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Words and deeds are quite indifferent modes of the divine energy. Words are also actions, and actions are a kind of words.  
Emerson, the Poet

Emerson's Figural Religion: From Poetics to Politics 
Shira Wolosky

Religion in America was, from the outset, radically inward.  And religion in America was, from the outset, radically outward.  Puritan senses of conscience, grace, the relation to God as personal Call were deeply interior within the innermost self.  Yet Calling as daily conduct in any walk of life, church membership, mission and community were external, enacted in the world as historical and public.  The American religious self is highly dichotomous; and is so in ways that, not accidentally, Emerson also is.  Interiority and exteriority, privacy and public life, are the fault lines that continue to divide both Emersonian discourses and discussions of them.
  On one side there are deeply interiorized Emersons, Transcendental, anti-social; on the other, there are exteriorized Emersons, reformist, anti-slavery, and/or seen as complicit with capitalist and coercive society.
  Incorporate footnote  

Just how to put these different aspects together is Emerson's own difficulty and challenge, and very much the difficulty of Emerson’s texts.  His attempt to do so, I will argue, turns radically on what is essentially a theory of figures.  It is in figural terms, claims, energies and limitations, that Emerson approaches the problems of individual and society, independence and dependence, imagination and nature, self and God.  Emerson posits different aspects of the America surrounding him as figures for each other – or tries to. This figural theory derives in and transforms American religious tradition in tension and conjunction with other models.  Emersonian figuralism is itself a transfiguration of Puritan practices reaching back through his own ancestors to the founding of New England.   There, too, were enacted divisions of interiority and exteriority, authority and autonomy, self and community that continue to haunt Emerson.
  There, too, the effort to sustain a double focus linking, but also distinguishing between this interiority and exteriority evolved through figural structures and understandings.  These become the methods for Emerson's own efforts to respond to the changing, straining trends within mid-nineteenth century American society, as he attempts to bind together an increasingly conflictual American world around him.

I. Figural Religion and Poetics
Emersonian religion is essentially figural.  In this it inhabits terrain

where religion and poetry have persistently contested each other, with mutual claims that overlap, conflict, and jealously compete.  The essay "The Poet" puts it this way:

Poets are thus liberating gods. Men have really got a new sense, and found within their world, another world, or nest of worlds; for, the metamorphosis once seen, we divine that it does not stop.  .   .

The highest minds of the world have never ceased to explore the double meaning, or, shall I say, the quadruple, or the centuple, or much more manifold meaning, of every sensuous fact.

Poets are "liberating gods" in that both poetry and religion are pledged to the sense of further meanings beyond any single meaning.  That the world has "double," "quadruple," "centuple or much more manifold meaning" is Emerson's fundamental definition of poetry as also of religion.   Poetry finds "within their world, another world, or nest of worlds" in that it opens figural meanings for experience, representing different aspects and relationships in multiple ways.  "Sensuous fact" becomes figure for further understandings.  
In Emerson's poetic, then, experience is seen to be composed of tropes, each imaging the next in ever unfolding and inexhaustible significance.  As Emerson writes in his late, 1876 essay on "Poetry and Imagination," "Nature is itself a vast trope, and all particular natures are tropes."  Or, as he writes in the early "The Poet,"
The world being thus put under the mind for verb and noun, the poet is he who can articulate it. For, though life is great, and fascinates, and absorbs, -- and though all men are intelligent of the symbols through which it is named, -- yet they cannot originally use them. We are symbols, and inhabit symbols; workman, work, and tools, words and things, birth and death, all are emblems.
"We are symbols and inhabit symbols:" it is this recognition and enactment that Emerson means when he says "It is not metres, but a metre-making argument, that makes a poem."  Poetry is not just vision, not just symbolic structure as viewpoint, nor is it “autonomous language” in Charles Feidelson's terms. 
  Poetry is figures, as they extend and refract each other, penetrating into and shaping the world.  When Emerson speaks of “picture-language” in Nature he means trope, and not only as visionary "picture" but specifically as language world.  The poet is the one who tropes with language, who can put the world "under the mind for verb and noun" and "articulate it."  
But this is Emerson's definition of religion as well, or rather, first.  
In his figuralism, Emerson is drawing on long-standing American religious traditions.  Figural structures of course play crucial roles through the whole tradition of both exegetical interpretation and sacramentalism, from ancient times through their transformations in Reformation theology and practice.  But in the American context figuralism took new and imperative forms. The increased centrality of the Bible in sola scriptura Protestantism was then radicalized in America's Congregationalist Christianity, taking biblical figures as their own historical venture.  Radically in America, figuralism was not only a mode of scriptural interpretation but of historical and social patterning.  It is in many ways the central mode for linking together Puritanism's extremities of inward introspection and outward expectation, solitude and society, vision and history.  This mutual conformation finds specific formulation in Puritan modes of typology which Sacvan Bercovitch has above all elucidated.
  The type links not only New Testament to Hebrew Scripture, but also the Puritans themselves as a further figuration of the Israelite nation on divine errand to establish Christ's kingdom; and finally individual to historical community within that errand.  Through the type the inner life is cast as the image of the outer one, and vice versa.
Emersonian figuralism marks a series of distances from such Puritan ones.  His sense of the "type" is far less doctrinal than the Puritans' (although the same can be said for Jonathan Edwards in Images and Shadows of Divine Things, where the limits of typologizing are difficult to draw).  Yet when Emerson speaks of "the supersensual utility in the sun and stars, earth, water" (The Poet), he is not using mere religious rhetoric.  Religion involves what Emerson calls "mystery:" "The inwardness, and mystery, of this attachment, drives men of every class to the use of emblems." "A beauty not explicable is dearer than a beauty which we can see to the end of. It is nature the symbol, nature certifying the supernatural."  Both the "symbol" and the "supernatural" evoke this inexplicability and mystery, indeed are  this mystery, which can never be exhausted, and therefore always generates new and further figures.  

It is this sense of figural religion that Emerson announces in his "Divinity School Address."  The mind, he begins, turns from even "the perfection of this world in which our senses converse" in a rich "invitation from every property . . . to every faculty of man" to something still more:

Behold these outrunning laws, which our imperfect apprehension can see tend this way and that, but not come full circle. Behold these infinite relations, so like, so unlike; many, yet one. I would study, I would know, I would admire forever. These works of thought have been the entertainments of the human spirit in all ages

Emerson's terms and their relationships are highly, indeed rigorously unstable, as the "Address" goes on amply to demonstrate.  But Emerson here affirms as his religious sense a recognition of "outrunning laws" and "our imperfect apprehension," attesting a mystery to existence that extends beyond any human capacity fully to grasp it.  What the "Address" then goes on to emphasize is that to betray this multiplicity of meaning is to betray religion itself.  It is to reduce experience to only one meaning and reify it there.  

But this is what "historical Christianity," as Emerson patronizingly calls it, has done.  Emerson (rightly) shocked the Harvard Divinity School when in his "Address" he declares that Jesus is a poet and Christianity his poem.  But historical religion has reduced Jesus's multiple dimensions in this way, thus betraying spirituality itself:

One man was true to what is in you and me. He saw that God incarnates himself in man, and evermore goes forth anew to take possession of his world. [But] the idioms of his language, and the figures of his rhetoric, have usurped the place of his truth; and churches are not built on his principles, but on his tropes. 

Christianity has failed its own vision by the reduction of its manifold meanings – its revelation of manifoldness of meaning – to just, or any, one of them.  What Jesus revealed was the very power in man or woman to open towards further revelations.  The Christological theologizing of Jesus has taken the divinity of man, which is his figural power itself, and incarnated it into an idol.  Emerson's Jesus announces and is himself a figure for the creative power to extend and multiply meanings.  But this divine figure has been made "stark and solid," as Emerson puts it in "The Poet," a wrong taking of the figure as final, thus instituting it in "hierarchies." 

The history of hierarchies seems to show, that all religious error consisted in making the symbol too stark and solid, and, at last, nothing but an excess of the organ of language.

In betraying its poetic figuralism, religion for Emerson betrays itself. 
II. Non-Neoplatonism
Poetry and religion are both figural; and in fact are figures of each other.  "Whose spirit is this," Wallace Stevens asks of the singer in "The Idea of Order of Key West," "because it is the spirit that we sought and knew / 

That we should ask this often as she sang."  It is a question we ask often of Emerson, but first he asks of himself.   Is Emersonian religion metaphysical or metaphorical?  Is Emerson claiming transcendental meaning in ways consistent with traditional metaphysics? Or are such transcendental claims themselves metaphorical?  Emerson asks this in both the religious and poetic spheres.  The very term "divine" in Emerson is endlessly suspended – as  noun, verb, or adjective – between analogy, pun, and contradiction.  When he says in "The Divinity School Address" that

the divine bards are the friends of my virtue, of my intellect, of my strength. They admonish me, that the gleams which flash across my mind, are not mine, but God's; that they had the like, and were not disobedient to the heavenly vision 

the "bards" here at first seem to be "divine" by analogy.  But this shifts towards substantive claim as they seem to "divine" an actual mind of God,  our "gleams" as not one's own "but God's."  "Heavenly vision" seems then not exalting adjective but celestial place.  


But what is radical in Emerson is not simply this ambiguity, which his sentences are so vigilantly constructed exactly not to resolve.  Emerson's writing in many ways marks a crossroads when, as he put it in "The American Scholar," "the old and the new stand side by side, and admit of being compared," or as he reiterates in the late essay "Worship," "the old faiths which comforted nations, and not only so, but made nations, seem to have spent their force."  In Emerson the old and new stand side by side.  Older metaphysics is felt in his references to unity, wholeness, the oneness of nature.  What marks the new is not the abandonment of metaphysical terms, but the status of figures themselves, above all as these are, or imply, linguistic figures.   Emerson's theory of figures is a theory of language.  

Emerson himself is haunted, as in a famous passage in the "Idealism" section of Nature, as to "Whether nature enjoy a substantial existence without, or is only in the apocalypse of the mind," albeit concluding that in either case "it is alike useful and alike venerable to me."  As Harold Bloom has shown, Emerson, however he courts the possibility of an "apocalypse of mind" that absorbs all exteriority into itself, also resists such apocalypse in a continual agon with externality as the very source of his figural creativity.
  Or, in Stanley Cavell's terms, Emerson's is a skepticism that exactly leaves these alternatives open. 
  Emerson in fact never answers the question as to whether his figures are metaphorical or metaphysical. This distinguishes Emerson from Nietzsche, who thoroughly and systematically repudiates metaphysical realms in ways that Emerson never fully does.
  Yet Emerson radically reformulates metaphysics.   Even as he retains terms from its ontology, he shifts the valuation and valence granted to them.  This is evident above all in the roles, and values, he gives to language and figures. 


Emerson's language theory has often been analyzed as Neoplatonist.  But this is ultimately not the case, even in his earliest writings, which in this regard cannot be starkly distinguished from his later ones.  Even the early essays are never simply “Neoplatonist essentialism” just as the later ones are never fully anti-foundationalist.
  Emerson rather endlessly teeters between the sources of his authority and vision, the anchor of his figures as invented or inspired.

Nature's is a sophisticated sign-theory that is yet at cross-purposes with itself.  On the one hand, Emerson asserts that "Words are signs of natural facts" and that nature in turn "is the symbol of spirit."  This is to place nature as prior to words, and spirit as prior to nature, in a metaphysically traditional semiotic.  As in Plato and into Christianity, words are copies of nature which copies spirit; the signifiers of signifiers, in Derridean terms, secondary and contingent to pre-established signifieds.    

But Emerson does not leave matters there.  He severely complicates this sequence, not only with regard to nature and spirit, but to language itself.  This shifts the process of signification into a signifying chain.  "The use of natural history is to give us aid in supernatural history: the use of the outer creation, to give us language for the beings and changes of the inward creation" he continues in Nature.  The "use of" nature leaves open who is the user and what is the order of sequence or agency between self, "natural history," and "supernatural history." In terms of ontology, this is an equivocation Emerson refuses to resolve: is being prior to language and self, or its product?
  But in either case, language has for him a pivotal role.  The way "outer creation" is used is linguistic.  "We are," he goes on, "thus assisted by natural objects in the expression of particular meanings." Nature is given its meaning through words at least as much as words through nature.   Or again: "Every appearance in nature corresponds to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be described by presenting that natural appearance as its picture."  Whether nature "corresponds" to a "state of mind" that precedes it or proceeds from it, what "natural objects" assist, as handmaidens, is "expression of particular meanings," that is, language as the site of signification.

Emerson here is questioning not only traditional ontological priorities, but even more, traditional axiological evaluation of words and figures. Not only the sequence of meaning: the very attitude towards language and value given to it departs from Platonic-Christian metaphysical orders.  Words are not last, but first – in sequence and in value.    

Because of this radical correspondence between visible things and human thoughts, savages, who have only what is necessary, converse in figures.  As we go back in history, language becomes more picturesque, until its infancy, when it is all poetry; or all spiritual facts are represented by natural symbols. .  .  The moment our discourse rises above the ground line of familiar facts, and is inflamed with passion or exalted by thought, it clothes itself in images. (Nature)
Metaphysically speaking, language follows from and depends upon the idea, conveying it as its outward expression.  And images traditionally are the least accurate representation of ideas, as tied to and drawn from the material world.  They are the lowest in Plato's chart of lines at the end of Republic Book VI, where images are the most remote and distorting copies of copies of truth, mere shadows compared even to opinion, and beneath any sort of knowledge of the Ideas that ideally rise above all sensible imagery.  Yet here Emerson exalts them.  He in fact himself uses the image of the "line": "The moment our discourse rises above the ground line of familiar facts, and is inflamed with passion or exalted by thought, it clothes itself in images."  The "ground line" is facts; and it is as "images" that "our discourse" rises above it. This astonishing revolution of value in words emerges in Emerson's references to Neoplatonism itself in "The Poet."

Nature offers all her creatures to him as a picture-language.  Being used as a type, a wonderful value appears in the object, far better than its old value. . .  "Things more excellent than every image," writes Jamblichus, "are expressed through images."  Things admit of being used as symbols, because nature is a symbol, in the whole and every part. 

The quotation from Iamblichus is situated in a Neoplatonist chain of ascent from the material world to spiritual "things more excellent."  But Emerson almost reverses this direction.  His implication is, instead, that the "image" is itself "excellent."  Nature is not to be merely copied or signified on the plane of lower linguistic signifiers. Instead, in the Poet's words, nature through words is raised to "a second wonderful value . . . far better than its old value."  Nature here is not source, but resource, to be "used" actively.  "Why should we not," Emerson asks, "participate in the invention of nature?"   Similarly, Emerson cites Proclus: "The mighty heaven exhibits, in its transfigurations, clear images of the splendor of intellectual perceptions."  This is a very recast Neoplatonism, one which celebrates "transfigurations," whose "images" are themselves full of "splendor," whether "intellectual perceptions" are situated in realms above or within the Poet's self. Figures, far from being secondary, inessential, and indeed intrusive into human identification with intelligible, unitary and ultimate metaphysical reality, are necessary to humans, essential and primary to them: "The man is only half himself, the other half is his expression." The Poet as "sayer" and "namer" is "a sovereign, and stands on the centre."  As Emerson says in "Self-Reliance," "We but half express ourselves, and are ashamed of that divine idea which each of us represents."  It is, that is, in expression that we represent – which is itself to say, project figures for – the divine idea.  


But to elevate language in this way and to make it essential is to rupture Neoplatonist hierarchies.  Emerson's embrace of language implies metaphysical revision.  For to privilege language is to transfigure and transvaluate Neoplatonism's assignment of material, temporal and multiple reality as distant from and inferior to transcendental unity.  The traditional goal of contemplation is to ascend beyond material and multiple experience into unity as the attainment of moral and metaphysical purpose.  This is the case throughout the Platonic tradition and its inheritors.  This scale of ascent finds linguistic corollary (indeed linguistic model and paradigm).   Traditionally language has been both an instance and a representation of multiple, temporal, material reality.  To ascend above world is to ascend above language, as the material and multiple signifiers of a unitary signified beyond any divisions or concretizations. 
  This is not the case in Emerson, that is, not the case consistently and in my view not ultimately.  Emerson invests in material, multiple, temporal reality and/as linguistic experience, even as he continues also to speak of transcendent sources and access.   The result is often a crossing of these impulses inconsistently against each other.  But even in this Emersonian ambiguity, language, words, images, figures, symbols gain a value and weight they lacked in metaphysical tradition, and often emerge in privileged splendor.  
Barbara Packer has brilliantly discussed Emerson's commitment to "an irreducible something in the soul" that rebels fiercely at any attempt to reduce it to a mere "bundle of perceptions," as itself the drive to his poetics of symbol.  Emerson works

against the insistence upon eliminating every hint of polysemy from nature, psyche, or sacred text [that] removed all sense of the numinous from nature and restricted man's hermeneutic freedom. . . What Emerson calls religious luster, the poetic sense of things, is this susceptibility to multiple interpretation. 

Language is never "determinate" but always "polysemous" in Packer's terms, always a "metamorphosis," a "ceaseless proliferation of tropes" as she vividly describes. 

Thus Emerson writes in "The Poet:"

The quality of the imagination is to flow, and not to freeze. The poet did not stop at the color, or the form, but read their meaning; neither may he rest in this meaning, but he makes the same objects exponents of his new thought. Here is the difference betwixt the poet and the mystic, that the last nails a symbol to one sense, which was a true sense for a moment, but soon becomes old and false. For all symbols are fluxional; all language is vehicular and transitive, and is good, as ferries and horses are, for conveyance, not as farms and houses are, for homestead. Mysticism consists in the mistake of an accidental and individual symbol for an universal one ("The Poet")

Against ideals of fixed meanings, Emerson affirms language as ever "fluxional," "vehicular and transitive."  Not intelligible essence but "color" and material "form" is Emerson's locus of figures.  The poet is to "read" the world's meaning but never "rest" in it.   Indeed, this rejection of "rest" is itself a grave break with metaphysical tradition.  In this regard, Emerson's remark in "Intellect" in his Essays: First Series  that he who loves repose "shuts the door of truth" is nothing short of astonishing: where repose opposes truth rather than realizing it. As against a metaphysics of unchanging eternal presence, Emerson is committed to the generation of figures, each extending and transforming each.  This open figuration he poses in "The Poet" against "nail[ing] a symbol to one sense," in an image that suggests crucifying the crucifixion itself.  To "freeze" any "individual symbol" is to reify reality and betray creativity – which Emerson here sees as a betrayal not only of poetry but of religious experience itself into what he here suspects as mysticism.  Against any final or "universal" formulation, Emerson's faith is in the reformulation of figures, as signifiers displace and link to other signifiers. In a sense, what Emerson's figures are figures of is other figures.  This is at once religious and poetic.   As he writes in the "American Scholar:" "Whatever talents may be, if the man create not, the pure efflux of the Deity is not his."  Against metaphysical tradition, it is in the turns and tropes of changing language that truth comes forth: "In proportion as a man's life comes into union with truth, his thoughts approach to a parallelism with the currents of natural laws, so that he easily expresses his meaning by natural symbols, or uses the ecstatic or poetic speech." ("Poetry and imagination")
III. Figural Religion and Politics
Emersonian religion as a kind of poetics (and poetics as a kind of religion) is pledged to the figural relation between experiences.  In this it carries a heavy burden.  For the tension between interiority and exteriority, private and public, that it would mediate is extreme, and, in the America surrounding Emerson, is becoming more so.  This is an America at once Revolutionary and industrializing, at once missionary and slave-owning.  Emerson desires to envision America as a site where the self flourishes, inwardly in integrity and also outwardly in social life, each as an extension and expression of the other.  This is what Emerson means, and what Whitman meant after him, when he says that "America is a poem in our eyes" ("The Poet").   

Stanley Cavell has argued that Emerson's claims for the self should be placed in the universalizing context of Kantian autonomy, rather than seen as  solipsistic.
  Emerson in "Self-Reliance," far from releasing the self from society, exactly proposes a social and indeed political course.  When he writes: "When private men shall act with original views, the lustre will be transferred from the actions of kings to those of gentlemen," he is summoning the private individual to public life.  To act like a king is to act exactly in ways that are consequential for public life.   In monarchial societies, it was only kings whose private actions had public consequences.  That is why kings are the central actors in epics and high tragedies.  For Emerson, this is, or ought to be the case for all "gentlemen."  Each individual, equally to others, must act privately with a sense of full public responsibility.  In Kantian terms, each man (and woman) represents others as moral beings through mutually recognized autonomies.  Emerson in effect is outlining democratic society itself.  
But Emerson significantly puts this in figural terms.  He calls the king a "hieroglyphic by which they obscurely signified their consciousness of their own right and comeliness, the right of every man;" and the "colossal symbol" of the "mutual reverence that is due from man to man."  Moreover, "mutual reverence" frames this figuralism in religious terms.  As Emerson explicitly states in the "American Scholar," "A nation of men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself inspired by the Divine Soul which also inspires all men." Kantian autonomy is in fact only one resource in Emerson's democratic thinking.  Religious paradigms and histories no less stand behind his constellations and correlations of self and community.  Puritan church polity was constituted as a "gathered church" formed through covenant among members, each of whom was first individually called in an experience of grace.  It is a structure that at once posits individual conscience and social solidarity.  
This seems to be one thing Emerson has in mind as a model for his own radically constituted society of individuals.  His 1835 "Historical Discourse" opens with the founding church of Concord, where "Members of a church before whose searching covenant all rank was abolished . .  .stood in awe of each other, as religious men."  The strained paradoxes Emerson puts into his "New England Reformers" discussion of "Association" can be elucidated in these terms:

The criticism and attack on institutions which we have witnessed, has made one thing plain, that society gains nothing whilst a man, not himself renovated, attempts to renovate things around him:

But concert is neither better nor worse, neither more nor less potent than individual force. 

But this union must be inward, and not one of covenants, and is to be reached by a reverse of the methods they use.  The union is only perfect, when all the uniters are isolated.

As in Puritan Call, renovation must begin in the self.  But it then reforms society, in a yoking of individual and community itself constituting a religious formation of selfhood.  Religious individuals take their definition from their community's commitments and their commitment to community.   Here indeed is a paradox of "isolated / uniters," but it is one grounded in older Puritan practices.
  Emerson's notion, as he put it in "Self-Reliance," that "isolation must precede true society," recalls individualist church polity.  It is of a self

defined through community and community through the selves that compose it.   For Emerson "the union must be inward, and not one of covenants."  As Robert Milder notes in "The Radical Emerson," Emerson's conviction is that "the source and agency of social change is the human mind." 
  Renewal of society begins with renewal of self.  


This I think is the context for some of Emerson's more provocative statements in "Self-Reliance."  When he asks, "Are they my poor?" the "my" may suggest not exclusion but inclusion: the necessity for individual enlistment and personal commitment before any action.  "God," as he goes on to exhort, will "deign to enter and inhabit you" only "as a man puts off from himself all external support and stands alone."  "Man" must first stand alone.
  Only then will men legitimately stand together.  

In Emerson, it is the maker of figures who forges these ties.  It is the figure-maker who links self to self, exterior with interior, public with private.  This is the core sense of Emerson's notion of "Representative Men," who both represent others and creates representations of one figure by another.  They populate Emerson's essays in many different guises.  In "The American Scholar," it is the American Scholar, the "one, who raises himself from private  considerations, and breathes and lives on public and illustrious [i.e. illustrative, figural] thoughts."  In the "New England Reformer" it is the New England reformer, who acts through the "ever soliciting Spirit," projecting "man's equality to the church, of his equality to the state, and of his equality to every other man."   In "Historical Discourse," it is the clergy, who "were, for the most part, zealous promoters of the Revolution" and in whom "a deep religious sentiment sanctified the thirst for liberty."  And of course, in "The Poet" it is the Poet, "the timely man, the new religion, the reconciler, whom all things await.  Dante's praise is, that he dared to write his autobiography in colossal cipher, or into universality." The Poet is the one for whom 

there is never a beginning, there is never an end, to the inexplicable continuity of this web of God, but always circular power returning into itself. Therein it resembles his own spirit, whose beginning, whose ending, he never can find, — so entire, so boundless."  

The Poet opens the world as a "continuity" among elements, each reflecting each, with world resembling "his own spirit," and not as mere projection, but as within a "web of God," however that is meant.  
In Emerson, however, there is a severe question as to whether this role of linking different realms to each other in society is one that figuralism can any longer bear (if it ever could).  Both in America, and within Emerson's own figuralism, questions of authority and of its exercise, of the sphere of the self and the sphere of society, of private and public, are increasingly strained to the point of threatening to break apart.  "Self-Reliance" shows these strains.  There is, as there was in Puritanism itself, first the great danger of antinomianism – a danger implanted in the very bosom of the interiority that founds Puritan religious experience.  Within the first half-decade of the Boston settlement, Anne Hutchinson insisted on pure inner light and radical conscience as "immediate revelation" beyond the Word of the Bible and the community's minister's interpretations of it.  Hutchinson's positions were doctrinal, duly grounded in the preaching of the Colony's foremost theologian, John Cotton, as became awkwardly clear at her trial.  Her privileging of inner experience, of personal illumination, cut off from exterior frames in ministry, community, Bible and history, however, was not to be tolerated.  The "enthusiasm" deeply inscribed in Puritan religious experience was also delimited by reintegration into community, ritualized through the public confession required for church membership and the ministerial preaching of the Word.
  Hutchinson's judges, though consternated, were not stymied.  The inner had to remain in focus with the outer; and Hutchinson was exiled from Massachusetts.

Emerson's divisions are not so easily banished.  Antinomianism both attracted Emerson and worried him.  Emerson's work shows how the absolute interiorization of divinity can be difficult to distinguish from a subjectivization and solipsism that Emerson both invites and yet wishes to ward off:
The populace think that your rejection of popular standards is a rejection of all standard, and mere antinomianism; and the bold sensualist will use the name of philosophy to gild his crimes. But the law of consciousness abides.  There are two confessionals, in one or the other of which we must be shriven. You may fulfil your round of duties by clearing yourself in the direct, or in the reflex way.  (Self-Reliance)

Emerson would have his "two confessionals" accord: the "direct" way rooted in one's own conscience, and the "reflex" way of submitting the self to social conscience.  "The law of consciousness abides," Emerson wants to say, through both dimensions, in their mutual constitution, as the radical self represents itself in social action.  To attest the need for each person to come to his and her own sense of inner experience and authority is meant not to dissolve society, but rather to found it.

Privacy is prominent and often thought to be dominant in Emerson.  Even in the "Young American," where Emerson privileges the public, he also denounces it: "The timidity of our public opinion, is our disease, or, shall I say, the publicness of opinion, the absence of private opinion."  It is the "private mind" which "has the access to the totality of goodness and truth, that it may be a balance to a corrupt society; and to stand for the private verdict against popular clamor, is the office of the noble."  In "New England Reformers," an essay where one would expect exactly public commitment to be lauded, instead there are calls for the "assertion of the sufficiency of the private man," and for the "growing trust in the private, self-supplied powers of the individual."  Yet Emerson is also alarmed at the rampant path liberal freedoms of the self were blazing around him.  Emerson is writing in a period of extraordinary transformation.  Traditional forms of selfhood are coming under intense pressures in a drastically changing world.  Like many post-Revolutionary writers, Emerson is alarmed at the way industrialization, technology, and the emerging market economy were converting the meanings of privacy to private enterprise, of the self into self-interest.
Emerson does some of his best writing when he turns to, which is to say against, questions of economy.  These frame his core definition of self-reliance itself:

These are the voices which we hear in solitude, but they grow faint and inaudible as we enter into the world. Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members. Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members agree, for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most request is conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion.

Economy here betrays the self's autonomy, in a rupture within liberalism itself.  To secure his bread the shareholder surrenders his liberty – the defining term of liberalism in its Lockean sense as property.
  This is liberalism against itself.  The autonomous self as self-determining opposes the possessive self of material property. The self-possession that establishes the self's autonomy threatens no less to devour it
.

Emerson's economic imagery has attracted a good deal of attention, 

but often in ways that reinscribe the fault lines running through his discourses.   As Daniel Aaron perhaps first posed it, Emerson is on the one hand the "seer of laissez-faire capitalism," complicitously providing "an ideal explanation for the conduct and activities of the business classes" and "a rationale for the entrepreneur of an industrial age."  On the other, he presents an "inward individualism" withdrawn from the world into "individual fulfillment" and "inner cultivation," with a "supreme contempt for the commercial mentality."
  Carolyn Porter, Michael Gilmore and Christopher Newfield align these inner/outer Emersons as chronological: with the "early Emerson" seeing the market as alienating and unstable, but the "late Emerson" as ultimately incorporated and complicit with the capitalist economic order.
 

Economy is in fact one of Emerson's most searing topics. Emerson wishes to posit economy and inner selfhood as figures for each other.  In this he neither deplores wealth and the market as such, nor does he succumb to complicity with and glorification of it. 
   Like the Puritans before him and like Whitman after him (or Whitman like him), Emerson would hope to see wealth as yet another form of inward focus and American venture; in Whitmanian terms, another mode of America's creative energy.
   Wealth can theoretically take part in Emerson's figural imagination, standing for and representing individual effort and democratic opportunity, and also a concrete productivity to be enjoyed in the world, not just transcendentally.   In this manner economy would take its place within Emerson’s chains of figural linkage and transformation.  

And yet, Emerson fears that economic interests will fail to do this.  He harbors a deep anxiety that, instead of undergoing figural conversions, material concerns will consume every other kind, drowning both public and private in material interest.
   In "The American Scholar" he rails: "Public and private avarice make the air we breathe thick and fat."  The "Young American" warns: "The currency threatens to fall entirely into private hands. Justice is continually administered more and more by private reference, and not by litigation."  Economy will interrupt or short circuit figural chains in a reduction of every other experience to it, threatening the rupture and defeat of figuralism itself.  The Poet disclaims: "That is yours, this is mine."'  He tries to turn such possessiveness in other directions: "the poet knows well that it is not his; that it is as strange and beautiful to him as to you."  Figures are different from ownership.  They point beyond what any self may possess, to the "strange and beautiful."  But, as Barbara Packer notes, America has succumbed to the sin of simony, confusing the realms of grace and money – a danger that had been lurking in American religion since the Puritan landing. 
   
It is such reduction that Emerson repeatedly and scathingly blasts.  His call for the birth of a Revolutionary literature in the "American Scholar" sardonically acknowledges "the survival of the love of letters amongst a people too busy to give to letters any more. . . Man is thus metamorphosed into a thing, into many things. . . the soul is subject to dollars."  It is an inversion that figuralism is hard pressed to right.
Figuralism cannot easily hold these fissuring modes together. In the "Young American," he decries how the "out of doors all seems a market; in doors, an air-tight stove of conventionalism," and sees this as "the want of religion and honor in its public mind."  The "Method of Nature" speaks of spiritual betrayal: 
No matter what is their special work or profession, [scholars] stand for the spiritual interest of the world, and it is a common calamity if they neglect their post in a country where the material interest is so predominant as it is in America. (Method of nature)
"Spiritual interest" contrasts against, and is cut off from "material interest."  Emerson's frustration about such misalignments between, and betrayal of self to property resounds through the conclusion of Self-Reliance:”
And so the reliance on Property, including the reliance on governments which protect it, is the want of self-reliance. Men have looked away from themselves and at things so long that they have come to esteem what they call the soul’s progress, namely, the religious, learned and civil institutions as guards of property, and they deprecate assaults on these, because they feel them to be assaults on property. They measure their esteem of each other by what each has, and not by what each is. But a cultivated man becomes ashamed of his property, ashamed of what he has, out of new respect for his being
The “religious, learned, and civil institutions” all are betrayed to being “guards 

of property” in the triumph of economic individualism.  The problem is not necessarily property as such, but its becoming the “measure of their esteem of each other.”  And “government” here is pure contract between such appropriated individuals, not a community made up of selves at once independent and dependent in mutually affirming ways.

IV.  Religion of the Republic

Emersonian religion stands in a sense in opposition against a discourse of economic liberalism; or rather, at a fissure in the American self where the self itself splits between a self as infinite interiority and a self exteriorized into things.  This split is not easy to mediate.  One cannot be a figure for the other.  There is, however, another discourse with which Emerson's intersects, one which both inherits and incorporates, but also transposes religious structures.  This is a discourse of republicanism, in which private interests are subordinated to the public, common good.  The political tradition of civic republicanism became central in Revolutionary America, in complex relation to liberal economic trends.  Joyce Appleby in particular argues for an American republicanism that incorporates strong liberal elements, abandoning the deferential structures that balanced power in classic republicanism for voluntary initiatives among the citizenry.
 Madison's  Federalist 10 notably sets out to reconcile republicanism and liberal interests through a constitutional structure that would enlist private interests to negotiate and conduct public life, itself the arena of such negotiation.   How to reconcile private and public is in many ways Emerson's task as well.  His texts are case-studies in the jostling, intersecting, contending and confirming coexistence of these distinct foundational American political and rhetorical trends.
Emerson's essays echo with republican discourses.  In “Politics” he denounces those who “do not plant themselves on the deep and necessary grounds to which they are respectively entitled, but lash themselves to fury in the carrying of some local and momentary measure, nowise useful to the commonwealth.”  In “Wealth” he inveighs against those who do not use wealth “to add[ ] something to the common wealth.”  In complex word plays, Emerson exchanges the meanings of "proprietor" and "beggar," "rich" and "poor," to refer not to possession but rather to contribution:

They who, the greater proprietors they are, are only the greater beggars, but they whose work carves out work for more, opens a path for all. For he is the rich man in whom the people are rich, and he is the poor man in whom the people are poor: and how to give all access to the masterpieces of art and nature, is the problem of civilization.  The socialism of our day has done good service in setting men on thinking how certain civilizing benefits, now only enjoyed by the opulent, can be enjoyed by all. (Wealth)
In this essay on "Wealth," Emerson sets out to give this economic term republican meaning.  The "greater proprietors" are not those who own much but who "opens a path for all," who give "all access to the masterpieces of art and nature."  Republican democracy means just this greater access, not only as the increased wealth of each, but as the opening of spaces to be "enjoyed by all."   
In Emerson – as indeed in America at large – this republicanism is joined with traditional language of Christian community, but in a new revolutionary and political key.
  Thus in the essay "Worship" Emerson speaks of a "holiness" that "confers a certain insight, because not by our private, but by our public force, can we share and know the nature of things." 
Beside his privacy of power as an individual man, there is a great public power, on which he can draw, by unlocking, at all risks, his human doors, and suffering the ethereal tides to roll and circulate through him: then he is caught up into the life of the Universe.  
Private and public power – private power serving the public – is grounded in the opening of the self to "ethereal tides" that "roll and circulate" through the self from the universe.  We are back on Boston Common of Nature. 
In "The Poet," Emerson writes: "The poet is representative. He stands among partial men for the complete man, and apprises us not of his wealth, but of the common-wealth."  How to link "wealth" to "commonwealth" was the particular quest of the Revolutionary period, the preoccupation of its political craftsmen.  Emerson suggests here that this is the role of the poet.   He sets out to accomplish it through the figural power that defines poetry for him.  The "Poet" himself is such a figural nexus, representing the private self as public, the literary as political, imagination as religious.  His power to link these together is the power of language.

Yet language in Emerson is itself full of pitfalls, or, perhaps more accurately, ambivalences.  Emerson's theory of figures always incorporated rupture.  As Harold Bloom has shown, figural conversion requires displacement and abandonment – "to forget ourselves, to be surprised out of our propriety" as Emerson writes in "Circles" – as well as connection and extension.  "Circles," for all its expansiveness, also stares into the whirlpool of disjunctions opened by its ever enlarging rings:

We now and then detect in nature slight dislocations, which apprize us that the surface on which we stand is not fixed, but sliding.

There are no fixtures in nature.  The universe is fluid and volatile.  Permanence is but a word of degrees.
Emerson in such passages both quavers and dares.  He on one side recognizes and embraces this vision of change and displacement as basic to human experience, and as indeed the foundations of language.  On the other, 
Emerson continues to use metaphysical language, to refer to "the universal," even as he attempts to invest it in linguistic change and concrete particulars.  Thus, in "The Method of Nature" he attempts to banish, and yet clings to the  "philosopher" as "profane:"
Away profane philosopher! seekest thou in nature the cause? This refers to that, and that to the next, and the next to the third, and everything refers. The universal does not attract us until housed in an individual.  

Emerson here dismisses the desire for a "cause" outside of time, and instead  invests in time, in change.  Above all he invests in language, as a sequence of displacement and replacement among signifiers, each of which "refers to that, and that to the next."  Emersonian figuralism affirms this sequential, self-displacing and self-evolving sequence, in what can be called a linguistic metaphysic.  Through it, Emerson hopes to heal the various breaches he had inherited from Neoplatonism into Christianity and philosophical idealism as well, between matter and spirit, universal and individual, deed and word.   Yet even as he commits himself to the "individual," he still sanctions it in the "universal."

This ambivalence is not only one of poetics, but of politics.  

In our large cities, the population is godless, materialized, -- no bond, no fellow-feeling, no enthusiasm. These are not men, but hungers, thirsts, fevers, and appetites walking.
In our definitions, we grope after the spiritual by describing it as invisible. The true meaning of spiritual is real; that law which executes itself, which works without means, and which cannot be conceived as not existing. (“Worship”)
To be "materialized" is to be "godless," which in turn is to be without "bond: or "fellow-feeling," with no mutual commitment to a common world.  To recover this bond, Emerson turns to notions of the "spiritual" and the "invisible."  Yet he wants to anchor the "spiritual" in the "real," a "law" which reaches beyond human institutions "and which cannot be conceived as not existing."
The greatest rupture in America between economy, religion, and republicanism is of course slavery: the ultimate denial of the person in attempts to reduce him and her to material property.  Emerson's anti-slavery record has come under increasing scrutiny, reenacting in many ways questions about the relationship for him and in his work between the transcendental and the social.
  His record on slavery shows his own strain in keeping private and interior selfhood in correlation with social action.  

He who aims at progress, should aim at an infinite, not at a special benefit. The reforms whose fame now fills the land with Temperance, Anti-Slavery, Non-Resistance, No Government, Equal Labor, fair and generous as each appears, are poor bitter things when prosecuted for themselves as an end. To every reform, in proportion to its energy, early disgusts are incident (Method of Nature). 

For all Emerson's insistence that "The American Scholar" is no "recluse. . . unfit for any handiwork or public labor," the visible and invisible, the finite and the infinite, continued in Emerson to rasp abrasively against each other.  The "infinite" aim has difficulty linking to any "special benefit" or concrete politics.
Emerson's America was itself composed of trends connected but also severely conflicting with each other, as he in many ways was himself.  This extends to Emerson's own figural imagination, itself often divided and at odds with itself.  Emerson's texts mark and display the unstable moment when traditional metaphysics is being radically challenged by increased embrace of worldly conditions.  He holds onto language as his tether but he is himself unclear as to whether or not it is anchored beyond itself or within his own figural enterprise.  Robert Milder argues that Emerson can be seen "as anticipating contemporary ideas about the power of discourse to mold collective mentalities and thereby condition social praxis."
  Emerson in many ways points towards a sense of discourse as authoritative in post-metaphysical senses: as common life negotiated among individuals in their agreements, both political and linguistic.  But Emerson is also ever unclear as to whether language can bear this burden.  In the case of slavery, it could not.
In his 1841 essay "The Method of Nature" Emerson offers one of many, many attempts to balance and interweave his terms:

My eyes and ears are revolted by any neglect of the physical facts, the limitations of man. And yet one who conceives the true order of nature, and beholds the visible as proceeding from the invisible, cannot state his thought, without seeming to those who study the physical laws, to do them some injustice. There is an intrinsic defect in the organ. Language overstates. Statements of the infinite are usually felt to be unjust to the finite, and blasphemous.  
Against metaphysical tradition, he rejects "any neglect of the physical facts."  The finite is not to be denied; yet Emerson still sees "the visible as proceeding from the invisible," in a continued faith, or invocation of what had been traditionally a religious aspect of experience.  What he desires is for each to inform the other, the "invisible" to penetrate the "visible," as an unfolding of its possibility and as an opening of its meanings in something he would call a religious dimension.  

Caught between, or rather, trying to bind these poles together, he arrives at language.  But language too is implicated in his ambivalence.  In it he "cannot state his thought."  And yet again, there is also an almost astonishing surprise when Emerson observes that "statements of the infinite" are "unjust to the finite."  This is Emersonian faith: that the visible and invisible, exterior and interior, society and selves, deeds and words can be reflections and extensions, which is to say figures for each other.  But his work is also witness to the difficulty of sustaining such a vision in a contradictory America.
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