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Preface

Famously reclusive, the great American poet Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) rarely left her house in Amherst, Massachusetts, after the age of 35, but her writing showed how deeply and richly she thought about, wrote about, and experienced life. Emily Dickinson’s poetry is studied in secondary schools and colleges and universities across the world and has been loved by those who read her poems for pleasure and illumination. This two-volume work, All Things Dickinson, provides readers with an understanding of the world around Emily Dickinson, as well as the world she lived in, to give a richer understanding of the influences on her, as well as her influence on her friends, her family, and her correspondents in the hundreds of letters she sent.

The 200 essays in All Things Dickinson give users a glance at both Emily Dickinson’s life and times and at the social history of America in the nineteenth century. The entries, which relate each entry topic as much as possible to Dickinson, cover the material culture of the time, such as houses and other architecture, candle making, food, lamps, medicine, paper, photography; beliefs and practices, such as baptism, funerals and mourning, religion, spirituality, the soul; transcendentalism; customs, such as child rearing, holidays, letter writing, social etiquette; and institutions, including the church, education for women, government, and politics. The alphabetically arranged entries also describe dress, education and intellectual life, marriage, family (including Dickinson’s own), food and drink, friends, plants and animals, religion, wars of the era, and some of the symbols and themes found in Dickinson’s poetry, as well as other topics.

Features

This two-volume encyclopedia will be useful to high school and college researchers alike, as well as to the general reader and scholar. Entries, which range in size from 300 words to more than 5,000 words, have been written by 58 writers, among them, scholars and experts on Emily Dickinson, those who teach at colleges or universities, as well as those who are pursuing advanced graduate studies. Each entry concludes with recommended resources, both print and online, as well as cross-references to appropriate related entries. The end of volume two features a selected list of recommended print and online sources, for those who want to learn more about Dickinson and the times she lived in. Also at the end of Volume 2 is a helpful list of Emily Dickinson’s poems, showing which are referenced in the entries of this work. The volumes conclude with a comprehensive index.

Primary Sources

Many entries include references to Emily Dickinson’s original poetry or original letters, relating the topic to her observations and beliefs. References to and short excerpts from the poetry come from The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson (Boston: Little, Brown, 1960). References to and short excerpts from the letters come from The Letters of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965). An explanation of the abbreviations used for references is found in “Abbreviations and Primary Sources” at the front of each volume.
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Introduction: Emily Dickinson (1830–1886)

Emily Dickinson (1830–1886) is widely praised for being one of the most important—perhaps the most important—poet in the nineteenth-century American literary canon. In contrast to Dickinson’s eminent contemporary, Walt Whitman, who published many poems in his lifetime, Dickinson published only a few; yet, the more than 2,000 poems she wrote have won increasing recognition and praise both in the United States and internationally throughout the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Indeed, almost one 130 years after her death, Dickinson’s audience for her poetry is larger, and more appreciative, than ever.

At the beginning of Dickinson’s life, the United States was just emerging from its Puritan and Early National beginnings. The new nation was tentatively taking its place in the world arena; however, the country was still largely rural, often fervently religious and was still considered backward and “uncivilized” by England and Europe. Vast tracts of land had recently been added by purchase and treaty from France, Spain, and the British Empire; major new territory would soon be added through war with Mexico. The 24 states that comprised the Union were nearly all east of the Mississippi, and although Boston and Manhattan were beginning to emerge as literary and financial centers, most people lived in the smaller towns like Amherst where Dickinson was born, lived, and died.

Throughout Dickinson’s first decades, slavery was integral to the economic, legal, and social practice of the United States: it was an inescapable financial and cultural reality. During Dickinson’s lifetime, there was the Civil War (1861–1865) to end slavery involving massive turmoil and loss of life in addition to three constitutional amendments and a civil rights act. The American Civil War would prove to be one of the most important events that shaped Dickinson’s world.

When Emily Dickinson died at 55 in 1886, westward expansion of the United States was largely completed; 14 new states, including Texas and California, had been added to the country that had grown to span the continent. The United States engaged in many fierce battles and wars to achieve its “Manifest Destiny.” Transportation went from horse and cart, to great canals, to an elaborate railroad system that crossed the continent and tied the nation together. The railroad was one of the most important technological developments in Dickinson’s lifetime, and her father, Edward Dickinson, was instrumental in bringing the railroad to Amherst. Along with this vast expansion, the United States developed a powerful agricultural and industrial economy that served markets in Europe and elsewhere. Unfortunately the rapid growth of the nation and of the economy were also accompanied by repeated severe financial crises.

Although Dickinson lived in Amherst throughout her life, and rarely traveled, she was intensely aware of the larger world. Her father served in the U.S. House and Massachusetts House and Senate, as well as in many other civic and governmental roles. The Dickinson household subscribed to numerous newspapers and magazines that Dickinson read on a daily basis, so she was very well informed about political and economic events—she even followed the stock market, as her poems attest: “Myself can read the Telegrams / A Letter chief to me / The Stocks advance and Retrograde / And what the Markets say” (P 493, no. 1089, 1–4). (As noted in the Abbreviations and Primary Sources chapter in the front matter, lines from poems will be cited parenthetically as “P” followed by the page number and “no.” from The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson (Boston: Little, Brown, 1960). There is some variation in dating and order between modern editions of Dickinson’s poetry; Johnson’s 1960 reading edition is cited for ease of reference.)

Because there were several mail deliveries every day in Amherst and frequent train service from Amherst to Boston, Dickinson was in constant contact with her friends; she could easily send many letters each day, and exchanged letters with some friends several times a week. In addition, when her brother, Austin, married and lived next door in “The Evergreens,” he and his wife, Susan Gilbert Dickinson, entertained many prominent authors, editors, and social activists including Samuel Bowles, editor of The Springfield Republican; Thomas Wentworth Higginson, editor of The Atlantic Monthly; the renowned Ralph Waldo Emerson, Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Lucretia Mott, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Wendell Phillips. Both Bowles and Higginson became close friends of Dickinson.

Emily Dickinson’s world was bound by Victorian social conventions; however, her life, like her poetry, was a bold declaration of independence, and she refused to be confined by what she saw as the narrowness of religious, social, gender, or literary codes. Although Dickinson became an increasingly reclusive poet, she also became more independent than ever. Her seclusion may have been due to medical problems; she suffered from an eye condition that made her acutely sensitive to daylight; later in life, she had Bright’s disease, a kidney disorder that causes fluid retention, incontinence, and often considerable pain. Because she spent so much time at home, especially in the final two decades of her life, Dickinson has unfortunately been described as “a half cracked poetess” (Martin 1984, 108), as a hopelessly neurasthenic invalid, a neurotic agoraphobic, as well as a frustrated spinster who removed herself from the world to mourn her disappointments in love. The work of feminist critics in the 1970s and 1980s has created an entirely different portrait of Dickinson as a spirited and highly self-reliant person who was deeply committed to writing poetry as well as to her family and circle of friends.

In the nineteenth century, women were supposed to be cultivated in the culinary and horticultural arts and appreciate literature, music, and painting. Certainly, Emily Dickinson was highly accomplished in this sphere; she was an exceptionally good cook as well as an expert gardener. She was also an avid reader and knew the work of Charles Dickens, George Eliot, the Brontës, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning extremely well; she read widely in both American and British fiction and poetry, in general. In this respect, Dickinson seemed to be a model of Victorian womanhood. However, she was a fiercely independent thinker, and she refused to conform to conventional Victorian norms of “True Womanhood.” Rejecting the role of “Angel in the House,” Dickinson was determined to create a life of her own without the traditional comforts of religion, filial piety, and marriage.

Utterly dedicated to living the best possible life on this earth rather than longing for everlasting life in heaven, Dickinson adamantly believed that earth is heaven; her friends and family were the community of saints, and their love was her equivalent of grace (Martin 1984). As her poems and letters indicate, Dickinson devoted long hours pondering the range of human emotions and relationships instead of trying to discern God’s will; she also observed nature in minute detail and took great pleasure in its beauty rather than speculating about life after death. Because Dickinson rejected traditional religion, her iconoclastic stance elicited considerable concern and criticism from her family, friends, and the larger community. As she wrote her childhood friend, Abiah Root: “the shore is safer, but I love to buffet the sea” (L 104). (Note: Letters in this collection will be cited as “L,” followed by the page number, for example, L 104, based on this edition of Dickinson’s letters: The Letters of Emily Dickinson, edited by Thomas H. Johnson (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965).)

Although Emily Dickinson wasn’t traditionally religious, she did have a deeply held faith that was influenced by her Calvinist background. Indeed, Dickinson’s beliefs are a secular version of the Puritan inflected Protestantism of her family and community. She was skeptical about the authority of the Bible: “The Bible is an antique Volume–/ Written by faded Men / At the suggestion of Holy Spectres–” (P 664, no. 1545, 1–3). Her poetic language often undercuts the Biblical narrative; for example, describing Heaven and Hell she writes: “The Good Man’s – ‘Dividend’ – / And Bad Men – ‘go to Jail’ – / I guess –” (P 107, no. 234, 10–12).

Dickinson was not afraid to explore the most challenging, and even dangerous, aspects of her world, including love, death, religious doctrines about the existence of God and the promise of eternal life for the faithful as well as the meaning of war. Dickinson was stubborn, rebellious, and profoundly committed to being a poet. As a young woman, she confided in a friend that she wanted to achieve greatness, and she certainly accomplished her goal; Dickinson has had a powerful influence on many poets who followed and on American poetry as a whole (Martin 2007, 58–70 and passim).

Emily Dickinson was the second child and eldest daughter of Edward Dickinson and Emily Norcross, who were married and settled in Amherst, Massachusetts, in 1828. Dickinson was born in 1830, a year after her elder brother, Austin, who was born in 1829, and three years before her younger sister, Lavinia, who was born in 1833. Their father, Edward Dickinson, was a prominent and highly respected citizen of Amherst: he was successful lawyer who served as Treasurer of Amherst College as well as in the Massachusetts House of Representatives and the U.S. Congress, and he represented Amherst in the General Court of Massachusetts.

From the time Emily Dickinson was 25, she lived with her parents and siblings in a very large and comfortable home with spacious grounds known as “The Homestead.” The house had many rooms as well as servants’ quarters; Dickinson was able to secure the best bedroom in the house for herself, and she also managed to get her father to agree to let her keep her own hours, which enabled her to write poetry late into the night while others were sleeping. Edward Dickinson used part of the property to build “The Evergreens,” a house for Austin and his wife, Sue and their family. The comfort in which the extended Dickinson family lived underscores the increasing prosperity of the upper-middle and professional classes in nineteenth-century New England.

The Dickinson household was run in a very traditional manner. Edward Dickinson exerted his patriarchal authority as he saw fit and made an effort to control the behavior of his wife and children. On more than one occasion, he forbade them to leave the house after the sun set, even to go as far as the lawn in back of the kitchen. He also tried to regulate the books that Emily Dickinson read; as she wrote to Higginson in 1862, when she was 32, her father “fears they joggle the mind” (L 404, no. 261). To circumvent Edward Dickinson’s prohibition, Austin often hid books in the piano bench for his sister to read. Edward Dickinson’s wife, Emily Norcross Dickinson, did her best to follow her husband’s dictates and to live up to the Victorian feminine ideal of submissive femininity, but she seems to have been depressed by his extremely authoritarian control over her life and the household; she spent a considerable amount of time languishing either on the sofa, or in her bedroom. Alienated by her mother’s passivity and emotional absence, Emily Dickinson declared that she “never had a mother” (L 342b). Her resentment notwithstanding, Emily Dickinson, along with her sister Lavinia, took on considerable responsibility for the household as well as for their mother’s care after Emily Norcross Dickinson became an invalid in the mid-1850s.

Throughout her life, Emily Dickinson demonstrated a resolve to follow her own imperatives rather than the Victorian codes of feminine piety, propriety, and passivity. Dickinson’s resistance to and ultimate rejection of conventional religion makes it clear that she was highly independent and self-determining. From the time the nine-year-old Dickinson experienced one of the many religious revivals that swept through Amherst, she showed a remarkable ability to withstand social pressure to undergo a religious conversion. In the next 22 years, there were seven more revivals in which many citizens of Amherst, including Lavinia and Edward Dickinson, made public declarations that they had been “saved” by God: Emily Dickinson was urged by her family and friends to submit to the same spiritual process, but she adamantly resisted.

As a 16-year-old student at Mount Holyoke Female Seminary, Dickinson was subjected to intense pressure to make a declaration of her faith, and although she experienced much anxiety, Dickinson continued to resist the promise of religious salvation in spite of the fact that she understood that this would brand her as a sinner—as “one of the lost ones” (Martin 1984, 83). This intense social pressure persisted throughout Dickinson’s twenties; nevertheless, she ultimately chose this life rather than the next. As she wrote her classmate and good friend, Abiah Root, “it is hard for me to give up the world” (L 67). As a nonbeliever, Dickinson was keenly aware of her social ostracism, and she endured the loneliness and discomfort of being an outcast: “I’m banished—now . . . / How foreign that can be— / You’ll know—Sir—when the Savior’s face / Turns so—away from you” (P 117, no. 256, 10–13).

For Dickinson, nature was a source of enduring joy and that eternity was experienced through unfolding daily life. In her letters and poems, she describes nature as a source of transcendent “Awe” and “Rapture” (P 280–81, no. 575). Echoing Wordsworth, she writes reverently in one letter, “Oh, Matchless Earth—We underrate the chance to dwell in Thee” (L 478). A later poem affirms her deeply held belief that “Earth is Heaven—/ Whether Heaven is Heaven or not” (P 602, no. 1408). Dickinson’s liturgy is taken from what she sees in her garden every day, and her version of the Trinity is “In the name of the Bee—/ And of the Butterfly—/ And of the Breeze—Amen!” (P 14, no. 18). Although Dickinson thought that nature was sacred, she also had a profound understanding of nature’s capacity for destruction as well as creation. As one of her poems observes, “Nature-sometimes sears a Sapling—/ Sometimes—scalps a Tree—” (P 148, no. 314). Nature is a source of glorious beauty and wonder, and nature is also menacing and life threatening. Dickinson does not “repress the darker aspects of her vision in order to create the illusion of control” (Martin 1984, 121). Embracing nature as the source of life and death, beauty and destruction, Dickinson celebrates the entire cycle of nature of which all of us are a part.

Taking a subversive stance in regard to the code of domestic femininity, Dickinson consciously refused to accept these limitations and created a space for herself to follow her own priorities in regard to relationships and, and above all, to write poetry. From the 1860s on, Dickinson declared her independence by becoming “a woman in white,” symbolized by her decision to wear white dresses only: The white “day dress” was very popular at the time due to the invention of new techniques of fabric production, but wearing only white also suggests spirituality. Although her sartorial choice has been the occasion for considerable commentary and controversy over the years, Dickinson was not capitulating to domestic confinement; instead, she was committing herself to “make a little destiny” of her own (L 144). Playing with the concept of “Manifest Destiny,” a phase which frequently appeared in newspapers and magazines as a rationale for the rapid westward expansion and suppression of Native Americans, Emily Dickinson makes it clear that she intends to expand her intellectual and creative scope. Although she had love interests over the years including a romance late in her life with Judge Otis Lord, she rejected the idea of being “yielded up” to the will of another person and was steadfast in insisting on her independence (L 210).

When she was almost 40, Dickinson seems to have made a conscious decision to remain increasingly at home perhaps due to her declining eyesight and the beginning of the kidney disorder, Bright’s disease; this decision also protected her time to write. As she became increasingly secluded, she observed, “I do not go away, but the Grounds are ample—almost travel—to me—” (L 349). A year later, she wrote, “I cannot tell how Eternity seems. It sweeps around me like a sea while I do my work” (L 386). Dickinson embraced her life and home and devoted herself to her poetry and to her large correspondence with her family and close friends. One of her best known poems, “The Soul selects her own Society,” describes the pleasure and pride Dickinson took in being able to direct her energy and consciousness as she chose: “I’ve known her–from an ample nation–/ Choose one–/ Then–close the Valves of her attention–/ Like Stone–” (P 143, no. 303, 9–12). This poem is a testament to the personal and artistic freedom Dickinson demanded for herself. Of course, her choice to live such an autonomous life required the cooperation of her family; her sister, Lavinia (“Vinnie”), took on the responsibility of overseeing the household staff of servants that included a cook, maid, and gardener—even Edward Dickinson finally seemed to accept the fact that his daughter needed to write poetry. Dickinson spent long hours writing her poems and letters in her study which was also her bedroom—the largest and most private bedroom in the Homestead. Portraits of Thomas Carlyle, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and George Eliot hung on the walls of what became her sanctuary to which she could retreat whenever she chose (Fuss 2004, 55–56).

Dickinson avidly followed the Civil War and knew the details of each battle. She was profoundly disturbed by the tragic loss of life and general destruction of war, and it became the subject of many of her poems (Habegger 2002; Wolosky 1984). One of Dickinson’s most powerful Civil War poems was written in 1862 after the death of Frazer Stearns, the son of the president of Amherst College and a good friend of Austin Dickinson. In this elegy for Stearns, Dickinson laments his death and questions whether any war is worth the cost. “It feels a shame to be Alive—/ When Men so brave—are dead—” asking: “Are we that wait—sufficient worth—/ That such Enormous Pearl / As life—dissolved be—for Us—/ In Battle’s horrid Bowl?” (P 213, no. 444, 13–16). The Civil War had a profound impact on Dickinson, not only emotionally, but intellectually, imaginatively, and philosophically as she wrestled with issues of life, death, and liberty. Described as the “flood years” for her poetry, the Civil War years (1861–1865) were Dickinson’s most productive.

As with the Civil War, Dickinson was deeply informed about the female suffrage movement. The Seneca Falls Convention for women’s rights was held in 1848 when Dickinson was 17 and developing her own thoughts about female education and independence. Certainly, she was keenly aware that she didn’t receive the same opportunity for education as her brother, Austin. In addition to attempts to regulate his daughter’s reading, Edward Dickinson insisted that she withdraw from her first year of college when she became ill, in spite of her vociferous protest; after that, Emily Dickinson never returned to formal education.

Over the years, Dickinson continued to learn about the abolitionist and suffragist movements, partly because Austin and Sue Dickinson at the Evergreens hosted activists, including Elizabeth Cady Stanton, Susan B. Anthony, Lucretia Mott, Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Wendell Phillips. Furthermore, Dickinson had an extensive correspondence with several close friends—including Bowles, Higginson, and Helen Hunt Jackson—who were active supporters of the abolitionist and women’s suffrage movements.

Also Dickinson had a lively and sustaining personal, intellectual, and artistic community throughout her life. She corresponded with an intimate circle of friends and relatives through frequent letters; her correspondents included her sister-in-law Susan Gilbert Dickinson, her cousins Louise and Emily Norcross, childhood friends Abiah Root and Jane Humphrey, as well as Mary Bowles and Elizabeth Holland who became close friends later in life. Although there was a strict code of epistolary etiquette, Dickinson disregarded rules of discretion and decorum, choosing instead to be candid and direct in her letters, which were often accompanied by her poems and flowers from her garden. Her letters and poems complement each other: her letters often include lines that later were incorporated into her poetry, and her poems became part of her letters. Thomas Johnson and others have observed that Dickinson included about 500 of her poems in her letters to more than 40 correspondents; interestingly, some poems were sent to more than one person at a time.

In addition to her women friends, Emily Dickinson had an equally intense relationship with a group of men she called her “Preceptors.” Her first mentor was Benjamin Franklin Newton, who was nine years older than Dickinson and shared her interest in poetry, which he acknowledged by giving her a book of Emerson’s 1847 poems. Dickinson had an extensive correspondence with Reverend Charles Wadsworth whom she met in Philadelphia while on a trip with her father. Another important mentor was Samuel Bowles, editor and owner of The Springfield Republican with whom Dickinson had an especially intimate correspondence, sufficiently so for some critics to speculate that Bowles was the recipient of Dickinson’s anonymous, impassioned “Master” letters. Finally, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, writer, abolitionist, and supporter of women’s suffrage, became a lifelong friend and mentor as well.

Higginson’s essay of advice to young writers in the April 1862 Atlantic Monthly prompted Dickinson to write him to ask, “Is my Verse Alive?” She also enclosed four poems: “Safe in their Alabaster Chambers” (P 100, no. 216); “I’ll tell you how the Sun rose” (P 150, no. 318); “The nearest Dream recedes—unrealized” (P 150–51, no. 319); and “We play at Paste” (P 151, no. 320). Dickinson confides in Higginson that “The Mind is so near itself—it cannot see, distinctly—and I have None to ask—” (L 403). Higginson responded soon after and this was the beginning of a lifelong friendship and correspondence. Unfortunately, Higginson advised that Dickinson “delay” publication; despite this discouraging news, Dickinson pursued the friendship responding that the idea of publication was “as foreign to my thought as Firmament to Fin.” She explained that “If Fame belonged to me/ I could not escape her—” (L 2: 408). In response to Higginson’s disturbing criticism that her poetry is unpolished—“wayward”—she jests, “You think my gait spasmodic:—I am in danger—Sir—” (L 2: 409). Despite the fact the Higginson did not approve of her work, Dickinson wrote him frequently and often included copies of her poems in her letters.

It could be said that in response to Higginson’s negative response to her work, Dickinson retreated to the safety of Victorian conventions regarding feminine propriety, which prohibited women from seeking recognition in the public sphere. More than a century and a half later, it may be difficult to understand what a powerful effect the imperative of feminine piety, passivity, and passionlessness had on Victorian culture; in this instance, the code of true womanhood gave Dickinson a way to retreat gracefully and save her pride. Given that Emily Dickinson’s poetry violated nineteenth-century aesthetic conventions, Dickinson decided to pursue her artistic vision without approval from a literary authority such as Higginson. Years later, Dickinson described publication for the literary marketplace as “the Auction / of the Mind of Man” declaring that it might be better to endure “Poverty” rather than “reduce” the “Human Spirit / To Disgrace of Price –” (P 348–49, no. 709).

Even today, Dickinson’s poetry is powerfully original; rejecting nineteenth-century poetics that required heavily rhymed and metered lines, her poems convey the process of thinking itself—thought in motion—anticipating early twentieth-century “stream of consciousness.” Just as she rejected Calvinism, Dickinson refuses to confine her poetry to the aesthetic expectations of predictable meter and rhyme; line endings in her poems can be surprisingly disruptive and the syncopations of her rhythms are often jarring to conventional readers. Her unique poetic style, characterized by slant rhymes, colloquial language, staccato phrasing, and scrambled syntax punctuated by dashes captures the complexity of each moment; by rejecting the formal conventions designed to create predictability and regularized order, Dickinson writes poetry that is vivid, and often visceral. As she wrote to Higginson: “If I read a book [and] it makes my whole body so cold no fire ever can warm me I know that is poetry. If I feel physically as if the top of my head were taken off, I know that is poetry. These are the only way I know it. Is there any other way” (L 473–74). Dickinson wanted to convey these powerful responses in her writing through her unusual choices in syntax, structure, and punctuation.

Dickinson left her poems in carefully organized sewn fascicles stored neatly in careful piles in a drawer to be discovered by Lavinia after Dickinson’s death (see Franklin 1967; Heginbotham 2003). The poetry is difficult to date because of the nature in which it was stored, and the way the materials were handled following Dickinson’s death. Some poems were bound into fascicles; many were written on a wide variety of scrap papers and materials; for many, it was difficult to tell whether the poems were drafts or final versions; almost all were undated. Some poems could be dated based on their inclusion in the letters, but for the most part they were in no discernible order. To add to the confusion, after Dickinson’s death the fascicles were unbound and separated by well-meaning relatives attempting to order the poems, further obscuring any organization Dickinson might have intended.

Although most of Dickinson’s poems were published not long after her death, at that time they were edited to conform more closely to the poetic conventions of the time. Thomas H. Johnson and R. W. Franklin are considered the two major scholars in the editing and publication of Dickinson’s poetry and letters. Johnson’s three-volume edition of Dickinson’s poetry (1951) was a landmark publication in that it was the first major collection of Dickinson’s work that attempted to present her poems in their original formatting and style, with minimal editorial intervention in punctuation, capitalization, and ordering. He also published a variorum edition in 1955 and a single-volume reading edition in 1960. Franklin later built upon Johnson’s work and in various editions (beginning in 1981) has attempted to make the published texts resemble Dickinson’s manuscripts as closely as possible.

During her lifetime, Dickinson was committed to artistic autonomy refusing to capitulate to the poetic conventions of her day. She seemed to have faith that her family and friends would make sure her poems were published. Of course, this was a risky assumption, but for Dickinson, personal and artistic autonomy were paramount; her poetry chronicles the personal civil war she experienced between cultural norms for submissive femininity as well as conventional literary practice and her desire to be an autonomous thinking woman and poet.

After Dickinson’s death, three drafts of letters addressed to “Master” were found among her correspondence; the last of these drafts is dated 1861, at the beginning of Dickinson’s “flood years.” These “Master” letters chronicle her internal battle and clearly show that she is wrestling with a passionate, but apparently unreciprocated, desire that threatens to overwhelm her. Portraying sacrificial and self-abnegating love, it seems that Dickinson has to experience the eclipse of self in its most extreme form before she can find herself again. In her final “Master” letter, Dickinson begs for recognition and for the “Master’s” instruction and guidance, asking him to reshape her, to remake her in his image, asking that he “punish don’t banish her—shut her in prison, Sir—only pledge that you will forgive sometime—before the grave” (L 391).

This painful self-abnegation of Dickinson’s “Master” letters has been a topic of critical debate for many decades, and there has been much speculation about the identity of “Master”; Samuel Bowles, Susan Gilbert Dickinson, and Thomas Higginson have all been suggested as the occasion for these letters. Most noteworthy is the fact that Dickinson conveys such intense agony in relationship to “Master,” and it is distressing to witness Dickinson’s willingness to destroy herself in the name of love. In the end, however, Dickinson does not “extinguish herself,” summoning the strength to reclaim herself; the letters record the grief and rage of an agonizing rejection, but Dickinson survives the intense internal struggle and emerges stronger and more self-determining than ever (Martin, 102). “Title divine – is mine!” Dickinson proclaims in one poem and identifies herself as the “Empress of Calvary! / Royal – all but the Crown!” (P 1072, no. 487). Dickinson describes herself as having the authority and power of royalty, even if it has come at the cost of suffering. Her poem that begins, “I’m ceded—I’ve stopped being Theirs—” (P 247, no. 508) is in effect her declaration of independence. In another poem that begins, “To be alive – is – Power,” Dickinson claims her ontological energy for herself, describing “Existence” as “Omnipotence – Enough” and observes that “To be alive—and Will! / ’Tis able as a God—” (P 335–36, no. 677, 5–6). In these poems, Dickinson’s assertions of personal liberty and authority provide a dramatic contrast with self-abnegation of the “Master” letters.

Because Dickinson was deeply committed to understanding the full range and complexity of her emotions, no matter how challenging, she embraced the opportunity to explore what she described as “Circumference” (see L 412; P 313, no. 633). It was Dickinson’s mission to experience all that life encompasses both positive and negative, a process that required immense courage and unwavering determination, As Emily Dickinson writes in her poem, “I stepped from plank to plank,” the journey of discovering her own truths is dangerous and possibly fatal; she concludes the poem by acknowledging that these risks must be taken in order to gain “that precarious gait/ Some call experience.” Dickinson’s willingness to accept the necessary risks to live her life as fully as possible enabled her to write poems that remain alive and authentic to us today.

Death is one of Emily Dickinson’s most important subjects. Although she has been sometimes described as obsessed with the question of mortality and especially death, it is crucial to understand that death was a more intrinsic part of Dickinson’s daily life—as it was in the culture at large—than it is in the lives of most contemporary readers. In 1874, when Edward Dickinson collapsed while giving a speech in Boston and died soon afterward, Emily Dickinson began to confront the fact of mortality on a deeply personal level. In the following decade, many of Dickinson’s family members and closest friends died, including Samuel Bowles in 1878; Reverend Charles Wadsworth in 1879; and her mother, Emily Norcross Dickinson, in 1882. Soon after, her very intimate friend, Judge Otis Lord died, as did the poet Helen Hunt Jackson, who had remained a close friend from their school days. Her nephew, Gilbert (Gib) Dickinson, died of typhoid fever in October 1883, shortly after his eighth birthday, and Dickinson was overwhelmed with grief. Death was such an inescapable and inevitable part of life that it became a powerful focus of Dickinson’s poetry and letters, especially in the later years of her life.

Just as she did with traditional Protestant/Calvinist religion, the codes of Victorian femininity and marriage, Dickinson subverted Victorian sentimental norms about death as a transition to eternal life in her poetry (Martin 2007, 97–109). Rejecting the Victorian trope of death as an angel taking the faithful to heaven, Dickinson emphasizes that death is a “Riddle, at the last,” making it clear that death is inherently unknowable and mysterious (P 243, no. 501). And one of Dickinson’s most famous poems, “I heard a Fly buzz – when I died,” ends not with a vision of heaven or the afterlife but with the cessation of vision altogether: “And then the Windows failed – and then / I could not see to see –” (P 223–24, no. 465).

Dickinson’s poetry also explores the experience of death for the living as well as the dying. In addition to capturing the process of dying, she is a witness to the experience of grief and mourning. In one poem she describes grief as “ . . . the Hour of Lead – / Remembered, if outlived, / As Freezing persons, recollect the Snow – / First – Chill – then Stupor – then the letting go—” (P 162, no. 341, 10–13). As part of the process of accepting death and its aftermath, Dickinson believes that the inescapable fact of death creates joy in being alive and gives deep meaning to life, in general. Several decades later, Wallace Stevens echoes Dickinson when he writes that “Death is the mother of beauty” (Wallace Stevens, “Sunday Morning,” Poetry, November 1915). For Dickinson, as with Stevens, life on earth becomes more vivid and precious when it is viewed through the lens of mortality and death.

Dickinson’s health problems became worse in her early 50s. After losing consciousness for the first time in August 1884, Dickinson described this episode as a “revenge of the nerves.” When her symptoms grew worse in the following months, she was told to “rest,” which was the standard treatment for female nervous disorders. A year later, complete seclusion and bed rest was prescribed for Dickinson. During her lengthy confinement, Dickinson wrote to Higginson, “I have been very ill, Dear friend, since November [1885], bereft of Book and Thought, by the Doctor’s reproof” (L 1042). This was the beginning of a serious decline in Dickinson’s health that ended with her death in 1886.

Ultimately, Emily Dickinson rejected authoritarian absolutes, creating instead a deeply personal vision in which nature was heaven; home was paradise; consciousness was ecstasy; human love was grace; and art created eternal life (Martin 1984). Declaring that she not afraid to pick “Satan’s flowers,” the young Emily Dickinson was determined to explore and confront life in all of its complexity without prefabricated explanations. Her courageous commitment to live without the traditional comforts of marriage and religion gave her the experience and understanding to write powerful poetry that speaks to us today.

Throughout her life, Dickinson challenged social and religious convention and was fiercely committed to self-reliance, which meant risking rejection from family, friends, possible suitors, teachers, editors, readers, as well as religious and community leaders. In undertaking this daunting journey, Dickinson struggled with the contradictions and challenges of life without comforting assurances provided by filial piety, traditional marriage, or faith in an afterlife, and her poetry and letters chronicle her challenging and courageous adventure.
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Abbreviations and Primary Sources

This work uses two primary sources when quoting from Emily Dickinson’s poetry or letters.

Dickinson, Emily. 1960. The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson. Edited by Thomas H. Johnson. Boston: Little, Brown.

Dickinson, Emily. 1965. The Letters of Emily Dickinson. Edited by Thomas H. Johnson. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Emily Dickinson did not title her poems. Therefore, when citing a poem from The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson, the first number indicates what page the poem may be found (after “P”), followed by the archival number (after “no.”). The last number(s) signify the verse number(s).


For example: P 41, no. 80, 2–5 The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson means the poem is on page 41; it is poem number 80, and the lines referred to are lines two through five.



When citing a letter from The Letters of Emily Dickinson, the first number indicates on which page the letter may be found (after “L”), followed by the archival number (after “no.”).


For example: L 551, no. 457 The Letters of Emily Dickinson means the letter is on page 551 and it is letter number 457.




Chronology of Events for Emily Dickinson and Her Era




	Year

	Event

	Details






	1801

	Napoleon sends troops to Louisiana

	The “Louisiana territory” is transferred from Spain to France. This raises fears of slave rebellions and French control of much of the continent.




	1802

	Samuel Fowler Dickinson marries Lucretia Gunn

	Emily Dickinson’s paternal grandparents.




	1803

	Edward Dickinson born

	Emily Dickinson’s father, first of nine children of Samuel and Lucretia Dickinson.




	1803

	Louisiana Purchase

	The United States purchases territory from France, including present-day Arkansas, Missouri, Iowa, Oklahoma, Kansas, and Nebraska, and much of Minnesota, North Dakota, South Dakota, New Mexico, Texas, Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and Louisiana (including the city of New Orleans). Cost: less than 3 cents per acre.




	1803

	Ohio becomes 17th state

	 




	1804

	Lewis and Clark expedition begins

	




	1804

	Emily Norcross born

	Emily Dickinson’s mother, also the first of nine children. She attended Monson Academy until she was 19.




	1807

	First commercial steamboat

	 




	1808

	Atlantic slave trade ends

	This is the earliest date allowed by the constitution. The British end their slave trade at the same time. However slave trading within the United States is permitted until the Civil War.




	1812

	War of 1812 begins

	The United States declares war on British Empire.




	1812

	Louisiana becomes the 18th state

	 




	1813

	“The Homestead” built by Samuel Dickinson

	A substantial brick house on Main Street in Amherst, Massachusetts.




	1814

	Amherst Academy founded

	Largely due to the efforts of Samuel Dickinson, who supported women’s education.




	1814

	British capture and burn Washington, D.C.

	 




	1815

	Treaty of Ghent ratified, War of 1812 ends

	 




	1816

	Indiana becomes 19th state

	 




	1817

	Mississippi becomes 20th state

	 




	1818

	Illinois becomes 21st state

	 




	1819

	Financial panic of 1819

	The first major financial crisis in the United States, due to banking problems and land speculation.




	1819

	Alabama becomes 22nd state

	




	1820

	Missouri Compromise

	Temporary resolution of conflicts about balance between free states and slave states. Effectively repealed in 1854.




	1820

	Maine becomes 23rd state

	 




	1821

	Missouri becomes 24th state


	 




	1821

	Amherst College opens

	Samuel Dickinson is a major supporter.




	1825

	Erie Canal completed

	The canal cuts transportation costs between the Atlantic and the Great Lakes by 95 percent, opening Atlantic markets to the new states in the Midwest.




	1828

	Edward Dickinson marries Emily Norcross

	Emily Dickinson’s parents.




	1829

	William Austin Dickinson born

	The first child of Edward and Emily, and Emily Dickinson’s older brother.




	1830

	Edward Dickinson family moves into “The Homestead”

	 




	1830

	Emily Dickinson born

	Emily Dickinson is born in Amherst, Massachusetts, on December 10.




	1830

	First scheduled railroad service in the United States

	Opening of the Baltimore and Ohio railroad, quickly followed by many others.




	1830

	Second Great Awakening

	Religious revival movement, including widespread expectations of the second coming, largely on the frontier (Kentucky, Tennessee, and Southern Ohio).




	1830

	Use of Oregon Trail begins

	Travel on the trail peaks from 1846 to 1869.




	1831

	Indian Removal Act

	This act begins the “Trail of Tears,” forcing removal of the Choctaw, Seminole, Creek, Chickasaw, and Cherokee from their homelands, opening nearly 40,000 square miles to white settlement.




	1831

	Nat Turner slave rebellion

	Largest slave rebellion; 55 to 65 white people killed. Many more slaves killed in the panic that follows. Slave laws are made much more restrictive.




	1831

	The Liberator begins weekly publication

	Advocating immediate abolition of slavery, its editor William Lloyd Garrison becomes a leading figure.




	1832

	South Carolina passes Ordinance of Nullification

	This ordinance is based on the theory that state governments have the right to nullify federal laws (in this case, tariffs). This theory later became the basis for secession by the Confederate states.




	1833

	Lavinia Dickinson born

	 




	1833

	Federal “Force Bill” enacted

	In reply to South Carolina’s Nullification, Congress authorizes the president to use any force necessary to “cause . . . laws . . . . to be duly executed.”




	1833

	South Carolina repeals Ordinance of Nullification

	 




	1833

	Emily Dickinson’s grandfather bankrupt

	Samuel Dickinson moves to Ohio and dies there in 1838. The Dickinson family sells “The Homestead” and begins sharing it with another family.




	1834

	Slavery debates at Lane Seminary

	This discussion shifts opinion from colonization (sending slaves to Africa) to abolition. Antislavery faculty and students are suppressed, leave Lane Seminary and join Oberlin College.




	1836

	Texas gains independence from Mexico

	 




	1836

	“Transcendental Club” begins

	Early participants include Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and Margaret Fuller. Begins publishing The Dial in 1840.




	1836

	Arkansas becomes the 25th state

	 




	1837

	Financial panic of 1837

	Speculative lending, a decline in cotton prices, and international financial pressures lead to a panic followed by recession and deflation for the next seven years.




	1837

	Michigan becomes the 26th state

	




	1840

	Emily and Lavinia Dickinson enroll at Amherst Academy

	While attending, Emily Dickinson meets Abiah Root, Abby Wood, Jane Humphrey, and Susan Huntington Gilbert, who will remain long-term friends.




	1840

	Dickinson family leaves “The Homestead”

	They return in 1855.




	1841

	Publication of “Self-Reliance” by Ralph Waldo Emerson

	 




	1841

	Dorr rebellion in Rhode Island

	An armed rebellion against the state charter that only allowed land owners to vote. The rebellion fails but the charter is changed soon after.




	1845

	Florida becomes the 27th state

	 




	1845

	Texas becomes the 28th state

	 




	1845

	Phrase “Manifest Destiny” first used

	 




	1845

	Publication of Woman in the Nineteenth Century by Margaret Fuller

	 




	1846

	Mexican War begins

	 




	1846

	Iowa becomes the 29th state

	 




	1847

	Emily Dickinson enrolls in Mount Holyoke

	Mary Lyon, the founder and principal, was trained as a chemist and the curriculum includes laboratory science.




	1847

	McCormick reaper factory in Chicago

	Mechanical reapers help to move “the line of civilization . . . . westward thirty miles each year.”




	1848

	Emily Dickinson leaves Mount Holyoke

	Fewer than 20 percent of the students return to Mount Holyoke the following year.




	1848

	Mexican War ends

	Mexico cedes territory comprising present- day California, Nevada, Utah, most of New Mexico and Arizona, and parts of Colorado and Wyoming.




	1848

	Wisconsin becomes the 30 th state

	 




	1848

	Women’s Rights Convention

	Seneca Falls, New York




	1848

	California Gold Rush begins

	Gold is discovered at Sutter’s Mill, Coloma, El Dorado County, California




	1849

	Harriet Tubman escapes from slavery

	She guides more than 70 escaping slaves to freedom. During the Civil War she works as a Union spy and guides a raid that frees 700 slaves. She later is active in the women’s suffrage movement.




	1850

	Leonard Humphrey dies

	Emily Dickinson’s principal at Amherst Academy dies suddenly at 25. Two years later Emily writes that his absence makes “the hour of evening . . . . sad.”




	1850

	Compromise on slavery in territories

	California is admitted as a free state, Utah and New Mexico territories are left to be decided by popular sovereignty, and the slave trade in Washington, D.C., is prohibited. Also a much stricter fugitive slave law is adopted.




	1850

	Donation Act

	Grants land ownership based on settlement in the territories.




	1850

	Publication of The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne

	 




	1851

	Publication of Moby Dick by Herman Melville

	 




	1852

	Emily Dickinson’s first publication of a poem

	Verses from “Sic Transmit Gloria Mundi” are published anonymously in the Springfield Daily Republican.




	1852

	Publication of Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe

	The best-selling novel of the century, it is credited with increasing support for abolition of slavery.




	1854

	Publication of Walden by Henry David Thoreau

	 




	1855

	Publication of Leaves of Grass by Walt Whitman

	




	1855

	Emily Dickinson travels to Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia

	Emily travels with her mother and Lavinia, and spends several weeks in each city. She hears Charles Wadsworth preach in Philadelphia and begins a long friendship with him.




	1855

	Dickinson family returns to “The Homestead”

	Edward Dickinson is able to repurchase the family home on the death of its owner.




	1856

	Austin Dickinson marries Susan Gilbert

	Emily Dickinson had been friends with Susan Gilbert since her days at Amherst Academy.




	1857

	Dred Scott Decision

	U.S. Supreme Court rules that Congress cannot ban slavery in states and that slaves are not citizens, stepping up struggles regarding free versus slave states.




	1857

	Austin and Susan Dickinson move into “The Evergreens”

	Edward Dickinson built “The Evergreens” next door to “The Homestead” for his son Austin and his family. Austin and Susan enjoy entertaining and hosting visitors such as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Harriet Beecher Stowe, and Emily is a frequent visitor.




	1857

	Financial Panic of 1857

	Western expansion was booming and many companies, especially railroads, become overextended. When growth slowed it causes a widespread panic and sets off a related panic in Britain. The economy does not fully recover until the Civil War.




	1858

	Lincoln-Douglas debates

	Part of the campaign for senator from Illinois, these debates are mainly about slavery. They are reprinted in newspapers throughout the country and earn Lincoln national prominence. However he loses the election.




	1859

	Publication of The Origin of Species by Darwin

	 




	1860

	Abraham Lincoln elected president

	 




	1860

	South Carolina secedes from United States

	




	1861

	Confederate States of America formed

	Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Texas, Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee secede.




	1861

	Civil War begins

	 




	1861

	Edward (Ned) Dickinson born

	Ned is Austin and Susan Dickinson’s first child.




	1862

	Frazar Sterns dies in Battle of New Bern

	Frazar was the son of the fourth president of Amherst College and a close friend of Austin Dickinson.




	1862

	Emily Dickinson begins correspondence with Thomas Wentworth Higginson

	Higginson was a minster, author, abolitionist, and colonel in the Civil War. Dickinson writes to him after reading his advice to “a Young Contributor.” Later in life he advocates equality for women and helps to edit Dickinson’s poems for publication.




	1863

	Emancipation Proclamation

	 




	1863

	Battle of Gettysburg

	 




	1864

	Emily Dickinson stays in Boston for eight months

	Dickinson stays with her Norcross cousins in Boston for treatment of eye problems. She is limited to dim light and cannot read.




	1864

	Five of Emily Dickinson’s poems are published

	Four in the Brooklyn Drum Beat, and one in the Brooklyn Daily Union, all anonymous. These may have been published to raise money for Union soldiers’ medical expenses.




	1864

	William Tecumseh Sherman captures Atlanta, Georgia

	 




	1865

	Emily Dickinson stays in Boston for seven months

	Dickinson has a second course of eye treatment. She again stays with her Norcross cousins.




	1865

	Ulysses S. Grant captures Richmond, Virginia

	 




	1865

	Robert E. Lee surrenders, Civil War ends

	 




	1865

	Abraham Lincoln assassinated

	




	1865–70

	Federal Civil Rights Amendments and Law

	Amendments 13, 14, and 15, as well as Civil Rights Act of 1866 abolish slavery in the United States, make previous slaves citizens, and give them the right to vote.




	1866

	Martha Gilbert Dickinson born

	Emily Dickinson’s niece, Austin and Susan’s middle child and only daughter.




	1867

	The United States acquires Alaska from Russia

	 




	1869

	Transcontinental railroad completed

	Central Pacific and Union Pacific railroads are joined at Promontory, Utah, creating first transcontinental railroad.




	1871

	Chicago Fire

	90,000 people are left homeless.




	1874

	Edward Dickinson dies

	While in Boston on June 16, 1874, Edward Dickinson suffers a stroke and dies suddenly. Emily stays in her room while the funeral is in the home.




	1875

	Emily Norcross Dickinson is paralyzed by a stroke

	Emily’s mother remains bedridden for the seven years until her death. Emily and Lavinia are responsible for her care.




	1875

	Thomas Gilbert (Gib) Dickinson born

	Emily’s favorite nephew, Austin and Susan’s third child.




	1876

	Battle of Little Big Horn

	Custer’s regiment is wiped out by Sioux.




	1877

	First public telephone line

	From Boston to Somerville.




	1880

	Population of the United States exceeds 50 million

	 




	1882

	Emily Norcross Dickinson dies

	 




	1883

	Supreme Court strikes down Federal antidiscrimination laws

	Holds that Congress lacks the authority to ban discrimination by private individuals and organizations. This voids the Civil Rights Act of 1875 and permits segregation confining blacks as second-class status.




	1883

	Gib Dickinson dies

	 




	1886

	Emily Dickinson dies

	Her death certificate says she died of Bright’s disease, a kidney ailment.




	1886

	Lavinia Dickinson discovers hundreds of Emily Dickinson’s poems

	Soon after Emily’s death, Lavinia found over 800 poems in “fascicles” (sewn notebooks) as well as hundreds more gathered in sets. She ultimately asks Mabel Loomis Todd to edit them for publication. Todd recruits Thomas Wentworth Higginson as coeditor.




	1886

	Statue of Liberty dedicated

	 




	1890

	Poems of Emily Dickinson published

	Editing changes include punctuation and some words.




	1890

	National American Woman Suffrage Association founded

	 




	1890

	Battle of Wounded Knee

	Last major battle of the Indian Wars.




	1890

	Census Department declares frontier closed

	 




	1891

	Poems of Emily Dickinson, Second Series published

	 




	1894

	Volume of Emily Dickinson’s letters published

	 




	1895

	Austin Dickinson dies

	 




	1895

	Lavinia Dickinson dies

	 




	1896

	Poems of Emily Dickinson, Third Series published

	 




	1898

	Lawsuit between Dickinson family and Todd family

	The suit is about a small piece of land, but is fueled by animosity between Susan Dickinson and Mabel Loomis Todd. Todd loses the lawsuit.




	1898

	Edward (Ned) Dickinson dies

	 




	1932

	Mabel Loomis Todd dies

	 




	1932

	Martha Dickinson Bianchi’s memoir published

	Emily Dickinson Face to Face




	1943

	Martha Dickinson Bianchi dies

	 




	1945

	Millicent Todd Bingham’s memoir published

	Ancestors’ Brocades: The Literary Debut of Emily Dickinson




	1955

	First complete edition of Emily Dickinson’s poems
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All Things Dickinson

Wendy Martin


A

Abolition

Denise M. Groce

Emily Dickinson was born less than 50 years after the American Revolutionary War for independence. The former colonies had freed themselves from British rule, but they still struggled with the idea of extending that freedom to all Americans. Although slavery had been abolished in every state north of the Mason–Dixon Line since 1804, Southern states continued to enslave people of African descent. Quakers had objected to America’s “peculiar institution” since the 1600s, but anti-slavery efforts did not gain momentum until after the war when abolitionists adopted the same Enlightenment principles that had inspired the colonies to rebel. At the time of Dickinson’s birth, abolition had become a major political issue, and Massachusetts was the center of the movement. Hostilities escalated between anti-slavery Northerners and pro-slavery Southern interests, climaxing in the election of Abraham Lincoln. Southern states, threatened by Lincoln’s Republican platform to limit the spread of slavery, seceded from the Union, forcing the new president to declare civil war. Abolitionists suspended their activities during the conflict, and Lincoln emancipated slaves to end the war, which also ended the need for the movement. Dickinson, born in the midst of these historical events, wrote poetry that expressed her private reality yet also spoke to the public realities of era.

In Poem 599, Dickinson writes about suffering in a way that could evoke the loss of a loved one, the horror of war, or the pain of being stripped of all one’s humanity. The poem describes “a pain so utter” that it consumes “substance” and leaves one in a “Trance,” allowing the mind to “step / Around – across – upon” the experience (P 294, no. 599, 1–5). The poem expresses an agony so great that one must operate in an altered state of consciousness and shun clear vision in order to survive. Viewed in its stark reality, the experience would cause a being to collapse “Bone by Bone” (P 294, no. 599, 8). Written after the onset of the Civil War but before the Emancipation Proclamation, Dickinson’s imagery resonates with the historical context of the period, yet lends itself to any distress that leaves the individual barely able to cope. Thus, Dickinson’s poetry transcends the personal to embrace universal concerns.

Abolitionism had become a major social reform issue taken up by churches as well as citizens by the time Dickinson was born. In Pennsylvania, Quakers had opposed slavery almost from its inception there in 1649. Recognizing all people as equal in the eyes of God, they claimed that slavery corrupted the morals of the slave owner as well as the slave. In 1688, the Germantown Friends issued the first written anti-slavery protest published in the American colonies, and Quakers established the first formal abolitionist organization, the Pennsylvania Society for Promoting the Abolition of Slavery (PAS) in 1775. The organization offered legal aid to African Americans and focused on gradual slavery reform using moral arguments and political action. By 1830, the PAS had filed over 20 slavery-related petitions to Congress and its elite membership of businessmen, philanthropists, and politicians became
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