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Abstract: This paper aims to study Emily Dickinson’s nature poetry from an ecocritical perspective. The 
Dickinsonian poetic self has the ability to reject the strict boundaries of ego. It is a self connected to 
place, to the environment of which it is a part, and interacts with all other life-forms. In her poetry 
Dickinson makes room for equal consideration of interests of the human and the non-human, an essential 
element in contemporary eco-ethical thought. There is the recognition of the non-humans’ place in the 
large inter-connected web of life and a realization that their lives are as inherently valuable as our own. 
Dickinson’s environmental stance, which is one of humility, makes her see the non-human life forms as no 
less important than humans, and they are raised to the position of having environmental significance.  
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A reading of “nature” in the poetry of Emily Dickinson does not entail viewing nature as an 
external “other” but implicates an interconnection and overlapping of the natural with the human realm. 
In this paper I intend to explore the human relationship to non-human nature as represented in the poetry 
of Emily Dickinson using the theoretical and methodological tools offered by Ecocriticism. The term 
“ecocriticism” was first introduced in 1978 by William Rueckert in an article called “Literature and 
Ecology: An Experiment in Ecocriticism”. Such criticism is basically aimed at reading the literary 
treatments of the natural world. As Laurence Buell argues, “[T]he subject of a text’s representation of its 
environmental ground matters – matters aesthetically, conceptually, ideologically. Language never 
replicates extratextual landscapes, but it can be bent toward or away from them.”(Buell, 33). The thrust of 
this paper is to explore Dickinson’s environmental imagination and sensibility. I would like to argue that 
her nature poems place the human poetic self within an ecological community not as superior to the other 
species but as an equal, one who is willing to listen to the voices of the other life-forms and to understand 
them, while also realizing that such understanding is only limited and provisional. Contemporary 
developments in the fields of deep ecology, ecofeminism, and environmental ethics would provide me 
with the theoretical models with which to proceed on my work. 
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A point of departure for such investigation can be Christine Gerhardt’s A Place for Humility: 
Whitman, Dickinson and the Natural World which is a comparative study of Dickinson’s and Whitman’s 
“environmental humility”. Gerhardt (2014) argues that although Dickinson led a secluded life, in her 
association with the natural environment she was far from being self-absorbed. In the company of non-
human nature, the Dickinsonian poetic self often rejects the strict boundaries of the ego to become a “self-
in-relationship”, a notion of the self based on an ethic of care and responsibility supported by Val 
Plumwood (Plumwood, 20). She is situated within the larger network of life in a particular place from 
which she lives a responsible and engaged life. Many of her poems seem to reflect the poet’s intimacy 
with nonhuman entities, and readers often feel that she knows them in person. The birds or insects don’t 
remain there as representative of a species but as particular beings with particular attributes – there is the 
Owl to whom she offers an “Amber Sill” that slants in her way to the family barn to be used as a house, 
and asks only “a Tune at Midnight” as a price (J 699); there is the Bumble bee whose “familiarities” help 
her have greater access to unfamiliar parts of nature (J 1220).   

In her poetry Dickinson makes room for equal consideration of interests of the human and the 
non-human, an essential element in contemporary eco-ethical thought. “On an ethical level, ecocriticism 
strives for the revision of an anthropocentric cultural value system…” (Zapf, 52). In her nature poems we 
find such revaluations where many culturally undervalued species acquire significance. There is the 
recognition of the non-humans’ place in the large inter-connected web of life and a realization that their 
lives are as inherently valuable as our own. Dickinson’s willingness to observe and represent minute life-
forms itself can be seen as what Gerhardt calls “eco-ethical gestures” (Gerhardt, 32). Let us consider the 
following poem: 

As I of He, so God of Me 

I pondered, May have judged, 

And left the little Angleworm 

With Modesties enlarged. (J 885) 

Such an encounter with an angleworm leaves the poet with a sense of modesty as she realizes that she too 
is just a speck in the larger inter-connected universe. Such representative acts invest these minute life 
forms with “intrinsic value”, a much-debated concept within critical environmental thought. Deep 
ecologists and animal liberationists alike believe that non-human nature possesses an inherent value 
independent of their instrumental value to human beings. Let us take another example – speaking of a 
caterpillar walking in the palm of her hands, the poet utters: “Intent upon its own career/ What use has it 
for me –" (J 1448) These lines stress that the caterpillar has a purpose to fulfill in life, it is a conscious 
being aiming at things in the future. She has also subverted the hierarchy by positing herself as being of 
no ‘use’ to the caterpillar. However opinions vary regarding which entities of non-human nature should 
be considered as possessing intrinsic value. Peter Singer, for instance, asks, “Is there intrinsic value 
beyond sentience?” (Singer, 419) Whether Dickinson extends value to such elements of non-human 
nature that are not sentient is a question left outside the ambit of this paper. 

Dickinson’s poetry explores the agency and autonomy of the natural world. Nature responds and is 
responded to. Human speech is not a unique faculty; the non-human world too is able to communicate 
with humans. It has language, not like humans, but nonetheless a system of signs and gestures, and is 
highly articulate. Only one possessing an observing eye and an attentive ear can perceive the commonly 
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overlooked and unheard natural phenomena. “Beginning with the idea that all entities in the great web of 
nature deserve recognition and a voice, an ecological literary criticism might explore how authors have 
represented the interaction of both the human and nonhuman voices in the landscape.”(McDowell, 372). 
Dickinson’s is not a simple visual observation and objective description of non-human nature. The poetic 
self interacts with and participates in the natural phenomena and elevates nonhuman life-forms to the 
status of subjects. It is like a meaningful communication between equals. In the poetic landscape depicted 
in the poem “A Bird came down the Walk” (J 328) the narrator observes the activity of a bird without the 
latter’s knowledge. She, however, cannot resist the urge to be taken into the bird’s confidences and 
“cautiously” comes forward to offer him a crumb.  The bird, all the while cautious too, is unsettled the 
moment he senses the approaching human presence. He has the choice to accept or reject the narrator’s 
friendly advances, and he chooses to fly away.  

Etymologically, the Greek oikos – signifying “household” in the comprehensive sense of residence and 
grounds, as well as family – is the root of both “ecology” and “economy.”(Buell, 140) This idea of the 
ecosystem with all constituting elements as a household or Home is reflected in many poems by 
Dickinson. Let us consider the poem “Bee! I’m expecting you!”(J 1035) written in the form of a letter 
from a fly to a bee expecting its arrival. Whatever the metaphorical implications of the poem, it 
nevertheless brings home the idea that the natural world too is a society in itself with every creature 
having complete knowledge about the comings and goings of the other creatures within the ecosystem. 
Although Dickinson employs a human medium of the letter to give voice to the fly, and risks charges of 
anthropomorphizing the situation, the poem shows that the animal world is fully capable of 
communication. There is a subtle form of intercommunication among the different life-forms which the 
human is unable to decode.  

While some critics have problems with her anthropomorphizing non-human life-forms, I would 
argue that Dickinson’s ethical stance makes her see the non-human life forms as no less important than 
humans, and she attempts to raise them to the position of having environmental and cultural significance, 
which she seeks to do through empathic representation. Moreover, such anthropomorphizing “might be 
done in the interest of dramatizing the claims and plights of the natural world.” (Buell, 134) It is 
important to keep in mind that while speaking of the non-human life forms she is positioned as a place-
connected being with an embodied ‘humanness’ which it is not possible to completely evade. Hence, non-
human nature has to be approached through such human means as perception, reflection, imagination, 
articulation. Her nature poetry is an expression of her emotional and aesthetic response to nature, 
accompanied by the realization that representing non-human subjectivity is in itself a difficult and 
problematical task since it questions the limits of human knowledge and understanding of such subjects. 
“Every literary attempt to listen to the voices in the landscape or to “read the book of nature” is 
necessarily anthropocentric. It’s our language, after all, that we’re using, and we inevitably put our values 
into the representation. But there are varying degrees of egoism, and… writers who at least try to dissolve 
their egos and to enter the private worlds of different entities in the landscape.”(McDowell, 372). 
Dickinson is one of those poets with a capacity for downplaying her ego and foregrounding the 
consciousness of nonhuman animals. Dickinson interrogates the boundaries that place the human species 
apart from the natural environment. “Our fellow creatures turn out to have many of the intellectual and 
technical abilities we once assumed to be uniquely human, though the degree is still much debated”. 
(Westling, 37) In such poems where Dickinson considers that “Butterflies from St. Domingo…/Have a 
system of aesthetics – / Far superior to mine” (J 137) or that her dog is “the best Logician” (J 500), she is 
subtly overturning anthropocentric pretensions to human superiority. The more-than-human world is seen 
as demonstrating remarkable agency and exceptional skills that can baffle the human mind. 
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While there are debates regarding whether Dickinson possessed an environmental consciousness, 
or the lack of an activist angle, we can nonetheless say that her poetry reveals a unique understanding of 
the relationship between the human and the non-human and has the potential to reorient its readers 
towards the development of a new set of attitudes towards the environment. 
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