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English literature has a rich history of portraying female protagonists in various roles and situations.

Over the centuries, the portrayal of women in literature has evolved significantly, reflecting the

changing societal attitudes and expectations. This essay aims to explore the evolution of the female

protagonist in English literature, focusing on character development and the influence of societal

norms and expectations.

The Early Portrayal of Female Protagonists

In early English literature, female protagonists were often depicted as passive and obedient,

conforming to the societal expectations of their time. For example, in Shakespeare’s plays, characters

like Ophelia in “Hamlet” and Desdemona in “Othello” are portrayed as submissive and obedient,

ultimately meeting tragic ends due to their inability to challenge the male-dominated society.

The Influence of the Victorian Era



The Victorian era saw a shift in the portrayal of female protagonists in English literature. Writers like

Jane Austen and the Brontë sisters began to create more complex and independent female

characters, challenging the traditional gender roles. In Austen’s “Pride and Prejudice,” Elizabeth

Bennet is portrayed as a strong-willed and independent woman who refuses to conform to thesocietal

pressures of marriage and social status. Similarly, in Charlotte Brontë’s “Jane Eyre,” theeponymous

protagonist defies the expectations of her time by asserting her independence andagency.

The Rise of Feminist Literature

The 20th century witnessed a surge in feminist literature, leading to the portrayal of even more

empowered and liberated female protagonists in English literature. Writers like Virginia Woolf and

Sylvia Plath explored the inner lives and struggles of women, challenging the traditional patriarchal

norms. Woolf’s “Mrs. Dalloway” and Plath’s “The Bell Jar” are prime examples of how female

protagonists were depicted as complex and multifaceted individuals, struggling to find their place in a

male-dominated world.

The Modern Female Protagonist

In contemporary English literature, the portrayal of female protagonists has become even more

diverse and inclusive, reflecting the changing societal attitudes towards gender and identity. Writers

like Margaret Atwood and Zadie Smith have created female characters who defy traditional gender

norms and expectations. Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s Tale” and Smith’s “White Teeth” feature female

protagonists who challenge the societal norms and expectations, highlighting the complexities of

gender, race, and identity in the modern world.

Societal Influence on Character Development

The evolution of the female protagonist in English literature is closely intertwined with the societal

norms and expectations of different time periods. The passive and obedient female protagonists of

early literature reflected the patriarchal society in which they were created, while the more

independent and empowered characters of later periods mirrored the changing attitudes towards

gender and identity. The character development of female protagonists in English literature is a

reflection of the societal shifts and struggles for gender equality throughout history.
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Conclusion

The portrayal of female protagonists in English literature has evolved significantly over the centuries,

reflecting the changing societal attitudes and expectations. From the passive and obedient characters

of early literature to the more independent and empowered protagonists of later periods, the evolution

of the female protagonist mirrors the societal shifts and struggles for gender equality. The character

development of female protagonists in English literature serves as a testament to the changing roles

and representations of women in society, making it a rich and valuable area of study in literary

analysis.
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