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Dickinson’s Doubt





	Emily Dickinson’s poem, “Because I could not stop for Death -,“ showcases her ongoing doubt of the afterlife.  Dickinson is not certain that the resurrection will come.  As the journey begins she worries that she has been deceived into believing in Christ’s return.  Dickinson is doubting if Heaven is a reality and as the journey ends, she fears that the afterlife ends at her grave.


	The deception begins when Death picks her up.  Death, who is usually seen as grim and frightful, is described as kind and civil as if not trying to scare her away.  Death goes on to make his passenger very comfortable.  He drives very smoothly and slowly, as if he is trying to earn her trust by being careful and not putting her in any danger.  Dickinson shows the smoothness of the journey to the afterlife thru her meter.  For the first 3 stanzas, an iambic tetrameter line is followed by an iambic trimeter line making the poem easy to read.  She shows the slowness by putting dashes throughout the journey, slowing down the reader’s reading speed.  Death also uses immortality a way of keeping his passenger at ease.  The author shows how important immortality is to his passengers by having it in its own line at end of stanza one.  By having immortality as an extra passenger, he is sort of promising the passenger a journey to immortality.  The passenger takes the bait and submits to Death’s will in the second stanza.  The passenger is in a state of hypnosis as she puts her life aside to join him.  As the journey continues, Death shows his passenger beautiful things.  They pass children who are playing in a ring, fields of grain, and a setting sun.  Death passes them slowly, as shown by the use of dashes, to emphasize all the activity, all the life, that is occurring outside of the carriage.  


	The passenger then corrects herself by saying that the sun passed them.  This symbolizes that she is dying.  Dickinson shows the change in her meter.  She discontinues the iambic meter, and starts a dactylic meter in that line.  This also shows that the ride is not as smooth as it was before.  The reality of death is coming into life for the passenger.  The sun has gone down, the temperature is becoming cold, and she becomes aware of her clothing.  She seems to have snapped out of her hypnosis.  There is no more activity outside the carriage, no more children or fields.  The passenger only sees a grave that they stop at, and she can only see part of it, as it is submerged.  Dickinson calls the grave a house, hinting that the passenger arrived to her home, her destination place.  The passenger has died.  The passenger states that centuries have passed, yet it feels only like days since they arrived at the grave.  I took this to mean that she has been waiting for the resurrection so long and has had no new memories after reaching the grave that she has lost track of time.   Everyday is the same to her, she cannot tell the days apart.  At the end of the passage, the passenger reveals that she mistook the carriage to be destined to eternity and not to the grave.  She thought that the journey thru the afterlife would lead to resurrection and towards salvation, where she can be immortal with God.    


	The passenger was mislead to believe that the carriage was destined to eternity and not the grave.  Death withheld the truths of dying from her.  After dying, the passenger was not as specific with her descriptions.  And in the last stanza, she shows confusion by not being sure how much time has passed.  Dickinson is not certain what will happen after death.  There may be salvation like she has been lead to believe by religions, but then again they might be deceiving her, much like Death deceived his passenger.  	


