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Abstract 

This study examines the feminist dimensions of Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë through the 

application of contemporary feminist literary criticism. Situating the novel within the socio-

cultural framework of Victorian patriarchy, the paper analyses how gender roles, class structures, 

and moral ideologies shape the construction of female identity and agency. Particular attention is 

given to Jane’s development as a proto-feminist protagonist whose insistence on autonomy, 

equality, and self-respect challenges dominant norms governing women’s lives. The study further 

explores the role of narrative voice in articulating female subjectivity, as well as the intersections 

between gender and economic independence that underpin Jane’s resistance to subordination. In 

addition, the representation of Bertha Mason is examined as a critical site of female oppression, 

extending the analysis to include postcolonial feminist concerns regarding race and 

marginalisation. By engaging with contemporary scholarly debates, the paper highlights the 

tensions between feminist and anti-feminist interpretations of the text, particularly in relation to 

its resolution in marriage. The findings suggest that the novel operates as a complex and contested 

feminist text, simultaneously advancing and limiting the possibilities of female emancipation 

within its historical context. 
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Introduction 

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë remains a foundational text in English literature, frequently 

examined through the lens of feminist criticism for its radical interrogation of nineteenth-century 

gender norms. Situated within the rigid social and moral framework of Victorian England, the 

novel foregrounds the experiences of a marginalised female subject who persistently negotiates 

structures of patriarchy, class hierarchy, and moral authority. The narrative traces Jane’s 

psychological and moral development, offering a sustained critique of the limited roles available 

to women and asserting the legitimacy of female desire, autonomy, and self-respect. 

From a feminist perspective, the text articulates resistance against the ideological constraints 

imposed upon women, particularly through Jane’s insistence on equality in her relationships. Her 

declaration, “I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a free human being with an independent 

will,” encapsulates a central feminist ethos that challenges the subordination of women within both 

domestic and social spheres. Critics have increasingly revisited the novel to explore how its 

representation of female agency intersects with issues of class, morality, and identity in ways that 

remain resonant in contemporary discourse (Smith, 2016; Johnson, 2019). 
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Moreover, the novel’s engagement with themes of selfhood and resistance invites a 

reconsideration of its position within feminist literary traditions, particularly in light of modern 

scholarship that situates Jane’s voice as both a product of and a challenge to Victorian ideology 

(Brown, 2021). This study therefore seeks to analyse Jane Eyre as a complex feminist text, 

examining how its narrative strategies and character constructions articulate both conformity to 

and subversion of patriarchal norms. 

Theoretical Framework: Feminist Literary Criticism 

Feminist literary criticism provides the principal analytical framework for examining Jane Eyre as 

a text that negotiates the tensions between female subjectivity and patriarchal authority. Emerging 

from broader feminist theory, this critical approach interrogates how literature reflects, reinforces, 

and at times resists gendered power structures embedded within specific historical contexts. In 

relation to Victorian fiction, feminist criticism is particularly concerned with the ways in which 

female characters are constructed, the limitations imposed upon their agency, and the narrative 

strategies through which women articulate resistance. As Tyson (2015) argues, feminist criticism 

seeks to uncover the ideological assumptions that shape representations of gender while also 

recovering women’s voices that have historically been marginalised within literary discourse. 

Within this framework, Charlotte Brontë’s portrayal of Jane becomes a site of ideological 

negotiation, where the protagonist simultaneously inhabits and challenges the norms of nineteenth-

century femininity. Contemporary feminist scholars have extended this approach by incorporating 

intersectional and materialist perspectives, examining how gender intersects with class, race, and 

economic dependency in shaping female experience (McDowell, 2018; Ridge, 2020). Such 

perspectives are crucial in analysing Jane’s insistence on autonomy, particularly in moments where 

she resists both emotional and economic subordination. Her assertion, “Do you think I am an 

automaton? —a machine without feelings?” foregrounds the rejection of objectification and 

affirms the presence of an interior, self-determining consciousness. 

Recent scholarship also situates Jane Eyre within ongoing debates about the limits of its feminism, 

questioning whether its ultimate resolution reinforces conventional domestic ideals despite its 

earlier subversive impulses (Liu, 2021; Carter, 2022). Feminist literary criticism thus enables a 

nuanced reading of the text, not as a straightforward feminist manifesto, but as a complex narrative 

that exposes the contradictions inherent in the pursuit of female independence within a deeply 

patriarchal society. 

Victorian Patriarchy and Gender Roles 

The social world represented in Jane Eyre is deeply embedded within the patriarchal structures of 

nineteenth-century Britain, where gender roles were rigidly codified and sustained through legal, 

economic, and cultural practices. Victorian ideology positioned men as rational, authoritative 

figures occupying the public sphere, while women were confined to the domestic realm, defined 

by ideals of obedience, modesty, and moral purity. As Davidoff and Hall (2016) observe, the 

doctrine of “separate spheres” functioned as a powerful mechanism for regulating female 
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behaviour, ensuring women’s dependence upon male authority and limiting their access to 

education, employment, and property rights. Within this context, the novel reflects the systemic 

constraints imposed upon women, particularly those without wealth or familial protection. 

The experiences of Jane as a governess exemplify the precarious position of women who existed 

between social classes, lacking both economic independence and social authority. Her marginal 

status exposes the contradictions inherent in Victorian gender expectations, as she is expected to 

embody refinement and moral virtue while remaining subordinate within the household hierarchy. 

Scholars have argued that such figures reveal the instability of patriarchal order, as their presence 

unsettles clear distinctions between servant and gentlewoman (Poovey, 2017; Shuttleworth, 2018). 

Jane’s resistance to these constraints emerges through her refusal to internalise submissive 

femininity, particularly in her interactions with male authority figures. 

This resistance is articulated in moments where she asserts intellectual and emotional equality, 

challenging the assumption of female inferiority. Her insistence that “women feel just as men feel; 

they need exercise for their faculties” directly contests the ideological foundations of Victorian 

gender roles, foregrounding the restrictive nature of social expectations. Recent feminist readings 

further emphasise how such assertions destabilise patriarchal discourse by granting legitimacy to 

female desire and ambition (Hughes, 2020; Wallace, 2021). The novel thus presents Victorian 

patriarchy not as a stable or uncontested system, but as a structure continually negotiated and 

challenged through the consciousness and agency of its female protagonist. 

Construction of Female Identity in Jane Eyre 

The construction of female identity in Jane Eyre is articulated through a sustained process of 

psychological development, shaped by social marginalisation, moral reflection, and resistance to 

patriarchal constraint. From childhood, Jane is positioned as an outsider, denied affection and 

legitimacy within the Reed household, which establishes the conditions for her evolving sense of 

selfhood. Her early declaration, “I am not deceitful: if I were, I should say I loved you; but I declare 

I do not love you,” signals an insistence on emotional authenticity that resists the expectation of 

submissive femininity. This assertion of truth becomes foundational to her identity, reflecting what 

Gilbert and Gubar (2016) describe as the emergence of a female voice that refuses silencing within 

oppressive domestic structures. 

As Jane moves through Lowood, Thornfield, and Moor House, her identity is continually 

negotiated in relation to authority, class position, and moral autonomy. The novel’s first-person 

narrative allows for an intimate exploration of her consciousness, presenting identity not as fixed 

but as a dynamic construct shaped by experience and ethical judgement. Recent scholarship 

emphasises how this narrative strategy foregrounds interiority as a site of resistance, enabling Jane 

to articulate a self that exists beyond externally imposed definitions (Waters, 2019; Bennett, 2020). 

Her refusal to become Rochester’s mistress, despite emotional attachment, underscores the 

centrality of self-respect in her identity formation, as she prioritises moral independence over 

desire. 

Furthermore, Jane’s development reflects the tension between individuality and social belonging, 

as she seeks both autonomy and recognition within a restrictive cultural framework. Critics have 



International Journal of Cultural Inheritance & Social Sciences (IJCISS)  
Vol. 8 Issue 15, March 2026, ISSN: 2632-7597 Impact Factor: 6.985 

Journal Homepage: http://ijciss.com/, Email: journal.ijciss@gmail.com  

Double-Blind, Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Open Access International Journal 
   

 

117 International Journal of Cultural Inheritance & Social Sciences  

http://ijciss.com/, Email: journal.ijciss@gmail.com 
 

noted that her eventual inheritance and familial connections complicate this trajectory, suggesting 

that identity is partially stabilised through economic and social validation (Reynolds, 2021; Carter, 

2022). The novel thus constructs female identity as an evolving negotiation between internal 

conviction and external constraint, revealing the complexities inherent in asserting selfhood within 

a patriarchal society. 

Jane Eyre as a Proto-Feminist Protagonist 

The characterisation of Jane in Jane Eyre has frequently been interpreted as anticipatory of later 

feminist thought, positioning her as a proto-feminist protagonist whose actions and assertions 

challenge entrenched gender hierarchies. Although the term “feminism” did not exist in its modern 

sense during the Victorian period, Jane’s insistence on personal autonomy, moral independence, 

and emotional equality aligns closely with principles that would later define feminist discourse. 

Her resistance to subordination is evident not only in her defiance of oppressive authority figures 

such as Mrs Reed and Mr Brocklehurst, but also in her refusal to accept an unequal relationship 

with Rochester, despite her emotional attachment. 

Jane’s declaration, “I am no bird; and no net ensnares me: I am a free human being with an 

independent will,” encapsulates her rejection of patriarchal containment and affirms a conception 

of womanhood grounded in agency rather than dependence. Scholars have argued that this 

articulation of selfhood marks a significant departure from conventional Victorian heroines, who 

were often defined by passivity and compliance (Miller, 2017; Dawson, 2019). Instead, Jane 

asserts her right to intellectual and emotional parity, challenging the ideological assumption that 

women are inherently subordinate to men. Her decision to leave Thornfield upon discovering 

Rochester’s existing marriage further demonstrates a commitment to ethical self-governance, 

privileging integrity over both desire and social security. 

Recent feminist readings complicate this interpretation by examining the limits of Jane’s 

autonomy, particularly in relation to her eventual marriage, which some critics view as a 

reconciliation with domestic norms rather than a complete rejection of them (Anderson, 2020; 

Hughes, 2022). Nevertheless, Jane’s narrative trajectory foregrounds the possibility of a female 

subject who actively negotiates her position within a restrictive social order. Through her voice, 

resilience, and insistence on equality, the novel constructs a protagonist whose resistance 

anticipates key concerns of feminist literary and social critique. 

Marriage, Autonomy, and Equality 

In Jane Eyre, the institution of marriage is not presented as a fixed social ideal but as a contested 

space in which questions of autonomy, moral integrity, and gender equality are negotiated. Within 

the Victorian context, marriage often functioned as a mechanism of female dependency, legally 

and economically subordinating women to their husbands. Against this backdrop, Jane’s evolving 

attitude towards marriage reflects a critical reconfiguration of its terms, as she refuses to enter into 

any union that compromises her sense of self. Her insistence on equality is most evident in her 
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relationship with Rochester, where she challenges the hierarchical assumptions that position him 

as master and herself as subordinate. 

Jane’s assertion, “Do you think I am an automaton? —a machine without feelings?” directly resists 

the objectification inherent in patriarchal marital expectations, foregrounding her demand to be 

recognised as an equal moral and emotional subject. Critics have argued that this moment 

articulates a radical redefinition of marriage, one grounded not in authority and obedience but in 

mutual respect and reciprocity (Taylor, 2016; Morgan, 2018). Her refusal to become Rochester’s 

mistress following the revelation of his existing marriage further reinforces her commitment to 

autonomy, as she rejects a relationship that would place her outside the bounds of social and ethical 

legitimacy. 

At the same time, the novel complicates its own critique by ultimately allowing Jane to marry 

Rochester under altered circumstances, where his physical impairment and her newly acquired 

financial independence recalibrate the power dynamic between them. Recent scholarship suggests 

that this resolution does not simply reinforce conventional norms but instead reimagines marriage 

as a partnership predicated on balance rather than domination (Ellis, 2020; Grant, 2021). The 

transformation of Rochester’s authority and Jane’s economic position enables a form of union in 

which her autonomy is preserved, even as she enters into the traditionally restrictive institution of 

marriage. 

Representation of Female Oppression: Bertha Mason 

The figure of Bertha Mason in Jane Eyre operates as a complex representation of female 

oppression, embodying the silenced and marginalised dimensions of womanhood within Victorian 

patriarchy. Confined to the attic of Thornfield Hall and deprived of both voice and agency, Bertha 

exists as a stark contrast to Jane’s articulate selfhood, yet her presence exposes the extreme 

consequences of patriarchal control over female bodies and identities. Her treatment reflects a 

system in which women who deviate from normative expectations are pathologised and physically 

contained, reinforcing what Showalter (2017) identifies as the nineteenth-century tendency to 

equate female nonconformity with madness. 

Bertha’s portrayal has generated extensive feminist debate, particularly in relation to her symbolic 

function as Jane’s “double” or repressed alter ego. Critics argue that while Jane represents 

disciplined self-control and moral rationality, Bertha embodies suppressed anger, desire, and 

resistance that cannot be openly expressed within the constraints of polite society (Gilbert and 

Gubar, 2016; Wallace, 2019). Her violent outbursts, including the destruction of Rochester’s bed 

curtains and the final burning of Thornfield, can be interpreted as manifestations of a silenced 

protest against her confinement and erasure. In this sense, Bertha’s apparent madness becomes 

legible as a response to systemic oppression rather than an inherent condition. 

Recent scholarship has further expanded this interpretation by foregrounding the racial and 

colonial dimensions of Bertha’s marginalisation, noting her Creole identity and its association with 

otherness within the imperial imagination (Meyer, 2018; Patel, 2021). Her dehumanisation is thus 

not solely gendered but also inflected by anxieties surrounding race and colonial power. Through 
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Bertha Mason, the novel reveals the darker underside of Victorian domestic ideology, where the 

suppression of female autonomy results in both psychological and physical imprisonment. 

Class, Gender, and Economic Independence 

In Jane Eyre, the interrelation of class and gender significantly shapes the possibilities of economic 

independence available to women, revealing how material conditions underpin structures of power 

and subordination. Jane’s social position as an orphan without inheritance situates her within a 

precarious class category, where survival depends upon securing respectable employment. Her 

role as a governess reflects this instability, occupying an ambiguous space between servant and 

gentlewoman, which exposes the contradictions of Victorian class hierarchy. As Ingham (2016) 

notes, the governess figure embodies both refinement and marginality, highlighting the limited 

avenues through which women could achieve financial self-sufficiency while maintaining social 

respectability. 

Jane’s insistence on economic independence is central to her broader assertion of autonomy, 

particularly in her resistance to relationships that would render her financially or emotionally 

dependent. Her rejection of Rochester’s offer to live with him outside marriage underscores the 

importance she places on maintaining both moral and economic self-governance. Similarly, her 

refusal of St John Rivers’s proposal reveals a resistance not only to emotional repression but also 

to a form of utilitarian partnership that would subsume her identity within religious duty. Critics 

have emphasised that Jane’s pursuit of independence challenges the economic structures that bind 

women to patriarchal authority, illustrating how financial autonomy becomes a prerequisite for 

genuine equality (Davies, 2018; Clarke, 2020). 

The significance of Jane’s eventual inheritance further complicates this dynamic, as it enables her 

to re-enter a relationship with Rochester on more equal terms. No longer economically vulnerable, 

she possesses the means to negotiate her position within both social and domestic spheres. Recent 

scholarship suggests that this transformation underscores the material basis of feminist resistance, 

demonstrating that autonomy is not solely ideological but also contingent upon access to economic 

resources (Harris, 2021; Bennett, 2022). The novel thus foregrounds the inseparability of class and 

gender, revealing how economic independence functions as a crucial condition for the assertion of 

female agency. 

Religion, Morality, and Feminist Resistance 

In Jane Eyre, religion and morality operate as contested discursive fields through which female 

agency is both constrained and articulated. Victorian religious ideology often reinforced 

patriarchal authority by promoting ideals of female submission, self-denial, and moral purity, 

positioning women as guardians of virtue within the domestic sphere. Within this framework, 

figures such as Mr Brocklehurst exemplify the use of religion as an instrument of control, imposing 

ascetic discipline upon young girls at Lowood while masking hypocrisy beneath the rhetoric of 

spiritual righteousness. As Jenkins (2016) argues, such representations expose the alignment 
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between religious authority and patriarchal power, where moral discourse becomes a mechanism 

for regulating female behaviour. 

Jane’s engagement with religion, however, reflects a critical reinterpretation rather than passive 

acceptance of these norms. She resists doctrines that demand the erasure of selfhood, asserting 

instead a moral framework grounded in individual conscience and emotional authenticity. Her 

refusal to become Rochester’s mistress is informed not by blind adherence to religious convention 

but by an internalised ethical code that prioritises dignity and self-respect. At the same time, her 

rejection of St John Rivers’s proposal reveals her resistance to a different form of religious 

extremity, one that seeks to subsume personal desire within rigid spiritual duty. When St John 

attempts to persuade her, Jane perceives that “he prizes me as a soldier would a good weapon,” 

recognising the reduction of her identity to a functional role within his missionary ambitions. 

Recent feminist scholarship has highlighted how Jane’s moral reasoning constitutes a form of 

resistance that challenges both secular and religious patriarchies (Lawrence, 2019; Moore, 2021). 

Her spirituality is neither submissive nor doctrinaire but instead aligned with a broader assertion 

of autonomy, allowing her to negotiate ethical dilemmas without relinquishing selfhood. The novel 

thus reconfigures religion as a site of feminist negotiation, where moral independence becomes 

integral to the articulation of female agency within a restrictive ideological landscape. 

Narrative Voice and Female Subjectivity 

The narrative structure of Jane Eyre plays a crucial role in articulating female subjectivity, as the 

first-person retrospective voice enables an intimate representation of consciousness that was 

relatively unconventional within Victorian fiction. By allowing Jane to recount her own life, 

Charlotte Brontë foregrounds a distinctly female perspective that challenges the marginalisation 

of women’s experiences within dominant literary traditions. The narrative voice is not merely a 

stylistic device but a site of authority, through which Jane constructs and validates her own 

identity. As Lanser (2018) suggests, feminist narratology emphasises how narrative voice can 

function as an assertion of agency, particularly when it enables a female protagonist to control the 

terms of her own representation. 

Jane’s direct address to the reader, most notably in the oft-cited “Reader, I married him,” signals 

a self-conscious narrative authority that resists passive objectification. Rather than being narrated 

by an external, often male, voice, her story is mediated through her own interpretative lens, 

allowing for a complex articulation of emotion, judgement, and moral reasoning. This narrative 

autonomy enables Jane to present her experiences not as isolated incidents but as part of a coherent 

process of self-formation. Recent scholarship has highlighted how such narrative strategies create 

a space for female interiority, challenging the traditional exclusion of women from positions of 

epistemological authority (Flint, 2017; O’Neill, 2020). 

Furthermore, the retrospective nature of the narration introduces a temporal dimension to 

subjectivity, as the adult Jane reflects upon her earlier experiences with critical distance. This dual 

perspective allows for both immediacy and analysis, reinforcing the idea that identity is 

constructed through reflection as well as experience. Critics have argued that this layered narration 

destabilises the notion of a singular, fixed self, instead presenting subjectivity as fluid and evolving 
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(Hughes, 2021; Carter, 2022). Through its narrative voice, the novel not only represents female 

subjectivity but actively enacts it, granting legitimacy to a woman’s perspective within a literary 

and cultural context that often sought to silence it. 

Intersection of Feminism and Colonial Discourse 

The intersection of feminist concerns with colonial discourse in Jane Eyre reveals the complexities 

and limitations of its engagement with female emancipation. While the novel foregrounds Jane’s 

struggle for autonomy within a patriarchal English society, it simultaneously draws upon imperial 

frameworks that complicate its feminist implications. The character of Bertha Mason, as a Creole 

woman from Jamaica, becomes central to this intersection, embodying anxieties surrounding race, 

otherness, and colonial difference. Her depiction as violent and irrational has been interpreted by 

critics as reinforcing imperial stereotypes that position non-European subjects as inferior or 

threatening (Spivak, 2016; Meyer, 2018). 

From a feminist perspective, this raises critical questions about whose voices are represented and 

whose are silenced within the narrative. Jane’s ability to articulate her subjectivity contrasts 

sharply with Bertha’s enforced muteness, suggesting that the novel’s feminist vision is limited by 

its exclusion of racialised female experience. As postcolonial feminist scholars argue, the 

liberation of one female subject is often predicated upon the marginalisation of another, revealing 

the entanglement of gender with colonial power structures (Lewis, 2019; Patel, 2021). Bertha’s 

confinement within the attic not only symbolises patriarchal oppression but also reflects the 

broader dynamics of imperial control, where colonised bodies are subjected to surveillance and 

containment. 

Moreover, the economic foundation of Rochester’s wealth, derived from colonial enterprises, 

further complicates the ethical framework of the novel. Jane’s eventual union with Rochester is 

thus indirectly linked to imperial systems that sustain inequality beyond the domestic sphere. 

Recent scholarship emphasises that a comprehensive feminist reading must account for these 

intersections, recognising that gender oppression cannot be fully understood in isolation from race 

and colonial history (Anderson, 2020; Hughes, 2022). The novel thereby invites a critical 

engagement with the overlapping structures of power that shape both personal and political 

dimensions of identity. 

Critical Debates: Feminist vs Anti-Feminist Readings 

Critical responses to Jane Eyre have long been divided between interpretations that celebrate its 

feminist impulses and those that question the extent of its subversive potential. Feminist readings 

foreground Jane’s insistence on autonomy, moral independence, and equality, positioning her as a 

figure who challenges the restrictive gender norms of Victorian society. Her refusal to become 

Rochester’s mistress and her assertion that “I am a free human being with an independent will” 

are frequently cited as moments that articulate a radical rejection of patriarchal authority. Scholars 

have argued that such instances establish the novel as an early exploration of female subjectivity 
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and resistance, anticipating later feminist concerns with agency and self-determination (Tyson, 

2015; Wallace, 2019). 

In contrast, anti-feminist or revisionist critiques emphasise the ways in which the novel ultimately 

reinscribes traditional gender roles, particularly through its resolution in marriage. Critics suggest 

that Jane’s union with Rochester, despite its altered power dynamics, represents a return to 

domestic conformity rather than a sustained challenge to patriarchal structures (Poovey, 2017; 

Flint, 2017). The attenuation of Rochester’s authority through physical impairment has been 

interpreted by some as a narrative strategy that enables Jane’s equality without fundamentally 

dismantling the institution of male dominance. Additionally, the marginalisation of Bertha Mason 

raises concerns about the exclusionary nature of the novel’s feminist vision, as it appears to secure 

Jane’s liberation at the expense of another woman’s silencing. 

Recent scholarship has sought to move beyond this binary by recognising the text’s inherent 

contradictions, suggesting that Jane Eyre simultaneously resists and accommodates the ideological 

pressures of its historical context (Hughes, 2021; Carter, 2022). Such perspectives highlight the 

novel’s complexity, viewing it as a site of ongoing negotiation rather than a definitive statement 

on feminism. 

Conclusion 

Jane Eyre continues to occupy a significant position within feminist literary discourse due to its 

intricate engagement with questions of gender, identity, and power. Through the character of Jane, 

Charlotte Brontë constructs a narrative that foregrounds female subjectivity and challenges the 

restrictive conventions of Victorian patriarchy, while simultaneously revealing the limitations 

imposed by its historical and ideological context. The novel’s exploration of autonomy, moral 

integrity, and emotional equality establishes it as a foundational text for examining the evolution 

of feminist thought within English literature. 

At the same time, the analysis of themes such as class, economic independence, religion, and 

narrative voice demonstrates that Jane’s resistance is not singular or uncomplicated, but rather 

shaped by intersecting social forces that both enable and constrain her agency. The representation 

of Bertha Mason and the novel’s engagement with colonial discourse further complicate its 

feminist credentials, drawing attention to the exclusions and hierarchies that underpin its narrative 

structure. These tensions highlight the necessity of approaching the text through a critical lens that 

accounts for both its progressive and problematic dimensions. 

Moreover, the enduring debates between feminist and anti-feminist interpretations underscore the 

text’s capacity to generate diverse and often conflicting readings, reflecting its richness as a literary 

work. Rather than offering a definitive resolution, the novel invites continuous reinterpretation, 

encouraging readers to interrogate the evolving meanings of equality, independence, and identity. 

In this sense, Jane Eyre remains a dynamic and contested site within literary studies, where the 

complexities of feminist analysis are both articulated and challenged through its enduring 

narrative. 
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