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Friendships in Jane Eyre and Pride and Prejudice 

Both Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen explore the 

themes of romance, economics, and women’s choice in relation to marriage. They demonstrate 

that within women’s marital choices, there is a fluid relationship between romance and economic 

security and that they directly impact one another as women are often demanded to prioritize 

either one or the other and are very rarely allowed to have both. The relationship between 

romance and economic security in relation to marriage has been discussed by scholars (Pell, 

Jean, Hagan, Moe, Bromberg) in regard to how the choice between the two affects the 

individual. I plan to build on these previous explorations by demonstrating that where women 

align themselves within the relationship between economic security and romantic choice does 

not just affect the individual woman but her connections with surrounding women as well.  

Through analyzing the connection between four different pairs of women, two from 

Pride and Prejudice and two from Jane Eyre, I will explore the negative impacts that the 

romance-economic connection has on female-to-female relationships. Specifically, I will start 

with looking at Jane Eyre and Blanche Ingram from Jane Eyre and Elizabeth Bennet and 

Caroline Bingley from Pride and Prejudice to show how their differing values within the 

romance-economics relationship while in association with the same man creates rivalry. Next, I 
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will explore the friendship between Elizabeth and Charlotte Lucas from Pride and Prejudice to 

demonstrate how opposing values between romantic and economically secure marriages affect 

their friendship. Finally, I will examine the sisterhood between Jane and the Rivers sisters in 

Jane Eyre and reveal how when marriage is not a part of a woman’s future well-being, and 

consequently the relationship between romance and economics is eliminated, harmony becomes 

possible and friendships flourish.  

Jane and Blanche 

In Jane Eyre, before Jane is even introduced to Blanche Ingram, readers are aware of not 

only her immense beauty, but her suitability to become the wife of Mr. Rochester, something 

which is not ideal for the budding feelings Jane has towards her employer. But as Jane, and the 

reader, learn more about Blanche and her motivations, it becomes apparent that Blanche is not 

vying for Mr. Rochester because she holds romantic feelings towards him, but because he is an 

appropriate match for her economically and socially. She is someone who Jane describes as, 

“showy, but…was not genuine: she had a fine person, many brilliant attainments; but her mind 

was poor…She was not good; she was not original…she never offended, nor had, an opinion of 

her own…tenderness and truth were not in her” (Brontë, 180-181). While it is true that this 

judgement of Blanche’s character and motives comes from Jane’s first-person perspective, and 

could be argued as bias, Jane has thus far been an accurate reporter of Blanche’s beauty, voice, 

and attitude. Jane’s reliability is also argued by scholars such as Jen Cadwallader, who reach the 

same conclusion about Blanche. Cadwallader sees Blanche as someone who, “is willing to shape 

her persona to fit an ideal that she thinks will give her the power to attract a husband” and who 
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“flattens herself, choking off any depth that might point to the real rather than the ideal” 

(Cadwallader, 240).  

What this depiction of Blanche sets up is her opposition to Jane. Where Jane is educated 

and has a mind of her own, Blanche does not, and where Blanche shines in her physical 

appearance, Jane lacks. The depiction also sets up Blanche and Jane as opposites in terms of 

where their values lie within the romantic-economic relationship. Jane is looking to marry for 

love, and in her affection does not even consider marrying Mr. Rochester for the reason of 

economic security. Yet Jane is positive economic security is the only point of interest in 

Blanche’s seduction of Mr. Rochester, as she believes that “Surely, she cannot truly like him; or 

not like him with true affection! If she did, she need not coin her smiles so lavishly; flash her 

glances so unremittingly; manufacture airs so elaborate, graces so multitudinous” (Brontë, 182). 

By establishing Jane’s dislike for Blanche because of her behaviour and choice to prioritize 

economic security, Jane Eyre paints Blanche as a villain. But for women like Blanche, who have 

grown up comfortably and have no means to keep their lifestyle other than to marry, attempting 

to seduce a wealthy suitor is what is expected of them by their families.  

In focusing on her beauty, while it may be vapid, Blanche smartly uses what she naturally 

possesses as an asset. The marriage Blanche would enter with Mr. Rochester would be more of a 

business deal than a romantic courtship, and her beauty therefore becomes an object of trade. 

Blanche gains financial security from Mr. Rochester, and he gets a beautiful wife. In using her 

beauty to appeal to Mr. Rochester’s sexuality, Blanche is simply capitalizing on her limited 

power to get what she wants. Blanche is not trying to hurt Mr. Rochester or Jane by using this 

tactic, she is simply doing what must be done. Jane seems to forget this though, blinded by her 
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love for Mr. Rochester. Instead of seeing where Blanche is coming from and understanding the 

position that Blanche’s need to secure economic security has put her in, Jane instead only sees 

Blanche as a threat to her relationship with Mr. Rochester. With Blanche as a threat, there is no 

other option but for Jane and Blanche to be rivals, as they cannot both have what they want 

simultaneously. 

With the rivalry established, consequences that result as a by-product of the competition 

reveal themselves. The most obvious of which sees Jane focusing on her looks and comparing 

them to Blanche as a result of Blanche’s intense focus on her own looks in pursuit of Mr. 

Rochester. A prime example of Jane engaging in this comparison is when she paints the portrait 

of an imaginary Blanche as a tactic to remind herself that she is unworthy of Mr. Rochester. 

Although this happens before Jane actually meets Blanche, it sets the tone for the comparisons 

that Jane will be making between her and Blanche upon Blanche's arrival. What is most 

intriguing is that instead of painting a portrait of just Blanche, Jane paints one that places the 

features of Blanche right next to her own, its name even beginning to establish the difference 

between the two women: ‘“Portrait of a Governess, disconnected, poor, and plain”’ next to: 

‘“Blanche, an accomplished lady of rank”’(Brontë, 157). Jane then uses simple chalk for her 

own and for Blanche's, her “freshest, finest, clearest tints,” her “delicate camel-hair pencils;” and 

plans to paint Blanche in her “softest shades and sweetest hues” (Brontë, 157). Using the 

description given to her by Mrs. Fairfax, while also embellishing and adding a few details of her 

own, Jane completes the portraits and puts them away to take out when she needs to remind 

herself of her inferiority to Blanche.  
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Jane views this whole exercise as an exercise of self-control for her feelings for Mr. 

Rochester. But instead of self-control, Laurence Talairach-Vielmas instead sees the paintings as 

“an act of ‘aggressive enclosure rather than transformative power’” (Talairach-Vielmas, 133). 

Talairach-Vielmas introduces a valuable point as the exercise Jane does to rid herself of anxiety 

and insecurity instead encloses her in a box both literally and figuratively. Even though the two 

women haven't met, Jane’s comparison of looks forever keeps them from being able to be 

friends, as Jane has already decided that they are rivals.  

These paintings also allow the true source of competition to be revealed. As much as 

Jane and Blanche are rivals in their affection for Mr. Rochester, they are also rivals because of 

the emphasis Blanche puts on her looks, and Jane's insecurities about her own. Like Talairach-

Vielmas, Maria Ioannou doesn't see these paintings as Jane trying to gain self-control over her 

emotions for Mr. Rochester, but instead as “Jane put[ting] a great deal of herself in the portraits, 

for she paints the Blanche miniature alongside her own, to underline how she, Jane, is deficient, 

while Blanche possesses superior beauty” (Ioannou, 323). Ioannou also sees that the painting of 

the portraits occur as a demonstration of Jane’s insecurity as, “Jane makes the Blanche Ingram 

and her own parallel portraits at a point in the novel when she is uncertain of Mr. Rochester’s 

loyalty and love,” as if she cannot help but compare herself to Blanche in her anxiety over her 

new feelings for him, and of losing him (Ioannou, 324).  

Nevertheless, it must be remembered that it is the relationship between economics and 

romantic choice that has given the space for this insecurity to be bred. The rivalry between 

Blanche and Jane that occurs because they have different motivation for wanting Mr. Rochester 

is what forces Jane to question her worth in the first place. Jane would have no reason to be 
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insecure if she did not have to worry that there is a good potential that Mr. Rochester and 

Blanche will marry for the benefits they give each other and not romance. But, because there is 

this possibility, Jane and Blanche end up as rivals and suffer the consequences of being so. This 

is similar to the rivalry that is created in Pride and Prejudice between Caroline Bingley and 

Elizabeth Bennet over the affection of Mr. Darcy.  

Caroline and Elizabeth 

Much like Blanche, Caroline Bingley’s first impressions in Pride and Prejudice are that 

she already has an advantage with the main male love interest. But it is not just the story of 

Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy that Caroline finds herself a part, but Jane Bennet and Mr. Bingley’s as 

well. As the sister of Mr. Bingley, the Bennets leaving a good impression upon Caroline becomes 

important in helping Jane secure her marriage. However, Caroline conflicts with the Bennet 

family, specifically Elizabeth, as she desires to secure a marriage with Mr. Darcy, who has 

feeling for Elizabeth.  

As a family friend and a man of similar, but slightly greater, economic status, Mr. Darcy 

is theoretically a perfect match for marriage to Caroline. She enters into the narrative of Pride 

and Prejudice, already making attempts to gain Mr. Darcy’s affection. But in her attempts at 

catching Mr. Darcy’s eye, she reveals her true intentions towards him, which are that she is more 

interested in the financial security and elevation of status that comes with being Mrs. Darcy than 

a romantic marriage between the two of them.  

One of the ways Caroline makes this clear is the attention that she draws to Pemberley, 

Mr. Darcy’s estate. Caroline's use of her inside knowledge of Pemberley, such as when she says, 

‘“What a delightful library you have at Pemberley, Mr. Darcy”’ is a tactic not just to engage with 
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Mr. Darcy and attract his attention, but to show that she believes she is a suitable mistress for the 

Pemberley estate (Austen, 28). Charles J. McMann sees this as being “queen of the hill tactics” 

and that if they “are to mean anything, there must be a “hill,” and that hill is Pemberley” 

(McCann, 67). Therefore, in complementing Pemberley, she is trying to demonstrate that she 

understands its majesty and appreciates its finery, attaching her admiration to Mr. Darcy directly 

to his material assets and exposing where her desires truly lie.   

By setting up Caroline as being interested in the life that comes with being Mrs. Darcy 

rather than being interested in Mr. Darcy himself, like Blanche in relation to Jane, Caroline has 

been set up to oppose the values of the heroine, Elizabeth. Elizabeth does not concern herself 

with economics in any sense when choosing a husband and believes marrying for the societal 

institution of marriage rather than love is disgusting, something which is made evident when she 

rejects Mr. Collins marriage proposal. Marrying Mr. Collins’ would financially secure Elizabeth 

and all the Bennet sisters, for life. But Elizabeth is not willing to sacrifice her ability to choose a 

romantic partner for economic security. So, identically to Jane and Blanche, Caroline and 

Elizabeth are set up to be in a love triangle with the same man but with different priorities in the 

romance-economic relationship.  

Yet Elizabeth, at least at the point in the novel where the Bingleys and Mr. Darcy are 

assembled at Netherfield, does not hold any romantic affection for Mr. Darcy, differentiating her 

relationship with Caroline from that which Jane has with Blanche. Blanche and Jane are rivals 

because they both want to marry the same man for different reasons, Caroline and Elizabeth are 

rivals because Caroline wishes to marry Mr. Darcy, and instead of receiving returned affection, 

Caroline instead receives the growing softness Mr. Darcy has for Elizabeth.  
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Almost immediately Caroline is able to pick up on Mr. Darcy's budding feelings, the 

narrator stating that, “Miss Bingley saw, or suspected enough to be jealous,” and “she often tried 

to provoke Darcy into disliking her guest” (Austen, 39). Caroline’s suspicions are not 

unfounded. Timothy Peltason sees that for Caroline, “Very early in Pride and Prejudice, when 

Miss Bingley asks Darcy if his sister has grown, we can sense her doom, even if she cannot, in 

his answer: “She is now about Miss Elizabeth Bennet's height, or rather taller,” he quickly 

responds, and it's one of several early indications that Elizabeth has taken up residence in [Mr. 

Darcy’s] consciousness, where she sets a standard” (Peltason, 633).  

There grows a sense of internal panic for Caroline once she sees the budding affection 

from Mr. Darcy. Along with trying to draw more attention to herself and away from Elizabeth, 

Caroline also starts to take on negative tactics to try to sway Mr. Darcy out of his feelings. First, 

Caroline makes a scene out of the mud on Elizabeth’s petticoats, trying to persuade Mr. Darcy of 

Elizabeth’s inferiority stating, ‘“You observed it, Mr. Darcy, I am sure.” said Miss Bingley; “and 

I am inclined to think that you would not wish to see your sister make such an exhibition”’ 

(Austen, 27, emphasis original). When that doesn't seem to work, Caroline becomes more overt 

with her negative opinion of Elizabeth in front of Mr. Darcy, saying Elizabeth is, ‘“is one of 

those young ladies who seek to recommend themselves to the other sex, by undervaluing their 

own; and with many men, I dare say, it succeeds. But in my opinion, it is a paltry device, a very 

mean art”’ (Austen, 30). However, this particular statement is quite comical considering that this 

is the exact tactic Caroline has been using against Elizabeth.  

  Her hypocrisy shows that Caroline is grasping at straws, trying to do anything and 

everything to stop Mr. Darcy from furthering his affection for Elizabeth. While it is clear to 
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Caroline, readers, and to scholars such as Juliet McMaster that, “By various people, Mr. Darcy is 

expected to marry Miss Bingley,” Caroline is now realizing her future is under threat. It is as this 

realization is settling over Caroline, that in her anxiety and insecurity, she lashes out towards the 

woman responsible for capturing Mr. Darcy’s attention, Elizabeth.  

In this way, where Caroline has put all her eggs into Mr. Darcy’s basket, Caroline finds 

herself in a similar situation to Blanche. In the expectation that these two women have to marry 

these men for financial security, they set themselves up for loss and vulnerability if they do not 

achieve it. However, Caroline takes a much more aggressive approach to the threat of not 

achieving her goal compared to Blanche. Where Blanche's greatest offense is making a few ill 

comments about women's beauty, Caroline directly attacks Elizabeth multiple times, discrediting 

her character to Mr. Darcy's face consistently.  

But where Caroline’s situation to Blanche’s truly differentiates itself is that Elizabeth 

does not even know she is in a competition for Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth has made no indication that 

she is interested in courting Mr. Darcy, yet she is being constantly attacked behind her back by 

Caroline because there is a threat that Mr. Darcy could court her. In Caroline’s attacks, the 

rivalry that has been created between her and Elizabeth is at its most evident, because in her 

pursuit to marry Mr. Darcy for economic security, she must destroy the romantic threat of 

Elizabeth.  

The rivalry, in its one-sidedness, makes Caroline look foolish. The novel, in its third-

person point of view, gives the reader the knowledge that Elizabeth is most certainly not looking 

to steal Mr. Darcy from Caroline, yet Caroline is attacking her anyways. It makes Caroline into a 

villain, as she is being hateful towards the heroine who has done nothing ill in return. However, 
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by making Caroline a villainous presence, Pride and Prejudice also makes an overarching 

comment that marrying for economic security is a villain too. Caroline's actions towards 

Elizabeth are cold, making her attempts to capture Mr. Darcy's eyes also cold. It is evident that 

readers should not want to take after Caroline because of how she treats Elizabeth. They should 

choose to be more like the heroine who chooses romance at the stake of herself rather than 

Caroline who claws and cheats her way into a marriage purely for financial security. 

The villainization of women marrying for economic security instead of romantic choice 

is made clear by Pride and Prejudice and Jane Eyre respectively, as they both condemn the 

actions of the women looking to marry solely for the purpose of securing an economic future 

while making heroines of the women looking to marry for romantic choice. But the conflict 

between romantic choice and economic security does not just create rivalry between women who 

are vying for the same man, but between friends whose values differ from one another, 

something which is commented on in Pride and Prejudice in the friendship between Elizabeth 

and Charlotte Lucas.   

Elizabeth and Charlotte 

It is within the first few chapters of Pride and Prejudice that the friendship between 

Elizabeth and Charlotte Lucas is established. Coming from two families who neighbour each 

other and are well acquainted, Elizabeth and Charlotte are two intelligent women who have 

found solace in each other’s company and confidentiality. There is an equality between Elizabeth 

and Charlotte recognized not just because they come from similar social and economic positions, 

but because in conversation with Elizabeth, Chalotte presents herself as holding equal social 

intellect. This equality serves to set up the expectation that Charlotte has the same desire as 
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Elizabeth to marry the partner not just of her choice, but one she chooses because she loves 

them.  

It is therefore very unexpected when Charlotte accepts the proposal from the 

embarrassing Mr. Collins when Elizabeth had just recently turned down his marriage proposal. 

Elizabeth is perplexed by her friend’s choice, crying out at the news, 

‘“Engaged to Mr. Collins! My dear Charlotte, – impossible!”’ (Austen, 95). Although Elizabeth 

collects herself and wishes the couple happiness, this negative reaction, the source of which is 

Elizabeth’s disappointment in Charlotte’s choice, immediately causes tension in their friendship. 

If Mr. Collins, who is insufferable in every manner, is an unworthy man for Elizabeth, how can 

he be worthy for her intellectual and class equal, Charlotte?  

Elizabeth goes as far to think that “Charlotte [being] the wife of Mr. Collins, was a most 

humiliating picture,” that her friend has “disgrace[ed] herself”(Austen, 96). That Elizabeth 

would go as far to say that her friend had disgraced herself, is quite severe, and shows just how 

gravely she sees Charlotte’s choice. These are the kind of words that would be used to describe 

the fallen woman, and it can be argued that while Charlotte has not sold her body, she has sold 

herself for economic security in the same transactional manner.  

There is, as Melina Moe says, a “deep appeal of Elizabeth’s perspective” because it 

facilitates a more progressive form of female romance and sexuality moving the institution of 

marriage from a societal norm into something that creates, “individual self-fulfillment” 

stemming from the fact that a “good partnership calls out the best in ourselves” (Moe, 1077).  

But, if examined closer, there is somewhat sound reasoning in Charlotte’s decision. At 

twenty-seven, Charlotte is quite old to be an unmarried woman, and as Pamela S. Bromberg 
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points out, because Charlotte “lacks the beauty and wealth that would have attracted suitors. Mr. 

Collins's offer is likely to be the only one” (Bromberg, 129). Enter the relationship between 

economics and romantic choice, as with Charlotte’s age and marital status, these two aspects 

have now become mutually exclusive.  

Her time has run out, financial and social vulnerability loom, and the importance of 

securing a comfortable financial future must come before being able to choose to wait to find a 

man she loves to enter into a marriage with. As Moe points out, “For Charlotte Lucas, to marry 

was to marry well,” so to avoid becoming a burden to her family, Charlotte chooses to enter into 

a marriage with Mr. Collins, something which is “the outcome of a deliberate “scheme” carried 

along by anxiety about her economic future and a conviction that marriage was a social necessity 

for young women” (Moe, 1075). Charlotte has, therefore, by trading in her prospect of marrying 

for love, eliminated the threat of vulnerability.  

Elizabeth’s situation, however, is not as dire in terms of age and the prospect of 

becoming an old maid, although, coming from a family of only daughters, the need to secure a 

good economic future through marriage is still pressing. Yet, when Elizabeth was put into the 

same situation as Charlotte, she chose the opposite of her friend.   

This junction is where Charlotte and Elizabeth, who have thus far been on the same page 

about their values, separate from one another, the relationship between economic security and 

romantic choice becoming their divide. Elizabeth chooses to hold out, wanting to marry for love 

and rejecting Mr. Collins, betting on herself even if it leaves her vulnerable, whereas Charlotte 

picks economic security. While these opposite choices do not see Charlotte becoming a villain, 

due to both her existing relationship with Elizabeth and the fact that a mutual love interest is not 
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involved, it does fracture the friendship so much so that Elizabeth feels, “persuaded that no real 

confidence could ever subsist between them again” (Austen, 97).  

Scholarly criticism is quick to condemn Charlotte’s marriage as a negative foil to the plot 

of Pride and Prejudice, with scholars such as Edward Copeland calling Charlotte’s marriage the 

cause of the throwing of “a shadow of anxiety widely felt elsewhere in women's literature onto 

the bright comic stage of Pride and Prejudice” (Copeland, 40-41). Melinda Moe too sees 

Charlotte’s marriage as something which solely “represents past norms” and “whose modem 

irrelevance is made apparent through the progress of the novel toward a culmination in two 

affective, consensual unions” (Moe, 1076).  

However, what both these opinions omit is the fantastical fact that Pride and Prejudice 

ends with Elizabeth being lucky enough to enter into a marriage with someone who is both 

economically secure and someone of her romantic choosing. The ability to have both elements of 

the relationship between economic security and romantic choice is something that not all women 

were lucky enough to have, and Charlotte’s marriage serves to represent the truth of the moment 

rather than the hope for modernity.  

Perhaps this is because the opportunity for sympathy and reflection for the reasoning 

behind Charlotte’s choice are, as Judith Lowder Newton argues, “not sustained,” as “the shifting 

ironies almost continually direct us elsewhere” (Newton, 34). Charlotte is all but removed from 

Elizabeth’s life as a result of her marriage because she has moved away to live in the home Mr. 

Collins has procured close to the illustrious Lady Catherine de Bourgh. 

With Charlotte’s move, the already strenuous friendship fractures even further as there is 

now both emotional and physical distance between Elizabeth and Charlotte. While the two 
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women still communicate through letters, the period around Charlotte's marriage sees the two 

friends at their most distant. Readers are not forced to think about either the friendship, 

Charlotte’s dose of reality, or the fact that "economic forces do indeed have tragic power over 

“sensible, intelligent" young women” until Elizabeth visits Charlotte for a six-week period a few 

months after Charlotte’s marriage (Newton, 34).  

During this visit two things are made clear about the relationship between economics and 

romantic choice and its impact on female friendships, and the first is the outcome of Charlotte's 

choice. We see she has established her own space in a beautiful house, and lives quite 

comfortably. It's what Charlotte herself had said was all she could ask for and gives Elizabeth a 

chance to reframe her mind around Charlotte's decision to marry Mr. Collins, even if it is with 

“palpable disbelief” that Elizabeth realizes “that Charlotte “seems perfectly happy (233)”’ (Moe, 

1093).  

Charlotte, therefore, represents that the woman who is forced to choose financial security 

over romance is not destined to be, as Elizabeth once thought, “humiliated,” and stuck in a 

situation where it would be impossible for her to be “tolerably happy” (Austen, 96). 

What changes is the shift in perspective of what happiness stems from. As Pamela 

Bromberg points out, “Marrying Mr. Collins is [Charlotte’s] only chance at independence,” one 

which she has taken and made her own (Bromberg, 130). That is the source of Charlotte’s 

happiness rather than the marriage itself. Elizabeth being able to recognize this and gain a new 

perspective through her visit is what gives the space for reconciliation between Charlotte and 

Elizabeth.   
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While Elizabeth's disappointment in Charlotte is still somewhat evident by the end of her 

visit, perhaps stemming from the lack of complete understanding towards Charlotte’s choice, she 

seems to at least come to accept Charlotte’s choice of husband. But more importantly, what 

Elizabeth’s visit to Charlotte presents, is evidence that while this relationship between romantic 

choice and economic security has the ability to fracture friendship, it also highlights the reliance 

women who find themselves victims of the relationship have on one another.  

Deborah Kaplan focuses on this idea in her work Pride and Prejudice and Jane Austen's 

Female Friendships when she says that “In a world that prescribed marriage as the only 

acceptable destiny for adult women, female ties could support those heterosexual and hierarchal 

unions” (Kaplan, 81). She goes on to list that "friends encouraged one another to find mates and 

perfect the role of wife and mother," but it's not just encouragement to find husbands and 

become mothers that these female friendships play an important role in, they also form a support 

system for women in loveless marriages. During Elizabeth's visit to see Charlotte, we see 

Elizabeth become this kind of support. When Elizabeth goes to leave, Elizabeth sees Charlotte, 

“evidently regretting that her visitors were to go” (Austen, 161). Charlotte’s sorrow in her friend 

leaving demonstrates how when women have to choose economic security over a romantic 

marriage, it draws female friends closer together because they must rely on each other as sources 

of confidentiality and intimacy rather than their husbands. Charlotte must rely on Elizabeth to be 

her confidant as Mr. Collins could never possibly be what Charlotte needs in that respect, and 

because of her need for Elizabeth, it strengthens their friendship.  

Although, considering at the end of Pride and Prejudice, Charlotte and Elizabeth’s 

friendship is not as prevalent or as strong as it was in the opening chapters of the novel, it can be 
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said that the lingering scars from their rift caused by the relationship between economic security 

and romantic choice remain.  

Jane and the Rivers Sisters 

However, despite the collection of relationships previously examined from both Jane 

Eyre and Pride and Prejudice which become victims of the romance-economic connection, the 

relationship between Jane and the Rivers sisters in Jane Eyre shows that female-to-female 

friendships can exist when the connection is removed. After Jane finds out Mr. Rochester is a 

married to Bertha Mason and leaves Thornfield cold, alone, and penniless, she ends up at the 

Moor House owned by orphaned St. John Rivers and his two sisters Mary and Diana. Even 

before it is learned that Jane is in fact their long-lost cousin, Mary and Diana treat Jane with 

compassion and kindness, helping to nurse Jane back to health and convince St. John to allow 

Jane to take up residence in their house.   

Jane takes an instant liking to them, describing Diana as having “eyes whose gaze I 

delighted to encounter,” and a “face [that] seemed to me full of charm” (Brontë, 334). Mary, she 

describes with similar affection, seeing her as someone who, “was equally intelligent - her 

features equally pretty” (Brontë, 334). Their conversations too Jane describes with identical 

reverence, saying, “There was a reviving pleasure in this intercourse, of a kind now tasted by me 

for the first time - the pleasure arising from perfect congeniality of tastes, sentiments, and 

principles” (Brontë, 340).  Scholars too see the contentment within Jane during her time in the 

Rivers sisters’ company, Jean Wyatt describing Jane in their presence as, “utterly satisf[ied] to 

her in its combination of support and intellectual challenge” (Wyatt, 209).  
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For Jane, this satiation from a female friendship is a first. Jane’s few positive female 

relationships thus far, such as with Miss Temple or Helen Burns, have been either shrouded in 

authority or death. With Mary and Diana, Jane is an equal counterpart on all playing fields. They 

are of similar age, circumstance – Mary and Diana both being poor, orphaned governess like 

Jane – and, as Jane points out, they are of similar values. Within the relationship between 

economics and romantic choice, both Mary and Diana, like Jane, would like to marry for love. 

They prioritize their work rather than attempting to secure a marriage, much like Jane would like 

to do now that she has left Thornfield. This compatibility, as well as positive compassion from 

Mary and Diana brings about a completely new type of friendship for Jane and allows the space 

to be given for her to heal from her ordeal at Thornfield.  

Crucially, their friendship also demonstrates that the independence these three women 

values eliminates the relationship of romantic choice and economic security from coming 

between them. All three women are not actively looking for husbands, and are employed 

independently, so there is no chance of romantic or economic rivalry. 

Significantly, this also means there is no longer space for the byproducts of competition 

to reveal themselves. Unlike in her relationship with Blanche, Jane does not hold jealousy or 

insecurity about herself for things Mary and Diana are better at. She describes the sisters as 

being, “both more accomplished and better read than I was: but with eagerness I followed the 

path of knowledge they had trodden before me” (Brontë, 341). This is a female friendship that 

sees the women not wanting to tear each other down for their own gain but instead build them up 

in the shadow of their shared values. In the love and respect these three women hold for each 

other, Mary and Diana become what Melodie Monahan describes as Jane’s “longed-for sisters” 
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(Monahan, 597). This sisterhood, Helena Michie points out, “acts as a protecting framework 

within which women can fall and recover their way, a literary convention within which female 

sexuality can be explored and reabsorbed within the teleology of family” which, in other words, 

gives Jane the previous unexperienced non-judgmental affection to find herself outside the 

confines of the expectations of others (Michie, 404). 

However, while their sisterhood is established through her time at the Moor House, the 

true test for their friendship comes when St. John Rivers turns into a love interest for Jane. It is 

established quite early during her time at Moor House that St. John does not actually love Jane, 

and instead Rosamond Oliver. But as John Hagan points out, “Marriage with Jane is desirable to 

him simply because, unlike Rosamond, she can be counted on to help him with his work” 

(Hagan, 358). Jane also does not hold any romantic affection for St. John. Jane sees St. John as a 

brother, alongside seeing Mary and Diana as her sisters. Jane would never romantically choose 

St. John as a husband. So when St. John proposes marriage to Jane, he offers her not a romantic 

marriage but one of economic security.  

This second marriage proposal for Jane completely opposes the first with Mr. Rochester. 

In accepting Mr. Rochester, Jane would be entering a union based on romance. With St. John, if 

she were to accept, she would be entering founded on baseline compatibility, her usefulness to 

him, and the economic security he could offer her in missionary work. To say yes to St. John 

would be to invite, as Nancy Pell points out, a “possibility of sensual abandonment within Jane 

herself,” for “the total repression of physical desire represented by St. John Rivers” (Pell, 410). 

This suppression of sensuality that would be required and because as John Hagan points out, 

“because the marriage he offers her is one without love,” Jane cannot accept it (Hagan, 351).  
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But it is not just Jane’s opposition against a non-romantic marriage that sees her rejecting 

St. John. Jen Cadwallader credits that it is also the time she has spent at the Moor House with 

Diana and Mary as well as her time running the Morton School that have “given her a stronger 

sense of identity [that] is apparent in her ability to reject St John’s proposal” (Cadwallader, 244).  

However, the one clause in this rejection is the anticipation that was had by Mary and 

Diana that Jane and her brother would love each other and marry. When Jane tells Diana about 

the proposal, Diana expresses to Jane her hope that she will except. But what makes Diana such 

a valuable friend for Jane is the second that Jane reveals the true motivations for St. John’s 

proposal, Diana instantly changes her stance to support her friend saying that their marriage, one 

not based in romance, would be, “insupportable – unnatural – out of the question” (Brontë, 405). 

Even though St. John is her brother, and she, alongside Mary, had been hoping they would 

marry, Diana does not hesitate to support Jane in her decision to reject St. John and support her 

values.  

Diana also then encourages Jane not to follow through on the consolation she has agreed 

to with St. John, which is to accompany him on his missionary trip to India. It is Diana’s plea 

that seemingly changes Jane’s mind in this instance and allows her to follow the voices of Mr. 

Rochester back to Thornfield. In this moment of weakness for Jane, one where she is so close to 

abandoning her newfound family and the life she had built, Diana demonstrates, according to 

Maria Lamonaca, “a power which Jane sorely lacks: that of resisting St. John's charismatic 

power” (Lamonaca, 254).  

Diana’s unwavering support for Jane, even if it goes against what her brother desires, 

shows with certainty the strength of their friendship. Instead of judgement for her choice, even if 
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it goes against her values, Diana simply encourages Jane by reminding Jane of her principles and 

what she values most. Since Diana holds no personal investment in this, other than her familial 

affection for both St. John and Jane, her own values within the relationship between economic 

security and romantic choice do not cloud her, and she is able to support Jane with a clear head 

instead of tear her down.  

In the end, when Jane decides to marry Mr. Rochester because she loves him, Diana and 

Mary “approve the step unreservedly” and remain a consistent part of Jane’s life long after she 

has left Moor House (Brontë, 437). The friendship between the Rivers sisters and Jane show that 

when the relationship between economic security and romantic choice does not exist between 

women, no competition or judgement of choice based on disagreement of values can prevail.  

Conclusion 

What can be taken away from looking at the four relationships that have been examined 

is the overall negative effect that the relationship between economic security and romantic 

choice in connection to marriage has on female-to-female relationships. Jane and Blanche, as 

well as Elizabeth and Caroline, show that the differing of values, where one woman is focused 

on marrying for economic security and one for romance, while looking to marry the same man, 

creates a rivalry. Examining these two relationships side by side allows for comparison of ways 

in which Brontë and Austen go about demonstrating the clashing of these values. Similarly, both 

Blanche and Caroline’s choice of prioritizing economic security are put in an unfavourable light 

as it directly opposes the values of the heroines. However, Jane is caught in this rivalry while 

Elizabeth does not entangle herself, serving to make Caroline look more foolish than Blanche 

despite both women making farses of themselves. 
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Then, to complicate the idea that has been presented where choosing romance is good 

and seeking economic security is bad, Austen introduces Charlotte Lucas. When she chooses 

economic security, she does not become a villain, despite Elizabeth’s feelings of betrayal, but is 

instead looked upon with sympathy. The cause of this shift in mindset happens because of both 

her friendship with Elizabeth and the fact that her choice does not involve a mutual love interest. 

However, when examining Blanche and Caroline with the same sympathy as Charlotte, a theme 

can be detected throughout the three women which is that their motivations for choosing 

economic security all stem from insecurity of their future well-being and quality of life.  

Yet the friendship between Jane and the Rivers sisters then demonstrates a solution to the 

negative relationships previously presented. Instead of having to choose to prioritize either 

romantic choice or economic security, Jane and the Rivers sisters are not made to choose at all. 

Their relationship shows that the omission of the pressures of marriage and its consequence of 

the romance-economic connection allows for stronger female friendships and individual 

confidence.   

Altogether, what these conclusions demonstrate is the overall negative impact that having 

to choose between either risking security for romance or giving up romance for security have on 

women. Exploration of these four relationships also offers a potential resolution: that nurturing, 

positive female relationships are more likely to occur when the romance-economic relationship 

is removed. Only then can the female-to-female relationship move forward into being a woman’s 

sanctuary instead of a potential roadblock for her continued well-being and quality of life. 
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