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ABSTRACT 
 
 This thorough analysis looks into how mental health is complexly portrayed in Virginia Woolf’s 
“Mrs. Dalloway” and Sylvia Plath’s “The Bell Jar.” The study examines the topic, character development 
and individuality, and the touch of autobiographical element used by both authors to illustrate the 
complexity of mental health through a comparative examination. The goal of the research is to identify 
the distinctive viewpoints that each author contributes to the understanding of psychological challenges 
by looking at the cultural and historical contexts surrounding the works. The analysis goes on to explore 
how gender roles, society conventions, and personal identity affect the characters’ mental health, 
offering a comprehensive look at the writers’ varied perspectives on what is literature, how to portray and 
discuss mental health in literature. This research depicts the mental struggle of belongingness to 
themselves and with the society a well. The present research paper will showcase the importance of 
identity with concern to mental health and it's issues, it will also look up to the reason through which 
mental health can be affected like societal pressure and cultural flow of identity. With the help of this 
Comparative study we I want to portray how both these novel’s characters are created with an 
autobiographical touch and in what case they differ from each other and at the same time what are the 
similarities that they are sharing. This paper will also dwel into symbolism and imagery of mental struggle 
which helps for the better understanding of the characters. The results enhance the understanding of the 
complex nature of mental health as portrayed in these seminal works of fiction. 
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Introduction 

What is Mental Health? 

The state of our minds and emotions is referred to as mental health. It’s about managing stress, 
having positive connections, and feeling good about ourselves. Maintaining our mental health is just as 
vital for a happy and balanced existence as taking care of our physical health. 

Since mental illness has long plagued people worldwide, we must acknowledge that social 
perceptions of it have changed as humanity has progressed through time. Many writers have portrayed 
characters who are mentally sick in their works. These pieces explore the intricacies of the human 
psyche, illuminating the range of mental health conditions that people may experience. 

How Mental Health is Portrayed in Literature? 

Emotional and psychological well-being are frequently portrayed as the state of mental health in 
literature. It entails having the capacity to handle obstacles in life, sustain wholesome relationships, and 
work efficiently. Literary works may address the complexity of mental health, illustrating characters’ 
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challenges, perseverance, and the impact of cultural views on mental well-being. All things considered, 
literature offers a complex viewpoint on the several facets of mental health and its importance in the 
human experience. 

English-language literature frequently uses characters’ experiences to illustrate mental health, 
highlighting the complexity of the human psyche. Writers examine how different mental health conditions, 
such trauma, anxiety, or depression, affect people. Characters may experience internal conflict, 
illustrating the psychological cost of certain conditions. 

In addition, literature explores how society views mental health, dispelling myths and stigma that 
people may encounter. Narratives can emphasize the value of compassion, comprehension, and asking 
for assistance. Furthermore, certain pieces highlight the fortitude and sturdiness that people can discover 
within themselves or via encouraging connections. English-language literature advances our knowledge 
of mental health in general. It provides insights and enables readers to relate to the human experience of 
mental health issues. 

Mental Health in ‘The Bell Jar’ 

Sylvia Plath’s “The Bell Jar” is a compelling book that traces the protagonist Esther 
Greenwood’s struggle with mental illness. The narrative follows smart and driven young Esther as she 
battles with social expectations and falls into a deep despair. The impact of mental illness on a person’s 
identity, relationships, and aspirations is depicted in the novel in striking detail. The author of “The Bell 
Jar,” Sylvia Plath, battled chronic depression her whole life. The way that Plath portrayed mental health in 
her writings—including the themes of hopelessness, loneliness, and the complexity of the human 
psyche—was greatly impacted by her personal experiences. Even though Plath had a clinical depression 
diagnosis, it’s important to understand that her writings are artistic expressions rather than straight 
autobiographical narratives. 

American poet, novelist, and short story writer Sylvia Plath was a member of the “confessional 
poetry” literary movement. It is said that she pioneered the genre of confessional poetry. The mental 
health of Sylvia Plath is discussed by Linda Wagner Martin in her book Sylvia Plath: A Biography. 
According to her, Sylvia Plath suffered from clinical depression for the majority of her adult life. She 
underwent several sessions of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT), which combines insulin and electricity. 
Depression was characterized by agitation that never stopped, thoughts of suicide, and an inability to 
deal with day-to-day living. In 1963, Plath took her own life.    

 Sylvia Plath eloquently depicts mental illness in “The Bell Jar” by using a confessional and 
introspective literary method. The book explores Esther Greenwood’s inner thoughts and problems from 
her first-person point of view, giving readers a close-up look at her spiral into mental instability. The 
confessional format helps readers better comprehend the complexity of mental illness and the demands 
placed on women in the 1950s by allowing them to see Esther’s feelings and thoughts firsthand. 

 Plath also brought attention to the problem of women in the working in the 1950s with her book. 
She ardently believed in their abilities to be authors and editors while society drove them to fulfill 
secretarial jobs. The protagonist of the book The Bell Jar is Esther Greenwood, who is thrilled to have 
been offered an internship at a New York fashion magazine in 1953 and feels that her ambition of 
becoming a writer will finally come true. Nevertheless, Esther’s life starts to spiral out of control in 
between the cocktail parties and stacks of manuscripts. She struggles with challenging relationships and 
a society that doesn’t value women’s goals, which causes her to descend into depression and ultimately 
lead to a suicide attempt. 

 Plath describes her experience of being electrocuted in the book through the character of Esther 
Greenwood. Sylvia Plath received electroconvulsive therapy, often known as electroshock therapy or 
shock treatment. This type of psychiatric treatment involves electrically inducing convulsions in patients to 
relieve mental problems. Confusion and memory loss are the most frequent side effects that occur right 
after therapy.  

 Readers are given an insight into the intricacies of mental health through Esther’s experiences, 
which are portrayed with candor and passion. The bell jar serves as a metaphor for her feelings of mental 
imprisonment and loneliness. Plath’s story explores gender norms, societal constraints, and the quest for 
identity, all of which have an impact on Esther’s mental health issues. “The Bell Jar” is a noteworthy piece 
of literature that advances our understanding of the human psyche by providing a moving examination of 
the difficulties people have when coping with mental health concerns. 
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 The Bell Jar depicts a young woman’s journey into schizophrenia in a semi-autobiographical 
manner. The book, despite being presented as a novel, closely documents Ms. Plath’s real experience of 
developing schizophrenia at a similar age and under comparable conditions.  

Analysis of Protagonist Esther Greenwood’s Mental State 

Plath illustrates the challenges faced by a depressed patient through the character of Esther 
Greenwood. Esther was a character who frequently faced painful self-doubt. The frequent breakups 
crushed her. She constantly requested additional sleeping tablets. Her powerful ones had stopped 
functioning. She was referred to a psychiatrist because she was unable to read or sleep. People with 
bipolar disorder are observed not sleeping, not eating, not reading. Their handwriting is impacted as well. 
After fourteen nights without sleep, Esther became more irate.  

When something went wrong, Esther pictured the ghosts she had learned about in Japan 
disemboweling themselves. She thought it must take a lot of bravery to pass away in that way, but her 
issue was that she was allergic to blood. The hospital where she received care disproves the widespread 
belief about mental health facilities. She claims that everything in the house seemed normal when she 
visited Dr. Gordon.  

Plath’s actions and Esther’s attempt at suicide by hiding and taking sleeping pills are similar. 
Gordon gives Esther an electric shock, and after this horrifying procedure, she becomes even more 
unstable and decides to end her own life. She attempted to cut her wrists, but was only able to cut her 
calf. She tries to hang herself, but her low ceilinged home does not have a spot to tie the rope. She tries 
to submerge herself, but she just stays above the water’s surface. She eventually hides in a crawlspace 
beneath a basement and takes a lot of sleeping pills. From that hospital, she befriends Joan, a local and 
college buddy who has gone through similar things as Esther.  

Mental Health in ‘Mrs. Dalloway’ 

Virginia Woolf’s “Mrs. Dalloway” explores the psychological depth of her characters by 
presenting mental health issues through the prism of post-World War I society. The book chronicles 
Clarissa Dalloway’s inner monologue while she gets ready for a party. The internal monologues of the 
protagonists disclose their battles with trauma, identity, and the demands of the time’s society. 

Virginia Woolf created a flowing and introspective narrative style in “Mrs. Dalloway” by using a 
stream of consciousness narrative to explore the interior thoughts and feelings of the characters. This 
method replicates the intricacy and interconnectivity of human consciousness by letting readers 
experience the inner monologues of the characters in a continuous flow. Woolf’s creative application of 
this storytelling device advances the novel’s examination of memory, time, and the subjectivity of reality. 

The author of “Mrs. Dalloway,” Virginia Woolf, battled mental illness, and bipolar disorder is 
frequently linked to her problems. Woolf’s complex emotional environment is further enhanced by the 
indications of manic and depressed episodes in her letters and diaries. It’s critical to have tact while 
discussing the mental health of historical figures and to acknowledge that it might be difficult and 
speculative to diagnose mental illnesses in the past. “Mrs. Dalloway” by is a brilliant examination of 
mental health, especially as it relates to Septimus Warren Smith. Woolf expertly explores the nuances of 
mental illness, looking at how trauma and social stigma affect a person’s mental health.  

Septimus One of the main characters, Warren Smith, is a combat veteran whose mental health 
is heavily shown. Septimus, who suffers from post-traumatic stress disorder, goes through depressive 
episodes and sees visions. Woolf explores via his character the difficulties confronted by those who are 
struggling with trauma and the effects of war on mental health. Septimus Smith is a moving example of 
how war affects people psychologically. Septimus, a World War I soldier, struggles with posttraumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) long before the illness was acknowledged or understood. He is plagued by his 
experiences on the front lines. Woolf’s portrayal of Septimus highlights the psychological scars that can 
linger long after physical scars have healed, offering a nuanced understanding of the effects of trauma on 
a person’s mental health.  

The novel's examination of mental health concerns is enriched by Septimus’s interactions with 
the medical community and psychiatric services. Woolf depicts the shortcomings and insufficiencies of 
mental health care in the early 20th century, highlighting the misperception and abuse of those who suffer 
from mental illness in society. The contemptuous attitudes of the clinicians Septimus encountered 
highlight the need for more sympathetic and empathic approaches to mental health care.  
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Stream of consciousness is a narrative technique that emphasizes the intricacy of the 
characters' mental states by letting readers see their deepest thoughts. With its detailed depiction of 
mental health, "Mrs. Dalloway" illuminates the complexities of the human psyche as well as the social 
elements that impact mental health in the years following a war. 

Examination of Clarissa Dalloway’s Mental Struggles 

The protagonist of the book, Clarissa Dalloway, comes across as a calm and well-off woman. 
But as the story goes on, Woolf exposes the psychological flaws and underlying conflicts that Clarissa is 
facing, offering a thorough examination of her mental state. Clarissa’s persona is highlighted in the 
representation of mental illness by her recurrent melancholic and anxious moods. Woolf skillfully conveys 
the inner turmoil and internal monologue of Clarissa’s stream of consciousness, giving readers a close-up 
view of her feelings. Woolf illustrates the significant influence that psychological suffering has on a 
person’s sense of reality through the use of this narrative method.  

In general, Through the character of Clarissa Dalloway, Virginia Woolf delivers a delicate and 
thought provoking portrait of mental illness in “Mrs. Dalloway.” Woolf dispels social stigmas associated 
with mental health and promotes empathy and understanding for people struggling with their 
psychological well-being by giving readers a complex and relatable character. With her delicate portrayal 
of Clarissa’s internal conflicts, her experiences living under social pressures, and the concurrent storyline 
told via the persona of Septimus Warren Smith, Virginia Woolf provides a thorough examination of mental 
illness in “Mrs. Dalloway.” Readers can relate to Septimus’s internal struggle because of Woolf’s use of a 
stream-of-consciousness narrative, and her criticism of the medical community and social stigmatization 
raises significant issues regarding the understanding and treatment of mental health.  

Contrasting Portrayals of Mental Health in the Two Novels 

When examining how mental illness is portrayed in literature, it is evident that Septimus Warren 
Smith, Clarrisa in Virginia Woolf’s “Mrs. Dalloway,” and Esther Greenwood in Sylvia Plath’s “The Bell Jar” 
have striking similarities in the way they portray their respective journeys toward mental health.  

When it comes to mental health the most important factor affecting is disconnection with the 
society. A strong sense of Isolation and detachment from their surroundings permeates both 
personalities. They find it difficult to conform to social norms and frequently perceive those around them 
as superficial or insincere. Their mental health problems are made worse by this sense of alienation, 
which also adds to their feelings of loneliness. Esther and clarrisa go through a great deal of mental 
anguish and internal conflict. They experience emotional swings, struggle with contradictory feelings and 
ideas, and show signs of fragmented thought processes. The complexity of mental illness and its effects 
on a person’s inner life are highlighted in this representation.  

Similarities in the Characters’ Experiences 

Every character has gone through some kind of similar experiences or have seen horrific 
experiences that have affected their mental health for a long time. Clarissa has suffered several losses 
and disappointments, Septimus is plagued by his experiences in battle, and Esther grapples with the 
stresses and disappointments of life. Their individual traumas have influenced their worldviews and 
contributed to their psychological problems. Both Clarrisa and Esther are characters searching for their 
own sense of self and authenticity. They grapple with issues of identity, purpose, and their role in the 
world as well as trying to define themselves within the constraints of society. Their issues with mental 
health are closely linked to their quest for authenticity and significance. 

Symbolism and Imagery Related to Mental Health 

These characters’ representations of mental illness rely heavily on symbolism. Clarissa’s views 
and visions in “Mrs. Dalloway” provide symbolic insights into her inner world, whereas the bell jar in “The 
Bell Jar” symbolizes Esther’s mental condition of suffocation. These literary devices enrich the 
examination of mental health concerns in the corresponding books. Despite the fact that every character 
has their own set of circumstances and experiences, these parallels highlight the same themes and 
methods used by Sylvia Plath and Virginia Woolf to depict mental illness. The writers provide deep 
insights into the intricacies of mental health, social stigma, and the pursuit of identity and connection in 
the midst of mental illness through their individual characters.  

The representations of mental health in “The Bell Jar” and “Mrs. Dalloway” rely heavily on 
stereotypes and respect. The significance of treating people with mental illnesses with kindness and 
respect is emphasized in both books. As she deals with misinterpretation and criticism from society, 
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Esther Greenwood in “The Bell Jar” highlights the importance of respect while addressing the complexity 
of mental health. The character of Septimus Warren Smith and Clarrisa in “Mrs. Dalloway” contends with 
the fallout from war-related trauma, highlighting the importance of acknowledging the particular difficulties 
faced by people with mental health issues. By presenting characters with nuance and complexity that go 
beyond accepted assumptions, writers like Virginia Woolf and Sylvia Plath fight stigmas related to mental 
illnesses. The experiences of Esther Greenwood in “The Bell Jar” challenge negative perceptions of 
women and mental health and highlight the intersections between gender and mental health. The 
portrayal of Septimus Warren Smith and Clarrisa in “Mrs. Dalloway” addresses the wider societal effects 
of trauma and dispels myths about mental health and veterans of war. Both books help readers develop a 
more nuanced view of mental health by encouraging them to approach others with empathy and avoid 
falling victim to oversimplified preconceptions. The comparison between Virginia Woolf’s “Mrs. Dalloway” 
and Sylvia Plath’s “The Bell Jar” offers important new perspectives on the complex representation of 
mental health in literature. The journeys of the protagonists help us comprehend the intricacies, social 
pressures, and individual struggles entwined with mental health, underscoring the literary works’ ongoing 
relevance in promoting empathy and conversation about mental health concerns. In conclusion, a 
thorough grasp of how mental illness is portrayed in literature can be gained by analyzing characters like 
Clarissa from Virginia Woolf’s “Mrs. Dalloway” and Esther Greenwood from Sylvia Plath’s “The Bell Jar.” 
These characters provide moving insights into the complexities of mental health difficulties, the struggles 
of alienation and separation, and the quest for authenticity and identity via their own narratives. A sense 
of alienation and detachment from society, deep internal turmoil, the effects of trauma and posttraumatic 
stress disorder, societal stigmatization, and a search for identity and meaning are among the parallels 
among these characters’ experiences with mental illness. Their experiences demonstrate the enormous 
impact that mental illness has on a person’s thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of their surroundings.  
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