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ABSTRACT

The main aim of this article is to highlight similarities and contrasts in the portrayal of
female characters. Literary representations of women have always mirrored the aesthetic
standards and social mores of their era. Cultural values, moral expectations, and changing gender
roles are reflected in female characters in both English and Russian literature. Through literary
works from various eras in Russian and English literature, this article examines how women's
social roles and aesthetic beauty are interpreted and expressed. The study draws attention to the
parallels and differences in how women are portrayed in each tradition's representative texts, as
well as the deeper societal meanings that are woven throughout their stories.
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INTRODUCTION

In both Russian and English literary traditions, female characters hold central positions as
objects of admiration, moral lessons, and social critique. Literature is a mirror to the society in
which it is produced, capturing social structures, moral codes, and aesthetic values. The
representation of women in literature is especially important because it frequently reflects and
reinforces cultural assumptions about gender roles, beauty standards, and moral expectations.

The 19th century, known as the Golden Age of Russian literature, and the Victorian era in
England, saw significant societal shifts that influenced literary depictions of women. Authors
such as Alexander Ostrovsky and Leo Tolstoy in Russia, and Charlotte Bronte and Jane Austen
in England, struggled with the tension between traditional gender roles and emerging ideas of
female individuality and independence.

METHODS

This study takes a comparative literary analysis approach that focuses on qualitative textual
interpretation. The goal is to investigate how female characters are aesthetically and socially
interpreted in select works of 19th-century Russian and English literature.

The study chose two representative literary works from each tradition that feature central female
protagonists, place a strong emphasis on beauty, social expectations, and moral agency, and
reflect significant cultural and historical moments in their respective societies. The chosen works
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From Russian literature: Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1877) — One of the most well-known
novels in Russian literature, it follows Anna, a woman of high society, as she navigates the
consequences of pursuing personal happiness in defiance of social norms. The novel explores
themes of beauty, marital fidelity, moral judgment, and a woman’s limited autonomy in a
conservative and judgmental society.

Alexander Ostrovsky’s Without a Dowry (1878) — A social drama that explores the fate of
Larisa Ogudalova, a young woman trapped within a patriarchal and materialistic society where a
woman’s worth is often measured by her dowry. The play highlights the commodification of
women and the pressure to conform to traditional expectations of marriage and feminine virtue
in 19th-century Russia.

From the literature of England:

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Bronté (1847) — The story of Jane Eyre, a simple but independent
orphan who fights for her moral and emotional independence in a society dominated by men, is
told in this groundbreaking piece of English literature. The novel highlights the heroine's pursuit
of equality, love, and dignity while criticizing strict social hierarchies and conventional gender
roles.

An intelligent and self-reliant woman, Elizabeth Bennet navigates marriage, social class, and
reputation in early 19th-century England in Jane Austen's classic novel of manners, Pride and
Prejudice (1813). The book challenges social norms while promoting moral character and the
value of getting married for love rather than prestige.
Selection Criteria:
e These texts were chosen based on the following criteria:
e The story is driven by the experiences, feelings, and choices of the main female
protagonists.
e Thematic focus on moral agency, beauty, and social expectations, providing insight into
the social and cultural pressures women faced in their respective times.
e Reflection of important historical and cultural events in their communities, offering a
prism through which to look at how gender norms and values changed in the 19th century.

Through careful reading and thematic coding of the primary texts, important themes were found,
including aesthetic ideals, female social roles, and expressions of personal autonomy. The
comparative analysis made it possible to find similarities and differences between the ways that
female characters and the social structures that influenced them were portrayed in English and
Russian literature.

RESULTS

Interpretation of Aesthetics.

Both traditions portray female beauty as a distinguishing characteristic that is frequently
connected to tragedy or virtue:

Physical beauty is emphasized in Russian literature as both a boon and a bane. Despite being
objectified in a commodified marriage market, Larisa Ogudalova (Without a Dowry) is admired
for her beauty.

Although Anna Karenina's beauty makes her appealing to others, it ultimately plays a role in her
demise.

Beauty is still important in English literature, but it is usually subordinated to moral character.
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Although Jane Eyre is clearly portrayed as unassuming, her virtue and inner strength subvert
conventional notions of beauty.

In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth Bennet is both intelligent and beautiful, but her moral sense
and wit are more significant than her looks.

Interpretation in society.

Socially, both works of literature show women who are bound by strict gender norms. Female
characters in Russian literature are frequently portrayed as the victims of social conventions.
Tragic outcomes result from Larisa and Anna's disobedience of social norms. Similar social
pressures are faced by female characters in English literature, but stories such as Jane Eyre's
challenge gender and class hierarchies by asserting female agency. Although women's limited
social options are highlighted in both traditions, English heroines are more likely to overcome
these limitations by being morally independent and resilient.

DISCUSSION

The results show that, despite having comparable issues with female beauty and social
expectations, Russian and English literature differ significantly in how their stories are resolved.
Tragic victimhood is often embodied by Russian literary heroines such as Anna and Larisa.
Although their hardships and depth of feeling arouse empathy, they ultimately highlight how
inflexible a patriarchal system is. The conservatism of Russian society in the 19th century is
reflected in these narratives' frequent lack of opportunities for female empowerment.

On the other hand, English literary heroines like Jane Eyre and Elizabeth Bennet prioritize
intellectual agency, moral integrity, and self-respect when navigating constrictive social norms.
In addition to offering the prospect of achieving personal fulfillment within or outside of social
norms, these characters offer a critique of the social order. The study also reveals a changing
aesthetic in English literature, which prioritizes inner virtue over outward beauty as the main
indicator of a woman's value. This development is less noticeable in modern Russian stories
from the era.

CONCLUSION

Although patriarchal ideals are present in both Russian and English literature from the 19th
century, this comparative study shows that the two works differ in how they handle female
characters. While English literature increasingly recognizes women's moral and intellectual
agency, enabling narratives of resilience and autonomy, Russian literature frequently depicts
women as beautiful but doomed figures within oppressive social structures. These results imply
that literature can serve as a catalyst for challenging and reshaping ideas of gender and beauty in
addition to reflecting cultural norms. Subsequent studies could extend the comparison to other
European traditions or examine related themes in modern literature.

References
Austen, J. (2003). Pride and prejudice. Penguin Classics. (Original work published 1813)
Bronté, C. (2006). Jane Eyre. Penguin Classics. (Original work published 1847)

Cunningham, G. (1996). The new woman and the Victorian novel. Macmillan.

299

COMPANY: GERMAN INTERNATIONAL JOURNALS

https://ijmri.de/index.php/jmsi




JOURNAL OF
MULTIDISCIPLINARY

ISSN NUMBER: 2751-4390

SCIENCES AND INNOVATIONS IMPACT FACTOR: 9,08

Kelly, C. (2001). A history of Russian women's writing, 1820—-1992. Oxford University Press.

Ostrovsky, A. (1999). Without a dowry and other plays. Oxford University Press. (Original work
published 1878)

Peace, R. (2001). The enigma of Anna Karenina. In R. Peace (Ed.), The enigma of Tolstoy (pp.
121-145). Clarendon Press.

Showalter, E. (1977). A literature of their own: British women novelists from Bronté to Lessing.
Princeton University Press.

Tolstoy, L. (2000). Anna Karenina. Penguin Classics. (Original work published 1877)

300

COMPANY: GERMAN INTERNATIONAL JOURNALS

https://ijmri.de/index.php/jmsi




