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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines the Female Gothic as a major mode through which Charlotte Brontë, 

Emily Brontë and Anne Brontë represent women’s experiences of confinement, desire, 

authority, violence, identity and self-determination. The study focuses primarily on Jane Eyre 

(1847), Wuthering Heights (1847) and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848), treating Gothic 

conventions not simply as devices of terror but as narrative structures through which social 

and psychological conflicts become visible. A comparative close reading demonstrates that 

the Brontë sisters adapt the Gothic heroine rather than merely reproduce the persecuted-

woman pattern. Charlotte Brontë uses imprisonment, secrecy, the divided house and the 

figure of Bertha Mason to dramatize Jane’s struggle for voice, economic independence and 

moral equality. Emily Brontë makes haunting, enclosure, doubles and the unstable boundary 

between self and other central to Catherine Earnshaw’s representation, while also presenting 

Isabella and the younger Catherine as different responses to patriarchal power. Anne Brontë 

gives the Female Gothic an especially explicit domestic and ethical dimension: Helen 

Huntingdon’s withdrawal from an abusive marriage, protection of her child and attempt to 

rebuild an independent life transform the threatened Gothic woman into an active moral 

subject. The comparative argument is that the sisters use Gothic form to expose the 

contradictions of Victorian femininity while imagining different degrees and forms of female 

agency. The paper therefore positions the Brontë novels within feminist Gothic scholarship 

while recognizing differences among the sisters rather than treating them as a single literary 

voice.
1
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Gothic has frequently been associated with castles, ghosts, secrets, imprisonment, violent 

passions and threatened bodies. In women’s writing, however, these conventions can also 

function as a language for representing forms of domination that are otherwise difficult to 

articulate. The Female Gothic is particularly useful for examining the relationship between 

gender and power because it places the threatened or constrained woman at the centre of 

narrative experience. In the Brontë novels, the Gothic is consequently more than an 

atmosphere: it becomes a method for making social restrictions, emotional violence and 

struggles over female identity dramatically legible. 

                                                 
1
 The primary novels examined are Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights 

(1847), and Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848). 
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Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall were published within a 

remarkably concentrated period and share recurring concerns with domestic space, marriage, 

property, secrecy, isolation and female resistance. Yet their treatments of women are not 

identical. Jane seeks an ethical relationship without surrendering autonomy; Catherine 

Earnshaw experiences a destructive conflict between social identity, desire and belonging; 

and Helen Huntingdon deliberately leaves an abusive marriage and attempts to construct a 

life of work, motherhood and artistic independence. The comparison therefore reveals both a 

common Gothic vocabulary and significant differences in the sisters’ conceptions of agency. 

Recent scholarship continues to read these novels through feminism, gender, psychoanalysis, 

narration and Gothic studies. Studies of Jane Eyre have emphasized the novel’s 

transformation of Gothic conventions into a language of female self-defense and self-

knowledge, while work on Wuthering Heights has examined confinement, the gendered gaze 

and the disruptive power of the feminine ghost. Scholarship on Anne Brontë increasingly 

emphasizes the novel’s intervention in questions of gender, power and the public/private 

divide.
2
 

2. BACKGROUND 

The Brontë sisters wrote within nineteenth-century Britain, where gender expectations shaped 

women’s education, employment, property relations, sexuality and marriage. The Gothic 

mode provided women writers with an established literary form for dramatizing danger, 

secrecy and confinement. Its importance lies partly in its capacity to convert ordinary 

domestic arrangements into spaces of suspense: a bedroom, nursery, estate, marriage, family 

secret or locked room may become a site of power. 

The Female Gothic is not a single fixed genre definition. It is commonly used to describe 

Gothic writing that foregrounds women’s experiences of persecution, domestic constraint, 

sexual threat, patriarchal authority and struggles for knowledge or escape. Such writing may 

reproduce conventional endings, but it can also transform the Gothic heroine into a speaking 

and acting subject. The Brontës repeatedly perform this transformation. 

Charlotte’s Jane Eyre is structured around a sequence of enclosed spaces—Gateshead, 

Lowood, Thornfield and Moor House—through which Jane develops an increasingly 

independent moral and economic identity. Emily’s Wuthering Heights destabilizes the 

distinction between domestic realism and supernatural Gothic, making the house, the 

landscape and the memory of Catherine central to the novel’s emotional architecture. Anne’s 

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall uses a framed narrative and the recovered diary of Helen 

Huntingdon to expose marital abuse while giving the woman at its centre control over her 

testimony. 

3. SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

The significance of this study is comparative. Much criticism has treated the sisters 

individually, while the term ‘Brontë’ can sometimes conceal important differences in their 

representation of women. Reading the three novels together shows how the Female Gothic 

can accommodate multiple models of female subjectivity: Jane’s negotiated independence, 

Catherine’s fractured selfhood and Helen’s deliberate withdrawal from domestic tyranny. 

The study is also significant because it connects formal Gothic devices with social meaning 

without reducing the novels to political allegories. Locked rooms, ghosts, dreams, storms, 

                                                 
2
 DeLamotte (1990) identifies Jane Eyre as an important transformation of women’s Gothic, while later work 

continues to debate the nature and limits of the novel’s feminist legacy. 
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divided houses, secrecy and threatening men have aesthetic and psychological functions as 

well as gendered implications. A comparative approach makes it possible to examine how 

Gothic form itself participates in the representation of women.
3
 

4. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

1. To examine the major conventions of the Female Gothic in Jane Eyre, Wuthering 

Heights and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. 

2. To comparatively analyse the representation of female identity, confinement, desire 

and agency in the selected novels. 

3. To interpret how the Brontë sisters use Gothic form to question gender hierarchy, 

marriage, domestic authority and social expectations. 

5. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. How do the Brontë sisters adapt Female Gothic conventions to represent women’s 

experiences of fear, confinement and oppression? 

2. What similarities and differences emerge in the representation of female identity and 

agency across the three selected novels? 

3. How does Gothic form enable the novels to challenge or complicate Victorian 

assumptions about femininity, marriage and patriarchal authority? 

6. METHODOLOGY 

The study adopts a qualitative, interpretive and comparative literary methodology. The 

primary corpus consists of Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. 

Close reading is used to examine characterization, narrative voice, Gothic settings, domestic 

spaces, supernatural or uncanny episodes, marriage plots, confinement, violence and 

representations of female agency. The interpretation is informed by feminist literary criticism 

and Female Gothic theory, with selected scholarly studies used to contextualize the analysis. 

The study does not claim that the novels express one uniform feminist position; instead, it 

identifies convergences and tensions among three distinct authorial treatments. 

7. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Gilbert and Gubar’s The Madwoman in the Attic (1979) remains foundational for feminist 

readings of nineteenth-century women’s writing. Their interpretation of the ‘madwoman’ as a 

figure associated with female anger, confinement and resistance profoundly influenced 

readings of Bertha Mason and other Gothic doubles. Their approach is especially useful for 

understanding how Jane Eyre externalizes conflicts that cannot be openly expressed by its 

heroine. 

Showalter’s A Literature of Their Own (1977) placed the Brontës within a history of 

women’s literary production and examined the relationship between female authorship, social 

constraint and literary representation. Her work helps establish the historical importance of 

reading Victorian women writers as participants in a developing female literary tradition 

rather than as isolated exceptions. 

DeLamotte (1990) offers a specifically Gothic account of Jane Eyre, arguing that Charlotte 

Brontë transforms the genre through themes including self-defense, knowledge, repetition 

and transcendence. This approach supports the present study’s argument that Gothic 

                                                 
3
 Hoeveler (1998) situates the Brontës within a longer history of Gothic feminism, while Carnell (1998) 

specifically examines feminism and the public sphere in Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. 
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conventions in Jane Eyre are structurally connected to Jane’s development as an autonomous 

subject. 

Hoeveler (1998) places the Brontës within a broader genealogy of Gothic feminism and 

examines how Gothic fiction constructs femininity under conditions of social and economic 

change. Her work is useful for distinguishing between the Gothic’s conventional 

representation of women as victims and its more complicated representations of strategic 

female agency. 

Carnell (1998) demonstrates the importance of the public/private distinction in readings of 

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Anne Brontë’s treatment of Helen Huntingdon makes the 

domestic sphere a site of political and ethical conflict, particularly through the heroine’s 

refusal to remain permanently subject to an abusive husband. 

More recent scholarship has extended these debates. A 2023 study of Wuthering Heights 

examines the feminine ghost through feminist, psychoanalytic and poststructuralist 

perspectives, emphasizing how the haunting scene unsettles gendered binaries. Research on 

the gendered gaze in Wuthering Heights similarly argues that the novel makes visuality and 

narration mechanisms of surveillance while also exposing limits to objectification. Recent 

scholarship on Jane Eyre continues to revisit the novel’s feminist legacy rather than treating 

that legacy as settled.
4
 

8. ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION 

8.1 The Female Gothic as a Language of Female Experience 

The Brontë sisters employ the Gothic to make gendered experience visible through narrative 

structures of threat, enclosure and uncertainty. The threatened woman is rarely only 

physically endangered; she is also constrained by economic dependence, social reputation, 

marriage, class expectations and restricted access to knowledge. Gothic suspense therefore 

becomes a formal equivalent of social insecurity. 

The central significance of the Female Gothic in these novels is its ability to transform 

private suffering into narratable conflict. What appears at first to be supernatural or 

melodramatic often has a material counterpart: the locked room suggests exclusion, the 

threatening husband embodies domestic authority, the divided house reflects divided identity, 

and the ghost can preserve a female presence that social structures attempt to suppress. 

8.2 Jane Eyre: Confinement, Voice and Self-Respect 

Jane’s trajectory can be understood as a movement from imposed confinement toward self-

defined identity. Gateshead establishes her exclusion from family power; the red-room 

converts childhood discipline into Gothic terror; Lowood institutionalizes deprivation; and 

Thornfield combines romantic possibility with hidden violence. Each space tests Jane’s 

capacity to preserve a sense of self. 

Bertha Mason occupies the most controversial position in this structure. She is locked away, 

described through animalistic and frightening imagery, and denied a conventional narrative 

voice. From a feminist Gothic perspective, the attic can be read as the extreme image of a 

patriarchal system that removes a woman from public visibility. At the same time, Bertha’s 

presence destabilizes Rochester’s authority and repeatedly interrupts the apparently orderly 

romance. 

                                                 
4
 The literature review draws on Gilbert and Gubar (1979), Showalter (1977), DeLamotte (1990), Hoeveler 

(1998), Carnell (1998), and recent scholarship identified in the source review. 
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Jane’s agency develops not through a simple victory over patriarchy but through refusal to 

accept unequal terms. Her decision to leave Thornfield is crucial because she chooses 

material insecurity over a relationship that violates her moral autonomy. Her eventual return 

occurs after the power structure has changed, allowing the relationship to be renegotiated. 

The novel therefore uses Gothic crisis to create conditions for a more reciprocal form of 

union.
5
 

8.3 Wuthering Heights: Desire, Confinement and the Unstable Female Self 

Emily Brontë intensifies Gothic ambiguity by refusing a stable boundary between 

psychological experience, memory and supernatural possibility. Catherine Earnshaw is 

simultaneously socially positioned as a woman expected to marry advantageously and 

represented as a consciousness that resists confinement. Her famous conflict between social 

ambition and her bond with Heathcliff produces a divided identity. 

Domestic space is repeatedly connected with power. Wuthering Heights and Thrushcross 

Grange are not neutral settings; they encode competing social structures. Catherine’s choices 

are shaped by property, class and gender, and her illness demonstrates the psychological 

consequences of a life divided against itself. The Gothic therefore emerges from social 

contradiction as much as from supernatural suggestion. 

The ghostly Catherine is especially important to the Female Gothic. Her haunting presence 

challenges the idea that death or marriage can permanently contain female desire. Yet the 

novel does not present liberation as straightforward. Catherine’s story is marked by 

destructive forms of attachment, and her suffering cannot simply be converted into a 

triumphant feminist narrative. 

Isabella Linton provides another model. Her initial romantic fascination with Heathcliff 

resembles the conventional Gothic heroine’s attraction to a mysterious male figure, but 

marriage exposes the danger beneath the romance. Her eventual escape from Wuthering 

Heights represents a practical rejection of domestic violence. The younger Catherine later 

provides a contrasting trajectory in which knowledge, relational choice and education 

contribute to a less destructive future.
6
 

8.4 The Tenant of Wildfell Hall: Domestic Gothic and Female Resistance 

Anne Brontë’s novel is perhaps the most direct of the three in its representation of domestic 

abuse. Helen Huntingdon’s marriage to Arthur is initially shaped by romantic hope, but his 

alcoholism, infidelity and moral deterioration turn the domestic sphere into a site of sustained 

threat. The Gothic here is largely social and psychological rather than dependent upon ghosts. 

Helen’s decision to leave her husband is therefore central to the novel’s revision of the 

Gothic heroine. Instead of waiting for rescue, she acts to protect herself and her son. Her use 

of painting as a means of economic and personal identity also challenges the assumption that 

respectable womanhood must remain economically dependent on a husband. 

The diary structure is equally significant. Helen becomes the author of her own testimony. 

Her story is first filtered through Gilbert Markham, but the diary gives her extended control 

over the representation of her experience. This narrative arrangement creates a tension 

between male interpretation and female self-representation. 

                                                 
5
 DeLamotte (1990) reads Jane Eyre as a transformation of women’s Gothic, while recent criticism continues to 

debate the novel’s feminist legacy and its relationship to conventions of romance. 
6
 Crouse (2008) interprets confinement in Wuthering Heights as a mechanism of gendered power, while 

Newman (2020) examines the sexual politics of the gaze and narration. 
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Anne’s treatment of female agency is consequently practical and ethical. Helen does not 

reject responsibility, family or morality; she rejects the assumption that marriage requires 

submission to destructive male behaviour. The novel thus converts the Female Gothic from a 

story of endangered womanhood into a story of strategic withdrawal and reconstruction.
7
 

8.5 Comparative Representation of Women 

Dimension Jane Eyre Wuthering Heights 
The Tenant of 

Wildfell Hall 

Primary 

Gothic 

condition 

Confinement, secrecy, 

unequal romance 

Haunting, divided 

identity, domestic 

control 

Abusive marriage, 

surveillance, social 

vulnerability 

Central 

female 

figure 

Jane Eyre 

Catherine Earnshaw; 

Isabella; younger 

Catherine 

Helen Huntingdon 

Major form 

of agency 

Moral refusal, work, 

independence, 

negotiated equality 

Resistance, escape, 

memory; later 

generational change 

Leaving abuse, 

economic activity, 

motherhood, 

authorship 

Role of 

space 

Red-room, Thornfield, 

Moor House 

Wuthering Heights, 

Grange, thresholds 

Wildfell Hall and 

domestic/private 

sphere 

Gothic 

emphasis 

Psychological and 

architectural 

Supernatural, 

psychological and 

environmental 

Domestic, social and 

psychological 

The comparison shows that the sisters do not use the Gothic simply to reproduce passive 

female victimhood. Their heroines encounter structures that constrain movement, knowledge 

and choice, but each narrative develops a different response. Jane’s agency is articulated 

through ethical independence; Emily’s female characters expose the destructive intensity 

produced by incompatible social and emotional demands; and Helen’s agency is explicitly 

connected to escape, economic activity and control of testimony. 

8.6 Gothic Space as a Representation of Patriarchal Power 

A recurring pattern across the three novels is the transformation of domestic architecture into 

a representation of authority. The room, house, estate and marriage all become spaces whose 

boundaries determine who may speak, move, know and possess. This makes the Gothic house 

a particularly productive metaphor for gender relations. 

In Jane Eyre, the hidden room at Thornfield embodies the secret on which Rochester’s 

authority depends. In Wuthering Heights, the house is repeatedly associated with inheritance, 

violence and captivity. In The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, the domestic home becomes unsafe 

because the husband’s authority is used destructively. The shared pattern is not that every 

house is literally haunted, but that domestic structures become uncanny when supposedly 

protective relationships conceal coercion. 

                                                 
7
 Carnell (1998) emphasizes the feminist implications of Helen’s movement between domestic and public 

spheres; scholarship on Anne Brontë also stresses gender, power, class and resistance. 
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8.7 Female Voice, Silence and Narrative Authority 

The question of who tells a woman’s story is central to the Female Gothic. Jane narrates her 

own life, giving the reader direct access to her judgments and emotional development. 

Wuthering Heights complicates voice through Lockwood and Nelly, making Catherine’s 

story dependent upon layers of recollection. The Tenant of Wildfell Hall gives Helen an 

extensive written testimony within Gilbert’s narrative frame. 

These differences have important implications. Direct narration strengthens Jane’s control 

over her identity; Emily’s multiple narrators make female experience unstable and partially 

inaccessible; Anne’s diary creates a deliberate struggle over interpretive authority. Across the 

three novels, Gothic uncertainty is therefore also a problem of representation: the woman 

may be hidden, silenced, misread or transformed into someone else’s story. 

9. FINDINGS 

 The Brontë sisters use Female Gothic conventions to represent social and psychological 

forms of female confinement rather than relying exclusively on supernatural horror. 

 Female agency is a central concern, but it appears in different forms: Jane’s moral and 

economic independence, Catherine’s resistance and fragmented identity, Isabella’s 

escape, the younger Catherine’s development, and Helen’s deliberate withdrawal from 

marital abuse. 

 Domestic spaces function as Gothic structures because they can conceal surveillance, 

violence, exclusion and unequal power behind the language of family and 

respectability. 

 The Gothic double, ghost, imprisoned woman and threatening house allow the novels to 

externalize conflicts surrounding female desire, anger, sexuality and autonomy. 

 The three novels complicate rather than simply celebrate romantic marriage. A 

legitimate relationship requires some degree of mutual recognition, while relationships 

based on domination become Gothic threats. 

 Female narrative authority is uneven but crucial. The novels repeatedly ask who has the 

right to tell women’s stories and how women can reclaim interpretive control. 

 Anne Brontë’s The Tenant of Wildfell Hall demonstrates that the Female Gothic can be 

strongly domestic and social even when supernatural elements are absent. 

 The comparative evidence suggests that the Brontë sisters share a Gothic vocabulary 

but not a single feminist formula. Their differences are essential to understanding the 

range of nineteenth-century women’s Gothic writing. 

10. DISCUSSION 

The findings support a broader understanding of the Female Gothic as a mode of 

representation rather than a narrow catalogue of supernatural motifs. For the Brontës, the 

most frightening structures are frequently ordinary ones: dependence, unequal marriage, 

restricted movement, social judgment and the denial of female testimony. Gothic form makes 

these structures emotionally and aesthetically visible. 

The comparison also cautions against treating all Brontë heroines as straightforward feminist 

exemplars. Catherine’s choices produce destructive consequences; Bertha’s marginalization 

exposes the exclusions built into Jane’s narrative; Helen’s resistance is enabled by unusual 

resources, including education, artistic ability and social connections. The novels therefore 
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dramatize the difficulties of female agency rather than presenting a uniform program of 

emancipation. 

This complexity explains the continuing relevance of the Brontës to feminist literary studies. 

Their Gothic narratives remain open to competing interpretations because they combine 

resistance with constraint, desire with danger, and autonomy with social limitation. 

11. CONCLUSION 

The Female Gothic provides a powerful framework for understanding the representation of 

women in the works of Charlotte, Emily and Anne Brontë. Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and 

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall transform familiar Gothic materials secrecy, imprisonment, 

haunting, threatening men, divided houses, madness, violence and escape into investigations 

of female identity and power. 

Charlotte Brontë constructs Jane’s development around the preservation of self-respect and 

the refusal of unequal dependence. Emily Brontë presents female desire and identity in more 

unstable and haunting forms, demonstrating how gender, class and social expectation can 

fracture the self. Anne Brontë offers an especially direct account of domestic oppression and 

gives Helen Huntingdon an active role in leaving abuse, protecting her child and rebuilding 

an independent existence. 

Taken together, the novels demonstrate that Gothic writing by women can turn the 

supposedly private world of home and marriage into a site of cultural critique. The Brontë 

sisters do not merely place women inside Gothic narratives; they use Gothic narrative to 

question the conditions that make women vulnerable, unheard or confined. Their enduring 

contribution lies in making fear, secrecy and confinement forms through which female 

subjectivity can be represented, contested and, in different ways, reclaimed. 

12. RECOMMENDATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS 

 Future studies should compare the Brontë sisters with other nineteenth-century 

women Gothic writers such as Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Gaskell and George Eliot to 

identify continuities and differences in representations of female agency. 

 Further research may examine the relationship between Female Gothic and economic 

independence, especially women’s employment, property and artistic production. 

 Comparative studies using postcolonial and intersectional approaches should 

investigate how class, race, colonial discourse and gender intersect in representations 

such as Bertha Mason. 

 Digital humanities methods, including corpus-based analysis of Gothic vocabulary, 

spatial references and narrative voice, could complement traditional close reading. 

 Future scholarship should distinguish among the three Brontë sisters rather than 

treating their works as a single ‘Brontë’ position on feminism. 

 Teaching and curriculum design can use the novels to introduce students to the 

relationship between literary form, gender ideology and social history while 

maintaining awareness of historical context. 
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Endnotes 

1. ‘Female Gothic’ is used here as a critical category for Gothic writing that 

foregrounds women’s experiences of threat, confinement, knowledge, domestic 

authority and resistance; definitions vary across feminist Gothic scholarship. 

2. Publication dates of the primary novels are Jane Eyre (1847), Wuthering Heights 

(1847), and The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848). 

3. The term ‘madwoman’ is used as a critical concept associated particularly with 

Gilbert and Gubar’s influential study; it should not be treated as a clinical 

description. 
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4. Bertha Mason’s representation is ethically and critically complex because the 

novel’s feminist possibilities coexist with racialized and colonial assumptions; this 

paper identifies the issue without reducing the character to a single symbolic 

function. 

5. The comparative framework does not assume that the Brontë sisters shared one 

coherent feminist ideology. The purpose is to identify recurring concerns and 

formal differences. 

6. The article and book sources cited in this paper were checked against available 

scholarly records during preparation. Where online records provide publication 

metadata, those details are retained in the reference list. 


