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ABSTRACT

This thesis demonstrates an observation of how writing can become therapeutic
through the analysis of Sylvia Plath's works of writing, i.e. The Unabridged
Journals

of Sylvia Plath

and The Bell Jar.

Based primarily on the

psychoanalytical approach, the examples of Plath's writing can be seen as
signifying a strong relationship between psychoanalysis and her works.
Throughout the course of this study, examples of Plath's constructive writing are
frequently cited in order to reinforce the idea of the therapeutic benefits of
writing.
A detailed analysis of Plath's texts allows us to speak of the problem of
depression, which implies a dualistic role. On the one hand, depression creates a
mental conflict and a great deal of anxiety to the conscious awareness, as well as
negativity in the unconscious region. On the other hand, depression encourages
Plath to develop disciplined writing as a part of her daily routine in order to seek
an identity and use it as a source of information for commercial publication. The
relationship between Plath's life in reality and fantasy reflected through her
personal journal and her published novel improves her understanding of her
motivation to write. A critical survey of examples taken from her texts also
highlights Plath's mental development and illustrates how this development can
be transformed into the transcendence of the self or self-actualization.
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Introduction

Throughout her lifelong career as a writer, Sylvia Plath has come to be considered
as a gifted artist who created numerous critically acclaimed literary works and
learnt to adapt her identity while she writes. The notion of creativity and
destructiveness tend to be the focal themes of her work, which continues to attract
many readers to her texts and their frequent autobiographical contexts. To be able
to examine how writing enables Plath to study herself, this thesis focuses on how
Sylvia Plath's writings can be produced and comprehended through the
psychoanalytical approach.
Within the framework of psychoanalysis, Plath seems to be capable of
producing creative writing for commercial purpose and personal development, as
she writes her autobiographical novel and journals for a number of reasons.
Writing supplies her with a rich source ofraw information to write more complex
texts and serves a function in releasing her mental conflicts. Writing also allows
Plath to record her thoughts in a readable or easily accessible way through a
conventional form, and to reflect her emotions toward an action in a certain period
of time which may later be turned into fictional characterization for publication
and wish gratification simultaneously. Last but not least, thanks to writing, Plath
is able to build a bridge to her childhood memories in order to explore herself and
gain security.
As a result of my personal encounter with depression added to the notion
of writing, I have felt justified to relate some of the psychoanalytical theories and
my direct observations on the therapeutic power of writing in the context of
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depression, to my analysis of Plath's writing, based on the evidence from her texts.
Bearing that in mind, I could say that my more personal purpose in the writing of
this thesis is to look at Sylvia Plath's works to develop a perspective to look at
myself more critically. I believe that the reader of this thesis can similarly make
use of the psychological theories and Plath's intricate thoughts to observe how the
"dark side of the mind" can become the brightly lit enlightenment to creation and
ultimately develop to allow one to transcend the self.
In the introductory Chapter 1, the thesis brings into discussion two major
psychoanalytical figures and their theories - Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung
- in order to provide the reader with a necessary background concerning
psychoanalytical concepts used in the analysis of Plath's texts. The discussed
theories exemplified in this chapter can help clarify how Plath works to transform
the repressed wishes in the process of creation and becomes aware of her
strengths and weaknesses on the basis of her adequate understanding of
psychoanalysis. On the one hand, it can be asserted that psychoanalytical theories
encourage Plath to become aware of her identity; on the other hand, the same
theories seem to explain that Plath may develop a number of pathologies if she
conforms to social expectations blindly. The chapter focuses chiefly on Freud's
concept of mental organization that allows the individual to understand the
significance of wish gratification in order to live healthily and Jung's concept of
the role model and mask in which the individual can learn how to perform the
most identifiable role in society.
Chapter 2 addresses a number of issues concerned with how Plath
demonstrates her motivation to write and the creativity to produce her works, how
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she connects her depressed life to work constructively as a depressed person and
writer, and how she deals with her self-destructiveness to survive. As a writer,
Plath seems to be able to make use of her personal experiences to confess the
sensation of her emotions in her writing, whereas as a depressed person (patient),
her creativity seems to emerge from depression. Depression can provide her with
an opportunity to look back at herself from a distant perspective or to re-visit her
childhood past. This chapter also focuses on the conflict between Plath's personal
needs and assigned roles, for example, a patient and a doctor, a writer and a reader.
Eventually, the notion of writing is also analyzed in connection to creativity, the
willpower to write, authenticity, Plath's multiple roles and representations of her
depression in writing.
In order to clarify the arguments that Plath's texts have been produced on
the basis of ambivalence or duality, which might have been caused by her
depression, the third chapter will attempt to concretize the theories mentioned in
the previous chapters based on textual analysis. Based on the assumption that
creative writing seems to bring about several therapeutic effects, particular
attention will be paid to how Plath, as a writer, can create characterization out of
her experiences in reality within the framework of the concepts of femininity. The
chapter will also discuss how Plath can acquire security through the beneficial use
of defense mechanisms, how she learns to deal with depression and express the
oppressive feeling through writing, and to go beyond the obsession with her self
and learn how to purify her soul and psyche through rebirth. It also seems
appropriate to introduce the concept of transcendence of the self to explain how
Plath benefits from the therapeutic effects of writing. The more she writes
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creatively, the better she learns about her identity and can be seen as a productive
and constructive individual who represents the courage to reveal her negative self
to be analyzed by herself and other critics.
During the writing of this thesis, I have restricted myself to the supposition
that I do not personally wish to come up with an interpretation or resolution that
Plath has to merely rely on depression and can only be successful in her career
after she has committed suicide. One of the possible reasons that I do not wish to
touch upon the concept of suicide is because the evaluation of Plath's writing in
view of the psychoanalytical approach can be considered as a more constructive
and worthwhile discussion. Furthermore, it should be stressed that the importance
of writing as therapy plays a predominant role in Plath's decisive pattern of the
writing style. Not only does she expose herself to the unknown area of the mind
through her artistic expression, but also this unknown area seems to be considered
as a rich source of information for her to discover her identity and learn how to
adapt to society accordingly.

The aim of this thesis was to discuss the notion of self-therapy through
writing as evident from the investigation of Plath's prose and poetry and to
explore the profound relationship between psychoanalysis and Plath's writing.
Writing for Plath apparently represents efficient communication with her self and
suggests possible resolution of her the mental conflicts. With regard to the passion
in writing, it might be possible to assert that writing instills the worth of living in
Plath's perception and promotes a self-encouraging opportunity to expose the
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works of writing to the public audience. Within this framework of reaching for the
mass audience, she tends to be aware of the significance of constructive change.
In the first phase of adjusting herself to accomplish the goal imposed
either by adults or society as such, Plath seems to find it difficult not to take any
notice of her fantasy of childhood. As soon as she gets accustomed to regressing
her conscious ego at will through rebirth in writing, the death-wish or the sense of
self-destructiveness are likely ta notably decrease, allowing her to go beyond the
cycle of suffering from depression. Seen from this perspective, based primarily on
the portrayal of her image in her writing, it is by no means an exaggeration to
state that the transcendence of the self marks Plath's success as a confessional
writer who stays true to her self and the reader.
Through the investigation of Plath's texts from a psychoanalytical
perspective, we can conclude that Plath has demonstrated a substantial
development into becoming a confessional writer who struggles to break free
from social conventions and an ambivalent chain that binds her intellectual
growth. Additionally, she can be said to exhibit sufficient courage to bring
repression out of the cave of the unconscious into open discussion. Not only will
this notion of openness capture the attention of most readers who appreciate her
creative writing, but also Plath herself seems to benefit from the confession, as it
enables her to study effectively the complicated construction of the human psyche
in order to resolve her own psychiatric symptomatology. Once the negative self is
resolved and made understood to her conscious awareness, the eagerness to strive
for power might signify that Plath can learn to outgrow the mental conflict and
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purposefully create the identity based on her capabilities rather than pleasing
society.
A detailed examination of Plath's attempts to live securely, as exemplified
in her journal and autobiographical novel, reveals that Plath tends to look for and
follow acceptable role models in order to conform to certain social rules and
regulations. By wearing ideally agreeable mask(s) that she can feel most
comfortable with, she can postpone the sensation of displeasure. Depending upon
her willpower to write and her creativity, she seems to temporarily ward off the
anxiety resulting from the constraints of femininity. However, since to a certain
degree, a constant use of willpower and creativity can be seen as an escape from
reality to take refuge to fantasy, one might wonder whether it might deteriorate
her emotional well-being. In certain situations, the side effect of relying heavily
on fantasy can be a number of pathological conditions resulting in narcissistic
depression and self-destructiveness.
Aware of the negative impacts resulting from retreating to the non-existent
fantasy of childhood and clinging to the lost love object, Plath seems to fight with
the threat of self-hate and disintegration by resorting to writing. The process,
however, can be seen as paradoxical to a certain extent. On the one hand, it may
bring about narcissistic depression and self-destructiveness; on the other hand, if
Plath wants to be cured from her pathological condition, she should resort to
writing that allows her to reinvent her roles through fantasy and offers her the
second chance to mould a new identity. This reinvention of Plath's identity can be
illustrated by her characterization in the novel and sometimes by her identification
with the invented characters in the novel and the journals.

6

Plath has demonstrated how security, obtained with the aid of defense
mechanisms, can be reinforced by the accomplishment of goals. Once her security
is well founded and the transcendence of the self occurs, one might postulate that
the ongoing process of writing will repeat its cycle of struggling for an identity to
be found, resolving conflicts and tensions arising from dealing with the oppressive
reality/society and the pampering fantasy, facing the conflicts and rarely
obsessing with the self to achieve the freedom of creation.
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Chapter 1
Psychoanalysis and Plath

Within the framework of the psychoanalytical concepts discussed by Sigmund
Freud and Carl Gustav Jung, it is possible to assert that Sylvia Plath's creative
works of writing can address several therapeutic effects. Under the observation of
the journals and the autobiographical novel, The Bell Jar, it is possible to see how
the relationship between the two works of writings represent her attempt to cope
with the mental conflicts and maintain the identity as a writer. On the one hand,
the writing of personal journals may serve as a free space for Plath to recollect her
memories to write about e.g. depression, academic life, marriage, relationship
with men. On the other hand, the novel tends to encourage the dramatization of
the wish fulfillment through creative writing.
In the course of writing, Plath seems to be able to release her mental
conflicts purposefully. In the first phase, she tends to invite the depression and
describe how she derives at such notion deliberately. In the second phase, she
seems to invest a great deal of energy to cheer herself up and produce the
constructive writing to gratify her wish of therapeutic writing through the practice
of creativity. However, as she continues to write, she seems to suffer the sensation
of depression through the exaggerated referring to transference and wearing mask.
One might postulate the assumption that the therapeutic effect in writing is
impractical for Plath's intricate depression. It should be stressed that her attempt
to produce the creative writing, in order to make sense of the worth of living in
the oppressive society imaginatively, deserves to be investigated. It is true that
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Plath may have succeeded in taking her own life in 1963 leaving her two small
children behind. But since the journals represent the insightful account of
optimistic will to survive, the novel to address the notion of new opportunities to
identify with different female characters and (possibly) live the new life, the
poems to signify the rebirth after death, it can be sensible enough to focus on
Plath's capability of producing creative writing in connection with how she copes
with depression straightforwardly.

Psychoanalysis

Since psychoanalysis is concerned with analyzing the structure of the individual's
mind and with the anxiety arising from the conflicts between what we want and
what we have to do, this method can be seen as the most practical one to examine
how writing serves as a therapeutic activity for Sylvia Plath and how it becomes
her major source of creativity to release conflicting emotions. Although it is
possible to simply enjoy reading Plath's works without worrying about the
psychological background behind them, this begs the question of how much of
Plath's elaborately intricate creative expression can be lost in this process. This is
where psychoanalysis comes in handy, as it allows us to understand Plath's texts
more fully.
Psychoanalysis can explain how Plath, as a woman and a writer, could
continue to produce her works yet simultaneously cope with her own depression
that might have been caused by her failure to live up to the present and resort to
the fantasy of wish fulfillment. Unconsciously mourning the loss of her father
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when she was young and disturbed by the pressure resulting from identifying with
too many social roles, Plath's conscious awareness of feminine inferiority in the
male world transforms into a rush to achieve success in every aspect of her life.
This rush can be seen as having both positive and negative side effects. On a
positive side, it allows her to explore her identity deeper and deeper and
intuitively realizes her potential in writing prose and poetry. On a negative side, it
brings her down and makes her feel worthless and deprived of the ability to
succeed by herself to the extent that she sees her self-actualization as only
possible when centering on others. This leads to her attempts at practicing
altruism on the surface, while she creates a narcissistic shield to bar others from
intruding into her fragile self1• In order to clarify a number of psychoanalytical
concepts that are significant to the analysis of Plath's works of writing, this
chapter refers to a combination of ideas of Sigmund Freud and Carl Gustav Jung.

Sigmund Freud

When we look at psychoanalysis as a whole, Freud's studies strike us as
prominent for a variety of reasons. His theories of mental organization, the
conscious-unconscious scheme, theories of sexuality, interpretation of dreams and
transference have earned him credibility and allow us to see him as a critically
acclaimed doctor who formulated many practical theories and hypotheses for
clinical therapy and psychological discussion. In his introduction to The Freud

1

The issue of narcissism will be discussed in more details in Chapter 2.
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Reader2 (199 5) Gay states that Freud's theories have had a great impact on "ways

of thinking about human feelings and conduct" (xiii). Freud devoted much of his
study to the structure of the mind and to describing the importance of sexuality
character traits or identity in individuals. Freud's reputation was gained through
his clinical treatment of mental illness, as shown in his case histories, in which his
patients seem to demonstrate the negative effects of having repressed their
anxieties for too long. Still, rather than attempting to cover all aspects of Freud's
theories, let us focus on the ones which best describe the possible reasons behind
Plath's psychoanalytical inspirations.
Within the framework of "Interpretation of Dreams," Freud tends to
devote his study to analyze the content of his dreams and declare that the human
being suppresses their wishes when they sleep to promote the emotional wellbeing. In his dream dated on Jul 23-24, 1895, he demonstrated how his anxiety of
incapability to cure his patient's somatic symptoms by describing his dream in
great details and analyze it by referring to the events during the day (Freud qtd. in
Gay 131-133). Freud stated that he was able to make "comparisons between the
content of the dream and the concealed thoughts lying behind it" and concluded
that the interpretation of the content of the dream can lead to the "fulfillment of a
wish" (Freud qtd. in Gay 142).
Having exercised the wish fulfillment, Plath seems to learn the fantasy of
gratifying sexual impulses. For instance, the narration of Plath's impression with
the boy named Emile leads us to believe that the more she describes about the boy,

2

Peter Gay is the editor of The Freud Reader who does the comprehensive survey of Freud's
writings by referring to the twenty-four-volume Standard Edition of Freud's Psychological
Writings (Gay, Preface, xi).
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the better she gets satisfied with sexual pleasure. Firstly, she states that she
"dresses to seduce" and later expresses her sexual urge in greater details how his
"touch of seriousness" and "chemical magnetism" make her pieces of child's
puzzle fit together. She also reports how the dance with him could have implied
the wish for sexual intercourse when his "hard line of penis taut against my [her]
stomach" and her "breasts aching firm against his chest" (Journals 13-14). This
journal was written during July 1950 when she was in her eighteen years of age
and might be eager to date with different boys to substitute the love of her father 3 .
It was the time when she studied on scholarship at Smith College. However,

according to the journal entry 186 written on May 5, 1953, she seems to be aware
of the hardship ofreality as she grows that the type of "demigod" man she dreams
of may be nonexistent and realize she retreats and revels in poetry and literature to
obtain the reward value (Journals 182).
The similar illustration about the disappointment with men also occurs in
the Bell Jar when Esther gets disappointed with Buddy Willard, her childhood
male friend, who seems to represent the promiscuity with different women and
unfaithfulness to make fun of her love for him. Esther seems to get very upset to
the extent that she accuses him of being the hypocrite who cannot not admit to
everybody that the casual sex with the "tarty" waitress is a part of his character
apart from his pretense to be pure (The Bell Jar 75).
Referring to viewing Freud's concept of dream as the mental process to
fulfill the personal wishes, he further explains how the dream occurs during the
"state of sleep" but is forgotten when the dreamer wakes up. However, in the

3

I shall come back to this point later in the section of Jung's theory of the archetype.
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course of analyzing the dream, the forgotten content re-emerges and allows the
dreamer to get access to interpret it. Similarly, writing can be seen as an apparatus
for the individual to bridge the gap between his/her consciousness and
unconsciousness. As a case in point, it might be sensible to suggest that by
analyzing the above-mentioned example from the journal written during 1950,
Plath may learn to obtain the sense of security when the poetry and literature
might substitute the nonexistent demigod hero. Once the individual is made aware
of their unconsciousness wish fulfillment through the context of writing, the
relationship with the authority is equally important as well.
In the course of "Observations on Transference-Love," Freud seems to
stress the importance on the love relationship between the doctor and patient. In
other words, it might be possible to state that the love relationship is formed
between the privileged authority and subordinate inferiority. Seen from this
perspective, it might be visible to see how Plath struggles to cling to the authority
e.g. her parents, doctor, editor, as if she were fascinated with the ambivalent lovehate relationship with their role. Freud also notes that the patient may accept
falling in love with doctor as an "inescapable fate" (Freud qtd. in Gay 379-381 ).
As a case in point, according to the journal written on Feb 23, 1958, Plath
refers to the experience when she wishes to take her place beside Ruth Beuscher4
and Doris Krook 5 • They are described as "rich vacations in my own worded
world" (Journals 338). In this way, we may assume that Plath transfers their
success in career as a doctor and teacher who are far superior than patient and
4

Dr Ruth Tiffany Barnhouse Beuscher was Plath's psychiatrist at McLean Hospital in 1953and
continued private therapy through 1959.
5
Dr Dorothea Greenberg Krook was the research fellow at Newnham College, Cambridge, the
assistant lecturer of English between 1954-1958 and Plath's supervisor.
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student onto her perception make believe temporarily that her professional career
(in writing) is equally important to them.
In order to balance the personal wishes and mental conflicts, Plath seems
to exercise the use of writing as therapy based on Freud's psychoanalytical
theories for self-analysis. On the one hand, she could have practiced the skill of
creative writing through the freedom to release the repressed wishes i.e. sexual
wish. On the other hand, she can make sense of depression and learn to cope with
it efficiently.

Carl Gustav Jung

Jung's notable contribution to formulating the theory that signifies the relationship
between the society and individual through the concept of role model and mask
can be essentially investigated. If writing is considered as a medication to relieve
the Plath's inner conflict, it can also be seen as a channel to enable her to explore
the identity and adjust her wish to be based on reality e.g. to succeed in academic
studies, analyze the cause of depression and suggest the possible solution,
exchange creativity for practicality in winning prizes and achievements, live
healthily and develop both her skills in writing and imaginative creativity to
flourish altogether. These concepts can further explain why Plath creates the
multiple roles in her fictionally autobiographical novel to describe the comparison
between the actual Esther, the main character who needs to abide by the rules of
society and her mother to survive securely, and the invented dualistic role, 6 Ms.

6

I will return to this point in Chapter 3.
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Elly Higginbottom, which offers Plath an outstanding opportunity to release her
instinctive needs, i.e. sexual desire and hunger. Let us consider the concept of the
role model which signifies the universal representation of the commonly
understood characteristics.
The archetype can be defined as a model or type which is commonly
understood. In Jung's paper, "Recent Thoughts on Schizophrenia", the archetype
appears to be a "big dream" that is "highly impressionable, numinous, and its
imagery frequently makes use of motifs analogous to or even identical with those
of mythology" (Jung qtd. in Storr 65). This term allows us to speak of "recurrent
impressions made by subjective reactions" (71). There is a strong implication that
the father figure can be thought as one of the main leading role models in Plath's
works of writings. In the journals dated Feb 25, 1956, she referred to the desirable
roles in the male psychiatrist as "attractive, calm and considered, with that
pleasant feeling of age and experience in a reservoir" (Journals 209). Eventually,
on Feb 26, 1956, she admitted that these characteristics seem to represent the ones
in a father who was supposed to give her protective warmth. The mentioned
characteristics are somewhat made impressed by the introduction of Ted Hughes,
Sylvia Plath's husband, who is colorized as "big, dark, hunky boy, the only one
there huge enough for me, who had been hunching around over women"
(Journals 211 ). On Mar 3, 1958, Plath also wrote about her strong dependence on

Hughes that she needed to be smelled, kissed, slept with, and read by him as much
as she needed bread and wine (Journals 343). Elsewhere in the journals dated on
December 27, 1958, she wrote that Ted was a "male presence," the "substitute"
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for her father. However, his "images of unfaithfulness with women echo" her fear
of her father's relation with her mother and "Lady Death" (Journals 447).
Apart from her dependence on the father role model, Plath also seems to
be aware of the significance of the expected role to play or persona (in Jungian
terminology) throughout the description of different women in her novel. Jung
seems to point out the society in some ways expects the individual the assigned
role flawlessly (Jung qtd. in Storr 94). Women of authority in The Bell Jar seem
to portray the idea of a role model for Esther. Esther's mother expresses expectant
concern that her daughter should practice her teachings on morality and
conventions. Mrs. Guinea, her benefactress, is worried about Esther's hospitalized
condition only when she realizes that Esther's suicidal attempts do not have
anything to do with having sexual affairs with men. Jay Cee, Esther's editor at

Ladies ' Day Magazine, somehow forces her to be more practical in language
skills to get a good job. Thus, Esther feels oppressed having to accept these
influencing figures and their lessons but she has to choose to identify with at least
one of their characteristics, because all of these women can be described as
successful.
Confused with multiple roles she tries to identify with, Plath seems to
implement a fake exterior skin of being optimistic to please the society at large in
order to be accepted by them. Butscher 7 in Sylvia Plath: The Woman and the

Work refers to an interview with Wilbury Crockett, Plath's friend and English
teacher in high school, in which he revealed Plath's "play-acting" extroverted

7

Edward Butscher is the editor of Sylvia Plath: The Woman and the Work (1977) who wrote a
section "In Search of Sylvia: An Introduction" that analyzes Plath's works and includes several
interviews with Plath's friends and acquaintances.
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personality and described her as an attractive and clever student who clearly
demonstrated interest in the works of T.S. Eliot, Dylan Thomas, Thomas Mann,
and Leo Tolstoy (Butscher 5). However, he seemed to worry that she may just try
to manipulate other people to fit her private "need and design" (5). The question
why the private life or mask is created appears to have no simple answer. One
might postulate that a closer investigation of the private life, or the other side of
personality, might be needed to explain why individuals have to adapt themselves
to society.
Concluding the section, it is helpful to reaffirm our initial statement that
psychoanalysis can be considered to be a reasonable method to analyze Plath's
life and works. With the aid of far-reaching works of Freud, Jung, and Adler
respectively, we can approach Plath through discussing such notions as the mental
organization, the conflict between the social and individual play-acting, and the
inferiority complex. It is possible to speculate that Plath was able to see herself
through the psychoanalytical mirror, learn who she is "inwardly" and who she
pretends to be "outwardly" and find out her limitations accordingly. But what
would happen if the mirror cracked and the two reflections were confusingly
mixed up so that we were not able to see the difference between the two?
The narcissistic shield that preserves the original perception of one's self
may result in a production of a false image. In the case of Plath, it is possible that
the false image she saw as reality topped with the predetermined role model
representing success resulted in a considerable amount of pressure when she
failed to identify with or adapt to any of them. Having had a sense of moral law
and regulations instilled by her mother, Plath's freedom is restricted and

17

restrained to the normative societal practices. Still, the psychoanalytical
hypotheses discussed so far do not explain how Plath learns creativity, was
inspired to write professionally, represents genuineness, reveals her depression,
and performs the multiple roles of being a patient and a doctor, a writer and a
reader simultaneously. In order to clarify these points, Chapter 2 focuses on a
more comprehensive investigation.

18

Chapter 2
Sylvia Plath: The Troubled Woman

As suggested in the previous chapter psychoanalytical concepts can be employed
to explain in what way the works of Sylvia Plath could potentially reveal the
conflict between her personal wishes and dependence on societal expectation.
Psychoanalysts tend to assume that reducing anxiety can help prevent an
individual from developing pathological conditions and they stress that it is
equally important for the individual to get involved with his/her society. So far,
we have only touched upon psychoanalytical theories concerning mental
organization, but not commented on the aspect of Plath's work production as such.
It should be emphasized that these aspects cannot be overlooked, since with

Plath's negative attributes seen as important, we can further illustrate how they
become helpful in her writing.
Having exposed herself to the negativism or destructive force, Plath seems
to be able to bring out the creative force of the confined unconsciousness. The
opening scene of The Bell Jar, which was written during the summer of 1953 to
narrate the summer she spent in New York and several accounts of suicidal
attempts, depicting the her "sick" sensation towards the electrocution of the
Rosenbergs 8 • The main character, Esther Greenwood, seems to associate the
image of being a promising-turns-depressed student and self-destructiveness. The
opening scene of the novel allows Plath to investigate the appalling resentment

8

Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were the American couple who were allegedly accused of espionage
or spying the United States' atomic se..:ret to pass atomic secret to Russian in World War II. They
were sentenced to be executed in the electric chair in June 1953 (The Guardian 2007).
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towards the execution. Esther could not help imagining what she would feel like
to be "burned alive all along your nerves" (The Bell Jar 1).
On the surface, it might be questionable how an unhappy woman could
produce her works constructively benefiting from her own unhappiness. In order
to delineate how constructive Plath's works are and see how they might reflect the
disciplinary work of her creation, it seems useful to investigate the following
aspects: creativeness, willpower to write, authenticity, and Plath's double role as a
patient (depressed person) and a doctor and as a writer and a reader.

20

Creativity

In an attempt to analyze Sylvia Plath's works on the basis of her creativity, this
section aims at identifying and illustrating how creativity could provide a
foundation for the possible motivation and inspiration to write. The concept of
creativity used in this section tends to refer to the disciplined hard work.
Plath seems to have demonstrated how the hard work defines her nature of
working. Considering the disciplined writing the journals, she has kept up with
producing an extensive volume of texts recording her critical thoughts and
creative emotions not only to be used as a raw material for the other works of
writing i.e. poetry, novel, but also to be explored in terms of psychological
observation on her depressed behavior.
One example to illustrate the power of creativeness quoted in Plath's
journals can be found in the section where she describes how she has lost her
ability to attract males. In her journal entry 31 written during July 1950, she
describes that one year before her ego was satiated as there were men wanting her
partly because of her "magnetism" (Journals 24 ). Towards the end of this journal
entry, she writes of her disappointment with the boys she was dating. Her negative
emotions are reflected in the description of the town:

Someday I may say: It was of great significance that I sat and laughed at
myself in a convertible with the rain coming down in rattling sheets on the
canvas roof. It influenced my life that I did not find content immediately and
easily - and now I am I because of that. It w:-;is inestimably important for me
to look at the lights of Amherst9 town in the rain, with the wet black tree-

9

According to the endnotes provided at the back of the journal, Amherst refers to a town, located
in Massachusetts, where Amherst College and the University of Massachusetts are located.
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skeletons against the limpid streetlights and gray November mist, and then
look at the boy beside me and feel all the hunting beauty go flat because he
wasn't the right one - not at all. (Plath, Journals 24-25, italics mme,
emphasis added)

It is possible to suggest that the inspirational phase of creativity occurs when Plath
has lost her confidence to attract males. We can see her attempt to express her
disappointment through "descriptive" language, as exemplified in italicized words.

It might be possible to assert that the notion of selecting descriptive terms might
be considered as Plath's method to write. In this context, the discipline can reflect
her attempt to write creatively as if she were coloring a dull painting. It is obvious
that there is a transition in describing her feelings to emphasize the dissatisfaction
with the fact that "he" is not the type of man she favors. This transitional
technique could be considered as one of the prominent features of Plath's writing.
Another example illustrating Plath's inspiration to write can be her poem
"Spinster," originally also serving as a tool to express her disappointment in
relationships with men:

Now this particular girl
During a ceremonious April walk
With her latest suitor
Found herself, of a sudden, intolerably struck
By the birds' irregular babel
And the leaves' litter[ ... ]
And round her house she set
Such a barricade of barb and check
Against mutinous weather
As no mere insurgent man could hope to break
With curse, fist, threat
Or love, either
(Plath, Poems l-6, 25-30)

This work of poetry can also be seen as describing the escalation of
disappointment the female speaker feels towards men, reaching the point where
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she wants to prevent them from coming near her and deceiving her again. It is
unclear whether the speaker and the suitor had a fight or decided to break up, or
perhaps it may be that she chooses to be alone. The transitional period depicted in
this poem starts from a fair-weathered relationship between a girl and her suitor,
which is supposed to be very happy from the beginning. However, as time passes
by there is some confusion between the two and the relationship seems to cease,
resulting in the girl's cursing love, which is compared to uncontrollable weather
that keeps changing. One interpretation of the barrier the girl invents can suggest
the physical force with which the girl can actively defend herself from male
dominance, while another possibility refers to a form of protection that prevents
men from stealing her heart again.
Plath's ego seems to play a significant part in her consciousness allowing
her to play the role she has been assigned. In his assessment of Plath's neurotic
ties, Butscher refers to the contemporary trend to view Plath as "an occasionally
neurotic, usually affected young lady with an enormous ego and an imagination to
match" (10). Based on the two examples mentioned above, it might be possible to
assert that both Plath (in her journal) and the speaker in "Spinster" have creative
outlets but fail to live up to the present. Both of the examples seem to focus on the
past-time memory how they feel uncomfortable with.
It must be emphasized that creativeness may have a medicinal effect to

relieve Plath's stress. It can also inspire Plath to feel like a creator who is free to
produce works of art, express unconscious wishes, and constructively provide the
energy to work productively. In order to further investigate Plath's motivation to
write, we need to shift our attention to her willpower to write.
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Willpower to Write

[ ... ] everything in life is writable about if you have the outgoing guts to do it,
and the imagination to improvise. The worst enemy to creativity is selfdoubt. And you are so obsessed by your coming necessity to be independent,
to face the great huge man-eating world, that you are paralyzed: your whole
body and spirit revolts against having to commit yourself to a particular roll,
to a particular which Might Not bring out the Best you have in you [ ... ] and
you have to be able to make a real creative life for Yourself, before you
expect anyone Else tG provide one ready-made for you. You big baby. (Plath,
Journals 545-546)

Referring to the journals written between June and July 1953, Plath seems to have
bound herself to the thought of living in a male-dominated oppressive society,
Plath feels much obliged to express this obstructive pressure through writing.
Why is writing considered to be so vital to her labor? Through writing, Plath feels
much freer to explore her identity and manipulate her life destiny through
characterization. She is also aware that the reader, interpreting her thoughts and
actions might be inclined to feel sympathy for her.
To facilitate the analysis of the willpower to write m terms of
psychoanalytical discussion, we might be able to refer to Freud's "On Dreams"
where he seems to stress the importance on the representation displayed in the
dream. In the content of the dream, the sexual ideas may disguisedly appear as
hints, allusions, and other forms of indirect representation (alternatively grouped
as "symbols"). However, it might be difficult for the dreamer to understand the
meaning of the symbols they use because it is not an easy for the mind to discover
the source of the connection the dreamer has replaced and represented due to the
assumption that the dream is to a certain degree based on the mind's hidden
expression (Freud qtd. in Gay 170). What Plath might be able to learn from her
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dream-work could be how to utter her hidden expression in print in the form of
dramatization.
The fictional representation of herself Plath creates in her novel seems to
give her freedom to control her fate to a certain extent. Thus, it can be said that
Plath's journals serve her as a depiction of life, based on a number of facts,
whereas the novel is supposed to be her playground of imagination inspired by the
account of the real-fictional life narration. This point can be seen as related to the
concept of self-therapy in which Plath's written expression allows her to see and
analyze her past events, communicate within herself to suggest forms of resolving
depression, and deal with the issue of oppression constructively according to
doctor's suggestions. 10 In order to address these issues, it is useful to examine
Plath's writing in her personal journals and her fictional novel.
When we speak of Plath's journal writing, we should mention that Plath
was an active writer of her jour.1als from 1950 to 1962. Her published unabridged
journals extensively cover her life, from the student years at Smith College and
Newnham College at Cambridge to the time of her living in England and other
unpublished writings that indicate her continual effort even until the last year of
her life in 1963. The writing of the journal can be seen in terms of a disciplined
exercise to apply the knowledge Plath has gained from academic studies to
criticize and address the issues of psychological disturbances that affect her, e.g.
the alleged inferiority of women, narcissistic depression, the fear of marriage and
having children, stereotypes, living up to society's expectation, or dealing with

10

I will return to this point in Chapter 3.
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her own shadow. In order to cope with these issues in real life, she learns to
address them in writing and accept them, as they are a part of her self.
Holbrook in "The Baby in the Bell Jar: the Symbolism of the Novel" has
made a point that Plath and Esther might have become interested in writing to find
her "identity" through it (91). At one point, in the journal entry 121 written in
September 1951, Plath mentions in her journals her fear of marriage and her
anxiety that "physical sensuousness" could make her "lose herself in him [the
realm of her mate]" and lose the need to write, since she would lose the need to
escape (Journals 100). This example explains Plath's need to escape into the
world of her imagination.
Plath's journal can be considered as a place where she can construct an
imaginative dialogue between her conscious and unconscious self. In the journal
written in March 1953, entry 62, she seems to write a letter to herself:

[ ... ] An open letter: to you whom it concerns:
I won't call you darling; that would be cute [... ] I wanted to tell you how you
are beginning to be the one I can talk to. I have always talked: sometimes to
Mary, sometimes to Eddie, sometimes to myself. More often to myself. But
suddenly, with the need to take a concrete human being for a confidante, I
build my framework of a world around you. (Plath, Journals 54, italics mine)

This open letter suggests an anonymous recipient that might signify other people
or herself. Even though Plath does not mention the name of the person the letter is
addressed to, the mysterious recipient-turns-confidante acts as an important
person able to listen to what she wants to say. There is a slight possibility that she
may have written this letter to read it to herself, as she stresses the importance of
"talking to herself." The invented "you" may also represent one of her friends,
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Mary or Eddie, but it more likely refers to herself as a fictional character, who is
forced to exist in reality.
A closer observation of Plath's journals reveals that whenever she refers to
the second person personal pronoun, you, as if she were writing to someone else,
she seems to be communicating with her inner self. In this way, in the journal
entry 61 written Mar 29, 1951, she may be able to step back and see herself from
a distant position, or "look at writing from the point of view of celestial
inspiration" (Journals 53). Plath, in her journal entry dated on Jun 15, 1951,
seems to speak to herself to address various conflicts: disbelief in religious
matters, as in "you don't believe in God, or life-after-death" (63); the concealment
of female inferiority, as in "[ ... ] and because you're eighteen [ ... ] because you
still don't have faith in yourself, you talk a little fliply [ ... ] just cover up so you
won't be accused of sentimentality or emotionalism or feminine tactics" (64);
mourning her father and dependence on her mother, as in "with your father dead,
you leaned abnormally to the 'Humanities' personality of your mother' (64).
Brought into discussion, these conflicts, on the one hand, allow Plath to reveal the
shadow confined within her unconscious mind; on the other hand, they cause
mental disturbances that could lead to self-denial or withdrawal from reality.
Nonetheless, it is the very advantage of bringing out the negative attributes to
write about that seems to determine Plath's writing style.
Referring to the quote introduced at the beginning of this section, we could
say that a work of writing for Plath is seen as representing a double standard. In
the quote she says that writing comes with freedom only if she can demonstrate
the "guts" or courage to write things out and make use of "imagination." Although
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this sense of freedom might suggest that "everything is writable," it is conditioned
by having a certain level of courage. And the courage is noticeably interfered with
by several obstacles, such as self-doubt, obsession with the necessity of
independence, the experience of living in a male-dominated realm, the awareness
of the wearing the right persona to perform in society. All of those may prevent
Plath's identity and creativeness from coming out.
The notion of "self-doubt" can also be seen as one of the major obstacles
to Plath's mental development, in the sense that her creativeness becomes
questionable because her deep-seated sense of inferiority, of being victimized by
society, does not allow her to think outside the norm. It is by no means an
exaggeration to state that Plath invests her best efforts to struggle with the
conflicts within her self to reveal her identity and to be accepted and known as a
writer. Within the framework of Plath's unique writing style, it might be possible
to speak of her genuine intention to write, to represent her struggle, to voice her
thoughts out on paper. This brings us to the question of authenticity.

Authenticity

Hypothetically speaking, if a writer is able to put his/her life stories in honest
words and have them published to capture the attention of the audience, the
publication may stand as confessional truth and a fictional masterpiece. What is
the role of confession and what is its connection with Plath's willpower to write?
To what extent can a writer be seen as an artist who can express his/her freedom
of interpreting the world? To identify and evaluate the notion of confession and
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creation, it is helpful to begin with analyzing several critical responses to Plath's
confessional mode in her works.
Barnard 11 stresses that Plath's poetry involves the confessional element.
She defines a confessional poet as one who writes personal confession by
stressing the importance of oneself as the center of investigation and exposes
private secrets. She quotes M.L. Rosenthal 12 who remarked that the works of the
confessional poet should be "highly charged" and represent the "psychological
vulnerability" as an "embodiment of civilization" (Barnard 109). As mentioned in
the previous chapter, Plath's writings have revealed several conflicts between her
personal wishes and society's expectations. Seen in this context, Plath's suicide,
as suggested by Barnard and Rosenthal, demonstrates "the imaginative risk" (110).
In the context of suicide reflected both in the Journals and The Bell Jar,
Plath seems to address it as if they were the part of her experience. On the
contrary, the final act of committing suicide might mark the most prominent
account people can remember best about her life let alone her creativity. That is
why the aim of this thesis is to focus on the attention of her creative works of
writing rather than the well-known death. Death is already discussed by her in the
writings and within the course of her own resolution she seeks rebirth and selfencouragement.
The sense of Plath's oppressive "victimization" might also be seen as
arising from the sense of inferiority she expenences as a woman living in a
society directed towards men. Barnard exemplifies how several poems of the Ariel
11

Caroline King Barnard is the author of Sylvia Plath who writes to observes how Plath's life
influences the work productivity and provide the critical observation of The Bell Jar.
12
M.L. Rosenthal was the literary critic, teacher, and poet who was very much interested in the
study of confessional poems.
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volume address the notion of hatred of male oppression: the representation of a
dehumanized wife as a "living doll" in "The Applicant," the contradictory
portrayal of the man as "beautiful, but annihilating" in "The Rival," and the
description of the male antago11ist in "Lady Lazarus." In his critical analysis of
Plath's confessional poetry, Howe 13 asserts that it is "our [western] culture that
heavily demands self-exposure, self-assault, self-revelation - as if spontaneity
were a sure warrant of authenticity, and spilling out a sure road to
comprehension" (7).
A notable example of Plath's confession of the wish to die can be her
poem titled "A Birthday Present":

I do not want much of a present, anyway, this year.
After all, I am alive only by accident.
I would have killed myself gladly that time any possible way [ ... ]
But my god, the clouds are like cotton Armies of them. They are carbon monoxide.
Sweetly, sweetly I breathe in,
Filling my veins with invisibles, with the million.
(Plath, Ariel: The Restored Edition 14-16, 39-42)

What seems to be the emphasis here is the expression of a suicidal wish. The
birthday present might symbolize the gift of life or longevity for the speaker
which s/he does not want to have "this year," in this particular moment. The
second line seems to reveal a sense of self-destructiveness suggesting that the
speaker's current condition is so depressed that s/he can attempt to take his/her
life anytime soon. The poem also seems to negatively portray nature in terms of
poisonous gas that the speaker feels much delighted to inhale deliberately in order
to have his/her blood vessels supplied with the transparent yet deadly substance.
13

Irving How analyzes Plath's works in his "The Plath Celebration: A Partial Dissent," included
in Harold Bloom's Sylvia Plath.
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All this corresponds to the logic that the speaker is only alive by accident. After
all, how can one survive when breathing poisonous gas (air) every day?
Further illustration of Plath's death-pervaded expression can also be seen
in The Bell Jar in Esther's grotesque description of the dead body. When Buddy
Willard, Esther's first date, takes her to see a corpse at the hospital where he is
studying, she seems to pay a great deal of attention to describe the condition of the
corpse vividly, as if she wanted the reader to see it with his/her own eyes. Esther
describes how the corpses have been transformed into object that are "unhumanlooking" with "stiff, leathery, purple-black skin" and smelling "like pickle jars"

(The Bell Jar 66). The corpses in question are in fact the cadavers medical
students use in their studies. Based on Esther's description, the corpses must be
relatively old, as they do not appear to be human bodies to her any longer.
However, it is also possible to suggest that Esther might associate herself with
death to the extent that she may identify herself with one of the corpses.
The imagination resulting from her freedom of expression provides her
with an opportunity to explore the world, instills in her a sense of creation and
allows her to exercise her artistic interpretation of the world through the
disciplined writing of prose and poetry. On the one hand, Plath sees her writing as
beneficial for the reader to learn how to survive in the oppressive society and cope
with the inner psychological sophistication of a female writer. On the other hand,
the fear to keep up with the standard needed to qualify as an artist leads her to
confusion. Apparently, one of the results of this confusion is a series of
psychological therapy sessions with doctors, as portrayed in both the journal and
her fictional novel.
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Sylvia Plath as a Patient (Depressed Person)/ a Doctor

Apart from being recognized as a writer who produced volumes of poetry and
confessional writing for commercial and personal purposes, Plath have also been
described as a depressed person. In her discussion of the "Struggle to Survive
through Writing," Bassnet 14 quotes several critics who described Plath as a
"schizoid, carrier of a death wish" (Bassnet 120). The failure to conform to
multiple social roles could be one of the causes that bring Plath down. Among
several roles accepted by Plath are stereotypical ones of an A-student who always
accomplishes things and a daughter who tries to conform to her mother's
standards of living.
As a case in point, in the journal dated on Dec 27, 1958, consider the
discussion about psychology when Plath wrote that she and Ted and were the
"introverts" who would need "external stimulus" such as a job to get them to
contact people. She further reported that psychology can be seen as a way to
supply more "reality-situations" than the symbolism of James Joyce (Journals
450). In the novel, Esther wrote that she had bought a few books about "abnormal
psychology" from the drug store but her depression seemed to be hopeless (The

Bell Jar 167). Plath and Esther seem to make a similar point in referring to
psychology: the notion of self-therapy through self-study. Even though one might
question the beneficial use of psychology in the novel, psychology can be seen as
a method to get her thinking how to cope with her depression systematically.

14

Susan Bassnet wrote a book titled Sylvia Plath in which she investigates several aspects of
writing shown in Plath's works, e.g. the many Sylvia Plaths, writing the family, writing out love,
and the struggle to survive through writing.
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Despite the outward representational images which seem to perfectly meet
society's requirements and suggest that Plath's chosen personas appear to function
appropriately, the enormous inward tension she experiences could result from her
attempts to maintain her identity as a productive, creatively imaginative individual.
One of the key reasons behind Plath's tension can be her anxiousness to adapt to
the oppressive society which, in her opinion, is governed by men. The men
arousing her anxiety might refer to the archetypal male, i.e. her deceased father
who instilled insecurity in her when she is very young. What Plath does to find
resolution to her tension is to seek help from psychoanalysts. Yet there are several
occasions on which she deals with her depression by herself, as if she were a
doctor treating a patient.
Having lost her father at a very early age, Plath not only seems to cling to
the love object which has been lost and become nonexistent, but she also develops
the hatred of her mother in relation to the accusation of possibly depriving her of
the only man she could have loved. According to her notes on interview with Dr.
Beuscher, Plath wrote on December 12, 1958 that she had never known the love
of a father, who might be identified as "the blood-related man." She believed it
was her mother who "killed the only man who'd love me [her] steady through
life" (Journals 431 ). Plath even reported that she hated her mother for depriving
her of the right to experience love from her father. In this particular example of
demonstrating the loss of the love object, it may be well the case that Plath as a
depressed person was disappointed with her life because of the aggressiveness
that she had lost her love object against her will.
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In Plath's case things may get more complicated since her father is not
alive. As a consequence, it may be harder for her to work out who she can identify
with and how she can win fatherly love from her mother. Having accumulated too
many complex unresolved tensions, Plath seems to get very upset and frustrated
with herself because she cannot erase her dead father from her mind. At the same
time she feels sad and guilty to hate her own mother. In the journal dated
December 12, Plath wrote that she hated her mother because her mother did not
love her father when she married the old man. Then Plath went on with the
discussion that she hated men and wanted them to love her like her father did to
her. Plath also lamented over how men seemed to be superior to women in the
sense that women had to suffer birth pangs and men can just get away with his
sexual promiscuity (Journals 431 ). These intriguing conflicts need to be
investigated in the context of how an individual mourns for the loss of the love
object and deals with depression either through self-diagnosis or consultation with
professional doctors.
In order to provide the basis for the concept of depression, it is helpful to
consider Julia Kristeva's 15 definition that maintains that: "[a]ccording to classic
psychoanalytic theory (Abraham, Freud, and Melanie Klein), depression, like
mourning, conceals an aggressiveness towards the lost object, thus revealing the
ambivalence of the depressed person with respect to the object of mourning"
(Kristeva 11 ). Kristeva explains the process of thinking of the depressed person
by describing how the depressed develop the love-hate logic in their very thinking.

15

In her book, Black Sun: Depression and Melancholia, Julia Kristeva addresses the subject of
melancholia in the context of literature and psychoanalysis. Her description of the depressive
person can be considered to be both very informative and practical.
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For instance, the depressed seem to say that they love "that object," which could
refer to the lost object, but they also hate it at the same time. Since they love it,
they keep the object within themselves only to feel guilty for the sake of keeping
it. Moreover, as a result of that they consider themselves to be "bad" and
"nonexistent" and even think that they should "kill" themselves (11). However,
this complaint might be considered as just an excuse to hate the other, as the ego
has to work out the best possible solution to relieve the condition of mourning.
Projection can be one way of reducing tension in which the destructive wish is
transferred onto another person.
Having learnt about depression through her writing, on the one hand, Plath
might consider it appropriate to seek help from the psychologist. On the other
hand, she may just try to overcome her depression by herself. The association and
involvement with doctors and psychoanalytical materials plays an important role
in guiding Plath how to cope with depression and teach her to practice selfanalytical skills.
After the therapy with Dr. Ruth Beuscher, her analyst, Plath described in
her journals the transference-love with her analyst, the sensation of being allowed
to hate her own mother. She writes that she feels like a "new person," "shot of
brandy," "sniff of cocaine," "better than shock treatment" (Journals 429). Plath
even considers Dr. Beuscher her "permissive mother figure" who she can talk to
about anything and who will listen to her patiently (429). Not only are the
accounts of therapy with the doctor recorded, but also Plath's self-analytical
therapy can frequently be found in the journal. According to journal written on
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Mar 6, 1956, it seems as if she, as a doctor, is healing the depressed patient by
encouraging her to be more optimistic:

I have been so tight and rigid [... ] luxuriate in suddenly letting go and crying
my insides out since two months [ ... ] all the despair, coming at me when I
am most weak [ ... ] I need rest: I have enough, thank god, that I want to do to
read, to think about. (Plath, Journals 224)

According to the journal written on Dec 12, 1958, Plath's attitude seems to
change as she keeps writing to analyze her mental condition. Elsewhere in the
journal, she tries to find a possible cause of her depression: "when I feel guilty,
feel that I shouldn't be happy, because I'm not doing what all the mother figures
in my life would have me do. I hate them then. I get very sad about not doing
what everybody and all my white-haired old mothers in their old age" (Journals
432-433). As mentioned earlier in Kristeva's definition of depression, the
depressed person's ego needs to find the best possible way to relieve his/her
mourning. Plath unconsciously projects her hatred onto the authoritative mother
figure to lessen the mourning for her dead father and her suicidal wish. Looking at
her writing in terms of self-diagnosis, it can be assumed that Plath is aware of the
negative outcome of her depression but she realizes that it is not an easy task to
deal with depression alone. So she puts her hope in further treatment by
professional psychologist.
Having received therapeutic treatment from doctors in real life and fantasy
life, Plath and Esther in The Bell Jar initially seem to question its advantage.
Somehow they both seem to prefer a female doctor's treatment. When a male
doctor, Dr. Gordon, fails to give Esther appropriate treatment, it is a female doctor
who gives Esther the feeling o: security to make her feel less depressed. During
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the meeting with Dr. Gordon, Esther is frustrated with his vain looks, as the man
is described as "young and good-looking" (The Bell Jar 136) and shows her
resistance to his treatment by not telling him about her "big and jerky letters"
handwriting that bothers her a lot (The Bell Jar 137). As the session continues,
Esther seems to think that she should outsmart the doctor by concealing some
evidence that might mark her insanity. Later, when she is admitted into a
psychiatric hospital and meets Dr. Nolan, a female doctor, she seems to accept
psychological treatment, i.e. shock treatment.
It may be suggested that Plath views a male doctor as a competitor rather

than a helper. Esther seems to admire the fact that women have advanced in maledominated professions:

I was surprised to have a woman, I didn't think they had woman
psychiatrists. This woman was a cross between Myrna Loy and my mother.
She wore a white blouse and a full skirt gathered at the waist by a wide
leather belt, and stylish, crescent-shaped spectacles. (Plath, The Bell Jar 196)

Even during her first session with Dr. Nolan Esther feels more secure to release
her tension and speak about how she did not like the previous session with Dr.
Gordon. As regarding therapeutic sessions with Plath's doctor in real life, Dr.
Beuscher, the treatment experience can also be seen as satisfying to the extent that
Plath seems to be pleased with her female doctor's suggestions. Satisfaction with
the treatment can signify that Plath, as a depressed woman, does not seem to be
content with her life and tries to seek an explanation of the causes of her
depression and to deal with it constructively.
In his introduction to Ji.is book titled Troubled Women, Fine raises a
question how women can benefit from psychoanalysis. He defines the term
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psychoanalysis as a "theory of happiness that makes sense to a large number of
human beings" (xi) and makes an assumption that in majority women are "made"
dependant upon their parents' living conditions (xi). He believes that in terms of
an analytic ideal, men and women can achieve happiness if they are capable of
loving, having a healthy sex life, corresponding to their own pleasure (rather than
displeasure), conforming to familial and social rules, enjoying their assignments,
developing creative outlets, and living free from "psychiatric symptomatology"
(xi). In this context, psychiatric symptomatology should essentially be viewed as
the (female) individuals inability to enjoy their life and express their identity
acceptably, resulting in different pathologies, e.g. depression, or suicidal attempts.
As mentioned above, Plath is so deeply disturbed or troubled by her
depression that she seeks help from trustworthy psychologists in order to resolve
the tension which disturbs her emotional well-being. To identify and evaluate
some of the mental conflicts she seems to experience, an illustration of Plath's
study of Freud's concept of depression deserves special attention. Quoting Plath's
mental-conflict experiences as one of the examples of depression, Fine asserts in
his discussion on "Attachment and Loss" that women who experience the loss of
loved ones tend to suffer from grief mentally and physiologically to the extent that
they seem to strongly depend on relationships (Fine 99). Fine quotes Parks who
states that women are more likely to "succumb to disordered mourning" and be
given a permission to "express the grief reactions freely" (Parks qtd. in Fine 99100). With a deep sense of mourning, Esther tends to fantasize to what extent she
could have benefited from her father's wisdom if he had not died. She speculates
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that he might have taught her about insects, his area of expertise at the university,
or the language skills of German, Greek, and Latin (The Bell Jar 174).
Fine also cites Ann Stevenson 16 who quotes Plath's journals and Plath's
reading about Freud's Mourning and Melancholia. After reading Freud's book,
Plath seems to be aware of her suicidal wish that results from the "transferred
murderous impulse" that she transfers from her mother to herself and transforms
into her own dissatisfaction (Fine 106). Plath also writes in the journal On Dec 27,
1958, that she wants to "get rid of' her depression by refusing to believe that her
mother has any power over her and by suggesting that talking, studying, and
becoming aware of the cause of hatred could help to reduce her depression
(Journals 447).

In the context of Plath's self-study of psychoanalysis, it should be stressed
that Plath is quite capable of making use of Freud's concept to cope with her
depression and bring about the constructive force through the form of writing. If
we begin to see Plath's examination of her own dissatisfaction with herself in
terms of self-therapy, we can suggest that she attempts to study Freud in order to
come to terms with her own depression. Plath does make sense of her reading by
assessing her own depression and its potential causes and finally by being able to
come up with an idea to change her attitude towards her mother. Instead of being
sorrowful about the inferiority that leads to depression, she instills in herself a
sense of striving for superiority to surpass her mother's ideal.
According to Fine, in Bitter Fame Stevenson tends to distinguish Plath
from typical neurotics seeing that Plath, as an artist, has been able to demonstrate
16

Anne Stevenson is Plath's biographer who wrote the biography of Plath titled Bitter Fame in
1989.
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the ability to express her emotions with a descriptive choice of words. Stevenson
also makes a point about artistic "creative impulses," describing how artists learn
to express their creativity in a meaningful form whereas ordinary neurotics might
seek other forms of escape, such as drinking or doing drugs (Fine 107). What
Stevenson seems to emphasize in her discussion, according to Fine, is that the
depression that is attached to the artists' impulses is not something artists may try
to understand and that could be the reason why their therapy sessions might not be
successful (Fine 107-108).
The

investigation

of Plath's

depressive

experience

through

the

interpretation of psychoanalysis can help us assume that dealing with depression,
Plath tends to obtain explanations for her mental disturbance through self-study
and projection in her art. A further explanation can be the discovery of her
creative impulses, which differentiates her psychiatric symptomatology from
other neurotics. Plath is brave enough to face her darkest self and write about it
creatively. Still, even though foe relationship between doctors and patients and
understanding depression from a psychoanalytical perspective seem to be
important for our discussion in general, it is crucial to remember that it is not the
point of this thesis to describe Plath as mentally ill. What is significant here is the
notion of the acceptance of the treatment and Plath's dealing with her own
depression.
It may be suggested that the relationship between the doctor and the

(artistic) patient can never end. In fact, such a relationship can be viewed as an
ongoing development, seeing that the artist, as a patient, seems to depend on
unresolved mental conflicts to release his/her creative impulses, while the doctor
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helps him/her deal with the tension safely. Plath has demonstrated how she
benefits from self-diagnosis. Not only does she seem to realize the significance of
her dissatisfaction with life, but also she has learned to reduce her depression by
talking, writing and studying. At this point we should tum to another of Plath's
dualistic roles, that of a writer and a reader.

Sylvia as a Writer/ a Reader

It should be stressed that Plath seems very eager trying to explain her own mental

disturbance through writing. To be more specific, it might be possible to assert
that Hughes' influence affects the way she thinks about her writing capability
after marriage. In the journal dated February 25, 1957, she describes how she was
proud of new title after marriage as "Mrs. Hughes," the wife of a published poet
(Journals 270). On the same date, she also transfers her role to his writing
capability when she wrote how she was very glad that Hughes won his first
publication contest with Harper's, and felt it was as if Hughes were the "perfect
male counterpart to my own self' (271 ). She further asserts that his rejection of
writing doubled her sorrow, whereas his acceptance could make her rejoice more
than her works being accepted (271 ). Apart from seeing Plath in a double role of a
doctor and a patient, we should also discuss her as being simultaneously a writer
and a reader. This double role can be seen as influenced by the strength of her
creativeness and her willpower :o write that could have stirred in her the desire to
seek materials to read and write about. The journal entry written on Feb 19, 1956,
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might disclose how Plath expresses the wish to identify with the main character of
the play in her own writing:

I feel like Lazarus: that story has such a fascination. Being dead, I rose up
again, and ever resort to the mere sensation value of being suicidal, of
getting so close, of coming out of the grave with the scars and the marring
mark on my cheek [... ] And I identify too closely with reading, with my
writing. I am Nina in 'Strange Interlude'; I do want to have a husband, love,
father and son, all at once. And I depend too desperately on getting my
poems, my little glib poems, so neat, so small, accepted by the New Yorker.
(Plath, Journals 199)

This excerpt can be seen as representing the interconnected relationship between
reading and writing. In the fragment Plath refers to the biblical story of Lazarus,
which happens to be her source of inspiration to write her own poem "Lady
Lazarus." The following lines of the poem seem to correspond to the reflections in
her journal:

Dying
Is an art, like everything else.
I do it exceptionally well[ ... ]
For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge
For the hearing of my heart It really goes.
(Plath, Ariel: The Restored Edition 45-47, 60-62)

The journal entry quoted before can also be said to serve two constructive
purposes: (1) it may help Plath practice of be a pre-writing stage in which she
brainstorms and lists the idea of what to write about; (2) it becomes a wellorganized resource of different topics or raw information to be developed into
longer pieces of text. The reading of the Eugene O'Neill's Strange Interlude is
another illustration of how Plath finds inspiration for her writing. In the journal
she describes how she applies her knowledge of psychological identification to
describe her feelings about the play's characters. Through writing, she might also
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gam freedom to manipulate the characters at will, which might lead to the
production of a creative work. However, Plath's major obstruction in writing
might be physical illness that discourages her from writing.
With regards to reading and writing, Plath's sense of perception might be
considered as a significant factor helping her creativeness. Because of that, any
blockage or obstacle to Plath's health could result in a state of unproductiveness.
In the journal entry dated February 25, 1956, Plath reports how physical sickness
reduces her willpower to write to the extent that she feels tired and regretful not
being able to finish her "academic reading and papers." Sinus cold also "blunted
up all [her] senses" to the extent that she could not smell, taste, or see (Journals
206). Furthermore, the "hellish" sleepless night resulting from fever and period
cramps made the situation worse. On the contrary, as soon as those illnesses are
over, Plath's inspiration to write seems to come back and she can "make a few
criticisms of action" and "prove points" for her unfinished assignment more
accurately (Journals 207). Nonetheless, the ability or disability to write can also
be seen as determined by other factors, such as lack of knowledge of the world to
dramatize. In the journals dated Mar 8, 1957, she seems to assert the pointlessness
of knowing the deep knowledge but feeling contradictorily as a "glorified
automaton" who can only hear itself (Journals 346).
Reading and writing are frequently seen as interdependent activities. It
should be examined then how reading might have expanded Plath's idea to write.
When Plath discusses daily writing sketches, she seems to make a point that
instead of reading every book, she should be able to concentrate on the topic she
is really interested in. Reading seems to be equivalent to planning to her:
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I feel I could crack open mines of life - in my daily writing sketches, in my
reading & planning, if only I could get rid of my absolutionist panic. [ ... ] I
have all the world's reading on my back, instead of a possible book a day. I
must discipline myself to concentrate on certain authors, certain fields, lest I
welter, knowing nothing and everything. (Plath, Journals 405)

Reading can be seen as extremely helpful to open up to new opportunities
in life or find new topics to write about. In the journal dated on Jun 17, 1958 as
quoted above, Plath seems to find significance in being able to focus on a specific
author or field. It is possible that she sets her goals on achieving proficiency in
writing about certain areas of interest. As mentioned earlier about her interest in
psychology, her reading Freud's "Mourning and Melancholia" signifies to a
certain extent that Plath's sense of self-study helps her to expand her writing and
think about it critically. The longer and more critical she writes, the better insight
she gets into her unconscious wishes and she can relieve mental conflict. With the
aid of reading, her perception of the world seems to be broadened, in the sense
that she will not limit herself to one book a day. This broadened perception might
in tum result in more productive writing, since the more she knows about the
world the more confident she feels to describe it.
·In order to investigate the connection between reading and writing, it
might be helpful to question which of these two activities Plath prefers. The
answer might not be clear since, ideally, she wants to be able to read and write
simultaneously, which can be seen as typical of many writers. In order to
underline the possible conflicts between writing and reading, it is essential to
examine the concept of human's shadow, or the negative side of personality,
Within this framework, it should be stressed that the individual should be able to
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come to terms with his/her own shadow and dramatize his/her mental conflicts to
decrease the unaccepted wishes in the unconsciousness.
This concept of facing the shadow, or human duality, is mentioned by the
psychoanalytical school of thought, where we learn that the individual should be
well aware of the repressed unconscious wishes (Freud's) and hidden role
(Jung's). The individual should be able to deal with their primitive nature
constructively. Nonetheless, we should bear in mind that there is no such thing as
100% guarantee of sound mental health. Even if the individual can face the
negative attributes of the shadow and accept them as part of their mental
development, the mind still has to implement certain other processes to resolve
the repressed wishes.
Having repressed and accumulated too many unaccepted wishes in her
unconscious, the motivation to read and write allows Plath to make sense of those
wishes and have them sorted out in the place where she can best identify with
them. But what happens if one exaggerates the wrong part of the wishes to write
about?
In the discussion about experiencing difficulty in writing, Plath seems to
emphasize the idea of how writing can be distorted through the inner dialogue or
dramatization ifthe wrong parts [of the inner conflict] are exaggerated:

Some things are hard to write about. After something happens to you, you go
to write it down, and either you over dramatize it or underplay it, exaggerate
the wrong parts or ignore the important ones. At any rate, you never write it
quite the way you want to. (Plath, Journals 10)

According to the journal entry 9 written in July 1950, what she seems to make a
point about ere is that it is almost impossible for the writer to writer what she
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originally wants to. Within our mental organization, the mind tends to dramatize
the wrong part of the mental conflict in order to relieve the tension resulting in the
exaggeration of the wrong parts (of conflicts). This distortion of writing can also
be applicable to the context of reading when there is an exaggeration in finding
the part that the reader can best identify with. For instance, when she feels
depressed about hating her own mother, she resorts to the reading of Freud's
"Mourning and Melancholia" to find an explanation about the cause of her
depression. Furthermore, as illustrated in the quote mentioned above about her
identifying reading with writing, Plath demonstrates how she expands her writing
about Lazarus and Nina of Eugene O'Neill's play after reading those two stories.
To concretize a combination of philosophical and psychological
approaches, the analysis of interconnected relationships between the writing and
reading motivation can lead to suggest a possible motivation for the writer to
produce his/her work productively. Both reading and writing prove to be ongoing
processes that play a dominant role in sending forth creativeness and the
willpower to write. Creativeness and the willpower to write may seem to be
byproducts of straightening out the inner conflict and externalizing negative
attributes. Yet, it is not surprising that the distortion in writing and reading still
occurs, as if it was part of our human duality that makes it hard to control what the
individual likes to express.
Through a case study of the relationship between doctors and patients, this
chapter has addressed different phases in Plath's mental development. An
investigation of Plath as a writer and a reader has made a contribution towards the
concept of self-observation, inner dialogue, and human duality. Last but not least,
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the final part of the chapter has highlighted the issue of narcissistic depression.
The notion of depression seems to beg the question about the use of therapy,
which can be seen as the central theme of this thesis. In the case of Plath's writing
therapy in particular, we can see how she allows herself to find her identity as a
writer who uses descriptive language and maintains the advantageous point of this
method to practice her writing for commercial purposes. In Chapter 3, we shall
focus on the notion of writing therapy.
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Chapter 3
Writing as a Therapy

Regardless of whether we examine Plath in her role as a daughter, a student, a
wife, a teacher, a writer, an artist, or a poet, it is apparent that writing played a
crucial role in her life. In the previous chapters, the study focused on
demonstrating how psychoanalytical concepts can be used to speculate about
Plath's mental organization and how psychoanalysis helped Plath face the
obstacles in her writing. Considering the writing excerpts of Plath's works in the
previous chapters, it can be said that Plath learnt to utilize writing to find out her
identity and heal herself with motivation, inspiration, and her relationship with
society to set attainable goals in order to carry on with her adult life securely.
One of the most prominent examples of her wish to be accepted by society
and her need for a sense of security achieved through conforming to agreeable
society models can be found in The Bell Jar. These needs and desires are most
fully represented by the characterization of women in The Bell Jar which will be
examined in the section on fictional characterization, and they appear to be
marked by Plath's fantasies and negotiations with her self to choose the best
model of femininity to identify with. 17 While she might not be allowed or not want
to perform certain roles in real life due to a number of limitations, writing may
prepare or allow her to try to perform some of those would-be roles.
For example, Esther states her unconscious wish to be "loyal" to Betsy and
her wish to resemble her friend at heart. To describe Betsy's character, Betsy is

17

I shall discuss models of femininity at a later stage.
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considered to be an innocent girl who represents natural beauty from the
countryside. Even though Esther seems tempted to identify with her other friend,
Doreen, who is known for her fashionable dresses, practicality, and cynical
remarks, Esther decides to be faithful to Betsy to gain comfort and security.
Drawing on Esther's final decision to identify with Betsy's innocence, it might be
possible to assert that the comparison between the roles allows Esther to choose
the one that she feels the most comfortable to perform.
Plath's hard-working discipline of routine writing exposes her to inner
conflicts to such an extent that her psychological well-being is seriously
challenged. However, writing can also be self-therapy. Throughout the trial-anderror period of commercial and personal writing, Plath seems to learn how to deal
with writing constructively without depending much on medication or on doctors'
suggestions. The masterful deliberation of writing brings her therapeutic effects
when she finds her identity and realizes what to expect from life as she grows. In
order to examine the benefits of writing understood in terms of self-therapy, it is
useful to consider how writing can shape one's identity and stabilize one's mental
conflicts through the following aspects: fictional characterization, security, and
transcendence of the self.

Fictional Characterization

It is possible that Plath derives her fictional characterization strengths from her

conflict between the (role) model and the mask, which can imply a predetermined
role model Plath wishes to follow in order to live securely in society. On the
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surface, Plath may appear to rebel against the strict laws of society or her
upbringing. On a deeper level, she needs to be guided by the what-has-alreadybeen-said-and-done rules to some extent. Lack of her father's early guidance in
the early age seems to explain why she needs to identify with the most agreeable
role model through multiple identification of fictional female characters.
In the context of fictional characterization, it can be asserted that the
portrayal of Plath in her pseudonymous 18 writing of autobiography, The Bell Jar,
reflects her repressed desires to identify with different types of women e.g. her
friends, her colleagues, and her own would-be role in fantasy. Plath seems to take
writing seriously in presentitig her mirrored self as Esther. One important
inspiration for Plath to invent Esther could be her need to lower the intensification
of oppression she faces in her life, i.e. taking care of two young children, dealing
with her troubled marriage, coping with ill health. Towards the end of The Bell

Jar, Esther's recovery after her institutionalized hospitalization seems to affirm
her success in handling her previously confused emotions to the reader. Esther
seems to have figured the way out by herself. Even though the roles Esther has
chosen for herself in the end might bring Esther a lot of pressure and depression,
they tend to keep her in touch with reality and provide her (Esther) with a
mirrored reflection of the emerging identity that she seems to have suppressed for
so long.

It might be helpful to consider the roles Esther chooses to identify with
that tend to promote her mental development. We cannot forget that in some way

18

The Bell Jar was published in January 1963, under the name of"Victoria Lucas." Barnard
observes that the pseudonym might have been meant to protect Plath from the people (of her
acquaintance) whom she criticizes in the novel (24 ).
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fiction writing might also be encouraged by the wish of gratification, in which the
design of other female characters' roles implies the desire to conform to the
societal expectations. On the other hand, however, the mirror-self roles, Esther
and Elly Higginbottom, may represent a process of mental development that
might enable Plath to make sense of the worth ofliving and transcend herself. 19
As a case in point, let us quote the introduction of the first female
character, Doreen, in The Bell Jar. Doreen's charming yet defiant feminine looks
seem to evoke Esther's admiration:

Doreen came from a society girls' college down South and had bright white
hair standing out in a cotton candy fluff round her head and blue eyes like
transparent agate marbles, hard and polished and just about indestructible,
and a mouth set in a sort of perpetual sneer[ ... ] an amused, mysterious sneer,
as if all the people around her were pretty silly [ ... ] she made me feel I was
that much sharper than the others. (Plath, The Bell Jar 5)

Esther's first impression of her new friend might be imbued with Doreen's
practical and eye-catching attributes. Doreen not only appears to be a "fashionconscious" college student who comes from a school where the (female) students
typically have "pocket-book covers to match with their dresses' (The Bell Jar 5),
but the "perpetual sneer" can also be read as symbolizing a flawless touch of
superiority. A sense of comfort and security gained from Doreen's presence seems
to boost Esther's self-confidence, like in a sister-to-sister relationship. Esther
accepts Doreen's "marvelous, elaborate decadence like a magnet" (The Bell Jar 5).
Still, if Doreen's character might be seen as representing the sensational
arousal of instinctual impulses, Betsy, the figure of an uptown girl, seems to
symbolize the opposite image of innocence and chastity, as a moral guardian:
19

I will come back to it later.
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They imported Betsy straight from Kansas with her bouncing blonde ponytail and Sweetheart-of-Sigma-Chi smile. I remember once the two of us were
called over to the office of some blue-chinned TV producer [ ... ] to see if we
had any angles he could build up for a programme, and Betsy started to tell
about the male and female com in Kansas. She got so exited about that damn
com even the producer had tears in his eyes, only he couldn't use any of it,
unfortunately, he said. (6-7, italics mine)

Betsy's portrayal of rural sweetness marks the intensification of innocence and
purity to delight the audience's moral sense. Her emotional side is also considered
to be appealing but not too practical. Even though Betsy may not be as attractive
as Doreen, it is her natural char.:n of a "blonde pony-tail" and her smile that could
win the hearts of a group of college boys that attract Esther to her. Still, this does
not stop her from judging Betsy as a "Polyanna Cowgirl."
In contrast to both Betsy and Doreen, Jay Cee seems to represent the most
practical figure in The Bell Jar. Plath seems to admire Jay Cee the most, judging
by the fact that the strength of Jay Cee' s character attributes can be seen as a
combination of Doreen's and Betsy's in terms of practicality and honesty. Jay
Cee's practical skills deserve special attention in connection with her authoritative
status of a "boss":

Jay Cee was my boss, and I liked her a lot, in spite of Doreen said ['ugly as a
sin']. She wasn't one of the fashion magazine gushers with fake eyelashes
and giddy jewellery. Jay Cee had brains, so her plug-ugly looks didn't seem
to matter. She read a couple of languages and knew all the quality writers in
the business. (6, italics mine)

The image of Jay Cee's natural looks without any artificiality seems to
impress Esther, as she reads Jay Cee's apparent unattractive appearance as just a
cover for her inner capabilities. Jay Cee brings to mind an image of a modem
career woman who does not seem to pay much attention to beauty. Jay Cee also
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seems to outshine Doreen thanks to her brains, making Doreen's scornful
comments that Jay Cee is "ugly as sin" easy to be disregarded. There seems to be
a slight reduction in the use of stereotypical terminology in describing Jay Cee's
character; the description apparently seems to focus on the true identity of this
woman to the extent that Esther may learn to see the interior skin of her boss
rather than the stereotypical image pretaught by society. In this way, she may
even be able to adopt her own identity based on her inner capability regardless of
what society merely forces her to role-play and still get accepted by the society
accordingly as her boss also does.
Lastly, the book introduces an additional character, Esther's alter ego, Elly
Higginbottom, who appeals to Esther as she gives a sense of true identity, which
can be seen through the simplicity of the role she is chosen to perform:

"My name's Elly Higginbottom," I said. "I come from Chicago." After
that I felt safer. I didn't want anything I said or did that night to be associated
with me and my real name and coming from Boston[ ... ] (12)
In Chicago, people would take for what I was.
I would be simple Elly Higginbottom [ ... ] People would love me for my
sweet, quiet nature. They wouldn't be after me to read books and write long
papers on the twins in James Joyce. And one day I might just marry a virile,
but tender garage mechanic and have a big cowy family, like Dodo Conway.
(140)

Esther initially creates this mirror-self role to safeguard her identity of
being an A-student from Boston. Under the mask of Ms Elly Higginbottom,
Esther can set an achievable goal for herself. Esther seems to be aware of her own
"sweet and quiet nature" that indicates a traditional woman, i.e. one who wants to
get married, settle down and live in a large extended family like her acquaintances.
However, the first sentence of the above quotation can also suggest that sensible
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Esther might have learnt from Doreen not to reveal her real name to unknown
boys in the bar. Perhaps her sense of practicality makes her feel it is safer to hide
her specific residence details from strangers.
Judging by the relationships Esther has with all the described women, who
can be seen as typifying various social roles, there is a strong connection between
Esther and society at large. There is also an implication that Esther wants to
identify with different images at times to learn about her identity. Based primarily
on her perception of the world, Esther seems to admire the concept of stereotype,
regardless of whether it brings her any happiness. She describes it constructively:

I was supposed to be the envy of thousands of other college girls just like me
all over America who wanted nothing more than to be tripping about in those
same size seven patent leather shoes I'd bought in Bloomingdales's one
lunch hour with a black patent leather belt and black patent leather pocketbook to match. And when my picture came out in the magazine [... ]
drinking martinis in a skimpy, imitation silver-lame bodice stuck onto a big,
fat cloud of white tulle, on some Starlight Roof, in the company of several
anonymous young men with all-American bone structures [ ... ] everybody
would think I must be having a real whirl. (2)

The above extract mentions several ways a young girl could gratify her
instinctual impulses and ego without intervention from her moral guardians. The
speaker is represented as if she were the icon of her generation and possessed
everything a girl in that particular period of time could dream of. She is described
as wearing expensive clothes made of fine fabric, having had a chance to pose on
the cover of a magazine, having a beautiful body, and being surrounded by goodlooking boys (who seem to be of the athletic-type, which most likely means a
muscular body with an angular face). The ironic tone of the text may appear to
criticize young American girls who blindly chase after fashion to seduce men and
spend a lot of money on clothes at expensive shopping malls. On the other hand,
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Esther might want to convince the reader by this nicely drawn picture that this is
what a perfect American girl should be like.
Esther's identification with a number of her friends' characteristics can be
seen in terms of her searching for features that might benefit her personality
development. In the course of describing various feminine roles through the
representation of different women, Plath might be able to see the advantages and
disadvantages of each role. Writing offers Plath an opportunity to learn to choose
the most suitable role that may provide her security. For example, even though
Esther seems to admire Doreen's characteristics, she would rather end up with
Betsy's lifestyle. Esther writes that she would be loyal to Betsy and her (Betsy's)
innocent friends because Esther "resembled [Betsy] at heart" (The Bell Jar 24).
On the one hand, Esther can be simple and comfortable with conforming to
society's norms; on the other hand, her practicality will prevent her from being
taken advantage of in a male-dominated society.
Plath seems to familiarize her reader with her invented characters as if
they really existed. With the aid of fictional characterization, to a certain extent
Plath's wishes can be gratified through the identification with the models
represented by other women and her specifically invented alter-ego role. Having
written about how to role-play herself as a :fictitious character, Esther's persona
suggests that Plath is consciously aware of the bonding significance of social roles.
Plath might also be aware of the fact that it is hard to reject the stereotypical
image - of a young and beautiful but powerful girl - as long as she needs society
to reveal her identity. The mz.sk does not only offer her security, but also it
reinforces her striving for superiority to the extent that her performance is so
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flawlessly designed that she might be regarded as the iconic heroine. Security, the
key aspect to Plath's substitution for the lack of fatherly upbringing, tends to be
the recurring theme in her writing and the focus of our discussion in the next
section.

Security

As already mentioned, one reason for treating Plath's writing in terms of wish
gratification might be her identification with social roles, represented in her
fictional characterization. Identification is frequently considered to be one of the
most important factors in respect of personality and identity formation. Based
primarily on the images of depression in Plath's writing, 20 we can see how writing
can be beneficial for Plath, as she seems to learn about herself while she writes.
For this particular reason, we could say that Plath achieves a sense of security
through writing with the help of her defense mechanism. As a result, she seems to
be able to adapt herself to conform to society's norms and make sense of them.
The defense mechanism helps reduce the mental conflict resulting from
too many unsatisfied wishes in the ego. While contributing to a healthy perception
of the world, the defense mechanism sometimes allows the always-active
repressed wishes to enter the consciousness and reduce the chance of appearance
of pathological symptoms by negotiating with the ego to accept certain unsatisfied
wishes rather than having them dumped into the unconscious area. Obsessed with
narcissistic depression, Plath seems to be able to distinguish between the
repressed wishes and external reality with the aid of other female figures. Within

20

See the section on Representations of Sylvia as a Depressed Person in Her Writing in Chapter 2.
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the framework of being centered on others, it should be stressed that one of the
advantages of the defense mechanism is to bring Plath courage to distance herself
away from her obsession with self and enable her to raise her awareness of the
attainable goal to strive for.
Writing about the desired roles to be best identified with may represent
Plath's attempts to find her attainable goal(s) that she can accomplish. Apparently,
there are several conflicts between who she is and what she wants to be, but the
notion of writing in connection with the defense mechanism may let her to
discover her identity in her writing. Esther refers to a short story about the fig-tree
in which the figs represent choices in life. She seems to be confused about not
knowing what to choose since choosing one means losing all the rest. As a result,
she thinks that she might just end up starving under the tree incapable of choosing
any of the figs (The Bell Jar 81). To improve the understanding of how the
defense mechanism can promcte identity formation and exploration, it may be
useful to exemplify some of the notable examples of the mechanism which are
applicable to Plath's case.
Sublimation, which as earlier described is the transformation of repressed
sexual desires into a socially acceptable expression, seems to lead Plath to change
herself regardless of how bad experience she encountered before:

Next year I will not be the self of this year now. And that is why I laugh at
the transient, the ephemeral; laugh, while clutching, holding, tenderly, like a
fool his toy, cracked glass, water through fingers [ ... ] whatever dream you
use to dope up the pcdns and hurts, it goes [ ... ]You've only got so long to
live. You 're getting your dream. Things are working, blind forces, no
personal spiritual beneficent ones except your own intelligence and the good
will of a few other fools and fellow humans. So hit it while it's hot. (Plath,
Journals 130, italics mine)
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In this particular context of her journal dated January 19, 1953, Plath seems to
learn how to promise herself a change in the future and how to cope with the
"pains and hurts" by asserting the fact that they will pass her by. Furthermore, she
seems to encourage herself by writing and cheer up her ego by hoping that there
may be several other potentialities in her life in wait for her. The optimistic view
and sense of practicality visible towards the end of the discussion could be seen as
calling for action to attain her goal.
Sublimation creates a great deal of energy to work constructively:

[ ... ] the idea of being with a stimulating, brilliant, magnificent male for three
days of conventional and unconventional companionship! [ ... ] Think of
seven weeks (instead of hours) of anticipation! (God, what a life - living in
the future and the past and existing merely in the present.) I will work like a
fanatical intellectual for the next month and a half. That is the benefit of
having some definite occasion to look forward to in the sequence of time:
you can orient your energies to work purposefully (Plath, Journals 160)

This excerpt, written on the sai.1e date as the previous journal entry, can be seen
as reflecting how sexual excitation brings Plath inspiration to become productive
in work as a "fanatical intellectual." The power of her sex drive is so immense
that it enables her to allocate the right amount of energy for the right time. Plath
even mentions how beneficial it is to be able to look for "some definite occasion"
from time to time. It can be said that it is through gratifying her wishes that Plath
is inspired to live her life with a definite goal. There might be even a further
implication suggesting that if her sexual wishes were to be fulfilled on a regular
basis, the work-oriented perspective would certainly signify the healthy mental
condition, allowing for the fulfilling of the repressed sexual wishes and
"purposefully" achieving the work-goal.
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At this point it is helpful to consider the defense mechanism of (ego)
regression to be reexamined within the same framework, in which the ego restores
to an earlier phase of being a young child that needs be taken care of. In order to
provide the basis for the understanding how regression might be connected to the
notion of the child, it may seem best, following Freud, to study the concept of
creative writers and day-dreaming.
In the discussion on creative writers, Freud speaks of the similarity
between the creative writing and the child's play:

[The creative writer] creates a world of phantasy which he takes very
seriously [ ... ] which he invests with large amount of emotion - while
separating it sharply from reality [ ... ] the unreality of the writer's
imaginative world [ ... ] in the play of phantasy [ ... ] can become a source of
pleasure for the hearers and spectators at the performance of a writer's work.
(Freud 437)

The link between the creative writing and child's play seems to be the "unreality
of the imaginative world" that brings pleasure to the audience. This "unreality"
may signify how the ego needs to be regressed to the extent that it breaks free
from the consciousness to be deeply incubated or nurtured retrogressively in the
unconscious. There is a further implication from Freud's perspective that there
can be a moment when an adult wants to look back seriously on the "games in
childhood." Nonetheless, Freud further explains how it is possible that the
individual may give up the "yield of pleasure," obtained from playing, when they
grow up (Freud 437).
The notion of giving up pleasure can be illustrated by one of the conflicts
between the grown-up reality and childhood Plath presents in her journal:
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What a pathetic blighting of the beauty and reality of childhood. Not to be
sentimental, as I sound, but why the hell are we conditioned into the smooth
strawberry-and-cream Mother-Goose world, Alice-in-Wonderland fable,

only to be broken on the wheel as we grow older and become aware of
ourselves as individuals with a dull responsibility in life? (Plath, Journals 35,
italics mine)

This journal entry 40 written in July 1950, is self-explanatory in terms of the
strikingly important awareness of childhood. The key to understanding the notion
of creative writing can be a close examination of the language Plath uses to
present the conflict between the happiness in childhood and the "dull
responsibility" she experiences when she grows up. In this extract, Plath seems to
invest a lot of emotion in reviving the description of children's tales, i.e. Mother
Goose and Alice in Wonderland, which may still linger in her unconscious.

Perhaps those stories used to be her favorite reading when she was young because
they seem to sum up what her cnildhood might have been like. During the process
of recollecting the childhood experience, Plath's wishes could be satisfied to the
extent that they enable her to release her creativity (benefited from ego regression)
not only to be expressed in cleverly written language, but also providing her with
a possibility to imagine herself to be a young child pampered by her parents.
Parents, in this sense, may explicitly include her lost father who was a very
important figure in Plath's childhood.
In order to obtain security through writing, Plath seems to make use of the
defense mechanism - distorting her way of seeing the world - to the fullest extent,
bringing her closer to pleasures she experienced in childhood. On the one hand,
the defense mechanisms Plath employs seem to have several productive and
constructive consequences for her, e.g. teaching her how to make sense of her
living by coping with depression; encouraging her to see the inner constructive
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tendency optimistically; accomplishing the attainable goals through sublimated
sexual gratification by means of transforming her sexual desires into a socially
acceptable expression; regressing to an earlier state of development to lessen the
mourning for the lost object; anj mastering the potentials of written expression. In
the course of ego regression, we might be able to see how rebirth can be
considered to be the opportunity to enable her to become less worried and anxious
about her present depression.

Transcendence of the Self

Having

demonstrated

how

Plath

structures

her

life

through

elaborate

characterization and obtains security through creativity, we can conclude that her
identification with multiple role models with the aid of other defense mechanisms
tend to allow a better opportunity to develop her relationship with society and
understand her mental organization through writing. The development to be
discussed in this section focuses on Plath's wish for rebirth which could
symbolize her belief in purification and transcendence of the self. There might
also be a connection here to sublimation and ego regression, in the sense that the
repressed anxiety and instinctual impulses are cleansed to the extent that Plath
may become a new person.
In support of the context of Plath's wish for rebirth, Gilbert reaffirms in
her essay on "Confessions of a Plath Addict" that Plath may have wanted to be
"reborn into the liberty of her own distant childhood. Plath seems to want to be
once more 'running along the hot white beaches' with her father" (qtd. in Bloom
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58). As previously mentioned Plath need to be pampered by her parents is made
visible through the process of ego regression. It can be suggested that writing may
in some ways act as a connector to bridge the gap between the world of fantasy
and reality.
Barnard observes that in The Bell Jar, Esther, in the deceptive form of Elly,
decides to "get rid of her life of the whole dirty and expressive experience through
the rebirth of a sort of baptism" (Barnard 29). The association with hot water
seems to influence and soothe Esther to feel like being born again in the hot bath:

I never feel so much myself as when I'm in a hot bath [... ) I felt myself
growing pure again. I don't believe in baptism or the waters of Jordan or
anything like that, but I guess I feel about a hot bath the way religious people
feel about holy water [ ... ] I said to myself: 'Doreen is dissolving, Lenny
Shepherd is dissolving, Frankie is dissolving, New York is dissolving, they
are all dissolving and none of them matter any more [ ... ] The longer I lay
there in the clear water the purer I felt [ ... ] I felt pure and sweet as a new
baby. (Plath, The Bell Jar 22-23, italics mine)

Last night - aching, dazed, too numb to feel or cry, I took a hot bath: therapy:
the kinks wore out, and I rose purged, for a day, of the sticky collection of
sweat and exudings, powered, in a fresh-laundered tom white-cotton
nightgown with tiny purple roses sprigged over it. (Plath, Journals 352)

One way of interpreting these excerpts would be an indication that Plath and
Esther want to relieve the burdens, start a new life or identity, and experience new
opportunities for pleasure. In the scene when Esther spends her time in the hot
bath, she seems to acquire the healing power from the hot water as if she were
being baptized and her soul purified. She seems to leave all the worries behind as
she sinks under the water. Eventually, she tends to erase all the trouble-making
people, i.e. Doreen, Frankie, and Lenny Shepherd, from her memory. The feeling
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of purity and sweetness of being "as a new baby" might suggest the completed
process of rebirth in which she is born again to become a new person or an
identity that is ready for a new change or nurture. In the journal dated on March
18, 1958, Plath seems to derive the sense of self-therapy through the hot bath as
similarly in her novel in which she can get rid of the filthy substance from her
body and start to be pure again. The white cotton nightgown with tiny purple rose
flower decorations might further suggest the return to nature in which the light
tone of color could represent purity.
It has already been demonstrated that in her conscious self Plath struggles

to look at the world with optimism, conforming to society's roles with
deliberation, forming a concrete identity and personality for the sake of
acceptance. At times she feels happy about the achievement, while at other times
she fails to see the value of it. In her unconscious, she yearns for the nonexistent
love that she once experienced in her childhood. Even though Plath seems to
suffer from being engaged in depression and destructiveness, she seems to keep
her hardworking routine writing exercise in order to make sense of the worth of
living. Taking into consideration the nature of the writing process, the therapeutic
effect might come automatically to the writer when s/he has to focus and
contemplate the points/he wishes to express.
Plath's texts represent a certain degree of freedom, seeing as she can
complain and criticize practically about anything in the journals, observe and roleplay any role in The Bell Jar, or play with any image and have fun with rhymes in
her poems. In his commentary essay on "Sylvia Plath and Her Journals," Ted
Hughes, Plath's husband, asserts that Plath shows a deliberate attempt to "extend
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her writing and tum it toward the world and other people, to stretch it over more
of outer reality, to forget herself in some exploration off outer reality" (Hughes
qtd. in Bloom 113). Throughout the developmental phase of her freedom, Plath
also seems to learn to look at herself from a distant perspective, so that her writing
becomes less self-critical.
Losing all the attachment to the ego, detaching oneself from the past and
future to live only in the present, and preparing for a change are some of the
characteristics of Maslow's "new type of human being" (Maslow 56-57). In the
discussion of "Narrowing of Consciousness," the individual seems to become less
conscious of everything except the "matter-in-hand" (62). Maslow makes a point
that the individual is more free of the influence of other people which signifies
that we become much more ourselves:

This means dropping masks, dropping our efforts to influence, to impress, to
please, to be lovable, to win applause. It could be said so: If we have no
audience to play to, we cease to be actors. With no need to act we can devote
ourselves, self-forgetfully, to the problem. (Maslow 63)

What seems to be the significance of this new type of human being is that if the
individual focuses on the matter-in-hand rather than pleasing the other people to
win back the attention, they should be able to see themselves as who they really
are and resolve the (mental) problem more effectively. Maslow makes a further
point when he compares this notion of self-forgetfulness to the relationship
between the father and the child. He states that it is "all right for the child to act
like a child" and the child can depend on other people to reach the extent that they
have to "outgrow" other people. In addition, children may not be afraid of their
father if he has been dead for a long time (Maslow 62-63).
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To illustrate how Plat!1 detaches herself from her ego, consider this
following excerpt showing how she appreciates the natural surroundings:

So, now I shall talk every night. To myself. To the moon. I shall walk, as I
did tonight [ ... ] in the blue-silver of the cold moon, shining brilliantly on the
drifts of fresh-fallen snow, with the myriad sparkles[ ... ] I talk to myself and
look at the dark trees, blessedly neutral [ ... ] With masks down, I walk,
talking to the moon, to the neutral impersonal force that does not hear but
merely accept my being. (Journals 200, italics mine)

What Plath presents here in her journal dated on Feb 19, 1956 seems to represent
Maslow's concept of self-forgetfulness, in which she seems to be less critical
about her own self and rather to focus on the writing that describes the
surrounding nature. Words that refer to nature are repeated many times as if they
were the predominant subject of this writing i.e. moon, snow, trees. Plath even
suggests how comfortable she feels when she removes her masks and feels the
"neutral impersonal force" that will accept her existence no matter who she is.
Nature in Plath's interpretation is less judging, evaluating, and criticizing. So if
Plath decides to talk to nature (herself), this talk will bring her a lot more comfort
since the emphasis is put on describing nature rather than on the observation and
judgment of her mental condition.
Writing therapy can be considered to be a healing process in which Plath
seems to discover her constant wish for healing treatment in the form of selftherapy in order to cope with depression and destructiveness. Writing therapy
highlights a number of beneficially therapeutic effects. It might be possible to
state that writing therapy can be regarded as a useful tool for her self-discovery
and development.
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Plath's masterful fictional characterization seems to allow her to role-play
different roles of the same sex to learn who she can identify with best. With the
aid of identification, Esther learns the stereotypical image represented in her
friends and boss to adjust herself to perform some of their roles and identify with
the most agreeable one if possible. Esther seems to be aware of the relationship
between the individual and society at large, in which social role models signify
different type of women and different career paths. Plath, as an observer, seems to
invent her mirrored-self roles cf Esther and Elly to represent the most agreeable
roles for her mask. Secondly, speaking of how Plath obtains security from writing,
we have mentioned that her defense mechanisms, i.e. sublimation and ego
regression, help her to make sense of living in society for a number of reasons.
They allow her to accept social norms, work constructively, set attainable goals,
be optimistically productive, and learn about the source of pleasure and creativity.
The idea of the ego regression, in Plath's case, brings the notion of
remembrance to remind Plath of the fatherly protective love that she longs for.
The nonexistence of the father figure seems to dominate Plath's writing, where
she reveals she yearns to be looked after once again. Finally, based on the analysis
of the development of Plath's potentialities, the ego regression seems to offer her
an opportunity to form a new identity and bring about pleasure. The point to be
noted here is that Plath seems to demonstrate disciplined hard work to practice
writing as a part of her academic career and for a personal purpose to express her
identity in order to adapt to society's norms. Regardless of whether we treat Plath
as a depressed person, patient, or a writer, writing therapy might be seen an
effective form of medication that can cure her ailments and bring back the
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pleasure to make sense of her oppressive life. We cannot overlook the fact that
writing proves to grant the gift of life and a transcendental sense of being reborn
into a new person, "sweet and pure."
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Conclusion

Exceeding society's expectation and going beyond the repetitive history of writing,
Plath might be considered as a writer-cum-artist in the sense of being a "new type
of human being." Within this framework we can conclude that not only have her
works transcended to the degree that they continue to stir the critics' attention, but
also her works of writing might inspire a great number of writers and readers who
might forming a belief that writing can bring about therapeutic effects
constructively and productively. On the one hand, the notion of rebirth may
signify the revivification of her work to be examined critically over and over; on
the other hand, rebirth in an unconventional sense might suggest the future
creation of the new generation of artists and writers who will benefit from the
course of reading the writings of Sylvia Plath.
Still, in order to be able to create, the artists/writers should be able to
display at least a certain degree of honesty to reveal their identity in front of the
psychoanalytical mirror like Plath did. Ifwe see the endless space of writing paper
in terms of a vast piece of glass that constitutes the mirror, the reflection in the
mirror may allow the artists/writers to see themselves differently, depending on
their angle. Writing thus could be seen as a behind-the-scenes denominator to
delineate their outward appearances: the costume they wear, their facial
expression, or their reaction when they look at themselves. Seen from the
perspective of linking the actual self to the invented self, no matter who they see
in the reflection, they will experience self-actualization through coming to terms
with what they see. Once the self-actualization is fulfilled, there might experience
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a strong urge to be reborn so that a new creation will be constructed. Perchance
Plath's rebirth can best be illustrated in the notion of her resurrection in the form
of a phoenix. She will remain the woman who will always "rise out of the ashes"
as the speaker of "Lady Lazarus" proclaims towards the end of the poem.
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