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Abstract 
This article discusses marital suffering, as portrayed by Sylvia Plath from 
a feminist viewpoint, and claims that her delineation of marital afflictions 
is a tool of protest against patriarchal oppression. In a convention-ridden 
patriarchal society, a woman usually cannot express her voice and remains 
suffocated by her personal agony and ache. However, Plath tries to break 
the conventions in her poetry, by representing the unjust institution of 
patriarchal marriage, which treats women as commodities. Many critics 
have noted that Plath’s marital sufferings are responsible for her suicidal 
death, which is a means of protest against, and resistance to, patriarchy. 
Since her poetry represents both her psycho-social suffering and her fight 
against the margins set by patriarchal society, one may consider her poetry 
to be a weapon of setting her “self,” as well as other women’s, free from 
male-dominated psychological imprisonment. The article explores how 
Plath’s poetic persona emerges as the Phoenix, the libertarian spirit, by 
deliberately exposing her marital sufferings, psycho-sexual torture, 
husband’s infidelity, and the ultimate death resulting from conjugal 
unhappiness, which is interpreted as a protest against all kinds of 
patriarchal discriminations.  
 
Keywords: patriarchy, marital sufferings, subjugation, suicidal death, 
resistance, feminist reading  
 
 
Sylvia Plath (1932-1963), one of the “leading poets in the nascent 
confessional movement held in Boston in the late 1950s” (Gill, “My 
Story” 67), delineates the themes of marital suffering in her poetry with 
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exceptional discernment. Her poetry “features the revelation of previously 
hidden truth, exploration of taboo areas, and an authenticity of voice” 
(Gill, “My Story” 67), and it is not the “shut-box” of her life only; rather, 
it is “relevant to the larger things, the bigger things such as Hiroshima and 
Dachau” (Gill, The Cambridge 119). In her poetry, she not only records 
the experience of her life, but also “focuses female consciousness, female 
experience and for some feminist critics a specific female language, into 
the ground” (Gill, The Cambridge 119). One of the purposes of her poetic 
works is to liberate her “self” from the restraints of patriarchal shackles 
that lead her to despair, rage, frustration, and isolation. Not only can 
Plath’s poetry be considered a tool for fighting against her psycho-social 
suffering and marginalization, but it also seems to strive for setting her 
“self,” and her fellow women’s, free from patriarchal psychological 
imprisonment, as well. Schwartz is right in saying that 

 
her poetic revision of female identity laden with sanctions, taboos, and 
rage attempts to slough off old and ill-fitting roles. Her voice searches for 
a sense of destiny as the poems reveal disappointment, rage, despair, and 
the need for transformation and the reclamation of her body from male 
dominance. (61) 

 
Even her suicidal death, as many of her critics claim, is her successful 

attempt to rewrite the female body/ text with a view to divulging 
resistance and anger. This paper, therefore, is an attempt to view and 
analyze how the poet, exposing the theme of marital suffering, protests 
against marital subjugation and seeks freedom of her “self.” Nevertheless, 
before elaborating on the foregoing theme, let us briefly talk about what 
patriarchy entitles a woman in a family and/or society.  

In a patriarchal society, a heteronormative marriage is 
predominantly “gendered-structured” and is usually “the destiny that 
society traditionally offers women” (Okin 600; Beauvoir 451). 
Socialization and culture confine women, delimiting their power, and thus 
help a husband exercise the cycle of inequality and torture that typically 
starts with the birth of a girl in her father’s house (Okin, 608). In The 
Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir says: “A woman, integrated as slave or 
vassal into the family group dominated by fathers and brothers, has 
always been given in marriage to males by other males” (452), which 
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suggests that her freedom of choice is denied. In Nari (Women), 
Humanyun Azad argues that 

 

in traditional Hindu culture, marriage means a complete surrender of a 
wife, and a husband is the guru or Ishwar (God); in Muslim culture, 
marriage is an agreement to yield woman’s body, and in Christian culture, 
marriage refers to the denial of a woman’s existence. (234, trans. mine) 

 
For Beauvoir, marriage refers to the exchange of masters. Before 
marriage, the father and the brother usually control a woman and after 
marriage, power is held by her husband. Beauvoir writes: 

 
There is unanimous agreement that getting a husband – or in some cases a 
“protector” – she will free herself from the paternal home, from her 
mother’s hold, she will open up her future, not by active conquest but by 
delivering herself up, passive and docile, into the hands of a new master. 
(352) 

  
Thus, marriage leads a woman towards a more vulnerable life which 
sometimes can even tempt her to commit suicide. Her tendency to 
embrace suicidal death is often the result of perennial anguish and the 

convention-ridden patriarchal marriage and family, which “are unjust 
institutions” (Okin 602). These institutions “constitute the pivot of a 
societal system of gender that renders women vulnerable to dependency, 
exploitation, and abuse” (Okin 602). In her poetry, Plath overtly criticizes 
this kind of institutions responsible for exploitation, abuse, and 
oppression. I shall explore the poetic world of Plath to see how she 
describes the theme of marital suffering viewed as a voice against 
domestic violence and patriarchal oppression, a voice which thus shows 
her feminist resistance.  

Her deliberate portrayal of the psychological suffering caused by 
her married life is a means of her feminist stance. The poet expresses her 
husband’s oppressive manners of exposing her freedom of will and 
consciousness of the “self.” There are a bunch of poems in which she 
articulates her sick and unhappy married life. For example, in the first 
stanza of “The Zoo Keeper’s Wife,” the poet compares herself with an 
“eel” fish, an animal metaphor that emphasizes the distressed condition of 
her mind. Being ignored, she no longer finds herself in love; rather, she 
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seeks to get rid of her mental breakdown provoked by her husband’s 
negligence. The neglected wife of the zoo keeper struggles with sleep 
deprivation because of her psychosomatic sterility. The imagery used in 
this poem reflects her life in her husband’s detestable world of animals. 
The speaker stays awake for the whole night like an eel fish, “without 
eyelids” (2), showing her frustrated married life because of the psycho-
social detachment created by her husband. Because he lives in a world in 
which she can hardly penetrate, she feels forlorn and abandoned like a 
“dead lake” (3) enveloped with gloominess. Therefore, one can discover 
the speaker’s partner in this poem as “not only fat, pig-headed and strong, 
but also insensitive or deliberately indifferent to the wife’s feeling” 
(Rajani 148). Rajani suggests that the narrator of the poem “The Zoo 
Keeper’s Wife” “talks about her predicament in terms of animal imagery 
and blames the husband, the ‘you’ of the poem, for the present sorry state” 

(147). In spite of her several attempts to build up a mental relationship 
with her husband, everything goes in vain and her sufferings become her 
life-long friends:  

 
I am lungless  
And ugly, my belly a silk stocking  
Where the heads and tails of my sisters decompose. (5-7)  

 
The description of her “self” as “lungless” and “ugly” succinctly 
symbolizes her plight. Here her pleasure trip to a seaside resort comes to 
be an occasion for meditation on the status of her “self”: “we lie / Seasick 
and fever dry” (“Whitsun” 23-24). She “depicts the feeling of a barren 
woman” (Rajani 158) when she represents her as “nun-hearted” (“Barren 
Woman” 4).  

The poet explicitly discloses the psycho-sexual torture she 
underwent because of her husband’s male-chauvinist attitudes towards life 
and sex. While reading her poetry, we can find very little emotional 

attachment between the members of the couple. It is evident that their sex 
life was one-sided and utterly forceful. From a heteronormative point of 
view, sex without the consent of both partners is often considered a crime 
and this kind of sexuality undermines women’s status as well as the 
concept of equality. In “The Zoo Keeper’s Wife,” the wife is forced to be 
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a sexual partner by “two-horned rhinoceros” that “opened a mouth” (34). 
This incident reminds us how women are often forced to submit 
themselves to the lascivious desire of their husbands in a patriarchal 
society. The poet writes: “You checked the diet charts and took me to play 
/ With the boa constrictor in the Fellow’s Garden” (“The Zoo Keeper’s 
Wife” 25-26). The lines suggest how a woman becomes the victim of 
marital rape, which is defined by Anna M. Scheyett as “the sexual assault 
by a spouse (usually a husband) on a partner (usually a wife) against the 
victim’s will.” She further says that “it is no less violent and degrading a 
crime than the rape of a stranger because the victim is married to the 
rapist” (8). Feminists are of the opinion that the authority over a woman’s 
body lies with her, so her consent is a must in terms of sexual intercourse, 
otherwise the rationalization of sexual desire remains unresolved. We 
perceive that “marital rape is a grave crime – a crime which has not been 

adequately addressed” (Scheyett 9) by patriarchy. We can identify the 
poet’s feeling of intense, woeful sexual life in “Event”:  

 
Love cannot come here.  
A black gap discloses itself.  
On the opposite lip 
A small white soul is waving, a small white maggot.  
My limbs, also, have left me 
Who has dismembered us?  
The dark is melting. We touch like cripples. (16-22)  

  
To the poet, her husband becomes a shadow with which she cannot fight 
any more. There is always a “black gap” between them, for “we lie / back 
to back” and “intolerable vowels enter my heart” (3-4; 6). The speaker 
feels unhappy and alienated because she “has to bear her husband’s cold 
behavior,” besides fulfilling “her maternal obligations to her baby” 
(Rajani 149). Rajani also claims that the poet “expresses a feeling of 
desolation and presents a painful and unsavoury phase in marital 
relationships” (148). She illustrates how a woman gradually becomes a 
“little toy wife” (“Amnesiac” 4) to her husband and how she dreams of a 
new one” (“Amnesiac” 14). Thus, the poet vividly describes her domestic 
disharmony, psycho-sexual torture, and the emotional gap between a 
husband and a wife. However, instead of accepting this marital 
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discrimination and anguish, her pen takes a revolutionary stance against all 
kinds of bigotries and tortures that chiefly result from male domination.  

Plath unveils the issues of her husband’s infidelity in her writings, 
especially in poetry. She expresses her anger and protests against his 
extramarital relationship which, for critics like Alvarez, ruined their 
mutual understanding. Ted Hughes, Plath’s husband, and one of the best 
English poets of his generation who served as a Poet Laureate of Britain 
from 1984 to 1998, in spite of being accused of committing adultery with 
more than a couple of women, including Assia Wevill, rarely paid heed to 
the accusation. His infidelity, for the first time, came to light when he 
failed to wait for Plath after her class. In her study entitled Sylvia Plath, 
Elisabeth Bronfen explains the incident as follows:  

 
Having asked Ted to pick her up at the end of her classes so that they 
might celebrate the beginning of her freedom from the constraints of 
academia, she is astonished not to find him waiting for her in the parking 
lot, and, after not finding him in the library either, finally feels fully 
confirmed in her belief in his infidelity. (48)  

 
For Bronfen, this incident demonstrates Hughes’s betrayal, given that he 
broke the promise of picking her up. In “The Fearful,” Plath herself writes 
about her husband’s infidelity: 

 
This man makes a pseudonym 
And crawls behind it like a worm.  
This woman on the telephone 
Says she is a man, not a woman. (1-4)  

 
The poem is an autobiographical one, for it gives an account of the actual 
dispute between the poet and her husband on the issue of a telephone call 
from his mistress, Assia Wevill. One day, after receiving a call, Plath 
found out that Wevill, who had a deep voice, was pretending to be a man. 
She kept feigning her voice, even after Plath informed her that she knew 
who Wevill was. Plath describes the incident in “Words Heard, by 
Accident, over the Phone”: 

 
Speak, speak! Who is it?  
It is the bowel-pulse, lover of digestible.  
It is he who has achieved these syllables. (3-5)  
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The story says that Plath heard a woman who she thought to be her 
husband’s mistress. Brittney Morasaki evaluates the incident in the 
following way: 

 
Hughes had started a relationship with Assia Wevill, a mutual friend of the 
couple, and Plath was beginning to suspect as much. When she returned 
home from town with her mother one day, she answered the phone to find 
a woman disguising her voice as a man’s, asking for Ted. Plath, 
understanding the betrayal, ripped the telephone lines out of the wall. 
Later, when Hughes confessed the affair and moved out of the house to 
London, Plath took decisive revenge, burning all of Hughes’s manuscripts 
and letters from his study and the pages of her new novel. (95) 

 
Her act of anger and protest is evident when she comments about her 
husband: “I’ve married a cupboard of rubbish” (“The Beast” 18). The 
speaker’s tone is repulsive, and she is now the “Duchess of Nothings / 
Hairtusk’s bride” (“The Beast” 25-26). This determines the speaker’s 
“bitter sense of emptiness and self-loathing” (Rajani 122). Also, in the 
poem “Daddy,” she reveals the act of tearing the wires off and their 
argument over the issue: “The black telephones off at the root, / The 
voices just can’t worm through” (69-70). It is not irrational to say that the 
poem “Daddy” is not only about her father figure, but also about her 
surrogate father. She sees the reflection of her father within her husband 
because, to her, there are no differences between the authoritarian attitude 

of a father and that of a husband. Gale Swiontkowski endorses this idea:  
 
 Many women find that the relationship with the traditional father in a 
patriarchal society is reproduced in nearly every other segment of their 
lives that involves contact with an authority figure, from husband to boss 
to priest to president, even after they are grown up and supposedly 
independent beings. If the father remains the Daddy, so do his social 
surrogates. (14) 

 
In Plath’s poetry, the images of father and husband seem to appear as the 
alter ego of each other and both are the representatives of patriarchy. The 
father-mate association reaches the climax when she says: “If I’ve killed 
one man, I’ve killed two – / The Vampire who said he was you” (“Daddy” 
71-72). She wants to kill both her father and mate, for she considers them 
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to be symbols of male destructive power. Because of their dominant 
attitudes, the speaker suffers from alienation and torture. She also 
expresses the father-mate fusion in her Journals: “Do I want to crawl into 
the gigantic paternal embrace of a mental colossus? A little, maybe” 
(163). So, the image of her father exists within the image of her husband – 
both are certainly patriarchs. Hence, both her father and her husband, her 
two patriarchal masters, are responsible for the poet’s psychological 
suffering. In her Journals, Plath writes: 

 
I identify him [Ted] with my father at certain times, and these times take 
on great importance: e.g. that one fights at the end of the school year when 
I found him not-there on the special day and with another woman. I had a 
furious access of rage. He knew how I love him and felt, and yet wasn’t 
there. Isn’t this an image of what I feel my father did to me? I think it may 
be. … Ted, insofar as he is a male presence is a substitute for my father: 
but in no other way. Images of his faithlessness with women echo my fear 
of my father’s relation with my mother and Lady Death. (447) 

 
We discover that her married life was a ghost of mental torture, 
deprivation, and inevitable trap and that is possibly the reason why she 
attacks the institution of marriage in her poems several times.  

In the poems “Pursuit,” “Rhyme,” and “Spinster,” Plath shows how, 
through marriage, patriarchy delimits the “self” of a woman. For the poet, 
marriage binds women to be subjected to male domination, since it means 
surrendering the “self.” She considers that “the poems, which she 

considers as the offspring of her creative faculty, are more cherishing than 
her own children” (Sharif 15). In The Bell Jar, her only autobiographical 
novel, Plath condemns marriage: “What I hate is the thought of being 
under man’s thumb … A man doesn’t have a worry in the world, while 
I’ve got a baby hanging over my head like a big stick, to keep me in line” 
(212). She comments about the poem “Pursuit” in her Journals, saying 
that “it is a full-page poem about the dark forces of lust” (214), a vicious 
and avid beast of pray, a panther, pursuing the speaker who knows 
beforehand that “[o]ne day I’ll have my death of him” (“Pursuit” 2). The 
“panther” image renders Plath’s feeling of embarrassment about marriage 
in the following terms: “What is it but destruction? Some mystic desire to 
beat to sensual annihilation – to snuff out one’s identity on the identity of 
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the other – a mingling and mangling of identities? A death of one? Or 
both? A devouring and subordination?” (Journals 105). The theme that 
she renders in the epigraph of the poem “Pursuit” – “Dans le fond des 
forêts votre image me suit” (“in the depth of the forest your image follows 
me”) – is further illustrated in the poems “Rhyme” and “Spinster.” In 
“Rhyme,” Plath says: “I’ve got a stubborn goose whose gut’s / 
Honeycombed with golden eggs, / Yet won’t lay one” (1-3).  

The natural creative potential seen in the image of goose guts, i.e. 
“honeycombed with golden eggs,” is the direct representation of the 
poet’s criticism of marriage. We see that Plath criticizes marriage, since it 
“has always been presented in radically different ways for men and for 
women. The two sexes are necessary for each other, but this necessity has 
never fostered reciprocity” (Beauvoir 451). 

Plath depicts the gendered attitude of her husband and connects his 

approach with broader perspectives, such as the gendered outlook on 
patriarchy. Through her poetry, she tries to raise awareness of her fellow 
women against patriarchal oppression, for it is believed that women’s 
emancipation and equality are only possible if all women work together 
and raise their collective voice against phallocentrism. Plath exposes the 
true picture of patriarchal oppression by portraying “man as strong, 
destructive and cruel, and woman as the helpless victim. Man is the hunter 
and oppressor, and woman is the prey” (Mehta 52). For her, the features 
of male-domination are “a huge colossus, a gigantic male presence that 
seems evil and brings out the idea that the woman remains dependent on 
man” (Mehta 52). The poem “The Snowman on the Moon” stresses a 
world full of unknown dangers, where a spouse forces his wife to be 
subservient to him. Moreover, the poem “Complaint of the Crazed 
Queen,” in which a gigantic male-figure frightens a woman, emphasizes 
the vulnerable condition of women. The poem “The Applicant,” in which 
the poet “makes a caustic, satirical attack on the institution of marriage by 
presenting what seems to be an application for marriage, or marriage 
agreement through a combination of interview and a sales pitch” (Lee 36), 
renders the theme of matrimonial exploitation and the gendered attitude of 
her husband and/or any other man.  
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Her poetry represents heteronormative marriage in a patriarchal 
society as a trade whereby a bride is largely treated as a commodity. For 
her, this kind of marriage jeopardizes the life of a woman and it is not “a 
union to two kindred souls brought together by love, but an act of personal 
and social triumph” (Rajani 65), under which a woman, by and large, feels 
dehumanized. Once she marries a man, she is bound to surrender her body 
and soul to him, but her relinquishment is not self-willing. She is forced to 
yield to his dictatorial values and customs, thus becoming an object of 
sale in the marriage market. Plath illustrates this point in “The Applicant”: 

 
First, are you our sort of a person? 
Do you wear 
A glass eye, false teeth or a crutch, 
A brace or a hook, 
Rubber breasts or a rubber crotch, 
Stitches to show that something’s missing? No, no? Then 
How can we give a thing? (1-7) 

 
The speaker of the poem describes what a patriarchal society thinks about 
a marriageable girl. The society mockingly believes that if a man’s body 
is flawed, he needs a wife. A wife is to fill the gaps and to alleviate the 
shortages. Observing the applicant’s empty hand, the speaker offers him a 
hand, i.e., a wife. The poet writes:  

 
Empty? Empty. Here is a hand 
To fill it and willing 
To bring teacups and roll away headaches 
And do whatever you tell it.  
Will you marry it?  
It is guaranteed 
To thumb shut your eyes at the end 
And dissolve of sorrow. (10-17) 

 
We can observe that a man desires a wife to “fill” his empty hands, to get 
his teacups ready, to remove his headaches and to get his work done. A 
closer examination clarifies that “[t]he woman here is no longer look[ed] 
upon as part of humanity, but as a sum of her service” (Lee 37). Here the 
bride is just an inanimate object. In “The Applicant,” the poet asks: “Will 
you marry it? / It is waterproof, shatterproof, proof” (22-23). The pronoun 
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“it,” which generally refers to any inanimate object, is used here to refer 
to a wife. In fact, “it” dehumanizes her as a woman. For Lee, “[t]he use of 
the pronoun ‘It’ as opposed to ‘She’ reinforces the idea of the woman as 
an automation” (38). The poet further manifests a woman’s doll-like 
position in the hands of her husband: 

 
A living doll, everywhere you look. 
It can sew, it can cook, 
It can talk, talk, talk. 
It works, there is nothing wrong with it. 
You have a hole, it’s a poultice. 
You have an eye, it’s an image. 
My boy, it’s your last resort. 
Will you marry it, marry it, marry it. (33-40) 

 
A wife is a “poultice,” a “resort,” and an “image” in the eye of her 
husband. She is to give him pleasure, which suggests that she is just a toy 
to her husband, who moulds her as per his whim. However, he never 
bothers to throw her out like a peel of an orange whenever he thinks she is 
no longer useful. Her task is to “sew,” “cook,” and “talk,” which reflects 
the commoditised image of woman in the marriage market. According to 
P. Rajani, 

 
in the poem [“The Applicant”], the woman is seen as a desexed object, “it” 
– a commodity for sale in a depersonalized and dehumanized society … 
The salesperson, by a series of questions and observations, ascertains the 
need of the applicant; the product offered for sale is a woman who, like a 
robot, is guaranteed to carry out a number of domestic chores. (185) 

  
Many feminist critics have argued that a husband is often a patriarch who, 
instead of looking for an intellectual companionship from his wife, wants 
the complete surrender of her body to his lascivious desire. For Mary 
Wollstonecraft, in the marriage market, the commoditised women 

marrying men accept the “legal prostitution” (229). So, like other women, 
Plath, through her marriage, practically enslaves herself to her spouse. In 
her Journals she writes: 

 
O.K., here is a certificate guaranteeing that a Smith Phi-Bete-to-be, 
(maybe) potential minor poetess and story writer, one-time dilettante artist, 
reasonably healthy and attractive, alive, thinking, tall, sensuous, powerful, 
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colorful white woman, age 21, is handing you 50 years during which she 
will love your faults, honor your bestialities, obey your whimsies, ignore 
your mistresses, nurse your progeny, paper the walls of your house with 
flowers, and adore you as her dying mortal god, conceive babies and new 
recipes in labor and travail, and remain faithful to you until you both rot 
and the inevitable synesthesia of death sets in. (182) 

 
The same negative image of marriage is articulated in the poem “Purdah.” 
Here, besides revealing how women are resolute to overthrow their 
persecuting masters, Plath shows the endangered condition of women. In 
this poem, “the speaker, a member of a harem, is imprisoned and 
dehumanized by the veils of a curtain devised for the subjugation of 
women in Oriental societies” (Sanazaro 64). The persona of the poem 
“Purdah” states her entanglement in this way: 

 
I gleam like a mirror. 
At this facet the bridegroom arrives 
Lord of the mirrors! 
It is himself he guides 
In among these silk 
Screens, these rustling appurtenances. 
I breathe, and the mouth 
Veil stirs its curtain 
My eye 
Veil is 
A concatenation of rainbows. (18-28) 

 
The quoted excerpt allows us to understand that the man takes full control 
of the bride, being the “lord of the mirrors,” which “implies her obligation 
as a member of the harem to reflect his lordliness” (Sanazaro 65). In fact, 
“the speaker’s growing awareness of her own need for self-determination 
and freedom, and of the confinement and the limitations imposed on her 
by a bridegroom is reflected in the image of the mirror” that “establishes 
the relationship between husband-wife, man-woman, domination-
submission, [and] oppressor-oppressed” (Birkle 94). Given that 
patriarchal structure – the basis of social culture – determines the destiny 

of a woman, her life is not hers; rather, she becomes his possession. The 
description of the speaker’s confinement, in which she is merely one of 
the treasured properties of her husband, is expressed in “Purdah”:  
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I am his. 
Even in his 
Absence, I 
Revolve in my 
Sheath of impossible, 
Priceless and quiet 
Among these parakeets, macaws! (29-35) 

 
The feelings of repression, inarticulateness, and seclusion are very clear in 
the short lines of the poem. The phrase “[s]eath of impossibles” expresses 
the restrictions from which the speaker cannot get released because she 
feels controlled even in the absence of her husband, which is a common 
situation in patriarchy. No matter if he (husband/ Swami/ Poti Dev, the 
lord) is physically present or not, it is the shadow of his control that 
dictates what she can do and what she cannot. It seems that wherever she 
goes and whatever she does, she is bound to obey the order of her 
husband, for conventionality echoes that “a king [man] can do no wrong” 
and “a woman is but an animal, and an animal not of the highest order” 
(Wollstonecraft 332, 24). 

One may claim that Plath’s poetry is a pristine document of her 
voice against “the system of male domination” (Sanazaro 65). 
Consequently, the speaker in Plath’s poetry emerges as a liberating “self” 
countering her patriarchal master. In Letters Home, she writes about her 
protest and constant fighting against the oddities of her husband: “I have 
no desire but to build a new life. Must start here … I must not go back to 
the womb or retreat. I must make steps out … I am fighting now against 
hard odds and alone” (469, original italics). However, her revolutionary 
zeal has been, perhaps, largely illustrated in her poems. Her anger and 
protest illustrated in “Lyonnesse” and “Amnesiac” are such examples. In 
“Lyonnesse,” the poet says that “like the Lyonians [she as] the wife is 
forsaken by her god/ husband” (Abou-Seif 96). We understand that “the 
sea, a constant father image in Plath’s poetry” (96) is here used to 
represent her rage and anger against her husband who is also an “absentee 
landlord, a forgetful sea-god in whose oblivion the speaker lapses” (97). 
In the anthologized poem “Ariel,” she refers to “God’s Lioness,” a 
synonym for “Ariel” by which she describes how she will interrogate the 
biased attitudes of her tyrant husband. Plath comes to realize that in the 
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male-dominated world, a husband is a God-like figure whose order is the 
ultimate law, and that a wife cannot but follow it. In “Lyonnesse,” the 
poet writes: 

 
It never occurred that they had been forgot, 
That the big God  
Had lazily closed one eye and let them slip. (19-21) 

  
The speaker of the poem is abandoned by her husband and now she wants 
to rise up like “God’s Lioness” to avenge him. Her poem “Purdah” is 
another illustration in this regard: 

 
And at his next step 
I shall unloose 
I shall unloose 
From the small jeweled 
Doll he guards like a heart – 
The lioness,  
The shriek in the bath,  
The cloak of holes. (50-57) 

 
The fragment suggests that the woman transforms from a “doll” into a 
“lioness.” The verb “unloose,” which is repeated four times in the poem, 
is one of the key words to portray her rebelliousness, a symbol of seeking 
liberty from patriarchal bondage. The final references to the “shriek in the 

bath” and the “cloak of holes” evoke the image of the classical heroine 
Clytemnestra, who assassinated her husband Agamemnon by stabbing 
him in the bathtub with the help of Aegisthus, whom she took as her lover 
when her husband was in the War of Troy (Sanazaro 65-67). Sanazaro’s 
observations seem quite rational when he further says: 

 
This assassination of a male for his sacrificial abuse of the female 
establishes the final motif of Plath’s poem. The woman is possessed in the 
basest fashion possible; she is no longer a consciousness; she is pure 
object, a jade figurine “priceless and quit.” For this dehumanization, like 
Clytemnestra, she exacts her revenge. (66) 

 
Plath is ready to take revenge on her husband, who is the symbol of a 
tyrant, a torturer, and a betrayer. Her poetic voice, at this stage, shows her 
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stance against her oppressor husband. One can sense the revolutionary 
objective because “the ritual murder of the bridegroom … and the 
emergence of the woman as independent … signal the end of male 
domination and, indeed, the end of the concept of woman as mere 
extension of the man” (Sanazaro 65). In “Three Women,” the poet says: 
“[M]en have used her meanly. She will eat them. / Eat them, eat them, eat 
them in the end” (159-160). The repetition of the clause “eat them” shows 
her determination to break all the shackles of patriarchal oppression, and 
of rewriting the story of women razing the patriarchal cultural set-up. Her 
cannibalistic approach reveals her anger and hatred against the prejudiced 
values of her husband and, thereby, the patriarchal world. We can again 
identify the same attitude of the poet, when she writes in “Lady Lazarus”:  

 
Out of the ash 
I rise with red hair 
And I eat men like air. (82-84)  

 
This image is also described in her Journals: 

 
I feel like Lazarus: that story has such fascination. Being dead, I rose up 
again, and even 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 which (it is my imagination) grows more prominent. 
(199)  

 
As she cannot revive without dying, she wants to die in order to rise up 
like Lazarus to devour men. It is interesting to note that the poet uses two 
images regarding her resurrection – one is the image of Lazarus, the other 
is Phoenix. In place of the Christian concept of resurrection symbolized 
by “Lazarus,” which is dependent upon the grace of Christ as the male 
principle, she prioritizes the “Phoenix” image, as it is self-begotten. As the 
legend says, the Phoenix is a combination of both sexes and consequently 
self-propagating and out of the reach of the oppressive male factor. In this 
way, the poet asserts her “self” to break away the tyranny of patriarchy 
and to show the sense of self-esteem, which challenges and subdues her 
husband’s rule, the rule of the patriarch. Her poems, therefore, symbolize 
the assertion of her individual will, i.e. her gender consciousness meant to 
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overcome constraints of patriarchy, since “from her self-immolation, she 
will arise like the Phoenix and devour men” (Sanazaro 67).  

Critics like Kukuh Prayitno Subagyo, Suresh Raichura, Cheralea 
Ann Waite, Ted Hughes, and Alfred Alvarez have often viewed her 
suicide as a means of her resistance to patriarchal oppression. Even 
though she tried to commit suicide before her marriage, it chiefly derived 
from her marital conflict and sufferings. Her marital life was a 
complicated one and she felt that death was a “process of creating a ‘self,’ 
a new identity” (Subagyo 90). Consequently, her suicide was not an act of 
surrender but a triumph, as it shows the way of freeing herself from never-
ending matrimonial negligence, suffering, and oppression. In “Flute Notes 
from a Reedy Pond,” she writes: “This is not death, it is something safer. / 
The wingy myths won’t tug at us any more” (15-16). In the poem 
“Lorelei”, she portrays the life of the speaker as being full of anxiety and 

in a state of life-in-death, so death seems to her the ultimate means for 
being released. The speaker is addressing the sirens as “sisters” (31), 
which signifies her supposed affinity with the agents of death. At the end 
of the poem, on a note of obsession with death, the term suggests the 
speaker’s intense desire to get into the kingdom of death. “Lorelei” is the 
“goddess of peace” (35) whereas death is the emblem of her consolation 
and peace. The poem “Suicide off Egg Rock” exemplifies the same 
theme. Death is described as a means of salvation and escape from a 
decaying and dilapidated state of mind. What she leaves behind through 
suicide is full of “imperfections” (4). As a result, death becomes to her an 
endeavor to get rid of the pangs of life. 

In “Ariel,” Plath tries to exhibit her horse like power to fight against 
patriarchal bias and to affirm a protected place for both her self and her 
fellow women’s. This is one of her anthologized poems in which the 
image of water as well as white colour suggests her death-wish. Here, she 
regards herself as white Godiva, who reveals her “female rebelliousness” 
(Subagyo 88). By unpeeling her dead body, the rider gives a free rein to 
her latent suicidal potential and dives deep into the gulf of death. In the 
seventh stanza of the poem, the poet introduces Lady Godiva, “who, 
according to the legend, accepted and met her husband’s Leofric’s 
challenge that she would ride naked through the streets of Coventry, 



American, British and Canadian Studies / 140 

 

England, if she wanted to win relief for the ordinary people from a 
burdensome civil tax imposed by him” (Raichura 108). The reference to 
Lady Godiva supports the idea that the poet, like Lady Godiva, “would 
appear to be in defiance of man-made law, the law of the Father, 
patriarchy” (Raichura 109). In “Ariel,” the poet writes: 

 
White 
Godiva, I unpeel – 
Dead hands, dead stringencies. 
… . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
And I 
Am the arrow,  
The dew that flies 
Suicidal, at one with the drive 
Into the red 
Eye, the cauldron of morning. (19-21; 26-31) 

 
Images like “unpeel,” “dead hands,” and “dead stringencies” put emphasis 

on the idea of suicide as a means of freedom from a repugnant state of 
life. Her utterance, “I / Am the arrow,” is a declaration of her masculine 
power. The arrow is usually a phallic symbol, a weapon that is a symbol 
of (manly?) power. For Raichura, 

 
the “red” Eye of the sun, towards which the speaker … rushes headlong in 
the end, is, at once a figure of death which the speaker suicidally wants to 
embrace (this would make her a kind of female Phaeton) and the fiery sun 
of a new morning heralding an apocalypse, i.e. a New Heaven and a New 
Earth. (107) 

 
The conflict between “white” and “red” illustrated in the poem “Tulips” 
reflects the tension between life and death, for everything was “quiet” (2) 
and the speaker of the poem was in “peacefulness, lying by myself 
quietly” (3) in a hospital bed before she received tulips. She says: “The 
vivid tulips eat my oxygen / Before they came the air was calm enough” 
(49-50). Hence, she feels disgusted now, as the “tulips are too excitable” 
(1) and remind her of her painful life. In fact, the redness of the tulips, as 
opposed to the whiteness all around her hospital room, hints at her 
suicidal whim through which she wants to be in a “New Earth” where she 
can lead a life free from patriarchal oppression and injustice. 
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The poem “Lady Lazarus” is, possibly, one of the most significant 
poems of this kind, where Plath explicates how, through death, she will 
hold the power to destroy the orthodox mind-set of patriarchy. This poem 
is “concerned with the troubles that a good woman should face to be 
reborn as a new self . . . a symbol of freedom from man’s domination” 
(Subaygo 87). Death is compared here with an art – an aesthetic medium. 
Plath comments on the poem in a BBC reading: “The speaker is a woman 
who has the great and terrible gift of being reborn. The only trouble, she 
has to die first. She is the Phoenix, the libertarian spirit ... She is also just 
a good, plain, very resourceful woman” (Hughes 294). Her own speech 
reveals that committing suicide is an attempt to set her free from the 
constraints of life. The speaker of “Lady Lazarus” is capable of dying by 
fire and coming back to life from the ashes. The poem seems to have 
stemmed from Plath’s suicidal impulses that demonstrate her struggle for 

autonomy in a patriarchal society:  
 
I have done it again. 
One year in every ten 
I manage it – 
A sort of walking miracle, my skin 
Bright as a Nazi lampshade, 
My right foot 
A paperweight 
My face a featureless, fine 
Jew linen. (1-9) 

 
 The words “Nazi” and “Jew” refer to images of death and rebirth, 
respectively, apart from standing for the image of the oppressor and the 
oppressed. Likewise, these images highlight the double nature of suicide 
both as a painful and relieving act, both feared and desired. Thus, her act 
of suicide evidences the theme of freedom from the depression of her life. 
She evaluates “dying,” saying: 

 
Dying 
Is an art, like everything else. 
I do it exceptionally well. 
I do it so it feels like hell. 
I do it so it feels real. 
I guess you could say I’ve a call. (“Lady Lazarus” 43-48) 
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Alvarez tries to illustrate why death becomes an art to Plath in his The 
Savage God: A Study of Suicide. According to Alvarez,  

 
Suicide, in short, was not a swoon into death, an attempt “to cease upon 
the midnight with no pain”; it was something to be felt in the nerve ends 
and fought against, an initiation rite qualifying her for a life of her own … 
[As] to be an adult meant to be a survivor. So, for her, death was a debt to 
be met once every decade: in order to stay alive as a grown woman, a 
mother and a poet, she had to pay–in some partial, magical way–with her 
life. (19) 

 
The poem “Edge” seems to be the final scene in the suicidal woman’s 
tragedy and the way of being free from the psychological slavery set by 
patriarchy. In “Edge,” Plath writes:  

 
The woman is perfected. 
Her dead 
Body wears the smile of accomplishment, 
The illusion of a Greek necessity 
Flows in the scrolls of her toga, 
Her bare 
Feet seem to be saying 
We have come so far, it is over. (1-8) 

 
The images described above kindle the idea of perfection and 

beauty in death. They also unveil the aftermath of the feeling of release. 
Instead of emphasizing the pain and suffering of existence, she looks to 
the peaceful serenity of death. It seems that “[t]o die is to be perfected” 
(Waite 139). Her words point out that her present life is not a perfect one, 
where “perfect” refers to her sense of freedom and happy life. Hence, we 
can say that the theme of death in the poetry of Sylvia Plath highlights her 
means of freedom. Alvarez stresses that her suicide attempt is a successful 
one, setting her free from grief and bereavement. In Alvarez’s words, “she 
lay down in front of the gas oven almost hopefully, almost with relief, as 
though she were saying, ‘perhaps this will set me free’” (41). So, by 
dying, she shows her resistance and accomplishes a new “self,” for death 
emerges to her as a medium of emancipation and a break from an 
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uncertain life and confused identity: “I want to kill myself … I do not 
know who I am, where I am going” (qtd. in Bronfen 40). 

To sum up, one may say that by “pinpointing the masculine as a 
source of violent destructive forces,” Plath emerges as “the phoenix, the 
libertarian spirit” to “eat men like air” (Joseph 60; 56). By representing 
her psycho-physical suffering stemmed chiefly from patriarchal 
domination, she interrogates the male-chauvinist world and finds a way of 
expressing her voice of freedom: “I love freedom. I deplore constrictions 
and limitations” (Letters Home 40). Consequently, the depiction of 
matrimonial suffering in her poetry is the embodiment of her feminist 
stance. Referring to her poetry, Carl Gustav Jung is right in arguing that 

 
the poetry of Sylvia Plath is a kind of innate drive that seizes a human 
being and makes him its instrument. As a human being he may have 
moods and a will and personal aims, but as an artist, he is a “man” in a 
higher sense, he is a “collective man,” a vehicle and a moulder of the 
unconscious psychic life of mankind. (173)  

 
The suffering and agony described in her poetry are the suffering and 
agony of every woman of her time, as her poetry is not the shut-box of her 
life only; rather, it is the representation of her rebellious voice against 
patriarchal oppression. When Steven Axelrod sums up Plath’s poetry in 

his “The Mirror and the Shadow: Plath’s Poetics of Self-doubt,” he aptly 
argues that  

 
in much of her … poetry, Sylvia Plath sought to give birth to a creative or 
“deep” self within her – a Wordsworthian imaginative power or 
Whitmanian “real me.” By unpeeling an outer self of “dead hands, dead 
stringencies,” she sought to unveil and give voice to an inner “queen” or 
“White Godiva,” a spirit of rebellious expressiveness. (286) 

 
Robyn Marsack suggests that Plath’s “feminine writing … is inseparable 
from the voice, it is an extension of speech. What is more, it … comes out 
of a deeper layer of the psyche” (90). Therefore, her poetry is an outburst 
of the deeper layer of her psyche which was, indeed, wounded again and 
again by her husband and the patriarchy around her.  

Plath thus raises a voice against patriarchal hegemony and affirms 
her notion of a “new woman,” which ultimately shows her feminist 
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resistance. She explicitly unveils the subservient position of herself and 
rebels against phallocentrism, being critical of, and protesting against, her 
husband’s tradition-bound approach. Concurrently, she realizes that the 
inequalities that exist between men and women are not natural but social, 
not pre-ordained but created by men so that they retain power” (Nayar 
83). In fact, she feels an urge within her to protest against the socially 
created inequalities to affirm her individual, familial, social, and cultural 
rights. By representing the themes of marital anguish, discrimination, and 
deprivation, Plath exposes her gendered stance, achieves freedom from 
male oppression,” frees herself from “the traditional constraints of good 
and evil,” and “arises from the imprisonments of history” (Sanazaro 71).  

We can conclude that Plath lashes out at phallocentrism in her 
poetry by expressing her sufferings as a woman and by interrogating the 
patriarchal cultural parameters that curtail women’s freedom. The 

deliberate exposure of her husband’s infidelity and authoritative attitude 
evidence her rebellious mind and gender consciousness. Her criticism of 
the convention-ridden marriage system and her anger at the marital 
subjugation of a woman further affirm her stance as a feminist voice. 
Even the narrative technique of her poetry causes us to consider the theme 
of death to be a means of resistance and freedom. Through the poetic 
representation of her own suffering, Plath brings other women’s pain and 
marginalization to the fore, as well. Thus, she emerges as a revolutionary 
voice that questions male-chauvinism and demands an equal status of 
women in the family and/or society. In fact, her poetry not only 
documents her marital sufferings, but also connects them with the broader 
feminist agenda. As discussed above, she attacks heteropatriarchal 
delimitations through her work, which has a significant resonance with 
feminist issues. 
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