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How to Understand Mental Illness in Literature?
A Case Study of Manic-depressive Illness
in Henry James’s Novel Roderick Hudson
DAI Xianmei LI Zhe

Abstract: Literature and medicine share humanity but writers usually take mental illness differently, so
if we could apply psychiatric knowledge to understand the mental illness in literature, we may be aided
to avoid misinterpreting the characters suffering mental disease. Take Henry James as an example, in his
first novel Roderick Hudson, though he depicted the reasons and clinical symptoms of manic-depressive
illness almost from the professional perspective of psychiatry, yet as a stoic and survivor of cyclothymia,
he solely emphasized the significance of subjective initiative in curing the disease, neglecting the
necessity of medical treatment, which rid his readers of their sympathy and understanding of the
suffering character, thus literature loses its intended humanistic spirit. For this reason, scholars of
literature with medical knowledge can keep wider humanistic vision, obtaining an independent view
from the writers being read.

Key words: Mental Illness in Literature; Henry James; Roderick Hudson; Manic-depressive Illness
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