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Abstract:
The aim of this research article is to explore the themes of gender oppression and male dominancy and
male subordination, in the path of rising opposite sex as an individual identity to make up their survival for
economic crisis. Sylvia Plath the bell jar is a perfect example of it. In her novel she depicts the true
representation of crisis through which every woman passes and is still relatable in the present era to some
extent. In her novel, she descriptively explains her survival challenges and how the patriarchal standards
of 19" century, affected the growing charm and talent of the opposite sex and hinders its way of progression.
Although, the life of Sylvia Plath is an example for the women of the present era to relate with. She neither
surrender herself against the male dominancy in the society, nor she seemed afraid to put a critique on the
patriarchal norms. As, in her poem Lady Lazarus, her way of depicting her courage never fades.
Out of the ash

1 rise with my red hair

And I eat men like air.
All her strength lies in her bravery and charm of not surrendering, which sets an example for modernist
writers to step into the society.
Keywords: Gender oppression, Male dominancy, patriarchy, struggle of early modernist writers, suicide,
the bell jar, high morale and an exemplary standard of courage and bravery.
Introduction
Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963) stands as one of the most striking literary explorations of female
identity, psychological confinement, and patriarchal oppression in the mid-twentieth century.
Written against the backdrop of postwar America, the novel traces the life of Esther Greenwood,
a young woman whose intellectual ambitions and inner turmoil are stifled by the gendered
expectations of her society. The “bell jar” itself functions as a powerful metaphor for suffocation,
entrapment, and alienation—conditions that resonate not only with Esther’s psychological
struggles but also with the broader systemic limitations imposed upon women during the 1950s
and 1960s. In this way, the novel provides a feminist critique of a culture that demanded women’s
conformity to rigid gender roles while disregarding their aspirations for autonomy, creativity, and
individuality. Much like Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper (1892), which depicts
the psychological consequences of patriarchal medical authority on a woman’s body and mind,
Plath’s novel illuminates the interplay between personal identity and oppressive cultural structures,
situating female madness not merely as a private affliction but as a social and political symptom.
The mid-twentieth century context in which The Bell Jar was produced reveals the contradictions
of American modernity. While the 1950s and early 1960s projected an image of prosperity,
stability, and progress, particularly in terms of consumerism and technological growth, women’s
lives remained defined by domestic ideals epitomized in the cultural archetype of the suburban
housewife. As Betty Friedan (1963) famously argued in The Feminine Mystique, this “problem
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that has no name” left countless women feeling unfulfilled, alienated, and invisible despite material
comfort. Esther Greenwood’s narrative echoes this malaise as she wrestles with societal
prescriptions of femininity, including marriage, sexual purity, and submissive domesticity, which
conflict with her yearning for intellectual achievement and personal freedom. Thus, the novel
becomes a site where the contradictions of gender and modernity converge, illustrating what
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979) have termed the “anxiety of authorship”—a condition
where women writers struggle to assert their voices within male-dominated literary and cultural
traditions.

The bell jar itself is more than a symbol of mental illness; it is a metaphorical prison that reflects
patriarchal structures that confine women’s subjectivity. As Esther explains, the suffocating glass
prevents her from breathing freely, separating her from the vibrancy of life outside. This metaphor
echoes Simone de Beauvoir’s (1949/2011) foundational claim in The Second Sex that woman is
constructed as “the Other,” defined and confined by male-dominated systems of meaning. Plath’s
novel dramatizes this existential condition by portraying Esther’s sense of entrapment as
inseparable from her gendered position in society. Her struggles with sexuality, career choices, and
psychiatric treatment all expose the limited frameworks within which women were expected to
live. The male figures in the novel—Buddy Willard, Dr. Gordon, and even the distant authority of
societal norms—reinforce this confinement by attempting to define Esther’s identity for her. In
resisting these definitions, Esther’s descent into mental illness becomes not merely personal
pathology but a rebellion against imposed identities, highlighting the impossibility of reconciling
female individuality with patriarchal expectations.

Intertextually, Plath’s novel draws upon and extends a lineage of feminist literary critique that
interrogates the relationship between madness and gender. Elaine Showalter (1985) in The Female
Malady discusses how madness has historically been coded as a feminine condition, used to
discipline and control women who resisted conventional roles. Esther’s institutionalization and
electroconvulsive therapy recall Gilman’s narrator in The Yellow Wallpaper, confined and “cured”
through enforced rest, both symbolizing the silencing of women’s voices under the guise of
medical treatment. Moreover, Virginia Woolf’s reflections in 4 Room of One’s Own (1929) on the
necessity of space, income, and independence for female creativity provide a lens through which
Esther’s frustrations can be understood. Esther lacks both the institutional support and the cultural
validation necessary to integrate her ambitions as a writer into her lived reality, leaving her
suspended between aspiration and despair. Plath thereby situates Esther’s breakdown within a
broader literary and cultural discourse that associates women’s mental anguish with the systemic
denial of their autonomy.

The semi-autobiographical nature of The Bell Jar further complicates its critical reception and
underscores the intimate relationship between personal trauma and cultural critique. Plath’s own
struggles with depression, electroconvulsive therapy, and societal pressures to conform lend
authenticity to Esther’s voice. Yet to reduce the novel merely to autobiography is to miss its broader
significance as a feminist text. As critic Marjorie Perloff (1972) notes, the power of The Bell Jar
lies in its capacity to transform private pain into public discourse, exposing the ways in which
women’s mental health was shaped by gendered cultural contexts. In this sense, Esther’s story
becomes emblematic of a generation of women who, like Friedan’s housewives, felt suffocated
beneath the glossy surface of mid-century ideals.
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At the same time, Plath’s text dialogues with the wider cultural anxieties of postwar America,
particularly surrounding conformity, consumerism, and Cold War identity politics. The rigid social
order of the era demanded both men and women perform roles that reinforced stability, yet women
were doubly marginalized because their agency was systematically curtailed. Esther’s rejection of
marriage as her sole destiny challenges the hegemonic narrative of domestic bliss, revealing the
tensions between individuality and collective cultural myths. Critics such as Jacqueline Rose
(1991) have argued that Plath’s writing embodies a refusal to reconcile with the symbolic order of
patriarchy, instead dramatizing the contradictions and fractures within it. The bell jar, therefore,
becomes a symbol not only of Esther’s mental crisis but of the cultural suffocation produced by a
society unwilling to accommodate female difference.

In exploring themes of entrapment, identity, and resistance, The Bell Jar establishes itself as a
central text in feminist literary criticism. Its resonance lies not only in its historical context but in
its ongoing relevance to contemporary debates about gender, mental health, and agency. The novel
raises urgent questions: How does society define and regulate female identity? To what extent are
women’s aspirations curtailed by cultural and institutional constraints? And how can narratives of
madness be re-read as acts of resistance rather than mere symptoms of illness? By situating
Esther’s experience within intertextual conversations with Gilman, Woolf, Beauvoir, Friedan, and
others, Plath’s work emerges as a profound critique of patriarchal oppression, one that transforms
personal suffering into collective feminist insight.

Ultimately, the introduction of The Bell Jar into the feminist literary canon has allowed for the re-
examination of women’s psychological struggles not as isolated phenomena but as embedded
within broader systems of oppression. As readers, we are invited to consider the bell jar not merely
as Esther’s individual prison but as a symbol of the pervasive cultural forces that suffocate
women’s voices. Plath’s novel thus continues to function as a mirror, reflecting both the historical
conditions of its time and the enduring challenges of gendered identity formation in patriarchal
contexts.

Literature Review

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar has generated extensive critical discourse across feminist,
psychoanalytic, and cultural studies, reflecting its enduring significance as both a literary and
socio-political text. Central to much of the scholarship is the intersection between female identity
and patriarchal oppression, where Esther Greenwood’s descent into madness is read not merely as
an individual psychological crisis but as a cultural symptom of women’s subjugation in postwar
America. Early critics such as Marjorie Perloff (1972) emphasized the autobiographical dimension
of the novel, suggesting that its power derives from the transformation of Plath’s personal trauma
into public critique. However, subsequent feminist critics argue that to confine the novel to
autobiography risks obscuring its larger cultural implications, particularly its interrogation of
gender norms and the silencing of women’s voices. Elaine Showalter (1985), for example,
interprets The Bell Jar through the lens of the “female malady,” situating Esther’s breakdown
within a tradition of diagnosing female resistance as madness. This perspective aligns with
Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper (1892), where the narrator’s confinement and
silencing reflect how patriarchal institutions medicalize women’s discontent, reinforcing the
intertextual connection between women’s mental health and systemic oppression.
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A key strand of scholarship situates The Bell Jar within the feminist tradition of critiquing domestic
ideology and the limitations of the female role in mid-twentieth century America. Betty Friedan’s
(1963) The Feminine Mystique contextualizes Esther’s crisis within a broader cultural malaise in
which women’s intellectual ambitions were subsumed beneath the “problem that has no name.”
Esther’s sense of suffocation, symbolized by the bell jar, mirrors the frustrations of countless
women confined to domestic roles. Similarly, Simone de Beauvoir’s (1949/2011) existentialist
framework in The Second Sex underscores how Esther’s subjectivity is shaped by her designation
as “the Other,” reinforcing the idea that her psychological struggle is inseparable from patriarchal
constructions of femininity. Critics such as Jacqueline Rose (1991) extend this analysis by
emphasizing the novel’s refusal to reconcile Esther’s identity with patriarchal expectations,
suggesting that Plath’s text embodies resistance by dramatizing the contradictions and fractures of
the symbolic order. This view resonates with Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar’s (1979) concept of
the “madwoman in the attic,” which frames female madness as a coded response to the silencing
of women'’s literary and creative expression.

Another dimension of critical engagement lies in the symbolic reading of the bell jar itself.
Scholars note that the bell jar functions as a metaphor for both psychological confinement and
broader social restrictions. While psychoanalytic readings often interpret the bell jar as emblematic
of Esther’s mental illness, feminist scholars argue that it simultaneously reflects the suffocating
weight of patriarchal expectations. Showalter (1985) highlights how medical interventions such as
electroconvulsive therapy, administered by male doctors, parallel institutional mechanisms of
silencing women. The novel’s depiction of psychiatric treatment thus echoes Gilman’s critique of
the “rest cure” in The Yellow Wallpaper, underscoring intertextual continuities in women'’s literary
representations of medicalized oppression. Moreover, Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s Own
(1929) serves as a significant intertext in understanding Esther’s frustrations, as Esther’s lack of
institutional support, financial independence, and cultural validation resonates with Woolf’s
assertion that women require both material resources and creative freedom to flourish as artists.
Critics have also explored the tension between individuality and conformity in Plath’s narrative,
linking the novel to Cold War anxieties about identity and social order. Esther’s rejection of
prescribed femininity—marriage, sexual purity, and passive domesticity—aligns with broader
feminist critiques of the era’s rigid gender norms. As Rose (1991) argues, Plath’s refusal to resolve
these tensions within the narrative reflects an underlying resistance to patriarchal closure. In this
sense, The Bell Jar participates in a broader feminist literary project of exposing the cracks within
seemingly stable cultural systems. More recent scholarship has revisited the text through
intersectional and cultural lenses, examining how Esther’s struggles are both specific to her context
and emblematic of a wider structural inequality faced by women across different periods.

Taken together, the scholarship on The Bell Jar demonstrates a consensus that the novel cannot be
understood solely as an autobiographical account of mental illness. Rather, it must be read as a
feminist text that situates Esther Greenwood’s breakdown within a network of cultural, literary,
and ideological discourses. Its intertextual resonances with Gilman, Woolf, Beauvoir, Friedan, and
feminist criticism from Gilbert and Gubar to Showalter illuminate how the novel engages with and
extends a tradition of representing female identity as trapped within structures of patriarchal
control. By foregrounding the bell jar as both a psychological and cultural metaphor, Plath exposes
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the suffocating conditions that stifle women’s voices, transforming Esther’s narrative into a
critique of systemic oppression that remains relevant to feminist debates today.
Konain, R. (2025) explores this aspect in his research the idea of gendered performativity, as
outlined by Judith Butler in Gender Trouble (1990), offers another useful framework for
understanding Esther’s internal conflict. Butler suggests that gender is not an inherent trait but
rather a set of socially constructed performances that are repeated and reinforced over time. In this
context, Esther’s struggle to break free from the roles that society has imposed on her can be seen
as a rejection of the performative gender roles that are expected of women. Butler’s theory of
performativity provides a lens through which to examine Esther’s desire to define herself outside
of the prescribed roles of domesticity, beauty, and passivity. Esther’s breakdown can be interpreted
as a result of the tension between the performative roles she is expected to play and her own desire
for self-authenticity.
Konain, R. (2024) explores this aspect in his research Plath never left the expression of gloominess
on the mind of her readers. She always justified her act of suicide as, if it was an unexceptional
thing to do. But she done it, she made her name in modernist era, where females where not
considered that they cannot do something extra ordinary that men cannot do. According, to her
poem “Dying is an art”, not everyone can perform this art equally well in modernist era, as Plath
did. This proved that she made her unforgettable impression in the history, which cannot be
neglected.
Out of the ash

1 rise with my red hair

And I eat men like air
Research Methodology
This study employs a qualitative, textual analysis methodology grounded in feminist literary
criticism. The primary text, Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963), is analyzed to explore how female
identity is constructed, confined, and resisted within patriarchal structures. The analysis
emphasizes close reading techniques, examining imagery, symbolism, narrative voice, and
character development to reveal how the metaphor of the bell jar encapsulates themes of
psychological suffocation and social oppression.
The research also incorporates an intertextual approach, drawing connections with other feminist
texts such as Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper (1892), Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room
of One’s Own (1929), Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex (1949/2011), and Betty Friedan’s The
Feminine Mystique (1963). Secondary criticism by scholars including Showalter (1985), Gilbert
and Gubar (1979), and Rose (1991) is engaged to situate the analysis within broader feminist
theoretical frameworks.
By combining feminist critique with intertextual analysis, this methodology illuminates how
Plath’s novel participates in a larger literary tradition that interrogates the intersection of gender,
madness, and social control. Rather than focusing on biographical interpretations alone, this
research foregrounds the cultural and ideological dimensions of the text, positioning The Bell Jar
as a critical feminist commentary on patriarchal oppression.
Discussion and Analysis
Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar (1963) operates as a compelling feminist text that interrogates the
entanglement of female identity, madness, and patriarchal oppression, situating Esther
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Greenwood’s breakdown not merely as an individual crisis but as a reflection of systemic cultural
constraints. At the heart of the novel lies the metaphor of the bell jar, a suffocating glass enclosure
that encapsulates Esther’s experience of entrapment. On one level, the bell jar symbolizes
psychological confinement, reflecting Esther’s struggle with depression and alienation; yet on a
broader feminist level, it represents the oppressive structures of mid-twentieth-century gender
norms that circumscribed women'’s lives. This dual function positions Plath’s novel as part of an
intertextual tradition of feminist literature that has sought to expose the intersections of madness,
gender, and social control. Esther’s sense of suffocation echoes Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s The
Yellow Wallpaper (1892), in which the narrator’s descent into madness is directly tied to patriarchal
medical authority. In both texts, the act of labeling women as “mad” serves to delegitimize their
resistance to societal roles and to silence their voices. Elaine Showalter (1985) identifies this
phenomenon as the “female malady,” a historical pattern in which female psychological distress is
constructed within medical and cultural discourses that serve patriarchal interests. In this way,
Esther’s entrapment beneath the bell jar becomes emblematic not simply of mental illness, but of
a broader cultural mechanism of oppression that denies women agency over their identities.

The narrative of The Bell Jar is deeply situated within the socio-historical context of 1950s and
early 1960s America, a period defined by the paradox of prosperity and repression. The cultural
ideal of the postwar suburban housewife, reinforced by advertising and social institutions, left
women with few socially sanctioned roles beyond domesticity and childbearing. Betty Friedan’s
(1963) The Feminine Mystique captures this malaise, describing the “problem that has no name”
experienced by countless women whose aspirations were stifled by a culture that denied them
professional and intellectual fulfillment. Esther Greenwood’s crisis is a fictional manifestation of
this condition. Her rejection of marriage as her only destiny and her ambivalence toward traditional
femininity highlight the impossibility of reconciling individual ambition with prescriptive gender
roles. When Buddy Willard suggests that Esther will inevitably settle into the role of a wife and
mother, her visceral rejection of this fate underscores Plath’s critique of the domestic ideal as a
form of social suffocation. Simone de Beauvoir’s (1949/2011) existentialist insight in The Second
Sex that “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” is particularly resonant here, as Esther’s
identity is continually shaped and constrained by patriarchal expectations that attempt to define
her existence as “the Other.” Her struggle against these definitions dramatizes the existential
dilemma faced by women in patriarchal societies, where authentic selthood is denied in favor of
prescribed roles.

The medicalization of Esther’s condition provides another lens through which the novel critiques
patriarchal  authority. The psychiatric interventions she undergoes—most notably
electroconvulsive therapy administered by male doctors—become instruments of control that
mirror society’s attempt to discipline female deviance. As with Gilman’s narrator in The Yellow
Wallpaper, Esther’s treatment silences rather than heals, underscoring Showalter’s (1985)
argument that women’s psychological suffering has historically been pathologized in ways that
reinforce gender hierarchies. The novel’s depiction of medical institutions reveals the complicity
of science and psychiatry in sustaining patriarchal norms, suggesting that Esther’s breakdown
cannot be disentangled from the broader cultural mechanisms that define and control women’s
bodies and minds. This critique anticipates later feminist examinations of medicine and mental
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health, situating Plath’s work as a precursor to discourses that interrogate the gendered dimensions
of psychiatric authority.

At the same time, The Bell Jar is deeply concerned with the question of creativity and female
authorship. Esther’s desire to become a writer is consistently undermined by cultural expectations
and institutional barriers, reflecting what Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar (1979) describe as the
“anxiety of authorship,” whereby women writers struggle to assert their voices within male-
dominated traditions. Esther’s ambivalence about her literary ambitions stems not from lack of
talent, but from the absence of cultural validation and support for women’s artistic identities. In
this respect, Virginia Woolf’s 4 Room of One’s Own (1929) provides an illuminating intertext.
Woolf insists that women need material independence and personal space to produce literature, yet
Esther is denied both, caught instead within the suffocating confines of societal prescription. The
bell jar metaphor thus also encapsulates the barriers to female creativity, illustrating how systemic
oppression not only limits women’s social roles but also stifles their imaginative and intellectual
potential.

The semi-autobiographical nature of the novel has also provoked debate within literary criticism.
Some early readers reduced The Bell Jar to a thinly veiled autobiography of Plath’s own struggles
with depression and suicide, but feminist critics have cautioned against such a reductive reading.
Marjorie Perloff (1972) argues that Plath’s genius lies not in confessional self-expression alone,
but in her ability to transform personal experience into a broader cultural critique. Esther’s story,
while rooted in Plath’s biography, becomes emblematic of the collective condition of women
trapped within patriarchal modernity. Jacqueline Rose (1991) furthers this argument by suggesting
that the refusal of the text to provide closure—whether in terms of Esther’s identity or her
reconciliation with social norms—constitutes an act of resistance. By leaving Esther’s future
uncertain, Plath refuses to impose a narrative of conformity or redemption, thereby challenging
the reader to confront the ongoing contradictions of female subjectivity under patriarchy.
Importantly, The Bell Jar participates in a broader literary tradition that associates female madness
with acts of resistance. Gilbert and Gubar (1979) highlight how madness in women’s literature
often serves as a coded form of rebellion against the constraints of patriarchy. Esther’s breakdown,
while devastating, can also be read as a refusal to acquiesce to a society that demands her silence
and submission. Rather than pathologizing her entirely, Plath imbues Esther’s perspective with
critical insight, exposing the suffocating absurdities of a world that devalues women’s
individuality. The novel thus reconfigures madness not simply as illness, but as a lens through
which the contradictions of patriarchal culture are revealed. This aligns The Bell Jar with texts like
Gilman’s The Yellow Wallpaper, which transforms the narrator’s madness into a critique of
patriarchal authority, and Woolf’s writings, which explore the fragile line between creativity,
mental anguish, and social oppression.

In its exploration of identity, madness, and social control, The Bell Jar therefore functions as both
a personal narrative and a feminist critique of cultural norms. The bell jar itself emerges as a
polyvalent symbol—of psychological suffocation, of patriarchal constraint, of the barriers to
female creativity, and of the impossibility of reconciling individuality with prescriptive gender
roles. By situating Esther’s experience within intertextual dialogues with Gilman, Woolf,
Beauvoir, Friedan, Showalter, Gilbert and Gubar, and Rose, the novel is revealed as more than
autobiographical fiction; it is a text that transforms individual suffering into a collective feminist
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critique. In its refusal of closure, its critique of psychiatric authority, and its portrayal of suffocating

cultural prescriptions, The Bell Jar remains an enduring exploration of what it means to be trapped

beneath the glass of patriarchy.

Conclusion

Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar emerges as a powerful feminist critique that exposes the suffocating

effects of patriarchal oppression on female identity, creativity, and psychological well-being.

Through the metaphor of the bell jar, Plath captures both the inner turmoil of Esther Greenwood

and the external social forces that confine women within restrictive roles. Esther’s struggle is not

simply a matter of personal pathology but a reflection of broader systemic inequalities that dictate

how women should think, act, and live. Her entrapment beneath the bell jar symbolizes the weight

of societal expectations—marriage, domesticity, and submissiveness—that suffocate individuality

and aspiration. In aligning Esther’s narrative with intertextual echoes from Gilman’s The Yellow

Wallpaper, Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, and Friedan’s The

Feminine Mystique, the novel situates itself within a wider feminist discourse that interrogates the

intersections of madness, gender, and cultural authority.

Critics such as Showalter, Gilbert and Gubar, and Rose highlight how Plath transforms personal

suffering into collective insight, reframing madness not solely as illness but as a lens of resistance

against patriarchal norms. By leaving Esther’s future unresolved, Plath resists narrative closure

and underscores the ongoing, unfinished nature of women’s struggle for autonomy. Ultimately,

The Bell Jar stands as both an intimate portrait of despair and a timeless critique of societal

structures that suffocate women’s voices. Its enduring relevance lies in its capacity to reveal how

systems of power infiltrate personal experience, shaping identity and silencing resistance. As long

as patriarchal constraints persist, the metaphor of the bell jar continues to resonate, reminding

readers of the necessity of breaking the glass in pursuit of freedom, creativity, and authentic

selfhood.
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