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Emerson’s Nature and the Over-Soul
—— A Consideration on his View of Man——

Ippei Shoji

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) is known as an American thinker, an
essayist, a poet, and a leader of the New England Transcendentalism in the
nineteenth century. Up until today, many various studies on him have been
attempted, and most of them have labelled him an optimist, an individualist, a
mystic and so forth. It is certain that these partially explain the features of his
thought, but few have succeeded in pointing out his total view of Man.

This report will consider his terms “Nature” and “the Over-Soul”, which
both are particularly significant in his religious cosmology, in order to clarify
his way of viewing Man. His ambiguous use of these terms not only presents
the way and the structure of his transcendental thinking, but also implies his
understanding of Man as a polar being. For Emerson, Man’s polarities, such as
Nature and the Soul, Each and All, Freedom and Fate, provide Man with a way
to exist in the universe. It is said that Emerson’s thought is full of contradic-
tions or paradoxes, but by illustrating them he intended to comprehensively
understand Man. Thus, the richness in Emerson’s religious thought lies in his
concept of polarity and in his polar view of Man itself.
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