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ABSTRACT 

Gender Issues in the Early Poetry of Ted Hughes 

Ted Hughes is a major 20
th

 century English poet, critic, dramatist and short writer. In the world of his poetry, 

Hughes appears to be an advocate of the feminist movement. In order to work along the feministic lines, Hughes 

drew insights from Lacan‟s concept of „the symbolic order,‟ Ferdinand de Saussure‟s linguistic theory, and 

Freud‟s notion of „Oedipus Complex.‟ In a number of poems, Ted Hughes not only criticizes the patriarchal 

dominance but also attempts to upgrade the female principle which has been denied its rightful place in the 

society. Many of his poems are a critique of the marriage system. Marriage, in the eyes of feminists, is no more 

than a farce which has given a slave-like disposition to a woman. The perverted marriage system gives impetus 

to the hierarchical dichotomy of powerful male and submissive female. Hughes‟ feminist approach does not 

only exploit the widely acclaimed male-female opposition but his vision is also informed by another related 

dichotomy-God and Goddess.      
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Gender Issues in the Early Poetry of Ted Hughes 

       Feminism, which has rightly been called a “woman‟s movement,”
i
 has largely informed the literary 

minds of the modern scenario. Ted Hughes, a major 20
th

 century English poet, critic, dramatist and short story 

writer, appears to be a great advocate of the feminist movement in one way or the other. The entire corpus of his 

poetry is an endeavour to make a feminist inquiry into the social and metaphysical order of the Western world. 

Ted Hughes drew insights from Lacan‟s concept of „the symbolic order,‟ Ferdinand de Saussure‟s linguistic 

theory, and Freud‟s notion of „Oedipus Complex.‟ In Lacan‟s opinion, „the symbolic order‟ refers to the 

logically constructed hierarchies in the Western culture which are “constructed by language.” Within this 

symbolic order “subjectivity, identity and sexuality are constructed by language - girl and boy enter the 

symbolic order differently.”
ii
 Male and female are so placed in the symbolic order that it formed a patriarchal 

hierarchy in which language plays a major role. Language itself is a product of a patriarchal system. It is so 

produced and organized that it supports male power and marginalizes women. Lucy Irigaray affirms that “[a] 

language that presents itself as universal and which is in fact produced by men only, is this not what maintains 

the alienation and exploitation of women in and by society.”
iii

 Man enjoys power because he is in possession of 

what Lacan calls “phallus” which a woman lacks. Phallus here is not just a body organ but “the cultural sign of 

masculinity”
iv
 and “stands for the authority of the Law, the patriarchal social order.”

v
 The Western culture is 

phallocenric in nature. It gives a predefined place to man and woman, determines their status and governs their 

relationship to each other.  

        In a number of poems, Ted Hughes not only criticizes the patriarchal dominance but also attempts to 

upgrade the female principle which has been denied its rightful place in the society. The poem, „Secretary‟, is a 

critique of male monopoly and servile submissiveness of women living in a patriarchal set-up. Having 

internalized the male-oriented social and moral laws, women have ignored or rather suppressed their on vital 

energies, their creative powers, and the very life-force. Herein, Hughes is indirectly voicing what G. B. Shaw 
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has done in his plays, particularly Man and Superman, by introducing the concept of a new woman in continuity 

with the Life-Force. With this vision of the woman with the Life-Force, Hughes satirize the secretary who lives 

a mechanical life “like a clockwork mouse” which is programmed by the patriarchal laws. The last part of the 

poem best portrays the woman‟s self-denial under the patriarchal threat: 

              For father and brother, and a delicate supper cooks: 

              Goes to bed early, shuts out with the light 

              Her thirty years, shuts out with the light, 

              Hiding her lovely eyes until day break. 

                            (The Hawk in the Rain
vi
: „Secretary,‟ 21) 

The poem, „Her Husband‟, highlights arrogance of a husband and the marginalized status of a wife. The 

husband in this poem behaves as if he is superior to his wife by making her realize the importance of money and 

his own importance in being the bread winner. He “deliberately” grimes “the sink” and “the towels” in order to 

make her “Learn with scrubbing brush and scrubbing board,” how hard it is to earn money. Male arrogance and 

the subordinate position of the female are particularly highlighted in these lines: 

                  …He‟ll humble her 

            With new light on her obligations. 

            The fried, woody chips, kept warm two hours in the oven, 

            Are only part of her answer. 

            Hearing the rest, he slams them to the fire back 

                                       (Wodwo
vii

: „Her Husband,‟ 148) 

For Feminists, marriage is no more than farce which denies woman her autonomy, and has given her a slave-like 

disposition. Being a husband, man confirms his dominant position in the domestic sphere while wife is nothing 

but an imposture of passivity, servility and subjugation. Marriage in the symbolic order is conceived as a 

contract which determines the subjectivity of a wife along the set criteria of the patriarchal laws. According to 

Lacan, as quoted by Dorothy Leland, “Woman is introduced into the symbolic pact of marriage as an object of 

exchange along basically androcentric and patriarchal lines. Thus, the woman is engaged in an order of 

exchange in which she is an object…”
viii

 Hence, perverted marriage system gives impetus to the hierarchical 

dichotomy of powerful male and submissive female. This opposition is also called a “binary opposition” by the 

French feminist Helene Cixous. In an essay entitled „Castration or Decapitation,‟ she says: 

It‟s the the classic opposition, dualist and hierarchical. Man woman automatically means great / 

small, superior / inferior…means high or low, means Nature / History, means transformation / 

inertia. In fact every theory of culture, every theory of society, the whole conglomeration of 

symbolic systems everything that is, that‟s spoken, everything that acts on us -- it is all ordered 

around hierarchical opposition that can only be sustained by means of a defiance posed by cultural 

discourse as „normal‟.”
ix

 

       Hughes exploits Freud‟s notion of the Oedipus Complex in order to highlight how the phallic order of 

the world has suppressed one‟s instinctive and natural relationship with the mother or the female principle. 

According to Freud‟s Oedipus Complex, a male child is instinctively inclined towards its mother. As the child 
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grows, it gradually gets its desire suppressed under the phallic threat and starts identifying with the father in 

order to acquire a civilized, acceptable self. In the view of Julia Kristeva, these suppressed desires live in a 

repressed state in „the chora‟ or „receptacle‟ and return at some moment causing “disruption of the rational, 

symbolic flow” of the Western patriarchal set-up. Poems such as „Crow and Mama,‟ „Oedipus Crow,‟ and „Song 

for Phallus‟ are a reworking of the Oedipus theme. The Oedipus myth is fully exploited in „Song for a Phallus‟. 

Reworking the Oedipus story along the Freudian lines, the poem dramatizes the mother -son relationship. The 

poem opens in a light jocular manner with father‟s attempt to undermine the natural bond between mother and 

son:  

                    There was a boy was Oedipus 

                    Stuck in his Mummy‟s belly 

                    His Dadd‟yd walled the exit-up 

                    He was a Horrible fella (Crow
x
: „Song for a Phallus‟) 

When the father becomes aware of the prophesy that he will be killed by his own son Oedipus, he “took that 

howling brat/He tied its legs in crooked knots / And threw it to the cat.” Oedipus, who survives, comes to know 

about the prophesy. Hughes makes use of the sphinx‟s riddle to represent the mystery of life which Oedipus has 

to solve. The answer of the riddle is man‟s life in terms of its movement towards death. By solving the riddle, 

Oedipus is inside the cycle of birth, death and rebirth which is governed by the mother, the female principle.    

     In keeping with the view that the cultural hierarchies are structured through the medium of language, 

Hughes endeavors to emphasize the incapacity of language to establish truth in a number of poems. Such as 

„The Man Seeking Experience Enquires His Way of a Drop of Water,‟ „A Disaster,‟ „The Battle of Osfrontalis,‟ 

and „Crow Goes Hunting.‟ Before entering the symbolic order, that is, a realm of language, an infant lives in a 

“semiotic order,”
xi

 as suggested by Julia Kristeva, where she/he is not governed by language but by natural 

instincts and lives in connection with the mother figure. This is illustrated in the poem „The Man Seeking 

Experience…” wherein the droplet acts like an infant and is not capable of speaking, hence represents the 

pre-linguistic stage. Hughes advocates this stage as he believes that reality does not exist within the network of 

language. It foregrounds and background things in a motivated way. This is reinforced in the poem „A Disaster.‟ 

Words, which have grown out of patriarchal culture, create only an illusion of reality. Words like „civilization,‟ 

„science,‟ „progress,‟ and „productivity‟ displace an unspeakable reality. Language itself is so formulated and 

structured that it vocalizes only what is patriarchal and logocentric. In another poem of similar significance „The 

Battle of Osfrontalis‟ (from Crow), Hughes shows how language has fooled mankind. The poem reinforces the 

idea that the system of language is hollow, meaningless and has no relationship with reality because it has 

suppressed the female principle-- the bigger reality. In „Crow Goes Hunting,‟ the crow which represents the 

humanity at large is seen making a vain attempt to the understand the mystery in Nature through the medium of 

language. The crow tries to understand the meaning of the hare but he fails as the hare keeps changing its form. 

Through this central metaphor of the hare, Hughes tries to reinforce what Ferdinand de Saussure has emphasized 

that “…there is no inherent connection between a word and what it designates.”
xii

 The relationship between 

word and its meaning is arbitrary in nature.  
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     Hughes‟ feminist approach does not only exploit the widely acclaimed male-female opposition but his 

vision is also informed by another related dichotomy- God and Goddess. Working along the feministic lines, 

Hughes highlights the division between the male principle and the female principle each representing different 

culture and metaphysical system. Hughes advocates an irrational, instinctive life with which the Goddess is 

associated as opposed to the God-centered puritan christian world. Nature, which occupies the major part of 

Hughes‟ poetic cosmos, is primarily a reflection of the the feminine deity affecting the larger processes of life, 

death, creation and destruction. The idea goes to the pre-Christian pagan religions with its focus on the Goddess 

at the centre of the world of Nature. Helen A, Berger opines:  

…pre-Christian communities lived in balance with nature because they revered it, seeing it as a 

manifestation of the goddess. Similarly, the worship in old Pagan communities of goddess as 

well as gods is believed to have resulted in a woman being considered equal, if not superior to 

men.
xiii

 

Man and woman, God and Goddess emerges as two warring principles in his poetry. The Goddess revengefully 

threatens the phallic world in a number of poems by Ted Hughes. „Witches‟ is one such poem wherein the poet 

shows threatening face of the female principle with an aim to bring disruption in the patriarchal set-up. The 

witches here manifest the Goddess of Hell bringing in death and destruction upon the face of the world. Here, 

one is reminded of the witches in Shakespeare‟s play Macbeth. According to Hughes, “…the witches and Lady 

Macbeth (in other words the Female) appear as the queen of Hell”
xiv

 revengefully practicing deceit and 

deception against the rational, patriarchal world of Duncan, Banquo and Macbeth. The demonic and venomous 

face of the Goddess is again revealed in another equally important poem „Cleopatra to the Asp.‟ Cleopatra, who 

is here perceived as the Goddess of the Underworld or Hell, causes death and destruction of male figures such as 

Augustas, Caeser, Pompey, and Antony because they all represent the phallic world        Working through 

male-female and God-Goddess dichotomies, his poetry finally establishes the belief that the male principle and 

female principle represent the whole of Nature and they work in harmony with each other, maintaining balance 

in the cosmos. This balance was disturbed after the emergence of Christianity which Hughes tries to restore 

through his poetry by undermining the patriarchal metaphysical system of the western society on the one hand 

and by reviving the feminine aspect of Nature on the other.  
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