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Abstract 
This paper investigates the intersection of identity, race, and the legacy of slavery in Jean Rhys’s 

Wide Sargasso Sea through a postcolonial theoretical framework. It emphasizes how racial and 

cultural hybridity contributes to Antoinette Cosway’s fragmented identity and subsequent 

psychological disintegration. Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) serves as a prequel to Charlotte Bronte’s 

Jane Eyre (1847) and amplifies the voice of Antoinette Cosway, who grapples with her identity in a 

postcolonial context. The novel explores the complexities of racial dynamics and the enduring 

impact of colonialism on individual and collective identities. Historical factors, such as the 

Emancipation Act of 1833, and the lingering tensions between the white Creole population and 

Black communities inform Antoinette’s experience of alienation and marginalization. The research 

focuses on textual analysis of Wide Sargasso Sea and critical interpretations from contemporary 

scholars. It examines how Antoinette’s experiences serve as a microcosm of the broader struggles 

faced by individuals in postcolonial societies. The analysis indicates that Antoinette’s identity crisis 

is profoundly tied to her inability to reconcile her position between the colonized and the colonizer, 

rendering her a perpetual outsider. Furthermore, the results reveal the intricate relationships 

between identity, race, and the legacy of slavery, critiquing the cultural hegemony of colonialism 

and underscoring its psychological effects on personal and cultural identity. Future research should 

explore Antoinette’s struggle through the lenses of trauma theory and feminist criticism to gain 

deeper insights into how gender intersects with race and colonial history to inform identity. 

Additionally, examining identity and race in other postcolonial texts may further enhance the 

understanding of these themes. Interdisciplinary approaches that integrate psychology and 

sociology could enrich the analysis of the psychological impacts of colonialism on individual 

identities. 

Keywords: Identity; Race; Legacy of slavery; Postcolonial theory; Jean Rhys; Wide Sargasso 

Sea; Colonialism. 

Introduction 

Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) is identified as a rightful prequel to Charlotte 

Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847). It offers a nuanced perspective on a character whose narrative account 

had formerly been relegated to the margins using a hegemonic and colonial outlook. Through 

Antoinette Cosway, Rhys studies the intricacies of identity construction within the context of 

postcolonial landscape. She mirrors the enduring tropes of the legacy of slavery and the gloomy 

shades of colonialist regime in Jamaica. The novel intertwines themes of race, identity, and the 

historical impact of colonialism in a complex manner. This creates a rich tapestry that calls readers 

to engage with the multilayered and traumatic experiences of individuals. This paper seeks to 

consider these themes through a postcolonial framework, highlighting how they outline the lives 

and connections of the individual characters and the community within the framework of narrative. 
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Study of race and identity in Wide Sargasso Sea is vitally significant. In fact, it is more than 

relevant to mirror the undercurrents of postcolonial world. The novel has the potential to vividly 

reflect both cultural and historical truths of the postcolonial era where the remnants of the 

colonialist system still linger. Retelling the story of Antoinette from a postcolonial stand point, Rhys 

investigates the emotional and psychological effects of colonialism. She sheds light upon the 

complex circumstances of the protagonist who struggles against the rigid societal demands and 

devastating strains of racial biases. Antoinette’s experiences and her anomalous situation in the 

framework of postcolonial land serves as a microcosm of the larger struggles which the people 

faced. Postcolonial world provides a setting in which identity becomes disputed and fragmented. In 

such a social setup, the sense of the self no longer remains subjective; it is rather shaped by the 

external forces in the form of racism, controversial identity, and assertive influences of the dying 

colonial order. Being a white Creole, Antoinette finds herself existing [emphasis mine] in a 

community which is divided on the basis of race and ethnicity. Thus, she has to grapple with the 

oddities of a landscape which is fraught with social paradoxes and ideological inconsistencies; 

where she can have a sense of the self only through her consciousness of and linkage with her odd 

social status, her ancestry, and the legacy of slavery dictated by colonial oppression. 

The novel highlights the fragmented identity of Antoinette in the milieu of postcolonial 

landscape. It offers profound and critical insights into the legacy of slavery and colonialism and its 

impacts on both cultural and personal identity. The existing critical discourse on Jean Rhys’s Wide 

Sargasso Sea often explores themes of race, identity, and the legacy of slavery in isolation, without 

a deeper analysis of the complex ways these factors intersect to outline the protagonist’s 

psychological collapse. Although there is a variety of feminist and postcolonial studies probing into 

the precarious situation of Antoinette, yet there is an absence of an integrated and all-inclusive 

examination that contemplates how her cultural and racial hybridity adds to her perception of the 

self and her sense of identity, in a land characterized by the colonial legacy of slavery. This paper 

aims to bridge this gap by employing a comprehensive postcolonial framework to analyze 

Antoinette’s fragmented identity as an upshot of the intricate interaction between race, colonial 

history, and personal trauma. By using this technique, the paper seeks to offer a nuanced 

perspective on how the colonial legacies of slavery—both physical and mental—and racism lead to 

identity crisis, in the postcolonial era. 

The novel, from the very outset, introduces Antionette as a child in Jamaica. This time is 

fraught with a weakened sense of security and belonging. Individuals’ feelings of safety and their 

sense of being part of a community are fragile and unstable due to social, cultural, and political 

changes taking place in quick succession. However, Antoinette’s beautiful world is disturbed with 

the advent of colonial regime. The ensuing struggle for emancipation of the slaves created 

commotion in her otherwise safe world. Rhys gives a clear picture of the racial forces at work in 

Jamaica, where tensions between the newly liberated Black community and the white Creole 

population gave rise to feelings of animosity marked by feelings of division, hostility, and revenge. 

Once part of the colonial elite stratum, Antionette’s family declines in terms of its social status. This 

social decline and the resultant loss of influence give a sense of alienation and isolation. Hence this 

background story must be considered in order to fathom Antoinette’s predicament of identity. Being 

both a ‘part’ and ‘no part’ of the white colonizers and the black colonized, she feels as if she has 

lost her center. Thus, she struggles for her identity fixation grappling with the hostile forces for her 

place in the society which is adamant on marginalizing her. Rhys keeps Antoinette on the liminal 

position where there is no visible boundary to give her a fixed and solid identity. Being on the 

threshold, she neither belongs to nor is alien to any one group. Through this, Rhys demonstrates 
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how Antoinette’s identity is contested and how it is dictated by the external forces in her 

surroundings. Similarly, another reason why her self-perception and her sense of identity is so 

complicated is the major shifts of power dynamics from the white colonizers to the black colonized. 

Rhys depicts Antoinette’s identity collapse through skillfully employing the motif of 

fragmentation. Antoinette’s consciousness of self and identity gradually erodes with her passage 

from to adulthood from childhood.  This emotional collapse and identity disintegration echoes the 

overall degeneration of the society in postcolonial Jamaica. Consequently, she receives an 

enormously adverse psychological damage. She finds herself stuck between two opposite worlds. 

Neither the Black Jamaican society owns her, nor does the White community embraces her. She 

only relates to these two groups through their rejection of her with each group considering her to be 

part of the other. The white rejects her as not a pure white, while the black repels her for not being 

a pure black. Thus, she suffers from feelings of in-betweenness. This marginality heightens her 

sense of alienation. In addition, the pressure of oppressive colonial dynamics has its own demands 

which aim to define her identity and confine her freedom. This further intensifies her feelings of 

alienation and marginalization. The existing bulk of scholarly debate contemplates two aspects of 

Antoinette’s situation—her psychological anguish and her racial uncertainty. However, it examines 

both these aspects separately. Very few studies explore the intersection of the two, which are in 

essence interconnected and interdependent in the backdrop of slavery and emancipation. 

 Antoinette gets married to an Englishman Rochester. This manipulated and forced 

marriage turns out to be a decisive moment of her life. For her, the marriage has far-reaching and 

destructive effects. Initially, this relationship is expected to provide her a sense of safety and 

relatedness. It, however, proves the other way. The association worsens, proving nothing but one 

more addition to the sense of colonial oppression and loss of identity. Rochester, stuck in his 

persona of a colonizer with an elevated sense of his race, is unable of realize or accommodate 

Antoinette’s cultural milieu. This intensifies her feelings of isolation because Rochester perceives 

and thus treats her as the ‘other’ instead of taking her as ‘his.’ With his colonial gaze devoid of any 

feelings of intimacy and affection, Rochester considers Antoinette merely an attractive body fit for 

the satisfaction of his sexual pleasure with no matrimonial feelings of any sort. This shows the 

larger colonial influence, where the colonizer’s attitude regularly bulldozes the individual’s identity 

in the colonized lands. Rhys very scathingly disapproves the colonial atrocity through illustrating 

the psychotic issues and mental ailment of Antoinette implying that the degrading influence of 

colonial despotism is the sole perpetrator behind all such sufferings. Rhyse has lost her hope of 

any sort of harmony and resolution between the colonizer and the colonized. The reason for this, 

she posits, is that both these groups’ have their unique sense of self and identity, which is poles 

apart from each other. The differences and animosity between the oppressed and the oppressor 

are are so deep that no such compromise is thinkable. Rhyse proves that any attempt of 

reconciliation will be nothing but giving more chance to the monster of colonialism. 

Additionally, through the depiction of Antoinette’s combat with neurotic disorder, Rhys 

examines the deep scars of colonialism on an individual’s soul and psyche. While Antoinette 

suffers from and tries to cope with her disjointed identity, she develops a weighty sense of self-

estrangement. This feeling of distancing from herself culminates in her emotional detachment form 

herself and the world around her. She feels more and more distanced and severed from her own 

existence. This alienation from her surroundings and herself is deepened with progression of the 

story. Her resultant lack of attention to herself and her world is symptomatic of her psychological 

decline which ends in her going mad. Accordingly, this representation specifies the heavy weight of 
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life in a society being run according to parameters of race and ethnicity, and which lack recognition 

of mentally ill individuals. This paper is attempts to fill a gap in the modern critical commentary. It 

assesses Antoinette’s identity crisis as a personal battle on one hand and a mark of the social 

calamity under the crushing load of colonial institution of slavery. 

Briefly, the investigation of race, identity, and the legacy of slavery in Wide Sargasso Sea 

echoes the obscurities of life in postcolonial setting. The novel gives a subtle commentary on 

colonialism. It reflects the emotional and psychological snags challenging the individuals stuck in its 

trap. This paper examines the predicaments of Antoinette Cosway, and emphasizes the 

significance of detecting how historical circumstances form human identity and how this identity, in 

turn, symbolizes the large-scale complexities of the society. As we dig into the multifaceted 

interplay of identity, race, and the legacy of slavery, it becomes visible that Rhys’s novel 

contributes enormously to the scope of postcolonial literature. This study not only enhances our 

understanding of Wide Sargasso Sea but also calls for additional investigation of similar themes in 

other text of postcolonial era. By navigating the complications of identity and race, we can better 

appreciate the lingering legacies of colonialism. Through such studies we can evaluate and 

accommodate the current fights for recognition and self-definition in postcolonial communities. 

Literature Review 

Since its publication, Wide Sargasso Sea has received an increasing scholarly critique. 

Different scholars have examined the novel from different perspectives including race, identity, 

colonial abuse, and adverse effects of isolation and alienation on cultural and personal identities 

and individual psyche. The core aspect in this regard is the identity crisis of Antoinette who is the 

victim of “otherness.” Critics have examined this concept of “otherization” and how it is relevant to 

Antoinette’s dilemma. In this regard, Bhabha (1994) states that the colonized people often grapple 

with a split identity. Their identity is unsettled, tossing between their ancestral history and the 

dictates of the colonial system. Thery are both related as well as unrelated to either of the two 

extremes. Similarly, critical feminist readings of the novel highlight how race and gender intersect in 

shaping Antoinette’s identity. In this regard, Ellen M. Wood’s (1999) argument can be taken as an 

example. She posts that Antoinette is alienated due to the fact the she lives in a patriarchal 

community where male hegemony confines her status and identity. Furthermore, according to C. L. 

R. James (1989), the enslaved people’s identity and their sense of self is the direct result of the 

dictates of the legacy of slavery in how the colonizer treats them and how they survive with a sense 

of inferiority under the colonial legacy. Antoinette’s identity crisis in Wide Sargasso Sea highlights 

how deep are the wounds of colonial curse of slavery and how profoundly it damages the 

psychological stability of the colonized individuals. Scholars like Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (2000) 

underline that the novel evaluates the colonial and patriarchal biases that relegate women based 

on their different race and skin color. 
 

Likewise, C. M. Mardorossian (1999) analyses the novel from a postcolonial and feminist 

standpoint.  She underscores how the novel depicts the notion of “double decolonization” 

(Mardorossian, 1999). This idea of “double decolonization” suggests that the colonized individuals, 

particularly Antoinette, exist under a dual weight of oppression—patriarchal and colonial—and 

which they must fight for identity and survival. This viewpoint is important for fathoming the 

enormity of Antoinette Cosway’s identity crisis who, on one hand, is a victim of colonial subjugation, 

and on the other hand that of gender discrimination. Equally, D. Porter (1976) offers a comparative 

analysis of the roles of victims and heroines in the novels Jane Eyre and Wide Sargasso Sea 

(Porter, 1976). His comparative assessment examines Rhys’s achievement of giving voice to the 
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relegated and marginalized character of Bronte’s Bertha Mason focusing on how Rhys offers a 

profound analysis of her identity through the character of Antoinette. 

Further studies explore the theme of identity which Rhys depicts from her own unique 

perspective. To quote an example, Liping Chen (2013) conducts a nuanced investigation into the 

identity issues troubling not only Antoinette but also Edward Rochester. This directs the readers’ 

focus towards the hitherto ignored and supposedly stable White identity and its intricately 

phantasmic and illusory nature (Chen, 2013). From the novel’s portrayal of individuals’ fragmented 

and fluid identities, it is easy to see how people in postcolonial era experienced and how they 

suffered due to displacement and dislocation of their identities. Similarly, Jiong Tang (2011) uses 

another lens to scrutinize Antoinette’s struggle. Analyzing her journey from a psychological point of 

view, he showcases how Antoinette’s sense of self and how her version of personal identity 

develops under the overwhelming pressure of patriarchy and colonial regime (Tang, 2011). Another 

critic Deming Zhang (2006) examines the collective impact of individual and cultural identity in 

Rhys’s novel. Zhang posits that Antoinette’s identity cannot be studied in isolation. Her identity is 

intertwined with her cultural context, and can only be understood and judged in relation to the 

broader cultural narratives of the colonized Jamaica (Zhang, 2006). Zhang’s analysis stresses the 

notion of collective destiny and shared fate, where the colonial oppression has sweeping impact on 

the formation and fragmentation of individuals’ personal and cultural identities. 

Besides, Antoinette’s fragmented identity also offers itself to psychoanalytic criticism. Jing 

Huang (2008) explores Antoinette’s psychological collapse using the lens of Lancanian 

psychoanalysis. For this purpose, Huang (2008) examines Antoinette’s condition through Lacan’s 

concept of the mirror stage. He explains the reasons and dynamics behind her destabilized 

perception of self and identity, which eventually leads her to madness. This dichotomy between 

how she sees herself and how the others perceive her, chiefly Rochester, is significant. It 

showcases how intense and devastating Antoinette’s identity breakdown is in the backdrop of 

patriarchal control and colonial dominance (Huang, 2008). 

M. M. Adjarian (1995) suggest further aspects of understanding of the novel through 

exploring it in terms of binary oppositions. To explore the theme of identity in Wide Sargasso Sea 

Adjarian (1995) studies the role of binaries in the novel such as, “sanity and insanity,” “self and 

other,” “black and white,” “feminine and masculine,” and “fiction and history.” She argues, in her 

essay “Between and Beyond Boundaries in Wide Sargasso Sea,” that Rhys’s novel examines 

these roles of binaries to showcase the social, cultural, and historical dynamics behind Antoinette’s 

sense of displacement and alienation. She scrutinizes the reasons behind the escalation of 

Antoinette’s identity crisis and concludes that it stems from the conflict between her personal sense 

of self and the external markers imposed by the patriarchal and colonial forces on her and her 

Creole community (Adjarian, 1995). This binary conflict represents a fundamental aspect of 

Antoinette’s struggle to assert her identity in a world that constantly seeks to define her through 

oppositional categories. 

The odd and unnatural relationship is the one between the colonized Antoinette and the 

colonizer Rochester. This constitutes the central tension in the novel mirroring the broader 

dynamics of colonialization and its legacy of slavery. Rochester renames Antoinette as “Bertha” in 

an attempt to make her more European and Anglified. Metaphorically speaking, Rochester’s 

renaming of Antoinette is synonymous with an attempt to erase her identity. This is analogous with 

what the colonizer had been doing to the colonized on various pretexts and under different guises. 

Mardorossian (1999) describes Rochester’s act of reshaping Antoinette’s identity by renaming her 
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in English as symbolic of the erasure of the colonized by the colonizer. Postcolonial scholars argue 

that the way Rochester treats Antoinette is symbolic of the broader impact of British colonial control 

over the West Indies. He is unable as well as unwilling to recognize and accommodate Antoinette’s 

cultural and ethnic background. This lack of willingness and capability on Rochester’s part worsen 

the situation for Antoinette, escalating her sense of alienation leading to identity fragmentation 

(Mardorossian, 1999). 

Antoinette’s descent into madness can be interpreted as a metaphor for the subversion of 

Caribbean identity under colonial rule. As Adjarian (1995) contends, Rochester’s disapproval of 

Antoinette’s Creole identity echoes the broader refutation of Caribbean culture by colonial 

authorities. This rejection can be noticed in the psychological crumbling of Antoinette, which 

reflects both collective alienation and personal estrangement. Notwithstanding her mental ruin 

being regarded as a weakness, it can also be read as a form of resistance. The destruction of 

Thornfield Hall at the end of the novel is emblematic of defiance, which reflects Antoinette’s final 

rejection of colonial command (Adjarian, 1995). 

Adjarian (1995) further connects Rochester’s colonizing efforts to the historical figure of 

Christopher Columbus. She argues that Rochester’s treatment of Antoinette parallels Columbus’s 

treatment of the Americas, as both figures seek to dominate and control foreign lands and people. 

According to Adjarian “Rochester coerces his wife to subsume her identity and all the cultural and 

personal associations that go with it into a one he has constructed for her” because he is “true to 

his role as colonizer” (Adjarian, 1995). Antoinette, as the colonized subject, is rendered “knowable” 

and “less threatening” by Rochester’s attempts to incorporate her identity into one that he 

constructs. This mirrors the broader colonial project, where the colonizer seeks to categorize and 

control the colonized. 

The relationship between Wide Sargasso Sea and Jane Eyre has also been the subject of 

extensive analysis. Rather than merely rewriting Jane Eyre, Rhys’s novel is often viewed as a 

response to Bronte’s portrayal of Bertha Mason. According to Cappello (2009), Rhys presents 

Antoinette in a way that counters Bronte’s depiction of Bertha as a madwoman, instead giving 

voice to the character’s personal and cultural struggles. Rhys’s portrayal of Antoinette sheds light 

on the colonial history absent from Bronte’s text, highlighting the socio-political context that shaped 

her character’s fate (Cappello, 2009). 

The novel’s engagement with gender is another significant aspect of its exploration of 

identity. As Humm (2009) argues, Rhys portrays women as being subjected to both financial and 

gender constraints within an imperial world. Antoinette’s identity is shaped by these constraints, as 

she is caught between the expectations placed on her by colonial and patriarchal systems. Her 

relationship with her mother, Annette, further complicates her identity, as maternal indifference 

mirrors the failure of the “mother country” to nurture its colonies (O'Connor, qtd. in Schapiro, 1994). 

This maternal failure contributes to Antoinette’s psychological instability, which is exacerbated by 

the colonial setting. 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette’s struggle for identity is ultimately tied to her 

experiences as a woman in a patriarchal society. Her marriage to Rochester, who “hated her” 

(Rhys, 1966), initially offers her a sense of belonging but ultimately leads to further alienation. 

Although she is confined in the attic and labeled a “madwoman” who “lives in her own darkness” 

(Rhys, 1966), Antoinette’s final act of setting Thornfield Hall ablaze represents her reclaiming of her 

identity. Hawthorn (2000) interprets this as a feminist act of defiance, where Antoinette seizes 
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control of her fate and rejects the constraints imposed upon her by both Rochester and colonial 

society (Hawthorn, 2000). Rhys’s novel presents a stark critique of the misogynistic views of a 

male-dominated society. Antoinette’s experiences reflect the broader marginalization of women in a 

patriarchal world, where their identities are shaped and constrained by male power. Despite her 

tragic end, Antoinette’s decision to confront her destiny represents a moment of agency, as she 

takes control of her life and rejects the labels imposed on her (Koparanoglu, 2009). 

Tiffin (1991) argues that Wide Sargasso Sea portrays a hybridized world, offering a 

provincial viewpoint to emphasize the subjective nature of perspective. This subjective viewpoint 

underscores how cultural meaning is constructed through a specific lens shaped by race and 

colonialism (Tiffin, 1991). By doing so, the novel critiques how racial identities are framed within 

dominant colonial narratives. According to Gilbert (1997), Wide Sargasso Sea successfully 

provides a voice to a marginalized character, transforming Bertha Mason’s tragic fate in Jane Eyre 

into a heroic journey. The novel shifts the focus from Bertha’s dehumanized portrayal to a more 

nuanced and empowered identity, highlighting the intersections of race and colonial oppression 

(Gilbert, 1997). This reframing allows readers to view Bertha, or Antoinette, as a product of 

colonialism’s racial and cultural complexities, rather than simply as a tragic figure. 

Set in the Victorian era, Wide Sargasso Sea is deeply rooted in the racial and social 

dynamics of the time. Race was a determinant of one’s social standing, occupation, and domestic 

life. By the time the novel begins, Jamaica is already mired in racial tensions due to the 

Emancipation Act of 1833, which had dismantled the institution of slavery and created a significant 

economic gap between the white aristocracy and black natives (BD1226, The “Wide Sargasso 

Sea” blog). Rhys brings attention to the racial divisions that exist within the Caribbean, presenting a 

world far more complex than the one depicted in Jane Eyre. The novel showcases various racial 

groupings, including black, white, and “colored” individuals, and how these identities are shaped by 

the unique colonial history of each Caribbean Island. In this way, Rhys’s novel challenges the 

simplistic racial binaries of Jane Eyre, presenting a richly diverse Caribbean that defies the rigid 

labels imposed by colonial discourse. 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, Antoinette represents an oppressed nation and, more specifically, 

the most oppressed group within that nation: women. Mr. Rochester, on the other hand, embodies 

the colonizing nation that exploits and marginalizes both the land and its people. The relationship 

between Antoinette and Rochester is symbolic of the broader power dynamics between the 

colonizer and the colonized. Rochester’s view of Antoinette as merely a sexual object, using her for 

his own physical pleasure, underscores the marginalization of women within colonial contexts. His 

dehumanization of Antoinette reflects the broader devaluation of women in a male-dominated and 

colonizing society. Jennifer Gilchrist (2012) notes that “Antoinette stores an erotic power,” 

suggesting that Rochester’s interest in her is purely physical, reducing her to an object of desire 

(Gilchrist, 2012). This perspective not only highlights the objectification of women but also mirrors 

the way the colonizers viewed colonized lands and people—as objects to be used and exploited. 

Edward Said’s (1978) work on colonialism and its lingering effects on culture is useful in 

understanding the interconnected histories that shape characters like Rochester and Antoinette. 

Said argues that we must “interpret together experiences that are discrepant, each with its 

particular agenda and pace of development,” referring to the need to consider the multifaceted 

influences of history, culture, and power (Said, 1978). This interpretation is crucial when analyzing 

the colonial and post-colonial themes in Wide Sargasso Sea. The novel’s historical backdrop 

emphasizes the interrelation of personal relationships and the larger colonial system that shaped 
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them. According to Cundall (1926), the English occupied Jamaica from 1655 to 1855, during which 

time they enslaved the native population and exploited the land for personal gain (Cundall, 1926). 

As the indigenous population declined due to mistreatment and disease, the colonizers brought 

slaves from West Africa to replace them. Even after the emancipation of slaves in 1833, these 

formerly enslaved people were not truly free, as they were denied the right to own land and were 

often forced into indentured servitude (Bigelow, 2011). This arrangement allowed the British to 

maintain a system that was slavery in all but name, ensuring their control over the land and labour 

of Jamaica. 

The social stratification of Jamaica at that time further reflects the inequalities inherent in 

colonial society. There were three primary racial categories: the whites, who were the elite and held 

all power; the blacks, who were largely enslaved or recently emancipated but still marginalized; and 

the Creoles or mixed-race individuals, who occupied an ambiguous space between these two 

groups. The Creoles, like Antoinette, were often alienated from both groups, not fully accepted by 

either the black or the white communities. 

Jean Rhys illustrates these social and racial dynamics through the relationships between 

her characters, particularly through Antoinette’s interactions with Tia and Christophine. The racial 

tension between Antoinette and her friend Tia is evident from the start of their relationship. Early in 

the novel, Tia mocks Antoinette, calling her a “white nigger,” symbolizing the racial animosity 

between black Jamaicans and the white Creoles (Rhys, 1966). This insult, laden with colonial 

history, reflects the fractured nature of racial relationships in post-colonial Jamaica. Although 

Antoinette longs to identify with Tia and the black Jamaican culture, her sense of racial superiority 

prevents her from fully connecting with her. At times, Antoinette attempts to distance herself from 

Tia, viewing her through the lens of colonial stereotypes. For example, when Tia falls asleep after a 

meal, Antoinette remains alert, reinforcing a common colonial trope of the “lazy black,” as noted by 

critic Veronica Gregg (1995). This stereotype was frequently used in colonial discourse to justify 

the oppression and exploitation of black people. 

Tia, however, does not accept Antoinette’s attempts to assert racial superiority. She 

challenges Antoinette’s assumptions by calling her a “white nigger,” a term that disrupts the 

traditional colonial hierarchy by placing Antoinette in a position of inferiority, despite her whiteness 

(Rhys, 1966). This insult highlights the precarious position of Creoles like Antoinette, who are 

caught between the worlds of the colonizer and the colonized. Tia further undermines Antoinette’s 

status by cheating her out of her pennies, symbolizing the broader economic and social exploitation 

experienced by the Creole population. Their verbal exchange—where Antoinette accuses Tia of 

being a “cheating nigger” and Tia retorts that “Old time white people but white nigger now, and 

black nigger better that white nigger.”—reflects the deep racial divisions and the legacy of slavery 

that continue to shape their relationship (Rhys, 1966). 

The relationship between Antoinette and her black nurse, Christophine, also provides 

insight into the lingering effects of slavery. Christophine, who was brought to Jamaica as a slave, 

serves as both a caretaker and a figure of resistance. She is deeply rooted in the Afro-Caribbean 

culture and possesses knowledge of Obeah, a traditional form of spiritual healing and protection. 

Christophine’s existence in Antoinette’s life and their earlier and later relationship prompt about the 

of slavery in history of the island. It displays how African people and their social orders suffered 

and coped with the colonial hegemony which always sought the erasure and annihilation of their 

culture, identity, and even their very existence. Christophine is a black native girl who plays a vital 

role in the life story of Antoinette. However, she also is victim of marginalization because of her 
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black identity. even Antoinette having a Creole ancestry, sees her as inferior. Due to her black 

ancestry and allegedly lower standard of life, she is limited within the limits of social and racial zone 

based on colonial customs of slavery.  

Wide Sargasso Sea, in a manner, mirrors the curse of slavery and its harmful influences on 

human identity and self-perception, personal links, and power system. The tale reflects a world 

where race class, and gender unite their forces to create an inflexible system of life that gives both 

the colonized and the colonizer characters of mind and heart fit only for wild animals. Through the 

person of Antoinette Rhys offers a critical commentary of colonial regime and its evils. She sheds 

notes that colonialism’s damage is twofold—looting the country and its population, and meddling 

with the identities and self-view of individuals. This distortion of sense of the self and identity results 

in alienation, destruction, and madness. Rochester’s dealing of Antoinette as an item which was, 

for him, nothing more than means of sexual gratification shows the manner in which colonial 

powers exploited their colonies. They regarded these regions and their society as mere resources 

that could freely be exploited and discarded. Antoinette’s passage into the realm of madness and 

her emblematic demolition of Thornfield Hall symbolizes the potential and imminent failure of the 

colonial system itself. 

In a nutshell, Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea probes into the complications of race, slavery, 

and colonialism, and shows these forces forming and warping the identities of individuals. Through 

the description of Christophine, Tia, and Antoinette, Rhys gives her critical note on the undignified 

impacts of colonialism and the poignant influence of slavery on identity, race and authority. The 

novel gives a poignant reminder of the interconnected as well as mutually negating histories of 

colonizer and colonized, and the continuing legacy of abuse and marginalization that still remains 

to form postcolonial societies. 

This literature review provides a basis for examining the complex themes of identity, race, 

and the legacy of slavery in Rhys’s novel. 

Research Methodology 

This study focuses on textual analysis of Wide Sargasso Sea and its critical heritage. The 

research examines the novel’s themes through the framework of postcolonial theory. It relies for 

the analysis on the text of the novel itself and scholarly articles that explore various themes and 

characters in the novel. The paper also incorporates postcolonial and feminist standpoints to 

supplement the analysis of Antoinette’s trauma. Hence, this methodology allows for an extensive 

comprehension of the intricate undercurrents in Rhys’s story, and facilitates a profound survey of 

how identity and race form the characters’ unique experiences. 
 

Results and Discussion 

The structural complexity of Wide Sargasso Sea reveals Jean Rhys’s masterful use of 

multiple narratives to convey the multifaceted identity crisis faced by the protagonist, Antoinette, 

and to critique colonial and patriarchal systems. The novel comprises three sections, and the story 

shuttles between the two speakers, the colonized Antoinette Cosway and her colonizer husband, 

Rochester. This division of narrative indicates the broken identities of the characters, chiefly that of 

Antoinette. Antoinette symbolizes the in-betweenness that frames the identity of the subject in 

postcolonial setting. As argued in the literature review, the novel represents the wider postcolonial 

world, in which the intersections of race, gender, and the legacy of slavery frame and reframe the 

identity of the subjugated individuals. 
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Rhys’s decision to alternate the narrative voices reflects the broader theme of dislocation 

and marginalization that runs through the novel. In the first part, Antoinette’s voice emerges as the 

primary medium through which we encounter the colonial landscape of the West Indies. Her 

descriptions reveal a world marked by the collapse of old hierarchies, as the island’s Creole 

population navigates the aftermath of the Emancipation Act of 1833. The cultural and racial 

tensions that follow are poignantly expressed through Antoinette’s experience of being caught 

between the former slaves who now resent her and the English colonizers who view her as an 

outsider. Wide Sargasso Sea is a work fictionalized by Rhys about her birthplace and its 

misfortune, which she has not seen since she was sixteen. Rhys makes the difficulties and 

marginalization of women, in fact hybrid women, experienced in a patriarchal society the central 

narrative of this work. When the work is carefully examined, the first thing that strikes the eye is the 

in-betweenness. Silvia Cappello (2009) articulates this conflict well: 
 

She experienced being Creole both in the Caribbean and in England, and she was 

personally aware of the conflicting culture she depicts in the figure of Antoinette 

who, being Creole, is approved neither within the black community nor by the white 

representatives of the colonial power (Cappello, 2009). 
 

Antoinette’s Creole heritage positions her as “the other” in every cultural context, embodying the 

fragmented identity of the postcolonial individual, as analyzed in the literature review. 

The notion of in-betweenness—culturally, racially, and socially—dominates Antoinette’s 

life. From her childhood, Antoinette is ostracized by both the black Jamaican population and the 

white European colonizers. Her relationship with Tia, a black Jamaican girl, provides a stark 

example of this exclusion. At one point, Tia calls Antoinette a “white nigger,” exposing the extent to 

which Antoinette’s Creole identity alienates her from both black and white communities. Rhys uses 

this moment to stress the split and fragmented identity of the Creole populace, who, like Antoinette, 

are never fully acknowledged by any group as its part. Even the small children hate them and are 

prone to do violence on white Creole people. Antoinette relates such an act of violence:  
 

I never looked at any strange negro. They hated us. They called us white 

cockroaches. Let sleeping dogs lie. One day a little girl followed my singing, ‘Go 

away white cockroach, go away, go away.’ I walked fast, but she walked faster. 

‘White cockroach, go away go away. Nobody want you. Go away.’ (Rhys, 1966) 

This alienation is compounded by the tension between the colonizers and the colonized, a theme 

explored extensively in postcolonial literature. The resentment of the formerly enslaved natives is 

focused not on the British colonizers but on the Creoles, who occupied a peripheral zone between 

the two social and racial strata. Antoinette, therefore, undergoes both internal and external 

traumas, and has to engage with social and racial conflicts that decide and variate her identity.  

In examining Antoinette’s character, it becomes obvious that Rhys describes her 

helplessness and emotional susceptibility as crucial parts of her identity. Her detachment from and 

indifference towards her mother, Annette, who abandons Antoinette after her second marriage, 

only amplifies her sense of dislocation and uncertainty. This personal alienation is emblematic of 

the broader social hostility faced by the Creole community in the wake of the abolition of slavery 

when the Abolition Act of 1833 was passed. Antoinette’s emotional neglects given by her mother 

Annette, along with the resentment she receives from her social circle, impedes her emotional and 

mental maturity. This ultimately leads to her disjointed and split version of her identity. As the study 

of Annette’s character demonstrates, her descent into madness is a direct upshot of her failure to 
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steer through the postcolonial truth of the world she is stuck in. Annette’s madness showcases the 

demolition of social and familial bonds that marked the pre-emancipation period. This emphasizes 

how colonialism cracks not only personal identities but entire family and social structures. 

Rhys also reviews the patriarchal structures in the society that administer both European 

and colonial societies. Antoinette’s marriage to Rochester epitomizes a microcosm of the colonial 

rapport between the colonized and the colonizer. Rochester’s control over Antoinette is reflective of 

the broader authority exercised by colonial powers over the colonized. His rejection of Antoinette’s 

Creole heritage, and his consequent renaming her Bertha, echoes the erasure of her identity. This 

act of renaming Antoinette with an English name is parallel to the colonial efforts to assert 

themselves and all that belonged to them. Rochester is on his path of deletion of her identity much 

like the cultural erasure perpetuated by the agents of colonization. Rochester’s decision to isolate 

and imprison Antoinette in the attic in Thornfield Hall, indicates the eventual ensnaring of women 

folk and colonized subjects in patriarchal and colonial structures. Antoinette’s final descent into 

madness is, thus, both a political and a personal act of rebellion against the tyrannical systems that 

seek to define and confine her. 

This theme of entrapment is echoed throughout the novel in both racial and gendered 

terms. Antoinette’s struggle is not merely a private struggle for liberation; rather, it represents the 

broader cultural and historical forces fighting for and against cultural hegemony and colonial 

control. The novel has the context of an era when intense racial biases and animosities burst in the 

wake of the Emancipation Act. This act abolished slavery on one hand, and on the other hand, 

threw earlier slave owners into financial panic and disarray. Likewise, the black Jamaicans also 

grappled with newfound freedom and, not knowing how to handle this new life, acted excessively in 

their relations with the former colonizers. Rhys’s portrayal of this tension, using the lens of Creole 

identity of Antoinette Cosway, offers a profound insight into how race and class intersect framing, 

rather, distorting the postcolonial identities. Antoinette’s marginalization as a Creole woman is 

heightened by her economic and social dependence on Rochester. This unpleasant truth indicates 

the monetary shackles of the colonizers seeking to confine the identity and liberty of the occupied 

natives of Jamaica. Rochester’s legal right over Antoinette’s wealth further accentuates how the 

colonial tyranny functioned across various areas, including but not limited to the economy and 

wealth both on state level and on family level. 

Antoinette’s yearning for liberation gets more and more intense with the progression of the 

novel. Rhys depicts Antoinette’s longing for freedom through her connections with Christophine. 

Christophine is a black native servant who symbolizes a different form of agency, who enjoys some 

power and control over her life’s circumstances, who can navigate her environment freely, and who 

can subvert the limitations imposed upon her. Her defiance of patriarchal and colonial boundaries 

and limitation are in stark contrast to Antoinette’s helplessness and subjugation. As an ex-slave, 

Christophine embodies the possibility of resistance and independence, offering to Antoinette a 

model of freedom that Antoinette is unable to fully grasp. However, Christophine’s restricted power 

within the colonial pyramid also reflects the colonial and patriarchal restrictions imposed on black 

women, despite their emancipation legalized by the Emancipation Act. Rhys thus critiques both the 

patriarchal and colonial structures that linger on to haunt and colonize women of all races, 

notwithstanding the end of slavery. 

The novel’s exploration of race is elaborately connected with its engagement with gender. 

Antoinette’s association with Rochester is a powerful allegory for the colonial ties between the 

colonized natives and the European colonizers. Rochester’s rising control over Antoinette 
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highlights the control those colonial powers exercised over the colonies. His final refutation of her 

as “mad” and his idea to close her in the attic in England works as fable for the cultural and 

psychological confinement of the colonized. Thus, the neurosis of Antoinette is not simply a specific 

person’s affliction but an image of the larger insanity of colonial administration, which seeks to 

eliminate the identities of those it conquers. 

Besides, Rhys’s reporting of gender undercurrents within the novel offers a poignant 

commentary on the patriarchal structures that direct both colonial societies and European 

colonizers. Antoinette’s lack of sovereignty even in her marriage resounds the larger absence of 

agency afforded to women within these suppressive constructs of the postcolonial society. Her 

economic dependence on Rochester, and her subsequent detention, shows how the bodies and 

minds of women are arrested within masculine communities of colonial era. Antoinette’s final 

rebellion in the form of burning Thornfield Hall mirrors both a personal defiance and political 

uprising against these despotic forces. By setting fire and burning down the house, Antoinette 

symbolically destroys the social arrangement that has encaged her within the physical and 

psychological boundaries. 

Rhys’s portrayal of the final act of defiance by Antoinette resonates with the intrinsic 

leitmotif of fire and destruction running through the entire novel. On the onset of the narrative, an 

angry mob of former slaves set Coulibri on fire which is the childhood home of Antoinette. On a 

symbolic level, the burning of Coulibri foreshadows the demolition of the old colonial order, as 

Antoinette being from a slave trading family, is consequently treated as part of the colonizers. This 

fire predicts the final ruin of Thornfield Hall. Rhys further relates burning of Thornfield Hall to 

Antoinette’s defiance of commotions of the post emancipation era. The novel, therefore, suggests 

that securing freedom is the only means for achieving personal and social recovery and 

development, regardless of the fact that the price of freedom is violence and aggression.  

Moreover, fire acts as a recurrent symbol pervading the narrative. This is indicative of both 

change and annihilation. The various cases of fire in the novel are symbolic images of Antoinette’s 

internal emotional upheavals and community situations. The burning of Coulibri is a clear image of 

the future disaster. This physical annihilation of her childhood home is a symbolic representation of 

her loss of shelter and mental purity. Thus, this muddled sight of burning away of her house shows 

the violence that has been forever haunting her life. It also underscores the inherent tensions 

between the oppressors and the oppressed. Allegorically, this burning act echoes the collective 

share of the legacy of slavery and colonialism in causing and escalating Antoinette’s identity 

dilemma. Rhys’s symbol of fire has a dual nature. It reflects both destruction as well as potential for 

rebirth. This twofold potential for harm and help of the fire symbol accentuates the recurring nature 

of suffering in postcolonial settings. 

Besides, the symbol of fire also bridges the gap between the past and present lives of the 

central character. This strand visible throughout her lifetime fight with her fragmented identity, 

invokes readers to engage with the setting of her issues. Antoinette’s final descent into madness is 

caused by her internally repressed emotions going out of control. Despite her utmost efforts, she 

cannot block this psychic outburst of the chaotic elements. Her helplessness in the face of powerful 

onslaught of her repressed emotions is mirrored through the uncontainable flames that devour 

everything that symbolizes colonial and patriarchal structures. The collapse wrought by fire is 

parallel to her inner collapse. It indicates that the very act of setting on fire all that symbolize 

colonial and patriarchal authority, is an epithet of a wild effort to retrieve agency in a landscape 

where she is encaged and sidelined. 
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Rochester’s role further messes the meeting points of race and gender. His British facade 

is described as a footing of control that supposedly gives him the license to colonize Antoinette’s 

body and mind. The early allure of her exotic nature soon converts into hatred after he considers 

the alleged drawbacks of having a wife with Creole identity. There swings between periods of liking 

and scorn are indicative of the fundamental dishonesties and inconsistencies of colonialism, that 

always has the target of fulfilling its craving to rule even in the institution of marriage. Rochester 

ultimately plans to lock up Antoinette in the attic, which stresses the poignant realities of colonial 

dictatorship that often condense the colonized nations to just invisible and voiceless beings.  His 

view of Antoinette reflects his own uncertainties, which speaks to the identity apprehensions of the 

colonizer, and who always owes his doubts onto the colonized subjects. 

The struggle between power and love is further aggravated by Rochester’s personal 

issues. His personal apprehensions reveal his own worries and shortcomings under the impact of 

his colonial experience. His denial of Antoinette as a madwoman mirrors his innate need for control 

as well as his fear of the “other.” In this regard, Antoinette and her issues acts as a mirror to 

Rochester’s own identity crisis. This reveals the weakness of colonial power edifice. Rhys thus 

criticizes the concept of the “noble colonizer,” highlighting how the cruel systems of colonialism 

degrade both the colonizer and the colonizer. 

Furthermore, the psychological dimensions of Antoinette’s character resonate deeply with 

feminist literary criticism. Her internal conflicts echo the struggles faced by women in patriarchal 

societies, where identity is often defined in relation to men. Antoinette’s lack of agency within her 

marriage to Rochester exemplifies the broader societal constraints placed on women. Her journey 

becomes emblematic of the ways in which patriarchal systems seek to control female identity, 

leading to the fragmentation of the self. Rhys’s portrayal of Antoinette’s madness can be 

understood as a rejection of the roles imposed upon her, a subversive act against the patriarchal 

structures that attempt to define her existence. 

Wide Sargasso Sea presents a complex interplay of race, gender, and colonialism, with 

Antoinette’s identity crisis serving as a lens through which to examine the broader historical and 

cultural forces at play. Rhys’s use of multiple narratives and the fragmented structure of the novel 

underscore the dislocation experienced by the protagonist and her community. Antoinette’s 

struggles are emblematic of the postcolonial condition, where identity is shaped by the 

intersections of race, gender, and the legacy of slavery creating historical trauma. The critique of 

colonial and patriarchal systems reveals how these oppressive structures perpetuate cycles of 

violence and alienation, ultimately leading to the fragmentation of identity. Through Antoinette’s 

story, Rhys offers a poignant commentary on the complexities of identity formation in a postcolonial 

world, inviting readers to confront the legacies of colonialism and the enduring impact of trauma on 

individual and collective identities. 

The analysis reveals that Antoinette's struggle for identity is deeply intertwined with the 

legacy of slavery and colonialism. Throughout the novel, her experiences reflect the complexities of 

identity in a postcolonial context. Antoinette's mixed heritage positions her as an outsider, both in 

her Creole society and in the European world represented by her husband, Rochester. One 

significant result of this analysis is the understanding that Antoinette’s identity crisis is emblematic 

of the broader postcolonial condition. Her alienation is compounded by the societal expectations 

imposed upon her as a woman and as a Creole. This dual marginalization highlights the 

intersectionality of race and gender in shaping identities in colonial and postcolonial societies. 

Similarly, the portrayal of Antoinette’s relationship with her mother, Annette, further underscores 



Original Article     Pakistan Journal of Society, Education and Language (PJSEL)    

 

357 

 

PJSEL Vol 8 (1) DECEMBER 2021:   ISSN 2521-8123 (Print) 2523-1227 (Online) 

 

the psychological impact of colonialism. Annette’s descent into madness mirrors the disintegration 

of their familial and cultural ties. This relationship exemplifies how the legacy of slavery affects both 

individual identities and familial structures. Moreover, the analysis emphasizes how Rhys critiques 

the cultural hegemony of European colonizers. The novel illustrates the violence of colonialism, not 

only in the physical sense but also in its psychological ramifications. Antoinette’s eventual madness 

serves as a poignant commentary on the destructive effects of colonial and patriarchal oppression. 

The discussions presented in this section elucidate the importance of recognizing the 

intricacies of identity formation within the postcolonial landscape. By situating Wide Sargasso Sea 

within the framework of postcolonial theory, we can appreciate the novel’s relevance to 

contemporary discussions about race, gender, and cultural identity. The narrative’s exploration of 

Antoinette’s identity crisis resonates with current conversations surrounding intersectionality and 

the complexities of belonging in a globalized world. Through her poignant portrayal of a woman 

caught between worlds, Rhys invites readers to confront the enduring legacies of colonialism and 

the ongoing struggles for self-definition faced by individuals in a rapidly changing landscape. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Wide Sargasso Sea serves as a powerful exploration of identity, race, and 

the legacy of slavery within a postcolonial framework. Jean Rhys masterfully illustrates the 

complexities of Antoinette Cosway’s identity as shaped by her heritage, gender, and the colonial 

context of Jamaica. The novel critiques the lingering effects of colonialism and the cultural 

hegemony that perpetuates racial and gender inequalities. The findings of this study reveal that 

Antoinette’s struggle for identity reflects the broader challenges faced by individuals in postcolonial 

societies. Her experiences highlight the necessity of understanding identity as a fluid and 

multifaceted concept influenced by historical and cultural legacies. 

Recommendations 

Further research is recommended to explore the intersections of race, gender, and identity 

in other postcolonial texts. Analyzing different works within the postcolonial canon could provide 

insights into the varying manifestations of these themes. Additionally, interdisciplinary approaches 

that integrate psychology and sociology could deepen the understanding of the psychological 

effects of colonialism on individual identities. By engaging with these themes, scholars can 

continue to illuminate the complexities of identity in postcolonial literature, enriching contemporary 

discussions on race, gender, and cultural heritage. 
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