
 

Hodder & Stoughton © 2022 www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 

www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

Volume 32, Number 3, February 2022 

Practice exam question 

Educating Jane Eyre 
Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 30 of the magazine. 

The opening of the answer 
Jane Eyre (1847) and Mrs Dalloway (1925) explore and even criticise male-dominated social 
institutions. For the bully Brocklehurst, ‘religion becomes an instrument of moral coercion’ (Havely) 
through the punitive regime of Lowood. In Woolf’s early twentieth-century novel, it is the male-
dominated medical profession and politics that are exposed, rather than the church. Doctor Bradshaw 
and Holmes’ treatment of Septimus Smith contributes to his suicide. In direct contrast, Mr Lloyd, the 
apothecary in Jane Eyre, show kindness and tenderness towards Jane after her fright in the red room. 
Woolf also explores politics in Mrs Dalloway, and her presentation of members of parliament and court 
hangers-on is largely satirical. She argued for women’s right to vote (which was achieved for all 
women over 21 in the Equal Franchise Act 1928), and did not support one particular party but was 
against the whole edifice of power: ‘I feel myself enfranchised till death, & quit of all humbug’, she 
wrote. 

Jane Eyre can also be read as an attack on male-dominated politics. It equates masculinity with 
empire through Bertha Mason’s life as a colonised woman, and also in St. John’s arrogant belief in the 
virtue of his work in India as a missionary. It is over-simple, however, to argue that literature by women 
focuses on the failings of men. Rochester certainly has faults, as does Peter Walsh, but these two 
central male characters are presented largely sympathetically and sensitively. In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf 
shows Septimus Smith and Peter Walsh to be vulnerable (they both weep openly, for example), just 
as Clarissa suffers sorrow and loss. Woolf’s paralleling of Septimus and Clarissa’s thoughts and fears 
throughout the novel acknowledges that the trauma men and women experience are similar, thus 
overturning the argument that novels written by women explore male failings.  

Brontë presents the central men in Jane Eyre as versions of each other, thereby suggesting 
masculinity has shared traits. As Havely argues, Brocklehurst and St. John Rivers (both clergymen) 
are revealed as obdurate and unyielding through the imagery of the black pillar and the Greek marble 
statue: ‘One black, one white, but equally stony, both represent forms of extreme virtue’. St. John and 
Rochester are also mirror images of each other — one is associated with ice and the other fire — and 
they both place Jane in a position that she rejects. She loves Rochester but cannot stay and live as 
his mistress, and she refuses to marry St. John as they do not love each other. She recognises that 
St. John is cruel in his determination to bend her to his will:  

‘If I were to marry you, you would kill me. You are killing me now.’ 

‘I should kill you — I am killing you? Your words are such as ought not be used: violent, 
unfeminine and untrue’ (Volume III, Chapter IX) 
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He significantly attacks her expressions as unfeminine and when Jane tries to reason with him as an 
equal, he scorns her. This is in direct contract to Rochester, whose pleas for Jane to stay after the 
revelation of Bertha’s existence are loving. Nonetheless, they are also a form of coercion: 

‘Up the blood rushes to his face; forth flashed the fire from his eyes; erect he sprang: he held 
his arms out; but I evaded the embrace, and at once quitted the room’ (Volume III, Chapter I) 

Brontë is interested in how men assume mastery and, in each case, Jane rejects this, asserting the 
right to be a free woman. During Jane’s last night at Thornfield, she experiences a vision of a ‘white 
human form… [that] gazed and gazed on me’. It is a female spirit that whispers in her heart ‘My 
daughter, flee temptation!’ to which she responds ‘Mother, I will’. 

Unlike this opposition between male and female experiences of authority, Woolf dissolves fixed 
notions of gender. By her structural paralleling of Septimus and Clarissa’s thoughts (they share 
imagery of water, birds and trees), she suggests suffering and trauma are part of the human condition. 
Characters in the novel often refer to the apparent distinctions between genders, for example, Peter 
Walsh asserts: ‘women live much more in the past than we do […]. They attach themselves to places.’ 
However, the novel itself challenges this division, as, in the same paragraph, Peter turns to an 
important place in his shared past with Clarissa — the time he proposed to her at Bourton. As David 
Bradshaw has noted, Mrs Dalloway is generally ‘concerned with exposing divisions, exclusions and 
inequalities’ of class, power and gender, yet he explores the ways in which the novel commemorates 
the First World War. In this way, a view of women’s writing that sees their work as an exposure of 
men’s failings misses the shared commemoration of suffering. 

Commentary 
The answer begins confidently and with a tight focus by making distinctions between the two elements 
in the title quotation. It identifies the social institutions that are criticised in each novel and places 
these firmly in their contexts, which is important for a question in which AO3 dominates the mark 
scheme. 

It then develops its argument in detail by focusing on the presentation of men in Jane Eyre, using 
close reading to explore the patterns of male authority and Jane’s resistance. The answer avoids a 
narrative approach by comparing two scenes. 

The answer is comparative throughout and makes careful distinctions between the two novels in terms 
of the presentation of gender, which is vital for this paper and question. 

The second half of the answer might address the sympathetic presentation of Rochester and Peter 
Walsh, who certainly having failings but are ultimately forgiven and are even rewarded with marriage 
(Jane Eyre) and the confirmation of friendship (Mrs Dalloway) in the novels’ closing pages. 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines 


