
 

Tikrit University 

College of Education for Humanities 

English Department  

 

WUTHERING HEIGHTS 

A Critical Literary Analysis 

Lectures by 

Prof. Shaima Abdullah 

M.A. Studies 

2025-2026 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WUTHERING HEIGHTS 

A Critical Literary Analysis of Themes, Symbols, Narrative Structure, and 

Historical Context 

 

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847) stands as one of the most enigmatic and 

structurally sophisticated works of 19th-century literature. Reversing the 

conventional moral paradigms of Victorian domestic fiction, Brontë presents a 

dark, psychologically intricate study of obsession, social class, institutional 

hostility, and human cruelty set against the isolated landscape of the West 

Yorkshire moors. This document provides an exhaustive critical analysis of the 

novel's biographical and historical context, narrative framing, core themes, 

symbolic motifs, character dynamics, and enduring theoretical perspectives. 

1. Historical & Biographical Background 

1.1 The Haworth Context and Brontë’s Isolation 

Emily Brontë lived a largely reclusive life at Haworth Parsonage on the edge of the 

Yorkshire moors. Her exposure to the severe climatic conditions, isolated rural 

community, and rich folklore of West Yorkshire heavily informed the geographical 

and atmospheric foundation of Wuthering Heights. Raised alongside her talented 

siblings—Charlotte, Anne, and Branwell—Emily drew upon private creative 

worlds (such as the imaginary realm of Gondal) to develop complex narratives of 

passion, political strife, and tragic romance. 



1.2 Pseudonymity and Contemporary Reception 

Published in December 1847 under the male pseudonym Ellis Bell, the novel 

initially bewildered and horrified Victorian critics. 19th-century reviewers 

condemned what they perceived as unmitigated savagery, coarse dialogue, and a 

disturbing lack of moral instruction. Contemporary critics struggled to classify a 

novel that refused to reward virtue or punish vice in accordance with conventional 

mid-Victorian morality. It was only following Charlotte Brontë’s 1850 

biographical notice and subsequent 20th-century critical reassessments that the 

novel achieved recognition as a masterwork of formal design and psychological 

depth. 

1.3 Literary Influences: Romanticism, Byronic Archetypes, and Gothic 

Tradition 

Brontë synthesizes several distinct literary traditions within Wuthering Heights: 

 Gothic Fiction: Utilizes traditional Gothic tropes—haunted manor houses, 

violent weather, imprisonment, uncanny doubles, and ghostly apparitions—

while stripping them of theatrical melodrama to serve psychological realism. 

 The Byronic Hero: Heathcliff embodies the dark, brooding, rebellious persona 

popularized by Lord Byron, yet Brontë strips the archetype of aristocratic 

glamor, exposing the brutal cruelty and sociopathic obsession underneath. 

 Romantic Transcendentalism: Echoes William Blake’s dialectic of Innocence 

and Experience, portraying passion as an elemental, spiritual force that defies 

social institutions and physical mortality. 



2. Narrative Structure & Unreliable Framing 

A defining structural feature of Wuthering Heights is its complex, double-nested 

narrative frame. The story is filtered through two primary, highly subjective 

chroniclers, creating critical distance between the reader and the events described. 

2.1 The Concentric Framework 

Narrative Layer Chronicler Perspective & Function 

Outer Frame Mr. Lockwood An urban, conventional 

gentleman from London 

whose superficial vanity, 

sentimentality, and 

misinterpretation of 

moorland customs expose 

the inadequacy of polite 

society's worldview. 

Inner Frame Nelly (Ellen) Dean The domestic 

housekeeper whose 

intimate involvement in 

the Earnshaw and Linton 

households makes her a 

key witness, yet whose 

moralizing judgment, 

class bias, and active 

meddling shape the tragic 



outcome. 

 

By employing these unreliable narrators, Brontë forces the reader to actively 

interpret the text. Lockwood’s polite Victorian sensibility fails to comprehend the 

raw passion of the moors, while Nelly’s insistence on conventional morality 

frequently exacerbates conflicts between the main protagonists. 

3. Major Themes 

3.1 Transcendent vs. Destructive Love 

Love in Wuthering Heights is radically distinct from Victorian ideals of romantic 

courtship or domestic affection. It functions as an all-consuming, ontological bond 

that dissolves individual identity and moral boundaries. 

“My great miseries in this world have been Heathcliff's miseries... my great 

thought in living is himself. If all else perished, and he remained, I should still 

continue to be; and if all else remained, and he were annihilated, the universe 

would turn to a mighty stranger... Nelly, I am Heathcliff!” 

— Catherine Earnshaw (Chapter 9) 

 

Catherine’s identification with Heathcliff transcends the physical self; she 

perceives their spirits as identical ('whatever our souls are made of, his and mine 

are the same'). However, when Catherine surrenders to societal pressure by 

marrying Edgar Linton for wealth and social elevated status, this metaphysical 

bond is fractured, transforming love into an obsessive, destructive power that 

destroys both households. 



3.2 Revenge, Class Conflict, and Systemic Cruelty 

The plot is driven by Heathcliff’s trajectory from a nameless, dispossessed orphan 

brought to Wuthering Heights by Mr. Earnshaw to a vengeful landlord who 

systematically dismantles his tormentors. Hindley Earnshaw’s racialized and class-

based abuse reduces Heathcliff to illiterate servitude. Following Catherine's 

betrayal and his mysterious three-year absence, Heathcliff returns armed with 

capital and legal sophistication. 

Rather than breaking the cycle of violence, Heathcliff weaponizes Victorian legal 

mechanisms—such as patriarchal property rights, gambling debts, and forced 

marriages—to acquire both Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange. He 

intentionally reduces Hindley’s son, Hareton, to the same brutalized, uneducated 

state he suffered, illustrating how trauma and institutional oppression replicate 

across generations. 

3.3 Nature vs. Culture: The Dual Estates 

The narrative architecture relies on a fundamental spatial and symbolic opposition 

between two contrasting physical locations: 

 Wuthering Heights: Situated high on the exposed moorland, exposed to harsh 

winds ('wuthering'), representing wild nature, elemental passion, chaos, 

physical violence, and primitive instinct. 

 Thrushcross Grange: Nestled in a sheltered valley, representing civilization, 

social refinement, wealth, artificial decorum, and passive vulnerability. 

Brontë depicts neither estate as a self-sufficient ideal. Thrushcross Grange’s soft 

refinement lacks emotional vitality, while Wuthering Heights’ wild vigor devolves 

into tyranny without civilized restraint. 



3.4 Generational Cycles and Redemption 

While the first generation (Catherine, Heathcliff, Hindley, Edgar) succumbs to 

destruction, pride, and unresolved vengeance, the second generation (Young Cathy 

Linton and Hareton Earnshaw) achieves reconciliation. Cathy’s willingness to 

teach Hareton to read bridges the divide between culture and nature. Their mutual 

affection harmonizes the vigor of Wuthering Heights with the refinement of 

Thrushcross Grange, breaking the cyclical curse of revenge. 

4. Key Symbols & Motifs 

Symbol / Motif Literal Presence Thematic & Symbolic 

Function 

The Yorkshire Moors The wild, open heather 

landscape surrounding 

both estates. 

Represents absolute 

spiritual freedom, 

untamed nature, and the 

non-institutional space 

where Catherine and 

Heathcliff’s souls exist 

without class boundaries. 

Windows & Thresholds Physical apertures (e.g., 

Lockwood's window, 

Heathcliff's open 

casement). 

Act as liminal boundaries 

separating life from 

death, the civil domestic 

interior from the stormy 

exterior world, and 

physical confinement 



from spiritual liberation. 

Ghosts & Specters Catherine’s apparition, 

local folklore of 

wanderers on the moors. 

Symbolize unresolved 

psychological trauma, 

guilt, and an intensity of 

longing that physical 

death cannot sever. 

Ghosts in the novel 

reflect spiritual 

permanence rather than 

Gothic terror. 

Dogs & Animal Imagery Snarling mastiffs 

(Gnasher, Throttler) 

guarding Wuthering 

Heights. 

Reflect the hostile, 

untamed, and defensive 

nature of Wuthering 

Heights' inhabitants, 

mirroring human cruelty 

and savage instincts. 

 

5. Theoretical & Critical Approaches 

5.1 Marxist Criticism: Class Conflict and Property 

Marxist critics, such as Terry Eagleton in Myths of Power: A Marxist Study of the 

Brontës (1975), view Heathcliff as a disruptive force within the capitalist property 

structure. As an outsider without capital or lineage, Heathcliff exposes the 

mercenary nature of Victorian social mobility. Catherine’s decision to marry Edgar 



Linton represents a betrayal of her authentic classless bond with Heathcliff in favor 

of bourgeois security. 

5.2 Feminist Criticism: Autonomy and Patriarchal Confinement 

Feminist scholars, notably Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar in The Madwoman 

in the Attic (1979), interpret Catherine’s trajectory as a tragic tragedy of female 

development in a patriarchal society. Catherine’s wild childhood on the moors 

represents an egalitarian freedom that is stripped away when she enters 

Thrushcross Grange. Her subsequent illness, self-starvation, and madness represent 

resistance against the rigid gender roles forced upon her by marriage and Victorian 

society. 

5.3 Psychoanalytic Criticism: Thanatos, Eros, and the Split Self 

From a psychoanalytic perspective, Heathcliff functions as Catherine’s repressed 

Id—representing raw desire, untamed instinct, and aggression—while Edgar 

Linton embodies the socialized Superego. Catherine’s attempt to divide herself 

between the two leads to psychological fragmentation. Heathcliff’s final starvation 

represents the triumph of Thanatos (the death drive) over Eros, as he starves 

himself to transcend physical existence and reunite with Catherine. 

6. Conclusion 

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights remains a singular achievement in English 

literature. By rejecting simplistic moral dichotomies, integrating an innovative 

double-framed narrative, and exploring the destructive consequences of class 

oppression and suppressed identity, Brontë constructed a narrative that continues to 

challenge and fascinate literary scholars. The novel's final vision—where the 

ghosts of Catherine and Heathcliff linger upon the moors while Hareton and Cathy 



build a quiet future—achieves a delicate balance between elemental tragedy and 

social renewal. 
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