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Reading Questions: Jane Eyre – Guide to Responding 

 
Please note that answers will vary.  Here are some sample responses. 

 
1. Rigid gender constructions of femininity existed in the Victorian era.  One of the 
primary constructions was that of “mother.”  Prior to the Victorian era women raised 
their children based on what felt natural and instinctive.  However, moving into the mid-
nineteenth century, men, women, and children each had their own sphere.  Even within 
the privacy of the home, members of the household were divided into rigid groups, 
which were to be followed as strictly as the division between servants and employers. 
Women were expected to maintain and develop their child intellectually, spiritually, and 
physically, virtually unaided by the father.  Bertha exemplifies a woman who rejects this 
construction, while Jane embodies it. 
 
2. As the male head of the family, Rochester holds the unquestioned power and 
authority to judge all that reside within his sphere.  Thus, as his wife, Bertha has no 
rights other than to submit to her husband’s will.  Rochester stands as judge and jury of 
Bertha’s moral and physical transgressions, imposing a life sentence of imprisonment 
for her "crimes" of unladylike sexuality and refusal to conform to patriarchal 
expectations of female modesty and self-sacrifice. 
 
3. The Gothic castle has and can represent many things.  It can be viewed as a symbol 
of rightful inheritance as in The Castle of Otranto.  Its secret and complex hidden 
passages can be read as a symbol of repressed female sexuality as in The Mysteries of 
Udolpho.  Thornfield could be viewed as a symbol for the dialectic which marriage 
represented for women in the Victorian Era, serving as a means toward both freedom 
and oppression.  For Jane, it surely serves as a bridge toward a life of choice, because 
she chooses to marry Rochester, which solidifies her position in society.  For Jane’s 
predecessor, Bertha, who is scorned and condemned by Rochester, it represents a 
prison and, ultimately, a tomb. 
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