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Annotation:

This article examines the linguistic strategies employed by Charlotte Bronté to
construct and represent female independence in Jane Eyre (1847). Through a
systematic analysis of lexical choice, syntactic patterns, and rhetorical devices, we
explore how Bronté uses language to establish Jane's agency and autonomy. Our
findings demonstrate that Bronté employs a distinctive register that combines
assertive vocabulary, complex sentence structures, and meta-linguistic commentary
to challenge Victorian gender conventions. The linguistic representation of
independence operates across multiple narrative levels, from Jane's direct speech to
her introspective first-person narration, creating a multifaceted portrayal of female
selthood that was revolutionary for its time. This study contributes to our
understanding of how literary language functions as a tool for social critique and

feminist expression in nineteenth-century literature.
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1. Introduction

Charlotte Bronté's Jane Eyre, published under the pseudonym "Currer Bell" in

1847, stands as one of the most significant works of Victorian literature, notable for
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its unconventional portrayal of female agency in an era when women's social, legal,
and intellectual autonomy was severely circumscribed. While numerous literary
scholars have examined the novel's feminist themes through narrative, thematic, and
psychoanalytic lenses, the specific linguistic mechanisms through which Bronté
constructs and articulates female independence remain underexplored in
contemporary criticism. This article addresses this gap by conducting a systematic
linguistic analysis of how Bronté uses language—from word choice to syntactic
structures—to represent Jane Eyre's independence and challenge normative

constructions of femininity in Victorian society.

The significance of this investigation lies in recognizing that literary
representation of social agency is fundamentally embedded in language. The words
Bronté selects, the grammatical structures she employs, and the rhetorical strategies
she deploys all contribute to the ideological work of presenting female independence
as intelligible, desirable, and morally justified. By examining these linguistic
choices, we move beyond thematic identification of feminist content to analyze how
that content is linguistically constructed and made persuasive to readers. This
methodological approach reveals that Bronté's innovation extends beyond plot and

character to the very fabric of her prose style.

The critical context for this study includes significant scholarship on gender
representation in Victorian literature, particularly the work of scholars who have
identified Jane Eyre as a proto-feminist text that destabilizes patriarchal structures.
However, while studies by critics such as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar have
explored the novel's symbolism and its revision of literary traditions, fewer scholars
have systematically examined the linguistic register through which Jane's
subjectivity and agency are expressed. This study seeks to complement narrative-
focused criticism by demonstrating how Bronté's linguistic choices are integral to

the novel's ideological project.
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Our research addresses the following central questions: (1) What specific
linguistic features characterize the representation of Jane's independence and
agency? (2) How do these linguistic patterns differ from the language used to
represent other female characters and male characters in the novel? (3) What
rhetorical effects do these linguistic choices produce, and how do they contribute to
the novel's social critique? (4) How do shifts in linguistic register correlate with
Jane's psychological development and evolving consciousness? By exploring these
questions through systematic textual analysis, we aim to illuminate the intricate

relationship between language, gender, and social agency in this foundational text.
2. Methods

This analysis draws upon the 1847 first edition of Jane Eyre (London: Smith,
Elder, and Co.), using the Norton Critical Edition (edited by Richard J. Dunn, 2001)
as our primary reference for consistency and accessibility. The novel comprises
approximately 150,000 words divided into 38 chapters. For this analysis, we selected
key passages that exemplify pivotal moments in Jane's assertion of independence:
her confrontation with Mrs. Reed at Gateshead, her intellectual exchanges with
Rochester, her rejection of St. John Rivers, and her final reunion with Rochester on
her own terms. These passages were chosen because they represent critical junctures

where Jane explicitly articulates her agency and refuses societal constraints.

Our analytical approach combines quantitative and qualitative linguistic
methods, informed by systemic functional linguistics (SFL) and critical discourse
analysis (CDA). Specifically, we examined: (1) Lexical patterns, including the
frequency and semantic fields of action verbs, modal verbs, and personal pronouns;
(2) Syntactic structures, particularly clause complexity, use of active versus passive
voice, and coordination patterns; (3) Rhetorical devices, including direct address,

rhetorical questions, exclamations, and meta-linguistic commentary; (4) Register
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and style shifting, analyzing how Jane's linguistic choices vary across different

interlocutors and contexts.

We conducted close reading of selected passages and identified linguistic
features that contribute to the representation of agency and independence. Each
passage was analyzed for the following variables:

» Agency markers: First-person pronouns (I, me, my, mine), action verbs in active
voice, modal verbs expressing volition or certainty (will, shall, must, can)
+ Self-assertion markers: Direct statements of opinion, explicit refusals,
interrogatives  that challenge others, assertions of moral principle
* Intellectual positioning: Use of vocabulary from domains of reasoning,
philosophy, and moral judgment; complex embedded -clauses; qualifying
constructions that demonstrate sophisticated thought
* Relational language: Second-person pronouns and forms of address; dialogue
and  reported  speech; terms  of  relationship  and  hierarchy
* Affective language: Emotional vocabulary; evaluative adjectives; expressions of

feeling presented as valid and significant
2.4 Comparative Analysis

To contextualize Jane's linguistic representation, we conducted comparative
analysis of the language used by other characters, particularly female characters such
as Bertha Mason, Blanche Ingram, and Mrs. Fairfax. This comparative approach
allows us to demonstrate how Bronté differentiates Jane's linguistic agency from that

of other women in the novel, thereby underscoring Jane's unique positioning.
3. Results

Analysis of Jane's direct speech and first-person narration reveals distinctive
lexical choices that establish her authority and agency. A prominent feature is her

consistent use of assertive action verbs that position her as agent rather than
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recipient. In the confrontation with Mrs. Reed (Chapter 4), Jane declares: "I am not
deceitful: if I were, I should say I love you; but I declare I do not love you." The
repeated use of "[" in active grammatical positions, combined with the verb "declare"
(which emphasizes authoritative speech), positions Jane as an autonomous speaker

accountable for her own judgments.

Similarly, Jane's vocabulary frequently draws upon registers of moral and
intellectual authority. She employs abstract nouns associated with principle (duty,
conscience, integrity, justice) and quality adjectives that express ethical evaluation
(right, wrong, cruel, just). When she refuses Rochester's proposal to live with him
as his mistress (Chapter 37), she states: "I am no bird; and no net snares me: [ am a

free human being with an independent will."

Quantitative analysis of modal verbs in Jane's speech reveals a pattern distinct
from other female characters. Jane frequently employs modal verbs expressing
obligation to self-determined principles rather than external authority: "I must," "I
will," "I cannot." These constructions position necessity and determination as

originating from Jane's own conscience rather than imposed by others.

Beyond word choice, the syntax of Jane's speech and narration constructs
agency through sentence structure. Jane's utterances frequently employ complex
sentences with multiple embedded clauses that showcase intellectual sophistication.
When explaining her feelings to Rochester (Chapter 15), Jane employs subordinate

clauses to explore nuance and complexity.

Jane's predominant use of active voice further establishes her as grammatical
subject and agent. In passage after passage, Jane performs actions rather than having
actions performed upon her. This contrasts markedly with Bertha Mason, who is

frequently constructed in passive voice or described as an object of action.
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Furthermore, Jane employs interrogative structures that challenge and question
rather than merely complying with authority. Her famous question to Rochester—
"Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless and
heartless?"—uses the interrogative form not to seek information but to assert moral

equality.

An important finding is that Jane's linguistic register shifts strategically
depending on her interlocutor and the stakes of the interaction. With Rochester, she
employs a more familiar, occasionally playful register that includes mild irony and
intellectual banter. With St. John Rivers, she adopts a more formal register

characterized by clear statement of principle and ethical reasoning.

Significantly, Jane maintains assertiveness across registers. Even in formal contexts
where social hierarchy might ordinarily demand deference, Jane's syntax and lexis
assert her judgment. When refusing St. John's marriage proposal (Chapter 34), she
employs the structure "I daily wish to do what is right; but I cannot do the duty you

wish me to do."

This register variation demonstrates sophisticated linguistic awareness and
control, positioning Jane as someone who can modulate her language strategically

while maintaining her core commitments to truth and independence.

A distinctive feature of Bronté's linguistic construction of Jane's independence
is Jane's explicit meta-linguistic commentary—her awareness of and commentary
upon language itself. Throughout the novel, Jane remarks upon the gap between

conventional language and sincere expression.

This meta-linguistic awareness demonstrates Jane's consciousness of the gap
between conventional performance and authentic expression. Language itself

becomes a domain where Jane asserts her independence and refuses inauthenticity.
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Jane's independence is further constructed through the novel's use of first-
person narration with double focalization—the retrospective narrator Jane looking
back upon her younger self. This creates distance between Jane as character and Jane
as narrator, a distance that allows the narrative voice to comment upon and evaluate

Jane's earlier experiences from a position of greater authority and wisdom.

This dual perspective means that Jane's independence is not only represented
through her speech and action as a younger character but also through the authority

of the narrating voice commenting upon and endorsing Jane's choices.
4. Discussion

The systematic deployment of assertive lexis, active syntactic structures, and
strategic register shifting in Jane's discourse functions as a form of social critique
that challenges Victorian gender ideology. By constructing Jane's speech and
thought in linguistic registers ordinarily reserved for male characters or characters
of higher social status, Bronté implicitly argues that women of lower social position
possess the same capacity for moral reasoning, intellectual sophistication, and self-
determination as their social superiors.This linguistic strategy was particularly
subversive in its historical context. Bronté's construction of Jane's speech in
assertive, complex, and morally authoritative language thus directly contradicted
prescriptive norms for feminine discourse.While our analysis has identified the
linguistic markers of Jane's independence, it is important to note that this
independence operates within and against structural constraints that the novel's
language also represents. Jane's linguistic agency is most forcefully asserted in
moments of refusal and resistance—refusing employment under degrading
conditions, refusing Rochester's improper proposal, refusing St. John's demand for

marriage.
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This pattern suggests that Bronté's linguistic construction of female
independence acknowledges and represents the very real constraints limiting
women's agency in Victorian society, even as it linguistically asserts the right to
transcend those constraints.The linguistic distinctiveness of Jane's voice and the
novel's representational strategies contributed significantly to the critical reception
and controversy surrounding Jane Eyre. Contemporary reviewers frequently
remarked upon the novel's passion, intensity, and psychological realism—qualities
that were constructed, in part, through the linguistic choices we have analyzed.
This reception history demonstrates that readers, whether explicitly or implicitly,

recognized the ideological work accomplished through linguistic means.
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