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Anger in the Later Poetry of Adrienne Rich 
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Abstract 

Adrienne Rich's candid poetry in the 1950s and 60s elicited conflicting reactions from readers 

and critics. Because of the authentic way in which her poems delve into emotions, some critics 

had a positive opinion of her poetry. Nonetheless, some critics contended that this woman's 

poetry was compromised by her emotions rather than being poetry itself. Assuming that 

emotions lack a cerebral component, the critics in both instances pass judgment on the character 

of emotion in poetry and its importance. This paper starts from the premise that emotions have 

a cognitive component and play a crucial role in the cognitive shaping of Rich's poetry. There 

has not been much discussion of Rich's use of emotions to illuminate her poetry up until now. 

This article argues that Rich's poetry's portrayal of emotion reveals her cognitive responses to 

particular events. By dissecting the poetry of this female poet, one can observe how the 

individual emotions shaped the poetry's structure as well as the spirit and cognitive dimension 

of emotion. The aim of this paper is to shed light on the character and function of anger in Rich's 

poetry, specifically examining how it functions as a cognitive "shaping" mechanism that gives 

her poetry its logic and meaning. 

Keywords: Adrienne Rich; emotions; cognitive component; anger. 

 

1- Introduction 

       "As the twenty-first century begins, the ambiguous legacy of confessional poetry persists 

in its influence over many American poets and it inspires ambivalent responses from critics, 

readers, and sometimes the poets themselves," stated David Graham and Kate Sontag in a 2001 

article (p.2). Confessional poetry emerged as a result of significant public unrest in America in 

the 1950s and 1960s. This unease about what poetry ought to be was prevalent in the post-war 

era, particularly among female writers. Women like Adrienne Rich not only critiqued what they 

saw as a patriarchal society, but also connected deeply and sympathized with the victims of the 

Jewish people. Critics disagree because of the poet's infusion of her emotions into her poetry. 

Of course, political criticism of her poetry was not entirely unfounded. Society was alarmed by 

the animosity toward the suburban Jew at this time. Rich expressed her displeasure with the 

treatment of Jews in Germany during World War Two and in post-war America through her 

poetry. She asserted that she had a Jewish affinity. She also conveyed emotion regarding the 

treatment of Jews in her poems. Most of her poetry is based on her experiences as a woman, 

including the Holocaust. 

      Rich included a different set of contextual concerns, namely the dynamics between the 

sexes, in her poetry. The change in gender norms was arguably one of the most significant 

factors influencing post-war American cultural experiences. Many married white middle-class 
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women who were working during World War II were reluctant to give up their jobs and the 

financial independence that came with being employed after the war. Prominent personalities, 

with the support of state propaganda initiatives, encouraged these women to return to their 

traditional roles as wives and mothers. Broadly speaking, we could say that the general belief—

especially held by men—was that, in a nation impacted by war, technology, and cultural shift, 

normalcy would return if the wives and mothers stayed at home in the kitchen and baked 

cookies. During this period, psychoanalysis was also becoming more and more accepted in 

America. Misogynists within this professional community believed that a woman was 

incomplete if her role as a wife and mother did not complete her. Because of political 

propaganda that blamed career women for various social ills, including juvenile delinquency 

and homosexuality, women, especially working women, were blamed for everything that was 

considered unacceptable in post-World War II America (Friedan, 1965). In addition, Friedan 

(1965) compared the situation facing American women at this time to that of being in a 

"comfortable concentration camp"—one that was impoverished, mentally oppressive, and 

physically opulent. 

       Adrienne Rich's writings reveal the frustration and despair that women felt in the 1950s 

and 60s as they attempted to overcome the sense of powerlessness brought on by the 

predominately male discourse in a large portion of contemporary literature. Rich discussed 

similar concerns in "When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Revision" (1979), writing, "I have 

been taught that poetry should be universal, which meant of course, non-female" (p. 44). 

Additionally, Rich asserted that "for women, this drive to self-knowledge is part of our refusal 

of the self-destructiveness of male-dominated society: it is more than a search for identity" (p. 

35).  

       The early reviews of Rich's poetry were overwhelmingly positive. However, the critical 

response to her later, emotionally charged poetry shifted and took two different forms. Some 

critics asserted, on the one hand, that her poetry was just not poetry. It was implied that her 

feelings affected her poetry. However, there were also critics who gave Rich's poetry favorable 

reviews. Their positive reactions were predicated on the expressionist theory of poetry, which 

holds that her works are superior because they genuinely delve into feelings.   

2- Emotions and Poetry 

       New theories of emotions have been developed recently by a number of philosophers, 

partly as a result of rereading classical philosophy. They lend credence to the idea that emotions 

have a mental component. When we talk about emotions, we are talking about a response to a 

suitable evocative stimulus that involves cognitive appraisal (or perception), expressive motoric 

behavior, subjective experience (or feelings), physiological arousal, and goal-directed behavior, 

according to Plutchik (1984, p.3).  

       While acknowledging the cognitive component of emotion, various emotional theorists 

place emphasis on different interpretations. For instance, one school of thought contends that 

emotions have intentionality and are conscious, logical, purposeful judgments. By pointing out 

that emotions have intentionality and that they are the embodiment of cognitive preconditions, 

York Gunther (2002) distinguishes emotions from feelings. Marc Lewis and Isabel Granic 

(2000) distinguish emotions as a feature of intentional behavior by looking at the neuro-

dynamics of intentional behavior. They place a strong emphasis on the fundamentals of 

purposeful behavior, arguing that since all of our actions are motivated by emotion, they have 
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meaning and can be understood. Jesse Prinz (2004), who contends that intentionality causes 

emotions to be responsive to reasoned measurement, supports their positions. 

       Robert Solomon (2003) offers an explanation of the cognitive component of emotions, 

arguing that emotions are purposeful and logical while acknowledging that feelings are 

typically what connect them. He does, however, acknowledge that these emotions are not a 

necessary component of the emotions at the same time. Emotions are "rational and purposive, 

more like actions than occurrences that happen to us," according to Solomon (p.3). He also says 

that "we are told that emotions are urgent reactions to desperate situations" (p.1). Emotions can 

seem illogical and careless at times, but they are frequently intentional and serve a purpose. 

This essay focuses on anger because Rich frequently expresses it in her poetry, especially in 

her later works. 

3- Anger in Rich’s Poetry 

       One of the most widely recognized signs of the American women poets' movement in the 

middle of the 20th century was the release of the suppressed anger. According to Linda Grasso 

(2002), "most women experience anger as the emotion that accompanies their first steps 

towards liberation. By exercising your anger, you gain strength" (p.38). The claim that "every 

woman has a well-stocked arsenal of anger potentially useful against those oppressions, 

personal and institutional, which brought that anger into being" is comparable to that made by 

Audre Lorde (1986). When used precisely, it can become a potent energy source that promotes 

development and transformation (p.61). This energy has also been used as an inspiration for 

art; historically, women have created art by channeling their rage. "Anger must have been a 

source of creative energy for women writers; anger provided the impetus, the subject, and the 

inventiveness of their work," writes Patricia Meyer Spacks (1978). It is still true that many 

women have produced amazing works of writing out of rage (p.73). 

       According to Carol Tavris (1992), the exercise of power is inextricably linked to rage. If 

the ability to obtain something is power, then the means of exercising power in the face of 

intimidation or deprivation stemming from the potential loss of something owned is anger. 

Tavris goes on to say that feelings do not arise in the absence of logic. The violation of what 

the person perceives as their rights usually becomes evident when the idea of anger is present. 

Anger arises when we believe that something we rightfully own is about to be taken away from 

us. Rich voiced her ire at strained bonds between people. As depicted in "Tear Gas," Rich was 

upset about her husband Conrad's suicide and his incapacity to deal with the breakdown of their 

marriage. She also felt grief over his death. 

       Adrienne Rich expresses anger in her poetry, much of it directed toward her dislike of 

racism, sexism, anti-Semitism, political meddling, and the exploitation of oppressed 

communities. In "Blood, Bread, and Poetry" (1986), Rich makes references to the good things 

that can come from being angry. She is drawing a comparison between poetry and food, 

pointing out that life cannot exist without both bread and blood. Adrienne Rich asserts, "It is 

always what is under pressure in us, especially under pressure of concealment... that explodes 

in poetry," in her 1979 essay Vesuvius at Home: The Power of Emily Dickinson (p.162). Rich 

is using images of emotions under strain, emotions hidden, and how these emotions can 

eventually explode when they are released. Rich compares the lives of women to those of active 

volcanoes, which are occasionally dormant but can still erupt at any time. Women erupt like 
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volcanoes when their anger gets too much. The name "Vesuvius" is most likely derived from 

the fact that it is an active volcano that erupts regularly. 

       Adrienne Rich claims that she was often told as a child to control her anger and that this 

made her feel like an angry child. But Rich feels that there are benefits to expressing anger, and 

she cites William Blake's "A Poison Tree" (1789) from Songs of Innocence to bolster her 

claims: 

                I was angry with my friend, I told  

                my wrath, my wrath did end. I  

                was angry with my foe, I told it  

                not my wrath did grow. 

 

       Rich put in a lot of effort in the 1960s, according to Liz Yorke (1997), to communicate to 

her audience her desire for a fundamental revolution in writing and to express her passion 

through her prose and poetry. In "Tear Gas," a 1969 film, Rich writes: 

 

The will to change begins in the body not in the mind   

My politics is in my body, accruing and expanding with every act of resistance and 

each of my failures. Locked in the closet at 4 years old I beat the wall with my 

body. that act is in me still.   

 

       The way the imagery in this poem grows serves as an example of how anger can be 

expressed. Rich believes that this is true not just for herself but for all women. Because of their 

limited language, women's rage and enraged consciousness, she claims, have only been 

expressed in writing for the past fifty years. When Rich read A Room of One's Own (1929) 

again, she was able to connect with the suppressed fury of many other women as well as that 

of herself and Virginia Woolf: 

It is the tone of a woman almost in touch with her anger, who is determined not 

to appear angry, who is willing herself to be calm, detached and even charming 

in a roomful of men where things have been said which are attacks on her very 

integrity. (“When We Dead Awaken.” p. 37) 

In the excerpt above, the word "almost" is significant. Though she believes women have 

made great progress in this area, Rich says they still have a long way to go when it comes to 

using poetry to express their anger. Women must become accustomed to their circumstances 

before they can truly express their rage and make their voices heard. Rich was able to vent her 

rage in public only after a protracted struggle. She had spent a lot of time writing, just like 

Woolf, to try and win her father and husband over.          

       According to Rich, the contemporary poetry written by women reflects a significant 

amount of anger stemming from their conscious awakening. It goes without saying that the poet 

and her reader must communicate to some extent. Rich describes this exchange as "a kind of 

alchemy" ("On Lies Secrets and Silence," p. 193). It was not until later in her career that political 

rage and anger began to appear in her poems. Countless Americans opposed US involvement 

in the Vietnam War, including Rich. In "The Phenomenology of Anger" (1972), Rich 

experiences a dream in which she transforms into an acetylene torch. She becomes the torch 
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instead of just turning the acetylene torch on the opponent, maybe to emphasize her own 

commitment to the cause: 

                white acetylene  

                ripples from my  

                body effortlessly  

                released perfectly  

                trained on the true  

                 enemy.  

 

       Rich appears to be trying to immerse the reader in her very personal resolve to destroy the 

enemy and purge him of his deceit, based on her close involvement in the death of the "true 

enemy". Rich is not so much angry at any one soldier as he is at what the prevailing bureaucratic 

powers have made of him.         

      "The Phenomenology of Anger" was written after giving it a great deal of careful thought. 

When one considers the underlying structures Rich uses in this poem and how they relate to 

one another in the overall coherence of the poem, she makes a strong case for having intelligent 

control over her emotions. Her later poetry employs a structured use of anger that offers an 

alternative interpretation of the work's worth. She is critiquing the modern soldier for what he 

has turned into due to the conditioning of his superior officers. Rich uses the theme of "fakery" 

to structure the aforementioned images, giving them order and coherence. 

                I hate the mask you wear  

                 I hate your words they  

                make me think of fake  

                revolutionary bills crisp  

                imitation parchment they  

                sell at battlefields.   

The man has lost his sense of smell in the bedroom as well as the battle zone: 

                Last night, in this room, weeping I  

                asked you: “what are you feeling?  

                do you feel anything?”   

 

Rich is enraged by the way that war has reduced people's political and emotional 

sensitivity. The poet hates her consciousness because it makes her aware of the enemy's hold 

over her, and she is angry at herself for being powerless to break free. 

         According to "The Phenomenology of Anger," Rich's political aspirations for a positive 

resolution to the Vietnam War and her concern for peace have incited her fury. It appears as 

though Rich is highlighting the advantages of anger to raise awareness and elicit a reaction from 

people. This is similar to the belief that good men do nothing, and bad things happen. If people's 

ire is stoked by what is happening, political change may result. This is comparable to the 

feminist "consciousness raising" movement. Women in these groups want to support other 

women in becoming politically conscious as well as themselves. Rich is letting her political 

awareness-induced rage express itself in this and other poems in an effort to raise public 

awareness of the horrors of war and, in some small way, affect change in the world. Rich once 

asserted that poetry has a profound impact on change. Anger in these situations is very different 

from an irrational state. In “Tear Gas” (1969) Rich argues:  
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                The will to change begins  

                in the body not in the mind   

                My politics is in my body,  

 

       Like "The Phenomenology of Anger," "Tear Gas" pinpoints the moments in Rich's poetry 

where a major change is taking place. She worries that patriarchy still controls so much of 

society, stating, "Even the language in which we describe it." The poem is centered around a 

protest against the use of tear gas on demonstrators while US army privates were being treated 

as inmates. Rich's growing disenchantment with the radical promises of the New Left is 

highlighted in "Tear Gas," according to Liz Yorke (1997): "Their vision is too narrow - their 

political promises are too theoretical, too abstracted from experience" (p. 45). Rich desires 

change, but she does not want it in the Marxist revolutionary sense; instead, she wants it in the 

"Tear Gas" sense: 

                It wasn’t completeness I wanted   

                (the old ideas of revolution that could be foretold, and  

                once arrived at would give us ourselves and each other). I  

                stopped listening long ago to their descriptions   

                of the good society.   

 

"Tear Gas" is broken up into two sections. In the first two stanzas, Rich talks about the 

patriarchal nature of politics and war, as well as her growing disenchantment with governmental 

authority. But the speaker's voice is disengaged from the emotion of the poem; instead of 

speaking from personal experience, the speaker quotes a politician. For the duration of the 

poem, the metaphors enthrall us and draw the reader much closer to the poet. Speaking in a 

much more intimate tone, Rich appears to be talking to her husband about the dissolution of 

their marriage. Then, with the words "I needed to touch you / with a hand, a body," she moves 

from a political statement criticizing the failures of political bodies to a personal one. In this 

case as well, Rich is expressing her feelings via assessments and value judgments. We are prone 

to losing people who are important to us in our lives, claims Nussbaum (2001). It was inevitable 

that Rich's spouse would die for a variety of reasons unrelated to Rich's actions. There is also a 

slight reversal in the third stanza. In verse two, Rich seems to be emphasizing the need for 

physical change when he states, "The will to change begins in the body not in the mind." 

However, Rich appears to realize the need for words once more in the third stanza: 

                but also with words  

                I need a language to hear myself with  

                to see myself in a language like pigment  

                released on the board  

 

Although Rich's statements are frequently "veiled with contradictions," it is obvious that 

she wishes to see their effects "dyed in the wool." 

 

that I love you, that we are in danger that she wants to have your child, 

that I want us to have mercy on each other that I see you changing 

that it was change I loved in you when I thought I loved completeness.  
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This last line of the poem restates the first line: "No, not completeness." In the sense 

that two people should become one even if doing so means they lose their individual identities, 

Rich is saying that she would rather two people be allowed to develop and grow as individuals 

than completeness. "Tear Gas" was written in October 1969. Rich divorced Conrad in 1970. In 

"Tear Gas," the anger that was separating itself in the first part gives way to a more intimate 

and personal anger in the second half. Rich experienced more complex and rational emotions 

while penning "Tear Gas" than just basic feelings. Damasio asserts in Descartes' Error (1995): 

internal guides and they help us communicate to others signals 

that can also guide them. Feelings are neither intangible nor 

elusive. Contrary to the traditional scientific opinion, feelings 

are just as cognitive as other percepts. (p.xv) 

       From "Tear Gas," cognition is most evident. Rich is precisely articulating how she feels 

about her spouse. They do not have a sexual relationship, but she still loves him. "I" and "we" 

are used a lot in the lines above; some examples are "I love you," "I want us to have mercy on 

each other," and "I see you changing." But when the subject of having a child comes up, "she 

wants to have your child" replaces "I" and "we." Rich's preference for their breakup is 

emphasized by the skillful use of these pronouns, which means that she is replacing "we" with 

"I" even though she still loves her husband and wants them to stay friends. 

       "Nightbreak," penned in 1968 during the height of the Vietnam War, is a furious 

examination of the imposition of bureaucracy. The poem by Rich shows the development of 

anger through the use of imagery such as "sleep cracked and flaking" and "the rifts." The poem's 

speaker laments the crimes committed against defenseless Asian villagers. Rich captivates the 

reader with the agony of the Vietnamese people. She feels so sorry for them for she feels the 

same way: "My body is a list of wounds." Her slumber is impacted even more: 

                Sleep cracked and flaking sifts  

                over the shaken target.  

 

It would not be too difficult to defend Rich's rage in "Nightbreak" as rational and 

reasonable. Oatley and Johnson Laird (1993) assert that basic emotions support activities in a 

cerebral way, while Ronald De Sousa (2004) maintains that emotions are fundamentally 

rational. There is a conscious structure to Rich's emotional expression in "Nightbreak." She is 

making the same comparison between her marriage to Conrad and the Vietnam War here as she 

did in "Tear Gas." 

                  In the bed the pieces fly together, and  

                  the rifts fill or else   

 

One could argue that these lines are a reflection of her wartime fantasies. However, the 

lines might also allude to the discord in the poet's marriage. Rifts can indicate an emotional rift 

or split between people in addition to being physical rifts or fractures in a material surface. 

Rich's use of the theme of breaking and shattering gives her images a sculpting quality.         

       In her 1979 essay "When We Dead Awaken," Rich describes her childhood in America 

during the 1940s and 1950s, growing up under the guidance of male teachers. As a result, her 

poetry was "universal," or non-female. Formalism, like asbestos gloves, enabled Rich to handle 
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materials that she was unable to pick up with her bare hands during those years (pp. 40–41). 

Rich is putting her feelings aside in "Nightbreak" and "When We Dead Awaken" and is very 

careful about what she says about political and public events. The specific metaphors that are 

employed highlight Rich's rage and the constraints that formalism placed on her poetry, as well 

as the speaker's detached tone and lack of emotion. The lack of tactile sensation when wearing 

protective asbestos gloves emphasizes this lack of feeling. The mention of asbestos and the 

ensuing illness asbestosis in modern times would be even more unsettling as a symbol of the 

harm caused by male authority. According to Martha Nussbaum (2001), emotions are rational 

thoughts about significant issues rather than just stupid impulses. The only way to distinguish 

rage from other negative emotions is to make reference to these thoughts, which are composed 

of an injury or hurtful thought. Through her use of metaphors, Rich provides countless examples 

of how her thoughts influence her poetry. Rich's observations in "For the Record" (2004) are 

primarily ones of rage, as opposed to other emotions. She uses metaphors like "depths of vomit" 

and "slow soaking blood," which imply the emotion of anger, to allude to her specific anger 

and set it apart from other negative thoughts. She has expressed anger in the past in poems like 

"Hunger," "Tear Gas," "Nightbreak," and "The Phenomenology of Anger." Rich asserts in her 

discussion of "The Phenomenology of Anger" that, when channeled appropriately, anger can 

be a creative force.   

       The 1980 poem "Frame" by Rich focuses on the cultural politics of the US. This poem 

demonstrates how the phrases "just outside the frame," "there is no soundtrack," and "in silence 

that she cries out" are emphasized to create a coherent and understandable framework that 

evokes the feeling of rage in the poem "Frame." The poem's speaker, a white woman, is "not 

supposed to be there" when she witnesses an incident. The speaker witnesses two white men, a 

white security guard and a white police officer, intimidating and forcibly removing a black 

female student. The student's only transgression is that, while waiting for the bus, she sought 

shelter inside an abandoned university building from the harsh winter's night. The 

victim/witness to the incident, who doubles as the poem's speaker, is able to see but cannot hear 

what is being said; possibly as an added insult, the victim/student "is to be seen and not heard." 

The speaker in the poem is:  

 

                Just outside the frame of  

                the action.   

 

Rich feels that a marginalized person is being victimized and that no one is able to hear 

her because she is given no voice. This infuriates Rich. This is just another instance of "the 

history of the dispossessed," according to Rich. Though they do not seem to have color 

blindness, the fact that the policeman and the security guard are unable to see the witness 

implies that they are "blind" in both the literal and figurative sense. What will happen to the 

student in the future when no one is around to speak for her concerns enrages the speaker even 

more. From the speaker's perspective, the event is clearly secured in her consciousness. She is 

knowledgeable of what is happening because: 

 

                I can see from this position there is no sound  

                track to go with this and I understand at once it is  
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                meant to be in silence that this happens in silence  

                that he pushes her into the car banging her head  

                in silence that she cries out.   

 

The stillness in "Frame" organizes the pictures. "There is no soundtrack," "in silence 

that this happens," "in silence that he pushes her into the car," and "banging her head in silence 

that she cries out" are just a few of the lines above that make multiple references to "sound" and 

"non-sound." We are asked to picture something akin to a silent film, where we are able to "see" 

and comprehend the events even though we are unable to hear the "soundtrack." Rather than 

being a noiseless silence, this silence is one of suppression, one of stifling. Rich employs this 

series of pictures, which center on the idea of silence, to create a cohesive whole that makes 

sense throughout the poem.  

      Rich expresses rage once more in "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" (1951), this time on behalf of a 

person she feels is suppressed. The antique ivory needle and the image of "uncle's wedding 

band" allude to discipline and control. Aunt Jennifer is helpless because she is confined to a 

marriage. She can only communicate her frustrations and aspirations through her needlework, 

which features fearless wild tigers. Rich shows her annoyance and unease about Aunt Jennifer's 

meek demeanor. She can no longer enjoy life's thrills and challenges due to the "massive 

weight" of "Uncle's wedding band." "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" reminds us of the traditional roles 

that women played in society when their needlework served as a stand-in for meaningful labor. 

Following William the Conqueror's victory in the Battle of Hastings, the French needlewomen 

created the renowned Bayeaux Tapestry, which showed the events of the conflict. The tragic 

figure of the woman at the loom who has to weave by day and night appears in Tennyson's "The 

Lady of Shalott." She can only express her life experiences through her mirror image, which is 

reflected in her tapestry.  In “When We Dead Awaken,” Rich says of “Aunt Jennifer’s Tigers:” 

 

In writing this poem, composed and apparently cool as it is, I thought I was 

creating a portrait of an imaginary woman. But this woman suffers from the 

opposition of her imagination, worked out in tapestry, and her life-style, “ringed 

with ordeals she was mastered by.” It was important to me that Aunt Jennifer was 

a person as distinct from me as possible − distanced by the formalism of the poem, 

by the objective, observant tone − even by putting the woman in a different 

generation. (p.40) 

Rich disassociates herself from anger in the poem's opening lines by focusing only on 

the sewing process and the parallel imagery. But Rich's voice becomes more in tune with the 

poem's emotion toward the end. She seems to be realizing more and more that Aunt Jennifer's 

disobedience is meaningless, and perhaps this will also apply to Rich and other women who 

have attempted to challenge patriarchal norms in the future. "Uncle" restricts "Aunt Jennifer's 

activities, which makes her life more challenging. The poet's use of phrases like "the ivory 

needle," which is far more antiquated and difficult to pull off than "uncle's heavy wedding ring," 

gives us hints of this control. In order to convey her point that "Aunt Jennifer" has been 

suppressed as a result of her marriage, Rich has once again used contrasting imagery. The 

metaphorical references to "Aunt Jennifer's" movements—"Aunt Jennifer's fingers fluttering 

through her wool" and "find even the ivory needle hard to pull"—suggest hesitation and 

apprehension, in contrast to the tigers' fearlessness and confidence as they "prance" and "pace." 



 

40 
 

Aunt Jennifer says that "uncle's wedding band" is the cause of her trouble threading the needle. 

The wedding ring acts as a restraint rather than an ornament on her finger. Aunt's frightened 

hands will still be ringed with the shackles that kept her in check when she passes away. But 

the panel's tigers will continue to strut, confident and fearless. According to Thomas Byars 

(1990), Rich believes that poetry is a way to immortalize a person's ars longa, vita brevis: 

And a recurrent theme in much poetry I read was … the indestructibility 

of poetry, the poem as vehicle for personal immortality. (Blood Bread 

and Poetry p.168) 

In addition, Byars (1990) thinks Rich had a significant hand in "Aunt Jennifer's" 

situation and does not hide her rage even with the "asbestos gloves." Rich's emotional 

expression in "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" aligns with Nussbaum's (2001) theory, which postulates 

that emotions cover more than just thought drives and involve rationality regarding important 

incidents.   

       The rage and worry Rich felt in her early years as a wife and mother are expressed in her 

1960 memoir "Snapshots of a Daughter-in-Law." Rich demonstrates how the images are 

presented in a way that produces a logical structure and advances the poem's angered emotion. 

Much criticism was directed towards this poem, primarily at its sharp tone and radical departure 

from her earlier, more formal, emotionally restrained writing. The daughter-in-law focuses her 

rage on herself out of anxiety:   

                Sometimes she’s let the tap stream scold her  

                arm a match burn to her thumbnail or held her  

                hand above the kettle snout right in the woolly  

                steam – a desperate self-mutilating act.   

 

The metaphors allude to the frustration and rage that could come from an American 

conventional marriage in the middle of the 1960s. Nowadays, there is so much dissatisfaction 

and monotony in many traditional marriages that some women start injuring themselves 

physically out of boredom or distraction. The poem's subject is certain that she is going insane, 

especially after she begins to hear voices: 

                Banging the coffee-pot into the sink she  

                hears the angels chiding, and looks out  

                past the raked gardens to the sloppy sky.   

 

The speaker longs to return to the natural, chaotic, and uncontrolled “sloppy sky” from 

the neat and orderly life that has been forced upon her in the man-made “raked gardens.” She 

desires to be free of this imposed directive. Most people can understand the anger shown in 

"Snapshots." Who among us hasn't experienced something similar at some point in their lives, 

after all? Through the use of metaphorical language and mental relocation, Rich was able to 

depict the exterior scene of the kitchen and garden in this poem, which requires cognitive 

abstraction. Poets frequently employ metaphors to draw the reader in and further their 

argument. In addition to helping the reader understand and interpret the poetry, metaphors can 

also draw them into the poem. Rich emphasizes in this poem that marriage can be a difficult 

burden by using metaphors: 
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                Your mind now, moldering like wedding cake, heavy  

                 with useless experience …  

 

The significance of marriage is similar to what "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" suggests: 

                The massive weight of Uncle’s wedding band Sits  

                heavily upon Aunt Jennifer’s hand.  

 

In "After Dark" (1964), the speaker comes to terms with her conflicting feelings about 

her father's death, which occurred four years before it actually happened. The poem's image 

cluster, which includes lines like "sashcords of the world fly loose" and "A window 

crashes/suddenly down," gives the speaker's expression of rage structure. Rich characterizes 

her relationship with her father as "extremely adversarial" in an interview with David 

Montenegro (1993) (p. 263). Rich considers:  

                You are falling asleep and I sit looking at  

                you old tree of life old man whose death I  

                wanted I can’t stir you up now.   

 

Rich's rage over her father's years of oppressive control over her is depicted in "After 

Dark." Rich finds this equally hard to deal with now that his control and health are declining: 

                When your memory fails − no more to  

                scourge my inconsistencies − the  

                sashcords of the world fly loose.  

                A window crashes  

                suddenly down.   

 

It seems as though Rich's world is collapsing around her when she employs metaphors 

to highlight her father's failing health and lack of control over her. Rich refers to him as an "old 

man" and an "old tree of life." She can no longer be oppressed by the man she realizes she 

irritated with her inconsistent behavior. Rich shows conflicting feelings about her father now 

that he is no longer able to control her. Rich was particularly enraged by her father's assertion 

that he knew her better than she did. Likewise, his paternal concern for her academic 

improvement was simply an attempt to further his own ego and gain an advantage; as Blood 

Bread and Poetry puts it, "his investment in my intellect and talent was egotistical, tyrannical, 

opinionated, and terribly wearing." But Rich does think back on the things for which she was 

appreciative of her father. He imparted to her: 

to write and rewrite; to feel that I was a person of the book, even though a woman; to 

take ideas seriously. (Blood Bread and Poetry p.113) 

In her writings, Liz Yorke has hypothesized that Rich's feminism and anger were fueled 

by her antagonistic relationship with her father: 

Maybe the sometimes rage-filled urgency fueling Rich’s engagement with 

feminism finds its own deep source in this primary encounter with a man 

utterly determined to control and shape his daughter. (p.122-123)   
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Perhaps more than any other poem, "After Dark" highlights Rich's intimacy with the 

feeling it expresses. Anger is depicted in "After Dark" in some ways that are similar to those in 

Philip Fisher's 2002 book The Vehement Passions. Rich forgets that she has not always felt this 

way about her father and that perhaps at some point in the future, she will not feel quite so 

strongly about him because she so fully identifies with the fleeting state of her anger. Perhaps 

"After Dark" also reflects the author's emotional truth; through the use of metaphors and 

imagery, the author conveys her awareness of her love for her father.   

       In the 1983 film "Sources," Rich also has to deal with the death of her spouse, Conrad. 

Rich finally speaks about his death after several years of silence: 

                Ended isolate, who tried to move in the  

                floating world of the assimilated who  

                know and deny they will always be   

                aliens. Who drove to Vermont in a   

                rented car at dawn and shot himself. 

 

Rich is upset about what happened, but she also feels love, which makes her anger 

"threatened with love." Maybe Rich is saying that she did not want to be "threatened with love," 

which could make her angrier because it might make her anger lessen. Anger, along with 

feelings of bereavement and agony, are all evident in "Sources." Antonio Damasio (1995) 

argues in Descartes' Error that emotions like these are not very different from the faculties of 

reasoning; both are modes of thought, much like making an inference is a mode of thought. 

Rich explains how her husband committed suicide and how his life was wasted.  

     Rich makes us aware of the benefits of anger in a large number of her poems. She suggests 

that poetry has the power to drastically alter the world. Poems like "Sources" and "Nightbreak" 

show how anger is a necessary emotion to make sense of Rich's experiences. She gives these 

events a coherent sense through the use of metaphors and extended imagery. Adrienne Rich's 

anger is often expressed on behalf of marginalized members of society. "Aunt Jennifer's Tigers" 

and "Snapshots of a daughter-in-law" are two of Rich's works in which she vents her resentment 

towards people who, because of the institution of marriage, are suppressed and never fully 

realize their potential. In "The Phenomenology of Anger," Rich uses her rage—which is a result 

of her keen political awareness—to educate people about the horrors of war and, in doing so, 

to change the course of history. "Nightbreak" and "Tear Gas" are furious examinations of the 

pain inflicted upon innocent people by bureaucratic imposition. All in all, Rich uses her poetry 

to explain the horrors that are being committed.   

3- Conclusion  

       In conclusion, this paper has made the case that Adrienne Rich’s rage is extremely cerebral. 

Her anger has been shaped by long-term image patterns, which have helped her make sense of 

her experiences. In essence, Rich used her anger in all of its forms as a way to give her life a 

purpose. This study has revealed the various triggers that cause Rich to become angry as well 

as the ways that she expresses and interprets her anger. Rich gets upset all the time with other 

people. Maybe Rich is primarily angry over politics. Her anger was primarily directed towards 

the misfortunes that had befallen others, rather than her own experiences. 
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