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Abstract:
This study undertakes a rigorous interrogation of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, foregrounding the
entangled discourses of madness, modernity, and psychic disintegration as symptomatic of a civilization
fractured by war and mechanized rationality. By situating Woolf’s narrative within the epistemological
crisis of post—World War I Britain, the analysis contends that the novel destabilizes psychiatric
orthodoxy and unmasks the coercive violence embedded in medical authority. Septimus Warren Smith,
the shell-shocked veteran, becomes the locus of this critique: his hallucinations, affective numbness, and
estrangement from social reintegration are not mere indices of pathology but dramatizations of a
culture incapable of acknowledging psychic trauma. His condition exemplifies the collision between
individual subjectivity and the disciplinary imperatives of a society enthralled by order, productivity,
and decorum. Woolf’s deployment of stream of consciousness functions simultaneously as aesthetic
rupture and diagnostic instrument, enabling access to interior states that elude conventional narrative
representation. The novel’s dual narrative architecture entwines Septimus and Clarissa Dalloway as
dialectical foils: Clarissa’s oscillations between existential dread and fragile social poise mirror
Septimus’s catastrophic psychic collapse, thereby mapping a continuum of mental experience
intensified by the devastations of war. The figures of Dr. Holmes and Sir William Bradshaw epitomize
Woolf’s critique of proportion, a concept that transmutes medical practice into disciplinary
surveillance. Their reduction of illness to social conformity reveals psychiatry as an apparatus of

biopolitical control, subordinating individuality to the imperatives of stability and mechanized order.
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Septimus’s suicide, therefore, transcends pathological explanation, it becomes a philosophical act of
resistance, a tragic repudiation of a dehumanizing modernity that annihilates singularity. Clarissa’s
empathetic recognition of his death underscores Woolf’s plea for a more humane, emotionally attuned
apprehension of suffering—one that resists rigid taxonomies and affirms the multiplicity of inner life. By
foregrounding trauma, psychiatric power, and the social determinants of mental health, Mrs. Dalloway
compels readers to reconsider the porous boundaries between sanity and madness, private anguish and
collective obligation, thereby inscribing mental illness at the very heart of modernity’s crisis.
Ultimately, Woolf’s text emerges as both literary innovation and cultural indictment, exposing the
epistemic violence of medical discourse while affirming the irreducible complexity of human

consciousness.

Keywords: psychiatric authority, bio-political control, stream of consciousness, trauma

discourse, existential dread, epistemic violence

Exploring Cultural Memory in Literature: A Theoretical Framework:

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925), one of the most significant modernist novels
in English literature, is commended for its exploration of temporality, consciousness, and the
fractured conditions of post-World War I society. Among its numerous themes, the
representation of mental illness is one of the most complex and culturally significant.
Through the psychologically troubled war veteran Septimus Warren Smith and the socially
astute but internally troubled Clarissa Dalloway, Woolf examines the boundaries between
sanity and insanity. She demonstrates how some forms of suffering are unnoticed or
unpleasant due to modernity’s emphasis on order, rationality, and societal efficiency. Because
Woolf herself experienced numerous mental breakdowns and consistently challenged
psychiatric authority, Mrs. Dalloway might be read as a political and personal indictment of
how society defines, diagnoses, and treats mental illness.

This paper contends that Woolf stages a significant critique of early twentieth-century
psychiatry and its inability to identify psychological trauma, particularly that of returning
soldiers, using her modernist techniques, especially stream of consciousness, shifting
focalization, and temporal fragmentation. The study positions Mrs. Dalloway as a work that
both reflects and challenges prevailing cultural narratives about madness by drawing on
theoretical frameworks from Michel Foucault’s study of medical power, Elaine Showalter’s
feminist investigation of hysteria, R. D. Laing’s notion of ontological insecurity, and modern

trauma theory (Bessel van der Kolk). Woolf portrays mental illness as a symptom of a highly
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troubled modern civilization that is grappling with issues of war, empire, gender roles, and
institutional authority rather than just as an individual sickness.

Madness, Modernity, and the Aftermath of War

Woolf sets Mrs. Dalloway in a post-war London that is struggling to restore social
order following the psychological and physical devastation of World War 1. The book reveals
a world of suffering, disillusionment, and unresolved sadness beneath the surface of everyday
life, such as Clarissa preparing for her party and the bustling city streets. Septimus Warren
Smith, a combat veteran, is the embodiment of this concealed national trauma. His
overwhelming guilt, emotional numbness, and hallucinations are all signs of what is today
called post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). However, in 1925, this sickness was dubbed
“shell shock,” a term that was often dismissed as a sign of cowardice or moral weakness.

The long-lasting violence of war that persists long after the battlefield is abandoned is
made clear by Septimus’s mental breakdown. In a biting critique of the naive and idealism
that drove soldiers into battle, Woolf states that he “went to France to save an England which
consisted almost entirely of Shakespeare’s plays and Miss Isabel Pole in a green dress
walking in a square.” He is deeply devastated by the treachery of the war. Septimus
experiences an intrusive hallucination that blurs the line between recollection and the present
after seeing his friend Evans die: “the branches parted and there was his friend Evans.”
According to renowned trauma theorist Bessel van der Kolk, traumatic memory frequently
“is timeless” and intrudes into the present as if it is happening again (van der Kolk 66).
Woolf’s portrayal of Septimus’s hallucinations closely aligns with modern understandings of
trauma, revealing her intuitive grasp of psychological suffering.

Woolf also highlights the profound sense of alienation that is brought on by trauma.
Septimus feels as though “he could not feel,” thinking that reality has vanished. This lack of
emotion Ness is a reflection of what R. D. Laing subsequently called “ontological insecurity
“a broken sense of self where the individual views the world as a threat rather than a source
of support (Laing 42). Septimus’s detachment from reality is not irrational; rather, it is a
coping mechanism brought on by experiences that were too strong for the intellect to
comprehend. Septimus’s obviously unstable consciousness contrasts with Clarissa
Dalloway’s more socially acceptable form of psychological instability. Despite not being
diagnosed with a mental illness, Clarissa experiences existential dread, ongoing anxiety, and

a deep sense of emotional loneliness.
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She recalls her fear of dying after a previous sickness when she had unexpected
moments of confusion while strolling across London: “She felt somehow very like him the
young man who had killed himself.” Woolf’s claim that there is a continuum of mental pain
is emphasized by this dual consciousness. Septimus’s more obvious psychological
breakdown is echoed in Clarissa’s bouts of inward disintegration. Thus, Woolf’s parallel
narrative method undermines the sanity/madness dichotomy, implying that everyone in
contemporary society has some kind of psychic trauma.

Psychiatric Authority and the Violence of “Proportion”

One of the most critical aspects of Woolf’s examination of mental illness is her
depiction of the psychiatric system as coercive, impersonal, and morally suspect. Dr. Holmes
and Sir Rather than being a healer, William Bradshaw is presented as a social conformist.
Their primary concern is not Septimus’s well-being but rather the preservation of
“proportion,” a notion Woolf employs to symbolize the ideological power that medical
authority holds over individuals. Sir William Bradshaw emerges as the embodiment of the
novel’s critique of oppressive medical authority, personifying the coercive power embedded
within early twentieth-century psychiatry. His devotion to the principles of “conversion” and
“proportion” aligns closely with what Michel Foucault interrogates in Madness and
Civilization as the medicalization of deviance an epistemological framework in which
difference is reclassified as disorder and subsequently disciplined. According to Foucault,
modern psychiatry functions simultaneously as a purported science and a covert apparatus of
social regulation, enforcing normative behaviour under the benevolent rhetoric of care and
cure (Foucault 38). Woolf’s depiction of Bradshaw dramatizes this dual function with
striking clarity. As the narrator states:

He swooped; he devoured. He shut people up. It was this com- bination of decision
and humanity that endeared Sir William so greatly to the relations of his victims. But Rezia
Warren Smith cried, walking down Harley Street, that she did not like that man. Shredding
and slicing, dividing and subdividing, the clocks of Harley Street nibbled at the June day,
counselled submission, upheld authority. (152)

This passage exposes the predatory undertones of Bradshaw’s authority, revealing
how decisiveness masquerades as compassion while masking an underlying impulse to
dominate and contain. His unquestioned assertion of will is figured through violent,
consumptive imagery swooped, devoured, shredding and slicing which strips medical
intervention of its supposed neutrality. Woolf thus unveils the latent brutality within

Bradshaw’s attempt to institutionalize Septimus, an act framed as benevolent treatment but
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experienced as psychic annihilation. Institutionalization becomes a process of social excision,
whereby the inconvenient individual is removed from the collective body and rendered
invisible, their subjectivity erased in the name of order and stability. This critique is deeply
inflected by Woolf’s own experiences with dehumanizing psychiatric practices that
privileged control, enforced rest, and isolation over genuine understanding. Critics such as
Elaine Showalter have demonstrated that early twentieth-century psychiatry frequently
pathologized nonconformity particularly in women thereby reinforcing rigid social norms and
gender hierarchies under medical authority (Showalter 203). Read through this lens, Woolf’s
portrayal of Bradshaw also functions as a feminist intervention. His fixation on “proportion”
echoes cultural expectations that women maintain domestic harmony, emotional restraint, and
social decorum at the expense of personal autonomy. By linking psychiatric regulation to
gendered discipline, Woolf exposes how medical discourse operates not merely as a response
to illness, but as a powerful ideological instrument that polices bodies, identities, and forms
of resistance. Even though Holmes is not as evil as Bradshaw, he nevertheless adds to
Septimus’s decline by writing off his symptoms as lack of proportion. Holmes tells Septimus
to take a bromide and go on a walk, insisting that he should just show interest in everyday
life. The general cultural unwillingness to recognize the psychological effects of the conflict
is reflected in this trivialization of trauma.

Woolf is able to show how medical carelessness and entrenched paternalism actively
exacerbate suffering through Holmes’s fundamental inability and refusal to comprehend
Septimus’s interior reality. Holmes’s reduction of psychological trauma to mere irrationality
exemplifies what Woolf presents as the epistemic violence of modern psychiatry: a system
that privileges authority, rationalism, and social conformity over empathy and subjective
truth. Consequently, Septimus’s final act of suicide must be interpreted not simply as a
manifestation of madness, but as a radical gesture of resistance against medical domination.
Faced with Bradshaw’s impending plot to institutionalize him, Septimus resolves to preserve
his autonomy at all costs:

He did not want to die. Life was good. The sun hot. Only human be- ings what did
they want? Coming down the stair- case opposite an old man stopped and stared at him.
Holmes was at the door. “T’ll give it you!” he cried, and flung himself vigorously, violently
down on to Mrs. Filmer’s area railings. “The coward!” cried Dr. Holmes, bursting the door

open. Rezia ran to the window, she saw; she understood. (226-227)
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This moment exposes the profound irony of Septimus’s death: he does not seek
annihilation, but rather escapes the coercive silencing imposed by psychiatric authority. His
leap from the window becomes a refusal to submit to a system that would erase his voice
under the guise of “care.” In one of the novel’s most searing indictments of medical power,
Woolf reframes suicide as a tragic yet defiant assertion of selthood against an oppressive
institutional order. Septimus’s death thus embodies what Michel Foucault identifies as the
paradox of madness under modern regimes of discipline, wherein insanity becomes “the only
remaining space where the self can assert its autonomy against institutional domination™
(251). Through Septimus, Woolf critiques a society in which survival itself demands
submission, and where death emerges as the final means of preserving personal sovereignty.

Stream of Consciousness as a Literary Mode of Mental Distress

One of Woolf’s greatest innovations in Mrs. Dalloway is the use of stream of
consciousness, a technique that allows readers to enter the fluid, broken, and often
contradictory inner worlds of her characters. Woolf is able to depict psychological trauma as
a dynamic and evolving experience rather than a linear illness because to this narrative
method, which becomes an essential tool for showing mental illness. Septimus’s thinking is
characterized by associative jumps, abrupt transformations, and sensory overload. For
example, he immediately perceives a car backfire as dangerous: “It was plain enough; the
motor car could not be said to hum; it roared.” Ordinary stimuli become catastrophic. Trauma
theorists argue that hypervigilance is a defining hallmark of PTSD, a condition in which the
mind remains perpetually immobilized within a defensive, anticipatory mode of perception
(van der Kolk 78). Woolf’s narrative technique formally embodies this psychic state by
transforming the mundane textures of everyday life into sites of latent menace, thereby
dramatizing how trauma recalibrates sensory experience itself. Ordinary stimuli are rendered
uncanny, charged with an excess of significance that mirrors the traumatized subject’s
inability to distinguish threat from safety. This perceptual distortion is compounded by a
profound disintegration of temporality within Septimus’s consciousness. Linear chronology
collapses as intrusive memories rupture the present moment, revealing trauma’s resistance to
narrative containment. Although Evans died many years earlier, Woolf writes:

White things were assembling behind the railings opposite. But he dared not look.
Evans was behind the railings! “What are you saying?” said Rezia suddenly, sit- ting down
by him. Interrupted again! She was always interrupting. Away from people they must get

away from people, he said (jumping up), right away over there, where there were chairs
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beneath a tree and the long slope of the park dipped like a length of green stuff with a ceiling
cloth of blue and pink smoke high above (36)

Here, the past does not remain past; instead, it violently intrudes upon the present,
collapsing temporal boundaries and destabilizing Septimus’s grasp on reality. Evans’s
spectral presence exemplifies what van der Kolk defines as traumatic repetition “a reliving
rather than remembering “in which memory is not cognitively processed but somatically and
perceptually reenacted (Kolk 195). Woolf’s stream-of-consciousness technique thus operates
not merely as an aesthetic experiment but as a psychologically incisive formal analogue to
trauma itself, capturing the recursive, involuntary nature of traumatic memory. As a result,
Woolf’s portrayal is simultaneously lyrical and clinically astute, fusing imaginative beauty
with profound psychological realism. Yet Woolf extends this fragmented narrative
consciousness beyond Septimus, suggesting that psychic dislocation is not confined to
pathological trauma but is endemic to modern existence. Although Clarissa is comparatively
stable, her awareness is likewise marked by discontinuity, revealing the subtler, socially
sanctioned ways in which contemporary life fracture’s identity. As she moves through
London, her thoughts drift rapidly and associatively from memories of Bourton, to
meditations on mortality, to fleeting impressions of shop windows and skywriting planes
mirroring the dispersive pressures of modernity itself. Through this parallel structure, Woolf
collapses the boundary between trauma and normalcy, implying that the modern subject is
perpetually negotiating a fractured sense of self within an overstimulated, temporally unstable
world. She experiences moments of pure exhilaration followed by sudden plunges into
melancholy: “She had a perpetual sense... of being out, out, far out to sea and alone.” This
fluctuating emotional register implies that Septimus and Clarissa share a spectrum of
contemporary psychological instability rather than having completely different mental lives.

By emphasizing the flexibility and ambiguity of human mind, critics like James
Naremore have claimed that stream of consciousness in modernist literature serves as a
critique of Western rationality (Naremore 112). This method has two functions in Mrs.
Dalloway: it challenges the inflexible medical and social frameworks that aim to define and
contain mental illness while also dramatizing the lived experience of it.

Clarissa and Septimus as Psychological Foils

In order to emphasize the main point of the bookthat mental illness cannot be
separated from the more general circumstances of contemporary life, Woolf draws a

comparison between Septimus Warren Smith and Clarissa Dalloway. Even though the two
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protagonists never cross paths, there are deep philosophical and psychological parallels
between their stories.

Clarissa’s inner life is shaped by persistent existential rumination and an acute
sensitivity to the transience and precarious beauty of lived experience. Woolf frames her
consciousness as one perpetually oscillating between presence and annihilation, vitality and
erasure. As the narrator observes:

But every one remembered; what she loved was this, here, now, in front of her; the fat
lady in the cab. Did it matter then, she asked herself, walking towards Bond Street, did it
matter that she must inevitably cease completely; all this must go on without her; did she
resent it; or did it not become consoling to believe that death ended absolutely? (12)

This open-ended interrogative structure resists philosophical closure, reflecting
Clarissa’s unresolved uncertainty about the purpose of existence and the inevitability of
death. Rather than arriving at transcendence or despair, her consciousness lingers in
ambiguity, revealing what may be read as an existential suspension an awareness of mortality
that both destabilizes and intensifies her attachment to the present moment. Clarissa’s social
competence and outward composure function as a carefully maintained performance; she
hosts parties and sustains appearances, seamlessly inhabiting the role prescribed by her social
milieu. Yet beneath this surface fluency lies a profound sense of isolation. Her admission that
she feels “invisible; unseen; unknown” signals moments of dissociation in which the self
withdraws from social visibility, exposing the emotional costs of conformity and emotional
restraint.

In this way, Woolf dramatizes the paradox of Clarissa’s subjectivity: she is deeply
embedded in the social world yet internally estranged from it. Her loneliness is not
pathological but structural, produced by the demands of modern civility and gendered
expectation. On the other hand, Septimus cannot conceal his inner turmoil. Where Clarissa’s
fragmentation is sublimated into social ritual and aesthetic contemplation, Septimus’s psychic
disintegration erupts uncontrollably into public space. The contrast between them
underscores Woolf’s central insight: that modern consciousness is universally fractured, but
only certain forms of suffering are permitted to remain invisible, while others are
pathologized and punished.

The instability that Clarissa represses is revealed by his breakdown. However,
Clarissa senses a connection with him on an instinctual level. She experiences a profound,
even supernatural connection when she finds out about his suicide during her party. Clarissa’s

response to Septimus’s suicide culminates Woolf’s exploration of the fragile boundary
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between sanity and madness, isolation and communion. Rather than reacting with
conventional horror or moral condemnation, Clarissa experiences a moment of profound
identification that collapses the distance between her socially sanctioned existence and
Septimus’s marginalized suffering. As Woolf writes:

She felt some- how very like him the young man who had killed himself. She felt glad
that he had done it; thrown it away. The clock was striking. The leaden circles dissolved in
the air. He made her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun. But she must go back. She must
assemble. She must find Sally and Peter. And she came in from the little room. “But where is
Clarissa?” said Peter. (283-284)

This moment crystallizes the novel’s paradoxical ethics of survival. Clarissa’s
unsettling gladness does not signify approval of death but rather an intuitive recognition of
suicide as an act of existential defiance an assertion of agency in a world structured by
coercive norms and social surveillance. Septimus’s death momentarily liberates Clarissa from
the oppressive weight of “leaden™ time, as the clock’s authority dissolves into ephemerality,
symbolizing a rupture in the regimented temporality that governs modern life. Through this
symbolic suspension, Septimus “made her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun,” restoring to
Clarissa an intensity of perception that her carefully curated social identity often suppresses.

Yet this revelation is fleeting. Clarissa’s imperative “She must assemble “signals the
reconstitution of the self-demanded by social performance. Assembly here functions as both
literal and metaphorical reconstruction: the gathering of guests and the reassembly of a
fragmented subjectivity into a coherent, socially intelligible form. Her return from the “little
room” enacts a quiet capitulation to social order, even as it is haunted by the knowledge
Septimus embodies. Peter’s question, “But where is Clarissa?” underscores the novel’s final
irony: despite her physical presence, Clarissa remains partially absent, suspended between
private revelation and public identity. Woolf thus closes the novel not with resolution, but
with a recognition that modern subjectivity is permanently divided sustained by ritual and
appearance, yet secretly animated by moments of resistance, identification, and existential
clarity. This moment represents the blending of their psychic experiences, implying that
insanity is a normal aspect of life rather than an anomaly. Critics such as Alex Zwerdling
argue that Clarissa and Septimus represent two responses to the pressures of modernity
conformity and collapse (Zwerdling 152). Clarissa’s social grace hides her frailty, while
Septimus’s fall exposes the limits of social standards. By comparing them, Woolf is able to

critique the idea of social propriety and emotional reserve that define upper-class British
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culture. Woolf also uses their split consciousnesses to question the medicalization of
madness. Clarissa’s periods of existential dread, spiritual insight, and deep emotion are akin
to the traits that psychologists pathologize in Septimus. However, because she demonstrates
social normalcy, her experiences are accepted. According to Elaine Showalter, women’s
emotional outpouring is often classified as hysteria by society, while men’s logic is respected
(Showalter 215). By showing how Septimus’s emotional transparency is penalized while

Clarissa’s repression is socially rewarded, Woolf questions this duality.

Suicide as Resistance and Social Critique

One of the most contentious and philosophically charged moments in Mrs. Dalloway
is Septimus Smith’s suicide, an episode that functions simultaneously as a deeply personal
tragedy and a radical epistemological statement. Early critical responses tended to
pathologize Septimus’s death as the inevitable outcome of mental illness, reducing the act to
a symptom of insanity. However, more recent interpretations shaped by disability studies,
trauma theory, and Foucauldian critiques of institutional power reframe the scene as a
deliberate act of resistance against coercive systems of normalization. Woolf herself
destabilizes reductive readings by emphasizing not Septimus’s desire for death, but his
attachment to life.

With striking clarity, Woolf recounts the incident: He did not want to die. Life was
good. The sun hot. Only human be- ings what did they want? Coming down the stair- case
opposite an old man stopped and stared at him. Holmes was at the door. “I’ll give it you!” he
cried, and flung himself vigorously, violently down on to Mrs. Filmer’s area railings (226).
The insistence that “Life was good” and “Life was lovely” profoundly unsettles conventional
suicide narratives that equate self-destruction with nihilism or despair. Rather than rejecting
existence itself, Septimus rejects the conditions under which life is made intolerable by an
intrusive and authoritarian medical apparatus. His decision to die emerges not from passive
hopelessness but from an active refusal to submit to Sir William Bradshaw’s regime of
surveillance, confinement, and psychic erasure. As Woolf insists, “He would not surrender,”
framing Septimus’s final gesture as an assertion of agency rather than capitulation.

Within this framework, suicide becomes what Michel Foucault theorizes as the “last
refuge of the self” against authoritarian psychiatric intervention final space in which
subjectivity can resist institutional capture and epistemic violence (282). Septimus’s leap thus
operates as a grim yet resolute affirmation of autonomy in the face of medicalized

domination. Woolf’s portrayal compels the reader to confront the ethical ambiguity of
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survival within oppressive systems, suggesting that madness, death, and resistance are
entangled within the structures of modern power. Through Septimus, the novel challenges
readers to reconsider where agency resides when social institutions define conformity as
health and dissent as disease. This perspective is supported by Clarissa’s response to his
passing. She expresses appreciation instead of horror: “Somehow it was her disaster her
disgrace.” She understands that Septimus’s passing exposes a weakness in the social structure
she supports. The idea of harmony and stability that Bradshaw’s party stands for is called into
question by his inability to fit in. Woolf’s own experiences also influence how she
approaches suicide. Before her death in 1941, she made several attempts at suicide. Her own
essays demonstrate a profound understanding of the intricate relationships that exist between
mental illness, medical care, and personal action. Woolf’s criticism of a society that sees
psychological anguish as a problem to be solved rather than an experience to be

comprehended can be seen in Septimus’s suicide.

Society as the Source of Madness

In the end, Mrs. Dalloway contends that mental illness is a sign of larger society
dysfunction rather than just an individual disease. According to Woolf, London is a city
fixated on efficiency, order, and appearances qualities that stifle emotional depth and
exacerbate psychological suffering. The entire book is structured by Big Ben’s chiming,
which represents the unrelenting strain of time and societal obligation. The rhythms of
contemporary life, which Septimus and Clarissa both find difficult to adjust to, are reinforced
by each blow. The expectation of emotional moderation in society is criticized in the book.
The cultural taboo around sincere expressions of suffering is reflected in Clarissa’s
observation that ‘one must not speak of death’. People like Septimus find it more challenging
to seek understanding as a result of this emotional repression, which also makes mental
illness invisible. Another important factor is class. While upper-class Clarissa avoids scrutiny
despite her own psychological fragility, Septimus, who comes from a lower-middle-class
background, receives the majority of psychiatric intervention. This relationship is consistent
with Showalter’s claim that gender and class biases have historically shaped mental disease
(Showalter 233). By the novel’s conclusion, Woolf situates lunacy not at the margins of
experience but at the very centre of modern consciousness. Septimus’s death reverberates
through Clarissa’s party like an unassimilable ethical shock, exposing the impossibility of

containing post-war Britain’s moral and emotional crises beneath layers of civility, spectacle,
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and social ritual. The glittering surface of Clarissa’s gathering cannot efface the trauma that
underwrites it; instead, Septimus’s absence becomes a haunting presence that interrupts the
illusion of coherence upon which social order depends. In this moment of reckoning, Clarissa
comes to recognize the profound interdependence of human suffering and the fragility of the
distinctions that separate sanity from madness. As Woolf writes: “She felt glad that he had
done it; thrown it away. The clock was striking. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. He
made her feel the beauty; made her feel the fun. But she must go back. She must assemble.
She must find Sally and Peter. And she came in from the little room. (283)” This unsettling
affective response signals not cruelty or detachment, but an existential awakening.
Septimus’s suicide compels Clarissa to confront the precariousness of her own life and the
insufficiency of social norms that presume to define what is ‘sane’. The dissolution of the
“leaden circles” of time momentarily suspends the oppressive regularity of social existence,
allowing Clarissa a fleeting vision of authenticity unmediated by performance. Yet her
insistence that “she must assemble” underscores the tragic necessity of reconstituting the self
in accordance with social expectation, even after such moments of insight. Woolf thus reveals
sanity itself as a fragile and performative construct, maintained through repression, ritual, and
denial.

In conclusion, Mrs. Dalloway offers a radical interrogation of mental illness that
dismantles the medical, social, and cultural paradigms of its historical moment through the
intertwined narratives of Septimus Warren Smith and Clarissa Dalloway. Woolf exposes the
emotional austerity demanded by modern society, critiques the coercive and reductive
tendencies of early twentieth-century psychiatry, and demonstrates how trauma infiltrates
even the most apparently stable structures of everyday life. By engaging contemporary
theoretical perspectives, this analysis shows how Woolf’s representation of lunacy anticipates
modern understandings of trauma, mental health, and the social determinants of
psychological suffering. Septimus’s breakdown emerges not as an individual pathology but as
an indictment of a culture unwilling to reckon with the ethical and emotional consequences of
war. Meanwhile, Clarissa’s inner disquiet affirms that mental vulnerability is a shared human
condition, revealing the cost of sustaining identity and coherence within a rapidly
transforming and deeply fractured modern world.
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