
ADRIENNE RICH 

Jane Eyre: The Temptations of a Motherless Womanf 

Like Thackeray's daughters, I read Jane Eyre in childhood, carried away 
"as by a whirlwind." Returning to Charlotte Brontë's most famous 
novel, as I did over and over in adolescence, in my twenties, thirties, 
now in my forties, I have never lost the sense that it contains, through 
and beyond the force of its creator's imagination, some nourishment I 
needed then and still need today. Other novels often ranked greater, 
such as Persuasion, Middlemarch, Jude the Obscure, Madame Bovary, 
Anna Karenina, The Portrait of a Lady—all offered their contradictory 
and compelling versions of what it meant to be born a woman. But 
Jane Eyre has for us now a special force and survival value. 

Comparing Jane Eyre to Wuthering Heights, as people tend to do. 
Virginia Woolf had this to say: 

The drawbacks of being Jane Eyre are not far to seek. Always to 
be a governess and always to be in love is a serious limitation in 
a world which is full, after all, of people who are neither one nor 
the other. [Charlotte Brontë] does not attempt to solve the prob
lems of human life; she is even unaware that such problems exist; 
all her force, which is the more tremendous for being constricted, 
goes into the assertion, "I love," "I hate," "I suffer" . . . 

She goes on to state that Emily Brontë is a greater poet than Char
lotte because "there is no T in Wuthering Heights. There are no gov
ernesses. There are no employers. There is love, but not the love of 
men and women." In short, and here I would agree with her, Wuthering 
Heights is mythic. The bond between Catherine and Heathcliff is the 
archetypal bond between the split fragments of the psyche, the mas
culine and feminine elements ripped apart and longing for reunion. 
But Jane Eyre is different from Wuthering Heights, and not because 
Charlotte Brontë lodged her people in a world of governesses and 
employers, of the love between men and women. Jane Eyre is not a 
novel in the Tolstoyan, the Flaubertian, even the Hardyesque sense. 
Jane Eyre is a tale. 

The concern of the tale is not with social mores, though social mores 
may occur among the risks and challenges encountered by the protag
onist. Neither is it an anatomy of the psyche, the fated chemistry of 
cosmic forces. It takes its place between the two: between the realm 
of the given, that which is changeable by human activity, and the realm 
of the fated, that which lies outside human control: between realism 

t Reprinted by permission of author and publisher from Adrienne Rich, On Lies, Secrets, and 
Silence: Selected Prose 1966-1978. Copyright© 1979 by W. W . Norton & Company, Inc. 
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and poetry. The world of the tale is above all a "vale of soul-making," 
and when a novelist finds herself writing a tale, it is likely to be because 
she is moved by that vibration of experience which underlies the social 
and political, though it constantly feeds into both of these. 

In her essay on Jane Eyre, critic Q. D. Leavis perceives the novel's 
theme as ". . . an exploration of how a woman comes to maturity in 
the world of the writer's youth."1 I would suggest that a novel about 
how a man "comes to maturity in the world of the writer's youth"— 
Portrait of the Artist, for example—would not be dismissed as lacking 
in range or in Woolf 's words, a sense of "human problems." I would 
suggest further, that Charlotte Brontë is writing—not a Bildungs-
roman—but the life story of a woman who is incapable of saying / am 
Heathcliff (as the heroine of Emily's novel does) because she feels so 
unalterably herself. Jane Eyre, motherless and economically powerless, 
undergoes certain traditional female temptations, and finds that each 
temptation presents itself along with an alternative—the image of a 
nurturing or principled or spirited woman on whom she can model 
herself, or to whom she can look for support. 

/ / 

In Women and Madness Phyllis Chesler notes that "women are mother
less children in patriarchal society." By this she means that women 
have had neither power nor wealth to hand on to their daughters; they 
have been dependent on men as children are on women; and the most 
they can do is teach their daughters the tricks of surviving in the patri
archy by pleasing, and attaching themselves to, powerful or economi
cally viable men. 2 Even the heiress in nineteenth-century fiction is 
incomplete without a man; her wealth, like Dorothea Brooke's or Isabel 
Archer's, must be devoted to the support of some masculine talent or 
dilettantism; economically the heiress is, simply, a "good match" and 
marriage her only real profession. In nineteenth-century England the 
poor and genteel woman had one possible source of independence if 
she did not marry: the profession of governess. But, as I have suggested, 
Jane Eyre is not "always a governess." She addresses us first as a literally 
motherless, and also fatherless child, under the guardianship of her 
aunt, Mrs. Reed, who despises and oppresses her. The tale opens with 
images of coldness, bleakness, banishment. Jane is seated behind the 

1. Q. D. Leavis, Introduction to }ane Eyre; Baltimore: Penguin, 1966, p. 11. 
2. A. R. 1978: Ground-breaking as Women and Madness (1972) was in its documentation of the 

antiwoman bias of the psychoanalytic and psychotherapeutic professions, Chesler over
simplified, I believe, the mother-daughter relationship, perceiving it as almost entirely if 
tragically negative. In a large extent she resorts to "blaming the mother" for the daughter's 
disadvantaged position in patriarchy. The more we learn of actual female history (to take but 
one example of the history of black women) the less we can generalize about the failure of 
mothers to cherish and inspirit daughters in a strong, female tradition. 
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curtains in a window-embrasure, trying to conceal herself from her 
aunt, her two girl cousins, and her boorish boy cousin John. With the 
icy coldness of the winter landscape outside on one hand, this chilly 
family circle on the other, she looks at a book of engravings of Arctic 
wastes and legendary regions of winter. 

/ / / 

Moments after the novel begins, John Reed provokes Jane's childish 
rage by striking her in the face and taunting her with her poverty and 
dependency. Thus, immediately, the political/social circumstances of 
Jane's life are established: as a female she is exposed to male physical 
brutality and whim; as an economically helpless person she is vulner
able in a highly class-conscious society. Her response to John's gratu
itous cruelty is to "fly at him" and thereat to be dragged off and locked 
into the "Red Room," where her uncle had died and which is rumored 
to be a haunted chamber. 

Here begins the ordeal which represents Jane's first temptation. For 
a powerless little girl in a hostile household, where both psychic and 
physical violence are used against her, used indeed to punish her very 
spiritedness and individuality, the temptation of victimization is never 
far away. To see herself as the sacrificial lamb or scapegoat of this 
household, and act out that role, or conversely to explode into violent 
and self-destructive hysterics which can only bring on more punish
ment and victimization, are alternatives all too ready at hand. 

In the Red Room, Jane experiences the bitter isolation of the out
sider, the powerlessness of the scapegoat to please, the abjectness of 
the victim. But above all, she experiences her situation as unnatural: 

Unjust—unjust! said my reason, forced by the agonizing stimulus 
into precocious though transitory power; and Resolve, equally 
wrought up, instigated some strange expedient to achieve escape 
from insupportable oppression—as running away, or if that could 
not be effected, never eating or drinking more, and letting myself 
die. 

I want to recall to you that the person who is going through this 
illumination—for "dark" and "turbid" as her feelings are, they are illu
minating—is a girl of ten, without material means or any known 
recourse in the outer world, dependent on the household she lives in 
for physical support and whatever strands of human warmth she can 
cling to. She is, even so, conscious that it could be otherwise; she 
imagines alternatives, though desperate ones. It is at this moment that 
the germ of the person we are finally to know as Jane Eyre is born: a 
person determined to live, and to choose her life with dignity, integrity, 
and pride. 
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Jane's passion in the Red Room comes to its climax; she hallucinates, 
screams, is thrust back into the dreaded death-chamber, and blacks 
out. Her ensuing illness, like much female illness, is an acting-out of 
her powerlessness and need for affection, and a psychic crisis induced 
by these conditions. During her convalescence from this "fit," she expe
riences for the first time the decency of the family apothecary and the 
gentle and caring side of the sharp-tongued young servant Bessie. Bes
sie is the first woman to show Jane affection; and it is partly the alliance 
with her that makes it possible for the child Jane to maintain her hope 
for the future, her will to survive; which prevents her from running 
away—a self-destructive act under the circumstances—or from relaps
ing into mere hysteria or depression. It is this, too, which helps her 
retain the self-respect and the spirit of rebellion in which she finally 
confronts her aunt: 

Shaking from head to foot, thrilled with ungovernable excitement, 
I continued— 

"I am glad you are no relation of mine. I will never call you 
aunt again as long as I live. I will never come to see you when I 
am grown up; and if anyone asks me how I liked you, and how 
you treated me, I will say the very thought of you makes me sick, 
and that you treated me with miserable cruelty." 

. . . Ere I had finished this reply, my soul began to expand, to 
exult, with the strangest sense of freedom, of triumph, I ever felt. 
It seemed as if an invisible bond had burst and that I had struggled 
out into unhoped-for liberty. 

This outburst, like much anger of the powerless, leaves Jane only 
briefly elated. The depressive, self-punishing reaction sets in; she is 
only pulled out of it by Bessie's appearance and a confirmed sense of 
Bessie's affection and respect for her. Bessie tells her that she must not 
act afraid of people, because it will make them dislike her—an odd 
aslant bit of counsel, yet Jane's precocious courage is able to respond. 
The next chapter finds Jane on her way to Lowood Institution. 

IV 

Lowood is a charity school for the poor or orphaned genteel female 
destined to become a governess. It is a school for the poor controlled 
by the rich, an all-female world presided over by the hollow, Pharisaical 
male figure of Mr. Brocklehurst. He is the embodiment of class and 
sexual double-standards and of the hypocrisy of the powerful, using 
religion, charity, and morality to keep the poor in their place and to 
repress and humiliate the young women over whom he is set in charge. 
He is absolute ruler of this little world. However, within it, and in spite 
of his sadistic public humiliation of her, Jane finds two women unlike 
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any she has ever met: the superintendent Miss Temple, and the older 
student Helen Burns. 

Miss Temple has no power in the world at large, or against Mr. 
Brocklehurst's edicts; but she has great personal attractiveness, mental 
and spiritual charm and strength. Unlike the Reeds, she is of gentle 
birth yet not a snob; unlike Bessie she is not merely sympathetic but 
admirable. She cannot change the institution she is hired to administer 
but she does quietly try to make life more bearable for its inmates. She 
is maternal in a special sense: not simply sheltering and protective, but 
encouraging of intellectual growth. Of her Jane says later in the novel: 

. . . to her instruction, I owed the best part of my acquirements; 
her friendship and society had been my continual solace; she had 
stood me in the stead of mother, governess, and latterly, compan
ion. 

Helen Burns is strong of will, awkward and blundering in the prac
tical world yet intellectually and spiritually mature beyond her years. 
Severe, mystical, convinced of the transitory and insignificant nature 
of earthly life, she still responds to Jane's hunger for contact with a 
humane and sisterly concern. She is consumptive, soon to die, burning 
with an other-worldly intensity. Jane experiences Helen's religious asce
ticism as something impossible for herself, tinged with "an inexpress
ible sadness"; yet Helen gives her a glimpse of female character without 
pettiness, hysteria, or self-repudiation; it is Helen who tells her, 

"If all the world hated you, and believed you wicked, while your 
own conscience approved you, and absolved you from guilt, you 
would not be without friends." 

Both Miss Temple's self-respect and sympathy, and Helen's tran
scendent philosophical detachment, are needed by Jane after her early 
humiliation by Mr. Brocklehurst. For if at Gateshead Hall Jane's temp
tations were victimization and hysteria, at Lowood, after her public 
ordeal, they are self-hatred and self-immolation. 

Jane is acutely conscious of her need for love: she expresses it pas
sionately to Helen Burns. 

". . . to gain some real affection from you, or Miss Temple, or any 
other whom I truly love, I would willingly submit to have the bone 
of my arm broken, or to let a bull toss me, or to stand behind a 
kicking horse, and let it dash its hoof at my chest—" 

Her need for love is compounded with a female sense that love must 
be purchased through suffering and self-sacrifice; the images that come 
to her are images of willing submission to violence, of masochism. 
Helen calms her, tells her she thinks "too much of the love of human 
beings," calls on her to think beyond this life to the reward God has 
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prepared for the innocent beyond the grave. Like Simone Weil, like 
St. Teresa, like Héloïse, Helen Burns substitutes a masculine God for 
the love of earthly men (or women)—a pattern followed by certain 
gifted imaginative women in the Christian era. 

The discipline of Lowood and the moral and intellectual force of 
Helen and Miss Temple combine to give the young Jane a sense of her 
own worth and of ethical choice. Helen dies of consumption with Jane 
in her arms held like "a little child"; Miss Temple later marries an 
"excellent clergyman" and leaves Lowood. Thus Jane loses her first real 
mothers. Yet her separation from these two women enables Jane to 
move forward into a wider realm of experience. 

My world had for some years been in Lowood: my experience had 
been of its rules and systems; now I remembered that the real 
world was wide . . . 

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 servi
tude!" 

One of the impressive qualities of Charlotte Brontë's heroines, the 
quality which makes them more valuable to the woman reader than 
Anna Karenina, Emma Bovary, and Catherine Earnshaw combined, is 
their determined refusal of the romantic. They are not immune to it; 
in fact, they are far more tempted by it than are the cooler-headed 
heroines of Jane Austen; there is far more in their circumstances of 
orphaned wandering and intellectual eroticism to heat their imagina
tions—they have, in fact, more imagination. Jane Eyre is a passionate 
girl and woman; but she displays early an inner clarity which helps her 
to distinguish between intense feelings which can lead to greater ful
fillment, and those which can only lead to self-destructiveness. The 
thrill of masochism is not for her, though it is one of her temptations 
as we have seen; having tasted a drop of it, she rejects it. In the central 
episode of the novel, her meeting with Mr. Rochester at Thornfield, 
Jane, young, inexperienced, and hungry for experience, has to confront 
the central temptation of the female condition—the temptation of 
romantic love and surrender. 

V 

It is interesting that the Thornfield episode is often recalled or referred 
to as if it were the novel Jane Eyre. So truncated and abridged, that 
novel would become the following: A young woman arrives as governess 
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at a large country house inhabited by a small French girl and an older 
housekeeper. She is told that the child is the ward of the master of the 
house, who is traveling abroad. Presently the master comes home and 
the governess falls in love with him, and he with her. Several mysterious 
and violent incidents occur in the house which seem to center around 
one of the servants, and which the master tells the governess will all 
be explained once they are married. On the wedding day, it is revealed 
that he has a wife still alive, a madwoman who is kept under guard in 
the upper part of the house and who is the source of the sinister inci
dents. The governess decides that her only course of action is to leave 
her lover forever. She steals away from the house and settles in another 
part of the country. After some time she returns to the manor house 
to find it has burned to the ground, the madwoman is dead, and her 
lover, though blinded and maimed by the fire, is free to marry her. 

Thus described, the novel becomes a blend of Gothic horror and 
Victorian morality. That novel might have been written by many a 
contributor to ladies' magazines, but is is not the novel written by 
Charlotte Brontë. If the Thornfield episode is central, it is because in 
it Jane comes to womanhood and to certain definitive choices about 
what it means to her to be a woman. There are three aspects of this 
episode: the house, Thornfield itself; Mr. Rochester, the Man; and the 
madwoman, Jane's alter ego. 

Charlotte Brontë gives us an extremely detailed and poetically con
vincing vision of Thornfield. Jane reaches its door by darkness, after a 
long journey; she scarcely knows what the house is like till the next 
day when Mrs. Fairfax, the housekeeper, takes her through it on a tour 
which ends in the upper regions, on the rooftop. The reader's sense of 
its luxury, its isolation, and its mysteries is precisely Jane's, seen with 
the eyes of a young woman just come from the dormitory of a charity 
school—a young woman of strong sensuality. But it is the upper regions 
of the house which are of crucial importance—the part of the house 
Jane lives in least, yet which most affects her life. Here she first hears 
that laugh—"distinct, formal, mirthless"—which is ascribed to the ser
vant Grace Poole and which she will later hear outside her own bed
room door. Here, too, standing on the roof, or walking up and down 
in the corridor, close to the very door behind which the madwoman is 
kept hidden, she gives silent vent to those feelings which are intro
duced by the telling phrase: "Anybody may blame me who likes . . . " 

The phrase introduces a passage which is Charlotte Brontë's feminist 
manifesto. Written one hundred and twenty-six years ago, it is still 
having to be written over and over today, in different language but 
with essentially the same sense that sentiments of this kind are still 
unacceptable to many, and that in uttering them one lays oneself open 
to blame and to entrenched resistance: 
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It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tran
quility: 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 are supposed to be very calm 
generally; but women feel just as men feel; they need exercise for 
their faculties, and a field for their efforts as much as their broth
ers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stag
nation, 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. 

Immediately thereafter we are made to hear again the laugh of the 
madwoman. I want to remind you of another mad wife who appears 
in a novel of our own time—the woman Lynda in Doris Lessing's The 
Four-Gated City, who inhabits not the upper story but the cellar, and 
with whom the heroine Martha (like Jane Eyre an employee and in 
love with her employer) finally goes to live, experiencing her madness 
with her. 

For Jane Eyre, the upper regions are not what Gaston Bachelard calls 
in The Poetics of Space "the rationality of the roof" as opposed to the 
unconscious and haunted world of the cellar.3 Or, the roof is where 
Jane is visited by an expanding vision, but this vision, this illumination, 
brings her close to the madwoman captive behind the door. In Lessing's 
novel the madwoman is herself a source of illumination. Jane has no 
such contact with Bertha Rochester. Yet Jane's sense of herself as a 
woman—as equal to and with the same needs as a man—is next-door 
to insanity in England in the 1840s. Jane never feels herself to be going 
mad, but there is a madwoman in the house who exists as her opposite, 
her image horribly distorted in a warped mirror, a threat to her hap
piness. Just as her instinct for self-preservation saves her from earlier 
temptations, so it must save her from becoming this woman by curbing 
her imagination at the limits of what is bearable for a powerless woman 
in the England of the 1840s. 

IV 

W e see little of Bertha Rochester; she is heard and sensed rather than 
seen. Her presence is revealed by three acts when she escapes into the 
inhabited part of the house. Two of these are acts of violence against 

3. Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space (Boston: Beacon, 1967), pp. 17-18. 
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men—the attempted burning of Mr. Rochester in his bedchamber, and 
the stabbing of her brother when he visits Thornfield. The third act is 
the visit to Jane's bedroom on the night before her wedding and the 
tearing of the wedding veil, the symbol of matrimony. (She does not, 
interestingly enough, attack Jane.) Only after Bertha's existence is pub
licly revealed is Jane taken into the madwoman's chamber and sees 
again, waking, "that purple face—those bloated features." Bertha is 
described as big, corpulent, virile, with a "grizzled mane" of hair like 
an animal's; earlier Jane had seen her as resembling "the foul German 
spectre—the Vampyr." In all this she is the antithesis of Jane, as Mr. 
Rochester points out: 

"That is my wife," said he. "Such is the sole conjugal embrace I 
am ever to know—such are the endearments which are to solace 
my leisure hours! And this is what I wished to have" (laying his 
hand on my shoulder) "this young girl, who stands so grave and 
quiet at the mouth of hell, looking collectedly at the gambols of 
a demon" . . . 

In his long account of the circumstances of his marriage to Bertha— 
a marriage arranged for financial reasons by his father, but which he 
undertook for Bertha's dark sensual beauty—Rochester makes no pre
tense that he was not acting out of lust. Yet he repeatedly asserts her 
coarseness, "at once intemperate and unchaste," as the central fact of 
his loathing for her. Once she is pronounced mad, he has her locked 
up, and goes forth on a life of sexual adventures, one result of which 
has been the child Adèle, daughter of his French mistress. Rochester's 
story is part Byronic romance, but it is based on a social and psycho
logical reality: the nineteenth-century loose woman might have sexual 
feelings, but the nineteenth-century wife did not and must not; 
Rochester's loathing of Bertha is described repeatedly in terms of her 
physical strength and her violent will—both unacceptable qualities in 
the nineteenth-century female, raised to the nth degree and embodied 
in a monster. 

VII 

Mr. Rochester is often seen as the romantic Man of Fate, Byronic, 
brooding, sexual. But his role in the book is more interesting: he is 
certainly that which culture sees as Jane's fate, but he is not the fate 
she has been seeking. When she leaves Lowood for Thornfield, when 
she stands on the roof of Thornfield or walks across its fields longing 
for a wider, more expansive life, she is not longing for a man. W e do 
not know what she longs for, she herself does not know; she uses terms 
like liberty, a new servitude, action. Yet the man appears, romantically 
and mysteriously, in the dusk, riding his horse—and slips and falls on 
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the ice, so that Jane's first contact with him is with someone in need 
of help; he has to lean on her to regain his seat on horseback. Again 
at the novel's end it is she who must lead him, blinded by fire. There 
is something more working here than the introduction of a stock 
romantic hero. 

Mr. Rochester offers Jane wider horizons than any she has known; 
travel, riches, brilliant society. Throughout the courtship there is a 
tension between her growing passion for him and her dislike of and 
uneasiness with the style of his love-making. It is not Rochester's sen
suality that brings her up short, but his tendency to make her his 
object, his creature, to want to dress her up, lavish jewels on her, 
remake her in another image. She strenuously resists being romanti
cized as a beauty or a houri; she will, she tells him, be no part of his 
harem. 

In his determination to possess Jane, Rochester is arrogant enough 
to lie to her three times. During the house party at which Jane, as 
governess, has to suffer the condescension and contempt of the ladies 
of the neighborhood, Rochester, disguised as an old Gypsy woman, 
comes to the door to read fortunes, and he attempts to trick Jane into 
revealing her feelings for him. It is clear, in this scene, that Rochester 
is well aware of the strength of Jane's character and is uneasy as to the 
outcome of his courtship and the kind of marriage he is going to pro
pose to her. In making as if to read Jane's fate in her features, he tells 
her: 

" . . . that brow professes to say—'I can live alone, if self-respect 
and circumstances require me to do so. I need not sell my soul to 
buy bliss. I have an inward treasure born with me, which can keep 
me alive if all the extraneous delights should be withheld, or 
offered only at a price I cannot afford to give.' " 

Abruptly, at the end of this scene, he reveals himself. But he continues 
to carry on a flirtation with the heiress Miss Ingram, in order to arouse 
Jane's jealousy; he pretends to the last possible moment that he intends 
to marry Miss Ingram, till Jane, in turmoil at the prospect, confesses 
her grief at having to leave him. Her grief—but also, her anger at the 
position in which she has been placed: 

"I tell you I must go!" I retorted, roused to something like passion. 
"Do you think I can stay to become nothing to you? Do you think 
I am automaton?—a machine without feelings? . . . Do you think 
because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and 
heartless? You think wrong!—I have as much soul as you—and 
full as much heart! . . . I am not talking to you now through the 
medium of custom, conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh: it 
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4. Erich Newmann, The Great Mother (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1972), pp. 5 5 -
59. 

is my spirit that addresses your spirit: just as if both had passed 
through the grave and we stood at God's feet, equal—as we are!" 

(Always a governess and always in love? Had Virginia Woolf really read 
this novel?) 

VIII 

Jane's parting interview with Mr. Rochester is agonizing; he plays on 
every chord of her love, her pity and sympathy, her vulnerability. On 
going to bed, she has a dream. Carried back to the Red Room, the 
scene of her first temptation, her first ordeal, in the dream, Jane is 
reminded of the "syncope," or swoon, she underwent there, which 
became a turning point for her; she is then visited by the moon, symbol 
of the matriarchal spirit and the "Great Mother of the night sky."4 

I watched her come—watched with the strangest anticipation; as 
though some word of doom were to be written on her disc. She 
broke forth as moon never yet burst from cloud; a hand first pen
etrated the sable folds and waved them away; then, not a moon, 
but a white human form shone in the azure, inclining a glorious 
brow earthward. It gazed and gazed on me. It spoke to my spirit; 
immeasurably distant was the tone, yet so near, it whispered in 
my heart— 

"My daughter, flee temptation." 
"Mother, I will." 

Her dream is profoundly, imperiously, archetypal. She is in danger, as 
she was in the Red Room; but her own spiritual consciousness is 
stronger in womanhood than it was in childhood; she is in touch with 
the matriarchal aspect of her psyche which now warns and protects her 
against that which threatens her integrity. Bessie, Miss Temple, Helen 
Burns, even at moments the gentle housekeeper Mrs. Fairfax, have 
acted as mediators for her along the way she has come thus far; even, 
it may be said, the terrible figure of Bertha has come between Jane and 
a marriage which was not yet ripe, which would have made her simply 
the dependent adjunct of Mr. Rochester instead of his equal. Individ
ual women have helped Jane Eyre to the point of her severest trial; at 
that point she is in relation to the Great Mother herself. On waking 
from this dream, she leaves Thornfield, with a few pieces of clothing 
and twenty shillings in her purse, to set forth on foot to an unknown 
destination. 

Jane's rebellion against Rochester's arrogance—for in pleading with 
her to stay with him against the laws of her own integrity, he is still 
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arrogant—forces her to act on her own behalf even if it causes him 
intense suffering, even though she still loves him. Like many women 
in similar circumstances, she feels that such an act of self-preservation 
requires her to pay dearly. She goes out into the world without a future, 
without money, without plans—a "poor, obscure, plain, and little" fig
ure of a woman, risking exposure to the elements, ostracism, starvation. 
By an act which one can read as a final unconscious sacrificial gesture, 
she forgets her purse with its few shillings in the stagecoach, and thus 
is absolutely destitute, forced to beg for the leftovers a farmer's wife is 
about to feed to her pig. In this whole portion of the novel, in which 
Jane moves through the landscape utterly alone, there is a strong 
counterpull between female self-immolation—the temptation of pas
sive suicide—and the will and courage which are her survival tools. 

She is literally saved from death by two sisters, Diana and Mary, 
living in a parsonage with their brother, the clergyman St. John Rivers. 
Diana and Mary bear the names of the pagan and Christian aspects of 
the Great Goddess—Diana or Artemis, the Virgin huntress, and Mary 
the Virgin Mother. These women are unmarried bluestockings; they 
delight in learning; in their remote parsonage they study German and 
read poetry aloud. They live as intellectual equals with their brother; 
yet with Jane in her illness and convalescence, they are maternally 
tender and sensitive. As time passes and Jane recovers and begins to 
teach in the village school, Diana and Mary become her friends; for 
the first time since the death of Helen Burns she has an intellectually 
sympathetic companionship with young women of her own age. 

Once again, a man offers her marriage. St. John has been observing 
her for his own purposes, and finding her "docile, diligent, dis
interested, faithful, constant, and courageous; very gentle, and very 
heroic" he invites her to accompany him as his fellow-missionary to 
India, where he intends to live and die in the service of his God. He 
needs a helpmate to work among Indian women; he offers her marriage 
without love, a marriage of duty and service to a cause. The cause is 
of course defined by him; it is the cause of patriarchal religion; self-
denying, stern, prideful and ascetic. In a sense he offers her the destiny 
of Milton's Eve: "He for God only, she for God in him." What St. John 
offers Jane is perhaps the deepest lure for a spiritual woman, that of 
adopting a man's cause or career and making it her own. For more than 
one woman, still today, the felt energy of her own existence is still 
diffuse, the possibilities of her life vague; the man who pressures to 
define it for her may be her most confusing temptation. He will give 
shape to her search for meaning, her desire for service, her feminine 
urge toward self-abnegation: in short—as Jane becomes soon aware— 
he will use her. 

But St. John is offering Jane this "meaning" under the rubric of 



JANE EYRE: T H E TEMPTATIONS OF A MOTHERLESS WOMAN 4 8 1 

marriage—and from this "use" of herself she draws back in healthy 
repulsion. 

Can I receive from him the bridal ring, endure all the forms of 
love (which I doubt not he would scrupulously observe) and know 
that the spirit was quite absent? Can I bear the consciousness that 
every endearment he bestows is a sacrifice made on principle? No: 
such martyrdom would be monstrous. 

As his curate, his comrade, all would be right: I would cross 
oceans with him in that capacity; toil under Eastern suns, in Asian 
deserts with him . . . admire and emulate his courage and devotion 
. . . smile undisturbed at his ineradicable ambition; discriminate 
the Christian from the man; profoundly esteem the one, and 
freely forgive the other. . . . But as his wife—at his side always, 
and always restrained, and always checked—forced to keep the 
fire of my nature continually low . . . this would be unendurable. 

"If I were to marry you, you would kill me. You are killing me 
now." [she tells him] 

His lips and cheeks turned white—quite white. 
"I should kill you—I am killing you? Your words are such as 

ought not to be used—they are violent, unfeminine [sic!] and 
untrue. . . ." 

So she refuses his cause; and so he meets her refusal. In the meantime 
she has inherited an income; she has become independent; and at this 
point an extrasensory experience calls her back to Thornfield. 

IX 

"Reader, I married him." These words open the final chapter of Jane 
Eyre. The question is, how and why is this a happy ending? Jane returns 
to Thornfield to find it "a blackened ruin"; she discovers Rochester, 
his left hand amputated and his eyes blinded by the fire in which he 
vainly attempted to save the life of his mad wife. Rochester has paid 
his dues; a Freudian critic would say he has been symbolically castrated. 
Discarding this phallic-patriarchal notion of his ordeal, we can then 
ask, what kind of marriage is possible for a woman like Jane Eyre? 

Certainly not marriage with a castrate, psychic or physical. (St. John 
repels Jane in part because he is emotionally castrated.) The wind that 
blows through this novel is the wind of sexual equality—spiritual and 
practical. The passion that Jane feels as a girl of twenty or as a wife of 
thirty is the same passion—that of a strong spirit demanding its 
counterpart in another. Mr. Rochester needs Jane now— 

" . . . to bear with my infirmities . . . to overlook my deficiencies." 
"Which are none, sir, to me." 
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She feels, after ten years of marriage, that "I am my husband's life 
as fully as he is mine." This feeling is not that of romantic love or 
romantic marriage. 

To be together is for us to be at once as free as in solitude, as gay 
as in company. W e talk—I believe, all day long; to talk to each 
other is but a more animated and an audible thinking. 

Coming to her husband in economic independence and by her free 
choice, Jane can become a wife without sacrificing a grain of her Jane 
Eyre-ity. Charlotte Brontë sets up the possibility of this relationship in 
the early passages of the Thornfield episode, the verbal sparring of this 
couple who so robustly refuse to act out the paradigms of romantic, 
Gothic fiction. W e believe in the erotic and intellectual sympathy of 
this marriage because it has been prepared by the woman's refusal to 
accept it under circumstances which were mythic, romantic, or sexually 
oppressive. The last paragraphs of the novel concern St. John Rivers: 
whose ambition is that of "the high master-spirit, which aims to a place 
in the first rank of those who are redeemed form the earth—who stand 
without fault before the throne of God, who share the last victories of 
the Lamb, who are called, and chosen, and faithful." W e can translate 
St. John's purism into any of a number of kinds of patriarchal arrogance 
of our own day, whether political, intellectual, aesthetic, or religious. 
It is clear that Charlotte Brontë believes that human relations require 
something quite different: a transaction between people which is 
"without painful shame or damping humiliation" and in which nobody 
is made into an object for the use of anybody else. 

In telling the tale of Jane Eyre, Charlotte Brontë was quite conscious, 
as she informed her publisher, that she was not telling a moral tale. 
Jane is not bound by orthodoxy, though superficially she is a creature 
of her time and place. As a child, she rejects the sacredness of adult 
authority; as a woman, she insists on regulating her conduct by the 
pulse of her own integrity. She will not live with Rochester as his 
dependent mistress because she knows that relationship would become 
destructive to her; she would live unmarried with St. John as an inde
pendent co-worker; it is he who insists this would be immoral. The 
beauty and depth of the novel lie in part in its depiction of alterna
tives—to convention and traditional piety, yes, but also to social and 
cultural reflexes internalized within the female psyche. In Jane Eyre, 
moreover, we find an alternative to the stereotypical rivalry of women; 
we see women in real and supportive relationship to each other, not 
simply as points on a triangle or as temporary substitutes for men. 
Marriage is the completion of the life of Jane Eyre, as it is for Miss 
Temple and Diana and Mary Rivers; but for Jane at least it is marriage 
radically understood for its period, in no sense merely a solution or a 
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goal. It is not patriarchal marriage in the sense of a marriage that stunts 
and diminishes the woman; but a continuation of this woman's crea
tion of herself. 

SANDRA M. GILBERT 

A Dialogue of Self and Soul: Plain Jane's Progressf 

* * * W e tend today to think of Jane Eyre as moral gothic, "myth 
domesticated," Pamela's daughter and Rebecca's aunt, the archetypal 
scenario for all those mildly thrilling romantic encounters between a 
scowling Byronic hero (who owns a gloomy mansion) and a trembling 
heroine (who can't quite figure out the mansion's floor plan). Or, if 
we're more sophisticated, we give Charlotte Brontë her due, concede 
her strategic as well as her mythic abilities, study the patterns of her 
imagery, and count the number of times she addresses the reader. But 
still we overlook the "alarming revolution" * * * which "followed the 
invasion of Jane Eyre." "Well, obviously Jane Eyre is a feminist tract, 
an argument for the social betterment of governesses and equal rights 
for women," Richard Chase somewhat grudgingly admitted in 1 9 4 8 . 
But like most other modern critics, he believed that the novel's power 
arose from its mythologizing of Jane's confrontation with masculine 
sexuality. 

Yet, curiously enough, it seems not to have been primarily the 
coarseness and sexuality of Jane Eyre which shocked the Victorian 
reviewers (though they disliked those elements in the book), but * * * 
its "anti-Christian" refusal to accept the forms, customs, and standards 
of society—in short, its rebellious feminism. They were disturbed not 
so much by the proud Byronic sexual energy of Rochester as by the 
Byronic pride and passion of Jane herself, not so much by the asocial 
sexual vibrations between hero and heroine as by the heroine's refusal 
to submit to her social destiny: "She has inherited in fullest measure 
the worst sin of our fallen nature—the sin of pride," declared Miss 
Rigby. * * * 

[But Jane's] story, providing a pattern for countless others, is * * * 
a story of enclosure and escape, a distinctively female Bildungsroman 
in which the problems encountered by the protagonist as she struggles 
from the imprisonment of her childhood toward an almost unthinkable 
goal of mature freedom are symptomatic of difficulties Everywoman 
in a patriarchal society must meet and overcome: oppression (at Gates
head), starvation (at Lowood), madness (at Thornfield), and coldness 




