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Abstract

Charles Dickens’s Miss Havisham is one of Victorian fiction’s most arresting studies of psychic
arrest. This paper argues that her compulsive freezing of time stopped clocks, moldering
wedding-cake, perpetual bridal dress literalizes the psychoanalytic mechanism of repression:
the ego’s attempt to excise an intolerable memory by halting the forward movement of
narrative itself. Drawing on trauma theory (Freud, van der Kolk), nineteenth-century
psychiatric discourse (Conolly, Winslow), and close textual analysis, I show how repression
simultaneously protects and imprisons Havisham, producing the “stunted psyche” that
ultimately metastasizes into vengeful manipulation of Estella and Pip. Dickens, I contend,
anticipates modern trauma science by dramatizing how unprocessed loss is converted into
compulsive repetition and inter-generational transmission of harm.

Introduction

The Moment That Would Not Pass

In Great Expectations by Charles Dickens, the traumatic experience that Miss Havisham had,
jilted because of her regular engagement, is recalled by Herbert Pocket, where he said: The day
arrived, but not the bridegroom, and she stopped all the clocks at twenty minutes to nine (1).
This striking image of Miss Havisham, frozen eternally in the moment of her betrayal, has often
been discussed by critics as a Gothic pageantry. But instead of this being simply a gothic
allegory of insanity, it may also be viewed as a clinical metaphor of post-trauma. The fact that
Miss Havisham cannot arrive at a departing point with regard to this single, devastating incident
epitomizes what contemporary trauma theorists refer to as psychological difficulty in
integrating unacceptable experiences into autobiographical memory. Cathy Caruth (1996)(2)
states that the process of trauma cannot be characterized as being just a recollected event, but
it is the reliving of an event in a fragmented model of recollection in most cases, which is quite
intrusive. It is an event that cannot be assimilated, yet remains deeply ingrained in the psyche,
preventing the person from moving forward in time. Instead of merely the manifestation of
Gothic horror, as perceptions of Miss Havisham in her condition are explored in this paper, the
condition is reinterpreted as the disjointed, constantly enduring spirit of trauma. In the
terminology used by Caruth, trauma refers to an event or experience that is not fully integrated
into time (3). It does not exist as a clear narrative in memory, instead appearing in a fragmented
manner and frequently in the form of symptoms, which include flashbacks, compulsions, and
somatic reactions (4). The phenomenon is illustrated by Miss Havisham, who is incapable of
moving on after the event that was never going to happen. She is paralyzed either mentally or
physically in the moment of betrayal. The time stops, and her only means of recording time is
the clocks, which are frozen as she becomes psychologically paralyzed. Such a representation
of Miss Havisham by Dickens aligns with the trauma theory concept of fixation, or the failure
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to integrate the traumatic experience into the broader context of life(5). In this sense, therefore,
the trauma experienced by Miss Havisham cannot be discussed merely as an outcome of her
jilting but rather as the general experience of trauma that has been theorized by modern
psychologists(6). Although critics are used to interpreting her condition in the context of the
Gothic tradition, this paper contends that Dickens gave a more complex picture of trauma that
can be easily traced to current notions regarding the psyche trying to navigate through the
overpowering emotional experiences. When interpreted as an allegory of psychological
disturbance, the scene in question reveals the depth of the character of Miss Havisham, as well
as the severity of the trauma itself.

Victorian Psychiatry and the Diagnosis of “Hysterical Insanity”

Great Expectations (1860-61) is a novel in which Charles Dickens populated his story with
what one character refers to as a case of hysterical insanity, Miss Havisham. Medical
practitioners at the time were increasingly arguing over the boundary between eccentricity and
pathology, and alienists (early psychiatrists) were trying to label mental disorders in a culture
that was seeing a greater interest in the connection between mind, body, and morality(7). John
Conolly, a leader in Victorian psychiatric was writing in his Clinical Lectures on Insanity
(1851): A characterized with symptoms that were common amongst the more affluent section
of society, it involved the mind that was jolted by the slightest thing, the feeling whose every
impression was exaggerated...no one could consistently be a good friend or affectionate
character (8). The fact that Connolly can point out other symptoms of Miss Havishams such as
capriciousness, self-absorption, corporeal restlessness, and an aversion to daylight, which can
be attributed to characteristics that Miss Havisham now exhibits, indicates that Dickens did not
succumb to melodrama but, instead, was making the condition of the character legible to
medicine that could easily fit nowadays psychiatric theories(9). Through the analysis of Miss
Havisham in the context of Victorian psychiatry, one can realize that Dickens was not just
creating a Gothic character, but also working with medical ideas regarding mental illnesses
prevalent during his time(6). As shown by the sets of relationships connecting physical
sickness, social and psychological distress laid out by doctors, psychologists, and even novel
writers, there is a rising concern in how mental illness intersected with class during the
Victorian age(10). Hysteria or hysterical insanity was another diagnosis that existed, especially
in conversations about the mental well-being of women at this time. Hysteria was a general
term used to fill the gap of many physical and emotional conditions that could not be classified
easily and were disproportionately focused on women(11). According to Elaine Showalter
(1993)(12), hysteria in the Victorian era was regarded as an effect of extreme emotion, as fragile
feminine sensibility was expected to make the ladies more vulnerable to mental collapse. In
women such as Miss Havisham, whose emotional and physical experiences are so far outside
accepted normative Victorian conceptions of femininity, it may be seen that hysteria offered an
explanation of the disjuncture between their interior lives and their social performance(13).

Clinical accounts provided by John Conolly of wealthy women that Conolly encountered
during his practice offer a good way of framing the condition of Miss Havisham. According to
Conolly, the people were affected by some kind of mental illness marked by impatient
movement of the fingers and self-absorption, and failure to sustain meaningful relationships,
which is clear in Miss Havisham(14). In Great Expectations, Havisham Trembles, noted by the
narrator as a physical sign of her disquiet, is combined directly with the physical flick of the
wrists that Connolly links to hysterics. The fact that the character is so preoccupied with her
past betrayal and does not seem to want to forget the moment when she got jilted is a very
graphic piece of literary work to illustrate the psychiatric condition of fixation on a traumatic
event, which is an attribute of hysterical insanity(15). In addition, the kind of messed-up way
that Miss Havisham presents her mental state is shown to be impacting her physical body as
well as her social environment. Her physical setting, as well, indicates her psychological
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paralysis(16). The mouldering, semi-rotten house, she is living in, the place where time has
been frozen, with the stopped clocks, corresponds to the frozen state of her mind. As Conolly
said, people who experience hysterical insanity tend to develop extreme emotional reactions to
the outside world, and when it comes to Miss Havisham, everything that reminds her about
being jilted, the wedding gown, the stale cake, the moldy house, serves as a trigger to increase
her emotional state, which then manifests the reasons to the unstable nature of Miss
Havisham(17). More stress can be placed on the pathologization of Miss Havisham in her
eccentricity occurring within the Victorian context of women and mental health. As observed
before, hysterical insanity was normally applied to define women who did not behave
according to the demands of the time(18). According to Showalter (1985), women were
especially predisposed to the labelling of hysteria since they were viewed as being more
hypersensitive and emotional than men(19). Here, the fact that Miss Havisham cannot put her
jilting behind her and cuckold her fixation with the moment of infidelity screams out, as well
as her withdrawal into society, are indicative of a make-or-break symptom of a problem that
was over-imposed on women in legitimate Victorian society(20). As a matter of fact, her
compulsive nature resonates with a larger cultural anxiety regarding the risks presented by
uncontrollable feelings, especially in women, who were perceived as being too emotional or
too sensitive to be able to handle the demands of progressive life(21). Another important aspect
of Miss Havisham's character is that she is incapable of forming stable attachments, a dominant
symptom of the disorder that Conolly identifies. Throughout the great expectations, Miss
Havisham has characterised manipulation and emotional sadism in her activities with other
people (22). Her inability to create sincere love within her emotional framework is evident in
her treatment of Pip and Estella. She cruelly teaches Estella to crush Pip in love, which
continues to convey the impression that Miss Havisham is haunted by her tragedy and cannot
form genuine relationships with people. This incapability to sustain stable social relations also
correlates with the manner in which Conolly described the patients experiencing bouts of
hysterical insanity who were oftentimes, according to Conolly, unable to “endure steady
friendship or affection™(23).

In addition, physical immobility and her aversion to daylight are other significant aspects of
Miss Havisham's condition. She is confined to the gloomy corners of her mansion in Great
Expectations, as she can barely move out of her house and interact with the external world (24).
This loathing of daylight and her isolating herself also reflect the physical manifestations the
Victorian psychiatrists outlined of depression and hysteria. This is not merely a personal
complex but the symptom of inner psychological conflict that makes her unable to lead a full-
fledged life. In this regard, Dickens turns the eccentricities exhibited by Miss Havisham into
effective elements of the drama, but more so, they depict the medical conditions of that
time(25). The symptoms of the pathology called hysterical insanity are a way to interpret the
tragic character of Miss Havisham in a different manner. Although her character has generally
been viewed by critics as Gothic, embodying insanity and decay, a psychiatric perspective can
be used to reveal a more complex view of the same(26). The act of portraying Miss Havisham
is not just seen as a depiction of an eccentric character by Dickens, but also as an exploration
of how trauma, mental illness, and social expectations intersect. In this sense, therefore, Miss
Havisham is a salient example of how Victorian psychiatry came to be used in explaining the
behaviour of characters regarded as eccentrics or pathological in the Victorian period(27). With
the help of a psychiatric theory, and specifically approaches to hysteria presented by Connolly,
and the medical discourse that followed him in trying to understand mental illness, we are able
to more fully admire the great understanding that Dickens had in addressing the complexities
of the human mind and making sense of mental illness in the nineteenth century (28).

Volume: 3 Issue: 3 677 (July - September, 2025)



Repression as Temporal Collapse

In the 1896 discussion of repression (Verdrangung), Sigmund Freud argues that the psyche
leads a defence mechanism that avoids sharing painful reminiscences with the right conscious.
Repression is a self-protective aspect through which the mind tries to protect the individual
against being engulfed by the emotional pain by forcing the painful memory and emotions, as
well as experiences, into the unconscious(29). Nonetheless, the repressed returns, which is also
a paradox, as recognized by Freud's theory. Repressed memories, emotions, and desires do not
go away; instead, they often appear disguised as either symbolic or as compulsive
repetition(30). Charles Dickens in Great Expectations provides the example of Miss Havisham
as a vivid representation of this repressive process, particularly in its temporal aspect. By
implementing the moment of her jilting to her obsessional state, Miss Havisham literalizes
Freud’s theory of repression, exhibiting the symbolic and repetitive characters of it. In this
paper, I will be able to see how the repressed trauma of Miss Havisham is not simply a mental
process but a temporal one, in that she stops time to make sure that she does not have to face
the realization that she has lost something(31). The theory of repression, as expounded by
Freud, demonstrates the manner in which the mind avoids traumatic memories. According to
Freud, repressed material is something that is not supposed to enter consciousness, as it is
neither denied nor acknowledged, but is compelled to remain in the unconscious (Freud
24)(32). Not that eternity subjects the repressed material to waiting, however. Freud develops
a further expansion of the intention that repressed material is frequently re-carried in a
differentiated form in The Ego and the Id (1923) These manifestations can be such like the
symptoms of hysteria, in which the repressed memories are captured as physical or
psychological aspects of the problem or even compulsive behavior where the victim
unwillingly repeats the trauma that was repressed within the self as compulsive behaviors.
These two mechanisms, mnemonic symbol and repetition compulsion, are both evident in Miss
Havisham, but with a twist in time(33). The suppressed pain of Miss Havisham revolves around
the time when she was abandoned at the altar. The psychological reaction to this betrayal is
that she freezes the moment of this betrayal at the time it happened and does not want to accept
the passage of time in her life. Her repulsion to the jilting is described by her physical
surroundings: her crumbling mansion, the wind-up clocks, and the leftovers of the wedding
feast. The dress she wore on her wedding, the veil, and the cake, which is her perishable yellow
cake, act as mnemonic symbols, according to the description given by Freud. The emotional
charges of being jilted lie on these objects, but they are unable to provide a description of the
traumatic event. An example given is the cake, which was a long, darkened, and abandoned
part of the wedding banquet, much like how Miss Havisham feels(34). These are objects with
the burden of her trauma attached to them, and yet, they do not say a word about the nature.
These serve as symbols to keep the repressed memory in place, allowing the event to continue
without being recalled intelligently(35).

Mnemonic symbols employed by Miss Havisham demonstrate how repressed material is
conveyed, not in a coherent narrative, but in symbolic and fragmented ways. The theory created
by Freud suggests that the unconscious mind employs symbols, which are repressed memories
and desires, and enables this process because the individual does not come face-to-face with
them. That is exactly what Miss Havisham is going through: she fills her surroundings with an
entourage of reminders of her trauma that was never admitted, but cannot put into words or
overcome. The wedding dress and cake remind us of the emotional burden of jilting, yet they
do not make it possible to fully incorporate the traumatic memory into her biography (36).
Besides the mnemic symbols, the trauma displayed by Miss Havisham also occurs due to the
repetition compulsion as one of the central features of Freud's theory. Freud explains repetition
compulsion as the tendency of people to repeat repressed traumatic situations, attempting to
rework the original experience and comprehend it in his work Beyond the Pleasure Principle
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(1920). Miss Havisham goes through the ritual of dressing at a particular time, and that is at
twenty to nine, the precise time she was jilted(37). This obsessive act, in which a person cannot
help but repeat it, is like the repressed memories not coming in the form of passively
remembered experience but as an action that restages the trauma. The duplication of this ritual
would act as an effort to have control in a situation where she did not have power. She wants
to look back by repeating the act, and with some repetitions, she may be able to reverse the
pain of the initial act of betrayal or at least regain some form of control over the past. But, as
Freud observes, this compulsion indeed is not really a matter of mastery but of inability to
break the past. The harder Miss Havisham insinuates attempts to replicate the event, the more
she is entangled(38). Her relationship with Estella demonstrates the psyche of repetition
compulsion, too. Miss Havisham has brought up Estella to be cold and callous, and the sort of
woman who can break men's hearts, as she was jilted. This is quite a replay of the trauma, but
in this case, it is not only the trauma itself that she is concentrating on, but it is also inflicted
on others. Estella's coldness to Pip is not merely a reflection of the emotional hurt that Miss
Havisham was dealing with, but a means of ensuring that Pip feels the pain of betrayal that
Miss Havisham felt. By doing so, the need of Miss Havisham to repeat her trauma is not limited
to her own person, and she achieves experiencing her second jilting circuitously via the control
over Estella and others(39).

This is a refutation of time that can also be considered in the context of trauma theory. As
suggested by Bessel van der Kolk (2014)(40), traumatic experiences have the capacity to make
the victims remain stuck in traumatic time. When in this state, people are unable to know that
they are experiencing their trauma as an event in the present instead of it being just a past event.
Much of Miss Havisham's obsessiveness with the lost time of her wedding evening is an
illustration of this loss of time. In her case, time is not linear; rather, it keeps coming back,
returning to exactly the same traumatic moment, so it never resolves, only reiterates. Her
compulsions and the symbols that she collects are all reminders of this tragic period of her life,
so she cannot grieve her loss and carry on with her life(41).

The Unmournable Loss: From Betrayal to Bodily Decay in Great Expectations

In the psychoanalytic theory of Sigmund Freud, the experiences of mourning and melancholia
are two different kinds of reactions to loss. The process of mourning involves a progressive
loss of attachment to the missing entity, which enables the patient to continue with their life
and accommodate the loss in their psyche. Melancholia, on the other hand, is characterized by
the internalization of loss, where the person cannot relinquish an absent object, leading to self-
criticism and a continuous, frequently pathological obsession with absence (42). Miss
Havisham in Great Expectations is a representation of a loss reaction, as described by Freud.
Her unwillingness to be sad over being jilted by her fiancé and her failure to detach from the
time of deceit cause her to take the loss as part of herself (43). Here, such internalized grief is
reflected not only in her mental state but also in the effects of inexpiable loss experienced on a
somatic level. The unlamented death of the bridegroom, as vividly depicted by Dickens,
becomes externalized in the physical rot of the body of Miss Havisham and her surroundings,
which turns both the body and surroundings into a monstrosity of repressed emotional and
psychological trauma(44). The distinction between mourning and melancholia, as outlined by
Freud, forms the key to Miss Havisham's state of mind. According to Freud in his "Mourning
and Melancholia" (1917), mourning is a natural reaction to loss, through which the person
involved gives up their attachment to the lost object and resolves to carry on. Melancholia, on
the other hand, is the situation where they fail to give up the attachment to the lost object. The
depressed individual is unable to give away the object that is lost, but the object is rather
integrated into the ego, and this leads to self-criticism. The inability of Miss Havisham to grieve
over her jilting is seen in the fact that she still holds on to the day when she was deceived.
Instead of processing the experience and getting out of it, she internalizes rejection and
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continues with it in her everyday life. According to Freud, the patient's self-criticism in
melancholia is to be viewed as an accusation of the patient for having lost the object (45). In
the case of Miss Havisham, this is translated into a lack of self-care, as evidenced by her self-
accusations, which she expresses by hissing the words as she squeezes her chest (46). Her self-
inflicted pain is seen as the physical representation of the inner loss, which further brings about
the reality that the lost bridegroom has been changed into an eternal inner critic. The fact that
Miss Havisham represents the character locked in the psychological condition of melancholia
can be traced to Dickens through the extrapolation of her psychological trauma in her
surroundings and the very nature of her physical body. Repressed or unresolved affect may be
somatized as Freud implies. The loss that Miss Havisham does not mourn is given body in the
degradation of the spaces and that of her body. The frozen emotional growth that accompanies
melancholia is symbolized by her crumbling mansion, indefinite clocks, and the decay of a
moldy wedding banquet. Indeed, the wedding cake is defined as a fungible mass, mice arguing
about it (47). The wedding cake, which was a sign of love and a union, has turned into an ugly
corpse of rottenness, eaten by worms. The cake has become a decaying, striving mass, and this
symbolic event can be a surging metaphor of how the internalized world of loss has altered the
emotions of Miss Havisham. Miss Havisham no longer regards the cake as a source of good
times, but rather as a representation of her defeat, rottenness, and the emotional state that she
cannot overcome(48).

This is followed by a picture of the rotting wedding cake, matched by the rotting of the body
of Miss Havisham herself, which is depicted as withered, just like the dress, the flowers on it,
and the wedding cake (37). Her physical image is a reflection of her surroundings falling apart
as the material space, as well as her body, becomes more grotesque and lifeless. This
comparison of her body withering, along with that of the wedding dress, underlines just how
deep-seated the trauma is in Miss Havisham. Her body, just like the wedding cake, is in a
decaying state, in that it cannot move on. By so doing, the physical deterioration takes on the
form of a somatic expression of her mental and emotional illness. Her inability to mourn, the
unwillingness to live in the present, and the inability to heal are implied in the very physical
decay that surrounds her everyday life and her body. The response of Miss Havisham in
projecting her morbid mental state onto her physical body, that is to say, her decay, can be seen
as a case of what is commonly termed the Gothic grotesque(49). The Gothic tradition is
characterized by the employment of distorted, grotesquely exaggerated images that are in the
process of decay, reflecting the darker side of the human psyche and the repressed unconscious.
The decaying mansion of Miss Havisham and the frozen atmosphere of the wedding feast are
classic instances of Gothic images of the grotesque(50). The chaotic, corroding world around
her is the same chaotic, corroding world of her brain; the time here is frozen, and the potential
for healing or renewal is on hold. This ugly expression does not only serve as a narrative
technique: it is a method of objectifying the mental mechanism of repressing emotion turned
into body symptoms, as Freud argues(51). The body is often depicted as an object of pain,
putrefaction, and metamorphosis in the Gothic tradition, and this is also the case with the body
of Miss Havisham. Her physical degradation involves the physical lateralization of the
psychological corrosion she suffers because she is unable to grieve. The physical description
of her being described as being withered and yellow (52) shows that the emotional and
psychological damage, so far caused because of her melancholic state, has taken its toll on her.
Her own body, like the rotting wedding gown, has turned into a hideous icon of the trauma
which she cannot deal with or break free from. That the text describes her body in terms of a
stark decay is indicative of the fact that her inability to mourn is psychological in disembodied,
but it runs much deeper (53). Furthermore, the fact that Miss Havisham was unable to mourn
is highlighted by her constant fixation on the day her wedding was jilted. She freezes those
clocks at twenty minutes past nine, where she was jilted, and demands to live in the past. The
way she is obsessing over this moment, and refusing time to pass over, is important as an
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indication that she has not been able to reconcile the loss with her life and psyche. According
to Freud, the melancholic patient would act like the object is still alive and his/her mourning
persists as a negative feeling towards himself/herself (54). In this regard, the denial of time in
Miss Havisham does not mean that she simply refuses to move on; rather, it is a refusal to
complete the work that is fundamental to the process of mourning. She is unable to forget the
past and, therefore, to cure. Her setting, as well as her identity, has been perceived as being in
a state of obsolescence, always characterized by the act of betrayal.

The mental state of Miss Havisham also correlates with the modern-day theory of trauma,
especially Cathy Caruth. The idea of Caruth of trauma as a discontinuing event which could
not be accommodated into the account of the self is usable with regard to Miss Havisham's
experience. As Caruth explains, trauma cannot be understood in the sense of an event; it is an
experience that returns, in the fractured, uncontrolled forms (55). As in the case of Miss
Havisham, the traumatic experience of the jilting does not come to her as a memory but in the
form of a phantasm that she cannot refuse to. The wedding dress, the cake, the rotten mansion,
they are all the pieces of the traumatic past that she cannot absorb or forget. It is missing this
ability to process the traumatic loss that causes the physical deterioration in her surroundings
and her physique. She is in a state of endless grieving, and she cannot move out of melancholia
into the healing state(56).

Repression’s Social Sequelae: Estella as Externalized Symptom in Great Expectations

Charles Dickens in Great Expectations gives a poignant insight into the nature of psychological
trauma and its consequences on the victim and the people in his or her domain. As an individual
who herself is incapable of dealing with her trauma, Miss Havisham externally attaches the
trauma to Estella, whom she models into an agent of her self-survival. The sadistic coldness of
Estella, the work of art, as quoted saying, "I took her heart and in its place I put ice" (57), is
also used to protect Miss Havisham against the emotional frailty of feeling and as a physical
replacement for grief and rejection by Havisham. Such a dynamic resonates with modern
trauma theories, including the so-called identification with the aggressor, which was developed
by Hungarian psychoanalyst Sandor Ferenczi, and intergenerational transmission in the study
of trauma. The mechanisms through which Miss Havisham passes her own raw and undigested
trauma to Estella summarize how repression craters both the society and its relationships, with
the raw hurt not solved by the parent/parental figure passed unconsciously on to their successor,
who continues to cycle around in the swirl of emotional abandonment, coldness, and
cruelty(58). This is the underlying principle of Freud's repression that states that when bad
experiences are repressed from conscious life, they still have a way to influence things, albeit
disguised as symptoms or compulsions. Nevertheless, when it comes to Miss Havisham,
repression is not an isolated and introverted process. Instead of merely ingesting her pain and
suffering, Miss Havisham undertakes a projecting process as she directs her emotions towards
the outside world through Estella, who mirrors the emotional scars that Miss Havisham still
carries. Estella is brought up as cold, unemotional, and detached, and thus is used by Havisham
to fulfill her hidden emotions. Even Miss Havisham reflects the inability to process her own
trauma, i.e., being jilted at the altar, and it becomes a vicious cycle, where she projects her
emotional pain onto Estella and causes a chain of new trauma that connects the two women in
a dangerous nonverbal bond(59). The case of Miss Havisham presents her unaddressed trauma
scales to Estella by voicing her through the category of Ferenczi identification with the
aggressor. Ferenczi (1933) in his classic undertaking maintained that traumatic experiences,
especially those associated with emotional or physical abuse, might result in a person becoming
under the influence voyeuristically to his/her aggressor. During this process, the victim ends
up internalizing the features and behaviours of the abuser and will tend to reproduce this
predilection on others in an effort to repeat the trauma or find ways to control it. Here, this
identification plays a pivotal role in the case of Miss Havisham and Estella: by playing the role
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of both the victim and the aggressor, Miss Havisham becomes instrumental in manipulating
Estella(60). Emotionally betrayed and humiliated, Havisham, in turn, reacts and strives to turn
Estella into a reflection of her own suffering, proceeding to use Estella's heart as a shield of
emotional protection (61). By making Estella a cold, emotionless individual, Miss Havisham
ensures that Estella cannot be vulnerable to rejection again. This metamorphosis is clearly
illustrated in the phrase, 'l stole her heart away and put ice in its place' (Dickens 356), as it is
the coldness of Estella that directly results from Miss Havisham's inability to cope with her
own emotional pain. In this regard, Estella is not endowed with a sadistic nature/disposition
because she was nurtured by Miss Havisham to be so(62). The metaphor of a heart of ice that
covers the heart of Estella is a rather famous expression that symbolizes the armour which is
created by Miss Havisham around her adopted daughter in an attempt to prevent further
emotional hurt is also the same armour that renders Estella unable to feel the full gamut of
human emotions, including love and affection (63).

The episode of emotional manipulation that Miss Havisham commits is not merely an example
of psychological abuse; it is also a form of social as well as relational repercussions of
repression. Traumatization studies, and especially the perspectives of the current researchers
like Judith Herman and Bessel van der Kolk, focus on how trauma can be passed on to the next
generation. This is commonly known as the "intergenerational transmission of trauma,"
whereby unresolved emotional pain, along with maladaptive coping strategies and the
misconceptions of attachment patterns, is inherited generation to generation (64). According to
Herman, as he observes, traumatized people have a greater chance of carrying over the trauma
to their children, such that, instead of the direct harm, they do so through the distorted
attachment patterns (65). Thus, the raw grief and betrayal that Miss Havisham never properly
resolved are transferred to Estella not through explicit mistreatment, but by the emotional
coldness and callousness she inflicts on her, creating the unhealthy attachment pattern in her
that will continue the cycle of emotional neglect (66). The emotional coldness instilled in
Estella by Miss Havisham is indicative of a distorted attachment style, which in this case
prevents Estella from forming healthy emotional relationships with others. In Great
Expectations, the relations of Estella with men, especially with Pip, act as the tragic illustrations
that have resulted from the manipulation by Miss Havisham. The attitude that Estella shows
toward Pip is one of emotional cruelty, as she rejects his love coldly and even takes pleasure in
hurting him. The wish made by Miss Havisham that Estella should crush the love in Pip is
directly related to the emotional catharsis that Miss Havisham experiences due to her (human)
relationship, which did nothing but shatter her heart, and the consequent claim of love to be an
environment of pain and exclusion. When Estella tells Pip that she is what he made her (67),
she acknowledges that she had entrusted a considerable part of her emotional growth to Miss
Havisham. The coldness of Estella on her part, therefore, belongs not to her character but is a
studied system of rebelling against the line of treatment, emotionally, that Miss Havisham was
subjected to and meted out cynically upon Estella (68).

The concept of intergenerational trauma also applies to the works of theorists, including van
der Kolk (2014)(40), who states that trauma not only concerns the individual but also the
systems within which the individual lives, such as families, communities, and societies. How
Miss Havisham projects her trauma, which she never solved, on Estella indicates the manner
in which psychological scars can pollute relationships and affect people in future generations.
As much as Miss Havisham was not able to process her personal trauma, Estella is not given a
chance to build the emotional instrument required to deal with romance and affection. The
cycle of emotional trauma created by the refusal of Miss Havisham to mourn her jilting
continues and ends up affecting not only Miss Havisham and Estella but also Pip, who comes
to experience emotional anguish due to his unrequited love(69). The ways in which Miss
Havisham manipulates Estella and the outcomes of this manipulation that happen to both
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women are a sad example of the way the trauma is not resolved but continues to infect the
relationships and causes the phenomenon of the circle of emotional violence. The cold
treatment and frigid attitude of Estella can be seen as the external manifestation of the
unresolved loss that Miss Havisham never worked through, and the resultant emotional pain
leads to her being unable to develop feelings of attachment. Recent studies on trauma
demonstrate that the inability to process and grieve the tragedy of outrages may project the hurt
onto other people, who can internalize it and pass these tendencies on to others(70). In Great
Expectations, Dickens is able to demonstrate how trauma is never a singular personal
experience, but a relational impulse that can alter and misshape relationships, even
intergenerational, and generate such social and psychological ramifications of repression(71).

The Failure of “Moral Treatment” and the Fire of Recognition

(73)When Pip imagines “restoreing the desolate house... setting the clocks a-going” (Dickens
1999, p. 206) he unconsciously rehearses the therapeutic programme of Victorian moral
treatment. Pioneered by William Tuke at the York Retreat and popularised by John Conolly at
Hanwell, moral treatment sought to cure mental alienation by re-synchronising the patient with
diurnal rhythms and communal affections (72,73). Its instruments were sunlight, occupation,
and the gentle pressure of social expectation, all designed to lure the mind back into historical
time. Dickens grants Pip a layman’s version of the same ambition: he will bring daylight into
Satis House, wind the clocks, marry Estella, and thereby coax Miss Havisham out of her “sick
fancies” (p. 83). Yet the novel relentlessly exposes the inadequacy of this philanthropic script
once trauma has been crystallised as character (74). First, moral treatment presupposes a
subject who can feel the solicitations of sympathy. Estella, however, has been engineered
precisely to obstruct such feeling. Miss Havisham’s command “Break their hearts, my pride
and hope” (p. 108) programmes the girl into what Ferenczi (1952, p. 162) later termed
“identification with the aggressor”: the victim-turned-perpetrator who wards off her own
vulnerability by weaponising the caregiver’s rage. Estella’s “superhuman” immunity to
sentiment is not mere reserve but a defensive structure; where moral treatment expects
gratitude, it meets an “icy” mirror that reflects back the donor’s helplessness (75). Pip’s tears
in the ruined garden “I have never had one hour’s happiness in her society” (p. 258) register
the collapse of the entire sentimental economy on which moral therapy depends. Second,
Dickens confronts the temporal asymmetry inherent in nineteenth-century psychiatry. Conolly
(1830, p. 47) admitted that “the longer insanity has lasted, the less probable is recovery.” In
Miss Havisham’s case, twenty years of repression have congealed into identity: her “corpse-
like” body and the “withered” bridal dress have become mutually reinforcing signs of a psyche
ossified in the traumatic moment (Dickens 1999, pp. 83-84). The very architecture of Satis
House boarded windows, sealed chambers, clocks stopped at twenty minutes to nine operates
as what Laub and Auerhahn (2017)(76) call a “traumatic envelope,” an environment that
perpetuates the sensory conditions of the original catastrophe. Moral treatment, predicated on
the patient’s gradual re-entry into a consensual reality, founders when the domestic space itself
has become a materialized symptom.

Third, the novel dramatizes the paradox of belated insight. Freud’s late essay on “Mourning
and Melancholia” (1917, p. 253)(77) suggests that the melancholic subject only confronts loss
once the libidinal investment in the lost object has been exhausted. Miss Havisham’s
confession “I am not all stone” (78)(Dickens 1999, p. 352) arrives only after Estella’s marriage
to Drummle has actualised the very abandonment she once rehearsed in fantasy. The timing is
cruelly ironic: reparation becomes possible at the precise moment when the damage is
irreversible. Van der Kolk and Fisler (1995, p. 513)(79) note that traumatic memory is
“impervious to change” precisely because it is stored as somatic fragments rather than
narrative; Miss Havisham’s final recognition is therefore cognitive (“What have I done!”) but
not integrative, since the emotional charge remains unmetabolised. The fire that engulfs Satis
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House literalises what Freud (1939, p. 73) termed the “return of the repressed” in its most
violent form. Flames, long associated in Victorian iconography with divine judgment and
sexual passion alike, here function as the unconscious made visible. Miss Havisham’s tattered
dress, saturated with decades of candle-grease, becomes a tinder-box of deferred affect; her
near-cremation is simultaneously self-punishment and involuntary exposure of the wound she
could not mourn (80). The scene abounds with uncanny doublings: the wedding veil blazing
like a second, inverted bridal torch; the collapsing staircase replaying the temporal fall she has
resisted for decades; her own shrieks merging with the “roar” of the inferno (Dickens 1999, p.
354). Pyro-traumatologists speak of “flash-fire re-enactment™ in survivors who unconsciously
recreate the sensory conditions of the original trauma (81); Miss Havisham’s conflagration is
the nineteenth-century fictional analogue. Crucially, the fire also unmakes the therapeutic space
that moral treatment required. Where Tuke’s asylum was designed to be fire-proof, airy, and
transparent—it’s very bricks a moral pedagogy Satis House is combustible, claustrophobic,
and secretive (82). Its destruction therefore signals the collapse of the repressive economy it
once sustained. Miss Havisham’s subsequent muteness she “lay without motion” and speaks
only in “an unintelligible sound” (Dickens 1999, p. 355)(37) reverses the logorrhoea that moral
therapists encouraged as evidence of returning reason. In Lacanian terms, she passes from the
symbolic (speech) to the real (inarticulate bodily agony), from neurotic repression to psychotic
foreclosure (83). The silence is both ethical and pathological: it acknowledges the
unspeakability of her guilt while foreclosing the narrative integration that might have healed
her.

Dickens’s contemporaries were quick to read the fire as providential retribution, yet a trauma-
informed reading suggests something more unsettling: the disaster is not external punishment
but the internal logic of repression carried to its conclusion. Miss Havisham dies “on the bridal
night” she never lived, her bandages “white as the dress she had worn so long” (37). The image
fuses wound with wedding garment, trauma with failed rite de passage. In so doing, the novel
anticipates twentieth-century findings that survivors of protracted trauma often experience their
bodies as commemorative sites where past and present collapse (65). Satis House, reduced to
ashes, thus becomes a material palimpsest of the psychic burning that moral treatment could
neither prevent nor extinguish.

Conclusion

Read through a modern lens, Miss Havisham anticipates diagnostic criteria for Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder: intrusive re-experiencing (daily reliving at twenty-to-nine), avoidance (sealed
windows, no daylight), negative alterations in cognition (“I have no softness there”), and hyper-
arousal (the restless fingers, the stick she brandishes). Yet Dickens’s genius lies in making
repression visible as architectural space and bodily habit. Satis House is the externalized
unconscious: cobwebbed, lightless, a mausoleum where time is embalmed. By dramatizing
how unprocessed trauma petrifies both self and society, Dickens offers not merely a Gothic set-
piece but a prescient case study in the psychopathology of everyday Victorian life.
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