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Abstract  
Esther from Sylvia Plath’s The Bell Jar and Holden from J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye are 

two examples of alienated protagonists in a novel. Their experiences have been almost identical, yet 

the readership has reacted differently to the two protagonists, while Holden’s alienation has been 

attributed to the social causes Esther’s alienation is considered a psychological issue. This article 

shows that the two protagonists are indeed similar to one another in both aspects, as one can find 

psychological and social causes at work in both of them, and unlike what the readership of the novel 

used to think, Esther does not have a schizoid personality and the gender roles at work in the society 

are the main cause of her plight.  
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Introduction  
Sylvia Plath’s only novel, The Bell Jar, has been considered by most critics, and truly so, the 

autobiography of its author. The inevitable result of this comparison is the notion that the novel is as 

Frances McCullough puts it in her foreword to the novel, “a description of schizophrenic perception” 

(McCullough, 1996, p. 3). To Janet Malcolm, the New Yorker writer who became fascinated by how 

we know what we know about Plath, “The bell jar is a fine evocation of what madness is actually 

like” (McCullough, 1996, p. 5). Esther’s, the protagonist’s, plight is associated more than anything 

with the psychological crisis like confusion arising from the search for identity, insanity as one of the 

results of having problems with the members of the family, especially the mother, and her painful 

experience “in her rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood” (Axelrod, 2009, p. 11). However, 

the role the society plays in paving the path to her descent is less dealt with. Perloff believes, “To 

label Esther as "schizophrenic" and leave it at that does not take us very far. For Sylvia Plath's focus 

in The Bell Jar is not on mental illness per se, but on the relationship of Esther's private psychosis to 

her larger social situation” (Perloff, 1972, p. 511). Surprisingly in analyzing Esther’s male equivalent, 

Holden Caulfield, in The Catcher in the Rye, who shares almost the same experiences, his alienation 

from the society has always been taken for granted. Why Esther’s breakdown is more considered as 

highlights of the fatality of female experience when the same process in a male character is 

unanimously associated with alienation in a fragmented society? The aim of this essay is to show to 

the reader that Esther is as much alienated as Holden, yet readers have separated these two 

experiences due to their difference in gender; Esther is considered weak and subjected to her mental 

illness although this is Esther who is born again out of her own ashes while Holden merely gives in to 

the society he satirizes. The suggestion is that gender definitely plays a role in the process of these 

two characters’ alienation, but it does not make the female, Esther Greenwood, the weaker sex. This is 

done by describing the process Esther goes through in length and comparing Holden’s alienation with 

Esther’s in order to shed light on the similarities and differences these two characters’ growing 

alienation have. Esther is the focus of this comparison since her ultimate sanity is obscured by her 

apparent self-debasing and suicidal attitudes, and these are what mislead the readers who therefore, 

presume and respect Holden as the anti-hero of the modern age, and a critic of the superficial ideals of 

the America of 50s and 60s, yet only sympathize with Esther for her gradual mental melt down.  

Esther and Holden are adolescents coming of age, yet their development does not follow the trajectory 

normal experience. Both are confused because of the demand to conform to the society they find 
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believe; they both struggle towards maturity. Holden is an epitome of a cynical young man who thinks 

of everything and everybody as phony and looks down on every aspect of the society from its 

educational institutions to women’s ideals. Esther is the opposite; she is a talented young girl who has 

spent most of her time studying and “getting straight As” (Plath, 1972, p. 12). The nineteen-year-old 

college junior has won a summer guest editorship at a fashion magazine. However, during her time in 

New York and her encounter with some people “she is presented with real alternatives” (Perloff, 

1972, p. 512); she realizes that she does not know what she wants and this is ultimately followed by 

the deterioration in her mental health. Here I want to show that how these two characters’ similar 

experiences differ, in that Holden’s is more of an all-inclusive revulsion towards the society he 

criticizes which makes the reader easily attach it to his obvious alienation while Esther’s non-

conformity is more of an internal and self-enclosed destruction, which disguises the alienating process 

and makes the psychological mal-functions appear more evident. However, the comparisons are 

relevant since they are almost the same age, in almost the same era, in the same city, and as Marjorie 

G. Perlof believes, “the Bell Jar has become for the young of the early seventies what Catcher in the 

Rye was to their counterparts of the fifties: the archetypal novel that mirrors, in however distorted a 

form, their own personal experience, their sense of what Irving Howe calls ‘the general human 

condition’” (Perloff, 1972, p. 508).  

Esther  
The Beginning: A Suffocating Environment  
From the beginning of the story it is revealed to the reader that Esther is bewildered in adapting to the 

strange world around her: “It was a queer, sultry summer, the summer they electrocuted the 

Rosenbergs, and I didn't know what I was doing in New York. […]. I knew something was wrong 

with me that summer, because all I could think about was the Rosenbergs and how stupid I'd been to 

buy all those uncomfortable, expensive clothes, hanging limp as fish in my closet” (Plath, 1972, p. 2). 

She is obsessed with thinking about the Rosenbergs, who were sentenced to death by electrocution for 

revealing American nuclear secrets to the Soviets. It is inferred that she identifies most of all with 

Ethel Rosenberg, the wife, who sacrificed the ideals of motherhood and womanhood for what she 

believed in, hence her exclusion by the American law and her death sentence. Esther herself 

ultimately undergoes electroshock therapy as the result of her own inability to adapt to social norms. 

Therefore, from the beginning of the story she finds the unquestioned conventions stifling and even 

seeks models with whom she could sympathize. 11  

 



For Esther the most unforgivable sin is hypocrisy. The images of sickness, vomiting, and blood all 

resonate the infective environment she abhors though she has no other choice but to continue living in 

the same deceptive society. She sees those close to her as doubles. Even her mother appears as 

another deceitful person like others. Her mother secretly hates shorthand, but perpetually bothers 

Esther to learn it. She sees herself “burdened with guilt and resentment, for she constantly had to 

fulfill her mother’s desires and expectations as well as her own. She repudiated her mother’s 

aspirations for domesticity, happiness, and security” (Doris 9).  

She is expected to act as those for whom she writes her articles. She writes for a magazine which 

advocates consumerism and an image of femininity which can reach fulfillment in the form of 

marriage and homemaking. This duality occupies Esther’s thoughts in solitude and is fully depicted in 

the scene where she quotes Mrs. Willard, her boyfriend’s mother, who has been a teacher and a wife 

of a professor, “what a man wants is a mate and what a woman wants is infinite security” and “what a 

man is, is an arrow into the future and what a woman is, is the place the arrow shoots off from” (Plath, 

1972, p. 22). She later thinks that, “that’s one of the reasons I never wanted to get married. The last 

thing I wanted was infinite security and to be the place an arrow shoots off from. I wanted change and 

excitement and to shoot off in all directions myself, like the colored arrows from a Fourth of July 

rocket” (Plath, 1972, p. 25). She finds herself demanded by others to conform to the commonly 

accepted role of femininity, yet she finds it ridiculous and in contrast to her interests. There are so 

many possible models of femininity she can emulate: “Buddy Willard’s mother, professor’s wife and 

leading citizen; Doreen, the Southern blonde sex kitten who always knows how to get her man; Betsy, 

innocently happy and uncomplicated Midwestern fashion model; Philomena Guinea, best-selling 

novelist, whose endowed scholarship Esther holds at college; and finally, Jay Cee, the successful 

editor” (Perloff, 1972, p. 513). However, Esther cannot help but notice that all of these women despite 

being talented are essentially flawed human beings. For instance, “refined and cultured Mrs. Willard 

lets her husband walk all over her as if she were one of the wool mats she makes as a hobby. 

Philomena Guinea’s novels turn out to be endless soap operas” (Perloff, 1972, p. 514). She likes to be 

a poet and to write short stories for the magazines. However, Buddy Willard, her boyfriend, thinks of 

a poem as “a piece of dust” (Plath, 1972, p. 18). Her answer to Buddy’s remark is “I guess so” 

although deep down she believes, “a poem lasts a whole lot longer than a hundred of people put 

together. People were made of nothing so much as dust, and I couldn't see that doctoring all that dust 

was a bit better than writing poems people would remember and repeat to themselves when they were 

unhappy or sick and couldn't sleep” (Plath, 1972, p. 18). She has a habit of accepting what is told to 

her as she confesses to it herself, “my trouble 11  

 



was that I took everything Buddy Willard told me as the honest-to-God truth” (Plath, 1972, p. 18).  

New York City with its glamour demands a man as the essential requirement, and the meaning maker 

of the hotchpotch of the real world; after Buddy’s visit all the girls at her college respect Esther 

despite their earlier unfriendliness. “Like her ambivalence to the women she meets, Esther’s response 

to men is hopelessly divided” (Perloff, 1972, p. 515). She longs for love, yet her encounters with men 

show her that they are exploiters and hypocrites. She detests Buddy Willard the moment she realizes 

his hypocrisy when he tells her he had “an affair” with a waitress (Plath, 1972, p. 22). She says, “I 

almost fell over. From the first night Buddy Willard kissed me and said I must go out with a lot of 

boys, he made me feel I was much more sexy and experienced than he was […] now I saw he had 

only been pretending all this time to be so innocent” (Plath, 1972, p. 22). This is unforgivable for 

Esther and the only way she believes she can free herself from his domineering hypocrisy is to 

revenge by sleeping with someone “to even things up and then think no more about it” (Plath, 1972, p. 

22). She realizes the male domination in establishing the idea of an ideal pure woman who gains her 

worth and appreciation when married and with children, at the same time she witnesses their falsity in 

reinforcing what they condemn by doing it. When Esther observes the process of childbirth she 

realizes the depth of hypocrisy in males and their domineering ways; she questions the stereotypes 

about motherhood:  

Later Buddy told me the woman was on a drug that would make her forget she’d had any pain and 

that when she swore and groaned she really didn’t know what she was doing because she was in a 

kind of twilight sleep. I thought it sounded just like the sort of drug a man would invent. (Plath, 1972, 

p. 20)  

However, Esther herself is not exempted from the prevalent hypocrisy. Perloff quotes from R. D. 

Laing who believes, “everyone in some measure wears a mask” (Perloff, 1972, p. 509), and Esther is 

forced to wear masks and assume false identities in order to survive. She wears the mask of “the girl 

who likes the fur shows for Betsy” (Perloff, 1972, p. 510), the mask of an ideal student for Mr. Manzi, 

her physics professor, even though she secretly loathes the “hideous, cramped, scorpion-lettered 

formulas” (Plath, 1972, p. 12), and for Doreen, she is disguised as a “tough cookie, willing to be 

picked up by strangers” (Perloff, 1972, p. 510). Steven Gould Axelrod truly observes it in Esther and 

contends that, “she went to New York behaving as a conformist who sees through the eyes of others 

and whose highest goal is to fit in. but she discovers a contrary wish to become an autonomous person 

capable of seeing through her own eyes even while relating to others” (Axelrod, 2009, p.12). R. D. 

Laing, as quoted by Perloff, believes that in the beginning, “the ‘inner self’ is occupied in fantasy and 

observation. It observes the processes of perception and action. […], and the individual’s acts are the 

provinces of a false-self system” (Perloff, 1972, p. 508). 12  

 



The split in Esther's character between her inner self and outer reflection makes her to adopt a false 

identity as Elly Higginbottom. Then, she sinks into her split self since she can neither accept nor reject 

the society’s guidelines for women. That is why from the very beginning of the story Esther doubts 

her idea of true self when she comes back from Lenny’s place and her own face appears strange to her 

as “a big smudgy-eyed Chinese woman staring idiotically into my face” (Plath, 1972, p. 7). Therefore, 

she who has always thought she knew what she is looking for and strived hard towards the path to 

success, finds herself perplexed and does not know exactly which one of the branches of the fruitful 

tree of her life is suitable to choose.  

Steven Gould Axelrod observes that, “although Esther tries to conform to the sophisticated, urban 

world of New York City, she remains essentially withdrawn from it” (Axelrod, 2009, p. 12). In the 

America of 50’s she is the Ibsenian Nora who is confronted with the possible models of femininity. In 

an unforgettable scene where she has a vision of her life branching out like a green fig tree her 

dilemmas are shown:  

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 brilliant professor, and another 

fig was Ee Gee, the magazine editor ,[…], and beyond and above these figs were many more figs I 

couldn’t quite make out. I saw myself sitting in the crotch of this fig tree, starving to death, just 

because I couldn’t make up my mind which of the figs I would choose. I wanted each and every one 

of them, but choosing one meant losing all the rest, and, as I 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, 1972, p. 24)  

Her dilemmas as to conform to the prevalent models provided by the society or to shape her own 

character put her on the verge of breakdown, which is discussed in full in the next part.  

The Middle: Conformity, a Role in the Masquerade  
Yet, as the story proceeds “the more the false self responds in the contrived and artificial way” 

(Perloff, 1972, p. 510), the more her inner self nurtures a hatred towards herself rather than her 

surroundings. She reaches a point where she repudiates to be a woman as defined for her and seeks to 

find what she believes in. like Nora she needs to be a person first and foremost in order to find the 

truth and her identity. Gradually she finds it necessary to take off her masks and have her own identity 

on. However, it is not an easy task to do. When Jay Cee, the Ladies’ Day editor, asks her, “what do 

you have in mind after you graduate?” Esther is herself shocked to hear her external response that, “I 

don’t really know” (Plath, 1972, p. 11) while she has always thought about her future career. Her 

inner self is constantly in clash with her false external self. Esther’s inability to 13  

 



coexist harmoniously with the people around her generates an “inner division ultimately leading to a 

fissuring of her identity, a diversion from normal functioning to mental derangement” (Axelrod, 2009, 

p. 12). She symbolically kills her false self by “throwing her clothes to the winds from the rooftop” 

(Perloff, 1972, p. 510), yet her inner self remains disembodied and her reflection in the mirrors 

becomes that of a stranger without a fixed identity, once it is a Chinese face another instance it is of 

an Indian. “Socially estranged, Esther is self-estranged as well” (Axelrod, 2009, p. 13) and the result 

is that she destroys her false, external self, yet remains uncertain about her inner self. Therefore, the 

next step she takes is to destroy her inner self in order to forget her painful existence. She feels bare; 

although she hides behind the bedroom shutters she feels Dodo Conway’s “gaze pierce through the 

white clapboard and pink wallpaper roses and uncover” her (Plath, 1972, p. 36). She finds the 

“sulphurous light” (Plath, 1972, p. 36) so unbearable that she has to crawl underneath the mattress to 

escape it. “Only by returning to the womb in the shape of the basement crawl space at her mother’s 

house and then gulping down a bottle of sleeping pills does she hope to find […] the darkness of 

death” (Perloff, 1972, p. 511). Her deadly thoughts about committing suicide start to mold her 

existence. However, each time she decides to “do it” (Plath, 1972, p. 49) she is held back by her 

body’s “all sort of little tricks” (Plath, 1972, p. 50) insisting on existing with loud cries of, “I am I am 

I am” (Plath, 1972, p. 49). Therefore, the reader realizes her deep down desire to clasp the ragged 

edges of life in spite of her deceiving plans. Despite her horrendous thoughts of killing herself she 

seems even saner than the new mums in maternity ward who only “chatter like parrots in a parrot 

house” (Plath, 1972, p. 51) and do not understand Esther’s effort to arrange the “droopy flowers” 

which might seem “discouraging for a woman who’d just had a baby” (Plath, 1972, p. 51).  

The day before her suicide she visits her father’s grave. She has always felt guilty for not attending 

her father’s funeral and not mourning for him in a proper way and she wanted to compensate for 

forgetting him. Yet, she is again struck by her dual thinking which characterizes her. At the same time 

that she feels guilty, she blames her father for dying so soon and depriving her of his attention and 

love.  

The End: A new Birth; Acceptance  
During her time in state hospitals she does not show any signs of improvement until she is transferred 

to a private hospital and is under the supervision of Dr. Nolan. When she sets her foot in the private 

hospital Esther is herself shocked to see how normal the patients look like, she thinks to herself, “they 

mustn’t be sick at all” (Plath, 1972, p. 59) enforcing the idea that those who appear mad to the eyes of 

common people are nothing far from being normal and what is done to 14  

 



them makes them look strange. There, she comes back to life. Although her external situation and 

people around her are the same, she learns to forge a new identity. The reader is guided through every 

step Esther takes towards progress and at the end is surprised to notice that even the nature which had 

been fragmented and distorted before, in the opening chapters, is “shifted slightly” (Plath, 1972, p. 

75):  

The sun, emerged from its gray shrouds of clouds, shone with a summer brilliance on the untouched 

slopes. Pausing in my work to overlook that pristine expanse, I felt the same profound thrill […] as if 

the usual order of the world had shifted slightly, and entered a new phase. (Plath, 1972, p. 75)  

She, who has been through the pain of reconstructing the self approvable for her, laughs at the 

“seriousness of Buddy’s face and the common meaning of” his superficial remark in calling her 

“crazy” (Plath, 1972, p. 75).  

Two events help Esther to come to terms with her situation during her healing time with the help of 

Dr. Nolan. One is the realization of her mother’s role in her alienation as well as her mother’s 

desperate unawareness of it, “she never scolded me, but kept begging me, with a sorrowful face, to 

tell her what she had done wrong” (Plath, 1972, p. 64). She admits her hatred towards her mother to 

Dr. Nolan when she brings her roses for her birthday. Dr. Nolan smiles as if “something has pleased 

her very, very much, and said, ‘I suppose you do’” (Plath, 1972, p. 64).  

The other event is her losing of virginity which had “weighed like a millstone around my neck. It had 

been of such enormous importance to me for so long that my habit was to defend it at all costs” (Plath, 

1972, p. 71). Her bold decision has again paradoxical results: hemorrhage and freedom. She frees 

herself of the burden of tradition and accepted conventions of marriage, bridal chastity and feminine 

pureness and enjoys being “my own woman” (Plath, 1972, p. 70). The physical predicament 

accompanied is nothing compared to the freedom she has gained. Although the source of her physical 

pain is again a man with his “incomprehensible books and huge formulas” (Plath, 1972, p. 71) she 

knows that this time she has nothing to do with him and that she is “perfectly free” (Plath, 1972, p. 

76). At the end while her future is a series of “question marks” (Plath, 1972, p. 77) she accepts and 

does not regret her past and answers to her mother’s suggestion that, “we’ll act as if it were a bad 

dream” with the insight of somebody who has been “born twice” (Plath, 1972, p. 77) that, “maybe 

forgetfulness, like a kind of snow, should numb and cover them. But they were part of me. They were 

my landscape” (Plath, 1972, p. 74). 15  

 



Holden: A Mirror for Esther?  
The Beginning: Alienation  
Holden unlike Esther, who confesses her feelings thoroughly, begins his story with a reluctance to 

relate to the reader since he does not “feel like going into it” (Salinger, 1964, p. 1). It is surprising that 

despite his firm and immature denial of recounting his background and emotions the reader manages 

to uncover through his slips of tongue, descriptions, and the contrast between his thoughts and 

behavior, the paradoxical feelings towards his family, friends, teachers, and to a greater extent the 

society he lives in. He starts telling his story from a place which remains unknown to the reader even 

to the end of the story. However, like everything else which comes as a riddle to the reader, it is 

possible for Holden, who wants to tell the reader “about this madman stuff that happened to me 

around last Christmas just before I got pretty run-down and had to come out here and take it easy” 

(Salinger, 1964, p. 1) to be in a sort of sanatorium most likely recovering from a mental breakdown. 

The fact that the reader is personally addressed by Holden intimately makes the reader involved with 

him; however, he is an unreliable narrator when we consider his refusal to conceal some vital 

information about his story which apparently is the result of his concern about his self-image. He 

sometimes even emphasizes some of his subtle remarks in case they might not get enough attention 

from the reader like, “I can be quite sarcastic when I’m in the mood” (Salinger, 1964, p. 21). He 

constantly wants to appear independent of his surroundings though the reader notices his longing for 

company in his regular tears when facing difficulties of adult world. The reader gets inside Holden’s 

head, and even “some readers empathize with his thoughts and feelings, but Holden rarely invites us 

into genuine communion” (Evans, 2009. p. 42). Therefore, even comparing the forms of Holden’s 

narration with Esther’s shows us the difference in the kind of their alienation and devastating 

experience and what they got out of it.  

The issue of language is one of the symptoms of alienation. In both of these two characters it shows 

itself differently. Esther unconsciously reveals her idea of a perfect language, yet she becomes more 

and more dysfunctional in using it. Even though her style in recounting her experience is very poetic 

and manipulated by strong imageries she confesses that she had been paralyzed in her reading and 

writing abilities due to her deteriorated alienation. Holden as he himself puts it has a “lousy 

vocabulary and partly because “he sometimes acts young” for his age (Salinger, 1964, p. 9). He clings 

to obsolete vocabularies and swears as a way to reflect his superiority over the society he despises so 

much, thus making his immature character more obvious for the reader.  

Esther reacts quite sharply to the language she considers masculine. For her the language of physics 

and chemistry are identified with masculine principles. E. Miller Budick believes in her article that, 

“Esther’s alienation from language 16  

 



points toward the need for a female language that can overcome that alienation” (Budick, 1987, p. 

873). She hates physics and chemistry, whose textbooks are “written to explain the subjects to college 

girls” (Plath, 1972, p. 12). She thinks that their language “shrink everything into letters and numbers” 

(Plath, 1972, p. 13) and this is what she cannot stand. On the contrary she loves botany; it stimulates 

her and makes her imagination fly to “wild grasses in Africa or the South American rain forests” 

(Plath, 1972, p. 11). It is the kind of language which inspires her because she loves, “cutting up leaves 

and putting them under the microscope and drawing diagrams of bread mold and the odd, heart-

shaped leaf in the sex cycle of the fern” (Plath, 1972, p. 11). It is what is real to her; this language 

shares with Esther an essential femininity, it speaks directly to her. While male-dominated language 

reduces and controls the universe through “equal signs and formulas” (Plath, 1972, p. 13) Esther’s 

own language, full of imageries and sentiments, affirms its being feminine. Holden with his dismal 

language suffers the same pains as Esther although he only seems snobbish on the surface. The 

domineering language he uses with his friends like Akley and Sally reflects his belief in his own 

superiority and confirms his acceptance of the patriarchal ideologies.  

His story, very similar to Esther’s, starts with being a member of a kind of community he very much 

resents. He finds everything and everybody in his college, Pency Prep, to be phony and revolting. His 

friendship with Akley and Stradlater is contradictory. On the one hand, he makes jokes with them or 

imitates movies to make them laugh, which shows that he enjoys spending time with them, yet on the 

other hand he sees them inferior to him justifying it with their being phony. He makes witty remarks 

undermining Akley for his “Lousy manners” (Salinger, 1964, p. 23) and “he disparages Ackley for his 

poor personal hygiene and lack of social charm” (Graham, 2007, p. 21). Moreover, he recognizes 

Stradlater’s “deceptive qualities as well as his charm” (Graham, 2007, p. 21). Holden looks down on 

Stradlater seeing him “as a conformist whose persona matches the standards of the day” (Graham, 

2007, p. 21). Holden does not want to have anything to do with them. Esther has the same feelings 

towards Doreen and Betsy. She is stuck in the same “in-between position” (Graham, 2007, p. 21). She 

adores Doreen and despises Betsy’s superficial interests but confesses that, “I decided I would watch 

her and listen to what she said, but deep down I would have nothing at all to do with her. Deep down, 

I would be loyal to Betsy and her innocent friends. It was Betsy I resembled at heart” (Plath, 1972, p. 

8). A lack of having a true friend is what triggers both Esther’s and Holden’s sense of 

dismemberment. It is interesting that both of these characters have a friend who is also their rival in 

love. Holden happens to realize that Stradlater has a date with Jane whom Holden tries to make 

contact with throughout the story but each time is held back by saying “I didn’t feel like it” (Salinger, 

1964, p. 32). The thought of Stradlater being with Jane makes Holden “so nervous” that 17  

 



he “nearly went crazy” (Salinger, 1964, p. 34). Esther shares her first boyfriend with Joan; 

nevertheless, unlike Holden she does not care about it since she despises Buddy Willard as a 

hypocrite. She even identifies with Joan saying, “I thought I would always treasure Joan. It was as if 

we had been forced together by some overwhelming circumstance, like war or plague, and shared a 

world of our own” (Plath, 1972, p. 70). Holden very similar to Esther when reaching the climax of his 

agony, remembers his lost family member. Esther goes to her father’s grave and starts “crying so 

hard” (Plath, 1972, p. 52). Holden when depressed starts “talking sort of out loud, to Allie” (Salinger, 

1964, p. 98). He even has a sudden impulse to pray and says, “I can’t always pray when I feel like it” 

because “I’m sort of an atheist” (Salinger, 1964, p. 99). Esther some time before her breakdown 

thinks about going to Catholic Church; she knows that “Catholics thought killing yourself was an 

awful sin. But perhaps, if it was so, they might have a good way to persuade me out of it” (Plath, 

1972, p. 51). Holden feels betrayed for having lost Allie and Jane, the only ones who understood or 

loved him thoroughly, as a result, he cuts himself “adrift, rejecting both his peer group and the family 

home” (Graham, 2007, p. 22). His frequent concern about the lagoon and the ducks shows his 

uncertainty about the life being fair, and that his innocent brother should be allowed to die while so 

many cruel phonies live comfortable lives. Holden and Esther both escape the miserable condition 

which is the first cause of their inability to find solace; Esther returns home only to get worse and 

Holden to a hotel in Manhattan and not to his already estranged family again with the same result of a 

mental breakdown.  

The Middle: Struggle  
Holden from the very beginning of his story suffers from a sense of apathy; as Robert C. Evans says 

in his article, Holden “lacks direction or purpose […] even his emotions are not spontaneous; he must 

force himself to “try” to feel” (Evans, 2009, p. 42). And, throughout his journey to his final 

breakdown he only blames and makes poignant remarks and witty comments about his surroundings. 

Evans puts it correctly that, Holden’s “general attitude is cynical and judgmental, and he rarely finds-

and rarely seeks-a sincere, enduring bond with another person” (Evans, 2009, p. 42). He is obsessed 

with proving the contamination of adult life, its suppression of the lower class as well as a weaker 

person, and superficial concerns about sex, fame, and money. His revolt against hypocrisy reminds 

the reader of Esther’s. He too is tied to this web from which there is no redemption; he confesses “I’m 

the most terrific liar you ever saw in life” (Salinger, 1964, p. 16). “His scathing comments about the 

flaws he perceives in the dominant ideologies and the limitations they impose upon him as an 

individual” (Graham, 2007, p. 16) do not make him more than a critic who ultimately sinks into the 

lonely world of his bitter passivity. Whenever encountered with a harsh condition 18  

 



like the cruelty done to him by Maurice or Mr. Antolini’s dubious kindness “the themes of 

bereavement and leaving” (Graham, 2007, p. 21) re-appear. Holden’s discontent and restlessness lead 

him to the rejection of the “values and pretensions of adult society without having formed any 

coherent or articulate set of superior values or a more successful plan for a satisfying life” (Evans, 

2009, p. 42). He too is obsessed with thoughts of death and sex. But, unlike Esther, he sees sex as a 

requirement of entering the adult world; therefore, his failure in having this necessity makes him think 

about death as a way to escape from the bitterness of reality and to exempt himself from the burden of 

growing up. For Esther having experienced sex or even dying the way she wanted to kill herself mean 

getting her future in her own hands and resisting the idea of conforming to the common ideals of 

womanhood. Therefore, sex becomes a way for her to unlatch the chain of control and to discover 

what the real truth is. Holden is pre-occupied with the same concept, but in a more general manner of 

growing up. He likes to find out what it is like to be a grown up and the experience is not a pleasing 

one just as for Esther it is a painful yet necessary one. Holden finds it repulsive as a vital ingredient of 

the adult world while Esther attains more out of it; she finds herself and then relates it to the outside 

world. Everything Esther experiences should be first of all an inner discovery and then related to the 

outer world. While Holden rejects every aspect of adult world Esther “Far from rejecting the 

stereotyped world which she inhabits-a world whose madness often seems much more intense than 

Esther's own-she is determined to conquer it” (Perloff, 1972, p. 512).  

Esther is confused to decide how she wants to define femininity for herself and what she wants to be 

in the future; Holden in another way is confused about women and as a result about his identity as a 

man. He does not know how to behave with women. He is struck with a mixture of disdain and desire, 

and mostly ends up “mocking their intellect and disparaging their pleasure in what he considers 

superficial” (Graham, 2007, p. 23). In a way Holden too is miserable in defining the role of 

masculinity for himself. He fails in having sexual experiences with women. His encounter with 

Sunny, the prostitute, is so humiliating that he ends up crying, for which he feels the need of a 

justification and says, “I was so damn mad and nervous and all” (Salinger, 1964, p. 103). His date 

with Sally ends up with her crying and Holden telling her, “you give me a royal pain in the ass”, 

which he afterwards says he did not really “mean it” (Salinger, 1964, p. 133). This shows the 

“inconstancy of his perception” (Graham, 2007, p. 28); he seeks love and reassurance, but is so 

“distraught that he lashes out at people who cannot or will not fulfill his needs” (Graham, 2007, p. 

28). Although he criticizes others for being phony he himself is more conceited and wants to “create a 

place in which others must abide by his rules” (Graham, 2007, p. 33). Moreover, whenever he is faced 

with a difficult situation “he tries to shield himself from the reality” (Graham, 2007, p. 26) by 
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the roles of unrealistic models of masculinity, like wounded heroes in the movies who are shot and 

still are able to take their revenge. However, “when the power of this fantasy wears off” (Graham, 

2007, p. 26) what Holden feels really like is “committing suicide. I felt like jumping out the window” 

(Salinger, 1964, p. 104), and still he feels ashamed of having cried in spite of himself and is aware of 

his vulnerability as is against the conventions of masculinity. He resists the idea of killing himself on 

the account of the same shame and says, “I would’ve done it, too, if I’d been sure some body’d cover 

me up as soon as I landed. I didn’t want a bunch of stupid rubbernecks looking at me when I was all 

gory” (Salinger, 1964, p. 104). He is more exposed to confusion in the scene when he meets the two 

nuns with whom he identifies and at the end respects, a feeling which rarely gets hold of Holden. 

Here, too, he as a man is exposed to two women who have resisted the dominant idea of womanhood 

“in a society that is particularly focused on marriage, believing that a woman’s ‘natural’ place is in the 

home raising children” (Graham, 2007, p. 26). Although he realizes the wrong ideas which are fixed 

in the minds of everyone he happens to interact with, he himself is not totally free from them. This is 

subtly shown when he wants to buy a record for Phoebe and describes the singing “very Dixieland 

and Whorehouse” only because the singer is black, “if a white girl was singing it, she’d make it sound 

cute as hell” (Salinger, 1964, p. 115). Therefore, he has absorbed some of the ideas he mocks in those 

he observes mercilessly. Very similar to Esther, Holden forges a false identity in order to 

communicate with his friend’s mother in the bus. Esther and Holden both hold in contempt other’s 

hypocrisy, yet they are like others tangled in it.  

Nevertheless, Esther is the opposite of Holden’s apathetic indifference. Esther like her creator as 

Doris L. Eder describes, “ricochets between frenetic activity and exaltation and a stasis accompanied 

by deep depression” (Eder, 1989, p. 9). She is emotional, even her recounts of her attempts to commit 

suicide is full of poetic imageries. She opens her heart honestly to the reader and is not afraid to make 

the reader involved in her story. This is the result of her coming to terms with her painful experience. 

She starts with harsh criticism of her acquaintances; and like Holden at the same time that she thinks 

superiorly of her feelings and that nobody truly deciphers them, she is constantly thinking of how she 

appears to other people. She thinks everybody is looking at her and “laughing and gossiping about me 

in the living room behind my back. They would be saying how awful it was to have people like me” 

(Plath, 1972, p. 65). Even when she is at the private sanatorium she is obsessed with what others 

might think about her, she is worried about her image. However, there comes a time when she learns 

how to pass beyond the petty talk of other people. She learns how to be isolated; “only when Esther 

recognizes that she will never be a Jody, a Jay Cee, a Doreen, that she will never marry a Buddy 

Willard […] does the bell jar lift” (Perloff, 1972, p. 521). At the same time, she learns how to bear 21  

 



the “eyes and the faces” (Plath, 1972, p. 77) which are turned towards her and the way of “guiding 

myself by them, as by a magical thread” (Plath, 1975, p. 77). She criticizes others but at the end wants 

to change herself. Although she comes to the same conclusion of Holden’s that there is nothing to be 

done about the society at least she constructs an image of herself in which she believes. This is the 

crucial difference in these two characters and experiences. Esther tries to fight the conventions by 

making herself free from the bonds of traditions of womanhood, and by fighting with those around 

her. In contrast, Holden is disappointed and isolated. Whereas Esther learns to deal with isolation, 

Holden is sent to sanatorium by it. Holden wants everything to stay the same. He likes the museum 

because “the best thing in that museum was that everything always stayed right where it was […] 

Nobody’d be different” (Salinger, 1964, p. 121), although at the end of the story he realizes that 

change is inevitable and that he cannot be a “catcher” because the only thing possible to do is to 

“meet” the changes and accompany them with the current of life (Salinger, 1964, p. 173). However, 

he gives in to the patriarchal society; he takes his seat with the parents, symbolizing his acceptance of 

the adult world, and watches Phoebe “going around and around” (Salinger, 1964, p. 213) in the 

carrousel.  

The End: Holden's Denial, Esther's New Beginning  
Holden despite his frequent doubts and confusions finally accepts to be a grown up as everybody else. 

However, it is a different experience for Esther. Her quest for identity centers around her need to find 

a suitable model and a man she need not to despise. Her struggle is triggered by the society yet it 

reaches her inner self. To “attain unity of being” (Perloff, 1972, p. 514) becomes her problem. She 

cannot accept “the bell jar” around her where she cannot “stir” (Plath, 1972, p. 58). “She sees herself 

as a specimen in a jar; distorted from view, preserved against her will, acted upon others” (Axelrod, 

2009, p. 17); and only when she questions the jar’s meaning and her own existence she feels “at 

peace”, “the bell jar hung, suspended, a few feet above my head”, and she is “open to the circulating 

air” (Plath, 1972, p. 67). She finds her way to “freedom, freedom from fear, and freedom from 

marrying the wrong person” (Plath, 1972, p. 70). Therefore, in comparison, Esther’s experience 

probably because of her sensitive, feminine nature differs from Holden’s in that although she commits 

suicide and her reminiscence of it shows how perilous her thoughts had been she forms a peaceful self 

who is more in congruence with her surroundings. And, although like Holden she refuses to think 

about the future and is uncertain of it and she says, “But I wasn't sure. I wasn't sure at all. How did I 

know that someday -- at college, in Europe, somewhere, anywhere --the bell jar, with its stifling 

distortions, wouldn't descend again?” (Plath, 1972, p. 76) it is less likely for Esther to get trapped in 

the same predicament. Esther confesses that, “I hoped I would feel sure and knowledgeable about 
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been analyzed” (Plath, 1972, p. 76), yet she accepts the series of “question marks” (Plath, 1972, p. 

76). Holden on the contrary states his uncertainty with his typical indifference. Holden has the same 

character with the same cynicism at the end of the novel which is situated in the same Sanatorium 

from which he starts telling his story. He thinks the psychoanalyst asks the “stupid question. How do 

you know what you’re going to do till you do it? The answer is you don’t. I think I am, but how do I 

know? I swear it’s a stupid question” (Salinger, 1964, p. 213). While Esther looks at her past as her 

“perspective” and not as a “bad dream” Holden “if you want to know the truth” does not know what 

he thinks about it (Salinger, 1964, p. 214) and again refuses to put forward his true feelings.  

Conclusion  
Esther does not have a schizoid personality; her plight is more respectable than being reduced to a 

mere process of madness, or the story of a psycho. Her agony is the condition of many females as well 

as males who see conventions as obstructions for the flourishing of their true selves. Esther wonders, 

“what was there about us, in Belsize, so different from the girls playing bridge and gossiping and 

studying in the college to which I would return? Those girls, too, sat under bell jars of a sort” (Plath, 

1972, p. 74). She is only different in that “her bell jar is less fragile, less easy to remove” (Perloff, 

1972, p. 520), and that is why her story ceases to be only about her; her story with “its confusing 

assortment of cadavers and diamonds, thermometers and beans” becomes the story of the “New 

Woman” (Perloff, 1972, p. 522).  
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