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INTRODUCTION 

“Is Mr. Heathcliff a man?” It is a pivotal question asked by the wife of one of the 

most enigmatic characters in all of literature, and one that has no clear answer. Indeed, the 

question about the nature of this character has been an ongoing debate for over a century and 

a half and has helped make Emily Bronte’s Wuthering Heights (1847) the source of varied 

and ceaseless debate. This thesis aims to enter that debate and to argue that Bronte is 

protesting the exploitation or religious snobbery of the class system and using class 

stereotypes to denounce humanity’s general propensity to exclusion on a more primal level. 

She uses class to challenge a more innate evil, which is why the novel is mythic in scope, and 

why Heathcliff is more than a rational being. He is a symbolic character maneuvering within 

the established system, incomparable among characters in the Victorian literary canon. 

Bronte’s Familial Experience with Class and the Marginalized 

Both race and class are clearly an issue in this novel that is set in the late eighteenth 

century but written in the mid-nineteenth century. It is therefore important to examine the 

historical context and societal influences on Bronte in order to have an idea of why 

Heathcliff is rejected, not only when he was a child but also when he returns years later as a 

civilized and educated adult. A more comprehensive examination of race may be necessary, 

but because of space limitations it is not possible here, and the following general glance at it 

in the scope of the Bronte family should be enough to provide an undercurrent for my 

argument about class and myth in this thesis. 

The idea that Heathcliff is an ostracized “brownie” has support.1 As Elsie Michie 

                                                           
1 Gifford, Douglas. “Hogg, Scottish Literature and Wuthering Heights or Was Heathcliff a Brownie?” James 

Hogg and the Romantics Conference, The 2012 Douglas Mack Lecture, 29 June 2012, University of Glasgow, 

Mack Lecture. 
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notes in her 19922 exploration on racial difference in Wuthering Heights and Charlotte 

Bronte’s Jane Eyre (1847), the description of Heathcliff upon his arrival at the Earnshaw 

house links him to Victorian caricatures of the Irish children pouring into England in the late 

1840s as a result of the potato famine (129).3 Nelly Dean initially describes Heathcliff as “a 

dirty, ragged, black-haired child; big enough both to walk and talk … yet when it was set on 

its feet it only stared round, and repeated over and over again some gibberish that nobody 

could understand” (65).4 Nelly’s indictment is echoed later when she says Heathcliff’s 

“naturally reserved disposition was exaggerated into an almost idiotic excess of unsociable 

moroseness” (91). Later the boy is described as a dark and filthy child in contrast to young 

Catherine, who is tidy and clean upon her return from a five-week stay at Thrushcross 

Grange (79), and still later as having locks “like a colt’s mane over his eyes” (83). On a 

general, societal level, L. Perry Curtis asserts, “the English tendency to caricature the Irish 

and represent them as an alien people … was intensified in the mid-nineteenth century in a 

process Curtis describes as the simianization of the Irish.” Curtis calls one of Irish origin a 

“creature manifestly between the Gorilla and Negro,” a part of “a tribe of Irish savages” that 

when “conversing with its kind it talks a sort of gibberish” (qtd. in Michie 126),5 a 

description eerily similar to Nelly’s of Heathcliff.  

On a more specific and familial level to Bronte, Michie cites Winifred Gerin to 

explain the particularities about Emily’s brother Branwell that may have inspired these oft-

                                                           
2 Michie, Elsie. “From Simianized Irish to Oriental Despots: Heathcliff, Rochester, and Racial Difference.” 

Novel: A Forum on Fiction, vol. 25, no. 2, Winter 1992, pp. 125-40.  
3 Elsie notes that this passage was first called to her attention by James H. Kavanagh, who cites it in the 

introduction to Emily Bronte (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), pp. 11-12, but she does give credit for it to 

Winifred Gerin, Emily Bronte: A Biography (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), pp. 225-26. 
4 Bronte, Emily. Wuthering Heights. Edited by Beth Newman, Broadview Press, 2007.  
5 Michie quotes L. Perry Curtis, Jr. Apes and Angels: The Irishman in Victorian Caricature, Smithsonian 

Institute, 1971, p. 100. 
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demeaning descriptions of Heathcliff and his Liverpool origins:  

…in August 1845 Branwell was sent to Liverpool…. It was the time when the first 

shiploads of Irish immigrants were landing at Liverpool and dying in the cellars of the 

warehouses on the quays. Their images, and especially those of the children, were 

unforgettably depicted in the Illustrated London News—starving scarecrows with a 

few rags on them and an animal growth of black hair almost obscuring their features. 

The relevance of such happenings within a day’s journey of Haworth (collections 

were made in Haworth Church for the victims of the Irish Famine) cannot be 

overlooked in explaining Emily’s choice of Liverpool for the scene of Mr. 

Earnshaw’s encounter with “the gypsy brat” Heathcliff…. Branwell’s visit to 

Liverpool was in August of 1845; the writing of Wuthering Heights belongs to the 

autumn and winter of that year. (129) 

The likelihood of Branwell’s visit to Liverpool having an impact on the writing of Wuthering 

Heights and the creation of Heathcliff is clear. Heathcliff’s darkness automatically sets him 

apart as a marginalized Other, and an “emotional volatility … characteristic of the Victorian 

conception of the Irish” (Michie 130) adds the layer of savageness and wildness to his spirit. 

It is this prejudiced context that will make it possible for neither child nor adult Heathcliff 

ever to be accepted by the race—and by extension, class—conscious families in Wuthering 

Heights. 

 Brother Branwell’s experience with both the Irish physical and personality 

stereotypes is not the only likely historical influence on Emily; her Irish-born father, the 

Reverend Patrick Bronte, according to Michie, not only was unpredictable in his behavior as 

was thought to be typical of the Irish temperament, but also “realized a Victorian fantasy of 
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upward mobility by leaving behind his Irish working-class background and transforming 

himself into a university educated clergyman” (131). Juliet Barker confirms this upward 

mobility by illustrating his unfortunate beginnings and uphill struggle ahead, recognizing 

Patrick’s initial “inauspicious start to his new life” and the fact that he was at first “[d]efeated 

by his Irish accent” (1). Patrick’s story appears especially close to Heathcliff’s since the latter 

leaves the moors for three years and returns an educated gentleman. Further, Michie contends 

that the literary figure associated with Heathcliff’s self-advancement is a Miltonic Satan, that 

“Satan’s flight from hell to heaven also functioned as a literary model for stories of Patrick 

Bronte’s upward mobility,” but that the “Satanic analogue … implies that while one can leap 

upwards one cannot in fact leave hell behind” (132).6 Similarly, says Michie, the Reverend’s 

rise in class does not allow him to fully “leave behind traces of racial difference” (132). 

Heathcliff’s ascent is fueled by his drive to return to the moors to exact justice on those who 

have rejected him and will continue to reject him. If Emily knew anything about her father’s 

past whatsoever, it likely had an effect on her formation of the Heathcliff character. He 

seems to be like a contemporary Irish child, that dark, outcast Other, whom characters in the 

novel will sometimes compare to the devil, who rises from the ashes to a new life of purpose, 

a purpose that in one reading could be both punitive and restorative in the prejudicial world 

Bronte was confronting. 

While a fictional character obviously does not have the capacity to rebel against his 

own author, the manner in which Bronte layers the real with the supernatural almost makes it 

as if Heathcliff does. Douglass Gifford alludes to this possibility in 2012 when he, also 

considering the tantalizing idea of character agency, says, “it is as though [Heathcliff] is the 

                                                           
6 I will address this literary Satan, which is less evil from a Christian perspective and instead more ambiguous 

and sympathetic, later in the thesis. 



5 
 

unwilling agent of a higher purpose, allowing and indeed causing the final restoration of the 

H and C balance of the houses and families in the union of Hareton and Catherine the 

second,7 which he could so easily have destroyed” (19). Bronte seems to make Heathcliff 

aware of the vengeance he wants to exact before he actually takes steps to execute it, and that 

in the time in between he makes every effort to ensure his acceptance—specifically with 

Catherine, his one shot at a normal life—and avoid the dirty necessities of purgation. Yes, 

Heathcliff can be psychoanalyzed at length, but it is my estimation that he is used by Bronte 

for much more than a psychological case-file of a boy who came from impoverished 

beginnings to live a life bent on maliciously revenging past rejections. Nor is he simply a 

gothic hero-villain, a libertine, a rake, a sadistic lover, a demon lover, a fatal hero, and a 

Byronic hero (May 418).8 While I certainly see the cogency in these labels, because there is 

evidence in the novel to support them, it is the “more” that he is that transforms him into the 

powerful symbolic tool Bronte uses to represent her challenges against Victorian society. He 

is both rational and supernatural and never one or the other. It is the combination of both 

readings that maximizes his power and makes it possible to hold at once the most potential 

meanings for his character.  

Based on this appealing complexity, Heathcliff’s sudden infusion into the story of the 

Earnshaws and Lintons, who represent two different ranks of the middle class, is Bronte’s 

way to use the class debate to create through the novel a broader, more universal myth about 

human evil. The Earnshaws, where Heathcliff first arrives on the scene, “belong to the 

yeomanry, a class of independent farmers who owned their own land rather than paying rent 

                                                           
7 For clarity’s sake in this thesis, the first Catherine will be named in full, and the second will be named Cathy. 
8 Rebecca E. May (2011) cites Frederick S. Frank, Deborah Lutz, David Punter, Mario Praz, and Ian Watt for 

these terms. 
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to larger landowners like the Lintons. The Lintons … are gentry—hereditary owners of 

landed estates who receive income in the form of rent on some of their land and hold 

positions of social authority” (Newman 21). Neither family is upper-class aristocracy or 

“lower” class poor, but Bronte uses specific aesthetic and behavioral details to create a 

seemingly cavernous divide them. This appearance of great division juxtaposed to the reality 

of the houses’ actual affinity to one another is one way Bronte criticizes and ridicules the 

class system. Abbie L. Corey (2005), among many others, makes the common assertion that 

“[b]oth the novel and the social movements suggest the need for a realignment of power 

relations in British society” at that time (24), but as Christine DeVine (2005) aptly points out, 

“[s]ocial class is difficult to discuss with any precision and without feeling as though one is 

using stereotypes and making sweeping statements” (4). DeVine examines those nineteenth-

century social protest novels that do criticize the system specifically, such as those of 

Dickens and Gaskell. Her assertion—that these novels often display “great sympathy for the 

… poor and … clearly and stridently [protest] the suffering occasioned by urbanization and 

industrialization” (4)—is exactly the posture Bronte takes in Wuthering Heights; the crucial 

difference is that she employs Heathcliff as a personification of the force for change rather 

than the weak and nonsubversive solutions to the class problem other novelists proposed. If 

there must be a clear-cut villain in the story, it must be the same enemy Bronte’s 

contemporary Victorian novelists were challenging—the stuffy and prejudicial higher 

classes, relative to the levels within those classes, of course. It most certainly isn’t Heathcliff, 

who works to bring about redemptive change among those very classes, represented by the 

Earnshaws and Lintons in the novel. Perhaps the non-recognition of Heathcliff’s regrettable 

but necessary purpose is why Pauline Nestor (2003) claims that “[u]nlike the 
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contemporaneous, industrial novels of Charles Dickens, Elizabeth Gaskell, Benjamin Disraeli 

and Charles Kingsley, Wuthering Heights shows no engagement with wider social issues” 

(qtd. in Myburgh 21). To use such an absolute goes too far, in my estimation, because I do 

believe wider social issues were used by Bronte, as a means to an end in this case, if not an 

end in itself as other Victorian novels did. It is Heathcliff she sends to expose the utter 

foolishness in individuals’ mindsets when they choose to find solidarity only in hating him. 

Bronte’s life and work leading up to the writing of her novel indicates that she was an 

author concerned about confronting root issues in humanity and not just the symptoms that 

separate society into class levels. This is what makes Wuthering Heights both a social protest 

novel and a universal myth. Thomas Joudrey (2015) makes a telling connection between two 

competing philosophies in mid-Victorian England when he compares Bronte’s poetry to her 

novel. He says that Bronte’s “radical creed—that we should not only preserve our selfishness 

but obey it even at the expense of community—was anathema to both the Evangelical call for 

Christian fellowship and the clamor for solidarity among the Victorian social reform 

movements that were sweeping across England” (172). This “moral directive” of Bronte’s, as 

Joudrey terms it, is why I believe it was a tactical move on Bronte’s part to place both the 

Earnshaws and Lintons in the same middle class, albeit on different levels, and to make 

religion virtually absent from the novel. She even makes the class debate her central vehicle 

in driving toward her more intimate observations on human prejudice. She didn’t want to 

pigeon hole herself into DeVine’s “sweeping statements” or into choosing between current 

political sides when this type of petty squabbling wouldn’t do much in the way of lasting 

change anyway. I believe she thought her middle-class readers needed a drastic symbol to 

show what change looks like in a condensed and unrealistic period of time—and Heathcliff 
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as symbol and novel as myth both allow her to do that. Given the mystic sensibility in her 

poetry and the poetic nature of Wuthering Heights, I believe it likely that the intricacies of 

the class system would have been too detailed and dogmatic for Bronte’s tastes and perhaps 

too unappetizing for her middle-class readers. Barbara Prentis (1988), even citing Emily’s 

sister Charlotte, sees a more mythic vision in Emily’s work than the society around her could 

provide on the surface: 

[Emily was] a woman whose central focus on life was metaphysical rather than 

material, cosmic rather than local, [and took] more note of issues outside her own 

limited area than of those within it. Charlotte, holding to the view that her sister had 

little awareness of “what is called ‘the world’”, stated that Emily had hardly more 

“practical knowledge” of the community immediately around her “than a nun has of 

the country people who sometimes pass her country gates.” And yet, Charlotte added, 

“she knew them.”  (75) 

Prentis continues by asserting it is this knowledge of people and society that Emily harbored 

at such a profound level that we sense in Wuthering Heights (75). Richard Benvenuto (1982) 

says as much when he claims, “If Wuthering Heights is unique, it is not because Bronte did 

not share the concerns of other Victorians, but because she dealt with what was timeless and 

universal in them, and because her intensity and thoroughness took her past the limits her 

contemporaries had learned to accept” (86). Finally, Stevie Davies (2002) claims that the 

novel involves the major instead of the minor, the “sublime and cyclical” rather than the 

“personal and linear” (93). Thus, Bronte isn’t as much protesting the exploitations or 

religious snobbery of the class system as much as she is using class stereotypes to denounce 

humanity’s general propensity to exclusion on a more primal level. She uses class to 
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challenge a more innate evil, which is why she needs the novel to be a myth, which is why 

she needs Heathcliff to be more than a rational being maneuvering inside the same rule 

system of the establishment. It is also why Bronte seems more unsympathetic to Catherine 

than she does to Heathcliff, as I’ll analyze in depth later, because she has Catherine make the 

choice to abide by the class rules, the superficial expectations of society, a decision that only 

perpetuates the prejudice Bronte is confronting.  

 While the specifics of the hierarchal system in the time of the story had long been 

relegated to the ranks of history and didn’t need to be challenged in the 1840s, years after the 

onset of the Industrial Revolution and the rise of the working class, the underbelly of order 

and prejudice subsisted. The late eighteenth to early nineteenth centuries in which the novel 

is set saw the dying of a somewhat different class system than the one Bronte knew in the 

mid-nineteenth century when she wrote her novel, but this difference doesn’t appear to affect 

her approach. As Annika Mizel (2016) points out concerning the mid-nineteenth century, 

“Victorian England was largely dictated by concepts of hierarchy, authority, and propriety” 

and that from “God downwards through the Queen and the established social order, there 

were those … whose place it was to give orders and those whose duty it was to obey” (177).9 

Mizel’s basic description could very well have been ascribed to the late eighteenth century as 

well, despite the differences in class structure. This is likely another reason Bronte skirts 

away from open protest of the class system and uses Heathcliff the way she does: while the 

specifics of the hierarchal system in the time of the story had long been relegated to the ranks 

of history and didn’t need to be challenged in the 1840s, years after the onset of the Industrial 

Revolution and the rise of the working class, the underbelly of order and prejudice subsisted. 

                                                           
9 The second part of this citation is quoted, by Mizel, from W. J. Reader, Life in Victorian England, G. P. 

Putnam’s Sons, 1964. 
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In addition, she could have been illustrating the synonymous, universal nature of the conflicts 

in the 1840s and those in the late 1700s. The fact that such vitriol was spewed at her novel 

and at her in the immediate years following the novel’s release by readers obsessed with 

class and societal decorum would prove her contention to be correct and prophetic: no matter 

the time period, individuals can be stuck in both their prejudices and their worldviews. 

In order to use the realities of social class distinction as a means to create a myth 

about this human condition, then, Bronte had to construct Heathcliff as both a real and 

mythic being, the anchor that makes her equally concurrent rational and supernatural 

storylines possible, and dare I say, believable. Her novel wouldn’t work with the entirely 

“realistic” characters of most other Victorian novels, including her sister Charlotte’s Jane 

Eyre, one of the emblematic class novels of the Victorian era. The Heathcliff she sets in 

reality must absorb the prejudice cast against him by those of a higher class, while the 

symbolic side of his character must eventually destroy the very mortar of the dividing wall 

separating people. What’s more, he must go away for three years between roles to earn his 

fortune through an undisclosed venture before coming back to use his new status in society—

one they still won’t recognize because of his impoverished origins—against both families, 

both houses, both levels of the middle class in general that rejected him and will continue to 

reject him despite his money and gentlemanly appearance. 

Evidence that Bronte intended for there to be a certain sympathy for Heathcliff’s 

victimhood, and by extension a certain repugnance for the class prejudice against him, can be 

found in the Gondal story and in the poetry she wrote in the years before she wrote her lone 

novel. Barker, author of the landmark, 1000-page biography of the Brontes, scrutinizes the 

pattern in Emily’s work:  
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…love is often the result of the close sympathy arising out of growing up together, 

developing gradually and usually because of separation, into the passion of 

adulthood. Heathcliff and Catherine are prefigured in Gondal stories some ten years 

before their creator put pen to paper to write Wuthering Heights. The inevitable 

separation as one or the other leaves to seek his or her fortune or, more usually, 

becomes the victim of politics and is exiled or imprisoned, inspired poem after poem. 

(275) 

Such sympathy for Heathcliff and distrust of the class system would not have surfaced had 

the neat, calm narrative of the Earnshaws and Lintons played out, had Hindley been paired 

with Isabella and Edgar with Catherine in a Charlotte-esque Bildungsroman; indeed, given 

Hindley’s combustible and vile personality, it is likely the Heights would never have 

survived beyond him. In order to dredge up these myriad human hypocrisies, to spotlight the 

reality that “victim[s] of politics” exist, and to preserve the Earnshaw line in the process, 

then, a radical figure like Heathcliff is necessary. His violence and disruption are necessary. 

His seeming evil is even necessary. It is what makes this philosophical war, initiated and 

pursued exhaustively by Heathcliff, the demolition job it is. In Bronte’s vision, it has to be 

that way to throttle mindsets from their sticking place.10 

A major framework for my argument is Douglass Gifford’s 2012 lecture on the 

likelihood of the Scottish folk-inspired Returner’s influence on Bronte’s creation of 

Heathcliff. Generally speaking, Gifford floats the Scottish “tradition … which sets a 

                                                           
10 On another interesting note, there is yet another blow Emily may be asking Heathcliff to absorb—the shock 

and disdain her novel received early on because of its audacious swipe at the middle-class establishment—who 

tellingly enough were her very readers. Behind Heathcliff and the multiple narrators of the story, Bronte is able 

to remain in the background and let these layers, at least in theory, take the brunt of the novel’s criticism. Of 

course this is just surmise, for it didn’t always play out that way. As I will show, Bronte received her fair 

amount of negative criticism. 
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supernatural reading running in tension with a possible rational reading … but leav[es] the 

tension unresolved” (10, 12), which he believes Bronte is doing in the novel as well. It is the 

strictly rational reading that perhaps misdirected many early Heights commentators, whom I 

will summarize shortly, but I and critics like Gifford relish the unresolved nature of the story 

(or stories, plural), and the deliberate confusions employed by the author because of the 

different readings. Too much criticism on the novel admits to the ambiguity or even 

otherworldliness of the novel in the article’s introduction, but then doesn’t make for the 

allowances in the textual evidence necessary to make such ambiguity plausible and 

discussable in the first place. Heathcliff then serves as a confusing figure if read only from a 

rational perspective, but gains legitimacy and wholeness when the supernatural thread is 

added. The central folk influence on the novel is the “Returners from the Unknown, who 

come back after being ill-treated in their community to enact a vengeful, purgative or 

redemptive purpose” (11). In Returner Heathcliff’s case, he is the “unwilling agent of higher 

purpose” exacting “rough justice” and the catalyst “bringing out the excess of those who 

have awakened his attention,” so that in the end the victims of the Returner’s cleansing 

actually destroy themselves (19, 16, 16). Therefore, Heathcliff is a not only a rational being 

rejected by the Victorian class system in one story thread, but in another also a revenger who 

makes people responsible for the wrongs of that class system pay. He is the marginalized 

Other turned psychological mirror Bronte puts front and center before the Victorian 

individual intent on such prejudice; like the Hyde to their Jekyll, or the Bertha to their Jane, 

he is a twisted, truthful reflection of their own inner selves.11 

In this thesis, I aim to show that Bronte uses Heathcliff to challenge established 

                                                           
11 As Hamlet does to his mother in Act III.iv, in which he chides her for her precipitous and lustful behavior 

after the death of his father. 
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Victorian propriety and the attitudes that often plagued those living in a “higher” class. If one 

of the few flat characters in the novel Hindley represents the haughtiness of one class 

stereotype and the person devilishly intent on preserving those lines, his father Earnshaw 

embodies the new, progressive man willing to blur them in the name of common humanity. 

Bronte thus grapples with the anxieties of Victorian individuals both attracted to and repelled 

by difficulties related to class, and in the end, although father Earnshaw is long dead, his 

humane decision to bring a poor and disheveled little boy home many years before ensures 

that his family’s name will survive certain death, even as the building may crumble. It is 

precisely because of the labels of class that Earnshaw’s new favorite son Heathcliff is 

rejected by everyone except the man who brought him to Yorkshire in the first place, and 

why that son proceeds to wreak havoc on the Earnshaw and Linton families in order to 

invoke change and a homogenization of the ranks. In doing so, he unwittingly saves his 

adopted father’s name amidst the carnivorous realities of the class system and ensures that 

the Heights will move forward under the watch of a more caring eye.12 

Early Reviews and Charlotte Bronte’s Impact  

The framework for twentieth century Heights criticism was largely built by Elizabeth 

Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Bronte (27, emphasis mine), as well as reviews rather than 

scholarly literary criticism. English literature didn’t turn into a topic for academic study in 

the universities until the end of the nineteenth century, approximately five decades after 

Wuthering Heights was published and after much of the initial opinion base was set for the 

                                                           
12 An image conservative Christian Evangelicals, who had a significant impact even on secular Victorianism, 

may ignore when it comes to a novel like Wuthering Heights is the Christ himself running through the temple 

roughshod with a whip to make a point. Essentially Heathcliff is running through two families on the Yorkshire 

moors with his own whip and his own point. 
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first real academic critics to build on. Suzy Anger’s 2004 research13 confirms that the 

academic study of literature has a relatively short history. The very first reviews of 

Wuthering Heights—decidedly different from scholarly interpretation—provide ample 

condemnation and clear evidence of the influence of the Victorian stereotype, the 

“intolerance and religious claustrophobia,” “the rigid notions about the right ordering of 

society,” “the stolidity and narrow-mindedness of the Victorian moral outlook” (Gifford 9; 

Mizel 176; Leerssen 64). This stereotype, this moral imperative, reflects the view of 

Victorianism based on the binaries of good here and bad there, which characterizes the 

Victorian outlook, and provided the framework for early reviews of Emily’s novel. A prime 

example of the type of derisive review the novel received early on came from George 

Washington Peck, who said in 1848 mere months after the novel’s release, “The influence 

which this book cannot but have upon manners, must be bad. For the coarseness extends 

farther than the mere style; it extends all through.” Peck goes on to discuss the “crude style” 

and “rude expressions” of the author (Newman, Appendix 359). Sydney Dobell in 1850 is 

less consistently derisive than Peck, but she does say, as a sort of passive-aggressive note 

directed at the author, “When [Emily Bronte] writes her next novel, let her remember—[s]he 

will never sin so much against consistent keeping as to draw another Heathcliff,” and about 

the novel as a whole, she “will not, again, employ her wonderful pencil on a picture so 

destitute of moral beauty and human worth” (Newman, Appendix 365). One reviewer in 

1877, Wemyss Reid, illustrates the flippant nature of “criticism” at this time, in short giving 

evidence to Anger’s point, stating in nearly the same breath that “[n]obody can pretend that 

such a story as this ever ought to have been written,” that “nobody can read it without feeling 

                                                           
13 Earlier and more contextual commentary on this reality can be found in the introduction to Anger’s 

collection, Knowing the Past: Victorian Literature and Culture, Cornell University Press, 2001. 
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that its author must herself have had a morbid if not a diseased mind,” but that Heathcliff is 

the one exception, a truly unique and masterful creation (Burstein 179). Clearly, individuals’ 

oft-random optics and underdeveloped opinions are what largely drove the reviews of 

Wuthering Heights in the early decades. Moral codes were implicit to the underlying 

stereotype of Victorian society, and those who were proponents of them said much to 

discredit what they saw as a wild and distasteful novel that, if read and appreciated, would 

challenge that cultural, class-oriented establishment.  

 In addition to reviewers such as these, even Emily’s sister Charlotte was critical of 

Wuthering Heights, although the reasons for her comments may be more subversive and 

multifaceted than one may first surmise. In the 1850 preface to the second edition of 

Wuthering Heights, Charlotte writes, “Whether it is right or advisable to create beings like 

Heathcliff, I do not know; I scarcely think it is” (Newman, Appendix 343). What is worse 

than her dismissal of Heathcliff, however, is her “contention that Emily was not fully aware 

of what she created” and that “every page is surcharged with a sort of moral electricity … the 

writer is unconscious of.” She continues the condescension: “[T]he writer who possesses the 

creative gift owns something of which he is not always master—something that at times 

strangely wills and works for itself” (qtd. in Thormahlen, “Christian” 650). The suggestion is 

that Emily did not consciously create Heathcliff and all his power, that somehow the energies 

and forces associated with him were accidental. These two crucial attacks on her sister’s 

work—the dismissal of Heathcliff relevance and of Emily’s agency—could have been 

Charlotte’s attempt to protect her sister from the attacks she was receiving; but they 

nonetheless appear haughty and at worst are the indications of a sibling intent on keeping the 

high ground in a (spoken or unspoken) familial, literary rivalry. This is mere speculation, but 
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it is a viable possibility given Charlotte’s remarkable talent as a fiction writer and Wuthering 

Heights’ equally remarkable power, a recognition she certainly could have made given the 

fact that she was around Emily the whole time the latter was writing it. 

Charlotte seems a bit controlling of the narrative of her sister’s life and work here—

especially since her sister was by the 1850 edition tragically dead and out of the picture—

controlling and calculating like her two first-person narrators are in Jane Eyre and Villette. In 

my estimation, given the monolithic cohesion and accord of which Wuthering Heights can 

boast, especially because of (paradoxically) all the intrinsic randomness which more aptly 

reflects the ever-volatile human condition, Emily’s intentions were much more conscious 

than her sister and others for decades gave her credit for. What is equally obvious is the 

general literary skill, creativity, and innate talent Charlotte dismisses along with the creation 

of Heathcliff, as if Emily’s reputation should lie solely in the fabric of one fictional character. 

Emily’s control, contrary to her sister’s in Jane and Lucy, is as one who builds a fence 

around a field of wild foliage: the parameters are enough to manage the story but inside those 

parameters she lets her characters and plot grow untamed. Of course the agency never leaves 

her hands, but her skill lies in her seeming-numinous capacity to know exactly the 

psychological complexities of the characters, anticipate all those convening contradictions in 

both a real and mythic world, and execute all the ambiguity in a way that allows the book to 

be read on both rational and supernatural levels. Apparent evil is not automatically evil for 

Emily; neither is good. One need only look to a few lines of Emily’s “Faith and 

Despondency,” published in the midst of her writing of Wuthering Heights, to see that the 

theme of chaos and disorder—what key critic Lord David Cecil would call “Storm and 
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Calm” in 193514—is a part of her thinking and is the substance of the Heathcliff character: 

[…] worldly tempests, raging wild,  

 Shall strengthen thy desire— 

 Thy fervent hope, through storm and foam 

 Through wind and ocean’s roar, 

 To reach, at last, the eternal home, 

 The steadfast, changeless shore! (ll. 65-70) 

This indication that Emily saw the storms of life not as an opposite side of a duality with 

calm, but as the necessary precursor to it, casts doubt on Charlotte’s certainty that her sister 

was unaware of the redemptive power behind Heathcliff’s destructive nature. Benvenuto 

recognizes that Bronte’s “is the cosmic vision of an imagination that for years had turned 

mostly to its own symbols and myths and expressed itself in secret poems” (86). The words 

in the poem, indeed Heathcliff’s purpose in general, evoke the words of the very Scripture so 

many Evangelical Victorians adhered to: “From the days of John the Baptist until now the 

kingdom of heaven has suffered violence, and the violent take it by force” (Matthew 11:12, 

ESV). Like the prophet John, Heathcliff is a dark, rough outsider intent on forcefully 

invading the calm, pretentious, hypocritical assumptions of the establishment in order to 

destroy and pave the way for what fruits are to follow. Emily’s personal worldview, then, did 

include the necessity of storm before calm, darkness before light, perhaps even death before 

resurrection, as we see in the poem; Heathcliff, especially when one adds the Scottish myth 

of the purifying Returner to his fabric, is simply the herald of this cycle in the novel. All of 

this, all the rich complexity and stirring contradictions, is something sister Charlotte and 

many others either dismissed or ignored in the immediate decades following the novel’s 

                                                           
14 Cecil, Lord David. “Emily Bronte and Wuthering Heights.” Early Victorian Novelists, BobbsMerrill, 1935. 
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release. 

 In fact, Charlotte likely owes much of Jane Eyre’s power to Emily. According to 

Deborah Lutz (2015), “despite Charlotte’s reservations about Wuthering Heights and her 

attempts to convince Emily to make it less relentless, she was deeply under its influence 

when she wrote Jane Eyre. To Emily’s novel she owed the heavy doses of passion, insanity, 

and imprisonment” (173). Just as Catherine emotionally rejects the fair Edgar Linton in favor 

of the darker Heathcliff in Emily’s novel, Jane rejects the nobler St. John in favor of the 

darker and unstable Rochester. As May points out, the “Brontes, taken together, offer a 

powerful expression of desire and danger, affirming forms of sexual and erotic interest that 

find empowerment in animalistic passions, in moments of violence, cruelty and linguistic 

parry” (418). Clearly it seems Charlotte at the very least harbored a desire to express similar 

imaginations as her sister Emily, and those flames can be readily seen in her work. It is what 

makes her dismissal of the passionate Heathcliff so curious. 

 This is not to say that Charlotte was being hypocritical, for certainly the way she goes 

about illustrating the dance between duty and desire in Jane Eyre is inherently more tamed 

and sanitized than what Emily does in Wuthering Heights. One could even say her fiery 

character Bertha Mason is even wilder and more symbolic than Heathcliff, but her presence 

in the novel is secondary. In keeping Bertha in the background, among other literary tactics, 

Charlotte does more to control such fire than her sister does. But the fact is that the idea of 

storms and passions are inherent in Charlotte’s work as well. Here is a passage from Jane 

Eyre that is eerily similar to Emily’s poem above:  

What good it would have done me at that time to have been tossed in the storms of an 

uncertain struggling life, and to have been taught by rough and bitter experience to 
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long for the calm amidst which I now repined! (Jane Eyre 186)  

Charlotte also explores the theme of passion through frequent digressions into sermonizing. 

The following passage is a glimpse of her overall philosophy on the very question Emily 

explores throughout her volatile novel, a contained, calm declaration that reflects more of 

what she would have hoped Emily had subscribed to long before she does it in Wuthering 

Heights’ final pages: 

The passions may rage furiously, like true heathens, as they are; and the desires may 

imagine all sorts of vain things; but judgment shall still have the last word in every 

argument, and the casting vote in every decision. Strong wind, earthquake-shock, and 

the fire may pass by: but I shall follow the guiding of that still small voice which 

interprets the dictates of the conscience. (JE 282)15 

This controlled digression from the flames of passion is frequent and what tempers 

Charlotte’s work in relation to Emily’s. Emily doesn’t wait for the “still small voice” but 

instead spotlights the storms and fires as the dynamic harbingers needed for real and lasting 

change. Charlotte’s hesitation with Wuthering Heights, then, is directed at the manner in 

which Emily presents the content, not necessarily the content itself, more specifically the 

desire for an awakening inside the insular human heart that would catapult society into a 

more permanent change. But where Charlotte names, Emily describes. Where Charlotte 

writes, Emily illustrates. Emily shows us the cataclysmic tremors of the earthquake and the 

destructive flames of the fire, and Heathcliff is that illustration and wrecking force in one. 

The extremes are mostly metaphoric in my view, which Charlotte may miss when she says 

                                                           
15Another example: “It is vain to say human beings ought to be satisfied with tranquility: they must have action; 

and they will make it if they cannot find it. Millions are condemned to a stiller doom than mine, and millions 

are in silent revolt against their lot. Nobody knows how many rebellions besides political rebellions ferment in 

the masses of life which people earth. (JE 178).  
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she doesn’t know if a Heathcliff should ever be created. The symbolic extremes, however, do 

more to represent the very passions in human nature Charlotte’s safe sermonizing can never 

illustrate, and Emily most prominently displays them through that “vile” character 

Heathcliff.16 

Changes in Critical Approaches 

The early reviews and biographical approaches to Emily’s novel, that Anger says was devoid 

of “interpretation” and “pushed straightaway to make evaluative or ethical judgments on a 

text’s literary merits or content” (27), preceded the methodological turn that coincided with 

the emergence of literary criticism as a scholarly, academic venture. Yes, there were some 

critics, such as nineteenth-century Victorian experts Thomas Carlyle and Gaskell, who were 

years or decades ahead of their time in basing critical judgments of interpretation on the text 

instead of using morally driven standards of taste; generally speaking, however, it wasn’t 

until the early twentieth century that the discussions and attempts made at defining literary 

criticism toward the end of the Victorian era, specifically “among literary societies and in the 

texts of the first British professors of literature” (“Meaning” Anger 28), found shape, form, 

and purpose. There was a central problem with Bronte’s novel, though: Wuthering Heights 

did not fit. It did not resemble the English novel traditions that recognized the “drawing-

room civility of … Jane Austen,” “the social panorama found in Dickens or Thackeray,” the 

“individual focus of a Jane Eyre or Great Expectations, or the “recognizable ordinariness of 

George Eliot’s characters,” as Newman points out (24). Some early twentieth-century writers 

                                                           
16 All of that established and explored about the possibilities in Charlotte’s motives for writing the preface to the 

1850 edition, I must present a contrary position as a possibility. Geoffrey Tillotson contends that the “critic … 

will misread the preface unless he allows full weight to Charlotte’s purpose in writing it – that of winning from 

a hitherto unresponsive or baffled public the due response to genius at a high pitch. What she says of Wuthering 

Heights and its author puts them in the light that would most commend them to the readers” (218).  



21 
 

of criticism, then, were forced to identify it as something different entirely in order to make 

sense of it. Newman notes that some critics “were apt to regard it as something other than a 

novel: a poem, as Virginia Wolf said, or a tragedy” (24). As Melvin R. Watson (1961) 

confirms, Bronte “spurned the easy road of convention,” that “[n]ot for her was the typical 

Victorian novel with its study of normal men and women in the ordinary pursuits of life” 

(86). The power inside Wuthering Heights was unmistakable for most; they just didn’t know 

why, and a vast number of twentieth-century critics took their equally varied turns at trying 

to find the answer. 

Among the frameworks that gave the criticism on Wuthering Heights shape in the 

coming decades was Psychoanalytic Criticism, which was especially helpful in terms of 

examining family relationships, the shadow self, and the psychosexual. Particularly 

important was Lucile Dooley’s 1920 psychoanalysis of Charlotte, which of course opened 

the door to similar work on sister Emily. Notions of saint-like suffering and isolated genius 

encouraged by Gaskell’s Life of Charlotte Bronte (1857) were replaced with ideas such as the 

repression of sexual impulses, the incest taboo, infanticide and sadism, and untrammeled 

sexual energy (Rosengarten 184). Carl Jung’s break from psychoanalysis’s father Sigmund 

Freud signaled another vein of available perspective, this time based on Jung’s shadow self 

and its relationship to a maturing individual. Inside such a framework, Heathcliff could be 

viewed as a round hero of sorts, albeit a dark and antagonistic one, and the comparisons to a 

Byronic hero could conceivably be afforded even more credence.  

This search into man’s psyche coincided with further studies on the mystic forces in 

the novel, in particular the aforementioned Cecil’s important work on “Storm and Calm” in 

the 1930s. This trend lifted Emily’s work to a more supernatural and symbolic level, an 
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attention to the mysterious and other-dimensional that was new and fresh, and to a large 

degree, caused a decline in appreciation for Charlotte’s more tame and traditionally 

“realistic” work. Cecil’s examination, as Richard C. Veit would note in 1977, proves that the 

novel does not “lack organizational discipline” as was supposed but instead is a “stimulating 

interpretation” that proves the novel is a conscious “allegory constructed with order and 

symmetry” (111, 113, 112). Such work on symbol prefigured New Criticism, an attention to 

the internal cues of text, symbol, metaphor, and the handling of language itself. As examples, 

Mark Schorer’s 1949 essay identifying patterns of nature imagery and Dorothy Van Ghent’s 

1952 exploration of Emily’s suggestive use of window images were two works that were 

likely inspired by the “Storm and Calm” metaphor. This formalist approach was highly 

influential through the 1960s and must inform any close reading of the text even today. 

Lord Cecil’s metaphorical perspective allowed the novel to be seen as a unified whole 

that attempted to answer and contain its myriad contradictions and complexities, but at least 

one critic didn’t think Cecil gave enough credit to Heathcliff. Less than twenty years later, 

Watson acknowledges Cecil’s work but claims the analysis “relegates Heathcliff to a position 

of less prominence,” and that “Heathcliff is the story” (88). Watson falls short of Heathcliff’s 

full meaning, as all including myself do, but his assertion that the novel is “a psychological 

study of an elemental man whose soul is torn between love and hate” (88) provides the type 

of twentieth-century contribution that served to de-villify Heathcliff. Indeed, in my and 

others’ readings, Heathcliff is enough of Cecil’s storm by himself. He is the wuthering on the 

moors. 

Cecil does also discuss Wuthering Heights alongside other nineteenth-century novels, 

but he curiously “denied its embeddedness in nineteenth-century life” (Newman 25), 
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although in fairness the contribution he did make is monumental enough. Nonetheless, it did 

leave a gap in relation to the realistic side of the novel, in particular the class issue. It 

wouldn’t be until mid-century that critics seriously investigated the ramifications associated 

with class in the novel. Many of these critics, such as the Marxist Arnold Kettle (1951), 

thought the transcendental approach of Cecil and others like Derek Traversi undermined the 

historical conditions surrounding the story, and therefore undermined the novel itself. Kettle 

dismissed the Transcendental or Romantic in favor of the realistic, claiming that critical 

focus should be not on theoretical love but on, among others not listed here, the passions of 

living people, on the ownership of property, the attraction of social comforts, and the 

relations of rich and poor (Rosengarten 188). Q. D. Leavis (1969) does agree with Kettle in 

rejecting the overly-lofty transcendentalist reading of the novel, but she attempts to bring 

both sides of the divide together. On the one hand, like Kettle, she complains that the 

“concentration on the metaphysical account of Wuthering Heights has lost sight of the realist 

novel it really is,” but contrary to Kettle’s strict Marxist approach, she proposes that the 

sociology of the story is not its “human core,” that the novel is “not bound to history,” but 

instead is “timeless” (Newman 26). Writing around the time of Leavis, Marxist Terry 

Eagleton also tried to account for the metaphysical while attacking the class system. He 

claims Bronte had to create the story in a different world—“timeless, autonomous, and self-

enclosed”—in order to show even more clearly that Heathcliff and Catherine’s union is 

impossible in this one. “That is,” Eagleton writes, “she had to create a myth” (Newman 27). 

Leavis’s and Eagleton’s work, then, while of course distinctive from Gifford’s theory that 

Bronte was influenced by Scottish literature and the Returner, does similarly attempt to 

reconcile opposites beyond the “Storm and Calm” first seen by Cecil. They instead seem to 
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recognize in different language the “two great moving principles” the real and the Romantic 

of which Gifford’s work is so immersed.  

Marianne Thormahlen, to whom much is owed because of her Brontes in Context, 

which as the title implies contextualizes the plethora of criticism written on the literary 

sisters’ entire catalog of work, notes just recently in 2014 what has been a glaring weakness 

in Wuthering Heights criticism: that from the early reviews of the book to contemporary 

criticism, there has been a strangely concentrated effort to eliminate the moral value of it. 

She cites Robert Barnard, who claims there is “no moral dimension” to the novel, that Emily 

Bronte might have been “the first, perhaps the only, English novelist for whom morality both 

personal and social was an irrelevance” (“Christian” 638).17 Thormahlen instead takes up a 

contrarian position in analyzing Wuthering Heights and its patterns that are “germane to core 

tenants of Christian morality,” giving a nod of the head at previous critics like Leavis who 

spoke of Catherine’s case as being “the real moral centre of the book” and of the “very firm 

moral effect” achieved by the novel’s attempt to “replace moralistic judgment by 

compassionate understanding” (“Christian” 638).18 Bronte is emotionally invested in this 

story, as is evidenced by the novel’s raging passions and textual sympathy for the 

marginalized. 

Marxist theory would precipitate a proliferation of structuralist and poststructuralist 

criticism and postcolonial and feminist theory, all claiming that, as Sara Lodge asserts, “texts 

and authors were socially constructed entities whose interpretation was inherently political.” 

In fact, Lodge continues, feminists Gilbert and Gubar use psychoanalytic vocabulary to 

                                                           
17 Barnard, Robert. “What does Wuthering Heights mean?” Bronte Society Transactions, vol. 23, no. 2, Oct. 

1998, pp. 113 and 118-19.  
18 Leavis, Q. D. “A Fresh Approach to Wuthering Heights.” In F. R. and Q. D. Leavis, Lectures in America, 

Chatto and Windus, 1969.  
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describe the novel’s covert narratives (191, 193), but for the latter half of the twentieth 

century, it was, as they themselves claim, the “complex ontological depths” and 

“metaphysical intentions” that struck the most significant chord with critics (Newman 26). 

The realities of human interaction and politics had made their entry into the criticism, but 

Lord Cecil’s “Storm and Calm” never really went away entirely. This intricate and intriguing 

blend of the class system and the universal truths found in myth and metaphor, along with 

what Thormahlen sees as a necessary pinch of courage,19 provide the posture of thought for 

my own work here.  

One of the most perplexing aspects of Heights criticism is that some contemporary 

critics seemingly ignore the words or the spirit of the text, sometimes both, or perhaps read in 

a tone and mood that isn’t necessarily there. Perhaps this is a product of the ever-colliding 

and convoluted storylines in the novel. The text’s elusiveness, however, a trait any critic 

would allow for, should be the first clue that Heathcliff, and indeed Catherine herself despite 

the fact that her author writes her death relatively early in the novel, could be more 

commendable characters than many critics often argue. The myriad times Bronte clearly 

pairs Heathcliff and Catherine in a symbiotic way, when combined with the overall mythic 

atmosphere of the novel, should indicate there is something deeper and symbolic going on. 

Analyzing the last scene, Thormahlen argues: 

Catherine and Heathcliff hurl accusations at each other in what they know will be 

their last encounter. After she has blamed Heathcliff for having—together with 

                                                           
19 In an intriguing example of academic humility, Thormahlen claims that Wuthering Heights is a world of its 

own [which] resists every extraneous rationale, be it secular or religious,” but that such a “comfortable stance” 

is “too comfortable,” that “it entails stepping down from the challenge of engaging with it” and that “such 

abdication seem[s] bloodless, even cowardly” (“Christian” 637). The humility lies in the fact that she cites 

herself from a previous work in which she expressed this frustration.  
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Edgar—broken her heart and killed her, Catherine fruitlessly implores him to forgive 

her, only to be upbraided for her “infernal selfishness”, cruelty and falsehood and to 

have her accusation thrown back at her, “You have killed yourself.” Neither party 

expresses even a passing sense of compassion for the other; in fact, the possibility of 

pity is explicitly rejected by them both. (“Christian” 639) 

Thormahlen’s sustained effort to see the Christian ethos in Wuthering Heights is important, 

but I do believe she is underestimating the simplicity and (by extension) ambiguity of the text 

here. Firstly, although no critic should constantly remind his reader of Nelly’s questionable 

memory in her narration of events that happened decades prior, it seems particularly 

important to mention here, especially since I suspect Nelly has feelings for Heathcliff and 

may paint the Catherine-Heathcliff relationship with negative color, a possibility I will 

explore later. The scene Thormahlen alludes to is simply too emotional for readers to take at 

face value Nelly’s retelling of it to Lockwood so many years later.20 Secondly and more 

importantly, the fact that Heathcliff and Catherine should engage in a heated exchange, in 

particular when all the repressions and things left unsaid are exploding out now that she is 

about to die, should be of no surprise, even if Nelly’s memory could be photographic. Their 

lifelong, perhaps even eternal, bond and the class-centric circumstances that broke that bond 

would create no other possibility. Here are mere snippets of a longer scene that at its soul is 

sad to the core: 

     “What now?” said Catherine, leaning back, and returning his look with a suddenly 

clouded brow—her humour was a mere vane for constantly varying caprices. “You 

and Edgar have broken my heart, Heathcliff! And you both come to bewail the deed 

                                                           
20 And of course the reader and critic should never lose sight of the fact that Lockwood narrates this entire story. 

The oral tradition and myth-telling is one of the most overlooked aspects of this novel.  
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to me, as if you were the people to be pitied! I shall not pity you, not I. You have 

killed me—and thriven on it, I think. How strong you are! How many years do you 

mean to live after I am gone?” 

… 

Heathcliff had knelt on one knee to embrace her; he attempted to rise, but she 

seized his hair, and kept him down. / “I wish I could hold you,” she continued 

bitterly, “till we were both dead! … Why shouldn’t you suffer? I do! Will you forget 

me—will you be happy when I am in the earth? Will you say twenty years hence, 

‘That’s the grave of Catherine Earnshaw. I loved her long ago, and was wretched to 

lose her; but it is past. I’ve loved many other since—my children are dearer to me 

than she was….’ Will you say so, Heathcliff?” (168) 

Catherine’s words could be read as abrasive and antagonistic, but they also can be read as 

despondent, to the point of tragic, as she blubbers through the grim realizations of death’s 

finality. Further, her “accusations” could be viewed, with confidence, as those coming from a 

woman beset with doubt in her decision to choose societal repute with Edgar and one holding 

desperately to the truth in her love for Heathcliff—in this case projecting these things onto 

him precisely so he will refute them and convince her of the authenticity of their bond. 

Catherine simply needs affirmation of that. Read this scene with an image of dire sadness—

and pause at appropriate points, perhaps even picturing her caressing his arm when she 

alludes to his strength, as she gathers her thoughts and stumbles through the emotion of the 

moment—and my point becomes clearer. The reader cannot speed read through a passage 

like this and just assume Heathcliff’s and Catherine’s vain antagonism (as it will appear with 

a speed-read) without allowing the natural broken flow of such an emotional monologue to 

inform his or her interpretation. Catherine is suffering, not fighting. This is indeed her “last 
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encounter” with the man she has rejected, and her mind cannot help but be frayed by the tears 

and the regret.21 

Heathcliff is equally grief-stricken. When he says, “Don’t torture me till I’m as mad 

as yourself” (168), he is simply missing the point and not recognizing that Catherine’s 

“madness” is simply a last desperate plea to convince herself that her love for Heathcliff has 

not been in vain. All Catherine needs Heathcliff to say is “no,” and when he doesn’t, it likely 

lends psychological authority to Catherine’s doubts.22 I do not believe Heathcliff and 

Catherine are showing “an utter negation of human tenderness” (Thormahlen 639). It may be 

a sort of savage passion that drives the scene, but this too would agree with the primal nature 

of the myth. It is passion, desire, and love that drive the scene, not indifference or hate. It is 

thus my hope that I can fill one small gap I see in the criticism on Bronte’s classic, a gap that 

is likely created because of the novel’s concurrent storylines of the real and the supernatural. 

Focusing on only one or the other seems to me to sometimes put Heathcliff in the unfortunate 

position of being analyzed by critics as he is treated by the characters in the novel. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
21 Another one of the many passages in this single scene reads, as Nelly tells it, “‘Oh, Cathy! Oh, my life! how 

can I bear it?’ was the first sentence he uttered, in a tone that did not seek to disguise his despair. And now he 

stared at her so earnestly that I thought the very intensity of his gaze would bring tears into his eyes; but though 

they burned with anguish, they did not melt” (166-67). 
22 The scene continues in similar fashion, but if my point is to be made, what I’ve presented must be sufficient 

because anything more would simply be superfluous. 
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CHAPTER I:  

Heathcliff, Myth, and Marginalization 

One key aspect of the novel that indicates Bronte’s decision not to make her story one 

of quintessential social protest is her expression of Heathcliff’s origins. The reader assumes 

he has been born into poverty, but Bronte, instead of drawing attention to class, makes his 

birth and entry into the story mythic, perhaps even Messianic, in its absence of a biological 

mother and father. From this early point in the novel it becomes apparent that this story will 

be more a myth exploring the human condition, where the reality of class separation is 

simply a means to that end.  

Nelly Dean’s inconsistent narration is a crucial piece to understanding the novel as a 

myth. Geoffrey Tillotson, using Thackerayan truth,23 raises some important questions 

concerning the photographic legitimacy of Nelly Dean’s recounting, questions that are at the 

heart of my analysis in this thesis, when he argues that “Nelly’s narration … is quite 

impossible. How could she have spoken for so long at a time, and so coherently, and indeed 

so beautifully, in English as distinguished as anything in nineteenth-century literature? In 

other words, the narrative method is … primitive” (206). While I agree with Tillotson’s 

challenge of Nelly’s photographic legitimacy, in my view Nelly in fact is not very coherent at 

all, suggesting the oral tradition instead of an outdated narrative method. This nod at the 

characteristics of oral story- and myth-telling could be viewed as a tactic used by Bronte to 

blur the lines between the real and the symbolic in her story.  

Nelly’s narrative, framed by Lockwood’s, immediately introduces Heathcliff into the 

                                                           
23 After William Makepeace Thackeray, Victorian novelist. He “wrote … about what [he] could vouch for, as it 

were in a court of law…. [He] achieved what [he] called ‘truth’ by the use of their eyes and any other of the 

senses—including common sense!—that were called for” (Tillotson 160, 161). 
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Earnshaw home. Thus the reader sees Heathcliff through Nelly’s eyes from the start. Nelly 

calls young Heathcliff a “dirty, ragged, black-haired child” and says she “had no more sense, 

so [she] put it on the landing of the stairs, hoping it would be gone in the morning” (65, 66). 

Heathcliff’s marginalization is indicated by both Nelly’s description and the perplexing use 

of the word “it” even many years later in her telling of the story to Lockwood, a labeling that 

suggests she still partially identifies with Heathcliff as an “it,” as a disposable Other, even 

into his adulthood. Even Mr. Earnshaw uses the term to describe the boy, although his 

connection to him is obviously vastly different, his meritorious actions in bringing the boy 

home virtually cancelling out any prejudicial words. In fact, Nelly uses the word “it” or “its” 

a total of twenty times in a page span of her narration, only switching to the gender specific 

“he” and “him” when she tells Lockwood what name Earnshaw gives him. And of course this 

could be Lockwood changing Nelly’s words himself in his retelling, especially when one 

considers the myriad times in the novel when Nelly could be seen as an ally of, perhaps even 

attracted to, Heathcliff. Furthermore, a mere seven pages later in the text, when speaking of 

Hindley’s new wife Frances, she says, “We don’t in general take to foreigners here, Mr. 

Lockwood, unless they take us in first” (72). The inconsistency here is that Nelly and the 

others never gave the boy Heathcliff a chance to take them in. It makes what seems like 

sound philosophy concerning Frances and strangers and guests borderline repugnant, since 

surely she should know a mere child such as Heathcliff wouldn’t even understand what it 

means to “take us in,” even if he had been given the chance to. Nelly is inconsistent in both 

her worldview and her recounting of the story to Lockwood, and since we see Heathcliff 

from her vantage point the entire novel, it is important to recognize her changeable story 

details.  
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Holding at one time the concurrent storylines of myth and the real more completely 

clarifies the Heathcliff character. More clues into his mythic fabric, into the possibility that 

he is “both human and inhuman” and the “agent of inscrutable powers … ordained to be that 

of the transformer of warped family and community” (Gifford 17), lie in his very name.24 

First of all, he has no family name, no clear indication of a mother or father—a mystery 

attached to his birth akin to many mythic heroes,25 including the Christ of Scripture with 

whom Bronte was fully familiar. May sees Heathcliff’s naming as being “associated with the 

dead, having been named after an Earnshaw child who died young” (420). While this does fit 

May’s intriguing scientific look at death and dissection, more apt to Bronte’s mythic vision is 

‘Heathcliff’ being resurrected, as the character representing a potential vitalizing force 

powerful enough to transcend death, especially since, in alluding to father Earnshaw’s 

absence, it “seemed a long time to us all – the three days of his absence—” (65). Earnshaw 

has replaced his dead son with a living one, and he seems to psychically equate them in the 

naming. Both the number three—as it was three days of death and resurrection for Christ—

and the emphasis-inducing dashes in her punctuation, clearly an unnecessary decision here 

otherwise, are an intentional insinuation that Heathcliff is, on some level in the author’s 

mind, not entirely of this world. He is more than a mere child for Bronte; he is an emblematic 

force that threatens the entire narrative of Catherine and Hindley, concerning love and 

marriage (eventually) with the one and a sense of relationship and lineage with his own 

father with the other.  

                                                           
24 Betinna Knapp addresses the origins of the words heath and cliff: “This very name, Heathcliff, suggests a 

combination of elemental forces: heath (a tract of uncultivated land, rich in peat, heather and small flowers and 

plants), and cliff (steep overhanging rock, precipice, and indication of the dangers to be encountered by 

undirected and instinctive experience” (qtd. in May 420). 
25 Lord Raglan explores this characteristic of the hero in his 1936 book The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth 

and Drama. 
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Heathcliff’s initial arrival in Nelly’s flashback is the impetus for his permanent and 

never-ending disruption of harmony of the Victorian narrative, and Bronte employs two 

simple symbols to announce it. Earnshaw’s son Hindley, eagerly awaiting his requested toy 

upon his father’s return, discovers “the fiddle, crushed to morsels in the great coat” while 

Catherine learns that her father “lost her whip in attending on the stranger” (66). The symbol 

of the lost whip, used to keep a horse in line, likely represents the loss of control and order in 

the Earnshaw household and eventually the Linton’s. Another possibility in the lost whip too 

is the fact that the Earnshaws don’t own a carriage, a fact that helps to demote them below 

the social standing of the Lintons. The horse then is a lone one Catherine rides, and the lost 

whip is perhaps paradoxically symbolic of the loss of her freedom, because although 

Heathcliff theoretically becomes a man available to free her from the chains of class 

expectations, her eventual decision to marry inside her “class” combined with her undying 

love for Heathcliff outside that class in a way keeps her bound and paralyzed for the rest of 

her life. Perhaps this is why, despite her quick turnaround and dependence on the boy 

afterwards, she initially chooses “spitting at the stupid little thing” (66) as her most 

immediate choice of action. 

Hindley handles his disappointment better when he “blubbers aloud” (66), but the 

brokenness of the fiddle is perhaps even more telling in its symbolism. The fiddle is a part of 

the aural tradition, an instrument taught by ear rather than via written music. Once again, we 

see the connection to the oral tradition, but also in more realistic terms, the assumptions 

dispersed by word and ear in the Victorian community—or what Victorian truths one might 

consider is simply understood without further critical thinking—about the class system. In 

another paradox of sorts, Bronte is shedding light on the myth of the real, or the little lies 
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Victorians tell themselves to create and hold strong to class structures and prejudices. 

Heathcliff’s ability to break things, toys here and ways and worldviews later, is a testament 

to his power and purpose in the novel. He, of course mythic in himself, will break this little 

myth of the Yorkshire moors that would have likely paired the four children—two boys and 

two girls—with each other. The four strings of the fiddle or likewise destroyed, and the calm, 

easy-going harmony of social standing now has a destructive, truth-telling fifth element on its 

hands.26 

Heathcliff, then, is the one employed by Bronte to shake up and remake the 

establishment. Kent Puckett, in his review of Frederic Jameson’s Antinomies of Realism 

(2013), lauds Heathcliff as an “antinarrative force, an agent of raw instinct …[who] actively 

disrupts a narrative of filiation and inheritance that would otherwise structure the history of 

the novel’s two families” (106). He also views Heathcliff as a character who “works as an 

obstacle to a generically comedic imperative that would rather see its boys and girls pair off 

to make life seem meaningful” (107). Lockwood illustrates Bronte’s humorous view of this 

societal theatre in his initial visits to Wuthering Heights, when he tries so desperately to 

match the inhabitants with each other, most ridiculously assuming Heathcliff and Catherine, 

his daughter-in-law over twenty years his younger, are “paired off” in marriage. Puckett’s jab 

at the attempt at a picture-perfect class decorum that reflects simple, rigid notions clearly 

sheds light on the limitations of a narrative when that narrative is forcing squares into round 

holes, or more literally, forcing individuals to be something they may not be just to keep 

                                                           
26 The symbolism of the fifth element went all the way back to the Greeks, who claimed that the classical 

elements are earth, air, fire, and water and that each represents an orderly direction of north, south, east, and 

west, respectively. But the fifth element separate from the classical elements is a representation of divine chaos, 

the “quintessence or ether,” the “intangible element that seems to hold all others together.” The Greeks 

considered it the dwelling place of the gods, and medieval philosophers in a similar vein “considered the 

heavens … to be composed of ether” with the capacity to “release divine light” (Hamilton). 
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consistent the spirit of an unchallenged class structure.27 And as Bronte shows through 

Lockwood, even common sense can go right out the oak-paneled bedroom window when 

class expectations are involved. Heathcliff is thus sent to make things right. 

This little stranger, this “starving,” this “houseless,” this “dumb,” little thing, who 

apparently will change the Earnshaws’ lives irrevocably from this point forward, is clearly 

not openly welcomed, not even by Catherine at first (65). The two cruel siblings “refused to 

have it in bed with them, or even in their room”; Mrs. Earnshaw would prefer to “fling it out 

of doors” (66, 65), and as I’ve mentioned, Nelly is exiled for a few days for leaving it alone 

by the stairs. This is the reaction of self-proclaimed superior individuals, which Gifford 

alludes to when, discussing the Scottish fiction influence on Bronte, he notes the “divided 

selves in divided families and communities (in a divided nation) which have too often 

become warped through intolerance and religious claustrophobia” (9). Moreover, while 

Margaret McCann views the scene’s contents as Heathcliff bringing jealousy to the Earnshaw 

household (in Carlisle 46),28 despite the children’s immediate reprehensible behavior when 

things don’t go their way when their father returns, which indicates that petulance and 

jealousy were already inside them, it is possible that Bronte introduces Heathcliff not as 

much to destroy initially as to give the Earnshaws a chance to change peacefully. Gifford 

once again discusses the Scottish influence here, more specifically the “unearthly visitants 

                                                           
27 One other aspect the Jameson binary of Narrative and Affect shows is the ease of discussion that can take 

place when Victorianism is diminished to binaries. Certainly Jameson and Puckett both understand that the 

Narrative of Victorian society is complex and contradictory, but in order to prove the power of the an outside 

force like Affect one is almost forced to simplify the language; indeed even Lord David Cecil’s “Storm and 

Calm” evolved when later critics such as Richard Veit in his “Wuthering Heights as Cosmic Allegory” (1977) 

saw that it is not in polarizing the opposites but in harmonizing them that goodness lies (114). Such is my 

charge in this examination, to be lucid enough to illustrate the messiness and necessity of the clash while not 

reducing Victorianism and therefore Heathcliff to the neat and tidy that simple dualities create. 
28 McCann, Margaret Ann. “Envy and jealousy in the novels of the Brontes: A synoptic discernment” (January 

1, 2007). Dissertations (1962 - 2010) Access via Proquest Digital Dissertations. Paper AAI3263806.  

http://epublications.marquette.edu/dissertations/AAI3263806 
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who, in a rougher manner than the Gods disguised as mortals in Greek tales, are set amongst 

communities as tests of charity and moral worth” (13). If Heathcliff is indeed one of these 

unearthly visitants, then the Earnshaws of course fail this test miserably. Their innate 

jealousies and childishness, even inside a grown woman like Mrs. Earnshaw, must be flushed 

out, and Heathcliff, who serves “a force of nature which is offended by human transgression 

and petty greed” (Gifford 16), will be Bronte’s agent for that. 

There lies an intriguing contradiction in the collective Victorian psyche, and 

Heathcliff serves yet more symbolic purpose in uncovering that contradiction. In G. M. 

Young’s 1936 assessment of Evangelicalism’s influence on secular England, he asserts that 

by “the beginning of the Victorian age the faith was already hardening into a code. 

Evangelicalism at war with habit and indifference, with vice and brutality, with slavery … 

was a very different thing from Evangelicalism grown complacent, fashionable, superior” (4-

5). Mizel echoes this when she asserts that “an understanding of virtue as the product of self-

denial sprang up alongside this Victorian conception of duty,” that “[c]ertain desires and 

inclinations simply must be restrained so the demands of God-ordained authority could be 

fulfilled” (177). In other words, something good in the Victorian fabric was morphing—

indiscernibly—into something sinister, while still keeping the external aesthetics of the good. 

Evil was wearing angel’s wings. A clear symbol of this growing hypocrisy is the servant 

Joseph, who can quote Scripture from memory but seemingly never does it at the appropriate 

time. Nor does he extend any Christian compassion to Heathcliff. His and the Earnshaws’ 

vile treatment of the boy in an attempt to “restrain” him is clear, and later in his childhood he 

draws the smug words of the Lintons when they catch him and Catherine playing around 

their house. He is called an “out-and-outer,” a “foul-mouthed thief” (even though he had 
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stolen nothing), a “frightful thing,” a “gipsy,” the Earnshaws’ “strange acquisition,” a 

“wicked boy,” and one “unfit for a decent house” (76, 77). This holier-than-thou attitude is 

even clearer in the implications that Heathcliff should go to the gallows or at least to the 

cellar, and that Heathcliff’s foul language is something Mrs. Linton is “shocked that [her] 

children should have heard” (77). Even grown up and married later in the novel, Edgar 

Linton reflects this smug superiority, telling Heathcliff that his presence is “a moral poison 

that would contaminate the most virtuous” (131). Yes, perhaps Edgar has reason to see 

Heathcliff as a threat at this later point in the novel, now that the latter is standing in his 

home and reunited with his wife, but the fact is this attitude toward Heathcliff from those in a 

higher position has been consistent throughout. It makes it difficult to see the difference in 

this scene and the childhood scenes. It is likely that young Hindley and Catherine might 

couch their initial rejection of the boy in the frame of love for their father and available time 

for its reciprocation; Mrs. Earnshaw would likely use seemingly wholesome ideals like 

stability and order to justify her prejudice. No matter how civilized and genteel everyone in 

the novel appears, it is hollow because of their precipitate rejection of Heathcliff, of the 

impartation of their “superior” energy onto him. It is a binding worldview, as Young and 

Mizel state, an unmoving middle-class value, an entrenchment in the Victorian psyche. It is 

class and morality merged into one, an assumed good that is not easily carved out.29  

                                                           
29 The Christian, Evangelical impact on Victorian society is well noted. As Young asserts, the “Evangelical 

discipline, secularized as respectability, was the strongest binding force in a nation which without it might have 

broken up” (5). To question that discipline was understood, through a powerful group-think, to be “impious and 

irrational” (12). Thrushcross Grange, then, while not overtly religious, represents this secularization of the 

religious, the transfer of the fundamental moral imperative found in Evangelicalism to the “respectability” 

afforded to the civilized. Heathcliff, in this context and in mine, symbolizes the Other, the penetrating force that 

serves to create anxiety in “the English mind employing the energy imparted by Evangelical conviction to rid 

itself of the restraints which Evangelicalism had laid on the senses and the intellect (Lewis 5). In other words, 

Heathcliff serves as both a reminder of the protected freedom members of different classes held in their 

prejudices against the Other, but also the fear and loathing such individuals saw in both themselves and the 
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Father Earnshaw, while waxing metaphoric, could give a clue to Bronte’s intention to 

spotlight the duplicitousness of the Victorian individual when he says to his wife, “you must 

e’en take it as a gift of God …[even] though it’s as dark almost as if it came from the devil” 

(65). Consider also the ambiguity in the devil’s mention itself, both here and the numerous 

other times it surfaces in Wuthering Heights.30 Gifford gleans this ambiguity from Scottish 

lore: 

Emily has much of [James] Hogg’s linguistic ambivalence, so that words like 

‘infernal’, demon’, ‘hellish fiend’, ‘ghoul’, ‘devil-daddy’, and, repeated several times 

‘goblin’, supply a running motif which can be taken as simply colloquial but also as 

having a deeper supernatural implication. The reader of Hogg’s Confessions knows 

this ambiguity well, and its dual purpose. Another of Hogg’s satirical devices, 

whereby the Devil always speaks the truth, is exemplified in Heathcliff’s disarming 

and shocking honesty about his dark motives, consistent throughout. (19) 

Maseo Miyoshi’s book The Divided Self is concerned with the varied specific-to-Victorian 

experiences of “the self-division endemic of [the] times,” including “the self-duplication of 

the doppelganger, the double, and the Romantic ideal, or the self-division of the Gothic 

villain, the Byronic hero, and the Jekyll-Hyde split personality” (ix, x). Heathcliff is dark and 

destructive, yes, is even described as devilish, but this term could point to his truth-telling 

purpose—to simply be a mirror held up to expose the Victorians’ own moral shortcomings, 

                                                           
uncertainties associated with change. Heathcliff is that invader who is hated but is necessary to invoke 

demolition and renewal.  
30A Bronte contemporary in America, Nathaniel Hawthorne, had a love of Scottish history. Local lore used the 

term “Goodman” not only for “any man of the village” or “the man of the house,” but for devil as well, 

specifically to indicate that the devil was master of a house or village, in Hawthorne’s case the Puritan 

community and its rampant hypocrisy. Hawthorne and Bronte both employ perplexing instances of ambiguity in 

their fiction, so it is possible Bronte is doing this with Heathcliff and the theme of hypocrisy in the novel. See 

The Lore of Scottland: A Guide to Scottish Legends by Sophia Kinghill (243). 
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their smugness concerning social roles, and ultimately to reveal the wickedness that lies in 

mankind in general. The truth then may appear devilish but since it is truth it must be divine, 

and this divine intrusion is a necessary one in order to invoke change in the Victorian ideal.  

The Jekyll-and-Hyde, Jane-and-Bertha, model illustrates both Heathcliff’s real and 

symbolic relation to the establishment; he and society are actually closer to each other than a 

simple war between binaries would indicate. Heathcliff is not only a teaching and healing 

agent for Victorian society on an external level, but in a psychologically symbolic way, also 

a force working himself up internally from their very own self-annihilating repressions. 

Young enhances his point about the morphing Victorian code by placing the dynamic31 

inside the psychology of the Victorian individual: “Victorian history is the story of the 

English mind employing the energy imparted by Evangelical conviction to rid itself of the 

restraints which Evangelicalism had laid on the senses and the intellect; on amusement, 

enjoyment, art; on curiosity, on criticism, on science (5). Rainer Emig sees the dynamic 

between Victorians and the Other—and by extension other self—as “eccentricity begin[ning] 

at home, that the cultural norm is not only modified but indeed constructed by that which it 

locates in its margins. He further believes that “the centre is more marginal than it itself likes 

to believe” (379).32 Miyoshi sees a correlation between the individual’s struggle with the self 

and the struggle with the Other, that those individuals “could see in High Victorian 

commitment little else than self-delusion and hypocrisy” and that for “every bourgeois Jekyll 

they promised to uncover a troglodyte Hyde” (xiii-xv, xvi). Thus, it isn’t that Heathcliff 

                                                           
31 Discussed on p. 35. 
32 For Emig and others, Victorian society wasn’t necessarily at war with opposing Others, but instead those 

Others comprise a crucial part of that society. Bronte was even more a product of the complexities of the age 

because she lived in the midst of it and didn’t have the boon of historical perception, yet one thing I wanted to 

argue in this thesis is that it is this exact blindness that makes the novel’s thematic content and insight all the 

more powerful. 
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represents Romanticism or something supernatural only on the one hand and is railing 

against Realism on the other; his very destructive force is a part of the whole complex reality 

of Victorianism in the first place—both on a societal and individually psychological level 

that parallels the concurrent rational and supernatural storylines. Because he largely 

symbolizes unbridled passion, and the Victorian society wants to restrain that passion, that 

passion—this symbolic Heathcliff—can only well up, or return, different and more vengeful 

inside the psyche of the Victorian individual—but it is a necessary, cleansing, albeit painful 

exposure to that which has been repressed. It is not unlike Bertha Mason’s symbolic, 

psychological role that represents repressed desires in Jane Eyre; it’s just that Emily makes 

Heathcliff the central character in her novel instead of a largely unseen mystery person 

locked up in a room. Heathcliff is that purgative Hyde. He is society, society is he, even 

though many inside the establishment seem to make it their life’s work to keep him beyond 

the margins. They attempt to make him foreign but Bronte has made him part of the family, 

so to speak. He is rejected by part of that family and loved by others. He is shut out of the 

Linton’s world but is Catherine’s other, real self. He is a necessary repressed force within the 

establishment, one too many inside don’t want to acknowledge—an indispensable storm—

that both exacts punishment on the two houses for their arrogant prejudice and induces a 

redemptive change in the human heart. It is why he is so reviled. He is the epitome of 

irritation and discomfort, the harbinger of change. They reject him in an effort to deny his 

existence in their circle, because in truth, he is fully inside it, the mirror held up to them and 

their rampant hypocrisies.  

It is what only Catherine seems to know and why she is so ripped apart by her 

decision to deny the truth. 
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CHAPTER II: 

Heathcliff and Catherine  

The initial reactions toward the child Heathcliff from the members of the Earnshaw 

household portend the counter-assault Heathcliff will one day exact on Hindley and anyone 

else who holds to arbitrary societal conventions at the expense of the marginalized. Hindley 

openly hates this Other, this intruder, and Bronte leaves no room for ambiguity in his feelings 

as she might with Nelly. Within two years of the boy’s arrival at Wuthering Heights, Hindley 

“had learnt to regard his father as an oppressor rather than a friend, and Heathcliff as a 

usurper of his parent’s affections, and his privileges, and he grew bitter with brooding over 

these injuries” (67). Magdalen Ki explains the young master’s deep psychological wound: 

Brontë reveals how the intrusion of an unwanted (br)other can greatly anger young 

Hindley, and his murderous desire hardens him into a savage bully. Insanely jealous, 

Hindley often hits Heathcliff. He also stages his Oedipal revolt—his “manifestation 

of scorn”—against his father. (206, WH 69) 

Hindley is likely also wounded irrevocably by his father’s exile of him to college, an act an 

already angry young man like him would view as a final rejection, a rejection he will seek to 

avenge not with the offending father, but with the boy whom his father seemed to choose 

over him. It is the first and lasting opposition of Hindley’s against which Heathcliff will 

always rail. Amidst his obsessive turn to Catherine in his most sustained effort in being 

accepted by Victorian society, Heathcliff holds to his vengeful sights on Hindley because it is 

this elder brother who has cast him out into a lower class and destroyed any chance of a 

marriage to Catherine and a normal life.  

Hindley returns from college to Wuthering Heights to replace his father, to assume 
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his role in Earnshaw history, but this time to reverse the love of the father toward Heathcliff, 

to destroy any- and everything his father built in the young man. His own prejudice and 

deformed sense of code are what rip Catherine and Heathcliff, and all they represent together, 

apart. Catherine does not end their friendship when Hindley forbids them to be around each 

other, but this simple stance shifts her view of Heathcliff from an equal to someone of lower 

status. She readily admits to Nelly, “if that wicked man [Hindley] in there had not brought 

Heathcliff so low, I shouldn’t have thought of [marrying Edgar]. It would degrade me to 

marry Heathcliff, now” (102). The “now” indicates that there was once a time when she 

would have married Heathcliff, perhaps even planned to do so. After all, she does say of 

Heathcliff right after, “so he shall never know how I love him,” that “he’s more myself than I 

am” (102). But class consciousness—the traditional narrative—is deeply engrained in 

Catherine too, and she cannot escape the clutches of class expectations and societal inertia, 

rebellious and connected to Heathcliff as she may appear to be. It is a crucial point that 

Bronte appears to be making, that the path Catherine should take seems to be clear to her yet 

she chooses against it anyway. In fact it is this clash of what her soul wants with Heathcliff 

and what she has been trained to want in society that seems to make her so self-destructively 

conflicted. Thus Bronte has her refuse to follow her heart and become a force of societal 

change along with Heathcliff. In a mindset reminiscent of Lockwood’s denial of common 

sense in the beginning of the novel, she arbitrarily rejects Heathcliff simply because her 

brother relegates him to work the fields, simply because their class levels are different now. 

Instead of honoring her bond with Heathcliff, she will try to teeter between two world—in 

her mind between two classes—and never find any stability because of it. It is the hypocrisy 

of Victorian class attitudes at its most destructive, a judgment Bronte makes tragically clear 
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through the text. Heathcliff will be alone in his war against the establishment, a reality begun 

by Hindley and finished by Catherine, and he will first have to separate himself from 

Catherine for three years in order to return strong enough to do inside the establishment what 

they both could have done together. 

While Hindley remains static in his hatred for Heathcliff throughout the story, his 

sister’s feelings toward the boy of course evolve rather quickly into fondness and philial 

love, and the friends’ most intimate connection is the attraction and love that perhaps teases 

Heathcliff into thinking he is capable of having an ordinary life within the class system. 

Catherine and Heathcliff’s behavior in their bedroom after father Earnshaw’s death illustrates 

the initial promise of their relationship and potential for Heathcliff to lead that ordinary life. 

With Hindley exiled to college, young Catherine and Heathcliff’s friendship deepens, 

reaching a touching and transcendent moment when, the night Earnshaw dies, “the little souls 

were comforting each other with better thoughts than [Nelly] could have hit on; no parson in 

the world ever pictured heaven so beautifully as they did” (71). The bed, May claims, 

“signifies safety for Cathy and Heathcliff …; it signifies a barrier against the world, against 

its prejudices and forced codes” (420). These forced codes represent the class narrative 

antagonistic to any invading disturbances, and for a brief spell the innocent children are privy 

to a spotless existence akin to heaven on Earth—a time and place outside what is seen. The 

scene makes Heathcliff an even more useful tool for Bronte and an even greater tragic 

character later, for in revealing what he could have grown up to be, she adds a layer of 

sympathy to him, especially when he returns as an adult to bring mayhem to the moors. For 

Bronte, he isn’t just a harbinger of breakage and the novel’s reluctant villain; he is an actual 

living soul who has good in him, a young boy who could have turned out different had he not 
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met with a life of never-ending rejection, both from the expected traditional forces of society 

and from the unexpected—his very ally and soulmate in the cause, Catherine. Even more 

sympathetic is the fact that this life he could have lived, while seemingly normal, would not 

have fulfilled the point of his symbolic existence in the novel. He and Catherine attract and 

repel each other because for Bronte it is emblematic of the anxieties of Victorian individuals 

both attracted to and repelled by difficulties related to class. Their relationship is central to 

the novel, yes, but not based on its potential for romance necessarily; its centrality is based 

on the clashing of forces Bronte employs throughout the story, and Heathcliff and Catherine 

are simply representative of some of these volatile forces that undergo a perpetual cycle of 

clashing, unification, and separation inside the Victorian individual. 

The cycle of repelling and attracting in the Heathcliff-Catherine relationship could 

also have to do with the soulmate connection they are thought to share. In what is one of, if 

not the, most pivotal scene in the novel, the night Heathcliff runs away, Catherine declares to 

Nelly, “I am Heathcliff—he’s always, always on my mind—not as a pleasure, any more than 

I am always a pleasure to myself—but as my own being” (103). It is a scene often 

glamorized, especially by movies, as evidence of Catherine and Heathcliff’s undying, 

romantic, soulmate love. However, while this relationship likely is an intentional soulmate 

connection, what can be misinterpreted is the fact that the soulmate relationship is often 

destructive, not romantic and unifying, because of its inherent mirror quality. The two selves 

of the soulmate connection are so close that they show each other their darkest sides; in fact, 

this particular relationship in the novel is so difficult that it would likely be what Elizabeth 

Clare Prophet describes as a twin flame relationship. By the time the spiritual lessons are 

imparted to the other self, the pain and suffering inflicted can be too much to handle, and the 
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twin flames must part. According to Prophet,  

Cosmic law requires that we first define our own identity in God before we can 

completely unlock the joint spiritual potential of our twin flames. For until twin 

flames achieve a certain level of mastery and oneness with their own Real Selves, 

they are often unable to cope with the weight of their negative karma as it is amplified 

by the presence of their twin flame. The same unique factor that gives twin flames 

their great spiritual power—their identical blueprint of identity—can likewise cause 

the amplification of their negative patterns. (21) 

This perspective cannot be proven, of course, nor is it scholarly in approach, but it 

nonetheless is important to consider, since much of the perception of the novel has been 

formed by pop-culture’s erroneous image of the soulmate connection, which Prophet has 

spent her life writing about and correcting.33 Catherine wants to identify with Heathcliff and 

become one with him in relationship, but because she as an individual waffles back and forth 

on what she herself is and what she stands for, she simply cannot. Davies’ comments lend 

academic support to Prophet’s alternative spirituality: 

The anomalous love between Catherine Earnshaw and Heathcliff discharges 

rebellious energy against norms and laws, the self’s boundaries: “What were the use 

of my existence if I were entirely contained here?” Catherine meditates. But the 

metaphysical dimension is earthed in patiently observed psychology. The hubristic 

revolt of Catherine and Heathcliff masks neediness and damage. These orphaned 

children, whose passion awes readers with its power, are bonded in panic-stricken 

symbiotic dependence. (93) 

                                                           
33 The number of books Prophet has written on alternative spirituality is prodigious. 
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If Prophet is right—and her alternative assertions are certainly in line with the mythic, 

psychological ethos of the novel—the symbiotic nature of the twin-flame relationship is what 

aids in making Catherine and Heathcliff so unstable in their emotions. In line with what 

Eagleton means when he says Bronte had to create a myth,34 part of the author’s purpose is to 

show the possibilities in them coming together as one just so that she can show why they 

must be torn apart in a world where codes are subliminally forced onto individuals. 

In other yet similar senses, Heathcliff and Catherine could be viewed as being alter-

egos of each other, or they could be seen as the anima and animus of Jung’s psychoanalytic 

model, which explores the masculine and feminine selves inside every individual.35 Elizabeth 

Napier touches on this oneness when she interprets “Catherine’s words as part of a specific 

psychological pattern in that they bespeak a certain reluctance on the heroine’s part to accept 

the ‘otherness’ of Heathcliff’s identity, and Bernard Paris goes one step further by describing 

Catherine and Heathcliff’s bond as “a mutual dependency,” whereby both characters lack a 

sense of themselves as autonomous beings with separate identities” (qtd. in Tytler, 

“Identification” 168).36 No matter the language, there exists vocabulary, both non-academic 

and academic, that could explain what Catherine is attempting to say to Nelly when she says 

she is Heathcliff. Such sameness in soul, sadly, cannot but destroy them both to a degree 

when Catherine decides to conform to class expectations and marry Edgar. What could have 

been a peaceful disturbance and progression of the Victorian narrative of conjugal union is 

forever altered when Heathcliff and Catherine do not marry and are irreparably separated.  

Heathcliff likely wants Catherine for what turns out—because of Catherine’s decision 

                                                           
34 Discussed on p. 23 
35 Prophet also theorizes the existence of masculine and feminine poles in her twin flame assertions (31). 
36 Paris, Bernard J. “‘Hush, hush! He’s a human being’: A Psychological Approach to Heathcliff.” Women & 

Literature, vol. 2, 1981, pp. 101-17. 



46 
 

to marry Edgar—to be two distinct and irreconcilable purposes: one, to love and marry her in 

a normal human, earthly way; and two, to join forces with her in disrupting the moral 

conventions of society in a symbolic, mythical way. Joudrey comments on the juxtaposition 

of desire to duty when he writes, “Bronte boldly acknowledges and legitimates desire, 

without shame or deflection” (168), and in doing so he confirms the text’s concern with the 

theme of desire in the novel and the idea that Bronte places possibilities in her characters’ 

hands, opportunities they can take but often leave. The judgment the text exacts on Catherine 

and her decision to choose class repute over the heart’s dictates is as final as it gets: 

Catherine dies in undignified fashion with half the novel still to go. This series of cause-and-

effect suggests that Bronte invites the desire—and all its destructive likelihoods—into her 

novel, as a way, as Joudrey goes on to say, to “grapple with the manifold ways in which an 

impermeable and narcissistic selfhood becomes vitiated without circulation and exchange 

within a social sphere” (168). Heathcliff and Catherine’s efforts to trust their desires, 

however, are met with constant rebuke. For Catherine, this comes from the inner, code-

driven voice of the Victorian class system she is a part of; for Heathcliff, from the regrettable 

decision Catherine makes. There is no healthy outlet for such a clash of realities, and through 

Heathcliff and Catherine, Bronte is showing the detrimental nature of this. She seems to 

spotlight Catherine as the one to be judged because she marries another, a reality that 

illustrates exactly the power Catherine holds both in the novel and initially over Heathcliff. 

As Watson argues, “Catherine alone stands as a near equal to Heathcliff…. She could control 

him, but she forfeits that power by her marriage to Edgar” (91). Once Catherine makes the 

choice to marry Edgar Linton, to “desert” Heathcliff, as Watson terms it (92), only frustration 

and despair can ensue for her unless Heathcliff stays away and doesn’t stir up again the true 



47 
 

desires of her soul. He, of course, does not stay away. The frustration and despair Heathcliff 

continues to harbor inside even after his return is likely due to a cognitive dissonance that 

both rejects and relishes some intrinsic pull to destroy those who have wronged him—

including the one who has desired him most, his twin flame Catherine. 

Catherine’s confession to Nelly, then, is a rejection of both Heathcliff and herself, 

given their symbolic pairing in the novel. It is a rejection that dooms her to a premature death 

and prohibits her from joining Heathcliff in the author’s mythic world. She in effect is 

relegated to one side of the story—the real. In her explanation of her distinct feelings for 

Edgar Linton and Heathcliff before the latter’s exodus, Bronte defines a duty-driven love and 

a desire-driven one, descriptions that sound more like distinct dimensions entirely than just a 

simple difference in a woman’s feelings. Catherine’s delineation comes in a response to 

Nelly, who is trying to talk sense into her concerning her belief that she can have both a 

husband in Edgar and a soulmate in Heathcliff fit comfortably in her world. Catherine 

unapologetically claims, “My love for Linton is like the foliage of the woods. Time will 

change it, I’m well aware, as winter changes trees—my love for Heathcliff resembles the 

eternal rocks beneath—a source of little visible delight, but necessary” (103). While 

Catherine sees her love for Heathcliff as timeless and not of this world,37 she is also well 

aware that her marriage to Edgar Linton meets class expectations, and for that reason the love 

is easily seen and identifiable, like the seasons are in the simile she uses. In marrying into 

this particular narrative so foreign to Heathcliff—her soul, her self—she has severed the 

opportunity to merge with him in his destiny-shaping purpose. She has estranged herself, as 

Davies says, from her roots and identity in becoming Catherine Linton (90). No matter what 

                                                           
37 Gifford sees the theme of timelessness in the novel as well, more specifically in the setting. 
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she may want in her heart when Heathcliff returns three years later, this final rejection 

cements the fact that she cannot have both. Bronte’s planned destiny for her is to become an 

unfortunate individual straddling the line between two seemingly irreconcilable worlds. This 

ultimate rejection forces Heathcliff away, and more tragically casts Catherine into the very 

class structure he will have to revenge. Damning Catherine is the pivot point for Bronte to 

both show why decisions based solely on class can be destructively arbitrary, and unleash 

Heathcliff as a mythic cleanser of all these sins brought on by it all. 

Even a young Catherine exhibits the irrational outburst associated with the cognitive 

dissonance inside her early on with Heathcliff. Nelly, speaking of young Heathcliff and 

Edgar, says young Catherine “had evidently an objection to her two friends meeting at all” 

(90), which is perhaps the genesis of her psychological need to keep neatly categorized the 

two incompatible desires inside her, repeated later in the expression of her two distinct loves. 

When Catherine tries to keep secret Edgar’s impending visit from Heathcliff, who has taken 

the day off from the fields to spend it with Catherine himself, Heathcliff points to the 

almanac on the wall to show the evenings Catherine has spent with the Lintons and the much 

fewer number of evenings she has spent with him. Likely frustrated that she will not be able 

to keep her Edgar-world separate from her Heathcliff-world now that Heathcliff is inside the 

house, she erupts and calls him “foolish” and says he is without sense, then asks him, “What 

good do I get—what do you talk about? You might be dumb or a baby for anything you say 

to amuse me, or for anything you do, either!” (92). The petulant explosion may be feigned in 

order to force Heathcliff away from a sure meeting with Edgar, or it may be her way of 

projecting onto Heathcliff her frustration with her own inability to make a decision; what is 

doubtful is that she seriously means to hurt Heathcliff’s feelings. Nonetheless, the offensive 
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is reminiscent of the description of the “gibberish” an Irish speaks, and a rejection 

reminiscent of her return to Wuthering Heights following the five weeks she spent at the 

Grange becoming “civilized”: 

     “Why, how very black and cross you look! and how—how funny and grim! But 

that’s because I’m used to Edgar and Isabella Linton. Well, Heathcliff, have you 

forgotten me?” 

     She had some reason to put the question, for shame and pride threw double gloom 

over his countenance, and kept him immovable. 

… 

     “I did not mean to laugh at you,” she said…. “It was only that you looked odd—if 

you wash your face and brush your hair, it will be all right. But you are so dirty!” 

     She gazed concernedly at the dusky fingers she held in her own, and also at her 

dress, which she feared had gained no embellishment from its contact with his.  

     “You needn’t have touched me!” he answered, following her eye and snatching 

away his hand. “I shall be as dirty as I please, and I like to be dirty, and I will be 

dirty.” (79) 

This encounter and the almanac scene are precursors to the one when Catherine confesses 

and defines her loves for Edgar and Heathcliff, the pivotal one that drives Heathcliff away for 

three years. Catherine seems to know exactly what words to say that will force Heathcliff to 

face his otherness and the shame society has forced him to feel. The pain of rejection in her 

saying to Nelly it would “degrade” her to marry Heathcliff has its origin in these two scenes 

that remind Heathcliff of his dark, infantile savagery, the cruel stereotype imposed upon the 

Other by Victorian society. 
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Upon Heathcliff’s return from his three-year sojourn, Catherine’s response is notably 

different. She wastes no time in exhibiting her acceptance of him. Her repressed passion-

turned-ugly spews forth when she, joyous to see Heathcliff for the first time in three years, 

steps “across the rug, seized [his] hands again, and laughed like one beside herself” (116). 

She makes no attempt to hide her giddy, uncontrollable feelings from her husband Edgar, 

who grows “pale with pure annoyance” from witnessing this (116). Despite being married to 

Edgar and being alienated from Heathcliff for three years now, Catherine still doesn’t 

understand that their moment has passed—she and Heathcliff cannot be together, not even as 

simple chums. Apparently, even since that fateful day Heathcliff ran away after hearing 

Catherine’s conversation with Nelly, Catherine has nurtured the idea that she could have both 

men in her life, that she could reconcile the dissonance of rejection and acceptance by 

marrying into Edgar’s money to thus help Heathcliff rise out of the “lower” class, if only 

Heathcliff would return. But Edgar and Heathcliff represent too divergent of forces, a 

dynamic Catherine is frighteningly unaware of, at least on the surface where it matters in 

society. Her neat, visualized arrangement of the three living in cohesion is repelling and 

repulsive to all there to witness it, especially her husband. It does not in fact marry the 

conflicting forces, but simply serves to exacerbate the dissension and confirms the necessity 

of Heathcliff as redemptive symbol. In the end, as Michael O’Neill points out, in order to 

“die to become herself” again, she must “leave [the] prison—[the] obvious constraints and 

lifelessness of order, structure, and narration” (367). She essentially gives up on living when 

she realizes that the class structure will not allow her free room to roam with two men, which 

lends credence to Q. D. Leavis who sees no heart in Catherine’s character at all, lowlighting 

her ‘‘self-centred nature’’ as ‘‘essentially loveless”; Thormahlen consistently expounds on 
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Catherine’s “extreme selfishness, mendacity and violence” and twenty years earlier in “The 

Lunatic and the Devil’s Disciple” claims the woman is ‘‘pathologically egotistical” 

(“Christian” 641, 186). These wholly negative views, in my estimation, are too harsh and set 

Catherine up to be less complex than she is. They ignore the likelihood that Catherine is 

sometimes beset with a cognitive dissonance that makes her a more sympathetic character. 

Still, there is some truth to what Leavis and Thormahlen say here, especially since her role in 

the text itself becomes more spiritual and less direct after her premature death halfway 

through the novel. Catherine has sacrificed love and a most powerful and present role in the 

story for societal repute and temporary security, society-shifting transformation for inertia, 

and it is only in her turn to madness and eventual death that Bronte has her finally wake up to 

the catastrophic consequence of her class-influenced decision-making: that without love— 

without Heathcliff—a part of her is dead already. 

Catherine betrays the awareness and anxiety over class she has concealed, but this 

time, instead of belittling Heathcliff as she did when she returned from her five-week stay at 

the Grange, she turns her condescending voice on her husband. She ridicules Edgar for 

thinking a sit-down with Heathcliff would be more “suitable” in the kitchen. Catherine says, 

“I cannot sit in the kitchen. Set two tables here, Ellen; one for your master and Miss Isabella, 

being gentry; the other for Heathcliff and myself, being of the lower orders” (114, 115). This 

outburst of cynicism has its roots in childhood, and adult Catherine is having a difficult time 

now that it has returned, now that Heathcliff has returned. Benvenuto points out that her 

childhood “convalescence at the Grange changed and socialized her—made her aware of the 

identity that she has for and in her society. When she returns to the Heights, she has grown 

up in a way Heathcliff has not, and has been exposed to values that Heathcliff cannot share 
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and to needs he cannot satisfy” (99-100). This is true, but the fact that she acquired new 

values as a child doesn’t consequently purport that those values are exclusively good and 

lasting. When adult Heathcliff comes back, Catherine begrudges that change she experienced 

as a child; in fact Nelly tells us there were signs of its rumblings all along during her 

marriage (112). Catherine sacrifices her more eternal love for Heathcliff—Jameson’s “eternal 

present” reflected in Catherine’s geologic-time description—for a weaker one based on 

reputation with Edgar, a safe zone that can at least for a time check and balance the fears 

introduced by the Other—an Other she was once a part of with Heathcliff in “the lower 

orders.” In addition, one could make the argument, given Bronte’s mystic sensibility, that 

these lower orders were not only meant to identify class, but also to dredge up the depths of 

soul and the core of humanity lying dormant beneath the artificial constructions of man-made 

societal structures. Catherine’s vacillating denunciations, then, cannot appear to be anything 

but childish and self-centered, in spite of all the potential good and progressive lying latent 

inside her. It is why Heathcliff is so angry at her and why Bronte seems more sympathetic to 

him and his vengeance against the class establishment: Catherine has denied herself and her 

love for Heathcliff, and in the process made it necessary, in Bronte’s mythic world, for him 

to direct at her his retributive energies, fight against it as he may because he still loves her.  

 The internal dissonance inside Heathcliff even drives him to the fleeting bout with 

aversion to Catherine. In one scene after his return from his three-year absence, he says to 

her: 

I want you to be aware that I know you have treated me infernally—infernally! Do 

you hear? And, if you flatter yourself that I don’t perceive you are a fool—and if you 

think I can be consoled by sweet words, you are an idiot—and if you fancy I’ll suffer 
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unrevenged, I’ll convince you of the contrary in a very little while! (129) 

This “fool,” this “idiot,” is the very same woman he has just recently confessed, “I’ve fought 

through a bitter life since I last heard your voice; and you must forgive me, for I struggled 

only for you!” (116). Tillotson sees in Heathcliff a combination of “the fiercest hate and the 

fiercest love” (208). Heathcliff, in a realistic, psychological sense, is divided and damaged 

beyond repair by the simultaneous repression and surfacing of his anger, just as Catherine is. 

He is vacillating between feelings of love and hate for the one who forced him to repress in 

the first place and is on the verge of a wilder form of madness herself. What comes out of his 

mouth is inconsistent and conflicted at times, just as it is for Catherine. Furthermore, the 

psychic split lies between his nostalgia at what could have been and the revenge he will 

exact. Long gone is that night when he and Catherine as children made a heaven of their 

bedroom in the wake of father Earnshaw’s death, long gone is their play on the moor. And 

Heathcliff is having a devil of a time coming to terms with that. The force he shares—or 

shared—with Catherine is no longer possible and he knows he will be alone in his fight 

against class snobbery and general human vanity, vainly try as he may to convince himself 

that it can be otherwise. Even though both characters share the same fragmentation, it seems 

the text favors loner Heathcliff, given the fact that he continues on in his redemptive purpose 

and Catherine dies away so unceremoniously. 

 While the novel does not address physical sex directly, May’s psychosexual analysis 

provides the possibility of other rumblings churning inside Catherine that affect her bond 

with Heathcliff. May offers that Catherine is “a woman who prefers self-destruction to 

normative heterosexual marital relations” (419). Indeed the evidence I have presented thus 

far concerning Catherine’s decisions concerning Heathcliff and Edgar say as much. What is 
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more, though, is that this self-destruction also destroys at least a part of her other self—

Heathcliff—making him by extension utterly self-destructive and unable to partake in any 

“normative heterosexual marital relations.” While my analysis here might not fully subscribe 

to Heathcliff being self-destructive, indeed, because of his mythic necessity, there can be 

nothing “normative” about his life once Catherine rejects him. May also cites Ostrov 

Weisser, who claims, “we are never allowed to forget that the energy generated by the spring 

into full female sexuality is not a warm glow, but a self-consuming inferno …. The power of 

Wuthering Heights is the acknowledgement of a female sexuality that is as wild and energetic 

as the masculine” (421-22). Presumably, this may be one reason Catherine goes mad, 

because if she is sexually attracted to Heathcliff and not Edgar, the repression of urges she 

herself has chosen in following the passionless societal narrative may be too difficult to 

maintain. The repressed force, then, of course coupled with the equally repressed Heathcliff, 

cannot emerge again in any other way but as explosive and violent, which of course is what 

we see in both Catherine’s final days and the years of purgative mayhem spun by Heathcliff.  

Catherine and Heathcliff both know their time has passed, but in a way that shows 

their emotional distress in the face of a life they can no longer have, they cling to each other 

as if their very lives depend on it. Perhaps this is why Bronte does not allow them to be 

together; her dark knight and agent for societal change proves weak and brittle in these 

scenes leading up to Catherine’s death. Catherine is at her worst as well. Prophet, referencing 

the love of the twin flame relationships, contends that sometimes “a marriage relationship 

[between twin flames] would not be profitable and more than likely … would hinder more 
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than help their soul evolution” (43).38 Prophet’s insight complements what Joudrey points 

out, that “[t]heir disastrous example cautions against succumbing to the illusion that human 

separateness either can or should be eradicated in a totalizing fusion of selves” (178). 

Perhaps Heathcliff and Catherine would have proven lesser versions of themselves with such 

an all-consuming love to “distract” them, as human and naturally beautiful as it may have 

been. It may be, then, that they have sought solace and union with each other from the very 

beginning because of their subconscious attempts to avoid their redemptive destiny, to avoid 

maximizing their true potential, to instead seek co-dependence in each other in an effort to 

run away from what each knows he and she must do. It shows the possibility that an earthly, 

real, rational marriage between them actually wouldn’t have been good at all, further 

evidencing the need for the concurrent mythic storyline. The Heathcliff and Catherine failure 

only further shapes Bronte’s perspective on class, for it echoes what Eagleton says when he 

argues that the author “had to create a myth.”39 The very fact that they would not be good 

together is simply further indictment of a class system that disallows for individuals to 

embrace their natural attractions. If something as symbiotic and whole as the Catherine-

Heathcliff bond is viewed as anathema in society, then what good exists in the society, seems 

to be the question Bronte is asking.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
38 Prophet continues, “You have to decide to be complete in yourself—stop that pouting and self-pity and that 

constant demand for attention—and then by the magnet of your wholeness, you will attract wholeness in 

another person” (43). This is something neither Heathcliff nor Catherine can bring themselves to do. 
39 See pp. 23 and 45. 
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CHAPTER III:  

Heathcliff and the Revenant 

Bronte has Heathcliff escape class prejudice in order to bring him back a different man with a 

different purpose. Crucial to understanding the significance of Heathcliff’s exodus and return 

is the strange and sudden storm that “rattl[es] over the Heights in full fury” about midnight 

the evening Heathcliff leaves. The “violent wind, as well as thunder … split a tree off at the 

corner of the building … and knocked down a portion of the east chimney stack.” Nelly feels 

“some sentiment that it must be a judgment,” and of course Joseph says, “This visitation 

worn’t for nowt [sic]” In the tradition of symbolic storms found in, among other stories, Jane 

Eyre and King Lear, and of course those found in Scripture just to name a very few, this 

storm arrives at too coincidental a time to be relegated exclusively to the rational. It is a 

symbol of transport, of change, and in Wuthering Heights’ case, of the punishment to come 

for the Earnshaw family and of the import of Heathcliff’s return “visit.” Newman’s footnote 

asserts that “Bronte may have in mind here the results of a tempestuous storm during her 

childhood, which prompted her father to write a poem and a sermon about the meanings of 

such ‘visitations’” (106). The intentional meaning for the novel is pivotal: Heathcliff has 

been cast out, which only sets up his reciprocal return. It is the storm that signifies his shift 

from a fully human character to something symbolic, something spiritual, something not 

wholly real, an equally powerful storm that will one day flush out the dross from the moors.  

Gifford makes the impressively sustained case for the direct influence of Scottish folk 

tale literature on the “impenetrable mysteries” (5) in the novel. Gifford notes “direct 

Edinburgh influences explicitly cited by critics from Mrs. Gaskell to Juliet Barker” and that 
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“[t]here is also substantial evidence that … Emily … drew heavily on Scottish fiction” (8).40 

The most pertinent connection here is that the influence supports the contention that 

Heathcliff is most thoroughly understood when the reader makes an equally consistent effort 

to juggle multiple readings of him at one time. Heathcliff, Bronte’s centerpiece for mystery 

meanings, is the “half spirit, half man” Scottish writer James Hogg similarly explores 

through “The Woolgatherer” when Barnaby the shepherd boy explains to a friend how the 

spirit world works: “Then the brownie, he’s a kind o’ half-spirit, half-man; he’ll drudge an’ 

doa’ the wark about the town for his meat, but then he’ll no work but when he likes for a’ the 

king’s dominions” (Hogg 41). Mairi Robinson’s Concise Scots Dictionary describes “a 

broonie” as a “benevolent sprite” but recently also one able to appear as “a more malevolent 

goblin” (qtd. in Gifford 15). Bronte returns Heathcliff not just as a man; in his time away, or, 

from the conceivable literary perspective the space between chapters nine and ten, she has 

made him a permanent spiritual symbol that personifies the retribution many individuals in 

Victorian society deserved according to the very same ethical framework the aforementioned 

Thormahlen uses in her analysis on the Christian ethics in the novel and Evangelicals 

themselves believed in. 

The image of the storm in chapter nine represents the return of a different kind of 

storm three years and one chapter later, a storm in the form of a man, a Revenant in the 

Scottish tradition come back to react against everyone who has rejected him, and on a folk 

level, cleanse the class system of its sins. In its similarity to the poem I included in the 

                                                           
40 On three separate occasions (189-90, 204, 207), Barker notes the direct influence of James Hogg’s 

Confessions of a Justified Sinner on the Brontes, including the connection the siblings were making between 

their characters and the devil-like character in Hogg’s novel. In addition to making the connection between 

Bronte, Edinburgh, and Hogg here, I will examine more specifically the fascinating ambiguity in this devil 

archetype later in my thesis. 
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introduction to this thesis, “Faith and Despondency,” it is wholly consistent with Bronte’s 

mythos. As Gifford points out, “while he seems ferocious and appalling, he strangely acts 

with remarkable restraint” (18), even showing alarm at Edgar’s approach in the hours before 

Catherine’s death: “I must [go]—Linton will be up immediately” (171). His audacious re-

entry into Edgar and Catherine’s life, into Hindley’s life, and into Isabella’s life is not about 

imposing any evil on them but instead “bring[ing] out his enemies’ own worst features … 

and turning them against themselves.” Heathcliff is therefore more a “catalyst rather than a 

monster” (Gifford 18). Such a folk-inspired, symbol-oriented purpose is intertwined with the 

ongoing realism in his story—and that story involves a man who still loves a woman he 

cannot have. The real combined with the mythic may convolute an analysis of Heathcliff, but 

simplifying the text and isolating the real does little but force the reader to ignore too many 

redeeming scenes Bronte includes for the explicit reason of making Heathcliff, at the very 

least, a symbol of more positive implication. 

One of the ironies surrounding Heathcliff’s return to Thrushcross Grange in chapter 

ten is the fact that the Grange at this point no longer wholly represents what it once did. 

Indeed, one could make the argument that Catherine has invaded the establishment after all, 

as a Trojan horse of sorts, paving the way for Heathcliff to return to do his redeeming work, 

even though that will also mean redeeming Catherine for her insistence on honoring the 

short-sidedness of the Victorian class ideal. Catherine has married into the Linton family, and 

now the Linton world is no longer what it once was: it is not Catherine who has adjusted to 

the genteel Linton world, but exactly the opposite. Nelly observes that “Mr. Edgar had a 

deep-rooted fear of ruffling her humor” (112), a fear that likely paralyzes the man and 

prohibits him from keeping true any semblance of the polished past at Thrushcross Grange. 
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The fear is not unfounded; after Catherine sees Heathcliff for the first time in three years, she 

reflects on the recent past and confesses to Nelly:  

The event of the evening reconciled me to God and humanity! I had risen in angry 

rebellion against providence—Oh, I’ve endured very, very bitter misery …. If [Edgar] 

knew how bitter, he’d be ashamed to cloud its removal with idle petulance—it was 

kindness for him which induced me to bear it alone. (118) 

Nelly alludes to Catherine’s building bitterness when she says, in an implied life and 

impregnation image, that it “was not the thorn bending to the honeysuckles, but the 

honeysuckles embracing the thorn” (111-12). Thrushcross Grange, or more specifically 

Edgar and his sister Isabella, completely acquiesce to Catherine’s power and moods. There 

are no “mutual concessions” (112). They both yield to her in order to keep the peace in the 

home, an indication that this world—now ruled by one who was once side by side with 

Heathcliff, the Grange’s greatest enemy—is ripe for a more potent invasion to come. 

 As superficial as this peace so obviously was at the Grange, it becomes inevitable that 

Heathcliff’s return will unsettle it even more. It is another instance of the repression theme in 

the novel. Nelly makes this clear, when talking about the possibility of Edgar and Catherine’s 

“deep and growing happiness,” by saying definitively, “It ended” (112). Further, Nelly hints 

at the selfishness of the establishment in Victorian society (as changed as that establishment 

had become at the Grange with the addition of such a passionate woman in Catherine) when 

she addresses the selfishness inherent among all individuals. It is one of those pivotal 

passages Bronte periodically drops in as an indication of her larger vision. It is a momentary 

acknowledgement by Nelly that the universal shortcomings of humanity exist even inside the 

class system: 
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Well, we must be for ourselves in the long run;41 the mild and generous are only more 

justly selfish than the domineering—and it ended when circumstances caused each to 

feel that the one’s interest was not the chief consideration in the other’s thoughts. 

(112) 

The “circumstance” to which Nelly alludes is of course the return of Heathcliff. The way of 

his return has been unwittingly paved by Catherine herself, the very character who has toed 

the line between two worlds ever since she was taken in by the family for five weeks as a 

child. For this reason she is still, albeit in a less complete way, partners with Heathcliff in 

changing the Victorian narrative. Edgar, in an effort to keep the peace in his marriage, has 

sacrificed the prim standards previously set at the Grange by allowing Catherine to enter and 

change that world. Little does he know that behind her is come a force much more powerful 

and intent on ruin, and because of his acquiescence there is nothing he or his class rank can 

do to stop it.  

 I mentioned earlier the lack of full literal reliability in Nelly’s narration, which isn’t 

necessarily problematic since it supports the mythic fabric of the oral tradition. Thormahlen 

mentions the distinction between “Nelly-as-actor” and Mrs Dean-as-narrator,” a useful pair 

of concepts originally devised by Philip Drew,42 and that the “latter observes the former’s 

misguided actions … while [sometimes] doing her best to excuse them” (“Christian” 640). 

                                                           
41 Joudrey extols selfish desire as one main thrust in Bronte’s work, even titling his article after this very line 

from Nelly: “Well, we must be for ourselves in the long run”: Selfishness and Sociality in Wuthering Heights.” 

Joudrey claims, “In audacious dissent from Victorian incitements to self-sacrifice, Bronte insists that the 

cultivation of selfhood is an ethically sound imperative,” and that the author “defies her contemporaries in 

spurning the morality of self-negation—that is, striving to smother all desire—as both misguided and 

mortifying” (168, 169). 
42 Originally coined in “Charlotte Bronte as a Critic of Wuthering Heights” in Nineteenth-Century Fiction, vol. 

18, no. 4, 1964. Reprinted in Allott, Miriam, Editor. Emily Bronte Wuthering Heights: A Casebook, Macmillan, 

1970. 
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Specific to Heathcliff’s return, Nelly exposes her class-driven short-sightedness (even though 

she herself is still a servant) when she encounters Heathcliff for the first time in three years. 

Utterly dumbfounded despite knowing full well who stands before her, Nelly is more apt to 

judge him a different person altogether instead of simply admitting to herself that he has 

changed. Even though she recognizes the sallow cheeks, the black whiskers, the lowering 

brows, the deep set eyes—all connected to the Irish stereotype – she still questions his 

identity, “uncertain whether to regard him as a worldly visitor.” She raises her hands in 

“amazement,” and subsequently says, “What! you come back? Is it really you? Is it?” (113). 

Further, even after admitting to herself that it is indeed Heathcliff, she continues her self-

doubt, her doubt in the capability of the other to evolve at all, saying, “And you are 

Heathcliff? But altered! Nay, there’s no comprehending it. Have you been for a soldier?” 

(113). In addition to lending even more folk-inspired evidence of Bronte’s intention to make 

Heathcliff otherworldly, mythical, half-man and half-spirit, Nelly also fittingly represents the 

rational side of the story and the center of Emig’s circle here—the establishment—as she is 

more willing to imagine that Heathcliff ran off and became a soldier—a possibility never 

referred to otherwise in the novel—rather than just recognizing how much change can 

actually take place in a human being over a three-year period. Reflected here is the Victorian 

view of the dark Other as exclusively tainted and threatening, forever static, which would 

also fit the Evangelical binary of good vs. evil. Similarly, then, the Other forever remains 

fixed in their prejudice because someone has to represent the evil side of the binary, and it 

certainly will not be them. There can be no change, no Patrick Bronte-esque rise up, in the 

Other because the threat it represents is too powerful in the minds of individuals that 

comprise the establishment. All individuals in the story have to pay their just retribution for 
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this unfortunate group-think attribute, and Heathcliff is Bronte’s agent in that cause. 

 Despite her difficulty in diagnosing Heathcliff’s arrival, Nelly does represent the 

divided self, the simultaneous repelling and recognition of the other as human, when she later 

defends Heathcliff. Mere moments after her utter disbelief in the capacity for Heathcliff to be 

anything other than a man characterized by darkness, she chides Edgar when he, amused at 

Heathcliff’s return, sardonically says, “What! The gipsy—the plough-boy?” (114).43 Nelly 

immediately hushes him, claiming her concern is for Catherine. But given her closeness to 

Heathcliff throughout the novel, it is not a stretch to assume she is defending him for her own 

peace of mind. She even seems to disparage Edgar indirectly in her narration after Heathcliff 

is “fully revealed by the fire and candlelight,” which reveals to her his “transformation,” the 

fact that he had “grown a tall, athletic, well-formed man, beside whom [her] master seemed 

quite slender and youth-like” (115). Further complimentary observations indicate a real 

admiration from Nelly, perhaps even uncomfortably so, for it is clear that she is impressed to 

a degree that far surpasses anything she thinks of Edgar. Her sarcasm towards Edgar is 

indicated when she says, “My master’s surprise equaled or exceeded mine; he remained for a 

minute at a loss how to address the ploughboy, as he had called him.” Even the way Nelly 

describes how Catherine handles the men meeting, that “she seized Linton’s reluctant fingers 

and crushed them into his” (115), speaks to her recognition of Heathcliff’s strength. These 

are not simple repetitions of facts to her listener Lockwood. It is clearly Nelly emasculating 

Edgar’s manhood when it is placed next to this new Heathcliff. Nelly’s veneration of 

Heathcliff here shows both her connection to him as a human being and, oddly enough, her 

penchant to describe him in such fantastic terms in an attempt to reconcile his otherness and 

                                                           
43 Edgar later refers to Heathcliff as a “runaway servant,” further indicating the impossibility of him seeing 

Heathcliff at this point in the novel as anything other than whatever negative stereotype he can drum up next. 
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that humanity in her mind. 

What is even more deliciously intriguing about Nelly’s defense of Heathcliff is that 

the reason behind it could be that she is in love or infatuated with him, a condition akin to 

what Isabella experiences. This possibility lies in a certain reading of the text, in particular in 

two places. First, when Heathcliff arrives and Catherine says to him, “I’m proud to show 

you, at last somebody that dotes on you more than myself,” Heathcliff immediately looks at 

Nelly as if he had suspected it, as the reader knows because Catherine says, “nay, it’s not 

Nelly; don’t look at her!” (123). A second piece of evidence that lends credibility to the first 

is when Nelly, watching Isabella and Heathcliff like a voyeur through the “kitchen window, 

… but out of sight,” explicates in great detail Heathcliff’s advance, Isabella’s coy 

embarrassment, his hand on her arm, and at last his embrace of her. She explodes in what 

could be viewed as a motherly, protective response for Isabella’s well-being, but the words 

“Judas! traitor!” and “You are a hypocrite too, are you? A deliberate deceiver” (128) are 

indicative of a woman passionately invested in one of the parties. The fact that she speaks to 

Heathcliff, even though he is not there, implies that it may be he she holds close in her heart. 

She may even be accustomed to whispering aloud to him in her mind when she is alone like 

this, as a voyeur in love might do. The fact that she hasn’t even noticed Catherine come up at 

her very elbow implies a woman completely engrossed in the moment, that it isn’t Isabella or 

Catherine that Heathcliff has deceived as a quick reading might indicate, but instead Nelly 

herself. One more point about this scene is the fact that Catherine, in response to Nelly’s 

anger, “threatened to order [her] out of the kitchen if [she] dared be so presumptuous as to 

put in [her] insolent tongue” and then says, “To hear you, people might think you were the 

mistress!” (128, 129). Clearly Nelly’s anger is not interpreted by Catherine as motherly 
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concern for Isabella either, else she would not react to Nelly as such; conversely, she clearly 

interprets Nelly’s emotion as being stirred by Heathcliff, and perhaps mocks Nelly by 

suggesting she knows the servant would like to be Heathcliff’s mistress. In this reading, 

Heathcliff has behind the scenes led Nelly to believe that he has feelings for her, perhaps, 

most pertinent to my analysis, as a way of exacting his revenge on her. For as Nelly’s entire 

narration clearly shows, she has been just as likely to belittle “it” as she has been to 

compliment or help him. In the spirit of the Revenant, Heathcliff must cleanse her of her sins 

against him and the ostracized portion of humanity he represents. There may be no more 

exact way to do this than to help remind her of her own servant status and to make her burn 

with silent jealousy while Isabella and Catherine squabble over him. 

Heathcliff’s retribution on Edgar is even more cutting and exact and its just deserve is 

perhaps best illustrated in the aforementioned “kitchen” and “parlour” scene. When 

Catherine tells her husband that Heathcliff is to come up, Edgar replies incredulously, “Here 

… into the parlor?” Catherine knows both the Grange and Heights worlds, which of course 

are not as divided as the Lintons have historically made it, but she projects her own anxieties 

over class onto Edgar by derisively responding, “Where else?” (114). Edgar, however, still 

stuck in a childish snobbery of the past, suggests that “the kitchen [is] a more suitable place 

for him” (114). Edgar’s insistence on degrading Heathcliff proves that his childhood 

prejudice toward the Other is still lodged inside him; he therefore still holds strong to the 

dark side of the Victorian experience that Heathcliff—and as it turns out Catherine—must 

expose and flush. His fastidiousness does not amuse his wife. In fact it serves as a first step 

toward driving her away from him in the fateful coming chapters. Indeed, she indicates that 

the divide is already there when she sarcastically tells Nelly to set the two tables. She adds to 
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the derision by taking a jab at her husband, “Will this please you, dear?” (115). Watson notes 

that Edgar’s “moral sense the Victorian reader could comprehend and sympathize with” (91), 

a class-related characteristic that Bronte is confronting symbolically in this scene. Watson 

goes on to argue that Edgar is devoted and is in ownership of Catherine, yet still never 

possesses her (91). Edgar does not yet understand that his wife is not just connected to 

Heathcliff the man; she is also connected to a world that he chose never to be a part of and 

can never understand, despite their middle-class similarities. From the very beginning of his 

courtship with Catherine, Edgar has ignored this reality, but now that Heathcliff is back he is 

forced to feel the effects of his pride. Heathcliff’s return is also a return of a lost world to 

Catherine, perhaps as a gift on a scale Edgar could never match. Her giddy excitement over 

her friend’s return reflects her joy at rediscovering a past and a world her current 

sophisticated life at the Grange cannot replace, despite what promises Victorian culture 

makes. And gentleman Edgar, with a front row seat to witness it, will have to pay the price 

for that.  

In a bizarre attempt to relocate that lost soul connection and perhaps prove to 

themselves that their union is and always was real, Catherine and Heathcliff, in the midst of 

their own squabble, a row that seems motivated more by a grotesque joy in just being in each 

other’s presence again after three years, both turn on Edgar when he comes to question the 

all-too-frequent visits of “the low ruffian” (130). First, Catherine says, “Have you been 

listening at the door, Edgar?” in a tone of voice, as Nelly claims, “particularly calculated to 

provoke her husband, implying … contempt of his irritation” (131). After Edgar quietly 

reminds her of his forbearance, and insults Heathcliff, Heathcliff derisively “measured the 

height and breadth” of Edgar and says, “Catherine, this lamb of yours threatens like a bull …. 
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It is in danger of splitting its skull against my knuckles. By God, Mr. Linton, I’m morally 

sorry that you are not worth knocking down!” (131). This scene continues unmercifully, and 

both Catherine and Heathcliff land more bombs on Edgar in what must be an excruciatingly 

humiliating and emasculating experience for him. It is a similar scene to one when the three 

were children, when Cathy exhibits a similar sense of solidarity with Heathcliff over Edgar, 

when she excuses the former’s bad temper toward the latter. She chides, “You should not 

have spoken to him! ... [Y]ou’ve spoilt your visit, and he’ll be flogged—I hate him to be 

flogged! I can’t eat my dinner. Why did you speak to him, Edgar?” (83). This early scene 

confirms that Catherine will always link herself to Heathcliff before Edgar despite whom she 

chooses to marry, which allows her now to play a lesser, ancillary role in the Revenant’s 

cleansing work. Heathcliff has even used the word “it” against Edgar, the same 

dehumanizing label the establishment uses to describe him, which makes Edgar feel the 

rejection imposed on the Other by turning Edgar into one himself—and in the very 

humiliating presence of the woman he loves. The Revenant’s work does not waste effort and 

time and is only in line with what the wrong-doer deserves, and perhaps no character in the 

novel receives this just reward as bitingly as does Edgar. Finally, perhaps most indicative of 

his purging is the fact that he does eventually change from the self-loathing, morally 

disfigured individual he has been, thanking God for bringing peace back to his home upon 

his wife’s death and transforming himself into a stable, loving, and most importantly, humble 

father to Cathy. This mitigation of his pride and obvious change for the better would not have 

happened without Heathcliff’s return. 

Isabella, as infrequently as she appears in the novel, must also be cleansed of her 

class-induced indiscretions. Her precipitous, judgmental, vile treatment of Heathcliff as a 
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child—when she cries, “Frightful thing! Put him in the cellar, papa. He’s exactly like the son 

of the fortune-teller that stole my tame pheasant” (76)—will make her another target of 

Bronte, and by extension Heathcliff. In other Victorian novels, such as Anne Bronte’s Agnes 

Gray and its selfish character Rosalie, the character would be treated by the author as a 

petulant brat and clear emblem used to illustrate class-inspired snobbery, and the same thing 

applies here; Heathcliff’s assault on Isabella does not alter this trend in Victorian fiction. The 

difference is that the punishment a character like Rosalie receives generates from her own 

decision making in marrying someone she doesn’t love, as Catherine does, whereas Bronte 

employs the visible agent Heathcliff to throw the whip around for her. Isabella has fallen in 

love with the very things she has feared and reviled her whole life, and she too will have to 

pay the price for such hypocrisy. 

To be consistent with my belief that the critic must take the oral story-telling 

dimension into account, the words of young Isabella above are retold by the boy Heathcliff to 

Nelly upon his rushed return to the Heights the night Catherine was first taken into 

Thrushcross Grange, a fact that could muddy the reliability of his story. Graeme Tytler sees 

this possibility, saying that Isabella “strikes the reader … as a somewhat unsympathetic 

figure,” and that this is “due in no small measure to Heathcliff’s boyishly disparaging 

account of her behavior in Thrushcross Grange during his illicit visit there with Catherine 

one Sunday evening” (“Isabella” 192). I do not believe, however, that Bronte intended for the 

reader to think a young boy could fabricate things like cellars, fortune-tellers, and 

pheasants—all miniscule details Heathcliff includes in his account to Nelly. Discrediting 

what the boy says because of his age and shedding antagonism on him by using the word 

“illicit” is inconsistent with a later analysis of Isabella, who for Tytler “fulfils an important 
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function as a narrator both through her letter to Nelly Dean … and through her oral account 

to the latter of life at the Heights” (“Isabella” 193-94). Tillotson sheds doubt on Isabella’s 

story, arguing that “into the midst of [Bronte’s] story protrudes a further glaring 

impossibility—the narrative elaboration in the long letter written by Isabella.” Tillotson 

admits that a letter can be as long, but “the extension into it of the narrative method we have 

already been asked to accept as Nelly’s … throws fiction back to its Richardsonian stage, 

when every personage figured as an autobiographical novelist” (207). One key departure I’ve 

made from Tillotson is that I do not believe Bronte even intended these framed narratives to 

be photographic; they are purposely created contradictory precisely because of the nature of 

myth and the oral tradition. And since this is the case when both storylines are combined, it is 

important to be as consistent as possible in analyzing text when characters pass along 

information, as they do at every turn of the novel. Young Heathcliff’s brief description of 

what Isabella said to her papa about him is consistent with Bronte’s creation of her character 

inside the insular class system. Even if one removed the oral storytelling element and 

assumed Isabella’s account is accurate, when combined with Bronte’s consistent challenge of 

class snobbery and her employment of Heathcliff as Revenant, it becomes clearer that the 

author likely intended this truth to be exposed inside Isabella, and that the young woman 

should receive just retribution for her personal indiscretions against Heathcliff and for the 

mutual ones she inherited from Victorian society. 

 Isabella’s shift from childhood bully to giddy, romantic lover of Heathcliff is 

consistent with my previous analysis of the Victorian individual’s fear of and attraction to the 

Other, an Other that in turn reflects psychologically the repressed passions associated with 

living in such a strict society. This is also where the truer complexity of nineteenth-century 
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society and Emig’s centre-and-margin assertions44 (as opposed to the generally accepted 

binary-focused Victorian stereotypes) is best illustrated. Over the course of time, Heathcliff 

moves from the periphery of Isabella’s worldview to the center alongside her because she 

grows willing to explore those previously rejected concepts in her mind. The “infatuated 

girl,” as Nelly describes her, admits to Catherine that she likes “to be there, … to be with –  

… with him” (121, 120). Her hesitation stems from the dissonance inside her, a war of 

thoughts that makes even herself surprised that she should have feelings for Heathcliff and 

embarrassed to admit to such instability to Catherine and Nelly. Catherine calls her “an 

impertinent little monkey,” will not “believe this idiocy,” and argues that it “is impossible 

that [she] can covet the admiration of Heathcliff” (120-21). Isabella’s response—“I love him 

more than ever you could love Edgar”—sends Catherine into a rant, that seems more a 

product of her own jealousy and of the realization that Isabella and Heathcliff are available to 

each other, rather than a flippant mockery of Isabella’s “madness” in thinking Heathcliff 

could ever love a Linton (121). Starkly different from her childhood attempt to have him 

thrown into the cellar is Isabella’s now desperate attempt to see Heathcliff as “not a fiend” 

and as having an “honourable soul” (121), psychologically moving him from the “kitchen” to 

the “parlour,” a change of mind about a man she still doesn’t know that aptly reflects the 

clash of fear and attraction toward the Other inside her. Whether Isabella’s love be fatuous or 

legitimate is for no one, including Catherine and Nelly, to know; the point of it is 

psychological, in that it opens the door for Heathcliff to exact his revenge on her in a way 

that will expose, as Gifford states concerning the folk-inspired Revenant, “the excesses of 

those who have awakened his attention, so that in the end it is precisely their own excesses 

                                                           
44 Discussed on pp. 38 and 61. 
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which destroy them” (16). As a Returner exacting a “morality … alien to the human” 

(Gifford 15), Heathcliff simply uses Isabella’s excessive fondness as the substance against 

her in balancing the scales. Her disproportionate hatred of him when they were children is 

balanced out; the mirror Heathcliff holds up to her later in life ends her attraction and flushes 

out the true prejudice she has for Heathcliff and the otherness he represents.  

 Shortly after the volatile exchange between Catherine and Isabella, Heathcliff arrives 

at the Grange, and Catherine “gaily” invites him in to “thaw the ice” (123), a sarcastic 

opening to a monologue that in one reading proves to be an example of Catherine, in a 

manner I have examined at length, casting ideas out at Heathcliff in a way that she hopes will 

provoke the truth from him. Catherine, appearing to be nonchalant in her very directness with 

the information she shares, is afraid Heathcliff will take to Isabella because she knows he is 

“quite capable of marrying [her] fortune and expectations” (121). Her gay nature, though, is 

also important because it puts her in that jolly frame of mind she had when she joined forces 

with Heathcliff to ridicule Edgar, and this leads to a similar derisive assault on Isabella. She 

tries to physically hold Isabella down, to which the latter responds by scratching her and 

drawing blood; but more insultingly, she trades barbs with Heathcliff about Isabella in the 

girl’s very presence as if she weren’t even there, a conversational posture that clearly 

excludes Isabella into the role of the marginalized Other. Isabella’s feelings for Heathcliff are 

laughed at and delegitimized, just as Heathcliff’s were as a child when he and Catherine were 

caught at the Linton household. The mirror couldn’t be more exact. 

 A portion of Catherine’s just due is found in these Isabella scenes as well. Catherine 

is driven here by a jealousy for the young, single woman that engenders a regret in her own 

decision to marry Edgar. The savagery of her passion is evident when she tells Heathcliff, “I 
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won’t repeat my offer of [Isabella as] a wife—it is as bad as offering Satan a lost soul—your 

bliss lies, like his, in inflicting misery” (130). Further, she completely ignores her destructive 

role in Edgar’s masculine decimation by blaming Heathcliff fully for it. But these are not the 

allegations of a woman of steady mind, and her inconsistencies betray her. Tytler asserts that 

Catherine’s jealousy stems from Isabella’s “cherishing an erotic love for Heathcliff such as 

she herself seems to have hardly shown … a jealousy that might even be said to underlie the 

forbidding portrait of Heathcliff with which she tries to distract Isabella from her love for 

him” (“Identification” 172-73). This is in fact very similar to Nelly’s inconsistent 

descriptions of Heathcliff; for both women, proclamations of Heathcliff’s association with 

the devil are seemingly just as abundant as their efforts to excuse or even acclaim him, and 

the sinister humor with which Heathcliff handles them implies he knows their secret. 

Catherine’s verbal assaults on Heathcliff are mere distractions from the true feelings 

simmering inside. In this case, Catherine cannot bear the fact that she once decided to rebuff 

Heathcliff because of class but now the rich, haughty Isabella who helped convince her to 

feel that way in the first place is in position to claim him; Heathcliff, in taking Isabella as his 

wife, seizes the opportunity to hold that truth up in front of both women. Catherine will not 

let Isabella get away with this romantic farce unscathed, and in her own subversive way puts 

the pieces in place for Heathcliff to do his necessary work on Isabella, despite the fact that 

doing so will force her to stare directly into the face of her own conceit and her own 

sentence. 

Heathcliff’s retribution on Catherine, Nelly, Edgar, and Isabella has been precise and 

not indulgent, an indication of his necessary cleansing role in the story, but no one receives 

the brunt of his rage like Hindley. It is intriguing to note that I have not seen much if any 
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commentary on Heathcliff’s revenge on Hindley. The seeming silence on this dynamic 

indicates that critics in large part believe that Hindley is indeed wicked and perhaps even 

deserving of what comes to him. Notable evidence of this is his rampant drunkenness and 

greed, his apparent disdain toward his son Hareton, his attempted murder of Heathcliff, and 

his failure to attend his sister Catherine’s funeral—all examples that have not the redemptive 

value that Heathcliff’s “wickedness” has. At least one exception to this lacuna is that of 

Thormahlen, who claims that only one character in the novel, Hindley, betrays Heathcliff and 

then appears to excuse Hindley’s abuse of the boy years before:  

Heathcliff’s revenge project is rooted in his own misery under Hindley’s regime, 

during the period when Hindley had a chance to get his own back after years of 

watching Heathcliff occupy what any person in Hindley’s situation would think was 

his place in his father’s affections. (“Christian” 644) 

This is one place where Thormahlen’s important work on the novel’s Christian ethos hits a 

snag. In my estimation, Hindley cannot be excused for his actions and overall worldview, an 

analysis consistent with what plays out in the text. Hindley’s actions and by extension the 

prejudicial conceits of the class system is the over-reaching evil the Victorian progressive 

novelist Bronte is opposing through Heathcliff. 

 From very early on, when Hindley banishes young Heathcliff—the “vagabond” 

(83)—to the fields and effectively ends the latter’s chance at a normal life with Catherine, 

Heathcliff develops a singular purpose for his life. What he says to Nelly shortly after 

Hindley once again casts him away and spotlights his long, dark hair as a way of 

marginalizing him is pivotal and foreshadows the second half of the novel: 

     “I’m trying to settle how I shall pay Hindley back. I don’t care how long I wait, if I 
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can only do it at last. I hope he will not die before I do.” 

     “For shame, Heathcliff!” said [Nelly]. “It is for God to punish wicked people; we 

should learn to forgive.”  

     “No; God won’t have the satisfaction that I shall,” he returned. “I only wish I 

knew the best way! Let me alone, and I’ll plan it out: while I’m thinking of that, I 

don’t feel pain.” (85) 

Heathcliff decides early on that Hindley will pay for his indiscretions, and he spends the next 

several years apparently devising his plan. One intriguing aspect of this dynamic is that the 

reader sees much of it through even more layers of narration than it does the revenge of the 

other characters, and some of it through vague innuendoes. Most evident of this mystery is 

the fact that we don’t know what Heathcliff does during his three-year exodus to acquire the 

wealth with which he returns, a wealth that will allow him access to Wuthering Heights and 

the opportunity he needs to hold the retributive mirror up to Hindley. 

Heathcliff seems to pinpoint two key sins in Hindley’s life that need cleansing, 

choosing Hindley’s gambling addiction as his first assault point and opportunity to take the 

Earnshaw house and property away. While at the Heights, his very first stop after returning 

from his sojourn, Heathcliff sits down to a game of cards with Hindley and friends and wins 

an undisclosed amount of money. The reader finds this out from Catherine, who tells Nelly in 

a private conversation that her brother “is too reckless to select his acquaintance prudently; 

he doesn’t trouble himself to reflect on the causes he might have for mistrusting one whom 

he has basely injured” (118). Of course the person he has basely injured is Heathcliff, who 

will hold Hindley’s corruption up for him to see when he wipes him out of his money and 

takes possession of the Heights. Hindley, in a stunning turn of the ranks, will try to gamble 
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his way out of his indebtedness to Heathcliff and in the process will lose everything. 

Catherine fully recognizes this subversive nature of Heathcliff’s plan, telling Nelly that 

Heathcliff “means to offer liberal payment for permission to lodge at the Heights; and 

doubtless my brother’s covetousness will prompt him to accept the terms; he was always 

greedy, though what he grasps with one hand, he flings away with the other” (118). 

Heathcliff will begin his redemptive work on Hindley by simply giving him opportunity to 

spend himself out, especially since the only reason he wants Heathcliff there in the first place 

is disreputable: he knows Heathcliff is now rich and he wants his money too. Heathcliff will 

simply give Hindley what Hindley wants. Hindley clearly underestimates this new man, 

though, for Heathcliff may pay liberally to stay at the Heights, but the reader can surmise that 

the rent is nothing compared to the money he will win from Hindley by simply having the 

opportunity to be in the very thick of the reckless man’s obsession. Hindley has hardly 

honored the Earnshaw name or the house, and Heathcliff’s seizure of it eventually becomes 

the open doorway for Hareton and Cathy to bring respect back to both. 

The second and most reprehensible offense Heathcliff must right is Hindley’s 

banishment of him from a life of love with Catherine and perhaps even a life Father 

Earnshaw intended for him. But once again, it is not only what Hindley has done to 

Heathcliff that the latter uses, but most poignantly what Hindley himself has become. In this 

case, Heathcliff becomes a twisted father figure to Hareton, of whom Hindley wants no part. 

Again the reader receives this information through Nelly’s record of her conversation with 

young Hareton. It is here that Hareton uses the term “Devil daddy” and says with enthusiasm 

that he likes Heathcliff, which may recall to the reader the scene when Heathcliff saved the 

boy from his fall from his father’s arms on the second floor. When Nelly asks his reasons for 
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liking him, the young boy replies, “I known’t—he pays Dad back what he gies to me—he 

curses Daddy for cursing me—He says I mun do as I will” (127). The punitive measures of 

Heathcliff are yet again clear: he is giving to Hindley what Hindley gives to his son, and in 

the process is giving to Hindley what was once given to him before he was old enough to 

defend himself. Heathcliff is not only old enough to defend himself now; he is also able to 

force Hindley to reap everything he has sown concerning his disrespect for family bonds and 

the will of his father.  

Heathcliff’s purgative revenge on Hindley starts out just as exact as it has been on the 

other characters, but his attempt to broaden the scope of destruction is what ends his just, 

redemptive run through the moors. Heathcliff’s use of Hindley’s drinking and gambling 

addiction to wipe out Hindley’s fortune and social standing is a mirror held up to Hindley’s 

own sins just as it has been with other characters throughout the novel; so is his handling of 

Hareton—but only to a certain degree. It is when Heathcliff attempts to annihilate the boy 

himself (and with Hareton, young Cathy) that the Returner ventures into something beyond 

his folk-inspired scope. I believe it is just further proof that Bronte didn’t intend for 

Heathcliff to be an evil character; the author eliminates him soon after he moves beyond the 

work of redemption and into the realm of unnecessary ruin. It is similar to her treatment of 

Catherine. Hareton simply isn’t in need of redemption, for he has been portrayed by Bronte 

as a sympathetic victim since his birth, given the death of his mother and contempt of his 

father. And clearly, throughout the novel, especially through her handling of Heathcliff, 

Bronte exhibits a consideration for the victim. It may be in Heathcliff’s conduct toward 

Hareton that critics find most reason to revile Heathcliff, and admittedly rightly so, but it is 

actually in this transgression that could lie the secret to Bronte’s redemptive employment of 
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Heathcliff everywhere else. Heathcliff’s own greediness in punishing Hindley encroaches on 

an innocent victim, and seems to be what ultimately sends him to his strange and anti-

climatic death. When he goes beyond what is just, his role is finished.45 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
45 The trope of an individual rising up to a divine purpose over a lengthened period of time only to suddenly die 

away just before he realizes the fruit of all his labor is not uncommon in Scripture. Moses and Jesus are two 

examples, as the former gives way to Joshua in leading the Israelites to the Promised Land and Jesus passes on 

his mission to the apostles. Clearly, however, Heathcliff is somewhat different in that he unwittingly tries to 

destroy the individual who will eventually take the torch from him. 
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CONCLUSION 

Right at the height of his rage and murderous words, when everything he has been to 

this point in the novel starts sputtering into oblivion, Heathcliff has in his vengeful grip the 

girl whose dead mother of the same name he still loves, and as quickly as he grabbed it he 

stops and walks away. Nelly tells us:  

He had his hand in her hair. Hareton attempted to release the locks, entreating him not 

to hurt her at once. Heathcliff’s black eyes flashed; he seemed ready to tear Catherine 

in pieces, and I was just worked up to risk coming to the rescue, when of a sudden, 

his fingers relaxed; he ... gazed intently in her face—then drew his hand over his 

eyes, stood a moment to collect himself .…  (298) 

Then he spoke calmly to Catherine. This account told by Nelly is the first blow to 

Heathcliff’s accumulated power just before the end of the novel. From this point forward his 

death is a mere formality: It is Cathy and Hareton’s story now. The revenant is no longer 

needed. 

 Hareton’s defense of Heathcliff with Cathy shortly after this incident proves the boy 

has absorbed everything Heathcliff could cast at him and nonetheless still has room inside to 

love him. Just moments after watching Heathcliff threaten the girl he loves, he rejects the 

opportunity to multiply the hate toward Heathcliff when Cathy gives him cause, “sternly 

check[ing] his cousin on her offering a revelation of her father in-law’s conduct to his father” 

(299). Indeed, it is more than a defense of Heathcliff: it is a refusal to engage in any negative 

gossip—true or untrue—concerning the man who has both raised him and attempted to 

destroy him. It is an open defiance of his loved one Cathy, a strength Edgar Linton could 

never show in the face of older Catherine’s abrasiveness. Hareton is much more able to 
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juggle conflicting emotions, perhaps more so than any other character in the novel, for he 

expresses this love for Heathcliff, and a just, brotherly sort of love to the quick-tempered 

Cathy at the same time, when he is most deserving of the right to hate. For what is seemingly 

the first time in the novel, a character proves that an emotional filter can be a reality, that one 

does not have to react to any- and everything all the time. In a very real sense, Hareton’s love 

is beyond the unilateral; it actually helps to legitimize Heathcliff’s previous destruction and 

to allow the restorative work of this Revenant to end. Hareton and Cathy are the calm to 

Heathcliff’s storm. 

 Perhaps Hareton’s love for Heathcliff stems from a spiritual connection the two share 

since Heathcliff once actually “thwart[ed] his own revenge” and by “natural impulse” 

(Nelly’s words), saved little Hareton from his fall from the second floor. Nelly goes on to say 

in the very next paragraph that they had witnessed Heathcliff’s “salvation” (97). I highlight 

Nelly here to both reiterate her inconsistent storytelling and to again shed light on her 

underlying recognition of Heathcliff as a sympathetic figure. In a fascinating pairing of 

Heathcliff and Hareton, Bronte makes it clear that Heathcliff’s “natural impulse” is to arrest 

Hareton’s “descent,” and that that very saving—perhaps even Hareton himself—is the source 

of Heathcliff’s “salvation” (97) from his own arrested descent, in the scope of eternity, to 

hell. In the very same chapter and a mere nine pages later, the pivotal, symbolic storm comes. 

I would argue that Bronte included these emotional passages in the same chapter at the end of 

this first part of the novel not only as a cliffhanger, but also as a symbolic foreshadowing of 

the redemption to come upon Heathcliff’s return—and Hareton’s subtle yet crucial role in 

that. 

Benvenuto captures Bronte’s vision when he says the novel is both transcendent and 
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connected to similar Victorian fiction, that this diversity reflects Bronte’s pursuit of the 

unified self, that, as a result, such a quest expresses the Victorian crisis of the divided self 

(86). Heathcliff, as both man and symbol, is the pivot point for Benvenuto’s assertion. 

Despite his seeming-villainy and the efforts of critics over the years to denigrate him, 

Heathcliff could instead be viewed as Bronte’s subversive catalyst, an agent for class change 

in both the Earnshaw and Linton houses. He, along with reduced assistance from his beloved 

Catherine, unbinds stilted class attitudes expressed in the two families and oversees the 

beginning of a new era for both middle-class houses by novel’s end. Father Earnshaw’s 

introduction of Heathcliff into the neat narrative of the moors is a destructive decision 

immediately and will only intensify as Heathcliff tears down the snobby assumptions created 

by the class system and the families’ assumptions about his origins. While Earnshaw cannot 

see the future of course, his selfless, humane decision to simply help a poor boy out of a life 

of poverty eventually finds its reward at the end of the novel, when the H and C initials come 

full circle and find virtue in Hareton and Cathy. None of it would have been possible had 

Bronte not created Heathcliff, the vitalizing force necessary to take that reward from the self-

righteous class system, for the name, for the house, and for humanity.  
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 ABSTRACT  

 

In Wuthering Heights, Emily Bronte employs the character Heathcliff as both a real 

and mythic being in order to challenge class conventions in Victorian society. She shares this 

societal contention with other Victorian novelists, but where her contemporaries are typically 

realistic in their works, Bronte creates a concurrent mythic realm alongside the real in order 

to allow Heathcliff the space and license to be a Revenant, a symbol used in the folk tradition 

of the Scots, which I contend was a likely influence on Bronte’s work. Heathcliff’s real 

nature clashes with this symbolic one, especially when reality will not allow him to be with 

Catherine, the woman he loves. Her rejection of him serves two central purposes: 1) for the 

author to spotlight the arbitrary nature of the class system and the decisions individuals make 

inside it; and 2) for the author to provide a pivot point in the story at which she transforms 

Heathcliff from a real character to a mythic one. Heathcliff spends the latter half of the novel 

exacting redemptive punishment on all who have wronged him (and the marginalized he 

represents), including Catherine herself, a reality he struggles with because he still loves her 

despite her class-motivated marriage to the hated Edgar Linton. In the end, Heathcliff 

transgresses his symbolic purpose by going too far in punishing the innocent Hareton, at 

which point Bronte has him die as unceremoniously as she did Catherine earlier in the novel. 

Young Hareton and Cathy’s relationship is the fruit of the Revenant Heathcliff’s redeeming 

work, an ending that, for Bronte, seems to merge more than just the two houses; it seems to 

 



86 
 

also reconcile divergent and conflicting ways of thinking inside the class system. 
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