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Abstract. Sylvia Plath’s poetry has traditionally been interpreted through 

autobiographical, psychoanalytic, and feminist perspectives. Comparatively less attention, 

however, has been devoted to the stylistic mechanisms through which metaphor constructs 

female identity. The present study investigates the metaphorical representation of femininity in 

Sylvia Plath’s poems Mirror, The Applicant, and Tulips. Drawing upon cognitive stylistics and 

feminist literary criticism, the research examines conceptual metaphor as the principal stylistic 

device organizing poetic meaning.  

The analysis combines close reading with comparative stylistic interpretation to 

demonstrate how metaphor functions through reflection, reification, and reconstruction. Rather 

than treating female identity as biologically determined, Plath represents it as a linguistic and 

cultural construct produced through metaphorical mappings between concrete objects and 

abstract experience. The findings indicate that metaphor operates not merely as a rhetorical 

ornament but as the principal stylistic mechanism through which Plath critiques patriarchal 

representations of womanhood while simultaneously reconstructing alternative models of 

feminine subjectivity. 

Keywords: Sylvia Plath; conceptual metaphor; stylistics; female identity; cognitive 

stylistics; feminist literary criticism. 

 

Introduction. Sylvia Plath occupies a central position in twentieth-century American 

poetry because of her innovative poetic language and her sustained exploration of female 

experience. Since the publication of Ariel and The Collected Poems, her works have generated 

extensive scholarship within feminist criticism, psychoanalytic studies, and autobiographical 

interpretation. Although these approaches have considerably enriched the understanding of 

Plath’s poetry, comparatively limited attention has been devoted to the linguistic mechanisms 

through which metaphor constructs female identity. 

Recent developments in stylistics have shifted the understanding of metaphor beyond its 

traditional rhetorical function. Within cognitive stylistics, metaphor is regarded as a conceptual 

process through which abstract experiences are structured by means of more concrete domains.  

Simpson defines metaphor as a process of mapping between source and target domains, 

enabling readers to conceptualize complex psychological experiences through familiar objects 

and situations. Similarly, Leech explains that metaphor creates semantic foregrounding by 

violating ordinary lexical expectations and encouraging readers to reinterpret meaning through 

unexpected conceptual associations. 

This theoretical perspective provides an appropriate framework for analysing Plath’s 

poetry, where mirrors, dolls, hospitals, flowers, and domestic objects function not merely as 

poetic images but as conceptual structures through which female identity is represented.  
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Rather than examining metaphor as an isolated trope, the present study investigates how 

metaphor organizes the representation of feminine subjectivity across three selected poems: 

Mirror, The Applicant, and Tulips. The article argues that these poems develop complementary 

metaphorical models that collectively construct female identity as a dynamic, socially mediated, 

and linguistically realized phenomenon. 

Methods. The study adopts a qualitative stylistic methodology combining cognitive 

stylistics with feminist literary criticism. The primary analytical framework is based on 

Simpson’s theory of conceptual metaphor and Leech’s model of semantic foregrounding.  

These linguistic approaches are supplemented by feminist interpretations of Sylvia 

Plath’s poetry developed by Christina Britzolakis, Susan Van Dyne, Pamela Annas, and Jo Gill. 

Close textual analysis is applied to examine conceptual metaphor, personification, lexical 

opposition, semantic foregrounding, and reification as linguistic mechanisms contributing to the 

construction of female identity. Rather than analysing each poem independently, the study 

employs a comparative approach in which stylistic patterns are traced across the selected poems 

to identify recurring metaphorical strategies. 

Results. The stylistic analysis of Mirror, The Applicant, and Tulips identified three 

dominant metaphorical patterns through which Sylvia Plath constructs female identity: 

reflection, reification, and reconstruction. Although each poem develops a distinct symbolic 

framework, all three employ conceptual metaphor as the principal stylistic mechanism for 

representing feminine subjectivity. According to Simpson, metaphor functions as “a process of 

mapping between two different conceptual domains,” whereby concrete experience structures 

abstract concepts through systematic cognitive transfer. This theoretical model provides the basis 

for examining how ordinary objects become linguistic representations of identity in Plath’s 

poetry. 

Rather than functioning as isolated poetic images, mirrors, dolls, hospitals, and flowers 

operate as recurring source domains that organize broader representations of femininity. The 

analysis demonstrates that metaphor is consistently reinforced by personification, lexical 

opposition, semantic foregrounding, and reification. Leech argues that figurative language 

foregrounds meaning by disrupting ordinary semantic expectations and creating productive 

tension between literal and figurative interpretation. Across the selected poems, these stylistic 

mechanisms systematically reshape readers’ perception of female identity through linguistic 

rather than purely thematic organization. 

The first metaphorical pattern is reflective identity, represented most clearly in Mirror.  

The poem assigns the narrative voice to the mirror itself, immediately replacing the 

human speaker with an apparently objective observer. The opening declaration, “I am silver and 

exact,” establishes a lexical field associated with precision, objectivity, and emotional 

detachment. Through conceptual mapping, these physical properties gradually become 

characteristics of feminine self-perception rather than attributes of the mirror alone.  

Consequently, identity is represented through continuous acts of reflection instead of 

direct self-description. 

This metaphorical construction develops further when the mirror transforms into a lake.  

The shift extends the source domain from surface reflection to psychological depth, 

suggesting that identity is neither transparent nor immediately accessible. The woman’s search 

“for what she really is” indicates that selfhood is represented as an ongoing process of 

negotiation rather than a completed state.  
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Annas interprets the mirror as a boundary between self and world that simultaneously 

reflects and destabilizes identity. Likewise, Beauvoir’s understanding of womanhood as a 

socially produced condition rather than a biological essence provides a broader theoretical 

context for interpreting the poem’s representation of unstable feminine identity. 

The second dominant pattern is reifying metaphor, which organizes the representation of 

femininity in The Applicant. Instead of constructing identity through reflection, the poem 

systematically transforms the prospective wife into a commodity. The repeated use of the neuter 

pronoun it replaces individual subjectivity with grammatical objectification, while expressions 

such as “it can sew” and “it can cook” define identity exclusively through domestic functionality.  

This linguistic organization foregrounds utility rather than personality, creating a 

semantic field centred upon usefulness, service, and exchange. 

The metaphorical reduction of woman to commodity is reinforced through the poem’s 

interview structure and commercial vocabulary. Rather than presenting marriage as a personal 

relationship, the text frames it as an institutional transaction in which feminine value is measured 

according to practical performance. Britzolakis describes the female figure as an “allegorical 

cypher of femininity” whose identity is reducible to the domestic appliances she operates and the 

repetitive functions she performs. Similarly, Butler’s concept of performativity suggests that 

gender identity is constituted through repeated social performances rather than through any 

essential feminine nature. The poem’s repetitive linguistic patterns therefore construct femininity 

as a performed social role rather than an innate condition. 

Further evidence of reification appears in the lexical organization of the poem. The 

accumulation of commercial expressions, repetitive modal constructions, and depersonalized 

grammatical structures creates a discourse in which human identity becomes indistinguishable 

from consumer products. Slater argues that The Applicant develops a caricature of the 

“mechanized woman,” exposing the commodification of femininity within post-war consumer 

culture. Consequently, metaphor operates not only as a poetic device but also as a linguistic 

mechanism that reveals ideological assumptions embedded within domestic discourse. 

The third metaphorical pattern identified in the corpus is reconstructive metaphor, which 

characterizes Tulips. Unlike the previous poems, Tulips organizes its imagery through the 

interaction of two opposing lexical fields. The hospital environment is dominated by expressions 

associated with whiteness, silence, emptiness, and stillness, whereas the tulips introduce 

vocabulary connected with colour, warmth, movement, and vitality. This semantic opposition 

structures the speaker’s gradual movement from emotional withdrawal toward renewed 

engagement with life. 

The opening sequence, in which the speaker relinquishes her “name”, “day-clothes”, and 

“history”, presents identity as something temporarily suspended rather than permanently erased.  

The repeated possessive constructions foreground the gradual removal of socially 

recognizable markers of selfhood. Van Dyne interprets the hospital as a neutral space where 

conventional social identities temporarily disappear, allowing the speaker to distance herself 

from domestic expectations and familial responsibilities. This representation also corresponds 

with Butler’s understanding of identity as a performative process that may be interrupted or 

reconfigured under changing social conditions. 

The tulips progressively disrupt this condition of emotional neutrality. Their repeated 

association with breathing, blood, warmth, and movement attributes active agency to the flowers 

through personification, transforming them into metaphors of renewed embodiment.  
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Rather than remaining decorative objects, the flowers become the principal source 

domain through which the speaker reconnects with physical existence and emotional experience.  

Britzolakis similarly observes that Plath frequently employs bodily imagery to represent 

the unstable relationship between female subjectivity and cultural expectations, particularly 

through symbolic processes of fragmentation and reconstruction. The conceptual movement 

from whiteness to redness therefore functions as a linguistic representation of reconstructed 

identity. 

Comparison of the three poems reveals consistent stylistic patterns despite their differing 

symbolic structures. Mirror constructs feminine identity through reflective observation; The 

Applicant represents identity through commodification and grammatical objectification; and 

Tulips reconstructs identity through the symbolic transition from withdrawal to renewed 

embodiment. Across all three texts, metaphor functions as the organizing stylistic principle 

through which abstract experiences of gender become linguistically accessible. Simpson’s model 

of conceptual mapping provides a coherent explanation for these patterns, while feminist 

scholarship demonstrates that the represented identities correspond to broader cultural 

constructions of femininity rather than private autobiographical experience. 

Finally, the analysis demonstrates that metaphor consistently interacts with other stylistic 

devices throughout the corpus. Personification assigns agency to inanimate objects in Mirror and 

Tulips; grammatical reification dominates The Applicant; lexical opposition organizes semantic 

development in Tulips; and semantic foregrounding reinforces metaphorical meaning across all 

three poems. These recurring linguistic patterns indicate that female identity in Plath’s poetry is 

represented not as a stable category but as a stylistically constructed phenomenon emerging 

through metaphorical language and the systematic organization of poetic discourse. 

Discussion. The findings of the present study demonstrate that metaphor functions as the 

principal stylistic mechanism through which Sylvia Plath constructs representations of female 

identity. Rather than operating as a decorative rhetorical device, metaphor systematically 

organizes the relationship between language and gender by transferring the characteristics of 

concrete objects to abstract experiences of femininity. This observation supports Simpson’s 

understanding of conceptual metaphor as a process of cognitive mapping in which source 

domains structure the perception of target domains (Simpson, Stylistics, 2004, p. 41). Across the 

analysed poems, mirrors, domestic objects, hospitals, and flowers function not merely as poetic 

images but as conceptual frameworks through which feminine subjectivity is linguistically 

represented. 

The study also demonstrates that cognitive stylistics and feminist literary criticism 

complement one another in explaining the construction of gender identity. Feminist scholarship 

has traditionally interpreted Plath’s poetry through autobiographical experience, psychological 

conflict, or ideological resistance; however, the present analysis indicates that these themes are 

realized through identifiable stylistic structures. Beauvoir’s proposition that woman is socially 

produced rather than biologically determined provides an important theoretical foundation for 

understanding why feminine identity appears unstable throughout the selected poems. Butler’s 

theory of gender performativity further explains that identity is constituted through repeated 

social performances rather than reflecting an essential inner nature.  

Read together, these theories support the stylistic finding that metaphor represents gender 

as a process of linguistic construction rather than a fixed category. 
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The comparative analysis further suggests that the three metaphorical models identified in 

this study correspond to different dimensions of gender construction. The reflective model 

foregrounds processes of self-perception and internalized observation; the reifying model 

exposes the commodification of femininity within patriarchal discourse; and the reconstructive 

model represents identity as a dynamic process of withdrawal and renewal. Although these 

models differ in their symbolic organization, they consistently demonstrate that female identity is 

negotiated through interaction between individual consciousness and external social 

expectations. Connell’s concept of “emphasized femininity,” defined around compliance with 

patriarchal subordination, provides an appropriate sociological explanation for the recurring 

representation of socially regulated womanhood within the selected poems. The metaphors 

therefore reflect broader ideological structures rather than isolated personal experience. 

The results also reinforce previous scholarship concerning Plath’s representation of 

femininity while offering a more explicit stylistic explanation of its linguistic realization.  

Britzolakis argues that femininity in Plath’s poetry frequently appears as a rhetorical 

construction shaped by cultural performance rather than natural identity. The present findings 

support this interpretation by demonstrating that such constructions are systematically achieved 

through conceptual metaphor, personification, and reification. Similarly, Van Dyne’s 

observations regarding the performative character of Plath’s speakers correspond with the 

reconstructive metaphor identified in Tulips, where the temporary suspension and gradual 

recovery of identity are represented through carefully organized lexical and symbolic patterns.  

Rather than replacing earlier feminist interpretations, stylistic analysis provides linguistic 

evidence explaining how these ideological meanings are encoded within poetic discourse. 

An important contribution of the present study lies in demonstrating that metaphor 

functions as an organizing principle across multiple poems rather than as an isolated stylistic 

feature. Previous studies have frequently analysed Mirror, The Applicant, or Tulips individually, 

emphasizing autobiographical, psychoanalytic, or feminist perspectives. The present comparative 

approach instead identifies a coherent stylistic system in which different metaphorical models 

collectively represent the construction, regulation, and reconstruction of female identity. This 

broader perspective makes it possible to observe recurring linguistic patterns that may remain 

less visible in single-poem analyses. Consequently, the study contributes to the growing body of 

research integrating cognitive stylistics with feminist literary criticism by demonstrating that 

conceptual metaphor offers a productive analytical framework for investigating literary 

representations of gender. 

The findings also suggest broader implications for stylistic studies of twentieth-century 

women’s poetry. Examining metaphor as a cognitive and linguistic process allows researchers to 

move beyond thematic description toward a more systematic explanation of how literary texts 

construct identity through language. Rather than treating gender as a purely ideological category, 

stylistic analysis reveals the lexical, grammatical, and semantic mechanisms through which 

ideological meanings become embedded in poetic discourse. This integrated methodological 

perspective may therefore be applied not only to Sylvia Plath but also to other modern women 

poets whose works investigate identity, embodiment, and social experience through figurative 

language. In this respect, the combination of cognitive stylistics and feminist literary criticism 

offers a productive interdisciplinary model for future literary research. 

Conclusion. The present study examined the stylistic construction of female identity in 

Sylvia Plath’s Mirror, The Applicant, and Tulips through the analytical framework of cognitive 
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stylistics and feminist literary criticism. The analysis demonstrated that metaphor functions not 

merely as an aesthetic feature but as the principal linguistic mechanism through which Plath 

represents feminine subjectivity. By applying the concept of conceptual metaphor alongside 

close stylistic analysis, the study identified three complementary metaphorical models—

reflection, reification, and reconstruction—that organize the representation of female identity 

across the selected poems. 

The findings indicate that each poem develops a distinct yet interconnected model of 

identity construction. Mirror represents feminine identity through reflective self-observation and 

internalized surveillance; The Applicant constructs womanhood through metaphorical reification 

and the discourse of consumer culture; whereas Tulips presents identity as a process of 

temporary withdrawal followed by gradual psychological reconstruction. Although the symbolic 

structures differ, all three poems demonstrate that femininity is represented as a socially and 

linguistically constructed phenomenon rather than a biologically predetermined condition. 

The study further confirms that combining cognitive stylistics with feminist literary 

criticism provides a productive methodological framework for literary analysis. While feminist 

criticism explains the ideological and cultural foundations of gender, stylistic analysis reveals the 

linguistic mechanisms through which these ideological assumptions are encoded within poetic 

discourse. Conceptual metaphor, personification, semantic foregrounding, lexical opposition, and 

reification collectively contribute to the construction of feminine identity, illustrating how 

language itself participates in the representation of gender relations. 

The principal contribution of this research lies in its comparative stylistic approach.  

Rather than examining individual poems separately from predominantly autobiographical 

or psychological perspectives, the study demonstrates that Plath consistently employs metaphor 

as an organizing stylistic principle across different poetic contexts. This integrated perspective 

extends previous feminist interpretations by showing how metaphor systematically structures 

representations of female identity through recurring linguistic patterns. 

The present research is limited to three poems and concentrates primarily on conceptual 

metaphor as the central stylistic device. Future studies may extend this analytical framework to a 

broader corpus of Plath’s poetry or investigate additional stylistic features, including transitivity, 

deixis, modality, or narrative voice, in order to further explore the linguistic representation of 

gender in twentieth-century women’s poetry. 
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