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“[C]ompletely worn out in mind and body”: 
Disability, Femininity, and the Gothic 

Lauren Bailey

Eighteenth through mid-nineteenth century gothic stories featured 
most women as trapped in castles and mansions, their houses 
entombing them in one way or another. However, Fred Botting 
and other critics have noted the nineteenth century gothic saw a 
turn toward the interior: one’s mind. Thus mid-to-late nineteenth 
century gothic tales began to feature women trapped within their 
own bodies—helplessly held in states of madness, including 
invalidism, languor, stupor, hysteria, delirium, or just unnamed 
illness. These forms of disability are heightened not only by their 
intersections with gender, but also often with class. 

The functioning of these tropes within the gothic framework is 
to evoke in the reader a specific response—to excite and terrify. It 
creates something resembling that of Edmund Burke’s notion of the 
sublime: that which can cause horror and pain, and consequently 
pleasure in its relief. The gothic is sensational, relying on the 
truest meaning of sense, affecting its readers and often causing a 
physiological response. Thus, I have found it curious that women’s 
madness and languor appear as functionaries of these gothic tropes. 
Women’s disability, both of mind and body is meant to stir in the 
reader emotions of not only terror, but excitement and thrill. 

 And, the very power of gothic rests in its effects on readers. The 
reader is often enlisted as an agent in the text itself. This idea 
becomes unsettling, thus, when the reader is implicated in the 
violent structure and/or climax of the text, in its lack of resolution, or 
in the emotional responses that the text invokes. In Thomas Hardy’s 
1891 collection of gothic tales, A Group of Noble Dames, readers are 
indirectly involved from the onset within the frame narrative; I 
argue that readers also are indicted not only for their participation 
in and presumable enjoyment of the stories, but also their complicit 
role in the suffering of these heroines. However, this critical gaze is 
not limited to the nineteenth century. No, we today are witnesses 
to accounts of similar acts of horror and must evaluate our own 
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responses.

Why Another Feminist Reading?

Gothic tales are about a great many things—from enclosed, 
repressive structures to passions and poison—but at the heart of it, 
they are about men and women. Despite the perhaps more blatant 
themes of murder, betrayal, disgust, and horror, or the perhaps 
more subtle discussions of the postcolonial and abject, they are 
often also about what makes men “men” and women “women” 
and just what value we attach to those signifiers within different 
situational contexts and historical framework. 

Why gothic tales tend so often to focus on the plight of a woman or 
women in general is an interesting thought by itself. In What Does 
a Woman Want? Shoshana Felman argues Frued’s Interpretation of 
Dreams reveals his lack of knowledge of woman in his dream analysis. 
In this dream analysis, the woman functions as a nodal point, a 
point at which the meaning of the dream can be unraveled, but 
also a point that marks the beginning of something utterly strange, 
completely Other, and perhaps unknowable (Felman 75-85). By 
relation, it is possible that many male writers of the past authored 
gothic storylines in part to explore the perceived darkness and 
unknowability of women’s experiences and thoughts. The women 
suffer, then, as either penalty of their sex or perversion by way of 
male curiosity. This tradition, though, is deeply problematized 
when women narrate. The text then somehow gains a different 
level of seriousness, authenticity, and fear when it becomes rooted 
in even the most miniscule amount of possible truth or reality.

The purpose of reading a text for its commentary on gender is 
often to uncover what misconceptions and gross miscalculations 
society is apt to make at the expense of innocent people—to learn 
from, and to question. When we turn to women, when we “read” 
women so-to-speak, it is not to valorize them and forget their 
mistakes. Rather, it is to question what humanity we all have and 
how much further we can take it. There is no denying that women 
are often at the brunt of the patriarchal joke, and they tend to be 
victimized in unique and irrevocable ways. Namely, that with their 
minds and especially bodies, they suffer an incomparable sense 
of vulnerability that their male counterparts do not. Julia Kristeva 
explains that sexual politics is “the process whereby the ruling sex 
seeks to maintain and extend its power over the subordinate sex” 
(163). Or as Simone de Beauvoir argued, “woman thus seems to be 
the inessential who never goes back to being the essential, to be the 
absolute Other, without reciprocity” (92). Yet, feminism today, just 
as it was with the Victorian women’s movements, is just as much 
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about men as it is about women. Thus, I hope to facilitate a critical 
discussion of both femininities and masculinities, past and present.

Hardy and his Noble Dames in the Context of Victorian England

Hardy was well known for his focus on women, particularly the 
“New Woman” and fallen women of the late Victorian era. Tess 
Durbeyfield, the title character from the 1891 Tess of the D’Urbervilles, 
and Sue Bridehead, cousin and love-interest of the main character 
in Hardy’s 1895 Jude the Obscure, are female characters notable for 
their complex interiority and problematic sexual pasts. Though 
neither character meets a happy fate, it is precisely their suffering 
that pulls the reader in and if not completely serving to dismantle 
the repressive patriarchal social structures of marriage, sexuality, 
and patrilineage—at least invokes a feeling of sympathy for women 
with similar plights.

Hardy was well aware of not only the “Woman Question” in 
Victorian England, but also its contexts in history. Critics and 
writers of all sorts in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were 
engaged in the debate about women. Mary Wollstonecraft declared 
that men wanted to keep women in a perpetual state of “childhood” 
(44-45). George Eliot remarked that “subjection and ignorance have 
debased her (woman), and with her, Man” (81). The discussions and 
social currents of Hardy’s time were ripe with controversy about 
women—stories that I argue he pulls from and adds to, or as Sarah 
Nicholson posits, “Hardy’s writing aligns itself more comfortably 
with writing by and for women” (28).

There was a dramatic restructuring of the home, family unit, and 
institution of marriage from the time of the Reformation to Victorian, 
becoming at first considerably more conservative and bringing into 
play the separate spheres ideology that Catherine Hall and Leonore 
Davidoff theorized in Family Fortunes. However, as the era neared 
its close at the end of Queen Victoria’s reign, the contexts for and 
understandings of women and marriage were significantly altered. 
From the Reform Act of 1832, which effectively disenfranchised 
women altogether, to the Married Women’s Property Acts, this era 
was one of radical change and feverish passion, despite its looming 
reputation as an era of repression and propriety1. This is not to say, 
though, that there were not multiple socio-political structures that 
served to delimit both women’s and men’s roles within the societal 
systems at large.

After all, the Victorian era was one in which women were 
systemically denied agency and autonomy. The John Ruskins, 
Coventry Patmores, and Sarah Stickney Ellises of the time saw it fit 
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for women to fulfill the role of angels in the house or background 
figures to the men in their lives, powerful only through their 
influence (Ellis 105). They are to be passive, mere property to own 
(Cixous 110-111), or objects to “win” according to those like Lord 
Uplandtowers in Hardy’s tale. With the popular circulation of 
Thomas Malthus’s theory on overpopulation in the increasingly 
industrialized England, the notion of the “redundant woman” 
circulated, so that women could be seen of so little value as 
to actually be unnecessary in their very existence (Perkin 20). 
Femininity as a whole came into question repeatedly in this 
time. Hardy himself contributed to the discourse by engaging in 
discussions and representations of the “New Woman,” a figure 
which represented a strong, often educated, independent woman 
who need not rely on men. Though the real-life versions of the “new 
woman” were most likely suffragettes or those lobbying for better 
work opportunities, the caricatures of these women often included 
descriptions of iconoclastic women who were viciously working to 
destroy monogamy and family altogether.

Yet, masculinity in nineteenth century England was no less 
problematic. John Tosh argues in response to Davidoff and Hall that 
there was not only a divide between the masculine and feminine, 
but that the patriarchal and patrilineal pressures faced by men, in 
conjunction with the proto-feminist movements, contributed to a 
mass “flight from domesticity.” Male identity was entirely linked 
with heritage, bloodline, and class, necessitating a withdrawal 
from both the private sphere and all the qualities (and emotions) 
that were associated with it. Aristocracy and high-level social 
status were constitutive to the masculine ideal. Hardy was heavily 
critical of all of the above, which we can see in his stark criticism of 
Uplandtowers and valorization of Willowes in “Dame the Second: 
Barbara of the House of Grebe.” Additionally, Hardy’s Squire 
Petrick in “Dame the Sixth: Squire Petrick’s Lady” is so utterly 
consumed by the obsession with bloodlines that he was willing to 
sacrifice his own son, a trait that not only makes him gothic, but 
inspiring of horror and repulsion.

In the same way that men were expected to uphold certain class 
values, women were held accountable for maintaining class 
civilities, and both sexes were expected to marry within their 
respective social standing. Hardy took issue with not only the 
inadequacy of the class system in England, but the marriage 
institution itself, particularly the rules against those that may not 
be well-suited or properly matched—a critique that is apparent in 
both Tess of the D’Urbervilles and Jude the Obscure (Brady 107). Hardy 
also manages to weave into his texts a thorough critique if not utter 
derailment of the British aristocratic system and privileging (and 
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existence) of landed gentry (Boumelha). His commentary on class 
within these short gothic tales is more nuanced in that the fates of 
the women often coincide with their fall in class ranking; however, 
I posit that this does not detract from my reading of Hardy as being 
firmly against class privileging in England. Rather, the fact that 
Hardy paints his heroines in such sympathetic light implies that 
the conditions adding to their disastrous fates are opportunities for 
the re-evaluation of social conditions. 

Interlude of Personal Narrative

With this nineteenth century historical perspective in mind, it is 
important to take a moment to reconnect the significance of these 
events with the present. I would like to add to this framework a 
story of a contemporary female figure with a rather gothic story—
one who has also seen the intersections of gender, class, and 
disability in her life and has suffered both body and mind in her 
experiences of such.

Bonnie Louise Perkins was born in 1948 just outside of Louisville, 
Kentucky. She mostly grew up in Fairview, Tennessee where her 
father, a wounded World War II veteran who quit middle school 
in order to work and survive the Great Depression, owned and 
operated an auto-repair shop for large vehicles and farm equipment. 
She was one of five children, all two years apart, and her parents 
fostered many more still. Everyone had their respective chores, and 
as the oldest, Bonnie had the most responsibility. She was a surrogate 
mother for the foster children and more frequently, her own 
siblings. Their mother was ever-present, but she was never warm. 
Bonnie never escaped her scowling tongue or judging eye. This 
God-fearing woman was a devout Christian, deeply conservative 
in all ways. She expected her daughter to live a Southern Baptist 
life full of Biblical values and strict moral codes (and prejudices). 
Some things were simply never to be talked about, including the 
ongoing molestation that Bonnie and her baby sister suffered from 
their grandfather and uncle.

She married at eighteen to someone she had met in church and 
known since she was young. But she did not love him. And he 
did not love her. They had two children and five miscarriages. She 
learned of his ongoing affair after the third miscarriage, when her 
husband left her bleeding in pain and fever to work in her father’s 
repair shop. Her father turned his beaten-up Ford pickup truck 
around and drove back to his daughter, picking her up from bed 
and carrying her to the hospital. It was the kindest action that any 
man ever did for her.



Textual Overtures 3.1 | October 2015 14

When her son was six and daughter one, Bonnie left her husband 
and did something that no one expected and her family certainly 
would never approve of: she got a divorce. She knew that he would 
never pay child support, but she took what freedom she could get 
and ran with it. She moved a couple hundred miles away from 
the pain and the past. She worked full time, over-time, and went 
without a winter coat, but she took care of those kids and pushed 
on. She became a lead secretary in a successful engineering firm and 
was the Joan of Mad Men in her time. She was strong, intelligent, 
and able to care for herself. She was, for the first and last time in her 
life, confident and independent.

... And then she met my father.

He was suave and handsome. Clever enough to win over anyone’s 
heart and cruel enough to leave them broken apart when he had 
finished with them. But something about Bonnie was special; she 
would not escape his control or abuse for nearly three decades. But 
before that time was over many things happened: she would fall in 
love, wed my father (or so she believed at the time, unaware of his 
previous un-annulled marriages to others), be forced to move to 
the opposite coast of the country away from all that she had ever 
known, suffer a half a dozen more miscarriages, be forbidden to 
step outside the house if not for groceries or kids, develop a few 
chronic conditions, become increasingly terrified of both my father 
and eventually her own shadow, and years later, give birth to me. 

Her suffering did not end in my childhood. Away from her 
family and unable to keep many friendships, especially since my 
father kept us moving every year or so, which served as both a 
method of control over my mother via isolation and a crafty con 
of debt collectors, my mother developed a fearful and inevitable 
dependency on my father. He had ways of convincing her that he 
was always right and she was always wrong, no matter what or 
why. My father would torment my mother with an array of threats, 
some more creative than others, such as when he told her that he 
would throw away what little grocery money we had if she did 
not apologize for disrespecting him as the head of the household, 
his God-given right as a man. He sold her belongings for a few 
extra bucks here and there until all that she had left were clothes 
from thrift stores, potted plants, and photos from years long gone. 
He kept her living below the poverty line; he kept her in a state of 
helplessness and hopelessness. She had fallen not only in terms of 
socioeconomic class, but in agency altogether.

He was careful to monitor any outgoing mail or phone calls, never 
afraid to destroy correspondence or change our home number 
without my mother knowing. She went many a holiday believing 
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that her family no longer cared. She gradually lost touch with 
everyone, including my two older siblings, her own children, 
understanding it to be her own fault. Something that she had 
done had made them cease to love her. Or maybe love was never 
there in the first place. After all, a second cheating husband, and 
this one worse than the first, who really was to blame? She was 
trapped inside: in a sham of a marriage, in a shack of a house, with 
what little shelter her deteriorating mind could offer her from own 
destructive thoughts.

She was bedridden off and on from the time I was seven until I 
was fifteen. They told us it was her diabetes, high blood pressure, 
high cholesterol, psoriatic arthritis, malnutrition, and so on. And 
without any form of regular health care, maybe it was, but I knew 
it was more. Something worse. I knew it was chronic depression; 
I knew even before I had the rhetoric to articulate it, that it was 
something she was experiencing in response to my father’s physical 
and psychological abuse.

By the time my mother returned to work, I was eighteen and she 
was fifty-six; I was away at college and my father was long gone 
back to the South, to another woman and set of children. She was 
left ill, without insurance, without rent or food or a working car in 
a built-down trailer in an RV park in a part of Southern California 
that no one recognizes. After her first marriage, she was able to rise 
up and thrive from the independence. But this time was different. 
She was left beaten-down, irrevocably damaged and traumatized 
by my father. She was straddling life and death and had no clear 
idea of how she would survive. I helped her fill out an online 
application to the new Wal-Mart, where she was grateful to work 
in a gardening center. That is, until her first stroke a year and a half 
later. 

This time, she was taken to the hospital by a neighbor who had 
only by chance stopped by at the time to find her seizing on the 
floor. She was comatose for a week and awoke with no concept of 
time or place. She did not recognize me, confusing me with both 
her sister and my sister. She imagined ghosts surrounding her and 
heard conversations that no one else did. She was deep in a state of 
delirium. 

Her time in this hospital was ripe with confusion and disorder that 
was not merely her own. The staff was unwilling to accommodate 
her many needs and aware that she lacked a coveted insurance 
carrier; they tried repeatedly to discharge her without any diagnosis 
or destination. She could not remember her last name, her daughter, 
whether she had eaten, and could not move her left arm or half 
of her face, but the hospital insisted that she needed to leave. All 
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the while that the battle with the hospital ensued, my father had 
somehow gotten wind of the situation and was sending threatening 
emails and calls. When we found out that he had boarded a plane 
to come confront us, my mother changed hospital rooms four 
times. Somehow he kept tracing her location, probably through his 
charming phone conversations with naive young nurses who still 
believed that husbands rarely hurt their wives. Believing that he 
had some sort of life insurance scheme set up in case my mother 
died, and knowing that he meant no good and almost certainly 
some sort of harm, my mother and I boarded a plane to live with 
her sister in Oregon, even though she had not spoken to  her sister 
for nearly twenty years.

In Oregon, she suffered three additional strokes, two grand-mal 
seizures, and developed an epileptic condition that put her into mini-
seizures every thirty-to-sixty seconds without heavy medication. 
Though to this day she has no clear recollection of these six months 
from her first to last stroke, she can still recall the pain and fear 
she experienced in those waking seizures that confounded even the 
doctors who studied her, a condition of her remaining in their care. 
So there she sat: in a cold, white, sterile bed with a thin mattress 
on the other side of a plexi-glass window that had a medical team 
behind it taking notes on clipboards. She rested, if you can call it 
that, with nodes attached to shaven parts of her head, slipping in 
and out of consciousness, withering away about thirty pounds, 
seizing and writhing frequently until the dosages were adjusted, 
feeling pangs and pulsations in her head, knowing that she had 
lost all sense of even relative control over both her mind and body.

When she was finally able to leave the hospital, she had accrued 
sixteen different prescriptions for daily use. Her sleep was 
interrupted by nightmares, her ability to eat impeded by a 
constant state of upset stomach, her speech slurred and bordering 
nonsensical, and her perception of reality severely weakened, but 
without these drugs, there was even less quality-of-life than with 
them. She returned to living with her sister, leaving behind the sense 
of who she was and all of her possessions except two suitcases.

She remained under the resentful and neglectful care of her sister 
for a few years. Her cognitive abilities improved in some ways and 
declined in others. She was able to draw and paint again, something 
that had given her great comfort when I was younger. She could 
even recall memories from years past, but she could no longer 
remember events from the day-of, often forgetting whether she had 
eaten, taken medicine, or spoken to someone. She had difficulty 
differentiating certain hallucinations and dreams from waking life, 
but at least she was alive. Maybe she could rebuild.
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And then she had an accident which would change her life yet 
again. 

She suffered a bad fall, shattering her pelvis and right shoulder. 
Once more, only from the compassion of neighbors was it that my 
mother ended up in the hospital, since her sister ignored her cries 
for help and wails of pain, sitting inside the house believing that my 
mom was simply complaining about something. It was then that 
my mother knew she could not stay with her sister any longer. My 
mother remained in a physical rehabilitation center for two hellish 
weeks of maltreatment and misinformation from physicians who 
viewed her more as a payout from state medical care than a patient 
or even a person. After much fighting and many complications 
with the state and rehab center, my mother moved to an assisted 
care facility where nurses could attend to her and she would not be 
left alone.

Why Punish these Women? Why Disable them?

The minds and bodies of the women in A Group of Noble Dames 
are used, consumed, and disposed of by the men in the stories. 
The women experience insanity, delirium, and severe illness. The 
rhetoric of “mind and body” appears six times throughout the 
stories, with the heaviest emphases in the following tales.  First 
Barbara, who is driven into convulsions and madness, having no 
control over her own body. After an intensely traumatic series 
of torturous abuses, she births eleven children in nine years to 
someone whom the narrator makes clear that she does not love, 
but has become hauntingly attached to in what psychoanalysts 
may read as something resembling Stockholm Syndrome. Annetta 
suffers from “a form of delusion” (162) in childbirth and Laura of 
“mental troubles” (232). Anna is driven mad and enraged by her 
husband’s infidelity. Emmeline is struck “ill of fever and delirious” 
(205) when her lover abandons her. Worse yet, she follows him 
aboard a ship and dies of sickness. Her body is then burned and 
put out to sea to prevent disease among the ship’s men. And 
lastly, there is Penelope, who withers away in pain and hysteria 
during pregnancy and at the loss of her husband: “wasting away 
of some mysterious disease, which seemed to be rather mental than 
physical” (186-187).

Was this level of extreme suffering necessary in order to convey a 
need for social change—or even in order to invoke a gothic tension? 
According to disability theorist Tobin Siebers, “[e]stablishing the 
fragility of the mind and body as the foundation of a universal 
human rights has significant advantages” (183), meaning that in 
this case, perhaps Hardy presents such disability in part to establish 
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a “continuum of experiences” (183) but predominantly to argue 
for the rights and “human status” of those “persecuted” (183). As 
Martha Stoddard Holmes notes in her text on disability in Jane 
Eyre, “nineteenth-century novels can be notably ambiguous about 
some conditions of the body—not only pregnancy but also illness 
and disability” (161). Hence it is not only powerful that Hardy 
would be so explicit about the illnesses and bodily conditions of his 
heroines, but controversial that he would vividly detail the horrific 
experiences specifically surrounding their sexuality, including 
pregnancy. Moreover, Nicholson claims: 

An illustration of the manner in which Hardy succeeds in 
constructing a subversive feminine is the fact that Hardy’s 
female characters are physically `real’ in a way that goes 
far beyond the portrayal of female characters of most other 
male Victorian novelists. …in Victorian England women 
were, from infancy, kept in ignorance of their own bodies 
to experience puberty, defloration and sexual intercourse as 
mystery but Hardy’s women are demystified. (29)

Thus it is with the very connection to the body that Hardy is able 
to authenticate the women in his stories and attest to their need for 
agency.

These women face an exaggerated type of mental and corporeal 
punishment, however. And, as a removed narrator, he often 
presents his opinion on their fates in an ambiguous manner:

Yet there were some severe enough to say—and these not 
unjust persons in other respects—that though unquestionably 
innocent of the crime imputed to her, she had shown an 
unseemly wantonness…that the untrue suspicion [which 
in this tale is a rumor that a wife committed infidelity] 
might have been ordered by Providence (who often works 
indirectly) as a punishment for her self-indulgence. Upon 
that point I have no opinion to offer… The reverend Vice 
President however… offered his opinion that her fate ought 
to be quite clearly recognized as a chastisement. (Hardy 188)

Yet, this conclusion seems to suggest that the narrator and author 
not only find this ending unsatisfactory but deeply upsetting. The 
reader is meant to experience frustration, shock, horror, and grief. 
Hardy also argues the necessity of representing these experiences 
by having three of his male narrators reflect on the fact that “affairs 
political, sporting, domestic, or agricultural would exclude for a 
long time all rumination on the characters of dames gone to dust 
for scores of years, however beautiful and noble they may have 
been in their day” (235). With Hardy’s textual background of 
writing about fallen women and providing readers with heroines 
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who were complex and dynamic, it seems that Hardy suggests that 
it is not only women’s experiences—women’s tortured sensations 
and dulled senses in trauma—but truly terrifying, the fact that their 
tales may fade from memory.

I have heretofore presented Hardy’s tales as gothic for the affect 
and moments of sublimity in the texts, but these sensations are 
also coupled with depictions of literal decay—primarily that of the 
aristocracy and patrilineage. Hardy uses the rhetoric of decay and 
antiquity in order to underscore the failings of a society that depends 
on these sorts of structures (Hardy 218-219). Perhaps the gothic 
framework is so effective here precisely because Victorian society 
could relate to the idea of a falling aristocracy and strong critique 
of the family, and therefore associate it with feelings of disgust 
and horror. Additionally, the Victorian woman reader would have 
had a kindred understanding, a grasp for the frightfulness of these 
heroines’ trauma given the events in their own social milieu relating 
to the treatment of women. By the same token, the contemporary 
reader now can relate these sensations to our own social systems 
and understanding of women’s suffering.

Her Story, Their Stories—The Connection?

My mother’s story has become less and less about her regaining 
the energy and vivaciousness of her youthful self. Her sassy, 
lively, smart conversation has slowly been replaced by comments 
of paranoia and delusion. She has anxiety frequently and mostly 
about inconsequential things. Confusion has crept in and with it 
came anger and frustration, further and deeper depression. She 
was convinced for quite a while that she did not belong where 
she ended up, that something was wrong, a grave error had been 
made. She often forgets about the strokes, about her conditions, 
and sometimes even my father. I do not like to remind her of these 
things. That is not who she is, anyway. She was someone before 
these men, and especially before my father. 

Her story has become something that it shouldn’t have: a story 
more about the culture from which she came, the problems with 
the systems and society in which she lives, and most certainly, a 
critique of the type of horror that women can be subjected to in the 
same way that the heroines in Hardy’s gothic tales were and have 
since become gothic tropes. Her access to care and autonomy has in 
every way been affected by her social position, intersected by her 
gender and socioeconomic class, just as with the women in A Group 
of Noble Dames. She is, like they are, now a tragic cautionary tale 
about misguided affections that somehow led to a delimited state 
of physical and cognitive disability. While women in the nineteenth 
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century fought for any recognition in the medical community, 
with stories like those of Charlotte Perkins Gilman and Simone de 
Beauvoir arguing that women’s bodies were not places of hysteria 
post-pregnancy or during menstruation, women today still fight for 
proper access to and representation within the medical industrial 
complex. Women readily suffer at the hands of male medical 
practitioners, both in their misdiagnoses and their complete lack 
of understanding for a woman’s standpoint or experiences. Female 
illness is still connected with visions of madness of the past and 
roped in with conceptualizations of women’s health and needs, 
especially in terms of childbirth or sexuality. Moreover, women 
experience a unique sense of vulnerability with their bodies that 
men do not, a fact which is often used against them to further 
marginalize their positions in even contemporary patriarchal 
society (i.e. our current rape culture). The conceptualization of 
women has had a marked progress, but there still exist problematic 
presumptions about innate female qualities and abilities—and 
responsibilities to male counterparts (rhetoric that we can often see 
coming from those of a particular religious and political movement 
in the U.S.). Men, as Jackson Katz has argued, face expectations of 
a violent, aggressive sort of masculinity that has erupted in our 
popular culture, which Susan Douglas would add is at least in part 
a response to the feminist movements of recent decades. 

Gender constructs, paired with the oftentimes more debilitating 
limits of socioeconomic status in terms of access, resources, and 
epistemology, can significantly hinder one’s ability to escape an 
unpleasant or life-threatening situation. Furthermore, a disabled 
body in our still ablest-minded society is another body that faces 
oppression, discrimination, and danger. The intersections of these 
categories can indeed inspire something entirely gothic—just as it 
did in the nineteenth century. 

Thus, I have shared this personal narrative in order to relate the fact 
that the circumstances that could spark the events in Hardy’s tales 
are not unlike circumstances that any one of us could experience 
today, and the onus is on us as both as readers and witnesses to 
understand not only why we find these interesting, but why and 
how they have become possible. As we move forward, we can begin 
to reexamine the functioning of disability and horror, especially 
given class and gender, in the contemporary narrative. 

Notes
1. Proto-feminist suffragettes and rights activists accomplished 

increased access to education, employment opportunities, and 
the opening of the medical field to women.
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