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Perspective from the margins: The Daylight Gate 

-Sharni Brooke Spencer 

 

Jeanette Winterson's The Daylight Gate (2012) presents a narrative based 

around differing belief systems, constructed around religious authority and 

social power. There is a struggle between the ordinary and the supernatural; 

mortal spiritual authority and Satanic interference. Jane Southworth is the 

victim of a superstitious society who saw women as objects, subject to the 

will of man and patriarchal power and also as more easily susceptible to the 

influences of evil. Jane's social standing does nothing to save her from 

persecution by the authorities; her connections to those who threaten 

hegemonic ideology are taken advantage of with no mind to potential 

consequences. The character provides an insight into the extremes those in 

positions of power will go to in order to perpetuate the dominant value 

system; where potential threats to the hegemonic discourse, whether real or 

imagined, are ruthlessly quashed. 

The dominant value system of the time period in The Daylight Gate 

(Winterson 2012) is based on devout Protestantism and hegemonic 

patriarchy embedded within a hierarchical class system. The monarchy and 

religion were deeply entwined and social politics were dictated by religion, 

with Anglican devotion utilised as a tool for social regulation and as a 

means of 'affirming the royal supremacy' (Ginn 2007, p. 148). Power was 

dispersed downwards from the monarch; class hierarchy was based on 

wealth, bloodlines and gender. Those accused of witchcraft, women in 

particular, were subject to persecution because of strict religious 

classification which 'identified women – or certain categories of women – as 
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religious and moral threats' (Muravyeva & Toivo 2013, p. 23). This 

demonising of women can be seen in the text: the female Devices are 

assumed to be sexually wanton and available; Alice Nutter is a threat 

because of her social standing and unconventional actions (Winterson 

2012).  

In The Daylight Gate (2012) the period value system is challenged 

by the narrative being predominantly constructed through the eyes of the 

persecuted. Characters in positions of power are painted in a negative light 

and sympathy is engaged with those accused of witchcraft and Catholic 

heresy, not with the hegemonic cultural position. The action within the text 

works to give a voice to the subjugated; the Catholics and the witches here 

are seen as persecuted and, in the case of Christopher Southworth, as heroic. 

Yet while the narrative structure works to highlight the marginalised and the 

silenced it also presents these characters as potentially flawed and abusive 

as their oppressors. This point is crucial to understanding the special 

perspective embodied by Jane Southworth.   

Jane is first mentioned by Thomas Potts, in conversation with Roger 

Nowell, as a pawn in his machinations in regards to capturing the Jesuit 

priest, Christopher Southworth. News of her arrest is met with surprise and 

shock by Nowell, who utters the first proclamation to her innocence. '"Jane? 

She is Protestant! She is the one Southworth who has renounced the old 

religion […] you can hardly arrest her for – " "For witchcraft," said Potts.' 

(Winterson 2012, p. 24). This proclamation of religious faith coupled with 

her arrest for witchcraft work in tandem to set up Jane Southworth as a 

figure who exists within the dominant system – a Protestant – and also as 

the demonised other – a witch. The supposed foolishness of her arrest is 

later emphasised in an exchange between Christopher Southworth and Alice 

Nutter, where once again Jane's Anglican faith is stressed. In this way Jane 

is depicted through the voice of others as adhering to the hegemonic social 
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values of the time period.  She is seen as a pawn of the Protestant authority, 

a pawn of the very system of which she is a part in order to punish those 

who are different. Through her incarceration she is dissociated from the 

villainy of those who also profess to Protestantism. It is because of her 

beliefs that Jane is also alienated from her fellow prisoners, those who mock 

her actions as she attempts to wash away the filth of their living hell. She 

'keeps herself apart [reciting] the Bible [and enraging] the others.' 

(Winterson 2012, p. 93). It is here that Jane is really shown to be different 

from her fellow inmates, as she is rebaptised in rainwater – her 'liquid 

sanity' (p. 92). 

No clear description of Jane is given; the audience is not privileged 

with her appearance or her age, but her social position is hinted at. Through 

her relation to Sir John Southworth and by her having a maid it can be 

inferred that Jane is from a higher social class than the other accused 

witches. This class divide works with gender and religion to set Jane apart, 

so that she exists in an intersection of discrimination. She is marginalised by 

her fellow prisoners because of her class and religious conviction. And by 

male authorities, such as Potts, because of her prescribed gender; a gender 

that allows for her use as a pawn – her allegiance to Protestant ideology 

notwithstanding – over that of Christopher's father Sir John, a self-confessed 

Catholic. Accusations of witchcraft have been linked to a woman's 

vulnerability and susceptibility to lower socioeconomic status (Jones & Zell 

2005), and though there is no suggestion that Jane was as poverty-stricken 

as the Devices, she was evidently still vulnerable.  

Catholics, like Sir John Southworth, were able to pay recusant fees 

in order to abstain from Anglican mass and escape persecution (Sheils 

2007); but they were not necessarily accepted by wider society. Jane 

contends that the move against her was not solely for the purpose of 

capturing Christopher, but instead an attempt to ruin all Southworths. Sir 
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John's position allowed him to escape being used in such a manner and so it 

fell to Jane and a fortuitous accusation of sorcery (Winterson 2012, p. 165-

166). Women were believed to possess weaker mind and body, their souls 

vulnerable to the machinations of the devil and as a consequence were more 

frequently accused of witchcraft and allegiance to evil by a religion that 

damned them because of their sex (Reis 1997). 

The systematic abuse of women depicted in The Daylight Gate 

(2012) is reflective of a society that objectifies women as sexual objects and 

powerless victims. There is no mention of Jane herself being subjected to 

the same treatment as other women – Alizon and Nance for example, while 

in prison. She is not removed from the room in order for the warden to 

implement his authority through systematic rape (Winterson 2012, p.90). 

The why is never touched on, and is not necessarily important either, though 

obvious answers for this could be age and her social standing. While she is 

condemned to fester and rot in a dank hole, it is implied that Jane comes 

from a higher social class than her fellow inmates because of the lack of 

evidence implying she is otherwise tortured or abused. This distinction is 

repeated with Alice Nutter and creates a connection between assumed 

sexual availability and class position.  

It would be limiting to say that all women were subjected to the 

same persecution, or that all women were equally subjugated under the male 

dominated patriarchy, but that is not so say that women were not subjects of 

inequality or victimised because of their sex. But inequality is not as simple 

as to be based on a single factor, such as gender. The intersectionality of 

inequality can be seen in the comparison of treatment between Jane 

Southworth and her fellow prisoners. Jane's fellow inmates do not profess 

innocence; in fact they are vocal in their confessions of witchcraft, at least 

to each other. It is Jane's persistence of innocence that implores the audience 

to sympathise with her and her plight. She is not one of the decaying relics 
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of poverty with whom she shares her space; instead she is a tool through 

which the audience can experience the true depths of degradation that the 

subjugated are vulnerable to.  

Throughout the text only twice is Jane herself really given a voice, 

and in the latter of these instances she articulates strength of will that belies 

her situation. In the earlier instance Jane provides an insightful exposition 

on the folly of human beings that is predicated on her incarceration and 

entry into the world of the subordinate.  Here she is granted a privileged 

perspective that allows her to enter into the heart of the truth: It does not 

matter if one worships God or Satan, if one is Jesuit, Protestant, or witch. 

These categories simply work to hide that it is human beings who act with 

cruelty toward the other. For Jane, hell on earth is exists in their cell, the 

dehumanising effect imprisonment has on them all is not punishment 

derived from godliness but the minds of fellow human beings, for '[o]nly 

humans can know what it means to strip a human being of being human,' 

(Winterson 2012, p. 95). Life and hell, reality and imagination intersect in 

this 'stinking airless doomed cell' (Winterson 2012, p. 95).  

Jane exists in a distinct space, isolated from the other women in The 

Daylight Gate. Her journey is separate from that of protagonist Alice Nutter, 

from Alizon Device and Nance Redfern, from Jennet Device and from 

Elizabeth. She is a bystander in the actions of the narrative, not just due to 

her obvious physical separation but her characterisation. The distinct 

supernatural elements of the text are centred on Alice and Elizabeth, and 

their interaction with the 'Dark Gentleman'. Elements of the uncanny are 

introduced throughout the novel with talking heads, charmed poppets, 

ghostly visitations and the hauntings of youthful lovers. But it is the final 

encounter between Elizabeth and Alice that finally brings the fantastic to 

Jane Southworth. Jane is present, yet not, in the final confrontation with the 

Dark Gentleman; Alice's ill-fated fight for Elizabeth and her soul. Rebuffing 
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Alice's attention, she remains untouched by the final encounter of Alice 

Nutter and her bitter lover. Jane is a voiceless statue in a motionless room, 

turned to the light when everyone else is called to darkness. This distinction 

delineates the gap between the supernatural and the mimetic that is 

perpetuated in the narrative. 

At her acquittal Jane's imprisonment is explained away as part of a 

'vile papist plot', turning her into a pawn of the Catholic menace and 

rescinding blame from her prosecutors. The Judge, as a representative of the 

dominant value system contends that '[t]he vilest witches of the earth are the 

priests that consecrate crosses and ashes, water and salt, […]; that christen 

bells that hang in the steeple; that conjure worms that creep in the field' 

(Winterson 2012, p. 211). So once again the dominant values are 

emphasised to be Protestant and Godly and deviance from the norm is not 

accepted. Jane herself calls this whitewashing into question; but not through 

any action on her part, for she is in essence a blank canvas upon which 

meaning is imposed rather than an active agent. It was not witches, satanic 

or Catholic, who imprisoned her and left her to rot in the bowels of the 

earth, but the hegemonic authority.  

Jane Southworth exists in a sphere all of her own. She is persecuted 

by the dominant authority – an accessible target because of her gender.  Yet 

she is also separate from her fellow accused witches due to her faith. The 

character manoeuvres in a place not accessible to others; existing in a cross-

section, between the supernatural and the mimetic, between religion and 

superstition. It is through Jane's unique perspective that the narrative 

exposes a flawed humanity; a dominant value system that victimises its own 

and demonises the other, and a subjugated class that mimics this behaviour. 
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