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Title: “Ethical Choice” and “Philosophy of Life”” in Dickinson’s Death Poems

Abstract: Ethical literary criticism holds the view that human beings curb animal
instinct and acquire rationality via the way of “ethical choice”. Many people,
including some poets, instinctively experience certain negative emotions such
as horror while facing death, which is manifestation of the so-called animal
instinct. However, Emily Dickinson acquired certain philosophy of life of high
rationality after making her own ethical choice, which enabled her to face death
with a peaceful mind. She vividly expressed her philosophy of life in many of her
beautiful death poems. The ethical environment at her hometown was religious
when Dickinson was alive, and most people around her chose to have faith in God.
However, Dickinson declined to take shelter in religion, and chose to face death
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squarely with her invincible reasoning power in her poetry. Dickinson built her
beautiful poetic kingdom upon the solid foundation of love and endowed it with
great reasoning power. In Dickinson’s death poems, great merits are accomplished
both intellectually and emotionally, which is a perfect unity of the true, the good and
the beautiful. Dickinson’s death poems are of great educational value, as they could
help readers build up their own philosophy of life endowed with reasoning power.
Keywords: Ethical Literary Criticism; Emily Dickinson; death poems; ethical
choice; philosophy of life

Author: Li Zhimin is Guangzhou Scholar Distinguished Professor of English of
Guangzhou University (Guangzhou 510006, China). He also serves as President
of Foreign Literature Society of Guangdong Province. His research interests focus
upon studies on modern culture, philosophy and poetics (Email: washingtonlzm@
sina.com).
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1 See Thomas H. Johnson, Emily Dickinson: An Interpretive Biography (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
UP, 1955) 203-204.
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3 See John Cody, After Great Pain: The Inner Life of Emily Dickinson (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
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of living/ is joy enough)  (Johnson, The Letters of Emily Dickinson 474) . k4=
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A, RAFEPRER “RI7 WIRIERIZFH .

FEAT N2 32 255 b s S5 RS 28 AR, e AR AGI S, A,
NHUN Y ZE 59 2 — £ T ATTAE [0[RI AR B db AT AN RS BIE £ ——
NEAFEAERITE T, SBGEENTUHRIAE A4S, Tz 8 ER
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192) . ERyMIERE 7 AER A, T AR L. “ %7 A T e
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Z. Wh&EHx SRR THEE
— M AN AL T AR A SN — M RVE S g 2, ke RERF T
FPEHL T A IR B IET. . fF “I reason, Earth is short” ( (FRHEHT, DHRE) D
XERY, kEekE5iE:

I reason, Earth is short—
And Anguish—absolute—
And many hurt,

But, what of that?

I reason, we could die—
The best Vitality

Cannot excel Decay,
But, what of that?

I reason, that in Heaven—
Somehow, it will be even—
Some new Equation, given—
But, what of that? (Franklin 186)
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(Johnson, The Letters of Emily Dickinson 27)
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fttF”, IFH B TR E SRR o R, W& TR Dy AR 8
SO SRR A NI IR 7 TG SR 2 5 X SR OE T pr R A A GO T 7
£ “Those—dying then” ¢ ( \HT——IRIEZ N) ) —#FH, Fk&ARCAEE
MEFEEESE | EwREE, h5iE:

Those—dying then,

Knew where they went—

They went to God’s Right Hand—
That Hand is amputated now

And God cannot be found—

The abdication of Belief

Makes the Behavior small—

Better an ignis fatuus

Than no illume at all— (Franklin 582)
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FARIAEAE, HFHINE RO A TIES N RS S . Wb 518 DL E &
RIE S “— RURK / LA AR A I —" XA TER AR IR TR
B TRIEHSRF RER, FEHMNXANMHERE T 8. XME 2 b
CARE B BBIAEAE” AR, PRI AR E . R A A “ignis
fatuus” (B K. ZJK) H “afalse hope” CHIRMIAHE) HIRZE, X—F5EE
TR IR AME B

FELCRBONE S BI S, LN BAE TR EZRR I B Kedk
HiE: “HEEAEXBEAMES NN, RITARREPEITEER T, EREE
HIIRIRZE B HARME B O . (FEM EED  HAHR— NBFE R,
TR ATER " (Johnson, The Letters of Emily Dickinson 94) . K& #%
ME— NREFRPTFHSE, KM EAG M B AR e 5t i, RS &
RE, NERTAEMAOE. T2, KERAMLAEHH “FH” , MHiLE
R T ‘B WAMUAAZED4ERNEME, & AR BT

SLZB AT ) 1 G BEAE T B AR T & WM JoT,  FF HOGC B B Bl g2
AR TG AT B I FE T . KRB TIX — N, MRS T R A A
FRAE T R R . 7R (CInRX e “&= 27 ) —wh, KER5iE:

If this is “fading”

Oh let me immediately “fade”!

If this is “dying”

Bury—me, in such a shroud of red!
If this is “sleep”

On such a night

How proud to shut the eye!

Good Evening, gentle Fellow men!

Peacock presumes to die! (Franklin 62)
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Letters of Emily Dickinson 181) . & “Z—cTHEm—" —#d, KEHRERKE



326 | Interdisciplinary Studies of Literature / Vol. 6, No. 2, June 2022
THOX “Z”7 B

Love—is anterior to life—

Posterior—to Death—

Initial of Creation, and

The Exponent of Earth— (Franklin 411)

#F L.
E—hTFAS—
& T—RTt—
ST A #E GG AT F—
LA IR —

MIEBEHC RN —FFBAF, KRG EERT AR £ —Hir
i, Jk&#R5I1E: Love is like Life—merely longer/Love is like Death, during the
Grave/Love is the Fellow of the Resurrection/Scooping up the Dust and chanting
“Live” (Franklin 128) (ZE G4y — RANHAK / ZEICT:, ELE
TAREINIBN / #ilEAt, miE Edr” L) HEEIHIIK SRS TR
H% “©OkBARTRRD BT EA R, KM alE iR
XK S, B 2L, MaEZTRLT R . El
N T g, e, SETTRIONSETIm R ﬁimom%,ﬁﬁtiﬁﬁ%
tLﬁTmE”umwamnoﬁXﬂﬁ%ﬁﬁ%AﬂT%ﬁmwﬁﬂ$¢
MK EARE TR ZRA ] T B R RraAEdhh . SRR, “%7 i #ar
THCORRE, MKeHR “E7 ARAELT “R7 Ktk EE.

AR P E AR AT, X2 ORE” ik OSBRI
TR, X2 “RE” . &ja, kbl “7 mifcrEs “2”
5 CHME” R, RS PR R T RIS . BIUNFE “She
slept beneath a tree”  ( (HHAKHRAE—#RW ) ) 1, KEKSE

She slept beneath a tree—
Remembered but by me.

I touched her Cradle mute—
She recognized the foot—
Put on her Carmine suit,
And see! (Franklin 25)
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BB BRI, IR A IS A — . SXPRRI TR R 5 A i K B
PERIEG, BRZR s R o B AR i, 7E 55— B AR “Because I could not stop
for Death” ( (BAFAGENIEMIEREDY O ., IKERAESMIE T8 SilHT
M PRI PRI A OB AR

Because I could not stop for Death—
He kindly stopped for me—

The Carriage held but just Ourselves—
And Immortality.

We slowly drove—He knew no haste
And I had put away

My labor and my leisure too,

For His Civility— (Franklin 219)
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beauty” ( (FIAKIMI) O —FpMIH AT “HAKRMIL” , KGRI
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I died for Beauty—but was scarce
Adjusted in the Tomb

When One who died for Truth was lain
In an adjoining room—

He questioned softly “Why I failed”?
“For Beauty”, I replied—

“And I—for Truth, —Themself are one—
We Bretheren, are”, He said—

And so, as Kinsmen, met a night—

We talked between the Rooms—

Until the Moss had reached our lips—

And covered up—Our names— (Franklin 207)
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