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Abstract 

The purpose of this essay is to investigate the protagonist and narrator in Charlotte 
Brontës Jane Eyre, it explores how Jane to a certain extent both represents and 
challenges the norms set by the Victorian society since it was during this time that the 
novel was published. By taking a closer look at the novel in relation to Victorian 
society’s norms and ideals the essay will show that the conflict that Jane faces in the 
novel is between love, feeling and passion versus religious norms and principles. By 
highlighting these conflicts, the essay presents evidence that the protagonist Jane often 
shows a feminist sentiment. However, her actions often contradict these sentiments 
which creates a complexity that I hope this essay will explore.  
Keywords: Love, Passion, Christianity, Victorian, Gender, Equality 

Sammanfattning 

Syftet med denna uppsats är att undersöka huvudpersonen i Charlotte Brontës roman 
Jane Eyre, jag undersöker hur Jane till viss del både representerar och ifrågasätter de 
normer som fastställts av det viktorianska samhället, eftersom det var under denna tid 
som romanen släpptes. Genom att titta närmare på Jane Eyre i förhållande till det 
viktorianska samhällets normer och ideal kommer uppsatsen visa att de konflikter som 
Jane möter i boken är mellan kärlek, känsla och passion kontra religiösa normer och 
principer. Genom att lyfta fram dessa konflikter presenterar uppsatsen bevis för att 
huvudpersonen Jane ofta uppvisar en feministisk känsla och tankegång men hennes 
handlingar motsäger ibland dessa känslor vilket skapar en komplexitet som jag hoppas 
att denna uppsats lyfter fram.  
Nyckelord: Kärlek, Passion, Kristendom, Viktorianskt, Könsroller, 
Jämställdhet 

 

 



Passion and Feeling versus Religion and ‘Pure’ Affection in Jane 
Eyre 

Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë, published in 1847 during the Victorian era, is 
considered by many to be one of the most prominent romantic novels from the 

nineteenth century. Victorian literature does not always follow the norms set by 
Victorian society but does often circle around questions that reflect on the varying 
changes that were happening during this time, many of them due to the 
industrialisation. It is during this era that the middle class in England grew larger, 
Darwin developed the evolution theory that resulted in him publishing On the Origin 
of Species by Means of Natural Selection (1859) and even though the women question 
had already been discussed for many years it was starting to reach its climax. All these 
changes and ideas created new literary themes related to class, social status, money, 
science, religion and women’s rights. The novel Jane Eyre is therefore in certain 
respects a typical Victorian novel since it revolves around almost every one of these 
questions. It is also strongly influenced by the Romantic movement due to its wild 
nature, the focus on feeling and the spiritual, almost supernatural elements that occur 
in the novel. Moreover, it is considered to be a revolutionary novel due to the 
protagonist’s disposition.  
 Jane Eyre is both small and plain but what she lacks in beauty, wealth and 
social status she makes up for with intelligence, independence and above all, passion. 
She is the first-person narrator in the novel and her rebellious thoughts on love and 
religion and her critique of the contemporary society make the novel one that might be 
considered ahead of its time. When the novel opens, Jane Eyre, as an orphaned girl, 
lives with her uncle’s widow and is both verbally and physically abused by her aunt 
Mrs. Reed and cousins John, Georgiana and Eliza Reed. She is later sent to a school 
where she stays until she is eighteen and decides to get an employment as a governess. 
It is this decision that leads her towards Thornfield Hall and Mr. Rochester, the novel’s 
male protagonist, the one who will receive Jane’s affection and passion and who 
challenges Jane’s independence and puts her views on love and religion in a conflicting 
stance.  

Jane Eyre created a new kind of romantic novel where passion and feeling are 
something to embrace, a notion that is often found in fiction today. Susan Ostrov 
Weisser argues that nineteenth-century literature that has been turned into movies in 
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our time has been Brontëfied, a concept created by Anthony Lane when writing a 
review on the movie Pride and Prejudice with Keira Knightly as the lead character. The 
neat and tidy gardens have been replaced by an untamed wilderness, the same kind of 
wilderness one finds in the novels written by the Brontë sisters (36). The wild and 
passionate love that is introduced in Jane Eyre, then, still lives on in today’s movies 
and literature. As much as Jane Eyre is influenced by Romanticism the novel itself has 
also come to influence views of that movement and represents a continuation of it in 
its revised form (Weisser 38). Jane Eyre also influenced the way that women view 
contemporary love today, the version of love that we today feel is our birth right where 
passion and feeling have become important ingredients in our views on love. The novel 
created an alternative view of love and romance in literature where lust and desire play 
a part, even for those who may not possess the beauty, charm and social status that is 
often portrayed in earlier literature.  

This essay will focus on how the protagonist and narrator Jane Eyre both 
challenge and to a certain extent represents Victorian norms. I will analyze Jane Eyre 
in relation to the norms and ideals of the Victorian society at the time when the novel 
was published. Jane Eyre is considered revolutionary for its time and is remembered 
best for, as both Weisser (47) and Henry Staten (31) agree on, Jane Eyre’s 
outspokenness and intelligence and the struggles that come with her not having a place 
in the world around her. However, whereas Weisser argues that Jane is a product of 
Brontë’s conflicting feelings about a strict Christian upbringing and a desire to 
actualize that feeling and passion are a part of everyone, man and woman alike, Staten 
argues that religion has a more dominating part in the plot, more so than many of us 
understand. He argues that Jane’s struggle is that of love for God’s creation, man, and 
love of God and how the love of a man might overshadow the love for God. Jane 
contemplates on this during the days before her and Mr. Rochester are to be married: 
“My future husband was becoming to me my whole world; and more than the world: 
almost my hope of heaven. He stood between me and every thought of religion, as an 
eclipse intervenes between man and the broad sun. I could not, in those days, see God 
for his creature: of whom I had made an idol” (Brontë 246). These two notions 
presented here – the one where Jane represents the feminist idea that men and women 
have the same needs and wants, and the other one that argues that Jane is a product of 
a religious conflict where her personal wants and needs conflict with that of the ideals 
set by a Victorian society that still followed the strict rules set by the church – will be 
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the centre of my discussion. I will show that the protagonist and narrator Jane Eyre is 
an ambiguous character who embodies the tensions and ambiguities that occur when 
these different ideas are brought together and that there is an undeniable theme 
throughout the novel of power, dominance and religious antagonism.  

 
The Victorian woman 

To understand the two notions mentioned above and how they relate to the decisions 
that Jane makes in the novel, one first needs to understand the ideals and norms 
regarding marriage, love and passion in relation to religion at the time when the novel 
was published. Emily Griesinger writes that “For Victorian readers it would have been 
extremely unusual for a ‘raw school girl’ of eighteen to have married a wealthy, landed 
member of the upper class. Not just unusual but wrong. Jane is guilty of the sin of pride 
for stepping out of her ‘appointed’ place in God's hierarchy” (48). During the eighteenth 
and nineteenth century, Christianity still had a strong hold on society, dictating 
everyday life, thereby dictating how love and marriage should be. Daniel Wise, a 
Victorian clergyman, writes about the ideals of religious love stating that one needs to 
restrain one’s passions and desires and that ‘pure’ affections in founded on esteem. He 
further argues that there are some lesser forms of romantic notions that derive from 
“impure novels and impurer fancies” and that these are notions that one needs to 
“exclude from the chambers of your soul” (234-235).  

At this early stage of the society’s struggles towards equality between women and 
men there was a general understanding that there were more differences between the 
sexes than there were similarities. Weisser describes the Victorian ideal woman as one 
who was ‘domesticated’ and served as a ‘helpmate’ to the husband. “The Evangelical 
idea of ‘women’s mission’ stressed chastity, daughterly, wifely, and maternal devotion, 
and, above all, virtuous self-denial as their God-given purpose in life” (45). Coventry 
Patmore’s poem “The Angel in the House” (1854), which he wrote about his own wife, 
is an illustration of the perfect Victorian wife/ woman:  

 
Her disposition is devout, 
   Her countenance angelical; 
The best things that the best believe 
   Are in her face so kindly writ 
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The faithless, seeing her, conceive 
   Not only heaven, but hope of it; 
No idle thought her instinct shrouds, 
   But fancy chequers settled sense, 
Like alteration of the clouds 
   On noonday’s azure permanence; 
Pure dignity, composure, ease 
   Declare affections nobly fix’d, 
And impulse sprung from due degrees 
   Of sense and spirit sweetly mix’d. 
Her modesty, her chiefest grace, 
   The cestus clasping Venus’ side, 
How potent to deject the face 
   Of him who would affront its pride! 
Wrong dares not in her presence speak, 
   Nor spotted thought its taint disclose 
Under the protest of a cheek 
   Outbragging Nature’s boast the rose. 
In mind and manners how discreet; 
   How artless in her very art; 
How candid in discourse; how sweet 
   The concord of her lips and heart; 
How simple and how circumspect; 
   How subtle and how fancy-free; 
 

It is the words of Patmore’s poem that should be highlighted to understand 
the full meaning of what it was to be a Victorian woman. Words such as 
angelical, heaven, dignity, noble, sweet, modesty, grace, simple and subtle 
are used to describe the angel in the house, her personality is sweet and 
sincere her appearance is that of an angel, she is modest and kind. She is the 
idea of heaven and could inspire hope of it. It is to this high standard that 
women were held. This idea of the angel in the house was something that 
Virginia Wolf wanted to kill. Wolf was asked to give a speech to the London 
National Society for Women’s Service in 1931 with the focus on women’s 
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employment and argued that in order for her to work and write she had to 
kill her own angel. Wolf describes the angel by stating “She sacrificed herself 
daily. If there was a chicken, she took the leg; if there was a draught she sat 
in it—in short she was so constituted that she never had a mind or a wish of 
her own” (59). Woolf gives us the sense of how the angel of the house is what 
stands between women and their full potential, she argued that she herself 
had to kill the angel in order for her to write. “It was she who used to come 
between me and my paper when I was writing reviews. It was she who 
bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me that at last I killed 
her” (58). Wolf therefore argues that the idea of the angel has to be killed 
for the sake of women’s future and full potential.   
 The middle-class woman during the Victorian era was supposed to be 
virtuous, fair and focus only on the domestic parts of life. A woman during this era had 
few rights and she was considered the property of the father or the husband, therefore, 
she did not have the right to vote or own property herself (Buckner 137). The doctrine 
of separate spheres separated the genders into ‘spheres’ where men were considered to 
be the strong and independent sex who conquered in the public sphere and the 
intellectual field whereas women were considered the dependent sex, their strengths 
being shown in domestic work, such as running the household, raising the children and 
taking care of the needs of the husband and the family. The notion of ‘separate spheres’ 
was widely accepted by the middle classes in Victorian society not only by men but by 
women as well. Sarah Lewis writes in Woman’s Mission (1839): “Let men enjoy in 
peace triumph the intellectual kingdom which is theirs […] let us participate in its 
privileges, without desiring to share its dominion. The moral world is ours, […] ours by 
the very indication of God himself” (129). Though Weisser states that there were 
women at this time that rejected these norms the fact remained that most women 
accepted these notions to be true.   

The most prominent of the people who rejected the ideas of these gender 
differences was Mary Wollstonecraft, although she herself died a few years before the 
Victorian era began; she is regarded as one of the founding feminist philosophers. She 
wrote A Vindication of the Rights of Woman: with Strictures on Political and Moral 
Subjects (1792) in which she argues that women are not inferior to men and only seem 
that way because of the lack in education for women. She argues for the equality 
between the genders and claims that this can only be achieved by education, which she 
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considers to be the right of all and not only one half of the population:  
 

Free them from all restraint by allowing them to participate the 
inherent right of mankind. Make them free, and they will quickly 
become wise and virtuous, as men become more; so for the 
improvement must be mutual, or the injustice which one half of 
the human race are obliged to submit to, retorting on their 
oppressors, the virtue of man will be worm-eaten by the insect 
whom he keeps under his feet. (Wollstonecraft 261) 

 
The notion that is presented here by Wollstonecraft seems to be one that is 
implemented in Jane’s world as she herself strives for almost the same kind of equality. 
Although being a woman with an education, Jane will have to do something more in 
order to receive some status in the world, “since governesses served as a hole in the 
invisible wall between working-class and middle-class gender identities. As governess, 
Jane bridges the gap between the dangerous androgyny of working-class homogeneity 
and the fragile stability of middle-class separate spheres” (Godfrey 857). By becoming 
a governess then, Jane starts her journey towards a life that will be filled with 
possibilities. 
 
Love, Passion and Religion 

The overall view of love and advice from mainstream literature was that there is a strict 
distinction between passionate love and romantic love. Passionate love, which 
conflicted with Christianity’s strict rules, involved selfish and sinful lust, while 
romantic love on the other hand expressed a more spiritualized desire, connecting the 
lovers through the thought of serving God through holy matrimony (Weisser 42). 
However, it is also during the late eighteenth century that marriage between partners 
in love became more and more acceptable, mostly in the middle class, something that 
helped shape the romantic notions of future novels. These marriages were called Love-
Matches and seem to be preferred by many authors of romantic novels during the 
Victorian era who seem to recoil at the idea of the more common marriage that Weisser 
describes as a “pragmatic exchange of women’s attractiveness and domestic labor for 
the man’s economic provision and social power” (37). Brontë’s novel seems to embrace 
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the struggle of these two very different notions of love and marriage and its protagonist, 
Jane, is the one who will have to take a stand and choose which road she wants to 
follow.  
 The influences from Romanticism can be found in the novel’s gothic 
elements, such as the mystery surrounding Bertha, Mr. Rochester’s mad wife, and the 
Byronic hero: Mr. Rochester himself (Thorslev 192). The characteristics of the Byronic 
hero is his moodiness and cynical approach to life and the fact that he might even be 
considered rude (Kelly). He is the start of the bad-boy ideal that is often found in 
literature today, another example of a classic Byronic hero is Heathcliff from Emily 
Brontë's Wuthering Heights (1847) and even Louis from the movie Interview with the 
Vampire (1994). Romanticism also holds aesthetic beauty in high regard, something 
that the novel challenges since neither Jane nor Mr. Rochester are described as 
beautiful. However, Mr. Rochester is still considered a Byronic hero since the 
characteristics of his personality are very much in line with the ideal of a Byronic hero.  
 Mr. Rochester can be seen as the embodiment of passion and feeling and 
therefore the sinful version of love that was frowned upon by the church and by 
extension Victorian society. Furthermore, Godfrey argues that Rochester embodies not 
only sinful love but also sinful lust, making the novel one with a more erotic theme than 
might be apparent at first. Godfrey claims that the sexual desire between two people 
with this big age difference was also something to be frowned upon. “Rochester […] 
voice his pleasure proudly at having procured a younger wife; ‘“Yes; Mrs Rochester,” 
said he; “Young Mrs. Rochester- Fairfax Rochester’s girl-bride.'" Here, the sexualized 
connotations of marriage and the masculine privilege of possessing a trophy wife are 
intricately tied to Jane's youth and girlhood” (862).  
 St. John Rivers on the other hand could be seen as the embodiment of the 
chaste love that is idolized by Christianity and Victorian society, but this kind of love 
and marriage seems to be something that Jane is horrified by. St. John’s notions of the 
passionless marriage do, to some extent, scare Jane who feels that a marriage like the 
one he proposes would be beyond what she could handle: “always restrained, always 
checked, forced to keep the fire of my nature continually low, to compel it to burn 
inwardly and never utter a cry, though the imprisoned flame consumed… this would 
be unendurable” (Brontë 363), thereby causing the reader to wonder, not for the first 
time, where Jane positions herself in the world. One could even argue that it is in this 
part of the novel that Jane decides that the form of marriage that is supposedly the 
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ideal in Victorian society is the one that Jane frowns upon, that the pragmatic marriage 
that lacks the foundation of passion and affection is one that she scorns. However, I 
would argue that the question of Jane’s feelings towards the Victorian and Christian 
ideals and norms are far more complex than this. Throughout the novel, Jane does not 
only have conflicting thoughts and feelings about her idea of love but also does things 
that contradict these feelings, thereby making it more and more difficult to put Jane 
on one or the other side of this conflict.  
 
The religious conflict 

Jane’s struggle with religion becomes clear as one reads the thoughts of young Jane 
who feels that the idea of heaven and hell has failed to take root in her head; she likes 
the world as it is, and she likes her life as it is even though her circumstances are 
anything but happy at the beginning of the novel: “this world is pleasant” (Brontë 74). 
This, however, is not the last time that Jane’s feelings towards religion is up for 
discussion. As a woman with a Christian upbringing, one might argue that the religious 
theme in the novel is the reason for many of Jane’s decisions, not only forgiving Mrs. 
Reed but also leaving Mr. Rochester and even going back to him in the end. Staten 
argues that forgiveness is the purest and the most selfless gift one can offer another 
person, just as God forgives his sinners (40). However, this gift can also be used as a 
tool or weapon against people who do not want that gift. Take Jane’s aunt Mrs. Reed 
as an example; Mrs. Reed does repeatedly show Jane that she is not interested in 
forgiving Jane nor is she interested in being forgiven by her. Jane, however, forces the 
forgiveness on her aunt: “I approached my cheek to her lips: she would not touch it. 
She said I oppressed her by leaning over the bed; and again demanded water” (Brontë 
216). The tides have turned, and it is Mrs. Reed who lies on her death bed, who is now 
at the mercy of Jane. At this time Jane uses the ‘gift’ of forgiveness as a way to dominate 
Mrs. Reed. By using forgiveness in this manner, it is no longer meant as a gift in the 
Christian sense but rather as a weapon to be used with force as vengeance.  
 As Jane’s struggles with religion reaches its climax, she has to make a 
choice between passionate love that is declared selfish and sinful and that manifests 
with Mr. Rochester and is focused on earthly pleasures, and the notion of romantic 
love, the chaste version of love that entails a ticket to the afterlife manifested in St. 
John Rivers: “death’s gates opening, showed eternity beyond: it seemed, that for safety 



Edberg Natalie 
 

9 

and bliss there, all here might be sacrificed in a second” (Brontë 373). The marriage 
that St. John offers is one that Jane at first cannot come to terms with and she states, 
in a burst of passion that she ‘Scorns’ his idea of love (Brontë 364). However, Jane’s 
decision on the subject starts to falter later on and her “refusals were forgotten- [her] 
fears overcome- [her] wrestlings paralysed. The impossible - i.e. [her] marriage with 
St. John - was fast becoming the Possible. All was changing utterly, with a sudden 
sweep. Religion called” (Brontë 373). This time Jane makes us believe that her feeling 
towards the religious life that St. John presents to her are something that she might 
actually want. However, as she is about to accept St. John’s marriage offer, she hears a 
cry from Mr. Rochester, and is forced to understand that she cannot forsake the idea 
of passionate love.  
 The notion of Jane as a sexual and passionate woman is discussed by 
Sandra Gilbert who argues for a more erotic theme in Jane Eyre and declares in her 
article “Jane Eyre and the Secrets of Furious Lovemaking” that “what Jane discovers 
through this climax of impassioned epiphany is that the paradise for which she longs 
is not St. John’s heaven of spiritual transcendence but rather an earthly paradise of 
physical fulfilment” (367). Gilbert’s opinion may be a bit extreme but nevertheless has 
much relevance regarding Jane’s struggle to understand her own stance regarding love 
and religion. Staten supports Gilbert’s claim by explaining that Jane’s rejection of St. 
John “is in truth a religiously scandalous confession: that heaven itself at its most vivid, 
as evoked by one of God’s chosen, does not appeal to her as much as the passion of her 
earthly lover once did” (59). Once again, one has to ask what it is that drives Jane as 
the novel is filled with proof of her religious beliefs but when confronted with 
Christianity in her everyday life, she evades it. Though she never denies the existence 
of heaven or hell she seems perfectly indifferent towards the risk of eternal damnation. 
 Janes ‘scandalous’ behaviour, feelings and appearance are just a few of the 
reasons that she is considered a revolutionary character, the reasons derive from the 
ideals set by Victorian society and much of the literature from this time. From society’s 
point of view a woman’s worth was related to her class, status and her beauty and the 
influences from Romanticism in literature during this time praised aesthetic beauty in 
women. Jane, however, has no money, no social status nor a family to speak of and she 
is described as small and plain. Furthermore, Jane is passionate, intelligent and has a 
strong sense of her own self and soul.  This becomes clear in the iconic love scene in 
the novel where Jane thinks that she will have to part with Mr. Rochester and therefore 
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confesses her love in a very un-Victorian and immodest way. Her feelings explode and 
she tells him, with much passion, that she has as much soul, and as much heart as him 
(227): this was considered an unfeminine and immodest thing to do for Victorian 
women. Jane, however, is not the only character that does not represent the Victorian 
norms. Mr. Rochester is not the young or well-mannered man often portrayed in other 
novels who wins the girl with his charms (Weisser 39). Rochester is gruff, rude and old 
enough to be Jane’s father. After Jane has accepted his hand in marriage, he grows 
possessive telling Jane that he “mean[s] shortly to claim [her]” (Brontë 239). He also 
starts to shower Jane with gifts that she is seem unwilling to accept. Staten claims that 
Mr. Rochester wants to dominate Jane: “Rochester showers Jane with jewels and silk 
dresses; intensely oppressed by his munificence, she longs for ‘ever so small an 
independency’ that would free her from this oppression” (45). Jane herself explains 
Rochester’s possessive state by thinking that his “smile was such as a sultan might, in 
a blissful and fond moment, bestow on a slave his gold and gems had enriched” (Brontë 
241). Thus, the two main characters challenge the superficial norms and ideals of the 
Victorian era by being far more frivolous with the ideals than what was accepted by the 
society. 
 
The shift in power 

For one to contradict the idea of Jane as a character that critiques Victorian society one 
has to look closely at the choices she makes throughout the novel. The novel is set 
during the Georgian era but was written and published during the Victorian era and 
during both these eras a girl belonged to her father until she became someone’s wife. 
A woman therefore either belonged to a father or a husband. Since Jane is an orphan, 
she belongs to neither. Furthermore, Jane is sent to Lowood school as a form of 
punishment from Mrs. Reed where she gets an education (though meant as a 
punishment, at the end of it, one might rather consider it a gift). Jane Eyre is therefore 
not only her own woman but also an educated woman. Thus, Jane enjoys a freedom 
not many women at that time could enjoy. When she later on in the novel leaves Mr. 
Rochester after learning that he in fact is married already she discovers that she is to 
inherit a small fortune from a distant uncle, one that Mrs. Reed, out of spite, chose not 
to tell Jane about. At this time, she is not only her own woman, she has the funds to 
start a new life anywhere, if she wants to. She could in fact get the status and 
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recognition she deserves without the confinement of marriage. 
 Even though Jane leaves Mr. Rochester when she learns that he is married 
one might consider that the ideals and norms set even by today’s society would suggest 
that staying would have been an immoral thing to do. Thus, Jane leaving Rochester 
does not make her the strong and independent character one wants her to be but rather 
a moral one, a character that understands that there is a difference between love and 
lust and even right and wrong. Though Jane fights for the right to love and feel and 
argues that she has as much heart and soul as Mr. Rochester, the notion of her as a 
strong and independent heroine, is sadly inadequate as she dismisses the freedom 
given to her through her circumstances and at the first chance she gets she runs back 
to the man who almost deceived her into an adulterous relationship. It seems that Jane 
believes that a woman’s position is to be domesticated. Women have as much right as 
men to feelings, emotions, lust and longing but not enough to, like men, use it outside 
the area of love. The struggle for the acceptance of Jane’s intelligence and 
independence is therefore a struggle without focus. Jane has to find a middle path to 
walk. She is a character bound by the Christian framework and ideals set by Victorian 
society but one that still questions the belief of woman’s emotions as something that is 
inferior to that of men. As a character she is someone that struggles with the idea of 
women’s domestication and who seems to want to challenge Patmore’s Angel in the 
House-ideal. As a wife however, she considers herself Mr. Rochester’s equal but only 
because of his gothic fall, the loss of his estate, his sight and the loss of his hand. 
 It is by that definition possible to argue that Jane leaves Mr. Rochester 
after finding out that he is married because of the rules dictated by the church and 
therefore the fear of damnation. If Jane is supposed to challenge Christianity’s and 
therefore Victorian norms and ideals, then one might argue that the love she feels for 
Mr. Rochester should be enough to make her stay with him. However, by leaving Mr. 
Rochester Jane saves herself from self-destruction, therefore, her reason for leaving 
Mr. Rochester might not be because of any Christian guidelines but rather because of 
not wanting to lose herself, or as Staten argues, because her desire to be her own 
woman is stronger than her desire for Mr. Rochester (48). At one point after 
discovering that Mr. Rochester is married Jane does in fact consider staying. She uses 
his ‘sad’ circumstances as justification for staying in order for that decision to seem 
morally sanctioned. Jane twists the rules from the church to justify her reasons for 
wanting to stay. She needs to help him, end his misery as a kind of Christian duty and 
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thereby save him by becoming Mr. Rochester’s mistress (Brontë 284). However, by 
self-assertion she pulls herself back. As Staten argues, it is simply this feeling that pulls 
Jane back from becoming Mr. Rochester’s mistress rather than the thought of Christian 
morals and thoughts of damnation (47-48). The same kind of justification that Jane 
made when her decisions leaned towards staying with Mr. Rochester, she then makes 
again when her self-assertion tells her to leave. This time, she blames “the law given by 
God; sanctioned by man” (Brontë 284) in order for that decision to be applicable to her 
situation. As Griesinger argues, “There are two good reasons Jane cannot finally agree 
to Rochester's proposal that she live with him as his ‘true bride;' despite the fact that 
he has a ‘mad wife’ already living in the attic. The first is God's law; the second is her 
own integrity and self-respect” (49). Though Griesinger correctly argues that one of the 
reasons for Jane’s decision is because of God’s law, the other reason is more than that 
and builds on the notion that Jane could be considered an early feminist and therefore, 
Jane’s reason for leaving Mr. Rochester are more than one of Christian norms and 
ideals and rather one of self-empowerment, that is, a wish to be her own woman. 
Griesinger’s second reason for Jane’s decision to leave Mr. Rochester is therefore the 
dominating reason making the religious one, i.e., God’s law a reason that once again is 
surpassed by her own personal wants and needs. 
 However, one can argue that the idea of Jane as a rebel that challenges 
Victorian ideals contradicts with the ending of the novel. The Victorian ideal, that many 
critics argue that Jane challenge, of the loving, virtuous and domesticated wife is one 
that Jane herself becomes when she at the end of the novel demonstrates her intense 
desire to nurse Mr. Rochester back to health (Brontë 387). This is also rewarded by the 
almost miraculous recovery of his sight at the end (Brontë 401) making the reader 
almost believe that Jane is rewarded for marrying Rochester and becoming the 
domesticated, virtuous, almost angelic wife mentioned by Patmore that Victorian 
society idealised, the one whose sole purpose is that of caregiving. Griesinger also 
contemplates this and states: 

 
A […] problem is the way Jane's happy marriage seems to 
contradict or at least call into question her commitment to 
feminism. In her manifesto on the rooftop at Thornfield, Jane 
argues passionately that millions of women are in "silent revolt" 
against the restraints and confinement of domesticity, in other 
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words, "making puddings" and "mending socks:' Are we now to 
suppose Jane herself content with this role in her marriage to 
Rochester? (Griesinger 54) 
 

Jane seems to have come to terms with the ideals set by the church and Victorian 
society at the end of the novel, which is why she seems content with her life as a 
domesticated caregiver: “[m]y Edward and I, then, are happy: and the more so because 
those we most love are happy likewise” (Brontë 402). However, Godfrey argues that 
her marriage to Rochester is a shift in dominance: “after he rhapsodically muses about 
Jane, the actualization of the power reversal becomes apparent to Jane, and she 
realizes her success […] Jane glories in her newfound masculine role as keeper and 
caretaker of her trapped bird, who has been ‘forced’ to renounce patriarchal authority 
over her” (Godfrey 868). The thought of Jane giving in to domesticity seems to be 
somewhat of an anti-climax but here Godfrey provides an alternative interpretation, 
one that furthers the notion of Jane as a feminist, one where Jane asserts her own 
dominance over Rochester, the same way as she did with Mrs. Reed, when forcing 
herself on her dying aunt. 
 

Fueled by Jane's noncommittal answers, Rochester attempts to 
degrade St. John Rivers from various vantages, and Jane refutes 
them all until Rochester explodes, ’Damn him!’ and directly 
questions, ‘Did you like him, Jane?’ When she responds in the 
affirmative, Rochester begins the first of many requests for Jane 
to get off his knee. He first quips, ‘Perhaps you would rather not 
sit any longer on my knee, Miss Eyre?’ and 
later, more irritably, ‘Why do you remain pertinaciously perched 
on my knee, when I have given you notice to quit?’. Under the 
sexual threat of St. John Rivers, Rochester no 
longer benefits from his ‘century's advance in experience,’ and 
the childish posturing of Jane on his knee proves an unpleasant 
reminder of his ‘twenty years' difference in age.’ Jane, now the 
psychically and physically dominant of the two, refuses to move. 
She revels in her youthful position and flatly responds to his 
demands in the negative, affirming her age-associated power 
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‘[b]ecause I am comfortable there.’ (Godfrey 867) 
 
Godfrey creates a greater understanding for some of Jane’s decisions throughout the 
novel when she accentuates Jane’s wish for dominance, it is therefore possible to 
understand that Jane is content with her lot as a wife, considering she might in fact be 
the one who holds the most power in their marriage and can therefore dominate Mr. 
Rochester almost the same way he did her, when he showered her with gifts.  
 
Conclusion 

To conclude, this essay has shown how and to what extent Jane Eyre as a character 
represents Victorian ideals and also to what extent Jane does not represent these 
ideals. As this essay shows, there is a thin line between the belief that Jane challenges 
Victorian society and the belief that she is actually making an effort to fit in.  This essay 
considers Jane’s reason for leaving Mr. Rochester, and at first glance one could argue 
that she leaves him because it is somehow what is expected of Jane based on the ideals 
and norms of the Victorian society. She herself uses those rules i.e., God’s law to 
sanction her actions whether it is to stay with Mr. Rochester as his mistress or leave 
him alone with his agony. However, Jane's feelings reveal an alternative reason for her 
decisions. It seems to be a fact that Jane's knowledge of her own self-worth prevails 
over Christianity’s laws and rules and therefore, it is not because of society's rules and 
norms nor is it the threat of eternal damnation that causes Jane to leave Mr. Rochester, 
it is simply because her desire to be her own woman is greater than her desire for Mr. 
Rochester. 
 It is clear in the ending of the novel that there is a shift in the power 
balance between Mr. Rochester and Jane. As the novel begins it is Mr. Rochester that 
is the dominant because of his social status, his age and the fact that he is a man in a 
society where the male sex is considered by most to be the superior sex. This in turn 
leads to the conclusion of Rochester's natural superiority in relation to Jane who at the 
beginning of their relationship has nothing, not even the beauty which was one of the 
attributes wanted in Victorian women. However, this distribution of power gradually 
changes throughout the novel, it begins slow and first manifests with Jane's visit to her 
dying aunt and the dominance she asserts on Mrs. Reed with her unwanted 
forgiveness. It continues with her decision to leave Mr. Rochester and then her refusal 
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to marry St. John, though it does not become clear until she returns to Mr. Rochester, 
who is now not only injured and handicapped but also lost his property. While Mr. 
Rochester lost power, Jane, on the other hand gained power, she inherited some 
money, she is young and healthy. Her age which previously was one of the reasons for 
her inferiority to Mr. Rochester, is now one of the things that makes her the superior. 
This proves that the choice Jane made when she chose to return to Mr. Rochester, 
could be because she knows that the gap between them has been reduced. Mr. 
Rochester has lost most of his authority, which means that Jane's desire to be her own 
woman is no longer threatened by him as it was with Mrs. Reed. When her aunt no 
longer has the power to take away Jane’s freedom nor the possibility to make Jane 
contain her feelings and her passion, Jane is finally able to exercise her own strength. 
It is because of this shift in dominance that Jane can truly accept Rochester's love and 
marry him, as he is no longer a threat to her independence.  

As a character Jane represents a possibility to understand that love is equal 
between genders, where feeling, passion and emotion, that was frowned upon by the 
church and by extension the Victorian society are something to desire in a marriage, 
something that should be a reason for marrying in the first place, but above all, 
something that women have in common with men. If both men and women can feel a 
burning passion, one that does not correspond with the idea of women as a completely 
virtuous sex as the doctrine of separate spheres indicates, then one might start to 
wonder what more similarities exist between the genders hence, the novel creates a 
chain of thoughts that might not have existed before. The fact is that Many of Jane’s 
decisions throughout the novel are founded on more than her Christian beliefs as she 
instead puts herself and her own desires and wishes before these ideals and restrictive 
norms. This is shown when Jane herself concludes: “[w]ho in the world cares for you? 
[…] I care for myself. The more solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustained I 
am, the more I will respect myself” (Brontë 284). Thus, her self-preservation and 
notion of her own self-worth is the basis of her decision-making and her way of life.
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