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Abstract

This paper examines the manifestations of Sigmund Freud’s theory of the death drive (Thanatos) in Virginia
Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway, offering a unified psychoanalytic reading of Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus
Warren Smith as structural and psychological doubles. While Septimus’s suicide has traditionally been
interpreted as a direct consequence of post-war trauma, this study argues that Clarissa’s interior
consciousness reveals a parallel, though socially concealed, inclination toward dissolution, withdrawal, and
self-effacement. Drawing upon Freud’s concepts of repetition compulsion, repression, and melancholia, the
paper demonstrates how Woolf’s modernist narrative strategies—particularly stream of consciousness,
temporal fragmentation, and symbolic patterning—externalize unconscious drives shaping subjectivity.
Furthermore, the analysis situates the novel within the socio- cultural context of post-World War | Britain,
highlighting Woolf’s critique of medical authority, social conformity, and emotional repression. By
positioning Clarissa and Septimus as complementary embodiments of Thanatos, the study advances a
comprehensive interpretation of self-destruction in Mrs Dalloway as both an individual psychological
condition and a broader cultural symptom of modernity.
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Introduction

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway (1925) remains one of the most influential works of literary modernism,
notable for its innovative narrative form and profound exploration of human consciousness. Set over the
course of a single day in post-war London, the novel intricately weaves together the experiences of Clarissa
Dalloway, a socially prominent hostess, and Septimus Warren Smith, a shell-shocked war veteran. Though
the two characters never directly encounter one another, their parallel narratives form the psychological and
thematic core of the text.

Critics have long recognized the novel’s engagement with themes of trauma, identity, and temporality;
however, its engagement with Freudian psychoanalysis—particularly the concept of the death drive—offers
an especially compelling framework for interpretation. Freud’s formulation of Thanatos in Beyond the
Pleasure Principle introduces a radical dimension to understanding human behaviour, positing that
individuals are not solely governed by the pursuit of pleasure (Eros) but also by an unconscious drive toward
death, stasis, and self- destruction.
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This paper argues that Mrs Dalloway can be read as a sustained meditation on the death drive, with Clarissa
and Septimus functioning as complementary expressions of this unconscious force. While Septimus’s
psychological breakdown and eventual suicide represent the overt manifestation of Thanatos, Clarissa’s
introspective and socially mediated existence reveals a more subtle, yet equally significant, form of self-
destructive desire. Through its modernist techniques and symbolic structures, the novel not only represents
the operations of the unconscious but also critiques the cultural conditions that exacerbate psychological
fragmentation.

Literature Review

Thecritical reception of Mrs Dalloway reflects its richness as a text that invites multiple interpretative
frameworks. Early biographical criticism, most notably Quentin Bell’s work, emphasized the connection
between Woolf’s personal experiences and her fictional representations of mental illness. While such
readings contributed to understanding Woolf’s life, they were later critiqued for conflating authorial
biography with literary meaning.

Psychoanalytic approaches have since offered more theoretically grounded interpretations. Avrom
Fleishman’s analysis foregrounds Woolf’s ability to render the unconscious through narrative form,
suggesting that the novel exposes the “psychic underside” of social existence. Similarly, Kate Millett
interprets Septimus’s treatment by medical authorities as a critique of institutional power, aligning
psychoanalysis with feminist critique.

Trauma studies have further enriched the discourse, particularly in relation to Septimus. Elaine Showalter
situates his condition within the historical context of shell shock, emphasizing the inadequacy of early
twentieth-century medical responses to psychological trauma. However, such readings often isolate
Septimus as an exceptional case rather than situating him within a broader psychological continuum.

Philosophical and existential readings, such as those by Patricia Waugh, explore the novel’s engagement
with mortality and the boundaries of being. Meanwhile, critics influenced by Julia Kristeva’s theory of
melancholia have examined the internalization of loss in Septimus’s psyche. Lacanian approaches, including
those by Tamar Katz and Maud Ellmann, focus on fragmentation and desire, highlighting the instability of
subjectivity.

Despite this diversity of approaches, relatively few studies have systematically applied Freud’s concept of the
death drive to both Clarissa and Septimus. This paper addresses this gap by offering a unified psychoanalytic
reading that foregrounds Thanatos as a central organizing principle of the novel.

Theoretical Framework

Freud’s concept of the death drive represents one of the most controversial and complex aspects of
psychoanalytic theory. Introduced in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, the death drive challenges the earlier
assumption that human behaviour is primarily oriented toward pleasure and survival. Instead, Freud posits
that individuals harbour an unconscious desire to return to an inorganic state, manifesting in behaviours
characterized by repetition, aggression, and self- destruction.

Central to this theory is the notion of repetition compulsion, whereby individuals unconsciously reenact
traumatic experiences in an attempt to master them. This process is closely linked to trauma, as the psyche
struggles to integrate overwhelming experiences.
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Freud’s concept of melancholia further illuminates the dynamics of self-destruction. Unlike mourning,
which allows for the eventual release of loss, melancholia involves the internalization of the lost object,
leading to self-reproach and diminished self-worth.

These concepts provide a framework for understanding the psychological experiences of both Septimus and

Clarissa. While Septimus exemplifies the pathological manifestation of the death drive, Clarissa represents its
sublimated and socially acceptable form.

Methodology

This study employs qualitative textual analysis through close reading, informed by psychoanalytic theory.
The analysis focuses on:

. Character psychology and internal monologue

. Narrative techniques and their relation to unconscious processes
. Symbolic motifs representing death and dissolution

. Structural parallels between Clarissa and Septimus

Secondary sources are integrated to support theoretical claims and situate the analysis within existing
scholarship.

Analysis

1. Septimus Warren Smith: Trauma, Repetition, and Suicide

Septimus Warren Smith serves as the most explicit representation of the death drive in the novel. A veteran
of World War I, he suffers from severe psychological trauma following the death of his friend Evans. His
hallucinations and emotional numbness reflect the breakdown of his ability to process reality.

Freud’s concept of repetition compulsion is evident in Septimus’s recurring visions. Rather than moving
beyond his trauma, he is trapped in a cycle of reliving it. This repetition signals the dominance of Thanatos,
as the psyche gravitates toward stasis rather than recovery.

Septimus’s inability to mourn Evans aligns with Freud’s theory of melancholia. The loss is internalized,
transforming into self-destructive impulses. His eventual suicide represents both the culmination of this
process and a final act of defiance against societal control.

2. Clarissa Dalloway: Subtle Self-Destruction and Social Performance

Clarissa’s relationship to the death drive is more complex and less overt. Her reflections on life are permeated
by an awareness of mortality and a sense of existential fragility. She frequently contemplates death, not with
fear, but with a certain fascination.

Her role as a hostess can be interpreted as a form of defensive performance, masking her inner fragmentation.
The social world she inhabits demands conformity and emotional restraint, leading to repression of deeper
psychological conflicts.
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Clarissa’s identification with Septimus’s death is a crucial moment in the novel. She perceives his suicide as
an assertion of individuality, suggesting an unconscious alignment with his rejection of societal norms.

3. Doubling and Psychological Parallelism

The structural relationship between Clarissa and Septimus is central to the novel’s exploration of the death
drive. Though they occupy different social positions, their experiences reveal underlying similarities.

Both characters struggle with:

. Isolation and alienation
. Temporal dislocation
. The tension between individuality and social expectation

This doubling suggests that the death drive is not confined to pathological cases but is a fundamental aspect
of modern subjectivity.

4. Narrative Form and the Unconscious

Woolf’s modernist techniques are instrumental in representing psychological complexity. The stream-of-
consciousness narrative allows for direct access to the characters’ thoughts, revealing the interplay between
conscious and unconscious processes.

Temporal fragmentation disrupts linear narrative, reflecting the disjointed nature of memory and trauma.
Symbolic motifs—such as clocks, water, and windows—reinforce the themes of mortality and transition.

These formal innovations align with psychoanalytic theory, emphasizing the instability and multiplicity of
the self.

Discussion

The analysis demonstrates that Mrs Dalloway presents self-destruction as both an individual and cultural
phenomenon. The death drive operates within the psyche but is intensified by external conditions, including
war, social expectations, and institutional authority.

Woolf critiques the medical establishment through figures like Sir William Bradshaw, whose emphasis on
“proportion” represents the suppression of individuality. Similarly, the rigid social structures of postwar
Britain limit authentic emotional expression.

Clarissa’s ability to function within society contrasts with Septimus’s inability to do so, yet both are shaped
by the same underlying forces. This contrast highlights the pervasive influence of the death drive across
different social contexts.

Conclusion

This study has argued that Mrs Dalloway offers a profound exploration of Freud’s death drive through its
portrayal of Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Warren Smith. By presenting these characters as psychological
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doubles, Woolf reveals the multifaceted nature of self-destruction in modern life.

Through its innovative narrative techniques and symbolic richness, the novel externalizes unconscious
processes and critiques the social conditions that exacerbate them. Ultimately, Mrs Dalloway suggests that
the tension between life and death, creation and dissolution, is central to the human experience.
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