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Haunting Heathcliff: Catherine’s Desperate Fight for Power
One of the most poignant images from Wuthering Heights is of Catherine wandering the moors, haunting her old lover.  Most readers attribute her attachment to Heathcliff, even in death, as proof of how strong their love is.  But when the feminist approach is applied to this situation, it takes on a whole new significance.  Catherine cannot leave Heathcliff because he is her tool — the only source of power she has in the oppressive culture of the nineteenth century.  When Mr. Earnshaw asks what his children want as gifts, their choices are symbols of their deepest longings.  Hindley requests a violin and Catherine a whip.  The whip is explained away by her ability to ride any horse, but if looked at more closely, it signifies something deeper.  “Symbolically, the small Catherine’s longing for a whip seems like a powerless younger daughter’s yearning for power” (Gilbert & Gubar 264).  But instead of bringing home either gift, Mr. Earnshaw shows up with Heathcliff.  The children view him as the reason that neither of their gifts were brought home intact and are immediately very hostile toward him.  But the difference between Hindley and Catherine is that she adopts Heathcliff in the place of her whip.  “Miss Cathy and he were now very thick,” Nelly Dean confides in Lockwood (Brontë 52).  
Gilbert and Gubar’s theory about Heathcliff being Catherine’s instrument of control explains why she cannot move on after death.  The reason Catherine remains on Earth as a ghost is because she cannot give up the only source of power she possesses.  Her reluctance to relinquish Heathcliff stems from the lack of power she has over her own life.  “Catherine’s story vividly illustrates the fact that no matter how powerful and ruling her personality, a woman, as defined in nineteenth-century ideologies of gender and the family, must always cede definition and control to others” (Pykett 473).  When she acquires the infatuated Heathcliff, she is suddenly handed the power that she has always craved.  Because of this, Catherine cannot bear to be away from Heathcliff.  While he is away, she is powerless.  It is the equivalent of de-clawing a cat; when Heathcliff is not at her side, Catherine has no way to strike back at her enemies.  “She was much too fond of Heathcliff.  The greatest punishment we could invent for her was to keep her separate from him” (Brontë 56).  Desperate never to be divided from Heathcliff, Catherine views even heaven as a terrible place.  She tells Nelly of a dream she had where she was in heaven and “I broke my heart with weeping.  […] They flung me out, into the middle of the heath on the top of Wuthering Heights; where I woke sobbing for joy” (Brontë 86).  Their connection is cemented by the conflicted household they grow up in.  

Hindley’s desire to enter the world of aristocracy clashes with Catherine, because in that world woman have a very specific role.  While she asked for an instrument of punishment and power, he requested a fiddle: a representation of sophistication and nobility.  “It is no doubt inevitable that Hindley’s fiddle and Catherine’s whip cannot peaceably coexist” (Gilbert & Gubar 268).  In Hindley’s world, he would spend his time bettering himself by reading and playing instruments.  The women would all cater to his every need, respectful and kind.  But this vision is shattered by his obstinate little sister.  Catherine cannot function in a normal, patriarchal society.  She is too headstrong and unable to submit to male authority.  She challenges his authority, using Heathcliff as an ally.  Hindley cannot handle this kind of confrontation from a woman.  His choice of a wife is proof of that.  Nelly describes Frances as one who would not “have disturbed the house much on her own account” (Brontë 58).  The conflict that arises from Hindley and Catherine’s relationship solidifies her connection to Heathcliff, rendering her all the more authoritative.  
The introduction of the Lintons into Catherine’s life is the beginning of the end for her rule.  Edgar’s wealth and social standing are a seductive incentive to choose him over Heathcliff.  She can use Edgar’s riches and status to rise out of her brother’s power.  She hinges her plans on Edgar’s submissive nature, betting that he has not the will to deny her anything.  By accepting Edgar, she knows that she will not only have one, but two men at her disposal.  Her calculating view of this marriage is demonstrated by how she answers Nelly when the servant asks why she wants to marry Edgar.  “He will be rich and I shall like to be the greatest woman of the neighborhood” (Brontë 84).  But there is one flaw in her reasoning: Edgar cannot replace Heathcliff.  He is too refined to be her whip and too cowardly to carry out her will.  That is why her ghost never haunted him.  Edgar is a useless weapon, thus rendering her helpless, too.  Unfortunately, she does not realize this until after she is married and has alienated both Heathcliff and Edgar.  She attempts to use them mutually, but neither will stand for it.  They love her and they want her to love them individually.  When Edgar finally demands that she choose between them, Catherine realizes that her supremacy is unraveling.  The only control she has is that over her own body and she uses it as a last resort.  She tells Nelly, “Well, if I cannot keep Heathcliff for my friend — if Edgar will be mean and jealous — I’ll try to break their hearts by breaking my own” (Brontë 116).  Ironically, it is her pursuit of power that destroys her.  In trying to keep both Edgar and Heathcliff she ends up with neither.  She is smothered by the aristocracy that she thought would raise her to new heights.  Her final choice, to starve herself in order to frighten Edgar into submission, backfires.   She dies, but not until after nearly driving Heathcliff and Edgar mad with jealousy and grief.  Her passing is the breaking point for both men — in their own way, they never move on.  Edgar becomes a recluse and Heathcliff a sociopath.  Heathcliff is sure that Catherine does exist as a spirit.  He claims that she haunts him, and only him, constantly.  “I knew no living thing in flesh and blood was by – but as certainly as you perceive the approach to some substantial body in the dark, though it cannot be discerned, so certainly I felt that Cathy was there, not under me, but on the earth” (Brontë 249).  Even in death, Catherine refuses to budge from Heathcliff’s side.  Any afterlife would be miserable to her, because she would be separated from her only weapon.  Only when Heathcliff dies can they be together and she can move on.  Heathcliff, who is happy to be used at her will, becomes joyful at the prospect of dying and being reunited with Catherine.  Whether the meeting is in heaven or hell, it does not matter.  Even when Nelly prompts him to send for a minister, he rejects the idea by saying, “I tell you, I have nearly attained my heaven; and that of others is altogether unvalued and uncoveted by me” (Brontë 284).  

The reason Catherine’s ghost lingers near Heathcliff is not wholly love or attachment for him, but a deep craving for power.  He is her willing whip — the only weapon she can wield in the male-dominant Victorian society.   She is unwilling to relinquish her only source of control.
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