
 

WUTHERING HEIGHTS 

May 2018: Revenge 
 

a) Heathcliff’s main motivation is revenge. 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 compelling evidence that Heathcliff’s main motivation is revenge. Brontë uses a range 
of narrative methods to show that Heathcliff’s marginalization by Hindley and his loss of 
Catherine through her marriage to Edgar leave him embittered, and there is no doubt that most 
of his actions can be traced back to his desire for vengeance. However, it could be argued that 
Heathcliff is also motivated to some extent by ambition, and that his love for Catherine is the 
true motivating factor behind his quest for revenge.  
 
The novel’s structure supports the idea that Heathcliff’s main motivation is revenge. 
• Heathcliff’s obsession with revenge is reflected in fact that Volume II focuses on the 

implementation of his revenge plot against Hindley and Edgar. To avenge Hindley’s 
mistreatment of him, Heathcliff exploits his addictions by making him loans that he cannot 
repay until he gains possession of Wuthering Heights. He also seeks revenge on Edgar for 
thwarting his relationship with Catherine by marrying his sister, Isabella, and later by 
forcing Linton and Catherine Linton to marry and coercing Linton into leaving his property 
to him so that he secures ownership of Thrushcross Grange too.  

• Brontë uses the dialogue between Heathcliff and Nelly in Chapter XXI to outline 
Heathcliff’s revenge scheme: he explains that his design is ‘That the two cousins may fall 
in love, and get married’, and he responds to Nelly’s objection that Catherine will inherit 
Linton’s property if he dies by pointing out that ‘There is no clause in the will to secure it: 
so his property would go to me’.  

• A desire for vengeance is a defining trait of the Gothic villain. Heathcliff’s plan to destroy 
Hindley and Edgar allows us to compare him to other vengeful Gothic villains such as the 
demonic protagonist of P.B. Shelley’s novel, Zastrozzi, (1810) who seeks revenge against 
his half-brother, Verezzi. 

 
Brontë’s portrayal of Heathcliff’s treatment of Hareton lends weight to the idea that 
Heathcliff’s main motivation is revenge. 
• That Heathcliff’s treatment of Hareton is motivated by a desire for revenge is indicated by 

the lengths to which Heathcliff goes to ensure that Hindley’s son is marginalized just as he 
was. By depriving Hareton of education and forcing him to ‘live in his own house as a 
servant’ after robbing him of his inheritance by taking possession of Wuthering Heights, 
Heathcliff inflicts upon Hareton the circumstances of his own childhood as an orphan in 
the Earnshaw household.  

• Brontë uses a tree metaphor to indicate Heathcliff’s determination to reduce Hareton to the 
same lowly state to which Hindley reduced him: ‘we’ll see if one tree won’t grow as 
crooked as another, with the same wind to twist it!’ 

• The images contained in Lockwood’s description of Hareton in Chapter II as having ‘hands 
embrowned like those of a common labourer’ and his observation that ‘his dress and speech 



 

were both rude’ reinforce his status as a victim of Heathcliff’s revenge scheme through 
their similarity to the images Nelly uses to describe the adolescent Heathcliff as having ‘a 
slouching gait and ignoble look’. 

 
Heathcliff’s courtship of Isabella provides further evidence that his main motivation is 
revenge. 
• In Chapter X, Brontë implies that Heathcliff’s courtship of Isabella is motivated by revenge 

as opposed to any romantic feelings through the confident tone Catherine uses to declare 
that ‘he couldn’t love a Linton’, and by showing Heathcliff’s contempt for Isabella through 
the use of an animal simile to describe how he stared at her ‘as one might do at a strange, 
repulsive animal’.  

• Brontë also uses reported speech to make it clear that Heathcliff has only married Isabella 
to further his revenge plot against Edgar. Heathcliff’s intentions are revealed through 
Isabella’s report during her discussion with Nelly in Chapter XIV that ‘he wishes to 
provoke Edgar to desperation; he says he has married me on purpose to obtain power over 
him’. 

 
Brontë’s portrayal of Heathcliff’s victimization by Hindley reinforces the idea that his 
main motivation is revenge by explaining the roots of his bitterness. 
• Brontë uses Catherine Earnshaw’s diary to supply the details of Hindley’s mistreatment of 

Heathcliff, with Catherine describing how Hindley ‘won’t let him sit with us, nor eat with 
us any more’. Hindley’s contempt for Heathcliff is also conveyed through Brontë’s use of 
indirect speech to report his words: ‘[He] swears he will reduce him to his right place’.  

• Hindley’s determination to degrade Heathcliff is also shown in the way he treats Heathcliff 
like a servant upon Catherine’s return from Thrushcross Grange, using a supercilious tone 
to bid him ‘come and wish Miss Catherine welcome, like the other servants.’  

• The idea that Heathcliff’s main motivation is a desire for revenge against Hindley is 
reinforced through Nelly’s observation that Hindley’s behaviour was ‘enough to make a 
fiend of a saint’ – a juxtaposition that conveys the extent of his malice towards Heathcliff.  

 
The fact that Heathcliff exhibits other traits associated with the Gothic villain strengthen 
the case for seeing revenge as his main motivation. 
• As well as being driven by a desire for revenge, the archetypal Gothic villain is violent and 

merciless, like the monster in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), who brutally murders 
the narrator’s wife, Elizabeth. He also tends to act in shocking immoral ways; for instance, 
Count Dracula in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) flouts moral codes by drinking the blood 
of his victims. 

• Heathcliff fulfills these characteristics through his frequent displays of savagery and 
cruelty. His disregard for moral boundaries is revealed through the image of him opening 
Catherine’s coffin – ‘I got the sexton… to remove the earth off her coffin-lid, and I opened 
it’ – and his cruelty to animals, shown when he tells Nelly that Isabella saw him ‘hang up 
her little dog’. The violent image in this disclosure invites us to see Heathcliff as a Gothic 
villain by demonstrating his capacity for barbaric cruelty. 

• His violent nature, meanwhile, is also illustrated through the image contained in Isabella’s 
report, when recounting her escape from Wuthering Heights to Nelly, that ‘He shook me 
till my teeth rattled’.  

• Heathcliff’s cruel treatment of his own son provides additional evidence for seeing him as 
a vengeful Gothic villain. Linton’s terror of Heathcliff is shown in Chapter XXVI through 
the image of him ‘shuddering’ and the pleading tone he uses to beg Catherine Linton: 
‘Don’t provoke him against me, Catherine, for he is very hard.’  



 

• Brontë also uses Nelly’s recollections of events in Chapter IX to reinforce Heathcliff’s 
status as a Gothic villain. Nelly observes that after saving Hareton’s life when Hindley 
dropped him over the bannister, Heathcliff’s face betrayed his desire ‘to remedy the mistake 
by smashing Hareton’s skull on the steps’ – a violent image that highlights his savagery 
and conveys the intensity of his desire for revenge against Hindley. 

 
The idea that Heathcliff’s main motivation is revenge is also reinforced by Brontë’s use 
of language devices to present him as vengeful and bitter. 
• In Chapter XI, Brontë uses a slave metaphor and a violent image to hint at the scale of 

Heathcliff’s revenge plans, when he corrects Catherine’s assumption that he seeks revenge 
on her by saying: ‘That’s not the plan. The tyrant grinds down his slaves and they don’t 
turn against him; they crush those beneath him.’ 

• Brontë also uses animal metaphors and analogies to stress that there are no lengths to which 
Heathcliff will not go in his quest for revenge: Catherine warns Isabella that he is ‘a fierce, 
pitiless, wolfish man’, while Isabella claims he is more terrifying than ‘a tiger or a 
venomous serpent’. 

• The idea that Heathcliff’s thirst for revenge has dehumanized him is reinforced through the 
way other characters describe him using nouns relating to the supernatural: Nelly ponders, 
‘Is he a ghoul or a vampire?’, while Isabella refers to him as an ‘incarnate goblin’.  

• Heathcliff’s unconcern for the way his revenge quest impacts on others is also emphasized 
through Brontë’s use of a violent animal metaphor in Chapter XIV to highlight his lack of 
compassion: ‘I have no pity! The more the worms writhe, the more I yearn to crush out 
their entrails!’  

 
That being said, there is also evidence that Heathcliff is motivated at least in part by 
ambition. 
• Heathcliff’s thirst for power is indicated when Catherine Earnshaw tells Isabella in Chapter 

X that ‘he’d be quite capable of marrying your fortune and expectations!’ and adds that 
‘avarice is growing with him a besetting sin’. The metaphor of Heathcliff’s avarice 
‘growing’ suggests that greed is a motivating factor in his decision to marry Isabella.  

• Heathcliff’s ambition is also revealed through Brontë’s use of the adjectives ‘dignified’ and 
‘well-formed’ and the image of ‘His upright carriage’ to describe him as returning to 
Wuthering Heights bearing all the hallmarks of a gentleman. While class divisions persisted 
in nineteenth-century English society, the Industrial Revolution facilitated greater social 
mobility by creating opportunities for people to make money, and Heathcliff’s 
transformation suggests that he has exploited the newfound opportunities that emerged 
during this time for men from all backgrounds to advance their social standing. 

• The idea that Heathcliff’s actions are fueled by his desire to be recognized as Catherine, 
Hindley and Edgar’s social equal is reinforced by the way Edgar refers to him as ‘the gipsy 
– the ploughboy’ upon hearing of his return. These derogatory labels remind us of the 
prejudice to which he has been exposed due to his orphan status. While there is no doubt 
that Heathcliff’s efforts to acquire wealth form part of his wider revenge plan by providing 
him with the capital needed to gain power over Hindley, we can also assume that after years 
of being marginalized he derives satisfaction from being recognized as ‘now worthy of any 
one’s regard.’ 

 
Ultimately, however, it could be argued that Heathcliff’s chief motivation is love for 
Catherine, and that this is what drives his quest for revenge. 
• While he resents Hindley for degrading him and Edgar for looking down on him, 

Heathcliff’s hatred of both men arguably owes more to the fact that they thwart his 



 

relationship with Catherine – Hindley by reducing him to the role of servant so that 
Catherine is left feeling that ‘It would degrade me to marry Heathcliff now’, and Edgar 
firstly by marrying her and then by attempting to prevent Heathcliff’s visits, which brings 
about the conflict that hastens Catherine’s decline. 

• The fact that Catherine and Heathcliff’s love is thwarted by class differences and Hindley’s 
efforts to divide them invites us to see Wuthering Heights as a love story in the vein of 
other tales of doomed romances such as Romeo and Juliet (1597) as opposed to solely a 
tale of revenge.  

• Heathcliff’s love for Catherine is clear from the images Brontë uses to convey his strong 
emotions upon being reunited with her on her deathbed – ‘His eyes… flashed fiercely on 
her; his breast heaved convulsively’ – and the image of him removing Edgar’s hair from 
Catherine’s locket and replacing it with ‘a black lock of his own’, which symbolizes his 
enduring love for her. 

• It is also demonstrated through the despairing tone of his exclamations upon learning of 
her death – ‘Oh, God! It is unutterable! I cannot live without my life! I cannot live without 
my soul!’ – and Brontë’s use of violent imagery and an animal simile to convey the 
intensity of his grief, describing how he ‘dashed his head against the knotted trunk’ of a 
tree and ‘howled… like a savage beast’.  

• The fact that Heathcliff abandons his plans to destroy Hareton and Catherine Linton’s 
happiness after seeing Catherine’s ghost, as evidenced by the weary tone he uses to admit 
to Nelly in Chapter XXXIII ‘I have lost the faculty of enjoying their destruction’, also 
undermines the idea that his main motivation is revenge by implying that love matters more 
to him.  

 
Having explored the motivating factors behind Heathcliff’s actions, it is clear that while there 
is substantial evidence for seeing revenge as his main motivation, it is impossible to separate 
that desire for vengeance from his love for Catherine. It is perhaps more accurate to say that 
Heathcliff’s main motivation is love, which manifests as a desire for revenge until the end of 
the novel, when the prospect of being reunited with Catherine leads him to abandon all thoughts 
of revenge and embrace what he identifies as ‘my heaven’. 


