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Preface

Congratulations on becoming a university student of English studies and entering
this course of Literature and Culture! Beginning today, you will be f)rivileged to have
direct access to the great treasure house of some of the world’ s best works of literature

and culture.

This course is designed to open your eyes to a new way of looking at yourself,
others, and the world around you. Through reading great books by great authors in
English, you will cultivate your sense of truth, virtue, and beauty; at the same time, you
will devélob your ability to think cﬁu‘cally and creatively; and, naturally, you will ac-
quire 2 much higher degree of English proficiency.

The course will be conducted with a heuristic approach, leading you to find out

answers for yourselves. In addition, the course is intended to:

Open up wisdom instead of cramming in knowledge;
Encourage independent thinking instead of spoon-feeding;

Nourish boundless humanity instead of providing only skill training; and

Provide pleasure and excitement in a dynamic process of discovery through your

own experience and practice.

In sum, you will be guided to work on your own initiative and fully develop your

inborn powers of learning and understanding.
The requirements on your part are to:

1. Relax and enjoy the lessons. When you enjoy doing something, you do it best.
With a happy mood and open mind, you will find the texts very interesting, inspiring,

thought-provoking, and rewarding.

2. Preview each unit carefully before coming to class. The focus of your prepara-

tion should be on understanding the ideas in the readings and thinking about the ques-
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tions that follow each lesson instead of merely memorizing vocabulary and grammar.
You are encouraged to imagine wildly and ask questions of your own and bring them

to class for discussion.

3. Participate actively in class. Instead of lecturing, the teacher will conduct the
class through a two-way communication with students involving many questions and
topics for discussion. Unlike the fact-based questions you may be used to from your
previous schooling, here you will be challenged with abstract questions to which there
are no definite answers. To obtain the maximum benefit from this course you must

become actively involved in the class discussions.

4. Read extensively outside of class. The course texts only provide a small clue to
the vast treasure house of world classics. You are encouraged to undertake further read-
ing and independent research whenever your interests are evoked. Your broad reading

should in turn enrich and enhance your learning experience in class.
Through this course, it is hoped you will be placed on the path towards life-long
learning and pleasure in the reading of good books and will become an enlightened and

happy citizen of the universe.

Huang Xiaohong
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Language
By Ralph Waldo Emerson

About the Author

Ralph Waldo Emerson ($I/RK « FLRZ - Z24:,1803 — 1882), American
philosopher, poet, essayist, and lecturer, is the most outstanding of all the
transcendental writers in American literature and one of the most brilliant poets and
thinkers of the 19" century. As head of the Transcendental movement, he captured a
group. of revolutionary Romanticists. Even if their numbers were few, their lasting
importance was great.

Emerson was born in 1803 into a Boston that was not a city but a town of 25,000
inhabitants.. The Emersons were so poor that Ralph and his younger brother Edward
had only one coat between them to wear to school. The father, a respected Boston
Unitarian clergyman, died in 1811, leaving his wife and six children, the eldest of
whom was ten, without any means of support. Brought up by his mother and his
father’s brilliant sister Mary Moody Emerson, Ralph and his brothers supported each
other. They all started teaching at thirteen or fourteen, and they took turns teaching
to bring in money and going to school. His sister Caroline died in 1814; and his
brother Bulkeley was retarded. The other four all went to college. Ralph, or Waldo,
as he soon decided to be called, was the least promising of these four. While a
student at Harvard he began keeping journals—records of his thoughts—a practice he
continued throughout his life. He later drew on the journals for material for his essays
and poetry. When he graduated from Harvard University, he was in the middle of his

class, he was class poet only because six others had turned it down, and he was not
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,l{;erature and Culture

elected to Phi Beta Kappa.

After graduating from Harvard and teaching for several years, Emerson returned
to Harvard Divinity School to study for the ministry. Following his second graduation
he served as pastor of a church in Boston for a few years, but finally resigned his
position because he did not hold with some forms of the worship of the church.

In 1832 Emerson toured Europe, meeting such major English poets as
Wordsworth, Carlyle, and Coleridge. Through his acquaintance with these men he

| became closely involved with German Idealism and Transcendentafisth. Furthermore,,

he drew on his vast reading in the classics of Western European literature, from the
days of Greece and Rome down to the mid-19" century.

On his return to America he settled in the village of 'Conc’ord,,v'vhich was to be
his home for the remainder of his life, and devoted most of his life to lecturing on his
transcendental philosophy. An address that he delivered at the Harvard Divinity
School in 1838 in which he attacked formal religion and defended intuitive spiritual
experience aroused such an adverse reaction that he was not invited back to Harvard
for 30 years.

Emerson was concerned with many reform movements, among them thé abolition
of slavery. He helped edit The Dial—the brave, short-lived, magazine of the new
Transcendental ideas from 1842 to 1844. This philosophy was based on a belief in the

intuitive and spiritual nature of humankind that transcends physical existence.

- .. . . . . . - s s ige. e
Emerson envisioned religion as an emotional communication between an individual

soul and the universal “ Over-Soul” of which it was a part. Because he ‘believed in
this ultimate unity, Emerson saw the world as harmonious, with seeming inequalities
balanced in the long run. He held that intuition was a more certain way of knowing
than reason and that the mind could intuitively perceive the existetice of the Over-Soul
and of certain absolutes. ‘

Later in his life, as his ideas gained popular acceptance, Emerson' was honored
as a leading American philosopher and writer. His greatest fame, however, came
from his ability as a speaker. Though he always thought of himself as a poet, hé is
better known for his essays and lectures. Journals and speeches were the forms of
communication most natural to him, and his essays were usually derived from léctures
he had already given. As a result even his written work has a casual style. However,
Emerson does not address curriculum committees, legislature, or conventions.
Significant change for him means individual change, and it is always and only to the
individual that he speaks. Here, on his chosen ground, Emerson is incomparable,
and forever within reach of the solitary reader.

Of his essays the best known are: Nature (1836), The American Scholar
(1837), The Divinity School Address (1838) Self-Reliance (1841) , and The Over-
Soul (1841). He published Essays in two series (1841 - 1844 ) , Poems (1846) ,
Representative Men (1850) , English Traits (1856) , Conduct of Life (1860) , Society
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and Solitude (1870) , and Letters and Social Aims (1876).

In the evening of his life, his memory faded before his wit. Searching for the word
“umbrella,” when it refused to come, he finally said, “you know, the thing guests
leave behind. ” By the time he died peacefully at his home in Concord in 1882, he had
become his own lengthened shadow, and was already an American institution.

About Transcendentalism

American Transcendentalism takes its name from Kant’s Transcendental
Idealism. It can also be thought of as American Idealism, but neither label
satisfactorily suggests the strength of thought or the practical accessibility of the
movement that is personified and centered in Emerson. Emersonian individualism is a
protest against social conformity, but not against society. It is a- protest on behalf of
the autonomous, unalienated human being. There comes a time in éferyone’s
education, he says, when one “arrives at the conviction that envy is ignorance; that
imitation is suicide; that he must take himself for better, for worse, as his portion. ”
Emerson’s' self-reliant individual is a° person who understands that his own
consciousness is his only window on the world, a person who is interested in self-
rule—in autarchy not anarchy, a person who acknowledges his equality, and his
necessary connection, with others.

Emersonian individualism is not a blueprint for selfishness, self-aggrandizement,
or social Darwinism, nor is it a coded manifesto for the subjection of other persons or
viewpoints. A person interested solely in personal liberation can find a useful text in

"Emerson’s “nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.” But
Emerson says more than this. “To believe your own thought, to believe that what is
true for you in your private heart is true for all men,—that,” says Emerson, “is
genius. ” At the deepest, most important level, we must believe that what is good for
us individuals is good for us all. If we require freedom, love, and meaningful work
for ourselves, then we can deny these things to none.

This is the social and ethical imperative of American Transcendentalism.
Individual liberation is important—crucial even—but it is only a starting point.
Emersonian thought is a form of popular Kantianism, embracing the famous categorical
imperative of moral law, which says we should act only upon those rules of conduct
which we can will to rule everyone. It also has strong parallels with, and sources in,
Hindu thought. Emerson’s idea of compensation, for example, is very close to the
Hindu concept of Dharma, meaning “law in the widest sense, the presiding order,
the moral law and religious merit. ” Emersonian Transcendentalism is more than a set

of beliefs. It is a way of life with social as well as personal implications.

1K




ﬁerature and Culture

More than anyone else Emerson made Concord a New World Athens of high
thinking and plain living, a symbolic center of Ameriean culture, and Emerson is its
epicenter, the immediate source of what is perhaps the strongest anti-materialistic
current in the modern American tradition. His appeal, however, is concrete and
practical. Emily Dickinson said of Representative Men,one of Emerson’s. books, as

'y

being “a little granite book you can lean on.” Indeed Henry Thoreau, Margaret
Fuller, Walt Whitman, William James, John Dewey, Robert Frost, Friedrich
Nietzsche, Marcel Proust, Virginia Woolf, and many others have built on that granite
foundation of Emersonian idealism, also known as Transcendentalism. As Virginia
Woolf so quickly saw, what Emerson did “ was to assert that he could not be rejected
because he held the universe within him. Each man, by finding out what he feels,
discovers the laws of the universe; the essential thing, therefore, is to be as

'y

conscious of yourself as possible. ’

About the Book Nature

At the heart of Emerson’s thought is his broad inclusive concept of nature. His
first book, called simply Nature, is a bold Lucretian attempt to work out , for himself,
in under a hundred pages, De Rerum Natura, the way things are. Nature, says
Emerson, provides us with not only the material goods of life ( the chapter on
Commodity) , but also a theory of beauty (“The standard of beauty is the entire
circuit of natural forms.”), and a theory of language that amounts to a virtual
metaphysic (“It is not words enly that are emblematic; it is things which are
emblematic. ) Nature further teaches us to accept that there is a world outside our
perception of it (his chapter on Discipline), and to acknowledge the role our own
mind plays in the construction and deconstruction of everyday reality. “The reason
why the world lacks unity, and lies broken and in. heaps, is, because man is
disunited with himself. ” Nature teaches the necessity of both cultivation and self-
cultivation. Finally, and most importantly, by calling our attention repeatedly to the
processes and patterns and laws that everywhere underlie and explain appearances,
nature teaches us to look beyond nature to Nature, and persuades us to call that

apparent which we used to call real, and that real, which we used to call visionary.

IV Language

1 Language is a third use which nature subserves to man. Nature is the vehicle
of thought, and in a simple, double, and threefold degree.

'



Unit OA
2 1) Words are signs of natural facts.

2) Particular natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts.

3) Nature is the symbol of spirit.

3 1) Words are signs of natural facts. The use of natural history is to give us

aid in supernatural history; the use of the outer creation, to give language for the

beings and changes of the inward creation. Every word which is used to express a

moral or intellectual fact, if traced to its root, is tuned to be borrowed from some

material appearance. Right means straight; wrong means twisted. Spirit primarily

means wind; transgression, the crossing of a line; supercilious, the raising of the

eyebrow. We say the heart to express emotion, the head to denote thought; and

thought and emotion are words borrowed from sensible things, and now appropriated

to spiritual nature. Most of the process by which the transformation is made, is

hidden from us in the remote time when language was framed; but the same tendency

may be daily observed in children. Children and savages use only nouns or names of

things, which they convert into verbs, and apply to analogous mental acts.

4 2) But this origin of all words that convey a spiritual import,—so

conspicuous a fact in the history of language—is our least debt to nature. It is not

words only that are emblematic; it is things which are emblematic. Every natural fact

is a symbol of some spiritual fact. Every appearance in nature corresponds to some

state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be described by presenting that

natural appearance as its picture. An enraged man is a lion, a cunning man is a fox,

a firm man is a rock, a learned man is a torch. A lamb is innocence; a snake is

subtle spite; flowers express to us the delicate affections. Light and darkness are our

familiar expression for knowledge and ignorance; and heat for love. Visible distance

behind and before us, is respectively our image of memory and hope.

5 Who looked upon a river in a meditative hour and is not reminded of the

flux of all things? Throw a stone into the stream, and the circles that p’ropagate'

themselves are the beautiful type of all influence. Man is conscious of a universal soul’

within or behind his individual life, wherein, as in a firmament, the nature of

Justice, Truth, Love, Freedom, arise and shine. This universal soul he calls

Reason: it is not mine, or thine, or his, but we are its; we are its property and men.

And the blue sky in which the private earth is buried, the sky with its eteral calm,

and full of everlasting ‘orbs, is the type of Reason. That which intellectually

considered we call Reason, considered in relation to nature, we call Spirit. Spirit is

the Creator. Spirit hath life in itself. And man in all ages and countries embodied it

in his language as the FATHER.




