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                         The protagonists, especially women in the short story of Jean Rhys 
struggle for the identity and sense of loss, they become psychologically weaker to 
fight with the situation and undergo deep depression. They are strangled in the crisis 
of the home. The women don’t have their own place, value and identity in the society 
as in the White as well as in the Creoles (the hybrid of European and Caribbean). 
Creole women don’t think of them as of their own race because of their attachment 
with the White people. Jean Rhys predominantly depicts these characters at the time 
when she was living in England. Aren’t these characters speaking the truth or reality 
of that contemporary and darkened England? Weren’t these women struggling for 
their real identity? Why do they have to be compelled to live with odd and 
undeserving jobs? Why are they socially unfriendly?  Why do they want to commit 
suicide? 

          As De Beauvoir has written in her book, ‘it is not nature that defines women; it 
is she who defines herself by dealing with nature on her own account in her emotional 
life.  But condemned to this oppression she is only an object and since each 
consciousness must be defined as a subject looking for reciprocity of relationship, 
achievement of freedom in the philosophical sense is impossible, whatever the 
physical comforts offered to the entrapped.” 

The major characters in Jean Rhys’ short story are women struggling for a 
physical place to call “home”. In society they are socially devalued by their ‘owners’. 
Most of the women in her short story do not have their roots and the novels and short 
stories trace the endless struggle and untold and undeserving misery the women have 
to face. The characters, and more, the women fall into three categories – the European 
Whites, the White Negroes (the Creoles), and the Black Negroes. There is constant 
enmity, distrust and hatred among the three groups of women. The lives of women in 
the selected short story are a series of ups and downs, prosperity and poverty, finding 
their identity and losing them as well. Rhys projects the plight of the women in 
contemporary society, mostly the 19th century, especially women who belong to the 
middle, lower-middle, and lower classes who are manipulated by men. Her main 
characters are paranoids. 
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INTRODUCTION:-  

Jean Rhys was born in Dominica (West Indies) in 1890 as the daughter of a 
Welsh doctor and a white Creole mother. She began to write when the first of her 
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three marriages broke up. She was in her thirties by then and living in Paris, where 
she was encouraged by Ford Maddox Ford. Ford wrote an enthusiastic introduction to 
her first book in 1927 followed by a collection of short stories called “The Left 
Bank”. This was followed by “Quartets” (originally “Postures” in 1928), “ After 
Leaving Mr. Mackenzie” in 1930, “Voyage In The Dark” in 1934 and  “Good 
Morning, Midnight” in 1939. With the outbreak of World War II Rhys dropped out of 
sight. She was rediscovered, largely due to Francis Wyndham. In 1966 she made a 
sensational reappearance with “Wide Sargasso Sea”, which won for her the Royal 
Society of Literature Award and the W.H. Smith Award as well. Her comment on her 
sudden great success was ‘it has come too late.’ 

The author is of Caribbean identity. She is accepted neither in White 
(Europeans) nor in Black on the sea-shore. She is like Homi Bhabha’s referred to as 
Hybrid identity. The characters from her writings are called as White Cockroaches. 
For the unnamed desires they have to leave their beloved country and have to do odd 
jobs “to live”. Her female characters are mannequins for a little money. A Night and 
The Blue Bird are the stories by Jean Rhys, taken for analysis. 

The proposed research paper purports to investigate and highlight the various 
traits of the women struggling to eke out an honourable and comfortable existence 
and the sense of loss despite impediments such as male domination racial hatred, 
distrust, alcoholism and paranoia. The major questions arise after reading her short 
story and novel that despite hatred and absence of trust they do believe in MEN.  So 
the endeavour of this paper is to find answers along with. The main objective is to 
highlight the sense of loss and identity struggle of women in the short story and novel 
which are set in one or the other of the West Indies group of islands in the 19th 
century despite the Suffrage movement. 

Present story narrates the life of an unknown, unnamed. She is in her utmost 
depression and can’t find solace. She seems to be aloof from her own lands and cut 
down from all bonds. Desolately she is living in cheap hotels and thinking until her 
head is blown away. The title of the story itself suggests the endless journey in the 
darkness. It is the aimless and tiresome waiting about a non-directional future. The 
protagonist does not come from a sound economic background and she has to live 
isolated. She is drunk and to console herself she cries in a state of stupor. The first 
person narration, “no money: rotten. And ill and frightened to death….Worse!”(45) 
Jean Rhys, The Collected Short Stories, Penguin classics 2017, exemplifies that 
nothing is worse than to live in a derogatory way. She thinks that people around her 
are mean and cruel. She shivers after listening to their laughing and grinning. She 
does not belong to this country. She is homeless and seeks a place called ‘home’. She 
narrates,” I don’t belong here. I don’t belong here. I must get out –must go out.”(45) 
Jean Rhys, The Collected Short Stories, Penguin classics 2017. 

In above quotation her identity crisis and sense of loss can be seen. She is 
away from her beloved country, stuck in the situation where she finds herself 
comfortable; she does not have any beloved of her own to take care of. She is rotten in 
an unknown province. She thinks more and more about ending her life. In her next 
trance of thinking, she narrates in first person, “Shoot oneself... I begin again 
mechanically to plan what would happen. The revolver is in the pawnshop. For 
twenty francs I could…]”, this showcases her agony and restlessness. She is thinking 
her down, down and falling. 
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She is dependent. She wants to be in love with opposite sex. She helplessly 
prays to God that He should send her a friend, now it’s a patriarchy which makes her 
rely on someone instead of to be dependent and who will be the protector of an 
unable, weak, meek woman. She says,” I imagine the man I could love. His hands, 
eyes and voice.” 

“As in the book Friedan hypothesizes that women are victims of a false belief 
system that requires them to find identity and meaning in their lives through their 
husbands and children. Such a system causes women to completely lose their identity 
in that of their family. At the same time, America's post-war economic boom had led 
to the development of new technologies that were supposed to make household work 
less difficult, but that often had the result of making women's work less meaningful 
and valuable.” (Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique (1963)     

  Marya is the protagonist who finds herself in the sense of loss. She has left her 
native place. She is married to Stephan Zelli. She does not know anything about him. 
She is living with him to be secure. Of course she asked questions about his 
whereabouts, money- earning sources but she was silenced like the protagonist of 
‘That Long Silence’, Gauri. Here the author mentions the restlessness and 
helplessness of Marya’s mind.                                                                                         
              

“Stephan disliked being questioned and, when closely pressed, he lied. He just 
lied. Not plausibly or craftily, but impatiently and absentmindedly. So Marya had 
long ago stopped questioning.” (Page 14) 

       This shows us the nature of Patriarchy, as if Marya is an outsider or stranger. 
She was denied by Stephan to be an individual with equal rights. Unlike Stephan she 
is not cunning either, or asks adroit questions. She feels alone, away from society, cut 
down from her own relationships and identity. When engaged with their friends, 
Marya meets Mr. and Mrs.Heidler at a party. She has no identity, existence which is 
understood by following quote – 

       “Marya, whom they spoke of in the third person as if she were a strange 
animal or at any rate a strayed animal – one not quite of the fold.” (Page 12) 

       Such derogation, derogatory remarks about Marya show that she is the person 
who has no importance. As compared with ‘strayed animal’ or ‘strange animal’ show 
what kind of status she has. She has to choose a profession not with her own 
willingness but what comes before her without her choice and as her fortune. She 
marries Stephan for safety and security, but her marriage is considered as a ‘risk’ by 
her. Stephan, by selling antique pieces, was living his life. Marya is liked by him and 
he asked her to marry him. She considers that after marrying Stephan she will be safe 
and secure, so without any other thought she accepts his proposal. But when Stephan 
is arrested in charge of fraud she has to survive on her own. Because what security 
and safety she was expecting from marriage and Stephan, got finished with his arrest. 
Before their marriage she was working as a chorus girl in a touring company. But now 
she is embroiled in this situation. 

The effect of this economic situation takes women to the paranoid state. 
Paranoia is a mental condition in which one feels insecure, cut down from the real 
world, isolated and chronic personality disorder. These women dealt with a crisis of 
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identifying their own place in the society. They do not find their repression and bound 
to the disaster or doom of their own. Thus they are living with ‘sense of loss’ of all 
their belongings. 

Conclusion:- 

       Jean Rhys, in her stories and novels, depicted the women’s helplessness and 
sense of loss in the economic situation. Their room in the domestic area is also 
shattered. They do depend on someone for their life to be worthy. Sometimes they are 
not treated with kindness, but are left to live a hard life. For one of the characters of 
Jean Rhys, Carr, Helen explains –   “she is a young woman…who is hopelessly and 
helplessly at sea in her relations with men, a passive victim doomed to destruction.” 

“ Instead of feeling privileged to be white and superior, Anna ( protagonist of Wide 
Sargasso Sea) feels alienated from her own society of white people in Dominica, “a 
‘white cockroach’ to the black and a ‘white nigger’ to the English” (O’Callaghan 
107), especially because the one person she has to interact with all the time is her 
English step-mother, Hester, who does not want Anna to get too close to the black 
servant, Francine. Hester’s effort to make Anna “a white lady” instead of “a black 
white girl” demonstrates the white segregation as a minority yet superior 
economically and politically. In fact, what happens to Anna is that she feels more 
black than white because of the image of blackness that she creates. HomiBhabha, in 
his article “Cultural Diversity and Cultural Differences”, interprets Fanon’s theory 
that “cultures are never unitary in themselves, nor simply dualistic in relation in Self 
to Other” (Bhabha 207). Bhabha theorizes that for the colonized nation, the natives 
have to be in the “third space” to be able to freely negotiate between the self and the 
other by being both of them. (Bhabha 208)”  ZitaRarastesa in her paper on Voyage in 
the Dark by Jean Rhys. 

Jean Rhys’s protagonist falls in a sense of loss, helplessness and dependent on males 
for their survival. It is the sheer tragedy and journey towards ‘darkness’ of every 
woman in Rhys’s novels. 
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