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Abstract 

Research on gender issues in literature has significantly developed in recent decades, reflecting 

the growing awareness among younger generations of past social injustices, particularly 

regarding gender representation. As Showalter (1989) argues, literature has long been a powerful 

medium for expressing critical perspectives on social norms across various genres, including 

poetry, novels, and drama. A notable literary figure in this context is Emily Dickinson, whose 

works subtly yet incisively critique patriarchal structures. The analysis focuses on how gender, 

power, and language are portrayed in Dickinson’s poetry. It examines her use of language as a 

tool to challenge social norms and deconstruct rigid gender identities. The research combines 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), based on Fairclough’s model, with Feminist Critical 

Discourse Analysis. Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity serves as the conceptual 

framework. Four of Dickinson’s poems were purposefully selected for analysis using textual and 

interpretative methods, supported by critical responses from postgraduate students. The findings 

reveal that Dickinson strategically utilizes metaphor, symbolism, and unconventional sentence 

structures as forms of resistance to gender norms. Her poems contain embedded critiques of 

patriarchal dominance and create space for reinterpreting gender identity beyond binary 

constraints. Literature provides a platform for marginalized voices to challenge deeply ingrained 

stereotypes and normalized ideologies, a fact affirmed by this study. Dickinson's poetic voice 

remains relevant in contemporary discussions. By integrating critical literacy and gender 

awareness into English language education, literature can effectively foster reflective 

perspectives on the power dynamics inherent in language and culture. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Gender and power are deeply entrenched in 

societal structures, influencing cultural, 

political, and economic dynamics. Gender 

refers not only to biological differences but 

also to socially constructed roles that shape 

expectations and behavior, while power 

entails the capacity to dominate, influence, or 

resist (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet, 2013; 

Foucault, 1980). These dynamics often 

manifest in the dominance of masculine 

norms and the subordination of women, 

reinforcing patriarchal systems in many 

cultures (Connell, 2005). In response to these 

enduring inequalities, the study of gender 

within literature has gained increasing 
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traction in recent decades. This growing 

interest is not limited to academia; it also 

reflects the heightened awareness of younger 

generations toward historical injustices, 

particularly those related to gender. 

Literature, as a cultural product, functions as 

both a mirror and a critique of society—

revealing, questioning, or resisting dominant 

norms. It offers a creative and discursive 

space where marginalized voices can speak 

with symbolic force. As Showalter (1989) 

argues, literature has historically provided a 

medium for critical reflection on social 

expectations. Across genres—poetry, fiction, 

drama—authors have used narrative and 

language to deconstruct gender roles and 

interrogate the power relations embedded 

within them. 

 Judith Butler's (1990) groundbreaking 

theory of gender performance asserts that 

gender is not an inherent quality but a 

socially constructed identity shaped through 

repeated behaviors and actions. Her 

insightful framework demonstrates how 

linguistic expressions and discursive 

practices can actively challenge and 

undermine traditional gender norms, 

highlighting the fluidity and complexity of 

gender identity in contemporary society. 

 Literature has long served as a 

medium for challenging social norms 

(Showalter, 1989). Emily Dickinson’s poetry, 

written in a patriarchal 19th-century 

America, subtly critiques these norms 

through complex language, metaphors, and 

symbols (Gilbert & Gubar, 1979; Smith, 

2007). Her work offers rich material for 

feminist literary studies and Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA), uncovering how 

language constructs and resists power 

structures. 

 Critical Discourse Analysis 

(Fairclough, 1995) examines the interplay 

between language and ideology, revealing 

hidden power relations. Applying CDA and 

Feminist CDA to Dickinson’s poetry allows 

us to investigate her resistance to patriarchal 

constraints and her role in constructing 

alternative discourses. 

 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), 

as conceptualized by Fairclough (1995), is 

concerned with examining the relationship 

between discourse and social power. 

Fairclough emphasizes that language is not 

neutral but is imbued with ideologies that 

reflect and reproduce power relations in 

society. CDA seeks to uncover implicit 

structures by critically analyzing the 

linguistic practices and reasoning embedded 

in texts. 

 In order to capture the nuances of 

gender dynamics in literary texts, this study 

adopts Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis 

(FCDA), which focuses on the reciprocal 

relationship between gender, power, and 

language, emphasizing how discourse 

supports or challenges gender power 

structures (Lazar, 2005). Feminist CDA 

critically investigates how language 

maintains gender inequality and opens up 

space for resistance. 

 Despite extensive literary analyses, 

few studies have integrated Feminist CDA 

into Dickinson’s work or explored its 

pedagogical potential. This study addresses 

these gaps by analyzing selected poems and 

assessing their implications for developing 

critical awareness among English Master’s 

students. This inquiry is particularly relevant 

today, as gendered power relations continue 

to shape global societies. While Dickinson 

wrote in a historical moment defined by 

domestic expectations and institutionalized 

sexism, the issues she raised—female 

agency, silenced voices, symbolic power—

still resonate. Her work is a testament to what 

might be called “a small voice” that 

nevertheless challenges the loud, normative 

narratives of her time. This small voice, 

articulated through poetic metaphor and 

lyrical ambiguity, remains pertinent in 

today’s conversations about gender and 
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education. It reminds us that critique does not 

always have to be loud to be effective—it 

can be gentle, persistent, and embedded in 

beauty. 

Therefore, this study not only 

contributes to the field of literary analysis 

and gender studies but also offers practical 

implications for pedagogy. Incorporating 

Dickinson’s poetry into English language 

learning, particularly in courses that aim to 

cultivate critical thinking and social 

awareness, can serve as an effective strategy. 

Through the integration of critical literacy 

and gender-conscious discourse analysis, 

students are encouraged to develop a 

reflective understanding of how power 

operates within language and culture. In this 

light, the study hopes to advance both 

academic inquiry and transformative 

teaching practices—affirming literature as a 

meaningful tool for questioning, resisting, 

and reimagining the world we live in. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The research adopts a qualitative approach 

that intricately weaves together Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) rooted in 

Fairclough's model and Feminist Critical 

Discourse Analysis, informed by Butler's 

compelling theory of performativity. To 

explore the nuances of gender and power 

dynamics, four evocative poems have been 

thoughtfully selected for detailed analysis: 

"I'm Wife—I've Finished That," which 

challenges traditional marital roles; "She 

Rose to His Requirement—Dropped," 

portraying the pressures of societal 

expectations; "My Life Had Stood—A 

Loaded Gun," which signifies the tension of 

unexpressed emotions; and "I Cannot Live 

with You," illustrating the complexities of 

love and identity. This combination of 

analytical frameworks allows for a rich 

examination of language, identity, and social 

context within these literary works. 

Data Collection 

• Close textual analysis to identify 

rhetorical strategies, metaphorical 

structures, and symbolic language. 

• Interpretative worksheets were 

distributed to postgraduate English 

Master’s students, focusing on themes of 

gender, power, resistance, and 

resilience. 

Data Analysis 

• Thematic coding categorized the data 

into patriarchy, gender performativity, 

resistance, and resilience. 

• Triangulation combined textual analysis, 

student interpretations, and theoretical 

frameworks (Fairclough, 1995; Butler, 

1990). 

RESULT AND DISCUSSION  

Emily Dickinson’s poetry opens a 

compelling space for critical readings on 

gender and power, prompting students to 

confront the presence of patriarchal 

structures within society. The data revealed 

that students engaged with Dickinson’s 

poems at varying levels, both in terms of 

interpreting their meanings and connecting 

them to broader social contexts. Most 70% 

respondents were female students in their 

third and fourth semesters, with many 

indicating prior familiarity with Dickinson’s 

work. Although their degrees of engagement 

differed, there was a shared recognition that 

poetry can serve as a reflective medium to 

question long-standing social norms. 

 
Figure Showing the Gender Distribution of 

Respondents 
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Over 70% of students expressed that 

analyzing poetry through the lens of gender 

and power was highly important. This 

finding emphasizes that literature is not 

merely an aesthetic endeavor but also a 

powerful vehicle for social critique. 

Dickinson’s dense, symbolic, and often 

ambiguous language provides opportunities 

for readers to uncover subtle expressions of 

resistance against patriarchal conventions. As 

Lazar (2005) argues, a feminist critical 

literacy approach in language education can 

equip students with tools to unpack 

ideological messages embedded in texts. 

 
Figure showing Respondents’s Views of Dickinson 

Poems from the Perspective of Gender and Power 

 

Students exhibited strong interest in 

understanding how Dickinson’s poems 

expose or challenge power dynamics. Their 

interpretations ranged widely—from viewing 

the poems as covert critiques of male 

dominance to embracing their openness to 

multiple readings. This diversity reflects 

Dickinson’s capacity to avoid fixed meanings 

and instead invite ongoing reflection and 

inquiry. Her poetry does not dictate 

conclusions; rather, it offers provocations 

that encourage readers to reevaluate 

assumptions shaped by dominant cultural 

ideologies. Interestingly, students already 

familiar with Dickinson’s poetry were more 

likely to offer critical, contextual analyses. 

They connected the poems with themes of 

gender equality and empowerment, and 

demonstrated the ability to decode symbolic 

language. On the other hand, those less 

familiar with her work showed a genuine 

curiosity and willingness to explore the texts 

further. This suggests that Dickinson’s poetry 

can serve as a valuable pedagogical entry 

point for broader discussions on gender, 

power, and social justice—even among 

readers encountering her for the first time. 

These findings underscore the 

importance of incorporating gender and 

power analysis into literature studies. 

Dickinson’s work exemplifies how poetry 

can serve as a mirror and a challenge to 

dominant norms, enriching students’ 

interpretative experiences while fostering 

critical literacy. Through such approaches, 

literature classrooms can become spaces 

where students not only engage with texts but 

also question the deeper structures that shape 

language, identity, and social relations. 

 

Gender and Power Dynamics in 

Dickinson’s Poetry 

Emily Dickinson’s poem My Life had stood – 

a Loaded Gun – articulates gender and power 

through the metaphor of a gun that 

symbolizes latent female agency. The 

speaker compares herself to a loaded gun, 

idle in the corner until “The Owner passed – 

identified – / And carried Me away –.” This 

imagery critiques the way patriarchal culture 

renders women’s power dependent on male 

recognition. The gun—powerful yet 

unused—suggests a potential that is 

suppressed or unacknowledged within 

societal norms. Drawing from Lakoff and 

Johnson’s (1980) conceptual metaphor 

theory, the gun serves not only as an object 

of violence but also as a symbol of capacity, 

autonomy, and controlled force. This 

metaphor aligns with feminist theories 

(Showalter, 1989; Gilbert & Gubar, 1979) 

which emphasize how women’s identities 

have historically been framed through male-

centered narratives, rendering them passive 

or invisible unless activated by external 

authority. Dickinson's deliberate ambiguity 

challenges readers to question the cost of that 

http://journal.unnes.ac.id/


LANGUAGE CIRCLE: Journal of Language and Literature 19 (2s) August 2025  p-ISSN 1858-0165 

Available online at http://journal.unnes.ac.id   e-ISSN 2460-853X 

 252 

dependency and the possibility of reclaiming 

female subjectivity on one’s own terms. 

In I Cannot Live with You, Dickinson 

turns inward, portraying the emotional 

ramifications of gendered constraints within 

intimate relationships. The poem’s lines—

“And were You – saved – / And I – 

condemned to be / Where You were not – / 

That self – were Hell to Me –”—express the 

spiritual and psychological torment of a 

woman torn between religious duty, societal 

expectation, and emotional truth. The 

speaker’s pain arises not merely from 

separation but from the institutional 

ideologies that make mutual companionship 

impossible. Dickinson’s voice, in this 

context, becomes both a personal lament and 

a broader feminist critique, echoing Lazar’s 

(2005) argument that feminist discourse 

analysis must account for how language 

embodies and challenges gendered power. 

Through this poem, Dickinson subtly 

disrupts the romanticized narrative of 

heterosexual unity and exposes the structural 

barriers that prevent genuine equality 

between men and women. 

Respondents who examined the 

symbols in Dickinson’s I’m “Wife” – I’ve 

finished that identified both “Wife” and 

“Czar” as poignant representations of gender 

roles entrenched within a patriarchal system. 

The term “Wife” encapsulates a striking 

social contradiction—on one hand, it reflects 

conformity to traditional female roles; on the 

other, it unveils inner turmoil and struggle. 

This duality exposes the complexity women 

face in reconciling societal expectations with 

personal autonomy. Such representations are 

more than literary devices; they function as 

discursive strategies that, in Fairclough’s 

(1995) terms, contribute to the reproduction 

or contestation of dominant ideologies. For 

example, the phrase “rose to His 

Requirement” in the poem exemplifies how 

poetic language can normalize submission 

and render it aesthetically acceptable. From a 

CDA perspective, such expressions are not 

neutral—they enact and uphold patriarchal 

structures. 

In stark contrast to the tender 

resignation implied by the word “Wife,” the 

title “Czar” enters like thunder—powerful, 

singular, commanding. It doesn’t just suggest 

authority; it is authority, male-coded and 

absolute. When participants encountered 

these two words—Wife and Czar—many of 

them paused. They sensed that something 

was being revealed, not only about the 

characters in the poem but about the world 

outside it. This tension between soft 

compliance and hard control—between 

submission and dominance—unfolds like a 

quiet rebellion within Dickinson’s lines. 

Through her subtle choices of words, she is 

not simply describing gender roles; she’s 

unmasking them. 

Poetry, in this way, becomes a mirror, 

but also a magnifying glass. Dickinson’s 

female voices often appear to act in 

accordance with what others expect from 

them—fulfilling the needs of husbands, gods, 

or society—but then they vanish. They 

retreat, or they go silent, or they break into 

ambiguous syntax that resists being easily 

pinned down. It is this vanishing—this 

refusal to fully perform the role assigned—

that struck many readers deeply. Here, her 

women are not just submissive figures. They 

are living at the edge of something—caught 

between staying invisible and finding ways 

to speak from within constraint. 

One reader put it beautifully: “It’s 

like the women are written into roles they 

didn’t choose, and the poem is them trying to 

escape.” This idea resonates strongly with 

Judith Butler’s (1990) concept of gender as 

performance—roles repeated until they feel 

real, even when they don’t fit. In Dickinson’s 

world, the tragedy is not just that women are 

silenced. It’s that they are expected to remain 

grateful for the silence, to wear it like a 

badge of honor. But Dickinson’s pen 
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trembles with resistance. Her poems whisper, 

“This isn’t right,” even when the speaker 

says nothing. 

Sometimes, the most painful 

moments come when women are not just 

expected to perform—but to disappear 

altogether. In several poems, they are likened 

to objects: tools, toys, symbols of honor. At 

first glance, these metaphors might seem 

poetic or delicate. But look closer, and they 

tell a chilling truth: these women are not seen 

as full human beings. They are things. Things 

that serve, then sit still. Dickinson turns these 

metaphors back on themselves, exposing the 

cracks in a system that reduces people to 

roles. Through this, she echoes what Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980) describe: metaphors 

don’t just describe reality—they shape it. 

And yet, even in the midst of 

constraint, there is emotion. Dickinson writes 

pain with such clarity that it feels sacred. In I 

cannot live with You, for example, the 

speaker’s heartbreak isn’t private—it’s 

political. It’s the sound of someone who sees 

clearly what love could be, but also sees how 

the world won't allow it. These emotional 

truths are part of what makes her poetry so 

powerful. They remind us that inequality 

isn’t abstract. It’s lived. It breaks hearts. And 

through the fragmented, jagged form of her 

poems—the dashes, the interruptions, the 

unsteady rhythm—Dickinson gives shape to 

that brokenness. 

Her form conveys her message. 

Garcia (2021) highlights that literary form 

can serve as an act of resistance. Dickinson’s 

choice to write outside neat, controlled 

patterns is intentional; it signifies her refusal 

to accept the “proper” role assigned to her as 

a woman and a writer. Her poems do not 

conform. They challenge, fluctuate, and 

disturb norms. And that is the essence of her 

work. 

Through the lens of Critical 

Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1995) and 

Feminist CDA (Lazar, 2005), it becomes 

clear that Dickinson wasn’t just writing 

poetry. She was writing back—against 

systems that confined, silenced, and defined 

women without their consent. Her texts 

become a space where power is both visible 

and vulnerable, where the rules of language 

are pushed just enough to let other voices slip 

through. 

For educators, this matters. When we 

bring Dickinson’s poetry into the classroom, 

we are not just teaching metaphors and 

rhyme schemes. We are offering students a 

chance to think about how language builds 

the world—and how it might be used to 

change it. Her poems can become invitations: 

to question norms, to read between the lines, 

and to imagine more equal ways of living 

and speaking. 

 

Literary Devices as Tools of Resistance 

Emily Dickinson's poetry brims with intricate 

symbolism and rich, layered meanings, 

reflecting her profound insight into the 

complexities of gender dynamics and societal 

conventions. Through her strategic 

deployment of symbols such as the "Loaded 

Gun," "Owner," and "Curtain," Dickinson 

crafts a formidable critique of the 

omnipresent influence of patriarchy, while 

simultaneously illuminating the multifaceted 

nature of women's experiences. Each symbol 

operates on multiple levels, inviting readers 

to delve into a nuanced exploration of themes 

including power, oppression, and the spirit of 

resistance. By engaging with these potent 

symbols, we can reveal how Dickinson’s 

work not only challenges traditional gender 

roles but also fosters a vibrant dialogue 

concerning women's autonomy and voice. 

The metaphor of the "Loaded Gun" in 

Dickinson's poetry emerges as a striking 

representation of the dormant potential and 

dynamic power inherent in women. This 

imagery evokes the idea that while women 

may often find themselves ensnared in the 

confines of oppression, they harbor a 
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formidable strength that can be unleashed 

once they embrace their voice. The metaphor 

suggests that silence does not equate to 

frailty; rather, it conceals a powerful force 

that, when ignited, has the potential to 

challenge and disrupt societal norms. In 

employing this symbol, Dickinson invites 

readers to vividly contemplate the 

implications of silenced voices and the 

transformational possibility that lies within 

the women who dare to speak. 

According to Fairclough (1995), this 

metaphor functions as a linguistic structure 

that conveys a nuanced relationship between 

power and silence. The meaning of the 

"gun," shaped by broader social discourses 

that police women's expression, embodies 

both danger and agency. Within the 

framework of Critical Discourse Analysis 

(CDA), language in Dickinson’s poem 

reflects and simultaneously challenges 

dominant power structures. 

In sharp contrast, the figure of the 

"Owner" represents the entrenched 

patriarchal structures that confer authority 

and privilege upon men while subjugating 

women. This symbol encapsulates the 

societal norms that dictate the power 

dynamics between genders, reflecting a 

landscape where ownership extends beyond 

material possessions to emotional and 

intellectual dominion. By positioning the 

"Owner" as a central and oppressive figure in 

her work, Dickinson deftly critiques the 

problematic notion of possession, revealing 

the systemic inequalities and restrictions 

imposed on women. Through this potent 

metaphor, she compels readers to examine 

the invisible reins of gendered power that 

persist in both private and public life. 

Dickinson's formal innovations 

further amplify her resistance. Her signature 

use of dashes, unconventional capitalization, 

fragmented lines, and punctuation serve as 

deliberate acts of poetic rebellion. These 

stylistic deviations challenge the literary 

norms of her era and, symbolically, the social 

norms that governed women's voices. Her 

refusal to conform—linguistically and 

ideologically—becomes a profound 

declaration of selfhood and defiance. 

This defiance is particularly evident 

in poems like “I’m Wife—I've Finished 

That,” where Dickinson presents marriage 

not as a culmination, but as a kind of erasure. 

The speaker’s declaration—“I’m Wife—I've 

finished that— / That other State—”—is 

abrupt and fragmented, disrupting the 

traditional narrative arc of womanhood. The 

broken syntax and sudden tonal shift mirror 

the internal conflict of identity experienced 

by women who are expected to surrender 

their individuality for the role of "wife." 

Here, Dickinson reframes marriage as not 

merely a social contract but a cultural 

expectation that demands transformation—

even dissolution—of the self. 

In a similar vein, “She Rose to His 

Requirement—Dropped” explores the quiet 

sacrifices women make in response to 

patriarchal demands. The image of the 

woman dropping “The Playthings of Her 

Life” poignantly suggests the abandonment 

of personal dreams, passions, and freedom in 

exchange for conformity. These “playthings” 

are not trivial; they are symbols of possibility 

and agency, relinquished in silence. The 

poem underscores how compliance often 

masquerades as virtue, and how such 

sacrifices are normalized, even romanticized, 

within cultural narratives. As Gilbert and 

Gubar (1979) have emphasized, women 

writers often embed protest within domestic 

imagery—an act Dickinson embodies 

powerfully here. 

Such poems are not just thematic 

critiques; they are linguistic resistances. 

Dickinson’s syntax and symbols disrupt 

expectations and carve out space for voices 

that have historically been stifled. Her poems 

do not merely tell of suppression—they enact 

it, break it, and reshape it. 
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Further, her use of ellipses and gaps 

within the text adds another layer to this 

resistance. These blank spaces symbolize 

absence, incompleteness, or what is left 

unsaid—not out of deficiency, but out of a 

deliberate choice to create space for 

interpretation. Dickinson invites readers to 

inhabit these silences, to actively co-

construct meaning, and in doing so, to 

become participants in the poetic and 

political dialogue. As feminist theorists such 

as Lazar (2005) suggest, such reader 

involvement is a radical gesture—it 

redistributes power and undermines the 

dominance of fixed meaning controlled by 

patriarchal discourse. This notion of 

resistance through fluidity and fragmentation 

resonates with Yulianto’s (2018) perspective, 

which argues that poetic resistance can 

emerge not from direct confrontation or overt 

rebellion, but from a deeper philosophical 

awareness rooted in detachment and the 

impermanence of all phenomena. Drawing 

from Mahāyāna Buddhism, he suggests that 

this resistance challenges rigid, materialist 

socio-cultural values not by confronting them 

head-on, but by offering a different way of 

being—one that embraces fluidity, 

interdependence, and the emptiness (śūnyatā) 

of fixed identities. Within this framework, 

resistance is not merely reactive but deeply 

transformative. It dismantles binaries, 

decenters hegemonic meaning-making, and 

reimagines subjectivity as something always 

in flux. 

In light of this, Dickinson’s poetic 

strategy can be seen not only as feminist 

critique, but also as a philosophical invitation 

to unmoor the self from imposed categories. 

Her refusal to provide closure, her resistance 

to grammatical authority, and her embrace of 

ambiguity all align with the notion that 

subjectivity is relational and perpetually 

shifting. This reimagining of identity as 

fluid—rather than fixed—destabilizes the 

gendered norms she resists and opens up 

space for women’s voices to be heard in their 

full, uncontained complexity. 

In conclusion, the sophisticated 

interplay of symbolism, structure, and 

language in Emily Dickinson's poetry offers 

rich and evocative insights into the 

intricacies of gender dynamics and women's 

lived experiences. Through potent symbols 

like the "Loaded Gun," "Owner," and phrases 

such as “She Dropped the Playthings of Her 

Life,” she critiques the rigidity of patriarchal 

norms while celebrating the power embedded 

within women’s inner lives. Her 

unconventional poetic forms disrupt 

established literary traditions, prompting 

readers to listen more closely, read more 

carefully, and imagine more freely. 

Ultimately, Dickinson’s poetry stands as a 

powerful testament to female resilience and 

agency—a call to reclaim language, identity, 

and space in both literature and society. 

 

Alternative Discourse and Breaking Down 

Patriarchal Norms 

Emily Dickinson’s poetry introduces an 

alternative discourse that unsettles patriarchal 

norms through its ambiguity, fragmented 

structure, and rich symbolic language. Rather 

than offering straightforward positions, 

Dickinson often places opposing ideas in 

tension, encouraging a space of 

contemplation rather than resolution (Martin, 

2002; Vendler, 2010). For instance, her use 

of ellipses, dashes, and unconventional 

syntax fosters a poetic atmosphere where 

meaning is never fixed, inviting readers to 

actively engage in interpretation. This 

deliberate openness destabilizes dominant 

gender narratives and calls attention to how 

language can both reflect and resist social 

expectations (Miller, 1985; Fish, 1980). 

Through this, Dickinson transforms readers 

from passive recipients into critical 

participants, positioning literature as a living 

space of inquiry rather than closure. 
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In educational contexts, Dickinson’s 

poems offer fertile ground for critical 

literacy. By encouraging students to closely 

read poetic form and language, particularly 

regarding gendered expression, teachers 

create space for questioning dominant 

ideologies embedded in literature (Showalter, 

1985; Brummett, 2006). The inclusion of 

women’s voices—especially those that subtly 

resist cultural norms—enriches student 

perspectives and challenges long-standing 

literary canons (Gilbert & Gubar, 1979). 

Dickinson’s texts, when taught through a 

gender-conscious lens, provoke discussion 

not only about what is written, but also about 

what is assumed, omitted, or silenced. This 

approach enables learners to recognize how 

discourse operates within power structures, 

ultimately helping them develop a more 

critical awareness of both language and 

society. 

Judith Butler’s theory of 

performativity deepens this discussion by 

framing gender not as a stable identity, but as 

something continuously enacted through 

language and social norms. Dickinson’s 

poetic voice resonates with this view, as her 

female subjects are rarely static—they 

question, withhold, and resist being fully 

defined. In “She Rose to His Requirement—

Dropped”, the speaker’s relinquishment of 

“the Playthings of Her Life” marks more than 

submission; it encapsulates the quiet erasure 

of selfhood expected of women. Through 

subtle metaphors and shifting tones, 

Dickinson reveals the internal dissonance 

between societal roles and personal truths 

(Juhasz, 1983). Her poems thus become not 

only expressions of feeling, but also acts of 

discursive resistance that mirror the 

complexities of gender performance. 

Dickinson’s poetic ambiguity 

becomes a method of critique, especially 

when read through the lens of Critical 

Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1992; 1995). 

Rather than overtly opposing patriarchal 

norms, she creates space for discomfort, 

contradiction, and reflection. A line such as 

“rose to His Requirement” appears compliant 

on the surface, yet when contextualized 

within the poem’s emotional tone and 

structure, it provokes questions about agency 

and sacrifice. Dickinson avoids clear moral 

conclusions, instead portraying femininity as 

a space of negotiation—between autonomy 

and expectation, silence and speech. This 

ambiguity reflects Fairclough’s view of 

discourse as a site where meaning is 

contested and power is both enacted and 

challenged. 

Ultimately, Dickinson’s poetry 

transcends aesthetic value and emerges as a 

silent yet potent force of social critique. Her 

unconventional use of language and form 

disrupts hegemonic gender discourse while 

allowing for multiple interpretations rooted 

in lived experience. By integrating Butler’s 

performativity and Fairclough’s CDA, this 

study highlights how Dickinson’s work 

embodies both structural and symbolic 

subversions of patriarchal norms. Her legacy 

lies in her ability to reimagine what it means 

to be a woman, a poet, and a subject within 

language—making her work a vital 

contribution to both literary study and critical 

pedagogy. 

 

Pedagogical Implications: Developing 

Critical Awareness 

Involving postgraduate students in close 

reading and interpretative analysis of 

Dickinson's poems enhances their critical 

literacy. Students reported greater awareness 

of how literary language can challenge 

societal norms and empower marginalized 

voices. 

 Students' interpretative worksheets 

revealed that Dickinson’s strategic ambiguity 

forced them to question assumptions about 

gender roles. For example, many students 

noted how the lack of explicit references to 
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"husband" or "wife" allowed for broader 

interpretations of identity and resistance. 

 Additionally, Dickinson’s use of 

metaphor and syntax encouraged students to 

appreciate the subtlety with which literature 

can interrogate power structures. Through the 

interpretative process, students developed a 

heightened sensitivity to how language 

functions as a social construct. 

Theme Description 

Resistance 
Use of metaphor and syntax 

to oppose patriarchal norms 
 

Resilience 
Depictions of women 

enduring societal constraints 
 

Power 

Dynamics 

Representation of gendered 

hierarchies and hidden power 

relations 

Identity and 

Ambiguity 

The construction of fluid 

identities resisting fixed 

gender roles 

 Through Fairclough's Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA), the various 

textual elements in literature are examined as 

reflections of broader social discourses that 

sustain and perpetuate gendered power 

relations. In this context, the poems serve as 

both a representation of analytical practices 

that reinforce existing hierarchical structures 

within society and a platform that offers 

space for resistance against these norms. By 

integrating the theories of both Fairclough 

and Butler, Emily Dickinson's work emerges 

as a complex interplay between societal 

expectations and individual expressions of 

identity. This complexity reveals how 

resistance is not only a linguistic act, 

characterized by the subversion of traditional 

narrative forms and language, but also a 

performative act, where the very act of 

writing and the choices embedded within the 

poems challenge the dominant cultural 

ideologies surrounding gender. Thus, 

Dickinson's poetry can be seen as a powerful 

commentary on the interplay between 

societal forces and personal agency. 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, Emily Dickinson’s poetry 

embodies both resilience and resistance, 

offering a small yet powerful voice that 

resonates loudly against patriarchal norms. 

Her work invites readers to reflect on the 

complexities of gender and power dynamics. 

By incorporating Dickinson's poetry into 

educational programs, we amplify this 

critical voice, encouraging students to 

recognize and challenge societal structures. 

Through the study of her nuanced language 

and themes, students can learn to appreciate 

the strength found in vulnerability and the 

importance of standing against oppression. 

Dickinson's enduring message of resistance 

not only enriches literary discussions but also 

fosters a spirit of resilience in future 

generations, empowering them to harness 

their voices in the face of adversity. 

Ultimately, her work serves as a reminder 

that even the quietest voices can initiate 

profound change and inspire action within 

education and society at large. 
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