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ABSTRACT 

Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar is a novel that explores in depth the complex relationship between the human body 

and individual autonomy. This account of Esther Greenwood's depression and suicidal ideation makes evident 

the body can be the site of struggle as she wrestles for control of herself and the reclamation of her selfhood. 

At the center of Plath's narrative is Esther's catastrophically difficult struggle to become herself. This struggle 

is frequently interrupted by the societal forces that colonize her decisions and deny her agency. The description 

of Esther's self-harm and suicide attempt can be seen as her last resource for trying to gain control over herself, 

her body, and her life in a situation where she feels completely incapable of fighting against the external 

pressures around her. But as Esther sinks into a low period of depression, the metaphor of The Bell Jar 

becomes a burden of the mind, trapping people, especially women, inside of a filter of black flames, suffocated 

by the expectations and standards of the society around them. 
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The significance of the body as a site of control and resistance is further underscored by Esther's ambivalent 

relationship with her physicality. Plath's narrative highlights how Esther's fragmented sense of self is 

inextricably linked to her perception of her physical manifestations, which she sometimes views as a source 

of weakness and constraint. Esther's struggle to reconcile her desire for autonomy with the societal norms 

placed upon her female body reflects a broader commentary on how patriarchal structures can alienate and 

disempower women leading to mental anguish. 

Keywords: self-harm, autonomy, body as a site of control, selfhood, societal norms, patriarchal structures, 

physical manifestations, mental anguish 

The title "The Body as a Site of Control: Analyzing Self-Harm and Autonomy in Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar" 

invites an investigation into how the body serves as a focal point for both personal and societal control within 

Plath's. It indicates an examination of the protagonist's challenges relating to her identity, independence, and 

mental health, concentrating on how her body becomes a venue for external pressures and internal struggles. 

"I felt myself trapped in a bell jar, and I couldn't get out. Everything was so far away." (p. 3). 

Esther Greenwood, the protagonist, is a complex character whose journey reflects themes of identity, mental 

illness, and societal pressure. Esther grapples with her sense of self throughout the novel. She feels alienated 

from societal expectations regarding femininity, particularly the roles of wife and mother. "I couldn't see the 

point of getting up.  I had no place to go, and I was afraid of everyone I saw." (p.9). Her aspiration to be a 

writer highlights her desire for autonomy and self-definition, but she is often overwhelmed by the pressures 

to conform. 

Esther's mental health deteriorates as the story progresses, leading to her experiences with depression and 

suicidal ideation. This struggle is not merely a personal battle but is deeply intertwined with her social 

environment. Her breakdown symbolizes the impact of societal norms on individual mental health, 

showcasing how external pressures can exacerbate internal conflicts. She actively resists traditional 

expectations placed on women in the 1950s. She feels suffocated by the notion that success is tied to marriage 

and domesticity. Her refusal to accept these roles positions her as a rebel, though it also deepens her feelings 

of isolation. "I felt as if I were in the eye of a tornado. I could see the world clearly, but I was too afraid to 

move."(p. 167). 
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 Her relationships are fraught with tension and complexity. Her interactions with figures like Buddy Willard, 

Doreen, and her mother highlight her struggles with intimacy and connection. These relationships reflect her 

ambivalence towards traditional gender roles and her difficulty in finding authentic connections. "I was 

supposed to be a feminist, but I couldn't even take my own side. I felt so lost." (p. 98). 

 The Bell Jar itself symbolizes Esther's suffocation and isolation. She describes feeling trapped under it, unable 

to breathe or engage with the world around her. This metaphor encapsulates her mental state and the societal 

constraints she feels are imposed upon her. "The silence depressed me. It wasn't the silence of silence. It was 

my own silence" (p,18). By the end of the novel, Esther's journey takes her towards a tentative path of 

recovery. Her experience reflects a broader struggle for many women in her time, emphasizing the importance 

of self-acceptance and resilience. 

Self-harm is the deliberate act of inflicting physical injury on oneself, often as a means to manage emotional 

anguish, distress, or psychological instability. In The Bell Jar, self-harm serves as a reflection of the 

protagonist Esther Greenwood's battles with her mental health and feelings of alienation from her 

surroundings. It reflects a complex interplay between suffering and the desire for control, serving both as a 

release and a method of expressing inner turmoil. In The Bell Jar, self-harm is a nuanced reaction to the 

profound sense of helplessness that Esther experiences. Her self-destructive behaviours, including her suicide 

attempt, can be interpreted as efforts to regain sovereignty over her own body. Esther feels estranged from the 

future that society anticipates for her; through self-harm, she encounters a semblance of control that she lacks 

in other aspects of her life. Her mental breakdown is intertwined with a perception of physical disintegration, 

leading her to dissociate from her body, which she perceives as alien and disconnected from her identity. "I 

wanted to be where nobody I knew could ever come."(p. 171).  

 This psychological fragmentation manifests in her self-harm, a literal act of breaking down her physical body 

as a reflection of her inner turmoil. While harmful, Esther's attempts to injure herself represent her taking back 

control in a life where she feels powerless. Plath portrays this as a twisted form of agency—where Esther's 

desire to harm herself is a reaction to the external forces that seek to mould her into something she does not 

want to be. 

Autonomy pertains to the capacity to make independent choices and govern oneself. In the context of The Bell 

Jar, autonomy involves Esther's quest for self-determination and identity in a society that often imposes 

restrictive roles on women. Her journey illustrates the tension between societal expectations and personal 
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freedom, highlighting how mental illness can challenge one's sense of agency. The struggle for autonomy 

becomes intertwined with her experiences of self-harm, as she navigates her desire for control over her body 

and life amidst overwhelming external pressures. 

The notion of autonomy in The Bell Jar is intricately connected to Esther's mental health. The narrative depicts 

her mental illness as both a result of societal pressures and a quest for individual freedom. Esther's breakdown 

stems from her struggle to align her aspirations with societal expectations, ultimately causing her to forfeit 

control over her own life. Throughout the story, Esther wrestles with the conflict between control and 

liberation. While she resents the influence society has over her future—regarding marriage, career, and 

family—she simultaneously fears the prospects of freedom that come with defying these conventions. Her 

breakdown can be interpreted as an effort to escape this untenable situation by exerting authority over the one 

aspect she can—her own body. 

Esther's body becomes a metaphorical site where power dynamics between the individual and society are acted 

out. In the 1950s, women were subject to intense societal expectations regarding beauty, behaviour, and 

professional aspirations. Esther's refusal to conform to these ideals is symbolized by her growing sense of 

alienation from her body. Esther's body is subject to social norms that seek to define what is considered 

appropriate for a woman of her time—physical attractiveness, sexual purity, and motherhood. Plath's narrative 

critiques the ways in which Esther's identity is constrained by these expectations. The Bell Jar represents the 

suffocating nature of societal control and the isolation that results from it. Esther is trapped under this 

metaphorical bell jar, and her body is the immediate place where she feels the pressure of this entrapment. "I 

wanted to be a part of the world, but I was always looking from the outside in. It was like a glass wall." (p. 

125.) 

The Bell Jar symbol can be interpreted as the pressure cooker of societal expectations, which confine and 

stifle Esther's sense of self. Her self-harm becomes a way to push back against this suffocation, even if it 

ultimately leads to more suffering. Inside The Bell Jar, Esther feels as though she is being observed and 

judged, further alienating her from her body and reinforcing the idea that control over her body has been taken 

away from her. The act of harming herself becomes one of the few ways she can make herself "invisible" and 

unobservable, even if only temporarily. The treatment Esther receives from male doctors represents another 

level of control. She is diagnosed as mentally ill and subjected to medical interventions (e.g., electroconvulsive 

therapy) without her full consent, illustrating how the medical system exerts control over her mind and body. 
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"I thought the most beautiful thing in the world must be shadow, the thing that hides the light." (p. 226). By 

the end of the novel, Esther's path to healing signifies a partial restoration of her autonomy, even as her future 

remains precarious. Her physical and emotional recovery is mirrored by a cautious reassertion of her body as 

something she can govern, yet Plath leaves the question of true autonomy for women in her societal framework 

unresolved. In this context, the body serves as the central battleground for Esther Greenwood's psychological 

and emotional conflicts. Self-harm appears as a contradictory means of agency—a harmful strategy to reclaim 

control in a world that prevents her from defining her own identity. This behaviour can be seen both as a 

desperate claim to autonomy and a profound reflection of its absence. Esther's self-harming actions 

demonstrate her struggle to regain command over her body in an environment that seeks to dominate her, 

ultimately highlighting the intricate interplay of mental health, societal pressures, and the desire for self-

determination. "I took a deep breath and listened to the old brag of my heart. I am, I am, I am." (p,243). 

Esther participates in therapy sessions with Dr. Nolan, an empathetic psychiatrist who assists her in delving 

into the root causes of her difficulties while developing coping mechanisms. She builds significant 

relationships with fellow patients in the hospital, as well as with friends and colleagues outside of it. These 

connections offer her a sense of community and support, which play a vital role in her healing process. 

Through her journey, Esther cultivates self-awareness and gains deeper understanding of her own challenges. 

She begins to question societal expectations and norms that have fueled her feelings of isolation and 

disenchantment. Writing emerges as a vital means for her to process her feelings and make sense of her lived 

experiences. By transforming her pain and uncertainty into creative expression, Esther discovers a path to 

manage her internal struggles. She also starts to delve into her passions and abilities, especially in writing and 

academic ventures. By engaging in what genuinely excites her, she takes significant steps toward reclaiming 

her identity and independence. She critically examines and resists conventional gender roles and societal 

expectations that restrict women's freedom and agency. Esther stands firm against societal pressures to marry 

or conform to prescribed roles, affirming her entitlement to make autonomous choices and live life according 

to her own values. She actively seeks financial independence and self-reliance through educational and 

professional opportunities. By taking control of her future, she reinforces her autonomy in determining her 

own direction. Throughout her challenges, Esther embarks on a journey of self-discovery and reflection. She 

confronts her fears, insecurities, and social conditioning, progressively increasing her self-awareness and 
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empowerment to make independent choices. Esther makes pivotal strides toward liberating herself from the 

limitations that have constrained her, thereby asserting her agency and autonomy. 

By analyzing self-harm and autonomy in The Bell Jar, the new generation of women gains a powerful 

framework for understanding their own struggles with mental health, trauma, and societal pressures. Esther's 

journey serves as both a warning about the pitfalls of accepting patriarchal norms and a hopeful narrative for 

taking charge of one's body and mind. This analysis motivates women to confront trauma, break free from 

destructive cycles, and champion their own mental and emotional independence. Engaging openly with mental 

health topics in literature allows readers to recognize their suffering, thereby shattering the silence that often 

surrounds trauma and thoughts of suicide. Understanding the societal influences behind personal trauma 

enables women to challenge these systems instead of succumbing to guilt or shame. By observing Esther's 

experiences, young women may feel empowered to advocate for wider definitions of success, identity, and 

self-worth that are not limited by traditional expectations. Recognizing suicidal thoughts as part of the healing 

journey—not as an endpoint—encourages young women to seek assistance and hold onto hope for a future 

beyond trauma. Contemporary women can learn to take charge of their healing journeys, selecting paths that 

align with their unique experiences and values. This topic not only deepens the understanding of Plath's work 

but also serves as a tool for modern feminist thought, making it a valuable contribution to discussions on 

gender, trauma, and agency. 
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