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Teaching notes 

Victorian literature in context 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes explore social contexts, specifically social class and religion, in Victorian 
novels. They concentrate on Wuthering Heights and make reference to Tess of the D’Urbervilles.  

Social class 
While many readers view Victorian novels like Wuthering Heights, Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Jane 
Eyre as being primarily about love, it’s equally possible to argue that they’re actually about class.  
Marxist readings often explore how social class is presented in texts and consider how social 
inequalities are depicted and how texts often exemplify some of the ways in which cultures try to 
perpetuate these social inequalities. Applying some Marxist approaches to Wuthering Heights can 
open up some interesting lines of critical enquiry.   

Social hierarchy in Wuthering Heights 
The story is set in the Georgian period, specifically, beginning in the late 1760s. The following table 
summarises the social hierarchy at this time: 

• aristocracy (those with titles and connections to royalty) 

• gentry (landowners, who didn’t have to work) 

• yeomanry (those who own and work their land) 

• middle class (those with professions, like law and medicine, but also those connected with 
trade) 

• working classes (servants, labourers, and so on) 

Within each social group there were further subdivisions.  For example, in Jane Austen’s Pride and 
Prejudice, the wealthy Mr Darcy (whose vast fortune makes him among the wealthiest hundred or so 
men in England) and the relatively poor Elizabeth Bennet (whose family is in danger of losing their 
house when her father dies) are both of the same class: the gentry. 

This structure was practically fixed at birth and the main ways to ascend the social hierarchy were 
through acquiring property and through marriage. 

If we consider Cathy’s marriage choices from the perspective of social class, does that make her 
marriage to Edgar more understandable?  The Earnshaws are from the yeomanry and have prospered 
through farming, while the Lintons are minor members of the gentry. There is something to gain on 
both sides: Cathy will gain access to the upper classes; Edgar will gain a beautiful and charming wife.  
Look back at Chapter 8 and note how Cathy is presented as the most beautiful young woman in the 
area and consider how she behaves while at Thrushcross Grange to win not only the love of Edgar, 
but also the admiration of his sister and the approval of his parents. 
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Heathcliff and social class 
Contrast her chosen partner with the one she rejected. Where would you place Heathcliff on the social 
scale?   

If you think about his origins as an orphan, found on the streets of the industrial city, Liverpool, you 
might think of him as being outside the hierarchy entirely.   

In addition, there are suggestions of Heathcliff being black or mixed race. Look back at Chapter 6, for 
example. The Lintons are horrified to see Cathy with ‘gipsy’, who resembles a thief, who was ‘the son 
of the fortune-teller’ or a ‘Lascar’ (a sailor from east-India); Mrs Linton denounces him as being ‘unfit 
for a decent house!’ Thought of in this way, Heathcliff seems outside of mainstream society — a 
member of the underclass of thieves and vagrants, or perhaps even the offspring of a slave. How then 
could he seem an acceptable marriage partner from the perspective of the Earnshaw family? And how 
might Brontë be suggesting that the five weeks of being with the Lintons – and her being exposed to 
their genteel manners and gentrified pursuits – might have shaped Cathy’s view of Heathcliff? 

Heathcliff’s social mobility  
It is also worth considering Heathcliff’s social mobility: he rises from the underclass to become a 
wealthy member of the gentry. Identify the some of the following social classes into which he fits at 
various stages of the novel; at each, explore how Heathcliff is presented and the attitudes that others 
display towards him: 

• homeless orphan 

• son of the yeomanry 

• servant 

• gentleman 

Religion 
As the product of a clergyman’s daughter, you might expect Wuthering Heights to reflect aspects of 
religious faith. Yet the presentation of Christianity is far from favourable. Rather, it seems lazy, 
frightening, laughable or dying. Look back at the article on pp. 7–11 of the magazine. Consider the 
following: 

• Explain what Thompson means by ‘the indolence of the eighteenth century clergy’. Which 
example does he use from Wuthering Heights to justify this view? 

• Who is the preacher in Lockwood’s dream?  What branch of Christianity does he practise?  
How is this branch of Christianity presented? 

• What type of Christianity does Joseph practise, and how is it presented? 

• Explain the significance of the image of the overgrown churchyard and the church with the 
broken roof. 

If you are studying Tess of the D’Urbervilles, you might want to consider the presentation of some of 
the religious characters. Some examples include the following: 

• the people at church in the phase ‘Maiden No More’ 

• the sign writer 
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• Angel’s brothers and his father 

• Alex when he converts to Christianity 

For further details about the specific branches of Christianity presented in Tess of the D’Urbervilles, 
see http://crossref-it.info/textguide/tess-of-the-durbervilles/11/1215 

Both novels present alternative branches of Protestantism to the Church of England, yet neither 
present any organised form of religion in a favourable light. You might like to look at the ways in which 
either novel presents spirituality. For example, Tess’s simple faith, or her pagan qualities would be 
worth investigating, as would the blasphemous and supernatural elements of Wuthering Heights.   

Useful websites 
This page from Brooklyn College details some socio-historical readings of the text — from Arnold 
Kettle to Terry Eagleton: 
http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/novel_19c/wuthering/economic.html 

The Victorian Web contains a microsite devoted to Emily Brontë as well as a range of relevant 
material on Victorian culture and society: http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/bronte/ebronte/ 


