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Abstract 

The paper entitled, “Exploring the Entanglement of Toxic Relationships: Literary Insights and Psychological 

Perspectives in the novel My Year of Rest and Relaxation by OttessaMoshfegh” integrates insights from both 

literature and psychology. It scrutinizes the protagonist’s struggle with the legacy of a toxic upbringing marked 

by parental neglect and societal influences, highlighting how early interpersonal interactions shape adult 

relational patterns and psychological health. Through a close reading of the novel, supported by psychological 

theories of toxic relationships, the research delineates the profound impact of familial and societal 

environments on the protagonist’s emotional development. The study also contrasts Moshfegh’s narrative 

with broader literary works that address toxic relational dynamics, thus situating the novel within a larger 

discourse on the subject. By employing a multidisciplinary approach, the paper reveals the complex interplay 

between literary representation and psychological reality, offering a nuanced understanding of the effects of 

toxic relationships. It advocates for the therapeutic potential of narrative and the importance of an 

interdisciplinary perspective in addressing the aftermath of such relationships. The findings call for a continued 

scholarly dialogue that bridges literary analysis and psychological inquiry, contributing to a holistic view of 

interpersonal toxicity. 

Keywords:Toxic Relationships, Psychological Trauma, Parental Influence, Emotional Development, Narrative 

Therapy, Interdisciplinary Study. 

 

Introduction 

The study, “Exploring the Entanglement of Toxic 

Relationships: Literary Insights and Psychological 

Perspectives in OttessaMoshfegh’sMy Year of Rest 

and Relaxation” probes the complex dynamics of 

toxic relationships as experienced by the 

protagonist of Moshfegh’s novel. The pivotal roles 

of society and family in upbringing are examined, 

particularly how initial human interactions within 

these spheres during a child’s formative years are 

crucial for social and self-understanding 

development. However, a toxic environment in 

these settings can inflict substantial trauma, 

compromising emotional, psychological, and 

physical health. Characteristics of toxic 

relationships often include feelings of being 

unsupported, misunderstood, demeaned, or 

relentlessly criticized. 

 While parental influence is paramount in 

child development, societal factors, especially 

educational systems and community 

environments, also significantly impact shaping 

children’s psychological and physical growth. Early 

interactions in these spheres are essential as they 

influence a child’s beliefs and behaviors, especially 

during formative years when primary social 

relationships are established. These myriad 

environmental influences are critical for acquiring 

social competencies essential for overall 

development. The community’s influence on a 

child’s development is profound. A child’s 

maturation is closely tied to their neighborhood 
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and its inhabitants, such as local clubs and peer 

groups. Local customs and communicative 

practices become integral parts of a child’s 

identity. Therefore, it is vital for children to be 

nurtured in environments that emphasize healthy 

values. The impact of religious and neighborhood 

quality on a child’s later educational and 

professional accomplishments is significant. 

 In Moshfegh’sMy Year of Rest and 

Relaxation, the narrator suffers from the absence 

of parental love. Her mother’s alcoholism and her 

father’s terminal illness leave a void of affection. 

Moshfegh writes: 

I missed my parents, but because there was 

nothing they could have given me if they’d lived. 

They weren’t my friends. They did not comfort me 

or offer me valuable advice. They weren’t people I 

wished to converse with. They barely even knew 

me. They were too preoccupied to envision my life 

in Manhattan. My father was consumed by his 

battle with cancer – within a year of his diagnosis, 

the cancer had spread to his pancreas, then his 

stomach. Meanwhile, my mother was absorbed in 

being herself, which, in the end, appeared to be 

more challenging than battling cancer. (69) 

Parents act as the primary mediators of societal 

influences on their children. Shielding a child from 

negative influences entirely is nearly impossible, 

but a nurturing environment can endow a child 

with the skills to face and overcome life’s 

adversities. The family’s role is instrumental in 

promoting healthy development; parents, as role 

models, influence the child’s value system, 

personality, development, and habit formation. 

The narrator’s life is marked by parental loss and 

her mother’s youthful marriage and subsequent 

addiction struggles. Reflecting on this, the narrator 

states, “My parents died one after the other my 

junior year of college – first my dad from cancer, 

then my mother from pills and alcohol six weeks 

later” (Moshfegh 49). The absence of guidance 

post their demise leaves her an orphan in a 

societal sense. Lillian Glass, who asserts she 

originated the term "toxic relationship," describes 

it as one where partners compete, disrespect, or 

seek to subvert one another. This is distinct from 

abusive relationships, where control is exerted 

through various forms of abuse, and it is crucial to 

recognize that victims are never to blame. 

The intricate portrayal of toxic relationships in 

OttessaMoshfegh’sMy Year of Rest and Relaxation 

serves as a microcosm of the pervasive influence 

such interactions have on individual psychology. 

The novel’s protagonist, through her experiences 

with her emotionally distant parents and her 

manipulative ex-boyfriend Trevor, embodies the 

quintessence of an individual enmeshed in a web 

of psychological manipulation and neglect. These 

literary depictions resonate with the clinical 

observations made by Glass as, “Toxic 

relationships often involve a subtle power play 

that undermines one’s sense of self-worth,” Glass 

notes, emphasizing the insidious nature of these 

interactions (Glass 45) and Miller suggests that 

“the roots of our adult crises can often be traced 

back to silenced pain in childhood,” highlighting 

the lasting impact of early toxic relationships on 

personal development (Miller 102)  who 

underscore the profound impact of toxic 

relationships on personal development and mental 

health. 

Toxic parent-child relationships are a global issue, 

marked by destructive dynamics that can lead to 

lasting emotional and psychological damage. The 

root causes of such toxicity can range from value 

conflicts to severe abuse or neglect, leaving 

indelible scars and undermining trust in parental 

figures. Parents’ unrealistic expectations can lead 

to strained relationships and feelings of 

inadequacy in children. Communication failures 

within the family can foment resentment and 

distance. Toxic dynamics may result in emotional 

and psychological trauma, leading to depression, 

anxiety, low self-esteem, and perpetuating 

dysfunctional patterns. Addressing toxic 

relationships may involve family therapy and 

counseling, awareness of healthy parenting, and 

communication practices. Support networks and, 

in cases of abuse, legal interventions are vital for 

the safety and well-being of the child. 

The theme of toxic relationships is prevalent in 

literature, with English and American authors 

providing various insights through their narratives. 

In Moshfegh’s novel, the toxic relationships 

between the protagonist and her ex-boyfriend 

Trevor, and her friend Reva, are explored. These 

dynamics significantly affect her emotional state 

and personal journey.  
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In analyzing the protagonist’s journey, this paper 

has adopted a multidisciplinary perspective, 

integrating literary criticism with psychological 

theories to uncover the subtle mechanisms 

through which toxic relationships inflict their 

damage. The protagonist’s struggle is not an 

isolated narrative arc but a reflection of the 

broader societal and familial patterns that 

contribute to the formation of such dysfunctional 

bonds. Moshfegh’s narrative, thus, is not merely a 

story but a commentary on the real-life 

psychological complexities faced by individuals. 

 Effective strategies for managing toxic 

relationships are diverse, spanning psychological 

interventions to community and policy-level 

initiatives. Family therapy and counseling have 

been substantiated as highly effective methods for 

confronting and resolving the complexities of toxic 

dynamics, offering a structured environment for 

open communication, conflict resolution, and 

therapeutic healing (Brown 1-23). Further, 

augmenting public awareness about the principles 

of healthy parenting and developmental 

psychology can equip parents and children with 

the tools to recognize and mitigate the emergence 

of harmful relational patterns (Smith 45-60). 

Community support structures, including support 

from friends, extended family, and local 

organizations, provide crucial emotional and 

practical assistance. These networks are 

particularly significant when legal actions are 

imperative to safeguard the well-being of 

vulnerable individuals, especially children, in 

abusive scenarios (Jones et al. 157-176). The 

literary domain also provides a rich tapestry for 

examining toxic relationships. English authors have 

historically probed this theme, yielding a wealth of 

perspectives on the subject. Bronte’s Wuthering 

Heights dissects the tumultuous and vengeful 

relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine, 

capturing the essence of toxic love. Daphne’s 

Rebecca examines the insidious effects of jealousy 

and manipulation within the marital relationship of 

the protagonist and Maxim de Winter, against the 

backdrop of Rebecca’s haunting legacy. McEwan’s 

Enduring Love explores the psychological 

aftermath of a traumatic event on romantic 

relationships, delving into the themes of obsession 

and the resilience of love. Jane Eyre, by Charlotte 

Bronte, offers a critical perspective on the 

destructive relationship between Jane and Mr. 

Rochester’s first wife, Bertha, interweaving themes 

of mental illness, independence, and confinement. 

Orwell’s 1984 present a dystopian vision where 

personal relationships are subverted by an 

authoritarian regime, providing a cautionary 

narrative on the potential for societal structures to 

manipulate and erode intimate bonds. These 

literary works do not merely serve as narratives of 

entertainment; they are critical examinations of 

the enduring and pervasive effects of toxic 

relationships. They reflect and offer commentary 

on societal, moral, and psychological dimensions, 

providing valuable insights into the nature of 

interpersonal toxicity. 

Furthermore, the interactions between the 

protagonist and the secondary characters, such as 

Reva and Trevor, are emblematic of the 

multifaceted nature of toxic relationships. These 

characters do not simply exist within the narrative 

for the protagonist’s development; they are fully 

realized representations of the enablers and 

perpetrators of toxicity. Their presence in the 

narrative provides a rich tapestry for exploring the 

psychological ramifications of toxic relationships, 

which, as posited by the literature, extend beyond 

immediate emotional distress to longer-term 

psychological malaise. 

The present study has endeavored to bridge the 

gap between literary narrative and psychological 

reality, shedding light on the profound impact that 

toxic relational dynamics can have on an 

individual. It is through the lens of literature that 

one often encounter and come to understand the 

depth and nuance of such relationships. 

Moshfegh’s novel provides a canvas on which 

these dynamics are vividly painted, offering a 

compelling vista for scholarly exploration. As this 

paper has argued, the psychological insight 

gleaned from such literary analysis is invaluable, 

providing a rich vein of material for psychological 

inquiry and intervention strategies. 

Edith Wharton’s The House of Mirth and 

OttessaMoshfegh’sMy Year of Rest and Relaxation 

present their protagonists, Lily Bart and the 

unnamed narrator respectively, as archetypes of 

women navigating the vicissitudes of life marked 

by loss and the pursuit of identity. Despite the 
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novels’distinct temporal settings, both Lily and the 

unnamed narrator endure the early loss of their 

parents, catalyzing their quests for meaning within 

the confines of their societal structures, Lily in her 

search for love and societal standing, and the 

unnamed narrator in her desire for solace and 

inner peace. Central to these narratives is the 

depiction of toxic relationships and their 

consequences. Wharton’s Lily Bart becomes 

entangled with Bertha Dorset, a character whose 

manipulative actions lead to Lily’s social 

ostracization and subsequent decline. This 

destructive pattern echoes in Moshfegh’s work, 

where the protagonist’s relationship with Trevor 

contributes to a spiral of dissatisfaction and self-

destructive behavior. These relationships are 

pivotal, shaping the trajectories and choices of 

both protagonists. The portrayal of toxic 

relationships in literature often contrasts with 

their romanticized versions in popular media. Han 

Kang’s The Vegetarian further explores the theme 

of toxic relationships through Yeong-hye’s 

defiance of societal norms, following her 

transformative decision to embrace vegetarianism 

after disturbing dreams. Kang’s narrative presents 

a layered examination of identity, control, and the 

repercussions of challenging societal expectations. 

Collectively, My Year of Rest and Relaxation and 

The Vegetarian provide a critical lens on the 

impact of toxic relationships, highlighting the 

profound effects they have on the individual’s life 

and sense of self. These works underscore the 

psychological complexity of toxic dynamics and the 

intrinsic human struggle for autonomy and self-

realization. 

The comparative analysis of Wharton’s The House 

of Mirth and Moshfegh’sMy Year of Rest and 

Relaxation, alongside Kang’s The Vegetarian, 

reveals a profound commentary on the enduring 

nature of toxic relationships across different 

societies and eras. Each narrative, while distinct in 

its cultural and historical context, converges on the 

universal theme of the quest for self amidst the 

perils of destructive interpersonal dynamics. These 

novels serve as a testament to the resilience of the 

human spirit in the face of societal and personal 

adversities, and they underscore the critical need 

for self-awareness and autonomy as antidotes to 

the pervasive effects of toxicity in relationships. 

The literary exploration of such themes not only 

enriches our understanding of the 

characters’psychological landscapes but also offers 

valuable insights into the mechanisms by which 

individuals can navigate and possibly transcend—

their circumstances to find a semblance of peace 

and authenticity in their lives. 

The study provides a nuanced exploration of the 

representation of toxic relationships in 

OttessaMoshfegh’sMy Year of Rest and Relaxation, 

offering a unique intersection between literary 

analysis and psychological theory. By dissecting 

the protagonist’s interactions within the narrative, 

this paper contributes to a deeper understanding 

of the psychological underpinnings and literary 

expressions of toxic relationships. The critical 

perspectives provided by Glass and Miller align 

with the novels’ psychological concepts 

surrounding self-worth and childhood trauma, 

reinforcing the significance of early relational 

experiences in shaping adult life narratives. 

The research underscores the importance of 

considering both literary and psychological lenses 

when examining complex human relationships. 

However, the study acknowledges its limitation in 

scope, focusing on a single literary work, which 

may not encompass the broader spectrum of toxic 

relationship dynamics across varied cultural 

contexts. Therefore, future research could expand 

this analysis to a diverse range of literary works, 

further corroborating the interdisciplinary insights 

and enhancing the generalizability of the findings. 

 

Conclusion 

The study illuminates the profound repercussions 

of toxic relationships through a lens that merges 

the analytical depth of literary critique with the 

empirical rigor of psychological study. 

OttessaMoshfegh’sMy Year of Rest and Relaxation 

serves not only as a narrative canvas but also as a 

point of departure for exploring the multifaceted 

nature of such relationships and their enduring 

effects on the psyche. The interweaving of these 

disciplines has underscored the potential for 

narrative both in literary form and as a therapeutic 

tool to aid in the healing process. It is through the 

shared language of story that one may find 

common ground to address the scars left by toxic 

bonds. The exploration advocates for an 
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integrative approach in psychological practicethat 

harnesses the power of literary storytelling to offer 

nuanced pathways toward recovery and 

understanding. As this inquiry draws to a close, 

emphasize the necessity of an ongoing, dynamic 

dialogue between the realms of literature and 

psychology. This partnership is vital, promising to 

enrich our knowledge base and to inform more 

effective interventions. Such a collaborative 

endeavor is not merely academic, it is a means to 

equip individuals with the resilience and 

awareness needed to navigate and transform toxic 

relational patterns. The pursuit of this dialogue is a 

call to action for scholars, clinicians, and educators 

alike. It is an invitation to build bridges across 

disciplinary divides, to create a holistic framework 

for understanding and nurturing the human 

condition. By fostering this exchange, one aim to 

contribute to a more empathic and informed 

society, one that is better equipped to recognize, 

respond to, and ultimately prevent the insidious 

cycle of toxicity in relationships. Future research 

should aim to expand the scope of this 

interdisciplinary conversation, exploring a broader 

spectrum of literature and cultural narratives to 

further validate and enrich the findings. It is 

through these collective efforts that one can aspire 

to a deeper comprehension and more 

compassionate approach to the complexities of 

human relationships. 
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