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Abstract: 

This article explores the psychological transformation of the unnamed 

narrator in Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, whose identity is shaped by insecurity, 
comparison, power, and the overwhelming presence of Rebecca, the late Mrs de 

Winter. This paper examines how silence, illusion and power dynamics shape the 

narrator’s emotional state and relationships through subtle behavioural patterns- such 

as her tendency to imitate Rebecca, her dependence on validation, her constant 
overthinking, and her evolving relationship with Maxim. This paper argues that the 

narrator’s transformation is driven not by romantic fulfilment but by the revelation of 

truth: the realisation that Rebecca was not as flawless as she appeared and, most 
significant of all, that Maxim never loved Rebecca. The roles of Maxim and Mrs 

Danvers in sustaining Rebecca’s constructed image ultimately show how illusion 

governs both the living and the dead until it is dismantled.  
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Introduction 
Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca presents a powerful exploration of identity, 

insecurity, and psychological conflict. It functions not merely as a gothic novel but as 

a complex psychological exploration of identity shaped by fear, silence, and 
comparison. The unnamed narrator enters Manderley as Mrs de Winter. Yet, she never 

fully internalises that role due to the lingering and almost supernatural presence of 

Rebecca, the behaviour of the household staff at Manderley, particularly their 

tendency to subtly undermine her authority, and, most crucially, because Mrs 
Danvers' unwavering loyalty to Rebecca, she says, “you think you can take her 

place?” creates a psychologically oppressive environment that discourages the 

narrator from asserting herself.  Rather than asserting agency, she becomes a passive 
observer of her own life, constantly measuring herself against an ideal she does not 

fully understand. From a Freudian perspective, Manderley may be interpreted as a 
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psychologically charged space shaped by memory and unconscious fear, where 

Rebecca’s presence continues to dominate even in her absence. This aligns with 
Sigmund Freud’s concept of the uncanny, defined as “that class of the frightening 

which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar,” through which 

Rebecca’s memory becomes both intimate and deeply unsettling for the narrator. 

 
This article examines the narrator’s psychological development, especially 

how her insecurity is constructed by the concealment of the truth and dismantled 

when it is revealed. By analysing her behaviour, language, and relationships, it 
becomes evident that her transformation is less a romantic progression and more a 

process of psychological self-realisation. The turning point of the novel, Maxim’s 

confession, not only alters her perception of Rebecca but also allows her to 
reconstruct her own identity. The analysis is informed by basic feminist perspectives, 

particularly the idea that female identity is often shaped in relation to male authority 

and social expectations. 

The Psychology of Insecurity and Self-Comparison 
“I’m nobody. I have no name”. From the beginning, the narrator’s insecurity is 

evident when she asks Frank Crawley whether Rebecca was beautiful, revealing her 

dependence on external validation to construct her own self-worth. And to her reply, 
he said, “She was the most beautiful creature I ever saw in my life.”  This dynamic 

reflects what Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar describe as the division of women into 

“angel” and “monster,” in which the narrator embodies passivity while Rebecca 
embodies defiance. As Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar argue, “the angel in the house 

is passive, submissive, and self-sacrificing, while the monster is rebellious and 

threatening,” reinforcing the narrator’s internalised inferiority and Rebecca’s 

symbolic dominance. 
 

Her insecurity is also evident in the way she imagines situations rather than 

experiencing them directly. She constantly anticipates judgment and even imagines 
exaggerated scenarios such as Maxim meeting with an accident on his way to London, 

creating anxiety that is often not grounded in reality. This tendency reveals that her 

greatest conflict is internal rather than external. 

 
A particularly revealing comparison is her resemblance to Jasper, the dog. 

Just as Jasper responds immediately to small gestures of affection, the narrator finds 

emotional satisfaction in minimal physical reassurance from Maxim. This parallel 
subtly suggests her emotional dependency and her desire for validation, reinforcing 

her lack of self-worth. However, after Maxim’s confession, the way Maxim held her 

was totally different from the one before. She says, “he ran his fingers through my 
hair. Different from his old abstracted way. “It was not like stroking Jasper anymore.” 

That signifies that she no longer needs to prove her worth to him; he knows how much 

she means to him. 
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Language and Gendered Perception 

The narrator's language further reflects both her psychological state and the 
gender expectations embedded within the novel's social context. Her repeated use of 

the word “gay,” in its historical sense of light-heartedness, creates an artificial 

brightness that contrasts sharply with her underlying anxiety, revealing a disjunction 

between appearance and inner reality. Similarly, her preference for describing women 
as “handsome” rather than “beautiful” suggests a perception of femininity that is 

structured, authoritative, and somewhat intimidating rather than delicate. 

 
The linguistic pattern highlights how the narrator perceives other women as 

more stable and fully formed, while she herself remains lacking in identity and 

undefined. In this sense, language becomes a mechanism through which insecurity is 
both expressed and reinforced, aligning with Judith Butler’s argument that gender is 

constructed through repeated social performance rather than innate qualities. The 

narrator’s word choices therefore reveal not only her personal uncertainty but also 

her struggle to inhabit a socially intelligible version of femininity. 

Silence and Miscommunication in Marriage 

One of the most significant factors contributing to the narrator’s distress is 

the lack of communication between her and Maxim. From the beginning, Maxim 
treats her more like a child than an equal partner in marriage, withholding important 

information about Rebecca and avoiding meaningful conversations. 

This silence allows the narrator’s imagination to dominate her perception of reality. 
She assumes that Maxim deeply loved Rebecca, which intensifies her feelings of 

inadequacy. Even after Rebecca’s true nature is known to Maxim, he continues to 

withhold the truth, prolonging the narrator’s psychological suffering. 

 
The narrator, in turn, does not openly express her fears to Maxim. Instead, 

she feels more comfortable sharing her insecurities with Frank Crawley. This 

imbalance highlights the emotional distance within her marriage and emphasises how 
miscommunication sustains her insecurity. 

Rebecca as an Illusion of Power 

Rebecca’s presence in the novel is paradoxical-she is physically absent yet 

psychologically dominant. Her influence is maintained through memory, routine, and 
the people who continue to uphold her image. 

 

Mrs Danvers plays a crucial role in preserving this illusion. Despite knowing 
Rebecca’s true nature, including her manipulative behaviour and affairs, Danvers 

remains devoted to her. This devotion reflects not moral judgment but emotional 

obsession. Rebecca, in Danvers’ eyes, transcends human flaws and becomes an 
idealised figure. 
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Rebecca herself contributes to this illusion by carefully controlling her 

image. Her decision to conceal her illness, even from Mrs Danvers, demonstrates her 
refusal to appear vulnerable. Illness would undermine the perfection and control she 

embodies. By hiding it, she ensures that her identity remains intact, even in death. 

Imitation and Loss of Identity 

Before Maxim’s confession, the narrator attempts to assimilate into 
Manderley by imitating Rebecca, adopting established domestic routines involving 

food, flowers, and household arrangements. This imitation reflects her belief that 

conformity will secure her acceptance within a space still dominated by Rebecca’s 
legacy. However, such behaviour signals not adaptation but erasure. Rather than 

asserting an independent identity, the narrator performs a role shaped by another 

woman’s presence, reducing herself to a substitute rather than an individual. Her 
insecurity is intensified by the constant comparison to Rebecca, who is described as 

possessing an almost perfect social and domestic authority. This is evident when the 

narrator admits, “I was aware of a strange feeling of uneasiness… I felt as though I 

were not myself.” Such moments reveal her growing alienation from her own identity. 
Furthermore, under the psychological influence of Mrs Danvers, who urges her to 

embody Rebecca’s presence, the narrator internalises an ideal she believes she must 

replicate. The most striking instance of imitation occurs at the ball, when she 
unknowingly dresses in a costume previously worn by Rebecca, prompting Maxim’s 

horrified reaction. This episode symbolises the failure of imitation and the 

impossibility of replacing Rebecca. 
 

This process can be understood through Sigmund Freud’s concept of 

identification, in which the subject internalises another figure in an attempt to resolve 

insecurity or lack. The narrator’s actions are therefore not expressions of selfhood but 
rather compensatory gestures driven by anxiety and a sense of inferiority. Her 

imitation ultimately reinforces her instability, as the more she conforms to Rebecca’s 

model, the further she distances herself from any authentic sense of identity. 

Transformation Through Truth 

The turning point of the novel occurs with Maxim’s confession, after which 

the narrator undergoes a marked psychological transformation, demonstrating 

increased confidence, composure, and control. 
 

Her greatest fear- that she could never compete with Rebecca-is disrupted 

after Maxim’s confession that he ‘hated’ Rebecca, fundamentally disrupting the 
narrator’s perception of both Rebecca and her marriage. This realisation allows her 

to shed her insecurity and begin asserting herself. This shift is subtly captured in her 

assertion, “I am Mrs de Winter now,” marking a psychological acceptance of identity 
rather than a socially imposed role. 
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This transformation is symbolised through her actions within the household. 

She begins to make choices, such as ordering different food and changing the flowers 
to roses. The recurrences of roses symbolise the narrator’s emerging authority and 

emotional stability. These seemingly small decisions signify a larger shift from 

imitation to individuality. Judith Butler’s identity-as-performance is reflected in the 

narrator’s transformation as she gradually moves from imitation to self-assertion. As 
Butler states, “identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’ that are 

said to be its results,” suggesting that the narrator’s identity is constructed through 

her actions rather than being predetermined. 

Shift in Power Dynamics 

Following the confession, the power dynamics between the narrator and 

Maxim also change. Initially, Maxim holds control within the relationship, both 
emotionally and socially. The narrator depends on him for validation and guidance. 

However, after the confession, Maxim becomes more vulnerable. His dependence on 

the narrator grows, and she, in turn, assumes a more supportive and confident role. 

This shift reflects her growth and her movement toward emotional maturity. 
Her confrontation with Mrs Danvers further demonstrates this change. Unlike earlier 

in the novel, she no longer responds with fear but with composure, indicating that 

Rebecca’s psychological hold over her has weakened. 
Another interesting contrast appears through Beatrice’s reaction to Rebecca’s death.  

 

Despite her known dislike for Rebecca, Beatrice supports further 
investigation rather than allowing the matter to remain a suicide. This response 

reflects her practical and rational nature, as she prioritises clarity and family 

reputation over personal feelings. Unlike the narrator, who initially fears truth and 

confrontation, Beatrice demonstrates a willingness to face uncertainty directly. Her 
reaction suggests that truth, even when uncomfortable, is preferable to unresolved 

doubt, further emphasising the novel’s broader theme of illusion versus reality. 

Favell and Moral Contrast 
Jack Favell's character introduces an element of moral ambiguity. While he 

attempts to blackmail Maxim, his actions also reveal Rebecca’s true nature. Maxim’s 

refusal to negotiate with Favell, despite the possibility of avoiding legal 

complications, reflects his desire to maintain control and avoid prolonged 
entanglement.This moment highlights the contrast between different forms of power-

manipulative, moral, and psychological- and reinforces the complexity of Maxim’s 

character. 

Conclusion 

Rebecca ultimately presents a narrative in which illusion governs reality until 

it is destabilised by truth. The narrator’s journey from insecurity to self-awareness is 
shaped by her evolving understanding of Rebecca, Maxim, herself and the structures 

of power that define Manderley. Her initial dependence on comparison and validation 
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gives way to a more stable sense of identity, suggesting that selfhood cannot emerge 

through imitation but must be internally constructed.  
 

Rebecca’s influence, sustained through secrecy and perception, collapses 

once her true nature is exposed, revealing the fragility of identities built on illusion. 

This aligns with Judith Butler’s argument that identity is not fixed but produced 
through performance, as both Rebecca and the narrator demonstrate contrasting 

modes of constructed femininity. 

 
However, the novel resists complete resolution. Maxim’s lingering 

attachment to Manderley reflects an unresolved psychological dependence on the 

past, suggesting that spaces of power continue to shape identity even after their 
physical loss. In contrast, the narrator’s development indicates that genuine 

transformation is internal rather than situational. 

 

Thus, Rebecca ultimately reveals that identity is not inherited or imitated, but 
constructed through the confrontation of truth. Rebecca also offers a complex 

exploration of power, memory, and identity, ultimately revealing that while events 

may conclude, their psychological consequences persist, leaving the ending both 
resolved and quietly unsettling. 
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