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Abstrak 

Puisi Emily Dickinson terkenal dengan gayanya yang tidak konvensional dan 

kemampuannya untuk mengartikulasikan emosi manusia yang abstrak melalui 

metafora yang tepat dan kuat. Artikel ini menyelidiki bagaimana Dickinson 

menggunakan metafora untuk membangun definisi yang kompleks untuk dua 

konsep dasar: harapan dan kesuksesan. Melalui analisis tekstual yang mendetail 

terhadap dua puisi penting, “‘Harapan’ adalah dengan bulu” dan ‘Kesuksesan 

adalah yang paling manis,’ dan didukung oleh prinsip-prinsip teori metafora 

kognitif, penelitian ini mengkaji mekanisme yang mendasari logika puitisnya. 

Analisis ini menunjukkan argumen yang koheren dan argumen yang meyakinkan 

yang meliputi kedua puisi tersebut: pernyataan bahwa pemahaman yang paling 

otentik tentang cita-cita abstrak tidak dapat diakses oleh mereka yang memiliki, 

melainkan diberikan kepada mereka yang bergulat dengan ketiadaannya. Harapan 

dicirikan oleh ketahanannya dalam kesulitan, sementara kesuksesan yang paling 

jelas dirasakan oleh mereka yang telah dikalahkan. Makalah ini berpendapat bahwa 

Karya Dickinson berkembang menjadi sebuah “filosofi kekurangan,” sebuah sudut 

pandang di mana kekurangan dan kerinduan berfungsi sebagai lensa yang 

menjelaskan persepsi. Pada intinya, pendekatan metaforis Dickinson tidak hanya 

menggambarkan emosi tetapi juga menginterogasi prinsip-prinsip nilai dan 

pengetahuan yang sudah mapan, sehingga memperkuat reputasinya sebagai 

psikolog yang sangat berwawasan jiwa manusia. 

Kata Kunci: Puisi Emily Dickinson, Metafora, Harapan, Kesuksesan, Teori 

Metafora Kognitif, Filosofi Kekurangan, Analisis Tekstual   

Abstract 

Emily Dickinson's poetry is renowned for its unconventional style and profound 

ability to articulate abstract human emotions through precise, potent metaphors. 

This article investigates how Dickinson employs metaphor to construct complex 

definitions for two fundamental concepts: hope and success. Through a detailed 

textual analysis of two seminal poems, "'Hope' is the thing with feathers" and 

"Success is counted sweetest," and supported by principles of cognitive metaphor 

theory, this study examines the underlying mechanics of her poetic logic. The 

analysis presents a clear and persuasive argument in both poems: the idea that the 

most genuine understanding of an abstract concept comes not from those who have 

it but from those who struggle with its absence. Hope is defined by its strength in 

https://journalversa.com/s/index.php/jppp
https://journalversa.com/s/index.php/jppp
mailto:anisadwidrmiynti@gmail.com1
mailto:made_puspani@unud.ac.id2
mailto:moelya01@gmail.com3


 

 

Jurnal Pengembangan dan Penelitian Pendidikan 

https://journalversa.com/s/index.php/jppp          Vol. 07, No. 3 Agustus 2025 

2  

the face of adversity, while success is best recognized by those who have 

experienced defeat. The analysis presents a clear and persuasive argument in both 

poems: the idea that the most genuine understanding of an abstract concept comes 

not from those who have it but rather from those who struggle with its absence. 

Hope is defined by its strength in the face of adversity, while success is best 

recognized by those who have experienced defeat. The analysis presents a clear and 

persuasive argument in both poems: the idea that the most genuine understanding 

of an abstract concept comes not from those who have it but rather from those who 

struggle with its absence. Hope is defined by its strength in the face of adversity, 

while success is best recognized by those who have experienced defeat. The analysis 

presents a clear and persuasive argument in both poems: the idea that the most 

genuine understanding of an abstract concept comes not from those who have it but 

rather from those who struggle with its absence. Hope is defined by its strength in 

the face of adversity, while success is best recognized by those who have 

experienced defeat. The analysis presents a clear and persuasive argument in both 

poems: the idea that the most genuine understanding of an abstract concept comes 

not from those who have it but rather from those who struggle with its absence. 

Hope is defined by its strength in the face of adversity, while success is best 

recognized by those who have experienced defeat. This paper contends that Emily 

Dickinson's work evolves into a "philosophy of lack," where feelings of deprivation 

and longing provide critical insights into human perception. In essence, 

Dickinson's use of metaphor articulates emotions and challenges conventional 

notions of value and knowledge, solidifying her reputation as a deeply insightful 

observer of the human soul. 

Keywords: Emily Dickinson's Poetry, Metaphor, Hope, Success, Cognitive 

Metaphor Theory, Philosophy of Lack, Textual Analysis 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Emily Dickinson is one of American literature's most intriguing and significant figures. 

Living in self-imposed isolation in Amherst, Massachusetts, she turned her focus inward, using 

poetry to explore the elusive aspects of human consciousness. Her unconventional use of 

dashes, idiosyncratic capitalization, and compressed syntax created a new poetic language 

uniquely suited to capturing the nuances of abstract emotions—love, grief, despair, faith—that 

often defy ordinary expression. Instead of directly expressing her feelings, Dickinson created 

complex metaphorical worlds, encouraging readers to grasp an idea 

 and feel its depth and significance. Writing during an era influenced by American 

Romanticism and Transcendentalism—movements that celebrated intuition and personal 

experience—Dickinson's work reflects the period's focus on inner life. Instead of directly 

expressing her emotions, Dickinson created complex metaphorical worlds, encouraging 
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readers to grasp an idea and feel its depth and significance. Yet, unlike many of her 

contemporaries, she received almost no public recognition during her lifetime. This 

biographical detail significantly influences her work, adding a unique depth to her exploration 

of themes such as ambition, despair, success, and hope. Her extensive collection of nearly 

1,800 poems was published posthumously, enabling future generations to explore the profound 

psychological landscapes she navigated. Private. This contrast between her significant personal 

ambition and public obscurity is essential for understanding her perspective. 

This paper aims to analyze how Dickinson, through the precise device of metaphor, 

constructs definitions for two of these fundamental concepts: hope and success. Specifically, 

it asks how the perspective of 'lack' or 'suffering' becomes the key to unlocking the meaning of 

both concepts in her poetry. Through an in-depth analysis of "'Hope' is the thing with feathers" 

and "Success is counted sweetest," this paper will argue that Emily Dickinson systematically 

uses metaphor to advance a distinct philosophy: that the understanding of an abstract ideal is 

born not from possession, but from the ache of its absence. By positioning hope as a selfless 

entity that thrives in the storm and success as a divine 'nectar' whose sweetness is only truly 

known by the desperately thirsty, Dickinson reframes deprivation not as a weakness but as the 

very lens that sharpens and clarifies human perception. 

To substantiate this thesis, this article will follow a structured path. It will begin by 

establishing a theoretical framework for understanding metaphor, utilizing cognitive and 

literary theories to provide a lens for analysis. Following this, each poem's detailed, stanza-by-

stanza reading will be performed to unpack its metaphorical structure. After analyzing each 

work individually, a comparative discussion will synthesize the findings, emphasizing the 

common philosophical thread that links the two pieces. Finally, the conclusion will reflect on 

the lasting impact of Dickinson's metaphorical vision and how it contributes to our 

understanding of the human experience. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

To understand the complexities of Emily Dickinson's poetic strategy, it is essential to 

establish a theoretical foundation for metaphor. Metaphor is not just a literary device; it is a 

fundamental tool of human thought that shapes our understanding of the world and our abstract 

experiences. This section will outline the principles of cognitive metaphor theory, distinguish 
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between conventional and poetic metaphors, and position Dickinson's work within the context 

of existing literary criticism to create a comprehensive analytical framework. 

Metaphor as a Cognitive Tool: Lakoff and Johnson's Framework 

The contemporary conception of metaphor underwent a paradigm shift due to the seminal 

work of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (1980). Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980) posited that the conceptual system is inherently metaphorical. They argue that 

understanding abstract or unstructured concepts (referred to as the "target domain") is made 

easier by relating them to more concrete, structured concepts (known as the "source domain"). 

This process leads to a "conceptual metaphor," which they define as a cognitive mapping that 

goes beyond simple linguistic expression and encompasses the essence of thought. The 

conceptual metaphor ARGUMENT IS WAR suggests that the language we use to describe 

arguments often mirrors language associated with warfare. This metaphor indicates that we 

perceive arguments not merely as discussions but as contests in which we can win or lose, 

defend our positions, and attack 

 our opponents' weaknesses. This perspective is valuable for analyzing Emily Dickinson's 

poetry. She uses a consistent method of conceptual mapping to define abstract emotions. Her 

poems provide a blueprint for understanding one thing in terms of another. For instance, her 

treatment of hope can be understood through the conceptual metaphor Hope Is A Living Entity 

and success through Success Is A Precious Substance. By examining the recurring source 

domains that Dickinson frequently employs—such as nature, domestic life, religion, and 

suffering—we can reveal the underlying logic of her emotional and philosophical framework. 

Her metaphors are not arbitrary but reflect a coherent, albeit unconventional, conceptual 

system. 

From Conceptual to Poetic Metaphor 

Conceptual metaphors often serve as the foundational basis of everyday language, as 

shown by phrases such as "wasting time" and "a high-level argument." In contrast, poetic 

metaphors function on a different level. A poet such as Dickinson takes the foundational 

structure of a conceptual metaphor and brings it to life in a novel, surprising, and aesthetically 

potent manner. However, the fundamental framework may be characterized as Hope Is A Living 

Entity; the unique and imaginative depiction of this concept as "the thing with feathers" 

exemplifies its poetic ingenuity. This poetic manifestation accomplishes several objectives: it 
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renders the abstract concept perceptible and memorable, it imbues it with particular emotional 

implications (resilience, fragility, freedom), and it compels the reader to perceive the world 

from a novel perspective. The effectiveness of Dickinson's poetry lies in her ability to create 

unique and vivid metaphors that rely on and go beyond our traditional ways of thinking.  

Critical Perspectives on Dickinson’s Metaphors 

For many years, Dickinson's unique use of metaphor has been a central topic in literary 

scholarship. Recognizing these critical discourses enhances our comprehension of her oeuvre. 

The prominent critic Harold Bloom (1999) has frequently discussed the remarkable 

"originality" and "strangeness" of Dickinson's mind, contending that her most effective 

metaphors exhibit a sense of inevitability. He asserts that they are so impeccably aligned with 

their subjects that they resist any alternative interpretation. He perceives her as a poet who 

establishes a private, self-sufficient, imaginative world, with her metaphors serving as its 

foundational laws. 

In contrast, Helen Vendler (2010) provides a model for analyzing the technical brilliance 

of Dickinson's metaphors through meticulous close reading. Vendler carefully examines how 

Dickinson's syntax, word choice, and grammar collaborate to enhance the metaphor's impact. 

For instance, she might analyze how the straightforward declarative statement, "'Hope' is the 

thing with feathers," lends authority and a sense of fact to the metaphor, which a more tentative 

phrasing would not achieve. Vendler's perspective asserts that the genius of the image is not 

confined to its visual elements alone but is also manifested in the meticulous linguistic 

framework that underpins it. 

Furthermore, scholars such as Judith Farr (1992) have situated Dickinson's imagery within 

the context of 19th-century visual culture and material reality. Farr argues that Dickinson's 

representations of nature, particularly her depictions of flowers and birds, were heavily 

influenced by contemporary sentimental art, botanical illustrations, and her extensive 

gardening experience. This perspective highlights that even Dickinson's most introspective and 

personal poetry constantly dialogues with the external world around her. For example, the 

image of a diminutive yet resilient bird was a prevalent motif in the art of her era, which 

Dickinson repurposed for her profound philosophical objectives. 

This paper uses an interdisciplinary approach by combining insights from cognitive 

linguistics, particularly the work of Lakoff and Johnson, the study of poetic metaphor, and the 
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perspectives of respected Dickinsonian critics. This integration allows the paper to go beyond 

simply identifying metaphors. It can now analyze the cognitive function of these metaphors, 

their poetic potency, and their contribution to the overarching philosophical arguments 

concerning hope and success that Dickinson constructs in her work 

RESEARCH METHODS 

This study utilizes a qualitative research methodology, focusing on the textual analysis of 

Emily Dickinson's poetry. The primary method involves closely reading two selected poems: 

"'Hope' is the thing with feathers" and "Success is counted sweetest." This approach enables 

an in-depth examination of Dickinson's use of metaphor and her contributions to the central 

themes of hope and success. The analytical framework is based on the principles of cognitive 

metaphor theory, particularly as outlined by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson in their work 

Metaphors We Live By (1980). This theoretical lens will identify and analyze the conceptual 

mappings that Dickinson employs in her poetic metaphors, exploring how abstract concepts 

are defined through more concrete source domains. 

The research incorporates insights from renowned literary critics of Emily Dickinson's 

work, including Harold Bloom, Helen Vendler, and Judith Farr. Their perspectives provide a 

broader context for understanding Dickinson's unique metaphorical style and its significance 

in literary scholarship. 

 The research process will involve the following steps: 

1. Establishing a Theoretical Framework: Define the principles of cognitive metaphor 

theory and distinguish between conventional and poetic metaphors. 

2. Meticulous Textual Analysis: Examine each selected poem stanza by stanza to unravel 

its metaphorical structure and explore its various layers of meaning. 

3. Comparative Discussion: Synthesize the findings from the individual poem analyses to 

highlight shared philosophical themes and recurring patterns in Dickinson's conceptual 

framework. 

4. Conclusion: Reflect on the lasting impact of Dickinson's metaphorical vision and its 

broader implications for understanding the human experience. 

The analysis will focus on how the concepts of 'lack' or 'suffering' become central to 

unlocking the meanings of hope and success in her poetry, illustrating what this paper refers to 
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as Dickinson's "philosophy of lack." 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

In-Depth Analysis Part I: The Resilient Anatomy of Hope in "'Hope' is the thing with 

feathers. Emily Dickinson's poem "'Hope' is the Thing with Feathers" is not merely a charming 

poem but a meticulous, systematic construction of a complex abstract concept. Through a 

single, extended metaphor, Dickinson defines hope not by what it feels like in moments of 

peace but by what it does in moments of turmoil. This analysis will meticulously examine the 

poem, stanza by stanza, employing the cognitive and literary tools from the preceding section 

to reveal how Dickinson builds her definition of hope as an innate, resilient, and utterly selfless 

entity.  

Stanza 1: Defining the Entity and Its Place. The poem begins with one of English's most 

famous declarative statements: "'Hope' is the thing with feathers -." The word "thing" is 

particularly significant, as it is indefinite, simple, and humble. Hope is not deified as an angel 

or a goddess; it is a tangible, almost mundane "thing." This act of naming is a prime example 

of an ontological metaphor, giving an abstract emotion a physical form and boundaries. The 

phrase "with feathers" conveys qualities such as lightness, the ability to fly, and a connection 

to nature while also suggesting a certain fragility. 

The second line, "That perches in the soul -," is pivotal as it delineates the metaphor's 

location. The verb "perches" is a quiet, gentle action. It suggests a bird that has found a place 

to rest calmly and steadfastly, not a fleeting visitor that might fly away at any moment. The 

selection of the term "in the soul" serves to internalize hope completely. It is not an external 

force to be sought or an ideology to be adopted; rather, it is an intrinsic, organic part of the 

human psyche. This internalization is fundamental to Dickinson's argument: hope is not 

something we acquire, but rather, it resides within us. It establishes hope as a constant, a part 

of one's very being. 

The stanza concludes with a definition of the entity's primary action: "And sings the tune 

without the words - / And never stops - at all -." This passage expresses hope through its 

absence of "words." This statement provides a deep understanding of hope, indicating that it 

doesn't come from logical arguments we make with ourselves. Instead, hope is intuitive and 

pre-linguistic, like a melody that the soul comprehends without needing words or explanations. 
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The contemporary conception of metaphor underwent a paradigm shift due to the seminal work 

of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980), Metaphors We Live By. 

The final line, with its emphatic "at all," underscores this inner music's ceaseless, 

persistent nature. It is an unwavering background hum of existence, a baseline of resilient 

optimism always present, even when not actively listened to. 

Stanza 2: Measuring Resilience in the Storm The poem's second stanza tests the gentle 

entity established in the first, shifting the scene from the soul's quiet to the chaos of external 

adversity. The line "And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard -" presents a powerful paradox. The 

song of hope is not merely audible in the "Gale," a metaphor for intense, violent struggle, but 

it is at its "sweetest." Adversity does not diminish hope; it clarifies and amplifies it. The internal 

song is perceived with the most incredible clarity and value in unfavorable external 

circumstances. This observation aligns with the paper's central thesis, which posits that genuine 

understanding and appreciation emerge from challenging circumstances for Dickinson. 

The subsequent lines, "And sore must be the storm - / That could abash the little Bird / 

That kept so many warm," further quantify hope's immense strength through a negative 

definition. Dickinson does not state how strong the bird is; instead, she conveys the 

overwhelming power a "storm" (a metaphor for a prolonged, devastating trial) would require 

to defeat it. The verb "abash" is a subtle choice to make ashamed or disconcerted. The assertion 

suggests that the objective of a storm would be to engender a sense of futility or incongruity in 

hope. However, for such a storm to achieve this, it must be "sore" or profoundly distressing. 

In this context, the "Little Bird" introduction constitutes a masterful stroke of contrast. The 

entity's physical diminutive stature is juxtaposed with its colossal capacity for endurance and 

its ability to provide comfort ("kept so many warm"), another sensory metaphor that equates 

hope with vital, life-sustaining heat in the face of the frigid storm. 

Stanza 3: The Personal Testimony of Unconditionality The poem's final stanza undergoes 

a significant shift in tone, transitioning from a general, declarative voice to a personal 

testimony. This transformation grounds the poem's abstract philosophy in the speaker's lived 

experience, thereby offering a tangible connection between the philosophical ideas and the 

individual perspective. The poem's "I" emerges for the first time in this stanza, as the speaker 

experiences a sense of familiarity with the described landscapes, stating, "I've heard it in the 

chillest land - / And on the strangest sea - ."These landscapes, which the speaker encounters in 
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the poem, represent metaphorical expressions of extreme suffering and alienation, suggesting 

a deep and personal connection to the experiences described. The term "chillest land" indicates 

a state of profound emotional numbness, isolation, or despair. The term "strangest sea" 

connotes a journey through complete uncertainty, foreignness, and perhaps a crisis of faith or 

identity. By testifying that she has heard Hope's song even in these ultimate extremities, the 

speaker validates the boundless resilience of hope. 

The poem's denouement offers its most compelling assertion regarding the essence of 

hope, articulated in a reserved, almost casual manner: "Yet - never - in Extremity, / It asked a 

crumb - of me." This concluding pair of lines delineates hope by what it does not embody. It is 

predicated on selflessness. It demands nothing in return after providing its constant, warming, 

and sweet song through the most arduous trials—not a "crumb" of energy, recognition, or 

reciprocation. This unconditionality is the final, defining characteristic in Dickinson's anatomy 

of hope. It is an endless resource of grace that sustains the self without depleting it. 

In this poem, Dickinson employs a three-stanza structure to explore the concept of hope. 

She defines hope as an innate entity, tests its resilience, and affirms its selfless nature. The bird 

metaphor is not merely a comparison but a comprehensive philosophical system in miniature. 

It powerfully argues that hope is an internal, constant, and unconditional force, most 

profoundly understood not in peace but in the heart of the storm. 

In-Depth Analysis Part II: The Agonizing Clarity of Success 

In the poem "Hope is the Thing with Feathers," Dickinson offers an internal, sustaining 

emotion; in "Success is Counted Sweetest," she presents an external, societal value. These 

poems demonstrate a sharp, paradoxical argument contrary to all conventional wisdom. 

Dickinson posits that the true definition of victory is inaccessible to the victor and belongs 

exclusively to the vanquished. In a series of sensory metaphors—taste, sight, and sound—

Dickinson methodically strips understanding from the possessor and grants it to the one who 

has been deprived, powerfully illustrating her "philosophy of lack." 

Stanza 1: The Thesis of Thirst  

The poem opens with a bold statement rather than a subtle image, presenting its central 

paradox directly. This statement serves as the thesis: "Success is counted sweetest / By those 

who ne'er succeed." This immediate and provocative statement serves to establish the poem's 
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primary theme. The value, or "sweetest" nature, of an experience, is best measured, or 

"counted," by those who have never had it. To substantiate this abstract assertion, Dickinson 

immediately provides a concrete, sensory metaphor: "To comprehend a nectar / Requires sorest 

need." The poem's metaphorical structure establishes its fundamental cognitive logic. Success 

is conceptualized as "nectar," a term derived from mythology that symbolizes the ambrosia 

imbibed by deities. This substance is both divine and rare, evoking a sense of profound desire. 

However, the crux of this metaphor is not the prize itself but rather the prerequisite for 

its comprehension: "sorest need." This need is not mild but "sore," connoting a painful, aching 

void. To truly understand the life-giving properties of a single drop, one must be desperately 

thirsty. Within the framework of cognitive metaphor theory, this establishes that 

UNDERSTANDING IS SENSATION (specifically, taste). However, Dickinson introduces a 

pivotal condition: the intensity of the sensation, and consequently, the depth of the 

understanding, is directly proportional to the intensity of the prior deprivation. The nectar 

cannot be bestowed; one must have experienced its absence to genuinely "comprehend" it. 

Stanza 2: The Blindness of the Victor, In the second stanza, the sensory focus transitions 

from the sense of taste to that of sight, presenting a vivid image of triumph. Dickinson paints 

a scene of a victorious army, the "purple host / Who took the flag today." The "purple host" is 

a rich metaphor, signifying the army's elite status. Purple symbolizes royalty, honor, and 

victory, symbolizing the army's distinguished status. The verb "took" is active and decisive. 

The subjects have seized their prize, the "flag," a clear metonym for the abstract concept of 

victory. The subjects are the embodiment of success, possessing all its external markers. 

Nevertheless, this group is precisely the one that is denied accurate understanding. 

Dickinson states unequivocally: "Not one of all the purple hosts... Can tell the definition, / So 

clear, of victory." The question then arises as to why these victors, in the very moment of their 

triumph, cannot define it. Dickinson suggests that possession itself is a kind of blindness. The 

subjects become utterly engrossed in the celebration, to the point of being deafened by their 

cheers. As a result, they experience the raw emotion of victory yet lack the critical distance 

necessary for clear-sighted comprehension. The immediacy of the event muddles their 

understanding. Despite holding the symbol of success, the flag, they cannot grasp its essence. 

Stanza 3: The Authority of the Defeated, The poem's culminating moment and most 

compelling evidence materialize in the final stanza, where the perspective undergoes a 
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dramatic shift to the antithesis of the purple host: "As he, defeated, dying...". This solitary 

figure symbolizes the pinnacle of desolation—deprived of victory and on the brink of death 

itself. In this state of ultimate dispossession, Dickinson bestows upon him uncontested 

authority on the subject of success. The term "forbidden" denotes his exclusion from the 

celebration, classifying him as an observer and an outsider whose unique perspective derives 

from his marginal status. 

The poem's concluding lines convey its argument through a compelling auditory 

metaphor. For the dying soldier, "The distant strains of triumph / Break, agonized and clear!" 

The sounds of victory are "distant," and this distance affords the crucial perspective that the 

triumphant host lacks. The word "strains" is also significant, suggesting a melody and the 

sound of immense effort and struggle, a reminder of the cost of battle. The verb "break" 

suggests a violent nature, suggesting that the sound is not a gentle melody but rather a sharp, 

shattering intrusion upon the subject's consciousness. 

Its culminating oxymoronic phrase encapsulates The poem's brilliance: "agonized and 

clear." The soldier's comprehension is not dispassionate but derived from and inseparable from 

his anguish. The pain of his defeat is the instrument that renders the definition of victory so 

acutely "clear." For him, success is not an abstract concept or a confused celebration but a 

tangible, agonizing reality of what has been lost. Dickinson's argument is thus completed: the 

most profound comprehension is forged in the crucible of suffering. The poem's final, 

unforgettable image demonstrates that the price of a clear definition is a devastating loss, and 

the most accurate knowledge belongs only to those who have paid it. 

Comparative Discussion: The Philosophy of Lack 

A thorough examination of the poems "'Hope' is the thing with feathers" and "Success is 

counted sweetest" has been conducted, and they are now to be placed side-by-side to illuminate 

their shared philosophical core. While one poem explores an internal emotion and the other an 

external valuation, they are united by a profound and recurring argument: that the most 

accurate human understanding is forged in the crucible of adversity and deprivation. Closely 

reading these poems reveals Dickinson's "philosophy of lack," a worldview wherein 

perspective is sharpened by distance, value is clarified by absence, and the most profound 

knowledge belongs not to the possessor but the one who longs. 
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A notable parallel exists between the two poems' shared logic that experience is 

intensified and understood through its opposite. Hope's song is not merely present; it is 

"sweetest - in the Gale -" its value reaching its apex at the moment of most significant turmoil. 

Similarly, the "nectar" of success is only truly comprehended by those afflicted with the "sorest 

need." In both cases, suffering does not hinder comprehension but is a prerequisite. The 

victorious "purple host" is unaware of the true definition of their achievement, akin to a soul 

in a state of calm who might take the quiet song of hope for granted. It is the storm that renders 

the tune precious, and it is the agony of defeat that makes the definition of victory "clear." This 

structural mirroring reveals a consistent intellectual pattern in Dickinson's thought: value is a 

product of contrast, and clarity is a product of pain. 

Furthermore, both poems execute a radical shift in perspective, moving the seat of 

authority from the privileged to the marginalized. In "'Hope' is the thing with feathers," the 

ultimate proof of hope's power comes from the speaker's testimony of hearing it in the "chillest 

land" and on the "strangest sea"—landscapes of utter desolation. In "Success is counted 

sweetest," this shift is even more stark. The army is dismissed as incapable of definition, while 

ultimate authority is granted to a single, anonymous soldier who is "defeated, dying." This is a 

profound ethical and epistemological move. Dickinson consistently argues that the center does 

not hold the truth; the truth is found at the periphery, in the experience of the outsider, the 

sufferer, whose ear is "forbidden." This elevation of the marginalized perspective is a hallmark 

of her oeuvre, challenging the conventional societal assumption that power and possession 

equate to wisdom. 

Further supporting Dickinson's 'philosophy of lack' is its striking resonance with her 

biographical context. As an exceptionally prolific poet who remained virtually unknown and 

unpublished throughout her lifetime, Dickinson, in a literary sense, embodied the 'defeated' 

soldier, acutely attuned to the 'distant strains of triumph' enjoyed by her more celebrated 

contemporaries. Her profound understanding of the 'nectar' of recognition stemmed precisely 

from its consistent denial in her life. While direct biographical interpretations should be 

approached cautiously, viewing these poems as an artist grappling with her unique position 

offers a compelling lens. Her voluminous private work, perhaps her own 'thing with feathers,' 

served as an internal source of sustenance that sought no 'crumb' of public validation. Through 

her powerful articulation that deprivation can be a source of profound clarity, Dickinson 
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effectively transmuted her circumstances of obscurity into a universal and impactful artistic 

principle. 

Upon reading these poems in concert, a coherent worldview emerges. Calibration of the 

human soul characterizes Dickinson's philosophy through contrast. The concept of warmth is 

illustrated by the "chillest land," the idea of music is exemplified by the "storm," and the agony 

of defeat represents the concept of victory. This shared logic transcends the individual 

masterpieces, elevating them to two pivotal pillars in Dickinson's comprehensive and enduring 

exploration of the human condition. 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

In the secluded chambers of her Amherst residence, Emily Dickinson pioneered 

revolutionary poetics that consistently identified authentic comprehension in fulfillment and 

the austere, elucidating landscape of absence. This study has examined the complex mechanics 

of this "philosophy of lack" by closely examining two of her most salient poems, contending 

that Dickinson utilizes metaphor not merely for aesthetic enhancement but as a pivotal 

instrument for philosophical exploration. By methodically constructing definitions from the 

perspective of deprivation, she demonstrates that the most profound comprehension of life's 

most profound concepts is a privilege reserved for those who most fervently seek them. 

As demonstrated by the analysis, the definitions of "hope" and "success" are founded 

upon a fundamental paradox. Through a thorough deconstruction of the phrase "Hope's the 

thing with feathers," it was revealed that hope is not merely a transient sentiment but rather an 

innate, resilient quality that, in the words of the poem, flourishes "sweetest" and most vital 

amidst the "Gale." A subsequent examination of the poem "Success is counted sweetest" 

revealed an identical logic, positing that the divine "nectar" of victory is truly comprehended 

only by the "defeated, dying" soldier for whom its sound is both "agonized and clear." Placing 

these poems in dialogue uncovered a consistent worldview, positing that suffering is not an 

impediment to knowledge but the very lens through which it is acquired. 

The implications of this "philosophy of lack" extend far beyond literary analysis. 

Dickinson's perspective offers a radical and humane counter-narrative in a world that often 

measures worth by external markers of achievement and relentless positivity. She suggests that 

moments of struggle, longing, and even failure are not empty voids but crucibles of profound 
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perception. These experiences provide the clarity necessary to comprehend the actual value of 

what we seek, compelling an introspective shift that ultimately fosters a more resilient and 

authentic self. 

Emily Dickinson's literary legacy is best understood when considering her unique blend 

of metaphorical precision and psychological depth. Her poetry does not merely record 

emotions; she creates them, providing them with structure, environment, and articulation 

through her distinctive imagery. Her oeuvre serves as a perpetual testament to the notion that 

the most profound truths about the human condition often emanate from the fringes of society. 

Through her unique intellectual aptitude, she demonstrates that profound insight is not found 

in the satisfaction of possession but in the poignant and powerful clarity of longing 
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