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Despite the enormous importance of Britain’s empire to its commer-
cial success and to its nationalist pride, little has been written about the
domestic impact of Victorian empire as it is treated in the fiction of the
time. Most critical attention has focused on those texts that are obviously
‘‘about’’ empire or imperialism--the works of Kipling or of Conrad, for
example. But it may be equally fruitful to look to earlier texts and to ones
in which the British empire is not the central focus. In this investigation,
Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre is particularly interesting--its links to the
Gothic and to romanticism are well-known, and it has been repeatedly ex-
amined from psychoanalytical, mythical, materialist, and feminist perspec-
tives. If we look at Jane Eyre as a novel about empire, we find a whole
set of previously unremarked but crucial metaphors. Central to these
metaphors is the choice Bronté offers her heroine of a seraglio or suttee.
I will argue here that the metaphors associated with empire in Jane Eyre
create a subversive, if covert and ambiguous, criticism of domination in
domestic relationships, a criticism that extends to British imperialist im-
pulses themselves.

If there were time, it would be possible to situate Jane Eyre in its
historical context. I can only suggest briefly that Jane Eyre is very much
a novel of its time, a ‘“‘domestic’’ romance in the age of empire. Bronté
clearly partook of the British attitude toward the position of ‘‘oriental’’
women though she did not share the self-congratulatory tone of many who
were horrified at what she calls “‘pagan’’ customs. The missionary reports
of the Methodist Magazine that her Aunt Branwell cherished and the travel
accounts that were a popular feature of the quarterlies provided the literary
context for Bronté’s work, just as events in India and the Ottoman empire
provided the political context. In the language of Bronté&’s juvenilia we see
her fascination with domestic as well as political despotism, but nowhere
is the language worked out in so concrete and systematic a fashion as it
is in Jane Eyre. My purpose here is to examine the metaphors Bronté draws
from imperialism and to suggest how she uses these metaphors at crucial
junctures in the plot of Jane Eyre. '






