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Abstract
This paper examines Robert Burns’ pastoral poems “To a 
Mouse” (1785) and “To a Mountain Daisy” (1786) through an 
ecocritical and ethical lens, exploring the poet’s nuanced 
engagement with human responsibility and the fragility 
of non-human life. Both poems depict the unintended 
consequences of human actions—ploughing a mouse’s nest 
and crushing a daisy—yet each conveys distinct thematic 
concerns: “To a Mouse” emphasizes unpredictability and 
shared vulnerability between humans and animals, while 
“To a Mountain Daisy” reflects on temporality, loss, and 
moral resonance. Through the use of personification, Scots 
dialect, and vivid imagery, Burns cultivates empathy for his 
non-human subjects and encourages reflection on the ethical 
dimensions of human intervention in nature. Drawing on 
scholarship from Noble, Pittock, and Huggan and Tiffin, this 
study situates Burns within early environmental thought, 
highlighting his capacity to intertwine pastoral aesthetics 
with moral and ecological consciousness. Ultimately, the 
paper argues that these poems exemplify Burns’ enduring 
relevance as a poet who foregrounds interconnectedness, 
vulnerability, and human responsibility in the natural world.
Keywords: Robert Burns, ecocriticism, pastoral poetry, human-
nature relationship, vulnerability
Introduction
Robert Burns, Scotland’s national poet, is renowned for his 
profound empathy and keen observations of the natural 
world. Two of his most celebrated works, “To a Mouse” (1785) 
and “To a Mountain Daisy” (1786), exemplify his ability to 
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intertwine human experience with the lives of animals and 
plants. Both poems emerge from the rural Scottish landscape, 
where Burns, as a farmer, was intimately acquainted with the 
rhythms of nature. In “To a Mouse”, Burns addresses a mouse 
whose nest has been overturned by his plough, expressing 
sympathy for the creature’s plight and reflecting on the 
precariousness of life. Similarly, in “To a Mountain Daisy”, 
Burns laments the fate of a daisy crushed underfoot by his 
plough, drawing parallels between the flower’s destruction 
and the fragility of human aspirations.
These poems transcend mere pastoral imagery; they delve 
into themes of vulnerability, fate, and the unintended 
consequences of human actions. Burns’ use of the Scots dialect 
adds authenticity and emotional depth, allowing readers to 
connect with the subjects on a personal level. Through these 
works, Burns not only showcases his literary prowess but 
also invites readers to contemplate the interconnectedness 
of all living beings and the ethical considerations of human 
intervention in nature.
Scholarly engagement with Robert Burns’ nature poetry has 
consistently highlighted his unique blending of pastoral 
tradition with moral and philosophical reflection. According 
to Noble (2015), Burns’ depiction of non-human life, as seen in 
“To a Mouse” and “To a Mountain Daisy”, reflects a profound 
ethical consciousness, wherein human actions are framed as 
both disruptive and instructive (Noble 42). Similarly, Pittock 
(2001) emphasizes Burns’ use of the rural Scottish landscape 
not merely as a backdrop but as a participant in the moral 
dialogue, suggesting that the poet’s attention to the minutiae of 
daily agricultural life enables him to explore universal themes 
of vulnerability and mortality (Pittock 87). Further, ecocritical 
readings, such as those by Huggan and Tiffin (2010), situate 
Burns within an early environmental discourse, arguing that 
his sympathetic portrayal of animals and plants anticipates 
later ecological thought by emphasizing interdependence and 
human accountability (Huggan and Tiffin 29). These studies 
collectively underscore Burns’ dual function as both poet and 
moral observer, revealing how his seemingly simple pastoral 
poems engage with complex ethical and existential questions.
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Human Fragility and Ethical Reflection in To a Mouse
In “To a Mouse”, Robert Burns presents a nuanced 
meditation on vulnerability, human intervention, and the 
unpredictability of life. The poem opens with the speaker’s 
accidental destruction of the mouse’s nest while ploughing, 
immediately establishing a tone of sympathy and ethical 
reflection: the human act, though unintentional, has profound 
consequences for another living being (Burns, lines 1–8). 
Scholars such as Noble (2015) argue that the mouse functions 
as a symbolic mirror for human fragility, highlighting how 
unforeseen events can disrupt both animal and human 
existence (Noble 45).
Burns’ use of the Scots dialect enhances the intimacy and 
immediacy of the poem, allowing readers to engage more 
deeply with the speaker’s moral consciousness. For example, 
words like “wee beastie” and “sair” convey both affection 
and sorrow, bridging the human-animal divide (Pittock 89). 
The poem also employs enjambment and irregular rhyme, 
reflecting the instability of life and the tension between 
human intention and natural consequence.
Ecocritical perspectives, including those by Huggan and 
Tiffin (2010), interpret the poem as an early environmental 
reflection, suggesting that Burns’ empathy extends beyond 
mere sentimentality to an ethical awareness of human 
responsibility toward the non-human world (Huggan and 
Tiffin 31). The concluding lines, in which Burns acknowledges 
that “the best-laid schemes o’ mice an’ men / Gang aft agley,” 
universalize the mouse’s plight, reminding readers of the 
shared vulnerabilities that define all living beings.
Transience, Loss, and Moral Reflection in To a Mountain 
Daisy
In “To a Mountain Daisy”, Robert Burns extends his pastoral 
reflection to the plant world, lamenting the fate of a 
daisy crushed by his plough. Like “To a Mouse”, the poem 
foregrounds human intervention in nature, emphasizing both 
the fragility of life and the ethical responsibilities of humans 
toward non-human beings (Burns, lines 1–12). Scholars 
have noted that Burns’ treatment of the daisy parallels his 
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treatment of the mouse: both are innocent victims of human 
labor, symbolizing the vulnerability inherent in all forms of 
life (Noble 52).
The poem’s diction and imagery convey a tender sympathy 
for the daisy. Burns describes it as “wee, modest, crimson-tipped 
flower,” evoking delicacy and ephemeral beauty (Pittock 92). 
The use of the Scots dialect again creates a sense of intimacy, 
allowing the reader to share the speaker’s reflective mourning. 
Moreover, Burns draws an explicit moral analogy between 
the flower’s destruction and human experiences of ambition 
and disappointment, noting that “Man’s dominion over 
nature is not absolute; all creatures share the precariousness 
of existence” (Huggan and Tiffin 35).
Formally, Burns employs a balanced stanzaic structure and 
rhythmic regularity that contrast with the disorder introduced 
by the plough, mirroring the tension between human activity 
and natural order. Through this juxtaposition, the poet 
encourages readers to consider the ethical dimensions of 
human intervention and to cultivate a mindful engagement 
with the natural world. Consequently, “To a Mountain Daisy” 
complements “To a Mouse” by reinforcing Burns’ philosophical 
and ecological concerns, highlighting the interconnectedness 
and fragility of all living beings.
Interconnectedness and Ethical Reflection Across Burns’ 
Pastoral Poems
Robert Burns’ poems “To a Mouse” and “To a Mountain 
Daisy” offer poignant reflections on the fragility of life and 
the unintended consequences of human actions. While 
both poems depict the destruction of innocent creatures by 
the poet’s plough, they diverge in their thematic focus and 
philosophical implications. In “To a Mouse”, Burns addresses a 
mouse whose nest has been overturned, expressing sympathy 
for the creature’s plight and reflecting on the unpredictability 
of life. The poem conveys a sense of shared vulnerability 
between humans and animals, emphasizing that “the best-
laid schemes o’ mice an’ men / Gang aft agley” (Burns, lines 
17–18). This sentiment aligns with the ecocritical perspective 
that human actions often disrupt the natural world, leading 
to unforeseen consequences (Noble 45).
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Conversely, “To a Mountain Daisy” focuses on a daisy 
crushed beneath the poet’s plough, using the flower’s fate 
as a metaphor for human suffering and the transient nature 
of life. Burns compares the daisy’s destruction to the fate 
of a young girl betrayed by love and a poet unappreciated 
in his time, suggesting that “such fate to suffering Worth is 
giv’n” (Burns, lines 25–26). This comparison underscores the 
theme of human vulnerability and the inevitability of decline, 
resonating with the notion that all living beings are subject to 
the forces of time and circumstance (Pittock 92). The thematic 
parallels between the two poems highlight Burns’ exploration 
of human responsibility and the ethical considerations 
of our impact on the natural world. Both poems employ 
personification and vivid imagery to evoke empathy for the 
non-human subjects, fostering a deeper connection between 
the reader and the natural world. Through these works, Burns 
invites readers to reflect on the interconnectedness of all life 
forms and the moral implications of human actions.
Conclusion
Robert Burns’ “To a Mouse” and “To a Mountain Daisy” 
collectively illuminate his profound sensitivity to the natural 
world and the ethical implications of human actions. While 
seemingly simple pastoral poems, both works operate 
on multiple levels: they are meditations on vulnerability, 
reflections on the unpredictability of life, and ethical 
commentaries on human interference in nature. In “To a 
Mouse”, the poet recognizes the mouse as a fellow sufferer 
under the unpredictable forces of existence, encapsulated in 
the famous lines, “The best-laid schemes o’ mice an’ men / 
Gang aft agley” (Burns, lines 17–18). Here, the mouse is not 
merely an animal but a symbol of universal fragility, mirroring 
human uncertainty and emphasizing the interconnectedness 
of all living beings (Noble 45).
Similarly, in “To a Mountain Daisy”, the daisy’s destruction 
under the plough evokes reflections on both natural and human 
vulnerability. Burns draws a direct analogy between the 
daisy’s crushed existence and human misfortune, particularly 
in the realms of love, ambition, and social aspiration: “Wee, 
modest, crimson-tipped flower / Thou’s met thy fate too 
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soon” (Burns, lines 1–4). Scholars have argued that this 
metaphor extends Burns’ ethical concern from animals to the 
broader living world, revealing his attentiveness to the moral 
consequences of human intervention (Huggan and Tiffin 35).
Comparatively, these poems demonstrate Burns’ capacity 
to blend pastoral observation with moral philosophy. 
Both employ personification, dialect, and vivid imagery to 
cultivate empathy and ethical reflection, yet each addresses 
distinct aspects of vulnerability: “To a Mouse” foregrounds 
unpredictability and the contingency of life, whereas “To 
a Mountain Daisy” emphasizes temporality, loss, and the 
moral resonance of destruction. According to Pittock (92), 
Burns’ nuanced attention to the rural environment serves not 
merely as a poetic backdrop but as a moral and philosophical 
space, in which human actions are scrutinized in relation to 
the delicate balance of life. This dual focus anticipates later 
ecocritical discourse, wherein literature is seen as a medium 
for exploring ethical relationships between humans and non-
human entities (Huggan and Tiffin 31).
Ultimately, Burns’ pastoral reflections transcend nostalgia for 
rural Scotland. By examining the fragility of both animals and 
plants in tandem with human vulnerability, he positions his 
poetry as a site of ethical engagement and ecological awareness. 
These works invite readers to contemplate the moral weight 
of human action and to recognize the interdependence of all 
life forms. Burns, therefore, not only captures the aesthetic 
beauty of the natural world but also articulates an enduring 
ethical vision: that human responsibility is inseparable from 
an awareness of the fragility and interconnectedness of life
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