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Abstract

This study examines the evolution of psychological realism in portraying mental illness across major periods of English
literature, from early modern drama to contemporary fiction. Through close textual analysis, narratological examination,
stylistic investigation, and historical contextualization, the research evaluates how literary techniques for representing mental
disturbance have transformed in response to shifting cultural and medical paradigms. The findings reveal a consistent
progression from externalized, performative depictions of madness in early modern texts to increasingly interiorized, nuanced,
and psychologically immersive portrayals in later periods. Nineteenth-century fiction introduced free indirect discourse and
introspective narration to convey characters' inner struggles, reflecting Victorian engagements with emerging psychological
theories. Modernist authors radically experimented with stream of consciousness, temporal fragmentation, and perspectival
instability to simulate the experiential texture of mental illness, echoing the influence of psychoanalysis. Contemporary works
further expanded these strategies by integrating clinical terminology, trauma-informed structures, and multiperspectival
narration, demonstrating heightened ethical sensitivity in representing psychological distress. These results illuminate
literature's crucial role in shaping cultural understandings of mental illness by fostering empathy, challenging stigma, and
adapting its narrative strategies to evolving models of the mind. The study underscores the dynamic relationship between
literary form and mental health epistemologies, affirming that psychological realism is not a static aesthetic category but a
historically situated mode responsive to changing conceptions of mental illness.
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Introduction but as a response to social pressures, trauma, or moral
Psychological realism has become a crucial aesthetic mode dilemmas (Dames, 2001) ). The emergence of free indirect
in English literature for capturing the complexities of human discourse in this period further enabled writers to portray
consciousness, particularly in relation to mental illness. As a fluctuating mental states by blending narrator and character
literary strategy, psychological realism attempts to portray perspectives, thereby enhancing psychological plausibility.
the workings of the mind with depth, nuance, and The modernist period brought radical experimentation to the
verisimilitude, distinguishing itself from earlier modes that representation of mental illness through techniques such as
relied heavily on symbolic or supernatural explanations for stream of consciousness, interior monologue, and narrative
psychological disturbance (Cuddon, 2013). Across history, fragmentation. Influenced by Freudian psychoanalysis and
literary representations of mental illness have shifted in new theories of subjectivity, writers like Virginia Woolf and
parallel with changing philosophical, medical, and cultural James Joyce attempted to mimic the texture of mental life
understandings of the mind. Early modern texts often itself, often foregrounding anxiety, trauma, and perceptual
portrayed madness as moral or cosmic disorder, distortion (Humphrey, 1954; Cuddy-Keane, 2003)[13]. These
emphasizing external symptoms and dramatic spectacle stylistic innovations allowed mental illness to be represented
rather than internal cognitive processes, as evident in not merely as thematic content but as an experience
Shakespearean drama where emotional excess and linguistic embedded within the very structure of narrative. The
fragmentation serve as primary indicators of mental narrative disorientation and temporal fluidity characteristic
instability (Showalter, 1985) 3. Such portrayals reflect pre- of modernist fiction mirrored the instability of psychological
psychiatric frameworks in which madness was intertwined disturbance, offering readers an immersive encounter with
with spiritual, moral, and cosmological beliefs rather than the inner dynamics of troubled minds.

biological or psychological explanations (Foucault, 1965). The scholarship surrounding literary representations of
The nineteenth century marked a turning point in how mental illness spans several traditions, each emphasizing
mental illness was conceptualized in literature, coinciding different historical and theoretical dimensions of the topic.
with the rise of psychology, psychiatry, and realist fiction. Early studies of madness in literature often drew heavily on
Authors such as Charlotte Bront€, George Eliot, and Charles cultural history and social theory, most notably Michel
Dickens increasingly sought to represent characters’ internal Foucault’s (1965) argument that conceptions of madness are
emotional conflicts and cognitive disturbances, often using culturally constructed rather than purely medical, shaping
narrative techniques that offered deeper access to how mental disturbance appears in early modern and
consciousness. These developments aligned with broader Enlightenment-era texts. Subsequent critics such as Elaine
Victorian-era interest in introspection and the emerging Showalter (1985) 23 extended this view by examining
scientific study of the mind, producing literary works that gendered constructions of madness, arguing that women’s
depicted psychological breakdown not merely as aberration psychological suffering in the nineteenth century was
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frequently pathologized through patriarchal medical
discourse. Roy Porter’s (2002) historical work further
contextualized literary  portrayals within  evolving
psychiatric practices, demonstrating how shifts from moral
management to scientific psychiatry influenced narrative
forms. These foundational studies established the premise
that literary representations cannot be separated from the
ideological and medical frameworks of their time.

In the field of narrative theory and the history of the novel,
scholars have explored how developments in narrative
technique facilitated deeper portrayals of interiority. Erich
Auerbach (1953) B traced the emergence of psychological
depth in Western literature, while Dorrit Cohn (1978) [©
analyzed narrative strategies such as psycho-narration and
quoted monologue as tools for representing consciousness.
Nancy Armstrong (1987) 21 further argued that the novel’s
rise was intertwined with the construction of modern
subjectivity, making it a key genre for understanding mental
experience. Victorianists such as Nicholas Dames (2001) [
and Sally Shuttleworth (2010) P4 demonstrated how
emerging psychological sciences influenced literary
descriptions of nervous disorders, memory, and emotional
breakdown, reinforcing the link between fictional minds and
contemporary theories of cognition. These studies highlight
how literary form and scientific thought co-evolved,
enabling writers to represent increasingly complex mental
states.

Modernist scholarship has been particularly influential in
shaping understandings of literary psychological realism.
Critics such as Robert Humphrey (1954) [l and Melba
Cuddy-Keane (2003) have shown how techniques like
stream of consciousness, interior monologue, and
focalization emerged in response to psychoanalytic theories
and new conceptions of fragmented subjectivity. Scholars of
Woolf, Joyce, and Faulkner argue that modernist
experimentation provided unprecedented access to
characters’ psychological processes, often blurring the
boundaries between sanity and mental illness (Marcus,
1981; Abel, 1989) 1. This period is frequently treated as the
apex of literary efforts to render mental states faithfully and
experientially, establishing narrative models that continue to
influence contemporary writers.

In recent decades, interdisciplinary approaches have
broadened the field by integrating insights from trauma
studies, cognitive psychology, and disability studies. Cathy
Caruth (1996) and Judith Herman (1992) ['?! foregrounded
the narrative dimensions of trauma, demonstrating how
psychological wounds resist linear representation, a concept
that has profoundly shaped interpretations of postwar and
postcolonial fiction. Meanwhile, scholars like David
Mitchell and Sharon Snyder (2000) critiqued how disability
and mental illness function as narrative devices, arguing that
literature often relies on them to generate plot or symbolism.
Cognitive narratologists such as Lisa Zunshine (2006) 7]
have examined how readers interpret fictional minds,
shedding light on why psychological realism feels
compelling and how mental illness disrupts conventional
models of mind-reading. These contemporary frameworks
underscore the ethical, cultural, and cognitive stakes of
representing mental illness, suggesting that the evolution of
literary techniques is intertwined with broader societal
efforts to destigmatize and understand psychological
suffering.
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Together, this body of scholarship reveals a rich and
evolving field but also exposes a gap: while many studies
focus on individual authors, genres, or periods, fewer offer a
historical comparison of narrative techniques across
centuries. Existing research provides extensive theoretical
groundwork, yet there remains a need for a unified,
diachronic account of how psychological realism itself has
transformed in response to changing cultural narratives of
mental illness. This study seeks to address that gap.

Despite the abundance of scholarship on specific literary
periods, authors, or theoretical frameworks, there remains a
significant need for a diachronic, comparative account of
how the literary techniques themselves have evolved across
historical contexts. This study addresses that gap by
examining the representational strategies used across major
periods of English literature—from early modern drama to
contemporary fiction—to portray mental illness with
psychological realism. Through close textual analysis, this
research evaluates how narrative form, linguistic patterns,
symbolic structures, and perspectival techniques construct
mental illness differently depending on cultural and medical
paradigms of each era.

To guide this inquiry, the study assumes that there is no
significant historical shift in the narrative techniques used to
portray mental illness across English literature. In contrast,
the alternative position asserts that literary techniques for
representing mental illness do change significantly across
historical periods, evolving from externalized and symbolic
portrayals to increasingly interiorized, nuanced, and
psychologically realistic depictions. Establishing whether
such an evolution exists provides not only insight into
literary form and aesthetic development but also into the
broader cultural history of mental health discourse. In doing
so, this research contributes to interdisciplinary
conversations about the relationship between literature,
psychology, and the shifting epistemologies through which
mental illness is understood.

Methodology

This study employed a multi-layered qualitative
methodology integrating close reading, narratological
analysis, stylistic examination, and historical

contextualization. The approach was designed to identify
and compare textual techniques used to portray mental
illness across distinct literary periods in English literature.
Through this framework, the research generated empirical
textual evidence—narrative patterns, linguistic disruptions,
and  symbolic  structures—that  illuminated  how
psychological realism evolved over time (Cohn, 1978;
Herman & Vervaeck, 2005) 11,

Research Design

The research adopted a qualitative, comparative textual
design that focused on analyzing narrative and stylistic
techniques rather than quantifiable metrics. The
methodology emphasized technical textual interpretation,
enabling systematic observation of how authors constructed
cognitive and emotional disturbance in different eras. This
design aligned with established literary research approaches
that relied on interpretive precision and textual specificity
(Cohn, 1978) 161,

Corpus and Sampling Procedure

The study utilized purposive sampling to assemble a corpus
of primary texts from four major literary periods: the Early
Modern era, the nineteenth-century realist tradition, the



Modernist movement, and contemporary/postmodern

fiction. Texts were selected based on their:

= recognized engagement with representations of mental
illness,

= relevance to historical shifts in literary technique, and

= scholarly influence in discussions of psychological
realism.

Purposive sampling was suitable because it allowed the
selection of texts that offered maximal informational value
for comparative analysis, which is consistent with
qualitative research practices (Palinkas et al., 2015) [?1. All
primary works were examined using authoritative scholarly
editions to ensure accuracy in linguistic and stylistic
observation.
Stage One: Textual
Analysis)

The first analytic stage involved conducting close readings
of the selected texts to identify micro-level stylistic markers
associated with mental disturbance. This stage focused on:

= fragmented syntax and irregular sentence structures,

= lexical anomalies and semantic deviation,

= disrupted rhythmic patterns or abnormal paragraphing,

= incoherent dialogue or rhetorical rupture, and

= symbolic motifs indicating psychological instability.

Close Reading (Micro-Level

Close reading provided a foundation for empirical textual
evidence, consistent with traditional literary methodology
emphasizing detailed examination of formal features
(Brooks, 1970). All observed features were manually coded
to allow later comparison across texts and time periods.

Stage Two: Narratological Analysis

The second stage applied narratological frameworks to

investigate the mechanisms through which narratives

represented consciousness and mental interiority. Drawing

on Genette’s (1980) "'l and Cohn’s (1978) [°1 models, the

analysis examined:

= focalization patterns (internal, external, variable),

= degree of access to character thought (psycho-narration,
free indirect discourse, interior monologue),

= narratorial mediation and reliability,

= temporal sequencing (linear progression,
fragmentation), and

*  mimetic versus diegetic representation of mental states.

looping,

This stage allowed the study to determine how each text
constructed  psychological depth and how these
constructions varied across historical contexts.

Stage Three: Stylistic and Linguistic Analysis

The third stage employed stylistic and linguistic analysis

informed by literary linguistics. Although no computational

corpus was used, the study conducted manual linguistic

scrutiny focusing on:

= sentence-length variation and syntactic deviation,

=  cohesion or breakdowns in coherence,

= semantic prosody and emotional connotations,

= departures from standard grammar as indicators of
mental instability, and

= discourse analysis of dialogues reflecting cognitive
disorganization (Simpson, 2004; Shen, 1995) 221,
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This stage added technical rigor by grounding interpretive
claims in observable linguistic patterns rather than relying
exclusively on thematic inference.

Stage Four: Historical and Cultural Contextualization

After identifying textual and narratological patterns, the

study contextualized each work within the psychiatric,

cultural, and philosophical frameworks of its period. This

stage examined:

* humoral and spiritual explanations of madness (early
modern),

=  Victorian theories of nerves and emotional disorder,

= psychoanalytic influence on modernist interiority, and

* trauma-informed and biomedical discourses
contemporary literature.

in

This contextualization ensured that literary techniques were
interpreted in relation to the mental-health epistemologies
available to each author, an approach supported by
interdisciplinary histories of psychiatry (Scull, 2015) 11,

Stage Five: Comparative Cross-Period Analysis

In the final stage, the coded findings were compiled into
cross-period comparative matrices to evaluate historical
shifts in representation. Comparative variables included:

= externalized vs. internalized portrayal of mental illness,
=  Dbehavioral vs. cognitive representation,

=  symbolic vs. clinical framing,

= stable vs. fragmented narrative structures, and

= degree of psychological realism.

These comparisons enabled the study to assess whether
narrative techniques changed significantly across time,
directly informing the evaluation of the study’s central
hypothesis.

Results and Discussion

1. Presentation of Textual Findings

1.1 Early Modern Representations

Analysis of early modern texts revealed that portrayals of
mental illness were predominantly externalized and
performed through visible behavioral markers rather than
sustained access to psychological interiority. In works such
as Shakespeare’s Hamlet and King Lear, mental disturbance
appeared through disordered speech, abrupt tonal shifts,
erratic gestures, and rhetorical chaos—findings that align
with critical studies noting how Renaissance drama
constructed madness as a spectacle grounded in moral and
cosmic disorder (Showalter, 1985; Neely, 1991) [23,
Linguistic patterns such as syntactic breaks, repetitive
phrasing, and metaphorical excess served as dramatic
indicators of instability. These patterns supported the
argument that pre-psychiatric conceptions of madness were
primarily social and performative, consistent with
Foucault’s (1965) view of early modern madness as a public
condition rather than a private psychological state.

1.2 Nineteenth-Century Transformations

The nineteenth-century corpus exhibited a clear shift toward
internalized psychological portrayal. Authors such as
Charlotte Bront¢ and George Eliot used free indirect
discourse and narratorial commentary to illuminate
characters’ emotional disturbances, reflecting the rise of
introspective realism during the Victorian period (Dames,
2001) Pl Linguistic findings showed frequent use of



hesitation markers, affective vocabulary, and introspective
lexicon, demonstrating how mental distress was increasingly
represented as a cognitive and emotional process rather than
as overt behavior. This development coincides with
historical studies suggesting that Victorian literature
absorbed concepts from emerging psychological sciences,
including theories of nerves, affect, and memory
(Shuttleworth, 2010) 4. As a result, mental illness was
narrated through inner conflict, moral anxiety, and social
pressures—evidence of a transition toward deeper
psychological realism.

1.3 Modernist Experimentation

Modernist texts displayed extensive formal experimentation,
aligning with scholarly observations that modernism
revolutionized the representation of consciousness
(Humphrey, 1954; Cuddy-Keane, 2003) [, The analysis
revealed pervasive use of stream of consciousness, temporal
fragmentation, interior monologue, and associative logic. In
novels such as Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway and Joyce’s Ulysses,
linguistic fragmentation—run-on sentences, abrupt focal
shifts, and sensory distortions—mirrored symptoms
associated with anxiety, trauma, and depressive cognition.
These findings support Caruth’s (1996) argument that
trauma disrupts narrative temporality and manifests through
fragmented expression. Modernist narrative structures
therefore worked not only to represent mental illness but to
simulate its cognitive texture, producing an immersive
psychological environment for readers.

1.4 Contemporary and Postmodern Techniques
Contemporary works demonstrated hybrid techniques that
merged literary narration with clinical language, therapeutic
dialogue, and multiple perspectives. The explicit appearance
of  diagnostic = terms—depression, PTSD, mania,
dissociation—reflected the influence of biomedical
psychiatry and trauma studies on contemporary storytelling
(Herman, 1992; Scull, 2015) !> 21 Multiperspectival
narration, including alternating first-person and third-person
accounts, exposed readers to conflicting psychological
realities, echoing postmodern challenges to unified
subjectivity (McHale, 1992). Many contemporary narratives
displayed ethical commitment to representing mental illness
without sensationalism, a trend noted in disability studies
(Mitchell & Snyder, 2000). Stylistic findings—such as
narrative gaps, flashbacks, memory lapses, and intrusive
monologues—corresponded with trauma-related disruptions
in cognitive processing.

2. Comparative Cross-Period Patterns

2.1 From External to Internal Depictions

Cross-period comparison demonstrated a consistent
historical progression from externalized portrayals of
madness toward increasingly interiorized and immersive
psychological realism. These findings align with Auerbach’s
(1953) Bl argument that Western literature gradually
deepened its representation of interiority. While early
modern texts relied on theatrical display, nineteenth-century
fiction introduced interior access, and modernist and
contemporary works further expanded psychological depth
through formal experimentation.

2.2 Evolving Narrative Devices

Distinct narrative devices emerged in each era:

= Early Modern: rhetorical excess,
fragmentation (Showalter, 1985) (3,

performative
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= Nineteenth Century: free indirect discourse and moral
psychological narration (Dames, 2001) ©,

* Modernism: stream of consciousness and temporal
disruption (Humphrey, 1954) 3],

=  Contemporary: multiperspectival
trauma-driven structure (Herman, 1992)

narration  and

(2],

Despite differences, a recurring linguistic pattern disruption
or fragmentation appeared throughout periods but served
different functions: theatrical (early modern), introspective
(Victorian), mimetic (modernist), and diagnostic/ethical
(contemporary).

2.3 Influence of Cultural and Medical Contexts

The findings demonstrated that shifts in literary technique
corresponded closely with prevailing psychiatric paradigms.
Early modern representations reflected humoral and moral
frameworks, Victorian works paralleled emerging
psychological sciences (Shuttleworth, 2010) 4, modernism
intersected with psychoanalysis (Marcus, 1981), and
contemporary fiction absorbed trauma theory and
biomedical psychiatry (Herman, 1992; Scull, 2015) [12 211,
Literature consistently adapted to evolving models of the
mind, confirming Foucault’s (1965) view of mental illness
as a culturally situated construct.

3. Thematic and Symbolic Findings

3.1 Recurrent Themes Across Texts

Several themes recurred across the corpus:

» Jsolation and alienation, often reflecting the
individual’s fractured relationship with society (Laing,
1960) 14,

» Trauma and memory, especially in modernist and
contemporary texts (Caruth, 1996).

= Identity instability, frequently expressed through
shifting focalization or unreliable narration (Cohn,
1978) 161,

= Social control, particularly visible in narratives

depicting medical or institutional authority (Porter,
2002).

Symbolic motifs, such as enclosed rooms, shadows, mirrors,
and bodily fragility—also appeared across texts but took on
different cultural meanings depending on their era.

3.2 Gender, Class, and Social Dynamics

The analysis revealed that gendered and class-based
dynamics significantly shaped the portrayal of mental
illness. Female characters were disproportionately depicted
as mentally unstable in nineteenth-century and early modern
literature, consistent with Showalter’s (1985) %! findings on
the patriarchal medicalization of women’s emotional
distress. Class also shaped psychological narratives, with
working-class characters often depicted in contexts of
economic precarity, echoing social-historical findings about
Victorian mental health (Porter, 2002). Contemporary texts
increasingly emphasized intersectional factors—race,
gender identity, socioeconomic status—reflecting broader
cultural shifts in understanding psychological vulnerability.

4. Innovations in Representing Psychological Realism

4.1 New Literary Strategies Identified

Contemporary fiction introduced innovative narrative

strategies, including:

= integration of therapeutic discourse and clinical
terminology,



* hybrid narrative forms blending personal testimony,
case notes, and fiction, and

= survivor-centered  storytelling
experience.

prioritizing  lived

These developments echo trends in trauma writing and
narrative ethics identified in recent scholarship (Herman,
1992; Caruth, 1996) ['2],

4.2 Expanding the Boundaries of Literary Imagination
Findings suggested that literature increasingly sought to
simulate rather than simply describe mental illness.
Modernist and contemporary techniques enabled narrative
structures to mimic cognitive fragmentation, emotional
turbulence, and altered perception. This evolution supported
insights from cognitive narratology that literary texts can
model mental processes in ways inaccessible to other media
(Zunshine, 2006) 271,

5. Interpretation and Synthesis of Results

5.1 Literary History Revealed Through Findings

Results collectively revealed that literary portrayals of
mental illness evolved from external, behavioral
representation to deep psychological realism, supporting
Auerbach’s (1953) B! theory of increasing interiority in
literary history.

5.2 Implications for Understanding Mental Illness in
Literature

The findings showed that narrative technique significantly
influences empathy, interpretive engagement, and cultural
understanding of mental illness—an idea supported by
disability-studies scholarship critiquing the ethics of
representation (Mitchell & Snyder, 2000).

5.3 Overall Conclusion from Results

Overall, the analysis demonstrated that literary portrayals of
mental illness have undergone substantial transformation,
reflecting broader shifts in cultural epistemologies of the
mind. The trajectory—from external spectacle to internal
simulation—highlights literature’s role in articulating
psychological complexity and challenging stigma.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that the portrayal of
mental illness in English literature has undergone a
profound historical transformation, reflecting evolving
cultural, scientific, and aesthetic understandings of the
human mind. Early modern texts relied predominantly on
externalized, performative depictions of madness,
presenting psychological disturbance as a visible and
moralized condition embedded within social spectacle. This
aligns with Foucault’s (1965) argument that pre-modern
conceptions of madness were shaped by public discourse
rather than clinical insight. By contrast, nineteenth-century
fiction shifted toward portraying mental illness as an
internal  psychological struggle, adopting narrative
techniques such as free indirect discourse that allowed
deeper access to characters’ emotional and cognitive states,
consistent with Victorian engagements with emerging
psychological theory (Dames, 2001; Shuttleworth, 2010) -
24]

The modernist period represented a watershed moment in
the literary depiction of mental illness, as authors developed
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innovative techniques capable of mimicking cognitive
fragmentation, trauma, and nonlinear thought. Through
devices such as stream of consciousness and temporal
dislocation, modernist writers sought not merely to describe
mental illness but to simulate its experiential texture,
mirroring the psychoanalytic and psychological models
influencing early 20th-century thought (Humphrey, 1954;
Cuddy-Keane, 2003) (3], Contemporary literature expanded
these strategies further by integrating clinical terminology,
trauma-informed discourse, and multiperspectival narration,
reflecting the influence of biomedical psychiatry and trauma
studies (Herman, 1992; Scull, 2015) !> 211, These findings
underscore the increasing ethical sensitivity with which
contemporary writers represent mental illness, echoing
critiques in disability studies regarding the need to avoid
reductive or stigmatizing portrayals (Mitchell & Snyder,
2000).

Taken together, the results support Auerbach’s (1953) B
broader theory that Western literature has progressively
deepened its representation of interiority, and they show that
psychological realism is not a static aesthetic category but a
historically adaptive mode responsive to shifts in cultural
epistemology. The gradual movement from externally
observable madness to inwardly immersive psychological
narration demonstrates literature’s unique capacity to
articulate mental states in ways that scientific discourse
alone cannot fully capture. This progression also reveals the
crucial role literature plays in shaping cultural
understandings of mental illness by fostering empathy,
challenging stigma, and expanding narrative possibilities for
representing the complexities of psychological experience.
Ultimately, this study affirms that literary portrayals of
mental illness form a dynamic continuum that mirrors
transformations in societal attitudes toward mental health.
As contemporary writers increasingly foreground patient-
centered, trauma-informed, and ethically nuanced
depictions, literature continues to serve as a vital medium
for exploring the evolving relationship between mental
illness, identity, and narrative form. Future research may
extend this work by examining non-Western literatures,
interdisciplinary collaborations with psychology and
psychiatry, or reader-response studies that evaluate how
narrative techniques shape public perceptions of mental
illness.
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