Emerson’s “Self-Reliance”
GNED 102

Dr. Fike

Directions:  Use ( or ( to put each item in the correct column.

Characteristics of self-reliance


     Things that do not characterize s-r
Conformity leading to falsity
Church doctrine

Independent thought

Trusting yourself

Traditions

Laws

Children’s behavior

“dead institutions”

Liberty

Nonconformity

Charities

Critical thinking

Educating “fools”

Money

Living from within

My own nature

What other people think

“a dead church”

“a dead Bible-society”

Relativism (what’s right for me is RIGHT)

Party affiliation; group think

What concerns ME

Punishment for nonconformity

Institutions (“the lengthened shadow of one man”)

Independence

Solitude, silence

Timid and apologetic attitude

Shame

The “authority of the soul”

New perception

Using the Bible as a crutch

Old rubbish

Direct communication with the divine

Communication with “the inner ocean”

“Friend, child, sickness, fear, want, charity”

Traveling

“I am the truth.”

Eternal law

Being a civilized wiener
Being an aborigine

Being myself

Doing what makes me happy—following my heart

Honoring noble people, not harming ignoble people

“what each has” (property)

“what each is” (identity)

Uniqueness

Responding uniquely to great thinkers of the past

How does Emersonian self-reliance relate to Transcendentalism?

Do you advocate Emersonian self-reliance or not?  Do you really think that your own “inner voice” is more important than thinking what the Christian church tells you to believe?
Do you see any contradictions or blind spots in Emerson’s essay?
· Emerson lauds Moses, Plato, Jesus, and Milton; however, he is critical of institutions as “the lengthened shadow[s] of one man.”  How can a particular brand of thinking be great when it is fresh but negative when it becomes an institution?  Can one be self-reliant in Emerson’s sense while still adhering to an intellectual tradition?

· Is there a problem with living “wholly from within”—i.e., in communication with “the inner ocean”?  Doesn’t Emerson’s prescription for self-reliance rest on the assumption that what is within is wholly good?  How might Transcendentalism be fundamentally flawed?  What do YOU believe about your inner life?  Is it all “sugar and spice and everything nice,” or is there also darkness?

· Emerson states that “history is an impertinence and an injury, if it be any thing more than a cheerful apologue or parable of my being and becoming” (62, right column, middle).  Later he says, “Society never advances.”  Well, maybe that is because it views history as impertinent and does not learn from it.  Might a society that pays attention to historical lessons be able to advance?  If not, why not?  Is it because of the human nature that he considers so positive?

· Emerson states, “Traveling is a fool’s paradise” (63, right column, middle), but who we are is somewhat dependent on our place and time.  Traveling strips away cultural accretions and enables us to understand ourselves (our SELVES) more clearly and fully.  Why do you think that college students often study abroad?

· Emerson simply doesn’t understand literature.  He says, “Every great man is a unique” (63, right column, bottom), and he mentions Moses, Dante, Milton, and Shakespeare as examples.  But he does not acknowledge that all of these men, to one degree or another, relied on previous tradition even as they created something unique and new.  If even great men do not break wholly from tradition, is tradition really as negative as Emerson wants us to believe?
