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We live amidst an Emerson renaissance, and a philosophical one at
that: counting the books by Buell (2003), Cavell (2003) and Saito
(2005), this is the fourth remarkable book on Emerson to appear in the
last five years by a philosopher, or bearing significantly on philosophi-
cal matters. This is quite a few, considering that John McDermott
could observe thirty years ago, truly at the time: “It is striking that in
the vast secondary literature on Emerson, distinctively philosophical
considerations are virtually absent.”1 With the writings of Stanley
Cavell, the first of which appeared just as McDermott expressed his
concern, things have changed, and most likely will continue to do so.

An inspired book calls for an inspired review. And that is what John
T. Lysaker’s new book is: Emerson and Self-Culture is inspired and
inspiring, insightful and insight-provoking. This is a distinctive, broad
and personally flavored essay on and of self-culture not according to
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Emerson so much as in the light of his performative provocations. My
joy with this book arises mostly from the directly engaging and usually
eloquent and erudite way in which the author genuinely challenges his
reader to reflect on and participate in a personal project of self-culture.
The greatest merit of Lysaker’s book is that it is an Emersonian one—in
a sense one might not expect of scholarly work: this book calls for the
reader to examine and most likely (if the author’s sense is right) to
change her or his life. Such a personal approach makes the book at once
a noteworthy achievement and vulnerable to criticism.

As such, the thematics of Emerson and Self-Culture is nothing
entirely novel. The question of culture and self-culture has been explic-
itly taken up in some relatively recent works on Emerson, most perti-
nently in David M. Robinson’s Apostle of Culture (1982) and Cavell’s
writings on Emersonian perfectionism (1990, 2004). Self-Culture,
besides being a central Unitarian theme and more generally a “watch-
word” of the nineteenth century, runs through Emerson’s early and late
work (pp. 5–6, 199 n1, n3). Lysaker acknowledges his debt (among
others) to Cavell, saying that his work “ambles along a path that
Cavell’s writings have helped clear” (p. x). The debt runs deeper than
this gentle remark might suggest: a reader of Cavell will recognize bor-
rowings of thoughts and ideas even where the book makes no mention
of debt.

Yet Lysaker’s personally involving take on self-culture sets his book
apart from its predecessors. As stated in the outset, the book pursues
Bildung, what the author regards “a practice of self-culture, a studied,
even labored effort to cultivate one’s life” (p. 1) He will “explore, inter-
rogate, mostly champion” Emerson’s path, hoping also—and I would
say he succeeds in this—to advance it (ibid.). In drawing attention to
self-culture in Emerson, this book is successful in two respects. The
question of self-culture is always an urgent one for Emerson, recorded
in such remarks as (Lysaker omits to quote these, probably as being too
obvious) “The main enterprise of the world for splendor, for extent, is
the upbuilding of a man” and “This revolution is to be wrought by the
gradual domestication of the idea of Culture”.2 Secondly, the stripe of
self-culture that Emerson’s work as a whole can be seen to advocate, is
not a strict conforming to some preordained principles but just the
kind of reflexive and personal experiment Lysaker fashions. It is
inevitable, however, that such a book stands in a somewhat ambivalent
relation to Emerson (this may also be a merit—or just the kind of book
that Emerson would have hoped his work to inspire). Lysaker is quite
explicit about not wanting so much to write about Emerson as to use
him “as a springboard for [his] own meditations” (p. 6). He thus
chooses “to pursue self-culture in a quotation of the practices, insights,
and problems that one encounters in pursuing the question of  self-
culture alongside Emerson” (ibid.). The reader should not expect, then,
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in this book a balanced and strictly scholarly treatment of Emerson’s
views on culture or self-culture—let alone a systematic presentation of
Emerson’s philosophy, or even of its most central themes.

The first chapter, “Taking Emerson Personally” is perhaps the most
original of all in the book, an insightful and daring investigation into
how we should go about reading Emerson. Its emphases on the perfor-
mative nature of Emerson’s prose—as Lysaker aptly notes, virtually all
of Emerson’s essays had their origin in the lecture room, which he
regarded as “the true church of today”3 (p. 13)—as well as on its inter-
subjectivity mark the chapter as one of the best philosophical charac-
terizations of Emerson available. At the risk of disheartening the reader
with the “exotic” notion of Bildung, and despite the fact that a call to
self-culture might be “somewhat untimely”, Lysaker states the leading
insight of the book: self-culture is something we all engage in all the
time, consciously or not (pp. 2–5). The book is infused with lively and
spirited examples, and the first one here is about buying alternative pop
music records (the examples used in the book are virtually always per-
sonal ones—a philosophical virtue rather than a narcissistic vice). A
“trivial” example such as this shows that “Who we are is not an assured
thing”: whether I buy a disc of The Dead Kennedys or David Bowie, it
will be a matter of determining who I am or desire to be. Thus, in Hei-
deggerian terms (although Lysaker will not say this), “for us, you and
me, being is a task, and an irreducibly personal one at that”, and
“Humans are, they exist, as problems for themselves”. Lysaker thus
“assert[s] the ubiquity of self-culture”. (p. 5.)

Self-culture, however, is not a project involving just myself, first and
foremost: on the contrary, as the author insists throughout the book—
faithfully to Emerson—cultivating one’s life is a project involving at its
very basis the “NOT-ME” (p. 37). The following chapters walk the
reader through a range of topics: starting with involuntary perceptions,
quotation, affinities and moods, the author underscores how our native
genius is not of our creating but involves almost all and everything in
the world. Lysaker refers aptly to what he calls “a worthy maxim for
self-culture” in “The American Scholar”, that knowing oneself is ulti-
mately synonymous with studying nature (p. 30). Despite their slight
lack of originality—all the mentioned topics, with the possible excep-
tion of involuntary perceptions and affinities, have been discussed in
remarkable detail by Cavell—these chapters are successful in drawing
attention to world and nature as components (or even the essential
source and resource) of self-culture—a quintessential Emersonian view,
yet left to somewhat cursory attention by Cavell. Emerson and  Self-
Culture is also sophisticated in its discussions of the difficult question of
the double nature of the self: our genius stands on the one hand “for an
inherited or native temperament or talent”, on the other “for those
times when we unexpectedly, or better, involuntarily, transcend that
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inheritance” (p. 46). Later chapters of the book extend this view of the
“personal impersonal at the heart of self-culture” (p. 34) to cover friend-
ship, the defining importance of friends and enemies for self-culture, as
well as reform, taking responsibility for everyday injustice at home and
abroad that we might in our daily oblivion be impervious to.

This brings me to my greatest worry about the book. Is self-culture
as Lysaker develops it Emerson’s view of the matter? Of course, it is not
easy to set limits to what Emerson thought about anything—particu-
larly not, if one makes like Lysaker much use of unpublished material,
especially of The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks (which, as David
Van Leer notes4, are problematic in the respect that they prove too
much). It is my concern, however, that in presenting self-culture as a
labor of becoming the person I desire to be, Lysaker slightly distorts
Emerson’s sense of self-culture as appropriating everything. Lysaker is
very much right in underscoring the “personal impersonal at the heart
of self-culture”, yet his emphasis on cultivating one’s character as a mat-
ter of selecting some things while turning away from others strikes me as
somewhat Un-Emersonian. In various characteristic passages that
Lysaker may have paid more attention to, Emerson aligns culture with
all-sidedness and all-embracingness. Thus in his lectures on Human
Culture (which Lysaker refers to but not to these passages), Emerson
says that there are “two ways of cultivating proportion of character”, the
first one of which is the “habit of attending to all sensations and put-
ting ourselves in a way to receive a variety, as by attending spectacles,
visiting theatres, prisons, senates, churches, factories, museums, bar-
racks, ships, hells”.5 The Journals (and I mean a comprehensive study of
them) provide further support for such a view: “High culture cannot
spare one [element of our being]. We want the Exact & the Vast; we
want our Dreams and our Mathematics; we want our Folly & Guilt.”6

“Culture. Plainly, a man can spare nothing; he wants blackest night &
whitest day”7; “Culture . . . wants all the material”8. And most con-
cisely: “Culture takes all for granted”9.

Such counter-voices should not be taken to suggest that selectivity is
not important for Emerson—it is, and various well-known passages
Lysaker quotes attest to this. Yet there is some tension between Lysaker’s
characterizations of Emersonian self-culture and what Emerson has to
say about culture, in particular in the late essay Culture (which can be
taken, I suppose, as his mature view on the matter). Regarding the
record-buying example, Lysaker writes: “I wanted to be sure my selec-
tions and omissions reflected and manifested who I was, for they were
extensions of my person and mirrors for my self-conception” (p. 3) And
elsewhere, “this is the bridge that self-culture must travel [between what
we have come to be and the possibilities lit up by the flares of our con-
dition], exercising a certain control over spontaneous states, if we are to
have a life of our own, one that eloquently manifests a character to

R
E

V
IE

W
S

 V
olum

e 44 N
um

ber 3

537



which we have given ourselves” (p. 57). Emerson writes in Culture:
“Our student must have a style and determination, and be a master in
his own specialty. But, having this, he must put it behind him. He must
have a catholicity, a power to see with a free and disengaged look every
object.” (p. 142; emphases added.) Lysaker quotes this text, but only in
passing, and he downplays it by remarking before quoting: “Not that
we should excise what temperament affords” (ibid.). But this is just
what Emerson warns us against in Culture—“this goitre of egotism”10.

To be fair, there are passages in Lysaker, however, that stress how self-
culture is not about self-control. “[A]n eloquent life born of self-culture
should not be equated with a rigorous self-mastery” (p. 78). “Of course,
nothing will come of our engagements if a spirit of  self-preservation
rules us” (p. 74). Also—in a passage from Emerson’s Culture that Lysaker
quotes thrice (pp. 74, 140, 142)—“Culture is the suggestion from cer-
tain best thoughts, that a man has a range of affinities, through which he
can modulate the violence of any mastertones that have a droning pre-
ponderance in his scale, and succor him against himself.” But such pas-
sages must be dug out from what is Lysaker’s book’s prevailing tone of
self-culture as self-fulfillment, and the book does not dwell on them.
Emerson and Self-Culture has many good things to say on involuntary
perceptions, Emersonian abandonment and obedience, as well as on the
role of conscious reflection in self-culture, yet the author could have
been more careful to capture the sense in which Emerson consciously
strives to embrace everything in the world.

In this respect, it may be doubted whether Lysaker does justice to
Emerson in distinguishing his work from a related book by George
Kateb, Emerson and Self-Reliance (1995, second edition 2002). In writ-
ing that “What is required . . . is the search for engagements to spark
new thoughts” (p. 74), Lysaker is getting at something important, yet it
is not so much new engagements that Emerson means by culture as it is
disengagement. This aspect of Emersonian thought has been persua-
sively defended by Kateb, whom Lysaker criticizes for characterizing
Emersonian self-reliance as “a kind of detachment from any particular
set of commitments” (p. 65). Lysaker rejects “this reading because it
obscures the force of involuntary perceptions in Emersonian  self-
culture as well as the virtue of obedience” (p. 65). This may be a valid
observation of Emerson’s philosophy as such, yet Kateb’s reading seems
to me closer to Emerson’s view of Culture: “The finished man of the
world must eat of every apple once. He must hold his hatreds also at
arm’s length, and not remember spite. He has neither friends for ene-
mies, but values men only as channels of power.”11

One more question prompts itself, concerning the ubiquity of self-
culture. In the way Lysaker portrays it, self-culture seems indeed to be
everywhere: there is no action or event in my life that would not in
some sense fashion who I am and will want to be. The problem with

R
E

V
IE

W
S

 V
ol

um
e 

44
 N

um
be

r 
3

538



Lysaker’s examples of buying records and rock-climbing is not that they
are “trivial” but that they make self-culture too easy. Emerson thought,
on the contrary, that “our culture is not come . . . none are cultivated”12

. (I believe he would say the same were he to live today—or something
harsher.) In speaking of the habit of attending to the vast variety of all
sensations he says that this is “a thing impossible to many & except in
merest superficiality impossible to any”13. When Emerson wants to be
clear about this, he speaks of culture “in the high sense” or of “the high
idea of Culture” (note the capital initial), of Culture as “the end of exis-
tence”—an idea which he says “does not pervade the mind of the think-
ing people of our community”14. These are severe challenges, but such
was Emerson, and it is part of such radicality that Lysaker misses in his
otherwise provocative ventures. Emersonian self-culture is more
demanding than Lysaker allows, yet it is not unattainable.15 Self-culture
in a high Emersonian sense, then, is not so much an ubiquitous fact as
an ideal.16

A good book raises as many questions of emphases and omissions as
it inspires new insights. As a whole, Lysaker’s book runs the risk of
walking the reader through a gallery of topics somewhat mechanically,
losing something of their Emersonian urgency and intimate tie to self-
culture. How does Lysaker’s discussion of moods, for instance, advance
our understanding of self-culture, Emersonian or otherwise? Are there
some other components of Emersonian self-culture that he might have
looked more closely into? One topic worth more attention might be
Emerson’s idea of “Self-creation” as the “End of Culture”, whereby he
means “[taking] up the universe into [oneself ]”, an “identification of
the Ego with the universe”—which is synonymous with “Culture, the
height of Culture” (JMN11, 203). Another topic worth studying
would be the problem of suffering and the meaning of adversities for
self-culture. This is evidenced in some of the most strikingly Niet-
zschean passages in Culture: “He [man] is to convert all impediments
into instruments, all enemies into power . . . there is nothing he will not
overcome and convert . . . He will convert the Furies into Muses, and
the hells into benefit”17.

However, despite the kind of criticisms Lysaker’s book provokes—
which we might, after all, read as an achievement in line with Emerson’s
much quoted maxim “Truly speaking, it is not instruction, but provo-
cation, that I can receive from another soul” (p. 14)—Emerson and Self-
Culture is a remarkable and thought-provoking book on Emersonian
self-culture. Considering that Stanley Cavell’s Emerson’s Transcendental
Etudes (2003) is an anthology, this is the first remarkable monograph
on Emerson in English by a professional philosopher. What sets the
work apart from its predecessors is its directly engaging touch: defying
institutional conventions and constitutional preoccupations, Lysaker
writes about and deals with Emerson in a personally involving manner.
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These essays in “eloquent life” are beautifully in line with Emerson’s
view of culture as “art of life”18. The book is written in an eloquent and
erudite style, and occasionally—a feature that will gladden some read-
ers while irritating others—its language gets groovy and wild. Finding
myself circling back to its work in an attempt to find its weak points,
only to discover that the matter is not quite so straightforward, in the
end I am not sure whether Emersonian self-culture could be much
more inspiringly advanced.

Heikki A. Kovalainen 
University of Tampere 

Heikki.Kovalainen@uta.fi 

NOTES

1. McDermott says this in a passing remark; see “Spires of Influence: The
Importance of Emerson for Classical American Philosophy”, in Streams of Experi-
ence: Reflections on the History and Philosophy of American Culture (Amherst: The
University of Massachusetts Press), p. 244 n35.

2. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “American Scholar”, in Volume I—Nature,
Addresses & Lectures, RWE.org—The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson,
http://www.rwe.org/. I quote from this website for ease of access.

3. References to Emerson are provided only in case Lysaker does not refer to
the passage in question.

4. David Van Leer, Emerson’s Epistemology: The Argument of the Essays (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press), p. xii.

5. Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Early Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson (Cam-
bridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press), Vol. 2, pp. 226–227.

6. Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks [JMN]
(Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press), Vol. 7, p. 228.

7. Emerson, JMN11, p. 443.
8. Emerson, JMN12, p. 600.
9. Emerson, JMN10, p. 156.

10. Emerson, “Culture”, in Volume VI—The Conduct of Life, RWE.org.
11. Emerson, “Culture”.
12. Emerson, JMN5, p. 470.
13. Emerson, JMN5, p. 435.
14. Emerson, JMN5, pp. 410–411.
15. In speaking of culture in the high sense, Emerson refers often to Goethe,

who apparently came close to the high ideal of culture in his “all-sidedness” and in
making use of everything for the development of the mind (JMN4, 301–302).
But even Goethe had his flaws, to which also Lysaker (p. 148) refers: Emerson
thought Goethe incapable of self-surrender (see Emerson, “Goethe; or, the
Writer,” in Volume IV—Representative Men, RWE.org).

16. To push such source criticism one step further, there is a sense in which
Emersonian high Culture goes ultimately beyond the ideal of culture. I quote
from a late striking notebook entry: “Half engaged in the soil, Man needs all the
music that can be brought to disengage him . . . He is yet the subject of culture
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only to be the subject of culture again . . . Culture, Religion are to put wings on
his feet; wings on his brain. The age of the Belly is to go out, & the Age of the
Brain & of the Heart to come in.” (Emerson, JMN12, 602; cf. “Culture”.)

17. Emerson, “Culture”.
18. Emerson, JMN11, p. 437.
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