
 

WUTHERING HEIGHTS 

May 2017: Catherine as Victim 
 

a) Catherine Earnshaw is a victim of the male attitudes of her society. 
With reference to Brontë’s narrative methods, and relevant contextual information, 
show to what extent you agree with the above statement. 

 
**NB: In the following essay plan, I have used a colour-coding system whereby narrative 
methods are presented in red, context is presented in green and quotations are highlighted.** 
 
There is some evidence for viewing Catherine Earnshaw as a victim of the male attitudes of 
her society: she is constrained to some extent by male views about appropriate female 
behaviour, and her decision to marry Edgar is influenced by patriarchal rules about women’s 
role in society. However, there is arguably more compelling evidence for seeing her not as a 
victim but as a strong character who challenges the dominant male attitudes of nineteenth-
century society. 
 
Brontë’s portrayal of Catherine’s victimization by Hindley supports the idea that she is 
a victim of the male attitudes of her society.  
• Following Mr Earnshaw’s death, Hindley’s position as the eldest male child grants him 

control over the household, and he wields his power over Catherine and Heathcliff by 
forcing them to attend Joseph’s bible lessons and confining them to the kitchen as a 
punishment for misbehaving, as seen in the image contained in Catherine’s report that he 
‘hurled both into the back-kitchen’.  

• Brontë uses the narrative device of Catherine’s diary to supply the reader with a first-person 
account of her suffering at Hindley’s hands. Hindley’s dictatorial attitude is revealed 
through Brontë’s use of direct speech in Catherine’s account to convey his warning tone as 
he reminds her of his power over her: ‘You forget you have a master here’.  

• Catherine can also be seen as a victim of the male attitudes of her society due to the way 
Hindley tries to separate her from Heathcliff on the grounds that a middle-class female 
should not be associating with an orphan rescued from the streets. Brontë uses reported 
speech and negation in Catherine’s narrative to reveal Hindley’s attitude towards her 
relationship with Heathcliff: ‘Hindley calls him a vagabond, and won’t let him sit with us, 
nor eat with us any more’. 

• The reader’s sympathy for Catherine as a victim of the male attitudes of her society is 
reinforced by the way she refers to Hindley as a ‘tyrant’. 

 
Catherine can also be seen as a victim of the male attitudes of her society due to the way 
her behaviour is constrained by ideas about appropriate female conduct.  
• During the nineteenth century, young middle-class females were expected to pursue indoor 

activities such as needlework and music that would preserve their innocence of worldly 
matters and prepare them for their role as wives.  

• Catherine’s susceptibility to male attitudes towards female behaviour is demonstrated in 
the image of her ‘pulling off her gloves, and displaying fingers wonderfully whitened with 
doing nothing and staying indoors’ upon her return from Thrushcross Grange, which shows 
that she has been socialized into the role of what patriarchal society sees as a ‘dignified’ 
young lady. 

 



 

Another reason for viewing Catherine as a victim of the male attitudes of her society is 
because her decision to marry Edgar is influenced by patriarchal conventions 
surrounding class divisions and marriage.  
• The only form of respectable employment available to unmarried middle-class females was 

to work as a schoolteacher or a governess, and these roles would not have been well paid. 
Therefore, the only way a woman could elevate her standard of living during the nineteenth 
century was through marriage.  

• Catherine’s awareness that she is expected to marry someone of her own or a higher social 
class is demonstrated when he tells Nelly ‘It would degrade me to marry Heathcliff now’.  
The fact that she loves Heathcliff but feels compelled to marry Edgar for social reasons 
encourages us to see her as a victim of patriarchal attitudes towards the social hierarchy in 
nineteenth-century England. 

• The perception that women were second-class citizens is also reflected in the fact that in 
nineteenth-century England, a woman’s property passed to her husband on marriage, and 
the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 made it much easier for men to divorce their wives on 
the ground of adultery than for women to divorce their husbands.  

 
Nelly’s portrayal of Catherine Earnshaw reinforces the idea that she is a victim of the 
male attitudes of her society because Nelly judges her according to patriarchal norms.  
• While Lockwood is the primary narrator of Wuthering Heights, much of the story is 

focalized from Nelly’s perspective, and her status as the novel’s other main narrator gives 
her considerable influence over the reader’s perception of the events she relates.  

• Nelly’s bias against Catherine is reflected in her admission that she did not like her – ‘I 
own I did not like her, after her infancy was past’ – and there is evidence that her dislike is 
motivated at least in part by Catherine’s failure to live up to the feminine ideal promoted 
by patriarchal nineteenth-century society and exemplified in Coventry Patmore’s 1854 
poem ‘The Angel in the House’ of the meek, self-sacrificing female. Brontë’s use of the 
adjectives ‘wild’ and ‘wicked’ in Nelly’s assessment of Catherine as ‘A wild, wicked slip’, 
as well as her use of the metaphor describing her spirits as being ‘always at high-water 
mark’, present Catherine as a victim of the male attitudes of her society by implying that 
Nelly’s negative judgement of her is rooted in the expectation that young ladies should be 
demure and compliant.  

 
However, it could also be argued that Catherine Earnshaw is a victim of her own ambition 
and her self-centeredness rather than the male attitudes of her society.  
• Catherine’s desire to improve her social status is reflected in her observation, when 

explaining her reasons for marrying Edgar, that ‘he will be rich, and I shall like to be the 
greatest woman of the neighbourhood’. Nelly also describes her as ‘haughty’ – an adjective 
that suggests her vanity fuels her decision to marry Edgar. 

• Catherine’s self-centeredness also plays a key role in bringing about the circumstances of 
the love triangle between her, Edgar and Heathcliff, whose resulting conflict exacerbates 
the illness that leads to her death. Her self-centeredness is illustrated by the way she 
continues to see Heathcliff against Edgar’s wishes, and her belief that she can behave 
however she chooses is demonstrated when she admits to Nelly: ‘I thought, though 
everybody hated and despised each other, they could not avoid loving me.’ The ingenuous 
tone of this observation reflects Catherine’s confidence in her ability to manipulate others 
and her expectation that she will always get her own way. 

 



 

While Catherine Earnshaw can be seen as a victim of the male attitudes in some respects, 
her defiance of Hindley’s rules encourages us to view her instead as a strong character 
who refuses to conform to male expectations.  
• As a child, Catherine defies male expectations by running wild on the moors with 

Heathcliff instead of pursuing ‘ladylike’ indoor pursuits, as evidenced by Nelly’s 
observation that ‘it was one of their chief amusements to run away to the moors in the 
morning and remain there all day’. Throughout the novel, the moors act as a symbol of her 
refusal to comply with the dominant attitudes of her era. Her disregard for Hindley’s 
authority as master of the house is further evidenced by Nelly’s observation that for her 
and Heathcliff, ‘the after punishment grew a mere thing to laugh at’.  

• Catherine’s defiance of male attitudes about appropriate female behaviour is also 
reinforced through Nelly’s recollection that she and Heathcliff ‘promised to grow up as 
rude as savages’ – a simile that conveys their rejection of civilization. 

• Her scorn for male attitudes is highlighted again through the image of her running 
‘barefoot’ during her and Heathcliff’s race to Thrushcross Grange in Chapter VI, which 
communicates her disregard for the social conventions dictated by patriarchal society. 

 
Additional evidence for seeing Catherine as a strong character as opposed to a victim of 
the male attitudes of her society lies in the way she challenges her husband’s authority.  
• In an 1824 conduct manual entitled Letters to Young Ladies on Their Entrance into the 

World, Elizabeth Lanfear observed that ‘A sensible woman, to preserve the peace and 
secure the affections of her husband, will often sacrifice her own inclinations to his.’ 

• Catherine’s disregard for the dominant male attitude that wives should obey their husbands, 
however, is illustrated in the way defies Edgar’s wishes by continuing to see Heathcliff, 
and uses a contemptuous tone and a derogatory animal metaphor to undermine his 
masculinity: ‘Your type is not a lamb, it’s a sucking leveret.’ 

• In her interactions with Edgar, Catherine can arguably be seen as an aggressor as opposed 
to a victim of male attitudes. While Edgar tries to prevent her from seeing Heathcliff by 
issuing her with an ultimatum delivered in an emphatic tone and replete with modal verbs 
that illustrates his view that as her husband, he ought to have power over her – ‘You must 
answer it… Will you give up Heathcliff hereafter, or will you give up me?’ – the reader 
can arguably sympathise with his attitude at this point, particularly in light of his fears about 
Heathcliff’s designs on Isabella. The fact that Catherine responds aggressively by 
exclaiming ‘I require to be let alone!’ and orders him out of the room by issuing the 
imperative ‘Edgar, you – you leave me!’ strengthens the case for viewing Edgar and not 
Catherine as the victim in this exchange. 

 
Catherine’s acts of violence and her displays of intense emotion present a further 
challenge to seeing her as a victim of the male attitudes of her society by showing that she 
resists the pressure placed on women to be meek and submissive.  
• During the Lintons’ visit to Wuthering Heights in Chapter VIII, she slaps Nelly, delivering 

‘a stinging blow’, and strikes Edgar when he attempts to intervene: ‘the astonished young 
man felt [her hand] applied over his own ear’. These images of violence undermine the idea 
that she is a victim of male attitudes because such aggressive behaviour contradicts that 
expected of a nineteenth-century female.  

• Catherine’s aggression arguably reflects Brontë’s own defiance of male attitudes when it 
came to female violence: she is said to have beaten her dog, Keeper, leaving him with a 
swollen eye, and to have cauterized her own wound with a hot iron after being bitten by a 
dog.  



 

• Catherine also contradicts the expectation that nineteenth-century females should remain 
composed at all times through her outbursts of emotion, as evidenced by Brontë’s use of a 
fire metaphor to describe how her passion ‘always set her whole complexion in a blaze’. 

 
A final argument against seeing Catherine Earnshaw as a victim of the male attitudes of 
her society is that she rejects Joseph’s attempts to subject her to religious instruction. 
• When Joseph uses an imperative to command Catherine and Heathcliff to ‘sit ye down, and 

think o’ yer sowls!, Catherine’s contempt for his attitude is reflected in the image contained 
in her diary entry of her having ‘hurled [her book] into the dog-kennel’.  

• Nelly’s recollection of Catherine ‘turning Joseph’s religious curses into ridicule’ also 
highlights Catherine’s scorn for Joseph’s religious attitudes through the juxtaposition of 
the noun phrases ‘religious curses’ and ‘ridicule’, which conveys her flippant view of his 
beliefs. 

• Catherine’s status as a victim of male religious attitudes is undercut further by the way she 
rejects the orthodox beliefs of the patriarchal Church of England, which was the dominant 
faith in nineteenth-century England. Instead, like the Romantic poets, she finds spirituality 
in nature, as seen in the way she tells Nelly ‘If I were in heaven… I should be extremely 
miserable’ because she would rather be in ‘the middle of heath on the top of Wuthering 
Heights’, and during her fever she declares: ‘I’m sure I should be myself were I once among 
the heather on those hills.’ These natural images connoting freedom and wildness portray 
her as someone with the power to resist the dominant attitudes of her time and choose her 
own beliefs. 

 
Having explored Catherine’s various responses to the male attitudes of her society, it is clear 
that there is more evidence for seeing her as a strong character who resists the dominant 
attitudes of her era as opposed to a victim. While her actions are somewhat constrained by male 
attitudes towards female conduct, more often than not she is depicted as challenging male 
attitudes through her outspokenness, her rebelliousness and her passionate outbursts.  


