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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the way in which Rachel Carson and Annie Dillard challenge 
the dualistic subject-object framework of assumed human control over the natural world 
through a literary medium. Carson triggered environmental policy shifts and the modern 
environmental movement of the 1960s and 70s, forcing her way into the male-dominated 
genre of environmental and scientific writing through detailed description of natural 
processes in The Sea Around Us and Silent Spring. Dillard, echoing Walden and similarly 
writing her way into a masculinist tradition, produced Pilgrim at Tinker Creek at the 
height of that movement, and at the intersection of deep ecology and ecofeminism, 
putting forth a dense, rich exploration of the woods behind her home.  
 

Though thematically and tonally distinct, here I pose these three works as 
landmarks of a sea change in the cultural understanding of the subject-object dynamic 
between humans and the earth. With an emphasis on the sense of vision, each presents 
readers with a provocation to reconsider their position as subject able to act upon the 
earth and suggests instead that they may be object, receptive to being acted upon. Each 
author subverts this dynamic in distinct ways: in The Sea Around Us, Carson invokes an 
affect of wonder in moments where she highlights the limit of human vision and 
knowledge, thus reconfiguring readers’ preexisting mode of seeing as producing 
knowledge into one which is ecologically aware and acknowledges nonhuman 
subjectivity. In Silent Spring she takes a step beyond affective wonder toward an active 
imagination, illustrating stark images of destruction that require readers to visualize the 
consequences of assumed control over nature, urging them to enact change. In Pilgrim at 
Tinker Creek, Dillard presents a paradigmatic mode of seeing which involves “letting 
go”: moving into a state of ‘unself-consciousness’ and resisting verbalization of that 
which is seen in order to maintain an awareness of the present moment, open oneself up 
to being acted upon, and ultimately reveal the earth’s independent agency. 
 

Between these two writers, who are rarely found in the same sentence, much less 
put into conversation in scholarly criticism, the stakes are raised for what literature alone 
can make visible. Carson and Dillard recognize the limitations of dominant modes of 
seeing and seek to disrupt them, producing works which demand that readers envision 
themselves not as subject, nor solely object, but rather as a being within an earth-wide 
network of relations. 
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Introduction 

Earth, I thank you 
for the pleasure of your language 
You’ve had a hard time 
bringing it to me 
from the ground 
to grunt thru the noun 
To all the way 
feeling     seeing     smelling     touching 
—awareness 
I am here! 

– Anne Spencer, “Earth, I Thank You” 
 

Vision is the dominant sense through which we encounter the world around us. It 

acts immediately and frequently to produce an affective relation to the world—compared 

to say, scent or sound, which typically produces an affect only when the sensation is 

particularly good, terribly bad, or reminiscent of some distant memory. What results 

when we see is an understanding of the world through the visual sphere: wide scenic 

vistas from a summit viewpoint, the quotidian intricacy of winter-bare tree branches, the 

sun slipping behind the mountains at sunset—these are the visions which make up much 

of our memories and lives. My aim to examine modes of seeing in this thesis project 

takes for granted this affective potential including the experience of the sublime when 

gazing upon the world and draws from a personal interest in art history and a tendency to 

fixate upon moments in which the visual field is presented (as in ekphrasis) in texts. 

Within a visual framework, as the primary medium through which sighted people 

experience the world, vision functions to invite contemplation yet is complicated by how 

it fits into our conscious perception of the world at hand—it is not so simple as a surface-

level reading of Annie Dillard’s statement, “what you see is what you get” suggests 
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(Pilgrim 15). Rather, what I suggest is that what is gained from seeing is the concurrent 

result of the mode of seeing (‘how’ it is enacted), a modification of previous interactions 

with that which is seen, and of course, the content of the visual field itself. The work of 

this thesis, therefore, is not simply to appreciate the aesthetic pleasure brought about by 

two writers’—Rachel Carson’s and Annie Dillard’s—descriptions of the natural world, 

nor to consider vision as straightforward action without phenomenological or 

environmental consequences. Though I diverge occasionally to appreciate Carson’s 

lovely description of the sea’s lapping waves and Dillard’s poetic contemplation of a 

muskrat swimming through a creek, arguing in these instances for literature’s unique 

power to faithfully depict the environment and shift readers’ perspectives on nature, the 

stakes for vision are highest when it acts as metaphor. In this case, vision takes on the 

radical potential to address questions of hierarchy, anthropocentrism, and subject-object 

relationships by instigating a challenge to and even collapse of dominant modes of seeing 

which can push us towards a hopefully ecocentric future. 

 For the nonfiction writer of the natural world, vision is an integral sense to 

stimulate for readers, and when done so through the form of literature, is uniquely able to 

be conveyed actively, in flux, rather than as static as in the realm of visual art. The writer 

can challenge what the reader sees, complicating assumptions around perception and 

consciousness, and can call into question the ideological structures which govern how 

they approach what is before them. Carson and Dillard manipulate and complicate 

prevailing modes of seeing in their writing about the natural world and at their individual 

moments of production in the latter half of the twentieth century. Carson responds 

directly to the rise of technological vision (that which presumes control over the natural 
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world) in the postwar era throughout the 1950s and precipitates the modern 

environmental movement of the 1960s and early 70s. Following this movement, Dillard 

writes into the tradition of male nature writers, building on the emerging role of nature in 

the cultural consciousness. Though these two writers are not typically found in direct 

conversation given their varied areas of focus within environmental writing and temporal 

distance twenty years apart, I read their challenges to forms of dominance through vision 

as corresponding and building upon each other, and as contextually significant during this 

period of shifting ecological awareness.  

In my first chapter on Carson’s The Sea Around Us and Silent Spring, I examine 

how the affect of wonder is stimulated through visually presented moments in each book 

and identify what exactly the author is aiming to gain in these instances. By addressing 

what this affect produces as well as the preconditions for its experience, wonder creates 

an affective relation to the world, positioning the reader to establish a ‘radar’ for it to 

inform this modified worldview. As an impetus for the modern environmental movement, 

Carson urged against a technological mode of seeing which regarded the visual sphere as 

a site from which to gather cognitive information. Rather, by forcing her readers to 

relinquish control through vision (and consequently of the natural world which is seen), 

she presents an ecological mode of seeing which considers the vast unknowability of 

earth’s processes and allows it to either retain its mystery or present itself to the human 

seer. Once this prerequisite mode of seeing is achieved, Carson develops an imaginative 

vision in Silent Spring, wherein she stimulates action among readers as they develop a 

sense of ecological awareness which understands the interconnection of all living beings 

and processes as affecting each other. 
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 In my second chapter on Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, I take for granted 

what Carson made explicit: that vision must not comprise a projection of knowledge onto 

that which is seen in order to make sense of it, nor can everything about the natural world 

be known. In fact, it is Dillard who writes, as if in response to Carson: “knowledge does 

not vanquish mystery, or obscure its distant lights” (Pilgrim 241). Picking up from where 

Carson left off, Dillard probes at the mystery within the natural world, and proposes a 

mode of seeing as “letting go” that does not aim at meaning-making, nor at analysis, but 

rather positions the seer as an impressionable witness to the earth. Sustained by a state of 

“unself-consciousness,” this mode of seeing makes visible the independent agency of the 

earth. 

 The stakes of these challenges to dominant modes of seeing is a reversal of the 

dominant subject-object relationship between humans and the earth which up until the 

modern environmental movement reinforced an assumption of control over the earth born 

from a dualistic understanding of this dynamic. I draw from ecofeminist Val Plumwood’s 

construction of human/subject-as-foreground and nature/object-as-background to connect 

the stakes of this project to a visual framework, as she explores how the “master model” 

subject is in the foreground, whereas nature, women, and other subjugated beings are 

systemically backgrounded. “To be defined as ‘nature,’” she writes, “is to be defined as 

passive, as non-agent and non-subject, as the ‘environment’ or invisible background 

conditions against which the ‘foreground’ achievements of reason or culture (provided 

typically by the white, western, male expert or entrepreneur) take place” (4). Though I do 

not examine the consequences of Cartesian dualism at length in this project, it remains 

the implicit belief system against which Carson and Dillard write, as it ultimately poses 
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the natural world as “terra nullius”: empty and passive, ready to be acted upon by 

humans. If this is the dominant worldview, then, how can earth, the natural world, be 

redeemed, and granted agency? 

The metaphor of vision’s ability to collapse the subject-object distinction is rooted 

in a theoretical and philosophical tradition of questioning what it means to be subject or 

object in the first place. Bruno Latour explores the spectrum that those in the modern age 

have put nature and human society on either end of in We Have Never Been Modern, 

problematizing the stance that what we conceive of as objects, “count for nothing; they 

are just there to be used as the white screen on to which society projects its cinema” (53). 

Developing a visual framework, his metaphor of vision posits objects as a literal screen, 

or background, on top of which action occurs. The solution he jointly develops is actor-

network theory (ANT): an approach to social theory which considers every thing—every 

entity—to which action can be attributed or which can be considered the source of action, 

as existing in ever-changing networks of relationship, with nothing outside of or on a 

separate (higher or lower) level of relation than the other. Latour writes in clarification of 

the theory’s name that “network” connotes, “no a priori order relation; it is not tied to the 

axiological myth of a top and a bottom of society” (“On Actor-Network Theory” 371). 

The notion of network, then, establishes a theoretical space in which human and 

nonhuman beings—in ANT all called “actants”—exist in a realm without foreground or 

background; the framework for these “partitions” do not exist. Latour expands upon this 

visual metaphor, utilizing the terms which make up the basis for my mode of analysis: 

“Literally, a network has no outside. It is not a foreground over a background… A 

network is a positive notion which does not need negativity to be understood. It has no 
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shadow” (“On Actor-Network Theory” 372). ANT challenges the divisions inherent in 

modernity’s embrace of dualisms by negating the ‘differences’ between inside and 

outside, human and nonhuman, higher and lower beings, and so on. Rather, it renders any 

imposed division between (human) culture and (nonhuman) nature moot, considering 

solely the network of connections between entities as defining the actants in relation to 

each other. 

Whereas ANT as presented by Latour is concerned with the network between 

actants—that which I see as key to understanding how the authors I focus on in this thesis 

reconsider and propose new modes of seeing for readers—object-oriented ontology 

(OOO) offers a metaphysical approach for how to reconsider objects themselves 

independently of their relations or networks, looking explicitly at the subject-object 

distinction. OOO focuses on the “non-relational core of every object, thus paving the way 

for an aesthetic conception of things” (Harman 256), and considers objects (all things) as 

completely separate from human construction, with the goal “to think an object for-itself 

that isn't an object for the gaze of a subject, representation, or a cultural discourse” 

(Bryant 19). Thus, OOO directly rejects anthropocentrism as a complete decentering of 

human perception as acting upon objects is necessitated in this new mode of thinking. 

Object-oriented ontologist Timothy Morton approaches this field from an ecological 

perspective, considering how humans exist within numerous “hyperobjects”—“things 

that are massively distributed in time and space relative to humans” (1)—that call into 

question the nature of what it means to be a ‘thing’ or object altogether. These 

hyperobjects are defined by a number of characteristics including “interobjectivity,” of 

which “intersubjectivity” is the local, anthropocentric instance of it “with lines drawn 
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around it to exclude nonhumans” (81-82). As interobjectivity can and should extend 

between all objects of the earth, Morton examines the resulting interobjective system—

“the mesh” (83)—in which all objects are in relation to one another. What each of these 

social theorists and philosophers are gesturing towards is a revision in our human 

understanding of nature altogether, that which Carson and Dillard (among countless 

others) were doing through the form of literature decades earlier in writing for popular 

audiences. 

Morton writes: “We are all burnt by ultraviolet rays. We all contain water in about 

the same ratio as Earth does, and salt water in the same ratio that the oceans do. We are 

poems about the hyperobject Earth” (51). If every being is part and parcel of the earth, 

then Carson and Dillard show their readers how to see this interconnection, how to live in 

coexistence with it, and how to shift their modes of seeing to recognize their place among 

it all.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

For most of us, knowledge of our world comes largely through sight, yet we look 
about with such unseeing eyes that we are partially blind. One way to open your 
eyes to unnoticed beauty is to ask yourself, ‘What if I had never seen this before? 
What if I knew I would never see it again?’  

– Rachel Carson, The Sense of Wonder 
 

Rachel Carson’s Ecological Ethic and Wonder as Affect 

In 1952, following the publication of her second book, The Sea Around Us, the 

year prior, Rachel Carson was awarded the John Burroughs Medal for Nature Writing. 

She delivered an acceptance speech which encapsulated the guiding ethos for her work as 

a nature writer and ecologist. After a nod to the “great masters” of contemplative 

observation of the natural world—John Burroughs, Richard Jeffries, William Henry 

Hudson, and Henry David Thoreau—thus situating herself within this long tradition of 

nature writing, Carson addressed her audience of fellow writers, warning that: “Mankind 

has gone very far into an artificial world of his own creation. He has sought to insulate 

himself, in his cities of steel and concrete, from the realities of earth and water and the 

growing seed” (Lost Woods 94). This concern for the self-imposed separation that she 

observed between humans and nature reverberated throughout her most well-known book 

published a decade later, Silent Spring, but in this moment at which her career as an 

author and scientist was gaining public notice, she established herself as a “reporter and 

interpreter of the natural world” (94). According to Carson, writers and scientists could 

counteract this “insulation” and “destruction” by connecting with the general public in 

their writing, making it accessible, engaging, and critically, putting humanity at stake. 

She continued, offering a redemptive solution to the downslide caused by such 

disconnection: “the more clearly we can focus our attention on the wonders and realities 
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of the universe about us the less taste we shall have for the destruction of our race. 

Wonder and humility are wholesome emotions, and they do not exist side by side with a 

lust for destruction” (Lost Woods 94). To instill wonder, then, was the central goal of her 

reader-oriented writing. 

Carson directed this call to action to other nature writers: to not just write for each 

other with all of the scientific jargon implicit in academic research papers, but to write to 

the broader public and to instill curiosity about the natural world in them. Her acceptance 

speech concluded with a note about this readership: “There is an immense and unsatisfied 

thirst for understanding of the world about us, and every drop of information, every bit of 

fact that serves to free the reader’s mind to roam the great spaces of the universe, is 

seized upon with almost pathetic eagerness” (Lost Woods 96). This mode of thinking—

keeping the reader at the fore of her writing and maintaining the goal of invoking 

wonder—appears distinctly in her posthumously published book, The Sense of Wonder, 

in which she poses the question: “What is the value of preserving and strengthening this 

sense of awe and wonder, this recognition of something beyond the boundaries of human 

existence?” (88). Carson sought to answer this question throughout her career, and by 

proposing a mode of seeing that makes visible this “something beyond the boundaries of 

human existence,” enabled her readers to answer it for themselves. 

What exactly does wonder entail, what does experiencing it “do” for readers, and 

how does using wonder as a way into reading Carson’s writing inform what we can 

discern of her rhetorical power beyond the material impacts of her work? As affect has 

become an area of interest in literary studies, I read Carson as ahead of the curve at the 

time she was writing given her interest in the potential of wonder as an aesthetic—or 
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even feminine—affect in the postwar era of domination and technological growth. She is 

keenly aware of this potential, as is evident in her Burroughs speech, and manipulates her 

writing and intended affect to create what becomes a site of resistance against dominant 

schools of thought at the time, as well as to impart upon her readers not only an aesthetic 

appreciation for the natural world, but more significantly, a deeper shift in their 

preexisting modes of seeing and perceiving. For one, on a fundamental level wonder 

requires a ‘slowing down’ to metabolize its impact on its subject in its moment of 

experience and results in a reconfigured relationship between that very subject and the 

world around them. As I examine further consequences of wonder in Carson’s writing, I 

will concurrently look at how it serves to create an affective relation to the world for her 

readers and how it cultivates a way of feeling that resonates beyond the moment of 

encounter with the text. Sarah Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotions acts as a key 

touchpoint in this reading, as she bases her argument about emotions on the notion that 

“emotions work by working through signs and on bodies to materialise the surfaces and 

boundaries that are lived as worlds” (191). These surfaces and boundaries make up the 

experiences that readers come into reading a text with and that with which they come 

away from a reading. Wonder is my way into Carson’s works not only to merely explore 

their central themes, but more critically, to argue for the ability of her environmental texts 

to modify readers’ perception and to shift subject-object boundaries. 

Descartes considered wonder the first of all emotions, as it is the one that we 

initially experience upon first encounter. Rather than experiencing an affect which hinges 

on past interactions—or in Ahmed’s words, “the sticky relation between signs and 

bodies” (191)—wonder comes from an encounter with something (some fact, figure, 
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piece of knowledge) heretofore unknown. The power of wonder is distinct in this way: 

the lack of subjective (past) experience that it requires enables all readers to experience it 

as an affect, rather than being limited to those for whom the subject matter is already 

familiar and therefore might provoke a dominant emotional reaction. Further, in Ugly 

Feelings Sianne Ngai argues that it is not only major “object-directed emotions” (20) 

such as anger or fear which destabilize the boundaries between the subjective and 

objective status of a feeling, but more significantly minor affects such as envy and 

irritation. This “subjective/objective problematic” (21) is at the center of Ngai’s 

exploration of minor affects and the way they operate on the boundary between internal 

(subjective) feeling and objective reality, and raises an interesting contrast to one such 

potential for wonder: it has the ability to both necessitate subjectivity in its experience 

and also force the subject to reconsider their relation to the past—a kind of 

objectification. In other words, while for Ngai the “ugly” feelings that she writes about 

can cast doubt on objectivity (as in the case of envy) or reject and exclude their object (as 

in the case of disgust), wonder works on its subject to foster an affective relation to the 

world by reconfiguring that subject’s past knowledge, regardless of what constitutes that 

knowledge, and therefore challenges the subject-object dynamic which is ideologically 

hierarchical. 

The element of temporality in the process of mapping onto (past) interaction 

within knowledge production is critical in distinguishing wonder from other dominant 

structures of feeling. Ahmed interrogates the subjectivity inherent in the phrase “as if”—

as in, ‘wonder which allows a subjective experience of the world as if one is seeing it for 

the first time’—and argues that instead, “wonder allows us to see the surfaces of the 
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world as made, and as such wonder opens up rather than suspends historicity” (179). This 

complication of the nature of wonder’s subjectivity requires a more complex 

consideration of the world and our perception of it which does not categorically assume 

familiarity or a state of ‘ordinariness.’ In fact, it is this lack of familiarity paired with the 

understanding that what is perceived (what “appears before consciousness”) is the 

“[effect] of history” that distinguishes wonder as an affect which has the capacity to 

completely rework not just an individual’s transient subjective experience but their entire 

mode of relation to the world (Ahmed 180). To this end, “wonder is about learning to see 

the world as something that does not have to be, and as something that came to be, over 

time, and with work” (Ahmed 180). Carson encouraged this realization of the ecological 

processes—or “work”—of the world in order to complicate the assumption of subjective 

control over the earth that her readers likely enacted (or at least took for granted). Once 

this mode of seeing, made possible by wonder, was adopted, their relation to the world 

would shift.  

What this interaction looks like in Carson’s texts I will examine later in this 

chapter, but is defined most characteristically by a sense of surprise. Ahmed writes: “the 

very orientation of wonder, with its open faces and open bodies, involves a reorientation 

of one’s relation to the world. Wonder keeps bodies and spaces open to the surprise of 

others” (183). Wonder becomes a site of resistance, as surprise connotes the experience 

of something unexpected confronting an unsuspecting subject, who is now being acted 

upon, and therefore casts that subject into an objective position. Within the affective 

experience of wonder (and surprise) there is a resistance to straightforward subjectivity 

that other dominant structures of feeling do not require. In the moment of experiencing 
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wonder, Ahmed considers the question of capacity, especially as we consider the phrase, 

“capacity for wonder.” Rather than an individual body having a set capacity for wonder 

(or whichever other affect they might experience), capacity is determined relationally and 

is about “how bodies are affected by other bodies” (183). Thus, wonder as an affect (and 

the capacity for its experience) is relational—formed in the interaction, in this case, 

between the reader and the text. I take “body” here broadly; to borrow Latour’s concept 

of “actants,” the literary text can be a body so long as it has the ability to impress upon 

others and therefore is a part of this relational formation of affect. While a subject can 

actively wonder about what they are being faced with, they are made passive (and 

objective) by having wonder thrust upon them in this confrontation with something to 

wonder about. In this thesis, wonder specifically facilitates the complication of the 

subjective and objective positions within Carson’s The Sea Around Us and Silent Spring 

and is central to the radical potential for readers’ perceptive shift. As a resulting affect 

from an encounter with something new or unrecognizable—and therefore surprising—

“wonder works to transform the ordinary, which is already recognised, into the 

extraordinary” (Ahmed 179). This extraordinary sight could be something as simple as 

the tide ebbing and flowing—a visual Carson presents us with repeatedly. Ultimately, 

“wonder expands our field of vision and touch,” and is “the precondition of the exposure 

of the subject to the world: we wonder when we are moved by that which we face” 

(Ahmed 179). To be moved is to be made an object. Throughout her writing, especially in 

the context of the increasing concern around technology in what she refers to as the 

“atomic age”—in which knowledge about the natural world, how to manipulate it, and 

how to exploit its resources was at the forefront of technological research—Carson 
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employs various rhetorical strategies to do just this: to affectively move readers and 

therefore to evoke wonder. 

 

The Sea Trilogy and Moments of Wonder 

 This chapter will center on Carson’s seminal works in the field of environmental 

writing: first her 1951 book The Sea Around Us for which she was awarded the John 

Burroughs Medal, and later her 1962 book, Silent Spring, which enacted a national shift 

in public opinion around and policy regarding the use of synthetic pesticides. However, 

these works do not stand alone; besides The Sense of Wonder (1965) and her collected 

essays, letters, and speeches compiled in Lost Woods (1998), in 1941 she published 

Under the Sea Wind, and in 1955 The Edge of the Sea. These two works, alongside The 

Sea Around Us, exemplify the boundless interest in the sea that captivated Carson and 

served as the focal point in her scientific and literary pursuits. Since it is the sense of 

wonder that is her primary goal to engage with and instill in readers, then the sea in her 

early writing becomes the site for such exploration.  

Of Under the Sea Wind, a narrative work into which a human speaker or character 

rarely intrudes, Carson wrote in an author questionnaire about avoiding an 

anthropocentric perspective: “The ocean is too big and vast and its forces are too mighty 

to be much affected by human activity. So I decided that the author as a person or a 

human observer should never enter the story, but that it should be told as a simple 

narrative of the lives of certain animals of the sea… I had to forget a lot of human 

conceptions” (Lost Woods 55-56). While eliciting curiosity in the natural world appears 

as a central goal alongside a scientific account of the processes of the sea in The Sea 
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Around Us, this theme is narrativized in Sea Wind in the singular moment in which a 

human perspective interferes: “One of the fishermen in the seine boat had been only two 

years at sea. Not long enough to forget, if he ever would, the wonder, the unslakable 

curiosity he had brought to his job—curiosity about what lay under the surface” (200). 

While every other moment of inner monologue in this book is written from the 

perspective of one of three animals—Silverbar, a sanderling, Scomber, a mackerel, and 

Anguilla, an eel—around whom the loose plot is focused, in this scene there is a swift 

diversion into the human world as the fisherman’s contemplation continues: 

He sometimes thought about fish as he looked at them on deck or being iced 

down in the hold. What had the eyes of the mackerel seen? Things he’d never see; 

places he’d never go. He seldom put it into words, but it seemed to him 

incongruous that a creature that had made a go of life in the sea, that had run the 

gauntlet of all the relentless enemies that he knew roved through that dimness his 

eyes could not penetrate, should at last come to death on the deck of a mackerel 

seiner, slimy with fish gurry and slippery with scales. But after all, he was a 

fisherman and seldom had time to think such thoughts. (200) 

This fleeting moment of interiority in a text so rich with the perspective of nonhuman 

animals provides a distinct shift in tone; while the acknowledgement human presence in 

the book only arises when the negative impacts of their behaviors affect the sea and shore 

creatures (where humans occupy a distinct subjective position), we readers have a 

moment to align with this narrative and map our own “unslakable curiosity” onto this 

scene which raises question of fairness among living beings and introduces uncertainty 

around the practices of the fishermen on this seine boat.  
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In this passage, the perceived ‘incongruity’ opens up a reading of wonder and 

curiosity as an affect experienced by the fisherman: as he looks down at the fish, his 

expectations of the life cycle of sea creatures—and the violent intrusion of humans into 

this cycle—are disrupted, and we get a sense that the prevailing system of fishing (from 

which we benefit in our consumerism) may not benefit the ecosystem that we exist within 

but are so often unaware of. The wonder that the fisherman experiences produces this 

chain of inquiry and demonstrates the potential for reexamination borne of this affect—

without it, the ensuing reflection would not occur, and there would be no gesture towards 

a subjectivity beyond the human. Wonder, therefore, allows for this reversal of the 

subject-object orientation and forces readers to confront the concept of a nonhuman focal 

point in a setting which is ordinarily considered to be dominated by human subjectivity. 

In other words, Carson represents an ecological mode of seeing that wonder both requires 

and instills in readers. However, just as the fisherman’s train of thought begins to ponder 

what he cannot possibly know—in turn, making the unknowability of ‘what the mackerel 

sees’ visible—and starts to view the fish he has caught through an ecological mode of 

seeing, does the narrative return to one in which human apathy (or rather, assumption of 

control) governs actions. The rest of the chapter details a violent scene of purse seine 

fishing in which the mackerel within the seine are attacked by encircling dogfish, trapped 

by a human implement without means of escape. This contrast leaves readers reeling and 

with an affect of wonder that is quickly dashed as they, alongside the fisherman, are 

forced to halt their curiosity of the sea as they lack “time to think such thoughts.” 

However, given the literary medium and the fact that no captain calls them back to work, 
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they must confront the incongruity of the process of fishing—and more broadly, the 

relationship between man and the sea—head on in this scene. 

Whereas in Sea Wind Carson largely does away with the human presence in her 

writing, in The Edge of the Sea she continues the didactic mode that she introduced in 

The Sea Around Us as she presents research around this boundary between what she 

conceives of as the human realm of land and the nonhuman animal space of the sea. Just 

as in her other works, some key themes of her ecological ethic appear in this text, such as 

her notion of how we can understand the world and beings around us only if we can 

comprehend—and empathize with—the lives they have lived, as the fisherman from Sea 

Wind began to do. The question of earthly time and vision arises at the start of Edge as 

well, and in a distinct moment of exploring the beach at night, the narrator, Carson 

herself, reflects that:  

The [darkness of the night] was the darkness of an older world, before Man… In 

that moment time was suspended; the world to which I belonged did not exist and 

I might have been an onlooker from outer space. The little crab alone with the sea 

became a symbol that stood for life itself—for the delicate, destructible, yet 

incredibly vital force that somehow holds its place amid the harsh realities of the 

inorganic world. (5)  

Man, here, becomes representative of this “inorganic world,” that which Carson would go 

on to explore the extremes of in Silent Spring. Additionally, the nonhuman animal world 

becomes the primary one—Carson is pushed into “outer space”—and her perspective 

shifts, suddenly aware of a time before human presence or awareness; all that she is left 

to do is observe. 



 
 

18 

 These three books—Under the Sea Wind, The Sea Around Us, and The Edge of 

the Sea—constitute Carson’s “sea trilogy.” As a scientist primarily drawn to the ocean, 

and as a woman who spent her earnings from The Sea Around Us on a home in coastal 

Maine, this subject matter was central to her life and served as a wellspring for her 

environmental philosophy and literary goal. However, as her career progressed, Carson 

became increasingly concerned by ecological processes on land and began to focus on 

harmful human impacts on the natural world as a whole. As a writer, she expressed this 

concern and worked to incite change in human perception, behavior, and policy through 

the medium of literature. It is this form specifically that has the ability to produce new 

kinds of environmental awareness and an ecological mode of seeing that results from 

experiencing wonder. 

 

The Work of Literature in an Ecological Mode of Seeing 

Beyond arguing for the representative power of nonfiction nature writing, 

especially given “the initial failure of readerly vision” (110), in The Environmental 

Imagination Lawrence Buell provides a strong basis for a reading of Carson’s works as 

one which stimulates for readers an ecological mode of seeing that is explicitly facilitated 

by the form of literature. As Carson emphasized in her Burroughs acceptance speech, 

Buell reinforces the urgent necessity for writing about the natural world, confirming its 

unique “ability to convince us that it is more responsive to the physical world’s nuances 

than most people are, selective though that response may still be” (90). Literature is a 

medium that is more ‘sensitive’ to the environment; while I leverage Buell’s assertion of 

the power of “thick description” (90) and “minute extrospection” (103) within literature 
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to foster a more engaged relation between readers and the natural world as well as a 

distinct “place-sense” in my next chapter on Annie Dillard’s Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, 

here I focus on the function of literature in the reorientation of the subject-object, human-

nature relationship. Buell argues that as a writer works to convey a landscape or natural 

scene, the environmental literature which is produced requires that readers adopt a mode 

of reading that maintains a degree of trust that what has been described has been done so 

faithfully, so that the “fictive [is] judged in the first instance according to its fidelity to 

the factual” (92). This interaction, if successful, “makes discourse accountable to the 

object-world and thereby destabilizes the generic hierarchy of fictive over nonfictive” 

(91). While in this context Buell is referring to the work of nature poetry, the same goes 

for nonfiction nature writing, as in either case the obligation of the poet or author is to 

present the natural world subjectively, with all of its “nuances.” Since such representation 

of the natural world prioritizes the “empirical fact” (93) of what is observed rather than 

an appropriated version to serve anthropocentric desires or writerly impulses, this 

moment of writing (and what is represented and produced for readers) becomes an 

instance in which environment—in Ahmed’s terms, “the world as made”(179)—has 

precedence over the human. 

Through the medium of literature, often complemented by illustrations which 

emphasize the subject of each chapter or section of her books, Carson produces a kind of 

literary knowledge which highlights the preexisting mode of human perception of the 

natural world as one which asserts dominance over it through knowledge before then 

subverting this mode by pointedly making visible that which is not known. Throughout 

The Sea Around Us and Silent Spring she employs distinct literary techniques which 
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garner for readers a sense of environmental attunement which in turn induce a sense of 

wonder. Since environmental literature has the ability to “[reanimate] and [redirect] the 

reader’s transactions with nature” (Buell 97), then wonder is the result of the reanimation, 

and the form of literature opens up new channels for this affect heretofore unfamiliar to 

readers. As aforementioned, while my next chapter will continue to work off of Buell’s 

assertion that “environmental literature launches itself from the presumption that we do 

not think about our surroundings, and our relation to them, as much as we ought to” 

(261), in reading Carson’s work the term “wonder” focuses my analysis on how this 

affect comes through in the literary form. Literature provides a space for “imagination’s 

free play,” which is “regulated by encounters with the environment both personal and 

mediated through the unofficial folk wisdom to which one has been exposed” (Buell 94). 

This ‘rambling of the mind’ through descriptions of the natural world is critical to 

counteract the complacency with which many readers regard their surroundings—that 

which implicitly ‘backgrounds’ the earth—and instead engage them in developing 

theories and hypotheses about what is going on around them, all facilitated by the 

experience of wonder. 

 Critics of Carson contribute to this conversation of what she evokes for readers, 

touching on her writerly aesthetic, environmental awareness, and subversion of human 

domination over nature. In her article, “Wonders with the Sea: Rachel Carson’s 

Ecological Aesthetic and the Mid-Century Reader,” Amanda Hagood examines the 

development of what she terms Carson’s “ecological concept” and argues that in order to 

avoid human bias in her writing, Carson turned to inspiring wonder, and that, “for many 

of Carson’s mid-century readers, wonder for the sea occupied the same emotional 
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spectrum as an imperialist impulse to exploit its once-impenetrable reaches” (60). Just as 

Under the Sea Wind creates a distanced subject position for readers and therefore requires 

them to consider human life in relation to the life of the sea—“forging for its readers a 

new kind of ecological literacy” (62)—it is in this moment of production, Hagood argues, 

that a confluence of factors brought books like The Sea Around Us widespread acclaim. 

While in their midcentury context Carson’s sea trilogy enabled for readers “a privileged 

glimpse into the mysteries of the deep” (60), Hagood, writing in 2013, concludes with a 

grim perspective of the twenty-first century, positing that human perception of the sea has 

remained one of exploitation in the decades since Carson was writing and that, “an eco-

aesthetic that emphasizes the cultivation of personal wonder seems far less appropriate 

than one that forces us to confront all that must be abjected—or jettisoned, as it were—

into the sea in order for us to carry on with our landlocked lives” (75). It is this very 

wonder-versus-action differentiation that Carson addresses in her 1960 preface for The 

Sea Around Us, throughout Silent Spring, and in many of her speeches and lectures 

following its publication. 

While Hagood’s article offers a useful historical contextualization of how 

Carson’s works influenced readers’ ecological mode of seeing in their ‘consumption,’ it 

does not grant restorative potential to wonder on an individual or collective scale, nor 

does it give credence to this potential beyond the measurable commodification of the 

ocean concurrent to the publication of the sea trilogy. Instead, I draw on her examination 

of the material conditions of publication and analysis of the ensuing affective response as 

evidenced by the production of sea memorabilia—namely, how the shifting cultural 

status of reading in the early fifties impacted the reception of The Sea Around Us and 
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cemented its potential for commodification and mass readership. As one of the selections 

for the fall 1951 Book of the Month Club, this book became aligned in popular culture 

with the rise of leisure reading. In their marketing materials, the book club wrote that in 

The Sea Around Us, “[Carson’s main interest] is not in the sea’s utility, but in the 

immense challenge it offers to our imagination. The sea, lightless or luminous, 

changeless or variable, lies deep in all of us, water-folk and inlanders alike” (qtd. in 

Hagood 68). While Hagood continues to dive into the consumerist culture of nautical 

fashion, film, and memorabilia that followed the publication of the sea trilogy, arguing 

that this book merely sparked “oceanic enthusiasm” on an aesthetic level (68), I 

metabolize what the Book of the Month Club noted as Carson’s underlying focus in her 

writing. While she does indeed examine the sea’s utility in her chapter, “Wealth from the 

Salt Seas,” this “challenge it offers to our imagination” is where wonder steps in and 

works on readers through the literary form. This affect extends beyond the aesthetic, as is 

clear in the extent to which it is incorporated and evoked throughout The Sea Around Us.  

Whereas I singularly leverage Carson’s material impacts as laid out by Hagood, 

for critic Joni Seager wonder is central and inseparable from a reading of Carson’s work 

and scientific approach. In her 2017 article “Radical Observation,” Seager acknowledges 

Carson’s position as a woman in the field of science in the mid-twentieth century, and 

notes that this kind of ‘quiet contemplation’ or ‘descriptive observation’ of the natural 

world (as laid out by Buell) was one of the few “ways in” to science for women at this 

time. However, by no means does this detract from the power that her sea trilogy books 

held; Seager examines the “radical currents” that appear throughout these works, pushing 

back against the assumption that these “lyrical, beautiful, scientifically based, and ‘safe’ 



 
 

23 

writings of the wonders-of-nature genre” which “didn’t advance a polemic or make 

explicitly political arguments” (unlike Silent Spring) did not “do” much for readers’ 

perception of the natural world (270). Instead, Seager focuses on the element of Carson’s 

ethos that appears throughout all of her writing, including the sea trilogy: her 

fundamental belief in the power of humility and wonder in the face of nature as a lens 

through which to view the world and which has the ability to counteract man’s instinct to 

control it. Aligning with my argument for the power of wonder to establish for readers an 

affective relation to the world, the ecosystem mode of thinking that Seager highlights 

positions humans as completely inseparable from nature, unable to avoid the 

consequences of their destructive actions, and anticipates what would become known in 

the 1970s as the environmental “precautionary principle.”1 In other words, for Carson, 

“ecosystem thinking in itself represented a radical challenge to the notion of human 

domination over nature. In this planet’s ecosystem… humans are simply part of nature 

and subject to the same forces of disruption” (Seager 273). While Hagood ends her 

critique with a retroactive dismissal of the power of wonder—the very wonder that 

Seager implies is necessary for humility—given the ongoing state of environmental crisis 

Seager remains rooted in the effect of Carson’s writing at the moment of interaction 

between reader and text, its impact as a literary form, and the “radical currents” that she 

made visible: “[Carson] saw the turning tide—and warned us of it. What we have done 

since, that’s on us” (276). This is the place from which I am writing: with an assertion 

that a reading of Carson’s works demands a mode of seeing that inherently welcomes and 

 
1 According to 2001 Environmental Health Perspectives article, the precautionary principle in 
environmental science entails: “taking preventive action in the face of uncertainty; shifting the burden of 
proof to the proponents of an activity; exploring a wide range of alternatives to possibly harmful actions; 
and increasing public participation in decision making” (871). 
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is built upon a sense of wonder, and that her writing retains its significance in any other 

provocations it raises during a reader’s interaction with the text. 

 Although for Hagood wonder is not enough to withstand the test of time of 

literature—a medium bound to its moment of production—and for Seager it is, literature 

is nonetheless the form which allows Carson to enact rhetorical power that ‘acts’ in the 

affective response it evokes for readers, and is one which she is masterful at 

manipulating. Before her studies under an influential biology professor, Carson was a 

writer, a college student majoring in English and writing stories which focused, 

unsurprisingly, on the natural world and the ocean.2 With a deftness of technique and 

tone, Carson’s writing lends itself generously to literary analysis; much scholarship has 

dealt with the rhetorical effects in Silent Spring alone, given the measurable policy effects 

that came after its publication.3 Carol B. Gartner is one such critic, and in her chapter, 

“When Science Writing Becomes Literary Art: The Success of Silent Spring,” she writes 

of Carson’s last book: “science is the content, but art enhances its communication and 

multiplies the persuasiveness of both the scientific argument and the ecological 

philosophy that underlies it” (105). Gartner examines how Carson evaluates her audience 

and utilizes distinct techniques and rhetorical choices to translate her “ecological 

philosophy” into writing for a popular audience. In her aptly titled “Science as Art” 

section, Gartner notes Carson’s extensive use of leading rhetorical questions which 

 
2 After matriculating in 1925, at the Pennsylvania College for Women Carson switched her major from 
English to biology in 1928. Mentored by her undergraduate biology professor, Mary Scott Skinker, Carson 
went on to pursue a graduate degree in zoology at Johns Hopkins University before becoming a writer for a 
radio broadcast by the U.S. Bureau of Fisheries. 
3 In one of her last appearances in 1963 before her death in early 1964 due to complications of breast 
cancer, she testified before John F. Kennedy’s Science Advisory Committee (which in May of that year 
issued a report supporting her claims) and a senate committee to suggest policy changes. This ultimately 
led to the banning of DDT by the newly-formed Environmental Protection Agency in 1972. 
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demand that the reader look inwards, figures of speech or detailed similes to describe 

complex topics, alliteration and poetic effects when describing natural processes and 

destruction, and other such literary techniques which work to engage her audience, speak 

to their emotions, and translate for them scientific findings. On a broader structural level, 

Carson honed an intense focus on the literary form in her writing and carefully utilized it 

in order to put forth her message, never “[using] ‘art for art’s sake’ or [seeking] merely to 

dazzle or delight” (Gartner 103). Instead, she weaves in extensive foreshadowing of 

future environmental destruction throughout Silent Spring, as echoes of specific phrasing 

choices appear throughout the book and support the densely packed argument on a 

chapter by chapter, case study basis, and in the organization of the text as a whole. This 

continuity of phrasing makes for a text which demonstrates a keen awareness of 

audience—as Carson herself noted was essential in nature writing in her Burroughs 

speech—and deftness of literary technique. Gartner writes: “The beauty of her writing 

beguiles the reader into reading and assimilating material that is both intellectually 

difficult to understand and emotionally difficult to accept” (105). This ‘beguilement’ is 

another way to conceptualize how wonder works on the reader and reaffirms the 

objectification inherent in this affective interaction. With this reorientation between 

reader and material, the literary form gains the ability to make visible what is not to the 

human eye: it requires readers to consider that they themselves cannot know everything 

about the world around them, as in The Sea Around Us, or in the case of Silent Spring, 

cannot assume the consequences of their actions on the surrounding ecosystem. 

 The ways in which Carson conveys an “ecological philosophy” have been 

extensively examined by critics across her works and are my focal points in my analysis 
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of The Sea Around Us and Silent Spring. While the latter, as Gartner demonstrates, lends 

itself directly to a reading of technique and rhetorical effect given Carson’s effort to enact 

change in public perception and policy, in the former, Carson’s philosophy centers 

around the vast unknowability of nature as proof of humans’ position within rather than 

above it. This is where my reading of these texts intervenes: by mapping this broad 

notion of unknowability onto the sea or vividly described visual scenes and through her 

evocation of an affect of wonder, Carson establishes an expectation for readers to adjust 

their perception from one which asserts and assumes knowledge (which inherently acts-

upon and implies subjecthood) to one which is open to being surprised, drifts into 

imagination, and is at times objectified. Through consistent repetition of making visible 

that which is unknown-to-man, readers are left with no other option but to feel 

surrounded by, at the whim of, and object to, the sea. 

 

Wonder and Humility in The Sea Around Us 

 In The Sea Around Us, the second book of her sea trilogy, Carson demands a new 

kind of ecological seeing when encountering her writing by challenging the assumptions 

that readers make regarding knowledge production—that it can and has the ability to 

assert control over the natural world. First published in 1951 and the winner of the 1952 

National Book Award for Nonfiction as well as the aforementioned John Burroughs 

Medal, The Sea Around Us presents a vast body of research about all aspects of the ocean 

and its processes, ranging from the history of its formation, to tidal patterns, to the 

systems in place to extract resources from its depths. Unlike Carson’s earlier Under the 

Sea Wind which is devoid of a human narrator and does not address the relation between 
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man and the sea—except for the moment of the fisherman and the purse seine—in The 

Sea Around Us the dualistic relationship between man and sea is a constant presence. The 

sea becomes for Carson a site for complicating the knowledge that is mapped onto the 

natural world by human beings—a knowledge which assumes mastery or control—and 

for confronting readers with a position of being adrift in a sense of unknowability. The 

new mode of perception (or “seeing”) which arises does not require knowledge-making, 

but rather initiates a troubling affect that invokes wonder, which in turn opens up an 

ecological awareness made possible by a subject-object disruption and subsequent 

imaginative processes. The Sea Around Us, then, is a focused scientific account of the 

evolution and biological processes of the sea that is underscored by poetic, quiet 

contemplation. This literary form bridges the material phenomena about which Carson 

writes and the public readership for whom the work is intended in order to sway their 

relationship with the sea. 

The vast quantity of knowledge unknown by humans about the sea is made 

explicitly visible time and time again throughout The Sea Around Us—a literary choice 

that challenges the folly of assuming control of nature through the form of knowledge, 

the prevailing stance that Carson perceives and writes against. This repetition repeatedly 

confronts readers with an affective moment of encounter in which they are struck by 

wonder. Consider Ahmed’s example of wonder as an effective way into a pedagogical 

dynamic as its affect is rooted in a “sense of surprise about how it is that the world has 

come to take the shape that it has” (182). In The Sea Around Us the question of world-

making is made literal as Carson faithfully depicts the geological processes of the sea 

while continually making visible the unknown, and in this postwar, atomic age moment 
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of production she continually emphasizes just how little we humans know, despite 

technological advances. Moments like the following make apparent this complication of 

perception and knowledge: “Meanwhile the sea ebbs and flows in these grander tides of 

earth, whose stages are measurable not in hours but in millenia—tides so vast they are 

invisible and uncomprehended by the senses of man” (104). “Uncomprehension,” 

mystery, and broad unknowability within human perception of the natural world are 

central to Carson’s writing, and in each such moment throughout this text—supported by 

the literary technique she employs and her broader environmental ethos—she succeeds in 

pivoting away from a framework in which human is positioned as knowing subject, 

acting on nature which is the object of knowledge. Instead, Carson constructs a mode of 

ecological seeing which necessitates wonder and openness to the unknown, and results in 

a reconceptualized relation to the earth. 

 “Man,” synecdoche for human, is posed in contrast to nature throughout The Sea 

Around Us, often situated as a figure looking out upon a vast expanse of blue. In the aptly 

titled opening chapter, “Mother Sea,” Carson withholds the introduction of humankind 

until after a lengthy history of the evolution of the earth, rightly framing it as mere blip in 

universal time. We get the first hint of the dynamic of human ‘unknowing’ here, as she 

notes that: “[man] often forgets the true nature of his planet and the long vistas of its 

history” (15). Before this conclusive statement, she writes: “over the centuries, with all 

the skill and ingenuity and reasoning powers of his mind, he has sought to explore and 

investigate even its most remote parts, so that he might re-enter it mentally and 

imaginatively” (14). This statement of control over the sea by means of knowledge 

production is quickly complicated: “he knows the truth that is world is a water world, a 



 
 

29 

planet dominated by its covering mantle of ocean, in which the continents are but 

transient intrusions of land above the surface of the all-encircling sea” (15). The “truth” 

that can be derived from sensory (or affective) experience is put into contrast with 

material, scientific knowledge (“the skill and ingenuity and reasoning powers of his 

mind”) in this first chapter: this is a contrast worth examining to determine what it is 

exactly that Carson’s work has the ability to ‘do’ for readers. She establishes that while 

scientific data and measurable observations can supply an illusion of unity with or 

understanding of the sea, there is a limit to human senses; imagination steps in to help 

conceive of that which is inconceivable, that which is discomforting to the subject of 

these lines—he for whom science has also imbued a distinct discomfort with the 

unknown or physically unknowable given how much it typically ‘proves’ to be fact. 

Feeling, on the contrary, supplies this space for wonder, for an acceptance of the 

unknown, for the “truth that is world is a water world,” and therefore for an acceptance of 

humans’ place among all other living beings. In other words, science shows what has 

been deemed provable and therefore does not demand any further relationship of 

knowledge-making between the perceiver (observer, seer, reader) and the piece of 

knowledge itself: it is ‘trusted’ as truth straightaway. Conversely, feeling necessitates an 

interactive relationship between the subject (reader, perceiver) and the object (or text), 

and therefore, in this active relationship, can both act on the reader and initiate a subject-

object subversion. To highlight this dichotomy between science and feeling (or affect), 

Carson coopts the language of dominance in an intentional choice to impart power on the 

sea, for which she serves as its literary voice. In these moments where Carson literally 

and visually constructs a juxtaposition of human-inhabited lands (merely temporary 
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continents, or “transient intrusions”) as backgrounded by the active, agential sea which 

has the power to surround and encircle, she calls into question the entire framework of 

perception and knowledge that readers bring to their reading given the dominant role of 

science in the observation of natural phenomena. 

Similarly, Carson highlights a lack of comprehension of the scale of this earthly 

time as a site for unknowing, and for the agency of the sea in her later chapter “The 

Shape of Ancient Seas.” Through description of “tides so vast they are invisible and 

uncomprehended by the senses of man” (104), Carson explicitly points out the limits of 

these senses—those which connote a perception heretofore defined by knowledge-

making—by contextualizing them within the entire history of earth. Human perception 

(or sensation) cannot transcend its individual lifespan, nor can it create knowledge at the 

scale of the vast earthly tides. To this end, visibility, or lack thereof, is invoked in this 

statement as well; Carson makes the invisible visible for the sake of inspiring humility in 

readers. Thus, feeling supplies a foothold where knowledge ends: the reader is faced with 

what I posit is akin to how Ngai frames the Kantian sublime. Drawing from Immanuel 

Kant’s Critique of Judgement to frame her chapter on “stuplimity,” Ngai notes that while 

the “sublime encounter with the infinitely vast and powerful object… is at the outset 

negative, involving a failure of the imagination that threatens the mind’s sense of its own 

capabilities… or precipitates a sense of physical inferiority to nature,” it ultimately 

culminates in “‘inspiriting satisfaction’ rather than unpleasure” (265-266). While Ngai’s 

analysis of the subjectivity of Kantian sublime is relevant given my argument for the 

subject-object reversal that takes place in these texts—she states: “for Kant sublimity 

applies only to a quality or state of the subject’s mind, and not to the object that excites 
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that state of mind” (266)—for the sake of clarity I highlight solely the breadth of feeling 

that the reader is faced with in this passage because of and despite its ‘threatening’ 

qualities. These active feelings include wonder and humility, and make way for the 

engaged process of imagination to which I have alluded and are central to the affective 

(and active) response to Silent Spring.  

 Following this reframing of man’s temporal positionality in the entirety of the 

earth’s history, The Sea Around Us embarks on a sweeping, dramatic account of the 

workings, history, and ongoing scientific study of the sea, divided into three sections: 

“Mother Sea,” “The Restless Sea,” and “Man and the Sea About Him.” In the 

organization of the book as a whole, Carson positions the sea as origin of all life, then as 

active, agential, restless being, and lastly, relative to those that live on those “transient 

intrusions of land” and rely on it. While on the one hand Carson directly presents facts 

for the reader, on the other she illuminates the ultimate unknowability of the sea in 

moments that she counters these facts with statements which convey that man is not able 

to project control over the sea through knowledge, and in doing so redeems the sea’s 

subjecthood as known only to itself and in control of itself. This, perhaps, is the mark of 

subjecthood: who has the ability to know, to assert knowledge of something, to retain that 

knowledge as a mystery. This redistributed agency is integral to the ecological lens that 

Carson forces readers to take on: one through which they are confronted with a gap in 

knowledge. In another moment of unknowing, Carson writes of explorations into the 

deep abysses of the sea and how knowledge continues to surprise and humble humans: 

“They used to say that nothing could live in the deep sea. It was a belief that must have 

been easy to accept, for without proof to the contrary, how could anyone conceive of life 
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in such a place?” (38). After chronicling the sea life that does, in fact, exist in such a 

place, in this moment of explicitly naming the thin correlation between lack of “proof to 

the contrary” and the limits of human imagination, Carson presents a challenge to 

readers’ epistemological assumption of the necessity of knowledge for perception.  

 In this vein, Carson often poses this unknowability as a mystery that will remain 

as such to man and scientists like herself alike. Mystery, of course, implies that that 

which is mysterious must be mysterious to someone—the sea cannot mystify itself—and 

therefore implicates a human subject. Further, mystery inherently necessitates curiosity, 

humility, and wonder on behalf of the human encountering it. For Carson, by weaving in 

this language of the mysterious, she makes visible these gaps in knowledge by means of 

the literary medium. In the chapter “Hidden Lands” about the bottom of the sea, Carson 

counterposes the notion of sea-as-resource with the sense of the unknown:  

Of all parts of the sea, the continental shelves are perhaps most directly important 

to man as a source of material things… Once beyond the edge of the shelf as we 

visualize the steeper declivities of the continental slope, we begin to feel the 

mystery and the alien quality of the deep sea—the gathering darkness, the 

growing pressure, the starkness of a seascape in which all plant life has been left 

behind and there are only the unrelieved contours of rock and clay, of mud and 

sand. (56-57) 

While the visibility and knowledge of what is “directly important to man” is highlighted 

in this passage, Carson quickly moves beyond this focus, more concerned with making 

visible what to our eyes, and her description, is merely a dark abyss. The act of 

visualization is futile and instead shifts to a sensory experience—mystery is felt and our 
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curiosity is piqued. Still, what can be described is described, and we readers follow 

Carson’s gaze down into the darkness.  

Mystery, for Carson, evokes imagination, which returns us to her ethos as put 

forth in The Sense of Wonder. In the chapter “Wind, Sun, and the Spinning of the Earth,” 

she states: “The downward movement of surface water into the depths is an occurrence as 

dramatic as upwelling, and perhaps it fills the human mind with an even greater sense of 

awe and mystery, because it cannot be seen but can only be imagined” (141). Imagination 

is the active response after affect to this sense of not knowing, and further, to initial 

moments of encounter with something unknown. As a process which entails making 

visible in one’s mind that which is not physically present to the senses, imagination 

concurrently works to bring into consciousness an idea or possibility that has not been 

confirmed through firsthand knowledge. Therefore, by fostering imagination Carson 

highlights the fallibility of anthropocentric perception and proposes a new mode of 

engagement with the earth: a repositioning of subjectivity and objectivity, made possible 

by pathways of imagination. Buell conceptualizes such a shift, writing that: “the effect of 

environmental consciousness on the perceiving self” is “to raise the question of the 

validity of the self as the primary focalizing device for both writer and reader: to make 

one wonder, for instance, whether the self is as interesting an object of study as we 

supposed, whether the world would become more interesting if we could see it from the 

perspective of a wolf, a sparrow, a river, a stone” (179). This shift in perspective enables 

a deeper understanding of the world around us and is only possible through the act of 

imagining, which in turn only arises when wonder—the affect which opens up awareness 

of the world around us—is experienced. This domino effect of engagement with the text 
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is purposefully set off by Carson and is clearly evident as she shifts the narrative 

perspective and address throughout The Sea Around Us. 

Within the book, the collective “we” is the dominant perspective and aligns 

readers with Carson as fellow human beings bound by the extent of what science in the 

postwar era has discovered about the sea and critically, humbled by what it has not. 

Carson activates the second-person “you” sparingly: she reserves direct address to the 

reader for moments of experience or interactions that she wishes to animate to further 

emphasize the need for humility. In “The Pattern of the Surface,” a chapter about the 

sea’s surface waters, Carson presents a scene for the reader to inhabit as we readers—

now crucially separate from the author—look down from the deck of a vessel. The 

addressed “you” goes on to notice, wonder about, and observe the sea below them—the 

very practices which Carson seeks to instill. Once the reader is situated and has taken on 

the role of the addressee in this scene, they are faced with a moment in which they are 

surprised by their assumption, surprised by what is unknown or invisible to them: 

Perhaps, you may sail for days on end without seeing anything you could 

recognize as life or the indications of life, day after day of empty water and empty 

sky, and so you may reasonably conclude that there is no spot on earth so barren 

of life as the open ocean. But if you had the opportunity to tow a fine-meshed net 

through the seemingly lifeless water and then to examine the washings of the net, 

you would find that life is scattered almost everywhere through the surface waters 

like a fine dust. (17) 

While the vast majority of readers of Sea—those which Hagood describes as having been 

sold a book marketed for “its genteel qualities… rather than its value to science and 
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industry” (68)—would not have personal experience upon what seems to be the kind of 

research vessel Carson was likely more familiar with, in this scene they are able to map 

themselves onto the vessel through imagining themselves into this scenario, and in doing 

so, access an awareness of the natural world that they may not otherwise have in their 

increasingly suburbanized and commodified lives. 

If readers must imagine themselves aboard a boat in order to understand the 

massive ecological scale of the ocean, they must also be faced with the fact that 

imagination can only go so far and grapple with the humility that accompanies this 

realization. Of the long timeline of the changing tidal patterns and eventual weakening of 

lunar tides in the chapter “The Moving Tides,” Carson writes: “All this, of course, will 

require time on a scale the mind finds it difficult to conceive, and before it happens it is 

quite probable that the human race will have vanished from the earth” (151). Here 

literature situates readers within this moment of temporal encounter while gesturing over 

and over again to phenomena that will occur without them to witness it and therefore is 

independent of human witness altogether. Carson even addresses this human inclination 

to assume that we will witness grand natural phenomena when writing about the 

appearance of islands: “To wonder impatiently why man is not a constant witness of such 

arrivals is to fail to understand the majestic pace of the process” (86). This misuse, or 

subversion, of “wonder” forces readers to relinquish the illusion of control of full 

knowledge (or visibility) of the world around them, and in doing so, Carson adjusts their 

perception to prioritize an attunement for wonder about the world around them as simply 

observable and to acknowledge the limits of imagination. 
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Ecosystemic Imagination in Silent Spring 

 Whereas in The Sea Around Us wonder is evoked for readers in moments where 

they are presented with something that is unknowable, towards which they can shift 

perspective and deepen their understanding through an imaginative lens, in Silent Spring, 

this same sense of wonder is engendered through the constant prerequisite of imagination 

that readers must enact. In this last published book in 1962, Carson concerns herself 

chiefly with which she sees to be the most destructive byproduct of the atomic age: the 

use of dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane (DDT) and other synthetic pesticides in spraying 

practices that, while targeting pests affecting crops and neighborhood trees, repeatedly 

resulted in devastating consequences for other species including humans in the vicinity of 

spraying. Accordingly, the imagination she requires is not one of the underwater lives of 

fish, nor of the dark abysses of the sea. This imagination is one of destruction, of 

apocalyptic ends which the world has nearly reached as a result of the introduction of 

these chemicals into the ecosystem. The first lines of the entire book work to this effect: 

“There was once a town in the heart of America where all life seemed to live in harmony 

with its surroundings” (1). Initially eased into a sense of security, readers are quickly 

ushered into a scene that takes on a darker tone: “Then a strange blight crept over the 

area… Everywhere was a shadow of death” (2). Rich with imagery of sickened animals 

and diseased plants, readers’ imagination is given a visual site. The mode of ecological 

seeing that Carson initially presented in The Sea Around Us has raised stakes in Silent 

Spring, as it is accompanied by the concrete, dire consequences of what happens when 

man attempts to assert control over the natural world. Buell conceptualizes the rhetorical 

power of imagination in this scenario: “Apocalypse is the single most powerful master 
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metaphor that the contemporary environmental imagination has at its disposal… the role 

of the imagination is central to the project; for the rhetoric of apocalypticism implies that 

the fate of the world hinges on the arousal of the imagination to a sense of crisis” (286). 

Imagination, therefore, is solicited by Carson to enact change, and it is in this modulation 

of wonder that she moves beyond the kind of affective engagement that was stimulated in 

her sea trilogy and into one which directly precedes action.  

The conditions that necessitate this act of imagination are gestured towards 

throughout Silent Spring and align with Carson’s long-held beliefs about the nature of 

mankind: man has lost his awareness of the delicate network of life around him and is 

now being faced with the result of this assumption of superiority. As early as her 1952 

Burroughs speech she lamented: “Intoxicated with a sense of his own power, [man] 

seems to be going farther and farther into more experiments for the destruction of himself 

and his world” (Lost Woods 94). In the context of The Sea Around Us, she presents this 

critique as a lack of humility in the face of the inability to know everything about the 

ocean and invokes affective experiences of wonder to counteract this imposed power. In 

Silent Spring, however, this takes on a more sinister meaning, as “intoxication” is made 

literal, and “destruction” is the prevalent outcome of human action. Gone is the warning 

against domination of the earth through presumption of knowledge; here the 

consequences of that presumption and a warning unheeded are immediately apparent. 

The notion that imagination might be able to enact material change is not a foolish 

one. Of Thoreau’s “imaginative redemption” of a spoiled landscape, Buell writes: 

“imagination and practical action are continuous in a way that makes arbitrary our 

attempts to confine them to either arena or to insist that the literary level of their legacy is 
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the only one that matters” (338). Following Silent Spring’s publication, Carson spent the 

final years of her life defending it to the American public and to the government whose 

policy decisions she was hoping to influence.4 In 1963, Carson delivered a lecture to an 

audience of medical professionals at the Kaiser Foundation’s annual symposium entitled 

“The Pollution of Our Environment.” In this speech, she identifies herself as an ecologist 

and examines the various questions which informed her writing of Silent Spring, 

beginning, as she does in both of the books in question in this chapter to situate humanity 

in the minute moment in all of earth’s history, with an overview of “the origins of life.” 

Before she goes on to caution against the practices of disposing atomic byproducts in the 

ocean—echoing her 1960 preface to The Sea Around Us—she introduces the concept of 

ecosystem thinking, a viewpoint unfamiliar to the general public at the time, or at least 

not fully adopted when introducing long-lasting chemicals into the natural world. She 

opens the speech with a tone of disdain for mankind’s actions: “Contrary to the beliefs 

that seem often to guide our actions, man does not live apart from the world; he lives in 

the midst of a complex, dynamic interplay of physical, chemical, and biological forces, 

and between himself and this environment there are continuing, never-ending 

interactions” (Lost Woods 228). This emphasis on remembering that we are part of a 

network underlies much of Silent Spring, and it is here that we see the amended version 

of Carson’s ecological vision that she sought to instill in readers. Rather than solely 

positioning readers in a state of unknowing, in Silent Spring Carson writes from a 

premise that takes for granted this lack of knowledge and goes on to present evidence of 

 
4 Carson defended Silent Spring extensively after its publication: numerous chemical companies including 
DuPont threatened legal action and denigrated her position as a female writer, criticizing her academic 
background and ‘motivation’ as a woman to write this book. She kept her cancer diagnosis private so as to 
avoid retaliation from these companies, appearing before the senate and scientific advisory committee. 
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what has resulted from this mindset in the postwar years since the development of these 

chemicals. Imagination steps in as a catalyst for change, to counteract these negative 

consequences. 

 Silent Spring begins first with a fable which describes a town affected by a 

“strange blight” (2)—the origin of which she writes that, “this book is an attempt to 

explain” (3)—and then provides an overview of the history of earth. As is evident 

throughout her speeches and in the first “Mother Sea” section of The Sea Around Us, this 

literary framework is one that Carson uses in her writing and rhetoric to temporally 

situate humanity on earth: 

The history of life on earth has been a history of interaction between living things 

and their surroundings. To a large extent, the physical form and the habits of the 

earth’s vegetation and its animal life have been molded by the environment. 

Considering the whole span of earthly time, the opposite effect, in which life 

actually modifies its surroundings, has been relatively slight. Only within the 

moment of time represented by the present century has one species—man—

acquired significant power to alter the nature of his world. (5) 

In this passage Carson distinguishes between “animal life” and the “environment”—a 

move that seems to be counterintuitive to her ecological thinking wherein these are 

inherently interconnected. However, she does so to introduce the dynamic that inflects 

this text more than any of her other works: where and how humans alter nature, or how 

“life,” understood to be human life, leaves an irreparable mark on the earth in this 

moment of its long history.  
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The human capacity to affect and act on the natural world is at the center of Silent 

Spring: humans objectify it, subject it to harmful chemicals that destroy all kinds of life, 

and ultimately in this cycle of destruction, come to discover their own role in the natural 

world—a relationship which they, Carson argues, long felt separate from and in control 

of, as if acting from above. After chronicling the range of where chemicals like DDT 

have been discovered and to what extent they have seeped into the natural world and into 

the bodies of nonhuman animals, Carson is sure to note that, “these chemicals are now 

stored in the bodies of the vast majority of human beings” (16), and continues to make 

the distinction between pre-war plant-based insecticides and post-war synthetic ones—

those which have the “immense power not merely to poison but to enter into the most 

vital processes of the body and change them in sinister and often deadly ways” (16). The 

vulnerability of the human body—not just the bodies of nonhuman animals—is 

highlighted throughout Silent Spring. Carson leverages self-interest (and the instinct for 

self-preservation) that she sees as inherent to human behavior and shifts beyond a focus 

on the effects of synthetic chemicals on plant and nonhuman animal life to the effects on 

human life. Through this perspective, she positions readers to map themselves onto this 

narrative and consequently makes visible for them how they might be impacted, rather 

than how the ‘abstract’ nonhuman world might be. In her aptly titled chapter, “The 

Human Price,” Carson examines how humans are affected by environmental disease and 

asks where pesticides fit into this picture. If “man, however much he may like to pretend 

the contrary, is part of nature,” then she follows with the question: “Can he escape a 

pollution that is now so thoroughly distributed throughout our world?” (188). This 
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rhetorical question serves to force readers to look inward; at this point in the book it is 

abundantly clear that the answer is a resounding no, he cannot.  

 Just as Carson asks who has the right to exert knowledge as a means of 

domination over the natural world throughout all of her writing, in Silent Spring this 

question has tangible effects and it becomes not one of knowledge production, but of 

chemical production—the tool of domination made material. In her own words, at the end 

of the chapter “And No Birds Sing,” Carson asks: “Who has decided—who had the right 

to decide—for the countless legions of people who were not consulted that the supreme 

value is a world without insects, even though it be also a sterile world ungraced by the 

curving wing of a bird in flight?” (127). By framing this notion as a rhetorical question 

she establishes an interactive relationship with the reader and requires their participation 

in this state of bewilderment. In these moments her aim for an affective response in 

readers is evident: Gartner reads a similar question as “tinged with irony or even 

sarcasm” (115) and argues that Carson “[uses] her own emotions—anger, bitterness—and 

occasional sensationalism to develop tone and thus appeal to the reader’s emotions as 

well as intellect” (116). Thus, the literary form and its rhetorical capacity facilitates a 

deeper affective interaction between reader and text and demands that readers interrogate 

not only their use or support of pesticides, but also their ecological mode of seeing (or 

lack thereof). To the midcentury, postwar, atomic age reader, the “environmental 

consciousness” that results from this repeated question-posing would be novel and is 

accessed through an imaginative lens of considering the apocalyptic ‘answers’ at stake 

(Buell 179). 
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As Carson highlights in the above rhetorical questions, the result of an 

(enormous) ecological blind spot is the eradication of other species beyond those initially 

targeted by spraying pesticides. Human folly and the presumption of control or 

knowledge is exposed throughout Silent Spring as the cause of countless unintended 

consequences resulting from the use of DDT and other similar synthetic chemicals in 

spraying practices across the country. A series of case studies makes up the bulk of the 

text, with Carson presenting each as a demonstration of how underinformed actions 

(regardless of intentions)—paired with the assumption that humans can both control the 

natural world and do so without any repercussions—resulted in damage to other species 

as well as to humans themselves. Of a 1957 spraying to control the gypsy moth 

population in Long Island—which resulted in a catastrophic disruption to the bee and 

bird populations, along with human health impacts—Carson writes that this incident 

shows “what a vast amount of damage can be done when reckless large-scale treatment is 

substituted for local and moderate control… a campaign based on gross exaggeration of 

the need for control” (156). She does not shy away from harsh critique of the governing 

bodies (local governments and national regulators) making these spraying decisions, yet 

allows that they are no less imprudent than the general public in their awareness of 

ecological effects, and continually asks of the research that she presents to readers: 

“When will the public become sufficiently aware of the facts to demand such action?” 

(152). This lay public (including the reader of this book) who is suffering the 

consequences of policy decisions yet equally complicit in blindness towards ecology, is 

presented with these case studies as a plea to imagine themselves into this destruction and 

to support the urgent necessity for change. 
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 The final lines of Silent Spring directly address what Carson for the first time 

terms the human impulse toward the “control of nature,” stating that the phrase was, 

“born of the Neanderthal age of biology and philosophy, when it was supposed that 

nature exists for the convenience of man” (297). She continues, lamenting the origin of 

the field of entomology5: “It is our alarming misfortune that so primitive a science has 

armed itself with the most modern and terrible weapons, and that in turning [man] against 

the insects it has also turned them against the earth” (297). This concession leaves us 

(human) readers with a sense of unease that our fundamental assumption of control—not 

just over the natural world, but also of our circumstances, our health, our futures—has 

been challenged. As she has done throughout the book, the subtext here remains a 

hanging question of why we have turned against the earth; why we have come to view it 

as something to conquer and enact control over. In these final lines the subject-object 

distinction is collapsed as the foundation on which this ideology is built is swiftly 

discredited as merely “primitive.” This disruption is what Carson intends to enact in all of 

her published works: she sets readers up to experience a sense of unease in order to 

reconsider their place in the world and ultimately understand relationships between all 

beings as a network, rather than as a hierarchy. Here her guiding question as posed in the 

The Sense of Wonder regarding the “value of preserving and strengthening this sense of 

awe and wonder, this recognition of something beyond the boundaries of human 

existence” intervenes. She answers for this value throughout her writing, teeing readers 

up to come to this conclusion in the interactions they have with her books as she 

confronts their systems of belief around control and objecthood, as well as in this 

 
5 The scientific study of insects. 
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posthumous work itself. She writes: “The lasting pleasures of contact with the natural 

world are not reserved for scientists but are available to anyone who will place himself 

under the influence of earth, sea and sky and their amazing life” (Wonder 95). This act of 

placing oneself under the experience of the natural world is what Carson positions 

readers to do in The Sea Around Us through moments of wonder and demands that 

readers return to in Silent Spring through imaginative processes. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

What do I make of all this texture? What does it mean about the kind of world in 
which I have been set down? 

– Annie Dillard, The Writing Life 
 

Annie Dillard’s Ecological Vision and Structure 

 Early in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard’s narrator encounters a small 

green frog on the banks of the eponymous Tinker Creek. Attuned to these sights, having 

“learned to recognize, slowing down, the difference in texture of the light reflected from 

mudbank, water, grass, or frog” (5), she is able to spot it amidst the muck of the creek. As 

the speaker approaches, the scene expands into minute detail: the frog, unmoving, sits 

“half in and half out of the water” (5), and she gets close enough to lock eyes with the 

creature. For a moment, just long enough to adjust to this narrative scale, the frog exists 

as the object of the subject’s gaze, passive and seemingly unaware. Suddenly, the frog’s 

body collapses, droops, and the light leaves its eyes. The narrator, whose subjectivity is 

both at a remove and requisite as witness, watches in shock and “gape[s] bewildered, 

appalled” (6) at this unfolding drama, before noticing an oval-shaped culprit behind the 

frog’s rumpled form. The scene shifts away from the present moment, and Dillard’s 

narrator launches into a didactic recollection of the feeding habits of the giant water bug, 

which first she presents as science lesson, then as explanation for this series of events, 

and lastly as evidence for the concurrent beauty and violence that take place, at all times, 

in the world around us. This incident gives way to a series of other moments which 

capture this same affect of awe; about a recollected image of waves full of frenzied 

sharks, she reflects: “The sight held awesome wonders: power and beauty, grace tangled 

in a rapture with violence” (8). With each subsequent memory comes another revelation 
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of the beauty of the world, of its violent and unpredictable nature, each incited by an 

instance in which an observed sight makes visible a broader understanding of how the 

natural world exists beyond human subjectivity. There is more going on than meets the 

eye: “beauty and grace are performed whether or not we will or sense them,” Dillard 

writes, “the least we can do is try to be there” (8). Seeing, awareness, and the independent 

agency of the natural world are all at stake in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, and Dillard, 

influenced by the recent rise of the modern environmental movement in the early 

1970s—along with the concurrent development of deep ecology and ecofeminism of 

which she writes Pilgrim at the intersection—makes visible through her writing the 

radical potential of an ecological mode of visual witness. 

Vision, for Dillard, functions in a much more active sense than it does for Rachel 

Carson. Carson took her readers’ vision for granted, concerning herself with the ensuing 

perception based on knowledge-making; her primary goal through her scientific writing 

was to convey that the “lasting pleasures of contact with the natural world” were 

“available to anyone who will place himself under the influence of earth, sea and sky and 

their amazing life” (Wonder 95). She achieves this by pushing readers to reconsider their 

supposed control over nature and adopt an ecological mode of seeing which prioritizes an 

openness to wonder and imagination—less a specific type of vision than a modulation of 

perception. For Dillard in Pilgrim, her paradigmatic mode of seeing necessitates the 

removal of self-consciousness and a resistance to verbalization at the moment of 

encounter. What results is a sustained state of unself-consciousness, or ‘awareness,’ 

which leads to a greater understanding of the natural world in front of the viewer. Once 

verbalization occurs—once knowledge is gained by (or applied to) what is seen, as 
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Carson similarly cautioned against—the state of awareness vanishes. Repeated moments 

throughout Pilgrim establish this framework: a tree with lights in it, a puppy in a parking 

lot, and a muskrat in the creek are all put forth by Dillard as elusive, ephemeral visions, 

gone as soon as she acknowledges her position as seer and witness of such stirring 

scenes. Through a metaphor of sight, Dillard complicates the subject-verb-object 

preexisting structure of vision and puts forth for readers a mode of seeing which not only 

suggests new ways to engage with the natural world, but also models a new mode of 

perceiving and existing among all objects, actants, and beings of the earth. This modeled 

mode of seeing reveals the natural world as independently agential as well as the broad 

interconnection between human and nature, thus invalidating dualisms which assume 

human control over the earth. The literary form makes this visible: on the level of 

vocabulary, moments of seeing are presented through phrasing which suggests receptivity 

on behalf of the subject (being acted upon) and raise broader phenomenological questions 

that demand a reevaluation of the human position on earth. To this end, Pilgrim informs 

our understanding as readers and observers of the world beyond aesthetic appreciation or 

affective response. Rather, what it impresses upon us (when we resist the impulse to 

verbalize what this awareness shows us) is the sense of having scratched at something 

that calls into question our place on earth and why we are here. “Our life is a faint tracing 

on the surface of mystery” (Pilgrim 9, 143), after all, and once in a while, in these 

moments of encounter, some of the mystery might just reveal itself when we know how 

to see it. 

On a formal level, by inserting herself into the long tradition of nature writing 

with Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Dillard leverages the robust framework that earlier nature 
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writers had established in order to propose a mode of seeing which privileges what these 

writers fastened on: minute details, introspection, and contemplative observation. 

Following her completion of a master’s thesis which focused on Henry David Thoreau’s 

narrative use of the image of Walden Pond throughout Walden, Dillard began her writing 

career as a poet, with the publication of Tickets for a Prayer Wheel in early 1974, and 

throughout her career published another collection of poetry, numerous works of fiction, 

and most notably, “imaginative non-fiction narratives—witnessings or accounts, stories 

and speculations—that resist classification” (Richardson). At the moment of Pilgrim’s 

production in late 1974, however, she was living in a rural subdivision outside of 

Roanoke, Virginia, whose land backed up to Tinker Creek. To most, she was a suburban 

housewife, but to readers of Pilgrim she might as well have been engaging in deception, 

conveying the impression that in order to write this book she had moved into a cabin in 

the woods and joined the ranks of (male) nature writers whose writing necessitated 

solitude in remote wilderness—namely, Thoreau, her chief inspiration.6 While she 

discloses neither her living situation nor her gender in the text—at times she is nearly an 

invisible narrator altogether—by omitting these parts of her identity she foregrounds the 

natural world she observes (regardless of its lack of “wildness”) and successfully inserts 

herself into the masculine tradition of the ‘year-in-the-woods’ books. As an avid reader of 

this genre since engaging with Thoreau in her studies, she was keenly aware of what was 

expected by readers of these narratives in terms of gender and setting, and she simply 

 
6 Thoreau engaged in this same kind of omission, or ‘deception’: in Walden he lived on land owned by 
Ralph Waldo Emerson situated within walking distance to the town of Concord, hosted frequent visitors, 
and condensed two years of time at his cabin into one year’s narrative. He was also rumored to have done 
his laundry at his mother’s house regularly. 
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omitted from her own writing what did not fit this mold.7 Diana Saverin, writing about 

Dillard’s process of crafting Pilgrim in a 2015 Atlantic article, asks: “If the author 

conveys a resonant truth, does it matter what experiences led to the realizations?” This is 

a question that Dillard grappled with at length, first considering writing Pilgrim as a 

fiction narrative from a male perspective before settling on an (occasionally) novelized 

nonfiction account which obscures her subjectivity. The final product is at once an echo 

of Walden and a wholly new form, painstakingly modeled after traditional American 

nature writing while also creating a platform for her to engage in contemplation of the 

natural world through the mode of vision she deems essential for awareness—what she 

calls a “meteorological journal of the mind”8.  

Following Walden’s structure, Pilgrim’s narrative takes place over the course of 

the year through the four seasons and is composed of vignettes of observed scenes in 

nature, some presented in isolation and others returned to at multiple points in the text. 

Through reflection Dillard repeatedly uses these moments to raise questions about 

theology, the power (and violence) of God, and the interaction between humans and 

nature. Seeing is the dominant mode of such observation, and visibility is a central focus; 

through a visual lens her scenes reveal a higher power whose motivation she questions. 

Dillard considers throughout her writing whether this is a spiritual being or the earth’s 

own agency. While my reading assumes the latter, the theological inquiry she pursues is 

worthy of note. Pilgrim is organized by a secondary structure: the first half represents the 

 
7 In her journal chronicling the process of brainstorming for Pilgrim and determining its form, she wrote 
that for this genre, “being a man, and being alone, are essential. And that the reader buys a man alone in 
nature more than the details of natural history” (qtd. in Saverin). 
8 Dillard cites Thoreau for this phrase. Much scholarship has been concerned with the influence Thoreau 
had on Dillard, and how she, like Carson, situates herself within the (largely male) tradition of nature 
writing. See Donna Mendelson’s 1995 article, “Tinker Creek and the Waters of Walden: Thoreauvian 
Currents in Annie Dillard's Pilgrim,” for a critical analysis of this line of influence. 
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via positiva, wherein moments of awe and goodness in God’s actions are highlighted, 

while the second half represents the via negativa, which considers what God is not and 

acts as a counterbalance to the first half. The text mirrors itself on multiple occasions, 

both through repeated phrases and in full chapter structures, as in “Seeing” in the first 

half and “Stalking” later on. Kevin Radaker writes: “much of Pilgrim is dedicated to the 

task of uncovering the presence of God in creation” (138), and Lynn Ross-Bryant notes: 

“[Dillard’s] is the mysticism of immanence and she knows… that God is hidden 

throughout God’s universe” (qtd. in Radaker 138). Whether it is a concealed God or 

whether it is the natural world at play, Dillard seeks to engage readers in this inquiry, 

enlighten them by what she discovers, and describe in detail the visual observation which 

led her there. Critics in theology often read Pilgrim as a deeply spiritual text; while I do 

not dispute Dillard’s spirituality and its inflection throughout the text, given the rise of 

the environmental movement namely after the publication of Silent Spring and into the 

1970s, the resistance to anthropocentrism in the emerging fields of deep ecology and 

ecofeminism, and the shift in cultural consciousness towards a reevaluation of the 

human-earth relationship, Dillard’s aim in Pilgrim is ultimately to insist on an awareness 

of the agential, ‘higher’ power of the natural world as reveals itself through the medium 

of vision. 

 

The Modern Environmental Movement: In Practice and in Theory 

 The publication of Pilgrim was not without genre precedent in the publication 

industry of the 1970s; while Dillard’s position as a female writer within this form was 

relatively novel, it came at the height of the revived literary and agrarian back-to-the-land 
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movement: the move by individuals and families out of cities and into the countryside to 

effectively ‘live off the land’ through subsistence agriculture. Historically motivated by a 

desire for autonomy and self-sufficiency in response to the rise of capitalism, in the latter 

half of the twentieth century this movement took on a political tone given the concurrent 

rise of the environmental movement, which “linked the new urgency of protecting the 

earth to the old goal of self-sufficiency” (Brown 213). Although this is not explicitly 

what Dillard was doing in Pilgrim, the natural setting of her text and invocation of the 

year-in-the-woods genre found common ground with this movement. Back-to-the-land 

movements were first introduced in America at the beginning of the twentieth century by 

activist and author Bolton Hall who advocated for gardening in vacant lots in and around 

New York City. Throughout the twentieth century, the notion of leaving city life for a 

rural one held fast in the public consciousness, gaining popularity during the Great 

Depression, once more after World War II, and most significantly throughout the 1960s 

and 70s. Following a wave of publications such as Louise Dickinson Rich’s 1942 We 

Took to the Woods, Bradford and Vena Angier’s 1951 At Home in the Woods, and Helen 

and Scott Nearing’s 1954 Living the Good Life, all of which chronicled the authors’ 

successful attempts at returning ‘to the land,’ a measurable number of city dwellers 

moved into rural areas, subscribing to new publications like the Whole Earth Catalog 

(started 1968) and Mother Earth News (started 1970) to guide them as they began 

homesteading. During this resurgence, Walden, published over a century earlier, became 

the de facto model for this new wave of back-to-the-landers, with the latter magazine 

referring to his writing constantly, the Nearings calling him their most significant role 

model, and the Angiers subtitling their book: “Living the Life of Thoreau Today.” Just as 
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Dillard fastened on Thoreau’s writing, so too did this movement; the underlying message 

of the back-to-the-land movement in the preceding decades was one which advocated 

distancing oneself from dependence on governmental systems and rejecting “servitude to 

a machine” (Brown 199) given the shift towards industrialization in the postwar era. It 

also allowed back-to-the-landers to reclaim a sense of power and agency over their lives 

as the threats enumerated by the environmental movement continued to arise. Though 

replete with nostalgia for the past, the back-to-the-land movement—and its spread 

through literary means—signaled Americans’ growing alertness to their local 

environments and desire to engage with an ecological mode of thinking. Although Dillard 

was not herself swept up in this movement, by the time that she was writing about the 

woods behind her home in Virginia, readers were eager and receptive to be immersed in 

the natural world through literature, however intricate and thick that description may be. 

 At the start of Pilgrim, Dillard distances herself from the scientific focus of 

authors like Carson as she declares: “I am no scientist. I explore the neighborhood” (11)9. 

This exploratory aim sets the narrative scope as the present moment within the text; she 

never ventures beyond the woods around Tinker Creek, and when she does in 

recollections, she always returns to this ‘neighborhood.’ As opposed to a scientist, who 

for Dillard approaches the world through an analytical lens, her explorer acts as an (often 

passive) witness to sights which autonomously present themselves. By positioning herself 

as a ‘neighbor’ within Tinker Creek and its surrounding woods, she adopts the network of 

relations that are inherent to a neighborhood setting. Her habit of fastening on these 

 
9 Dillard’s quote calls to mind John Hanson Mitchell’s 1984 book Ceremonial Time: Fifteen Thousand 
Years on One Square Mile, in which he examines the long history of a small tract of land in Massachusetts. 
In it he calls himself an “explorer of the undiscovered country of the nearby,” and goes on to examine the 
interrelation between human culture and nature, presenting a comprehensive history of this land. 
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specific moments throughout the text in which this network (and the role of the earth as a 

fellow ‘neighbor’) reveals itself reflects the historical context in which she was exploring, 

seeing, and writing. In the intervening years between the publication of Carson’s last 

book, Silent Spring, and Dillard’s Pilgrim, a number of cultural and critical movements 

occurred which position the latter book at the intersection of deep ecology and 

ecofeminism. In 1962, the former publication was ushered into the atmosphere of 

activism that defined the social justice movements of the 1960s. Along with Carson’s 

own fierce defense for its message which helped enact policy change, Silent Spring urged 

readers towards a broad reconsideration of their relationship with the earth. Once this 

seed was planted, the modern environmental movement became fueled by a reverence for 

the planet and an outrage for how it was being treated on an individual and systemic 

level. As the sixties rolled on, the first images of earth from space came into circulation 

in 1968,10 and the 1969 Santa Barbara oil spill followed in quick succession; these two 

events flooded headlines and shifted the national consciousness to one which prompted a 

reconsideration of human impact on earth. This movement came to a head on April 22, 

1970, when a nationwide march protesting environmental destruction marked the first 

celebration of Earth Day and led to a number of environmental standards and acts passed. 

Of Earth Day’s formation, Wisconsin senator Gaylord Nelson, who began its campaign, 

remarked: “It organized itself.”11 As a central catalyst for this wave of public opinion and 

policy shifts, Silent Spring contributed to the 1970 formation of the Environmental 

Protection Agency, which in 1972 banned the widespread use of the synthetic pesticide 

 
10 This photograph, Earthwise, was taken by William Anders aboard the Apollo 8 mission to orbit the 
moon. 
11 Nelson’s 2002 book, Beyond Earth Day: Fulfilling the Promise, chronicles his involvement in the 
organization of this day and in the burgeoning environmental movement as a whole. 
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DDT. Americans were waking up to the significance of human interaction with the 

natural world, getting angry, and getting active.  

 Following the rise of the modern environmental movement, critics and 

philosophers simultaneously began to challenge the objectification of earth by the human 

subject. Dillard aligns with this theoretical shift in ecological thinking, and through her 

extended metaphor of vision as one which requires the removal of a subjective stance, 

presents a praxis to access this ecological vision for readers. In his 1973 article “The 

Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement,” Arne Næss coined the term 

“deep ecology” and put forth a model for an ecological consciousness and ethics of 

ecological thinking which moved away from a “man-in-environment image” and towards 

“the relational, total-field image” (95).12 Central to this philosophy is the value that all 

human and nonhuman life inherently have: that nonhuman life has value independent of 

its usefulness for humans. This principle reverberates throughout all of Carson’s writing, 

from her rejection of human dominance-through-knowledge in The Sea Around Us to her 

critique of the unintended consequences of attempting to control nature in Silent Spring. 

Deep ecological thinking allows for a movement beyond understanding ecology as 

simply anti- pollution and resource depletion (what Næss terms “shallow ecology”) but 

rather as a critique of the systems of thinking which underlie these ‘surface-level’ issues. 

Deep ecologists examine the philosophical and sociological roots of environmental 

problems, highlighting Western culture’s problematic value dualism of ‘man (or culture) 

over nature,’ or ‘anthropocentrism,’ as a core issue in the human-earth relationship. 

 
12 Næss credits Carson for inspiring this distinction; in a 1993 book-length interview with David 
Rothenberg, Is It Painful to Think?, he describes his first encounter with Carson’s writing as a ‘Eureka!’ 
moment and as providing “a real possibility of fighting to save free nature and to save the planet” (132). 
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These central tenets align with another movement of this time period: along with second-

wave feminism of the 1960s and 70s, the field of ecological feminism (or “ecofeminism”) 

emerged as theorists including Carolyn Merchant, Val Plumwood, and Greta Gaard 

began to write about the connection between humans and the natural world through the 

lens of gender. Throughout the latter half of the twentieth century, ecofeminist analyses 

of systems of domination over nature proliferated; in 2000, Karen Warren’s Ecofeminist 

Philosophy catalogued the preceding decades’ ecofeminist movement, arguing from first 

chapter’s title onwards that “nature is a feminist issue” (1).  

 Dillard’s Pilgrim, at its moment of production, falls at the intersection of these 

two branches of philosophy before they diverged sharply. In the 1980s, ecofeminists 

fiercely criticized Næss and deep ecology, citing its denial of difference, central goal of 

“self-realization” of man’s place in nature (Næss 96), and lack of acknowledgement of 

patriarchy’s role in the subjugation of nature.13 In her 1979 The Death of Nature, 

Merchant provides a rich overview of the historical interconnections between women and 

nature, tracing the formation of a (western) worldview which has “resulted in the death of 

nature as a living being and the accelerating exploitation of both human and natural 

resources in the name of culture and progress” (xviii). Beginning from Plato’s gendering 

of nature and matter as feminine and ideas as masculine, as well as Aristotle’s association 

between male as active and female as passive (analogizing male semen as in-motion and 

 
13 Ariel Kay Salleh’s 1984 paper, “Deeper than Deep Ecology: The Eco-Feminist Connection,” is perhaps 
the central critique of deep ecology. In it she criticizes Næss and Bill Devall (“The Deep Ecology 
Movement,” 1980) on multiple fronts, ultimately stating that, for ecofeminists, deep ecology is “simply 
another self-congratulatory reformist move” (344). However, more intricately, she points out the potential 
for ecofeminism to inflect deep ecology: “if women's lived experience were recognized as meaningful and 
were given legitimation in our culture, it could provide an immediate ‘living’ social basis for the alternative 
consciousness which the deep ecologist is trying to formulate and introduce as an abstract ethical construct” 
(340). 
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powerful, with the female as positioned to be acted upon), Merchant examines how the 

trope of nature as a nurturing force to be revered was undermined by the Scientific 

Revolution and the rise of capitalism and market-oriented culture in early modern 

Europe. It was at this turning point, she argues, that reality became understood as a 

“machine,” rather than as a living, interconnected organism. From her stance in the 1970s 

amidst the ongoing environmental movement, through this reexamination of the values 

that over time became associated with images of women and nature Merchant establishes 

ecology as a science distinctly in opposition to an industrialized, capitalistic one as it 

necessitates living in harmony with nature, with femininity as consequently at stake in 

this movement. In Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Plumwood examines the 

dualisms that subordinate women and nature underlying western culture’s perception of 

women and nature, noting the characteristic backgrounding (making use of the other and 

denying dependency), radical exclusion (polarizing characteristic constructions), 

objectification, and homogenization within the construction of dualisms.14 To escape 

these dualisms—which, through “linking postulates” (45) map the man-over-nature 

dualism onto the male-over-female dualism (among other master-over-subordinated 

‘other’ dualisms)—she calls for a reappropriation and “critical reconstruction” (64) of 

feminine identity. Published in 1993, Plumwood’s work is situated more than a decade 

into the wave of ecofeminism that was responding to the modern environmental 

movement and contributes to the critique of deep ecology while acknowledging its shared 

 
14 Plumwood writes at length about the constructions and implications of dualisms, calling it Derrida’s 
“logic of hierarchy” (qtd. in Plumwood 32), and the “logic of colonisation” (41). Of its ability to create the 
“master” in opposition to the “inferior” other, she writes: “A dualism is more than a relation of dichotomy, 
difference, or non- identity, and more than a simple hierarchical relationship. In dualistic construction, as in 
hierarchy, the qualities (actual or supposed), the culture, the values and the areas of life associated with the 
dualised other are systematically and pervasively constructed and depicted as inferior” (47). 
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origins. She puts forth a perspective on the continued mode of human domination over 

the earth: although the “master rationality is unable to grasp its peril… because it has not 

fully come to terms with earthian existence, but clings to illusions of identity outside 

nature” (194), she proposes a commitment to move beyond the system of dualisms which 

ultimately subjugate the earth, as “a rational culture oriented to survival would develop 

forms of rationality which encourage mutually sustaining relationships between humans 

and the earth” (195). Dillard’s work provides a model for what these “forms of 

rationality” and “mutually sustaining relationships” might look like and, building from 

Donna Haraway’s feminine objectivity, clarify what her proposed “state of 

consciousness” entails for readers.  

 

Subjectivity, Objectivity, and the Potentials of the Literary Form 

 Haraway’s “Situated Knowledges” makes evident the implications that the 

different modes of seeing which Dillard present have on a state of awareness of the world 

around the viewer. Haraway first reclaims the sense of vision altogether from one which 

had previously been a mode of control in the sense that Plumwood explores—that which 

maintained a conquering gaze and signified marked versus unmarked bodies, inscribing 

representation (or ability to be seen) on some but not others. This disembodied vision 

“distance[d] the knowing subject from everybody and everything in the interests of 

unfettered power” (581). Embodied vision, on the other hand, resists the “the visualizing 

tricks and powers of modern sciences and technologies” (582) and through the 

accumulation of perspectives from women and other “lower” vantage points, allows for 

“situated knowledges,” or “feminist objectivity” (581). Haraway tackles the objectivity 
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debate in the context of what this means for the relationship between man and the world 

around him, and as both Carson and Dillard do, positions knowledge as a mode of 

enacting control. She writes that, for those seeking domination over others—like 

Plumwood’s “master”—the world is “objectified as a thing, not as an agent; it must be 

matter for the self-formation of the only social being in the productions of knowledge, the 

human knower” (592). This conception of the world as mere matter for self-formation is 

one which Dillard rejects in her distinctions between modes of vision; for her, the ideal 

mode of seeing is one in which the seer is open to being acted upon and requires that the 

self be absent from awareness altogether—in other words, necessitates ‘unself-

consciousness.’ The other mode, Dillard explains, is one that objectifies the world and 

seeks to gain knowledge from seeing it through that lens. Once seers disengage from this 

latter mode, the earth shifts from resource to active subject which might even act as what 

Haraway calls “witty agent” for a body of knowledge production, and what may be 

revealed is “a sense of the world’s independent sense of humor” (593). This sense of 

humor is explored at length throughout Pilgrim and Dillard’s other writing, and in 

moments where, through sight, she catches a glimpse of this earthly agency, she spends 

time in her writing seeking to capture the state of consciousness that she maintains in that 

moment, devoid of self, that allow her access to the world’s knowledge. The potential for 

learning from the earth when the dominant (human) viewpoint is not the only one which 

contributes to knowledge, Haraway and Dillard argue, is immeasurable, and can be 

explicitly achieved through a specific mode of vision as laid out in Pilgrim. 

Dillard’s idiosyncratic understanding of what it means to see involves a reframing 

of the subject-verb-object structure of seeing itself. I’ve borrowed this term from Jack 
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Shindler, who highlights how these “SVO” constructions are complicated across multiple 

works by Dillard. This thread of scholarship considers how her writing acts as an art 

object and requires a certain level of engagement among readers in order to access the 

praxis she proposes, and Shindler analyzes how such scenes in which seeing is modeled 

are often underscored by chaotic grammar. He argues that “our performance as engaged 

readers of Dillard’s syntax grants us access to the natural world and makes us see what is 

there” (170)—that which, through a mode of seeing which demands cognitive 

information, is inaccessible. But why is “what is there” not immediately visible to us; 

why must we readers be granted access in the first place? Kenichi Noda notes an 

epistemological problem in the relationship between humans and the natural world, 

arguing that often the default mode of seeing only involves acquiring cognitive 

information from that which is seen, that “our seeing in our daily life is normally a very 

superficial seeing” (215). In contrast, Noda focuses on the “subject of the present” that 

Dillard is concerned with in her writing, praising her epistemological stance towards 

nature as capturing a “direct, unmediated sensory experience of the world” (212). 

Shindler and Noda address critical questions regarding what constitutes the groundwork 

of my argument for Dillard’s seeing: they affirm the centrality of vision in Pilgrim and 

point to the goal of this mode as attaining an unmediated experience of the present 

moment. As Noda indicates, Dillard rejects the prevailing mode of seeing in favor of one 

which is neither superficial, nor merely captures an “unmediated sensory experience of 

the world”—while this is one product of her proposed vision, it also precipitates a state of 

receptivity to the natural world and other actants within a network of relations. It is both 

identifying what requisite conditions must be met in order to achieve this state and the 
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material implications of this mode in the human-earth dynamic that constitutes the work 

of this chapter. 

Since earth is the primary subject within Dillard’s writing, and since vision, freed 

from the function of extracting knowledge from (or projecting onto) the objectified earth, 

where does this leave the author-observer-subject of the environmental text? Suzanne 

Clark reads both the content and syntactical form of Pilgrim and analyzes how Dillard 

both leverages and conceals her subjective stance, examining how her writing signals 

difference: whether of her femininity or her observing role, that is the question. The third 

possibility she presents is that Dillard becomes the abject—neither subject nor object—as 

the original cover of the book (consisting of a photograph of her on rocks presumably 

alongside Tinker Creek) suggests, wherein “she is not so much the subject of knowing, as 

subjected to it” (Clark 112). Rather than a defined, gendered narrator, “the persona of an 

ecological knowing” (122) is the subject in Pilgrim, and the ‘destination’ of the titular 

pilgrimage becomes the “real world,” which Clark argues is still “an object which is 

known by its action upon the subject” (122). Clark inscribes undue agency to the 

“inscription of otherness” (123) that Dillard’s position as a female author allows for, but 

the very notion of an object acting upon a subject is enough to subvert these labels and 

casts the author into an object(ified) position regardless of her gender. Therefore, I draw 

from her writing on the agency of nature and the role of vision as it aligns with 

Haraway’s: “Nature limits and refutes the experience of will, enforces abjection. It takes 

a poetics, the subversion of language, to define vision. And yet ecstasy comes with the 

recognition of powerlessness: that she neither wills nor creates the creek, the bay, the cat, 

the crash, the weasel” (Pilgrim 122-123). Dillard works throughout Pilgrim to define the 
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mode of vision which makes visible this very powerlessness due to the redistribution of 

agency within the world around her. 

Since vision has this capacity to subvert the subject-object dynamic yet 

necessitates poetics, the question that has underlay this thesis returns here: why literature, 

or, what can literature do that other mediums or expressions cannot? What does it make 

visible, within a visual framework? Dillard writes extensively about the rhetorical 

abilities of the “art object”—the work of literature. In Living By Fiction she states: “The 

art object… is a cognitive instrument which presents to us, in a stilled and enduring 

context, a model of previously unarticulated or unavailable relationships among ideas and 

materials” (184). In Pilgrim, the thick medium of description between the visual field 

seen—the orange tree; a muskrat; a reflection upon the mountains at sunset—and the 

observer (the author) seeing, does not simply make for an aesthetically pleasurable 

vision. Instead, as Barbara Johnson, a critic examining “literary epiphany” writes: “when 

the tool, which at first was handled and controlled by the artist, begins to uncover 

knowledge, that same tool gains an organic momentum; words become entities that take 

on a life outside of the writer” (21). Dillard herself is aware, like Johnson and Lawrence 

Buell, of the rhetorical power of the literary medium. She asks in her nonfiction narrative 

The Writing Life:  

Why are we reading, if not in hope of beauty laid bare, life heightened and its 

deepest mystery probed? … Why are we reading if not in hope that the writer will 

magnify and dramatize our days, will illuminate and inspire us with wisdom, 

courage, and the possibility of meaningfulness, and will press upon our minds the 

deepest mysteries, so that we may feel again their majesty and power? (593) 
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This line of rhetorical questions forces the reader to reconsider their interaction with the 

text and appraise its capacity for what it can capture on the page; this is the power that 

Dillard believes writing holds, especially given her stance towards the fictive and the 

nonfictive. Regarding her attention to phenomenology, this questioning continues and 

shifts beyond the literary as she continues: “What do we ever know that is higher than 

that power which, from time to time, seizes our lives, and reveals us startlingly to 

ourselves as creatures set down here bewildered? Why does death so catch us by surprise, 

and why love? We still and always want waking” (593). The repetition of these central 

tenets of her work in this book published in 1989, fifteen years after Pilgrim, suggests a 

sustained exploration of this affect of bewilderment and movement into awareness. In 

Pilgrim this question is omnipresent, thrust upon the reader, and continually forces both 

the author and reader to consider the capacity for literature to engage with the nature of 

existence in the written form. 

Whereas science and literature come into direct conversation in the affect that 

Carson stimulates by wielding her expertise as a biologist and writer, given Dillard’s 

subject matter of the natural world but despite her distinctly non-scientific tone, Buell’s 

analysis of the significance of place-sense and “literature’s environmental sensitivity” 

(90) is critical to reading Pilgrim. However, in order to first address the epistemic 

foundation of Dillard's writing, John Elder examines where science and literature interact 

in this text in his “Structures of Evolving Consciousness.” As opposed to Buell’s 

assertion of the accountability that nonfiction representation of the natural world requires 

and how it subsequently dismantles “the generic hierarchy of fictive over nonfictive” 

(91), Elder puts textuality on the back burner and concerns himself with the foundation of 
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environmental writing: what corroborates the observed reality of the frog in the creek, the 

“imaginary gardens [with] real toads in them” (Buell 91)15, the wave of sharks, the tree 

with lights—all of these moments captured in text by writers of the natural world. 

Paraphrasing Alfred North Whitehead’s Science and the Modern World, he writes: “Faith 

in reason is the trust that the ultimate natures of things lie together in a harmony which 

excludes mere arbitrariness” (Imagining the Earth 167). This gets at two key premises of 

this chapter: for one, I (and Elder) work off of an assumption of the interconnectedness of 

the natural world. Elder simply states: “The earth is round, the complexity of natural 

relation luminous” (Imagining the Earth 162). Dillard herself makes such a declarative 

statement in her 1982 collection of nonfiction essays, Teaching a Stone to Talk: “To say 

that all life is an interconnected membrane, a weft of linkages like chain mail, is truism” 

(128). Secondly, the adoption of an ecological worldview (“faith in reason”) among 

popular readers given the growing environmental consciousness in the 1970s makes 

possible both a reading of Dillard’s “faithful mimesis of the object world” (Buell 84) 

while also setting the stage for Pilgrim’s central conflict: it is this “mere arbitrariness” 

that Dillard questions, both on a local scale as she observes inexplicable violence in 

nature, and on a universal one as she asks time and time again throughout many of her 

books: “what is going on?” (Teaching a Stone to Talk 66). 

 Language is the necessary revealing medium for Dillard to convey her metaphor 

of vision, yet it is also the medium of verbalization which interrupts this very mode of 

seeing; expression is slippery and contradictory throughout Pilgrim, as she must 

terminate every moment of seeing in order to capture them in writing. How, then, does 

 
15 Buell borrows this term directly from poet Marianne Moore’s “Poetry,” wherein, quoting W.B. Yeats, 
she writes that it is “‘literalists of the imagination’” (40) who can evoke such gardens and toads. 
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the text escape contradicting itself in order to convey meaning? For one, Buell’s 

conception of sight in literature asserts the value of a luxuriant, ecstatic, poetic sentence 

as capable of acting upon a reader beyond providing aesthetic pleasure. As a completed 

product (the published book), “the potency of the environmental text consist[s] not just in 

the reader’s transaction with it but also in reanimating and redirecting the reader’s 

transactions with nature” (Buell 97). It is literature’s “minute extrospection” (103) and 

“thick description of the natural world” (90) that Buell sees as its unique strength. His 

guiding question of why writers might “want to create landscapes in which obscure or 

overlooked objects become magnified or more densely rendered than they would be in 

the ordinary experience of them” (103) is answered in Pilgrim; Virginia’s Blue Ridge 

Mountains and the intricacy of the woods around Pilgrim Creek are the central subjects 

here. Ultimately, the book’s focus on such details rather than narrative subjectivity results 

in “an affirmation of environment over self, over appropriative homocentric desire” 

(Buell 104). Although Dillard must negate the effects of her mode of seeing by 

verbalizing what she observes for the sake of writing and publishing, by didactically 

presenting what can be gained by this seeing and putting it forth for readers, she troubles 

the subject-object, human-nature binary, eliciting broader challenges to this construction 

as the visual metaphor expands to endow the earth with agency as actant and independent 

observer. 

The resulting effect of these densely rendered descriptions is a distinct sense of 

place that the reader can almost inhabit. Though Dillard never visually renders Tinker 

Creek and its surrounding woods as a landscape for readers, as an explorer of this 

‘neighborhood’ she establishes a deep familiarity with place; by the close of Pilgrim we 
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are familiar with the creatures and trees she describes. To this end, Buell distinguishes 

terms like setting, terrain, background, from his chosen term, “place,” which he imbues 

with the potential for a reader (or writer) to develop a complex “place-sense” within. 

While the ideal outcome of such a sense entails a localized limit to perception which 

lends well to ecocentrism, he notes that, “at best, the placedness of experience provides 

humankind with a way of offsetting, if not altogether overcoming, its inheritance of 

‘natural alienness’” (279).16 This notion echoes Dillard’s metaphor of “waking up,” of 

being like a child that is “set down here, mysteriously, in a going world” (“To Fashion a 

Text” 164). Rather than to solve this mystery outright, the work of figuring out what to 

do now that we are here becomes the goal of her writing. Furthermore, it is in moments 

of experiencing the minutiae of the natural world and incorporating them as central to the 

form of the book that Dillard addresses this alienness and proposes that the earth might 

have some answers. Writing about John Muir’s attitude toward the earth, Elder writes 

that: “Muir knows that it is immediate experience, not its literary reflection, that finally 

has transforming power; the writer can at best only direct the reader’s attention towards 

the really important things” (“John Muir” 377). Thus environmental writing is the 

medium through which experience can be conveyed, as Dillard does in Pilgrim. Given 

Muir’s “conviction of nature’s active autonomy,” Elder states that, “the human being 

needs only a receptive attitude towards the earth” (377) and thus in order to learn from it 

an almost passive receptivity must be adopted by the narrator of the book. Dillard’s 

paradigmatic mode of seeing demands this receptivity and, if executed carefully, without 

 
16 Buell quotes author Neil Evernden’s 1985 The Natural Alien here, as Evernden labeled Homo sapiens 
“the creature without a proper habitat” (qtd. in Buell 254). Evernden writes: “there is nothing particularly 
subversive about ecology… But its most basic premise, that of interrelatedness, could be subversive, if 
taken seriously” (qtd. in Buell 156n31). 
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verbalization or self-consciousness, makes visible this very “active autonomy,” or as 

Haraway puts it, “the world as active subject” (593). 

 

Awakening and Seeing in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek 

Dillard’s proposed mode of seeing in Pilgrim cannot be enacted if the seer is not 

alert to that which is being seen, to the moment in which the natural world’s agency 

reveals itself. Dillard establishes an extended metaphor to illustrate how a state of 

awareness that can open itself up to such moments can be accessed. In her first chapter, 

“Heaven and Earth in Jest,” she writes: “We wake, if we ever wake at all, to mystery, 

rumors of death, beauty, violence” (2). She continues to relay an anecdote: “‘Seem like 

we’re just set down here,’ a woman said to me recently, ‘and don’t nobody know why’” 

(2). Immediately posing an unanswerable metaphysical question, Dillard thrusts the 

reader into a contemplative state: this is no simple work of nature writing and 

observation. Beyond Buell’s definition, Pilgrim demands its readers follow its author’s 

meanderings, but through its form which is nearly devoid of a subjective narrator 

altogether, readers must submit to the subversion of subject and object, confronted 

immediately by this instance in which an unseen force enacts agency. In other words, the 

world operates independently of the subject or narrator here, and its state of being “under 

way” is central to Dillard’s framework of the world as not reliant on us humans—either 

to be witnesses, captured by narration, or to function at all. From these first lines 

onwards, in which she describes an experience of literally waking up one morning, 

“waking” becomes a frequent metaphor for this moment when awareness strikes the 

subject, who is then, often, thrust into an objective position and stripped of agency, left to 
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be acted upon. She describes this moment as that which she seeks to convey in much of 

her writing as: “that moment of waking up and noticing that you’ve been put down in a 

world that’s already under way” (“To Fashion a Text” 166). Dillard borrows this 

metaphor most distinctly from Thoreau, who meditated on the nature of waking and 

slumbering as states of awareness throughout Walden, and invokes his prophetic tradition 

as a central organizing framework in Pilgrim. His awakening, just as it does for Dillard, 

produces a heightened awareness beyond the ordinary, an affect of confusion (or even, 

perhaps, Ngai’s “stuplimity”) upon discovery of what becomes visible in this state, and 

critically requires a rejection of passivity (distinct from Dillard’s passive receptivity). On 

the one hand, Thoreau writes that, “to be awake is to be alive,” and that “we must learn to 

reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids, but by an infinite 

expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our soundest sleep” (83). The 

resulting alertness in this awake state is necessary for life but is something that can be 

lost or forgotten, a condition that must be returned to. The alternative, Thoreau writes, is 

a passive, unconscious state: “closing the eyes and slumbering, and consenting to be 

deceived by shows… which still is built on purely illusory foundations” (88). Thus, 

awakening, for Dillard, becomes the launching-off point for her book-length exploration 

of what it means to be alert to the world around us and aware of the distinction between 

illusion and reality. 

 If this bewilderment, or “waking up,” is the precursor to a state of awareness, then 

where does the affective moment of encounter as laid out in my previous chapter fit into 

this approach? The “movements, flashes, or outbursts of feeling” (Figlerowicz 4) that I 

examine in this chapter highlight moments where the unconscious and conscious selves 
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become active in and among the natural world; it is in these interactions that the reader 

(or subject) moves towards awareness. In terms of affect as a theoretical approach, since 

it has “potential as a means of questioning, diagnosing, subverting, reclaiming the culture 

we live in” (Figlerowicz 13), then it is certainly worthwhile to engage with here as it 

endows literature’s pleasurable aesthetic effects with the ability to structure (or 

restructure) our thinking. While I address multiple of Dillard’s works, Pilgrim is central 

to my argument for literature’s potential, and in viewing it as both as both a finished art 

form and as a dynamic force within the reader’s experience, Raymond Williams’s 

“Structures of Feeling” provides a blueprint for how to approach the text: “to complete 

[art forms’] inherent process, we have to make them present, in specifically active 

‘readings’” (129). Thus, Pilgrim is the site for a host of “semantic figures”—moments 

where “structures of feelings” arise and reflect shifting cultural values—which are 

distinguished from other “social and semantic formations” with their “articulation of 

presence” (Williams 135). To this end, such moments in Dillard’s work are active and 

replete with potential for the reader’s perception of themself and the world around them, 

given the “this, here, now, alive, active”-ness of the limited narration (Williams 128).  

The repeated image of awakening establishes the precondition for a reader of 

Pilgrim: they must be alert to the moment in which awareness strikes, when the world 

around them reveals itself as “not mother/matter/mutter—but coyote” (Haraway 596). 

Vision, for Dillard, serves as the primary medium through which this alertness functions 

and from which consciousness of the present moment is accessed. In her chapter entitled 

“Seeing,” she presents the act of seeing in two opposing modes: seeing as verbalization 

and seeing as an act of letting go. In explanation of the former, she writes: 
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When I see this way I analyze and pry. I hurl over logs and roll away stones; I 

study the bank a square foot at a time, probing and tilting my head. Some days 

when a mist covers the mountains, when the muskrats won’t show and the 

microscope’s mirror shatters, I want to climb up the blank blue dome as a man 

would storm the inside of a circus tent, wildly, dangling, and with a steel knife 

claw a rent in the top, peep, and, if I must, fall. (31). 

Dillard shifts from descriptors of the landscape that root this mode in place before 

shifting into an extravagant simile that, in its extravagance, illustrates the force that this 

seeing entails. By demanding knowledge from the scene, as in an earlier moment of 

searching for a muskrat in the creek, the subject in this position is enacting a kind of 

superficial seeing which places seeks to gain cognitive information from its object. She 

establishes that this is the prevailing mode of sight, given that the visual perception 

inherent in seeing provides a sense of assumed knowledge and control over that which is 

observed. 

This first kind of seeing is positioned in contrast to a second mode which she 

describes as “seeing that involves a letting go” (33): seeing in this way both necessitates 

and fosters moments of unself-consciousness and therefore a (preverbal) awareness of the 

present moment. In order to see this way, Dillard instructs readers that “you must allow 

the muddy river to flow unheeded in the dim channels of consciousness; you raise your 

sights; you look along it, mildly, acknowledging its presence without interest and gazing 

beyond it into the realm of the real where subjects and objects act and rest purely, without 

utterance” (32-33). There is no clear distinction here between the agency attributed to the 

seer versus to the earth, as both hold active roles in this passage: the muddy river flows, 
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the seer raises their sights. Through this visual metaphor, the subject-object dynamic 

between the subject seeing and the object being seen is disrupted, and not subtly at that; 

Dillard explicitly addresses this shift as she notes that “subjects and objects act and rest 

purely.” This didactic passage imagines a space in which there is no hierarchical 

distinction between the two, but instead a network of relations, an interconnection 

between all living beings. 

Referencing Marius von Senden’s 1960 Space and Sight, which chronicles 

various case studies in which vision has been restored in blind patients, Dillard introduces 

both modes of seeing from the premise that, at its essence, the field of vision consists 

purely of “color-patches,” and that it is through the inscription of meaning onto each of 

these patches that we learn to verbalize what we see. Whereas, “for the newly sighted, 

vision is pure sensation unencumbered by meaning” (26), for Dillard, who has never 

experienced blindness, “form is condensed to an eternal danse macabre with meaning” 

(29). Her second mode of seeing, therefore, requires distancing oneself from this process 

of meaning-making, to reenter a state of awareness that exists only in the present moment 

and does not call upon past systems of knowledge. It is a tenuous state, and Dillard 

articulates searching for “‘the tree with the lights in it’” (33) that a newly sighted girl of 

von Senden’s book had seen. As she seeks to reclaim a vision which only perceives 

color-patches, she writes: “Then one day I was walking along Tinker Creek thinking of 

nothing at all and I saw the tree with the lights in it. I saw the backyard cedar where the 

mourning doves roost charged and transfigured, each cell buzzing with flame. I stood on 

the grass with the lights in it, grass that was wholly fire, utterly focused and utterly 

dreamed” (33). While at once a sacred “burning bush” image from the Book of Exodus, 
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in which an angel of God appears as representative of God’s omnipresence, the notion of 

seeing as “letting go” and what this mode makes visible evokes the gnostic ‘kenosis,’ 

which is translated from the Greek as “emptying.” Harold Bloom writes about kenosis in 

The Anxiety of Influence: “Kenosis, in this poetic and revisionary sense, appears to be an 

act of self-abnegation” (91), which in the context of the dialectical relationship between 

poets and their precursors seeks to move away from considering the poet as an 

“autonomous ego” (91). For one, this corroborates my effort to historicize the publication 

of Pilgrim to affirm the material conditions that contextualize its publication and draw 

lines of influence. Additionally, this invocation of theological ‘emptying’ once again 

points to Dillard’s attention to the spiritual realm and the spiritual inquiry that underlies 

this book and many of her other publications. As aforementioned, it is in these moments 

that two modes of interpretation arise, of which I focus on the former: the recognition of 

earth’s agency, per ecofeminism and Haraway, or the awareness of the spiritual realm, as 

Radaker points to in his analysis of Pilgrim and her 1975 book, Holy the Firm. Radaker 

quotes scientist Hanbury Brown: “at heart, science and religion are both attempts to 

interpret the nature of the same world, and are therefore both ultimately concerned with 

mysteries which transcend our understanding” (qtd. in Radaker 131). Though it is not a 

scientific approach that Dillard takes, but rather an observational one, these “mysteries 

which transcend our understanding” are her focus and are the place from which she 

launches into deeper examination of how they are made visible and how she might 

become aware of them. 

As the gnostic act of ‘emptying’ is invoked by the “letting go”-ness of this 

moment, Dillard demonstrates that once control of perception is released, the observer-
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observed (subject-object) dynamic breaks down. Immediately Dillard notices herself 

becoming the observed as the scene continues: “It was less like seeing than like being for 

the first time seen, knocked breathless by a powerful glance… I had been my whole life a 

bell, and never knew it until at that moment I was lifted and struck” (33-34). This idea of 

being acted upon by vision, nature, other beings, or forces unknown is central to the 

experience of the natural world that Dillard writes about as she moves beyond a limited 

visual framework towards a broader perception of the world. This is a constant dynamic 

throughout Pilgrim; in her first chapter, after all, she broadly states that: “Something 

pummels us, something barely sheathed. Power broods and lights. We’re played on like a 

pipe; our breath is not our own” (13). These moments invite various hermeneutic 

approaches: religion, morality—mortality, for that matter—agency, ecocriticism, and 

phenomenology, among others. This second mode of sight allows for an experience of 

being seen, acted-upon, or rung like a bell that can take a wholly physical manifestation, 

in which our position in the world as a being among every other is subject to powers 

beyond comprehension. 

 In the second half of Pilgrim as Dillard shifts into the via negativa, vision 

becomes something that may be inaccessible, yet functions in the same modes as she 

introduced earlier. Her chapter entitled “Stalking” parallels “Seeing” directly, even with 

similar didactic constructions of “when I stalk this way,” and “stalking the other way” 

(184) to define the two modes of this action that she lays out. She chronicles multiple 

attempts to catch sight of certain creatures near the creek but falls short: “The creatures I 

seek have several senses and free will; it becomes apparent that they do not wish to be 

seen” (184). She bestows them agency in their invisibility rather than framing these 
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instances as denying her vision as human subject. These missed sightings happen time 

and time again: “The very act of trying to see fish makes them almost impossible to see. 

My eyes are awkward instruments whose casing is clumsily outsized” (185); “I find it 

hard to see anything about a bird that it does not want to be seen” (188); and of a fly, 

right at the moment of its capture by a water glider, “I could not see what happened, 

because overhanging grasses concealed the spot” (189). The contrasting moments in this 

later chapter reaffirm the modes of seeing that Dillard puts forth earlier as they exemplify 

moments at which human vision fails when it is sought out, like “claw[ing] a rent in the 

top” (31). Just as she is able to see what appears when she relinquishes the illusion of 

control over what is seen, so too will she not see when this control is exerted. 

 

Unself-Consciousness When “Seeing as Letting Go” 

Dillard’s mode of seeing makes visible the natural world’s position as agent and 

actant, rather than as object to be acted upon by human subject by means of verbalization 

or cognitive information gathering. Through this dominant visual metaphor in Pilgrim 

she complicates preexisting assumptions about agency by positioning herself as not 

acting upon but being acted upon—being witnessed, being observed. This revised 

understanding of the earth enables and is sustained by an awareness—tenuous as it is 

barring verbalization—that both requires the seer to shed their subjectivity and reveals 

their own (potential) objectivity within the network of beings. In other words, Dillard’s 

seeing both makes visible and requires a rejection of subject-object dualist assumptions at 

the same time. Julia Ireland presents the notion of “ecstatic phenomenology”: how this 

mode of seeing actively enables an “opening up to being acted upon” (24). To see in this 
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latter way one is able to access the “original intent,” which for Dillard is to serve as an 

“ecstatic witness” (Ireland 30). Dillard herself makes clear this intent throughout her 

writing, including in Teaching a Stone to Talk, as she states: “We are here to witness” 

(72) after declaring that, “at a certain point you say to the woods, to the sea, to the 

mountains, the world, Now I am ready. Now I will stop and be wholly attentive” (71-72). 

In this eponymously titled essay, Dillard explores what it means to observe the world, to 

bear witness to it rather than to act on it. The titular stone is mute and the world that 

“you” try to listen to is silent, whereas the songbirds, merely witnessed, are not. Thus, 

listening is positioned in contrast to witnessing: the former seeks to act upon and make 

use of the world, whereas the latter implies a passive receptivity to the surrounding world 

and landscape. On a broader scale, in the context of environmental philosophy, Ireland 

questions how we think, asking: does shifting how we see do anything? Yes, she answers, 

but this shift must be accompanied by a concurrent reconsideration of what it means to do 

something at all. To this end, she writes that an observer (in any observer-observed 

dynamic) must, “re-contextualize their own understanding of action in a way that reveals 

its implicit limits, and in revealing its implicit limits, also reveals the possibility of a 

widened understanding of action” (31). Therefore, literature allows for an entirely new 

style of thinking, of understanding how action works on us. Ireland’s formulation of 

Dillard’s “ecstatic phenomenology” made possible by her “seeing that involves a letting 

go” (Pilgrim 31) rounds out the connection between the act of seeing (of witness, of 

being witnessed) and Dillard’s rejection of the subject-object construction. 

In these moments of awareness before the self intervenes as the seer ‘lets go,’ the 

affect that Dillard conveys is not one of wonder, of encounter for the first time, but rather 
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of bewilderment, of complete disbelief and lack of comprehension of what is being 

experienced. The textual construction of action in such moments overturns the subject-

object dynamic altogether and suggests a reevaluation of the natural world’s presumed 

objectivity. While highlighting the jarring, almost violent nature of the the experience of 

“seeing as letting go,” terms like “bashed broadside” describe ‘waking’ to bewilderment, 

and in their active forms reverse the subject-object orientation so that the subject (Dillard, 

in these interactions) is thrust into the object position. In her encounter with the “tree with 

the lights in it” (33), this paradigmatic mode of seeing as “letting go” concurrently allows 

for the vision and casts her as an object to be acted upon, a bell that is “lifted and struck” 

(34). As with much of the language that appears in such moments throughout the book, 

this phrasing is an echo of the first chapter, in which Dillard presents her interaction with 

the world: “I walk out; I see something, some event that would otherwise have been 

utterly missed and lost; or something sees me, some enormous power brushes me with its 

clean wing, and I resound like a beaten bell” (12). Even before this point, upon waking in 

the first few lines of the book, she notes that, “the memory remains of something 

powerful playing over me” (2). This constant repetition of being acted upon to the extent 

of experiencing a physical sensation (sometimes even one which appears forceful or 

painful) reinforces the notion that a subject might experience the world more like an 

object. Dillard implies instead that there may (and should) be a continuity between 

subjectivity and objectivity akin to how a network of living beings might coexist. Within 

a network of relations, the dualisms which Plumwood condemn have no foundational 

foothold, and the earth can be agential actant. 
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 Since vision is the sense through which Dillard experiences a state of awareness, 

it serves as a useful metaphor with which to bridge the narrative presented in Pilgrim and 

the resulting affect among readers faced with her poetics. Just as with the modes of 

vision, Dillard is sure to return to the didactic mode when distinguishing between unself-

consciousness and self-consciousness, framed by her experiences of seeing the tree with 

lights on it and of petting a puppy in a gas station parking lot: “This is it, I think, this is it, 

right now, the present, this empty gas station, here, this western wind, this tang of coffee 

on the tongue, and I am patting the puppy, I am watching the mountain. And the second I 

verbalize this awareness in my brain, I cease to see the mountain or feel the puppy” (78-

79). She defines the former state in this passage as “consciousness,” as that which does 

not affect the ability to live in the present. In fact, she assures readers, “it is only to a 

heightened awareness that the great door to the present opens at all” (81). The experience 

of the present, therefore, is only accessible through preverbal experience or affect—once 

verbalized by the self it vanishes. The latter state of “self-consciousness,” once realized—

like her concept of ‘seeing as verbalization’—does impede the experience of the present 

and pauses any revelations that awareness and complete presence might allow. Thus, 

acting as witness rather than active listener or looker allows Dillard to exist among the 

network of relations in the natural world rather than separate her from it, and becomes the 

mode through which she seeks to face the world. In turn, she presents this mode to 

readers, labeling it as “innocence, or, “the spirit’s unself-conscious state at any moment 

of pure devotion to any object” (82), making a strong case against an analytical mode of 

encounter and for a receptive one.  
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 Another such moment of self-consciousness interrupting an encounter with a 

preverbal experience of the present arises as she watches for a muskrat in the creek: “I 

had long since lost myself, lost the creek, the day, lost everything but still amber depth. 

All at once I couldn’t see. And then I could: a young muskrat had appeared floating on 

top of the water, floating on its back” (190). At first, the muskrat is visible after so much 

searching, but once verbalizing this sight, the vision fades: “in my surprise at having the 

light come on so suddenly, and at having my consciousness returned to me all at once and 

bearing an inverted muskrat, I must have moved and betrayed myself… I never saw [the 

muskrat] again” (191). Like with the puppy in the parking lot, this experience leads 

Dillard to an examination of how and when consciousness of oneself disrupts seeing as it 

involves verbalization or imposed knowledge. Within this chapter on “Stalking,” which 

recounts a series of not-seeing events, Dillard reflects on how self-consciousness affects 

vision, expanding on her interactions with muskrats to exemplify the challenges it poses. 

When she is successful at watching the muskrat a little while later, she writes: “he never 

knew I was there. I never knew I was there, either. For that forty minutes last night I was 

as purely sensitive and mute as a photographic plate; I received impressions, but I did not 

print out captions. My own self-awareness had disappeared” (198). Just as earlier in the 

text this construction of being acted upon is metaphorized through an artistic medium as 

being impressed upon, and the lack of captions represents her lack of verbalization. She is 

aware, upon reflection, of the correlate between inhibiting the presence of self with the 

ability to achieve awareness, as at this point in her ‘year’ at Tinker Creek she is savvy to 

what seeing as observer (or “seeing as letting go”) requires: 
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I have done this sort of thing so often that I have lost self-consciousness about 

moving slowly and halting suddenly; it is second nature to me now. And I have 

often noticed that even a few minutes of this self-forgetfulness is tremendously 

invigorating. I wonder if we do not waste most of our energy just by spending 

every waking minute saying hello to ourselves. (198) 

Unself-consciousness—or “self-forgetfulness”—here is directly positioned as a wise 

alternative through which to approach seeing, and Dillard, with this newfound ability to 

access this state, advocates for it as not only a mode of vision akin to “letting go” but also 

as a way of being. The self, she argues, is all too present, and the possibilities when this 

self-awareness is released include existing within and among the natural world and seeing 

what it wishes to make visible. 

The question of verbalization as both restricting vision and necessary for the 

literary medium returns here: how can unself-conscious experiences—seeing the “tree 

with the lights in it,” the puppy in the parking lot, the muskrat in the creek—be described 

through literature without straying into the self-conscious mode? Scott Slovic dubs this 

the “paradox of self-consciousness,” wherein Dillard “deplores the intrusion of self-

reflexive consciousness and yet still manages to describe potently what appear to be her 

own authentic mystical experiences” (63). His analysis of “literature on the psychological 

present” (93) reads Pilgrim as toeing the line between the ‘innocent’ consciousness of the 

present and a contradictory account of rational knowing—that which Dillard cautions 

against. He asks how the ‘visionary’ might understand nature and put their experience 

into words without this latter mode, and works to distinguish how Dillard uses metaphor 

to achieve “awareness of the phenomena of awareness itself” (65). This, he argues, is the 
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true subject of Pilgrim. If awareness—which Slovic poses as the antithesis to self-

consciousness and rational knowing, and which I have heretofore called “unself-

consciousness”—is Dillard’s primary objective here, especially as she addresses the 

challenges to this task in her experiences with “seeing as verbalization,” then when does 

it come into relief in her writing and when might it arise for the readers for whom Dillard 

seeks to alter their mode of seeing? Slovic points to the moment of surprise, to when new 

knowledge challenges the old, or more broadly, to when we are thrust out of reach of the 

knowledge that we instinctively reach for. In her 1987 memoir, An American Childhood, 

she highlights one such moment when the subject, a young Dillard growing up in 

Pittsburgh, watches in terror as mysterious lights cross her bedroom wall each night. 

After nights spent fearing this “transparent, luminous oblong” (291), she comes to the 

realization that a car’s headlights are the source of the light, which leads her young self to 

a meditation on the “outer world [of] reason” versus the “narrative fiction” (293) of the 

mysterious shapes. Reading this encounter through the lens of material vision rather than 

theological metaphor, this moment of coming into awareness, of seeing what is really 

there—the present—amounts to both a loss of wonder (which the ‘fiction’ initially 

allowed for) and an attainment of a “specific awareness which, once achieved, become[s] 

secure facets of our world knowledge (Slovic 90). Carson advocated for a state of wonder 

in childhood and beyond, and Dillard frames wonder as a childlike process which is 

steadily replaced by an accumulation of knowledge as these moments of encounter occur, 

as well as the precursor to adult awareness. It is how her readers open themselves up to 

these moments of encounter that Dillard stresses, rather than the resulting knowledge—

that is mere product, and should ideally only be verbalized upon later reflection, if at all. 
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Throughout Pilgrim and her essays she presents various moments in which she, the 

narrator, accesses a state of awareness by various degrees and for different durations, all 

of which are brought about by moments of encounter with something new or surprising, 

or initiated by a similar feeling of awakening. These moments allow for a state of unself-

consciousness (which in turn fosters awareness), and thus Dillard provokes for readers a 

reconsideration of how they, adults without a predisposition to wonder given their 

accumulated knowledge of the world, might access this very affective relation, or at the 

least, perceive the world without the explicit goal of seeing through rational knowing or 

of attaining cognitive information. Instead, knowledge must come to us passively in this 

state, and the knowledge that is acquired, per Haraway, is one which allows earth to make 

itself and its agency visible. 

Once the human narrative position is stripped of its impulse to attain knowledge 

and its inherent subjectivity, then a reading of Dillard yields not only a subversion of this 

dynamic, but also an appreciation and greater understanding of this interconnection, 

which in turn leads, as always, back to a state of unself-consciousness in the present. 

Such a moment arises in her 1978 essay, “A Field of Silence,” as she encounters a 

rooster. After locking eyes with it, Dillard looks around with vigilance of other 

onlookers, and states: “When I was turned away in this manner, the silence gathered and 

struck me. It bashed me broadside from the heavens above me… All the things of the 

world—the fields and the fencing, the road, a parked orange truck—were stricken and 

self-conscious. A world pressed down on their surfaces, and that real world, so near to 

emerging, had got stuck” (Teaching a Stone 135). What can a reader of such a distinct 

moment make of this encounter? If this silent field is in fact what Dillard calls “the real 
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world” (136), then we might read her position in this silence as almost an intrusion into a 

world that exists regardless of her presence in it. This moment is one in which Dillard 

seeks to convey an awareness of this state of the world, as suggested by her notion that 

we are “set down here, mysteriously, in a going world” (“To Fashion a Text” 164). Thus, 

she once again prompts for readers a reevaluation of their alienness in, lack of agency 

within, and perception of the world around them, and reaffirms the ability for literature, 

in this densely described scene, to capture the mode of consciousness that allowed for her 

to be aware of the silence and to later hear the whistling woman who breaks this silence, 

as if “something had unhinged the world” (Teaching a Stone 136).  

 While this world might ultimately be alien to us, Dillard acknowledges the merit 

in that which is ‘known,’ asking in her chapter entitled “Fecundity”: “Must I then part 

ways with the only world I know?” (176). Within this chapter often analyzed by 

theologians comes this simple question of the desire to live and experience the earth. She 

explains: “I had thought to live by the side of the creek in order to shape my life to its 

free flow” (176). This statement of purpose, at once reductive and also the very heart of 

Pilgrim, resoundingly echoes Thoreau’s aim in Walden: “I went to the woods because I 

wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not 

learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived” (83). 

What the earth has to teach is only visible in the moments that Dillard explores 

throughout Pilgrim in which she adopts her second mode of seeing and lets the natural 

world act upon her—it cannot be forced or pried, nor can it be verbalized according to 

any previous knowledge. As the book comes to a close, Dillard moves outward towards a 

broader consideration of the world: “That the world is old and frayed is no surprise; that 
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the world could ever become new and whole beyond uncertainty was, and is, such a 

surprise that I find myself referring all subsequent kinds of knowledge to it” (241). After 

a (narrative) year of acting as an “unscrupulous observer” (31) of the natural world 

around her, she still finds herself reverting to the dominant mode of acting upon the 

world, but quickly catches herself: “But knowledge does not vanquish mystery, or 

obscure its distant lights” (241). Knowledge, for Dillard as for Carson, is something to be 

received from the earth but not to be projected on it, and the knowledge it might provide 

comes only through what is seen from a state of unself-conscious awareness. Once this 

awareness is accessed, the network of relations among all beings of the earth (and 

perhaps earth’s own agency in this network) is visible to Dillard who comes to the 

conclusion: “I am a frayed and nibbled survivor in a fallen world, and I am getting along. 

I am aging and eaten and have done my share of eating too… [I] am wandering awed 

about on a splintered wreck I’ve come to care for, whose gnawed trees breathe a delicate 

air, whose bloodied and scarred creatures are my dearest companions” (242). She 

positions the human as fellow survivor, fellow eater and eaten, and equal companion to 

all other beings on earth, explicitly not distinguishing herself as subject or object in these 

lines. In relinquishing her ego, she allows for an experience of the world which is 

sensitive and receptive to earth’s agency and interconnected within this ever-growing and 

ever-fraying network. 
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Coda 

The lithosphere 
likes to float on the asthenosphere, the soft 
mobile voice of the unseen.  
… It wants  
to hear you. It wants to touch you. It wants  
to be happy and it wants to die.  

– Brenda Hillman, “A Geology” 
 

 To read Rachel Carson and Annie Dillard’s writing, published over half a century 

ago, a twenty-first century reader gets the impression of a coming wave of change in the 

way that society at large might reimagine and shift their relationship to the earth given 

their new modes of seeing, bringing about equity between all beings and a system of 

ecological awareness. Of course, what has transpired instead has been a continuation of 

the very actions and attitudes challenged by these two authors which has persisted 

throughout the decades since to accelerate climate change, further enact human control 

over the earth, and continue the wave of mass extinction, food and water scarcity, 

destruction and development of natural lands—among countless other harmful effects to 

the environment that have left the earth in a state of despair. Within contemporary writing 

about the natural world, the defining tone has shifted to acknowledge this state of the 

climate as well as to propose accessible, localized paths forward for an uncertain future. 

 Although widespread awareness of humans’ treatment of and effects on the planet 

began during the modern environmental movement, concern around climate change 

specifically escalated throughout the final decades of the twentieth century and burst once 

more into the social consciousness in the early 2000s, assuming urgency in the 2010s. 

Despite the proliferation of evidence indicating the human causes of this crisis, little has 



 
 

84 

shifted materially on a broad scale to completely disrupt the dualisms that allow for both 

human passivity towards global warming and the concurrent assumption of control over 

the earth. Within literature and in the framework with which I have approached Carson 

and Dillard’s works, what climate change does for the subject-object relationship 

between humans and the earth is to make increasingly visible instances in which this 

dynamic is subverted. Just as it did throughout their earlier writing, this appears in 

contemporary writers’ attribution of agency to the earth. In The Great Derangement 

Amitav Ghosh writes about climate change and its struggle for representation in the form 

of the novel given the uncanniness (and improbability) of critical climate events. Of his 

personal experience of the 1978 Delhi tornado, during which Ghosh recalls the eye of the 

storm passing over him, he writes about this visual metaphor:  

What had happened at that moment was strangely like a species of visual contact, 

of beholding and being beheld. And in that instant of contact something was 

planted deep in my mind, something irreducibly mysterious, something quite 

apart from the danger that I had been in and the destruction that I had witnessed; 

something that was not a property of the thing itself but of the manner in which it 

had intersected with my life. (13)  

The reciprocal nature of the author and the earth (and its weather) in the dually active and 

passive construction of “beholding and being beheld” recalls the title of this project and 

indicates that, in the age of devastating climate change, it takes a confrontation with an 

event of such magnitude for the agency of the earth to be visible to the human eye, or for 

the human actant involved to be struck with awareness of this interconnection and 

agency. Though we now live in an era in which such unpredictable climate events are 
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shifting toward predictability as they occur around the world yearly (if not monthly), it is 

evident to any observer where the trajectory of this passivity and disconnection from the 

earth will lead. A much larger project could be undertaken to focus on the rise of recent 

fiction and nonfiction concerning climate change (and the challenges which ensue, per 

Ghosh), but here I return to the ecological ethos as enacted by Carson and Dillard. 

 Human instinct does not dictate that we submit to the floods overwhelming our 

towns, as seen here in Vermont, or simply enjoy the increasingly volatile weather—the 

scorching summers turning to freezing winters. Rather, it is the capitalist economic and 

political system which has so effectively sold the idea that we should push through these 

changes, shielded to some extent as we are in “developed” “western” countries with 

“plans” for emergency preparedness, water and food infrastructure, and “climate-

controlled” dwellings, leaving less “developed” regions of the world to bear the brunt of 

these climate effects. In other words, with our growing technology and continued 

assumption of control, just as Carson directly stated, “[mankind] has sought to insulate 

himself… from the realities of earth and water and the growing seed” (Lost Woods 94). 

Twenty-first century writers have picked up on this thread, and a growing sentiment 

within writing about the environment and climate stresses a narrow scope; a revised 

mode of vision which focuses on familiarizing oneself with one’s local or regional 

landscape in order to regain awareness of the natural processes of the earth, seasonal 

cycles, and an intimate, reciprocal relationship with place. 

 Within a narrowed scope of vision, writers (and readers) are able to learn about 

the natural world around them, and, as the fisherman did in Under the Sea Wind and as 

Dillard does throughout Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, see the earth around them in new ways, 
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allow their minds to wonder, and eventually, perhaps, completely rework their 

preexisting mode of vision. In her chapter entitled “Knowing Our Place” from her 2002 

collection Small Wonder, Barbara Kingsolver explores the benefits and potential of being 

rooted in place and gaining familiarity of the natural world, lamenting on the inverse 

situation: “I think of the children who will never know, intuitively, that a flower is a 

plant’s way of making love, or what silence sounds like, or that trees breathe out what we 

breathe in,” and continuing this train of inquiry, “I wonder what it will mean for people to 

forget that food, like rain, is not a product but a process” (945). To be disconnected or 

insulated from the world around us, blind to the natural processes that go on everywhere, 

at all times, results in apathy towards this very world and its changes and suffering. As a 

writer of primarily fiction who roots many of her books in a distinct place and time, 

Kingsolver describes the daily experience of looking out the window of her Arizona 

home: 

I tread lightly here, with my heart in my throat, like a kid who’s stumbled onto the 

great forbidden presence (maybe sex, maybe an orchestra rehearsal) of a more 

mature world. If I breathe they’ll know I’m here. From the window of my study I 

bear witness to a small, tunnelish clearing in the woods, shaded by overarching 

mesquite boughs and carpeted with wildflowers. Looming over this intimate 

foreground are mountains whose purple crowns rise to an altitude of nine 

thousand feet above the Tuscon basin. In midwinter they often wear snow on their 

heads. (942) 

Bestowing agency once again on the earth—far older than humans, wary of their 

presence, with its mountains who don snowy hats—she acknowledges her position as 
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mere witness, citing Dillard’s early declaration in Pilgrim a few lines later: “beauty and 

grace are performed whether or not we will or sense them. The least we can do is try to 

be there” (8). When the individual’s scope is focused, they get to know this earth of 

theirs, its intricacies, its beauty, its independent way of being, seeing it all clearly as a 

receptive witness. 

 Poet and author Camille Dungy writes about the value of intimately knowing the 

natural world around us as well, writing about her experience diversifying her garden as a 

metaphor for the need for an intersectional approach to the question of environmental 

language and policy in her 2023 book, Soil: The Story of a Black Mother’s Garden. She 

also explores this theme in her poetry, namely in her 2018 poem, “this beginning may 

have always meant this end,” which she inflects with climate grief. The poem opens:  

coming from a place where we meandered mornings and met quail, scrub  

jay, mockingbird, i knew coyote, like everyone else, i knew cactus, knew  

tumbleweed, lichen on the rocks and pill bugs beneath, rattlers sometimes,  

the soft smell of sage and the ferment of cactus pear. 

Initially, the reader is swept up in this landscape; it is familiar to the speaker, and it is 

evident that to “know” these plants and animals is to love them, to be environmentally 

aware and in tune with the surrounding ecosystem. Knowledge does not connote control, 

but merely respect and coexistence. Dungy envisions a world where “everyone else” is 

equally aware of their surroundings, where human and nonhuman nature is 

interconnected. However, following a continuation of this chronicle of flora and fauna, 

the poem swiftly diverges in tone and ends: “everything, in a place we knew, every thing, 

we knew, little and large and / mine and ours, except horror, all of it, everything could 
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flame up that / quickly, could flare and be gone.” The past tense of the earlier lines is 

revealed as nostalgic (or perhaps more aptly, as “solastalgic”17) and these final lines 

convey the reality of the current world. Despite the hope that getting to know the 

intricacies of the world around us brings, just as Dungy conveys, we are left with an 

uncertain future, not only of the state of the earth as a whole, but also our position in it—

we are inseparable from it because it is all that we will ever know, all that we will ever 

see. 

 

  

 
17 Coined in 2003 by Glenn Albrecht, this term describes the distress caused by environmental concerns 
and climate change. It is experienced as “homesickness” by those who are still “at home” (96). 
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