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SUMMARY

This commentary responds to Carona & Atanazio’s
discussion of Sylvia Plath’s novel The Bell Jar in
this issue of BJPsych Advances. Although |
agree with their emphasis on empathy and sensi-
tivity in medical practice, | argue that they overlook
the broader insights of the medical humanities. By
examining themes of suicide and patriarchy in The
Bell Jar, | highlight how the novel itself, and the
humanities scholars who have studied it, provide
a counternarrative to the biomedical model, urging
a more holistic understanding of psychological dis-
tress. | advocate engaging with Plath’s work
beyond diagnostic criteria, appreciating its cultural
and structural dimensions.
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In their discussion of Sylvia Plath’s 1963 novel The
Bell Jar, Carona & Atanazio (2025) use sections of
the novel’s text to illustrate psychopathology that
fits the DSM-5 diagnostic criteria for major depres-
sive disorder. They write: ‘Medical humanities,
especially when applied to psychiatry, may
sharpen the clinician’s faculties of empathy and sen-
sitivity, and enhance the awareness of their
necessity’.

I agree. However, Carona & Atanazio’s article
does not, in fact, engage with the scholarship of the
medical humanities, nor its insights. Rather, they
use The Bell Jar as a revision aid that buttresses a
pre-existing medical framework. The medical
humanities can critique, undermine, subvert and/
or enrich medical frameworks, to help us build
understandings of psychological distress that are
more attentive to culture, environment and politics.
Indeed, it is commonsensical within the medical
humanities that one key value of illness narratives
is that they provide a counternarrative, against the
biomedical paradigm (Hurwitz 2004). In this com-
mentary, I engage with the medical humanities in
more depth to see what we can learn from The Bell
Jarthat is not already encapsulated in our diagnostic
manuals.
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My aim is not to downgrade the value of diagno-
ses, which serve many functions for patients, clini-
cians and administrators of health services (Huda
2019; Jutel 2024). Instead, this commentary capita-
lises on the strength of the medical humanities in
exploring dimensions of inner psychological experi-
ences that are neglected, denied or flattened by diag-
nostic criteria, and placing them in social context.
Thus, reading this commentary along with Carona
& Atanazio’s article will afford the reader a more
holistic interpretation of the novel, albeit still incom-
plete, as interpretations of art always are.

The main character, Esther Greenwood, several
times refers to feeling depressed, but the diagnosis
of major depressive disorder is not one that is men-
tioned in the book. I offer a broader understanding
of Esther’s experiences and her understandings of
those experiences. Literary scholars have examined
many topics in The Bell Jar, including relationships
(Miyatsu 2018), anti-psychiatry and Cold War
America (McCann 2012). I will focus on just two:
suicide and patriarchy. I have chosen these based
on what a culturally and structurally competent
(Metzl 2018) clinician might learn from The Bell
Jar, specifically in relation to formulating the
sources of Esther’s distress. Since the novel is
semi-autobiographical (Box 1) I will consider these
issues within the context of Plath’s life.

Suicide

Plath ended her life in 1963, shortly after publica-
tion of The Bell Jar. It is tempting to understand
her death as a result of mental illness. To do so
would be to ascribe to her suicide — and Esther’s
suicide attempt in The Bell Jar — what Ian Marsh
refers to as a ‘compulsory ontology of pathology’
(Marsh 2010: p. 43). Marsh discusses how people
often attribute suicides deterministically to mental
disorders, occluding space for consideration of
other causative factors. Sociological (Chandler
2020) and historical (Millard 2015) studies of self-
harm and suicide have argued against such reduc-
tive explanations. Such a simple, direct rationalisa-
tion of Plath’s death forecloses meaningful
consideration of the complicated social forces at
play. Put simply, blaming suicide on the mental
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BOX 1 The ‘confessional’ style in Sylvia Plath’s
works

It is widely accepted that both The Bell Jar and the post-
humously published collection of poems Ariel are based on
events that actually happened in Plath’s life (Clark 2022).
The move towards directly addressing her own personal
experiences is considered to be a development from her
earlier collection, The Colossus. This change in style
influenced and was influenced by other poets, such as
Robert Lowell and Anne Sexton. Together, their style was
dubbed ‘confessional’ (Moyer 2024).

However, it should be noted that literary scholars have
pointed to the limitations of conflating confessional works
of art with simple recollections. For example, are not all
works of art inspired by the real experiences of the artist?
Furthermore, critics such as Roland Barthes (1977) have
pointed towards the new layers of meaning that each
reader brings. Put otherwise, are not all interpretations of
literature inspired by the real experiences of the reader?
Thus, Barthes suggests that critics ought not to devote too
much attention to the intentions of the author, since such
‘interpretive tyranny’ would place unnecessary limits on
interpretations of art, whether confessional/autobio-
graphical or not. The exact relationship between the events
related by Esther Greenwood and those experienced by
Sylvia Plath is unclear: a topic for the reader to ponder
rather than assume.

illness of the individual gets everyone else off the
hook.

Rather than seeing Esther’s suicidal thoughts as a
symptom of depressive disorder, what other factors
might we consider that are relevant? Rollyson
(2020), one of her many biographers, has written
that there was nothing inevitable about Plath’s
suicide. In his telling, one key factor was the
‘regime of antipathy’ waged upon her by her
husband Ted Hughes.

Patriarchy

What did Hughes’s ‘regime of terror’ consist of? The
pair had married in 1956 and had two children.
Rollyson’s biography details the emotional and
physical abuse perpetrated by Hughes. In 1961 he
began an affair with Assia Wevill. (Wevill ended
her own life in 1969.) Plath and Hughes separated
in 1962, but remained married, meaning that
Hughes remained in control of her estate after her
death.

Hughes went on to become poet laureate.
Feminists such as Robin Morgan have understood
Hughes’s unhindered success as an example of
how men are not held accountable for oppressing
women. Posthumously, Plath became a feminist
icon, leading to the publication of Morgan’s poem
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‘Arraignment’, which became a rallying point of
second wave feminism. Activists in the women’s
movement frequently disrupted Hughes’s poetry
readings, as well as repeatedly modifying Sylvia
Plath’s gravestone, removing the adopted surname
Hughes.

The debates regarding Hughes’s role in Plath’s
suicide provide a substrate for clinicians to reflect
on the various ways suicides affect survivors for
years afterwards. In the 2015 BBC documentary
Ted Hughes: Stronger than Death, Plath and
Hughes’s daughter Frieda Hughes movingly reflects
on her perception of these activists, which was not
entirely positive. Clinicians must be aware not just
of the social forces — such as patriarchy — that
make some social groups more likely to suffer dis-
tress than others, but also the ways in which particu-
lar individuals get caught up in the tempestuous
interplay of these forces, as well as the moral and
political crusades to overcome them.

For Esther in The Bell Jar, it is not just patriarchy
that crushed her, but the way her personal ambitions
clashed with limits placed on her by social role
expectations for women in 1950s USA. Her
mother sees her as a ‘good girl’ and encourages her
to take courses in shorthand so she can become a
secretary. Her boyfriend Buddy Willard expects
her to be delighted when he asks her to marry him.

The precipitating factors for her deterioration are
sexual assault, followed by learning that she had not
received a scholarship. She wants to be an inter-
nationally renowned writer, a task she devoted
herself to, but that remained at odds with what her
mother and Buddy anticipated for her. The scholar-
ship represents a step towards what she wants,
rather than what others expect of her. But she is
also ambivalent regarding what they want from
her: motherhood. In typically blunt, mildly offen-
sive, comic tone, she writes of the women writers
she aspires to join:

‘Of course, the famous woman poet at my college lived
with another woman — a stumpy old Classical scholar
with a cropped Dutch cut. And when I told the poet I
might well get married and have a pack of children
someday, she stared at me in horror. “But what
about your career?” she had cried.

My head ached. Why did I attract these weird old
women?’ (Plath 1963: 194)

Career or family. How could Esther resolve this
tension between aspiration and expectation in
1950s America? Her striving against the structural
problem of patriarchy, coupled with an at least
partial desire to fulfil some of the roles associated
with patriarchal institutions, created a double bind.
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Conclusion

Biographies of Sylvia Plath advance countless nar-
ratives regarding her life and death and the mean-
ings of her writings. Carona & Atanazio have
examined Esther — like a specimen in a bell jar -
using the text as a ledger against which to mark off
diagnostic criteria for one mental disorder.
Applying a diagnostic framework to an expressive
work of art is perhaps an understandable thing for
diagnosticians to do. But one of the most consistent
critiques of medical professionals by humanities
scholars is the way we use medical discourse to
drown out other voices (Seal 2024). It would be fruit-
ful for us to pay more attention to Plath’s under-
standings of the world around her and to the
medical humanities scholars who have studied her.
I urge readers to approach The Bell Jar as a text to
enjoy, be nourished by and learn from, rather than
to bolster what they think they already know.
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