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Emerson'searlywritingcanbesaidtobeanapplicationoftheidentitytheory,
whichmethispsychicneedforsolitudeandsatisfiedhisambitiontobetheabsolute,

whileinconsistenciesinthetwoseriesofEssaysstemfromthecollapseofthis

theory.

IsitteomuchtosaythattherehasbeeninEmersonianstudiessofararnys-
tificationofhisposition,oratendencytotakehimasareligiousthinker,svhose
intuitiveapprehensionoftruthplaceshimbeyondlogicalanalysis?Thefollowingis
anattempttofollowthedynamicsofhisdesireforaheroicself-imageinhisearly
writings,withinthecontextofthemetaphysicsandsocialconditionswhichEmersen

encountered.WhatseemscharacteristicallyEmersonianincontrastwithotherac-
tivistcontemporaries,ishisattitudetewardsociety,whichoscillatesbetween
extremesofcompleteisolationororatoricalprophecy.Hehastobeeitheraloneer

great.

ThefirstdecisivestepyoungEmersontookwashisresignationfromtheSecond
ChurchofBoston,because"Itismydesire,intheoMceofaChristianminister,
todonothingwhichIcannotdewithmywholehearL"iTocontinueasminister
oftheOldNorthappearedtohimdestructiveefhisinnerintegrity,thusdepriving
himforeverofthechancetobeaneloquentoratorthroughsincerity.Thejournal
entryonJanuary10,1832,andtheonealmostayearearlierbeginningsvith"Smoth-
ernodictateofyoursoul,"2showthatyoungEmersonhaddifficultyactingthe
roleofminister,becausehedidnotbelieveinwhathewassuposedtopreachor
evensvhathedidpreach,andbecauseinthatrolehecouldnotsatisfyhisaspira-
tionfororatericalgreatness.IfbesidesthedoctrinaldifferenceshehaddiMculty

carryingouthisparishwork,hisresignationwasanaturalcoursetotake
Butaquestionstillremainsefhowhisprofessionalcommitment,Iessthantwo

yearsbefore,everseemedcompatiblewithhisconcernoverthesafekeepingofhis
innerintegrity.Apossiblecourseofactionwouldhavebeentoremaininthe
church,preachingandtryingtopersuadethecongregationofthepreciousnessof
innerintegrity,basedonthesharedapprehensionoftruthbyministerandcongre-
gation.ButyoungEmerson,quiteunlikeTheodore•Parker,doesnotseemtohavespent
anyextendedperiodoftimepersuadingthecongregationtohisconvictions.His
desiretoseparatehimselfandprotecthisintegritywasmuchstrongerthanhis
commitmenttothetruthheheld.WilliamElleryChanninghadtaughtin1826at
thededicationofDivinityHall,thattobeinfluentialtheministershou!dbeimbued



76TheDynamicsofDesireinEmersen'sEarlyWritings

with"asupremeandinvincibleloveoftruth"and"thespiritefmartyrdom."3
ClearlyEmersonIackedthespiritofmartyrdom.Butdidhehaveanysincerecon-
victionsthathefelthemustpreach?

IIn1836Emersonpublishedhisseminalbook,Nature.Placedbesideanotherbook

publishedinthesameyear,NewViewsofCbuistianity,SocielyandtheChurch,by
O.A.Brownson,Natitre'stendencytosolitudeisunmistakable.Brownsonbelieved
thatthe"presentmission"tobefulfi11edbyChristianitywastorealizetheunionof

"Spiritualism"and"Materialism,"andtheage,ashereadit,craved"union."He

Theheartofrnaniscryingfortheheartofman.Oneandthesamespirit
isabread,utteringthesamevoiceinalllanguages.Fromallpartsefthe
worldvoiceanswerstovoice,andmanrespondstornan.Thereisauniversal
languagealreadyinuse.Menarebeginningtounderstandoneanother,and
theirmutualunderstandingwillbegetmutualsympathy,andmutualsym-

WhileBrownsonwascryingfortheunionofGodandman,andtheassociation
ofmen,ErnersonretiresfromthemaddingcrowdintotheConcordforesttobe
absorbedinareligiousexperience:

Standingonthebareground,-myheadbathedbytheblitheairand
upliftedintoinfinite$pace,-allrneanegotismvanishes.Ibecomeatrans-

parenteyeball;Iamnothing;Iseeall;thecurrentsoftheUniversalBeing
circulatethroughrne;1arnpartorparcelofGod.Thenameefthenearest
friendsoundsthenforeignandaccidental;tobebrethers,tobeacquaintances,

masterorservant,isthenatrifleandadisturbance.Iamtheloverof
uncontainedandimmortalbeauty.Inthewilderness,1findsomethingmore
dearandconnatethaninstreetsorvillageÅqC,1,10).

Thisisolatedcemmunion,ratherthangroupritualswhichconfirmtheconsensusof
believersandthesenseofinterdependenthumanity,wouldreceiverepeatedemphasis

inhisessaysastheunionofGodandman,anditconstitutesthefoundationofan
edificecalledtheSelf-ReliantGod-Man.Referringtothe"wilddelightwhichruns

throughtheman"insuchcommunien,heputdowninthejournal,"AlmostIfear
tothinkhowgladIam."Threedaysbefore,hehadwritten,"A!oneiswisdom
Aloneishappiness.Societynowadaysmakesuslow-spirited,hopeless.Aloneis
heavenÅqLV,24-25)."

TheexperiencedescribedintheeyeballpassageconstitutesthecruxofEmer-



77

son'sreligiousexperienceandgivesNatttretheappearanceofabookbornofreal
experienceandreflectionsbasedonit.Whatisproblematicaboutitisnotthathe
hadsuchexperience.If"Thereisonemindcommontoall,"ashewou!dlatersay
attheopeningef"History,"onecaneasilyimagineacontemplatorwhoseattention
issocompletelyabsorbedintheobjectheiscontemplatingthat'`Thenameofthe
nearestfriendsoundsthenforeignandaccidental,"buthowcanonebesurethat
the"circulatingcurrents"are'`oftheUniversalBeing"orthatheis"partorparcel
ofGod"?Anotherversionoftheexperienceisgivenin"Self-Reliance":"...the
senseofbeingwhichincalmhoursrises,weknownothow,inthesoul,isnot
diversefromthings,fromspace,fromlight,fremtime,fromman,butonewith
themandproceedsobviouslyfromthesamesourcewhencetheirlifeandbeingalso
proceed(C,11,64År."TheproblematicissueinthedescriptionisnotthatEmerson
hadsuchexperience,buthowonecanknowthat"thesenseofbeing"isactually
"onewiththemandproceedsQbviouslyfromthesamesource."

HerewemaywellrecallIshmaelintheMast-HeadChapterofMob.y.Dicie.In
hisview,asailorwhohasbecomea"transparenteyeball"onthemastofagently
swayingshipisonthevergeoffallingintothesea,whichinstantlybringsbackto
hisconsciousnesstheunbridgeabledualityoftheMeandtheNet-Me.Melville,
discussinghisownsimilarexperienceinalettertoHawthorne,complainedofthose
who'`willinsistupentheuniversalapp!icationoftemporaryfeelingoropinion."5

ReturningtoErnersonandtheeyeballpassage,itmightbeassumedthatthe
followingfivesentencescannectedbysemi-eolonsmerelyamplify"altmeanegotism

vanishes,"suggestingthatEmersonmeansonlythattheexperienceisnotcommon
orvulgar,andthatthewholepassageisrnerelyapoeticrepresentationofthat

experienÅëe.Butifwenotetheuseof"transparent"inNatttreandelsewhere,the
passagetakesonadifferentcharacter.

Whatbecomes"transparent"inNatureisnotlimitedtohiscontemplatingcon-
sciousness.Theuniversealsobecome$transparent,andEmersondescribesthe
processofitthus:

WhentheeyeofReasonepens,tooutlineandsurfaceareatonceadded
graceandexpression.Theseproceedfromimaginatienandaffection,and
abatesomewhateftheangulardistinctnessofobjects.IftheReasoncanbe
stimuiatedtomoreearnestvision,outlinesandsurfacesbecometransparent,

andarenoIongerseen;causesandspiritsareseenthroughthem(C,1,49-
50).

Whicheverbecemestransparent,Emerson'sconsciousnessortheuniverse,"the
circulatingcurrentsoftheUniversalBeing"rneansthesameas"thelightofhigher
laws"thatshinesthroughtheuniverse,or"causesandspirits"thatareseenthrough

outlinesandsurfaces.AndtheseconstituteEmerson,the"partorparcelofGod."
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Betweenthetwojeurnalentriessvhichsuppliedtheeyeballpassagecomesa

tell-talecomment:

Ihavenohatredtotheroundearth&itsgraymountains.Iseewe!!enough
thesandhilloppositemywindow,Iseewithasmuchpleasureasanother
afieldofcornorarichpasture,whilstIdlsputetheirabsolutebeing.Their

phenomenalbeing,InornoredisputethanIdornyown.Idonotdispute
butpointoutthejustwayofviewingthem(J,V,123-124).

If"transparent"experiencesarewhathappenswhenweadopt"thejustwayof
viewing"things,thatis,whenourattentionisnotdirectedtotheir"phenomenal
being,"theeyeballpassageisanattemptatpresentingtheaspectofhisconscious-
nessstrippedofits"phenomenal"contents.Toputitdifferently,heismerely
relatinginthepa$sagethat,aloneintheConcordforest,hethinksofthecreative
spiritthatcausesthe`'phenomenalbeing,"andthatashisintrospectionbecomes
intense,hiswilltoseethingsintheirclearoutlineandsurfaÅëeslackensitshold,

thusmaking'theimagesblur.Buthowdoeshisthinkingofthecreativespirit
objectivelyconstitutethefactthat"thecurrentsoftheUniversalBeingcirculate

through"him,orthefactthat"causesandspiritsareseenthrough"outlinesand
Surfaces?

Ifxvelookbackfromhislaterwritingin`'Circles,"thequestionbecomesmuch
easier.Hesays,"OurglobeseenbyGodisatransparentlaw,notamassoffacts
(C,11,302),"ThentheeyeballexperienceinNaturebelengstoGod,nottoman
Buthowcouldweexplaintheexperientialringofthepassage?Themostplausible
explanationforitweuldbethatEmersondescribedintermsofexperiencethelogical

productsofacertainphilosophicaltheorywhichenableshimtebecomeGod.He
becomes"partorparcelofGed"becauseaccordingtothetheoryGodaridmanare
identicalinessence,andbecauseGodis"acirclewhosecenteriseverywhereand
itscircumferencenowhere."ThepoweroftheearlyEmersonianvoicecoMespartly
fromthestylisticaudacityofpresenting,aspersonalexperience,aspersonally
witnessedfact,whatoughttooccurbyacertainwishfultheory.

WhatmakesIVatttreadiMcultbooktounderstandisthat,inspiteoftheun-
veilingqualityoftheeyeballexperienceandhiscleargraspofitasofthe"part
erparcelofGod,"thebookprogressestoaclimaxofthe`'Prospects"ofthe`tapoca-
lypseofthemind."Theexperiencedoesnotinit$elfconstitutethe"apocalypse"
buton!yanintroductiontoit.Butifwe-takethepassageasdescribingwhatought

,tooccur,insteadofwhathasoccurrecl,orasatentativeuseofadjectivestodes-
cribeacertainexperience,thepassageisananticipationofsvhatshouldcomeat
theendof"Prospects."

Inthe"Introduction"thereaderisremindedofthestateofknowledge:"All
sciencehasoneaim,namely,tofindatheoryofnature.Wehavetheoriesofraces
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andoffunctions,butscarce!yyetaremoteapproachtoanideaofcreation(C,1,
4)."ButsoonGod,orSpirit,andthenecessityofcreationarepostulated:"There
seemstobeanecessityinspirittomanifestitselfinmateriaLforms:anddayand
night,riverandstorm,beastandbird,acidandalkali,preexistinnecessaryIdeas
inthemindofGod,andarewhattheyarebyvirtueofprecedingaffectioninthe
worldofspirit(C,1,34)."

InToTheFinlandStation,EdmundWilsoncitesFeuerbach'scriticismofHegel:

Hegel'sabsoluteIdea,saidFeuerbach,whichwassupposedtohaveincorpo-

rateditselfinmatterforthepurposeofrealizingreason,hadbeena
gratuitouspresuppositionwhichHegelsvasunabletoprove.Whattheabsolute

Ideareallywas,wasasubstitutefortheWordbecomeFlesh,andHegel
wasactuallymerelythelastofthegreatestapologistsforChristianity.6

LFeuerbach'scriticismwouldapplytoEmersonalso.Hesays,"thereseernstobea

necessityinspirittomanifestitselfinmaterialformS,"buti$thereanygreundfor

the"seeming"?IsnotthewholeideaofGod'screationasexpressedinNaturean
applicationtonatureofman'sideaofart?Andtheapplication"gratuitous"?
ThoughEmersonwouldputsuchemphasisuponemancipationfromthepast,is
nottheideaof"anecessityinspirittomanifeqtitselfinmaterialforms"alsoa
"substitute"forthetraditionalincarnation?Hissentencedeservesfurtherattention

becauseofitsproblematicnature.ItcarrieswithitatoneofEmerson'sinde-
pendentthinking.Or,ishespeakingassomeonewhoisnotsurehimself,andso
depends•onothers'speculation,becausetheideaseemstohim"agratuitouspresup-
position"?

ItisdoubtfulwhetherHegelwasactuallymerelythelastofthegreatestapolo-
gistsforChristianity"andalsowhetherEmerson'smotivewasthatofaChristian
apologist,sincethetheoryofidentitytheyadopttakesthemfarbeyondtheapolo-
gist'spositiontotheabsoluteconsciousness.TheidentityofGod'sreasonandman's

reason,whateverthedifferenceinquantitymaybe,youngEmersenhadheard
preachedbyW.EChanning,whenthelatteremphasizedtheintelligibilityofGod.
AndinColeridge'sAidsto1?eflectionhehadencounteredthetheorystatedina.
differentway:"Thatsvhichwefindwithinourselves,whichismorethanourselves,
andyetthegroundofwhateverisgoadandpermanenttherein,isthesubstance
andlifeofallotherknowledge,"togetherwithanepistemelogicalforrnulainLatin

basedonontology:"Quantumsurnus,scimus,"whateverweare,thatweknow.7
Inearly1830,EmersonreadinJosephMariedeGerando'sHistoireComPariedes
SystemesdePhilosoPhie:

Heracliteintroduisit,surleprincipedelaconnaissancehumaine,une
maximesp6cieuse,quieutapresluiungrandsuccesetexergasurla
philosophieunegrandeinfluence.LeinemettePetttett'econFtcqtteParie

1
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meme;"laconceptionnepeutsefonderquesurlasimilitudeentreYobjet

etlesujeL"8

Thosereadingsresultedintwojournalentries,whichshewhowhislater
speculationsarevariousdevelopmentsoftheidentitytheoryhemetwithinthese

writers.HeputdewninthejournalonDecember10,1830:

Godisthesubstratumofallsouls.Isnotthatthesolutionoftheriddle
ofsympathy?Itisoneoftheoldestprinciplesofphilosophythatlikemust

begetlike,&thatonlylikecanknowlike.Itisworms&fleshinus
thatfearorsympathizewithsvorms&fleshandGodonlywithinthat
worshipsGodoftheUniverseU,111,213).

TwomonthslateronFebruary23,1831,hewouldwriteofthe"elementaryfactin
all-`likemustknowlike.'"WhatisusuallydescribedasEmerson'smysticalex-
perienceintheJardindesPlantesinParis,becomespossibleonlyintheidentity
theory.AddedtothedistinctionbetweenReasonandUnderstandingmadeby
Coleridge,theidentitytheorygaveyoungEmer$onakeyto"theabsoluteorderof
thingsastheystandinthemindofGod(C,1,22)."SinceEmerson'sReasonand
,God'sReasonareidentical,andsincewhateverEmersonwas,thathewastoknow,
wouldhenotbeabletocomprehendnature,God'sworkofart,ashisowncrea-
tion?Thepoetin"Prespects"says,"Knowthentheworldexistsforyou.Foryou
isthephenomenonperfect.Whatweare,thatonlycanwesee(C,1,76),"and
predictsattheveryendofNature,"Thekingdomofmanovernature,which
comethnotwithobservation,...-heshallenterwithoutrnorewonderthantheblind
rnanfeelswhoisgraduallyrestoredtoperfectsight(C,1,77)."Hewouldbecome
atransparenteyeballandseealLThustheidentitytheoryprovidedthemainpillars
ofNatttreandits"ProsPects"areoftotallycomprehendingtheIdeaswhichnust
have"manifestedthemse!vesinmaterialforms."

Emerson'sstartwithNatecrewasnottheperceptionthatwhatoughtnotto
existisallowedto,andthattheworldoughtthereforetebechanged.Itwasa
lonecontemplator'sdesiretoreachtheabsolute.TherhapsodicqualityefNainre
ishissenseof,andexcitementover,thepos$ibilityofsuccessinreadingthebook
ofnatureandbecomingaGod-manwhocanactonthe"apocalypseofthemind."
The"apocalypse"isnotoftheendoftheworldbutofthecreationofit.

TowardstheendofTheAmericanSchelar,thelatentwishesintheidentity
theoryaremadeexplicit:"Theworldisnothing,themanisall;inyourselfisthe
lawofallnature,andyouknownatyethowaglobuleofsapascends;inyourself
slumbersthewholeofReason;itisforyoutolcnowall;itisforyoutodareall
(C,1,114)."The"infiuences"--nature,books,andaction--areacallto"thewhole

ofReason"towakefromtheslumberitisin.Onceawake,theindividualoughtto
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"knowa!Eanddareall,"becauseheisnomorepossessedofrnerelyhumanrelative
knosvledgebutoftheabsoluteconsciousnessofthecreativeSpiritThenitisonly
appropriateforthis"scholar"tohave"ailconfidenceinhimself"andtoenvision
himselfasagreatleaderwhoseoMceis"tocheer,toraise,andtoguidemenby
showingthemfactsamidstappearances(C,1,100)."OliverN7VendellHolmesca!!ed
theaddress"ourintellectualDeclarationofIndependence."Nodoubtitwasso,
buttheimageoftheegoinflatedtotheabsolutebytheL desireofasolitaryman
hasnotbeenwellnoted.

TheDivinitySchootAddresscanalsobeinterpretedasEmerson'sautobiographic
drama.Startingwithhispresentselfenamoredoftheidentitytheory,becauseit
seernstoenablehimto"owntheworld,""tosubduetheworld,"onlyby"obeying
myself,"hethenintroduceshisoldselfinthepersonofRev.BarzillaiFrost,who
seemstopreachonlywhatis"proper"tobeheard,notmanlyenoughto$peakout
hisowntruth.9Andheconcludesthedramawiththeexpectationofhisfuture
self:"IIookforthenewTeacherthat...shallseethewor!dtobethemirrorof
thesoul...ÅqC,1,151)."

Whatisobvioushereisthattheself-reliantseerofidentityenvisionedin
Natecre,aswellastheall-knowing,all-darings.chelar,stii!remainsahopetobe

realized.Emersenhasnotgoneastepfurtherthanwherehestoodtwoyears
before,in1836.WhatcannotbeoverlookedinNatttreandthetwoaddressesisthat
hetookserioustyhisdesiretoreachtheabsolute.HenÅëeErnersontheTantalos,
tormentedbythevisionofthevitalwatercalledtheall-knowing,all-daringReason.

In1841hehadtoconcludeaboutthereadabilityofnaturethat"Knownitwillnot
be(C,1,200)."

Toseehimevasiveabouthispositionandbackingofffromanypolemics,despite
'thechallenging,ringoftheDivinityScheolAddresswithitsimplieddemandfora

churchreformorrebirth,istoseethediscrepancybetweenhisdesiredanden-
visionedself,andhisactual,ratherapprehensive,prlldentself.HenryWareJr.
hadwrittenThePersonalityoftheDeity"partlywithaviewtothem(=Emerson's
positionsintheAddress)."ToWare,whosays,"Iamnotperfectlyawareofthe
precisenatureofyouropinionsonthesubjectefthediscourse,neruponexactly

whatspeculationstheyaregrounded,"or"Idonotknowbywhatargumentsthe
doctrine,that`thesoutknowsnopersons,'isjustified,"iOEmerson'sreplyvvas"I

couldnotgiveaccountofmyselfifcha!lenged.Icouldnotpossiblygiveyouone
Ofthe`arguments'youcruel!yhintat,onwhichanydoctrineofminestands.For
Idonotknowwhatargumentsmean,inreferencetoanyexpressionefathought"ii

'- thisfromthesamepersonwhowouldsoonwritein"PoeV'that`'itisnotmeters,
butarneter-makingargumentthatmakesapoem...Thethoughtandtheformare
equalintheorderoftime,butintheorderofgenesisthethoughtispriortothe
ferm(C,111,9-10)."Hecouldhavereferredtotheidentitytheoryandtheepiste-
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mologicalformula,`Quantumsumus,scimus,'andtotheEuropeanphilosophers
whopropoundedit,oreventosomeancientGreekphilosophers,butthedanger
wasteogreatoftherebystrippinghimselfofthestylishdeviceofposturingasan
original,independent,inspiredSeer.

Essays:FirstSeriesbeginswiththestatementoftheidentity:"Thereisone
mindcommontoallindividualmen.Everymanisaninlettothesameandtoall
efthesame(C,11,3)."Thevoicecontinuesalmosttotheendwiththeairofthe
alL-knowing,since"IcanfindGreece,Asia,Italy,Spain,andtheIslands,-the
geniusandcreativeprincipleofeachandofallerasinmyownmind(C,11,,9)."
TheEmersonianvoicethinksthatnotonlythecivilandmetaphysicalhistoryof

clearlydistlnguishesthevoicefromtheearlierEmersonuptotheDivinitySchool
rAddressistheawarenessithasofthedoubleconsciousness'ofthedesiredandactual

self.Attheendof"History"ithastoadd,"Istheresomewhatoverweeninginthis
claim?ThenIrejectallIhavewritten,forwhatistheuseofpretendingtoknow
•whatweknownot?(C,11,39)."

Ifweglimpseanineipientretreatof'theall-knowingin"History,"wefind
Emersonassertingakindofagnosticismin-"SpiritualLaws":"Hewhoseesmoral
natureeutandoutandthoroughlyknoWshowknowledgeisacquiredandcharacter
formed,isapedant...ThelastanalYSiscannowisebe•madeCCi11,137)."
Parallellingthisretreat,thatoftheal!--daringiscornplete.HeretheEmersenian

voicedefendsnatureagainstart.-Allconscieusandpurposiveaction,hastogive
,wayto$pontaneity,for"Ifwewouldnotbemar-plotswitheurmiserableinter;

ferences,thework,thesociety,letters,arts,science,religionofmenwouldgo

onfarbetterthannow(C,11,139-40)."•
Afterhehasestablishedthis•passive;spontaneouslaissez-faire--ism,hegoeson

to'statetheinnermostcoreoftheessay,thatis,separatistindividualism.Emphasis

isnowplaced,notonthefactthat"Thereisonernindcommontoallindividual
men,"butontheuniquenessofthe.individual.ThisvariationoftheBiblicaltalent

.receivesanamplificationastherightnessofmindingone'sownbusiness,foronly

willingobediencetoone'sconstitutionalinclination,or"thechoiceofhisconstitu-

tio"n,"isnowcalledasincereaction.Andtoreinforcetheposition,Emerson
reversestheformula,`Quantumsumus,scimus,'andrnakesvarieduseofitsnegative

implications.Hepreachesnowthatoneshouldabstainfromanyattempttoknow
anythingthatheisnot,for"whatcanweseeoracquirebutwhatweare?"If
onedisregardsthislesson,hisintellectuallifewillnotbe"clearandhealthful,"

andhisreducationwillbewasted.Onemay`-`takewhatbelongstohisspiritual
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estate;norcanhetakeanythingelse."Thisepistemologicaltragedyis,however,
onlyapreparationforanother,moretragicfate:"Wecanlovenothingbutnature."
Loveispossibleonlyfor"thatsoulwhich...repeatsinitsownallmyexperience
(C,11,151),"andthereisnoassociativeprincipleexcept"theaMnitiesbywhich
alenesocietyshou!dbeformed(C,11,151)."Where,however,intheactuaEworld
canonehopetofindhisNarcissisticdoubles?ItsoundsnaturalforEmersontosay
that"thatwhichIcallheaven,andinwardlyaspireafter,isthestateorcircum-
stancesdesirabletomyownconstitution(C,11,140)."

If"ahlgherlawthanthatofourwillregulatesevents"andlaissez-faire-ism
iswisdorn,andifoneisdestinedtoknowandloveonlywhatheis,whatwould
bethelogicaloutcomeinpractice?Itwouldcertainlynotbe"dissimu!ation"of
xvhatheisnot,norparticipationinanyactivistmovement.HencetheEmersonian
precept,"Trytobeyourself."Where,however,canherealizeit?Sineeitisnot
amongmen,itrnustbewhereheisalone."SpiritualLaws"isEmerson'sstatement
ofhiswilltoseparatehimselffromtheactivistswhoadvocateoneformofassoci-

ationoranother,andtosticktohislotorstatusquo.
WhathastenedtheretreatsvasnotadiscbveryonEmerson'spartofanyflaw

intheargumentforhisformerworldview.Itsvasthefailureoftheidentitytheory
toprovidehimwithadefinitecenterofethicalbelief.Inthesocialsituationafter

thegreatdepressionof1837hewascalledupontoact.Buthowcouldheact
withoutknowing"theabsoluteorderofthingsastheystandinthemindof-God,"
orwiththedreamoftheall-knowing,all-daringscholarstil!unrealized?However,
if,ashewroteinthejournal,"Iunderstandpovertymuchbetterthanriches(-J,
VIII,333),"asmightbeexpectedfromtheconditions'hefoundhimselfinuntilthe
late1820's,wemightexpectofhimaviewefwhatshouldbedoneaboutit,for
thestateofaffairscatisedbythedepressionwasnottobeoverlookedbypeoPle
withsocialawareness.IntheeditorialcolumnoftheNetvYerker,January20,1838,
HoraceGreeleyestimated"fromourpersonalobservation,"thattherewere"noless
thantentheu$and-withinthelimitsofourcity--whoareinutterandhopeless
distress,withnomeansofsurvivingthewinterbutthoseprovidedbythecharity
oftheirfellowcitizens."IntheopeningwordsofMobp-Dickwehearnotonly
youngMelville'sdespairin1840,butal$otheechoesofsocialreality.O.A.
Broviinson's"TheLaboringCIasses"mustbereadinthiscontext.

EvenbeforetheenorrnousinfluxofimmigrantsnyfromIrelandandGermanyflooded

andtransformedtheBostonarea,JosephTuckerman,W.EChanning'sclassmate
andfriend,hadundergonearevo!utionofhisviewsenhumanlifeandmoralcon-

L

ditionsthroughcontactwiththepoorthere.Hestatedhisbeliefthus:

Thereis,Ithink,nothingmorestrikinginChristianitythantheposition
andpowerwhichitgivestothesocialprincipleinitsbelievers.Itstwo
highestandmostexaltingsentiments...arefirst,thatofthefiIialrelation
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ofeveryhumanbeingtoGod;andsecondly,thatoftheuniversalbrotherhood
ofrnan.Nay,itevenrnakesourlovetomantheultimatetestandevidenee
ofourlovetoGod.ta

HerewemaywellrecallBrownsoninNetuVietvsintroducingCousin'sthearyof
identitytoassertunionasoneofthesignsofthetimes.

Concerningthepoor,atypicallyEmersonianutterancewouldbetheonein
"Self-Reliance":

Then,again,donottellme,asagoodmandidtoday,ofrnyobligation
toputallpoormeningoodsituation.AretheyinNpoor?Itellthee,thou
foolishphilanthropist,thatIgrudgethedollar,thedime,thecent,Igive
tosuchrnenasdonotbelongtomeandtowhomIdonotbelong(C,1!,52).

Thisisarestatementofwhatheexpressedratherweaklyin"SpiritualLaws."To
notethedifferencebetweenthetwoessaysistoseehosvEmerson'sdesireworks
forcreatingastrongandheroicselfwhichisnotquitehisactualself.Emerson's-

oft-repeatedemphasisonself--trustwasoriginallyconnectedwithhisyouthfuZcon-

cernaboutmaintaininginnerintegrityagainstoutsideforceswhichpressedhimto

actarolethathedidnotbelievein,Butencetheimageoftheself-reliantpos-
sessedEmersonthewriter,hewouldexpanditbeyondtheboundsofhispersonal
integrity.Thehopeanddesiretobecometheabsoluteconsciousnessthatcom-
prehendsmanandnature,wasthespringofhisrhapsodiceloquenceinNature,
andthesamewishfulassumptionofthepossibilityofthe"all-knowingandall-daring

Scho!ar"or"thenewTeacher"promptedhimtomakethoseaddresses,theoneso
stirring,theothersochal!enging.Nowthatthehopeofbeingtheabsolutehas
collapsed,heturnstotheglorificationoftheindividualwhowouldhavenothingto
dowiththeworld.TheAmericanScholar'soMceto"cheer,raise,andguidemen"
newrecedesbehindtheself-reliantman'swilltofollowonly"what.isaftermy
constitution."Emersoncouldnotsimplyremaincontentwiththetragicfactof
man'sinsularityin"SpiritualLaws."Hehadtoapotheosizeitinthenameof"the
greatman;"IfhecouldnotpresenthisgreatselfbybecomingGodhimself,he
mustshowhimselftobegreat,byseparatinghimselffromtheworldandsimul-
taneouslypreernptingGodthroughintuition.Herewemaywellrecallyoung
Emerson'sjournalentry:'

rseenoreasonwhyIshouldbowmyheadtornan,orcringeinrny

superiorityoftalents,virtuesandrnanners,whichImustacknowledgein

manyrnen,Iampronetomergemydignityinamostuncomfortablesense
efunworthiness.' ButwhenIreflectthatIamanimmortalbeing,borntoa
destinyimmeasurab!yhigh,derivingmymoralandintellectualattributes
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directlyfromAlmightyGod,andthatmyexistenceandconditionashis
childmustbeforeverindependentofthecontroul[sic]erwillofmyfellow

children,-Iamelevatedinmyowneyestoahighergroundinlifeanda
betterself--esteem(J,11,192).

Sinceadesiregrowswherethedesiredisnotpossessed,itwouldbequite
naturalforEmersontobetroubledbythegapbet"reenhisactualconditionand
desiredvisionofhisself.Nothingshowsitasclearlyashisattitudetoproperty.
InMay1831,whenhewrotetohisbrotherWilliamabouthislatewife'slegacy,
hewasgratefulfor"Ellen'sworkofmercy,"i3buttenyearsIatertheEmersonian
voicein"Self-Reliance"says,"acultivatedmanbecomesashamedofhisproperty,

outofnewrespectforhisnature.Especiallyhehateswhathehas,ifheseethat
itisaccidental--cametohimbyinheritance,orgift...(C,11,87-88)."Wernay
alsonotethevoicein"Compensation,"too,thatsays,cencerningtheburdenone
hastebearforacquiringexternalgoodswithautduelabar,that`tthegainis
apparent;thetaxiscertain(C,11,123)."Arewetothinkherethatintenyears
Emersoncametohatethe"inheritance,orgift,"ortoregardtheinheritanceas
onlyofapparentbenefitandfeelthat"thetax"hadbeenmorereal?

Ifthatwasthecase,hehadbeengivenachaneetopartwithitinaUtopian
cellectivistattemptbyGeorgeRipley.Ripleyhadwrittentohimaboutthe"ideaof
theAssociationwhichIwishtoseeestablished,"i4andaskedhisendorsement.
LeokingbackatthefailureofBrookFarm,forthesuccessofvvhichRip!eyworked
dayandnight,andatthegreatamountofdebtwhichheworkedfordecadesto
payoff,itiseasytojudgethatEmerson'sdecisionnottojoinitwaswiseand
prudent.Weare,however,notconcernedwithhindsightwisdom,butwithwhatwas
responsibleforhischoice.Ripleyhadwrittenintheletterthat,thoughhehad"a
passionforbeingindependentoftheworld,andofeverymaninit,"hefelt"beund
tosacrificethisprivatefeeling,intheloveofagreatsocialgood."Morethana
monthlater,onDecember15,1840,EmersonrepliedtoRipleygivingreasonswhy
hehaddecidednottojoin.Hewascenvinced"thattheCommunityisnotgoodfor
me,"andthathewas'"inrnany•respectssuitablyplaced...(L,11,368-371)"-

Anotherchancetopartwithhispropertyoffereditselfalmosttwoyearslater,
inanotherattemptatcreatingaUtopiancommunityinNewEngland.Hisresponse
wasagainwiseandprudent.EmersonenteredthediscussionwithAlcottinthe
journalandwrote:

Youask,OTheanor,saidAmphitryon,thatIsheuldgoforthfromthis
placewithmywife&!nychiidren,andthatyou&yourfamilymayenter
&possessiLThesamerequestinsttbstancehasoftenbeenmadetome
beforebynumbersofpersons.NowralsothinkthatI&mywifeoughtto
goforthfromthishouse,&svorkalldayinthefie!ds,&lieatnightunder
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somethicket,butIamwaitingwhereIamionlyuntilsomegodshallpoint
tomewhichamongalLtheseapplicants,yourselforsomeother,isthe
rightfulclaimant(J,VIII,313).

Withthereformismoftheearly40'swhichthusintrudesuponhisquietworld,
Emersonmightbespeakingquitefrankly,whenhesayshehates"theinheritance,
orgift,"orthat"thegainisapparent;thetaxiscertain."Butebviouslywewould
bewrong,ifwethoughthewouldratherpartwithitthanpossessitinhatredor
paythe"tax,"Thosepassagesin"Self-Reliance"and"Compensation"areproperly
readasnecessitatedbytheidea!imageofthese!f-reliantortheprincipleofretri-

butionheiscelebratingintheessays.Ifhehadpartedwiththewindfallinheritance

ofEllenTucker'sproperty,hewouldhavelostthefoundationtobuildhisfreedom
on,"forthebestgoodofwealthisfreedom(C,11,235),"andwouldhavebeen
compelledtoremainahirelingministerwhocouldlittleaffordamanlyprideand
innerintegrity,because"Ihavehearditsaidthattheclergy...areaddressedas
women;thattheroughspontaneousconversationofmentheydonothear,butonly
amincinganddilutedspeech(C,1,94)."Hereagainwemaywellrecallwhata
divinitystudentin1828putdowninhisjournal:"ThechiefadvantageIshould
proposemyselfinwealthweuldbetheindependenceofmannerandconversationit
wouldbestow&whichIeagerlycovet&seldomquiteattain,&insomecompanies-

neverÅqJ,111,136)."
Concerningthelegacy,yeungEmersonwasdeterminedto"adheretoy"right

rememberingy'thereareworsethingsy"beingdefrauded,towit,defrauding,
thoughthereisnooccasionforusingeitherofthosewordsÅqL,!,345)."Whatever
hisfeelings,hewellrealizedtheneedofthelegacy,sohehadto"adheretoyC
right."ButEmersonthewritercelebrates"asturdyladfromNewHampshireor
Verrnont,whointurntriesalltheprofessions,whoteamsit,farmsit,Peddtes,
keepsaschool,preaches,editsanewspaper,goestoCongress,buysatownship,
andsoforth,insuccessiveyears,andalways,like-acat,fallsonhisfeet,is
worthahundred'ofthesecitydolls(C,11,76).Weknowhosvdifferentyoung
Emerson'wasfromthisimageofself-reliance.Emersonthewritermayhavebeen
truetohisdesireoraspiration,butnottowhathelivedthrough,

!n"NominallstandRealist"theErnersonianvoicesays,`tThepropertywilLbe

fOundwherethelabor,thewisdom,andthevirtuehavebeeninnations,inclasses,-
and(thewholelifetimeconsidered,withthecompensations)intheindividua!also

aninstinctivesense,howeverobscureandyetinarticulate,thatthewholeconstitu-

tionofpropertyonitspresenttenures,isinjurious,anditsinfiuenceonpersons
deterioratinganddegrading...(C,111,204)"Besidesihe.hadaPrudhonianperceptien

ofpropertyastheft:"...greatmerchantsoutwitandabsorbthesubstanceofsmall
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onesandeverymanfeedsonhisneighbor'slaborifhecan(J,VII,422)."When

onitspresenttenures"intheinstitutionofinheritance,Emersonintheessays
clearlyequivocateshispositionenproperty,because,ifcompelledtothelogical
conclusionsuggestedbythosesentencescitedabove,hewouldhaveeithertodefend
thestatusquoorcelebrateareform,evenarevolution,svhichaimstochangethe
"injurious,""deterioratinganddegrading"factorsin"thewholeconstitutionof

propertyonitspresenttenures."HewouldeitherhavetobeaBurkecemmitted
tothepastoraPainecornmittedtothefuture.Neitherwouldbewelcometo
Emersonwhemustrejectthepastastheself-reliantGod-manandis"inman'y
respectssllitablyplaced."Sothefinalreflectioncomesdownto"Thisbusinessof
reforrnisdangerous,becauseitisalwayspartial.Itishandsomertoremaininthe
Establishment...(1,'VIil,245)"Inaccordwiththepesitionthusreachedisthe
prophcy.hegivesjn"MantheReformer"eflovewhichwill"oneday"prevailover
thepresentsysternofselfishness(C,1,255).

In"Experience,"rEmerson's`fstrongestessay"inStephenE.Whicher'sestimation

andbornofhisdeterminationto"sethisheartonhonesty,"i5hesays,"Asympa-
theticpersonisplacedinthedilemmaofaswimmeramongdrowningrnen,who
catchathim,andif.hegivesomuchasaIegorafingertheywilldrownhim(C,
111,81)."Hehadtobecautiousnottobedrowned.Whathefearedwashisown
sympathy,because`tiunderstandpovertymuchbetterthanriches,"andhadto,

protecthimselffromit.Hewasdisgusted"atthoseinvaderswhofi11astudious
housewithblastandrunning,tosecuresomepaltryconvenience.NotlessIdislike
alowsympathyefeachwithhisneighbor'sneeds(C,111,137)."HencetheEmer-
sonianvoicein`tSelf-Reliance"thatasks,"Aretheytnypoor?"Emerson,nowa
Concordgentleman,lovesserenity,notsocialcommotions.Hewouldnoweven
regardthecontemporaryrefermmovementsas"crimes"whichmay"springfrom
love"and,"seemrightandfairfromtheactor'spointofview,butwhenactedare
founddestructiveofsociety(C,111,78)."Althoughhislifesincethepublicationof

NatureprovedtobenothingmQrethanasolipsisticvisionary's,hewascontent
withtheserene"studioushouse"helivedin,keeping"theislandof!naninviolate."

Hisconvictionwasnownetthe,possibilityofbecomingtheabsoluteconscleusness
butaverytraditionalone:"Theardorsofpietyagreeatlastwiththecoldest
skeptici$m,-thatnothingisofusorourworks,-thatallisofGod(C,111,69)."
Thustherebeloncedrunksviththevisionoftheall-knowingandall-daringawakes
aquietistwhoclingstohis$tatusquo.
7Whatisdiscernibleinthis•withdrawalfromhisearlierposition,isthefailure
oftheidentitytheorytoprovidehimwithadefiriitecenterofethicalbelief.The

theoryhadprovidedhirnwithaVastvistaofhumanhistorylwheretheProteusin
himcouldappearinanyhistoricpersonageandenjoythecreativespiritworking
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inhim,butitfailedtogivehimthevisionhehimselfwastoembodyinpre-Civil
WarAmerica.Hecouldnotcommithimselftoanycontemporaryreformmevement,
becauseitappeared"partial,"orrelativetotheabsolute.Whatstrengthenedthe
retreatwashishistoricalperceptionthatintheunceasingfiuxof"highergeneral-

ization"the"thingswhicharedeartomenatthishour"maynotremainsovery
!ong.Butifallisinthefluxofcreationandthereisnotellingwhattomorrow
willbring,asthevoicein"Circles"thinks,--anotabledifferencefromother
activists'beliefinthelinearordialecticalprogressofcivilizationwhichallowed

themroomforactionforthesakeofamelioration-therewillremainnoroomfor
Emerson"tocheer,toraise,andtoguidernen."

Thevoicein"Circles"says,"Theonethingwhichweseekwithinsatiable
desireistoforgetourselves,tobesurprisedoutofpropriety,toloseoursempiternal

memory,andtodosomethingwithoutknowinghoworwhy(C,11,321),"-a
confessionofthelossofdirection,andexactlytheoppositefromthedesire"to
knowa!!anddarealL"In"Circles"itispossiblethatEmersonisusingthevoice.

simplyto"experiment"intheprocesstheoryandmerelyshowing"thefaultofour
rhetoricthatwecannotstronglystateonefactwithoutseeming-tobeliesomovother
,(C,11,39)."Butifweconsiderthevoicethatbelievesin"preferringtruthtohis
pastapprehensionoftruth,andhisalertacceptanceofit,fromwhateverquarter"
in"Circles"(C,11,309),togetherwiththevoicein"Intel!ect"thatbelievesthat

"Heinwhomtheloveoftruthpredominateswillkeephimselfalooffromall
mooringsandafloat(C,11,342),"itisclearthatEmersonhadlosthisformerposi-
tioncompletely.Fremthethroneoftheassumedabsolute,hehadtocomedown
tobeahumblewatcherfromacornereflife:"Peopledisparageknowingandthe
inteliectualIife,andurgedoing.Iamverycontentwithknowing,ifonlyIcould
know(C,111,84)."

Itisbecauseheknewverywellwhathehadbeendoinga!1alongintheIectures
andessays-hisownperformanceinliteraryspaceofconsciousness--thathewas
sometimesworriedabouthissincerity.Wasnothisliterarysymbolicactiontoo
elevatedtocarryconvictioneventohimself?Heputdowninthejournal,"Iwho
sufferfromexcessofsympathyproclaimalwaystherneritsofself-reliance(1,VII,

372).Hewrote"fromaspiration&antagonismaswellasexperience(LVII,421),"
andknewthat"Iamalwaysinsincere,asalwaysknowingthereareothermoods."
Although"Thereisnodeeperdissemblerthanthesincerestperson,"hecoutdalso
thinkthat"Youshallfindhimnobleatlast,nobleinhischamber(J,VII,423)."
Whatremainedpermanentinhimwasanaspirationfortheva!orwhichmakeShim
aself-suMcientbeing,whocanenjoy"silentunioh,actualseparateness;ideal
union,actualindependence(LVIII,306)."WhileBrownson'sdesirewasforunion,
Ernerson'swasforisolation.
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