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The fundamental characteristics of a society, the effects of its structures and mechanisms, crystallise on the margins, not in the centre. There it must stand the test of the degree of its humanity. The social picture Dawson creates in her novels is based on the view of the marginal, those that are separated from the mainstream by either their unwillingness or their inability to conform to the limiting roles imposed on them by society. It is a typical feature of Dawson's writings that the marginal who are under pressure to adapt to these destructive marginal roles are depicted as mad or as particularly liable to become so. For those on the fringe of the system, the unprivileged in terms of sex, class, and race, marginality leads to madness which in its turn reinforces their marginal position. Moreover, the mad state of her characters allows Dawson to illuminate the workings of the larger social frame. Social structures and institutions, such as psychiatry, are described as instruments that enforce the maddening strictures the marginal suffer under. Especially in her novels of the 1970s and in her short story "Hospital Wedding", Dawson uses individual madness as a metaphor for the condition of a whole society and emphasizes the essential factor of individual connivance in the enforcement of socio-economic and sexual politics based on marginalization.

The mad and marginal position can offer insights to the respective protagonist. Looking at reality and society both from the outside in and the inside out, exemplified especially by the 'mad view' of The Ha-Ha's heroine, the margin and the mainstream are viewed critically, and this perspective is frequently catalytic of individual change and a final transcendence of the marginal position. Dawson's view of madness is inherent in a statement Erich Fromm once issued in a TV interview with reference to individual symptoms of psychological disturbance: 

"Symptome sind nur Ausdruck von Schmerz. Gliicklich der Mensch, der Schmerzen hat. Schmerz zeigt ja, daB etwas nicht in Ordnung ist. ... Der angepaBte Mensch ist krank - nicht der, der menschliche Regungen auf unmenschliche Zustande zeigt" (2)

However, the development of Dawson's writings is not marked by the literary treatment of madness as prophetic insight, an approach for which Lessing's Four-Gated City is paradigmatic. Although the mental state of Dawson's characters is rendered socially intelligible, madness is still depicted as a painful and destructive predicament:

... I've always seen mental illness as a a terrible disability that doesn't often resolve itself into creativity and understanding. 
                                                   (Dawson, letter of 15th November 1989) 

The high and prophetic status of insanity, neurosis and cold misery will continue to be questioned by those who have actually experienced it, nursed it, or seen people they love succumb. Insights. Reflections. But higher meaning? ... A revolutionary revolt? A romantic option? A healing journey? Private enterprise psychiatry is the obvious activity for ipsonauts.
                                                         (Dawson, Afterword to Ha-Ha 180-81)

Thematically, Dawson's writings stand in the literary tradition of women's discourse on madness. Her female characters exhibit mostly schizophrenic patterns that mirror and are depicted as a reaction to their condition in patriarchal society, such as feelings of a basic existential insecurity, false feminine selves, anger turned inward, and disturbed body-images, symptoms that are reinforced rather than removed by psychiatric treatment. In terms of symbolic devices, Dawson reiterates fundamental images of female madness and confinement already used, for example, by Bronte in Jane Eyre and taken up by writers in the 20th century. The boundaries imposed on women's social experience find their counterpart in the schizoid walls that structure women's psychological as well as their physical situation in the novels.

Dawson's writings represent a further development of the literary theme 'women and madness.' In connection with the aspect of marginality, she transfers the central paradigm of female oppression and madness (Ha-Ha, Fowler's Snare) to other groups that are socially marginalized,(3) such as male outcasts (Cold Country) and victims of class structures (Cold Country, Upstairs People), blacks (Strawberry Boy), homosexuals (Judasland), and to a whole nation (Field of Scarlet Poppies, Hospital Wedding): "We are all of us becoming patients in a post-democracy society. ... the hospital ward, the upstairs-halls... [are] a growing condition for men in nuclear societies, as well as women" (Dawson, letter). Christ suggests that: 

Women's intense perception of their own nothingness sometimes gives them acute perceptions of the larger forces of nothingness, domination, and destruction that operate in men's world. . . . women may sense connections between their own victimization and the relentless technological devastation of the environment, the exploitation of the poor, or the bombing of villages in foreign lands (4).

"Women's identification with victims" (ibid.) (5) need not signify taking a resigned, conniving attitude. Dawson's novels, especially her first and her latest, are an illustration of this. Her protagonists are depicted to enact the role of victim but some manage to overcome this state and, if they do not, Dawson implies that this is partly self-imposed. Consequently, her writings are an appeal to revolt, to "refuse to be a victim" (Atwood, Surfacing 185). By connecting women's lot with that of other marginalized by society, Dawson's writings reflect an issue that has gained increased importance for feminism as well as for feminist literary criticism:

... placing women's writings in such varying contexts means seeing not only that men oppress and repress women, but that men and women also share other oppressions and repressions. A politically conscious feminist criticism must attend to the culture that glues together, but that also seeps and explodes from, interlocking structures of dominance and submission.  (Stimpson) (6)

Tokens of anger permeate Dawson's work stylistically (7) and thematically. Considering many passages, Virginia Woolf would probably have had no problem to decide whether Dawson had "a pen in her hand or a pickaxe" (Room of One's Own 80). In Woolf's sense,(8) Dawson definitely does not write "as a woman who has forgotten that she is a woman" (ibid. 92), "writing without hate, without bitterness, without fear, without protest" (ibid. 68). Indeed, Dawson "is at war with her lot" (ibid. 70) and her characters are "at war" with the female role in society, be they women or men. However, this quality which is overtly present in her work, her "anger," does not "tamper..." or "interfere with [her] integrity" as writer, as Woolf would contend (ibid.73). For, female anger translated into literary form, although it may still echo the madwoman and the "hysteric's voice" (Mitchell 290) fighting patriarchal strictures, "provides an organ for motivation for social change rather than an artificial abstract rationale" (Kolbenschlag 196). Until the poison is exorcized from the system, our experience as women will continue to find articulation in Eve's voice who tells our stories in terms of madness and marginalization. It lies in our hands, Dawson suggests, to overcome that internalized voice and construct our own stories - "'Nevertheless'" (Judasland 191).

_______________________________

Notes

(1) Dawson, letter of 15th November 1989

(2)  This quotation is from the documentary film Erich Fromm 1: Lebendurch Geschichte, directed by Rainer Otte (1990).

(3) Another literary example of this approach is Piercy who, in Woman on the Edge of Time, connects gender, ethnicity, and madness.

(4) From Diving Deep & Surfacing - Women Writers on Spiritual Quest by Carol Christ Boston, Beacon Press, 1980.

(5) For an illustration of this phenomenon, see Plath's poems "Lady Lazarus" (Ariel 6-9), "Daddy" (Ariel 49-51), "Fever 103 " (Ariel 53-55). and her autobiographical novel The Bell Jar, where Esther identifies with the Rosenbergs (1) whose electrocution is linked with her own experience of ECT.

(6) See also Pauline Marks, who argues that "a society that organizes its thinking in terms of a hierarchy for the sexes will probably do so for class and ethnicity as well" (179), and Collins who postulates: "Racism, sexism, class exploitation, and ecological destruction are four interlocking pillars upon which the structure of patriarchy rests" (Kolbenschlag 87).

(7) This may be one of the reasons why the novels sometimes convey the impression that the writer is somehow carried away by her indignation. Image is added to image, for example in The Cold Country (e.g.145-149). so abundantly that the reader, besides being presented with the difficulty to decipher the complex meaning of the text, may feel she/he has been simply given too much to digest. Contrarily, The Ha-Ha is perfect, in my opinion, in its ratio of content and underlining imagery. Dawson herself mentions her tendency to over-emphasize her point, when she remarks with regard to her first novel:

... she [Josephine] was wondering whether there was or was not a certain incompatibility between the stripes on a student friend's dress and the stripes on a certain type of snake or wood-owl. 'Why do our fingers all belong in the same way to our hands, but not the words in the dictionary to the supermarket in our heads..?' I had suppressed these more bizarre fantasies and animal intrusions in my manuscript because they held up the narrative and seemed either arch and whimsical or self-indulgent, or some sort of broadside on behalf of pet-lovers or homoeopathic veterinary surgeons. (Afterword to The Ha-Ha 187)

Another instance of this, in my view, only drawback of her writings is, for example, the constant reiteration of Cossey's egotistical view of life in The Upstairs People and of Grace Flasket's past love-life in Judasland.

(8) In A Room of One's Own, Woolf argues that "it is fatal for anyone who writes to think of their sex...for anything written with that conscious bias is doomed to death" (102-103).
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