Sam Johnson

Focusing on Section A of the critical anthology, explore the presentation of women in Dracula
The feminist literary criticism of today is the direct product of the “woman’s movement” of the 1960s. This movement was…literary from the start…it realised the significance of the images of women promulgated by literature, and saw it as vital to combat them and question their authority and coherence.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Critical Anthology] 

In Bram Stoker’s Dracula, there are several ways in which women are presented. There are women such as Mina who conform to male authority, whilst others, such as Lucy and Dracula’s brides, are promiscuous. However, Mina is not an entirely stereotypical female character. 
Feminist critics showed how often literary representations of women repeated familiar cultural stereotypes. Such stereotypes included the woman…as an immoral and dangerous seductress… as eternally dissatisfied shrew…as cute but essentially helpless…as unworldly, self-sacrificing angel… female independence…gets a strongly negative connotation, while helplessness and renouncing all desire and ambition are presented as endearing and admirable…The desired effect…is a perpetuation of the unequal power relations between men and women.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  ibid] 

This demonstrates how, in literature, anti-patriarchal women are portrayed negatively, whilst conforming women are presented positively. Dracula is no exception, as Mina typifies the ideal woman presented in many types of Victorian-era literature. The men wish to protect Mina and are reluctant to let her join them. Indeed, Professor Van Helsing describes her to her husband Jonathan:
“She is one of God’s women fashioned by His own hand to show us…that there is a heaven where we can enter, and that its light can be here on earth” 
As shown, Van Helsing and the other men hold Mina in such high regard that they grant her heavenly connotations. This is typical of many women in the Gothic genre (and 19th Century literature in general), as in Frankenstein, Elizabeth is described as being angelic. Mina’s and Lucy’s positions in the story are analysed:
There is throughout a focus on the quasi-sexual threat which the Count poses to women and the vulnerability of Mina, and especially her friend Lucy Westenra; this threat signals the perceived weakness of women and their need of protection from men.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  York Notes Companions: Gothic Literature, Sue Chaplin] 

Therefore, Stoker largely presents women who cannot protect themselves and who are subjected to their machinations (as first Lucy and then Mina are to Dracula’s). In addition, this shows that Dracula (a man) threatens women and their “purity”, as he removes Lucy’s purity by biting her. After Dracula bites Mina, she is horrified, saying she is “unclean”. This is similar to the feelings of many rape victims, implying that Mina has been “raped” and demonstrating the weakness of women against men:
It is figured symbolically as an act of rape, with the signifier of brutalised innocence and virginity (the white robe stained with blood) adding to the horror of the moment.[footnoteRef:4] [4: ibid] 

The novel’s patriarchy is further demonstrated by the fact that all of the “brave” characters (excluding Mina) are male, emphasising how these characters fulfil traditional male roles, just as Mina fulfils a traditional female role. Furthermore, Lucy asks Mina:
“…why are men so noble when we women are so little worthy of them?”
This demonstrates that Stoker, by presenting female characters who believe men are naturally better than they are, reinforces contemporary gender roles. For these reasons, a feminist critic would likely find Mina and the pre-vampiric Lucy (as well as male attitudes towards them) irksome, railing against their passive acceptance of patriarchy. However, in some respects, Mina is a strong woman and she is crucial for the group, as (because Dracula has cursed her) as only Mina has any knowledge of Dracula’s whereabouts towards the end of the novel. Additionally, several of the story’s narratives are written from Mina’s and Lucy’s perspectives, which indicates that women do have significance within the story, outside of fulfilling gender stereotypes. Furthermore, Mina is able to help break Dracula’s control and so is portrayed as strong in that regard. 
Mina is the closest to a New Woman figure…in many respects she is positively represented; she collaborates with Van Helsing’s team in combating Dracula and at times…she appears more rational and self-possessed than her male associates.[footnoteRef:5] [5: ibid] 

As shown, Mina aids the men -despite the dangers she will face- which demonstrates that she is braver than the stereotypical woman. Also, her rationality means that she is intelligent, possibly more so than some of the men. 
Lucy is depicted differently. Although she is almost as innocent as Mina at first, once she is bitten by Dracula and becomes a vampire, Lucy becomes voluptuous. Indeed:
Lucy…is a woman whose… sexual instability threatens to undermine this domestic order…Lucy easily falls into degeneracy and, having become a vampire, her perversity and violence far exceed that of Dracula himself.[footnoteRef:6] [6: ibid] 

As suggested here, Lucy’s promiscuousness is depicted as threatening the family principles represented by Van Helsing’s crew (particularly by the motherly Mina) and likely also honoured by Stoker himself. Lucy is depicted as being weaker than Mina, as Dracula can only feed on willing victims, meaning that Lucy is easily corrupted. Indeed, even before she is bitten, Lucy shows hints of her future promiscuousness as she says:
“Why can’t they let a woman marry…as many (men) as want her and save all this trouble?” 
This demonstrates that Lucy is less chaste than Mina and that she is easily corrupted, as well as foreshadowing her transformation. However Lucy, whilst voluptuous, remains faithful. When the protagonists see the vampire Lucy, she is only interested in seducing her fiancé Arthur:
… “(Lucy) raises the tone of female vampirism by avoiding messy entanglements with mortals, directing her “voluptuous wantoness” to her fiancé alone[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Bram Stoker’s Dracula, William Hughes ] 

This suggests that Lucy is still in love with Arthur and remains faithful to him. The reader is also supposed to sympathise with Lucy, as she is depicted as Dracula’s victim. Dracula’s brides are also sexual characters. Unnamed and appearing infrequently, they are further instances of patriarchy, being female characters who are reduced to minor roles. Early on, Jonathan is approached by Dracula’s brides. They seduce him and Jonathan says:
“I felt in my heart a wicked, burning desire that they would kiss me with those red lips…I closed my eyes in a languorous ecstasy and waited...with a beating heart”
This sexual description shows how the brides seduce Jonathan, but he soon becomes disenchanted with them, as he later says:
“I am alone in the castle with those awful women. Faugh! Mina is a woman, and there is naught in common. They are devils of the Pit!”
As shown, Jonathan abhors the brides, believing they are not “true women” like Mina. This suggests that, because of their promiscuousness, they are less worthy than Mina and by implication, that promiscuous women in general are less moral than faithful ones. Feminists would strongly disagree with this depiction, as they would perceive it as symbolic of patriarchal demands on women. They would very likely view the independence of the female vampires positively, but would dislike the association of female independence with whorishness. This contrast between Mina and the brides recalls an important point about the role of gender in literature:
The representation of women in literature…was felt to be one of the most important forms of socialisation , since it provided the role models which indicated to women and men, what constituted acceptable versions of the “feminine” and legitimate feminine goals and aspirations.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Critical Anthology] 

 Therefore, the way women were represented in literature was considered important in shaping social views on them and on acceptable feminine behaviour. Furthermore:
The sexually aggressive female was anathema to the majority of middle class Victorian males in an age that saw the emergence of the “New Woman”, a movement characterised by demands for greater sexual and social autonomy.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  A Dracula Handbook, Elizabeth Miller] 

As shown, independent women were loathed by many middle class men in Victorian society (possibly including Stoker himself), due to their affiliation with an anti-patriarchal movement. There is reference to hypnotist Jean-Martin Charcot, explaining:
…she (Lucy) displays many of the characteristics of female hysteria as theorised by Jean-Martin Charcot. Charcot is mentioned in the text by the psychiatrist Dr Seward and Stoker was a great admirer of Charcot’s work; his depiction of Lucy under the hypnotic influence of Dracula has many points in common with Charcot’s showcasing of hypnotised women at his Parisian surgery.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  York Notes Companions: Gothic Literature, Sue Chaplin] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]As shown, Charcot’s work is an influence on Lucy’s promiscuity, as on (at least as far as hypnotism is concerned) Van Helsing’s hypnotism of Mina. 
Feminists would largely disagree with how women are presented in Dracula, as women are mostly either subordinates or temptresses who lure men away from decent behaviour. Dracula’s representation of women is largely typical of Victorian perceptions of them and their social role, as women were considered as frail, vulnerable and helpless.  However, feminists may at least appreciate Mina’s and Lucy’s more “liberated” traits. 
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