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Abstract
“Enter Freely”: Epistolarity as a Mechanism for Cognitive Dissonance and Inversion of the
Gendered Agency/Obedience Binary in Bram Stoker’s Dracula
by Elizabeth Peters

In Bram Stoker’s Dracula, the epistolary form acts as a mechanism through which reader
and character alike are forced to confront their more ethically dubious and/or socially
unconventional urges and desires. This thesis examines that confrontation, specifically in the
reader, through the lens of Leon Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory, and posits that the text
provokes an aroused physiological state (heightened breath rate, pulse rate, etc.) largely by
generating cognitive dissonance within the reader. The epistolary form forces the reader to infer
the characters’ attraction to the villainous Dracula, thereby implicating the reader in the ostensible
moral wrongdoing of the character. Additionally, epistolarity forces the reader to voyeuristically
infringe upon the privacy of the protagonists in the same way that the novel’s primary villain does.
The reader is subsequently left to wrestle with the dissonance provoked by their wrongdoings,
which generates an aroused physiological state easily misattributed to fear. Secondarily, this thesis
argues that epistolarity acts as a tethering space for protagonists in which to perform socially
acceptable behavior and desires. As exposure to Dracula, whose own performance of sexuality and
gender is very fluid, increasingly untethers characters like Jonathan and Mina Harker from their
own gendered selves, they simultaneously cease to become tethered to the epistolary form
altogether. As narrators, they retreat from the epistolary, and the performative act of transcribing
one’s internal world. In essence, epistolarity symbolizes the end of their performance of social

normalcy as Dracula uproots the foundations of their “civilized” Victorian world.
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This thesis argues that Bram Stoker’s Dracula utilizes the epistolary form to force its
readers and characters alike to confront their repressed desire for unconventional sexuality and
gender role expression. In the reader, the epistolary form accomplishes this by implicating the
reader in the sexually deviant desires of the characters, which generates an uncomfortable
cognitive dissonance in the reader. In the characters, epistolary letters and journal entries serve as
a space to reassert the upholding of traditional gender roles. Thus, a character’s departure from the
epistolary form is symbolic of that character’s departure from binary gender roles — in Mina
Harker, for instance, a departure from femininity, and in Jonathan Harker a departure from
masculinity. Ultimately, | argue, the epistolary form serves as a mechanism through which Stoker
may reveal to the reader the true and enduring danger of Dracula: not the vampire himself, but
rather the subconscious and unexpected desires within the self, with which Stoker forces both his
characters and his readers to reckon. This thesis draws from and combines a multitude of concepts
and analytic frameworks, which are collectively interdisciplinary, and upon which I will now
expand.

Firstly, my argument draws from a long history of vampiric scholarship centered on gender
and sexuality. Arguably one of the most common threads for thematic analysis of Dracula, and
the thread most central to this thesis, is its unusual relationship with gender roles and sexuality.
The homoerotic subtext of the novel has been the subject of much discourse, specifically as it
pertains to the sexual attraction Jonathan Harker feels for the figure of Dracula (Demetrakopoulos;
Craft; Schaffer). Though this is arguably the most prevalent queer pairing dissected in Dracula
scholarship, there are several pairings in the novel whose relationships could be interpreted as
homoerotic, including Mina Harker (née Murray) and Lucy Westenra, whose loving friendship

and intimacy is reminiscent of the early days of connection between Carmilla and Laura in



Carmilla (Signorotti). Additionally, the novel alludes to the notion of polygamy at various points,
capitalizing on the sharing of blood to symbolize a more sexual interchange of bodily fluids (Flood;
Roth etal.). It is, ultimately, a collective love for "Madam Mina" which motivates the various male
protagonists to rally together and defeat Dracula — a love shared by all, which originated with their
shared blood-letting, a product of their collective love for Lucy Westenra. Through this collective
male love for a feminine subject, some scholars argue, Harker is able to vent his desire for male
companionship as well as female while still maintaining the facade of morally righteous British
monogamy and heterosexuality (Schaffer).

Within this scholarship, scholars frequently note the novel’s recurrent subversion of gender
roles. Traditional "male™ and "female" actions are subverted not only sexually, but societally
(Craft; Smith). Nowhere is this more evident than in the marriage of Mina and Jonathan Harker,
who both undergo transformative experiences throughout the novel as they interact with Dracula.
While Jonathan's femininity is primarily expressed by Stoker through sexual submission
(Demetrakopoulos; Howes), Mina's "masculine” agency manifests itself in numerous ways, as,
despite her obvious victimization and lack of overt power, she is deeply influential to the narrative
in recurrent and subtle ways (Case; Prescott and Giorgio). Mina is also present at the majority of
the novel's major turning points, including Dracula’s first attack on Lucy Westenra, in which Mina
plays the masculinized role of protector, noting in her journal that as she retrieved Lucy, the
younger girl "trembled a little, and clung to [Mina]" (Stoker 87).

In addition to drawing on scholarship related to gender and sexuality in the novel, my
argument expands on analyses of the role of epistolarity in the novel — “epistolarity” referring to
the epistolary form, in which the work is composed entirely of documents, including journal and

diary entries, letters, and newspaper excerpts. Scholars have identified a number of purposes for



the epistolary form in Dracula. Pope, for instance, proposes that the "patchwork™ nature of the
form mimics "the novel as a parasitic and appropriating genre™ (199). Wicke posits that it provides
narrative space for the invasion of technology "in a transformation of the generic materials of the
text into a motley fusion of speech and writing, recording and transcribing™ (470). | seek to extend
the work these scholars have done by connecting the epistolary literary form with the well-
documented inversions of gender in the novel. This work builds specifically on a concept first
presented by Alison Case in her article, “Tasting the Original Apple: Gender and the Struggle for
Narrative Authority in Dracula.” In the article, Case argues that the epistolary form allows the
character Jonathan Harker to reassert his masculine identity by recording and organizing his
thoughts in his diary. My thesis builds on Case’s work by extending that argument to Mina Harker,
who, like her husband, struggles to maintain a normative gender role throughout the novel. By
extension, | then argue, a character’s presence as a narrator within the epistolary form is indicative
of a return to gender “normalcy” — for Mina, a return to femininity, and for Jonathan, as Case
posits, to masculinity. Thus, | argue, the presence or absence of a character as narrator within the
epistolary form becomes an indication of their relationship with their gender identity at any given
point in the novel. Long narration gaps for a given character, for instance, indicate a lapse in that
character’s ability to identify with their prescribed gender identity. By extension, Dracula’s
exclusion from the novel’s narration altogether makes complete sense; he is, after all, noted by
many to be a remarkably androgynous villain, fluid in all senses, from his sexuality to the very
shape his physical being takes. In this way, this thesis extends Case’s single argument of
epistolarity as a mechanism for asserting gender as a framework through which to examine the

novel as a whole.



Finally, this thesis takes an interdisciplinary approach to understanding the connection
between epistolarity and gender and sexuality in the novel. | explore not only the text, but the
relationship between the text and the reader’s cognitive processes as they attempt to construct
meaning from the text. To do this, | draw insights from the field of psychology and from reader-
response theory. As a work, Dracula has historically inspired psychological analysis, the majority
of which was psychoanalytic. Sigmund Freud, often heralded among psychologists as the father
of psychoanalytic theory, posited that human nature contains two basic instincts, which are the
root of all behavior: thanatos and libido (Barber). The word thanatos, of course, is derived from
the name of the Greek god Thanatos, the personification of death. Freud, an Austrian, lived through
the first world war in Europe, and came to the bleak conclusion that thanatos, one of two human
motivators, is essentially aggression, or the desire to do harm/exert power over others. The other
of the two, libido, was originally the only basic instinct Freud identified as innate to all people: the
desire for pleasure, or, more specifically, sex. Sex and bloodlust: the core of human nature,
according to one of the most renowned psychological theorists of the 20™ century, are also central
themes of Stoker’s Dracula.

The violent and sexual nature of the text has historically lent itself well to Freudian
interpretation. As cited by Maser, in 1956, in defense of the notion of the novel as distinctly
Freudian, English writer Maurice Richardson posited that “from no other [approach] does the story
really make any sense” (427). It has been argued that the vampiric figure is representative of the
id, the “deepest and strongest impulses of the human psyche” (Bonilla 289), as well as the Oedipal
“father figure” (Astle 99). Indeed, Freud’s proposed tension between the id (impulse, desire) and
the superego (conscience, control) provokes an anxiety which feels at home in any discussion of

the thrill-and-chill-provoking Dracula.



| propose, however, an examination of that same phenomenon through a different
psychological lens: Leon Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory, which emerged in 1957. Though
little scholarship exists connecting Dracula with Festinger’s cognitive dissonance framework, the
concept has been applied to literary analysis in the past. Marco Caracciolo, in his book Strange
Narrators in Contemporary Fiction: Explorations in Readers’ Engagement with Characters,
devotes a full chapter to the significance of cognitive dissonance theory in literary analysis, though
he notes that his model is “admittedly speculative” but with many implications across a variety of
literary works (34). Caracciolo chooses as a sample Jonathan Littell’s The Kindly Ones, noting that
the book (a fictional autobiography of a Nazi officer) inspires cognitive dissonance in the reader
by generating empathy for the narrator. “If the reader does empathize,” notes Caracciolo, “albeit
tentatively and intermittently with the narrator, and assuming he or she is not a neo-Nazi fanatic,
something remarkable will happen: the perspective temporarily adopted by readers will clash with
their own everyday attitudes” (46). As Caracciolo applies Festinger’s model to other literature, so
do I seek to apply the same principle to Stoker’s Dracula.

Though much literary scholarship exists discussing epistolarity, reader-response theory,
and the sexuality/gender-inverting nature of Dracula as a text, and though Festinger’s cognitive
dissonance theory is supported by a wealth of empirical evidence, these four prongs of my analysis
(epistolarity, sexuality and gender roles in Dracula, reader-response theory, and cognitive
dissonance theory) have never been collectively analyzed. Alison Case analyzes the impact of
epistolarity on sexuality and gender expression in Dracula but does not extend her analysis to
encompass cognitive dissonance theory or reader-response theory. Meanwhile, Marco Caracciolo
applies Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory to literature through a reader-response interpretive

lens but does not directly examine this phenomenon in relation to epistolarity in Dracula. In this



way, my thesis furthers dialogue in both scholarly fields by identifying overlapping concepts
between them. No scholarly work has thus far attempted to combine and apply the framework of
cognitive dissonance to the specific application of the epistolary form in the novel Dracula. | feel
the examination offers new insights not only into the novel but into the potential application of
cognitive dissonance theory in conjunction with reader-response theory.

This thesis proceeds in two chapters. Chapter One explores Stoker’s use of epistolarity to
generate cognitive dissonance in the reader. The use of epistolarity in this way is twofold: firstly,
the epistolary form allows the novel’s characters to repeatedly imply sexual attraction to Dracula
without ever explicitly endorsing it. Thus, the reader becomes implicated in the moral wrongdoing
associated with the inappropriate sexual attraction, because the reader played an active role in
generating that attraction by inferring its existence in the first place. Secondly, the epistolary form
forces the reader to engage in an act for which Dracula is roundly condemned: the invasion of
privacy. The epistolary form makes the very act of novel-reading into an invasion of an intimate
space. As we read Jonathan Harker’s diaries and Mina Harker’s personal letters, we, like Dracula,
take on a voyeuristic relationship with the novel’s protagonists. Both functions of the epistolary
form ultimately serve to generate cognitive dissonance in the reader, forcing the reader to reconcile
the incompatibilities of their positive self-image with the uncomfortable realities of all the ways
in which they have sinned, simply by reading and drawing inferences from the novel. Overall, that
cognitive dissonance is evidence of the real horror of the novel: not the villainy which exists within
Dracula, but the villainy he forces us to confront within ourselves.

In that same vein, Chapter Two explores in more depth the literary relationship between
epistolarity and characters’ gender roles. This chapter builds on the work of Alison Case, and

argues that for Dracula’s protagonists Jonathan and Mina Harker, epistolary narration symbolizes



a kind of tethering of the self to one’s traditional gender identity. In other words, by recording their
thoughts, Jonathan and Mina seek to reaffirm their respective masculinity and femininity. As their
exposure to Dracula becomes prolonged and his influence provokes increased gender fluidity, both
Jonathan and Mina retreat narratively from the epistolary form. This distancing of the self from
the reader mirrors their distancing of themselves from gender performance; from the prying eyes
of civilization, and the binary expectations which accompany them. In this way, narrative presence
within the epistolary form becomes a signifier of the characters’ respective states in relation to
their societally-enforced gender role at any given point in the novel.

Thus, as readers, we are thrust into a novel in which character and reader alike are cornered
into defying convention, then punished for it. The epistolary form grants Dracula a greater
capacity for eeriness and villainy in that it forces reader and character alike to confront the fact
that the villainy does not reside in Dracula alone. As Jonathan and Mina Harker confront their
darker, more basic instincts and desires, so too must the reader acknowledge their own sins; sins
which, unlike Jonathan and Mina’s, live on within us after the book is closed and the narrative

concluded. What could be more frightening?



Who Am I? Epistolarity as a Mechanism to Facilitate Reader Cognitive Dissonance in
Bram Stoker’s Dracula

The overt sexualization of villainous characters is nothing new. In an article dissecting the
phenomenon, Stefanie Kriiger notes, "it is intriguing that, in recent literature and film, the
prototype of the attractive villain has been a particular type, namely the vampire” (Kriiger 132).
Kriiger is correct that modern media has made great use of the vampiric figure as one of
simultaneous threat and seduction. Her assertion, however, that this development is exclusive to
"recent literature and film" overlooks the intensely erotic nature of Bram Stoker's Dracula, which
not only depicts scenes of intense and taboo eroticism and attraction but capitalizes on the use of
the epistolary form to implicate the reader in that expression of sexuality.

Before we can begin exploring the impact of the epistolary form on the text, however, we
must first understand the notion that a reader may be implicated in the moral wrongdoings of a
character. To best dissect this concept, | will begin by glossing reader-response theory. Reader-
response theory, a framework for literary analysis, essentially posits that reading is a transactional
act; that a reader contributes to the construction of the novel's fictional world by conceiving of that
world in a way that is unique to that reader alone. Reader-response theory grew in popularity in
the 20th century, but "finds its roots well before the twentieth century in the ancient Greek and
Roman cultures that viewed literature as a rhetorical device for manipulating a given audience's
reactions” (Davis and Womack 51-52). Pivotal representatives of reader response theory in the
20th century include Louise M. Rosenblatt and Stanley Fish. As early as 1938, Rosenblatt was
laying the basis of the theory in her book Literature as Exploration, which posits that "the reading
of any work of literature is, of necessity, an individual and unique occurrence involving the mind

and emotions of some particular reader" (32), noting that literary work "gains its significance and



force from the way in which the stimuli present in the literary work interact with the mind and
emotions of a particular reader™” (35). Rosenblatt's later work echoes and more explicitly clarifies
this notion that the act of reading — of constructing the imagined world of the novel — demands a
two-way exchange of information and ideas between the reader and the novel. She writes in The
Reader, The Text, The Poem: The Transactional Theory of the Literary Work that the concept of
transaction between reader and novel is what most theoretical frameworks lack (154). "Part of the
magic — and indeed the essence of language — is the fact that it must be internalized by each
individual human being,"” writes Rosenblatt, “with all the special overtones that each unique person
and unique situation entail...in other words...the transactional view of the reading act is simply
an exemplification...of the basic transactional character of all human activity" (20).

Stanley Fish takes application of the theory a step farther in his well-known analysis of
Milton's Paradise Lost through the lens of reader-response theory, Surprised by Sin: The Reader
in PARADISE LOST. In Surprised by Sin, Fish posits that the compelling nature of Satan's
counterarguments against God is designed to unsettle the reader, to force them to reckon with their
own religious doubt alongside Adam and Eve. In a novel application of reader-response theory,
Fish asserts that by forcing the reader to internally construct some degree of empathy for Satan,
Milton transcends the basic author/reader interaction of written rhetoric. According to Fish, the
rhetorical strength of Paradise Lost lies in Milton's ability to force the reader to confront their own
perceptions; to reckon with their own sympathies for the devil. In Surprised by Sin, Fish cites
Joseph Summers, who notes that in Paradise Lost, "the readers as well as the characters have been
involved in the evil and have been forced to recognize and to judge their involvement” (31). The
strength of Satan's rhetoric forces the reader to succumb to the temptation of uncertainty.

Essentially, no sooner is the reader led by Milton to doubt the fairness of God's will than that very



same doubt is wholly condemned in Adam and Eve, who are exiled from paradise. By Fish's
application of reader-response theory, Milton intends to elicit sympathy in the reader, then to
condemn that same sympathy in the next breath. As a result, readers are left to reckon with the
consequences of the sin of doubt embodied not only by the characters, but also by the readers
themselves. As Fish writes, "Eve's eventual weakness [is] less reprehensible...than the reader's
overactive and suspicious intellect” (Fish 156). Fish asserts that Milton "consciously wants to
worry his reader, to force him to doubt the correctness of his responses, and to bring him to the
realization that his inability to read the poem with any confidence in his own perception is its
focus” (Fish 4). Fish's interpretation of reader-response theory is one in which the framework of
the theory allows for the reader to confront themselves; to interpret the text, but subsequently to
be made aware of the sins inherent to those interpretations. If reading is a transactional act, Fish
argues, Milton forces us to become aware of what it is, exactly, that we contribute to that
transaction.

In summary, Rosenblatt asserts that reader interpretation is transactional; that the unique
perspective of the reader plays a role in formulating the reality of the text. Fish takes this concept
one step farther by interrogating the moral implications of the reality which the reader helps to
formulate, and by asserting that the author may manipulate those implications to maximize the
rhetorical impact of their work.

How Does the Epistolary Form Implicate the Reader in Character Immorality in Dracula?

Epistolary narratives are exclusionary, in that they are written in the form of documents,
and thus they lack a narrative voice with which to acknowledge the existence of an audience.
"Nevertheless,” writes Hanaghan in Pliny's Epistolary Directions, "bystanders may subsequently

involve themselves, either by commenting to others on the conversation (i.e. reception) or

10



engaging allusively with what was just heard" (Hanaghan 138). "Bystander" in this instance refers
to the reader, a passive observer of events. The forced passivity of the reader's position prevents
them from seeking out direct understanding, (for instance, by asking interrogative questions of the
characters, as one might in real-world ambiguous environments in which one plays an active role)
forcing them to engage in allusive interpretation to gain a comprehensive understanding of the full
meaning of the text. In other words, the lack of "bystander" access inherent to the epistolary genre
encourages the reader to access and engage with the work on a more cognitively active level,
forcing us to seek connection with the text by searching for allusive gestures. Thus, if readers
consider the act of reading to be a transactional activity, in which their unique perspective and
interpretation of those allusive gestures dictates the course of the constructed narrative, then
readers open the door to become implicated in the character’s moral wrongdoings within that text.

The epistolary form increases situational ambiguity, thereby necessitating increased reader
interpretation. One term we may use to best describe this phenomenon is the scientific term
induction, a process by which individualized, particular instances are used to extrapolate a more
general principle. Induction differs from deduction in that deduction utilizes a known rule and
applies it to specific instances to assume an outcome for those particular instances. Induction does
the opposite, inferring a rule from specific instances which becomes applicable to the work as a
whole. For instance, we may read a romance novel advertised as such, and from that general
knowledge of the genre, infer a romantic subtext in scenes which are otherwise void of romantic
content. This would be an instance of reader deduction. Reader induction, by contrast, refers to
specific reader transaction in which the reader constructs an inferred genre or broader plot point
from more subtextual or minor specific plot instances which suggest, but do not explicitly endorse,

that interpretation. "The novel or poem or play exists, after all,” Rosenblatt writes, "only in
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interactions with specific minds" (32). When we examine the specific case of Dracula, Stoker's
use of the epistolary form encourages the reader to induce generalizations about dynamics between
characters which remain unsaid in any explicit capacity.

The epistolary form lends itself extraordinarily well to reader induction, in that it limits
itself entirely to explicit statements which characters are willing either to communicate to their
addressee or to confess to themselves. Thus, we are forced to read what we know is a wholly biased
account of events, comprised of only those truths a character is willing to commit to paper. Take,
for instance, the first true moment of alarm recorded in Harker's journal. It occurs when Harker's
caléche is surrounded by wolves in the night. "For myself," notes Harker, "I felt a sort of paralysis
of fear. It is only when a man feels himself face to face with such horrors that he can understand
their true import™ (Stoker 16). This passage demonstrates the detachment between emotion and
conveyance for which the epistolary form allows. The use of epistolarity provides Stoker a perfect
escape from the textbook assignment of authors everywhere to show and not tell; the story is
structured such that it depends entirely on telling. The assumed time between the event itself and
the retelling of the event allows the narrator — in this instance, Jonathan Harker — space to
rationalize and comprehend his emotions, and not merely to experience them. He is able to
acknowledge his fear and adapt it for the sake of the diary into a learning experience, a chance to
understand the "true import" of a previously unexplored stimulus. Thus, rather than experiencing
Harker's fear alongside him, we are left with a clinical, categorization-focused summary of
Harker's feeling as a "sort of paralysis of fear," contextualized and optimistically reoriented. One
can almost visualize Harker, poised over his journal, contemplating the best and clearest way to
aptly summarize an experience which might have been described solely through sensory

experience in a differently narrated book. Such is the calculated distancing of the epistolary
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narrative; it creates a relationship between reader and character emotion which is consistently
mediated by time and by the character's inherent need to rationalize or come to terms with their
reflexive response to stimuli. In other words, there is nothing raw about narrative depiction in the
epistolary form. There is a perpetual gap between the implied emotion the character ostensibly
experienced and the emotion which they relay.

This "gap" creates an important space for induction to function. Through epistolary
mediation, the reader is forced to draw assumptions from a filtered account of a character's
emotional experience. In other words, the reader is uniquely forced to interpret, to lend meaning
to the text which is not explicitly stated. Consequently, much as readers of Paradise Lost might
induce a construction of the overall rhetoric of the piece in which Satan is ultimately the object of
sympathy, readers of Stoker's Dracula may induce, through smaller, singular instances throughout
the novel, that the work's true identity is one of, for instance, queer attraction and a romantic pull
toward villainy.

A pivotal example of the u