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There are many kinds of power, used and unused, acknowledged or otherwise. 
Audre Lorde, "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power" 

Now that I understand, I like to 
think of your terror—handed a girl 
mad with love, her long fresh 
raw body thin as a pared 
soap, breasts round and high and 
opalescent as bubbles of soap, 
laid across your legs, 18, 
untouched. I like to understand your 
terror, now, the way you took her, 
deflowering her as you'd gut a fish, 
leaving in the morning with tídk of a wife 

Sharon Olds, "Poem to My First Lover" 

In Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre (1847)—a novel that Judith Kegan 
Gardiner describes as "perhaps the most influential female novel of 
development" in English literary history (p. 125)—the focus of Brontë's 
narrative remains firmly fixed upon Jane's struggle toward selfliood and the 
potentially positive, loving relationship such selfliood might aflbrd.^ Although 
Jane's journey, fi-aught with hardship and misfortune, ends with her marriage 
to Edward Rochester, Brontë never allows the reader to lose sight of her 
particularity and the details of her humanity; Jane never becomes a caricature 
within a traditional romance, subject to the whims of generic conventions as a 
mere appendage to Rochester or depicted in terms of his manhood instead of 
her womanhood. Because of her own inner strength, characterized by a 
remarkable resiliency and resolve, Jane refiises to marry Rochester until he is 
left in a position of physical dependence, creating an association that affords 
greater equality to Jane in the marital relationship than most women enjoyed 
during the Victorian era.® Before this moment in the novel, any commitment 
on Jane's part would have suggested a compromise of sorts with portents of a 
dismal fliture leading Jane away fi-om, rather than toward, a complete and 
healthy realization of self 

But that is Jane's story. Within the same novel, Brontë fashions a 
character who exists as nothing more than a plot device. In the person of 
Bertha Mason, Brontë confi-onts Jane and the reader with an ethical dilemma 
of great import. Sadly, for Jane this dilemma remains fixed by cultural norms 
rather than by human concerns. Jane's motivation for leaving Rochester after 
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the discovery of the "madwoman in the attic" appears to be governed, at least 
in part, by the cultural imperative that Rochester be an unmarried man at the 
time of his "wedding to Jane. Bronte devotes scant narrative space to the telling 
of Bertha Mason's story or the tragic events that have led to her bestial 
appearance. Brontë's narrative avoids encouraging the reader to concentrate 
on the consequences of Bertha's present condition, recognizing instead that 
this ghastly figure—described as a vampire and a demon, her eyes red, her face 
swollen and purple—presents Jane, and, "in turn, the reader, with the only 
obstacle to romantic fiilfillment. After disclosing that the woman who resides 
in the attic in a tortured and feverish state is indeed Rochester's wife, Brontë 
carefully guides the reader, along with Jane, away from Thomfield Hall. Jane 
belatedly receives a brief account of Bertha's fiery demise—an event of horrific 
and pathetic proportions that ironically allows Jane to fiilfill her desire for a 
relationship with Rochester. 

In fVide Sargasso Sea (1966), Jean Rhys focuses our attention upon Bertha 
Mason's condition, insisting that she be allowed to tell her own story despite 
Rochester's successfiil efforts to shun and silence her in Brontë's narrative. 
While Brontë's story may be lauded for its own brave determination in 
making Jane a complete and particular self, it must be acknowledged that 
within the narrative spaces of Jane Eyre Bertha has no particularity. She 
remains a flat figure in a Gothic painting, a brief player in the master narrative 
of Jane and Rochester's blessed union. 'Quite simply, she is a slave to a story 
that needs her madness, her physical suffering, and viltimately her death to 
function. The story demonstrates no concern for her humanity; eliding over 
her personal history with vague descriptions of inheritêd madness and 
drunkenness, of West Indian blood and miscegenation. No one searches 
beyond this gruesome mask of race-driven caricature, and, as expected. Bertha 
slowly sinks beneath a sea of assumptions and half-truths that have little to do 
with her individual humanity. 

Particularity is, of course, the very essence that makes us most human. In 
the long and ugly history of human exploitation—^whether that exploitation 
be racist or classist or sexist in nature—the common denominator has been 
the oppressor's ability to lose sight of the victim's particularity. One of the 
chief instruments used in the oppression and exploitation of others continues 
to be the act of silencing the victims. Without the freedom to tell their own 
stories, the oppresised become the easy prey of the oppressor who fills the 
silence where the words of the victimized should be heard with distorted 
stories that must ñmction in untruths and generalities. An awareness of 
particular individual characteristics requires a knowledge, often intimate, of 
another's personhood, and—although such knowledge does not necessarily 
bring to an end such evils as racism—it exposes, nevertheless, the system of 
lies necessary for the fixnctioning of such hate-driven activities. In an act that 
might best be described as ethical intertextuality, Rhys travels into the past 
and across the ocean to offer Bertha Mason a voice, ^jid thus fVide Sargasso Sea 
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begins clearly and resolutely with Antoinette Cosway recounting her 
childhood, her family, and ultimately her loss of particularity and self as her 
unnamed husband's mad wife. Using recent insights in ethical criticism, this 
essay will reveal the manner in which Rhys explicitly composes a moral 
corrective for Rochester's silencing of Bertha in Jane Eyre. Such a reading of 
Wixie Sargasso Sea will also demonstrate the ways in which Rhys's novel allows 
Bertha's story to finally be told, providing readers with the capacity for 
glimpsing the particularity in Antoinette and for understanding her tragedy. 

Because of its emphasis upon repairing the cultural and social injustices of 
the human community, ethical criticism possesses the propensity for producing 
meaningfiil critiques of texts such as Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea and their 
narration of the tragedies of colonialism. By using the interpretive strategies 
established by the ongoing project of ethical criticism, theorists such as Wayne 
C. Booth and Martha C. Nussbaum advocate the interpretive power of the 
ethical paradigm, as well as the value of its critical macl^ery to scholarly 
investigations regardmg the, nature of literary character and the cultural 
landscapes of fiction. In Love's Knowledge: Essays on Philosophy and Literature 
(1990), Nussbaum illustrates tlje nature .of ethical criticism's recent eptiergence 
as a viable interpretive paradigm: "Questions about justice, about well-being 
and social distribution, about moral realism and relativism, about the nature of 
rationality, about the concept of the person, about the emotions and desires, 
about the role of luck in hvmian life—all these and others are debated firom 
many sides with considerable excitement and even urgency" (p. 169-70). In its 
desire to examine the ethical nature of artistic works, ethical criticism* seeks to 
create a meaningfiil bond between the life of the narrative and the life of the 
reader.' In addition to fimctioning as a self-reflexive means for critics to 
ekplain the contradictory emotipns and problematic moral stances that often 
mask literary characters, ethical criticism emphasizes the Aristotelian ideal of 
living well in the sense of livijig a moral life, and its .readings of texts morally 
contextualise the social questions texts provoke. In this way, ethical criticism 
evokes the particularly "human character" (p. 10) of literature that Tobin 
Siebers extols the naerits of in The Ethicsßf Criticism (1988). 

The contemporary practice of ethical criticism finds its origins in the 
reader-response theories of Louise Rosenblatt, as well as in the moral 
philosophy of such thinkers as Nussbaum, Bernard Williams, and Iris 
Murdoch. In The Reader, the Text, the Poem: The Transactional Theory of the 
Literary Work (1978), Rosenblatt devotes particular attention to the notion of 
"efferent" reading, an interpretive methodology in which readers primarily 
interest themselves in what will be derived materially fi-om the reading 
experience (p. 23-25).^ According to Rosenblatt, efferent readers reflect upon 
the verbal symbols in literature, "what the symbols designate, what they may 
be contributing to the end result that [^the reader^ seeks—the information, the 
concepts, the guides to action, that will be left with (^the reader^ when the 
reading is over" (p. 27). The reflective nature of efferent reading underscores 
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the interpretive power of ethical criticism as means of literary critique, 
especially as a tool for addressing the moral and interpersonal qualities of 
fiction. Moral philosophy often provides ethical critics with intellectual insight 
into the most vexing issues inherent in human experience, from the nature of 
selfhood and love to the often divergent qualities of goodness, evil, and 
romantic commitment. As Williams notes in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy 
(1985), "Critical reflection should seek for as much shared understanding as it 
can find on any issue, and use any ethical material that, in the context of the 
reflective discussion, makes some sense and commands some loyalty. The only 
serious enterprise is living," Williams adds, "and we have to live after the 
reflection" (p. 117).® The diversity of postcolonial theories and literatures 
themselves demand "critical reflection" about the "serious enterprise" of living. 
Such essential texts as Aimé Césaire's Discourse on Colonialism (1955) and 
Frantz Fanon's Black Skin, White Masks (1952), for example, insist that the 
destructive ethics of colonialism be excavated, that the texts of the oppressor 
be revised and reconceived in the voices of the long oppressed, and that a kind 
of moral repair might occur in the retelling of the many different histories 
nearly destroyed by the monolithic truth of western "civilization.""* 

By narrating Antoinette's experiences in Wide Sargasso Sea, Rhys offers an 
ethical response to the sentimental story of love and sexuality that Jane seems 
to espouse in Brontë's novel. In addition to affording Antoinette with a fnmm 
for revealing her own pre-Bertha self and sexuality, Rhys—^in a moment of 
tremendous ethical proportion—allows Rochester to narrate his own 
perspective of the story despite the manner in which he silences Bertha in Jane 
Eyre. Rhys permits her readers, Carole Angier notes, "to see the world from 
the enemy's point of view" (p. 529). Antoinette's and her husband's stories— 
when read together—^provide readers with a vivid and contrasting depiction of 
the particularities of Antoinette's self, as well as with a stark rendering of the 
ways in which her husband ultimately manipulates and controls her sense of 
humanity with his corrosive ethics of race and gender. Rhys's deliberate usage 
of an atemporal, dreamlike narrative structure in Antoinette's West Indies 
allows the novelist to underscore the notions of possession and control as they 
relate to the harsh reality of Rochester's England. If nothing else, Rhys's 
intertextual ethics exposes the ways in which people often use race and gender 
as tools to do evil to one another. An ethical reading of Rhys's novel, 
moreover, demonstrates the interconnections between gender and culture in 
Antoinette's particularity. The loss of these vital elements of her self results in 
her madness as Bertha in Brontë's novel. As Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan 
Gubar observe in The War of the Words (1988), Rhys's novel "both celebrates 
and interrogates Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre by retelling the tale from the 
silenced perspective of Bertha Mason Rochester" (p. 208). Yet Wide Sargasso 
Sea accomplishes so much more than merely critiquing the inequalities that 
separate genders and races. Rhys's novel underscores the symbiotic 
relationships within such structures and demonstrates the ways in which such 
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systems ultimately damage both the oppressed and the oppressor. In the 
theoretical tradition of Césaire's boomerang effect—which argues that both 
the colonized and the colonizer become animals within the system of 
colonization—an ethical study of Wide Sargasso Sea reveals the manner in 
which humans who seek to possess and control others victimize themselves.^ 
For this reason, the ethics of sexuality that the husband, (Rochester), employs 
in Rhys's novel literally to imprison Antoinette and take her to England also 
leads to his own spiritual anguish in Jane Eyre. 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, Rhys establishes gender as a social construction that 
prevents people from recognizing the particularity in others. While her female 
characters generally possess the capacity for seeing the humanity in other 
people, Rhys's male figures often lack the ability to recognize the 
particularities inherent in other members of their human communities. In 
short, they can scarcely see beyond the limited purviews of their own selves. In 
a conversation with Antoinette's stepfather, Antoinette's mother reveals her 
capacity for seeing the humanity in her servants, while her husband confesses 
his absolute inability to recognize their particularity, their individual human 
essences: 

"You don't even like, or even recognize, the good in them," she said, "and you 
won't believe in the other side. 

"They're too damn lazy to be dangerous," said Mr. Mason. "I know that." 
"They are more alive than you are, lazy or not, and they can be dangerous and 

cruel for reasons you wouldn't understand." 
"No, I don't imderstand," Mr. Mason always said. "I don't understand at all." (p. 

32-33) 

This exchange demonstrates the manner in which gender often flmctions 
in the novel as a mechanism for determining a given character's capacity for 
registering the particularity in others. Mr. Mason and Antoinette's husband 
participate in Wide Sargasso S ed s portraits of crosscul turai marriage—^both 
representing the patriarchy of the land of their birth, England—^ultimately fail 
to register the particularity of the West Indians that they encotmter. Their 
gender and their respective sociocultural positions seem to blind them to the 
nature of the land, its people, and their lovers. 

Like Rochester, who journeys to the West Indies to find a woman with a 
sizable dowiy, Mr. Mason seems to have come to the West Indies in order to 
make money, or at least is suspected of doing so by a woman Antoinette 
overhears as she visits Coulibri [Wide Sargasso Sea, 30). While Rhys's male 
characters seem unable to recognize the particularity, of their female 
counterparts, "they can smell money," she writes (p. 29-30). Like Mr. Mason, 
Antoinette's husband demonstrates a capitalistic, patriarchal urge toward 
accumulation and possession. Although in Jane Eyre, Bertha's tragic end is the 
culmination of a devastating marriage, Antoinette and her husband begin their 
relationship on a remarkably fèrtile and optimistic note, in spite of the 
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marriage being established on an uncertain foundation of patriarchy 
possession and sheer economics. Despite his inability to see the particularity in 
most people, her husband recognizes the auspicious beauty and pleasing 
ragrance that seem to lend hope and promise to his wedding night with 

Antoinette: "Standing on the veranda I breathed the sweetness of the air," he 
muses; Cloves I could smell and cinnamon, roses and orange blossom. And an 
intoxicating freshness as if all this had never been breathed before" (p. 73). Yet 
e soon finds himself unable to perceive meaning within the landscape of his 

West Indian environs—"there are blanks in my mind that cannot be filled up " 
e observes. The Englishman's regard for his incipient relationship with his 

new wife proves to be even less promising: "It was all very brightly coloured 
v e r y  s t r a n g e ,  b u t  i t  m e a n t  n o t h i n g  t o  m e , "  h e  c o n f e s s e s ;  " n o r  d i d  s h e "  ( p .  7 6 ) .  
Antoinette later admonishes her husband for his remarkable inability to 
listen to the particularities and detaüs that life offers. "You have no right to 

ask questions about my mother and father," she remarks, "and then refiise to 
listen to my answer" (p. 129). Rather than allow himself to consume 
Antoinette s narrative of her troubled past, he shuns her humanity and opts to 
construct his own version of her reality. 

While Antoinette functions as a mere possession in her husband's ethically 
vacant worid she has the capacity for seeing the particularity in others. Yet 
like Christophme, her confidante and protector, Antoinette often manipulates 
the particularity of those who inhabit her world. Although he remains utterly 
unable to recognize the humanity in his bride-to-be, Antoinette easily discerns 
his particularity as their wedding night approaches, even going so far as to 
misread his persona because of her own good nature. In his narrative of the 
events precedmg their marriage, he describes his first experiences at 
Antoinette s family estate in the Windward Islands: 

The room beyond was larpr and emptier. There were two doors, one leading to the 
veran a, the other very slightly open into a small room. A big bed, a romid table by 
its sid^two chairs, a surprising dressing-table with a marble top and a large looking-
glass. Two wreaths of frangipani lay on the bed. 

"Am I expected to wear one of these.? And when?" 
I crowned myself with one of the wreaths and made a face in the glass. "I hardly 

thmk it suits my handsome face, do you?" 
You look like a king, an emperor." 

"God forbid " I said and took the wreath off. It fell on the floor and as I went 
towards the wmdow I stepped on it. (p. 73-74) 

Antoinette clearly sees his particularity in this scene, yet her love for him 
prompts her to misread his humanity. "You look like a king," she remarks 
misinterpreting his particularity as regal in nature. He crushes the frangipani 
wreath, just as he wül soon deflower—and ultimately possess—Antoinette in 
that very room. Yet Rhys deliberately avoids allowing readers to perceive 
Antomette as a mere victim in Wide Sargasso Sea. In an eariier scene, Rhys 
narrates Antoinette's cunous relationship with her mother's servants an 
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association that-Antoinette explicitly perceives and manipulates as a source 43/ 
power over Tia, her childhood companion and servant.. Tia repays Antçinette 
by throwing a stone at her face after thç family's plantation workers burn 
down their estate at Coulibri. When Antoinette looks into the eyes of her 
friend, she. not only glimpses Tia's humanity, but recognizes her own 
particularity as well: "We stared at each other, blood on my face, tears on 
hers," Rhys writes; "it was as if I saw myself Like in a looking-gláss" (p. 45). 
As Lee Erwin notes, "Even as she plaims_ to be seeing 'herself,' she is 
simultaneously seeing the other" (p. 145). 

Lil^e Antoinette, Christophine possesses the ability for seeing the 
particularity in óthers, although her powers of recognition seem even more 
potent than her friend's. Antoinette looks to Christophine as a source of 
strength and protection in the novel, ä role thät Christophine accepts with 
great passion and resolve. In contrast with Antoinette,-Christophine perceives 
the ways in which men elevate the notidn of possession over the recognition of 
particularity. Christophine, the novel's principal moral focalizer, refuses to be 
the property of any man; to her, men àre all about the economic and spiritual 
possession of women. Christophine explains to Antoinette that for this reason 
all of her children have different fathers because she will not allow any maTT to 
possess her or mitigate her economic freedom and individuality, the essences of 
her particularity: 

All women, all colours, nothing bulj fools. Three children I have. One living in this 
world, each one a different fâthçr, but no husband. I thank God. I keep my money. I ' 
don't give it to no worthless man. (p. lio) 

Similarly, "Christophine feasily recognizes the evil that lingers in Antoinette's 
l^usband's nature, the dark particularities of his «persona that will end in 
Antoinette's ruin. During their conversation as he begins to assert his new 
wife à madness, Christophine admonishes him for his innate desires for 
possession rather than a folly realized union with Antoinette: 

Everybody know that you marry her for her money and^you take it all. And thén you 
want to break her up, because you jealous of her. She is more better than you, she 
have better blood in her and she don't care for moiley—iVs nothing for her. Oh I see 
that first time I look at you. You young but you alreády hard. You fool the girl. You 
make her think you can't see the sim for looking at her. (p. 152) 

Chnstophine's capacity for glimpsing the minute particulars of Rochester's evil 
nature despite his own inability to recognise the humanity in others— 
underscores the tragic nature of his marriage to^ Antomette. Their 
relationship, the resvilt of a patriarchal efconomic system that celebrates 
possession over particularity, is simply doomed to failure.' 

Rhys's carefol depiction of Daniel Cosway, Antoinette's estranged and 
iniquitous half-brother, offers a meaningfol exception to the rolé of gender in 

Sargasso Sea as a mechanism for recognizing the humanity of others. 
Daniel possesses the feminine capacity for registering particularity, yet, as a 
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man, he manipulates this knowledge of others to achieve his evil ends. In this 
way, he uses his female qualities to accomplish his masculine desires.^ In his 
cryptic letter to Rochester about Antoinette's past and their mother's descent 
into madness, Daniel reveals his capacity for perceiving particularity, despite 
his plans to manipulate his knowledge for financial gain: 

I hear you young and handsome with a kind word for all, black, white, also coloured. 
But I hear too that the girl is beautiful like her mother was beautiful, and you bewitch 
with her. She is in your blood and your bones. By night and by day. But you, an 
honourable man, know well that for marriage more is needed than all this. (p. 98) 

While Daniel intentionally misreads this personality—describing him, for 
example, as an "honourable man" who cares about the interpersonal aspects of 
marriage—^he nevertheless evinces an ability to register particularity and its 
interconnections with conmiunal affairs. He provides Antoinette's husband 
with a legitimate and insightfiil critique, for example, of Richard Mason's 
slippery intentions: "Richard Mason is a sly man and he will tell you a lot of 
nancy stories, which is what we call lies here, about what happen at Coulibri 
and this and that. Don't listen," Daniel writes; "make him answer—^yes or no" 
(p. 99). Rhys's depiction of Daniel's letter to Antoinette's husband in the novel 
offers insight into Daniel's humanity—despite his ethically questionable 
intentions—as well as his capacity for understanding the power of 
particularity and details, themselves the very tools of storytellers and the ways 
in which they construct different versions of reality. 

When he chooses to blackmail Rochester, however, Daniel participates in 
the same system of patriarchal economics that Rhys critiques through the 
Englishman's marriage to Antoinette.' Like Antoinette's husband, Daniel 
employs his sister's marriage for material gain. Dviring his negotiation, Daniel 
reveals the mascviline portion of his persona, a segment of his humanity driven 
by an innate desire for possession and control. "Must be you deaf you don't 
hear people laughing when you marry her," he says; "don't waste your anger 
on me, sir. It's not I fool you," he adds, "it's I wish to open your eyes" (p. 125). 
By merging Daniel's female and male qualities, Rhys produces a 
simultaneously more damning and more hopefiil critique of humanity—^an 
ethical corrective for the human atrocities that she glimpses within the subtext 
of Bertha's story in Jane Eyre. Through her characterization of Daniel, Rhys 
forces us to recognize that all humans possess the capacity for manipulating 
interpersonal situations and power structures in their favor. Yet Rhys also 
demonstrates via her depiction of Daniel that humans possess the ability, 
regardless of gender, to see the particularity in others. 

Rhys devotes special attention in her novel to the manner in which 
sexuality—and, indeed, sexual intercourse itself—is bound up in our notions 
of humanity, of what it means to be human. Clearly, sex and sexuality are 
significant particulars in the composition of Antoinette and her husband 
(Rochester), revealing dramatically different perspectives that seem to 

70 



represent the division between holistic and dualistic thought. As Raymond A. 
Belliotti succmctly explams in his analysis of the history of sex and ethical 
behavior, traditional Western morality concerning sex finds its origins in "a 
sharp dualism between mortal human bodies and immortal human souls" (p. 
315). While this unfortunate dichotomy enjoys historical precedence due in 
great part to the thought of the Pythagoreans and Stoics of ancient Greece, it 
neglects to account for the Hebraic customs of the Old Testament that 
embraced the fleshliness of human life and celebrated the joy of human 
sexuality and its essential, innate, and natural place in the act of human being. 
Despite the fact that Judaism overturns Greek dualism—an idea that the 
Christian New Testament also disputes—the thought of early church fathers, 
like Augustine or Aquinas, appears to have been affected both by their 
conception of original sin and the strong influence of Greek philosophy in the 
Western world. As Belliotti recounts, many in the church believed that all 
sexual desire after the fall of Adam and Eve was "tainted with evil because of 
its source. Moreover, original sin itself was thought to be transmitted 
generationally through sexual intercourse" (p. 317). For this reason, many of 
the attitudes espoused by Anglo and European cultures toward sexuality, and, 
in turn, selfliood result from a dualistic, patriarchal understanding of 
Christianity, one that denigrates the human body and celebrates the human 
soul. 

In Wide Sargasso Sea—and, indeed, in the metatextual crevices of Jane 
Eyre Antoinette's husband (Rochester) appears to sanction such a dualistic 
view of sex and his own sexuality. His discomfort with his physical 
relationship with Antoinette stems from his fear of simultaneously indulging 
his emotional and spiritual selves. Unsure of himself in the West Indies, he 
clearly wishes to return to England, where he can reestablish control over his 
identity and its various physical and emotional components. He cannot fathom 
this gulf between his physical and emotional worlds without first ensuring the 
possession of his own fleshly desires, as well as control over Antoinette's 
sexuality. In The Therapy of Desire; Theory and Practice in Hellenistic Ethics 
(1994), Nussbaum argues that "in our time, when religious sources of 
individual salvation are widely mistrusted, personal erotic love (along with 
other secular sources of value) has come, even more intensely, to bear the 
weight of many people's longing for transcendence, for a perfection more than 
earthly, for mysterious union with that perfection" (p. 142). While the nature 
of being human requires concurrent and mysterious states of sexual, physical, 
and spiritual existence, Antoinette's husband seems unable to reconcile these 
aspects of himself, perhaps because of his patriarchal. Christian culture. His 
inability to recognize the particularity in others proves equally debilitating to 
his sense of self, for it isolates him from the other sensate beings who might 
provide him with the interpersonal refuge that he craves. His only remedy for 
this state of spiritual and physical crisis is to reestablish control over his 
personal universe, to take possession of the world around him. 
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During his narrative portion of fFide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette's husband 
frequently refers to the dreamhke nature of his experience in the West Indies. 
Clearly dislocated in this section of the novel, he finds himself troubled by the 
tropical climate and the fecundity of its vegetation. Trapped by the island's 
natural landscape, Rochester complains about the vivid, h3rper-sensualized 
nature of his surroundings: "Everything is too much, I felt as I rode wearily 
after her. Too much blue, too much purple, too much green. The flowers too 
red, the mountains too high, the hills too near" (p. 70). The island's tropical 
landscape simply presents him with more than he can possibly possess. In 
contrast with her husband, Antoinette finds comfort in the green light that 
seems to bathe everything in possibility. Rather than filling her with 
revulsion, the island's tropical landscape intermingles with Antoinette's 
memories: "All the flowers in the world were in our garden and sometimes 
when I was thirsty," she muses. "I licked raindrops from the Jasmine leaves 
after a shower" (p. 131-32). Antoinette's sensual memories of their 
surroundings and her love of nature lead Antoinette's husband to conflate her 
with the suffocating tropical environment that so troubles him. He must 
possess her completely, much as he seeks to possess and control his 
environment. While at times he admits that "it was a beautiful place," he 
worries about the island's "alien, disturbing, secret loveliness" (p. 87). 

In his narrative, he offers multiple references to the island's dreamlike 
nature and the feelings of dislocation that he experiences. In dreams, we often 
lose control of our flesh; such a state proves particularly disturbing for a figure 
like Antoinette's husband, who subscribes to Western notions of duality and 
insists upon the elevation of the soul, or the consciousness, over the flesh. It is 
precisely this lack of control that prompts him to seek a means for reasserting 
dominion over his dreamlike experiences. His inability to deal with the 
dreamlike quality of the West Indies heightens his desire to return to 
England, where the cold, gray, and tangibly concrete environment offers him a 
sense of control that he lacks on the island. For this reason, the reality of 
England seems invaluable to his sense of self. Its environment lacks the 
island's vibrant colors that distract and torment him with his inability to truly 
possess them all, to control their multitudinous particularity. When 
Christophine chides him for only marrying Antoinette for her dowry and for 
disturbing her natural existence in the island's tropical clime, he confesses that 
"I would give my life to undo it. I would give my eyes never to have seen this 
abominable place" (p. 161). Yet the tragedy of their young marriage finally 
provides him with a reason for retreating to England and its promises of 
control and self-sufficiency. 

When his "little love" for Antoinette fades under the clouds of jealousy 
and suspicion constructed by Daniel, she attempts to win back his love with 
obeah, a love potion provided by Christophine.® The potion sickens him, 
however, and makes him feel as if he had been "buried alive" (p. 137)—the 
ultimate loss of self-possession that problematizes the totality of his 
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experiences in the West Indies. His utter loss of control in this instance 
prompts him to seek his revenge through a sexual liaison with Amélie—a tryst 
that arises from his unhealthy sexual ethics and from the disunion between his 
physical and emotional selves. This final rejection of Antoinette results in her 
madness and their fatefiil voyage to Thomfield Hall, where he can imprison 
and finally possess his wife, while simultaneously recovering his sense of self in 
the comforting environment of his youth. Ironically, in Jane Eyre, while 
Rochester for a time recovers his sense of self in England, he cannot escape 
fiilly the complexity of his past. After being exposed as a bigamist and 
suffering the pain of Jane's brief exit from his life, Rochester is blinded and 
maimed while attempting to rescue Bertha/Antoinette from her fiery 
destruction atop Thomfield Hall. In this sense, Antoinette's victimizer 
becomes a victim, the textual circle of Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea 
becomes complete, and Rochester fmally earns Brontë's merciful fate for him 
when he recovers just enough of his vision to glimpse his newborn son. For 
Rochester, the earth [^was^ no longer a void" and he could acknowledge "with 
a full heart. . . that God had tempered judgment with mercy" (p. 440). 

While Rhys's novel provides this character with a forum for narrating his 
bitter past and its role in the long road to salvation that culminates in Jane 
Eyrés optimistic conclusion, Wide Sargasso Sea's most significant contribution 
to our understanding of the mad woman in Brontë's novel lies in Rhys's 
depiction of Antoinette's tragic loss of particularity. During the early, happy 
days of her marriage, Antoinette reveals a romantic and strangely foreboding 
vision of the England that consumes his thoughts. "Is it tme," she asks her 
husband, that England is like a dream.^ Because one of my friends who 
married an Englishman wrote and told me so," she continues; "she said this 
place London is like a cold dark dream sometimes. I want to wake up" (p. 80). 
For Antoinette, reality Hes in her marriage in the natural setting of Granbois. 
On the island, she becomes whole, embracing fully her physical and spiritual 
selves. Here I can do as I like," she tells her husband, wishing that she would 
die because she has reached the pinnacle of happiness; 

"If I could die. Now, when I am happy. Would you do that? You wouldn't have to kill 
me. Say die and I will die. You don't believe me? Then try, try, say die and watch me 
die. ' 

Die then! Die!" I watched her die many times. ... In sunlight, in shadow, by 
moonlight, by candlelight. In the long afternoons when the house was empty. Only 
the sun was there to keep us company. We shut him out. And why not? Veiy soon 
she was as eager for whafs called loving as I was—more lost and drowned 
afterwards, (p. 92Ì 

His gentle reminders that "you are safe" produce tears of happiness for 
Antoinette, who basks in the pleasing reality of life with him. As their 
marriage quickly deteriorates under the weight of his suspicion and infidelity, 
England represents the dreamland of Antoinette's future. "When I live in 
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England," she tells Christophine, "different things will happen to me.... For I 
know that house, where I will be cold and not belonging" (p. 111). 

Yet Antoinette's disembodiment.-and^ her" los? of particularity and" self 
begins well before she arrives in the England of Jane Eyre. After her husbaîid's 
infidelity and his probing questions about her family's dark colonial päst, 
Antoinette bemoans her husband's violent decónstnìction of her happy reality 
on the island: "JDo you know what you've done'to "me?" she exclaims,' "I loved 
this place and you hâve made it" into a place t; hâte. I used to think," she 
continues, "that if êverything else went out of my life I would still have this, 
and now you have spoilt it." As he attempts to take control of Antoinette— 
indeed, as he seeks control over the natural" worlH that disturbs his ps^rdhe—^he 
renames her "Bertha" xh a maneüver that'hardly fools'lus emotiorially fragile 
wife: "Bertha is not my name. You are trying £o make me into sorrieonè else, 
calling me by another name," she remarks; "that's obéah itoo" (p. 147). He 
recognizes the totality of his control over Antoinette when she finally 
descends into madness, lying in bed iñ a near-catatónio state: "I could see 
Antoinette stretched on the bed quite still," he obserN^es, "likfe a doll...she had 
a marionette qualit/' (p. * 149-50). With kis puppei-wfife in the throes of 
insanity, Rochester takés her to Elngland and away frptíi the rçality of her life 
in the West Indies: "She'll not laugh in thè áun ágain.^. . . She said she loved 
this place," he re'marks, but "[^t^his is the last she'll see of it" (p. Í60). 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette bhce observed that "there are always two 
deaths, the real one and the one people know about" (p. 128). When her 
husband forces her to leave the island, she sufîèrs her "real" death. ''As long as 
Antoinette can remember and order the events of her memories into a 
temporal or causal sequence," KatHy Mezei perceptively observes, "then she 
can hold her life and sèlf together"' (p. 197). Once ensconced in Thornfield 
Hall, however, Antoinette's sensç of time and place becomes distorted and her 
sense of self literally befcpmes separated from her ÌGie^hly existence. Rhys 
illustrates this tragic separation' in Antoinette's brief, largely third-ferson 
narrative at the novel's conclusion. Cloistered away in ^he upper recesses of 
her husband's ancestral hoine and under the watchful eye of one* of his 
servants, Antoinette disappears forever into the piadness th^t her husband sets 
into motion by forcing .her to cede the particularity that she enjoyed in the 
jungle. Her madne^is results from the manner in which she separates the most 
significant compionents of her sèlfhoòd. Aiítáinette's particularity—^previously 
composed of her union of body and spirit during her "sweet honeymoon"— 
underscores the positive effects of a centered and healthy sexual ethics. In 
England, Antoinette registers the threads of her fading sense of self when she 
glimpses her red dress hanging in Grace Poole's press: 

The scent that came-from the dress was vefy faint at first, then it grew stronger. The 
smell of vetivert and frangipani, of cinnamon and dust and lime trees y^fhen they are 
flowering. The smell of the sun and the smell of the rain. (p. 185) 
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The dress—with its fragrant reminders of Antoinette's homeland and the 
frangipani wreaths of her wedding night—only serves to highlight her 
dislocation in the unnatural environs of England. With the details of her 
humanity seemingly lost forever on an island across the distant sea, 
Antoinette finally decides to effect her other death, the one that people will 
know about: "Now at last I know why I was brought here and what I have to 
do," she remarks as she prepares to destroy herself in the conflagration of 
Thornfield Hall. 

While Wide Sargasso Sea clearly provides Rhys, as so many critics have 
observed, with an ethical forum for narrating Bertha's past, Rhys's novel also 
succeeds in creating a dream of reconciliation between Jane Eyre and Wide 
Sargasso Sea. In addition to offering a usefiil moral corrective for Brontë's 
narration of Rochester's cloudy sins of the past in the personage of Bertha, 
Rhys forces readers to recognize Rochester's humanity without mitigating his 
awfiil culpability in Antoinette's disembodiment of self and eventual physical 
destruction. By illustrating each character's competing sexual ethics, Rhys 
demonstrates the ways in which our notions of selfhood are always contingent 
upon the influences and perspectives of other members of our communities. 
Forced into marriage because of a patriarchal system of economics, Antoinette 
and her husband's "sweet honeymoon" dissolves in the ensuing conflict 
between their contradictory senses of self and place. Tragically, Antoinette 
and her husband belatedly recognize the loss of their selves. In The Sovereignty 
of Good (1970), Murdoch argues that such forms of recognition lie in the 
mysterious and communal fabric of the self "The self, the place where we live, 
is a place of illusion," Murdoch observes, and "goodness is connected with the 
attempt to see the unself, to see and to respond to the real world in the light of 
a virtuous consciousness" (p. 93). In her intertextual effort to reclaim 
Antoinette's and Rochester's competing senses of particularity, Rhys imagines 
a world where Brontë's ill-fated lovers struggle to find solace and selfliood, if 
only fleetingly, among the brightly lit environs of a tropical past. But that is 
Antoinette's story. 

NOTES 

'Gardiner bases her assessment of Brontë's novel on her understanding of the 
matrilineal tradition in British fiction. Gardiner makes a strong case, moreover, for Rhys s 
"mothering" of Jane Eyre: "Rather than being overwhelmed by the sense that it has all been 
said before, she tells us what has never been said or said falsely" (p. 125). 

^In "Romance and Anti-Romance: From Brontë's Jane Eyre to Rhys's Wide Sargasso 
Sea," Joyce Carol Oates explains that "the tacit message" of Jane's announcement in the final 
chapter, "Reader, I married him," is that '"V married 'him'—^not that 'he' married me or 
even that 'we were married.' Jane Eyre is herself still autonomous and self-defined (p. 52). 

'For a useful definition of "ethics" and discussion of its emergence as a viable reading 
paradigm during the past decade, see Geoffrey Gait Harpham's chapter on "Ethics in Frank 
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Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin's Critical Terms for Literary Study (2nd ed., 1995). 
Understanding the plot of a narrative," Harpham writes, "we enter into ethics. Ethics will 

always be at the flashpoint of conflicts and struggles," he continues, "because such 
encounters never run smooth" (p. 404). As Booth observes in The Company PFe Keep-. An 
Ethics of Fiction (1988), "the word 'ethical' may mistakenly suggest a project concentrating 
on quite limited moral standards: of honesty, perhaps, or of decency or tolerance." In 
Booth's postulation of an ethical criticism, however, "ethical" refers to "the entire range of 
effects on the character" or person' or 'self 'Moral' judgments are only a small part of it" 
(p. 8). 

^Rosenblatt derives efferent îrovs\. the Latin ^ere, which means "to carry away" (p. 24). 
^For a variety of useful examples of the manner in which ethical critics merge moral 

philosophy with literary study, see the recent special issue of Style on Literature and Ethical 
Cnticism (1998), edited by Todd F. Davis and Kenneth Womack. In addition to debating 
ethrcal criticism's place in contemporary literary theory, the essays in this collection e^qjlore 
the moral dilemmas inherent in a variety of literary texts and genres. Contributors to the 
special issue devote particular attention to such subjects as the nature of human empathy, 
the textual ramifications of Holocaust literature, and the ethical challenges of 
autobiographical writing, among a host of other topics. 

®In her recent lectures, Margaret Urban Walker discusses literary texts as important 
instruments of "moral repair." Because such texts create spaces in which the silenced may 
once agam speak, the power of the written word begins to make inroads into the "recovery" 
of both the oppressed and the oppressor; cultures and histories once hidden or lost because 
of the tyrannical practices of those in power are reclaimed. Walker's focus on such texts 
represents an important shift in ethical criticism's attempts to bridge the often arbitrary 
break between philosophy and literary study. 

^Césaire contends that the act of colonization "dehumanizes the most civilized man; 
that colonial activity, colonial enterprise, colonial conquest, which is based on contempt for 
the native and justified by that contempt, inevitably tends to change him who undertakes it; 
that the colonizer, who in order to ease his conscience gets into the habit of seeing the other 
man as an animal, accustoms himself to treating him like an animal, and tends objectively to 
transform himself into an animal" (p. 19-20). In Wide Sargasso Sea, Rochester damages both 
Antoinette and himself when he seeks to transform her into that which she is not. 
Interestingly, Césaire formulates a rather simple but insightflil equation for the 
dehimanizing work of the colonizer: "colonization='thingification'" (p. 21). By dismissing 
the particularities inherent in Antoinette's persona, Rochester does irreparable harm to 
her, turning her into some "thing" that is not herself. Like the colonizer, Rochester takes 
away the details of Antoinette's existence, exerting his control over her via the process of 
"thingification." 

®For additional discussion regarding Rhys's critique of the patriarchy that influences 
the course of Rochester and Antoinette's marriage, see David Cowart's useful analysis in 
Literary Symbiosis: The Reconfigured Text in Twentieth-Century Writing (1993). In Wide 
Sargasso Sea, Cowart astutely remarks, "Rhys explores the socially and economically 
determmed helplessness of her women characters and the unlikelihood of their fulfillment 
under a  patriarchal  dispensation" (p.  5 l ) .  

®The capacity for registering particularity is not, of course, essentially or biologically 
gendered female or male. Rather, such a capacity is related to acculturation and the social 
positrons of minorities. Minorities, because of a general lack of power in Wide Sargasso Sea, 
have a greater impetus to read particularity. Characters in the majority like Rochester— 
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who essentially control power—need not worry about their oversights of details, for such 
blunders rarely leaä to the sort of economic punishment that he might fear the most. 

loFor additional discussion of the role of economici in Wide Sargasso Sea, see Paula Le 
Gallez's The Rhys Woman (1990) for a perceptive study of the roles of economics and 
patriarchy in Rhys's novel. "The social significance of money, its power to motivate and 
control people's lives," Le Gallez writes, "is shown to affect every character in the novel, 
regardless of status or colour" (p. 142). 
l'In, Dependence {1919), Albert Memmi addresses the role of romantic jealousy and the fear of 
loss as it relates to issues of dependency. He explains that the pain of "imaginary separation" 
created by jealousy can drive a person to dramatic and drastic action. "The jealous person 
helps, through his own actions, to bring about a separation and even to destroy the one 
thing in the world he loves most," Memmi writes. "Even more bizarre, the person can 
destroy everything, the other person and himself as well" (j). 114-1^). Rochester's jealousy 
takes on several different guises: for his brother's inheritance; for the e^e with which 
Antoinette moves in her rich and fertile culture; and, ultimately,^ for the reported 
unfaithfulness of Antoinette, an idea that Daniel Cosway cultivates in Rochester's 
imagination. As Memmi suggests, jealousy can lead one to destroy not onlj^ the object of 
one's desire but one's self as well. While Antoinette's suffering remains the most tragic— 
her innocence in becoming Rochester's dowry bride and her eventual death at the "hands" of 
this harsh husband surely grieve the reader more than Rochester's pain in Ipsing Jane 
Eyre—^we cannot ignore the ways in which his own jealousies destroy him, leaving him a 
broken man throughout much of Brontë's novel. 
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