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Review Article 

Dong Danling Zhejiang Gongshang University Hangzhou College of Commerce, Hangzhou Zhejiang, China 

    This article explores Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925) as a seminal work of literary 
modernism that interrogates the fractured nature of identity in the aftermath of World War I. Through a dual focus on Clarissa 
Dalloway and Septimus Warren Smith, the novel examines the tensions between interior experience and social expectation, 
memory and temporality, conformity and collapse. Woolf’s use of stream of consciousness, nonlinear narrative, and shifting 
perspectives allows for an intimate portrayal of psychological disintegration and emotional resilience. Drawing on psychoanalytic, 
philosophical, and socio-political frameworks, the analysis reveals how Woolf critiques institutional power, medical authority, and 
class hierarchy while proposing an alternative aesthetic rooted in impression and subjectivity. Ultimately, Mrs Dalloway articulates 
a vision of the modern self as contingent, relational, and continually shaped by both historical trauma and fleeting moments of 
insight. 
    

 Introduction 

 The aftermath of the First World War heralded a seismic transformation in Western art, 
culture, and intellectual life. The traumas of the battlefield, the collapse of imperial confidence, 
and the erosion of traditional social hierarchies contributed to a pervasive sense of disorientation 
that found expression in the literature of the early twentieth century. Modernist writers, responding 
to what they perceived as a rupture in the continuity of historical and psychological experience, 
rejected the inherited forms of Victorian realism in favor of experimental techniques that could 
better capture the fragmented nature of modern consciousness. Among these writers, Virginia 
Woolf emerged as a central figure whose fiction interrogated not only the formal boundaries of the 
novel but also the structures of thought, identity, and memory. 

 Published in 1925, Mrs Dalloway exemplifies this modernist impulse through its rejection 
of linear narrative, its stream-of-consciousness style, and its intricate rendering of subjective 
perception. Set over the course of a single day in postwar London, the novel oscillates between the 
inner lives of a diverse cast of characters, most notably Clarissa Dalloway, an upper-class hostess 
preparing for an evening party, and Septimus Warren Smith, a war veteran suffering from severe 
psychological trauma. The novel’s compression of time, multiplicity of perspectives, and fluidity 
of thought reveal a world in which the boundaries between past and present, sanity and madness, 
self and other, are perpetually in flux. 

 Rather than merely chronicling events, Woolf’s narrative probes the mechanisms by which 
identity is constructed, fragmented, and sometimes dismantled. Her attention to the textures of 
inner life—fleeting impressions, submerged memories and half-formed desires—offers a critique 
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of the social and institutional forces that seek to impose coherence on human experience. The 
novel's formal experimentation is thus inseparable from its ethical vision: a commitment to 
rendering the complexity of being in a world where external certainties have collapsed. 

 This article examines Mrs Dalloway as a meditation on the fractured self in modernity, 
focusing on how Woolf’s stylistic innovations give voice to psychological dislocation and social 
alienation. It argues that the novel’s dual narrative structure not only highlights the invisible 
connections between disparate lives but also exposes the inadequacy of cultural norms in 
responding to the subtleties of personal suffering. In tracing the interplay between memory, 
trauma, and identity, Mrs Dalloway emerges not only as a landmark of modernist fiction but as a 
profound exploration of the human condition in the shadow of historical upheaval. 

 Modernism and the Crisis of the Self 
 
 The cultural and psychological crisis following World War I catalyzed a profound 
transformation in the landscape of literary form and thematic focus. The cataclysm of the war had 
not only decimated lives and landscapes but had also shattered long-standing beliefs in rational 
progress, moral certainties, and the coherence of human experience. The collapse of empires, the 
trauma of mechanized warfare, and the failure of Enlightenment ideals to prevent mass destruction 
led many writers to question the reliability of inherited narrative conventions. Traditional realist 
forms—rooted in linear chronology, stable characterization, and a transparent narrator—appeared 
increasingly inadequate to convey the disrupted interior life and the moral ambiguities of the 
postwar individual. Instead, modernist writers began to seek literary modes that would reflect the 
fractured consciousness of a disoriented age. 

 Central to this aesthetic shift was the growing influence of psychoanalysis, particularly the 
revolutionary work of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung. Freud’s theories on repression, the 
unconscious, and the instability of the ego provided writers with a language for articulating the 
hidden forces that shape thought and behavior. The modernist text, accordingly, became less 
concerned with outward events and more with the inner, often incoherent processes of the mind. In 
this context, Virginia Woolf emerged as one of the most innovative literary figures, crafting prose 
that sought not to explain or moralize, but to reveal the subtleties of subjective perception. 

 In Mrs Dalloway, Woolf eschews a conventional plotline in favor of a narrative 
architecture that is shaped by mental association, fleeting impressions, and sudden emotional 
upheavals. The novel unfolds over a single day in London—a deliberate narrowing of 
chronological scope that allows for a deep excavation of psychological experience. But within this 
apparently unified time frame, temporal boundaries dissolve. Past and present intermingle 
seamlessly, not as a series of flashbacks but as coexistent layers of experience. Characters 
frequently slip into reverie, as memories rise unbidden from the unconscious, coloring their 
perceptions and decisions. This technique aligns with Henri Bergson’s philosophy of time—la 
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durée—which conceptualizes time not as a measurable sequence of discrete units but as a 
qualitative flow shaped by memory, emotion, and sensation (Bergson, 1911). 

 Woolf’s narrative structure thus resists the artificial imposition of order upon lived reality. 
Clarissa Dalloway’s walk through Westminster, for example, is not simply a physical journey 
through the city; it is also a journey through her psychic landscape. The ringing of Big Ben and the 
striking of St. Margaret’s bells—recurring motifs throughout the novel—mark chronological time, 
yet they also serve to punctuate moments of introspection and emotional turbulence. In one 
moment, she remembers a kiss with Sally Seton at Bourton; in the next, she reflects on the social 
obligations of her upcoming party. The continuity of thought across decades, evoked with lyrical 
precision, suggests that identity is not formed by external actions alone but by the interplay 
between remembered desires and present roles. 

 The novel also incorporates a plurality of perspectives, weaving together the 
consciousnesses of disparate individuals in a manner that resists narrative hierarchy. Woolf’s use 
of free indirect discourse allows readers to inhabit the minds of various characters without the 
mediation of an overt narrator, producing a polyphonic structure where even minor characters are 
granted momentary depth and interiority. This strategy destabilizes the idea of a central 
protagonist and underscores the fragmented, decentralized nature of modern experience. By 
presenting overlapping internal monologues, Woolf recreates the cacophony of urban life and the 
intersubjective fabric of human interaction, in which thoughts, impressions, and judgments 
constantly intersect and collide. 

 Moreover, Woolf’s emphasis on the instability of perception reflects a broader 
philosophical skepticism characteristic of modernist literature. In Mrs Dalloway, reality is never 
fixed or wholly knowable; it is always filtered through subjective lenses. A simple glance at a 
shop window or a passing car can elicit a chain of associations, fears, and desires that reshape the 
perceived object itself. For instance, when Clarissa sees an aeroplane skywriting above the city, 
the onlookers each interpret the scene differently, projecting their own concerns onto the 
ambiguous message. This moment captures the essence of modernist epistemology: reality exists 
not as an objective truth but as a collage of interpretations, deeply influenced by the psyche of the 
observer. 

 The novel’s stylistic innovations also reflect the broader modernist aim of aligning form 
with content. Woolf’s syntax frequently abandons conventional punctuation and grammatical 
clarity, opting instead for the rhythmic flow of interior speech. Her sentences often extend across 
clauses and thoughts, imitating the associative movement of the mind. This formal fluidity mirrors 
the instability of identity itself. The self, in Woolf’s vision, is not a stable core but a dynamic and 
relational construct, shaped by memory, language, and the constant pressures of social 
performance. 
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 In this way, Mrs Dalloway offers not merely a critique of Edwardian social conventions 
but a fundamental reimagining of what it means to narrate a life. The modern self, Woolf implies, 
is never unified but always in process—an echo chamber of voices, memories, and roles that 
cannot be reconciled into a single essence. The novel's refusal to resolve its characters into moral 
archetypes or its narrative into a satisfying conclusion is not a failure but a deliberate reflection of 
a world where certainty has been supplanted by flux. In capturing this condition, Woolf not only 
contributes to the formal innovations of modernism but also articulates the existential dilemmas of 
her age with extraordinary subtlety. 

 Clarissa and Septimus: Dual Portraits of the Modern Consciousness 

 Woolf’s narrative architecture in Mrs Dalloway deliberately juxtaposes two seemingly 
disparate characters—Clarissa Dalloway, an upper-class hostess preoccupied with the social 
rituals of London society, and Septimus Warren Smith, a shell-shocked veteran grappling with 
profound psychological disintegration. While their external circumstances diverge sharply, Woolf 
aligns their interior landscapes in such a way that each becomes a reflective foil for the other. This 
dual character structure enables Woolf to explore the fissures of modern identity from both the 
privileged center and the marginalized periphery, ultimately questioning the coherence and 
singularity of the modern subject. 

 Clarissa, immersed in the elite rhythms of postwar English society, outwardly conforms to 
expectations of refinement, domestic order, and public civility. Yet beneath the elegance of her 
social performance lies a complex inner life marked by suppressed emotion, buried longing, and 
philosophical ambivalence. Her reflections throughout the day are punctuated by moments of 
profound solitude and metaphysical anxiety. She experiences her life not as a continuous narrative 
but as a series of impressions, many of which contradict the persona she performs in public. Her 
marriage to Richard Dalloway, for instance, represents emotional stability but also a form of 
existential compromise. She repeatedly recalls Peter Walsh’s criticism of her choice to prioritize 
security over passion, and while she resents his judgment, she also acknowledges its validity in 
moments of doubt. 

 These hesitations are especially evident in her recollections of Sally Seton, which evoke 
not merely nostalgia but a kind of emotional and sexual intensity that remains unresolved. Sally is 
associated with a moment of potentiality, a vision of life that Clarissa never fully pursued: “the 
most exquisite moment of her whole life” (Woolf, 2000, p. 35). This retrospective yearning 
destabilizes her current identity, revealing its constructedness and contingency. Clarissa’s internal 
contradictions are not signs of confusion but evidence of a modern self that resists totalizing 
definition. 

 Septimus, by contrast, occupies the margins of both society and sanity. A decorated 
veteran suffering from the lingering effects of wartime trauma, he is portrayed as painfully attuned 
to the horrors beneath the surface of daily life. Whereas Clarissa masks her unease through social 
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performance, Septimus is consumed by his. He interprets the world through hallucinations and 
symbolic patterns, perceiving messages in the rustling of leaves or the flight of birds. His 
heightened sensitivity, far from being merely pathological, reflects a visionary capacity that Woolf 
treats with ambiguous reverence. Septimus is not simply a madman; he is a poet manqué, someone 
whose refusal to adjust to a broken world is both his tragedy and his resistance. 

 Woolf’s presentation of Septimus’s mental illness is not medicalized but deeply 
philosophical. His breakdown is portrayed not as a private affliction but as a symptom of a broader 
cultural malaise. His memories of the trenches, the death of his friend Evans, and the absurdity of 
civilian life upon return suggest that postwar society has repressed its own trauma and demanded 
that individuals do the same. The physicians who treat Septimus—Dr. Holmes and Sir William 
Bradshaw—serve not as healers but as enforcers of social normativity. Their insistence on 
“Proportion” and “Conversion” symbolizes a system that privileges control over comprehension. 
In their hands, medicine becomes a tool of surveillance and discipline, echoing Foucauldian 
critiques of modern institutions (Foucault, 1977). 

 What links Clarissa and Septimus most powerfully is not merely thematic mirroring but an 
implicit metaphysical kinship. Woolf crafts a narrative logic in which their lives intersect 
spiritually if not physically. Though they never meet, Septimus’s death reverberates in Clarissa’s 
consciousness as a moment of clarity and rupture. The news of his suicide, introduced to her 
during her party, cuts through the decorum of the event and forces her to confront the proximity of 
death to everyday life. Her meditative response is not one of fear or revulsion but a kind of 
recognition. In his act of defiance, Clarissa perceives a truth she herself suppresses: that life’s 
value lies not in its rituals or continuity but in its intensity and singularity. 

 Moreover, Clarissa’s empathetic identification with Septimus challenges the class and 
social boundaries that define them. Her reaction to his suicide—“He made her feel the beauty; 
made her feel the fun”—is ambiguous but profound. It suggests not only an aesthetic response but 
a visceral awareness of the costs of authenticity in a world governed by repression and decorum. 
That his death occurs just as she steps momentarily away from her guests underscores a deeper 
narrative rhythm—one where private revelations collide with public performances. 

 This moment of convergence also complicates traditional notions of narrative resolution. 
Septimus’s death does not serve as a dramatic climax but as a quiet fissure in the structure of 
Clarissa’s world. She returns to her guests changed, though the transformation is subtle, even 
invisible to others. Woolf avoids explicit moralizing, allowing the reader to inhabit the charged 
space between despair and insight. In doing so, she redefines the role of the protagonist—not as a 
heroic individual who overcomes adversity, but as a consciousness continually shaped by unseen 
influences and fleeting revelations. 

 In pairing Clarissa and Septimus, Woolf stages a dialectic between survival and collapse, 
conformity and resistance, visibility and erasure. Their dual narrative arcs illuminate the costs of 
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maintaining or defying societal roles in a postwar world, and in doing so, they expand the novel’s 
exploration of identity beyond individual psychology to a broader social and philosophical 
inquiry. Through their parallel yet intersecting lives, Woolf invites readers to consider how 
different modes of being—however incompatible on the surface—may share a common depth 
beneath the facades of sanity, civility, and selfhood. 

 Time, Memory, and Nonlinear Narrative 

 Woolf’s departure from linear narrative convention in Mrs Dalloway is not a mere stylistic 
flourish but a radical reconfiguration of how fiction can represent human experience. This 
rejection of traditional chronology is grounded in a philosophical conviction: that life is not lived 
in sequential episodes with clear beginnings, middles, and ends, but in a ceaseless flow of 
impressions, sensations, and recursive thoughts. In embracing non-linearity, Woolf challenges not 
only the structures of Victorian realism but also broader cultural assumptions about order, 
causality, and the transparency of selfhood. 

 The novel’s temporal elasticity enables Woolf to dramatize how the past inhabits the 
present—not as a series of remembered facts but as an ever-shifting emotional and psychological 
landscape. Clarissa’s memories of Bourton, particularly her kiss with Sally Seton, are not merely 
wistful recollections; they form an essential, if largely invisible, foundation of her current identity. 
These moments do not exist in a discrete “then” but constantly re-emerge in the “now,” refracted 
through the lens of age, social role, and inner ambivalence. Her memory is not passive storage but 
active presence, shaping how she understands her present choices, her marriage, her party, and 
even her sense of mortality. 

 In this way, Woolf constructs time not as a container for events but as a medium through 
which consciousness unfolds. The simultaneity of temporal registers—the sudden intrusion of a 
past moment into the present, or the anticipation of a future that may never arrive—produces a 
narrative rhythm that mirrors lived experience rather than chronological accuracy. The tolling of 
Big Ben, a recurring motif in the novel, functions not just as a marker of objective time but as a 
counterpoint to the subjective durations experienced by characters. For some, a single second can 
carry immense emotional weight; for others, entire hours pass with barely any cognitive imprint. 
This discordance between measured time and felt time underscores the instability of meaning 
itself. 

 Woolf’s aesthetic is shaped by her deep distrust of external “truths” or empirical realities. 
In “Modern Fiction,” she contends that literature should not aim to provide a neat account of 
social facts but should instead capture the interior movement of the mind (Woolf, 1925/1977). In 
Mrs Dalloway, the result is a narrative that privileges internal experience over plot, and 
impression over explanation. The boundary between what is real and what is imagined becomes 
porous. When characters like Clarissa, Peter, or Septimus reflect on their lives, the difference 
between what has happened and what was merely desired or feared often collapses. This 
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epistemological ambiguity becomes a hallmark of Woolf’s modernist project: an insistence that 
reality is filtered through individual perception and that fiction must attend to that mediation. 

 Clarissa’s internal conflict surrounding her relationship with Sally illustrates how memory 
can both preserve and distort emotional truths. The kiss is remembered with vivid immediacy—
“the most exquisite moment of her whole life”—yet it exists in tension with her present life, where 
that moment has been buried under layers of propriety and performance (Woolf, 2000, p. 35). 
Rather than treat this memory as a repressed deviation from the norm, Woolf renders it integral to 
Clarissa’s identity. The act of remembering becomes a kind of resistance against the erasure of 
female desire, a brief yet luminous instance when Clarissa stepped outside the boundaries set by 
gender, class, and convention. 

 The non-linear structure also allows Woolf to examine identity as a fluid and evolving 
phenomenon. Each character is presented not as a static figure but as a constellation of impulses, 
contradictions, and unrealized possibilities. Peter Walsh, for example, is both critical of Clarissa’s 
choices and nostalgic for their shared past; he is restless, ambivalent, and plagued by his own 
uncertainties about imperial duty and domesticity. His recollections and daydreams are as integral 
to his portrayal as his actions, reinforcing Woolf’s idea that identity is not defined solely by what 
one does, but by what one imagines, remembers, or suppresses. 

 Moreover, Woolf uses this narrative fragmentation to probe the social pressures that 
constrain the formation of selfhood. The novel’s shifting perspectives reveal how characters are 
shaped—and often deformed—by class expectations, gender roles, and cultural scripts. Clarissa’s 
upper-class status affords her visibility and social influence, yet it also isolates her emotionally 
and silences certain parts of her experience. Her attraction to Sally is never spoken aloud, and her 
doubts about marriage or aging are confined to internal monologue. These unexpressed 
dimensions of the self find space in Woolf’s fluid narrative, which validates the interior life as 
fully real, even when it remains publicly invisible. 

 The same technique illuminates the crisis of masculine identity embodied in Peter and 
Septimus. Peter’s ambivalence about British imperialism and the colonial mission—central tenets 
of his upbringing—mirrors his indecision about personal commitments. His internal vacillation 
undermines the traditional image of the decisive, rational man. Septimus, whose suffering results 
from both personal trauma and systemic neglect, becomes the most radical example of how 
internal reality can deviate irreparably from social norms. His thoughts, fragmented and poetic, 
would not find a place in conventional realist prose; only Woolf’s fluid, modernist method allows 
his consciousness to be rendered with integrity and complexity. 

 Ultimately, Woolf’s non-linear narrative affirms that identity cannot be reduced to public 
roles or consistent behavior. The inner life, with its oscillations, reversals, and discontinuities, is 
the true subject of the novel. By refusing to impose a singular timeline or a central plot, Woolf 
resists the coercion of narrative order itself. In its place, she offers a mosaic of consciousness—
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shifting, uncertain, and hauntingly beautiful—through which her characters live, remember, and 
become. 

 Social Critique and Institutional Power 

 While Mrs Dalloway is renowned for its psychological intricacies and fluid interior 
monologue, it is equally incisive in its social critique. Woolf's narrative does not merely explore 
the workings of the individual mind; it systematically interrogates the external structures—
medical, political, patriarchal, and class-based—that shape, suppress, and at times destroy the self. 
Through figures such as Sir William Bradshaw and Lady Bruton, and through the symbolically 
charged settings of drawing rooms and clinics, Woolf exposes the coercive nature of institutions 
that define normative life under the guise of benevolent order. 

 Sir William Bradshaw, the eminent physician tasked with treating Septimus Warren Smith, 
is perhaps the novel’s most chilling embodiment of institutional power. His devotion to the 
doctrine of “Proportion”—the idea that health and sanity derive from a balanced adherence to 
social expectations—reveals a disturbing alignment between medical discourse and authoritarian 
ideology. Bradshaw's patients are not treated as individuals with inner complexities but as 
deviations from a social norm to be corrected or silenced. His practice conflates moral judgment 
with clinical intervention, reducing psychological suffering to a failure of discipline. Woolf's 
portrayal of this figure draws attention to how psychiatry, when stripped of empathy and curiosity, 
becomes a mechanism of social control. Septimus’s institutionalization and eventual suicide are 
not aberrations but the logical outcomes of a system that prioritizes conformity over 
comprehension. 

 This critique resonates with Michel Foucault’s later analysis of disciplinary power. In 
Discipline and Punish, Foucault describes the modern shift from overt physical punishment to 
subtler forms of internalized surveillance and regulation. Bradshaw, though not punitive in the 
traditional sense, exercises power through diagnostics, routines, and diagnoses that locate 
deviation within the individual rather than the society that produced their suffering (Foucault, 
1977). In Mrs Dalloway, the medical gaze functions not to heal but to normalize; those who 
cannot be normalized—like Septimus—are eliminated, either figuratively or literally. 

 Woolf’s critique also implicates the patriarchal and imperial values embedded within 
British professional and domestic institutions. Bradshaw’s treatment of his wife, Lady Bradshaw, 
who once had an interest in music but has since been reduced to a silent appendage, suggests the 
cost exacted on women by lives of submission and self-erasure. The hierarchy of roles and 
silences within marriage mirrors the hierarchy of doctor and patient, host and guest, citizen and 
outcast. Each relationship, while clothed in civility, masks a deeper dynamic of domination. 

 The novel’s indictment of social structures extends beyond medicine to the British class 
system, particularly the genteel world of upper-class domesticity that Clarissa Dalloway inhabits. 
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 Her elegant home in Westminster is not only a physical space but a symbolic one: a 
curated environment where appearances must be maintained, where disruptions—whether 
emotional, ideological, or psychological—are tactfully excluded. Her carefully planned party, 
ostensibly a celebration of life and connection, doubles as a ritual of exclusion. It affirms social 
hierarchies while masking the alienation and unspoken grief that permeates its guests. 

 Woolf renders this world with both intimacy and irony. Clarissa’s role as hostess is 
simultaneously empowering and suffocating; it gives her a sense of agency within the confines of 
class and gender expectations but also restricts her from full emotional engagement. Her internal 
unease, manifest in her fixation on mortality and her brief, electric memories of youth, suggests 
that even those who appear most socially secure are haunted by the costs of conformity. The 
arrival of news about Septimus’s suicide during the party is narratively significant—not only 
because it disrupts the event, but because it introduces the reality of human anguish into a setting 
obsessed with decorum and denial. 

 Clarissa’s fleeting but profound response to Septimus’s death marks a moment of ethical 
and existential awareness. She recognizes, without fully articulating it, that his suicide represents a 
refusal to submit to the very system she is a part of. “He made her feel the beauty; made her feel 
the fun,” she thinks—not trivializing his act, but intuiting its defiant intensity (Woolf, 2000, p. 
186). In this moment, Septimus becomes a mirror, reflecting back to Clarissa a glimpse of an 
alternative to the life she has chosen—a life unmediated by performance or control. Though she 
cannot follow his path, her recognition of it imbues her final reentry into the party with a quiet 
solemnity, as if she carries with her the burden of a truth no one else will see. 

 Furthermore, the novel’s setting—London in the early 1920s—functions not merely as 
backdrop but as a site saturated with the legacies of empire, gendered exclusion, and postwar 
malaise. The movement of characters through parks, streets, and squares is punctuated by 
reminders of state power: the chiming of Big Ben, the presence of Buckingham Palace, the 
deference to rank and reputation. Yet even within this structured space, Woolf introduces subtle 
disruptions: the skywriting plane that momentarily seizes the public’s imagination, the vagrant 
woman singing outside Regent’s Park, the shell-shocked veteran who hears voices. These 
intrusions unsettle the illusion of coherence and expose the fragility of the social order. 

 In this way, Mrs Dalloway functions as a layered critique of the various institutions—
medical, marital, imperial, and domestic—that claim to stabilize life but in fact obscure or 
exacerbate its inherent precarity. Woolf’s brilliance lies in her ability to show how these forces 
operate not only in overt acts of repression but in the minutiae of social behavior, in the casual 
dismissal of dissent, in the polished surfaces of elite life. Her novel insists that beneath the rituals 
of civility lie buried histories of violence, sacrifice, and unacknowledged suffering. Through her 
double lens—Clarissa’s poised serenity and Septimus’s catastrophic insight—Woolf unmasks the 
cost of social order and reclaims, through fiction, the silenced voices it leaves behind. 
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 Conclusion 

 Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway is a masterful exploration of the fragmented self in 
modernity. Through its innovative narrative structure and psychological complexity, the novel 
interrogates the boundaries between sanity and madness, past and present, private and public. 
Woolf’s dual portraits of Clarissa and Septimus reveal a world in which identity is unstable, 
continually reshaped by memory, social norms, and invisible emotional ties. In doing so, Mrs 
Dalloway exemplifies the modernist impulse not only to reflect the chaos of the age but also to 
craft new forms capable of expressing the flux and depth of human consciousness. 
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