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In "Foucault's Fantasia for Feminists: The Woman Reading: Marcelle
Thiebaux argues that the first scene in Jane Eyre is paradigmatic of the
process by which the woman reading becomes the woman read about, by
which a "male observer interrupts a woman-reader and tries to force her to
occupy a discourse of his own" (55). This is the scene in which, angered at
discovering Jane reading one of his books, John Reed literally and
figuratively throws the book at her: he orders Jane out of her happy
seclusion in the window-seat, bounces Bewick's British Birds off her head,
and delivers a lengthy harangue emphasizing his ownership and power, and
her disenfranchisement: "'... you are a dependent, momma says; you have
no money. . .. Now, I'll teach you to rummage my book-shelves: for they
are mine; all the house belongs to me'" (JaneEyre 42). To appropriate and
read a book is to occupy at least a corner of the citadel of language; John
Reed, instinctively jealous of even this meager power left to his subordinate,
attempts to withdraw it from Jane, to turn her from seeing subject back into
seen--and even battered--object. But in this battle to determine who will see
and who will be seen, who will read and who will be read, and, most
significantly, who will be written, Jane Eyre is the ultimate victor; for she
controls the representation of John Reed produced in her first-person
narration. In 'fact, Jane Eyre and Vzllette,Charlotte Bront~'s most widely-
read works, are both first-person novels in which a female narrator often
uses her privilege as author to regain power over those who, because of
gender or social position, would dominate her in the world outside the text.
Writing about the more powerful other, making him the subject of one's
text, is the last and curiously most effective resort of the powerless. Jane's
childish compulsion to resist John Reed's tyranny by calling him names--
"'You are like a murderer--you are like a slave-driver--you are like the
Roman emperorsl'"--results in his being labelled and contextualized in a
synechdochic anticipation of the mature Jane's writing an autobiography in
which he is a read character. In other words, Jane counters her cousin's
authorityby circumscribing it with her authorship.

1




