
International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews, Vol (5), Issue (5),  May (2024), Page – 11894-11896 

 

International Journal of Research Publication and Reviews 

 

Journal homepage: www.ijrpr.com  ISSN 2582-7421 

 

Exploring 19th_Century Gender Roles Through “Alias Grace” By 

Margaret Atwood 

A.Yogadha 

Department Of English, Sri Sarada College for Women,  ( Autonomous) Tirunelveli_ 627011. 

Contact mail Id: 2023pen07.yoga@ gmail.com 

ABSTRACT: 

Margaret Atwood's "Alias Grace" offers a profound exploration of 19th-century gender roles through the story of Grace Marks, a young Irish immigrant and 

domestic servant convicted of murder. This paper delves into how Atwood uses Grace's narrative to illuminate the societal constraints and expectations placed on 

women during this period. The novel meticulously depicts the limited opportunities available to women, particularly those of lower socio-economic status, and 

the ways in which their identities and fates were often controlled by patriarchal structures. 

Atwood's portrayal of Grace highlights the intersectionality of gender, class, and power. The novel examines how women's voices were marginalized in the male-

dominated spheres of law, medicine, and domestic service. Through the character of Grace, Atwood critiques the 19th-century judicial system's treatment of 

women, where assumptions about female morality and hysteria influenced legal outcomes. The novel also explores the concept of "madness" and its use as a tool 

to control and discredit women who deviated from societal norms. 

Furthermore, Atwood's narrative structure, which interweaves multiple perspectives and unreliable memories, emphasizes the subjectivity of truth and the 

complexities of female experience. By presenting Grace's story alongside those of other female characters, Atwood highlights a broader spectrum of women's 

struggles and resistance within the oppressive frameworks of their time. 

This paper aims to unpack these themes and demonstrate how "Alias Grace" serves as a powerful critique of historical gender roles, shedding light on the 

enduring issues of gender inequality and social justice. Through a close analysis of the novel, the paper will explore how Atwood's historical fiction not only 

reconstructs the past but also resonates with contemporary feminist discourse. 
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Introduction : 

Margaret Atwood's novel "Alias Grace" intricately examines the complex gender dynamics of the 19th century through the true story of Grace Marks, a 

young Irish immigrant and domestic servant accused of murder. The novel is not merely a historical recount but a critical exploration of the societal 

constraints imposed on women, the intersections of gender, class, and power, and the subjectivity of truth. This paper delves into these themes, 

demonstrating how Atwood uses Grace's story to critique historical gender roles and highlight enduring issues of gender inequality. 

Gender and Class Constraints 

Atwood's depiction of 19th-century society illustrates the limited roles available to women, especially those from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

Grace Marks, as a domestic servant, embodies the intersection of gender and class oppression. Women like Grace had little agency over their lives, 

working in servitude to survive. The novel portrays the harsh realities of domestic labor and the vulnerability of female servants to exploitation and 

abuse. 

 

Grace's narrative reveals how societal expectations confined women to subservient roles. Her work as a servant not only subjected her to grueling 

physical labor but also placed her in a precarious position where her livelihood depended on the whims of her employers. This dependency is starkly 

highlighted by her relationship with Thomas Kinnear, her employer, whose murder she is accused of. The power dynamics in their relationship 

underscore the broader patriarchal structures that governed women's lives. 
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Patriarchy and the Justice System 

 

"Alias Grace" offers a scathing critique of the 19th-century judicial system and its treatment of women. The legal proceedings surrounding Grace's trial 

reflect deep-seated gender biases. Atwood portrays a legal system that views women through a lens of suspicion and moral judgment, often influenced 

by contemporary notions of female hysteria and purity. 

 

Grace's trial and subsequent incarceration are marked by a pervasive skepticism towards her character. Her femininity is scrutinized, and her demeanor 

and past are used against her. Atwood explores how the concept of "hysteria" was frequently employed to discredit women, reducing their credibility 

and agency. The character of Dr. Simon Jordan, who interviews Grace to determine her sanity, embodies this patronizing attitude. His interest in Grace 

is tinged with both scientific curiosity and a desire to impose his own narrative on her story. 

Madness and Control 

Atwood delves into the theme of madness as a tool of control. Throughout the novel, Grace's mental state is a point of contention. Is she truly mad, or is 

she feigning insanity to escape harsher punishment? This ambiguity reflects broader societal anxieties about women's autonomy and the lengths to 

which society would go to contain it. 

 

Grace's fragmented memories and the conflicting accounts of her actions serve to illustrate the unreliability of truth and the subjective nature of sanity. 

Atwood suggests that the label of madness was often a convenient way to dismiss women who defied societal expectations. The novel's portrayal of 

Grace's psychological turmoil and the invasive methods used by Dr. Jordan to uncover the "truth" of her mental state highlight the oppressive nature of 

these attempts to control female behavior. 

Narrative Structure and Subjectivity 

The narrative structure of "Alias Grace" is pivotal in conveying the complexities of female experience. Atwood employs multiple perspectives, 

including Grace's own voice, Dr. Jordan's observations, and historical documents. This multiplicity of viewpoints underscores the subjectivity of truth 

and the difficulties in ascertaining an objective reality. 

 

Grace's own narrative is particularly significant. Her recounting of events is interspersed with gaps and contradictions, reflecting the unreliability of 

memory. Atwood uses this narrative technique to emphasize how women's stories are often fragmented and shaped by those in power. Grace's story is 

not just her own but is influenced by the perspectives and agendas of those around her, including Dr. Jordan, her lawyers, and the media. 

 Broader Spectrum of Women's Struggles 

Through the character of Grace and her interactions with other women in the novel, Atwood highlights a broader spectrum of women's struggles. Mary 

Whitney, Grace's friend and fellow servant, represents the precariousness of female labor and the dangers of sexual exploitation. Nancy Montgomery, 

Kinnear's housekeeper and mistress, illustrates the limited options available to women who sought to improve their social standing through 

relationships with powerful men. 

 

Atwood's portrayal of these women sheds light on the various strategies they employed to navigate an oppressive society. Some, like Nancy, attempted 

to use their sexuality to gain favor, while others, like Mary, faced dire consequences for their attempts at independence. Grace's own survival strategy 

involves a careful balancing act of compliance and resistance, reflecting the limited choices available to her. 

Conclusion 

"Alias Grace" by Margaret Atwood is a powerful exploration of 19th-century gender roles and their enduring impact on women's lives. Through the 

story of Grace Marks, Atwood critiques the societal constraints imposed on women, the biases of the judicial system, and the use of madness as a tool 

of control. The novel's narrative structure, which emphasizes the subjectivity of truth, further highlights the complexities of female experience and the 

ways in which women's stories are shaped by those in power. 

 

By reconstructing Grace's story, Atwood not only brings to light historical injustices but also engages with contemporary feminist discourse. "Alias 

Grace" serves as a reminder of the persistent issues of gender inequality and the importance of questioning the narratives that shape our understanding 

of history and identity. Through her nuanced portrayal of Grace and the women around her, Atwood offers a compelling critique of the past that 

resonates deeply with modern readers.  
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Theme 

Margaret Atwood's "Alias Grace" is a rich tapestry that intricately weaves historical fact with fiction to explore 19th-century gender roles. The novel 

centers around Grace Marks, an Irish immigrant and domestic servant accused of the double murder of her employer, Thomas Kinnear, and his 

housekeeper, Nancy Montgomery. Through Grace's story, Atwood delves into the societal constraints, expectations, and injustices faced by women 

during this period, providing a critical commentary on the intersection of gender, class, and power. 

 

Atwood vividly illustrates the limited roles available to women, especially those from lower socio-economic backgrounds like Grace. In the 19th 

century, women’s identities and societal contributions were largely confined to domestic spheres. Grace's position as a domestic servant is a stark 

reminder of the narrow opportunities available to women for employment and the inherent vulnerabilities they faced. 

 

The novel portrays the domestic sphere as a place of both servitude and danger. Women in service were often at the mercy of their employers, with 

little protection from exploitation or abuse. Grace’s precarious situation highlights the lack of agency women had over their own lives. Her livelihood 

depended entirely on the goodwill of her employer, underscoring the power imbalance inherent in such relationships. 

 

"Alias Grace" offers a poignant critique of the patriarchal justice system of the 19th century. The legal proceedings against Grace are heavily influenced 

by gender biases and societal perceptions of women’s morality and mental stability. Throughout her trial, Grace's character and actions are subjected to 

intense scrutiny, not merely as a suspect but as a woman whose very nature is questioned. 

 

The legal system is depicted as deeply patriarchal, with little regard for the voices and experiences of women. Atwood uses the character of Dr. Simon 

Jordan, a psychiatrist who interviews Grace, to explore contemporary attitudes towards female hysteria and madness. Dr. Jordan’s interactions with 

Grace are tinged with both scientific curiosity and a condescending desire to dominate her narrative, reflecting the broader societal impulse to control 

and define women’s identities. 

 

Atwood delves into the theme of madness as a tool of patriarchal control. Grace's mental state becomes a focal point of the narrative, with questions 

about her sanity reflecting broader anxieties about female autonomy. The label of "madness" is used to undermine and contain women who deviate 

from societal expectations. Grace’s fragmented memories and the contradictory accounts of her actions highlight the subjective nature of truth and the 

ways in which women’s stories are manipulated by those in power. 

 

The novel portrays psychological control through the invasive methods employed by Dr. Jordan to uncover the "truth" of Grace’s mental state. His 

sessions with Grace are symbolic of the broader societal attempts to penetrate and dominate female consciousness. Atwood’s depiction of these 

interactions underscores the oppressive nature of such attempts to regulate female behavior and identity. 

 

"Alias Grace" also explores the intersection of gender and class, highlighting how these dual axes of identity compound the oppression faced by 

women. Grace’s status as an immigrant servant places her at the lowest rungs of the social hierarchy, where her gender further exacerbates her 

vulnerability. The novel illustrates how women of lower socio-economic status were particularly susceptible to exploitation and injustice. 

 

Through Grace’s narrative and her interactions with other female characters, Atwood paints a broader picture of women's struggles. Characters like 

Nancy Montgomery, who attempts to improve her social standing through her relationship with Kinnear, and Mary Whitney, who suffers the 

consequences of sexual exploitation, represent different facets of women's experiences and resistance within a rigidly stratified society. 

 

Margaret Atwood’s "Alias Grace" is a compelling examination of 19th-century gender roles, offering a critical view of the societal constraints, legal 

injustices, and psychological controls imposed on women. Through the story of Grace Marks, Atwood not only reconstructs a historical narrative but 

also provides a profound commentary on the enduring issues of gender inequality and the manipulation of women's identities and stories. The novel 

serves as a powerful reminder of the complexities of female experience and the importance of questioning the narratives that shape our understanding 

of history and identity.      
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