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Abstract: 
What happens when the desire to regain control, with a wounded past, clashes with 

a reality that defies control? This paper examines this question by way of “The Manipulator’s 

Paradox,” a psycho-literary idea through the lens of Emily Brontes Wuthering Heights and 

its mysterious protagonist, Heathcliff. Rather than being a story of love, the story turns out 
to be a study of the psychology of the control of a man whose trauma-driven quest for power 

slowly turns into his own downfall. The study places Heathcliff's manipulative tendencies 

within the context of the psychological trauma theory and Rene Girard’s concept of mimetic 
desire. It argues that Heathcliff’s obsession to dominate is a maladaptive survival mechanism 

a desperate attempt to reclaim agency after a childhood which was defined by humiliation 

and deprivation. His rivalry with Edgar Linton heightens this compulsion as these two forces 
of imitation and envy combine in a destructive cycle in which mimicry and vengeance 

become mutually linked. Through this dynamic, Heathcliff’s desire goes beyond Catherine 

to include the social privilege and acceptance that Edgar represents. Ultimately, Heathcliff’s 

external world is conquered in the same way his internal desolation is. His seeming victory 
to regain power and property turns out to be a hollow victory, a self-imposed captivity in the 

very structures he strove to master. The Manipulator’s Paradox, therefore, reveals the tragic 

irony of control: In an attempt to dominate the world that once dominated him, Heathcliff 
himself is enslaved by the very mechanisms of his own making, his ruin a haunting echo of 

the trauma that first drove him onto his rise. 
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Introduction: 

1. The Anatomy of Control and Its Paradox 

1.1 Defining the Paradox: The Psychological and Philosophical Dimensions 
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Human need to control is among the inherent instincts we have ingrained in our 

psychological make up as a survival and protective instinct. In most life situations this is an 
effectively powerful control instinct. An example is the act of wiping up spilled glass of 

water; this is a very basic act of direct control which has known and positive outcome. Such 

perceived efficacy mimics the perception that everything can be solved by some form of 
control. Yet when we project the same instinct into internal or with more complicated 

external conditions, a psychological paradox will arise.    

 
The effort to manage one emotion, especially anxiety as well as the effort to keep 

emotional levels under control, seldom affects the target group in the right way. The more 

effort one puts to suppress or eradicate any feeling, the worse it gets and the more persistent 

it grows. It is a very vital concept, because the very attempt to fight the aspect of anxiety as 
a fight-or-flight response triggers the very nervous system, which one might want to relax, 

and which then perpetuates and pressures itself, resulting in further distress. This is the 

Control Paradox, in this tension, attempts are made to control the states within the body e.g. 
too strong emotional states, yet instead of inner tranquillity, the opposite happens to be in 

emotional turmoil.    

 

This is a psychological effect that spreads to the whole human condition. The desire 
to control is, in many cases, a myth that offers a must-have but meet-temporarily relief to an 

unstructured world. Individuals will feel that they are so far superior in their grasp on matters 

than they are. This longing can be characterized as a form of narrow constraining emotion 
that can be mostly due to a yearning to have things take a preestablished course of 

occurrence. Such narrowing prevents a person being more receptive to the real action, to 

what is in progress actually, and they, as a result, lose moments of pure joy, ease, and breadth. 
It may also inhibit creativity, instead of making leaders or individuals concentrate on the 

minor details without seeing the greater, more uncertain change in the world surrounding 

them, as this necessitates excessive control. The illusion of power over the few things in a 

situation may also make them more exposed to risks that people cannot, a phenomenon 
identified as the Peltzman effect. This is the case because the sense of satisfaction in being 

in control of one thing can blind people to other risks, which are larger. The life of Heathcliff, 

as will be demonstrated, is an acting of this many-sided contradiction: the very art of his 
domaining over his estates in every detail prompts him to overlook the destruction of his own 

soul.    

1.2 The Trauma-Informed Root: Control as a Survival Mechanism 
Trauma theory can explain the psychological essence of the obsessiveness with 

which Heathcliff seeks a sense of control. Experience of abuse, neglect or violence especially 

what can be called complex developmental relational trauma could generate a feeling of 

helplessness. To be properly traumatizing, an event needs to have three components, namely, 
it must be perceived as incredibly negative, sudden and, of paramount importance to this 

analysis, uncontrollable. It is this sense of powerlessness that characterizes Heathcliff even 

at an early age since he was abandoned as a foundling and is even systematically tormented 
by Hindley.    
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Reflexive to this existential danger, the nervous system of the survivor is tuned down to a 

condition of hypervigilance, it is so watchful of future harm. To a child who could do nothing 
about it, the feeling of power again rather than the feeling of helplessness, regarded as an 

offence, takes the centre stage in their adulthood and is a dominant tendency to overcome 

once in life. The necessity of being in charge becomes not only a mere whim, but a survival 
strategy, a life line in order to escape the turmoil and fear that used to signify their living 

conditions. The sustained stress leads to the overload of the body by hormones that are 

designed to respond to a temporary threat, cortisol and adrenaline that, with years, condition 
the nervous system to go mad, turn the adult to be able to see danger everywhere: a small 

statement or even a gentle gesture turns out to be a threat.    

 

This ideology offers a clear perspective in studying the origin of Heathcliff. He 
comes into the Earnshaw household as an outcast, a stranger who is at once treated with 

aggression, phobia, and objectification by Hindley and the housekeeper, Nelly Dean. He is 

said to be it and a vagabond and he is put through years of physical and mental abuse by 
Hindley. Such a systemic, long-term rejection and demeaning would have created exactly 

the atmosphere of fear and powerlessness that would translate into an obsessive desire to 

gain power in adulthood. His later compulsively counted and mercilessly aggressive revenge 

like essentially financially bankrupting Hindley and tormenting the next generation with 
psychological torture, are not mere show of cruelty but a simple survival mechanism that a 

child who has shelter forced him to get by as a merciless and calculative deity, that nobody 

else possesses. The deeper problem is that in seeking to affect others to do what he has been 
victimized by the causes himself to continue to suffer and remain in the past. His revenge is 

not the way to be more free but a new trap in the process of the trauma that made him because 

he is first stuck in the position of hypervigilance against the danger that is no longer there. 
This action supports the tendency of the victim of abuse turning in to the abuser, the extreme 

temper outburst after a deprivation of childhood and power.    

2. The Mimetic Engine of Heathcliff’s Vengeance 

2.1 Girardian Desire: Beyond Simple Love 
In order to fully understand the machine of Heathcliff in his path to destruction, one 

needs to employ the Mimetic Theory of Rene Girard. According to Girard, the desire in 

people is not a personal and directly linear process but rather a social and imitative one. This 
theory is based on an assumption that Man is the animal that does not know what he wants, 

and he resorts to others to complete his mind. We want what others want since we emulate 

their wants. It is a triangular kind of dynamic; it entails a subject, a model, and an object of 
desire. The reason why a person (the subject) desires an object is that another person (the 

model) has found it so desirable that it has been granted the value. This is a process which is 

naturally acquisitive and competitive. The making of the subject mimic the model causes the 

latter to end up not as a guide but rather a blunt impediment on the object of desire, resulting 
in a competition which spins out of control.    

 

More importantly, Girard indicates that mimetic desire does not necessarily focus on 
the object as such (Catherine), but on the being of the rival (the status and understood fullness 
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of being of Edgar). Heathcliff, who is conscious of his own inferiority and uncouthness, 

seeks legitimacy and wealth, and social status which Edgar Linton has without any effort. 
This competition is motivated by the profound feeling of inferiority and inadequacy in 

Heathcliff who, in his revenge, is trying to steal the identity and status of Edgar with the help 

of revenge which is also a desperate, yet misdirected, effort at that. Such transformation of 
wishing to own the object to the wish to own the position of the rival is called by Girard 

internal mediation, and he believes, it has been enhanced in the modern or competitive 

society where all people are equal and potentially a model and a rival.    

2.2 The Rivalrous Trinity: Heathcliff, Catherine, and Edgar 

This Girardian scheme can be applied to Wuthering Heights in order to recast the 

main conflict of the novel. Childhood relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine is rather 

passionate being free of external wants at first. But when Catherine is exposed to the high 
culture, the world of Thrushcross Grange and Edgar Linton, a dynamic of mimeticness 

ensues. She also starts to want the social position and the classiness that Edgar symbolizes 

and she turns her back on Heathcliff to marry someone who would not degrade her. This 
refusal changes Catherine in the mind of Heathcliff permanently and she becomes an object 

that Edgar, the successful model owns.    

 

The next move that is taken by Heathcliff is not winning Catherine back but to gain 
what Edgar has to offer in terms of money, status, and the same social standing that made 

him a viable model in the eyes of Catherine. He comes back as a gentleman having money 

and he joins the mimetic competition on the same level as his competitor. He gambles away 
the Linton and Earnshaw estates, marries Isabella, and his intricate revenge scheme, to gain 

both, is meant not to be very mimetic, just as his gambling himself to be what Edgar is. He 

does not aim at taking the object (Catherine) to defeat the model (Edgar) by making a better 
version of himself.    

 

This mimetic desire is transferred onto the cycle of violence, revenge that is 

characteristic of the novel. The fact that Heathcliff is being abused by Hindley is a mimetic 
act of violence as Mr. Earnshaw favors the foundling. Heathcliff, in his turn, emulates the 

vile Hindley in depriving his son, Hareton, of an education, and relegating him to the savage 

position which he had been once pushed to. This illustrates the fact that the mimetic rivalry 
when unchecked the collective lust spreads exponentially in the society and becomes a viral 

infection of growing violence and rips open the world of the novel. In his desire to punish 

his competition, Heathcliff becomes the scapegoat of his own self, killing himself in the 
process. 

3. Heathcliff’s Path to Ruin: A Study in Compulsive Control 

3.1 The Wounded Byronic Hero 

Heathcliff has been discussed as Byronic hero, a character who is characterized by a 
felicitous and gloomy persona, arrogance and a petulant destructive love. These virtues, 

however, are seen to be unveiled in a psychological aspect, as put-downs of a bitterly 

traumatized man. His sullen patience and emotional numbing are not manifested in a tough 
guy who is hard but a way of coping with physical and emotional abuse that he experienced 
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as a child. Heathcliff, though mainly, superficially superior and intelligent, that is 

characteristic of the Byronic archetype, has deeply low self-esteem and emotional 
vulnerability caused by the continual objectification he has suffered. The narrator, Nelly 

Dean even calls him it without recognising his fundamental humanity. The negative self-

view is associated with Criterion D of the DSM-5 in the analysis of trauma, which motivates 
him to become aggressive and exercise control to shield himself against the anguish of bad 

memories.    

 
The report concludes that not only is Heathcliff acting in a way that is destructive, 

but he is also acting in a way that is ferocious but disguised as fear. It is his previous 

oppression, which he held a secret, that drove him to the final need to revenge. This vicious 

cycle of the abused person pushing his/her trauma on others by means of manipulative 
conduct is an indication of a self-destructive nature. Such emotional harm is expressed in 

bad judgment, bad impulse control, and not being tolerant of error in grown-up life, all of 

which patterns of thought were found among persons who suffered the trauma. These 
primitive instincts are those that are psychologically aligned with the Freudian id in its 

chaotic and irrational pursuit of satisfaction and therefore make him obsessively devoted to 

revenge. Heathcliff is not a villain by nature, but a victim and turns into a fiend because of 

the social and family abuse he endures.    

3.2 The Campaign of Calculated Cruelty 

The adult life of Heathcliff is a planned exercise to establish complete dominance of 

the people who offended him and his future generations. This striving to control, which was 
initially one of the survival mechanisms, is altered into a set of complex manipulatory 

strategies and most frequently directed at the financial and psychological control.    

 
His first violent takeover is against his childhood bully, Hindley. Heathcliff becomes 

obsessed with destroying Hindley financially and he gambles him out of his inheritance and 

Wuthering Heights. He achieves this by fueling Hindley on his alcoholism, purposely 

causing this to go down that path to win the property. This is a calculated step to make 
Hindley a tenant or a slave in his own house giving Heathcliff complete revenge.    

 

Yet another manipulation by him is his marriage to Isabella Linton, as a way to 
avenge Edgar Linton and not as a way of love. Heathcliff tortures Isabella physically and 

psychologically in a sadistic way to prove his power and control of her, she is disgusting to 

him, terming her a mere slut and a strange repulsive animal. In a terrifying demonstration of 
wickedness, he executes the dog of Isabella, which is a precursor to his subsequent cruelty 

to her, and is mentioned as among the initial indicators of psychopathological character. 

Isabella is being manipulated with her blind adorations and she is being caught up in a 

miserable marriage that does no good other than to harm Edgar.    
 

The greatest manipulations he commits are towards the second generation since he 

sells the cycle of trauma and abuse. He mentally victimizes his ailing son, Linton, who is 
prone to illness and transforms him into a weak pathetic individual. He also refuses the son 
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of Hindley Hareton an education and he diminishes him to a savage like himself. These acts 

are a compulsive retelling of his own childhood abuse in which he attempts to reverse the 
power structure he felt as a child: Hindley refused Heathcliff an education and Heathcliff 

refuses Hareton one. He coerces his son, Linton, to accept a wedding proposal to Catherine 

daughter, also called Catherine, so as to be in control of Thrushcross Grange and to repeat 
his courtship to Catherine. Such domination and emotional blackmail are not the ways to be 

happy but to cope with his latent fears and anger frequently with the help of coercion and 

emotional blackmail as usual manipulative techniques.    

Abusive Childhood 
Event 

Trauma Response/Coping 
Mechanism 

Manifestation in Adulthood 

Hindley's verbal and 
physical abuse  

Hypervigilance, emotional 
numbing, and a "hardened" 
personality  

A constant state of hypervigilance 
and obsession with revenge; his 
violent and cruel treatment of 
others, particularly Hareton and 
Isabella  

Hindley's refusal to 
let Heathcliff be 
educated  

Fear of powerlessness and 
desire to reverse the power 
dynamic 

Denying Hareton Earnshaw an 
education to "reduce [him] to the 
low level he once was brought to"  

Feeling of being a 
"savage" and an 
"outsider" due to 
class differences  

Desperation to obtain social 
standing and prove his 
worth through material gain 

Acquiring wealth and property, 
and marrying Isabella Linton to 
gain control of Thrushcross Grange  

 

4. The Paradox Fulfilled: The Self-Destruction of the Manipulator 

4.1 The Empty Victory 

Illusion of the futility of his victories is the key paradox of the Heathcliff life. He 

manages to roll dice Hindley out of his land and inherit both Wuthering Heights and 

Thrushcross Grange, placing his foes in that position. Nevertheless, this triumph does not 
give him any pleasure. The analysis concludes that he is not ever totally satisfied with his 

present state. Even when his careful plans were fulfilled, he was not content with what he 

was getting. This is the final manifestation of the paradox of control; Heathcliff has acquired 
complete power and control over his external and lost all control over his internal state.    

 

His victory is empty since what he really wanted was not revenge or possessions, but 
the completeness of being and interdependence in Edgar and Catherine. His obsessive 

mastery of people is also a kind of self-destruction, such that his behaviour is in direct 

opposition to his most powerful wish of peace and satisfaction. Rather than emphasizing 

productive things, he attempted to recreate the behaviour of those who had hurt him in the 
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past, which is self-death behaviour and destroyed his own life. His mental (as well as his 

soul) condition became narrow, and he could not find pleasure, comfort, or true human 
communication due to his totalitarian approach to everything. In concentrating on the outside 

control Heathcliff fails to grasp the psychological conviction that is self-destruction, which 

is often the result of self-counterproductive measures meant to avoid seeing the self or 
seeking a sense of paradox in finding relief through pain.    

4.2 Trapped in the Past 

The mechanisms of control that Heathcliff employs make him continuously remain 
in the past and he cannot move on with his life. The psychological anchor of his fixation to 

recreate the events of his youth via the second generation are a way of tying him to the trauma 

that he is unable to heal.  

 
The traumatic recollection such as the ghost of Heathcliff comes back and interferes 

with lives of all people even his own. Since Catherine has died, his life becomes a morbid 

obsession with her ghost and her grave. He is a living ghost; he is present but at heart and 
mentally attached to a past that cannot be changed. This is cold-bloodedly depicted by his 

wish to be placed beside Catherine even to the extent that he gives out bribes to a sexton to 

take off the wall partitioning their graves to be able to physically be closer to her. He insists 

that Nelly locate a means of placing his dead body next to the face of Catherine where he 
can be found closer to her than to any of his sisters Isabella or Edgar (who stand on the 

opposite side of her coffin). He commits his actions with the idea that his life has lost any 

meaning since she is gone and he hurts other people.    
 

His killing himself in his last effort does not represent a sign of loss but a 

counterintuitive self-destruction. Being turned into a lifeless creature bound by his 
vengeance, he is finally coming to the realization of the absurdity of his life. Death is the last 

resort to really reunite with Catherine and finally be free of the earthly plane that he has 

managed to conquer successfully, but unfortunately not happily. The report concludes that, 

Heathcliff is not brought down by outside influences but he is the cause of his downfall. He 
is an unfortunate person, as he is capable of doing so much, but instead of doing something 

constructive, he attempted to repeat the steps that were taken by people who hurt him in the 

past. He had entered into the mimetic game on another, bloodier dimension, and in so doing, 
had made himself the scapegoat of his self-destructive actions, which were in the destruction 

of his competitors.    

Conclusion 
The life of Heathcliff is an example of the Manipulator Paradox. His manipulatory 

nature turns out to be a direct trauma reaction to an abusive and powerless childhood. This 

spiritual necessity of ordering his world is fatally enhanced by a mimetic jealousy, in which 

his eagerness to have love is replaced by the covetousness of gaining the role and the material 
wealth of his competitor. It is a complicated symbiosis of trauma and mimesis that forms an 

endless cycle of cruelty and vengeance in which, ultimately, he wins nothing, and his life is 

barren. His final death is a liberation of himself out of the mental prison he created out of the 
necessity of control. 
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Conclusively, the way Heathcliff took indicates that the success in life and true joy is not in 

dominating others and subjection of life to control. Instead, they need a capacity to learn to 
live without control over the past and overcome the need to have things in control, which 

Heathcliff in his tragic hubris never learnt. His downfall is a tribute to the fact that living in 

a contradictory attempt at gaining control is not living at all, and results in a lost human being 
that is a casualty of his own manoeuvres as much as of his first victimhood. 
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