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From the traditions of English Romanticism, Emersonian Transcendentalism, and 

the seclusion of the poet, Emily Dickinson’s poetry has generally been read and 

regarded as lyrical and spiritual. In addition, the most studies of Dickinson’s poetry 

tend to show the idiosyncrasy and uniqueness of the poet with her observations of 

Nature, use of language, feminine identity, or the mixture of these three topics. 

However, scholarly efforts over the years also indicate that for a better and fruitful 

understanding and appreciation of Emily Dickinson, we have to examine and interpret 

her life and writings under bigger ideological and cultural contexts of the nineteenth 

century.  

Among the innovations of knowledge and conceptions in the nineteenth century, 

Darwin’s materialistic theories to explain the evolution of species by means of natural 

selection, in the eyes of the naturalist’s contemporaries and modern people, are 

certainly still one of the most scientifically important and ideologically controversial 

ideas. In this study of Emily Dickinson’s poetry, I would like to argue that as a poet of 

great intellect, whose poems are filled with scientific contents and observations of the 

natural world, Emily Dickinson not only is familiar with Darwinian biological 

arguments but also incorporates evolutionary ideas, not limited to Darwin’s, into her 

poetic writings. Moreover, as Darwinian theories have triggered the debates between 

science and religion, the constant reflections on religious faith are also pervasive in 

Dickinson’s poetry and her correspondence.  

Thus, instead of reading Emily Dickinson’s writings straightforwardly under the 

framework of Darwinism, I would like to put Darwin and Dickinson in parallel—the 

transatlantic intersections of their lives and their works, The Origin of Species and 

Emily Dickinson’s poetry. Through examining these nineteenth-century historical and 

cultural figures and the interactions between different currents of ideologies, we will 
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hopefully be able to see more clearly and uncover how Dickinson renders this 

well-known biological theory and further develops her own poetic evolution, which 

surpasses the materialistic and metaphysical boundaries in the physical as well as 

spiritual worlds.  
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