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Abstract— This paper examines the nuanced representations of mental health in 20th-century British and 

Indian English literature, highlighting the intricacies and cultural contexts that shape these portrayals. For 

this purpose, this paper picks up the following texts for a comparative appraisal— Mrs. Dalloway (1925) by 

Virginia Woolf, Nineteen Eighty-four (1949) by George Orwell, The English Teacher (1945) by R.K. 

Narayan, and Cry, the Peacock (1963) by Anita Desai. These novels offer profound insights into the 

characters' mental state, reflecting the societal attitudes toward mental health in that period. By comparing 

these texts, the paper sheds light on how mental health is a universal and culturally specific issue, shaped by 

historical and social factors. 

Keywords— Mental health, British literature, Indian English literature, Psychological, Trauma. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

 The portrayal of mental health in literature offers a 

profound lens through which societal norms, cultural 

values, and historical contexts can be examined. In the 20th 

century, both British and Indian English literature grappled 

with the complexities of mental illness, often using it as a 

narrative tool to explore deeper existential and societal 

issues. Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925) and George 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four (1949) as worthy examples 

from British literature, alongside R.K. Narayan’s The 

English Teacher (1945) and Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock 

(1963) from Indian English literature, provide a rich 

comparative framework for understanding these themes. 

 In Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf delves into the 

psychological turmoil of her characters, particularly 

Septimus Warren Smith, whose experiences with post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) reflect the broader 

disillusionment following World War I. Woolf’s 

exploration of mental illness intertwines deeply with her 

narrative structure, providing a fragmented and often 

disjointed view into her characters' thoughts. Similarly, 

Orwell’s 1984 presents a dystopian world where 

psychological manipulation and the suppression of 

individual thought are tools of totalitarian control, leading 

to the protagonist Winston Smith’s eventual mental 

breakdown. 

 On the other hand, Indian English literature of the 

same period presents a different cultural perspective on 

mental health. R.K. Narayan’s The English Teacher 

explores the grief and existential crisis of the protagonist, 

Krishna, following the death of his wife. Narayan’s 

narrative offers a poignant look at how mental health is 

navigated in a traditional Indian society, where emotional 

expression is often suppressed. Anita Desai’s Cry, the 

Peacock further explores the theme of mental illness 

through the character of Maya, whose obsession with a 

prophecy leads her into a downward spiral of madness. 

Desai’s work is notable for its exploration of the 

psychological impact of cultural expectations and the 

isolation experienced by women in patriarchal societies. 

Background of Study 

 The exploration of mental health in literature is not 

a new phenomenon; it has been a subject of literary 

discourse for centuries. However, 20th century marked a 

significant shift in the way mental health was portrayed in 

literature, influenced by historical events such as World 

https://ijels.com/
https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.95.14
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Jha and Suri         Representation of Mental Health in 20th-Century British and Indian English Novels: A Comparative Analysis 

IJELS-2024, 9(5), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.) 

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.95.14                                                                                                                                                 99 

War I and II, the Great Depression, and the independence 

movements in colonized countries. In British literature, the 

aftermath of World War I brought about a new wave of 

modernist writing, with authors like Virginia Woolf and 

George Orwell focusing on the psychological scars left by 

the war. The horrors of the war, coupled with rapid 

industrialization and breakdown of traditional social 

structures, led to a growing interest in the human mind and 

its fragility. 

 In Indian English literature, the struggle for 

independence and the subsequent partition of India in 1947 

had a profound impact on the literary landscape. Suri (2024) 

notes that the mid-20th century was a time of significant 

socio-political upheaval in post-independence India, 

characterized by a complex negotiation of identity, 

tradition, and modernity as the nation navigated the 

challenges of nation-building and cultural redefinition (p.2). 

Writers like R.K. Narayan and Anita Desai began to explore 

the psychological effects of these socio-political upheavals 

on individuals, particularly in the context of post-colonial 

identity and cultural dislocation. The intersection of 

personal and collective trauma became a recurring theme, 

with mental health being a key aspect of this exploration. 

 As these authors navigated the complex terrain of 

mental health in their works, they also engaged with 

contemporary psychological theories and ideas. For 

instance, Virginia Woolf’s portrayal of Septimus in Mrs. 

Dalloway reflects her own struggles with mental illness, as 

well as the influence of Freudian psychoanalysis. Similarly, 

Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock can be seen as a response to 

the growing awareness of mental health issues in post-

colonial India, influenced by both traditional Indian beliefs 

and modern psychological thought. 

 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 The study of mental health in literature has been 

extensively covered by scholars, with particular attention 

given to the works of Virginia Woolf, George Orwell, R.K. 

Narayan, and Anita Desai. Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway has been 

widely analyzed for its depiction of post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD) and the impact of war on mental health. 

Showalter (2014) characterizes Woolf’s work as a 'profound 

exploration of the inner life,' with Septimus symbolizing the 

'psychological scars left by war' (p. 112). Similarly, 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four has been examined for its 

portrayal of psychological manipulation and the effects of 

totalitarianism on the human mind. Orwell’s dystopian 

vision, as noted by Meyers (2010), serves as a, “chilling 

warning of the dangers of unchecked power, and its capacity 

to, destroy individual autonomy and mental stability” (p. 

86). 

 In Indian English literature, Suri (2024) notes that 

Indian literature that came to be written around 1950s 

inaugurated the phase of literary modernism in India which 

turned its focus towards the inner turmoil and conflicts 

faced by people in their private lives, hence providing 

enough space to writers to explore the various dimensions 

of mental health in literary representations (91). R.K. 

Narayan’s The English Teacher has been studied for its 

exploration of grief and spiritual healing. Mukherjee (2001) 

suggests that Narayan’s portrayal of the protagonist’s 

journey through mourning and eventual acceptance offers a 

perspective deeply rooted in Indian cultural context (p. 

67).On the other hand, Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock has 

been analyzed for its depiction of mental illness within the 

framework of Indian society. Desai’s work, as noted by Nair 

(2015), 'questions conventional views on sanity and 

madness, presenting a feminist analysis of the oppressive 

structures contributing to the protagonist’s mental 

breakdown' (p. 123). 

 These scholarly analyses provide a foundation for 

the current study, which seeks to build on this existing 

literature by offering a comparative analysis of these works, 

focusing on the intersections and divergences in the 

portrayal of mental health in British and Indian English 

literature. 

Depiction of Mental Health in Mrs. Dalloway 

 In Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia Woolf presents a deep 

exploration of mental health through the character of 

Septimus Warren Smith. Septimus, a shell-shocked war 

veteran, embodies the psychological trauma of World War 

I and highlights the inadequate treatment of mental illness 

in post-war Britain. Woolf’s portrayal of Septimus’s 

experiences reflects her own struggles with mental health 

and serves as a critique of the medical establishment’s 

failure to understand and address the psychological needs of 

individuals. Septimus’s suicide, as a tragic result of his 

untreated PTSD, emphasizes the novel’s critique of the 

social and medical responses to mental illness of the time. 

Psychological Manipulation in Nineteen Eighty-four 

 George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four offers a 

dystopian vision of psychological manipulation and control 

under a totalitarian regime. The character of Winston Smith 

is subjected to intense psychological torture, representing 

the erosion of individual autonomy and the destructive 

power of state control over the mind. Orwell’s depiction of 

mental health is deeply intertwined with his critique of 

political oppression. The novel explores the impact of 

totalitarianism on mental stability, highlighting the 

psychological consequences of living in a repressive 

society. Orwell’s depiction of psychological manipulation 
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provides a stark warning about the dangers of unchecked 

power and its impact on mental health. 

Exploration of Grief and Spiritual Healing in the 

English Teacher 

 R.K. Narayan’s The English Teacher provides an 

introspective look at mental health through the protagonist’s 

journey of grief and spiritual awakening. The novel reflects 

the Indian cultural context, where mental health is closely 

linked to spiritual well-being. The protagonist’s struggle 

with the death of his wife and his eventual acceptance of her 

loss through spiritual communication highlight the cultural 

differences in the perception and treatment of mental health 

issues between the East and the West. Narayan’s portrayal 

of grief and healing provides significant insights into the 

Indian perspective on mental health and the role of 

spirituality in managing psychological distress. 

Mental Instability and Patriarchal Oppression in Cry, 

the Peacock 

 Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock delves into the 

inner turmoil of its protagonist, Maya, who suffers from 

intense fear, loneliness, and existential dread. Desai’s 

depiction of Maya’s mental breakdown is a critique of the 

oppressive structures of Indian society, particularly the 

patriarchal norms that confine and isolate women. Maya’s 

descent into madness is portrayed as a response to the 

suffocating environment in which she lives, where her fears 

and anxieties are dismissed or ignored by those around her. 

The novel provides a poignant exploration of mental 

instability within the framework of societal and gender-

based oppression, highlighting the intersection of personal 

and cultural factors in the protagonist’s psychological 

struggles. 

Comparative Exploration of Mental Health Narratives 

in British and Indian English Literature 

 In the broader context of British and Indian 

literature, the depiction of mental health reflects the societal 

attitudes and cultural nuances of each region. For instance, 

Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf offers a poignant 

exploration of post-war trauma and the resulting 

psychological distress, particularly through the character of 

Septimus Warren Smith. Woolf’s narrative delves into the 

alienation and despair faced by individuals grappling with 

mental illness, set against the backdrop of a society that 

often stigmatizes such conditions. Woolf’s use of stream of 

consciousness not only illustrates the internal chaos 

experienced by her characters but also critiques the 

inadequate mental health care systems of the time, 

highlighting the broader societal neglect. 

 On the other hand, R.K. Narayan’s The English 

Teacher presents a more introspective examination of grief 

and its impact on mental well-being within an Indian 

context. The protagonist, Krishna, faces profound 

emotional turmoil following the death of his wife, leading 

him on a journey towards spiritual enlightenment. 

Narayan’s portrayal of mental health is deeply intertwined 

with cultural beliefs and the spiritual philosophies prevalent 

in Indian society. This narrative contrasts sharply with the 

Western, often clinical approach to mental health seen in 

Woolf’s work, instead offering a perspective where mental 

healing is linked to spiritual awakening and acceptance. 

 Furthermore, Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock 

delves into the psychological disintegration of its 

protagonist, Maya, who is tormented by a prophecy of death 

and the lack of emotional connection in her marriage. 

Desai’s narrative vividly portrays the convergence of 

societal expectations and personal anxieties, resulting in a 

mental break- down. The novel’s depiction of Maya’s 

descent into madness is emblematic of the tension between 

tradition and modernity, reflecting the complexities of 

mental health in a rapidly changing Indian society. 

 These texts, when analyzed comparatively, reveal 

how the concept of mental health is not only shaped by 

individual experiences but also by cultural, social, and 

historical contexts. While British literature often focuses on 

the psychological impacts of war and societal pressures, 

Indian literature tends to explore mental health through the 

lens of spirituality, cultural beliefs, and the tension between 

tradition and modernity. This comparative analysis 

highlights the significance of cultural context in 

understanding and addressing mental health issues in 

literature. 

 

III. REVIEW AND DISCUSSION 

 The comparative analysis of these four works 

highlights the different ways in which mental health is 

portrayed in British and Indian English literature. In British 

literature, the focus is often on the societal and political 

dimensions of mental health, with authors using their 

narratives to critique the failures of institutions and the 

impact of historical events on individual psychology. The 

portrayal of mental health in Mrs. Dalloway and 1984 

reflects the anxieties of a post-war world, where the trauma 

of conflict and the threat of totalitarianism loom large. 

 In contrast, Indian English literature offers a more 

introspective exploration of mental health, with a focus on 

personal and spiritual experiences. The English Teacher and 

Cry, the Peacock provide insights into the psychological 

struggles of their protagonists within the context of Indian 

cultural and societal norms. The depiction of mental health 

in these works reveals the intersection of personal and 

cultural factors, highlighting the diverse ways in which 
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mental health issues are understood and addressed in 

different literary traditions. 

 The analysis of these texts underscores the 

importance of considering cultural and historical contexts 

when studying mental health in literature. By comparing 

British and Indian English literature, this paper contributes 

to a broader understanding of how mental health is 

represented across different cultures and time periods. 

Future research could further explore the ways in which 

contemporary literature continues to engage with and 

challenge traditional notions of mental health. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

 The analysis of mental health representations in 

20th-century British and Indian English literature reveals 

several key findings. It is evident that literature from both 

contexts provides a rich exploration of psychological issues, 

reflecting the complexities of human mental states and their 

socio-cultural implications. 

 The study highlights that British literature of this 

period often depicts mental health struggles in relation to 

historical and political contexts, such as the impact of war 

and totalitarian regimes. These works reveal the profound 

psychological effects of societal upheaval and institutional 

failures, illustrating how external pressures can exacerbate 

mental health issues. 

 In Indian literature, mental health is portrayed 

through a lens that integrates personal experiences with 

cultural and spiritual dimensions. The findings indicate that 

Indian texts often emphasize the influence of traditional 

beliefs and practices on the understanding and management 

of mental illness, reflecting a more introspective approach 

to psychological distress. 

 Overall, the research underscores that literature 

serves as a powerful medium for exploring and representing 

mental health. The findings demonstrate how literary works 

from both British and Indian traditions contribute to a 

deeper understanding of psychological struggles, offering 

insights into how mental health is experienced and 

addressed across different cultural contexts. This 

comparative analysis enriches the comprehension of mental 

health in literature and highlights the diverse ways in which 

psychological issues are portrayed and understood. 
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