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Abstract 

Ghost stories often reflect what haunts the cultural consciousness, and perhaps even which fears 

define a generation. The Sixth Sense and The Haunting of Hill House reflect very different ideas 

about what haunts our society, and what the solutions to those hauntings may be. The Sixth Sense 

advocates for an adherence to the nuclear family structure, insinuating that true horror lies in 

defying these norms. The Haunting of Hill House, alternatively, proposes that the constraints of 

antiquated, heteronormative gender roles and the nuclear family structure is exactly what we 

should fear.  
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Process Analysis Statement   

 

The inspiration for my thesis topic came from my time in my English capstone course. I 

took the Digital Literature Review class for my capstone course, and I was inspired to expand 

upon what I wrote about for my capstone paper in my Honors thesis. The theme for the class was 

“Ghosts and Cultural Hauntings,” and as someone who grew up loving ghost stories, I knew that 

I wanted to incorporate the topic into my Honors thesis. During my time in the Digital Literature 

Review, I read a variety of wonderful and haunting ghost stories, but none struck me quite like 

Shirley Jackson’s 1959 novel, The Haunting of Hill House. I have long been a fan of Jackson’s 

work, having loved We Have Always Lived in the Castle and “The Lottery” since high school. As 

we read and discussed The Haunting of Hill House in class, I grew to appreciate Jackson’s work 

even more—how the feminist themes of the novel related to issues I care about today, and how 

the story is so much more than just the story of a haunted house. Around the same time, I 

happened to watch The Sixth Sense for the first time and was struck by the similarities and stark 

differences between Cole and Eleanor, two characters who share so much and yet experience 

such different fates. That was when I decided I wanted to write a paper comparing the two 

popular stories.  

I began my research for my thesis in the Fall semester of my junior year in the Digital 

Literature Review class and continued into the Spring semester of my junior year, and finally 

into the Fall semester of 2020, my senior year. I began with some of the critical texts we had 

been given in class to discuss The Haunting of Hill House, and found one (“‘Whose Hand Was I 

Holding?’ Familial and Sexual Politics in Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House”) to be 

particularly helpful in discussing the ideas I was interested in; specifically, how Jackson’s novel 

exposes the weaknesses of conservative ideas of the family structure and gender roles. I also 
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utilized our library’s databases to find critical literature about The Sixth Sense, of which there is 

precious little. One article, however, I found extremely helpful, titled “Questions of Unreliable 

Narration in The Sixth Sense.” This article helped me narrow down my overall thesis: that The 

Sixth Sense portrays the perceived benefits of adhering to traditional ideas about the nuclear 

family and gender roles, a conclusion that is vastly different from that of The Haunting of Hill 

House.  

My initial capstone paper did not feature much close reading of either The Sixth Sense or 

The Haunting of Hill House, so when I returned to the texts this Fall to begin working on my 

Honors thesis, doing a close reading of both was an important step in my research process. Both 

my English major and my Honors classes have helped me learn to slow down and really engage 

with challenging texts, to draw out small details, and make connections based on those details. I 

certainly put these skills to use as I examined some of the key scenes in The Haunting of Hill 

House. As an English major, I have a fair bit of experience doing close readings of books, but 

analyzing movies is something new to me. I looked into some basic resources about how to 

analyze films and learned what details to focus on in my analysis. I started noticing decisions 

like the camera angle, the lighting, and even the costume choices for the characters—all details I 

had never really considered before. Taking the time to really engage with the details of both 

works enriched by experience of both of them and helped me uncover interesting evidence to 

support my claims. 

In my first iteration of the paper, the version I used as my capstone paper, I dedicated a 

lot of time to researching Freud’s concept of the uncanny to tie into my argument. Initially, I 

included examples of the uncanny in both texts, and included a general description of the 

uncanny as well. As I adapted my paper for my Honors thesis, I found this research wasn’t as 
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useful in proving my evolving thesis. The thesis for my capstone paper centered around how 

Eleanor and Cole accept their ghosts despite the uncanny, but as I entered the Fall semester of 

my senior year to begin working on my thesis, both my advisor and I decided that my paper 

needed to take a slightly different direction. Instead of focusing on the uncanny, I noted that I 

wanted to broaden the horizons of my paper; I wanted to make my analysis of The Sixth Sense 

and The Haunting of Hill House connect to larger ideas about representations of and ideas about 

family in the American culture.  

To accomplish this, I researched articles about parenting guides and parenting advice 

books from the early 1900s to the early 2000s to gain a better understanding of common ideas 

about families and how people believed children should be raised. I then researched how families 

were represented in popular sitcoms during 1959 (The Danny Thomas Show and Father Knows 

Best) and 1999 (Everybody Loves Raymond and Malcolm in the Middle). Doing this research 

helped me connect the themes I was seeing in The Sixth Sense and The Haunting of Hill House to 

our larger culture. I think this work is especially important, because my thesis is about such a 

specific topic that it may be hard to connect my findings to real-world issues at first glance. 

Something the Honors College has really helped me excel in is forging these connections and 

drawing real-world meaning from the reading and writing I do in my classes.  

Writing my Honors thesis has shown me that the writing process (and my learning 

process in general) can be recursive and messy at times, and that actually helps me become a 

better writer. I don’t think I’ll ever write a “perfect” draft on the first try; this paper was months 

in the making and it took a lot of revising, circling back, and problem-solving. The scope of my 

paper was very intimidating at first as well, and I often had a hard time getting started on what I 

was writing because I felt it had to be perfect the first time around. I learned through this thesis 
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experience that sometimes the best method for me is to just start with an idea and run with it, 

because I can always go back and revise, add in and take away elements. As I slowly began to 

pull my ideas together, I gained more confidence in my writing, and more confidence in my 

revising, too. The hardest part, oftentimes, is just getting started. Once I realized I had room in 

my thesis to revise and reimagine anything I wanted to, the paper felt a lot more manageable. 

Accepting the recursive (and sometimes messy) nature of the writing and researching process 

was probably my biggest challenge, but it was also the most valuable lesson I learned. Being able 

to combine my knowledge from my major, my minor, and my experience in the Honors College 

into one paper on a topic I’m passionate about was an excellent way to challenge myself and 

become a better reader, observer, and writer.  

Ultimately, my thesis means a variety of different things to me. My thesis is the longest 

paper I’ve ever written, which feels like an accomplishment in and of itself. To me, my thesis 

means that I am capable of taking on difficult tasks and challenging myself. It also represents the 

culmination of my four years at Ball State, and all of the lessons I’ve learned as an English 

major, a Sociology minor, and an Honors student. My thesis contributes something unique in that 

(as far as I’ve been able to find) there are no texts that compare these two works and draw the 

conclusions that I do in my thesis. It is exciting to contribute to ongoing discussions of both The 

Sixth Sense and The Haunting of Hill House and offer new insights about both. I hope that, to 

those who read my thesis, it’s a representation of how influential popular culture (and 

specifically horror) can be on shaping how we view the world. I hope readers come away from 

my thesis questioning their own views of family structures and gender roles, and challenge long-

held beliefs about those things. Further, I want those who read my thesis to consider the kinds of 

media they consume and how those choices influence their own perceptions. 
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Peace at Last: Grappling with Ghosts and the Family Structure in The Sixth Sense and The 

Haunting of Hill House 

 

Introduction   

 

A mother, a father, two children. A white picket fence encircling a modest but 

respectable house in the suburbs. For years, American media has portrayed a very specific type 

of family as the ideal: the nuclear family. The nuclear family is, primarily, a heterosexual couple, 

most likely white, with a few children and a functional family dynamic. This type of family has 

dominated American television shows, radio shows, and movies, reminding the American public 

that there is a “certain way” to be a family, and subtly encouraging us to adhere to that guideline. 

Over time, narratives have arisen to both endorse and combat this idea of the nuclear family. 

What may be surprising, however, is that two such narratives come in the form of ghost stories.  

The Sixth Sense, directed by M. Night Shyamalan, though released in 1999, reflects ideas 

about the “traditional” conception of the nuclear family, reaffirming the idea that a family unit is 

complete only when it features a mother, a father, and a child. The film follows a young boy, 

Cole Sear, who is plagued by visions of ghosts that no one else can see. Cole’s loving but 

frazzled mother, Lynn Sear, does the best she can with Cole, but it’s clear at the movie’s onset 

that her efforts are not enough. Only through the guidance of child psychologist and stand-in 

father figure Dr. Malcolm Crowe does Cole begin to accept his gift and begin his transition into 

adulthood. Though Malcolm is not Cole’s biological father, he continues to support Cole as a 

good parent would, effectively completing the nuclear family unit—the essential “missing piece” 

that had previously, according to the movie’s logic, kept Cole from dealing with the ghosts that 

haunt him and moving successfully into adulthood.  
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The Haunting of Hill House, by Shirley Jackson, though published earlier in 1959, offers 

us a much more challenging view of the family structure and what it means to develop 

“properly.” The novel’s main character, Eleanor Vance, is a repressed young woman who has 

been sheltered, deprived, and perhaps even abused first by her mother and then, following her 

mother’s death, her sister, for her entire life. She travels to Hill House against her sister’s wishes, 

dreaming of striking out on her own, creating a life for herself and finding a new family as she 

leaves her old, stifling life behind. It quickly becomes apparent, however, that Hill House will 

not offer the things Eleanor thinks she desires. Rather, the house becomes a twisted imitation of a 

family home, preying on Eleanor’s fears and weaknesses. Eleanor slowly loses her sense of self, 

finally embodying the haunting in the final scenes of the novel, as she terrorizes the house’s 

other guests and almost falls to her death in the decaying library. The novel’s pivotal scene, 

where Eleanor crashes her car into a tree on the property, offers no clear answers about Eleanor’s 

fate or the exact forces that drove her there. Rather, the ambiguity of this scene is what sets it so 

starkly apart from The Sixth Sense; Jackson pushes us to consider what happens to someone 

when they do not fit neatly within the confines of the nuclear family structure, and perhaps asks 

us to question the validity of this structure in itself.  

Of course, some of the differences between the messages of The Sixth Sense and The 

Haunting of Hill House can be attributed to the different form each takes. The Sixth Sense was a 

Hollywood blockbuster, garnering “$26.6 million in its opening weekend” and then spending 

“five weeks as the number 1 film at the U.S. box office” (“The Sixth Sense”). Given the movie's 

enormous popularity, it is perhaps unsurprising that it reflects a fairly conservative view of the 

family structure and patriarchal power. As a novel, The Haunting of Hill House was able to take 

more risks in critiquing these commonly held beliefs. In fact, the novel seems even riskier 
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considering it was published in 1959, when, as I will demonstrate later, the image of the nuclear 

family still reigned supreme in American media.  

In The Haunting of Hill House, Eleanor embraces ambiguity by embodying the haunting, 

blurring the line between living and dead, just as she occupies an ambiguous space in society, not 

having a solid home, family, or role in the world. In The Sixth Sense, however, this ambiguity is 

rejected as Cole helps ghosts come to terms with the fact they’re dead and resolves their trauma 

so they can move out of the transitional space of being dead but continuing to exist on Earth. 

This mirrors the story’s adherence to conservative ideas of gender roles and the family structure, 

shying away from ambiguity. The main characters in both narratives defy their urge to abject to 

instead accept their respective ghosts, choices that are inextricably tied to their own roles in the 

family structure and society at large. The Sixth Sense is surprisingly conservative in its advocacy 

for adherence to a conservative family structure, whereas The Haunting of Hill House is radical 

in its assertion that those who do not adhere to gender roles and the “correct” familial structure, 

like Eleanor, have no defined place in the family or in society. It is important to note that Jackson 

is not placing blame on Eleanor for not conforming to these standards, but rather criticizing 

society for not creating spaces for those who do not want to conform. 

Because both The Sixth Sense and The Haunting of Hill House hinge so heavily on ideas 

about family structure, an examination of literature about families and parenting from their 

respective time periods is necessary. In the following section, I will examine how parenting 

guides from 1904 - 2003 have defined “good parenting” in an effort to understand how society 

believes children should be raised during the time periods of each text. I will then examine 

popular representations of the family in television shows from 1959 and 1999 to better 



 8 

understand how The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth Sense either endorse or combat 

traditional ideas about the family structure. 

Analysis of Parenting Advice from 1904-2003 

Both The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth Sense revolve not only around hauntings, 

but also around the family structure and the process of “properly” developing (or, in Eleanor’s 

case, not developing) into an adult. Central to each text is the fraught journey into independence 

and agency, while simultaneously grappling with one’s own place not only in the family 

structure, but also larger society. That being said, the two texts were created within distinct and 

separate time periods, with different societal forces informing the decisions made to create each. 

Gaining insight into the conversations around parenting and families during both 1959, when The 

Haunting of Hill House was published, and 1999, when The Sixth Sense was released, is essential 

to create a complete understanding of the ways in which each text either accepts or challenges 

societal norms regarding families and development at the time. In order to gain a better 

understanding of the cultural context in which both The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth 

Sense take place, I examined two articles that detailed how the advice in parenting books and 

magazines has shifted over time.  

Though parenting guides are not an exact indicator of how each family raises their 

children, they provide a valuable insight into general ideas about the “proper” ways to raise 

children during their respective time periods. The information provided to parents in parenting 

books “reflects not only larger cultural perceptions about adolescence but may in fact serve to 

shape society’s beliefs about adolescent behavioral development. These beliefs, in turn, are 

likely to influence the ways in which adolescents are treated...by society at large” (Smith et al. 

206). Furthermore, it’s likely that dominant ideas about parenting have some influence over 
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representations of families and parenting in popular media, whether the media endorses those 

popular ideas or critiques them.  

The first article about parenting guides, “Content Changes in Parent Education Books for 

Parents of Adolescents,” tracks how advice from American adolescent parenting books has 

changed from 1904 to 1979. Surprisingly, the authors reach the conclusion that, despite “great 

changes in society over the period from 1904 to 1979 in regards to child-rearing practices and 

attitudes,” overall, “there was also much continuity in regards to parenting advice offered by 

authors over the decades” (Smith et al. 206). And though there were some changes “in thematic 

issues and topics concerning adolescent behavior and development,” these changes were not 

particularly “obvious” nor “dramatic” (Smith et al. 206). For example, almost all authors across 

the years “viewed the primary role of the parents to be that of a role model who provides 

guidance in behavior, morality, and values” (Smith et al. 203). Additionally, there were no major 

changes in “authors’ views concerning gender-specific parental roles” throughout the years 

(Smith et al. 203). Rather, “authors almost universally viewed both parents as being responsible 

for managing...aspects of their adolescents’ lives” (Smith et al. 203). This means that over the 

course of over 70 years, parenting books recommended that the main role of a parent is to guide 

their child in how to behave, instill values, and teach morality. They also place the responsibility 

for this task not only on the mother, but on both parents. To summarize, “authors’ views 

regarding parents’ primary responsibilities continued to emphasize instilling moral and ethical 

values,” and they emphasized that both parents should take part in this work (Smith et al. 206). 

Though the article notes that that parenting advice has largely remained relatively 

consistent from 1904 to 1979, there is one notable change. The authors note that, starting in the 

1960s, parenting guides exhibited “increased attention” to topics like “the enforcement of family 
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rules,” “the use of effective disciplinary practices,” and “the role of family in shaping behavior” 

(Smith et al. 208). This could be due to the fact that, by the 1960s, “adolescents were more likely 

to suffer from the ill effects of poverty and family dysfunction” (Smith et al. 208). Though 

adolescents have likely always felt the effects of poverty and dysfunction, the article notes that 

after World War II, there was an increased attention “to problems of youth,” which perhaps led 

to an increased awareness of how severely adolescents could be affected by issues like these 

(Smith et al. 204). This increase in attention to the problems of young people may reflect a shift 

in ideas about adolescent development and parenting during this time. The parenting guides 

reflect an increased focus on how families shape adolescent behavior beyond parents simply 

guiding behavior through role modeling.  

The second article concerning parenting advice, “‘Keeping Young Minds Sharp’: 

Children’s Cognitive Stimulation and the Rise of Parenting Magazines, 1959-2003,” focuses on 

the increase of Canadian parenting magazines concerned with children’s cognitive development 

over time. It is important to note that these articles are geared toward parents of younger 

children, whereas the parenting guides referenced in the previous article are concerned with 

parents of adolescents. Author Linda Quirke notes that, “Since the 1960s, concern about young 

children’s mental development has intensified, as experts have advised that infancy and early 

childhood are particularly crucial for development” (391). This intensified concern is reflected 

starting in the mid 1970s, where parenting article topics began to shift “from traditional topics of 

safety and ‘fun’ activities to keep children occupied, to an emphasis on stimulating children 

cognitively” (Quirke 399). In the 1970s and even into the 1980s, parenting articles in Canadian 

magazines focused largely on how to keep children amused but did not often encourage parents 
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to help with their child’s cognitive development. Then, in the 1990s, “Articles dealing with 

children’s cognitive development and schooling” began to flourish (Quirke 401). 

We see how both American parenting guides from 1904 to 1979 and Canadian parenting 

articles from 1959 - 2003 reflect an increased focus on how parents and families are responsible 

for shaping their children. Starting as early as post World War II, American parenting guides 

showed an increased interest in problems of the youth, with topics ranging from “physical 

awkwardness” and “complexion problems” to “psychological problems and neuroses” and 

“sexually transmitted diseases” (Smith et al. 204). In the 1960s, this interest developed further, 

focusing on how family rules, disciplinary practices, and the family itself shape adolescent 

behavior. Canadian parenting articles focused on keeping young children occupied during the 

1970s and 1980s but shifted their focus to children’s cognitive development in the 1990s. Of 

course, as Smith notes in “Content Changes in Parents Education Books for Parents of 

Adolescents,” there has been a decades-long sentiment that parents should act as role models for 

their children’s behavior and guide them to behave morally. However, the shifts in the 1960s and 

1990s reflect an increased interest in how children are shaped, whether that’s cognitive 

development in youth or behavioral shaping during adolescence. Overall, we’ve seen a growth in 

interest in how families shape their children, whether that be young children or adolescents, and 

there is an increased acknowledgement that parents and families are responsible for this shaping. 

This increase in parenting advice and interest in parenting advice could then increase pressure on 

parents to raise their children “correctly.” This take becomes even more difficult as parenting 

advice guides may offer conflicting lines of advice, and parents must choose how to raise their 

child.  
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With that being said, we must ask how both The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth 

Sense interact with popular ideas about parenting during their respective time periods, as 

represented by the parenting guides and articles. As I will demonstrate throughout this paper, The 

Haunting of Hill House twists ideas about parents acting as moral compasses for their children 

and the concept of the nuclear family in general. Eleanor’s mother imparts upon Eleanor her own 

patriarchal ideas about how women should behave, and Eleanor suffers for this later. She 

desperately wants to be like Theo, who confidently wears trousers and paints her toenails, but 

struggles to move past her mother’s ideas of what constitutes “proper” behavior. So, what should 

have been “good” parenting (instilling your child with certain morals and beliefs and acting as a 

role model) becomes twisted, ultimately stunting Eleanor’s growth and maturation. We see this 

again with Hugh Crain’s book of horrors for his daughter. Though he is trying to impart what he 

believes are “good” morals onto his daughter, this act of parenting becomes twisted, horrifying, 

and disgusting. The “guidance” parents are supposed to exhibit subtly morphs into something 

else within the novel: control. Even Dr. Montague is implicated in this to some extent. Consider 

how Eleanor follows each of his step-by-step directions to get to the house in the first place, "as 

though he had been guiding her from some spot far away, moving her car with controls in his 

hands" (Jackson 16). Though Dr. Montague guides Eleanor like a “good” parent might, 

ultimately these directions lead her to Hill House, which preys on her and ultimately drives her 

to her death. Further, Dr. Montague is ultimately exposed as an inadequate father figure for 

Eleanor, as he fails to guide her away from Hill House at the end of the novel. Jackson shows us 

how, in the wrong hands, the power of guidance can corrupt and become something much more 

sinister.  
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In The Sixth Sense, however, Malcolm does truly become a guiding figure, invested in 

Cole’s mental and emotional wellbeing. Malcolm’s knowledge of how to deal with Cole comes 

from his experience as a child psychologist when he was alive, and this is perhaps one of the 

reasons Cole has a much more “successful” journey into the new stage of his life than Eleanor. 

Cole is still quite young, and as Lina Quirke’s article notes, there is still a lot of essential 

cognitive development happening for him at this age. Malcolm’s guidance, both as a child 

psychologist and father figure, stays true to the advice of the parenting books and magazines: 

that parents are responsible for shaping their children, whether that be behaviorally, socially, or 

cognitively. While Cole’s mother does the best she can, The Sixth Sense continues to endorse the 

idea that to have a “properly” developed child, there must be a father figure present to guide 

them. With Malcolm’s guidance and attention, Cole is no longer left alone to cope with the 

ghosts. It’s important to note that Malcolm’s role in the film adheres to the idea, popular in 

parenting guides, that both parents should be involved in raising a child, implying that a child 

can only be “properly” raised by two parents. Malcolm’s guiding presence in Cole’s life as a 

father figure, in addition to Cole’s mother’s support, “completes” his upbringing. Because of 

Malcolm’s guidance and his mother’s unconditional love, Cole is eventually able to manage his 

“sixth sense,” even becoming a guide for Malcolm himself. Ultimately, The Sixth Sense does not 

challenge or critique any of the dominant ideas about family structure, development, or 

parenting, and rather endorses the idea that a successful parenting unit is made up of a mother 

and a father that attend to their child’s needs and guide him in his development. 
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Representations of Family in Popular Media  

Another way in which we can chart the cultural forces working around (and perhaps 

within) both The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth Sense concerning family structure is to 

examine popular television sitcoms from 1959 and 1999. Though Westerns were exceedingly 

popular in 1959, two sitcoms also garnered top views nationwide. The Danny Thomas Show 

(originally titled Make Room for Daddy) and Father Knows Best sat at number four and number 

six on the Nielsen ratings chart respectively (“Top-rated United States television programs of 

1959–60”). In 1999, sitcoms were still popular with American audiences, though shows centered 

around friend groups rather than families sat higher on the chart, with Frasier at number five and 

Friends at number six (“Top-rated United States television programs of 1999–2000”). There 

were two sitcoms in the top ratings, however, that did center around families: Everybody Loves 

Raymond at number 12 and Malcolm in the Middle at number 28 (“Top-rated United States 

television programs of 1999–2000”). Though fictional television families do not fully reflect 

feelings about the makeup of the family in either time period, they can both be influenced by and 

influence ideas about family. In the following sections, I will briefly summarize the family 

construction in each popular television show and compare those with what type of family 

structure is represented in The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth Sense in order to better 

understand how each text fits into the cultural context of its time.  

According to Wikipedia, The Danny Thomas Show revolved around the father, Danny 

Thomas, who very rarely had time to spend with his family, leaving his wife Margaret to deal 

with their children “virtually on her own” (“The Danny Thomas Show”). The show summary 

states that Margaret “often felt neglected by Danny, and on several occasions felt like leaving 

him” (“The Danny Thomas Show”). It is surprising that a show during this time period would 
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portray such significant marital dissatisfaction in such a way. It would not have been acceptable 

for Danny and Margaret to get divorced during this time period, however, so when Margaret’s 

actress left the show, writers explained away her absence by stating that she had died off-screen. 

After Margaret’s death, “Danny dated a few other women,” but by the end of the season, “ratings 

had suffered and it was decided that a wife and mother was needed to complete the family unit” 

(“The Danny Thomas Show”). After Thomas’s character was remarried, ratings increased again. 

Though The Danny Thomas Show portrayed marital distress, and even featured Danny Thomas 

as a single father, ratings only increased after Thomas was remarried, completing the family unit 

once more. Additionally, the family unit still features a father figure prominently, with the entire 

show named after Danny, and the family unit is only considered whole once more when a mother 

figure is reintroduced. 

Father Knows Best features a similar family structure. This 1959 family-oriented sitcom 

features “a wise family man, Jim Anderson,” his “common-sense” wife (coincidentally also 

named Margaret), and the Anderson children, Betty, Bud and Kathy (“Father Knows Best”). 

According to the show’s description on IMDB, “Whenever the kids need advice on anything at 

all, they can always turn to their father, because father knows best” (“Father Knows Best”). Once 

again, this show features the “ideal” nuclear family: a mother, father, and children. Again, the 

paternal figure takes a central role, a role which is reinforced with the show’s title. The show’s 

title is perhaps the most telling detail of all; it is not titled “Mother Knows Best” or even “Parents 

Know Best.” It is assumed that the father figure is the most knowledgeable and the head of the 

family. Both The Danny Thomas Show and Father Knows Best portray very specific versions of 

the nuclear family; a family structure that is only complete when it features a father, a mother, 

and children. Additionally, both shows highlight the importance of the father figure, who is at the 
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center of both shows. Mothers are essential in that they fill out the family unit and take care of 

household duties, but do not serve the same role as the father. Children seem to exist solely to 

create problems which the all-knowing father can then solve to show his intellectual superiority.  

Understanding popular conceptions of family in the media in 1959 allows us to examine 

The Haunting of Hill House with a more informed lens. Simply by having a female protagonist, 

and by examining Eleanor’s relationship with her mother more than her father, Jackson already 

defies a popular portrayal of families in this time period. Jackson highlights the mother-daughter 

relationship in an entirely new and horrifying way—what happens when there is not “proper” 

development or separation. Jackson creates a hollow, twisted imitation of the family structure 

with the residents of Hill House, which only serves to show the limitations of this kind of 

structure for someone who does not fit neatly into a predetermined box. Jackson calls to mind 

familiar family structures, but then subverts them into horrifying imitations that highlight how 

unrealistic the dream of the perfect nuclear family truly is for some people, showing the effects 

of both an overbearing mother (Eleanor’s mother) and overbearing father (Hugh Crain).  

At first glance, popular 1999 sitcoms Everybody Loves Raymond and Malcolm in the 

Middle seem to defy family-centric sitcom genre norms, and in some ways they certainly do. 

According to Wikipedia, Everybody Loves Raymond is “centered on the life of an Italian-

American everyman named Raymond Barone” who has a “fraught” marriage to his wife Debra 

and is often bombarded with visits from his “overbearing family” (“Everybody Loves 

Raymond”). This portrayal of marital problems and annoyance with family members is more 

consistent with real families than the stories of The Danny Thomas Show or Father Knows Best, 

but ultimately the show still falls into genre conventions of centering around a male father figure 

and portraying the family as a mother, a father, and children. Similarly, Malcolm in the Middle 
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defied genre norms in some ways, as it features a “dysfunctional, working class” family 

(“Malcolm in the Middle”). It also upends genre norms by not focusing on the father figure, but 

rather the middle brother Malcolm. Ultimately, however, the main character is still a male, and 

the family is still defined as a mother, a father, and children.  

The Sixth Sense follows a similar pattern, in which some elements of the movie are more 

progressive, but ultimately the movie continues to promote traditional ideas of family and centers 

male narratives. Cole lives with his single mother, but it is clear that something is lacking in their 

relationship. Cole’s relationship with his mother only really flourishes after Malcolm steps into 

Cole’s life and helps him to develop properly. Unlike The Haunting of Hill House, The Sixth 

Sense adheres to common ideas about family and development; that a family consists of a 

mother, a father, and a child; and that the family unit is incomplete and proper development 

cannot occur without a male guiding figure. Additionally, The Sixth Sense mirrors the structure 

of these popular sitcoms, both from the late 1950s and the late 1990s, in that the ending of the 

movie, just like the endings of each sitcom episode, is wrapped up neatly. Audiences aren’t left 

questioning if the characters will be okay or worrying about what will happen next. Each 

character arc has a resolution; the plot comes to a satisfying and comfortable conclusion—a 

sharp contrast from the ambiguity of the final scenes of The Haunting of Hill House.  

As we can see, ideas about family structure and the function of parents have changed and 

influenced our culture and popular media over time. Movies, books, and television shows can 

serve as windows into understanding popular conceptions of these topics during a given time 

period, whether they’re endorsing those ideas, as The Sixth Sense seems to, or working to 

highlight their failings, as The Haunting of Hill House does. The Sixth Sense asserts that “proper” 

development only occurs within the context of a “complete” family unit, strikingly similar to the 
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ideas about family structure in the older sitcoms of the late 1950s. The Haunting of Hill House, 

alternatively, actively defies commonly held ideas about family structure and, in fact, exposes 

the limitations of those ideas. Critical articles about The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth 

Sense are also heavily concerned with the representations of family. In the following section, I 

will examine two critical texts, one about The Haunting of Hill House and one about The Sixth 

Sense and their discussions of how the family structure functions within each work.  

Literature Review 

The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth Sense offer two very different perspectives on 

proper development, family and gender roles, and how the patriarchy and the nuclear family 

function in our society, and this difference is displayed in not only the texts themselves, but also 

critical material about each of the texts. In this section I will examine two pieces of criticism: 

“Questions of Unreliable Narration in The Sixth Sense” by Coral Houtman and “‘Whose Hand 

Was I Holding’: Familial and Sexual Politics in Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House” 

by Tricia Lootens. In “Questions of Unreliable Narration in The Sixth Sense,” it is clear that the 

movie’s representation of “proper” development and the “proper” family structure seeks to 

further solidify traditional ideas about gender and family. There is a clarity and simplicity to the 

ideas about family and gender in The Sixth Sense that is certainly absent from The Haunting of 

Hill House, and, in fact, especially mirrors representations of family found in the sitcoms from 

1959 discussed above. In Lootens’ essay on The Haunting of Hill House, she notes the ambiguity 

of the novel’s final scenes and the critique of ideas about what it means to “belong” and what it 

means to be a part of a family. This ambiguity doesn’t offer us an easy answer about how to 

make peace with our own “hauntings.” Rather, it encourages us to more closely examine why we 

construct ideas about gender and family the way we do.  
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In “Questions of Unreliable Narration in The Sixth Sense” author Coral Houtman argues 

that Cole, missing the “structural intervention” of the father figure, is unable to develop properly, 

and this improper development manifests itself in the ghostly specters that haunt him (5). We can 

see a connection here to The Danny Thomas Show, in which audiences were unhappy with the 

show until the “family unit” was completed with the addition of a mother figure. Though the 

roles are switched here, as Cole is missing a father figure, the sentiment remains. Houtman notes 

that the lack of a father figure in Cole’s life keeps Cole from being able to “negotiate the 

appropriate distance from Lynn or the outside world” (6). This then leaves Cole “in a traumatised 

state of fear and uncertainty about what other people want from him” (Houtman 6). Houtman 

argues that this fear and uncertainty then manifests itself “in the form of the ghosts” (6).  

Though I don’t necessarily agree with the assertion that these visions of ghosts are caused 

by improper development (after all, Malcolm was a real human who existed and even 

communicates with his living wife at the end of the movie. I find it difficult to believe that he is 

simply a manifestation of Cole’s subconscious in that case), I do believe that, according to this 

narrative, ghosts can only be dealt with once Cole has undergone this “proper” development with 

a father figure. According to the Lacanian framework Houtman employs, proper integration into 

society can only take place once the child is “torn away from its overwhelming symbiotic and 

erotic relationship with its mother, and this is accomplished by what Lacan calls, the structural 

intervention of the father” (5). Cole is, of course, lacking a father figure, though he clearly yearns 

for one, as he holds on to his absent biological father’s overlarge glasses and watch. According 

to The Sixth Sense, the only way Cole can properly develop, and therefore overcome the 

hauntings that plague him, is with the guiding hand of a father figure, though not necessarily a 

biological father. 
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We see in this analysis how The Sixth Sense seeks to confirm traditional ideas about 

family and proper development. The film argues that, without the guiding hand of Malcolm, 

Cole would have been unable to navigate not only his interactions with ghosts, but also his 

assimilation into society. This view of family and development is a rather simple one: if you 

have the appropriate guidance and development, you are able to overcome obstacles and 

integrate easily into society. The film offers a straightforward path for cisgender, heterosexual 

males to take. There is no ambiguity at the ending of the film on whether or not Cole has 

properly developed. As we see in what I call the “car scene,” which I will examine in detail later 

in this paper, Cole is able to assume a patriarchal role in the family, helping his mother navigate 

her own familial trauma and guiding Malcolm to his own peace.  

According to Houtman, none of this could be accomplished without the structural 

intervention of the father. The “happy ending” of this movie is tied tightly to the idea that ending 

can only be happy when following the correct formula for a family. We see a similar theme in 

the sitcoms of 1959. Though minor issues arise in each episode, by staying together as a family 

unit and listening to the male patriarch (especially in Father Knows Best), all problems can and 

will be solved. While we could take this conclusion as it is, asserting that this traditional idea of 

proper development serves us well, I find it instead a good opportunity to examine the problems 

within this assumption. This path may work well for a cisgender, heterosexual white male with a 

supportive family structure, but what of someone who does not have the same privileges? 

Someone, for example, like Eleanor Vance from The Haunting of Hill House.  

It is clear that Eleanor does not receive the same tidy conclusion that Cole does in The 

Sixth Sense. In fact, the ending of The Haunting of Hill House features perhaps the most 

ambiguous and uncertain scenes in the entire novel. In “‘Whose Hand Was I Holding’: Familial 
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and Sexual Politics in Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House” author Tricia Lootens 

discusses the ambiguity of the novel’s final scenes. There is no clear-cut answer from Jackson 

about how much of the haunting is the house and how much is taken on by Eleanor, although 

Lootens believes that Eleanor herself, at least, “can no longer differentiate herself from the 

haunting” (188). According to Lootens, this is because “Hill House’s spectral ‘family’ now 

belongs to Eleanor alone” having preyed on her weaknesses regarding family, gender roles, and 

belonging (188). Eleanor is an unmarried woman struggling with her sense of belonging and her 

sense of her sexuality and femininity. She does not face the same path to development that Cole 

does in The Sixth Sense. In showing us Eleanor’s struggle with these issues throughout the book, 

and ultimately her suicide as she crashes her car into a tree in the final moments of the novel, 

Jackson raises critiques dominant ideas about gender and family, questioning whether it is 

possible for someone like Eleanor to exist in a society that is inhospitable to her.  

The fact that the ending of The Haunting of Hill House does not offer any clear path for 

Eleanor is, I think, the point. Unlike Cole, Eleanor does not have options. She cannot remain at 

the house, as she is sent away by Dr. Montague. If she goes back the way she came, as Dr. 

Montague suggests, she is quite literally regressing and being forced back into a life that she 

hates. Furthermore, she seems totally unprepared to go off and forge a life on her own, meaning 

that she cannot simply leave Hill House to go create a life for herself elsewhere. Eleanor is 

trapped between impossibilities and has nowhere to go. She is unable to see herself as an adult 

sexual being and is unable to reconcile her feelings about Theodora. She longs for a family, for a 

lover, but at the same time recoils from these possibilities. By creating this scenario for Eleanor, 

Jackson critiques the social structures that force women into impossible positions, denying 

themselves what they truly need or want. Traditional family structures and gender roles do not 
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make space for women like Eleanor. She is truly trapped by societal expectations, a situation that 

Cole does not face on his path to integration and development. Therein lies Jackson’s critique: 

that there is no easy answer for women; that gender and familial expectations trap and haunt 

them as Eleanor is trapped and haunted in Hill House. This assertion, of course, is strikingly 

different from the sitcoms of the 1950s and 1990s, as well as from the ideas about family in The 

Sixth Sense. Jackson is particularly daring for defying such norms during the late 1950s because, 

as we can see from representations of family in shows like Father Knows Best and The Danny 

Thomas Show, the concept of the nuclear family was still quite prominent in popular media.  

As we can see, these two critical texts examining The Sixth Sense and The Haunting of 

Hill House also connect important moments in each work to the family structure and ideas of 

development. I assert that The Sixth Sense advocates adherence to traditional ideas of 

development and the nuclear family structure, while The Haunting of Hill House exposes the 

limitations of those same concepts. Now that I have established the critical framework through 

which I will view each work, an in-depth analysis of both works is necessary to support my 

claims.  

The Origins of Hauntings for Eleanor and Cole   

For all of the differences between Cole and Eleanor’s stories, their lives are somewhat 

similar in terms of their origins. Both come from “incomplete” families: Cole lives with a single 

mother, and Eleanor with a widowed mother. The only remnants of Cole’s absent father exist in 

an oversized watch and equally large glasses that Cole wears, pieces of the once-complete family 

unit that he continues to cling to in his father’s absence. He is bullied by the other boys at school, 

considered an outcast because of ability. Before her mother’s death, Eleanor also lives with only 

one parent, though she is well into adulthood. Eleanor is isolated from much of society, as her 
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primary role is a caretaker for her ailing and suffocating mother. When she moves into Hill 

House, she carries her guilt surrounding her mother’s death with her.  

Interestingly, these two characters from “incomplete” or non-traditional family units are 

both plagued by ghosts. Cole can see specters that no one else can because of his “sixth sense,” 

whereas the ghosts at Hill House haunt both the entire group and only Eleanor herself. Cole is 

haunted not only by ghosts but also by his inability to fully transition into an adult role and, 

perhaps most importantly, to overcome the loss of his father. Eleanor’s ghosts are harder to trace, 

as we see in the ambiguity surrounding the haunting itself. Perhaps she is haunted by her guilt 

over her mother’s death, or perhaps her failure to adequately fill any role in her life: daughter, 

sister, friend, wife.  

In The Sixth Sense, Cole is not only a young boy plagued by ghosts—a fate that drives 

him away from his mother, his peers, and even, initially, child psychologist Malcolm Crowe—

but he is also struggling to accept the absence of his biological father. He clings to memories of 

his father (and perhaps the hope of his father’s return) by wearing his father’s glasses and watch. 

We see the connection between ghosts and the family structure in Coral Houtman’s article 

“Questions of Unreliable Narration in The Sixth Sense.” Houtman argues that because Cole’s 

father is absent, he is missing the “structural intervention” of the father figure, which would 

ensure that Cole accepts the loss of his absolute relationship with his mother and is able to move 

successfully into society (5). Houtman describes Cole as suffering from “telepathic conversion 

hysteria,” which essentially means that “his symptoms of distress and anxiety” caused by the 

Oedipus complex “are expressed through him seeing real ghosts” (6).  

As I mentioned previously, I don’t believe that these ghosts are actually manifestations of 

his distress and anxiety; we see that Malcolm was a living person before his death, as was the 
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unfortunate Kyra Collins, so we can assume that the ghosts are real. Further, Cole continues to 

see ghosts after Malcolm has guided him through his transition into adulthood; they do not 

disappear when he crosses this metaphorical threshold. Instead, I believe, the ghosts terrorize 

Cole only when he is unable to manage his emotions, communicate clearly, and establish a stable 

position in the family structure. Therefore, the ghosts are not manifestations of Cole’s distress, 

but rather distress Cole because he is unable to communicate his emotions. The ghosts represent 

Cole’s inability to manage not only his “gift,” but any problems, failures that prevent him from 

occupying a stable space within his family. The ghosts, according to Houtman, embody the 

“unconscious hostile wishes of the adult world,” which Cole is unable to interpret because of his 

improper development (6). Here, then, we see how “improper” development and a “broken” 

family structure can be directly connected to ghosts and hauntings.  

Before Cole’s transition into a “proper” position in his family, he is terrified of the ghosts 

who haunt him. There are several terrifying scenes towards the beginning of the film, but 

perhaps the most pivotal occurs when Cole is invited to a classmate’s birthday party. Two boys 

trick Cole into climbing the house’s winding staircase and then trap him in a small closet at the 

top of the landing. The door of the closet locks, and Cole is unable to get himself out. Lynn 

notices Cole’s absence and goes looking for him, only to find him locked in the closet, screaming 

for help as a ghost who also inhabits the closet attacks him. The door of the closet is locked and, 

try as Lynn might, she is unable to wrench it open. As viewers, we are trapped in Lynn’s outside 

perspective, unable to see what Cole is going through inside the closet. Lynn does not yet know 

about Cole’s ability, and cannot understand that the ghost in the closet is what’s causing him 

such distress. This perspective mirrors the idea that Lynn and Cole are still unable to understand 

each other’s perspectives; she is still blocked from understanding Cole’s internal world and his 
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struggle with the ghosts. Cole, on the other hand, is trapped not only in the closet, but also by his 

own ability, fear, and inability to communicate, which keeps him isolated from his mother. Cole 

ends up in the hospital after passing out from the ordeal, where Malcolm appears to inquire about 

the incident. Cole reveals that he “sees dead people,” a pivotal moment in the film where he 

finally opens up to Malcolm when he has been unable to do so with anyone else (“The Sixth 

Sense [1999]—Official Trailer,” 0:20-0:21). This admission allows Cole to finally begin his 

transition into his “proper” place in the family and allows him to communicate with his mother 

in the “car scene” at the end of the film, which I will discuss in more detail in the next section.  

In The Haunting of Hill House, Eleanor Vance is also plagued by ghosts and familial 

trauma, and she is also struggling to find her place in the world. Unlike Cole, however, Eleanor 

is an adult woman living in the 1950s, whereas Cole is a young boy living in the 1990s. It is 

much more “understandable” for Cole to be struggling through development because he is still a 

child, and as the articles on parenting mentioned, an increased awareness of children’s cognitive 

development emerged during this time meaning that parents in the 1990s might be more 

sympathetic to their child’s developmental journey. Eleanor, however, is plagued by certain 

societal expectations and pressures that Cole does not experience. Because of this, Eleanor’s 

journey into maturity is already fraught. As I will discuss in-depth in the next section, Eleanor 

still engages in childlike daydreams and shies away from any real manifestations of sexual 

maturity or relationships. As Lynne Evans notes in “‘Help Eleanor Come Home’: Monstrous 

Maternity in Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House,” “Eleanor’s entrance into the realm 

of sexual maturity has been delayed by the eleven years she spent tending to her invalid mother” 

(2). Eleanor, like Cole, has suffered delayed development due to an unbalanced family structure, 

and therefore has not “properly” developed and is unwilling or unable to fulfill her role as a 
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heterosexual adult woman. Like Cole, Eleanor suffers from a variation of the Oedipal complex, 

due to her relationship with her overbearing mother.  

Unlike Cole, however, Eleanor receives no guiding father figure like Malcolm during her 

time at Hill House. When Eleanor arrives at Hill House, she is fleeing the overbearing grasp of 

her older sister as well as her mother who, though dead, “continues to haunt Eleanor” (Evans 5). 

Eleanor believes she is seeking freedom, romance, and an agency over her own life she has not 

yet experienced. These dreams of freedom and romance, however, are quickly dashed when 

Eleanor actually arrives at the foreboding house. Before the hauntings even begin, Jackson 

establishes that something is wrong with the house, describing it on the first page of the novel as 

“not sane” (1). Later, Eleanor describes it as “vile” and “diseased,” obviously not a healthy 

environment in which Eleanor can properly mature (Jackson 23). In fact, Eleanor notes that when 

she enters the house, it feels as though the house was “waiting” for her, “evil, but patient” 

(Jackson 25). The house, though technically the Crane’s family home, is far from the cheery 

family homes of 1950s sitcoms, or even the sitcoms of the 1990s. As Tricia Lootens notes, the 

house is a “vicious travesty of a family home” and a “nightmare embodiment of the nuclear 

family” (175). The inhabitants of Hill House merely mimic the nuclear family structure, without 

providing much actual support which allows the House to manipulate Eleanor, eventually driving 

her to madness.  

Though Eleanor and Cole are both initially terrorized by their respective hauntings, we 

also see how their relationships with ghosts shift throughout the course of each story. Because 

Cole is guided by a supportive father figure, he is able to manage the ghosts, ultimately 

becoming a guide for them. Eventually, this guidance allows Cole to transition successfully into 

his proper place in his family and in society. Eleanor, by contrast, is manipulated by the house 
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and its hauntings, and is ultimately consumed by the house’s madness, and perhaps also her own. 

Because of the toxic environment of the house inhibiting her ability to develop “properly,” 

Eleanor’s story ends in tragedy.  

Cole in The Sixth Sense  

 Now that I’ve established how both Eleanor and Cole struggle with their hauntings, we 

can track how differently each character develops over the course of their respective story. As 

previously stated, Cole adheres to traditional ideas of development, family structure, and 

masculinity. Eleanor’s story, by contrast, is fraught with both internal and external struggles. Her 

story ultimately reveals the shortcomings of the exact ideas about family structure that The Sixth 

Sense endorses. To track each character’s development, or lack thereof, I will compare a scene 

from the beginning and end of both The Sixth Sense and The Haunting of Hill House. 

 In order to track Cole’s development throughout The Sixth Sense, I will compare two 

scenes featuring Cole and his mother, Lynn. The first scene, which takes place towards the 

beginning of the film, features Cole and Lynn at the dinner table. Lynn questions Cole about how 

her mother’s bumblebee pendant continues to go missing, insinuating that Cole is taking and 

hiding it. I will refer to this scene as the “bumblebee scene” throughout the remainder of this 

section. In the second scene I examine, Cole and his mother sit in their car as Cole attempts to 

make Lynn understand his ability to see dead people, which I will refer to as the “car scene.” The 

“car scene” is the last scene in the movie that features Cole and his mother. Because the 

“bumblebee scene” takes place towards the beginning of the film, and the “car scene” is the 

second-to-last scene in the film, we can clearly track Cole’s change in role and attitude 

throughout the film.  
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In the “bumblebee scene,” we see Cole wrestling with his role in the family; he is both a 

child and an adult who feels he must keep his ability a secret to protect his mother, and perhaps 

avoid shame and judgement from her and others. In the “car scene,” we see a significant shift 

both in the way Cole sees himself and how Lynn views him. When comparing the first scene to 

the last, we see how Malcolm’s guidance and subsequent role as a father figure has allowed Cole 

to develop fully and properly, no longer caught between child and adult, but rather a competent 

person who has fully recognized his talent for what it is and wields it to help others. Cole has 

moved out of the strange, ambiguous space he once occupied, trapped between child and adult, 

and instead acts as a shepherd to the ghosts who once terrified and, perhaps most importantly, 

guides his mother towards reconciliation with her own mother. In this way, Cole has essentially 

taken on Malcolm’s role in his own family, which not only allows Malcolm to pass into the next 

life, but also shows how Cole has moved from the ambiguous space between child and adult into 

a role where he can actually help other adults, as a psychologist might.   

First, I will investigate how the “bumblebee scene” shows both Lynn and Cole struggling 

with Cole’s ambiguous role in their family. Shyamalan takes care to show us both Lynn and Cole 

seated at the dinner table in the same shot, their height differences obvious. Cole, noticeably 

smaller than Lynn, is portrayed as very young in this scene, even shown wearing a matching 

pajama set appropriate for a young child. Lynn is both clearly in charge and clearly frustrated 

with Cole. Lynn questions Cole about how her mother’s bumblebee pendant continues ending up 

in Cole’s drawer. The audience is unaware, at this point, of the extent of Cole’s gift, and 

therefore sides with Lynn, assuming that Cole is stealing the pendant and lying about it.  

Cole attempts to explain himself, saying, “Sometimes people think they lose things when 

they really didn’t lose them, it just gets moved” (“THE SIXTH SENSE REMASTERED HD” 
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0:14-0:19). Cole lacks the vocabulary to explain the situation fully to Lynn—that he isn’t 

moving the pendant, a ghost is—and appears as though he is trying to shy away from the 

question, seeming guilty. It’s clear in this scene that Cole is still a child, unsure of how to 

express himself or communicate with the adults in his life. Further, Lynn is unable to trust him, 

as adults often believe children are lying or making up stories, rather than trusting them like they 

would a fellow adult. At the same time, Cole is wrestling with an ability that exposes him to 

extreme violence and tragedy, as we saw in the scene at his classmate’s fateful birthday party, 

forcing Cole to occupy the adult role of knowledge about death and suffering—and to even 

experience these horrors firsthand through the ghosts that haunt him. To compound this 

imbalance, in this scene Lynn notes that their family is struggling and asks Cole to answer her 

prayers. This demand puts immense pressure on Cole, who is still only a child, as he tries to 

juggle being a good son and dealing with his ability. As Houtman notes in “Questions of 

Unreliable Narration in The Sixth Sense,” Cole is struggling to understand what people want 

from him and cannot appropriately negotiate his own position in society because of his lack of a 

father figure, and we see that in this scene as he struggles to communicate with Lynn. Further, 

the miscommunication in this scene shows how Lynn cannot fully occupy her role as a mother or 

parental figure. She is unable to decipher his ambiguous statement about things moving, instead 

assuming he’s using this vague line to dodge blame for stealing the pendant. As viewers, we also 

misunderstand Cole at this point in time, as it has not yet been revealed that he can “see dead 

people” (“The Sixth Sense [1999]—Official Trailer”, 0:20-0:21). 

The “bumblebee scene” contrasts strongly with the “car scene” that takes place at the end 

of the film. In the “car scene,” Cole reveals to Lynn that his grandmother comes to visit him. 

Lynn quickly denies this possibility, as her mother is dead, and scolds Cole for bringing it up. 
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Instead of resorting to the vague statements he made at the beginning of the film to explain 

himself, Cole is now clearly able to articulate his feelings to his mother due to Malcolm’s 

guidance. He speaks clearly, slowly, and calmly, explaining his ability to his mother, pressing on 

even as she tries to silence him. He is no longer the scared little boy sitting at the dinner table; he 

doesn’t get upset and throw a tantrum like a child might, but instead explains the situation as an 

adult—or perhaps even a psychologist—would. Cole’s dress is even reminiscent of what an adult 

man, specifically someone in the working world, might wear. Gone is the matching yellow 

pajama set from the bumblebee scene. Now, Cole wears a black tweed jacket and a muted beige 

or brown sweater, the color palette and textures of the clothing not what we expect from a young 

child. Rather, Cole’s dress in this scene further portrays his transition into adulthood, wearing an 

outfit that someone like Malcolm could conceivably wear to work.  

Cole relays his grandmother’s message to Lynn, which is that Lynn’s mother is proud of 

her every day. As Cole does this, he assumes a parental role and shows his “successful” 

transition into the adult world with the help of Malcolm. Not only has Cole learned to shepherd 

ghosts, he is also guiding his mother through dealing with her own childhood trauma. She is 

brought back to being a young child at her dance recital, yearning for her mother’s love and 

approval, and Cole takes the role of validating his grandmother’s love, saying that he is proud of 

his mother. We see this shift in the dynamic between mother and son as Cole and his mother are 

shot close up to the camera, so their height difference is eliminated. This perspective paints them 

as equals; Cole has developed properly and taken the proper place within the family, no longer 

shifting between child and adult. Cole, importantly, is no longer uncertain of what people need 

from him at this moment, as Houtman notes he was at the beginning of the film. The scene is 

also shot with Cole and Lynn sitting next to each other—Cole is in the passenger seat rather than 



 31 

in the back of the car like a child. Lynn is forced to look at Cole as an equal and to understand 

the significance of his ability. Because Malcolm guided Cole through the development process 

and the acceptance of his own ghosts, Cole was able to assume a stable (and “correct”) role 

within his family. 

In “Questions of Unreliable Narration in The Sixth Sense,” Houtman argues that Malcolm 

provides the “surrogate father that Cole has been lacking” and allows for his proper development 

and integration into society (6). In another pivotal moment in the film, which occurs after the 

“bumblebee scene” but before the “car scene,” Cole and Malcolm play a game, in which 

Malcolm guesses certain things about Cole, taking a step forward if he is correct and a step 

backward if he is not. According to Houtman, “This game not only shows Cole that Malcolm is 

fallible, but it begins to point out a way for Cole to find out an answer to approaching others 

through language and particularly through listening” (6). Malcolm’s forward movement when he 

guesses correctly not only points to his relationship growing stronger with Cole, but also gestures 

to this essential idea of forward progression. Through this moment of communication, Cole 

begins to step forward into his new role as patriarch of the family and a shepherd to lost ghosts. 

Specifically, Houtman argues that when Cole “reaches an understanding of...language as an 

interpersonal tool,” he is able to admit “his own vulnerability” and “find an answer to his own 

secret desires” (6). Essentially, this means that Cole can only integrate into society and occupy a 

defined role in his family because of his interaction with Malcolm.  

When comparing the “bumblebee scene” and the “car scene,” we see how, just as 

Shyamalan tightly controls the perspectives to hide the twist ending of the film, he also structures 

the relationship between Cole and his mother in a very specific way. As viewers, we can clearly 

see just how much Cole’s role in the family shifts from the “bumblebee scene” to the “car scene” 
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at the end of the film. Shyamalan shows how Malcolm’s guidance allows Cole not only to 

communicate with the ghosts who once terrified him, but also with his own mother. In the 

“bumblebee scene,” Cole is terrified of expressing himself to his mother, and she has no concept 

of the pain he’s enduring. He bears the burden of the knowledge of arguably “adult” topics—

murder, violence, and suffering—but is also relegated to the role of misbehaving child. Just like 

the ghosts who terrify him, Cole is caught between two stages of life. By contrast, in the “car 

scene” at the end of the movie, Cole not only moves out of the liminal space of both-and-neither 

child or adult but also assumes an almost parental role as he comforts his own mother, just as he 

does the ghosts. Cole now begins to embrace the patriarchal or paternal role within his own 

family, as he guides his mother towards reconciliation with her own mother.  By showing us how 

Malcolm’s fatherly support allows Cole to finally assume an “appropriate” place in the family, 

Shyamalan advocates for traditional constructions of gender roles and family. Cole requires a 

father figure like Malcolm to make this change, as his own father is so obviously absent from the 

story. Shyamalan constructs these two scenes in contrast to show how proper development and a 

traditional family structure heals the Sear family and allows Cole to move from an uncertain 

space between child and adult to an apparently fully capable young man who is able to shoulder 

the burden of his ability.  

Eleanor in The Haunting of Hill House 

In contrast to Cole’s development in The Sixth Sense, Eleanor’s progression throughout 

The Haunting of Hill House shows her desperately clinging to the hope of finding herself or the 

family she longs for, even as Hill House manipulates her. When Eleanor leaves for Hill House, 

early in the novel, she is brimming with excitement and possibilities of a future away from her 

stifling home with her sister. When she leaves Hill House at the end of the novel, on the last, 
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short journey she will ever take, Eleanor is still overcome by a desire for something, but what 

exactly that something is remains somewhat unclear. To track Eleanor’s development—or lack 

thereof—I will compare two scenes from the novel. The first is when Eleanor is traveling to Hill 

House for the first time, daydreaming the miles away. The second scene is Eleanor’s final scene 

in the novel, where she is sent away from Hill House and, for a reason still somewhat unclear to 

readers, runs her car into a tree, killing herself. When comparing these two scenes, we see how 

Hill House’s sick imitation of a family has broken down Eleanor’s hopes of restoring her own 

lack of family and “proper” development. In doing so, Jackson makes a radical move for her 

time period, twisting the idea of the nuclear family into something horrific, pointing to the 

limitations and inadequacies of such a constrained and structured idea of family, a far cry from 

the families of Father Knows Best and The Danny Thomas Show on the television screens across 

America during this time period.  

At the beginning of the novel, Eleanor is not only leaving for Hill House, but also leaving 

her old life behind. As she drives, she thinks, “I am going, I am going, I have finally taken a 

step” (Jackson 10). Much of Eleanor’s life up until this point has been decidedly stagnant. She 

remained living with her ailing mother into her adulthood, stuck in a sort of in-between phase, as 

Cole was. It’s important to note here, however, that Cole is living with his mother in The Sixth 

Sense because he is still a child. It’s quite reasonable for Cole to be living at home, then, though 

he still struggles with being caught between child and adult as Eleanor does. Eleanor, of course, 

is an unmarried adult woman still living with her mother, which has entirely different 

connotations, especially in the late 1950s as we’ve seen from the representations of family in 

popular television shows. On one hand, Eleanor’s mother relied heavily on her for care. In this 

way, Eleanor certainly assumed the adult role of caring for an aging parent. Eleanor’s 
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domineering mother, however, also forced her into a state of childlike obedience and silence, 

never allowing Eleanor real independence. We can contrast this experience to that of Cole, who 

grows and matures by caring for his mother in the car scene at the end of The Sixth Sense. 

Whereas Eleanor’s duty to her mother binds her to a life caught between child and adult, Cole 

caring for his mother shows the audience his transition into his rightful role in the family.   

Even after her mother’s death, Eleanor is controlled by her sister, who tries to forbid her 

from going to Hill House or taking the car that they share. When Eleanor finally does leave for 

Hill House, however, we see her attempting to push out of this stagnant state and claim her own 

independence. She is finally going, finally taking a step toward adulthood and independence, 

finally breaking out on her own. She notes that, before this, she had always “had her sister’s 

permission to drive the little car,” and had “gone cautiously” (Jackson 10). Now, however, she 

sees the car as belonging “entirely to her, a little contained world all her own” (Jackson 10). 

Again, she thinks, “I am really going” (Jackson 10). She now has ownership, not only over the 

car, but over the direction of her own life, as a “proper” adult should.  

This initial journey to Hill House is an essential step in Eleanor’s attempt to push herself 

into the adult sphere and take ownership of her life. It is significant that she is traveling, that she 

is “going” here, as it signifies her moving (or, attempting to move) from the ambiguous space 

between child and adult into a fully adult role. She is in the driver’s seat, navigating, and she 

believes she is in control. That being said, her excitement about this journey is also telling. She 

doesn’t do this kind of thing often, as we might expect from an adult woman. Rather, she adopts 

a kind of childlike glee at the idea of the journey, calling into question just how prepared for this 

transition she actually is. If we look at this in comparison to Cole’s scene in the car at the end of 

The Sixth Sense, it’s important to note that Cole is not yet in the driver’s seat himself. Because he 
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is a child, he is still sitting in the passenger seat, but is not in the back of the car as a very young 

child might be. He is exerting seemingly the appropriate amount of control of his environment. It 

is also important to note that the destination of Hill House, at this point, is not very significant to 

Eleanor. As she drives, she thinks, “The journey itself was her positive action, her destination 

vague,” meaning that the destination of Hill House is not what makes this drive so significant 

(Jackson 11). Rather, it is the act of driving, of taking the car without permission, of pushing 

forward alone that is significant to Eleanor.  

As Eleanor drives, she slips off into a multitude of daydreams. These daydreams reveal 

that, though Eleanor is taking a big step as an adult by setting off on this journey, the inner 

workings and fantasies of her mind are still quite childlike in nature. Further, they reveal 

Eleanor’s deep desire for a place of her own and a family to welcome her home. First, Eleanor 

daydreams of wandering off into the “soft welcoming country,” “chasing butterflies or following 

a stream” until she reaches a woodcutter’s hut, whose inhabitant would offer her shelter (Jackson 

11). These fantasies are full of childlike wonder and optimism, imbued with the whimsy of a 

fairy tale. This particular fantasy also features her dream of someone welcoming her into their 

home, something she did not feel when living with her mother or sister, and something she 

perhaps hopes to feel by visiting Hill House. Her desire for escape from her monotonous life is 

evident through this fantasy, but so is her deep desire for normalcy—for someone to welcome 

her home as a normal family would. Eleanor seeks this through her journey to Hill House just as 

she seeks it in her daydreams.  

Eleanor’s next daydream takes shape as she notices a “vast house” with a “pair of stone 

lions guarding the steps,” and she thinks “that perhaps she might live there, dusting the lions 

each morning and patting their heads goodnight” (Jackson 12). She dreams of tending to the 
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house, of receiving tea from “a dainty old lady” who takes care of her, of taking her dinner alone 

“in the long, quiet dining room,” of people bowing to her on the streets “because everyone [is] 

very proud of [her] lions” (Jackson 12). She longs to tend to her own house and have a space in 

which she truly feels she belongs, something that she has been missing in her life so far. Though 

in this daydream she does not have a family in the traditional sense, she still has a lovely house 

that she tends to and someone to take care of her. She has the love and respect of a community, 

which can function as a family in some way for her. She has her lions, which guard and protect 

her. Even as Eleanor takes this journey into adulthood and independence, she maintains this 

childlike desire for a home, for a family, for a place to belong. This fantasy is also childlike in its 

clear lack of any adult romantic relationships; she is alone in the house with no partner or spouse. 

Perhaps without even realizing it, these desires work their way into her thoughts and into her 

hopes for Hill House.  

Perhaps Eleanor’s most telling daydream is when she looks upon “a row of splendid 

tended oleanders, blooming pink and white in a steady row” (Jackson 13). She dreams that she 

will step through “the magic gateposts” and “break the spell placed on the grove” (Jackson 13). 

There, she will find the queen waiting, “weeping, for the princess to return” (Jackson 13). When 

the queen sees her, she will “drop her embroidery...and cry out to the palace servants” because 

the enchantment is broken (Jackson 13). In this fantasy, Eleanor’s clear longing for a loving 

mother figure and a place to call home is evident. She longs for someone to welcome her home, 

for someone to wait for her and weep at her absence. She wishes for a place to call home and a 

role in the family that she can fit into, snug and secure. Time and time again throughout 

Eleanor’s journey to Hill House, we find her longing for this sense of security, of love, of 

belonging. Though we see Eleanor making an independent, adult choice to leave on this journey 
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by herself, she also leaves secretly, without permission from her sister, which can be seen as 

childish. Additionally, we see her childlike desire to be supported, to be welcomed home, and to 

be loved. In this way, Eleanor is still caught between child and adult, fulfilling both roles at once, 

but fulfilling neither role completely. We can see that Eleanor’s hopes for Hill House are as 

grand as her daydreams—she journeys to the house looking for family, for a welcome home, for 

belonging. It is significant that each of her daydreams features a house and some kind of family 

or role for her. She is traveling to Hill House to try to fulfill this wish.  

As a woman in this time period, Eleanor is expected to settle down with a husband, have 

a family, and create a home. On some levels she does seem to long for this, but she is unable to 

fully understand herself as an adult and sexual being, as Lootens points out in examining her 

relationship with Theodora. Throughout the novel, Eleanor repeats over and over that “Journeys 

end in lovers meeting” (Jackson 181). Despite this, Eleanor never makes any significant efforts 

to be with any lover. Lootens points to the fact that Eleanor “has been raised in the ideological 

world of Hugh Crain’s precepts” unable to own her sexuality or even, really, visualize herself as 

an independent adult (185). Lootens notes that, despite the sexual tension between Eleanor and 

Theodora, Eleanor is unable to “cope with her own sexuality” (185). As a woman in this position 

(and in this time period), this puts Eleanor in a vastly different position than Cole. Cole is a 

white, cisgender, presumably heterosexual child. It is not only more normalized for him to be 

working through his maturation at his age, but his path to “proper” development is also deemed 

“normal” by society. Eleanor faces the obstacle of being stuck between child and adulthood, 

unable to fully be either, but also trapped by her own sexuality. Her conservative upbringing 

contradicts her feelings about Theodora, causing her to want to “pursue Theodora as an intimate 
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partner” but ultimately to “shrink in disgust from her touch” (Lootens 185). Eleanor is caught 

between impossibilities, longing for independence while also longing for a true place in a family.  

Throughout the course of the story, we see further evidence that neither Hill House nor 

the people within will ever fulfill Eleanor’s desires for independence or the support of a family. 

Rather, the house twists and distorts the idea of family, creating a cruel and mocking imitation of 

the family unit within the terrifying “family” home. After Eleanor almost dies climbing the 

rickety spiral staircase in the library during her final night in the house, Dr. Montague sends 

Eleanor away, saying “‘You will go away,’” even when Eleanor protests that she is happy at the 

house (Jackson 179). When Mrs. Montague offers to have Arthur drive Eleanor back, Dr. 

Montague rejects this, instead saying, “‘Eleanor has to go back the way she came’” (Jackson 

180). This exact phrasing is very important, as it signals a regression for Eleanor. She is retracing 

exactly the journey that brought her to the house, only this time in reverse, speeding back 

towards her past, towards a family that has no place for her and will not welcome her home. 

Though it is difficult to say if there is a specific moment that pushes Eleanor to drive her car into 

a tree, this sentence signals an important regression for Eleanor, going back exactly the way she 

came with no help from anyone. Dr. Montague is forcing Eleanor to drive herself back to her 

sister, forcing her to move backwards and away from the house she believes she loves. We see 

that Dr. Montague again gives the kind of guidance that “good” parents should in telling Eleanor 

the directions to get back home, but this act is once again twisted within the context of the story, 

and the idea of parenting becomes haunting.  

As we see in Eleanor’s relationship with Theo and in her final scenes, she does not get to 

follow the same path of “proper” development and a happy ending that Cole does. She is trapped 

between child and adult, trapped by her conflicting ideas about her sexuality, and finally trapped 
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between Hill House and the life she used to live with her sister. She is sent away from the only 

place she says she wants to be, forced to regress back, taking the same path that led her to the 

house, but now going backwards. Unlike Cole, Eleanor has no sense of belonging and no sense 

of ownership over her own life. In the scene at the end of the novel where Eleanor becomes the 

haunting, she thinks, “I 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” (Jackson 204). Further 

Lootens notes, “Even her suicide is not her own,” as she questions “Why am I doing this?” before 

she slams her car into the tree. Lootens argues that Eleanor’s suicide is a desperate act to keep 

her “family” intact, writing, “Once more, a woman has sacrificed her own identity to hold her 

“family” home together” (188). I think this reading of the situation certainly makes sense—

Eleanor, like many women during her time is sacrificing her own wellbeing to preserve the sense 

of family she so craves—as Jackson seems to be critiquing the patriarchal structure of society 

that forces women into this position. That being said, I don’t know if we can definitively say that 

this is the only perspective we could take here. We could also read this scene as Eleanor trying to 

do something, just as she was in the beginning of the novel on her way to Hill House. Perhaps 

she is trying to carve a space into the family, into the House she so desires. As we can see in the 

previous examples, Eleanor is truly trapped by the conventions of society, unable to progress in 

the way that Cole does because of her identity as a woman, and perhaps a queer woman, during a 

time when this would not be accepted.  

As Eleanor prepares to leave Hill House, she thinks, “so now I am going. Journeys end in 

lovers meeting. But I won’t go” (Jackson 181). Eleanor refuses to take the journey back to where 

she once was, refuses to regress, refuses to force herself back into a family that she doesn’t fit. 

Again, we see Eleanor’s desperation to do something, anything—to take agency in a life where 
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she has been denied it time and time again. She does end up making a journey of a kind, 

however. As she presses her foot on the accelerator, she 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” (Jackson 

182). We can compare this from the driving scene from the beginning of the novel, where 

Eleanor is celebrating doing something all on her own, as she says, “I am going, I am going, I 

have finally taken a step” (Jackson 10). This scene at the end of the novel echoes the sentiments 

she expressed then, but there is a frantic pitch to them, as she repeats “I am really doing it,” as 

though she is trying to convince even herself (Jackson 182). The destination of this journey is 

still Hill House, just as it was at the beginning of the novel. She still holds these same hopes and 

dreams for a family, for a home at Hill House, and she is unable to let go of them even now.  

She clings to her agency, to her independence by repeating that she is “doing it” all by 

herself, even as her actual actions show us is still overwhelmed by a childlike dependence on 

family, on acceptance, on being welcomed home (Jackson 182). The fact that she is being sent 

away from this “family,” from this “home” seems to destroy Eleanor. We know from Eleanor’s 

daydreams at the beginning of the novel that she believed she would find a family in Hill House, 

that she would be able to complete her journey into adulthood. We see in this final scene, 

however, that she remains in the half-child, half-adult state, trapped between two partialities. 

Even as she makes her final choice, all by herself, she only does so because of her deep need to 

solidify her place in the family and satisfy her need for acceptance and love. We know, of course 

that Hill House cannot do this for her, as it is only a cruel mimicry of what a family home is. 

Even Eleanor seems to realize this in her final moments before she crashes into the tree, as she 

thinks, “Why am I doing this? Why am I doing this? Why don’t they stop me?” (Jackson 182). In 

this final scene, she seems to see Hill House for what it is—just as unfulfilling and just as false 
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as her fragile daydreams at the beginning of the novel. It can never be what she needed it to be, 

and she can never truly find a place there, even in death.  

The ambiguity of Eleanor’s fate is important here, contrasting sharply with the succinct 

finality of the ending of The Sixth Sense. Cole’s story ends with a tidy promise that subscribing 

to ideas about the nuclear family and “proper” development (and acting accordingly) will ensure 

a safe, happy ending just like the one Cole and Malcolm receive. Eleanor’s story, by contrast, 

ends in confusion and horror. She questions her own motives and even her own agency in the last 

moments of her life. There are no promises of a happy family or of questions resolved, and the 

house still stands, looming and evil, even after her death. The conditions that drove Eleanor to 

her fate—the suffocating binds of the patriarchy, her own family trauma, her internalized fear of 

her sexuality—continue to exist not only in the world of The Haunting of Hill House, but our 

world as well.  

Conclusion 

The protagonists of both The Haunting of Hill House and The Sixth Sense are faced with 

disruption in their families and developmental processes, which leaves them feeling lost, unsure, 

and unable to occupy a defined, “proper” place in society. Both characters are also unable to let 

go of the past, as Cole clings to the memories of his absent father, and Eleanor is similarly 

haunted by her deceased mother’s memory in Hill House. As Malcolm occupies the space left by 

Cole’s absent father, he completes the nuclear family unit, ultimately allowing Cole to come into 

his own and gain agency over his abilities as well as find a stable position in his family unit. 

Eleanor, by contrast, is manipulated by Hill House, only experiencing a twisted mockery of a 

family and a family home. She ultimately finds no safe place—not at Hill House, nor with her 
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sister. The ambiguity of the meaning behind her final scene in the car as she speeds towards a 

tree is a far cry from the neatly wrapped ending Cole experiences.  

These outcomes speak to larger societal issues—that structured gender norms and the 

effects of those norms continue to haunt our culture to this day. Cole occupies a defined space in 

society because he adheres to traditional gender norms and ideas about family. Cole is also a (as 

far as we know) heterosexual, cisgender, white male, meaning that the family and gender 

“formula” The Sixth Sense prescribes is much more likely to “work” for him. Eleanor is a woman 

who struggles to view herself as a sexually and emotionally mature adult in a time period that 

expects women to behave in a specific way. To make matters more complicated, Eleanor does 

not receive the kind of fatherly guidance and love that Cole receives from Malcolm. Rather, 

Eleanor is manipulated by the house, perhaps even up until her final moments. There is no clear 

path for Eleanor, no certain meaning to derive from her story, and perhaps that is exactly the 

point. Jackson’s story is a more radical critique of how limiting ideas about “proper” gender 

roles, development, and family can be, especially for women who feel trapped by these 

conventions. There is no easy answer for them. The Sixth Sense is much more conservative in the 

fact that it shows the protagonist prospering because those rules were adhered to and led to 

“proper” development.  

What do these stories tell us, then, about gender roles, the development process, and the 

restrictions of society? The Sixth Sense prescribes certain roles to its viewers, encouraging them 

to constrain themselves to traditional ideas of gender, family, and development in order to be 

successful in society. While the movie does eventually humanize its ghosts, it still portrays Cole 

doing the “good work” of sending ghosts into the afterlife to find peace, reinforcing the idea that 

uncertainty and ambiguity are ultimately things to reject. This message may drive people who do 
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not fit these roles to make choices that ultimately do not make them happy, simply because they 

feel they must fit a certain mold. The end of The Sixth Sense—that Cole and Malcolm live (or 

die) happily ever after—further reinforces the idea that, by adhering to this same formula, we too 

can find a happy ending.  

 The Haunting of Hill House, on the other hand, does much more complex and interesting 

work, as it portrays the challenges (and, perhaps, consequences) of not occupying a defined, 

traditional space in society. Eleanor’s descent into madness and eventual suicide is a warning for 

us—not to conform, but rather to challenge the ideas about gender and family that, especially in 

1959, seem so set in stone. Jackson is calling us to think critically about what the family, gender 

roles, and relationships “should” be: why conform to roles and ideas that are not authentic to our 

lives? The lesson here is not that there is a right way and a wrong way to exist—dead or alive, 

single or married, mother or not—but rather that we should explore those spaces of uncertainty 

further, and dive into what makes us uncomfortable. Perhaps embracing our ghosts means 

embracing the uncertain, no longer limiting ourselves to what we have been told is right. Maybe 

then, we can find peace.  
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