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Abstract 

This study is concerned with A Freudian Psychoanalytic analysis of selected English poems 

of two poets: namely Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath. This research focuses on how these 

poets communicate their conscious and unconscious thoughts through language choices. 

Therefore, the main purpose of this thesis is to explore the language use of the poets and find 

out which language choices convey meanings in all poems. In addition, the study will try to 

identify the themes each poem portrays.  

The other aim of this study is to reveal the effectiveness of the Freudian Psychoanalytic 

approach in bringing out meaning of the poems and arriving at valid interpretation of literary 

texts.  

The thesis is divided into four chapters. The first chapter serves as an introduction to the 

research work. The second chapters show different reviews and researches related to this 

study. The third chapter shows an overview of the concepts in focus and discusses the 

concept of Freudian psychoanalysis and basic frameworks of Freudian analysis. 

The last chapter deals with the actual analysis of the selected poems. Thus, the poems of 

Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath will be analyzed against significant frameworks of 

Freudian theories to reveal the message they present as literary works and as reflections of 

the poets as well as to show the significant similarities and difference in the works of these 

poets.   

In the final section, which is the conclusion part, the findings of the researcher are briefly 

presented.  
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 Chapter One 

1. Introduction  

Trying to understand some aspects of how and why poems are written and representing 

life gives a significant meaning to literature than just as a way of entertainment. Reading 

literary works critically provides us a way to see the depth of the author‘s emotions as well 

as help us come to terms with our own selves and better understand human nature.   

 

Poetry provides a more detailed and deep understanding of the human psyche. As students 

and other researchers use different theories for critical reading, understanding, analyzing 

and interpreting poems as well as other literary works. Poems are about human 

interactions, experiences, and incidents which shape up human nature and help them 

understand why they are who and how they are by giving them lessons mirrored from the 

real life.    

 

 Considering these reasons, the researcher has attempted an analysis of Emily Dickinson 

and Sylvia Plath‘s selected poems to get a closer look at the representation of life and 

death by the two female poets while also taking a look at vital subjects that are big parts of 

their works such as depression, melancholia, Eros and Thanatos, as well as aggressive and 

narcissistic behaviors through the framework of Freud‘s psychoanalytic literary criticism.   

1.1 Background of the Study      

Conflict in poetry manifests itself in constantly varying ways. Among these 

manifestations, we find the use of explicit statements, foregrounded details, setting, 

imagery etc. Understanding and interpreting poetry requires readers to closely read the 

text and find out the connection between literary devices used and their purpose in a given 

poem.  Hale (2000), explained the use of analyzing poetry and literature in general as: 

 

Although the interpretation of literature can be challenging, it may also 

provide unique and important rewards. Authors of fiction, poetry, or drama 

choose literature for their expression because they believe that there are at 

least two valid sides to any major issue- not just a simple right and wrong. 

Reading and interpreting literature, then, nourishes us with a sense of 

complexity of life‘s deepest mysteries—love, hate, death, conflicts between 

societies and so on. (p.3) 

 

Aristotle defined Poetry as ―medium of imitation‖. It is explained that poetry closely 

imitates our everyday reality. Suman, (2016), agrees with Aristotle and adds that ―when 

the painter uses brush and color; the poet uses rhyme and rhythm to paint a picture‖ (p.3) 

of our reality.  He stated that there are human disposition in human nature which have a 

permanent quality about them. Then there are emotional needs and feelings. These are 

transitory aspects of human psyche. Poetry is an imitation of human life. Action involves 

the inward life of man as well. 
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Harris (2013), describes poetry as a picture with the ability to speak which is mimetic, 

emotional as well as rational and with the ability to not only recounts but recreates 

emotional, intellectual and spiritual emotions and experiences for the audience to 

experience for him/herself. In order to break down works of literature or specifically 

poetry, applications of theories provide an easier and a closer look and understanding. 

Poetry analysis involves the investigation of form, structure, history and theme of a poem 

in an organized way. 

 

Psychoanalytic literary theory, which studies the human psyche, gives researchers a 

deeper and more informed look into poetry. Sigmund Freud asserts that literary texts are 

the manifestation of the writer‘s neurosis. 

 

Psychoanalysis is defined as a set of psychological theories and therapeutic techniques that 

have their origin in the work and theories of Sigmund Freud. The core idea at the center of 

psychoanalysis is the belief that all people possess unconscious thoughts, feelings, desires, 

and memories. By bringing the content of the unconscious into conscious awareness, 

people are then able to experience catharsis and gain insight into their current state of 

mind.  

 

Through this process, people are then able to find relief from psychological disturbances 

and distress. (Cherry, The Influence of Psychoanalysis on the Field of Psychology, 2019). 

Mclead, (2014 cited in (E.Acherman, 2019) discusses psychoanalysis as a type of 

psychoanalysis that is able to release pent-up or repressed emotions and memories in or to 

lead the client to catharsis, or healing. 

 

According to E.Acherman, Sigmund Freud in his Psychoanalysis theory put forth the 

model of human mind. Freud divided the mind into three layers which are Conscious, 

preconscious and subconscious. He elaborates as: 

 

Conscious: where our current thoughts, feeling and focus live, Preconscious or 

subconscious: which is home of everything we can recall or retrieve from 

memory and the third one is unconscious which is repository of that drive our 

behavior and primitive and instinctual desire from the deepest level of our 

minds. (www.positivepsychology.com, para 9) 

 

Like psychoanalysis itself, the critical endeavor seeks evidence of unresolved emotions, 

psychological conflicts, guilty, ambivalences, and so forth within what may well be a dis- 

unified literary work (Delahoyde, 2011)According to Delalhoyde, the author‘s own 

childhood traumas, family life, sexual conflicts, fixations, and suchwill be tracable within 

the behaviour of the characters in the library work. Delalhoyde further discusses as: 

 

Psychoanalytic criticism  is similar to New Criticism, is not concerning itself 

with ―what the author intended.‖ But what the author never intended (that‘s 

https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-catharsis-2794968
http://www.positivepsychology.com/
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repressed) is sought. The unconscious material has been distorted by the 

censoring conscious mind. (www.michaledelahoyde.org) 

Sigmund Freud‘s psychoanalytic theory outlines three elements of personality- the id, the 

ego, and the superego-work together to create complex human behaviors. (Cherry, Freud's 

Id, Ego, and Superego, 2019) According to Cherry, the three elements interacts in way that 

have a powerful influence on each individual emerging at different points in life.  

 

Literary Theory is an umbrella term which serves to gather together discourses from 

numerous disciplines outside the immediate field and traditional concerns of literary 

world.  Since the 1920‘s, a very widespread psychological literary criticism has come to 

be known as Psychoanalytic criticism. In psychoanalytical theory some of the techniques 

of psychoanalysis are used in interpretation of literature. (Rezael & Seyyedrezaei, 

2013)Psychoanalytic criticism is the interpretative perspective of literature by applying 

some techniques of psychoanalysis.  

 

 Literary Theory offers various ways of defining literature or at least thinking about what 

issues might be in attempting any kind of definition.  According to (Schmitz, 2017) 

psychoanalytic literary criticism, on one level concerns itself with dreams, for dreams are 

a reflection of the unconscious psychological states of dreams.  

 

The relationship between psychoanalysis and literary criticism which spans much of the 

20
th

 century is fundamentally concerned with the actuality of sexuality in language. It 

started out with Freud‘s analysis of the literary text as a ―symptom of the artist‖, where the 

relationship between the author and the text is analogous to dreamers and their dreams. 

(Mambrol, Freudan analysis, 2016) According to Mambrol, later it was remolded by post-

Freudian psychoanalytical reader-response criticism where the psychological experience 

of the reader in relation to the text is foregrounded, but contested by CG Jung‘s ―contra-

Freud‖ archetypal criticism which states that the literary work is not a focus for the 

writer‘s or the reader‘s personal psychology, but a representation of the relationship 

between the personal and the collective unconscious, the images, myths, symbols and 

archetypes of past cultures. 

 

Through the applications of theories in the understanding of poetry, we can learn more 

about life as well as appreciate the aesthetics of the literary works. Literary works serve as 

mirrors reflecting everyday life as well as the deepest thoughts that usually get neglected 

in our every day to day life. Poets in general made it their quest to explore thoughts, 

experiences, feelings such as hope, desire, anger, jealousy in a way that everyday people 

do not seem to notice. Therefore, poets have always served as the psychoanalysts of the 

real world, helping us tap into the reasons and peculiarities individuals hold. (Holland, 

2018), states that poetry has the power to trigger curiosity; it has an ―endless 

interpretation‖ which never goes out of date since it is pulled out of the reality and poetry 

unlike other literary works is joyful through its melodic structure. The present study 
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keeping this all in mind will attempt to enter the depth of poetry and extract meaning, in 

hopes of finding a different perspective, a different beauty that has not been attempted yet.  

1.2 Statement of the Problem  

Poetry has always appealed to mankind and it has been used to express emotions and 

attitude towards several issues related to life, emotions and human beings in general. It 

offers useful insights about concerns that have been the source of worry and frustration.  

 

The researcher, to her knowledge has not come across any work, i.e., MA projects or PHD 

thesis on either Sylvia Plath‘s or Emily Dickinson‘s works which are submitted to Addis 

Ababa University Department of English Language and Literature. However, she was able 

to find two researchers that have based their thesis on psychoanalytic theory, which will 

be reviewed under the chapter Review of Related Literature, in order to identify and fill 

the gaps left from the studies as well as to understand the similarities and differences with 

the present study.  As far as online sources are concerned, there are few studies available 

on both the poet‘s works using different theories, which will also be discussed on the next 

chapter.  

 

Among the reasons that the researcher attempted this study on selected poems of Emily 

Dickinson and Sylvia Plath was identifying this gap of approaching poetry with a 

psychoanalytic context. In addition poetry analysis is also not well exercised at the level of 

Addis Ababa University department of English Language and Literature. The third reason 

is the lack of analysis on Female writers and poets without including elements of the 

Feministic approach. The researcher believes works of female writers and poets need be 

analyzed beyond the gender context.  

 

The researcher believes a deeper reading of Plath‘s and Dickinson‘s poems can reveal 

insights about the problems human beings face today. Therefore, the researcher has 

identified knowledge gap there. Hence, it is hoped that this study through the use of 

aspects of Freud‘s theory in analyzing the selected poems by Sylvia Plath namely ―Lady 

Lazarus‖, ―Mad Girl‘s Love Song‖, ―Edge‖, and ―Poppies in October‖ and Emily 

Dickinson‘s ―I felt a Funeral, in my Brain ‖, ―Because I could not stop for Death ‖, ―My 

Life had stood - a Loaded Gun(764)‖ and ―There‘s a certain Slant of light‖ it is possible to 

shed light on the depth of human beings attitude towards life and death. 

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study  

General Objective  

The main objective of this thesis is to compare and contrast the selected poems through an 

exploration of life (Eros) and Death (Thanatos) in the works of two female poets of same 

stature, Emily Dickinson from the 19
th

 century and the other (Sylvia Plath) from the 20
th

 

century.  



7 

 

Specific Objectives   

Specifically, this research will be aimed to: 

 Investigate thematic issues related to life and death in the selected poems. 

 Show how the above issues are highlighted in the poems through language and 

literary techniques. 

 Identify the poets‘ insights on life and death in the selected poems. 

 Identify the differences and similarities in representation of life and death in works of 

the selected poets.  

 

1.4 Significance of the Study  

Since research in this area of study has not been adequately conducted both at the 

undergraduate and graduate levels at the Addis Ababa University, it is hoped that this study 

may have its own contribution as it applies a psychoanalytic method in the analysis of poetry. 

Generally speaking, the outcome of the study might be of some contribution to research in 

the field of literature as it may provide information on the significance of psychoanalytic 

literary theory for a deeper study of literary texts.  Most importantly, the study will serve as a 

springboard for future researchers interested in the study area. It will also serve as a resource 

for other researchers and students. 

 

1.5 Methodology  

In this research, textual analysis is applied to achieve the objectives of this study. A critical 

reading is exploited and aspects of Freud‘s psychoanalytic theory are applied in doing a 

thematic study which uses a comparative approach to analyze the selected poems by Sylvia 

Plath, and Emily Dickinson. The research will use textual extracts from the poems under 

study to support the critical analysis of the selected poems. The secondary sources, that is, 

books, dissertations and articles will be used to write the review of related literature and 

theoretical framework.  

The writer applied textual analysis method so that the objectives of the study can be 

achieved. As the analysis of this study focuses on Alemayehu Wassie‘s Trilogy, critical 

reading is utilized to analyze the novels: Emegua, Zigora, and Merbebit. To do this, the 

researcher goes through different relevant sources to the topic under discussion from 

libraries. The available sources are works of different prominent scholars and researches in 

the area of Magical Realism. The novels are analyzed based on the theoretical framework 

given in chapter three. And also, the researcher takes sample extracts from the novels under 

discussion which are relevant to analyze the novels. Sample extracts are used from the novels 

for interpretation to show how magical realism is reflected in the selected novels. 

 

1.6 Scope of the Study  

This thesis is concerned with a study of selected poems written in English by Sylvia Plath 

and Emily Dickinson. Eight poems are selected (four from each) from the several works of 
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the poets. The poems are specifically selected by the researcher due to the lack of analysis 

done on these works. A critical exploration of thematic issues related to life and death is done 

based on a theoretical framework developed from Freud‘s psychoanalytic theory. Aspects of 

style in the poems will be referred to in so far as they help to make the analysis clear. The 

study will analyze the works of the poets and doesn‘t attempt to take into consideration 

gender issues and feministic approaches. This study will focus on comparing the selected 

poems by Sylvia Plath and Emily Dickinson therefore the findings cannot be generalized to 

other works or authors. 

 

1.7 Organization of the Study 

This study consists of four chapters. The first chapter deals with the background of the 

study, objective of the study, research questions, significance of the study, methodology, 

scope of the study and organization of the study. Second chapter will be dealing the 

reviewing of literature; as for the third chapter it will be consisting of the theoretical 

framework in which the study will be based on.  The fourth chapter will deal with the 

analysis of the selected works to find the representation of life and death in the works of the 

two poets. The last chapter will contain a conclusion. In addition to these other relevant 

documents will be attached to the last part of the thesis.   
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Chapter Two 

2. Review of Related Literature and Theoretical Framework  

2.1 Review of Related Literature  

The first study to be discussed is Kidist Belete‘s Master‘s Thesis that was presented to Addis 

Ababa University. In her study, the researcher employed a psychoanalytic feministic 

approach to identify possible patriarchal elements in D.H. Lawrences‘s novel. Kidist, in her 

study stated that Psychoanalysis has a close relationship with feminism as well as literature. 

She refers to the feminist scholar Madelonn Madelon, who suggested that literature, 

psychoanalysis and feminism have similar goals which seemed to be ignored in 

documentation of their early histories.  

 

Kidist also discusses that psychoanalysis which is often mistaken for psychology having very 

different traits such as taking the unconscious as its main element. She also shows that 

psychoanalysis focuses on the life of the unconscious in order to understand the depth of the 

human psyche.  

 

Kidist, also discusses how psychoanalysis can incorporate female issues in its overall 

theories. She discusses how Freud‘s analytical papers taken the case of different women who 

had their own characters. She argues that although there are many feminists who go against 

Freud‘s interpretation of women, there are also those who agree with most of his findings and 

theories. she also explain that although there are several feminist theories that go against the 

interpretation of Sigmund Freud, his theories of psychoanalysis still serves as the base of 

theories that came after him. She shows this through by saying ―Despite the fact that 

Psychoanalytic feminism comes about from the subversion of Freudian psychoanalysis by 

feminists still it is based on Freud and his feminist theory of psychoanalysis.‖ (P.27)  

 

Kidist explains that Psychosexual feminists‘ belief in gender inequality being rooted from 

early childhood experience supports Freud‘s interpretation of all life experiences being 

influenced by the experiences we have in our childhood. She states that the ―unconscious‖ 

serves as a base to psychoanalytic feministic criticism as well as be a window for the nature 

of our life give access to literary texts to an extent of which might not be possible through 

other theories.  

 

Kidist also discusses that psychoanalysis theories about unconscious links sexuality and 

subjectivity together.  She also states that: 

 

The centrality of sex and gender in the categories of psychoanalysis coupled 

with the tenacity, emotional centrality and sweeping power in our lives of our 

sense of gendered self, made psychoanalysis a particularly apposite source of 

feminist theorizing. (p.28) 
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She also states that ―Although they are in often uneasy alliance, the psychoanalytic account 

of the unconscious provides feminist theory with resources for both political and ontological 

inquiry.‖ In addition she states: 

 

Ontologically, psychoanalysis offers a distinctively psychical understanding of 

sexual difference, how we come to inhabit our bodies and our identities, and 

mis inhabit them, an analysis reducible to neither social nor biological 

categories. Politically, psychoanalysis offers a depiction of the forces that 

impel us to organize, disorganize, and reorganize the bonds that hold us 

together. By offering insight into the formation of subjectivity and the 

animating fantasies of social life, psychoanalysis thus also facilitates feminist 

analysis of the obdurate elements of patriarchal social relations, including the 

symbolic bonds and internal forces that undergird identity and attach sexed 

subjects to relations of dominance and subordination. (p.28) 

 

In her study, Kidist raised substantial knowledge about Psychoanalysis as well as its relation 

to other fields of study. She also shows that how Freud‘s interpretation of the human mind 

doesn‘t neglect the peculiar characteristics of women. Kidist‘s research shares common 

ground with the present study in believing psychoanalytic texts provide us with a deeper 

access in extracting meaning from literary texts. It also shares the belief that psychoanalysis 

in its nature can go hand in hand with any other theories known and also in being very close 

what is real experience of humans and their reasons in behaving a certain way. However, the 

present study separates its self from Kidist‘s study in not incorporating the feministic 

approaches. The present study will approach the analysis purely from psychoanalytical angle 

which used Freud‘s theories as the base for its study. In addition, Kidist‘s study differs from 

the present one as it focused on identifying patriarchal approaches in the selected novel, 

whereas, the present study employs psychoanalytical approaches in identifying the 

representation of life and death by two prominent and influential female poets who despite 

their differences share similar life experiences and in hopes of identifying elements which 

made one taking her own life whereas the other didn‘t.  

 

The second study to be discussed here will be Todd O. Williams‘s doctorate dissertation that 

appeared on (www.googlescholar.org). The study attempts to ―lay out the many aspects of 

poetry in relation to their therapeutic value in a logical and more or less developmentally 

chronological order‖.  (Williams T. O., 2007) in the study states the value of poetry in 

serving as a therapeutic method both to the writer as well as the reader. The study attempted 

to the therapeutic aspects of poetry with the practical application of it being used in 

classroom to teach students.  

 

Williams also discusses that literary studies share common goals with psychoanalytic 

therapy, since both increase the awareness one has about him/her selves as well as about 

others. He states that when a greater awareness about one‘s self is employed, it creates a 

more peaceful society who identifies ―faulty motives and actions‖ (p.256) that cause 

http://www.googlescholar.org/
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suffering and resolve them. He also discusses that poetry serves as a particularly powerful 

literary tool which has the power to inspire and educate in various levels. William states that 

poetry makes individuals more ―alert‖ to the environment our ―inner beings‘. 

 

Williams also discusses how analyzing poetry resembles a therapeutic partnership in which 

both ―the analyst and the patient become progressively more honest with themselves‖. 

(p.258) He explains that as we attempt to explore the deeper meaning concealed in a poetic 

text, we are also analyzing ourselves as reader revealing our ―complexity and contradiction‖. 

   

Williams also states that while analyzing poetry students tend to limit themselves by 

―rejecting texts that challenge the ego and induce anxiety‖. (p.10) This study in parallel with 

Williams statement will attempt to tackle subjects such as death as well as looking up on 

subjects such as erotic melancholia which are seen as taboo subjects to discuss about in our 

society. The present thesis finds William‘s study as a resource to gain courage in exploring 

the deepest meaning in poetry.  

 

Williams also discusses how poetry makes everything present, by recreating images in the 

mind of the reader. He also states that poetry rehabilitates the feelings of the writer who is 

suffering. He elaborated this as: 

 

Poetry‘s ability to remove shame and guilt through recognition and validation 

of emotional states proves valuable in breaking down defenses that are mainly 

manifested in the classroom and in general readers by a rejection of the text. 

(p.11) 

 

William also discusses how ―Poetry provides an invaluable tool for pressing into unconscious 

states specifically because of its minute attention to internal and external details, and its 

condensed mode of expression.‖(p.68)  He also discusses how ―Freud‘s concept of the dream 

work also applies to poetic expression‖(p.69) as Williams further states: 

Freud argues that dreams function primarily through imagistic representations 

(V 339-340), much in the same way that poets seek symbolic or metaphoric 

images to reflect their inner states. As in the final stage of Freud‘s dream 

work, poets must translate their inner experience into an intelligible linguistic 

form. (p.70) 

 

Williams discussed many aspects of poetry as way of dealing with our ego, renewal of one‘s 

self, as a way of creating awareness, as a defense and coping mechanism, and as a way of 

dealing with internal issues either the reader or the writer goes through. The present study 

shares many grounds with Williams‘s thesis. However, the present study focuses on 

instructing message out of the written works or poetry and hopefully help the researcher as 

well as anyone who comes across this study in achieving a deeper understanding to poetry, as 

well as himself. Williams‘s study just like this one is seeking to understand the depth of 

poetry and how it is related to the poet as well as the rest of us. Both studies try to untangle 

the unconscious and conscious meanings that are depicted in poems. Both studies understand 
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the depth and the value of poetry in expressing one‘s psyche while William‘s study focuses 

specifically on the impacts of poetry in the class room; this one seeks higher than that. The 

present study instead of focusing on the application of poetry in certain action or task, it 

rather uses it to see inside the mind, heart and soul of the poets. It reaches for simple and 

small elements that possess a huge part of who the poet was, what the message was and what 

was left to be revealed by the reader. 

 

The third article to be discussed here is titled Metaphors of Life and Death in the Poetry of 

Denise Levertov and Sylvia Plath by Sophie B. Blayde‘s article that appeared in The 

Delhouse Review (1977), 494-506 (www.scholar.google.com/scholar). It focuses on how 

analyzing metaphors in poetry ―enable us to see more clearly‖. The article focuses on 

particularly metaphors to discuss the works of two poets. Blayde shows how some poets use 

their work to justify death through their art whereas others use art to awaken life. She refers 

to Aristotle‘s statement about metaphor being ―the greatest thing by far …It is the one thing 

that cannot be learnt from others; and it is also a sign of genius…‖ to press on her belief in 

poems being metaphors and emblems of the poets‘ lives. However, except focusing on 

metaphors as solely one way to make a full assessment on the authors intention and theme, 

she does not attempt to look into the other parts of poetry that have equally significant parts. 

The present study doesn‘t restrict itself to one element of poetry. It rather discusses all that 

are parts of and significant to poetry. 

 

Her comparison of Denise Lovertov and Sylvia Plath works of poetry, she concludes that the 

two possess a sign of genius and provides us with insights into life and death. She analyzed 

Plath‘s poem ―Daddy‖ by Sylvia Plath and stated the poem ―becomes a persuasive polemic 

for death through her metaphor‖. (p.494) 

 

Blaydes also discusses how Plath‘s way of writing tries to escape from the restrictions of her 

stanzas and undermine the stanzas order which is a symbol of her insane world trying to 

escape from the norms of reality. Her study shares common goals with the present study in 

finding the death and life elements within the works of poetry. However, the present study is 

a broader outlook into the works of the poets by including additional elements which make 

the works unique or relatable. In addition, Blaydes did not use any theories in her analysis. 

The present study uses psychoanalytic literary criticism which deals with the depth of the 

author‘s psyche and leads the researcher into a more stable and reliable finding.  

 

Blaydes‘s article shares significant similarities with this study. Both studies can see a 

destructive energy that is reflected in the works of Plath. However, while Blaydes seem to 

focus on identifying meaning purely from a poetry and language stand point, my (the present) 

study beieves that applying Freud‘s theories open an even wider door into the poet‘s works. 

For instance, while Blaydes analyzes metaphors and expression in the poems from a personal 

stand point, this study with its application of theories on each poem and stanza is able to 

identify certain human characters and personalities that were clearly explained by Freud.  

 

http://www.scholar.google.com/scholar
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The forth study to be discussed is Nicolas Pierre Boileau‘s  article that appeared in the E-rea 

(2017) (www.journals.openedition.org), that mentions how, many believe that Sylvia Plath‘s 

work being autobiographical, but ―since very little has been done to determine what exactly is 

autobiographical ―and to reasons in which Plath‘s work has been more of a ―prediction to the 

future‖ than being a documentation of the past, that it is more qualified to be 

autobiographical. 

 

Boileau also states such works of Plath as ―Daddy‖, ―Lady Lazarus‖ and ―The edge‖ and 

many more reflect on and are more concerned with death than life. He reminds that Plath‘s 

loss of her father having impacted her in some ways or other, ―the presence of Thanatos 

(death instinct) addressed in Plath‘s works is not a biological death of the body, nor it is the 

agony of the diseased body‖. (journals.openedition.org)  

 

Boileau discusses how Plath‘s works in the reader‘s eyes shifted from life writing to death 

writing in her autobiographical novel the Bell Jar. He argues with the belief in Plath‘s 

fascination with death stating that the novel‘s genre is an indication of the author‘s non-

intention towards scaring the readers with grotesque and scary imagery of death. He 

elaborated on his hypothesis as: 

 

If we forget that the novel (The Bell Jar) is a comedy and satire…we are likely 

to conclude that the author herself has no interest in politics or history, but 

simply a morbid fascination with death.‖ (www.journals.openedition.org) 

 

Although the study provides a more broad reach than Blaydes‘s study, the researcher seems 

to deny the similarity between Sylvia Plath‘s poetry with actual experiences of her life. In 

addition the study claims to use psychoanalytic approach to look into the selected works, 

however, it seems to purposefully reject the main theory behind psychoanalysis theory which 

is that the works being the inner reflections of the author. Therefore, psychoanalytic approach 

supports the idea which is by looking into literary works, one can determine the mental state, 

desire, fantasy and repressions of the author. In addition, psychoanalytic approach also states 

that life and death as coexisting instincts within an individual.  

 

Therefore, Boileau‘s attempt to separate life from the works of the poet abandons the core 

belief in the theory he is using. What makes the present study different from Boileau‘s, the 

latter‘s pure concentration on death as the only theme reflected in Plath‘s work. In his study 

Plath appears to be completely lifeless (losing earthly qualities she possesses and express 

through poems such as bravery, strength and redemption). Whereas, the present study will try 

to explore all the elements in the poet‘s work that are directly and indirectly expressed in her 

works. 

 

The fifth article in this part appeared on www.ukessay.com titled How death is presented in 

English Poems. The article stated that ―it is common for poets to present a negative attitude 

of death by directly associating it with grief and misery. (para.8) However, the statement is a 

http://www.journals.openedition.org/
http://www.journals.openedition.org/
http://www.ukessay.com/
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hasty generalization since close reading of enough poems can make one realize that for some 

poets, death is depicted as a peaceful sleep, a rest and a relief of some sorts.  

 

The article discussed that Emily Dickinson has a different approach to expressing death 

which is becoming submissive to the abstraction of death. It discusses how she uses 

―mellower and solemner imagery to define a tone of acceptance, obedience and reverence.‖ 

(para.3) The article suggests that what makes Dickinson‘s work stand out is the peaceful 

acceptance of death which might be due to the influence the Victorian era in which ―religion 

still had a strong influence on society‖ as opposed to where ―it lost much of its grasp on the 

general public‖. (para.11) The study laid out well-studied insights which will be shared with 

the current study however the current study will try to see all elements carefully before 

making a general statement.   The articles shares grounds with the present study as it focuses 

on assessing the representation of death, in the works of the poet. However the study focuses 

on the epoch in which the poems are written as a main base of its analysis. The present study 

will analyze the selected words using psychoanalytic theory and attempt to find out what 

makes the words, as pieces of poetry stand out, despite the time they were written.  

 

The last article to be discussed is Alejandro Villa Vásquez titled Sylvia Plath as Electra 

posted on February 20, 2019 which was featured in Confluence Educational Seminar 

www.confluence.gallatin.nyu.edu. The study analyzed Sylvia Plath‘s poetry from Freud‘s 

psychoanalytic theory. In his analysis of the poem ―Daddy‖ he stated ―The poem itself is 

morbid in content, but makes use of sonic devices to create an indefatigable cadence that 

makes it difficult to turn away from the narrator‘s truth.‖ (para.2) He discusses that Plath‘s 

poems can be categorized as confessional therefore autobiographical.  

 

Vásques turned to Freud which stated that a prominent characteristic of deep-seated psychical 

trauma is the suddenness with which the first shock occurs and Vásques links this statement 

with Plath‘s traumatic childhood as well as losing her father in which she never seemed to let 

go of. He also discusses that in most of her poems, Plath depicted ―father figures with 

miserable confessions‖. (para.4) He discusses that through her works, Plath is ―seen between 

wanting to resurrect‖. He states that Plath managed to turn mortifying and painful 

experiences into a socially acceptable art form. 

 

Vásques also states that, having conflicting feelings towards her father and losing him at a 

young age, Sylvia is seen to replace the father figure with another man (perhaps her husband 

Ted Hughes). However, Plath also described her disappointments with the second man figure 

as well, which she had a very ―turbulent‖ relationship with. The study raise very solid points 

in discussing the works of Sylvia Plath, however the researcher didn‘t attempt to look into the 

researches done by other scholars in order to get a well-informed analysis. In addition, the 

research mainly focused on a single work by the poet, which limits the reach of the study. 

The present study will attempt to broaden the study to find a well-informed, well researched 

and in general deeper study into the works of Sylvia Plath as well as Emily Dickinson to see 
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into the elements includes in the works, determining the life and death instincts and 

impressions of the writers.  

 

The above two articles although share similarities with the present study, they are short and 

limited to certain concepts. Due to the limited number of papers in which these articles were 

written they are seen to fall short in fully analyzing the poets‘ works. The present study will 

touch up on issue that were raised by these scholars while also pulling the threads of their 

suggestions and elaborating further while also trying to compare the works of Sylvia Plath 

and Emily Dickinson in hopes of finding reasons and signifiers behind the words, metaphors, 

imageries the poets used. In addition, by applied Freudian theories this study will segment 

and analyze their works in hopes of finding real life elements, anxieties, repressions, oedipal 

instincts, anger etc that are discussed by Freud and certainly seen in the poets‘ works.  

 

2.2 Theoretical Framework  

This research applies some theories which help to analyze the poems of Sylvia Plath and 

Emily Dickinson. Literature is related to such fields as history, sociology, psychology and is 

a discipline in which language is used as a medium of expression so as to interpret culture, 

existence, human life, personality and individuality.  Psychological critics view a literary 

work as psychological activity. Psychoanalysis is applied to shed a light on different Literary 

works by using different approaches. (Awuze, 2017), explained this as: 

 

Psychoanalysis as a literary theory has helped to improve understanding about 

―Human behavior and human mental functioning‖. This is achieved through its 

perception of the human race as neurotic. However, with its application in 

poetic interpretation, poetry is perceived as an expression of displaced neurotic 

conflict: a consoling illusion, symptom, socially acceptable phantasy or 

substitute gratification. (p.74)  

 

Psychoanalysis also has significance in enhancing in-depth understanding of texts. By 

treating a literary work as a manifestation of the author‘s psyche, psychoanalysis opens a 

door in reaching the unseen significance and meanings that is found in literary texts. Using 

psychoanalytical approach on reading of literary texts validates the literatures‘ importance as 

well as creates a smoother relationship between the abstract world we see in literary works 

and that of our own. (Devardhi, 2009) states that, analyzing literary texts using psychological 

methods ―evolved just as modern psychology began its development during the early 20th 

century.‖ According to Devardi, this method applied ―the concepts advocated by noted 

sociologists, including Carl Jung, Alfred Adler and Otto Rank and above all Sigmund 

Freud‖.(p.437) As Devardi further states : 

 

Freud developed the method of psycho analysis as a means of therapy for 

neuroses, but very soon expanded it to account for many developments and 

practices in the history of civilization, including warfare, mythology, religion, 

literature and other arts. (p.437) 
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2.2.1 Psychoanalytic Theory  

Psychoanalysis is defined as a set of Psychological theories and therapeutic methods which 

have their origin in the works and theories of Sigmund Freud. (McLeod, Psychoanalysis , 

2007 ) According to McLeod, the primary assumption of Freud‘s theory is based on the belief 

that ―all people possess unconscious thoughts, feelings, desires and memories‖. 

(www.simplypsychology.org/psychoanlysis) Psychoanalysis as a method of therapy works in 

turning the unconscious thoughts into conscious by releasing repressed emotions and 

experiences.  

 

In order to understand the unconscious mind, Freud used a method which helps patients 

express their dreams and childhood memories. In order to help the individual express feelings 

without hesitation, Freud believes that the analyst must become a ―black screen‖. According 

to McLead, ―unconscious thoughts and feelings can transfer to the unconscious mind in the 

form of paradoxes, popularly known as Freudian slips or slips of the tongue‖ (Ibid) 

 

In addition to the Freudian slips, another theory Freud is known for is Free Association. He 

used this method as another way of exploring the unconscious.  The technique involves ―a 

therapist reading a list of words (Eg.. mother, childhood, etc.) and the patient immediately 

responds with the first word that comes to mind.‖ (Ibid)  

 

As explained in (GoodTheraphy, 2007), Freud proposed the technique of free association to 

help prevent three common issues in therapy which are: 

 

1. Transference – The process of transferring feelings one has for one person to 

a different person.  

2. Projection – The process of projecting one‘s own qualities onto someone else.   

3. Resistance– The practice of blocking out certain feelings or memories. 

(www.goodtheraphy.org/blog//psychpedia) 

 

The technique of free association works by enc2ouraging the patient to describe or write 

every thought that comes to mind which helps to reveal ―repressed memories and emotions‖. 

(ibid) According to Freud, individuals conceal their repressed emotions using defense 

mechanisms to protect themselves from guilt and anxiety. (McLead, Defence Mechanism, 

2019 ) explains that ―defense mechanism operates at an unconscious level and help ward off 

unpleasant feelings (i.e anxiety)‖ (para.3) According to McLead, the main defense 

mechanism techniques were proposed by Freud to later be elaborated by his daughter Anna 

Freud. The main defense mechanisms used are Repression, Denial, Projection, Displacement, 

Regression and Sublimation, etc. Mclead explain some of the defense mechanism techniques 

as: 

 Repression- is an unconscious mechanism employed by the ego to keep distribution 

or threatening thoughts from becoming conscious.  

http://www.goodtheraphy.org/blog/psychpedia
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 Denial- it involves blocking external events from awareness. If some situation is just 

too much to handle, the person just refuses to experience.  

 Projection – involves individuals attributing their own unacceptable thoughts, 

feelings and motives to another person.  

 Displacement- satisfying an impulsive (e.g. aggression) with a substitute object.  

 Regression – it is a movement back in psychological times when one is faced with 

stress  

 Sublimation – satisfying an impulse (e.g. aggression) with a substitute object in a 

socially accepted way. (www.simplypsychology.org) 

Dream analysis is another technique known to Freud. As McLeod (2007 ) states, according to 

Freud, the analysis of dreams serves as the royal road leading to the unconscious. Freud 

believed that when we sleepv the unconscious mind becomes ―less vigilant‖ therefore 

allowing repressed through enter theas surface. The dream is consisting of the latent content 

in which we usually don‘t remember after waking up and the manifest content which we 

remember after waking up.  The meaning lies in the latent content of the dream. As McLead 

explains, ―Freud believed that very often the real meaning of a dream had a sexual 

significance and in his theory of sexual symbolism he speculates on the underlying meaning 

of common dream themes.‖ (www.simplypsychology.org/psychoanlysis) 

 

Zhang and Guo, (2018 ), asserts that Freud‘s theory of dreaming purposes that the brain as a 

self-organizing system is able to combine different elements of dreams into a relatively 

continuous narrative while we are asleep. Dreams are the co-product of the sleeping brain 

reflecting the dreamer‘s physiological and psychological activities merging, memories and 

regulating emotion. Zhang and Guo explain that the sources of dreams come of the external 

world and the contents of dream are derived from life but not identical to it.  The two scholars 

further explain that the main common dream themes are ―Manifest dream and latent dreams. 

He stated that the latent dream is the real dream, and the goal of the dream interpretation is to 

reveal it.‖ (https:doi.org/10.3389/fpyg.2018.01553) 

 (McLeod, Psychoanalysis , 2007 ), further explained this as: 

 

 Freud distinguished between the manifest content of dreams (what the 

dreamer remembers) and the latent content, the symbolic meaning of the 

dream (i.e. the underlying wish). The manifest content is often based on the 

events of the day.  

The process whereby the underlying wish is translated into the manifest 

content is called dream work. The purpose of the dream work is to transform 

the forbidden wish into a non -threatening form, thus reducing anxiety and 

allowing  

us to continue sleeping. (https://simplypsychology.org/psychoanlysis) 

 

The pleasure principle which is one of the most prominent principles of Freud describes that 

people are always seeking acceptance and gratification for their acts. (Cherry, How Freud's 

Pleasure Principle works , 2020), asserts that the pleasure principle discusses that the id as the 

http://www.simplypsychology.org/
http://www.simplypsychology.org/psychoanlysis
https://simplypsychology.org/psychoanlysis
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most animalistic part of the personality is present from birth and the strongest motivating 

forces, while also gets ―buried at the deepest, unconscious level‖. Cherry also states that the 

id is consisting of ―basic urges and desires‖ and it is in charge of continuing survival. She 

further states that: 

As children mature, the ego develops to help control the urges of the id. The 

ego is concerned with reality.  The ego helps ensure that the id‘s needs are 

met, but in ways that are acceptable in the real world.  The ego operates 

through what Freud referred to as the reality principle. This reality principle is 

the opposing force to the instinctual urges of the pleasure principle. Instead of 

seeking immediate gratification for urges, the reality principle guides the ego 

to seek avenues to fulfill these needs that are both realistic and socially 

appropriate.  (https://www.verywellmind.com/the-id-ego-and-superego-

2795951) 

 

According to Freud, during childhood the id which is the representation of sexual instincts 

(libido) with the need to preserve humanity and the ego instincts which are in charge self-

preservation are inseparable during childhood. (Lone, 1981)  As the child grows and the ego 

will be filled with libidinal energy and it directs the outlook outward towards external objects 

making ―the sex instincts separate themselves from the ego instincts.‖ (para.8) From this 

moment forward, ―the libidinal energy to be directed towards outward objects as well and 

would be referred to as ‗object-libido‘‖, creating a balance between ‗autoerotism and object 

love‘. Lone, further explains this as: 

…if due to some reason, the object-love is unreciprocated and unreturned or a 

certain trauma stops the flow of libido to the outside object, all of the libidinal 

energy starts to flow back to the ego one again. 

(https://pro.psychcentral.com/freud-and-the-nature-of-narcissism/) 

Due to this crisis, the individual will be swamped in ‗neurotic self-love‘. According to 

Freud, this stage is called ―secondary-narcissism‖. According to Lone, the secondary 

narcissism stage is ―also described as a pathological regression to primary narcissism 

triggered by a traumatic event.  

 

2.2.2 The Oedipus Complex  

According to (The Editors of Encylcopaedia Britannica , 2020) , Oedipus complex is a 

desire for sexual involvement with the parent of the opposite sex and a concomitant sense of 

rivalry with the parent of the same sex. (McLeod, Oedipus Complex , 2018 )explains that 

the Oedipus complex is a term used by Sigmund Freud in his theory of psychosexual stages 

of development. The term is used to describe both Oedipus and Electra complex. As 

McLeod further explains: 

 

In the young boy, the Oedipus complex or more correctly, conflict, arises 

because the boy develops unconscious sexual (pleasurable) desires for his 

mother.  

https://www.verywellmind.com/the-id-ego-and-superego-2795951
https://www.verywellmind.com/the-id-ego-and-superego-2795951
https://pro.psychcentral.com/freud-and-the-nature-of-narcissism/


19 

 

Envy and jealous are aimed at the father, the object of the mother‘s affection 

and attention. These feelings for the mother and rivalry toward the father lead 

to fantasies of getting rid of his father and taking his place with the mother.  

(McLeod, Oedipus Complex , 2018 ) 

 

According to Cherry (2020), ―essentially, a boy feels that he is competing with his father for 

possession of his mother, while a girl feels that she is competing with her  father‘s 

affection.‖ (para.2) Freud insisted that children view their same-sex parent as rival for the 

opposite- sex parent‘s attention to his mother. This desire is kept out of conscious 

awareness through repression, but it still had an influence over the child‘s behaviour while 

also playing a role in his/her development. 

 

Sigmund Freud introduced the term Oedipus Complex in his Interpretation of Dreams. 

(Hossain, 2017). Freud as cited in (Hossain, 2017) stated that ―The concept is a desire for 

sexual involvement with the parent of the opposite sex, which produces a sense of 

competition with the parent of the same sex and a crucial stage in the normal developmental 

process.‖ (p.41)  

 

(Cherry, The Oedipus Complex in Children, 2020), stated that Freud believed that the name 

Oedipus complex also referred to girls it who feel desire for their fathers and jealousy of 

their mothers. However, Cherry also stated that ―each experience it differently‖.(para 4) As 

she further explains: 

 

Freud also suggested that when girls discover that they do not have a penis, 

they develop penis envy and resentment for their mothers for ―sending her into 

the world so insufficiently equipped‖. Eventually, this resentment gives way to 

identification with her mother and the process of initializing the attributes and 

characteristics of her same-sex parent. (para 5) 

 

Cherry, also stated that the Oedipal female possesses an unconscious desire to identify her 

mother as her father‘s sexual partner which leads to a rivalry between the two. In order to 

solve this, defense mechanism is created and the id demands the girl to compete with her 

mother which leads her to resenting her mother and incorporating these personalities into 

her ego.  According to Cherry, ―this allows the daughter to internalize her mother‘s morality 

into her super-ego‖. (www.Verywellmind.com)   

 

As Liu and Wang (2011) stated, Oedipus complex denotes the emotions and ideas that the 

mind keeps in the unconscious through repression concentrating on the child‘s desire to 

sexually possess the parent. This stage in development helps to shape up a mature sexual 

role and identity. While experiencing this stage of development both sexes resolve their 

complexes differently and when the resolution goes unsuccessfully it can lead the individual 

to neurosis, pedophilia and other psychological issues including depression and suicide.   
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2.2.3 Mourning and Melancholia  

(Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, 1914-1916), suggests that the loss one goes through in 

life and how the individual handles it determines almost every move of the individual. He 

states that melancholia and mourning are correlated yet they are discerned through several 

outside factors. Freud elaborated the two states as: 

 

Mourning is regularly the reaction to the loss of a loved person, or to the loss 

of some abstraction which has taken the place of one, such as one‘s country, 

liberty, an idea, and so on. In some people the same influences produce 

melancholia instead of mourning and we consequently suspect them of a 

pathological disposition. (p. 243) 

 

Freud, further states that although mourning might cause severe melancholia in individuals, 

it cannot be interfered and any interference might be more harmful and useless. In addition 

this state cannot be referred to as a pathological disorder as it might be removed from the 

individual‘s psyche through time and experience.  According to Freud, Melancholia can be 

distinguished from other states through the features of ―painful social objection, cessation of 

interest in the outside world, loss of capacity to love, inhibition of all activity and a 

lowering of the self-regarding feelings...‖ (Ibid)  

 

(Baker, 2001), has stated that ―the mourner suffers because of his or her internal attachment 

to the person who has died and that the goal of mourning is to detach those feelings and 

attachments from the lost.‖  According to Baker, ―Freud believed that for certain individuals 

the obsession with the object lost (mourning) will eventually be outweighed by the 

satisfaction he/she gets from being alive.‖(p.35). Hogson-Blackburn, (1999), stated that:  

 

Freud believed that ―mourning is a continual process which arises from the 

subject‘s reluctance to give up a loved object‖.(p.105) However, the ―inability 

to mourn‖ a loss of certain object (person) can lead to melancholia. Freud in 

(Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, 1914-1916) stated that in mourning, no 

aspect of the loss is unconscious where as in melancholia is fixating with a 

loss that seem to be ―withdrawn from the unconscious.‖ (p.245)  (Diehl, 2009) 

stated that melancholia also relates to not only a loss of specific object but also 

a desire to achieve or acquire something that is lost. In addition melancholia 

shows a withdrawal of libido and further states that melancholia ―offers the 

paradox of an intention to mourn that precedes and anticipates the loss of the 

object.‖ (p.369) 

 

According to (Freud, Mourning and Melancholia, 1914-1916) the main difference in 

mourning and melancholic is the self-hating expressions used in mourning and the total 

despite the patient expresses in melancholic. He explained this as: 

 

The distinguishing mental features of melancholia are a profoundly painful 

dejections, cessation of interest in the outside world, loss of capacity to love, 

inhibition of all activity, and a lowering of the self-regarding feelings to a 
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degree that finds utterance in self-reproaches and self-revealings, and 

culminates in a delusional expectation of punishment. This picture becomes a 

little more intelligible when we consider that, with one exception, the same 

traits are met with in mourning. The disturbance of self- regard is absent in 

mourning; but otherwise the features are the same. (p.244)  

 

In literary texts melancholia and mourning are seen as themes of many works. Richards, 

(2006), elaborated on this as: 

 

If it is a sense of contrast, contradiction and deep duality that marks the 

melancholy nature, then it follows that these features must also determine the 

melancholy aesthetic. In writing melancholia, this sense of contrast is most 

clearly   expressed in the use of light and dark, those shades of color and tone 

most evocative in the modern literary text. (p.152) 

 
According to Richards, both light and dark can be determinant of the presence of 

melancholia and that it is the ―contrast between the two‖ that creates loss and ―sense of 

unease‖ which creates the melancholic aesthetic. (Weingberg, et.al, 2009), state that in 

Mourning and Melancholia, Freud ―acknowledged a paradox in suicide. He wrote that the 

ego‘s self-love is so immense that the ego‘s consenting to its own self-destruction is 

inconceivable.‖ (p.149) As the scholars further explained, they stated that Freud related 

suicide to melancholy and he also connected suicide with ―narcissistic identification with a 

lost and ambivalently loved and hated object‖.   (p.149) They further explain as: 

 

A suicidal person is prone to narcissistic object choice and tends to 

ambivalence toward those whom he loves. In other words, he tends to 

experience love and hate concurrently towards his objects and to vacillate 

between these feelings without any resolution. Loss plays major role in the 

dynamics of melancholy and, consequently, of suicide. Loss of the object 

increases ambivalence, and the hostile side of the loving and hating acts like 

emotional glue, hampering the ability to give up investment in the object, to 

grieve, and to become invested in new objects. Consequently, the 

melancholically disposed patient is likely to regress from object relatedness 

with the lost object to identification with the object. The object becomes part 

of the ego and the sadism experienced towards the internalized object turns 

against the self. (p.149) 

 

2.2.4 Repression and Depression  

Sigmund Freud sections the mind into three parts which are known as Freud‘s model of the 

mind.  Nemade (2018), states that these three parts include: 

 Id- this is the irrational and impulsive part that is a representation of primal animal 

desires.  
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 Super-ego-which is the judgmental part that is a representation of the rules of society 

inside the mind. 

 Ego- the rational part which tries to bridge the other two parts. 

(www.gracepointwellness.org) 

 

Nemade, also states that according to Freud the unconscious and conscious of the mind can 

come to conflict with one another.  This conflict will produce repression which is ―a state 

where you are unaware of having certain troubling motives, wishes or desires but they still 

influence you negatively.‖ (para.2) Repression can be a negative impact on mental health. 

Mental illness or depression is considered as the inability to the failure to resolve conflicts 

concerning ―trust, affection, successful interpersonal relationships, and mastering body 

functions.‖(Ibid) 

 

(The Editors of Encyclopedia Britannica , 2018), define repression in psychoanalytic theory 

as ―the exclusive of distressing memories, thoughts, or feelings from the conscious mind‖ 

(para.5) It also explains that sexual or aggressive urges as well as painful childhood 

memories which are unwanted contents get pushed into the unconscious. Repression begin 

when a ―forbidden drive or impulse threaten to enter the conscious mind‖(para.5) and this 

can result in anxiety and neurotic problems. 

 

Cordell and Pennington in their study titled Focus on Sigmund Freud (1856-

1939):Unconscious Repressed Desire (2012), explained another theory known to Freud 

which is the Pleasure principle. Cordell and Pennington stated that Freud‘s legacy resides in 

his theory of human sexual development. They explain that the moral and social forces 

which provide a moral code and restrict principle (the reality principle) controls the human 

sexual desires and aggressions.   

 

As further explained by the two scholars, in Freud‘s model of the mind, Id being the center 

of human instincts and libido is naturally sexual and aggressive and therefore is ―driven by 

the pleasure principle‖. (Para.12) The superego on the other hand acts as the parental 

instinct which tells us what is permissible or not permissible. The ego (I) acts as a balance 

between the two. They also discussed that any repressed energy or sexual frustration can be 

let out through slip of the tongue, dirty jokes as well as works of literature. 

 

Following Freud‘s belief that aggression and sexual repression leading to depression as well 

as mental illness. Another theory that is linked to him is the Object Relations theory. The 

journal titled GoodTheraphy (2007) explains this by as, ―in the context of Object relations 

theory, the object refers not to inanimate entities but to significant others with whom an 

individual relates, usually one‘s mother, father, or primary caregiver.‖ 

(www.goodtheraphy.org/blog//psychpedia). The articles further stated that the term object 

relation refers to the dynamic internalized relationships between the self and significant 

other (objects).  

 

http://www.gracepointwellness.org/
http://www.goodtheraphy.org/blog/psychpedia


23 

 

2.2.5 The Relationship between Self and Object  

The central idea behind the object relations theory becomes the splitting of objects into 

categories of good and bad, in which the bad memories who are considered as source of 

anxiety getting repressed. These issues are usually solved by identifying and addressing 

conflicts in their interpersonal functioning and explore ways that relationships can be 

improved. 

 

As Felluga (2015), stated that works of literature can serve as a perfect outlet for the 

author‘s secret desires. Sexual discharges are created as an alternative when an individual 

remain fixated on past memories and phases of development, which can be explained as the 

‗conflict‘ between the ego and superego. In addition, when the libido (ego) gets caught up 

in the elements of the outside world, it can lead to narcissism. 

 

Freud considered poets as the first psychoanalysts as he believed that they were able to tap 

into the hidden world of the human psyche. Bloom (1976) in his impression of poetry states 

that, in order to write poetry, one must tackle the repressed emotions that‘s are hidden from 

the conscious. He states that ―poetic strength involves a self-representation that is reached 

only through trespass, through crossing a daemonic threshold.‖(p.149) Therefore, by 

looking into works of poetry, the reader can access into the internal aggression and 

repressed emotions of the authors as well as him/herself.  

 

2.2.6 Life and Death Instincts (Eros and Thanatos) 

In his Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Sigmund Freud added the concept of Eros to 

psychoanalysis. He stated that life is in between the conflict between the life drive (Eros) 

and death drive or death instinct (Thanatos). Cherry in her article Freud's Theory of Life and 

Death Instincts (2020), states that ―Freud described a class of drives known as the life 

instincts and believed that these drives were responsible for much of our behavior.‖(para.1) 

Later in his study Freud realized that life instincts alone could not explain all the details of 

behavior. Due to this reason in his book Beyond the Pleasure Principle he stated that, all 

instincts fall into two major classes: Life instincts or Death instincts. (Ibid.para.2) 

According to Cherry, ‗love, affection, prosocial actions, and social co-operations‘ which are 

linked to the life instincts compels people to take care of themselves and engage in activities 

that are accepted by society. She also states that the death drive however channels defense 

mechanisms and could be directed inwards leading people to suicide.   

 

Cherry in Freud's Id, Ego, and Superego (2019), describes how Freud came up with the 

Life Instinct as the drive who is solely responsible for much of human behavior. However, 

he later realized that this instinct alone could not explain the whole of human behavior; 

therefore, he stated that all instincts can fall into life instinct as well as death instinct. As 

Cherry further states: 
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Life instincts are those which deal with basic survival, pleasure, and 

reproduction. These instincts are essential for sustaining the life of the 

individual as well as the continuation of the species…..The concept of the 

death instincts was initially described in Beyond The Pleasure Principle, in 

which Freud proposed that ―the goal of life is death‖. 

(www.verywellmind.com/the-id-ego-and-superego) 

 

These competing drives which are Eros (life instinct) and Thanatos (death drive) are always 

in competition, where Thanatos is being interested in destruction and negativity whereas, 

Eros tries to preserve the continual of human species and normalcy of life. According to 

Cherry, Freud believed that people channel their death instincts outwards and if it is 

directed inwards in some cases, it can lead self- harm or suicide. An article by The Boston 

Psychoanalytic Society and Institute, also states Freud‘s 1917 seminal thesis on hostility 

turned inward lays the groundwork for hate as a suicide inviting affect.  Maltsberger (1988) 

as cited in the article describes other scholars basing their theory on Freud‘s theories 

suggest that aloneness, self-contempt and murderous rage as intolerable psychic states 

which eventually lead to suicide inviting.  

 

Friedrich (2019), states that by reading into Freud‘s concepts, one can learn that death instincts 

are formed from the negative aspects of life, which ―entail not only repetition compulsion, 

aggression and sado-masochism‖ (p.3) as well as hateful, envious emotions and unresolved 

Oedipal issues and psychotic transgressions could prevent an individual from leading a normal 

and creative life. According to Freud ego-instincts are our death instincts whereas sexual 

instincts are life instincts and in order for an individual to lead a normal life, the two instincts 

must be balanced. Friedrich further realizes that by identifying these elements in the works of 

literature, one can successfully analyze an author (writer) and literary works.  

 

2.2.7 Psychoanalytic Literary Theory and Criticism 

Beco (2010) states that the psychoanalytic approach in literature help to ―explore the 

thematic preoccupations‖(p.18) of a written work presented by the writer. The 

psychological interpretation of texts is one of the techniques used to extract hidden 

meanings of literary texts. It serves as the window to the writer‘s personality through the 

interaction of the conscious and the unconscious as well as help the reader unlock his/her 

own psychological mysteries.   

 

The principal function of psychoanalytical criticism is to reveal the true content, and thus to 

explain the effect on the reader of a literary work by translating its manifest elements into 

the dormant, unconscious determinants that make up their suppressed meanings. (Devardhi, 

2009) According to Devardhi, ―the closest connection between literature and 

psychoanalysis has always been deployed by the academic field of literary criticism or 

literary theory‖. (p.436) Devardi, further states that literature serves as the projection of the 

writer‘s manifestations and fantasies whereas, the reader gives response to the literary texts 

according to his/her own engagement to the unconscious desires, defenses and fantasies 

projected by the author.  

http://www.verywellmind.com/the-id-ego-and-superego


25 

 

 

Delahoyde (2011), asserts that Psychoanalytic literary criticism just like the theory it is 

based on, pursues ―evidences of unresolved emotions, psychological conflicts, guilts, 

ambivalences, and so forth within what may well be a disunified literary work.‖ (para.3) He 

further states that: 

 

The author‘s own childhood traumas, family life, sexual conflicts, fixations, 

and such will be traceable within the behavior of the characters in the literary 

work. But psychological material will be expressed indirectly, disguised, or 

encoded (as in dreams) through principles such as ―symbolism‖ (the repressed 

object 1`represented in disguise), ―condensation‖ (several thoughts or persons 

represented in a single image), and ―displacement‖ (anxiety located onto 

another image by means of association). (www.public.wsu.edu.com) 

 

Just as internal fantasies, memories, repressions, and unconscious thoughts serve as the 

foundation of human behavior, the application of psychoanalytic criticism (Freudian lens) in 

literature provides the opportunity to discover and analyze the motivations (anxiety, 

unconscious drive, fear, etc.) of characters and writers. An article on the website Perdue 

Online Writing Lab titled Psychoanalytic Criticism (1930s-present), suggests that in order 

to analyze literary works through Freudian lens, we can ask questions such as: 

 

 How do the operations of repressed emotions structure or inform the work?  

 Are there any oedipal or any other family dynamics at work? 

 How can characters‘ behavior, narrative events and/or images be explained in 

terms of concepts such as fascination with death? 

 What does the work suggest about the psychological being of its author? 

 What might a given interpretation of a literary work suggest about the 

psychological motives of the reader? 

 Are there prominent words in the piece that could have different or hidden 

meaning? Could there be a subconscious reason for the author to use these 

words? (Perdue online Writing Lab (2020), para 11) 

2.2.7.1 Literature as Fantasy/Dream of the Author 

Freud believed that artists, poets, novelists, dramatists, etc., use their creativity as a sort of 

therapy and through their work they are able to release their internal neurotic tension. The 

creative works are believed to provide an insight to reality and people. (Devardhi, 2009) 

 

Freud, on The Interpretation of Dreams:Second (1909), stated that art served as a defense 

mechanism to the artist against neurological negativities. Freud also stated the relations 

between dreams and psychoses. He asserts that dreams are contained of memories and 

wished that somehow escaped from our conscious. He also stated that a terrifying anxiety 

dream can lead to the first attack of insanity. According to Freud, every dream is a means of 

―wish-fulfillment‖ and they have no other form or purpose. The artist is described as 

discussing and describing his/hers desires, distress and anxieties through a literary work. 

http://www.public.wsu.edu.com/
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From this one can conclude that using Freud‘s theories as a base, one can analyze the author 

by following through his/her literary products. 

 

Beco (2010), states that literary works serve as dream hosts in which the ―repressed motives 

and desires in author's unconscious mind and displaced into an image acceptable to his 

consciousness.‖ (p.13) Beco, also states that: 

 

…the author transforms his unconscious desire, wishes and fears into 

culturally accepted meanings through his characters. This entails us that a 

critic should go beyond the literary text to reach what the author wants to 

convey. (p.14) 

 

Freud considers dreams as symbolic fulfillments of the unconscious hopes and wishes and 

texts just like dreams through the use of language, metaphor, etc. represent the inner 

manifestations of the author. Bhuvaneswari (2017), explain this as: 

 

As man is a neurotic animal, writers do find the ways of gratifying or 

expressing their secret fantasies, desires and obsessions through their literary 

works and dreams. The work of literature is seen as an analogy to fantasy and 

is treated as a symptom of a particular writer, and the literary character is 

treated as if he was a living being within the fantasy. (p.51) 

 

2.2.8 Psychoanalytic Interpretation of Poetry 

Gupta & Sharma (2014), define Psychology as the science of human behavior, soul, 

consciousness, and unconsciousness. It includes feelings, attitudes, thoughts and other 

mental processes. In the same way, poetry represents thoughts, imagination and awareness, 

experiences expressed through meaning, sound and rhythmic language in such a way to 

evoke an emotional response. According to modern psychologists the unconscious 

processes are more important than the conscious one. These are the unconscious impulses 

that lead the poet or any other artist to produce a poetic work or any other work of art. As 

Gupta and Sharma further explain, poetry embraces the resources of the unconscious.  On 

the article titled Relationship Between Poetry and Psychology (Akhter, 2013) explains how 

although poetry and psychology are two different fields that there is a close relationship 

between them since they are both driven from emotions. Poetry also shares common traits 

as psychoanalysis. As M.Vivona (2013 ) explains: 

 

Like psychoanalysis, poetry is possible because of the nature of verbal 

language, particularly its potential to evoke the sensations of lived 

experiences. These potentials are vestiges of the personal relation context in 

which language is learned, without which there would be no poetry and no 

psychoanalysis. (https://doi.org/10.1177/0003065113513639) 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0003065113513639
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Williams T. O., (2007) states that poetry could reach beyond the limits of language and 

exploits the tools of language to come up with a new form of meaning. Not only it can serve 

as a way of therapy to the writer, but also connects the reader to his/her inner repressions.  

 

Analyzing poetry serves as education. It serves as a means of dealing with one‘s self, 

achieve a new response to life. Williams further states: 

 

… as we explore the complex elements of a poetic text, analyzing them so that 

the text reveals itself, we as readers also reveal our own selves in all of our 

complexity and contradiction. This deep, intense focus that poetic works 

demand makes poetry the ideal genre for raising general awareness of both 

internal and external realities. (p.9) 

 

Many scholars consider psychoanalysis and poetry similar in the way they share the use of 

verbal language to express deep emotions. (Vivona, 2013) suggests that, psychoanalysis and 

poetry are possible because due to the nature of verbal language, for it makes it possible to 

evoke the ―sensations of lived experience‖. (https://doi.org/10.1177/0003065113513639)  

 

Reiner (2008) states that ―Poetry, like a dream, has the power to penetrate the unconscious 

and facilitate communication with ineffable mental processes.‖(p. 599)  Reiner further 

states that poetry is a concerted verbal expression which describes the unconscious through 

language just like psychoanalysis.  Using psychoanalytic literary criticism helps to reveal 

the inner thoughts within poetry. As Devardhi (2009) puts it: 

 

The chief function of the psychoanalytic critic is to reveal the true content, and 

thus to explain the effect on the reader of a literary work by translating its 

manifest elements into the dormant, unconscious determinants that make up 

their suppressed meanings. Since the onset of psychoanalysis, the field of 

study has displayed a powerful set of connections to ‗literature‘. (p.437) 

 

According to Devardhi, psychoanalytic literary criticism play ―major role‖ in bringing 

psychoanalysis and literature. By explaining the depth of literature it helps make ―literature 

as a source for psychoanalytic conception.‖ (p.437) Devardhi further states that 

psychological criticism treats literature as an fictional expression of the peronality of the 

author.  

   

In this study, we I will analyze the thematic fixations of the poets to assess the balance of 

life and death that are expressed in the works of the two poets. In addition to that, by using 

Freud‘s theories of Id, Ego and Superego I will try to see the self, morality and pleasure that 

is expressed in their works and therefore is the reflection of the poets‘ conscious and 

unconscious mind. I will also thoroughly asses their works for signs of mourning and 

melancholia which will explain the life and death writing that is reflected in the selected 

works. The life instincts and death instincts expressed by the poets as well as the reason 

behind their peculiar expressions will also be analyzed.  

https://doi.org/10.1177/0003065113513639
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Chapter Three 

3. Critical Analysis of the Selected Poems 

This chapter will be devoted to the discussion of the theme of life and death in selected 

poems of Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath which are written in English. Both poets are 

said to have battled depression which led one of them (Plath) to commit suicide whereas 

Emily Dickinson managed to lead her life regardless. Without focusing on their biographies 

this study will try to pin point on the elements of their poems who can be linked to their life 

and death instincts.  

 

3.1 Thematic Elements  

The two poets reflect their preoccupations and inner thoughts through their poems. They 

both are motivated by their life and the repressed emotions and instincts. The poets project 

their thought, dreams and fantasies through the characters or speakers (narrators) in their 

poems which can describe an abstract form of the true meaning of the poets‘ unconscious 

mind. 

 

In Dickinson‘s work we can see the unique thematic elements that make her poems 

standout. Most of her poems focus on aspects of life and death. She describes a friendly and 

respectful relationship with death using abstract images, symbols and metaphors.  

 

In ―I felt a funeral in my brain‖ she speaks in a subjective tone using ―I‖ five times in 

twenty stanza quadrant poem. She shows us a speaker who witnesses her own funeral that 

seems to happen in her mind. The first five lines show this as follows: 

 

I felt a Funeral, in my Brain, 

And Mourners to and fro 

Kept treading - treading - till it seemed 

That Sense was breaking through (1-4) 

 

The poem shows a dilemma that happens in her mind which leads her to depression and 

finally a total silence where she finished ―knowing-then‖(20) implying that the knowledge 

of anything in the world stops as we lay in our death beds. The lines ―My mind was going 

numb‖(8) and ―wrecked solitary here‖(16) show the mental suffering the poet wants to 

describe. The poem shows how the constant sounds like ―beating‖ and ―creak‖ disturbs the 

speaker‘s peace of mind. Dickinson describes her depression as she falls helpless and giving 
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up. The scene shows mourners who are preparing for a funeral and seem to be moving 

things making loud noises as their ―boots of lead‖(11) stump while walking. ―The boots of 

lead‖ imply a forceful entrance to the room which leads us to believe that these mourners 

are not welcome in the speakers mind and perhaps are feared. The researcher believes that 

in this scene perhaps families, friends or doctors who appear to be interested in helping the 

speaker with depression or her mental dilemmas could have been symbolized as the 

mourners. 

 

We can see that depression, mental illness and death as themes in the above poem. We 

realize that the poet accepts death as a solution to quiet the disturbing sounds in her mind. 

She seems to accept death as a peaceful companion that washes away her sadness and 

loneliness. This is unique since most poets represent death as unwelcomed, feared, scary 

skeleton, whereas, Dickinson accepts the calling and willingly waits to be taken. This can 

also be seen in her other works. For instance, in the poem Because I could not stop for 

Death, in the second stanza she describes the arrival of death as kindly stopping for her 

making the instance as if it was long waited for. In the next lines Dickinson further 

describes her journey with death as taking place with a man giving her a carriage ride which 

reminds the reader of a romantic gesture known in the Victorian era. This also shows 

Dickinson pulling towards the past, to the era which she feels belongs to perhaps rather than 

accepting the present reality she is confronted with showing her dissatisfaction with the 

present which Freud called Discontent.  

 

The stanzas assert that death there to take the speaker to ―immortality‖ which shows the 

writer‘s belief in the afterlife which is connected to certain religious views and which is also 

a prominent theme in Dickinson‘s poems. The speaker also describes her fear or hesitation 

to willingly stop living in the line ―Because I could not stop for death‖ (1) which depicts 

death as someone who releases her from her fears and release her in the bliss that would be 

awaiting her in the next life. The 5
th

 stanza ―We slowly drove- He knew no haste‖, ―And I 

had put away‖ (line 6), ―Andy I had put away‖ (line 7), ―My labor and my leisure too‖ (8) 

and  ―For His Civility – ―(line 8) shows the respect she has towards death and in her 

description shows that she puts down disappointments and baggage she carries in the world 

as death transforms her to a new beginning. The poem shows that the poet needs to leave 

everything behind as she will not be needing her worldly experiences where she goes.  

 

The lines mentioned above show that, the poet is motivated to write about death as a relief. 

The thematic contents could help us identify that the poet relates life with sadness and 

depression and death could help her escape to the unknown abstract silence.  

 

Similar theme is reflected in her other work My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun. This poem 

reflects the nature of death comparing it to a lover who is also seen as a master. The poem 

considers the masculine figure as death where the speaker work to obey and pleasure. This 

shows the poet‘s submissiveness to the other sex. The speaker believes she can outlive this 
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figure who is symbolized as death signifying that her distress lies beyond death asserting 

that she has the power to take her own life or ―kill‖ yet still wouldn‘t accomplish the goal.  

 

The poem‘s theme is romance (dark), death and pain while showing a troubled relationship 

with a man who is respected, feared, loved and obeyed which seems close to the speaker. 

Lines such as ―Loaded gun‖(1) , ―I guard My Master‘s Head –―(14) give a hint of erotic 

representation which might show her potential sexual relationship with the man which lacks 

her pleasure rather her performing a task. The speaker is submissive to her master which is 

a male embodiment of death.  

 

Just as the rest of the poems above Dickinson shows hopelessness, desperation, melancholic 

thoughts which are intertwined with death. The fourth selected poem There’s a certain Slant 

of light (1861). The poem depicts the idea that a ―Slant of light‖(1) which signifies an 

imperfectly angled inner awakening taking over the speaker‘s existence. The poem‘s theme 

includes painful memories which lead to depression and illness yet the speaker fantasizes 

about this ―heavenly hurt‖ which is only interrupted and end with death. In general, we can 

see that all four poems randomly selected from Dickinson‘s works share the themes of 

death, hopelessness, loneliness and eternal silence.  

 

As we have seen in the previous chapters, Freudian psychoanalytic criticism points out to 

the thematic preoccupations and concerns of the writer. This helps us in identifying 

Dickinson‘s message that she tried to transfer is her own inner dilemma and interpretation 

of life and death. I was able to identifies that real-life feelings and distress in the poet‘s life, 

expressed through poetry. There is a Slant of Light has several themes which are religious, 

natural settings of winter mornings, religion and off course, depression which is seen in the 

heavy image of cold winters afternoons; in negative toned words such as ―oppresses‖, (3) 

―Heavenly hurt‖ (4), ―Despair‖ (10) and off course ―Death‖ (16).  

 

Concerning Plath‘s works the first thing worth noticing is that death appears to be the 

dominant motif in most of her works and the selected poems. Lines such as : ―A sort of 

walking miracle, my skin‖ (3), ―Bright as a Nazi lampshade,‖ (4) show the poet‘s use of 

images of Nazi lampshades which are directly linked to the death of Jews by the Nazi 

soldiers in the third world war. Right in the entry of the poem, the poet‘s need to relate 

herself with the grotesque images of lampshades made of human skin shows the pain and 

suffering she depicts to be going through.  The third line also shows that the poet considers 

herself as a walking miracle which shows her almost disbelieve to be functioning with 

everything that goes through in her life. This can also imply the speaker‘s (also assuming it 

is the poet‘s) discontent with the life she is leading.  

 

The poem depicts the idea that the speaker will be freed from the life which she describes as 

painful and hard to bare. She seems to find peaceful solitude in death. The poem asserts that 

the woman does not see death as an end rather as way to ―resurrect‖ herself back to life.  
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Plath shows us the pain she is using lines such as ―peel off my skin‖ (9) while also 

describing herself as ―My face a featureless, fine‖(7), ―Jew linen‖(8). From these lines we 

can see another form of Discontent with herself, which can also be taken as another theme. 

The poet‘s hateful and disregarding thoughts to her own self is reflected to the characterless 

(mannequin like) existence she sees herself as. We can also see the speaker as a sick person 

who is thin and pale looking which shows the depth of depression which is deteriorating her 

and sending her off to death.  

 

 

Another theme that can be seen in Sylvia‘s poems unlike Dickinson is her disregard and 

hate to society and her so called ―saviors‖. Stanzas such as ―my enemy‖(13) , ―Do I 

terrify?‖ (14),―The peanut crunching crown‖ (23) and ―Them unwrap me hand and foot‖ 

makes it evident that the poet sees society and those around her as the cause of pain and 

unwanted audiences.  

 

As Freud described it poets foreground significant meanings and ideas through imagery and 

this can clearly be seen the Plath‘s poems. For instance, the poet‘s discontent in life is 

shown to be causing her eagerness to die. The poet doesn‘t describe a specific expectation 

of the next life. However, she describes her state in death as peaceful and quiet.  

 

Death seems to be a dominant theme in Plath‘s works. She has a subtle way of depicting 

death in her works. Death seems to be the only thing she feels stronger than. I life, she is 

seen helpless and weak but she is seen to power over death and comes back to life. This is 

also conflicting to pin point on what the speaker really feels. Death is not a final destination 

in Lady Lazarus, it is also not the only theme reflected by Plath. She is not seen as wanting 

to disappear to the unknown bliss (unlike Dickinson) but she plays games with death. She 

likes the feeling of coming off and on from life, as it intensifies the pain she is in. This can 

be related to the pain and pleasure principle described by Freud. Plath unlike Dickinson is 

not looking for a permanent safe place, she is rather playing with darkness, which also a 

significant description of depression. To support this claim, we can see the 19
th

 stanza ―And 

I am a smiling woman‖, showing us a woman who is also able to smile, while being a ―Nazi 

lampshade‖, a flare, weak and pale woman who is covered in painful injuries while 

annihilating each decade and each life experience.  

      

I the researcher for most part of my analysis am assuming the poem as the mirrors of the 

poet‘s life and thoughts. However, even if she is not we can still see the poet‘s impressions, 

assumptions, weaknesses and strength in her works.  

 

In the lines ―I rocked shut‖ (40) and ―As a seashell‖ (41), we can see Sylvia‘s eagerness to 

hide from the world, the pain and anything affiliated with it. She depicts herself as a 

seashell which is empty and hallow, this shows the depth of the speaker‘s depression which 

will not allow her to see anything positive about herself. The seashell imagery also shows 

something that an animal or another life used to live in; something that carries the life of 
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others which can be taken as the sign of the writer‘s maternal instincts or experiences. It can 

also show the poet‘s expression of herself as someone who let others live within you, until 

they leave for different reason. This leads us to another theme in Plath‘s poem, which is 

loss. We can see the writer‘s emptiness after losing someone who was close to her, and she 

holds within her.  

 

Plath‘s struggle to commit both to life and death shows us her undecisive instincts as well. 

She depicts death as an escape as can be seen in her frustration of being saved as her saviors 

are shown ―picking up worms‖ from her body which depicts the image of coming back 

from being dead, buried and decaying. We can see the woman revived from death and 

instead of being gratified by the experience, we see her frustration.  Here we see Plath 

representing her experience of coming in and out of life might not be in her total control. 

However, as she uses expressions such as in lines 43 up 51 with lines such as ―Dying is an 

Art, like everything else‖, ―I do it exceptionally well.‖, ―I do it so it feels like hell‖ I guess 

you could say I have a call‖, ―It‘s the theatrical‖ etc. shows her taking pride in serving death 

just like she survives life in death. As much as she is able to die when she pleases, the 

speaker also ―Out of the ash‖ she rises. She as a woman who is in constant pain, defeated 

and sick also possess the redeeming power which is why she warns ―Herr God, Herr 

Lucifer‖ ―Beware‖,  

 

Plath in her other works as well shows death as a challenge. For instance, the following 

lines from her poem ―Edge‖ shows a woman who has perfected her death and finally 

accomplished it. This theme of this poem like the previous one is death. The poem begins 

with the lines ―The woman is perfected.‖, ―Her dead‖ showing sense of accomplishment in 

dying.  

 

The speaker shows the woman‘s discontent with life and how she saw death as the only 

escape. Her body feels weary from life‘s challenge and she sees her death as a sign of 

―accomplishment‖. The poem reflects the nature of death through the depicted image of a 

woman who is ―the illusion of Greek necessity‖ who is known as ―the mother of chaos‖ 

amongst other things. What we can see is how the poet sees herself as a destructive being, 

which leads us to another of Freud‘s concepts which is death drive.  

 

From these facts I was able to see the most expressed theme in this poem is death. The 

speaker is seen closing her doors to life, and she takes her children with her, folding them 

into her like flower ―petals‖.  

 

Another thing worth noticing from this poem is the way it is structured. Unlike the rest of 

Plath‘s works analyzed here, this poem has a clean two lined structure which seem to be 

incomplete until we reach the next line. This poem is truly the symbol of being on the edge 

of something just like it is implied in the poem‘s title.   
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Similarly, in Mad Girl’s Love Song, we see darkness, of course Madness as can be seen in 

the title, chaos and destruction along with death. We see a rush to give up on life, a mother 

that is discontent with being a mother; closing herself as a seashell and coiling her children 

inside her empty nest. Through repetition of the line ―I think I made you up inside my head‖ 

we can see the self-doubting madness the speaker is going through. The speaker not only 

doubts herself but existence in general as she can‘t identify whether the person she in 

obsessively talking about exists or is a fraction of her own imagination. However, this can 

also be her own way of defying reality and escaping consequences for her actions.  

 

Another theme we can see in this poem, as twisted as it may seem is Love. In lines such as 

―I dreamed that you bewitched me into bed‖ (7), ―And sung me moon-struck, kissed me 

quite insane‖(8) and ―I fancied you'd return the way you said‖(13) show the speaker‘s love 

or romantic (mostly sexual) relationship. However, Plath‘s writing also leads us to believe 

that the relationship is forbidden as lines such as ―God topples from the sky, hells fire fade‖ 

shows us the imagery of hell and eternal fire. Although we cannot be certain about whether 

the poet is writing this while immersing in her own madness or describing the level of 

taboo-ness of the relationship, Mad Girl‘s Love song truly doesn‘t fall far from the what the 

title says.   

 

On the last selected poem Poppies In October we can see both life and death contrasted as 

well as femininity reflected in poppies which are bright red flowers that could also represent 

passion and love.  Another fact we must know about poppies is they bloom and flower 

for only four months just to die every year which also leads us to the speaker‘s 

representation of continuous life and death cycle.  

 

In the beginning of the poem the lines ―Even the sun-clouds this morning cannot manage 

―such skirts.‖ Also shows us the contract between gloom and sunny setting in the 

expression ―sun-clouds‖ (1). We see the morning as a battle between the sun wanting to stay 

and the cloud wanting to steal the space. This image also shows us the battle that is 

happening in in the speaker‘s mind between happiness and sadness. Another thing worth 

looking at is the fact that poppies does not bloom in October which is presented to show the 

contract between cloudy October morning with the vibrant beauty of the red flowers. The 

speaker can be trying to compare her own self with her surroundings. Perhaps she sees 

herself as delicate as the poppies and the rest of the world as the cloudy weather which is 

killing them right after blooming. In this imagery we can identify the speaker‘s battle to stay 

alive yet everything else is defeating her therefore is more and more pulled towards death. 

 

As the writer builds the image of poppies as skirts it supports the idea raised above of her 

seeing them as femininity and as she says even the ―sun-clouds cannot manage‖ (1) them 

we see the undefeated existence of the poppies.  

 

In the next line of the poem, Plath completely throws the reader off the image of flowers, 

sun and cloud and jumps to the image of a woman in an ambulance as her ―red heart blooms 
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through her coat‖(3) here we see another comparison of a woman with poppies because we 

know she is comparing the red flowers with the red heart of the woman which unlikely to 

human nature is blooming. The woman seems to be bleeding as she is wounded for 

something and ended up in an ambulance. As we keep reading the poem, we do not see 

anyone that is helping the woman, we do not see medical teams, family or companions that 

are there with her which gives a very lonely image of a woman as she awaits her death 

which can happen any moment.  

 

So far, we can say loneliness, death and pain to be significant themes of the poem and as we 

continue reading Plath keeps turning the table in a very unstable manner jumping from one 

scene to another. As the pale woman keeps bleeding Plath calls this moment ―Astounding‖ 

forcing us to ask our self what is so astounding about pain and bleeding? She continues to 

call this moment ―A gift, a love gift‖(4) ―Utterly unasked for‖(4) which leads us to believe 

whatever the poet is going through is not by choice rather pushed on her by someone else or 

perhaps by a higher power or her God residing in the ― sky‖.(6) 

 

As we try to catch up on the idea Plath is sending forward, she throws us off again using 

lines such as ―Igniting its carbon monoxides, by eyes‖(8) and ―Dulled to a halt under 

bowlers.‖ (9) describe the gas coming out of the engines from under the ambulance 

polluting the air. This can be a representation of the polluted and sinful existence of the 

world. The world ―dulled‖(9) expresses not the grey and polluted air but also the sadness 

that is taking over her. Here we can see once again Plath‘s sadness and dull life being 

expressed through the poem. Perhaps she is depicting herself as the woman in the 

ambulance, left helpless to bleed on her own with no one to witness her pain but the skies. 

But even then, the polluted grey air is withstanding between her and the clear sky. In the 

10
th

 line Plath returns to first person I as she as asks her God ―what am I‖, as she continue 

with stanza ―That these late mouths should cry open‖ (11) it is worth noticing that she uses 

the word late, describing her existence as dead. Here we can picture a woman in the 

ambulance dead with open mouths which shows that she is left behind by the skies as well. 

Not only she suffered in her life but even in death she is not connected to the sky as she 

wanted. Rather, she is left in the cold and icy forest. Although Plath sees the world as cold, 

polluted, unholy and lonely, I cannot help but think she also sees herself as a fraction of the 

world sees herself that way too.  

 

As I tried to show above, throughout the selected works by Emily Dickinson and Sylvia 

Plath, their death narration is a prevalent theme reflecting the unconscious thoughts of the 

poets who are obsessed with their internal conflicts between their psychic drive and internal 

repressions. While in Dickinson‘s works we see hopelessness followed up giving up on the 

world and peacefully accepting death. We do not see her express blame or anger towards 

the world which is totally unlike Plath‘s works. In Plath‘s poems we see anger, regression, 

fight as well as hate expressed towards anyone and everyone including herself. Plath uses 

her impulses as a defense mechanism, that is why she is seen playing with fire. That is also 

the reason we see her in and out of her grave as death is not her final destination. Both poets 
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are seen struggling to balance life and death being reflected in their works, rather both poets 

are seen seeking death as longed destination which is clearly reflected in the themes of their 

poems.  

 

The main difference that can be seen in the themes is, in Dickinson‘s works s she is not seen 

trying to take charge of anything her works are seen as a reflection of wanting to be rescued. 

She is not seen running towards death rather is always waiting for death to come to her 

which makes her works struggle between her worldly pleasures and the pain she is going 

through. In Plath‘s case, we see anger, shame and hate reflected in her themes as well as the 

urge to die. Unlike Dickinson she is not standing still wanting to be released into death but 

running and crushing against anything and everything around her.  

 

 

3.2 Pleasure, Self and Morality in Dickinson and Plath’s Poems(ID, Ego and 

Superego) 

Dickinson‘s poems abound with expressions of life experience, loss, thoughts, feelings and 

dreams in describing her life and thoughts that are repressed in the unconscious mind as 

bitter memories of her past time. Dickinson uses a specific kind of evocative language to 

create meanings beyond symbolic register expressing dream like images of the unconscious 

thoughts.  

 

In Because I could not stop for Death by Emily Dickinson in which the melancholic journey 

from life to the sweet release of death is projected through a journey the speaker goes with 

death which is personified as a ―He‖(2). This can identify the poet‘s intention to describe, 

perhaps man as a reason for her wanting to die. As if she believes than a man will be the 

death of her. She writes ―He kindly stopped for me –‖(2) depicting a very unlikely romantic 

and thoughtful figure death is never represented by. She does not have the need to think 

death is there to take her away from lively joys or her tasks. It is not an unwanted 

interruption but a long-awaited break or rest.  

 

Dickinson uses a contradicting image relating death with immortality which shows her 

belief in the afterlife. Which also points towards a religious influence. It is also evident that 

the poet seeks death to be able to give her eternal silence. 

 

Dickinson portrays ―death‖ as a state in which the conscious world step by step fades away 

and time is a controlled element as centuries ―feel shorter than the Day‖(22) and it 

eventually transforms its self into another state of life leading to ―eternity‖. She through her 

words and images erase the frightening image of death in ways that are unlike the reality 

known to us. Thoughts, images and scenes are repressed during life are left behind in the 

journey the speaker takes with death.  
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The images depicted in the lines ―We paused‖ (17), ―A Swelling of the Ground-(18) 

reminds the reader of a morgue or cemetery in which burial is performed after someone 

passes away. The journey being pause instead of stopping let us know what the speaker is 

reaching for which is another journey ―toward eternity‖ (24) this shows the speaker‘s Id 

triumphing over her ego and driving her to death in ways of finding eternal pleasure while 

morality looks for an acceptable balance for it which is a religious belief towards eternity. 

In order for the poet to satisfy her death thoughts she creates a mental image of carriages, 

romantic rides and eternity.  

 

The poet‘s repressed thoughts and longings towards childhood, joy, and new life is seen as 

the speaker gazes outside. The Id holds life instincts which are seen through the image of 

life in playing children and growing crops (Grain) whereas, the ego dismisses these instincts 

and continues the journey towards death. The presence of playing kids reminds the reader of 

youth and childhood which takes us back to Freud‘s theory of Id as a young child wanting 

to get everything out of life. Id is present in the ‗I‘ that‘s is used by the poet to address the 

speaker‘s experience and journey.  

 

The Id strives to satisfy the need to experience life through the image of kids in ―recess‖ 

taking a break from life, modern education, rules and regulations. The children playing 

shows the pleasure the speaker seeks to find in life taking a break from everything that 

usually happens in socially expected terms. The lines express the speaker‘s (poet‘s) inner 

desires and wishes to enjoy herself and release the stress she is experiencing. The  lines 

serve as destruction to what is really happening which is the journey to death by putting 

pleasant images making the carriage ride unnoticed until she reaches her temporary 

destination in the last lines of the poem in which it changes the tone of the poem to a more 

gloomy and serious image. The journey feels like a guilt trip in which the speaker is taken 

while the ego mediates between the pleasure the speaker seeks and the pain that is dragging 

her to her grave by depicting death as a romantic carriage ride until the superego takes full 

control of the poet‘s narration in the last lines taking the pleasure (Id) out of the experience, 

powering over the mediation of the superego  and  substituting it with an acceptance or wish 

to be released from everything.  

 

The speaker is not seen striking a conversation or seem content with the man (death) that is 

with her in the carriage, rather she looks outside the carriage making it clear that she still 

possesses unresolved thoughts that are closely linked with the outside world.  

 

Going back to the first stanza it seems to embody the ego strategy of denial, that is, 

blocking a thought or feeling of wanting to stay alive from being perceived. Rather than 

explaining why she could not stop for death willingly, she depicts the act of dying as a 

gesture given by a kind man. The structure of the poem slowly and gradually emerges 

through consciousness. The poet inclines deeper and deeper into the unconscious, ―We 

passed the Fields of Gazing Grain, We passed the Setting Sun‖, implying the loss of light, 

life and consciousness. Furthermore, the speaker‘s beliefs of eternity show the poet‘s 
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alignment with religious beliefs of an afterlife which also explains why the journey pauses 

in the graveyard to signify that it is not the end yet a stepping stone to the next part of the 

journey. In the lines ―We slowly drove – He knew no haste‖ the poet depicts that the 

journey to death is taken slowly which also shows the lack of enthusiasm in the speaker‘s 

voice to leave everything behind. This is also evident to the Id working to sustain life as 

well as showing the speaker‘s hesitation. In the poem‘s final voice the speaker‘s life is 

summoned from life to death with open grave awaiting her arrival showing that death was 

not a choice but something she has no power over, therefore she accepts it and is taken 

along because she beliefs in the inevitability of dying. Throughout the poem, the reason 

why the speaker chooses to take the journey or her frustration with life is not mentioned. 

However, the melancholic tone of the poem shows the sadness that is repressed in her 

unconscious.  

 

In the poem, I felt a Funeral, in my Brain, the speaker is alone in her mind experiencing a 

funeral that is happening in her brain. The poet uses metaphors of Mourners that are in 

continuous destructive motion to express the anxiety and collision she feels in her mind 

until she completely shuts down and taken over in complete silence and not knowing 

anything. The poem deploys first person ―I‖ throughout the poem‘s narrative.  

 

By applying Freudian psychoanalysis, I was able to identify the melancholic and terrifying 

experiences that are leading the speaker into neurotic madness. The poem expresses the loss 

of self the speaker goes as disruptive thoughts takes control of her unconscious. The poet 

represents the death of part of herself with an image of a funeral.   

 

Id is present in the speaker‘s frustration that is evident from the tone of the poem. The 

speaker‘s conscious awareness of the unconscious repressing forces that are present in the 

mind is evident to her realization of the reality which is unpleasant and is responsible for 

her feeling a certain way. The conscious instinct of the speaker is rejecting the wicked 

thoughts that are disturbing her inner peace. The conscious rejection and the unconscious 

anxiety are seen battling to take over the speaker‘s mind. The id seeks an instant release 

from the pain anxiety but the speaker doesn‘t come to action to control the intrusion which 

is taking over her mind which signifies the power of repression that is forcing her to become 

―numb‖. The speaker is detached from the conflict and represented as a mere observer of 

the activities which is happening to her, making her appear powerless and defeated by her 

thoughts. In addition, the poem doesn‘t describe any activities that are happening outside 

the mind which also shows the ego being close to none existent in the poem emphasizing 

the depth of the speaker‘s depression and the unconscious mind is the only thing that seems 

to exist.  

 

  The funeral is a mourning ceremony which has a proper setting‘s and rules which is why the 

speaker is not seen interfering which can be an indication of society‘s expectations and 

demands which can be the cause for the pressure created in the speaker‘s consciousness.  

Dickinson repeats the words ―treading‖, ―beating‖ to put emphasis on the strength of the 
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intrusion while also expressing being alienated from society which shows the ego failing to 

sustain the balance between aggressive urges and moral values. In the last line of the poem 

―And Finished knowing – then‖, the speaker appears to be defeated by her depression and 

exist to know nothing once again which shows death instincts powering over life.   

 

Dickinson in this poem expresses the repressed sexual desires and pleasure motives in 

symbols and metaphors. Just like the poems analyzed above, a male figure is part of the 

poet‘s narrative. The speaker is seen as completely fallen under the control of the man 

which shows the submissive character of the women by the dominant man. The poem also 

serves as a representation of sexual instincts (she is often obsessed with a relationship with 

the other sex) that are present in her unconscious. This can also be a statement to the lack of 

connection and primal deprivation the poet experienced in her relationship with her mother 

or the female sex in general. The lines ―And now We hunt the Doe‖ (6) as she kills the Doe 

which is a female deer. The poet chose specifically the female mammal to kill showing the 

detachment the poet feels with the female figure. We can also point out that the poet‘s 

depiction of female characters that are submissive to male figures, addressing the male 

figure as ―God‖, ―Master‖, etc. as well as the negative and weak depiction of the female 

figure shows the oedipal signs that are repressed in the poet‘s unconscious.  

 

The sexual tone that is used in the poet, also identifies with the release of a gun which the 

poet relates with pleasure release that is pointed towards the narrator‘s face and is expressed 

as an intense sexual. From this, we can see that the neurotic thoughts of the poet that are 

linked to the oedipal instincts driving pleasure out of the act of death and that the poet 

relates sexual pleasure, pain and death. This also helps us see how the sexual and 

destructive drives of id which is serving as motives in the poem. The poet who is taken over 

by the Id uses words, symbols and abstraction to fulfill the oedipal, sexual urges as seen in 

this poem. Dickinson continuously portrays her male figures as masters and God while 

always portraying them as death and pain. This shows her opinion for authorative figures in 

her life which are men.  

 

In addition to expressing her urges to kill her mother by the act of killing the ―doe‖ in this 

poem the poet compares the bullet living the gun reaching her face with the Versuvian 

volcano releasing its lava which also represent a sexual release which is forbidden as she is 

standing on the edge of a burning volcano which also represents hell. The poet knowing that 

according to her religious beliefs, the urges she has are considered sinful and lead to eternal 

death (hell), we see the ego finding other means of representing this urges in more accepted 

ways. It is clear that the ego is finding realistic and socially appropriate ways to guide her 

urges into different direction while also reminding herself the consequences of her 

forbidden wishes.  

 

In her next work Dickinson once again begins her poem with the same line as the title 

which is ―There‘s a certain Slant of light‖. In this poem once again Dickinson begin her 

poem with a relaxed mellow tune until she reaches the last four lines of the poem. The 
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theme in this poem include religious or spirituality, eternity and off course death. The first 

lines of the poem as it reads as follows: 

There‘s a certain Slant of light, 

Winter Afternoons – 

That oppresses, like the Heft 

Of Cathedral Tunes – (1-4) 

 

The scene takes us to cold winter afternoons as rays of lights enter the room. The use of the 

word slant entails the poet‘s indication to the partiality of the light as it doesn‘t enter fully 

and brighten the room rather through an angle which is favoring once side. The scene takes 

the reader back to his/her childhood as we look outside the window to the rain while trying 

to keep worm in the bedroom. The first ray of sunlight in winter afternoons, therefore can 

be somewhat of a miracle and brings joy to the person waiting. The image represent use of 

figurative speech allows the reader to focus on the scene of the cold winter morning while 

she describes the loss and despair she feels while she goes through sadness and depression 

and takes pleasure in the pain. The ―slant of light‖ describes the unfulfilled self that is 

repressed finding out let describing the less than perfect way of light the poet leads. 

Dickinson‘s depression and mental imbalance resides in the ego that is wanting to release 

the urges to shun societies expectation while ego is finding a positive outlet trying to 

appreciate the little light that is peeking through the window in winter afternoons where its 

cold and lonely. The icy feeling in the room describes the poets feeling of loss and 

emptiness, limited to a room afraid of the outside rain and the need to find the little positive 

light in life and coming close to a normal life. In the next 4 lines of the poem, Dickinson 

uses contradiction by relating heaven and pain through the phrase ―Heavenly Hurt‖(4). 

Once again Dickinson is substituting pain with pleasure which is evidence to the pleasure 

drive fetching sexual pleasure from pain. As it is evident in the previously analyzed works 

the masochist that is the poet is masking the real urges that single her out from society in 

beautifully crafted words and figurative language. The lines ―we can find no scar‖, ―But 

internal difference‖, ―where the meanings, are‖ also serve as an evidence to this as its erotic 

indication of a painful dominating or ―Oppressing‖ sexual act which leaves no  mark, rather 

it leads to an internal satisfaction the poet kept between the obvious lines.  

 

In the poem, Id is dealing with the immediate sexual pleasure in ways that are different to 

societies‘ acceptance while the ego limits the energy of the libido and substitutes it to 

religious scenes where a sinful soul is cleansed by his oppressing spiritual bliss where the 

superego is also finding a way to confess the sins in front of a god and a judge (the reader) 

and get reformed.  

 

When I come to Plath‘s works for instance, in Lazy Lazarus, aggression and narcissistic 

characters taking over the tone of the poem with Id being the driving force to destruction. 

As we can see in the words and phrases used in the poem such as ―Nazi lampshade‖(2), ―A 

paperweight,‖(4), ―My face a featureless‖(5), ―sour breath‖(11) the narrators body 

resembling a victim of Nazi soldiers and from the painful and hard to bare image in the 

poem as well as from the aggressive approach used by the poet, we can see that the poet‘s 
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repressed emotions exploding in form of words. Plath‘s father who was a German can be 

considered as a big influence for her use of German soldiers as the source of pain within the 

poem. Using Freudian approach, we can see that repressed childhood memories of the poet 

and the relationship she had with her father as well as the anger she repressed is being 

driven out by the Id while the superego projects the father, the German soldiers, Doctors as 

authoritative, dominant figures in which the narrator needs to behave a certain way in front 

of these male figures.  

 

We can also see the sexual drive of id being expressed in lines such as ―unwrap me‖(28),  

and ―The big strip tease.‖(29) The narrator is describing the unwrapping of her body by the 

doctors as a strip tease to the what she calls  to ―peanut crunching crown‖, just like the 

works of Dickinson a submissive sexual tendency as well as sexual pleasure being driven 

out of pain is clearly seen within this poem. As I mentioned earlier Plath‘s depiction of the 

father figure as she describes ―I am your opus, I am your valuable,‖ depicting the fact that 

she is his creation (which can also represent Godly powers) with a sexual, physical and 

emotional submission represents the oedipal instincts that has been blocked inside the 

unconscious. The poet‘s fascination with self-inflicted pain and death serves as an identity 

to the poet‘s psychological persona.  

 

We can also see the powerful existence of Id in Plath‘s another poem Edge as she puts forth 

an image of a woman who is ―perfected‖(1) and her perfection lays in her death as the Id is 

known to be in charge of aggression and death. Plath‘s expression of perfection in death 

leads us to believe the frustration she felt in life, in perfection there is safety and security in 

which the woman finally achieved. This also shows how the poet feels alienated from 

society as well as destructive thoughts which is directly linked to the Id. In this poem we 

can see phrases such as ―its over‖(8), ―empty‖(11), which shows the lifeless journey the 

woman was in. this is clearly is not a poem to celebrate life rather seems life a death journal 

of a woman who is in the edge of mental deterioration.  

 

When we go into Mad Girl‘s Love song which seems like a turning on and off of the 

speaker‘s mental psyche we can clearly see her tangled between the battles of her Id, Ego 

and Superego. In the beginning of the poem we see a woman in destructive nature who feels 

powerful to destroy the world. Her vicious Id is unrealistically stretched obsessed with 

negative thoughts.  The speaker mentions past relationship with a man and she appears to be 

lost in the lustful and painful relationship she had. As she opens and closes her eyes not 

knowing what is real we can see the madness she is going through as well notice her 

fixation on past memories and experiences. This leads us to bring Freud‘s theory of libido 

driving the Id into becoming obsessed with the past and completely disregarding the 

present. The libido is expressed through phrases such as ―bewitched me into bed‖(7),‖kissed 

me quite insane‖ releasing sexual charges through words.  

 

The poem is written in three stanzas and had a musical tone reminding the reader of Nursery 

songs(rhymes). This is can due to the oedipal relation the woman has with the lost man. The 
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conflict between the ego and superego is reflected to the woman‘s need to question reality 

in order to escape from the consequences of her forbidden relationship. As she uses words 

like ―be witched me‖(7) we can see that she likes to believe she was tricked into the 

relationship.  

The woman is seen dreaming about the man and awaiting to be reunited but her longing is 

for vain as she fears of growing old and completely forgetting him. Because her love could 

not be reciprocated and it also is interrupted by the trauma brought with it. The sadness the 

speaker feels for losing the man outweighs the satisfaction she gets from being alive which 

is why the poem ends as dies along with the death of the world.  

 

Plath also ends Poppies In October with an death with an image of a cold body and open 

mouth. As it is seen in most of her poems the superego is not seen able to overweigh on her 

id. As most of her poems are death narrations we can say that her morality and pleasure 

towered over by libidinal energy, past entanglement, regrets and aggressions. She is seen 

fixated on what was and cannot find anything beautiful in the world. This shows the extent 

of depression and the lack of will to live.  

 

4.4 Loss (Mourning) and Erotic Melancholia in the Selected Works  

As mentioned earlier in the chapters, by using Freudian psychoanalysis on works of poetry 

one must treat the literary works as the dreams of the writer (poet). By applying this 

method to the works of Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath I was able to analyze the 

following core elements about the selected works.  

 

In Dickinson‘s works, the poet expresses loss in most of her works. She is aware of her 

mental dilemmas. In ―I Felt a Funeral in my Head‖ Dickinson‘s painful dejections are 

expressed by her depiction of the funeral that undergoes inside her mind. The poet 

expresses the sadness, loneliness and disruptive forces that are going off inside as well as 

her defeat to this thought as her mind ―goes numb‖ (line 8). Her disinterest in the outside 

world can be seen as she focuses on what happens within her mind other than trying to 

look at the outside world for better perspectives. The poem‘s tone creates a claustrophobic 

setting as the narrator is left with mourners that never leave her thoughts.  

 

With lines such as; ―And then I heard them lift a Box‖, (9) ―creak across my Soul‖ (10), 

―Boots of Lead,‖ (11), Dickinson reveals her own self in the narrator‘s voice and we can 

see the lack of appreciation of life. She is consumed by her own dark state of her mind 

which is filled with sad thoughts and hopelessness. In addition to this, the defeat that can 

be felt in the narrator‘s voice indicates, the fact that she believes it is something she 
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deserves and that it fills her expectation of punishment that she presumably deserves due 

to living a sinful life.  Following Freud‘s theory of mourning the lack of loving images 

and self-regarding expressions, defeat and the narrator‘s inhibition to an action in coming 

to terms with her loss shows her mourning.  

 

The poem preserves the sadness that it started with which is an indication to the ego‘s 

defeat in trying to control the destructive instincts that are being expressed by the narrator. 

As we can see in words and phrases such as ―Plank‖(17), ―Reason, broke,‖(17), ―I 

dropped down,‖(18)  ―hit a World,‖(19) and the repetition of the word down moves the 

tone of the poem from destruction to completely giving up on the world and everything 

around it which shows the impoverishment of the poet‘s ego which lead her to accepting 

her death as a solution as she sees no hope for herself or the outside world. We see the 

narrator falling down on the world and taking it with her by the destructiveness she feels 

in her mind.  

 

Although the poem begins inside the narrator‘s mind, we are still able to see a symbolic 

life form which are the mourners attending a funeral which shows the poets eagerness to 

relate whatever she feels inside her to a real life happening; it is also her way of hesitation 

to break the bond she has with the human form even through her mourning. As we read 

more into her works, we realize that the poet, from line to line removes her attachment 

with the real world as her ego is defeated by the melancholic state takes over as she give 

up on the human race and become alone and represent her lone self as a rejected ―strange 

Race‖(15) who is ―Wrecked‖(16) and left in ― solitary‖ (16). 

 

This shows that the poet holds the world responsible for the pain, loss and emptiness she 

feels with no interest of taking part in the responsibility; this indicates the narcissistic and 

self-regarding tendencies that represent mourning. She represent the world (as the people 

attending the funeral) destructive, noisy, inconsiderate to her feelings and mental state 

which can also identify the world as worthless and empty since she limits her images 

within her own consciousness revealing furthermore the narcissistic tendencies of the poet. 

Beginning from line 13, Dickinson took a different approach in her expressions as she 

detaches from the scene she began with and is kept in continuous motions of dropping 
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down and down and plummeting (plunging) against the world that allows the painful 

thoughts that has been repressed in her consciousness.  

 

The speaker‘s ego is represented as lonely, empty and worthless which is the 

representation of melancholia. The painful depiction of her state of mind resonates with 

what Freud considers the main indication of mourning; whereas, in the state of 

melancholia, the subject‘s (in this case, Dickinson) acceptance of the state of loss and her 

impotent to pinpoint the actual object that is lost which lead her to this state represent the 

poet‘s melancholia.  

 

Dickinson substitutes the lack of love, understanding and happiness she lacks in the world 

with an utter acceptance of a world of loneliness and solitary existence, forcing her to 

await for death as a replacement to the life she couldn‘t enjoy. The poet‘s representation of 

herself as ―some strange Race‖ also takes me back to Freud‘s representation of 

melancholic expressions which are usually linked to social relations that are connected to 

society and race. This shows that the immense existence of melancholia in how the poet 

represents her life and everything around her. Most importantly her representation of the 

scene of the poem or the narrator‘s feeling specifically as ―Funeral‖ indicates to the 

repressed thoughts of loss that is undefined yet resonates in the poet‘s unconscious.   

 

In Because I could not stop for Death similarly, loss is expressed subtly as the narrator 

leaves everything behind and follows her rescuer which is death. The poet doesn‘t define 

the loss she is consciously mourners. Nevertheless, the loss that is in the unconscious is 

expressed in the gloomy tone the poet does about the poem. For instance starting from the 

beginning of the poem, we can feel that the poet is being absorbed by a sense of being loss 

despite her depiction of her rescue. As can be seen in lines ―The Carriage held but just 

Ourselves –‖(3) ,―And Immortality‖ (4) etc, the self-regarding tone in these lines shows 

that the she sees herself as the chosen one that is being rescued by the man. she represents 

the carriage ride by the man as something better than the life she led without him. This 

shows the poet‘s depiction of the world as empty with nothing (nothing more) to offer to 

her, which lead her to her departure. This is an indication of melancholia that echoes with 

the poem.  Her ego is represented as incapable in the lines ―because I could not stop for 
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death‖ which shows how she believes she must have been able to act against her life but 

she was incapable of doing so as she is fragile and defeated therefore, must be rescued.  

 

She not only is leaving her pain to death but also putting away her ―leisure‖ (7), freedom 

and happiness too which shows the melancholia that‘s repressed in her unconscious. We 

can also see the awareness of life‘s great things in the poet‘s subconscious. In the lines; 

―We passed the School, where Children strove‖,(10), ―We passed the Fields of Gazing 

Grain –‖(11) and ―We passed the Setting Sun –‖(12), we can see that the journey becomes 

more than she anticipates as the last warmth of the sun leaving her cold, her gown 

thinning, leaving her bare and cold. Yet, she sticks with her journey showing that her 

acceptance of her fate as deserved punishment.   

 

Dickinson represent her ego as incapable of achieving anything and fallen under the mercy 

of death. She reproaches herself as casted out from the world and is being taken to her 

place of punishment which is her open grave which is seen as ―A Swelling of the Ground 

–‖ (18), where ―The Roof was scarcely visible –‖(19) and ―The Cornice – in the Ground –

‖(20)too.  

 

As I continue my analysis, the bodily infirmity shown by the narrator in the poem My Life 

had stood- a Loaded Gun, the thoughts that are expressed through the phrases linked 

together by the bridges of dash in Dickinson‘s poem represents a woman who is unable to 

carry herself, therefore is ―carried‖ by a courageous owner. The lack of self-regard as well 

as the weakness that is depicted in the woman is the mere representation of the 

melancholic feature of this poem.  

 

We can see Dickinson getting lost in her narcissism, as an indication of the melancholic 

subject withdrawing her libidinal attachment to the lost object and rising to secondary 

narcissism.  

The situation then continues to Dickinson‘s sadistic assault rising from within in the image 

of the narrator hunting a Doe alongside her Master. Dickinson undermines the female 

form with total disregard to herself.  She stands alongside the man that could inflict pain 

towards her, a man that pleasure her soul through pain and she kills the female her. This 



45 

 

shows a complete lowering of self-esteem which according to Freudian Psychoanalysis 

considered as melancholia.  

 

As we see ―Though I than He - may longer live‖ (21), He longer must - than I –(22), ―For 

I have but the power to kill,‖(23) and ―Without - the power to die –‖(24) she reinstates her 

power back to the ownership of her Master and Dickinson sinks into her melancholic 

narrative. The painful dejection of life that is expressed by Dickinson, despite her short-

lived joy running in the woods, the loss of capacity to love as showing to the rush she felt 

in killing a life form in addition to the defeat and emptiness taking over her ego are 

indications of her melancholia.  

 

The fact that, Dickinson believes in the end she will be free and uninhibited from her pains 

shows that her libido being able to detach itself from the pain, therefore she will be able to 

have a new begging. This shows that her melancholia and mourning reaching the stages of 

relief, which can be seen as her disinterest in further self-harm or suicide. For Dickinson, 

poetry serves as a way to heal herself and go through the process of mourning and 

melancholia of the lost object until she is able to replace the lost object with something 

else. In Dickinson‘s poems death serves as a classic ontological question or solution that is 

possessed to her existence, therefore is unavoidable.  However the lack of rage and 

hostility in her poems, is an indication to her coming into terms with what she had lost.  

 

As mentioned earlier in the chapters, by using Freudian psychoanalysis on works of poetry 

one must treat the literary works as the dreams of the writer (poet). By applying this 

method to the works of Emily Dickinson and Sylvia Plath I was able to analyze the 

following core elements about the selected works.  

 

In Dickinson‘s works, the poet expresses her loss in most of her works. She is aware of 

her mental dilemmas. In ―I Felt a Funeral in my Brain‖ Dickinson‘s painful dejections are 

expressed by her depiction of the funeral that undergoes inside her mind. The poet 

expresses the sadness, loneliness and disruptive forces that are going off inside as well as 

her defeat to this thought as her mind ―goes numb‖ (line 8). Her and disinterest in the 

outside world can be seen as she focuses on what happens within her mind other than 

trying to look at the outside world for better perspectives. The poem‘s tone creates a 

claustrophobic setting as the narrator is left with mourners that never leave her thoughts.  
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With lines such as; ―And then I heard them lift a Box‖,(9) ―And creak across my 

Soul‖(10) and  ―Then Space - began to toll,‖(12) Dickinson reveals her own self through 

the narrator‘s voice and we can see the lack of appreciation to life. She is consumed by her 

own dark state of her mind which is filled with darkness and hopelessness. In addition to 

this, the defeat that can be felt in the narrator‘s voice indicates, the fact that she believes it 

is something she deserves and that it fills her expectation of punishment that she 

presumably deserves due to living a sinful life.  Following Freud‘s theory of mourning the 

lack of loving images and self-regarding expressions, defeat and the narrator‘s inhibition 

to an action in coming to terms with her loss shows her mourning.  

 

The tone of the poem moves from destruction to completely giving up on the world and 

everything around it which shows the impoverishment of the poet‘s ego which leads her to 

accepting her death as a solution as she sees no hope for herself or the outside world. We 

see the narrator falling down and taking the world with her because of the hopelessness 

that prevails in her mind. Although the poem begins inside the narrator‘s mind, we are still 

able to see a symbolic life form in the mourners attending a funeral which shows the 

poet‘s eagerness to relate whatever she feels inside her to a real life happening; it is also 

her way of hesitation to break the bond she has with the human form even through her 

mourning. As we read more into her works, we realize that the poet, from line to line 

removes her attachment to the real world as her ego is defeated by the melancholic state 

which takes over as she gives up on the human race and becomes lonely and represents her 

lone self as a rejected one.  

  

This shows that the poet holds the world responsible for the pain, loss and emptiness she 

feels with no interest of taking part in the responsibility; this indicates the narcissistic and 

self-regarding tendencies that represent mourning. She represents the world (as the people 

attending the funeral) destructive, noisy, inconsiderate to her feelings and mental state 

which can also identify the world as worthless and empty since she limits her images 

within her own consciousness revealing furthermore the narcissistic tendencies of the poet. 

Beginning from line 13, Dickinson took a different approach in expressing her thoughts as 

she detaches her-self from the scene she began with and is kept in continuous motions of 
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dropping down and down and plummeting (plunging) against the world that allows the 

painful thoughts that has been repressed in her consciousness.  

 

When I come to the works of Sylvia Plath, her unique choices of words and imagery also 

show her records of loss and melancholia similar to what I attempted to show in the works 

of Dickinson. For instance in her poem Mad Girls Love Song, the poem resonates to 

Freud‘s definition of Loss and Melancholia. The narrator depicts herself as a Godly 

symbol as she is able to destroy or be oblivious to the world as her eyes close. The poem 

serves the erotic melancholia she feels as she falls in mad forbidden love which can be 

seen in lines such as ―I dreamed that you be witched me into bed‖(7) and And sung me 

moon-struck, kissed me quite insane.‖(8). 

 

The self-regarding tone of the narrator goes against Freud‘s definition of Mourning. 

However, I was able to observe her lack of confidence. Plath defines her lost object as she 

speaks directly to it. The neurotic disturbance that she feels within her mind makes her 

question whether the lost object is really lost or not. She shows us that the world keeps 

dying and coming back to life. We can see the mourning of her lost object defeating her 

ego as the starts to ―waltzing‖(5) away from her and darkness takes over which is seen in 

the expression ―arbitrary blackness gallops in‖(5) 

 

Plath describes the sinfulness of this forbidden relationship depicted in the poem in which 

she couldn‘t stop fantasizing about even after the lost object (father)‘s death. She describes 

her love as well as sadness, and holds the devil responsible for making the sin happen. She 

is lost within the devil and falls powerless with no ability to control the situation except in 

her death. Her ego is defeated and falls over as her loss sinks deeper into her.   

 

The poem enters into secondary narcissism showing the melancholic narrative. The poet is 

transferred from a mourning of loss of a defined someone to complete disregard to life and 

utter melancholia where the lost object is bigger and an abstraction. As she expresses her 

regretful thoughts as ―I should have loved a thunderbird instead;‖ (16)  

 

She (Plath) finishes the poem with closed eyes and the world dropping dead which 

represents the uselessness and lack of regard the poet felt in the repressed thoughts of her 
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unconscious mind. She represents the world as dead which seen as if she dreams of 

punishing the world for the darkness she felt. Yet she rests giving up on her power and 

taking everything with her.  

 

In her poem ―Lady Lazarus‖, Sylvia Plath represents her mourning of the loss of her father 

figure. Plath‘s oedipal instincts and her libidinal link to the lost object can be seen as an 

indication of melancholia. ―I am your opus,‖(66), ―I am your valuable‖(67) and ―The pure 

gold baby‖(68)  

 

 Plath describes a painful and forced relation with her lost object. However, her ego is 

famished and defeated so that she is unable to find herself back. In Plath‘s poems, it can 

be seen that her poems have angry tone which is an indication of the aggression that is 

repressed in her unconscious. Unlike Dickinson, her poems have pain inflicted towards the 

narrator which is taken as a well-deserved punishment.  

 

The narrator takes it upon herself to take revenge on all men, ―I eat men like air‖(83) who 

are in  some ways the cause of her pain and aggression consuming them into the darkness 

she feels within herself. For Plath Unlike Dickinson, death doesn‘t represent an eternal 

peace, yet another force she constantly fights with as she is always interested in her 

resurrections which brings her more dark power that she carries with her from the dead, so 

she get to chance and hunt those who hurt her and turn them into ash. Here we see eternal 

peace and revenge the ideas differentiating Dickinson from Plath.    

 

The poem Edge also shows the poet‘s ego taking over and the poet sees her death as a way 

to show the world what it did to her. She considers death as a game (we can recall the lines 

―Dying is an art‖ taken from lady Lazarus). Her self-punishment and enjoyments show 

that she is unable to identify her-self apart from the object (person) she hopes to punish. 

Plath‘s narratives move from anger and hate to lack of inhibition then towards anger, 

unlike Dickinson she doesn‘t allow the painful dejections in silence, rather she fights, in 

ways she only knows which are self-torment.  

In Plath‘s poems, the poet‘s libido refuses to extend itself from the lost object and the pain 

which turns her expressions to erotic cynicism. She teases her audience with her body as it 

gets unwrapped and her scars are revealed. Due to these factors Plath is unable to love 
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anything and anyone that is outside her lost object. As she also consumes the children that 

are sucking on her empty breast like ―white serpents‖ 

 

Whether it is as a means of rescuing them or as a way of destroying them with her, the 

narrator in fear of losing the children in her death folded them back into her body. This 

shows her tendency to destroy any love relation she has with object that are outside her 

lost object as well as the love she feels as a mother. The threat of losing something else 

that is her own forces her to kill her own children and takes them with her which serves as 

a mirror into the poet‘s unconscious 

 

In Mad Girls love Song by Plath, I find a woman who is aware of her fixations and 

questioning and confusing the reality with the fantasy (dream). The 16
 
line poem is 

sections in 3 and 4 lines (at the end), where the narrator addresses someone who she is 

uncertain of his (her) existence.  

 

Lines such as ―I fancied you'd return the way you said,‖ (13) and ―But I grow old and I 

forget your name.‖ (14) show that the poet is mourning the loss of someone defined by 

herself.  Plath‘s loss of her father is incorporated in her poetry as Plath mourns the loss of 

her father who passed away when she was young and she fears that she will not be able to 

remember him as she grow older. Just like in Lady Lazarus, Sylvia addresses her lost 

father, yet she is also showing the regret she feels for being related to this person who is a 

symbol of pain and evil. (just like the German Nazi soldiers) In Mad Girls Love Song 

Plath describes her regret of loving this person in the lines ―should have loved a 

thunderbird instead;‖ which shows that she holds herself responsible and therefore she 

must be punished in total darkness as she ends the poem with ―I shut my eyes and all the 

world drops dead.‖ (15) and ―(I think I made you up inside my head.)"(16) stating the 

existence of her father being in her own mind, therefore making him her own creation. 

This means that she becomes one with him, a source of her pain. The end of the poem 

shows the narrator taking the world with her as the world dying with her which can be 

seen as a hint of her hostility which refuses to let go. She realizes although she can 

fantasize about detaching herself from the lost object, she is unable to which leads her to 

take a narcissistic identification and refuge in death, reliving her sadistic satisfaction in the 

death of the world. The repetition of ―I think I made you up inside my head‖ as well as the 
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repeated closing and opening of the eyes as the dejection of the world being destroyed and 

coming back to go through the darkness again is a symbol of her obsessive enjoyment of 

the pain and her neurosis believing the world to be worthless, empty (just like herself) and 

deserving of the pain she inflicts. As closing of the eyes also represent sleep and following 

Freud‘s interpretation of melancholia and suicide, the researcher is able to state that the 

poet‘s ego is totally impoverished showing the rigidity of her condition, being unable to 

resist the ego‘s wish to sleep and never wakeup.   

 

Sylvia Plath represents her manic depression in the poem as the loss of her father 

(Mourned object) being tranfered in a loss that is unable to be defined (Making her mind 

responsible for the creation of the object) therefore is creating an opposing forces of 

loving the lost object while also hating it.  By closing her eyes in the end the narrator 

(poet) becomes one with her creation who is dead and also a fragment of her existence.   

 

In her other poem Poppies In October, Plath mourns her loss and her existence with a tone 

which reflects her longing to die.  The undermining tone she used in ―Even the sun-clouds 

this morning cannot manage these skirts‖ shows that even love was not enough to make 

her see the light and replace her lost object. Plath‘s loss resides in her unconscious which 

can be Freud‘s definition of melancholic state. Her contrasting images of Light and dark 

(Sun and clouds; red and black, mourning and dawn) is a most distinctive ways in which 

the spirit of contradiction is represented (according to Freud) in melancholic literature.  

 

Her inability to mourn in the lack of sense of direction found in the poem (lines, stanzas, 

rhyme schemes) helps us comprehend that her loss rests in her unconscious and create her 

confusion and therefore she is unable to mourn. Rather, her melancholic mind unable to 

account for the sense of loss that is repressed in the unconscious, and therefore she could 

not be liberated from her melancholic state.  

 

What makes Plath‘s approach different from Dickinson‘s is her inability to mourn her loss 

and come into terms with it. Her ego splits from herself and became identified with the 

lost object as she represents herself, trying to kill what she hated about the lost object out 

of herself.  Unlike the mellow tone that is seen in the poems of Emily Dickinson, Plath‘s 

poems are filled with hostility, severe narcissism and self- hate that that is related to her 
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ego. Therefore, she can be seen as to having a bigger tendency to want to kill her-self in 

the process of killing the ambivalence of her ambivalently held object.  

 

We can see Plath‘s superego (This word makes it sound too psychology.) in linking the 

pain with the real world examples, disapproving the actions of the German soldiers 

whereas, at the same time making her lack of self-regard in the dyer seriousness of her 

pain. As Dickinson makes peace with her consequences, Plath enters into an internal 

warfare against whoever made her harm; this determination added to her defeated real self 

could be a reason that can lead her to suicide.  

 

Both poets incorporate erotic melancholia in their poem intentionally or not.  The 

difference lies in the fact that for Dickinson, Mourning serves as a way to deal with the 

pain of the lost thing (Object). She uses writing to detach the feelings and attachment she 

had with the lost object; she accepts the process is slow and need not to be rushed… 

 

She believes that something supernatural or other will erase the pain, and if that be death, 

she must wait for it. In addition she is still connected to the world, she hasn‘t gave up on 

everything. For instance; ―We passed the School, where Children strove‖ (Because I could 

not stop for Death, Line 9) Dickinson is still able to observe the outside world with me, 

even when she knows that her time here is limited and death will take up on the pain and 

erase it, until then she must wait. Whereas Sylvia uses lines like ―Each dead child coiled, a 

white serpent‖ letting the reader know everyone around her including her own children are 

causes for her grief. She believes that the beauty in the world is empty and there is nothing 

left for her. Looking this based on the approaches on Freud, I can say that Dickinson‘s 

poems are detached from the lost object and she is able to identify herself solely as herself; 

in Plath‘s case she is still attached to the lost object and the pain that causes to her. Plath 

believes that in order to kill the pain, she must kill herself.  

 

In the works of Dickinson, we can see her detaching herself, not only from the lost object 

but from death as well (which serves as companion in her poems) In the end of her poems, 

Dickinson is always by her self -waiting for eternity. Plath on the other hand keeps 

defining her pain and journey according to the lost self, which shows her attachment. 
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4.5 Life Instincts vs. Death instincts  

As Freud stated, Life and Death instincts apply to every human being, which is also clear 

in the works of the selected poets. Dickinson‘s poems are signifiers of both life and death, 

yet her works focus more on death. Her poems show narratives of inward impulses and 

self-destructive tendency and this can be seen in all (four) of the selected works. She is 

aware that death can be a destructive end, yet also knows that it could not be avoided, but 

is not in a rush towards it. For instance, in the first poem, which is Because I could not 

stop for Death, she portrays death as an embodiment of a man that is offering an invitation 

to a journey. She employs metaphors and symbols to create a gentle way of depicting 

death. She substitutes the frightening image of death with a more relatable romantic image 

making its arrival as a metaphoric release of stress and leisure that is able to rescue her 

from pain. She shows that life does continue in the world even if she is leaving life.  

Children continue to play and plants continue to grow, as well as the sun continues to 

come back after it sets on her.  

 

Dickinson through her protective instinct and hopes the life of others to continue. She 

approaches the subject of death philosophically and religiously by defining it as a 

beginning of another life which leads to eternity. We can see this in the following lines 

―As all the Heavens were a Bell,‖(13) and ―And Being, but an Ear,‖(14) 

 

She defines her death as a calling that is sent for her from heaven. She believes it is her 

final destiny in which she must enjoy taking the journey slowly and still aware of the 

world in its true form.  Dickinson doesn‘t take pride in her death but she sees herself as a 

traveler who has no power of shifting her fate or the fate of the world.  

 

Her awareness of the destructiveness of death is expressed in the following lines as; ―The 

Dews drew quivering and Chill ‖– the metaphors indicate the coldness of body as well as 

tears represented by the dews. The frozen symbol of the dead body takes over the poem. It 

is empty and cold  

She feels the coldness of death, as her gown and head coverings are unable to protect her 

which can represent the revealing of the self as she is, her scars, her sins are seen through, 

yet she doesn‘t try to turn back as she knows she will be judged against her sins.    
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In the journey she releases her stress and worries into the carriage for she believes in the 

―civility‖ of death. She is transported to her grave by her companion and she accepts that 

as her end. 

 

She is uncertain of the path that awaits her after death, yet her guesses lie ―toward 

Eternity‖.  (How do you know this?)  Line 24 of the poem is sectioned in quadrant stanzas 

from the beginning which shows the restriction and control the poet has while her way of 

eliminating other entities from the scene as she inters in a depth of silence shows the 

poet‘s mellow approach; which also becomes a metaphor for vanishing of any regrets and 

aggression that could be repressed in the poet‘s unconscious.  

 

The sound pattern in the poem also decreases, as she rides through playing children in 

―recess‖ (which also represent the missing of the past, childhood time which holds less 

pain than adulthood) and as she passes the field of gain gazing towards her as the wind 

takes over and the sun ―sets‖ shows the poet‘s acceptance of adulthood, pain and 

disappointment. In addition to this, the image of the narrator standing and observing the 

details of the grave as ―swelling on the ground‖, the roof, the cornice, shows her hesitation 

to rush as in with no ―hast‖ to enter her grave and disappear.  

 

In addition to these, the positive connotation of life the poet maintains through the poem, 

the l ack of repetition compulsion, aggression and sado-masochism identifies the poet with 

balanced life instincts over death instincts.  

 

Dickinson in her other poem My Life had stood-a Loaded Gun,  separates herself and the 

loaded gun with a dash showing the death instincts that is standing against herself. She 

separates herself from death as well as describing how her death instincts are parts of her 

life in which she waits for the gun to go off and her owner to come and carry her away.  

She waits in a corner for the day of the owner‘s coming. This entails just like her other 

poems, the lack of urgency to die, as well as the soft approach the poet uses to represent 

death. In addition to that her representation of the ―owner‖ (3) is evidence to her religious 

views of God taking her away from the world to where eternity awaits her. Dickinson‘s 

death instinct takes over the tome of the poem, with Id reviving the aggression that is 

repressed, balancing over her life instincts.  
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Dickinson, not certain of the hell of heaven that she will find after death, makes her peace 

with (What do you mean by the hell of heaven?) both the God and Devil. Her owner who 

rescued her from life becomes her companion in killing. She relates to the erotic pain she 

feels with the release of a gun that feels like an eruption of a volcano which shows her 

libido is still linked with her death instincts, in addition to her tendency to destroy the 

world in order to release herself. Following the theories of Freud, I can say that her 

destructive descriptions and her satisfactory smile, happening as darkness takes over and 

control everything can be taken as her Thanatos tendencies (death instincts) weighing 

down on her. Dickinson continues her journey and finds herself guarding her ―Master‘s 

Head‖ getting into her submissive ways and she still find herself defeated and resting in 

her grave. Dickinson appears to be possessed by a power which couldn‘t get defined even 

by her as love or hate; this is evident in her descriptions of pain and pleasure, Master and 

Slave relationships as well as her determination in protecting her Master or in willingly 

submitting to her rescuer. However, the poet is able to manage aggressions and narcissism 

showing the balanced life and death instincts. I would also like to add that Dickinson‘s 

choices of male companions and romantic imageries can be evidences of her morbid 

obsessions with lovers and the idea of love which can be taken as Life instinct.  

 

In There‘s a certain Slant of light, Dickinson capitalizes ―Slant‖ emphasizing on the 

imbalance she feels in the world. She describes pain as heavenly as she considered herself 

as a victim of the social and religious therefore she highlighted her pessimistic, sad and 

lonely concept in her poem. However, she is also bound by these cultural, social and 

religious boundaries, therefore is trying not to challenge them too much.  

She represents the mellow feeling that is created in winter afternoons where light barely 

enters the room and describes the depressing mood created due to that, symbolizing her 

depression and mental heft comparing it to the weight of the ―cathedral tunes‖(4). 

 

The above lines show Dickinson‘s belief in the eternal world, where her questions get 

answered, and her disappointment and pain are healed. She once again believes in the 

power of healing that comes forth after death. She describes its power as ―When it comes, 

the Landscape listens –‖, ―Shadows – hold their breath –‖. In her poem, Dickinson mourns 
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swiftly as the oppressing forces takes over here growing force and shaking everything to 

finally subside into a low, soft corner before disappearing on ―the look of death‖.    

 

In Plath‘s case her poems consist of more aggressive, narcissistic imageries than 

Dickinson. If we take one of the most known of her poems Lady Lazarus, we find a very 

complicated, frightening and sad poem which shows the seriousness of mental illness, 

depression and suicide. The narrator‘s dedication for years to take her own life and the 

grotesque images the poet serves us with along the angry tone that takes over the poem, 

we can see Plath being consumed by her death instincts. The narrator even through life is 

represented dead as her neurotic and erotic obsessions lie only on death.   

 

Plath represents the world as a place where there is nothing to love or fight for; she 

represents everyone as an enemy and out to get her. Her narcissism and anger are the 

symbols to Freud‘s definition of Death instincts. Her internalized death instincts are 

aiming toward self-destruction as she sees herself vanishing.  

 

Unlike that of Dickinson, Plath possesses the urgency of wanting to end life.  

Plath also directs her eroticism and aggression toward the external world. She calls the 

unwrapping of her body a strip tease considering it as a way to entertain the crowd. This 

leads us to believe as the female figure, no matter what she goes through (even as she is 

drained and left to be skin and bones) the crowd will only see her as a sexual being and 

nothing else which might have led her to expressing hatred towards society as a whole.  

 

Unlike most woman, Plath is seen to describe herself as a grotesque creation with sadistic 

images which are the fractions of the sexual elements derived from her aggression which 

captures her sexual object and is a part of her sexual instincts.  

 

I believe that ―Edge‖, another poem by Sylvia is a mirror of the life and thoughts of the 

poet herself. She shows herself as she hangs on the edge of life trying to decide whether 

she should stick with life or die. Plath‘s style of writing is also a symbol of her state of 

mind as the poem sectioned in stanzas of two jumps from unfinished thoughts of 2
nd

 

stanzas to the beginning of the next. This poem is a perfect example to Freud‘s notion of 

Life‘s aim being death, as well as the equal forces of life and death instincts.   
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Plath uses the metaphors of the Greek goddess necessity as she calls the woman ―The 

illusion of a Greek necessity‖ in the fourth stanza mentioning the Greek goddess who is 

believed to have possessed the ability of mass destruction. In relating to that image, Plath 

is describing herself capable of destroying everything she loves and believes in.    

 

In ―Mad Girls Love Song‖ describes her feelings of regret, disappointment, shame, loss 

and anger towards the person she loved and sinned with as well as herself.  Her repetition 

of the lines ―I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead‖ serves the contradiction in the 

poem which shows the poet as strong and defeated at the same time. Although she 

believes the world possesses the bad memories of her prior experience in addition to the 

loss that came to be unbearable, Plath keeps opening her eyes to face her fears, till finally 

she succumbs under her death instincts and decide to close her eyes, once and for all.   

 

Plath‘s style of writing in Poppies In October stands out from her other works in his 

limited lines and a more subtle sound. Out of all her works, this poem offers similar subtly 

manipulated tones that are used by Dickinson.  

 

The poem can be taken as a perfect outlet of life and death instincts as the woman 

describes the contrasting images of life and death. The poet depicts her lessening interest 

of life as she slowly drives us to her fetal death.   Beginning with the title, Sylvia choses 

poppies (big petal red flowers with black center) to express her passions, aggressions and 

darkness residing in her unconscious.  

 

Plath‘s aggressive approach that is prominent in previously analyzed works gets a grip in 

Poppies In October.  The poem serves as an outlet to an account of depression and death 

wish. The use of flowers shows her life instincts (Eros) with the interest of the 

preservation of life of the specious. Her choice of poppies which are red, represent her 

passions and pleasures in her pain.  

 

She depicts that the flowers are present in October against all odds of the season which she 

states are the gifts of love yet they are unwelcomed or unasked for. She is not happy that 

she is still alive as her body weakens and inhibitions lowered. Her use of the phrase ―Sun-
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clouds‖ is a representation of her happy days who still are covered in depression clouding 

over her momentary joys. Unlike her other poems Plath doesn‘t appear angry yet tired of 

everything. As opposed to her other works, here she feels love towards someone yet she 

knows this love is forbidden as it is ―unasked‖ for by the supernatural. She believes this 

relation is sinful therefore it takes away the joy she feels and shades dark clouds over it. 

She sounds as if she regrets getting the gift which ignited the wish to die. She describes 

wounded images that are bleeding and are in pain. In addition the poem jumps from one 

image to the other showing the off-balance state of the writer. Her religious tendencies 

appear as she express her interest in the afterlife is shown in the ―Poppies‖ that looking on 

to the sky. However her sins are blocking her from the eternal light.  Plath is longing for 

her death as she leads lifeless state of life and years for a tension free ending. Her life 

instincts appear defeated as the love, caring, nurturing tendencies are defeated by 

helplessness and destruction.  

 

 

 

 

  

Conclusion  

We can apply different perspectives, methods and theories to literary texts. Therefore, this 

study has attempted to analyze and interpret the works of Emily Dickinson and Sylvia 

Plath adopting the views and theories of Freud‘s Psychoanalytic literary theories. 

Psychoanalytic approach is used to do a comparative analysis of the works of the two 

poets putting emphasis on their life and death representations and depression. 

Psychoanalysis is applied as an analytical tool with the assumptions that it can be helpful 

in the explication of the poet‘s tendencies, neurosis and meanings between the obvious 

lines.   

 

This chapter puts light on the findings and conclusions of the study. The researcher found 

out that the poets concentrate on specifically despair, hopelessness and death. The specific 

social relations and effects, repressed childhood memories and oedipal instincts and the 

battle between their id, ego and superego can be taken as the influences of their 

perspectives on life and death. 
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Both Dickinson and Plath provide their own depiction of life and death. Sometimes these 

depictions are negative and pessimistic. They describe life as a ream filled with lack of 

love, sadness, loneliness and the need to die in their works which represent a negative 

outlook on life. They both show oedipal instincts, sense of mourning and melancholia, 

defeated ego as well as internalized aggression (in different levels).  

 

Both Dickinson and Plath wrote about their perspectives of life but more about death by 

personalizing and personifying it in their works. They served their death instincts better 

than their eagerness to live. They represented death as a necessary final ending which 

serves as both a relaxing relief as well as a well-deserved punishment for their sins. They 

both expressed erotic connections to a lost object. However, Dickinson mourns an 

abstraction more than a defined object while Plath defines her connection to her lost object 

while getting lost in the sadness and she, also becomes a part of an abstraction that is 

mourned, lost, loved and hated.  

 

Dickinson used poetry as a way to heal and come to terms with her neurosis by using 

gentle ways of expressing her repression while Plath‘s aggressive depiction of life as well 

as death represent the level of complication in her neurosis showing the imbalance 

between her life and death instincts.  

 

Dickinson shows her grasp in life through her restricted yet relaxed style of writing, 

following certain rhyme schemes and rules while the scattered style of Plath‘s writing as 

well as unconventional stanzas and rhyme schemes show how lost she is herself.  

 

Dickinson brings out the paradox of love and her rejection to it representing her depiction 

of love and its superficial tendencies and failure falling to sustain her into believing in life. 

However, it is also a source of pleasure and fulfillment in some cases. Dickinson, due to 

her Christian ideals metaphorically shows the meanings of life and death representing God 

as her savior relieving the fear of death as well as the uncertainty. This also comes back to 

shake her from her core as she fears the consequences of her forbidden erotic pleasures in 

which she tries to take homage towards hell and befriend Setan. Dickinson unlike Plath 

believes in the certainty of death, she knows there is no way to resurrect herself into the 

same state that she was in life. Therefore, she tries to balance her urges, balance her urges 
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of power with her tendency to fall over and submit to the abstract power which is 

oppressing over her. Her anger and hate are repressed and she mourns her loses in order to 

come to terms with it and eventually replace it with something new.  

 

In the works of Plath, we see sadistic angry images of woman. For instance a woman 

perfecting her death and smiling with accomplishment holding her dead children in each 

hand; a woman who enjoys the cuts and scars in her body entertaining an audience with 

her pain as well as taking pleasure from it; a woman who resurrects herself from the dead 

to punish all men. These are evidences of the high level of aggression erotic attachment to 

the death drive. Unlike Dickinson, Plath doesn‘t mask and withhold feelings with 

metaphors and symbols. Rather she refuses to withhold her pessimism, narcissism and 

makes explicit accusations to the world. She holds the world responsible for the pain it 

causes her. She represent life as a poor and empty and completely detaches her ego from 

it. Her tendencies of destruction take pleasure in the pain of herself, as well as other. She 

doesn‘t completely submit to anything and anyone. Rather she fights in the only way she 

knows which is punishing herself for allowing it to happen in the first place. Unlike 

Dickinson, Plath is not sentimental nor doesn‘t carry the weight of Christianity. Instead 

she questions and rejects it. In Dickinson‘s poems, we can see a ―Slant‖ of hope; although 

imperfect and pained, it still gives her few reasons to wake up another day. Whereas Plath 

is consumed in destruction.  

 

Concerning psychoanalysis, despite the criticism that is being raised against Freud‘s 

theories the researcher strongly believes in the relevance of his techniques in 

understanding the depth of the writer‘s psyche as well as in extracting meaning from a 

written work. Therefore, the appropriation of the Freudian Psychoanalytic method of 

analysis is hoped to richly describe the recurrent themes that are manifested in the selected 

works as well as serve as looking glasses into the poet‘s neurosis.  

 

The researcher hopes to be able to put forth a small contribution to other researchers and 

students in understanding literary theories and literature in general as well as shade a light 

on the seriousness of mental health issues which are identifies yet over looked in our 

society.   
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It is also the researcher‘s belief that the work of depressed poets such as Sylvia Plath 

cannot be fully understood without employing a psychological approach in a detailed 

analysis. As implied earlier, this study is not complete but hopefully be able to intrigue 

curiosity on other researcher‘s as well as show the potential of the theories used 

motivating them to adjust their own ways of understanding these particular works, other 

poems or any literary materials. Therefore, further researches specially by incorporating 

the social, religious and political components of the epoch in which the poets lived in 

could be profitable to study the ways particular poets use language as well as to contribute 

to the overall development of poetry and literature.  
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Appendix I-   Selected Poems of Emily Dickinson  

 

1. I felt a Funeral, in my Brain 

I felt a Funeral, in my Brain, 

And Mourners to and fro 

Kept treading - treading - till it seemed 

That Sense was breaking through - 

 

And when they all were seated, 

A Service, like a Drum - 

Kept beating - beating - till I thought 

My mind was going numb - 

 

And then I heard them lift a Box 

And creak across my Soul 

With those same Boots of Lead, again, 

Then Space - began to toll, 

 

As all the Heavens were a Bell, 

And Being, but an Ear, 

And I, and Silence, some strange Race, 
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Wrecked, solitary, here - 

 

And then a Plank in Reason, broke, 

And I dropped down, and down - 

And hit a World, at every plunge, 

And Finished knowing- then 

 

2. Because I could not stop for Death  

Because I could not stop for Death – 

He kindly stopped for me – 

The Carriage held but just Ourselves – 

And Immortality. 

 

We slowly drove – He knew no haste 

And I had put away 

My labor and my leisure too, 

For His Civility – 

 

We passed the School, where Children strove 

At Recess – in the Ring – 

We passed the Fields of Gazing Grain – 

We passed the Setting Sun – 

 

Or rather – He passed Us – 

The Dews drew quivering and Chill – 

For only Gossamer, my Gown – 

My Tippet – only Tulle – 

 

We paused before a House that seemed 

A Swelling of the Ground – 

The Roof was scarcely visible – 

The Cornice – in the Ground – 

 

Since then – 'tis Centuries – and yet 

Feels shorter than the Day 

I first surmised the Horses' Heads 

Were toward Eternity – 

 

3. My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun  

My Life had stood - a Loaded Gun - 

In Corners - till a Day 
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The Owner passed - identified - 

And carried Me away - 

 

And now We roam in Sovereign Woods - 

And now We hunt the Doe - 

And every time I speak for Him 

The Mountains straight reply - 

 

And do I smile, such cordial light 

Opon the Valley glow - 

It is as a Vesuvian face 

Had let it‘s pleasure through - 

 

And when at Night - Our good Day done - 

I guard My Master‘s Head - 

‗Tis better than the Eider Duck‘s 

Deep Pillow - to have shared - 

 

To foe of His - I‘m deadly foe - 

None stir the second time - 

On whom I lay a Yellow Eye - 

Or an emphatic Thumb - 

 

Though I than He - may longer live 

He longer must - than I - 

For I have but the power to kill, 

Without - the power to die – 

 

 

4. There’s a certain Slant of light  

There‘s a certain Slant of light, 

Winter Afternoons – 

That oppresses, like the Heft 

Of Cathedral Tunes – 

 

Heavenly Hurt, it gives us – 

We can find no scar, 

But internal difference – 

Where the Meanings, are – 

 

Surmised  
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None may teach it – Any – 

‗Tis the seal Despair – 

An imperial affliction 

Sent us of the Air – 

 

When it comes, the Landscape listens – 

Shadows – hold their breath – 

When it goes, ‘tis like the Distance 

On the look of Death 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix II- Selected Poems of Sylvia Plath  

 

1. Lady Lazarus  

I have done it again. 

One year in every ten 

I manage it—— 

 

A sort of walking miracle, my skin 

Bright as a Nazi lampshade, 

My right foot 

 

A paperweight, 

My face a featureless, fine 

Jew linen. 

 

Peel off the napkin 

O my enemy. 

Do I terrify?—— 

 

The nose, the eye pits, the full set of teeth? 

The sour breath 

Will vanish in a day. 
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Soon, soon the flesh 

The grave cave ate will be 

At home on me 

 

And I a smiling woman. 

I am only thirty. 

And like the cat I have nine times to die. 

 

This is Number Three. 

What a trash 

To annihilate each decade. 

 

What a million filaments. 

The peanut-crunching crowd 

Shoves in to see 

 

Them unwrap me hand and foot—— 

The big strip tease. 

Gentlemen, ladies 

 

These are my hands 

My knees. 

I may be skin and bone, 

 

Nevertheless, I am the same, identical woman. 

The first time it happened I was ten. 

It was an accident. 

 

The second time I meant 

To last it out and not come back at all. 

I rocked shut 

 

As a seashell. 

They had to call and call 

And pick the worms off me like sticky pearls. 

 

 

Dying 

Is an art, like everything else. 

I do it exceptionally well. 

 

I do it so it feels like hell. 

I do it so it feels real. 

I guess you could say I‘ve a call. 
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It‘s easy enough to do it in a cell. 

It‘s easy enough to do it and stay put. 

It‘s the theatrical 

 

Comeback in broad day 

To the same place, the same face, the same brute 

Amused shout: 

 

‗A miracle!‘ 

That knocks me out. 

There is a charge 

 

For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge 

For the hearing of my heart—— 

It really goes. 

 

And there is a charge, a very large charge 

For a word or a touch 

Or a bit of blood 

 

Or a piece of my hair or my clothes. 

So, so, Herr Doktor. 

So, Herr Enemy. 

 

I am your opus, 

I am your valuable, 

The pure gold baby 

 

That melts to a shriek. 

I turn and burn. 

Do not think I underestimate your great concern. 

 

Ash, ash— 

You poke and stir. 

Flesh, bone, there is nothing there—— 

 

A cake of soap, 

A wedding ring, 

A gold filling. 

 

Herr God, Herr Lucifer 

Beware 

Beware. 
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Out of the ash 

I rise with my red hair 

And I eat men like air. 

 

1. Edge  

The woman is perfected. 

Her dead 

 

Body wears the smile of accomplishment, 

The illusion of a Greek necessity 

 

Flows in the scrolls of her toga, 

Her bare 

 

Feet seem to be saying: 

We have come so far, it is over. 

 

Each dead child coiled, a white serpent, 

One at each little 

 

Pitcher of milk, now empty. 

She has folded 

 

Them back into her body as petals 

Of a rose close when the garden 

 

Stiffens and odors bleed 

From the sweet, deep throats of the night flower. 

 

The moon has nothing to be sad about, 

Staring from her hood of bone. 

 

She is used to this sort of thing. 

Her blacks crackle and drag. 

 

3. Mad Girl's Love Song  

"I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead; 

I lift my lids and all is born again. 

(I think I made you up inside my head.) 

 

The stars go waltzing out in blue and red, 

And arbitrary blackness gallops in: 

I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead. 
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I dreamed that you bewitched me into bed 

And sung me moon-struck, kissed me quite insane. 

(I think I made you up inside my head.) 

 

God topples from the sky, hell's fires fade: 

Exit seraphim and Satan's men: 1 

I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead. 

 

I fancied you'd return the way you said, 

But I grow old and I forget your name. 

(I think I made you up inside my head.) 

 

 

I should have loved a thunderbird instead; 

At least when spring comes they roar back again. 

I shut my eyes and all the world drops dead. 

(I think I made you up inside my head.)" 

 

 

4. Poppies in October  

Even the sun-clouds this morning cannot manage 

such skirts. 

Nor the woman in the ambulance 

Whose red heart blooms through her coat so 

astoundingly ---- 

 

A gift, a love gift 

Utterly unasked for 

By a sky 

 

Palely and flamily 

Igniting its carbon monoxides, by eyes 

Dulled to a halt under bowlers. 

 

O my God, what am I 

That these late mouths should cry open 

In a forest of frost, in a dawn of cornflowers. 

 

 

 

 

 


