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Abstract

This paper examines stream of conscioushess as a narrative technique for representing
fragmented selfhood in the novels of Virginia Woolf and Anita Desai. Focusing on Woolf's Mrs.
Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927), and Desai's Cry, the Peacock (1963) and Voices in
the City (1965), the study argues that both authors use the technique to dramatise the instability of
identity under the pressure of gender, memory, trauma, and social expectation. Drawing on
psychoanalytic theory (Freud, Lacan) and feminist theory (Butler, de Beauvoir), together with
existing scholarship on Woolf and Desai, the paper undertakes a comparative and thematic analysis
of the two authors' modernist and postcolonial deployments of fragmented consciousness. It finds
that while Woolf's characters experience fragmentation primarily through the interplay of gendered
expectation, memory, and existential time, Desai's characters carry the additional burden of
postcolonial cultural dislocation. The comparison illuminates how a single narrative device is
inflected by different historical and cultural contexts while continuing to expose a common truth:
that selfhood in modern fiction is not fixed but continuously assembled and undone by inner and
outer forces.

Keywords : Stream of consciousness; fragmented identity; Virginia Woolf; Anita Desai;
psychoanalytic theory; feminist theory; postcolonial literature

Introduction

Stream of consciousness is a narrative technique that seeks to render the continuous, often
disordered flow of a character's thoughts, memories, sensory impressions, and feelings, largely
unmediated by conventional grammar, chronology, or authorial commentary. The term itself
originates in psychology: William James, in The Principles of Psychology (1890), described
consciousness not as a sequence of discrete ideas but as an unbroken "stream of thought" (James,
1890). Literary modernists of the early twentieth century, dissatisfied with realist fiction's reliance
on external event and linear plot, adapted this psychological insight into a mode of narration capable
of registering the fragmentary, associative movement of the human mind. James Joyce, William
Faulkner, and Virginia Woolf are usually credited with the technique's most influential literary
expressions, in Ulysses (1922), The Sound and the Fury (1929), and Mrs. Dalloway (1925)
respectively.

This paper is concerned with how two authors writing from markedly different historical and
cultural positions — Virginia Woolf, a central figure of British modernism, and Anita Desai, a major

Vol. 75, Issue 3, September: 2026 www.journaloi.com Page | 15



5,
3
s
5
£y

MAHA

o,

¥, 8
Uoyyg 30

1

Journal

Of the Rt
Oriental Institute ISSN: 0030-5324
M.S. University of Baroda UGC CARE Group 1

voice of postcolonial Indian fiction in English — adapt this same technique to dramatise the
fragmentation of the self. Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse explore the discontinuity of
identity through the interplay of gender, memory, and time in early twentieth-century England.
Desai's Cry, the Peacock and Voices in the City extend the technique into a postcolonial Indian
setting, where the fragmentation of the self is compounded by cultural dislocation, familial pressure,
and the unresolved legacies of colonialism.

The central argument advanced here is that identity, in the hands of both authors, is
discontinuous, unstable, and relational rather than fixed — constructed and repeatedly undone by the
interaction of inner psychological forces (memory, trauma, repression) and outer social forces
(gender expectation, familial duty, cultural inheritance). Four objectives guide the analysis: first, to
examine how the formal properties of stream of consciousness themselves enact fragmentation;
second, to trace the role of gender, memory, and trauma in destabilising the characters' sense of self;
third, to consider the psychological and emotional contradictions that follow from this destabilisation;
and fourth, to compare Woolf's modernist and Desai's postcolonial deployments of the technique in
order to clarify what is shared and what is historically specific in their treatment of the fragmented
self.

The study's significance lies in its comparative, cross-cultural framing of a technique too
often discussed only within a single national or historical tradition. Reading Woolf and Desai together
clarifies both the flexibility of stream of consciousness as a literary device and the historically
specific pressures — gendered, psychological, and postcolonial — that shape its use. The questions
this comparison raises about identity, trauma, and social expectation also remain strikingly relevant
to contemporary debates in gender studies, mental health, and cultural identity.

Theoretical Framework and Literature Review

This study draws on a multidisciplinary theoretical framework combining psychoanalytic
and feminist theory with formal analysis of stream of consciousness as a narrative mode. Sigmund
Freud's account of the unconscious and repression offers a productive lens for reading the internal
conflicts of Woolf's and Desai's characters, whose fragmentation frequently stems from memories
and desires they cannot consciously integrate. Jacques Lacan's theory of the mirror stage, in which
the subject's sense of a unified self is from the outset an alienated misrecognition, similarly
illuminates why characters such as Mrs. Ramsay or Maya never arrive at a stable self-image but
remain caught in a lifelong process of imperfect self-recognition (Lacan, 1977).

Feminist theory supplies a second, complementary axis of analysis. Judith Butler's account
of gender as performative — repeatedly enacted rather than innately possessed (Butler, 1990) — and
Simone de Beauvoir's earlier claim that "one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman" together
frame gender not as a fixed attribute but as an external demand imposed upon the self, one that
Woolf's and Desai's female characters experience as a source of internal division.

Existing scholarship on Woolf and Desai supports and extends this framework. Stephen Kern
(1985) reads Woolf's manipulation of time in Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse as central to her
portrayal of a self that memory constantly reconstitutes. Jacqueline Rose (1986) and Marilyn L.
Williamson (1990) both argue that Clarissa Dalloway's and Mrs. Ramsay's psychological
fragmentation is inseparable from the gendered roles imposed upon them by early twentieth-century
English society, a claim Elaine Showalter (1977) situates within the broader tradition of British
women's writing. On the Desai side, Harish Trivedi (2005) and Makarand Paranjape (2005) read
Maya's and Monisha's disintegration as an effect of the clash between traditional and modern,
colonial and postcolonial identities in Indian society, while Rajeswari Sunder Rajan (1996) and
Lalitha G. S. (2004) foreground the specifically gendered burden this clash places on Desai's female
protagonists. Catherine McKenna (2000) offers the most direct point of comparison, arguing that
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where Woolf's characters are absorbed in a largely self-referential, existential crisis, Desai's are
additionally shaped by the external historical forces of colonialism and cultural transformation.

Taken together, this scholarship establishes the fragmented self as a well-recognised concern
in both authors individually, but rarely brings the two traditions into sustained comparative dialogue.
It is this gap — between modernist and postcolonial deployments of the same narrative technique —
that the present paper addresses.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a comparative and thematic textual analysis, informed by psychoanalytic
and feminist theory, of four primary novels: Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway (1925) and To the
Lighthouse (1927), and Anita Desai's Cry, the Peacock (1963) and Voices in the City (1965). These
texts were selected because each relies substantially on stream of consciousness to represent the inner
life of its central characters, and together they span both the modernist and postcolonial literary
traditions under discussion.

The analysis proceeds in two complementary stages. The first is a close reading of
representative passages from each novel, attending to how non-linear time, interior monologue, and
shifting point of view construct an impression of fragmented consciousness. The second is a thematic
analysis organised around gender, memory, trauma, and societal expectation, tracing how each theme
contributes to the disintegration of the characters' sense of self. Secondary material — literary
criticism, psychoanalytic theory, and feminist theory — is used throughout to support and
contextualise this reading, rather than as an independent object of study.

Stream of Consciousness: Origins and Literary Evolution

As a literary mode, stream of consciousness is defined by several recurring features: fluidity
of movement between past, present, and anticipated future; the abandonment of conventional
punctuation and sentence structure in favour of long, associative passages; and the representation of
both conscious and unconscious material within the same continuous flow. These features distinguish
it sharply from realist narration, which typically organises experience around external event,
dialogue, and linear causality.

The technique's psychological grounding in James's "stream of thought™" was reinforced by
Freud's roughly contemporaneous work on the unconscious, which suggested that much of mental
life is disordered, associative, and only partially available to conscious reflection. Literary modernists
took up this insight directly. Joyce's Ulysses renders Leopold Bloom's and Stephen Dedalus's inner
monologues in a dense, associative style that abandons narrative unity almost entirely. Faulkner's
The Sound and the Fury conveys its story through the fractured perceptions of several narrators,
including the cognitively disabled Benjy, to dramatise the subjective and discontinuous experience
of time. Woolf, for her part, uses the technique in Mrs. Dalloway to move fluidly between her
characters' present perceptions and remembered pasts, addressing questions of memory, identity, and
temporal experience that recur throughout her fiction.

Although the technique is most closely associated with this modernist moment, its later use
by postcolonial writers such as Desai marks an important extension of its scope. Where modernist
stream of consciousness typically foregrounds an individual consciousness estranged from itself by
time, memory, or gender, Desai's use of the same technique in Cry, the Peacock and Voices in the
City additionally registers the psychological consequences of colonialism and cultural dislocation,
situating her characters' fragmentation within a specifically postcolonial Indian context of hybridity
and social transformation. This variation demonstrates the flexibility of stream of consciousness as a
narrative resource, capable of dramatising both the purely psychological and the culturally and
historically specific dimensions of a divided self.
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Fragmented Selfhood in Virginia Woolf's Novels

In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf renders Clarissa Dalloway's identity as persistently unsettled by
memory and social role. As Clarissa prepares for her evening party, her mind moves without
transition between the present moment, her youthful relationship with Sally Seton, and her decision
to marry Richard Dalloway rather than Peter Walsh. The seemingly trivial thought, "1 will buy the
flowers myself" (Woolf, 1925, p. 6), condenses a far larger psychological disintegration: a
momentary assertion of independence set against the confining roles of wife, mother, and social
hostess that otherwise define her. As Elaine Showalter (1977) observes, such moments register the
personal cost that conformity to gendered social expectation exacts upon Woolf's female characters.
The trauma plot of Septimus Warren Smith, a shell-shocked war veteran whose fragmented,
hallucinatory thoughts run parallel to Clarissa's throughout the novel, extends this theme of
disintegration beyond gender to the psychological aftermath of war, his despairing thought "I will
kill myself" (Woolf, 1925, p. 185) marking the furthest extreme of a self unable to reconcile its past
with its present.

To the Lighthouse pursues a comparable fragmentation through Mrs. Ramsay and Lily
Briscoe. Mrs. Ramsay's inner life oscillates between the demands of motherhood and domesticity
and an unexpressed intellectual and emotional need for autonomy; as Marilyn L. Williamson (1990)
argues, her divided consciousness dramatises the broader constraint that early twentieth-century
gender roles placed upon women's self-expression. Lily Briscoe's parallel struggle, as a woman and
an artist, to reconcile personal vision with social expectation is captured in her reflection, "I have had
my vision, and now it has passed"” (Woolf, 1927, p. 175), which registers both the fragility of female
self-realisation and its vulnerability to patriarchal dismissal. Stephen Kern (1985) further notes that
Woolf's manipulation of time across the novel's decade-long span — in which the past continually
reasserts itself within present perception — is central to this sense of a self that is never fully settled,
but perpetually reconstituted by memory.

Fragmented Selfhood in Anita Desai's Novels

Desai's Cry, the Peacock uses stream of consciousness to trace the psychological
disintegration of Maya, whose fragmented identity is shaped by the early trauma of her brother's
death, her emotional dependence on her husband, and the patriarchal expectations of the society
around her. Maya's disjointed thought, "It is not I who am breaking apart, it is the world around me"
(Desai, 1963, p. 153), externalises an internal collapse she cannot otherwise name, while her later
reflection, "1 am bound by a thousand threads, and they pull me in all directions™ (Desai, 1963, p.
153), captures the competing pulls of desire and social duty that Harish Trivedi (2005) identifies as
characteristic of Desai's postcolonial heroines. According to Rajeswari Sunder Rajan (1996), Maya's
breakdown functions as a broader symbol of the emotional cost borne by women negotiating
patriarchal and familial demands in postcolonial Indian society.

In Voices in the City, Desai extends this exploration of fragmented identity to Nirode and
Monisha, both of whom experience acute alienation from family, city, and self. Nirode's admission,
"Everything | do, | do to avoid what | know I have to face™" (Desai, 1965), and Monisha's confession,
"l have forgotten what | was before" (Desai, 1965, p. 87), each register a self divided between
inherited tradition and the unsettling demands of modern urban life. Makarand Paranjape (2005)
reads this disintegration as symptomatic of characters caught between clashing cultural and familial
pressures, while Lalitha G. S. (2004) emphasises how the tension between tradition and modernity
in Desai's fiction more generally destabilises her female characters' sense of self. Taken together,
Maya, Nirode, and Monisha dramatise a fragmentation that is at once deeply personal and inseparably
bound to the postcolonial condition of the society they inhabit.
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Comparative Discussion: Modernist and Postcolonial Fragmentation

Read together, Woolf's and Desai's novels reveal both a shared reliance on stream of
consciousness to dramatise discontinuous identity and a marked divergence in the forces that produce
this discontinuity. In both authors, the technique allows the reader direct, largely unmediated access
to characters' inner conflict, and in both, gender operates as a central axis of fragmentation: Clarissa
Dalloway and Mrs. Ramsay, no less than Maya and Monisha, experience their identities as
constrained by roles — wife, mother, hostess, daughter — that leave little room for the independent
selfhood they intermittently desire.

Where the two traditions diverge is in the wider frame within which this gendered
fragmentation occurs. Woolf's characters inhabit a comparatively stable, if restrictive, modernist
England, and their psychological crises are chiefly existential and temporal — a struggle to reconcile
past and present selves amid the fluid, subjective experience of time that Stephen Kern (1985)
associates with Woolf's fiction. Desai's characters, by contrast, are additionally caught between the
legacies of colonialism and the accelerating social change of postcolonial India; as Catherine
McKenna (2000) argues, their fragmentation is not only psychological but cultural, a symptom of
identities formed at the unstable intersection of tradition and modernity, colonial past and
postcolonial present. The postcolonial dimension of Desai's fiction thus adds a layer of dislocation
— cultural rather than purely existential — largely absent from Woolf's more introspective modernist
frame.

This divergence should not obscure the underlying continuity between the two bodies of
work. Both Woolf and Desai use fragmented consciousness to insist that identity is never a finished
achievement but a continuous, unstable process, vulnerable equally to the pressures of gender,
memory, trauma, and — in Desai's case — cultural inheritance. The comparison therefore
demonstrates the adaptability of stream of consciousness as a narrative technigque: capable of
registering the intimate psychological drift of a Bloomsbury consciousness and, with equal force, the
culturally specific dislocations of a postcolonial one.

Conclusion

This paper has examined how Virginia Woolf and Anita Desai use stream of consciousness
to portray the fragmentation of identity in Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, Cry, the Peacock, and
Voices in the City. Reading these novels through a combined psychoanalytic and feminist lens, the
study has shown that both authors construct identity as discontinuous and unstable, shaped by the
interaction of internal psychological forces — repressed memory, trauma, unconscious desire — and
external social forces, chiefly gendered expectation and, in Desai's case, the cultural pressures of a
postcolonial society.

The comparative approach adopted here makes two contributions to existing scholarship.
First, it demonstrates that stream of consciousness, though most closely associated with early
twentieth-century Anglo-American modernism, is a flexible narrative resource capable of registering
culturally specific forms of dislocation when adapted by a postcolonial author such as Desai. Second,
it clarifies precisely where the modernist and postcolonial deployments of the technique converge —
in their shared attention to gender and memory as sources of fragmentation — and where they
diverge, in the added weight of colonial history and cultural hybridity that shapes Desai's characters
but not Woolf's.

The study is necessarily limited to four novels by two authors, and further research might
extend this comparative model to other modernist and postcolonial writers — James Joyce, William
Faulkner, or Jean Rhys, among others — or apply it to more recent fiction concerned with trauma,
migration, and globalised identity. The persistence of these concerns in contemporary discourse on
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gender, mental health, and cultural identity suggests that the questions Woolf and Desai raise about
the fragmented self remain as pressing today as when their novels were first written.
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