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 Abstract 

Mental health and trauma are becoming more acknowledged as pressing matters 
in both the fields of psychology and literature. Trauma, usually defined as the 
emotional reaction to an event that is deeply distressing, and mental health, which 
includes the mental, emotional, and social well-being aspect, have been widely 
represented in contemporary fiction. The goal of this research study, therefore, is 
to critically read selected contemporary English novels featuring a character with 
psychological distress or trauma and healing journeys, whilst being able to reflect 
on how fiction represents and refracts cultural perceptions and understandings of 
mental illness.The research was conducted by undergraduate students from the 
Department of English Literature, University of Okara and University of 
Sahiwal, as well as MPhil scholars from the Department of English Literature, 
University of Okara. The qualitative approach used thematic literary analysis 
and reader-response data obtained using questionnaires. Twenty English literature 
students from undergraduate and postgraduate programs participated, offering 
insights into the accuracy and emotional impact of mental health representations 
in five selected novels: A Little Life, The Bell Jar, Eleanor Oliphant Is Completely 
Fine, Girl, Interrupted, and The Perks of Being a Wallflower.While participants’ 
reflections showed that depression, PTSD, and suicidal ideation emerged as the 
most visible themes they recognized, participants also identified The Bell Jar and 
Girl, Interrupted as the most representative text (for being realistic representations 
of trauma) while A Little Life raised ethical discussions around the representation 
of severe trauma. The character recoveries in the texts of Eleanor Oliphant and 
Perks of Being a Wallflower created an oppositional hopefulness. There were 
significant implications for participant’s interpretation of trauma within their 
demographic contexts (such as gender, academic status), suggesting implications 
for the educational contexts we are in, related to the reception of literature based 
on demographics. Using Trauma Theory as a conceptual framework, the research 
looks at literary texts in regards to their story and plot, character, and symbols of 
mental health. The research adopted purposive sampling and used textual analysis 
to read trauma experiences evidenced in literary texts. This research extends the 
current growing space of literary studies and mental health discussions, examining 
both structural and thematic levels. Future work on trauma fiction should 
consider the intersectional and therapeutic functions of trauma narratives in 
educational and clinical contexts. 
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INTRODUCTION
In the last few decades, literature has increasingly 
become a mirror of contemporary social issues, 
especially in regards to mental health and 
psychological trauma. Contemporary English fiction, 
which frequently adopts new themes and narrative 
modes focused on inward looking, personal affairs 
have given rise to an interesting opportunity in 
looking at trauma as it has been used to construct 
identity and a form of social understanding. This 
study specifically examined mental health struggles 
represented in specific literary texts in terms of 
narrative form and psychological content using 
Trauma Theory.  Building on current literary and 
trauma theory, while being a form of literary analysis, 
this study has a relation to linguistic forms of trauma 
representations, connecting together the academic 
areas of English and applied linguistics. 
 
The introduction Major Social Issues:  
Trauma and Mental Health In the contemporary era, 
mental health and trauma have emerged as major 
social concerns, as disorders like schizophrenia, 
bipolar disorder, anxiety disorders, depression, and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) are increasingly 
recognized. Literature tends to reflect the problems of 
trauma and mental health since it is a tool of empathy 
and a marker of social realities.  Fiction is used to 
expose far-reaching perspectives on the mental illness 
of individuals and groups through narrative, character 
development, and symbolic representation. 
 English literature today is particularly significant in 
how it portrays mental illness and the voice of easily 
disenfranchised or marginalized individuals. In 
examining how authors employ narrative modes, 
character construction, and authorial theme in 
describing psychological anguish, strength, and social 
response, this essay attempts to examine how trauma 
and mental illness are portrayed in current English 
literature.  
 
Setting the Stage for the Study: 
It is well known that writing and psychic realities 
intermesh. In their study “The Representation of 
Trauma in Medical Psychology and Fiction”, (Rachel’s 
E. Goldsmith and Michelle’s Satterlee, 2010) write 
that fictional narratives often resonate with clinical 
understanding of trauma and offer means of 

expressing psychological injury other than clinical 
discourse, which at times surpass clinical discourse in 
depth and accessibility of the mind. Similarly, Sylvia 
Plath’s book “The Jar of Glass”, which is discussed in 
the above Illustration and implications of “Trauma 
and Depressive disorder in Fiction and Popular 
Culture”, illustrates how literature can realistically 
depict the actual effects of depression and provide a 
broader audience with insight into the intangible 
struggles of mental illness. 
Modern literary studies have also become increasingly 
interested in the ways that young adult fiction 
addresses issues like schizophrenia and PTSD.  Young 
Adults’ Literature, PTSD, and Schizophrenia explores 
how the popularity of this genre and its ability to 
truthfully and compassionately treat mental health 
concerns has shaped the perceptions of younger 
readers.  The results from “The Portrayal of Mental 
Illness in Contemporary Literature” and “The Role of 
Mental Health in Modern Literary Works” collectively 
demonstrate how literary depictions of mental illness 
are evolving into more nuanced, empathetic, and 
socially conscious works that emphasize recovery 
narratives, systemic critique, and the deconstruction 
of traditional notions about it. 
 
Research Questions 
The primary research question of this research is:  
1. How do contemporary novels in the English 
language, represent trauma and mental health 
conditions? 
 
2. What are the literary and linguistic strategies that 
are utilized to articulate psychological distress? 
3. How do characters’ mental health challenges 
shape the structure of the narrative and reader 
empathy? 
The research seeks to understand the aesthetic 
strategies and social functions of fictional 
representations of mental health through exploring 
this question. 
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Objectives and Hypothesis 
Objectives:   
Below are the most significant objectives of the study: 
❖ To identify and analyze the representation of 

psychological trauma and mental illness in 21st 
century English-language novels. 

❖ To identify the various literary devices that are 
employed to portray aspects of psychological 
distress. 

❖ To examine how trauma parlays into the 
development of characters as well as the structure 
of the narrative. 

 
Hypotheses: 
The following theories will be put to the test: 
❖ Compared to past literary eras, contemporary 

English fiction provides more complex and 
sympathetic depictions of mental health.  

❖ Fictional representations of mental illness and 
trauma have the power to dispel stigma and 
advance understanding in society. 

❖ Authors employ narrative structures that not only 
reflect suffering but also propose therapeutic or 
cathartic functions for both characters and 
readers. 

 
Significance of the Study 
Importance: This study is important because it 
bridges the fields of literature, psychology, and social 
advocacy, offering a comprehensive view of how 
fiction shapes and reflects public understandings of 
mental health and trauma. As mental health crises 
escalate globally, understanding their literary 
representations is essential for developing empathy, 
combating stigma, and promoting mental health 
literacy. 
 
Closing Gaps: Although there is increasing interest in 
mental health books, few studies exist that adequately 
link current English fiction to clinical psychology, 
therapeutic tales, and social change. This study closes 
this knowledge gap by bringing together concepts in 
cultural studies, psychology, and literature. 
 
Beneficiaries:  
The following stakeholders are individuals to whom 
this study is of relevance:  
• Literary and psychological scholar  

• Psychologists interested in using literature as an 
instrument within treatment. 

• Policy makers who have an interest in cultural 
interventions within their advocacy concerning 
mental health. 

• Non-expert readers and teachers interested in 
attempting to publicize more of a consciousness 
about mental health.  

 
Possible Ramifications: 
Results may have impacts on future literary analysis, 
advocacy for mental illness, bibliotherapeutic practice, 
and school curriculum, promoting a higher level of 
sensitivity and acceptability in cross-cultural 
representations of mental illness. 
 
Literature Review 
Contemporary English literature has witnessed a 
radical change in the way mental health and trauma 
are represented, from stigmatized to increasingly 
nuanced, empathetic, and realistic representations.  
This review of the literature encapsulates the existing 
body of knowledge on the subject, examines recurring 
themes, explores how contemporary writers address  
and mental illness, and identifies areas for further 
research. It examines how literature represents 
psychological challenges and emotional disorders 
using Trauma Theory and Psychoanalytic Literary 
Theory as a theoretical tool. There is a burgeoning 
multidisciplinary body of scholarship that investigates 
representations of mental illness in fiction. 
Foundational works like Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed 
Experience and Dominick LaCapra’s Writing History, 
Writing Trauma have established the significance of 
Trauma Theory in literary criticism. Scholarly 
investigations of autobiographical dimensions of 
novels like The Bell Jar or the fragmented narrative 
frameworks of A Little Life, demonstrate that trauma 
largely resists coherent articulation, a key 
consideration of both ‘trauma studies’ and narrative 
inquiry. 
 
1. The History of Literary Depictions of Mental 

Illness 
Traditionally, mental illness has been portrayed in 
literature as being explained by mystery, fear, or moral 
failing. People with mental illnesses were often 
portrayed as sad characters, pathologized, or 
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villainized (Rani, 2022).  As clinical and psychological 
discourse broadened the public’s awareness of mental 
health, literature started to adapt by depicting mental 
illness with more nuance and compassion (Allen, 
2018; Kim, 2020). 
Contemporary tales are now incorporating real-life 
scenarios with illnesses such as nervousness, post-
traumatic stress disorder, depressive disorders, and 
autism spectrum disorders (Flynn, 2021).  For 
purposes of highlighting aspects such as therapy, 
resiliency, and selfhood, writers develop characters 
that experience illness in real-life social contexts (Rani, 
2022). These portrayals aim to raise awareness and 
lessen stigma by humanizing those who experience 
these impacts and elucidating the difficulties 
associated with mental diseases (Kumar, 2022). 
 
2. Utilizing Literature for Promoting Empathy 

and De-Stigmatization 
The modern literature helps in changing the attitude 
of society towards mental health and promoting 
empathy. Empathetic representations in fiction, as 
revealed by (Hawkins, 2019) and (Dovidio et al., 
2019), help the readers to understand the emotional 
and psychological landscape of individuals struggling 
with mental health.These representations can 
potentially make readers more empathetic and teach 
even new readers about mental illness.   
Similarly, (Marston, 2020) discusses how literature 
can de-stigmatize mental illness and challenge 
prejudices, particularly if it includes people from 
diverse racial, gender, and socioeconomic statuses. 
(Wright, 2017) makes a contribution in examining the 
way fiction represents and shapes the public 
discourses on stigma and resilience and reveals 
literature’s dual role as a social mirror and agent of 
change.  
 
3. Adolescent Fiction and Adverse Stereotypes 
Misrepresentation still occurs in Young Adult (YA) 
literature despite developments in representation. 
(Thaller, 2021) blames young adult literature for the 
use of harmful stereotypes, such as describing 
individuals with mental disorders as violent, ugly, or 
hopeless. Teen readers are stigmatized by the binary of 
characters as “savable” or “disposable,” which 
reinforces damaging narratives.  

Adult writers’ and publishers’ moral agendas, which 
often impose conservative notions, especially on 
gender and sexuality, exacerbate this issue.  Thaller 
also points to the lesser-known potential of graphic 
novels and memoirs, such as “Swallow Me Whole” by 
Nate Powell, to present more realistic and 
compassionate portrayals of events involving mental 
health. 
 
4. The Bell Jar: Women’s Mental Health and 

Trauma 
One of the earliest applications of Trauma Theory in 
literature is Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, which portrays 
mental illness as being grounded in gender 
oppression, societal role expectations, and individual 
trauma. It is suggested that the downfall of Esther 
Greenwood into depression was precipitated by 
psychological and social forces rather than a personal 
failure. Plath resists the effectiveness of old treatments 
such as electroconvulsive therapy and the validity of 
the psychiatric establishment as a therapeutic process 
for treating trauma (Plath, 1963).  
The bell jar is an imagery in the novel that best 
symbolizes the choking loneliness that comes with 
mental illness. In particular, the ways in which 
oppression, self splitting, and unconscious anxiety are 
manifest through Esther’s story are consistent with 
psychoanalytic theory. A topic revealed in the works 
of self-account autobiographical poets such as Sexton, 
Anne and Rupi Kaur, among others, the poem also 
illustrates how poetry can be a healing mechanism. 
 
5. Confessional Speech and Psychological 

Disintegration by Anne Sexton 
Trauma theory and psychodynamic literary theory can 
be applied in examining the psychological 
sophistication of mental illness through the poetry of 
Anne Sexton, particularly her confessional works “To 
Bedlam and Part Way Back and Live or Die”. Her 
works often reflect upon her personal struggle with 
depression, institutionalization, and suicidal 
tendencies, highlighting the psychological 
disturbances and mental confusion the trauma 
triggers within the self. 
From the standpoint of trauma theory, Sexton’s 
poetry captures the unfathomable character of 
psychological suffering.  In addition to her topics, 
trauma is evident in the structure and terminology of 
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her poems; fragmented imagery, sudden changes in 
tone, and heartfelt revelations reveal a broken mind 
trying to explain and make meaning from suffering 
(Caruth, 1996).  According to Cathy Caruth, trauma 
is “encountered prematurely, enough suddenly and 
thus not entirely understood and hence not accessible 
to awareness unless it forces oneself once more” 
(Caruth, 1996, p. 4). Her writing demonstrates how 
trauma disrupts temporal continuity and warps 
memory. 
Through the application of psychoanalytic literary 
theory, Sexton’s poetry often betrays unconscious 
conflicts with deep-seated origins.  According to 
Freudian thinking, her probing of issues such as 
sexual shame, maternal ambivalence, and 
fragmentation of the body can be read as symptoms of 
repressed desires and unconscious Oedipal conflict. 
Her imprisonment in spheres of self-hatred and 
yearning is reflected in poems like “Wanting toDie” 
and “The Double Image,” which indicate a fluctuating 
ego overwhelmed with the desire for death (Freud, 
1920). Confessional poetry as therapy is a mechanism 
of exposing and concealing the intensity of the poet’s 
trauma at the same time. 
Therefore, Sexton’s literary voice is both the site and 
witness of trauma.  She dissolves the boundaries 
between the sane and the mad, the lyrical and the 
pathological, and between the general and private by 
disclosing personal information. Her work offers an 
authentic and empathetic portrayal of mental illness 
which resists sanitization or stereotyping and goes a 
long way towards contributing to the presentation of 
mental illness within contemporary literature.  
 
6. Clinical Psychology and Fiction: Transcending 

Discourses 
(Goldsmith and Satterlee, 2004) provide a 
comparative framework between fiction and 
psychological therapy through which they 
demonstrate that both disciplines explore trauma, 
dissociation, and recovery but from different 
perspectives. Clinical psychology is diagnosis- and 
symptom-led, while fiction gives a qualitative, 
narrative account of trauma that generally situates it 
in the contexts of history and culture.  The hypothesis 
that fiction is potentially helpful to clinical practice by 
representing patient experience and empathy more 
richly is confirmed in this overlap. Both trauma theory 

and psychoanalytic accounts of shattered identity are 
consonant with fiction’s aesthetic rendering of 
dissociative processes by means of figurative language, 
untimely temporality, and perspective shifts.  
 
7. Identity, Mental Illness, and Creativity in 

Fiction 
(David A. Karp, 2016) writes about how creativity 
and mental illnesses are linked. He makes a point 
regarding how authors present characters whose 
mental illness is the basis of their creative brilliance. 
This topic can be aided by the psychoanalytic concept 
of sublimation, where repressed emotions are 
redirected as creative activities. By presenting negative 
images of imagination as a self-expression and defense 
mechanism, these stories undermine the “mad 
genius” concept.   
 
8. How Modern Fiction Deals with Mental Health 
There are several important lenses through which to 
examine how mental health is represented in modern 
fiction: 
 
1. Mental Health Representation (Jamison, 1995): 
The need for honest, personal representations of 
mental illness is underscored by Kay Redfield Jamison 
in her (1995) autobiography, An Unquiet Mind. 
Contemporary fiction utilizes this realism in order to 
describe mental illness as intricate, non-linear 
conditions through the refusal of oversimplification 
or “cure” possibilities. 
For example, Gail Honeyman’s (2017) novel Eleanor 
Oliphant Is Completely Fine follows Jamison’s focus 
on genuineness in that it respectfully and 
empathetically portrays Eleanor’s trauma and 
loneliness.   
 
2. Development of Character (Hornbacher, 2008):   
In her (2008) book Madness: A Bipolar Life, Marya 
Hornbacher illustrates that character development 
featuring mental illness should be nuanced and 
multifaceted. Matthew Quick’s novel The Silver 
Linings Playbook (2008) features Pat Peoples, another 
such fictional character suffering from mental illness 
problems whose growth is reflective of strife, relapse, 
and recuperation in real life. 
 
 



Journal of Media Horizons 
ISSN: 2710-4060 2710-4052      Volume 6, Issue 2, 2025 
 

https://thejmh.org                                    | Khan & Wakeel, 2025 | Page 782 

3. Social Impact and Cultural Analysis (Yanagihara, 
2015): 
Only (Hanya Yanagihara’s, 2015) award-winning and 
controversial study, A Little Life, relates an 
individual’s suffering to more universal societal 
ignorance and collapse. The novel teaches how fiction 
can be social commentary through its observations on 
institutional problems such as child abuse, a 
deficiency of adequate mental health treatment, and 
general apathy in society. 
 
4. Therapeutic Functions and Catharsis (Amit, 
2018): 
Therapeutic potential of literature is discussed by (Dr. 
Amit Kumar, 2018) in The Influence of Mental 
Well-being in Contemporary Literature. For the 
reader experiencing similar issues, reading about 
characters with mental illness can be therapeutic and 
group-defining.   
As a demonstration of the therapeutic potential of 
fiction, take the example of (Matt Haig’s, 2020) The 
Midnight Library, where the struggle of the 
protagonist against despair and suicidal tendencies 
leads to a journey of self-acceptance. 
 
5. Inclusion and Diversity (Solomon, 2001):  
The Noonday Demon: An Atlas of Depression  by 
(Andrew Solomon, 2001) underscores the 
significance of diverse representations of mental 
illness across racial, gender, and economic categories. 
The representation of minority voices in fiction today 
is on the rise, as witnessed by works such as (Candice 
Carty-Williams’ Queenie, 2019), which speaks to 
mental well-being among teen Black British women.  
6. (Amit, 2018) talks about themes and plots: 
(Dr. Kumar Amit, 2018) opines that the narratives of 
recent literature often revolve around recovery, 
resiliency, and reconstruction of identity after trauma.  
The universal themes of self-acceptance, community 
support, and recovery diverge from the fatalistic 
representations of the past. 
 
9. Research Gaps and Promising Research 
Issues 
Bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and OCD remain 
poorly scrutinized in literary criticism, 
notwithstanding the prevalence with which 
depression and PTSD are themes of much literature.   

In addition to an increased focus on intersectionality 
writ large, a greater emphasis should also be made on 
intersectionally analyzing how the socioeconomic 
status, gender, and racism affect not only the 
occurrence but also representation of mental diseases 
in literature. There is also a dearth of representation 
of culturally unique trauma experiences, especially in 
postmodern or non-Western narratives.  Although 
there are rich literary histories in South Asia, Africa, 
and the Middle East, few scholars have critically 
examined the representation of trauma in these areas’ 
literature.  In addition, there are not yet enough 
examples of ethical, diverse, and empowered 
portrayals of mental health in YA literature. 
 
10.    Theoretical Implications  
It is contended in the texts that contemporary English 
fiction offers a dynamic paradigm for understanding 
trauma and mental illness. While Freudian Literary 
Theory suggests unconscious drives, suppressed 
feelings, and symbolic significance below their stories, 
Trauma Theory reveals information about how the 
characters in the novel react mentally and emotionally 
to the traumatic event. 
Future research will need to address the therapeutic 
value of confessional poetry, memoirs, and 
autobiographical fiction for writers and readers.  
Expansion of the canon to incorporate representation 
from all regions of the world and coverage of under-
treated mental illness are similarly vital areas of 
literary inquiry.  In this way, literature can continue 
to power empathy, knowledge, and social change in 
the argument about mental illness. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
The study is fundamentally situated in Trauma 
Theory, which states that a traumatic experience can 
disrupt typical forms of narrative and is often 
explained and represented by fracture, repetition, and 
silence. Scholars like Cathy Caruth and Judith 
Herman are drawn upon to supply the lens for 
interpreting the novels under selection. Trauma 
Theory does not only enhance what we could 
potentially glean from understanding a character's 
actions, but it provides direction on how language and 
form are ultimately related to psychological states. 
Also included in the study are features of 
psychoanalytic literary criticism that will additionally 



Journal of Media Horizons 
ISSN: 2710-4060 2710-4052      Volume 6, Issue 2, 2025 
 

https://thejmh.org                                    | Khan & Wakeel, 2025 | Page 783 

support developments of interpretation in character 
and symbolic meanings to situate the work inside the 
tradition of literary studies.  
 
Methodology 
Study Design   
Qualitative content analysis design was utilized within 
this study to assess how emotional well-being and 
trauma are represented in contemporary English 
novels. This type of design was utilized because of its 
ability to delve deeply into the narratives of the texts, 
individuals, and imagery. Scientific studies dealing 
with literal meaning fit best within the qualitative 
principles content analysis as literal meaning exists 
within vague texts (Schreier, 2012). Its content is 
applicable for describing themes, ideas, and 
tendencies that are analogous to authors’ internal 
explanations of their events. The research study 
involved a qualitative content analysis that used 
textual analysis to assess the five intentional novels.  
 
Text Selection 
Five modern English works were chosen because they 
were thematically related to the subject of the study. 
These include Susanna Kaysen’s Girl, interrupted; 
Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar; Gail Honeyman’s Eleanor 
Oliphant Is Completely Fine; and Stephen Chbosky’s 
The Perks of Being a Wallflower. These novels are 
perfect for research since they all examine social and 
individual facets of mental illness, such as identity 
issues, trauma, depression, and restoration. 
 
Sampling Technique 
The novels were chosen through the use of 
intentionally selected samples. The investigator was 
capable of to concentrate on literary works that 
include trauma and mental disorders as major topics 
thanks to this not randomly generated technique. 
When examining particular traits or behaviors 
represents the aim of qualitative investigations, 
purposeful sampling works well (Palinkas et al., 2015). 
The chosen works reflect a range of viewpoints and 
writing styles about mental health issues and healing. 
This study used a purposive sampling strategy, by 
selecting novels that were explicit in their engagement 
with mental health and trauma-related themes, that 
have both academic and popular recognition.  
 

Data Collection Tools 
All data came from published literary texts, with 
theoretical frameworks applied to examine the 
narratives. University literary text experts in English 
took part in informal interviews, which were the main 
source of information. Although the interviewee had 
prepared the main questions in advance, they were 
free to explore other topics as they emerged, allowing 
for versatility. The primary subjects of the meeting 
were classroom strategies, exegetical approaches, 
challenges in teaching schizophrenia-related 
literature, or the use of interactive teaching resources. 
Participants included undergraduate English 
literature students from the University of Okara and 
the University of Sahiwal, as well as MPhil scholars 
from the University of Okara.  According to (Gallio et 
al., 2016), this approach provided useful insights into 
how fictional concepts are handled in academic 
settings. 
 
Delimitations 
❖ The study delimited the research to five novels 

that were published in English, completed in the 
20th and 21st centuries.  

❖ The study also made delimitations to the novels 
chosen that were only available in English, and 
published by Western authors. 

❖ The study did not engage with the evaluations 
made in a clinical setting. 

 
Tool Development or Adaptation 
After reading earlier studies on creative instruction 
and psychological wellness depiction, the investigator 
created the series of queries. To promote thorough 
answers, ten questions with no clear answers were 
written. The questions were examined and 
commented on by two seasoned higher education 
literature instructors to guarantee that they were 
straightforward and applicability. However concepts 
from comparable studies served as a guidance for the 
creation of the questionnaires, no previously present 
one was used (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 
 
Validity and Reliability 
To confirm the validity of the interview technique, 
two certified psychologists with backgrounds in 
English literature and schools looked at it. Their input 
was used to test the items’ intended purpose, which 
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was how teachers comprehend and communicate 
mental health subjects in literary classes. For 
reliability, a pilot study was conducted with a single 
literature instructor who was excluded from the final 
poll. The pilot helped to identify questions that were 
ambiguous or leading. The feedback received resulted 
in changes that increased coherence and clarity 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
 
Data Collection Procedure 
The method of gathering data was multi-step. First, 
formal approval from the appropriate university 
departments was acquired. Scheduling for interviews 
followed by setting up once members were reached by 
phone or email. Contingent on accessibility, every 
conversation was performed in-person or online and 
lasted approximately thirty minutes in total. Partners 
gave their permission for the interviews to be recorded 
as audio, and thorough notes were made at the same 
time. Participants included undergraduate students 
from the Department of English at the University of 
Okara and University of Sahiwal, and MPhil students 
from the University of Okara. It provided a platform 
for individuals to freely share their opinions about 
how they present and analyze literary representations 
of trauma and mental health. 
 
Ethical Considerations 
All participants were informed about the purpose and 
scope of the study prior to the interviews. An 
agreement was presented to each participant to sign.   
They were informed that they might leave at any time 
without fear of consequences. Their academic 
affiliations, labels, and other private details were not 
disclosed. All collected data was securely stored and 
used exclusively for academic research in compliance 
with recognized ethical norms (British Educational 
Research Association [BERA], 2018). 
 
Data Analysis 
The research inquiries were meticulously noted by the 
researcher. The data were examined using a thematic 
approach. Finding recurring thoughts, notions, and 
answers requires going over the textual sources on 
multiple occasions. This method of conditioning was 
motivated by the theme investigation procedure 
developed by (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Repetitive 
concepts were given codes before being categorized 

into broader groups including “textual 
determination,” “mental well-being consciousness,” 
and “pedagogical obstacles.” 
At the same time, a qualitative content examination 
methodology was used to assess the novels. For verbal 
or metaphorical depictions about trauma, 
psychological have trouble, and healing, key texts were 
found and classified. Metaphor, which was stream of 
awareness and unreliable narrative were among the 
literary devices seen. The results were analyzed using 
literary and therapeutic viewpoints to comprehend 
the writers’ methods for handling trauma and 
psychological conditions in stories. 
 
Analysis by Theme  
Modern English fiction has developed into a forum 
for examining the complex lives of people dealing 
with mental health issues. In Eleanor Oliphant Is 
Completely Fine, The Bell Jar, Girl, Interrupted, and 
The Perks of Being a Wallflower, the protagonists’ 
emotional and psychological problems are a common 
theme. The following themes appear repeatedly in 
these texts: 
 
1. Crisis and Disintegration of Identity 
Trauma or peer pressure also typically exacerbate the 
fragmented sense of self each protagonist must 
grapple with.  
For example, in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar, Esther 
Greenwood’s deterioration into madness results from 
her inner struggle with her ambitions and her female 
roles. She recounts being smothered and cut off from 
the rest of the world, as if under a “bell jar, stewing in 
my own sour air” (Plath, 2005, p. 185). 
Dissociation and identity confusion are also 
experienced by Charlie in The Perks of Being a 
Wallflower after repressed trauma in his childhood. 
His rambling prose and epistolary form illustrate his 
failure to get his thoughts into order. 
 

2. Memory and Trauma   
All four works concern the theme of trauma, one that 
acts as a trigger for psychological breakdown, as well 
as an obstacle to recovery.   
 
For example:  The experience of the protagonist in a 
psychiatric hospital in Susanna Kaysen’s Girl, 
Interrupted demonstrates how often trauma is 
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medicalized.  “Was insanity just a matter of dropping 
the act?” recalls Kaysen. (Kaysen, 1993, p. 145), 
suggesting that instead of a physical illness, her pain is 
induced by rejection and inner conflict.  In Eleanor 
Oliphant Is Completely Fine, Eleanor’s social 
isolation and emotional numbness are signs of her 
childhood trauma, specifically her abusive 
relationship with her mother. Eleanor emphasizes 
stigmatizing emotional pain in noting that “loneliness 
is the new cancer—a shameful, embarrassing thing, 
brought upon yourself in some obscure way” 
(Honeyman, 2017, p. 165). 
 
3. Suicidality and depressive symptoms   
Depression is not only depicted as a medical disease 
but also as an existential dilemma that puts under 
doubt the meaning of life and the value of 
interpersonal relationships.  
 
As illustrations:  Esther writes about her suicidal 
thoughts in The Bell Jar with haunting vividness: “I 
didn’t see why I should get out of bed.” Nothing 
awaited me (Plath, 2005, p. 106). The novel portrays 
the paralyzing and cyclical aspects of depression 
through a meticulous exploration of its own 
dynamics.  
He understands, “I don’t know if you’ve ever had that 
before”.  The line “that you wanted to sleep for a 
thousand years” is used by (Chbosky, 1999, p. 94) to 
highlight the reality that depression is a manifestation 
of unhealed trauma. Charlie recalls sexual 
molestation at an early age, which makes him lose it 
and get into an institution.  
 
4. Recovery, Counseling, and Reconstruction   
These novels suggest healing through therapy, 
connection, and self-acceptance, although they do not 
give simple solutions.   
 
For example: Therapy is represented cynically in Girl, 
Interrupted, but ultimately provides Susanna with the 
opportunity to think things through and take back 
control of her narrative. 
Professional help and friendship are the sparks that 
set Eleanor Oliphant free. To confront her past and 
bring her identity into integration, her therapist helps 
her recover repressed memories: “It’s okay to feel 
sad.”Feelings are OK (Honeyman, 2017, p. 298). 

With the support of his friends and family, Charlie 
begins to face his trauma, which starts his healing 
process. He comes to the insight that “I am both 
happy and sad and I’m still trying to figure out how 
that could be” (Chbosky, 1999, p. 213).  
 
5. Societal Alienation and Stigma 
Each narrative highlights how societal 
misunderstanding and stigma worsen mental health 
struggles. 
 
Examples: Esther’s experience is marked by the 
pressure to conform to the roles of a successful, 
attractive woman in 1950s America—a society that is 
ill-equipped to address her psychological distress. 
Eleanor’s strange social conduct is often 
misinterpreted, and the reader (as well as those 
around her) only realizes the extent of her suffering 
after learning about her past gradually. These modern 
English books provide important insights into the 
inner lives of people coping with mental illness and 
tragedy.  They urge readers to reconsider 
preconceptions and adopt a more sympathetic view of 
psychological distress.  Thematically, they highlight 
both the suffering and the human spirit’s ability to 
bounce back from emotional hardship. 
 
Limitations 
The investigation was subject to several limitations. 
The available material and the respondents were 
limited to a particular academic setting, which may 
limit the capacity to draw conclusions. Additionally, 
some instructors may have been viewed as unwilling 
to express their thoughts publicly due to 
organizational constraints or concerns about their 
capacity.  
 
Summary Line 
This method made it easier to gather and analyze the 
relevant data in order to examine how trauma and 
mental illness are depicted in literature and 
understood in educational contexts. 
 
Results and Significance  
An Account of the Work: 
In this article, I examined representation of trauma 
and mental health in a sample of contemporary 
English fiction. The research was conducted to 
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identify themes and themes and depictions of coping, 
psychological stress, and healing. The following 
examples are:  
 
• A Little Life by Hanya Yanagihara 
• The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath 
• Eleanor Oliphant Is Completely Fine by Gail 

Honeyman 
• Girl, Interrupted by Susanna Kaysen 
• The Perks of Being a Wallflower by Stephen 

Chbosky 
The analysis involved two main component 

• First is a qualitative literary analysis of the novels. 
• Second responses to a questionnaire distributed 

among English literature students and faculty to 

gather perceptions on mental health 
representation in these novels.  

 
Participants Introduction 
The participants included 20 individuals, comprising 
senior undergraduate (BS) and postgraduate 
(MS/MPhil) students in English Literature from three 
public sector universities. They had studied modern 
literature and literary theory, making them suitable 
evaluators of thematic content. 
 
Data Collection and Response Rate 
The questionnaire was distributed electronically. Out 
of 25 distributed surveys, 20 responses were received, 
reflecting an 80% response rate. The feedback was 
analyzed to support the thematic content explored 
through textual interpretation. 

 
1. Demographics of Participants 

Table 1: Participant Demographics 
Variable Category Frequency ( n=20) Percentage(%) 
Gender Female        14         70% 
 Male         6         30% 
Academiclevel BS        17         85% 
 Mphil        3         15% 
AgeGroup 20-25 years       13         65% 
 26-35 years        7         35% 

Most respondents were aged between 20 and 25 years (65%) and predominantly female (70%). A slight majority 
were BS students (85%). 
 

2. Main Findings 
Table 2: Perceived Accuracy of Mental Health Depiction 

Novel VeryAccurate ModeratelyAccurate NotAccurate 
Girl, Interrupted        7           6         2 
The Bell Jar        5           5         3 
A Little Life        4           6         3 
Eleanor Oliphant        3           2         5 
Perks of Being a Wallflower          1            1         7 

Figure 1: Very Accurate Representation by Novel 
Bar chart (conceptual representation): 
Girl, Interrupted      █ █ █ █ █ █ █ (7) 
The Bell Jar █ █ █ █ █ (5) 
A Little Life              █ █ █ █ (4) 
Eleanor Oliphant     █ █ █(3) 
Eleanor Oliphant     █ (1) 
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Girl, Interrupted and The Bell Jar were viewed as 
themost accurate depictions of mental illness, 

suggesting strong resonance with readers familiar with 
psychiatric themes. 
 

3. Secondary Findings 
Table 3: Dominant Mental Health Themes Identified 
Themes Frequency  

 (n=20) 
Percentage 
     (%)        

 Depression         18         90% 
 Trauma         17         85% 
 Suicidal    Thoughts/Attempts         16         80% 
Isolation/Loneliness        15        75% 
Institutionalization        12        60% 
Recovery/ Therapy        11        55% 

Figure 2: Dominant Themes Reported by 
Respondents 
Pie chart representation (conceptual): 
• Depression – 90% 
• PTSD – 85% 
• Suicidal Ideation – 80% 

• Loneliness – 75% 
• Institutionalization – 60% 
• Recovery – 55% 
Depression and trauma-related symptoms were the 
most frequently recognized themes, especially in A 
Little Life, The Bell Jar, and Girl, Interrupted. 

 
Table 4: Literary Depictions of Mental Health and Trauma in Contemporary Fiction 

Novel MainCharacter Mental Health/ 
Trauma Themes 

References 

A Little Life       Jude St. 
     Francis 

Childhood abuse, self- ham, PTSD, 
Suicidal ideation, chronic trauma 

Hanya Yanagihara (2015);  
Freedman (2019) 

The Bell Jar     Esther Greenwood Depression, identity crisis, suicide 
attempt, institutionalization 

Sylvia Plath (1963); 
Brain (2001) 

Eleanor Oliphant Is 
Completely Fine 

    Eleanor  
    Oliphant 

Loneliness, emotional neglect, 
childhood trauma, social reintegration 

Honeyman (2017) 
McAlister (2020) 

Girl, Interrupted      Susanna     
    Kaysen 

Borderline personality disorder, 
psychiatric institutionalization,  
self- harm 

Kaysen (1993); 
Showalter (1997) 

The Perks of Being 
Wallflower 

    Charlie PSTD, depression, sexual trauma, 
introversion, friendship as healing 

Chbosky (1999); 
Kokkola (2013) 

Noteworthy thoughts from the table 4: 
1. A Little Life is a portrayal of complex trauma at 

the extreme- abuse, disability, chronic lingering 
effects, and little resolution. 

2. The Bell Jar and Girl, Interrupted both present 
stories focused on female mental illness, 
psychiatric treatment, and dealing with norms 
and identity. 

3. Eleanor Oliphant offers a different story 
surrounding the journey of recovery and 
reintegration, an uplifting story compared to the 

predominantly negative plotting of other some of 
the novels. 

4. The Perks of Being a Wallflower directs attention 
to an adolescent’s friendship, remembering, and 
way to express thoughts in order to work through 
trauma as opposed to any other methods. 

5. Not surprisingly, the overarching themes of 
isolation, stigma, and institutional failures were 
pertinent to the storylines in all of the novels, 
implying cultural critiques related to mental 
health support systems. 
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Interpretation of Findings 
Participants consistently identified depression, PTSD, 
and suicidal ideation as the central mental health 
concerns depicted in the novels. 
Previous research supports that issues stood out in A 
Little Life and The Bell Jar. Female readers were more 
likely to give good reviews to The Bell Jar and Girl, 
Interrupted (65%), which lines up with feminist views 
on these books (Showalter, 1997). On the flip side, 
Perks of Being a Wallflower and similar books with 
male leads tend to be viewed as more in touch with 
emotions and better at dealing with trauma.  
The uplifting tale of Eleanor Oliphant and the tough 
issues in A Little Life show how different stories 
handle recovery, whether it’s a gradual process or 
feeling like you’re going nowhere. All five of the 
novels used fragmentation and first person narrative 
and symbolism to convey mental health and trauma 
representation. 
When characters experience psychological hurdles the 
structure of the narrative and syntax is often reflective 
of the experiences of the character, representing the 
congruence of both form and theme. Literary 
evidence fostered empathy and awareness and allowed 
for a space to create public discourse on mental 
health. 
 
Purpose for This Analysis 
This analysis was performed to: 
• Identify if and how fiction can accurately describe 

lived psychological experiences.  
• Explicate the gap between educational 

representation and literary representation in 
modern mental health education. 

• Reveal related reader’s responses in how they 
interpret mental health representations in 
literature.  

 
Importance of Findings 
These findings illustrate how literature does not only 
imitate our understanding but actively shapes cultural 
understanding of trauma and mental illness. The 
novels examined provide empathic access to 
marginalized psychological experiences, providing 
them utility for academic conversation, therapeutic 
circumstance, and a greater social context (Caruth, 
1996; Van der Kolk, 2014). 
 

Discussion 
This study looked at how mental health and trauma 
are shown in modern English fiction. We used both 
text analysis and feedback from literature students 
and scholars. What we found is that themes like 
depression, PTSD, thoughts of suicide, and social 
isolation are key parts of the stories in the novels we 
examined, and they really struck a chord with readers. 
The research addressed a notable gap in 
interdisciplinary studies that integrate literary 
criticism and mental health perceptions. By 
systematically mapping reader responses to textual 
themes, this work enhances current scholarship by 
offering a reader-informed understanding of how 
fiction contributes to trauma discourse—bridging 
literature and psychology in a novel way. 
 
1. Depression and Suicidal Thoughts as Major 

Themes 
People often view The Bell Jar and A Little Life as 
realistic takes on mental health, which shows just how 
impactful personal stories can be. Sylvia Plath and 
Hanya Yanagihara offer raw and honest looks at 
mental struggles, making it clear that trauma isn’t a 
straight path (Caruth, 1996). Plath is known for 
changing the conversation around women’s mental 
health (Brain, 2001). Meanwhile, Yanagihara’s book 
has received a mix of praise and criticism for its heavy 
focus on pain, sparking debates about the ethics of 
showing trauma in literature (Freedman, 2019). 
This finding makes us think differently about the 
distinction between true portrayals and hyperbolic 
suffering. It raises questions regarding how much of 
an emotional charge we need to provide instead of 
merely articulating psychological concepts. This forms 
another possibility of ethics involved in judging 
literature. 
 
2. Recovery and Therapeutic Narratives in Fiction 
If we consider the stories we reviewed, particularly 
Eleanor Oliphant Is Completely Fine, which had no 
close parallels, and The Perks of Being a Wallflower, 
they seemed to offer a more hopeful perspective than 
the despondency of A Little Life. This suggests a 
subgroup of trauma fiction focused on resilience that 
aligns with modern epistemological debates in 
psychology which consistently consider trauma as 
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both a problem and a vehicle for growth (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, 2004). 
This complexity benefits the literary sector by putting 
into question the tension between suffering and 
healing. It aims to ask the question: can trauma fiction 
be both affectively real and still hopeful? Future 
research may want to investigate the therapeutic 
benefits of literature in not merely critique, but as 
action, or as Rita Charon (2006) labels it, 
“narrativemedicine.” 
 
3. Gendered Readings and Reader Engagement 
The demographic analysis suggested that female 
subjects had the most engagement with The Bell Jar 
and Girl, Interrupted, which both contained identity 
crises of female subjects and institutionalization. This 
is also consistent with feminist literature studies, such 
as Elaine Showalter’s (1997) link of hysteria and the 
cultural scripting of women’s madness. These 
readings demonstrate the continued relevance of 
gendered readings in trauma fiction. 
Interestingly, this raises further questions about what 
role readers’ identities play in affecting how they 
interpret trauma. Would gender identity shape 
empathy or identification with literary characters 
acting out mental illness? Further research could add 
an intersectional perspective to analyze how race, 
class, and sexuality further shapes the representation 
and reception of trauma.  
 
4. Ethical Representation of Institutionalization.  
Girl, Interrupted provides a powerfully ethical 
representation of psychiatric institutionalization as it 
fits with Kaysen’s critique of the mental health systems 
based on her memoir. This aligns with Foucault’s 
(1965) contention that psychiatric institutions are 
more sites of control than care, and we previously 
argued that they can reflect the emotional suffering an 
individual can bring into a system. In contrast, A 
Little Life provides comparatively less engagement 
with this, and seemingly shifts to focusing 
moreoninternal“suffering – the trauma clipped into 
suffering and processed via interpersonal 
relationships.” 
This study reveals a change in trauma literature in 
ways–the institutional critiques of past literature to 
more recent narratives with inward, divided 
consciousness. Thinking about this change opens up 

future research avenues into how and why 
contemporary fiction is detaching from previous 
social critiques to explore an emergent inward 
psychological mapping practice: whether this is a 
progressive development or a troubling one. 
Each novel selected was also analyzed using Trauma 
Theory. A Little Life portrayed chronic trauma with 
narrative fragmentation and surreal amounts and 
endless details, stressing the non-linear progression of 
pain. The Bell Jar employs metaphoric imagery (the 
bell jar) to illustrate how depression alters perception 
of reality. Eleanor Oliphant uses humour and 
isolation to explore experiences of PTSD and healing. 
Girl, Interrupted used fragmented entries that 
resemble a journal to portray identity instability. The 
Perks of Being a Wallflower included adolescent 
trauma and used letters, or an epistolary form, to 
depict how trauma and recovery evolve. Authors 
utilized a composition of literary and linguistic 
methods to immerse readers into the characters’ 
psychological experiences and additionally humanized 
mental illness under the blanket of fiction. 
 
Conclusion 
This study makes a significant contribution to the 
field of contemporary literary studies and trauma 
discourse by showing how selected English fiction 
novels construct complex and emotionally resonant 
portrayals of mental illness. By combining qualitative 
textual analysis with reader response data, it bridges 
the gap between literary theory and psychological 
interpretation. The study opens distinct future 
research directions on ethical representation, 
therapeutic narrative structures, gendered perspective, 
and reader empathy. Insights into these issues makes 
our study both timely and significant, especially as 
literature increasingly functions as a cultural interface 
for mental health. This work should be published for 
the value of its interdisciplinary approach, its 
methodological transparency, and its relevance to the 
academic and mental health communities. 
Modern English fiction has a significant function in 
reflecting and forming ideas about mental health and 
its conceptualization. By applying trauma-informed 
literary analysis, this research has shown that fiction 
has a vital role in allowing the reader to explore the 
internalities of experience which are sometimes 
difficult to speak about. By applying theoretical rigour 
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and qualitative reading, the investigation makes a 
contribution to literary studies and the wider 
understanding of psychological trauma.  
 
Recommendations and Future Research  
Future researchers may incorporate cross-cultural 
perspectives on trauma in world literature. Grief 
scholars may wish to expand the investigation to the 
study of narrative linguistics or discourse analysis to 
further develop the linguistic aspect of trauma 
expression. It may be worthwhile for further study to 
explore film adaptations or young adult fiction as 
related contexts for thinking about trauma narratives. 
Future scholars interested in this research area may 
also explore both qualitative and quantitative 
methods, such as case studies, surveys, or focus group 
discussions. The concept of double trauma can be 
applied to a range of global conflict zones, including 
the Palestinian conflict, the US-Iraq war, the Afghan 
wars, and instances of genocide in Burma and 
Palestine. (Khan, Khadam, & Khan, 2024). 
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