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The Moment of Transition: Plasticity in Ralph Waldo Emerson’s Writings
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FFE Plasticity and Emersonian Transcendentalism
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“The Plastic Power of the Human Eye”: “The Animal Eye” and a Poetics of Ambience in Nature
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Conversation and a Poetics of Distance: Emerson’s “Friendship” and His Beautiful Enemies
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PUCHEZINY , 22t DX 5% M E%] TOEEBL ALY, L) RO L ~ il
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2T, RICE > CORBOMEE, ¥ = v X — k. NMEOHAMICH BEL >OBERET 2,
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=7 4B F5, [JEEPOLAMNZL, 5122b 5532 HAICZZT A Y AORHEE RHL 72,
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VI L AN ONFEICC ZHEORFER~DERD DV Z AN Z S LT 2O ERAZRT, LA L,
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2= T A NEBDERICHS EFTH L EEAS LT 5 [HA] 2bid. WG & &(aversion), WL &
HRER. REE & ik, BEE L N HEE, 2hbvwIhicd BRI iRt L 2viiEthsc, Bz
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Summary of Thesis:

This doctoral dissertation reexamines the ways in which the diverse relationships between self
and others have been expressed in the works of Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803—-1882). Based on the
concept of “plasticity,” which deconstructs the opposition between rigidity and flexibility, this dissertation
seeks to illuminate Emerson’s ideas as forming a plastic system that is not fixed in purpose, and that is
constantly transforming. By showing that Frederick Henry Hedge’s text was based on a plastic reading
of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s thought, the Introduction reconsiders the origin of “American
transcendentalism” from a transatlantic perspective. These continuous “creative readings” are compared
to the trajectory of the widening circles Emerson himself describes in the essay “Circles” (1841).

Chapter 1 discusses the essay Nature (1836). Through Timothy Morton’s concept of the “poetics
of ambience” and Goethe’s account of morphology, this chapter reevaluates how the “animal eye” and
the “plastic power of the human eye” that are linked to it play an essential role, contrary to the dominant
reading of Nature. Chapter 2 deals with Emerson’s most famous essay, “Self-Reliance” (1841),
alongside “Quotation and Originality” (1875). Inspired by the latest biographical research, this chapter
traces the plasticity of Emerson’s thinking on originality by linking it to the famous metaphor of the “rose”
and the “zigzag line” in “Self-Reliance.” Chapter 3 reads “Experience” (1844) in depth. Highlighting the
scientific and biological metaphors of the “lenses” and the “embryo” as showing cognitive change
through the turn, this chapter aims to capture Emerson’s strategy of transforming the grief caused by his
son’s death into “practical power” by relating the power to the scientific debates on epigenesis in his
time.

Chapter 4 consists of three sections, with each mainly centered on the essays “Friendship” (1841)
and “Love” (1841), and compares Emerson’s work to that of his contemporaries. Contrary to the narrator
in Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd” (1840), Emerson’s essays are characterized by the “aesthetics of
glance” in the first section. In the next section, the metaphor of the friend as a “beautiful enemy” as a
response to Fuller’s reprimand and the trope of the “nettle” compared with the “echo” are discussed as
symbols of Emerson’s aesthetics. The last section reviews the plastic shift to a metaphor of a renewed
appreciation of the “echo” in the eulogy addressed to Thoreau after Emerson’s interaction with him.
Chapter 5 highlights the relatively minor lecture “Home” (1838) and the metaphors of space in
Emerson’s writings. Mainly from the perspectives of gender and class, this chapter shows that

Emerson’s ambivalent rhetoric of home was inspired by his dialogue with Fuller in “the parlor” as a place
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to speak with others in contrast to “the study” that isolates the self from the outside world. The
Conclusion covers “The American Scholar” (1837). By reviewing Emerson’s Americanism with Stanley
Cavell’s concept of Emerson’s moral perfectionism, this concluding chapter offers a tentative conclusion

and a direction for future research in the possibility of a more inclusive, plastic utopia.
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