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Abstract: Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre remains a seminal work in feminist literary discourse, 

offering a nuanced critique of gender roles in Victorian England. This article examines the portrayal of 

gender roles in the novel and how Brontë embeds feminist ideologies within Jane’s character development and 

narrative progression. The study highlights Jane’s struggle for autonomy, her rejection of traditional female 

subjugation, and her assertion of self-worth within a patriarchal framework. By analyzing key interactions 

between Jane and male figures, as well as her journey towards self-realization, this paper underscores Jane 

Eyre’s contribution to early feminist thought. The novel’s progressive stance on women’s independence, 

education, and equality resonates with contemporary feminist ideals, making it a critical text in gender 

studies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The 19th century was marked by rigid gender norms that dictated women’s roles as 

subservient to men, limiting their access to education, employment, and self-determination. 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre challenges these conventions by presenting a protagonist who 

defies societal expectations and seeks intellectual and emotional fulfillment on her own 

terms.  

As a bildungsroman, the novel traces Jane’s evolution from an oppressed orphan to a 

self-sufficient woman, illustrating her resistance against gender-based constraints. This 

article explores the duality of gender roles in Jane Eyre, emphasizing Jane’s struggles with 

patriarchal figures such as Mr. Brocklehurst, Edward Rochester, and St. John Rivers. While 

each of these characters represents different facets of male dominance, Jane navigates these 

challenges with unwavering resilience.  

Her rejection of submission—whether in the form of Lowood School’s oppressive 

religious doctrine, Rochester’s initial attempt at control, or St. John’s expectations of self-

sacrificial duty—demonstrates an early feminist consciousness. Moreover, Brontë’s 

narrative subverts traditional Victorian ideals of femininity.  

Unlike the conventional literary heroines of her time, Jane is neither passive nor 

defined by her romantic relationships. Instead, she demands respect and equality in her 

interactions, advocating for a woman’s right to intellectual and emotional fulfillment.  

The novel’s progressive discourse on love, marriage, and independence makes it a 

pivotal text in feminist literary criticism. This study will analyze how Brontë’s portrayal of 

gender roles aligns with early feminist ideals and how Jane Eyre serves as both a critique of 

and a challenge to Victorian gender hierarchies.  
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By positioning Jane as an agent of her own destiny, the novel continues to inspire 

discussions on gender equality and female empowerment in literary and cultural studies. 

Literature Review. Scholarship on Jane Eyre has long recognized its feminist 

undertones, particularly in the protagonist’s resistance to patriarchal structures. Gilbert 

and Gubar (1979) in The Madwoman in the Attic argue that Jane’s defiance against societal 

norms represents a challenge to Victorian gender roles.  

They emphasize that Jane’s journey is emblematic of the “female Bildungsroman,” 

where the heroine’s struggle for self-definition subverts traditional narratives of female 

submission. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar further contend that Bertha Mason, 

Rochester’s first wife, symbolizes the repression of female rage and passion in a patriarchal 

society. Bertha’s madness and ultimate demise serve as a metaphor for the consequences of 

female entrapment within Victorian domesticity.  

This reading positions Jane Eyre as an early feminist text that exposes the 

psychological and social constraints imposed on women. Similarly, Elaine Showalter (1989) 

in A Literature of Their Own explores Brontë’s engagement with feminist ideas, arguing 

that Jane Eyre resists traditional femininity by advocating for women’s intellectual and 

emotional independence. Showalter discusses how Jane’s refusal to be objectified or 

controlled by Rochester and St. John Rivers reflects a proto-feminist consciousness that 

challenges Victorian ideals of femininity and marriage.  

Numerous scholars have examined Jane Eyre’s critique of gender power dynamics, 

particularly in relation to the novel’s male characters. Adrienne Rich (1977) in Of Woman 

Born highlights Jane’s rejection of patriarchal authority figures, such as Mr. Brocklehurst 

and St. John Rivers, as an assertion of female agency. Brocklehurst, representing religious 

hypocrisy, attempts to instill submissiveness in young women, while St. John exemplifies 

the pressure on women to sacrifice personal happiness for duty.  

Rochester, though initially dominant, undergoes a transformation that aligns with 

feminist ideals. Karen Chase (2000) in Eros and Psyche: Intertextuality in Victorian 

Literature discusses how the power dynamic between Jane and Rochester shifts over the 

course of the novel. By the end, Rochester, physically weakened and humbled, becomes 

dependent on Jane, symbolizing an egalitarian relationship rather than one based on 

traditional gender hierarchies.  

Nancy Armstrong (1987) in Desire and Domestic Fiction discusses how Brontë 

redefines the concept of female virtue. Unlike passive heroines of earlier novels, Jane insists 

on moral and intellectual compatibility in marriage, advocating for an egalitarian union.  

Her ultimate reunion with Rochester is framed not as an act of submission but as a 

partnership where she retains agency and dignity. Recent feminist critiques have expanded 

beyond gender to consider issues of class and race in Jane Eyre. Gayatri Spivak (1985) in 

Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism critiques the novel’s feminist stance by 

highlighting its colonialist undertones.  

She argues that Jane’s empowerment is achieved at the expense of Bertha Mason, a 

Creole woman whose erasure and dehumanization facilitate Jane’s ascent to independence. 

This reading complicates Jane Eyre’s feminist narrative by questioning its inclusivity. 



INTERDISCIPLINE INNOVATION AND SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH CONFERENCE 

British International Science Conference 

 

169 

Lisa Sternlieb (2002) in Jane Eyre: ‘Hazarding Confession’ addresses the intersection 

of gender and class, arguing that Jane’s independence is partially enabled by her inherited 

wealth. This perspective suggests that while Jane Eyre critiques patriarchal oppression, it 

also reflects the limitations of early feminist movements, which often prioritized the 

concerns of white, middle-class women over those of marginalized groups. The scholarship 

on Jane Eyre consistently recognizes its significance in feminist literary history.  

While some critics celebrate Jane’s resistance to gender norms and her assertion of 

self-worth, others highlight the novel’s racial and class-based exclusions. Nonetheless, Jane 

Eyre remains a foundational text in discussions of gender roles, female agency, and the 

evolution of feminist thought in literature.  

As contemporary feminist discourse continues to evolve, the novel’s themes of 

autonomy, resistance, and equality remain relevant, ensuring its place in both literary and 

feminist studies. 

Methodology. This study employs a qualitative research design, specifically a textual 

analysis approach, to examine gender roles and feminist themes in Jane Eyre. By closely 

analyzing Brontë’s narrative, characterization, and thematic structure, this study identifies 

how the novel critiques Victorian gender norms and promotes feminist ideals. The research 

is framed within the broader context of feminist literary criticism, which provides 

theoretical tools for analyzing gender representation and power dynamics in literature.  

The analysis is guided by feminist literary theory, particularly the works of scholars 

such as Gilbert and Gubar (1979), Elaine Showalter (1989), and Adrienne Rich (1977). This 

framework allows for an exploration of how Jane Eyre resists patriarchal expectations and 

advocates for women’s autonomy. Additionally, postcolonial feminist criticism, particularly 

the perspectives offered by Spivak (1985), is employed to examine how issues of race and 

imperialism intersect with the novel’s feminist discourse. Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre 

serves as the primary text for analysis, with specific passages related to gender roles, power 

dynamics, and feminist themes examined. Key moments in the novel, including Jane’s 

interactions with male figures such as Mr. Brocklehurst, Edward Rochester, and St. John 

Rivers, provide insight into the ways in which patriarchal authority is challenged.  

A range of critical essays, books, and journal articles on Jane Eyre, feminist literary 

criticism, and Victorian gender roles are also reviewed to provide scholarly perspectives 

that contextualize the novel’s feminist themes. The study focuses on several key themes, 

including Jane’s rejection of patriarchal authority, her choices regarding marriage and 

autonomy, and her navigation of female identity within social constraints. Intersectionality 

is also considered, particularly in relation to the representation of Bertha Mason and the 

ways in which race and class influence the novel’s feminist discourse. A close reading 

approach is used as the primary analytical method, allowing for an in-depth examination of 

textual elements such as dialogue, symbolism, and narrative structure.  

Comparative analysis further enhances the study by contrasting Jane’s character with 

other female figures in the novel, such as Bertha Mason and Blanche Ingram, to illustrate 

differing representations of womanhood and gender expectations. While this study 

provides a feminist interpretation of Jane Eyre, it acknowledges certain limitations. The 
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analysis primarily focuses on gender, with limited exploration of other intersecting factors 

such as class and race beyond their relation to feminist discourse.  

Additionally, interpretations of feminism within the novel may vary depending on 

historical and contemporary perspectives, which could influence different readings of 

Brontë’s work. 

Results. The analysis of Jane Eyre reveals a profound critique of gender roles and an 

early feminist consciousness embedded within the novel’s structure. The study finds that 

Charlotte Brontë’s portrayal of Jane as an independent and self-respecting woman 

challenges the rigid gender norms of Victorian England. Through Jane’s interactions with 

various male figures, including Mr. Brocklehurst, Edward Rochester, and St. John Rivers, 

the novel exposes different manifestations of patriarchal control and highlights the 

protagonist’s resistance against them. One significant finding is Jane’s unwavering 

commitment to personal autonomy and moral integrity. Unlike traditional female 

characters of the time who were often defined by their relationships with men, Jane asserts 

her own agency. Her rejection of Rochester’s initial marriage proposal, which would have 

compromised her self-respect, and her refusal to marry St. John Rivers for mere duty rather 

than love, exemplify her determination to define her life on her own terms. This 

demonstrates Brontë’s subversion of the Victorian ideal of womanhood, which typically 

emphasized submission, dependence, and domesticity. The study also finds that Brontë 

employs a progressive narrative structure that aligns Jane’s personal growth with the 

development of feminist ideals. As Jane moves through different phases of her life—from 

Gateshead to Lowood, Thornfield, Moor House, and finally Ferndean—each setting 

represents a step in her journey toward self-fulfillment. Her ultimate reunion with 

Rochester, now as an equal partner rather than a subordinate, further reinforces the novel’s 

feminist message. The power dynamics shift as Rochester, physically weakened and 

dependent, no longer exercises control over Jane, allowing for a more balanced relationship 

that acknowledges her independence. 

Another important result of this study is the novel’s ambivalent stance on 

intersectionality. While Jane Eyre champions the rights of women, its treatment of Bertha 

Mason reflects the limitations of early feminist discourse. Bertha’s portrayal as a 

“madwoman in the attic” and her eventual destruction suggest an exclusionary feminist 

perspective that prioritizes the concerns of white, middle-class women while marginalizing 

those of different racial and socio-economic backgrounds. This supports the argument 

made by postcolonial feminist scholars, such as Gayatri Spivak, that Jane Eyre participates 

in an imperialist framework, even as it critiques gender inequality. The findings also 

highlight Brontë’s use of language and symbolism to reinforce feminist themes. Fire, for 

instance, emerges as a recurring motif, symbolizing both destruction and transformation. 

Jane’s fiery temperament, her burning love for Rochester, and the literal fire that destroys 

Thornfield all contribute to the novel’s exploration of female passion, rebellion, and 

renewal. Additionally, the motif of vision—Jane’s emphasis on seeing and being seen as an 

equal—further underscores the novel’s feminist message. 

CONCLUSION 
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The analysis of Jane Eyre demonstrates that Charlotte Brontë’s novel serves as both a 

critique of Victorian gender norms and a pioneering feminist text. The protagonist, Jane 

Eyre, embodies resistance against patriarchal control, asserting her autonomy in a society 

that sought to confine women to roles of subservience and dependence. Through Jane’s 

rejection of coercive male authority figures such as Mr. Brocklehurst, Edward Rochester, 

and St. John Rivers, Brontë advocates for women’s right to self-determination, intellectual 

equality, and emotional independence. A key finding of this study is that Jane Eyre subverts 

traditional gender hierarchies by portraying a female protagonist who refuses to be 

objectified or controlled. Jane’s ultimate decision to reunite with Rochester on her own 

terms, after achieving financial and personal independence, signals a radical departure from 

conventional Victorian narratives. This suggests that Brontë’s work aligns with early 

feminist ideals, making Jane Eyre a crucial text in the history of feminist literary criticism. 

At the same time, the novel’s limitations, particularly in its depiction of Bertha Mason, 

highlight the complexities of feminist discourse in Jane Eyre. While the novel champions 

gender equality, it also reinforces imperialist and classist biases, as noted by postcolonial 

scholars. This duality underscores the evolving nature of feminist interpretations and the 

need to examine literary texts through multiple critical lenses. In conclusion, Jane Eyre 

remains a powerful exploration of gender roles and female agency, making it an essential 

work in both literary and feminist studies. Its themes of autonomy, resistance, and equality 

continue to resonate, offering valuable insights into the historical and ongoing struggle for 

women’s rights. Future research may further explore the novel’s intersections with race, 

class, and colonialism to provide a more nuanced understanding of its feminist legacy. 
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