
of Kant’s philosophy (58). More generally, James’s relations to Kant, though prop-

not pay sufficient attention to James’s heavy criticisms of Kantianism.

regard. See Sami Pihlström, “The Trail of the Human Serpent Is over Everything”: 
Jamesian Perspectives on Mind, World, and Religion (Lanham, MD: University Press 
of America [Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group], 2008); and Pihlström, 
Pragmatist Metaphysics: An Essay on the Ethical Grounds of Ontology (London: 

A Common Faith (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 

7. John McDowell, Mind and World nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: Har-

“energy management” (202), sounds problematic from the perspective of scien-
tific conceptions of energy.

Arthur S. Lothstein and Michael Brodrick (Eds.)
New Morning: Emerson in the Twenty-first Century
Albany: State University of New York (SUNY) Press, 2008. xv + 218 pp. Index.

This timely anthology contains five pieces of republished poetry (and 
one original poem) and eleven essays of varying length taking mostly 
contemporary stances on—and thus hoping to spur the on-going re-
ception into the twenty-first century of—the work of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson. The assortment of the texts is heterogeneous, yet showing 

are by authors trained in philosophy, a couple by literary scholars, and 
another couple by poets. The prose pieces are previously unpublished, 
excluding the classical essays by Robert C. Pollock (published origi-
nally in 1958) and John J. McDermott (1980), as well as John Lysaker’s 

and Mary Oliver’s “Emerson: An Introduction” (2000). Unfortunately, 
the book makes no mention of the original details of publication of 
these pieces, which makes the edition— in addition to the fact that the 
weighty philosophical pieces have been previously published—some-
what less valuable for scholarly use.

As one might expect of an anthology such as this, the variety of top-
ics and perspectives into the life work of the covered author is broad, 
and one of the particular merits of the collection is its engaging not 
only Emerson the philosopher but also Emerson the political activ-
ist. The collection begins in the philosophical register, with important 
essays discussing Emerson’s philosophical thrust (Pollock), and his 



influence on the classical American philosophers from Royce to Dewey 
(McDermott). Emerson’s engagement in the political struggles of his 
day—and his corollary relevance for the on-going struggle for universal 
human rights today—is exemplified by a concise yet insightful essay by 
Len Gougeon on what he calls Emerson’s “reinvention of democracy” 
in the time of the Civil War, in turn complemented by Lawrence Buell’s 
discussion of the vocation of the Emersonian scholar, and the related 
tension between self-reliance and social accountability. Adding to the 
cast of erudite philosophical readings, John Lysaker elucidates Emer-
son’s high pertinence to a Bildung-like project of personal self-culture, 
David Marr insightfully re-interprets Emerson’s first Nature
while Douglas R. Anderson in turn adds a reading of the second “Na-

-
mental thought. A reader will also find what may perhaps be termed 
somewhat more essayistic meditations on Emerson’s relevance for peda-
gogy, or what the writer calls “teachings for lustres” (Lothstein), and 
understanding contemporary art (LaRocca). Finally, interleaved with 
the mentioned texts are the vivid and refreshing six poems by living 
authors such as Gary Snyder, Mark Strand, and Deborah Digges, and 
the beginning and the end of the collection are framed by eloquent es-
says by the poet-authors Mary Oliver and Ann Lauterbach, respectively.

Given the great variety of the themes and methods employed, we will 
do best in gaining insight into the richness of the collection through a 
probing of some of the individual essays. After Oliver’s opening essay 
outlining in eloquent terms the fabric of Emerson’s biography, the col-
lection begins with by far its longest essay, “The Single Vision” by the 
late Robert C. Pollock, a former professor of philosophy at Fordham 

-
spiration behind the later generations of philosopher-scholars on Em-
erson—such as McDermott and Anderson. Pollock’s piece is impressive 
and daring for its very scope and depth; shunning excessive modesty, 
it connects the crux of Emersonian philosophy with the sublime yet 
feasible aspiration of the human mind to see all things in the world 
at once in a great single vision. This is laid out less as a new form of 
mysticism and more as a protest against an increasingly split concep-
tion of the world we live in, a bifurcation of the universe into a scien-
tistically conceived world bereft of spiritual value, on the one hand, 
and a religiously experienced universe wanting scientific legitimacy, on 
the other. With what seems to me a slight interpretative bias, Pollock 
underscores Emerson’s affinity with the classical Catholic mystics—an 
unacknowledged source of affinity for Emerson himself, as the author 
would say—such as Thomas à Kempis. While we may doubt whether 
Catholic Christianity is precisely the most fitting point of comparison 
in this context, we can still admire the accuracy of Pollock’s reference to 
Emerson’s striving for “that central position which has been temporarily 



lost in an age of specialists [note the critical tone of the reading as ex-

position from which we shall again see ‘all things in one’, as Thomas a 
Kempis could see them” (p. 13).

Yet as Pollock himself notes, Emerson’s emphasis on the unity be-
tween self and world, our seeing through the medium of our particular-
ity the totality of the world, is not an idealistic abstraction disconnected 
from our authentic individuality. In contrast, each individual is “called 
to live the life of the whole by following the line of his own essential 
bias and by holding to his own vantage point (p. 30). Overall, Pollock’s 
essay is one of the best attempts known to me in any Emerson litera-
ture to make sense of both at once, Emerson’s visionary striving for all-
embracingness of his world-view and the simultaneous insistence on 
authentic individuality. The accent on individuality brings the piece 
into a fruitful dialogue with some of the more contemporarily oriented 
essays in the anthology—in particular, Buell and Gougeon.1 One of the 
great merits of the anthology, indeed, is that besides lending attention 
to the sheer variety of Emersonian concerns, the essays are also suc-
cessful in showing how the Transcendentalist project of Emerson—all 
too often deplored for its abstractness and lack of connection with the 
problems of the real world—is not isolated from but closely connected 
with his radical activism partaking in the contemporaneous issues of 
the nineteenth century American society.

Stressing Emerson’s political activities throughout his career and 
-

invention of Democracy” briefly explains some of the ways in which 
Emerson was engaged in the struggles for social justice during the time 
of his intellectual career, in particular, the abolition of slavery and the 
fight for equal human rights for all. Gougeon sees Emersonian ideal-
ism—also in its utopian or political sense—not as something separate 
from his political activism but as its very precondition. It was because 
Emerson had such an unwavering conviction in the power and sway 
of ethical principles that he was able and courageous enough to resist 
the social injustice being wrought in the American society of his time. 
A fresh example of this is provided by his support and the one-time 
vice-presidency of the New England Woman’s Suffrage Association—
a theme nearly as controversial as slavery at the time—as in a speech 
given at one of the meetings Emerson resolutely declared woman to 
“claim for nothing less than all, than her share in all . . . for her half 
of the whole world” (p. 172). A similar notion of the inner divinity 
of every single human being may be found to underlie also Emerson’s 
assault against slavery, a rejection of vicious legislation such as the Fu-
gitive Slave Law on the grounds of an intuitively perceived ‘Higher 
Law’ overriding the authority of the inhumane constitutional law; here 
Emerson directly anticipates Thoreauvian civil disobedience (p. 185). 



on morality,” and “The end of all political struggle is to establish moral-

While the different essays included in New Morning thus provide 
the reader with a multi-faceted view of Emerson’s and Emersonian con-

-
ing just these articles and not certain others paints a reliable picture of 
the covered author in a contemporary setting.2 The texts of the collec-
tion vary in terms not only of content but also of form: while some 
are stylistically light (especially the Preface by Brodrick), others teeter 
on slightly too much scholarship for general purposes such as appro-
priate for the anthology at hand (especially Buell). Emerson’s politi-
cal thought, his philosophical, aesthetical and environmental concerns 
gain a fair covering in the book, while one realm of thought very central 
to his overall project, namely religion or spirituality, figures somewhat 
more indirectly in the collection.3 It is not the named topic of any indi-
vidual essay of the work, thus easily eluding the grasp of an inattentive 
reader; it is only somewhat indirectly, particularly in the essays by Pol-
lock and Marr, that this aspect of Emersonian thought may be sensibly 
traced. “The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face, 
we through their eyes”—I admire the freshness of Marr’s reading when 
he takes this not as our being face to face with God and nature, but God 
and nature with one another,
An excellent re-reading of a classic text in its own right, this seems to 
me to go the heart of how Emerson already in his very earliest work 
understands nature and spirituality as co-dependent on one another, 
and it is not entirely unrelated to Pollock’s attempt to show how the 
gap between religion and a rational understanding of the world may be 
bridged within the Emersonian framework.

The best example of a predominantly contemporary approach to 
Emerson in the anthology, in turn, is provided by David LaRocca’s es-
say “Emerson at The Gates,” discussing the much-acclaimed installation 
The Gates by the artists Christo (Javacheff ) and Jeanne-Claude (Denat 
de Guillebon) to have been put on display in the Central Park of New 
York in 2005. The basic idea of the essay is to introduce the reader into 
this work, while suggesting that its very experience and the extensive 

-
thetics. Is this a convincing way of bringing Emerson back to life? I 
have nothing against reading contemporary works of art in the light of 
classical thinkers, but the connections thus to be drawn out will need 
to be selected with good taste and style—and LaRocca happily evades 
this risk. Yet his discussion serves perhaps better as an insight into an 
impressive artwork than a comprehensive application of Emerson’s aes-
thetics to its understanding. Among other things, LaRocca stresses the 
Emersonian notion of art connoting not only the finished product but 



also the work required to bring it into being in the first place—or in his 
own words from the essay “Art,” “the path of the creator to his work” 
(p. 111). Thus the case study of The Gates is successful in showing how 
the specific story of how a work of art comes into existence (in this case 
its having been supported solely by private funds, with the materials of 
the work later to be recycled, and its having been accessible to all and 
everybody at no cost), are in themselves an important part of not only 
the aesthetical but also the ethical work of the work. Inasmuch the en-
tire anthology provides, as it were, a series of gateways into Emersonian 
thought, the inclusion of LaRocca’s piece also well suits the spirit of the 
collection.

Instead of presenting Emerson as a public intellectual well-known 
and first and foremost celebrated for his pioneering work in the back-
ground of the American literary and philosophical Renaissance, then, 
New Morning draws attention also to the less well-known lines of 
thought to be discovered in the corpus of Emerson. In addition to the 
case study of contemporary art just mentioned, we may also stress Gou-
geon’s and Buell’s suggestion that Emersonian thought may be read as 
a precursor not only to the progress of American liberal democracy 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, but also to the universal 
declaration of human rights such as exemplified by the UN declaration 

student of this anthology may, indeed, make the useful observation 
that the book reads not only Emerson in the light of contemporary 
concerns but also the contemporary issues in the light of Emersonian 
thought and critique; we may take this for what it really means to in-
troduce Emerson into the twenty-first century. More than one essay in 
the anthology, to mention an example, carries a trace of the September 
11th terrorist attacks, and more than one suggests that we may have 
reasons for leaving some of the heavy-heartedness and the political bit-
terness induced by them behind. Gougeon goes as far as to reference 
the notorious cases of the torture of prisoners in defiance of the Geneva 
Conventions and other specific legislation during the Bush administra-
tion, as cases of American conduct where a higher authority of moral-
ity would be more than called for, and in his view Emerson is one 
thinker in the line of liberal activists to have been most abhorring of 
such developments.

So what kind of picture of Emerson does this collection leave us 
with, and will it be a fair one? I admire the effort of the authors to stress 
not only Emerson’s importance for the past but also for the future and 
the now. One of the guiding topics of New Morning is the theme of 
possibility and opportunity, and connected with this, perpetual newness 
and youth. However, starting with a slightly light-hearted cover design 
and a somewhat repetitive preface, parts of the book run the risk of 



appearing unnecessarily New Agey or at least unnecessarily naive for 
serious scholarly contexts—and I am not sure if this will do good for 
the ensuing fame of Emerson. However, accepting the criticisms, New 
Morning is an important collection of essays and poems for a student 
of Emerson, a fairly balanced cross-section of the contemporary Amer-
ican commentaries on Emerson. I would recommend the collection 
for any philosophical reader of Emerson if only for its versatile span 
of topics and the inspiring tone of various essays. In this respect, the 
book succeeds in making Emerson alive for the century we find our-
selves in. The power of the book is that it helps us not only understand 
Emerson, but to use him for understanding and protesting against the 

contemporary world. “If we lose our ability to make meaning,” writes 
Ann Lauterbach in the closing essay of the collection, well befitting the 
interpretative nature of the book, “that is, to interpret, to find form in 
the raw materials of life, then we stand in danger of having meaning 
made for us, a rupture between what is said and what is done, between 
false intentions and disastrous consequences” (p. 207).
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NOTES

1. On a more personal side, the emphasis on individuality is line with Lysaker’s 
ground-breaking insistence that we should converse with the Emersonian texts 
through the ways in which they address us personally, as if we were their “secret 

Lysaker’s book on Emerson also shows a perfect awareness of the possible po-
litical implications of the view; see Emerson and Self-Culture (Bloomington: Indi-

Stanley Cavell on Emerson’s philosophical importance would have made the col-
lection even more representative of the themes to have contributed the most for 
making Emerson alive for the twenty-first century. Cavell’s writings on Emerson, 
however, have been published as a self-standing collection Emerson’s Transcenden-
tal Etudes (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003).

3. Buell stresses the way in which the texts on the vocation of the scholar con-
stitute perhaps the most extensive subgenre in the Emersonian corpus of essays. 
While this is understandable, it raises the question as to whether there are other 
remarkable subgenres that ought to be addressed in the same manner, and in my 
view the texts pertaining to religion would make up just such a genre.


