Wuthering Heights - Presentation Recapitulation

Based upon my overall observations of the class presentations, I have arrived at the conclusion that one of the central messages Bronte tries to convey through Wuthering Heights is that people are inherently cruel; cruel to others as well as to themselves, whether intentionally or not. To clarify, while cruelty exists (and provides much fodder for AP questions), it does not seem to exist at the exclusion of other characteristics, such as fear, passion or love. Rather, it seems to thrive in complement to other emotions as an underlying element, pervading nearly every character’s personality.

For example, Hindley represents cruelty paired with discrimination. True to the attitudes of most prejudiced people, he appears to base his hostility in fear of the unknown. Hindley seems convinced (perhaps rightfully so) that Heathcliffe’s presence in his family will result in the loss of the love of his father and sister. Perhaps it is because of Hindley’s resultant cruelty toward his foster brother that Heathcliffe focuses so intently on pilfering or swindling everything Hindley holds valuable, from a childhood pony to his entire estate, not to mention the heart of Cathy. Hindley’s pent up antipathy toward Heathcliffe is exemplified when he casts him out of the party at which young Heathcliffe impulsively tosses hot applesauce upon Edgar Linton. His ruined life all but spent, Hindley becomes easy prey for Heathcliffe later, when he exacts his revenge by becoming Hindley’s mortgagee and proprietor of Wuthering Heights. Heathcliffe sees Hindley’s ruin to completion, and thus feeds his own corrupt soul.

Heathcliffe, while cruelty permeates his very soul, is not unfeeling. As was mentioned, Cathy and Heathcliffe are not only foils, but are necessary complements to each other. Cathy is the cause of Heathcliffe’s villainy, as evident by his persistent self-inflicted mania. This pain is culminated by his intent of retrieving Cathy from death by digging up her grave and his sensing of her presence at that time and during his last days of life. At times, the ill-fated lovers seem not only to be unable to exist independently, but to be, in fact, the same person. Cathy states, “I love him because he’s more myself than I am. Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.” This insight explains their conflicts because while each loves the other intensely, they seem incapable of kindness towards each other for the following reason. Because each hates his or her own self (Cathy hates herself for marrying Edgar. Heathcliffe hates himself for leaving Wuthering Heights, among other transgressions), they cannot possibly love each other, a conclusion to which they are completely oblivious. 

Wuthering Heights is essentially a story about mean-spirited people living in close quarters and the ensuing misery. What makes the novel worthwhile (and worth discussion) is that ornery and cruel people may be much deeper than their plainly evil counterparts. While they may be wise in the ways of scheming or manipulating, the characters are often foolish in the ways of pursuing happiness and ultimately serve only to inflict despair upon one another.
