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Publication and Early Reception 

Though discouraged by publishers’ repeated rejections of The Professor, Charlotte Brontë continued to tinker with ideas for another novel. Several manuscript fragments suggest that Brontë began sketching ideas for Jane Eyre as early as 1844, fashioning her memories and impressions of people and places into vignettes that would later be incorporated into the longer work.1 During a trip to Manchester in the summer of 1846, where she supervised her 69-year-old father’s convalescence from cataract surgery, Brontë began putting together a new novel, one that would conclude with the blinding and the magical restoration of a flawed patriarch’s sight. Depressed, troubled by chronic toothache, and impatient with her demanding father, Brontë was sustained only by her creative drive and by a crumb of encouragement she had received from an unlikely source: the seventh publisher to refuse The Professor. Though William Smith Williams of the then-obscure publishing firm Smith, Elder & Company had rejected Brontë’s first novel, his tactful and constructive response, according to Brontë, “cheered the author better than a vulgarly expressed acceptance would have done. It was added that a work in three volumes would meet with careful attention.”2 Thus when Brontë completed the manuscript of Jane Eyre in August 1847, nearly a year to the day after beginning it, she sent it to Williams. Smith, Elder quickly accepted the work—one that would enrich the firm’s partners and establish its reputation among publishers. Just six weeks later, on 16 October 1847, the first edition of Jane Eyre was rushed into print. The intense, introverted Brontë, though she had attempted to insulate herself with the pseudonym Currer Bell, was catapulted to fame and notoriety.

Jane Eyre’s early readers reacted enthusiastically. Brontë’s favorite novelist, William Makepeace Thackeray, to whom Williams had sent the manuscript, responded,

I wish you had not sent me Jane Eyre. It interested me so much that I have lost (or won if you like) a whole day in reading it at the busiest Page 58 period with the printers I know waiting for copy. Who the author can be I can’t guess, if a woman she knows her language better than most ladies do, or has had a “classical” education. It is a fine book, though, the man and the woman capital, the style very generous and upright so to speak.... The plot of the story is one with wh[ich] I am familiar. Some of the love passages made me cry, to the astonishment of John, who came in with the coals. St. John the Missionary is a failure I think, but a good failure, there are parts excellent. I don’t know why I tell you this but that I have been exceedingly moved and pleased by Jane Eyre. It is a woman’s writing, but whose? Give my respects and thanks to the author, whose novel is the first English one (and the French are only romances now) that I’ve been able to read for many a day.3 
Thackeray’s comments epitomized the early positive responses to Jane Eyre. Until Brontë’s identity was publicly revealed, the question of authorship was foremost in readers’ minds: the identity of the putative editor Currer Bell was a tantalizing mystery that demanded resolution. The sexual ambiguity of the name Currer Bell and the novel’s focus on the experience of a rebellious heroine led readers correctly to suspect that the novel was the work of a woman writer whose pseudonym was designed to deflect critical reprisal.
Readers were equally electrified by the novel’s vigorous style and by its handling of the familiar romance plot, which in 1847 Thackeray himself was reworking, with quite different effect, in Vanity Fair. From the very first notice, which appeared in the Atlas, Currer Bell was credited with transforming the conventional romance:

This is not merely a work of great promise, it is one of absolute performance. It is one of the most powerful domestic romances which has been published for many years. It has little or nothing of the old conventional stamp upon it; none of the jaded, exhausted attributes of a worn-out vein of imagination … but it is full of youthful vigour, of freshness and originality.4 
In Eraser’s, the progressive critic and novelist George Henry Lewes affirmed Currer Bell’s “perception of character, and power of delineating it; picturesqueness; passion; and knowledge of life. The story is not only of singular interest, naturally evolved, unflagging to the last, but it fastens itself upon your attention, and will not leave you.”5 When such other influential periodicals as the Westminster Review and the London Times followed suit, sales skyrocketed. By December 1848, Jane Eyre had Page 59 been reprinted four times. It has been continuously in print ever since, translated into dozens of languages, transformed into plays and screenplays, and many times filmed.6 
The question of Currer Bell’s identity was resolved in 1848, shortly after Emily and Anne’s unscrupulous publisher, Thomas Newby, attempted to capitalize on Jane Eyre’s success by claiming that Ellis, Currer, and Acton Bell were one and the same “man.” At the request of George Smith, Charlotte and Anne traveled to London, where they revealed their identities and were treated to five days of exhausting hospitality. The wisdom of using pseudonyms, however, was affirmed when Jane Eyre was later condemned in a series of blistering responses—from family and friends as well as from professional critics—that attacked the novel’s revolutionary tone and nonconformist politics.7 
The most famous of these condemnations came in December 1848, in a review of Jane Eyre and Vanity Fair that conjoined the two best-selling governess stories with a critique that Victorians’ exploitation of governesses betrayed the double standard by which male and female writers were judged. The review thus inaugurated a new critical tradition for Jane Eyre that focused on the book’s politics.8 The Quarterly Review’s anonymous reviewer, later revealed to be Elizabeth Rigby, argued that governesses suffered from unjust treatment in Victorian households since they were subject to overwork and underpayment and deprived of the pensions enjoyed by other household servants, such as housekeepers and butlers. Connecting this analysis with two popular novels about governesses, Rigby praised Thackeray’s satiric account of a governess who learns “how to succeed on nothing a year” by bilking powerful men out of their money. Vanity Fair, Rigby argued, was amusing and insightful, despite the fact that Thackeray’s antiheroine, Becky Sharp, was a liar, a swindler, and probably a murderer.

In contrast, Rigby derided nearly every aspect of Jane Eyre. Although she had a few words of praise for the novel’s “fine writing,” Rigby rejected other readers’ praise of the novel’s originality by saying that “in these days of extravagant adoration of all that bears the stamp of novelty and originality, sheer rudeness and vulgarity have come in for a most mistaken worship.” Brontë’s governess novel, in Rigby’s view, was irrevocably “stamped with a coarseness of language and laxity of tone.” Rigby saw Jane Eyre as evidence of a destructive cultural trend: “The popularity of ’Jane Eyre’ is a proof of how deeply the love for illegitimate romance is implanted in our nature.” Rochester, “a man who deliberately and secretly seeks to violate the laws both of God and Page 60 man,” was little more than “coarse and brutal.” But if Rochester was bad, Jane was worse: Rigby saw her as a “personification of an unregenerate and undisciplined spirit” who sinned by persistently questioning rather than resigning herself to the persecutions and deprivations she encountered:

Altogether the auto-biography of ’Jane Eyre’ is preeminently an anti-Christian composition. There is throughout it a murmuring against the comforts of the rich and against the privations of the poor, which, as far as each individual is concerned, is a murmuring against God’s appointment—there is a proud and perpetual assertion of the rights of man, for which we find no authority either in God’s word or in God’s providence…. We do not hesitate to say that the tone of mind and thought which has overthrown authority and violated every code human and divine abroad, and fostered Chartism and rebellion at home, is the same which has also written Jane Eyre.’

Addressing the rumors that Currer Bell might be a woman writer, Rigby concluded by impugning Brontë’s femininity:

Without entering into the question whether the power of the writing be above her, or the vulgarity below her, there are, we believe, minutiae of circumstantial evidence which at once acquit the feminine hand. No woman … makes mistakes in her own métier. … If we ascribe this book to a woman at all, we have no alternative but to ascribe it to one who has, for some sufficient reason, long forfeited the society of her own sex.9 
Though Rigby’s vituperative review seems overreactive and harsh even to modern readers, it masks an awed respect for Brontë’s power. Rigby is honest enough to hint that she identifies not with Jane but with the novel’s hypocrites and oppressors—the Reeds, the Brocklehursts, the Ingrams:

One feels provoked as Jane Eyre stands there before us—for in the wonderful reality of her thoughts and descriptions, she seems accountable for all done in her name—with principles you must approve in the main, and yet with language and manners that offend you in every particular.

Early in the novel Jane confides that “had I been a sanguine, brilliant, careless, exacting, handsome, romping child—though equally dependent and friendless—Mrs. Reed would have endured my presence more complacently; her children would have entertained for me more of the Page 61 cordiality of fellow-feeling; the servants would have been less prone to make me the scapegoat of the nursery” (chap. 2, pp. 12–13). Elizabeth Rigby, like the character Sarah Reed, had a divided response to Jane, finding her refusal to act “more attractive and sprightly … lighter, franker, more natural” both understandable and unforgivable (chap. 1, p. 5). Jane Eyre’s first-person narrative forced readers like Rigby to participate directly in the experience of oppression and thereby to become viscerally conscious of injustice, temptation, and evil as they emerge in ordinary bourgeois life. Because Brontë’s novel critiques such familiar social structures as marriage and family, education, Christianity, and the idea of vocation, it is not surprising that some readers denigrated her as a dangerous revolutionary—just as the Reed household regards Jane as “a sort of infantine Guy Fawkes” (chap. 3, p. 21). Rigby’s outraged response, like others of its kind, reads in retrospect as a backhanded tribute to Brontë’s success. Rigby’s review also marks the beginning of a long tradition of debate about the psychological, sociological, and political issues raised Jane Eyre.

Formalist Readings 

The most densely plotted of Brontë’s adult works, Jane Eyre is structured around a teleological journey that takes Jane to five symbolically named houses or institutions: Gateshead, Lowood, Thornfield, Marsh End/Moor House, and Ferndean. Each place metonymically signifies both a particular social institution and a discrete step toward greater spiritual growth and self-determination for Jane. The plot of Jane Eyre has been faulted for depending too heavily on coincidences, such as Jane’s sudden discovery of both her inheritance and her blood ties to the Rivers family. Brontë also relies on improbable supernatural voices to direct Jane’s action during times of crisis, such as when a fairy voice tells her to “advertise” for a new position (chap. 10, p. 75) or when Rochester’s disembodied voice persuades her to refuse marriage to St. John. To readers expecting a realistic fiction, in which events must be plausible and empirically verifiable, Jane Eyre’s plot may seem contrived. Yet the novel is more than a realist bildungsroman; it partakes of the conventions of a variety of genres, including the novel of spiritual awakening, the gothic novel, and the courtship romance. The plot summary that follows reveals the extent to which two of these genres, the bildungsroman and the narrative of spiritual awakening, are unified by the composing metaphor of the journey.
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Gateshead Hall, where the narrative opens, signifies the beginning of a journey inaugurated by Jane’s first decisive act of self-assertion. At Gateshead, the orphan Jane perceives herself as existentially isolated: “I was a discord in Gateshead Hall; I was like nobody there; I had nothing in harmony with Mrs. Reed or her children, or her chosen vassalage” (chap. 2, p. 12). Though Jane recognizes that ostracism and exile are inevitable punishment for being “a heterogeneous thing” (chap. 2, p. 12), she embraces her impending martyrdom because it promises escape and confers moral superiority. In the opening scene, Jane is physically and verbally assaulted by her cousin John Reed, who ferrets her out of a window seat where she has been reading quietly. John seizes her book and exults in his patriarchal privilege, affirming her subordinate status as an impoverished, unconnected female:

“You have no business to take our books; you are a dependent, mamma says; you have no money; your father left you none; you ought to beg, and not live here with gentlemen’s children like us, and eat the same meals we do, and wear clothes at our mamma’s expense. Now, I’ll teach you to rummage my book-shelves; for they are mine; all the house belongs to me, or will do in a few years.” (chap. 1, p. 8)

The deeply symbolic gesture of a male bully wresting a book away from a small girl inaugurates Brontë’s critique of patriarchal privilege in Jane Eyre. When John then hurls the book at Jane, bloodying her head, Jane retaliates violently for the first time in her life, noting that “he had closed with a desperate thing. I really saw in him a tyrant: a murderer” (chap. 1, p. 9). She shouts and strikes back at John, but when the servants arrive it is Jane who is blamed and punished. Locked in the “Red Room,” a little-used and reputedly haunted chamber that Jane identifies with her late uncle, the only supporter she can remember, Jane broods over her fate until she sees a flash of light she fears may be her uncle’s ghost. Yet her terrified pleas for release are ignored until she experiences “a species of fit” and loses consciousness (chap. 2, p. 15).

Though her verbal entreaties carry little weight, Jane’s bodily distress secures her release from the Red Room. While convalescing, Jane confides her version of events to the sympathetic apothecary, Mr. Lloyd, who privately advises Mrs. Reed that Jane be sent to school. After recovering Jane finds that her rebellion and martyrdom have endowed her with new emotional detachment. When Mrs. Reed invites the charity-school director Brocklehurst to reprimand and catechize Jane, Jane Page 63 ignores Brocklehurst instead of trying to refute his accusations. After he leaves, Jane coolly confronts her benefactress with some uncomfortable truths: “I am not deceitful: if I were, I should say I loved you, but I declare I do not love you: I dislike you the worst of anybody in the world except John Reed: and this book about the liar, you may give to your girl, Georgiana, for it is she who tells lies, and not I” (chap. 4, pp. 30–31). At Gateshead Jane has learned not to suffer in silence but to confront oppression calmly and openly. Having mastered rebellion, though dreading the unknown conditions that await her at school, Jane departs tearlessly from Gateshead Hall (chap. 5, p. 35).

Lowood School, modeled on the Clergy Daughters School at Cowan Bridge where Brontë’s elder sisters Maria and Elizabeth had perished in the typhoid (or “low fever”) epidemic of 1825, is a paradoxical scene of privation and enlightenment for Jane. While at Gateshead, Jane remarked that “poverty for me was synonymous with degradation,” adding, “I was not heroic enough to purchase liberty at the price of caste” (chap. 3, p. 20). Lowood School confirms her worst fears, as Jane undergoes severe physical trials: the pupils’ food, heat, and clothing are woefully inadequate, the students are persecuted by mean-spirited teachers, and an epidemic of typhoid fever carries off many, including Jane’s friend Helen Burns. Yet at Lowood Jane learns that patriarchal power can be subverted, as when, following the epidemic, Brocklehurst is deposed and Miss Temple is given charge of the school. At Lowood Jane is finally trusted. Though Brocklehurst attempts to scapegoat Jane by publicly denouncing her as a liar, her fellow students wordlessly affirm their confidence in her innocence. She exults: “How the new feeling bore me up! It was as if a martyr, a hero, had passed a slave or victim, and imparted strength in the transit” (chap. 7, p. 58). Eventually Mr. Lloyd confirms the reliability of her narrative, and Jane is publicly cleared of Brocklehurst’s charges (chap. 8, p. 64). Gradually Jane’s academic achievements and close friendships begin to compensate for the school’s wretched conditions; eventually Jane writes, “I would not have exchanged Lowood with all its privations, for Gateshead and its daily luxuries” (chap. 8, p. 65). Jane rises to the head of her class and eventually is promoted to teacher. Only Helen Burns’s death from typhoid fever and Miss Temple’s departure for marriage spur Jane to seek new challenges, which she finds by advertising her services and securing a position as governess at Thornfield Hall.

Thornfield Hall’s name encodes its dangers for the pilgrim, who can expect martyrdom along with ecstasy. Thornfield presents Jane with a Page 64 series of semiotic puzzles: as Mrs. Fairfax warns, “It is an old saying that ’All is not gold that glitters.’ … There will be something found to be different to what either you or I expect” (chap. 24, p. 233). At Thornfield Jane keeps making startling discoveries. Mrs. Fairfax turns out to be not Thornfield’s mistress but its housekeeper; Grace Poole is not an eccentric but a prison warden; Adèle Varens is not Rochester’s daughter but his ward; Blanche Ingram is not Rochester’s beloved but a hated fortune hunter. Most important, the mysterious laughter Jane hears periodically comes not from Grace Poole but from a madwoman imprisoned in the attic. The master himself, Edward Fairfax Rochester, is absent until Jane, in a gesture that embodies Thornfield’s confused hierarchies, inadvertently unhorses him on the road to Millcote. There Rochester also stumbles in decoding Jane’s appearance:

“You are not a servant at the hall, of course. You are—” He stopped, ran his eye over my dress, which, as usual, was quite simple: a black merino cloak, a black beaver bonnet: neither of them half fine enough for a lady’s maid. He seemed puzzled to decide what I was: I helped him.

“I am the governess.” (chap. 12, p. 100)

Although throughout Jane’s tenure at Thornfield Blanche Ingram and others remind her of her inferiority, “the governess” nearly usurps the manor. Jane’s plain dress and sober countenance conceal a raging heart. She gradually makes herself emotionally indispensable to Rochester by helping allay several mysterious disasters (a fire, a stabbing, a midnight visit of a “vampyre” who silently rends Jane’s wedding veil and then glares at her menacingly, chap. 25, p. 249–50). Intuitively, however, Jane recognizes that Rochester’s existing commitments preclude their union. When she informs him that “You are a married man—or as good as a married man, and wed to one inferior to you—to one with whom you have no sympathy—whom I do not believe you truly love; for I have seen and heard you sneer at her” (chap. 23, p. 222), she refers to Blanche Ingram but unwittingly describes Bertha Mason Rochester. To win Jane, however, Rochester enlists a series of ruses, including charades designed to stimulate her jealousy, a stint as a gypsy designed to help Rochester gauge Jane’s attachment to him, and a midsummer-night marriage proposal. The last ruse is the most serious, since it signals Rochester’s intent to commit bigamy. Only at the altar, on the objection of a witness, does Jane learn that “an insuperable impediment” to the marriage exists (chap. 26, p. 254), in Rochester’s insane wife, Page 65 Bertha, the source of Thornfield’s mysterious laughter and midnight violence. Confronted with the feral Bertha, Jane recognizes that “My hopes were all dead—struck with a subtle doom, such as in one night, fell on all the first-born in the land of Egypt” (chap. 27, p. 260). Jane’s metaphor invokes the Old Testament flight of the Israelites, an archetypal religious pilgrimage from slavery to freedom. She resolves to leave Thornfield and sets out blindly without plan or destination, noting only that “I could not turn, nor retrace one step. God must have led me on. As to my own will or conscience, impassioned grief had trampled one and stifled the other” (chap. 27, p. 283).

Paralleling the Israelites’ wanderings in the wilderness, Jane’s flight from Thornfield releases her from the problematic domestic enclosures that have protected and imprisoned her all her life. Goaded by the recognition that she has placed too much faith in worldly relationships, she learns to survive by surrendering to divine guidance. Set down by the coach driver at a crossroads, lacking money, possessions, and connections to family and friends, Jane vacillates between a comforting sense of divine protection and the growing imperative of “Want” (chap. 38, p. 285), constituted by hunger, thirst, and the need for shelter and work. Too bourgeois-looking to work in a shop or factory yet lacking the money and family connections that would guarantee shelter, Jane is rebuffed as suspicious-looking by the locals. Eventually she is reduced to begging for food. Finally, in desperation, she seeks asylum at the house of the local cleric. When an elderly servant rebuffs her, Jane is able only to sink down on the doorstep, saying “I can but die … and I believe in God. Let me try to wait His will in silence” (chap. 28, p. 295).

The threshold of Moor House proves to be providential, however. Here Jane finds not only “mooring” but the end of her “march,” as encoded in the house’s other name, Marsh End. After she satisfies her hosts’ curiosity by providing a guarded narrative of her origins, renaming herself Jane Elliott, Jane is restored to emotional and physical health by St. John Rivers and his sisters Mary and Diana. St. John finds her a teaching position at a one-room girls’ school at Morton, where she flourishes. A series of unlikely coincidences reveals that Jane is related to the Riverses and that she has inherited £20,000 from an uncle whose bequest was subverted by the vindictive Mrs. Reed. Expressing generosity and gratitude, Jane “Heir” divides the legacy equally with her newfound cousins, thus rescuing Diana and Mary from careers as governesses and underwriting St. John’s imminent mission to India.

Page 66  

Though all seems well, however, a threat to Jane’s integrity has developed. St. John Rivers has mistaken Jane for his wifely ideal: a “sufferer, a labourer, a female apostle … a missionary’s wife” (chap. 32, p. 329). Despotic and manipulative, St. John demands that Jane marry him. She rejects his proposal, however, refusing to accept a loveless marriage to a man who views her as little more than a “useful tool” (chap. 35, p. 366) and for whom she feels “only a comrade’s constancy; a fellow-soldier’s frankness, fidelity, fraternity” (chap. 34, p. 359). St. John, however, refuses Jane’s alternative plan to accompany him as an “assistant” or “curate” (chap. 35, pp. 363–64). For several weeks, St. John inexorably reiterates his demands. Just as Jane is about to yield, she hears Rochester’s voice and rebuffs St. John, saying that if God wills it, she will marry him.

Prayer, however, convinces Jane to pursue to a different “mission.” Her next journey is not to India but to find Rochester. The “vocation” (literally, “calling”) she hears issues from Rochester and convinces her to refuse St. John categorically. Jane undertakes the long trip to Thornfield, confident that there she will find that “my journey is closed” (chap. 36, p. 372). Instead she finds a “blackened ruin” (chap. 36, p. 373), the shell of the burned-down Thornfield. The innkeeper at the Rochester Arms explains that when Bertha set fire to Thornfield, Rochester was mutilated and blinded in a vain attempt to rescue her; “now quite broken down,” Rochester lives quietly at Ferndean, 30 miles distant (chap. 36, p. 378). Arriving there posthaste, Jane finds Rochester unkempt and humbled, nearly blind and missing his right hand. Jane, however, sets about restoring him to health. All obstacles and inequalities having been removed from their relationship, she concludes, “Reader, I married him” (chap. 38, p. 395). Their marriage is an ecstatic partnership that produces a son, and their extended family prospers.

Each of Jane’s five homes presents a new challenge to her self-determination and sense of ethics. At each destination she is forced to resist a coercive patriarch’s attempt to possess and subdue her by assigning her a degrading identity as his dependent. (Because Brontë is indicting patriarchy in general, such female characters as Mrs. Reed, Miss Temple, Blanche Ingram, and Mrs. Fairfax participate to varying degrees in victimizing Jane.) John Reed labels Jane a “bad animal” and treats her as chattel; Brocklehurst slanders her publicly. Rochester attempts to engage her in bigamy and then adultery, and St. John Rivers seeks to prune her into a suffering amanuensis. Jane’s resistance of these dependent roles is framed by two forces: her recognition of want, the material imperative of daily existence that motivates her to earn her keep, and her acceptance of the will of a protean God too complex to be contained by organized Christianity. Her experiences as a wandering beggar after leaving Thornfield and before arriving at Moor House bring a spiritual awakening that affirms Jane’s apparently paradoxical commitment to God and to her own self-determination.

In Jane Eyre, the plots of the religious pilgrimage and of the educating journey overlap with two archetypal plots that address the vagaries of adult female sexual experience: the romance plot and the gothic plot.10 The romance plot, epitomized by the cross-culturally universal folktale “Cinderella,” focuses on the travails of a child, oppressed by her female guardians, whose intrinsic worthiness must be discovered by a man capable of marrying and thus rescuing her.11 Though the hero’s rescue of the heroine is beset with difficulties, the story closes with their marriage and the punishment of their detractors. Those gothic narratives that focus on courtship and marriage present men as exploitive and violent and marriage as an institution that threatens women’s independence and even their lives, enlisting the paradigm of the less-well-known folktale “Bluebeard” as their archetype.12 
The romance plot shapes the first half of Jane Eyre. Jane, like Cinderella, is unfairly victimized by her stepfamily and by Brocklehurst and is scorned by such haughty beauties as Blanche Ingram. Jane is finally recognized as worthy and is brought close to rescue from the ignominy of governessing by Rochester’s marriage proposal. Jane acknowledges the parallel when she answers Rochester’s marriage proposal by saying that “to imagine such a lot befalling me is a fairy-tale” (chap. 24, p. 227). But Brontë alters “Cinderella” early. Throughout her stay at Thornfield, Jane is troubled by sounds of “a demoniac laugh—low, suppressed, and deep—uttered, as it seemed, at the very key-hole of my chamber-door” (chap. 15, p. 130). This laugh, the reader later discovers, signals the existence of a woman who serves as a cautionary tale for Jane, since her madness and imprisonment confirm Rochester’s potential for duplicity and for violence against women. At the altar this threat is confirmed when Rochester’s attempted bigamy and shameful secret are publicly revealed. In the middle of the novel, the “handsome prince” has been revealed as fraudulent. Though Jane will eventually return to Rochester to claim him as her husband, she must first undergo a series of trials and courtship by another suitor while Rochester is symbolically punished.

In Jane Eyre, the gothic traces of “Bluebeard” coexist with the romantic traces of “Cinderella”: Thornfield Hall is both Jane’s home and her prison, both the promise of her deliverance from poverty and ignominy and a palpable threat to her well-being. Certainly, however, the inhuman Bertha Mason Rochester and her attic cell are redolent of the death chamber discovered by Bluebeard’s nameless wife. Like Bluebeard, Rochester has sexually consumed and discarded not only his wife, Bertha, but three European mistresses. When, after the aborted wedding, Rochester proposes that Jane join his series of mistresses, Jane flees Thornfield like a prisoner evading capture.

Though Rochester, unlike Bluebeard, is not destroyed for his sins, Bertha, the emblem of his ill treatment of women, manages indirectly to avenge herself when he is maimed trying to rescue her in the Thornfield fire. Jane’s later courtship by St. John Rivers echoes several of the “Bluebeard” elements of her relationship with Rochester, as when the emotionless St. John casually abandons his first love, Rosamond Oliver, in order to transform Jane into his missionary helpmate. The subtle violence of St. John’s attempt to coerce Jane to accept his marriage proposal is arrested only by a magical rescue, when Jane hears Rochester’s disembodied voice calling her. At this point, the endings of “Cinderella” and “Bluebeard” are combined and transformed by an alternative closure in which Jane is the agent rather than the object of rescue.

Jane Eyre’s merging of the romance and gothic plots mitigates the import of both, allowing Brontë to provide a complex and ambiguous portrait of the rewards and dangers of marriage. In Brontë’s hands, as Robert Heilman points out, the two plots become almost a “new gothic,” a vehicle for exploring such forbidden emotions as Jane’s childhood anger at her abusers or her sexual desire for Rochester, emotions that are elided or minimized in the folktale originals and many of their derivatives.13 This achievement is enhanced by Brontë’s parallel (and simultaneous) transformation of bildungsroman and pilgrimage-narrative conventions. Jane Eyre’s converging plots create a female coming-of-age parable that offers multiple interpretative options and implies that female experience is far too complex and varied to be contained within the limitations of the traditional courtship plot.

Imagery and Fire:

Jane Eyre’s imagery was the focus of much early criticism of the novel. Several critics explore its imagery of fire and ice, two elements embodied in the novel’s characters. Jane’s emotional intensity and her need to control her emotions are persistently represented in metaphors of cleansing and destroying fire:

A ridge of lighted heath, alive, glancing, devouring, would have been a meet emblem of my mind when I accused and menaced Mrs. Reed: the same ridge, black and blasted after the flames are dead, would have represented as meetly my subsequent condition, when half an hour’s silence and reflection had shown me the madness of my conduct, and the dreariness of my hatred and hating position. (chap. 4, p. 32)

The tension between the purifying and destructive potential of fire is repeated in the consumption of Helen “Burns” by fever; in Bertha Mason Rochester’s persistent attempts to destroy her faithless husband by burning him alive; and, with a positive resolution, in Jane’s incremental mastering of her overwhelming emotions. As the novel progresses and Jane’s “fire” thaws and melts such ice figures as St. John Rivers, the “fire” of her nature is likewise affected: it is cooled, subdued, and purified. These metaphors argue implicitly that “fiery” individuals may be destroyed by the intensity of their emotions, whereas colder individuals, like the quiescent St. John Rivers, may freeze from their own lack of feeling—or be melted by Jane’s intensity or by the “broiling” climate of India.14 
Political Readings 

Since its publication in 1847 on the cusp of political agitation and revolution in Europe, Jane Eyre has been read as an indictment of inequities of gender, social class, and race. Politically oriented critiques have flourished since the late 1960s, as materialist, feminist, and postcolonialist criticism and cultural studies have gradually emerged as mainstream critical modes.15 The ideologies of Brontë’s novel are notoriously difficult to isolate: where one critic reads subversive rebellion against political oppression, another accuses Brontë of reproducing or endorsing precisely the oppressive paradigms Jane seems to resist. Many political analyses of Jane Eyre overlap significantly and cannot be subsumed under a single rubric.

From Rigby to the present, Jane Eyre’s presentation of gender inequities has attracted much analysis. In 1925, Virginia Woolf deemed Jane Eyre’s emotional intensity characteristic of “poetry” but not of “philosophy,” implying that Brontë’s art was framed more by unconscious emotion than by conscious craft.16 Woolf s focus on “passion”—a term that signifies rage, lust, and intense love—inaugurates a key issue in feminist interpretations of Jane Eyre because women historically have Page 70 been heavily penalized for expressing passionate feelings. In keeping with traditional social control, Woolf censures Brontë for presenting passionate characters and condemns her as excessively “self-centred” and “self-limited,” incapable of profiting from reading others’ works, a “country parson’s daughter” whose art is limited by its emotional excess. Certainly Jane, whom the Reeds label a “mad cat” and a “picture of passion” and who admits feeling like a “rebel slave” resolved to “go all lengths” against oppression (chap. 2, pp. 5, 9), is clearly “passionate,” as are such other central characters as Rochester, Bertha, and St. John Rivers.

Female “passion,” whether it takes the form of rage, lust, or love, affirms the existence of unsatisfied desire and thus threatens women’s subservient position by flooding the boundaries of acceptable conduct and appearing to co-opt the male privileges of resistance and self-expression. The most straightforwardly “political” of the novel’s passions may be Jane’s objections to the limitations placed on women’s lives. These objections are not limited to the ignominy of Jane’s class status as an unmonied and thus declassed female member of the middle class; they apply to women of all social positions, whether factory workers or affluent bourgeois wives. On the threshold of adulthood, the narrator Jane provides a detailed analysis of the “smooth career” that apparently awaits her as a governess. She unsentimentally dismisses both Mrs. Fairfax and Adèle as pleasant but unexceptional, admitting that her judgment “will be thought cool language … but I am not writing to flatter … egotism, to echo cant, or prop up humbug; I am merely telling the truth” (chap. 12, p. 95). Indirectly having affirmed her overqualification for domestic responsibilities, she ruefully anticipates censure: “Anybody may blame me who likes…. Who blames me? Many, no doubt” (chap. 12, pp. 95). Jane’s “discontent” and “restlessness” are relieved only by trips to Thornfield’s third story, where she experiences imaginative visions “quickened with all of the incident, life, fire, feeling, that I desired and had not in my actual existence” and, as if in response, hears the “low, slow, ha! ha!” she attributes to Grace Poole (chap. 12, pp. 95–96). From these musings arises a protofeminist credo:

It is vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquillity; they must have action; and they will make it if they cannot find it. Millions are condemned to a stiller doom than mine, and millions are in silent revolt against their lot. Nobody knows how many rebellions besides political rebellions ferment in the masses of life which people earth. Women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties Page 71 and a field for their efforts as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if they seek to do more or learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their sex. (chap. 12, p. 96)

This brief diatribe against Victorian women’s imposed position of passive inferiority was not extraordinary for its time; in the United States, for example, participants in the 1848 Seneca Falls convention revised the 1776 Declaration of Independence to state that “all men and women are created equal.” There is little evidence, however, that Charlotte Brontë supported such political movements as women’s suffrage, or that she read the works of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century feminist theorists like Mary Wollstonecraft and Margaret Fuller. Jane Eyre nonetheless reveals the influence of the arguments of Wollstonecraft’s 1792 A Vindication of the Rights of Woman and anticipates the arguments of John Stuart Mill’s 1861 On the Subjection of Women.17 These traces led Rigby to object to Jane Eyre’s revolutionary “tone of … mind and thought which has overthrown authority and violated every code human and divine abroad, and fostered Chartism and rebellion at home.” In Rigby’s view, this novel had the capacity to inspire readers to participate in the kinds of political and social revolutions that were sweeping England and Europe at mid-century.

The narrative intrusion in chapter 12, however, is uniquely overt and polemical. Jane Eyre’s “feminism” is often complex, covert, and overlaid with other political implications; as many critics have suggested, Brontë’s apparent feminism is undercut by conservative ideological messages. The renaissance in Brontë studies that began in the late 1960s was stimulated in large part by the work of feminist critics exhilarated by Jane Eyre’s depiction of a woman’s resistance to patriarchal oppression. A key example of such criticism is the poet Adrienne Rich’s 1973 essay “Jane Eyre: The Temptations of a Motherless Woman,” which takes as its epigraph Phyllis Chesler’s observation that all “women are motherless children in patriarchal society” (p. 91).18 Rejecting earlier writers’ assertions that Jane Eyre lacks range and depth (the elements Woolf called “philosophy”), Rich suggests that Jane Eyre offers “a depiction of alternatives—to convention and traditional piety … [and] to social and cultural reflexes internalized within the female psyche” Page 72 (p. 106).19 Rich concludes that Jane Eyre should not be measured against the traditional bildungsroman, which focuses on a male protagonist, because a novel detailing the emotional and intellectual education of a young woman is essentially a different genre. Rather than criticize Brontë for failing to imitate the male tradition epitomized by Tolstoy and Flaubert, Rich praises her for creating of a new kind of heroine, imaginative and resourceful, whose “inner clarity helps her to distinguish between intense feelings which can lead to greater fulfillment, and those which can only lead to self-destructiveness” (p. 96). In a society that punishes female independence, Rich argues, Jane overcomes obstacles individualistically, negotiating her own fate rather than completely rejecting or accepting what her world has designed for her. Bertha Mason Rochester, the novel’s gothic paradigm of unspeakable female passion, has long haunted readers who seek to explain her presence and function in the text.20 
In discussing the Thornfield section of Jane Eyre, Rich remarks that although Bertha Mason Rochester repeatedly tries to kill her husband, “she does not, interestingly enough, attack Jane” (p. 99). This fact has inspired a critical tradition that handles Bertha not as Jane’s enemy but as her double. With Helen Burns, Bertha functions as a key aspect of Jane’s identity, an emblem and articulator of a potential self whose extreme passion she has rejected. If Helen functions as Jane’s Freudian superego, her controlling intellectual and spiritual consciousness, Bertha serves as Jane’s id, the source of insatiable desires or drives that precede language. Brontë’s aesthetic paradigm anticipates Freud’s psychoanalytical paradigm: these doubles, or alter egos, must be controlled, even destroyed, so that Jane may mature into the paradigm of the ego, integrating spirit, intellect, and body.21 
Saintly Helen Burns, who submits herself to the will of “the invisible world and the kingdom of spirits … [who] see our tortures [and] recognize our innocence” (chap. 8, p. 60), has attracted less critical attention than has Bertha, possibly because Helen’s self-abnegation threatens Jane’s Enlightenment individualism. Helen helps temporarily assuage Jane’s fury at patriarchal injustice and with Miss Temple infuses Jane with “more harmonious thoughts” to the extent that Jane admits that “what seemed better-regulated feelings had become the inmates of my mind. I had given in allegiance to duty and order; I was quiet; I believed I was content; to the eyes of others, usually even to my own, I believed I was content” (chap. 10, p. 73). But the repeated subjunctive “I believed” and the metaphors of surveillance and imprisonment betray Page 73 Jane’s discomfort. These newly adopted attitudes mark eight years of proper behavior at Lowood—eight years of eventlessness elided from Jane’s text. The “rebel slave” gradually reemerges once Miss Temple and Helen Burns have disappeared and Jane is left in her “natural element, and beginning to feel the stirring of old emotions” (chap. 10, p. 73). She confesses,

I felt that it was not enough: I tired of the routine of eight years in one afternoon. I desired liberty; for liberty I gasped, for liberty I uttered a prayer; it seemed scattered on the wind then faintly blowing. I abandoned it and framed a humbler supplication; for change, stimulus: that petition, too, seemed swept off into vague space. “Then,” I cried, half desperate, “grant me at least a new servitude!” (chap. 10, p. 74)

The “rebel slave” has not disappeared entirely but has become self-regulating. Here Jane promptly modifies her “gasp” of desire for liberty into a “humbler supplication” for “a new servitude.” Employment as a governess promises such a “new servitude,” but soon it too begins to chafe, leading Jane to identify with the “millions [who] are in silent revolt against their lot” (chap. 12, p. 96).

Bertha, though she never speaks, silently articulates the lust, rage, and defiance Jane has learned to repress. As Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have famously argued, the tension between conformity and rebellion is articulated in the twinned figures of Jane and Bertha.22 Rather than threatening Jane, Bertha acts as her “truest and darkest double” (p. 360), expressing emotions, such as lust and anger, that Jane is forbidden to articulate. Consequently Bertha erupts into the text—as her laughter or the effects of her violence are perceived by the other characters—at precisely those moments when Jane has most destructively repressed emotion. For example, Bertha comes downstairs to warn Jane of Rochester’s duplicitous designs; similarly, just before the wedding, Bertha enters Jane’s bedroom in the middle of the night and symbolically rends Jane’s wedding veil, a pantomime that evokes the destruction of both marriages and echoes the earlier splitting of the chestnut tree.

Gilbert and Gubar argue that Jane’s forbidden emotions and behaviors are magically “exorcised” through “the literal and symbolic death of Bertha” (p. 362). Yet Gilbert and Gubar seem unsatisfied with Jane Eyre’s essentially conservative closure. Bertha’s destruction facilitates Jane and Rochester’s withdrawal into the isolated utopia of Ferndean. Page 74 At Ferndean Jane loses every trace of her earlier rage, and metamorphoses into a loving wife and devoted producer of a son who bears his father’s eyes and name. Furthermore, the signs of Bertha’s vengeful anger—Rochester’s wounds—are gradually effaced by connubial bliss. Many small details, such as Jane’s continued use of the formal title “Sir” to address the husband who refers to her simply as “Jane,” undermine the apparent egalitarianism of their new, improved relationship. Jane has not actually resolved the dilemma of handling her “forbidden emotions”; instead, another female character has been scapegoated and destroyed in order to redeem her. The paradigm of self-sacrifice forms the basis of the Christian gospels and frames the life of the evangelizing St. John Rivers, whom Jane salutes extravagantly in the closing paragraphs of her narrative (chap. 38, p. 398). Yet such feminist critics as Gilbert and Gubar are uneasy about the implications of this paradigm, particularly since European novelists from Richardson through Tolstoy have persistently endorsed the destruction of excessively passionate heroines. Gilbert and Gubar conclude their chapter by pointing the reader forward to Brontë’s final work, Villette, which offers a more compromised conclusion about women whose passions exceed cultural norms.

Political critiques of Jane Eyre have persistently focused on the margins of the text: themes of alienation and exclusion, minor or extremely disruptive characters, moments at which the text seems to repress or elide information. These apparently marginal themes or moments provide clues literary detectives read in order to get a deeper sense of the text’s complexities, internal contradictions, and multiple meanings. The critical tradition does not so much alter as shift focus; Elizabeth Rigby’s attack on Jane Eyre’s rebellious tone is mollified into Virginia Woolf s probing of Brontë’s raw emotionality. The burgeoning of Brontë criticism in the last half of the twentieth century has extended analysis into the corners of the text, where critics have illuminated its margins not only by probing Jane Eyre’s formal elements but also by using tools drawn from other disciplines, such as history, politics, economics, psychology, and sociology.

A theme that has provoked readers since Rigby, who devoted part of her review of Jane Eyre and Vanity Fair to the topic, is the position of the governess in Victorian culture. As we have noted, Rigby caps her analysis of the two “governess fictions” with an indictment of the peculiar status of governesses, who were neither master nor servant in the Victorian household, neither wife nor nanny, but something indeterminate. Their employment provided neither the security of family life and social position accorded to a Victorian wife nor the promise of lifetime employment and pensioning accorded to other servants. M. Jeanne Peterson picks up this thread in her influential essay on the incongruent status of the Victorian governess, demonstrating that well-educated middle-class women gravitated toward employment as governesses largely because their legitimate employment options were severely limited.23 The presence of a governess, like the presence of an orphan, as Jane Eyre’s career suggests, could be severely disruptive because it posed such a strong challenge to the hierarchy of Victorian class and gender arrangements.24 The word governess itself encodes the instability of the role. Though the word originated as the feminine cognate of governor, a term that in British English still signifies “boss,” governess quickly became debased in practice to signify “one who governs children.” The governance of another family’s children presented authority problems to the governess, as the Ingrams’ accounts of torturing their family governesses confirm (chap. 17, pp. 155–56). The governess had extensive responsibility but little authority and could be replaced whenever she failed to meet the complicated and sometimes contradictory requirements of her job.

Though at Thornfield Jane experiences no difficulty handling her sole charge, Adèle Varens, she is still excluded from full participation in any of the spheres of Thornfield Hall. The servants, including Mrs. Fairfax, refuse to enlighten Jane about the presence of Bertha Mason Rochester, a fact that is crucial to her self-preservation. When Jane overhears Leah and the charwoman discussing Grace Poole, they clam up instantly, and she notes, “All I had gathered … amounts to this: that there was a mystery at Thornfield, and that from participation in that mystery I was purposely excluded” (chap. 17, p. 144). Even when Jane helps nurse the injured Mr. Mason, she is forbidden to talk with him and only later discovers the cause of his injuries. Likewise, she is excluded from full participation in the gay house party Rochester assembles at Thornfield. She quickly becomes depressed by the disdain of the wealthy guests and her apparently unrequited passion for her employer (chap. 17, p. 142, 158–59). Rochester, dressed as a gypsy fortune-teller, must reiterate his request for an audience with Jane because she does not consider herself one of the “young, single ladies” of the party (chap. 18, p. 171). Though Rochester lifts her momentarily from ignominy to apparent equality by proposing marriage, Jane recognizes that his gesture actually threatens to subordinate her further. She accuses him of seeking to make her one of his “seraglio,” or harem, refuses to accept his gifts of elegant, expensive clothing and jewelry (chap. 24, pp. 227, 236), and leaves behind Page 76 the few gifts he has given her when she leaves Thornfield (chap. 27, p. 281). When Jane leaves Thornfield, her indeterminate social status nearly proves her undoing; she finds herself unable to secure employment because she looks too affluent to work in a factory or shop. After Jane has completely exhausted herself by wandering and begging, Hannah, the Riverses’ housekeeper, turns her away from the parsonage on a rainy night, chiding, “You are not what you ought to be or you wouldn’t make such a noise” (chap. 28, p. 295).

The Victorian governess became a source of cultural anxiety because she was a constant reminder of the predicament of middle-class women who did not marry and who were unable to find legitimate work.25 The governess embodied the fact that not all women could be “contained” in middle-class marriages and that some needed to work in order to supplement family income. Charlotte Brontë understood these imperatives only too well: she, Anne, and Branwell all found it necessary to work as governesses or tutors to support themselves as adults, and all three fared miserably in such positions. The necessity of the governess—a woman responsible for teaching and nurturing children—also emphasized the status of child care as labor, a job too onerous for a middle-class wife to manage without help. This disturbing recognition might well be compounded by the sexual threat, implicit or explicit, represented by the governess, whose presence in the household challenged the wife’s monogamous sexual claim on her husband. Numerous writers since Brontë have depicted the governess as a figure whose educative role does not mitigate her disruptive effect on the family. Often, as in Henry James’s 1898 short story “The Turn of the Screw,” the nameless first-person governess’s excessive emotions—that is, her sexual hunger and rage at having to settle for half a life—cause her literally to disrupt the household in a style reminiscent of Bertha Mason Rochester.26 
Though Brontë unsparingly depicts the humiliations and privations Jane undergoes as governess at Thornfield, she softens the implicit critique in two ways. First, at Marsh End, Brontë provides Jane with a teaching position that gives her a substantive authority and allows her to redress the inequities of her own experience as a student. Second, by endowing Jane with an inheritance, she reprieves not only Jane but also Diana and Mary Rivers from their duties as governesses. Jane is saved less through her own efforts than through the essentially conservative means of inheriting wealth, a tradition as old as Britain’s feudal past. In Victorian England, earning as opposed to inheriting wealth was beginning to become socially acceptable for members of the middle class. Page 77 Jane’s inheritance and her marriage to Rochester endow her with the class status of a Victorian wife, just as her adoption of Adèle Varens supplants Rochester’s indifferent guardianship with a concerned, loving family. Jane also discovers a new branch of her own family—a definite improvement over the Reeds—inadvertently, literally by stumbling upon the Riverses. Social change in Jane Eyre can thus be said to come about as the result of nearly magical interventions that redress nonconformity with the comfort of traditional solutions.

Jane’s inheritance of £20,000 comes from the British crown colony of Madeira, where her uncle John Eyre, like Bertha Mason Rochester’s brother Richard, has made his fortune as a wine merchant. In the nineteenth century, Great Britain was expanding and consolidating a colonial empire so vast that it was no exaggeration to assert that “the sun never sets on the British empire.”27 Thus it is not surprising to find traces of imperialist thinking throughout Jane Eyre. The search for a home and a livelihood can be construed as an individual’s attempt to “colonize” other people and places by discovering and absorbing them. Jane’s geographical movements between the five major loci of her text (Gateshead, Lowood, Thornfield, Marsh End, Ferndean) assume the pattern of discovery, mastery, and annexation. Though Brontë accomplishes this subtly, unmistakable clues in the text suggest that Jane “conquers” the “inmates” of these locales and bends them to her will. Jane’s self-conscious aura of self-effacement should not blind readers to the trail of deposed or destroyed enemies she leaves in her wake. John Reed and Mrs. Reed both meet with unhappy premature deaths; Brocklehurst is deposed from his position at Lowood when the epidemic is publicized; Eliza Reed consigns herself to “burial alive” in a convent and the blowsy Georgiana Reed is married to an exhausted nobleman; Blanche Ingram is jilted by Rochester; Bertha leaps to her death from Thornfield’s third story; Rochester is permanently mutilated; and St. John Rivers “broils” to death in India, as his sisters predicted. Even friendly characters tend to die or to be frustrated in some manner connected with their relation to Jane: Helen Burns dies in the epidemic; Uncle Reed is dead before the novel begins and Uncle John dies of fever in Madeira; the lovely, virtuous and privileged Rosamond Oliver is spurned by St. John in favor of Jane.

The deaths and punishments visited upon those who interfere with her progress allow Jane to accomplish several things. First, the deaths or oustings of father figures help ensure Jane’s physical survival, as in the cases of Uncle Reed and Uncle John Eyre, who provide her with money and a place to stay, and Brocklehurst, whose mother founded and endowed Lowood School. Second, the destruction of women, such as Bertha, Blanche, and Rosamond (as well as Rochester’s former mistresses Clara, Céline, and Giacinta), clears the way for Jane’s sexual conquests of Rochester and St. John Rivers. Third, the deaths or jiltings of Jane’s female peers, such as Helen Burns, Eliza and Georgiana Reed, Blanche Ingram, and Bertha Mason Rochester, represent the elimination of unwanted options from Jane’s life and implicitly confirm the correctness of her chosen path. Finally, the deaths and dismemberments of male peers, such as John Reed, St. John Rivers, and Edward Rochester, act as punishments for patriarchal tyranny. Each death or ousting represents the easing of an obstacle and opens a new territory ripe for Jane’s exploration and assumption. (For example, when Jane returns to Gateshead to attend Mrs. Reed on her deathbed, she supplants Georgiana and Eliza as a manager of crisis and as the virtuous forgiver of her aunt’s concentrated, obsessive hatred, which itself constitutes a profound kind of attention.) The pattern of Jane’s assumption of eminent domain is subtle but striking. Even when she seems weakest, as when she is punished for striking John Reed, or unhorses Rochester on Hay Lane, or begs for succor at Marsh End, Jane’s entry into a scene always presages a later conquest. Typically she does not triumph on her first attempt but through perseverance reveals that she has made a conquest by becoming “first girl of the first class” (chap. 10, p. 73) or mistress or benefactress of every place to which she travels. Thus the “governess” gradually rises to the position of “governor”; by the end of the novel, Jane has produced both a narrative and a son, has handsomely rewarded her friends, observed the punishment of her foes, and miraculously restored the eyesight of a damaged patriarch. The pattern casts a disturbing light on Jane’s triumphant march. Though she does not deliberately seek to destroy her enemies, her ascension mirrors Great Britain’s march of empire—the annexation of foreign lands, the establishment of colonies, the imposition of governments, and the assumption of resources in every part of the world.

The allusions to the expansion of empire are not restricted to the level of personal conquest. Jane Eyre abounds with references to England’s colonies and the problematic riches plundered by their conquerors.28 John Eyre, the mysterious uncle who endows Jane with his fortune, may have been named for the British colonial officer John Eyre (1815–1901), governor of New Zealand at the time Brontë wrote Jane Eyre and an extreme advocate of colonialist expansion. In the 1860s, Page 79 some 15 years after the publication of Jane Eyre, the severity of Eyre’s methods for quashing workers’ rebellions in the Caribbean led British intellectuals to accuse him of murder. By naming Jane’s benefactor John Eyre and by possibly naming Jane herself for this political figure (”Jane” is the feminine of “John”), Brontë seems to telegraph unequivocal approval of imperialism, a theme that is certainly familiar from Bran-well’s and her Glass Town saga.

But Jane Eyre also communicates the anxieties Britons felt about the dubious boons extracted from the colonies. Bertha’s embodiment of unspeakable passions emblematizes these anxieties. Because she is unable to tell her own story, the reader must settle for Rochester’s version of events while keeping in mind that he has often been duplicitous in his dealings with Jane. (Jean Rhys’s novella Wide Sargasso Sea attempts to redress Brontë’s silencing of Bertha by presenting Bertha’s story from her own viewpoint.)29 Rochester explains that his father and brother conspired to trick him into marriage. As a younger son, Rochester initially stood to inherit little from his family, and Bertha was both sexually alluring and wealthy, with a dowry of £30,000. After the wedding, however, Rochester tells Jane, he quickly recognized Bertha’s combination of a “pygmy intellect” and “giant propensities,” the passionate appetites conservative Britons felt marked all colonial subjects as inferior, “savage,” “animal.” “Intemperate and unchaste,” Bertha disgraced him publicly throughout their early married life in the West Indies, until a vision of freedom inspired him to have “the maniac” transported to England and immured in the attic of Thornfield. Rochester, meanwhile, traveled to the Continent and indulged himself with a series of European mistresses (chap. 27, pp. 273–75).

Although Rochester gratefully accepted Bertha’s dowry (which ironically became superfluous when he inherited the family estate on his brother’s untimely death), Rochester was unable to live with Bertha either in the West Indies or in England. The “boon” of his conquest could not compensate him for the “uprising of the natives” that Bertha’s behavior seemed to signify. Yet Bertha horrified Rochester less because of her foreignness than because she reminded him of his own “giant propensities;” he was every bit as lustful, appetitive, duplicitous, and passionate as she. Throughout Jane Eyre, evil female characters, such as Bertha, Blanche, and even Mrs. Reed, possess the dark skin, voluptuous flesh, passionate emotion, and material acquisitiveness Britons felt marked colonial subjects as inferior. Yet the novel’s central characters— Rochester and Jane—share these characteristics. Though Jane is “pale Page 80 and little,” she is nonetheless repeatedly described as a heathen who badly needs conversion, a racial outsider: a “Turk,” a “rebel slave resolved to go all lengths,” an “interloper not of [the Reeds’] own race” (chap. 1, p. 9; chap. 2, p. 13), a member of the loathsome “tribe,” the “anathematized race” of governesses (chap. 17, p. 155).

The colonialism theme coalesces three central elements in Jane Eyre: the novel’s problematizing of gender, of outsiderness, and of excessive passion. The chief “native” that is busy uprising in Jane Eyre is of course Jane herself, the Caliban-like “bad animal” of the opening chapters who feels “just as men feel” and struggles to find a place in a culture that discriminates freely on the basis of gender, citizenship, and social class. The difference between Jane and Bertha is that Jane throughout the novel allows others, even those like Mrs. Reed, whose values she repudiates, to “uproot her bad propensities” (chap. 3, p. 16). Jane is thus vulnerable to the influence of Helen Burns, who is arguably Brocklehurst’s star pupil at self-abnegation, and after Helen’s death spends her adolescence at Lowood learning to “master” herself until she is able to think “more harmonious thoughts: what seemed better-regulated feelings had become the inmates of my mind. I had given in allegiance to duty and order; I was quiet; I believed I was content: to the eyes of others, usually even to my own, I appeared a disciplined and subdued character” (chap. 10, p. 73). Such terms or phrases as “inmates,” “given in allegiance to duty and order,” and “disciplined and subdued” conjure the image of an enforced, military self-mastery that is undermined by the subjunctive “I believed” and “I appeared.” Jane’s self-mastery is illusory; she has repressed rather than eliminated the passions and appetites that will later trouble both her and Rochester. Rather than reject the machinations of a sadomasochistic “civilization” that abuses orphans and sells young people into marriage, these two central characters project their passionate outrage onto one who has no words to defend herself: the colonial subject.

Colonized subjects, as represented by characters as diverse as Jane and Bertha, are not totally victimized in Jane Eyre. As Bertha’s repeated attempts to burn down Thornfield suggest, their retaliatory destructive power is considerable. St. John Rivers, like Edward Rochester, finds his fate in the colonies, but unlike Rochester, whose mission is to extract money from the colonies, St. John seeks to impose “civilization” on them: “My vocation? My great work? My foundation laid on earth for a mansion in heaven? My hopes of being numbered in the band who have merged all ambitions in the glorious one of bettering their race—of carrying knowledge into the realms of ignorance—of substituting peace for Page 81 war—freedom for bondage—religion for superstition—the hope of heaven for the fear of hell?” (chap. 32, p. 329). St. John begins his imperialistic journey by “colonizing” Jane when first he convinces her to shift from studying German to studying Hindustani, the better to assist him in his missionary work (chap. 34, p. 349). Later, however, he is unsuccessful in manipulating her into accepting his proposal of marriage by threatening her with eternal damnation if she refuses (chap. 35, p. 364). This failure is followed by his destruction in India, which Jane anticipates in the closing paragraphs of her narrative. The binary oppositions of his creed, which attributes knowledge, peace, freedom, religion, and the hope of heaven to his own (British, Christian) ideology and ignorance, bondage, war, superstition, and the fear of eternal damnation to the Indian colonials, are belied in the metaphors of St. John’s daily life, which ironically are rife with images of battle, violence, hellfire, and enslavement. Like Jane and Rochester, St. John has not rid himself of unruly emotions but simply projected them onto imaginary colonials; his lifework is shaped and ultimately thwarted by this denial.

Of all the novel’s colonizers and colonized natives, Jane alone escapes destruction or mutilation, though her trials at the hands of those who are trying to colonize her (from the Reeds to St. John Rivers) are severe. Jane voices her creed in terms that can be described only as imperialistic when she tells Rochester of her plans for him: she says, “I am preparing myself to go out as a missionary to preach liberty to them that are enslaved—your harem inmates amongst the rest. I’ll get admitted there, and I’ll stir up mutiny, and you … shall find yourself fettered amongst our hands; nor will I … consent to cut your bonds till you have signed a charter, the most liberal that despot ever yet conferred” (chap. 24, p. 237). The duality of Brontë’s presentation of imperialism—particularly her depiction of female characters as both colonizing and colonized—underscores the other ambiguities and tensions that emerge without being resolved throughout the text.

Psychoanalytical Interpretations 

The phenomena of projection and denial that are the dominant tropes of imperialistic objectification are drawn not from politics but from psychoanalysis, a set of practices used to access the unconscious elements of a mind or a text. The first psychoanalytical critiques of Jane Eyre enlisted the tenets of the founder and first major practitioner of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud. Freud viewed all mental events, even such accidental and seemingly insignificant ones as dreams and slips of the tongue, as deliberately expressive and redolent with meaning. He theorized that each person had an unconscious mind directed by instinctual drives, which were often repressed (pushed back into the unconscious by the conscious mind) because they were not socially acceptable. Beginning in early childhood, the human personality develops in response to the imperative to sublimate such instinctive impulses through the process of learning. Freud’s sketchy handling of female sexuality and psychology is often cited as one of his severest limitations as a theorist. It may be useful to think of him as much a describer of Victorian sexual arrangements as a theorist of human universals. Since a great deal of criticism of Jane Eyre has focused on Brontë’s presentation of the difficulty of managing unacceptable desires and emotions, Freudian paradigms have helped explain the novel’s tension between expression and suppression. Freud’s division of consciousness into three spheres—the id, the ego, and the superego—has encouraged readers to view Brontë’s bildungsroman as a novel of psychic as well as emotional and intellectual education. The novel presents Jane as gradually developing an ability to mediate between the superego and the id—what she calls “the extremes of absolute submission and determined revolt” (chap. 34, p. 352). As we have seen, certain characters, such as Helen Burns and Bertha Mason Rochester, serve to embody the fragmentation Jane experiences when she is forced to suppress and repress strong emotion.

Mid-twentieth-century critics, notably Richard Chase, have used Freudian frameworks to critique the novel’s feminism, depicting Brontë as a young woman struggling to master the overpowering sexuality of older men and going so far as to castrate Rochester symbolically (when he is injured in the Thornfield fire) in order to tame him. In Chase’s view, Jane’s preservation of her integrity is achieved at the cost of Rochester’s, which Chase essentializes as sexual potency.30 
Freud’s onetime colleague Carl Jung focused less on the influence of sexuality than on the primacy of myth and its influence on the individual’s unconscious. Jane Eyre’s complex vacillation between paganism and Christianity (or Christianities) seems to express Jane’s psychological state, which is so dynamic that it resists classification under a single rubric. The metaphors of blood, mother, and moon alone (with their complex religious as well as physiological resonances) have offered Jungian critics an opportunity to read Jane Eyre as a mythic story, a melding of pantheistic and monotheistic religious motifs that is challenging in its complexity. Some, pointing to Jane’s miraculous redemption by supernatural voices emerging in consonance with the moon, have found in Jane Eyre an affirmation of maternal religions, with Diana and Mary Rivers serving as symbols of the pagan and Christian “great mothers” (the Greek goddess Diana and the Virgin Mary), whose wisdom directs Jane’s path—she is attracted to Moor House when she sees them through the window; they advise her against marrying St. John; they are among the few characters in the novel who are permitted uncomplicated happiness and prosperity at closure. Another possibility is to consider Jane Eyre in light of the myth of Demeter and Kore, in which Jane is viewed as a kidnapped child separated from her mother who is abducted into an underworld where her integrity is repeatedly violated and where she is kept against her will. Only when she is released from this pattern of servitude with the assistance of her “mother” can the earth flourish and nature return to its rightful state. Equally convincing are readings that analyze Jane’s development as a scapegoat, a figure equally prophetic and despised who bears the negativity of a larger group and is sacrificed to relieve the group’s collective guilt. Jane’s development from a scapegoat in the novel’s early scenes (as a child at Gateshead and at Lowood, and as a governess at Thornfield) is marked by a sudden transformation: after leaving Thornfield, she manages to avoid further blame for others’ transgressions; one could argue that at this point, Bertha and other characters assume the role in her place.

The French psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan sought to revise Freud’s theories by theorizing the relationship between language and psyche.31 His famous assertion that “the unconscious is structured like a language” owes much to Freud’s theory of oedipal development: the prelinguistic child, Lacan argues, dwells in an “Imaginary” in which the child believes itself to be one with its mother and perceives no separation between itself and the world. In the Imaginary, there is no difference and no absence, only identity and presence. The child’s eventual oedipal crisis precipitates the subject into the world of the Symbolic Order—a world characterized by such figurative systems as language and law, in which the child perceives another competitive being as a threat.

Jane Eyre, whose narrative teems with metaphors of limitation and threat, seems to have been precipitated abruptly into the Symbolic Order, like Carroll’s Alice after she falls into the rabbit hole. Note that in the opening scene and throughout the narrative, Jane looks at and draws pictures rather than reading and writing, which reveals her status as being on the cusp of transformation from the Imaginary to the Symbolic Order. Throughout the narrative, she defines herself in opposition Page 84 to various inadequate mother figures such as Mrs. Reed, Miss Temple, and Mrs. Fairfax, who affect her development but are powerless because of their position in patriarchy to forestall the sense of fragmentation Lacan argues is inevitable. In addition, several direct challenges by malevolent patriarchs shake her sense of existence right down to the ground. This process begins when John Reed tells Jane, “You have no business to take our books; you are a dependent, mamma says; you have no money; your father left you none; you ought to beg, and not live here with gentlemen’s children like us…. Now, I’ll teach you to rummage my bookshelves: for they are mine; all the house belongs to me, or will do in a few years” (chap. 2, p. 8). When John then throws the book at Jane, cutting her forehead, she responds both verbally, by quoting historical example, comparing him to the sadistic Roman emperors Nero and Caligula, and nonverbally, in a way that cannot even be revealed in the text: “I don’t know very well what I did with my hands, but he called me ’Rat! rat!’ and bellowed out loud” (chap. 2, p. 9). Since Lacan refers to the phallus as the “transcendental signifier” of masculine privilege, the possibility that Jane is engaging literally in below-the-belt pugilistics is provocative. Jane’s confusion in this scene, and in subsequent scenes when language is deployed to deceive or subdue her, reveals her difficulty in negotiating the symbolic order that clearly does not serve her best interests.

Though she gains a brief reprieve when Mr. Lloyd, the apothecary, pays her the great psychic boon of soliciting and believing her story (chap. 3), she learns that women of all stripes are generally silent: Miss Temple and Helen accept even unjust criticism without protest, and Mrs. Fairfax and Bertha Mason Rochester, who exhibit two extremes of female behavior, are incapable of telling Jane the stories Rochester reveals only after his hand has been forced. Jane’s development can be traced, if anywhere, in her gradual assumption of control over the truth value of narratives of her life. Jane’s assumption of control eventually culminates in the accurate narrative of her life delivered by an unknowing servant as she stands before the burned shell of Thornfield (chap. 36, pp. 374–78), which reveals how far the little girl, who was unable to make people believe her version of events, has come in enforcing others’ acceptance and iteration of her role and viewpoint. This episode also links Jane implicitly to Homer’s epic hero Odysseus, whose return to Ithaca after 10 years’ absence follows a similar pattern. Later she shows her complete control of language and of the circumstances it shapes by Page 85 making Rochester the object of her statement “Reader, I married him” (chap. 38, p. 395).

Though by choosing to write fiction Brontë seems to have eschewed political analysis, and though the novel’s politics are not necessarily coherent, her novel nonetheless has been viewed since its publication as a critique of its culture. The novel’s richness continues to lie in its multi-valence—its simultaneously radical and conservative energies, its melding of apparently incompatible elements, the way it transforms familiar elements and genres. In Villette Charlotte Brontë would take the same story and retell it in a radically different way. The years spanning the gap between Jane Eyre and Villette were filled with personal tragedy for Brontë, who witnessed the deaths of her three remaining siblings and found her consequent loneliness almost impossible to bear. Her waning confidence in fairy-tale solutions is reflected in Villette’s uncompromising depiction of the lonely vigil of a woman who regards all social attachments with justifiable suspicion.

Source Citation   (MLA 7th Edition) 

"“I Know no Medium”: Jane Eyre." Charlotte Brontë. Diane Long Hoeveler and Lisa Jadwin. New York: Twayne Publishers, 1988. 57-85. Twayne's English Authors Series 541. Literature Resources from Gale. Web. 27 Sep. 2012.

Document URL
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CCX2328600014&v=2.1&u=avlr&it=r&p=LitRG&sw=w

Gale Document Number: GALE|CX2328600014

