
If I can stop one heart from breaking

If I can prevent one broken heart, my life will have been worth
living. If I can alleviate one person's suffering or soothe one
person's pain—or even help a single helpless robin that has
fallen out of its nest—my life will have been worth living.

THE VALUE OF SMALL ACTS OF KINDNESS

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" is a short,
seemingly simple poem that considers nothing less

than the meaning of life itself. In a world full of suffering, the
speaker champions sympathy and compassion towards all
things as a way of living a fulfilling and purposeful life. Even the
smallest act of kindness toward the smallest creature, the
speaker argues, can give life meaning.

The speaker seems well aware that life can be difficult. Sorrow
and hardship are practically guaranteed in this world, the poem
suggests, which is filled with heartbreak, “aching,” and “pain.”
The speaker might be talking about any number of specific
hurts—from lost love to bodily aches to fiery anger. This
suffering isn’t limited to human beings, either; even little birds
will faint and fall from their nests, the speaker says, perhaps
symbolizingsymbolizing a loss of security and comfort or losing one’s way.
In any case, the poem implies that hardship is a kind of universal
truth—an unavoidable part of being alive.

But just because suffering is a fact of life doesn't mean there's
nothing people can do about it. On the contrary, the speaker
argues that people can choose to help others overcome that
suffering and, in doing so, fill their own lives with purpose. Just
as hearts can break, they can also be stopped from breaking
(through love, support, and sympathy, for instance). Hot pains
can be "cool[ed]" and aching "ease[d]"; helpless fallen robins can

be carefully cradled back into their nests. Individuals can make
the world a less frightening place through simple empathy and
compassion.

And no amount of kindness, the speaker suggests, is too small.
Helping a single person is enough to ensure that one’s life won’t
be lived “in vain”—that is, to no purpose. The poem ultimately
implores people to treat all living things with respect, empathy,
and love—for the sake of other suffering souls, but also in order
to give one's own life meaning.

Where this theme appears in the poem:Where this theme appears in the poem:

• Lines 1-7

LINES 1-2

If I can stop one heart from breaking,
I shall not live in vain;

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" proclaims the value of
even the smallest acts of empathy and kindness. In the first two
lines, the speaker sums up the whole poem, arguing that saving
one "heart from breaking" would make their own life worth
living:

If I can stop one heart from breaking,
I shall not live in vain;

Of course, there's an important truth about the world in the
speaker's words here: life is full of suffering. The speaker's wish
to stop "oneone heart from breaking" implies that there are
countless hearts out there being broken—which, of course, is
true! Starting the poem with this time-worn metaphormetaphor, the
speaker suggests the universality of pain. The spiky /t/
consonanceconsonance in "sttop" and "heartt" here suggests the piercing
emotional pain these lines describe.

Take a look at the metermeter of these first two lines. This poem is
mainly iambiciambic: in other words, it's written in iambs, metrical
feet with a da-DUMDUM rhythm. Here's how that sounds:

If II | can stopstop | one heartheart | from breakbreaking,
I shallshall | not livlivee | in vainvain;

Notice that the longer first line (which is written in iambic
tetrameter, a line of four iambs) here has what's known as a
feminine ending—an extra unstressed syllable at the end. Like
the /t/ consonance, this choice reflects the emotions the
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If I can stop one heart from breaking,1

I shall not live in vain;2

If I can ease one life the aching,3

Or cool one pain,4

Or help one fainting robin5

Unto his nest again,6

I shall not live in vain.7
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speaker is describing: that last syllable, dangling there all alone,
sounds rather broken-hearted itself!

The punchy three-iamb trimeter of the shorter second line, by
contrast, firmly states the speaker's intention to do good in the
world: it sounds stronger and more purposeful just as the
speaker resolves to be strong and purposeful themselves.

LINES 3-4

If I can ease one life the aching,
Or cool one pain,

In the poem's first two lines, the speaker declares their
intention to live a worthwhile life by trying to alleviate
suffering: rescuing even one "heart," the speaker insists, is
enough to justify one's existence. In the rest of the poem, the
speaker insists that even the tiniest, most localized acts of
kindness are just as worthwhile. Easing a single "pain" is enough
reason to live.

The language the speaker uses here sounds rather like a call to
arms: the speaker is encouraging themselves (and their
readers) to take on the gentle, humble work of empathy. Listen
to the anaphoranaphoraa and parparallelismallelism in line 3:

If I can ease one lifeIf I can ease one life the aching,

By echoing the phrasing of the first line (and repeating its first
word), the speaker makes it clear that the following lines will
expand on the opening two. Easing one single person's "aching,"
like stopping "one heart from breaking," makes life worthwhile.
Again, the poem suggests that there's plenty of "aching" in the
world to go around.

That feeling gathers momentum in the next line, in which the
speaker hopes to "cool one pain." Here, "pain" is presented as a
kind of metaphoricalmetaphorical fever burning through humanity; love and
empathy work like a cool damp cloth on the head of a sufferer.
The clear, spare language of this line—which is written in iambiciambic
dimeter, just two iambs ("Or coolcool | one painpain")—suggests the
purity and simplicity of the speaker's sentiment.

LINES 5-7

Or help one fainting robin

Unto his nest again,
I shall not live in vain.

So far, the poem has focused on humanity's suffering. In lines 4
and 5, however, the speaker expands their commitment to
compassion, including the animal kingdom, too.

Like line 4, line 5 begins with the word "Or," a moment of
anaphoranaphoraa that reinforces the idea that suffering is absolutely
everywhere; if a person is looking for pains to soothe, they'll
have no end of choices. Now, the speaker introduces the idea of
helping one fallen robin back into "his nest"—getting this poor

"fainting" creature, dazed with fear and pain, back into a place
of security and comfort. Readers might even see this image as a
summation of the whole poem: all sufferers need a boost back
into that safety.

And providing such help to any suffering creature, the poem
insists, is reason enough to be alive. Take a look at the way
these last lines gather momentum as they roll toward their
conclusion:

Or help one fainting robinrobin
UntoUnto his nest again,
I shall not live in vain.

The enjambmentenjambment here makes these lines feel like an extended
drumroll leading up to the poem's final line. And that final line
itself is something like a refrrefrainain: an emphatic repetitionrepetition of the
same declaration of faith the poem began with. The idea that
alleviating even the tiniest bit of the world's suffering is reason
enough to live seems to be this speaker's touchstone. Through
this mantra-like repetition, the speaker summons up the
courage to face the world's pain—and perhaps gives the reader
that courage, too.

ANAPHORA

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" uses anaphoranaphoraa to evoke
the speaker's quiet determination.

Anaphora first appears in lines 1 and 3:

If I canIf I can stop one heart from breaking,
I shall not live in vain;
If I canIf I can ease one life the aching,

The repetition here highlights both the difficulty of being kind
and the speaker's determination to organize their life around
kindness: the repeated "IfIf I can" suggests that stopping hearts
from breaking or lives from aching isn't a sure bet. But the
repetition is also a commitment: perhaps repeating this phrase
gives the speaker courage.

Lines 4 and 5 also use anaphora:

If I can ease one life the aching,
OrOr cool one pain,
OrOr help one fainting robin
Unto his nest again,

(Note that, because this anaphora uses a conjunction—"or"—it's
also an example of polysyndetonpolysyndeton.) Here, the repeated "or"
builds up a sense of all the many ways that people (and animals)
suffer in this world—and remind readers that doing something
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about even one of the world's tragedies, even the smallest, is a
good deed that can justify a whole life.

The poem's anaphora, then, helps to evoke the speaker's
humble resolve to do good in a suffering world.

Where AnaphorWhere Anaphora appears in the poem:a appears in the poem:

• Line 1: “If I can”
• Line 3: “If I can”
• Line 4: “Or”
• Line 5: “Or”

CONSONANCE

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" features moments of
consonanceconsonance that help to dramatize the speaker's perspective.

In line 1, check out how the poem uses a spiky /t/ sound:

If I can sttop one heartt from breaking,

It's a pretty subtle effect, but this /t/ seems to stick out among
the other sound, perhaps evoking the patter or pang of a
broken heart. In the next line, the humming /v/ sounds of "livve"
and "vvain" call readers' attention to an important concept in the
poem: the desire to live for something rather than nothing.

As the poem develops its argument in favor of kindness and
empathy in the next few lines, another consonant sound starts
to take over:

Or cool onne painn,
Or help onne fainnting robinn
Unnto his nnest againn,

The nasally /n/ is a relatively gentle sound, especially when
compared to the prominent /t/ and /v/ from the earlier lines.
The poem's sound, in a way, subtly anticipates the soothing
effects of acts of kindness, how they can make the world that
little bit more bearable and meaningful. It's as though the
speaker selects their words with the same tender care that
they would show to a helpless fallen robin, carefully trying to do
their own little bit of good in a mean old world.

Where Consonance appears in the poem:Where Consonance appears in the poem:

• Line 1: “stop,” “heart”
• Line 2: “live,” “vain”
• Line 4: “one pain”
• Line 5: “one fainting robin”
• Line 6: “Unto,” “nest again”
• Line 7: “live,” “vain”

ENJAMBMENT

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" uses a single moment of

enjambmentenjambment to evoke what the speaker describes and to give
the poem's closing lines some extra force.

That one enjambment appears between lines 5 and 6:

Or help one fainting robinrobin
UntoUnto his nest again,
I shall not live in vain.

This enjambment has two main effects, both quite subtle:

• Firstly, the enjambment helps to build momentum.
By asking readers to read swiftly on over this line
break, the enjambment here picks up the poem's
pace, helping the poem's repeated final line—"I shall
not live in vain"—to land with a little extra punch.

• Secondly, the enjambment mimics what it describes!
As the speaker imagines helping a "fainting"
(perhaps frightened or sickly) robin back into his
nest—his place of warmth and security—the
enjambment creates a swift, tumbling motion that
might evoke the robin's fall from that nest in the first
place.

By using this single moment of enjambment in a poem that's
otherwise end-stoppedend-stopped, the poem helps readers to feel both
the plight of the robin and the speaker's quiet resolve to do
good. A tiny change in the form thus gives even this very short
poem texture and feeling.

Where Enjambment appears in the poem:Where Enjambment appears in the poem:

• Lines 5-6: “robin / / Unto”

METAPHOR

Surprisingly for a Dickinson poem, "If I can stop one heart from
breaking" is pretty light on metaphormetaphor! There are only two
metaphors at work here. Both of them help readers to imagine
pain as a universal human experience.

The first metaphor is such an old, familiar idea that readers
might not even identify it as a figure of speechfigure of speech:

If I can stop one heart from breaking,heart from breaking,

A broken heart, of course, is a metaphor for emotional
pain—and such a common one that you might even call it a
clichécliché. But Dickinson is using a timeworn metaphor for a reason
here: to suggest a universal experience. Everyone knows about
the pain of heartbreak, this metaphor reminds readers, and
there are plenty of heartbroken people out there who could
use a little help!

In line 4, meanwhile, the speaker imagines trying to "cool one
pain" in the course of their lifetime. The idea of pain as
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something hot that needs to be cooled down might evoke the
fiery intensity of feelings like anger or grief. But it might also
suggest the literal heat of a fever or an infection. In this image,
kindness becomes something like a cool, damp cloth draped
over a suffering person's forehead.

Where Metaphor appears in the poem:Where Metaphor appears in the poem:

• Line 1: “If I can stop one heart from breaking,”
• Line 4: “Or cool one pain,”

REPETITION

Alongside its frequent anaphoranaphoraa (examined in its own separate
entry above), the poem's other flavors of repetitionrepetition help to
evoke the speaker's quiet, kindhearted determination.

Perhaps the poem's most striking repetition is the line it
repeats twice: "I shall not live in vain." These words appear in
both line 2 and line 7, becoming something like a refrrefrainain: a
touchstone for the speaker to return and return to, even when
it feels like performing "one" act of kindness couldn't possibly
be enough. By both beginning and ending with these words, the
poem stresses the speaker's resolute belief in the value of
kindness and empathy, demonstrating the seriousness—and
purity—of their conviction.

It's also worth taking another look at how the poem uses wider
parparallelismallelism alongside its anaphora. Compare lines 1 and 3:

If I can stop one heartIf I can stop one heart from breaking,

[...]

If I can ease one lifeIf I can ease one life the aching,

These lines are phrased almost identically. This repeated
phrasing sets up an expectation in the reader's mind: the
thought the speaker expresses in lines 1-2 ("If I can stop one
heart from breaking, / I shall not live in vain") will be reinforced
by whatever follows line 3. And that's exactly what happens
when "I shall not live in vain" rolls around again in line 7.

Where Repetition appears in the poem:Where Repetition appears in the poem:

• Line 1
• Line 2
• Line 3
• Line 7

In vain (Line 2) - Without reason or purpose.

Ease (Line 3) - Relieve, soothe, make easier.

The aching (Line 3) - That is, the experience of pain and
suffering.

Unto (Line 6) - Into.

FORM

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" consists of one short
seven-line stanza (also known as a septet). It's a clear, simple
structure that suits the poem's clear, simple message: acts of
kindness and empathy make life worth living.

The poem might be short and sweet, but it's powerful, too.
Beginning and ending with the declaration that the speaker
"shall not live in vain" if they can do even just a single kindness
on earth, the poem uses repetitionrepetition to suggest that the speaker
is holding tight to this one simple principle to make it through
an often heartbreaking world.

METER

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" uses a changing iambiciambic
meter throughout. That means that each line here is built from
iambs, metrical feet with a da-DUMDUM rhythm, like this:

I shallshall | not livlivee | in vainvain.

But the number of iambs in each line changes throughout,
ranging from tetrameter (four iambs in a row, as in line 1) to
trimeter (three iambs in a row, like lines 2 and 7, quoted above)
to short-and-sweet dimeter (only two iambs in a row, as in line
4). These changing rhythms and short lines make this poem
sound simple and conversational—a choice that fits right in with
the admirable simplicity of the speaker's wish to do good in the
world.

Lines 1, 3, and 5 also use extra unstressed syllables in their final
feet, a technique known as a feminine ending (aka
hypercatalexis):

If II | can stopstop | one heartheart | from breakbreaking,

The unstressed "-ing" in "breaking" gives this line a falling,
faltering, downhearted sound that mimics the heartbreak it
describes.

RHYME SCHEME

"If I can stop one heart from breaking" uses this simple, offhand
rhrhyme schemeyme scheme:

ABABCBB

As compared to a more rigorous, formal pattern (like the ABCB
balladballad rhyme Dickinson often turned to), this rhyme scheme
feels almost improvised. But its firm return to B rhymes makes
the speaker sound committed to the small kindnesses that
make a life worthwhile—a point underlined by the identical
rhyme on "vain" in line 2 and "vain" in line 7. In their own quiet

VVOCABULARYOCABULARY

FORM, METER, & RHYMEFORM, METER, & RHYME
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way, this speaker stands firm, refusing to "live in vain."

Like many of Dickinson's poems, "If I can stop one heart from
breaking" features a first-person speaker, an "I" narrating their
own thoughts.

On the one hand, the first-person perspective makes the poem
feel intimate, giving readers a glimpse of a person trying to find
the courage to face the world's endless suffering. No one, this
sensitive speaker seems to feel, has to look far to find a "pain"
to soothe or a "fainting robin" to help out.

On the other hand, the speaker remains anonymous: readers
don't know anything about the speaker beyond their
philosophy of kindness. This lack of detail gives the poem a
universal feeling, as though what the speaker says is not only
true for the speaker, but for everyone in the world.

One might say this poem's setting is the whole world!

The world, the speaker suggests, is full of suffering: heartbreak,
pain, and "fainting robin[s]" are only a few examples among
many. All that suffering, the poem hints, can feel overwhelming:
what can any one person do in the face of so much "aching"?
But even the smallest acts of kindness, the speaker argues, can
both alleviate some suffering and give people's lives a purpose.

The poem's lack of a specific setting makes these insights feel
universal, true the world over.

LITERARY CONTEXT

Emily Dickinson (1830-1886), one of the world's most
influential and beloved poets, might never have been known at
all. During her lifetime, she published only a handful of the
nearly 1,800 poems she composed, preferring to keep much of
her writing private. If Dickinson's sister Lavinia hadn't
discovered a trunkful of poetry hidden in Dickinson's bedroom
after her death, that poetry could have been lost.

Perhaps it's partly because of her separation from the literary
mainstream that Dickinson's poetry is so idiosyncratic and
distinctive. While her interest in the power of nature and the
workings of the soul mark her as a voice of the American
Romantic movement, her work didn't sound like anyone else's.
Combining the common metercommon meter rhythms of hymns with strange,
spiky, dash-riddled dictiondiction, Dickinson's poems often plumbed
eerie psychological depths over the course of only a few lines.

Dickinson was inspired both by contemporary American

Transcendentalists—like Emerson, whose essays on self-self-
reliancereliance she deeply admired—and by the work of earlier English
writers like Charlotte BrontëCharlotte Brontë and William WWilliam Wordsworthordsworth. All
these writers shared an interest in the lives of ordinary people
and struggled for inner freedom in a 19th-century world that
often demanded conformity.

Dickinson's poems often present the world as a cruel,
unforgiving place, made bearable through love, kindness, and
curiosity. "Hope is the thing with feathersHope is the thing with feathers," for example, shows
the importance of being brave in the face of difficult
experiences, while "I measure eI measure evvery Grief I meetery Grief I meet," like this
poem, paints a picture of a world full of suffering. The humility
on display in this poem also appears in the famous "I'm Nobody!I'm Nobody!
Who are yWho are you?ou?"

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Emily Dickinson lived in small-town Amherst, Massachusetts all
her life. She grew up in a strict Protestant environment that
placed great emphasis on religious rules and social codes; in
fact, her family line can be traced back to the 16th-century
Puritan settler John Winthrop. Though she ultimately rejected
organized religion, her poems remain preoccupied with
theological concerns (including the existence of an afterlife and
competing ideas about the ways in which people ought to serve
God). Dickinson's religious upbringing also shows itself in the
hymn-like tones and rhythms of her poetry.

Dickinson also wrote most of her poetry during the American
Civil war, which ran from 1861 to 1865. She was firmly on the
Union side of that bloody conflict; in one of her letters, she
writes with delight about the ignominious defeat of
Confederate president Jefferson Davis, who was reportedly
trying to make his escape disguised in a woman's skirt when he
was finally captured. She even contributed three anonymous
poems—some of only a handful she published during her
lifetime—to a fundraising magazine in support of the Union
army.

However, Dickinson rarely addressed the political world
around her directly in her poetry, preferring either to write
about her immediate surroundingsimmediate surroundings or to take a much widera much wider
philosophical perspectivphilosophical perspectivee. And by all accounts, Dickinson's life
was extremely unusual for the time. Most women were
expected to marry and have children, but she never did; in fact,
towards the end of her life, she barely spoke to anyone but a
small circle of close friends and family. She spent most of her
time shut up in her room, relatively immune to what was taking
place outside in the wider world.

EXTERNAL RESOURCES

• The PThe Poem Out Loem Out Loudoud — Listen to a reading of the poem.

SPEAKERSPEAKER

SETTINGSETTING

CONTEXTCONTEXT

MORE RESOURMORE RESOURCESCES

Get hundreds more LitCharts at www.litcharts.com

©2022 LitCharts LLC v.007 www.LitCharts.com Page 5

https://www.litcharts.com/literary-devices-and-terms/common-meter
https://www.litcharts.com/literary-devices-and-terms/diction
https://www.litcharts.com/lit/self-reliance
https://www.litcharts.com/lit/self-reliance
https://www.litcharts.com/lit/jane-eyre
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/william-wordsworth/ode-intimations-of-immortality-from-recollections-of-early-childhood
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/hope-is-the-thing-with-feathers
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/i-measure-every-grief-i-meet
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/i-m-nobody-who-are-you
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/i-m-nobody-who-are-you
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/a-bird-came-down-the-walk
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/safe-in-their-alabaster-chambers
https://www.litcharts.com/poetry/emily-dickinson/safe-in-their-alabaster-chambers
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=geJElHO2bi4
https://www.litcharts.com/


(https:/(https://www/www..yyoutube.com/watch?v=geJElHO2bi4)outube.com/watch?v=geJElHO2bi4)

• The Dickinson MuseumThe Dickinson Museum — Learn more about Dickinson's
life and work, and even take a virtual tour of her Amherst
home, at the website of the Emily Dickinson Museum!
(https:/(https://www/www.emily.emilydickinsonmuseum.org)dickinsonmuseum.org)

• PPodcasting Dickinsonodcasting Dickinson — Experts talk about Emily
Dickinson's life and work on the BBC's In Our Time
podcast. (https:/(https://www/www.bbc.co.uk/progr.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b08p5lbpammes/b08p5lbp))

• DickinsonDickinson's Meters's Meters — Dive deep into Dickinson's hymn-
inspired rhythms. (https:/(https:///poemshape.poemshape.wordpress.com/wordpress.com/
2009/01/18/emily-dickinson-iambic-meter-and-rh2009/01/18/emily-dickinson-iambic-meter-and-rhyme/)yme/)

• DickinsonDickinson's Materials's Materials — An interesting article about
Dickinson's writing methods.
(https:/(https://www/www.newy.newyorkorkerer.com/magazine/2016/12/05/.com/magazine/2016/12/05/
emily-dickinsons-singular-scremily-dickinsons-singular-scrap-poetry)ap-poetry)

LITCHARTS ON OTHER EMILY DICKINSON POEMS

• A Bird, came down the WA Bird, came down the Walkalk
• After great pain, a formal feeling comes –After great pain, a formal feeling comes –
• A narrow FA narrow Fellow in the Grellow in the Grassass
• An aAn awful Twful Tempest mashed the air—empest mashed the air—
• As imperceptibly as griefAs imperceptibly as grief
• Because I could not stop for Death —Because I could not stop for Death —
• Before I got mBefore I got my ey eyye put oute put out
• Hope is the thing with feathersHope is the thing with feathers
• I dwell in PI dwell in Possibility –ossibility –
• I felt a FI felt a Funeruneral, in mal, in my Bry Brainain
• I heard a Fly buzz - when I died -I heard a Fly buzz - when I died -
• I likI like a look of Agone a look of Agonyy
• I likI like to see it lap the Milese to see it lap the Miles
• I measure eI measure evvery Grief I meetery Grief I meet
• I’m Nobody! Who are yI’m Nobody! Who are you?ou?
• I started Early — TI started Early — Took mook my Dog —y Dog —
• I taste a liquor neI taste a liquor nevver breweder brewed
• It was not Death, for I stood upIt was not Death, for I stood up

• I—I—YYears—had been—from Home—ears—had been—from Home—
• Much Madness is divinest Sense -Much Madness is divinest Sense -
• My Life had stood - a LMy Life had stood - a Loaded Gunoaded Gun
• One need not be a Chamber — to be HauntedOne need not be a Chamber — to be Haunted
• Publication — is the AuctionPublication — is the Auction
• Safe in their Alabaster ChambersSafe in their Alabaster Chambers
• Success is counted sweetestSuccess is counted sweetest
• TTell all the truth but tell it slant —ell all the truth but tell it slant —
• The BrThe Brain—is wider than the Sky—ain—is wider than the Sky—
• There came a Wind likThere came a Wind like a Buglee a Bugle
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