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ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the structural and psychic limitations of Victorian masculinity, which 

have been concealed and repressed at the time by dominant phantom ideals of the Victorian man 

as a stable and coherent subject. The goal of this thesis is to radically reimagine the figure of the 

Victorian man and to show that Victorian masculinity is a social construction riddled with gaps, 

inconsistencies, and tensions between a man’s psychic reality and his symbolic role within the 

social context he is operating under. The primary works included are Oscar Wilde’s The Picture 

of Dorian Gray and Bram Stoker’s Dracula. My thesis deviates from other queer readings of 

masculinity by mostly focusing on male heterosexual desires and highlighting the pathological 

aspects in their construction of selfhood. In The Picture of Dorian Gray, I argue that Dorian has 

an intimate relationship with the death drive and his fascination with the imaginary rapidly 

devolves into pathological narcissism and psychosis. The portrait, then, becomes the catalyst for 

male-ego annihilation as Dorian starts seeking pleasures beyond the confines of the symbolic 

order. In Dracula, I argue that Jonathan Harker suffers from a psychosexual dysfunction where 

he can only project desire on a debased sexual object and can only love through an elevated 

object like Mina. The Madonna/whore complex afflicts not just Jonathan, but also the other male 

characters in the text. The encounter with the monstrous feminine threatens the ontological 

existence of these Victorian men as their inability to process unconventional and uncanny 

women apart from this binary exacerbates anxiety, hysteria, and trauma.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The goal of this thesis is twofold. First, it seeks to subvert the privileged position of the 

Victorian Man both in Victorian literature and Freudian psychoanalysis. I am utilizing my 

knowledge of Lacan to show the instability of Victorian gendered relations and to dislodge the 

phallus’ privileged position in various discourses. In classical Freudian psychoanalysis and 

Victorian literature, the phallus has become the ultimate symbol for masculine power and 

virility. But as a Lacanian, the phallus is nothing but a symbolic title that a male subject 

possesses. Slavoj Zizek tells us that the phallus is “a kind of insignia, a mask that I put on in the 

same way that a king or judge puts on his insignia – phallus is a kind of organ without a body 

which I put on, which gets attached to my body, but never becomes an organic part, forever 

sticking out as its incoherent, excessive prosthesis (34). This makes the male subject more 

susceptible to symbolic castration, which Zizek describes as a psychological dissonance between 

who a man is and the symbolic role he must wear like a mask to gain a certain status and 

authority in the symbolic order. The gap between who I am and what I represent is where 

hysteria emerges, according to Zizek. In his words: 

Hysteria emerges when a subject starts to question or to feel discomfort in his or her own 

symbolic identity: ‘You say I am your beloved – what is there in me that makes me that? 

What do you see in me that causes you to desire me in that way?’ Richard II is 

Shakespeare’s ultimate play about hystericization (in contrast to Hamlet, the ultimate 

play about obsession). Its topic is the progressive questioning by the king of his own 

kingship – What is it that makes me a king? What remains of me if the symbolic title 

‘king’ is taken away? (35). 
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Zizek’s thoughts on what makes a subject hysterical – its confused social position in 

between his real identity and symbolic role – is something that manifests in various male 

characters of both Dracula and The Picture of Dorian Gray. And the recurrence of psychic 

dysfunctions unearthed by Freud (whether it be hysteria, hallucinations, anxiety and neurosis) in 

supposedly stable male subjects, undermines the Victorian masculine ideal perpetuated in 

conservative gender ideology of the time. Second, my thesis seeks to present an alternative and 

subversive way of reading Victorian masculinity that distinguishes it from queer and feminist 

readings that have dominated criticism of Dracula and The Picture of Dorian Gray. Instead of 

looking at the underlying manifestations of queer desire in both narratives, I seek to shed light on 

an overlooked discussion on the structures and psychic limitations of Victorian masculinity and 

heterosexual desire. By highlighting these tensions and inconsistencies in the male ego, a 

paranoid reading of masculinity gleams the potential for the passive female subject in the 

Victorian era to be read in a more liberatory light.  

 Dracula and The Picture of Dorian Gray both serve as the primary texts for this 

psychoanalytic reading of masculinity, because they best represent the kind of rapid social 

changes happening in the Victorian era with the emergence of the New Woman and the male 

subject being thrust into a hyper-capitalist reality. And as with any period of rapid social change, 

it also meant the emergence of various psychosocial and psychosexual issues as the subject 

struggles to adapt to his new reality. Dracula and Dorian Gray, from the surface, also strongly 

deploy and embody various patriarchal positions and sentiments in the 19th century, which makes 

them the perfect texts for a case study like mine which seeks to deconstruct and subvert 19th 

century iterations of patriarchal logic.  

 



 

3 
 

CHAPTER 1 

The Death Drive and the Corruption of the Male Victorian Ideal 

In this chapter, I revisit Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray and conduct a 

characterological reading that focuses on Dorian’s unstable sense of self. I argue that the 

narrative begins with Dorian suffering from a resurgent narcissism that gradually devolves into a 

preoccupation and alignment with the death drive and psychosis. The main point of interest for 

me is Dorian’s encounter with his portrait. I will theorize that this crucial encounter is not only a 

revival of the Lacanian imaginary by the portrait’s function as a faux mirror, but also an 

alignment with the death drive and jouissance – two life negating forces that caused Dorian’s 

eventual demise.  

Dorian’s encounter with the portrait is an inversion of the Mirror Stage—one that stages 

the subject’s encounter with the Real, the death drive and madness in the process of Dorian being 

entangled in his ego ideal. Hence, The Picture of Dorian Gray shows the self-destruction of the 

masculine ego—from imaginary fixation of the subject, devolving to pathological narcissism and 

eventually, an obsession with death and morbidity. This chapter will begin with a review of the 

most influential readings of masculinity in The Picture of Dorian Gray. It will then give a 

comprehensive exploration of what the death drive is, from its Freudian origins to Lacanian 

developments before proceeding with close reading passages from the novel. 

Homoeroticism in Dorian Gray 

 Prominent readings of The Picture of Dorian Gray have expectedly focused on the 

novel’s noticeable queer undertones. Joseph Carroll in “Aestheticism, Homoeroticism and 

Christian Guilt in The Picture of Dorian Gray” argues that there is a need to re-evaluate our 

understanding of the text by revisiting a Darwinian perspective of human nature and the 
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integration of Wilde’s identity into the three central characters of the text (namely Dorian, Lord 

Henry and Basil). The essay begins with Carroll contrasting his project with those of post-

structuralist interventions. Where post-structuralists seek to de-center the human experience in 

literary interpretation and view the human as a product of discursive formations, a Darwinian 

framework zones in on human nature and how its evolutionary characteristics are molded by the 

species’ social environment.  

In its simplest form, Darwinian critiques “examine the behavior depicted in literary texts” 

and connect that behavior to human universals (394). Carroll acknowledges the complexity of 

human nature and experience, hence his Darwinian framework seeks to unify different elements 

to consider in literary criticism, from authorial intent and projected meanings and affects to 

aesthetic properties manifested in the text (394). There are two issues though with marrying 

Darwinian framework with The Picture of Dorian Gray. In Carroll’s own words: 

Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray offers two challenges to Darwinian criticism. 

First, the novel is saturated with homoerotic sexual feeling, and it thus defies any simple 

reading in terms of behavior oriented to reproductive success. Second, the central 

conflicts in the novel involve two competing visions of human nature, and in their 

conceptual nature neither of those visions corresponds very closely to the quasi- 

Darwinian conceptual structure implicit in most realist and naturalist fiction” (394). 

 To work around these issues, Carroll draws from Darwinian perspectives on 

homosexuality namely Donald Symons’s The Evolution of Human Sexuality. Carroll conceives 

of the narrative as a conflict between homoeroticism and Christian ethos and through “Darwinian 

conception of species-typical evolved sex differences” (395), he correlates homoeroticism with 

male sexual psychology and the Christian ethos with maternal female character (395). He argues 
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that Wilde associates aestheticism with homoeroticism and he sets these themes in opposition 

with affectional bonds and self-sacrificing love (395). This not only becomes the source of 

narrative horror and guilt, but “the unresolved conflicts in the plot reflect deep divisions in 

[Wilde’s] own personal identity” (395).  

 At the core of his analysis, Carroll seeks to understand the human experience as 

embodied in Dorian Gray. He explicitly questions post-structuralist interventions for their 

rejection of “deep human subjectivity” (395) and the liberationist viewpoints that reclaim 

homosexuality by ignoring the negative affects of guilt and shame that occur in the novel. Thus, 

to understand the symbolic structure of the novel, “we must combine a recognition of deep 

human subjectivity with a recognition of Wilde’s own conflicted feelings about his 

homosexuality” (396). A Darwinian critique, for Carroll, would shed light on how biological 

dispositions of human nature are organized by culturally conditioned figurations (396).  

 In the world of Dorian Gray, sensual pleasure and moral pathos are in opposition against 

each other (398). Wilde’s identity is divided in his three main characters, with Dorian obtaining 

the Paterian qualities and fascination with the homoerotic sensibility of youth, beauty and 

transient pleasure (399). Lord Henry who serves as the mouthpiece of Paterian philosophy wants 

to usher a new age of Hedonism; one where the ego focuses on sensations and constant self-

development without regard for human connections (400). But the narrative itself challenges this 

idea, which Carroll interprets as Wilde challenging Paterian philosophy. As Carroll correctly 

points out, the ego cannot be developed in isolation from its relations with others (401). Darwin 

after all argues that the self is molded by others and one’s progression through time (401).  

 After establishing how Wilde integrates Paterian philosophy and simultaneously 

questions the same ideology in his narrative, Carroll proceeds with utilizing Darwinian theory in 
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analyzing homosexuality in The Picture of Dorian Gray. Carroll posits that Wilde’s conflicted 

feelings about his homosexuality correlate with Symons’ The Evolution of Human Sexuality in 

the way that male homosexual behavior is characterized by promiscuous, impersonal sex (401). 

Historically, males are more prone to casual sex because of evolutionary purposes and 

reproductive benefits of promiscuity (402). Females on the other hand, rely on the material 

resources provided by men hence why they gravitate more towards lasting bonds (402).  

These primitive values have become biologically hardwired and have been carried over 

till the 19th century. Since the 19th century is dominated by monogamous ideology, Carroll points 

out that there is a need for partial suppression of libido, hence sexual desire is projected in other 

outlets such as pornography, prostitution and serial monogamy (402). Even if male homosexuals 

have a predisposition towards the feminine and how they conduct sexual affairs, they cannot 

shake off the same biological tendencies hardwired in the male psyche that has been established 

over centuries. The Picture of Dorian Gray reflects this Darwinian perspective on homosexual 

behavior in males. In Carroll’s own words: 

Dorian Gray has an overt heterosexual plot, and there is no explicit homosexuality in the 

story—it could hardly have been published had there been—but the putatively 

heterosexual liaison with Sybil is of purely aesthetic character, and the atmosphere of the 

story is saturated with homoerotic feeling and style. That feeling and style make 

themselves felt from the opening lines of the novel, and the first several scenes establish 

its sexual orientation by interweaving four chief elements: images of luxuriant sensuality, 

an overriding preoccupation with male beauty, the depiction of effeminate mannerisms 

among the characters, and a perpetual patter of snide remarks that are hostile to women, 

to marriage, and to sexual fidelity (402). 
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 Dorian transgresses the gender boundaries of heterosexuality by his fixation with his 

beauty and his “histrionic emotional expressiveness” (404). The folly of fidelity which is harshly 

critiqued by Lord Henry also represents a repudiation of heterosexuality. This is where 

homosexual guilt comes in for Carroll. As Carroll points out, “Darwin tells us that humans have 

an evolved moral sense that consists in emphatic human bonds extending over time and 

generating a sense of personal responsibility. When that sense of human connection is violated, 

he explains, we feel guilt and remorse” (409). Wilde invokes the sensuality and selfish pursuit of 

self-development outlined by Pater, but simultaneously rejects its philosophy through the 

emergence of negative emotions predicted by Darwin when we abandon human connections for 

fleeting pleasure. Hence, Wilde reveals an “unresolvable conflict between the aesthetic and 

moral sides of his own identity” (409) in the process of projecting these two opposing conflicts 

in the narrative. 

The Male Body and Homosexual Desire 

If Carroll chose a Darwinian framework to understand the portrayal of homosexuality in 

The Picture of Dorian Gray, Eve Sedgwick in “Some Binarisms (II): Wilde, Nietzsche, and the 

Sentimental Relations of the Male Body” uses a combination of queer theory, Nietzschean 

philosophy and other epistemological perspectives to understand how male desire is structured in 

the narrative. Unlike the biologism in Carroll’s interpretation of homosexuality in The Picture of 

Dorian Gray, Sedgwick’s perspective steers in the direction of social constructivism. It tries to 

deconstruct the complex relations between society, prohibitions and the male body and its 

undercurrent of libidinal investments. Sedgwick moves from different epistemologies, 

philosophies and belief systems to show that same-sex desire in males is already imbibed within 
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different historical texts and The Picture of Dorian Gray heralds a new turn-of-the-century 

homosexual identity and fate (132).  

In Nietzsche, Sedgwick notes that his “writing is full and overfull of what were just in the 

process of becoming, for people like Wilde, for their enemies, and for the institutions that 

regulated and defined them, the most pointed and contested signifiers of precisely a minoritized, 

taxonomic male homosexual identity” (133). Instead of associating homoerotic desire with 

effeminacy, Nietzsche relates the homosexual with “precious virility of Dionysiac initiates or of 

ancient warrior classes” (134). His rhetorical charges occupy a liminal space which contains 

conventional lines of prohibition and invitation to the same objects of prohibition to arise (135). 

For Sedgwick, prohibitions only serve as further invitation for the homoerotic desire to emerge. 

She interprets Dorian, Lord Henry and Basil’s triangle of homosexual desire as precisely a 

reflection of this. Lord Henry and Basil tend to skirt around their desire for Dorian through 

playful language and “Lord Henry’s manifesto for the Hellenic unity of soul and body derives its 

seductive rhetorical force from a culmination that depends on their irreparable divorce through 

shame and prohibition” (137). Sedgwick from there shows how Christianity creates prohibitions 

that it ironically rejects implicitly by performing its own version of homosexual culture within its 

cultural system: 

Christianity may be near-ubiquitous in modern European culture as a figure of phobic 

prohibition, but it makes a strange figure of that indeed. Catholicism in particular is 

famous for giving countless gay and proto-gay children the shock of possibility of adults 

who don’t marry, of men in dresses, of passionate theatre, of introspective investment, of 

lives filled with what could, ideally without diminution, be called the work of fetish . . . 

And presiding over all are the images of Jesus. These have, indeed, a unique position in 
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modern culture as images of the unclothed or unclothable male body, often in extremis 

and/or in ecstasy, prescriptively meant to be gazed at and adored. The scandal of such a 

figure within a homophobic economy of the male gaze doesn’t seem to abate: efforts to 

disembody this body, for instance by attenuating, Europeanizing, or feminizing it, only 

entangle it the more compromisingly among various figurations of the homosexual (140). 

Sedgwick also notes how likeness between partners has become part of the discourse 

concerning homosexuality. While she does not believe that “same-sex relationships are much 

more likely to be based on similarity than are cross-sex relationships”, these assumptions have 

been attached to the “definitional invention of homosexuality” (159). This love of other men as 

love for the same in fact manifests in The Picture of Dorian Gray as Sedgwick points out. It does 

so “in the way the plot of the novel facilitates the translation back and forth between “men’s 

desire for men” and something that looks a lot like what a tradition will soon call “narcissism.” 

The novel takes a plot that is distinctively one of male-male desire, the competition between 

Basil Hallward and Lord Henry Wotton for Dorian Gray’s love, and condenses it into the plot of 

the mysterious bond of figural likeness and figural expiation between Dorian Gray and his own 

portrait” (160). Sedgwick also points out that there is a pederastic assumption in the structure of 

the novel where “male-male bonds of any duration must be structured around some diacritical 

difference—old/young, for example, or active/passive—whose binarizing cultural power would 

be at least comparable to that of gender” (160).  

 In The Picture of Dorian Gray, male subjects partake in the “paranoid-associated 

homophobic alibi “I do not love him; I am him”” (164). The novel also conflates another 

prominent taboo in the 19th century with homosexuality namely drug addiction: 



 

10 
 

The Picture of Dorian Gray as in, for instance, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, drug addiction is 

both a camouflage and an expression for the dynamics of same-sex desire and its 

prohibition: both books begin by looking like stories of erotic tensions between men, and 

end up as cautionary tales of solitary substance abusers. The two new taxonomies of the 

addict and the homosexual condense many of the same issues for late nineteenth-century 

culture: the old antisodomitic opposition between something called nature and that which 

is contra naturam blends with a treacherous apparent seamlessness into a new opposition 

between substances that are natural (e.g “food”) and those that are artificial (e.g., 

“drugs”); and hence into the characteristic twentieth-century way of problematizing 

almost every issue of will, dividing desires themselves between the natural, called 

“needs”, and the artificial, called “addictions” (172).  

 The running theme of prohibitions yielding stronger and more potent desire has never 

been more apparent in the novel. There is “a whole set of epistemological compactions around 

desire, identification, and the responsive, all but paranoid mutuality attributed to gay recognition 

are condensed in the almost compulsive evocation “curious” and “subtle” (174). The homoerotic 

charge in the narrative is unbridled and it bleeds into its language through these two signifiers. 

Sedgwick notes twenty-six phrases where these signifiers are deployed in relation to desire. 

More importantly, these adjectives represent “the quality of the perception brought by the 

attentive subject to such an object” (174). It reflects the ““wrought” intensiveness of the 

knowledge-situation” (174) and desire for the symbolic male body and figure.  

 There are several gaps in these two prominent readings of Dorian Gray and Victorian 

masculinity. Carroll and Sedgwick focus exclusively on the gender dynamics present in the 

narrative with little regard for psychic dysfunctions that manifest in patriarchal environments. 
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Carroll’s reading gives a glimpse of male symbolic identity vs drives and Sedgwick explores the 

ubiquity of homosexuality in heterosexual culture and the kind of contradictions that emerge in 

regulating and prohibiting homoerotic desire. But neither readings go far enough in exploring the 

resultant pathologies that emerged in the male psyche or how there was something in the 

Victorian male psyche that was clamoring for self-destruction amid pressure exerted by external 

stimuli and the symbolic order.  

My psychoanalytic reading aims to go further and show that The Picture of Dorian Gray 

was not merely an epistemological site of conflicting versions of masculinity or contradictions in 

the construction of Victorian homosexuality. But it was also a nihilistic tale about the Victorian 

man’s increasing alignment with the death drive as the symbolic order itself creates hostile, 

unpleasant demands to what men should be like to be socially accepted and how the violations of 

the prohibitions in place cause psychosis if transgressed. Hence, The Picture of Dorian Gray 

seems to be pointing out the fact as early as 19th century that the male psyche may actually be 

less adaptable and steadfast than its female counterpart and Victorian masculinity is nothing 

more than a fictive identity established by an illusory Other. Rather than pursuing threads of 

homoerotic desire in the text and figuring out their subtle meaning, I will instead take the 

discourse from homosexuality to fragility of the male ego and the void within the subject’s 

identity.  

Understanding the Compulsion to Repeat and the Death Drive 

Freud’s earlier theoretical explorations of the mind hinge on two principles that govern 

our mental functioning: the reality principle and the pleasure principle. He wanted to understand 

the behavior of neurotics and “saw neurosis as an expression of psychological conflict” (Lear 

148). When the mind is overwhelmed with unpleasurable stimuli (from tragic life events or 
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trauma), the subject seeks to alleviate the mental distress by engaging in activities that result to a 

discharge of tensions in one’s physical apparatus. Hence, unhealthy activities conducted by 

neurotics (excessive fantasizing, hallucinations, obsessive sexual desire) are all influenced by the 

pleasure principle – which is the mind’s way of using pleasure to avoid and ease mental distress 

and different kinds of pain. The pleasure principle manifests as early as infancy when a child 

experiences hunger (the first major psychic tension) and is comforted once fed through the 

mother’s breast (Lear 148). The child’s psychic tension would subsequently dwindle in 

succeeding episodes of hunger because it now has a mental imprint of sucking its mother’s 

breast. This is understood by Freud as one of the first instances of hallucination.  

In adult life, the subject’s pleasure principle is at its strongest when it experiences 

extreme pain and emotional distress. In certain cases, the pleasure principle takes a life of its own 

and the id conjures cravings that go beyond mere avoidance of displeasure (which Freud cites as 

the case with pedophiles, drug addicts and psychopaths). This brings us to Freud’s concept of 

reality principle. It is an aspect of mental functioning that ensures that the subject reaches its 

quest for pleasure through realistic, socially accepted ways without compromising the subject’s 

safety or moral standing in society.  

This is where Freud begins the early grand narrative of psychoanalytic thought—that 

mental functioning is disrupted by constant tension between the pleasure principle and the reality 

principle. Freud thinks that a healthy psychological functioning involves operating under reality 

principle over the pleasure principle. The subject does this not to totally abandon the possibilities 

of pleasure, but to postpone satisfaction and tolerate unpleasure towards long-term and lasting 

pleasure (Freud 596). However, the reality of mental life does not always operate in this way and 

because of the erratic nature of sexual drives, the pleasure principle can overpower the subject 
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which results to psychic disturbances and the sacrifice of long-term aspirations and pleasure in 

favor of fleeting pleasure (for instance, a cheating husband who risks jeopardizing his status in 

the family). In Freud’s words: 

The pleasure principle long persists, however, as the method of working employed by the 

sexual instincts, which are so hard ‘to educate’, and, starting from those instincts, or in 

the ego itself, it often succeeds in overcoming the reality principle, to the detriment of the 

organism as a whole . . . Another occasion of the release of unpleasure, which occurs 

with no less regularity, is to be found in the conflicts and dissensions that take place in 

the mental apparatus while the ego is passing through its development into more highly 

composite organizations. Almost all the energy with which the apparatus is filled arises 

from its innate instinctual impulses. But these are not all allowed to reach the same 

phases of development. In the course of things it happens again and again that individual 

instincts or parts of instincts turn out to be incompatible in their aims or demands with the 

remaining ones, which are able to combine into the inclusive unity of the ego. The former 

are then split off from this unity by the process of repression, held back at lower levels of 

psychical development and cut off, to begin with, from the possibility of satisfaction. If 

they succeed subsequently, as can so easily happen with repressed sexual instincts, in 

struggling through, by roundabout paths, to a direct or to a substitutive satisfaction, that 

event, which would in other cases have been an opportunity for pleasure, is felt by the 

ego as unpleasure. As a consequence of the old conflict which ended in repression, a new 

breach has occurred in the pleasure principle at the very time when certain instincts were 

endeavoring, in accordance with the principle, to obtain fresh pleasure (596-597).  
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In the case of neurotics, reality and certain traumatic events have become so unbearable 

that they choose to engage in unhealthy activities (in the form of hidden gratifications, fantasies, 

obsessive behavior, hysteria) to escape the source of tension. Psychoanalytic treatment has been 

guided by Freud’s outline of mental functioning and it has been the framework used to 

understand several classic case studies, including Anna O’s and Dora’s hysterical births, Ms. 

Elizabeth Von R’s painful leg and social isolation and the Rat Man (Lear 151). However, during 

the last stretch of Freud’s career as a psychoanalyst, he noticed that certain types of neurosis and 

mental disturbances do not operate under this framework of reality vs pleasure principle. Upon 

conducting extensive analytic work with PTSD victims and people who participated in wars, 

Freud noticed his patients constantly dreaming about the horrific atrocities they endured. They 

would replay these events over and over which further exacerbated the trauma they endured.  

This compulsion to repeat does not, however, conform to any previous psychoanalytic 

framework. 

In Jonathan Lear’s own words, “their terrifying dreams cannot reasonably be interpreted 

as the disguised gratification of a wish. Nor can one understand their tortured daily lives as the 

outcome of a conflict between the pleasure and reality principles” (156). The compulsion to 

repeat only brings unpleasure in these patients and yet they repeatedly conjure horrific memories, 

as if the mind clamors for self-destruction and pain. Freud begins formulating his new theory that 

case studies in war neurosis show us that there is something beyond the pleasure principle at 

work that causes the mind to behave in such a way. The compulsion to repeat is a primitive 

instinct, “an urge inherent in organic life to return to an earlier state of things” (612), that 

happens to have been repressed by external disturbing forces or the inertia inherent in organic 

life (612). If war neurosis is pointing towards a more fundamental, primitive instinct that exists 
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in the unconscious and this manifests in repetition compulsion, what is the organism ultimately 

driving towards?  

Freud dramatically proclaims in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” that “’the aim of all life 

is death’ and, looking backwards, that ‘inanimate things existed before living ones’” (613). Freud 

hypothesizes that every modification and progress that the subject attains in adult life are red 

herrings. As these modifications are stored up as repetitions by the psyche’s conservative 

instincts and paths that appear as possibilities of change and progress are all regressions to the 

ancient goal, which is death (613). Self-preservation and self-assertion for Freud are deceptive in 

nature as “they are component instincts whose function it is to assure that the organism shall 

follow its own path to death, and to ward off any possible ways of returning to inorganic 

existence other than those which are imminent in the organism itself . . . What we are left with is 

the fact that the organism wishes to die only in its own fashion (614). The identification of death 

as the driving force of repetition compulsion forms the notion of the death drive. Lear notes that 

Freudian theory posits that human aggression operates through the death drive – people become 

aggressive to others because they are projecting outwards an internal decomposition happening 

in the psyche (163). In this case, the death drive is entropic; “aggression towards others is only a 

way of postponing the day when one undergoes self-destruction” (163).  

Lacanian Expositions 

As a faithful admirer of Freud, Lacan affirms the existence of the death drive despite the 

negative reception of many psychoanalysts. Lacan in “The Function and Field of Speech and 

Language” would say that: 
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Here we are, then, up against the wall—up against the wall of language. We are in our 

place here, that is, on the same side of the wall as the patient, and it is off this wall—

which is the same for him as for us—that we shall try to respond to the echo of his 

speech. There is nothing that is anything but outer darkness to us beyond this wall. Does 

this mean that we thoroughly master the situation? Certainly not, and on this point Freud 

has bequeathed us his testament regarding the negative therapeutic reaction. The key to 

this mystery, it is said, is in the insistence [instance] of a primary masochism—in other 

words, in a pure manifestation of the death instinct whose enigma Freud propounded for 

us at the height of his career (260).  

Lacan argues that the death instinct is a force that goes beyond the symbolic order; 

beyond the confines of language which imprisons the subject in the process of mastering it. The 

death drive is a paradoxical construction for “an instinct which, in its broadest acceptation, is the 

law that regulates the successive stages of a behavioral cycle in order to accomplish a life 

function; and death which appears first of all as the destruction of life” (260). The death instinct 

represents the historical limit of the subject’s coming into being. It is the past in its real form – 

“not the physical past whose existence is abolished, nor the epic past as it has become perfected 

in the work of memory, nor the historical past in which man finds the guarantor of his future, but 

rather the past which manifests in an inverted form in repetition” (262). Lacan concludes his 

thoughts on the death drive in typical poetic fashion whilst also positioning it in the order of the 

Real: 

When we want to get at what was before the serial games of speech in the subject and 

what is prior to the birth of symbols, we find it in death, from which his existence derives 

all meaning it has. Indeed, he asserts himself with respect to others as a death wish; if he 
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identifies with the other, it is by freezing him in the metamorphosis of his essential 

image, and no being is ever conjured up by him except among the shadows of death 

(263). 

In his bleak, paranoid vision, Lacan’s explication of the death drive seems to remind us 

that death is the ultimate limit to the subject’s symbolic participation and all modes of desiring 

ultimately lead towards death and the erasure of subjectivity. For Lacan, death is eternally 

perpetuating in subjects, ubiquitous and constitutive of desire; “the symbol first manifests itself 

as the killing of the thing, and this death results in the endless perpetuation of the subject’s 

desire” (262). It is the only life that endures without being lost in tradition and “is recognizable 

in every relation in which man is born into the life of his history” (263). For Lacan, death is the 

hard limit, but it also intricately woven in the construction of subjectivity and social relations. 

 What we can gleam from these theoretical elaborations of the death drive is the fact that 

death has an ubiquitous status. It is hard-wired in the psyche for Freud, a fundamental part of the 

organism’s mental functioning. Lacan takes the discourse a step-further by arguing that it is 

intricately woven in the desiring-subject—the acquisition of language not only results to the 

emergence of symbolic desire, but also a predisposition towards death and jouissance (pleasures 

that go beyond the pleasure principle and the social order). This is a fact that we begin to see in 

the unraveling of Dorian Gray’s mental state. 

The Beginning of the End: Dorian Gray and His Encounter with the Portrait  

 The influence of the Lacanian imaginary is undeniable in The Picture of Dorian Gray. 

Wilde begins the novel and sustains throughout an overflow of unbridled passions, a strong 

fixation with notions of love and beauty, and desires that escape societal prohibitions. It also 
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dramatizes the beginnings of Dorian’s narcissism. From the mere opening chapter itself, Basil 

projects on the portrait his forbidden desire to memorialize what he sees as the Edenic beauty of 

Dorian. In Lord Henry’s own perspective, Dorian “was certainly wonderfully handsome, with his 

finely-curved scarlet lips, his frank blue eyes, his crisp golden hair . . . All the candour of youth 

was there, as well as all youth’s passionate purity. One felt he had kept himself unspotted from 

the world. No wonder Basil Hallward worshipped him” (17).  

 Once Basil reveals to Dorian his portrait, there is another mirror stage moment here akin 

to what Lacan discussed in “The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function as Revealed in 

Psychoanalytic Experience” where the child becomes enamored with its own image and 

structures its identity around a false sense of wholeness. Dorian demonstrates the same kind of 

child-like wonder, startled at the kind of beauty he possesses:  

When he saw it he drew back, and his cheeks flushed for a moment with pleasure. A look 

of joy came into his eyes, as if he recognized himself for the first time. He stood there 

motionless and in wonder, dimly conscious that Hallward was speaking to him, but not 

changing the meaning of his words. The sense of his own beauty came on him like a 

revelation. He had never felt it before (25). 

 What differentiates Dorian’s encounter though with standard re-enactments of the mirror 

stage in adulthood is the fact that Dorian is self-aware that whatever Edenic quality he has is 

bound to fade. Dorian has no grand delusions of wholeness but is fully aware that ominous death 

and time (intrusions of the Real within the symbolic) will eventually catch up to him. In his own 

words:  
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Yes, there would be a day when his face would be wrinkled and wizen, his eyes dim and 

colourless, the grace of his figure broken and deformed. The scarlet would pass away 

from his lips, and the gold steal from his hair. The life that was to make his soul would 

mar his body. He would become dreadful, hideous and uncouth (25).  

In Dorian’s quest to preserve the imaginary and what he saw as his dreamlike beauty, he 

makes the wish for him to be always young and the picture to grow old (26). He vows to give 

everything in the world for that – even his soul (26). Dorian may have bargained for the 

preservation of the Lacanian imaginary, but what he wished for was inadvertently death and the 

quest for pleasures beyond the pleasure principle. Lacan calls this jouissance and defines this 

psychic state as suffering because transgressing the limits of pleasure results to unimaginable 

pain. Lord Henry, ever the philosopher who was ahead of his time, predicted the very existence 

of the death drive and jouissance even before Freud and Lacan arrived at these realizations of the 

human mind.  

As Lord Henry says, “Every impulse we strive to strangle broods in the mind, and 

poisons us. The body sins once, and has done with its sin, for action is a mode of purification. 

Nothing remains, but the recollection of a pleasure, or the luxury of a regret. The only way to get 

rid of a temptation is to yield to it. Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing for the things 

it has forbidden to itself, with desire for what its monstrous laws have made monstrous and 

unlawful” (20).  

Desire is a constitutive element of the symbolic order, but as Lacan tells us in “The 

Function and Field of Speech and Language in Psychoanalysis”, the act of desiring is also 

intrinsically linked to the death drive. The Picture of Dorian Gray dramatizes this very well—

how the Victorian male ego had the tendency to obsessively chase after fleeting desires at the 
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expense of self-destruction. It is a case where the subject tries to go beyond the pleasure 

principle and in turn suffers ego-annihilation. As Lord Henry reveals to us and later explored 

further by psychoanalytic theory, there is something in the Victorian male ego that was yearning 

for pleasures that transcend the limits of the Law and in effect, it was a cry for the soul’s own 

corruption.  

With Dorian’s exposure to Lord Henry’s hedonistic musings and his own loveless and 

mother-less upbringing, Dorian increasingly becomes detached from reality and gradually starts 

clamoring for a myriad of pleasures. First, it was Sibyl Vane, who was “so shy and gentle [and 

had] something of a child about her” (48). He envisions her as a dreamlike, sacred actress who 

can embody different personas at her will whenever she is at the stage. When Sibyl fails to live 

up to his expectations, Dorian dramatically rejects her: 

“Yes,” he cried. “you have killed my love. You used to stir my imagination. Now you 

don’t even stir my curiosity. You simply produce no effect. I loved you because you were 

marvelous, because you had genius and intellect, because you realized the dreams of 

great poets and gave shape and substance to the shadows of the art. You have thrown it 

all away. You are shallow and stupid. My God! How mad I was to love you! What a fool 

I have been! You are nothing to me now!” (74). 

Sibyl’s acting mishaps all the more solidifies the fact that Dorian was attracted to her 

because of the imaginary qualities he thought she had, not because it was true love—for in 

Lacanian discourse we learn that love means accepting the lack of the Other. From there, 

Dorian’s paranoia worsens. In Dorian’s eyes, the portrait holds “a corruption of its own, worse 

than the corruption of death itself – something that would breed horrors and yet would never die. 

What the worm was to the corpse, his sins would be to the painted image on the canvas” (99). 
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Instead of avoiding the death drive and the suffering caused by the pursuit of jouissance, Dorian 

only sinks further into obsessive neurosis even if he consciously tried to avoid its influence; “he 

grew more and more enamoured with his own beauty, more and more interested in the corruption 

of his own soul” (106). Dorian starts breaking social norms by visiting taverns near then Docks 

(106), with curiosity for all the pleasures of life increasing with every gratification within his 

grasp.  

And in Wilde’s narration, Dorian “had mad hungers that grew more ravenous as he fed 

them” (107). His dreamless nights brought by frequenting brothels and doing morally 

questionable actions causes a propensity for thinking about death, “when through the chambers 

of the brain sweep phantoms more terrible than reality itself with that vivid life that lurks in all 

grotesques” (109). Dorian’s obsessional neurosis and embodiment of the death drive and its 

desire for self-destruction becomes projected to the people around him. At some point, Dorian 

gains a notorious reputation for ruining young men’s lives as he frequents opium dens and 

taverns. Basil at some point worries about Dorian and confronts him: “Why is your friendship so 

fatal to young men? There was that wretched boy in the Guards who committed suicide. You 

were his great friend. There was Sir Henry Ashton, who had to leave England, with a tarnished 

name. You and he were inseparable. What about Adrian Singleton, and his dreadful end? What 

about Lord Kent’s son and his career? I met his father yesterday in St. James’s Street. He seemed 

broken with shame and sorrow. What about the young Duke of Perth? What sort of life has he 

got now? What gentleman would associate with him? (127). 

There is no doubt why Dorian’s alignment with the death drive and the pursuit of 

unimaginable pleasure would result to the destruction of the lives of people around him. As Lear 

has told us about the death drive, it is entropic in nature and aggression towards others is a way 
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of displacing and delaying the organism’s own destruction (163). In the novel’s climax, a 

sardonic Dorian shows Basil the portrait and how it reflects his own corrupted soul. He blames 

Basil for teaching him vanity and Lord Henry for discussing the wonder of beauty and youth 

(131). At some point, “the mad passions of a hunted animal stirred within him, and he loathed 

the man who was seated at the table, more than in his whole he had ever loathed anything” (132). 

And Dorian murders Basil without feeling any sense of remorse afterwards.  

The height of Dorian’s obsessional neurosis reaches its peak. He would go to an opium 

den once more. He cites the ugliness in these places as dear to him (155). Not because they gave 

him any pleasure, but it gives him temporary relief and forgetfulness from the horrors he has 

endured (155). After Sibyl Vane’s brother had accidentally been shot for following Dorian and 

making him accountable for his sister’s death, the death instinct starts dominating Dorian’s 

senses.  

Dorian would lie “on a sofa, with terror in every tingling fibre of his body. Life had 

suddenly become too hideous a burden for him to bear. The dreadful death of the unlucky beater, 

shot in the thicket like a wild animal, had seemed to him to pre-figure death for himself also” 

(171). While at Selby Royal, “Death walked there in the sunlight” (171). As Lacan predicted in 

the case of subjects attempting to transgress the limits of the pleasure principle, reaching 

jouissance only means pain and suffering. Dorian would repeatedly say to Lord Henry that he 

wishes he could love, escape, go away and forget (170).  

At the end of the novel, Dorian tries to convince himself that things can be made right 

again and he could start a new life if he would just erase all evidence of the murder he committed 

and forget the vile things he inflicted to young men who kept him company. In the end, he 

decides to destroy the painting for him to be free from the shackles of the past. After stabbing the 
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painting, however, Dorian dies with his life tethered to the painting’s existence. The ending is 

ambiguous but seems to confirm what Freud said in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” that the 

“aim of all life is death” (613). Dorian was already too caught up in a psychotic state where 

fantasies and reality are indistinguishable, and his physical apparatus unconsciously wishes to 

self-destruct. Hence, his conscious mind disguising the destruction of the painting as liberation 

when what it really meant was liberation from life towards death.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

24 
 

CHAPTER 2 

 Love, Neurosis and the Tale of Two Women in Dracula 

Critical readings of gender in Dracula have focused on demystifying the nature of 

vampirism, the anxieties projected towards the emergence of the New Woman, gender fluidity 

and the existence and reinforcement of queer desire in both male and female relationships. My 

reading of Dracula seeks to take a different route compared to the most influential queer 

readings of the text by analyzing male heterosexual desire instead and the psychology of love 

that governs the novel’s sexual politics. Instead of seeking evidence of queer desire in male or 

female friendships, I seek to highlight the dualistic image of women (the Madonna and the 

whore) that men in the novel have conceived of. According to Freud, love and desire on many 

occasions are mutually exclusive in the masculine ego as men are unconsciously fixated in the 

image of Mother A (the mother who loved the child wholeheartedly) and Mother B (the mother 

who rejected the child’s love by choosing the father over him). This unconscious fixation carries 

over in men’s projection of libido – they can only channel sexual desire and all the taboos that 

govern it in the figure of the whore, but never the Madonna as her position is only of pure love. 

This inability of the Victorian male ego to conceive of women apart from this binary is the 

primary reason as to why they are afflicted with anxiety, neurosis and hysteria when they 

struggle to make sense of the female Other in some of the novel’s crucial encounters. The 

monstrous feminine, I would argue, threatens the ontological existence and psychic stability of 

the Victorian men in the text as her failure to become integrated in the symbolic order becomes 

the catalyst for male sexual desire to become erratic and unstable. In this regard, I concur with 

Zizek that the monstrous feminine affirms the Lacanian proposition that ““woman does not 

exist”: she is nothing but “the symptom of a man”” (65). However, I take this Lacanian 

realization to a different conclusion. It is precisely their non-existence in the symbolic where 
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they disturb masculine reality in their elaborate masquerade of the Phallus. In the end, Dracula 

shows that the one who is the Phallus reveals the fragile existence of the one who bears it. This 

thesis chapter will begin with a review of some of the most influential critical readings of 

Dracula, an elaboration of Freudian psychology of love and a critical reading that seeks to 

extend further the kind of psychic dissonances and contradictions that have emerged in the 

construction of Victorian male identity.  

Fantasies of Feminine Evil 

In “Metamorphoses of the Vampires: Dracula and his Daughters”, Dijkstra writes a 

scathing assessment of Dracula by analyzing the patriarchal logic the text deploys through its 

central characters. Dijkstra argues that Dracula is a novel about male cultivated anxieties over 

the rise of the New Woman in the Victorian era and how departing from the role of man’s 

malleable private property results in a dramatic, monstrous transformation. Women become the 

polyandrous predator like in the case of Lucy. Dracula constructs a popular 19th century trope 

where “women are stalked by untold horrors and become beasts in the absence of men” (340). 

And from there, the intellectual male (usually a scientist or a philosopher) must overcome great 

odds to slay the beast of the night and “exorcise the inherently, regressive, degenerative 

susceptibilities of woman with the broad sweep of his superior, light-born male intellect” (340). 

In her scathing words: 

In Stoker’s novel virtually all elements of the dream of future evolutionary possibility 

and all aspects of the period’s suspicions about the degenerative tendencies in women 

have been brought together in such an effortless fashion that it is clear that for the author 

these were not so much a part of the symbolic structures of fantasy as the conditions of 

universal truth. Stoker’s work demonstrates how thoroughly the war waged by the 
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nineteenth-century male culture against the dignity and self-respect of women had been 

fought, and how completely the ideological implications of the dualistic struggle between 

the angels of the future and the demons of the past had entered into that semi-conscious 

world which nurtures the cultural commonplaces governing the average person’s 

perceptual environment. Stoker clearly was a man of limited intelligence, typical of the 

fairly well-educated, fairly well-off, middle-minded middle class. But he had a 

remarkably coherent socio-logical imagination and a brilliant talent for fluid, natural-

sounding, visually descriptive prose. Together these qualities made it possible for him to 

write, perhaps without ever completely realizing what he had done, a narrative destined 

to become the looming twentieth century’s basic commonplace book of the antifeminine 

obsession (342).  

Dijkstra shows the clearest manifestation of this ideological project of the novel in the 

figure of Lucy. As any well-read Victorian reader would have guessed, she did not stand a 

chance from Dracula’s vampiric onslaught (344). She becomes the first female victim of Dracula 

because she possessed the perceived negative characteristics of the New Woman—Lucy 

embodies “the immodest, aggressively eager, viraginous sensuality of a “horrid flirt”, as she 

appropriately characterizes herself” (344). Dijkstra points out that Lucy’s admission of her 

polyandrous instincts, of her wanting to marry all three of her suitors at the same time signified 

that “the predatory cat is out of the bag” (344). When Lucy becomes a constant victim of 

Dracula’s blood-sucking, each of the three men she loves had to do blood transfusions. Dijkstra 

notes, however, that this is no ordinary blood transfusion and what transpired was “a sexual 

union between Lucy and her donors” (344). Lucy says in the narrative that she feels intimately 

close to him in the process of absorbing Arthur’s blood. When she absorbs the blood of all her 
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suitors, Dijkstra perceives that as the fulfillment of her original desire—to achieve sexual union 

with all of her suitors. Blood in this case is not just ordinary blood, but symbolic semen and 

Lucy’s polyandrous tendencies meant that she already represents a case of “the evil drain placed 

upon true manhood by the bestial polyandry of the unaccultured primal woman” (345). After 

achieving union between her and the four men, she inevitably transforms into a monster who has 

a specific bloodlust for children—an anxiety that the New Woman seeks to prey on the future 

potential of mankind represented by the child (345). The only natural conclusion to this is for the 

men of reason to put an end to the evil they unleashed: 

To stop Lucy’s viraginous evil, her depredation of future generations, her attempts to 

drag civilization back into the evil past, the four “husbands” who, in yielding to her blood 

lust, have contributed to the creation of this monstrous beast, must come together and, in 

a concerted effort, send her off forever into the arms of permanent death . . . Arthur, the 

only man she should have married, the only one whose gentle, fructifying semen she 

should have wished for if she had been a decent British girl, becomes, in the presence of 

the other three men, the executioner of the vampire of degenerative polyandry. In 

punishment and revenge, he “rapes” the female beast whose evil desires had unlawfully 

siphoned off the manhood of all four . . . Having forever “broken” Lucy’s heart, her 

symbolic maidenhead, in his vigorously monogamous assertion of masculine right over 

woman’s bestial inclinations, Arthur feels better right away (345). 

 The conclusion to Lucy’s character conforms to what was seen as the “ideal creature of 

feminine virtue in the nineteenth-century: the dead woman” (346). Mina does not suffer the same 

fate because she represents the ideal type of woman in the Late-Victorian era. As Dijkstra puts it, 

“she is a virtuous footstool ready to do man’s bidding” (346) and “the perfect nurse . . . an 
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updated household nun turned personal secretary in a changing world” (346-347). But because 

Mina is still a woman and shares the collective sin of Eve (as Mina herself says in the novel), she 

is also a potential victim of Dracula (347). Thus, when Mina was under the threat of vampirism, 

men must exorcise her hunger and bring her back to her earlier state as man’s efficient private 

secretary (347). Dijkstra concludes his analysis by saying that 

Dracula is a very carefully constructed cautionary tale directed to men of the modern 

temper, warning them not to yield to the bloodlust of the feminist, the New Woman 

embodied by Lucy. For, to adapt words Flaubert used in a different context, this New 

Woman was herself nothing but “a vampire who satisfied the handsome young men in 

order to devour their flesh—because nothing is better for phantoms of this kind than the 

blood of lovers” (The Temptation of Saint Anthony, 197). She was the personification of 

bestiality, forever crawling, like the Vampire in a sculpture by Franz Flaum [X, 3], 

toward Munch [X, 4]. She was the bat-winged woman leading a massed, blinded 

humanity to the abyss of degeneration, as in a painting of 1897 by Henri Martin. In a 

characteristic turn-of-the-century adaptation of Poe by Frantisek Kupka, she was the 

peacock-feathered, winged chimera strewing death and destruction, the conquering worm 

of death itself (348). 

Unbridled Desires, Forbidden Passions  

Pursuing a more psychoanalytic response to the issues presented by the novel, Dennis 

Foster argues that Dracula is essentially about the return of the repressed desires that we have 

abandoned to live a civilized, modern life and how such shameful desires continuously haunt the 

subject despite prohibitions in place to keep them at bay. Foster explains the ethos at the heart of 

psychoanalytic theory: 
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The ambivalent experience of desiring something that will terrify us can be understood 

psychoanalytically. At the heart of psychoanalysis is the claim that we are fundamentally 

divided on a psychic level. We become who we are—we take on our subjective 

identities—by denying, refusing, or negating the other person we might have been: the 

male or female we are not, the sibling we envy, the bad child who has all the fun. We 

become ourselves, good instead of bad. And considering the dangers of being bad, one 

could say that we decide to live rather than die, although living comes at a great cost. 

Psychoanalysis goes on to say something more troubling: the other person, the Not-me, 

does not die off, but lives on within our psyches, beyond the reach of the rational, 

reflective, articulate mind. We abandon that other child, who becomes the wild, perverse, 

desiring, violent creature of our nightmares. It remains what cannot be spoken, but its 

reemergence constantly threatens our peace in the form, for example, of dreams, slips of 

the tongue, fantasies and depression (532).  

Dracula, from a psychoanalytic perspective, is about hunger—that mechanical oral 

impulse that has always been with us the moment we come to existence (533). Count Dracula is 

a repulsive figure both in the eyes of the reader and the characters in the novel because he is a 

reminder that “we never transcend the simple, sometimes shameful enjoyments of mouthing, 

ingesting, incorporating, and destroying that are satisfied by the oral impulse . . . [He] embodies 

the reemergence of this most primitive of our vital desires in an unaging form” (533). And so 

once more, just as we have done in our transition to adolescence from childhood, Dracula and the 

threat of unbridled desires and drives must be repudiated and vanquished by societal prohibitions 

and moral ascendancy exhibited by the characters.  
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To support his argument that Dracula represents lost pleasures continuing to haunt each 

of us, he points out Harker’s elaborate descriptions of eating. Food has frustrated Harker in 

Transylvania noting that it was “a horrible meal with meat suitable only for cats and a wine 

merely “not disagreeable” (p.33)” (qtd. in Foster 535). In Dr. Seward’s journal entries, he takes 

notes of Renfield’s eating habits and the end goal of his consumption of flies and spiders: to 

“absorb as many lives as he can” (qtd. in Foster 535). Somehow, eating is on everyone’s mind 

and Dracula takes a basic, primal urge to its most extreme level of enjoyment by intending to 

feast on an oblivious populace of London (535). Lucy, when she became undead and targeted 

children, also personifies the lost pleasure that comes from the figure of the Mother. At 

nighttime, Lucy specifically targets children to derive an Oedipal kind of pleasure from them and 

vice versa: 

The children, like the men before them, are drawn to this motherly, erotically charged 

woman, giving themselves to her while they also identify with her. Reciprocally, she, like 

the children, needs herself to be fed, but in this respect she is like all mothers: they are 

fed by their children, deriving comfort, meaning, companionship, and pleasure from 

them, even as they feed them . . . Lucy’s vampiric relations with the children expose the 

link between the oral and the erotic in the era of childhood and the mutual haunting of 

mother and child (536). 

 Vampirism in Dracula represents “the projection of the childlike immortality onto an 

adult body: vampires experience the rage for pleasure that we see in the child, but they suffer 

from neither the child’s incapacity nor the adult’s sentence of death. And in their capacity for 

sexless reproduction that does not carry the inevitability of replacement, they are outside the 

binary of life and death” (540). It explains why vampires in Dracula have a specific allure. For 
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Foster, they represent the potential for absolute enjoyment without any symbolic limits as to be 

human means to “suffer from desire” (537). It is not just any desire, but the desire for impossible 

things whether we call it Eden, the Golden Age or Mother (537). And the real fear in Dracula is 

that an unknown master can unleash all the deepest and darkest desires we have carefully 

repressed and prohibited (542). Count Dracula embodies aspects of the Real in the way that he 

prescribes full enjoyment. Foster draws contrast between Dracula and Van Helsing by likening 

the former to the anal father whereas Van Helsing occupies the good father, the embodiment of 

the Law that tells them “No” when they behave inappropriately. The anal father is “the monster 

who has no restraint and whose excessive enjoyment threatens everyone” (546). And our 

ambivalence towards Dracula comes from him “calling forth both the possibility for enjoyment 

and the revulsion we have learned to feel toward such pleasure” (qtd. in Foster 546).  

 Dracula represents the “fantasy of such enjoyment cloaked in a morality tale” (547). 

Foster concludes that vampires may not exist, but the moral of the narrative is applicable to our 

present reality. The Van Helsings of this world do go after the monsters of enjoyment “in sullen 

teens, in the pungent foods and irritating music of ethnic populations, in the sordid sexuality of 

almost any identifiable group who, in their otherness, seem to enjoy too much” (547). Foster 

concludes by saying that the real horror of Dracula is that political leaders like Van Helsing are 

ready to call upon those whom we perceived as friends, rally them in the name of duty and 

execute a bloody feast (547).  

Displacements and Desire Between Men 

Perhaps the most well-known critical reading of masculinity in Dracula, Christopher 

Craft’s “Kiss Me with Those Red Lips” argues that male homoerotic desire in the novel operates 

in displacements and is concealed by the mediation of the novel’s female characters. Dracula is 
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about a specific form of anxiety towards transgressive erotic acts and the potential dissolution of 

conventional gender norms during the Victorian era. The first example that Craft uses is the 

moment where Harker surrenders himself to the female vampires and passively awaits the 

pleasure of being bitten. Not only does Harker surrender control to the female Other (which 

defies standard conventions of Victorian masculinity), but he also “awaits a delicious penetration 

from a woman whose demonism is figured as the power to penetrate” (109). Effectively, this 

scenario signifies a momentary breakdown between the subject position enforced on the 

Victorian man as Jonathan embodies female passivity while the female vampires were about to 

assume the role of active penetrator. This dissolution of gender boundaries is what Van Helsing 

and his crew have been trying to fight against.  

 Dracula, in Craft’s elaborate analysis, is a gender-fluid entity capable of assuming and 

enforcing a myriad of transgressive desires. But what the novel ultimately conceals is the 

inherently male homoerotic tendencies exhibited by both Dracula and Van Helsing’s crew. In 

Craft’s words: 

This should remind us that the novel's opening anxiety, its first articulation of the 

vampiric threat, derives from Dracula's hovering interest in Jonathan Harker; the sexual 

threat that this novel first evokes, manipulates, sustains, but never finally represents is 

that Dracula will seduce, penetrate, drain another male. The suspense and power of 

Dracula's opening section, of that phase of the narrative which we have called the 

invitation to monstrosity, proceeds precisely from this unfulfilled sexual ambition. 

Dracula's desire to fuse with a male, most explicitly evoked when Harker cuts himself 

shaving, subtly and dangerously suffuses this text. Always postponed and never directly 

enacted, this desire finds evasive fulfillment in an important series of heterosexual 
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displacements. Dracula's ungratified desire to vamp Harker is fulfilled instead by his 

three vampiric daughters, whose anatomical femininity permits, because it masks, the 

silently interdicted homoerotic embrace between Harker and the Count (109-110).  

 Supporting his theory, Craft cites what happens after Harker was almost bitten by the 

female vampires. An interruption of the erotic scene ensues as “Dracula himself breaks into the 

room, drives the women away from Harker, and admonishes them: "How dare you touch him, 

any of you? How dare you cast eyes on him when I had forbidden it? Back, I tell you all! This 

man belongs to me"” (qtd. in Craft 110). As the novel progresses, homoerotic desire does not 

cease, but the text merely “continues to diffuse and displace it” (111). In a tense encounter 

between the novel’s male protagonists and Dracula, he would boldly announce: "My revenge is 

just begun! I spread it over the centuries, and time is on my side. Your girls that you all love are 

mine already; and through them you and others shall yet be mine . . .” (qtd in Craft 111).  The 

plague that Dracula brings is “a sexuality so mobile and polymorphic” (111) and Van Helsing is 

aware of this intimate communion between Dracula and the men of the Crew as he realizes that 

the blood drained from Lucy is the blood of the Crew of Light (111).  

 Van Helsing represents the valiant protector of patriarchal institutions and any attempts 

by the Count to muddle rigid gender dualities are reinscribed by him (117). Lucy’s demise 

provides the Crew of Light with a twofold reassurance—it exorcises the threat of an aggressive 

feminine sexuality and wards off the homoeroticism in the vampiric threat (122). Arthur’s 

penetration of Lucy, by striking her with a wooden stake, does “not bespeak merely Stoker's 

personal or idiosyncratic anxiety but suggest as well a whole culture's uncertainty about the 

fluidity of gender role” (123). Despite these disavowals of non-normative erotic desire, Craft 

contends that it permeates throughout the novel even in Van Helsing’s own group. Once more, 
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Craft returns to the blood transfusion moment to point out the libidinal bonds that tie these men 

together with Lucy being the female repository of their blood and same-sex desire: 

Here displacement (a woman's body) and sublimation (these are medical penetrations) 

permit the unpermitted, just as in gang rape men share their semen in a location displaced 

sufficiently to divert the anxiety excited by a more direct union. Repeating its subversive 

suggestion that the refined moral conceptions of Van Helsing's Crew of Light express 

obliquely an excursive libidinal energy, an energy much like the Count's, Dracula again 

employs an apparently rigorous heterosexuality to represent anxious desire for a less 

conventional communion. The parallel here to Dracula's taunt ("Your girls that you all 

love are mine already; and through them you ... shall be mine") is inescapable; in each 

case Lucy, the woman in the middle, connects libidinous males. Here, as in the Victorian 

metaphor of sexual inversion, an interposed difference - an image of manipulable 

femininity-mediates and deflects an otherwise unacceptable appetite for sameness. Men 

touching women touch each other, and desire discovers itself to be more fluid than the 

Crew of Light would consciously allow (128).  

The novel’s conclusion solidifies the fact that the novel is about concealed male 

homoerotic desire. Jonathan Harker names his son after Quincey Morris and "his bundle of 

names links all our little band of men together” (qtd. in Craft 129). For Craft, “this is the fantasy 

child of those sexualized transfusions, son of an illicit and nearly invisible homosexual union” 

(129). Little Quincey may, on the surface, be seen as the return to the natural state of things, “but 

his paternity has its unofficial aspect too. He is the unacknowledged son of the Crew of Light's 

displaced homoerotic union, and his name, linking the "little band of men together," quietly 

remembers that secret genesis” (130).  
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 There are several gaps in these critical readings of Dracula, which I would like to 

address. Plenty of queer readings (and most notably Craft) explore the homoerotic tensions that 

permeate the text whether it be male or female in nature. But what about the structures of 

heterosexual desire in the text? Or the limitations to the way men desire? And in the case of 

Dijkstra’s feminist reading that sees female characters of the text as its ultimate victims in this 

hypermasculine world, is there a potential to read these seemingly female victims in a subversive 

light rather than mere, helpless victims of Victorian patriarchy? My reading aims to address 

these gaps in their respective readings, but also to unify the divergent responses that these critics 

had to the novel.  

How Men Love and Desire  

In Bruce Fink’s Lacan on Love, he elaborates on the fact that Freud determined two types 

of men that emerge after the resolution of the Oedipus complex. The normal men, according to 

Fink, processed their Oedipal complex in such a way that they never had to repress unconscious 

desire for their mother “because there was no sexual desire present at the time at which the major 

repressions in their lives occurred (that is, when the castration complex put an end to the Oedipus 

complex by around age five)” (18). In their adult life, they are capable of fusing the affectionate 

and the erotic; “the earlier love for the mother that went underground owing to the father’s 

castration threat is now displaced onto a new woman, and there is no obstacle that would stop the 

sexual strivings that originated at puberty from electing this very same woman as a sexual 

object” (18). In the case of normal Victorian men, there is no either/or in love and desire and 

they are not mutually exclusive (18).  

 Fink explains, however, that normal men are the minority in the Late-Victorian era and 

most are afflicted with the Madonna vs whore duality in their conception of women (whether 
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they are aware of it or not). He expands Freudian theory by positing that most men during 

Freud’s time had a prelapsarian and postlapsarian notion of their mother, which unconsciously 

structures how they love and desire in their adult life. Before the castration anxiety complex, a 

child is oblivious about the nature of his attachment to his mother; “knowing nothing of 

sexuality, he did not think of his mother as a sexual being, nor did his own wishes for physical 

closeness with his mother seem anything but perfectly innocent to him — or rather, they simply 

were what they were, as he did not yet have any notion of corruption or depravity to contrast 

with innocence” (19). However, once the child gains awareness of sex and its corrupted nature 

(as conservative Western culture has constantly reinforced) and realizes that the mother had sex 

with his father and is probably continuously doing the said act, “he loses his innocence by eating 

of the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil” (19).  

 The boy realizes that whatever he felt for his mother is not pure or innocent (19). Any 

expression of sensual feelings become categorized as either “clean” or “dirty” (19). Two images 

of the mother are formed in the child’s psyche: “the class like his mother before the Fall — 

before the boy grasped her sin of preferring his Father to him (her granting his father that kind of 

close physical contact being tantamount to disloyalty, in his eyes) — and the class like his 

mother after the Fall, the kind who are capable of cheating on him with another man. (We thus 

have two different images of the boy too: before the realization, a kind of utopian, innocent, 

pure, loving altruistic, asexual image—even if not true; after the realization, a kind of fallen, 

depraved, selfish, exploitative image.)” (19). These two versions of Mother become the 

unconscious basis for the Madonna and the whore. The greater the sense of attachment to the 

mother the more radical the split becomes concerning these two types of women in the man’s 
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psyche (20). What explains the incapability of the affectionate and the erotic drives to fuse in 

adult life? It has to do with the incest taboo or in Lacanian terms “The no of the father”:  

Freud perhaps believes that the incest taboo explains the exclusive sexual interest in 

mom2; if so, Freud presumably assumes that the boy interprets his Father’s castration 

threat as forbidding sexual contact only with mom1-like women. What is clear is that, to 

Freud’s mind mom1 and mom2 can never be united in any one woman. Where such a man 

loves, he does not desire, and vice versa (Freud 1912/1957b, p.183) (20). 

The castration anxiety complex exacerbates the division further. If he does not give up 

his mother, he loses all capacity for sexual union with women (21). If he clings to his phallic 

attachment instead, he is permanently severed from his love object (21). The castration threat 

becomes the basis for the either/or regarding love and sex instead of carrying over the attachment 

from mother to another woman (21).  

In adulthood, the wife of this man in Freud’s theory becomes elevated to the level of 

sublime. And the “good girl” becomes virtually untouchable and sexually inaccessible (22). Fink 

argues that in contemporary times many men would argue that they did not choose their spouse 

based on her similarity with the mother. But at some point, “Freud argues that a man often turns 

his wife into a mother figure as time goes on” (21). Even in Fink’s clinical practice he would 

have patients who cannot make love with their wife without fantasizing about other women or 

looking at pornography prior to the sexual act (22), which led Fink to the proposition that erectile 

dysfunction has a psychological component to it.  

 If a man afflicted with the Madonna/whore complex wishes to sexually desire his wife 

then he must stop putting her on a pedestal (24). He must resolve the unconscious strain of the 
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castration anxiety complex, accept the loss of jouissance to then be able to see women apart from 

this binary. This is something that most 19th century men cannot do, hence Freud’s further 

elaborations on how Victorian men cope with this psychosexual dysfunction in “Universal 

Tendency to Debasement in the Sphere of Love”. Because 19th century men need a libidinal 

repository for their sexual undercurrent, they resort to seeking women they have debased in their 

minds and someone they consider to be of a lower order than them. In Freud’s words: 

This is the source of his need for a debased sexual object, a woman who is ethnically 

inferior, to whom he need attribute no aesthetic scruples, who does not know him in his 

other social relations and cannot judge him in them. It is to such women that he prefers to 

devote his sexual potency, even when the whole of his affection belongs to a woman of a 

higher kind. It is possible too, that the tendency so often observed in the men of the 

highest classes of society to choose a woman of a lower class as a permanent mistress or 

even a wife is nothing but a consequence of their need for a debased sexual object, to 

whom, psychologically, the possibility of complete satisfaction is linked (399). 

 Even when a Victorian man goes against social conventions and marries a woman only to 

satiate his sexual needs (a woman he has debased in his mind), Fink notes that “he must 

continually debase her in his mind, and perhaps verbally as well, so that she never seems worthy 

of esteem like his mother.10” (24). Otherwise, the recuperative fantasy that afflicts Victorian men 

(and even men in contemporary times) takes over. Some men would at some point seek to repair 

the broken woman and position themselves as a savior figure—which is something that Bruce 

Fink sees as the fantasy “of turning mom2  back into mom1” (21).  

 This tendency of the Victorian man to seek women he has debased in his mind for sexual 

pleasure; to put Madonna-like women on a pedestal and to potentially recourse to adultery 



 

39 
 

because their wives bore them, are all facets of the Madonna/whore complex. We see it in Lord 

Henry from The Picture of Dorian Gray whenever he finds his wife dull and wishes he can live a 

youthful, hedonistic lifestyle once more. We see it as well in realist Victorian fiction like 

Thomas Hardy’s The Woodlanders when Edred Fietzpiers commits serial adultery once he 

became wed to Grace Melbury, a woman that he courted and showed devotion to at first. And 

once more, the same type of psychosexual dysfunction among men is present in Dracula even if 

it takes a more moralistic route compared to these other controversial Victorian works. 

 Towards the World of the Monstrous Feminine  

The first clear manifestation of the Madonna/whore complex that permeates the novel is 

Jonathan Harker’s first encounter with the female vampires. After realizing that there was 

something monstrous behind the eerie façade of Dracula and the castle’s inhabitants, Jonathan 

Harker resolves to figure out the mysteries inside the castle, but instead he inadvertently falls 

asleep and when he wakes up, he encounters the alluring female vampires who work with 

Dracula. In Jonathan Harker’s account: 

I thought at the time that I must be dreaming when I saw them, for, though the moonlight 

was behind them, they threw no shadow on the floor. They came close to me and looked 

at me for some time, and then whispered together. Two were dark, and had high aquiline 

noses, like the Count, and great dark, piercing eyes, that seemed to be almost red when 

contrasted with the pale yellow moon. The other was fair, as fair as can be, with great, 

wavy masses of golden hair and eyes like pale sapphires. I seemed somehow to know her 

face, and to know it in connection with some dreamy fear, but I could not recollect on the 

moment how or where. All three had brilliant white teeth, that shone like pearls against 

the ruby of their voluptuous lips. There was something about them that made me uneasy, 
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some longing and at the same time some deadly fear. I felt in my heart a wicked, burning 

desire that they would kiss me with those red lips. It is not good to note this down, lest 

some day it should meet Mina’s eyes and cause her pain; but it is the truth (63).  

The female vampires laugh at Harker’s dumbfounded state and one of them claims that 

there are kisses waiting for all of them. Jonathan closes his eyes and waits in anticipation for 

them to bite him. He was thrilled and repulsed at the same time, “as she arched her neck she 

actually licked her lips like an animal” (64). Harker awaits the pleasure of being bitten by these 

bad women until the Count himself intercedes and stops the climactic moment from happening. 

There are two things that are made clear by Jonathan Harker’s account of his encounter with the 

female vampires. Firstly, he implies in his confession that he has never felt such intense pleasure 

from any woman before he encountered these female vampires. And comporting to our earlier 

Freudian elaboration of the Madonna/whore complex, his libido grows in accordance to how 

much these women fit the debased sexual object in his mind. As his account makes clear, these 

women have the same exotic features as the Count (two were dark ethnicity-wise) and they all 

possess the seductress personality. Jonathan compares their behavior to an animal, but is 

nevertheless sexually aroused in a way that he has never been after conforming to Victorian 

moral norms all his life. This solidifies Freud’s hypothesis on debasement and the type of sexual 

object that gets the libido of Victorian men flowing.  

Secondly, Jonathan occupies a passive subject position in this scene as he makes himself 

the repository of pleasure for these female vampires’ penetration. This suggests that the female 

vampires occupy an active subject position despite being primordially castrated by the lack of a 

phallus. How do they achieve such a level of mastery over the male subject? It lies in their 

failure to be fully integrated in the symbolic order. The male ego, as shown by Harker, constructs 
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a debased version of the female vampires, but in reality, they do not fall neatly into such a 

simplistic mold. They had harsh voices, but they were musical and sweet at the same time; they 

had exotic features like the Count, but their looks all seemed familiar and beautiful enough to stir 

an underlying connection buried within him; they were aggressive and ferocious, but they also 

were patient enough to wait for the moment when Jonathan was already under their spell. These 

female vampires occupy a myriad of ambiguous traits that Jonathan Harker fails to make sense 

of, hence the encounter exacerbates whatever building hysteria and anxiety he has the moment 

he was immersed in the castle’s dark underbelly. They transcend simplistic categorizations such 

as the Madonna vs whore, hence contributing to the dissonance and breakdown happening inside 

the masculine ego. Zizek in Looking Awry says that:  

What is so menacing about the femme fatale is not the boundless enjoyment that 

overwhelms the man and makes him woman's plaything or slave. It is not Woman as 

object of fascination that causes us to lose our sense of judgment and moral attitude but, 

on the contrary, that which remains hidden beneath this fascinating mask and which 

appears once the masks fall off: the dimension of the pure subject fully assuming the 

death drive. To use Kantian terminology, woman is not a threat to man insofar as she 

embodies pathological enjoyment, insofar as she enters the frame of a particular fantasy. 

The real dimension of the threat is revealed when we "traverse" the fantasy, when the 

coordinates of the fantasy space are lost via hysterical breakdown. In other words, what is 

really menacing about the femme fatale is not that she is fatal for men but that she 

presents a case of a "pure," nonpathological subject fully assuming her own fate. When 

the woman reaches this point, there are only two attitudes left to the man: either he "cedes 

his desire," rejects her and regains his imaginary, narcissistic identity (Sam Spade at the 
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end of The Maltese Falcon), or he identifies with the woman as symptom and meets his 

fate in a suicidal gesture (the act of Robert Mitchum in what is perhaps the crucial film 

noir, Jacques Tourneur's Out of the Past).15 (66).  

 Soon enough, we see Jonathan cede this peculiar desire and reject the female vampires’ 

existence (as Zizek predicts is the narrative outcome post-encounter with the monstrous 

feminine) and he restores his shattered ego from the various hauntings he experienced in his time 

with Dracula through the recuperative fantasies of mother1. Instead of the standard fantasy of 

restoring the bad girl into a good one, it’s Jonathan who becomes broken in his encounter and in 

need of a Mother-figure’s restoration. When he returns from Romania after being tormented by 

the image of the Count and the female vampires, he is afflicted with trauma and hallucinatory 

episodes. What does Jonathan perceive initially as the solution to end his deeply embedded 

neurosis? To piece his ego back together, he immediately seeks Mina’s presence and wishes to 

marry her as soon as possible: 

“Wilhelmina—I knew then that he was in deadly earnest, for he has never called me by 

that name since he asked me to marry him—‘you know, dear, my ideas of the trust 

between husband and wife: there should be no secret no concealment. I have had a great 

shock, and when I try to think of what it is I feel my head spin around, and I do not know 

if it was all real or the dreaming of a mad man. You know I have had brain fever, and that 

is to be mad. The secret is here, and I do not want to know it. I want to take up my life 

here, with our marriage. ‘For, my dear, we had decided to be married as soon as the 

formalities are complete. ‘Are you willing, Wilhelmina, to share my ignorance? Here is 

the book. Take it and keep it, read it if you will, but never let me know; unless, indeed, 

some solemn duty should come upon me to go back to the bitter hours, asleep or awake, 
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sane or mad, recorded here.’ He fell back exhausted, and I put the book under his pillow, 

and kissed him. I have asked Sister Agatha to beg the Superior to let our wedding be this 

afternoon, and am waiting for her reply. . . . .” (125).  

Mina, choosing to occupy the position of the good Mother, marries Jonathan and 

promises that she “had nothing to give him except myself, my life, and my trust, and that with 

these went my love and duty for all the days of my life” (125). Whether it’s with the female 

vampires or Mina, we see through Jonathan’s perspective how the feminine subject position can 

dramatically alter the state of the masculine ego. 

The Case of Lucy Westenra  

As with the female vampires, Lucy does not also fit any specific mold of femininity 

neatly. She has been described as lovely, pure, and innocent by the male characters of the text, 

but she also demonstrates the same burgeoning aggressive sexuality shunned by Victorian 

society. During her earlier correspondence with Mina before the sleepwalking incidents, she 

utters shyly: “Why can’t they let a girl marry three men, or as many as want her, and save all this 

trouble? But this is heresy, and I must not say it” (82). Once she succumbs to Dracula’s influence 

and blood extraction, the Madonna/Whore complex takes effect once more as the men who 

offered blood to Lucy become intoxicated with desire by the thought of achieving union with 

Lucy through their blood. Dr. Seward masks the sexual undercurrent that flows from him to 

Lucy in the process of giving his blood to her by saying: “It was with a feeling of personal pride 

that I could see a faint tinge of colour steal back into the pallid cheeks and lips. No man knows 

till he experiences it, what it is to feel his own lifeblood drawn away into the veins of the woman 

he loves” (146).  
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But the reality as Dr. Van Helsing confirms is that they have all engaged in polygamous 

relations with her on a subconscious level in the process of giving blood. During one of his 

conversations with Dr. Seward, after the latter says Arthur felt like they were now wed post-

blood transfusion, he replies with: “if so that, then what about the others? Ho, ho! Then this so 

sweet maid is a polyandrist, and me with my poor wife dead to me, but alive by Church’s law, 

though no wits, all gone—even I, who am faithful husband to this now no-wife, am bigamist” 

(189). It is a symbolic sexual union as the other critics have pointed out. They were only putting 

a false façade of doing noble work to restore Lucy back to the Madonna in their heads, but they, 

in reality, seek to do something “dirty” with Lucy, which they have not had the opportunity to do 

before. It is not just with Jonathan, but the other Victorian men in Dracula can only achieve 

sexual release through the notion of doing something morally questionable and filthy.  

Lucy’s transformation to the monstrous feminine happens as she transgresses conventions 

of femininity by voicing out the pleasures she feels as Arthur’s blood engulfs her. Introjection 

happens and the blood becomes a representation of Arthur being inside her: “Somehow Arthur 

feels very, very close to me. I seem to feel his presence warm about me” (144). Her postlapsarian 

transformation only exacerbates the failure of signifiers to properly integrate her into the 

symbolic order. She embodies Real enjoyment as she relishes pleasures that transcend symbolic 

limitations. She specifically targets children while undead, which shows the dissolution of the 

incest taboo from her vantage point as she is capable of extracting guiltless pleasure from them 

as their mother-figure. While watching her sleep in the tomb, Dr. Seward notes that “she’s more 

radiantly beautiful than ever” (211). And when they confront her, she remains alluring, but 

repulsive at the same time. Foster’s psychoanalytic reading tells us that repulsion is a 

manifestation of a rejected desire from the past. Dr. Seward may claim that “the remnant of my 
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love passed into loathe and hating” (211). But in reality, they were all repressing the desire to 

give in to lust and go beyond the symbolic union they have once had.  

To prove this, the moment undead Lucy calls onto Arthur, he started walking towards 

her, clamoring for her sweet embrace. Van Helsing, representing the Lacanian Name-of-the-

Father, intercedes to put a stop to her growing power and influence over the men. To prevent the 

threat of ego annihilation that undead Lucy brings, Van Helsing asks Arthur to personally 

execute the vampire himself. Dijkstra correctly points out that there is a sense of euphoria and 

relief when he drives the stake through her. Following the Freudian premise of my reading, 

however, I do not see it as blind hatred for the New Woman, but rather another iteration of 

restoring mom2 back into mom1. And in this case, it is the only way for their masculine egos to 

be restored from the horror of the monstrous feminine and maintain grip of reality.  

Once Lucy has been restored to the Madonna the crew of light wanted her to be, they 

identify Dracula as their ultimate target. It is easy to see Dracula and Lucy as exemplifying the 

Zizekian reading of the monstrous feminine. Zizek says that in films once the femme fatale “is 

finally rejected, her whole ontological consistency is dissolved” (65). For him, the monstrous 

feminine is nothing but a symptom of the masculine subject. Van Helsing seems to view the 

situation in the exact same light by pointing out that Dracula is the real force behind these female 

hauntings. However, the narrative itself deconstructs that. If, anything, Dracula himself bears the 

odor of the monstrous feminine and represents its full potency. As Foster points out in his 

reading, Dracula’s sexuality is malleable and he performs both Mother and Father roles 

unequivocally. When the Count attacks Jonathan and Mina, he was making her drink his blood 

while she was in a dazed state:  
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“With his left hand he held both Mrs. Harker’s hands, keeping them away with her arms 

at full tension; his right hand gripped her by the back of the neck, forcing her face down 

on his bosom. Her white nightdress was smeared with blood, and a thin stream trickled 

down the man’s bare breast which was shown by his torn-open dress. The attitude of the 

two had a terrible resemblance to a child forcing a kitten’s nose into a saucer of milk to 

compel it to drink” (285).  

In Dracula’s first appearance, Harker describes his face “as a strong—very strong—

aquiline with high bridge of the thin nose and peculiarly arched nostrils; with lofty domed 

forehead and hair growing scantily round the temples, but profusely elsewhere. His eyebrows 

were very massive, almost meeting over the nose, and with bushy hair that seemed to curl in its 

own profusion” (44). These distinct, unconventional and feminine traits are shared by the female 

vampires who are under Dracula’s authority. It is apt to conclude at this point that Dracula is the 

progenitor of the monstrous feminine as he assumes throughout the text, the role of giving birth 

to a horde of vampires, Oedipal relations with his female vampires and victims and the same 

embodiment of unbridled lust for pleasure and death that transcends symbolic prohibitions. And 

if Dracula represents the full potency of the monstrous feminine, then he threatens the 

ontological existence of this symbolic universe and by extension the male ego in its conception 

of dualistic gender categories. This leads to Van Helsing and his crew risking everything to 

vanquish the monstrous feminine, save their fragile egos and restore the Law of the Father. Mina 

must survive at all costs in order to preserve the image of the pure Mother, which they see as 

something that will maintain the state of things and restore their psyches from all the trauma they 

have been through. Van Helsing in his final confrontation with Dracula’s female vampires 

almost fell to the same enthralling spell that Jonathan succumbed to, but because he was with 
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Mina whom he viewed as the perfect representation of the good woman he was able to view his 

“wild work” (364) as another instance of restoring these lost souls to their former beatific and 

innocent state. 

The other members of the crew are also successful in slaying Dracula. It is as Jonathan 

says, “well worth the pain we endured” (371). And what does Little Quincey represent? He is 

“the telos of the social order . . . the one for whom that order is held in perpetual trust” (Edelman 

11). Little Quincey represents the continuation of the Name-of-the-Father and as Jonathan 

himself points out “he links all our little band of men together” (371). And Mina becomes the 

celebrated Madonna as he is hailed by Van Helsing as “a brave and gallant woman” (371) for a 

mother. The conclusion is nothing more, but a wish-fulfillment for the male subject with the end 

of Dracula, the monstrous feminine and transgressive possibilities. But the whole narrative tells 

us, if anything, of how easy it is for the male ego to be unraveled by the Other’s existence—of 

how a fundamental void exists in the symbolic order, which the male subject must constantly fill 

in with fantasies and forms of escapism to maintain homeostasis.  
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CONCLUSION 

This thesis’ exploration of the gaps and inconsistencies in the construction of Victorian 

masculinity has shown us the impossibility of the male subject to truly occupy his symbolic role 

as the rock that holds together society. In Chapter 1, I argued that The Picture of Dorian Gray 

shows us the gradual unraveling of the male ego as Dorian exhibits psychic dysfunctions that 

stem from a primal void in his identity and his inability to process the impending loss of his 

symbolic privileges (his beauty and his youth). In Chapter 2, I took the critical discussion to a 

more intimate observation of gender dynamics in Dracula. I argued that Victorian men have 

psychosexual limitations to the way they demonstrate love and desire as their psyche identifies 

women as either the Madonna or the whore. The monstrous feminine, an entity that embodies 

non-normative gendered possibilities and a burgeoning transgressive sexuality, reflects the 

falseness of these Victorian men’s privileged symbolic status. Hence, why the monstrous 

feminine in the text (including Dracula) radically threatens the Victorian man’s identity and to 

save their egos, they must forcefully reinstate (through killing the vampires) whatever illusory 

power and influence they have over other subjects. Harking back to Judith Butler’s assessment of 

the male subject position, it is a fictive symbolic role. In Butler’s words:  

The masculine subject only appears to originate meanings and thereby to signify. His 

seemingly self-grounded autonomy attempts to conceal the repression which is both its 

ground and the perpetual possibility of its own ungrounding. But that process of 

meaning-constitution requires that women reflect that masculine power and everywhere 

reassure that power of the reality of its illusory autonomy. This task is confounded, to say 

the least, when the demand that women reflect the autonomous power of masculine 

subject/signifier becomes essential to the construction of that autonomy and, thus, 
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becomes the basis of a radical dependency that effectively undercuts the function it 

serves. But further, this dependency, although denied, is also pursued by the masculine 

subject, for the woman as reassuring sign is the displaced maternal body, the vain but 

persistent promise of the recovery of preindividuated jouissance. The conflict of 

masculinity appears, then, to be precisely the demand for a full recognition of autonomy 

that will also and nevertheless promise a return to those full pleasures prior to repression 

and individuation” (61).  

This study of masculinity also reveals to us the fact that Victorian men are 

psychologically and ontologically dependent on the female participants to ratify and bolster their 

existence in their respective symbolic universe. This is evident in the Crew of Light’s extreme 

dependence on Mina’s recuperative power to piece together their traumatized egos after the 

vampiric hauntings. We also see how women in The Picture of Dorian Gray are utilized by the 

male characters to achieve self-mastery and pleasures beyond the symbolic order. This is 

exemplified in Dorian’s imaginary attachments to Sibyl and Lord Henry’s hedonistic musings.  

In Gender Trouble, Butler further argues that men have the phallus, but can never 

symbolize or represent it, which means that he does not represent the Law nor can his phallus be 

equivalent to it (62). This leads her to the conclusion that both having/being the Phallus “are 

finally to be understood as comedic failures that are nevertheless compelled to articulate and 

enact these repeated impossibilities” (62). And this sentiment carries over to my investigation of 

masculinity in both Dracula and The Picture of Dorian Gray. The privileged status of 

masculinity in the Victorian era is, in the end, illusory as its existence hinges on elaborate 

delusions of self-mastery and the willful participation and submission of the female subject in 

this parodic performance grounded on impossibility.  
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