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Abstract: Confessional poetry emerged in mid-twentieth-century America as a radical poetic movement that fore
grounded autobiography, psychological disturbance, and intimate revelation. Among its most powerful voices
were Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton, whose works transformed private anguish into public art. This research paper
explores how trauma—personal, cultural, and gendered—shapes the articulation of female identity in their poetry.
Drawing upon feminist literary theory, psychoanalytic criticism, and trauma studies, the study examines how both
poets negotiate themes of mental illness, patriarchy, motherhood, sexuality, and death. While Plath employs mythic
symbolism and theatrical intensity to dramatize trauma, Sexton adopts an intimate and therapeutic tone that
foregrounds confession as survival. Through comparative textual analysis, this paper argues that both poets
reconstruct fractured identities through poetic language, thereby redefining the female confessional voice as an
act of resistance and self-fashioning.
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1. INTRODUCTION:

The mid-twentieth century witnessed profound cultural, political, and psychological shifts in American society.
Against the backdrop of postwar domestic ideology, Cold War anxiety, and emerging feminist consciousness, a new
poetic mode surfaced—confessional poetry. Characterized by emotional candor and autobiographical intensity, this
movement disrupted conventional poetic decorum and redefined the boundaries between private suffering and public
expression.

Although poets such as Robert Lowell pioneered the movement with Life Studies (1959), it was Sylvia Plath
and Anne Sexton who infused confessional poetry with a distinctly female dimension. They articulated experiences
traditionally deemed inappropriate for poetic discourse—mental breakdowns, suicide attempts, sexual desire, maternal
ambivalence, and domestic suffocation. In doing so, they not only expanded poetic subject matter but also challenged
patriarchal structures that silenced women’s voices.

This research paper examines how trauma becomes central to identity formation in the poetry of Plath and
Sexton. It argues that confession in their works is not mere self-disclosure but a strategic reconstruction of female
subjectivity. Trauma, rather than immobilizing the self, becomes the very medium through which identity is remained.

2. Objectives of the Study:
The primary objectives of this research are as follows:

e To analyze the concept of confessional poetry
To explore trauma as a central thematic concern
To examine the construction of female identity
To undertake a comparative study
To situate their poetry within feminist discourse
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3. Research Methodology:
This research adopts a qualitative, analytical, and comparative methodology grounded in literary theory.
3.1. Research Design
The study is based on textual analysis of selected poems from major collections such as:
e Plath’s Ariel
e Sexton’s Live or Die
The research employs close reading techniques to analyze imagery, symbolism, tone, voice, and thematic structures.
3.2. Theoretical Framework
The study integrates multiple critical approaches:
a) Feminist Literary Criticism
This approach examines how gender, patriarchy, and female subjectivity are constructed in the texts. It helps in
understanding how confession becomes a political act.
b) Psychoanalytic Criticism
Drawing from Freudian and post-Freudian concepts, this approach analyzes trauma, repression, fragmentation, and the
unconscious dimensions of poetic imagery.
¢) Trauma Theory
Trauma studies provide insight into how psychological rupture affects narrative form and identity construction.
The interdisciplinary framework ensures a multidimensional interpretation of the poems.
3.3. Method of Data Collection
The study relies on:
e Primary Sources: Published poetry collections of Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton.
e Secondary Sources: Scholarly books, peer-reviewed journal articles and critical essays related to confessional
poetry, feminist criticism, and trauma studies. Library research and academic databases are used for collecting
secondary material.

4. HISTORICAL AND LITERARY CONTEXT OF CONFESSIONAL POETRY:

Confessional poetry arose during the late 1950s and 1960s, a period marked by tension between domestic
conformity and individual unrest. The idealized image of the American housewife dominated popular culture,
reinforcing rigid gender roles. Beneath this facade of stability, however, lay widespread psychological distress,
particularly among women confined to domestic spaces. In this climate, confessional poetry emerged as a counter-
discourse. Unlike the impersonal modernism of earlier poets such as T. S. Eliot, confessional poets fore grounded the
personal “I.” The speaker was no longer a detached observer but a vulnerable, suffering subject. Plath and Sexton were
contemporaries and acquaintances, both students of Robert Lowell in Boston. Both struggled with mental illness and
underwent psychiatric treatment. Yet their poetry transcends biography. While grounded in lived experience, it
transforms personal trauma into symbolic and cultural critique.

5. THEORETICAL FRAME WORK :
Feminist Literary Theory-

Feminist criticism emphasizes how literature reflects and resists patriarchal power structures. Women’s writing
often arises from historical marginalization and silencing. Plath and Sexton reclaim taboo subjects—female anger,
sexuality, depression—as legitimate poetic material. Their confessional voice challenges the dichotomy between public
authority (male) and private emotion (female). By making the private public, they politicize personal suffering.
Psychoanalytic Criticism-

Both poets were influenced, directly or indirectly, by psychoanalysis. Concepts such as repression,
fragmentation, death drive, and the unconscious inform their imagery. Trauma in their poetry often manifests
symbolically—through violent metaphors, fractured syntax, and cyclical imagery of death and rebirth. Writing becomes
a form of catharsis and psychic negotiation.

Trauma Studies-

Trauma disrupts narrative coherence and identity stability. According to trauma theorists, traumatic memory
resists linear articulation. In Plath and Sexton, disjointed imagery and repetition mirror psychological fragmentation.
Poetry becomes a site where trauma is both re-experienced and restructured.

6. SYLVIA PLATH: MYTHIC DRAMATIZATION OF TRAUMA :
Sylvia Plath’s poetry is marked by intensity, precision, and symbolic density. Her collection Arie/ exemplifies
the confessional mode at its most dramatic.
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The Father Figure and Patriarchal Authority

In “Daddy,” Plath confronts the traumatic memory of her father. The father figure evolves into a metaphor for
patriarchal domination. Through Holocaust imagery and exaggerated language, the speaker dramatizes her
psychological imprisonment. The poem’s violent exorcism—“Daddy, daddy, you bastard, I'm through”—suggests
liberation from oppressive authority. Here, trauma becomes theatrical performance. The speaker constructs a new
identity by symbolically killing the father.

Death, Resurrection, and Spectacle

“Lady Lazarus” presents suicide attempts as staged resurrections. The speaker likens herself to a circus
attraction, exposing society’s voyeuristic fascination with female suffering. Yet the poem ends in triumphant defiance:
the speaker rises “out of the ash.” Plath transforms victimhood into empowerment. Trauma becomes a source of creative
rebirth.
Domestic Entrapment and Fragmented Selfhood

In poems such as “The Applicant,” Plath critiques consumerist marriage. The female body is commodified,
reduced to utility. The speaker’s fragmented identity reflects the tension between artistic ambition and domestic
expectation. Plath’s confessional voice is thus not passive lament but aggressive self-assertion. Through myth and
hyperbole, she reconstructs identity from psychological ruin.

Anne Sexton: Confession as Survival and Self-Exposure

Anne Sexton’s poetry is often more conversational and intimate than Plath’s. Encouraged by her therapist to
write, Sexton viewed poetry as a means of survival.
Suicide and Intimate Disclosure

In “Wanting to Die,” Sexton articulates suicidal desire with unsettling clarity. The tone is reflective rather than
theatrical. She demystifies suicide while acknowledging its allure. The poem’s candor destabilizes societal taboos.
Sexton does not dramatize trauma as spectacle; she narrates it as lived reality.
The Female Body and Reproductive Experience

In “The Abortion,” Sexton addresses reproductive loss without moral simplification. The poem foregrounds
guilt, grief, and bodily memory. By naming female experiences often hidden, Sexton asserts narrative authority. Her
poetry reclaims the female body from cultural silence.
Motherhood and Ambivalence

Sexton challenges the sanctified image of motherhood. In poems addressing her daughters, she reveals fear,
inadequacy, and exhaustion. This honesty destabilizes idealized femininity. Confession becomes therapeutic
articulation. Through vulnerability, Sexton constructs a self that resists imposed perfection.

7. LANGUAGE, IMAGERY, AND POETIC TECHNIQUE :
While both poets belong to the confessional tradition, their stylistic differences are significant:

e Plath employs dense metaphors, mythic allusions, sharp imagery, and controlled rhythm.

e Sexton favors narrative flow, colloquial tone, and emotional immediacy.

Plath’s imagery often invokes violence, fire, and rebirth. Sexton’s imagery centers on domestic spaces, the body,
and confession. Both use repetition and first-person voice to intensify emotional impact.

8. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS: TRAUMA AND IDENTITY FORMATION :
Both poets:

o Center the fractured female self.

¢ Transform psychological pain into artistic creation.

e Expose the cost of patriarchal conformity.

e Blur boundaries between autobiography and performance.
However:

¢ Plath mythologizes trauma, converting it into archetypal drama.

e Sexton personalizes trauma, framing it as intimate testimony.
Plath’s voice is defiant and explosive; Sexton’s is confiding and reflective. Yet both articulate identity through
confrontation with suffering.

9. CONFESSIONAL POETRY AS FEMINIST INTERVENTION :
The female confessional voice disrupts literary and social norms. By publicizing private pain, Plath and Sexton
challenge the ideology that women must remain silent about psychological distress. Their poetry anticipates second-
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wave feminism’s emphasis on consciousness-raising—the belief that personal experience has political significance.
Trauma becomes evidence of systemic oppression. Thus, confession operates as feminist intervention.

10. DEATH AND THE ETHICS OF READING :

Both Plath and Sexton died by suicide, which complicates interpretation. Critics often conflate biography with
text. However, reducing their poetry to autobiography undermines its artistic complexity. Their works should be read
not as suicide notes but as deliberate literary constructions. Trauma is aestheticized, shaped by craft and intention.

11. CONCLUSION :

Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton revolutionized confessional poetry by articulating trauma as central to female
identity. Through mythic dramatization and intimate confession, they transformed private anguish into public discourse.
Plath’s poetry reconstructs identity through symbolic rebirth and confrontation with patriarchal authority. Sexton’s
poetry constructs identity through candid self-exposure and therapeutic articulation. Together, they redefine confession
as empowerment rather than weakness. Their legacy endures as a testament to the transformative power of language.
By articulating trauma, they create space for female selfhood within a literary tradition that once excluded it.
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