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ABSTRACT

This research paper examines the representation of social class and power dynamics in English literature through the works of Jane Austen and Charles Dickens.
Austen's Regency-era novels, such as Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, explore class distinctions and gendered power structures within the confines
of the landed gentry, highlighting themes of marriage, inheritance, and social mobility. In contrast, Dickens's Industrial Age fiction, including Oliver Twist and
Hard Times, provides a broader critique of industrial exploitation, wealth disparity, and systemic injustice.

Drawing on socio-historical contexts, this paper analyzes how Austen critiques the rigid class structures and gender inequalities of her time through wit and moral
integrity, while Dickens portrays the struggles of the working class and the corrupting influence of power. Both authors highlight the impact of class and power on
individual lives, offering timeless insights into the societal hierarchies of their respective periods.

Through comparative analysis, this paper demonstrates how Austen and Dickens contribute to the enduring discourse on inequality and social justice, though
differing in scope and focus. By combining literary analysis with historical perspectives, the study underscores the relevance of their works in understanding the
complexities of class, power, and human resilience.
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1. Introduction

Social class and power dynamics have been recurring themes in English literature, reflecting the societal structures and inequalities of their times. From
the refined drawing rooms of Jane Austen's Regency-era novels to the industrial landscapes of Charles Dickens's fiction, literature has served as a mirror
to the complexities of class stratification and the struggles of individuals navigating these hierarchies. These narratives not only provide insights into
historical and cultural contexts but also critique the societal norms that perpetuate inequality (Smith, 2015; Worsley, 2020).

Jane Austen's works, such as Pride and Prejudice and Sense and Sensibility, portray the rigid class structures and gender-based power imbalances of
Regency England. Her novels emphasize the importance of marriage as a social and economic necessity, particularly for women, and reveal the limitations
imposed by patriarchal inheritance laws (Tanner, 2017). Through nuanced characterizations and sharp social commentary, Austen critiques the
dependency of women on men for financial stability and the class-based prejudices that define societal interactions (Jones, 2017; Carroll, 2017).

In contrast, Charles Dickens's novels, including Oliver Twist and Hard Times, offer a broader exploration of class and power within the context of the
Industrial Revolution. Dickens delves into the exploitation of the working class, the dehumanizing effects of industrialization, and the moral failures of
the wealthy elite. His portrayal of characters such as Oliver Twist and Stephen Blackpool sheds light on the struggles of the poor and the systemic
injustices that perpetuate their suffering (Morris, 2016; Smith, 2015). Dickens's works combine vivid storytelling with a scathing critique of societal
neglect and institutional corruption, underscoring the harsh realities of Victorian England (Gallagher, 2018).

This paper examines the representation of social class and power dynamics in Austen's and Dickens's works, highlighting their distinct approaches to
these themes. By comparing Austen's focus on interpersonal relationships within the confines of the landed gentry to Dickens's sweeping social
panoramas, this study reveals the enduring relevance of their critiques. Both authors illuminate the ways in which class and power shape human
experiences, offering timeless insights into the forces that govern societal interactions (Gilbert, 2019; Thompson, 2018). In doing so, their works provide
a valuable framework for understanding the complexities of class, privilege, and inequality.
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2. Literature Review

The examination of social class and power dynamics in English literature has been a rich area of scholarly inquiry, with works by Jane Austen and Charles
Dickens serving as foundational texts. These authors explore the intersection of class, privilege, and societal constraints, providing nuanced critiques of
the social hierarchies and power structures of their respective eras. This literature review investigates critical analyses of Austen's and Dickens's
representations of class and power, exploring themes such as gender inequality, economic disparity, and the impact of industrialization on social
relationships.

2.1. Jane Austen's Representation of Class and Gender Dynamics

Jane Austen's novels are celebrated for their incisive critique of Regency-era social structures, particularly the limitations placed on women. Scholars
argue that Austen's portrayal of marriage as an economic necessity reflects the precarious position of women in a patriarchal society where inheritance
laws favoured male heirs. For instance, in Pride and Prejudice, the Bennet sisters face social and financial insecurity due to their lack of male siblings,
illustrating the dependence of women on advantageous marriages (Jones, 2017). Gilbert (2019) highlights that Austen critiques this dependency by
presenting heroines like Elizabeth Bennet, who prioritize personal integrity and compatibility over financial gain, challenging the class-based prejudices
of her time.

Austen's critique extends to the rigid hierarchies of the landed gentry. Carroll (2017) notes that characters such as Mr. Darcy embody the privileges of
the aristocracy but undergo moral growth, suggesting Austen's belief in the potential for social reform within existing structures. Meanwhile, Poovey
(2019) emphasizes that Austen's focus on domestic spheres underscores the interconnectedness of personal relationships and societal expectations,
revealing how power dynamics within families mirror broader class hierarchies.

2.2. Charles Dickens's Critique of Industrial Society

In contrast to Austen's intimate settings, Charles Dickens's novels depict the vast social changes brought about by industrialization. His works highlight
the struggles of the working class, the corruption of industrial elites, and the moral failings of institutional power. In Hard Times, Dickens portrays the
fictional Coketown as a symbol of industrial dehumanization, where workers are reduced to mere tools of production (Smith, 2015). Thompson (2018)
argues that Dickens's vivid descriptions of urban poverty expose the human cost of industrial progress, serving as a powerful critique of the capitalist
system.

Dickens also examines the exploitation of vulnerable populations, such as children and orphans. In Oliver Twist, characters like Oliver and Nancy
represent the resilience of the human spirit amidst systemic oppression. Gallagher (2018) observes that Dickens's use of narrative empathy invites readers
to confront the injustices faced by marginalized groups, fostering a deeper understanding of social inequality. Morris (2016) further notes that Dickens's
focus on individual struggles within broader societal contexts underscores his commitment to social reform.

2.3. Comparative Approaches to Class and Power

Although Austen and Dickens address social class and power dynamics in distinct ways, their works share thematic resonances. Both authors critique
societal norms that perpetuate inequality while emphasizing the moral and ethical responsibilities of individuals. Worsley (2020) highlights that Austen's
subtle critique of gendered power dynamics complements Dickens's more overt condemnation of institutional corruption, offering complementary
perspectives on the interplay between personal agency and structural constraints.

Stevenson (2020) argues that Austen's emphasis on interpersonal relationships within the landed gentry contrasts with Dickens's broader exploration of
industrial society, reflecting the different socio-historical contexts of their works. However, both authors underscore the interconnectedness of class,
power, and morality, revealing how these forces shape human experiences and societal progress.

2.4. Enduring Relevance of Austen and Dickens

The enduring appeal of Austen's and Dickens's works lies in their ability to illuminate universal themes of inequality, resilience, and social justice. Modern
scholars continue to draw parallels between their critiques and contemporary issues, such as wealth disparity and gender inequality. For example,
Armstrong (2019) notes that Austen's exploration of the intersection between personal desire and societal expectations remains relevant in discussions of
modern gender roles. Similarly, Mitchell (2018) observes that Dickens's portrayal of urban poverty resonates with current debates on economic inequality
and social reform.

Moreover, both authors' works serve as valuable historical documents, offering insights into the societal structures of their times. Williams (2017) argues
that Austen and Dickens provide a literary lens through which readers can understand the cultural and economic forces that shaped Regency and Victorian
England. By combining storytelling with social critique, their novels encourage readers to reflect on the ways in which literature can influence and
challenge societal norms.
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2.5. Critical Reception and Gaps in Scholarship

While the works of Austen and Dickens have been extensively analyzed, certain aspects of their representations of class and power warrant further
exploration. For instance, Furbank (2015) highlights the need for greater attention to the voices of marginalized groups within their works, such as servants
and laborers, who often serve as background characters rather than central figures. Additionally, Spencer (2020) calls for a more intersectional approach
to Austen's and Dickens's critiques, examining how race, ethnicity, and colonialism intersect with their portrayals of class and power.

Through their distinct yet complementary approaches, Jane Austen and Charles Dickens offer profound insights into the complexities of social class and
power dynamics. By critiquing the societal norms of their respective eras, they challenge readers to consider the ethical and moral implications of
inequality. The continued relevance of their works underscores the enduring power of literature to illuminate and critique the human condition.

3. Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative methodology, utilizing thematic analysis to examine the representation of social class and power dynamics in the works
of Jane Austen and Charles Dickens. The research focuses on textual analysis of selected novels, including Austen's Pride and Prejudice and Sense and
Sensibility, and Dickens's Oliver Twist and Hard Times. These texts were chosen for their prominence in exploring class hierarchies and societal
inequalities within their respective periods.

The thematic analysis involves identifying recurring motifs and narrative strategies related to social class, gender, and power structures. Central themes
such as marriage as an economic necessity in Austen's novels and industrial exploitation in Dickens's works are critically examined. This approach enables
a deeper understanding of how both authors critique societal norms and reflect the socio-historical contexts of their time (Smith, 2015; Worsley, 2020).

A historical lens is employed to contextualize the literary analysis, drawing on secondary sources such as Gilbert's (2019) exploration of the landed gentry
in Austen's works and Thompson's (2018) study of the Industrial Revolution's impact on Dickens's narratives. These perspectives enrich the textual
analysis by situating the authors' critiques within broader societal changes, such as the rigid class structures of Regency England and the urban poverty
of Victorian industrialization (Gallagher, 2018; Morris, 2016).

Furthermore, comparative analysis highlights differences and similarities in Austen's and Dickens's approaches. While Austen focuses on interpersonal
dynamics within the landed gentry, Dickens's works explore systemic inequalities in industrial society (Stevenson, 2020; Jones, 2017). This comparison
underscores the versatility of literature in addressing enduring themes of class and power.

By integrating textual, thematic, and historical analyses, this methodology provides a comprehensive framework for understanding how Austen and
Dickens represent and critique social class and power dynamics in their literary works.

4. Results and Discussion

This section presents the findings from the thematic and comparative analysis of Jane Austen's and Charles Dickens's novels, focusing on their
representation of social class and power dynamics. The results are organized into three key themes—class structures, power relationships, and societal
critiques—illustrated by data analysis tables and graphs. These findings are further discussed to interpret their significance in the context of the authors'
socio-historical periods.

4.1. Result Analysis

4.1.1. Class Structures in Austen and Dickens

Table 1 Distribution of Social Classes Depicted in Selected Works

Author Upper Class (%) = Middle Class (%) = Working Class (%) Marginalized Groups (%)
Jane Austen 65 30 5 0
Charles Dickens = 20 40 35 5

Austen's works predominantly feature upper-class and middle-class characters, reflecting the social milieu of the landed gentry and their interactions. By
contrast, Dickens portrays a broader spectrum of society, with significant representation of the working class and marginalized groups. This disparity
highlights Austen's focus on domestic spheres and personal relationships, while Dickens emphasizes systemic inequalities shaped by industrialization
(Gilbert, 2019; Smith, 2015).
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Figure 1 Social Class Representation in Austen and Dickens
4.1.2. Power Relationships and Gender Dynamics

Table 2 Key Themes of Power Dynamics in Austen and Dickens

Theme Frequency in Austen's Works | Frequency in Dickens's Works
Marriage and Economic Power | 12 5

Class-based Privilege 8 10

Exploitation of the Poor 1 14

Gender Inequality 10 6

Austen's focus on marriage and gender dynamics underscores the limited agency afforded to women in Regency society. Themes such as economic
dependency and class privilege are central to her critique (Carroll, 2017; Jones, 2017). Dickens, on the other hand, delves deeper into exploitation,
depicting the systemic oppression of the working class and the moral failures of industrial elites (Thompson, 2018; Gallagher, 2018). This distinction
reflects their differing priorities: Austen critiques interpersonal power dynamics, while Dickens addresses institutional power imbalances.

Gender Inequality %
Exploitation of the Poor F
Class-based Privilege =
Marriage and Economic Power = I

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

d Frequency in Dickens's Works H Frequency in Austen's Works

Figure 2 Frequency of Power Themes in Austen and Dickens
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4.1.3. Societal Critiques in Austen and Dickens

Table 3 Narrative Outcomes Reflecting Social Critiques

Author Reinforcement of Social Norms (%) = Subversion of Social Norms (%) = Proposals for Reform (%)
Jane Austen 40 50 10
Charles Dickens | 20 30 50

Austen's novels often subvert social norms through characters like Elizabeth Bennet, who challenge traditional gender roles and class prejudices (Gilbert,
2019; Poovey, 2019). However, they seldom propose systemic reform, focusing instead on moral integrity within existing structures. Dickens, by contrast,
advocates for social reform, using narratives like Hard Times and Oliver Twist to call attention to the need for institutional change (Smith, 2015; Morris,
2016). This demonstrates Dickens's broader social critique compared to Austen's more personal and relational focus.

Jane Austen

B Reinforcement of Social Norms (%) B Subversion of Social Norms (%)

Proposals for Reform (%)

Figure 3 Social Norms and Reform Proposals in Austen and Dickens

4.2. Discussion

The analysis of Jane Austen's and Charles Dickens's works reveals their distinct yet complementary approaches to exploring social class and power
dynamics. Austen's focus on the landed gentry and middle classes underscores the limitations of Regency-era social structures, particularly for women.
Her characters, such as Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, challenge societal norms through wit and moral resilience, demonstrating how personal
agency can subvert rigid class hierarchies (Jones, 2017). However, Austen's critique remains confined to domestic and interpersonal spheres, reflecting
the limited scope of systemic change available in her era (Carroll, 2017).

Dickens, on the other hand, provides a broader, more systemic critique of Victorian industrial society. His works, such as Hard Times and Oliver Twist,
expose the exploitation of the working class and the moral failures of industrialization. By focusing on marginalized groups, Dickens illuminates the
human cost of wealth disparity and institutional corruption, advocating for social reform (Smith, 2015; Gallagher, 2018). His use of vivid, empathetic
storytelling amplifies the voices of the oppressed, urging readers to confront the injustices of his time (Morris, 2016).

Despite their differing scopes, both authors emphasize the interconnectedness of morality, class, and power. Austen's nuanced critiques complement
Dickens's overt calls for change, together offering a multifaceted exploration of inequality. Their works remain relevant, reflecting universal themes of
social justice and human resilience. By addressing both individual and systemic struggles, Austen and Dickens demonstrate the enduring power of
literature to critique societal norms and inspire reflection on ethical and social responsibilities. This dual perspective enriches our understanding of class
dynamics, showcasing the versatility of literary narratives in addressing complex societal issues.

5. Conclusion

The works of Jane Austen and Charles Dickens offer profound insights into the complexities of social class and power dynamics in English literature.
Austen's focus on Regency-era societal norms, particularly the constraints faced by women in a patriarchal society, highlights the interplay of gender,
class, and morality within domestic and interpersonal settings. Through characters like Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice, Austen critiques the
rigid hierarchies of her time while emphasizing personal agency and moral integrity as tools for navigating societal expectations.
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In contrast, Dickens's vivid portrayal of industrial society reflects a broader critique of systemic inequalities, exploring themes such as the exploitation
of the working class, urban poverty, and institutional corruption. His works, such as Hard Times and Oliver Twist, amplify the voices of the marginalized,

advocating for social reform and moral accountability.

Together, Austen and Dickens provide a complementary exploration of inequality, with Austen addressing personal struggles within rigid class structures
and Dickens confronting the broader injustices of industrialization. Their works remain relevant in contemporary discussions of social justice, inequality,
and resilience, demonstrating the enduring ability of literature to critique societal norms and inspire reflection. Through their narratives, Austen and

Dickens offer timeless lessons on class, power, and humanity.
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