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ABSTRACT 

Since its genesis in eighteenth-century England, the Gothic has provided a face 

for that which is most terrifying in our world. In Victorian England, Gothic monsters 

were embodiments of economic, social, and gendered transitions. In America, different 

fears lurked behind the recognizable tropes, the Gothic useful in considering the dark side 

of the American utopian vision, or the distance between civilized colonizer and racial 

Other. Though critics often read these traditions as separate entities, I propose here a 

transatlantic study of Victorian Gothic versus Southern Gothic conventions, considering 

the ways that Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved share a 

similar concern for the monster within. I first locate these texts within their Gothic 

traditions, revealing a preoccupation with the body, and the known world, that unites 

these texts. I then turn to the ways that Gothic tropes are used to flaw norms of race and 

gender, monstrosity becoming both a site of illumination and revision of dehumanizing 

and debilitating stereotypes of identity. The goal of this project is to highlight the 

redemptive possibilities of the Gothic, demonstrating the ways that tropes of the genre 

prove useful in revising social norms that fail to encompass the reality of the subject.



 

v 

 

INTRODUCTION  

What’s Gothic about Wuthering Heights and Beloved? 

A recent film adaption of Wuthering Heights (2011) by Andrea Arnold depicts the 

tempestuous bond found between young Heathcliff and Catherine as one based on 

notions of shared suffering. In a particularly noteworthy scene, Heathcliff abandons his 

work for a childish ramble on the moors with Catherine, only to be savagely beaten by 

Hindley upon his return. When Catherine later asks to see Heathcliff’s scarred back, and 

his shirt lifts to reveal not just the wounds from Hindley’s whip, but also what appear to 

be initials branded on his shoulder, the kisses Catherine places upon his bleeding body 

blurs the lines of intimacy and monstrosity. Disfiguring images of both race and gender 

haunt this modern adaption, the possessed and caged slave body meeting the vampiric 

and parasitic Victorian woman, and just as in the film, this thesis proposes both an 

interrogation and reformulation of these unilateral representations of identity.  

What follows is a transatlantic study of Victorian Gothic and Southern Gothic 

conventions, tracing the ways that Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved both invoke a tradition rooted in patriarchal and racial hierarchies as 

a means of revealing and revising dehumanizing and intersecting stereotypes of race and 

gender. Though at first glance these two texts come from vastly different worlds, the neo-

slave narrative bearing little in common with a mid-Victorian novel, this thesis seeks to 

demonstrate the ways that, in both contexts, the Gothic functions as a means of 

illumination, and a site of revision, of traditional power hierarchies. Despite the vast gap 

in publication dates, reading Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights alongside Toni 

Morrison’s Beloved forges connections where there were once only divides, bringing 
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together the functionality of the formal elements of the British and American Gothic and 

the various voices of social change that are drawn to texts such as these. Building on the 

theories of transgression and the Gothic outlined by Eve Sedgwick and Judith Halberstam, 

as well as the relationship between the physical body and ideological understandings of 

identity asserted by Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Mary Poovey, and others, I explore 

the ways that the invocation of various Gothic tropes facilitates a challenge to debilitating, 

power-based social hierarchies by revealing the very nature of their construction. The 

goal of this project is to highlight the redemptive possibilities of the Gothic in its ability 

to facilitate a more inclusive spectrum of identity within texts, noting the ways that, for 

both authors, the Gothic mode proves a useful tool in revising non-exclusive systems of 

oppression. 

This project uses traditional Gothic tropes to highlight spaces of entrapment from 

which characters in the mid-Victorian period, and the neo-slave narrative, must be 

liberated. First, I locate Emily Brontë and Toni Morrison within the trajectory of the 

Gothic tradition, noting the ways that the American Gothic exists in relation to the British 

Gothic, and the Southern Gothic is the ‘dark Other’ of the American tradition (Goddu 9-

10). Despite readings of the British versus American traditions that assert Britain’s 

Gothic agenda as social, and the American tradition as psychological
1
, I argue that Emily 

Brontë’s insistent doubling within Heathcliff and Catherine can be read in direct 

conversation with Toni Morrison’s construction of characters like Sethe, monstrosity 

erupting at the very heart of the known world a uniting theme in Victorian England and 

the American South. I then explore the ways that both Brontë and Morrison interrogate 

                                                 
1
Baym, Nina. "Concepts of the Romance in Hawthorne's America." Nineteenth Century Fiction (1984): 

426-443. 
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normative notions of race and gender. I argue that, within both Beloved and Wuthering 

Heights, depictions of gender are problematized by the ability of characters to embody 

both masculinity and femininity, or both human and inhuman, Gothicized by “the crisis 

occasioned by the inability to ‘tell,’ meaning both the inability to narrate and the inability 

to categorize” (Halberstam 23). Here, within Butler’s configuration, doubled, undefinable 

bodies encompass the realm of the abject, and are therefore read as monstrous in both of 

the novels. Finally, I consider the parallels discoverable between patriarchal domination 

and slavery, women of both Wuthering Heights and Beloved denied the opportunity to 

freely fashion their own identities. I consider three themes sourced in both patriarchal 

culture and slavery, entrapment, escape, and a history that haunts, and consider the ways 

that both Emily Brontë and Toni Morrison construct characters struggling to escape the 

binds of domineering, patriarchal authority.  

It is important to note that the Gothic tropes that occur within both Brontë and 

Morrison’s novels are not convenient or incidental, but rather spring from a common 

desire to broaden the possibilities of identity available within the respective historical 

moments the authors depict. There are multiple biographical and textual clues that 

indicate Emily Brontë herself as a performer of a non-normative gender identity, and 

Toni Morrison asserts in her work, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary 

Imagination, the creative and redemptive possibilities of depictions of the black 

experience. I believe that considering these texts as intertextual entities, both “mosaic[s] 

of quotations”
2
 drawn from similar places of subjection, allows for the creation of new 

                                                 
2
 See Kristeva, Julia. The Kristeva Reader (Oxford, 1986). She writes, “Any text is constructed as a mosaic 

of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of another. The notion of intertextuality 

replaces intersubjectivity, and poetic language is read as at least double” (37).  
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meaning within each text respectively. This project does not seek sameness, but rather the 

similar, even interdependent ideas put forth in each text through respective Gothic tropes 

that have long seemed irreconcilable. The process of analyzing the questions of gender, 

race, and class in Wuthering Heights reveals similar preoccupations in Beloved, and vice 

versa.  

Previous Criticism 

Both Wuthering Heights and Beloved have been approached by many critics; 

specifically, scholars of race, gender, and feminism are drawn to these works. These 

novels have been discussed extensively separately, but never together. In light of the fact 

that scholars have read Beloved alongside other Gothic texts of the Victorian period, 

Danielle Russell staging a dialogue between Jane Eyre’s Bertha Mason and Sethe, I aim 

to extend this fruitful comparison to a reading of Wuthering Heights
3
. As I will describe, 

Wuthering Heights is often analyzed in terms of the class and gender commentary, and 

Beloved on representations of race, without overlap. The goal of this thesis is to build 

upon these important readings, inviting a conversation about class and gender within 

Beloved, and race within Wuthering Heights.  

In 1979, Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar published The Madwoman in the Attic, a 

seminal work of Brontë criticism. Gilbert and Gubar write that, rather than reading 

Wuthering Heights as a story about two soul mates, the novel actually depicts the lost 

female origins within the Victorian patriarchy: marriage, womanhood, and gentility make 

up the prison that ultimately destroys Catherine’s spirit (Gilbert and Gubar 248). To 

                                                 
3
 See Russell, Danielle: “Revisiting the Attic: Recognizing the Shared Spaces of Jane Eyre and Beloved” 

(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2009).  



 

ix 

 

Gilbert and Gubar, Wuthering Heights is a novel written from the perspective of a woman 

erased by the increasing expectations and regulations of patriarchy (252).  

Extending the notion that aspects of character’s true selves have been regulated by the 

expectations of normative gender identity, critics such as Jean Kennard and Emily Rena-

Dozier have speculated about what Emily Brontë’s own biography reveals about the 

gender and sexual politics of the novel
4
. Rena-Dozier considers lengthy sections of 

Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë, as well as Charlotte Brontë’s preface to 

the 1850 edition of Wuthering Heights, working to reveal the ways that the tranquility of 

the domestic is predicated on notions of violence and silencing (Rena-Dozier 758). Rena-

Dozier reads the story of Emily Brontë violently beating her dog found within Gaskell’s 

biography as a specifically Gothic eruption within the heart of domestic literature, 

considering the relationship between gender and genre in these texts. Kennard also 

considers Emily Brontë’s biography in her article; however, she interprets similar scenes 

of masculine violence as indicative of a non-normative sexual identity.  

Scholars have also noted the relationship between Gothic monstrosity and Victorian 

identity, Ardel Haefele-Thomas highlighting in her book, Queer Others in the Victorian 

Gothic the ways that many mid-century Victorian authors, including Gaskell, Collins, 

Dickens, and Brontë, approached subjectivities that were deemed by society as 

degenerate or perverse, and interrogated these characterizations through a reconfiguration 

of Gothic tropes  (Haefele-Thomas 6).  

                                                 
4
 Rena-Dozier, Emily. "Gothic Criticisms: Wuthering Heights and Nineteenth-Century Literary History." 

ELH (2010): 756-775. ; Kennard, Jean. "Lesbianism and the Censoring of Wuthering Heights." NWSA 

Journal (1986): 17-36. 
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Other critics have discussed the relationship between madness and gender identity in 

Wuthering Heights, James Eli Adams describing in his book Dandies and Desert Saints 

the relationship between self-discipline and self-mastery and Victorian masculinity. Kelly 

Hurley further nuances these claims, documenting the “cultural labor” necessary to the 

production and maintenance of the performance of the autonomous human subject, 

pointing out the ways that Victorian notions of identity were, in many ways, “uneven, if 

not directly contradictory” (Hurley 8)
5
. For both Heathcliff and Catherine, the performed 

nature of normative Victorian identity is revealed through passion and madness, the 

surfacing of the grotesque or the madwoman revealing the constructed nature of gender 

roles.  

Lastly, critics such as Susan Meyer argue for intersectional readings of women’s 

writing in the Victorian era, highlighting the ways that similar experiences and depictions 

of oppression allow for identification among characters, and more nuanced readings by 

critics today
6
. She writes that, “since the gender positioning of British women writers 

required them to negotiate an association with ‘[other] races’, their feminist impulse to 

question gender hierarchies often provoked an interrogation of race hierarchies” (Meyer 

132).  

Readings of Beloved in relation to Gothic conventions focus primarily on the 

character of Sethe, fixating on the implications of the many animalistic descriptions 

Morrison utilizes within the text. Cedric Gael Bryant theorizes that these grotesque 

descriptions of Sethe’s maternal body collapses the either/or binary that dictated race 

                                                 
5
 Hurley, Kelly. The Gothic Body. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1996. 

6
 Meyer, Susan. Imperialism at Home: Race and Victorian Women's Fiction. Ithica : Cornell University 

Press, 1996. 
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relations in the American South
7
. He writes, “this destabilizing act at the very least 

compels both the characters in the novel and Morrison’s readers to review and perhaps to 

revise normative ideas of what it means to be animal, human, white, black, mother, 

and/or monster” (Bryant 547).  

Other critics have focused on the geography of American Gothic, highlighting the 

ways that it is most visible, and most profound, when read in the context of slavery. Kari 

Winter writes in her book, Subjects of Slavery, Agents of Change, that the Gothic genre 

directly engages with issues of slavery, arguing that, “given the historical context of the 

gothic novel…its characteristic blackness needs to be examined in terms of slavery and, 

more generally, ideologies of race” (Winter 3). Winter also explores the relationship 

between the British and American Gothic movements through the lens of race and the 

abolitionist movement, drawing parallels between eighteenth and early nineteenth-

century English authors in England and America.  

Richard Gray writes of the whitewashed space of the American Gothic as depicted by 

authors such as Poe and Hawthorne, where blackness is read often as indicative of 

psychological madness or mystical, metaphysical knowledge (Gray cites Melville’s 

famous discourse, “Hawthorne and His Mosses”)
8
. Gray traces the similarities between 

the Gothic conventions of the British tradition, and that of the American tradition. He 

writes that, “When Poe tries to describe his version of evil, the darkness at the heart of 

things…it is noticeable that he sometimes adopts the familiar Southern strategy of 

                                                 
7
 Bryant, Cedric Gael. ""the Soul has Bandaged Moments": Reading the African American Gothic in 

Wright's 'Big Boy Leaves Home', Morrison's Beloved, and Gomez's Gilda." African American Review 

(2005): 541-553. 
8
 Grey, Richard. A Companion to the Literature and Culture of the American South . Malden: Blackwell 

Publishing, 2004. 
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associating that vision with Black people” (83). Teresa A. Goddu furthers this assertion 

in her book, Gothic America: Narrative, History, and Nation, by reading Poe through 

both the American Gothic lens and with an eye towards race, writing that geography is an 

important aspect of considerations of the American Gothic; “The Gothic, like race, seems 

to be most visible in a southern locale. Indeed, the South’s ‘peculiar’ identity has not only 

been defined by its particular racial history, but has also often been depicted in gothic 

terms: the South is a benighted landscape, heavy with history and haunted by the ghosts 

of slavery” (Goddu 75).  

Critics have also asserted that both the American and African American traditions are 

haunted by the horrors of slavery, the American Gothic through the problematic use of 

race-based tropes, and the African American Gothic through its depiction of this very 

system as a disfiguring monster. Mischelle Booher redefines the Other of the African 

American Gothic in her article, “It’s Not The House”: Beloved as Gothic Novel,” in the 

assertion that, “[i]n the ghost of Beloved, readers view a spiritual representation of a past 

so horrific to so many people that it appears almost unbelievable to the twentieth century 

reader” (Booher 117). Booher writes the ways that the Gothic genre, often preoccupied 

with notions of the self and the body, is revealed in the African American tradition to 

restructure the monstrous Other from this body marked by racial, gendered, or class 

based difference to the haunting past of slavery. Booher goes on to assert the ways that, 

by emphasizing realism and rationalism in Gothic narratives, the African American 

Gothic works to structure the supernatural as a specifically psychological manifestation 

of past trauma haunting the present, wherein the only explanation is located in the 

unresolved psyche (119).  
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Finally, in her book of nonfiction essays, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the 

Literary Imagination, Toni Morrison responds to many of the above critics, both in her 

assertion that the true meaning of blackness must be restored to American literature, and 

that the American literary canon must be restructured to include the Gothic tradition. She 

writes, “how troubled, how frightened and haunted our early and founding literature is” 

(Morrison 36), and argues that this anxiety is rooted in paranoia surrounding notions of 

race. She insists that critics of literature reexamine founding nineteenth-century texts for 

the “unspeakable things unspoken,” reading “for the ways in which the presence of the 

Afro-Americans has shaped the choices, the language, the structure- the meaning of so 

much of American literature. A search, in other words, for the ghost in the machine” (11).  

Research Methodology, Approaches, and Theoretical Framework  

My thesis joins the conversation surrounding the implications of Gothic conventions 

within the work of Emily Brontë and Toni Morrison by bringing the two discussions 

together; criticism of Beloved largely considers the way that Gothic conventions are used 

to interrogate representations of race, and criticism of Wuthering Heights considers the 

implications of class, gender, and the Gothic. Not only do I see these two texts existing in 

relation to each other, I also think that an intersectional analysis of both novels opens up 

new possibilities for meaning within the texts.  

The primary means by which I explore this topic is textual analysis and close reading. 

Along with the two novels, primary texts such as Elizabeth Gaskell’s The Life of 

Charlotte Brontë, Charlotte Brontë’s preface to the 1850 edition of Wuthering Heights, 

and historical documents such as Coventry Patmore’s Angel in the House, Rudyard 
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Kipling’s White Man’s Burden, and John Ruskin’s Of Queen’s Gardens will aid in the 

contextualization of Wuthering Heights. Interviews with Toni Morrison, consideration of 

her essays and critical articles, including Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary 

Imagination, as well as documentation of the historical Margaret Garner will also be 

helpful in my analysis of the intersection of gender and race within her novel.  

In addition to close reading, I also invoke various theoretical approaches, including 

race and gender theory, as well as theory of the Gothic. Though close reading is my 

primary means of interpretation, critical theory provides shape and substance to each of 

my chapters, historical and cultural context essential to a productive analysis of these 

texts. Judith Halberstam’s seminal text, Skin Shows: Gothic Horror and the Technology 

of Monsters is crucial to the execution of my project, in her nuanced readings of 

nineteenth-century Gothic monsters, and her notion of monstrosity as a narrative 

technology that constantly reproduces difference in the form of race, class, gender, or 

sexuality. Eve Sedgwick’s The Coherence of Gothic Conventions is also essential to my 

project, both in the association of the Gothic with boundaries and their collapse, and in 

comprehensive analysis of specific Gothic conventions. I invoke Michel Foucault’s 

notion of power and regulatory ideals outlined within The History of Sexuality, utilizing 

this text alongside Judith Butler’s Bodies That Matter, and Mary Poovey’s Uneven 

Developments: The Ideological work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England to document 

the ways that the physical body defines one’s social place and possibilities. Finally, my 

conclusion traces the ways that Beloved and Wuthering Heights remain connected 

through modern film productions, and suggests avenues of further study under this 

umbrella of race, gender, and British and American Gothic.  
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Trajectory of the Text  

The first chapter establishes the framework of the Gothic structuring both Emily 

Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved. I explore the unifying set of 

tropes that are discoverable in both Wuthering Heights and Beloved in the context of their 

critical reception, and outline the ways that haunted structures, hero-villains, and Gothic 

heroines function not only as a set of concrete tropes by which the genre is identifiable, 

but also as a form of cultural commentary. I establish the ways that the Gothic is 

employed, noting that both Wuthering Heights and Beloved are hybrid genres, with realist 

and Gothic elements at work, as well as the specific conventions that play out within both 

of these texts.  

It is important to establish a vocabulary of terms within this first chapter, exploring 

uniting Gothic tropes in preparation for later chapters that will consider their various 

ideological workings. Eve Sedgwick writes that the Gothic is defined as,  

An oppressive ruin, a wild landscape, a Catholic or feudal society…the trembling 

sensibility of the heroine and the impetuosity of her lover…discontinuous or 

involuted [form], perhaps incorporating tales within tales, changes of narrators, 

and such framing devices as found manuscripts or interpolated 

histories…priesthood and monastic institutions; sleeplike and deathlike states; 

subterranean spaces and live burial; doubles…affinities between narrative and 

pictorial art; possibilities of incest… (Sedgwick 8)  

This chapter demonstrates where these various tropes appear within both novels- noting 

Catherine as a sensible Victorian maiden and Heathcliff as villainous counterpart, the 
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effect of the various haunted spaces that trap characters in both Wuthering Heights and 

Beloved, the doubling that occurs between Heathcliff and Catherine, or Sethe and the 

inhuman, and the spectral hauntings that lurk within both novels. Through all this, I 

consider how they work within Judith Halberstam’s framework of producing difference 

in opposition to the human.  

The second chapter considers the ways that Gothic tropes reveal flawed gender norms. 

This chapter focuses on the Gothic trope of doubling, an essential part of the gender 

identity of characters in both Wuthering Heights and Beloved. Beginning with a 

discussion of masculinity, I explore the ways that expectations of the gentleman disfigure 

both Heathcliff and Schoolteacher. In light of the Victorian concern with the economic 

usurpations of the colonized Other, and the American obsession with bodily competition, 

I demonstrate the ways that adoption of traditional gender identity is both a means of 

empowerment for the subject, and a signaled threat to others within the text. Performing 

norms of gender facilitates social ascension but also can be read as monstrous by the 

characters who perceive the flaws in their adoption of identity.  

In contrast, norms of femininity disempower and silence the subject. The second half 

of this chapter turns to the ways that both Catherine Earnshaw and Sethe are forced into 

debilitating categories by the gender roles that define them: Sethe is read as inhuman and 

incapable of maternal love and Catherine as sexless and passionless. I demonstrate the 

ways that both female characters rupture these disempowering gender roles through 

doubling, Catherine embracing her passionate femininity at the end of her life and Sethe 

claiming her motherhood at a terrible cost.  
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Finally, I address the real world implications of gender identity as a construct. I show 

how Emily Brontë’s explorations of the possibilities for femininity within her literature 

were reflected in her own life. I also demonstrate the importance of the plural subject for 

Toni Morrison, reversing dehumanizing stereotypes of race and gender a fundamental 

goal within her work.   

The final chapter establishes parallels between the ways that the subjectivities of both 

white and black women are dictated within patriarchal society, finding both based in 

physical, surface readings of the body. Establishing patriarchy as a cultural construct that 

enables both slavery and abuse of women, I demonstrate the ways that both white and 

black women have fought to escape their debilitating, disempowering social roles. I 

consider three tropes sourced in both patriarchy and slavery as a historical context for the 

Gothic, noting moments of entrapment, escape, and lingering scars that remind readers of 

the terrible lengths women will go to escape those who would relegate them to secondary 

roles. To this end, I explore various ideologies of femininity alongside Heathcliff and 

Sethe as dark Others. From there, I turn to the historical context of Beloved in 

conversation with Isabella’s escape in Wuthering Heights, noting the ways that for both 

women, the act of taking the child that results from abusive, duty-riddled unions becomes 

the cost of liberation. Finally, I note the spectral bodies of both texts as indexes of the 

suffering experienced by both white and black women under patriarchy, their haunting a 

lingering record of pain.   

Though this chapter and others draw connections between the Victorians and 

American slave narratives through readings of Gothic tropes, I am not unilaterally 

equating one experience with the other. Instead, my thesis seeks to consider the ways that 
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patriarchal society enables the exploitation and often violent silencing of those that fall 

outside of traditional, hetero-normative masculine bodies, no matter if they are black or 

white. I consider the ways that systems of power broaden definitions of abuse from 

cruelty and violence to many social systems that steal people’s voices and deny them 

fundamental human rights. As Hazel V. Carby, Kari Winter, and others note, these 

parallels are important both inside literary criticism and beyond. Strength and 

empowerment are found in connections, dialogue, and intersectional understandings of 

identity rather than differences and competition, and it is at this point of contact between 

these narratives that I wish to locate my thesis.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 From Castles to Domestic Prisons: Morrison and Brontë’s Gothic Realism 

When Paul D and Sethe, principal characters in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, finally 

reunite after years of running from a past they will never escape, one of the first 

memories of Sweet Home conjured in Paul D by the presence of the ghostly Beloved is of 

the headless bride usually glimpsed in the woods outside the plantation. Paul D says to 

Sethe, “Reminds me of that headless bride back behind Sweet Home. Remember that, 

Sethe? Used to roam the woods regular” (Morrison 16). Sethe’s response, “How could I 

forget? Worrisome…” (16), rhetorically hangs in the air, the headless bride a physical 

manifestation of past trauma haunting the text in the same way that Catherine’s waiflike, 

spectral body wanders the moors outside Wuthering Heights. Within both Brontë and 

Morrison’s novels, mutilated, ghostly bodies erupt within the pages of otherwise 

domestic, realist narratives, rapping on the windows and doors calling out, “Let me in!” 

in feeble, mournful voices. Together, these bodies bear the scars of both race and gender-

based violence: Brontë’s ghost manifesting as a child who will never fit the mold of an 

ideal Victorian woman, and Morrison’s Beloved reflecting a system that devalues and 

ravages her body and her love. It is moments like these that this chapter will begin to 

consider, outlining the unspeakable horrors and grotesque manifestations made visible 

within these two novels through the invocation of Gothic tropes.  

This chapter establishes the Gothic framework that structures both Emily Brontë’s 

Wuthering Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved, exploring the unifying tropes that 

signal both formal elements of the Gothic sourced in eighteenth-century England, and 
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moments of cultural commentary. As we will see, both Emily Brontë’s Wuthering 

Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved continue to complicate the Gothic realism that 

entered the tradition with Ann Radcliffe, Mary Shelley, and others, asking whether 

elements of the supernatural or the terrifying can reveal truths about history and human 

identity. While critics have discussed the Gothic elements of these novels in numerous 

contexts, locating them within British or American traditions, the Female Gothic, the 

Southern or African American Gothic, or the realm of Gothic Horror, my focus in this 

chapter is on the relationship between the Gothic tropes of these otherwise diverse novels, 

noting the ways that the Gothic mechanisms of these texts operate in similar, constricting 

ways for characters of non-normative race and gender
9
. This chapter considers the Gothic 

tropes of both Brontë and Morrison, providing examples such as Heathcliff and Sethe as 

Gothic hero-villains, Catherine II and Denver as Gothic heroines, and domestic spaces as 

sites of entrapment and live burial. I explore the ways that the implementation of the 

Gothic serves to illuminate, not that which is found within the world of fantasy,  but the 

aspects of the real world that have the power to awaken monstrosity within the self. The 

hybrid genre of realism and Gothic, fantasy and reality, in which Emily Brontë is 

foundational, offers a fundamental link between the two texts I am considering here. 

Within both texts, traditional tropes of the Gothic are readable as cages from which both 

the characters of the mid-Victorian period, and the neo-slave narrative must be liberated. 

It is the task of this first chapter to define such conventions and reveal how they distort 

the selfhood of the characters to which they apply.  

                                                 
9
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In preparation for an in depth consideration of the uniting Gothic tropes that populate 

both Wuthering Heights and Beloved, it is important to note the specifically Victorian 

preoccupation with the physical world and the body that closely resembles the neo-slave 

narrative of Beloved, a text inundated with ruminations on the ways society 

problematically deploys bodies
10

. In her seminal work, The Coherence of Gothic 

Conventions, Eve Sedgwick notes first the tendency of the eighteenth-century Gothic 

novels, exemplified by Lewis’s The Monk, or Radcliffe’s The Mysteries of Udolpho, to be 

a consideration of the divide within the self between the rational and the irrational. She 

writes that, “the psychological model adumbrated by such critical language is one in 

which superficial layers of convention and prohibition, called ‘the rational,’ conceal and 

repress a deep central well of primal material, ‘the irrational,’ which is the locus of the 

individual self, which could or should pass to the outside” (Sedgwick 11). She highlights 

the ways that authors consider the surfacing of the irrational in Gothic texts as exemplary 

of a “true self” in the subject (12). However, Sedgwick’s study also importantly identifies 

the diversion of the nineteenth-century Gothic from a fixation on inner psychology to the 

physical body and space, highlighting the ways that authors like Charlotte and Emily 

Brontë and Charles Dickens become much more concerned with the relationship between 

the body, its location, and its monstrous characteristics. Sedgwick considers the “special” 

places of the Gothic that are defined by its conventions- live burials, haunted houses, 

transgressive bodies- and notes the ways that “these qualities equate [them] with, rather 

than differentiat[e] them from the surrounding space” (24). My project approaches the 
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 See especially Michael Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I (New York: Random House, 1978). 

Here, he defines the private workings of the body, and particularly one’s sexuality, as “the secret” power 
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Gothic tropes of both Brontë and Morrison, noting the ways that the implementation of 

the Gothic serves to illuminate, not that which is special, horrifying, or strange, but the 

mundane conventions of the world that have the power to awaken monstrosity within the 

subject. Each trope considered appears not in the fantasy world of castles and medieval 

heroes, but rather in the real world of the author. In this way, the Gothic is transformed 

into a mechanism of social commentary, both in the Victorian era and the Neo-slave 

narrative.  

Gothic Bodies and Their Origins  

Because within literature Gothic tropes are often related to, or indicative of, certain 

bodily characteristics and attitudes, throughout the chapter it is important to consider the 

various critical conversations that surround the relationship between Gothic tropes and 

the Other, the abhuman, or the monster
11

. Judith Halberstam has argued that Gothic 

monsters “mark a peculiarly modern emphasis upon the horror of particular kinds of 

bodies” (Halberstam 3) and these bodies are “technologies” that signal as many marks of 

deviant race, class, gender, or sexuality as a reader can produce within the text
12

. Judith 

Butler corroborates this relationship between the appearance of the body and the way one 

is perceived in society, arguing that it is through the production of certain markers of 

normative sexuality that one becomes “visible” within society; to identify outside these 

regulatory ideals is to constitute the abject, the border, or the inhuman (Butler 3). 
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 These three terms signal a point of meeting within psychoanalysis, gender, and race theory. See Julia 
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Interestingly, Mary Poovey relates this conversation to women of the mid-nineteenth 

century, arguing that socially constructed norms of gender and sexual difference were 

articulated within the nineteenth century as a means of “develop[ing] England’s 

characteristic social institutions…organiz[ing] its most basic economic and legal relations, 

and…rationaliz[ing] its imperial ambitions” (Poovey 2). Here, the body affirms 

hierarchies of both race and gender power regulations.  

Both Brontë and Morrison prefigure these theoretical approaches in their own 

construction of Gothic characters and monsters, representing monstrosity as both 

oppositional to the human and located within the self. There is a significant body of 

criticism that asserts the differences in the British and American Gothic traditions
13

. 

Many argue that the British Gothic operates as a form of social commentary, with Gothic 

monsters either representative of the social ills that plague society or simply indicative of 

what society perceives as monstrous (Goddu 9; Halberstam 6). In contrast, the American 

Gothic reflects dark psychological workings within American colonizers, either read as 

the mystical and introspective mind of the author or the dark underside of the American 

utopian vision (Goddu 7). However, it is possible to read these projects as more 

interrelated than critics have allowed
14

. In a reading of Charles Brockden Brown’s 

Wieland; or, The Transformation, Marc Amfreville writes that, “English Gothic writing 

had hitherto produced fiction that either conveyed its readers away from reality into a 
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 See David Punter’s The Literature of Terror (New York: Longman Publishing, 1996). He writes that the 
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distant world of terror-inducing supernatural…In contrast, the close-at-hand universe 

Brown takes us into is based on a reality that constantly threatens, through its never-

solved mysteries, to bring its protagonist to destruction” (Amfreville 134). Here, the 

author draws a distinction particularly within the British Gothic of the eighteenth century 

and the American Gothic of the early nineteenth century; however, this statement has 

little to do with the Gothic realism of Brontë’s text, one which accomplishes the exact 

purpose of creating “a reality that constantly threatens.” In the world created by Emily 

Brontë in Wuthering Heights, she accomplishes what Halberstam terms, “the hideous 

eruption of the monstrous in the heart of domestic England” (Halberstam 11), 

constructing a direct relationship between Gothic and domestic narrative form by 

demonstrating “ways in which the domestic is predicated on acts of violence” (Rena-

Dozier 760). Both the American and Victorian Gothic traditions transpose the spectral 

hauntings and grotesque mutations of the foundational eighteenth-century British texts 

into the world of the everyday. In this way, within Wuthering Heights Gothic monstrosity 

is not just readable beneath Heathcliff’s gentlemanly facade, but also within Edgar Linton 

and Hindley Earnshaw as heavy-handed, tyrannical father figures, or in Catherine 

Earnshaw’s simultaneous appearance as a sensible maiden and a madwoman. In Beloved, 

Morrison interrogates the Gothic monstrosity of the traditional dark villain through 

constructing Sethe both as a grotesque and murderous slave woman and mother whose 

love is unabashedly “thick” (Morrison 239). The novel raises questions about what 

conditions bring about human monstrosity, transposing the label onto a larger system of 

inequality that disfigures all that operate within it
15

. By bridging the gap between fantasy 
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and reality, both the nineteenth-century Gothic and the neo-slave narrative invoke the 

Gothic to break down boundaries between the normative and the monstrous.  

Gothic Tropes Mirror Social Problems  

The implications of combining the fantastical world of the Gothic with the reality of 

the domestic narrative were particularly important for authors of the Female Gothic 

tradition. Both Beloved and Wuthering Heights function as hybrid Gothic-domestic 

narratives that situate the fantastic within the domestic space as a means of rejecting 

inhibiting stereotypes of femininity. Morrison locates both the ghostly presence of 

Beloved and her physical manifestation within 124, and Catherine Earnshaw constantly 

battles the boundaries of the domestic, as a child attempting to escape, and her ghost 

fighting to come back in. In regards to the Gothic texts of the Brontës, Diane Long 

Hoeveler writes that,  

Each of these novels stands as an indictment of the limitations of Gothic feminism 

in their examination of various Gothic feminist strategies- rejection of 

motherhood, control of the patriarchal estate, struggle with tyrannical religious 

forces, overthrow of the suffocating and claustrophobic nuclear family, the 

celebration of education for women- and each novel concludes on a compromised 

note. Women sometimes survive in the Brontë universe, but sometimes they do 

not. (186) 

                                                                                                                                           
University Press, 1999). She writes of the Middle Passage scene in Morrison’s Beloved that both white and 

black bodies are dismembered through the eyes of the slave girl, her body perceived in parts due to the 

disjointed reality created on the slave ship, and the “men without skin” dismembered and denied 

subjectivity because of their cruelty (79). Mischelle Booher writes in “It’s not the house: Beloved as Gothic 

Novel” that both British and American Gothic traditions find horror in the everyday, and both also locate 

these horrors within the self. She notes the ways that this manifests in the history of slavery, a revelation of 

the monstrous Other within American colonizers (121) 
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Here, Hoeveler both defines the mechanisms of empowerment within the Female Gothic 

tradition and its limits: though both Brontë and Morrison work to subvert the privileges 

and assumptions of the family and other patriarchal institutions through incest, murder, 

and deep sibling rivalry, both novels end in a somewhat dissatisfying way for the female 

protagonists. Though in Wuthering Heights, Heathcliff and Catherine’s pseudo-

incestuous bond facilitates her freedom as a child and even allows for passion within the 

otherwise passionless role of the Victorian angel in the house, this bond ultimately drives 

her to hysteria and death. In Beloved, though Sethe is able to undermine the racial 

hierarchies that prevent her from claiming her identity as mother and is able to take 

ownership of her love for both Denver and Beloved, this love comes at the price of Paul 

D, her community, and her own child. It is this mutilated love for her child that ultimately 

destroys her. Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar summarize well the inherent 

contradiction within the Female Gothic tradition, writing that Wuthering Heights is a 

novel written from the perspective of a woman erased by the increasing expectations and 

regulations of patriarchy (Gilbert and Gubar 252). To Gilbert and Gubar, “hell is a 

household very like Wuthering Heights” (260), and “given the patriarchal nature of 

culture, women must fall- that is, they are already fallen because they are doomed to fall” 

(277). Still, despite these ambiguous conclusions, many still read Female Gothic texts as 

crucial moments of feminine empowerment, their central focus the retelling of stories 

from an otherwise marginalized perspective. Anya Heis-von der Lippe writes that Toni 

Morrison’s novels “share a common narrative approach towards the Female Gothic body 

as a symbol of corporeal violence” (166), and that the fixation on the scarred body, as 

well as the disjointed and fragmented text, place the focus squarely on the female body as 
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a site of corporeal memory, marking individual transgressions and historical abuses. This 

reading is also applicable to Brontë’s text, where Catherine’s wasted, pregnant body 

becomes a visible symbol both of her attempts to conform to traditional modes of 

feminine performance and her resistance to these norms of gender
16

.  

In many readings, the Female Gothic tradition is intimately tied with the African 

American Gothic tradition, and this and other chapters work to invite a conversation 

about race within Wuthering Heights as well as within Beloved. Far from being strictly a 

gendered ambiguity, it becomes clear in reading Wuthering Heights that Heathcliff’s 

status as Other and outsider are directly related to his race, termed a “dark gypsy” and 

“the son of a fortune teller” when apprehended outside of the Linton’s window (Brontë 

49, 50). Gilbert and Gubar contribute a foundational reading of Heathcliff that invokes 

notions of both race and gender, writing that in many ways, Heathcliff’s performance of 

masculinity is distinctly feminine. They write, “In even the most literal way, then, he is 

what Elaine Showalter calls ‘a woman’s man,’ a male figure into which a female artist 

projects in a disguised form her own anxieties about her sex and its meaning in her 

society” (Gilbert and Gubar 294). Here, they point to the earlier assertion that patriarchal 

institutions function as a form of erasure for women in the nineteenth century, asserting 

that Heathcliff embodies this anxiety through his namelessness, his identity as a gypsy 

orphan, and the way that he speaks in an “animal-like gibberish,” all of which render him 

as “illegitimate as daughters are in a patrilineal culture” (294). His animalistic qualities 

throughout the novel reveal what Halberstam terms to be an essential shift in Gothic 

preoccupations in the nineteenth century, “the terrain of Gothic horror shift[ing] from the 
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fear of corrupted aristocracy or clergy, represented by the haunted castle or abbey, to the 

fear embodied by monstrous bodies” (Halberstam 16). Halberstam points to the ways that, 

with the rise of bourgeois culture and the decline of the aristocracy, national identity was 

perceived not by one’s aristocratic bloodline, but by one’s race or class identity. Race, a 

visible marker of difference, became an easy measure for those deemed parasitic of 

national resources and privileges. Halberstam writes that, “Non-nationals, like Jews, for 

example, but also like the Irish or Gypsies, came to be increasingly identified by their 

alien natures and the concept of ‘foreign’ became even more closely associated with a 

kind of parasitical monstrosity, a non-reproductive sexuality, and an anti-English 

character” (16). Heathcliff’s identity as gypsy, as well as his transformation into a 

Victorian gentleman, and his usurpation of the control of both Wuthering Heights and the 

Grange point to a nationalist paranoia within the text, his dark body therefore signifying 

all that was terrifying in the Victorian empire.  

It is in this way that the Gothic conventions employed within Wuthering Heights 

correlate with the African American Gothic tropes at work within Beloved. Morrison’s 

text is not only haunted by similar forms of racial paranoia, but also represents black 

bodies that are no longer simply “conveniently bound and violently silenced” (Morrison 

38); these are empowered revisions of the traditional Gothic mode. That her neo-slave 

narrative evokes the Gothic tradition as a means of depicting the horrors of slavery is not 

coincidental, as the rise of the Gothic novel in England coincided with a heightened 

debate about abolition. Teresa Goddu writes in her chapter, Haunting Back: Harriet 

Jacobs, African-American Narrative, and the Gothic that, “slavery was a significant part 

of the historical context that produced the Gothic and against which it responded” 
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(Goddu 132). She continues that “the Gothic’s focus on the terror of possession, the 

iconography of imprisonment, the fear of retribution, and the weight of sin provide a 

useful vocabulary and register for the images by which to represent the scenes of 

America’s greatest guilt: slavery” (133). Though all these tropes of the experience of 

enslavement are represented within Morrison’s text, she also responds directly to the 

Gothic trope of dehumanization and monstrous Othering of the black body, the stories of 

both Sethe and Beloved asserted to be primarily about giving them the opportunity to 

speak back against the society that degraded them. In a 1978 interview published in the 

Women’s Review of Books, Toni Morrison comments on the ways she intended Beloved 

and Sethe to operate within her novel. She says of Beloved, “she is also another kind of 

dead which is not spiritual but flesh, which is, a survivor of a true, factual slave ship. She 

speaks the language, a traumatized language, of her own experiences…” (Morrison 247). 

Here, Morrison identifies Beloved as the resurrected victim of the horror of slavery, her 

task to speak that which has been deemed unspeakable by the American Gothic tradition. 

When discussing Sethe’s claim, “Beloved, she my daughter. She mine” (236), Morrison 

reflects, “if you made that claim, an un-heard of claim, which is that you are the mother 

of these children- that’s an outrageous claim for a slave woman. She just became a 

mother, which is becoming a human being in a situation which is earnestly dependent on 

you not being one” (252). Here, Morrison’s choice to allow her characters to speak, to 

overwhelm her text with the Gothic convention of multiple, if at times unreliable 

narrators, performs what Cedric Gael Bryant identifies as an essential function of the 

African American Gothic. He writes, “Monstrosity is the unspeakable- race, sexuality, 

gender, class, oppression- but it is also in African American literature, the response that is 
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spoken, that ‘claims’ a retaliatory monstrous difference” (Bryant 544)
17

. This claiming of 

monstrosity does not valorize Sethe within the text, as Morrison does not attempt to veil 

the horror of her violent act of defiance against Schoolteacher. However, Beloved as a 

Gothic text empowers Sethe to assert her own humanity against a tradition that sought 

unilaterally to vilify her; in the context of Morrison’s narrative, this response works to 

extend notions of monstrosity from the black body to the system of fear and 

dehumanization that compels people to acts of violence. 

From Castles to Domestic Prisons  

Turning now to the specific conventions of these texts, I first consider the 

preoccupation with the domestic space that appears in both novels, the haunted castle of 

the eighteenth-century Gothic transformed in Victorian contexts into the looming prison 

of the home. Briefly noting Elizabeth Imlay’s assertion that Brontë’s Gothic is defined by 

a preoccupation with the themes of “containment and escape” (Imlay 11), and the ways 

that Sedgwick figures the Gothic as a “spatialized” model, where “the self…[is] 

massively blocked off from something to which it ought normally to access” (Sedgwick 

12), the wall of both Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange figure as 

insurmountable barriers that constantly hinder the subjects of the novel. Like the literal 

walls of a house, these barriers confine the physical bodies of characters to certain spaces; 

however in a more thematic realm, their very function as fixtures of containment enable 

them to be representations of a past that haunts, the walls of Wuthering Heights a prison 
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of memories for those that live on within the text
18

. First noting the physical barriers the 

walls of the house represent, within Wuthering Heights there is discoverable a 

preoccupation with windows, doors, and other openings that breach the otherwise 

immovable boundary of the house walls. Inundated with notions of surveillance, these 

openings either become a means of gaining power over others through the act of 

voyeuristically looking, or they function to disempower the subject as one’s ability to 

move willfully through these spaces is denied. First and most obviously discoverable 

with the ghost of Catherine’s frantic request through the window to be allowed back into 

Wuthering Heights, “As it spoke, I discerned, obscurely, a child’s face looking through 

the window” (Brontë 25), this theme also appears the first time Catherine is admitted into 

Thrushcross Grange. Here, though initially barred from entrance into the home, Catherine 

is later forcefully dragged in by the Linton’s watchdog, and it is here that the inhibiting 

norms of Victorian femininity are first imposed upon her. Brontë writes, “We crept 

through a broken hedge, groped our way up the path, and planted ourselves on a flower-

plot under the drawing room window” (47). When the children are discovered to be 

spying, and the dogs are let loose, Brontë continues, “I had Cathy by the hand, and was 

urging her on, when all at once she fell down…the devil had seized her ankle, Nelly: I 

heard his abominable snorting...” (48). Here, the dog drags Catherine into the domestic 

space as she tries to run, separating her from Heathcliff, and the life she’s known, for the 

first time. Finally, when Catherine confines herself in the sickroom in the last days of her 

life, it is the enclosure of the house and its trappings that drive her mad, her face in the 
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judgments. He writes, “There are times when the black man is locked into his body” (Johnson 601).   



 

14 

 

mirror disconcerting, and the bedclothes binding. Brontë writes, “I wish I were out of 

doors! I wish I were a girl again, half savage and hardy, and free…and laughing at 

injuries, not maddening under them!” (130). Here, the home, and the weakness it compels 

within her, causes Catherine to long for her childhood days free of the trappings of proper 

femininity. Within the text, mentions of the house and its confines also underscore the 

limits of the subject within its Gothic parameters, for when Catherine and Heathcliff are 

dragged into Thrushcross Grange, both are confined to their Gothicized roles of heroine 

and villain; the Lintons treat her with respect and care, he as a ruffian or a monster: “she 

was a young lady, and they made a distinction between her treatment and mine.” (50). 

Enclosed in the sickroom, Catherine experiences similar confinement within the role of 

heroic, yet weakened woman; in this way, the domestic space functions as a space of 

containment within Wuthering Heights.  

As previously stated, the walls of Wuthering Heights enclose more than physical 

bodies within the text, and it is this characteristic that ties it to 124 in important ways. 

When Lockwood is first introduced to the physical space of Wuthering Heights, he notes 

the antique, Gothic elements of the architecture. Brontë writes, “Before passing the 

threshold, I paused to admire a quantity of grotesque carving lavished over the front, and 

especially about the principal door; above which, among a wildness of crumbling griffins 

and shameless little boys, I detected the date ‘1500’ and the name ‘Hareton Earnshaw’ 

(Brontë 2). Here and other places, characters of the past are inscribed upon the walls, the 

ceilings, and the archways of Wuthering Heights, the house inalienably marked by its 
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history
19

. Here we see that Morrison’s haunted house is related to Brontë’s, the house at 

124 characterized as a living and breathing entity that not only enshrines the unfolding 

drama, but directly reflects characters and memories in a way that is visible to all who go 

near it. In a way that is similar to Catherine’s classic refrain in Wuthering Heights, “Let 

me in!” (25), repeated quotes and phrases echo throughout Morrison’s Beloved.  Each of 

the three parts of the text begin with her classic refrain “124 was…”, the reader not left 

outside to fight for access like Lockwood of Wuthering Heights, but rather invited within 

the complex narrative unfolding within the home. The first section begins, “124 was 

spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom. The women in the house knew it and so did the children. 

For years each put up with the spite in his own way, but by 1873 Sethe and her daughter 

Denver were its only victims” (Morrison 2). Here, Morrison not only sets up the women 

of the text as its central subjects and victims, she also situates the house itself as a direct 

player in the fate of both Sethe and Beloved. This personification of the house relates to 

the mechanisms of the domestic within Brontë’s text, the Gothic roles these character 

play out tied to their confinement and ultimate liberation from the home space. The 

second section of Beloved begins, “124 was loud. Stamp Paid could hear it even from the 

road. He walked toward the house holding his head as high as possible so nobody looking 

could call him a sneak, although his worried mind made him feel like one” (199). Here, 

the house becomes an audible reminder of guilt, its structure a symbol of both the horrors 

that historically occurred within its bounds, and the current suffering brought by the loss 

of Paul D, an occurrence in which Stamp Paid was an integral player. In this way, the 
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house as a Gothic, monstrous space also becomes a Gothic eruption within the everyday 

landscape, a visible reminder of all the suffering housed within its walls. Finally, 

Morrison introduces the house in the third section as “quiet” (281), reflective of the 

attitudes of those that live inside of it, rather than a distant villain or insidious reminder of 

the past. It is in these final moments of the text that Morrison’s Gothic structure fully 

merges with the meaning Brontë inscribes on her Gothic house. When the women 

confront the house that holds Beloved, they see a past they wish they could revise and 

cannot; they see a wall through which there is no access point, for if they had not been 

jealous of Baby Suggs and Sethe and her arrogant happiness, someone might have 

stopped Schoolteacher that day. Morrison writes, “Mothers, dead now, moved their 

shoulders to mouth harps. The fence they had leaned on and climbed over was gone. The 

stump of the butternut had split like a fan. But there they were, young and happy, playing 

in Baby Sugg’s yard, not feeling the envy that surfaced the next day” (304). In this way, 

Morrison employs the Gothic haunted house as a site of both suffering and healing, her 

character able both to embrace and confront the past within the text, this scene ending 

with Sethe finally able to direct her rage where it truly belongs: not at Schoolteacher, but 

at his ghost, the memory of a past that was not free.  

Heroes, Heroines, and Gothic Monsters 

Transitioning from a consideration of Gothic structures to the humans that populate 

them, both Heathcliff and Sethe align with the tradition of the Gothic hero-villain, 

doubleness a crucial aspect of what renders them strange, and monstrous, to those who 

interact with them in the text. Helen Stoddart defines the hero-villain figure as, “The hero 

is in the first place, cursed by a rebellious impulse to test and transgress human social and 
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ethical constraints. It is this consistent and fatal over-reaching which constitutes the core 

ambivalence of this figure; both violent, threatening and often demonic…yet at the same 

time always an outsider…in a state of suffering and an object of persecution” (Stoddart 

178). Here, Stoddart describes the way that this figure simultaneously evokes sympathy 

and alarm- both intentionally Othered and ostracized, and one who disrupts the very 

boundaries that render him foreign. Sedgwick again helpfully links this doubleness of 

role to Heathcliff, writing that, “If Catherine’s relation to herself, and her language, is a 

forceful and insistent denial of doubleness, Heathcliff’s is just the opposite, a sort of 

Manichaeism of suppression and expression. It is Heathcliff’s plunging into doubleness 

that makes his Gothic affinities so obvious” (Sedgwick 107). Suppression and expression 

as a binary defines the relationship found between Heathcliff and Catherine, both extreme 

intimacy and assertions of foreignness readable in every interaction they have post 

Catherine’s untimely entrance into Thrushcross Grange. This constant need to assert 

distance between herself and Heathcliff manifests when he first returns to Wuthering 

Heights after his mysterious absence, Catherine setting a separate table to accommodate 

his “lower order” (Brontë 99). Her awareness of his lowness is alluded to earlier in the 

text as well, when she asserts that it would “degrade her” to marry Heathcliff over Edgar 

due to his lack of money (81). Further doubling within the character of Heathcliff 

manifests when Isabella casts him as her romantic hero. Catherine responds to her,  

Tell her what Heathcliff is: an unreclaimed creature, without refinement, without 

civilization; an arid wilderness of furze and whinstone. I’d as soon put that little 

canary into the park on a winter’s day, as recommend you to bestow your hear on 

him…Pray don’t imagine that he conceals depths of benevolence and affection 
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beneath a stern exterior. He’s not a rough diamond…he’s a fierce, pitiless, 

wolfish man. (105) 

Here, Heathcliff is cast simultaneously as a figure of romance and a threat to the 

tranquility of the domestic space. Both acknowledge a diverging character that lurks 

between the civilized, gentlemanly facade, Isabella perceiving a hidden benevolence, 

Catherine a hidden monstrosity. This duality of romance and villainy characterizes 

Heathcliff throughout the plot, situating him well within the tradition of the hero-villain 

as both of a figure of intimacy and even romance, and foreignness and transgression.  

This dualism between intimacy and foreignness, or between inhumanity and 

humanity, also underscores the way that Sethe is characterized in Beloved. Similarly to 

Heathcliff, she is simultaneously a figure of sympathy and one of villainy in the text, her 

double nature discoverable in the irreducible combination of human motherlove and 

violence that seems outside the bounds of human conception. Helen Stoddart writes that 

the innate contradictions that render the hero-villain so useful for Gothic writers also 

function as a form of social critique, addressing both cultural hypocrisy and institutions 

of power. She writes,  

The figure is intrinsic to the social critique of a number of texts because…he is 

rarely denounced as the cause of evil himself, but rather he ‘invites respect and 

understanding’ since ‘real evil is identified among embodiments of tyranny, 

corruption, and prejudice, identified with certain, aristocratic figures and, more 

frequently, with institutions of power manifested in government hierarchies, 

social norms and religious superstitions. (Stoddart 178) 
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Here, Stoddart aligns perfectly with the way that Sethe functions in Beloved, Morrison 

asserting in a 1989 interview in A World of Ideas that the true pain of reading her novel is 

the clarity it offers about who and what is monstrous in American culture. She says, 

“Many people cannot bear the thought of having to revise [one’s] concept of themselves 

and their neuroses, their own sense of the past….” (Morrison 265). Within Beloved, this 

revision is accomplished through the ultimate transgression of “safety with a handsaw” 

(193), the act of protection through murder transgressing the boundary of human and 

animal, rational and irrational. Describing the moment that Sethe reacts to Schoolteacher 

coming to re-enslave her and her children, Morrison writes, “So Stamp Paid did not tell 

him how she flew, snatching up her children like a hawk on the wing; how her face 

beaked, how her hands worked like claws, how she collected them every which way; one 

on her shoulder, one under her arm, one by the hand, the other shouted forward into the 

woodshed filled with just sunlight and shaving now…” (185). Here, Morrison describes 

her fierce protectiveness of her children in distinctly animal terms, yet the expression of a 

mother’s love is the one human characteristic no slave master can deny. Morrison further 

Gothicizes the doubleness within Sethe by her ability to be both monstrous and human, 

her assertions of self-ownership signaling both a claiming of humanity and a monstrous 

will. Sethe asserts her ownership of self, telling Paul D that,  

I birthed them and I got them out and it wasn’t no accident. I did that. I had help, 

of course, lots of that, but still it was me doing it…Me having to look out. Me 

using my own head. But it was more than that. It was a kind of selfishness I never 

knew nothing about before…I was big, Paul D, and deep and wide and when I 

stretched out my arms all my children could get in between. (191) 
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 Here, he is alarmed by her ability to situate herself outside what is expected and 

normative for the slave woman. Her ownership of self, overwhelming the text with “I” 

and “mine,” is a distinctly taboo and an even monstrous act for a person whose body is 

not her own, and this serves to construct her as both monstrous and human. He says, 

“This here Sethe was new…This here Sethe talked about love like any other woman; 

talked about baby clothes like any other woman, but what she meant could cleave the 

bone. This here Sethe talked about safety with a handsaw” (193). It is here that the 

sophistication of Sethe’s monstrous characterization is fully visible, for the text does not 

deny the horror of Sethe’s motherlove, but rather uses this all-consuming need to assert 

her selfhood as a means of pointing to the larger truth: “Unless carefree, motherlove was 

a killer” (155). Rather than unilaterally demonizing Sethe, allowing the animalistic 

double to subsume the humanity of her character, Morrison uses this dualism to point 

back to a system that creates the unfathomable choice that death is better than living, and 

murder is the ultimate expression of love and sacrifice.  

Interestingly, in both Wuthering Heights and Beloved the authors offer Gothic 

heroines defined by their attempts to subvert the generic conventions that render them in 

need of rescue, both Cathy II and Denver facilitating their own empowerment through 

education and achieved social mobility. In an analysis of the Gothic heroine, Avril 

Horner writes that, “The heroine’s attempts to escape…indicates a desire to subvert a 

domestic ideology which was beginning to tyrannize the lives of middle-class women 

within a capitalist, newly industrialized society; in such a society the bourgeois home was 

becoming uncomfortably like the castle or prison of the Gothic texts in the ways that it 

constrained its female inhabitants” (Horner 181). Here, Horner may as well be writing 
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about Cathy II in Wuthering Heights, a figure who not only views the home as a prison 

that inhibits her explorations into the outside world (echoing her mother and namesake), 

but also makes it her goal to escape the trappings of domesticity that confine her to 

Thrushcross Grange. When describing the young Cathy II, Nelly says to Lockwood, “She 

was the most winning thing that ever brought sunshine into a desolate house: a real 

beauty in face, with the Earnshaws’ handsome dark eyes, but the Lintons’ fair skin and 

small features and yellow curling hair. Her spirit was high, though not rough, and 

qualified by a heart sensitive and lively to excess in its affections” (Brontë 194). Here, 

the contradiction of Cathy’s character becomes clear: she is both angelic and spirited, 

both a Victorian feminine ideal of sensitivity and femininity and uncontrolled and 

excessive in her affections. Working within the Female Gothic tradition of education 

being a crucial key to empowerment, Brontë writes that Linton “took her education 

entirely on himself, and made it an amusement” (195); Catherine constantly pushes the 

boundaries of what is expected and allowed of her within domestic confines. She dreams 

that as a woman, she will be able to venture to the tops of the nearby Penistone Craggs 

and across the moors (196), and constantly conjures daydreams of the wild adventures 

that take her outside the walls of the home: “Catherine came to me, one morning, at eight 

o’clock, and said she was that day an Arabian merchant, going to cross the Desert with 

his caravan, and I must give her plenty of provision for herself and beasts…” (197). 

Though in many ways her identity as captive and her propensity for escape render her the 

perfect Gothic heroine, Brontë continues the themes of entrapment and confinement 

throughout the telling of Cathy II’s tale. Though her escape is ultimately successful, it is 
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from one domestic space to the other, and the novel ends with Cathy still confined within 

a marriage and a home that was not her of her choosing.  

Within Beloved, Denver also fits the role of the restless heroine, dreaming of being a 

part of the world outside the domestic space; however, unlike Cathy, it is her own fear 

rather than another person that keeps her bound to 124. Eve Sedgwick writes that the 

unspeakable functions as a wall that prevents characters from obtaining knowledge or 

understanding, trapping them in places of fear and horror. She writes, “The unspeakable 

here is an interpersonal barrier where no barrier ought to be- language is properly just the 

medium that should flow between people, mitigating their physical and psychic 

separateness- but once this barrier comes into being, it is breached only at the cost of 

violence and deepened separateness” (Sedgwick 16). Here, Sedgwick’s assertion that the 

unspeakable functions as a form of paralyzing and silencing fear within the Gothic text is 

an effective model for the fear that first binds Denver to the home and ultimately 

becomes the challenge she must overcome in her liberation from 124. When describing 

Denver’s first experience in school, Morrison writes, “She was so happy she didn’t even 

know she was being avoided by her classmates- that they made excuses and altered their 

pace not to walk with her. It was Nelson Lord- the boy as smart as she was- who put a 

stop to it; who asked her the question about her mother that put chalk, the little i and all 

the rest that those afternoons held, out of reach forever” (Morrison 121). Denver’s fear of 

the outside world stems from its ability to speak the unspeakable about her home and her 

mother’s past. She is unable to face this truth about her mother, and the fear this question 

that Nelson Lord poses awakens within her becomes the cage that binds her to 124 for 

most of the novel. Morrison continues, “She never went back. The second day she didn’t 
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go, Sethe asked her why not. Denver didn’t answer. She was too scared to ask her 

brothers or anyone else Nelson Lord’s question because certain odd and terrifying 

feelings about her mother were collecting around the things that leapt up inside her” 

(121). The notion that Denver was somehow implicit in the death of the Crawling 

Already? Girl, that her act of taking her mother’s milk mixed with the blood of her sister 

somehow renders her an accomplice haunts Denver along with the fear of her mother’s 

ability to kill again, and it is this unspeakable history that functions as Sedgwick’s 

boundary. Morrison’s ending departs from Wuthering Heights in the ultimate outcome of 

her Gothic heroine, for Denver’s ability to escape the bounds of 124 is facilitated by her 

ability to speak what, to her, is unspeakable, for perhaps the first time. In the final section 

of Beloved, when Denver first arrives at Lady Jones’s house to beg for work, cannot 

answer any of the questions Lady Jones asks her. Her silence breaks when she says, “My 

ma’am, she doesn’t feel good” (292), and here in this moment of asking for help, of 

embracing the community instead of ostracizing it in the way of her mother, that Denver 

finally reaches the community that has avoided her family for so long. “Sacks of white 

beans…plate[s] of cold rabbit meat” (293) begin to appear on her door, and Denver 

begins to learn to read again through her connection to Lady Jones. Morrison often 

empowers her characters through the act of speaking within this novel, highlighted also in 

the previous example of Sethe claiming her motherhood through the repeated use of “I”. 

Here, Morrison gives Denver a voice through education and courage to face her past, and 

it is in this way that she facilitates healing and empowerment for her Gothic heroine.  

Overall, this chapter has defined and considered the Gothic tropes that structure both 

Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved.  I considered the ways 
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that these conventions work both to bind characters within inhibiting stereotypes of race 

and gender, and transgress their traditional forms through sympathy and identification, 

representing monstrosity as something at times innate to humanity. When reading both 

Wuthering Heights and Beloved, it is hard to imagine that the specifically Gothic 

characters and settings of the text are not employed with a purpose. Ardel Haefele-

Thomas writes in her book, Queer Others in Victorian Gothic that, “Many Victorian 

authors, including solidly mid-century writers like Wilkie Collins, and Elizabeth Gaskell, 

approach subjectivities deemed ‘degenerate’, ‘perverse’ and/or radically ‘other’ 

sympathetically through the complex mechanism of Gothic and their radical 

reconfiguration of monstrosity” (Haefele-Thomas 4). Halberstam also claims that the 

Gothic erupted in Victorian England along with the reorganization of the class system, 

where the aesthetics of race and gender became marks of inequality rather than one’s 

aristocratic bloodline (Halberstam 12). Both Marc Amfreville and Teresa Goddu note the 

ways that the American Gothic was similarly reactionary, incorporating the indigenous or 

slave body as a means of interrogating its humanity and the inequality faced by certain 

social groups in nineteenth century America. This Gothic notion of transgression, of 

interrogating normative boundaries within society as means of rehabilitating female or 

racially diverse bodies, is a summation of the ways that these Gothic conventions operate 

within Brontë and Morrison’s texts. Characters like Heathcliff, Catherine, Sethe, and 

Denver create spaces for both the representation and the reconfiguration of identity and 

monstrosity through modeling forms of gender and race that directly contradict social 

norms of the period. These characters provide the opportunity to explore different forms 

of identity- those that are passion-filled and free. Within this chapter, I considered the 
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ways this was accomplished through the construction of Gothic spaces such as the 

domestic, haunted house, through Gothic characters such as the hero-villain and the 

heroine, and through tropes like doubling, haunting, entrapment, and escape. In 

subsequent chapters, I will explore further the ways that the invocation of Gothic tropes 

reveals the flawed nature of traditional race and gender identity. In this way, Gothic 

monstrosity will become a tool to liberate and empower characters within otherwise 

debilitating and limiting notions of selfhood. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Ruptured Categories: Abject Masculinities and Femininities in Brontë and Morrison 

A common theme traceable between characters in Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights 

and Toni Morrison’s Beloved is the need to assert the boundaries and parameters of the 

self, the body, and one’s fate. What young Heathcliff’s impassioned assertion, “I shall be 

dirty as I please: I like to be dirty, and I will be dirty” (Brontë 54), Sethe’s powerful 

statement, “I did it. I got us all out…Up till then it was the only thing I ever did on my 

own. Decided” (Morrison 190), and Catherine’s deathbed reflection, “I wish I were a girl 

again, half savage and hardy, and free” (Brontë 130), have in common is the 

overwhelmingly powerful ‘I’. In both texts, these assertions of self clash sharply with 

what Judith Butler terms, “productive power” (Butler 1), or the regulatory ideals that 

compel bodies to manifest in certain culturally legible ways. This chapter explores the 

ways that the Gothic trope of doubling flaws traditional, historically located norms of 

gender. I demonstrate the ways that gendered doubling functions as a form of monstrosity 

within both Beloved and Wuthering Heights, characters such as Heathcliff, Catherine, and 

Sethe perceived as contaminated, animalistic, and violent in their ability to flaw socially 

conceived notions of race and gender. I also explore the different results of compelled 

performances of masculinity and femininity, Heathcliff and Schoolteacher’s performance 

of the gentleman empowering in ways that Catherine’s Victorian femininity, or Sethe’s 

dehumanized, maternal body are not. As a means of concluding this chapter on gender in 

these Gothic novels, I briefly consider the implications of gendered doubling for Brontë 

and Morrison themselves, noting Emily Brontë’s own non-normative gender performance, 

and Morrison’s commitment to the multiplicity of the human subject.  



 

27 

 

Both Brontë and Morrison’s novels complicate the link Foucault makes between 

actions and selfhood in his analysis of nineteenth-century culture, both novelists creating 

characters that defy socially regulated notions of identity rather than affirming them
20

. 

And while critics have discussed in different contexts the role of doubling in both of 

these novels, where Catherine and Heathcliff are read as opposing genders bound 

together, or Sethe’s doubles as inhuman and human, I analyze gendered doubling in the 

context of the relationship Sedgwick outlines between power and the manifestation of the 

Gothic double. She writes that the Gothic double is either “true, and in the service of the 

narrative’s symmetry, or, even more threateningly, is false” (Sedgwick 31). In her 

configuration, the double serves as either a means of gaining power over others, or of 

taking control of the identity of the subject. She writes that doubling troubles the 

possibility of a stable interior and exterior, divorcing one’s outside appearance from inner 

identity. This presents the possibility of a loss of self, the notion of one’s identity being 

subsumed by an outsider fear-inducing within Gothic configurations (32). This definition 

of doubling coincides well with the performances of normative gender found within 

Brontë’s and Morrison’s novels, Heathcliff’s adoption of gentlemanly qualities, or 

Schoolteacher’s performance of masculine superiority, visibly disconnected from the 

reality of who they are. Masculinity serves as a means of affirming social superiority for 

both Schoolteacher and Heathcliff, whereas Catherine and Sethe are both constantly 

fighting the subsuming of their selves by dehumanizing and weakening femininity. 

Though in the Victorian context, the Gothic double ultimately becomes a fatal flaw, 
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 See Michele Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, Volume 1 (New York, Random House, 1978): “The 

nineteenth century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case history, and a childhood, in addition to 

being a type of life form, a life, and a morphology, with an indiscreet anatomoy and possibly a mysterious 

physiology” (43).  
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where characters that do not fit neatly within gendered categories are eliminated from the 

plot, Morrison’s doubling is both empowering and costly.  Sethe’s ability to see herself as 

more than a slave emboldens her to flee Sweet Home, yet this freedom ultimately costs 

her the life of her child. Both authors use their texts to remind readers of the difficulty of 

transforming social norms into more inclusive models.  

Both Wuthering Heights and Beloved engage readings of the body that problematize 

innate and unilateral generalizations of selfhood in fruitful ways; each invoke a form of 

social indeterminacy within characters that creates the horror Judith Halberstam attributes 

to “the crisis occasioned by the inability to tell” (Halberstam 23).  Halberstam writes that 

Gothic signals “both the inability to narrate and the inability to categorize” certain kinds 

of bodies. Halberstam continues that, “Gothic monsters, furthermore, differ from the 

monsters that come before the nineteenth century in that the monsters of modernity are 

characterized by their proximity to humans” (23). Sedgwick corroborates this analysis by 

locating monstrosity within the self, arguing that the preoccupation with boundaries 

between self and Other, and the “dangerously insoluble uncertainty about where to place 

the perimeters of the self” creates the doubling that is so alarming in both texts 

(Sedgwick 30). The monsters of these Gothic novels are fear-inducing because, rather 

than maintaining distance from that which is safe and normative, they appear all but 

identical. It is this doubling that compels Gothic identities, Butler’s “foreclosures” and 

“radical erasures” that work to “refuse the possibility of cultural articulation for the 

subject” (Butler 9), producing Catherine’s madness, Sethe’s grotesque motherlove, and 

Heathcliff’s villainy. When characters divert from the established norms that govern the 

texts, they are longer readable as human. However, within these texts, Gothic 
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indeterminacy also works to call established cultural hierarchies into question, traditional 

norms of gender working to reveal the monstrous underside of culturally reified figures 

like the gentleman, the angel in the house, or the plantation owner.  

Heathcliff and the Victorian Gentleman  

The interrogation of traditional norms of gender within Wuthering Heights begins 

with Heathcliff’s transformation into a Victorian gentleman, his civilized facade 

consistently troubled by the doubling sourced in his racial Otherness. Characters within 

Wuthering Heights go to great lengths to assert the lurking darkness beneath his well-

formed, masculine exterior, and it this doubling of intimacy and foreignness that casts 

him as monstrous throughout the text. When Heathcliff arrives at Thrushcross Grange 

after years of absence, Brontë describes him as an individual transformed: 

He had grown a tall, athletic, well-formed man; beside whom, my master seemed 

quite slender and youth-like. His upright carriage suggested the idea of his having 

been in the army. His countenance was much older in expression and decision of 

feature than Mr. Linton’s; it looked intelligent, and retained no marks of the 

former degradation. A half-civilized ferocity lurked yet in the depressed brows 

and eyes full of black fire, but it was subdued; and his manner dignified: quite 

divested of roughness, though too stern for grace. (Brontë 98-99) 

Here, the parameters of Heathcliff’s masculinity are defined, an aesthetic regime that 

signals wisdom, character, and control. He appears to be a former soldier, an identity 

associated with honor and bravery; he is intelligent and cultured, his body cultivated and 

his mind keen. Most of all, he is described as self-disciplined, the lurking ferocity visible 
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beneath his cultivated exterior, though ever-present and ominous, is contained and 

subdued. However, this characterization is not unilateral, as he is also perceived as 

enshrouded in shadow and mystery by Nelly Dean and others. His body aligns with a 

darkness that not only bears racial connotations, but is also indicative of an inner 

darkness that is explored through subsequent characterizations of demonic or animalistic 

tendencies
21

. Brontë writes, “It was a deep voice, and foreign in tone, yet there was 

something in the manner of pronouncing my name which made it sound familiar. I turned 

about to discover who spoke, fearfully; for the doors were shut, and I had seen nobody 

approaching the steps” (95). Here, Heathcliff is represented by the double identity that 

problematizes his character throughout the plot. Like the Gothic hero-villain, he is 

simultaneously foreign and familiar, an intimate intruder that troubles attempts to 

categorize or understand his place within established hierarchies of identity.  

In this way, Heathcliff, on the one hand, is depicted as representative of the ideal 

Victorian gentleman, the characteristics he is credited in this passage aligning with a form 

of masculinity increasingly present in mid-nineteenth century England. James Eli Adams 

writes in his book, Dandies and Desert Saints of the regiments of self-discipline that 

embodied Victorian understandings of masculinity, regulating erotic desire, economic 

relations, and relationships to education. Regiments of self-discipline enabled the 

Victorian masculine intellectual to eschew the increasing cultural feminization of the act 

of writing or study or the blurring of the domestic space with intellectual labor allowing 
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 See such instances in Wuthering Heights as the final intimate scenes between Heathcliff and Catherine, 

as told by Nelly Dean: “He flung himself into the nearest seat, and upon my approaching hurriedly to 

ascertain if she had fainted, he gnashed at me, and foamed like a mad dog, and gathered her to him with 

greedy jealousy. I did not feel as if I were in the company of a creature of my own species” (Brontë 166). 

Here, Heathcliff’s passion and rage are dehumanizing and disfiguring, ascribed as animalistic and evil 

rather than human concern or care.  
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for a “feminization of authorship” (Poovey 78). In the world of Industrial England, where 

“men increasingly bequeathed their sons education (or simply the middle class status 

signified by schooling) rather than property” (Adams 5), education was essential to the 

economic prosperity titles such as “Captains of Industry” conveyed
22

. Here, Heathcliff is 

credited these virtues both in the noting of his intellect and wisdom of age that far 

outstrips Linton’s still-youthful appearance, and his wealth that he has amassed while he 

was away. Adams also notes the ways that masculinity of the nineteenth century was 

affirmed through independence and entrepreneurship, writing that, “masculinity [is] 

understood as a strenuously psychic regime, which could be affirmed outside the 

economic arena, but nonetheless would be embodied as a charismatic self-mastery akin to 

that of the daring yet disciplined entrepreneur” (17). Brontë writes that Heathcliff “had 

grown a tall, athletic, well-formed man; beside whom, my master seemed quite slender 

and youth-like,” this contrast seeming in part due to Linton’s confinement to the domestic 

space and Heathcliff’s intrepid adventures, where he earned his fortune and his manhood. 

John Ruskin writes in his 1864 essay, “Of Queens’ Gardens,” of the definition between 

the sexes, affirming Adams’ analysis of the active, intrepid qualities of masculinity that 

contrasted sharply with passive, protected femininity. He writes,  

Now their separate characters are briefly these. The man’s power is active, 

progressive, defensive. He is eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the 

defender, His intellect is for speculation and invention; his energy for adventure, 
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 Carlyle writes of this new form of masculinity that emerged in the new market economy, “No Working 

World, any more than a Fighting World, can be led on without a noble Chivalry of Work, and laws and 

fixed rules which follow out of that- far nobler than any Chivalry of Fighting was” (Captains of Industry, 

New York, Norton & Company, 2006).  
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for war, and for conquest, wherever war is just, wherever conquest necessary. But 

the woman’s power is for rule, not for battle…” (Ruskin 1587) 

In the context of this passage, Heathcliff is aligned with the traditional masculine virtues 

of “doing,” of conquest when necessary, of self-fashioning a successful identity. It is in 

this way that he functions as an ideal masculine subject upon his return to Wuthering 

Heights. 

However, it is this very familiarity that renders his character so unnerving, for 

Heathcliff is simultaneously a non-English and lower class figure that takes on the role of 

gentleman that is not reserved for him. This doubleness defines his character from the 

moment he is brought to Wuthering Heights, for he bears the name of a boy who would 

have grown into a similar economic and familial role as the one he eventually fills. His 

character reveals the profound connections between gender, race, selfhood, and 

economics in the Victorian period, perceived threats by the racial Other to monetary 

power motivating race-based social hierarchies accomplished through imperialism. Anti-

English characteristics, the antitheses of masculine self-discipline and earnestness, are 

linked with Heathcliff throughout the text as a means of reflecting these ever-present 

social fears. Adams writes that the disintegration of rank in the nineteenth century created 

the space for the rise of the middle class, a change that brought social hierarchies to the 

forefront of cultural concern (Adams 5). These economic concerns were compounded by 

the changes enacted through imperialism and colonization, the constant threat of the 

colonized communities stealing resources and polluting bloodlines in the fluctuating 

economy ever-present in the nineteenth century. This paranoia culminates in verses such 

as Kipling’s “White Man’s Burden,” where the plight of the empire consumes labor, 
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money, and children of the English colonizers
23

. Parodying the Victorian gentlemanly 

notion of ambition and entrepreneurship, Heathcliff invokes the charms and intellect of 

the gentleman to steal all of Hindley’s possessions. Nelly asserts of his wealth, “Honest 

people don’t hide their deeds. How has he been living? How has he got rich? Why is he 

staying at Wuthering Heights, the house of a man he abhors? They say Mr. Earnshaw is 

worse and worse since he came. They sit up all night continually, and Hindley has been 

borrowing money on his land, and does nothing but play and drink…” (Brontë 106). Here, 

within a gendered guise of entrepreneurial success, Heathcliff enacts the fears of the 

racial Other that define the nineteenth-century colonist project, playing the wolf in 

sheep’s clothing that preys on the resources of Wuthering Heights in the guise of civility. 

It is this “lurking black fire” that thwarts Heathcliff’s performance of Victorian 

masculinity, his ability to be both motivating monstrous, doubled characterizations. 

When read alongside Butler’s work concerning the functionality of gender performance 

as a means of subverting power hierarchies, Heathcliff’s performance accomplishes the 

classic function of the Gothic hero-villain
24

. His character stages a social critique that 

aligns with Butler’s foundational question, “What would it mean to ‘cite’ the law to 

produce it differently, to ‘cite’ the law in order to reiterate it and coopt its power, to 

expose the heterosexual matrix and to displace the effect of its necessity?” (Butler 15). 

Here, Butler refers to the act of performing gender norms in a way that reveals their 
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 Kipling writes, “‘Take up the White Man’s Burden- / No tawdry rule of kings, / But toil of serfs and 

sweepers- / The tale of common things. / The ports ye shall not enter, / The roads ye shall not tread / Go 

make them with your living, / And mark them with your dead” (The White Man’s Burden, New York, 

Norton & Company, 1822). 
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 Remember that Helen Stoddart defines the Gothic hero-villain as useful in crafting social critique in its 

capacity to address both cultural hypocrisy and institutions of power. She writes, “he is rarely denounced as 

the cause of evil himself, but rather he ‘invites respect and understanding’ since ‘real evil is identified 

among embodiments of tyranny, corruption, and prejudice…” (The Handbook of the Gothic, New York: 

NY University Press, 2009).  
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falsity, overperforming to reveal the fissures and inconsistencies in the very act of doing. 

Ultimately, this is how Heathcliff’s performance of the Victorian gentleman manifests 

within Wuthering Heights, citing its virtues while simultaneously subverting regulations 

through the embrace of passion, greed, and ambition.  

Gender, Race, and the Gentleman  

Interestingly, Toni Morrison’s Beloved takes on similar themes of masculine doubling 

in the representation of gender as an easily problematized aesthetic performance. 

Schoolteacher doubles as gentleman and monster throughout the text, cast as a character 

performing civility as a means of gaining power, and enacting violence. Though similar 

to the Victorian gentleman in his emphasis on education, and his entrepreneurial role as 

manager of Sweet Home, Morrison explores a different fear in her characterization of 

Schoolteacher, the struggle not economic, but bodily in nature. Within Beloved, 

Schoolteacher’s intellect is used to disfigure and dehumanize the bodies of the men of 

Sweet Home, achieving artificial power and superiority that allows for the reification of 

white men. Morrison skillfully wields multiple perspectives of Schoolteacher throughout 

the text, first introducing him through the innocent eyes of Sethe, then later through the 

aged and experienced perspectives of Paul D and Beloved. Beginning with Sethe, she 

describes Schoolteacher as “a little man. Short. Always wore a collar, even in the fields. 

A schoolteacher, she said. That made her feel good that her husband’s sister’s husband 

had book learning and was willing to come farm Sweet Home after Mr. Garner passed” 

(Morrison 44). Here, Schooteacher’s masculinity is encapsulated in his aesthetic 

performance: he is defined by the way he appears to Mrs. Garner, and the profession he 

holds. These aspects of his appearance are indicative of inner character to the plantation 
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mistress who entrusted her property to him. Sethe further describes Schoolteacher in a 

way that details his refinement, saying, “He brought two boys with him. Sons or nephews. 

I don’t know. They called him Onka and had pretty manners, all of them. Talked soft and 

spit in handkerchiefs. Gentle in a lot of ways…A pretty good farmer, Halle said. Not 

strong as Mr. Garner but smart enough” (44). Here, intellectual labor replaces strength as 

a measure of worth in a way that reflects the Captains of Industry model, Schoolteacher’s 

education and intelligence read by Mrs. Garner and others as superior to the strength and 

competence of the men of Sweet Home
25

. Finally, Sethe concludes, “He liked the ink I 

made…it was important to him because at night he sat down to write in his book. It was a 

book about us but we didn’t know that right away. We just thought it was his manner to 

ask us questions” (44). Here, Morrison extends the notion of the gentleman from the 

model found within Wuthering Heights, where normative masculinity facilitates class 

ascension and economic power, to the specifically race-based tension found within the 

American south. Within Wuthering Heights, the primary insult readable within 

Heathcliff’s ascension to power as a Victorian gentleman is a class-based one, where 

economic anxiety at the presence of foreign communities prompts hatred and resentment; 

Heathcliff amasses wealth and power in the text, not bodies or slaves. Within the context 

of Beloved, the insult to Paul D and the other men of Sweet Home is much more 

fundamental, where Schoolteacher uses the character, education, and social superiority 

gained from his role as a white gentleman to fabricate authority over others through 
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 The narrator asserts in this passage of Beloved that Schoolteacher’s presence is arbitrary, the men of 

Sweet Home fully capable of running it without a white master. Morrison writes, “The men could have 

done it, even with Paul F. sold” (Morrison 44). Schoolteacher is placed in power because of the way society, 

through the eyes of Mrs. Garner, perceives him as superior. However, Morrison also reveals the way these 

hierarchies are constructed, Schoolteacher’s masculine authority only maintained through violence and 

weapons; “Men who knew their manhood lay in their guns and were not even embarrassed by the 

knowledge that without gunshot fox would laugh at them. And these ‘men’ who made even vixen laugh 

could, if you let them, stop you from hearing doves or loving moonlight” (Morrison 191) 



 

36 

 

presumptions of science, education, and force. Within Beloved, Schoolteacher uses his 

education to dismantle the body of the slave, its worth counted in pieces rather than as a 

whole, human unit. Morrison writes, “[Paul D] had always known, or believed he did, his 

value- as a hand, a laborer who could make profit on a farm- but now he discovered his 

worth, which is to say he learned his price. The dollar value of his weight, his strength, 

his heart, his brain, his penis, and his future” (267). It is in this way that Schoolteacher’s 

masculine gender performance functions as a form of doubling used to affirm social 

hierarchies. His ability to appear both civilized and educated, and use that education as a 

weapon of violence ultimately renders him monstrous, the gentlemanly identity flawed by 

his inability to maintain it without force.    

In Morrison’s world, the monstrosity lurking within the role of the gentleman is fully 

realized through his lack of empathy. Through countless violent clashes between white 

and black male bodies, Morrison redirects the tropes of dehumanization, violence, and 

weakness back on the slave masters, contrasting these characteristics with the humanity 

of those enslaved throughout even the most horrifying circumstances. When describing 

the capture and murder of Sixo, Morrison writes, “Finally, one of them hits Sixo in the 

head with his rifle, and when he comes to, a hickory fire is in front of him and he is tied 

at the waist to the tree. Schoolteacher has changed his mind: ‘This one will never be 

suitable’” (266). Here, Morrison demonstrates how far Schoolteacher will go to eliminate 

those that flaw the power relationships that structure society; Sixo’s death functions like 

Butler’s “violent erasures” (Butler 9), where he and the other slaves disrupt the 

dominance established by the system of slavery, and hierarchies of gender, and therefore 

must be eliminated. Schoolteacher justifies this cold, evil behavior that clashes sharply 
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with his civilized exterior by describing the slave men as, “trespassers among the human 

race. Watchdogs without teeth; steer bulls without horns; gelded workhorses whose neigh 

and whinny could not be translated into a language responsible humans spoke” (Morrison 

148). He attacks the bodies of the men in fundamental ways: describing them as 

emasculated- gelded, without horns- and also deprived of language in their inability to 

speak or interact with the human race. However, Morrison responds to this 

characterization through the depiction of the way the men survive the chain gang, writing, 

“Each man bent and waited. The first man picked up the end and threaded it through the 

loop on his iron leg…as the chain passed on and each man stood in the other’s place, the 

line of men turned around, facing the boxes they had come out of. Not one spoke to the 

other” (126). Here, Morrison overwhelms the text with subjectivity, refusing the language 

of Schoolteacher and choosing to repeatedly identify the men as men, despite the 

circumstances. Morrison refuses the label of slave, animal, or property; even their lack of 

speech is a choice. She casts their work as a dance rather than a task that disfigures or 

breaks their spirits, writing that, “They chain-danced over the fields, through the woods 

to a trail that ended in the astonishing beauty of feldspar…They sang the women they 

knew; the children they had been; the animals they had tamed themselves or seen others 

tame…of mules and dogs and the shamelessness of life. They sang lovingly of 

graveyards and sisters long gone” (128). Morrison gives them back their language, their 

bodies resisting attempts to break or disfigure them unrecognizably, maintaining their 

humanity through these incredibly dark circumstances. Overall, Morrison utilizes a 

character like Schoolteacher to reveal not only the aesthetics of normative masculinity, 

but also to reveal the ways that this performance is used as a weapon to devalue and 
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destroy others. Morrison responds by giving those who are subjected back their humanity, 

even throughout the most horrifying of experiences.  

Remembering that at its core, the American Gothic works to reveal the dark underside 

of the American utopian vision, and the African American Gothic interrogates the 

relationship between white and black bodies, it is through thwarting the binary of 

unilateral monstrosity that Morrison interrogates the distance between slave and master. 

In her article, “It’s Not the House: Beloved as Gothic Novel,” Mischelle Booher writes 

that the contrast Morrison creates within Beloved between white and black male bodies is 

precisely the point, “Gothic’s incoherence not so much a ‘negative aesthetic trait’ as a 

‘distinctive feature that reveals the doubt[ful], even duplicitous, position of the author, 

and that offers that position to the reader’” (Booher 121). She asserts that Gothic authors 

consciously write nontraditional narratives with disjointed plots, for these conventions 

“represent what is not supposed to exist” (121). In the American Gothic, this unspeakable 

is the savage cruelty located just beneath a cultivated, gentlemanly facade. Marc 

Amfreville corroborates these assertions in his analysis of Wieland; or, The 

Transformation, writing that the American Gothic intentionally blurs the distinction 

between savage and civilized, or sane and mad, as a means of revealing the dark 

underside of the utopian American vision. He writes, “It will take [Edgar] another 130 

pages and many adventures- which include primitive crawling in the dark, fighting 

against a panther and drinking its blood, meeting with half-asleep Indians and killing 

them in proclaimed self-defense- to understand how his sleepwalking steps had led him 

to fall into a cave in the heart of the wilderness, and to start realizing that he is perhaps 

less ‘civilized’ than he thought” (Amfreville 1798). Here, the Gothic hero-villain faces a 
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different kind of transformation than that of Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, the reader 

not discovering a dark ambition within the heart of a supposed earnest and intelligent 

figure, but rather a body transformed, taking on the very characteristics deemed beneath 

the white colonizer. Similar to Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom, where white men “fight 

naked chest to chest with one of his wild niggers by the light of the camp fire” (Faulkner 

253) as a means of affirming his control over them, white colonizers square off against 

black bodies in Beloved, seeking to affirm not simply racial superiority, but masculine 

strength over the black men. Morrison seeks to reach the heart of this struggle through 

her writing, asserting in Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, 

that Gothic Romance creates the space to explore anxieties such as “Americans’ fear of 

being outcast, of failing, of powerlessness; their fear of boundarylessness, of nature 

unbridled and crouched for attack…” (Morrison 37). In her text, she seeks to explore not 

only the experience of the slave within American society but also “what racial ideology 

does to the mind, imagination, and behavior of the masters” (12), the degree it 

dehumanizes and renders monstrous the self. Overall, both Heathcliff and Schoolteacher 

as flawed representations of the gentleman reveal the constructed nature of these gender 

identities. Reading them together reveals the ways that both the Victorian and American 

Gothic construct the Other in an effort to combat and eliminate social anxieties, whether 

they be bodily insecurity or economic change.  

Passion, Madness, and the Victorian Heroine  

Turning from the doublings and distortions of masculine identity in Wuthering 

Heights and Beloved to analysis of the confining and debilitating regulations of Victorian 

femininity, Wuthering Heights invokes the Gothic themes of entrapment, double 
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character, and ultimately madness in the representation of Catherine Earnshaw. These 

reveal the ways that femininity also functioned in the nineteenth century as a means of 

maintaining power, women enclosed within the home and unable to self-fashion in the 

way men were expected to do
26

. When Catherine is unceremoniously dragged from the 

freedom she enjoys in childhood into the confining space of Thrushcross Grange, she is 

subjected to what Brontë terms “a plan of reform” by the older women of the house. 

Brontë writes,  

The mistress visited her often in the interval, and commenced her plan of reform 

by trying to raise her self-respect with fine clothes and flattery, which she took to 

readily; so that, instead of a wild, hatless little savage jumping into the house, and 

rushing to squeeze us all breathless, there lighted from a handsome black pony a 

very dignified person, with brown ringlets falling from the cover of a feathered 

beaver, and a long cloth habit… (Brontë 53)  

Remembering that Foucault theorizes the degree that, during the Victorian era, outward 

performance defines inner selfhood, it seems that here Catherine’s identity is understood 

as shaped and defined by the behaviors associated with traditional femininity. However, 

in a similar manner to representations of Heathcliff, Brontë resists this unilateral assertion 

of gendered categories, framing Catherine instead as a figure trapped within certain 

gendered expectations, forced to take on a doubling of identity in order to mediate both 

aspects of her nature.  Brontë writes,  
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 John Stuart Mill writes in his 1869 essay, “The Subjection of Women” that, “All women are brought up 

from their very earliest years in the belief that their ideal of character is the very opposite to that of men; 

not a self-will, and government by self-control, but submission, and yielding to the control of others” (Mill 

1060).  
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Catherine had kept up her acquaintance with the Lintons since her five weeks’ 

residence among them; and as she had no temptation to show her rough side in 

their company…she gained the admiration of Isabella, and the heart and soul of 

her brother: acquisitions that flattered her from the first, for she was full of 

ambition, and led her to adopt a double character without exactly intending to 

deceive anyone. (67) 

Here, Brontë casts Catherine as distinctly masculine in her ambition, and renders her 

femininity a performance invoked to facilitate success and adoration among her peers. 

This ambitious performance is most visible when Catherine announces her decision to 

marry Edgar Linton rather than Heathcliff, for despite the fact that she asserts, in 

reference to her two suitors, “Whatever our souls are made of, [Heathcliff’s] and mine are 

the same; Linton’s is as different as a moonbeam from lightning, or frost from fire” (82), 

she also asserts that Linton “will be rich, and I shall like to be the greatest woman in the 

neighborhood” (79). Overall, when considering Catherine’s transition into Victorian 

womanhood, mechanisms of the Gothic prove useful in representing the distance between 

her true self, and the doubled performance she takes on in order to achieve social status.  

In her youth, this doubling of gender identity facilitates a form of power. However, as she 

grows older and the pressure to embody wholly regulations of femininity becomes more 

prominent (especially in motherhood), her double identity leads to her downfall.  

It is not only through the performance of masculine ambition that Catherine embraces 

the double character of the Victorian woman, regiments of femininity forbidding the 
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taboo sexual passion she fully reveals for Heathcliff at the end of her life
27

. This 

eschewing of traditional norms of gender manifests as madness within the text, “her very 

humanness [coming] into question” in her lack of intelligibility (Butler 9). James Eli 

Adams writes that, by the 1830’s in traditional Victorian configurations, only men could 

acquire or demonstrate the self-discipline necessary to participation in the public 

economy because, “that regimen required an energizing struggle with wayward desires 

that women allegedly did not experience” (Adams 7). Mary Poovey further develops this 

point in her assertion that the only acceptable form of female passion was in motherhood, 

writing that maternal instinct came to be considered as the definitive characteristic of 

women, while female sexual passion was read as a sin to be prosecuted. She writes, “This 

instinct, theoretically, accounted for the remarkable fact that women were not self-

interested and aggressive like men, but self-sacrificing and tender” (Poovey 7). Brontë 

constructs an irreducible opposite in the form of Catherine’s maternal and simultaneously 

sexual body, Catherine’s doubling revealing an unspeakable passion rendered not 

beautiful, but monstrous and “doomed to decay” (Brontë 163). This is evidenced in 

Brontë’s description of Catherine’s beauty just before her death, where she writes,  

Her thick, long hair had been partly removed at the beginning of her illness, and 

now she wore it simply combed in its natural tresses over her temples and 

neck…the flash of her eyes had been succeeded by a dreamy and melancholy 
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 Diana Long Hoeveler writes of the double character of many Victorian women, both in fiction and 

outside of it. She writes in her chapter, “The Triumph of the Civilizing Process: The Brontës and Romantic 

Feminism,” of the connections between Emily Brontë’s characters and the Female Gothic authors of Mary 

Shelley, Ann Radcliffe, and others. She writes, “When Nelly tells us that Catherine has been forced ‘to 

adopt a double character’, we recognize the guise of the gothic feminist all too clearly. The masquerade of 

passive-aggression, the posing and counterposing for effect, the appearance of compliance…these have 

always been the characteristics of professionally feminine women” (Hoeveler 193).  
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softness…the paleness of her face- its haggard aspect having vanished as she 

recovered flesh… (163) 

Here, Brontë invokes language of ideal Victorian beauty in the long flowing hair, the soft, 

pale expression, and the flush of illness. However, these very features that render 

Catherine so desirable also mark her as close to death, ghostly and wasting in her final 

hours. Kelly Hurley has argued that hysteria and madness manifest as means of revealing 

the instability and artificiality of Victorian configurations of identity, and here within 

Brontë, Catherine’s deterioration into madness facilitates her embrace of passion, her 

distaste for childbirth and motherhood, and ultimately freedom from all the voices that 

attempted to regulate the ways in which her body manifested within society
28

. Nelly 

asserts with a note of horror that, in Catherine’s final moments when Heathcliff comes to 

visit, “But then my mistress had kissed him first, and I plainly saw that he could hardly 

bear, for downright agony, to look in her face! The same conviction had stricken him as 

me, from the instant he beheld her, that there was no prospect of ultimate recovery there- 

she was fated, sure to die” (164). Here, Catherine displays an aggressive embrace of 

sexuality, which continues through these final intimate moments; Nelly describes the 

encounter in distinctly inhuman terms, “gnashing of teeth” and “wild, frantic caresses” 

(167), as if the only way to represent this taboo behavior is through Gothic monstrosity. 

Hurley argues that Gothic represents “the inside, or underside, of realism…as if the novel 

has given rise to its own opposite, its own unrecognizable reflection” (Hurley 7). Though 

the text ultimately works to conceal Catherine’s madness, her body angelic in its death, it 
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 Gilbert and Gubar highlight the ways that Catherine Earnshaw’s “self-starvation or anorexia nervosa, 

masochism, and suicide form a complex of psychoneurotic symptoms that is almost classically associated 

with female feelings of powerlessness and rage” (Gilbert and Gubar 284).  
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seems that for a moment, Catherine’s passionate decline works to reveal the truth about 

all that is repressed within the confines of Victorian femininity
29

.  

Monstrous Motherlove 

Toni Morrison also explores the relationship between maternity, passion, and the 

female body in Beloved, scenes of repeated violation working to highlight the double 

nature of slave bodies in the American south: considered both human and inhuman. 

Slavery as a system was wholly dependent on the lack of humanity of black bodies, 

repeated cruelties, abuses, and a lack of basic human rights permissible only if this 

assertion proved true. Through Sethe, Morrison stages a response to this dehumanization, 

her maternal passion a claim to selfhood, and control over her body and fate. The 

grotesque doubling within scenes of the murder of Sethe’s child are sourced, not in her 

innate inhumanity, but rather in the system that presents the choice of slavery or death. 

Morrison does not refuse or justify the horror of Sethe’s actions, but language of 

violation in this final showdown between Sethe and Schoolteacher demonstrates the ways 

that slavery as a system disfigures and destroys those living within it. When Sethe 

describes the scene of Beloved’s murder, she invokes the language of rape, saying, “She 

remembered when the yard had a fence with a gate that somebody was always latching 

and unlatching in the time when 124 was busy as a way station. She did not see the 

whiteboys who pulled it down, yanked up the posts and smashed the gate leaving 124 

desolate and exposed at the very hour when everybody stopped drooping by” (Morrison 

193). Here, the very entrance of Schoolteacher and his boys violates the peace that Sethe 
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 Descriptions of Catherine Earnshaw’s corpse reaffirm her ideal femininity, as if her body must take this 

form in order to die peacefully.  Brontë writes, “Her brow smooth, her lids closed, her lips wearing the 

expression of a smile; no angel in heaven could be more beautiful than she appeared” (Brontë 170).  
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has cultivated away from Sweet Home, every interaction she has with these men haunted 

by the past violations they have enacted upon her
30

. Just as her body was left desolate and 

exposed when they beat her and held her down and took her milk, here again they are 

destroying and rendering the broken things in her life she holds dear. It is this memory, 

and her subsequent refusal to return to a life of such pain and suffering, that motivates her 

grotesque, violent motherlove. In the moment that Sethe kills her child in the name of 

love, she claims every bit of this forbidden emotion in the only way she can. She says to 

Paul D, “I stopped him,’ she said, staring at the place where the fence used to be. ‘I took 

and put my babies where they’d be safe’” (193). But this motherlove is an excess, 

murderous in its determination, and it is this aspect that frightens Paul D; “This here 

Sethe was new. The ghost in her house didn’t bother her for the very same reason a room-

and-board witch with new shoes was welcome. This here Sethe talked about love like any 

other woman; talked about baby clothes like any other woman, but what she meant could 

cleave a bone” (193). Sethe’s motherlove is overwhelmingly fierce in its determination, 

mutilated within the context of slavery that necessitates this desperation
31

. Stamp Paid 

describes Sethe as a hawk who snatches her children in her claws like prey, and destroys 

them rather than letting someone else do it. Beloved never denies the horror of Sethe’s 

choices, revisiting the scene of Beloved’s death three times. However it equally asserts 

the cruelty and monstrosity of the people who drive Sethe to this grotesque doubling, 

where her motherlove is just as animal as it is human. Sethe as murderous mother is a 
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 When the scene of Beloved’s murder is described through the eyes of Schoolteacher and his boys, 

Morrison writes, “The nephew, the one who had nursed her while his brother held her down, didn’t know 

he was shaking” (176). Here, Morrison recalls the scene where the boys at Sweet Home take Sethe’s milk, 

the first brutal humiliation documented by Morrison.  
31

 “‘You got two feet, Sethe, not four,’ he said, and right then a forest sprang up between them; trackless 

and quiet’” (Morrison 194).  
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monster created by the horrors of slavery, and it this fact that Morrison adamantly asserts 

through her descriptions of these painful scenes. Overall, just as Catherine is barred from 

certain fundamental human qualities- sexual passion and love, ambition and freedom- 

Sethe is barred from the ability to be a mother to her child. This separation prompts both 

the onset of Catherine’s madness, and the violence of Sethe’s motherlove, both characters 

desperate to achieve that which is stolen from them by dehumanizing and disempowering 

stereotypes of the Victorian and slave body.  

The Liberatory Possibilities of Doubling 

When considering the ramifications of the theme of doubles that underscores 

representations of gender within both Beloved and Wuthering Heights, it is important to 

note that both authors saw liberatory possibilities through indeterminacy, or the ability to 

be both. Readings of the life of Emily Brontë demonstrate the writer’s own 

unconventional femininity, intentionally eschewing traditional norms in favor of 

independence and creative freedom. Lucasta Miller documents in her book, The Brontë 

Myth, the degrees to which Emily Brontë disregarded the social customs her sister 

Charlotte adapted with ease; she writes of Emily’s unconventional fashion, her disregard 

for masculine teachers or mentors throughout the writing process, and her attachment to 

the male pseudonym under which she published Wuthering Heights. It becomes clear 

throughout Miller’s work that Brontë herself exhibited a form of masculinity that worked 

both to infuse Emily with a power and authority not possible within the submissive 

Victorian woman and also to render her a secret to be covered up by her sister Charlotte. 

Miller writes that, “Emily seemed to operate on Charlotte with a sort of ‘unconscious 

tyranny’. Unlike Charlotte, who craved social acceptance, Emily did not care what people 
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thought. Her refusal to behave with conventional ladylike manners- like her perverse but 

determined choice of unfashionable clothes- caused Charlotte agonies of embarrassment” 

(Miller 172). Here, Miller asserts Brontë’s unconventional forms of femininity, 

disregarding fashions in favor of her own clothes and ignoring all social requirements. 

Miller goes on to assert that, while Charlotte looked for a mentor throughout her life, 

“Emily felt that her originality would be compromised by his requirement that they 

imitate the style of other writers, which suggests that she had more literary self-

confidence than her sister” (173). Here, Emily is independent and confident, domineering, 

and powerful in relations with her sister. Bearing similarities to an early Catherine 

Earnshaw, she cares little for the trappings of society. 

 However, Miller demonstrates the ways that, after Emily’s death, Charlotte takes it 

upon herself to censor the narrative of her sister’s unconventional femininity, seeking to 

conceal the contradictions that Emily lived out throughout her life. Miller writes that in 

order to reconcile the pride and visionary egoism that Emily Brontë demonstrated 

concerning her work, she felt she must attribute it to a divine source (186). Charlotte 

Brontë writes in the 1850 preface to Wuthering Heights, “the 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…[I]t set to work on statue-hewing, and you have a 

Pluto or a Jove, a Tisiphone or a Psyche, a mermaid or a Madonna, as Fate or as 

Inspiration direct. Be the work grim or glorious, dread or diving, you have little choice 

left but quiescent adoption” (Brontë xxxv-xxxvi). Here, Brontë inadvertently makes a 

comparison that casts Emily as masculine yet again, language of chiseling or hewing a 

statue harkening back to Ruskin’s treatise on gender; he writes, “You may chisel a boy 
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into shape…but you cannot hammer a girl into anything. She grows as a flower does” 

(Ruskin 1588). Throughout her life, Emily Brontë takes on the role of masculine chiseler, 

the active craftsmen who helps shape the world of art rather than simply the beauty and 

passivity of a flower. This masculine strength in Emily Brontë is further collaborated by 

Gaskell’s The Life of Charlotte Brontë, which includes a distinctly masculine scene 

between Emily Brontë and the family’s wayward dog. Gaskell writes with surprising 

detail of an exchange between Emily and the dog, where despite warnings that the dog 

becomes vicious if ever beaten with a stick or a whip, she punishes him for going to 

places in the house he is not allowed. Gaskell writes, “[Emily] ‘punished’ him till his 

eyes were swelled up, and the half-blind, stupefied beast was led to his accustomed lair, 

to have his swelled head fomented and cared for by the very Emily herself. The generous 

dog owed her no grudge; he loved her dearly ever after; he walked with mourners to her 

funeral; he slept moaning for nights at the door of her empty room, and never, so to speak, 

rejoiced, dog fashion, after her death” (Gaskell 268). Here, this strange story is told to 

affirm Emily Brontë’s domesticity, attempting at the end to highlight her love of animals. 

But that assertion is sharply undermined by the understanding that Emily is nursing the 

wounds she inflicted upon the dog, a strange combination of violence and domesticity, 

strangeness and foreignness, which recalls both Catherine and Heathcliff at various points 

in her novel. It seems plausible that Emily Brontë raised questions about the ramifications 

of performance of masculinity in Heathcliff, and the violence of Victorian femininity 

within Catherine, as a means of negotiating her own questions concerning gender norms.  

Morrison also acknowledges the importance of doubling in the creation of characters 

in Beloved, the binaries of past and present, history and fiction, and humanity and 
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inhumanity all part of character construction in the novel. In a 1988 interview published 

in the Women’s Review of Books, Morrison outlines these representations. She asserts of 

Beloved that, 

She is a spirit on one hand, literally she is what Sethe thinks she is, her child 

returned to her from the dead…She is also another kind of dead which is not 

spiritual but flesh, which is, a survivor from the true, factual slave ship. She 

speaks the language, a traumatized language, of her own experience, which blends 

beautifully in her questions and answers, her preoccupations, with the desires of 

Denver and Sethe. (Morrison 247) 

Here, Morrison asserts the trauma that she weaves into representations of femininity 

throughout Beloved, female passion irreducible from masculine violence. Through the 

voice of Beloved, Morrison highlights the pain and turmoil of the Middle Passage, and of 

a past that still haunts. However, she also demonstrates the resilience of those who bore 

these burdens, the maternal love Sethe displays for Beloved made no less potent by the 

traumas that ultimately distort their relationship irrevocably. Morrison also asserts the 

role that creativity and creation played in the crafting of the life of Sethe, her adaption of 

Margaret Garner. She says of this historical figure, “I wanted to invent her life, which is a 

way of saying I wanted to be accessible to anything the characters had to say about it…I 

got to a point where in asking myself who could judge Sethe adequately, since I couldn’t, 

and nobody else that knew her could, really, I felt the only person who could judge her 

would be the daughter she killed. And from there Beloved inserted herself into the text…” 

(248). Here, Morrison demonstrates the ways that examination of the many narratives of 

the black experience that have been silenced through history opens new possibilities for 
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the reader, redefining through creativity and openness the parameters of empathy and 

understanding afforded to those different from us. Here Morrison affirms what she asserts 

in Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, that, “Black slavery 

enriched the country’s creative possibilities. For in that construction of blackness and 

enslavement could be found not only the not-free but also, with the dramatic polarity 

created by skin color, the projection of the not-me” (74). Here, Morrison channels the 

Gothic trope of the other within the self in her characterization of Margaret Garner and 

Sethe, revealing the ways that reconsideration through her historical fiction allows us to 

understand and perhaps locate parts of Sethe’s fierce love within our own selves. Finally, 

Morrison considers the doubleness of femininity found within Beloved, considering both 

the slave woman’s tension between motherhood and inhumanity, and the larger 

nineteenth century notion of women as passionless counterparts to masculine subjects. 

Morrison asserts that she stages both questions in her text, where Sethe “almost steps 

over into what she [is] terrified of being regarded as, which is an animal,” (252), and that 

she enacts a total surrender to this role, dramatizing the tension between “being yourself, 

one’s own Beloved, and being a mother” (254). Morrison asserts in her interview that she 

poses these questions, not to discover an ultimate answer, but to simply revel in their 

indeterminacy. However, Beloved can be read as a novel filled with hope for the next 

generation, Denver pursuing both a love of others and a self-love that seems a worthy 

extension of Sethe’s motherlove.   

Overall, this chapter has worked to consider the relationship between Gothic 

doublings and gender within Wuthering Heights and Beloved. Pursuing a tension between 

the asserted ‘I’ of various characters, including Heathcliff, Catherine Earnshaw, Sethe, 
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and the Men of Sweet Home, and the regulatory ideals that relegate them to certain roles, 

this chapter has explored the ways that this tension is negotiated through Gothic doubling 

and monstrosity. Heathcliff’s performance of the self-restrained Victorian gentleman is 

marred by his status as colonized Other, this ability to be both domestic and foreign read 

as monstrous by the other tenants of Wuthering Heights. Ideologies of the gentleman are 

also discoverable within the gender performance of Schoolteacher; however, Morrison 

extends this characterization to shed light on the monstrosity inherent in normative 

gender performance, masculinity in Beloved a weapon used to shore up difference and 

inequality. Femininity also manifests as double within this chapter, the embrace of 

passion a point of contention for both the Victorian woman and the slave. Here, we see 

Catherine destroyed by her rejection of motherhood, an acceptable Victorian virtue, in 

favor of all that is taboo. Sethe engages in the opposite, taking back her claim on 

motherhood and humanity, no matter what the cost. This doubling is proved to have 

profound importance to both authors, Emily Brontë exploring gendered doubling as a 

means of creating larger possibilities for her own identity, and Morrison exploring the 

redemptive possibilities of these seemingly monstrous characterizations. Overall, I have 

worked to reveal the way that, within the context of these two narratives, readings of 

Gothic conventions open up larger understandings about gender in their respective 

historical moment. Read together, these two novels stage a fruitful dialogue about 

nineteenth century gender norms, both American and British. The final chapter of this 

thesis will turn to the relationship between race, gender, and the patriarchy, noting the 

connections and deviations discoverable between the experience of Victorian women, 

and the slave women.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Stain of Femininity: Overcoming Difference in Brontë and Morrison  

 When Schoolteacher inscribes upon the back of Sixo his truth, “that definitions 

belon[g] to the definers- not the defined” (Morrison 225), he outlines a principle that is 

fundamental to representations of identity depicted in both Emily Brontë’s Wuthering 

Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Each text stages a phenomenological struggle 

between skin and subjectivity, where the identities pieced together through readings of 

the body become strange to the ones who bear them. In both novels, white and black 

women fight to escape the understandings of self that are imposed based on nothing more 

than the face in the mirror, rejecting and ultimately smashing through the gazes that seek 

to define their respective and individual selfhoods. Readers are ultimately left with no 

other truth than, “this is not a story to be passed on” (324), a narrative not to be 

overlooked or repeated. This chapter establishes parallels between the ways that white 

and black female subjectivities are dictated under patriarchy. Noting that both patriarchal 

authority and slavery structure the historical context from which the Gothic was born
32

, 

this chapter considers three tropes of the Gothic that reflect this context. I first consider 

the ways that the theme of entrapment is explored through various ideologies of white 

and black womanhood, noting the distance between perceived identity and self-

perception. From there, I consider the theme of escape in the narratives of Margaret 
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 See Kari Winter, Subjects of Slavery, Agents of Change (University of Georgia Press, 1992). Winter 

explores the debate between many eighteenth century Gothic novelists over the merits of slavery, arguing 

that “Physical distance [from the Antebellum South] did not make British slaveholders any less responsible 

for slavery than American slaveholders” (Winter 3). Theresa Goddu argues in Gothic America that fear of 

possession, imprisonment, the fear of retribution, and the weight of sin provide vocabulary of images for 

the structure of both British and American Gothic texts, and these images are directly related, and produced 

by, the cruelties of slavery (Goddu 133).  
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Garner, the historical inspiration for Sethe, and Isabella Linton of Wuthering Heights. I 

note how both women bear children of loveless, duty-driven unions, the loss of their 

children a symbol of the great cost of escape from patriarchal domination.  Finally, I 

consider the spectral figures in both texts as reminders of these race and gender-based 

abuses, noting how both Catherine Linton and Beloved linger as reminders of past pain. It 

is in this way that my thesis comes full circle, returning to nuance this project’s founding 

image: the bound and silenced woman, struggling against a cage of paralyzing and 

dehumanizing caricatures of female identity.  

This chapter seeks to consider slavery and patriarchy side-by-side, rather than as 

competing structures, where one subsumes the other in terms of burdens and abuses. 

Within both Wuthering Heights and Beloved, slavery and patriarchal domination rob 

women of their fundamental human rights in two primary ways, preventing both bodily 

autonomy, and autonomy within society. Through marriage, Catherine Earnshaw loses 

her ability to define the parameters of her own unique subjectivity, her feminine identity 

shaped by the perception of her husband, Edgar Linton. In a similar way, slavery ascribes 

to Sethe’s body certain characterizations of black women, Amy Denver seeing her as 

tainted, plain, and without virtue. This chapter also considers the problem of autonomous 

selfhood in the context of female reproduction, both Isabella and Margaret Garner given 

the choice between a bid for freedom, and the fate of their children. Through all this, the 

women of these two novels are not permitted another path in their lives, their resistance 

prompting death or elimination from the plot. Charles Johnson’s study, “A 

Phenomenology of the Black Body,” provides a means of theoretically conceptualizing 

this relationship between outer objectivity and inner subjectivity. Johnson describes the 
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“epidermalization” of the black body within American culture, asserting that, “my world 

is epidermalized, collapsed like a house of cards into the stained casement of my skin. 

My subjectivity is turned inside out like a shirtcuff. And so it is not I who make meaning 

for myself, but it is the meaning that was already there, pre-existing, waiting for me” 

(Johnson 607). This notion of the “stained” subjectivity, of a body that is uncontrollably 

tainted by socially conceived marks of inferiority that define and mandate the parameters 

of the self is applicable to both Wuthering Heights and Beloved, where stains operate in 

different ways upon female bodies to deface and ultimately render powerless the subject. 

Judith Halberstam writes that “skin represents the monstrosity of surfaces” (Halberstam 

1). Within both texts, the mutilated female body becomes a site of horror and a form of 

resistance, representing two very different kinds of women fighting for their liberation. 

Outer Subjectivities, Inner Selfhoods 

 When considering the ways that within Wuthering Heights patriarchy works to 

deny autonomous selfhood, it is first important to note that Catherine Earnshaw loses the 

ability to determine her own fate after her marriage to Edgar Linton. Brontë stages 

conflicts between Catherine, Edgar, and Heathcliff that demonstrate the ways that Edgar 

as the patriarchal authority seeks to define Catherine’s desires and fate, and tension 

within the plot arises when Catherine defies his authority. Edgar conceives Catherine as a 

powerless and passive angel in the house that shores up his own masculine dominance, 

his power in the home dependent on Catherine as a victim in need of rescuing. In Chapter 

One of this thesis, I described the ways that Female Gothic novelists of the Victorian 

period recognized the role that the patriarchal figure played in the production of 

confining roles for women, and utilized their novels to trouble the easy hierarchies of the 
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patriarchal family through female character not easily confined to institution of white 

womanhood. Diane Long Hoeveler points to rejection of motherhood, struggle with 

tyrannical domestic forces, and celebration of education for women as crucial steps to 

this rejection of traditional configurations of gender in the family (Hoeveler 186). 

Through staging conflict between the angel in the house and a patriarchal figure, Emily 

Brontë enacts a similar move, making clear Edgar’s attempts at control and ultimate 

authority; the love triangle that exists between Edgar, Catherine, and Heathcliff vilifies 

Heathcliff, and debilitates Catherine. This configuration manifests most prominently in 

the conflict that inspires Catherine’s descent into madness, her confinement the result of 

her inability to determine freely her own relationships and desires in the face of Edgar’s 

dominion. In this scene, Edgar discovers Catherine and Heathcliff arguing in the garden 

about Heathcliff’s impending marriage to Isabella, and in a rage, Edgar ejects Heathcliff 

from the home. Brontë writes, “‘How is this?’ said Linton, addressing her. ‘What notion 

of propriety must you have to remain here, after the language which has been held to you 

by that blackguard? I suppose, because it is his ordinary talk, you think nothing of it: you 

are habituated to his baseness, and, perhaps, imagine I can get used to it too’” (Brontë 

118). Here, Edgar perceives Heathcliff as the infiltrating, villainous figure that has 

corrupted Catherine’s morality; her subjectivity is not her own, but rather is shaped by 

the masculine figures around her, and Heathcliff’s perceived amorality functions as a 

threat to her fragile character. Edgar establishes his status as patriarchal authority, 

defending his pure and chaste wife against the threat this “base” Other represents. He 

continues to construct Catherine’s virtue as a passive entity to be poisoned by this 

intruding black body, asserting,  
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‘I have been so far forbearing with you, sir,’ he said, quietly; ‘not that I 

was ignorant of your miserable, degraded character, but I felt you were 

only partly responsible for that; and Catherine wishing to keep up your 

acquaintance, I acquiesced- foolishly. Your presence is a moral poison that 

would contaminate the most virtuous: for that cause, and to prevent worse 

consequences, I shall deny you hereafter admission into this house… (118) 

Here, Catherine is again asserted the passive recipient of Heathcliff’s moral degradation, 

and he is referred to as a poison repeatedly throughout this and other sections of the text
33

. 

Edgar banishes Heathcliff as a means of protecting Catherine from further contamination. 

Despite Catherine’s shared role in the quarrel, Edgar consistently ignores her 

provocations in favor of constructing her as the victim of Heathcliff’s presence, using his 

perceived villainy to shore up his defense of Catherine.  

 When considering this scene in the context of Victorian representations of white 

womanhood, it is apparent that the oppositional Gothic monstrosity that characterizes the 

patriarchal space of Wuthering Heights has real world implications. Edgar as a white man 

uses the constructed hierarchies of power reflected in Brontë’s text as a means of 

affirming dominance both in the home and abroad. Catherine’s femininity and 

Heathcliff’s dark skin work to disempower them in different ways, the home becoming a 

site of entrapment for Catherine, and a trespassed space for Heathcliff. When defining the 

home in relation to the angel in the house of the Victorian era, John Ruskin writes,  
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 “‘Heathcliff has your permission to come courting to Miss, and to drop in at every opportunity your 

absence offers, on purpose to poison the mistress against you?’” (Brontë 133).  
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The man, in his rough work in the open world, must encounter all peril 

and trial; to him, therefore, must be the failure, the offence, the inevitable 

error: often he must be wounded, or subdued; often misled; and always 

hardened. But he guards the woman from all his; within his house, as ruled 

by her, unless she herself has sought it, need enter no danger, no 

temptation, no cause for error or offence. This is the true nature of the 

home…the shelter, not only from all injury, but from all terror, doubt, and 

division. (Ruskin 1588) 

 Here, Ruskin depicts the home as a space both determined and controlled by men for the 

sake of women; the woman has no power to dictate the parameters of the home space, for 

her only active role in this passage is her choice to pollute this haven constructed around 

her. Coventry Patmore further nuances this conceptualization of the white female body, 

expressing within his poem The Angel in the House that it is not just a woman’s home 

that is expected to be passive and uncontaminated, her body is also read as a similar site 

of control and regulation. He writes, 

Elated oft by such free songs, 

I think with utterance free to raise 

That hymn for which the whole world longs, 

A worthy hymn in woman’s praise; 

A hymn bright-noted like a bird’s, 

Arousing these song-sleepy times 

With rhapsodies of perfect words, 

Ruled by returning kiss of rhymes. (Patmore 1586, lines 13-20) 
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Here, the man’s song is “free,” free to construct and raise the hymn of women, while the 

woman is “ruled” by its parameters; she must live up to the song of praise constructed by 

the male speaker, her “wish to be desired” (line 46) overcoming all other choices. 

Together, these texts establish the white Victorian woman as the cause that pits the 

Englishman against the racial Other, his patriarchal power dependent on both Catherine’s 

need to be silenced and Heathcliff’s need to be expelled as a foreign body. Heathcliff’s 

own ascension into the role of amoral patriarch further demonstrates the role of women as 

tool in the affirmation of masculine authority. In Heathcliff’s quest to fulfill his revenge 

on Edgar as a perceived rival, he infiltrates the home space and awakens the sexuality of 

both Edgar’s wife and sister, gains access to all property and assets, and pushes Edgar 

closer to death by holding his daughter hostage. Though Heathcliff functions in the first 

half of the novel to deconstruct Catherine’s domestic cage, her relationship with him a 

source of liberty and overwhelming passion, the possibility of power ultimately corrupts 

him as well. In a way unsurprising within the world of Emily Brontë, female liberation is 

limited, and in the second half of the novel one patriarchal figure replaces the other.  

 Toni Morrison also addresses the contrast between the way one understands 

oneself, and being seen within Beloved, Sethe defined by dehumanizing stereotypes of 

black womanhood that dictate her character, her morality, and the respect she is granted 

by other characters within the novel. Kari Winter writes of the racial binary that 

structures the British Female Gothic and the American Slave Narrative, asserting that, 

“while middle-class white women were idealized by the ‘cult of true womanhood’ and 

the concept of the angel in the house, black women were demonized as subhuman chattel 

and whores” (Winter 57). Beloved stages an interaction between the white woman Amy 
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Denver and Sethe that reveals the ways that Sethe as a black woman is seen and defined 

within culture, confined to the traditional Gothic convention of the villainous, lurking 

dark body previously aligned with Heathcliff. Morrison writes when Amy first sees 

Sethe’s wounds, 

It’s a tree, Lu. A chokecherry tree. See, here’s the trunk- it’s red and split 

wide open, full of sap, and this here’s the parting for the branches. You 

got a mighty lot of branches. Leaves, too, look like, and dern if these ain’t 

blossom. Tiny little cherry blossoms, just as white. Your back got a whole 

tree on it. In bloom. What God have in mind, I wonder. I had me some 

whipping, but I don’t remember nothing like this
34

. (Morrison 93) 

Here, the marks on Sethe’s back shape her identity throughout the remainder of the scene, 

Amy following her reverie over Sethe’s tree with the assertion, “You must of did 

something. Don’t run off nowhere now” (94). Here, the interaction between Sethe and 

Amy serves two purposes, revealing both the stereotypes structuring Sethe’s identity in 

Amy’s assumption of her guilt, and a moment of mutual identification between two very 

different women. Amy is able to understand the great suffering Sethe has experienced 

because of her own experiences with a heavy handed master that echo the horror 

inscribed on Sethe’s back. Throughout the remainder of the scene, Amy calls Sethe many 

names that echo common understandings of the character of black women in the 
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 Lucille P. Fultz asserts that the use of the ‘chokecherry’ image has many race-based implications, 

reminding readers of the trees used for lynching during Reconstruction. Victims of such hangings were 

referred to in songs and stories as ‘strange fruit’ (34). The memory of lynching permeates both Beloved and 

other texts memorializing this period, here Stamp Paid asserting, “Eighteen seventy-four and whitefolks 

were still on the loose. Whole towns wiped clean of Negroes; eighty seven lynchings in one year alone in 

Kentucky…What are these people? You tell me, Jesus. What are they?” (Morrison 212-213). See also 

Lillian Smith’s Killers of the Dream, “Who started  this grim mess? Who long ago made mom and her sex 

‘inferior’ and stripped her of her economic and political and sexual rights…The patriarchal protest against 

the ancient matriarch has borne strange fruit through the years…” (Smith 153).  
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American south; many of these are couched in the Gothic image of the threatening, 

amoral black body. As Sethe struggles to walk beside Amy down the road, Amy says to 

her, “‘Don’t up and die on me in the night, you hear? I don’t want to see your ugly black 

face hankering over me. If you do die, just go on off somewhere I can’t see you, hear” 

(97). Here, beauty is inherent to the white body rather than the back one, Amy feeling no 

remorse for belittling Sethe’s ravaged body. Her assertion that Sethe’s dead spirit would 

haunt the earth in a state of limbo rather than passing on indicates a perceived lack of 

morality or humanity that allows this transition to occur. Amy later corroborates this 

characterization by comparing Sethe’s appearance to the devil, further distancing her 

from traditional identifiers of femininity, morality, and humanity. Though this scene 

functions within Beloved as a moment of shared identification between the races, Amy’s 

understandings and perceptions of Sethe are colored by stereotypes of black women 

perpetuated within the American south as a means of valorizing the white woman. Sethe 

appears amoral, resilient, and plain in the eyes of Amy Denver, while white women were 

expected to embody the opposite of these characteristics.   

 This scene illuminates the various ways that, within the American south, 

representations of race identity existed in relation to the Other. Ideologies of white 

southern womanhood influenced and shaped ideologies of black womanhood, a binary 

that serves to define and limit both to certain constricting roles. The interaction between 

Amy Denver and Sethe both dramatizes this differentiation and thwarts it, Amy given 

access to certain dreams and mobility that Sethe cannot begin to fathom, yet still far from 

idealized femininity. When Sethe first meets Amy, she explains why she is intent on 

going to Boston, “Kentucky ain’t no good place to be in. Boston’s the place to be in. 



 

61 

 

That’s where my mother was before she gave me to Mr. Buddy” (95). Here, Amy 

highlights her ability to leave her role of servitude without repercussion, unlike Sethe 

who is on the run for her desertion. When discussing the impending birth of Sethe’s baby, 

she asserts, “I been bleeding for four years but I ain’t having nobody’s baby” (98), 

revealing a sexual purity that contrasts with Sethe’s many children. Finally, when 

warning Sethe to not haunt her if she dies, she says, “I don’t want to see your ugly black 

face hankering over me” (97), as if her goodwill absolves her of any penance upon death. 

Here, Amy is cast as mobile, pure, and honorable, the opposite of the way Sethe’s 

characterization as a black woman.  In Reconstructing Womanhood, Hazel V. Carby 

highlights various aspects of the American notion of ‘true womanhood’ that work to bar 

black women from identification with traditional feminine virtues, noting that “the 

parameters of the ideological discourse of true womanhood were bound by a shared 

social understanding that external physical appearance reflected internal qualities of 

character and therefore provided an easily discernible indicator of the function of a 

female of the human species” (Carby 25). This assertion of physical appearance being an 

indicator of inner selfhood has important ramifications in both Beloved and Wuthering 

Heights; and in this previous scene it is used to underwrite both Sethe’s character and 

morality, her black body indicative of both amorality and wayward sexuality. Carby 

asserts that, “black women were not represented as the same social order of being as their 

mistresses; they lacked the physical, external evidence of the presence of a pure soul” 

(26), here addressing the physical characteristics that were read to differentiate white and 

black women. White women were soft, fair, and delicate, and this was indicative of an 

inner purity and softness; black women were strong and resilient, and this ability to live 
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on despite degradation was read as a mark of impurity and lack of sensitivity. It is 

interesting that Morrison ultimately refuses the binary of strength versus softness in her 

representation of Amy Denver and Sethe in Beloved, identifying Amy in her text only by 

her “good hands” (Morrison 90). These hands are the reason that Sethe remembers Amy 

fondly, for it was her hands that brought Denver safely into the world. Through Sethe’s 

memory, Morrison casts a new marker of feminine value, aligning strength with beauty in 

a way that contradicts traditional understandings of women’s bodies.  

The Cost of Fighting Back  

 Returning to Wuthering Heights, the destructive romance of Isabella Linton and 

Heathcliff reveals the ways that sexuality functioned as a means of gaining control over 

women within patriarchal culture, female sexuality leading to social death and 

degradation unless confined within marriage. However, unlike the traditional Gothic 

heroine, Isabella escapes this fate, the act of deserting her traditional feminine duties and 

taking Heathcliff’s child to safety an act of power, and of self-fashioning, rare within 

Victorian Gothic texts. When Nelly first comes to visit Isabella and Heathcliff after they 

procure a hasty marriage, she observes, “‘My young lady is looking sadly the worse for 

her change of condition,’ I remarked. ‘Somebody’s love comes short in her case, 

obviously: whose, I may guess; but, perhaps I shouldn’t say” (Brontë 155). Here, the 

knowledgeable reader will realize that the implications of this comment are twofold, for 

Isabella will later give birth to the son of Heathcliff. Thus, her “condition” both refers to 

her physical sadness and frustration with her marriage, and the physical child that grows 

within her body. Nelly implies that Heathcliff’s love is not enough to satisfy his wife, a 

backhanded insult to his sexual prowess as well as an assertion of his inability to father a 
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healthy child. Heathcliff reroutes the blame onto his wife, characterizing her as dirty and 

contaminated, unable to fulfill her wifely duties by pleasing her husband. He says, “‘I 

should guess it was her own,’ said Heathcliff. ‘She denigrates into a mere slut! She is 

tired of trying to please me uncommonly early. You’d hardly credit it, but the very 

morrow of our wedding, she as weeping to go home” (155)
35

. Here, his assertion recalls 

the line penned by Coventry Patmore quoted earlier in the chapter, where the “woman’s 

wish to be desired” precedes all other desires (Patmore 1586). Isabella has failed this 

expectation both by no longer desiring her husband and by no longer appearing as a 

beautiful and enticingly untouched woman. In this scene, Isabella as a Victorian heroine 

enacts none of the resilience or strength used to differentiate the American slave woman, 

following traditional tropes of the sentimental, British Gothic heroine by wishing death 

rather than continuing to bear this abuse; “he says he has married me on purpose to obtain 

power over [Edgar]; and he shan’t obtain it- I’ll die first!” (Brontë 157) However, in her 

final flight, Isabella’s body becomes a witness of her strength, and her rejection of 

traditional feminine values. She asserts after escaping to Thrushcross Grange, “‘I have 

run the whole way from Wuthering Heights,’ she continued, after a pause, ‘except where 

I’ve flown. I couldn’t count the number of falls I’ve had. Oh, I’m aching all over” (175). 

In these final moments, Isabella’s perhaps pregnant body is both sexualized and 

unwomanly, “her hair stream[ing] on her shoulders, dripping with snow and water; she 

was dressed in a girlish dress she commonly wore…a low frock with short sleeves, and 

nothing on either head or neck” (176). She also has a “deep cut under one ear, which only 
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 The word ‘slut’ bears both sexual and character connotations in Victorian England; from the fifteenth 

century onward, it was regularly used to describe “A woman of a low or loose character; a bold or 

impudent girl; a hussy, jade” (OED Online). In Victorian England, this usage appeared in the popular 

vernacular of such authors as Dickens, referring to “a slut, a hussy” (Dickens 171) in Nicholas Nickleby 

(1839).  
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the cold prevented from bleeding profusely” (176). Combined, her body is sexualized, 

exposed, and beautiful, as well as marred, impure, and dirty, demonstrating how far she’s 

ventured from the expectations of her sex. Overall, through her relationship with 

Heathcliff, Isabella’s narrative reveals the ways that sexuality functions as a mechanism 

of control, and as a means of distorting, the identity of women in the Victorian era. 

Isabella’s flight from this immovable situation comes at the cost of leaving behind her 

family and everything she holds dear. It is in this way that Brontë conveys the 

desperation produced by the inability to determine one’s body and one’s fate, the choice 

to run the only option Isabella can fathom in the face of her destructive marriage. 

 When considering the extent to which Isabella can escape the confines of 

Victorian femininity, critics are both optimistic and skeptical about her ability to traverse 

the traditional fate of the Gothic heroine. Diane Long Hoeveler writes that Isabella 

“exposes the falsity and futility of ‘love and marriage’ as the ‘happy ending’ for 

women…women sometimes survive in the Brontë universe, but sometimes they do not” 

(Hoeveler 195). In her chapter, Hoeveler begins to outline the notion of Isabella as a foil 

to Catherine’s headstrong femininity, her traditional childhood grooming her to expect 

and pursue a romantic ‘hero’ like Heathcliff, one which ultimately turns out to be her 

downfall. Gilbert and Gubar further this reading of Isabella’s character, offering an 

extended explanation of the ways in which her marriage functions like a form of exile. 

They write, “Isabella patently chooses her own fate, refusing to listen to Catherine’s 

warnings against Heathcliff and carefully evading her brother’s vigilance…She does not 

literally die from all this, but when she escapes, giggling like a madwoman, from her 

self-imprisonment, she is so effectively banished from the novel by her brother (and 
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Brontë) that she might as well be dead (Gilbert and Gubar 288, emphasis original). It is at 

this point that my reading of the text differs from these foundational readings of 

Isabella’s character, for I find there to be a form of power located in the choosing of 

one’s own fate, in spite of the regulations placed on one’s fate by the patriarch. Despite 

the fact that Isabella falls into the trap laid for the sentimental Gothic heroine in her 

pursuit of the tempestuous romance that defies reason and logic (this innocent naiveté 

originating in such characters as Isabella of Otranto), she learns from the experience of 

abuse and ultimately takes ownership of her own fate through her act of escape. Kari 

Winter writes of the British Female Gothic heroine,  

Female Gothic heroines are never forced to endure the amount of physical 

exploitation and abuse that enslaved protagonists confront, but Gothic 

novels are actually more pessimistic than slave narratives about their 

protagonists’ chances for triumphing against patriarchal 

strictures…heroines are trapped within a genre that allows them to be 

objects of interest only so long as they are young and virtuous. (Winter 59) 

Often, when women breach these boundaries of purity and youth, they are forced to die 

rather than live on in their stained bodies. However, Isabella bends to none of these 

traditional parameters of the genre, realizing Heathcliff’s madness and able to escape him 

to live another thirteen years independently. Notably, this is longer than any other women 

in the novel survives marriage: Hindley’s bride dies shortly after arriving at Wuthering 

Heights, Catherine Earnshaw’s mother is absent from the text, and Catherine herself dies 

within a year of her marriage.  
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It is interesting that both Wuthering Heights and Beloved utilize the act of leaving, 

and of taking a child, as a means of asserting power in the face of the patriarchy. This 

connection is discoverable through reading the narrative of Isabella Linton, a woman who 

takes control of her body in the act of running from her oppressor, in conversation with 

the reality of Margaret Garner, the woman who inspired the character of Sethe. Kari 

Winter notes that once Isabella has fled Wuthering Heights, Edgar and Heathcliff clash 

once again over the fate of her child, “[Edgar] interested finally (like Heathcliff) only in 

the son and heir she has produced” (Winter 62). Here, the fate of the child is of primary 

importance, and a similar theme is discoverable within the life of Margaret Garner. 

Historical record reveals that there was a significant chance that many of Margaret’s 

children were mixed-race, and the one that died on the fateful day her family was 

captured likely originated from her slave master. When parsing the truth of the narrative 

upon which Morrison’s tale is based in his book Who Speaks for Margaret Garner, Mark 

Reinhardt asserts that indeterminacy plays a central role in the legacy of this narrative. 

He asks, “Who fathered Margaret’s children and was this matter of paternity a clue or key 

to the meaning of her actions? Were her flight and her decision to kill her daughter 

response to sexual violation by a white man, and, if so, was that man Archibald Gaines” 

(Reinhardt 13). He later explores the court testimonies offered in answer to that question, 

noting that Robert, Margaret’s husband, had been hired out at various points during 

Margaret’s child-bearing years. He notes “the broad historical tendencies” of white slave 

masters to abuse their slave women, and concludes that, “there are reasons to raise 

questions of paternity” (15). The implications of this assertion are numerous, for if 

Margaret Garner historically murdered her child not as a means of claiming her own 
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humanity and power as mother (as Morrison depicts), but rather as an act of revenge 

against her slave master, her means of escape destroys a piece of the patriarchal lineage 

that perpetuates her and her loved one’s subjection. In this act, it is possible that the 

historical figure refused both sexual abuse and dominion of the patriarch, that her act of 

killing her child was a means of “stopping” the slave master by taking away his ability to 

continue his bloodline (Morrison 193). Morrison asserts in an interview for the Women’s 

Review of Books that, “This story is about, among other things, the tension between being 

yourself, one’s own Beloved, and being a mother” (254). This assertion takes on a whole 

new meaning when considering the historical context, the historical Margaret Garner 

staging a refusal of the continuous use of female bodies as creators of profit and forms of 

subjection. 

 In light of the historical record, the scene where Sethe describes her faceoff with 

Schoolteacher takes on a new, if simpler, meaning, descriptions of the moments before 

the death of her children framed as a power struggle between Sethe and Schoolteacher. 

The narrator explains, “Sethe knew that the circle she was making around the room, him, 

the subject, would remain one. That she would never close in, pin it down for anybody 

who had to ask. Because the truth was simple, not a long-drawn-out record of flowered 

shifts, tree cages, selfishness, ankle ropes and wells. Simple…” (192). Here, Morrison 

offers the image of the circle to the reader, a structure not bound by a beginning or an end, 

indeterminate in many ways. This indeterminacy aligns with the ways that scholars 

understand Margaret Garner’s true narrative, and its relationship to the narrative of Sethe: 

the motivation behind the killing is plural; it is never clear. It is rooted in a quest for 

freedom, and a fierce love for oneself and one’s children. But the questions of why she 
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chose the children she did, and why she had to fight back that way, are never answered in 

Morrison’s text. The text merely tells us that, “Unless free, motherlove is a killer” (155). 

Morrison continues, “Simple. She just flew. Collected every bit of life she had made, all 

the parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful, and carried, pushed, dragged 

them through the veil, out, away, over there where nobody could hurt them. Over there. 

Outside this place, where they would be safe” (192). This correlates closely with an 

answer Morrison offers in a 1987 interview with Essence Magazine about Beloved. When 

asked to describe the things she learned about the people who survived the experience of 

slavery by writing this book, Morrison responds, “Those people could not live without 

value. They had prices, but no value in the white world, so they made their own, and they 

decided what was valuable” (235). Here, Sethe’s story thwarts the determining power of 

the slave system, her own body and those of her children deemed valuable enough to flee 

the slave master. These valuable aspects of her life are also self-made, not attributed to a 

black husband or a white rapist. Finally, when describing the act of murder, Morrison 

writes, “By the time she faced him, looked him dead in the eye, she had something in her 

arms that stopped him in his tracks. He took a backward step with each jump of the baby 

heart until finally there was none. ‘I stopped him,’ she said, staring at the place where the 

fence used to be. ‘I took and put my babies where they’d be safe’” (193). Here, it is easy 

to forget that there is more than one man standing in the shed with Sethe when she slices 

the throat of her child, for Schoolteacher and his men are all witnesses to the act. 

However, in this moment, Sethe’s eyes lock with only one man, the one person she had to 

stop. When read alongside the historical narrative, this single-minded fixation takes on 

new meaning, for in this moment Sethe asserts that this man will never have power over 
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her again. Though it is impossible to trace the paternity fully within the historical record, 

and Morrison’s narrative is intentionally indeterminate on the motivation behind Sethe’s 

act, her violent bid for freedom attacks both the power of the patriarch over her body, as 

well as the slave master over herself and her children. Similarly to Isabella, she decides 

that her freedom is worth this incredible cost, and runs with everything she has towards a 

better life.  

Lingering Scars as Spectral Bodies 

 Finally, I wish to turn to the spectral bodies that haunt both Wuthering Heights 

and Beloved, considering the ways that their presence within the text underscores this 

conglomeration of race and gender based power structures aimed in specific and varying 

ways at white and black women. In both texts, the spectral body appears as a complete 

picture of the various struggles faced and overcome by multiple female characters, 

lingering throughout both texts as a scar that cannot be erased, and a constant reminder of 

past pain that still haunts. Rosemary Jackson argues in Fantasy: The Literature of 

Subversion that fantastic literature “traces the unsaid and the unseen in culture: that 

which has been silenced made visible, covered over and made ‘absent’” (Jackson 4). She 

continues that the fantastic reveals the underside of the dominant cultural order, those 

forces of disorder and non-meaning against which hegemony constitutes itself. Fantastic 

literature leaves these forces in view as a means of undermining conventional cultural 

systems and making new ones visible (20). Notions of silence, invisibility, and forced 

absence are all important when considering Lockwood’s interaction with the ghost of 

Catherine within Brontë’s Wuthering Heights. In this scene, Lockwood finds himself 

spending the night in Catherine’s childhood bedroom, experiencing several disturbing 



 

70 

 

dreams throughout the course of the night. When Lockwood sees Catherine through the 

window, Brontë writes, “The intense horror of nightmare came over me: I tried to draw 

back my arm, but the hand clung to it, and a most melancholy voice sobbed- ‘Let me in-

let me in!’” (Brontë 25). Here, Brontë establishes the premise of the interaction, 

Catherine barred from the house in which she was born, and begging to be allowed to 

return. Brontë continues, “‘Who are you?’ I asked, struggling, meanwhile, to disentangle 

myself. ‘Catherine Linton,’ it replied shiveringly (why did I think of Linton? I had read 

Earnshaw twenty times for Linton). ‘I’m coming home: I’d lost my way on the moor’” 

(25). Here, the name of Linton limits Catherine within her role as a married woman, 

unrecognizable as the once strong-willed child. In this form she is weak and codependent, 

unable to navigate the land she once knew so well, only comfortable within the domestic 

space (“Let me in!”). Brontë continues, “As it spoke, I discerned, obscurely, a child’s 

face looking through the window. Terror made me cruel; and finding it useless to attempt 

shaking the creature off, I pulled its wrist on to the broken pane, and rubbed it to and fro 

till the blood ran down and soaked the bedclothes: still it wailed, ‘Let me in!’ and 

maintained its tenacious gripe, almost maddening me with fear” (25). Here, several 

possibilities occur: the face of the child bearing the name of a woman either indicates a 

plurality of identity within the subject, where Catherine is both the headstrong child of 

her youth and the restricted, confined women of her adult life, or she is reduced to 

childlike weakness and codependency in the act of bearing the Linton name. In this 

moment, Lockwood becomes fearful of this female figure that rivals his strength, her 

determination throwing his masculinity into question in her ability to overcome his 

resistance. “Let me in!” as a refrain returns in this final moment, and in light of the 
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various cultural disempowerments of women, lacking claim to property and control of 

one’s identity and destiny within Victorian society, it seems that this tireless refrain to 

return to a place which bears her name echoes frustrations at female inability to self-

determine in Victorian society: “the air swarmed with Catherines; and rousing myself to 

dispel the obtrusive name, I discovered my candlewick reclining on one of the antique 

volumes…” (19). Wuthering Heights stages multiple encounters between feminine 

ownership of property and masculine usurpation of authority, and this encounter with the 

spectral reaffirms these claims. Within this section, the ghost of Catherine becomes an 

effective means of synthesizing many of the social hierarchies that govern Wuthering 

Heights, Brontë staging a scene of violent patriarchal cruelty to illuminate more clearly 

the plight of the Victorian woman within the period.  

 Similarly, when considering the ghost of Beloved within Morrison’s text, it 

becomes clear that her spectral body serves as a record of the degradation inflicted on 

black female bodies, for each mark alludes to a different form of violence used to shore 

up race-based hierarchies. Interestingly, Beloved’s monologue in the middle of the text 

functions as an index of all these cruelties, which Morrison dramatizes throughout the 

plot as well as in this one chapter. Beloved’s section first addresses illiteracy, the inability 

to harness language to tell of one’s own experiences. Morrison writes, “I am Beloved and 

she is mine. I see her take flowers away from leaves  she puts them in a round basket  the 

leaves are not for her  she fills the basket  she opens the grass  I would help her but the 

clouds are in the way   how can I say things that are pictures?” (Morrison 248). Here, 

Beloved poses a question of how to express the longing she has to return to her mother. 

Throughout the chapter she draws on a variety of metaphors to express this closeness, but 
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she struggles throughout the text to express her thoughts
36

. Additionally, Beloved’s 

monologue documents the sexual violence women faced within the slave trade. Morrison 

writes, “the men without skin are making loud noises they push my own man through  

they do not push the woman with my face through  she goes in  they do not push her  she 

goes in…” (250). Repeatedly, these monstrous white men make loud noises, and these 

sounds are always associated with the woman bearing Beloved’s face. The text asserts 

that this woman faced multiple sexual abuses by these men, all of which she bore in 

silence. This is a particularly important detail when considering the speculation about the 

father of Morrison’s Crawling Already? Girl or Margaret Garner’s child; here Beloved’s 

mother is raped by a white man in the same way many believe Garner to have been. This 

sexual degradation explains why Beloved materializes as a pregnant woman at the end of 

the text, her body still bearing the scars of unwanted intimacy and abuse. It is interesting 

that Morrison describes this body as beautiful despite its condition; throughout the text, 

she intentionally affirms black female strength rather than continuing to cast it as a mark 

of shame; “the devil-child was clever, they thought. And beautiful. It had taken the shape 

of a pregnant woman, naked and smiling in the heat of the afternoon sun. Thunder-black 

and glistening, she stood on long straight legs, her belly big and tight. Vines of hair 

twisted all over her head. Jesus. Her smile was dazzling” (308). Finally, within Beloved’s 

section, the neck is offered as both a scarred and beautiful part of the body, bearing the 

marks of the past that one must learn to accept in order to heal and move past pain. 

                                                 
36

 Morrison addresses illiteracy in a variety of ways throughout Beloved, characters such as Paul D 

frustrated by their inability to read; “From the solemn air with which Stamp had unfolded the paper, the 

tenderness in the old man’s fingers as he stroked its creases and flattened it out, first on his knees, then on 

the split top of the piling, Paul D knew that it ought to mess him up. That whatever was written on it should 

shake him” (Morrison 181). Literacy becomes a means of liberation for characters; Denver is empowered 

to leave the confines of 124 through her education. 
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Beloved says, “it is my dark face that is going to smile at me the iron circle is around our 

neck” (250), here alluding the physical chains that bound slaves. This mention of the 

neck dovetails with the scar on Beloved’s neck from where Sethe cut her, another site of 

trauma within the text: “She fell backward and off the chair and thrashed around holding 

her throat. Sethe knocked her on the back while Denver pried her hands away from her 

neck” (79). However, it is these parts of the past of black men and women, the history 

that still haunts, that Baby Suggs encourages her congregation to love. She chooses 

specifically this part of the body, the one that bears so many powerful connotations to 

assert, “O my people, out yonder, hear me, they do not love your neck unnoosed and 

straight. So love your neck; put a hand on it, grace it, stroke it and hold it up” (105). 

Beloved’s chapter ends on this note of resilience, asserting “I am not dead  I sit  the sun 

closes my eyes  when I open them I see the face I lost” (252). Overall, both spectral 

bodies function within the text as a lingering reminder of the race and gender based 

traumas experienced by women at the hands of slavery, and patriarchal society. Spectral 

bodies are voices that will not be silenced, constantly surfacing as a reminder of past pain, 

and as an assertion of continued strength.  

 As we have seen, consideration of representations of race and gender in both 

Wuthering Heights and Beloved reveals the ways that reading these texts in conversation 

illuminates structural inequalities that impact both white and black female bodies in 

similar, though not synonymous ways. This close, comparative reading demonstrates that 

both Brontë and Morrison constructed their Gothic texts to highlight structures of 

domination perpetuated both by patriarchy and slavery on female bodies within the 

nineteenth century; consideration of these experiences reveals points of correlation rather 
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than differentiation and competition between two racially differentiated experiences.  

Hazel V. Carby outlines the similarities between black feminist theory and the writings of 

white women in Reconstructing Womanhood, demonstrating the similar, rather than 

opposing or competitive goals that define these liberationist movements. She writes,  

Black feminist theory continues to be shaped by the tensions apparent in 

feminist theory in general that have been characterized by Elaine 

Showalter as three phases of development. To paraphrase and adapt her 

model, these would be the concentration on misogyny (and racism) of 

literary practice; the discovery that (black) women writers had a literature 

of their own (previously hidden by patriarchal [and racist] values) and the 

development of a (black) female aesthetic; and a challenge to and 

rethinking of the conceptual grounds of literary study and an increased 

concern with theory. (Carby 16) 

Within this chapter, parallels have also been discovered: the notion that the interiority and 

desire of both white and black bodies are defined by physical, surface readings of the 

body, the notion that both white and black women have fought to escape those points of 

degradation and disempowerment, and finally the degree to which these scars linger as 

women continue to strengthen themselves against those who would relegate them to 

secondary roles. Despite the substantial differences between the female Gothic novels of 

Victorian England and Morrison’s neo-slave narrative, both texts work to expose the 

unsaid truths of patriarchal culture, demonstrating the ways that identity is forcefully 

imposed and used as a means of confining characters to certain debilitating roles. Both 

texts focus on the gendered and sexual politics that underwrite patriarchal culture, and a 
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side-by-side reading reveals the conflation of ideologies of race and gender that occur 

within each of these texts.  
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CONCLUSION 

Beloved and Wuthering Heights: Where Do We Go From Here?  

 When considering the textual afterlives of these two beloved narratives, it seems 

that the deeper meaning of Toni Morrison’s concluding assertion in her novel has 

certainly come to pass; neither the legacies of Beloved nor Wuthering Heights have 

“passed on” from our literary landscape. Rather, just as both Andrea Arnold’s 2011 film 

version of Wuthering Heights, and the 1998 depiction of Beloved begins with aging 

protagonists looking back upon their now infamous lives, adaptations sometimes only 

faintly resemble their origins. In her study, Brontë Transformations, Patsy Stoneman 

seeks to trace the cultural disseminations of the various Brontë novels, analyzing the 

transitions in plot, character, and setting Wuthering Heights in particular has undergone 

through the years. She makes a compelling argument for the validity of such creative 

liberties, arguing along with other post-structuralist thinkers that “if…the reader is the 

place where the meanings of a text meet, he or she is also the place where new meanings 

may be generated. Every writer (or painter or film-maker) is also a reader who transforms 

previous texts into new shapes” (Stoneman 5). Here, she makes an argument for 

intertextuality, where texts are multi-dimensional spaces in which a variety of forms and 

writings blend to create something new. 

It is to this notion that I wish to turn in the final moments of my thesis, asserting 

once again the fruitful possibilities that have arisen from an intertextual and intersectional 

analysis of Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights and Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Though the 

structure of this thesis is unconventional in its insistent comparison of a neo-slave 
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narrative with a mid-Victorian novel, I believe that the tight, intentional dialogue staged 

between the various discourses of race and gender discoverable in these two novels sheds 

light on the interconnectedness of the British and American Gothic traditions. Through 

first considering the shared Gothic conventions that populate both Wuthering Heights and 

Beloved, and acknowledging their similar attention to the body and its manifestations, 

and then in subsequent chapters revealing the ways that these Gothic conventions reflect 

problematic understandings of identity while simultaneously allowing for resistance 

through monstrosity, the Gothic novels of the British and American tradition overall 

perpetuate a similar ideology. It seems that, though it has been argued that the American 

Gothic tradition is preoccupied with psychological darkness and degeneration, and the 

British Gothic expresses a deeper concern for the foreign body, in the context of this 

study, both traditions express a larger concern for the monster within. Within Wuthering 

Heights and Beloved, the cultivated gentleman and the beautiful, heroic maiden are 

subject to scrutiny; readings of the raced body are reconsidered and thwarted, and the 

traditional site of wisdom and authority embodied in the patriarchal leader is proven to be 

a source of entrapment, enslavement, and violence. 

Though the primary means of analysis throughout this thesis was close reading, 

an important theoretical backbone remains foundational and essential to the formation of 

informed cultural criticism. Eve Sedgwick argues that one of the primary themes of the 

Gothic is the notion of boundaries and their collapse, where the self is blocked off from 

something to which it would normally have access. Judith Halberstam corroborates this 

assertion through her reading of skin as text, a technology of monstrosity that is infinitely 

producing markers of non-normative race, gender, and sexuality. Here, bodies become 
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barriers to dignity, humanity, and basic rights. It is here that these theorists of the Gothic 

intersect with theories of gender and race, Michel Foucault, Judith Butler, Mary Poovey, 

and others outlining the relationship between the physical body and ideological 

understandings of identity. Through drawing on the work of these seminal thinkers, I 

reveal the ways that the invocation of various Gothic tropes facilitates a challenge to 

debilitating, power-based social hierarchies by revealing the ease with which they are 

thwarted.  This allows for a consideration of the redemptive possibilities of the Gothic in 

its ability to facilitate a more inclusive spectrum of identity within texts, and a 

demonstration of the ways that, for both authors, the Gothic mode proved a useful tool in 

revising non-exclusive systems of oppression. 

There are certainly numerous places for expansion within a project like this one. 

Despite the fictional historical continuity that is discoverable within the texts, Morrison 

setting her neo-slave narrative within ten years of the publication date of Wuthering 

Heights, it would certainly be fruitful to punctuate the gap in time with other texts that 

share similar considerations of the Gothic body and its possibilities within society. 

Consideration of the various forms of the Gothic that appear within nineteenth century 

Victorian England in conversation with those in America provides many exciting avenues 

for future study. Parallels between the Caribbean slaves of Absalom, Absalom and the 

hints of Heathcliff’s own Caribbean heritage, or Faulker’s many mulatto characters 

placed in dialogue with the implications of Mina Harker’s tainted baby produced at the 

end of Dracula are possible additions to this consideration of the ways that race, gender, 

and the Gothic work to expose and revise the problematic social hierarchies that paranoia 

of difference produced in both these historical contexts. Authors such as Jean Rhys also 
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reach back to the Victorian Gothic for inspiration, Wide Sargasso Sea a historic novel 

that invites a conversation about race into a Victorian narrative concerned with issues of 

class and gender. Though the goal of my project was to clearly establish the points of 

connection between the two traditions without muddying the study with too many voices, 

there are certainly ways to broaden the project further over time.  

Overall, the goals of this project were two-fold. First, I attempt to establish a 

connection between the functionality of the Gothic within two novels often discussed in 

the context of the Gothic tradition, but rarely read in tandem. I see many important 

connections in the ways that Wuthering Heights and Beloved express the plurality of 

human subjectivity through Gothic tropes, including the combinations of masculinity and 

femininity, non-human and human, and black and white, and my project explores and 

reveals these connections in a way that I believe provokes further consideration. I also 

demonstrate the ways that both novels sit comfortably within a Female Gothic or African 

American Gothic tradition that refuses to stay silent, authors of the Victorian period and 

the slave narrative using their voices and their minds to confront fearlessly the social 

problems they experienced. This thesis resounds with characters powerfully asserting 

their “I”, who I am, what I did, and who I love. It is in this way that literature becomes a 

powerful mechanism of social change, functioning as a voice for those who otherwise are 

unable to express that the face they see reflected back on them in the eyes of others, the 

monstrous, dehumanized and debilitated caricature of masculinity, femininity, or the 

raced body, looks nothing like who they truly are.  
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