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The study explores the Interplay of Sylvia Plath’s experiences and Esther 

Greenwood’s Narrative in “The Bell Jar”by Sylvia Plath, with an emphasis on 
themes of Imagery and symbolization, societal expectations and patriarchal 

oppression in society, through Biographical criticism theory and thematic 

analytical  framework, the research offers a sharp  critique of the restrictive 
societal pressures on women with a stark  introspective exploration of limited 

roles of women in  American society of 1950s,  , Bell Jar book is Semi-

autobiographical as it blurs line between real life and fiction. The Study employs 

qualitative research approach, using thematic analysis supported by the close 

reading of The book, Bell Jar , findings reveal that the female breakdown 
represents being suffocated in confined roles, evolving personal experience into 

literature, through close analysis of key symbols like food, mirror and major one 

“The Bell Jar”  is prominent in reflecting struggle with gender roles of 1950s  
American society.It explores Society’s demand for marriage, domesticity and 

female perfection . By juxtaposing Bell Jar functions as Plath’s disguised 
confession of how social norms trap women, by a line drawn, females who want 

independence, intellectual freedom, and other one domestic women. It also 

exposes the blurred line between mythical aspects and the reality of author’s own 
life.  The study describes suffocating themes of traditional expectations, and a 

woman’s role, one she should adopt to fit perfection in society, Plath shows how 

imposing roles trap Women, leading to falling mental and self esteem issues. The 
study concludes that The Bell Jar metaphor itself becomes both personal and 

social critique, revealing how patriarchal expectations in the 1950s caused harm 
to women who sought autonomy. Plath shows erasure of female identity, as 

depicted through protagonist female’s symbolic journey. 

Keywords: Sylvia Plath, The Bell Jar, Biographical criticism theory, 1950s American 

Society, Societal expectations Patriarchal Oppression, Imagery, Symbolization, Esther 

Greenwood  

1. INTRODUCTION 

Background of study 

“The Bell Jar” by Sylvia Plath is a widely recognized and groundbreaking semi-autobiographical novel that 

deals with social themes which have been silenced and it is from a raw female point of view.  It was written in 

1961-1962 and it was published in 1963, context of 1950’s American society is set in the book, the novel 

mirrors the societal expectations and cultural norms of that time, including pressure of traditional roles for 

women. The book offers an intense criticism of the traditional norms forced on women, and explores themes 

of confined identity, isolation, depression, social expectations, patriarchal oppression from female 

protagonist’s perspective, Plath blurs the line between elements of fiction and reality although she has done a 

remarkable work of letting us believe that she’s getting readers into reading her own lie. While existing 

research on Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath has explored themes of mental illness and trauma, etc. works containing 

these themes have bypassed the blurred lines between Plath’s own life experience and the novel, such as 

Garima Sharma’s 2025 work “Mind Versus Body” representation of mental illness in Sylvia Plath’s “The bell 

jar”( Sharma, Garima. "Mind versus Body: Representation of Mental Illness in Sylvia Plath’s The Bell 

Jar." Bulletin for Technology and History Journal (BTHNL) 25 (2025). The thesis aims to fill this gap by 

making a comparison and contrast on the semi-autobiographical elements in the Bell Jar, putting light on 

Plath’s life, her works, and the protagonist Esther Greenwood. 
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Background of Writer 

Sylvia Plath was born on October 27, 1932, in Boston, Massachusetts. When she was eight years old, her 

father passed away due to diabetes, this event caused childhood trauma and appeared again and again in her 

works, most notably in poem “Daddy.” As a brilliant student, Plath joined Smith College by getting a 

scholarship. Although she was successful in her academics, she suffered from extreme depression and an 

isolation through mental breakdown, these experiences became the foundation of her semi-autobiographical 

novel, “The Bell Jar” by Sylvia Plath. 

Sylvia Plath married Ted Hughes in 1956, their chaotic relationship inspired her powerful collection of 

poetry names Ariel. She brought changes to literature by writing raw and honest confessional poetry about 

restricted, hidden topics. Sylvia Plath’s brave work also became a lasting symbol of resistance for the 

women's rights movement although she did not actively participate her work was foundational for Women’s 

Movement. 

Problem Statement 

While Previous thesis by Ishrat Jahan in 2024 “Comparative Analyses of a Portrait of the Artist as a Young 

Man and The Bell Jar” has contributed to our understanding of The Bell Jar book by examining how the novel, 

besides other work criticizes strict societal expectations and traditional gender roles, and through using 

framework related to feminism. These Works basically focus on reflecting on the female struggles which are 

universal, And the prominent highlight of inner conflict of the females which is related to their Surroundings. 

This Thesis Aims to offer a new perspective through Biographical Criticism theory to explore the complex 

interplay of Sylvia Plath’s real-life experiences and female protagonist narration in “The Bell Jar by Sylvia 

Plath” This Approach looks at such realistic events from Sylvia Plath's life instead of just studying general 

themes like mental illness or going. It shows how she changed those real-life events into a seminal story for 

her book including mythical aspects to blur line and show creativity. 

On the basis of necessary information that concerns to problem statement, these two following 

research questions have been formulated. 

Research Objectives 

1)To Examine the similarities and differences between Plath’s experiences and Esther Greenwood’s Narrative 

in “The Bell Jar” by Sylvia Plath”. 

2)To examine The Bell Jar’s portrayal of societal expectations of women and the challenges of 1950s 

American Patriarchy. 

In Order to achieve the aims formulated through the research objectives, these two following research 

questions have been devised. 

1) What are the similarities and differences between Plath’s experiences and Esther Greenwood’s Narrative in 

“The Bell Jar” by Sylvia Plath? 

2)How does Bell Jar portray Societal Expectations of women and the Challenges of 1950s American 

Patriarchy? 

Significance of study 

This study examines Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar as a mirror to see broader social issues which are widespread 

noticed, but silenced, and the study offers a critical lens into the strict societal expectations which were placed 

on women in American Society of 1950s. The Protagonist explores an insightful interplay of author’s life and 

her experiences and marginalizes the line between elements which are fiction and ones related to reality, by 

showing mental illness through fictionalizing her state of depression and remarkably making it close to her 

life. Sylvia Plath, despite of crafted elements, gave voice to previously suppressed truths most notably, a 

rejection by woman concerned to 1950s domestic ideals. The Bell Jar is significant because it elevates 

personal rage and anger into a disapproval which is public and enduring, it is directed to patriarchal 

constraints showing A semi biographical Analysis with semi-autobiographical elements. 

II. Literature Review 

The purpose of this literature review is to explore the Interplay of Sylvia Plath’s experiences and Esther 

Greenwoods Narrative in “the Bell Jar” by Sylvia Plath, using semi-autobiographical elements analysis with 

themes of societal expectations, patriarchal oppression and Imagery and Symbolization. 
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Societal Expectations, Patriarchal oppression, Imagery and Symbolization.  

(Lawrence Lerner 1963) in the Bell Jar Lerner observes that Sylvia Plath crises on 1950s Societal 

Expectations which were placed on women. Lawrence Lerner Observed and she made Comments in a Review 

Published in the British magazine “The Listener “and in short time after the initial publication of novel in 

January 1963 under the Pseudonym “Victoria Lucas “Intelligent “Criticisms of American Society” were 

offered by Lerner. Lerner recognized that Bell Jar books power not lay just in its narrative but in its subtle yet 

profound commentary on the limitations that women faced. (Brain, Traicy.The Other Sylvia 

Plath.Routledge,2014)  

(Marjorie G Perloff’s Influential 1972) article “A ritual for being born Twice” showed “The Bell Jar a 

seminal Text in feminist Literature” (Perloff, Marjorie G and Sylvia Plath. (A Ritual for being born Twice”. 

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar” Contemporary Literature (1972) 

David Peck’s article of 1967 shows that protagonist Esther Greenwood struggles with the choices 

which are binary and available to women in the 1950s American Society , choosing between a traditional life, 

motherhood ,or a career that often requires a sacrifice of personal autonomy , He talks about concept of 

domesticity , and eaves space for themes as  Imagery and symbolization bypassing such themes, (Imtiaz, 

Maryam,Muhammad Asif khan, and Aamer Shaheen). “Marriage and the exploitation of women: A Case 

Study of the bell Jar by Sylvia Plath (International Journal of language and literature 2019). 

Linda W Wagner’s Female Bildungsroman 1986 Article “ Plath’s The Bell Jar” as female 

Bildungsroman”, Wager classifies the book Bell jar as a bildungsroman (a coming of age story), focused 

entirely on the education and protagonist Esther Greenwoods maturation The structure of novel is 

chorological and episodic to keep Esther at the center of all action and also to show and demonstrate her 

consciousness being developed . Criticism of Patriarchal Structures: Wagner traces the patriarchal structures 

representation by writer, she argued that Plath’s troubled history was an outcome of her struggles against 

contemporary forces. Wagner showed her point that, she doesn’t think more of contrast in Bell jar and Author, 

she said bell jar is more related to authors life, she focused on comparison, she under looked crafted fictional 

aspects (Wagner, Linda W. “Plath’s The Bell Jar as female Bildungsroman” Women’s Studies (1986) 

Symbolic Analysis as part of broader themes: Modern academic articles most often mention some specific 

symbols (the bell jar, the fig tree, mirrors) as central to the novel's themes of social pressure, isolation, 

identity, mental illness. These analyses are generally built upon decades of gathered data from critical 

discussion rather than a single work by pioneer. 

  Gilbert and Gubar, 2004 (collaborate frequently) and they discuss the archetype of “madwoman in the 

attic” in literature related to women, this framework is often applied to Plath’s work. They argue that female 

protagonists, including Esther Greenwood, often internalize trauma as madness due to gendered oppression, 

and the "madwoman" is often a metaphorical extension of the author's own experience with societal 

constraints. Gilbert, Sandra and Susan Gubar. The madwoman in the attic. na, 2004). 

Elaine Showalter (1990) a leading figure in gynocritic’s has examined The Bell Jar in relation to women's 

writing, especially on how the book criticises the medical system which s male dominated and how it makes 

prominent the lack of understanding about female patients and their conditions, in the 1950s. Her work 

explores the novel’s role as a strong commentary on the struggles faced by women in a mae dominated 

society, the “bell jar” a scientific vessel in real and in book a symbol of depression, also functions as a 

metaphor for the larger societal trap for women. Articles in journals like the British Journal of Psychiatry and 

the American Journal of Psychiatry analyse the novel’s depiction of treatments for instance electroconvulsive 

therapy (ECT) from two perspectives clinical and historical. These reviews often discuss about Plath’s 

descriptions and how these most reflect the outdated, sometimes the brutal methods of time for example 

unmodified ECT Novel’s capacity to offer deeper look into the personal experience of anxiety and depression 

showed in novel are also noted. Showalter mostly showed Patriarchal oppression and medical treatments for 

women leaving space for Societal expectations and imagery in novel (Harris, Ruth “The Female Malady: 

Women, Madness and English Culture ‘1830-1980” (1990) 

Sneha V John says themes of gender and societal expectations are touched in novel, as the protagonist 

struggles with her identity, the limitations placed on her as a woman, trauma and depression is portrayed by 

Plath in excellent form and she makes us understand that can be triggered by external events, example can be 

taken as death of a loved one or the pressure to keep expectations of society, the societal expectations playing 
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role to trap females , The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath, stands as a proof to the wide impact of trauma and 

depression on women, challenging traditional notions of recovery and treatment of women. (John, Sneha V. 

"The portrayal of the Repercussions of Trauma and Depression in Literature and Popular Culture in Reference 

to Sylvia Plath’s Novel the Bell Jar." Indian Journal of Social Science and Literature (IJSSL) 2.3 (2023): 16-

19). 

Through these studies it is shown that The Bell Jar has themes of societal expectations, patriarchal 

oppression and imagery and symbolization. 

Theoretical Framework for study of these themes in The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath 

Biographical Criticism Theory is a lens which shows that Author’s own life must affect his or her own work, 

it analyzes literature but connecting dots to an author’s personal life, historical period and background. It 

looks at to what extent an author’s life is reflected and affects his work. Biographical Criticism theory was 

first proposed by Charles Augustin Sainte Beuke a 19th century French critic who linked an author’s life and 

psychology directly to the output in literary work.  Samuel Johnson is acknowledged as first great 

biographical critic and His Book “Lives of the Poets” (1779) provide true account of author’s life and their 

literary achievements. 

Biographical Criticism theory uses some questions like, 

1) Which Biographical Facts has Author Used. 

2) What Biographical Facts has the Author Changed,  

3) How do the facts about Author’s life change our understanding related to text? 

4) Does the work provide deeper look into the author’s life? 

5) In what ways Author view his life as significant or extraordinary. 

Students can gain deeper insights into the Themes, characters and events shown in their text. This method not 

only enhances the reading experience but also provides critical interpretation between significant points which 

connect an author’s life and work. Importance of Biographical Criticism theory is seen in the deeper 

Understanding of context, while uncovering hidden meanings, and showing how real-world events shape 

creative art.  

Biographical Criticism Significance:  

Shows authors intentions about the themes, quotes, characters he chose and why, the necessity, the hidden 

motives behind it. 

The linking to fictional characters to the life of author 

Psychological depth is added, the joy, the tension, and how it is kept in plot 

How authors lived experiences match the realistic elements in fiction. 

Sylvia Plath’s Book The Bell Jar, has semi- autobiographical events so The Interplay between her experiences 

and Esther Greenwood’s narrative is shown by using Biographical Criticism Theory, which links how Sylvia 

Plath crafted her some of life experiences , education, marriage societal expectations, patriarchal elements that 

interfered in her life and led to creative outburst , the scholarship she got,  how society made the need to feel 

validated by using male attention.is also discussed remarkably. 

Research Methodology 

Research methodology is the systematic and comprehensive blueprint that a researcher uses to conduct their 

study and solve a specific problem related to the research. It functions as the framework with logic, that 

details with the “Why” behind every decision made during the research process, it ensures that the approach is 

sound, and the result and findings are reliable and valid. This involves defining the specific steps for thekind 

of data that will be collected, and concern to from which sources, outlining the exact procedures for how data 

will be gathered, processed, and subsequently analysed to successfully fulfill the study's aims and objectives. 

Research Methodology is a system of models, procedures and techniques used to find the results of a research 

problem is called a research methodology (Panneerselvam, Ramasamy. Research methodology. PHI Learning 

Pvt. Ltd., 2004). 
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Methodology selected for this research. 

Qualitative method has been adopted for this research as Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar is basically about the 

protagonist's inner world, perceptions, and personal struggle with mental illness and societal expectations. It 

is done by choosing relevant quotations, and Using Biographical Criticism Theory to see a link of fiction and 

reality, method of study with analytical framework is done by using thematic analyses as suitable and 

preferable method. 

Source of study and Data Collection. 

The Primary source for study is novel The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath, the novel which was written and 

published by an American writer and poet Sylvia Plath. It is a semiautobiographical work that tells about 

protagonist Esther Greenwood descent into depression, her isolation and medical recovery in the 1950s, also 

the events she dealt with which are related to expectation of society, and the role society imposed for women 

and patriarchal elements which are included in The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath 

“The Bell jar by Sylvia Plath” source serves for studying various academic, psychological, and social 

themes as it is widely studied for its criticism on the restrictive societal expectations and strict gender roles 

imposed on women in 1950s America. Plath’s life and connection to her work is important to be shown 

because Plath depicts the environment of society, linking the experience and her writing. 

Findings and Discussions 

Two Research Questions are Addressed through Selected quotations from Study Of “The Bell Jar” by Sylvia 

Plath. Two research questions are presented individually through selected Quotations from passages of The 

Bell Jar book by Deeper study of Text and gathering Proof. Explanations of Quotations are integrated to show 

the Themes of Societal Expectations, Patriarchal Oppression and Imagery and Symbolization. 

RQ: 01. What are the similarities and differences between Plath’s Experiences and Esther 

Greenwood’s narrative in the Bell Jar? 

Research Question 1 is addressed through 3 relevant quotations taken from the book The Bell Jar And 

discussed here in explanation. 

Imagery and Symbolization 

1) “Wherever I sat on the deck of a ship or at a street cafe in Paris or Bangkok I would be sitting 

under the same glass bell jar, stewing in my own sour air”. (chapter 15 page 196). 

Explanation: This quote from The Bell Jar means that clinical depression cannot be cured by change of 

scenery or other luxuries, the mental health illness is an internal state of hollowness and isolation that changes 

view of the world. Esther Greenwood the female protagonist realizes that physical travel to amazing places 

like Paris or Bangkok is meaningless when her mind feels suffocated. The Bell Jar is a scientific instrument 

for creating a vacuum, here it means a ‘Symbol for Isolation” getting trapped, Esther survives her narrative 

arc for recovery with at least hope, however Plath faced significant things yet she tragically drowned in 

depression and lost her life. 

2) “For Weeks afterwards the Cadaver’s head or what there was left of it floated up behind my 

eggs and bacon at breakfast and behind the face of Buddy Willard who was responsible for seeing it in 

my first place “. (Chapter 1 page 1) 

Explanation: In this Quote Esther realizes her psychological ability is being damaged this is presented 

through imagery ,The image of a rotting, dissected human head floating over a standard American breakfast 

and a boyfriend's face serves several important depiction of imagery ,through food The juxtaposition of a 

decaying "cadaver's head" against the warm, comforting normal food like  "eggs and bacon" highlights the 

total collapse of Esther's boundaries she was trying to maintain from getting mentally apart. The image 

reminds her of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg electrocution that she read about, Buddy is Esther’s boyfriend the 

comparison is both Esther and Plath boyfriend showed them something that was related to corpse, but contrast 

is in timeline Plath was first confident, composed and maintained objective image but Esther’s mind was 

crashing down sooner. 

3) “I saw my life branching out before me like the green fig tree of the story”. (Chapter 7 page 80) 

Explanation: In this quote, the fig tree symbolizes the hollowing anxiety of choice, the fear of being missed 

out, and the pain of societal expectations. Esther views the tree branches as life choices, she thinks about 

becoming a poet, a mother, a professor and different life choices, she shows how she is trapped and confused 

which life path she should take. Picking one means losing others, Comparison is at one point choice of 
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picking multiple pathways crossed both in their mind, but contrast is Plath actually maintained several figs, 

means realities but failed by overall conflict, Plath tragedy wasn’t that she didn’t choose, she was 

intellectually brilliant minded one, she chose but eventually ended up losing herself. 

Through these Quotations of Imagery and Symbolization used by Plath it is shown how she vividly deepens 

concept of semiautobiographical elements, how imagery is depicted and Symbols with deeper meanings are in 

her work. 

RQ 2. How does The Bell Jar portray Societal expectations of women and the Challenges of 1950s 

American Patriarchy? 

To address Research question 2, two selected quotations from societal expectations and Three selected 

quotations from Patriarchal oppression from “The Bell Jar” by Sylvia Plath are taken and explained here. 

       Societal Expectations 

1) “He was the type of fellow I can’t stand I am five feet ten in my stocking feet, and when I am 

with little men stoop over a bit and slouch my hips, one up and one down.” (Chapter 1 page 10) 

Explanation: The quote shows societal expectations as Esther feels awkward and wrong because society 

expects women to be smaller and men to be taller an Esther is tall, se slouches to make men feel comfortable. 

Both Sylvia Plath and Esther greenwood were 5’9 to 5’10, Esther slouched and made herself feel smaller, 

Plath showed societal expectations theme that she too faced but Plat maintained her composure, and grace of 

height, although used Esther to amplify what she felt. Plath maintained her intellectual power despite private 

breakdowns. 

2) “A girl lives in some out of the way town for nineteen years, so poor she can’t afford a magazine, 

and then she gets a scholarship to college and wins a prize here and a prize there and ends up steering 

New York like her own private car”. (Chapter 1 page 2) 

Explanation: This quote of Bell jar highlights how society expects women to be happy , as they judge her 

worth by superficial elements like success, cultural norms and societal expectations in 1950s, society 

demanded that a women play happy, conforming role leaving no room for distress, and, numbness of women 

crashes with societal expectations, leading to feeling trapped , both Plath and Esther were academic 

intellectuals, Esther at end at least survived hard journey with hope, Plath got trapped, she went into complete 

mental exhaustion. 

Patriarchal Oppression 

1) “The trouble was, I hated the idea of serving man in any way. I wanted to dictate my own 

thrilling letters”. (Chapter 7 page no 79) 

Explanation: In this quote Esther is refusing to learn shorthand , a skill her mother tells her to acquire, In 

1950s and 1960s Women were encouraged to do jobs like nursing, teachers, secretary but Esther wanted to be 

the one writing, producing her own letters, she doesn’t want to transcribe ideas of ambitious men. Both Plath 

and Esther were interested in writing, Plath wrote converting her rage in useful poetry and works, Esther’s 

struggle of prose was still lesser shown, although shown as book demanded, but Esther as a fictionalized 

character was depicted and Plath lived it all in real life. 

2) “Buddy Willard went to Yale, but now I thought of it, what was wrong with him was that he was 

stupid. Oh, he’d manage to get good marks all right, and to have an affair with some awful waitress on 

the cape by the name of Gladys, but he didn’t have some speck of intuition” (Chapter 1 page 7) 

Explanation: In this Quote Esther Greenwood’s quite dismissal of her own boyfriend Buddy Willard shows 

patriarchal oppression that men were admired for unthinking academic success while retaining sexual 

freedom and having autonomy while women were treated to be obeying, pure and domestic, Both Plath and 

Esther realized men like Buddy lack intuition but hold all social power over intellectual women, Both Sylvia 

and Esther faced these patriarchal oppression, Esther didn’t marry in novel, Sylvia married and faced ups and 

downs, society was supporter of men in 1950s American society . 

3)  “The man laughed and left us on the curb and went back and handed a bill to the driver in the 

middle of a great honking and some yelling and we saw the girls from the magazine moving off in a row” 

(Chapter 1 page 9) 

Explanation: The quote shows men staring at women like passive objects they can watch and judge, women 

going silently and making  no noise, it happened when Esther was going with her friend Doreen to party 

hosted by Doreen’s male friend , the girls from magazine were watched and judged by men, they walked in 
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quiet line. Sylvia Plath and Esther Greenwood show how Patriarchy dominated to judge women whenever 

men wanted. 

By addressing both the research questions we get to know that the Interplay between Sylvia Plath and Esther 

Greenwood’s Narrative is supported by deeper analysis between Author’s life and her work The Bell Jar with 

female protagonist Esther Greenwood who showed semiautobiographical elements and went under series of 

events to face society and patriarchy, revealed there was male dominated society in 1950s America which 

made women feel isolated due to multiple pathways and restrictions of society to confine them in one role. 

Research Question 1 was necessary to address imagery depiction and symbolization through seminal 

elements, The Bell Jar symbol, and food etc. Research question 2 shows elements to make feel women 

confined like society and patriarchy. 

Conclusion 

The Whole conclusion as overall is presented as the Study explored The Interplay of Sylvia Plath’s 

experiences and Esther Greenwood’s Narrative with emphasis on themes of Imagery and Symbolization, 

Societal Expectations and patriarchal Oppression , through Biographical criticism theory to analyze semi-

autobiographical elements, using Qualitative method and thematic analyses, to see text analysis, The findings 

reveal that The Bell Jar has semiautobiographical elements showing Sylvia Plath’s craft of marginalizing 

reality and fiction.  

Future Recommendation 

Recommendations for future can be 1) Expansion of comparative studies by looking at Esther Greenwood the 

protagonist alongside other protagonists who have different cultural and postcolonial context. By Comparing 

their existential fear with the experiences of women in literature which is global, women who face different 

societal pressures, by this research people will see if anxieties are universal or specific to culture. 

2) By comparison of Esther Greenwood psychological condition with Virginia Woolf’s Clarissa Dalloway in 

Mrs. Dalloway as they both face societal pressure and expectations and analyze how they negotiate for their 

self-identity and their desires for independence in different literary eras. 

3)Investigating how Esther’s reaction to some unusual things like cadavers, eating habits, looking at mirrors 

act as something resembling to rebellion, for this Charlotte Perkins Gillman’s The Yellow Wallpaper can be a 

preferable choice 
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