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Abstract 

This study examines the discursive construction of female selfhood, agency, and resistance 

in selected poems from Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was the moon. Although research on 

South Asian women’s Anglophone poetry has often foregrounded thematic concerns such as 

gender, identity, diaspora, sexuality, resistance, and postcolonial experience, as well as 

biographical and feminist interpretations (Innes, 2017; King, 2001; Kumari, 2025; Prasad, 

2012; Rao, 2016), comparatively limited attention has been devoted to the systematic 

examination of how micro-linguistic choices construct gendered poetic subjectivity through 

an explicitly Feminist Critical Discourse Analytic framework (Lazar, 2007). While some 

studies have adopted linguistic, stylistic, or CDA-oriented approaches (Khan & Ali, 2016; 

Yaqoob et al., 2024), sustained micro-level FCDA of South Asian women’s Anglophone 

poetry remains comparatively underexplored. To address this gap, this study adopts a 

qualitative feminist critical discourse-stylistic framework, combining Fairclough’s three-

dimensional model of text, discursive practice, and social practice with Sara Mills’s feminist 

stylistics. Twelve purposely selected poems are analyzed with attention to pronouns and 

temporal deixis, naming practices, verb choice and clause structure, modality, syntactic 

negation, imperatives, cosmic and architectural metaphors, translingual markers, and spatial 

representations. The analysis shows that Unnahar’s poetry constructs female subjectivity 
through distinct, intersecting discursive positions: the daughter inheriting maternal authority, 

the collective translator of intergenerational trauma, the reclaimer of domestic and spatial 

architectures, the hybrid postcolonial traveler, the resilient survivor, and the autonomous 

architect of the self. This study demonstrates that Unnahar’s poetry does not present 
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womanhood as a fixed or essential category; instead, it constructs female selfhood as a fluid, 

relational, and active textual performance. Most significantly, it contributes to postcolonial 

feminist literary linguistics by illustrating how micro-level grammatical analysis clarifies the 

political and stylistic mechanics of contemporary Pakistani Anglophone poetry. 

Keywords: Noor Unnahar; Pakistani Anglophone poetry; feminist CDA; feminist stylistics; 

female selfhood; transitivity; postcolonial poetry; discourse analysis. 
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distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC 

BY NC) license (https:// creativecommons.org/licenses/by/ 4.0/). 

1. Introduction 

Contemporary South Asian Anglophone women’s poetry is an important site for 

examining how gender, language, memory, domesticity, and postcolonial identity 

intersect. Within this field, Pakistani Anglophone poetry occupies a significant 

position because it frequently mediates between English as a global literary 

language and culturally specific idioms, familial structures, and local histories. 

Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was the moon serves as a clear example of this writing. 

The collection engages with voice, lineage, home, emotional loss, self-discovery, 

survival, and cultural memory, while drawing on translingual markers and non-

translated titles such as "shams un-nisa", "noor", and "bilingual". 

Existing scholarship on South Asian women's literature frequently centers 

on broad thematic categories such as patriarchy, oppression, resistance, gendered 

silence, and female agency. Where feminist critical discourse analysis and feminist 

stylistics have been applied to South Asian material, this work has concentrated 

on prose fiction (Rehman et al., 2021; Shakoor et al., 2023), poetry collections in 

traditional print form (Sajad et al., 2024), or media and film texts (Sohail et al., 

2020). Contemporary Pakistani Anglophone poetry that circulates primarily 

through digital and Instagram platforms characterized by minimalist visual layout, 

brevity, and non-traditional formatting remains largely unexamined through this 

combined lens. Noor Unnahar's yesterday i was the moon, one of the most widely 
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read examples of this genre, has received popular and journalistic attention but 

little sustained micro-linguistic analysis. 

This study analyzes twelve selected poems from Unnahar’s yesterday i was 

the moon using a feminist critical discourse-stylistic framework. It investigates 

how female subjectivity is constructed through pronouns, temporal deixis, naming 

practices, transitivity processes, modality, syntactic negation, imperatives, cosmic 

and architectural metaphors, translingual markers, and spatial representations. The 

study argues that Unnahar’s poetry presents female selfhood as fluid, relational, 

and non-essentialist. The female subject does not belong to a single, static 

category; instead, she emerges through multiple, intersecting discursive positions: 

the daughter inheriting maternal authority, the collective translator of 

intergenerational trauma, the reclaimer of domestic and spatial architectures, the 

hybrid postcolonial traveler, the resilient survivor, and the autonomous architect 

of the self. 

1.1. Research Problem 

The primary problem addressed in this study is not the absence of feminist critical 

discourse or stylistic scholarship on South Asian writing generally such work 

exists and has usefully examined fiction, film, and media discourse (Rehman et 

al., 2021; Sohail et al., 2020; Shakoor et al., 2023; Sajad et al., 2024). Rather, the 

problem is twofold. First, this body of work has not yet extended to the specific 

genre of contemporary Pakistani digital/Instagram Anglophone poetry, of which 

Unnahar's collection is a prominent example. Second, even the studies cited above 

— while valuable in extending feminist stylistic and FCDA methods to South 

Asian material — tend to identify texts as broadly 'resistant' or 'empowering' at the 

level of overall thematic claim, without always tracing how specific grammatical 

choices (transitivity, modality, negation, deixis) construct that resistance at the 
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level of the clause. This study builds on, rather than departs from, that scholarship, 

extending its methods with a sharper focus on clause-level mechanics.  

This study addresses both gaps by applying a combined Fairclough–Lazar–Mills 

framework to Unnahar's poetry with sustained attention to micro-linguistic 

mechanics rather than thematic description alone. 

1.2. Research Objectives 

The objectives of this study are as follows: 

• To examine how selected poems from Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was 

the moon construct female selfhood through micro-linguistic and stylistic 

choices. 

• To analyze how pronouns, temporal deixis, naming practices, verb 

choice and clause structure, modality, syntactic negation, imperatives 

and cosmic or architectural metaphors contribute to representations of 

female agency and resistance. 

• To investigate how the selected poems negotiate postcolonial hybridity, 

matrilineal heritage, spatial authority, and domestic structures through 

translingual markers. 

• To explore how Unnahar’s poetry resists essentialist views of 

womanhood by establishing multiple, fluid positions of female 

subjectivity. 

• To demonstrate the practical value of combining Feminist Critical 

Discourse Analysis with feminist stylistics when analyzing 

contemporary Pakistani Anglophone poetry. 

1.3. Research Questions 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 
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1) How do selected poems from Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was the moon 

construct female selfhood through micro-linguistic and stylistic 

choices? 

2) What discursive strategies are deployed to represent female agency, 

resistance, intergenerational silence, spatial authority, temporal fluidity, 

and compulsory resilience? 

3) How do the poems negotiate gendered power dynamics within familial, 

domestic, spatial, and translingual contexts? 

4) In what ways do the poems construct female identity as fluid, relational, 

and non-essentialist? 

2. Literature Review 

This study is grounded in Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), which investigates 

how language operates in relation to power, ideology, social structure, and 

resistance (Fairclough, 1992, 1995; Van Dijk, 1993; Wodak & Meyer, 2009). 

CDA offers a structured method through Fairclough's three-dimensional 

framework (1992, 2003), which connects micro-level textual features to macro-

level social practices through the mediation of discursive practice. Fairclough's 

model has proven adaptable well beyond its original institutional applications, and 

its attention to vocabulary, clausal structure, and metaphor remains a useful basis 

for analyzing identity and power in postcolonial literary contexts. 

However, because this investigation centers on gendered agency and female 

subjectivity, standard CDA requires supplementation. Feminist Critical Discourse 

Analysis (FCDA) extends this model by examining how patriarchal power 

relations are naturalized, contested, or dismantled through language. Lazar (2005, 

2007) notes that FCDA specifically addresses the subtle ways gender ideologies 

operate in everyday texts. In the context of Unnahar's poetry, FCDA provides the 
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tools to analyze how intergenerational silence, domestic confinement, and 

gendered expectations of resilience are structurally negotiated. 

To anchor the micro-linguistic analysis of poetic form, this study also draws 

on feminist stylistics. As formulated by Mills (1995), feminist stylistics moves 

beyond surface thematic readings by analyzing concrete grammatical decisions—

such as word choice, verb selection and clause structure, naming conventions, and 

syntactic positions—to show how gendered meaning and agency are constructed. 

By combining FCDA's critique of ideological structures with Mills's emphasis on 

textual mechanics, this study establishes a framework capable of tracking how 

poetic form constructs ideological resistance. 

Recent scholarship confirms the value of combining FCDA and feminist 

stylistics within South Asian literary and media studies. Sohail, Sanzar, and 

Mehboob (2020) applied FCDA to examine shifts in gender representation within 

Pakistani media. Similarly, stylistic tools have been used to unpack gendered 

power in prose and poetry. Rehman, Pathan, Abbasi, and Umrani (2021) used 

feminist stylistics to reveal how syntactic choices enforce gender stereotypes in 

Sidhwa's The Bride, an approach further extended by Shakoor, Ajmal, and 

Ghazanfar (2023) in their analysis of Baqir's Beyond the Fields. Applying Mills's 

model, Sajad, Rehman, and Nawaz (2024) demonstrated how localized lexical 

choices in Syed's Beautiful Inadequacies subvert traditional gender roles. 

In Unnahar's poetry, non-translated markers such as {shams un-nisa}, 

{noor}, and {bilingual} preserve cultural memory without conceding to Western 

translation expectations, resisting the assumption that Anglophone poetry must 

fully translate itself for an English-language readership. 

Postcolonial feminist theory provides crucial context for interpreting these 

strategies. Mohanty (1988, 2003) critiques universalizing Western frameworks 

that flatten Third World women into passive subjects, emphasizing instead the 
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importance of specific cultural histories, maternal lineages, and localized domestic 

contexts. In Pakistani Anglophone poetry, cultural inheritance serves as a primary 

site of negotiation: maternal naming, translingual markers, and domestic imagery 

function not as incidental cultural color but as the specific, localized ground on 

which female subjectivity is constructed  precisely the kind of context-sensitive 

reading Mohanty's framework calls for. 

While existing literature has addressed postcolonial identity, feminist media 

studies, and traditional stylistics separately, contemporary Pakistani Anglophone 

visual poetry remains underexplored from a combined FCDA and feminist stylistic 

perspective. This study bridges that gap by demonstrating how micro-linguistic 

choices from pronoun selection and transitivity to translingual markers and 

architectural metaphors construct a fluid, self-authoring female subject across 

Unnahar's work. 

3. Theoretical Framework 

This study is grounded in a hybrid feminist critical discourse-stylistic framework. 

The overarching structural layout follows Fairclough’s three-dimensional model 

of Critical Discourse Analysis (1992, 2003), which operates across three 

interconnected levels: text, discursive practice, and social practice. 

At the textual level, the analysis examines specific grammatical and stylistic 

mechanisms: pronoun choices and temporal deixis, matrilineal naming 

conventions, verb choice and clause structure, modal operators, syntactic negation, 

structural imperatives, cosmic and architectural metaphors, and translingual 

lexical markers. 

At the discursive practice level, the framework traces how these textual 

choices construct distinct subject positions for the female speaker. These include 

the daughter inheriting maternal authority, the collective translator of 

intergenerational trauma, the reclaimer of spatial architectures, the hybrid 
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postcolonial traveler, the resilient survivor, and the autonomous architect of the 

self. 

It should be noted that Fairclough's original formulation of "discursive 

practice" refers primarily to the processes of text production, distribution, and 

consumption within institutional contexts— for example, how a news article is 

produced by journalists, circulated by media organizations, and interpreted by 

readers (Fairclough, 1992, 2003). Because the present study analyzes a single-

authored, print-published poetry collection rather than an institutional or multi-

authored discourse, the category of discursive practice is adapted here to 

foreground the interpretive-textual process by which specific linguistic choices 

generate coherent subject positions for the poetic speaker. This adaptation follows 

precedent in literary and stylistic applications of CDA, where the middle tier of 

Fairclough's model is commonly reoriented from institutional 

production/consumption toward the process of subject-positioning within the text 

itself (e.g., applications combining CDA with feminist stylistics in Mills, 1995). 

Distribution and reception in the conventional Faircloughian sense—how the 

collection circulates as a commercially published, Instagram-adjacent literary 

object, and how readers engage with its visual-poetic form are acknowledged as 

relevant to a fuller social-practice account, but are not the primary focus of the 

textual analysis undertaken here. 

At the social practice level, the framework connects these subject positions 

to broader ideological structures, including patriarchal containment, compulsory 

resilience, postcolonial spatial negotiation, the intergenerational transmission of 

voice, and the subversion of normative womanhood. 

Fairclough’s model is synthesized with Feminist Critical Discourse Analysis 

(FCDA) to focus specifically on gendered power dynamics. Lazar (2005, 2007) 

emphasizes that FCDA critiques how gender ideologies and unequal power 
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relations are normalized or contested in discourse. In this study, FCDA illuminates 

how Unnahar’s poetry challenges patriarchal expectations, restrictive spatial 

boundaries, forced silence, and superficial definitions of female strength. 

Finally, the methodology incorporates Sara Mills’s (1995) feminist stylistics 

to connect micro-linguistic choices directly with literary form. Feminist stylistics 

provides the tools to analyze how agency, embodied identity, and voice are 

constructed at the level of word choice, clause structure, and spatial orientation. 

By combining FCDA’s ideological critique with Mills’s close stylistic reading, the 

framework provides a rigorous basis for analyzing how poetic form produces 

female agency. 

4. Methodology 

4.1. Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative textual research design. Qualitative inquiry is suited 

for interpretive projects aimed at unpacking textual meanings, ideological 

structures, and discursive identity positions rather than measuring variables 

statistically (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Because this study investigates how 

Unnahar’s poetry textually constructs female subjectivity, agency, and resistance, 

a qualitative interpretive approach is appropriate. 

The overall design follows a feminist critical discourse-stylistic 

methodology, bridging the ideological focus of CDA with the detailed textual 

focus of stylistics. This hybrid model fits the material well: Unnahar’s poems 

function simultaneously as literary art and as active sites of discourse that 

negotiate broader social structures, including matrilineal heritage, postcolonial 

hybridity, spatial authority, and female autonomy. 

4.2. Corpus and Data Selection 

The primary data for this study consist of twelve purposefully selected poems 

from Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was the moon (Unnahar, 2018): "shams un-
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nisa", "noor", "i am the rage", "azeez aurton — dear women", "when women 

become the skies", "home", "yesterday i was the moon", "bilingual", "you are a 

miracle", "women of my family", "strong", and "i am building myself". 

Purposive sampling was used rather than random sampling because qualitative 

textual analysis requires texts that directly address the core theoretical problem 

(Patton, 2015; Palinkas et al., 2015). Poems were selected based on the following 

criteria: 

1) Foregrounding female selfhood, matrilineal lineage, or self-naming. 

2) Construction of female voice, intergenerational memory, anger, or 

compulsory strength. 

3) Representation of domestic, spatial, or architectural structures. 

4) Deployment of translingual or non-translated markers (e.g., {shams un-

nisa}, {noor}, {bilingual}, azeez aurton). 

5) Use of cosmic, spatial, or architectural metaphors to construct female 

subjectivity. 

It should be acknowledged that these selection criteria are themselves oriented 

toward the study's central concerns like female selfhood, voice, and 

spatial/architectural authority, and that this necessarily shapes which poems were 

included in the corpus. This is a deliberate feature of purposive sampling rather 

than a flaw to be concealed: the aim of this study is not to test whether Unnahar's 

poetry constructs female selfhood, agency, and resistance against a neutral or 

random sample, but to examine how it does so in poems where these concerns are 

already salient. The analysis that follows should therefore be read as a close 

account of the discursive mechanics operating within a deliberately focused 

corpus, rather than as a claim generalizable to the collection as a whole or to 

Unnahar's work beyond it. 
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This selection allows for detailed micro-linguistic analysis while maintaining 

thematic and structural coherence across the corpus. 

4.3. Units of Analysis 

The primary units of analysis consist of lines, phrases, lexical choices, 

grammatical structures, and metaphoric patterns. Specifically, the analysis focuses 

on: 

• Pronouns and Deixis: The systematic deployment of the lowercase "i" as 

an intimate register, alongside collective pronouns ("we", "they") and 

temporal deictic shifts ("yesterday", "today"). 

• Naming Practices: Textual identifiers establishing matrilineal lineage 

and translingual identity, including "shams un-nisa", "noor", "azeez 

aurton — dear women", and maternal naming practices. 

• Verb Choice and Clause Structure: Active, stative, and descriptive verb 

constructions that construct active or passive positions (e.g., 'translates 

into', 'she named me', 'i shine', 'i burn', 'i write', 'travels', 'i am building').  

• Modality and Obligation: Expressions of internal capacity, external 

constraint, or necessity (e.g., "have to", "should", "cannot", "couldn't be 

anything / but strong", "will"). 

• Syntactic Negation: Structures highlighting social containment or 

ideological resistance, including negative participles ("unspoken", 

"unheard") and clausal negation ("you’re not only", "the men weren’t 

there"). 

• Imperatives: Direct grammatical commands authorizing self-fashioning 

(e.g., "make your name sound"). 

• Metaphors and Cosmic/Architectural Imagery: Symbolic frameworks 

shifting scale and spatial authority, including cosmic elements ("sun", 

"light", "sky", "stars"), bodily/spatial items ("shape of a foot", 
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"arrangement of bricks"), and structural components ("floor", "walls", 

"roof"). 

• Translingual Markers: Bracketed or non-translated titles and terms (e.g., 

{shams un-nisa}, {noor}, {bilingual}) that preserve cultural memory and 

de-center English monolingualism. 

• Discourses of Silence and Speech: Lexical markers capturing vocal 

constraint and verbal recovery (e.g., "unspoken", "unheard", "cannot stop 

sounding", "cannot stop speaking"). 

• Spatial and Architectural Structures: Re-conceptualizations of domestic 

space into sites of structural authority (e.g., "house", "home", "cooking 

pans", "arrangement of bricks", "walls", "roof"). 

4.4. Analytical Procedure 

The analysis followed a multi-stage procedure. First, the selected poems were read 

repeatedly to identify recurring thematic and linguistic patterns. Repeated reading 

is central to qualitative textual analysis because it allows the researcher to move 

from surface-level description to deeper interpretive categories (Creswell & Poth, 

2018). 

Second, the poems were coded according to micro-linguistic and stylistic 

categories: pronouns, temporal deixis, naming practices, verb choice and clause 

structure, modality, negation, imperatives, cosmic and architectural metaphors, 

embodied imagery, domestic imagery, and translingual lexical choices. 

Third, these features were interpreted using Fairclough’s three levels of 

analysis: text, discursive practice, and social practice (Fairclough, 1992, 2003). At 

the textual level, the study identified specific linguistic choices. At the discursive-

practice level, it examined how those choices constructed poetic subject positions. 

At the social-practice level, it connected those subject positions to broader 

gendered and cultural discourses. 
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Fourth, feminist CDA and feminist stylistics were used to examine how these 

linguistic features construct gendered agency, subjectivity, and resistance (Lazar, 

2005, 2007; Mills, 1995). Finally, the poems were compared across the corpus to 

identify recurring patterns. This cross-poem comparison revealed major categories 

such as matrilineal naming, recovered female speech, structural spatial inversion, 

temporal fluidity, compulsory resilience, and architectural self-actualization. 

4.5. Trustworthiness of the Analysis 

To enhance trustworthiness, the study follows qualitative criteria of credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Credibility is supported through close engagement with textual evidence. 

Transferability is addressed by clearly describing the selected poems, sampling 

criteria, and analytical framework. Dependability is supported through a 

transparent coding procedure. Confirmability is strengthened by linking 

interpretive claims to identifiable linguistic features rather than relying only on 

broad thematic impressions. 

The study also uses theoretical triangulation by combining Fairclough’s 

CDA, Feminist CDA, and feminist stylistics. This prevents the analysis from 

becoming either purely thematic or purely linguistic. Alternative interpretations 

were actively considered rather than assumed. For example, the modal 

construction analyzed in "strong" admits two competing readings: compulsory 

constraint versus inherited strength and the analysis retains this ambiguity rather 

than resolving it in favor of the study's overall thesis. It is acknowledged that this 

interpretive openness, while methodologically honest, also limits the falsifiability 

of the broader thesis: because both a resolved and an unresolved reading of 'strong' 

can be accommodated within a non-essentialist argument, the ambiguity functions 

here as a boundary condition on the analysis rather than as independent 

confirmation of it.  
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4.6. Researcher Reflexivity 

Since this study uses qualitative textual interpretation, researcher reflexivity is 

important. The analysis recognizes that interpretations of gender, culture, and 

agency are shaped by the researcher’s theoretical orientation and cultural 

assumptions. To avoid imposing a single feminist reading on the poems, the study 

does not treat resistance only as direct rebellion against patriarchy. Instead, it 

remains attentive to quieter forms of agency, including matrilineal self-naming, 

domestic strength, emotional recovery, and translingual crossing. 

This reflexive stance is especially important in analysing poems about 

cultural heritage and domestic space. Rather than reading South Asian female 

identity in a simplistic way, the study examines how the poems themselves 

construct agency, memory, and spatial authority as meaningful forms of identity 

and self-positioning. 

5. Findings 

The analysis of the selected corpus from Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was the moon 

reveals that female selfhood is structurally engineered through a complex matrix 

of micro-linguistic and discursive strategies: matrilineal naming, recovered 

speech, structural spatial inversion, temporal fluidity, and compulsory resilience. 

Rather than presenting womanhood as a fixed, stable, or essential category, the 

text systematically constructs the female subject through multiple, intersecting, 

and at times contrasting discursive positions, including the daughter, the collective 

speaker, the hybrid traveler, the reclaimer of domestic space, the resilient survivor, 

and the autonomous architect of the self. By matching the micro-politics of 

grammar with Fairclough’s three-dimensional model and Sara Mills’s feminist 

stylistic framework, these poems demonstrate that gendered agency is not merely 

an abstract theme but an active textual performance. The lowercase 'i,' recurring 

throughout the collection, is read here as one contributing element of an intimate, 



Discursive Constructions of Female Selfhood, Agency, and Resistance … 
 
 

 

    https://jals.miard.org/index.php/jals           233                          JALS 4(8) 2026 

self-reflective poetic register rather than as independent proof of resistance in 

itself. On its own, a lowercase pronoun is a minor typographic choice; its 

significance in this analysis comes from its consistent co-occurrence with active 

verb constructions ('i shine,' 'i burn,' 'i write,' 'i am building') that together de-center 

authoritative, declarative typography and construct a personalized space of 

postcolonial self-authorship. 

5.1. Matrilineal Naming as Female Symbolic Authority 

In the poems "shams un-nisa" and "noor," female identity is constructed by directly 

dismantling patriarchal lineage and establishing maternal naming as a sovereign 

source of relational authority. 

On a textual level, "shams un-nisa" relies on active verb constructions where 

the mother functions as the primary actor and speaker: "translates into," "she 

named me," and "the sun named me light" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 3). This is closely 

paired with the opening layout of "noor," which uses the relational process "my 

mother named me / light" to permanently tie the speaker's being to a maternal gift 

(Unnahar, 2018, p. 83). A critical grammatical shift then occurs across both texts 

as the speaker transitions from a passive recipient of a name into an active, self-

determining agent driven by first-person pronouns and assertive verbs: 'i shine 

when i want to,' 'i burn when i have to,' and 'i am the light i should be looking for' 

(Unnahar, 2018, pp. 3, 83). This shift is carried primarily by the assertive verb 

constructions themselves, with the lowercase register reinforcing rather than 

independently constituting the active positioning. 

Discursively, this choice constructs a highly resilient subject position that 

uses bracketed, non-translated bilingual titles as material cultural signifiers. A 

critical grammatical shift then occurs across both texts as the speaker transitions 

from a passive recipient of a name into an active, self-determining agent — a shift 

carried primarily by the assertive verb constructions themselves ('i shine when i 
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want to,' 'i burn when i have to') (Unnahar, 2018, p. 3), with the lowercase register 

reinforcing rather than independently constituting this active positioning. By 

keeping terms like "shams un-nisa" intact within an English-language framework, 

the text resists complete colonial translation and preserves historical memory. 

On the level of social practice, this micro-linguistic strategy directly 

challenges the traditional erasure of maternal heritage in patriarchal societies. By 

mapping female identity onto cosmic elements ("sun," "light," "sky," "stars"), the 

text completely bypasses male validation, a pattern consistent with the broader 

tendency of contemporary Pakistani digital poetry to locate validation and self-

acceptance internally rather than through external, often male, authorization. 

5.2. Female Voice as Recovery from Inherited Silence 

The poems "i am the rage" and "azeez aurton — dear women" investigate the 

structural friction between historical gendered silencing and individual linguistic 

recovery. In "i am the rage," the text uses negative passive participles—

"unspoken" and "unheard"—to mark the intergenerational containment of female 

experience (Unnahar, 2018, p. 4). This systemic constraint is broken through a 

contrastive coordinate clause driven by the first-person pronoun: "so i write a lot 

and speak / a little firmly" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 4). This pattern of reclaiming 

linguistic space is mirrored in "azeez aurton — dear women" through syntactic 

negation, "you're not only a she / or a her," which is immediately followed by a 

direct command in the practical imperative mood: "make your name sound" 

(Unnahar, 2018, p. 53). Discursively, these features construct the subject position 

of a collective translator of trauma who actively gives "life to the words that never 

/ made it out of their mouths" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 53). By combining the highly 

unusual, transgressive adverbial pair "terrifyingly, beautifully / out of this world" 

(Unnahar, 2018, p. 53), the text explicitly rejects the standard social expectations 

of passive femininity. Read against this history, these structures expose how 
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women's speech has historically been policed, forcing characters to internalize 

words slandered by patriarchy. By treating writing as a somatic and political 

necessity, the text executes a profound act of language decolonization, proving 

that female selfhood is an active performance of verbal reclaim and self-

recognition. 

5.3. Reversal of Spatial, Domestic, and Structural Hierarchies 

The poems "when women become the skies" and "home" contest patriarchal 

spatial dominance by transforming domestic architectures into sites of collective 

structural authority. In "when women become the skies," the text sets up a vivid 

contrast of bodily and spatial scale, where patriarchal masculinity is coded through 

demeaning, low-level lexical items: "shape of a foot" and "not even equal to my 

shoe" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 29). The grammatical turn is executed through the 

adversative coordinator "but," which shifts the clause structure entirely, making 

women the active subjects and primary builders : "we know how to build homes 

out of their mortgaged dreams" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 29). This is structurally 

reinforced by the high-stakes conditional clause: "and if we leave / their buildings 

will collapse" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 29). Discursively, this builds a sovereign 

collective female subject that is further expanded in "home" through an 

interpersonal, interrogative challenge: "how dare you call / an arrangement of 

bricks my home" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 61). More broadly, these structures directly 

confront the domestic confinement of women by re-defining home not as a literal 

physical prison of bricks, but as an art piece built with maternal language ("built 

with my mother's words") and shared emotional ease (Unnahar, 2018, p. 61). By 

expanding women to "the size of the skies" while reducing patriarchal structures 

to "mortgaged dreams," the text exposes material dominance as entirely dependent 

on women's hidden labor, an instance of stylistic foregrounding, in which a marked 
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deviation from expected structure — here, the inversion of who builds and who 

occupies draws attention to the systemic inequality it encodes. 

5.4. Temporal Fluidity, Translingual Crossing, and Survival 

The poems "yesterday—i was the moon", "bilingual", and "you are a miracle" use 

temporal deixis and linguistic boundary-crossing to construct identity as an 

ongoing, fluid process. In the title poem, "yesterday—i was the moon", identity is 

parsed through changing temporal deictic markers, "yesterday—i was the moon / 

today—just an eclipse," where the internal self is expressed through an active verb 

of movement: “something in me travels” (Unnahar, 2018, p. 1). This internal split 

is structurally mirrored in "bilingual" through spatial bridge metaphors: "i walk on 

two bridges everyday / one is easy; like my mother tongue / the other is scary; like 

a foreign language" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 18). The linguistic tension is driven by a 

repetitive deployment of negative capability and modal verbs: "i cannot stop 

sounding" and "i cannot stop speaking" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 18). Discursively, these 

features construct the position of the hybrid, traveling postcolonial subject moving 

across fluid emotional and cultural borders. In "you are a miracle", the specific 

temporal tracking—"4:12 pm, five years ago"—anchors the subject in a real 

history of waiting, which ultimately resolves into an active, confrontational 

posture: "stare daringly in the eyes of life" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 15). Taken together, 

these stylistic choices reject any essentialist, flat depiction of South Asian 

womanhood. By explicitly embracing structural fragmentation, "and my soul is 

split / between these two bridges" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 18), the text frames hybridity 

not as a source of identity loss, but as a calculated tool for postcolonial endurance: 

"for it helps me / survive" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 18). This use of cosmic and natural 

imagery like moons, eclipses and bridges to signify existential cycles of decay, 

renewal, and linguistic crossing is consistent with the minimalist, image-driven 

style characteristic of Unnahar's broader collection. 
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5.5. Intergenerational Genealogy and Compulsory Resilience 

The poems "women of my family" and "strong" dismantle male-centric 

explanations of female confidence and critique the social costs of forced 

endurance. In "women of my family", the text deploys syntactic negation—"the 

men weren't there when i was growing up" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 59)—to 

systematically isolate and remove male permission as the source of female agency. 

This vacuum is followed by the contrastive emphasis on 'but women,' followed by 

active verb choices where domestic items are paired with dynamic, volatile forces: 

"fire dances / with their cooking pans" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 59). In "strong", the text 

highlights a restricted modal constraint: "who couldn't be anything / but strong" 

(Unnahar, 2018, p. 65). Discursively, the text establishes an independent 

matrilineal genealogy of confidence, where the women are profiled as complex, 

intellectually robust actors whose eyes are "even louder" than their words, woven 

with "intelligence and history" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 59). Read against dominant 

patriarchal narratives, the poem exposes the flaws in discourse that frequently 

attributes female confidence to male indulgence or liberal family structures. By 

showing that the women teach their children to speak "with kindness and firmness 

/ ... without hesitation" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 59), the text positions agency as an 

intergenerational communicative practice. Here, the combination of domestic 

imagery ('cooking pans') with dynamic, forceful verbs ('fire dances') transforms 

what could be read as internal suffering into an active, almost protective register. 

Concurrently, "strong" provides a critical counter-narrative to standard 

empowerment tropes by exposing that female strength is frequently a compulsory 

response to harsh social conditions—a forced survival mechanism that literally 

"saved their lives" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 65). 

This reading, however, is not without tension. The modal construction 

"couldn't be anything / but strong" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 65) is grammatically a 
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marker of constraint rather than choice — it encodes the absence of alternatives, 

not their availability. Read this way, the poem does not so much celebrate agency 

as document its foreclosure: strength here is not chosen but imposed by 

circumstance, and the poem's apparent affirmation ("saved their lives") sits 

uneasily alongside its grammar of compulsion. The text does not fully resolve this 

tension. It can be read simultaneously as a celebration of inherited resilience and 

as an implicit critique of a social order that gives women no other option — and 

the poem itself does not signal which reading it prefers. This ambiguity is treated 

here not as a weakness of the analysis but as evidence that Unnahar's construction 

of female strength resists easy resolution into either straightforward empowerment 

or straightforward victimhood. 

5.6. Architectural Metaphors of Self-Actualization 

The poem "i am building myself" brings together the themes of spatial expansion, 

chosen architecture, and internal self-determination. Textually, the poem is tightly 

structured around first-person active present progressives: "i am building / a 

house" and "i am building / myself" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 2). Identity is construed 

through spatial-architectural metaphors where abstract internal virtues are 

assigned solid structural roles: "floor is / made up of strength," "walls are / crafted 

of ambition," and "roof is / a masterpiece of forgiveness" (Unnahar, 2018, p. 2). 

The grammatical parallelism across the stanzas ensures that house-building and 

self-building are perceived as identical conceptual processes. Discursively, the 

speaker occupies the position of the autonomous, self-authoring architect. By 

replacing physical building materials with ethical values ("strength," "ambition," 

"forgiveness"), the discourse claims total control over internal development. 

Situated within broader cultural discourse, this architectural model of the self 

directly subverts the historical practice of placing women inside pre-determined 

social or domestic frames. It reflects a broader contemporary literary turn toward 
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self-compassion, in which the subject looks inward for validation and structural 

growth rather than seeking it externally. Selfhood is thus designed line-by-line, 

utilizing the micro-politics of language to claim an authentic space of personal and 

cultural independence. 

6. Discussion 

The findings show that Unnahar’s poems construct female selfhood through a 

layered discourse of naming, speech, embodiment, spatial authority, domesticity, 

compulsory resilience, and resistance. This supports the usefulness of combining 

Fairclough’s CDA with feminist stylistics. Fairclough’s model helps connect 

micro-level textual features with broader social practices, while feminist CDA and 

feminist stylistics make the analysis more sensitive to gendered agency, silencing, 

embodiment, and reader-positioning. At the level of text, the poems repeatedly 

rely on first-person pronouns, negation, imperatives, relational clauses, metaphor, 

and bilingual bracketed titles. The lowercase 'i,' as noted above, is not sufficient 

on its own to prove ideological resistance, but it contributes to an intimate and 

self-reflective poetic voice when combined with the active verb constructions that 

recur throughout the corpus. More importantly, the repeated first-person 

constructions “i shine,” “i burn,” “i write,” “i speak,” “i am building,” “i am the 

light” position the female speaker as an active subject. She is not merely described; 

she defines herself. 

At the level of discursive practice, the poems repeatedly transform private or 

domestic forms into sites of meaning-making. The mother’s act of naming 

becomes symbolic authority. The home becomes both a domestic site and a 

structure dependent on women’s labour. Writing becomes a means of recovering 

words that earlier women could not speak. These practices show that Unnahar’s 

poetry does not locate agency only in overt public rebellion. Instead, agency is 

distributed across intimate, domestic, spatial, emotional, and linguistic spaces. At 



Discursive Constructions of Female Selfhood, Agency, and Resistance … 
 
 

 

    https://jals.miard.org/index.php/jals           240                          JALS 4(8) 2026 

the level of social practice, the poems challenge several patriarchal assumptions. 

They reject the idea that women’s confidence comes from liberal men; they expose 

how women’s anger and speech are suppressed; they challenge the decorative 

containment of women; they resist the reduction of women to pronouns, shoes, 

frames, documents, or compulsory niceness. However, the analysis also shows that 

Unnahar’s poetry should not be reduced to a single narrative of anti-patriarchal 

defiance. This is most visible in "strong," where the grammar of compulsory 

resilience resists a clean resolution into either agency or constraint a reminder that 

not every linguistic feature in the corpus straightforwardly supports a reading of 

empowerment, and that the framework's value lies partly in its capacity to hold 

that ambiguity open rather than explain it away. Some poems are explicitly 

resistant, especially “when women become the skies” and “i am the rage.” Others 

are more concerned with self-recognition, maternal inheritance, temporal 

hybridity, or emotional survival. This is where the study’s main contribution lies. 

The poems construct non-essentialist female subjectivity by refusing to make 

women one thing. The female subject may be a daughter named by her mother, a 

woman carrying inherited rage, a hybrid traveler walking on split bridges, a 

reclaimer of spatial architectures, a survivor bound by compulsory resilience, an 

autonomous architect building herself, or a collective sky-sized presence. 

Womanhood is therefore not presented as a stable essence but as a shifting set of 

discursive positions. The recurring imagery of light, sky, stars, fire, and home is 

also significant. Light is not only beauty; it is memory, survival, and self-

recognition. Fire is not only danger; it is domestic power, anger, and vitality. The 

sky is not only a natural image; it becomes a metaphor for expansion beyond 

patriarchal scale. Home is not only a place of confinement; it is also longing, 

female labour, and emotional belonging. These repeated images form a symbolic 
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network through which Unnahar enlarges female subjectivity beyond the narrow 

social categories assigned to women. 

The analysis also complicates simplistic feminist readings of postcolonial 

female identity. The translingual and spatial poems show that hybridity and 

localized inheritance function as meaningful forms of self-definition rather than 

identity loss. This does not mean that female endurance is automatically liberating, 

nor does it deny that social constraints exist. Rather, the poems present 

postcolonial female subjectivity as internally voiced, embodied, and meaningful. 

The speaker is not defined only by external gazes; she actively inhabits 

translingual markers, maternal legacies, and self-chosen architectures. 

Overall, the findings indicate that Unnahar’s poetry performs resistance most 

powerfully when resistance is understood broadly: not only as direct opposition to 

patriarchy, but also as self-naming, remembering, writing, refusing compulsory 

niceness, reclaiming rage, and recognizing women as sources of confidence and 

history. This broader understanding prevents the study from forcing every poem 

into a single political pattern and allows the analysis to capture the complexity of 

Unnahar’s poetic selfhood. 

7. Conclusion 

This study examined selected poems from Noor Unnahar’s yesterday i was the 

moon through a feminist critical discourse-stylistic approach informed by 

Fairclough’s three-dimensional model. The analysis found that Unnahar 

constructs female selfhood through multiple textual and discursive strategies, 

including matrilineal naming, recovered speech, emotional release, spatial 

inversion, temporal fluidity, compulsory resilience, domestic agency, and 

collective resistance to patriarchal reduction. The study shows that Unnahar’s 

poetry does not construct womanhood as a fixed essence. Instead, the female 

subject is fluid, relational, and non-essentialist. She is shaped by mothers, women 
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before her, family histories, anger, silence, kindness, strength, and self-

recognition. The poems resist patriarchal discourse not always through direct 

confrontation, but through the reworking of everyday signs: names, cooking pans, 

homes, skies, shoes, bricks, bridges, and light. The most important contribution of 

the study is its demonstration that micro-linguistic analysis can enrich readings of 

contemporary South Asian women’s Anglophone poetry. Rather than treating 

resistance only as a theme, the analysis shows how resistance and selfhood are 

produced through pronouns, naming practices, modality, metaphor, negation, 

imperatives, embodied imagery, and bilingual lexical choices. This approach 

makes the interpretation more linguistically grounded and less dependent on 

biography or general thematic description. 

However, the study also has limitations. The analysis is based on a small 

purposively selected sample of poems and therefore cannot make general claims 

about all of Unnahar’s work or South Asian women’s poetry as a whole. The 

poems also contain visual and multimodal elements in the original collection, 

which this study has not examined in detail. Future research may extend the 

analysis by comparing Unnahar’s poetry with other Pakistani or South Asian 

Anglophone women poets, incorporating multimodal analysis, or using corpus-

assisted methods to examine recurring lexical and metaphorical patterns across the 

full collection. 

In conclusion, Unnahar’s selected poems construct female identity as 

expansive rather than fixed, embodied rather than abstract, and inherited yet self-

authored. Her poetic speakers do not merely ask for recognition; they name 

themselves, recover silenced voices, reclaim spatial authority, challenge reduction, 

and become the light they seek. The poems therefore offer a rich site for examining 

how contemporary Pakistani Anglophone poetry produces feminist meanings 

through the micro-politics of language. 
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