Love and Friendship in Emerson’s Epistemology (paper)
Abstract: This paper argues that Emerson considers love and friendship crucial to knowledge of nature.  I begin by examining his lament in “Experience” of the loss of his love for his deceased son. That essay indicates that such a loss deprives Emerson of his purchase on reality, reducing him to a ghost-like state. These concerns are continuous with those he voices in many other passages concerning nature’s elusiveness.  Turning to his writings on love and friendship, I show that because of the affinities between his conceptions of nature and friends, Emerson holds that these relations afford us contact with nature—his most comprehensive metaphysical principle—and free us from a distinctive form of solipsism. The experience of loss highlights the critical epistemic role of the affections. Conversely, it should help us understand the prospects of understanding and insight that Emerson believes are inherent in personal relations. 
My theme in this paper is the role of love and friendship in Emerson’s epistemology. A connection between knowledge and relations with other persons may appear less than intuitive. Nonetheless, I will try to show that such relationships are, in Emerson’s eyes, crucial to philosophical knowledge and our apprehension of Nature.

 A rich starting point for this discussion is Emerson’s most famous analysis of loss and bereavement. In the opening of the essay “Experience,” he writes:

Where do we find ourselves? In a series of which we do not know the extremes, and believe that it has none. We wake and find ourselves on a stair; there are stairs below us, which we seem to have ascended; there are stairs above us, many a one, which go upward and out of sight. But the Genius which, according to the old belief, stands at the door by which we enter, and gives us lethe to drink, that we may tell no tales, mixed the cup too strongly, and we cannot shake off the lethargy now at noonday. Sleep lingers all our lifetime about our eyes, as night hovers all day in the boughs of the fir-tree. All things swim and glitter. Our life is not so much threatened as our perception. Ghostlike we glide through nature and should not know our place again. (E&L 471)

A few paragraphs later, he elaborates:

There are moods in which we court suffering, in the hopes that there, at least, we shall find reality, sharp peaks and edges of truth. But it turns out to be scene-painting and counterfeit. The only thing grief has taught me, is to know how shallow it is. That, like all the rest, plays about the surface, and never introduces me into the reality, for contact with which, we would even pay the costly price of sons and lovers. Was it Boscovich who found out that bodies never come in contact? Well, souls never touch their objects. An innavigable sea washes with silent waves between us and the things we aim at and converse with… In the death of my son… I seem to have lost a beautiful estate,--no more. I cannot get it nearer to me… some thing which I fancied was a part of me, which could not be torn away without tearing me, nor enlarged without enriching me, falls off from me, and leaves no scar. It was caducous…The Indian who was laid under a curse, that the wind should not blow on him, is a type of us all. The dearest events are summer-rain, and we the Para coats that shed every drop… 


I take this evanescence and lubricity of all objects, which lets them slip through our fingers then when we clutch hardest, to be the most unhandsome part of our condition. Nature does not like to be observed, and likes that we should be her fools and playmates. We may have the sphere for our cricket-ball, but not a berry for our philosophy. Direct strokes she never gave us the power to make; all our blows glance, all our hits are accidents. Our relations to each other are oblique and casual. (E&L 472-3)


The occasion for this essay is the death of Emerson’s son, Waldo. Yet, although the text is a lamentation of sorts, it is not Waldo’s passing that is mourned (that Emerson does memorably in the poem “Threnody”). Rather, it mourns the end of mourning--the passing of grief and, crucially, of the love that underlay it. Because the hopes Emerson invested in human affection have been poignantly called into question, his reflection here throws them into relief.
 


What condition would satisfy the demand Emerson makes here of himself and human nature? It would not be his son’s immortality, their indefinite coexistence in this vale of tears; as I said above, it is not Waldo’s passing that is being mourned here. Rather, as a first approximation, I would say it would be his perpetual relevance, in joy or sorrow, to the one who loved him. The willingness to pay “the costly price of sons and lovers,” the recognition that loss would not be an excessive cost for that indissoluble bond, values the meaningfulness of a painful love above the comfort of indifference.


But what does pain mean—or fail to mean (“I grieve that grief can teach me nothing”)—to our author in this context? The passage alludes to the “evanescence and lubricity of all objects” (emphasis added) and ends by drawing conclusions about Nature, Emerson’s most comprehensive metaphysical principle. Clearly, then, he is not only talking about his relation to his son or even about human affections in general. Rather, those issues open onto a larger philosophical problematic. 


Emerson’s comments in the above passage revolve around two desiderata. First, ingress to reality—a reality below the illusory surface--is presented as an unfulfilled hope for the sake of which we would endure grief and bereavement (in vain, as it turns out). Second, much of what he says alludes to a foiled search for knowledge: a surfeit of lethe threatens our perception, rather than our life; Nature deflects our inquiring gaze and philosophy—the domain of real knowledge, as we know from Plato—is scarcely nourished by a small berry, while the cricket-playing bourgeois life is vouchsafed an ample sphere of illusion. It is far from obvious what either of these expectations entails, how the two are related or even whether they are the distinct. For example, would knowing our place in Nature (which is presumably real) be identical with occupying it? A necessary condition for doing so? Would the soul come to know its objects by touching them or are these separable actions? And why pin these lofty ontological or epistemic hopes on human affection? 


“Nature never wears a mean appearance. Neither does the wisest man extort her secret,” Emerson tells us in Nature. (E&L 9) The instrument of her secrecy highlighted most often in our author’s work is her multiplicity, the myriad forms in which she shows herself.
 Emerson also regards death as a formidable barrier with which nature conceals our destiny from us.
 Their “evanescence and lubricity” keep nature’s objects at an unbridgeable distance from us as they perpetually recede from our grasp:


Emerson’s accounts of nature’s elusiveness are themselves variegated and diverse. What she withholds seems to vary from passage to passage: understanding, satisfaction, direct contact. This is the same variety we find in the passage from “Experience” with which we began. Emerson complains of nature’s secrecy but never seems to address to her a clear question. However, I will argue shortly that this seeming vagueness is deliberate and philosophically motivated.


The essay “Friendship” again raises the issue of nature’s inscrutability:


I do not wish to treat friendships daintily, but with roughest courage. When they are real, they are not glass threads or frostywork, but the solidest thing we know. For now, after so many ages of experience, what do we know of nature, or of ourselves? Not one step has man taken toward the solution of the problem of his destiny. In one condemnation of folly stand the whole universe of men. But the sweet sincerity of joy and peace, which I draw from this alliance with my brother’s soul, is the nut itself, whereof all nature and all thought is but the husk and shell. (E&L 346)


For my purposes here, the passage is distinctive in two important ways. First, nature’s remoteness is linked to a lack of self-knowledge: we do not know Nature or ourselves. Conversely, this implicitly ties self-knowledge to understanding of Nature—either because one kind of knowledge yields the other or because the same obstacles debar us from both.  Second, crucially, Emerson affirms or points to positive knowledge of Nature—viz., it is the husk that covers the joy I draw from human affection. But can this really articulate a substantive metaphysical claim? Is it not at best a romanticized turn of phrase extolling friendship?


To begin to appreciate the import of Emerson’s answer, let us note how it fits one formulation of the issue: “To Be is the unsolved, unsolvable wonder. To Be, in its two connections of inward and outward, the mind and nature… Who are we and what is Nature have one answer in the life that rushes into us.” (CW XII 15) Let us provisionally take this to be our working question, “What is Nature?,” and examine the answer Emerson offers. 

What are we to make of the juxtaposition of, first, the claim that after many ages we have gained no knowledge of nature and then the affirmation that we know its inner essence? I suggest this is an echo and variation of Kant’s epistemology, which disavows theoretical knowledge of things in themselves, while maintaining that, since we are members of the intelligible world as well as the sensible, the law of the former is revealed to us in the operation of practical reason within us, specifically through the claim of the moral law. The above passage, in a similar manner, links the elusive knowledge of nature to self-knowledge. But what is the content of the insight into nature Emerson ties so closely to knowledge of ourselves?

The “unsolved, unsolvable wonder” of Nature is said to have two “connections”, the inward and the outward—or, in more imagistic terms, the husk and the nut, which are said to correspond to the mind and Nature, respectively. “Nature” is a term with a network of related meanings in Emerson. Here, I suggest “Nature” as “outward connection” refers to material nature or the realm of phenomena known to us through the senses, while mind, the inward, refers to thought in the broadest sense, to inner experience. Nature yields its secret to us not in that outer “husk and shell”, its phenomenal aspect, but as the inner, the thing or “nut itself.” Arthur Schopenhauer argued that we could have knowledge of the thing in itself because we are it; that we apprehend it in our intimate relation to our own bodies, in the act of willing, viewed from the first person perspective. Perhaps Emerson likewise believes that self-knowledge allows us to fathom the essence of existence and also refers us inward but he locates this knowledge in a very different experience, “the sweet sincerity of joy and peace, which I draw from this alliance with my brother’s soul.” Indeed, revelation or “the announcements of the soul,” are characterized in much the same terms as “varying forms of that shudder of awe and delight with which the individual soul always mingles with the universal soul.” (E&L 393) Since, as we shall see forthwith, commerce between two individual souls implies commerce with the universal, it is difficult to divorce Emerson’s characterizations of friendship and revelation.

The epistemological position I will trace here is that our relations with other people afford us our understanding of the world. If I am correct about what Emerson is trying to discern, the nature of the inquiry may justify his trying to lead his reader with indefinite references to unsolvable wonder and the secret of nature rather than coming out with a question like “What is nature?” By its very form, such a question would demand an answer of the order “nature is such and such.” But perhaps knowing nature’s secret isn’t a matter of assenting to any given propositions but of effecting this alliance of souls—not a matter of thinking thoughts but of carrying out a spiritual motion. “The soul answers never by words, but by the thing itself that is inquired after.” (E&L 393) If we take strictly the claim that “[w]ho are we and what is Nature have one answer in the life that rushes into us,” it seems this is a practical question: perhaps the question of who we are is answered in the unfolding of “the life that rushes into us” as we become who we are. The problem of existence—“To be, the unsolvable wonder”—would be best solved by existing well and fully. The connection I develop below between reality and human relations supports the view that Emerson considers those relations an essential part of that plenary existence. 


For Emerson, love and friendship show us the reality of the world. In “Friendship,” he credits friends with saving us from a kind of solipsism by showing us an external existence as real and indubitable as our inner life: “I who alone am, I who see nothing in nature whose existence I can affirm with equal evidence to my own, behold now the semblance of my own being, in all its height, variety and curiosity, reiterated in a foreign form; so that a friend may well be reckoned the masterpiece of nature.” (E&L 348) This capacity of the friend’s to show me an “existence I can affirm with equal evidence to my own” against a backdrop where nothing I behold commands the same certainty as my own being needs to be explained. Emerson’s characterization of this “masterpiece of nature” as reproducing my own being “in all its height, variety and curiosity” suggests a simple explanation: I have Cartesian certainty of my inner life or mental experience and cannot doubt that someone who behaves outwardly so much like I do, voicing similar perspectives, enjoys an inner existence like my own.
 While this explanation is coherent, it does little to illuminate why I should doubt the reality of the outer world in the first place. Further, it should be noted that Emerson still refers to this appresentation as semblance. Thus, we must attend to subtler suggestions in the text to understand the nature of his solipsism and how friendship frees us from it. 

I will start by underlining the similarity this characterization of the friend bears to Emerson’s account of nature. Nature, like the friend, is distinguished by its resemblance and congruence with oneself: “nature is the opposite of the soul, answering to it part for part. One is seal, and one is print. Its beauty is the beauty of his own mind. Its laws are the laws of his own mind.” (E&L 56)

Yet in both cases, it is crucial that this resemblance is not sublated into complete identification. “Strictly speaking, therefore, all that is separate from us, all which Philosophy distinguishes as the NOT ME, that is, both nature and art, all other men and my own body, must be ranked under this name, NATURE.” (E&L 8) Thus, Emerson likewise says of the friend that “[t]he only joy I have in his being mine, is that the not mine is mine… There must be very two, before there can be very one.” (E&L 350) 

These affinities between the individual’s relation to nature and to the friend make it all the more puzzling that the one should be the object of skepticism, the other, the key to overcoming that skepticism. My suggestion will be that this inability to “see [anything] in nature whose existence I can affirm with equal evidence to my own” is the selfsame problem alluded to in Emerson’s references, discussed above, to nature’s secrecy or elusiveness and that the friend allows us to finally grasp Nature. The skepticism he addresses is not a theoretical doubt but a condition in which our connection to Nature is occluded—a homelessness that is figured in “Experience” as a “ghostlike” inability to touch nature or another soul. 

Our author says much to suggest that the participation of other people is crucial to disclosing nature’s meaning:

The world,--this shadow of the soul, or other me, lies wide around. Its attractions are the keys which unlock my thoughts and make me acquainted with myself. I run eagerly into this resounding tumult. I grasp the hands of those next to me, and take my place in the ring to suffer and to work, taught by an instinct, that so shall the dumb abyss be vocal with speech… So much only of life as I know by experience, so much of the wilderness have I vanquished and planted, or so far have I extended my being, my dominion. (E&L 60)

This reiterates the idea, expounded at greater length in the previous citation, that it is through personal experience that the world about us becomes meaningful. What it adds is a more explicit indication that this is a joint venture. The image of the seeker grasping the hands of those who form a ring about him directly evokes a sense of community. Perhaps a subtler affirmation of this is his characterization of the world assimilated and transfigured through experience as becoming “vocal with speech,” since, in Emerson’s view, language is intrinsically intersubjective. Thus, the revelation of the world, the world of apprehended experience, is given not to one man alone but in communication.  To adapt a phrase of Byron’s to our present purposes, we might say that knowledge, on Emerson’s view, was born a twin.

Having advanced the suggestion that relations with others allow us to discover and touch the world’s reality, it behooves us to further characterize the relation that permits or performs this disclosure. Emerson writes,

There can never be deep peace between two spirits, never mutual respect, until in their dialogue each stands for the whole world. (E&L 352)

What can it mean for an individual in dialogue to stand for the world? I suggest it refers to a mutual attunement in which the conversation becomes the lens through which the two friends approach life as a whole, a boundless, searching meditation in which the world is apprehended as the object of discussion. Love, Saint-Exupéry wrote, consists not in gazing at each other but in looking outward together. Emerson might add that, perhaps paradoxically, while it is the world that makes such togetherness possible, it is through dialogue—as discussed above--that souls can touch nature. 

In the twentieth century, Jean-Paul Sartre famously argued that I can have certitude of the existence of others in the experience of pride or shame. His phenomenology of said emotions purports to show that in those responses, I know myself as an object for another subject and that this implies the presence of another transcendence. Emerson’s account supports a parallel--although importantly different—argument about the existence of others. The dumb abyss becomes vocal with speech only through the collaboration of my interlocutor. On this view, the crucial symmetry between persons is not what Sartre calls “transcendence” but the creative capacity they exercise in dialogue. When I experience the reality of the world in this way, I also implicitly experience the reality of my co-creator. Thus, skepticism about the world and skepticism about other persons are overcome in the same moment.  This, I believe, is why our “ghostlike” condition depicted in “Experience” is an inability to touch both Nature and another soul—the two are tightly linked. 


If, indeed, the alliance of souls affords us knowledge of nature, this brings into focus the threat to our perception “Experience” refers to. The dissolution of this bond, its erasure by time and separation, would also, it stands to reason, erode the knowledge of Nature that can only be attained through this union. We glide ghostlike through Nature because the passing of affection also bereaves us of our understanding of her that Emerson ties to self-knowledge and to “the problem of his [man’s] destiny.” 

In this light, the reflections with which “Experience” opens now seem far more closely intertwined than they appeared at first glance. For souls approach their objects by approaching other souls. Only thus, on the view we have explored, can the soul find its home in the world. The dissolution of my affective ties deprives me of the power of grasp and my world of solidity; yet this view implies a promise that Nature, which eludes the relationless individual, is within our reach.  
� A word about the chronology of these texts is in order. “Experience” is part of Essays: Second Series, published in 1844, three years after the First Series and roughly a decade after the journal entries in which Emerson pays friendship the most sustained thought. However, as will become clear in the course of this discussion, I don’t believe the misgivings so masterfully articulated in “Experience” first occurred to him after Waldo’s death in 1842 but are suggested in many earlier texts. Biographically, Emerson would have had at least two previous occasions to think such thoughts, the deaths of his brother William and his first wife, Ellen.


� Cf., for example, the essays on Montaigne and Swedenborg in Representative Men or the poem “The Sphynx.”


� Cf. “The Senses and the Soul” in the Dial Essays of 1842.


� Stanley Cavell relates “Experience” to Cartesian skepticism and reads Emerson’s essay as addressing the “problem of other minds” (Cavell (2003), 85-100). Although Cavell’s reading is too different from mine to directly intersect it, the parallel may fertilize other thoughts in this connection. 





