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Introduction

Introduction

Carol Ann Duffy, the first woman Poet Laureate in British
history, has ended the 341 years of male domination of the position by
poets like Ben Jonson, William Wordsworth, Alfred Lord Tennyson,
Ted Hugues or Andrew Motion. Her poems are selected in GCSE and
A-level syllabuses. Ozlem Aydin says the poetry of Duffy is of great
significance because she is “culturally and politically shaped in
Thatcher’s Britain”, and her poetry “gives voice to the culturally,
ethnically and socially marginalized ‘other’ who has been hitherto
silenced” (2010: 17). According to an article from Encyclopedia
Britannica, Duffy’s poetry is “well-known and well-liked”, and is
mainly on topics like *“gender and oppression, expressing them in
familiar, conversational language that made her work accessible to a
variety of readers”. This gives us a reason for a feminist perspective
of studying her poetry, so the present book is going to take an attempt
at a feminist study of her poetry.

1. Duffy’s Achievement as a Feminist Poet

Born in 1955 in Glasgow, Scotland, and brought up there until
the age of 6, Duffy experiences a feeling as an “other” or an

1 http: //www. britannica. com/EBchecked/ topic/1532366/ Carol-Ann-Duffy
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“outsider ”, feeling * marginalized” after she moved to Stafford,
England, with her whole family. Her father, a fitter for an electric
company, and active in political activities, once ran a bid for
Parliament in 1983 but failed, which has left some influence on Duffy,
who wrote about the society and social issues with sharp insight.
Duffy is a poet with talent, because she began to write poetry
quite early. Educated in convent schools and publishing her poetry in
magazines at the age of 14, she later attended Liverpool University.
Graduating with a Bachelor’s Degree in Philosophy in 1977, Duffy
wrote poetry with philosophical thinking about life. From 1988 to
1989, she worked as a poetry critic for The Guardian and as an editor
for Ambit, a poetry magazine. In 1996, she began lecturing in poetry
at Manchester Metropolitan University, and later she became creative
director of the Writing School. These experiences help her experiment
with poetry writing. Duffy has written some plays, too, for example,
Take My Husband (1982) and Little Women, Big Boys (1986), which
help her use of dramatic monologue in her writing of poetry. Her main
poetry collections include Standing Female Nude (1985), which won
the Scottish Arts Council Award; Selling Manhattan (1987), winner of
a Somerset Maugham Award; The Other Country (1990); Mean Time
(1993), which won the Whitbread Poetry Award and the Forward
Poetry Prize ( Best Poetry Collection of the Year); The World’s Wife
(1999 ); Feminine Gospels (2002), a celebration of the female
condition; and Rapture (2005), which won the 2005 T. S. Eliot
Prize, etc. She was named Officer of the Order of the British Empire
in 1995 and advanced to Commander of the Order of the British Empire
(CBE) in 2002. At the beginning of the 21st century, she began to
devote herself to writing for children, and published some picture
books like Underwater Farmyard (2002) and The Tear Thief (2007),
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and a poetry collection The Hat (2007) L.

Duffy had been considered for the position of Poet Laureate in
1999, but because she was a lesbian, she was not appointed to the
position. When accepting the position after Motion’s term ended in
2009, Duffy made it clear in interviews that she had agreed to become
Poet Laureate only because, since its inception in the 17th century, no
woman had previously held the post. In a BBC 4 interview, she
explained her reason for accepting the title of Poet Laureate,

| think my decision was purely because there hasn't been a woman, and | kind of

look on this as a recognition of the great women poets we now have [...] so I've
decided to accept it for that reason. @

So her appointment to Poet Laureate is a major step for women
and women poets in Britain, especially in the British literary history.

Actually, before she was appointed Poet Laureate, Duffy had
been recognized as one of the most influential women poets in Britain.
This can be found in Blake Morrison and Andrew Motion’s book The
Penguin Book of Contemporary British Poetry in 1982, in which a few
of her poems were selected. Ten years or more later, Deryn Rees-
Jones said that Duffy has influenced a whole generation of poets writing
or beginning to write in the 1980s, and brought an eclectic range of
influences to bear on the scene of contemporary poetry. Her
contribution also reflects the beginning of a change that has recently
taken place in British poetry (1999: 1).

Deryn Rees-Jones explains the change that Duffy has contributed

@ The information about the poet is gathered from the website: http: //en.
wikipedia. org/wiki/Carol_Ann_Duffy.

@ Lanone, Cathering, “Baring Skills, Not Soul: Carol Ann Duffy’s
Intertextual Games”, http: //erea. revues. org/94.



TR R - BEFRELMEXTR

Feminist Study of Carol Ann Duffy's Poetry

to as the ability to experiment with some of the everyday language
patterns and rhythms and the use of non-standard English in poetry
writing, without failure to address “complex philosophical issues about
the function of language and the construction of the self ” (1999:1) or
to deal with “a wide range of issues, from the effects of sexism,
racism, immigration, domestic violence, and social disaffection, to the
complexities of love” (1999:1).

2. Critical Survey of Duffy’s Feminist Poetry

Till now, a lot of scholars at home and abroad have done feminist
studies on Duffy’s poetry, including three books, a lot of papers, book
reviews and interviews abroad and a few articles written in China. A
literature review is provided below.

Although in an interview with Andrew McAllister, Duffy said that
her concerns of art could go beyond feminism, and she’d never sat
down and thought she would write a feminist poem, she actually
conceded that she was a second-generation feminist, and she owed a lot
to the 1970s women activists ( McAllister, 1988: 71). Deryn Rees-
Jones, who wrote the first book of scholarly study on Duffy, sees her
work as “a bridge between a feminist and a post-feminist poetics™, that
is to say, her work is between women writing *“out of feminist
experiences in the second wave of Women’s Movement in the 1970s™
and women writing with radical changes in women’s position in the
political, sexual and economic society after 20 years of feminist
movement. Deryn notices that Duffy has moved beyond feminist poetry
because she refuses to conform to any stereotype of *femininity,

feminism or women’s poetry”, but she’s never forgot the significance
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of women’s experience, the difficulties women experience in their lives
and the difficulties both men and women face because of the patriarchal
system, and she’s been exploring “issues of gender, identity,
sexuality, alienation, desire and loss”, and her poetry is different from
the poetry of Women’s Movement ( 1999: 3). Deryn Rees-Jones
discusses Duffy’s exploration of the female self by analyzing her
surrealist poetry and lesbian poetry, and her use of * dramatic
monologue for feminist ends in the late 1970s and early 1980s” (1999:
17). Griffin lists Duffy in Who's Who in Leshian and Gay Writing
(2002: 61), so Deryn Rees-Jones’s study of her poetry can be
considered as a starting point of the feminist study of Duffy’s poetry for
the present book and for other scholars.

In Angelica Michelis and Antony Rowland’s The Poetry of Carol
Ann Duffy: Choosing Tough Words, a collection of research papers,
scholars did researches on the themes of her poetry, which include
feminism, masculinity, myth-making, identity politics, love poetry,
postmodernism, etc. It’s discovered that in Standing Female Nude and
Selling Manhattan, Duffy has shown a kind of engagement with
patriarchy, esp. the patriarchal culture in the East. They’ve also found
the resemblance between Duffy and Adrienne Rich in their “concern
with female existence which sometimes blurs the distinctions between
straight women and lesbians™ (2003: 16) and in their exploration of
the “lesbian continuum, encompassing both straight feminists and
outright lesbians™ (2003: 17). Although in the interview with Andrew
McAllister, Duffy has actually agreed that she owed a lot to writers like
Adrienne Rich (McAllister, 1988: 71), Angelica Michelis and Antony
Rowland warn critics not to blur the feminisms of the two women
artists into one project (2003: 17). They’ve pointed out The World's

Wife’s commitment to feminism by not only using the female voices but
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