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Abstract: Women and those assigned at birth as being women have only recently been
recognized as having an autism diagnosis. Not until about 2010 was there a breakthrough,
acknowledging that women with normal or high intelligence could have autism. The diagnosis
was previously regarded as only encompassing men. Instead, women were classified as having
diagnoses like depression, eating disorders, borderline, or bipolarity. Women being denied the
correct diagnosis because of gender makes this a question of both feminism and
intersectionality, as a minority in both a patriarchal and a neurotypical society. The aim of the
study is to search for any traits of autism in Sylvia Plath’s novel The Bell Jar. In a neurogqueer
close reading the analysis shows signs of autistic traits in the novel’s protagonist Esther as well
as traces of an autistic writing style by the author.
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1. Introduction

“If Mrs Guinea had given me a ticket to Europe, or a round-the-world cruise, it wouldn’t have made one
scrap of difference to me, because wherever | sat — on the deck of a ship or at a street café in Paris or

Bangkok — I would be sitting under the same glass bell jar, stewing in my own sour air” (Plath 178).

This is how Esther Greenwood in Plath’s novel The Bell Jar, describes herself. The Bell Jar is
a symbol describing the state of how Esther feels, disconnected from life. Plath’s writing is
intricately connected to her mental condition. According to Brain, Plath developed together
with other poets like John Berryman, Elizabeth Bishop and Robert Lowell, the genre of
confessionalism as a response to modernism (Brain 1). To Plath, mental health issues with
anxiety and depression were her companions since childhood. Although Plath is regarded as
having had mental health issues, those were not specific, and Brown underlines that specific
diagnoses were not classified until the 1980s (S. Brown 210). Women who have been
classified as having diagnoses like depression, eating disorders, borderline or bipolarity have
only recently been recognized as having an autism-diagnosis (Kentrou, 2024; Hendrickx 36;
Simone 159-160). Not until about 2010 a breakthrough occurred, acknowledging that women
with normal or high intelligence could have autism. The diagnosis was previously regarded as
only pertaining to men (Hendrickx 9). Furthermore, people with autism have a higher risk of
comorbid psychiatric disorders than those without autism (Rim 7). In autism groups on the
internet, well-known authors like James Joyce and Virginia Woolf, known to have had mental

health disorders, are now recognized by the autistic community as having had autism?.

There have always been autistic women, some of them writers. Inquiring in Facebook autism
forums about female protagonists with autism, Sylvia Plath and her novel The Bell Jar was

suggested. Comparing The Bell Jar with other female writers described as having an autistic
writing style, Brown compares Emily Dickinson’s writing style with that of Sylvia Plath’s as

both being successfully innovative in their writing style (J. Brown 104). Rodas states that

! Dr. Natalie Engelbrecht, MSc in Applied Psychology writes in her blog Embrace autism (https://embrace-
autism.com/) about autistic traits in Virginia Woolf. Author Patrich Jasper Lee writes in his blog The art of autism
(https://the-art-of-autism.com/) about autistic traits in Virginia Woolf and James Joyce. Both Engelbrecht and Lee
are diagnosed with autism.
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"Autists, then, are traditionally widely recognized as inventors of language" (Rodas 65).
Brown regards biographical writing as common within an autistic writing style (J. Brown 18).
Rodas mentions Frankenstein as a novel exploring themes of isolation and the feeling of
being alienated from the rest of the world. The feeling of alienation is prevalent in The Bell
Jar and is also a feature of autism (Bargiela et al., 3290-3292; J. Brown 31). A comparison
between The Bell Jar and literature written in an autistic writing style raises the question of
whether The Bell Jar also belongs to this category. However, the main reason for The Bell Jar
being of interest in this project is that this essay is using a neuro-queer approach, taking the
perspective of the autistic community and their opinions about which authors they consider
having autistic traits. Plath also authored her novel at a time when new demands were
imposed on the construction of identity. Autism was defined within the 1940s social dynamics
and Mcdonagh claims that the condition and our recognition and understanding of autism
takes form within this dynamic (Mcdonagh 100). Modern identities and autistic identities
have much in common. The concept of identity and relations between people were in flux in
modern times, due to the momentous changes in social structure, historical events, revolutions
in science and technology. This discontinuity of the modern world led to a sense of alienation
and of angst, feelings that have always characterized autistic people and which now came to
be expressed in modernist literature. This has also led to a connection between autistic writing
style and distinctive features of modernism (Mcdonagh pp. 107- 110). The question is
whether Plath only uses a modernist writing style or if her novel can be characterized as
having an autistic writing style. In the next chapter, the theory and method that are used to

examine these questions will be discussed.



2. Theory & Method

This chapter discusses the concept of neuroqueer theory. It also introduces autistic traits, autistic

writing style and autistic poetics as a method.

2.1 Neuroqueer theory

The theoretical perspective dubbed neuroqueer was created in 2014. It examines the
construction of society, defining normalcy concerning gender, sexual orientation and dis/ability
(Barnett 5). The critique in neuroqueer theory is focused on the pathologization of those being
neurodivergent also being marginalized in society. Neurogueer theory is also connected to
intersectionality which displays how supremacy and subordination are created and maintained

at intersections of power relations based on race, gender, and social class (Barnett 5).

Research on autistic individuals’ writing shows a significant difference between autistic and
non-autistic writing styles. Autists write in a more complex manner, as measured by word,
sentence length and rare vocabulary (Caldwell-Harris et al. 1889). Autistic writers tend to be
more detail-oriented in their writing style. They are also less likely than non-autistic writers to
have a narrative climax (Shevchuk-Hill et al. 3909). In the interpretation of autistic women’s
stories, drawn from autobiographical literature, you can also trace existentialist themes as
women are frequently characterized by a profound sense of alienation, often described with the

help of similes and metaphors (Davidson 664; Hunt & Carter 37).

Rodas uses neuroqueer theory as a tool to review autistic writing styles. Brown does not
explicitly use neuroqueer theory when she analyzes autistic writing. Brown is inclined to
believe that autistic writing means that the writer has autism. Rodas believes that autistic writing
has been transferred to nonautistic people, which means that an autistic writing style does not
necessarily mean that the writer has autism (Rodas 181). A neurotypical? writer can for example
make use of a modernistic writing style. Tracing similarities between modernist literature and
autism, McDonah compares clinicians’ definition of the autistic person which also [has the]

hallmarks of the work of modernists such as Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and Albert Camus”

2 Neurotypical describes a person whose neurocognitive functions fall within societal norms and expectations.



(Osteen 14 ). Glastonbury explores “autistic dynamics of certain works of art” (qtd. in
McDonagh 101), diagnosing modernist writers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, Franz Kafka,
Samuel Beckett and George Perec as autistic (McDonagh 101). James Joyce introduced his
stream-of-consciousness technique (Kaplan 172-173; Simion 59). Although Rodas does not
explicitly label certain writers as autistic, she mentions Joyce as having an autistic writing style
(Rodas 181). We do not know if Joyce was autistic, although scientists are discussing this as a
possibility (Whelan 555).

Can we distinguish autism from modernism? When Brown discusses Emily Dickinson’s writing
style, she refers to John Cody’s psychological assessment of Dickinson, where he states that
Emily “had some kind of ‘new syndrome’” (qtd. in Brown 115). Written in 1971, Brown
considers Cody’s comment as “reaching forward to the concept of Asperger’s syndrome?,
which joined the... DSM-IV... in 1994 (Brown 115). As Dickinson was pre-modernist, her
style can easily be considered an autistic writing style, distinguished from modernism, but when
it comes to the modernist era, Barber-Stetson remarks that “two literary genres are intertwined”
(Barber-Stetson 149). She notes that the time period for the development of autism as a
diagnosis (1908-1943) significantly overlaps with the period of modernism. To make it even
more complicated, schizophrenia has been “invoked by writers like Eliot, Louis A. Sass, Fredric
Jameson, and Deleuze and Guattari” (Barber-Stetson 151). Barber-Stetson notes that autism
once was “treated as a symptom of schizophrenia and later became separate spectrum of
disorders” (Barber-Stetson 151). She also emphasizes the value of modernist literature for

autistic writers:

[E]xperimental modernist literature like Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922) can serve as a historical precursor
to texts written by autists, one with already-recognized literary value...[which] supports the neurodiversity
movement by recognizing autists’ literary and cognitive potential rather than treating their cognitive style
as a deficit (Barber-Stetson 151).

McDonagh describes the symbiosis between empirist psychology and literature suggesting that
“the capacity to perceive autism in the 1940s may be connected to the proliferation of modern,
and modernist, notions of the self, which were given shape in the literary works of the era”
(McDonagh 101-102).

3 Asperger's syndrome, also known as Asperger's, was a diagnosis before ICD-11/DSM-V that is now replaced by
the umbrella term autism.



Lyon argues that reading modernism through the lens of disability theory requires both focus
on self-conscious aesthetic practice and on “the historical forces that underpin modernist
textuality” (Lyon 560).

McDonagh discusses the vital question of how to distinguish a modernist writing style from an
autistic writing style and asks the rhetorical question “Was Becket writing as a modernist or an
autist? My inclination is toward the former, given the impossibility of actual diagnosis”
(McDonagh 101). Writers with autism can adapt their writing to neurotypical writing. Rodas
mentions several autistic autobiographers whose stories are “mostly indistinguishable from
nonautistic memoirs” (Rodas 21), normalized according to society’s requirements to fit the
market. Rodas aim is also not to identify autistic writers, but to “demonstrate the degree to
which mainstream culture relies on autistic expression as an elemental aspect of human voice
and experience” (Rodas 29-30). Rodas claims she sees autistic writing from a neuroqueer
perspective that is characterized by a resource perspective, instead of focusing on deficits in
autism. Rodas criticism includes Brown’s Writers on the Spectrum (2009) which “sets out to
explore the distinctive literary tone of autistic writing [and] ultimately discounts the beauty and
value of the texts she analyses to discover defect or pathology” (Rodas 22). Rodas’ Autistic
Disturbances has in turn also been the subject of criticism. Williams thinks Rodas is expressing
herself in an ableist way (R. Williams 552), not being sufficiently intersectional as she only
includes “whiteness” and not “autistic voices of color” (R. Williams 553). The major difference
between Rodas and Brown is that Brown considers that the protagonist in a novel written by an

author with autism may also display autistic traits (J. Brown 25).

2.2 An introduction to autistic traits

Autism is based on "behavioral problems” due to a difference in perception. Autistic people
have different sensory perceptions* from neurotypical people. Central coherence is the ability
to perceive the whole based on the details that are important to the context. In autism, it is
common to focus on details. People with autism may have difficulties with executive functions
which consist of impulse control, flexibility and working memory. Things that can be

experienced as difficult are starting or changing activities, and adapting to changing

4 See Table 1 Senses in Appendix.



situations (O’Hearn, et al., 1110-1111). Interoception is our eighth sense and is about being
able to detect, interpret and take care of signals from the body®. A heightened interoception
awareness that co-occurs with autism is depression and anxiety. Masking is common for autistic
women. Women try to fit into society by hiding their differences, subconsciously as well as
consciously. This makes it much more difficult to diagnose women with autism. Women in
particular, who are masking and trying to blend into society, will finally reach a point when the
body will no longer be able to cope, and they will have exhaustion symptoms. Research
indicates that experiences of camouflaging could relate negatively to mental health (Cage et.
al. 1899). Autists have difficulties with “theory of mind”, i.e., understanding that other people's
behavior is controlled by thoughts and feelings that are not visible on the outside and are
different from one’s own. Autists have difficulties with non-verbal communication which
means that they may have difficulties understanding gestures, facial expressions, as well as
having difficulties maintaining eye contact. To fit in, autists compensate by watching other
people’s behavior and copying them (E. Williams 714). According to the DSM-5 (American
Psychiatric Association) diagnostic criteria for autism, two of the following must be met for an
autism diagnosis: 1. Repetitive motor movements®, speech, or use of objects. 2. Insisting that
nothing in everyday life should change. 3. Highly restricted, fixed interests. 4. Over- or under-

reactions, or unusual reactions to sensory input.

2.3 Autistic writing style and autistic poetics as method

Brown defines nine distinctive traits of an autistic writing style: A messy writing process, The
problem with audience, Genre — breaking the rules, Autistic narrative strategies, Character
development, Setting: Creating the world through detail, Rich use of symbolism, themes, and

rich language (J. Brown pp. 14-35).

A messy writing process depends on autistic people often being visual-spatial thinkers, not
writing in an abstract, linear process, but instead using a collage process for assembling their
drafts. This also includes literary assemblage with quotations and allusions (J. Brown 15). The

problem with the audience is due to a lack of theory of mind, where the writer tends to produce

5> our eight senses are taste, smell, hearing, sight, body sense, balance, touch and interoception.
® This is commonly referred to as stimming.



a text “that is not only by the author and for the author but also about the author” (J. Brown 18).
Genre - breaking the rules: This is about the author's attempt to first follow the rules, but then
abandon them, making up her own rules for writing (J. Brown 20) Autistic narrative strategies:
A lack of central coherence or executive function can impair the individual’s ability to build a
story or create a structured narrative (J. Brown 21). Character development is made up from the
author’s lack of knowing how to read body language or facial expressions. To compensate for
this difficulty, writers on the autistic spectrum will not create a fictive person but will only copy
people they know, or create characters who mirror themselves altogether, alternatively creating
characters who display traits of autism (J. Brown 24-25). The Setting: Creating the world
through detail: This is about relying on the ability to see details but having difficulties with
seeing the big picture. Brown writes that “[n]ot only are some writers on the spectrum acutely
aware of the kaleidoscope of sensory detail that surrounds them, but they also have a great
capacity for remembering what they have seen and heard” (J. Brown 26). This results in
descriptions becoming “more important than narrative, dialogue, or exposition” (J. Brown 27).
Brown mentions three characteristics of autism that nourish this facility for detail: “acute
sensory perception, exceptional memory, and preserveration on a special interest” (Brown 26).
Brown gives as examples, intense hearing abilities, making the sound of thunder troubling,
photographic memory which gives focus on details in settings, and powers of memory which
allows the writer to “re-create on the page what they have experienced in life” (Brown 27). A
rich use of symbolism is perhaps due to autism often implying high visual-spatial intelligence;
hence, visual expressions might have a bigger impact on the writer. “Many writers who have
autism rely on symbolism to infuse their work with rich significance and beauty” (J. Brown
28). Brown writes that “[a]utistic thinking tends to be ‘associational’ thinking — that is, one
mental image leads to another that leads to another” (J. Brown 28). Another aspect of
symbolism is that autobiographies written by autistic authors use symbols referring to autism.
As autism is regarded as a social disability, it also affects how the autistic writer describes social
interactions. Brown states: “When an author with autism writes about his or her place among
others in society, a theme of alienation prevails in these stories (J. Brown 31). Brown claims
that “writers with AS’ really love words” and have a rich language (J. Brown 32). Examples of

this is the use of poly-syllabic words. Neologisms are also common (J. Brown 32).

" AS is short for Aspergers syndrome.



Rodas introduces five traits. These traits may describe an autistic poetics, for instance,
describing commonalities in aesthetic, form, and communication: ricochet, apostrophe,
ejaculation, discretion and invention (Rodas 6-9).

Ricochet is about repetition of words and phrases, a linguistic reverberation which includes
“echolalia,” “parroting,” and “stereotypy” (Wilson 178 ; Rodas 6). It also includes “infinitude”,
meaning “an endless capacity for addition and accumulation that gestures toward the endlessly
inclusive” (Rodas 64). Apostrophe is when a writer addresses an absent, abstract figure for a
lengthy aside (Wilson 178-179). Ejaculation gestures primarily to a queering of conversational
turn taking, interruption, exclamation, and unexpected answers to rhetorical questions which
can serve as humour, a challenge, or both (Wilson 179). Discretion builds order from the chaotic
mess that is human communication. Lists, the parenthetical, alliteration, assonance, and rhyme
all give structure to an autistic text (Wilson 179). Finally, invention is about language creativity:
“wordplay, neologisms, and novel use of existing language” (Wilson 179). Rodas describes
invention as “breaking down and retooling of conventional language in ways that defamiliarize

and implicitly critique seemingly seamless and intuitive communicative practice” (Rodas 8).



3. Autistic traits in the story

This chapter discusses a part of Brown’s writing style, which deals with the content of the novel,

focusing on autistic traits in the protagonist.

Brown considers the protagonist in a novel written by an author with autism to also display
autistic traits. As The Bell Jar is a first-person narration, with Esther as the only voice, there
are traits that cannot be traced in the novel. We do not know how her surroundings perceive
her. Besides being depressed, we have no access to descriptions of others regarding Esther in
general as behaving in a strange way, nor do we have any observations of Esther having
difficulties with eye contact or making repetitive movements, i.e., stimming. Instead, we get a
description of Esther’s own experience. Typical autistic traits are differences of perception in
sensory processing and central coherence, different executive functions, different interoception,
masking, autistic burnout, and a different theory of mind. Plath’s portrayal of Esther’s bodily
and sensory experiences clearly bears similarities to clinical descriptions of autism. These range
from sensory hypersensitivity to motor rigidity and from interoceptive dysregulation to
catatonia. These themes are skillfully tied to language and narrative technique, making this
aspect both literary and theoretically compelling, given Plath’s, what can be interpreted as

knowledge of the impact of autism on the individual.
Sensory processing

Part of the criteria for autism is overreaction, underreaction, or unusual reactions to sensory
impressions. Selective eating is a common trait among those with autism. As some autists are
selective with food, others may be overeating in the absence of hunger (Nadeau 987). Food
features prominently in Plath’s novel (Smith pp. 1-22). Brown remarks that “chapters three and
four [is] almost entirely about the Ladies Day Luncheon where Esther dines obsessively on
caviar, ice cream, and ‘yellow-green avocado pear halves stuffed with crabmeat and
mayonnaise’” (S. Brown 212). Esther tells about how she loves food “more than just about

anything else” (Plath 22) and she is also obsessed with particular foods — in this case, caviar.

Processing sensory information can be difficult for autistic people. Any of their senses may be

over or under sensitive at various times. These sensory differences can affect how those with



autism feel and act and can have a profound effect on a person’s life. Esther experiences a
striking hypersensitivity when it comes to sound and smell. Smell can be perceived as
something positive as well as negative: “Constantin’s restaurant smelt of herbs and spices and
sour cream’ (Plath 73). Not having washed her clothes for three weeks, Esther finds the smell
of her dirty garments soothing: “The sweaty cotton gave off a sour but friendly smell” (Plath
122). Esther notices the smallest sound, and every sound seems to be magnified, “the ice-cubes
jingled as he passed them round” (Plath 14), “[t]he pillow crackled like a wad of straw” (Plath
44). Even music can be a challenge: “...the music broke over me like a rainstorm” (Plath 103).
There is also pain in Esther’s hearing experience: “The soprano screak of carriage wheels
punished my ear” (Plath 110). Difficulties with motor skills, which are connected to body
awareness, is characteristic of autistic people. Esther contemplates her poor skills: “I was a
terrible dancer...I had no sense of balance, and when we had to walk down a narrow board with
our hands out and a book on our heads in gym class I always fell over” (Plath 72). Esther shows
signs of a delayed ability to move. Catatonia, difficulties with voluntary motor control, can
sometimes be seen in autism as slowed movements and increased response latency (Kakooza-
Mwesige 327-35). This often occurs in stressful moments. Traits of catatonia can be found in
Esther’s performance: “My hand advanced a few inches, then retreated and fell limp. | forced
it towards the receiver again, but again it stopped short, as if it had collided with a pane of
glass” (Plath 114). As an autist, one can have different experiences of pain. Esther describes
how she cut herself with a razor and felt nothing: “Then I lifted my right hand with the razor
and let it drop of its own weight, like a guillotine, on to the calf of my leg. I felt nothing” (Plath
142).

Central coherence

Achieving central coherence is a challenge for autistic people as they are more likely to
encounter phenomena detail-by-detail, with less extreme conceptual mediation, it also affects
their storytelling (Diehl et.al. 87). A definition of coherence is the presence of temporal and

casual structure of a story (Diehl et.al. 89). The Bell Jar lacks a temporal structure.

The Bell Jar’s anachronism is communicated via its masterful development of perspective. The narrator’s
temporal perspective varies regularly, with a marked contrast between the narrated events and the time of

their narration. This allows Plath to address Greenwood’s burgeoning struggles whilst simultaneously
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inscribing her eventual recovery; The Bell Jar often presents the past and the future simultaneously (Gourley
716).

In autistic writing, storytelling is less coherent (Diel et.al. 94). This is due to autistic people
being more likely to encounter phenomena detail-by-detail, with less extreme conceptual
mediation (bottom-up). Memory is similarly anachronistic in The Bell Jar, which is explained
as giving Esther “a perspective that is central to the emotional power of The Bell Jar” (Gourley
715). Gourley remarks that the narration is more temporally complex than the novel itself,
showing how Esther analeptically reflects on several incidents, “especially concerning her
relationship with Willard, that impact upon her world and her perception of herself during her

period of illness and recovery” (Gourley 715).

Executive functions

Esther has difficulties adapting to changing situations. When Esther returns home to the suburbs
of Boston and discovers that she has not been accepted for a competitive summer writing course
at Harvard she describes her feelings with “[t]he air punched out of my stomach” (Plath 110).
Esther had pictured herself spending “the summer reading Finnegans Wake and writing my
thesis” (Plath 118). When this is not happening, Esther continues to wear the same clothes for
three weeks and stops washing her hair. This is the beginning of a mental breakdown (Plath
122).

Interoception, masking and autistic burnout

Interoception, masking and autistic burnout are intricately connected. Esther tries to fit in by
considering marrying her boyfriend Buddy, she joins her friends at parties that exhaust her, and
she tries to imitate other people’s actions. By masking, Esther hides her needs and signals from
her body, her interoception. Not answering the needs of her body, Esther develops depression
and anxiety, common disorders that often co-occur with autism. Finally, this can lead to an
autistic burnout, which is chronic exhaustion, loss of skills, and reduced tolerance to stimuli.

As autists have difficulties with theory of mind, which implies difficulties with social
reciprocity, they try to learn to fit in socially by watching and imitating other people. Esther
remarks that she likes to watch how other people act and how she learns from it: “I liked looking

on at other people in crucial situations. If there was a road accident or a street fight or a baby
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pickled in a laboratory jar for me to look at, I’d stop and look so hard | never forgot it. | certainly
learned a lot of things | never would have learned otherwise this way” (Plath 12). Alienation
and loneliness are distinctive for autists. When Esther attends a party, this is how she describes
her feelings: “I felt myself shrinking to a small black dot against all those red and white rugs
and that pine-panelling. I felt like a hole in the ground” (Plath 15). Esther doesn’t understand
she is heading towards a burnout and wonders why she reacts the way she does: “I was
appointed to the best editor on any intellectual fashion magazine, and what did | do but balk
and balk like a dull cart horse?” (Plath 29). As social interaction is difficult and draining for
those with autism, there is a great need for solitude. Esther also expresses relief when she can
obtain solitude: ““You are not to have any more visitors for a while.” I stared at Doctor Nolan

in surprise. ‘Why that’s wonderful.””” (Plath 194).

Theory of mind

Theory of mind means understanding that other people’s behavior is controlled by thoughts and
feelings that are not visible on the outside. This can result in a lack of ability to understand
scorn. Esther reflects on the fact she does not immediately understand when she was being
mocked: “... I didn’t immediately realize what the student had said to me was an insult” (Plath
60). Sometimes someone’s posture can be used to read a person one otherwise would not
understand: “... I could see bad news in the set of her neck ...” (Plath 110). At the same time,
it can be uncomfortable for an autist when people look them in the eyes: “ I felt her gaze pierce
through the white clapboard and the pink, wallpaper roses and uncover me ...” (Plath 113). The
lack of theory of mind may result in being very outspoken and insensitive to other people’s
feelings, something that Esther shows proof of: “‘I like you.” ‘That’s tough, Joan,” I said,
picking up my book. ‘Because I don’t like you. You make me puke, if you want to
know’” (Plath 211). In general, Esther finds it hard to socialize with other people: “When I talk
to a group of people | always have to single out one and talk to him, and all the while I am
talking | feel the others are peering at me and taking unfair advantage. | also hate people to ask
cheerfully how you are when they know you're feeling like hell and expect you to say ‘Fine’”
(Plath 93). In The Bell Jar, mirrors and reflection motifs appear in the novel multiple times and
correlate with the theme of identity: ”The face in the mirror looked like a sick Indian” (Plath
108). Having difficulties, as an autist, in interpersonal relatedness can be linked to difficulties

related to the self which in turn has to do with a “reciprocal relation between a sense of self and

12



a sense of other ... Engaging with the self can also provide opportunities for learning about

expressions and interactions” (Reddy et. al. 543).
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4. Autistic writing style

4.1 Autistic writing style according to Brown and Rodas.

This chapter deals with main characteristics in the autistic writing style according to Brown and
Rodas and how they apply to The Bell Jar.

Messy and collage-like writing process (visuo-spatial thinking)

A messy writing process depends on autistic people often being visual-spatial thinkers, not
writing in an abstract, linear process, but instead using a collage process for assembling their
drafts. Thanks to The Sylvia Plath Collection there is access to writings by and about Sylvia
Plath, including poems, journals, articles, and correspondence to and from Plath. Plath is said
to have collected drafts as a basis for her writing and was also dependent on her visio-spatial
way of thinking (Helle, “Lessons from the Archive” 643). This can also be seen in “Plath's
sense of representation [which] often begins with color, image, and line: we can sense the
importance of visual memory to her verbal imagination” (Helle, “Lessons from the Archive”
638). A messy writing style also includes literary assemblage with quotations and allusions.
Plath uses several allusions in The Bell Jar. The Rosenbergs, a married couple who were
convicted of espionage and executed, serves as an important motif in the novel. The Rosenbergs
could be interpreted as a symbol of Jewishness and the Cold War, as well as for feminism.
Esther repeatedly reflects upon the execution of the Rosenbergs throughout the novel, possibly
connected to her morbid preoccupation with death. Plath alludes to the Bible, writing about “the
waters of Jordan,” and thinks of water as something that restores her spirit (Plath 19). Plath also
alludes to Catholic beliefs and practices and reflects over the possibility to convert to
Catholicism in order to avoid suicide (Plath 158). The most famous repetition in The Bell Jar
is the ejaculation “I am, I am, [ am”, exclaimed at first after Esther’s suicide attempt (Plath 152)
and also at the very end of the novel, when Esther is released from the mental institute (Plath
233). This ejaculation can embody the expressive habits of order and design, but it can also
serve as an allusion to D.H. Lawrence’s quotation and, thus, convey Esther’s utter feeling of

loneliness:
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Insofar as | am, I, and I, and | am only I, insofar as | am inevitably and eternally alone, it is my last
blessedness to know it, and to accept it, and to live with this as the core of my self-knowledge (qdt. in
McDonah 110).

Autobiographical style — writing for, about and by oneself

The problem of audience and the lack of ability to imagine what another person might be
thinking, which is a result of a lack of theory of mind, leads in the case of The Bell Jar to a
novel written more or less about the author. Laura de la Parra Fernandez describes The Bell
Jar as a self-disclosing roman a clef that “has largely been read as an autobiographical novel
and as the key to understanding her suicide” (de la Parra Fernandez 163; “Roman a clef”).
Research shows that autobiographical memory may provide a means of investigating social
identity markers that are closely related to theory of mind and social skills. Comparing
autobiographies written by autists and neurotypicals shows that autists have less association
with others and more references to others. Although autistic persons tell their stories from a
first-person perspective, they are more likely to use a third person observer perspective,
literarily standing on the sidelines acting an observer (Wantzen 7,12) .

Genre-breaking: mixture of realism, symbolism, modernism

Modernism implies a rejection of history and conservative values. Esther questions
conservative values but does not reject them completely. Instead, she creates a realistic picture
of the society she lives in. Symbolist literature usually used abstract language and rhetorical
devices such as metaphor, simile, and symbolism to express profound emotions and thoughts
(Neginsky). In modernism this was expressed in “themes of desolation, spiritual emptiness, and
the breakdown of traditional values (Emad 140). Especially in her poems, Plath used
symbolism, although not in The Bell Jar (Yanti 1). Plath was also very much influenced by the
writing style of James Joyce and even mentions him in The Bell Jar, although the novel “is
a considered engagement with—and final departure from—Joyce’s influence” (Gourley 696).

Limited character development: all mirror Esther

Character development is difficult for autistic writers as the author does not know how to read
body language or facial expressions. Plath creates a character who mirrors herself and also

displays traits of autism. She also might copy people she already knows. In the novel, the word
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“face” or “faces” occurs 110 times. However, the description of the person is “often referring
specifically to another character’s face rather than the individual as a whole” (Hunt & Carter
33). Esther would rather see her mother’s face than see the mother. “[her] mother’s face,

anxious and sallow as a slice of lemon, peering up at me through the window” (Plath 126).
Focus on environmental descriptions rather than action and dialogue

Lack of central coherence or executive function can affect autistic narrative strategies as it
impairs the individual’s ability to build a story or create a structured narrative. Considering
modernism to be an era for more structural flexibility, this semibiographical novel was not
obliged to have a structured narrative. In The Bell Jar, we can see how Plath uses flashbacks to
give readers the backstory of the events leading to the incident. The first person’s narration is
mingled with a stream of consciousness, a literary method of mimicking the way the brain
works. As modernism is often distinguished by its attention to cognition, it focuses readers’
attention on individual attempts to sort information. Barber-Stenson writes about how Virginia
Woolf’s narrator “pursues a series of cognitive associations that could be considered as trivial”
(Barber-Stetson155). Being the first British novel to use stream of consciousness, Dorothy
Richardson received the same kind of criticism that autists encounter in response to many of
their interests, when she published her novel Pointed Roofs in 1915 (Barber-Stetson155). The
brain does not work in a structured way, instead, in a non-linear fashion the brain offers the
possibility to “survey the universe, read its lessons and re-inscribe them in meaningful
constellations” (Thurston 2). An autist’s way of thinking is different as it can be distinguished
by fluid intelligence. “Fluid intelligence is the ability to see order in confusion, to draw
inferences and understand the relationships of seemingly unrelated things” (Simone 21).
Distinctive features of fluid intelligence coincide with the description of stream of

CONSCciousness.

4.2 Autistic poetics according to Rodas.

Ricochet: repetition of words, phrases, themes.

Ricochet in The Bell Jar is prevalent in both words, phrases and themes. Alliteration is used as

a tool for repetition: “sultry summer”, “wondering what |1 would be like, being burned ...”
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(Plath 1, my emphasis). On a phrase level there are plenty of examples of phrases being repeated
like “T was supposed to be having the time of my life. I was supposed to be the envy of thousands
...”, “black patent leather belt and black patent leather pocket-book ...” (Plath 2). The repetition
seems meaningless, not really adding anything but repetition in itself, what Rodas defines as
chaos and nothingness. The “infinitude” Rodas refers to could be expressed when Esther is
reading Finnegans Wake and says to herself : "I thought the small letter at the start might mean
that nothing ever really began all new, with a capital, but that it just flowed on from what came
before” (Plath 119). There is nothing new, everything just flows “infinitude”. On occasion the
repetition is somewhat of an echolalia, repeating what has been already said: “ ‘How about it,
Doreen?’ I said. ‘How about it, Doreen?’ the man said ...” (Plath 8). Examples of repetition in
themes can be about the Rosenbergs, which is repeated several times in the novel, in chapters
1 and 9. In chapter 9, Ethel’s friend Hilda exclaims: “ I’m so glad they’re going to die” (Plath
95). Ethel does not like Hildas attitude and compares her with an evil, Jewish spirit, a dybbuk.
Another theme that repeats are the suicide attempts and Esther’s reflections on suicide. The
method for suicide ranges from pills, shooting herself, hanging or drowning herself. Chapters
13 and 14 have suicide as a theme. At the end of the novel, Esther repeats in her memory
everything she has experienced: “I remembered everything. I remembered the cadavers and
Doreen and the story of the fig-tree and Marco’s diamond and the sailor on the Common and
Doctor Gordon’s wall-eyed nurse and the broken thermometers and the negro with his two
kinds of beans and the twenty Pund | gained on insulin and the rock that bulged between sky
and sea like a grey skull” (Plath 227).

Apostrophe: internal monologues directed at an invisible recipient

Apostrophe is defined by Rodas as “indulging in lengthy monologues” (Rodas 6). The Bell Jar
is distinguished by lengthy, internal monologues, sometimes referred to as soliloquies. They
are means for a character to externalize their thoughts. They can also address an absent, abstract
figure. Since much of the novel consists of monologues, and not dialogues, one have to imagine
the reader of the book as the recipient. From that point of view, many internal comments and
thoughts might seem to be of little interest to the reader. What stands out in the book is the
focus on food, something that really has nothing to do with the storyline. A whole chapter in
the book, chapter three, deals with descriptions of food, childhood memories of food, food

poisoning and eating again (Woodward 118).
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Ejaculation: abrupt, fragmentary dialogues and outbursts.

Ejaculation is the tendency to blurt out something, to speak in ways seen as uncontrolled,
disconnected, inappropriate, fragmentary, indiscrete and abrasive. There is a significant
difference between Esther’s elaborate thoughts and the voices heard in dialogues, which are
short and sometimes fragmentary. When Esther receives a visit from an acquaintance, who is
now a doctor, she reacts to the fact he might now see her as just another patient and tells him
to: ‘Get out,’” I said. ‘Get the hell out and don’t come back’” (Plath 167). The dialogues in the
novel are few and usually short. Not until page 5 does the first spoken line in the novel appear:
“What are you sweating over that for” (Plath 5). But it is no dialogue, the comment from Doreen
is never answered, but totally disconnected. After half a page of inner monologue by Esther
comes the next disconnected line: “You know old Jay Cee won’t give a damn if that story’s in
tomorrow or Monday” (Plath 5). Even after that line, there is still no dialogue. Instead, Doreen
continues to blurt out: ““Jay Cee’s ugly as sin,” Doreen went on coolly. ‘I bet that old husband
of hers turns out all the lights before he gets near her or he’d puke otherwise” (Plath 5). This
fragmentary line, without dialogue continues when Doreen suddenly speaks: “Doreen grinned.
‘Smart girl”” (Plath 6). Just as there is not much dialogue in the novel, Esther’s inner monologue
can be disrupted by just a single line: “Leggo, you bitch” (Plath16). The ejaculation can also be
uncontrolled, with Esther starting to communicate with herself: | said to myself:

Doreen is dissolving, Lenny Shepherd is dissolving, Frankie is dissolving, New York is dissolving, They
are all dissolving away and none of them matter anymore. | don’t know them, | have never known them,
and | am very pure. All that liquor and those sticky kisses | saw and the dirt that settled on my skin on the

way back is turning into something pure (Plath 19).

What is interesting is the disconnection and the absence of having a real dialogue. Only when
Esther talks to herself, the monologue is not cut short, but coherent. When Esther utters
something to someone else, there is still often a monologue and very terse: “Which way is the
graveyard?” (Plath 157). There is no reply to the question. Somehow one could imagine that
Esther’s mental health issues could be the cause for the almost nonexistent dialogue, and the
words uttered that she takes part of but rarely responds to. However, these disconnected

ejaculations are prevalent throughout the entire novel.

Discretion: lists, collections, sound, and form schemes
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Discretion gives structure to human communication through lists, verbal collecting and local
coherence. It also encompasses alliteration, assonance, and rhyme, to give the text structure.
When Esther reads a text she suddenly starts to count the letters, thinking the number of letters
is important: “I counted the letters. There were exactly a hundred of them. I think this must be
important” (Plath 119). Rodas describes Robinson Crusoe’s verbal collecting which consists of
“lists of goods collected from his wrecked ship, menus of his various meals, even, like Warhol,
inventories of his physical appearance” (Rodas 167). We can find this in Esther’s account of
the free bonuses she got together with winning the fashion magazine contest (Plath 24-25).

Esther also makes inventories of her physical appearance:

The face in the mirror looked like a sick Indian ... I glanced down at my unfamiliar skirt and blouse. The
skirt was green dirndl with tiny black, white and electric blue shapes swarming across it, and it stuck out
like a lampshade. Instead of sleeves, the white eyelet blouse had frills at the shoulder, floppy as the wings
of a new angel (Plath 108).

In modernist writing style, characters try to escape reality, but, at the same time, they try to
perceive moments of personal experience in their memories. To describe life to describe life in
the moment it is lived also means paying attention to the smallest detail that a human being
perceives. It can be smell and sound, colour and shape, movement and stillness (Allen 340).
The local coherence often consists of detailed descriptions of things, often collectively brought
together, something which occurs throughout the novel:”... waiting trays — the white paper
napkins, folded in their crisp, isosceles triangles, each under the anchor of its silver fork, the
pale dome of the soft-boiled eggs in the blue egg cups, the scalloped glass shells of orange
marmalade” (Plath 202).

Invention: neologisms, compounds, poetic language

Autistic writers often make up new words, referred to as neologisms, as well as make use of
poly-syllabic words. Gerbig discusses Plath’s use of rare and unusual words in her works,
stressing how she is deliberately exploiting the historical nature of language. One example of
this is when Esther has seen a play about a heroine “possessed by a dybbuk” which is how she
thinks of her friend Hilda (Gerbig 80). Plath also creates a more female language. De Villiers
“argue[s] that Plath creates new vocabularies of madness to depict female madness as the result
of patriarchal oppression” (de Villiers 1). There are several examples in The Bell Jar of poly-

syllabic words, used as a tool to create new meanings. In the first chapter, Esther ponders the
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execution of the Rosenberg couple and makes use of compound words which make the words

more poly-syllabic: papers-goggle-eyed and peanut-smelling (Plath 1).

4.3 Alienation and symbolism as neuroqueer expressions.

The fig tree, the bell jar, the headlines as symbols of autistic experience

In modernist literature, symbolism plays a significant role, allowing authors to transcend literal
meanings and open up for expressing complex ideas and emotions (Emad 139). Characteristic
for autistic people is their high visuoperceptual intelligence which makes symbols important.
Grandin writes that she “... was a visual thinker and needed concrete symbols for abstract
concepts (Grandin 85). Her mother writes to her in a letter: “You need symbols. You love them.
Like a work of art, they are a physical expression of what you feel. After all, all art is symbolic
“ (Grandin 125). From a neuroqueer perspective, the fig tree represents the difficulties the

autistic woman has in adapting to society's patriarchal norms.

I saw my life branching out before me like the green fig tree in the story. From the tip of every branch, like
a fat purple fig, a wonderful future beckoned and winked. One fig was a husband and a happy home and
children, and another fig was a famous poet, and another fig was a brilliant professor ... | wanted each and
every one of them, but choosing one meant losing all the rest, and, as | sat there, unable to decide, the figs

began to wrinkle and go black, and, one by one, they plopped to the ground at my feet (Plath 73).

Autistic women feel that they have to mask their autism traits and “play specific traditional
feminine roles. .. with negative consequences for their identity, mental health and relationships”
(Seers 1554). This is due to their androgynous personality: “Splitting AS traits along gender
lines may seem unnecessary to many on the spectrum because we tend to be androgynous
creatures — in mannerism, behavior and, mostly, in essence” (Simone 61). At the end of the 60s,
Temple Grandin authored an essay in college that captures this way of thinking: “In a marriage
the girl is subservient. | have not seen one marriage yet that could be a model one for me. The
only way | could marry would be if my husband and | worked as scientists. Regretfully, there
still is prejudice against women in this society ... (Grandin 118). In a survey of five
autobiographies, one author described their autism as “opaque glass” (J. Brown 216). One
writer describes his autism as glass, being a metaphor for alienation: “In a world of glass, you
can watch the world pass, and nobody can touch you, you think you are safe” (J. Brown 216).
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In interviews with autistic women one woman compares her feeling of being disconnected to
“hiding behind glass” (Lilley 400). Brown mentions Temple Grandin who wrote about a glass
door which “separated her from other people and from the rest of the outside world” (J. Brown
28). In the novel, the metaphor of The Bell Jar is connected to negative feelings, but it can also
serve as a protection from the outer world (Hoag 36). In chapter 16, headlines are reprinted in
the text as Esther’s friend, Joan, gives Esther headlines from articles about Esther’s
disappearance and attempted suicide (Plath 191-192). Headlines can be a symbol for connection

with the world outside herself and Esther’s connection to the world.

Similes that express isolation, division, and the longing for death

While symbols express something indirectly, similes create comparisons. Plath also makes
frequent use of the simile “like”. In the novel, Plath makes use of “like” 213 times to describe
Esther’s thoughts and perceptions in a symbolic way, showing how Esther feels socially
isolated, often combined with thoughts of violence and death (Hunt & Carter 33). Esther’s drink
tastes “like dead water”, she feels “like a hole in the ground” (Plath 15). After a photography
session, Esther feels “like the skin shed by a terrible animal” (Plath 98). After being exposed
to an attempted rape, her feeling of exposure leads to morbid comparisons: ”Piece by piece, |
fed my wardrobe to the night wind, and flutteringly, like a loved one’s ashes, the gray scraps
were ferried off” (Plath 107): “A summer calm laid its soothing hand over everything, like
death” (Plath 109). When Plath wants to foreshadow the depression that presents itself in a later
chapter, she uses the metaphor “negative of a person”: “I felt myself melting into the shadows

like the negative of a person 1’d never seen before in my life” (Plath 9).

The phrase “in the middle of” as a recurring expression of alienation

As autism is regarded as a social disability, it also affects how the autistic writer describes social
interactions. Brown states: “When an author with autism writes about his or her place among
others in society, a theme of alienation prevails in these stories (J. Brown 31).

In The Bell Jar, the most common four-word phrase is “in the middle of,” occurring 20 times
in the text (Hunt & Carter 36). Although the phrase “in the middle of” is considered a common
prepositional phrase in English, Esther’s narrated experience is not used as usual, in a neutral
way, but as a way of displaying alienation. Her accounts of being in the center is often

connected with something negative: “She feels like the calm in the eye of a storm, must ski
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down a path between faceless skiers or feels stranded in a huge silence” (Hunt & Carter
37). Hunt and Carter make the conclusion that this frequent use of what otherwise would have
been considered common phrases, verbally conveys trauma and acute psychological distress
(Hunt & Carter 37-38).
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5. Conclusion

This essay has sought to investigate signs of autistic traits in Sylvia Plath’s novel The Bell Jar.
The aim has been to look for an autistic writing style using a neuroqueer approach. Plath’s use
of what can signify autistic traits has been explored by using Brown’s and Rodas’ criteria for
an autistic writing style, by Rodas, defined as autistic poetics. Plath has used the genre of
confessionalism as a response to modernism in writing what has largely been interpreted as an
autobiographical novel. She uses a writing style which is in accordance with other literary
works within the field of modernism. However, research comparing autistic and neurotypical
writing style shows that an autistic writing style has a more complex manner with, for instance,
a rare vocabulary. Plath's motifs and allusions are often marked by the use of rare and unusual
words. The writing style among autistic persons is also more detail-oriented and is less likely
to have a narrative climax. Plath has an interest in detailed descriptions and has no climax in
her story with a turning point where the conflict is resolved. When it comes to autistic women,
research shows they tend to describe a sense of alienation, using various stylistic devices. In
her novel, Plath has captured the experience of being a woman marked by alienation, and who

is increasingly affected by mental illness partly due to a patriarchal society.

McDonah compares the traits of the autistic person with works of modernists such as Virginia
Woolf, James Joyce, and Albert Camus, and points out that they have the same hallmarks.
Glastonbury regards modernist writers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, Franz Kafka, Samuel
Beckett and George Perec as autistic, which can explain the similarity between an autistic
writing style and modernism. Due to these similarities, McDonagh asks the rhetorical question
if Becket’s writing was modernistic or autistic. His answer is that he would rather define
Becket’s writing as the former, as he regards the impossibility of making an actual diagnosis.
However, having a neuroqueer perspective implies an interpretive preference in favor of an
autistic writing style. Rodas considers an autistic writing style as having been transferred to
nonautistic people, meaning that also non-autistic writers can use an autistic writing style.
Brown considers that an autistic person who has not adapted to a neurotypical writing would
probably use a writing style limited by the way an autistic person perceives the world. Among
Brown’s traits of autism, content, i.e. what is represented, is also included. This makes the

distinction between nonautistic and autistic writers easier to trace as, according to Brown, an
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autistic writing style made by an autist likely displays the writers own autistic traits through the

protagonist.

Three strong themes connected to autistic traits can be traced in The Bell Jar. Plath's writing
style exhibits several features of what neuroqueer theory and autism research identify as autistic
aesthetics. They are: fragmentation, detail, repetition, symbolism, and a broken narrative
structure, which means that her style can be interpreted as a conscious or intuitive departure
from neurotypical narrative conventions. Repetition aligns with DSM-5 autism criteria for
autism which includes repetitive motor movements, speech, or use of objects. Secondly, Plath’s
language relates to loneliness and social isolation. Esther's experience of social isolation, lack
of 'theory of mind' and difficulties in interpersonal interaction shows clear connections to the
autistic experience. Plath also uses a language and a narrative technique that reinforces this
feeling of alienation. Esther describes her autism as being like a bell jar, which relates to several
autistic people likening their alienation to a glass barrier. Plath’s description of sensory
experience, interoception and perception shows clear similarities to clinical descriptions of
autism. Esther displays many autistic traits, such as differences in perception of sensory
processing and central coherence, differences in executive functions, in interoception, masking,
(autistic) burnout, and different theory of mind. Finally, autism influences how a person
interacts with their surroundings, including social cues and sensory input. Adapting to new
environments or situations can be an especially challenging task, leading to heightened anxiety
and resistance to change. In the case of Esther, her disappointment of not being accepted into a
writing course shows both signs of difficulties in the face of change and her intense interest in
literature. This point aligns with DSM-5 autism criteria for over or under reactions, or unusual
reactions to sensory input, DSM-5 autism criteria for insisting that nothing in everyday life
should change, and the DSM-5 autism criteria for highly restricted, fixed interests. Given the
evidence, there is a case to be made for the text of Plath’s The Bell Jar displaying the traits of

an autistic writing style.
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7. Appendix

Table 1. Senses.

Sense

Differences in senses

Taste

It can be unpleasant to eat mixed food or too strongly spiced food. It can
be uncomfortable with hot or cold food. Consistency sensitivity. Chewing
can be energy-intensive. The discomfort can lead to eating too little or too

one-sidedly.

Smell

Being exposed to strong scents such as aftershave and perfume can be

unpleasant. Strong reactions to smelly odors, e.g., garbage.

Hearing

Sound sensitivity. It can be difficult to filter out disturbing sounds.

Sight

It can be difficult if there are too many things or colours in a room. It can

be difficult if people get close quickly. Light sensitivity.

Body sense

Coordinating movements and doing several things at the same time can be
experienced as demanding. Doing something without using vision can be
experienced as demanding. Limiting and controlling the muscle strength
you need to use to perform certain tasks can be difficult. Exercising or

playing sports can be uncomfortable/unpleasant.

Balance

To coordinate movements and move without first thinking about how to do
it. Judging distances, walking on slopes or uneven terrain in the forest.
Afraid of heights or falling over. Problems with dizziness and discomfort,

e.g., if you move your head too quickly.

Touch

Painful to shower. It is uncomfortable or painful to cut hair and nails.
Clothes can be perceived as uncomfortable due to materials, seams and
patches that irritate. Light touch can feel more painful than forceful hugs.

You can have different experiences of cold, heat or pain.

Interoception®

Having difficulties knowing your own feelings like anger. Having

difficulties knowing you have to go to the toilet.

8 Interoception, the ability to detect and attend to internal bodily sensations.
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