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      Introduction

      
      
      In 1832, Ralph Waldo Emerson visited the natural history museum in France where the
         displays indelibly impressed on him the simultaneity of variety and continuity, the
         connectivity of difference and identity, in the universe. In a lengthy journal entry,
         he wrote what instantly struck him: “how much finer things are in composition than
         alone,” that is, in relation to each other (JMN 4:198). The curated arrays of mineral, animal, and plant specimens suggested to him
         not only an existing “occult relation” between the human and nonhuman but also relations
         yet to come (JMN 4:200). This visceral experience of his own—and all of humanity’s—relation to each
         individual in “this bewildering series” as well as to the “upheaving principle of
         life everywhere incipient” prompted in him “strange sympathies,” an umbilical sense
         of connection, desire, and responsibility (JMN 4:199, 199, 200). In this dual understanding of relation as existing and as yet to
         come, he declared to his journal he would be a naturalist. The sympathies he experienced
         in viewing the natural history exhibits would mark his subsequent engagement in existing
         relations with the nonhuman and also his creative endeavors toward new and finer relations
         or compositions. One of the first lessons of nature, he wrote in 1836, is that “Truth,
         and goodness, and beauty, are but different faces of the same All” (CW 1:17). He sought to practice this seamless integration of values in his relations
         and to reflect and generate it with his writing. Casting off the retrospective and
         conventional, he set a course of observing the subtle and complex relations in which
         he found himself, living in original relation, and creating compositions that would
         invoke and inspire relations that ensured the emergence of “remote generations” in
         the future and, moreover, that those generations would be able to find themselves
         wholly and truly in justice and beauty (CW 1:132). 
      

      
      In Emerson’s view, “relation and connection are not somewhere and sometimes, but everywhere
         and always,” physically so, for we are “made of the same atoms as the world is” and
         share “the same impressions, predisposition, and destiny” (CW 6:17, 128, 128). This ontological fact, he argued, must shape our answer to the “practical
         question of the conduct of life. How shall I live?” (CW 6:1), for we, and the world, co-constitute those relations and connections. They
         are, therefore, not only fated but also emergent. Thus, the values that we bring to
         bear on those relational and connective structures matter not just to us but also
         to the entire community and each of its members. In a very real sense, Emerson wrote
         of the same singularly human endeavor throughout his life: to respond morally and
         aesthetically, continually and authentically, to the world as it presents itself because
         “all is made of one piece . . . animal and planet, food and eater, are of one kind”
         (CW 6:26). His sentiment finds further expression in Linda Hogan’s words: “what happens
         to people and what happens to the land is the same thing.”[1]   For Emerson, an ethical relation to the environment is a necessary consequence
         of individual identity that is both inherent and emergent, being always and only relational.
         Indeed, for Emerson, the ongoing creation of the world—in short, sustainability—depends
         on our open and creative acknowledgment of that fact.
      

      
      Emerson’s philosophy has roots in a variety of traditions, including romanticism and
         Asian and western philosophies and religion. But his ideas are also rooted in his
         own place and time: literally in the soil of his environs, figuratively in the possibilities
         posed by the west and a “new yet unapproachable America” (CW 3:41), in nineteenth-century natural science and its emerging understanding of natural
         evolution, and in the challenge of achieving ethical relations and parity in a bitterly
         divided, slave-holding, patriarchal society that rapidly, often rapaciously, expands
         its territorial and industrial reach. But it is the forward momentum, more than the
         history, of Emerson’s convictions and insights that interests me here, the ways in
         which he anticipates feminist theories of difference and intersubjectivity as they
         play out in ecofeminism, the anthropomorphism of Loren Eiseley’s and Aldo Leopold’s
         environmental empathies, and the systems-based approach of ecology; the ways in which
         his philosophy of creativity heralds future environmentalist concepts such as sustainability,
         emergence, and biomic webs; and the ways in which his expression is foundational of
         the poetic, personal, and profoundly objective genre known as “nature writing.” Much
         in the vein of Emerson’s argument that the “highest effect” of art is “to make new
         artists” (CW 2:216), the aim of nature writing is to make new naturalists. Emerson called them
         lovers of nature.
      

      
      Emerson’s oeuvre offers more than the standard romantic contributions to environmental
         ethics, though those are there: the organic worldview as opposed to the mechanistic;
         nature conceived as agent, teacher, friend, and healer with whom we find ourselves
         in an intersubjective relationship; nature appreciated as the standard of truth, beauty,
         and ethics; the restoration of sympathy and imagination to science and philosophy;
         and the importance of the personal, particular, and ordinary. His philosophy of nature
         also offers more than Concordian Transcendentalism, though its features are also there:
         the emphasis on thought and the ideal, the commitment to personal and cultural reform,
         the spirituality, and the quest to realize genius in literary terms and transformative
         power. And though he gravitated toward Asian spiritual and wisdom traditions, he brought
         to them, and brought them to bear on, questions raised in his terrain and by his culture.
         Emerson amplified European romantic theories of creativity with additional and rigorous
         correlation to creativity in nature. He saw human creative power and possibility only
         in relation to submission to truth. Entwining freedom and fact was the intellectual
         analog to the evolution he saw writ large in nature. Philosophically and practically
         he committed to ameliorative possibility rather than conceding all to determinism.
         Writing out of the political, cultural, and territorial uncertainties of a new country
         toward “new ideas, new men, new thoughts” (CW 1:7), Emerson started by aspiring to and advocating a nature literacy that has become
         central to contemporary environmental ethics in a direct line from Thoreau and Muir
         to, for example, Edward Abbey and Terry Tempest Williams. He wrote with a remarkably
         accurate and predictive view of the future’s possibilities for truth, aesthetic, and
         moral values regarding the environment, almost as if to the doorstep of Leopold’s
         pronouncement that “The outstanding scientific discovery of the twentieth century
         is . . . the complexity of the land organism. Only those who know the most about it
         can appreciate how little we know about it. The last word in ignorance is the man
         who says of an animal or plant: ‘What good is it?’”[2]  
      

      
      Despite a deepening understanding of our genetic and elemental relation to the nonhuman
         world, we now find ourselves in the midst of a very belated assessment of our relationship
         to the environment. In large part it is as a philosopher that Emerson’s usefulness
         to environmental ethics is most clearly evident. In the first place, he yokes philosophical
         thinking to practical action: philosophy is as the philosopher is and does. As a result,
         his philosophy is sensuous, experiential, and reformist. As a practice it is attentive,
         relational, empathetic, and aesthetically sensitive. Perhaps the signature characteristic
         of Emerson’s philosophy is its essential incompleteness: each “thought is felt as
         initial, and promises a sequel” (CW 3:41). He knew “better than to claim any completeness” (CW 3:47) in his views, any more than nature claims completeness in any creature or formation.[3]   Yet, as Stanley Cavell has noted, there remains a “widely shared, fixated critical
         gesture . . . on the part of his friends and of his enemies . . . of denying to Emerson
         the title of philosopher,” much less the mantle of natural, scientific, or environmental
         philosopher. Nevertheless, in conceiving philosophy as physical and practical, as
         entailing being attentive and attuned to nature, and as continuously unfolding and
         becoming as nature is; in conceiving humans as consanguine with the nonhuman and as
         ourselves evolving; and in conceiving “his work as a writer” to be “attracting the
         human . . . to the work of becoming human,”[4]   Emerson’s approach is a significant philosophical antecedent and contributor to
         contemporary environmental ethics. In addition, his philosophy of nature converges
         on environmental ethics together with intellectual strains as diverse as ecology,
         Indigenous science and ethics, Sufi poetry, feminism, and systems thinking, revealing
         overlooked common ground. With rising concerns about environmental degradation and
         sustainability, there is increasing reason and value in rethinking Emerson’s ideas
         about nature and our relation to it for their usefulness and insight toward living
         in ethical relation to the environment.
      

      
      The core aim of this book is to show the Emersonian arc in environmental ethics by
         delineating Emerson’s own environmental ethics and direct influence in that area as
         well as by demonstrating the resonances between his ideas and diverse approaches in
         contemporary environmental ethics. As is usual in philosophy, the interplay and genealogy
         of insights and texts are more circular and mutual than linear or strictly chronological.
         Chapter 1 investigates Emerson’s “original relation to the universe” as an acknowledgement
         of consanguinity with the environment and a practice of environmental literacy (CW 1:7). Chapter 2 delineates his sense that such a relationship incurs moral and aesthetic
         responsibility on the part of humans in keeping with the moral and aesthetic laws
         of nature. This integration of ethical and aesthetic values with truth and with the
         truth-value of our statements about the environment is foundational to nature writing.
         Chapter 3 considers Emerson’s philosophy of nature and environmental ethics in relation
         to three contemporary environmentalist permutations of long-standing traditions—feminism,
         systems thinking, and Indigenous science and values—and the shared commitment of all
         four to environmental activism and global justice. Chapter 4 examines the relationship
         between garden and wilderness as a practice for Emerson, and in American culture at
         large, in multiple spheres: personal, political, and philosophical. Chapter 5 explores
         the connection between Emerson’s affinity for Asian philosophy and environmental ethics,
         a connection that has received little attention in studies of Emerson and Asian thought.
         
      

      
      Running the gamut of these chapters are the themes of literacy, narrative, empathy,
         emergence, value creation, and relation (both as connection and as tale or account).
         All are versions of “croisements,” which nature loves, Emerson noted, quoting and agreeing with Charles Fourier (JMN 9:50 and 296). Croisements are crossings, crossbreedings, and crossroads, and Emerson associated them with the
         daring “transitions from one to the other,” “Mixtures,” and “Alternation” that enable
         artistic, creative, and ameliorative possibility (JMN 9:296; 10:45, 45). The need for environmental ethics emerges as human self-interest
         is at cross-purposes with the interests
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