centur,ies of British appropriation of its 

natural resources and abuse of its people (Morris 34). After 

seven centuries of resistence, the Irish were still fighting 

against English political and economic domination; there 
* 

were more well-tempered colonies in Canada, settlements in , :  
t 

Australia, and outposts in Singapore and the Falkland 

Islands (Morris 3 4 ) .  For even in 1837 

. . . there did exist a British Empire of sorts, an 
inchoate collection of territories acquired in bits and 
pieces over the generations, administered partly by ,the 
Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, partly by 
great chartered companies. It was an unsystematic 
affair, an empire in abeyance, possessing no unity of 
purpose or sense of whole. . . (Morris 2 6 ) .  

So while the British 'Empire' exisbed in excruiatingly real 

perms for its subjects abroad, it was in large part hot 

realized by the Engllsh themselves. There was a dawning 

awareness or, as Uorris calls it, a "vague sentiment1@ of 

Empire, which did not develop into a popular national 

conviction until the 1850's; and finally into a full blown 

British obsession in the 1870's. 

Given this apparent lack OF.-imperial consciousness, it 

may seem somewhat incongrous to discuss the colonial ethos 

of Jane Ewe--to argue that ,the cultural politics of Empire 

building constitute a compelling force behind the book. But 

it is also the case that whlle the British had not yet 

consciously articulated their mission as world colbnizers, 

the insignia of their long history of piecemeal imperial . 
4 



conquests was indelibly stamped on every facet of English 

life: 

Beyond the Tower the East India and West India docks 
were thronged with masts and riggings; in the 
warehouses of the Hudson's Bay Company the beaver pelts 
and fox skins yere piled in their lucrative thousands 
. . . Gatepost pineapples, Hindu cannons in the Towerof 
London, gilded domes upon a country house, an exotic 
grave in a country churchyard, an unpronouncable battle 
honour upon a regimental standard: such small 
encrustations upon the island fabric were symptoms of 
the imperial instinct that lay fallow there, 
momentarily subdued. . . (Morris 2 8 - 2 3 ) .  

Colonialism is no more a consciously articulated theme in 

Jane Eyre than it was in the cultural milieux of the early 

Victorians. Yet just as London's gatepost pineapples and 

exotic tombstones are cultural emblems of English forages 

into foreign territories, there are many levels of 

representation in Bronte's narrative where "symptoms of the 

imperial instinct. . . lay fallow." While my following 
chapters will establish critical connections between Jane's 

feminist struggle for personal autonomy and England's 

emergent sense of itself as Empire by closely examining 

Bronte's use of colonial metaphors in a bid to legitimate 

the claims of a nineteenth century feminist perspective, I 

will presently focus in some detail on the broader 

imperialist axiomtics of Bronte's text. 

Jane Eyre is permeated with allusions to foreign 

places, people, and things. There are extensive references 

to India, Ireland, the Orient, North America, and the West 

Indies. Rochester's mistresses are from France, Italy, and 

Germany; indeed, as I will later discuss, much of what 



Rochester must atone for is closely related to his intimate 

associations with foreign cultures. The inhospitably cold 

Canadian climate, a painting of the death of Wolfe, and t 

fashion accessories such as the gray beaver bonnets with 

ostrich plumes worn by Brocklehurst's daughters--Jane 

herself wears a plain beaver bonnet--are mentioned in 

passing. Jane's inheritance from her uncle John comes 

largely from his wine industry in Madeira, but he was also 
€3 

the business correspondenFt of the Mason estate in Jamaica. 

In fact, the movement of capital throughout Jane Eyre is 

generated by the economics of colonialism. These are just 

some of the multitude of seemingly insignificant tiny 

details--the "ggtepost pineapplesM--that comprise the fabric 

of Jane Eyre, and show how quotidien the acquisition of 

foreign territories, and the absorption of exotic fragments 

from these cultures, had become to British society. 

This commonplace fascination with foreign landscape and 

exotic culture is further emphasized in both the- 

introduction and conclusion of Jane Eyre. The novel opens 

with Jane en-y~loped by "red moreen curtains", while sitting 
. , 

\\ 

ncross-legged, like a TurkH in the window seat. She is 

contemplating pictures in Bewick's History of British Birds 

that suggest to her the bleak shores of Lapland, Siberia, 

Spitzbergen, Nova Zembla, Iceland, and Greenland. Jane 

reflects : 

Of these death-white realms I formed an idea of my own: 
shadowy, like all the half-comprehended notions that 
float dim through children's brains, but strangely 
impressive. (Bronte 40) 



Jane is clearly attracted to distant shores and foreign 

places; her imagination is sparked by the fantasy potential- 

-the escapism--of the exotic. In a classically psychological 

sense, she projects her longing to escape her domestic 

situation at Gateshead onto foreign lands. These distant 

realms are blank sheets upon which she can imaginatively 

figure a way out of her predicament, and perhaps relieve 

some of her inner turmoil in the process. On one level, this 

seems a natural reflex of a young girl's troubled mind, but 

on another level parallels can be drawn between Jane's 

psychological projections onto the "death-white realmsM and 

the larger colonial consciousness that inspired the real-- 

and not simply metaphoric--annexation of foreign lands to 

fulfill not only the material needs of the English economy, 

but also to expand the cultural frontiers of Victorian 

fantasies. 

While the novel opens with a young Jane metaphorically 

appropriating uncharted tergitories to ease her emotional 

burdens, it closes with a mature Jane consciously paying 

tribute to warrior Greatheart, aka St. John Rivers, and his 

holy mission expanding God's kingdom in India 

As to St. John Rivers, he left England: he went to 
India. . . . Firm, faithful, and devoted, full of 
energy and zeal, and truth, he labours for his race; he 
clears their painful way to improvement; he hews down 
like a giant the prejudices of creed and caste that 
encumber it. (Bronte 477) 

What begins with relatively vague childhood fantasies about 

escape to foreign countries concludes with a clear 

affirmation of the role of the Christian missionary--the 



r e v e r e d  f i g u r e  who s u p p l i e d  t h e  m o r a l  i m p e r a t i v e  f o r  

c o l o n i z i n g  t h e  ' s a v a g e  h e a t h e n s q  a n d  s a v i n g  t h e i r  s o u l s .  So 

i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  t e x t ' s  a b s o r p t i o n  of  numerous e x o t i c  

f r a g m e n t s  f r o m  f o r e i g n  c u l t u r e s ,  J a n e  Eyre is f r a m e d - - s t a r t  

and f i n i s h - - b y  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  a t t a c h m e n t  t o  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  of 

Empire  b u i l d i n g .  

Whi le  t h e  c u m u l a t i v e  e f f e c t  of  B r o n t e ' s  i n - p a u s i n g  

a l l u s i o n s  t o  f o r e i g n  c u l t u r e  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  

b e n t  of  t h e  n o v e l ,  on t h e i r  own t h e y  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  minor  

a n d  u n d e v e l o p e d .  However, B r o n t e  d o e s  p u r s u e  a f a r  more 

complex c o l o n i a l  me taphor  t h a t  f i g u r a t i v e l y  r e c o n s t r u c t s  

" s l a v e r y "  a s  a  p r a c t i c e  w h o l l y  a l i e n  t o  B r i t i s h  c u l t u r e - - a  

t e c h n i q u e  which  a e s t h e t i c a l l y  d i s p l a c e s  t h e  r e a l  r e l a t i o n s  

be tween  t h e  c o l o n i z e r  a n d  t h e  c o l o n i z e d .  

T h r o u g h o u t  J a n e  E y r e  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  r e a l i t y  o f  s l a v e r y  

is  s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  d i s p l a c e d  i n  a  l o n g  s e r i e s  of  m e t a p h o r s  

t h a t  r e p r e s e n t  some a s p e c t  of  J a n e ' s  s t r u g g l e  t o w a r d s  
, 

p e r s o n a l  autonomy and f i n a n c i a l  s e c u r i t y .  A s  a  c h i l d ,  s h e  

com&es h e r  c o u s i n  J o h n  Reed t o  a  m u r d e r e r ,  a s l a v e - d r i v e r ,  

a n d  a Roman emperor  ( B r o n t e  4 3 ) ,  a n d  s h e  e x p l i c i t l y  

d e s c r i b e s  h e r s e l f  a s  a  " r e b e l  s l a v e u  ( B r o n t e  44,461 a n d  a n  

l t i n t e r l o p e r , n  n o t  of t h e  "same r a c e H  a s  h e r  r e l a t i v e s  

( B r o n t e  4 8 ) .  A t  Lowood, s h e  is p u b l i c a l l y  h u m i l i a t e d  when 

B r o c k l e h u r s t  s t a n d s  h e r  on a  s t o o l  i n  t h e  c e n t r e  of  t h e  room 

a n d  i n s t r u c t s  t h e  o t h e r  g i r l s  t o  i g n o r e  h e r .  B u t  when Helen  

w a l k s  p a s t  and  l o o k s  up a t  h e r ,  J a n e  f e e l s  i n s p i r e d :  

" I t  w a s  a s  i f  a  m a r t y r ,  a h e r o ,  had p a s s e d  a s l a v e  o r  
v i c t i m ,  and i m p a r t e d  s t r e n g t h  i n  t h e  t r a n s i t t 1  ( B r o n t e  



99). 

Under  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  Miss Temple ,  J a n e  l e a r n s  t o  c u r b  h e r  

t e n d e n c y  t o w a r d s  t o t a l  r e v o l t ;  s h e  l e a r n s  t o  c o n t r o l ,  o r  a t  

l e a s t  m o d i f y ,  h e r  r a g e  a g a i n s t  t h o s e  who r e s t r a i n  h e r .  A f t e r  

two  y e a r s  o f  t e a c h i n g ,  a n d  a f t e r  Mlss Temple  leaves  Lowood, 

J a n e  f e e l s  v e r y  c o n f i n e d .  W h i l e  s h e  s t a r t s  t o  z e a l o u s l y  g a s p  

f o r  L i b e r t y ,  s h e  t e m p e r s  h e r  p a s s i o n  a n d  makes  t h e  more 

r e a s o n e d  r e q u e s t  f o r  a !!new ~ e r v i t u d e . ' ~  T h i s  new s e r v i t u d e  

t akes  t h e  f o r m  o f  g o v e r n e s s  a t  T h o r n f i e l d  Hal l ,  a p o s i t i o n  

t h a t  ( a t  l e a s t  b e f o r e  R o c h e s t e r  a r r i v e s )  J a n e  s o o n  f i n d s  

n u m b i n g l y  d u l l  a n d  r e s t r i c t i n g .  I n d e e d  n o t  l o n g  a f t e r  h e r  

f e m i n i s t  m a n i f e s t o ,  w i t h  i t s  many a l l u s i o n s  t o  r e v o l t s  a n d  

r e b e l l i o n s ,  J a n e  d e s c r i b e s  t h e  " v i e w l e s s  f e t t e r s t *  o f  h e r  

l i f e  a t  T h o r n f i e l d .  

M e t a p h o r s  o f  s l a v e r y  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p r e v a l e n t  

t h r o u g h o u t  J a n e  a n d  R o c h e s t e r t s  c o u r t s h i p .  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  

t h e i r  e n g a g e m e n t ,  f o r  e x a m p l e ,  J a n e  c o m p a r e s  h e r s e l f  t o  a  

s l a v e  a n d  R o c h e s t e r  t o  a s u l t a n :  

. . . I t h o u g h t  h i s  smi l e  was s u c h  a s  a s u l t a n  m i g h t ,  
i n  a b l i s s f u l  a n d  f o n d  moment, b e s t o w  o n  a s l a v e  h i s  
g o l d  a n d  gems had  e n r i c h e d .  . . ( B r o n t e  2 9 7 ) .  

I n  t h e  same s c e n e ,  R o c h e s t e r  i n s i s t s  t h a t  J a n e  i m m e d i a t e l y  

g i v e  u p  h e r  t t g o v e r n e s s  i n q  s l a v e r y .  t' -Yet o n l y  moments  l a t e r  

h e  j o k i n g l y  d e s c r i b e s  how o n c e  t h e y  a r e  m a r r i e d  h e  w i l l - -  

j u s t  t t f i g u r a t i v e l y  s p e a k i n g "  o f  c o u r s e - - a t t a c h  h e r  t o  a 

c h a i n ,  l i k e  t h e  o n e  on  h i s  w a t c h  ( B r o n t e  299). B r o n t e t s  

j u x t a p o s i t i o n i n g  o f  t h e s e  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  s l a v e r y  s u g g e s t s  
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t h a t  i f  J a n e  m a r r i e s  R o c h e s t e r  s h e  w i l l  m e r e l y  e x c h a n g e  o n e  

k i n d  of s l a v e r y  f o r  a n o t h e r .  

S l a v e r y  is a f i g u r a t i v e  m o t i f  t h a t  p r i m a r i l y  r e v o l v e s  

a r o u n d  J a n e ' s  d e v e l o p m e n t :  f i r s t  a s  a c h i l d  i n  a n  a b u s i v e  

s t e p - f a m i l y ;  s e c o n d  as  a c h a r i t y  c a s e  i n  a n  o p p r e s s i v e  

i n s t i t u t i o n ;  t h i r d  a s  a woman t r y i n g  t o  e a r n  h e r  k e e p  a s  a  

g o v e r n e s s ;  a n d  f i n a l l y  a s  R o c h e s t e r ' s  w i f e ,  o r  r a t h e r  h i s  

m i s t r e s s - - y e t  a n o t h e r  p o s i t i o n  t h a t  J a n e  knows w o u l d  make 

h e r  a ' s l a v e  i n  a f o o l ' s  p a r a d i s e w ( B r o n t e  3 8 6 ) .  I n  " 'And 

What Do t h e  Women D o ? ' :  J a n e  Eyre, J a m a i c a  a n d  t h e  

G e n t l e m e n ' s  H o u s e , "  P e n n y  Boumelha o b s e r v e s :  

T h e r e  a r e ,  I t h i n k ,  t e n  e x p l i c i t  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  s l a v e r y  
i n  J a n e  E y r e .  T h e y  a l l u d e  t o  s l a v e r y  i n  A n c i e n t  Rome 
a n d  i n  t h e  s e r a g l i o ,  t o  t h e  s l a v e r i e s  o f  p a i d  work a s  a 
g o v e r n e s s  a n d  o f  d e p e n d e n c e  a s  a mis t ress .  None o f  t h e m  
r e f e r s  t o  t h e  s l a v e  t r a d e  upon  w h i c h  t h e  f o r t u n e s  o f  
a l l  i n  t h e  n o v e l  a r e  b a s e d  ( 1 1 3 ) .  

A l t h o u g h  s l a v e r y  was t e c h n i c a l l y  o u t l a w e d  b y  t h e  B r i t i s h  i n  

1 8 3 4 ,  a b o l i t i o n  was n o t  r e a l i z e d  i n  t h e  West I n d i e s  u n t i l  

1 8 3 8 - - l e s s  t h a n  e i g h t  y e a r s  b e f o r e  B r o n t e  f i n i s h e d  w r i t i n g  

J a n e  E y r e .  Even s o ,  s l a v e r y  was s t i l l  a v e r y  t o p i c a l  i s s u e  

i n  E n g l a n d .  V a s t  s u g a r  p l a n t a t i o n s ,  w h i c h  h a d  r u n  o n  s l a v e  

l a b o u r  f o r  c e n t u r i e s ,  w e r e  t h r o w n  i n t o  m a s s i v e  e c o n o m i c  

c r i s i s ,  t h e  r e p e r c u s s i o n s  o f  w h i c h  w e r e  f e l t  i n  G r e a t  

B r i t a i n  f o r  some t ime .  M o r e o v e r ,  i t  was s t i l l  q u i t e  l e g a l  t o  

own s l a v e s  i n  t h e  F r e n c h  c o l o n i e s  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  

S t a t e s ,  w h i c h  g e n e r a t e d  a good  d e a l  o f  c o n t r o v e r s y  o n  b o t h  

s i d e s  o f  t h e  A l t a n t i c .  As Boumelha  p o i n t s  o u t ,  t h e  a b s e n c e  

o f  comment on  t h e  f a c t  o f  s l a v e r y  i n  B r o n t e ' s  t e x t  i s  
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especially curious given the emphasis on Jane's 

Quakers, of course, had been among the first and most 
prominent opponents of English slavery, but Jane's own 
Quakerishness, so often commented upon, leads her only 
as far as a stern opposition to distant or metaphorical 
forms of enslavement (113 ) . 

In addition to what Boumelha identifies as Jane's purely 

figurative opposition to slavery, I would underline that 

Jane only 'opposes1 slavery when she needs to advance her 

own self-interests., For Jane continually inscribes herself 

in the centre of colonial metaphors, by assuming the stance 

of the victim of some far off foreign oppresskon, in order 

to articulate her feelings of personal powerlessness. And 

she does this without any acknowledgement of the English 

slave trade--the economic infrastructure that is the source 

of hen financial security (her inheritance), her sense of 

personal independence, and enables her to marry and live 

happily ever after. 

Although the abolition of English slavery was realized 

by the time Jane Eyre was published, the novel itself is set 

during the peak of violent slave rebellions in the West 

Indies (1820s and 30s). In "Colonialism and the Figurative 

Strategy of Jane Eyre,' Susan L. Meyer argues that Bertha's 

nblacknessn is associated with the Maroons, the black 

Jamaican antislavery rebels ( 2 5 2 ) ,  and that the language 

used to describe her nocturnal rampages "strongly evokes 

that used to describe slave uprisings in the British West 

Indies" (254). While she sees Bertha as "symbolllcally 



enacting precisely the sort of revolt feared by the British 

colonists in Jamaica," (255) Meyer also argues that the 

novel engages colonial!sm on a non-f igurative level, that 

Bronte's analogies of s1a)rery "implicitly acknowledge the 
t 

oppressive situation of the non-white races subjected to the 

British Empire" ( 2 5 9 ) .  

From Meyer's perspective, the fact that Rochester 

brings his "filthy burden" home with him to England implies 

some recognition of guilt for the tremendous injustices 

committed by the British in the West Indian colonies; that 

is, the 'crime' that Rochester attempts to incarcerate in 

the attic is analogous to the historical crime of slavery. 

But the relationship between Bertha's nocturnal uprisings 

and actual slave rebellions in the West Indies is mediated 

by an even more insidious metaphoric disGlacement of English 

slavery. For although Rochester's colonial memories do 

periodically erupt and come back to haunt him, his efforts 

to 'lock away' or repress this history are ultimately 

rewarded if the trajectory of Bertha's life is followed to 

its grim conclusion. There can be no escaping the fact that 

Bertha's racially determined rrtadness threatens the security 

of the Rochester estate, and that her 'revolution' ends by 
&. 

her own hand. As a representative of the old English gentry 

largely responsible for the foundation of slavery, Rochester 

is totally vindicated for his crime: his hand is healed, his 

vision restored, and he fathers a son--a symbolic guarantee 

of future prosperity. 



The more i n c i s i v e  e d g e  o f  M e y e r ' s  a r g u m e n t  is t h a t  J a n e  

E y r e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  a c o n s e r v a t i v e  a n t i - c o l o n i a l  i d e o l o g y  t h a t  

c a u t i o n s  a g a i n s t  a " c o n t a m i n a t i n g  a n d  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  

c o n t a c t  w i t h  t h e  c o l o n i e s n  (Meye r  2 6 8 ) - - a  V i c t o r i a n  

p e r s p e c t i v e  d e e p l y  r o o t e d  i n  r a c i s t  f e a r s  a b o u t  t h e  d a r k  

f o r e i g n  O t h e r .  T h i s  r a c i s t  a n x i e t y  is p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p a r e n t  

i n  t h e  n o v e l ' s  f i g u r a t i v e  s t r a t e g y  of  a s s o c i a t i n g  B r i t i s h  
+' 

c l a s s  a n d  g e n d e r  o p p r e s s i o n  w i t h  t h e  " i n t r i n s i c  d e s p o t i s m  of  

d a r k - s k i n n e d  p e o p l e "  (Meye r  2 6 1 ) .  As Meyer r e m i n d s  u s ,  t h e  

R e e d s  a n d  t h e  I n g r a m s  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  w o r s t  p o s s i b l e  a s p e c t s  

o f  t h e  E n g l i s h  r u l i n g  c lass ;  B r o n t e ' s  p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e s e  two  

a r i s t o c r a t i c  f a m i l i e s  condemns  t h e  m i s u s e  o f  power  t h a t  s o  

f r e q u e n t l y  a c c o m p a n i e s  h i g h e r  s o c i a l  s t a t u s .  B u t ,  

s u r p r  i s i n g l y  e n o u g h ,  t h e  R e e d s  a n d  t h e  I n q r a m s  a r e  a l s o  . 
m e t a p h o r i c a l l y  l i n k e d  t o  w h a t  Meyer c a l l s  t h e  r a c i a l  

I t o t h e r . "  J o h n  Reed r e v i l e s  h i s  m o t h e r  f o r  " h e r  d a r k  s k l n ,  

s i m i l a r  t o  h i s  own"; B l a n c h e  I n q r a m  is d a r k  a s  a S p a n i a r d  

a n d  h a s  a It low b r o w w - - a  p h y s i c a l  a t t r i b u t e  a p p a r e n t l y  

r e g a r d e d  b y  V i c t o r i a n s  a s  a n  emblem of  r a c i a l  i n f e r i o r i t y  

(Meye r  2 6 0 ) .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  R o c h e s t e r ,  B l a n c h e  is "a r e a l  

s t r a p p e r .  . . b i g ,  b rown,  a n d  buxom; w i t h  h a i r  j u s t  s u c h  a s  

t h e  l a d i e s  o f  C a r t h a g e  m u s t  h a v e  h a d N  ( B r o n t e  2 4 8 ) .  T h i s  

d i r e c t  a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  B l a n c h e  w i t h  A f r i c a  r e s o n a t e s  w i t h  t h e  

n a r r a t i v e ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  B e r t h a  (Meye r  2 6 0 ) .  

And o f  c o u r s e  t h e  m a i n  p r o p o n e n t  o f  g e n d e r  o p p r e s s i o n  

i n  t h e  n o v e l  is a l s o  i n t i m a t e l y  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  " d a r k  

r a c e s . "  C i t i n q  t h e  c h a r a d e  s c e n e  a s  a n  e x a m p l e ,  Meyer shows  



how the master of Thornfield Hall is figuratively blackened 

and transformed into the "racial other" because of his 

association with the colonies: 

The final scene, enacting the word NBridewell," 
. . . symbolizes the effects of Rochester's contact 
with dark-skinned people in search of fortune. In this 
scene Rochester is himself fettered like a slave and 
his face is "begrimed" by a darkness that has rubbed 
off onto him (Meyer 261). 

Rochester's guise as a "slave fettered in chains" is also an 

ironic inversion of the narrative's reality: for he is the 

"dark master" who holds a prisoner in his attic. 

The association of Rochester with a dark-skinned tyrant 

becomes more explicit as he and Jane advance to the altar, 

most apparently in the sultan/slave episode. While I will 

discuss this scene as a part of the novel's larger seraglio 

motif in Chapter 111, it is significant that while Jane 

associates Rochester with the tyranny of the Grand Turk, she 

figures herself as a Christian abolitionist who will "preach 

liberty" and "stir up mutiny" among the s!aves of such a 

despot. But the context for discussing slavery has 

strategically shifted from the West Ipdian colonies, where 

abolitionists in fact "preached libertyN against their 

British compatriots, to the Mtddle East, where suddenly our 

"one little English girlff symbolizes the principles of 

freedom and equality that resist the innate despotism of the 

dark foreign Other--a particularly stunning figurative 

reconstruction of the real relationship between the white 

colonists and the "dark racesn they so brutally exploited. 

Once again, the fact of English slave markets has been 



metaphor icallyidisplaced onto the customs of non-white, non- 

British, and non-Christian peoples. 

In addition to the figurative displacement of the 

English slave trade, Bronte's three main characters--Jane, 

~ o c h e s k ,  and St. John Rivers--demonstrate unique aspects 

of the "imperialist instinct." Jane Eyre is an expos& of the 

layers of illusions involved in the social construction of 

individual identity, particularly in terms of gender and 

class stereotyping. And no character more incisively 

challenges the injustice of this restrictive social casting 

than "plain Jane," the.qoverness. From her fiery rebellion 

as an abused child to her determination to excel 

academically, to her dexterous moral' calculations in her 

relationship with Rochester, to the strength, stamina, and 

resourcefulness she demonstrates when she moves out into the 

world alone, Bronte's complex development of Jane's 

character compels the reader to regard this governess as 

anything but plain. Perhaps the crowning irony of the novel, 

Jane's "plainess" cloaks her vastly superior moral and 
4 

intellectual capacities with just the right proportion of 

But, be it ever-so-humble, Jane's character also 

embodies a myriad of values and aspirauons that are tacitly 

claimed and celebrated as 'qEnglish." It is difficult to 

imagine a more quintessentially British figure than the 

governess, and, as odd as it may sound, the character of 

"plain Jane" signifies a chauvinistic sense of superiority; 



that is, she represents and articulates the fundamentally 

ethnocentric perspective of the novel. As the moral 

custodian and educator of the children of the privileged 

classes, the governess must inculcate her charges with the 

appropriate set of values, ones that will affirm and 
I 

consolidate tde interests of the ruling elite, and, from a 

conservative point of view, will ensure the long term 

stability and prosperity of English society as a whole. 

Throughout Jane Eyre there is an implicit valorization of 

the critical social role that a governess in fact performs-- 

despite the tendency of the rich and powerful to marginalize 

and devalue her contribution towards maintaining the status 

q u o .  

Certainly Rochester believes in the educational merits 

of an English governess and the basic advantage of growing 

up in England. For he lifted "the poor thing" Adele 

. . . out of the slime and mud of Paris, and 
transplanted it [Adelel here, to grow up clean in the 
wholesome soil of an English country garden. Mrs. 
Fairfax found you to train it . . .(Bronte 176), 

Jane also places high value on English pedagogical methods. 

In her 'sympathetic' evaluation of her French pupil's 

intellectual potential, she refers to the superior faculties 

of the English mind. Jane takes Adele on her knee and 

permits her to 

. . . prattle as she liked . . . not rebuking even some 
little freedoms and trivialities into which she was apt 
to stray when much noticed, and which betrayed in her a 
superficiality of character, inherited probably from 
her mother, hardly congenfal to an English mind. 
(Bronte 176). 



And although we are shown no evidence of any development in 

Adele's character, Jane informs us at the end of the novel 

that 

. . . a sound English education corrected in a great 
measure her (Adele's) French defects: and when she left 
school, I found in her a pleasing and obliging 
companion--docile, good-tempered, and well,-principled. 
(Bronte 4 7 5 ) .  

In contrast to her condescending attitude towards her 

French pupil, Jane's pedagogy embraces a particularly strong 

sense of duty to her English students. In fact, the 

obilgation she feels towards her Morton girls is so intense 

that it even transcends class barriers. For despite her 

students' "coarsely clad exteriors, Jane firmly believes 

that these members of the British peasantry 

. . . are of flesh and blood as good as the scions of 
gentlest genealogy; and that the germs of native 
excellence, refinement, intelligence, kind feeling, are 
as likely to exist in their hearts as in those of the . 
best-born. My duty will be to develop these germs: 
surely I shall find some happiness in discharging that 
office. (Bronte 3 8 5 )  

This comrnittment to nurture the peasantry's "native 

excellencev--that is, their English predisposition towards 

refinement, intelligence, and kindness--contains traces of a 

traditional paternalism that casts the aristocracy as the 

moral exemplars of society. Not only are Jane's high 

opinions about the English lower classes paternalistic, they 

are also extremely ethnocentric: 

. . . I stood with the key in my hand, exchanging a few 
words of special farewell with some half-dozen of my 
best scholars: as decent, respectable, modest, and 
well-informed young women as could be found in the 
ranks of the British peasantry. And that is saying a 
great deal; for, after all, the British peasantry are 



the best taught, best mannered, most self-respecting of 
any in Europe: since those days I have seen paysannes 
and Bauerinnen; and the best of them seemed to me 
ignorant, coarse, and besotted, compared with my Morton 
girls. (Bronte 415) 

As Terry'Eagleton so succintly puts it, Jane's 

. . . egalitarian defence of the 'British peasantry1 is 
based, ironically, on a dogma of chauvinistic 
superiority: they are at least preferable to their 
'ignorant, coarse, and besottedt European 
counterparts (28). 

The narrative's ethnocentric perspective is further 

emphasized by Rochester's attitude towards Jane not simply 

as a teacher, but also as a woman and romantic prospect. 

While he is clearly attracted to Jane because of her 

innocence and purity, he seems to claim these qualities as 

uniquely English when he repeatedly contrasts his betrothed 

to women from other cultures: 

I would not exchange this one little English gi-rl for . 
the Grand Turk's whole seraglio--gazelle-eyes, houri 
forms, and all! (Bronte 2 9 7 )  

Rochester also claims to value Jane more than his past 

entourage of French, Italian, and German mistresses. While , 

he calls Jane his equal and likeness (Bronte 2 8 0 ) ,  he 
\ .  

2 .  

regards Celine, Gianclnta, and Clara with utter contempt: 

Hiring a mistress is the next worse thing to buying a 
slave: both are often by nature, and always by 
position, inferior: and to live familiarly with 
inferiors is degrading. 1 now hate the recollection of 
the time I passed with Celine, Giacinta, and Clara. 
(Bronte 339) 

It could be argued that at this point the narrative is 
%= 

f 
critically suspicious of Rochester, and so we should 

consider these lines in light of his talnted moral 

background. But it is also important to note that Jane's 



i m m e d i a t e  r e s p o n s e  t o  R o c h e s t e r ' s  w o r d s  is t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t o  

h e r s e l f :  " I  f e l t  t h e  t r u t h  o f  t h e s e  w o r d s "  ( B r o n t e  3 3 9 ) .  

W h i l e  J a n e  q u i t e  a s t u t e l y  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e  r i s k  s h e  r u n s  o f  

w i n d i n g  u p  i n  a p o s i t i o n  of  r i t y  s i m i l a r  t o  C e l i n e ,  

G i a c i n t a ,  a n d  C l a r a ,  t h e  o f  w h a t  i t  means  t o  be  

i n f e r i o r  is p r e d i c a t e d  n o t  o n l y  o n  g e n d e r  b u t  a l s o  on  

f o r e i g n e s s .  To some d e g r e e ,  J a n e  s i l e n t l y  c o m p l i e s  w i t h  t h e  

s t e r e o t y p e  t h a t  m o r a l  l a x i t y  r u n s  i n  t h e  b l o o d  of f o r e i g n  

women-- the  g e n e a l o g i c a l  f l a w  t h a t  b o t h  s h e  a n d  R o c h e s t e r  

t r u s t  w i l l  b e  c o r r e c t e d  i n  A d e l e  b y  p r o v i d i n g  h e r  w i t h  a n  

E n g l i s h  g o v e r n e s s .  M o r e o v e r ,  i t  is J a n e ,  n o t  R o c h e s t e r ,  who 

t a k e s  t h e  m o r a l  c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  t h e  E n g l i s h  a n d  F r e n c h  t o  

t h e  e x t r e m e  when s h e  c l e a r l y  l i n k s  f r e e d o m  a n d  h o n e s t y  t o  

E n g l a n d  a n d  s e x u a l  s i n  t o  F r a n c e .  When s h e  is r e - e x a m i n i n g  

h e r  d e c i s i o n  t o  l e a v e  T h o r n f i e l d ,  J a n e  a s k s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  

r h e t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n :  

W h e t h e r  is i t  b e t t e r ,  I a s k ,  t o  b e  a s l a v e  i n  a f o o l ' s  
p a r a d i s e  a t  M a r s e i l l e s - - f e v e r e d  w i t h  d e l u s i v e  b l i s s  o n e  
h o u r - - s u f f o c a t i n g  w i t h  t h e  b i t t e r e s t  t e a r s  o f  r e m o r s e  
a n d  shame t h e  n e x t - - o r  t o  be  a v i l l a g e  s c h o o l m i s t r e s s ,  
f r e e  a n d  h o n e s t ,  i n  a b r e e z y  m o u n t a i n  nook i n t t h e  
h e a l t h y  h e a r t  o f  E n g l a n d ?  ( B r o n t e  3 8 6 )  

B u t  t o  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  i s s u e  o f  R o c h e s t e r ' s  f r e q u e n t  

m e a s u r i n g  o f  J a n e  a g a i n s t  women f r o m  f o r e i g n  c u l t u r e s ,  t h e  

m o s t  s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t r a s t  h e  f e e l s  c o m p e l l e d  t o  make i s ,  o f  

c o u r s e ,  t h e  o n e  b e t w e e n  h i s  l i t t l e  E n g l i s h  g l r l  a n d  t h e  West 

I n d i a n  w i f e  h e  r e s t r a i n s  i n  h i s  a t t i c :  

. . . l o o k  a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e !  Compare t h e s e  c l e a r  e y e s  
w i t h  t h e  r e d  b a l l s  y o n d e r - - t h i s  f a c e  w i t h  t h a t  m a s k - -  
t h i s  f o r m  w i t h  t h a t  b u l k  . . . ( B r o n t e  3 2 2 )  



Together with Bronte's horrifyingly subhuman description of 

Bertha, Rochester's fear and loathing of his wife from 

Jamaica suggests a chauvinism so intense that it borders on 

xenophobia. Although Jane does not express the same 

intensity of disgust towards the dark foreign Other that her 

master does, she certainly demonstrates a strong tendency to 

a • ’  f irm "the domestictt at the expense of "the foreigntt. 

Indeed the overall progression of her life can be described 

as a deep emotional quest for a safe, clean, domestic 

enclave--an idyllic enclave that besides including an 

egalitarian marriage and intimate family ties, must also be 

located on English soil. 

While Jane articulates a chauvinistic attitude towards 

foreign values, and tacitly endorses stereotypes of non- 

British women, her romantic involvement with Rochester and 
8 

St. J.ohn Rivers--who both offer her a life outside of 

England which she rejects--reinforces the ethnocentric 

orientation of the tirst person narrator, and helps 

legitimate the imperialist mission of subduing and, saving 

the dark 'savagest in the colonies. As previously mentioned, 

much of what Rochester must atone for revolves around his 

intimate contact with the colonies, which is symbolized by 

the sexual gratification he seeks through marriage to a dark 

Creole beauty--a marriage which ultimately bears nothing but 

misery. ~ u t  the problematic Bronte confronts does not merely 

concern Rochester's shortcomings as an lndlvldual who is 

seduced by a colonial femme fatale, but also the moral 



v a c u o u s n e s s  o f  t h e  c l a s s  v a l u e s  t h a t  h e  g r e w  u p  w i t h .  A 

c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e g r e e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h i s  t r a g i c  

\ c o l o n i a l  u n i o n  l i e s  w i t h  R o c h e s t e r ' s  f a t h e r  a n d  b r o t h e r  f o r  

t h e i r  c o n s p i r a c y  i n  s e t t i n g  u p  t h e  m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  a l t h o u g h  

R o c h e s t e r  is a n  e x t e n s i v e l y  t r a v e l l e d ,  c o s m o p o l i t a n  f e l l o w  

whose  d o m e s t i c  s u r r o u n d i n g s  a r t i c u l a t e  h i s  t a s t e  f o r  t h e  

e x o t i c ,  a l l  o f  h i s  a r i s t o c r a t i c  a s s o c i a t e s  d i s p l a y  a s i m i l a r  

f a s h i o n a b l e  f l a i r  f o r  a d o r n i n g  t h e i r  l i v e s  w i t h  f o r e i g n  

c o m m o d i t i e s .  T h o r n f i e l d ' s  d i n i n g  room is d e c o r a t e d  w i t h  a 

" T u r k e y  c a r p e t ' '  a n d  T y r  i a n - d y e d  c u r t a i n s ,  i t s  d r a w i n g  room 

b o a s t s  a  " p a l e  P a r i a n  m a n t l e p i e c e "  a n d  a number  o f  r u b y  r e d  

o r n a m e n t s  o f  " s p a r k l i n g  Bohemian  g l a s s "  ( B r o n t e  135), a n d  we 

l a t e r  l e a r n  t h a t  t h e  m a n o r ' s  c o n s e r v a t o r y  h a s  a " l a r g e  

m a r b l e  b a s i n . .  . s u r r o u n d e d  b y  e x o t i c s ,  a n d  t e n a n t e d  b y  q o l d  

f i s h "  ( B r o n t e  2 1 2 ) .  R o c h e s t e r ' s  p a r t y  q u e s t s  a l s o  d r a p e  

t h e m s e l v e s  w i t h  e x o t i c  m e r c h a n d i s e .  Mrs. C o l o n e l  D e n t  

d r e s s e s  i n  b l a c k  s a t i n  w i t h  p e a r l s  a n d  a " s c a r f  o f  f o r e i g n  

l a c e , "  a n d  t h e  Dowager L a d y  I n g r a m  wears: 

. . 
A c r i m s o n  v e l v e t  r o b e ,  a n d  a s h a w l  t u r b a n  o f  some q o l d -  
w r o u g h t  I n d i a n  f a b r i c  . . . ( B r o n t e  2 0 1 )  

The e v e n i n g ' s  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  b e g i n s  w i t h  a game o f  c h a r a d e s  

d u r i n g  w h i c h  R o c h e s t e r  a n d  B l a n c h e  p e r f o r m  a s c e n e  

i l l u s t r a t i n g  t h e  a r i s t o c r a c y ' s  p l a y f u l  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  t h e  

O r i e n t  : 

Mr. R o c h e s t e r  [ w a s ]  c o s t u m e d  i n  s h a w l s ,  w i t h  a  
t u r b a n  o n  h i s  h e a d .  H i s  d a r k  e y e s  a n d  s w a r t h y  s k i n  a n d  
P a y n i m  f e a t u r e s  s u i t e d  t h e  c o s t u m e  e x a c t l y :  h e  l o o k e d  
t h e  v e r y  mode l  o f  a n  E a s t e r n  emir,  a n  a g e n t  o r  a v i c t i m  
o f  t h e  b o w s t r i n g .  P r e s e n t l y  a d v a n c e d  i n t o  v i e w  Miss 
I n g r a m .  S h e ,  t o o ,  was a t t i r e d  i n  o r i e n t a l  f a s h i o n :  a 
c r i m s o n  s c a r f  t i e d  s a s h - l i k e  r o u n d  t h e  w a i s t :  a n  



embroidered handkerchief knotted about her temples: her 
beautifully-moulded arms bare, one of them upraised in 
the act of supporting a pitcher, poised gracefully on 
her head. (Bronte 213) 

While the amusement begins with charades, it ends with a 

visit from a "shockingly ugly old creature . . .  almost as black 
as a crock1' (Bronte 2 2 1 ) .  A "gipsy vagabond" comes to tell 

the gentry their fortunes--a mysterious foreigner who is 

really Rochester in disguise. Everything about the master of 

Thornfield Hall exudes a dark exotic mysteriousness--the 

very quality Jane and most readers find most compelling 

about him. 

Although Bronte undermines our feelings of attraction 

to Rochester by associating him with disguises, masks, and 

charades, it is important to recall that it is not only he 

who is involved with games and deceit. As the host of the 

dinner party, Rochester feeds a whole class of people who 

distinguish themselves largely by their ostentatious taste 

for luxuries extracted from the colonies. For no reason 

beyond personal grat i f icat ion, the gentry dress themselves 

up in colonial riches--a game of charades that operates on a 

much larger scale than the one in Rochester's drawing room. 

When Rochester's marriage to Bertha (his personal 

extraction of beauty and pleasure from the colonies) is 

considered in a class context it becomes apparent that the 

punishment he suffers is for something more complex than 

sexual sin. While his blindness and mutilated hand may well 

connote a symbolic castration, it seems to me that this is 

only a small part of a much larger picture. For Rochester's 



tremendous sexual guilt is compounded by the fact that he is 

from the English upper class, but he only has intimate 

relations with relatively lower class women from foreign 

countries. More significantly, Rochester's flings with his 

Continental entourage seem far less troublesome and damnable 

than his legal marriage to a Creole madwoman. It appears 

that what is much more disturbing than illicit sex--that is, 

even more objectionable than multiple adulterous commonlaw 

relationships--is the horrorifying prospect of a sanctioned 

union with a colonial subject. Rochester is chastened not 

only for his crimes of sexual promiscuity, including his 

sinful attempt to initiate Jane into a bigamous marriage, 

but also his affiliation with a set of social values that 

Bronte exposes, largely through images and allusions to the 

decadence of colonial acquisitions, as morally vacuous and 

self-serving. 

Whereas Rochester is criticized for his intimate 

associations with foreign cultures, St. John Rivers' role as 

a missionary in India is the apotheosis of the novel's 

spiritual and moral aspirations. It seems that while the 

text is critical of the English aristocracy for its dealings 

in the West Indies, the role of the Christian missionary in 

India is celebrated. However, Bronte does not initially 

offer us the image of a perfectly focused Christian vicar. 

St. John Rivers is engaged in a fundamental war between his 

human desires and his spiritual ideals, and Bronte uses 

oxymorons of hot and cold, fire and ice, to convey his inner 



conflict. While his exterior is described as if he were cut 

from marble, and he is frequently associated with snow and 

ice, he is internally consumed with a fiery resolve to deny 

his human appetites. As his sister Diana puts it: "St. John 

looks quiet. . . but he hides a fever in his vitalstt (Bronte 
383). Rosamond Oliver, "Rose of the World," can be read as a 

, 
sexually connotative emblem of the earthly pleasures that 

St. John must resist in the course of his development as a 

missionary. While he is opposed to passion of a worldly 

nature, St. John understands that the struggle against the 

sins of the flesh requires zealous self-denial and a 

passionate adherence to Christ's example: 

Whosoever will come after Me, let him deny himself, and 
take up his cross and follow Me. (Bronte 4 7 7 )  

Although he is relatively successful at repressing his 

sexual desires, St. John confesses that beneath the strict 

religious discipline he represents lies his natural 

disposition--an innate part of himself that lusts after 

power. But he explains that religion had "prunedtt and 

Ntrained" this particular character trait to shape him for 

the role of missionary. He says: 

Of the ambition to win power and renown for my wretched 
self she (religion) formed the ambition to spread my 
Master's Kingdom, to achieve victories for the standard 
of the cross. (Bronte 401) 

And somewhat earlier he explains to Jane that a good 

misslonary combines all the best qualifications of soldier, 

statesman, and orator--three positions that revolve around 

an interest I n  power and renown (Bronte 388). The 



psychological profile we are given of this Christian 

missionary combines strategies of repression and 

sublimation. For before he is ready to commence his mission 

St. John must come to terms with the two types of lust that 

plaque him: he represses his sexual desires by translating 

his worldly passion into his spiritual passion, and he 

sublimates his lust for power and renown through his 

clerical vocation, translating his self-interests into God's 

interests. 

The ideal missionary in Jane Eyre is clearly not rooted 

in the principles of Christian charity, but rather in an 

evangelical proselytism that seeks to devour indigenous 

cultures under the guise of "sa:vation." Combined with the 

torment he suffers in his struggle against the sins of the 

flesh, St. John's innate taste for power suggests a limited 

capacity for compassion, tolerance, and understanding the 

needs of others. Certainly Jane is intimidated by what she 
3s 

describes as his "austere and despotic nature" (Bronte 4341, 

and she criticizes what she notices as his unmercifpZ- 

egoism. She says to Diana: 

He is a good and a great man; but he forgets, 
pitilessly, the feelings and claims of little people, 
in pursuing his own large views. It is better, 
therefore, for the insignificant to keep out of his way 
lest, in his progress, he should trample them down. 
(Bronte 441) 

But despite Jane's unequivocal acknowledgement of this 

brutal aspect of St. John's character, there is no 

indication that he should not excel1 as a first rate 

missionary. Every level of the narrative endorses this as 



St. John's true calling. Indeed Jane venerates St. John's 

religious devotion to such a degree that she decides to 

accept his proposal of marriage--saved only by a hair 

through a melodramatic intervention of Rochester calling her 

name--and she closes the novel with a pious tribute to his 

toils in India. It appears that while a harsh, unsympathetic 

nature is inappropriate in the vicar of a small parish in 

England, it is an essential component .in the missionary who 

seeks to expand God's Kingdom beyond domestic borders. 

Parallels can be drawn between St. John's spiritual 

vocation in Jane Eyre and the larger ideological function of 

the missionary in the British colonies. As representatives 

of Britain's moral authority, missionaries provided the 

perfect rationale for colonial expansionism, and helped 

clear the way for the interests of British capital. Armed 

with an extreme sense of righteousness, the missionaries 

fervently pursued their primary objective, which was to 

civilize the savage heathens and claim their souls for God. 

That the interests of the missionary evangelists were 

analogous to the interests of imperialism should be quite 

transparent. As Morris puts it in Heaven's Command: An 

Imperial Proqress: 

. . . for many Victorian Englishmen the instinct of 
empire was first rationalized as a call to Christian 
duty (37). 

Implicit in this ostensibly altruistic devotion to 

saving heathens is an ethnocentrism--not to mention racism-- 

that is similar to the contemptuous repulsion Rochester 



demonstrates in relation to non-British women. Like other 

missionaries, St. John is profoundly drawn to India: he 

studiously applies himself to learn Hindustani, and in this 

regard he is determined to become more intimately involved 

with the Indian people. But there can be no doubt that his 

zealous repulsion against all forms of human appetite will 

be ruthlessly extended to the heathens he encounters. St. 

John's dedication to the moral and spiritual improvement of 

'savages' is really an extension sf his own frustrated self- 

denial and a way to satiate his taste for power. 

The growth and consolidation of "plain Jane" as the 
I 

f -. quintessence of British moral enlightenment is concretely 

expressed in her funding of St. John's expansion of God's 

Kingdom into India--a country in which missionaries and 

their wives are likely to be "grilled alive" (Bronte 4 4 1 ) .  

Diana's association of Calcutta with hell echoes Rochester's 

earlier description of the infernal atmosphere of Jamaica: 

. . .it was a fiery West Indian night. . .The air was 
like sulphur-streams--I could find no refreshment 
anywhere. . . the sea. . . rumbled dull like an 
earthquake--black clouds were casting up over it; the 
moon was setting in the waves, broad and red, like a 
hot cannon-ball--she threw her last bloody glance over 
a world quivering with the ferment of tempest. . . my 
ears were filled with the curses the maniac still 
shrieked out: wherein she momentarily mingled my name 
with such a tone of demon-hate, with such 
language!. . . This life. . . is hell: this is the 
air--those are the sounds of the bottomless pit! 
(Bronte 335) 

It is significant that the most critical struggle in both 

Rochester's and St. John's lives revolves around subduing 
L 

dark 'savages' who are the indigenous inhabitants of hell, 



the kingdom of deadly sin. Throughout Jane - Eyre "the 

foreign" is demonized in dark, sexual, monitory images-- 

images which provide the standard of Evil against which Jane 

must assert her Christian morals and British integrity. And 

so we return to the political conflict between an English 

governess and a Creole madwoman. For the figure of Bertha - 

Mason is pivotal to the colonial ethos of the novel: she is 

the objectified dark Other against which Jane victoriously 

consolidates a white Anglo-Saxon Protestant definition of 

her Self. 

Today's post-colonial theory provides an important 

critical perspective on Bronte's use of a colonial subject 

as a British citizen's contrasting image of the Other. 

Edward Said argues that the Orient is Europe's "deepest and 

most recurring image of the Other" (Orientalism I ) ,  and that 

"the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its 

contrasting image, idea, personality, experience" (1-2). 
-x 

Bertha Mason is the repressed and rejected Other in the 

colonial discourse of Jane Eyre. She is the Other against 

which Jane defines herself--as a woman and potential wife-- 

and she is the object onto which all of the novel's socially 

unacceptable impulses are projected. Simultaneously 

described as beast and burden, Bertha is Chaos personified: 

a snarling mass of female fury whose only aim, in Bronte's 
8 

words, is to "exasperate, molest, and destroy" (qtd. in 

Shorter 3 8 3 - 3 8 4 ) .  Contrasted to this rampant disorder is the 

quintessentially British figure of a governess who, while 



sorely tempted to follow her passionate inclinations, 
C 

manages finally to consolidate a very confident, highly 

ordered definition of her Self. Jane's efforts to assert her 

integrity stand always in diametric opposition to Bertha's 

random fits of what Bronte calls "moral madness" (qtd. in 

Shorter 383-384). Parallels can be drawn between the 

relationship of these two antithetical characters--one a 

British governess; the other a mad Creole wife--and the way 

in which the emergent British Empire consolidated its sense 

of Imperial Self in contrast to a degraded foreign Other. To 

adopt Said's terms, Jane has a powerful "positional 

superiority" over Bertha; that 'is, the English governess 

never loses "the relative upper hand" (Orientalism 7) over 

the Creole madwoman. The relationship between these two 

female characters is defined utterly by the first person 

narrator's controlling perspective, an ethnocentric 

authority which subtly reflects something of the larger 

political dynamics between the colonizer and the colonized. 

While the stark contrast between Jane and Bertha is 

e ~ ~ l i c i t l y  drawn during the course of the narrative, it is 

also implicit in the complex, recurring motif of the 

antithesis between the chlld and the f lend. Because of her 

small stature, Jane is frequently compared to a child, elf, 

or sprite, and she has several dreams about a child--a "baby 

phantom" (Bronte 249, 309, 310)--that are associated with 

the appearance of Bertha: Jane's dreams of a vulnerable 

infant directly prefigure Bertha's fiendish rampages. Yet 



there are also occasions when Jane transgresses the a 

boundaries of her child nature and assumes the aspect of the 

fiend. When s-he revolts at Gateshead and attacks her 

stepbrother she is described as a "mad catqt (Bronte 44). 

This parallels the "tigress" who later attacks her brother 

and "worriesw the flesh on his shoulder (Bronte 241). On her 

deathbed, Aunt Reed remembers Jane's wunchildlike look and 

voice," and she bitterly complains: 

I have had more trouble with that child than any 
one would believe. Such a burden to be left on my 
hands--and so much annoyance as she caused me daily and 
hourly, with her incomprehensible disposition and her 
sudden fits of temper, and her continual, unnatural 
watching3 of one's movements! I declare she talked to 
me once like something mad, or like a fiend--no child 
ever spoke or looked as she did. . . (Bronte 260) 

Just as the child (Jane) temporarily assumes the aspect of 

the fiend, the fiend (Bertha) is held in a protective 

custody not unlike the rebellious child at Gateshead. Jane's 

childhood rebellion and Bertha's unpredictable rage are thus 

to some extent analgous, and both Aunt Reed and Rochester 

act as parental authorities who must restrain their "hideous 

progeny" (Shelley, Frankenstein) from hurting themselves or 

others. 

But whereas we are invited to sympathize with Jane, the 

child, as a victim of Aunt Reed's vicious repression--a 

sympathetic identification which lingers well beyond the 

walls of Gateshead--we are repelled by Bertha, the fiend, as 

an awful.spectacle of depravity, and we at least partially 

accept that what Rochester does to her is for her own good. 

Bertha's bestial demonism signifies a subhuman consciousness 



d r i v e n  by t h e  b a s e s t  i n s t i n c t s .  Y e t  t h e  h o r r o r  s h e  g e n e r a t e s  

is r o o t e d  i n  a d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  c o n s t r u c t s  i t s  p o r t r a i t  o f  

s u b h u m a n e s s  o u t  o f  t h e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  C r e o l e  f e a t u r e s  o f  a  

woman whose  home i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s  is e q u a t e d  w i t h  h e l l .  

E s p o u s i n g  t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  r o m a n t i c  i n d i v i d u a l i s m ,  R o c h e s t e r  

a s s e r t s  h i s  r i g h t - - a s  a B r i t i s h  c i t i z e n - - t o  e x t r i c a t e  

h i m s e l f  f r o m  t h i s  b o t t o m l e s s  p i t  o f  h e l l  a n d  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  

p u r i t y  o f  h i s  h o m e l a n d :  

I  h a v e  a r i g h t  t o  d e l i v e r  m y s e l f  f r o m  i t  [West 
I n d i e s / h e l l l  i f  I  c a n .  . . l e t  m e  b r e a k  away ,  a n d  g o  
home t o  God! .  . . A w i n d  f r e s h  f r o m  E u r o p e  b l e w  o v e r  
t h e  o c e a n  a n d  r u s h e d  t h r o u g h  t h e  o p e n  c a s e m e n t :  t h e  
s t o r m  b r o k e ,  s t r e a m e d ,  t h u n d e r e d ,  b l a z e d ,  a n d  t h e  a i r  
g r e w  p u r e .  ( B r o n t e  335) 

F i l l e d  w i t h  c o n t e m p t  a n d  b i t t e r n e s s ,  R o c h e s t e r  s e c r e t l y  

b r i n g s  h i s  " f i l t h y  b u r d e n w  t o  E n g l a n d ,  w h e r e  h e  c o n f i n e s  

h e r / i t  w i t h  " d u e  a t t e n d a n c e  a n d  p r e c a u t i o n s "  ( B r o n t e  3 3 6 )  a t  

T h o r n f  i e l d .  

A l t h o u g h  R o c h e s t e r  w a n t s  t o  " b u r y "  B e r t h a ' s  i d e n t i t y  i n  

" o b l i v i o n , "  h e  a l s o  w a n t s  t o  " p l a c e  h e r  i n  s a f e t y  a n d  

c o m f ~ r t , ~  a n d  t o  " s h e l t e r  h e r  d e g r a d a t i o n  w i t h  s e c r e c y "  

( B r o n t e  3 3 6 ) .  R o c h e s t e r ' s  r o l e  a s  a p a r e n t  who p r o t e c t s  h i s  

c h i l d  f r o m  i t s  own d e g r a d e d  n a t u r e  e c h o e s  a n  i n t r i n s i c  

a s p e c t  o f  c o l o n i a k  i d e o l o g y  t h a t  b e l i e v e s  i n  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  

o f  p a r e n t a l  c o n k ' r o l  o v e r  i t s  o f f s p r i n g  i n  t h e  c o l o n i e s .  I n  

The I n t i m a t e  Enemy: L o s s  a n d  R e c o v e r y  o f  S e l f  Under  

C o l o n i a l i s m ,  A s h i s  Nandy i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  n h o m o l o g y  b e t w e e n  

c h i l d h o o d  a n d  t h e  s t a t e  o f  b e i n g  c o l o n i z e d  w h i c h  a modern  

c o l o n i a l  s y s t e m  i n v a r i a b l y  uses"  (11).  F r a n z  F a n o n ,  n o t e d  

f o r  h i s  p s y c h i a t r i c  p r a c t i c e  w i t h  v i c t i m s  o f  p r o t r a c t e d  



colonial repression, writes about the ostensibly protective* 

sentiment of the colonial ethos: 

On the unconscious plane, colonialism. . .did not se-ek to 
be considered by the native as a gentle loving mother 
who protects her child from a hostile environment, but 
rather as a mother who unceasingly restrains her 
fundamentally perverse offspring from managing to 
commit suicide and from giving free rein to its evil 
instincts. The colonial mother protects her child from, 
itself, from its ego, and from its physiology, its 
biology and its own unhappiness.yhich is its very 
essence ( 1 7 0  ) . 

Much of what we see Rochester do to Bertha is understood as 

for her own good. The restraint and isolation she endures 

through years of imprisonment are intended to save her from 

herself, and prevent the suicide someone "of her kindM would 

necessarily yearn to commit. 

Although Jane transgresses the line between child and 

fiend in her youthful rebellion, she successfully matures 

and learns to control herself. Bertha, however, requires 

endless interventions from her keepers to suppress her 

spontaneous eruptions of emotionality. Jane outgrows the 

disruptive aspects of childhood, and yet maintains an 

innocence and purity that Rochester finds intensely 

attractive. Bertha only outgrows her youthful beauty, and 

regresses more deeply into the persona of a totally 

incorrigible child, or fiend. Jane's development, the 

progressive emergence of her autonomous Self, is largely 

achieved in contrast to the regressive disintegration of the 

dark foreign Other--her confrontation with Rochester's mad 
I 

Creole wife being the catalyst behind the remainder of her 

journey. 



Literary articulations oB the dark, mysterious 

D antithesis of what was understood as the British way-of-life 

he1ped.cultivate England's growing sense of itself as a 

global civilizing influence--a sense of nationhood 

predicated on a self-image as the bearer of truth and light 

into the dark regions of the world. As Spivak and other 

post-colonial critics emphasize, although imperialism was 

literalfly confirmed as England's social mission through the 

influential discourses of th'e Christian missionaries and the 

advertisements of the East India Trading Company, 

nineteenth-century cultural representations of foreign 
d 

contexts through the figurative languages of the literary 

and fine arts must not be ignored in terms of orienting 

publis-sentiment about England's role in the colonies. From 

the many in-passing allusions to foreign culture, to the 

pervasive metaphors of slavery, to the ethnocentric 

attitudes of the main characters, to the demonization of 

Bertha as Jane's "contrasting image of Othernew" Jane Eyre 

participates in the larger ideological project of 

colonialism--a project by which an Imperial national 

identity was gradually shaped. While this chapter has 

described the broader aspects of the novel's colonial ethos, 

the next three chapters will more specifically focus on 

Bronte's strategic manipulation of colonialist discourse to 

shape her feminist heroine's identity. 



Chapter Three 

. . 
Literary Strategy I:  Victor.ian.Sexua1 Politics 

and the Sultan/Slave/Seraglio Triptych 



While the previous chapter provided an historical and 

cultural context for reading Jane Eyre as an imaginative 

discourse shaped by nineteenth century colonialist ideology, 

the next three chapters will look more specifically at the 

figurative strategies Bronte applies to express feminist 

resistance against male sexuai dominance. My primary focus 

will be on a series of colonial metaphors that confront 

inequities intrinsic to Victorian sexual politics. 

Significantly, it is in those scenes where Jane most 

urgently resists acquiescing to Rochester and St. John's 

masculine power that Bronte uses the polygamous custom of 

the "seraglio" and the sacrificial ritual of "suttee" to 

emphasize the gravity of her heroine's predicament. And in 

the climactic episode where Jane rejects Rochester's 

proposal to live commonlaw in France, her emotional dilemma 

is described in terms of a North American Indian negotiating 

dangerous waters. In each of these three instances-- 

seraglio, suttee, and the Indian--Jane inscribes herself in 

the centre of a colonial metaphor in order to protect her 

sexuality and consolidate her sense of selfhood. 

While Jane's identification with the masculine image of 

the "noble savage" in his canoe will be dealt with as a 

significant exception, the text posits a number of 

figurative parallels between the feminist protagonist's 

struggle for autonomy and the oppression of women in non- 

Western cultures. Indeed, there is a frequent comparison 

between Jane's life and the lives of women who are somehow 

4 



raciaily marked. But while the text does suggest parallels 

between the white feminist heroine and a variety of foreign 

female Others, these invitations to compare Jane with her 

non-British counter-parts are also inevitably retracted. 

Ultimately, the text recoils from the possibility of 

similitude and reasserts an impenetrable wedge of 

difference, either through an immediate articulation of a 

marked contrast, or by allowing any camparative notions of 

similarity to silently disintegrate into an erasure of the 

significance of the female foreign Other. 

The excision of foreign Otherness from the text is an 

important step in the overall consolidation of the white 

feminist heroine's identity, and it is through Bronte's 

figurative use of colonial imagery that the intersection 

between the text's feminist and colonialist trajectories 

becomes most apparent. This chapter, and the two that ensue, 

will attempt to come to terms with the alliance of these two 

political paradigms as they merge together at critical 

moments in Jane's development by closely examining Bronte's 

figurative strategy for voicing her concerns about sexual 

inequality. 

Indeed, the very crux of the problem at hand is voice: 

for early nineteenth century feminists had limited access to 

a politically efficacious lexicon through which they could 

safely articulate their concerns about male sexual 

dominance. To discuss matters of an even slightly sexual 

nature, let alone openly criticize sexist dogmas such as the 



connubial rights of husbands sanctioned through holy 

matrimony, was risky business for Victorian feminists, 

particularly for those who considered themselves devout 

Christians. But there is no doubt that there is a sexual 

component to Jane's relationships with Rochester and St. 

John, and that both of these men want to control her 

sexuality: the former through a fraudulent marriage scheme 

and subsequent proposition to live in sin in France; the 

latter, through a legally sanctioned and socially acceptable 
i 

marriage, but one that would require a substantial 

repression of Jane's physical, emotional, and spiritual 

needs in the service of his own. 

Given the highly moralistic and sexually repressed 

climate of the Victorian era, Bronte's critique of the 

masculine authority Rochester and St. John attempt to impose 

on Jane's sexuality must conform to Christian principles--at 

least to some extent. While Jane Eyre in no way endorses the 

male sexual dominance conventional Christian dogma 

propagates, Bronte does appeal to a prof$'und Christian 

sensibility that perceives the spiritual equality of the 

sexes in the eyes of God, I f  not in the eyes of man. And it 

is through the voice of romantic individualism that she 

advocates that spiritual autonomy is as much the fundamental 
9 

right of women as it is of men. 

That the novelts feminist orientation combines the 

rhetoric of romantic individualism with a Christian 

perspective on the spiritual equality of the sexes is 



a p p a r e n t  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  a n d  m o s t  c l e a r l y  

a r t i c u l a t e d  i n  J a n e ' s  i n s p i r a t i o n a l  r o o f - t o p  m a n i f e s t o .  B u t  

j u s t  a f e w  s t e p s  b e l o w  t h i s  p l e a  f o r  l i b e r t ; ,  egalitg, 

f r a t e r n i t 6  r e s i d e s  t h e  i n c a r c e r a t e d  C r e o l e  dwoman, w h i c h  

b r i n g s  u s  b a c k  t o  t h e  c o l o n i a l  e t h o s  of  t h  n o v e l ,  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  t e x t ' s  f e m i n i s t  a n d  c o l o n i a l i s t  

w i t h  m a l e  s e x u a l  d o m i n a n c e .  

P 
t r a j e c t o r i e s ,  a n d  B r o n t e ' s  f i g u r a t i v e  r a t e g y  f o r  d e a l i n g  P 

I h a v e  a l r e a d y  d i s c u s s e d  t h e  S u l t a n / s l a v e  e p i s o d e  i n  

t e r m s  o f  t h e  f i g u r a t i v e  d i s p l a c e m e n t  o f  t h e  l o n g  h i s t o r y  of  

t h e  E n g l i s h  s l a v e  t r a d e .  B u t  t h e  m e t a p h o r  o f  t h e  s e r a g l i o  

perme*+&es J a n e  E y r e  e v e n  more  d e e p l y  t h a n  t h i s :  i t  is a n  
\g 

i n t r i h s i c  p a r t . o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e .  The n o v e l  is 

o r g a n i z e d  a r o u n d  s e v e r a l  h o u s e h o l d s  w h e r e  a c l u s t e r  o f  women 

a r e  a c c o u n t a b l e  t o  a s i n g l e  man. As t h e  p a m p e r e d  a p p l e  o f  

h i s  m o t h e r ' s  e y e ,  J o h n  Reed h o l d s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p a y  o v e r  h i s  

f e m a l e  r e l a t i o n s  a n d  t h e  f e m a l e  s t a f f  a t  G a t e s h e a d ;  

B r o c k l e h u r s t  c o n t r o l s  t h e  l i v e s  o f  t h e  g i r l s  a n d  women a t  

Lowood; R o c h e s t e r  r u l e s  t h e  ( a l m o s t  e x c l u s i v e l y )  women 

r e s i d e n t s  o f  T h o r n f i e l d  f r o m  a n y  p o i n t  o n  t h e  g l o b e ;  S t .  

J o h n  R i v e r s  is t h e  v o i c e  o f  a u t h o r i t y  i n  t h e  o t h e r w i s e  

f e m i n i n e  e n v i r o n m e n t  o f  Moors  End .  As J o y c e  Zonana  p o i n t s  

-9 o u t ,  i n  "The S u l t a n  a n d  t h e  S l a v e :  F e m i n i s t  O r i e n t a l i s m  a n d  

t h e  S t r u c t u r e  of  J a n e  E y r e , '  e v e r y  s t a g e  i n  J a n e ' s  

d e v e l o p m e n t  o c c u r s  w i t h i n  some s o r t  o f  d o m e s t i c  e n c l o s u r e  

t h a t  c a n  b e  d e s c r i b e d  a s  h a r e m - l i k e .  W h i l e  t h i s  s t r u c t u r a l  

r e s e m b l a n c e  b e t w e e n  h a r e m  a n d  home is  m o s t  c o n c r e t e l y  



manifest at Thornfield--through Rochester's confinement of 

Bertha and his attempt to initiate Jane into a bigamous 

marriage--it is also more loosely apparent In Rochester's 

ento;rage of foreign mistresses. 

Bronte uses the seraglio as a metaphor around which she 

organizes her critique of the sexual politics of the 

Victorian Englishmen who obstruct her heroine's quest for 

autonomy. Correlated with Jane's most urgent articulations 

of feminist revolt, the sultan/slave/seraglio triptych is 

consistently applied to chastize the behaviour-of Englishmen 

towards Englishwomen. With the interesting exception of St. 

John Rivers--the fair-haired, marble-skinned, blue-eyed 

soldier of Christ whose death is celebrated as his life's 

fulfillment and ultimate reward--all of these men are 

figured as dark despots who are severely chastened and 

summarily dismissed from their offices of power. John Reed 

shames his family's name through gambling, sexual carousing, 

and ultimately drinking himself to death; Brocklehurst is 

publically humiliated after an inquiry into the deaths 

caused by the typhus, and he is forced to resign as director 

of Lowood; Rochester is reduced to a state of utter physical 

and emotional dependeftcy. Even in the case of St. John, 

Bronte significantly shifts his dictatorial sphere of 

influence from "the healthy heart'' of England, where he 

lords it over Jane's surrogate sisters, Diana and Mary, to 

Calcutta, where he is allowed to realize his ambition for 

power as Warrior Greatheart--but no longer at the expense of 



Englishwomen. While dark tyrants are brought to their knees, 
-i&D 

the white one is sent to the colonies. 

To evoke monitory images of oriental misogyny--such as 

the seraglio and suttee--was a relatively conventional 

rhetorical strategy used by a number of English feminists 

prior to Bronte. Gleaning the title phrase for her article, 

tttFit Only for a Seragliot: The Discourse of Oriental 

Misogeny in Jane Eyre and Vanity Fair," from the 

introductory pages of Mary Wollstonecraftts Vindication of 

the Riqhts of Woman, Suvendrini Perera takes a critical look 

at the way certain discourses of Western feminism have 

histo~ically used a "model of oppressed oriental "w,omanhood" 

to discuss the social predicament of Western women. Also, 

Zonana offers specific examples in Wollstonecraft's 

Vindication where 

. . . Wollstonecraft uncritically associates the East 
with despotism and tyranny. Her text is replete with 
images that link any abuse of power with "Eastern" 
ways . . . (Zonana 601) . 
Perera contextualizes this strategic application of 

oriental misogeny as a political manouver "fed by a 

Victorian ideology of empire," but also as a profoundly 

ambivalent response to Romanticism and Exoticism. For to 

early Victorians the seraglio was as morally repugnant as it 

was compulsively titilating. On the one hand, it was 

vociferouslv condemned, by feminists and Christians alike, 

as further evidence that ttmahometantt society believed women 

were animals without souls (Zonana 6 0 0 ) .  The seraglio was 

regarded as an immoral display of excessive eroticism--not 



m e r e l y  b e c a u s e  o n e  man h a d  s e x u a l  access t o  more  t h a n  o n e  

woman, b u t  a l s o  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  h o r r i f y i n g  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  

Q l e s b i a n  s e x  (Ahmed 5 2 4 ) .  From t h e  W e s t e r n  p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  t h e  

t ime,  t h e  s e r a g l i o  s y m b o l i z e d  l u x u r y ,  i n d o l e n c e ,  a n d  a n  

o v e r i n d u l g e n c e  o f  t h e  s e n s e s ,  a n d  Zonana s u m m a r i z e s  a l o n g  

t r a d i t i o n  of  W e s t e r n  l i t e r a r y  r e c o n s t r u c t i o n s  o f  t h e  h a r e m  

a s  a m e t a p h o r  t o  a d d r e s s  W e s t e r n  i s sues  c o n c e r n i n g  

s e x u a l i t y ,  u l t i m a t e l y  t o  a f f i r m  W e s t e r n  s o c i a l  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  

v a l u e s .  On t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  B r i t i s h  c u l t u r e  h a d  i n h e r i t e d  t h e  

a r t i s t i c  l e g a c y  o f  R o m a n t i c i s m ,  a movement t h a t  was 

e s p e c i a l l y  f o n d  o f  t h e  h a r e m  a s  " a n  o b j e c t  o f  v o y e u r i s t i c  

s c r u t i n y  a n d  s p e c u l a t i o n v f  ( P e r e r a  9 5 ) .  W h i l e  many a  m o r a l l y  

u p s t a n d i n g  E n g l i s h  c i t i z e n  c r i t i c i z e d  t h e  u n c h r i s t i a n  s e x u a l  

s l a v e r y  o f  women i n  t h e  s e r a g l i o ,  V i c t o r i a n  c u l t u r e  was i n  

f a c t  r i f e  w i t h  a r t i s t i c  a n d  l i t e r a r y  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  of  t h e  

h a r e m  t h a t  p r e c a r i o  t e e t e r e d  on  t h e  b r i n k  o f  

p o r n o g r a p h y .  P e r e r a  t h a t  e v e n  t h o u g h  t h e  s e r a g l i o ,  

was d e p l o r e d  a s  a  s o u r &  o f  o p p r e s s i o n :  

. . . b o t h  B y r o n ' s  Don J u a n  a n d  S c o t t ' s  c h a r a c t e r  i n  
P e v e r i l  o f  t h e  P e a k  ( 1 8 2 3 )  manage t o  p e n e t r a t e  t h e  
ha rem,  w h i l e  G o l d s m i t h ,  J o h n s o n ,  a n d  B o s w e l l  f a n t a s i z e  
s u c h  a c t s  i n  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  w r i t i n g s .  I n  h i s  N o t e s  on  a 
J o u r n e y  f r o m  C o r n h i l l  t o  Grand  C a i r o ,  t h e  a c c o u n t  o f  a 
t o u r  s p o n s o r e d  b y  t h e  P e n i n s u l a r  a n d  O r i e n t a l  Company 
i n  1 8 4 4 ,  T h a c k e r a y  h i m s e l f  a d m i t s  t b  a I f s t r a n g e  f e e l i n g  
o f  c u r i o s i t y "  i n  " i l l  r e g u l a t e d  m i n d s "  a s  h i s  g a z e  
p r o b e s  t h e  g r a t e d  p a l a c e  windows o f  I s t a n b u l ,  l o n g i n g  
" j u s t  t o  h a v e  one p e e p ,  o n e  l o o k  a t  a l l  t h o s e  wondrous  
b e a u t i e s  . . . [ a n d l  g a u d y  b l a c k  s l a v e s .  [ I 8 6 9 1  ( P e r e r a  
9 6 ) .  

And a s  s h e  f u r t h e r  i l l u s t r a t e s ,  i t  i s  w i t h  Ha b l e n d  of  

h o r r o r  a n d  f a s c i n a t i o n "  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  o f  V a n i t y  F a i r  

p e e r s :  



. . . u n c o m f o r t a b l y ,  o n e  h a n d  c h e c k i n g  h i s  b e a r d  f o r  
r e a s s u r a n c e ,  i n t o  t h e  women ' s  q u a r t e r s  o f  V a n i t y  F a i r ,  
a t  " t h e  p o o r  s e c r e t  m a r t y r s  a n d  v i c t i m s  . . . s t r e t c h e d  
o u t  o n  r a c k s  i n  b e d r o o m s  a n d  . . . i n t o  t h o s e  d a r k  
p l a c e s  w h e r e  t o r t u r e  is a d m i n i s t e r e d .  ( P e r e r a  96). 

What t h i s  r a t h e r  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c u l t u r a l  m i n d s e t  s u g g e s t s  i s  

t h a t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  s e r a g l i o  h a d  more  t o  d o  w i t h  

~ n g l i s h  s e x u a l  f a n t a s i e s  a n d  f e a r s ,  more  t o  d o  w i t h  

n e g o t i a t i n g  t h e  terms o f  s e x u a l  r e l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  E n g l i s h m e n  

a n d  E n g l i s h w o m e n ,  t h a n  w i t h  t h e  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  a n d  

e c o n o m i c  s i t u a t i o n  o f  n o n - W e s t e r n  women whose  s t a t u s  was 

d e t e r m i n e d  b y  a  v a r i e t y  o f  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r a l  p r a c t i c e s  a n d  

v a l u e s .  

And i t  s h o u l d  come as  n o  s u r p r i s e  t h a t  V i c t o r i a n  men 

a n d  women c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  s e r a g l i o  f r o m  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  p o i n t s  

o f  v i e w .  B r o n t e  c a p t u r e s  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  t h e s e  d i f f e r i n g  

p e r s p e c t i v e s  i n  t h e  e r o t i c  t e n s i o n  g e n e r a t e d  b e t w e e n  J a n e  

a n d  R o c h e s t e r  i n  t h e  S u l t a n / s l a v e  e p i s o d e :  

He s m i l e d ;  a n d  I t h o u g h t  h i s  smi le  w a s  s u c h  a s  a  
s u l t a n  m i g h t ,  i n  a b i s s f u l  a n d  f o n d  moment,  b e s t o w  on  
a s l a v e  h i s  g o l d  a n d  gems had  e n r i c h e d :  I c r u s h e d  h i s  
h a n d ,  w h i c h  was e v e r  h u n t i n g  m i n e ,  v i g o r o u s l y ,  a n d  
t h r u s t  i t  b a c k  t o  h im  r e d  w i t h  t h e  p a s s i o n a t e  
p r e s s u r e .  ( B r o n t e  2 9 7 ) .  

The s c e n e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  d e v e l o p  a r o u n d  a s u s t a i n e d  s e s s i o n  of  

f l i r t a t i o u s  r e p a r t e e .  W h i l e  R o c h e s t e r  a p p e a l s  t o  t h e  

t i t i l a t i n g  e x o t i c i s m  o f  t h e  s t e r e o t y p i c a l  male h a r e m  

f a n t a s y ,  J a n e  a d e p t l y  d e f l e c t s  wha t  f r o m  a  V i c t o r i a n  woman's  

p o i n t  o f  v i e w  wou ld  b e  h e r  w o r s t  s e x u a l  n i g h t m a r e :  a  h u s b a n d  

who n o t  o n l y  f a n c i e s  m u l t i p l e  s e x  p a r t n e r s  a t  h i s  b i d d i n g ,  



b u t  who, i n  r e a l i t y ,  h a s  h a d  c o n s i d e r a b l y  more  s e x u a l  

e x p e r i e n c e  t h a n  h i s  y o u n g ,  v i r g i n a l  b r i d e - t o - b e .  

B u t  d e s p i t e  R o c h e s t e r ' s  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  s e x u a l  

m a g n e t i s m ,  J a n e  d e x t e r o u s l y  m a i n t a i n s  c o n t r o l  o f  h e r  

s e x u a l i t y - - n o t  b y  r e j e c t i n g  h i s  a d v a n c e s  o u t r i g h t ,  b u t  by  

p u s h i n g  t h e  s e r a g l i o  m e t a p h o r  e v e n  f u r t h e r ,  i n s c r i b i n g  

h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  v e r y  c e n t r e  o f  h i s  ha rem,  a n d  t h e n  v a l i a n t l y  

e x t r i c a t i n g  h e r s e l f  a s  w e l l  a s  h i s  o t h e r  f e m a l e  s l a v e s  b y  

i n c i t i n g  a r e v o l t .  R o c h e s t e r  c h u c k l e s  a n d  r u b s  h i s  h a n d s ,  

s t i l l  r e d ,  h e  n o t i c e s ,  w i t h  p a s s i o n a t e  p r e s s u r e :  

Oh, i t  is  r i c h  t o  see  a n d  h e a r  h e r !  . . . I s - s h e  
o r i g i n a l ?  I s  s h e  p i q u a n t ?  I  would  n o t  e x c h a n g e  t h i s  
o n e  l i t t l e  E n g l i s h  g i r l  f o r  t h e  Grand  T u r k ' s  w h o l e  
s e r a g l i o - - g a z e l l e - e y e s ,  h o u r i  f o r m s ,  a n d  a l l !  ( B r o n t e  
2 9 7 ) .  

J a n e  i s  " b i t t e n "  b y  t h e  E a s t e r n  a l l u s i o n ,  -and t h e  d i a l o g u e  

c o n t i n u e s  a s  f o l l o w s :  

I ' l l  n o t  s t a n d  you  a n  i n c h  i n  t h e  s t e a d  o f  a  
s e r a g l i o  . . . s o  d o n ' t  c o n s i d e r  m e  a n  e q u i v a l e n t  f o r  
o n e .  I f  you  h a v e  a f a n c y  f o r  a n y t h i n g  i n  t h a t  l i n e ,  
a w a y  w i t h  y o u ,  s i r ,  t o  t h e  b a z a a r s  o f  S t a m b o u l ,  w i t h o u t  
d e l a y ,  a n d  l a y  o u t  i n  e x t e n s i v e  s l a v e  p u r c h a s e s  some 
o f  t h a t  s p a r e  c a s h  y o u  s e e m  a t  a  l o s s  t o  s p e n d  
s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  h e r e .  

And w h a t  w i l l  y o u  d o ,  J a n e t ,  w h i l e  I  am b a r g a i n i n g  
c o r  s o  many t o n s  o f  f l e s h  a n d  s u c h  a n  a s s o r t m e n t  
o f  b l a c k  e y e s ?  

I ' l l  be p r e p a r i n g  m y s e l f  t o  g o  o u t  a s  a  m i s s i o n a r y  
t o  p r e a c h  l i b e r t y  t o  t h e m  t h a t  a r e  e n s l a v e d - - y o u r  
h a r e m  i n m a t e s  among t h e  r e s t .  1'11 g e t  a d m i t t e d  t h e r e ,  
a n d  I ' l l  s t i r  u p  m u t i n y ;  a n d  you ,  t h r e e - t a i l e d  b a s h a w  
a s  y o u  a r e ,  s i r ,  s h a l l  i n  a  t r i c e  f i n d  y o u r s e l f  
f e t t e r e d  a m o n g s t  o u r  h a n d s :  n o r  w i l l  I ,  f o r  
o n e ,  c o n s e n t  t o  c u t  y o u r  b o n d s  t i l l  you  h a v e  s i g n e d  a 
c h a r t e r ,  t h e  m o s t  l i b e r a l  t h a t  d e s p o t  e v e r  y e t  
c o n f e r r e d .  ( B r o n t e  2 9 7 - 2 9 8 ) .  



Signlflcantly, Jane does not opt to challenge Rochester'g 

evident comparison of her worth to that of his other sexual 

conquests through literal language--for to directly express 

her indignation in non-fanciful terms would give him the 

upper hand immediately; that is, he would have 'gotten to 

her' very early in the game of repartee. Instead, Jane 

sustains the volley of dialogue between them, strategically 

appropriating his male sexual fantasy, reconstructing and 

adapting it to her own needs. Rather than assuming a 

defensive postion by being offended, she decisively takes 

the offensive to protect her sense of w l f  worth. Jane's 

primary objective seems to be an assertion of her unique 

individuality, her strength of character, and her superior 

moral fibre; Bronte communicates this through the rhetoric 

of romantic individualism, with our "one little English 

girl" assuming the role of liberator of the oppressed, or 

the saviour of others. 

Yet, equally important to this, Jane also manages to 

chastize Rochester for his obnoxious attitude towards women: 

the implication being that his behaviour is analogous to 

that of a foreign despot, and that he should know that while 

non-British women (such as Cellne, Giacinta and Clara) might 

acquiesce to such sexual tyranny, Englishwomen, such as 

herself, will not. But while Jane quite legitimately wants 

to maintain her integrity, and quite rightfully challenges 

Rochester's objectionable attitude towards female sexuality, 

she also feels responsible for saving him from a kind of 



" f a l l . "  C o n f i d e n t  i n  h e r  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d  r h e t o r i c a l  s k i l l ,  

J a n e  t h i n k s  t o  h e r s e l f  t h a t  w i t h  h e r  " n e e d l e  o f  r e p a r t e e "  

s h e  w i l l  k e e p  R o c h e s t e r  " s a f e "  f r o m  " t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  g u l f ; "  

t h a t  i s ,  s h e  w i l l  d e f l e c t  h i s  s e x u a l  a d v a n c e s  u n t i l  t h e y  a r e  

m a r r i e d  t o  p r e v e n t  a  s t u m b l e  i n t o  s p i r i t u a l  u n w h o l e s o m e n e s s .  

I n d e e d ,  t h e r e  a r e  a number  of  o t h e r  p o i n t s  i n 9 t h e  n o v e l  

w h e r e  J a n e  s a v e s  h e r  master f r o m  a f a l l :  when t h e y ' f i r s t  

m e e t  s h e  d o e s  h i s  q u i t e  l i t e r a l l y .  R o c h e s t e r ' s  h o r s e  s l i p s  -& 
on a s h e e t  o f , - i c e ,  h e  s p r a i n s  h i s  a n k l e ,  a n d  J a n e  comes  t o  

h i s  r e s c u e - . - a n  o b v i o u s  r o l e  r e v e r s a l  t h a t  c h a l l e n g e s  t h e  

s t e r e o t y p i c a l  f i r s t  m e e t i n g  o f  t h e  l o v e r s  i n  c o n v e n t i o n a l  

r o m a n c e  n o v e l s .  However ,  i t  i s  a l s o  s i g n i f i c a n t  t h a t ,  r i g h t  

f r o m  t h e  s t a r t ,  R o c h e s t e r ' s  E a s t e r n  a s p e c t  is  h i g h l i q h l e d :  

h e  r e f e r s  t o  h i m s e l f  a s  Mahomet a s  h e  asks  J a n e  f o r  

a s s i s t a n c e  : 

" I  s e e , "  h e  s a i d ;  " t h e  m o u n t a i n  w i l l  n e v e r  b e  
b r o u g h t  t o  Mahomet, s o  a l l  you  c a n  d o  i s  t o  a i d  
Mahomet t o  g o  t o  t h e  m o u n t a i n ;  I  m u s t  b e g  o f  you  t o  
come h e r e . "  ( B r o n t e  144). 

Even f r o m  t h e  p o i n t  o f  t h e i r  urst' e n c o u n t e r ,  B r o n t e  
J 

m a n i p u l a t e s  g e n d e r  p o l i t i c s - - b u t  s h e ' d o e s  s o  b y  f i g u r a t i v e l y  

c a s t i n g  R o c h e s t e r  a s  p o w e r f u l  f o r e i g n  f i g u r e  who i s  r e n d - e r e d  

h e l p l e s s  a n d  s o r e l y  i n  n e e d  of J a n e ' s  s u p p o r t  a n d  g u i d a n c e .  

T h a t  R o c h e s t e r ' s  p u n i s h m e n t  a n d  s a l v a t i o n  is  t h e  ma in  

i m p e t u s  b e h i n d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  J a n e ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  

h i m  is m o s t  e v i d e n t  i n  t h e i r  r e u n i o n  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  

n o v e l .  A l t h o u g h  R o c h e s t e r  c o n s c i o u s l y  s e e k s  r e d e m p t i o n  f r o m  

h i s  m a r r i a g e  t o  B e r t h a ,  h e  i n i t i a l l y  t r i e s  t o  d o  s o  a t  t h e  

e x p e n s e  of  J a n e ' s  i n t e g r i t y - - w i l l f u l l y  a n d  d e c e i t f u l l y  



degrading her sexuality, first in an attempt to engage her 

in a fraudulent marriage, a n d  second in a plea to live 

commonlaw in France. His loss of vision and amputated hand 

.can be read as punishment for his earlier sexual exploits 
" 

and just desert for attempting to degrade Jane. ~ochester 's 
4. 

p h y s i c a ~ b i l i t a t i o n  is a direct assault on his masculinity 

and virility (Jane compares him to a sightless Samson)--an 

impotence that can only be healed.through Jarie's 
"r 

forgiveness. This very Christian process of redemption 

through contrition, penance and forgiveness is fully brought 

to- fruititon through the birth of their son. 

In view of Jane's various literal and figurative 

" efforts to save Rochester, the imagined gesture of support 

and solidarity she offers hi; other harem inmates loses some 

of its morql impetus. Ultimately, the genui@ focus of the 
b 

Eastern allusion is the redemption of tb4Enqlishman who has 

turned his back on his British heritage and Christian 
I 

values; the symbolic'liberation of the Sultan's female 

- + 
slaves silently slips into insignificance.- 

As Joyce Zonana's theory of "feminist or ientalism" 

suggests, the Eastern Allusion is a g ~ o d  example of how 

Victorian feminists constructed foreign Otherness to their 
C 

best political advantage. Feminists or ientalism offers a 

pertinent revision of Said" earlier work (prientalism 1 9 7 8 )  

in terms more particular to how and why feminists 

strategically appropriated aspects of colonialist discourse 



t o  c r ea t e  a p o l i t i c a l l y  e f f i c a c i o u s  r h e t o r i c a l  d e v i c e .  

Zonana  w r i t e s  : 

. . . f e m i n i s t  o r i e n t a l i s m  is a  r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g y  
( a n d  f o r m  o f  t h o u g h t )  by w h i c h  a s p e a k e r  o r  w r i t e r  
n e u t r a l i z e s  t h e  t h r e a t  - i n h e r e n t  i n  f e m i n i s t  demands  a n d  
makes  t h e m  p a l a t a b l e  t o  " a n  a u d i e n c e  t h a t  w i s h e s  t o  
a f f i r m  i t s  o c c i d e n t a l  s u p e r i o r i t y .  I f  t h e  l i v e s  o f  
women i n  E n g l a n d  o r  F r a n c e  o r  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  c a n  be  
c o m p a r e d  t o  t h e  l i v e s  o f  women i n  " A r a b i a , "  t h e n  t h e  
W e s t e r n  f e m i n i s t ' s  d e s i r e  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  s t a u s  q u o  c a n  
b e  r e p r e s e n t e d  n o t  a s  a r a d i c a l  a t t e m p t  t o  r e s t r u c t u r e  
t h e  West b u t  a s  a c o n s e r v a t i v e  e f f o r t  t o  m a k e  t h e  West 
more l i k e  i t s e l f .  ( Z o n a n a  5 9 4 ) .  

W h i l e  t h e  t e x t ' s  a l l u s i o n s  t o  t h e  s u l t a n ' s  s e r a g l i o  a p p e a l s  

t o  a s h a r e d  s e n s e  of  o c c i d e n t a l  s u p e r i o r i t y  b e t w e e n  B r o n t e ' s  

h e r o i n e  a n d  h e r  V i c t o r i a n  r e a d e r s h i p  i n  a  b i d  t o  l e g i t i m a t e  
+ 

t h e  claims of a  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  f e m i n i s t  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  
4 

b o t h  Z o n a n a ' a n d  P e r e r a  a l s o  e m p h a s i z e  t h a t  t h e  s e r a g l i o  
b 

m o t i f  is p e r h a p s  t h e  o n l y  way B r o n t e ' s  " J a n e "  c a n  a r t i c u l a t e  

h e r  f e a r s  o f  m a l e  s e x u a l  d o m i n a t i o n  g i v e n  t h e  r e p r e s s i v e  

c l imate  of  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  e r a .  W h i l e  women w r o t e  e x t e n s i v e l y  

i n  p r i v a t e  j o u r n a l s ,  a n d  h i g h  s o c i e t y  l a d i e s  d i d  h a v e  t h e i r  

l e t t e r s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  j o u r n a l s  r e g a r d i n g  i s s u e s  o f  m o r a l  a n d  

s o c i a l  p r o p r i e t y ,  t h e e = j o r i t y  o f  t h e m  w e r e  s t i l l  f o r c e d  t o  

u s e  m a l e  pseudonyms f f  t h e y  w a n t e d  t o  b e  t a k e n  a t  a l l  

s e r i o u s l y  i n  t h e  r e a l m  o f  l i t e r a r y  o r  p o l i ' t i c a l  d i s c o u r s e .  

1.- J 
Of c o u r s e ,  p r i o r  t o  B r o n t e  t h e r e  w e r e  a f e w  e x c e p t i o n s  ta 

% 

t h i s  r u l e ,  b u t  i t  was s - t i l l  h i g h l y  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  a  woman's  

work wo"ld b e  p u b l i s h e d  a t  a l l ,  l e t  a l o n e  i f  i t  c o n t a i n e d  

a n y t h i n g  r e m o t e l y  r e s e m b l i n g  a  c r i t i q u e  o f  s e x u a l  

i n e q u g l i t y .  The o n l y  r e a l  o p t i o n  a v a i l a b l e  t o  f e m i n i s t s  was - 

Co work w i t h i n  t h e  p a r a m e t e r s  of t h e  d o m i n a n t  d i s c o u r s e s  



a v a i l a b l e  t o  t hem,  n a m e l y  C h r i s t l a n i t y  a n d  c o l o n i a l i s m ,  

g e n t l y  u n d e r m i n i n g  w h a t  g e n d e r  h y p o c r i s i e s  a n d  d o u b l e  

s t a n d a r d s  t h e y  c o u l d ,  w h i l e  f a s h i o n i n g  f o r  t h e m s e l v e s  a 

'i f l e d g l l n g  f e m i n i s t  d i s c o u r s e  t h a t  wou ld  n  t 2 t o o  s t r o n g l y  

o f f e n d  t h e  g r o w i n g  s o c i a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  i n f l u e n c e  o f  B r i t i s h  

m i d d l e - c l a s s  m o r a l i t y .  The  s e r a g l i o  m o t i f  p r o v i d e d  B r o n t e ' s  

r e a d e r s  w i t h  a  t ' c u l t u r a l l y  a c c e p t a b l e  s i m i l e  b y  w h i c h  t o  

u n d e r s t a n d  a n d  c o m b a t  t h e  6 a t r i a r c h a l  ' d e s p o t i s m f i c e n t r a l  t o  

R o c h e s t e r t s  c h a r a c t e r t 9  ( Z o n a n a  5 9 3 )  b y  s u p p l y i n g  a 

" v o c a b u l a r y  f o r  t h e  s e x u a l  r i s k s  f a c e d  b y  t h e  u n a t t a c h e d  -e 

Eng l i shwomanf1  ( P e r e r a  8 1 ) .  _ _  -/ - - __ 

T h a t  i t  was v e r y  d i f  f  i . c u l t  f o r  u n a t t a c h e d  women t o  t a k e  
II 

care  o f  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  ~ e n t u r y ~ a l m o s t  g o e s  
,i 

w i t h o u t  s a y i n g .  I f  a m i d d l e  ' c l a s s  woman d i d  n o t  h a v e  t h e  

good  f o r t u n e  t o  p o s s e s s  f a m i l y  members who c o u l d / w o u l d  

f i n a n c i a l l y -  s u p p o r t  h e r ,  s h b  was c a s t  o u t  i n t o  a j o b  m a r k e t  

w i t h  v e r y  l i m i t e d  o p t i o n s .  E i t h e r  s h e  shamed h g r s e l f  a n d  

j o i n e d  t h e  r a n k s  o f  wo k i n g  c l a s s  women t o  become a  t e x t i l e  4' 
4 

w o r k e r  o r  f a c t o r y  g i r l  (many  o f  whom w e r e  e v e n t u a l l y  f o r c e d  

t o  t h e  s t r e e t s - ) ,  o r  s h e  f i l l e d  t h e  o s t e n s i b l y  more  

r e s p e c t a b l e  p o s i t i o n  of  a g o v e r n e s s  i p  a n  Upper  c l a s s  

f a m i l y .  But  a s  Mary P o o v e y ' p o i n t s  o u t ,  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  

g o v e r n e s s  was c h a r g e d  w i t h  a  s o r i a l  s t i g m a  t h a t  r e v o l v e d  

a r o u n d  i s s u e s  r e l a t e d  t o  a n  u n m a r r i e d  woman ' s  s e x u a l i t y .  
I'r 

T h e r e  was c o n s i d e r a b l e  d e b a t e  a b o u t  t h e  p r o p d I i e t y  of  
- 

c a t e d ,  m i d d l e  c l a s s  woman i n t o  t h e  

d o m d s t i c  h e a r t  o f  a  g e n t r y r n a n ' s  e s t a t e .  I t  was o n e  t h i n g  t o  



h i r e  f e m a l e  s e r v a n t s  t o  c o o k  a n d  c l e a n ,  b u t  q u i t e  a n o t h e r  t o  

a l l o w  t h e m  i n t o  t h e  more p r i v a t e  i n t e r s t i c e s  o f  y o u r  home, 

t o  t e a c h  a n d ,  i t  was f e a r e d ,  n e g a t i v e l y  i n f l u e n c e  t h e  v a l u e s  

of  y o u r  c h i l d r e n .  T o  some,  t h e  g o v e r n e s s  p o s e d  a s i g n i f i c a n t  

t h r e a t  t o  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  m o t h e r ,  who, i t  was a r g u e d ,  s h o u l d  

n a t u r a l l y  w a n t  t o  a s s u m e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  t h e  p r o p e r  

e d u c a t i o n  o f  h e r  c h i l d r e n - - f r e e  of  c h a r g e .  T h a t  r e r a t i v e l y  

l o w e r  c l a s s  women w e r e  b e i n g  p a i d  t o  p r o v i d e  t h i s  s e r v i c e  

g e n e r a t e d  a  m o r a l i s t i c  c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  g o v e r n e s s - - a  d i s t r u s t  

r i d d l e d  w i t h  s e x u a l  i n n u e n d o e s  a b o u t  t h e  c o n t a m i n a t e d  v a l u e s  

o f  work i n g  women, whose r e l a t i v e  i n d e p e n d e n c e  a n d  a s s e r t i v e  

d i s p o s i t i o n s  w e r e  e q u a t e d  w i t h  l e s s  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  t h e i r  
e 

p a s s i o n s  ( P o o v e y  1 2 6 - 1 3 1 ) .  

P o o v e y  f u r t h e r  s u g g e s t s  . . that  m o r a l  s u s p i c i o n s  a b o u t  t h e  

g o v e r n e s s  l i n k e d  h e r  t o  two  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  f i g u r e s :  t h e  

l u n a t i c  a n d  t h e  f a l l e n  woman; t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n o v e l  we s e e  

J a n e  s t r ' u q g l i n g  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  h e r s e l f  f r o m  b o t h  o f  t h e s e  

n e g a t i v e  s t e r e o t y p e s  ( P o o v e y  1 2 9 ) .  I n d e e d  t h e  s u l t a n / s l a v e  

e p i s o d e  c a n  be s e e n  a s  a n  a c t i n g  o u t  a g a i n s t  n i n e t e e n t h  

c e n t u r y ,  u p p e r  c l a s s  a t t l t u d e s  t h a t  a t t e m p t e d  t o  d i s p a r a g e  

t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  g o v e r n e s s .  Wi th  I t s  e m p h a s i s  on a m e r c a n t i l e  

e x c h a n g e  f o r  t o n s  of e y e s  a n d  f l e s h ,  t h e  s c e h e  c a n  b e  r e a d  

a s  R o c h e s t e r ' s  a t t e m p t  t o  i n i t i a t e  J a n e  i n t o  a k i n d  of  

p r o s t i t u t i o n  r i n g .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  a f t e r  we d i s c o v e r  h i s  

i n t e n t i o n s  t o  make h e r  h i s  m i s t r e s s ,  J a n e ' s  i n s t i n c t i v e  

d i s t a s t e  a t  h i s  a t t e m p t  t o  t r a n s f o r m  h e r  f r o m  a m i d d l e  c l a s s  

g o v e r n e s s  t o  a n  u p p e r  c l a s s  l a d y  b y  p u r c h a s i n g  h e r  a  new 



wardrobe becomq more than legitimate. When we cut through 

the figurative veneer of the sultan/slave episode, what we 

witness is a case of an upper class Englishman attempting to 

prey on the financial vulnerability of a middle class woman 

with no other family or friends to support her. Rather than 

dramatize such a situation directly, which would be 

unpalatable to her Victorian audience, Bronte uses the 

Eastern allusion to offer a critical response to the social 

stigma that associated the role of the governess with a form 

of prostitution. By casting Rochester as a representative of 

oriental misogyny, and by accentuating his dark and despotic 

nature in contrast to Jane's drive to defend the principles 

of liberty, equality, and fraternity, Bronte subtly and 

safely puts forward her class defense--pre-empting 

potentially offensive reactions to Rochester's predacious 

sexuality by appealing to her audience's sense of their 

occidental superiority (Zonana 594). 

The acting out of the text's critique of disparaging 

attitudes towards the gcverness is more ,kxplicitly evident 
/ 

in the charades scene, where, once aga n, Bronte - 
strategically applies an Eastern moti to express her IY , 
concerns about sexual politics and class discrimination. In 

contrast to the sultan/slave episode where Jane inscribes 
I 

herself in the centre of the colonial metaphor, 

earlier scene (before she is engaged to ~ochester) she is 

decisively cast as an outsider, perched on the sidelines, 

watching the dynamics between Rochester and his wealthy 



peers. Although Rochester does invite Jane to partlclpate, 

she declines and withdraws quietly to "her usual seat," not 

knowing what the game entails: 

. . . they spoke of 'playing charades,' but in my 
ignorance I did not understand the term. (Bronte 
211). 

While her sense of alienation is partially due to the fact 

that she is relatively new at Thornfield, Lady Ingramts 

sarcastic and demeaning comments emphasize that a governess 

has no place in the inner circle of an aristocrat's parlour: 

One of the gentlemen . . . seemed to propose that I 
should be asked to join them; but Lady Ingram instantly 
negatived the' notion. "No,'' I heard her say: ''she 
looks too stupid for any game of the sort" (Bronte 
212). 

Propped on the margins, Jane incisively observes every 

detail of the aristocracy's game of charades. And of 

greatest interest to her is Rochester's interaction with 

Blanche Ingram--another potential initiate to his harem. - 
Significantly, both BlancBe and Rochester assume a foreign 

aspect in their attempt to act out "Bridewell.'' They begin 

with the obvious first step: they present themselves as a 
-r 

couple about to be wed, which, although a charade, is also a 

reflection of reality for rumours abound that Rochester 

intends to propose to Blanche. In their second scene, he 

plays the part of an "Eastern Emir," costumed in shawls with 

a turban on his head; she is an ttIsraelitish Princesstt 

~ f f e r i n g  water from a well. Jane surmises that they fit 

/' 
their roles perfectly: !'his dark eyes and swarthy skin and 

9 

Payriqm features suited the costume exactly," and "both her 



cas t  o f  f o r m  a n d  f e a t u r e ,  h e r  c o m p l e x i o n  a n d  h e r  g e n e r a l  

a i r "  c o m m u n i c a t e d  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  s h e  r e p r e s e n t s .  

I n d e e d  t h e  t e x t  p l a c e s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  e m p h a s i s  o n  B l a n c h e ' s  
n 

f o r e i g n  d e m e a n o r :  s h e  h a s  r a v e n  r i n g l e t s ,  a n  o r i e n t a l  e y e ,  a  

G r e c i a n  n e c k ,  a n d  t h e  d a r k  o l i v e  s k i n  o f  a S p a n i a r d .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  R o c h e s t e r ,  s h e  is " a  r e a l  s t r a p p e r  . . . b i g ,  

b rown ,  a n d  buxom; w f i h  h a i r  j u s t  s u c h  a s  t h e  l a d i e s  o f  

C a r t h a g e  m u s t  h a v e  h a d "  ( B r o n t e  2 4 8 ) .  
t 

W h i l e  t h e  c a l l o u s  b e h a v i o u r  o f  u p p e r  c l a s s  f a m i l i e s  

( s u c h  a s  t h e  R e e d s  a n d  t h e  I n g r a m s )  t o w a r d s . J a n e  s u g g e s t s  a 

c r i t i q u e  of  a r i s t o c r a t i c  v a l u e s ,  B r o n t e ' s  p o r t r a y a l s  o f  

t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  a l s o  r i f e  w i t h  a l l u s i o n s  t o  p h y s i c a l  

f e a t u r e s  V i c t o r i a n s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  r a c i a l  m a r k s  o f  

i n f e r i o r i t y .  As p r e v i o u s l y  d i s c d s s e d ,  B r o n t e  t e n d s  t a i l i n k  

B r i t i s h  c l a s s  o p p r e s s i o n  w i t h  " t h e  i n t r i n s i c  d e s p o t i s m  o f '  

d a r k  s k i n n e d  p e o p l e "  (Meye r  2 6 1 ) .  T h i s  s t r a t e g i c  a p p l i c a t i o n  

of  r a c i s t  i m a g e r y  t o  f o r w a r d  a  c r i t i q u e  of  t h e  g e n t r y  is 

a l s o  a p p l i e d  t o  R o c h e s t e r ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  r e g a r d  t o  h i s  

d e a l i n g s  w i t h  women. A f t e r  h e  a n d  B l a n c h e  f a i l  t o  p r o m p t  t h e  

c o r r e c t  r e s p o n s e ,  t h e  m a s t e r  o f  T h o r n f i e l d  a s s u m e s  c e n t r e  

s t a g e :  h i s  w r i s t s  i n  f e t t e r s ,  a n d  h i s  f a c e  b l a c k e n e d  w i t h  

s o o t .  Once a g a i n ,  t h e  c h a r a d e  m i r r o r s  r e a l i t y - - b u t  t h i s  t ime 

v e r y  i r o n i c a l l y :  f o r ,  a s  w e  l a t e r  d i s c o v e r ,  i t  is R o c h e s t e r  

who c h a i n s  a d a r k  l u n a t i d  i n  h i s  a t t i c .  I n  c o n j u n c t i o n  w i t h  
\ 
\ 

Bb a n  E a s t e r n  m o t i f ,  t h e  c h a i a d e s  s c e n e  somewha t  s a r d o n i c a l l y  

j u x t a p o s e s  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n  o f  m a r r i a g e  w i t h  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n  

t 
f o r  t h e  c r i m i n a l l y  i n s a n e - - a n  e n t i r e l y  c o n s i s t e n t  a n a l o g y  



d 

when t h e  s e c r e t  i n  T h o r n f i e l d ' s  a t t i c  is r e v e a l e d .  On o n e  

l e v e l ,  t h i s  d e m o n s t r a t e s  B r o n t e ' s  l i t e r a r y  s k i l l  i n  t e r m s  o f  

i r o n i c  a d u m b r a t i o n ;  . o n  a n o t h e r  l e v e l ,  t h e  s c e n e  o f f e r s  a 

c o m p l e x  c r i t i q u e  o f  t h e  c o r r o d e d  v a l u e s  a n d  s u p e r f i c i a l i t y  

of  t h e  games p l a y e d  b y  t h e  r u l i n g  c l a s s .  

B o t h  t h e  c h a r a d e s  a n d  s u l t a n / s l a v e  e p i s o d e s  c a s t  

R o c h e s t e r  a s  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  f o r e i g n  power who is  

f i g u r a t i v e l y  c h a s t e n e d  w i t h  c h a i n s  a n d  f e t t e r s .  And i n  b o t h  

s c e n e s  we s e e  J a n e  d e c i s i v e l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  h e r  - 

m a s t e r k  ' o t h e r  women1--a p r o c e s s  o f  i n d i v i d u a t i o n  w 
3 \ 

Y 

c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  o v e r a l l  c o n s o l i d a t i o n  o f  J a n e ' s  s e n s e  of  

i n t e g r i t y ,  o f  h e r  S e l f ,  b y  way o f  c o n t r a s t  t o  f e m a l e  f i g u r e s  

4 
who a r e  r a c i a l l y  m a r k e d .  A l t h o u g h  t h e  c h a r a d e s  s-ne is' 

f r a m e d  w i t h  a  g e s t u r e  o f  s e l f - a b n e g a t i o n  w i t h  J a n e  c l a i h i n g  

i g n o r a n c e  a b o u t  t h e  r u l e s  o f  t h e  p a r l o u r  game, she 

u n d e r s t a n d s  more of  what  is g o i n g  on t h a n  a n y o n e  who i s  

p l a y i n g  i t .  W h i l e  i t  t a k e s  C o l o n e l  Den t  and h i s  t e a m  a f u l l  

two m i n u t e s  t o  c o n s u l t  on  e v e n  t h e  e a s i e s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  

p u z z l e ,  J a n e  r e a d i l y  s o l v e s  t h e  r i d d l e  i n  h e r  own h e a d .  I n  

c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  g e n t r y ' s  f l a m b o y a n t  d e c a d e n c e  a n d  mean- 

s p i r i t e d  a t t i t u d e s ,  we s e e  p l a i n  J a n e  s i t t i n g  on  t h e  

p e r i p h e r y ,  q u i e t  a n d  p o l i t e ,  w a t c h i n g  t h e  p a r l o u r  a n t i c s - -  

w i t h  t h e  p i e r c i n g  v i s i o n  o f  a  hawk. We a l s o  s e e  h e r  humble 

a n d  u n a s s u m i n g  p e r s o n a l i t y  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  B l a n c h e  I n g r a m ' s ,  
I 

who is  e s s e n t i a l l y  c a s t  a s  a  s p o i l e d ,  u p p e r  c l a s s  b i t c h  

whose b e h a v i o u r  t o w a r d s  R o c h e s t e r  i s  w h o l l y  g r a t u i t o u s .  I n  

v i e w  of  J a n e ' s  g r o w i n g  a f f e c t i o n  f o r  R o c h e s t e r ,  B l a n c h e  is 



the governess' tacit competition, but it is clear that 

Jane's integrity, as self-effacing as she may be, is far 

more refined than Miss Ingram's manipulative scheming to 

land herself a wealthy husband. And in the sultan/slave 

episode, Jane's integrity is likewise elevated: our one 

little English girl rises above the confines of the harem, 

refusing to allow her worth to be measured against the Grand 

Turk's whole seraglio--figuratively liberating Rochester's 

other female slaves and transforming him from a foreign 
5 

despot (back) to an English liberal. While other women may 

well have submitted to Rochester's magnetism in the past, he 

should not expect to find the same kind of acquiesence and 

self-effacement in Jane. 
f 

When we consider Rochester's relationships with women 

in the novel, the seraglio motif works as a fitting analogy. 

Despite his marriage to Bertha, he pursues numerous liasons 

with foreign women, and, althouqh he claims to have had no 

intention of marrying Blanche, he certainly leads Miss 

Ingram (and Jane) to believe it might be so. But there is no 

ignoring the fact that he does try to involve Jane in a 

fraudulent, illegal marriage, which establishes his 

polygamous aspect beyond a shadow of a doubt. 

While Jane's struggle to resist becoming yet another 

one of Rochester's harem inmates is the most fully developed 

instance of the seraglio motif in the novel, she also 

escapes the male t-yranny intrinsic to the harem-like 

enclosures of ~ a t k s h e a d ,  Lowood,.and Moors End. In contrast 



t o  J a n e ' s  r e l a t i v e  s u c c e s s ,  t h e  women I n  G a t e s h e a d ,  Lowood, 

a n d  T h o r n f i e l d  d o  n o t  f a r e  n e a r l y  a s  w e l l :  Mrs. Reed  d i e s  a 

l o n e l y  a n d  b i t t e r  o l d  woman, o n e  o f  h e r  d a u g h t e r s  becomes  a 

nun ,  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  m a r r i e s  a "worn  o u t  man o f  f a s h i o n ; "  

H e l e n  B u r n s  a n d  Miss T e m p l e ' s  o n l y  a v e n u e s  of  e s c a p e  a r e ,  

r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  d e a t h  a t  a v e r y  y o u n g  a g e ,  a n d  a m a r r i a g e  

b a s e d  more on  e x p e d i e n c y  t h a n  a n y t h i n g  e l s e ;  B l a n c h e ,  

C e l i n e ,  G i a c i n t a ,  a n d  C l a r a  a r e  j i l t e d  a n d  h u m i l i a t e d ,  a n d  

B e r t h a ,  a f t e r  l i v i n g  many y e a r s  i n  p r i s o n ,  k i l l s  h e r s e l f .  I t  

i s  o n l y  t h e  women f r o m  Moors  End- -Diana  a n d  Mary--who, a l o n g  

w i t h  J a n e ,  f i n d  u n m i t i g a t e d  h a p p i n e s s  b y  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  



Chapter Four 

Literary Strategy 1 1 :  Sexual Politics, 

Widow ~ u r n i n g  and Missionary Wives 



The sultan/slave/seraglio triptych 1s a recurring motif 

that is used as both a structural device and a rhetorical 

strategy in-Jane's pre-nuptial negotiations with Rochester. 

Yet there is another colonial metaphor that periodically 

surfaces in the novel: the Hindu ritual of a widow's self- 

immolation on her husband's funeral pyre, or "sati." But 

whereas the seraglio is applied in a highly consistent and 

upfront manner, sati functions as a more seemingly haphazard 

and submerged metaphor, one which is correlated with Jane's 

struggle for autonomy against both Rochester and St. John-- 

and with Bertha's suicide. While Bronte's allusions to sati 

implicitly articulate a nineteenth century feminist critique 

of patriarchy, the text figuratively links female self- 

immolation to the white feminist heroine (Jane) and to the 

"Indian Messalinan (Bertha) in a contradictory fashion. 

There is an underly,ing political irony in Jane's efforts to 

establish a more egalitarian relationsldp with Rochester 

through the metaphors of the seraglio and sati: for the man 

she wants to marry quite literally keeps another woman 

cloistered in his house--a colonial wife he did not 

personally bargain for, but to whom he was contracted vis a 

vis the financial finangling of his family. Moreover, this 

dark harem inmate quite literally leaps to her death in 
@ 

flames: thy novel's most spectacular exampleeof female self- 

immolation. 
b 

In the conclusio-n of her seminal article, "Three 

Women's Texts and a Critique of Imperialismrl' Gayatri Spivak 



writes that the most powerful suggestion in Jean Rhys' Wide 

Sarqasso Sea is that Jane Eyre can be read as "the 

orchestration and staging of the self-immolation of Bertha 

Mason as 'good wife'" (Spivak 259). While Spivak does not 

delve into Bronte's other allusions to sati--particularly 

those associated with Jane--her analysis of feminist 

individualism and her final interogative stance about Bertha 

as "sati" was a major catalyst for this study. Spivak reads 
6 

Jane Eyre as a ''cult text of feminism" (Spivak 244) that is 

grounded in "the unexamined and covert axiomatics of 

imperialismt' (Spivak 2 5 7 ) .  She compares what she sees in 

dane Eyre as an "uncritical absorption of imperialist 

presuppositions1' with the text's primary native female, 

Bertha, figured as an insane animal who is sacrificed for 

her (white) sister's consolidation, to Rhys' novel where the 

inevitability of Bertha's demise is at least critically 

foregrounded. Spivak writes that in Wide Sarqasso Sea Bertha 

. . . must play out her role, act out the 
transformation of her "self" into that fictive Other, 
set fire to the house and kill herself, so that Jane 
Eyre can become the feminist individualist heroine of 
British fiction. I must read this as an allegory of the 
general epistemic violence of imperialism, the 
construction of a self-immolating colonial subject for 
the glorification of the social mission of the 
colonizer (Spivak 2 5 1 ) .  

So in Spivak's reading, the texto-s female native Other must 

be sacrificed in order for the white British heroine to 

individuate her Self--a gesture driven by the unquestioned 

"structural motors" of imperialism. . *--  



W h i l e  I w i l l  d i s c u s s  how B e r t h a ' s  s u i c i d e  m i g h t  be  r e a d  

a s  a n  image  o f  s a t i  l a t e r  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r ,  i t  is i m p o r t a n t  

t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h a t  "widow b u r n i n g n  i n f l u e n c e d  B r o n t e ' s  

i m a g i n a t i o n  i n  a more c o n c r e t e  way t h a n  S p i v a k l s  a r g u m e n t  

t e n d s  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e .  I n t e r e s t i , n g l y  e n o u g h ,  t h e  t e x t  d o e s  

m a k e  a d i r e c t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  s a t i ,  b u t  o n e  w h i c h  is c o n n e c t e d  

t o  J a n e - - n o t  B e r t h a .  The p r e - n u p t i a l  l o v e  s o n g  R o c h e s t e r  

s i n g s  t o  J a n e  is a l y r i c a l  r e n d i t i o n  o f  a  woman ' s  p r o m i s e  

r4 n o t  o n l y  t o  l i v e  w i t h  h e r  l o v e r ,  b u t  t o  d i e  w i t h  h i m  a s  
.4 

/ 

w e l l .  J a n e ' s  i n d i g n a t i o n  is  q u i c k l y  s p a r k e d ;  s h e  a d a m a n t l y  

o p p o s e s  t h e  " p a g a n  i d e a "  s h e  r e a d s  a s  t h e  s o n g ' s  c e n t r a l  

t heme  : 

. . . h e  h a d  t a l k e d  o f  h i s  f u t u r e  w i f e  d y i n g  w i t h  h i m .  
What d i d  h e  mean b y  s u c h  a p a g a n  i d e a ?  . . . I  had  a s  
good  a r i g h t  t o  d i e  when my time came a s  h e  h a d ;  b u t  I 
shou1.d b i d e  t h a t  t i m e ,  a n d  n o t  b e  h u r r i e d  a w a y  i n  a 
s u t t e e  ( B r o n t e  3 0 1 ) .  

% 
A s  i n  t h e  s e r a g l i o  e p i s o d e ,  J a n e  i n v o k e s  a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  

o r i e n t a l  m i s o g y n y  t o  d e f l e c t  R o c h e s t e r ' s  s e x u a l  a d v a n c e s  a n d  

a s s e r t  h e r  i n t e g r i t y .  F o r  upon  c o m p l e t i o n  o f  h i s  s o n g ,  a n d  

j u s t  p r i o r  t o  h e r  a l l u s i o n  t o  s a t i ,  J a n e ' s  a n x i e t y  a b o u t  h e r  

m a s t e r ' s  s e x u a l  m a g n e t i s m  is  a p p a r e n t :  

He r o s e  a n d  came t o w a r d s  me, a n d  I saw h i s  f a c e  
a l l  k i n d l e d ,  a n d  h i s  f u l l ,  f a l c o n - e y e  f l a s h i n g ,  a n d  
t e n d e r n e s s  a n d  p a s s i o n  i n  e v e r y  l i n e a m e n t .  I q u a i l e d  
m o m e n t a r i l y - - t h e n  I r a l l i e d .  ' S o f t  s c e n e ,  d a r i n g  
d e m o n s t r a t i o n ,  I wou ld  n o t  h a v e ;  a n d  I s t o o d  i n  p e r i l  
o f  b o t h ;  a  weapon o f  d e f e n c e  m u s t  b e  p r e p a r e d - - I  
w h e t t e d  my t o n g u e  . . . ( B r o n t e  3 0 1 ) .  

A s  J a n e  " w h e t s  h e r  t o n g u e "  a s  a  weapon ,  s h e  1 3  a w a r e  t h a t  

h e r  b e s t  d e f e n c e  is a  v e r b a l  o f f e n c e .  And B r o n t e  b o l s t e r s  

h e r  h e r o i n e ' s  p o s i t i o n  t h r o u g h  a  r h e t o r i c  t h a t  ( o n c e  a g a i n )  



c o m b i n e s  t h e  terms o f  r o m a n t  ic  i n d i v i d u a l  i s m  w i t h  a 

C h r i s t i a n  ( i e .  a n t i - p a g a n )  a s s e r t i o n  o f  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  

e q u a l i t y  o f  t h e ' s e x e s :  " I  h a d  a s  good  a r i g h t  t o  d i e  when my 

t ime came as  h e - h a d  . . . . ' I  The r e p a r t e e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  

d e v e l o p  a r o u n d  t h e  t heme  o f  s a t i ,  w i t h  R o c h e s t e r  r e s p o n d i n g  

a s  f o l l o w s :  

. . . a n y  o t h e r  woman wou ld  h a v e  b e e n  m e l t e d  t o  mar row 
a t  h e a r i n g  s u c h  s t 5 n z a s  c r o o n e d  i n  h e r  p r a i s e  ( B r o n t e  
3 0 1 ) .  

A s  i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  a l l u s i o n  t o  t h e  s e r a g l i o ,  R o c h e s t e r  

is c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  a man w i t h  p o t e n t i a l l y  many f e m a l e  

- f o l l o w e r s ,  a s i t u a t i o n  w h i c h  c o m p e l s  J a n e ,  o n c e  a g a i n ,  t o  

a s s e r t  h e r  i n d i v i d u a l i t y ,  h e r  s t r e n g t h  o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  a n d  h e r  

a b i l i t y  t o  p r e v a i l  o v e r  h e r  m a s t e r ' s  s e x u a l  t y r a n n y :  

I a s s u r e d  h i m  & w a s  n a t u r a l l y  h a r d - - v e r y  f l i n t y ,  
a n d  t h a t  h e  wou ld  o f t e n  f i n d  me s o ;  a n d  t h a t  m o r e o v e r ,  
I w a s  d e t e r m i n e d  t o  s h o w  h im d i v e r s  r u g g e d  p o i n t s  i n  my 
c h a r a c t e r  b e f o r e  t h e  e n s u i n g  f o u r  w e e k s  e l a p s e d :  h e  
s h o u l d  know f u l l y  w h a t  s o r t  o f  a  b a r q a i n  h e  h a d  made 
w h i l e  t h e r e  w a s  y e t  t i m e  t o  r e s c i n d  i t  ( B r o n t e  3 0 1  [my 
e m p h a s i s ] ) .  - 

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h e  s u i c i d e - l o v e  s o n g  a n d  t h e  s e r a g l i o  

e p i s o d e s  a r e  l i n k e d  t h r o u g h  J a n e ' s  c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  b e t w e e n  

h e r s e l f  a n d  " a n y  o t h e r  woman," a n d  t h r o u g h  a m e r c a n t i l e  

e q u a t i o n  b e t w e e n  b a r g a i n i n g  a n d  m a r r i a g e .  

B e s i d e s  t h i s  d i r e c t  r e f e r e n c e  t o  " s u t t e e "  i n  t h e  t e x t ,  

. t h e r e  a r e  s u b s t a n t i a l  c o n t e x t u a l  r e a s o n s  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  

B r o n t e ' s  n o v e l  was i n f l u e n c e d  b y  t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  i m a g e r y  of  

f e m a l e  s e l f - i m r n o l a t  i o n .  V i c t o r i a n  c u l t u r e  was o b s e s s e d  w i t h  

t h e  w h o l e  n o t i o n  o f  s a t i .  Y e t  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  

c u l t # r a l  m i n d s e t  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n s  t o w a r d s  t h e  s e r a g l i o ,  



t h e r e  was b o t h  a m o r a b  r e p u g n a n c e  a n d  v o y e u r i s t i c  

f a s c i n a t i o n  i n  r e g a r d  t o  s a t i .  I n  1 8 1 7 ,  James M i l l s  w r i t e s :  

. . . o f  t h e  modes a d o p t e d  b y  H i n d u s  o f  s a c r i f i c i n g  
t h e m s e l v e s  t o  d i v i n e  p o w e r s ,  n o n e .  . . h a s  more  e x c i t e d  
t h e  a t t e n t i o n  o f  E u r o p e a n s  _ t h a n  t h e  b u r n i n g  o f  w i v e s  
upon  t h e  f u n e r a l  p i l e s  o f  t h e i r  h u s b a n d s  ( q t d  i n  
P e r e r a  9 1 ) .  

A c c o r d i n g  t o  P e r e r a ,  s a t i  "had  g e n e r a t e d  i n t e n s e  p o p u l a r  a n d  

' l i t e r a r y  i n t e r e s t "  s i n c e  t h e  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  a n d  s h e  

s u m m a r i z e s  a number  o f  e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w r i t e r s ,  

( S o u t h e y ,  Byron ,  S c o t t )  who a - l l u d e  t o  s a t i ,  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  

i n  W e s t e r n  d i s c o u r s e  s a t i  f u n c t i o n e d  a s  a n  a m b i g u o u s  emblem 

C t h a t  " e n h d n c e d  a n d  r o m a n t i c i z e d  u n i v e r s a l * f e m a l e  s u f f e r i n q  

a n d  t h e  m a n u f a c t u r e  o f  a n  a l i e n  a n d  e x o t i c  * O r i e n t t "  ( 9 1 ) .  

The s p e c t a c u l a r  moment o f  i m m o l a t i o n  a l s o  r e c e i v e d  

c o n s i d e r a b l e  a t t e n t i o n  i n  E n g l i s h  a r t ;  o n e  f a m o u s  v i s u a l  

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  s a t i  is J a m e s  A t k i n s o n ' s  p a i n t i n g  of  a  

" b a r e  b r e a s t e d  s a t i  l o o k i n g  t o  h e a v e n  ( a n d  E n g l a n d )  f o r  

d e l i v e r a n c e , "  w h i c h  was e x h i b i t e d  - i n  1 8 4 1  ( P e r e r a  9 2 ) .  A s  

P a u l  B .  C o u r t r i g h t  p u t s  i t ,  " t h e  n i n e t e e n t f i c e n t u r y  c a n  be  

, c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  t h e  e r a  o f  ' t h e  p i c t u r e s q u e  s a t i t ' '  ( q t d  i n  

I n  " C u l t u r a l  T h e o r y ,  C o l o n i a l  T e x t s :  R e a d i n g  E y e w i t n e s s  
%. 

A c c o u n t s  o f  Widow B u r n i n g , "  L a t a  Mani p r o v i d e s  a  c r i t i c a l - -  

a n d  o f t e n  u p s e t t i n g - - a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  g e n e r a t e d  b y  

e a r l y  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  E n g l i s h  o b s e r v e r s  o f  s a t i ,  a  number 

< .  
A of t h e s e  a c c o u n t s  b e i n g  p u b l i s h e d  b y  m i s s i o n a r i e s .  M a n i t s  

r e s e a r c h  r e v e a l s  two v e r y  d i s t u r b i n g  t e n d e n c i e s :  f i r s t l y ,  

t h a t  d e s p i t e  s u b s t a n t i a l  e v i d e n c e  t o  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  t h e  



' 

B r i t i s h  v a l o r i z e d  w h a t  t h e y  c o n s t r u c t e d  a s  t h e  v o l u n t a r y  

n a t u r e  o f  t h e  w i d o w s '  m a r t y r d o m ;  s e c o n d l y ,  t h a t . w r i t t e n  

r e p o r t s ,  w h i c h  i n f l u e n c e d  l a t e r  f i c t i o n a l  a p d  a r t i s t i p  

r e n d i t i o n s  o f  f e m a l e  s e l f - i m m d l a t i o n ,  i n e v i t a b l y  a c c e n t u a t e d  
n. 

a n d  o b j e c t i f i e d  t h e  p h y s i c d  bea;ty o f  t h e  W i d o w s ' a s  t h e y  

a w a i t e d  c o n f l a g r a t i o n - - w i t h  l i t t l e  o r  n o  a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t  o f  
\ 

t h e i r  p a i n  a n d  s u f f e r i n g .  

W h i l e  t h e  B r i t i s h  6 v e n t u a l l y  m o n o p o l d z e d  t h e  c r e d i t  f o r  

a b o l i s h i n g  s a t i  i n  1 8 2 9 ,  a p o l i t i c h l l y  e x p e d i e n t  manoeuver  

t o  j u s t i f y  a n d  c o n s o l i d a t e  t h e i r  m o r a l  a u t h o r i t y  i n  I n d i a ,  
b 

t h e  E a s t  I n d i a  T r a d i n g  Company had  i n  f a c t  p r e v i o u s l y  

l e g a l i z e d  t h e  p r a c t i c e  ( 1 8 1 3 )  w i t h  t h e  p r o v i s o  t h a t  t h e  

widow b e  no y o u n g e r  t h a n  s i x t e e n ,  a n d  t h a t  s h e  c o n s e n t e d  t o  

h e r  d e a t h .  I n t e r v i e w s  w i t h  B r i t i s h  o f f i c i a l s  w e r q  c o n d u c t e d ,  

c o f t e n  o n  t h e  s i t e ,  t o  d e t e r m i n e  t h a t  c o e r c i o n  w a s  n o t  a  
< 

f a c t o r ;  p e r m i s s i o n  t o  p r o c e e d  was e i t h e r  g r a n t e d  o r  d e n i e d  

h on  t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h i s  o n e  i n t e r v i e w  (Mani  3 3 6 - 3 9 9 1 .  A c c o r d i a q  

' 3  t o  B r i t i s h  s t a t i s t i c s  of  t h e  t ime,  b e t w e e n  1 8 1 5 8 1 8 2 8  j u s t  

o v e r  8 , 0 0 0  widows w e r e  b u r n e d ,  w h i c h  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  

B r i t i s h  l e g a l l y  a s s e s s e d  a n  i m p o n d e r a b l y  h i g h  number  o f  

widow b u r n i n g s  a s  v o l u n t a r y  (Mani  4 0 6 ) .  However ,  Mani 
- 

d o c u m e n t s  c a s e  a f t e r  c a s e  w h e r e  women s t r u g g l e d  t o  e s c a p e ,  

o r  d i e d  e x c r u t i a t i n g l y  p a i n f u l  d e a t h s  a f t e r  e x t r i c a t i n g  " 

t h e m s e l v e s  f r o m  t h e  p y r e .  S t i l l  o t h e r s  s u r v i v e d ,  o n l y  t o  i, $ 

l i v e  a s  o u t c a s t s ,  s e v e r l y  m u t i l a t e d ,  o r  h a v i n g  l&t l i m @ s  t o  
' .  

i n f e c t i o n .  
%a , 

7 - 



T h a t  c o e r c i o n  was o f t e n  a  f a c t o r  is e v i d e n c e d  i n  t h d  

v e r y  r e p o r t s  t h a t  c la im a s a t i  was a  v o l u n t a r y  e v e n t - -  

d e s p i t e  t h e  g e n e r a l  f r e q u e n c y  o f  a t t e m p t s  t o  e s c a p e .  What 
i-) r 

M a n i ' s  work i n c i s i v e l y  d e m o n s t r a t e s  is t h e  p r o c l i v i t y  o f  t h e  
P 

c o l o n i a l i s t  i m a g i n a t i o n  t o  r e c o n s t r u c t  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  

s u r r o u n d i n g  a c r u e l  a n d  inhumane  e v e n t - , - o n e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  

s a n c t i o n e d  by  t h e  B r i t i s h  t h e m s e l v e s .  T h a t  t h e  ~ r i t i s 6  were  

w h o l l y  f a s c i n a t e d  w i t h  s a t i ,  i n s i s t i n g  o n  i t s  v o l u n t a r y  
T 

a s p e c t ,  r e c o r d i n g  y e t  d i s r e g a r d i n g  t h e  e v i d e n c e  t o h e  

c o n t r a r y ,  becomes  e v e n  more a p p a r e n t  i n  t h e  t e n d e n c y  t o  

a d m i r e  a n d  o b j e c t i f y  t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  v i c t L m  a s  a n  emblem o f  

p e c u l i a r  a n d  u n u s u a l  b e a u t y :  

I p t o o d  c l o . s e  t o  h e r ,  s h e  o b s e r v e d  me a t t e n t i v e l y  . . . 
. She  m i g h t  b e  a b o u t  t w e n t y - f o u r  o r  f i v e  y e a r s  o f  a g e ,  
a  t i m e  o f  l i f e  when t h e  b loom o f  b e a u t y  h a d  f l e d  t h e  
c h e e k  i n  I n d i a ;  b u t ' s n e  s t i l l  p r e s e r v e d  a s u f f i c i e n t  
s h a r e  t o  p r o v e  t h a t  s h e  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  h a n d s o m e .  Her 
f i g u r e  was s m a l l ,  b u t  e l e g a n t l y  t u r n e d ;  a n d  t h e  f o r m  
of  h e r  h a n d s  a n d  arms was p e c u l i a r l y  b e a u t i f u l  ( q t d  i n  
Mani 4 0 0 ) .  

I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  c a s e ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  d o e s  i n t i a l l y  n o t e  t h a t  

t h e  widow was s o  i n t o x i c a t e d  w i t h  d r u g s  t h a t  s h e  had  t o  be  

l i f t e d  o n t o  t h e  p y r e ,  b u t ,  a s  Mani p o i n t s  o u t ,  h i s  

s y m p a t h e t i c  r e s p o n s e  i s  p r o v o k e d  n o t  b y  t h e  f a c t  o f  

c o e r c i o n ,  b u t  b y  h e r  b e a u t y :  

S h e  was t w e n t y - o n e  y e a r s  o f  a g e ,  b e a u t i f u l  t o  my 
c o n c e p t i o n ,  b y  f a r  t h e  h o s t  s o  of  a n y  n a t i v e  f e m a l e  I 
h a v e  e v e r  s e e n ;  c o m b i n e d  wi - th  t h e  b e a u t y  of  f a c e , .  t h e  
f i g u r e  w a s  p e r f e c t ,  wh ich i  h e i g h t e n e d  t h e  d i s t r e s s ,  i f  
p o s s i b l e ,  i n  t h e  m i n d s  of  t h o s e  who w e r e  w i t n e s s e s  o f  
t h e  s a c r i f i c e ,  a n d  f e l t  t h e i r  i n a b i l b t y  t o  p r e v e n t  i t  
( q t d  i n  Mani 4 0 0 - 4 0 1 ) .  

Mani c r i t i q u e s  t h e s e  s o r t s  o f  d e s c r i p t i v e  n a r r a t i v e s  a s  

" p h a l l o c e n t r  i c  r e v e r i e s , "  s u g g e s t i n g  " t h e  v o y e u r  i s t i c  



pleasure of a specifically male &ieu that mystifies 

"coercion as the devotion and free wil$ of the widow," and 

enacting "a discursive violence that-is every bit a s  cruel 
a 

and indefensible as the practice that is' its referent" (Mani 
d 9 4' 

400). - .  4 
The vast majority of reports on sati accentuate and 

b 

objectify the beauty of the'widow, and there is "sfrikingly 

little description of suifering in most eyewitness 
rR 2.i 

accountsM(Mani 401). As the widow proceeds to her ' 

conflagration, details of painUand terror seem to vanish; as . 
B 

Mani puts it, it is as if ,"the widow herself evaporates" 

iMani 401). I f  anguish is expressed after the death of the 

widow, it is usually articulated as horror, but a horror 

more concerned with emotionally distancing and morally 

justifying the position of the.obServer, more concerned with 

self-pity than with the tragic sufferings of the widow: 

I would willingly endure a week's gout, rather than 
suffer again what I did on this day, in the vain hope 
of saving a life (qtd in Mani 402) 

Although most accounts seem mesmerized by the youthful 

beauty bf the widows, official British records show that 

over two-thirds of the women who burnt between 1615-1825 

were over forty-five years of age. After the prohibition of 

sati in 1829, no further statistics were kept by British 

authorities (Mani 406-407). 

Despite its-yiminalization and elision from the record 

,books, sati continued to inspire the Victorian imagination's 

appetite for all things exotic, while it s i m u l t a ~ ~ o u s l y  t 



p r o v i d e a d  a  m o r a l  i m p e r a t i v e  •’0; t h e  m i s s i o n a r i e s '  f e r v e n t  
. .. 

p u r s u i t  o f ' t b e i r  s p i r i t u a l  o b j e c t i v e s .  P o p u l a r  a d h e r e n c e  t o  

t h e  n o t i o n  o f  v o l u n t a r y  s a t 1  p e r s i s t e d  i n t o  t h e ~ m i d -  

n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t * u r y ,  when widow b u r n i n g s  w e r e  r e a d ,  on  t h e  

o q e  h a n d ,  a s  a tragically r o m a n t i c  s y m b o l  o f  w i f e l y  

d e v o t i o n , '  b u t ,  on  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  a s  a  C h r i s t i a n  r e q i s f e r  o f  \ 
4 ,  

t h e  p o t e n c y  of  w o r s h i p p i n g  f a l s e  i d o l ? .  

Bu t  b e s i d e s  p r o v i d i n g  e v a n g e l i s t s  a n d  c o l o n i a l i s t s  w i t h  

. a m o n i t o r y  image  o f  t h e  b a r b a r o u s  a t r o c i t i e s  i n h e r e n t  i n  
a" 1 

n o n - W e s t e r n  c u l t u r e ,  s a t i  a l s d  " f u n 2 t i o n e d  a s  a n  emblem of 

f e m a l e  o p p r e s s i o n  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  W e s t e r n  w,omen r e p r e s e n t e d  

t h e i r  s t r u g g l e s "  ( P e t e r a  91). A s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  i n  t h e  
% 

s b i k i d e - l o v e  s o n g  e p i s o d e ,  B r o n t e  u s e s  t h e  c o l o n i a l  m e t a p h b r  

of  s a t i  t o  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  r o m a n t i c i z e d  ( a n d  u n c h r i s t i a n )  

n o t i o n  of  a woman s o  t o t a l l y  d e v o t e d  t o  h e r  h u s b a n d  t h a t  s h e  

wou ld  c h o o s e  d e a t h  o v e r  l i f e  w i t h o u t  h im ,  b u t  s h e  a l s o  

d e v e l o p s  a n  i m p l i c i t  a n d ,  a s  we w i l l  s e e ,  some h a t  r i s k y  7 
c r i t i q u e  of  t h e  s a c r i f i c i a l  r o l e  o f  t h e  m i s s d ' n a r y  w i f e - - a n  

u t t e r l y  t h a n k l e s s  j o b  t h a t ,  f o r  t h e  m a j o r i t y  o f  

E n g l i s h w o m e n ,  n o t  o n l y  w e n t  u n r e c o g n i z e d ,  b u t  o f t e n  

c u l m i n a t e d  i n  p r e m a t u r e  d e a t h  f o l l o w i n g  a  l i f e  o f  i s o l a t i o n  

a n d  g r u e l i n g  h a r d s h i p :  

M i s s i o n a r y  w i v e s  g o t  none  of t h e  p u b l i c  p r a i s e  
w h i c h  was h e a p e d  on  t h e i r  s u c c e s s f u l  h u s b a n d s  i n  t h e  
h e a d y  y e a r s  o f  t h e  18"30s a n d  4 0 s .  ~ h d  p u b l i ' c  f u n e r a l s ,  
t h e  p u b l i c  m e e t i n g s ,  t h e  o b i t u a r i e s ,  t h e  m e m o r i a l s  a n d  
b i o g r a p h i e s  w e r e  n o t  f o r  t h e m  . . . . I f  w i v e s  d i e d  
b e f o r e  h u s b a n d s ,  t h e i r  d a u g h t e r s  t o o k  on  t h e  t a s k  , o f  
p r o v i d i n g  h e l p  a n d  s u p p o r t .  ( H a l l  2 5 8 )  



And i t  is  t h e  impul-se  t o w a r d s  s u c h  e x t r e m e  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  

t h a t  J a n e  m u s t  r e s i s t  i n  h e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  S t .  J o h n ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  terms o f  e m b a r k i n g  o n  a m i s s i o n  t o  I n d i a - . a s  

h i s  w i f e .  =-a 

I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  d a r k  p a t r i a r c h a l  d e s p o t s  g o v e r n i n g  

G a t e s h e a d ,  Lowood,  a n d  Tkornf i e l d ,  S t .  J o h n  ~ i ' v e r s  is c u t  

f r o m  a d e c i s i v e 1 y : w h i t e  A n g l o - S a x o n  c l o t h ,  a n d ,  u n l i k e  t h e  

h y p o c r i t i c a l  c h a r i t y  e x t e n d e d  t o  J a n e  b y  t h e  R e e d s  a n d  t h e  
I 

B r o c k l e h u r s t s ,  S t .  J o h n ' s  r e c t o r y  i s ' b u i l t  o n  f u n d a m e n t a l  

C h r i s t i a n  v a y u e s .  A l t h o u g h  h i s  s e v e r e  a s p e c t  is a p p a r e n t  

r i g h t  f r o m  t h e  s t a r t - - h e  r e s t r a . i n s  M a r y  f r o m  g i v i n g  J a n e  

m o r e  m i l k  a n d  b r e a d  u n t i l  t h e  s t a r v i n g  woman " g i v e s  an  

a c c o u n t  o f  h e r s e l f ' l - - h e  a t  l e a s t  s t a n d s  b y  t h e  l e t t e r  o f  t h e  
Z s? 

l a w  i n  terms o f  n o t  t u r n i n g  t f r o m  y o u r  d o o r .  And 

J w h a t e v e r  S t .  J o h n  l a cks  i n  s e n s - i t i v i t y  1 s " m o r e  
@ I  

t h a n  a d e q u a t e l y  f u l f i l l e d  D i a n a  a n d  ~ a ' r y ,  

w h o s e  n a m e s  a l l u d e  t o  v i r g i n a l  p r o t & t r e s s e s  o f  women a n d  

\ 
o r p h a n s .  S t .  J o h n  may w e l l  b e  t h e  s u p r e m e  a u t h o r i t y  i n  

d e c i s i v e  ma t t e r s ,  b u t  h i s  a u s t e r e  d i s p o s i t i o n  is  u n a b l e  t o  
- /- 

d a m p e n  t h e  g e n u i n e  w a r m t h  a n d  e m p a t h y  h i s  s i s t e r s  s x u d e .  

W h i l e  m i n d f u l  o f  t k i r   brother.'^ w i s h e s ,  D i a n a  a n d  Mary  d o  

e x p r e s s  a c r i t i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  o n  h i s  b e h a v i o u r ,  a n d  t h e i r  

p o s i t i v e  i n f l u e n c e  i n  t h e  home is m a n i f e s t l y  a p p a r e n t .  

And i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  h e r  i n t e r a c t i o n s  w i t h  R o c h e s t e r ,  

J a n e ' s  c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  S t .  J o h n  f o c u s e s  m o r e  o n  t h e  

i s s u e  o f  h e r  s p i r i t u a l  a u t o n o m y  t h a n  o n  t h e  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  

h e r  s e x u a l  i d e n t i t y  p e r  s e .  A s  I p r e v i o u s l y  i n d i c a t e d ,  S t .  



\ 3 
John displays a morbidly repressed sexuality: any worldly 

passion he might possess is sublimated through his zeal for 

his clerical vocation. So in stark contrast to her erotic 

encounter3 with Rochester, Jane faces little i.f any sexual' 

danger in the company of St. John. Although the seraglio was 

a fitting metaphorical device to use in the case of the 

master of Thornfield Hall, in view of the absence of any =-. 

immediately obvious risk of sexual submission, the seraglio 
(I' 

is not an appropriate analogy for Jane's anxieties about her 

relationship with the vicar' of Moors End. 

But while Jane need have no fear that St. John might 

attempt to coerce her into an inappropriate sexual liason, 

she is quite legitimately disturbed by the prospect of a 

"loveless" marriage with him. Because of the vicar's 

repressed sexuality, the notion of a loveless marriage 

probably means that sex would be a perfunctory task, and 

Jane would be abligated to respect St. John's connubial 

rights in this regard. Although such a probability runs 

contrary to 'the kind of unbridled lust that Rochester 

represents, it also poses a significant threat to Jane's 

sexuality--for Jane has an intrinsically romantic side to 

her character as evidenced in her writing and her art. 

_-Marriage to St. John would require a drastic tempering of 

Jane's passionate inclinations; her emotional needs and her 

creative voice would be sacrificed in order to fulfill her 

wifely duties. 



L i k e  t h e  p o w e r  R o c h e s t e r  e x e r c i s e s  o v e r  Jane t h r o u g h  

h i s  i n t e n s e  s e x u a l  m a g n e t i s m ,  t h e  i n h e r e n t  t h r e a t  o f  S t .  

J c h n f s  r e p r e s s e d  s e x u a l i t y  is a d d r e s s e d  m e t a p h o r i c a l l y .  

" F i r e "  is  c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  u s e d  t o  r e p r e s e n t  b o t h  s e x u a l  

r e l i g i o u s  s a c r i f i c e ;  S t .  J o h n  is  r e p e a t e d l y  

w i t h  t h i s  i r o n i c  e l e m e n t a l  s y m b o l .  H o w e v e r ,  S# . 
J o h n  R i v e r s  is a , c u r i o u s  a d m i x t u r e  o f  w a t e r  and  ice  a s  w e l l  

a s  f i r e - - a  b l e n d  o f  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  e l e m e n t s  s u g g e s t i n g  t h e  

i n n e r  t , u r m o i l  o f - o n e  a f f l i c t e d ' w i t h  t h e  s t r u g g l e  b e t w e e n  t h e  
6, 

s p i r i t  a n d  t h e  f l e s h .  W h i l e  h i s  s u r n a m e  h a s  c o n n o t a t i o n s  o f  

b a p t i s m ,  s a l v a t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  f l o w  o f  n e v e r - e n d i n g  l i f e ,  h e  i s  

a l s o  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  i ce  a n d  s n o w ,  o r  f r o z e n  w a t e r s .  T h i s  is 

c l e a r l y  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  h i s  e m o t i o n a l  a n d  s e x u a l  f r i g i d i t y ,  

b u t  p e r h a p s  a l s o  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  h i s  c a l l i n g  t o  s a v e  s o u l s  is 

o b s t r u c t e d ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  c a n n o t  be r e a l i z e d  i n  t h e  p o s i t i o n  

h e  h o l d s  a t  M o o r s  E n d .  F i r e  d e s t r o y s  i ce  b u t  c a n  i t s e l f  b e  

d e s t r o y e d  b y  w a t e r ,  a c i r c u l a r  c o n u n d r u m  w h i c h  f u r t h e r  

r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  s e n s e  o f  c o m p e t i n g  f o r c e s  w i t h i n  t h e  v i c a r ' s  

p s y c h e .  And B r o n t e  d e v e l o p s  t h e  f i r e  m e t a p h o r  f u r t h e r ,  
t 

e m p h a s i z i n g  t h a t  t h e  f l a m e  t h a t  s e a r s  S t .  J o h n  d o e s  s o  f r o m  

w i t h i n .  A s  h i s  s i s t e r  D i a n a  p u t s  i t :  " S t .  J o h n  l o o k s  q u i e t ,  

J a n e ;  b u t  h e  h i d e s  a f e v e r  i n  h i s  v i t a l s n  ( B r o n t e  3 8 3 ) .  

A n o t h e r  i m a g e  o f  s e x u a l  r e p r e s s i o n ,  t h e  " f e v e r "  c o n s u m i n g  

S t .  J o h n  f r o m  w i t h i n  is c h a n n e l e d  i n t o  p r e p a r i n g  h i m s e l f  f o r  

m i s s i o n a r y . w o r k  i n  I n d i a - - w o r k  t h a t  h i s  s i s t e r s  f e a r  w i l l  b e  

t h e  d e a t h  o f  h i m .  



While the internal flames a clated with St. John have 

connotations of sexual repressio "fire1' is also a pr. 
I conventional symbol for religious sacrifice. And it is 

4 
through a colonial motif of r,itual sacrifice that Jane 

becomes intimately associated with fire as well..Focusing on 
b 

-her heroine's prospect of becoming a missionary's wife in 

India, Bronte obliquely alludes to another representation of 
53 

oriental misogyny--the ritual of sati--to articulate J a n e 9  . 

fears of submission to St. John's male authority. 

After surreptitiously testing Jane for ten months to 

see i f  she could endure the harsh conditions of mission life 

in India, St. John fnforms her that she had proven herself 

worthy of the task. 

";" I have watched you ever since we first met: I have made 
you my study for ten months. I have proved in that 
time by sundry tests: and what have I seen and 
elicited?. . . . I recognized a soul that revelled in 
the flame and excitiment of sacrifice (Bronte 4 2 8 - 4 2 9 ) .  

The correlation between fire and sacrifice is developed 
d 

further as Jane acknowledges that if she goes to India, she 

goes "to premature death:' 

If I do go with him--if I do make the sacrifice he 
urges, I will make it absolutely: I will throw all on 
the altar--heart, vitals, the entire victim (Bronte 
4 3 0 ) .  

While Jane is apparently willing to sacrifice her life to 

God's mission, she resists the notion of dying in the 

service of her husband, which she quite rightfully suspects 

is St. John's expectation. That St. John wants Jane to 

sacrifice her life not only for God but for him is evident 



when h e  r e s p o n d s  t o  h e r  c o u n t e r - p r o p o s a l  o f  a c c o m p a n y i n g  h im  

n o t  a s  h i s  w i f e ,  b u t  a s  h i s  h e l p m a t e ,  o r  c u r a t e :  

I  w a n t  a w i f e :  t h e  s o l e  h e l p m e e t  I  e a n  i n f l u e n c e  
e f f i c i e n t l y  i n  l i f e ,  a n d  r e t a i n  a b s o l u t e l y  t i l l  
d e a t h .  . . . Do y o u  t h i n k  God w i l l  b e  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  
h a l f  a n  o b l a t i o n ?  W i l l  He a c c e p t  a m u t i l a t e d  s a c r i f i c e ?  
I t  is t h e  c a u s e  o f  God I a d v o c a t e :  i t  is u n d e r  H i s  
s t a n d a r d  I e n l i s t  y o u .  I c a n n o t  a c c e p t  o n  H i s  b e h a l f  a  
d i v i d e d  a l l e g i a n c e :  i t  m u s t  b e  e n t i r e  ( B r o n t e  431). 

W h i l e  J a n e  seems p r e p a r e d  t o  t h r o w  h e r s e l f - - b o d y  a n d  s o u l - -  
f 

o n t o  a s a c r i f i c i a l  f i r e  t o  work G o d ' s  w i l l ,  s h e  knows s h e  

c o u l d  n o t  b e a r  t h e  i n t e r n a l  f l a m e s  of  e m o t i o n a l / s e x u a l  

r e p r e s s i o n  a s  S t .  J o h n ' s  w i f e :  

Bu t  a s  h i s  w i f e - - a t  h i s  s i d e  a l w a y s ,  a n d  a l w a y s  
r e s t r a i n e d ,  a n d  a l w a y s  c h e c k e d - - f o r c e d  t o  k e e p  t h e  
f i r e  o f  my n a t u r e  c o n t i n u a l l y  l ow ,  t o  c o m p e l  i t  t o  
b u r n  i n w a r d l y  a n d  n e v e r  u t t e r  a c r y ,  t h o u g h  t h e  
i m p r i s o n e d  f l a m e  consumed  v i t a l  a f t e r  v i t a l - - t h i s  
would  be  u n e n d u r a b l e  ( B r o n t e  4 3 3 ) .  

I n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  a m i s s i o n  t o  I n d i a ,  t h e  n e x u s  of  

f i r e ,  s a c r i f i c e ,  a n d  m a r r i a g e  s u g g e s t s  t h e  r i t u a l  o f  s a t i :  

t h e  s e l f - i m m o l a t i o n  of  a  w i f e  on  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s  f u n e r a l  p y r e .  

T h a t  B r o n t e  is i m p l i c i t l y  a l l u d i n g  t o  s a t i  becomes  more 

a p p a r e n t  when J a n e  c o n f r o n t s  S t .  J o h n  a n d  a c c u s e s  h i m  o f  

t r y i n g  t o  f o r c e  h e r  t o  commit  s u i c i d e :  

God d i d  n o t  g i v e  m e  my l i f e  t o  t h r o w  away;  a n d  t o  d o  a s  
you  w i s h  m e  w o u l d ,  I b e g i n  t o  t h i n k ,  b e  a l m o s t  
e q u i v a l e n t  t o  c o m m i t t i n g  s u i c i d e  ( B r o n t e  4 3 9 ) .  

And, i m m e d i a t e l y  f o l l o w i n g  t h i s  e x c h a n g e ,  J a n e  c o n f i d e s  i n  

Q i a n a ,  t e l l i n g  h e r  c o u s i n  of  S t .  J o h n ' s  p r o p o s a l .  D i a n a ' s  

r e s p o n s e  is p r e c i s e  a n d  t o  t h e  p o i n t :  

You a r e  much t o o  p r e t t y ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t o o  g o o d ,  t o  be  
g r i l l e d  a l i v e  i n  C a l c u t t a  ( B r o n t e  4 4 1 ) .  



A l l  o f  t h e  i m a g e s  o f  f i r e  a n d  s a c r i f i c e  t h a t  I h a v e  

m e n t i o n e d  c o u l d  e a s i l y  be r e a d  a s  p u r e l ' y  C h r i s t i a n  m e t a p h o r s  

o f  s a c r i f i c e ,  p u r i f i c a t i o n  a n d  s a l v a t i o n .  To b e  s u r e ,  S t .  

J o h n ' s  a l l - c o n s u m i n g  r e l i g i o u s  z e a l o u s n e s s  w o u l d  p o s e  a n  

o m i n o u s  t h r e a t  t o  J a n e ' s  s p i r i t u a l  a u t o n o m y  w h e t h e r  t h e y  

m a r r i e d  a n d  wen t  t o  I n d i a  o r  s t a y e d  i n  E n g l a n d .  B u t  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  s h e  c o n s i d e r s  t h e  e x t r e m e l y  d a n g e r o u s  p r o p o s i t i o n  o f  

g o i n g  a41 t h e  way t o  I n d i a  w i t h  h im  a s  h i s  h e l p m a t e ,  b u t  not 

a s  h i s  w i f e ,  is c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  t e x t ' s  f e m i n i s t  a g e n d a :  f o r  

i t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  w h i l e  J a n e  is more t h a p  w i l l i n g  t o  r i s k  h e r  

l i f e  a n d  s u f f e r  t h e  h a r d s h i p s  o f  m i s s i o n a r y  work ,  s h e  

r e s i s t s  t h e  r o l e  o f  "a good  C h r i s t i a n  w i f e 1 ' - - a  r o l e  w h i c h  

s h e  s u s p e c t s  would  condemn h e r  t o  m a r t y r d o m  n o t  f o r  G o d ' s  

s a k e ,  b u t  f o r  h e r  h u s b a n d ' s .  The c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t  o f  a  

m i s s i o n  t o  q n d i a  a l l o w s  B r o n t e  t o  d e m o n s t r a t e  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  

& h e r  h e r o i n e  i s  s k e p t i c a l  o f  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  i d e a l  o f  t h e  good  

C h r i s t i a n  w i f e - - a n  i d e a l  e p i t o m i z e d  b y  m i s s i o n a r y  w i v e s - -  

t h i s  d i d  n o t  mean t h a t  s h e  c o u l d  n o t  be  a t r u e  a n d  d e v o t e d  

C h r i s t i a n  u n t o  h e r s e l f ,  i n  p o s s e s s i o n  o f  h e r  own s o u l ,  a n d  

q u i t e  c a p a b l e  o f  m a k i n g  h e r  own s a c r i f i c e s  i n  G o d ' s  name. 

T h e r e  is a  d i s t i n c t  e m p h a s i s  i n  t h e  t e x t  on  t h e  f u n d a m e n t a l  

d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  women who s a c r i f i c e  t h e m s e l v e s  f o r  t h e i r  

h u s b a n d s  a n d  women who s a c r i f i c e  t h e m s e l v e s  f o r  God ( a  

d i f f e r e n c e  t h a t  e v e n  a n  e d u c a t e d  man of t h e  c l o t h  s u c h  a s  

S t .  J o h n  s e e m s  u n a b l e  t o  d i s c e r n ) .  W h i l e  t h e  l a t t e r ' i s  

e v i d e n t l y  e n d o r s e d  by t h e  t e x t ,  t h e  f o r m e r  is  a n  a t t i t u d e  

t h a t  B r o n t e  l m p l i c i t l y  e q u a t e s  w i t h  t h e  " p a g a n  i d e a "  of  



"sutteefft a heathen practice in which a woman sacrifices her 

life for the glory of her husband whl1,e condemning her own 

soul to hell. At the heart of the struggle between Jane .and 

St. John 1s a theological dispute concer'ning the autonomy of 

a woman's soul and her personal relationship with God. 

Besides the assertion of Jane's spiritual autonomy, 

there is also an important secular concern embedded in her 

prospect of becoming a missionary's wife--a very practical 

feminist concern which Bronte raises in various ways 

throughout Jane Eyre: the issue of women and employment. 

While St. John seems hard pressed to imagine a woman engaged 

in a meaningful occupation outside of the Victorian .domestic 

ideal of matrimony, Bronte's concern with women and work>- 

that is, her critique of the lack of viable options for . 
female employment, as well as the-lack of respect •’02 
women's contributicns through the narrow range of positions 

they did fill--is evident throughout Jane Eyre, most 
I 

apparently in her valorization of the role of 

govemness/teacher. But in contrast to her evident critique' 
L 

of disparaging classist and sexist attitudes towards this 

post, her concern for the predicament of missionary wives is 

more subtly expressed because to suggest that these female 

labourers in the colonies suffered from exploitation and 

abuse inevitably poses a challenge to both the Victorian 

ideal of "the good Christian wife" and the integrity of the 

male-dominated mission administrat ion. 



, . 
Bronte definitely walks a thin line in this regard: on 

the one hand, the Zext applauds the larger spiritual 

objectives of the missionary project in India. througn Jane's 

willingness to participate in it (even after,she reneges on 

@ going to India herself, she finances St. John's work through 

her inheritance); on the other .hand, Jane's abhorrence in 

the face of St. John's marriage proposal and her repeated 

pleas to accompany him not as his wife, but as his helpmate, 

implies that the 'problemt is not with the mission itself, 

or even necessarily with the individual man himself, but 

rather with the rigidly prescribed role of "the missionary 

wife." 

Jane's intuitive horror at the prospect of a loveless 

marriage to St. John, and her perception that to become a 
* 

missionary's wife would be a sacrifice akin to committing 

suicide, can be contextualized historically. Catherine Hall, 

in "Missionary Stories: Gender and Ethnicity in England in 

the 1830s and 1840s," analyzes the role of the missionary 

wife, emphasizing that "in the discourse of evangelical 

Christianity there was plenty of space for imagination and 

adventure but 'little for the idea of romantic love as the 

key to marital choice," (252) and that."time and again in 

missionary biographies, their [missionary kusbandstl 

marriages are seen as entirely secondary to their act of 

faith" (251). Not surprisingly, the situation was 

considerably different for women wanting to pursue their 

spiritual inclinations through missionary work. While a 



woman's Itact of faith" was undoubtedly as strong and genuine 

as her male counterpart's, marriage -was the fulcrum~upon 
. % -. 

, which all of 'her spiritual aspirations, material 

committments, and personal sacrifices were balanced. For the 

vast majority of Englishwomen who pursued work abroad, 
J 

marriage was a compulsary condition of their service. 

. . . those women who were seized with the missionary 
spirit could not themselves become preachers in the 
early nineteenth century. There was no question . . . 
of accepting women as trainees or of granting them 
equal access with men. Marriage, therefore, offered a 
possible route into the work for those women who 
wanted to do it. Similarly, accompanying an unmarried 
brother was occasionally possible, and by the 1830s a 
small number of women were going out as teachers 
(Hall 2 5 1 ) .  

Jane's negotiations with St. John echo the historical 

struggles of women aspiring to missionary.,service discussed 

in the above quotation. With the inner knowledge that "as 

his curate, his comrade, all would be right," Jane 

reiterates her conditions to St. John: 
..- 

I repeat I freely consent to go with you as your fellow 
missionary, but not as your wife; I cannot marry you, 
and become a part of you (Bronte 433). 

To which St. John replies: 

How can I, a man, not yet thirty, take out with me to ' 

India a girl of nineteen, unless she be married to me? 
How can we be for ever together--sometimes in 
solitudes, sometimes amidst savage tr ibes--and unwcd? 
(gronte 433) 

And Jane firmly stands her ground with: 

Very well . . . under the circumstances, quite as well 
as if I were either your real sister, or a man and a 
clergyman like yourself (Bronte 433). 

While Jane's feminist assertions are truly laudable, the 

equality she calls for in terms of women and missionary 



t 

service is highly unrealistic given the circumstances of the7 
," 

time. Hall documents a number of cases where young women 

write passionately of their desire to pursue missionary work 

either with family members, or occasionally as independent 

agents. However, the vast majority of these women ultimately 

accepted marriage proposals in order to fulfill their goals. 

And such is the case with Jane, who is finally persuaded to 

marry' s t .  Uo.hn, not in the face' of continued pressure from 

his zealousness and rigid determination, but because he, in 

what Jane calls a "sublime moment," expresses tenderness and 

affe'ction towards her: 

I stood motionless under my hierophant's touch. My 
refusals were forgotten--my fears overcome--my 
wrestlings paralyzed. The Impossible--that is, my , 

marriage with St. John--was fast becoming the Possible. 
All was changing utterly with a sudden sweep. . . . Oh, 
that gentleness! How far more potent is it than force! 
I could resist St. John's wrath: I grew pliant as a 
reed under his kindness (Bronte 4 4 4 ) .  

But of course Jane is pull& back from the abyss of 

such an apocalyptic decision. Through what seems a rather 

melodramatic intervention of Rochester's voice calling her 

name, Jane's salvation can be understood as her own inner 
0 

voice reminding her that her motive for considering 

missionary work in the first place was somewhat 

disingenuous. For the reasoning behind Jane's interest in 

going to India is in fact quite spurious, revolving around 

her loss of her beloved master: 

The case is very plain before me. In leaving 
England, I should leave a loved but empty land--Mr. 
Rochester is not there; and i f  he were,rwhat is, what 
can that ever be to me?. . . . I must seek another 
interest in life to replace the one lost: is not the 



occupation he [St. John1 now offers me truly the most 
glorlous man can adopt or God asslgn?: . . . I bJlleve 
I must say yes . . . (Bronte 4 2 9 - 4 3 0 ) .  

What initially appears to be a genrine commitment to the 

'm larger missionary cause is ultimately a young woman's 

-attempt to run away from a broken heart. 

But despite Jane's personal extrication from the 

sacrificial fire of an ill-suited marriage to St. John, the 

submerged parallel between widow burning and the role of the 

missionary wife stands as an implicit critique of the 

exploitation of British female labourers in the colonies. 
2- 

It was widely believed in early nineteenth century 
England that Western women owed their superior position 
to Christianity; it was Christianity which had raised 
society from its superstitions and freed women from the 
degradations associated in the English mind with 
heathenism, in particular the practice of tlsatitl in , 
India (Hall 251). 

In view of the above quotation, with its annunciation of the 

nineteenth century. belief that Englishwomen were raised, 

through Christ, from the degradations suffered by heathen 
i 
M n ,  the paralleling of missionary wives with Indian 

widows in Jane Eyre is reinforced historically as a poss.ible 

critique of gender hypocrisy within the male dominated 

missionary project. Bronte reconstructs the stereotypical 

image of voluntary sgti, showing her heroine consciously and 

deliberately recoiling from the flames of a similar kind of 

religious self-sacrifice (becoming a missionary's wife), in 

order to chastize Englishmen for their treatment of 

Englishwomen through a tacit suggestion that such behaviour 

is not congenial to the English character. While Bronte is 
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u n d o u b t e d l y  g e n u i n e l y  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  conditions s u f f e r e d  

b y  m i s s i o n a r y  w i v e s ,  s h e  d e l i v e r s  h e r  c r i t i q u e  t h r o u g h  a n  

e t h n o c e n t r i c ,  c a u t i o n a r y  r e m i n d e r  t o  h e r  a u d i e n c e  t o  r e c a l l  

t h e  s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  t h e i r  C h r i s t i a n  a n d ,  b y  e x t e n s i o n ,  

B r i t i s h  v a l u e s .  G e n t l y  t u r n i n g  t h e  s e l f - p r o f e s s e d  

s u p e r i o r i t y  o f  C h r i s t i a n  E n g l i s h m e n  a g a i n s t  i t s e l f ,  B r o n t e  

e q u a t e s  t h e  s a c r i f i c e s  a n d  p r e m a t u r e  d e a t h s  o f  m i s s i o n a r y  

w i v e s  w i t h  I n d i a n  women who c o m m i t  s a t i  n o t  t o  e x t e n d  a 

g e s t u r e  o f  s o l i d a r i t y  w i t h  women i n  h e a t h e n d o m ,  b u t  r a t h e r  

t o  a c c e n t u a t e  t h e  n e e d  f o r  r e f o r m  i n  terms o f  t h e  oppression 

~f C h r i s t i a n  women b y  C h r i s t i a n  men.  To  u s e  Z o n a n a ' s  t e r m s ,  

B r o n t e ' s  f e m i n i s t  d e s i r e  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  s t a u s  q u o  i n  t e rms  o f  

B r i t i s h  g e n d e r  o p p r e s s i o n  c a n  b e  ' r e a d  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  a s  " a  
\ 

c o n s e r v a t i v e  e f f o r t  t o  make t h e  Wes t  m o r e  l i k e  i t s e l f ' '  

i Z o n a n a  5 9 4  ) . 

Yet i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  p a r a l l e l  w h i c h  is c l e a r l y  d r a w n  

b e t w e e n  R o c h e s t e r  a n d  a s u l t a n ,  t h e  t e x t  d o e s  n o t  e x p l i c i t l y  

c o n n e c t  S t .  J o h n ' s  o f f e r  o f  m a r r i a g e  t o  s a t i .  I n s t e a d ,  t h e  

d s a t i  m o t i f  a c c r u e s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o b l i q u e l y ,  b e c o m i n g  a p p a r e n t  

o n l y  when t h e  c o l o n i a l  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  n o v e l  I s  b r o u g h t  

f o r w a r d .  H o w e v e r ,  i t  seems t o  m e  t h a t  i n  many w a y s  B r o n t e ' s  

p o r t r a y a l  o f  S t .  J o h n ' s  h y p o c r i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d s  women 

is  a r i s k i e r  e n d e a v o u r  t h a n  h e r  c r i t i q u e  o f  R o c h e s t e r ' s  

o b j e c t i o n a b l e , ' y e t  somehow l e s s  i n s i d i o u s l y  d a n g e r o u s ,  

b e h a v i o u r .  W h e r e a s  m o s t  o f  h e r  V i c t o r i a n  r e a d e r s h i p  w o u l d  

c o n c u r  a b o u t  R o c h e s t e r ' s  i m m o r a l  p r o p e n s i t i e s ,  n o d d i n g  t h e i r  

h e a d s  i n  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  h i s  s u l t a n - l i k e  q u a l i t i e s ,  i n  t h e  



face of St. John's moral authority--an authority that may 

ring hollow to many h e n t i e t h  century readers, but sound 

quite legitimate to many Victorian readers--Brontefs 

a&&ch is necessarily more tentative, her crlticlsm more 

equivocal. By removing St. John from his English parish and 

displacing his frustrated ambitions for unmitigated power 

over others, including his own wife, to India, Bronte can 

criticize the Victorian domestic ideal of a suppliant wife 

at a distancei i,n an extraordinary context that, while 

recognizably Christian, is somewhat safely removed from the 
e 

daily oppression ofsrdinary married women. 
/ 

There is one final, spectacular image of female self- 

imrnolatlon in Jane Eyre: 

. . . She was on the roof, where she was standing, 
waving her arms above the battlements, and shouting out . 
till they could hear a mile off. . . . She was a big 
woman, and had long black hair: it [was I streaming 
aqainst the flames as she stood . . . she yelled and 
gave a spring, and the next minute she lay smashed on 
the pavement. (Bronte 453) 

As previously mentioned, Gayatri Spivak reads the demise of 

the colonial madwoman as a testimony to the epistemic 

violence of imperialism, and she suggests that the self- 

immolation of the text's primary native female can be seen 

as a sacrificial gesture that helps Jane further consolidate 

her individualist position as the novel's feminist heroine. 

Laura Donaldson responds to Spivak's analysis of Bertha 

as 'sati' in Decolonizinq Feminism: Race, Gender, and 

Emnire Buildinq (1992) in a chapter titled "The Miranda 

Complex: Colonialism and the Question of Feminist Reading." 



In the process of trying to salvage Bronte's classlc 

depiction of female subjectivity as a valid form of feminist 

revolt, Donaldson argues that despite Jane's adoption of the 

"rhetoric of historical imperialism," she is neverthelegs 

still on the margins of the colonialist project ( 2 8 ) .  But 

more pertinent to the issue of the relationship between Jane 

and Bertha, Donaldson also attempts to align these two 

characters through what she defines as their mutual acts of 

violent resistance: 

It is in this context of resistance that one could 
argue for Jane and Bertha as oppressed rather than 
opposed sisters. Both are imprisoned by the textual 
figure who represents patriarchal imperial ism (Jane 
psychologically, Bertha physically), and both resist 
their imprisonment with violent gestures (Jane , 

symbolically crushes him and Bertha literally immolates ' . 
his patronymy) (Donaldson 31). 

Directly disputing Spivak's point that Bertha is sacrificed 

for her sister's consolidation, Donaldson opts instead to 

valorize Bertha's suicide, transforming it into an a c t o f  

revolutionary insurrection and a means towards self- 

empowerment. Donaldson further claims that "by 

characterizing Bertha only as victim," Spivak "fails to 

detect a far more subversive politjcs embedded within her 

(Bertha's) violent acttf (Donaldson 2 9  1 .  

Basing her argument on Phyllis Chesler's Women and 

Madness ( 1 9 7 2 ) ,  Donaldson contends that although women 

attempt to commit suicide far more often than men, the men 

who do try to kill themselves are usually successful; 

therefore, Bertha's suicidal 'success' radically challenges 



the feminine norm of passivity imposed by patriarchal 

conditioning: 

According to Chesler, women who suceed at taking their 
own lives outwit and reject their l'feminine" role at 
the only possible price: their deaths. We do not know 
what Bertha shouted at ~ochester before she leaped from 
Thornf ield's roof, but we can conjecture that her 
insistence upon the violent physical destruction o f  
both Thornfield and herself constitutes an act of 
resistance not only to her status as a woman in a 
patriarchal culture but also as a colonized object. 
(Donaldson 30) 

The expressed motive behind Donaldson's reading of Bertha's 

suicide as resistance rather than defeat is that she wants 

"to counter" the "invisibility imposed upon her [Bertha] 

. . . by Spivak's contention that she dies on the pyre o f  

feminist individualism" (Donaldson 31). While I am not about 

to defend Spivak's position per se, I am certain that to 

expose the victimization of the madwoman. from the colonies 

through a stark explication of her utter powerlessness, to 

accentuate her total paralysis as a functional human being 

within the textual parametres Bronte's feminist discourse 

offers, and to definitively foreground her suicide as a 

spectacular indicator of her expendability and absolute 

defeat does not constitute an occlusion of the tragic 

significance of Bertha's role. I f  anything, the attempt to 

transform the despair that erodes an individual's resistance 

to the point that they kill themselves into the 

glorification of an oppressed woman's 'final act of revolt' 

mystifies the culpability and power of the forces that 

conspired to bring her to the brink in the first place. 



What D o n a l d s o n ' s  a r g u m e n t  n e g l e c t s  t o  t a k e  i n t o  a c c o u n t  

is how t h e  t e x t  c i r c u m v e n t s  t h e  i s s u e  o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

t h e  madwoman ' s  d e a t h .  T h e r e  is a n  e x p l i c i t  d i s t a n c i n g  o f  t h e  

f i r s t  p e r s o n  n a r r a t o r  f r o m  B e r t h a ' s  s u i c i d e - - J a n e  h e a r s  o f  

t h i s  d r a m a t i c  i n c i d e n t  t h r o u g h  t h e  s e c o n d - h a n d  a c c o u n t  o f  

t h e  i n n k e e p e r  o f  "The  R o c h e s t e r  A r m s "  o v e r  a year  l a t e r .  And 

w h i l e  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  B e r t h a ' s  f i n a l  m o m e n t s  g e n e r a t e s  a 

c e r t a i n  d e g r e e  o f  d e t a c h e d  h o r r o r ,  t h e r e  is n e g l i b l e  

s y m p a t h y  e x t e n d e d  t o w a r d s  h e r .  I n d e e d  t h e  l a r g e s t  a m o u n t  o f  

s y m p a t h e t i c  a t t e n t i o n  is  r e s e r v e d  f o r  R o c h e s t e r ,  who i s  

maimed a n d  b l i n d e d  b e c a u s e  o f  h i s  e • ’ f o r t s  t o  r e s c u e  h i s  '. 
w i f e .  W i t h  b o t h  J a n e  a n d  R o c h e s t e r  e x o n e r a t e d  f r o m  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  B e r t h a ' s  d e a t h - - ~ a n e " . t k r o u g h  t ime  a n d  

d i s t a n c e ;  R o c h e s t e r  t h r o u g h  a n  u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t  o f  

c o m p a s s i o n  a n d  a n  a p p a r e n t  r e a w a k e n i n g  o f  h i s  s e n s e  o f  d u t y -  

- t h e  p a t h  is c l e a r e d  f o r  t h e i r  m a r r i a g e .  

B u t  w h i l e  n e i t h e r  J a n e  n o r  R o c h e s t e r  c a n  b e  h e l d  

a c c o u n t a b l e  f o r  B e r t h a ' s  d e a t h ,  n e i t h e r  i s  i t  e s t a b l i s h e d  

t h a t  t h e  madwoman is r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h e r  own d e m i s e .  The  

p o s i t i o n  J a n e  p u t s  f o r w a r d  is t h a t  B e r t h a ' s  d e s t r u c t i v e  

b e h a v i o u r  is i n v o l u n t a r y  b e c a u s e  " s h e  c a n n o t  h e l p  b e i n g  mad" 

( 3 2 8 ) .  I n  v i e w  o f  t h e  b i o l o g i c a l  ' f a c t '  t h a t  B e r t h a ' s  m e n t a l  

d i s o r d e r  is r a c i a l l y  d e t e r m i n e d ,  J a n e ' s  p o s i t i o n  l e n d s  a 

s e n s e  o f  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  t o  t h e  madwoman ' s  s u i c i d e .  S o  

B e r t h a ' s  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n  is  i n v o l u n t a r y  n o t  b e c a u s e  s h e  i s  

c o e r c e d  i n t o  s u i c i d e  f r o m  e x t e r n a l  p r e s s u r e s ,  s u c h  a s  t h e  

t y r a n n y  o f  a n  o p p r e s s i v e  h u s b a n d ,  b u t  r a t h e r  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  



+ i n t e r n a l  f l a w s  a n d  i m m o r a l  p r o p e n s i t i e s  t h a t  r u n  i n  h e r  

C r e o l e  b l o o d .  

T h a t  B e r t h a ' s  s e l f - i r n r n o l a t i o n  c a n  b e  r e a d  a s  t h e  

n o v e l ' s  f o r g o n e  c o n c l u s i o n  o f  h e r  e n t i r e l y  m i s e r a b l e  e s s e n c e  

a s  a p e r s o n  o f  a n  a m b i g u o u s  r a c i a l  m i x  c o n t r a s t s  m a r k e d l y  

w i t h  J a n e ' s  c o n s c i o u s ,  v a l i a n t ,  a n d  s u c c e s s f u l  e f f o r t s  t o  

s a v e  h e r s e l f  f r o m  t h e  f l a m e s  o f  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  t o  male 

d o m i n a t i o n .  W h i l e  B r o n t e  a p p l i e s  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  f e m a l e  s e l f -  

i m m o l a t i o n  t o  b o t h  J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a ,  s h e  d o e s  s o  f r o m  t w o  

c o n t r a d i c t o r y  p e r s p e c t i v e s .  F o r  w h i l e  t h e  t e x t  c l e a r l y  a n d  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  d e m o n s t r a t e s  a n  a b h o r r e n c e  t o w a r d s  t h e  n o t i o n  

o f  v o l u n t a r y  ' s a t i ' ,  i n  t h e  case  o f  t h e  f e m i n i s t  h e r o i n e  

s u i c i d e  is s h o w n  a s  r u n n i n g  c o n t r a r y  b o t h  t o  h e r  n a t u r e  a n d  

t h e  p r i n c i p l e s  s h e  r e p r e s e n t s ,  b u t  i n  t h e  case o f  t h e  

" I n d i a n  M e s s a l i n a "  t h i s  i s  p a r t  a n d  p a r c e l  o f  t h e  i n e x o r a b l e  

y e a r n i n g  f o r  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n  t h a t  r u n s  i n  h e r  b l o o d .  

B r o n t e ' s  m e t a p h o r i c a l  a p p r o p r i a t i o n  o f  s a t i  a r t i c u l a t e s  a n d  

a d v a n c e s  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  W e s t e r n  f e m i n i s m  w h i l e  i t  

s i m u l t a n e o u s l y  r a t i o n a l i z e s  a n d  c o n f i r m s  t h e  s u f f e r i n g s  o f  

t h e  d a r k  f o r e i g n  O t h e r  a s  a r a c e - r e l a t e d  p r o c l i v i t y  f o r  

m a d n e s s  a n d  a n  i n h e r i t e d  t e n d e n c y  t o w a r d s  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n .  



C h a p t e r  F i v e  

L i t e r a r y  S t a r t e g y  111: T w i s t i n g  t h e  A r g u m e n t :  

F e m a l e  S e x u a l i t y  a n d  t h e  N o b l e  Savage 



Throughout Jane Eyre, Bronte figuratively applies the 

seraglio and sati as representations of oriental mi-sogyny in 

order to advance the interests of a.nineteenth-century, 

Western feminist perspective. What might initially appear a 

sympathetic identification, a paralleling of circumstances, 

with non-white/not-quite-white women from foreign cultures, 

is a rhetorical ploy to chasten and redeem the Englishman 

who has abandoned what the text claims as the definitively 

British values of liberty, equality, fraternity--a discourse 

gleaned from the rhetoric of the French Revolution. But not 

only is the text's apparent gesture of solidarity with non- 

Western women revealed as self-serving and ethnocentric, it 

ultimately naturalizes the submission of these women to male 

dominance, rationalizing polygamy and widow-burning as 

practices symptomatic not of different social and religious 

institutior.~, but of the very blood in the veins of the 

racial Other. While the text clearly acknowledges the 

oppression of non-Western women, it does so through an 

imperialist and racist paranoia that regards dark-skinned 

males as intrinsically despotic, as evidenced in their 

treatment of women, and, hypocritically enough, through an 

imperialist and racist axiomatic that sees dark-skinned 

women as naturally inclined to submission and self-loathing. 

Rochester's "harem inmatesN clearly lack the imagination, 

stamina, and principled convictions of "our one little 

English girltt; for them to mount their own gender revolution 

would be inconceivable. Bertha's inexorable yearning for 



self-destruction is associated wlth her mixed blood and 

amibiguous racial origins--an ambiguity that effectively 

shields Rochester, and perhaps to some degree Jane, from 

assuming responsibility for the madwoman's suicide. 

In every scene that I have examined that applies the 

seraglio and sati motifs, Jane's id'entity is more sharply 

defined and progressively consolidated in contrast to 

degraded foreign women. While there is some indication that 

Jane perceives a parallel between her own struggles against 

Rochester and St. John's attempts to undermine her autonomy 

and the oppression of non-British women, suggesting that it 

is not she who degrades Rochester's foreign mistresses 

(whether from his real or imaginary harems) and it is not 

s h e  who blames his colonial femme fatale for her genetically 

determined psychoses, and it is not she who endorses the 

extreme submission of women who axe the indigenous 

inhabitants of the colonies, Bronte's feminist heroine is 

nevertheless distinguished from the ranks of these female 

Others through an ethnocentric and fundamentally racist 

assertion of the natural proclivity o•’, foreign women to 

fulfill the requirements of their degraded positions. 

Promiscuity runs in the blood of French women; moral laxity 

and madness is coded into the Creole's racial impurity. And 

suicide through self-immolation becomes the only imaginable 

solution to the tragedy of being born an "Indian Messalina." 

Ultimately, the oppression suffered by the text's foreign 

female characters is not the result of the patriarchal 
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s t r u c t u r e  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  s o c i e t i e s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a r e s u l t  

o f  t h e i r  b i o l o g i c a l  d e f i c i e n c i e s  a n d  n a t u r a l  i n f e r i o r i t y  i n  

c o n t r a s t  t o  a l l  t h e  i n n a t e l y  a d v a n c e d  a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  E n g l i s h  

c h a r a c t e r - - m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  a l i k e .  

T h e r e  is o n e  f i n a l  c o l o n i a l  m e t a p K o r  B r o n t e  u s e s  i n  

J a n e  E y r e  w h i c h  a d d s  a c u r i o u s  t w i s t  t o  t h e  a r g u m e n t  a t  

h a n d :  s h e  f i g u r a t i v e l y  c o r r e l a t e s  J a n e ' s  c l imactic  e m o t i o n a l  
L 

c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  R o c h e s t e r  w i t h  a N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  I n d i a n  

p a d d l i n g  h i s  c a n o e  i n  d a n g e r o u s  w a t e r s .  A f t e r  t h e  s e c r e t  o f  

t h e  madwoman i n  t h e  a t t i c  h a s  b e e n  r e v e a l e d ,  a n d  i n  h e r  

f i n a l ,  p a s s i o n a t e  e n c o u n t e r  w i t h  t h e  master o f  T h o r n f i e l d ,  

J a n e  o n c e  a g a i n  i n s c r i b e s  h e r s e l f  i n  t h e  c e n t r e  o f  d 

c o l o n i a l  m e t a p h o r  t h a t  p o s i t s  a l i k e n e s s  b e t w e e n  h e r s e l f  a n d  

a f o r e i g n  f i g u r e .  A l s o ,  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  p r e v i o u s l y  d i s c u s s e d  

s t r a t e g i c  a l l u s i o n s  t o  t h e  f o r e i g n  O t h e r ,  J a n e  i s  i n  a 

v u l n e r a b l e  p o s i t i o n  w h e r e  s h e  m u s t  p r o t e c t  h e r  i n t e g r i t y .  

F o r  R o c h e s t e r  is d a n g e r o u s l y  o u t  o f  c o n t r o l ,  t h r e a t e n i n g  

J a n e  w i t h  p h y s i c a l  v i o l e n c e ,  p e r h a p s  e v e n  s e x u a l  a s s a u l t :  

" J a n e !  w i l l  y o u  h e a r  r e a s o n ? "  ( h e  s t o o p e d  a n d  
a p p r o a c h e d  h i s  l i p s  t o  my e a r ) ;  " b e c a u s e ,  i f  y o u  
w o n ' t ,  I ' l l  t r y  v i o l e n c e . "  H i s  v o i c e  w a s  h o a r s e ;  h i s  
l o o k  t h a t  o f  a man who is j u s t  a b o u t  t o  b u r s t  a n  
i n s u f f e r a b l e  b o n d  a n d  p l u n g e  h e a d l o n g  i n t o  w i l d  
l i c e n c e .  I saw t h a t  i n  a n o t h e r  moment ,  a n d  w i t h  o n e  
i m p e t u s  o f  f r e n z y  m o r e ,  I  s h o u l d  b e  a b l e  t o  d o  n o t h i n g  
w i t h  h i m .  T h e  p r e s e n t - - t h e  p a s s i n q  s e c o n d  o f  time--was 
a l l  I h a d  i n  w h i c h  t o  c o n t r o l  a n d  r e s t r a i n  h i m :  a  
movement  o f  r e p u l s i o n ,  f  l i c ; > t ,  f e a r  w o u l d  h a v e  s e a l e d  
my d o o m - - a n d  h i s .  ( B r o n t e  3 3 0 )  

D e s p i t e  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  is t h e  m o s t  d r a m a t i c  a n d  r i s k y  

c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i t h  a  man t h a t  s h e  f a c e s  i n  t h e  n o v e l ,  J a n e  



claims to have no fear. Immediately following the above 

quotation, she describes her inner feelings: 

P 
But I was not afraid: not in the least. I felt an 

inward power; a sense of influence, which supported 
me. The crisis was perilous; but not without its 
charm: such as the Indian, perhaps, feels when he 
slips over the rapid in his canoe. (Bronte 3 3 0 )  

The connotations of a 'noble savage' negotiating dangerous 

waters are very sexual. While Rochester is about to "plunge 

headlong into wild licence," Jane, it is suggested, stays 

above the rushing waters, manipulating the undulations of 

her canoe with considerable expertise. And not only is Jane 

unafraid of Rochester's volatile frustration, she findsathe 

situation rather exhilirating and "not without its charm." 

What is uniquelabout Jane's identification with the 
7 

sensations of an Indian negotiating dangerous waters is that 

she makes no apparent attempt to distinguish herself from 

the simile she suggests. Even more unique than this is that 

the dark foreign Other with whom Jane'identifies is male. In 

contrast to the text's other representations of dark-skinned 

males, who are emasculated and subdued in fetters and 

chains, the Indian's virility appears to remain intact. 

Confident in his ability to control the forces rushing him 

down the river, he is emblematic of the individual in a raw 

state of freedom: proud and uninhibited in his natural 

environment. . 
Although the text initially appears to represent the 

Indian in his canoe in a relatively positive light, 

appealing to the romanticized 3tereotype of the 'noble 



savaget, what immediately follows this figurative allusion 

qualifies things to some extent. While Jane seems to 

identify with this quintessentially masculine fiq%re, 

confident in her own skill and daring in handling such a 

precar ious challenge, she actually assumes control by 

manipulating another kind of rushing waters: she bursts into 

tears. 
I had been struggling with tears for some time: I 

had taken great pains to repress them, because I 
knew he would not like to see me weep. Now, however, I 
considered it well to let them flow freely and as long 
as they liked. If the flood annoyed him, so much 
the better. So I gave way and cried heartily. (Bronte 
330) 

In all of her previous encounters with R,ochester, and in her 

confrontations with other intimidating men in the novel 

(namely, Jchn R , ~ e d ,  Brocklehurst, and St. John), Jane 

demonstrates superior acumen, often putting her male 

opponents on guard with her innately advanced rhetorical . 
skills. But, in this case, she adopts what appears a 

stereotypical feminine defence strategy: a calculated and 

timely torrent of tears, with the expressed purpose of 

"annoyingtt Rochester. The "inward sense of power" that Jane 

draws from her mental image of a 'noble savage' 

disintegrates into a flood of emotion; ironically enough, 

she achieves control of Rochester by  ostensibly suggesting 

that she has lost control of herself. 

The transformation of the masculine pride embodied in 

the 'noble savaget into a classic representation of feminine 

humility--or is it feminine wiles?--can be seen as another 

example of Jane strategically appropriating, reconstructing, 



and adapting an icon of male sexuality to fit her needs. In' 

the Sultan/slave episode, Rochester's egotistical male 

fantasy is  censored and re-written; his libido is checked 

through a metaphor in which Jane forces him to his knees in 

irons. In the case of t h e  North American Indian, the master 

of Thornfield is emotionally subdued by Jane's tears, tears 

that are figuratively linked to the dangerous waters 

navigated by 'savaqes,',tears that Jane dexterously 

manipulates. But what is very different about the text's 

representation of the Grand Turk and his seraglio and the 

'noble savage' is that in the former a dark-skinned male is 

figured as intrinsically despotic while in the latter a non- 

white man serves as an inspirational force in Jane's mind. 

That a small and spritely Victorian woman tacitly identifies 

with an emblem of masculine pride and virility is, to say 

the least, a curious travesty of gender role expectations. 

Although the gender dynamics in the text's allusions to 

the seraglio,- sati, and the 'noble savage' are similar in 

the sense that they all help Jane secure her sexual 

autonomy, the case of the Indian in his canoe, particularly 

in terms of the feminizati'on of a masculine symbol, is very 

perplexing. To begin with, the scene is the most sexually, 

provocative one in the novel. In her earlier erotic 

encounters with Rochester, Jane demonstrates self-confidence 

and remains firm in her moral convictions. But in this 

climactic scene her struggle is not merely a matter of 

chastizing Rochester and keeping him at bay--she comes very 



close to abandoning her principles and accepting his 

proposal to live common-law. While Rochester is about to 

"plunge headlong into wild licence," Jane's libidinal 

energies are also aroused. As previously stated, she is not 

afraid of Rochester's aggression; in fact, she finds the 

perilous tension between herself arid her lover rather 
3- 

exhilarating, and "not without its chard..;' To more 

explicitly suggest that a female character, particularly a 

novel's heroine, had active sexual desires would be 

considered risque and in poor taste to most Victorian 

readers. So, rather than pursuing Jane's urge to yield to 

Rochester any further, Bronte projects her heroine's sexual 

impul~es onto the Indian. 

While such a strategy may initially seem strange from a 

feminist perspective, the objective in this scene is not so 

4 
much to force. Rochester into behaving properly (he has 

clearly gone past the point of no return anyway) as it is an 

attempt to help Jane come to terms with her own sexuality, 

to find a way to articulate her conflicting feelings about 

her sexual morality and her deep yearning to bel'ong 

somewhere, to someone. Although Jane invokes an image of 

masculine sexuality--perhaps to momentarily detach herself 

from the intensity of her turmoil--she-focuses not 30 much 

on the symbolic aspect of the 'noble savage' as she does on 

the sensations evoked by a canoe slipping over the rapids. I 

read this as a peculiarly Victorian female sexual fantasy: 

one conditioned by the larger colonialist imagination that 



expressed its culturally repressed sexual lmpulves through 

exotic representations of the foreign Other, and one 

simultaneously constrained by sexist norms only capable of 

comprehending an active female sexuality as a submissive 

form of self-degradation. In other words, Bronte simply did 

not have at her disposal any 'safe' way to represent female 

sexual desire without herself compromising her heroine's 

dignity and autonomy--the very crime for which Rochester, 

and the text's other male authorities, are somehow punished. 

The sexual negotiations depicted in this climactic 

scene would necessarily pose a tremendous double-bind for a ,i 

Victorian woman writer who clearly wants to create a genuine , 

story about all the forces confronting a woman attempting to 

discover her Self--a discovery which would naturally include 

an awakening of sexual desire--and where she belongs in 
.a 

relation to a 'man's world.' As we saw in Bronte's 

application of the seraglio motif, women who do engage in 

sexual relationships outside the socialfy acceptable 

parametres o k  victor ian England are degraded figures of 

submission, self-effacement, and, most acutely in the case 
4 - 

of Bertha, self-loathing. With such a precedent firmly 

established, and with Jane already depicted as transcending 

the confines of the seraglio, her sexual desires are instead 

projected onto the only viable option: a masculine icon who 

is proud, uninhibited, and, perhaps most significantly, fits 

naturally in his environment. That the Indian is both at one 

with his surroundings and comfortable in his isolation p r e -  

P 



figures Jane's epiphanic realization that becomes her saving 

grace. After Rochester rather nastily points out that she 

has no relatives or friends "to offendw (ie. care) if she 

lives with him, Jane discovers the indomitable voice of her 

autonomous Self: 

I care for myself. The more solitary, the more 
friendless, the more unsustained I am, the more I will 
respect myself. (Bronte 344) 

Since her outburst in the Red Room, Jane has struggled 

long and hard to keep her passionate aspect under wraps. But 

her intense longing to fit in somewhere, to no longer be an 

outsider looking in, makes it extremely difficult for her to 

stand by her moral convictions and repress her need for 

intimate companionship. After her identification with the 

Indian slipping over the rapids, Jane's collapse into tears 

is a necessary release of the pent up frustration of a life- 

time spent trying to keep herself together in the face of 

repeated rejection and feeling intensely unattractive and 

unloved. Yet what from a twentieth-century reader's point of 

view would be a more than understandable and healthy release 

of emotion is described by Bronte as a calculated device to 

tame Rochester's frenzy. What initially seems an instance of 

stereotypical feminine wiles acutally encapsulates the 

tragedy of being a Victorian woman indoctrinated by a 

repressed society: even the most legitimate tears must be 

rationalized and accorded at least the semblance of self- 

control. 



Because of the repressive social and cultural climate 

of the Victorian era, the fundamentally racist and 

ethnocentric assumptions about English superiority, and the 

nascent political and econom egemony of British 

colonialism, the issues of male sexual dominance and female 

sexuality in Jane Eyre are frequently mediated through 

metaphors degrading and objectifying the foreign Other. When 

the primary objective is to criticize male sexual dominance 

Bronte strategically applies a representation of oriental 

misogyny that sees dark-skinned males as intrinsically 

despotic. And when the focus shifts to Jane's sexuality, she 

too becomes associated with an image of foreign otherness, 

although in this case we see an idealized and relatively 

positive representation of a non-white male. Yet the 

romanticized image of the 'noble savage,' replete with all 

the sexual connotations of his half-naked, uninhibited 

rapport with nature, is nevertheless wholly disinterested in 

the Indian as anything other than an objectified projection 
-rC 

of unwanted, anxiety-laden sexual impulses--impulses that 

for historical and cultural reasons cannot attach themselves 

to a Victorian lady, but somehow naturally accrue to a 

colonial 'savage'. But while Jane's sexuality, indeed her 

very gender identity, is imaginatively displaced and safely 

contained in a metaphor of masculine/individual control, all 

other allusions to female sexuality are made in reference to 

women who lack personal integrity--a fundamental absence of 

self-control that is inextricably linked to their racial and 
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ethnic origins. The most obvious instance of this is Bertha, 

but even minor female characters whose sexuality is 

relatively understated, such as Blanche Ingram1s flirtatious 

attempt to snare Rochester, are somehow branded with a 

foreign aspect. 

This repeated displacement of a cultural anxiety about 

sex onto an objectified foreign Other has significant 

implications for feminist readings of one of the founding 

canonical works in the feminist literary reserve. While 

Bronte articulates an unambiguously feminist position 

throughout the novel in terms of the substandard education, 

social degradation, and economic exploitation of white 

middle-class women, and she courageously criticizes the 

hypocritical double-standard applied to women in terms of 

their spiritual aspirations and devotion to God, sadly 

enough, when it comes to the critically important issue of 

female sexuality the text cannot consciously sustain its 

plea for the individual rights of women in terms of 

exploring and expressing themselves sexually. Whenever the 

issue of women and sex comes close to the surface, a 

metaphor invoking foreign otherness is used either as a 

monitory image of disasterous consequence, or, as in the 

case of the feminist heroine, as a means to displace and 

safely contain pent-up sexual energies. The most crucial 

aspect of a woman's identity, namely the evolving stages of 

her sexual development, cannot be articulated through the 
% 

text's otherwise indomitable feminist voice. 



Conclusion 



I n  J a n e  E y r e ,  a w h i t e  a n d  a n o n - w h i t e  woman s h a r e  

p a r a l l e l ,  n o n - i n t e r s e c t i n g  s t o r y l i n e s .  J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a  a r e  

r e p e a t e d l y  j u x t a p o s e d  i n  a s e r i e s  o f  b i z a r r e  a n d  v i o l e n t  

c o i n c i d e n c e s ;  t h e y  e v e n  come t o  s h a r e  t h e  same i d e n t i t y  

t h r o u g h  t h e  name "Mrs. R o c h e s t e r w - - b u t  o n l y  o s t e n s i b l y .  A s  I 

h a v e  a r g u e d  t h r o u g h o u t  t h i s  t h e s i s ,  t h e  c o n s o l i d a t i o n  of 

J a n e ' s  i d e n t i t y  is u l t i m a t e l y  p r e d i c a t e d  on  t h e  n e g a t i o n  of  

a l l  t h a t  s h e  is  n o t :  a l l  t h a t  is  n o n - w h i t e ,  n o n - B r i t i s h  a n d  

n o n - C h r i s t i a n .  As J a n e ' s  c o n t r a s t i n g  image o f  o t h e r n e s s ,  

" B e r t h a "  s e r v e s  a s  a r e g i s t e r  a g a i n s t  w h i c h  t h e  f e m i n i s t  

h e r o i n e  c a n  more c l e a r l y  d e f i n e  t h e  p a r a m e t r e s  o f  h e r  

s e l f h o o d - - p a r a m e t r e s  t h a t  mus t  b e  f i r m l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  b e f o r e  

s h e  c a n  i n d e e d  become "Mrs. R o c h e s t e r . "  I n  s o  f a r  a s  t h e y  

a r e  b o t h  a p a r t  o f  R o c h e s t e r ' s  c o v e r t  s cheme  f o r  s e l f -  

r e d e m p t i o n ,  J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a  s h a r e  t h e  same s u r f a c e  n a r r a t i v e  

a n d  q o t h i c  c o n t e x t .  But  t h e  t e x t  d o e s  n o t  r e a l l y  a l l o w  t h e  

t r a j e c t o r i e s  of t h e i r  l i v e s  t o  i n t e r s e c t .  W h i l e  t h e r e  i s  a  

m i n i m a l  m u t u a l  a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t  of  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  e x i s t e n c e ,  

t h i s  s e e m s  t o  o c c u r  p r i m a r i l y  a t  t h e  f i g u r a t i v e  l e v e l  o f  

d r e a m  a n d  m i r r o r  i m a g e r y .  When J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a  f i n a l l y  come 

f a c e  t o  f a c e  i n  t h e  a t t i c  t h e  c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  t h e m  is n e v e r  

more a b s o l u t e :  

I n  t h e  d e e p  s h a d e ,  a t  t h e  f a r t h e r  e n d  o f  t h e  room, 
a f i g u r e  r a n  b a c k w a r d s  a n d  f o r w a r d s .  What i t  was, 
w h e t h e r  b e a s t  o r  human b e i n g ,  o n e  c o u l d  n o t ,  a t  f i r s t  
s i g h t  t e l l :  i t  g r o v e l l e d ,  s e e m i n g l y ,  on a l l  f o u r s ;  i t  
s n a t c h e d  a n d  g r o w l e d  l i k e  some s t r a n g e  w i l d  a n i m a l :  b u t  
i t  was c o v e r e d  w i t h  c l o t h j n g ,  a n d  a  q u a n t i t y  o f  d a r k ,  
g r i z z l e d  h a i r ,  w i l d  a s  a  mane, h i d  i t s  h e a d  a n d  f a c e .  . 
. , 

" T h a t  i s  my w i f e , "  s a i d  he  [ R o c h e s t e r l .  "Such  is  
t h e  s o l e  c o n j u g a l  e m b r a c e  I am e v e r  t o  know- - such  a r e  



t h e  e n d e a r m e n t s  w h i c h  a re  t o  s o l a c e  my l e i s u r e  h o u r s !  
And t h i s  is w h a t  I  w i s h e d  t o  h a v e  . . . t h i s  y o u n g  
g i r l ,  who s t a n d s  s o  g r a v e  a n d  q u i e t  a t  t h e  mou th  o f  
h e l l ,  l o o k i n g  c o l l e c t e d l y  a t  t h e  g a m b o l s  o f  a demon . . 
. l o o k  a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e !  Compare t h e s e  c l ea r  e y e s  w i t h  
t h e  r e d  b a l l s  y o n d e r - - t h i s  f a c e  w i t h  t h a t  m a s k - - t h i s  
f o r m  w i t h  t h a t  b u l k  . . . [ B r o n t e ' s  e m p h a s i s ]  ( 3 2 1 -  
3 2 2 ) .  

I n  .my f i r s t  c h a p t e r ,  I  p r e s e n t e d  a c r i t i c a l  o v e r v i e w  of  

c o n v e n t i o n a l  f e m i n i s t  r e a d i n g s  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  

J a n e  a n d  B e r t h a .  B e c a u s e  o f  t h e  c l o s e  p r o x i m i t y  a n d  r e p e a t e d  

j u x t a p o s i t  i o n i n q  o f  t h e s e  two  f e m a l e  c h a r a c t e r s ,  many 

f e m i n i s t s  i n t e r p r e t  t h e  madwoman's r a g e  a g a i n s t  t h e  men who 

r e s t r a i n  h e r  a s  a n  a s p e c t  o f  J a n e ' s  i n n e r  s e l f  t h a t  c a n n o t  

l i t e r a l l y  be  e x p r e s s e d  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e  s e x i s t  r e p r e s s i o n  of  

women e n d e m i c  t o  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  e r a .  The madwoman f u n c t i o n s  

a s  J a n e ' s  " d a r k  d o u b l e ; "  s h e  is a p r o j e c t i o n  o f  J a n e ' s  

d e e p e s t  m i s g i v i n g s  a b o u t  m a r r i a g e  a n d  m a l e  s e x u a l  

d o m i n a t i o n .  A s  t h e  d r a m a t i c  c a t a l y s t  b e h i n d  J a n e ' s  j o u r n e y  

t o  d i s c o v e r  t h e  i n d o m i t a b l e  v o i c e  of  h e r  S e l f ,  " B e r t h a "  t h u s  

becomes  a c e l e b r a t e d  s y m b o l  o f  f e m i n i s t  r e s i s t e n c e .  W h i l e  

t h e  t e x t  d o e s  p r o j e c t  a l l  o f  t h e  u n d e s i r a b l e  t r a i t s  a woman 

c o u l d  p o s s i b l y  p o s s e s s  i n  t h e  V i c t o r i a n  e r a  o n t o  t h e  

madwoman, t h e  f a c t  t h a t  B e r t h a  i s  f r o m  t h e  c o l o n i e s  a n d  of 

a m b i g u o u s  r a c i a l  o r i g i n  is  f a r  f r o m  i n c i d e n t a l  t o  t h i s  

manner  o f  p r o j e c t i o n .  The e a s e  w i t h  w h i c h  f e m i n i s t  r e a d i n g s  

h a v e  c l a i m e d  " B e r t h a "  a s  a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  J a n e ' s  movement 

t o w a r d s  i n c r e a s e d  a u t o n o m y  w i t h o u t  a l s o  a c k n o w l e d g i n g  b o t h  

t h e  e x p l i c i t  r a c i a l i z i n g  of  h e r  " m o r a l  m a d n e s s "  a n d  t h e  

u n s y m p a t h e t i c  a n d  a n t i - c l i m a t i c  way s h e  i s  e x c i s e d  f r o m  t h e  



t e x t  is i n  some ways as  d i s t u r b i n g  a s  B r o n t e ' s  n i n e t e e n t h -  

c e n t u r y  p o r t r a i t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  'Mrs. R o ~ h e s t e r . ~ '  

T h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  r e g i s t e r  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  

t h e  marked  c o n t r a s t  b e t w e e n  a n  E n g l i s h  g o v e r n e s s  a n d  a 

C r e o l e  madwoman o n l y  becomes  e v i d e n t  when t h e  c o l o n i a l  

c o n t e x t  w i t h i n  w h i c h  t h e  n o v e l  was w r i t t e n  is  b r o u g h t  

f o r w a r d .  I n  my s e c o n d  c h a p t e r ,  I p r o v i d e d  a c o n t e x t u a l i z e d  

r e a d i n g  o f  s e v e r a l  a s p e c t s  of  J a n e  E y r e  t h a t  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  

t h e  c u l t u r a l  p o l i t i c s  o f  e m p i r e - b u i l d i n g .  From t h e  numerous  

i n - p a s s i n g  a l l u s i o n s  t o  f o r e i g n  p e o p l e ,  p l a c e s  a n d  t h i n g s ,  

t o  t h e  more f u l l y  d e v e l o p e d  f i g u r a t i v e  d i s p l a c e m e n t  o f  t h e  

B r i t i s h  s l a v e  t r a d e ,  t o  t h e  e x p l i c i t  e q u a t i o n  o f  t h e  d a r k  

f o r e i g n  O t h e r  w i t h  demons  who come f r o m  h e l l ,  i t  becomes  

i n c r e a s i n g l y  a p p a r e n t  t h a t  a l l  t h a t  " B e r t h a "  r e p r e s e n t s  

c a n n o t  p o s s i b l y  b e  c o n t a i n e d  w i t h i n  t h e  p s y c h e  o f  o n e  

d i s c o n n e c t e d ,  p o o r ,  a n d  p l a i n  g o v e r n e s s  s t r u g g l i n g  t o  f i n d  

h e r s e l f  i n  a h a r s h l y  i n e q u i t a b l e  m a n ' s  w o r l d .  The  b l a c k  

g r i z z l e d  h a i r ,  r a m p a n t  d i s o r d e r ,  a n d  l i b i d i n a l  i m p u l s e s  

a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  madwoman r e p r e s e n t  a l l  t h a t  is a l i e n  t o  

t h e  i d e o l o g y  o f  V i c t o r i a n  E n g l a n d  a s  a  w h o l e .  I n  o t h e r  

w o r d s ,  " B e r t h a "  is  n o t  a n  u n m e d i a t e d  s y m b o l i c  e x t e n s i o n  o f  

~ a n e ' s  i n n e r  a n x i e t i e s  a b o u t  g e n d e r  i n e q u a l i t y ,  b u t  s h e  more 

c o m p l e x l y  f u n c t i o n s  a s  a p r o j e c t i o n  o f  t h e  t h e  d a r k  f o r e i g n  

O t h e r  a g a i n s t  w h i c h  J a n e  c a n  d e f i n e  h e r  e m e r q i n g . s e n s e  of 

a u t o n o m y  a s  s t i l l  w h i t e ,  s t i l l  B r i t i s h ,  a n d  ( p e r h a p s  a b o v e  

a l l  e l s e )  s t i l l  C h r i s t i a n .  



The main thrust of Bronte's feminist discourse is 

towards the acceptance of her heroine's riqhtful place in 

Victorian society. Throughout the novel we see Jane 

struggling to maintain her integrity and self-confidence in 

the face of concerted efforts to exclude her from a 

legitimate sense of belonging. Her formative experience as a 

charity-case orphan and her occupation as a domestic servant 

contribute to her feelings of wothernessu in terms of class 

alienation; her more intimate relationships with Rochester 

and St. John emphasize the risk she faces of losing her 

selfhood if she were to submit to either of their proposals 

of marriage--whether commonlaw or church sanctioned. Yet 

despite these seemingly insurmountable barriers of 

exclusion, Jane is returned to the social fold from which 

her parents were alienated, and she finds love, security, 

and the respect of her husband in a relatively eqalatarian 

marriage. The overall objective of Bronte's feminist 

discourse is not to further alienate Jane from the Victorian 

class system or the institution of marriage, but rather to 

permit her heroine entrance to these hallowed structures-- 

with the indomitable voice of her narrator's Self intact. 

And as my third and fourth chapters emphasize, Bronte's 

figurative strategy for voicing her concerns about male 

sexual dominance demonstrates that nineteenth-century 

feminists had no option but to work within the lexicons of 

the two dominant discourses of the day: Christianity and 

colopialism. ?. By closely examining the recurring motifs of 



the seraglio and suttee, I noticed that the text's feminist 

and colonialist trajectories merge together at precisely 

those points where Jane must most urgently resist 

acquiescing to Rochester and St. John's male power. Bronte 

repeatedly alludes to the polygamous custom of the seraglio 

and the sacrificial ritual of suttee in order to accentuate 

the gravity of her heroine's predicament; the text posits a 

number of figurative parallels between the feminist 

protagonist's struggle for autonomy and the oppression of 

women in non-Western cultures. But while parallels between 

the white feminist heroine and a variety of female foreign 

Others are suggested, these invitations to compare Jane with 

her non-British counterparts are also inevitably retracted, 

either through an immediate articulation of a marked 

contrast, or by allowing any notion of ~imilitude to 

silently disintegrate into an erasure of the significance of 

these racialized female figures. 

That Jane inscribes herself in the centre of colonial 

metaphors in order to protect her sexuality, advance her 

growing sense of autonomy, and consolidate her identity is 

the main thrust of my argument in chapters three and four. 

But while writing my final chapter on the North American 

Indian paddling his canoe in dangerous waters, I discovered 

a perplexing twist in Bronte's representation of the foreign 

Other that required a significant shift of my critical 

perspective. For in this scene Jane is in the most sexually 

vulnerable position she could possibly be, and yet she 



claims to have no fear--in fact, she is rather exhilarated 

by Rochester's frenzied passion. Moreover, the image of 

power and control thaf Jane invokes for inspiration and 

guidance is a half-naked, native Indian male who is 

negotiating the rapids b n  his canoe. That a small and 

spritely Victorian woman tacitly identifies with an emblem 

of masculine pride and virility is a curious travesty of 

gender role expectations. But the scene also challenges the 

accumulation of negative representations of dark-skinned 

foreign despots applied at other points in Jane's struggles 

against male sexual domination. While such despots are 
\ 

inevitably chastened in fetters, or forced to sign liberal 

charters, in this case we see a relatively positive image of 

a non-white male who does not fit the established pattern of 

racialized male tyrants. 

But in this one, very brief moment we also catch a 

glimpse of something that Bronte seems very reticent to 

suggest throughout the novel: the possiblity that Jane 

herself has active sexual desires. Given the novel's firmly 

established precedent that women who engage in sexual 

relationships outside the socially acceptable parametres of 

Victorian England are degraded figures of submission and 

self-loathing, Bronte's options in terms of expressing even 

the slightest sexual interest on Jane's behalf are severely 

limited; she simply did not have at her disposal any 'safe' 

way to represent. female sexual desire without herself 
e 

compromising her heroine's dignity and sense of self-worth-- 
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the very c r h e  for whlch Rochester, and the text's other ' 

male authorities, are somehow punished. Consistent with the 

prevailing trend of the larger coionialist imagination to 

express its sexual impulses through representations of the 

foreign Other, Jane's split-second urge to yield to 

Rochester is projected onto an exotic, romanticized image of 

the "noble savaqe . "  It seems that when the primary objective 
is to criticize male sexual dominance Bronte strategically 

applies a representation of oriental misogeny that sees 

dark-skinned males as intrinsically despotic. But when the 

focus shifts to Jane's own sexuality a somewhat different 

image of male foreign otherness is invoked, one which 

ironically encapsulates a female fantasy of heightened self - 

awareness and self-control. But while Jane's sexualify is 

conkained in-the self-protective metaphor of the "noble 

savage," all other allusions to female sexuality in the text 

are made in reference to foreign women who suffer from some 

form of moral or spiritual degradation. 

Despite the considerable emphasis I have placed on 

"foreign othernesstt throughout this thesis, my primary focus 

has been on the cultural politics of constructing 

"whiteness" In a text that has come to be regarded as a 

canonical work in the feminist literary mainstream. By 

closely examining the creative process by which a 

nineteenth-century woman.writer consolidates the identity of 

her heroine I have shown that the racial markings and 

undesirable character traits Bronte ascribes to non-British 



people, and her critical application of these same traits to 

the English characters who attempt to exclude her heroine 

from a legitimate sense of belonging, are a n  integral part 

of the narrative strategy to advance the protagonist's quest 

for increased autonomy within the structures of a 

systemically repressive, male dominated society. By bringing 

Jane into close proximity with a series of racialized 

"others," Bronte more precisely individuates her heroine's 

identity, while simultaneously elevating Jane's social 

status and legitimizing her call for increased gender 

equality in the process. 

Bronte's plea for increased gender equality is cloaked 

in the rhetoric of empire-building--a rhetoric which was 

itself increasingly preoccupied with the consolidation of a 

national sense of identity for England as the bearer of 

truth and light to the dark regions of the world. Literary 

and visual representations of the dark foreign Other 

invariably'inferred the comparative superiority of the 

British, citizenry, the Christian faith, and England's more 

advanced and enlightened educational, judicial, and 

governmental agencies. Whether blantantly racist, or more 

benignly paternalistic (the "noble savage"), these 

representations provided a standard against which all that 

is "Englishness" could be more clearly understood by the 

English themselves--a strategy by which the inherently . 2 

violent nature of the colonial ethos could be r.ationalized 

and endorsed as the nation's moral imperative to save the 
, . 



world from darkness. Bronte articulates the indomitable - - , k.* 
' I ,  - 

voice of her heroine's Self, and advances her nineteenth- 
* 

century feminist agenda, through a strategic manipulation of 

culturally acceptable ethnocentric metaphors that help 

bolster Jane's claim to the individual liberties which she 

feels are rightfully hers, not only as a woman, but as a 

citizen of the most enlightened nation in the world. 

- 
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