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Abstract 

The female gothic as a genre, with its emergence in the 19th century, has a history of 

critiquing women’s place in the domestic sphere by showcasing the horrors of the 

home. When The Haunting of Hill House by Shirley Jackson was first published in 

1959, it did so with both this historical genre background, as well as with a resurgence 

of traditional gender roles as an ideal. With the help of this context, this paper will do 

a queer reading of Jackson’s novel, highlighting the main character Eleanor’s queer 

longing for her friend Theodora. It will furthermore take into consideration Eleanor’s 

gender and the restrictions put on it during the time, especially concerning 

heteronormativity. To closer examine the relation between Eleanor and her desires, Hill 

House as a force will be analyzed. Although previous scholars have differing 

conclusions regarding Hill House, the most common one is Hill House as a patriarchal 

presence. However, Eleanor is also shown to be merging with Hill House during the 

narrative. To be able to combine these readings, as well as the queer reading, Sandra 

Lee Bartky’s reworking of Michel Foucault’s theories of internalization and self-

surveillance will be used. This results in a queer reading of the novel where Hill House 

reflects Eleanor’s patriarchal internalization and acts as a self-surveilling force, 

disciplining her queer desires and finally resulting in her suicide. Ultimately, this essay 

argues that the character of Eleanor in The Haunting of Hill House has internalized 

patriarchal oppression and acts out disciplinary acts onto her own gender and sexuality 

through Hill House itself, which results in an overall textual critique of heteronormative 

ideals. 

Keywords: Shirley Jackson; queer reading; internalization; self-surveillance; 

heteronormativity 
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In an ever-watching house, it is hard to feel at home. Haunted by her mother’s death 

and her own perceived failed life, Eleanor Vance desperately seeks a place to feel just 

that in Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House (2009, first published in 1959). 

Through the trappings of the gothic genre, she instead finds herself cast out by her 

newfound family at Hill House and she is driven to suicide. While Hill House gets to 

briefly function as a reprieve for Eleanor, where she can explore her own sexuality and 

independence, it quickly turns its disciplinary gaze unto her and reminds her of her 

failures concerning the norms of the time; she is an unmarried woman in her thirties 

who has no home of her own, and dreams of living with her female friend Theodora 

rather than with the seemingly obvious love interest Luke. Although it has been partly 

discussed previously, I find it fruitful to look closer at both the queer undertones of the 

narrative generally, as well as Hill House as a presence specifically, in order to highlight 

a previously unexplored connection between these perspectives. 

The haunted house as a narrative site in gothic novels has been thoroughly 

discussed. As Christine Junker notes, when the genre of the female gothic emerged in 

the late 19th century, the haunted house functioned largely as a critique of the separate 

spheres doctrine (2019, 3–4). She explains how this doctrine dominated American 

culture at the time and assigned masculinity the public domain and femininity the 

domestic sphere. This led to the haunted house in gothic narratives serving as a critique 

of the idea of separate spheres, due to this domestic realm being a place of horror for 

the female protagonist. In The Haunting of Hill House, the narrative seems to hold a 

complex relationship to this history of critiquing the house as a feminine space. Eleanor, 

the main character, longs for the safeness of living in her own space but is at the same 

time driven to suicide by her stay at Hill House. This has led to scholars having differing 

opinions of what type of presence Hill House constitutes, seeing as multiple 

interpretations are made possible by the text. Jen Cadwallader argues that Hill House 
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represents its former owner Hugh Crain’s oppressive patriarchal power (2020), Lynne 

Evans contends that Hill House functions as a monstrous mother in the Freudian sense 

(2020), and Graley Herren claims that Hill House also functions as a queer playground 

for its characters (2021). These perspectives will be explored in more detail below.  

The queer undertones of The Haunting of Hill House are another aspect of the 

novel that has been discussed at least to some extent. During their stay, Eleanor and 

Theodora – the other female summer resident at the house – seem to grow very close 

very quickly, and they then have a falling out and reconciliation that seems to mirror 

tropes of heterosexual romances. However, as the nature of undertones suggests, these 

queer utterances are hidden beneath the surface of the text, which opens the narrative 

up for different interpretations. While Evans sees a possible queer relationship between 

Eleanor and Theodora (2020), and Herren picks up on the novel’s references to 

Shakespeare to dig into its queer subtext (2021), Junker argues that the longing Eleanor 

expresses is not for another person, such as Theodora, but for a place where she can 

belong (2019, 10). However, apart from these examples, a queer interpretation is not 

mentioned at all in a significant amount of research done on The Haunting of Hill 

House. These different interpretations do not present a problem however, seeing as 

queer readings and theory often emphasise the possibility of alternate readings, rather 

than discovering a new and ‘true’ reading. Still, The Haunting of Hill House encourages 

a more thorough queer reading, which will be provided further down.   

Although queer stories and queer subtexts have always existed in literature, the 

idea of doing queer readings is fairly new. As Kent L. Brintnall explains, the term 

‘queer theory’ was not coined until 1990 (2021, 1–3). Today, queer readings can be 

said to mainly focus on the “tension between denotation and connotation, between 

visibility and invisibility” (Jenny Björklund and Ann-Sofie Lönngren 2020, 196). 

Björklund and Lönngren highlight that a queer reading is supposed to open up new 

interpretations alongside existing ones (2020, 197-198). They furthermore explain that 

because what is queer is relative, a queer reading will always be dependent on its 

historical and cultural context (Björklund and Lönngren 2020, 197–198).  

This relativity can be further explored through what Michel Foucault has 

argued: that the very notion of having a sexuality is a part of a system of normalization, 

where what is normal and what is deviant are linked to an identity rather than an 

individual’s actions (Brintnall 2021, 2). Foucault further argued that the idea that 

sexuality is something to be hidden, repressed, and not spoken of – while 
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simultaneously being spoken of in confessional moments to an authority such as a priest 

or a therapist – is what creates the need to find one’s sexual identity, and thereby begin 

the process of normalization through judgement and surveillance (Brintnall 2021, 2). 

This is what produces what is queer and what is not dependent on cultural and historical 

context; what is normal is ever changing and fluid, and therefore what is not normal 

also fluctuates over time and place. Because of this, this essay will relate its queer 

reading to the novel’s cultural and historical context – America in the 1950’s. 

Foucault’s theories, especially of surveillance and normalization, have not only 

been used in queer theory but have also been utilized extensively to discuss gender 

more generally. Sandra Lee Bartky uses these theories to explain how the patriarchal 

systems of today’s world continue to (re)create the gendered body (1997). She argues 

that people, and women especially, have internalized societal surveillance and 

transformed this into self-surveillance. This internalization also provides individuals 

with the sense that they know how to do something, in this case doing things that are 

associated with their gender. Bartky argues that this means that “discipline can provide 

the individual upon whom it is imposed with a sense of mastery as well as a secure 

sense of identity” (1997, 145). In other words, individuals become complicit in their 

own subjugation due to an internalization of the panopticon, which is a central concept 

for Foucault.  

As explained by Bartky, the panopticon is an imagined prison where all the cells 

face each other in a circular structure with a backlit guard tower in the middle (1997, 

131). Here the prisoners would never know whether they are being watched or not, 

which would “‘induce in the inmate a state of conscious and permanent visibility that 

assures the automatic functioning of power’; each becomes to himself his own jailer” 

(Bartky 1997, 131). Regarding gender, this would then mean that gender is performed 

constantly through self-surveillance, not only while being observed, or surveilled, by 

other people. When doing a queer reading of The Haunting of Hill House, this concept 

of gender and self-surveillance will become particularly important when highlighting 

how Eleanor’s grasp of her own identity is negotiated throughout the novel.  

Through these perspectives – as well as by means of previous research done on 

the novel – this essay will argue that the character of Eleanor in The Haunting of Hill 

House has internalized patriarchal oppression and acts out disciplinary acts onto her 

own gender and sexuality through Hill House itself, which results in an overall textual 

critique of heteronormative ideals. This will be done with a historical and cultural 
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context in mind by firstly examining the textual relationship between Hill House and 

Eleanor, secondly by analyzing the queer undertones of especially Eleanor and 

Theodora’s relationship, and thirdly by bringing these perspectives together into a 

cohesive reading. 

When Eleanor arrives at Hill House, she notices its watchful gaze. She describes 

how “the face of Hill House seemed awake, with a watchfulness from the blank 

windows” and how it is “looking down over her” (Jackson 2009, 34–35). When she 

dares to enter the house and has been escorted to her room by Mrs. Dudley, the caretaker 

of the house, she realizes “that while she unpacked she had been in her stocking feet, 

trying to move as silently as possible, as though stillness were vital in Hill House; she 

remembered that Mrs. Dudley had also walked without sound” (Jackson 2009, 41). In 

this first meeting with Hill House, it can already be seen how the house itself functions 

as an oppressive force through its gaze. Even though a house should not inspire such 

discipline as to make someone move in a certain way, it seems that Eleanor does this 

without making a conscious decision to do so. If looked at through Bartky’s reasoning 

(1997), Hill House could be said to inspire a feeling of constant surveillance in the same 

way that the panopticon would. It is therefore worth noting that the first thing the 

surveillance from Hill House does in the narrative is to silence the women in the house.  

Another reason that Eleanor gives for feeling hesitant towards entering Hill 

House is its apparent wrongness. When she sees her assigned room for the first time, 

she remarks how “it held enclosed the same clashing disharmony that marked Hill 

House throughout” (Jackson 2009, 38). This disharmony is later explained by Dr. 

Montague, the paranormal researcher that has arranged the character’s stay at Hill 

House, by pointing to Hugh Crain, the original owner and architect of the house. He 

says that “Hugh Crain must have detested other people and their sensible squared-away 

houses, because he made this house to suit his mind” (Jackson 2009, 105). That Hugh 

Crain is the architect of Hill House is key according to Cadwallader (2020). She 

suggests that the house should be seen as a place where Crain’s patriarchal oppression, 

especially of his daughters, is made literal, as “the ‘comfortable luxury’ he hopes to 

create for his family is only comfortable to him” (Cadwallader 2020, 887). This seems 

to be supported by the text, as the disorienting nature of Crain’s architecture leaves the 

characters lost and wandering around on multiple occasions in the novel. Dennis R. 

Perry and Carl H. Sederholm also point out how the circular floor plan of Hill House 

seems to mirror Dante’s circles of hell, where the final destination for Eleanor entails 
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her surrendering to Crain (2009, 100). The combination of Hill House as an oppressive 

observer and the architecture of it seeming oppressive in and of itself, suggests a 

reading where the house functions as a site of patriarchal oppression in the narrative. 

On the other hand, Hill House is also described in feminine terms. Luke calls it 

“[a] mother house, […], a housemother, a headmistress, a housemistress” (Jackson 

2009, 211), explaining that “[e]verything is so soft” (Jackson 2009, 209). Evans 

discusses this further and proposes that Hill House is a maternal power that supersedes 

Crain’s patriarchal force (2020, 106). She points to the connection that the text seems 

to draw between Hill House and Eleanor’s deceased mother, for example that both Hill 

House and the mother are described as “sick” (Evans 2020, 111). Furthermore, when 

Eleanor is awoken for the first time by the house, it is done by the sound of knocking 

and banging on the walls. In her sleepy state, Eleanor conflates this sound with the 

sound that her mother made – knocking on the walls when she needed help (Jackson 

2009, 127). Regardless of if Hill House is read as a masculine or feminine force, this 

essay will focus on its patriarchal and heteronormative disciplinary actions, which, 

through Bartky’s concept of internalization (1997), can be carried out by it either way.  

While, as mentioned, Evans ascribes the theme of sickness and disease to a 

connection to motherhood, it can also be connected to a reading of Hill House as an 

oppressive patriarchal force. In the very first paragraph of the novel, the sickness of 

Hill House is stressed:   

 

No live organism can continue for long to exist sanely under conditions 

of absolute reality; even larks and katydids are supposed to, by some, to 

dream. Hill House, not sane, stood by itself against its hills, holding 

darkness within; it had stood so for eighty years and might stand for 

eighty more. Within, walls continued upright, bricks met neatly, floors 

were firm, and doors were sensibly shut; silence lay steadily against the 

wood and stone of Hill House, and whatever walked there, walked alone. 

(Jackson 2009, 3) 

 

Here, the sickness of Hill House is described as a form of insanity, seemingly caused 

by the “conditions of absolute reality”. This insanity is then juxtaposed with the 

orderliness of the house’s construction; it is “neat” and “sensible”. The connection 

between the insanity and the architecture of the house may fruitfully be compared to 

the house’s history, and to what Dr. Montague said about the house being a mirror of 

Hugh Crain’s mind. The insanity from that angle reflects Crain’s own, and the 
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juxtaposed neatness reflects Crain’s desire to uphold the appearance of a good, 

Christian family. As Cadwallader argues: “his ‘orchestrated public display’ is of his 

family as an extension of himself, as carefully curated as the art on his walls” (2020, 

887). Through this lens, the sickness or insanity of the house could be a sign of Hugh 

Crain’s patriarchal oppression. Perry and Sederholm, however, bring up the question 

of whether the connection might instead be between the insanity of the house and 

Eleanor (2009, 86). That maybe the house possesses, or is possessed by, Eleanor 

herself.  

Throughout the novel, Hill House and Eleanor seem to slowly merge. She 

herself expresses this feeling after the words “HELP ELEANOR COME HOME 

ELEANOR” have been written in red on the wall (Jackson 2009, 155). She confides in 

Theodora: 

 

“Look, there’s only one of me, and it’s all I’ve got. I hate seeing myself 

dissolve and slip and separate so that I’m living in one half, my mind, 

and seeing the other half of me helpless and frantic and driven and I can’t 

stop it, but I know I’m not really going to be hurt and yet time is so long 

and even a second goes on and on and I could stand any of it if I could 

only surrender–” (Jackson 2009, 160, original emphasis) 

 

To Eleanor, it seems that the very fact that her name is written on the walls of Hill 

House, presumably in blood, makes her feel as if she has lost part of herself – namely 

her physical form. This feeling of losing control of her body seems to inspire her to 

want to surrender her mind as well, so that she can endure it. When Eleanor right after 

this confession thinks to herself “what was I just saying?” (160), it implies that this 

surrendering of the mind might already be taking place. Why else would she be unsure 

of what she has just seconds ago said? This passage also holds one of the keys as to 

why Eleanor seems to be so susceptible to this merging with Hill House; the only thing 

she has is herself. Throughout the narrative she expresses the desire to belong to 

someone or something, and dissolving into Hill House certainly would provide her with 

an escape from her loneliness. Perry and Sederholm likewise argue that Eleanor is a 

victim of Hill House’s seduction, where the house entices her with the promise of 

belonging (2009, 96). The slipping and separating described by Eleanor can also be 

seen in the narration itself.  

Although the narration is in third person, it is sometimes on the verge of 

cracking. As Hilarie Ashton points out, Eleanor seems to occupy multiple tenses at the 
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same time (2018, 275). For example, during the drive to Hill House when Eleanor 

dreams about her possible lives in the different houses she sees, the tense jumps freely 

between past, present and future at unexpected times, which Ashton argues indicates 

Eleanor’s dissolving identity (2018). Jodey Castricano elaborates on the same point, 

arguing that the relationship between the house and the group is the same as between 

the reader and the text (2005, 94). This relationship, she argues, is clearest in the 

moment mentioned above, where both the group and the reader simultaneously “read” 

Hill House with its bloody writing on the wall. To Tony M. Vinci this is further 

emphasized by the way in which Dr. Montague seems to control the narrative of Hill 

House (2019, 63). Vinci suggests that when Dr. Montague tells the history of the house 

– with its various occupant’s different misfortunate ends – he traps both the other 

characters and the reader in this interpretation of the narrative events that follow (2019). 

After having heard of the sister and her companion and the suicides in the attic and in 

the driveway, it is hard not to see the mirroring between these and the events occurring 

in the narrative. Through these interpretations, the narration highlights Eleanor’s 

slippage through its own cracking and dissolving, making the reader merge with the 

text in a manner similar to Eleanor’s merging with Hill House.  

When this merging, then, is reaching its climax, Eleanor is simultaneously 

frightened, resigned and, paradoxically, somewhat hopeful. During one of the nightly 

hauntings, she thinks: “how can these others hear the noise when it is coming from 

inside my head? I am disappearing inch by inch into this house, I am going apart a little 

bit at a time because all this noise is breaking me; why are the others frightened?” 

(Jackson 2009, 202, original emphasis). Here Eleanor herself seems to recognize that 

she is causing what is happening in Hill House, even if this might be because the house 

is swallowing her piece by piece. She continues by thinking that “it’s inside my head, 

Eleanor thought, putting her hands over her face, it’s inside my head and it’s getting 

out, getting out, getting out–” (Jackson 2009, 202), implying that the paranormal 

activity that the others are experiencing might be a representation of what Eleanor is 

feeling or thinking, or something that she might not want the others to know. With this, 

the knocking that was previously mentioned might be explained: it might be Eleanor’s 

thoughts about her mother “getting out” into the physical world. Furthermore, “getting 

out” also implies that Hill House might be forcing these representations out of her, 

rather than the merging of the two happening with consent. This feeling of the house 

forcing itself upon Eleanor is then somewhat interrupted later in the narrative, when 
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Eleanor seems more resigned: “No stone lions for me, she thought, no oleanders; I have 

broken the spell of Hill House and somehow come inside. I am home, she thought, and 

stopped in wonder at the thought. I am home, I am home, she thought; now to climb” 

(Jackson 2009, 232). She refers to houses that she fantasized about in the beginning of 

the novel and seems to conclude that rather than living out her fantasies there, she has 

found a home in Hill House. This professed contentedness, however, is overshadowed 

by the goal of the climb she mentions at the end. Although Vinci cautions against being 

trapped within Dr. Montague’s narrative of Hill House’s history (2019), this history 

provides important context here. The climb Eleanor sets her mind on is towards the 

tower in the library, where, supposedly, the companion of one of Hugh Crain’s 

daughters took her own life.  

The matter of Eleanor’s suicide has been thoroughly discussed. As Vinci 

explains, the most common reading of this tragic ending is that Eleanor has finally been 

driven mad by the patriarchal oppression of Hill House, illustrating the dangers of 

domestic life for women in the 1950’s (2019, 54). Ashton, however, argues for a 

reading where this final act of Eleanor’s is an attempt at self-realization, where she 

finally gains agency over her own actions (2018, 284). The possibility to read this 

ending in a multitude of ways originates in Eleanor herself, when she in her final 

moments thinks “I am really doing it, I am doing this all by myself, now, at last; this is 

me, I am really really really doing it by myself. In the unending, crashing second before 

the car hurled into the tree she thought clearly, Why am I doing this?” (Jackson 2009, 

245–246, original emphasis). Here, a duality is shown: did Eleanor want to commit 

suicide or did she not? As Vinci puts it: “Eleanor Vance’s suicide is mysterious not 

only because she appears divided within herself but also because […] she seems to be 

‘possessed not by [her] own unconscious but by someone else’s’. The question is: 

whose?” (2019, 87).  The answer to this question, I believe, lies in what this paper has 

set out to argue, namely that Eleanor is slowly merged with Hill House as the narrative 

progresses. Her final act of suicide might, in that context, be the final act of this 

merging, where they finally become one through Eleanor’s eternal death. Even if a 

more freeing reading of her suicide might be fruitful, this essay will rather explore the 

oppressive nature of Eleanor’s actions, where her death signals the heterosexual horrors 

of the home and the consequences of heteronormativity. This is done by delving into a 

queer reading of the novel in its historical context. In the following section, this essay 
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will therefore first account for the historical and cultural context surrounding the novel, 

and then explore the mirroring question to Eleanor’s: why is Hill House doing this? 

As previously mentioned, historical and cultural context is essential to do a 

queer reading. To see what is queer, one first needs to know what constructed as normal 

and expected at a particular time. In 1950’s America, this would be a return to what 

was seen as traditional ideals. Susan Bordo explains how the Second World War led to 

dependence and domesticity becoming feminine ideals, in contrast to the undesirable 

“career woman” (2003, 170). As a continuation of the separate spheres doctrine, which 

was explained previously, performing domesticity became an integral part of 

performing femininity (Junker 2019, 3). This was also a time where patriotism was of 

high importance and connected to a particular lifestyle. Fiona Paton explains how anti-

communist and homophobic rhetoric, which often connected communism and 

homosexuality to disease and the monstrous, led to “a rigid opposition between 

American and un-American, and into the category of ‘un-American’ fell not only 

political but also ethnic and sexual difference” (2010, 50–51). She further explains how 

this resulted in people who led divergent lifestyles being labelled as traitors, not only 

to what was seen as normal but to American society as a whole (2010, 55).  

This fear of divergent sexualities might in part have been caused by the 

publication of Alfred Kinsey’s famous Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male (1948). 

As Paton explains:  

 

Kinsey’s research revealed considerable instability in sexual orientation: 

“The data disputed the common assumption that all adults were 

permanently and exclusively either homosexual or heterosexual and 

revealed instead a fluidity that belied medical theories about fixed 

orientations” (D’Emilio 35). For the dominant culture of the Cold War, 

this fluidity evoked the Gothic horror of interstitiality as defined by 

Carroll, for it “cross[ed] the boundaries of the deep categories of a 

culture's conceptual scheme” (32). (Paton 2010, 56) 

 

Here, Paton draws a link between this fear of fluid or unstable sexuality and gothic 

horror. She brings up the key point that horror is linked to unclear or crossed boundaries 

in much the same way that queerness is, especially during the 1950’s. Kinsey’s research 

therefore seemed horrific during the time, because it put this horror not in the foreign 

and unknown, but in every man one might meet on the street. When looking at the 

possible queer readings of The Haunting of Hill House, it is therefore important to 
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remember that the very crossing of barriers, both for Eleanor as a woman who cannot 

seem to perform femininity correctly and as a possible queer person, would have 

inspired this horror before the fluid and unstable. Below, a queer reading of the novel 

will be explored in relation to this cultural and historical context. 

Right at the start of the novel, it is made clear that Eleanor is somewhat deviant. 

When her sister is made aware of her plans to stay at Hill House with Dr. Montague, 

her immediate concern is to make sure that he is not “aiming to introduce Eleanor to 

savage rites not unconnected with matters Eleanor’s sister deemed it improper for an 

unmarried young woman to know” (Jackson 2009, 8). However, as the narrator states: 

“Eleanor had no such ideas, or, having them, was not afraid. Eleanor, in short, would 

have gone anywhere” (Jackson 2009, 8). The sexual connotations of her sister’s concern 

are unmistakable, but so is also the narrator’s assertion that the idea of these, for the 

time, deviant sexual acts would not have deterred Eleanor. Although the potential 

sexual acts that are brought up are assumed to be between a man and a woman, they 

would still have been seen as outside the acceptable for an unmarried woman in 1950’s 

America, which is what makes Eleanor’s neutrality towards them worth noting. The 

labeling of Eleanor as different is then strengthened by the cup of stars imagery which 

appears right after this, just before she arrives at Hill House.  

 The cup of stars is a symbol of Eleanor’s difference that appears multiple times 

throughout the narrative. The first instance of it is in a café in the small town just outside 

of Hill House, where Eleanor observes a young girl refusing to drink out of a cup that 

is not her own; one that has stars at the bottom of it. To this, Eleanor thinks: “Don’t do 

it, Eleanor told the little girl; insist on your cup of stars; once they have trapped you 

into being like everyone else you will never see your cup of stars again” (Jackson 2009, 

22). When the girl refuses another cup, Eleanor thinks of her as “brave” and “wise” 

(Jackson 2009, 22). She also identifies strongly with the little girl, referring to her as 

“I” in her thoughts (Jackson 2009, 21). Here, it is made clear that Eleanor equates being 

like everybody else to a trap and being different to being brave and wise. Coupled with 

her identification with the girl, this turns the cup of stars into a symbol of Eleanor’s 

positive feelings towards being different, and possibly her regret of not being as brave 

and wise as the girl in the café. After this scene, the cup of stars mainly appears in 

relation to Theodora, the other female resident at Hill House. Their relationship will 

now be explored further. 
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As mentioned, Eleanor and Theodora become close quickly. They are the first 

to arrive to the house and therefore spend some time exploring on their own before the 

two men appear. Eleanor herself notes their quick attachment, thinking that she “had 

come in no more than half an hour to think of Theodora as close and vital” (Jackson 

2009, 49). In a charged scene between the two, on their second day in Hill House, 

Theodora is painting Eleanor’s toenails:  

 

“Well.” Theodora said with determination, “by the time I’m through 

with you, you will be a different person; I dislike being with women of 

no color.” She laughed to show that she was teasing, and then went on, 

“I think I will put red polish on your toes.” 

Eleanor laughed too and held out her bare foot. […]. 

“Your feet are dirty.” 

Shocked, Eleanor sat up and looked; her feet were dirty, and her nails 

were painted bright red. “It’s horrible,” she said to Theodora. “it’s 

wicked,” wanting to cry. Then, helplessly she began to laugh at the look 

on Theodora’s face. “I’ll go wash my feet,” she said.  

“Golly.” Theodora sat on the floor beside the bed, staring. “Look,” she 

said. “My feet are dirty, too, baby, honest. Look.” (Jackson 2009, 116–

117, original emphasis) 

 

Here, some of the things that stand out in Eleanor’s and Theodora’s relationship are on 

full display. Even though Eleanor is older, Theodora is often the one taking charge in 

their interactions. This is noted earlier by Eleanor, who muses on how much touchier 

Theodora is (Jackson 2009, 86). In this scene, she is the one who initiates the nail 

painting, due to her dislike of “being with women of no color”. Of course, this carries 

the double meaning of both being with someone platonically and being with someone 

romantically. Perhaps most noteworthy in this scene is Eleanor’s horror at discovering 

that her feet are dirty, proclaiming the combination of her dirty feet and red toenails 

“horrible” and “wicked”. Here, looking back at Paton’s account of how homophobic 

rhetoric often connected homosexuality to disease might be useful (2010, 50). The leap 

between disease and uncleanliness is not big, and this scene is only one of a few where 

Eleanor is afraid of being dirty when she is close to Theodora. Together with her use 

of “wicked”, connoting the evilness of witches, Eleanor’s language regarding herself 

seems to align closely with what Paton would describe as common homophobic rhetoric 

in 1950’s America (2010). Theodora’s reassurance that her feet are dirty too might in 

this context be read as reassurance that she also lies outside of societal norms. This is 

also done in reverse in an earlier, although more lighthearted, scene, where Theodora 
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describes herself as “horrible and beastly” and Eleanor parrots her and describes herself 

as those same things (Jackson 2009, 86). Through this, Eleanor’s anxiety at being dirty, 

especially around Theodora, and Theodora’s attempt to find commonality in their 

horrible, beastly dirtiness could be viewed as connoting a shared queerness.  

Another aspect that seems to reveal Eleanor’s queerness are her actions when 

she is afraid. The characters themselves point out fear’s revealing aspect:  

 

“I think we’re only afraid of ourselves,” the doctor said slowly. 

“No,” Luke said. “Of seeing ourselves clearly and without disguise.”  

“Of knowing what we really want,” Theodora said. (Jackson 2009, 159–

160) 

  

This could work as a framework when analyzing the characters’ actions during the 

frightening scenarios that take place during the narrative. This might be especially 

relevant when looking at the scene that directly follows that interaction, where Eleanor 

sits terrified in her bed clutching Theodora’s hand. While she is scared by disturbing 

sounds she finds reassurance in holding Theodora’s hand in hers. When she then 

manages to pull herself out of her fright by shouting, she realizes that Theodora was 

sleeping all along, and questions: “God God – whose hand was I holding?” (Jackson 

2009, 163). With this scene following directly after the character’s proclamation that 

fear reveals the true self and its desires, it becomes especially relevant that Eleanor’s 

instinct is to reach for Theodora’s hand. This is then followed by a similar pattern, 

where Eleanor seeks refuge in Theodora when the house frightens her. That the hand 

turns out not to be Theodora’s will be analyzed later when discussing how Hill House, 

Eleanor and her queerness are connected.  

The hand holding during frightening moments is, as mentioned, something that 

continues throughout the narrative. For example, in the most intimate scene between 

Eleanor and Theodora, they have just had a fight about Luke, where Theodora spitefully 

asks if Eleanor will “offer him to drink from [her] cup of stars?” (Jackson 2009, 172). 

With Theodora using Eleanor’s symbol of enjoying her differences against her, Eleanor 

storms out of the house.  

 

Fear and guilt are sisters; Theodora caught her on the lawn. Silent, angry, 

hurt, they left Hill House side by side, walking together, each sorry for 

the other. A person angry, or laughing, or terrified, or jealous, will go 

stubbornly on into extremes of behaviour impossible at another time; 

neither Eleanor nor Theodora reflected for a minute that it was 
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imprudent for them to walk far away from Hill House after dark. […]. 

They were moving along the path toward the brook. In the darkness their 

feet felt that they were going downhill, and each privately and perversely 

accused the other of taking, deliberately, a path they had followed 

before, in happiness. (Jackson 2009, 172–175) 

 

Interspersed with their continued argument, this passage is packed with emotion. Fear 

and guilt are immediately mentioned as sisters and are then compared to Eleanor and 

Theodora by situating them in the same sentence. Both are then described as angry, 

hurt, terrified and jealous to account for their “imprudent” decision to leave Hill House 

on their own. While these emotions could be chalked up to their argument, such as 

anger at the other and jealousy over Luke, they could also be read through a queer lens. 

Theodora’s mention of the cup of stars strengthens this reading, where this could be 

seen as her pointing out how a relationship with Luke would trap Eleanor into being 

like everybody else, instead of being brave and wise and living the life she wants to. 

The jealousy might thereby be accounted for as the other showing affection towards 

Luke rather than the other woman. With the words “imprudent” and “perversely” the 

queer undertones are highlighted, with especially perverse being used in the 1950’s in 

reference to queer and deviant sexuality (Paton 2010, 50). Furthermore, as previously 

discussed, fear is a revealing emotion in the narrative, which makes its presence here 

worth analyzing more closely.  

 Even though fear in this instance might reference their general fear at Hill 

House, it could also be much more specifically related to their queerness. In the 

following passage, this specific fear is given an explanation: “Nothing irrevocable had 

yet been spoken, but there was only the barest margin of safety left them; each of them 

moving delicately along the outskirts of an open question, and once spoken, such a 

question – as ‘do you love me’ – could never be answered or forgotten” (Jackson 2009, 

174). Here, what might previously have been undertones seems to be made explicit; 

Eleanor and Theodora have a mutual desire of love from the other. That the question 

cannot be answered nor forgotten invites a queer reading, since a platonic love would 

not need to be hidden in the same way. The fear might therefore lie in this question, 

where they both are afraid to utter it and reveal themselves as explicitly queer, and 

afraid to answer it for the same reason. If fear is to be interpreted as an emotion that 

reveals one’s true self, it is indeed revealing that this instance of fear makes Eleanor 
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and Theodora walk away from Hill House together, soon holding onto each other in the 

darkness, away from their male companions.  

 Although Eleanor and Theodora have now briefly exited Hill House, they are 

soon forced back. While walking together they stumble upon a picnic scene, where a 

mother, father and child are laughing together with their puppy (Jackson 2009, 176). 

Seeing this, Theodora lets out a scream and grabs Eleanor’s hand, and together they run 

back to Hill House. But what is so frightening about a family having a picnic party? 

While Cadwallader argues that the garden outside of Hill House is a feminine space in 

opposition to the masculine space of the house, she contends that the scream that 

Theodora lets out is due to what she imagines motherhood to be like in Hugh Crain’s 

vision of heaven – a constant, doting caretaking (2020, 896). Taking this further, the 

context of these two women almost confessing their love for each other invites an 

interpretation where it is the trap of heteronormativity that scares Theodora to the point 

of running back to Hill House. Further supporting this interpretation is the fact that she 

“stumbled, sobbing, over half-buried stones and what might have been a broken cup” 

(Jackson 2009, 177). With their argument starting with Theodora mocking Eleanor with 

her cup of stars symbol, the appearance of a broken cup when they have somewhat 

reconciled seems important. That the cup appears broken when they have witnessed a 

display of idealized heterosexual romance indicates that Eleanor’s symbol of wisdom 

and bravery would break would she find herself in a similar situation. This strengthens 

a reading where Theodora and Eleanor are scared back to Hill House due to a mocking 

display of heterosexual romance, showing them where they, as women must or should 

end up, but also showing them what they together could never have. If this was the 

intention, the apparition seems to work, as Theodora after this point rejects Eleanor’s 

attempts at closeness.  

 On the contrary, one of Eleanor’s final wishes, even after this scene, is to come 

and live with Theodora after their stay. Even after being explicitly rejected by her, she 

thinks: “I will see her every day, and we will go searching together for lovely things – 

gold-trimmed dishes, and a white cat, and a sugar Easter egg, and a cup of stars. I will 

not be frightened or alone anymore; I will call myself just Eleanor” (Jackson 2009, 213, 

original emphasis). Yet again, we can see Eleanor’s cup of stars mentioned, fittingly as 

something that she and Theodora will be searching for together. She also emphasizes 

that she will call herself “just Eleanor”, just like Theodora calls herself “just Theodora” 

in the very beginning of the novel (Jackson 2009, 42). In the context of 1950’s America, 
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the absence of a last name would emphasize their unmarried status (Herren 2021, 158). 

For Eleanor to dream about being “just Eleanor” would then mean that she dreams of a 

life without a husband, but instead with Theodora. When explaining why she wants to 

come home with her to Theodora, Eleanor simply says “I want someplace where I 

belong.” (Jackson 2009, 208), linking her need for connection and a home to Theodora 

rather than the fantasy lives she dreamt of on her way to Hill House. However, her wish 

to come with Theodora is even closer linked to something else, namely Eleanor’s slow 

merging with Hill House. In the following section, this paper will explore the 

connection between the queer undertones of Eleanor and Theodora’s relationship and 

Eleanor’s relation to Hill House as an entity with which she is amalgamating.  

As mentioned, one of Eleanor’s strongest motivations throughout the narrative 

is finding somewhere she belongs. While she finds a companion in Theodora and 

expresses her desire to belong with her, Hill House is simultaneously seducing Eleanor 

to want to belong there instead. As Eleanor’s desire to surrender to Hill House grows 

stronger, the narrative connects this want with her wish to live with Theodora:  

 

It is too much, she thought, I will relinquish my possession of this self 

of mine, abdicate, give over willingly what I never wanted at all; 

whatever it wants of me it can have.  

“I’ll come,” she said aloud, and was speaking up to Theodora, who 

leaned over her. (Jackson 2009, 204) 

 

Here, Eleanor is thinking about surrendering to Hill House, but when she speaks her 

words of defeat, they are directed towards Theodora. Even up to this point, then, which 

is near the end of the narrative, Eleanor seems torn between belonging at Hill House or 

with Theodora. The choice seems to be between submitting to the oppressive force that 

is Hill House, or doing what she regards as brave and wise and choosing to live outside 

the norm. This is complicated, however, by Eleanor’s own connection to Hill House, 

where she seems to be causing the hauntings that occur, as well as the historical and 

cultural context of the narrative. 

As this essay has previously discussed, there have been a multitude of 

interpretations of Hill House. The two that have been argued for have been one where 

Hill House is a site of patriarchal oppression, and one where the hauntings that occur 

are coming from Eleanor’s mind. Although these might seem contradictory, they can 

be combined to get a more holistic reading of the novel. As Bartky argues, 
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internalization of societal surveillance, which then becomes self-surveillance, both 

(re)creates gender and provides individuals who do this successfully with a stable sense 

of identity (1997, 145). This concept of internalization and surveillance can then be 

used to bring together the two mentioned perspectives: the patriarchal oppression of 

Hill House can be Eleanor’s self-surveillance “getting out”. What allows her own 

disciplinary thoughts to reach the external world is the gothic genre itself, as it “pushes 

past the bounds of reality” (Ashton 2018, 268), which for example results in Eleanor 

clasping a hand she believes is Theodora’s, only to realize it is not hers. Seen as a 

disciplinary act, this could be viewed as an attempt to associate Theodora’s touch with 

this frightening revelation, rather than the security that it earlier represented. It could 

also be viewed as a part of Hill House’s seduction, as Perry and Sederholm put it (2009), 

literally reaching out for Eleanor to draw her in. This gothic blurring of boundaries, 

between reality and dream, is then also what allows the merging of Eleanor and Hill 

House that occurs throughout the narrative. 

The merging of Eleanor and Hill House and Eleanor’s slowly dissolving 

identity is furthermore part of the reason as to why these self-surveilling, disciplinary 

acts are carried out. As mentioned above, Bartky links a successful gender performance 

to a stable sense of identity (1997). In the same vein, Britnall accounts for how Foucault 

viewed the repression of sexuality as the reason for sexuality becoming a part of finding 

your ‘true’ identity, and therefore inevitably being subject to normalization (2021, 2). 

Eleanor’s dissolving identity could therefore be analyzed as a crisis of gender and 

sexual identity. Her queer attraction to Theodora would destabilize both her identity as 

heterosexual and as a woman, because womanhood during the 1950’s would be deeply 

linked to heterosexuality. Because of her perceived failure at performing femininity, 

she would then discipline herself to restabilize her identity, which can be done through 

Hill House as they are merging together. The scene where Eleanor and Theodora are 

scared back to Hill House by a picnic is an example of this, where what is “getting out” 

of Eleanor’s mind is a display of what she should perform and desire: normative, 

heterosexual romance. The knocking which reminds Eleanor of her mother is a further 

example, since what Eleanor associates with her mother seems to be a woman with 

strict expectations of gender, such as a dislike for women wearing pants (Jackson 2009, 

41). However, the merging between her and Hill House that these disciplinary acts are 

a result of would only intensify her queerness, seeing as the gothic blurring of 

boundaries was deeply connected to the queer in 1950’s America (Paton 2010, 56). 
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This could be one of the reasons for Eleanor’s suicide: a last disciplinary act to firmly 

finalize her identity as a heterosexual woman, forever resting within the gates of the 

domestic sphere that is Hill House. 

With the gothic genre’s history of critiquing women’s place in society, it is not 

difficult to read this final act of Eleanor’s as a part of this critique. As Junker explained, 

the gothic haunted house often acted as a critique of the separate spheres doctrine, 

because it showed the horrors of the home (2019, 3–4). Because the narrative connects 

Eleanor’s wish to belong somewhere to both Hill House and Theodora, it seems to 

encourage a choice between these two. This choice is clearly limited, however, seeing 

as queer relationships were deeply taboo, and Theodora has rejected Eleanor. Her only 

real choice, then, seems to be this final act of suicide. By doing this she ends the queer, 

unclear boundaries between her and Hill House inside its gates, ensuring her place in 

the domestic, feminine sphere. Having this framework would also explain her initial 

boldness in her action, and then final hesitation, asking herself: “Why am I doing this? 

Why don’t they stop me?” (Jackson 2009, 246). The others, then, are not stopping her 

because she is only doing what is right: putting herself back within the boundaries of 

her role as a woman. This is where the novel seems to align itself with the gothic genre’s 

history of critiquing women’s domestic role. With its tragic ending, the narrative 

highlights the loneliness that comes with the choice Eleanor makes, with “whatever 

walked there, walked alone” (Jackson 2009, 246) standing as the final line, repeated 

from the very first paragraph. Herren provides further insight to this ending, arguing 

that “Jackson displays the insidiousness of internalized ideology” (2021, 163), since it 

is Theodora’s rejection that pushes Eleanor towards her suicide, rather than a successful 

seduction from a patriarchal Hill House. In other words, the circular ending of the 

narrative also seems to highlight the circular motion of internalization. What is deemed 

normal is constantly recreated within each individual and performed, which informs 

others of what is normal. Theodora rejects Eleanor because she has internalized the 

normalizing threat of the picnic scene, where what she should be doing and wanting is 

on full display. And as the novel ends in tragedy, so must this internalization, where 

Eleanor abandons her cup of stars and traps herself at Hill House, exposing the 

heterosexual horror of the home. 

To conclude, this essay has argued for a reading where the character of Eleanor 

in The Haunting of Hill House has internalized patriarchal oppression and acts out 

disciplinary acts onto her own gender and sexuality through Hill House itself, resulting 
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in an overall textual critique of heteronormative ideals. This has been done by analyzing 

the relationship between the house and Eleanor and how this connects to Eleanor’s 

queerness and sense of identity. While this paper has situated itself within the tradition 

of interpreting Hill House as a site of patriarchal control, it has also combined this 

perspective with Bartky’s examination of Foucault’s theories of self-surveillance and 

discipline (1997). By doing this, it has been possible to combine this common 

interpretation with the textual evidence of Eleanor and Hill House merging with each 

other throughout the narrative. With the help of internalization as a concept, this 

merging can be understood as a component, instead of a hinderance, of interpreting Hill 

House as a site of patriarchal oppression. Eleanor’s queer sexuality has also been 

discussed as a part of this interpretation. 

Although some previous research has discussed the queer undertones of the 

novel, this constitutes far from the majority of the readings. Seeing Hill House as a site 

of patriarchal oppression is perhaps the most common interpretation of the narrative. In 

light of that, it seems counterproductive that sexuality under patriarchy has not been as 

thoroughly explored as a component of the novel. As gender and (hetero)sexuality are 

firmly linked in a patriarchal system, this paper has instead attempted to highlight how 

sexuality plays into the narrative’s critique of it. This has then established a link 

between Eleanor’s merging with Hill House, her final decision to commit suicide and 

the heteronormative ideals of 1950’s America. Through this, my hope is that this paper 

has underscored the usefulness of bringing multiple aspects of a narrative together, to 

get a more holistic perspective. Of course, not all potential aspects of The Haunting of 

Hill House have been possible to be explored in this paper, for example the connection 

between whiteness and heteronormativity during this particular time. However, this 

leaves room for further research to be conducted, until we, like Eleanor, “have broken 

the spell of Hill House” (Jackson 2009, 232). Although, hopefully, we do not have to 

walk alone.  
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