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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the words, grammar, patterns of speech, and linguistic layout used by Sylvia
Plath in “Barren Woman” to highlight the central subjects of infertility, emotional abruptness, and
despair adopting Leech & Short (1981) checklist for stylistic analysis. The poet used words like
“votundas,” “Nike,” and “marble lilies” from architecture, mythology, and nature, which portray
the speaker’s imperfect life. The study finds lack of agency and separation by noticing passive forms,
compressed parts of speech, and fronted adjectives in the reader’s speech. Metaphor, personification,
irony, and symbolism in the poem help to represent the speaker as a being with no life, yet is
respected by the dead. The lines “Museum without statues” and “fountain leaps and sinks back
into itself” show the character going through the same empty and restless wait over and over.
Graphologically, the poem’s structure and the way lines are joined make the thought process flow
without stops, reflecting the exhaustion and lack of expression in the speaker’s thoughts. Considering
this style, the poem becomes much deeper than just a regretful wail from the speaker. It criticizes
the idea that being a mother and able to have children is the main aspect of being a woman, and
Plath’s meticulous language makes the poem meaningful for feminists and existentialists.
Keywords: Barren woman, Stylistic analysis, infertility, emotional abruptness.

INTRODUCTION

The use of language as a framework for
declaration in brief narratives and the
dissemination of messages is the focus of
literature. Similarly, literature uses language to
convey thoughts, and emotions that vary from
culture to culture and region to region and
incorporates a specific style that a writer adopts
throughout its writing. On a broader
perspective, the scientific study of style is called
stylistics (Asad, et. al., 2023). The word 'stylus'
comes from Latin and means "anything to write
with". Style refers to how a writer employs
language, including word choice, sentence
structure, and poetic elements, to convey their
ideas to readers. The writer's style influences
how the text is to be interpreted, and also
reflects the writer's personality (Khan, et. al,
2014). The field of applied linguistics known as
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stylistics examines a literary text's style. It is the
study of language style at all levels, including
phonological, morphological, syntactic, and
lexical. According to Moti (2010), the idea or
message that we convey through language serves
more than one purpose. It serves variety of
purposes and exhibits a wide range of
expressions and styles. The study of stylistics
examines how linguistics impacts literature.
Linguistics and literature are connected via
stylistics. A stylist analyzes literary texts using
linguistic information. By using particular
stylistic devices including puns, foregrounding,
parallelism, and deviation (semantic,
grammatical, and phonological), stylistic analysis
explores how readers get meaning from literary
texts and make them comprehensible (Majid, et.
al., 2019). Examining different language styles in
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texts to determine the purpose, meaning, or
message underlying the selected linguistic
devices is known as stylistic analysis. It entails
evaluating aspects of written or spoken
critically, including tone,
diction, syntax, and rhythm.

Although stylistic analysis is often thought of as
a means of deciphering the meaning of a literary
work, Thornborrow and Wareing (1998) assert
that there is currently a more practical focus on
connecting textual decisions to social and
cultural settings (Ahmad et al., 2015). This does
not suggest a radical change in how meaning is
interpreted, but rather a focus on examining the
ways in which certain linguistic elements, like
word choice, interact with the context of the text
and its intended and perceived effects (Jose, et.
al., 2024). Plath was an American writer
recognized for using a confessional style and
emphasizing powerful through
imaginative writing. Her works usually discuss
issues involving a person’s identity, various
forms of depression, mortality, and the burdens
faced by women in society. The Bell Jar and the
posthumously published Ariel helped her to
make important contributions to feminism in
literature, allowing her raw feelings to be
expressed. So, in her poems Plath is very honest
about her thoughts, uses effective metaphors,
and highlights the difficulties of life (Alrasheedi,
2023).

Although not as famous as her other works,
Barren Woman (2004) mirrors her regular
interest in femininity, motherhood, and the
feeling of being empty. The poem portrays
someone who is coldly rich, enclosed in a
museum that is missing its statues, and shows
how this person feels the torment of being
childless. Plath criticizes the way society judges a
woman based on her ability to become a mother.
There is a clear contrast between the clean
hospital environment and the internally strong
craving to live and make children. The words
"empty court,” "ivory urns," and "fruitless"
suggest that the speaker sees failure and has
become invisible to others. She highlights the
damage done to women by being restricted to
biological functions and the feelings and
thoughts connected to that (Robles, 2020). Plath
strengthens the emotions in Barren Woman by
using imagery and by organizing the poem in a
certain way. Even with the facade of order,

communication

emotions
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women experience a lot of inner confusion,
sadness, and the urge to act differently.
Contrasting such as empty “courts” and “urns”
points out the gap between things that appear
glorious and what they truly are. Plath is
expressing the sense that sterility goes beyond a
physical state, indicating a sense of deeper
meaninglessness. This is how the poem becomes
meaningful for all women, discussing their roles,
the standards set by society, and the struggle to
find themselves in a world that is mostly against
giving women control over decisions.

1.1. Significance of the Study

The analysis of Sylvia Plath’s Barren Woman
points out how she uses words and imagery to
express challenging emotions and feelings.
Focusing on how the poem is arranged, what
words it employs, and how it uses metaphors
and tone, the study reveals that Plath was able to
make her personal troubles relate to other’s
struggles with their identities, loss, and what is
expected from them. Looking at her poetry from
the angle of style and content, this study
expresses that Plath uses a controlled style to
highlight the intensity of her emotions,
amplifying the importance of what she is saying.
Moreover, the study helps feminist literary
criticism by exploring how Plath challenges the
usual ideas of what it means to be a woman, have
children, or be content. Knowing her choice of
style allows readers and experts to value the
meaning and importance of her poems in the
modern poetry and feminist academia.

1.2.  Research Objectives

The present research tries to explore following
research objectives:

1. To understand the stylistic features
featured by Sylvia Plath in Barren Woman and
how they enhance the themes of femininity, not
being able to have children, and psychological
isolation.

2. To study how the structure of the poem,
the figurative language, and the overall tone
share feelings of the poet to critique the society.

1.3. Research Questions
The present research tries to explore following
research questions:
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1. In what way does Plath’s imagery and
metaphor in Barren Woman capture the
suffering and isolation of a woman without
children?

2. Why the structure and linguistic choice
of Barren Woman tries to reject gender roles

and examines how women are expected to
behave?

2. Literature Review

Plath pictures the barrenness of the speaker next
to setting that are empty and impressive at the
same time. The speaker uses the image of herself
as a museum without statues to describe the
empty place where creativity and life belong.
These images also represent the grandeur of
Roman monuments, but they lack a clear
purpose. The way women are depicted in art
represents the expectations laid on them to
become mothers and the stigma when they do
not (Tamas, 2022). In the poem, the moon and
the yew tree, the moon is used to mean more
than just light at night. Previously related to
women and their fertility, the moon here simply
watches as it has little effect on the speaker’s
feelings. The author presents the story in a cold
and slightly depressing manner. Plath’s calm,
matter-of-fact writing style is like the inner
repression many women who stray from what
society expects. Because there is no clear
emotional language, it's easier to see how
powerful the speaker’s emotion is (Yasmin et.
al., 2023).

Pridgeon (2017) argues that many research
scholars have written about “Barren Woman” by
Sylvia Plath, especially examining her style and
how it expresses infertility, how people view
women, and women’s identity. Pridgeon (2017)
argues that Plath makes use of extended
metaphors to contrast the speaker’s desolation
with great, but empty, building spaces. This kind
of art often shows the influence of society on
women to be mothers, and the judgment
directed at those who do not have children.
Yasmin et. al. (2023) argue that the poem treats
the moon as a symbol that is full of meanings.
Usually linked with women’s fertility, the moon
here observes coldly and quietly, pointing out
the speaker’s loneliness and the way society
judges her for not having children. Plath’s
chooses to tell the story in a controlled, clinical
way, much like women who don’t conform to

https://theijssb.com

| Irshad & Ali, 2025 |

what is expected. The style highlights the
intensity of the speaker’s pain, since there is no
direct indication of sadness. Gupta (2020)
argues that the rigid form of the poetry
highlights the difference between what the
speaker does and how they truly feel. The precise
conformity in such films is used to symbolize the
loss of female autonomy and the boundaries of
the traditional gender system.

Haris (2024) evaluated Taufiq Rafat's wedding
in the flood from a stylistic perspective and
states that thee poem is arrhythmic and depicts
the scene of a wedding conducted during the
flood season. Researchers currently are still
exploring how poets wuse language to
communicate, making use of analytical tools
that reveal the many layers in their poems. Igbal
et al. (2024) used feminist stylistics and the
model proposed by Leech and Short (1981) to
investigate how Sylvia Plath uses different types
of figurative language in her works to illuminate
the hardships women endure in the present
times. They have found that these separate traits
help to express what the poet wants to
communicate and how they want it to feel. The
authors analyzed a group of Rafat’s poems to
research the poet’s originality with language.
They used Leech and Short's (1981) theory to
discover that in Rafat's poems, the variations in
tone and style contribute to the uniqueness and
variety of the meanings present in his works.
Fayez and Arya (2024) analyzed the ways Abdul
Qayum Qawim uses language to form his
unique style in poetry. They show that the
choice of words is vital for establishing both the
themes and feelings in the poems.

Alhagbani (2024) looked into how modern
Saudi poets often deviate from the norm, and
particularly focused on AlYoucif’s poem in his
analysis. It reveals that purposely breaking
language conventions helps bring out main
ideas and emotions, which then draws the
reader to the work. All these studies highlight
the role of studying how poets’ language conveys
their various expressions and ideas. Applying
several stylistic models helps researchers to
understand how words are used to contribute to
the message in modern poetry.

3. Methodology
The research examines the characteristics of
language and its levels using a quantitative
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research approach. The four layers of text
analysis identified by Leech and Short (1981) are
syntax, phonology, semantics, and graphology.
The framework of expression is formed by
syntax and phonology in order to organize
meanings, which is the primary emphasis of
semantics. This study adopts Leech and Short’s
(1981) model of stylistic analysis for the analysis
of data. The study states that encoding takes
place at the highest level in writing and speech.
A speaker or writer must arrange their words in
a clear, unique framework that can be identified
by sounds or letters in order to convey meaning.
Decoding is a top down method since it starts
with sounds and letters arranged in a traditional
manner and works its way down to the level of
meaning.

4. Discussion and Analysis

While analyzing “Barren Woman” by Sylvia
Plath, the present research divides the analysis
into four key groups adopting Leech and Short
(1981), as found in their book Style in Fiction,

which arranges the elements of style.

1. Lexical Features

2. Grammatical Features

3. Figures of Speech (Rhetorical Devices)
4. Graphological Features

A detailed analysis of the poem has been
presented in subsequent sections.

4.1. Lexical Analysis

This stage works on helping students to make
appropriate vocabulary selections. These include
noun types, different types of verbs, adjectives,
different degrees of abstraction, and meanings
attached to words.

Concrete vs Abstract Nouns: The poem
includes many concrete nouns that paint
pictures of architecture and sculpture, such as
“footfall,” “pillars,” “porticoes,” “rotundas,”
“courtyard,” “fountain,” and “lilies.” They help
to bring the poem to life in a recognizable
atmosphere. On the other hand, abstract nouns
such as “attentions,” and “nothing” show what
society considers normal and what deep downs
emptiness means.

Lexical Fields: Specific areas of knowledge
related to the occupation are present in the
vocabulary:
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Architecture/Museum: “Museum,” “pillars,”
“ . ” « M« ”»
porticoes,” “rotundas,” “statues.
“Nike,”

Mythology/Classical Allusion:

“Apollos.”

Loaded Lexical Items: These words, such as
“empty,” “blind,” “mum,” “dead,” and “injure,”
give the tone a feeling of being dead inside and
void of life. The art brings out the despair within
the main character and how they feel isolated
from the rest of society.

4.2. Grammatical Level

The purpose of this level is to observe syntax, the
different clause patterns, sentence makeup, and
how grammar is used evenly throughout a text.
Sentence Structure: The sentences in the poem
are mostly basic or loosely joined, but they make
use of a lot of imagery. For example:

“I echo the slightest touch of a person coming
my way,” says the character in a clear and concise
sentence with fronted adjective and repetitive
sounds within its words. Similarly, “Museum
without statues, grand with pillars, porticoes,
rotundas.” The use of asyndeton gives the
sentence a formal and unmoving quality, much
like a museum.

Ellipsis and  Compression: Syntactic
compression is used in various lines of the
poem. Because the poet leaves out the main verb
here, the line carries an artful effect that
highlights the stillness.

Modifiers: Repeated use of adjective-noun pairs
such as “blank-faced,” “white Nike,” or “bald-
eyed Apollos,” makes the imagery deeper and
allows Salinger to describe emotions in an
economical manner.

Passive and Active Constructions: A lot of the
time, the speaker is made to look passive, such
as when “I am injured by attentions” or “When
something happens, it can't harm me.”

4.3. Figures of Speech (Rhetorical Devices)
At this stage, the writer finds use of metaphor,
simile, personification, alliteration, irony,
symbolism, and similar types of devices.

Metaphor: The main metaphor in the poem is
the speaker is compared to a ‘museum without

statues’, which signifies style without
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achievement, looks without meaning, and being
without anything it could generate. The image
of the fountain that jumps and falls back in
shows how energy can get used up for nothing,
similar to the cycles of not being able to have
children. The marble lilies are seen as signs of
emptiness, innocence, and sorrow, letting out
"pallor" like smell, making the setting seem
strange and frightening.

Symbolism:

The major symbols in this poem are Nike and
Apollos that show the handsome children.

An absence of the character’ s mothers is shown
by having her act out a role of motherhood,
illustrating what she could not have. The
description of the nurse as “as blank-faced as a
nurse” suggests she is mute and represents ideas
around women being held back or forced to
obey rules.

Alliteration: Using the phrase “blank-faced and
mum” again, drives home the point of not being
able to show the person’s emotions. “Fountain
leaps and sinks” - the word stress follows the
action and then it returns back to a still form.
Irony: The poet pretends that mythic mothers
exist in public, but the vision shriveled under
the lights of reality. Taking the sympathy or
assumptions of the deceased as a personal attack
causes emotional pain, rather than adding
comfort.

4.4. Graphological Level

In this level, attention is given to punctuation,
stanza breaks, capitalization, as well as different
types of typography even if these aspects are
normally less focused on in literary criticism.

Lack of Formal Structure: Since it doesn’t
follow a regular rhyme scheme, the poem reflects
the world the speaker seems to be part of.
Having no standard meter or rhyme gives the
poem a feeling that the pain is still present.

Punctuation: Punctuation is light and helps to
read the text aloud and think through it, instead
of forcing the reader to worry about grammar.
Most of the time we see a full stop at the end of
a line, or after enjambment, making the lines
stand apart and pausing the thought.
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Capitalization: Even so, the proper nouns
“Nike” and “Apollos” make the passage stand
out, as they hint at a permanent status of
aspiration or work still to be done.

5. Conclusion

Sylvia Plath uses many stylistic devices in
“Barren Woman” to express how it feels when a
woman is unable to have children and to be part
of the traditional female experience. Analyzing
the poem through Leech and Short’s model, this
study explores that the speaker feels an inner
emptiness and society’s pressure reflected
through how the poem is written in terms of
grammar, vocabulary, rhetoric, and graphic
elements. Using words, the linking of
architectural, mythological, and naturesque
images like “pillars,” “Nike,” and “marble lilies”
helps to create a lifeless, yet impressive setting
full of meaninglessness. Using many shortened
noun phrases and letting actions be done to the
speaker, rather than acting herself, helps bring
out her inner frustration and pause in emotions.
The disjointed thoughts experienced by the
speaker are shown in the use of free verse,
unusual line-breaks, and very little punctuation.
To sum up, the poem’s artistic aspects play a
vital ‘role in understanding what the poem is
saying and how it affects the society. The way
Plath organizes lines with her writing style
creates a voice that is personal yet firm, allowing
the reader to sense the pressured silence and
lack of anything worthwhile inside the
individual being described. It shows how Plath
changes her own experience into an essay that
people from all walks of life can relate to.
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