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The Soul’s Superior instants

Occur to Her – alone –

When friend – and Earth’s occasion

Have infinite withdrawn – 

                                                  Emily Dickinson
 
            
     The complete poems of Emily Dickinson, 
     Edited by Thomas H. Johnson, 1961

It was in the first half of the 1860’s, after she had already largely withdrawn from social contact,  
that Emily Dickinson (1830-1886) wrote the bulk of her outstanding poems. In her case, abandoning 
social contact did not only lead to nearly 1800 verses, she also believed that only after having severed 
all ties that bind to the daily world (friend and earth’s occasion) one could come to spiritual heights, 
or ‘superior instants of the soul’ (for an elaboration of this and many other poems, see The Emily 
Dickinson Journal, 2010).   

Notwithstanding the positive experiences that loneliness may bring about, a loss of social contact, 
either through social dysfunction, anhedonia, or adverse social experiences, can have tremendous 
negative effects. It is thought to play an important role in - and might even contribute to- the develop-
ment of ‘wandering’ thoughts (or delusional ideas) in one of the most disabling diseases to date: 
schizophrenia (Üstun et al., 1999).




