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The Law of the Moors
- A legal analysis of Wuthering Heights

Tahmina S. Rahman

Introduction

 ÔIt is rustic all through. It is moorish and wild, and knotty as
a root of heath.Õ1

Charlotte Bront�Õs description of her sisterÕs2 only novel is befitting of
Wuthering Heights. Above all it is a wild novel: wild with passion, wild with
unconventionality, wild with its depiction of nature, wild with its spirituality
and wild with its illustration of a transcendent love.3 Yet it is also a cultural
novel: it is a tale of morality, of education, of social conventions, and of
political undertones.4 It is this central ambiguity that intrigues the reader of
Wuthering Heights: the self-contradiction that is the crux of the choice5 that
faces Catherine6 and the repercussions of which haunt the remaining
characters for years after her death. Her choice is the Victorian Choice. It is
a reflection of the inherent conflict that underlies the novel: it is the
continual struggle between convention and realism that is the hallmark of the
Victorian social order.

Wuthering Heights illustrates this conflict with a startling clarity. It is
a novel of extremes: although it concerns the time-honoured theme of love
in the face of adversity, Emily Bront�Õs literary skills depict a powerful all-
encompassing and ultimately destructive love that is set up against an equally

                                                
1  C. Bront�, ÔEditorÕs Preface to the New Edition of Wuthering Heights and Agnes
GreyÕ (London, 1850) p.xix
2  Emily Bront� (1818-48)
3  See J. K. Mathison, ÔNelly Dean and the Power of Wuthering HeightsÕ, 11.2
(September 1956) Nineteenth-Century Fiction 12
4  See T.K. Meier, ÔWuthering Heights and the Violation of ClassÕ, (1968) 15.3
Bronte Society Transactions part 78
5  The choice between Edgar (ÔcultureÕ) and Heathcliff  (ÔnatureÕ)
6  The first Catherine (Catherine Earnshaw) will be referred to as ÔCatherineÕ; her
daughter (Catherine Linton) will be referred to as ÔCathyÕ
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dangerous representation of culture. At the time of publication,7 Victorian
society largely condemned this criticism of its defects.8 The fact that the
Bront� sisters could only publish their work under male pseudonyms is
indicative of the hidebound nature of Victorians, and in many ways their
novels were a rebellion against the social order of the day. Wuthering
Heights strongly challenges the social norm: Bront�Õs powerfully vibrant
natural imagery acts as a literary technique by which natural sub-motifs such
as realism and humanistic values are examined and contrasted against the
tradition of culture. Legal symbolism thus pervades Wuthering Heights, yet
there is a central ambiguity as to the resolution of this conflict. Allott writes,

ÔThe bookÕs extraordinary power derivesÉfrom Emily
Bront�Õs attempt to do justice to the conflicting demands of
her heart and headÉ At the novelÕs end a certain equilibrium
has been achieved.Õ9

The Ôheart and headÕ conflict is a representation of the nature-culture divide
and contrary to Ms AllottÕs views, it is my submission that there remains a
moral ambivalence throughout the novel that denies a healthy ÔequilibriumÕ.

It must be remembered that Wuthering Heights is a novel of
intertwined human relations. Essentially it is a story of two Victorian
families where the inhabitants of Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross Grange
are identified as opposites: the former household is characterised by exposure
to the natural elements whereas the latter is a representation of enclosure and
cultural refinement. The intermarriage between the two households has
catastrophic effects: Catherine realises Ôheaven did not seem to be my
homeÕ10 and this has repercussions that penetrate through to the following
generation. It may even be said that Bront� uses the second generation so as
to revise and resolve the imperfections of the past. Yet undoubtedly the
defining characteristic of the novel is her illustration of the magnificent
although ultimately destructive love between Catherine and Heathcliff. The
reason for the dark aspect of their love may be questioned: the answer lies

                                                
7 See J. Sutherland, Victorian Novelists and Publishers (Chicago, 1976) p.208,
where Sutherland notes, ÔWuthering Heights went through six publishers in
eighteen monthsÕ.
8  Cecil notes this: D. Cecil, ÔEmily Bront� and Wuthering HeightsÕ in D. Cecil,
Early Victorian Novelists, Essays in Revaluation (New York, 1935) p.157
9  M. Allott, ÔWuthering Heights: The Rejection of Heathcliff?Õ (January 1958) 8.1
Essays in Criticism 27
10  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights (London, 1995) p.80
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both in Bront�Õs portrayal of the authority of natural law and the
complication of the Victorian Choice, as I hope to show.

The purpose of this study is to highlight the central culture-nature
conflict that characterises Wuthering Heights and to examine the legal
symbolism that underpins this conflict. To this end, this dissertation will
begin with a contextual study of Victorian society, in order to appreciate the
context within which Emily wrote and so as to provide a better
representation of the culture that is depicted in Wuthering Heights. The
dissertation will then describe the natural law doctrine and show how this
manifests itself in the novel. Finally it will demonstrate how positive law is
continually contrasted with natural law throughout Wuthering Heights.
Ultimately, I hope to show how Bront� illustrates that the power of natural
law triumphs over culture, but how despite this, there is a central moral
ambiguity that she fails to resolve.

Culture: the Victorian Choice

ÔIn spite of much power and cleverness; in spite of its truth to
life in the remote nooks and corners of England, Wuthering
Heights is a disagreeable story. The Bells seem to affect the
painful and exceptional subjects: - the misdeeds and
oppressions of tyranny Ð the eccentricities of ÒwomanÕs
fantasyÓ.Õ11

The above criticism of the ÔBellsÕ12 is typical of the cavalier attitude
prevalent in Victorian society that automatically condemns as profanity any
questioning of the social order. Chorley berates Emily and Anne Bront� for
their Ôeccentric and unpleasantÕ works Ð he thus betrays a total ignorance of
the social implications of the novels as part of a greater genre of narrative
jurisprudence.13 Wuthering Heights is a revolutionary novel: it is an
illustration of a patriarchal society where the serious issues of oppression,
social inequality, education and morality are dealt with. The central conflict
between nature and culture underpins the novel: yet in order to appreciate its
significance, it is important to gain an understanding of Victorian society
and the context within which Emily Bront� wrote.

The ambiguity in having a female figurehead for a patriarchal society
was a reflection of the inner conflict that women faced in Victorian Britain:
                                                
11  H. F. Chorley,  Athenaeum, No. 1052, 25 December 1847, p.1324
12  The male pseudonym that was shared by the Bront� sisters
13  C. L. Krueger, ÔVictorian Narrative JurisprudenceÕ, in M. Freeman and A. Lewis
(eds.), Law and Literature (Oxford, 1999), p.437
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the reality of female emotions, desires and needs was consistently denied.
Written three decades after Jane AustenÕs Sense and Sensibility,14 Emily
Bront� wrote at a time of burgeoning feminism and considerable political
unrest: women were not only the legal property of men, but they were
systematically abused on a regular basis.15 Social change was thus recognised
as a necessity, and the air of reform was sweeping an increasingly urbanised
Britain. A decade before the publication of Wuthering Heights, slavery was
abolished in British-governed territories. The Chartist movement (1838-42)
was accompanied by a literary crusade for female emancipation: GaskellÕs
Mary Barton (1848) was published a year after EmilyÕs novel, the non-
fiction publication of Rosina Bulwer LyttonÕs Blighted Life (1880) and the
other Bront� sistersÕ novels were also part of a greater acknowledgement of
the social iniquities of the Victorian womanÕs status and the need for reform.
This is a theme that underpins Wuthering Heights: HeathcliffÕs exploitation
of the unjust laws is both a reflection of the scope for abuse in Victorian
culture and also a direct result of the thwarting of nature. The undertones of
social reform are thus reflected in the importance Bront� places on
education,16 the depiction of HeathcliffÕs ruthless exploitation of the
patriarchal laws,17 and the illustration of the mistreatment of women in
Victorian society.18

 From this the conflict is born. The result is the clash of realism with
convention, of moral values and immoral laws and of the need for change
with the intransigence of the hidebound Victorian society. The manifestation
of this in Wuthering Heights is to be found in CatherineÕs choice to have a
conventional marriage to Edgar Linton that conforms to the social norm:
despite the realism of her emotional identification with Heathcliff. This is
the Victorian Choice. Emily Bront� obviously subscribes to the Reade school

                                                
14  Sense and Sensibility was written in 1811; Wuthering Heights in 1847
15  Berg writes, ÔThe primary concern of Wuthering Heights is neither racism nor
capitalism but patriarchy. In 1847, when Wuthering Heights was published,
women and children were the legal property of their husbands, a law which
Heathcliff exploits to wreak his revenge. By 1847, wife abuse was a daily feature of
the newspapers which Emily read.Õ: M. Berg, Wuthering Heights: The Writing in
the Margin (New York, 1996) p.4
16  An instance of this is where Hareton is mocked by Cathy and Linton for his
lack of education:, E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights n.10 above, Volume 2 Chapter 7
17  For example how he tricks Cathy out of her inheritance: see E. Bront�,
Wuthering Heights n.10 above, Volume 2, Chapter 14
18  In Volume 2, Chapter 13 Heathcliff beats Cathy with Ôdiabolical violenceÕ: E.
Bront�, Wuthering Heights n.10 above
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of thought that, Ô ÒJusticeÓ is the daughter of ÒPublicityÓ Õ.19 Her solution to
the Victorian social problem is its identification in Wuthering Heights:
through this work, she has made a substantial contribution to Victorian
narrative jurisprudence.20 Bront�Õs discourse is a realistic narrative: her true-
to-life characters disturb even her sister with their powerfully potent
presence.21 Heathcliff and Catherine are physical manifestations of Nature
and the symbolism evident in their intense characterisation is deliberate. The
motifs of sensibility and moral realism are a reflection of the significance
that Bront� places on reason. Reason wills Catherine in one direction Ð yet
her love of culture compels her to reject her natural intuition. This in effect
is a rejection of natural law in favour of the laws of the social order. The
doctrine of natural law will now be examined.

Natural Law: ÔOne Eternal Unchangeable LawÕ
A central question that underlies Bront�Õs novel is whether natural law can
claim an existence in a civilised society. This will be ascertained,22 but it is
first necessary to ascertain the meaning of natural law. Natural law has been
given a number of interpretations, but it essentially refers to a part of an
eternal and immutable order23 that comes about by way of reason, which is
the natural quality of law. The archetypal natural lawyer, St. Thomas
Aquinas24 describes this as lex naturalis. The Aquinas classification discerns
four types of law: eternal law (lex aeterna), divine law (lex divina), natural
law (lex naturalis) and human law (lex humana). The first two categories are
not strictly relevant to this study: it is sufficient to note that eternal law
refers to divine intellect and the will of God to provide rational guidance;
whereas divine law refers to that part of eternal law that is Scripture-based.
Natural law, like divine law, is that part of eternal law that governs
                                                
19  C. Reade, Readiana: Comments on Current Events (London, 1883), p.116
20  Krueger writes, ÔVictorian feminist narrative jurisprudence is preoccupied with
womenÕs silence before the law.Õ : C. L. Krueger, ÔVictorian Narrative
JurisprudenceÕ, in M. Freeman and A. Lewis (eds.), Law and Literature (Oxford,
1999), p.456
21  Charlotte writes, ÔWhether it is right or advisable to create beings like
Heathcliff, I do not know: I scarcely think it is.Õ: C. Bront�, ÔEditorÕs Preface to the
New Edition of Wuthering Heights and Agnes GreyÕ n.1 above, p. xix
22  Below where I conclude that Emily provides no clear moral answer, but that it
would appear from the novelÕs conclusion that natural law can be tempered by
culture
23  i.e. eternal law or God-given rules
24  For an excerpt of his work: Aquinas ÔSumma Theologica: Law in GeneralÕ, in M.
Freeman, LloydÕs Introduction to Jurisprudence (London, 1994), p.132.
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humankind: yet where divine law is discovered through revelation, natural
law is made known by reason. The rational basis of natural law is its
defining feature.25 It is submitted that this is a motif that is made plain in
Bront�Õs description of Catherine and HeathcliffÕs natural love: the novel
describes their emotions by way of justifiable discourse Ð Catherine reasons,
for instance that the natural love they share is overpowering to the extent
that her very identity is merged with that of HeathcliffÕs, hence her
impassioned cry, ÔI am Heathcliff!Õ26

Yet AquinasÕs illustration of human law is also evident in Wuthering
Heights. Human law is positive law, or law that has been enacted by human
beings as, for instance, in the form of legislation. Positive law is evident in
Bront�Õs novel in her illustration of human society, particularly in her
portrayal of Victorian culture. The fact that Bront� chooses to place
emphasis on Ôhumanistic valuesÕ27 within a Victorian society adds weight to
the claim that she supports the natural tradition, and it is my argument that
such claims are well-founded. This necessitates a further examination of the
doctrine of natural law as it manifests itself in Wuthering Heights.

Perhaps the best explanation of the doctrine of natural law is that
provided by Cicero:

ÔTrue law is right reason in agreement with nature; it is of
universal application, unchanging and everlastingÉ It is a sin
to try and alter this law, nor is it allowable to attempt to
repeal any part of it, and it is impossible to abolish it
entirelyÉ but one eternal unchangeable law will be valid for
all nations and all timesÉ Whoever is disobedient is fleeing
from himself and denying his human nature, and by reason of
this very fact that he will suffer the worst penalties, even if
he escapes what is commonly considered punishment.Õ28

Emily Bront� may have written this herself. The Ôtrue lawÕ that Cicero refers
to as Ôof universal application, unchanging and everlastingÕ is manifested in
the powerful consuming love that unites Heathcliff and Catherine. Charlotte

                                                
25  An interesting illustration of a ÔculturalÕ and Ônon-rationalÕ characterisation is
that of Isabella Linton, of whom Heathcliff says ÔI can hardly regard her in the
light of a rational creature...Õ E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.148
26  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights n.10 above, p.82
27  N. Armstrong,  ÔEmily Bront� In and Out of Her TimeÕ, (Fall 1982) 15.3 Genre
243
28  Cicero, ÔDe Re PublicÕ in M. Freeman, LloydÕs Introduction to Jurisprudence
(London, 1994), p.130
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Bront� refers to this love as Ôa perverted passion and a passionate
perversityÕ29 which may highlight the absence of Ôright reasonÕ: however it
is submitted that Charlotte is guilty of an over-technical analysis of the
intensity of EmilyÕs natural imagery and as such, she overlooks the authorÕs
central purpose in depicting Nature in its extreme. It is submitted that Emily
Bront� purposely sets no limits in her description of this natural love in
order to emphasise that it is bred of fire and fury and passion and spirit. As
Catherine famously says,

ÔÉmy love for Linton is like the foliage in the woods Ð time
will change it, IÕm well aware, as winter changes the trees.
My love for Heathcliff resembles the eternal rocks beneath; a
source of little visible delight, but necessary. Nelly I am
Heathcliff! HeÕs always, always in my mind; not as a
pleasure, any more than I am always a pleasure to myself, but
as my own being.Õ30

The reference to the ÔeternalÕ quality of CatherineÕs love is reiterated
throughout the novel: this not only strengthens the natural element of her
emotions, but this is also coupled with a strong sense of self-identification
(Ôas my own beingÕ). The sheer force of their love binds them so that they
are an indissoluble entity. This is evident in the fact that although Catherine
dies, her spirit lives on through Heathcliff: he raves,

ÔCatherine Earnshaw, may you not rest as long as I am
living! You said I killed you Ð haunt me then!É Take any
form Ð drive me mad! Only do not leave me in this abyss
where I cannot find you! Oh, God! It is unendurable! I
cannot live without my life! I cannot live without my
soul!Õ31

The constant reference to the unity of souls is a method by which Bront�
tries to show that Ôtrue law is right reason in agreement with natureÕ.
Catherine is naturally HeathcliffÕs Other Self: her reason dictates that their
identities are intertwined so as to give them a combined selfhood. To this
end she claims:

                                                
29  C. Bront�, ÔEditorÕs Preface to the New Edition of Withering Heights and Agnes
GreyÕ, n.1 above
30  E. Bront�, Withering Heights, n.10 above
31  E. Bront�, Withering Heights, n.10 above, p.167
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ÔWhat were the use of my creation if I were entirely
contained here? My great miseries in the world have been
HeathcliffÕs miseries, and I watched and felt each from the
beginning; my great thought in living is himself. If all else
perished, and he remained, I should still continue to be; and,
if all else remained and he were annihilated, the Universe
would turn to a mighty stranger.Õ32

It is interesting to compare part of an earlier poem by Emily, which
manifests the same stark natural imagery:

ÔThough Earth and moon were gone
And suns and universes ceased to be
And thou wert left alone
Every existence would exist in thee.Õ33

This is the depiction of natural law in the raw, without refinement or
qualification. The thematic significance of the natural law doctrine can thus
be discerned through the characterisation of love and also, to a different
extent, marriage. For instance, I have attempted to show how Catherine
translates her love into a strong sense of unity with Heathcliff (Ômy great
thought in living is himselfÕ) and it can be argued that this is a manifestation
of GodÕs will. Further to this, the process of moral reasoning dictates that in
order to be true to herself, she is morally required to choose Heathcliff over
Edgar, as there is a basic moral truth that she should conform to her natural
instincts. It has been noted that:

ÔÉthere are objective moral principles which depend on the
universe and which can be discovered by reasonÉ[and]
[n]atural law is believed to be a rational foundation for moral
judgment.Õ34

It could be argued that the freedom to love is governed by such Ôobjective
moral principlesÕ and that Wuthering Heights is an illustration of how
Victorian society thwarts this freedom to love - which is a natural instinct
and a Ôrational foundation for moral judgmentÕ. The Victorian social order
thus effectively denies Catherine the opportunity to be true to herself: she is
                                                
32  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.81
33  E. Bront�, ÔNo Coward Soul of MineÕ dated 2 January, 1846: in J. Gazari (ed),
Emily Bront�: The Complete Poems, (Harmondsworth, 1992), p.182
34  M. Freeman, LloydÕs Introduction to Jurisprudence (London, 1994), p.80
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socially conditioned by culture to the extent that she rejects her natural Self
Ð in her rejection of Heathcliff.

The Victorian Choice is therefore the choice of a conventional
marriage over a natural love. Marriage is on the opposite end of the
spectrum to love: the method by which society sanctions ÔlegitimateÕ or
orthodox relations, it is represented in Wuthering Heights as a form of
bondage. Even socially unacceptable marriages are depicted unfavourably:
IsabellaÕs union with Heathcliff becomes a form of bondage from which she
ultimately breaks free. Yet the fact that IsabellaÕs marriage is a rebellion
against her culture is a reflection of the fact that Heathcliff can only offer
lawless liaisons: on this point, his incestuous relationship with Catherine has
been the topic of much comment.35 Wuthering Heights also shows how any
form of female freedom comes at the cost of being a social outcast Ð as
Isabella Linton learns when she elopes with Heathcliff and is subsequently
disowned. An interesting comparison can be drawn between the freedom of
servants like Nelly Ð who move freely between Thrushcross Grange and
Wuthering Heights Ð and the ladies of society like Isabella who can either
marry according to societyÕs rules or be disinherited. The plight of Isabella
mirrors that of Catherine: both women reject their respective worlds with
disastrous consequences. Isabella Ð the epitome of culture who Ôcan
hardlyÉ[be] regard[ed]...in the light of a rational creatureÕ36 Ð is disowned
by her brother; whereas Catherine who is reared in Ôabsolute heathenismÕ37

becomes Ôthe lady of Thrushcross Grange, and the wife of a stranger; an
exile and outcastÉfrom what had been my world.Õ38

Yet Bront�Õs illustration of natural law arguably best finds its voice in
her vivid portrayal of Heathcliff and CatherineÕs famous love. Their love is
Perfect Love: it is not earthly, for it is far greater than anything mortal. It is
never consummated Ð its famous deferral contributes toward its ultimate
superiority: it is given an idol status above mortality and beyond mere
human transgressions. Nothing in life or death Ð not even Catherine Ð can
diminish that which is naturally supposed to be. At this point it is interesting
to note a jurisprudential comparison that reflects this analogy. The Aquinas39

school of thought highlights two important principles that are at the heart of
explaining the nature of law: namely unity (their belief was Ôone God, one
                                                
35  Conger notes this: S. M. Conger, ÔThe Reconstruction of the Gothic Feminine
Ideal in Emily Bront�Õs Wuthering HeightsÕ, in J.E. Fleenor (ed.), The Female
Gothic (Montreal 1983) pp. 91-106
36  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights n.10 above, p.148
37 Ibid., at p.50
38  Ibid., at p.124
39  St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-74): author of Summa Theologica (c 1266)
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ChurchÕ) and supremacy (a reference to the superiority of the law). Bront�
similarly depicts the Perfect Love as uniting two souls and being ultimately
superior Ð in the face of the Victorian Choice, and superior even to death.
Yet the impossibility of a perfect ideal is represented in the tragedy that
awaits the main protagonists: this can be interpreted as a reflection of the
impossibility of the perfection of a law - even if it is natural. Alternatively
this may be Bront�Õs depiction of the limits of life and death: both Heathcliff
and Catherine are, after all, mere mortals. As mortals both are susceptible to
escapism. Heathcliff detests his life of oppression and degradation and
Catherine yearns for a life that only the Edgar Lintons of the Victorian
social order can provide. Their mortal efforts to break free from the natural
mould and embrace culture have disastrous effects on the Perfect Love.

It is therefore CatherineÕs step toward culture that seals the fate of
both. Her transition from a Ôwild hatless little savageÕ to Ôa very dignified
personÕ40 is a rejection of her natural life. Her decision to marry into society
(although she claims to do this in the name of her love for Heathcliff)41

shatters the illusion of their Ôperfectly amoral loveÕ.42 Catherine effectively
chooses the social tradition over that of nature Ð with tragic consequences.
The fact that she attempts to escape that which is natural, is as Cicero notes,
Ôdenying [her] human nature, and by reason of this very fact that [s]he will
suffer the worst penalties.Õ43  CatherineÕs rejection of her Other Self is a
rejection of her Own Self: just as Heathcliff views her as Ômy lifeÕ44 she too
sees her existence as an extension of his own. HeathcliffÕs ÔI could as soon
forget you as my existence!Õ is a reflection of CatherineÕs ÔI shall love mine
yet; and take him with me Ð heÕs in my soul.Õ Her remonstrations Ð ÔYou
have killed meÕ45 Ð similarly echo his: ÔI forgive what you have done to me.
I love my murderer Ð but yours! How can I?Õ46

This is the effect of the transgression of natural law. CatherineÕs punishment
is self-evident: ÔI shall not be at peaceÕ47 and Bront� castigates this rejection
of nature by condemning her character to become a mournful spectral
outcast. Heathcliff is similarly punished for the choice that he is forced to
                                                
40  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.52
41  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.81 where Catherine claims, ÔÉif I
marry Linton, I can aid Heathcliff to rise, and place him out of my brotherÕs powerÕ
42  D. Van Ghent, ÔOn Wuthering HeightsÕ, in D. Van Ghent, The English Novel:
Form and Function (New York, 1953) p. 153
43  Cicero, De Re Publica, n.28 above
44  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.158
45  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.158
46  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.161
47  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.159
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take Ð he originally chooses nature in that he is true to his natural love for
his Other Self, but CatherineÕs rejection of this love forces him to choose
culture. As a direct result of CatherineÕs marriage to the social norm,
Heathcliff transforms himself and conforms to societyÕs ideal. Catherine Ð
who knows him best Ð provides the most accurate description: she claims
that Heathcliff is Ôan unreclaimed creature, without refinement Ð without
cultivation; an arid wilderness of furze and whinstoneÕ.48 He is inherently
wild and in many ways a representation of Nature itself. Thus his
transformation into a ÔgentlemanÕ is an unjustified compromise of the
natural tradition, for he is not being true to himself or to his Other Self. The
result is tragedy and destruction. Catherine may be reduced to a spectre, but
Heathcliff is a mere shadow of an existence: he exclaims, ÔI have to remind
myself to breathe Ð almost to remind my heart to beat!Õ49 In the two decades
since CatherineÕs death he becomes a brutal savage creature that strikes out at
the world: he strives for death for only that will bring him to terms with his
Selfhood. In despair he describes it thus,ÔOh God! Would you like to live
with your soul in the grave?Õ Yet this is the penalty for rejecting natural law.

Co-Existence of Nature and Culture: The Central Ambiguity
The issue of whether natural law has a place in a civilised society has yet to
be determined, but a necessary corollary to this is the issue of whether both
natural law and the social order can co-exist in harmony. Prima facie
Wuthering Heights may seem to negate any such claim. But Bront�Õs dual
objective in writing the novel must be borne in mind: Wuthering Heights is
not only a Ôstory-tellingÕ50 narrative (in that it is not its sole objective to
depict Victorian social conditions although this is a major theme). Although
it is a female voice and a novel with a primary role of social identification, it
is also a novel of prospective reform. Thus of necessity she must illustrate
aspects of both natural and positive law if she is to do justice to her aim of
social reform.

The best evidence of this dual characterisation is to be found in her
careful illustration of the two Victorian households Wuthering Heights (Ôthe
HeightsÕ) and Thrushcross Grange (Ôthe GrangeÕ). At the outset she describes
the former as a Ôperfect misanthropistÕs HeavenÕ,51 a place that is Ôso

                                                
48  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.101. This is a sharp contrast to the
Ôspoiled childrenÕ of Thrushcross Grange, Edgar and Isabella Linton as depicted
at p.97
49  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.321
50  C. L. Krueger, ÔVictorian Narrative JurisprudenceÕ, n.20 above
51  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights n.10 above, p.3
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completely removed from the stir of societyÕ.52 Described in typical Gothic
fashion, the Heights is a decrepit and altogether sinister structure, set amid
an Ôatmospheric tumultÕ53 it boasts above its door a Ôquantity of grotesque
carvingÉamong a wilderness of crumbling griffins, and shameless little
boysÕ.54 The inhabitants of the Heights have degenerated into Ôabsolute
heathenismÕ55 and hence they are the epitome of uncultured society. On the
other hand the Grange is a representation of Victorian society at its most
grand: Heathcliff notes,

Ô- ah! It was beautiful Ð a splendid place carpeted with
crimson, and crimson-covered chairs and tables, and a pure
white ceiling bordered by gold, a shower of glass-drops
hanging in silver chains from the centre, and shimmering
with little soft tapers.Õ 56

The Grange is constantly referred to as ÔheavenÕ: Heathcliff remarks, ÔWe
should have thought ourselves in heaven!Õ57 Yet Catherine eventually
realises that ÔIf I were in heavenÉI should be extremely miserable.Õ58 It is
submitted that the imagery of heaven is intentional, for Bront� depicts
society in much the same way Capote illustrates the ÔAmerican DreamÕ a
century later.59 The Victorian Ideal is ÔheavenÕ: it is about refinement, good
manners, civilised conversation, beautiful homes and perfect marriages. The
Lintons are landed gentry and behave accordingly: they conform to the
social norm. This is Bront�Õs illustration of positive law or, in AquinasÕs
terms, lex humana. The word lex, he points out, is derived from ligare (to
bind): thus human laws must have a binding quality. Aquinas further argues
that in order to bind the moral conscience, human laws must be just. The
issue to be determined is whether the Victorian cultural tradition is justified.
It would appear to satisfy the Aquinas test:60 However whether it satisfies
Bront�Õs own notion of justice is a separate issue.
                                                
52  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights n.10 above, p.3
53  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.4
54  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.4
55  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.50
56  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.48
57  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.48
58  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.80
59  T. Capote, In Cold Blood (London, 1966)
60  Freeman frames the Aquinas test thus: ÔTo be just, a positive law must be
virtuous, necessary, useful, clear and for the common goodÕ: M. Freeman, LloydÕs
Introduction to Jurisprudence, n.34 above, p.97
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Contrary to some criticsÕ view that Wuthering Heights is a Ôdismal
catalogueÕ,61 Bront� depicts the distinctive benefits of the social tradition.
She places particular importance on education and knowledge: this is a motif
that resurfaces intermittently. For instance NellyÕs knowledge of inheritance
laws are a reflection of Bront�Õs own intricately detailed legal knowledge: as
Sanger notes,

ÔEmily Bront� clearly had a considerable knowledge of the law.Õ62

The benefits of such knowledge are clearly apparent as Heathcliff exploits
the laws so as to become master of the two properties Wuthering Heights and
Thrushcross Grange. Although the legal technicalities are not strictly
relevant to this study, Bront�Õs knowledge of the finer details of the law is
indicative of her Ôliteral and careful mindÕ.63 She shows how knowledge can
be power: to this end the character of Nelly is useful. Nelly uses her
knowledge of certain events to shape the plot: for instance she stops the
budding romance between Linton and Cathy.64 She also displays knowledge
of the law: when she is kept prisoner at the Heights by Heathcliff she cries
out,

ÔThereÕs law in the land, thank God there is! Though we be
in an out-of-the-way placeÉitÕs felony without benefit of
clergy!Õ

It would appear that Nelly highlights the central conflict: although positive
laws exist, Wuthering Heights is in an Ôout-of-the-way placeÕ. The fact of
justified positive law is meaningless if there is scope for its abuse. Nowhere
is this abuse more apparent than in HeathcliffÕs acquisition of his foesÕ
properties. He employs immoral means: gambling, elopement, forced
marriages, violence, exploitation of the ill, bribery Ð there is a catalogue of
his misdeeds. Yet it is suggested that this is not a reflection of the fact of
abuse of positive law in Victorian society, but rather that Bront�Õs focus was
on the scope of abuse that the patriarchal laws engender.

Perhaps this was a result of HeathcliffÕs decision to embrace culture:
he becomes a ÔgentlemanÕ and a property owner and uses the Victorian
property laws to his advantage. It may be Bront�Õs view that the total
                                                
61  H. F. Chorley,  Athenaeum, No. 1052, 25 December 1847 at p.1324
62  C. P. Sanger, ÔThe Structure of Wuthering HeightsÕ, (1926) Hogarth Essay
Number xix: this provides a detailed analysis of the legal processes that help to
shape the plot in Wuthering Heights
63  E. M. Forster, ÔFrom ÒProphecyÓ Õ, in E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (New
York, 1926), p.144
64  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, Chapter 10, Volume 2



The Law of the Moors- A legal analysis of Wuthering Heights                                         31

rejection of natural law is destructive: Heathcliff - having lost his Perfect
Love - invests his energies into vengeance, and cultural law is his means of
achieving this. This can be interpreted as Bront�Õs recognition of the dangers
of the total rejection of a moral rationale for extant social and legal systems.
It may however be that the implication of HeathcliffÕs gain of the Heights is
symbolic in Lockean terms65 Ð as a child he Ômixed his labourÕ in the sense
that he laboured on the land: as such Locke would argue that he has a right
to that land. Yet this would provide no similar justification for HeathcliffÕs
acquisition of the Grange. It is my submission that Bront� is not concerned
with Lockean undertones but rather with the symbolism of Heathcliff having
acquired both ÔnatureÕ (the Heights) and ÔcultureÕ (the Grange) with the
consequence that:

Ô[His] cheeks are hollow, and [his] eyes blood-shot, like a
person starving with hunger, and going blind with loss of
sleepÕ.66

Like the characterisation of Linton Heathcliff Ð who was the product of the
unfortunate union of two conflicting personalities Ð this depiction of the
collision of culture and nature is condemned to a ruinous fate.

Yet a conclusion that culture and nature can never co-exist will be too
hasty. The revision of the Perfect Love is found in the love between Cathy
and Hareton. This love contains the better elements of both worlds. Hareton
bears a remarkable resemblance to Heathcliff (as Heathcliff himself notes):
thus Bront� unites an inherently natural character with Cathy who is the
educated and refined product of the Linton household. Although Cathy
initially mocks HaretonÕs lack of an education, she eventually aids him to
learn. This is a mutual co-existence of the two orders: Cathy has chosen to
follow natural law in her pursuit of a relationship with Hareton, yet Ð most
importantly she strives to temper natural law of its destructive element. The
novel ends with Cathy teaching Hareton how to read: this is the introduction
of culture to smooth the unrefined edges of natural law: this is apparent in
the effect on Hareton, ÔHis honest, warm, and intelligent nature shook off
rapidly the clouds of ignorance and degradation in which it had been
bred.Õ67

Culture versus Nature: A Reconciliation?
                                                
65  This is a reference to John Locke (1632-1704), author of Two Treatises of
Government
66  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, p.330
67  E. Bront�, Wuthering Heights, n.10 above, pp.318-9
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Thus from the ending of Wuthering Heights it would seem that Bront�Õs
answer to the Victorian conflict between nature and culture is an
appreciation of the qualities of both strands of thought. Yet throughout the
novel she illustrates two incompatible ways of life: passion and convention,
barbarity and refinement, defiance and conformity, degradation and social
status, danger and security and ultimately nature and culture. The sheer force
of her descriptions seems to suggest that the contradictory laws can never be
reconciled. The inspiration of the novel surely lies in its powerful depiction
of the power of nature and the disastrous effects of thwarting nature in
favour of culture. To this end I would suggest that the ending of the novel is
highly unsatisfactory, for not only is it incongruous to the rest of the novel,
but it also results in a moral ambiguity as to the resolution of the central
conflict. Arguments have been advanced as to the ending: Sutherland notes
that CatherineÕs spectral intervention is actually intentionally timed so as to
prevent Heathcliff from disinheriting Hareton and Cathy of their
inheritance.68 Sutherland concludes, ÔHeathcliff dies intestate, the property
descends Ð as it should Ð to the young lovers, and the two great houses revert
to their dynastic owners.Õ69 Yet Sanger notes the Ôclimax of the tragedyÕ lies
in the fact that the couple would probably be destitute as Heathcliff dies
intestate and has no known living relatives Ð as a consequence Ôhis real
property will escheat, and his personal property will go to the Crown as
bono vacantiaÉÕ70

Yet regardless of the possibility of a fairy tale ending for the progeny
of the original Victorian families, the issue remains that Wuthering Heights
neglects to provide an overarching moral framework that resolves the
conflict. Natural law dominates the greater part of the novel Ð the savage
raw power that reflects the emotions of the central characters and the sheer
force of natural imagery is illustrative of its intensity and power. Wuthering
Heights is, after all, a story of families and the society they live in, set
against the backdrop of thunderclouds, wild moors and savage winds. It may
therefore be a fair assumption that Bront� confers greater importance on
nature at the cost of culture. Yet alternatively the novel can be criticised for
its excessive gloom and this may be a reflection of Victorian law: it may
have been Bront�Õs intent to describe the society that has been built by
following culture. It must be borne in mind that her condemnation of the
                                                
68  J. Sutherland, ÔWho Gets What In HeathcliffÕs Will?Õ in J. Sutherland, Can
Jane Eyre be Happy? (Oxford, 1997) p.64
69  J. Sutherland, ÔWho Gets What In HeathcliffÕs Will?Õ n.68 above, p.66
70  C.P. Sanger, ÔThe Structure of Wuthering HeightsÕ, n.62 above: Sanger
subsequently qualifies this to recognise that Cathy and Hareton would have
feasible claims on the estate
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Victorian social order is not total: she delineates the positive aspects of
culture and this is most apparent in her characterisation of Cathy. Yet on
another level the destructive aftermath of the collision of culture and nature
may be indicative of their incompatibility. The crucial point to be made is
that Bront� fails to provide a clear moral answer.

Ultimately, Wuthering Heights is a novel of generic ambiguity: the
recurring motifs of dreams, Gothicism, the supernatural and transcendent
love are interweaved with references to the Victorian social order: and the
textual richness is evidence of Bront�Õs contribution to the Ônarrative
jurisprudenceÕ movement. With regard to the final resolution of the central
conflict, much depends on the interpretation of Emily Bront�Õs original aim
in writing her novel: if it was meant to be a literary representation of
Victorian society this could be achieved by way of a description of culture
and ÒhumanÓ laws. Yet if her intention was that the novel be a reflection of
the variety of life, it is submitted that her priority would be an illustration of
nature. It is my conclusion that it is Bront�Õs intent to achieve both: the
novel had both a critical identification function and a narrative of realism.
Emily Bront� uses Wuthering Heights in order to understand the law better.
Her underlying purpose is to explain that while positive law has its benefits,
ultimately it must be tempered or overridden by natural law. I have
attempted to show how the result is an ultimate triumph of the natural order
over the social tradition, yet that in spite of this, the novel nonetheless still
reveals a disconcerting moral ambivalence. Perhaps this central ambiguity is
merely a reflection of EmilyÕs own character, for as Charlotte observes:

ÔMy sister Emily was not a person of demonstrative
character, nor one, on the recesses of whose mind and
feelings, even those nearest and dearest to her could, with
impunity, intrude unlicensed.Õ71

May her soul (and HeathcliffÕs) rest in peace.
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