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1. INTRODUCTION 

Jean Rhys (1890–1979), the Dominican-born British author, is widely acclaimed for her modernist prose and her 

exploration of themes related to displacement, marginalization, and colonial legacies. Her most influential work, Wide 

Sargasso Sea (1966), serves as a prequel to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, reimagining the story of Bertha Mason — the 

so-called “madwoman in the attic.” In Rhys’s version, the woman is Antoinette Cosway, a white Creole from Jamaica, 

whose story reveals the devastating consequences of colonialism, racial prejudice, and patriarchal domination.  

 

 Antoinette is portrayed in Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea as a figure caught in a state of transition — between identities, 

ethnicities, and cultures. She was born into a white Creole family in post-emancipation Jamaica, but neither the Black 

community nor the British colonists fully embrace her. She lives in a perpetual state of in-betweenness because of her 

dual Creole identity: she is unstable psychologically, socially, and culturally. Her marriage to Rochester, who imposes 

English standards and renames her "Bertha," eliminating her Creole roots, further undermines Antoinette's sense of self. 

 

 Her displacement — living on the periphery of society, between the ruins of her family's estate and the chilly 

unfamiliarity of England — makes her liminal life clear. Her hybrid identity is presented as a source of fragility as well 

as richness, leaving her feeling alienated, confused, and rootless. The tragedy of Antoinette ultimately resides in her 

incapacity to bring these split personalities together, which leads to her spiral into insanity and represents the devastating 

effects of colonialism and cultural displacement. Antoinette becomes trapped in what Homi Bhabha terms the “third 

space” of hybridity, a liminal zone where cultural categories blur and authentic belonging becomes impossible.  

 

Abstract: This paper explores how Jean Rhys uses literary devices to create alternative realities in Wide Sargasso 

Sea, demonstrating that Antoinette's psychological suffering results from her imprisonment within Homi Bhabha's 

"third space" of colonial hybridity. Using postcolonial theory, particularly Homi Bhabha's concepts of liminal 

existence and hybrid identity, the study will investigate how colonial displacement creates fractured psychological 

landscapes that compel the construction of alternative realities. The analysis examines generational trauma 

through Antoinette's mother Annette, whose mental decline demonstrates the impossibility of authentic existence 

under colonial systems. Antoinette inherits this hybrid positioning, existing between white European and Black 

Caribbean identities, creating psychological "unhomeliness" that forces her to construct alternative worlds for 

survival. Central to this analysis are Rhys's dream sequences and symbolic imagery, which function as alternative 

narrative spaces where hybrid identity surfaces beyond colonial control This study concludes that Rhys employs 

fragmented narrative techniques to demonstrate how colonial third space creates alternative realities that serve 

as necessary refuge for hybrid subjects unable to exist authentically within colonial binaries. 
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2. Literature Review 

 The postcolonial philosophy of Homi Bhabha offers crucial insights toward comprehending Antoinette's decline in 

mental health. According to Bhabha, the colonizer and the colonized interact in this liminal realm of cultural contact, 

creating cultural hybridity. By dismantling essentialist identity and the dichotomy of colonizer and colonized, this kind 

of culture challenges colonial dominance (Dhungana, 2022). The third space is a transitional area where colonial people 

are caught between conflicting cultural identities and are unable to fully and truthfully embody either. This theoretical 

framework sheds light on Antoinette's situation as a Creole lady who finds herself in a precarious position between her 

Black Caribbean identity and white European colonial culture. 

 

 Antoinette's hybridity makes it easier for others to abuse her since it erodes her sense of self and identity (Jamshidi & 

Yousofi, 2023). Understanding how colonial institutions produce psychological instability that necessitates alternate 

kinds of living revolves around this weakened identity. Because of her hybrid standing, Antoinette is unable to truly 

belong in any cultural framework, leading to what Bhabha refers to as "unhomeliness"—a psychological state of constant 

displacement that goes beyond geographic boundaries. 

 

The bond between Antoinette and her mother, Annette, is how Rhys illustrates the cyclical cycle of colonial pain. The 

way that colonial systems produce intergenerational patterns of psychic fragmentation is illustrated by Annette's mental 

degeneration, which foreshadows Antoinette's final fate. In Wide Sargasso Sea, Jean Rhys examines the horrific 

experiences of black characters brought on by gender inequality and racial segregation. Due to her Creole identity, 

Antoinette experiences discrimination and maltreatment (Sharma, 2013). 

 

 Rochester's methodical erasing of Antoinette's Caribbean ethnicity serves the purpose of hybridity and mimicry (Hanif 

& Batool, 2016). The act of renaming serves as an example of how colonial subjects are forced to imitate European 

identity while constantly being identified as other, trapping them in performative cycles. The colonial denial of true 

selfhood is symbolized by Rochester's refusal to use Antoinette's given name, which pushes her farther into the 

psychological third space where hybrid individuals find it difficult to preserve a cohesive identity. 

 

3. Analysis 

 

 The difficulties Antoinette faces are predicted by Annette's incapacity to reconcile her dual identity as the widow of a 

white plantation owner and her Martinican heritage. The impossibility of preserving psychological coherence inside 

colonial boundaries is symbolized by the mother's increasing disengagement from reality. Annette illustrates how 

colonial people turn to alternative psychological states when genuine existence becomes impossible under colonial 

frameworks when she descends into madness after the destruction of Coulibri Estate. 

 

 In a colonial society that requires precise racial classification, Antoinette inherits this shattered stance, existing as 

neither totally Black nor entirely White. She becomes permanently rooted in Bhabha's third space as a result of her 

early experiences of rejection from both Black Caribbean groups and white colonial society. The psychological basis 

for her future creation of alternate realms as coping techniques is established by this liminal existence. 

 

What Bhabha refers to as the basic instability of colonial discourse is produced by this coerced imitation. The fact that 

Antoinette is unable to perform "Bertha" well while being prevented from expressing herself authentically as 

"Antoinette" illustrates how colonial institutions produce psychological impossibility. As Antoinette's Caribbean 

identity struggles against imposed European identity markers, the naming dispute turns into a site of cultural warfare 

that ultimately contributes to her psychological disintegration. 

 

 In order to provide other narrative spaces where Antoinette's hybrid personality might emerge outside of colonial 

control, Rhys uses symbolic imagery and recurrent dream sequences. The three prophetic dreams in the book serve as 

increasingly intense investigations of alternate realities, each signifying a more profound retreat from colonial speech 

into psychological arenas of genuine self-expression. Throughout the book, images of forests stand in for real Caribbean 

places that defy European classification and authority. Antoinette is able to access pre-colonial identity formations that 

are not available in plantation society through these natural settings, which become into symbolic havens. Antoinette's 

ultimate acceptance of an alternate world as a release from impossibly restrictive colonial positions is symbolized by 

the recurrent motif of fire, which functions as both a destructive and purifying force. What academics refer to as hybrid 
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subjects' incapacity to articulate a cohesive identity under colonial discourse is reflected in Antoinette's gradual linguistic 

fragmentation. Her switching between English, French, and Caribbean Creole shows how colonial systems favour 

unique language frames while also highlighting the multilingual aspect of hybrid identity. When genuine communication 

is rendered difficult within the prevailing discourse, colonial subjects develop alternate means of expression, which is 

exemplified by this linguistic instability. 

 

 Antoinette's ultimate acceptance of an alternate world as a release from impractical colonial status is symbolized by the 

final act of fire. Antoinette develops her own symbolic framework for comprehending and expressing her mixed identity 

rather than giving in to colonial conceptions of insanity. By creating a different space where genuine Caribbean identity 

can live outside of colonial authority, this act of destruction also becomes an act of creation. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

In Wide Sargasso Sea, the psychological impossibilities imposed by colonial institutions drive hybrid subjects to 

invent alternate realities in order to survive. Bhabha's third space becomes a location of trauma and creative resistance, 

as Rhys demonstrates via Antoinette's path from childhood displacement to adult fragmentation. While the novel's 

disjointed narrative approaches reflect the fragmented consciousness of colonial people, recurrent symbolic imagery 

offers many platforms for the manifestation of true identity. By converting seeming insanity into forms of creative 

resistance against colonial psychological violence, the novel ultimately implies that alternate realities become essential 

havens for hybrid individuals unable to dwell truly inside colonial boundaries.  
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