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A detailed comparative study of how the central female characters in Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier and Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë are used to explore the struggle for identity within a restrictive environment.
Despite being written and set one hundred years apart, there are undoubtedly significant comparisons to be drawn between Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier as both explore how “desire can be gratified, be it desire for love or access to autonomy of the self”
 and how this contributes to the nature of identity.  In Jane Eyre, the progression of the protagonist is clear, a journey which results in her successfully asserting her identity by challenging the patriarchal systems of the repressive society.  However, in Rebecca the protagonist does not seem to develop as thoroughly as Jane and in her lack of confrontation with domineering forces, such as Mrs Danvers and the shadow of Rebecca, du Maurier presents the dangers of ignoring the need for autonomy and defining oneself through love when attempting to construct an identity.  
Both authors make use of captivating narrative voices which expose the restrictive nature of society and each protagonist’s struggle to assert a strong identity when repressed by circumstances. To enhance this theme, the contrasting figure of the doomed “mad other woman” in each novel is given symbolic significance to illustrate the dangers of failing to challenge restrictions in society in the correct manner. The development of the relationships between the protagonists and the prominent male characters helps to establish the restrictive environments which the central female characters have to deal with and introduces the exploration of whether circumstances or personal attributes are more significant in the search for identity in such societies.        

The titles of both novels embody the central concern of search for identity as each author titles their novel with the name of a central female character.  Jane Eyre is the eponymous heroine of Brontë’s novel; a strong and relatable character who the reader hopes will manage to escape the social boundaries of her era in order to find love and assert an autonomous identity.  Naming the novel after her establishes she will be the focus of the novel.  Sure enough, the narrative takes us through her journey of growing up, overcoming the patriarchal system of the society she lives in and learning how to balance love and independence.   Through this development, she is able to achieve happiness in asserting her identity, rather than allowing external forces to rule her actions.
However, interestingly, Rebecca is not the name of the protagonist in du Maurier’s novel.  It is expected that, as in Jane Eyre, the novel will be narrated through the voice of the eponymous Rebecca but, contrastingly, the novel recounts the journey of a nameless character.  She is only ever referred to as “Mrs de Winter”, which is in sharp contrast to the previous Mrs de Winter who is given her first name immediately through the title of the novel.  The importance of Rebecca is thrust upon the reader from the outset which mirrors the overshadowing presence of this deceased character in the life of the protagonist.  This establishes the barriers which the protagonist faces and builds the foundations on which du Maurier can illustrate the difficulties faced when trying to achieve self-fulfilment and establishing a personal identity when having to tackle the countless barriers which society constructs.   

The narrative perspectives further contribute to the development of personal identity as we are permitted access to the inner thoughts of Jane and Mrs de Winter through highly intimate first person narratives.  This narrative stance exposes a significant gulf between the two protagonists in relation to their ability to analyse their feelings and position which, in turn, allows them to develop and mature.  There is a strong sense of Jane’s journey throughout the novel as she is highly self-analytical which allows her to resolve her restrained position in the patriarchal society.  However, Mrs de Winter is less realistic in her perception of herself, allowing it to be shaped by those around her, such as Mrs Danvers or Maxim.  Due to this we are presented with the result of an oppressed sense of self as she lacks the desire to build herself an identity.  By examining the narrative perspectives, emphasis is placed on the importance of personal attributes in the search for identity as it is these that allow Jane to overcome her situation but prevent Mrs De Winter from truly achieving a sense of self.

Jane’s narrative is structured around the different stages in her life.  The whole novel is narrated retrospectively which creates a very reflective tone. We are firstly taken through the traumatic experiences of her early childhood.  Orphaned and left without a sense of belonging, Jane’s need to establish an identity for herself is made obvious in the recollection of her upbringing.  This is clear when she comments that she: “was a discord in Gateshead Hall; [she] was like nobody there”.
  In this reflection Brontë portrays the difficulties which the protagonist suffered in early life, establishing the restrictive nature of her environment as she had no love and stability as a child. Through this, Brontë highlights that Jane had to develop an identity without support, showing that how circumstances are interpreted by the individual is a vital component of the journey to autonomy.  
Rebecca is also narrated in retrospective which, in this case, creates a sense of inevitable doom rather than reflection.  The protagonist lacks Jane’s critical and analytical outlook on the past which allows her to develop.  Instead, this protagonist passively accepts her oppressed position, which denies her the ability to assert herself an identity.  Building on this absence of identity, there is far less detail provided about Mrs de Winter’s background than Jane’s which conveys how inconsequential her past is as she fails to use it to shape her character. The one aspect of her background which we learn about is her role as a paid companion to social climber, Mrs Van Hopper. This role quickly establishes her passive personality and helps to create the sense that she lacks any form of a support unit as her employer is the only connection she appears to have outside her marriage. Later in the novel the new Mrs de Winter is faced with time to write letters in the morning room and realises, “I could think of nobody to write to.  Only Mrs Van Hopper”
. It is therefore established that the protagonist is lacking any family unit or friends.  Rather than using her unfavourable upbringing to her advantage, becoming determined to better her situation as Jane does, Mrs de Winter instead struggles to find any confidence.  Through the narrative voice of such a passive character du Maurier can reveal the importance of taking individual responsibility to achieve autonomy, as her protagonist fails to do so and therefore never fully obtains an independent identity.
The differing outlooks of the protagonists in the initial stages of their journeys help to develop further the importance of autonomy in establishing a personal identity. Even when she is first beginning to fall in love, Jane’s sensibility is reinforced: “his presence in a room was more cheering than the brightest fire.  Yet I had not forgotten his faults”
.  Her feelings towards Rochester are evidently developing quickly at this point as passion and comfort are simultaneously suggested through the reference to fire. However, she knows that the pairing cannot happen under the circumstances and never allows her feelings to influence her judgement of Rochester’s character which illustrates her level-headed nature and impressive ability to exercise self-discipline. Jane’s clear outlook and measured nature emphasises the importance of keeping emotions and rationality balanced in the search for identity.  These attributes of the protagonist allow her to establish a reputable identity, conveying Brontë’s stance that self-awareness is a key component in reaching success.
Contrastingly, the protagonist in Rebecca is constantly ruled by her emotions.  When she meets Mr de Winter she is quite in awe and during their courtship her inability to assert herself is illustrated.  This is exemplified when she thanks him for his charity in paying her attention and he orders her to get out of the car if she believes this.  Her childish reaction emphasises her lack of maturity: “children’s tears are very near the surface, and come at first crisis.  As it was I felt them prick behind my eyes”
.  In this emotional reaction it is obvious that she is unable to restrain herself as her authentic feelings quickly overflow.  This links to her general lack of control which illustrates that she has not established a fully developed sense of self.  Her oversensitivity causes her to be controlled by her surroundings, a trait which is presented as dangerous to the development of identity.  Her immaturity is further developed in her reaction to falling in love with him, as is clear when she states: “I am glad it cannot happen twice, the fever of first love”
.  Here the protagonist lacks any of the clarity Jane has as the comparison to a fever reinforces how the protagonist feels little control over herself. Due to this, Mrs de Winter eventually becomes resigned to an unstable life on the run, portraying the idea that unthinkingly succumbing to emotion and living only for love is not the correct way to achieve fulfilment and create an assertive identity.
When comparing the development of each character, it is clear that Jane has made a much more significant journey than Mrs de Winter.  The first person stance invites us into their innermost thoughts, allowing us access to the cause of this. It is obvious that Jane has a much greater self-awareness than Mrs de Winter.  In Rebecca, the line of thought of the protagonist is very descriptive and spins a captivating narrative based around her insecurities which are caused by constantly comparing herself to the haunting presence of Rebecca without ever considering why she feels so inadequate next to her.  Mrs de Winter constantly draws comparisons between herself and Rebecca, even down to her handwriting which she sees as: “without individuality, without style, uneducated even, the writing of an indifferent pupil taught in a second rate school”
, which is quite the opposite of the “tall sloping R” and “curious slanting hand”
 of Rebecca. Their symbolically contrasting handwriting cleverly mirrors the vast differences in their identities.  Although the new Mrs de Winter is the living and breathing of the two, Rebecca had a much more overpowering identity so it is her that remains dominant, as can be seen through the description of her perfect handwriting which portrays her as intimidating and eloquent. The self-deprecating description of the narrator’s own script enhances the feeling of pity towards her and builds on the idea that she is extremely passive and lacking any strong sense of identity.  By illustrating these two extremes, du Maurier shows the dangers of both over and under confidence while suggesting that to successfully establish an individual identity we must compare ourselves less to others and focus less on how society defines us.  
The contrast between Jane’s ability to analyse herself and Mrs de Winter’s lack of self-awareness is huge.  When the truth that Mr Rochester has a wife who he has been keeping locked in the attic is revealed, she immediately narrates an analysis of her revised situation by referring to herself in the third person:

Jane Eyre, who had been an ardent, expectant woman- almost a bride- was a cold,  solitary girl again: her life was pale, her prospects were desolate.  A Christmas frost had come at midsummer; a white December storm had whirled over June. 

Brontë utilises extremely descriptive imagery here to create a slightly melodramatic sense to show how colossally devastating this revelation is for Jane.  In combination with the detachment provided by the third person narrative she creates the sense that Jane is highly self-analytical.  She can recognise her position which provides her with the ability to constantly improve herself, meaning she can develop the strong morals necessary to assert an autonomous identity.  The intense pain at the thought of leaving Rochester which she forces herself to suffer conveys the inner strength she has attained: “No; you shall tear yourself away, none shall help you: you shall, yourself pluck out your right eye: yourself cut off your right hand”.
 With the use of the second person creating a commanding tone, self-suffering is used symbolically here to portray that Rochester has become an integral part of her life and wellbeing as well as revealing the pain which her actions will cause her.  The strength of character shown here conveys how Jane is developing an autonomous identity through her moral decisions and the understanding that equality in a relationship is acquired by first asserting independent identities.
Happiness does not reach Mrs de Winter in the same way as she accepts the crime of her husband, who has killed his previous wife. As a result, the protagonist sacrifices her morals and worth, completely losing her sense of individual identity due to this and confining herself to a life on the run with her husband, destined to never be his equal.  Mrs de Winter’ lack of progression is evident in her reaction to Maxim’s confession of murder.  She barely acknowledges the crime he has committed and is more taken aback by the fact that he is finally kissing her.  Rather than being horrified she exclaims her love for him: “I love you more than anything else in the world”.
  Just like at the beginning when he first courts her, she is completely consumed by her emotions.  She even seems to see the confession as a relief as it has broken down the barriers that have stood between them: ““We can’t lose each other now,” I said.  “We’ve got to be together always, with no secrets, no shadows.  Please, darling, please.””
Mrs de Winter lacks morals in this situation as she has not yet even heard his explanation of the circumstances but is willing to condone a murder without any question; the opposite reaction of Jane who rejects Rochester’s lesser crimes.  Mrs de Winter begs for Maxim to stay with her and not allow it to get in the way of their relationship which heightens the idea that she is a very dependent and weak character.  The repeated use of the collective pronoun “we” reinforces this as it creates the sense that she only has worth and identity when united with him.  The way in which the protagonist is portrayed through her passive first person narrative is clearly integral to du Maurier’s stance that constantly placing blame on others and never accepting individual responsibility can cause a complete loss of identity.  
The idea of identity is further developed through the alter egos of the protagonists in the form of the first wives as these characters fulfil the opposite destiny of the protagonists and convey both how the influence of others contributes to the construction of identity and the dangers of failing to challenge restrictive environments in the acquisition of a sense of self.    In Rebecca the alter ego is Maxim’s first wife who he killed as she was completely insane.  In Jane Eyre, however, Rochester’s first wife is still alive but is equally unstable so he keeps her locked away in the attic. Both “mad other women” have lost their ability to tell their story- Bertha as she is entirely insane and Rebecca as she is dead- meaning that we learn of their characters entirely through the descriptions of them from other characters and how these descriptions are interpreted by the protagonists, illustrating the large extent to which identity is created through the perception of others.  
Initially, Rebecca is perceived to be the perfect female, as this is Mrs de Winter’s preconceived idea of her which is only fed by Mrs Danvers’ descriptions of her flawless personality.  The protagonist feels constantly inferior to Rebecca due to this, which establishes the huge impact others can have on our identity.  Even physically the new Mrs de Winter describes her inadequacies in comparison to Rebecca:
She who had worn the coat then had been tall, slim, broader than me about the shoulders, for I found it big and overlong.

She clearly feels dwarfed by Rebecca which enhances the image of a daunting and perfect figure, mirroring how her sense of identity is overshadowed by the haunting presence of Rebecca. This allows Du Maurier to successfully convey the dangers of living life in comparison to others as Mrs de Winter shapes herself in response to her predecessor which results in her lack of individual identity. 
In Jane Eyre the opposite image of Bertha is established as she is portrayed as entirely insane from her first cackling laughs though, at first, her identity is concealed and is instead explained to Jane to be Grace Poole, a worker, which introduces how identity can be controlled entirely by the explanations of others.  Bertha has lost the ability to defend herself and explain her side of the story so her insanity is portrayed entirely through the other characters, enhancing how completely identity can be constructed through merely the descriptions of others.  The first we hear of Bertha is her “demonic laugh- low, suppressed and deep”
, establishing her instability immediately and portraying her as a frightening force.  Descriptions of her from Jane’s point of view continue to portray Bertha as a monster, such as when Carter visits and she bites him and Jane asks,

What creature was it, that, masked in an ordinary woman’s face and shape, uttered the voice, now of a mocking demon, and anon of a carrion-seeking bird of prey?

Rochester’s first wife, though unidentified as this thus far, is a figure who Jane fears and so the only version of her we are privy to is a vile monster-like character.  The reader trusts Jane’s narration so accepts that Bertha is a mad woman due to these descriptions, illustrating that individual identity can be formed entirely based on the perception and recounts of other people.
In Rebecca this idea is also built on through Mrs de Winter’s idolisation of Rebecca which is present throughout the course of the novel, conveying her as completely flawless.  Since she never actually met Rebecca this perception has clearly been constructed entirely through the descriptions of others, showing how greatly identity relies on how we are received by those who we interact with.  This is reinforced by the shock felt by the reader when it is later revealed, through Maxim, that she was the opposite of this and was actually insane.   The contrast between Mrs de Winter’s perception of Rebecca and her true manipulative nature illustrate how hugely the perception of others can form a different identity to the realistic personality of the individual.  Maxim often alludes to the less desirable aspects of Rebecca’s personality but these are interpreted as loving complements by the paranoid Mrs de Winter: ““Nervous?” he said; “no, she was not nervous of anything.””
  Du Maurier’s subtle use of foreshadowing here helps to portray how much misconception can contribute to the formation of identity.  Mrs de Winter’s falsely perfect image of Rebecca also allows development of her insecurities, conveying the impact which others can have on the ability to assert a strong identity.  

Rebecca undoubtedly depicts the exact opposite of the protagonist as, while Mrs de Winter constantly fears disapproval, she was extremely rebellious without any regard for what others thought of her.  Maxim reveals that she was constantly unfaithful to him with few morals and her lack of concern over being judged by others is clear from Maxim’s description of her behaviour: “she was careful those first years; there was never a murmur about her, never a whisper.  Then little by little she began to grow careless”
.  The fact that we learn this through Maxim reinforces that identity is often created as much by other people as it is by the individual.  Furthermore, the vast contrast between the two characters shows the dangers of their opposite extremes as neither manages to achieve a firm and reputable identity.  Du Maurier successfully illustrates through the stark opposites that neither character is ideal; Rebecca’s self-centred refusal to comply results in her demise while Mrs de Winter’s inability to have self-confidence and challenge Mrs Danvers, who constantly forces her to feel inadequate, ultimately results in her being miserable.  By evoking such contrasting characters Du Maurier establishes that a balance between the two is necessary to find fulfilment, a respectable identity and sense of self.
Contrastingly to Rebecca, Bertha is still alive which creates an important difference between the novels as, due to the physical presence and concealed identity of his first wife, Jane does not have the opportunity to conjure up a perfect image to live up to, allowing her identity to develop more independently of external influences.  In Jane Eyre, the “other woman” is degraded, explained to simply be a worker, which allows Jane to escape the self-doubt Mrs de Winter experiences as she is provided with no reason to compare herself to the lunatic.  Jane’s success in establishing a reputable identity following this, when compared to Mrs de Winter’s failure to do so in Rebecca, establishes the importance of self-containment in the search for identity as by focussing on developing herself for personal reasons rather than constantly putting herself down results in Jane’s achievement of an autonomous and respectable identity.  
In both novels, the central male characters contribute largely in the creation of the restrictive environment which the protagonists must challenge in order to find fulfilment.  Both Rochester and de Winter paint their previous wives in a negative light in order to justify their behaviour towards them.  In Rebecca, Maxim holds the power to allow Mrs de Winter happiness by revealing Rebecca’s true personality as insane, meaning she no longer has to see herself as inferior to her predecessor.  He describes how she used and manipulated him, striking the deal that she would run his house and appear as happily married while continuing to do as she pleased away in London. He even likens life with her to, “living with the devil
” which enhances the fact that she was cunning and manipulative rather than the pleasant and loving wife she was previously perceived as, causing her to lose her power to manipulate the protagonist.  It is through this revelation that Mrs de Winter can find her version of happiness and fulfilment as she is now able to have an open and loving relationship with her husband.  However, as it is Maxim who holds the key to this fulfilment the protagonist still lacks any sense of autonomous identity as she only finds herself through her marriage, developing Du Maurier’s idea that a balance between independence and love is necessary in order to obtain security of self as Mrs de Winter lack of identity illustrates the dangers of living purely through others.

When Rochester tries to win Jane over, he has a similar approach of painting his first wife in the most negative of lights.  He tries to convince Jane that Bertha was always entirely insane and the situation could not have been dealt with in any other way:
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.

In this representation, Rochester attempts to convince Jane that he is not in the wrong by conjuring the image that his wife has always been deranged.  Despite his stories, Jane sticks to her morals as when she learns of how Mr Rochester has treated his wife and had intended to unlawfully marry her she is disgusted and knows immediately that she cannot stay.  When he tries to justify himself she confesses her love but also her intention to follow her morals rather than give in to her feelings: ““I do love you”, I said, “more than ever: but I must not show or indulge the feeling: and this is the last time I must express it.””
 In this reaction, Jane’s strong morality is proven as she refuses to continue to be with him while knowing that to do so would be breaking the law.  Contrastingly to Rebecca, the revelation of Rochester’s secret does not free Jane.  Instead, she is determined to stick to her morals which allows her to break free of the patriarchal system as she refuses to let the dominant male in her life control her, illustrating Brontë’s idea that external influences such as this should not be allowed to define our personal view of ourselves.   By denying Rochester of the right to be the key to her fulfilment, unlike Mrs de Winter in Rebecca, Jane manages to maintain her individual values which provide her with a strong sense of autonomous identity.
Considering the array of similarities and contrasting aspects of Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier, it is clear to see why comparisons have often been drawn between these two novels. Both express similar ideas concerning the search for identity by using similar yet subtly different narratives to explore the relationships between characters which help to build their identities.  Through Rebecca, Du Maurier creates two female characters, the protagonist and the eponymous Rebecca, who are stark opposites.  Each is a different extreme and neither obtains a completely defined identity or sense of self-fulfilment which allows Du Maurier to successfully illustrate the necessity of balance between independence and awareness of others in order to overcome restrictions and find a respectable identity, both in the face of society and internally.  Contrastingly to this, the protagonist of Jane, in Brontë’s Jane Eyre, shows a successful way to achieve fulfilment and find an identity within the restrictiveness of patriarchal societies.  The relationship built between Jane and the reader allows us access to her favourable qualities, such as her strong morality and strength, and experience the journey through which Brontë reveals that a combination of inner strength and the ability to think autonomously is vital in obtaining security of self through a respectable reputation.  Both novels have a clear focus on the journey to asserting a sense of identity; Rebecca through portraying a warning against trying to obtain security of self purely through others while Jane Eyre presents the ideal combination of circumstance and personal attributes necessary to find fulfilment. 
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