
 

 

The postmodern feminist revolution trumped the classical modernist beliefs centred on androcentric and 

patriarchal values, shifting the feminine cultural identity to desire individual fulfilment. Whilst the rigid 

patriarchy underpinned the social structures around the traditional modernist period, the feminine self 

began to emerge and evolve into one of confidence, acceptance and reason. Stephen Daldry's post-

modernist masterpiece 'The Hours' (2002) embraces an affinity with Virginia Woolf's 'Mrs Dalloway' 

(1925), exploring the unbridled nature of identity, sexuality and freedom. In fact, both ‘The Hours’ and 

‘Mrs Dalloway’ offer social commentary on the paradigmatic, and universally pertinent issues 

permeating their capitalist and WWI contexts, respectively. Ultimately, both texts establish an 

equilibrium between the contexts and the paradigmatic shifts in values that explore the feminist rebellion 

against traditional, androcentric assumptions. 

 

The yearning for a political representation and the right to vote generated a wave of feminism which 

sought to explicitly declare independence and the searching of a coherent self by offering a critique of 

patriarchal power. By dismantling androcentric assumptions, Clarissa Dalloway metaphorically trespasses 

beyond the prescribed positions for women, in attempt to eliminate the yawning between herself and 

patriarchal society, while epitomising a feminine resistance at the expense of her inner passions. In order, 

not to be enslaved by Walsh’s sentimental lapse, where metaphorically being “cold, heartless, a 

prude…/the death of the soul” possesses an extinguished potential symbolising death and decay, Clarissa 

subverts this oppressive force as she manifests an identity shifting toward individual fulfilment. However, 

traditional boundaries of femininity and impersonal relations of power sought to estrange the full 

subjectivity of embodying a coherent self “for heaven only knows…/ the most dejected of miseries” equates 

to an unstable identity overshadowed by the absence of individuality and freedom. Despite Richard’s 

embodiment of patriarchy and the superficiality of the hedonistic 1920s society, Dalloway occupies the 

position of a ‘real hostess’ who “did things… To make people think this or that” while resisting the 

alienating forces of the phallocentric society, merely desiring the accumulation of power and control. This 

dividing force led Dalloway to maintain that contentment and identification happens in the realm of 

communication and communality, since 1920s women were very seldom exposed to rationality and 

freedom. By reflecting the subjugation of women within 20
th

 century patriarchy to domestic duties, Laura 

Brown’s frustration with her submissive existence causes her to throw away the “ridiculously easy to make” 

cake, which liberates her from her failures. Indeed, the overhead shot of the cake symbolises both the 

fragility of self fulfilment and the yearning for perfection trembling on the edge of social hierarchy, while 

gesturing that to redeem herself, Brown must fulfil her husband’s sense of phallocentric social zeitgeist. 

Regardless of “having other virtues” and “Dan loving (her) so much” Brown journeys to salvation by 

neglecting the ambient disorderliness of the modern life. Contextually, the social conventions reinforced 

by the masculine-centred society intensified the agony of ordinary existence, shifting the feminine identity 

to desire self realisation.  

 



 

 

As a means of seeking gratification, the feminine resistance against patriarchal oppression challenged 

socially fixed notions of modesty, femininity and tradition. Aware of the suffering of women, Clarissa 

Dalloway evolves into a masculine female, while oscillating between her own feminine body and the 

repressive demands of society to renew the subjectivity of individual self fulfilment in a society consumed 

by hierarchal values. In doing so, the textuality of her body becomes socially determined and her “pointed; 

dart like; definite” self emerges to mirror her gendered identity, an identity socially constructed by the 

rigid constraints of Modernity. While rebelling against melancholic heterosexuality, Dalloway develops 

queer feminine traits, such as a lesbian relationship with Sally Seton, whereby she recalls their deliberately 

exaggerated shared kiss as “the most exquisite moment of her whole life” describing the physicality of 

emotional feminine experience, demanded to remain silent in a society fuelled by conservatism and 

religious morals. Unlike the intensified isolation Richard brings into Clarissa’s life, her lesbian identity 

attracts notions of self fulfilment and comfort, enabling her to express the sublimity of her thoughts, while 

occupying the vacancy that once drove her insane. Laura Brown’s lack of self fulfilment mimics Clarissa 

Dalloway’s internal monologue and hidden desires, where the sudden kiss between Laura and Kitty 

echoes Clarissa’s homosexual relationship with Sally, ultimately breaking the confines of a rigid post war 

era. Although Kitty acknowledges Laura’s behaviour as “sweet/tender/(and)exquisite”, the close-up shot 

portrays Laura’s longing for an intimate connection with someone, reflective of the desolate and empty 

social world of the conservative 1950s society. Unlike Laura, Kitty’s inability to “call (herself) a woman 

until (she’s) a mother” enforces the malevolently oppressive structures of patriarchy, ultimately estranging 

the values of identity, resulting in the emptiness of the self and the limitations of social freedom. While 

subverting social conventions, the feminine identity deliberately challenged preconceived notions of 

sexuality and a socially fixed sense of individuality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Despite the alienating forces that strengthen the desire to seek individual fulfilment, the feminine identity 

spiralled into a fascination with the past, enforcing feelings of nostalgia and remorse. Stephen Daldry’s 

close-up shot of Virginia Woolf intensifies her desire to return to the “violent jolt of the capital” so that 

she may reunite with her initial spark of inspiration. While numbed by the “suffocating anaesthetic of the 

suburbs”, her lack of self fulfilment with her mechanised existence and individual moments leads her to 

choose death because of failing to satisfy her nostalgic desires for eternal contentment, while reflecting the 

paralysis and inaction associated with anaesthetics. Regardless, Virginia Woolf’s existence interconnects 

with Lucrezia’s frustration regarding her lack of companionship and self fulfilment in her relationship 

with Septimus, where she rhetorically asks herself “why should I suffer…/be exposed…/tortured?” 

manifesting violent imagery which denaturalises her once fulfilled life in Milan. Similarly, Clarissa Vaughn 

believes they “have lost those feelings forever” where the non-diegetic sound impulses her to recall a lost 

moment with Richard at wellfleet, which she argues to be her most treasured memory. Ultimately, her 

yearning for self fulfilment becomes a rhythm of fluctuating emotion essential to her desire to relive the 

past. In the search for self fulfilment, the postmodern feminist revolution resorted to nostalgic avenues in 

interest of reliving past contentment, while transcending the boundaries enforced by the social hierarchy.  


