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1

Self-Reliance and the Life of the Mind

In Emerson’s thought about individualism, the idea of self-reliance occupies the central place. The essay “Self-Reliance” (Essays: First Series, 1841) is perhaps his most famous statement of it. Many sentences and passages in this essay are commonly quoted. Indeed, some have lent themselves to ideological exploitation and have even been used in advertisements and commercials. The essay has fame and notoriety, both. Thanks to the essay, the very phrase “self-reliance” has become a common synonym for individualism. Yet the idea of self-reliance is everywhere present in Emerson’s thought, not only in the essay named “Self-Reliance.” For all its familiarity, the idea is certainly difficult and elusive, just as Emerson’s thought usually is. Though much has been written on Emersonian self-reliance, and though Stanley Cavell has recently written about it in three powerful books, perhaps something is left to say about it. By trying to work through some of the meanings and suggestions of self-reliance we can add, I believe, to our own thought about individualism—especially the sort of individualism that I have been calling democratic individuality.

It is well to emphasize at the start Emerson’s difficulty and elusiveness. He is full of assertive sentences that may seem unconditional. Every sentence seems a declaration of faith. He seems to stand behind every utterance with his whole being, and risks his being by the completeness of his candor. His variety of declarations tempts us to say that he contradicts himself, but even if we resist the temptation, we are still not sure where he finally stands. We can admit the force of his impeachment of consistency in “Self-Reliance” (p. 265), but may still wish that his assertions did not so frequently collide and perhaps qualify one another to the point of damaging all of them, leaving us suspended and uncertain.

Let us say, however, that he intends to qualify his assertions. In fact, many of the assertions are not assertions at all. He does not stand behind most of his utterances, even though he expends his full virtue in them. In his experiments, he is more like Plato than even Nietzsche is. Emerson is not Thoreau. As he says in one of his numerous programmatic formulations, an intellectual person must have “no engagement in any thought or feeling which can hinder him from looking at it as somewhat foreign.” (Emerson usually means “something” when he says “somewhat.”) He adds that “the true scholar is one who has the power to stand beside his thoughts or to hold off his thoughts at arm’s length and give them perspective” (“Natural History of Intellect,” Natural History, pp. 39-40).

An almost exasperated Walt Whitman can therefore say of Emerson:


He does not see or take one side, one presentation only or mainly, (as all the poets, or most of the fine writers anyhow,)—he sees all sides. His final influence is to make his students cease to worship anything—almost cease to believe in anything, outside of themselves. (“Emerson’s Books, (The Shadows of Them),” Whitman, Complete Poetry and Collected Prose, p. 1052)


A genuinely exasperated Henry James says that Emerson “was never the man anyone took him for” (Literary Criticism, p. 266). I assume that James’s formulation applies to Emerson’s thought, and if it does, it is most apt. The key is found when we see that Emerson makes Plato—whom he regarded as the world’s greater thinker and as indispensable to all creative thought—sit for the portrait of Emerson. In Representative Men, he says of Plato:


He has not a system. The dearest defenders and disciples are at fault. He attempted a theory of the universe, and his theory is not complete or self-evident. One man thinks he means this, and another that; he has said one thing in one place, and the reverse of it in another place. (p. 652)


Emerson means these words as praise: in turn, we praise Emerson by transferring them to him. His purpose is to have no system, but a theory instead—a theory of the need not to have a system in any usual sense. “At bottom he had no doctrine at all,” said Santayana (“Emerson,” Interpretations of Poetry and Religion, p. 131).

Emerson aims at making his philosophy difficult and elusive. He means to disappoint the expectation that he will supply doctrinal conclusions. His belief in the possibility of truth requires him, he thinks, to commit himself only for a time to a particular value, principle or idea (or to any practice or institution derivative from them), and then to a contrasting one for a time, trying at the same time to withhold a final judgment, a definite assent, whenever possible. We may finally observe in him an unreserved commitment, but it is a commitment to a method of intellect. A commitment to method enables him to withhold lesser, substantive commitments. (I use the ascetic or Cartesian word “method” because Emerson favors it.) Hence we must be as careful as possible in assigning beliefs to Emerson. It is not skepticism but his understanding of truth that makes him so sparing in acquiring commitments. The matter does not stop here: the core of self-reliance is a proper engagement with truth, requiring as much substantive withholding as possible.


Truth is our element of life, yet if a man fasten his attention on a single aspect of truth, and apply himself to that alone for a long time, the truth becomes distorted and not itself, but falsehood. (“Intellect,” p. 424).


It should always be difficult to attribute commitments to a self-reliant person—whether it is Emerson himself or anyone who conceives of self-reliance as he does. Why? What are the connections between self-reliance, truth-seeking, and substantive withholding?

Emerson thinks that every important value, principle, idea (or derivative practice or institution) is permanently indispensable for life, even though any may be at odds with any other. Taken together, they are forces “by whose antagonism we exist” (“Fugitive Slave Law,” 1854, Miscellanies, p. 231). Man himself, Emerson says, is a “stupendous antagonism,” the cause and effect of the world’s constitutive antagonisms (“Fate,” The Conduct of Life, p. 953). Life is a “gale of warring elements” (“Works and Days,” Society and Solitude, p. 172). When there are two “metaphysical antagonists,” he says, “each is a good half, but an impossible whole” (“The Conservative,” p. 175). If “the world stands by balanced antagonisms” the thinker must temporarily stand by each antagonistic element in turn (“Natural History of Intellect,” Natural History, p. 53). Emerson is a sustained practitioner of a multiple perspectivism. He tries to make each element believable, giving it its own essay or passage, or he dwells on its different facets in several essays, while his whole work sets an example of abundant but also sympathetic withholding. But he withholds nothing, it would seem, from the principle of self-reliance, which is the method of sympathetic withholding. It earns Emerson’s true loyalty. The principle is Emerson. In the main respects, therefore, self-reliance is not one particular substantive or doctrinal principle like other ones. At its best, self-reliance is nothing but an intellectual method, a method of truth. Emerson’s whole work illustrates it, and it may very well define any person’s self-reliance as such. This will be my main emphasis, but other meanings of self-reliance will also be examined.

Mental or philosophical self-reliance means, precisely, the readiness to treat with sympathetic understanding ideas and values that have no sympathy for one another. In order to develop such understanding, one must try to remain not free of substantive commitments, but sparing of them. This is the highest aspiration of self-reliance. Emerson acknowledges the temptation to selectivity when he says in “Spiritual Laws” that:


A man is a method, a progressive arrangement; a selecting principle, gathering his like to him wherever he goes. He takes only his own out of the multiplicity that sweeps and circles round him. (pp. 311-312)


Despite these words, Emerson’s work shows the effort of achieving a method that refuses any “selecting principle” which derives from something as narrow as one’s “own” personality, and which has so limited an aim as to gather one’s like wherever one goes. Emerson’s method aims to embrace as much as he finds possible. That is the example he would set. His practice is faithful to most of the formulated precepts of his method that recurrently appear in his writings, but not the one just quoted. Self-reliance as a method of thinking with its own intrinsic value means more than any substantive commitment to a particular value, principle or idea, or to any practice or institution that embodies or derives from them. (But I do not deny that self-reliance has institutional preconditions and effects, as we shall see.)

One relies on oneself rather than seeking support in external commitments. One stays within oneself in order to enter imaginatively into all the commitments that social life displays, and must display. One increases the amount of value in the world by keeping oneself from embracing favorite ideas and works exclusively.

Emerson is persuaded of two things: every position is held for at least plausible reasons and perhaps for necessary ones; and every position is inevitably accompanied by or engenders an opposition that is also (though not always equally) plausible or necessary and also narrow. Opposition appears,


because something has been overstated or omitted by the antecedent sect and the human mind feels itself wronged and overstates on the other side as in this. Each of our sects is an extreme statement and therefore obnoxious to contradiction and reproof. But each rests on this strong but obscure instinct of an outraged truth. Each is, as it were, a cry of pain from the violated soul. (“Society,” Early Lectures, 2, p. 108)


That antagonists need each other for the sake of their own sanity is shown, Emerson thinks, in the political sphere where parties goad, check, and define each other. But antagonism—not just in politics—is the health of the whole world: its value is perpetual and to be preferred over synthesis or diluted compromise. No position is arbitrary or accidental. The self-reliant thinker will try to disclose, in every case, why a partisan must say what he says and what “insurmountable fact binds him to that side” (“The Conservative,” p. 176). As one example, Emerson thinks that “No Burke, no Metternich has yet done full justice to the side of conservatism” (“Lecture on the Times,” p. 158). The steady message from Emerson is that no side—no principle or value or practice—has yet been done full justice. But he will try to make amends. He says, “The finer the sense of justice, the better poet” (“Sovereignty of Ethics,” Lectures and Sketches, p. 185).

In the work he does, he displays and inspires what we may call the democracy of intellect; he gives an example of the spirit of democracy at its best. That is self-reliance. It is sometimes overt in Emerson’s work, more often unspoken, that he is presenting and defending the aspirations of the mind of democratic culture, nothing less. It is a mind needed to understand the culture in which it grows, but that can also extend its receptivity to other cultures and also to nature. Henry James said in a review (1883) of the Carlyle-Emerson correspondence:


In a genuine democracy all things are democratic; and this spirit of general deference, on the part of a beautiful poet who might have availed himself of the poetic license to be fastidious, was the natural product of a society in which it was held that every one was equal to every one else. (Literary Criticism, p. 245)


I am not sure that Emerson’s spirit is “a natural product” of anything. He is more like one who reveals a secret obscured by its obviousness and kept obscure because it is too radical in its perfect appropriateness. He is revealing democracy. But James is right to insist on Emerson’s democracy: his receptivity, his power of uncommitted sympathy, is democracy. Receptivity is the highest form of self-reliance.

Emerson’s method of apprehending general ideas and practices—the kinds whose names provide titles for many of his essays—is the heart of his self-reliant intellectuality. But he sometimes devotes his attentive powers to human and natural particulars, on the one hand, and he aspires to a transcendent vision of the totality of things, on the other hand. For a while, however, I will concentrate on his methodical treatment of general ideas and practices. Later, I will say something about Emerson’s reception of particulars and his sense of totality.

One of the most compressed statements of his self-reliant method is found at the beginning of “Fate,” the first of nine essays in The Conduct of Life (1860). He says:


If we must accept Fate, we are not less compelled to affirm liberty, the significance of the individual, the grandeur of duty, the power of character. This is true, and that other is true. But our geometry cannot span these extreme points, and reconcile them. What to do? By obeying each thought frankly, by harping, or, if you will, pounding on each string, we learn at last its power. By the same obedience to other thoughts, we learn theirs, and then comes some reasonable hope of harmonizing them. We are sure, that, though we know not how, necessity does comport with liberty, the individual with the world, my polarity with the spirit of the times. The riddle of the age has for each a private solution. If one would study his own time, it must be by this method of taking up in turn each of the leading topics which belong to our scheme of human life, and, by firmly stating all that is agreeable to experience on one, and doing the same justice to the opposing facts in the others, the true limitations will appear. Any excess of emphasis, on one part, would be corrected, and a just balance would be made. (pp. 943-944)


“Excess of emphasis” characterizes all of Emerson’s writing.

The excess is meant to compensate for the reserve that Emerson feels in the face of the way people esteem the things they do. Their estimation tends to be blindly or insanely excessive—it is too partial and unduly favors a few worthy things to the exclusion of others that have equal or comparable claims. Commonly, exaggeration makes every thought a prison and hence is “incipient insanity” (“Intellect,” p. 424). However, Emerson can say a good word even about one-sidedness:


Exaggeration is in the course of things ... to every creature nature added a little violence of direction in its proper path, a shove to put it on its way; in every instance, a slight generosity, a drop too much ... without a spice of bigot and fanatic, no excitement, no efficiency. (“Nature,” p. 549)


A person “can’t make any paint stick but his own.” Nevertheless, insofar as one is a self-reliant thinker, one cannot be a partisan either for oneself or one’s cause. A person of one idea is a monotone and must be treated as if a little deranged (“Natural History of Intellect, Natural History, p. 50). Only the mediocre, he says, take sides (Notes to “Self-Reliance,” Works, 2, p. 391).

For Emerson to give everything its due requires that he overcome his characteristic revulsion to unconscious idolatry. In contrast, his own idolatry is deliberate: he will write about something as if it were the best or only thing, but then go on to another. He as it were impersonates ideas and principles, practices and institutions. His impersonations explore actualities and their latencies, and are thus sources of endlessly fertile suggestion. Emerson shows a different power from that of writers who create fictional characters, which are explorations of invented possibilities, or pictures of unrealizable personal roundedness. These interest him less. Following Nietzsche, however, I must not make absolute the difference between the power of conceptual impersonation and the power to create characters. The basic link between the two powers, Nietzsche says, is found in a common “self-possession”: “a way of viewing himself as a mirror of the world” (Philosophy in the Tragic Age of the Greeks [M. Cowan, Trans.], p. 44). I do still think the difference is substantial.

“I should think water the best invention if I were not acquainted with fire and earth and air” (“Religion,” Early Lectures, 3, p. 284). He also has to say, “I should think fire the best thing in the world if I were not acquainted with air, and water, and earth” (“Art,” p. 433). He approvingly allows that it is the


habit of certain minds to give an all-excluding fullness to the object, the thought, the word they alight upon, and to make that for a time the deputy of the world ... The power to detach and to magnify by detaching is the essence of rhetoric. (“Art,” p. 433)


This rhetoric is a power “to fix the momentary eminency of an object” (“Art,” p. 433). The true benefit of rhetoric, however, comes only when we see it bestowed on contrasting or antagonistic ideas and objects, one after another.

Therefore when the self-reliant individual receives instruction, as he or she must, from the “rhetoric” of others as it is contained in great or good writings, variety must be the rule. Great writers, Emerson says, “are antidotes to each other’s influence.” After one great writer has been studied,


then comes by another luminary ... and with equal claims on our wonder, and affords us at once the power of self-recovery, and that of comparing system with system, influence with influence, and, at last, man with man. (“Lord Bacon,” Early Lectures, 1, p. 321)


Yet because Emerson is so little partisan, it is hard to know which writers could serve as antidotes to him. He is an antidote to many others.

Emerson means to persuade us to a happy responsiveness to contrasting or antagonistic thoughts and phenomena, and he makes it the salient quality of his method. He does not necessarily want us to agree with his insights or judgments, or even to go on discussing all his subjects. He only wants us to feel delight with him in the spectacle of contrariety that the world offers and that he tries to capture in his work. His great lesson is that some large part of the interest or fascination in the world comes from the fact that meaning or beauty or truth can be found in conflicting or incompatible ideas, principles, forces, and practices. The common tendency is to escape such clamor and seek clarification, or to come to the world fully armed with dogma and preconceptions. Rather than feeling dismay from opposition to oneself or from the very abundance of seemingly irreconcilable antagonisms, one can strive for a self-mastery that rides above one’s likes and dislikes, and one’s cravings for simple clarity.

One can profess what Emerson calls “the joyous science” (“The Scholar,” Lectures and Sketches, p. 262), and do so by looking at one’s mutable opinions “as a bird that flieth” and thus “put himself out of the reach of skepticism” (“Prospects,” Early Lectures, 3, p. 379). Only the self-reliant person can aspire to the joyous science. Each of the things in contention can be seen separately as worthy or beautiful, but so can the contending things when juxtaposed and held together. What is involved in Emerson’s joyous science is something less like seeing all sides of a disputed issue, and more like admiring all sides in an unstoppable struggle. Emerson is
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