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Abstract 

The conversation about insanity has a long history, as the existence of Ancient Greek 
documents on the theme of derangement attests. In the 18th and 19th century insanity came 
to be perceived, in Europe, as a major problem that required a solution, thus leading to 
the massive construction of asylums and to the development of studies and theories on 
mental illness. In nineteenth-century England, medical theories on madness distinguished 
between generic insanity and female insanity; the latter was understood to stem from 
implicitly feminine, biological characteristics, such as volatility, weakness, sensitivity 
and irrationality, so much so that women became increasingly liable to the label of 
insanity.  

This work investigates how Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre (1847) and Wilkie Collins's The 
Woman in White (1859) represent how the threat of being labelled insane, with the 
subsequent deterioration of mental, physical, and social integrity, was used as a weapon 
WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP��7KLV�WKHVLV�DUJXHV�WKDW�WKH�WZR�QRYHOV�GHSLFW�9LFWRULDQ�ZRPHQ�
as standing in a precarious balance among definitions of insanity. Furthermore, it will 
demonstrate that the female figures in the novels illustrate the dynamics that prevented 
Victorian women from defining themselves, due to men's desire to define them according 
to Victorian ideals of propriety; and that those women who transgressed the boundaries 
of their social role as angels in the house were liable to the label of madness. 
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Introduction 

>«@� DQG� ,� WKRXJKW� >«@� RI� WKH� VKXW� GRRUV� RI� the library; and I thought how 

unpleasant it is to be locked out; and I thought how it is worse perhaps to be locked 

in; and, thinking of the safety and prosperity of the one sex and of the poverty and 

LQVHFXULW\�RI�WKH�RWKHU�>«@��,�WKRXJKW�DW�ODVW�WKDW�LW was time to roll up the crumpled 

skin of the day, with its arguments and its impressions and its anger and its 

ODXJKWHU�>«@���:RROI 21) 

,Q� WKLV�TXRWH� IURP�9LUJLQLD�:RROI¶V�$�5RRP�RI�2QH¶V�2ZQ the author reflects on the 

condition of women; specifically, she ponders on the inequality between the two sexes in 

a society where men occupy a sheltered and advantageous position, while women are 

unsafe, they do not have access to education (the OLEUDU\���DQG�UXQ�WKH�ULVN�RI�EHLQJ�³ORFNHG�

LQ´��:RROI 21): imprisoned either physically, being allowed no freedom of movement, or 

metaphorically, being caged into a social role restraining their potentialities. Woolf was 

writing in 1929, but the problems she denounces were already a reality in the nineteenth 

century, the period this thesis takes into consideration. Indeed, the present work illustrates 

how women in Victorian England were subjected to the control of patriarchal institutions 

and of men, who, from their position of superiority, had the power to decide over them 

and imprison them. Moreover, the anger Woolf evokes mirrors the exasperation of a 

number of Victorian women, such as Florence Nightingale, who felt oppressed by the 

role of passivity and subjection Victorian society expected from, and imposed on, them.  

Through an analysis of two nineteenth-FHQWXU\�QRYHOV��QDPHO\�&KDUORWWH�%URQWs¶V�Jane 

Eyre (1847) DQG�:LONLH�&ROOLQV¶V�The Woman in White (1859), this thesis addresses the 

VXEMHFW�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�ODFN�RI�IUHHGRP�LQ�9LFWRULDQ�(QJODQG��focusing specifically on how 

women who rebelled against male oppression and overreached the boundaries of their 

social role as angels in the house were threatened with the label of insanity. Indeed, it will 

be argued that the two novels show how the threat of WKH� ODEHO� RI� ³LQVDQH�� SRVHG�on 

women's mental, physical, and social integrity was used in the nineteenth century as a 

ZHDSRQ�WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP and annihilate their rebellious potential. Moreover, this 

thesis holds that the two novels depict Victorian women as standing in a precarious 

balance among definitions of insanity, and that the female characters illustrate the 



2 
 

dynamics that prevented Victorian women from defining themselves, due to men's desire 

to define them according to Victorian ideals of propriety. 

The social problems of the past this thesis addresses are, in some cases, still relevant for 

women in WRGD\¶V�society. Indeed, :RROI¶V�TXRWH�RQ�WKH�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�LQ�WKH�early 

twentieth century is, in some measure, applicable to contemporary women as well. The 

female insecurity the writer mentions was as actual in the 1920s as it was in the nineteenth 

century and it still is now, to an extent. Indeed, despite the rise of feminist movements 

and the advances in terms of women's rights, contemporary women are not yet safe: a 

portion of the population still perceives women to be men's property, and this triggers a 

series of dangerous dynamics that may culminate in femicide. The patriarchal mindset 

that in Victorian England allowed fathers or husbands to exercise legal authority and 

ownership over women still endures today in certain contexts and, although there are laws 

protecting women and asserting their rights, abusive men may resort to murder to assert 

their authority.  

Arguably, a parallel could be traced between modern day femicide and the Victorian 

practice to intern women in asylums, as both stem from a wish to punish their 

transgression of boundaries and limit their freedom. Indeed, as this thesis will show, when 

Victorian women demonstrated self-assertion and requested freedom, or evaded the strict 

behavioural schemes of propriety society imposed on them, the threat of being labelled 

as insane and the subsequent commitment to an asylum were efficient weapons for 

repressing their rebellious impulses. Similarly, a number of femicides nowadays stem 

from women¶V� GHVLUH� WR� HVFDSH� WKH� FRQWURO� DQG�� LQ� PDQ\� FDVHV�� WKH� YLROHQFH�� RI�

authoritative male partners: since these men consider their partners as property, they 

cannot accept their freedom, and, most of all, they cannot accept their being with (and 

belonging to) someone else. Hence, they claim for themselves the ultimate right to decide 

on ZRPHQ¶V life or death. As in the nineteenth century the patriarchal organisation of 

society deprived women of the right to self-determine and created a power imbalance that 

exposed them to the schemes of ill-intentioned relatives and partners, so today the 

enduring influence of patriarchal culture puts women in danger, making them feel unsafe. 

&RPSOHPHQWDU\�WR�WKH�LGHD�RI�ZRPHQ�DV�PHQ¶V�SURSHUW\�LV�WKH�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�

inferiority to men. Such notion, which constituted the fundamental assumption at the base 
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of the patriarchal system, was unquestioned in the nineteenth century, and still has 

repercussions on contemporary society. For instance, there is a significant salary gap 

between men and women, who, according to the European Commission, earn on average 

13% less than their male co-workers in European countries �³*HQGHU�3D\�*DS�(8´�. 

Women are also discriminated in their capacity to cover leading positions, so, the vast 

majority of CEOs are men. These circumstances are also linked with the idea that 

associates women to the domain of the home: indeed, the idea that women have to devote 

themselves to the family and to the raising of children, has not yet been completely 

overcome. In some countries, such as Hungary, there are laws which contribute to 

preserve and spread this outdated concept: Hungarian family policy offers tax benefits for 

women if they get married and have children. The fact that these incentives are addressed 

specifically to women, while men are excluded, reinforces the idea that women are 

designed to be the primary caretakers of children. A controversial study published by the 

Hungarian State Audit Office further attests to this tendency to perceive women as 

destined chiefly to childbearing: the study claims that there are dangers inherent in 

granting women access to higher education, and alleges that an increase in the number of 

graduated women could lead to a fall in birth rates �³Hungarians Warning´�� These 

assertions recall the Victorian conception of women as angels in the house, excluded from 

education and devoted to the care of home and children, and of men as intended for work, 

leadership, study, and leading roles in the public sphere. Indeed, the Hungarian study 

claims men are characterised by ³WHFKQLFDO� VNLOOV�� ULVN� WDNLQJ� DQG� HQWUHSUHQHXUVKLS´�

�³Hungarians Warning´�� 

The idea of female inferiority is difficult to eradicate, and, nowadays, when women are 

vocal about issues concerning gender inequality or the dangers women are exposed to in 

contemporary society, they are often labelled as men haters and hysterics. Hence, the 

main argument opposers employ to silence the voices of those women who denounce 

inequalities is the claim of irrationality, supposedly inherent in their condition of women. 

Indeed, pURWHVWLQJ� ZRPHQ� DUH� LURQLFDOO\� DFFXVHG� RI� µEHLQJ� RQ� WKHLU� SHULRG�¶� a claim 

through which accusers attempt to delegitimise their voices and dismiss their words as 

the ravings of menstruating women. Such dynamics attest to how false claims RI�ZRPHQ¶V�

biologically determined irrationality, which this thesis will point out as central elements 

in Victorian social and scientific characterisation of women, are still employed today to 



4 
 

oppose and annihilate ZRPHQ¶V�HIIRUWV�WR�GHQRXQFH�WKH�LQMXVWLFH�RI�WKHLU�FRQGLWLRQ�DQG�WR�

prompt a change in society. 

This thesis will discuss the condition of women in Victorian England, with reference to 

themes which still have repercussions on the present, such as the idea of female 

LQIHULRULW\��WKH�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ�DV�PHQ¶V�SURSHUW\�DQG�WKH�LGHDO�RI�WKH�DQJHO�LQ�WKH�

house; the main focus of this work will be the use RI�WKH�ODEHO�RI�PDGQHVV�WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�

freedom and delegitimise their voices. As previously mentioned, this subject will be 

considered through an analysis of the position of women and of insane female characters 

in two Victorian novels, Jane Eyre and The Woman in White. The comparison of these 

two novels is important since, in the observation of the profoundly different 

representations of insanity offered by the two works, it is possible to identify some points 

in common: in both novels the label of insanity is imposed on women by men, who hold 

definitional power, and exploit their power to label women as insane to control and punish 

those women who transgress the boundaries of propriety. Moreover, both novels show 

how, once a woman is labelled insane, her voice is delegitimised, and it is extremely 

difficult for her to shake off the definition imposed by men.  

This comparative close reading of the two texts falls within the disciplinary fields of 

feminist studies and health humanities, indeed, the condition of women will be analysed 

from the point of view of their mental health. Female characters¶�conformity, or non-

conformity, to social standards finds confirmation on a mental health level, since women 

are consequently labelled as sane or insane, and the label attributed to their mental health 

determines their social positioning in the story.  

In the last decades, the topic of insanity has attracted the attention of many scholars, and 

it has been widely discussed from different perspectives. Such scholars as Michel 

Foucault and Roy Porter have retraced the history of madness, while Andrew Scull 

produced a crucial study on the changeability of the concept of insanity, examining the 

legislation regulating the phenomenon of insanity in the course of the centuries and the 

reasons that led to the different conceptions of madness across the years. Other scholars, 

such as Showalter and Shuttleworth, have studied the topic of insanity from feminist 

perspectives, especially focusing on the social status that mad subjects retained in the 

Victorian period. In her seminal study The Female Malady: Women, Madness and 
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English Culture, 1830 ± 1980, Elaine Showalter, points out the sexual connotations that 

were attributed to female insanity. She investigates the different theories on insanity 

which followed one another over the course of one hundred and fifty years, studying the 

figures of prominent medical men who claimed to possess the true knowledge on female 

madness. In conclusion, she argues that the determination of female sanity or insanity in 

the Victorian period was largely dependent on the social role society had outlined for 

women. Another important FRQWULEXWLRQ�WR�WKLV�ILHOG�LV�6DPDQWKD�3HJJ¶V�³µ0DGQHVV�LV�D�

:RPDQ¶��&RQVWDQFH�.HQW�DQG�9LFWRULDQ�&RQVWUXFWLRQV�RI�)HPDOH�,QVDQLW\´��ZKHUH�VKH�

points out that, in many instances, in the Victorian period the label of madness was 

applied to women in order to explain those actions which were in contrast with the social 

behaviour expected and required from them, so that the idea of the perfect woman would 

not need to be discarded, and women could thus retain theLU�UROH�RI�³JXDUGLDQV�RI�VRFLHW\´�

(222). In other words, if a woman decided that she did not want to remain silent, and 

started to give voice to her ideas, or if she expressed discomfort in her subordinate 

position, it was convenient to point her out as a mad woman. Not only did this logic apply 

to women who rebelled to their social position, but also to women who were perceived 

as morally corrupted, since Victorian society tended to refuse to acknowledge the 

possibility that women might be imperfect.  

For what concerns madness in more general terms, its history, and the different responses 

to it over the course of the years, this thesis has taken into consideration primarily the 

work of two important scholars in the field of folly, namely, the French philosopher 

Michel Foucault and the sociologist Andrew Scull. In his work Madness and Civilization: 

a History of Insanity in the Age of Reason, Foucault analysed the development of the 

concept of insanity and the changing social response to this phenomenon over the course 

of approximately three hundred years, from 1500, when madness was perceived as a 

natural part of everyday life, to 1800, when insane individuals started to be understood as 

unnatural beings, and were often seen as a threat and a burden to society, a fraction of the 

population which needed to be isolated and locked up into asylums. On a larger scale, in 

his Madness: A Very Short Introduction Andrew Scull presented an examination of the 

different conceptions of mental illness which replaced one another over the course of the 

centuries, starting from ancient Greece and proceeding up to the twentieth century. He 

analysed the different responses to insanity and the consideration and treatments which 
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were reserved to mad people throughout over two millennia. By contrast, in his work The 

Most Solitary of Afflictions: Madness and Society in Britain, 1700-1900, Scull provided 

readers with a close up on the condition of madness in the Georgian and Victorian eras, 

focusing particularly on the evolution of the response to the mentally ill in England and 

in Wales. He analysed the socio-historical reasons that caused a shift in the conception of 

madness, from the status of unreason and beastliness which required physical detention, 

to a fluctuation towards a concept of loss of control that had to be regained through moral 

management.  

To analyse the general concept of insanity in the Victorian period medical and legal 

documents have also been considered, mainly through the work of other scholars, which 

reported extracts from medical certificates of the alleged lunatic patients and excerpts 

from nineteenth century laws and court cases dealing with insanity. However, to get more 

in depth into the question of female insanity in the Victorian era official documents do 

not suffice, since scant evidence is available among medical and legal documents 

concerning female insanity, and those data that are indeed attainable have all been 

collected by men. Therefore, the first-hand knowledge on the condition of female mental 

health as experienced by women themselves, is accessible almost uniquely through 

diaries and novels. A good example of such testimony can be found in the renowned essay 

Cassandra, by Florence Nightingale, which denounces the emptiness of Victorian 

ZRPHQ¶V� OLYHV� DQG� WKH� VWULFW� ERXQGDULHV� RI� WKH� UROH� RI� ZRPHQ� LQ� nineteenth-century 

society, a condition that was dangerous for their mental health. More deeply involved 

with the topic of insanity is the book A Blighted Life by Rosina Bulwer Lytton, which is 

a first-hand testimony of the incarceration of a sane woman in an asylum, denouncing the 

abuse of power of men towards their female relatives, who were socially, legally, and 

economically dependent upon them.  

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins are two novels 

which are profoundly entangled with the subjects of female condition and mental health 

in the Victorian period. The latter, in particular, deals precisely with a case of 

incarceration of a sane woman in a lunatic asylum at the hands of a male relative, which 

found it convenient to get rid of the wife by way of this institution. &ROOLQV¶s novel has 

been analysed from the perspective of female characters and their subordinate position: 

LQ�KHU�DUWLFOH�³7KH�0Ddwoman Outside the Attic: Eavesdropping and Narrative Agency 
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LQ� 7KH� :RPDQ� LQ� :KLWH´�� Ann Gaylin addresses the question of narrative agency, 

examining how the tenacious Marian of The Woman in White eventually loses the battle 

for definition and narrative agency, since Walter Hartright relegates her to a submissive 

position in the house, along with all the other women in the novel. Jenny Bourne Taylor 

likewise examined the theme of insanity and psychLF�LGHQWLW\�LQ�&ROOLQV¶�QRYHO: in her 

work In the Secret Theatre of Home: Wilkie Collins, Sensation Narrative, and Nineteenth-

Century Psychology Taylor analyses the influence of nineteenth century psychology on 

&ROOLQV¶V� ILFWLRQ. She includes a close reading of The Woman in White and examines 

female characters in light of nineteenth-century debates on insanity, with reference to 

ZRPHQ¶V�struggle for self-management and self-definition. $OLVRQ�0LOEDQN¶V�Daughters 

of the house: modes of the Gothic in Victorian fiction H[SORUHV� ZRPHQ¶V� SRVLWLRQ� LQ�

Victorian society, focusing specifically on the motives of female imprisonment in the 

sphere of Victorian domesticity. ,Q�WKH�FKDSWHU�³%UHDNLQJ�DQG�(QWHULQJ��:LONLH�&ROOLQV¶V�

Sensation Fiction´� VKH� IRFXVHV� RQ� The Woman in White�� SRLQWLQJ� RXW� ZRPHQ¶V�

transgression of the boundaries of domesticity and their invasion of the male sphere. 

)LQDOO\��+HOHQ�6PDOO¶V�Love's Madness: Medicine, the Novel, and Female Insanity, 1800-

1865 IHDWXUHV�DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHl, specifically exposing its connection to the 

lunacy panic of mid-nineteenth century and the influence of contemporary medical 

WKHRULHV��6KH�DOVR�DQDO\VHV�ZRPHQ¶V�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�YXOQHUDELOLW\�LQ�D�FRQWH[W�ZKHUH�PHQ�

could steal their identity and threaten them with the label of insanity.  

$V�IDU�DV�%URQWs¶V�QRYHO�LV�FRQFHUQHG��6DOO\�6KXWWOHZRUWK¶V�VWXG\�Charlotte Brontë and 

Victorian Psychology provides a detailed analysis of Brontës fiction, considering the 

theme of insanity, of sexuality and of nineteenth century medicine and psychology. 

Specifically, it links Brontë¶V�ILFWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�VRFLDO�DQG�VFLHQWLILF�FRQWH[W�RI�KHU�WLPH��

pointing out how medical and psychological assumptions of Victorian society are 

UHIOHFWHG�LQ�WKH�ZULWHU¶V�ZRUN��)RU�ZKDW�FRQFHUQV�Jane Eyre in particular, she investigates 

WKH�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�RI�%HUWKD�0DVRQ¶V�madness, and delineates a precise psychological 

analysis of the character of Jane. A number of interesting articles have been written on 

the characterisation of insanity in Jane Eyre and on the central role which men played in 

DIIL[LQJ� WKH� ODEHO� RI� PDGQHVV� RQ� ZRPHQ�� VXFK� DV� ³7KH� 0\VWHU\� DW� 7KRUQILHOG��

RepresentationV�RI�0DGQHVV� LQ� ³-DQH�(\UH´´�E\�9DOHULH�%HDWWLH� DQG�³1R�5HVW� IRU� WKH�

Wicked: Immoral Implications of Insanity and Sleeplessness in Jane Eyre´�E\�.DUHQ�%HWK�
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Strovas. In her work /RYH¶V�0DGQHVV Helen Small includes DQ�DQDO\VLV�RI�%URQWs¶V�Jane 

Eyre: she explores the characterisation of Bertha Mason as an insane woman, pointing 

out how an outdated eighteenth-century conception of madness as bestiality overlaps with 

the nineteenth-century notion of moral insanity in tKH�ILJXUH�RI�5RFKHVWHU¶V�first wife. She 

DOVR�DQDO\VHV�-DQH¶V�VWUXJJOH�IRU�VHOI-determination DJDLQVW�PDOH¶V�DWWHPSWs to define and 

label her, and points out the centrality of the power of the will in processes of female self-

determination. In the previously mentioned Daughters of the House, Alison Milbank 

proposes an analysis of the power struggles at play in Jane Eyre, particularly pointing out 

5RFKHVWHU¶V� DWWHPSWV� WR� LPSRVH� RQ� -DQH� D� QHZ� LGHQWLW\�� PDNLQJ� KHU� ILW� ZLWKLQ� WKH�

boundaries of the model of the Victorian angel in the house; attempts which Jane is able 

to contrast thanks to the strength of her desire for freedom and self-determination.  

:KLOH�WKH�WKHPH�RI�LQVDQLW\�LQ�%URQWs¶V�Jane Eyre DQG�&ROOLQV¶V�The Woman in White has 

been previously discussed, the novelty of this thesis lies in its comparison of the 

characterisation of insanity in the two novels, and specifically in an analysis of how the 

label of insanity, or the threat of such label, is used by male characters to keep women in 

a position of subjection and obedience, as Victorian society expected of them, and to 

punish those women who transgressed the boundaries of the model of the Victorian angel 

in the house.  

The first chapter of this thesis analyses the history of the concept of insanity and its 

evolution over the centuries, as well as of the legislation regulating it and of the scientific 

theories speculating on its causes and its treatments. Moreover, it delineates the position 

of women in Victorian society, exposing Victorian conceptions of women as inferior to 

men and as biologically predisposed to insanity through an analysis of nineteenth-century 

theories on female insanity and of the treatment of moral management. 

The second chapter analyses the representation of insanity in Jane Eyre and The Woman 

in White, pointing out how contemporary theories on insanity influenced the 

characterisation of mad women in the two novels.  

Lastly, the third chapter deals with the subject of ZRPHQ¶V�YRLFHV� DQG� WKHLU�HIIRUWV� WR�

assert their own definition of themselves. 7KH�FHQWUDOLW\�RI�ZULWLQJ�LQ�IHPDOH¶V�DWWHPSWV�

at self-determination will be considered, specifically referring to the writing activity of 

the two female narrators, Jane Eyre and Marian Halcombe. Finally, the complicity of 
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Victorian institutions LQ�PHQ¶V�VFKHPH�WR�VLOHQFH�DQG�HQFORVH�ZRPHQ�ZLOO�EH�addressed, 

pointing out how the patriarchal system at the base of Victorian society is the origin of 

all the sufferings women have to endure, since such a system entails the inferiority of 

women, and the consequent absolute power and control of men over them.  
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1. Context: the history of insanity, laws and scientific 
theories  

The topic of insanity has always been a fascinating one over the course of history, since 

insanity deals with derangement, something that is outside the common schemes of 

human behaviour, it is unknown, inexplicable, and therefore attracting. Such a subject has 

enthralled humanity since ancient Greece, where representations of madness can be found 

in art, as for instance in Homeric myth, but also in the field of science, where Hippocratic 

medicine was advancing the first theories on madness and its possible cures (Scull, 

Madness Introduction 21). However, it is in the seventeenth and eighteenth century that 

a growing concern with insanity started to develop, impacting all strata of society in 

different ways: the lower strata as the social class who had the highest degree of 

internment into institutions (Adair et al. 7), and the upper strata as a conversation theme 

and as a problem to be managed. The subject of insanity and its treatment was a 

fundamental component of the intellectual debate of the time (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 

29), but it soon started to be discussed among the general public, too. Indeed, it was 

generally believed that the average individual possessed the knowledge to detect mental 

illness, as well as any doctor (Leavy 97). In this context, a number of innovations took 

place: the psychiatric profession emerged, new laws appeared to regulate and control the 

mass of insane individuals, and new structures were built in order to manage this newly 

originated group (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 41, 42).   

1.1. The concept of insanity and its historical evolution 

Before proceeding to analyse the change in the status of madness over the decades, and 

the consequent institutionalisation of insanity occurred in the course of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century, particularly in England, it is essential to analyse the abstract concept 

of insanity, and especially the nature of this concept. Indeed, madness is a socially 

constructed notion, in the sense that human judgement over the nature of insanity and the 

social reaction to, and handling of, insanity have altered significantly across time and 

place. Madness is an evaluative concept (Busfield 261), that has no fixed appearance and 

no fixed boundaries; it changes according to a series of socio-political and economic 

factors, according to the discoveries in the field of medicine and to philosophical and 

psychological theories. Therefore, in the years that this thesis considers, different 
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conceptions and responses to insanity followed one another, according to the gradual 

development of new theories and changes affecting society ± such as the industrial 

revolution and scientific discoveries ± and when the understanding of insanity changed, 

its treatment evolved accordingly.  

In the span of time that extends from approximately 500 CE to the seventeenth century 

different perceptions of insanity alternated, in an interplay of religious conceptions of 

demonic possession and medical ideas on the body (Horden and Trenery 75). Different 

images of madness can be found in art and literature dating back to that period, where 

mad individuals were represented as either comical or tragical entities. Notorious mad 

FKDUDFWHUV�LQ�OLWHUDWXUH�DUH�6KDNHVSHDUH¶V�+DPOHW�DQG�2SKHOLD��EXW�WKH�WKHPH�RI�PDGQHVV�

was present also in epic poems, as for example in Orlando Furioso by the Italian 

Ludovico Ariosto, and it is a fundamental topic in Don Quixote by the Spanish Miguel de 

Cervantes. Hence, it is clear that the notion of madness has always been present over the 

course of the centuries.  

However, leaving the field of art to focus instead on the management of insanity, Andrew 

Scull asserts that the most dangerous individuals among the mad had always been 

controlled through some form of confinement (Short Introduction 38), but in the majority 

of cases families were the primary social entities that had to care for their mad (Short 

Introduction 15). It is from the mid-seventeenth century that the adoption of restrictive 

measures to deal with deranged individuals increases (Scull, Short Introduction 38), until 

it seems to become the habitual procedure. Over time, the conception of insanity had 

changed, leading to a change in the treatment of insane individuals. Indeed, in the 

eighteenth century, madness was perceived as an irreversible loss of reason, and the idea 

that reason was what distinguished human beings from other species led to the conclusion 

that mad people were like beasts, and had to be treated accordingly (Scull, Solitary 

Afflictions �����7KLV�IXQGDPHQWDO�FRQFHSWLRQ�RI�LQVDQLW\�ZDV�ZKDW�µLQVSLUHG¶�WKH�VSUHDG�

of restrictive means of controlling the mad population. Moreover, in these years, with the 

rise of the middle class, the consequent diffusion of bourgeois values of respectability, 

and the importance bourgeois society accorded to appearances, a number of wealthy 

families who had to take care of a family member with mental health issues started to 

make arrangements with individual subjects outside the family to dispose of their mad 

relatives (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 21). This allowed them to spare the social 
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embarrassment and the mental and physical effort which the caring for an insane person 

required. Accordingly, mad individuals would be sent to reside in accommodations away 

from home, isolated from their community; this achieved the double goal of limiting the 

gossip around them, and preventing those individuals who were perceived as potential 

threats from harming anyone in their neighbourhood (Scull, Short Introduction 39). 

Where a demand originated, readily a supply was provided, and in response to this new 

need for care and accommodation for deranged people a new profession soon emerged 

who undertook the mad-business (Scull, Short Introduction 39). Due to the very nature 

of the newly originated phenomenon of the madhouse, fascinating and intriguing by 

reason of its secrecy, remoteness, and overall oddness, the mad-business started to gain a 

strong hold over popular imagination, leading to the engendering of gothic fantasies 

regarding the treatment of lunatics in the care structures (Scull, Short Introduction 40,41). 

7KH� PRUH� WKH� VR� FDOOHG� ³WUDGH� LQ� OXQDF\´� �6FXOO�� Solitary Afflictions 23) grew, with 

increasing demand for care among social strata other than the wealthy ones, the more the 

market of offers also started to expand, and competition between madhouses started to 

develop (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 82). At this historical moment, the mad-business was 

an entirely private phenomenon, one which was not regulated by the law but was silently 

accepted by the institutions (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 80). Furthermore, although the 

1601 Poor Law Act acknowledged poverty to be a secular problem, one that institutions 

should tackle (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 15), in the course of the seventeenth century 

outdoor relief was supplemented by the recourse to private charitable alms houses to care 

for chronic patients (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 16). Some of these structures gradually 

became places of confinement for individuals whose mental illness made them violent or 

dangerous (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 15,16). 

The growing, unregulated trade caused an abatement of the prices which were required 

to intern a mad subject, but the costs of care did not diminish; therefore, asylum managers 

started cutting back on the nursing staff and on the general management of the structures 

(food, clothes, buildings) (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 82). This is one of the main reasons 

why the carers relied on chains and other coercive means, as well as on physical threats 

and violence, to keep the situation under control (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 82). 

Moreover, the buildings designated to the accommodation and detention of mad 

individuals were for the most part converted buildings, which were not planned on 
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purpose to hold insane patients, thus leading to structural deficiencies, and this was an 

additional cause of the resort to physical constraining in the management of the inmates 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 22). All these elements combined triggered a reaction in the 

wider public halfway between horror and fascination, and the madhouse started to be 

perceived as a place where atrocious abuses and extravagant experiments were performed 

over inmates. One madhouse in particular became the main object of interest and the 

subject of the wildest conjectures: the Bethlem Hospital for the mentally ill. More 

commonly referred to as Bedlam, this mental asylum in London was perceived as the 

arena where the battle between reason and lack thereof was fought, where unrest and 

tumult were subdued through the recurring to brutal violence and cruelty (Scull, Madness 

Introduction 27).  

The violent and coercive treatment asylum inmates underwent was largely a consequence 

of cultural assumptions about madness. As Scull writes:  

>«@�GUDJJHG�GRZQ�WR�D�VWDWH�RI�EUXWLVK�LQVHQVLELOLW\�DQG�LQFDSDFLW\�� WKH�OXQDWLF�

occupied a wholly unenviable ontological status. Legally, as those writing on the 

jurisprudence of insanity acknowledged, he or she became virtually a nonentity, 

one whose 'Promises and Contracts' were 'void and of no force' and whose 

behaviour could never attain the dignity and status of human action. (Solitary 

Afflictions 58) 

Mentally unstable people were perceived as beastly and deprived of humanity; as a 

consequence, the most common practice for treating mental illness in the eighteenth 

century was attempting to subjugate it through fear (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 69). 

1.2. Capitalist society: economy and science 

The diffusion of mental asylums is tied to the social and economic changes and scientific 

advancements that characterised the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the eighteenth 

century, English economy underwent profound changes related to the rise of the industrial 

revolution and an increasingly prominent commercialism, which was affecting all aspects 

of life (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 31). With the growth of industrial cities, English 

population was expanding rapidly, growing from around 5 million in 1700 to nearly 9 

million in1801 (White). As the population grew, so did poverty rates, and an increasingly 
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larger segment of the population had to recur to outdoor relief in order to sustain itself. 

The wealthier classes, observing that, despite the supply of outdoor relief, poverty seemed 

to increase instead of decreasing, started looking for alternatives to the system of outdoor 

relief, and became progressively attracted to the idea of institutionalising the poor, and 

the insane poor, thus originating such institutions as the workhouse and the asylum (Scull, 

Solitary Afflictions 33). 

It is in this period that a general institutionalisation of life takes place, and society is 

gripped in a mechanism where power is attained through control; a phenomenon Foucault 

has analysed in his work. The new society was no longer one constituted of subjects, but 

it now came to be made of labourers. In the capitalist mindset individuals were divided 

into able-bodied and non-able-bodied (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 36), everyone had to 

work and participate to the creation of wealth, and people were valued according to their 

ability to produce. In such a society, poor people who needed help for their sustenance 

were perceived as a burden for the productive members of society to carry, and they could 

no longer rely on outdoor relief to survive, but instead had to be rendered as productive 

as they could be (Foucault 53). This is where workhouses came into play.  

Formally conceived as a place where poor people could find a shelter and maintain 

themselves through the work provided by the institution, workhouses gradually turned 

into places of detention to keep paupers isolated from the rest of society (Newman 125), 

and where idleness and unproductivity were punished with malnutrition, hard work, 

brutality, forced child labour, the breaking up of families and unbearable life conditions. 

The Poor Law Amendment Act of 1834, also known as New Poor Law, clearly illustrates 

how Victorian society considered poverty to be caused primarily by idleness (Newman 

123), and therefore condemned it and punished it as a vile vice. The New Poor Law 

suspended the distribution of public relief, which was previously administered at a parish 

level, and instead established that all able-bodied poor who needed institutional help 

should be admitted in the workhouse (Newman 123).  

The New Poor Law made it easier for poor people to be institutionalised and consequently 

controlled, according to the mechanisms of power of the new capitalist society. Moreover, 

the system of the workhouse had a double function: on one hand it was an economic tool 

that aimed to give work to those who were confined, thus making them contribute to the 
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wealth of the whole community (Foucault 53); on the other hand it was a moral entity, 

punishing those who were guilty of idleness. Foucault summarised the situation in few 

lines: 

>«@� FRQILQHPHQW�ZDV� UHTXired by something quite different from any concern 

with curing the sick. What made it necessary was an imperative of labor. Our 

philanthropy prefers to recognize the signs of a benevolence toward sickness 

where there is only a condemnation of idleness. (Foucault 49) 

Once the issue of pauperism was addressed through the emergence of the workhouse, 

problematic individuals had to be divided into categories. During the systematic medical 

examination required for the admission to the workhouse, those individuals who were 

found to be mentally unstable, and particularly those who showed signs of being a 

potential threat for the order of the workhouse, had to be sent to an asylum within fourteen 

days from admission (Adair et al. 7). Arguably, the mechanisms activated by the New 

Poor Law were responsible for the creation of the pauper lunatic, since it was a series of 

local, institutional figures who determined the sanity or insanity of poor individuals 

(Adair et al. 3). According to Michel Foucault, the power relations which gave to one 

group (the functionaries of the new institutions) the authority to segregate the insane, was 

based on ethics: asylum and workhouse administrators functioned as moral judges over 

those people who deviated from morality; indeed, the philosopher sustained that in the 

classical age the concept of madness started to be linked to idleness, a moral sin, therefore 

isolating and punishing the mad was equivalent to condemning idleness and social 

uselessness (58). 

Nevertheless, to fully understand the status of madness in the Victorian period it is 

necessary to consider the bigger picture of Victorian society. The field of science in 

particular was extremely influential, with its new theories and discoveries. In 1859 

Charles Darwin published On the Origin of the Species, a revolutionary work that had the 

deepest impact on Victorian society, since it alleged that human beings are a species and 

that, like other animals, they evolve through a process of natural selection, and are 

eventually liable to extinction. These declarations, published by an affirmed scientist in a 

book destined not only to the scientific community, but to common readers as well, 

caused panic in Victorian society, which saw its religious belief in the almighty God of 
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creation crumble. In the agitation that followed, English society started to worry about its 

own degeneration, and an unspoken project originated, aimed at strengthening the genetic 

quality of the English population and giving birth to the perfect society. One of the 

LGHRORJLHV�WKDW�VWHPPHG�IURP�'DUZLQ¶V�FRQFHSW�RI�QDWXUDO�VHOHFWLRQ��DQG�KDG�WKH�EXLOGLQJ�

of the perfect society as its objective, was eugenics, that is, the idea that there were good 

genes in society that had to be preserved, and bad genes that needed to be isolated and 

swept away. Such genes, eugenic theories suggested, were at the origin of a wide range 

of issues, including criminality, poverty, immorality, and madness (Blackman 24). Lisa 

Blackman explains that: 

The problem of madness, criminality, vice and unemployment were understood 

as the expression of inferior primitive psychic and bodily qualities and processes 

that were mapped onto particular populations through raced, classed, sexed and 

gendered distinctions. (24)  

Therefore, English society started to isolate those individuals that were perceived as 

potential obstacles to the creation of the perfect society.  

The rise of pseudo-sciences, and specifically of phrenology and physiognomy, had a 

crucial role in justifying beliefs and convictions abut madness and derangement in 

general. These two pseudo-sciences, which claimed to be able to determine the character 

and disposition of an individual based on a study of their head (phrenology) and physical 

appearance (physiognomy), eventually became central for the determination of insanity. 

7KH�WKHRULHV�GHYHORSHG�ZLWKLQ�WKHVH�ILHOGV�PDLQWDLQHG�WKDW�PDGQHVV�ZDV�³ZULWWHQ�RQ�WKH�

ERG\´��%ODFNPDQ������DQG�FRXOG�WKHUHIRUH�EH�VSRWWHG�RXW�WKURXJK�DQ�DFFXUDWH�VWXG\�RI�WKH�

suspected individuals (Blackman 24). Madness was therefore perceived as a degradation, 

whose physical manifestation attested to an interior regression of the subject to a primitive 

VWDWH��%ODFNPDQ������%ODFNPDQ�DGGV�WKDW�³>W@KLV�YLHZ�RI�PDGQHVV�DV�D�IRUP�RI�GHJHQeracy 

was repeated to explain and reinforce the social positioning of groups who were 

considered as other to a white, male, middle-FODVV� YHUVLRQ� RI� UDWLRQDOLW\´� ������ZKLFK�

means that certain social groups, such as the insane population, foreign individuals, but 

also children and women, believed to be potentially dangerous for society, since they 

carried in them the seeds of degeneration, needed to be subjected to the control of white 

middle-class men. 
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1.3. Asylums and moral management  

In the nineteenth century, insane individuals started to be perceived as people who had to 

be confined, for the sake of the community, as well as for their own, and they had to be 

reformed and rehabilitated, so that they could return to society (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 

93). Therefore, madness was no longer understood as beastliness and total absence of 

reason, but as a flaw in the mechanisms of the body which could and had to be repaired 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 40), in order for the mad individual to be restored to its 

productive place in society (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 93). This new concept is once again 

linked to the capitalist mentality that dominated the Victorian era, according to which 

³WKHUH�DUH�QR�P\VWHULRXV�LQFDOFXODEOH�IRUFHV�WKDW�FRPH�LQWR�SOD\��EXW�UDWKHU�WKDW�RQH�FDQ��

LQ�SULQFLSOH��PDVWHU�DOO� WKLQJV�E\�FDOFXODWLRQ´��:HEHU�TWG�� LQ�6FXOO��Solitary Afflictions 

40). This conviction is further reflected in the emergence of an occupational group 

deemed to possess all the knowledge regarding insanity and its treatment: the so-called 

mad-doctors.  

Due to the changing perception of madness, a movement of protest was raising in the 

nineteenth century, denouncing the living conditions of asylums as unbearable and the 

violent treatment of mad people as cruel and inhumane (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 92). As 

a consequence, a new treatment of the insane was devised, no longer based on beatings 

and physical restraint (elements which had to be relegated to the eighteenth century), but 

RQ�WKH�PRUDO�UHIRUP�RI�WKH�PDG�VXEMHFW��7KH�LQVDQH�LQGLYLGXDO��QRZ�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�³D�PDQ�

lacking in self-UHVWUDLQW�DQG�RUGHU´��6FXOO��Solitary Afflictions 93), had to be restored to 

its original, accepted form, through the techniques of moral management. This nineteenth 

century innovation in the management of insanity was based on a program of surveillance 

and humane interactions with the population of the asylum, aimed at the development of 

self-FRQWURO��LQGXVWULRXVQHVV��DQG�UHVSHFW�RI�WKH�VHOI�DQG�RI�RWKHUV��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�

:RPHQ´������ 

The development of human sciences, and specifically of psychology and psychiatry, 

promoted the analysis and categorisation of subjects, and encouraged the emergence of 

VSHFLILF� LGHDV� RQ� ZKDW� ZDV� WR� EH� FRQVLGHUHG� µQRUPDO¶� DQG�� E\� RSSRVLWLRQ�� ZKDW� ZDV�

µDEQRUPDO�¶�,Q�WKH�9LFWRULDQ�HUD��HYHU\WKLQJ�DQG�HYHU\RQH�KDG�WR�FRQIRUP�WR�WKH�VWDQGDUG�

definition of normal, while abnormal behaviours had to be eradicated (D. Taylor 7). For 
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this eradication to take place, the newly emerged figure of the psychiatrist was to be 

entrusted with the management of the deranged population, but, in order to attain the final 

objective of a complete control over deviance and a reform of the insane, these people 

had to be institutionalised. Indeed, it was only through a complete institutionalisation that 

proper supervision and administration of these problematic elements could be obtained 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 41). Moreover, by governing insane individuals through an 

institutional system, the potential threat that they posed to social order was held under 

control, and eventually extinguished (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 39). 

Such ideas can be identified as the main reason for the enormous diffusion of asylums 

and structures for the care of the insane in the nineteenth century. Indeed, Scull points out 

that while only a minor percentage of problematic subjects were destined to enter the 

asylum in the eighteenth century, in the nineteenth century, by contrast, the confinement 

to, and residing in, a dedicated structure was considered the only acceptable and effective 

solution, as well as the common practice (Solitary Afflictions 46). To further attest to this 

Victorian tendency to imprison the majority of problematic elements in the population 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 80), the Lunatic Act of 1845 required that all counties in the 

VWDWH� GLVSRVH� RI� DQ� DV\OXP� WR� DFFRPPRGDWH� SDXSHU� OXQDWLFV� �6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ�

WomHQ´�������EHVLGHV��WKLV�ODZ�LV�FRQVLVWHQW�ZLWK�WKH�SUHYLRXVO\�GLVFXVVHG�GHFLVLRQ�WR�

cut down outdoor relief).  

Despite the efforts made to rehabilitate the collective idea of the asylum, which was still 

associated, in popular imagination, to eighteenth-century horror madhouses, the majority 

of asylum patients were still poor people, who often had no family to sustain them. 

Indeed, there still remained a stigma of institutional help, whereby families would do all 

they could to keep their relatives out of public institutions (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 134). 

This constituted a major issue for the mad-business, since asylums, asylum keepers and 

the medical staff, needed to rely on the income that respectable upper-class families 

would bring in if they decided to intern a relative. Consequently, to support the flourishing 

of the asylum, it was crucial to promote a more favourable image of the institution, one 

linked with humanity, care, and patience, and to insist on the idea of the reversibility of 

madness, thus stressing the competence of asylum keepers and care staff (Scull, Solitary 

Afflictions 135, 136). On this account, the forces of the economically-interested keepers 

joined together with the reformers in the propaganda for moral management.  
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The concept of moral management was based on the idea of the curability of madness, 

and more specifically on a re-education of the insane subject who, through moral 

discipline, had to be taught self-UHVWUDLQW� DQG� ZDV� WR� EH� UHPRGHOOHG� ³LQWR� VRPHWKLQJ�

approximating the bRXUJHRLV�LGHDO�RI�WKH�UDWLRQDO�LQGLYLGXDO´��6FXOO��Solitary Afflictions 

99). As a matter of fact, the concept of madness had once again evolved, and insanity was 

QRZ�SHUFHLYHG�DV�D�³GHYLDQFH� IURP�VRFLDOO\�DFFHSWHG�EHKDYLRXUV´��6KRZDOWHU��Female 

Malady 29), therefore its treatment should now aim at an internalisation of bourgeois 

moral standards. In 1835 Prichard, an affirmed English psychiatrist, defined moral 

insanity as: 

a morbid perversion of the natural feelings, affections, inclinations, temper, habits, 

moral dispositions, and natural impulses, without any remarkable disorder or 

defect of the intellect, or knowing and reasoning faculties, and particularly without 

any insane illusion or hallucination. (qtd. in Showalter, Female Malady 29) 

As it can be inferred from this definition, the spectrum of moral insanity was extremely 

broad, so that the most inconsequential social abnormality, that is, a behaviour which 

trespassed the narrow boundaries of acceptable conduct, was liable to fall under the label 

of moral insanity (Showalter, Female Malady 29). Hence, a new treatment was devised 

for asylum patients: moral management, aimed at the restoration of SDWLHQWV¶ morality and 

their rehabilitation into social life, through a system of surveillance and development of 

a strong will (Showalter, Female Malady 30), able to oppose the derangement of the mind. 

Moreover, the patients had to be engaged in a number of occupations, in order to develop 

self-discipline and self-respect (Showalter, Female Malady 37). In her study of insanity, 

Elaine Showalter reported the opinion of an eminent Victorian doctor on the theme of 

PRUDO�LQVDQLW\��³WKH�FDXVDWLRQ�RI�LQVDQLW\�>«@�LV�DQ�DIIDLU�RI�WKUHH�:¶V�± worry, want and 

ZLFNHGQHVV�� ,WV� FXUH� LV� D�PDWWHU� RI� WKUHH�0¶V� ± method, meat anG�PRUDOLW\´� �Female 

Malady 30). 

Samuel Tuke, considered the initiator of the reforming movement as far as English 

asylum managers are concerned, in 1813 published an account of the method of moral 

treatment, as it was applied in the York Retreat (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 97), thus 

consecrating moral management as the most applied form of treatment in nineteenth-

century English asylums. The treatment he proposed, which was later applied and 
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elaborated by other psychiatrists, consisted in a humane approach to insane patients, who 

did not need to be physically punished for their abnormalities. On the contrary, the 

medical staff of the asylum had to comply with the peculiarities of madmen, and the 

patient who would show signs of improvement had to be rewarded (Scull, Solitary 

Afflictions 171). The new system for managing insane individuals worked in reverse as 

opposed to the eighteenth-century method: patients were no longer chained and beaten 

for their immorality, on the contrary, they were praised when showing signs of renewed 

morality (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 97). The treatment was based on the establishment of 

a close relationship between insane subjects and care staff, whereby patients should 

develop a desire to please. Moral management relied heavily on the humanity of asylum 

patients, and on their capacity to feel gratitude: in sum, the eagerness of insane individuals 

to gain the esteem of the asylum staff was exploited in order to get patients to behave 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 170). Andrew Scull cites the words of Samuel Tuke himself to 

clearly explain the Victorian point of view:  

'When properly cultivated', the desire to look well in others' eyes 'leads many to 

struggle to conceal and overcome their morbid propensities; and, at least, 

materially assists them in confining their deviations within such bounds, as do not 

make them obnoxious to the family'. (Solitary Afflictions 101) 

Aside from the system of humane treatment, recompense, and desire to please, moral 

management strongly advocated also the importance of labour in the process of recovery 

RI� WKH� SDWLHQW�� $V� D� PDWWHU� RI� IDFW�� D� WUHDWPHQW� EDVHG� RQ� ³WKHUDSHXWLF� ODERXU´� ZDV�

introduced in the institutions in the 1830s (Showalter, Female Malady 40), and Dr W. A. 

F. Browne, referring to the benHILFLDO�HIIHFWV�RI�WKLV�WKHUDS\�RQ�KLV�SDWLHQWV�QRWHG�WKDW�³DOO�

[patients] are anxious to be engaged, toil incessantly, and in general without any other 

UHFRPSHQVH�WKHQ�EHLQJ�NHSW�IURP�GLVDJUHHDEOH�WKRXJKWV�DQG�WKH�SDLQV�RI�LOOQHVV´��TWG��LQ�

Showalter, Female Malady 41). Nevertheless, ultimately, although it prevented the use of 

chains, the system of moral management was merely a more sophisticated mode of 

coercion, where the patients were mentally controlled and forced to subdue their mad side 

through the desire to gratify and the desire for gratification (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 

170). Indeed, not only did madmen restrain themselves in order to please, but, to cite 

7XNH�RQFH�PRUH��WKH\�³TXLFNO\�SHUFHLYH��RU�LI�QRW��WKH\�DUH�LQIRUPHG�RQ�WKH�ILUVW�RFFDVLRn, 

WKDW�WKHLU�WUHDWPHQW�GHSHQGV��LQ�JUHDW�PHDVXUH�RQ�WKHLU�FRQGXFW´��TWG��LQ�6FXOO��Solitary 



21 
 

Afflictions 170). Due to its appearance of humanity, as opposed to eighteenth-century 

brutality, moral management had an enormous success and, spread across all the country, 

it became a repressive apparatus capable of handling large portions of the insane 

population and enforcing conformity (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 172). 

For a period, moral management seemed to function properly and to obtain the desired 

effect, indeed, Elaine Showalter collected a number of nineteenth-century testimonies of 

journalists attending public events at different asylums, where they described the situation 

of mad people in the institution during these celebrations. Notably, Charles Dickens 

published an article on Household Words after having participated to an event in St. 

/XNH¶V�+RVSLWDO�IRU�WKH�,QVDQH�LQ�������,Q�WKH�DUWLFOH�KH�VWUHVVHG�KLV�DGPLration for the 

progress made in the care for the insane, he emphasised the humane approach to patients 

�6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������DQG�ZHQW�RQ�WR�GHVFULEH�VRPH�RI�WKH�LQPDWHV��ZKR�

would not be recognised as insane individuals, were it not for the adjectives Dickens 

HPSOR\HG�� VXFK� DV� ³ZHLUG´� RU� ³YDFDQW´� �TWG�� LQ� 6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������

6LPLODUO\�� DQRWKHU� MRXUQDOLVW� UHSRUWHG�� ³ZLWK� WKH� H[FHSWLRQ� RI� D� VORYHQO\� PHWKRG� RI�

moving their feet, you might have fancied they were so many country people dancing at 

D�YLOODJH�ZDNH�RU�IDLU´��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������ 

 

Figure 1: Lunatics' Ball, Katharine Drake, 1850. 
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However, in spite of the efforts made by moral management, a conspicuous segment of 

asylum inmates turned out to be chronically ill. Showalter reports that in the second half 

of the nineteenth century asylums had become so overcrowded that they could only be 

FRQVLGHUHG� FXVWRGLDO� LQVWLWXWLRQV� �³9LFWRULDQ� :RPHQ´� ������ ,QGHHG�� WKH� LQFUHDVLQJ�

number of asylum inmates made it impossible to maintain that close relationship between 

patients and care staff, which was at the basis of the system of moral management (Scull, 

Solitary Afflictions 172). The reasons behind the accumulation of chronic cases in the 

asylums, and the motives which prevented the establishment of a different institution to 

care for chronic patients, were business-related. Indeed, the creation of alms-houses for 

those subjects deemed incurable had been suggested by the Lunacy Commissioners 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 269), but it was never realised since it would constitute a 

further considerable expense for the State coffers, which had already invested substantial 

sums in the building of asylums, and would be disadvantageous for asylum keepers (Scull, 

Solitary Afflictions 270). Apparently then, the only plausible solution left for asylums and 

their keepers was to continue to provide for chronic patients and redefine the goals of the 

institution in terms of safety, cleanliness, order and humanity of treatment (Scull, Solitary 

Afflictions 171). 

Faced with the problem of an increasing trend in the rates of insanity, Victorian 

commissioners, doctors, and statisticians started to look for a justification for the thorny 

question, which was beginning to provoke some concern among the population. Initially, 

the blame was laid on the figures: commissioners claimed that the origin of the alarming 

statistics was the updated and more efficient method to collect data on insanity, which 

thoroughly registered all the cases, as opposed to the previous failing records collected 

by local authorities (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 339). Moreover, it was pointed out that, 

with the new system of inspection established in the 1840s, many cases were recognised 

as insanity, and thus entrusted to appropriate care, that in the previous years would not 

have had the same diagnosis (Scull, Solitary afflictions 340). Notwithstanding the 

plausibility of these hypothesis, differences in the classification and reporting of cases are 

insufficient to justify such a remarkable increase in the number of insane patients (Scull, 

Solitary Afflictions 341). Another thesis was later developed, according to which England 

had seen a severe increase in the insane population due to the extremely civilised nature 

of the country, indeed, madness was considered to be a disease affecting industrialised 
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and advanced countries (Showalter, Female Malady 24). Scull cites the words of Bucknill 

and Tuke, two affirmed nineteenth-FHQWXU\� SV\FKLDWULVWV�� ZKR� KHOG� WKDW�� ³>«@� LQ�

consequence of the greatly increased degree in which the emotions are developed, the 

result is, that an advanced civilisation tends to incrHDVH�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�WKH�LQVDQH´��Solitary 

Afflictions 341). 

The rate of insane subjects was rising even before the Lunatics Act of 1845, and a solution 

to the problem had already been identified: in 1828 the Madhouse Act was issued. The 

law established that in order to commit private citizens to an asylum, a certificate signed 

by two medical men was required (Showalter, Female Malady 26). This measure did not 

have the unique purpose of limiting the admissions to the madhouse, but it served 

primarily to prevent the sectioning of sane patients for economic reasons or for revenge 

(Showalter, Female Malady 26). Nevertheless, the Act proved to be unable to contain the 

problem. Indeed, it would seem that the obtainment of the required signatures was not 

overly challenging, as can be evinced by various cases of unjustified internment of sane 

patients. A first-hand testimony of this phenomenon can be found in A Blighted Life by 

Rosina Bulwer Lytton, where the novelist gives a detailed account of her experience in a 

madhouse, after having been incarcerated at the hands of her vengeful husband: 

The most saddening thought that arises after the perusal of this Volume, is, that 

QR�FKDQJH�KDV�\HW�EHHQ�PDGH�LQ�WKH�LQIDPRXV�/XQDF\�/DZV�>«@��1HYHU�ZDV�D�

more criminal or despotic Law passed than that which now enables a Husband to 

lock up his Wife in a Madhouse on the certificate of two medical men, who often 

in haste, frequently for a bribe, certify to madness where none exists. We believe 

that under these Statutes thousands of persons, perfectly sane, are now imprisoned 

in private asylums throughout the Kingdom; while strangers are in possession of 

their property; and the miserable prisoner is finally brought to a state of actual 

lunacy or imbecility²however rational he may have been when first immured. 

(ii) 

 Similarly, the novel The Woman in White by Wilkie Collins, object of study of this thesis, 

deals with a story of unjust institutionalisation of a woman, as a consequence of the 

cunning plan of her bankrupt husband. Furthermore, the first-hand account of Walter 

Marshall, a man who teVWLILHG�LQ�IURQW�RI�WKH�3DUOLDPHQW¶V�6HOHFW�&RPPLWWHH�RQ�/XQDF\�
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Laws in 1877 in the matter of his unjustified internment in an asylum, demonstrates how 

the doctors who were responsible for the signature of the certificate were often highly 

influenced by the accounts of the families (Berkencotter 11). This authentic document is 

also critical to understand the extent to which, once institutionalised, the alleged mad 

subjects were deprived of their right to self-definition, and, from the moment of the 

signature of the certificate, they were defined by the words on the document (Berkencotter 

11). 

Arguably it was this same reason, the fact that doctors had a substantial freedom in the 

determination of sanity and insanity, which contributed to the increase in the rate of insane 

individuals in Victorian England (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 350). Indeed, the term 

insanity had by then come to comprise a vast range of behaviours, peculiarities and 

anomalies, and its boundaries were so blurred, that potentially anyone who slightly 

deviated from the more and more strict conception of normality, could be labelled as such.  

1.4. In the wake of moral management 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century the conception of insanity was undergoing 

further modifications, and its treatment changed accordingly. Due to the accumulation of 

chronic cases in the asylums, psychiatrists were losing their faith in the miracles of moral 

management and a general distrust was spreading with regards to the curability of insanity 

(Scull, Solitary Afflictions 324). As a matter of fact, a wave of pessimism had overcome 

9LFWRULDQ� VRFLHW\� VLQFH� ������ DIWHU� WKH� SXEOLFDWLRQ� RI� 'DUZLQ¶s work. As previously 

PHQWLRQHG��'DUZLQ¶V�WKHRULHV�KDG�GLVUXSWHG�DOO�9LFWRULDQ�UHOLJLRXV�EHOLHIV�DQG�KDG�FDXVHG�

panic and anxiety about the survival of the species. Accordingly, insanity came to be 

understood once more as an extremely negative phenomenon and a danger to the safety 

of society (Scull, Solitary Afflictions 327). Indeed, the second generation of nineteenth-

century mad-doctors, who have retrospectively been defined Darwinian psychiatrists 

(Showalter, Female Malady 104), understood madness to be an irreversible evolutionary 

regression to a more primitive state (Showalter, Female Malady 106). These doctors no 

longer relied on the humane approach of moral management, but instead decided to apply 

a scientific method to the treatment of insanity (Showalter, Female Malady 104); science 

VHHPHG�XQDEOH�WR�ILQG�D�VROXWLRQ�WR�WKH�SUREOHP��WKHUHIRUH�WKH\�DJUHHG�WKDW�³6FLHQFH��XQWLO�

LW�GLVFRYHUV�D�ZD\�RI�FRUUHFWLQJ�EDG�VWRFN�>«@�PXVW�VD\��³'R�QRW�SURSDJDWH�LW´´��TWG��LQ�
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Scull, Solitary Afflictions 327). This quote from the superintendent at Ticehurst, denotes 

how madness was perceived to be a condition which was infecting society and which had 

WR�EH�VWRSSHG�DW�DOO�FRVWV��DQG�WKH�XVH�RI�WKH�WHUP�³EDG�VWRFN´�LV�WHOOLQJ�DERXW�WKH�VWDWXV�

that mad people held in the second half of the nineteenth century. Namely, they were 

abhorred, considered to be inferior, unfit, and lacking in willpower and self-control 

(Showalter, Female Malady 104; Scull, Solitary Afflictions 326). Indeed, the new 

conception of madness was a mixture of hereditary causes and immoral tendencies 

(Showalter, Female Malady 104). Charles Mercier, an English psychiatrist, pointed out 

that:  

Insanity does not occur in people who are of sound mental constitution. It does 

not, like smallpox and malaria, attack indifferently the weak and the strong. It 

occurs chiefly in those whose mental constitution is originally defective, and 

whose defect is manifested in a lack of the power of self-control and of forgoing 

immediate indulgence. (qtd. in Showalter, Female Malady 108) 

As a consequence of the updated idea of insanity and of the overpopulation of asylums, 

the treatment of insane subjects in the institutions changed, to be once more based on 

restriction;  patients were poorly nourished, so as to keep them feeble and unable to revolt, 

they were sometimes drugged with opiates, they had to stick to a strict daily schedule, 

and order was maintained through a system of reward and punishment (Showalter, 

Female Malady 102).  

In conclusion, the Victorians of the second half of the nineteenth century had accepted 

the idea that if poor people went mad it was not due to issues of poverty, starvation, 

anxiety, and destitution, but to their moral weakness and inadequacy (Showalter, Female 

Malady ������7KH\�KDG��GHOLEHUDWHO\��IRUJRWWHQ�WKH�ILUVW�WZR�:¶V�± worry and want ± and 

they had decided to blame wickedness and hereditariness. Therefore, instead of enquiring 

into the possible causes of insanity, and especially pauper insanity, Victorians had 

decided to rely on a policy of isolation, condemnation and mass segregation (Scull, 

Solitary Afflictions 328). 

Nonetheless, towards the end of the nineteenth century, an inversion of trend vis-à-vis the 

eagerness to intern all kinds of patients can be noticed. More specifically, the Lunacy Act 

of 1890 required a more mindful approach in the examination and classification of 
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patients, in other words, it required doctors and officers to be more conscientious and 

scrupulous in their decision to intern subjects in the madhouse (Adair et al. 24) (arguably, 

one of the factors spurring the emanation of that act was the unsustainability of the asylum 

situation in the country). Moreover, in this period, the presence of family members or 

relatives claiming the potential lunatic would often lead to the release of the latter, even 

in cases of particularly troublesome individuals (Adair et al. 25), thus revealing a 

tendency to recur to the asylum as a last resort.  

1.5. The status of Victorian women  

She was intensely sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She was utterly 

unselfish. She excelled in the difficult arts of family life. She sacrificed herself 

daily. If there was chicken she took the leg; if there was a draft she sat in it ± in 

short, she was so constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of her own, but 

preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others. Above all 

>«@�VKH�ZDV�SXUH��+HU�SXULW\�ZDV�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH�KHU�FKLHI�EHDXW\�± her blushes, 

her great grace. In those days ± the last of Queen Victoria ± every house had its 

Angel. (Woolf qtd. in Gilbert and Gubar, Literature by Women 1385)  

7KLV� TXRWH�� WDNHQ� IURP� 9LUJLQLD� :RROI¶V� HVVD\� Professions for Women, concisely 

summarises the social position of women in the Victorian era; namely, they were believed 

to be, and needed to be, a compound of qualities resulting in perfection. The ideal 

Victorian woman has also been portrayed in her utmost excellence by the Victorian poet 

Coventry Patmore, who, in his narrative poem The Angel in the House, meditated on the 

notion of ideal femininity, tracing its features, and considering its capacity to comply with 

PHQ¶V�QHHGV��$V�D�PDWWHU�RI� IDFW�� WKH�9LFWRULDQ�ZRPDQ��ZKR� OLYHG� LQ�D�PDOH-oriented 

society, was evaluated in binary opposition to man (Hoffman 265), and according to male-

LPSRVHG�SDUDPHWHUV�RI�DSSURSULDWHQHVV�DQG�XVHIXOQHVV��3DWPRUH�ZURWH��³0DQ�PXVW�EH�

SOHDVHG�� EXW� KLP� WR� SOHDVH� ��� ,V�ZRPDQ¶V� SOHDVXUH�� GRZQ� WKH� JXOI� ��� 2I� KLV� FRQGROHG�

necessities // She casts her best, she flinJV�KHUVHOI´��3DWPRUH�������,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�VHOIOHVV�

nature of women, and their propensity to submission and service, was justified in 

biological and evolutionary terms too. Indeed, not only had Darwin affirmed that in the 

course of history, due to the process of natural selection, men had developed superior 

mental and physical power as opposed to women, but he also claimed that female 
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inferiority and obedience were necessary for the preservation and development of the 

species (Showalter, Female Malady 122). 

The original and fundamental dichotomy between the two sexes concerned male 

dominance and female submission (Hoffman 265), indeed the ideal Victorian woman was 

submissive to her father or husband, she should not have her own opinion, but had to 

sustain, and rely on, the words of her male relatives. Furthermore, Victorian society 

conceived a strong separation of the spheres of influence of male and female, specifically, 

men operated in the public sphere, while women belonged to the private and domestic 

sphere, hence, they were relegated to the realm of the house and of the family (Hoffman 

265). The ideal wife had to stand as a moral support for her husband, she had to be a sort 

of spiritual beacon, showing her man the right way to follow. The dimension of 

spirituality of the woman was intensely emphasised, indeed, women, in their angel-like 

nature, had to be pure, selfless, and humble, but also quiet, fragile, and helpless. Women 

were judged according to their conformity or nonconformity to an idealisation of the 

IHPDOH� ILJXUH� WKDW� ³SUHFHGHG� DQG� SXULILHG� DQ\� LQGLYLGXDO�ZRPDQ
V� DFWXDO� H[SHULHQFH´�

(Voskuil 621). This idealisation was developing hand in hand with an objectification of 

the female figure, which was ultimately dehumanised (Hoffman 265). In their work The 

Madwoman in the Attic��6DQGUD�*LOEHUW�DQG�6XVDQ�*XEDU�RXWOLQHG�WKH�³HWHUQDO�IHPLQLQH�

YLUWXHV´������ZKLFK�WKLV�LGHDOLVHG�DQG�GHKXPDQLVHG�ZRPDQ�SRVVHVVHG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�

male imagination��QDPHO\�³PRGHVW\��JUDFHIXOQHVV��SXULW\��GHOLFDF\��civility, compliancy, 

UHWLFHQFH��FKDVWLW\��DIIDELOLW\��SROLWHQHVV´������ 

However, while on one hand women were deemed to be the repository of bourgeois social 

values, and they were idealised in poems, novels, and paintings, on the other hand they 

were considered inferior to man, they were the weaker sex (Hoffman 265). The Victorian 

ideal of women was a continuum of contradictions, and women had to carefully stand 

within the boundaries of their social role, slaloming among the numerous conflicting 

notions. The Victorian woman for example, in her spiritual nature, was considered to be 

an asexual being, she was a virtuous entity who could have no sexual desires, but at the 

same time her primary duty was to bear children (Hoffman 265). Reflecting on the living 

paradox which the figure of the Victorian angel constituted, Virginia Woolf, in A Room 

RI�2QH¶V�2ZQ��GHFODUHG��³$�YHU\�TXHHU��FRPSRVLWH�EHLQJ�WKXV�HPHUJHV��,PDJLQDWLYHO\�VKH�

LV�RI�WKH�KLJKHVW�LPSRUWDQFH��SUDFWLFDOO\�VKH�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�LQVLJQLILFDQW´�������$Qd she 
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ZHQW� RQ�� ³6RPH� RI� WKH� PRVW� LQVSLUHG� ZRUGV�� VRPH� RI� WKH� PRVW� LQVSLUHG� WKRXJKWV� LQ�

literature fall from her lips; in real life she could hardly read, could scarcely spell, and 

ZDV�WKH�SURSHUW\�RI�KHU�KXVEDQG´������ 

In the nineteenth century the white, middle-class man was the model-individual, and all 

other entities (such as women, children, foreigners, poor people, criminals) were 

considered to be inferior beings, and other to man (Cosby 2). The author Lois Tyson, in 

VXPPDULVLQJ�6LPRQH�GH�%HDXYRLU¶V�ZRrk The Second Sex, and specifically her view on 

the essence of patriarchy wrote:  

Men can act upon the world, change it, give it meaning, while women have 

meaning only in relation to men. Thus, women are defined not just in terms of 

their difference from men, but in terms of their inadequacy in comparison to men. 

The word woman, therefore, has the same implications as the word other. A 

ZRPDQ�LV�QRW�D�SHUVRQ�LQ�KHU�RZQ�ULJKW��6KH�LV�PDQ¶V�2WKHU��VKH�LV�OHVV�WKDQ�D�PDQ��

VKH�LV�D�NLQG�RI�DOLHQ�LQ�D�PDQ¶V�ZRUOG; she is not a fully developed human being 

the way a man is. (qtd. in Shaghayegh 49) 

Nevertheless, women lived in close contact with white middle-class men, and their 

otherness was a source of profound interest and inquisitiveness on the part of Victorian 

PHQ�� 7KLV� PRUELG� DWWUDFWLRQ� JDYH� ULVH� WR� ZKDW� &KULVWLQD� &RVE\� GHILQHG� ³WKH� ZRPDQ�

TXHVWLRQ´������QDPHO\��PHQ¶V�REVHVVLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�QDWXUH�RI�ZRPHQ��WKHLU�WKHRULVLQJ�RQ�WKH�

female body, their analysing the inherent differences between men and women, their 

questioning on feminine needs and desires and their attempts to manage women (Cosby 

2,3). 

Ultimately, patriarchal Victorian society discovered the perfect way to dominate women, 

and that was through institutions, and most notably through marriage, which has been 

defined the system that sustains the architecture of bourgeois society (Hoffman 264). 

Through such man-made institutions as the law, marriage, and even asylums, women 

were controlled and condemned to a life of inactivity, domesticity and submissiveness, a 

life which had strict behavioural boundaries, and either way, inside the boundaries or 

outside of them, women were submitted to the regulation of such man-made institutions. 

What this thesis will try to demonstrate is that women who kept inside of the boundaries, 

that is, women who behaved according to the role society had assigned them, were 
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confining themselves inside of the patriarchal institution of marriage and inside of the 

idealised figure of the angel in the house; instead, women who ventured outside of the 

boundaries, that is, women who dared to express their opinion, to enter the public sphere, 

or merely to display a temperament who contravened the ideal of the Victorian angel, 

were confined, by men (and by other women likewise), through other institutions, as for 

instance the asylum, or the boarding school. This restraining world of man-made 

LQVWLWXWLRQV�ZDV�ZKDW� FDXVHG�0DU\�:ROOVWRQHFUDIW¶V� KHURLQH�0DULD�� LQ�The Wrongs of 

Woman WR�EXUVW�RXW��³:DV�QRW�WKH�ZRUOG�D�YDVW�SULVRQ��DQG�ZRPHQ�ERUQ�VODYHV"´��TWG��LQ�

Showalter, Female Malady 1)  

1.6. Female insanity in Victorian England 

³7KHUH� DUH� TXLWH� DV� PDQ\� ZKR� KDYH� ORVW� WKHLU� OLYHV� out of as in D� OXQDWLF� DV\OXP´�

(Nightingale qtd. in Showalter, Female Malady ����� )ORUHQFH� 1LJKWLQJDOH¶V� ZRUGV�

epitomise what is one of the principal assertions of this thesis, namely, that Victorian 

women lived (and perished) in a tension of multiple theories, expectations and 

conventions, which constituted a sort of thread, on whose sides were the consumption of 

the self, caused by the denial and suppression of natural instincts and passions, and the 

label of madness, provoked by the indulgence in those same instincts. Victorian women 

needed to stand in perfect balance on the thread, or else they would be lost.  

1.6.1. Madness outside of the boundaries 

For it needs little skill in psychology to be sure that a highly gifted girl who had 

tried to use her gift for poetry would have been so thwarted and hindered by other 

people, so tortured and pulled asunder by her own contrary instincts, that she must 

have lost her health and sanity to a certainty. (Woolf 47) 

7KLV� FLWDWLRQ�� WDNHQ� RQFH� DJDLQ� IURP� :RROI¶V� $� 5RRP� RI� 2QH¶V� 2ZQ, is a clear 

exemplification of the destiny which awaited Victorian women who dared to trespass the 

boundaries of their socially-established position. Indeed, in the Victorian period, many 

women who were labelled mad were not actually insane, they were mentally sane 

individuals interned in the asylum due to their defiance of the prescribed role and 

behavioural scheme that patriarchal society imposed on them. These women were 

SXQLVKHG� IRU� ³being µIHPDOH¶� DV�ZHOO� DV� IRU� GHVLULQJ� RU� GDULQJ�not WR� EH´� �6KRZDOWHU��
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Female Malady 4). Showalter noticed that many cases of female insanity reported and 

analysed by Victorian medical men characterised the allegedly insane woman as 

LQVXERUGLQDWH��XQUXO\�DQG�FKDOOHQJLQJ�WKH�IHPDOH�SRVLWLRQ��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������6KH�

went on to quote a Victorian doctor lecturing on the theme of hysteria, who claimed that 

the hysteric woman was not feeble-PLQGHG��EXW�RQ�WKH�FRQWUDU\�VKH�ZDV�³D�IHPDOH�PHPEHU�

of a family exhibiting more than usual force and decision of character, of strong 

resolution, fearless of danger, bold riders, having plenty of what is termed nerve´�

�³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��D�ZRPDQ�ZKR�RSHQO\�GHILHG�WKH�IHPDOH�UROH��

DQG�VKRZHG�WKDW�VKH�KDG�ZKDW�9LUJLQLD�:RROI�GHILQHG�³D�PLQG�RI�KHU�RZQ´��TWG��LQ�*LOEHUW�

and Gubar, Literature by Women 1385), was vulnerable to the label of hysteria, and would 

consequently endure a harsh judgement and treatment on the part of doctors (Showalter, 

³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������ 

John Conolly, considered the father of English moral management, and the most 

tenacious advocate of the abolition of physical restraint in the asylum, having once 

professed the wrongness of instituting indiscriminately all immoral individuals, later 

shifted to a more extreme position. He stressed the necessity to intern in asylums all those 

women who disregarded the authority of the family, those women who needed to be 

WDPHG� LQ�RUGHU� WR�EH� WDXJKW� WKDW�³UHVWUDLQW�RYHU� WKH�SDVVLRQV�ZLWKRXW�ZKLFK� WKH�IHPDOH�

FKDUDFWHU� LV� ORVW´� �TWG�� LQ�6KRZDOWHU��Female Malady 48). From the words of the two 

Victorian doctors it is clear that this particular kind of female insanity, diagnosed as moral 

insanity, was a culturally shaped concept, which depended uniquely on the perception of 

the role that women should cover in patriarchal society, that is, on the behaviour expected 

from the Victorian angel.  

The classification of insanity had become the scapegoat Victorians blamed on all 

occasions when women behaved in opposition to the prevailing ideology. Indeed, the plea 

of insanity had become rather common also in the law courts (Pegg 208), where insanity 

was appealed to by both trialled women, who thus sought to spare themselves the worst 

punishment, and by judges and juries, who were ready to welcome the motives of insanity 

when nothing else seemed to justify the criminal actions of those women (once again 

refusing to acknowledge the possibility of depraved, violent, self-interested female 

individuals) (Pegg 220). Samantha Pegg reported the case of Constance Kent, a 16-year-

old girl who, in 1861 was suspected of the murder of her younger brother. Although some 
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elements pointed to her as the culprit of the murder, Constance was discharged and 

remained free from accusations, until in 1865 she confessed to the murder (209). 

Although she never recurred to the plea of insanity, both lawmen and the public opinion 

were convinced of her derangement. Evidence of this is the article appeared on The Times 

which reported:  

It has been ascertained that the grandmother of Constance Kent was decidedly of 

unsound mind, and as has been already stated, her mother was for many years 

considered to be of weak intellect. An uncle of the accused has been twice 

confined to a lunatic asylum, so that should the evidence produced be sufficient 

to warrant the committal of the prisoner there is no doubt that the question of 

hereditary insanity will be raised as having prompted the perpetration of such a 

fearful crime. (qtd. in Pegg 210) 

Moreover, it was noticed that Constance was menstruating at the time of the murder, a 

condition believed to exacerbate her mental instability. However, since there was no 

HYLGHQFH�RI�&RQVWDQFH¶V�LQVDQLW\��WKH�JLUO�ZDV�QHYHU�VHQW�WR�WKH�OXQDWLF�DV\OXP��3HJJ�������

but neither was she executed for the murder (as she should have in those times, since she 

produced no explanation for her crime). Instead, she was sentenced to life imprisonment 

(Pegg 210). Analysing the case of Constance Kent, it is possible to observe the way in 

ZKLFK�WKH�ODEHO�RI�LQVDQLW\�ZDV�DSSHDOHG�WR�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SUHVHUYH�ZRPHQ¶V�UROH�RI�PRUDO�

guardians of society (Pegg 223). Constance plead guilty, but the idea of a sane woman 

killing a child was inacceptable for Victorian society, it constituted a threat to the image 

of the angel-woman; far more acceptable was the idea of a mad woman committing the 

murder. Therefore, Constance Kent was labelled insane not from a medical or a legal 

perspective, but due to the social understanding of insanity (Pegg 222): her allegedly 

XQVWDEOH� FRQGLWLRQ� DOORZHG� &RQVWDQFH¶V� EHKDYLRXU� WR� EH� LQWHUSUHWHG� LQ� WKH� OLJKW� RI�

madness, and thus separated from the conduct of an ordinary, virtuous Victorian angel 

(Pegg 222). 

Besides violence, assertiveness, and self-interest, sexuality was another taboo aspect in 

the ideal of the angel in the house. As mentioned above, the Victorian angel was an 

asexual being, therefore the displaying of sexual instincts was understood to be a 

V\PSWRP� RI� PDGQHVV�� PHGLFDOO\� ODEHOOHG� DV� Q\PSKRPDQLD� �6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ�
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:RPHQ´�������7KH�PDQLIHVWDWLRQ�RI�RYHUW�VH[XDOLW\��ZKLFK�FRPSULVHG�WKH�XVH�RI�REVFHQH�

language, seductive manners, and sexual intercourse before marriage, could lead to 

committal to the asylum, even when the patient showed no other symptoms of insanity; 

LQ� WKHVH� FDVHV�� WKH� MXVWLILFDWLRQ� RQ� PHGLFDO� GRFXPHQWV� ZDV� ³VH[XDO� LPPRUDOLW\´�

�6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ� :RPHQ´� ������ $� FRPSHOOLQJ� H[DPSOH� RI madness linked to 

VH[XDOLW\�LV�WKH�ILFWLRQDO�ILJXUH�RI�%HUWKD�0DVRQ��WKH�PDGZRPDQ�RI�%URQWs¶V�Jane Eyre, 

whose madness and consequent segregation is explained by Rochester, her husband, in 

terms of viciousness and unchastity.  

Female moral insanity was thus equated with the displaying of unfeminine behaviour, 

that is, when women revealed assertiveness, disobedience, and numerous other µflaws¶ 

which alienated them from the ideal of the angel in the house. According to Victorian 

doctors, the traces of moral insanity on women could be detected during puberty, when 

JLUOV�VWDUWHG�WR�EH�³LUUHOLJLRXV��VHOILVK��VODQGHURXV��IDOVH��PDOLFLRXV��GHYRLG�RI�DIIHFWLRQ�

>«@� VHOI-ZLOOHG� DQG� TXDUUHOVRPH´� �TWG�� LQ� 6KRZDOWHU�� Female Malady 56). Such 

symptoms had necessarily to be cured, and so families, and in particular male relatives, 

reached for doctors, who would readily sign the medical certificate allowing allegedly 

LQVDQH�ZRPHQ�WR�HQWHU�WKH�DV\OXP��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������ 

1.6.2. Moral management applied to women  

Since PRUDO�LQVDQLW\�ZDV�³D�PRUELG�SHUYHUVLRQ�RI�QDWXUDO�IHHOLQJV´��6KRZDOWHU��Female 

Malady 29), which in the woman corresponded to the manifestation of unladylike 

manners, the treatment of moral management in the asylum had to counter this defective 

disposition, precisely through the inculcation of feminine modes and feminine values. As 

a matter of fact, the life of women in Victorian asylums unfolded according to the strictest 

sex stereotypes of the period. Women were forced into immobility, they had scarce 

opportunity for movement and outside activity, as opposed to male lunatics, who instead 

had the possibility to go outside; indeed, physical exercise was considered a fundamental 

HOHPHQW� LQ� WKH� WUHDWPHQW� RI� PDOH� LQVDQLW\� �6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ� :RPHQ´� ������

Moreover, while male lunatics had a wide range of manual jobs to choose from, both 

inside and outside of the asylum walls, female patients were confined inside of the 

asylum, and they were reserved inherently feminine jobs, such as doing the laundry, 

cleaning and sewing: all extremely static jobs related to housework (Showalter, 
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³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������)XUWKHUPRUH��IHPDOH�SDWLHQWV�ZHUH�JLYHQ�OHVV�IRRG�WKDQ�PHQ��

they were kept under more strict surveillance and their mail was censored, too (Showalter, 

³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������� 

Due to the numerous restrictions to which they were subjected, female lunatics naturally 

grew restless, and rebellion was not infrequent. Showalter argues that this rebelliousness, 

DQG�IHPDOH�SDWLHQWV¶�XUJH�WR�PDNH�WKHPVHOYHV�KHDUG��ZDV�Sossibly the reason why they 

were committed to the asylum in the first place (Showalter, Female Malady 81). Both 

PHGLFDO� VWDII� DQG�PDOH� SDWLHQWV� GHFODUHG� WR�EH� DSSDOOHG� DW� LQVDQH�ZRPHQ¶V�GLVSOD\�RI�

unruliness, agitation and indecency, and a male patient eveQ� DIILUPHG� WKDW� ³>I@HPDOH�

lunatics are less susceptible to control than males. They are more troublesome, more 

QRLV\��DQG�PRUH�DEXVLYH� LQ� WKHLU� ODQJXDJH� >«@´� �6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������

167). However, such impressions on the part of men were the mere reflection of male 

expectations about feminine behaviour: they were shocked because women in the 

madhouse did not stick to the ideal of the perfect angel, silent, respectable, and static 

�6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´������ 

In the asylum women were constantly evaluated according to Victorian, feminine moral 

standards, and even their appearance was subjected to moral management. Indeed, 

women had to take care of their demeanour, and were expected to do so moderately, since 

an excess in the cure of the exterior appearance was considered a form of insanity, as well 

as an unkempt appearance. Moreover, insane women had to conform to the Victorian 

conception of decency in their attire and to the accepted criteria of middle-class fashion 

(Showalter, Female Malady 84). Hence, in the asylum gender stereotypes were imposed 

on female patients in all the spheres of their existence, from their occupations to their 

DSSHDUDQFH��,Q�WKLV�ZD\�PRUDO�PDQDJHUV�ZHUH�KRSLQJ�WR�HUDGLFDWH�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP�DQG�

their defiance of the typical feminine role, and replace their defective behaviour with a 

full adherence to the stereotyped notion of the angel in the house.  

'HVSLWH�6DPXHO�7XNH¶V�FRQWHQWLRQ�WKDW�PDG�LQGLYLGXDOV�GLG�QRW�KDYH�WR�EH�WUHDWHG�LQ�D�

³FKLOGLVK� RU� >«@� GRPLQHHULQJ�PDQQHU´� �TWG�� LQ� 6FXOO�� Solitary Afflictions 98), this is 

exactly what happened in the treatment of insane women. Indeed, those women who were 

subjected to the treatment of moral management were considered as children, and they 

were handled accordingly. The structure of the asylum was itself designed to recall a 
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homelike environment or to remind patients of feminine institutions like boarding 

schools. Rosina Bulwer Lytton, in her memoir A Blighted Life, reported the instants of 

her first arrival in the madhouse: she wrote that she saw a group of women from the 

window, who, the keeper informed her, were the ladies residing at the asylum, busy 

collecting strawberries (36). Lytton later talked to the asylum manager, cautioning him 

that she would never be part of that group of ladies, joining in the activities of the 

PDGKRXVH��DQG�WKH�DQVZHU�VKH�UHFHLYHG�IURP�WKH�DV\OXP�PDQDJHU�ZDV��³0DG-house, mad-

house, nonsense! Lady [Lytton], this is no mad-KRXVH��DQG�WKRVH�DUH�P\�FKLOGUHQ´������

37). As argued by Michel Foucault, the childlike, paternalistic treatment that insane 

women received in the asylum was non-other than a reinforcement of the patriarchal 

system, where the doctor played the role of the all-NQRZLQJ�IDWKHU��ZKRP�WKH�³FKLOGUHQ´�

(Lytton 37) obey and serve (SKRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������+HQFH��IHPDOH�PRUDO�

management applied the same strategies of the moral management theorised by Tuke: 

extreme emphasis was accorded to the relationship between patients and medical staff, 

but in the case of female lunatics this relationship was re-read in a patriarchal key. Indeed, 

ZRPHQ¶V�UHEHOOLRXVQHVV�DQG�GLVREHGLHQFH�LQ�WKH�DV\OXP�ZDV�QR�ORQJHU�D�IDXOW�LQ�LWVHOI��

but came to be considered an offense towards the father figure (Foucault 218). In 

)RXFDXOW¶V�ZRUGV��³7KH�HQWire existence of madness, in the world now being prepared for 

LW��ZDV�HQYHORSHG�LQ�ZKDW�ZH�PD\�FDOO��LQ�DQWLFLSDWLRQ��D�³SDUHQWDO�FRPSOH[�´�7KH�SUHVWLJH�

of SDWULDUFK\�LV�UHYLYHG�DURXQG�PDGQHVV�LQ�WKH�ERXUJHRLV�IDPLO\´������������ 

In conclusion, moral management in female institutions consisted in a veritable 

reformation and re-education, whereby new ideas had to be instilled in the patients 

(Foucault 216). Women had to be subjugated and returned to the place in society where 

they belonged. They had to be returned to their original morality, that is, to the ideal of 

the Victorian angel in the house: the feminine values of obedience, service, silence, 

decency, submission, gratitude, and respectability were imposed on female asylum 

patients (Showalter, Female Malady �����6KRZDOWHU�DVVHUWV�WKDW�³ZKDW�FRQILQHG�ZRPHQ�

LQ� WKH�9LFWRULDQ� DV\OXP�ZDV�SUHFLVHO\� WKH� ODGLHV¶� FKDLQ�RI� IHPLQLQH�SURSULHW\� DQG� WKH�

VWUDLWMDFNHW�RI�D�ZHLUG�EXW�PDQGDWRU\�IHPLQLQH�JHQWLOLW\´��Female Malady 98). Women in 

the asylum were thus obliged to live by the strictest stereotypes of their gender, and, 

because of this, life in the madhouse was not exceedingly dissimilar from the life outside 

of it. Indeed, insane women could find life in the institution a tolerable existence, since 



35 
 

aspects of the asylum stay like obedience, close surveillance, limited movements, scarce 

occupation, and sexual restraint were already part of their reality outside of the walls 

�6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������,Q�VRPH�FDVHV�ZRPHQ�PLJKW�ILQG�OLIH�LQ�WKH�DV\OXP�

even more tolerable and more stimulating than what they could experience outside, so 

much so that Victorian doctors warned asylum staff not to retain women too long after 

their recovery, since they might get too attached to the animation of life in the asylum, 

and they might be reluctant to go back to their ordinary, uneventful life (Showalter, 

³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´� ������$� FRQVLGHUDWLRQ� WKDW� LV� TXLWH� WHOOLQJ� RI� WKH� GXOOQHVV� RI� OLIH�

women might expect outside of the asylum fence. 

1.6.3. Madness inside of the boundaries 

³:Ky have women passion, intellect, moral activity ± these three ± and a place in society 

ZKHUH�QR�RQH�RI�WKH�WKUHH�FDQ�EH�H[HUFLVHG"´��1LJKWLQJDOH�������7KLV�TXRWDWLRQ�� WDNHQ�

IURP�)ORUHQFH�1LJKWLQJDOH¶V�Cassandra��FOHDUO\�H[SUHVVHV�WKH�DXWKRU¶V�IUXVWUDWLRQ�Zith 

the constrictions Victorian women had to endure. As previously mentioned, female 

insanity was as present inside the Victorian asylum as it was outside of it. What this means 

is that the daily life of restrictions to which Victorian women were subjected was very 

likely to damage their mental health and eventually drive them mad. Indeed, as previously 

argued, female individuals in Victorian society had to show obedience to their male 

relatives, they had to repress their passions and demonstrate a meek disposition, they had 

scarce social interactions, they had to live in passivity, they did not receive an education 

and were condemn to a life of dependence (Showalter, Female Malady 57). The constant 

submission to such a suffocating discipline, and the realisation of the deprivations they 

KDG�WR�XQGHUJR��ZDV�RIWHQ�FDODPLWRXV�IRU�ZRPHQ¶V�PHQWDO�KHDOWK�� 

,Q�9LFWRULDQ�(QJODQG�WKHUH�H[LVWHG�GRFWRUV�ZKR�UHFRJQLVHG�WKH�UROH�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�VRFLDO�

situation in the progressive increase of insanity and mental instability among female 

individuals, and some of them explicitly denounced the mental and physical limitations 

WR�ZKLFK�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�VXEMHFWHG�E\�VRFLHW\�DV�SRVVLEO\�PDGGHQLQJ��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�

:RPHQ´�������+RZHYHU��PHQWDOO\�DIIOLFWHG�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�VWLOO�LJQRUHG�ZKHQ�Jiving voice 

to the causes of their suffering, and medical men believed that the best cure for these 

women was distracting them from their problems by occupying them in feminine 

activities and sociality (Showalter Female Malady 61). 
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)ORUHQFH�1LJKWLQJDOH¶V�Cassandra is a timely first-hand testimony of the sufferings of a 

white middle-class woman in what could be called the Victorian moral cage. The title of 

her work is already extremely revealing, since it is a reference to the figure of the Greek 

mythology, Cassandra, a trojan priestess who received from Apollo the gift of 

premonition but, after refusing him, was punished with a curse. Apollo destined her to 

IRUPXODWH�WUXH�SURSKHFLHV�ZKLFK�QRERG\�ZRXOG�HYHU�EHOLHYH��1LJKWLQJDOH¶V�PRWLYes for 

choosing this title can be at best understood in the light of the quotation at the beginning 

RI�WKLV�VXEFKDSWHU��H[SRVLQJ�ZRPHQ¶V�FXUVH�RI�SRVVHVVLQJ�LQWHOOHFW��PRUDOLW\��DQG�SDVVLRQ��

but being denied to ever put them to use. Cassandra and Victorian women have in 

common a potentiality which is destined to never be expressed and never be 

acknowledged. 

What Florence Nightingale denounces in her work is precisely that the normality to which 

Victorian women were forced, their homologation to the ideal of the perfect Victorian 

angel, was physically and mentally dangerous for the targets of this culture. She points 

out that Victorian women never had time for themselves, time to invest in intellectual 

activities, or even time to reflect, because, being considered inferior to men, their time 

was worthless. She denounces the fact that women had grown accustomed to this 

condition, and had accepted that their time had to be at the disposal of others (Nightingale 

211). Similarly, women had grown accustomed to inactivity, because the man-made ideal 

of the angel in the house portrayed them as quiet and passive. Women had learnt to subdue 

their passions, and they even disavowed them. In order to comply with the patriarchal 

ideal of the Victorian angel, women had become hypocrite, mothers were telling their 

daughters that women had no passions, while they themselves were burning on the inside 

�1LJKWLQJDOH�������0RVW�RI�DOO��1LJKWLQJDOH�ZURWH�DJDLQVW�ZRPHQ¶V�LPSRVVLELOLW\�WR�XVH�

their brain, claiming that it was physically impossible for them to cultivate their intellect, 

because they lacked the stimulus, the time, and they were not educated (Nightingale 209). 

This unbearable condition, the mental atrophy, and the moral starvation to which they 

were condemned, could lead them to madness (Showalter, Female Malady 62). Indeed, 

in Cassandra, Nightingale holds that the endless small frustrations to which Victorian 

women were subjected daily, their scarce social life and their essential inactivity would 

bring them to exhaustion. She writes: 
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My people were like children playing on the shores of the eighteenth century. I 

was their hobby-horse, their plaything; and they drove me to and fro, dear souls! 

QHYHU�ZHDU\�RI�WKH�SOD\�WKHPVHOYHV��WLOO�,��ZKR�KDG�JURZQ�WR�ZRPDQ¶V�estate and 

to the ideas of the nineteenth century, lay down exhausted, my mind closed to 

hope, my heart to strength. (232) 

However, the depression and illness that women experience need to be fought off, since 

they are forms of resistance, but far less effectual than insurgency (Showalter, Female 

Malady 65). What Nightingale does, is not merely denouncing the restraints to which 

women were forced, she also calls for a revolution, she encourages women to feel the 

pain, to stop the hypocrisy, to stop pretending that the angel ideal is real, or even veritable, 

to stop acting in accordance to conventions that men have made for women, and instead 

DFNQRZOHGJH� WKH� VXIIHUDQFH� DQG� WKH� IUXVWUDWLRQ� RI� WKHLU� FRQGLWLRQ� ������� ³3DVVLRQ��

intellect, moral activity - these three have never been satisfied in woman. In this cold and 

RSSUHVVLYH�FRQYHQWLRQDO�DWPRVSKHUH��WKH\�FDQQRW�EH�VDWLVILHG´��1LJKWLQJDOH������ 

Cassandra LV�DQ�HVVD\�EDVHG�RQ�1LJKWLQJDOH¶V�RZQ�H[SHULHQFH�DV�DQ�XSSHU-class woman 

in Victorian England. It reflects the tension she felt between her role as a dutiful daughter 

and her hidden interior monstrosity, which sought stimulus and self-expression; a tension 

which exasperated her and caused her to suffer from mental instability (Showalter, 

Female Malady 63). This same interior monstrosity has been reinterpreted by Sandra 

Gilbert and Susan Gubar in their work The Madwoman in the Attic: the two authors argue 

that this creative monstrous self to which Nightingale refers, acquired in nineteenth 

century novels the shape of the fictional character of the madwoman. Indeed, they 

maintain that mad female characters in Victorian fiction are the representation of the 

ZULWHU¶V�GRXEOH��ZKR�FDQ�JLYH�YRLFH�WR�WKH�ZULWHU¶V�DQJHU�DQG�H[KDXVWLRQ�WRZDUGV�WKH�VWULFW�

patriarchal conventions (Showalter, Female Malady 4). This belief echoes the voices of 

other feminist scholars that advanced that those women who attempted to put to use their 

creative potential in a patriarchal society were often bestowed the label of madness. This 

recallV�RQFH�DJDLQ�9LUJLQLD�:RROI¶V�ZRUGV�LQ�$�5RRP�RI�2QH¶V�2ZQ: 

When, however, one reads of a witch being ducked, of a woman possessed by 

devils, of a wise woman selling herbs, or even of a very remarkable man who had 
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a mother, then I think we are in the track RI�D�ORVW�QRYHOLVW��D�VXSUHVVHG�SRHW�>«@�

crazed with the torture that her gift had put her to. (47) 

1.7. Victorian medical understandings of women 

³/D�GRQQD�q�PRELOH����4XDO�SLXPD�DO�YHQWR�����0XWD�G¶DFFHQWR�- H�GL�SHQVLHU´��9HUGL������

This quotation, drawn frRP�9HUGL¶V�Rigoletto, composed in 1851, is a striking example 

of how Victorian society understood women to be. What the opera librettist Francesco 

0DULD�3LDYH�WULHG�WR�H[SUHVV�LQ�WKHVH�ZRUGV�LV�ZRPDQ¶V�ILFNOHQHVV��DQG�WKH�PXWDELOLW\�RI�

her words and thoughts. Indeed, in the nineteenth century, women were believed to be 

irrational beings, governed by their emotions and biologically unstable. They were 

assumed to be physically and mentally inferior to men, an assertion which had its 

scientific representative in Charles Darwin (Hachaichi 94). In the Victorian popular 

imagination women were linked with irrationality, as opposed to men, understood to be 

the embodiment of rationality (Showalter, Female Malady 2). Grounded in this binary 

opposition was also the conviction that men were strong and stable, while women were 

the weaker sex, as evidenced by the words of a Victorian physician, addressed to his 

FROOHDJXHV�� ³:H� DUH� LQ� IDFW�� WKH� VWURQJHU�� DQG� WKH\� >�� ZRPHQ�@� WKH�ZHDNHU�� 7KH\� DUH�

obliged to believe all that we tell them. They are not in a position to dispute anything we 

VD\�WR�WKHP��DQG�ZH�WKHUHIRUH��PD\�EH�VDLG�WR�KDYH�WKHP�DW�RXU�PHUF\´��TWG��LQ�6KRZDOWHU��

³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������6XFK�GRPLQHHULQJ�DIILUPDWLRQV�ZHUH�WKH�QDWXUDO�FRQVHTXHQFHV�

of a culture which understood femininity itself to be some sort of pathology, whose 

V\PSWRPV� ZHUH� YXOQHUDELOLW\�� YRODWLOLW\�� DQG� LQVDQLW\� DV� ZHOO� �6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ�

:RPHQ´������ 

In the nineteenth century, theories on women and insanity had gone so far as to claim that 

the female sex was biologically predisposed to madness, and even that madness was the 

WUXH�UHDOLW\�RI�ZRPDQ¶V�HVVHQFH��ZKHQ�LW�ZDV�QRW�KLGGHQ�DQG�OHDVKHG��:RPHQ¶V�QDWXUH�

was a mystery that male rationality was able to unveil (Showalter, Female Malady 3), and 

WKDW�ZRPHQ� WKHPVHOYHV� FRXOG� QRW� UHVLVW�� ³>:RPHQ@� FDQQRW� FKRRVH� EXW� WR� EH�ZRPHQ��

FDQQRW�UHEHO�VXFFHVVIXOO\�DJDLQVW�WKH�W\UDQQ\�RI�WKHLU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�>«@´��Maudsley qtd. 

in Hachaichi 94). Once again, this contraposition of male and female natures had a 

sFLHQWLILF�YDOLGDWLRQ��+HQU\�0DXGVOH\��WKH�IDWKHU�RI�'DUZLQLDQ�SV\FKLDWU\��KHOG�WKDW�³WKHUH�

LV�VH[�LQ�PLQG�DV�GLVWLQFWO\�DV�WKHUH�LV�VH[�LQ�ERG\´��TWG��LQ�+DFKDLFKL������DQ�DIILUPDWLRQ�
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WKURXJK�ZKLFK�KH�QRW�RQO\�MXVWLILHG�ZRPHQ¶V�VXEVHUYLHQFH�WR�PHQ�RQ�ELRORgical basis, but 

he also supported his thesis on feminine mental instability. Indeed, he held that, being 

women prone to mental derangement, if they should attempt to equate themselves with 

men, and employ themselves in mentally demanding activities, thus trying to defy their 

nature, they would be sure to suffer a mental breakdown (Showalter, Female Malady 

123). Maudsley claimed that women who spent their time studying and training their 

intellect would become mentally ill due to their unstable nervous dispositions and to the 

limited energy in their body, which was not intended for mentally draining activities 

(Showalter, Female Malady 125). The result would be sexually ambiguous individuals, 

³VRPHWKLQJ� ZKLFK� KDYLQJ� FHDVHG� WR� EH� ZRPDQ� LV� \HW� QRW� PDQ´� �0DXGVOey qtd. in 

Showalter, Female Malady 125), and the idea of this monstrosities was so alarming to 

Victorian families that many decided to prevent their daughters from studying. This is the 

fate that Virginia Woolf had to face when, at fifteen years of age, she was forbidden to 

proceed in her studies (Showalter, Female Malady 128). 

What needs to be pointed out is that the majority of medical claims on female insanity in 

the nineteenth century were allegations with little to none scientific basis, so much so that 

Elaine Showalter compared the language of nineteenth-century psychiatry to that of 

fiction, since it was a language of culturally determined suppositions, which never found 

any confirmation in  scientific analysis (Female Malady 5). As a matter of fact, many of 

the conjectures which Victorian physicians maintained with regard to female insanity 

actually stemmed from misogyny.  

2XW�RI�WKHVH�EDVHOHVV�VXSSRVLWLRQV��WKH�³(QJOLVK�PDODG\´��6KRZDOWHU��Female Malady 7) 

produced by industrialisation and high civilisation, found its female counterpart in the 

³IHPDOH�PDODG\´��6KRZDOWHU��Female Malady 7), a pathology specifically linked to the 

conjectured irrationality and instability of female nature (Showalter, Female Malady 7). 

A further element of what Showalter claims to be a feminisation of madness in the 

nineteenth century is the progressive masculinisation of the role of asylum managers. 

Indeed, according to the feminist scholar, a polarisation took place in Victorian England 

whereby women were gradually relegated to the role of patients, whereas men occupied 

WKH�SODFH�RI�WKH�GRFWRU��WKXV�UHLQIRUFLQJ�WKH�SDWULDUFKDO�V\VWHP��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������

While this could be considered a mere speculation on the part of Showalter, as argued by 

Busfield (259), what is actually verifiable is that in the second half of the nineteenth 
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century, approximately starting from the massive implementation of asylum structures as 

a consequence of the Lunatics Act of 1845, the number of women managing institutions 

for the insane diminished drastically, and in 1859 the Commissioners in Lunacy revealed 

their intention to allow only (male) doctors in the role of asylum managers, since insane 

individuals needed medical care; they consequently discouraged the application of 

women to that poVLWLRQ��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������$V�D�FRQVHTXHQFH�RI�WKLV�

polarisation, female voices are hardly ever present in official documents regarding 

insanity; to have a glimpse of the female perspective on the topic it is necessary to look 

for it in literature, which is what this thesis proposes to do.  

1.7.1. Victorian pseudo-sciences: physiognomy and phrenology 

As theories on insanity began to flourish, attempting to determine the symptoms, the 

causes, and the possible treatments for mental disease, along with a certain panic among 

the population as regards the growing numbers of insane individuals, a need to clearly 

identify the disease also developed. In response to this need, a number of hypotheses were 

elaborated, concerning the outward appearance of insanity. Medical men were convinced 

that signs of mental degeneration could be detectable on the bodies of insane patients, 

either on their facial expressions, on their body, their posture or even the conformation of 

their head. Among the number of pseudo-sciences that developed during the course of the 

century, two were particularly successful, namely physiognomy and phrenology.  

Physiognomy was based on the conviction that it was possible to discern the inner 

character of individuals from their outer appearance. In the first half of the nineteenth 

century a number of studies developed, that scrutinised the correlation between insanity 

and the physical aspect of the alleged lunatics. A chief supporter of the methods of 

physiognomy was John Conolly, the previously mentioned advocate of moral manager. 

Conolly was firmly convinced that the faces of insane patients could plainly illustrate the 

history of their lives and their moral corruption. In his study The Physiognomy of Insanity, 

published in the Medical Times and Gazette in 1858, he analysed some of the photographs 

of insane women, taken by Dr Diamond, the asylum physician who had popularised 

psychiatric photography in English madhouses (Showalter, Female Malady 86). In his 

work, Conolly argued that all human faces bear the testimony of the passing of time and 

of the different emotions and experiences human beings go through (C. L. R. 208), but in 
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the case of a deranged mind the lines that are imprinted on the countenance assume 

peculiar shapes, and the facial muscles, as well as the muscles of the rest of the body, 

HVFDSH�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO¶V�FRQWURO��WKXV�JHQHUDWLQJ�Dn oddity of manners and gestures (C. L. 

R. 210). 

&RQROO\¶V�REVHUYDWLRQV�ZHUH�H[WUHPHO\�VXEMHFWLYH�DQG�URPDQWLFLVHG��WKH\�ZHUH�PDGH�RQ�

the basis of previous knowledge on the portrayed patients, so that his deductions were 

inevitably biased. An example of his examinations is here reported, so as to give an idea 

of the working of physiognomy as applied by Conolly. Comparing two photographs of 

alcoholic patients, one of middle-class origins, the other of lower station, Conolly claimed 

that he could retrace their social origin and their higher or lower moral elevation, by the 

observation of their features. Both patients seemed to present a bloated face, but the 

upper-class woman had her eyes slightly raised to the ceiling, and her forehead was 

corrugated, thus suggesting a sense of despair, caused by the remembrance of a past 

uprightness which has been exhausted by the vile sin of alcohol consumption (C. L. R. 

224). The lowly-born patient, on the other hand, presents sagging cheeks, large lips, and 

scrutinising eyes, which show unawareness. Her countenance, together with her untidy, 

poorly cut hair, her odd posture, and her overlooked apparel, suggest a low nature, which 

has never been touched by morality, and has been dissipated by vice (C. L. R. 225). These 

exampOHV� GHPRQVWUDWH� WKDW� &RQROO\¶V� REVHUYDWLRQV� ZHUH� H[WUHPHO\� ELDVHG�� DQG� KLV�

deductions dictated by the background knowledge on the patients. Arguably, if the 

information on the patients had been inverted, attributing to one photograph the social 

origins of the other subject, he would have come to the same conclusions, attributing to 

the supposedly higher-class woman signs of repentance and despair, but would have 

interpreted each feature in a different light.  

However, by the mid-nineteenth century, the system of physiognomy started to be a 

debated one: in All the Year Round some articles appeared pointing out the arbitrariness 

of a diagnosis based on physiognomy, and questioning the practice of physicians to visit 

asylums as a means of training in the outward recognition of insanity (Currie 22). 

)XUWKHUPRUH��ZLWK� WKH� SURJUHVVLYH� DIILUPDWLRQ� RI� SKUHQRORJ\�� SK\VLRJQRP\¶V� YDOLGLW\�

seemed to lose credit, since the new pseudo-science was accorded a superior scientific 

basis (Hachaichi 88). The concept of phrenology was based on the idea that the brain is 

the organ of the intellect, and that each function and feature of the mind has a specific 
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place in the brain. Thus, it was possible to analyse the conformation of the cranium in 

order to understand which parts of the brain were more developed and which were 

underdeveloped. Based on these measures, according to phrenology, it was possible to 

outline the character of an individual (Hachaichi 89). The renowned writer George Eliot 

had herself a phrenologist study the conformation of her skull, and, among other 

considerations, it was observed that she had a big head, which suggested the greatness of 

her intellect. 

Be it phrenology or physiognomy, Victorian society started to analyse all individuals in 

order to isolate cases of mental degeneration; Maudsley himself invited husbands-to-be 

WR�DQDO\VH�WKHLU�IXWXUH�ZLYHV�DQG�ORRN�RXW�IRU�³SK\VLFDO�VLJQV�«�ZKLFK�EHWUD\�GHJHQHUDF\�

RI� VWRFN� >«@�� 2XWZDUGV� GHIHFWV� DQG� GHIRUPLWLHV� DUH� WKH� YLVLEOH� VLJQV� RI� LQZDUG� DQG�

invisible faults ZKLFK�ZLOO�KDYH�WKHLU�LQIOXHQFH�LQ�EUHHGLQJ´��TWG��LQ�6KRZDOWHU��Female 

Malady 107). This hunt for physical signs of derangement is once again linked to 

'DUZLQLDQ�WKHRULHV�RQ�WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�WKH�VSHFLHV��LQGHHG��LQ�0DXGVOH\¶V�ZRUGV�WKH�LQWHQW�

to prevent tKH� UHSURGXFWLRQ� RI� ³EDG� VWRFN´� �Scull, Solitary Afflictions 327), and the 

FRQVHTXHQW� GHJUDGDWLRQ� RI� WKH� UDFH�� LV� FOHDUO\� GLVFHUQLEOH�� 0RUHRYHU�� 0DXGVOH\¶V�

affirmation demonstrates his misogynistic approach to madness, he invites men to 

scrutinise women in search for signs of hereditary insanity, since, according to Maudsley 

and his contemporaries, it is through women that insanity propagates in society.  

1.7.2. Hereditariness of madness  

Another important aspect of the Victorian understanding of insanity is its hereditariness. 

Indeed, Victorians were convinced that mental deficiencies, like physical traits, were 

handed down among generations. Darwinians, in particular, sustained that insanity among 

paupers was not caused by deprivation and by their dismal life conditions, but rather by 

D� ELRORJLFDO� LQIHULRULW\�� ³WKDW� WKH� SRRU� ZHQW� PDG� SURYHG� WKDW� WKH\� ZHUH� LQDGHTXDWH�

persons, who demonstrated their inferiority by being poor and crazy in the ILUVW�SODFH´�

(Showalter, Female Malady ������$V�SUHYLRXVO\�KLQWHG��'DUZLQ¶V�SXEOLFDWLRQ��DORQJ�ZLWK�

the economic depression of those years, fostered social anxieties about the decay of the 

UDFH��ZKLFK�GHJHQHUDWHG� LQ� WKHRULHV�RQ�HXJHQLFV�ZKHUHE\�WKH�³WDLQWHG�KHUHGLWDU\�SRRO´�

(Showalter, Female Malady 109) had to be limited through selective breeding (Showalter, 
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Female Malady 110). Among the most fervent supporters of the theories on hereditariness 

was Henry Maudsley, who declared that: 

There is a destiny made for each one by his inheritance; he is the necessary organic 

consequent of certain organic antecedents; and it is impossible he should escape 

WKH�W\UDQQ\�RI�KLV�RUJDQL]DWLRQ��>«@�>7KHUH�H[LVWV@�DQ�LQVWLQFWLYH�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�WKH�

law by which the sins of the father are visited upon the children onto the third and 

fourth generations. (qtd. in Showalter, Female Malady 114) 

The hereditariness of insanity was commonly accepted as a fact by the majority of 

Victorians; there is testimony of Dickens having refused to publish on Household Words 

a number of literary works dealing with the issue of hereditary insanity since, according 

to him, the problem was too close and personal for many of the readers (Wynne 52). 

Equally commonly accepted was the notion that women were the greatest vehicles of the 

WUDQVPLVVLRQ� RI� LQVDQLW\� ZLWKLQ� D� IDPLO\�� VR� PXFK� VR� WKDW� ³WKH� JUHDWHVW� WHQGHQF\� RI�

PRWKHUV�WR�WUDQVPLW�LQVDQLW\�WR�WKHLU�IHPDOH�FKLOGUHQ´��6KRZDOWHU��Female Malady 123) 

was generally acknowledged by psychiatrists as the major cause for the prevalence of 

insanity among women (Showalter, Female Malady 123).  

1.7.3. The reproductive and nervous systems 

:KDW�6KRZDOWHU�KDV�WHUPHG�WKH�³IHPDOH�PDODG\´��6KRZDOWHU��Female Malady 7) was a 

diagnosis of insanity associated to complications in the reproductive system, understood 

WR�EH�SDUWLFXODUO\�FRQQHFWHG�WR�WKH�QHUYRXV�V\VWHP��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������

The female lifecycle was accorded great importance, indeed, from puberty to menopause, 

ZRPHQ¶V� FRQVWDQW� FKDQJHV� ZHUH� EHOLHYHG� WR� EH extremely trying and destabilising. 

9LFWRULDQ�SK\VLFLDQV�KHOG� WKDW��³WKH�IXQFWLRQV�RI� WKH�EUDLQ�DUH�VR� LQWLPDWHO\�FRQQHFWHG�

with the uterine system, that the interruption of any one process which the latter has to 

perform in the human economy may implicatH�WKH�IRUPHU´��TWG�� LQ�6KRZDOWHU��Female 

Malady �����7R�ZKLFK�6KRZDOWHU�LURQLFDOO\�DGGHG�WKDW�³JLYHQ�VR�VKDN\�D�FRQVWLWXWLRQ��LW�

VHHPHG� D�ZRQGHU� WKDW� DQ\�ZRPDQ� FRXOG� KRSH� IRU� D� OLIHWLPH� RI� VDQLW\� >«@´� �Female 

Malady ����:RPHQ¶V�UHSURGXFWLYH�V\VWHP�was believed to predispose them to insanity, 

because it rendered them emotional and irrational, and its interferences with the normal 

functioning of the female organism were particularly intense during menstruation and 

during those period in which the reproductive system was evolving, namely, puberty, 
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pregnancy, childbirth and menopause (Showalter, Female Malady 55). A timely example 

of this conviction is provided by the case of Constance Kent: to support the hypothesis of 

LQVDQLW\�DV�D�UHDVRQ�IRU�&RQVWDQFH¶V�DFWLRns it was noted that the girl was menstruating at 

the time of the murder, a condition understood to exacerbate her mental unbalance (Pegg 

210. 211). 

Besides the centrality of the reproductive system, another important aspect of Victorian 

notions on female insanity was the belief that madness was a disease of the blood. The 

importance of blood involves the concern for menstrual discharge, whose interruption 

was deemed problematic. Therefore, doctors attempted to control the menstrual flow 

through a number of remedies, including diet, the application of leeches, and even the 

UHFXUUHQFH� WR� KLSEDWKV� �6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������0RUHRYHU��ZRPHQ�ZHUH�

prevented to study and apply themselves in mentally demanding activities on the basis 

that the energy required for such a mental effort would be an impediment to the correct 

flowing of the menstrual cycle (Showalter, Female Malady 125). By the last decades of 

the nineteenth century, physicians had come to identify the uterine apparatus as the source 

of all female diseases, for which the most disparate countermeasures were devised 

�6KRZDOWHU�� ³9LFWRULDQ� :RPHQ´� ������ +RZHYHU�� DFFRUGLQg to Elaine Showalter, the 

DSSDUHQW�GRFWRUV¶�QHHG�WR�FRQWURO�WKH�IHPDOH�UHSURGXFWLYH�V\VWHP�ZRXOG�VWHP�IURP�IHDU�

of female sexuality, rather than from all the diverse theories on insanity (Showalter, 

Female Malady �����HVSHFLDOO\�LI�ZRPHQ¶V�VH[XDOLW\�ZRXOG lead to rebelliousness on their 

SDUW��,QGHHG��PDOH�GRFWRUV�IHOW�WKH�XUJHQF\�WR�³PHQDJH�ZRPHQ¶V�PLQGV�E\�UHJXODWLQJ�WKHLU�

ERGLHV´��6KRZDOWHU��Female Malady 75), a necessity that degenerated progressively, and 

reached its peak in the second half of the nineteenth century, with Isaac Baker Brown, a 

doctor specialised in clitoridectomy, that is the surgical asportation of the clitoris, as a 

treatment for female insanity (Showalter, Female malady 75). The majority of the issues 

he promised to cure through the practice of clitoridectomy had in reality nothing to do 

with the reproductive or nervous system, which his practices wished to target. A girl in 

her twenties was operated because she would not obey to her mother and she would 

HQJDJH�LQ�³VHULRXV�UHDGLQJ´��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´�������DQRWKHU�ZDV�JXLOW\�RI�

being too accommodating with men and showing lack of politeness, but he even 

performed surgery on epileptics, paralytics, and on women who wanted to divorce their 
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KXVEDQGV��6KRZDOWHU��³9LFWRULDQ�:RPHQ´ 177). The performance on women of this cruel, 

XQPRWLYDWHG��DQG�KXPLOLDWLQJ�SUDFWLFH�OHDGV�WR�6KRZDOWHU¶V�FRQFOXVLRQ�WKDW�� 

Clitoridectomy is the surgical enforcement of an ideology that restricts female 

sexuality to reproduction. The removal of the FOLWRULV� HOLPLQDWHV� WKH�ZRPDQ¶V�

sexual pleasure, and it is indeed this autonomous sexual pleasure that Brown 

defined as the symptom, perhaps the essence, of female insanity. (Female Malady 

77) 

The circle is thus closed, since the autonomy that is stressed in this last consideration 

UHFDOOV� RQFH� DJDLQ� )ORUHQFH� 1LJKWLQJDOH¶V� FDOO� IRU� HPSOR\PHQW�� LQWHOOHFWXDO� ZRUN��

autonomy, freedom. All around the perimeter of this circle, it appears evident that the 

discourse of female insanity has been exploited by Victorian men to restrict women, 

physically and mentally, and confine them into the figure of the angel in the house. 

Outside of that scheme were madness and humiliation. Insanity was employed as a threat, 

DV�D�VZRUG�KDQJLQJ�RYHU�ZRPHQ¶V�KHDGV�DQG�UHDG\�WR�IDOO�DW the first misstep.  

In conclusion, the theme of insanity was central in Victorian England, where a growing 

SUHRFFXSDWLRQ�ZLWK�SHRSOH¶V�VDQLW\�UHIOHFWHG�HFRQRPLF�ZRUULHV�RI�WKH�QHZO\�LQGXVWULDOLVHG�

society. Indeed, in the industrial society citizens were evaluated according to criteria of 

productivity, and insane individuals started to be perceived as burdens weighting on 

social wealth, and as a problem that needed to be managed. A number of hypotheses 

speculating on the causes of insanity originated, along with theories on how the insane 

population had to be treated. The Victorian misogynistic assumption that women were 

the chief propagators of insanity in society caused women, and their bodies, to be under 

the microscope. Therefore, medical men began to produce theories on female insanity: 

on one hand they believed insanity to be hereditary, and transmissible especially among 

generations of women; on the other hand, they started to distinguish female insanity from 

a universal conception of mental illness, indeed, insanity in women was perceived to stem 

from their biological predisposition to derangement. According to Victorian theories, 

ZRPHQ¶V� UHSURGXFWLYH� V\VWHP� ZDV� FRQQHFWHG� ZLWK� WKHLU� QHUYRXV� V\VWHP�� DQG� FDXVHG�

women to be emotional and irrational. Starting from such suppositions a further idea of 

female insanity as linked with the menstrual cycle developed, giving birth to a set of 
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prescription for women, instructing them on how to behave in order to avoid the risk of 

mental illness.  

Thus, Victorian women lived among a number of contrasting theories on insanity, and a 

series of directions dictated by medical authorities and common wisdom, that ultimately 

OLPLWHG�WKHLU�IUHHGRP��:RPHQ¶V�ERGLHV�ZHUH�WKXV�FRQWUROOHG�DQG�UHJXODWHG�E\�PHQ��ZKR�

started to police the boundaries between sanity and insanity, according to a set of theories 

that had no scientific evidence. Men were also invited to analyse the external appearance 

of their wives, looking for signs of mental disease. A process was thus taking place, 

whereby men occupied the position of doctors, whereas women, in consequence, were 

cast in the position of patients. According to contemporary theories, signs of insanity were 

QRW�RQO\�GHWHFWDEOH�LQ�ZRPHQ¶V�DSSHDUDQFH��WKURXJK�SKUHQRORJ\�DQG�SK\VLRJQRP\��EXW�

aOVR� LQ� WKHLU� EHKDYLRXU��ZRPHQ¶V� WUDQVJUHVVLRQ� RI� WKH� QDUURZ� ERXQGDULHV� RI� IHPLQLQH�

propriety was believed to be a symptom of mental illness.  

Women were supposed to be biologically inferior to men, and they were expected to be 

obedient, passive, quiet, and dedicated to the duties of the home. Women who 

transgressed this angelic model were diagnosed with moral insanity, which was cured, in 

the asylum, through a doctrine of adhesion to middle class values of propriety. Indeed, 

the treatment of moral management was based on a series of gender stereotypes that were 

imposed on women and had to be internalised, in order for patients to be proclaimed sane 

once again. The label of insanity was thus used by Victorian society as a tool to limit 

ZRPHQ¶V� IUHHGRP�� ZKHQ� Zomen manifested rebellious energies, transgressing the 

passivity expected from them, they were immediately labelled insane and enclosed in the 

asylum. 

However, while the label of insanity lay outside the boundaries of feminine propriety, 

actual mental illness could lay inside those boundaries. Indeed, the immobility to which 

women were condemned frustrated their potential and could lead them to insanity, as 

argued by Florence Nightingale. Hence, Victorian women existed among several 

definitions of insanity, and the risk for them of being labelled insane and being locked up 

in the asylum was always looming around the corner.  
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2. 0DGQHVV�LQ�%URQWs¶V�Jane Eyre DQG�&ROOLQV¶V�The 
Woman in White 

Given the context on the treatment of insanity in the eighteenth and nineteenth century, 

WKLV�WKHVLV�DQDO\VHV�WKH�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI�PDG�ZRPHQ�LQ�&KDUORWWH�%URQWs¶V�Jane Eyre 

DQG�:LONLH�&ROOLQV¶V�The Woman in White, and it aims to confront the ways in which the 

label of deviancy, or the threat whereof, is employed by male characters in the two novels 

WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP�DQG�WR�FRQILQH�DQG�VLOHQFH�WKHP��7KH�WZR�QRYHOV��ZKLFK�ZHUH�

published in 1847 and 1860, respectively, have been examined, especially in the last 

decades, in their representations of mad characters. The figure of Bertha Mason, Jane 

Eyre¶V�PDGZRPDQ��KDV�EHHQ�GLVFXVVHG�E\�IHPLQLVW�VFKRODUV�DQG�FULWLFDO�UDFH�WKHRU\��DQG�

it has been interpreted as the personification of the rebellion of minorities (notably in S. 

*LOEHUW�DQG�6��*XEDU¶V�IHPLQLVW�VWXG\�The Madwoman in the Attic���&ROOLQV¶V�ZRUN�WRR�

has been read from a feminist perspective as a novel that denounces the helplessness of 

Victorian women against their all-powerful male relatives, and particularly a 

denunciation of the Victorian male practice of having troublesome women locked up in 

asylums, if they disturbed their plans; such practice was rather common in mid-

nineteenth-century England, as such famous cases as Rosina Bulwer-/\WWRQ¶V� DQd 

&KDUOHV�'LFNHQV¶V�ZLIH¶V�GHPRQVWUDWH��7KH� WZR�QRYHOV� DUH�GHHSO\� FRQFHUQHG�ZLWK� WKH�

theme of female madness, which, as said in the previous chapter, was a topic widely 

discussed in the decades of publication of the books. This chapter will show that the 

representations of madness in the two works were deeply influenced by the beliefs and 

theories on madness which circulated in the nineteenth century; it will compare the 

different figures of female madness, tracing out the differences and the similarities in their 

characterisation as insane individuals. Finally, it will argue that the novels portray 

9LFWRULDQ�ZRPHQ¶V�VWUXJJOH�WR�HVFDSH�GLIIHUHQW�ODEHOV�RI�LQVDQLW\�� 

Both Brontë and Collins were deeply involved in the conversation on psychology and 

insanity taking place in their time due to the social circles they frequented. Indeed, for 

ZKDW�FRQFHUQV�%URQWs��6KXWWOHZRUWK�DVVHUWV�WKDW�WKH�UHYHUHQG�%URQWs��WKH�ZULWHU¶V�IDWKHU��

as well as Charlotte herself and the rest of the family, were informed on the scientific and 

religious discourse of the time and held close relationships with scholars and medical men 



48 
 

(24). 1 In those years, the attention focused on the concept of self-control, which was 

central not only to the regulation of individuals, but also to the regulation of society 

(Shuttleworth 23). The idea of self-control had wide currency in mid-nineteenth-century 

(QJODQG��DQG�EHFDPH�D�GRPLQDQW�HOHPHQW�LQ�%URQWH¶V�QRYHOV��ZKLFK�DUH�LQWHUVSHUVHG�ZLWK�

the language of psychology and science (Shuttleworth 11). Shuttleworth reports that the 

%URQWs�IDPLO\�XVHG�WR�IUHTXHQW�WKH�OLEUDU\�RI�WKH�.HLJKOH\�0HFKDQLFV¶�,QVWLWXWH��ZKHUH�

the books available to them consisted primarily in manuals for self-improvement and 

treaties on medical theories such as phrenology; Esquirol¶V� ZRUN� RQ� LQVDQLW\� ZDV�

UHSRUWHGO\� DOVR� SUHVHQW� ������ 7KH� LQIRUPDWLRQ� DERXW�&KDUORWWH�%URQWs¶V� HDUO\� UHDGLQJV�

attest to her knowledge of such contemporary themes, which later would enter the pages 

RI� KHU� QRYHOV�� ,Q� SDUWLFXODU�� %URQWs¶V� ZRUNV� DGGUHVV� WKH� VXbject of insanity and its 

threatening potential invisibility, two issues which were often debated in the context of 

nineteenth-century psychology (Shuttleworth 43). Indeed, the revelation of madness is a 

focal point in Jane Eyre, where knowledge becomes power and where control is acquired 

E\�DSSURSULDWLQJ�VRPHRQH�HOVH¶V�VHFUHWV��6KXWWOHZRUWK������DQG�LW�LV�D�FHQWUDO�HOHPHQW�RI�

Victorian psychiatry too. The new conception of invisible insanity, a potential threat that 

might lurk in the body for years before manifesting itself, elevated the physician to the 

role of medical detective, who had to investigate and interpret the signs of a hidden 

disease (Shuttleworth 42). As a consequence, ideas of control and self-control became 

fundamental requisites in the management of the psyche, and thus emerged as pivotal 

HOHPHQWV� LQ�%URQWs¶V� ILFWLRQ� DV�ZHOO�� )LQDOO\��&KDUORWWH�%URQWs� LQFOXGHG� LQ� KHU� QRYHOV�

elements from phrenology and physiognomy, two prominent pseudo-sciences which were 

based on the idea of observing external signs in order to decipher information on the 

internal workings of the mind (Shuttleworth 59). The discourse about phrenology 

permeates Jane Eyre, and it is the battlefield where the power struggle between Jane and 

Rochester is fought.  

In Collins and %URQWs¶V�WLPH�WKH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�LQVDQLW\��LWV�LQYLVLELOLW\��DQG�WKH�PHWKRGV�WR�

detect it were so widely discussed that the boundary between sanity and insanity was no 

longer evident; an article published on The Times in 1853 asserted that: 

 
1 Brontë kept up to date on the socio-economic and political debate through the reading of 
newspapers (specifically the Leeds Intelligencer and the Leeds Mercury��DQG�KHU�IDWKHU¶V�SROLWLFDO�
activity (Shuttleworth 19). 
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Nothing can be more slightly defined than the line of demarcation between sanity and 

LQVDQLW\�>«@��0DNH�WKH�GHILQLWLRQ�WRR�QDUURZ��LW�EHFRPHV�PHDQLQJOHVV��PDNH�LW�WRR�

wide, and the whole human race becomes involved in the dragnet. In strictness we are 

all mad when we give way to passion, to prejudice, to vice, to vanity; but if all the 

passionate, prejudiced and vain people were to be locked up as lunatics, who is to 

keep the key to the asylum? (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 27) 

The fine line between sanity and LQVDQLW\�FRQVWLWXWHV�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�VXEMHFW�RI�&ROOLQV¶V�

novel The Woman in White. Narrating the history of a sane woman committed to an 

asylum under a false identity by her scheming husband, the novel stages one of the 

favourite literary tropes of sensaWLRQ� ILFWLRQ� �6PDOO� ������ :LONLH� &ROOLQV¶V� ZRUN��

published in 1859, was timely, since in those years the English society was facing a lunacy 

panic due to the uncovering of several incidents where sane individuals had been 

unjustifiably pronounced insane and had been committed to medical care (Small 184). 

7KH�FLUFOH�RI�&ROOLQV¶V�FORVH�IULHQGV�DQG�DFTXDLQWDQFHV��ZKLFK�FRPSULVHG�LQIOXHQWLDO�PHQ�

of law, authors such as Charles Dickens and Edward Bulwer-Lytton, and philosophers 

such as Herbert Spencer (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 29), was itself involved in the 

contemporary debate on insanity, and intimately affected by the lunacy panic, due to the 

wrongful commitment of Rosina Bulwer-Lytton, wife of Edward, to an asylum. In the 

framework of a failing marriage, Rosina Bulwer-Lytton, despising her husband, started 

to seek revenge by sending vindictive letters to the press, whereby she humiliated her 

husband and accused him of a series of vicious behaviours (Small 187). Edward Bulwer-

/\WWRQ¶V�DQVZHU�ZDV�SHUIHFWO\�LQ�Neeping with the times: he convinced his friends John 

Conolly and L. Forbes Winslow, two influential figures in the psychiatric sphere, to sign 

a certificate which recommended the committal of Rosina to an asylum (Small 189). 

+RZHYHU�� WKH� ZLIH¶V� IULHQGV�� ZLth the help of Bulwer-/\WWRQ¶V� SROLWLFDO� RSSRQHQWV��

PDQDJHG�WR�PDNH�5RVLQD¶V�SURWHVWDWLRQV�DQG�GHQXQFLDWLRQV�KHDUG��DQG�WKH�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�

ensuing scandal was such that the two medical men had to retract their diagnosis (Small 

189). Although the source of iQVSLUDWLRQ�IRU�&ROOLQV¶V�ZRUN�KDV�EHHQ�LGHQWLILHG�LQ�WKH�UHDO�

case of the Marquise de Douhault, which consisted in a story of mistaken identity where 

WKH�LGHQWLW\�RI�D�GHDG�SHUVRQ�ZDV�LPSRVHG�RQ�D�OLYLQJ�LQGLYLGXDO��-��7D\ORU��³1DUUDWLYH�RI�

Moral ManagemenW´������WKH�JHQHUDO�SORW�RI�XQMXVW�FRPPLWPHQW�ZDV�H[WUDRUGLQDULO\�FORVH�

to Collins. Aside from the Bulwer-Lytton case, there was another analogous circumstance 
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WDNLQJ� SODFH� LQVLGH� RI� &ROOLQV¶V� VRFLDO� FLUFOH�� RQH� WKDW� LQYROYHG� KLV� FORVH� IULHQG� DQG�

renowned author Charles Dickens. Like Bulwer-Lytton, Dickens was going through a 

FULVLV�LQ�KLV�PDUULDJH�DQG�KLV�ZLIH��&DWKHULQH�'LFNHQV��ZDV�DFTXDLQWHG�ZLWK�WKH�KXVEDQG¶V�

affair with a young actress. Apparently, Catherine and her mother attempted to put an end 

to the relationship in order to save the marriage, but Dickens opposed their efforts, 

allegedly by threatening his wife to commit her to an asylum (Small 190). Small reads 

'LFNHQV¶V�GHFODUDWLRQV�DERXW�KLV�ZLIH¶V�LQDGHTXDF\�IRU�KHU�UROH�RI�ZLIH�DQG�PRWKHU��DV�

tKH�DXWKRU¶V�YHLOHG�WKUHDW�WR�KLV�ZLIH� 

Sutherland draws attention to a phrase which most biographers have found 

inexplicable: 'her always increasing estrangement' from her children is, Dickens 

claims, making worse 'a mental disorder under which she sometimes labours'. 

[However] there is no other evidence that Catherine Dickens was psychologically 

unstable. (190) 

According to Small, by making these claims Dickens did not want to actually arrange his 

ZLIH¶V�FRPPLWWDO�WR�DQ�DV\OXP��EXW�UDWKHU�VKRZ�KHU�ZKDW�ZRXld happen if she kept on 

interfering with his affair (190). This further instance of the label of insane used to 

WKUHDWHQ�D�ZRPDQ¶V�IUHHGRP�GHPRQVWUDWHV�&ROOLQV¶V�SUR[LPLW\�WR�VXFK�HYHQWV��ZKLFK�KH�

later incorporated in The Woman in White. In the novel Collins also displays a profound 

knowledge of the debate on insanity, its treatment, and the laws regulating mental health. 

Indeed, among his friends were also Charles Reade, involved in the lunacy reform (J. 

Taylor, Secret Theatre 29) and author of Hard Cash, a novel where he attacked the 

DOLHQLVWV¶�SURIHVVLRQ�DQG�H[SRVHG�WKH�DEXVHV�WDNLQJ�SODFH�LQ�SULYDWH�DV\OXPV��6PDOO�������

and Bryan Procter, to whom The Woman in White is dedicated. Procter was Lunacy 

Commissioner at the moment in which Collins was writing his novel, and was probably 

WKH�DXWKRU¶V�VRXUFH�IRU�PXFK�LQIRUPDWLRQ�FRQFHUQLQJ�OXQDF\�ODZV�DQG�DV\OXP�FRQGLWLRQV�

(Small 186). The Woman in White was serialised between 1859 and 1860, a period during 

which a Parliamentary Select Committee was investigating the state of the legislation 

regulating insanity and asylums, and its suitability to protect mentally ill individuals and 

WKH� DOOHJHGO\� LQVDQH� �/HDY\� ����� 7KHUHIRUH�� &ROOLQV¶V� QRYHO� ZDV� D� UHVSRQVH� WR�

contemporary anxieties and a not-so-veiled denunciation of the mechanisms governing 

the admission to the asylum.  
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2.1. Representations of insanity 

In Jane Eyre and The Woman in White, Charlotte Brontë and Wilkie Collins deal 

extensively with the theme of madness, and they focus specifically on forms of female 

insanity. The two novels display a range of different representations of insanity, and the 

influence of nineteenth-century studies on madness is evident in the characteristics of 

insane, or allegedly insane, individuals in the novels. While the portrayal of mad subjects 

and their symptoms varies profoundly from novel to novel, as well as within the same 

novel, one point that is shared by all mentally ill characters is the uncertainty of their 

insanity. Indeed, the boundaries between sanity and insanity are blurred in the two works, 

and many of the female characters appearing in the novels, including those who are 

deemed to be sane, could be at a certain point defined insane. Not only does this attest to 

the indeterminacy of the concept of madness, but also to the growing narrowness of the 

boundaries delineating sanity, understood to be the adhesion to conventions and to 

propriety. A glaring example of the indefiniteness of the line distinguishing sanity from 

PDGQHVV�LV�WKH�FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ�RI�$QQH�&DWKHULFN¶V�LQVDQLW\��ZKLFK�ZLOO�UHPDLQ�XQFOHDU�

throughout all the narrative. Anne is not entirely sane, but neither does her mental 

impaiUPHQW�UHTXLUH�FRPPLWWDO�WR�WKH�DV\OXP��-��7D\ORU��³1DUUDWLYH�RI�0RUDO�0DQDJHPHQW�

52); she hovers on the border of sanity, and her career as an asylum patient will be 

determined uniquely by the interests and schemes of other people. In Jane Eyre, too, the 

nDWXUH� RI�%HUWKD�0DVRQ¶V�PHQWDO� GLVRUGHU� LV� QRW� FOHDU�� 5RFKHVWHU�� WKH� RQO\� VRXUFH� RI�

NQRZOHGJH� FRQFHUQLQJ� %HUWKD¶V� SV\FKRORJLFDO� GHJHQHUDWLRQ�� LV� RGGO\� YDJXH� LQ� KLV�

QDUUDWLRQ� RI� WKH� FDXVHV� OHDGLQJ� WR� KLV�ZLIH¶V� LPSULVRQPHQW� �6KXWWOHZRUWK� ������ ,Q� KLV�

accounW�WKH�³QRWLRQ�RI�WKH�µXQEHFRPLQJ¶�>«@�VKDGHV�GLUHFWO\�LQWR�LQVDQLW\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�

50), proving once again the vagueness of the concept of insanity (Shuttleworth 12). This 

ambiguity, which characterised nineteenth-century debates on madness, along with the 

preoccupation for cases of wrongful confinement, can be summarised in a proposition 

featured in an article published on All the Year Round��³OHW�XV�DFFRXQW�QR�PDQ�D�OXQDWLF�

whom it requires a mad-GRFWRU�WR�SURYH�LQVDQH´��qtd. in J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 103). 

Such sentence simultaneously expresses the uncertainty as to what should be considered 

insane, and the distrust towards the medical profession.  

Bertha Mason in Jane Eyre and Anne Catherick in The Woman in White represent the 

different approaches to insanity adopted in the nineteenth century. Charlotte Brontë 
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portrayed Bertha Mason, the mad woman living in the attic at Thornfield Hall, as a 

GHPRQLF�DQG�EHDVWO\�ILJXUH�ZLWK�D�³VDYDJH�IDFH�´�³EORRGVKRW�H\HV�´�³OLSV�>«@�VZHOOHG�DQG�

GDUN´�DQG�³WKLFN�DQG�GDUN�KDLU´��%URQWs������������7KH�PDMRULW\�RI�WHUPV�XVHG�WR�GHVFULEH�

%HUWKD� DQG� KHU� DFWLRQV� HPSKDVLVH� KHU� DQLPDOLW\�� VKH� LV� UHIHUUHG� WR� DV� ³VRPH� VWUDQJH�

DQLPDO´��D�³FORWKHG�K\HQD´�ZLWK�³JUL]]OHG�KDLU��ZLOG�DV�D�PDQH´��%rontë 352); the noises 

she emits are compared to snarls and growls (Small 158). In her beastly qualities, 

masculine appearance and impressive physical strength, Bertha corresponds to a 

conception of madness typical of the eighteenth century, one in which insane individuals 

were perceived as beasts who had to be locked up. Indeed, the character of Jane Eyre¶V�

mad woman seems to belong to a different timeline as opposed to the rest of the novel: 

KHU�JKRVWO\�DSSDULWLRQV�LQ�WKH�QLJKW�DQG�KHU�³PLUWKOHVV´��%URQWs 125) laugh remind one of 

the monsters from Gothic literature. Other elements in Jane Eyre recall this eighteenth-

century literary genre, such as the abandoned third storey of Thornfield Hall, which 

reminds the labyrinthine castles typical of gothic novels, the presence of a secret to 

uncover, and a veiled parallelism between Bluebeard and Rochester, whose numerous 

partners recall the wives of the gothic villain.  

'HVSLWH�WKH�DPRXQW�RI�IHPLQLVW�OLWHUDWXUH�LQWHUSUHWLQJ�%URQWs¶V�PDG�ZRPDQ�DV�D�V\PERO�

of rebellion towards Victorian standards of femininity, requiring the repression of female 

VH[XDOLW\��6KXWWOHZRUWK�FODLPV�WKDW�%URQWs¶V�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�%HUWKD�GRHV�QRW�DFWXDOO\�

deviate from the Victorian mindset (164). In fact, her characterisation of the mad woman 

embodies numerous stereotypes about madness, especially linked with the female body 

�6WURYDV��³1R�5HVW´�������$FFRUGLQJ�WR�QLQHWHHQWK-century gynaecology and psychiatry, 

WZR�ILHOGV�H[WUHPHO\�SUHMXGLFHG�E\�PLVRJ\Q\��6WURYDV��³1R�5HVW´�������³ZRPHQ�ZHUH�

more vulnerable to insanity than men because the instability of their reproductive systems 

LQWHUIHUHG� ZLWK� WKHLU� VH[XDO�� HPRWLRQDO� DQG� UDWLRQDO� FRQWURO´� �6KRZDOWHU� ����� 7KH�

menstrual cycle was accorded an extraordinary power, since during the menstrual period 

ZRPHQ�ZHUH�EHOLHYHG�WR�EH�SDUWLFXODUO\�VXVFHSWLEOH�WR�LQVDQLW\��6WURYDV��³1R�5HVW´�������

DV�DWWHVWHG�E\�WKLV�DVVHUWLRQ�E\�D�UHVSHFWHG�9LFWRULDQ�SK\VLFLDQ��³7KH�ILUVW�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�

this secretion is almost always accompanied with symptoms of hysteria, more or less 

VHYHUH��UHFXUULQJ�DOVR�RFFDVLRQDOO\�DW�HDFK�PRQWKO\�SHULRG´��6KXWWOHZRUWK������&KDUORWWH�

%URQWs¶V�QDUUDWLRQ�RI�%HUWKD¶V� IHDWV�GHOLEHUDWHO\� DOOXGHV� WR� WKHVH� WKHRULHV�E\� LQFOXGLQJ�

several references to redness and blood and by connecting her character to the moon 
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�6WURYDV��³1R�5HVW��������,QGHHG��%HUWKD¶V�FULPHV�DOO�WDNH�SODFH�DW�QLJKW��DQG�%URQWs�SRLQWV�

RXW�WKDW��LQ�WKRVH�RFFDVLRQV��WKH�PRRQ�LV�³IXOO�DQG�EULJKW´��%URQWs�������RU�³EURDG�DQG�UHG��

like a hot cannon-EDOO´� �%URQWs�������RU�DJDLQ�³VLOYer-white and crystal-FOHDU´��%URQWs�

245).  

Deeply linked to the discourse of menstruation is the theme of sexuality, a fundamental 

HOHPHQW�LQ�%HUWKD¶V�FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ�DV�D�PDG�ZRPDQ��,QGHHG��LQ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�

WKH�HPHUJHQFH�RI�%HUWKD¶V�LQVDQLW\� her ³LQWHPSHUDWH�DQG�XQFKDVWH´�QDWXUH��%URQWs������

constitutes the main reason that led to her incarceration. This is in line with nineteenth-

century theories on madness, according to which the manifestation of excessive sexuality 

was one of the main symptomV� RI� IHPDOH� LQVDQLW\� �6WURYDV�� ³1R� 5HVW´� ������ ,Q� KHU�

UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�PDGQHVV��%URQWs� VXEVFULEHG� WR�3ULFKDUG¶V�FRQFHSW�RI�PRUDO� LQVDQLW\��

%HUWKD¶V� PDGQHVV� LV� H[SUHVVHG� LQ� WHUPV� RI� D� YLFLRXV� QDWXUH� DQG� D� SURSHQVLW\� IRU� VLQ�

�6WURYDV��³1R�5HVW´�������3ULFKDrd defined moral insanity as: 

a morbid perversion of the natural feelings, affections, inclinations, temper, habits, 

moral dispositions, and natural impulses, without any remarkable disorder or 

defect of the intellect or knowing and reasoning faculties, and particularly without 

any insane illusion or hallucination. (qtd. in Showalter, Female Malady 29) 

As Showalter pointed out, this definition could potentially include all forms of behaviour 

which diverged from the strict social conventions imposed on Victorian women (Female 

Malady �����%HUWKD�0DVRQ¶V�GHUDQJHPHQW�VHHPV�DWWHVWHG��DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�QRYHO��E\�KHU�

insane behaviour, her criminal intentions and her animality, but the initial reasons for her 

incarceration, her original madness, is explained uniquely in terms of a deviation from 

the angel in the house ideal.  

Bertha is characterised by excess and by her inability to subdue and control her passions, 

to which she gives free expression. John Reid, English physician and psychologist, held 

that insanity cRQVLVWHG�LQ�D�³GHILFLHQF\�LQ�WKH�IDFXOW\�RI�VHOI-FRQWURO´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������

her lack of self-restraint is the reason Bertha is defined insane, and it is that which 

distinguishes Bertha from Jane. Thanks to self-discipline, instilled in her through moral 

management in Lowood, Jane has learnt to subdue her passions and has thus avoided the 

label of madness. Bertha, instead, is incapable of concealing her inner-self and her desires, 

a quality which Esquirol considered an essential requisite for sanity (Shuttleworth 165), 
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and thus stands in the novel as a model of negative womanhood (Shuttleworth 167). Her 

PDGQHVV��GHVSLWH�EHLQJ�KHUHGLWDU\��5RFKHVWHU�QDUUDWHV�WKDW�%HUWKD¶V�PRWKHU�KDG�D�KLVWRU\�

of insanity as well, in accordance to Victorian beliefs on hereditary madness), is presented 

DV�EHLQJ�XOWLPDWHO\�DYHUWLEOH��6WURYDV��³1R�5HVW´�������:KLOH�-DQH�H[SUHVVHV�SLW\�WRZDUGV�

Bertha on one occasion, pointing out that her mental illness is not her fault (Brontë 362), 

Rochester plainly blames his wife for her condition, since he is convinced that it was her 

vicious nature and her deliberate immoral choices that led to the eruption and 

degeneration of her malady (Shuttleworth 166). Therefore, the representation of Bertha 

shows the consequences of applying an out-dated system of management of insanity, 

based on physical restraint: her moral insanity, according to nineteenth-century theories, 

would require the treatment of moral management, based on a feeling of pity for the 

insane individual and on an attempt to cure them and save them. However, Bertha has no 

possibility to recover from her mental condition, in fact, her illness is aggravated since 

she is locked up in the attic at Thornfield and no pity is shown towards her. (Shuttleworth 

160). 

While in Jane Eyre Charlotte Brontë depicted Bertha Mason as a demonic and beastly 

mad woman, Wilkie Collins, on the other hand, through his representation of Anne 

Catherick and, later, of Laura Fairlie, subscribes to a more modern conception of insanity, 

presenting mentally ill individuals as victims of society (Leavy 114). Indeed, one of 

&ROOLQV¶V� DLPV� ZDV� SUHFLVHO\� WR� GLVSHO� ROG� EHOLHIV� FRQFHUQLQJ� LQVDQLW\� �-�� 7D\ORU��

³1DUUDWLYH� RI� 0RUDO� 0DQDJHPHQW´� �3), and uncover contemporary mechanisms 

UHJXODWLQJ�WKLV�VRFLDO�SKHQRPHQRQ��&ROOLQV¶V�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�LQVDQLW\�LQ�The Woman in 

White revolves around the principles of moral management: the mad individual is 

perceived as an object of sympathy, which needs care in order to return to normality. This 

sympathy, along with the treatment of insane subjects as children, contributed to 

VWUHQJWKHQ�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�IHPLQLQLW\�DQG�LQVDQLW\��-��7D\ORU��³1DUUDWLYH�RI�0RUDO�

0DQDJHPHQW´������$QQH�&DWKHULFN¶V�FKDUDFWerisation establishes her as the ideal subject 

for moral management (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre ������ KHU� ³SDUWLDO� LQVDQLW\´�

(Shuttleworth 51) rendered her the perfect patient to be treated in order to meet the 

standards of behaviour expected from a Victorian woman. Indeed, as previously 

mentioned, the boundaries of sanity were defined according to Victorian ideals of middle-

FODVV�GRPHVWLF�YLUWXH��-��7D\ORU��³1DUUDWLYH�RI�0RUDO�0DQDJHPHQW´������7KH�V\PSWRPV�
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RI�$QQH¶V�LQVDQLW\�FRPSO\�ZLWK�WKH�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�PRnomania, which Prichard described 

as: 

a form of Intellectual Insanity in which the understanding is partially disordered 

or under the influence of some particular illusion, referring to one subject, and 

involving one train of ideas, while the intellectual powers appear, when exercised 

on other subjects, to be in a great measure unimpaired. (qtd. in Shuttleworth 51) 

$QQH¶V�PRQRPDQLD�PDQLIHVWV�LWVHOI�LQ�KHU�IL[DWLRQ�ZLWK�ZHDULQJ�RQO\�ZKLWH�FORWKHV��DQ�

obsession derived by another element which often recurs in her discourses: her love for 

Mrs Fairlie. As a child, Anne had spent some time with her cold and detached mother at 

Limmeridge House, where she had met Mrs Fairlie who, taking a fancy for the innocent 

FKLOG��KDG�JLYHQ�KHU�RQH�RI�/DXUD¶V�ZKLWH�GUHVVHV�DQG�had later remarked how nice the 

girl looked in white. From that moment on Anne Catherick had decided to wear only 

white garments, a strategy by which she could re-evoke the love and attention she 

received from Mrs Fairlie at Limmeridge, and which she lacked in her own family. In 

those days Mrs Fairlie had realised that Anne Catherick had a mild intellectual disability 

and had come to the conclusion that it was something treatable. She explained it to her 

husband, Mr Fairlie, in a letter: 

I was left to discover (which I did on the first day when we tried her at lessons) 

WKDW�WKH�SRRU�OLWWOH�WKLQJ¶V�LQWHOOHFW�LV�QRW�GHYHORSHG�DV�LW�RXJKW�WR�EH�DW�KHU�DJH��

>«@�>7KH�GRFWRU¶V@�RSLQLRQ�LV�WKDW�VKH�ZLOO�JURZ�RXW�RI�LW��%XW�KH�VD\V�KHU�FDUHIXO�

bringing-up at school is a matter of great importance just now, because her unusual 

slowness in acquiring ideas implies an unusual tenacity in keeping them, when 

they are once received into her mind. Now, my love, you must not imagine, in 

your off-hand way, that I have been attaching myself to an idiot. (Collins 73, 74) 

This condition from which Anne Catherick suffered, and could have recovered, did not 

UHTXLUH�FRPPLWWDO�WR�D�OXQDWLF�DV\OXP��DV�&RQROO\¶V�ZRUGV�VXJJHVW� 

Another class of patients for whom a lunatic asylum is a most improper place, 

FRQVLVWV�RI�WKRVH�ZKR�>«@�EHFRPH�DIIHFWHG�ZLWK�YDULRXV�GHJUHHV�RI�ZHDNQHVV�RI�

LQWHOOHFW��>«@�,Q�WKLV�VWDWH�WKHUH�LV�D�JHQHUDO�LPEHFLOLW\�RI�PLQG�>«@�EXW�WKHUH�LV�D�

little or no extravagance of action, still less is there any thing in the condition of 
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the patient which would make his liberty dangerous, or, if he were properly 

attended to and watched, even inconvenient to others or to himself. (qtd. in Leavy 

111).  

Nevertheless, Anne Catherick ends up in an asylum, due to a concatenation of reasons. 

2Q�RQH�KDQG��0UV�&DWKHULFN¶V�FROGQHVV�DQG� ODFN�RI� LQWHUHVW� LQ�KHU�GDXJKWHU� OHG�KHU� WR�

GLVPLVV�$QQH¶V�PHQWDO� UHWDUGDWLRQ�DV�D� IRUP�RI� LQVDQLW\��ZLWKRXW�HYHQ�FRQVLGHULQJ� WKH�

SRVVLELOLW\�RI�UHFRYHU\��,Q�KHU�OHWWHU�WR�+DUWULJKW�VKH�H[SODLQV��³,�GR�QRW profess to have 

been at all over-fond of my late daughter. She was a worry to me from first to last, with 

WKH�DGGLWLRQDO�GLVDGYDQWDJH�RI�EHLQJ�ZHDN�LQ�WKH�KHDG�´��&ROOLQV�������3HUFHLYLQJ�$QQH�

as a burden and believing her to be insane, Mrs Catherick considered the asylum an 

DSSURSULDWH� VROXWLRQ�� 0RUHRYHU�� LQ� KHU� FRQIHVVLRQ� OHWWHU� WKH� ZRPDQ� UHSRUWV� $QQH¶V�

VWXEERUQQHVV� LQ� ZHDULQJ� ZKLWH�� D� IL[DWLRQ� ZKLFK� VKH� KDG� WULHG� WR� RSSRVH�� $QQH¶V�

disobedience, as well as her inability to manage her bursts of anger, were central elements 

LQ�0UV�&DWKHULFN¶V�FRPSOLDQFH�ZLWK�6LU�3HUFLYDO¶V�GHFLVLRQ�WR�FRPPLW�KHU�GDXJKWHU�WR�DQ�

asylum (Leavy 134). Once again sanity is defined according to the parameters of 

propriety, and Anne Catherick is committed to an asylum due to her acting outside of the 

boundaries of appropriate behaviour. On the other hand, another fundamental reason 

EHKLQG�$QQH¶V�LQFDUFHUDWLRQ�LQ�WKH�DV\OXP�ZDV�6LU�3HUFLYDO¶V�VFKHPH�WR�VLOHQFH�KHU��VLQFH�

she had threatened to reveal his secret;2 this corrupt motive PHW�ZLWK�WKH�GRFWRUV¶�LQDELOLW\��

RU�XQZLOOLQJQHVV��WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�$QQH¶V�PHQWDO�SUREOHP�GLG�QRW�UHTXLUH�FRPPLWPHQW�

WR�WKH�DV\OXP��/HDY\�������$GXOW�$QQH�KDV�DFTXLUHG�LQ�WKH�QRYHO�WKH�UROH�RI�³GHUDQJHG�

RXWFDVW´��/HDY\������DQG�KHU�PHQWDO�KHDOWK��ZKLFK�Gid not get better since she did not 

receive the appropriate care, actually seems to have deteriorated, possibly due to the 

traumatic experience of the asylum (experience which, later on in the novel, will deeply 

traumatise Laura and cause mental damage). However, despite the gothic elements of her 

first appearance in the novel, where she is presented as a white ghostly apparition in the 

QLJKW�� WKH� FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ� RI� $QQH¶V� LQVDQLW\� LV� DOWRJHWKHU� UHDOLVWLF� DQG� EDVHG� RQ�

contemporary theories on madness.  

 
2 6LU�3HUFLYDO¶V�VHFUHW�LV�that he is an illegitimate child, and therefore is not entitled to his title 
and his property; however, Anne does not possess this knowledge, she merely threatens Percival 
with a sentence she had heard from her mother. 
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As $QQH¶V� XQUXOLQHVV� DV� D� FKLOG� ZDV� LQWHUSUHWHG� DV� D� V\PSWRP� RI� KHU� LQVDQLW\� DQG�

FRQWULEXWHG�WR�SURPSWLQJ�KHU�FRPPLWWDO�WR�WKH�DV\OXP��VR�GLG�-DQH¶V�FKLOG�UHEHOOLRXVQHVV��

,QGHHG��-DQH�(\UH¶V�EXUVWV�RI�DQJHU�DJDLQVW�WKH�5HHG�IDPLO\��ZKLFK�FXOPLQDWHG�LQ�DQ�RSHQ 

confrontation with her aunt Reed, led the people around her to label her intemperance as 

LQVDQLW\��$IWHU�WKH�HSLVRGH�RI�-DQH¶V�YLROHQW�RXWEXUVW�DJDLQVW�KHU�FRXVLQ��-RKQ�5HHG��-DQH�

reports that: 

>«@�0LVV�$EERW�VWRRG�ZLWK� IROGHG�DUPV�� ORRNLQJ�GDUNO\�DQG�GRXbtfully on my 

IDFH��DV�LQFUHGXORXV�RI�P\�VDQLW\��µ6KH�QHYHU�GLG�VR�EHIRUH�¶�DW�ODVW�VDLG�%HVVLH�

>«@�µ%XW�LW�ZDV�DOZD\V�LQ�KHU�¶�ZDV�WKH�UHSO\��µ>«@�6KH¶V�DQ�XQGHUKDQG�OLWWOH�WKLQJ��

,�QHYHU�VDZ�D�JLUO�RI�KHU�DJH�ZLWK�VR�PXFK�FRYHU�¶��%URQWs���� 

A few lines ODWHU�%HVVLH��WKH�PDLG��DGYLVHV�-DQH��³\RX�VKRXOG�WU\�WR�EH�XVHIXO�DQG�SOHDVDQW��

then, perhaps, you would have a home here; but if you become passionate and rude, 

0LVVLV�ZLOO�VHQG�\RX�DZD\�� ,�DP�VXUH´��%URQWs���. The excess of passions which Jane 

manifests in these occasions was not appropriate in a child, and especially in a girl, and 

therefore makes her fall within the category of madness as transgression from the 

principles of propriety. This assumed manifestation of mental derangement was 

considered a form of moral insanity; Prichard defined the potential characteristic of such 

morally insane individuals: 

a female, modest and circumspect, [who] becomes violent and abrupt in her 

manners, loquacious, impetuous, talks loudly and abusively against her relations 

and guardians, before perfect strangers. Sometimes she uses indecent expressions, 

and betrays without reserve unbecoming feelings and trains of thought. (qtd. in 

Shuttleworth 50) 

Such behaviour was unacceptable in women and children, whose sanity lay in emotional 

restraint (Shuttleworth 50). Hence, as Anne Catherick was committed to the asylum, so 

will Jane be sent to Lowood, where she undergoes a system of moral management aimed 

at the acquisition of self-control and at the submission of passions. In Lowood Jane did 

actually learn to control her emotions and her impulses, and this constitutes the main 

difference between her and Bertha: self-control determines the distinction between sanity 

and insanity.  
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In her adult life Jane dominates her passions through her firm will, but there is a second 

occasion in which she gets dangerously close to insanity, once again due to her passionate 

QDWXUH��,I��DV�D�FKLOG��KHU�DQJHU�KDG�EHHQ�WKH�FDXVH�RI�KHU�µFRQILQHPHQW¶�WR�/RZRRG��DV�DQ�

adult it is her love for Rochester that threatens her mental stability. Indeed, the narration 

of her growing passion for her master is couched in terms of a progressive loss of self-

control, which she understands as a gradual approach to insanity (Small 168). When 

seeing Rochester as she returns to Thornfield after her visit to the dying aunt Reed, Jane 

analyses the bodily sensationV�WKDW�WKH�VLJKW�RI�KLP�KDV�SURYRNHG��DQG�GHFODUHV��³>«@�IRU�

D� PRPHQW� ,� ZDV� EH\RQG� P\� RZQ� PDVWHU\´� �%URQWs� ������ +HU� ORYH� IRU� 5RFKHVWHU�

undermines her rationality and self-SRVVHVVLRQ��DQG��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�-DQH¶V�UHDGLQJ�RI�WKH�

events, it takes her very close to actual insanity. This happens when the protagonist, after 

WKH�GLVFRYHU\�RI�5RFKHVWHU¶V�SUHYLRXV�PDUULDJH�DQG�RI� WKH�H[LVWHQFH�RI�%HUWKD�� LV� WRUQ�

between her love for her master and the temptation to live with him outside of wedlock, 

and the love and respect for herself, which suggest that she should leave and preserve her 

moral values. Initially she feels too weak and incapable of leaving Rochester, her mind 

FRQVWDQWO\�VKLIWV�EHWZHHQ�WKH�WZR�DOWHUQDWLYHV��³,�PXVW�OHDYH�KLP��LW�DSSHDUV��,�GR�QRW�ZDQW�

to leave him ± ,� FDQQRW� OHDYH� KLP�´� �%URQWs� ������ +RZHYHU�� DW� ODVW� KHU� UHDVRQ�

predominates over what she herself defines insanity:  

,�ZLOO�UHVSHFW�P\VHOI��>«@�,�ZLOO�KROG�WR�WKH�SULQFLSOHV�UHFHLYHG�E\�PH�ZKHQ�,�ZDV�

sane, and not mad ± as I am now. Laws and prLQFLSOHV�>«@�DUH�IRU�VXFK�PRPHQWV�

DV�WKLV��ZKHQ�ERG\�DQG�VRXO�ULVH�WR�PXWLQ\�DJDLQVW�WKHLU�ULJRXU�>«@��7KH\�KDYH�D�

worth ± so I have always believed; and if I cannot believe it now, it is because I 

am insane ± TXLWH�LQVDQH�>«@���%URQWs����� 

This excess of passion, which is labelled, by Jane herself, as insanity, is finally checked 

by self-control, which is once again established as the dividing line between sanity and 

PDGQHVV��0RUHRYHU��-DQH¶V�GHFLVLRQ�WR�OHDYH�5RFKHVWHU�FRQIRUPV�ZLWK�9LFWRULDQ�YDOXHV�

of propriety and decency, since their being together out of wedlock would have been 

GHHPHG�LPSURSHU�DQG�ZRXOG�KDYH�FDVWHG�GRXEWV�RYHU�-DQH¶V�VDQLW\� 

As previously mentioned, female sanity in nineteenth-century England was defined 

according to the standards of behaviour of the middle-class gentlewoman, the model to 

ZKLFK�WKH�SDWLHQWV�RI�PRUDO�PDQDJHPHQW�KDG�WR�DVSLUH��-��7D\ORU��³1DUUDWLYH�RI�0RUDO�
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0DQDJHPHQW´������ ,Q�The Woman in White Laura maintains her sanity as long as her 

identity of upper-class lady is safe, but once she is deprived of that identity, she becomes 

liable to the label of insanity. The new identity imposed upon her, that of Anne Catherick, 

will cause her committal to the lunatic asylum. Once she is admitted to the institution, 

XQGHU�$QQH¶V�QDPH DQG�ZHDULQJ�$QQH¶V�ZKLWH�FORWKHV��KHU�LQVLVWHQFH�LQ�FODLPLQJ�WKDW�VKH�

is Laura Fairlie is interpreted as an ulterior sign of her monomania. However, the 

WUDXPDWLF�H[SHULHQFH�LQ�WKH�DV\OXP�GRHV�LPSDLU�/DXUD¶V�PHQWDO�KHDOWK��+DUWULJKW�UHSRUWV�

WKDW� ³VKH� KDG� been under restraint, her identity with Anne Catherick systematically 

DVVHUWHG��DQG�KHU�VDQLW\�� IURP�ILUVW� WR� ODVW��SUDFWLFDOO\�GHQLHG��>«@�1R�PDQ�FRXOG�KDYH�

JRQH�WKURXJK�LW�DQG�FRPH�RXW�RI�LW�XQFKDQJHG´��&ROOLQV�������,QGHHG��/DXUD¶V�IDFH�EHDUV�

the signs of suffering, and she is unable to speak and to evoke memories from the 

nightmarish period of time she spent in the institution. The asylum has reduced Laura to 

a state of childlike passivity and obedience, those elements which characterised Anne, 

and she now resembles Anne Catherick even physically. As Hartright sees Laura for the 

first time he notices the resemblance between the two: 

The outward changes wrought by the suffering and the terror of the past had 

fearfully, almost hopelessly, strengthened the fatal resemblance between Anne 

&DWKHULFN�DQG�>/DXUD@��>«@�7KH�VRUURZ�DQG�VXIIHULQJ�ZKLFK�,�KDG�RQFH�EODPHG�

P\VHOI�IRU�DVVRFLDWLQJ�>«@ with the future of Laure Fairlie, had set their profaning 

marks on the youth and beauty of her face; and the fatal resemblance which I had 

once seen and shuddered at seeing, in idea only, was now a real and living 

resemblance which asserted itself before my own eyes. (Collins 558-559) 

/DXUD¶V� FRQGLWLRQ� DIWHU� WKH� DV\OXP� H[SHULHQFH� VKHGV� IXUWKHU� GRXEWV� RQ� WKH� QDWXUH� RI�

$QQH¶V�LQVDQLW\��DQG�RSHQV�XS�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�WKDW�WKH�FRPPLWPHQW�RI�$QQH�&DWKHULFN�WR�

the asylum did in fact exacerbate her mental instability, rather than cure it.  

2.2. Impending label of madness 

In nineteenth-century England preoccupations with the economical industrial asset of the 

country reflected themselves on society and turned into a concern with the physical and 

mental wellbeing of each citizen, necessary for the prosperity of national economy 

(Shuttleworth 36). Such concerns, joined with the increase of trust in science, led to an 

outburst of new sciences, theories, and hypothesis, focusing specifically on mental 
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disorders, their causes, their symptoms, and the possible cures. Most new theories were 

based on the importance of regulation and self-control; consequently, women, who were 

FRQVLGHUHG�³KHOSOHVV´�LQ� WKH�IDFH�RI�WKHLU�ERGLHV¶�³W\UDQQ\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK������EHFDPH�

the primary subject of medical investigation and surveillance (Shuttleworth 78).  

$FFRUGLQJ�WR�6KXWWOHZRUWK��WKH�ZRPDQ��WKH�ZHDN�³YHVVHO´������XQDEOH�WR�FRQWURO�KHU�RZQ�

body and mind (80), came to be perceived as a threat for the economic and social 

wellbeing of the nation (75), and it was the task of men, the representatives of rationality 

and self-control (82), to police the boundaries of female sanity and insanity. Thus, women 

lived in a precarious balance between sanity and insanity (Shuttleworth 87), under the 

vigilant eye of men, and the only way to assert their sanity was the adhesion to 

conventions (Shuttleworth 93). However, the different theories which developed around 

the bodies and minds of women were sometimes contrasting, so as to render the line 

separating sanity from insanity progressively thinner and more fragile. Victorian women 

were subjected to norms according to which they had to control their behaviour and their 

appearance, resulting in a set of contradictions which profoundly limited their sphere of 

action. The notion of self-control was in itself contradictory: on the one hand, women 

were expected to constantly control their behaviour and their appearance; on the other 

hand, scientific disciplines depicted female individuals as constitutionally incapable of 

controlling their own minds and bodies (Shuttleworth 92). Similarly, women were taught 

to subjugate and conceal their passions, but they were also persuaded that such 

concealment was immoral (Shuttleworth 39).  

In an age in which phrenology and physiognomy were gaining more and more credibility, 

DQG�ZRPHQ¶V�ERGLHV�DQG�DFWLRQV�ZHUH�FRQVWDQWO\�REVHUYHG��GLVVLPXODWLRQ�ZDV�DQ�HVVHQWLDO�

strategy for women because it allowed them to avoid the label of madness. Marian 

Halcombe, in The Woman in White, repeatedly reminds herself and her half-sister Laura 

to keep in check their emotions and maintain an appearance of normalcy and tranquillity 

in the surface, so as to evade definitions of insanity. On one instance Marian, burning 

with the desire to go out on horseback WR� UHXQLWH� ZLWK� KHU� VLVWHU�� UHIOHFWV�� ³>E@HLQJ��

however, nothing but a woman, condemned to patience, propriety, and petticoats for life, 

,�PXVW� >«@� WU\� WR� FRPSRVH�P\VHOI� LQ� VRPH� IHHEOH� DQG� IHPLQLQH�ZD\´ (Collins 251). 

Through these words Marian explains that, in order not to arouse suspicion, it is better for 

her to act according to Victorian schemes of feminine behaviour. Indeed, normalcy is the 
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only satisfactory sign of sanity, while deviations from accepted behaviour can lead to 

dangerous outcomes (Shuttleworth 93). However, the constant recourse to self-regulation 

and to the repression of feelings and passions is another point which attracted contrasting 

views: the self-discipline prescribed to all Victorians, and to women in particular, was 

also believed to have negative repercussions on the body, since the suppression of 

energies could lead to an internal excess, which could eventually cause insanity 

(Shuttleworth 92).  

Insanity, therefore, was represented as the result of an excess of self-control and 

repression, and lack thereof simultaneously. Theories on the topic of female sexuality 

were equally contradictory: women had to be sexually responsive to men, they had to be 

fertile in order to sustain the social body by generating new individuals (Shuttleworth 90); 

however, they simultaneously had to repress their sexual instincts and keep them 

concealed (Shuttleworth 72). On one hand, women who exhibited their sexual desires 

were considered immoral, and consequently insane, but on the other hand, women were 

supposed to be physiologically incapable of controlling their impulses. Moreover, 

repression of sexual impulses was deemed to provoke mental disorder as well. The 

contradiction inherent to discourses on the female body and its policing extended to the 

female reproductive system: while the Victorian ideal of the angel in the house depicted 

women as fair and pure, their body was believed to harbour a dangerous potential for 

moral corruption and mental instability (Shuttleworth 76). Indeed, the menstrual flow was 

perceived by Victorian society as a form of pollution, threatening to contaminate and 

corrupt the whole nation. It was believed that such pollution had to be properly expurgated 

from the body in order to maintain a healthy organism, therefore the source of medical 

concern was not the menstrual flow as such, but rather its obstruction (Shuttleworth 87). 

Faced with this problem, doctors provided women with a range of contrasting 

instructions: on one hand, they condemned the idleness of upper-class women, since it 

could cause a blockage of the menstrual flow, which would lead to insanity or sterility 

(Shuttleworth 90); on the other hand, the excess of physical and mental activity was 

pointed out as a potential cause of obstruction as well (Shuttleworth 88). Consequently, 

while women were criticised for being idle, they were also advised against engaging 

themselves in activities requiring a mental effort, such as study, or a physical effort, since 

their weak dispositions would have suffered from it. By these set of contradictory norms, 
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every woman could potentially be considered insane, to the point that some nineteenth-

century physicians considered insanity to be the defining condition of women 

(Shuttleworth 92). 

The female protagonists of Jane Eyre and The Woman in White reflect these tensions 

among different definitions of insanity, which they try to escape during the course of the 

novel, or which have already been imposed on them. Jane for instance, labelled as insane 

in her childhood due to her excessively passionate temper, is caught, as an adult, in an 

internal struggle between the expression and repression of her passions. Both options are 

dangerous for her mental and physical health, and both the restraint and the display of her 

passionate inner self could trigger the dreaded label of insane individual (Shuttleworth 

160). Bertha Mason, on the other hand, is completely skewed toward the insane end of 

the spectrum: once wavering between sanity and madness, readers only catch glimpses of 

an irretrievably insane Bertha, whose passions have been given free expression and who 

has been doomed, by her lack of self-control, to a restrained existence in the third storey 

of Thornfield Hall.  

As previously mentioned, Marian HDOFRPEH��WKH�PDVFXOLQH�KHURLQH�RI�&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHO��

repeatedly keeps in check her emotions and their external expression: by controlling her 

superficial appearance she makes sure not to draw the attention of her enemies and she 

avoids the potential label of insanity. However, Marian too, like Jane, needs to find 

balance between the expression and the restraint of her passions, and she vents her 

HPRWLRQV�LQ�KHU�GLDU\��D�VWUDWHJ\�WKDW�DOORZV�KHU�WR�SUHVHUYH�KHU�VDQLW\��0DULDQ¶V�GLDU\�

will work as a tool to preVHQW� ERWK� VLVWHUV¶� VDQLW\�� SUHVHUYLQJ�0DULDQ¶V� ERG\� IURP� DQ�

RYHUORDG�RI�UHSUHVVHG�SDVVLRQV�RQ�WKH�RQH�KDQG��DQG�DVVHUWLQJ�/DXUD¶V�VDQLW\�RQ�WKH�RWKHU 

E\� VXSSO\LQJ� ZULWWHQ� SURRI� RI� 3HUFLYDO� DQG� )RVFR¶V� VFKHPH�� /DXUD¶V� HPRWLRQV�� E\�

contrast, never find an outlet: she fully represses her passions, embracing a state of utter 

SDVVLYLW\� WKDW� LV� FRQGXFLYH� WR�PDGQHVV�� /DXUD¶V� PHQWDO� KHDOWK� LV� VWLOO� LQ� D� SUHFDULRXV�

balance after her rescue from the lunatic asylum, when she lives in a childish state of 

bewilderment. 2Q�RQH�KDQG��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WKDW�0DULDQ�DQG�+DUWULJKW�EULQJ�EDFN�/DXUD¶V�

memory, so as to assert her true identity and eventually her sanity; on the other hand, 

/DXUD¶V�UHFRYHU\�RI�WKRVH�PHPRULHV�OLQNHG�WR�KHU�VWD\�LQ�WKH�DV\OXP�FRXOG�EH�VR�WUDXPDWLF�

as to cause a severe mental breakdown. Echoing the contradictions inherent to discourses 

on female madness, insanity lies at both ends, and it is essential that Laura exist in that 



63 
 

cramped portion of safe space among different definitions and causes of madness (Huffels 

50).  

,Q� WKLV�JDPH�RI�RSSRVLQJ� IRUFHV�� GHIHQGLQJ�RQH¶V�RZQ� LGHQWLW\�EHFRPHV� IXQGDPHQWDO��

VLJQLILFDQWO\��0DULDQ�DQG�+DUWULJKW¶V�HIIRUWV�WR�UH-HVWDEOLVK�/DXUD¶V�WUXH�LGHQWLW\�DUH�DLPHG�

at asserting the difference between Anne Catherick and Laura, and thus to protect the 

ODWWHU�IURP�WKH�ODEHO�RI�LQVDQLW\��$QQH�&DWKHULFN¶V� LQVDQLW\��DFFHSWHG�DV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�

truth by many of the characters in the novel, is instead questioned during the story in a 

number of ways. In particular, the fact that Laura is believed to be mad and is admitted 

to the lunatic asylum when her mental sanity is still intact projects a shadow of doubt over 

$QQH¶V�FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ�DV�D�PDG�VXEMHFW��,QGHHG��WKH�ODEHO�RI�LQVDQLW\�LPSRVHG�RQ�$QQH�

Catherick is the result of an accumulation of wrong assumptions, biased medical 

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�DQG�HYLO�PDFKLQDWLRQV�DLPHG�DW�VLOHQFLQJ�KHU��&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHO�H[SRVHV�WKH�

danger to which Victorian women were subjected, by navigating a world in which their 

actions and their bodies are constantly kept under control, and in which the label of 

insanity is always lurking around the corner. Indeed, interestingly, the woman in white of 

WKH�QRYHO¶V�WLWOH�FDQ�EH�LGHQWLILHG�QRW�RQO\�ZLWK�$QQH�&DWKHULFN��WKH�TXLQWHVVHQWLDOO\�ZKLWH�

woman, but also with other female characters of the novel who, sooner or later, will step 

into her same shoes (Gaylin 303). 

2.2.1. Tension between resoluteness and passivity 

The female characters of the two novels exist within a tension between resoluteness and 

passivity, the imposition of WKHLU�RZQ�ZLOO�DQG�VXEPLVVLRQ�WR�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�GHFLVLRQV�DQG�

expectations. While the degree to which these characters are resolute or passive may vary, 

they are all equally threatened by the label of insanity. The character of Laura Fairlie, for 

instance, is almost entirely passive, except for the few occasions in which she opposes 

RWKHUV¶�ZLOO��EDFNHG�XS�E\�KHU�KDOI-sister Marian. However, her passivity will turn out to 

be very dangerous, since it will lead to the loss of her identity and to her committal to the 

lunatic asylum under the name of the (supposedly) insane Anne Catherick. By contrast, 

%HUWKD�0DVRQ�LQ�%URQWs¶V�QRYHO�GHILHV�FRQYHQWLRQV�DQG�RSHQO\�FKDOOHQJHV�5RFKHVWHU¶V�

desire for a perfect Victorian angel. This notwithstanding, it is difficult to define Bertha 

as either resolute or passive because we do not know the real conditions of her mental 

health at the beginning of her married life. Therefore, it is difficult to establish whether 
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she is sane, but she is rebelling against her husband out of a desire for freedom, or if her 

actions, deemed depraved by Rochester, were due to insanity. Either way, Bertha gained 

for herself the irrevocable label of insane individual.  

Conversely, the characters of Jane Eyre and Marian Halcombe share a condition that is 

halfway between resoluteness and passivity. Marian, at the beginning of the novel, is 

strong-willed, determined to know the truth and protect her beloved sister Laura. 

However, she is fully aware that she must keep on a pretence of feminine passivity which 

will deter suspicion and ward off the dreaded classification of insanity. Along the course 

of the novel Marian, pushing her desire for knowledge too far, gives up this pretence, 

falling into a temporary state of mental derangement and will, from that moment on, be 

forced into a passive position. Like Marian, Jane constantly wavers between resoluteness 

DQG� SDVVLYLW\��:KLOH�� DW� WKH� EHJLQQLQJ� RI� WKH� QRYHO�� FKLOG� -DQH¶V� VWURQJ-willed nature 

manifests through rebellion, the years of moral management spent in Lowood taught her 

to harness her willpower to keep in check her passions. However, her love for Rochester 

causes Jane to occasionally lose control over her emotions, and in more than one instance 

she is tempted to subdue to her passion, let herself sink into her love and be passively 

GULYHQ�E\�5RFKHVWHU¶V� HTXDOO\� VWURQJ�ZLOO��)RU� -DQH�(\UH� WRR�� WKH� ODEHO� RI�PDGQHVV� LV�

always around the corner: as a child, she is classified as mad due to her intemperance and 

disobedience; as an adult in Lowood and, later, at Thornfield Hall, her self-restraint and 

the repression of her desires for action take her to a state of restlessness which she is 

unable to relieve (perhaps, one may conjecture, a similar feeling might have led young 

Bertha to her miserable destiny); when she finally voices her passion, she still jeopardizes 

her mental health, since the violence of her love for her master hinders her self-control 

and threatens to compromise her integrity and her solid moral values.  

The first chapter of The Woman in White opens with a declaration by Walter Hartright, 

DVVHUWLQJ� WKDW� ³>W@KLV� LV� WKH� VWRU\�RI�ZKDW�D�:RPDQ
V�SDWLHQFH� FDQ�HQGXUH��DQG�ZKDW�D�

0DQ
V� UHVROXWLRQ�FDQ�DFKLHYH´��&ROOLQV�����+RZHYHU�� WKLV�VKDUS�GHPDUFDWLRQ�RI�JHQGHU 

roles, attributing to women a passive endurance, and to men an active resolution, will be 

denied during the course of the novel, only to be reasserted in the end (Gaylin 306). 

Indeed, the most compelling character of The Woman in White, Marian Halcombe, is 

distinguished by dynamicity and resolution, and is capable of turning patience, the alleged 

feminine quality, into an active weapon (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 125). After the news 
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RI� 0U� )DLUOLH� DQG� 6LU� 3HUFLYDO¶V� DJUHHPHQWV� RYHU� WKH� GDWH� RI� WKH� ZHGGLQJ�� which 

eventually starts to be perceived as a concrete reality, Laura assumes her attitude of stoic 

SDVVLYLW\��ZKLOH�0DULDQ�DGYLVHV�KHU�VLVWHU��³7KH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�WLPH��LV�RXU�TXHVWLRQ��DQG�WUXVW�

PH��/DXUD��WR�WDNH�D�ZRPDQ¶V�IXOO�DGYDQWDJH�RI�LW´��&ROOLQV����). Through this concept, 

which she will express, in different words, multiple times during the novel, Marian 

demonstrates her lucidity, her reflective and sharp nature and her determination (all 

attributes which Victorian society did not associate with women). She proves that she 

knows what is expected from her as a Victorian woman, and is aware of how she can 

exploit those assumptions to her advantage.  

&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHO�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�LVVXH�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�DVVXPHG�SDVVLYLW\��DV�WHVWLILHG�E\�WKH�

suggestive opening line, and, by portraying a female character, Marian, who defies 

Victorian conventions on femininity, both through her appearance and her actions, the 

author was possibly challenging Victorian beliefs and expectations regarding gender. 

This notwithstanding, at the end of the novel the initial premise ascribing an active role 

to men and a passive one to women is re-established, since the resoluteness distinguishing 

0DULDQ¶V�FKDUDFWHU�KDV�HQWLUHO\�GLVDSSHDUHG�WR�EH�UHSODFHG�E\�IHDU�DQG�REHGLHQFH��6XFK�

fluctuating approach towards feminine resoluteness and passivity can be understood to 

reflect contemporary discussions on female mental and physical energies. The numerous 

contrasting theories of the time debated over whether and how female energy should be 

deployed, and they produced a number of contradictions on the topic of female insanity, 

believed to be strictly linked with either the repression or the expression of those energies 

(J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 69). The physician Robert Carter maintained that female 

hysteria was the result of the suppression of sexual instincts and of the lack of education 

(J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 69); on the other hand, his colleague F.C Skey argued that 

although hysteria manifested itself mainly among upper-class women, living in essential 

LGOHQHVV��LW�ZRXOG�³RIWHQ�VHOHFW�DV�LWV�YLFWLP�D�IHPDOH�PHPEHU�RI�D�IDPLO\�H[KLELWLQJ�PRUH�

than usual force and decision of character, of strong resolution, fearless of danger, bold 

riders, having plenty of what is termed nerve´��qtd. in J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 69). Two 

contemporary medical men were thus holding opposite perspectives: the first one 

believed that insanity would be provoked by a passive repression of mental and physical 

faculties, while the second claimed that an active and resolute disposition in a woman 

was a common cause of hysteria.  
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The male protagonist of the novel, Walter Hartright, seems to hold similarly contrasting 

opinions, which are expressed, metaphorically, at the moment of his encounter with 

Marian Halcombe. While initially admiring, from a distance, her harmonious shape, 

³XQGHIRUPHG�E\�VWD\V´��&ROOLQV������WKH�ILUVW�KLQW�WKH�UHDGHU�KDV�RI�0DULDQ¶V�IUHHGRP���

RQFH�KH�FDQ�REVHUYH�KHU�PDVFXOLQH�IDFH�DQG�³SURPLQHQW��SLHUFLQJ��UHVROXWH�EURZQ�H\HV´�

(Collins 40), an outer sign RI�0DULDQ¶V�XQ\LHOGLQJ�GHWHUPLQDWLRQ��+DUWULJKW�LV�³UHSHOOHG´�

DQG�IHHOV�D�³KHOSOHVV�GLVFRPIRUW´��&ROOLQV������$UJXDEO\��VXFK�UHSXOVLRQ��SURYRNHG�E\�WKH�

perception of masculine resoluteness in the body of a supposedly passive woman, might 

be caused by a feeling of disempowerment and loss of control on the part of Walter 

Hartright (Gaylin 315), who, early in the novel, presents some feminine traits, such as the 

lack of resoluteness and the inability to supress his passions. These conflicting feelings 

constitute the basis of the whole novel, indeed, they emerge in the event that sets the 

narrative in motion: after having helped the mysterious woman in white escape from her 

SXUVXHUV��:DOWHU�ZRQGHUV�ZKHWKHU�KH�KDG�MXVW�³FDVW�ORRVH�>«@�DQ�XQIRUWXQDWH�FUHDWXUH��

whoVH�DFWLRQV�LW�ZDV�>KLV@�GXW\��DQG�HYHU\�PDQ¶V�GXW\��PHUFLIXOO\�WR�FRQWURO´��&ROOLQV������

Hartright is thus pondering whether women should be allowed freedom or whether they 

should be controlled by men (Gaylin 311).  

The character of Laura Fairlie, portrayed from her first apparition as an elegant and 

delicate presence, in her feminine characterisation lacks almost completely that 

resoluteness which instead distinguishes her more masculine half-sister Marian. Initially 

vulnerable and acquiescent, Laura will revert to a state of utter passivity after her 

separation from the man she loves, Walter Hartright, and after she decides to submit to 

WKH�PDUULDJH�KHU�IDWKHU�KDG�DUUDQJHG�IRU�KHU�ZLWK�6LU�3HUFLYDO�*O\GH��/DXUD¶V�HIIRUW�DW�

self-control, which resulted in self- annihilation, contributed to making her the perfect 

YLFWLP�IRU�*O\GH�DQG�)RVFR¶V�SODQV�WR�PDNH�KHU�SDVV�DV�LQVDQH��,Q�UDUH�RFFDVLRQV�/DXUD�LV�

VWLOO�FDSDEOH�RI�RSSRVLQJ�PHQ¶V�ZLOO��IRU�LQVWDQFH�ZKHQ��EDFNHG�XS�E\�0DULDQ��VKH�UHIXVHV�

to sign Sir PerciYDO¶V�GRFXPHQWV�ZLWKRXW�KDYLQJ�UHDG�WKHP��0RUHRYHU��LQ�RQH�SDUWLFXODU�

HSLVRGH�/DXUD�UHIXWHV�KHU�SDVVLYLW\�DQG��IRU�WKH�VDNH�RI�0DULDQ¶V�KHDOWK��LPSRVHV�KHU�RZQ�

ZLOO��,QGHHG��GXULQJ�WKH�SHULRG�RI�0DULDQ¶V�LOOQHVV��/DXUD�LV�GHWHUPLQHG�WR�SD\�KHU�GDLO\�

visits DQG�� WR�GR�VR�� VKH�HYHQ�JRHV�DJDLQVW� WKH�GRFWRU¶V�DGYLFH��+RZHYHU�� WKH�HYHQW�RI�

0DULDQ¶V� GLVHDVH�ZLOO� QRW� VHUYH� WR� VWUHQJWKHQ�/DXUD¶V� ILUPQHVV�� RQ� WKH� FRQWUDU\�� DIWHU�

receiving the news of her half-VLVWHU¶V�LPSURYHG�FRQGLWLRQ�Laura is so overwhelmed that 
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she IDOOV�LOO��LQ�ZKDW�0UV�0LFKHOVRQ��WKH�KRXVHNHHSHU�RI�%ODFNZDWHU��GHILQHV�³D�VWDWH�RI�

GHELOLW\�DQG�GHSUHVVLRQ�ZKLFK�REOLJHG�KHU�WR�NHHS�KHU�URRP´��&ROOLQV�������7KLV�VWDWH�RI�

impaired physical and mental health will be the fundamental element enabling the 

H[HFXWLRQ�RI�*O\GH�DQG�)RVFR¶V�SODQ�VLQFH�WKH�ZHDULHG�/DXUD��EHDULQJ�WKH�SK\VLFDO�VLJQV�

of her trouble, eventually starts to look like the supposedly mad Anne Catherick.  

In the end, neither passivity nor resoluteness spare Laura the definition of insanity: her 

psychological suffering is interpreted by the medical authorities of the asylum as mental 

damage (Small 206), and, most of all, since her husband and Count Fosco impose on her 

the identity of Anne Catherick and the label of insane, it is impossible for the woman to 

VKDNH�WKHP�RII��,Q�FRQWUDVW�ZLWK�/DXUD¶V�SDVVLYLW\��0DULDQ�+DOFRPEH�DGRSWV�D�ILUP�VWDQFH�

LQ�IDYRXU�RI�IHPDOH�UHVROXWHQHVV��UHIXVLQJ�SDVVLYLW\�DQG�SURFODLPLQJ�WKDW�³RXU�>IHPDOH@�

HQGXUDQFH�PXVW�HQG��DQG�RXU�UHVLVWDQFH�PXVW�EHJLQ´��&Rllins 382). Accordingly, Marian 

UHFRJQLVHV�/DXUD¶V�SDVVLYLW\�DV�SDWKRORJLFDO��-��7D\ORU��Secret Theatre 118). She believes 

that the passivity society expects from female subjects, and to which Laura has resigned, 

is not and should not be the normal condition of women. However, she is equally 

FRQVFLRXV�RI�WKH�H[SHFWDWLRQV�DQG�QRUPV�RI�VRFLHW\��$V�0LOEDQN�SRLQWHG�RXW��0DULDQ�³KDV�

IUHHGRP�LQGHHG��EXW�ZLWKLQ�WKH�OLPLWV�RI�PDOH�DSSURYDO�DQG�GHFLVLRQ�RI�ZKHUH�KHU�µQDWXUDO�

SODFH¶�VKRXOG�EH´������� 

It is exactly when she oversteps these limits that she loses her freedom. In the night of the 

eavesdropping scene, when Marian climbs out of the window in order to overhear the 

conversation between Count Fosco and Sir Percival, she gets rid of her cumbersome 

clothes, both in an actual and figurative way, breaking the surface appearance of passive 

femininity she had so prudently preserved until that moment (Gaylin 315). In so doing, 

the unveiled Marian becomes susceptible to the definitions that other individuals, 

specifically men, want to impose on her: the illness she suffers after her exposure to bad 

weather already marks her as non-sane, and in this weakened condition Count Fosco 

prevails over Marian, he reads her diary, thus uncovering her thoughts, and he writes upon 

iW��LPSRVLQJ�KLV�PDVWHU\�DQG�KHU�SDVVLYLW\��*D\OLQ�������$IWHU�WKH�IHYHU��DQG�DIWHU�)RVFR¶V�

act of prevarication, the now faint Marian is relegated to a role of passivity, which 

Hartright himself will ensure she keeps, allegedly to protect her and Laura (Gaylin 320). 

Moreover, after Marian casts off the superficial mask of passivity, she can no longer act 

outside of the boundaries of her feminine role undisturbed, since her exposure as a liminal 
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individual (with both masculine and feminine connotations) would probably define her 

as insane. As a consequence, at the end of the novel the prologue is confirmed, since 

women are once more relegated to the passive sphere of the home, while resolute men act 

in the external world; indeed, Laura is characterised by a childlike submission and 

REHGLHQFH�� ZKLOH� 0DULDQ� LV� UHGHILQHG� E\� +DUWULJKW� DV� D� ³JRRG� DQJHO´� �&ROOLQV� ������

HVVHQWLDOO\�OLYLQJ�LQ�ZKDW�)RVFR�SURYRFDWLYHO\�GHILQHG�D�³QHZ�DV\OXP´��&ROOLQV������� 

While in The Woman in White the question of feminine resoluteness and passivity finds 

LWV�WKHRUHWLFDO�EDVLV�RQ�D�PHGLFDO�GLVFXVVLRQ�RYHU�WKH�UHSUHVVLRQ�RU�UHOHDVH�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�

energies and impulses, in Jane Eyre the same question has a psychological ground. 

,QGHHG��WKH�SV\FKRORJLFDO�GHEDWH�LQ�&KDUORWWH�%URQWs¶V�WLPHV�FRnsidered the individual to 

be involved in an internal struggle between powers of self-control and other 

uncontrollable forces affecting the organism (Shuttleworth 28). The mind was no longer 

conceived as a unity, but as a fragmented site where different agents could be at war with 

RQH�DQRWKHU� �6KXWWOHZRUWK������6KXWWOHZRUWK�SRLQWHG�RXW� WKDW� ³LQ�%URQWs¶V� ILFWLRQ� >«@�

fierce assertions of self-determination are followed by statements of powerlessness, 

where the self is projected as a mere product of uncontrollDEOH� HQHUJLHV´� ������ 6XFK�

G\QDPLFV� DUH� DW� SOD\� LQ� -DQH¶V� PLQG�� ZKHUH� D� IHHOLQJ� RI� SRZHU� HPHUJHV�� RQO\� WR� EH�

followed by a sense of helplessness (Shuttleworth 62); this shift is particularly evident, 

IRU�LQVWDQFH��LQ�-DQH¶V�TXDUUHO�ZLWK�0UV�5HHG��ZKHUH��DIWer voicing her contempt for her 

aunt, she feels utter desolation and remorse. Going back to this episode as an adult, the 

QDUUDWLQJ�YRLFH�RI�DGXOW�-DQH�DQDO\VHV�FKLOG�-DQH¶V�IHHOLQJV�LQ�GHWDLO� 

That eye of hers, that voice, stirred every antipathy I had. Shaking from head to 

IRRW��WKULOOHG�ZLWK�XQJRYHUQDEOH�H[FLWHPHQW��,�FRQWLQXHG�>«@��(UH�,�KDG�ILQLVKHG�

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. (Brontë 37) 

In this episode Jane gives space, for the first time, to the passion and rage inside her, 

however, after a first sense of satisfaction and freedom, she experiences helplessness:  

I was left there alone ± winner of the field. It was the hardest battle I had fought 

DQG�WKH�ILUVW�YLFWRU\�,�KDG�JDLQHG��>«@�)LUVW��,�VPLOHG�WR�P\VHOI�DQG�IHOW�HODWHG��EXW�

this fierce pleasure subsided in me as fast as did the accelerated throb of my pulses. 
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>«@�$�ULGJH�RI�OLJKWHG�KHDWK��DOLYH��JODQFLQJ��GHYRXULQJ��ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�D�PHHW�

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 >«@���%URQWs���� 

$W�ILUVW�JODQFH��LW�ZRXOG�EH�UHDVRQDEOH�WR�OLQN�-DQH¶V�EXUVWV�RI�DQJHU�DQG�WKH�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�

her feelings with an idea of resoluteness, while the following sense of helplessness might 

be associated with passivity. However, I would argue tKDW� FKLOG� -DQH¶V� SDVVLRQDWH�

outbursts may be interpreted as a passive submission to irrationality; indeed, her angry 

outbursts are never (fully) intentional. Narrating the episode of a fight with Mrs Reed, 

Jane underlines the involuntary nature of her assertions: 

µ:KDW�ZRXOG�8QFOH�5HHG�VD\�WR�\RX��LI�KH�ZHUH�DOLYH"¶�ZDV�P\�VFDUFHO\�YROXQWDU\�

demand. I say scarcely voluntary, for it seemed as if my tongue pronounced words 

without my will consenting to their utterance: something spoke out of me over 

which I hDG�QR�FRQWURO�´��%URQWs���� 

Hence, in Jane Eyre SDVVLYLW\�FRQVLVWV�QRW�RQO\�LQ�WKH�VXEPLVVLRQ�WR�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�ZLOO�

(as was the case for Laura Fairlie in The Woman in White), but also in the submission to 

RQH¶V�RZQ�SDVVLRQV�� WKDW� LV�� LQ� ODFN�RI�VHOI-control. As a child Jane is subjected to her 

passions, which often prevail over her rationality and lead to the angry outbursts. Her 

untamed temper places her in the domain of insanity, since, according to Victorian science 

and mores, such violent outbursts are unnatural in a child, as they are in a woman 

(Shuttleworth 153): stepping out of the boundaries of the socially acceptable behaviour 

Jane confronts for the first time the looming label of insanity, which will threaten her in 

different occasions in her adult life.  

7R�VXEGXH�-DQH¶V�SDVVLRQDWH�WHPSHU�0UV�5HHG�GHFLGHV�WR�VHQG�KHU�WR�/RZRRG��WKH�VWULFW�

boarding school where she will receive an education based on the principles of moral 

management. Despite the unjust and unbearable living conditions of the students in 

Lowood, such a strict education will actually be helpful to Jane, who eventually manages 

to control her passions. The impressive self-control acquired in her years at Lowood will 

be a distinguishing mark of adult Jane Eyre. This resoluteness allows her to completely 

change the course of her life at least three times in the novel: first, when she decides to 

leave Lowood in order to experience a new reality at Thornfield Hall; then, when she 
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finds the strength to leave Rochester and Thornfield; and finally, when she rejects St 

-RKQ¶V�RIIHU�DQG�UHWXUQV�WR�5RFKHVWHU��,Q�WKHVH�RFFDVLRQV��DQG�HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�VHFRQG�DQG�

WKLUG�RQH��-DQH¶V�PLQG�LV�WRUQ�EHWZHHQ�UHVROXWHQHVV�DQG�SDVVLYLW\��EHWZHHQ�KHU�VHOI-control 

and rationality, and the desire to let herself EH�JXLGHG�E\�KHU�SDVVLRQV��RU�E\�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�

ZLOO��+RZHYHU��-DQH¶V�UHVROXWLRQ�LV�QRW�WKH�RQO\�DJHQW�DIIHFWLQJ�KHU�GHFLVLRQV��LQ�DOO�WKUHH�

occasions there are forces, either inside or outside of her, which contribute to the final 

choice.  

In the first instance, when Jane, after eight years, decides to leave Lowood, her decision 

is dictated by a feeling of restlessness and a rising need of freedom and independence 

which she cannot really explain: 

>«@�VXFK�ZDV�ZKDW�,�NQHZ�RI�H[LVWHQFH��$QG�QRZ�,�IHOW�WKDW�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. 

7KDW� SHWLWLRQ�� WRR�� VHHPHG� VZHSW� RII� LQWR� YDJXH� VSDFH�� µ7KHQ�¶� ,� FULHG�� KDOI�

GHVSHUDWH��µJUDQW�PH�DW�OHDVW�D�QHZ�VHUYLWXGH�¶��%URQWs���� 

In this occasion it is this inexplicable and sudden force to push Jane towards new 

horizons, but it is only her determination which allows her to obtain what she wants for 

KHUVHOI��2QFH�VKH�KDV�ILJXUHG�RXW�KHU�GHVLUH�IRU�FKDQJH�DQG�VWLPXOXV��VKH�RQO\�QHHGV�³D�

EUDLQ�DFWLYH�HQRXJK�WR�IHUUHW�RXW�WKH�PHDQV�RI�DWWDLQLQJ�LW´��%URQWs�������6KH�LPPHGLDWHO\�

starts planning and devising a way to get a new situation, and from then on, she applies 

herself in order to fulfil her desire.  

7KH� HSLVRGH� RI� -DQH¶V� LQWHUQDO� VWUXJJOH� DIWHU� WKH� GLVFRYHU\� RI� 5RFKHVWHU¶V� SUHYLRXV�

marriage to Bertha is, arguably, the most arduous fight Jane needs to sustain between 

UHVROXWHQHVV�DQG�SDVVLYLW\��,QGHHG��-DQH¶V�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�5RFKHVWHU�LV�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�

a conflict between passion and self-FRQWURO��$V� -DQH¶V� ORYH� IRU�5RFKHVWHU�JURZV�� -DQH�

gradually surrenders to passion, to the point that it almost annihilates her. According to 

Shuttleworth, it is precisely in those occasions when Jane is losing her self-determination, 

caught up in her love for Rochester, that Bertha Mason breaks into the scene, as if she 

were trying to warn Jane (174). When Jane realises that her passion is prevailing over her 
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UHDVRQ��VKH�VWDUWV�WR�ZDUG�RII�5RFKHVWHU¶V�IOLUWDWLRXV�DGYDQFHV��LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�JDLQ�EDFN�

control over herself and over the relationship (Lerner 285).  

Jane identifies her growing passion for Rochester as a threat to her self-assertion (Small 

169). The first step she takes to protect her individuality is writing a letter to her uncle, in 

an attempt to find financial independence; this same letter will turn out to be the major 

instrument hindering the illegitimate wedding (Shuttleworth 175). After the discovery of 

5RFKHVWHU¶V�SUHYLRXV�PDUULDJH��QRW�RQO\�GRHV�-DQH�H[SHULHQFH� WKH�GLVLOOXVLRQPHQW�RI�D�

shattered dream, but she also feels sickened at the thought of her previous condition of 

vulnerability, caused by her unawareness of the secret her lover was keeping from her 

�6PDOO�������LQ�KHU�GHVSHUDWLRQ�VKH�UHSURDFKHV�KHUVHOI��³RK��KRZ�EOLQG�KDG�EHHQ�P\�H\HV��

+RZ�ZHDN�P\�FRQGXFW�´��%URQWs�������,Q�WKLV�PRPHQW�RI�GHVSHUDWLRQ�-DQH�OLHV�SDVVLYHO\�

in KHU�URRP��WRR�ZHDN�WR�GR�DQ\WKLQJ�HOVH��³WR�ULGH�,�KDG�QR�ZLOO��WR�IOHH�,�KDG�QR�VWUHQJWK��

,� OD\� IDLQW�� ORQJLQJ� WR� EH� GHDG�´� �%URQWs� ������2QFH� DJDLQ�� WKHUH� LV� DQ� H[WHUQDO� IRUFH�

enabling her to recover her resoluteness, indeed, Small suggests that the idea of God Jane 

HYRNHV�EHIRUH�VLQNLQJ�LQ�GLVPD\�LV�ZKDW�VSXUV�WKH�KHURLQH¶V�ZLOOSRZHU�LQ�WKLV�PRPHQW�RI�

despair, and confers her the strength to get up and the conviction that she will manage to 

survive this terrible moment (171). Jane finally wakes up and rHSRUWV�WKDW�³D�YRLFH�ZLWKLQ�

PH�DYHUUHG�WKDW�,�FRXOG�GR�LW��DQG�IRUHWROG�WKDW�,�VKRXOG�GR�LW´��%URQWs�������:KDW�VKH�LV�

experiencing internally is a conflict between reason and passion, which she describes in 

terms of an actual fight: 

I wrestled with my own resolution; I wanted to be weak that I might avoid the 

awful passage of further suffering I saw laid out for me; and Conscience, turned 

tyrant, held Passion by the throat told her tauntingly, she had yet but dipped her 

dainty foot in the slough, and swore that with that arm of iron he would thrust her 

down to unsounded depths of agony. (Brontë 358) 

7KLV� ILUVW� EDWWOH� EHWZHHQ� -DQH¶V� UDWLRQDOLW\�� SHUVRQLILHG� LQ� PDVFXOLQH� &RQVFLHQFH��

advocating the necessity of leaving Rochester and Thornfield, and her passivity, intended 

as subjection to feminine Passion, pushing her to caress the idea of staying, in order to 

DYRLG� IXUWKHU� VXIIHULQJ�� LV� ZRQ� E\� -DQH¶V� UHVROXWHQHVV�� 3DVVLRQ� LV� PDGH� SDVVLYH� E\�

&RQVFLHQFH�� +RZHYHU�� ZKHQ� IDFLQJ� 5RFKHVWHU¶V� VXIIHULQJV� DQG� KLV� SHUVXDsive words, 

-DQH¶V�PLQG�LV�DJDLQ�DW�ZDU�ZLWK�LWVHOI� 
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While he spoke my very conscience and reason turned traitors against me, and 

charged me with crime in resisting him. They spoke almost as loud as Feeling: 

DQG�WKDW�FODPRXUHG�ZLOGO\��µ2K��FRPSO\�¶�LW�VDLG��µ7KLQN�RI�KLV�PLVHU\��WKLQN�RI�

KLV�GDQJHU��>«@�VRRWKH�KLP��VDYH�KLP��ORYH�KLP��WHOO�KLP�\RX�ORYH�KLP�DQG�ZLOO�

be his. Who in the world cares for you"�RU�ZKR�ZLOO�EH�LQMXUHG�E\�ZKDW�\RX�GR"¶�

± 6WLOO�LQGRPLWDEOH�ZDV�WKH�UHSO\��µ,�FDUH�IRU�P\VHOI��>«@�,�ZLOl respect myself. 

(Brontë 381, 382) 

 3DVVLYLW\�IRU�-DQH�PHDQV�DFFHSWLQJ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�WHPSWLQJ�SURSRVDO�RI�D�OLIH�OLYHG�RXWVLGH�

human law, but it also means rejecting reason and sanity, and embracing insanity in the 

subjection to passion. In the end her resoluteness wins over passivity, she imposes her 

ZLOO�DQG�GHWHUPLQHV�WR�OHDYH��KROGLQJ�³WR�WKH�SULQFLSOHV�UHFHLYHG�E\�PH�ZKHQ�,�ZDV�VDQH��

and not mad ± DV�,�DP�QRZ´��%URQWs������� 

7KH�WKLUG�HSLVRGH�ZKHUH�-DQH¶V�UHVROXWHQHVV��DIWHU�DQ�LQWHUQDO�FRQIOLFW��SUHYDLls over the 

WHPSWDWLRQ� WR� SDVVLYHO\� IROORZ� VRPHRQH� HOVH¶V�ZLOO� FRQVLVWV� LQ� KHU� FKRLFH� WR� UHMHFW� 6W�

-RKQ¶V� SURSRVDO� RI�PDUULDJH�� 7KH� UHODWLRQVKLS� EHWZHHQ� -DQH� DQG� 6W� -RKQ� LV� EDVHG� RQ�

FRQWURO��H[HUFLVHG�WKURXJK�WKH�³SRZHU�RI�WKH�JD]H´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������WKHy both try to 

decipher the other, so as to exercise their power. However, while St John remains 

HVVHQWLDOO\� XQGHFLSKHUDEOH�� -DQH� IHHOV� KHU� ILUPQHVV� VKDNLQJ� XQGHU� WKH� ³IUHH]LQJ� VSHOO´�

(Brontë 481) of his presence. When St John proposes that she follow him to India, Jane, 

ZKR�KDG�EHFRPH�GHSHQGHQW�XSRQ�KHU�FRXVLQ¶V�DSSURYDO��IHHOV�WKDW�VKH�FDQQRW�UHVLVW�KLV�

ZLOO��³P\�LURQ�VKURXG�FRQWUDFWHG�URXQG�PH��SHUVXDVLRQ�DGYDQFHG�ZLWK�VORZ��VXUH�VWHS��

>«@�0\�ZRUN��ZKLFK� KDG� DSSHDUHG� VR� YDJXH� >«@� DVVXPHG� D� GHILQLWH� form under his 

VKDSLQJ� KDQG´� �%URQWs� ������ 6W� -RKQ¶V� PDVFXOLQH� SHUVXDVLRQ� WULHV� WR� EHQG� -DQH¶V�

resoluteness, in an attempt to determine her life. Jane lives this imposition as a violence: 

WKH�GHILQLWLRQ�6W�-RKQ�ZDQWV�WR�LPSRVH�RQ�KHU�LV�DQ�³LURQ�VKURXG´��%rontë 488), suffocating 

her while still alive. However, St John does not want her to go to India as a sister, but as 

his wife, and this Jane cannot accept. It is in this moment that Jane is able to catch a 

JOLPSVH� RI� 6W� -RKQ¶V� PLQG�� DQG� ZKHQ� VKH� GRHV�� VKH� gains back control over their 

relationship and over her life: 

I had silently feared St John till now, because I had not understood him. He had 

KHOG�PH�LQ�DZH��EHFDXVH�KH�KDG�KHOG�PH�LQ�GRXEW��>«@�,�VDZ�KLV�IDOOLELOLWLHV��,�
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FRPSUHKHQGHG�WKHP��>«@�7KH�YHLO�IHOO�IURP�KLV�KDUGQHVV�DQG�GHVSRWLVP��>«@�,�

was with an equal ± >«@�RQH�ZKRP��LI�,�VDZ�JRRG��,�PLJKW�UHVLVW���%URQWs����� 

Jane is thus able to re-impose her resolute nature and fight back her own desire for 

VXEPLVVLRQ�WR�6W�-RKQ¶V�ZLOO��1HYHUWKHOHVV��6W�-RKQ�ZLOO�WU\�DJDLQ�WR�KDYH�KHU�FRPSO\�ZLWK�

his plans, and the second time he manages to be even more convincing. He lays his hand 

RQ�-DQH¶V�KHDG��LQ�DQ�H[WUHPH�DWWHPSW�WR�IRUFH�KHU�LQWR�VXEPLVVLRQ��DQG�DW�WKLV�SRLQW�-DQH¶V�

GHVLUH�IRU�SDVVLYLW\�LV�DV�VWURQJ�DV�HYHU��³,�ZDV�WHPSWHG�WR�FHDVH�VWUXJJOLQJ�ZLWK�KLP�± to 

rush down the torrent of his will into the gulf of his existence��DQG�WKHUH�ORVH�P\�RZQ´�

(Brontë 505). It is at this moment, when Jane is closest to submission, when her 

³ZUHVWOLQJV�>DUH@�SDUDO\VHG´��%URQWs�������WKDW�DQRWKHU�H[WHUQDO�IRUFH�LQWHUSRVHV�DQG�VDYHV�

KHU��VKH�KHDUV�5RFKHVWHU¶V�YRLFH�LQ�WKH�ZLQG��FDOOLQJ�KHU�QDPH�³ZLOGO\´�DQG�³XUJHQWO\´�

�%URQWs�������7KLV�LQWHUFHVVLRQ�IUHHV�-DQH�IURP�6W�-RKQ¶V�FRQWURO�DQG�IURP�KLV�JUDVS��DQG�

VKH�IHHOV� WKDW��³LW�ZDV�my time to assume ascendancy. My powers were in play and in 

IRUFH�´��%URQWs������� 

Finally free from the control of others, Jane asserts her resoluteness. In the internal 

struggle between resoluteness and passivity which goes on throughout the whole novel, 

the protagonist finds herself various times on the border between sanity and insanity. 

Generally, when she embraces passivity, she is drawn towards insanity, and it is the duty 

of resoluteness to drag her out of that dark spiral and send her once again on the right 

track towards sanity. As a child, Jane incurs for the first time in the label of insanity due 

to her violent outbursts of rage; in this instance she is passive in the face of her passions, 

which she is unable to control, and she will therefore be sent to Lowood in order to acquire 

self-control. In the boarding school the protagonist learns to manage her passionate 

nature, which, however, is not altogether eradicated: she feels restless and craves new 

stimuli, but she is aware of the boundaries which her social position imposes on her. In 

her pursuit of new experiences she never trespasses the limits of acceptable behaviour: 

VKH�KDV� OHDUQHG� WR�³PDLQWDLQ�HQHUJ\�DW� WKH�KLJKHVW� OHYHO�RI�H[FLWDWLRQ�ZLWKRXW�EXUVWLQJ�

WKURXJK�LQWR�SDWKRORJ\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������7KLV�VDPH�HQHUJ\��WR�ZKLFK�-DQH�UHIHUV�LQ�

terms of a fire burning inside of her, would drive her mad if she were to passively submit 

WR�6W�-RKQ¶V�GHFLVLRQ�DQG�PDUU\�KLP�LQ�RUGHU�WR�IXOILO�KLV�PLVVLRQDU\�FDOO��³EXW�DV�D�ZLIH�

>«@�IRUFHG�WR�NHHS�WKH�ILUH�RI�P\�QDWXUH�FRQWLQXDOO\�ORZ��WR�FRPSHO�LW�WR�EXU�LQZDUGO\�DQG�

never utter a cry, though the imprisoned flame consumed vital after vital ± this would be 
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XQHQGXUDEOH´��%URQWs�������,QVDQLW\�KHUH�LV�QRW�H[SOLFLWO\�PHQWLRQHG��EXW��DUJXDEO\��LW�LV�

looming in the background because, as mentioned above, the motif of self-consuming 

unexpressed energy was central to nineteenth-century discussions on female insanity. In 

WKLV�RFFDVLRQ�WRR��-DQH¶V�UHVROXWHQHVV�DOORZV�KHU�WR�UHJDLQ�FRQWURO�RYHU�KHUVHOI��UHMHFW�6W�

-RKQ¶V�RIIHU�DQG�WKXV main her sanity.  

The link between sanity and self-control is particularly evident in the chapters narrating 

WKH�HYROXWLRQ�RI�-DQH¶V�IHHOLQJV�IRU�5RFKHVWHU��WKRVH�FKDSWHUV�OHDGLQJ�WR�WKH�IXOFUXP�RI�

the novel, that is, the scene describing the internal fight between resoluteness and 

SDVVLYLW\�� EHWZHHQ� VDQLW\� DQG� LQVDQLW\�� WDNLQJ� SODFH� LQ� -DQH¶V� mind. As previously 

PHQWLRQHG��VLQFH�-DQH¶V�ORYH�IRU�5RFKHVWHU�LV�D�YLROHQW�SDVVLRQ��LW�VWDQGV�RQ�WKH�RSSRVLWH�

side of self-FRQWURO��LQGHHG��-DQH�PHQWLRQV�WKDW�KHU�JURZLQJ�HPRWLRQ�WDNHV�KHU�³EH\RQG�

>KHU@� RZQ� PDVWHU\´� �%URQWs� ������ 7KH� ILQDO� PHQWDO� EDWWOH� Eetween resoluteness and 

passivity, in its extreme violence, takes her very close to insanity, but resoluteness 

HYHQWXDOO\�SUHYDLOV�VLQFH�-DQH¶V�FRQVFLHQFH�LV�IXOO\�DZDUH�WKH�DOWHUQDWLYH�LV�LQVDQLW\��VLQFH�

she would have to renounce completely to her self-cRQWURO�DQG�OLYH�LQ�D�VWDWH�RI�³PRUDO�

GHSHQGHQF\´��6PDOO�������-DQH�ZLOO�JR�EDFN�WR�5RFKHVWHU�RQO\�RQFH�KHU�SDVVLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�

tamed and when she has acquired control over herself and over their relationship; indeed, 

in their renewed union the protagonist staQGV�LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�RI�SRZHU��VKH�LV�QRZ�³>KHU@�

RZQ� PLVWUHVV´� �%URQWs� ������ -DQH� UHWXUQV� DV� DQ� LQGHSHQGHQW� ZRPDQ�� ZLWK� ILQDQFLDO�

autonomy, she possesses all the knowledge, which she initially keeps from Mr Rochester, 

and she even serves as his eyes and his right hand. The novel thus stresses the importance 

of self-discipline and asserts that, in order to hold on to sanity, it is essential to command 

the will (Small 178).  

-DQH¶V�UHVROXWHQHVV�DQG�KHU�VHOI-control are the fundamental elements distinguishing her 

IURP� %HUWKD� �6PDOO� ������ ,QGHHG�� ZKLOH� -DQH¶V� VDQLW\� FRUUHVSRQGV� WR� KHU� DELOLW\� WR�

FRPPDQG�WKH�ZLOO��%HUWKD�0DVRQ¶V�LQVDQLW\�LV�GHVFULEHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�D�ODFN�RI�VHOI-control 

and a complete submission to the passions. Blame is laid on Bertha for her mental 

instability, caused not only by genetic inheritance and by her insanity-prone female body, 

but also from her passive surrender to bodily desires (Strovas��³1R�5HVW´ 386). Rochester 

SODLQO\� VWDWHV� WKDW� ³KHU� H[FHVVHV� KDG� SUHPDWXUHO\� GHYHORSHG� WKH� JHUPV� RI� LQVDQLW\´�

(Brontë 369), therefore his discourse unequivocally associates passivity with insanity, 

implying that if Bertha had been able to control her instincts she would have probably 
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delayed, if not altogether avoided, the eruption of her mental illness. According to Helen 

Small, modern feminist readings of Jane Eyre WHQG� WR� URPDQWLFLVH�%HUWKD¶V�PDGQHVV��

DWWULEXWLQJ�WR�LW�D�KLGGHQ�PHDQLQJ�RI�UHEHOOLRQ�WR�SDWULDUFK\��������LQ�WKH�VFKRODU¶V�YLHZ��

VXFK�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�ZRXOG�RYHUWXUQ�%URQWs¶V�GHVLUH�QRW�WR�URPDnticise insanity (161) and 

ZRXOG�WKXV�PLVLQWHUSUHW�WKH�DFWXDO�PHDQLQJ�RI�%HUWKD¶V�OXQDF\��,QGHHG��6PDOO�KROGV�WKDW�

%HUWKD¶V�ODXJK��GUDPDWLFDOO\�FORVLQJ�-DQH¶V�UHVWOHVV�UHIOHFWLRQV��VKRXOG�QRW�EH�LQWHUSUHWHG�

DV�DQ�HQIRUFHPHQW�RI�WKH�KHURLQH¶V�H[SUHVVLRQ�RI�discontent, but rather as a warning of 

the peril of indulging such restlessness (160). Young Bertha had nourished her desires for 

new sensations and greater pleasures, and this led her to be branded as insane by society; 

consequently, her laugh could plausibly be interpreted as a sort of warning to Jane to 

FRQWLQXH�WR�ZDUG�RII�KHU�UHVWOHVVQHVV�DQG�WR�NHHS�LQVLGH�WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI�³DQ�DFFHSWHG�

VRFLDO�IUDPHZRUN´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������:KLOH�RQ�RQH�KDQG�WKH�FKDUDFWHU�RI�%HUWKD�0DVRQ�

could be interpreted as the emERGLPHQW�RI�-DQH¶V�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�FRUUXSWLRQ�DQG�LQVDQLW\�

(some parallelisms exist between the two figures, for instance, when Jane starts crawling 

GXULQJ�KHU�HVFDSH�IURP�7KRUQILHOG��VKH�HFKRHV�%HUWKD¶V�DQLPDOLW\���RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG�WKH�

novel stresses the ultimate divergence between the two characters (Small 167). Indeed, 

the heroine of the novel is finally identified with resoluteness and self-control, while 

Bertha is defined by her passive submission to the passions. Bertha Mason becomes the 

personification of insanity, characterised by a lack of self-control which eventually led to 

her imprisonment in the third storey of Thornfield; by contrast, Jane stands, at the end of 

the novel, as the epitome of sanity, a definition which she conquered through self-

deWHUPLQDWLRQ�� +HQFH�� ZKLOH� %HUWKD¶V� SDVVLYLW\� GHWHUPLQHG� KHU� GRZQIDOO�� -DQH¶V�

resoluteness allowed her to improve her life conditions.  

-DQH¶V�DELOLW\�WR�VDYH�KHUVHOI�FRQVWLWXWHV�RQH�RI�WKH�PDLQ�GLIIHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�%URQWs¶V�

novel and The Woman in White, where women are not allowed to be independent. Indeed, 

Jane Eyre is influenced by the positivist current which marked the first half of the 

nineteenth century: the heroine of the novel is capable, through her resoluteness, to save 

herself, escape the impending label of insanity and change her life (Shuttleworth 37). By 

FRQWUDVW��&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHO�RIIHUV�D�PRUH�QHJDWLYH�SHUVSHFWLYH��ZKHUH�QHLWKHU�SDVVLYLW\�QRU�

resoluteness are enough for women to escape the label of insanity (Small 205); indeed, 

passive women stand, in The Woman in White, as the perfect prey for schemes of 
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imprisonment, and resolute women, who instead try to determine their destiny, are 

similarly silenced and submitted into passivity. 

2.2.2. Balance of passions in Jane Eyre 

The discourse of passions and self-control constitutes a central preoccupation of Jane 

Eyre, and it is closely related to the theme of insanity. Indeed, the female characters are 

JULSSHG�LQ�D�UHOHQWOHVV�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKHLU�QHHG�WR�IUHH�LQWHUQDO�HQHUJLHV�DQG�VRFLHW\¶V�

imposition of reSUHVVLQJ�WKHP��%URQWs¶V�QRYHO�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�GDQJHUV�VXUURXQGLQJ�ERWK�

positions, which, if embraced too radically, lead women to insanity or to the socially 

applied label of insane subject. The novel, in its portrayal of female characters, illustrates 

different attitudes to passion, from complete submission to utter repression; both 

embracing and rejection of passion figure in Jane Eyre as wrong and dangerous 

approaches, in fact, the novel suggests that the only way to survive and to escape the label 

of insanity is finding an emotional balance through self-control. 

In the representation of these two opposite approaches to passion, both leading to insanity, 

%URQWs�ZDV�LQIOXHQFHG�E\�FRQWHPSRUDU\�GHEDWHV�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�UHJXODWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�

internal energies. The unrestrained and uncontrolled exploration of feminine instincts 

could cause the total annihilation of self-containment, and, consequently, it could lead to 

insanity (Shuttleworth 108); at the same time, however, a complete repression of all 

SDVVLRQV�ZRXOG�EH�XQEHDUDEOH��VLQFH�³ZKHQ�RQH�GRPLQDWHV� WKH�IDFXOWLHV� µHQ� W\UDQ¶� WKH�

IDFXOWLHV�UHYROW�>DQG@�WKH�HQWLUH�SURFHVV�OHDGV�>«@�WR�WKH�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�GHUDQJHPHQW�RU�

PLQRU�LQVDQLW\´��7UHVVOHU�����7UDSSHG�LQ�WKLV�GRXEOH�ELQG��9LFWRULDQ�SV\FKLDWU\�DSSOLHG�DQ�

HFRQRPLF�PRGHO�LQ�WKH�UHJXODWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�PHQWDO�HQHUJLHV��WKH industrial society had 

to maximise the exploitation of workforce while simultaneously preventing the working-

class from gaining too much power. This could lead to the accumulation of an 

uncontrollable potential which could open the way to rebellion (Shuttleworth 158); 

similarly, the potential of feminine mental and reproductive energies could be fully 

exploited, provided that the process would be closely monitored ± ZRPHQ¶V�HQHUJLHV�KDG�

to be channelled and submitted to rigid self-control, so as to avoid the eruption of 

monomania and insanity (Shuttleworth 151).  

Such preoccupation with the regulation of feminine energies was intimately related to 

9LFWRULDQV¶�DQ[LHWLHV�FRQFHUQLQJ�ZRPHQ¶V�VH[XDOLW\��1LQHWHHQWK-century society feared 
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WKDW� IHPLQLQH� VH[XDO� LQVWLQFWV�� LI� XQUHVWUDLQHG�� FRXOG� UHOHDVH� ³SURPLVFXRXV� OLELGLQDl 

HQHUJ\´� �6KXWWOHZRUWK� ����� ZKLFK� ZDV� SHUFHLYHG� DV� D� WKUHDW� WR� SDWULDUFKDO� FRQWURO�

(Shuttleworth 92). This notwithstanding, the complete repression of sexual energy was 

not desirable either. Women were, once again, caught in a double bind between 

definitions of insanity: if, on one hand, the suppression of sexual energy would lead to an 

internal accumulation prompting the outbreak of insanity, the expression of such energy, 

RQ� WKH� RWKHU� KDQG��ZRXOG� KDYH� EHHQ� ODEHOOHG� DV� µLQGHFHQW¶� FRQGXFW�� WKXV� HOLFLWLQJ� Whe 

GHWHFWLRQ�RI�D�PHQWDO�GLVRUGHU��6KXWWOHZRUWK������7KH�GLVFRXUVH�RQ�ZRPHQ¶V�VH[XDOLW\�

was in turn connected to contrasting opinions about menstrual discharges. Although 

Victorian physicians generally agreed on the importance of the regularity of the menstrual 

cycle, viewed as a necessary bodily event cleansing women from their internal pollution 

(Shuttleworth 88), they held discording theories as to what measures women should take 

in order to facilitate the flow of secretions. Some doctors suggested that women should 

lead a quiet life, in particular during menstruation, so as not to obstruct the discharges 

�6KXWWOHZRUWK� ����� FRQWUDULO\�� RWKHU� PHGLFDO� PHQ� FRQGHPQHG� ZRPHQ¶V� LGOHQHVV� DQG�

believed that physical and mental stimuli were necessary to promote the flow 

(Shuttleworth 90). The blockage of the menstrual flow was yet another possible cause of 

LQVDQLW\�IRU�IHPDOH�LQGLYLGXDOV��DQG�DQ�DGGLWLRQDO�H[FXVH�IRU�PHQ�WR�UHJXODWH�ZRPHQ¶V�

bodies.  

In such a cultural climate, where the threat of insanity precluded women from a number 

of activities, Jane Eyre denounces the disparity between women and men in Victorian 

society regarding the management of bodily, intellectual, and emotional life. In the course 

of her reflections Jane asserts that: 

It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquillity: they must 

KDYH�DFWLRQ�>«@��:RPHQ�DUH�VXSSRVHG�WR�EH�YHU\�FDOP�JHQHUDOO\��EXW�ZRPHQ�IHHO�

MXVW�DV�PHQ�IHHO��WKH\�QHHG�H[HUFLVH�IRU�WKHLU�IDFXOWLHV�>«@��WKH\�VXIIHU�IURP�WRR�

rigid a restraint, too absolute a VWDJQDWLRQ��SUHFLVHO\�DV�PHQ�ZRXOG�VXIIHU� >«@��

(Brontë 128, 129) 

7KH�QRYHO¶V�KHURLQH�LV�KHUH�YRLFLQJ�%URQWs¶V�RZQ�VXIIHULQJV��LQGHHG��WKH�DXWKRU�KHUVHOI�

had had to deal with intense passions which she had tried to supress, only to understand 
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that substituWLQJ�WKH�³W\UDQQ\�RI�GHVLUH�ZLWK�WKH�W\UDQQ\�RI�UHDVRQ´��7UHVVOHU����ZRXOG�EH�

equally oppressive and unproductive (Tressler 6).  

7KH�LQHIIHFWLYH�RXWFRPH�RI�HLWKHU�DSSURDFK�LV�H[HPSOLILHG�LQ�%URQWs¶V�QRYHO��VSHFLILFDOO\�

in the figures of Bertha Mason and Helen Burns. These two characters represent opposite 

female models: the former is a woman subjected to passions and bodily impulses, while 

the latter is a girl who has rejected the needs of her material body and only cultivates her 

spiritual side. Both models are ultimately negative and undesirable, since they lead to 

mental or physical disorders. Bertha Mason represents a reminder of the dangers that lie 

LQ�D�FRPSOHWH�VXEPLVVLRQ�WR�WKH�SDVVLRQV��%HUWKD¶V�³LQWHPSHUDWH�DQG�XQFKDVWH´��%URQWs�

369) nature, as described by Rochester, was a deviation from Victorian schemes of 

SURSULHW\�� DQG� LW�ZDV� WKHUHIRUH� FODVVLILHG� DV� LQVDQLW\� �6WURYDV�� ³1R�5HVW´� ������+HOHQ�

%XUQV��-DQH¶V�ILUVW�IULHQG�LQ�/RZRRG��KDV�D�SKLORVRSK\�RI�OLIH�WKDW�LV�GLDPHWULFDOO\�RSSRVHG�

to that of BertKD��LQGHHG��ZKLOH�WKH�QRYHO¶V�PDGZRPDQ�RSHQO\�HPEUDFHV�KHU�SDVVLRQV��WKH�

stoic Helen completely represses them, and advises Jane to do the same: [w]hat a 

singularly deep impression her injustice seems to have made on your heart! No ill-usage 

so brands its record on my feelings. Would you not be happier if you tried to forget her 

VHYHULW\��WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�WKH�SDVVLRQDWH�HPRWLRQV�LW�H[FLWHG"´��%URQWs������ 

+HOHQ�SHUFHLYHV�KHU�³FRUUXSWLEOH´��%URQWs�����ERG\�DV�D�EXUGHQ��VKH�UHIXVHV�WR�OHW�KHUVHOI�

be influenced by negative emotions such as revenge and injustice, and she only cultivates 

her soul in view of the life waiting for her after death. Despite the good motives behind 

+HOHQ¶V�DWWLWXGH�WR�OLIH��DV�RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�QHJDWLYH�FRQQRWDWLRQ�5RFKHVWHU�JLYHV�WR�%HUWKD�

0DVRQ¶V� VWRU\��� %URQWs� LOOXVWUDWHV� KRZ� FRPSOHWH� UHSUHVVLRQ� RI� DOO� SDVVLRQV� LV� DV�

devastating as complete subjection to them (Tressler 1). The rejection of her human, 

physical component consumes Helen from the inside. Like her name suggests, Helen 

burns inwardly, she represses her bodily instincts, so that her flame of passion consumes 

LWVHOI��DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�H[WLQJXLVKHV��WKXV�OHDGLQJ�WR�+HOHQ¶V�GHDWK��7KH�JLUO�LV�LQWURGXFHG�

in the novel by the sound of her cough, which will mark the progressive weakening of her 

ERG\�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�VWRU\��5HDGHUV�ZLWQHVV�+HOHQ�%XUQV¶V�VORZ�GHFOLQH��FXOPLQDWLQJ�LQ�

KHU�GHDWK�IRU�FRQVXPSWLRQ��ZKHUHE\�³KHU�LQWHUQDO�SURGXFWLYH�IRUFHV��WXUQHG�LQZDUG�XSRQ�

themselves, become self-FRQVXPLQJ´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������&KLOG�-DQH�LV�PXFK�PRUH down-

to-earth than her spiritual friend, so much so that, when Helen tells her that they will say 

good-E\H��-DQH�DVNV��³>D@UH�\RX�JRLQJ�VRPHZKHUH��+HOHQ"�$UH�\RX�JRLQJ�KRPH"´��%URQWs�
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93). This exchange illustrates the profound difference between the two gLUOV�� -DQH¶V�

passionate nature could never adjust to such passivity, since her desire for activity and for 

UHEHOOLRQ�EXUQV�DUGHQWO\�LQVLGH�RI�KHU��/HUQHU������� ,Q�D�ZRUOG�ZKHUH�ZRPHQ�³>H@LWKHU�

>«@�UHOHDVH�WKHLU�HQHUJLHV��DQG�DUH�EUDQGHG�LPPRGHVW�DQG�LQVDQH, or they contain them 

internally and are subject to a form of self-FRQVXPLQJ� LQVDQLW\´� �6KXWWOHZRUWK� ������

-DQH¶V�VHOI-controlled moderation is the only way to safely go on in life, avoiding the 

dreaded label of insanity.  

Nevertheless, Jane herself has to struggle in order to find the right balance between 

passion and reason: throughout the whole story she strives to regulate her energy flow, 

trying to nourish and satisfy her desire for freedom while always maintaining inside the 

boundaries of propriety (Shuttleworth 152, 153). At the beginning of the novel Jane is 

unable to control her feelings and the reactions that those feelings provoke in her; for this 

reason, the Reed family brands her as insane (Shuttleworth 50). She herself, having 

internalised the norms of acceptable childlike and ladylike behaviour, recognises that, 

although her bursts of anger are justifiable, they are inappropriate for a girl. At Lowood, 

Jane benefits from the spiritual teachings of Helen Burns, who helps her to consider all 

things in a wider perspective (Milbank 147); the heroine is, in a way, elevated by this 

IULHQGVKLS��DQG�LV�DEOH�WR�GHWDFK�KHUVHOI�IURP�KHU�³ILHQGLVK�IHHOLQJ>V@´��%URQWs������ 

The impressive self-control acquired at Lowood allows Jane to position herself midway 

between Bertha and Helen, in a condition of balance between opposing definitions of 

insanity. Adult Jane is finally able to master her passions to avoid insanity: when Jane 

develops feelings for Rochester, she constantly monitors her internal impulses and she is 

able to detect when her passion is prevailing and, once the emotions have been processed 

by reason, she can regain control over herself. When Jane is faced with the choice of 

whether she should stay with Rochester, and live against her own moral rules, or leave 

Thornfield Hall, enduring an immeasurable suffering (a choice she describes in terms of 

a duel between sanity and insanity), the mental conflict between passion and reason is 

eventually won by self-control. In her final decision to leave, Jane seems to embrace 

+HOHQ�%XUQV¶V�SKLORVRSK\�WR�JHW�ULG�RI�HDUWKO\�SDVVLRQV��LQGHHG��DIWHU�VKH�FURVVHV�WKH�JDWH�

of Thornfield Hall, Jane determines never to look back, both to the mansion and to the 

days spent there, in an attempt to repress her feelings. During her stay at Moor House 
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-DQH�QHYHU�PHQWLRQV�5RFKHVWHU¶V�QDPH��DQG�VKH�QHYHU�DOORZV�KHU�WKRXJKWV�WR�ZDQGHU�EDFN�

to the dreamy existence she had known at Thornfield.  

Her love for Edward Rochester seems to have been fully suppressed, but it is in her 

dreams and in her subconscious states that those feelings resurface, asserting the true 

SDVVLRQDWH�QDWXUH�RI�-DQH¶V�FKDUDFWHU��6PDOO�������2Q�RQH�RFFDVLRQ�-DQH�VXUSULVHV�KHUVHOI�

crying and, upon examining her own emotions, she concludes that she is mourning her 

ORVW�ORYH��+RZHYHU��WKH�PRVW�HYLGHQW�SURRI�WKDW�-DQH¶V�SDVVLRQ�IRU�5RFKHVWHU�LV�VWLOO�DOLYH�

lies in her dreams, where she pictures herself in the comforting arms of her lover: 

,�XVHG�WR�UXVK�LQWR�VWUDQJH�GUHDPV�DW�QLJKW��>«@�FKDUJHG�ZLWK�DGYHQWXUH�>«@ and 

URPDQWLF�FKDQFH��,�VWLOO�DJDLQ�DQG�DJDLQ�PHW�0U�5RFKHVWHU�>«@��DQG�WKHQ�WKH�VHQVH�

of being in his arms, hearing his voice, meeting his eye, touching his hand and 

cheek, loving him, being loved by him ± the hope of passing a lifetime at his side, 

would EH�UHQHZHG��ZLWK�DOO�LWV�IRUFH�DQG�ILUH��7KHQ�,�DZRNH��>«@�DQG�WKHQ�WKH�VWLOO��

dark night witnessed the convulsion of despair, and heard the burst of passion. 

(Brontë 443) 

-DQH¶V�SDVVLRQ�LV�VWLOO�EXUQLQJ�DV�VWURQJ�DV�HYHU��+RZHYHU��GXULQJ�WKH�SHULRG�VSHQW at Moor 

House, Jane learns how to control that passion, since she works extensively on restoring 

KHU�ZLOO��6PDOO�������6XFK�D�ZRUN�DOORZV�KHU�WR�HYHQWXDOO\�EUHDN�IUHH�IURP�WKH�6W�-RKQ¶V�

IUHH]LQJ�VSHOO��-DQH�NQRZV�WKDW�DV�6W�-RKQ¶V�PLVVLRQDU\�ZLIH�KHU�SDVVionate temper would 

EH�REOLJHG�WR�³EXUQ�LQZDUGO\´��%URQWs�������DQG�VKH�LV�DZDUH�WKDW��XQOLNH�+HOHQ�%XUQV��

VKH�ZRXOGQ¶W�EH�DEOH�WR�VXVWDLQ�D�VLPLODU�VHOI-annihilation. In the end, Jane goes back to 

Rochester, she follows her passions but only once she has gained mastery over them. 

Hence, the character of Jane eventually avoids the label of insanity, since she is able to 

tread the fine line standing between Bertha and Helen. Jane does not submit to her 

passions, but neither does she repress them: she distances herself from the object of her 

love until she is able to control her feelings, and she returns only once she has found her 

balance.  

2.2.3. Tension between masculine and feminine, public and private in 
The Woman in White 

$V�PHQWLRQHG� DERYH��&ROOLQ¶V� QRYHO� VWDUts by defining precise gender boundaries and 

different spheres of influence pertaining to men and women, indeed, the previously 
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TXRWHG�RSHQLQJ�OLQHV�VWDWH��³>W@KLV�LV�WKH�VWRU\�RI�ZKDW�D�:RPDQ¶V�SDWLHQFH�FDQ�HQGXUH��

DQG�ZKDW�D�0DQ¶V�UHVROXWLRQ�FDQ�DFKLHYH´ (Collins 7). Hartright thus ascribes to women 

the passive domain of the home, while men are attributed the activity of the public sphere. 

With this statement, the novel foregrounds the tensions between masculine and feminine 

realms and between the public and the private domains. Notwithstanding the gender roles 

established by Hartright at the beginning of the novel, some characters, both male and 

female, transgress the boundaries of this apparently clear division. Nevertheless, a 

distinction can be noticed between male and female transgressions, indeed, if female 

characters trespass the boundaries of their position, either by disobeying masculine 

authority, acting outside the domain of the house, or displaying masculine resoluteness, 

they are punished with imprisonment, they are branded deviant and ultimately reinscribed 

into their passive feminine role; by contrast, men are free to act and move in space, never 

incurring in the label of insanity, even when they transgress their masculine role and 

assume feminine traits.  

Throughout the novel, male characters move around the world, from city to city, they 

travel and change their social position. Walter Hartright, for instance, at the beginning of 

the novel moves from London to Cumberland due to his new position of drawing-master 

at Limmeridge House. From there, heartbroken, he travels to Central America, in an 

attempt to forget the woman he loves, who got engaged with another man. He then goes 

back to Limmeridge House and finally settles in London. Even in the extended period he 

spends in London, Hartright is never in the house for a long time: he goes out to work, he 

YLVLWV�KLV�ODZ\HU��DQG�WUDYHOV�WR�:HOPLQJKDP��$QQH�&DWKHULFN¶V�KRPHWRZQ��WR�GLVFORVH�

6LU�3HUFLYDO¶V�VHFUHW��6LPLODUO\��ERWK�)RVFR�DQd Percival are seen moving from London to 

/LPPHULGJH�+RXVH�� WR� %ODFNZDWHU� 3DUN�� 7KHVH� FKDUDFWHUV¶� JHRJUDSKLFDO� KRUL]RQ� DOVR�

extends to Italy, the country where they first met. By contrast, female characters are 

mostly confined within the walls of the house. For instance, although Laura as well moves 

from Limmeridge, to Blackwater and then to London, she is removed from a domestic 

space to another and, unlike Hartright, she does not leave that space; her confinement 

culminates with the supreme experience of imprisonment, her unjust confinement in the 

lunatic asylum. The only deviation from this domestic pattern lies in her wedding journey, 

EXW�VXFK�DQ�H[FHSWLRQ�LV�GHWHUPLQHG�RQO\�E\�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V�ZLOO��,QGHHG��HDFK�WLPH�/DXUD�
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moves from one place to the other she does not do it freely, according to her own 

LQFOLQDWLRQ��EXW�VKH�PRYHV�IROORZLQJ�PHQ¶V�GHFLVLRQV�� 

While Laura fits in with the feminine role Hartright assigned her, there are some 

characters that challenge the gender divide established in the opening lines (Gaylin 306). 

Indeed, as mentioned above, some of the characters populating the scene resist gender 

dichotomies and are, instead, characterised as liminal beings, with both feminine and 

PDVFXOLQH�IHDWXUHV��*D\OLQ�������0U�)DLUOLH��/DXUD¶V�XQFOH��ZKR is never seen crossing 

WKH� ERXQGDULHV� RI� KLV� RZQ� URRP�� LV� SRUWUD\HG� DV� KDYLQJ� ³ZKLWH� GHOLFDWH� KDQGV�´�

³HIIHPLQDWHO\� VPDOO´� IHHW� DQG� ³OLWWOH� ZRPDQLVK� EURQ]H-OHDWKHU� VOLSSHUV´� �&ROOLQV� �����

Hartright points out that: 

[u]pon the whole, he had a frail, languidly-fretful, over-refined look ± something 

singularly and unpleasantly delicate in its association with a man, and, at the same 

time, something which could by no possibility have looked natural and appropriate 

if it had been transferred to the personal appearance of a woman. (Collins 50) 

Notwithstanding the discomfort Walter Hartright experiences when confronted with this 

liminal individual, his own characterisation in the first half of the novel is itself not 

entirely masculine: indeed, Hartright lacks some of those features that were inherently 

linked to manhood. He is cast in a socially marginal position which does not grant him 

financial independence and he is constantly vacillating in his decision, lacking the 

quintessentially masculine quality of resoluteness (Gaylin 312, 313); hence, in his 

temperament and social status he is comparable to a typical Victorian woman (Gaylin 

313). The fact that Hartright feels discomfort in the presence of feminine Mr Fairlie and 

masculine Marian, and that he is the one establishing gender roles at the beginning of the 

QRYHO��EHFRPHV�VLJQLILFDQW�ZKHQ�UHDGHUV�DUH�FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK�+DUWULJKW¶V�RZQ�IHPLQLQH�

traits. Arguably, Hartright has internalised the Victorian discourse concerning gender 

roles, so that he feels discomfort when confronted with the transgression of such roles, 

the more so since he is himself an example of such transgression. The discomfort 

experienced by the male narrator might be due to a psychological mechanism by which 

witnessing gender transgression in other people makes Hartright confront his own 

feminine traits, which Victorian society has established as improper. The male 

protagonist feels belittled in front of masculine Marian, who spurs him to act like a man: 
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³>G@RQ¶W� VKULQN�XQGHU� LW� OLNH� D�ZRPDQ��7HDU� LW� RXW�� WUDPSOH� LW� XQGHU� IRRW� OLNH� D�PDQ�´�

(Collins 90). Once back from his adventure in Central America, Hartright has completely 

effaced his feminine side; he asserts his manhood through the submission of Laura and 

Marian, whom he casts in the position of passive and obedient angels in the house, thus 

re-establishing the gender roles he had asserted in the opening lines. 

Count Fosco is another liminal character populating the scene of The Woman in White. 

Indeed, while he possesses some features that should mark him as an example of 

manliness, according to Victorian standards (he acts in the public sphere, he is resolute 

and always in control), the novel constantly reminds the reader that he also possesses 

feminine qualities. For instance, he is depicted DV� KDYLQJ� H[WUDYDJDQWO\� ³HIIHPLQDWH�

WDVWHV´��&ROOLQV�������VXFK�DV�KLV�ORYH�IRU�ILQH�FORWKHV�DQG�IORZHUV��DQG�KLV�DGRUDWLRQ�DQG�

attentive care for his pet animals: two canary birds, a cockatoo, and a family of white 

mice. Marian points out the feminine attributes of the count in her diary: 

[f]at as he is and old as he is, his movements are astonishingly light and easy. He 

is as noiseless in a room as any of us women, and more than that, with all his look 

of unmistakable mental firmness and power, he is as nervously sensitive as the 

ZHDNHVW�RI�XV��>«@�,�IHOW�DVKDPHG�RI�P\�RZQ�ZDQW�RI�WHQGHUQHVV�DQG�VHQVLELOLW\�

by comparison with the Count. (Collins 279) 

Through this description, Marian places Fosco in the same domain of liminality which 

she herself RFFXSLHV��,QGHHG��WKH�QRYHO¶V�UHOHQWOHVV�KHURLQH�LV�FKDUDFWHULVHG��ERWK�LQ�KHU�

physical appearance and in her attitude, as a liminal being, standing halfway between the 

definitions of masculinity and femininity (Gaylin 315). Marian Halcombe is clearly 

framed as a character that challenges gender dichotomies since her first encounter with 

Hartright, in which occasion he first observes her feminine shape and her lightness of 

movement and is then surprised by the masculine features of her face: 

The instant my eyes rested on her, I was struck by the rare beauty of her form, and 

E\� WKH� XQDIIHFWHG� JUDFH� RI� KHU� DWWLWXGH�� +HU� ILJXUH� ZDV� WDOO�� >«@� KHU� ZDLVW��

perfection in the eyes of a man, for it occupied its natural place, it filled out its 

natural circle, it was vLVLEO\�DQG�GHOLJKWIXOO\�XQGHIRUPHG�E\�VWD\V��>«@�7KH�HDV\�

elegance of every movement of her limbs and body as soon as she began to 

advance from the far end of the room, set me in a flutter of expectation to see her 
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IDFH�FOHDUO\��>«@�6KH�DSSURDFKHG�QHDUHU²and I said to myself (with a sense of 

VXUSULVH� ZKLFK� ZRUGV� IDLO� PH� WR� H[SUHVV��� 7KH� ODG\� LV� XJO\�� >«@� 7KH� ODG\¶V�

complexion was almost swarthy, and the dark down on her upper lip was almost 

a moustache. She had a large, firm, masculine mouth and jaw; prominent, 

piercing, resolute brown eyes; and thick, coal-black hair, growing unusually low 

down on her forehead. Her expression²bright, frank, and intelligent²appeared, 

while she was silent, to be altogether wanting in those feminine attractions of 

gentleness and pliability, without which the beauty of the handsomest woman 

alive is beauty incomplete. (Collins 39, 40) 

0DULDQ¶V�DSSHDUDQFH�LV�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�IHPLQLQH�DQG�PDVFXOLQH��VKH�GLVSOD\V�DQ�HOHJDQFH�

of movement that Hartright finds ideally feminine according to Victorian gender norms, 

but her eyes possess a frankness that contrasts with these norms. The novel, and Marian 

herself, describe Laura as the polar opposite of her half-sister: Laura is depicted as the 

Victorian angel in the house, characterised by meekness and passivity, she is fair, delicate 

and beautiful. On the contrary, Marian does not fit into the standards of the ideal Victorian 

woman, she is dark and ugly, and, with her dynamic nature, she cannot conform to the 

model of submission and inaction which is expected from her (Losseff 549). Introducing 

Miss Fairlie to Hartright Marian calls attention to the differences between them: 

[e]xcept that we are both orphans, we are in every respect as unlike each other as 

SRVVLEOH��>«@�,�DP�GDUN�DQG�XJO\��DQG�she is fair and pretty. Everybody thinks me 

crabbed and odd (with perfect justice); and everybody thinks her sweet-tempered 

and charming (with more justice still). In short, she is an angel; and I am² Try 

some of that marmalade, Mr. Hartright, and finish the sentence, in the name of 

female propriety, for yourself. (Collins 43) 

+DYLQJ�SRUWUD\HG�KHU�VLVWHU�DV�GLDPHWULFDOO\�RSSRVHG�WR�KHUVHOI��0DULDQ¶V�UHIXVDO�WR�GHILQH�

herself a devil, as opposed to the angelic Laura, suggests that she ultimately rejects such 

absolute binaries (Gaylin 314), allowing herself to occupy a liminal position. Marian 

+DOFRPEH¶V�PDVFXOLQH�VLGH�JUDQWV�KHU�DQ�DZDUHQHVV�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�FRQYHQWLRQV�OLPLWLQJ�KHU�

freedom of action, so that she can act outside of the schemes of accepted behaviour, while 

still maintaining an appearance of propriety (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 118). In other 

words, Marian is aware of the boundaries that her condition of woman sets for her, but 
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such awareness allows her to influence the events from within, while never openly 

overstepping the perimeter of her social role, so as to avert the risk of being labelled 

insane. There is only one occasion in the novel when Marian too evidently crosses the 

line of accepted behaviour, and this occurs when, compelled by the necessity to know 

DERXW�6LU�3HUFLYDO�DQG�)RVFR¶V�SORWV��VKH�FOLPEV�RXW�RI�WKH�ZLQGRZ�DQG�HDYHVGURSV�RQ�

their conversation.  

The act of eavesdropping places the person perpetrating the transgression in the domain 

of liminality, since the eavesdropper stands in a position between the public and private 

spheres; indeed, a conversation which should remain private loses its confidentiality in 

the moment someone else, beside the interlocutors, is secretly involved into it: Marian 

intends to share the content of the private conversation, taking it into the public sphere 

and, eventually, to court (Gaylin 312). In this pivotal scene, Marian Halcombe crosses 

the boundaries of femininity which relegated her to the private sphere and enters the 

domain of the public sphere. Her act of eavesdropping is too serious a transgression to go 

unpunished, indeed, entering the masculine domain of the public Miss Halcombe 

uncovers her position of woman contravening Victorian expectations of propriety (Gaylin 

317), thus exposing herself to the danger of being labelled as deviant. Moreover, Milbank 

points out that: 

[o]nce a woman enters the world of plot and counter-plot that constitutes society 

LQ�&ROOLQV�>«@�VKH�QHFHVVDULO\�OD\V�KHUVHOI�RSHQ�WR�WKH�RSHUDWLRQ�RI�WKH rules of the 

JDPH��FKHDWLQJ�DQG�SORWWLQJ�DJDLQVW�KHU��$QG�LW�LV�D�JDPH�LQ�ZKLFK�PHQ�DORQH�>«@�

hold all the best cards; no woman can finally succeed against them. (33, 34)  

Marian is punished for her transgression with a severe fever and a temporary loss of 

OXFLGLW\��0LOEDQN������V\PEROLVLQJ�ZRPHQ¶V�XQILWQHVV�WR�VXVWDLQ�H[SRVLWLRQ�WR�WKH�SXEOLF�

sphere. In addition, her state of physical and mental infirmity grants Count Fosco the 

SRVVLELOLW\� RI� UHDGLQJ� KHU� MRXUQDO�� VR� WKDW� 0DULDQ¶V� XQIHPLQLQH� HQGHDYRXUV� DUH fully 

GLVFORVHG� �*D\OLQ� ������ 7KH� KHURLQH¶V� PDVFXOLQH� UHVROXWHQHVV�� ZKLFK� KDG� FDXVHG�

discomfort in Walter Hartright on the occasion of their first meeting, once revealed in all 

its power is perceived as a threat to patriarchal authority (Milbank 74) and must therefore 

be subjugated. Marian undergoes a fate much similar to that of Bertha Mason: like Jane 

Eyre¶V�PDGZRPDQ�KDG�EHHQ�FRQILQHG�WR�WKH�WKLUG�VWRUH\�RI�7KRUQILHOG�+DOO�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�
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to repress her rebellious energies, the strong-minded heroine of ColOLQV¶V� QRYHO� LV�

detained in an abandoned wing of Blackwater, soon after her discovery (Gaylin 319). 

Relegated to the boundaries of the house and pushed back in her passive feminine role, 

0DULDQ�QR� ORQJHU�FRQVWLWXWHV�DQ�REVWDFOH� WR�6LU�3HUFLYDO�DQG�)RVFR¶V� schemes (Gaylin 

319).  

7KH�H[SRVLWLRQ�RI�0DULDQ�+DOFRPEH¶V�WUDQVJUHVVLYH��PDVFXOLQH�FRPSRQHQW�GHSULYHV�KHU�

of the possibility of acting outside of the boundaries of appropriate behaviour, so that in 

the second half of the novel the rigid dichotomy between masculine and feminine, 

DQQRXQFHG�E\�+DUWULJKW¶V�RSHQLQJ�VHQWHQFH�� LV�IXOO\�UH-established (Gaylin 312). After 

/DXUD¶V�UHVFXH��0DULDQ�LV�WKUXVW�LQ�D�SDVVLYH�SRVLWLRQ��VKH�KDV�ORVW�KHU�LQGHSHQGHQFH�DQG�

UHVROXWHQHVV� DQG� QRZ� PHUHO\� REH\V� :DOWHU� +DUWULJKW¶V� LQstructions (Milbank 76). 

Hartright, on the other hand, has come back from central America, ready to uphold his 

newly found manliness and to establish his mastery over the two sisters (Gaylin 313). 

,QGHHG��+DUWULJKW�IXUWKHU�OLPLWV�0DULDQ�+DOFRPEH¶V�OLEHUW\� preventing her from acting 

outside of the domestic walls (Gaylin 320). As previously mentioned, in so doing, he re-

HVWDEOLVKHV�³DEVROXWH�JHQGHUHG�LGHQWLWLHV´��*D\OLQ�������FODLPLQJ�IRU�KLPVHOI�WKH�UROH�RI�

active man, moving in the public sphere, and imposing onto both Laura and Marian the 

UROH�RI�³JRRG�DQJHO´��&ROOLQV�������FRQILQHG�WR�WKH�SULYDWH�UHDOP�RI�WKH�KRXVH��*D\OLQ�

321).  

In The Woman in White, 0DULDQ�+DOFRPEH�LV�D�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH�FDVH�RI�PHQ¶V�HIIRUWV�WR�

UHSUHVV�ZRPHQ¶V�WUDQVJUHVVLYH�HQHUJLHV��QHYertheless, scattered throughout the plot are 

other examples of female repression (Gaylin 309). Madame Fosco, for instance, in her 

PDLGHQ� GD\V� DV� (OHDQRU� )DLUOLH�� XVHG� WR� OLYH� D� OLIH� RXWVLGH� RI� FRQYHQWLRQV�� ³YDLQ� DQG�

IRROLVK´��&ROOLQV�������VKH�XVHG�WR�GLVSlay ridiculous looks, manifesting her unrestrained 

femininity (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 122). Meeting her again in the role of Countess 

)RVFR��/DXUD�DQG�0DULDQ�FDQQRW�EHOLHYH�WKH�FKDQJHV�VKH�XQGHUZHQW��³WDPHG´��&ROOLQV�

276) by Count Fosco, she now wears dark, high-necked gowns and a matronly cap, and 

her nonsensical talkativeness has given way to a stillness which is broken only by her 

KXVEDQG¶V�SURPSWLQJ��6KH�LV�SUHVHQWHG�DV�WKH�SHUIHFW�SDWLHQW�RI�PRUDO�PDQDJHPHQW�ZKR��

once intemperate, is now obedient and composed (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 121). A 

different example is that of Anne Catherick, diagnosed as insane and committed to an 

asylum because of her peculiar obsession with wearing white, and due to her child 
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disobedience and difficulty in controlling her anger (Leavy 134). With her, too, the 

treatment of moral management has been effective: her rebellious energy has been dulled, 

WXUQLQJ�KHU�LQWR�D�IUDJLOH�DQG�VXEPLVVLYH�FUHDWXUH��/DVWO\��$QQH¶V�PRWKHU��0LVV�&DWKHULFN��

once acting outside of the schemes of propriety, has been forced, by an unbearable feeling 

of popular deprecation, to return to more traditional positions. Only after years of publicly 

displaying a decent behaviour was she able to gain back the respect of her neighbours. In 

conclusion, in a novel (and an era) in which sanity corresponds to the compliance with 

socially accepted norms of proper behaviour, trespassing such boundaries and entering 

WKH�PDVFXOLQH�GRPDLQ��WKXV�WKUHDWHQLQJ�WKH�SDWULDUFKDO�RUGHU��PHDQV�³EHLQJ�SHUFHLYHG�DV�

anomalous, GHYLDQW�� RU� LQVDQH´� �-�� 7D\ORU�� Secret Theatre ����� DQG� IDFLQJ� PHQ¶V�

endeavours to repress transgressive energies, writing women back into their accepted 

roles (Gaylin 309). 

In summary, the topic of insanity and its treatment was widely discussed in Victorian 

England, and both Brontë and Collins were up to date on the subject. Indeed, their 

representations of mad characters in Jane Eyre and The Woman in White, respectively, 

UHIOHFW� FRQWHPSRUDU\� WKHRULHV� RQ� LQVDQLW\�� %URQWs¶V� FKDUDFWHULVDWLRQ� RI� %HUWKD�0DVRn 

emboldens many nineteenth-century stereotypes on madness, such as its hereditary 

nature, and a correlation with menstruations, the feminine reproductive system, and 

VH[XDOLW\�� %HUWKD¶V� GLVHDVH� FRUUHVSRQGV� WR� WKH� 9LFWRULDQ� GHILQLWLRQ� RI� PRUDO� LQVDQLW\��

spurred by a vicious nature and a lack of self-control. Moreover, the characterisation of 

%HUWKD¶V� LQVDQLW\� UHIOHFWV� D� FRQFHSWLRQ� RI� EHDVWO\� PDGQHVV� W\SLFDO� RI� WKH� HLJKWHHQWK�

century; as a consequence, an outdated system, based on physical restraint, is applied to 

%HUWKD� LQ� RUGHU� WR� µPDQDJH¶� KHU�PHQWDO� GLVHDVH�� %\� FRQWUDVW�� $QQH¶V� LQVDQLW\� LQ� The 

Woman in White presents the features of monomania, a condition that consisted in the 

LQGLYLGXDO¶V�IL[DWLRQ�ZLWK�RQH�SDUWLFXODU�LGHD��$QQH�LV�WKXV�FRPPLWWHG�WR�WKH�DVylum for 

her mental retardation and for her intemperate nature, manifested in her child 

disobedience. Jane Eyre will be labelled insane for the same reason: her rebellion to the 

Reeds and her bursts of anger cause her admission to Lowood. In the asylum and in the 

boarding school, the two female characters are treated through a system of moral 

management, aimed at the annihilation of their passionate temper and at the 

internalisation of Victorian values of propriety.  
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The novel, and, by extension, Victorian society, establishes female sanity and insanity 

based on the respect or the transgression of the accepted boundaries of appropriate 

IHPLQLQH�EHKDYLRXU�� ,QGHHG��%HUWKD¶V�YLFLRXVQHVV�SODFHV�KHU�RXWVLGH� WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI�

propriety and gains her the label of iQVDQLW\�� WKH� VDPH� DSSOLHV� WR� -DQH¶V� DQG�$QQH¶V�

disobedience and intemperance. Laura Fairlie is shut up in the asylum once she loses her 

identity of middle-class gentle woman, while Marian Halcombe is branded deviant once 

her masculine side is exposed. The FRQILQHV�RI�LQVDQLW\�DUH�WKXV�EOXUUHG��VLQFH�WKH�³QRWLRQ�

RI�WKH�µXQEHFRPLQJ¶�>«@�VKDGHV�GLUHFWO\�LQWR�LQVDQLW\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK������ 

Women in the novels exist among different, often contrasting, definitions of insanity: on 

one hand they have to restrain their passions, since a too open expression of emotions and 

desires could lead to the label of insanity, as in the case of Bertha; on the other hand, the 

complete suppression of passions could cause an internal excess that, in turn, may 

provoke madness, or it could give rise to a physical degeneration leading to self-

FRQVXPSWLRQ�� DV� LV� WKH� FDVH� ZLWK� +HOHQ� %XUQV�� -DQH¶V� VHOI-controlled moderation is 

portrayed as the only way to escape mental and physical disorders: the protagonist is not 

subjected to her passions, but neither does she repress them completely, she is able to find 

a balance, thus walking on the thin thread of sanity.  

The female characters are also involved in a tension between resoluteness and passivity, 

that is, between the imposition of thHLU�RZQ�ZLOO�DQG� WKH�VXEPLVVLRQ� WR�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�

decisions. In Jane Eyre, passivity is also read in terms of a subjection to the passions, 

ZKLFK� VWDQGV� LQ� D� FRQWLQXXP�ZLWK� LQVDQLW\�� ,QGHHG�� LQ� %URQWs¶V� QRYHO�� ZKHQ� -DQH� LV�

tempted to embrace a passive subjHFWLRQ�WR�RWKHUV¶�ZLOO�RU�WR�KHU�SDVVLRQV��VKH�FDVWV�KHUVHOI�

LQ�WKH�OLJKW�RI�LQVDQLW\��%\�FRQWUDVW��-DQH¶V�UHVROXWHQHVV��SUHYDLOLQJ�LQ�DOO�VXFK�LQVWDQFHV��

leads her back to sanity. The same rule does not apply to The Woman in White, where 

neither passivity nor resoluteness are enough to escape the label of insanity and the 

FRQVHTXHQW� VHFOXVLRQ�� ,QGHHG�� /DXUD� )DLUOLH¶V� GLVSOD\� RI� D� SDVVLYH� DQG� REHGLHQW�

temperament predisposes her to the plots of Count Fosco and Sir Percival, who impose 

on her the identity of insane Anne Catherick and commit her to a lunatic asylum. 

6LPLODUO\��0DULDQ�+DOFRPEH¶V�PDVFXOLQH�UHVROXWHQHVV�H[SRVHV�KHU�DV�D�GHYLDQW�ZRPDQ��

who is thus pushed back into her accepted feminine role.  
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0DULDQ¶V�PDVFXOLQH�IHDWXUHV�FDXVH�WKH�ZRPDQ�WR�EH�EUDQGed deviant because they expose 

her transgression of the boundaries of appropriate feminine behaviour. Indeed, The 

Woman in White establishes absolute gender boundaries according to which women are 

destined to passivity, obedience, and domesticity, while men can freely act and move in 

the world. However, while the transgression of such boundaries on the part of a man goes 

almost unnoticed, the same transgression on the part of a woman gains her the label of 

deviant individual, and causes her enclosure inside the boundaries of feminine propriety, 

as is the case with Marian, but also with Anne Catherick, Eleanor Fairlie (later Madame 

Fosco), and Mrs Catherick. Hence, in both novels, female characters can attain freedom, 

and escape the looming label of insanity, only by keeping inside the boundaries of 

Victorian expectations on femininity, and maintaining a balance, through self-control, 

among the numerous definitions of insanity. 
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3. Narrative Agency and Self-definition in the Novels 

In both The Woman in White and Jane Eyre the main plot narrating the events is 

juxtaposed to a subplot delineating the power relations between the characters. Male and 

female characters are involved in a struggle for power that is played out on a relational 

level, as well as on a narrative level. In Jane Eyre, for instance, the relationship between 

Jane and Rochester is cast in the light of a struggle for control, where both members of 

the couple try to decipher and to define each other (Shuttleworth 170). Indeed, the novel 

focuses particularly on the power of the gaze, since the person who can penetrate the 

interiority of the other will be allowed to impose their own definition, thus taking full 

control of the narrative. Hence, the novel establishes that those who possess the 

knowledge will detain the power (Shuttleworth 172). The same rule applies to The 

Woman in White��EXW��ZKLOH�LQ�%URQWs¶V�QRYHO�WKH�LQWHUSUHWDWLYH�EDWWOH�WDNHV�SODFH�LQ�WKH�

YLVXDO�ILHOG��LQ�&ROOLQV¶V�ZRUN�LW�LV�SOD\HG�RXW�RQ�DQ�DXGLWRU\�OHYHO��7Ke characters in The 

Woman in White are constantly trying to listen without being seen, and they attempt to 

steal private information without other people knowing. The aim is to gain a position of 

power determined by the possession of confidential information, unbeknownst to the 

opponents (Gaylin 308). In both novels the power struggle ultimately takes the form of a 

competition for authorial control (Gaylin 305), where the contestants fight to impose their 

own version of the story.  

Authorial control is relevant to the theme of insanity, since male characters, who 

traditionally ascribe to themselves the power of defining other characters, can impose the 

label of insanity onto women and use it as a threat to force them into passivity. Women 

in the two novels strive to define themselves, using writing as their primary weapon 

DJDLQVW�PHQ¶V�LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV��%RWK�-DQH�DQG�0DULDQ�IHHO�FRPSHOOHG�WR�ZULWH��DQG�WKHLU�

accounts not only serve as evidence of their sanity, protecting them from the label of 

insanity, but they also convey the stories of other women who do not, or cannot, have a 

voice of their own, and therefore have no possibility of defining themselves. This chapter 

analyses how women in the novels are forced into silence and passivity by various 

institutions, such as schools, asylums, marriage and, more in general, certain values and 

traditions of nineteenth-century society. Moreover, it argues that the narrative efforts of 

the two female storytellers in Jane Eyre and The Woman in White can be interpreted as 
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both a denunciation of, and a rebellion against, the Victorian patriarchal system based on 

male dominance. 

3.1. Self-definition through Writing 

In the two novels the act of narrating and the act of writing assume critical importance, 

especially for women, since the oral or written accounts of their stories allow the female 

QDUUDWRUV��-DQH�DQG�0DULDQ��WR�DVVHUW�WKHLU�RZQ�LGHQWLW\��WKXV�ILJKWLQJ�EDFN�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�

attempts to define them. The narrative effort of the protagonists is thus a central element 

in both novels, where writing becomes a fundamental means to keep an objective record 

RI�WKH�HYHQWV�DQG�WR�XOWLPDWHO\�DVVHUW�RQH¶V�RZQ�VDQLW\��GHI\LQJ�WKH�ODEHOV� LPSRVHG�E\�

other people. Jane Eyre is the story of the eponymous heroine, narrated entirely by Jane 

herself; the protagonist gives an account of the major events taking place in her life, from 

childhood to adulthood, and, looking back, she gives her own interpretation of those 

episodes, commenting upon them. The Woman in White, instead, is presented as a 

FROOHFWLRQ�RI�GLIIHUHQW�QDUUDWLYHV��WKH�PRVW�H[WHQVLYH�EHLQJ�0DULDQ¶V�DQG�+DUWULJKW¶V��7KH�

IDFW�WKDW�-DQH�LV�WKH�RQO\�DXWKRU�RI�KHU�VWRU\��ZKLOH�0DULDQ¶V�DFFRXQW�LV�LQFRUSRUDWHG�LQWR�

a collection of narratives, edited by Walter Hartright, determines the different outcomes 

of the two novels: Jane is ultimately able to affirm her right to self-determination, 

SUHYDLOLQJ�RQ�RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�GHVLUH�WR�GHILQH�KHU��0DULDQ��RQ�WKH�FRQWUDU\��ORVHV�DXWKRULDO�

control and, in the end, is defined by Walter Hartright, who frustrates her transgressive 

QDWXUH��UHGHILQLQJ�KHU��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�9LFWRULDQ�FRQYHQWLRQV��DV�WKH�³JRRG�DQJHO´��&ROOLQV�

814) in the house. 

The act of narrating is essential for both Marian and Jane, since, as mentioned above, it 

allows them to define others and to define themselves, but the production of their own 

stories has slightly different meanings for the two women. On one hand, Jane writes for 

a hypothetical reader, whom she addresses in several instances, for example when saying: 

³>U@HDGHU��,�IRUJDYH�KLP�DW�WKH�PRPHQW�DQG�RQ�WKH�VSRW´��%URQWs�������RU�DJDLQ�VWLPXODWLQJ�

WKH�UHDGHU¶V�LPDJLQDWLRQ��³>O@HW�WKH�UHDGHU�DGG��WR�FRPSOHWH�WKH�SLFWXUH��UHILQHG�IHDWXUHV´�

(Brontë 50). Jane writes to tell her story to an audience, so that she can publicly refute, 

onFH�DQG�IRU�DOO��RWKHU�SHRSOH¶V�GHILQLWLRQV�RI�KHU��WKXV�DVVHUWLQJ�KHU�LQGHSHQGHQFH�DQG�

self-GHWHUPLQDWLRQ��0DULDQ¶V�DFFRXQW��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LV�OLNH�D�MRXUQDO��LW�LV�QRW�PHDQW�

for the public, but for herself. Marian writes to record and analyse the events, and to leave 
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DQ�LQGHOLEOH�WUDFH�RI�/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�DQG�D�SURRI�RI�KHU�RZQ�PHQWDO�VDQLW\��,QGHHG��KHU�

MRXUQDO� ZLOO� EH� IXQGDPHQWDO� LQ� WKH� UHFRQVWUXFWLRQ� RI� WKH� HYHQWV� OHDGLQJ� WR� /DXUD¶V�

incarceration and it will serve as a proof in the dismantling of Gl\GH�DQG�)RVFR¶V�SORW�� 

The title page of Jane Eyre VKRZV� WKH� QRYHO¶V� VXEWLWOH��

³$Q� $XWRELRJUDSK\�´ Such subtitle is extremely 

suggestive, since it establishes, even before the beginning 

of the first chapter, the privileged position of Jane, that of 

narrator. The beginning of the novel is itself emblematic: 

DIWHU�DQ�RSHQLQJ�VHQWHQFH�ZLWK�QR�VXEMHFW��³>W]here was no 

SRVVLELOLW\�RI�WDNLQJ�D�ZDON�WKDW�GD\´��%URQWs�����IROORZHG�

E\�D�ILUVW�SHUVRQ�SOXUDO��³>Z@H�KDG�EHHQ�ZDQGHULQJ�>«@´�

(Brontë 1), the narrating I abruptly enters the scene 

�6GHJQR���³,�ZDV�JODG�RI�LW��,�QHYHU�OLNHG�ORQJ�ZDONV�>«@´�

(Brontë 1). Jane introduces herself through a negative 

sentence and immediately singles herself out from the rest 

RI�WKH�FRPSDQ\��6XFK�LQWURGXFWLRQ�DVVHUWV�-DQH¶V�SRLQW�RI�

view, placing it in opposition to the rest of the characters populating the scene. It is Jane 

who will narrate the story, her voice will delineate characters and events, granting her 

FRPSOHWH�DXWKRULDO�FRQWURO��2FFDVLRQDOO\��KRZHYHU��-DQH¶V�YRLFHV�PXOWLSO\��GLVWLQJXLVKLQJ�

between the narrating I and the experiencing I (Sdegno); this happens especially in the 

FKDSWHUV�UHODWLQJ�-DQH¶V�FKLOGKRRG��ZKHUH�FKLOG�-DQH�YRLFHV�KHU�IHHOLQJV�DQG�HPRWLRQV��

ZKLOH�DGXOW�-DQH�LQWHUSUHWV�WKH�FKLOG¶V�LQWHUQDO�VWDWHV�DQG�FRPPHQWV�XSRQ�WKHP��6GHJQR���

Through the narration of her story, adult Jane wants to legitimise child -DQH¶V�IHHOLQJV��

which had been neglected by the Reed family. As a child, Jane had been branded deviant 

due to her bursts of anger; in writing about those days, exposing the reality of the situation 

DQG�FKLOG�-DQH¶V�PHQWDO�SURFHVVHV��DGXOW�-DQH�(\UH�DVVHUWs her sanity and removes from 

herself the label of marginalised individual.  

6KXWWOHZRUWK�KDV�GHILQHG�-DQH¶V�KLVWRU\�D�³VRFLDO�ILJKW�WR�ZUHVW�FRQWURO�RI�WKH�SRZHU�RI�

VRFLDO�GHILQLWLRQ´��������LQGHHG��-DQH�ZULWHV�RXW�RI�D�GHVLUH�WR�UHZULWH�WKH�SDVW��DFFRUGLng 

to her own interpretation of the events. In the course of the novel a number of characters 

ZLOO�IRUFH�WKHLU�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�-DQH�RQWR�KHU��DQG�LW�ZLOO�EH�-DQH¶V�DLP��LQ�ZULWLQJ��WR�UHIXWH�

those definitions (Shuttleworth 180); the Reeds family are the first to define Jane, 

Figure 2: Jane Eyre, title page 
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branding her as deviant due to her bursts of anger in childhood. Even as a child, Jane 

could not bear to be defined by other people, especially if those definitions casted doubts 

on her character. When Mrs Reed denounces her to Mr BrockleKXUVW��VD\LQJ�VKH�KDV�³D�

WHQGHQF\�WR�GHFHLW´��%URQWs������-DQH�UHSRUWV� WKDW�³WKH�DFFXVDWLRQ�FXW�PH�WR�WKH�KHDUW´�

(Brontë 34); Jane cannot stand being called a liar, since it is not true, thus, she expressly 

UHMHFWV�KHU�DXQW¶V�GHILQLWLRQ�DQG�WKUHDWHQV�KHU�Wo tell her version of events to anybody who 

will ask her:  

I am not deceitful: if I were, I should say I loved you; but I declare I do not love 

\RX�>«@��DQG�LI�DQ\RQH�DVNV�PH�KRZ�,�OLNHG�\RX��DQG�KRZ�\RX�WUHDWHG�PH��,�ZLOO�

say the very thought of you makes me sick, and that you treated me with miserable 

FUXHOW\��>«@�,�ZLOO�WHOO�DQ\ERG\�ZKR�DVNV�PH�TXHVWLRQV�WKLV�H[DFW�WDOH��3HRSOH�WKLQN�

you a good woman, but you are bad, hardhearted. You are deceitful! (Brontë 36,37) 

Having declared the truth in front of MrV�5HHG��-DQH�H[XOWV�DQG�H[SHULHQFHV�³WKH�VWUDQJHVW�

VHQVH�RI�IUHHGRP´��%URQWs������EXW�VWLOO��VKH�IHHOV�WKH�FRPSHOOLQJ�QHHG�WR�WHOO�KHU�WUXWK�WR�

other people. Indeed, in her first days at Lowood she meets Helen Burns and, still 

suffering the after-effects of her last confrontation with Mrs Reed, she narrates her story 

IRU�WKH�ILUVW�WLPH��³>«@�,�SURFHHGHG�IRUWKZLWK�WR�SRXU�RXW��in my own way, the tale of my 

sufferings and resentments. Bitter and truculent when excited, I spoke as I felt, without 

reserve or soIWHQLQJ´��%URQWs�����HPSKDVLV�DGGHG���+DYLQJ�HVWDEOLVKHG�KHU�VDQLW\�LQ�KHU�

account to Helen, Jane strives to assert her true good nature in the school, determined to 

distance herself from the definition of marginalised, deviant, inferior other the Reed 

family had forced on her. This notwithstanding, Mr Brocklehurst divests her once again 

RI� WKH� SRZHU� RI� VRFLDO� GHILQLWLRQ�� SRLQWLQJ� KHU� RXW� DV� D� ³FDVWDZD\�´� ³DQ� DOLHQ´� DQG��

XOWLPDWHO\��³D�OLDU´��%URQWs������$IWHU�WKLV�SXEOLF�FRQGHPQDWLRQ��QRW�RQO\�LV�-DQH�XSVHt 

EHFDXVH�RI�WKH�SXQLVKPHQW�VKH�UHFHLYHG��EXW�DOVR�EHFDXVH��DV�VKH�WHOOV�0LVV�7HPSOH��³,�

KDYH� EHHQ�ZURQJO\� DFFXVHG�� DQG� \RX��PD¶DP�� DQG� HYHU\ERG\� HOVH�ZLOO� QRZ� WKLQN�PH�

ZLFNHG´��%URQWs������:KDW�ZRUULHV�KHU�WKH�PRVW�LV�WKDW�WKHVH�GHILQLWLRQV�PLJKW�DIIHFW�Whe 

way other people ± including people whose opinion she values ± may perceive her, and 

she refuses to be again labelled as wicked based on false accusations. However, Miss 

Temple gives Jane the opportunity to defend herself against the accusations.  
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The urgency child Jane felt to tell her version of the story, asserting her sanity, is 

temporarily satisfied through oral narration; however, adult Jane Eyre further satisfies her 

need of self-assertion by writing down her whole history, making it official and indelible, 

and allowing it to reach a much wider audience than just Helen Burns and Miss Temple. 

Since Helen rebuked Jane because her account was imbued with resentment and passion, 

when she relates her experience to Miss Temple, Jane determines to restrain her emotions: 

>«@� ,� WROG� KHU� DOO� WKH� VWRU\�RI�P\� VDG� FKLOGKRRG� >«@� DQG�PLQGIXO� RI�+HOHQ¶V�

warnings against the indulgence of resentment, I infused into the narrative far less 

of gall and wormwood than ordinary. Thus restrained and simplified, it sounded 

more credible: I felt as I went on that Miss Temple fully believed me. (Brontë 80, 

81) 

0LVV� 7HPSOH� KHDUV� D� UHVWUDLQHG� YHUVLRQ� RI� -DQH¶V� WDOH�� VLQFH� WKH� SUHVHQFH� RI� YLROHQW�

emotions would have compromised the credibility of her account. Conversely, in writing 

her story, Jane can detail the events with no reservation, since the juxtaposition of child 

-DQH¶V�EXUVWV�RI�DQJHU�ZLWK�DGXOW�-DQH¶V�PRUH�UDWLRQDO�UHIOHFWLRQV�DOORZV�WKH�VWRU\�WR�VWLOO�

VRXQG�FUHGLEOH��-DQH¶V�XOWLPDWH�DLP��LQ�ZULWLQJ�KHU�VWRU\��LV�³WR�WHOO�D�µFUHGLEOH¶�WDOH�DQG�

WKXV�ZLQ�IURP�UHDGHUV�D�FRQYLFWLRQ�RI�KHU�SURELW\�DQG�VDQLW\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������,I�KHU�

tale will prove credible, the reader, to whom the story is addressed, will trust her; in this 

way not only is she able to define herself, but she can also define the entire world she 

included in her story ± she owns her own narrative.  

In Jane Eyre, WKH�DFW�RI�UHPHPEHULQJ�DQG�QDUUDWLQJ�LV�HVVHQWLDO�WR�WKH�VKDSLQJ�RI�-DQH¶V�

identity (Huffels 43); similarly, the narrative process of The Woman in White aims at the 

UHVWRUDWLRQ�RI�/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\��+XIIHOV������+RZHYHU��WKHUH�LV�D�IXQGDPHQWDO�GLIIHUHQFH�

between the two novels: Jane is the only narrator of her story, while she has to struggle 

in life in order to impose her own definition, on a narrative level she has complete 

authority over the interpretation of characters and events; by contrast, in The Woman in 

White WKH� QDUUDWLYH� IRFXV� VKLIWV� IURP� RQH� FKDUDFWHU� WR� WKH� RWKHU�� WKXV� JHQHUDWLQJ� ³D�

continual struggle over how to see, over the control of time and memory, over the control 

of writing, a struggle bound up with the battle for self management and seOI�GHILQLWLRQ´�

�-��7D\ORU��³1DUUDWLYH�RI�0RUDO�0DQDJHPHQW´������$UJXDEO\��0DULDQ�+DOFRPEH�KDV�WR�

struggle the most to assert her own perspective, since, being a woman, her narrative 
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efforts are repeatedly hindered by male narrators. Indeed, Laura is not the only woman 

whose identity is in danger: the unconventional Marian is constantly surveilled by male 

characters who feel threatened by her liminality and independence of action and 

consequently try to force her back into a more conventional, passive, feminine role 

(Gaylin 309). 

0DULDQ¶V�RQO\�ZHDSRQ�RI�GHIHQFH�DUH�KHU�ZRUGV��WKURXJK�ZULWLQJ�VKH�DVVHUWV�KHU�SRVLWLRQ�

of active, narrating woman, in a world that presupposes her passivity (J. Taylor, Secret 

Theatre �����DQG�LGHQWLILHV�KHU�DV�D�³QDUUDWDEOH�REMHFW´ (Gaylin 318). The first concrete 

VWHSV�0DULDQ�WDNHV�DJDLQVW�)RVFR�DQG�*O\GH¶V�SORW�WDNH�WKH�IRUP�RI�OHWWHUV��*D\OLQ�������

0DULDQ�ZULWHV�WR�/DXUD¶V�ODZ\HU�WZLFH��LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�SURWHFW�KHU�KDOI-sister. In so doing, 

she acts in the public sphere, claiming for herself a role that was conventionally 

PDVFXOLQH�� 1HYHUWKHOHVV�� 0DULDQ¶V� PRVW� SRZHUIXO� UHVRXUFH� LV� KHU� MRXUQDO�� ZKHUH� VKH�

UHFRUGV� WKH� HYHQWV� DQG� KHU� LPSUHVVLRQV�� 7KH� MRXUQDO� VHUYHV� DV� VXUURJDWH� IRU�0DULDQ¶V�

memory, a place where she can look back on the past and analyse the facts (J. Taylor, 

Secret Theatre ������ WKURXJK�KHU� MRXUQDO�0DULDQ�³IL[>HV@�DQG�H[SODLQ>V@�PHDQLQJV´��-��

Taylor, Secret Theatre 119). While Jane Eyre narrates her story retrospectively, to an 

audience, Marian writes for herself and she documents the events right away (Strovas, 

³1DUUDWLYHV�RI�6OHHS´������0DULDQ�IHHOV�WKH�XUJHQF\�WR�HQWUXVW�WKH�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�HYHQWV�

and her impressions to the permanence of the written word, since she senses danger and 

realises that Fosco and Percival are plotting to impose their will and their definitions on 

the two sisters. In the world of The Woman in White, where written words are much more 

powerful than oral accounts, and those words that are written down are usually considered 

to be true and difficult to deny3��0DULDQ¶V�RQO\�FRXQWHUPHDVXUH�LV�ZULWLQJ�WR�OHDYH�D�WUDFH�

RI�KHUV�DQG�/DXUD¶V�WUXH�LGHQWLWLHV��,Q�ZULWLQJ��0DULDQ�GHILQHV�KHUVHOI�DV�D�QDUUDWLQJ��DFWLYH�

subject; for this reason, the bond between the heroine and her writing is progressively 

stronger: as long as she writes, Marian exists on her own terms and according to her own 

definitions, she can exist as liminal being, halfway between feminine passivity and 

masculine resoluteness. As long as she writes she can assert herself as a free and sane 

 
3 In order to deny the compromising content of the mysterious letter received by Laura, Percival 
Glyde produces a written testimony signed my Mrs Catherick; such written account is taken to be 
the ultimate proof of his innocence. Furthermore, in admitting Laura to the asylum (under the 
name of Anne Catherick), the fundamental evidence attesting that she is in fact Anne is the name 
of the latter written on the label of her clothes.  
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LQGLYLGXDO��DQG�DWWHVW�WR�/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�DQG�VDQLW\��0DULDQ�ZULWHV�³ZLWK�D�KHDY\�KDQG�

DQG�D�TXLOO�SHQ´��&ROOLQV�������DV�LI�VKH�ZDQWHG�WR�PDNH�KHU�WHVWLPRQ\�LQGHOLEOH��DQG�VKH�

³VFUDS>HV@�DQG�VFUDWFK>HV@�QRLVLO\�RYHU�WKH�SDSHU´��&ROOLQV�������DV�LI�WKUough her act of 

ZULWLQJ�VKH�ZDV�YRLFLQJ�D�UHEHOOLRQ�WR�RWKHUV¶�GHILQLWLRQV�DQG�D�YLQGLFDWLRQ�RI�IUHHGRP�

and self-assertion.  

The line of demarcation between Marian and her writing is gradually blurred: the two are 

ERXQG�WRJHWKHU�WR�WKH�SRLQW�ZKHUH�0DULDQ¶V health is reflected in the shape of her narrative 

�6WURYDV�� ³1DUUDWLYHV� RI�6OHHS´� �����7KH� SHDN� RI� WKH� SURFHVV� RI� HPERGLPHQW� EHWZHHQ�

Marian and her writing occurs in the hours following the eavesdropping scene. After 

hearing the conversation between Fosco and Glyde, Marian goes back to her room and 

starts writing everything down; she believes that her report of that exchange will be 

fundamental for her and Laura to escape the evil machinations of the two men: 

I remember the persuasion settling itself in my mind that the words those two men 

had said to each other would furnish us, not only with our justification for leaving 

the house, but with our weapons of defence against them as well. I recall the 

impulse that awakened in me to preserve those words in writing, exactly as they 

were spoken, while the time was my own, and while my memory vividly retained 

them. (Collins 429) 

After having transcribed the conversation word for word she guides the reader through 

her mental processes and asserts her sanity, as if WR�SURYH�WKH�DFFXUDF\�RI�KHU�UHSRUW��³$OO�

WKLV�,�UHPHPEHU�SODLQO\��WKHUH�LV�QR�FRQIXVLRQ�LQ�P\�KHDG�\HW´��&ROOLQV�������+RZHYHU��

weakened by the exposure to bad weather and by the wakeful hours spent writing, 

0DULDQ¶V�KHDOWK� VWDUWV�GHWHULRUDWLQJ��DORQJ�ZLWh her narrative. Marian writes of herself 

ZULWLQJ�� DQG� VKH� DVNV� ³:K\�GR� ,� VLW� KHUH� VWLOO"�:K\�GR� ,�ZHDU\�P\�KRW� H\HV� DQG�P\�

burning head by writing more? Why not lie down and rest myself, and try to quench the 

fever that consumes me, in sleep? I dare not aWWHPSW�LW´��&ROOLQV�������$UJXDEO\��VKH�JRHV�

on writing because she knows that her words are the only weapon she has, and her only 

means of assertion. If she stops, she will be defenceless, she will stop defining herself and 

will be written by someone else��0DULDQ¶V�ZULWLQJ�VWRSV�LQ�WKH�H[DFW�PRPHQW�ZKHQ�VKH�

ORVHV�FRQVFLRXVQHVV��6WURYDV��³1DUUDWLYHV�RI�6OHHS´����� 
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Oh, my God! Am I going to be ill? Ill, at such a time as this! My head²I am sadly 

afraid of my head. I can write, but the lines all run together. I see the words. 

Laura²I can write Laura, and see I write it. Eight or nine²which was it? So cold, 

so cold²oh, that rain last night!²$QG�WKH�VWURNHV�RI�WKH�FORFN��WKH�VWURNHV�,�FDQ¶W�

count, keep striking in my head² (Collins 430) 

7KH� OLQH� EHWZHHQ�0DULDQ¶V writing and her mental and physical health is completely 

blurred: Marian has become one with the text, and when it stops, the version of Marian 

QDUUDWHG� LQ� WKH� MRXUQDO� FHDVHV� WR� H[LVW�� )RVFR¶V� LQVFULSWLRQ� LQ�0DULDQ¶V� MRXUQDO�ZUHVWV�

narrative agency from her: the heroine can no longer define herself and is thus removed 

from the liminal position she occupied, in order to be pushed back to the sphere of 

femininity (Gaylin 318).  

Fosco removes Marian from her role of narrator, since her resoluteness posed a threat to 

WKH� SORWWHUV� �6WURYDV�� ³1DUUDWLYHV� RI� 6OHHS´� ����� WKURXJK� KHU� MRXUQDO� 0DULDQ� GHILQHG�

KHUVHOI� DQG� DWWHVWHG� WR�/DXUD¶V� LGHQWLW\� DQG� VDQLW\�� VR� WKDW� LW�ZDV� QHFHVVDU\� WR� JHW� WKH�

writing, and Marian herself, out of the way, in order for the two schemers to succeed in 

WKHLU�SODQV��1R�ORQJHU�D�QDUUDWRU��0DULDQ�EHFRPHV�³QRWKLQJ�EXW�D�ZRPDQ��FRQGHPQHG�WR�

SDWLHQFH��SURSULHW\��DQG�SHWWLFRDWV�IRU�OLIH´��&ROOLQV�������VKH�KDV�QR�SRZHU�DJDLQVW�PDOH�

narratives (Gaylin 319). Consequently, when trying to re-establisK�/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�DQG�

sanity, Marian fails because it is her word of woman against the word of men. By writing, 

Marian transgresses the boundaries of her feminine role, but in transcribing the private 

FRQYHUVDWLRQ� VKH� RYHUKHDUG� VKH� RYHUWO\� ³DUURJDWHV� WR� Kerself the male privileges of 

PRELOLW\�� ZULWLQJ�� DQG� DJHQF\´� �*D\OLQ� ������ 5HDGLQJ� KHU� MRXUQDO�� )RVFR� H[SRVHV�

0DULDQ¶V� PDVFXOLQH� VLGH�� VR� WKDW� VKH� LV� EUDQGHG� GHYLDQW� IRU� WUHVSDVVLQJ� WKH� VRFLDO�

boundaries of feminine propriety; made unable to define herself, Marian endures the label 

of deviant individual and cannot shake it off.  

As previously mentioned, through her writing Marian defined not only herself, but Laura 

WRR��,QGHHG��KHU�IXQGDPHQWDO�DLP�LV�WKDW�RI�DWWHVWLQJ�WR�/DXUD¶V�H[LVWHQFH�DQG�KHU�LGHQWLW\��

In the span of time when Marian stops writing, we lose track of Laura almost completely 

DQG��QR�ORQJHU�GHOLQHDWHG�E\�0DULDQ¶V�SHQ��/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�IDOOV�LQWR�SLHFHV��)LUVW��)RVFR�

and Glyde devise an identity exchange by which Laura becomes Anne and vice versa; 

WKHQ��/DXUD¶V�QHZ�LGHQWLW\�DV�µLQVDQH�$QQH¶�LV�PDGH�RIILFLDO�WKURXJK�KHU�DGPLVVLRQ�WR�WKH�
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asylum, under the name of Anne, and wearing her labelled clothes; finally, after real 

$QQH¶V�GHDWK��/DXUD�LV�SURQRXQFHG�GHDG��:KHQ�0DULDQ�VWRSV�QDUUDWLQJ�DQG�GHfining her, 

Laura ceases to exist, she is legally dead until Marian rescues her from the asylum and 

unofficially restores her identity. Laura, who has never had a voice to define herself 

throughout the whole novel, is unable to remove from herself the label of insane, but 

Marian, too, has been deprived of the narrative agency and is thus unable to re-establish 

/DXUD¶V� LGHQWLW\� LQ� WKH� SXEOLF� VSKHUH�� $UJXDEO\��0DULDQ� GRHV� QRW� UHVXPH� KHU�ZULWLQJ�

because she has learned her lesson: the price to pay for transgressing the boundaries of 

accepted feminine behaviour, imposing herself as active, narrating individual, is the label 

of deviant and the consequent confinement in the abandoned wing of Blackwater 

mansion. Weakened by the punishment she received, Marian is unable, or unwilling, to 

JHW�KHU�QDUUDWLYH� DJHQF\�EDFN�� DQG�VHHNV�PDOH�KHOS� LQ�KHU�PLVVLRQ� WR� UHDVVHUW�/DXUD¶V�

identity and sanity. 

It will be Walter Hartright, in the shape of a new, virile man, to narrate both women: once 

he gains narrative authority, HartULJKW� WDNHV�FRQWURO�RI�/DXUD¶V�DQG�0DULDQ¶V� LGHQWLWLHV�

(Gaylin 308). He enforces his dominance over Marian and reiterates her seclusion in the 

domestic space by preventing her from acting outside, thus relegating her to the feminine 

sphere. Moreover, he keeps Laura in a state of passivity, encouraging her childlike 

attitude and obedience. Once his narrating competitor, Marian, has been removed from 

the role of narrator, Hartright seizes control over the story and exploits it to consolidate 

his new social identity (Taylor, Secret Theatre 110). He pushes Marian in the position of 

³JRRG�DQJHO´��&ROOLQV������LQ�WKH�KRXVH��SODFHV�/DXUD�LQ�WKH�UROH�RI�REHGLHQW�ZLIH�DQG�

WKXV�HVWDEOLVKHV�KLPVHOI�DV�WKH�SDWULDUFK��*D\OLQ�������IDWKHU�WR�³The Heir of Limmeridge´�

(Collins 814).  

3.2. The Matter of Voice 

In the two novels, Jane and Marian are the only two female characters allowed to narrate 

their own tales. Jane Eyre RSHQV�DQG�FORVHV�ZLWK�-DQH¶V�YRLFH��JXLGLQJ�WKH�UHDGHU�WKURXJK�

the history of her life and giving her own interpretation of the events; by contrast, in The 

Woman in White 0DULDQ¶V�YRLFH�LV�KHDUG�RQO\�IRU�D�SRUWLRQ�RI�WKH�QRYHO��VKH�QDUUDWHV�DV�

long as she can, but she is eventually deprived of her narrative agency and succumbs to 

PHQ¶V�HQGHDYRXUV�WR�VLOHQFH�KHU��7KH�RWKHU�ZRPHQ�SRSXODWLQJ�WKH�WZR�QRYHOV�GR�QRW�KDYH�
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a voice of their own: their stories are told by other characters, who convey their 

experiences through the filter of their own interpretation. Hence, it is impossible to know 

what these voiceless women think or feel, the reader only has access to a biased account 

of their stories. Such female characters have been pushed into the conventional role of 

passive Victorian women, either by the internalisation of Victorian conventions of 

DSSURSULDWH�EHKDYLRXU��RU�E\�PHQ¶V�LPSRVLWLRQ�RI�WKRVH�EHKDYLRXUDO�FRGHV�XSRQ�WKHP��,Q�

both The Woman in White and Jane Eyre, those characters who do not have a voice, or 

are deprived of their voice, are unable of defining themselves, and are thus subjected to 

the labels that society imposes on them; at one point in the narration all of them are either 

branded insane, or they risk being labelled so.  

The Woman in White¶V�quintessentially voiceless characters are Laura Fairlie and Anne 

Catherick. The two half-VLVWHUV�DUH�QRW�DOORZHG�D�YRLFH�RI�WKHLU�RZQ��6WURYDV��³1DUUDWLYHV�

RI�6OHHS´������WKH\�FDQQRW�GHILQH�WKHPVHOYHV�DQG�WKHLU�ZRUGV�FDQ�RQO\�EH�KHDUG�WKURXJK�

the accounts of other people. It is no coincidence that these two voiceless female 

characters are the ones who will face the label of insane and be enclosed in the asylum. 

/DXUD�)DLUOLH¶V�ODFN�RI�YRLFH�LV�HYLGHQW�VLQFH�KHU�YHU\�LQWURGXFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�QRYHO��ZKLOH�

Marian Halcombe is the first person Walter encounters at Limmeridge House and 

LQWURGXFHV�KHUVHOI�³LQ�D�FOHDU��ULQJLQJ��SOHDVDQW�YRLFH´��&ROOLQV������/DXUD�LV�LQWURGXFHG�

by Marian, and her voice will be heard for the first time only many pages later. In the 

occasion when Hartright actually does meet Laura, the span between his first glance of 

the woman and the first interaction they have is of four pages, during which Hartright 

gives a detailed description of Laura and tries to interpret her and to unpack the sensations 

that her appearance provokes in him. Arguably, such long, detailed portrayal is suggestive 

RI�/DXUD¶V�UROH�LQ�WKH�QRYHO��KHU�FKDUDFWHU�LV�GHVFULEHG�DQG�LQWHUSUHWHG�E\�PDQ\�QDUUDWRUV��

EXW�QHYHU�E\�KHUVHOI��(YHQ�ZKHQ�/DXUD¶V�YRLFH�LV�ILQDOO\�KHDUG��VKH�SURQRXQFHV�³few kind 

ZRUGV�RI�ZHOFRPH´��&ROOLQV�����HPSKDVLV�DGGHG���VLQFH�0DULDQ�LPPHGLDWHO\�³W>DNHV@�WKH�

EXVLQHVV�RI�WDONLQJ��DV�HDVLO\�DQG�UHDGLO\�DV�XVXDO��LQWR�KHU�RZQ�KDQGV´��&ROOLQV������ 

Laura exists in the narratives of Marian and Hartright, but once she is separated from 

WKHP��KHU�YRLFH�LV�FRPSOHWHO\�ORVW��1RW�KDYLQJ�D�YRLFH�WR�GHILQH�KHUVHOI��/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�

is extremely fragile, it is broken down and reconstructed throughout the story, but never 

by Laura herself (Taylor, Secret Theatre 99). As previously mentioned, the purpose of 

WKH�ZKROH�QRYHO�LV�WR�UHVWRUH�/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�WKURXJK�WKH�WHVWLPRQLHV�RI�RWKHU�LQGLYLGXDOV��
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ZKHQ�WKHUH�DUH�QR�ZLWQHVVHV�WR�/DXUD¶V�H[LVWHQFH��WKDW�LV��ZKHQ�VKH�LV�OHIW�DORQH�LQ�WKH�

asylum, there is no way of retracing the events, since Laura is unable to remember and to 

provide an account of what happened to her.  

7KH�QRYHO�FRQYH\V�/DXUD¶V�YRLFHOHVVQHVV�E\�DFWXDOO\�DVVLJQLQJ�KHU�D�PLQRU�VSHDNLQJ�UROH��

SDUWLFXODUO\�DIWHU�KHU�UHVFXH�IURP�WKH�DV\OXP��6WURYDV��³1DUUDWLYHV�RI�6OHHS´������ZKHQ�

VKH�LV�VKRZHG�WR�VLOHQWO\�REH\�+DUWULJKW¶V�LQVWUXFWLRQV��+RZHYHU��LQ�WKH�ILUVW�part of the 

QRYHO�WRR��KHU�YRLFH�LV�QRW�RIWHQ�KHDUG��LQGHHG��LQLWLDOO\�/DXUD¶V�PDMRU�PHDQV�RI�H[SUHVVLRQ�

is her piano (Losseff 543). Laura, as was customary with upper class Victorian women, 

uses her music to give free expression to her feelings and to deal with subjects that could 

QRW�� IRU� SURSULHW\¶V� VDNH�� EH�PHQWLRQHG� �/RVVHII� ������ /DXUD¶V� RQO\� µDFW� RI� UHEHOOLRQ¶�

against a society which imposes her to be quiet and passive, and to play the piano in order 

to delight guests with her music, is turning such convention to her advantage, making of 

her piano a communicative tool to express either happiness, love, frustration, or other 

unmentionable emotions. Laura communicates not only through her attitude in playing 

the piano, as for instance when she moves her ILQJHUV�RYHU�WKH�NH\ERDUG�³ZLWK�D�VWUDQJH�

IHYHULVK�HQHUJ\´��&ROOLQV�������RU�³ZLWK�D�OLQJHULQJ�IRQGQHVV�± a soft, plaintive, dying 

WHQGHUQHVV��XQXWWHUDEO\�EHDXWLIXO�DQG�PRXUQIXO�WR�KHDU´��&ROOLQV�������VKH�DOVR�H[SUHVVHV�

her mental states through her choice of repertory (Losseff 534). While in the first musical 

VFHQH��GXULQJ�WKH�ILUVW�QLJKW�RI�+DUWULJKW¶V�VWD\��/DXUD�FKRRVHV�WR�UHSURGXFH�WKH�³KHDYHQO\�

WHQGHUQHVV�RI�WKH�PXVLF�RI�0R]DUW´��&ROOLQV������ZKLFK�VKH�SLFNV�DJDLQ��DV�DQ�KRPDJH�WR�

Hartright, during their last night together, the first time she plays for Sir Percival she 

FKRRVHV�³QHZ�PXVLF�RI�WKH�GH[WHURXV��WXQHOHVV��IORULG�NLQG´��&ROOLQV�������6XFK�D�FKRLFH�

suggests her frustration and resignation to the idea that she is going to marry a man she 

does not love, and that she has lost, supposedly forever, the one she loved. Indeed, Marian 

SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW��³>W@KH�ORYHO\�ROG�PHORGLHV�RI�0R]DUW��ZKLFK�SRRU�+DUWULJKW�ZDV�VR�IRQG�

RI��>/DXUD@�KDV�QHYHU�SOD\HG�VLQFH�KH�OHIW´��&ROOLQV������� 

Marian stands as the VROH�LQWHUSUHWHU�WR�/DXUD¶V�PXVLFDO�H[SUHVVLRQ��VKH�LV�WKH�RQO\�RQH�

who was present during each musical performance by Laura, and can thus notice the 

difference in repertory and style (Losseff 545); moreover, she is a woman, and this, 

according to the logic of the novel, makes her sensible to the shifting messages conveyed 

E\�/DXUD¶V�PXVLF��/RVVHII�������,QGHHG��WKH�QDUUDWLYH�HVWDEOLVKHV�WKDW�ZRUGV�SHUWDLQ�WR�WKH�

domain of men, along with the power of definition, while women, passive and quiet, are 
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associated with music, where they find an outlet for their emotions (Losseff 548). 

Accordingly, Fosco speaks, writes, and he even sings the lyrics of songs, whereas Laura 

SOD\V�WKH�SLDQR�DQG�LV�KHDUG�KXPPLQJ�³WKH�PHORGLHV�ZKLFK�VKH�KDG�EHHQ�SOD\LQJ�HDUOLHU´�

(CollLQV������0DULDQ�KDV�HVWDEOLVKHG�VLQFH�WKH�EHJLQQLQJ�RI�WKH�QRYHO�WKDW�VKH�³GR>HV@Q¶W�

NQRZ�RQH�QRWH�RI�PXVLF´� �&ROOLQV������EXW� VKH� FDQ� UHFRJQLVH� WKDW� ³0LVV�)DLUOLH�SOD\V�

GHOLJKWIXOO\´� �&ROOLQV� ����� KHU� OLPLQDO� FRQGLWLRQ� DOORZV� 0DULDQ� WR� PDQDJH� ERWK� WKH�

linJXLVWLF�DQG�WKH�PXVLFDO�FRGHV��VKH�FDQ�LQWHUSUHW�/DXUD¶V�PXVLFDO�PHVVDJHV�DQG�LV�VNLOOHG�

in using and manipulating language. For this reason, Marian will serve as an intermediary, 

GHFLSKHULQJ�/DXUD¶V�PXVLF�DQG�SXWWLQJ�WKH�HPRWLRQV�KHU�VLVWHU�LV�H[SUHVVLQJ�into words in 

her journal (Losseff 549). Laura defines herself through her music, but music is aerial and 

LV�HDVLO\�GHILHG�E\�WKH�FRQFUHWHQHVV�DQG�LQGHOLELOLW\�RI�WKH�ZULWWHQ�ZRUG��,QGHHG��/DXUD¶V�

melodic voice will not be able to oppose the label of insanity that male voices will impose 

RQ�KHU��/DXUD¶V�PXVLFDO� SURSHQVLWLHV� DUH� FRQWUDVWHG� E\� KHU� IXWXUH� KXVEDQG¶V� FRPSOHWH�

KRVWLOLW\�WR�PXVLF��VSHDNLQJ�RI�KLV�IULHQG��)RVFR�SRLQWV�RXW�WKDW��³>L@I�3HUFLYDO�LV�FRPLQJ��

>«@�KDUPRQ\�DQG�PHORG\�DUH�ERWK�DW�DQ�HQG´��&ollins 402). The surface meaning of this 

sentence denotes that Sir Percival does not understand music; however, since music is 

/DXUD¶V�PHDQV�RI�H[SUHVVLRQ��)RVFR¶V�DVVHUWLRQ�FRXOG�EH�LPSO\LQJ�WKDW�RQFH�/DXUD�ZLOO�

be married to Percival her harmonious voice ZLOO�KDYH�³DQ�HQG´��&ROOLQV�������VKH�ZLOO�

be silenced completely and will be defined by her husband.  

The other central character whose voice goes unheard is Anne Catherick. Her first 

appearance on the scene, at the very beginning of the novel, reveals a ORW�DERXW�$QQH¶V�

relationship with words. Anne is introduced in the novel not through her voice, but 

WKURXJK�WKH�WRXFK�RI�KHU�KDQG��:DOWHU�ZULWHV�KH�ZDV�³EURXJKW�WR�D�VWRS�E\�WKH�WRXFK�RI�D�

hand laid lightly and suddenly on [his] shoulder from behind [him@´��&ROOLQV������,QLWLDOO\�

struck by the chilling apparition of the woman in white, Walter later enters into 

conversation with her, and wonders on the motives of such peculiar introduction:  

³,�KHDUG�\RX�FRPLQJ�´�>$QQH@�VDLG��³DQG�KLG�WKHUH�WR�VHH�ZKDW�VRUt of man you 

were, before I risked speaking. I doubted and feared about it till you passed; and 

WKHQ�,�ZDV�REOLJHG�WR�VWHDO�DIWHU�\RX��DQG�WRXFK�\RX�´�6WHDO�DIWHU�PH�DQG�WRXFK�PH"�

[Hartright wonders.] Why not call to me? Strange, to say the least of it. (Collins 

28) 
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+DUWULJKW�QRWLFHV�WKDW�$QQH¶V�YRLFH�³KDG�VRPHWKLQJ�FXULRXVO\�VWLOO�DQG�PHFKDQLFDO�LQ�LWV�

WRQHV´� �&ROOLQV� �����$QQH¶V� LV� WKH� YRLFH� RI� D� ZRPDQ�ZKR�� UHFHQWO\� HVFDSHG� IURP� DQ�

asylum, is not used to speak, in fact, she has been taught to keep silent. $QQH¶V�DWWLWXGH�

VXJJHVWV� WKDW�VKH�LV�XVHG�WR�EHLQJ�XQKHDUG��LQGHHG��VKH�DVNV�+DUWULJKW��³>G@LG�\RX�KHDU�

PH"´��&ROOLQV�����DQG�UHSHDWV�KHU�TXHVWLRQ��DQG�XWWHUV�WKH�ZRUGV�³>Z@LOO�\RX�SURPLVH"´�

(Collins 29) four times. Conceivably, such repetition also suggests her lack of confidence 

LQ�PDOH�ILJXUHV��$�PDQ�LV�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�$QQH¶V�IHDU�RI�ZRUGV��WDONLQJ�WR�+DUWULJKW�VKH�

VD\V� WKDW� VKH� KDG� WR� HYDOXDWH� KLP� EHIRUH� VKH� ³risked VSHDNLQJ´� �&ROLQV� ���� HPSKDVLV�

added). Anne is afraid to speak because her voice, back in the days, had caused her 

committal to the lunatic asylum, at the hands of Sir Percival. As a child she had been 

RIIHQGHG�E\�6LU�3HUFLYDO�FDOOLQJ�KHU�DQ�³LGLRW´��&ROOLQV������DQG��LQ�D�EXUVW�RI�DQJHU��VKH�

KDG� WKUHDWHQHG� WR� UHYHDO� KLV� VHFUHW�� $QQH¶V� SDVVLonate temper, which Victorian 

FRQYHQWLRQV�GHHPHG�LQWROHUDEOH�LQ�D�FKLOG��WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�KHU�UHSXWDWLRQ�RI�³KDOI-ZLWWHG´�

LQGLYLGXDO� �&ROOLQV�������FRQWULEXWHG� WR�3HUFLYDO¶V�VFKHPH�WR�EUDQG�KHU�DV�GHYLDQW�DQG�

silence her through committal to an asylum. Sir Percival is able to confine Anne with the 

unquestioned authority of his male voice; with the complicity of medical men, either 

ignorant or corrupted, he imposes the irrevocable label of insane individual on Anne, thus 

delegitimising her voice permanently.   

Later on in the novel, Anne tries to communicate through a letter, where the weakness of 

KHU� YRLFH� LV� V\PEROLVHG� E\� WKH� ³IHHEOH� DQG� IDLQW´� KDQGZULWLQJ� �&ROOLQV� ������ $QQH¶V�

powerless voice looks for legitimation in the authority of the Bible (Taylor, Secret 

Theatre ������³'R�\RX�EHOLHYH�LQ�GUHDPV"�,�KRSH��IRU�\RXU�RZQ�VDNH��WKDW�\RX�GR��6HH�

what Scripture says about dreams and their fulfilment (Genesis xl. 8, xli. 25; Daniel iv. 

18-����� DQG� WDNH� WKH�ZDUQLQJ� ,� VHQG�\RX�EHIRUH� LW� LV� WRR� ODWH´� �&ROOLQV������+Rwever, 

$QQH¶V�PHVVDJH�ORVHV�FUHGLELOLW\�WR�0DULDQ�DQG�+DUWULJKW��VLQFH�LW�LV�FRQYH\HG�WKURXJK�DQ�

anonymous letter, it narrates the content of a dream (Taylor, Secret Theatre 111) and it 

FRPHV� IURP� D� ZRPDQ� ZKRP� WKH\� DVVXPH� WR� EH� ³GHUDQJHG´� �&ROOLQV� ������ $QQH¶V�

epistolary testimony is ultimately denied by a more authoritative written account, signed 

E\�KHU�PRWKHU�DQG�SURGXFHG�E\�6LU�3HUFLYDO��0UV�&DWKHULFN¶V�OHWWHU��LQ�IHZ�OLQHV��HQIRUFHV�

WKH� GHOHJLWLPL]DWLRQ� RI� KHU� GDXJKWHU¶V� YRLFH� E\� FRUURERUDWLQJ� 6LU� 3HUFLYDO¶V� DFFRXQW�

FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�G\QDPLFV�RI�$QQH¶V�FRPPLWWDO��WKXV�DWWHVWLQJ�WR�KHU�LQVDQLW\��7KH�ODEHO�RI�
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LQVDQH� KDV� FRPSOHWHO\� GHSULYHG� $QQH¶V� YRLFH� RI� DXWKRULW\� DQG� UHOLDELOLW\�� DQG� JRLQJ�

forwards her words will be considered to be the words of a deranged woman.  

The novel also includes the story of the silencing of a third woman: Madame Fosco. 

Talking about the transformation her aunt underwent, Marian writes: 

As Eleanor Fairlie (aged seven-and-thirty), she was always talking pretentious 

nonsense, and always worrying the unfortunate men with every small exaction 

which a vain and foolish woman can impose on long-suffering male humanity. As 

Madame Fosco (aged three-and-forty), she sits for hours together without saying 

a word, frozen up in the strangest mannHU�LQ�KHUVHOI��>«@�2Q�WKH�IHZ�RFFDVLRQV�

when her cold blue eyes are off her work, they are generally turned on her 

husband, with the look of mute submissive inquiry which we are all familiar with 

in the eyes of a faithful dog. (Collins 275) 

Madame Fosco, once incessantly talking nonsense, has been silenced by the moral 

PDQDJHPHQW� LPSRVHG� E\� WKH� ³H[WUDRUGLQDU\� SRZHU� RI� >KHU� KXVEDQG¶V@� H\HV´� �&ROOLQV�

278). Marian notes that the count is such an assertive man that, were she his wife, she too 

would have been taPHG�E\�KLP�� ³>L@I�KH�KDG�PDUULHG�PH� >«@� ,� VKRXOG�KDYH�KHOG�P\�

WRQJXH�ZKHQ�KH�ORRNHG�DW�PH��DV�>KLV�ZLIH@�KROGV�KHUV´��&ROOLQV�������7KH�UHEHOOLRXV�DQG�

noisy Eleanor Fairlie, characterised by her laughs, screams, and babble, has turned into 

the quiet and obHGLHQW� 0DGDPH� )RVFR�� GLVWLQJXLVKHG� E\� ³WKH� UXVWOLQJ� RI� KHU� JRZQ´�

�&ROOLQV�������DQG�VKH�LV�QRZ�³D�ZLOOLQJ�LQVWUXPHQW�LQ�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V�KDQGV´��&ROOLQV�������

7KH�XVH�RI�WKH�ZRUG�µLQVWUXPHQW¶�LV�SDUWLFXODUO\�VXJJHVWLYH��RQ�RQH�KDQG��0DGDPH�)RVFR�

serves as a tRRO�LQ�WKH�UHDOLVDWLRQ�RI�&RXQW�)RVFR¶V�VFKHPHV��VS\LQJ�RQ�/DXUD�DQG�0DULDQ�

DQG�GLYHUWLQJ�WKHLU�DWWHQWLRQ�IURP�)RVFR¶V�PDFKLQDWLRQV��RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��VKH�LV�GHSLFWHG�

as a musical instrument, since she only speaks when she is played, that is, when she is 

given permission by her husband.  

Lastly, the fourth woman who undergoes a process of silencing in the novel is the one 

whose voice was the most assertive, the narrator Marian Halcombe. Indeed, resolute 

Marian, who asserted her right to speak and to be heard with commanding sentences like 

³,�ZDQW�WR�VSHDN�WR�\RX´��&ROOLQV������RU�³,�ZDQW�\RX�WR�OLVWHQ�>«@´��&ROOLQV������IURP�D�

FHUWDLQ�SRLQW�LQ�WKH�QRYHO�LV�GHSULYHG�RI�KHU�YRLFH��0DULDQ¶V�ZRUGV��PDGH�LQGHOLEOH�E\�KHU�

incessant journaling activity, are perceived as a threat to male authority: by consigning 
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her memories and reflections to the paper, making them definite, Marian takes ownership 

of the male power of determination and thus constitutes a threat to the patriarchal system, 

which instead expects women WR�EH�SDVVLYH�DQG�VXEMHFWHG�WR�PHQ¶V�GHILQLWLRQV��,W�LV�&RXQW�

)RVFR��WKURXJK�KLV�LQVFULSWLRQ�LQ�0DULDQ¶V�GLDU\�LQ�KLV�³ODUJH��EROG��DQG�ILUPO\�UHJXODU´�

handwriting (Collins 430), that literally writes her out of her narrating role, turning her, 

instead, iQWR�D�³QDUUDWDEOH�REMHFW´��*D\OLQ�������'HSULYHG�RI�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�DJHQF\�DQG�RI�

WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�RI�GHILQLQJ�KHUVHOI��0DULDQ�³LQKDELWV�WKH�WH[W�YLFDULRXVO\��WKURXJK�WKH�PDOH�

QDUUDWLYHV�RI�+DUWULJKW�DQG�)RVFR´��0LOEDQN������6XFK�QDUUDWLYHV�FRQILQH�KHU�WR�WKH sphere 

of femininity whose boundaries she had long trespassed, so that her voice, once 

V\PEROLVHG�E\�WKH�³VFUDSLQJ�DQG�VFUDWFKLQJ´�RI�KHU�SHQ��&ROOLQV�������LV�ODWHU�LGHQWLILDEOH�

with the sound of her feminine garments (Gaylin 318). In the third section of the novel, 

+DUWULJKW� WDNHV� FRQWURO� RYHU� WKH� QDUUDWLYH�� IXUWKHU� DFFHQWXDWLQJ� 0DULDQ¶V� GLPLQLVKHG�

SRVLWLRQ��+H�RSHQO\�VWHDOV�ZRPHQ¶V�YRLFHV��UHSRUWLQJ�WKHLU�QDUUDWLYHV�LQ�KLV�RZQ�ZRUGV� 

I shall relate both narratives, not in the words (often interrupted, often inevitably 

confused) of the speakers themselves, but in the words of the brief, plain, 

studiously simple abstract which I committed to writing for my own guidance, and 

for the guidance of my legal adviser. So the tangled web will be most speedily and 

most intelligibly unrolled. (Collins 533) 

,Q�WKH�FORVLQJ�VFHQH��KH�µEHQLJQO\¶�JUDQWV�0DULDQ�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�FORVH�WKH�VWRU\��EXW�

her voice is no longer her own, no longer written in her own words: she intervenes through 

the patriarchal authority of Walter Hartright, who needs to grant her permission to speak.  

While Marian Halcombe is allowed a narrative role for only a section of The Woman in 

White, in Jane Eyre -DQH¶V�YRLFH�IXQFWLRQ�DV�D�ILOWHU�WR�WKH�QDUUDWLYH�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ZKROH�

novel; readers can only see what Jane allows them to see, what her voice shows them. 

-DQH¶V�GHVLUH�IRU�VHOI-determination is evident since the very beginning, when she refuses 

the label the Reed family forces on her. As previously mentioned, in various occasions 

the narrator directly addresses the reader, thus manifesting her desire of being listened to: 

throughout the novel Jane is not just speaking, she is talking to her audience. The novel 

provides a number of instances when Jane is temporarily deprived of her voice and of the 

possibility of defining herself; in such instances the protagonist cannot stand the distorted 

portrayal other people make of her, and strives to make her voice heard once again. 
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Initially, the label of deviance Mrs Reed had imposed on Jane due to her bursts of anger 

had delegitimised her voice: when screaming from the red-room, terrified by the idea of 

0U�5HHG¶V�JKRVW��QHLWKHU�WKH�KRXVHPDLGV�QRU�0UV�5HHG�EHOLHYH�-DQH¶V�GUHDG��0LVV�$EERW��

RQH�RI�WKH�PDLGV��WKLQNV�WKDW�³VKH�KDV�VFUHDPHG�RXW�RQ�SXUSRVH´��%rontë 14), while Mrs 

Reed warns Jane: 

/RRVH�%HVVLH¶V�KDQGV��FKLOG��\RX�FDQQRW�VXFFHHG�LQ�JHWWLQJ�RXW�E\�WKHVH�PHDQV��EH�

assured. I abhor artifice, particularly in children; it is my duty to show you that 

tricks will not answer: you will now stay here an hour longer, and it is only on 

condition of perfect submission and stillness that I shall liberate you then. (Brontë 

14) 

0UV�5HHG��ZKR�GHVSLVHG�-DQH¶V�SDVVLRQDWH�QDWXUH��GHFLGHV�WR�VHQG�KHU�WR�D�ERDUGLQJ�VFKRRO�

WR�HUDGLFDWH�WKRVH�³EDG�SURSHQVLWLHV´��%URQWs��7), and in the occasion of the interview 

ZLWK�0U�%URFNOHKXUVW��/RZRRG¶V�VXSHUYLVRU��VKH�GHQRXQFHV�-DQH¶V�³WHQGHQF\�WR�GHFHLW´�

(Brontë 33). Outraged by the false label her aunt imposed on her, Jane feels the need to 

YRLFH�KHU�WUXWK��³6SHDN�,�PXVW��,�KDG�EHHn trodden on severely, and must WXUQ�>«@��µ,�DP�

QRW�GHFHLWIXO�>«@¶´��%URQWs������$IWHU�KDYLQJ�HVWDEOLVKHG�WKH�IDOVLW\�RI�0UV�5HHG¶V�FODLPV��

Jane feels satisfied, and she will experience a similar satisfaction when, after being 

branded a liar in front of the whole school by Mr Brocklehurst, she will have the chance 

to restore her reputation by narrating her version of the facts to Miss Temple. Mr 

Rochester too, tries to impose on Jane his own definition of her: he idealises his future 

bride, comparing her to that model of the perfect Victorian angel that has always been 

associated with the idea of subjection to the husband (Lerner 285). Nevertheless, Jane 

UHIXVHV�5RFKHVWHU¶V�ODQJXDJH�DQG�UHEXNHV�KLP��ZKHQ�KH�UHIHUV�WR�KHU�ZLWK�WKH�QDPH�RI�

³DQJHO´��%URQWs�������-DQH�ODXJKV�DW�KLP�DQG�UHSOLHV��³,�DP�QRW�DQ�DQJHO��>«@�DQG�,�ZLOO�

QRW�EH�RQH�WLOO�,�GLH��,�ZLOO�EH�P\VHOI´��%URQWs������4 Jane has her own voice, and refuses 

WR�EH�ODEHOOHG�E\�RWKHU�SHRSOH��HYHQ�LI�WKH�ODEHO�LV�D�IODWWHULQJ�ZRUG�OLNH�µDQJHO�¶�VXFK�D�

label would be untrue and would deprive her of her identity. Rochester also tries to turn 

 
4 7KLV�SDVVDJH�HFKRHV�ZKDW�0DULDQ�VD\V�DERXW�KHUVHOI�ZKHQ�MX[WDSRVLQJ�KHUVHOI�WR�/DXUD��³VKH�LV�
an angel; and I am ± Try some of that marmalade, Mr Hartright, and finish the sentence, in the 
QDPH�RI�IHPDOH�SURSULHW\��IRU�\RXUVHOI´��&ROOLQV������%RWK�0DULDQ�DQG�-DQH�UHMHFW�WKH�ODEHO�RI�
³DQJHO´�DQG�GHILQH�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�VRPHWKLQJ�HOVH� 
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her into a princess, and promises to cover her in jewels, but again, Jane resists his attempts 

because she does not want to be defined as something she is not:  

³>«@� 'RQ¶W� DGGUHVV� PH� DV� LI� ,� ZHUH� D� EHDXW\�� ,� DP� \RXU� SODLQ�� 4XDNHULVK�

JRYHUQHVV�´�± ³<RX�DUH�D�EHDXW\�LQ�P\�H\HV��DQG�D�EHDXW\�MXVt after the desire of 

my heart, ± GHOLFDWH�DQG�DsULDO�´�± ³3XQ\�DQG�LQVLJQLILFDQW��\RX�PHDQ��>«@´�± ³,�

ZLOO�PDNH� WKH�ZRUOG�DFNQRZOHGJH�\RX�D�EHDXW\�� WRR�´�KH�ZHQW�RQ�� >«@�³,�ZLOO�

attire my Jane in satin and lace, and she shall have roses in her hair; and I will 

FRYHU�WKH�KHDG�,�ORYH�EHVW�ZLWK�D�SULFHOHVV�YHLO�´�± ³$QG�WKHQ�\RX�ZRQ¶W�NQRZ�PH��

VLU��DQG�,�VKDOO�QRW�EH�\RXU�-DQH�(\UH�DQ\�ORQJHU�>«@���%URQWs����� 

Jane immediately recognises that Rochester is trying to turn her into someone else, a 

different Jane Eyre, and stops him right away: she determines that she will not wear jewels 

RU�ULFK�IDEULFV��DQG�DVVHUWV�WKDW�VKH�ZLOO�UHPDLQ�D�³SODLQ��4XDNHULVK�JRYHUQHVV´��%URQWs�

310). 

-DQH¶V�UHWURVSHFWLYH�QDUUDWLRQ�YRFDOLVHV�WKH�VXIIHULQJV�RI�DQRWKHU�IHPDOH�FKDUDFWHU, whose 

voice has been stolen: Bertha Mason (Beattie 501). Confined in the attic of Thornfield 

+DOO�E\�KHU�KXVEDQG��%HUWKD¶V�YRLFH�LV�QHYHU�KHDUG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�ZKROH�QRYHO��WKH�VWRU\�

of her life is told by Rochester, in a self-interested account through which he had to 

convince Jane he was acting in good faith (Small 166). The version of Bertha he traces in 

such a narrative is potentially non-objective, since Rochester had all interest to portray a 

woman as depraved as possible, in order to make his immoral actions sound more 

MXVWLILDEOH�� ,W� LV� 5RFKHVWHU� ZKR� GHWHUPLQHV� %HUWKD¶V� LQVDQLW\�� E\� GHILQLQJ� KHU�� ³ORZ�´�

³JURVV�´�³LPSXUH�´�³GHSUDYHG�´�³YLROHQW�DQG�XQUHDVRQDEOH�´�³WKH�GDXJKWHU�RI�DQ�LQIDPRXV�

PRWKHU�´�³LQWHPSHUDWH�DQG�XQFKDVWH´��%URQWs������������%HUWKD¶V�ODEHO�RI�LQVDQH�LV�IXUWKHU�

endorsed by the authority of (male) doctors, who officially diagnose her madness. 

Rochester proceeds to narrate his journey towards depravity, which mirrors the story of 

%HUWKD¶V�PHQWDO�DQG�PRUDO�GHJHQHUDWLRQ��6PDOO�������WKLs notwithstanding, he insists on 

marking the differences between the two of them, pointing out:  

I tried dissipation ± never debauchery: that I hated, and hate. That was my Indian 

0HVVDOLQD¶V� DWWULEXWH�� URRWHG�GLVJXVW� DW� LW� DQG�KHU� UHVWUDLQHG�PH�PXFK�� HYHQ in 

pleasure. Any enjoyment that bordered on riot seemed to approach me to her and 

her vices, and I eschewed it. (Brontë 375) 
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Rochester has the opportunity to explain his own version of the facts, and maintains that 

during his European adventures he was looking for moral sympathy, rather than sexual 

SOHDVXUH� �6PDOO�������KH� H[SORLWV� WKH� VWRU\�RI�%HUWKD¶V� LQVDQLW\� WR� UHPRYH�SDUW�RI� WKH�

blame from himself. His account is never questioned in the novel, since it comes from the 

lips of a white, upper-class man. By contrast Bertha, portrayed by Rochester under a 

negative light, has no possibility to tell her version of the story and to defend and define 

herself.  

Rochester has effectively silenced his supposedly-PDG�ZLIH�� ³>R@QH� QLJKW� ,� KDG� EHHQ�

awakened by her yells ± (since the medical men had pronounced her mad, she had, of 

course, been shut up�� >«@´� �%URQWs� ����� HPSKDVLV� DGGHG��� 2Q� RQH� KDQG�� %HUWKD� LV�

PDWHULDOO\�LQFDSDEOH�RI�LQWHUYHQLQJ�LQ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�QDUUDWLYH�DQG�JLYH�KHU�RZQ�YHUVLRQ��

since she has been confined to the third storey; on the other hand, the label of madness 

KHU�KXVEDQG�LPSRVHG�RQ�KHU�KDV�GHOHJLWLPLVHG�KHU�YRLFH��PXFK�OLNH�$QQH�&DWKHULFN¶V��

%HUWKD�0DVRQ¶V�YRLFH�KDV�EHHQ�SHUPDQHQWO\�EUDQGHG�DV� WKH�XQUHOLDEOH�YRLFH�RI�D�PDG�

woman. However, while Anne was still granted the possibility to tell her own story 

(which, being told by a deranged woman, was dismissed as not credible), Bertha Mason 

LV�D�FRPSOHWHO\�YRLFHOHVV�FKDUDFWHU��6KH�LV�KHDUG�XWWHULQJ�DFWXDO�ZRUGV�RQO\�LQ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�

account, where her language is described as that of an insane woman:  

>«@�P\�HDUV�ZHUH�ILOOHG�ZLWK�WKH�FXUVHV�WKH�PDQLDF�VWLOO�VKULHNHG�RXW��ZKHUHLQ�VKH�

momentarily mingled my name with such a tone of demon-hate, with such 

language! ± no professed harlot ever had a fouler vocabulary than she: though two 

URRPV�RII��,�KHDUG�HYHU\�ZRUG�>«@���%URQWs����� 

%HUWKD¶V�FRDUVH�ODQJXDJH�GRHV�QRW�EHORQJ�LQ�WKH�VFHQH�RI�WKH�QRYHO��LW�SHUWDLQV�WR�D�VHWWLQJ�

RXWVLGH�RI�-DQH¶V�H[SHULHQFH��DQG�LV��WKHUHIRUH��QDUUDWHG�E\�5RFKHVWHU��,Q�WKH�SHULRG�Jane 

spends at Thornfield Hall Bertha never utters a word, indeed, she is introduced in the 

QRYHO�QRW�WKURXJK�KHU�YRLFH��EXW�WKURXJK�KHU�ODXJK��%HUWKD¶V�ODXJKWHU��WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�WKH�

animal sounds she reportedly emits, are all that remains of her voice. Rochester tries to 

steal those vocal remnants too, by instructing the servants to attribute them to Grace 

Poole, one of the housemaids. In so doing, Rochester deprives Bertha of her name and 

her identity, besides depriving her of a voice to determine that identity.  
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Unable to use words, Bertha Mason still manages to express herself through her actions. 

+HU�QRFWXUQDO�LUUXSWLRQV�LQWR�-DQH¶V�DQG�5RFKHVWHU¶V�URRPV�DUH�WRR�WLPHO\�WR�EH�GLVPLVVHG�

VLPSO\�DV� WKH�LUUDWLRQDO�DFWLRQV�RI�D�PDG�ZRPDQ��5RFKHVWHU¶V�EHG�LV�VHW on fire on the 

QLJKW�ZKHQ�KLV�PDQQHU�IUHHV�-DQH�IURP�KHU�³SDLQIXO�UHVWUDLQW´��%URQWs�������ZKHQ�VKH�

discovers for the first time that she is falling in love with him and he is no longer ugly in 

KHU� H\HV��%HUWKD¶V� DWWDFN� LV� SUHFHGHG�E\� -DQH¶V� UHIOHFWLRQV�RQ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�QDWXUH�� DQG�

VHHPV�WR�FRQWUDGLFW�WKH�FRQFOXVLRQV�WR�ZKLFK�VKH�FRPHV��³,�EHOLHYHG�KH�ZDV�QDWXUDOO\�D�

man of better tendencies, higher principles, and purer tastes than such as circumstances 

had developed, education instilled, or destiny encouraJHG´� �%URQWs� ������ 6LPLODUO\��

%HUWKD¶V�ILQDO�HUXSWLRQ�WDNHV�SODFH�RQ�WKH�HYH�RI�-DQH�DQG�5RFKHVWHU¶V�ZHGGLQJ��ZKHQ�VKH�

EUHDNV�LQWR�-DQH¶V�URRP�DQG�WHDUV�WKH�ZHGGLQJ�YHLO��DJDLQ��%HUWKD¶V�LQFXUVLRQ�DSSHDUV�WR�

EH� D� UHDFWLRQ� DJDLQVW� -DQH¶V� SURJUHVVLYH� VXEMHFWion to Rochester (Shuttleworth 174), 

LQGHHG�� WKH� SURWDJRQLVW� FRQIHVVHV� WKDW�� ³>\@HVWHUGD\� >«@� ,� WKRXJKW� RI� WKH� OLIH� WKDW� OD\�

before me²your OLIH�� VLU´� �%URQWs� ������ 7KH� FDOFXODWHG� QDWXUH� RI� %HUWKD¶V� DWWDFNV�

suggests that the woman is trying to say something, conceivably, she is revolting against 

5RFKHVWHU¶V�DWWHPSW�WR�LPSULVRQ�-DQH�LQ�WKH�bonds of marriage; however, since she does 

QRW�KDYH�D�YRLFH��%HUWKD�VSHDNV�WKURXJK�KHU�DFWLRQV��WKH�³WRQJXHV�RI�IODPH´��%URQWs������

she lit become her actual language (Beattie 501). 

The characterisation of Bertha Mason is consistent with a conception of insanity as 

³EHKDYLRXUDO� DQG� OLQJXLVWLF� GLV-order, a divergence from the values and practices of 

KHJHPRQLF�VRFLHW\´��%HDWWLH�������ZKLFK�0LFKHO�)RXFDXOW�ZRXOG�SURSRVH�D�FHQWury later 

in his Madness and Civilisation. Indeed, through the disquieting use of her voice (her 

laughs and animal sounds) and her anomalous behaviour (the night incursions and 

physical aggressions), the figure of the madwoman opposes traditional Victorian values 

�%HDWWLH� ������%HUWKD�0DVRQ¶V�PDGQHVV� YRLFHV� D� GHQXQFLDWLRQ� RI� WKH� LQFDUFHUDWLRQ� RI�

women Victorian society enacted through patriarchal marriage (Beattie 499). While some 

FULWLFV��VXFK�DV�+HOHQ�6PDOO���UHIXVH�VXFK�URPDQWLFLVHG�UHDGLQJ�RI�%HUWKD¶V�Lnsanity, it is 

FRPPRQO\�DFNQRZOHGJHG�WKDW�WKH�³PDGZRPDQ�LQ�WKH�DWWLF´��*LOEHUW�DQG�*XEDU��LV�PRUH�

than just a literary device necessary to the advancement of the plot. Insane Bertha Mason 

has something to say, and this is apparent since her very introduction: the first laugh Jane 

hears is not characterised as hysterical (Beattie 498), the protagonist describes it as 

³GLVWLQFW��IRUPDO��PLUWKOHVV´��%URQWs�������VXFK�SHFXOLDU�DGMHFWLYHV�XVHG�LQ�DVVRFLDWLRQ�WR�
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WKH� ZRUG� µODXJK¶� DUH� VXJJHVWLYH� RI� D� KLGGHQ� PHDQLQJ EHKLQG� %HUWKD¶V� ODXJKWHU��

Nevertheless, readers and critics can only speculate on the meaning of the character of 

Bertha Mason, on the nature of her insanity and on her intentions, since the novel does 

QRW�JUDQW�DFFHVV�WR�%HUWKD¶V�VXEMHFWLYLW\��6PDOO�����. Having no voice, Bertha is unable 

to define herself and to expose her own point of view; she is only seen from the outside, 

through the eyes of other people. Rochester and Jane, in their accounts, give their own 

definitions of Bertha, but her own voice iV�QHYHU�KHDUG��³>Z@KHQ�%HUWKD�0DVRQ�OHDSV�WR�

her death, her shouts can be heard a mile off, but her words - if they are words - are not 

UHFRUGHG�IRU�SRVWHULW\´��6PDOO������� 

3.3. The Position of Men 

I lived with that woman upstairs four years, and before that time she had tried me 

indeed: her character ripened and developed with frightful rapidity; her vices 

sprang up fast and rank: they were so strong, only cruelty could check them, and 

I would not use cruelty. What a pigmy intellect she had, and what giant 

propensities! How fearful were the curses those propensities entailed on me! 

Bertha Mason, the true daughter of an infamous mother, dragged me through all 

the hideous and degrading agonies which must attend a man bound to a wife at 

once intemperate and unchaste. (Brontë 369) 

5RFKHVWHU¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�JURZLQJ�V\PSWRPV�RI�%HUWKD¶V�LQVDQLW\�DUH�WKH�RQO\�HYLGHQFH�

the novel provides about the state of her mental health preceding the years of incarceration 

LQ� WKH� DWWLF�� 5RFKHVWHU�� EDFNHG� E\� WKH� DXWKRULW\� RI� ³WKH� PHGLFDO� PHQ´� �%URQWs� ������

SURFODLPV�KLV�ZLIH�WR�EH�LQVDQH�EHFDXVH�RI�KHU�³LQWHPSHUDWH�DQG�XQFKDVWH´��%URQWs������

QDWXUH��ZKLFK�SUHYHQWHG�KLP�IURP�KDYLQJ�D�³TXLHW�DQG�VHWWOHG�KRXVHKROG´��%URQWs�������

Jane Eyre and The Woman in White foreground the workings of the Victorian patriarchal 

society, where it is men who dictate social norms; they determine sanity and insanity by 

GHFLGLQJ�ZKDW�ZRPHQ¶V�QDWXUDO�SODFH�VKRXOG�EH� �0LOEDQN������+RZHYHU��DFFRUGLQJ� WR�

Foucault: 

[u]ncritical acceptance of anything that LV�SUHVHQWHG�DV�QDWXUDO�>«@�DOORZV�SRZHU�

relations to devolve into static states of domination, where only a very limited 

range of thought and behaviour is deemed valid or acceptable, with the result that 

many more modes of existence are considered invalid, immoral, or deviant and 
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thereby deserving of social sanction, legal punishment, or eradication. (D. Taylor 

4) 

This description applies to the fictional worlds of the two novels, where male authorities 

trace the boundaries of acceptable feminine behaviour, thus establishing that women who 

cross that line are to be considered deviant. Bertha is labelled insane because she does not 

fit in with the model of the Victorian angel-woman Rochester expected and wanted for 

KLV�ZLIH��6LPLODUO\��$QQH�&DWKHULFN¶V�GLVREedience to the authority of Percival Glyde and 

of her mother, combined with her mental retardation, prompts her committal to the lunatic 

asylum.  

The patriarchal system in place in Jane Eyre and The Woman in White establishes the 

inferiority of women, a condition male characters emphasize through their words and 

actions. Rochester, for instance, repeatedly refers to Jane with such patronizing terms as 

³IDLU\�´ ³SDOH��OLWWOH�HOI�´ RU�³ZLWFK´��%URQWs�����������������SODFLQJ�KHU�LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�RI�

LQIHULRU�RWKHU��KH�DOVR�VWUHVVHV�KLV�SK\VLFDO�VXSHULRULW\��WKLQNLQJ�DORXG��³,�FRXOG�EHQG�KHU�

ZLWK�P\�ILQJHU�DQG�WKXPE´��%URQWs�������+LV�DFWLRQV��WRR��RIWHQ�GHOLEHUDWHO\�XQGHUOLQH�

-DQH¶V� LQIHULRULW\�� 5RFKHVWHU¶V� VWUDWHJLFDO� PRYH� RI� KDYLQJ� -DQH� ZLWQHVV� KLV� IOLUWDWLRXV�

EHKDYLRXU� WRZDUGV� 0LVV� ,QJUDP�� ZKLFK� KH� MXVWLILHV� DV� DQ� DWWHPSW� WR� SURYRNH� -DQH¶V�

jealousy, is in fact a power-game aimed at making Jane aware of her social and sexual 

inferiority �0LOEDQN�������)XUWKHUPRUH��LQ�WKH�ZHHNV�SUHFHGLQJ�WKH�ZHGGLQJ��5RFKHVWHU¶V�

SURPLVHV�RI�H[SHQVLYH�JLIWV��VLONV��DQG�MHZHOV��FRQWULEXWH�WR�UHLWHUDWLQJ�-DQH¶V�VRFLDO�DQG�

ILQDQFLDO�LQIHULRULW\��ZKLOH�VLPXOWDQHRXVO\�DVVHUWLQJ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�SRVVHVVLRQ�DQG�FRQWURl 

RYHU�KHU��0LOEDQN�������$QDORJRXVO\��LQ�&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHO��PDOH�FKDUDFWHUV�IUHTXHQWO\�SRLQW�

RXW�ZRPHQ¶V�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�LQIHULRULW\��HVSHFLDOO\�&RXQW�)RVFR��ZKR�WHOOV�*O\GH�� 

>«@�QHYHU�>«@�DFFHSW�D�SURYRFDWLRQ�DW�D�ZRPDQ¶V�KDQGV��,W�KROGV�ZLWK�DQLPDOV��LW�

holds with children, and it holds with women, who are nothing but children grown 

up. Quiet resolution is the one quality the animals, the children, and the women 

all fail in. If they can once shake this superior quality in their master, they get the 

better of HIM. If they can never succeed in disturbing it, he gets the better of 

THEM. (Collins 414) 

Not only does Fosco place women on the same level as animals and children, but he also 

VWUHVVHV�WKH�GLVSDULW\�EHWZHHQ�³7+(0�´ WKH�ZRPHQ��DQG�³+,0�´ WKH�³PDVWHU´��&Rllins 
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������6RRQ�DIWHU��)RVFR�GLVPLVVLYHO\�UHIHUV�WR�/DXUD�DV�WKH�³SRRU��IOLPV\��SUHWW\�EORQGH�

ZLIH�RI�>*O\GH@´��&ROOLQV�������ZKRP�KH�FRQWUDVWV�ZLWK�0DULDQ¶V�³UHVROXWLRQ�RI�D�PDQ´�

(Collins 415). Fosco, who superficially praises women but actually disdains them, is 

WDNHQ� DEDFN� E\� WKH� OLPLQDO�0DULDQ��0DULDQ¶V� ³UDUH� FRXUDJH�� WKH� ZRQGHUIXO� SRZHU� RI�

PHPRU\�>DQG@�WKH�DFFXUDWH�REVHUYDWLRQ�RI�FKDUDFWHU�>«@´��&ROOLQ¶V�������WRJHWKHU�ZLWK�

KHU�PDVFXOLQH�UHVROXWLRQ��HOHYDWH�KHU��LQ�)RVFR¶V�H\HV��IURP�KHU�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�woman; the 

DGPLUDWLRQ� WKH� &RXQW� IHHOV� IRU�PDVFXOLQH�0DULDQ� LV�� KH� FRQIHVVHV�� ³WKH� ILUVW� DQG� ODVW�

ZHDNQHVV� RI� )RVFR¶V� OLIH´� �&ROOLQV� ������ 7KLV� QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ�� 0DULDQ� WRR�� EHLQJ� D�

woman, needs to be pushed back into her inferior feminine position, her natural place. 

Through her writing and eavesdropping, Marian had placed herself on an equal footing 

ZLWK�PHQ��LI�QRW� LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�RI�VXSHULRULW\��)RVFR¶V�LQVFULSWLRQ�RQ�KHU�GLDU\�GHSULYHV�

Marian of the narrative agency, a masculine prerogative (Gaylin 318), and his critical 

comments on her private writing, placing him in the position of both invader and judge, 

DUH�³DQ�DVVHUWLRQ�RI�PDOH�VH[XDO�DV�ZHOO�DV�HFRQRPLF�DQG�OHJDO�GRPLQDQFH´��0LOEDQN����� 

From their socially determined position of power, men can define the female characters 

in the novels; specifically, through their words men can label a woman as insane. As 

SUHYLRXVO\�PHQWLRQHG��5RFKHVWHU¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�WKH�ILUVW�\HDUV�RI�KLV�PDUULDJH�SODFHV�WKH�

label of insane on his wife, a label later confirmed by the GRFWRUV¶�GLDJQRVLV��VXSSRVHGO\�

EDVHG�RQ�5RFKHVWHU¶V�WHVWLPRQLHV��%\�WHUPLQJ�%HUWKD¶V�QDWXUH�³LQWHPSHUDWH�DQG�XQFKDVWH´�

(Brontë 369) he places her outside the boundaries of proper feminine behaviour, and 

inside the boundaries of insanity. Having branded his ILUVW�ZLIH�D�³OXQDWLF´��%URQWs�������

Rochester places Jane, too, in the spectrum of insanity by denying the existence of Bertha, 

WKH�ZRPDQ�GUHVVHG�LQ�ZKLWH�ZKR�HQWHUHG�-DQH¶V�URRP��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������DQG�GLVPLVVLQJ�

LW�DV�³WKH�FUHDWXUH�RI�DQ�RYHU-stimulateG�EUDLQ´��%URQWs�������+H�DOVR�DGGV��³,�PXVW�EH�

FDUHIXO�RI�\RX��P\�WUHDVXUH��QHUYHV�OLNH�\RXUV�ZHUH�QRW�PDGH�IRU�URXJK�KDQGOLQJ´��%URQWs�

������ LQ� EODPLQJ� -DQH¶V� QHUYHV� IRU� WKH� DOOHJHG� KDOOXFLQDWLRQ�� 5RFKHVWHU� EULQJV� KHU�

dangerously close to the deviant catHJRU\� RI� WKH� ³QHUYRXV�� K\VWHULFDO� ZRPDQ´�

(Shuttleworth 171). Similarly, in The Woman in White male narratives are the only 

evidence necessary to label a woman insane and imprison her in an asylum. Anne 

&DWKHULFN�ZDV�QRW�DQ�³LGLRW´��&ROOLQV������DQG�KHU�VOLght mental retardation did not require 

her committal to the asylum, so much so that the doctor consulted by Mrs Fairlie about 

$QQH¶V�PHQWDO�FRQGLWLRQ�GHFODUHG�WKDW�VKH�ZRXOG�³JURZ�RXW�RI�LW´��&ROOLQV������DV�ORQJ�DV�
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she received an adequate education. Only ZKHQ�$QQH¶V�IUHHGRP�EHFRPHV�D�WKUHDW�WR�6LU�

Percival is Anne labelled insane. Laura, too, previously perfectly sane, is admitted to the 

DV\OXP�WKDQNV�WR�WKH�FHUWLILFDWHV�RI�WZR�PHGLFDO�PHQ��FRPSLOHG�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI�)RVFR¶V�

WHVWLPRQ\��DQG�WR�3HUFLYDO¶V�OHWWHU��PHQ¶V�ZRUGV�DUH�DOO�WKDW�LV�QHHGHG�WR�FRPPLW�D�ZRPDQ�

to an asylum, and her own words can do nothing to disprove male narratives. Indeed, both 

Anne and Laura try to give their versions of the story, the former by explaining Sir 

3HUFLYDO¶V�VFKHPH�WR�SUHvent her from revealing his secret, the latter by declaring that she 

is not Anne Catherick, but Laura Fairlie. Nevertheless, neither of the two stories is 

considered credible, firstly because, as previously mentioned, after being declared insane 

these womeQ¶V�YRLFHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GHOHJLWLPLVHG��DQG�VHFRQGO\�EHFDXVH� LW� LV�D�ZRPDQ¶V�

ZRUG�DJDLQVW�WKH�ZRUG�RI�D�PDQ��6LU�3HUFLYDO¶V�WHVWLPRQ\�RI�$QQH¶V�DQG�/DXUD¶V�LQVDQLW\�

LV�QHYHU�TXHVWLRQHG�EHFDXVH��DV�0U�*LOPRUH��WKH�ODZ\HU��SRLQWV�RXW��³6LU�3HUFLYDO�VWDQGV�

very hLJK� >«@� ± an eminent position, a reputation above suspicion´� �&ROOLQV� �����

HPSKDVLV�DGGHG���/LNHZLVH��5RFKHVWHU¶V�DFFRXQW�DERXW�%HUWKD¶V�LQVDQLW\�LV�DFFHSWHG�DV�

truth, since it comes from the mouth of a white privileged man.  

Besides relating the process by which women are labelled as insane, the two novels 

illustrate other attempts of male characters to define women according to their own 

expectations and desires; men deprive most female characters of their original identity, in 

order to substitute it with a different one, both figuratively and literately. Rochester, for 

instance, marries the free-spirited and provocative Bertha Mason and turns her into a 

YLFLRXV�³PDQLDF´� �%URQWs�������'XULQJ� WKHLU�FRXUWVKLS��KH� WULHV� WR� LPSRVH�RQ�-DQH� WKH�

model of the angel-ZRPDQ�WKDW�KLV�ILUVW�ZLIH�GLG�QRW�UHIOHFW��KH�FDOOV�KHU�D�³EHDXW\´�DQG�

DQ�³DQJHO´��%URQWs������������EXW�-DQH�UHMHFWV�ERWK�WKHVH�GHILQLWLRQV��+RZHYHU��KLV�GHVLUH�

for definitional power reaches its peak when he tries to impose on her a false role and a 

fDOVH�QDPH��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������WKDW�RI�³)DLUID[�5RFKHVWHU¶V�JLUO-EULGH´��%URQWs�������6W�

-RKQ��-DQH¶V�FRXVLQ��DWWHPSWV�WR�GHILQH�-DQH�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�KLV�RZQ�GHVLUHV�DV�ZHOO��KH�ZDQWV�

WR�UHPRYH�IURP�-DQH¶V�SHUVRQ�KHU�SDVVLRQDWH�QDWXUH��DQG�GLUHFW�DOO�KHU�HQHUJies towards 

the help of other people: he wants to impose on Jane the new identity of selfless 

missionary, and hopes to subject her to his will by marrying her. St John explicitly points 

out that his marriage proposal is aimed at granting him power and contURO�RYHU�-DQH��³,�

want a wife: the sole helpmate I can influence efficiently in life, and retain absolutely till 

GHDWK´��%URQWs�������6W�-RKQ�KDV�VXEMXJDWHG�-DQH�ZLWK�WKH�SRZHU�RI�KLV�³IUHH]LQJ�VSHOO´�
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(Brontë 481), he is aware that she is under his control, since she seeks his approval, so he 

WULHV�WR�H[HUW�KLV�³LPSHULDO�DXWKRULW\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK������RYHU�KHU��³>«@�\RX�DUH�IRUPHG�

IRU�ODERXU��QRW�IRU�ORYH��$�PLVVLRQDU\¶V�ZLIH�\RX�PXVW�± shall be. You shall be mine: I 

claim you ± not for my pleasure, but for P\�6RYHUHLJQ¶V�VHUYLFH�´��%URQWs������HPSKDVLV�

DGGHG���7KH�XOWLPDWH�VLJQ�RI�6W�-RKQ¶V�ELG�IRU�DEVROXWH�SRZHU�RI�GHILQLWLRQ�RYHU�-DQH�LV�

his laying his hand on her head, in an attempt to master her mind; Jane feels her resolution 

break under the weight of hHU� FRXVLQ¶V� ³VKDSLQJ� KDQG´� �%URQWs� ������ 1HYHUWKHOHVV��

perceiving that her passionate nature would not be able to survive under the selfless 

LGHQWLW\�RI�6W�-RKQ¶V�PLVVLRQDU\�ZLIH�WKDW�KH�ZDQWHG�WR�LPSRVH�RQ�KHU��-DQH�LV�ILQDOO\�DEOH�

to free herself from heU�FRXVLQ¶V�FRQWURO��DQG�QRWLFHV�LQ�KLP�³WKH�GLVDSSRLQWPHQW�RI�DQ�

DXVWHUH� DQG� GHVSRWLF� QDWXUH��ZKLFK� KDV�PHW� UHVLVWDQFH�ZKHUH� LW� H[SHFWHG� VXEPLVVLRQ´�

(Brontë 494).  

&ROOLQV¶V�QRYHO��WRR��QDUUDWHV�YDULRXV�PDOH�DWWHPSWV�WR�GHSULYH�ZRPHQ�RI�WKHLU�LGHQWLWLHV�

and label them according to masculine expectations and needs. As previously mentioned, 

Anne Catherick is labelled insane because Sir Percival perceived her freedom to be a 

WKUHDW�WR�WKH�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�KLV�VHFUHW��6LPLODUO\��/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\�RI�VDQH�/DXUD�)Dirlie is 

removed from her and exchanged for the identity of insane Anne Catherick; once again, 

such an exchange occurs at the hands of Sir Percival and Count Fosco, who exert their 

patriarchal defining power over the two women. Although the aim of the whole novel, as 

declared by Walter Hartright, is that of re-HVWDEOLVKLQJ� /DXUD¶V� LGHQWLW\�� +DUWULJKW¶V�

description of Laura on the first occasion he sees her, manages to assert the distinctiveness 

of her appearance, while simultaneously depriving it of her individualising traits (Small 

198): 

Think of her as you thought of the first woman who quickened the pulses within 

you that the rest of her sex had no art to stir. Let the kind, candid blue eyes meet 

yours, as they met mine, with the one matchless look which we both remember so 

well. Let her voice speak the music that you once loved best, attuned as sweetly 

to your ear as to mine. Let her footstep, as she comes and goes, in these pages, be 

like that other footstep to whose airy fall your own heart once beat time. Take her 

as the visionary nursling of your own fancy; and she will grow upon you, all the 

more clearly, as the living woman who dwells in mine. (Collins 63) 
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%\�HQFRXUDJLQJ� UHDGHUV� WR� LPDJLQH�/DXUD¶V� IDFH� DV� WKH� IDFH� RI� WKH�ZRPDQ� WKH\� ORYH��

+DUWULJKW�³Geprive[s her] of the specificity which would have defined not only personality 

EXW�WKH�GLIIHUHQFH�EHWZHHQ�VDQLW\�DQG�LQVDQLW\�IRU�D�9LFWRULDQ�UHDGHU´��6PDOO�������LQGHHG��

at the time the disciplines of physiognomy and phrenology were fundamental tools in the 

LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FKDUDFWHU�RI�LQGLYLGXDOV��%\�EOXUULQJ�/DXUD¶V�SK\VLFDO� WUDLWV� LQ�KLV�

description, Hartright prevents Victorian readers, knowledgeable about these pseudo-

VFLHQFHV�� WR� MXGJH� IRU� WKHPVHOYHV� ZKHWKHU� /DXUD¶V� WUDLWV� DUH� LQGLFDWLYH� RI� VDQity or 

insanity. Besides Laura and Anne, who are literally deprived of their own identities, other 

IHPDOH�FKDUDFWHUV�DUH�UREEHG�RI�WKHLU�LQGLYLGXDOLW\��/DXUD�DQG�0DULDQ¶V�DXQW��RULJLQDOO\�D�

rebellious spinster, is redefined by her husband in the role of the perfect, obedient 

Victorian woman. By marrying her, Fosco deprives her of both the name and the identity 

of Eleanor Fairlie, and labels her as the subjected Madame Fosco. Another woman who 

undergoes a similar process of feminisation and subjection is Marian Halcombe: initially 

presented as a strong and resolute woman, Marian will be displaced from her position of 

active narrator, in order to be reinserted into what, according to Victorian mores, was a 

PRUH�DSSURSULDWH� UROH� IRU� D�ZRPDQ�� WKDW�RI� ³SDVVLYH��QDUUDWDEOH�REMHFW´� �*D\OLQ��������

Such displacement, at the hands of Count Fosco, is reiterated by Hartright, who restrains 

Marian to the domestic space (Gaylin 318), thus depriving her completely of her identity 

of liminal individual, and imposing on her the definition of the good Victorian angel.  

Once Marian has been removed from her role of narrator, the final competition for the 

control of writing is played out between Walter Hartright and Count Fosco (Gaylin 306); 

this final textual duel demonstrates how women ultimately have no power against male 

QDUUDWLYHV�� VLQFH� ³WKH� VWRU\� EHFRPHV� RQH� RI� PDOH� SHQV�� FRPSHWLQJ� WR� ZULWH� ZRPHQ¶V�

VWRULHV��DV�ZHOO�DV�WKHLU�RZQ´��*D\OLQ�������0DOH�FKDUDFWHUV�LQ�The Woman in White are 

involved in a competition over the deterPLQDWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�LGHQWLWLHV��VR�PXFK�VR�WKDW�

/DXUD¶V� LGHQWLW\� EHFRPHV� D� EDUJDLQLQJ� FKLS�� +DUWULJKW� ZLOO� JUDQW� &RXQW� )RVFR� KLV�

freedom, by keeping his past identity as member of a secret fraternity undisclosed; in 

return, Fosco will sign a letter confessLQJ�KLV�DQG�*O\GH¶V�SORW��WKXV�XQYHLOLQJ�WKH�LGHQWLW\�

H[FKDQJH� EHWZHHQ�$QQH� DQG� /DXUD� DQG� HQDEOLQJ�+DUWULJKW� WR� UHDVVHUW� KLV�ZLIH¶V� WUXH�

identity, that of Laura Fairlie (Gaylin 323). The social recognition of Laura, the ultimate 

DLP�RI�+DUWULJKW¶V�HIIRUWV� is essential for him to secure his new position of power: by 

marrying Laura Fairlie, heiress to Limmeridge House, Hartright establishes his social 
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advancement and his new role of patriarch (Gaylin 321). His newly found social position 

emboldens him to claim absolute control over the narrative, so that he establishes himself 

as the editor of the novel. In doing so, he can actively shape the narrative, while 

maintaining an illusion of neutrality: Hartright can organise the testimonies of other 

characters, he can control the extension of their accounts, determining the starting and 

end points of their versions of the events (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 110), and he also 

GHWHUPLQHV�ZKLFK�SDUWV�RI�0DULDQ¶V� MRXUQDO�ZLOO�EH� LQFOXGHG� LQ� WKH�ILQDO�ZRUN��*D\OLQ�

320). NHYHUWKHOHVV��RQ�D�VXSHUILFLDO�OHYHO��VXFK�PDQRHXYULQJ�LV�XQGHWHFWDEOH��+DUWULJKW¶V�

growing control over the narrative is essential to secure his social position of power, and, 

vice versa, the re-HVWDEOLVKPHQW�RI�/DXUD¶V�LGHQWLW\��DQG�WKH�FRQVHTXHQW�DWWDLQPent of a 

prestigious social role, allow him to seize narrative authority. The novel thus establishes 

a close relationship between the control over the narrative and the control over social 

identity (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 110), so that women, deprived of narrative authority, 

have no possibility of self-determination, they are defined by all-powerful men. The 

XOWLPDWH�HYLGHQFH�RI�+DUWULJKW¶V�FRQWURO�RYHU�ZRPHQ¶V� LGHQWLWLHV� OLHV� LQ�KLV� UHYHODWLRQ��

WRZDUGV� WKH� HQG� RI� WKH� QRYHO�� ³,� WHOO� WKLV� VWRU\� XQGHU� IHLJQHG� QDPHV´� �&ROOLQV� ������

+DUWULJKW¶V� DWWULEXWLRQ� RI� ILFWLWLRXV� QDPH� WR� WKH� FKDUDFWHUV� SRSXODWLQJ� WKH� QRYHO�� DQG�

specifically to his wife, repeats the annihilation of her individuality: Hartright steals the 

ZRPDQ¶V�LGHQWLW\�RQFH�DJDLQ��DQG�FRQIHUV�XSRQ�KHU a name and an identity of his choice 

(Gaylin 322). 

Male characters assert their superiority by limiting female agency. Indeed, both Jane Eyre 

and The Woman in White LOOXVWUDWH� YDULRXV� LQVWDQFHV� RI�ZRPHQ¶V� DFWXDO� RU� ILJXUDWLYH�

imprisonments. These imprisonments are the consequence of masculine fears concerning 

ZRPHQ¶V� UHEHOOLRXV� HQHUJLHV�� ZKHQ� ZRPHQ� WUDQVJUHVV� WKH� DFFHSWHG� ERXQGDULHV� RI�

feminine propriety, be it by embracing an open sexuality, disobeying male orders, or 

WKZDUWLQJ�PHQ¶V� FRQVSLUDFLHV�� WKHLU�Dctions are perceived as a threat to the patriarchal 

V\VWHP� JRYHUQLQJ� VRFLHW\�� $V� D� UHVXOW�� PHQ� IHHO� WKH� QHHG� WR� ³WDPH´� �&ROOLQV� �����

transgressive women, which they do by metaphorically restraining them into the narrow 

limits of the feminine sphere and the domestic space, or by actually imprisoning them in 

URRPV�DQG�DV\OXPV��,Q�%URQWs¶V�QRYHO�WKH�ILUVW�LPSULVRQPHQW�WKDW�WDNHV�SODFH�LV�-DQH¶V�

confinement in the red room, which is not actually at the hands of a man, but is prompted 

by Mrs Reed, a woman who has internalised the social laws of patriarchal society. Aunt 
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5HHG�SXQLVKHV�-DQH�IRU�KHU�EXUVW�RI�DQJHU�WRZDUGV�KHU�FRXVLQ��-RKQ�5HHG��-DQH¶V�UHEHOOLRQ�

WR�³0DVWHU�-RKQ´��%URQWs����DQG�KHU�XVH�RI�YLROHQFH��DUH�GHHPHG�XQDFFHSWDEOH�E\�0UV�

Reed, who does not tolerate such behaviour in a child and a female. The physical 

imprisonment of Jane in the red room serves, according to the aunt, to instil in Jane the 

values of Victorian society, that is, that women must restrain their passions and 

demonstrate passivity and obedience. Rochester will try to impose on Jane the same 

patriarchal values, by defining her as the weak, innocent, beautiful Victorian angel; he 

attempts to formally restrain Jane in the role of subjected Victorian wife by marrying her, 

but Jane will be able to avoid that inferior position and will go back to Rochester only 

once she has obtained financial independence and social advancement, thus standing on 

DQ� HTXDO� IRRWLQJ�ZLWK� KLP� �0LOEDQN� ������ 5RFKHVWHU¶V� GHVLUH� IRU� SDWULDUFKDO� UHVWUDLQW�

emerges in two other occasions in the novel: with Bertha Mason and with Céline Varens, 

his French lover. Both women are characterised by sexual energies that place them 

RXWVLGH� WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI� IHPLQLQH�SURSULHW\��DQG�RXWVLGH�5RFKHVWHU¶V�FRQWURO�� LQGHHG��

Bertha is deILQHG� E\� 5RFKHVWHU� DV� ³XQFKDVWH´� �%URQWs� ������ ZKLOH� &pOLQH� LV� FDXJKW�

entering her hotel room with a lover. Nevertheless, Céline is not tied to Rochester in any 

ZD\��DQG�VKH�FDQ�VXVWDLQ�KHUVHOI�E\�³PDUNHWLQJ�KHU�ERG\´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������WKHUHIRUH�

she is fUHH� IURP�5RFKHVWHU¶V� FRQWURO� DQG� IURP� KLV� GHVLUH� IRU� SDWULDUFKDO� UHVWUDLQW�� %\�

contrast, Bertha is tied to Rochester by wedlock, and cannot escape when he imprisons 

her in order to limit her sexual freedom (Shuttleworth 108). Rochester is not the only 

restraining male force in the novel, indeed, as previously mentioned, St John too tries to 

use marriage to confine Jane in an identity which does not belong to her and which she 

does not want. His aspiration to patriarchal control is explicit, insomuch as Jane observes: 

³DV�D�PDQ��KH�ZRXOG�KDYH�ZLVKHG�WR�FRHUFH�PH�LQWR�REHGLHQFH´��%URQWs������� 

In The Woman in White there are recurrent episodes of women hiding, while men chase 

them and try to confine them (Huffles 51); for instance, after the mysterious encounter 

ZLWK�WKH�ZRPDQ�LQ�ZKLWH��+DUWULJKW�ZRQGHUV�ZKHWKHU�VKH�ZLOO�EH�³WUDFHG�DQG�FDSWXUHG�E\�

WKH�PHQ�LQ�WKH�FKDLVH´��&ROOLQV������/DWHU�LQ�WKH�QRYHO��ZKHQ�$QQH�DQG�0UV�&OHPHQWV�

FDQQRW�EH�IRXQG��WKH�ODZ\HU�SURFHHGV�WR�³WUDF>H@�WKH�WZR�ZRPHQ´��&ROOLQV�������VLPilarly, 

both Percival and Fosco venture out in the woods around Blackwater Park in order to look 

for Anne. These images resemble a hunt, where scared women, in the position 

traditionally occupied by hunted animals, escape and hide from the men who want to 
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FDSWXUH� WKHP�� 7KLV� SDUDOOHOLVP� EHWZHHQ� DQLPDOV� DQG�ZRPHQ� LV� UHFXUUHQW� LQ� &ROOLQV¶V�

QRYHO��DQG�LV�PDGH�H[SOLFLW�E\�&RXQW�)RVFR��LQ�KLV�VWDWHPHQW��³>L@W�KROGV�ZLWK�DQLPDOV��LW�

KROGV�ZLWK�FKLOGUHQ��DQG�LW�KROGV�ZLWK�ZRPHQ�>«@´��&ROOLQV�������0DOH�FKDUDFWHUV�Ln The 

Woman in White endeavour to tame and domesticate women, in the literal sense of the 

ZRUGV��WKH�GHILQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�WHUP�³GRPHVWLFDWH´�UHDGV��³To make domestic; to attach to 

KRPH�DQG�LWV�GXWLHV´��³GRPHVWLFDWH´��± such definition perfectly applies to the intentions 

of men in the novel, who wish to confine women in the domain of the house, where they 

have to devote themselves uniquely to home duties. On the other hand, the definition of 

³WDPH´�UHDGV��³To overcome the wildness or fierceness of (a man, animal, or thing); to 

VXEGXH�� VXEMXJDWH�� FXUE�� WR� UHQGHU� JHQWOH�� WUDFWDEOH�� RU� GRFLOH´� �³WDPH´�� ± again, the 

GHILQLWLRQ�ILWV�SHUIHFWO\�ZLWK�PDOH�FKDUDFWHUV¶�GHVLUHV�RI�VXEMXJDWLRQ��WKHLU�SXUSRVH�LV�WR�

VXEGXH� ZRPHQ¶V� WUDQVJUHVVLYH� HQHUJLHV�� WKHLU� ILHUFHQHVV, and turn them into docile 

Victorian angels. The quintessential women tamer in the novel is count Fosco, who has 

WXUQHG�KLV�RQFH�UHEHO�ZLIH�LQWR�D�³IDLWKIXO�GRJ´��&ROOLQV�������FRQVWDQWO\�ZDLWLQJ�IRU�KHU�

KXVEDQG¶V�RUGHUV��7KH�FRXQW�HPSOR\V�DQ�DFWXDO�V\VWHm of punishment and reinforcement 

in the taming of his wife, rewarding her when she is obedient and accommodating, and, 

supposedly, punishing her if she disobeys (Milbank 65): 

His management of the Countess (in public) is a sight to see. He bows to her, he 

KDELWXDOO\�DGGUHVVHV�KHU�DV�³P\�DQJHO�´�KH�FDUULHV�KLV�FDQDULHV� WR�SD\�KHU� OLWWOH�

visits on his fingers and to sing to her, he kisses her hand when she gives him his 

cigarettes; he presents her with sugarplums in return, which he puts into her mouth 

playfully, from a box in his pocket. The rod of iron with which he rules her never 

appears in company²it is a private rod, and is always kept upstairs. (Collins 283) 

The count employs the same system with Laura: her disobedience to Percival, her 

husband, and her attempts to escape his control, are punished with the imprisonment in 

the lunatic asylum (Milbank 66), the ideal institution for reforming a disobedient deviant 

ZRPDQ��0DOH�FKDUDFWHUV�UHSHDWHGO\�H[SORLW�WKH�WKUHDW�RI�LPSULVRQPHQW�WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�

freedom, restraining them into their feminine roles: when Laura openly opposes her 

KXVEDQG¶V� ZLOO� E\� UHIXVLQJ� WR� VLJQ� WKH� GRFXPHQWV� ZLWKRXW� ILUVW� UHDGLQJ� WKHP�� VKH� LV�

punished by being imprisoned in her room. When Marian, incredulous of what she is 

witnessing, confronts Percival, asking him for explanations, he threatens her as well: 
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³$P�,�WR�XQGHUVWDQG��6LU�3HUFLYDO��WKDW�\RXU�ZLIH¶V�URRP�LV�D�SULVRQ��DQG�WKDW�\RXU�

KRXVHPDLG� LV� WKH�JDROHU�ZKR�NHHSV� LW"´� ,� DVNHG�� ³<HV�� WKDW� LV�ZKDW�\RX�DUH� WR�

XQGHUVWDQG�´�KH�DQVZHUHG��³7DNH�FDUH�P\�JDROHU�KDVQ¶W�JRW�GRXEOH�GXW\�WR�GR²

WDNH�FDUH�\RXU�URRP�LV�QRW�D�SULVRQ�WRR�´��&ROOLQV����� 

7KH�QXPHURXV�LQVWDQFHV�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�LQFDUFHUDWLRQV�DW�WKH�KDQGV�RI�PHQ�IRUHJURXQG�WKH�

dynamics at play in the novels and, by extension, in Victorian society, where women had 

OLPLWHG�IUHHGRP�DQG�WKH�SRZHU�RI�WKH�SDWULDUFK�RYHU�WKHP�ZDV�SRWHQWLDOO\�ERXQGOHVV��³LQ�

the privacy of the Victorian house a husband may, legally, affect the despotism of a 

*RWKLF�YLOODLQ´��0LOEDQN�����HPSKDVLV�DGGHG��� 

In the novels, from their untouchable position of patriarchs, men can do almost anything 

without incurring the sanctions of society, a condition that is diametrically opposed to 

that of women. While, on one hand, women who take up masculine roles are punished 

and pushed back into the boundaries of the feminine sphere, men, on the other hand, can 

freely appropriate feminine symbols (Milbank 65). Such appropriation is nothing but 

³DQRWKHU�YDULDWLRQ�RI�SDWULDUFKDO�SRZHU´��0LOEDQN������DOORZLQJ�DOO-powerful men to live 

in absolute freedom. The two novels present examples of effeminate men exercising their 

SRZHU� RYHU� ZRPHQ�� 0U� )DLUOLH�� /DXUD¶V� XQFOH�� WR� ZKLFK� +DUWULJKW� DWWULEXWHV� DOO� WKH�

characteristics of a woman, can nevertheless exert social and economic influence from 

his patriarchal position, forcing Laura to marry Percival Glyde with a most 

disadvantageous marriage settlement, and later refusing her his protection (Milbank 65). 

Count Fosco, too, is attributed feminine characteristics and tastes, which he openly 

declarHV��ZKHQ�SURFODLPLQJ�KLV�ORYH�IRU�GHVVHUWV�)RVFR�FRQIHVVHV��³$�WDVWH�IRU�VZHHWV�>«@�

is the innocent taste of women and children. I love to share it with them²it is another 

ERQG��GHDU�ODGLHV��EHWZHHQ�\RX�DQG�PH´��&ROOLQV�������)RVFR�SODFHV�KLPVHOI�DORQJ�ZRPen 

and children, but, from his position of power, his similarity to and understanding of 

women does nothing but increase his dominance over them (Milbank 65). Similarly, in 

the gypsy scene of Jane Eyre, Rochester disguises himself as a gypsy woman, a strategy 

WKDW�DOORZV�KLP�IXOOHU�DFFHVV�WR�-DQH¶V�PLQG�DQG�JUHDWHU�FRQWURO�RYHU�KHU��0LOEDQN������ 

Unlike women, all-powerful men are never threatened by the label of insanity, even if 

they cross the already flimsy line demarcating accepted masculine behaviour. Male 

characters in the novels are variously defined mad or out of their mind; Fosco, for 
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LQVWDQFH�� UHSURDFKHV�3HUFLYDO� IRU�KLV� ³PLVFKLHYRXV� IROO\´� �&ROOLQV�������DQG�FDOOV�KLP�

³PDG´��&ROOLQV�������VLPLODUO\��ZKHQ�WKH�LQQ-keeper tells Jane about the fire at Thornfield 

DQG�DERXW�5RFKHVWHU¶V�GHJHQHUDWLRQ�KH�DVVHUWV�WKDW�³KH�JUHZ�VDYDJH´��%URQWs�������DQG�

³KH�KDG�ORVW�KLV�VHQVHV´��%URQWs�������7KLV�QRWZLWKVWDQGLQJ��WKH�DFWXDO�ODEHO�RI�LQVDQLW\�

is never imposed on them, and, even if dangerously unhinged, they are never confined 

neither in rooms nor in asylums. It is men who have the absolute power of labelling and 

determining insanity and, as they can brand women insane, so can they proclaim their 

own sanity.  

3.4. Institutions for Silencing 

The restraining and silencing of women that take place in the two novels are implemented 

with the complicity of a series of Victorian institutions, namely, the asylum, the boarding 

school, the institution of marriage and the institutions of family and law. What makes 

these institutions a tool to limit and silence women is the broader institution of Victorian 

mores, together with the patriarchal structure of society, which provides the foundation 

for all other social organisations. The basic principle underpinning patriarchal society, 

which allows men to exert their power over women, is a conception of women as 

biologically inferior to men. Indeed, Bayley points out that:  

>«@� ZHVWHUQ� FXOWXUH� GHHPV� ZRPHQ�� DW� EHVW�� FUHDWXUHV� IXQGDPHQWDOO\� GLIIHUHQW�

from, and naturally inferior to, men, whose identity is determined by a relationship 

of subordinated complementarity with men. At worst, western culture identifies 

ZRPHQ�DV�LQIHULRU�RU�DEQRUPDO�PHQ�DQG��LQ�RUGHU�WR�PDLQWDLQ�µTXDOLW\�FRQWURO¶��

VHHNV�WR�µIL[¶�DV�PDQ\�RI�WKH�GHIHFWLYHV�DV�SRssible and annihilate the rest. (99) 

According to this perspective, not only are men allowed, but they are required to exert 

FRQWURO�RYHU�ZRPHQ��IRU�VRFLHW\¶V�VDNH�� 

One of the chief institutions male characters employ to silence women is marriage. The 

two novels illustrate the dynamics at play in various marriages (or perspectives of 

marriage in the case of Jane Eyre), namely: Bertha-Rochester, Jane-Rochester and Jane-

St John in Jane Eyre, and Laura-Percival, Laura-Hartright and Count Fosco-Madame 

Fosco in The Woman in White. Each of these unions displays different dynamics of power, 

but, to some extent, they all reveal a restrictive nature. Rochester, married to the 
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³LQWHPSHUDWH�DQG�XQFKDVWH´�%HUWKD��%URQWs�������H[SORLWV�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQ�RI�PDUULDJH�WR�

silence her, imprisoning her in the attic (Shuttleworth 108). The marital bond gives 

Rochester absolute power over his wife, so that he can legally lock her up in the third 

storey of Thornfield for years. Bertha is thus deprived of her right to self-determination 

DQG��IURP�WKHQ�RQ��VKH�ORVHV�KHU�LGHQWLW\�DQG�VWDUWV�WR�EH�GHILQHG�RQO\�DV�WKH�³PDGZRPDQ�

LQ� WKH�DWWLF´� �*LOEHUW� DQG�*XEDU���$V�SUHYLRXVO\�PHQWLRQHG��5RFKHVWHU� LV� LQFDSDEOH�RI�

exercising the same power over Céline Varens, since she is not constrained by the 

institution of marriage, but he will try to use marriage to get control over Jane. Indeed, in 

the weeks preceding the wedding Rochester attempts to turn Jane into the model of the 

obedient and devoted wife, and he does so through another Victorian institution: the ideal 

of the angel in the house. By defining Jane as a beautiful, caring, and docile woman, thus 

identifying in her the distinctive traits of the Victorian angel, Rochester is gradually 

pushing her towards that model and enclosing her in the narrow boundaries of feminine 

propriety. Similarly, St John tries to exploit the institution of marriage to exert control 

over Jane; by proposing to her he attempts to silence her passionate nature and impose on 

KHU�D�QHZ�LGHQWLW\��³\RX�DUH�IRUPHG�IRU�ODERXU��QRW�IRU� ORYH��$�PLVVLRQDU\¶V�ZLIH�\RX�

must ± VKDOO�EH��<RX�VKHOO�EH�PLQH��,�FODLP�\RX�>«@´��%URQWs�������6W�-RKQ�DUURJDWHV�WR�

himself the right to determine whether or not Jane has a right to love and be love, and to 

define her: he recognises in her tKH�SHUIHFW�WHPSHUDPHQW�IRU�D�PLVVLRQDU\¶V�ZLIH��³GRFLOH��

GLOLJHQW��GLVLQWHUHVWHG��IDLWKIXO��FRQVWDQW��DQG�FRXUDJHRXV��YHU\�JHQWOH��DQG�YHU\�KHURLF´�

(Brontë 487), and he is aware that the best means to impose this new identity on her and 

to retain control over her is marriage. 

In The Woman in White, Count Fosco, one of the major patriarchal authorities, not only 

exerts control over his wife as if she were a pet, acting and speaking only when given 

permission, he also proves that he is fully aware of the social laws governing the 

patriarchal system, which grant him complete control over his wife. In his final written 

FRQIHVVLRQ�� )RVFR� UHYHDOV� WKH� VHFUHW� EHKLQG� (OHDQRU� )DLUOLH¶V� WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ� LQWR�

Countess Fosco:  

:KDW� LV� WKH� VHFUHW� RI�0DGDPH� )RVFR¶V� XQKHVLWDWing devotion of herself to the 

fulfilment of my boldest wishes, to the furtherance of my deepest plans? I might 

answer this by simply referring to my own character, and by asking, in my turn, 

where, in the history of the world, has a man of my order ever been found without 
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a woman in the background self-immolated on the altar of his life? But I remember 

that I am writing in England, I remember that I was married in England, and I ask 

LI�D�ZRPDQ¶V�PDUULDJH�REOLJDWLRQV�LQ�WKLV�FRXQWU\�SURYLGH�IRU�KHU�SULYDWH�opinion 

RI�KHU�KXVEDQG¶V�SULQFLSOHV"�1R��7KH\�FKDUJH�KHU�XQUHVHUYHGO\�WR�ORYH��KRQRXU��

and obey him. That is exactly what my wife has done. I stand here on a supreme 

moral elevation, and I loftily assert her accurate performance of her conjugal 

duties. Silence, Calumny! Your sympathy, Wives of England, for Madame Fosco! 

(Collins 794) 

)RVFR� LV� IXOO\� DZDUH� WKDW� WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQ� RI� WKH� (QJOLVK� ODZ� LV� FRPSOLFLW� LQ� PHQ¶V�

HQGHDYRXUV�WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP��VLQFH�WKH�ODZV�UHJXODWLQJ�PDUULDJH�UHTXLUH�ZLYHV�

to subjeFW� WKHPVHOYHV� WR� WKHLU� KXVEDQGV� DQG� DOZD\V� EH� ORYLQJ� DQG� REHGLHQW�� )RVFR¶V�

knowledge of such laws allows him to not only control his wife, but also to bring Laura 

to heel, reminding her she has no right to rebel against her husband. Talking to his mice 

while involved in a conversation with Laura, Fosco makes a veiled analogy between 

PDUULDJH�DQG�LPSULVRQPHQW��0LOEDQN������³0\�SUHWW\�OLWWOH�VPRRWK�ZKLWH�UDVFDO�>«@�KHUH�

is a moral lesson for you. A truly wise mouse is a truly good mouse. Mention that, if you 

please, to your companions, and never gnaw at the bars of your cage again as long as you 

OLYH´��&ROOLQV������� ,Q�VR�VD\LQJ��)RVFR�LV�DGYLVLQJ�/DXUD�WR�VWRS�UHEHOOLQJ�DJDLQVW� WKH�

µEDUV¶�RI�PDUULDJH�DQG�DFFHSW�KHU�SRVLWLRQ�RI�VXEMHFWHG�ZLIH��0LOEDQN������:KLle, initially, 

the comparison between cage and marriage is veiled by the metaphor of the mouse, in his 

next conversation Fosco makes the parallelism between the mice and Laura explicit 

(Milbank 67):  

Come here, my jolly little Mouse! Hey! Presto! Pass! I transform you, for the time 

being, into a respectable lady. Stop there, in the palm of my great big hand, my 

dear, and listen. You marry the poor man whom you love, Mouse, and one half 

your friends pity, and the other half blame you. And now, on the contrary, you sell 

\RXUVHOI�IRU�JROG�WR�D�PDQ�\RX�GRQ¶W�FDUH�IRU��DQG�DOO�\RXU�IULHQGV�UHMRLFH�RYHU�\RX��

and a minister of public worship sanctions the base horror of the vilest of all 

human bargains, and smiles and smirks afterwards at your table, if you are polite 

enough to ask him to breakfast. Hey! Presto! Pass! Be a mouse again, and squeak. 

If you continue to be a lady much longer, I shall have you telling me that Society 
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abhors crime²and then, Mouse, I shall doubt if your own eyes and ears are really 

of any use to you. (Collins 301) 

Fosco is here warning Laura that it is useless she should rebel from the control of a 

husband she herself preferred to the humbler Hartright (Milbank 67), since society, and 

WKH�ODZ��GR�QRW�DEKRU�WKH�µFULPH¶�RI�KXVEDQGV�FRQWUROOLQg and restraining their wives, and 

this Laura should be able to judge based on her own caged condition. Like the other male 

characters, Percival uses the institution of marriage to gain control over Laura and over 

KHU�PRQH\��/DXUD¶V�UHIXVDO�WR�VLJQ�3HUFLYDO¶V�GRFXPHQWV�LV�GHHPHG��E\�9LFWRULDQ�PRUHV�

and by Percival, who subscribes to the social laws of patriarchy, an inacceptable 

behaviour from a wife that should instead be obedient. Indeed, Percival voices his 

DVWRQLVKPHQW�DQG�VFRUQ��³5LJKW��>«@�$�ZLIH�ULJKW�LQ�GLVWUXVWLQJ�KHU�KXVEDQG�´��&ROOLQV�

������DQG�KH�WKHQ�DVVHUWV��³LW�LV�QR�SDUW�RI�D�ZRPDQ¶V�GXW\�WR�VHW�KHU�KXVEDQG�DW�GHILDQFH´�

(Collins 314). Laura is later punished for her unacceptable disobedience with the 

reclusion in her room. As previously mentioned, Hartright, too, gains power over Laura 

by marrying her, and, in accordance with his role of patriarch, confines her in the position 

of obedient angel in the house.  

In The Woman in White, the second major institution used for silencing women is the 

asylum. When Anne Catherick threatens Sir Percival with the revelation of his secret, the 

best solution he can think of to silence her is shutting her up in an asylum, which he does 

notwithstanGLQJ�0UV�&DWKHULFN¶V�DWWHPSWV�WR�FKDQJH�KLV�PLQG��/DXUD�ZLOO�EH�FRPPLWWHG�

to the lunatic asylum for the same reason: Sir Percival is convinced that Anne has revealed 

his secret to Laura, who is therefore perceived as a new threat. However, neither woman 

actually possesses such knowledge, they are shut up and silenced in order to keep a secret 

they do not even know (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 128). As previously mentioned, Anne 

and Laura are not silenced only in that they are kept away from anyone who could hear 

their stories, indeed, by labelling them insane, Sir Percival has delegitimised their voices, 

which are thus perceived as the voices of madwomen, voices nobody will ever believe. 

When Anne Catherick attempts to tell the truth about her incarceration to the staff of the 

asylum and, later, in a letter addressed to Laura, her words are given no heed since they 

are spoken by an allegedly insane person (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre 101). Similarly, when 

trying to assert her real identity in the asylum, Laura is not believed, since the version 

given by Fosco and Percival is much more credible than her version, which comes from 
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the lips of a supposedly deranged woman. Hence, the asylum can effectively silence 

ZRPHQ��ZKR�DUH�SODFHG�³LQ�OLYLQJ�WRPEV��EH\RQG�ZKLFK�WKHLU�YRLFHV�FDQQRW�EH�KHDUG´�

(Leavy 115). 

However, although the institution of the asylum imprisons and silences the two women, 

WKHLU�ZURQJIXO� FRQILQHPHQW� LV� DOVR� DLGHG� E\� ³WKH� EURDGHU� LQVWLWXWLRQV� RI�PLGGOH-class 

common-sense ± the law and the family ± none of whom can recognise Laura once she is 

SURQRXQFHG� µVRFLDOO\�� PRUDOO\�� OHJDOO\�� GHDG¶´� �-�� 7D\ORU�� ³1DUUDWLYHV� RI� 0RUDO�

0DQDJHPHQW´������,QGHHG��WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQ�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�LV�LWVHOI�SRUWUD\HG�DV�SUREOHPDWLF��

since Laura Fairlie is originally put in daQJHU� E\� KHU� RZQ� UHODWLYHV�� /DXUD¶V� IDWKHU�

endangers her by choosing for her a dangerous selfish husband (Huffels 45), while her 

uncle, Frederick Fairlie, exposes her to danger by signing a disadvantageous marriage 

settlement for her, in order not to be bothered with the documents (Milbank 64). The 

institution of the family in Victorian society expected women not to have a say in the 

arrangements concerning the marriage. Actually, Laura could choose not to marry 

Percival, but, although she is in love with Hartright, she feels compelled to marry the man 

his father chose for her, in order to oblige his dying wish. However, once the choice of a 

husband is settled, Laura cannot preside over the marriage settlement, her voice is 

completely powerless in that respect. It is the patriarchal authority of the family, in this 

case her uncle, that has absolute control over the arrangements.  

If the family is not a safe space for women, neither is the home. Indeed, in The Woman 

in White the home becomes a place of enclosure. Limmeridge House assumes the 

connotations of an asylum due to the patient living there, Frederick Fairlie (J. Taylor, 

Secret Theatre��������:KHQ�UHIHUULQJ�WR�WKH�FRQGLWLRQ�DIIOLFWLQJ�KLP��0DULDQ�VD\V��³>Z@H�

DOO�VD\�LW¶V�RQ�WKH�QHUYHV��DQG�ZH�QRQH�RI�XV�NQRZ�ZKDW�ZH�PHDQ�ZKHQ�ZH�VD\�LW´��&ROOLQV�

44); however, due to this alleged health problem, everyone at Limmeridge must be careful 

QRW�WR�GLVWXUE�0U�)DLUOLH¶V�µDV\OXP¶��-��7D\ORU��Secret Theatre ������7KH�³DLU�RI�SURIRXQG�

VHFOXVLRQ´� �&ROOLQV� ���� +DUWULJKW IHHOV� LQ� 0U� )DLUOLH¶V� URRP� IRUHVKDGRZV� WKH�

claustrophobic spaces of Blackwater Park and the series of incarcerations taking place in 

the house (J. Taylor, Secret Theatre ������'HVFULELQJ�3HUFLYDO¶V�KRXVH��0DULDQ�HYRNHV�D�

sense of claustrophobia: she writeV�WKDW�WKH�KRXVH�³VHHPV�VKXW�LQ�± DOPRVW�VXIIRFDWHG�>«@�

E\�WUHHV´��&ROOLQV�������ERWK�WKH�URRPV�DQG�WKH�JDUGHQ�DUH�VPDOO��DQG�HYHQ�WKH�³VWDJQDQW�

ZDWHUV´��&ROOLQV������RI�WKH�ODNH�DUH�DOORZHG�QR�PRYHPHQW��0LOEDQN������7KH�KRXVH�WXUQV�
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into an actual prison when Glyde locks up Laura in her room and threatens to do the same 

with Marian (Milbank 66). Marian too, despite having escaped this first imprisonment, 

will be held captive in the house; sick and drugged, she will be confined in an abandoned 

wing of the ancient mansion.  

In both cases the home becomes a place of female imprisonment: women are punished 

for their transgressive behaviour; their rebellious energies are silenced through the 

psychological shock of incarceration and the fear of the reiteration of such punishment. 

The superposition of home and asylum becomes more explicit when Fosco, talking to 

Marian, covertly refers to the dwelling she and Laura share with Hartright in London as 

DQ�DV\OXP��6PDOO�������³>V@KH�KDV�IRXQG�D�QHZ�DV\OXP�LQ�\RXU�KHDUW��3ULFHOHVV�DV\OXP�´�

(Collins 577). This subtle sentence is multi-layered: on a superficial level Fosco is saying 

WKDW�/DXUD�KDV� IRXQG�DV\OXP��PHDQLQJ� UHIXJH�DQG�SURWHFWLRQ�� LQ�0DULDQ¶V�KHDUW��2Q�D�

deeper level, saying that she found a new asylum, he is implyLQJ�WKDW�+DUWULJKW¶V�KRPH�LV�

a new place of confinement for both of them, since Hartright will enclose Laura in the 

position of obedient wife, he will confine Marian to the domain of the house and silence 

her narrative (Gaylin 320). However, Fosco is simultaneously threatening Marian, 

implying that, now that he knows where they live, Laura could actually find a new 

asylum, that is, she could be returned to the institution from which Marian rescued her 

(Small 202). In order to avoid this repercussion, Fosco subtly suggests, Laura and Marian 

will have to behave and mind their inferior position of women. The difference between 

³DV\OXP-as-FRQILQHPHQW´� DQG� ³DV\OXP-as-UHIXJH´� �6PDOO� ����� LV� EURNHQ� GRZQ� LQ� WKH�

QRYHO��DQG�WKH�RQO\�³PHDQV�RI�PDLQWDLQLQJ�LW�>LV@�D�GRPestic self-discipline that must have 

LQWHUQDOL]HG�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FRQWURO�LW�IRUHVWDOOV´��6PDOO������� 

In Jane Eyre there are no actual asylums, but other institutions take up the role of the 

madhouse, and equally restrain women: the home (more specifically the attic) and the 

boarding school (Shuttleworth 160). These institutions come into play in the novel when 

women manifest rebellious energies that threaten patriarchal order, and their role is to 

silence such transgressive voices. Indeed, Bertha is enclosed in the attic at Thornfield due 

to her displaying a depraved behaviour, to her disobedience to Rochester and to her 

uncontrollable temper. Being unable to effectively exert his patriarchal control over her, 

VLQFH�%HUWKD¶V�QDWXUH�FDQQRW�EH�FXUEHG�WR�ILt the ideal of the Victorian angel, Rochester 

recurs to physical restraint to punish her, silence her rebellious energies, and hide her 
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from himself and from the world. Similarly, Jane is sent to Lowood when she gives voice 

to her anger, caused by the mistreatments and injustices she endures at Gateshead Hall.  

While at Thornfield the silencing of female rebellious energies takes the form of physical 

restraint, the boarding school operates through moral management. The girls at Lowood 

are subject to a strict educational regime aimed at the repression of transgressive energies 

DQG�WKH�PRUWLILFDWLRQ�RI�³ZRUOGO\�VHQWLPHQWV�RI�SULGH´��%URQWs������ZKLFK�LQVWHDG�PXVW�

be replaced by obedience, plainness, and humility. In order to attain this transformation, 

the stuGHQWV� DUH� DFFXVWRPHG� WR� ³VLPSOH� DWWLUH�� XQVRSKLVWLFDWHG� DFFRPPRGDWLRQV� >DQG@�

KDUG\�DQG�DFWLYH�KDELWV´��%URQWs������DOO�HOHPHQWV�WKDW��DFFRUGLQJ�WR�%URFNOHKXUVW�DQG�0UV�

5HHG��DUH�QHFHVVDU\�WR�EULQJ�WKHP�XS�³LQ�D�PDQQHU�VXLWLQJ�>WKHLU@�SURVSHFWV´��%URQWs����, 

that is, becoming obedient and docile Victorian women. The practice of silencing based 

on moral management proves to be extremely effective, particularly on Helen Burns. 

Helen, from the very first conversation she has with Jane, demonstrates to have fully 

internalised the philosophy of suffer and be still taught to Victorian women, which runs 

SDUDOOHO�WR�KHU�&KULVWLDQ�³GRFWULQH�RI�HQGXUDQFH´��%URQWs������,QGHHG��+HOHQ�EHOLHYHV�WKDW�

³>L@W� LV� IDU�EHWWHU� WR� HQGXUH�SDWLHQWO\�D� VPDUW�ZKLFK�QRERG\� IHHOV�EXW�\RXrself, than to 

FRPPLW�D�KDVW\�DFWLRQ�ZKRVH�HYLO�FRQVHTXHQFHV�ZLOO�H[WHQG�WR�DOO�FRQQHFWHG�ZLWK�\RX´�

(Brontë 61); in accordance with this philosophy, the girl always silently accepts all the 

wrongs she experiences, and she never voices any form of rebellion. When Jane points 

out that Miss Scatcherd, one of the teachers at Lowood, is unjust and punishes Helen too 

KDUVKO\��+HOHQ�GRHV�QRW�MRLQ�-DQH�LQ�KHU�FULWLFLVP��EXW�VKH�RQO\�NHHSV�VLOHQW��³µ>«@�WKLV�LV�

all very provoking to Miss Scatcherd, who is naturally QHDW��SXQFWXDO��DQG�SDUWLFXODU�¶�

µ$QG�FURVV�DQG�FUXHO�¶�,�DGGHG��EXW�+HOHQ�%XUQV�ZRXOG�QRW�DGPLW�P\�DGGLWLRQ��VKH�NHSW�

VLOHQFH´��%URQWs������ 

Nevertheless, the forms of restraint employed in Jane Eyre are not as effective as those 

at play in The Woman in White. Indeed, neither Bertha nor Jane have been completely 

silenced by the different means of incarceration imposed on them. Bertha is able to 

occasionally elude the control of her gaoler, her laughter still resounding in the corridors 

of Thornfield, and, as previously discussed, through the sounds she makes and her actions 

Bertha still manages to communicate something (Beattie 498). Similarly, the moral 

management of Lowood allows Jane to develop an impressive self-control, but it is not 

enough to completely annihilate her passionate nature. Indeed, propelled by the impellent 
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QHHG�IRU�QHZ�VWLPXOL��-DQH�HYHQWXDOO\�µHVFDSHV¶�IURP�/RZRRG��D�IOLJKW�GHVFULEHG�³LQ�WHUPV�

RI�WKH�XSVXUJH�RI�FODPRURXV��LQGHSHQGHQW�HQHUJLHV´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������WKRVH�HQHUJLHV�

the boarding school had tried to quench. 

At the foundation of all these Victorian institutions that allowed the imprisonment and 

silencing of women at the hands of men is, as previously hinted, the broader institution 

of patriarchy, working hand in hand with the institution of Victorian mores. Indeed, the 

SDWULDUFKDO�V\VWHP��EDVHG�RQ�WKH�QRWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�LQIHULRULW\��IRVWHUV�WKH�9LFWRULDQ�LGHDO�

of the angel in the house, the obedient and docile woman subjected to men. These two 

institutions ultimately cause the imprisonment and silencing of all women, even of those 

who had escaped all other forms of institutionalisation. Both Marian and Jane, at some 

point in their narrations, express the feeling of constraint they experience as Victorian 

women: Marian voices the limits her womanhood imposes on her, preventing her from 

IUHH�SK\VLFDO�DQG�PHQWDO�DFWLYLW\��³>E@HLQJ� however, nothing but a woman, condemned 

WR�SDWLHQFH��SURSULHW\��DQG�SHWWLFRDWV�IRU�OLIH��,�PXVW�UHVSHFW�WKH�KRXVHNHHSHU¶V�RSLQLRQV��

and try to compose myseOI� LQ� VRPH� IHHEOH� DQG� IHPLQLQH� ZD\´� �&ROOLQV� ������ -DQH�

expresses the same feelings in an even more open and political way:  

It is in vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquillity: they must 

have action; and they will make it if they FDQQRW�ILQG�LW��>«@�EXW�ZRPHQ�IHHO�MXVW�

as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties, 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. 

(Brontë 128, 129) 

Jane and Marian are voicing the complaints of many Victorian women, who felt 

imprisoned in their role of Victorian angels, confined within the walls of the house, and 

condemned to annihilate their desire for physical and mental activity. The reflections of 

the two female narrators recall, in their turn, the words of Florence Nightingale (Strovas, 

³1DUUDWLYHV�RI�6OHHS´������ZKR�GHQRXQFHG�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�RI�SDVVLYLW\�WR�ZKLFK�9LFWRULDQ�

society forced women:  
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What these [women] suffer ± even physically ± from the want of such work no 

one can tell. The accumulation of nervous energy, which has had nothing to do 

during the day, makes them feel every night, when they go to bed, as if they were 

going mad; and they are obliged to lie long in bed in the morning to let it evaporate 

and keep it down. (Nightingale 221, emphasis mine) 

7KURXJK� WKLV� H[WUDFW� IURP�1LJKWLQJDOH¶V�Cassandra our discussion circles back to the 

double bind of Victorian femininity, necessarily leading to insanity: on one hand, the 

impossibility of self-expression and of physical and mental activity inside the boundaries 

of acceptable feminine behaviour are likely to drive a woman crazy; on the other hand, 

women who transgress those boundaries are branded deviant by men and by society, and 

are therefore restrained. In the novels this happens to both Bertha and Jane, and to Anne, 

Laura, and Marian. Women in Jane Eyre and The Woman in White are never completely 

free, there is always some kind of institution limiting them; Laura, for instance, undergoes 

a series of institutional imprisonments, first at the hands of the institution of family, then 

she is imprisoned by marriage, she is subsequently enclosed in the asylum, and lastly her 

freedom is undercut by the ideal of the Victorian angel imposed on her. By contrast, 

Marian can elude all those institutions, since she has no relatives except for Laura, she 

does not marry, and she escapes the label of insane, which would lead to the incarceration 

in the asylum. However, she is eventually restrained and silenced by the foundational 

institution, patriarchy, along with the social laws regulating it. Marian is ultimately 

HQFORVHG��DORQJ�ZLWK�/DXUD��LQ�WKH�³DV\OXP´��&ROOLQV������+DUWULJKW�KDV�SURYLGHG�IRU�WKHP�

�*D\OLQ�������FRQILQHPHQW�LV�³ZRPHQ¶V�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�IDWH�LQ�D�V\VWHP�RI�PDOH-dominated 

social esWDEOLVKPHQW´��*D\OLQ������� 

Similarly, Jane escapes from Lowood and eludes two marriages, but, in the end, she goes 

back to Rochester and takes up of her own accord the role of Victorian angel in the house. 

Brontë exposes how social conventions can act as UHVWUDLQLQJ� IRUFHV�� E\� ³EHFRP>LQJ@�

LQVFULEHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VHOI´��6KXWWOHZRUWK�������LQGHHG��LW�LV�QRW�5RFKHVWHU�ZKR�UHVWUDLQV�

Jane in the end, but she rather encloses herself in the Victorian home and in the idealised 

model of the Victorian angel, since she has internalised the social laws of patriarchal 

society. Hence, the freedom Jane seems to have acquired at the end of the novel, through 

her financial and emotional independence, and through the possibility of finally giving 
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voice to her passions and choosing for herself, is not complete, since the institution of 

patriarchy hovers over the whole novel, and over the ending, with its restraining force.  

,Q� FRQFOXVLRQ�� WKH� SDWULDUFKDO� RUJDQLVDWLRQ� RI� VRFLHW\�� EDVHG� RQ� WKH� LGHD� RI� ZRPHQ¶V�

inferiority to men, gave women scarce possibility of self-determination. Indeed, being 

men perceived as the superior gender, social laws granted them absolute control over 

female individuals, who were thus confined to the position of passive and obedient 

women. In the patriarchal society men had the power of definition, they were the ones to 

GHWHUPLQH�ZRPHQ¶V�QDWXUDO�SODFH��WKDW�LV��WKH\�GLFWDWHG�EHKDYLRXUDO�QRUPV�DQG�GHOLQHDWHG�

WKH�ERXQGDULHV�RI�DFFHSWDEOH�IHPLQLQH�EHKDYLRXU��%URQWs¶V�Jane Eyre DQG�&ROOLQV¶V�The 

Woman in White expose these social dynamics with a note of social denunciation: the two 

QRYHOV�SRLQW�RXW�PHQ¶V�DEXVH�RI�WKHLU�SDWULDUFKDO�DXWKRULW\��ZKLFK�WKH\�H[SORLW�WR�GHILQH�

women according to their own expectations and desires. Male characters in the two novels 

carry out a series of imprisonments to the detriment of women, both actually and 

figuratively, aimed at enclosing them in a position of obedience and subjection, and at 

punishing those women who transgressed the boundaries of propriety. The patriarchal 

system at the root of Victorian society and, by extension, of the two novels, provides the 

means for its own self-preservation: indeed, men are granted the power to restrain 

transgressive women, who manifested rebellious energies that could engender patriarchal 

order. The ultimate means male characters employ to limit these threatening female 

energies is the label of deviancy, which is always followed by some form of restraint. 

Such label, once imposed on women, is almost impossible for them to shake off, since 

the word of a man is portrayed as being more powerful and authoritative of the word of a 

woman.  

In Victorian society men held the power of definition, they determined sanity and insanity 

through their words; in the novels, once a woman is branded insane, her voice, already 

powerless when contrasted with the voice of a man, loses all authority and credibility. 

The two novels portray a number of female characters who have been deprived of their 

voice; they are silenced either through physical imprisonment (Anne, Laura, Bertha) or 

through subjection to male authorities (Madame Fosco, Marian). The only two female 

characters who can make their voice heard are Marian and Jane, the two female narrators. 

The two women recur to writing to impose their own definitions of themselves and of the 



129 
 

HYHQWV�WDNLQJ�SODFH�LQ�WKHLU�OLYHV��WKURXJK�ZULWLQJ�WKH\�FDQ�GHI\�PHQ¶V�GHILQLWLRQV�RI�WKHP��

thus asserting their identity and their sanity.  

0DOH�FKDUDFWHUV�H[SORLW�WKH�ODEHO�RI�LQVDQLW\�WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP�DQG�DQQLKLODWH�WKHLr 

transgressive energies: when women manifest behaviours that are perceived as 

threatening to the patriarchal organisation of society the ready label of insanity, imposed 

by the words of men, is all that is necessary to effectively silence them. Bertha is branded 

insane after her manifestation of improper sexual behaviour, which, according to 

Rochester and to Victorian society, had to be stopped; both Laura and Anne are 

committed to the lunatic asylum after rebelling to Sir Percival; Jane is sent to Lowood 

after her violent bursts of anger, which were deemed improper in a child and gained her 

the label of insane; Marian is imprisoned in the abandoned wing of Blackwater Park after 

appropriating of the masculine prerogatives of movement and resoluteness in her 

eavesdropping transgression, which exposed her as a deviant woman. Moreover, in 

various occasions the label of insanity and the consequent prospect of imprisonment are 

overtly employed by men as a threat and a warning for women against the transgression 

of their role of obedient and passive individuals.  

Victorian institutions, rather than protecting women against male abuses of power, are 

VKRZQ�WR�EH�FRPSOLFLW�LQ�PHQ¶V�HQGHDYRXUV�WR�VLOHQFH�DQG�LPSULVRQ�IHPDOH�FKDUDFWHUV��

Indeed, such institutions as the law, the family, marriage, the asylum, and the boarding 

school have their roots in the patriarchal system, therefore, they enforce, rather than 

KLQGHU��PHQ¶V�UHSUHVVLRQ�RI�WUDQVJUHVVLYH�IHPLQLQH�HQHUJLHV��3DWULDUFK\��DORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�

institution of Victorian mores is the one element setting the conditions that enable the 

carrying out of all the imprisonments taking place in the two novels. Indeed, it is the 

patriarchal organisation of society that grants men absolute power over women, and 

allows them to define female individuals as they please, in accordance to their own 

advantages and expectations. Hence, for one reason or another, many of the women in 

WKH�WZR�QRYHOV�KDYH�WR�HQGXUH��VRRQHU�RU�ODWHU��WKH�ODEHO�RI�GHYLDQF\��DQG�³WR�EH�GHYLDQW��

whether as Jane oU�%HUWKD��>DV�$QQH�DQG�/DXUD��RU�DV�0DULDQ�@�LV�WR�SDUWDNH�RI�³LQVDQLW\´�

DQG�UXQ�WKH�ULVN�RI�EHLQJ�VKXW�XS�LQ�WKH�5HG�5RRP�RU�LQ�WKH�DWWLF�DW�7KRUQILHOG´��%HDWWLH�

503), in an asylum, or in the abandoned wing of a Victorian mansion. 
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Conclusions 

Jane Eyre and The Woman in White both present traditional endings, where all the 

characters occupy the positions traditionally assigned them by Victorian society. By the 

end of the novels, the rebellious energies of women have been tamed: Jane takes up the 

position of docile woman, serving her husband, while the rebellious Bertha Mason has 

died; resolute Marian is enclosed in the role of angel in the house, along with Laura, while 

the deviant Anne has died as well. These supposedly happy endings hide a note of 

QHJDWLYLW\�� LQGHHG�� ERWK� WKH� JORRP\� DWPRVSKHUH� RI� )HUQGHDQ�� -DQH¶V� ILQDO� KRPH�� DQG�

0DULDQ¶V�ODVW�ZRUGV�LQ�WKH�QRYHO��XWWHUHG�ZLWK�WKH�SHUPLVVLRQ�RI�:DOWHU�+DUWULJKW��HYRNH�

a sense of enclosure. This oppressive impression is suggestive of the imprisonments 

female characters have had to endure, indeed, at the end of the two novels, the female 

protagonists are forced to accept some form of submission to the social role they are 

expected to fulfil, in order to escape the label of insanity. If, as it has been argued, 

madness is diagnosed when there is a deviance from socially accepted roles, then the 

traditional endings, assigning everyone to their expected social position, serve to re-

establish the sanity of the whole society. 

As we have seen, Victorian society was particularly preoccupied with asserting its own 

sanity, and cultivated the misogynistic assumption that women were responsible for the 

propagation of madness. Indeed, on one hand madness was believed to be hereditary, and 

transmittable particularly among generations of women; on the other hand, female bodies 

were deemed to be biologically predisposed to insanity, due to their reproductive system, 

supposedly responsible of making them emotional and irrational. To avert the potentially 

dangerous diffusion of female insanity in society, a number of theories were developed, 

which speculated on how to identify the signs of mental disease in women, how to prevent 

its manifestation and how to treat it. Women were thus caught in a net of contrasting 

hypotheses that profoundly limited their freedom; for instance, while some medical men 

held that women should not exert their physical and mental faculties to avoid the risk of 

blocking the menstrual flow, which would have led to insanity, other doctors condemned 

feminine idleness and pointed it out as a potential factor causing the interruption of 

menstrual discharge as well. Women were analysed in their physical appearance, since 

they might present external signs of mental disease, identifiable through physiognomy 

DQG�SKUHQRORJ\��EXW�ZRPHQ¶V�EHKDYLRXU�ZDV�EHOLHYHG�WR�EH�WKH�FKLHI�VLWH�ZKHUH�IHPLQLQH�
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insanity manifested and was therefore under constant scrutiny. Indeed, the manifestation 

of rebellious energies on the part of women, who dared to trespass the boundaries of the 

passive role society had established for them, was immediately identified with insanity 

and punished through confinement.  

Such aspects of female insanity as its hereditariness and its manifestation in terms of 

transgression of the boundaries of feminine propriety, can be retraced in the 

UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ� RI�PDG� FKDUDFWHUV� LQ� %URQWs¶V� Jane Eyre DQG�&ROOLQV¶V�The Woman in 

White. Indeed, the two quintessentially insane characters in the novels, Bertha Mason and 

Anne Catherick, are characterised according to the symptoms of moral insanity, in the 

case of Bertha, and of a combination of moral insanity and monomania, in the case of 

$QQH�� 7KHVH� ZRPHQ¶V� HVVHQWLDO� IDXOW�� ZKLFK� HDUQV� WKHP� WKH� ODEHO� RI� LQVDQH�� LV� WKHLU�

transgression of the accepted feminine role of passivity and obedience: Bertha displays 

an open sexuality, which Victorians labelled as vicious, and Anne disobeys her mother 

and threatens Sir Percival, both behaviours which Victorian society deemed improper in 

women. Other female characters who exhibit rebellious energies, either by disobeying 

male authorities (Laura), displaying a passionate temper (Jane), or assuming masculine 

roles (Marian), are branded deviant and punished through confinement. The novels 

H[SRVH�ZRPHQ¶V�SUHFDULRXV�FRQGLWLRQ�RI�sanity, indeed, female characters are portrayed 

as standing in a precarious balance among definitions of insanity: they are involved in a 

tension between resoluteness and passivity, that is, between the imposition of their own 

will and the subjection to otKHU� SHRSOH¶V�ZLOO��ZKHUH� LQVDQLW\� OLHV� DW� ERWK� HQGV� RI� WKH�

spectrum; similarly, women in Jane Eyre have to exert their self-control in order to 

maintain a balance of passions, since both a complete repression of passions and a 

complete subjection to them can lead to insanity; finally, women in The Woman in White 

are portrayed as being much less free then their masculine counterparts, indeed, the novel 

foregrounds the mechanism whereby a woman who takes up masculine roles is branded 

deviant and punished through seclusion, while the same rule does not apply to men, who 

can exhibit feminine traits with no repercussions. 

Men are never threatened with the label of insanity because they were the ones who 

defined things and people in Victorian England, so that they can assert their own sanity, 

DV�ZHOO� DV� GHWHUPLQH�ZRPHQ¶V� LQVDQLW\�� ,Q� SDWULDUFKDO� VRFLHW\�PHQ� KHOG� WKH� SRZHU� RI�

GHILQLWLRQ��WKH\�FRXOG�GHWHUPLQH�ZKDW�ZRPHQ¶V�SODFH�LQ�VRFLHW\�ZDV��DQG��FRQVHTXHQWO\��
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trace the line of demarcation between sanity and insaniW\�� ,Q� %URQWs¶V� DQG� &ROOLQV¶V�

novels, male characters exploit their patriarchal authority to define women according to 

their own expectations and advantages; specifically, they use the label of insanity to 

threaten women into submission, and to silence them when their voices become an 

REVWDFOH�WR�WKH�UHDOLVDWLRQ�RI�PHQ¶V�SODQV��:KHQ�IHPDOH�FKDUDFWHUV�PDQLIHVW�EHKDYLRXUV�

or ideas that are perceived as threats to patriarchy, men impose on them the label of 

insanity, in order to effectively silence their rebellious voices. Patriarchal society set in 

place a set of institutions that function as controlling mechanisms in the hands of men to 

control and silence women when they do not act according to expectations. Indeed, female 

characters undergo a series of incarcerations which men perpetrate through patriarchal 

institutions, such as the asylum, the boarding school, marriage, the law, but also the ideal 

of the Victorian angel in the house and, more in general, Victorian expectations on gender 

roles. 

This thesis thus demonstrated how the label of insanity was employed in Victorian society 

as a threat against female transgression, and as punishment for women who trespassed 

the boundaries of feminine propriety imposed by Victorian mores. Moreover, it analysed 

how theVH�G\QDPLFV�RI�RSSUHVVLRQ�DUH�DW�SOD\�LQ�%URQWs¶V�Jane Eyre DQG�&ROOLQV¶V�The 

Woman in White, which narrate the stories of women struggling for freedom under the 

oppressive imposition of Victorian rules of propriety. The two novels, previously 

analysed, separately, in their representations of insanity, have here been compared; 

VSHFLILFDOO\��WKLV�WKHVLV�SRLQWHG�RXW�KRZ�LQ�ERWK�ZRUNV�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP�LV�OLPLWHG�E\�WKH�

looming label of insanity, ready to be imposed on them at the first transgression. 

Furthermore, it has been argued that female insanity, in the novels, is determined by the 

words of men, who hold definitional power over female characters. In Victorian society 

women were controlled through a number of institutions, all, to some extent, coercive. 

The most wide-UHDFKLQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQ�ZDV�WKH�LGHDO�RI�WKH�9LFWRULDQ�DQJHO��LQGHHG��&ROOLQV¶V�

DQG�%URQWs¶V�QRYHOV�VKRZ�KRZ�ZRPHQ�ZHUH�FRPSHOOHG�WR�UHVWUDLQ�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�

fit inside the narrow confines of feminine propriety, enclosed in the Victorian ideal of the 

angel in the house. Often, this ideal was imposed on women through marriage, a 

patriarchal institution asserting the dominance of men over women. However, those 

women who escaped marriage, and refused to assume the passive and subjected role of 
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Victorian angels, were restrained through other institutions, such as the asylum or the 

boarding school. 

This thesis outlines the interplay of institutions and mores devoted to subject women's 

right to self-determination and the control over their own bodies to male power in 

Victorian society, and specifically how these mores and institutions made use of new 

discoveries and studies in the field of mental health. It is interesting to notice that male 

power over women is conferred to them by the dynamics at play in patriarchal society, 

DQG�WKH�V\VWHP�RI�SDWULDUFK\�LV��LQ�LWV�WXUQ��MXVWLILHG�RQ�WKH�JURXQG�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�ELRORJLFDOO\�

determined inferiority to men. In accordance to this assumption, it was natural that men 

should detain power, and that they should control and limit the dangerous potential of 

women. Despite the fact that, on paper, the Western world has dismissed the patriarchal 

organisation of society, the notion of female inferiority has been internalised, and still 

exerts a certain influence in several spheres of social life. This thesis could thus represent 

a starting point for a number of research topics, aimed at analysing how gender dynamics 

at play in contemporary society actually originated with Victorian assumptions on female 

inferiority.  

For LQVWDQFH��UHODWHG�WR�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�KHDOWK��LW�ZRXOG�EH�LPSRUWDQW�WR�VWXG\�WKH�

relationship between nineteenth-century misogynistic stereotypes in the field of medicine 

and contemporary issues on the diagnosis of inherently feminine diseases. As in the 

QLQHWHHQWK� FHQWXU\� PHGLFDO� NQRZOHGJH� RQ� ZRPHQ¶V� ERGLHV� DQG� WKHLU� LOOQHVVHV� ZDV�

influenced by a cultural factor, in our times, too, culturally determined biases on 

IHPLQLQLW\� PD\� LQIOXHQFH�� RQ� FHUWDLQ� RFFDVLRQV�� GRFWRUV¶� GLDJQRVLV�� 6SHFLILFDOO\�� WKH�

phenomenon of women who are not believed when exposing their symptoms is related to 

D�VFDUFH�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ¶V�YRLFHV��ZKRVH�SK\VLFDO�V\PSWRPV�RI�SDLQ�DUH�RIWHQ�

dismissed as mental conditions such as stress or depression.5 Hence, the dynamics at play 

LQ�WKH�GLDJQRVLV�RI�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�µLQYLVLEOH�LOOQHVVHV¶�RI�ZRPHQ�DUH�UHODWHG�WR�WZR�WKHPHV�

H[SORUHG�LQ�WKLV�WKHVLV��RQ�RQH�KDQG��D�FXOWXUDO�WHQGHQF\�WR�GHYDOXH�ZRPHQ¶V�ZRUGV�DQG�

their testimonies; on the other hand, a medical stereotype which conceives women as 

 
5 6RPH�GDWD�RQ�WKH�VR�FDOOHG�³LQYLVLEOH�LOOQHVVHV´�DQG�WKH�WHVWLPRQ\�RI�D�SDWLHQW�FDQ�EH�IRXQG�LQ�
WKH�DUWLFOH�³:RPHQ�DUH�VWLOO�EUDQGHG�µK\VWHULFDO¶�EHFDXVH�RI�FKURQLF�LOOQHVVHV�ZKLFK�DUH�XQGHU-
researched and under-IXQGHG´�SXEOLVKHG�RQ�WKH�QHZVSDSHU�ZHEVLWH�inews: 
https://inews.co.uk/opinion/chronic-illness-women-me-fibromyalgia-research-treatment-905879 

https://inews.co.uk/opinion/chronic-illness-women-me-fibromyalgia-research-treatment-905879


134 
 

particularly vulnerable to mental diseases, thus leading medical personnel to blame their 

physical symptoms on their nervous system. These diseases predominantly affect women, 

and, arguably, it is for this reason that they are under-researched and under-founded; 

indeed, while most symptoms manifested by men are undisputed, even if they do not find 

DQ�H[SODQDWLRQ�LQ�PHGLFLQH��³ZRPHQ¶V�V\PSWRPV�DUH�PRUH�RIWHQ�FRQVLGHUHG�LOOHJLWLPDWH�

thanks to a combination of medical uncertaLQW\�DQG�JHQGHU�ELDV´��*UDKDP���OHDGLQJ�WR�D�

delay of many years in diagnosis. 

Hence, the relevance of this thesis lies in its discussion of the issue of gender inequality. 

By exposing the dynamics whereby all-powerful Victorian men could exploit the label of 

LQVDQLW\��DQG�WKH�WKUHDW�ZKHUHRI��WR�FXUE�ZRPHQ¶V�IUHHGRP��WKLV�ZRUN�UHWUDFHV�WKH�RULJLQV�

RI�D�QXPEHU�RI�VRFLDO�LVVXHV�UHODWHG�WR�ZRPHQ¶V�ULJKWV��ZKLFK�VWLOO�KDYH�DQ�LPSDFW�RQ�RXU�

contemporary society. Moreover, by analysing Victorian silencing of womeQ¶V�YRLFHV��

the present work foregrounds the mechanisms of patriarchal power, and aims to give back 

a voice to those women whose voices had been stolen. Western women in the twenty first 

century are no longer imprisoned in the red room, in asylums, in the attic, or in the 

abandoned wing of a mansion, but they often endure other, more subtle, forms of 

injustice, whose origins this thesis aims to put under the spotlight.  
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