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ABSTRACT

This article examines the subtle and often overlooked acts of defiance embodied by women in classic literature, focusing on
the works of Kate Chopin, Emily Dickinson, and Margaret Atwood. Through an analysis of Chopin's The Awakening,
Dickinson's poetry, and Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, the article explores how these authors portray female characters
who resist societal expectations, challenge gender norms, and assert their autonomy in the face of oppressive forces.

The study employs a qualitative, close-reading methodology to analyze three literary works: Kate Chopin’s The Awakening,
selected poems by Emily Dickinson, and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. These texts were chosen for their rich
depictions of female characters who either explicitly or implicitly challenge societal norms. The research focuses on
identifying the literary techniques used by these authors—such as characterization, symbolism, and narrative structure—to
convey the inner resistance of women in a society that seeks to constrain them. By examining both the overt and covert forms
of rebellion in these texts, this analysis will highlight how each author presents women’s resistance not as a singular event
but as an ongoing, deeply personal struggle.

By highlighting the internal struggles and quiet rebellions of characters like Edna Pontellier, the unnamed narrator of
Dickinson's poems, and Offred, the article argues that women’s acts of non-submission in literature are often expressed not
through overt rebellion, but through subtle defiance, inner resilience, and the refusal to accept traditional roles. These
characters, while sometimes constrained by their circumstances, represent the broader theme of women’s power to shape
their destinies, offering a legacy of resistance that transcends the boundaries of time and place.

In addition to analyzing the characters and themes, the article delves into the literary techniques these authors use to convey
women’s struggles—such as silence, isolation, and introspection—as forms of resistance. Ultimately, the article reimagines
the legacy of these literary works, asserting that the true strength of women in classic literature lies in their ability to challenge
societal expectations through acts of non-conformity, both seen and unseen.
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Introduction

Classic literature often presents women within the confines of societal expectations—wives, mothers,
daughters—each role carefully constructed by patriarchal structures. Yet beneath the surface of these literary
works, women in many classic texts refuse to be passive representations of these roles. Whether through overt
rebellion or quiet subversion, female characters resist the societal constraints placed upon them, establishing
legacies of defiance. While the historical context of these works reflects the dominant gender norms of their
time, the acts of resistance depicted in the works of Kate Chopin, Emily Dickinson, and Margaret Atwood
suggest that female agency is not always visible, but rather hidden beneath layers of cultural and narrative
structures. This article will explore the themes of non-submission in these authors' works, arguing that the
subtle and often invisible acts of defiance these authors depict are central to understanding women's agency in
literature. Through their complex portrayals of resistance, these authors encourage readers to reconsider the
meaning of rebellion and autonomy, both in literature and society.

Methodology

This study employs a qualitative, close-reading methodology to analyze three literary works: Kate
Chopin’s The Awakening, selected poems by Emily Dickinson, and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale.
These texts were chosen for their rich depictions of female characters who either explicitly or implicitly
challenge societal norms. The research focuses on identifying the literary techniques employed by these
authors—such as characterization, symbolism, and narrative structure—that convey the inner resistance of
women in a society that seeks to constrain them. By examining both the overt and covert forms of rebellion in
these texts, this analysis will highlight how each author presents women’s resistance not as a singular event
but as an ongoing, deeply personal struggle. Additionally, the article will explore how historical, political, and
cultural contexts influence the portrayal of female defiance and how these works offer timeless insights into
the dynamics of gender and power.

Historical Context and Social Implications of Non-Submission

Understanding the context in which these works were written provides deeper insights into how these
female characters embody acts of resistance. The period in which Kate Chopin, Emily Dickinson, and Margaret
Atwood were writing each presented distinct but equally oppressive societal norms for women. Chopin’s The
Awakening, published in 1899, arrived at a time when the late 19th-century ideals of domesticity and
womanhood were at their height. Women were expected to embody virtues of passivity, piety, and purity. The
story of Edna Pontellier reflects these societal norms but also shows the fractures in these ideals, as Edna
struggles to maintain her autonomy in a world that increasingly seeks to confine her to the roles of wife and
mother.

Emily Dickinson’s poetry, written primarily in the mid-19th century, represents another form of
resistance to societal pressures. During this period, women were largely excluded from public spheres,
including the intellectual and literary arenas. Dickinson’s decision to remain largely reclusive and write poetry
that defied conventional expectations—both in form and content—can be seen as a powerful act of rebellion
against the prescribed roles of women as passive, domestic figures. Despite this, Dickinson’s works were not
widely known during her lifetime, a reflection of the barriers faced by women in obtaining recognition for
their intellectual contributions.

Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, written in 1985, depicts a dystopian future in which the
subjugation of women is explicit and total. While the novel’s setting is fictional, it draws heavily from
historical and contemporary examples of women’s oppression, from the subjugation of women during
medieval times to the restrictive practices of various political regimes, such as the Iranian Revolution.
Atwood’s exploration of a theocratic totalitarian state underscores the ways in which religious and political
institutions can shape and control women’s lives. The power dynamics in The Handmaid’s Tale are a stark
reminder that the struggle for women's autonomy is ongoing, reflecting the ways in which political systems
today continue to use laws, customs, and ideology to control female bodies and behavior.

By examining these works in their respective historical contexts, we can see how each author uses the
struggles of their female protagonists to critique the systems of power that attempt to limit women's autonomy.
The subtle acts of rebellion in these works serve not only as individual expressions of resistance but also as
comments on the broader social structures that shape the roles of women in society.
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The Legacy of Non-Submission in Modern Feminist Thought

The subtle forms of rebellion portrayed in The Awakening, Dickinson’s poetry, and The Handmaid’s
Tale continue to resonate in modern feminist thought and activism. These works challenge the notion that
rebellion must always be loud, overt, or public to be meaningful. In today’s feminist movements, the quiet,
everyday forms of resistance—such as the refusal to conform to traditional gender roles, the assertion of bodily
autonomy, and the cultivation of inner strength—are often just as powerful as public protests and political
campaigns.

The characters of Edna Pontellier, Emily Dickinson, and Offred serve as enduring symbols of women’s
resilience in the face of systemic oppression. Their non-submission speaks to the ongoing struggle for gender
equality, and their acts of defiance have inspired generations of women to question societal expectations and
assert their autonomy. As feminist movements continue to evolve, the legacy of these literary figures remains
an important source of inspiration. The act of resisting is not always about confronting the system head-on but
about maintaining one’s individuality, voice, and agency in a world that seeks to silence and control.

Additionally, the themes of resistance in these works highlight the importance of women's voices in
literature and society. Just as these authors created spaces for their female characters to resist, they also created
literary spaces where women’s experiences and perspectives could be heard. The legacy of these women in
literature is not just about their acts of defiance but also about their contribution to the larger conversation
about gender, power, and resistance in society.

Analysis and Results

The analysis of defiance and women's non-submission in the works of Kate Chopin, Emily Dickinson,
and Margaret Atwood reveals profound insights into how women resist societal expectations, assert their
autonomy, and navigate the oppressive structures around them. Though each author’s approach and historical
context differ, common threads of defiance emerge in their portrayal of female characters who challenge the
traditional roles assigned to them by society, particularly in terms of marriage, motherhood, and gender
expectations.

In Chopin’s works, particularly The Awakening, the theme of female defiance is explored through the
journey of characters like Edna Pontellier, who seeks to break free from the constraints of marriage,
motherhood, and societal expectations.

Analysis:

¢ Rejection of the Domestic Role: Edna's refusal to adhere to the typical role of a wife and mother
symbolizes her rebellion against the patriarchal structures that confine women. Her growing detachment from
her family, her affair with Robert, and her eventual move to an independent life signify her defiance of the
institution of marriage and the role of motherhood as defined by society.

+ Emotional and Sexual Awakening: Edna’s defiance is not just intellectual but also emotional and
sexual. Her affair with Robert represents her attempt to reclaim her desires and her sexual autonomy. This is a
radical move, as women were expected to remain faithful, self-sacrificing, and emotionally subservient to their
husbands.

o Tragic Outcome: The tragic end of The Awakening, with Edna’s suicide, can be seen as a commentary
on the impossibility of reconciling personal autonomy with the rigid social and familial roles imposed on
women in the 19th century. While her defiance is an act of empowerment, it also underscores the limitations
placed on women during that time. In this sense, Chopin critiques the societal structures that deny women the
freedom to fully express themselves.

Results:

Chopin's work demonstrates that while female defiance can be a powerful assertion of self, the harsh
societal constraints of her time often render such resistance either futile or tragic. However, it also suggests
that the fight for personal freedom and identity, even in the face of oppressive forces, is an essential part of the
human experience. Chopin’s exploration of non-submission reveals the emotional, intellectual, and physical
costs of defiance and challenges readers to reconsider the roles women were forced to play.

Emily Dickinson's poetry is filled with subtle yet powerful forms of defiance. She defies the social
expectations of women’s behavior, particularly in the context of domesticity, religious conformity, and public
recognition. Dickinson’s personal life—marked by reclusiveness and resistance to conventional roles—mirrors
the themes in her poetry.
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Analysis:

o Intellectual Independence: Dickinson’s poems often express her rejection of the external validation
that was expected of women in her society. She challenges the idea that women’s voices should be silenced or
confined to the private sphere. In poems like “I’m Nobody! Who are you?” and “A Narrow Fellow in the
Grass”, Dickinson celebrates anonymity, inner truth, and the freedom found outside conventional societal
expectations.

¢ Rejection of Marriage and Traditional Roles: While Dickinson never married, many of her poems
explore the constraints of marriage and societal expectations of women’s sexual and romantic roles. In ““/
cannot live with You”, Dickinson explores the tension between personal desire and societal demands, using
death as a metaphor for the rejection of societal obligations.

¢ Spiritual and Intellectual Defiance: Dickinson often explored religious themes with a skeptical and
questioning stance, defying the institutionalized religion of her time. Her poems such as “I heard a Fly buzz—
when I died” reveal a personal, unorthodox approach to spirituality that resists external religious structures
and emphasizes individual experience.

Results:

Dickinson's poetry embodies a form of non-submission through its intellectual defiance, rejection of
societal expectations, and exploration of individual identity. Her isolation and refusal to conform to social
norms reflect a deeper search for personal autonomy and truth, challenging readers to reconsider the roles
women were expected to play and the ways in which women might resist conformity. The result is a body of
work that questions societal values, celebrates individuality, and rejects traditional gender roles in favor of
personal freedom.

Margaret Atwood’s works, particularly The Handmaid’s Tale, offer a stark and dystopian view of
female defiance and non-submission. Atwood often explores the consequences of women’s resistance to
patriarchal systems and examines how power structures suppress female autonomy.

Analysis:

¢ Dystopian Rebellion: In 7he Handmaid’s Tale, Atwood depicts a dystopian society where women’s
roles are reduced to reproductive tools within the patriarchal regime of Gilead. Offred, the protagonist,
embodies both submission and subtle defiance. Her resistance takes various forms, from reclaiming memories
of her past life to forming clandestine relationships. Despite the intense control imposed on her, she refuses to
completely surrender her mind or spirit.

o Subtle and Covert Defiance: Atwood’s female characters often resist oppression not through overt
acts of rebellion but through small, subtle acts of defiance. In The Handmaid’s Tale, Offred’s defiance includes
mental resistance (maintaining memories and thoughts that are subversive), forming secret alliances with other
women, and even engaging in covert acts of sexual rebellion.

o The Power of Female Solidarity: Atwood emphasizes the importance of female solidarity in resisting
patriarchal structures. In The Handmaid's Tale, the women in Gilead, despite their oppression, form bonds and
support each other in their small acts of rebellion. This suggests that non-submission and defiance are not
always individual pursuits but can be collective efforts, showing how women’s resistance can unite and
empower them, even in the face of a controlling society.

Results:

Atwood’s works demonstrate that female defiance, even in the most oppressive environments, is often
a form of resistance that is intellectual, emotional, and collective. The Handmaid’s Tale particularly highlights
the ways in which patriarchal systems aim to suppress women, yet even in the most extreme circumstances,
women find ways to maintain their sense of identity, reclaim power, and resist submission. Atwood’s portrayal
of defiance suggests that while women may face enormous challenges, the potential for rebellion, however
small, exists as long as they preserve their internal autonomy.

Overall Comparative Results:

In all three authors’ works, non-submission and defiance are not presented as straightforward acts of
rebellion. They often come with complexities, including emotional, psychological, and social costs:

1. Challenging Traditional Roles: In all three authors’ works, women defy traditional gender roles—
whether in marriage, motherhood, or sexuality. Chopin’s characters reject domesticity, Dickinson’s poetry
embraces intellectual autonomy, and Atwood’s dystopian characters fight against total submission.
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2. Individual and Collective Resistance: While Chopin and Dickinson often focus on individual
resistance, Atwood’s works, especially The Handmaid’s Tale, highlight the power of solidarity among women
in their defiance against patriarchal structures.

3. Tragic and Complex Outcomes: The defiance of women in these works is not without consequence.
Chopin’s Edna dies tragically, Dickinson’s rejection of societal norms leads to her isolation, and Atwood’s
characters live under constant threat of punishment. This complexity speaks to the harsh realities women face
when challenging societal norms, yet it also showcases the resilience and strength inherent in women’s
resistance.

The analysis of defiance and women’s non-submission in the works of Chopin, Dickinson, and Atwood
underscores the multifaceted ways in which women resist societal expectations. These authors reveal that while
rebellion may lead to isolation, sacrifice, or even tragedy, it also highlights the persistent strength and desire
for autonomy in women’s lives—whether in the 19th century, the early 20th century, or a dystopian future.
Their works encourage readers to critically examine the roles assigned to women and the ongoing struggles
for personal and collective freedom.

Conclusions

Common Threads of Non-Submission and Female Defiance can be found in the works of Dickinson,
Chopin, and Atwood. Social and personal conflicts women fac are depicted in various ways:

1. Resistance to Traditional Gender Roles: All three authors explore women rejecting the roles
imposed upon them by society, whether it’s the conventional roles of wife and mother (Chopin, Atwood), the
expectation of public fame and domesticity (Dickinson), or total societal submission (Atwood, Chopin).

2. Self-Realization and Autonomy: The protagonists in these works seek personal freedom and self-
knowledge, whether through introspection (Dickinson), sexual and emotional independence (Chopin), or
collective resistance (Atwood). Each author presents women who, despite the obstacles in their paths, strive to
claim their autonomy.

3. Tragic and Complex Outcomes: In many cases, the acts of defiance are not without consequence.
Dickinson’s isolation, Chopin’s tragic ending for Edna, and Atwood’s dystopian consequences in The
Handmaid’s Tale all highlight the difficulties women face when rejecting societal norms. These works suggest
that, while defiance can lead to personal liberation, it often comes at a cost.

In conclusion, the works of Dickinson, Chopin, and Atwood all explore the themes of non-submission
and defiance in ways that reflect the evolving understanding of women’s roles, struggles, and desires across
time. Their characters resist societal expectations, challenge gender norms, and seek to reclaim agency—
sometimes with tragic or difficult outcomes—offering rich insights into the complexities of female autonomy
and rebellion.
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