LUND UNIVERSITY

Joint Faculties of Humanities and Theology

Centre for Languages and Literature

English Studies

Beyond Blood and Bruises: The

Manifestations of Violence in Carmilla

Fanny Martinsson

ENGK70

Degree project in English Literature
Spring 2025

Centre for Languages and Literature
Lund University

Supervisor: Jorunn Joiner



Abstract

Carmilla (1872) is a foundational gothic novella that explores female intimacy, monstrosity,
and transgression within a patriarchal context. While widely recognized for its depiction of
same-sex desire and subversion of Victorian gender norms, the story also reveals a deeper
network of violence that sustains social and gendered hierarchies. However, critical attention
has often focused more on Carmilla’s queer and feminist dimensions than on how violence
operates structurally and symbolically throughout the text. Scholars such as Elizabeth
Signorotti and Amy Leal have analyzed the novella’s disruption of traditional gender roles and
its coded portrayal of lesbian desire. Yet these readings frequently overlook the role of violence
as a subtle but powerful mechanism of control that manifests emotionally, through class-based
oppression, and patriarchally to reinforce female oppression. This paper addresses that gap by
arguing that Carmilla presents violence not only as physical harm but also as a layered and
pervasive force that defines identity, enforces social order, and suppresses female autonomy.
By uncovering how violence functions as both an instrument of repression and a response to
nonconformity, this analysis offers a more comprehensive understanding of the novella’s

engagement with gender, power, and desire.
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Introduction

Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla from 1872 is one of the earliest and most influential
vampire novellas, even preceding Dracula by over two decades. The novella tells the story of
Laura, a lonely and sheltered young woman living in a remote Austrian castle, who forms an
intense emotional bond with Carmilla, a beautiful female guest. Over time, their relationship
becomes increasingly intimate and unsettling, marked by moments of tenderness, obsession,
and fear. As Laura’s health begins to decline and strange deaths occur in the nearby villages, it
is ultimately revealed that Carmilla is a vampire who has been preying on young women for
150 years, including Laura herself. In the climax, a group of men track Carmilla to her hidden
tomb and destroy her in a ritualistic act meant to end her reign of predation and free Laura from
her influence. The story is marked by its underlying homoerotic tones and is frequently credited

as the first novella to have a female vampire as a protagonist (Signorotti 610).

Due to its homoerotic subtext and subversion of traditional gender roles, the
novella has been widely analyzed through feminist and queer lenses, particularly regarding its
portrayal of same-sex desire, female monstrosity, and the disruption of Victorian gender norms.
For example, Elizabeth Signorotti has explored how Carmilla subverts traditional gender roles
and patriarchal structures by centering on a lesbian vampire relationship that defies male
authority. Other scholars, like Amy Leal, have examined how Carmilla uses names and their
suppression to critique Victorian patriarchy while expressing ambiguity toward same-sex
desire.! Another critical framework that has also been applied to Carmilla is Barbara Creed’s
concept of the monstrous-feminine, which will be further discussed later in this thesis. Creed
directly references Carmilla and the lesbian vampire as examples of this concept, which she
links to cultural fears about female sexuality and transgression. Her reading provides a useful

foundation for analyzing how the novella constructs monstrosity through femininity and desire.

! See also other feminist and queer readings of Carmilla: William Veeder. “Carmilla: The Arts of Repression.”;
Gabriella Jonsson. “The Second Vampire: ‘Filles Fatales’ in J. Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ and Anne Rice’s ‘Interview

with the Vampire.””’; Nancy Welter. “Woman Alone: Le Fanu’s Carmilla and Rosetti’s Goblin Market.”



While Carmilla is often framed as a story of seduction and repressed queer
longing, a reading that is deeply entangled with its underlying structure of violence, few studies
have directly examined how violence itself operates within the text. This is especially true when
looking at violence under a broad definition that includes not only physical harm but also
emotional and structural forms of injury. This thesis adopts such broad, contemporary definition
of violence to better capture the multifaceted ways violence is inflicted in the text. The analysis
will focus primarily on the symbolic meaning of these acts of violence, rather than limiting
attention to physical violence alone. By exploring these manifestations of violence, this thesis

aims to examine the different kinds of violence present in Carmilla.

This paper argues that Carmilla portrays violence as multifaceted, manifesting
not only in physical harm but also through emotional manipulation, class-based exploitation,
and patriarchal control. By examining these three forms of violence, the novella reveals how
violence operates beneath the surface, especially in relation to gender and social hierarchy.
While Carmilla uses emotional violence through her manipulative and obsessive relationships
with Laura and Bertha, her harm is not limited to them. Carmilla’s predation on lower-class
women also reflects class-based violence, as their disposability underscores established social
hierarchies. However, Carmilla is not the sole perpetrator of violence in the novella. The male
characters, who ultimately claim authority over the narrative, also inflict emotional violence by
silencing Laura, dismissing her fears, and making decisions about her body and mind without
her consent. Ultimately, Carmilla becomes a victim of violence when male figures destroy her

under the guise of moral and social restoration.

However, it is important to note that Carmilla’s victimhood does not erase her
culpability. She is a perpetrator of violence in the novella, which is most notable in the deaths
of her victims. The fact that they occur in emotionally charged circumstances does not justify
her murders. This thesis does not seek to excuse these acts of violence, nor to downplay their
significance. Instead, it approaches them as part of a broader system of violence in which
Carmilla both participates and is ultimately victimized. Her acts of harm, including emotional
manipulation and class-based predation, are examined in detail, particularly for what they reveal
about the social structures that enable and shape her violence. Importantly, this thesis treats
Carmilla’s dual role as both victim and perpetrator not as a contradiction, but as a reflection of

the complexity of power and oppression in the novella. This duality is essential to understanding
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how violence operates in the text: not as a simple opposition between good and evil, but as a

complex network shaped by emotional, social, and patriarchal forces.

The first section of this thesis will discuss how violence is defined. The second
section will examine the emotional violence directed at Laura, not only by Carmilla, through
her manipulative and obsessive attachment, but also by the male figures who marginalize
Laura’s voice, dismiss her experiences, and ultimately make decisions about her body and mind
without her consent. The third section will consider the role of class-based violence in
Carmilla’s predation on lower-class female victims, whose deaths go largely unacknowledged.
The final section will explore the patriarchal violence enacted in Carmilla’s destruction by male
authority figures and how this act, framed as moral restoration, results in profound

psychological consequences for Laura.

Framing Violence: Theoretical Foundations and Definitions

As this text will explore violence of various forms in Carmilla, it is crucial to first define what
constitutes violence. Defining violence is a complex task, as its meaning shifts across historical,
cultural, and political contexts (Ray 8). As noted by Larry Ray, violence is paradoxical in the
sense that it is a near-universal aspect of human society, yet it is often perceived as something
out of the ordinary (3). This paradox is particularly evident in societies that consider themselves
peaceful, where violence is perceived as an interruption of the norm rather than a continuation
of underlying systems (3). To navigate this complexity, it is helpful to draw on a range of
theoretical perspectives that illuminate violence not only as physically harmful acts but also as
a social, psychological, and symbolic phenomenon. To develop this framework, this thesis
draws on several theorists whose work will shape the analysis. Each of these scholars
contributes a different dimension to the understanding of violence, which is essential for

examining how it operates in Carmilla.

A key contribution to this thesis comes from Vittorio Bufacchi, who identifies

two ways of conceptualizing violence. One is a narrow, minimalist conception and the other is
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a broader, comprehensive conception. The minimalist view defines violence strictly as the
intentional use of physical force to inflict harm and or pain (Bufacchi 197). However, this
definition is often criticized for this very reason since it fails to account for harm that is not
physical, for example psychological or emotional (197). These limitations are addressed in the
comprehensive conception of violence by expanding the interpretation to encompass structural
and institutional forms, such as social inequalities and harmful systems that obstruct human
potential (198). It also acknowledges a broader range of violence, including a psychological
dimension that is ignored in the minimalist definition (198). In other words, violence in this
view includes not just physical assaults, but also actions that infringe on an individual’s
emotional or moral well-being. For example, repeated emotional pressure, control over
another’s autonomy, or reinforcing oppressive social norms can all be considered forms of
violence under this broader view. This comprehensive conception of violence is particularly
useful for analyzing literature in which violence may not always take a physical form. In
Carmilla, harm often occurs through emotional manipulation, the suppression of female
autonomy, or the reinforcement of rigid social hierarchies. Such acts may not draw blood, but

they are still harmful.

Building on this broader definition, violence also reflects what societies deem
acceptable and necessary (Ray 7). As Ray notes, violence is often disguised by calling it
something else, like protection, defense or resistance, to justify the harm being done (7). Ray
further emphasizes that violence rarely occurs randomly but rather follows familiar patterns and
is typically directed at established targets, thereby reinforcing existing hierarchies and power
structures (13). In this sense, violence is not just behavior but also a mechanism of social
organization. Sociologist Jack Katz explores a related idea in his concept of righteous slaughter,
which describes violent acts that are framed by perpetrators as morally necessary responses to
perceived transgressions (Katz 18-19). While this thesis will engage more deeply with Katz’s
theory later on, it is introduced here for its insight into how violence is often framed by
perpetrators as morally justified or necessary. This legitimization of violence is particularly
relevant when examining how patriarchy operates in literature. In Carmilla, efforts to control
women’s bodies and desires are frequently framed as protection, but upon closer inspection
these actions are forms of harm and show how violence can be excused under the guise of duty

or protection.



The gendered dimension of violence is especially important in understanding how
Carmilla portrays its central female character. To this end, Barbara Creed’s theory of the
monstrous-feminine provides an essential lens. Creed argues that the female monster cannot be
understood merely as a gender-bent version of the male monster, but rather a figure whose
monstrosity is defined in large part by her sexuality (5). While male monsters terrify due to
their violence or power, the female monster, especially in the form of the lesbian vampire,
horrifies because she destabilizes the gender and sexual hierarchies upon which patriarchal
society depends (60). As Creed explains, “the phrase monstrous-feminine emphasizes the
importance of gender in the construction of her monstrosity” (5). Creed’s work is particularly
important when applied to the character of Carmilla, who is marked as monstrous not only
because she is a vampire, but because she is a sexually assertive woman who forms intimate
and seductive relationships with other women (59). Her monstrosity is therefore inseparable
from her queerness and her refusal to conform to normative gender roles. As will be explored
later in this thesis, Carmilla’s destruction is not only due to her vampiric predation but also

because of her sexual transgression.

These theoretical frameworks will guide this paper’s analysis to show that
Carmilla portrays violence in multiple forms that collectively reinforce female oppression.
Bufacchi’s distinction between minimalist and comprehensive definitions of violence further
expands this framework to include emotional, and structural harms. This is crucial for
interpreting non-physical violence in literature, where physical violence often coexists
alongside subtler but equally damaging forms of coercion and emotional manipulation. Ray’s
perspective is beneficial for examining how violence operates not just as individual behavior
but as a mechanism of social organization and moral regulation. Creed’s feminist
psychoanalytic lens reveals how female monstrosity and violence are constructed through
violations of gender and sexual norms, particularly within the horror genre. Finally, Jack Katz’s
concept of righteous slaughter provides insight into how perpetrators of violence justify their

actions as morally necessary or emotionally inevitable.



Emotional Violence

To understand the emotional manipulation in Carmilla, it is essential to approach violence not
only as physical harm but as a broader system of coercion and control. Scholars such as Rae X
Yan have highlighted the complex dynamics in the novella’s portrayal of consent and desire,
showing how possession and domination intertwine within Laura and Carmilla’s relationship.
Building on these insights and drawing on Bufacchi’s comprehensive conception of violence,
this section explores how non-physical harms, such as emotional isolation, psychological
domination, and the denial of autonomy, constitute violence that reinforces patriarchal power.
In Carmilla, these non-physical forms of violence manifest through Laura’s experiences of
seclusion, confusion, and manipulation from Carmilla but also from her father. By focusing on
Laura’s vulnerability and inner conflict, this analysis explores how the novella portrays the

emotional dissmpowerment of women within a restrictive social order.

Emotional manipulation in Carmilla functions as a form of violence that
reinforces patriarchal hierarchies by targeting young women who are isolated and socially
disempowered. While Carmilla is a woman herself, her predatory behavior does not challenge
patriarchal power but rather reflects how such structures can shape and distort female agency.
She operates within a society that denies women meaningful autonomy, and her violence
exploits the vulnerabilities that patriarchy creates. Ray argues that violence often reinforces
hierarchies through recurring patterns (13). This pattern is reflected in how Carmilla preys on
emotionally unprotected girls like Laura. Rather than relying on physical violence, Carmilla’s
manipulation is subtle, emotional, and enabled by a society that denies women meaningful
social agency. Laura’s deprivation of peer companionship and emotional independence leaves
her unequipped to interpret or resist Carmilla’s intrusive attentions. When reflecting on
Carmilla’s behavior years later, Laura remarks: “In some respects her habits were odd. Perhaps
not so singular in the opinion of a town lady like you, as they appear to us rustic people” (Le
Fanu 26-27). This observation reveals how Laura’s limited exposure to broader social norms
distorts her judgment and prevents her from seeing Carmilla’s actions as alarming. Laura’s
longing for intimacy, combined with her lack of experience, makes it almost inevitable that she

would fall prey to someone like Carmilla, who is skilled at exploiting emotional needs.



From the very beginning of the novella, Laura is portrayed as vulnerable and
isolated, making her particularly susceptible to emotional manipulation. She lives in a remote
castle with only her aging father, Madame Perrodon, and Mademoiselle De Lafontaine for daily
company (Le Fanu 3). Laura herself describes her life as “rather a solitary one” (4). She does
not have any peers and visitors are rare as the nearest friend of the family, General Spielsdorf,
lives close to twenty miles away (3). The general’s niece, Mademoiselle Reinfeldt, often
referred to by her first name Bertha, is promised to come and visit Laura but dies just before
she is to arrive (7). Laura is sad over Bertha’s death, but the narrative implies that this sadness
is also due to her missing out on company from someone other than her father and governesses.
Laura shows that she desperately longs for a companion her own age when she states: “This
visit, and the new acquaintance it promised, had furnished my daydreams for many weeks” (7).
This deep and prolonged isolation not only emphasizes Laura’s emotional deprivation but also
underscores her vulnerabilities, which leave her exposed to emotional manipulation. With no
opportunity for meaningful socialization or the development of personal boundaries, Laura is
unable to distinguish between healthy emotional intimacy and the invasive, obsessive attention
she later receives from Carmilla. Her secluded environment has not only kept her physically

removed from society but has also restricted her intellectual and emotional development.

Carmilla’s arrival marks a turning point in Laura’s emotional world. From their
first encounter, conveniently on the same day Bertha was supposed to arrive, Carmilla and
Laura form a close relationship. Carmilla immediately relates to Laura’s loneliness, saying: “I
have never had a friend—shall I find one now?” (Le Fanu 21). On the surface, Carmilla’s
statement seems honest and appealing to Laura’s desire for friendship. However, as the story
continues, it becomes clear that this statement is a lie. Carmilla has had close relationships with
other young women before, including Bertha, whose tragic fate foreshadows what may happen
to Laura. This lie suggests that Carmilla follows a repeated pattern of forming intense bonds
with young women, not out of genuine affection, but as part of her predatory behavior. It also
raises doubts about whether her feelings for Laura are real or simply part of her manipulation,
as her relationship with Bertha is nearly identical to the one she has with Laura. By presenting
herself as a fellow sufferer in need of companionship, Carmilla positions herself as both a

trustworthy and dependent companion for Laura.



This pattern of deception is further compounded by the way Carmilla uses
language, shifting from expressions of shared vulnerability to possessive declarations that
underline her control. Carmilla approaches Laura with intimacy and affection, often speaking
in tender, romantic tones. Yet this affection is laced with possessive, even predatory language
“You are mine, you shall be mine, and you and I are one forever.” (Le Fanu 26). On the surface,
this may suggest deep emotional attachment or even love, but the underlying implication is one
of control and domination. Carmilla’s language blurs the boundary between intimacy and
possession, framing Laura not as an equal partner but as an object to be owned. As Yan
observes, this possessiveness expresses a “cruel love” that is both selfish and consuming,
marked by Carmilla’s desire to fulfill her own needs at the expense of Laura’s wellbeing (9).
Such emotional domination operates through dependence and entanglement, a subtle form of
violence that replaces physical force with emotional control. This form of manipulation entraps
its victims by intertwining desire with subjugation, making resistance emotionally fraught and

complex.

Laura’s emotional turmoil intensifies this complexity, as her feelings for Carmilla
waver between fear and desire. Carmilla’s behavior is sometimes unsettling to Laura and she
confesses to feeling “a vague sense of fear and disgust” at Carmilla’s “foolish embraces” (Le
Fanu 25). Despite this, she also experiences deep emotional attraction, stating, “I did feel, as
she said, ‘drawn to her,” but there was also something of repulsion. In this ambiguous feeling,
however, the sense of attraction immensely prevailed” (21). The power of Carmilla’s
manipulation lies in this emotional duality. Laura does not merely fall victim because she is
isolated, but because she feels seen and desired for the first time. Yan highlights this by arguing
that Laura is not simply a passive victim, but an active participant in a relationship that both
empowers and unsettles her, as Carmilla offers an intense emotional and erotic attention Laura
has never experienced elsewhere (4). This complex mix of attraction and aversion reveals the
emotional violence at work, showing how Carmilla’s manipulation exploits Laura’s longing for
intimacy while simultaneously diminishing her autonomy. It is this intertwining of desire and

control that makes Carmilla’s hold over Laura so compelling.

Although Carmilla’s emotional manipulation is disturbing to Laura, the aftermath
of their relationship leaves a more complicated emotional legacy. Instead of feeling relief or

resolution following Carmilla’s death, Laura appears emotionally conflicted. As Signorotti
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points out, “Le Fanu refrains from heavy-handed moralizing, leaving open the possibility that
Laura's and Carmilla's vampiric relationship is sexually liberating and for them highly
desirable”, which complicates any simplistic victim-perpetrator reading (611). Laura’s
emotional distress prompts her father to take her on a year-long trip to Italy, but this is met with
indifference (Le Fanu 90). According to Signorotti, this suggests that Laura’s emotional and
sexual awakening cannot be undone simply by removing her from the situation (618). Carmilla
has awoken something inside of Laura and she “does not wish to return to her pre-Carmilla”
(618). This interpretation views Carmilla not only as a harmful manipulator but also as a figure
who prompts Laura to explore repressed desires and aspects of identity that her restrictive social
environment has suppressed. The emotional violence Laura experiences comes not only from
Carmilla’s manipulation but also from the repressive social norms that have left her unprepared
to understand or express her own desires. Her inner conflict reflects a deeper tension between

personal awakening and the rigid expectations placed on her.

This pattern of behavior becomes more apparent when Bertha’s story is examined
alongside Laura’s, as Bertha’s experience reveals striking parallels with Laura’s, suggesting
that Carmilla’s emotional violence follows a calculated pattern. Like Laura, Bertha was also a
young, upper-class woman living in relative seclusion (Le Fanu 71). The General recounts how
his niece’s health declined mysteriously after forming an intense bond with a strange visitor,
later revealed to be Carmilla (73). While the reader receives Bertha’s story secondhand, the
General’s narrative implies that she too was drawn into an emotionally charged relationship
with Carmilla that rapidly became destructive. In both cases, Carmilla enters the girls’
emotional lives under the guise of friendship, cultivates dependency, and then isolates them.
The repetition of this pattern underscores how Carmilla exploits not just the vulnerabilities of
individual girls but also the broader societal conditions, such as patriarchal neglect and
emotional repression, that render them susceptible to her influence. By placing Bertha’s fate
alongside Laura’s unfolding experience, Le Fanu highlights the systemic nature of this violence
and positions Bertha as a spectral warning that haunts Laura’s descent. These parallels not only
reveal a repeated pattern of predation but also deepen our understanding of Laura’s conflicted

response to Carmilla.

Simultaneously, the male figures in the novella, despite their professed roles as

protectors, also contribute significantly to Laura’s emotional oppression. Although her father
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and the various male characters seek to protect Laura, they repeatedly dismiss her fears and
concerns. A particularly striking example of patriarchal control functioning as a form of
emotional violence occurs when Laura’s father, after consulting with a doctor about her
deteriorating condition, pointedly refuses to share the diagnosis with her (Le Fanu 57). When
Laura presses him for answers, his response with “Nothing; you must not plague me with
questions” (57). Though this moment may appear minor or protective on the surface, it
exemplifies a deeper pattern of violence. Within the comprehensive conception of violence
outlined by Bufacchi, such acts of silencing can be understood as a violation of a person’s
integrity and autonomy (Bufacchi 197). Denying Laura access to information about her body
and well-being not only infantilizes her but effectively removes her from the conversation about
her survival. In this regard, patriarchal silence functions in parallel with Carmilla’s emotional
domination. Both rely on withholding the truth, emotional clarity, and autonomy, which
ultimately keep Laura powerless. Even well-intentioned male guardianship becomes oppressive

when it denies Laura a voice in her narrative.

To summarize, the emotional violence in Carmilla stems not only from the
vampire’s manipulation but also from the broader social conditions that enable such harm. By
paralleling Laura’s and Bertha’s experiences, Le Fanu highlights how isolation, emotional
neglect, and restricted autonomy make young women especially vulnerable. Carmilla’s
relationship with Laura blurs the line between affection and control, showing how emotional
closeness can become a tool for domination. Laura’s mixed feelings of fear and desire reflect
how this kind of violence can be both confusing and compelling, particularly when you lack
the means to understand or resist it. At the same time, male figures, while positioned as
protectors, reinforce her disempowerment by silencing her and withholding important
information. Together, these dynamics reveal emotional manipulation as a significant form of

violence.
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Violence and Class

While emotional manipulation is central to Carmilla’s portrayal of violence, the novella also
exposes another, more structural form of harm: class-based violence. This form of violence
refers not only to physical harm inflicted on lower-status individuals but also to symbolic and
structural forms of harm, such as social erasure and the denial of dignity. Within Bufacchi’s
comprehensive conception of violence, this qualifies as violence since it violates a person’s
rights or integrity even when physical force is not used (198). Ray further argues that violence
often follows structured patterns that reinforce existing hierarchies (13). In Carmilla, this means
that the way certain characters are treated reflects systemic inequalities. Although class-based
violence occupies relatively little space in the novella compared to emotional manipulation and
patriarchal control, it nonetheless plays a crucial role in the novella’s portrayal of violence. The
novella’s portrayal of class difference, especially between aristocrats like Laura and Bertha and
the lower-class women Carmilla targets, reveals how social and economic hierarchies shape
and enable class-based violence. Scholars such as Leal and Senf have briefly discussed this, but
it largely remains an underexamined aspect of the novella. This section offers a closer
examination of class in Carmilla that highlights not only individual acts of cruelty but also the

structural conditions that enable exploitation.

The central example of class-based violence in Carmilla is the stark contrast
between how Carmilla treats noblewomen versus peasant girls. While Carmilla forms
emotional and even romantic bonds with upper-class women such as Laura and Bertha, her
interactions with village girls are devoid of intimacy or empathy. As Leal points out, “Carmilla
feeds on peasant girls but dismisses them haughtily and does not seek to form a lasting bond
with them... she sees only those of her own titled family as equals” (43). This hierarchy is made
explicit in Carmilla’s reaction to the death of a village girl. Rather than expressing sympathy,
she mocks the funeral hymns, remarking, “Don’t you perceive how discordant that is?” (Le
Fanu 21). When Laura disagrees and explains who the dead girl was, Carmilla replies coldly,
“She? I don’t trouble my head about peasants” (28). This callousness contrasts sharply with the
sensually charged and prolonged dynamic Carmilla develops with Laura, whose upper-class
status seemingly grants her the privilege of being seduced rather than simply consumed and
killed. In contrast, the deaths of lower-class girls are sudden and brutal, such as the recent death
where another peasant woman believed to have been strangled in bed and died within a week
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(28). These attacks lack the emotional complexity and prolonged tension present in Carmilla’s
interactions with women of higher class. Carmilla’s selective intimacy thus reflects both her
emotional detachment from lower-class victims and the broader societal hierarchy of the time.
Her sensuality is reserved for those she sees as equals, while others are consumed without

hesitation.

Carmilla’s sense of superiority most likely comes from her noble lineage. While
Carmilla is quiet and allusive about her past to Laura, she does reveal that her family is “very
ancient and noble” (Le Fanu 21). As Senf observes, Le Fanu portrays Carmilla with “the
arrogance of a born aristocrat” and uses her outdated cruelty to emphasize the lingering elitism
of a declining social order (51) This inherited sense of entitlement informs not only her
seductive selectivity but also her moments of unmasked cruelty. As Laura remarks, Carmilla
only lost her temper twice during her stay with Laura (Le Fanu 29). The first one has already
been discussed with Carmilla’s mocking of the village girl’s funeral. The second moment
occurs when Carmilla feels insulted by a mountebank. Rather than dismissing the insult,
Carmilla declares, “My father would have had the wretch tied up to the pump, and flogged with
a cartwhip, and burnt to the bones with the castle brand” (31). Her reference to such brutal
punishment reveals her contempt for people of lower status, and also her belief that violence is
a legitimate expression of aristocratic authority. For Laura, these episodes are deeply unsettling,
as they shatter the affectionate and mysterious persona Carmilla has constructed. Prior to
Carmilla’s outbursts, Laura had been enthralled by Carmilla’s beauty, described repeatedly in
the text, and drawn in by her intense affection. However, Carmilla’s cold remark about the
peasant girl’s funeral and death, and her outburst against the mountebank goes against the

loving persona Carmilla has created.

Significantly, the only times Carmilla’s carefully controlled demeanor cracks are
in relation to those of lower social standing. When she mocks the funeral hymns for a village
girl or angrily recalls how her father would have punished a mountebank for insulting her, her
mask of charm slips. These outbursts, marked by casual cruelty or sudden rage, contrast sharply
with the charm she displays to upper-class women. Her violence is not indiscriminate; it is
calibrated by class. She maintains tenderness and restraint with noble victims but expresses
open contempt for those she considers beneath her. These moments reveal that her cruelty is

not a flaw in her disguise but rather a central part of her worldview, which has been shaped by
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centuries of aristocratic privilege. The fact that her only genuine moments of anger are directed
at lower-class individuals underscores how deeply her violence is embedded in class ideology.
Therefore, Carmilla’s predation is fueled by a belief in the legitimacy of social hierarchy, a

belief that justifies violence as a natural extension of aristocratic entitlement.

Despite belonging to the same class as Carmilla, Laura senses a dissonance in
Carmilla’s indifference, and this discomfort marks one of the first moments in the narrative
where suspicion creeps into her perception of Carmilla (Le Fanu 29). Laura, unlike Carmilla
who mocks the funeral rites, expresses discomfort and sadness over the mysterious deaths
occurring in the surrounding countryside (28). However, Laura’s own account betrays class
boundaries. At the beginning of the text, she purposefully excludes the servants when
describing the residents of the castle (3). Her remark, “I don’t include servants, or those
dependents who occupy the rooms in the buildings attached to the schloss” shows that despite
seemingly being a sympathetic narrator, her social worldview is similarly shaped by privilege
(3). This blind spot may also explain why the deaths of peasant girls barely disturb Laura’s
domestic world, and it is not until she begins to feel threatened that she starts to fully register
the horror surrounding her. Similarly, Laura’s father also has a dismissive stance toward the
lower classes. At one point, he refers to the villagers as “poor people who infect one another
with their superstitions,” which frames them as an irrational collective and not as individuals

with valid fears (31).

While the novella clearly reflects class distinctions in the portrayal of violence, it
also uses narrative focus and emotional framing to reinforce these divisions. Laura, as the
primary narrator, provides a detailed and intimate account of her own suffering and that of
fellow aristocrats like Bertha, whose drawn-out illness receives considerable narrative
attention. This immersive portrayal invites the reader to empathize with their pain and loss. In
contrast, the peasant girls’ deaths are treated as unremarkable and occupy only a few pages in
the novella. This disparity is not accidental but reflects how Carmilla structures sympathy
through social hierarchy: upper-class victims are granted subjectivity and voice, while lower-
class victims are reduced to nameless, expendable figures. Carmilla’s seductive violence
towards Laura and the impersonal and swift destruction of the peasants, reveals how narrative

voice itself participates in the novella’s class-based violence. In this way, the story’s violence
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operates on multiple levels, shaping not only physical outcomes but also how different victims’

experiences are recognized or erased within the text.

This class-based violence in Carmilla reflects deeper historical anxieties about
shifting social orders during the 19th century. According to Leal, during the time Carmilla was
written, the aristocratic order had started to diminish (Leal 43). The aristocracy, long
accustomed to their position at the top of the social ladder, began to feel the pressure of a
changing world in which old power structures were in decline. Le Fanu’s Carmilla reflects
these social tensions by portraying a vampire who embodies an elitist worldview that holds
aristocratic individuals in higher esteem than peasants, whom she exploits for sustenance. As
Leal puts it, “They are merely there for consumption, like peasants in a feudal system” (43).
The vampire’s disdain for the lower classes is stark and clear, revealing a world where the
power of the aristocracy is intertwined with its cruelty toward those of lower social standing.
Carmilla, who represents an ancient and noble lineage, reflects the decaying nature of these old

systems, and her disregard for peasant lives, in turn, signals the collapse of an old order.

However, Carmilla’s violence is not only directed at those of lower class. She also
targets noble families like Laura’s and Bertha’s, which suggests that the violence of the
aristocracy is also self-consuming. Despite forming emotional bonds with her upper-class
victims, Carmilla ultimately destroys them which reveals the fragility and instability of the very
class she privileges. Her predation is thus not just classist but cannibalistic, reflecting the
internal decay of the aristocracy. This complicates the idea of aristocratic superiority by
showing that privilege does not shield one from harm, it merely alters its form. In this way,
Carmilla critiques a dying social order by showing how the upper class, in its desire to preserve
itself, turns inward and self-destructs. Carmilla, who represents an ancient and noble lineage,
reflects the decaying nature of these old systems. Her disregard for peasant lives, along with
her destruction of noble families, signals the collapse of an old order from both without and

within.

Ultimately, Carmilla reveals that violence in the novella operates not only through
physical or emotional means, but through entrenched class hierarchies that determine who is
seen, who is mourned, and who is simply used and discarded. Carmilla’s selective intimacy,

her disdain for the lower classes, and even Laura’s and her father’s implicit biases expose how
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deeply embedded class privilege is in shaping both social relations and narrative attention. By
depicting both the exploitation of the poor and the eventual destruction of the aristocracy, Le
Fanu critiques a social order in decline, one that sustains itself through violence but is also
undone by it. In this way, Carmilla does not merely tell a gothic tale of supernatural horror; it
also serves as a subtle yet scathing indictment of a class system that dehumanizes those at the

bottom and ultimately consumes itself from within.

Patriarchal Violence

The final and most overt act of violence is against Carmilla herself and serves as the climax of
the novella, and a turning point where patriarchal power is reasserted under the guise of
protection. While earlier sections have examined more subtle forms of violence, this final
section addresses how patriarchal structures become most visible and forceful through acts of
physical violence. Although Carmilla is the primary perpetrator of violence within the narrative,
her actions are often intimate, erotic, and ambiguous. Her seduction of Laura, while harmful,
occurs within an emotional and even erotic framework. Despite this, Carmilla’s relationship
with Laura, though seemingly rooted in desire, echoes the fates of other young women she has
killed. The threat she poses is therefore real, even as it is obscured by emotional ambiguity. By
contrast, the violence inflicted upon Carmilla is public and theatrical. Her destruction is framed
as arighteous act of protection, yet it is underpinned by a deeper anxiety about female autonomy
and queer desire. Drawing on Jack Katz’s concept of righteous slaughter, Barbara Creed’s
theory of the monstrous feminine, and Larry Ray’s analysis of legitimized violence, this section
explores how patriarchal violence functions not merely to eliminate a supernatural threat, but
to reassert heteronormative order and restore male authority. Through this lens, this section
explores how patriarchal violence in Carmilla is not only an act of protection, as the male

characters claim, but a symbolic purging of female autonomy and queer desire.

Carmilla’s ritualistic execution at the hands of the novella’s male characters, in
particular General Spielsdorf, aligns with what Katz identifies as righteous slaughter: “...an

impassioned attack through which the assailed attempts to embody in his victim marks that will
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eternally attest to the assailants embrace of a primordial Good” (18). According to Katz, such
killings are emotionally charged and framed by the perpetrators as necessary for preserving
some sacred value, even when they involve grotesque brutality or disregard legal and ethical
norms (18-19). In Carmilla, the male characters interpret their violence not as personal revenge
but as a kind of sacred intervention meant to protect Laura and restore a disrupted social order.
Katz outlines three criteria for violence to be considered righteous slaughter, all of which are
met in Carmilla’s death. These criteria are: the perception of moral violation, the transformation

of humiliation into rage, and the use of symbolic and excessive violence (18-19).

Firstly, righteous slaughter begins with the belief that a sacred or eternal value
has been violated (Katz 18). This is exemplified by General Spielsdorf’s reaction to the death
of his niece, Bertha. He does not see her merely as a victim of supernatural attack, but as the
embodiment of moral purity, which Katz refers to as an “eternal human value” (18). Carmilla’s
seduction and eventual killing of Bertha is therefore understood not simply as murder, but as a
desecration of virtue and a direct affront to patriarchal guardianship. In Spielsdorf’s eyes, the
act constitutes a symbolic violation of his role as protector. To restore honor and assert his
moral authority, he must destroy Carmilla. Thus, she becomes not just a predator, but a

corrupter of innocence whose death is framed as morally righteous.

Secondly, Katz argues that righteous slaughter is fueled by a transformation of
humiliation into rage (19). General Spielsdorf’s emotional trajectory follows this pattern
closely. His failure to protect Bertha is not just a personal loss but a public humiliation that
undermines his authority as both patriarch and guardian. Carmilla’s ability to infiltrate his
household and claim Bertha as a victim reflects a deep violation of safety and male control.
This sense of powerlessness transforms into a burning need for retribution. The General’s
subsequent rage blinds him to questions of legality or ethics, instead, it crystallizes into that
singular purpose of destroying Carmilla. This moment of violent conviction aligns with Katz’s
notion of a momentary sense of eternal unity with the Good, where rage is reframed as a moral

imperative rather than an emotional impulse (19).

Thirdly, Katz identifies that righteous slaughter often culminates in acts of
excessive, symbolic violence meant to mark the victim (19). This final criterion is clearly

evident in the elaborate nature of Carmilla’s execution. Her body is exhumed, a stake is driven
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through her heart, her head is severed, and her remains are burned and scattered (Le Fanu 86).
Such theatrical brutality exceeds the practical requirements of killing. Instead, it takes on the
character of ritualized punishment. In this case, the violence serves to morally purge the threat
Carmilla represents, her queerness, her sexual agency, and her defiance of patriarchal order.
The involvement of multiple male authority figures, including General Spielsdorf, Laura’s
father, and a priest, transforms the act into a collective, patriarchally sanctioned spectacle. On
the surface, the ritual appears as an act of salvation but under Katz’s framework, it reveals itself

as an assertion of patriarchal domination.

While Katz’s concept of righteous slaughter highlights the symbolic dimensions
of Carmilla’s death, it is equally important to acknowledge the genre-specific logic at play.
Carmilla is, after all, a vampire narrative, and her destruction adheres to the familiar
conventions of Gothic horror. As Creed notes, “A vampire can be killed only in specific ways.
A stake through the heart and decapitation are two of the better known methods. The female
vampire is sometimes decapitated” (64). Laura herself observes that Carmilla was killed “in
accordance with the ancient practice” grounding the event within established vampire lore (Le
Fanu 86). These acts of violence are thus not only symbolic but narratively functional as they
serve to eliminate a supernatural threat and provide closure within the genre’s logic. However,
it is in the excess of this destruction, the ceremonial staking, beheading, and burning, that deeper
ideological meanings emerge. The ritualistic overkill transcends practical necessity,
transforming the act into a spectacle of moral purification. Because Carmilla’s vampire identity
is entangled with her transgressive sexuality and gender nonconformity, her death resonates on
multiple levels: mythic, narrative, and ideological. She is killed not only because she is a
vampire, but because she represents a broader threat to patriarchal norms. In this way, her

destruction functions both as a genre-appropriate resolution and a righteous slaughter.

This ideological excess becomes even more pronounced when we consider how
the men justify their actions and what those justifications reveal about gendered power. While
the men frame their actions as a rescue mission, and indeed Laura’s health begins to improve
almost immediately after Carmilla’s death, the extreme nature of the violence suggests deeper
motivations. These measures function not only to eliminate a supernatural threat but to
symbolically punish Carmilla for her gendered and sexual transgressions. As Barbara Creed

argues, female monstrosity in horror is constructed specifically through the lens of gendered
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anxiety: “the sexual desires of the lesbian vampire... render her the most abject of all vampire
monsters and hence the most threatening to the patriarchal order” (71). Carmilla’s queerness,
her resistance to patriarchal control, and her power over another woman are all wrapped into
the rationale for her destruction. In this fashion, the violence enacted upon her is framed not
simply as a means of survival, but as a moral cleansing, a purging of the monstrous feminine

from the heteronormative world the male characters seek to restore.

Creed’s broader argument deepens this reading. The monstrous-feminine, she
writes, is “defined in terms of her sexuality” and terrifying because she embodies forms of
desire and power that exceed or escape patriarchal control (5). In Carmilla, this monstrosity
takes shape through the figure of the lesbian vampire, whose desires disrupt heteronormative
expectations. Carmilla’s same-sex desire and her refusal to obey social conventions mark her
as abject in Creed’s terms: a body that defies categorization (71). The male characters’
obsessive need to destroy her, through the grotesquely elaborate ritual of staking, decapitation,
and burning, is not simply an attempt at protection. It is a performative purging of the abject, a
violent erasure of what cannot be assimilated. This kind of symbolic expulsion serves to reassert
patriarchal and heteronormative order by violently eliminating what threatens it. Carmilla’s
destruction is thus not just the elimination of a vampire, but the symbolic reassertion of a

patriarchal structure that she fundamentally threatens.

This symbolic reassertion of patriarchal control culminates in a desperate attempt
to define and contain Carmilla, whose very existence resists such categorization. As Leal notes,
Carmilla “refuses to be fixed or defined by male authority until her final staking in her coffin”
(46). This resistance to categorization echoes Creed’s observation that the monstrous feminine
exists outside the binary structures upon which patriarchal society depends. The male characters
embody the faceless machinery of patriarchal authority. Their capacity for violence is
legitimized by the language of protection and justice, terms that Ray identifies as key in
disguising coercion within systems of power (7). By casting Carmilla as a threat to Laura’s
virtue and well-being, the men justify their brutal actions as morally necessary. Yet the
extremity of their violence reveals an underlying anxiety, not about Laura’s safety, but about
the threat Carmilla poses to heteronormative stability. As Creed further states, the female
vampire “threatens to seduce the daughters of patriarchy away from their proper gender roles”

making her destruction not just desirable, but necessary to male authority (60).
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While the brutal execution of Carmilla is framed as an act of rescue, its emotional
aftermath reveals it to be an act of violence against Laura as well. Though Laura survives, she
does not emerge unscathed. The final lines of the novella suggest that she is haunted by the loss

3

of Carmilla: “...To this hour, the image of Carmilla returns to memory with ambiguous
alterations, sometimes the playful languid, beautiful girl; sometimes the writhing fiend I saw in
the ruined church” (Le Fanu 90). Her narrative is not one of liberation but of lingering trauma.
The men in the story believe they have saved Laura by killing her seductress, but what they
have truly done is sever her from the only deep, if troubling, emotional connection she has
known. Laura’s melancholic tone, her fragmented memory, and her retreat into a repressive
silence at the novel’s close all point to a subjectivity that has been irreparably damaged. In this
sense, the destruction of Carmilla is not the conclusion of violence, but its extension. Laura’s
mind becomes the final site of patriarchal conquest, shaped by the erasure of forbidden desire
and the trauma of witnessing her lover’s ritualistic death. That the novella opens by noting
Laura’s eventual death lends this interpretation even greater weight. Her story, though it
masquerades as testimony, may in fact be a quiet elegy. Her trauma, never fully addressed or

healed, suggests that the act of patriarchal salvation has merely substituted one form of suffering

for another.

Ultimately, Carmilla’s destruction is the most explicit act of violence in the text,
but it is also the most revealing. It shows how physical violence is often used to reinforce
symbolic and emotional forms of domination, particularly in gendered contexts. Far from being
an isolated event, it is the logical extension of a system that frames the control of women’s
bodies and desires as a moral duty. What Katz calls righteous slaughter converges in this
moment to reveal the true function of the act: not defense, but domination. And while the
patriarchal order may appear to triumph, the ghost of Carmilla lingers in Laura’s memory. In
this way, the novella’s closing act reveals that patriarchal violence does not simply eliminate

threats but perpetuates a cycle of repression and loss.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, Carmilla explores various forms of violence, such as emotional, class-based, and
patriarchal, as tools used to uphold female oppression. These types of violence are deeply
embedded in social and cultural structures, revealing how power operates to maintain control
over women, often under the appearance of care or protection. The novella exposes emotional
violence through Carmilla’s manipulative and obsessive attachment to Laura. It also highlights
the dismissive and controlling actions of male authority figures who silence Laura’s voice and
make decisions about her body and mind without her consent. Class-based violence appears in
Carmilla’s predation on lower-class female victims, whose suffering is largely ignored. This
reflects social hierarchies that marginalize certain lives. Patriarchal violence reaches its peak in
the male destruction of Carmilla. Although framed as moral restoration, this act results in
profound psychological harm to Laura. This complex portrayal of violence not only uncovers
the mechanisms of oppression but also invites readers to question the societal structures that
enable such harm. In doing so, Carmilla remains a powerful commentary on the struggles for

female agency and resistance within a world shaped by control and domination.

20



Works Cited

Bufacchi, Vittorio. “Two Concepts of Violence”. Political Studies Review, vol. 3, no. 2,

2005, pp. 193-204. https://doi.org/10.1111/1.1478-9299.2005.00023 .x.

Creed, Barbara. The Monstrous-Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis (2nd ed.).

Routledge. 2023. https://doi-org.ludwig.lub.lu.se/10.4324/9781003006756

Jonsson, Gabriella. “The Second Vampire: ‘Filles Fatales’ in J. Sheridan Le Fanu’s ‘Carmilla’ and
Anne Rice’s ‘Interview with the Vampire.”” Journal of the Fantastic in the Arts, vol.
17, no. 1, 2006, pp. 33-48. https://www jstor.org/stable/448091917seq=1

Katz, Jack. Seductions of Crime: Moral and Sensual Attractions in Doing Evil. New

York: Basic Books. 1988.
Le Fanu, Joseph Sheridan. Carmilla. XXXXX Publishing. 2023.

Leal, Amy. “Unnamable Desire In Le Fanu’s Carmilla.” Names: A Journal of Onomastics.

vol. 55, no 1, 2007, pp. 37-52. https://ans-names.pitt.edu/ans/article/view/1780

Ray, Larry. Violence & Society. London: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2011.

Senf, Carol A. The Vampire in Nineteenth Century English Literature. University of Wisconsin
Press. 1988.

Signorotti, Elizabeth. “Repossessing the Body: Transgressive Desire in Carmilla and
Dracula”  Criticism, vol. 38, no. 4, 1996, pp. 607-632.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23118160

Veeder, William. “Carmilla: The Arts of Repression.” Texas Studies in Literature and

Language, vol. 22, no. 2, 1980, pp. 197-223

https://www.jstor.org/stable/40754606?seg=1

Welter, Nancy. “Woman Alone: Le Fanu’s Carmilla and Rosetti’s Goblin Market”. Victorian
Sensations: Essays on a Scandalous Genre. The Ohio State University Press. 2006,

pp. 138-148.

Yan, Rae X. “‘Artful Courtship,” ‘Cruel Love,” and the Language of Consent in
Carmilla.” Nineteenth-Century Gender Studies, vol. 16, no. 3, 2020.

21


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1478-9299.2005.00023.x
https://doi-org.ludwig.lub.lu.se/10.4324/9781003006756
https://www.jstor.org/stable/44809191?seq=1
https://ans-names.pitt.edu/ans/article/view/1780
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23118160
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40754606?seq=1

22



