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To Become a Remarkable Young Woman: The Governess’s
Construction of Self in Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw
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Abstract
This paper aims to analyze how Henry James’s unnamed protagonist in The
Turn of the Screw attempts to become “a remarkable young woman” (James 39) by
pursuing knowledge and suppressing her desire at Bly, the country mansion where
she works as the governess. In response to the continued intense debates as to
whether the governess is reliable and whether the ghosts exist, this paper proposes
that the governess is an unreliable narrator and the ghosts are her fabrications. James
ridicules Victorian womanhood by placing his governess in an extremely particular
situation. The governess’s difficulty in exercising the autonomy granted by her absent master results from her inferior position in terms of gender and class. Out of her
thirst for appreciation and recognition from her master, she strives to pursue and
produce knowledge about Bly. In order to be an ideal object of the imaginary male
gaze, she denies her otherness and projects it onto Quint and Jessel, the dead former
valet and governess, labeling them as ghosts that haunt the house and her two
charges. In pursuit of knowledge and an ideal self-image, the protagonist presses the
children on the existence of the ghosts to such an extent that she goes to extremes
and invites evil and destruction.
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To Become a Remarkable Young Woman: The Governess’s Construction of Self in
Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw
This paper aims to analyze how Henry James’s unmanned protagonist in The Turn of
the Screw attempts to become “a remarkable young woman” (James 39) by pursuing (producing) knowledge and denying (suppressing) her desire through a close reading of the text.
Henry James’s 1898 novella The Turn of the Screw is full of allusions to Charlotte Brontë’s
Jane Eyre. Despite the conspicuous parallels between the two novels, however, James provides no fairytale ending for his unnamed governess as Brontë does for Jane Eyre.1 Critics
consider The Turn of the Screw an intentional parody of Jane Eyre, by which James mocks
the literary convention of the English governess novel (Petry). The governess novel deals
with the nineteenth-century anxiety about female employment (Lecaros). Portrayed as a
liminal figure, the governess in literature exemplifies threat to social and sexual order. Both
an outsider and an insider, a governess is associated with otherness and, therefore, considered caring and intimidating at the same time. As Lecaros points out, the governess novel
deals with common themes such as “sudden impoverishment, paternal insufficiency, and
conflicts with nouveaux riches employers.” Due to her disadvantaged background, the heroine not only aspires to economic and social mobility but also develops romantic vision of her
master or masters. Although the governess novel has successfully brought the governess’s
plight to light,2 many of them are didactic manuals. They served the purpose of teaching
Victorian women the ideal image of womanhood. I suggest that, in his revision of Jane Eyre,
James derides not so much the genre as the ideal image of Victorian women, or that of the
angel in the house.
James’s governess is not unlike other heroines in the governess novel, but she is placed
in a situation much trickier than what others face. To exempt his governess from any possible romantic attachment to her master, James places no master at Bly, the country mansion
1
2

For a comparison between Jane Eyre and The Turn of the Screw, see Tintner and Petry.
According to Lecaros, the governess novel was a very important part of the governess debate, which
was active during the second half of the nineteenth century, and which focused on the governess’
s employment and position.
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where she is supposed to carry out her duty. During the job interview in London, the governess is instructed by the master that he should not be bothered under any circumstances. In
other words, the governess should take care of ten-year-old Miles and eight-year-old Flora,
the master’s nephew and niece, singlehandedly, with occasional assistance given by Mrs.
Grose, the housekeeper. The absence of the master is a major screw James has turned, as it
exposes the governess to challenges beyond the control of an inexperienced young woman
who believes in Victorian womanhood and morality. Convinced that Miles and Flora are
haunted by ghosts of Peter Quint and Miss Jessel, the former valet and former governess
respectively, the governess desperately presses the children on confession. In spite of her
eagerness to protect the children, the novel ends with Flora’s breakdown and Miles’s death.
The death of Miles is terrifying to readers of The Turn of the Screw. They don’t see
why Miles should die even if they are repeatedly told by the governess how evil Miles has
been. Critics suggest that, directly or indirectly, the governess causes the death of Miles.
Muriel West, for instance, claims that the governess’s violent behavior causes the tragedy
(287). While West considers that the governess’s intense action and language in the final
scene frighten Miles to death, Terence Matheson argues that Miles has been “smothered by
the frantic, raving governess” (173). Whatever the cause, readers ask why the governess
strives so hard for Miles’s confession. One major issue of debate triggered by The Turn of
the Screw is the existence of the ghosts (Petry 61, Seymour 182). Readers wonder whether
the ghosts of Quint and Jessel do exist. Critics have had an intense debate over this issue
(Flatley 116). Some critics regard the ghosts as the governess’s imagination, whereas others
see in the novel irrefutable evidence of their existence (Fleming 135). Another important
issue of debate is the reliability of the governess. Is she sane or insane? Does she tell the
truth or does she lie? Since what we learn about the setting and the characters comes exclusively from the governess, I argue that what she has provided demands careful reading, although I take her as an unreliable narrator.3

3

As Claire Seymour indicates, the reliability of the governess is one of the four main issues of debate.
The other three are “the ‘reality’ of the ghosts, the integrity of the children’s innocence, and the exact
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What makes the governess unreliable? The governess is an untrustworthy narrator because she cannot face up to her desire for knowledge and power. In order to construct her
self identity, the governess denies her otherness in her narrative, especially when she has a
male reader in mind.4 Here I borrow Christine Butterworth-McDermott’s idea of “Beauty
and the Beast” theme to discuss the governess’s position. In her reading of Louisa May Alcott’s “Behind a Mask,” also a revision of Jane Eyre, Butterworth-McDermott argues that
Alcott, by allowing her governess figure to possess qualities of both “beauty” and “beast,”
enables the governess to “question nineteenth-century British and American ideals of womanhood” (26).5 Simply put, the beauty/beast dichotomy forces a woman to choose between
being an angel and a witch. An ideal woman is supposed to suppress the uncontrollable Other within her; that explains why James’s governess is reluctant to admit her desire for
knowledge and power. On the one hand, she pursues knowledge in order to make herself
remarkable; on the other hand, she denies her desire and projects it onto other people. My
thesis is that, in pursuit of knowledge and authority at Bly, the governess presses the children
to such an extent that she goes to extremes and invites evil and destruction. The following
discussion consists of three sections: the governess’s plight, the production of knowledge,
and the necessity of evil.

4

5

nature of their contamination by the ghosts” (182). Alice Hall Petry recommends two basic ways to
read the novella: either to believe the existence of the ghosts and hence to take the governess as a reliable narrator, or not to believe it and hence take her as an insane person (61).
According to the frame narrative, or the prologue, of The Turn of the Screw, the governess sends her
manuscript to George, brother of one of her charges, before she dies. George is the only reader of the
story before he reads it to the public at a Christmas gathering. In other words, the governess fully understands that her manuscript will be placed under male scrutiny.
“Behind a Mask” depicts how Jean Muir, the governess and former actress, utilizes performative strategies to manipulate men in the Coventry family and successfully becomes Lady Coventry in the end of
the story. Alcott published “Behind a Mask” under the pseudonym A. M. Barnard, prior to the publication of her best known work Little Women in 1868. The rediscovery of “Behind a Mask” in 1943
brought to the reader a hidden Louisa May Alcott, who was able to create women characters quite dissimilar to those in Little Women (Goodman 91-108).
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The Governess’s Plight
In the words of Douglas, who reads the governess’s manuscript in the external frame
narrative of The Turn of the Screw, what brings the governess to her predicament is a “seduction exercised by the splendid young man” (28), that is, by her unnamed master. Coming
from a poor country parson’s family and desperately in need of money, the governess is
“carried away” (31) in London when she first meets her master. Here we see a scenario of “a
gentleman, a bachelor in the prime of life, such a figure as had never risen, save in a dream
or an old novel, before a fluttered anxious girl out of a Hampshire vicarage” (26). On arrival
at Bly, the governess finds it “a castle of romance inhabited by a rosy sprite” (32). Furthermore, she is struck by the extraordinary beauty of Flora, her younger charge. As the governess recalls, “She [Flora] was the most beautiful child I had ever seen” (30). At Bly, the
governess is confronted with uneasy excitement brought about by extravagance she has
never experienced. Besides the large room, the great state bed, and the full, figured draperies,
one object she mentions deserves attention: “the long glasses in which, for the first time, I
could see myself from head to foot” (30). The governess’s admiration for the mirror exposes
her disadvantage at the economic level, but it also reveals her indulgence in seeing her self
image.
The mirror imagery plays a significant role in The Turn of the Screw. As a governess in
mid-nineteenth-century England, whose position dangling between that of a middle-class
woman and a working-class one (Newman 50-51), the governess is eager to gain the recognition from Bly, a recognition not only from the children and the housekeeper, but also from
the children’s uncle, her absent master. In other words, not only is she seeking the children’s
respect, but she is also pursuing imaginary praise from her master. The governess’s desire to
be recognized is responsible for her desire to be seen. In order to be an ideal object of the
gaze, she turns the gaze inward to see herself. That is why she is fascinated with windows
and mirrors.
According to Martha Banta, “There is little or nothing going on in Henry James’s mind
that is not about social relations between women and men; every issue is ultimately gendered” (21). In spite of the absence of the master, the governess still has desire for subjection
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to some male authority. The first sight of Bly ignites her imagination about being the mistress of the house. She is struck with admiration as she says, “The scene had a greatness that
made it a different affair from my own scant home, and there immediately appeared at the
door, with a little girl in her hand, a civil person who dropped me as decent a curtsey as if I
had been the mistress or a distinguished visitor” (29-30). From Mrs. Grose, the governess
learns that it is the master’s way to like young and pretty governesses (34); such a conviction
takes her fancy further. While the master discourages any report from the governess, the latter imagines the former’s gaze and strives to be an ideal object of that gaze. The imaginary
gaze embodies a power imbalance between the master and the governess in view of both
class and gender. Jonathan Flatley interprets the governess’s particular situation as “autonomy with autarchy,” that is, “while she can do what she wants at the estate, she has little or no
power to determine what problems come her way or to change the nature of the problems
she is inheriting from the past” (111). Furthermore, the absence of the master troubles the
governess because, as a substitute master, she lacks the knowledge and power to deal with
the business at Bly. However, she summons up courage to carry out her duty, and she assumes that her achievement will be seen and recognized. That is her state of mind when she
sees the man at the top of the tower. I argue that the man is not a ghost, as she claims, but a
representation of her imaginary male authority. The fact is crystal clear if we take into consideration her thought prior to the occurrence.
The Production of Knowledge
Before she sees the man at the top of the tower, the governess mentions her longing to
meet someone unexpectedly during her stroll, someone who “would appear there at the turn
of a path and would stand before [her] and smile and approve” (39). She also expresses her
desire to see the master: “I only asked that he should know; and the only way to be sure he
knew would be to see it, and the kind light of it, in his handsome face” (39). Unfortunately,
the governess is quite aware that the master would not bother seeing the children, not to
mention her, as he has firmly ordered: “Not a word. I’m off” (33). The man she catches sight
of, therefore, should be a stranger, a substitute. Looking from the top of the tower, the man is
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able to have a bird’s eye view of her. This gaze meets the need of the governess, as she tells
us, “I dare say I fancied myself in short a remarkable young woman and took comfort in the
faith that this would more publicly appear” (39). In other words, she takes delight in being
watched. To ensure that she provides an ideal object to be looked at, the governess exercises
self-surveillance, as demonstrated by her second, much closer encounter with the man.
The governess’s yearning for male gaze explains the second appearance of the man,
who looks, from the other side of the window, straight into the dining room, where the governess stands. Interestingly, after the man disappears, the governess goes to the place where
he has stood and looks, as he has looked, into the room. Later, the intrusion of Mrs. Grose
enables the governess to have “the full image of a repetition of what [has] already occurred”
(45). She takes the man’s perspective to see, and, at the same time, she sees in Mrs. Grose
what it is likely to be seen. In short, she experiences both seeing and being seen at the short
moment, that is, “a recursive chain of surveillance” (Serpell 241). The governess’s movement to the man’s place also highlights her plight. When standing outside the window peeping, she proves to be an outsider, not belonging to Bly.
The sight of the man points to the governess’s great desire for male authority, as shown
by the two aforementioned encounters. There is a twofold meaning in this desire. On the one
hand, she desires to get recognition from her master, who implies superiority no matter in
terms of class or gender. On the other hand, she envies the master and desires to establish
her own authority, which implies power for her to handle predicaments at Bly. As the governess is not able to acknowledge the beast part within her,6 she strives to project it onto
someone else. With Mrs. Grose as her conspirator, the governess succeeds in constructing
Bly as a haunted house and Quint and Jessel as haunting ghosts, who are solely responsible
for any damage caused at Bly.
When pursuing knowledge about Bly, the governess is driven by what Michel Foucault

6

According to Butterworth-McDermott, the archetype of Beast conveys the message of Otherness. Contrary to images of Victorian ideal women, female characters presenting themselves as a Beast are strong
and active.
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terms “the will to knowledge” (History 12). While knowledge is power, power makes
knowledge accessible. Knowledge is not something already there; knowledge is produced by
“who is speaking to whom about what.” What really counts, however, is “who determines
what should be talked about.” In discussing “the how of power,” Foucault asserts, “We are
subjected to the production of truth through power and we cannot exercise power except
through the production of truth” (“Two Lectures” 92, 93). For the governess, knowledge
about Bly helps her produce the truth she needs. As Antonio Sanna argues, “The governess
embarks on a search for knowledge which is dictated by her will to control Miles and Flora,
by her need to reestablish the power attributed to her by her position as governess” (112).
The governess thirsts for knowledge because she desires to establish her authority. By turning her desire for a male authority into a ghost, the governess successfully manipulates Mrs.
Grose and becomes the person who directs the course of speaking, thinking, and action at
Bly. As the governess tells us, the effect is overwhelming:
She [Mrs. Grose] herself had seen nothing, not the shadow of a shadow, and nobody
in the house but the governess was in the governess’s plight; yet she accepted without directly impugning my sanity the truth as I gave it to her, and ended by showing
me on this ground an awestricken tenderness, a deference to my more than questionable privilege, of which the very breath has remained with me as that of the
sweetest of human charities. (49-50)
The quest for knowledge gives the governess power; on the other hand, her hunger for more
power drives her to ask for more knowledge, so she controls Mrs. Grose and forces the
housekeeper to endorse her findings.
The governess knows how to manipulate Mrs. Grose so as to collect information about
the house. As their dialogue demonstrates, the governess presses Mrs. Grose very hard in
order to squeeze a name out of her. When it is necessary, she gives Mrs. Grose a push:
“Then seeing in her face that she already, in this, with a deeper dismay, found a touch of
picture, I quickly added stroke to stroke” (48). In this way, Mrs. Grose leaks the name of
Quint, although not quite willingly. The identification of the man at the top of the tower as
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Quint helps the governess, first, to conceal her yearning for the master and, second, to pursue the “secret” of Bly. She asserts herself, “I had a right to know what young persons engaged for Bly were expected to do” (36). Having found justification for her behavior, the
governess works out similar strategies to construct Jessel as a ghost, as illustrated by the lake
event.
Claiming that she has seen Jessel by the lake, she induces Mrs. Grose to provide information she needs. When confronted by Mrs. Grose as to how she knows the woman by
the lake is Jessel, the governess impatiently evades the question. As a “stout simple plain
clean wholesome woman” (30), Mrs. Grose has difficulty in resisting the governess’s interrogation, and the governess is conscious of that. Once, the governess confesses, “I now recognised to what I had at last, stroke by stroke, brought the victim of my confidence” (58).
Another time, she admits her question is “a straight question enough” (61). She uses the
verbs “to press” and “to wait” alternatively, suggesting a playful game. How complacent the
governess is when she says, “had I wished to mix a witch’s broth and proposed it with assurance, she [Mrs. Grose] would have held out a large clean saucepan” (73). If the governess
looks for the housekeeper’s recognition, she wins it. The ghosts of Quint and Jessel are obviously fabulous fabrications produced by the governess together with Mrs. Grose. With the
knowledge about Quint and Jessel and their liaison in spite of class and gender differences,
the governess is able to condemn them for transgression, which is actually her own desire.
The Necessity of Evil
The consequence of evil is considered to be “the very plot” of The Turn of the Screw
(Weisbuch 103). Evil seems indispensable to the governess because evil is “the other,”
whose existence ensures the governess’s morality. Since why Miles is expelled from school
remains unclear, Miles’s and Flora’s innocent and charming appearance becomes unbearable
to the governess. She considers the children’s gentleness “their only fault . . . that kept
them . . . almost impersonal and certainly quite unpunishable” (43). She feels strong desire
to test the angelic innocence of the children, to dig up their dark side. In her mind, Quint and
Jessel become the projection of the otherness that corrupts the children and endangers Bly.
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However, what the governess cares about is herself, not the children. John Lydenberg claims
it is the governess who tightens the screws. He explains, “The children are pawns which she
must protect and can use, but for which she has no real concern; she is concerned primarily
with herself” (41). After hearing Quint’s infamous death in the village, the governess finds
“a joy in the extraordinary flight of heroism the occasion demanded of [her]” (53). Furthermore, she imagines “a greatness in letting it be seen” (53) if she could do what many other
girls cannot. She condemns Quint and Jessel, who transgress and implant in the children
wickedness. Unlike her predecessor, she wants to be a screen to stand in front of the children.
On one occasion, the governess mentions to Mrs. Grose that she is not afraid of seeing Jessel;
instead, she is afraid of “not seeing her” (57). In other words, she regards the presence of
Jessel as an opportunity to demonstrate her own competence as a protector. Wicked Jessel is
a perfect foil for the governess, who is eager to demonstrate her ability to the absent master.
However, Quint and Jessel are also the projection of the governess’s desire. Her desire
to be the mistress of Bly points to transgression similar to Jessel’s. The daughter of a country
parson, the governess is apt to despise Quint and Jessel, but she is also very likely to envy
their transgression and revolt. To press the children and Mrs. Grose on the evidence of the
dark side of human nature, the governess not only condemns her predecessor but also gratifies her own desire. In view of this, when the governess closely watches the children, she
also closely watches herself. The way she keeps the children in sight is exhausting not only
to her but also to the children. She thus describes her control of Miles, “I had all but pinned
the boy to my shawl” (83). By internalizing the imaginary gaze from the absent master, she
keeps herself under strict surveillance.
Quint and Jessel embody knowledge beyond the governess’s understanding. She envies them, but, due to her lack of intelligibility, she has to condemn them and to label them
evil. The limitations of the governess’s life experience also hinder her understanding of
Miles and Flora. Kalliopi Nikolopoulou points out that, despite the governess’s role to educate the children, it is Flora who leads the governess, a lost passenger, to learn about her new
environment (15). When Miles expresses his desire to see more life, she is unable to grasp
the meaning, as illustrated by the following dialogue between Miles and her:
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“I want my own sort!”
It literally made me bound forward. “There are not many of your own sort, Miles!” I
laughed. “Unless perhaps dear little Flora!”
“You really compare me to a baby girl?”
This found me singularly weak. “Don’t you, then, love our sweet Flora?” (85)
The governess’s inability to see to Miles’s problem is an indication of her incompetence to deal with her own anxiety. The conversation with Miles forces her to admit that her
fear “was of having to deal with the intolerable question of the grounds of his dismissal from
school, for that was really but the questions of the horrors gathered behind” (86). The governess predicates Miles’s inappropriate conducts at school upon Quint and Jessel, who, according to Mrs. Grose, have been very close to the children. However, as she is envious of
Quint, who are “so dreadfully below” (58), and Jessel, who are “the spectre of the most horrible of women” (87), the fear of Miles’s secret parallels the fear of her own desire.
If the governess’s conversation with Miles hints at her unspeakable desire, a schoolroom scene brings that desire to light. Paula Martin Salván interprets the house as a central
image in the gothic novels when she says, “The house would work as a trope through which
the communicative dynamics established between characters may be related to the organization of space favored in the novel” (46). James’s governess suffers from an architectural obsession; she is always on alert in terms or rooms, staircases, or towers. Time and again, the
governess sees her spatial position and perceives she is an outsider. Determined to let herself
go and to pick up her belonging, she sees a woman sitting at her table in the schoolroom.
The scene reveals once more a mixture of seeing and being seen. The woman can be Jessel,
her vile predecessor, but she can also be the governess herself. The governess senses what
she shares with Jessel from Jessel’s look: “she had looked at me long enough to appear to
say that her right to sit at the table was as good as mine to sit at hers” (88). The appearance
of Jessel at the schoolroom suggests to the governess that she does not belong: “I had the
extraordinary chill of a feeling that it was I who was the intruder” (88). The schoolroom
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scene thus indicates her potential identification with Jessel. As mentioned earlier, evil is indispensable for the governess to construct her self identity. The imaginary sight of Jessel
intensifies her sense of not belonging, which challenges her and urges her not to leave, but to
stay instead.
The governess’s quest for knowledge and otherness turns her evil. She considers the
children her possession and finds their supposed intimacy with Quint and Jessel unbearable.
In response to Mrs. Grose’s comment that Quint is too free, the governess protests, “Too free
with my boy?” (51). However, the children do not need her. Miles and Flora always look
angelically innocent, and they have never mentioned Quint and Jessel. It is the governess
who inscribes the two names on the children. Clues in the final scene show that Quint is the
embodiment of the governess’s evil nature. She thinks the attempt to push Miles to confess
his evil to be “only another turn of the screw of ordinary human virtue” (111). Quint also
represents the authority that keeps close watch on the governess. At first, she describes Quint
as “a sentinel before a prison” (116), a person who practices surveillance. Then, after Miles
confesses that it is he who has stolen the governess’s letter to his uncle, the governess moans
with joy and sees “the glare of the face [of Quint] was again at the window, the scoundrel
fixed as if to watch and wait” (117). The governess keeps hold of Miles to prevent him from
seeing Quint, who stands outside the window. But as she lets him go a little so that the boy
can face the window, there is nothing there. At this moment, the governess is convinced that
her triumph stops Miles’s communication with Quint. After Miles makes a confession about
his conduct at school, Quint appears again. It becomes clear the governess sees no Quint
when Miles is facing the window. The fact that Miles cries Quint’s and Jessel’s names in
face of the governess’s stern measures is understandable: he has breakfast with Mrs. Grose
and Flora just before their departure from Bly. It is very likely that he has been told about the
governess’s assertion about seeing Jessel by the lake. The governess has ever doubted about
her quest. She asks herself: “if he [Miles] were innocent what then on earth was I?” (119).
Robert Weisbuch echoes her question when he questions and comments, “In her attempts to
save them from the phantoms that may be of her own making, she too may cause the very
evil that she means to prevent” (105). With the outcome of one child falling ill and another
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one being killed, it will be justified to say that the governess is far more corrupted than any
other character in the novel.
In conclusion, in The Turn of the Screw James ridicules the Victorian womanhood by
placing his protagonist in an extreme situation. The governess’s difficulty in exercising the
autonomy granted by her absent master results from her inferior position in terms of gender
and class. Out of her thirst for appreciation and recognition from her master, she strives to
pursue and hence produce knowledge about Bly. In order to be an ideal object of the imaginary male gaze, she projects her otherness onto Quint and Jessel by labeling them as ghosts
that haunt the house and her two charges. In pursuit of knowledge and authority at Bly, the
governess presses the children about the existence of ghosts to such an extent that she goes
to extreme and invites evil and destruction.
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成為出色的年輕女子
─ 亨利．詹姆士《碧廬冤孽》中家庭女教師的自我建構
蕭碧莉*
摘 要
本文探討亨利．詹姆士《碧廬冤孽》中的無名家庭女教師如何尋求（製造）知識
及否認（壓抑）慾望，希冀成為出色的年輕女子。針對長久以來關於女教師是否可信
及鬼魅是否存在之激辯，本文主張家庭女教師為不可信的敘事者，而書中鬼魅為其捏
造想像。為了嘲諷維多利亞時代的女性形象，詹姆士將家庭女教師置於極端特殊的處
境中。儘管主人遠居倫敦，家庭女教師囿於自身較為低下的階級與性別地位，仍無法
獨立自主全權處理碧廬事務。由於極度渴望獲取不在場主人的讚美認可，家庭女教師
竭盡所能探究碧廬的過往，進而自行生產關於碧廬的知識。為了迎合想像中的男性凝
視，家庭女教師拒絕承認本身的「他者性」
，轉而將其投射到已故的前貼身男僕及前家
庭女教師，將兩人視為糾纏碧廬及兩名學生的鬼魂。在追求知識及理想自我形象的同
時，小說女主角運用極端手法壓迫兩名小孩承認鬼魂之存在，終於招來邪惡及毀滅。

關鍵詞：知識、他者性、男性凝視、家庭女教師
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