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This paper will analyze the intricate and often deceptive role of politeness in Emily 

Brontë's Wuthering Heights, arguing that it functions not merely as a superficial social 

convention but as a powerful tool for character development and narrative propulsion. 

Politeness, in Brontë's novel, serves as both a mask concealing inner turmoil and a 

weapon used to manipulate, control, and inflict emotional damage. By examining how 

different characters employ (or strategically avoid) politeness, we can gain deeper insight 

into their motivations, power dynamics, and the complex web of relationships that drives 

the narrative. This analysis will explore how the performance (or non-performance) of 

politeness shapes the unfolding events, illuminates the novel's central themes of revenge, 

class conflict, and the destructive nature of passionate love, and ultimately reveals the 

psychological complexities of Brontë's unforgettable characters. This study will 

demonstrate how Brontë's masterful use of politeness as a literary device adds layers of 

meaning and ambiguity, enriching our understanding of the novel's enduring power. 

To effectively analyze the role of politeness in Wuthering Heights, it is crucial to 

establish a working definition within the specific socio-cultural context of 19th-century 

England. Politeness, in this era, was not simply a matter of good manners; it was deeply 

intertwined with social class, economic standing, and the intricate power dynamics that 

governed interpersonal relationships. The rigid social hierarchy of the time dictated 

specific codes of conduct, with expectations varying significantly across different classes. 

The landed gentry, for example, adhered to a strict etiquette emphasizing formal 

deportment, restrained emotion, and carefully crafted speech. In contrast, the lower 

classes might have exhibited a more informal style, though politeness still played a role 

in navigating social interactions and maintaining order. Moreover, the Victorian 

emphasis on decorum and respectability meant that outward displays of politeness often 
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masked underlying tensions, resentments, and power imbalances. Scholars have 

highlighted the performative aspect of politeness, emphasizing its strategic deployment as 

a tool for social maneuvering and the maintenance of social order. This understanding of 

politeness as a performative act, rather than a purely sincere expression of goodwill, is 

crucial to understanding its complex function in Wuthering Heights. Furthermore, the 

subtle nuances of polite language, such as the choice of vocabulary, tone, and even 

silence, could reveal hidden meanings and unspoken desires. 

Heathcliff, the enigmatic protagonist of Wuthering Heights, is a master of calculated 

politeness. His seemingly courteous interactions often serve as a carefully constructed 

facade, concealing his bitter resentment and meticulously planned revenge. While he can 

exhibit moments of genuine warmth and affection, particularly towards Catherine in their 

early years, his politeness is primarily a strategic tool. His interactions with Edgar Linton, 

for instance, are characterized by a chilling civility that belies his deep-seated hatred. He 

uses polite language and gestures to maintain a veneer of respectability while subtly 

undermining Edgar's authority and position. This calculated politeness allows him to 

infiltrate the respectable world of Thrushcross Grange, gaining access to the people he 

seeks to manipulate and destroy. His politeness is not a sign of genuine social grace, but 

rather a calculated performance designed to further his schemes. The contrast between his 

outwardly polite behavior and his inner turmoil reveals the psychological complexity of 

his character. His capacity for both cruelty and charm underscores the ambiguity of his 

nature and the enduring fascination he evokes. The chilling effectiveness of his calculated 

politeness highlights the novel's exploration of the destructive power of revenge and the 

ways in which seemingly civilized behavior can mask profound malevolence. 

Catherine Earnshaw's use of politeness is shaped by the conflicting pressures of 

societal expectations and her intense internal conflict between love and social ambition. 

Her interactions often reflect the societal constraints placed upon women in 19th-century 

England. While she displays genuine warmth and affection towards Heathcliff in their 

youth, her increasing awareness of social class and the limitations it imposes upon her 

leads her to adopt a more conventional, socially acceptable form of politeness in her 

interactions with Edgar Linton. Her polite demeanor towards Edgar, however, often 

masks her underlying feelings for Heathcliff and her own internal turmoil. The moments 

where her politeness feels strained or forced reveal the tension between her desires and 

the demands of society. Her struggle to reconcile these conflicting forces shapes her 

relationships with both Heathcliff and Edgar, ultimately contributing to the tragic 

consequences that unfold. The analysis of Catherine’s politeness demonstrates how 

societal pressures can constrain individual expression and lead to internal conflict, 

highlighting the novel’s exploration of the limitations placed upon women in the 19th 

century. 
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Edgar Linton's adherence to formal politeness reflects his privileged social standing 

and upbringing. His polite conduct serves as a marker of his class, contrasting sharply 

with Heathcliff's more ambiguous and manipulative approach. Edgar's politeness is 

characterized by a rigid adherence to social etiquette, a formality that stems from his 

upbringing within the established social order. His interactions are governed by decorum 

and a strict adherence to social norms. This contrasts sharply with the more fluid and 

often deceptive politeness employed by Heathcliff. Edgar's rigid politeness, however, 

contributes to misunderstandings and conflicts within the narrative. His inability to see 

beyond the surface of polite interactions leads him to misinterpret Heathcliff's motives 

and underestimate the depth of Catherine's internal conflict. This rigid adherence to social 

norms, while reflecting his social standing, ultimately contributes to the unraveling of his 

happiness and the tragic trajectory of the novel's events. 

Isabella Linton's naive and uncritical acceptance of polite gestures highlights her 

vulnerability to manipulation. Unlike Catherine, who navigates the complexities of social 

politeness with a degree of awareness, Isabella lacks the social acumen to discern 

genuine affection from calculated charm. Her innocent belief in the power of polite 

gestures makes her an easy target for Heathcliff's manipulative strategies. Heathcliff's 

calculated politeness preys upon her naiveté, masking his true intentions and leading her 

into a disastrous marriage. Isabella's tragic fate serves as a stark contrast to the more 

complex navigation of politeness exhibited by Catherine. Her experience underscores the 

dangers of uncritical acceptance of polite gestures and the importance of understanding 

the social dynamics at play. The contrast between Isabella's naive politeness and the more 

strategic politeness of other characters highlights the multifaceted nature of politeness in 

the novel. 

Wuthering Heights frequently showcases instances where politeness is deliberately 

disrupted or subverted, revealing the underlying tensions and conflicts that simmer 

beneath the surface of polite society. Acts of violence, both physical and verbal, often 

occur within a context of seemingly polite interactions, exposing the hypocrisy and 

brutality that lie concealed beneath the veneer of civility. The abrupt shifts from polite 

conversation to outbursts of anger or violence highlight the fragility of social order and 

the volatile emotions that drive the characters' actions. This subversion of politeness is 

not merely a stylistic device but a crucial element in Brontë's exploration of the novel's 

central themes. The linguistic manifestations of this subversion – the subtle insults, veiled 

threats, and cutting remarks that punctuate polite exchanges – reveal the characters' true 

feelings and intentions. The contrast between polite language and violent actions 

emphasizes the dark undercurrents of social interactions and the capacity for human 

cruelty. 

Conclusion: Politeness as a Revealer of Character and Theme in Wuthering Heights 
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In conclusion, this analysis has demonstrated that politeness in Emily 

Brontë's Wuthering Heights functions as a multifaceted tool for character development 

and thematic exploration. The novel's characters employ (or avoid) politeness in diverse 

ways, revealing the complexities of their motivations and the social context in which they 

operate. Heathcliff’s calculated politeness masks his vengeful nature; Catherine’s 

socially-driven politeness reflects her internal conflict; Edgar’s formal politeness reveals 

his class; and Isabella’s naive politeness highlights her vulnerability. The deliberate 

subversion of politeness, manifested through acts of violence and linguistic aggression, 

underscores the novel’s exploration of the hypocrisy and brutality lurking beneath the 

surface of polite society. Brontë’s masterful use of politeness as a literary device exposes 

the dark undercurrents of social interactions and the human capacity for both cruelty and 

compassion, contributing to the novel’s enduring relevance and its exploration of the 

enduring power of human emotion. The analysis of politeness in Wuthering 

Heights reveals not only the complexities of individual characters but also the broader 

social and psychological forces that shape their actions and destinies. 
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