
Conclusion:  

The Phosphorescence of the Poetic Evolution 

 

 
Doubt as sin. – Christianity has done its utmost to close the circle and 
declared even doubt to be sin. One is supposed to be cast into belief 
without reason, by a miracle, and from then on to swim in it as in the 
brightest and least ambiguous of elements: even a glance towards land, 
even the thought that one perhaps exists for something else as well as 
swimming, even the slightest impulse of our amphibious nature—is sin! 
And notice that all this means that the foundation of belief and all 
reflection on its origin is likewise excluded as sinful. What is wanted are 
blindness and intoxication and an eternal song over the waves in which 
reason has drowned! 

—Friedrich Nietzsche, Daybreak 

 

I. Recapitulation 

 

In mid-May, 1875, it has been almost one year after Edward Dickinson’s death in 

Boston on June 16, 1874.1 Emily Dickinson sends a letter to Samuel Bowles, who is 

“the only person out of the family to talk to her” at her father’s funeral (Habegger, My 

Wars 569-70) and visits the Dickinson Homestead sometimes hereafter. One of the 

paragraphs in the letter says, “Your coming welds anew that strange Trinket of Life, 

which each of us wear and none of us own, and the phosphorescence of your’s startles 

us for it’s permanence. Please rest the Life so many own, for Gems abscond –” (L438). 

The palliative visit from the longtime friend after family losses brings with it the 

“strange Trinket of Life.” It is as if Life has become some kind of trifled ornament. 

But even in a thing that seems of little value, the “phosphorescence” or radiations of 

low-temperature but enduring light emitted should make it a priceless gem that 

                                                 
1 See also 75-76n19 in my Chapter Two. 
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departs or loses easily.  

In my study of Charles Darwin’s evolutionary thinking and in particular Emily 

Dickinson’s poetics of evolution, I should try to take hold of the “phosphorescence” in 

the words of the poet’s trenchant language. Phosphorescence is different from 

fluorescence in that the luminescence from the former stems from the absorption of 

radiations silently and continues even after the radiations have stopped. Rather than 

seeing light of fluorescence given forth only synchronically with the absorption, we 

would appreciate better the art of Emily Dickinson by extricating those historical 

events and ideologies that have been emphasized in the studies of Darwinian 

development but often neglected in Dickinson’s artistic practices. This is the aspect 

that has been missing in quite a few scholarly criticisms on Emily Dickinson as 

reviewed in my Introduction. Darwin has left traces of evidences in his early 

notebooks that gradually pile up into his alternative explanation about evolution, 

which is an old concept. By the same token, those scientific vocabulary that 

Dickinson shows to us, if indirectly, in her writings imply her surfing affiliations with 

nineteenth-century scientific waves. Further still, on the other side, the religious doubt 

infusing throughout her lifetime reflects not only the poet’s ideological independence 

and autonomy but historically her speculations about the conflicts between two 

epochal fashions of the mind-sets, the sprouting science and the reviving religion. 

Susan Sontag, in her introduction to the Rumanian-born French writer, E. M. 

Cioran’s The Temptation to Exist (La Tentation d’exister, 1956), conceives that the 

collapse of the “venerable enterprise of philosophical system-building” in the early 

nineteenth century reaches its climax by the French Revolution, when “‘history’ 

finally pulled up alongside ‘nature’ and then took the lead” (9). Her observation 

lucidly reveals the dilemma that history depends on life and experience, while nature 

shows the philosophical pursuit of end and truth. The Hegelian system renders 
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philosophy the “history of philosophy” and thereof the “end” of history. Yet, Hegel, 

on the other hand, still recognizes his system as being true since it has an ultimate end. 

In order to understand the complexities of the nineteen-century epistemological 

climates after Hegelian dialectic, I render George Eliot, a trenchant observer of her 

time whom both Dickinson and Darwin know, as the medium to investigate the 

approaches in the nineteenth century to the interests in “the lives of others” as well as 

the attitudes towards the science-religion debates. Through this intersection, we are 

able to see a clearer picture of how Darwinian talks participate in Dickinson’s 

thoughts and the rise of Darwin’s book, The Origin of Species. Following these 

connections made, I would argue the special role that the contemporary evolutionary 

ideologies permeating the transatlantic societies play a significant role in Dickinson’s 

writings, especially when focusing on Dickinson’s dealing with themes in natural 

sciences in her poetry. Due to the constant debates between science and religion, we 

can avail ourselves of the apparent diversified pursuits in mind or matter, as shown in 

some noticeable philosophical trends, such as religious revivals, scientific educations 

and Emerson’s transcendentalism, which, if not sufficient, has often been received as 

a typical light to read Emily Dickinson’s poetry. To sum up these entangling 

conditions, I would introduce an evolutionary aspect in Emily Dickinson’s poetics by 

reading Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species together with Dickinson’s writings. 

We can put Emily Dickinson’s poetics of evolution under the methodological 

issues that a few of Darwin’s critics have raised. The purpose here is not just to point 

out the distances people find between what is true in reality and what is true in mind 

but also to signify the similarities in Dickinson and Darwin’s creative maneuverings, 

even although one is engaged in literary creation and the other scientific conciliation. 

Thus, I look at them from the three aspects, death, routes of evolution, and materiality 

of vision displayed in Dickinson’s writings and Darwin’s book. Inevitably, the 
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selections of those poems by Dickinson, due to the specific subject-matter in Darwin’s 

arguments, should begin with Dickinson’s “nature poems,” poems on and about plants, 

animals and the natural world. However, from those “nature poems” so as regarded by 

readers as delicate and emotional all along, actually exhibit arresting physical 

depictions since the range that Nature defines is sublimely captivating. And when we 

turn to another category of Dickinson’s poems, those containing the metaphysical 

themes, on the other hand, bespeak some well-grounded material bases in the poet’s 

eyes and pen. As E. M. Cioran (1911-1995) says in one section of his “Rages and 

Resignations,”  

 

As long as we are enclosed within literature, we respect its truths and busy 

ourselves giving them body, padding their nothingness. A distressing condition, 

no doubt. But there is worse: to exceed those truths, without for all that 

embracing those of wisdom. What direction to take? what sector of the mind to 

settle for? One is no longer a littérateur; yet one writes, even while despising 

expression. (“Outside the Word,” 194) 

 

Although the situation in Cioran is rather pessimistic, he nevertheless has offered 

one of the most elegant explanations about literary experiences. Although the world is 

filled with “ideas” and maybe “truths” in a lesser quantity, we not only “respect” them 

by keeping them in mind and contemplating. We are also busy “giving them body” 

and “padding their nothingness.” In another section entitled “The Career of Words,” 

Cioran also looks into the dilemma in words “in the era of positivism,” 

 

A man who appealed to that authority [of the triumph of science] could rave on 

in peace: everything was allowed him once he invoked “rigor” or “experimental 
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method.” Matter and Energy made their appearance shortly afterward: the 

prestige of their capitals did not last long. Indiscreet, insinuating Evolution 

gained ground at their expense. A learned synonym of “progress,” and optimistic 

forgery of “destiny,” it claimed to eliminate all mystery and dictate to the 

intelligence: a cult grew up around the word, comparable to the one dedicated to 

the “people.” Though it has managed to survive its vogue, yet it no longer 

awakens any lyrical accent: exalt it and you compromise yourself or seem 

old-fashioned. (165) 

 

The prevailing of scientism might imply the elimination of “all mystery and dictate to 

the intelligence,” a modernist disenchanting experience which is called by Cioran “a 

cult grew up around the word.” However, in the pitying mood of the critic’s nostalgic 

memory of this seemingly old-fashion career, it is the kind of message expressed in 

the teasing questions: “What is the matter?” “Never mind,” and “What is the mind?” 

“No matter.” “‘Real life’ is outside the word” (194), but the word has incorporated in 

itself the real and the symbolic. 

Finally, the poetics of evolution in Emily Dickinson’s poetry, in my opinion, is 

not a calling for naturalistic thinking—a head-on merging of literature and science to 

show how “Madame Bovary’s ovaries, Othello’s jealousy, Holden Caulfield’s 

alienation, and the like” can be illuminated by “the single most important idea in 

biology (evolution) newly applied to human behavior” (Barash and Barash 12-13). It 

may suggest the endearment of and towards Nature, but not necessarily negative 

fatalistic attitudes, which to a large part are inherited from the romantic tradition. In 

addition, the evolutionary poetics here does not pinch exclusively on the nature or 

essence of language, although most of the time it is Emily Dickinson’s language that 

fascinates us. Instead, my reading of the evolutionary poetics presents a buffering 
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space for the conventional dichotomy, life and death, mind and matter, dust and spirit, 

sorrow and joy, science and religion, etc. What I intend to do here, either, is not to 

“outline a system for the analysis of thematic structures” (Carroll, Evolution and 

Literary Theory 12) as one of the claims in the recent scholarship of the seemingly 

politically incorrect “Literary Darwinism” tends to do. One of the lessons that Darwin 

teaches in The Origin of Species is that,  

 

Nothing at first can appear more difficult to believe than that the more complex 

organs and instincts should have been perfected, not by means superior to, 

though analogous with, human reason, but by the accumulation of innumerable 

slight variations, each good for the individual possessor. (371) 

 

The result depends upon the accumulation of innumerable slight accountable and 

unaccountable variations. And we need something, along with rapt attention, like a 

plastic mechanism called “natural selection” or an open transportation called 

“evolutionary poetics” to help recognize those differences and their effects on their 

owners. 

 

II. Conclusion 

 

In addition to a few Darwinian discussions on literature, Margot Norris has 

explored a “specific tradition in modern thought and art.” She calls it the “biocentric 

tradition.” Such a tradition is not a study of animal imagery in philosophical or 

literary works, but in fact “the critique of anthropocentrism at the hands of 

‘beasts’—writers whose works constitute animal gestures or acts of fatality” (1). 

Although the tradition looks salient and strong, since in Norris’s opinion, it has 
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Charles Darwin, a prominent figure as its founder, the short-lived biocentric tradition 

“ends in a cul-de-sac,” and “one finds little evidence of it after the 1930s” (3) because 

James Joyce, who “never ventures into the ontological wilderness of the biocentric 

thinkers” (6), is the chief canonical influence on contemporary fiction-writing. In her 

study, Norris focuses on Charles Darwin, Friedrich Nietzsche, Franz Kafka, Max 

Ernst, and D. H. Lawrence among others as the representatives of writers engaging 

closely in this tradition. These five writers suspect and criticize the representations of 

anthropocentric art for “they lie, and their falsehood prompts and perpetuates a 

devaluation of Nature and of life” (14). Grounded on natural perspectives against 

anthropocentric art’s cultural ones, biocentric art, while producing an art “within 

culture that is not of culture,” confronts its challenge of “producing a physiological or 

aphrodisiac art,” the kind of art that “stimulates rather than persuades, that 

communicates viscerally rather than intellectually, that is transmitted animal to animal, 

organism to organism, like an infection rather than a philosophy” (15, original italics). 

Above all, among the biocentric writers and thinkers and their biocentric works, 

they tend to distinguish themselves from other writers and even other works of their 

own with a few characteristics. First, the canonical triumph of the novels “lies 

precisely in their vestigial anthropocentrism.” Biocentric art, instead, only flourishes 

in “the minor works of major authors,” in “loose, short, informal, fictional genres 

without clear traditional functions or conventional expectations,” such as “sketches, 

short stories, novelettes, dramatic monologues, and travelogues” (20). Since 

biocentric art requires a “philosophical reeducation of the reader” due to its generic 

and modal experimentation, the reception of such an art invariably “has a decisive 

(and usually negative) impact on the reception of the literary work” (20). In some way, 

it is possible to say that art of the biocentric tradition has been designed to “frustrate 

communication” and thereby “ensure its own obscurity and ephemerality” (20). 
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“Once a text abdicates its anthropocentric functions of meaning, of representing its 

author, and authorizing, its cultural relationship to the reader becomes disturbed and 

ceases to operate along conventional lines” (20). 

In a sense, Norris’s rendering of this biocentric tradition may also apply to the 

reading of the writings by Emily Dickinson. In Emily Dickinson’s poetry, it is always 

animals that speak for the poet. In terms of the generic tradition, some scholars have 

also suggested the dilemma of Emily Dickinson’s writings from the aspects of 

institutionalization and originality (here in both senses). However, as Philip Appleman 

has reminded in “Darwin: On Changing the Mind” (2000) in his Darwin:  

 

It is not easy, a century and a half later, to enter fully into the mind-set of the 

early Victorians, in which both religion and science presupposed the glory of 

God to be manifested in nature. Nor is it easy to comprehend the intensity of 

their commitment to the fixity of species, or to imagine the intellectual and 

emotional upheaval that Darwin’s work would cause. And it is difficult to give 

sufficient credit to Darwin’s boldness and originality, unless it is kept in mind 

that he had hoarded H.M.S. Beagle young, as yet unseasoned in science, and still 

a believer in Genesis. (4-5) 

 

Parts of the arguments in Charles Darwin’s evolutionary theories indeed rock off 

people’s assumption about the stability of species and the distinction between people 

and animals. The evolution in The Origin of Species is directed to the variations of 

species in general and the mechanism that decides which variations to stay and 

survive. On the one hand, as we recollect the sketches in his early notebooks, human 

beings should not be too different from other species and thus also participate in the 

surviving games. On the other hand, strongly aware of the possible effects it might 
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bring to society, Darwin does not touch on the evolution of human beings since he is 

not a typical “everyman” in the Victorian English world. Even though he moves on to 

the topic later in The Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex (1871), putting 

forth the role of sexual selection plays in Nature, and The Expression of the Emotions 

in Man and Animals (1872), an empirical observation of human and animal postures 

and facial expressions drawn a lot from the examples in Homer and Shakespeare, 

most critics would agree that his major theoretical framework is complete in The 

Origin of Species, especially the first edition. In the case of Emily Dickinson, we have 

to encounter many more complexities as shown in the gap between literary history 

and literary studies, since, compared with Darwin, we do not have abundant first-hand 

materials left concerning the poet. My study of evolutionary poetics is an attempt to 

retrieve the historical parts that have long been absent. However, it should not 

necessarily be a set of critical system for further applications. The most precious gift 

from Darwin’s theories is not only rules that settle all the problems, but the analysis 

on the probability of differences.  

I have not ventured into the evolutionary trajectory of Darwin’s ideas. Among 

Darwin’s “four great books” (The Voyage of the Beagle, On the Origin of Species, The 

Descent of Man, and The Expression of the Emotions; see E. O. Wilson’s edition), 

other than The Origin of Species, for instance, The Descend of Man offers a Victorian 

point of view to link sexual attraction, existence and poetic rhythm and meters 

together.2 Perhaps that should reveal more about another poem by Emily Dickinson 

that Aaron Copland has put as the opening of his song cycle,  

                                                 
2 The fin-de-sièlcle German-born English poet and literary critic, Mathilde Blind (1841-1896), also the 
author of a biography of George Eliot read by Emily Dickinson (see my Chapter One, 40), proposes 
that, by juxtaposing poetic forms with Darwinian theories of development, great poetry should be 
composed upon “moments of passionate communication” and “the rapture of communion.” Inspired by 
Darwin’s The Descent of Man, she offers a “poetic re-writing of Darwinian evolution” with The Ascent 
of Man (1889). See Jason R. Rudy, “Rapturous Form: Mathilde Blind’s Darwinian Poetics” (2006).  
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Nature – the Gentlest Mother is, 

Impatient of no Child –  

The feeblest – or the Waywardest – 

Her Admonition mild – (Fr741/J790)  

 

There are still quite many poems by Emily Dickinson I have not fully read. Yet, 

as the epigraph of this conclusion, Nietzsche’s reflection on religion and the 

construction of moralities, if doubt is the “amphibious nature” of human beings, 

Emily Dickinson exerts herself through those frogs in her poetry.3 At the time when 

mind floats, remember to cling to a piece of wood that will not sink, in case that 

reason should be drowned in “blindness and intoxication and an eternal song over the 

waves.” 

                                                 
3 Some parts of Nietzsche’s work are the direct responses and incorporation of Darwinian theories, 
either negative or positive. According to Gregory Moore, Nietzsche’s work “was not immune from the 
influence of […] the ‘biologism’ of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—the dissemination 
of the language of evolutionary naturalism and racial degeneration beyond the boundaries of the 
rapidly specialising biomedical disciplines and into the wilder cultural debates of ethics, politics, 
anthropology, history and aesthetics” (1). In addition, “we see better what’s distinctively Nietzschean 
by setting all the rest of his views on this Darwinian ground” because the novelties in his positions “lie 
with remarkable consistency in the ways he breaks from—and his view advances (in intent) 
beyond—Darwin” (Richardson 3). 


