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En1erson and Nietzsche as
Thinkers of Nature
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I k has said the best things about nature that ever were said.
-Emerson, "Goethe; or, The ·writer"

vVe seem nowadays less "[e]mbosomed ... in nature" than when
Emerson published his first book, the "little azure-coloured Nature," in 1836; and if the "floods of life" that "stream around us
and through us" do indeed "invite us by the powers they supply,
to action proportioned to nature," we appear to have declined or
ignored that invitation (E&L, 7). Instead, we have perpetrated so
many ill-proportioned acts on that long-suffering i\~fother that she
becomes ever less able to sustain the floods of life on which the
human species depends. The contribution that follows is part of a
grander project aligned against this tendency, and thus calls for a
preliminary outline.
One of the grounds for slow progress on environmental issues
is that the problems tend to be seen, and the debates conducted,
within the horizons of a modern world Yiew deriving from Platonic,
Christian, and Cartesian-Newtonian philosophies. Such parochial
discourses arc proving ineffectual in the face of the global predicament that now confronts us: what is required is a radical transformation of perspective. Heeding Marx's injunction to philosophers
(in 'Thr'scs 011 Feunbach) to "dwngethe world" rather than merely "interpret it in various ways," let us look to thinkers who interpret the
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\mrld in ways that transform our understanding of nature and the
place of human beings within it.
Generally speaking, to the extent that nature is experienced as
a locus of intrinsic value, a source of wisdom, or a direct manifestation of the di\'ine, there will be a tendency to refrain from inflicting
gratuitous harm on the en\'ironment. The East Asian traditions are
especially rich in philosophies like Daoism and Zen that conduce
to such experience and thereby encourage respectful and fulfilling
relations with the natural \\·oriel. 1 But since few Americans or Europeans will be persuaded that ecological salvation lies in the texts of
a Daoist sage who flourished some twen ty-fiYe h undrecl years ago, or
in a ninth-century thaumaturge from japan, it makes sense to look
for corresponding ways of thinking in our own traditions. And there
is. indeed, a side current of\Vestern thought that has run counter
to the mainstream all along. Originating in pre-Socratic thought, it
appears to some extent in the Stoics and again in Christian mysticism and several Renaissance thinkers, attains full flow with Goethe
and the Natwj;hilosophen in Germany, and eventually issues in figures like Emerson and Thoreau in the United States and Nietzsche
in Europe. Insofar as one finds in these thinkers tendencies to
\iew nature as sacred, as a source of wisdom to be respected, and
as an indispensable basis for human flourishing. the prospects for
deYeloping a more cosmopolitan dialogue on environmental issues
appear promising.
\ \'hile the force of Emerson's perYasiYe influence on Nietzsche
is finally coming to be appreciated, his specific impact on Nietzsche's understanding of nature has not been studied, nor han· the
broader consonances between their ideas about the natural world.
GenerallY. Emerson's significance as a thinker of nature has been
o\·ershaclowecl by Thoreau's, whose writings are indeed richer in
resources for emironmental philosophy (and whose ideas are c\·en
closer to Nietzsche's in this area). Nor have Nietzsche's powers as
a philosopher of nature been adequately appraised: a tendency to
exaggerate the role of domi11ation in his idea of will to power has
blinded readers to the ecological aspect.;; of his thinking. Guided
by the practical considerations outlined above, the following discus-
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sion docs not engage the debate over whether Emerson is a "nature
writer," and what that means. Its primary concern is with those
aspects of his thinking that can transform our experience of the
natural world and thereby our understanding of our relations with
it.~ Because both Emerson and Nietzsche shift in their responses to
nature, a chronological consideration of the releYant ideas is recommended; haYing discussed Nietzsche's later philosophy of nature
elsewhere, I shall focus more on his early ideas here, while marking parallels with and divergences from Emerson's ways of thinking
more generally. :J

1

A major figure in the background here is Goethe, whose greatness
lies in his capacity for raising the level of culture while retaining a
profound naturalness-a territory in which Emerson and Nietzsche
are also formidable. "[H]undred-handecl, Argus-eyed." Emerson
calls Coethe, commeiHling in particular his ability to "pierce" "the
coats of conYention" and to "draw his strength from nature, with
which he liYed in full communion" ("Goethe," in E&L, 75 I). Emerson appreciated the writings on nature most of all, and his essay
"The l\Jcthocl of Nature" especially resonates with Goethe's ideas.'
Nietzsche was richly introduced to Goethe's writings as a nnmg
boy. thanks to his friendship with Wilhelm Pinder. whose parents
were enthusiastic cleYotees. From the age of seYen or so. he enjo\'ccl
regular cYenings of readings fi·om Goethe's works at the Pinder resi<knc<' in N;unnhmg (Saxony). Til<' Nietzsche bmilv had nto\cd
there arter the premature death of the Lither \\·hen Nietzsche \\·as
only four; before that they had lived in a parsonage at Roc ken. a tim
village surrounded by pleasantly undulating and forested countr\'sidc. Nietzsche's early autobiographical sketches, which he titled
(following Goethe) "From l\Iy Life," contain seYeral accounts of
his father's death dominated by imagery drawn from natural phenomena. Here is a description of the precipitating illness: 'Tp
to this point happiness and jo~· had ah\·ays shone on us. and our
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life had flowed by untroubled as a bright summer's day. But now
clark clouds heaped up, lightning flashed and de\·astating blo\\'s fell
from the heaYens. In September of 1848 my clear tllher suclclenly
succumbed to mental illness." 5 The condition of Nietzsche's [unily
after the death figures in similar terms: "When a tree is deprived of
its crown, it withers and becomes bare, and the birds abandon its
branches. Our family had been depriYed of its crown, and all joy
disappeared from our hearts and was replaced h)' a profound grie\'ing." Six months later Nietzsche's baby brother died. Though he
says that "God in heaven" was the family's only consolation for their
loss, he also notes that after the move to the town ofNaumburg they
"avoided the dark streets and sought the open air, as a bird escapes
from its cage" (KGW; 286-87). Emerson lost an elder brother when
he was four, and his father four years later, but those deaths-and
a series of later losses-do not seem to have prompted him to seck
solace, as Nietzsche would, in the natural world.
Right after mentioning "God in heaYen," the thirteen-year-old
Nietzsche announces himself as a lover of solitude and the world
of nature: "From childhood on I would seek solitude and would
feel best when I could abandon myself to myself undisturbed. This
usually happened in the open temple of nature, where I would find
the truest friends." His lm·e of natural phenomena is still expressed
in conYentionally religious terms: "Thunderstorms would always
make the most magnificent impression on me; the distant crashing
of thunder and the brightly flashing lightning only increased my reverence for God" (KGH'; 288). This account seems to be more than
mere romanticizing in retrospect, since Pinder apparently made a
similar observation about his close friend: "From his earliest chi leihood [Nietzsche] lmnl being alone in order to ~in· l1imsdr up to
his 0\\'11 thoughts; he tended to aYoicl the SOCiety of other people,
and sought out places endm,·ecl with sublime natural beauty."';
As \\·ell as an assiduous autobiographer, the youn~ Nietzsche was
a prolific writer of poems, one of the earliest of which (written at
age ten) begins with the lines "There on that outcrop of rock I
There is my faymite place to sit" ( KGH~ 6). While about half of the
early pieces are on themes from Greek mythology, the rest arc lyrical

211

evocations or the beauty of nature. "In the Open Air," from i\Iay or
lHSS when Nietzsche was thirteen, begins (in prosaic translation)
as follows:
C:o outside and acquaint yourself
With e\·ery aspect of nature's beauty;
For if you would name the whole
You must seek it in the particular.
See, a hook lies open there
Blessed is he who reads in it;
Pains and plaints dissolve away
Wht.:re the lord of life appears.
( KG\\; 260)

The strong romantic element in Nietzsche's early poems comes not
only from Goethe but also from his avid reading of Byron and Shelley, as well as I-liilderlin-a relatiYely unknown figure at that time.
But atse\'cnteen Nietzsche discoyerecl Emerson (in German translation), an C\Tnt that exert eel an epochal influence on his intellectual
ciCYelopment. In the Essays he found the Yoice of what he would
later call "a brother soul" and talk of nature that was consonant with
his mm early intuitions: 'Yet nature soothes and sympathizes. In
the green solitude [the youth] finds a clearer home than with men"
("Lc;\'e," in E&L, 321). 7

2

In his early lectures Emerson clearly acknowledges the superioritY
of tlw f(mTs of" nat me. In "The Uses of' Nat mal I listory" f'rorn I Wn.
he \\'rites: "\\'hosoc\Tr \muld gain anything of [nature], must submit to the essential condition of all learning, must go in the spirit
of a little child. The naturalist commands nature by obe}ing her. ..
And a lecture deliYerecl a few years later ("Art") offers an equal!\· unequinKal formulation: "The omnipotent agent is :\ature: all human
acts are satellites to her orb" (F/,, I :20, 2:44). s But in his first book.
published the same year (1836), the power relations are. strangeh.
JT\·crsecl.
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In the introduction to Nature, Emerson seems to propose a coequalityofnaturc and humankind, asking why we should not "enjm·
an original relation to the universe" rather than one mediated by tradition and history (E&L, 7). \Vhile Nietzsche follows him in lamenting the hypertrophY oftlw "historical sense" during the modern age,
he will later question (as did Emerson himself) whether such a relation is possible at all, since our experience of the world is alwavs
conditioned by what \\'e inherit-somatically as well as culturalh·from our ancestors. This last idea, which is generally ncgkrted hv
commentators on Nietzsche, is one of the most important things he
learn eel from his American mentor.''
The power of this first book of Emerson's lies in the wav his poetic prose evokes the imaginatin~ union of the human with nature
and promotes an organismic sense of the cosmos in opposition to
the mechanistic world views that were prevalent at the time. A prebtory remark to the famous "transparent eye-ball" passage conveys a
consummately Emersonian idea in images that would have a powerful impact on Nietzsche's thinking: "Not the sun or the summer
alone, but every hour and season yields its tribute of cleligh t ... from
breathless noon to grimmest midnight." Emerson recounts some remarkably Dionysian experiences, of the type described by Nietzsche
in The Birth oJTmf{Nly, where joyous ecstasy Yerges on frightening distress: "I have e1~joyed a perfect exhilaration. I am glad to the brink
of fear." Just as what the voung Nietzsche calls "the open temple of
nature" (/\Gil: ~H8) will become for him a more pagan site, so Emerson's talk of the "perennial festival [that] is dressed" in the forests
as "plantations of God" carries intimations of Dionysus. Nietzsche
would haYe already learn eel how, as his predecessor obsen-es. '"[i ]n
the woods ... a man casts off his years, as the snake his slough ..
(/c'&!", I 0); the sloughing of ole! skin will become a famrcd image
for the self~renewal consequent on withdrawal from one's fellm1· h umans and dropping of the masks that social intercourse req~tires. 1"
The philosophy of natme in the Christian tradition tended to
lose sight of Aristotle's discussions of the Yegetal soul, espccialh·
after Descartes, \\·ho clcniecl soul to the animal as \\Til as the vegetal
realms. But in the vein of late romantic thinking about the soul of
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plants and the vegetal aspects of the human ps)-che (llcrcler and
Goethe arc especially interesting in this regard), Emerson rea!Tirms
the connections: 'The greatest delight which the fields and woods
minister, is the suggestion of an occult relation between man and the
vegetable. I am not alone and unacknowledged. They noel to me,
and I to them. The waving of the boughs in the storm, is new to me
and old. It takes me by surprise, and yet is not unknown" (E&l~, II).
Again the language e\inces a power to transform our experience.
This feeling of communion with trees, which lies at the basis of so
much mythology and ancient religion, is not something accessible
only to the Wordsworthian child or the so-c-alice! "primitive": it is
also an option for the intellectually mature adult. And people who
might hesitate to hear the news from a Zen Buddhist priest or a
Nati\-c American shaman surely will be more comfortable when it
flows from the pen of a respectable Unitarian literatus. Nietzsche
eruoys similar communion, frequenting difTerent forests: "the pine
seems to listen, the fir to be waiting; and both without impatience"
( H~), 176).
Some thirty-five years after the publication or Nature, around
the time of Emerson's third visit to Paris, Nietzsche clcliverecl a series of public lectures in Basel, "On the Future or Our Educational
Institutions" (1872). In the fourth lecture, speaking through the
persona of"an old philosopher," he expatiates in quite Emerson ian
terms upon the role played by relations with nature in the process
of imparting culture:
If you want to lead a young person onto the right path of education
and culture, be careful not to disturb his nain~ly trustful and personally immediate relationship with nature: forest and cliff, storm
ancl \'Ulture, the single flo11-cr, the butterflY, the meadow and the
mountainside must speak to him in their m~·n tongues; at the same
time he must recognize himself in them as in countless dispersed
reflexes and ~efle~tions and in a multicolored whirl of changing
appearances; 111 tlns way he will unconsciously sy·mpathize with the
metaphysical oneness of all things in the great metaphor of nature,
and at the same time calm himself with their eternal persenTance
and necessity. (K).·\, 1:715-16)
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This is very much the picture we get from Emerson's Nature. And
Nie!l.sche retained much of it even during his more skeptical and
ironic period after his break with \Vagner and disillusionment \dth
romanticism in the late I 870s. An aphorism titled "Being Able
to Be Small" reads: "One must be just as close to the flmrers,
grasses, and butterflies as a child is, who isn't much taller than they
are .... v\'hoever wanL~ to participate in all that is good must also
know how to be small at times" ( H:5', 51). Even though his conception of nature would change somewhat, it was one of l'\iet?sche's
greatest consolations, after ill health forced him to give up the pn:fessorship at Basel and embark on the final. nomadic phase of hrs
career, that he rwver became cut ofT from the intimate inhabitation
of the natural world that he er~joyed throughout his childhood and
youth.
The old philosopher goes on to bemoan the fact that few young
people arc fortunate enough to enjoy such close and "almost personal" relations with the natural world, since their education teaches
"how one sul~jugates nature toward one's own ends." \\'ith the imposition of the scientific attitude, "the instinctive, true and unique
understanding of nature" is lost, and "in its place we nm,· have clever
calculation and a cunning overcoming of nature" (f{S.-\, 1:7I G). Ih
contrast, for all his admiration of nature's beauties and mvsteries"Nature never wears a mean appearance[, nor] does the wisest man
extort her secret" (Natur!', in F&l", 9)-Emerson at times relegates
it to an inferior position and applauds human exploitation or natural resources: "Nature is thoroughly mediate. It is made to sen·e.
It receh·es the dominion of man as meekly as the ass on which the
Sa\·iour rode. It offers all its kingdoms to man as the raw materi;tl \\·hich he mav mould into what is useful" (EG-'L 2g). .-\\though
Emerson empha~izes our close relationships with natural phenomena, the situation here is avowecllv anthropocentric: man "is placed
in the centre of beings. and a rav of relation passes from e\"erv other
being to him" (E&L, 21 ). 11 A Kantian influence becomes apparent
in the claim that nature embodies a kind of morality: "The moral
law lies at the centre of natur-e and radiates to the circumfi::rcnce."
Some or the implications of this theme for ecology, hcm·ever, are rclatiYcly benign: "All things with \\·hich we deal, preach to us. \\'hat
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is a farm but a mute gospel? The chaff and the wheat, weeds and
plants, blight, rain, insects, sun,-it is a sacred emblem from the
first furrow of spring to the last stack "·hich the snow of winter overtakes in the fields" (E&L, 29). A vie"· of the natural world as sacred
scripture, \\·hich holds that "the moral influence of nature upon
every individual is that amount of truth that it illustrates to him,"
is likely to promote an attitude of reverential respect for natural
phenomena. 12
Nietzsche, more readily than Emerson, sheds the pious religiosity
that informed his early views of nature, coming to stress precisely
iL~ amorality and to ascribe any moral law found there to prc~jection
on the part of human beings. 1 ' It is notjust the residue of Christian
theism that prevents Emerson fi·om detaching morality from nature
but also his allegiance to the Platonic and Ncoplatonic traditions,
according to which the physical world is the last and lowest level of
emanation from di,·ine spirit: "[Nature] always speaks of Spirit. It
suggests the absolute. It is a perpetual effect. It is a great shadow
pointing always to the sun behind us .... We learn ... that spirit
creates; that behind nature, throughout nature, spirit is present"
(EG"L, 40-41). The Orphic strains in the Platonic tradition keep
the human being from e\·er feeling at home in that great shadow,
since the source of the intellectual soul is abm·e and beyond. "\\'e
are as much strangers in nature," Emerson writes, "as we are aliens
from God"" (E&L, 42). And if we arc to become disestranged, it
will not be directly but through redemption in God as the divine
source of nature as well as the human soul. A journal entry from
1838 epitomizes Emerson's striving for a more immediate relation
to the natural \\'Oriel: "I cannot tell why I should feel myself such a
stranger in nature" U1\IN, 7:74). But he continues to hold f~lst to the
Neoplatonic view, as exemplified by this passage from "The i\lcthod
of Nature" (1841): "In the divine order, intellect is primary; nature.
secondary; it is the memory of the mind. That \rhich once existed
in intellect as pure law, has now taken body as Natui·e. It existed
already in the mind in solution; now, it has been precipitated, and
the bright sediment is the world. We can ne\·er be quite strangers or
inferiors in nature" (E&L, 118). One is tempted to say that we em
ne\·er be quite at home in it eithc1~ as long as we identif)' ourselves
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with mind rather than body and understand nature as that which
"descends always from above," from a "metaphysical and eternal
spring" (F&l., 119).
Nietzsche's repudiation of the supremacy of intellect leads to a
less anthropocentric view oft he unin~rse, as expressed in the beginning of an unpublished essay from 1873:
In some out-ol~the-way corner of the universe, which is poured out
into innumerable solar svstcms, there once \\·as a star on \\·hich
some clever animals im•(:nted knowing .... How aimless and arbitrary an exception the human intellect makes of itself within
nature .... Only the possessor and begetter of this intellect takes it
so pathetically seriously. as if the axis of the world turned \\·irhin it.
But if we could comnHmicatc \\·ith the gnat, we would realize that
it lli(·s through the air with a similar seriousness and feels within
itself the flying centn of the world. l·l

What ewntuallv provides a philosophical ground for this unanthropocentric view is Nietzsche's understanding of all life, and even all
existence, as will to power: an understanding that was greath· inspired by his reading of Emerson, despite their differences.
In Sa/uri' Emerson \Hites that "the exercise of the \\"ill or the
lesson of power is taught in every event" (E&L, 28)-an idea prefigured in Schopenhauer, though Emerson did not cliscoYer him until
much later. In Thr' World r1s Will and Rr'jlrr'.W!IIIalion, NiC'tzsche's other
great mentor had characterized \\·ill as the "innermost being o( the
whole of nature," from animal and plant life to crystallizing minerals and magnetic and gra\·itational fields. 1·, l\lming a\\·a,· from the
more static conceptions of the earlier Naturr, Emerson emphasizes
in "The l\kthod of Nature"' the burgeoning dYnamism of filutsis:
"planet, system, constellation, total nature is growing like a field
of mai1.c iii_Iuh·; is becoming soim·what else; is in rapid metamorplwsis." \\'lwrcas Schopenhauer tends to emphasize lath and the
consequent insatiabilitY of \\·ill, Emerson highlights abundance: it
seems that nature "docs not exist to any one or to any number of
particular ends, hut to numberless and endless benefit; that there is
in it no priYate will, no rebel leaf or limb, but the \\·hole is oppressed
by one super.incumbent tendency, obeys that redundancy or excess
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of life which in conscious beings we call r'cs!wf' (/:'&/,, 121). Such
an "excess of life" is central to Nietzsche's understanding of nature, though the power of the overflow flushes out anv residue of
moral elements: "Think of a being like nature, extra\·agant bcvond
measure, indifferent beyond measure, without in ten tio;1s or co,nsideration, withmit mercy or justice, fertile and barren and uncertain
all at once, think of indifference itself as power" (IJGJ:~ 9). We shall
:hon;!' how E~ners~n goes on to associate will with power, anticlpatmg Nietzsche s not1on of the "·oriel as will to power.

:ee

3
In the late 1870s, at the beginning of the coolcl~ more scientific
phase of Nietzsche's thinking about nature, he becomes more ex~Jlicit than Emerson about the great changes that ha\·e taken place
m the human understanding of nature between the ancient and
modern periods:
[For the primitive religious person] the whole of nature is a mass
of act~ons of_conscious and willful beings, an enormous complex
of arbztrary wzlled acts. ... The human is the rule [in the form of law
and tradition], nature irrr;![ularily. ... \\'e moderns feel the exact
oppmite: the richer the human· being now is inwardlv, the more
polyphonic his_ subj:ct is, the more powerfully the r~gularity of
nature affecL<; l~nn; mth Goethe we all recognize in nature the great
means of calmmg the modern soul. (I I H, 1.111)

?ne of the implications here is that people in ancient times proJected onto nature more than in recent eras, and that the chaotic
richness of the modern psyche, feel by a lar~er numlwr ofhercditan·
streams, is at the same time compounded by a withdrawal of sucl.1
projections. Since Emerson understands the order of nature to be
preinscribed in "[t]hat which once existed in intellect," he is less
inclined to think in terms of projections onto chaos.
In 1879 ?\'ietzsche resigned from his professorship in Basel and
embarked upon ten years of nomadic existence, during which he
wandered from the north (the Swiss Alps) to the south (the Mccliter-
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rancan coast) according to the seasons, in constant search of an
environment in which he could write. Seeking a cooler climate in
which to spend the summer alter leaving Basel, he happened upon
the Upper Engaclin in Switzerland, which was to become one of his
best-loved places on earth. In a letter to a friend he wrote: "But now
I am in possession oft he Engaclin and am in mymn1 elenH:'nt-quite
astounding! I am related to this veq· nature." 11; The degree to "·hich
he felt immediately at home there is evident from an aphorism titled
"The Doppclgiingerei of Nature," which captures the ambivalence
inn>lvecl in seeing oneself doubled in nature-and so not one selfan experience that is blissful and disconcerting at the same time:
"In many parts of nature we encounter ourselYes again, with pleasurable horror. ... How fortunate is the one who can say: 'There are
certainly in nature things much more great and beautiful, but this
is intimately bmiliar, related by blood, and even more'" ( 1\:)·, ~~1-l).
Nietzsche's letters and notebooks from the period make it clear that
he was gran ted some distinctly mystical experiences of nature in that
environment. An aphorism \\·ith the richly suggcstin· title "Et in Arcadia Ego" describes an idyll in an alpine valle~· aboYe the lakes that
link St. t-.loritz with Sils-t-.Iaria and Maloja: "The effect of this consummate beauty was one of terror [ Sclwudem] and at the same time
mute adoration of the moment of its rcYelation: im·oluntarih·. as if
there could be nothing more natural, one projected into this pure
and clear light-world ... Greek heroes. One felt like Poussin and
his students: heroic and idyllic at the same time" ( 1\:S, 295). Terror
and bliss: the characteristic ambiguity of the Dionvsian experience.
"perfect exhilaration" that makes one "glad to the brink of fear." .-\s
Goethe's Faust savs, "Srlwudcm is the human's best part." echoing
Lucretius's addre~s to his precursor Epicurus: "from all these things
a sort of divine delight gets hold upon me and a shuddering, because
nature tints b)· your pmvcr has lwen so manifestly bid opt'tl." ,-

Although Nietzsche's is by and large a musical soul that hears
rather than sees (!)\'contrast with the intenselY \isual Emerson).
he couldn't help being impressed, despite his poor eyesight, by the
"light-\vorld" he encountered in the Engaclin. A passage from the
aphorism "At t-.lidclay" makes this clear:
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In a meadow surrounded by woods [a man] sees great Pan asleep:
it seems that all thin)SS in nature haYc fallen asleep with him, an
expression of eternity on their Etces. He wants nothing. he \\·orries
about nothing, his heart st"mds still, only his eye is alh·e: it is a death
with waking eyes. A man sees many things there that he ncYer saw
bd(>J'l', and, [()r as r;tr as he can sec, t'\Trything is spun into a net
of light and as ir buried in it. I k feels happy as a result, but it is a
1
heaYy, he<l\)' happiness. ( 11:\ 3011) '"

Later, and especially in the autumnal atmosphere of Turin a dccacle
later, Nietzsche would im·oke painter Claude Lorrain as the consummate renderer of such experiences of nature. Part of the ambi\'alcnce in Nietzsche's relation to the natural \mrld during his first
long s(~journ in the AI ps stems from the fact that the ecstatic moment
cmnot last: "The neutrality of great nature (in moi.mtains, ocean,
forest, and desert) is pleasing, hut only for a short time; \IT soon
become impatient. '\\'on't these things say anything to us then? Are
we not there for them?' There arises the feeling of a crime against
the m;~jesty of the human" ( \\:'1', ~00). The feeling of kinship can
find i tse If tem pcred by a sense of i nclifkrence on the part of nature.
\\'hich tencls to \\'ouncl human pride.
Emerson tends to resist the lolh inclilTcrctHT or natural plwnomcna, preferring to understand them as emanations of spirit refracted through the human mind, c\·cn though ajournal entry from
the time between the two series of Essays (in 1843) betrays some uncertainty: "In Nature tltc dottbt recurs wltetlter the man is the ctttse
or the effect. Arc beasts & plants degradations of man? or are these
the prophecies & exercises of nature practising herself for her masterpiece in making i\lan? Culminate \\·e do not: but that point of
imperfection \\·hich '''C occupv-is it on the wav up, or down~·· (}H.\'.
S::\ti~). Some or his perplexitY surely dcriYeS from the loss uf lmnl
ones: !tis first \\·ifc and two brothers had died during the sc,·eral
years ptT\'ious, and the death of his five-year-old son in 1847" taxed
to the utmost his powers of compassionate comprehension of the
cosmos. In the second series of Essays he wonders whether suffering
might help us lind "reality, sharp peaks and edges of truth," but conclmks bleakly that "souls ne\'er touch their objects. An inna\·igable
sea \\'ashes with silent wa\'es bet\\'een us and the things \\'e aim at
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and converse with." These natural images expressing estrangement
from nature would han~ struck the young Nietzsche with consiclcrablc force. To fail to find solace in nature at such times of loss is
the bitterest of bilures: "I grieve that grief can teach me nothing,''
Emerson !aments, "nor carry me one step in to real nature." This
alienation now confounds his best attempts to understand it: ":\'ature docs not like to be observed, and likes that we should be her
fools and playmates .... Direct strokes she ne,·er gaYe us power to
make; all our blows glance, all our hits are accidents" ("Experience,"
in L&L, 472-7~1).
But there comes a turning point, it seems, an apogee, \\·here
alienation appears unin~rsal, or spreads at least throughout the animal realm:
\\'c bncy that \\"Care strangers. and not so intimatelY domestictted
in the planet as the wild man. and the wild beast and bird. But the
exclusion reaches them also: reaches the climbing. flying. gliding.
feathered and four-footed man. Fox and woodchuck. h;mk and
snipe, and bittern, when near!~· seen, haYe no more root in the
deep world than man, and arc just such superficial tenants of the
globe. (Jc'&l>, 480-81)

Emerson might well ha\"e included plants among the ranks of the
rootless, insofar as alf life, being subject to death, hoYers oYer the
abyss of non being-an insight that echoes in numerous passages in
Nietzsche's works concerning the abyss (Abf:,rnllld): "Is seeing not
itself-seeing abysses?" asks Zarathustra ( Z, 3.2.1).
The later essa\' "Nature" contains some of Emerson's finest reflections on the natural \\·oriel, eYen though the characteristic amhiYaknce persists-and is raised to a higher pitch. The initi~\1 imocation of a halcyon clay on which "the world reaches its perfection"
is paralleled bY Zarathustra's realization, at the midpoint of:anothn
day, that "the world just became perfect ... round and ripe" (E<S'L
5<11; "At Noon," in Z, --1.1 0). '''As in the earlier Xnturt. trees plaY an
important introductory role, this time helping to ground the soaring transcendentalist in Emerson. Describing his passage through
"the gates or the forest" with a companion, he says:
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The anciently reported spells of [the woods] creep on us. The
stems of pines, hemlocks, and oaks, almost gleam like iron on 1he
excited eye. The incommunicable trees begin to persuade us to
lh·e with them, and quit our life of solemn trifles ....
[Through] [t]hese enchantments ... [w]e come to our own,
and make friends with matter, which the ambitious chatter of the
schools would persuade us to despise. \\'c Gill ne1·er part with it;
the mind loves its old home; as watt:r to our thirst, so is the rock,
the ground, to our eyes, and hands, and ket. (1:'&!_, !i·ll-42)

Finally the mind comes clown to earth, and talk of spirit seems to
fall behind. At least insof~u· as "the clay [is] not wholly proLine,
in \\·hich we haYe given heed to some natural object," Emerson no
longer im·okes God, but simply "the most ancient religion" u~·&J_,
5-!2-!3). He appears to have arrived at what he considers a deeper
appreciation of the sciences of the earth:
Geology has initiated us into the sectdar·ity of nature, and taught
us to disuse our dame-school measures, and exchange our l\losaic
and Ptolemaic schemes for her large style. \\'e knew nothing rightly,
for want of perspecti1·e. Now we learn what patient periods must
round themselves before the rock is formed, then before the rock
is broken, and the first lichen race has clisintcgratecl the thinnest
external plate into soil, and opened the door for the remote Flora,
Fauna, Ceres, and Pomona, to come in. (l:&L !i4G)

The secularity of nature celebrated here has to do with great spans
of time (saerula) and need not exclude the sacred: it reveals rather
how restricted is the Old Testament view, and bow anthropocentric
the views of most premodern cosmologies ancl astronomies. A more
open and expansive mind is called for, one able to transcend the
merely human perspective and correspond to the "large style" of
nature.
"[\V]hat patient periods must round themselves before the rock
is formecl"-aeons passing before life appears. Nietzsche learned
much from Emerson ·s reflections on the vast scale of geologic time,
and he brings a similar appreciation to human history when he
points out how ludicrously small is that fraction of history on ,,·!Jich
modern philosophers base their theories about "human being."
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"'vVhat is neeclecl from now on is historical jJhilosojJhizing, and \\"ith
it the virtue of modesty [Brsrhridung] ," but historical philosophY
"can no longer be thought of apart from science of nature." He defines "true moclesty" (wahre Besrheidenheit) as "the recognition that
we arc not our own work," being dependent on millennia of natural
history for what we han~ become (Ifll, 1.2, 1, 588).
At a later point in Emerson's "Nature" it seems as if the minclmav
not have come home after all, howe1·er, since he remarks that '\,·e are
encamped in nature, not domesticated" (E&L, 552). In the earlier
Nature, he had dcscrihccl the profound sense of participation 11·ith
which he viewed, from a hilltop near his house, "long slemkr bars
of cloud float[ing] like fishes in the sea of crimson light": "From
the earth, as a shore, I look out into that silent sea. I seem to
partake its rapid transformations'' (E&L, 15). But he now seems
more an observer than a participant, and the "perennial fcstil"a!'" in
the forests appears indefinitely deferred:
This disappointnwnt is kit in cnTY landscape. I han' seen the softness and beauty of the summer~clouds floating feathery oYerhead.
enjoying, as it seemed, their height and privilege of motion, whilst
yet they appeared not so mnch the drapery of this place and hour,
;1s fore looking to sonH' pavilions and gardens of festivity beyond. It
is an oddjealousy: but the poet finds himself not near enough to
his object. The pine-tree, the ri,·er, the bank of flowers before him,
does not seem to be nature. Nature is still elsewhere. ("Nature," in
1~'&1., !i!i3)

The poignancy here is intensified by the consideration that, according to a not hn of tlw essa\·s in the second series, the poet is ca pablc.
thanks to his participation in nature's flow, of getting close enough
to his ol~ject. (Nor can the contradiction be resolved, given the
sustained splendor of his language, by supposing that Emerson has
ceased being a poet himself.) "For, through that better perception,"
he asserts, the poet "stands one step nearer to things, and' sees the
flowing or metamorphosis ... and, f(Jllowing 1rith his C\ cs the life.
uscs the forms "·hich express that life, and so his speech flows 11ith
the flowing of nature" ("The Poet," in F&/,, '1:-Jfi). One is reminded
of Nietzsche's Zarathustra who, \l"ith the muse upon him, exults
in his mountaintop retreat: "l\fouth have I become through and
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through, and the roaring of a stream out of high rocks: downward
\rill I hurl my speech into the valleys" ( Z, 2.1).

4

Not long after his first, transformatiYe summer in the Upper Engadin, Nietzsche seems to vacillate on the question of our ability to
withdraw the projections that condition our experience of the natural "·oriel (and of the world in general). In Dawn of Morning (I RR I)
he returns to the difference bet,,·een the ancient and modern world
Yiews in this respect:
First human beings prc~ected themselves imaginatively [hinl'inp;edirhtct] into nature: e\·erywhere they saw themscln·s and things
like them, their bad and capricious dispositions, hidden in clouds,
thunderstorms, beasts of prey, trees and plants: at that time they
invented "e\il nature." Then came a time when they again prc~jectecl
themselves out of nature [hinausdirhll'tm], the time of Rousseau:
people were so sick of each other that they wan ted above all to have
a corner of the world where human beings cannot come with their
torment: one invented "good nature." (IJM, 17)

EYen though he speaks here of projecting ourselYes back out or
nature, "good nature" is still something invented rather than simply apprehended-which suggests that an element of pndection
remains. A seminal aphorism with respect to this kind of pn~jec
tion is ''Experiencing and Inventing" ("Erlcben unci Erclichten," in
D.\I, 119), where Nietzsche argues that by f~u· the largest part or our
experience is ineluctably conditioned by cleep-lcYel fantasy. The
argument (though more thoroughly elaborated) resembles Emerson's ideas about the role of bntasy in "Illusions": "\Ve live by ottr
imaginations .... [F]ancy enters into all details .... The chapter of
fascinations is very long .... \·\'e wake from one dream in to another
dream'' (E&L, 1116-17).
I\'evertheless, Nietzsche also thinks that under certain extreme
conditions we might be able to cliscoYer rather than invent something about our relation to the animal realm. In SrhojH'n!wurr as
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Jc'dumlor ( 1H7,1), lw hac! stressed the general continuity bet\\·een humanity and animality, suggesting that culture concerns it<;elf with
the rare exceptions who become truly human, aiming "to promote
the generation of the philosopher, the artist, and the saint in us and
outside us, and thereby to work at the perfecting or nature" (.)'!:'.
5). But it later becomes clear that even adYanced human beings do
not lose their animal natures but merely forget them: "In outbreaks
of passion and in the phantasizing of the dream and insanity, the
human being rcdiscoYers his own prehistory and that of humanity
as a whole: animafitywith it<; wild grimaces. One's memory for once
reaches sufficiently far back, while one's civilized state den·lops out
of the forgetting of these primal experiences" (DM, 312). Emerson
magnificently prefigures this idea in a passage from The Conduct of
Life (I H60), where the \·iew of nature is much grimmer than in the
earlier works: "The habit of snake and spider, the snap of the tiger
and other leapers and bloody jumpers, the crackle of the bones of
his prey in the coil of the anaconcla.-these are in the sYstem. and
our habits arc like theirs .... lTJ he forms of the shark ... arc hints
of ferocity in the interiors of nature" ("Fate," in E&L, 945). For
Nietzsche, too, such ferocity is to be found in the interiors of the
human animal as well-and is the source for what moralists refer to
as the "evil driYes" (BCE, 23, 197). It is in part a consideration of
these clriycs that leads him to think about their oyerall "econonn·"
(another idea from Emerson) in terms of will to pm,·er. ~o
Emerson had gin·n clear expression to a philosophical monism
in the essay "Nature": "From the beginning to the end of the universe. [nature] has but one stuff. ... Compound it IHm· she ,,·ill.
star, sand, lire, water. tree, man. it is still one stuff. and betra,·s
the same properties" (E&L 54 7). Compounded in Yarious particulars, hmvcYcr, this one stuff naturally tends to conflict \Vith itself
(as described in an earlier passage. from "The l\letlwcl of Nature"):
'There is something social and tntrusive in the nature of all things:
they seek to penetrate and oyerpmver. each the nature or cn·ry other
crcatllrc, and itself alone in all modes and throughout space and
spirit to prevail and possess" (E&L, 1~6). While these ideas anticipate: Nietzsche's notion of will to power, a cliYergence comes with
Emerson's later qualification to the effect that the \\·hole somehm,·
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recm:cil~s conflicting elements: "For nature \\·ishcs en~ry thing- to
remam Itself; and, whilst e\"ery indiYiclual strin~s to grow and exclude, and to exclude and grow, to the extremities of the uniYcrse,
and to impose the law of its being on eYery other creature, Nature
steadily aims to protect each against e\'ery other" ("Uses of Great
i\len" [1850], in E&L, 628). ·while Emerson thinks nature embodies "pure law" that formerly "existed in intellect," Nietzsche bY
contrast claims that the so-called "lawfulness of nature" is wishft;l
thinking on the part of sentimental be liners in democracy who sec
"eyerywhere equality before the law." He argues that will ,to power
manifests itself in nature as the "ruthlesslv tnannical ancl relentless
enforcement of claims of pmrer" on th~ part of every particular,
adding that eyen the term "tyranny" is a 1reak anthropomorphism
in this context (BGE, 22).

It is in the essay "Power,'' which 11-c knm1· Nietzsche read carcfullv
and often, that Emerson explicitly introduces into his monism th~·
connection between power and 11·ill: ~~
Life is a search after power; and this is an dement 11·ith which the
world is so saturated,-there is no chink or CITI·ice in which it is not
lodged .... A culti1·ated man, wise to know and hold to perf(>I·m,
is the end to which nature works. and the education of the ll'ill is
the flm_,·ering and result of all this geology ami astronomy .... All
power IS of one kind, a sharing of the nature of the ll'orld. The
mind that is parallel with the la\1·s of nature will he in the current
of e1·ents, and strong with their strength. (E&I., 971. 972)
.\'ietzsche 's Zarathustra undertakes a thorough inYestigation of lik
and announces with Emersonian resonance, "\\'here I found the
IiYing, there I found will to power" ( Z, 2.12). The Dlmllli'IL\ch as
portraYed in Zarathustra is a paradigm of human existence in the
current of natural processes and thus "strong with their strength."
As Zarathustra proclaims to his first audience: "The m-erman is the
sense of the earth ... the ocean in 1rhich your great contempt can be
submerged ... the lightning that will lick you with its tongue .... I
loYe him who prepares earth, animal, and plant for the m·erman" ( Z.
"Prologue," 3, 4). Emerson's idea that the human being becomes
great by "educating the will" in such a way as to align it with the
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larger forces of the cosmos is central to Nietzsche's project of sdf~
culti\·ation. ~~
·
Emerson's later espousal of a radical monism grounded in something less ethereal than spirit-"the uniYerse [as] one stuff"-might
be e~1wcted to diminish his anthropocentrism. and there are signs
that It docs. (Not that anthropocentrism is always to be deprecated,
but the present focus is on resources for ecological thinking.) In
t~1e essay "Fate., (I RGO), nature is seen, perhaps from the perspeclli'C of the fallen human condition, as superior, insoL1r as "the riuht
usc of Fate is to bring up our conduct to the loftiness of nat\;~T ..
(E&J., SJ:J.f). And in ;,Wealth" (1860), though there is still talk of
"the conf]lH,st of this and that piece of nature" and of"the elements
o!Tcr[ingj their sen·icc" u~·&L. 9~)1 ), a less domineering and more
reccptil"e attitude has supcn·ened.
'
The ruk is not to dictate, nor to insist on carrying out each of your
schemes by ignorant wilfulness, but to learn practicallY the secret
spoken !rom all nature. that things themsdn·s refuse tn he mismanaged, and 11·ill show to the 1\·atchful their own law .... Nature
has her own best mode of doing each thing, and she has somewhere told it plainlY. if we 11·ill keep our eyes and ears open. (FGL
!007-H)

As we learn from Nietzsche's chapter "On Self-0\·ercoming,'' Zarathustra becomes eager to learn this "secret spoken from all nature."
lw~innin~ with the phenomenon of life: "I pursued the living, fol]m,·ing the greatest and the smallest waYs, so that I might learn ih
nature. \Vith a hundredfold mirror I still caught iL~ look 11·hen its
mouth was closccl, so that its eYe would speak to me." \\'hat that look
speaks is that all life is "will to power." Inclcccl it is a figure named
"Life" that itself imparts to Zarathmtra its "secret": "I a~1 that <l'hich
IIIIlS! always ovnrome itself' (Z, ~.I~). This reYelation echoes "that ];m·
of Nature" of which Emerson speaks. "wherebY en-rl"thitl~ climbs to
highn platforms" and exemplifies "the organic effort of i'\ature to
mount and meliorate" ("\\'ealth." in E&l., 1010: "Culture." in r~..:l..

Io:n).
Nietzsche goes on to expand the notion of11·ill to pmrer to coYer
not just all lire but all existence: corresponding to Emerson's con-
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ception of the universe as "one stuff' that is completely "saturated"
,,·ith power, we now have Nietzsche's idea of "the world as will to
power" (BGE, 36). The question of our relationship to the natural \\'Oriel can now be reframed in terms of the relations between
the configuration of forces that constitute the human being am!
the m·eraii configuration of the greater powers of nature. \Vc saw
the early Emerson vaciiiate on the question of the superiority of nature over humanity; but by the time of the late essay "Civilization"
(1870), he strikes a nice balance between human submission and
domination.
Everything good in man leans on what is higher. ... Thus all our
strength and success in the work of our hands depend on our borrowing the aid of the elements. [\\'hen a carpenter works wood
beneath his hands,] not his feeble muscles but the force of gra\·ity brings down the axe; that is to say, the planet itself splits his
stick ....
... That is the way we arc strong, b)· borrowing the might of the
clements ....
... i\'c cannot bring the hca\'cnly pm1Trs to us, but if we will
onlY choose our jobs in directions in which they tra\'cl, they ,,·ill
undertake them \\ith the greatest pleasure. (
7:27-29) ~:I

n:

This is not any kind of "Buddhistic submission to hlle" but rather
a practice akin to the Daoists' wu wei, a nondisruptive activity that
allows us to learn from and harmonize with the "way ofhea,·en," or
the forces of nature. 2 ~ It also prefigures Nietzsche's appreciation of
the flourishing that is possible when the drives that constitute the
human being are aligned with the larger patterns of will to power
in the cosmos.~,,

5

Nietzsche may \\'ell not ha\·e reached his final position vis-a-vis the
natural ,,·oriel without the stimulus of Emerson, but from an ecological point of \iew, he ultimately goes beyond that men tor's conception.~,; \\'hen he emisions life itself (not just human life) imparting
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its "secret" will to power to Zarathustra directly, Nietzsche signifies
a dC\'clopmcn t in his thinking, since in The joyous Srience he was still
grappling with the question of whether nature can ever be experienced without human prc~jections. At times it seems that the best we
Gill do is become aware of our prc~jections onto nature, wake up to
the {;\Ct that we are constantly "drcaming"-or being dreamed by"the primal age ancl past of all sentient being," it being impossible to
withdraw the archaic "phantasm and the entire human rontribution"
from any particular experience of a cloud or a mountain (jS', 54, .17).
In a brief historical excursion Nietzsche describes the response of
the "worshiper of God" to the advances in astronomy, geology, and
physics that call into question the Christian accounts of the nature
of the universe: "He veiled nature and mechanics from himself as
well as he could and lived in a dream. Oh how those men of old
knew how to drr'rnn-without even having to go to sleep first!" Nor
are we moderns, we "artists" and "veilers of naturalness," any less
susceptible to such oneiric 1·eiling (}5, 59). Simply by \irtue of being human we arc all inevitably artists in this sense, and the best \\'t'
can do (and must do, if we are to flourish) is to acknmdeclge-ancl
celebrate-our participation in this fantastic dance (jS, 54).
But then comes a passage that suggests at least some ,,·ithdra,,·al
or pn~jections may be possible after all, thanks to the discipline of science: "The total character of the world is to all eternity chaos, not in
the sense or lacking necessity but lacking order, articulation, form,
beauty, wisdom and w!Jate\'er else our human aesthcticizings call
it. ... \\'hen shall we haYe completely cle-diYinized nature! \\'hen
shall ,,.c be able to start to naturalize ourselves with pure, ne\1·-found.
ne\dy redeemed nature!" (j), 109). This ''chaos" seems to refer to
what is left when the projections that customaril~· cli,inize abvsmal
indeterminacY. hy giYing it order ~mel form. are withckllm. The
question then arises of how one can experience this "total character or the world," since Nietzsche usually denies the possibilitY or
"perspectiveless" seeing. The method im'O!Yes broadening our perspectin·s beyond restricted human Yie\\-points, in such a waY that we
attain a genuinely "trans-anthropocentric" way of looking at the
world. Later in TheJoyous 5'rienre Nietzsche says explicitly. ".-\s a
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researcher into nature, one should come out of one's human corner" (jS, 349).
There is a rather mystical evocation of this condition in the chapter "Before Sunrise" in Zarath ustra, where the protagonist, after an
all-night vigil, greets the hGn·ens before the sun rises oYer the sea
(Z. 3.4:). The clear predawn sh-"You abyss of light" Zarathustra
calls it-precludes association ~,·ith Platm;ic or cl1ri~tian heavens.
Serenely superior to all considerations of "compulsion, purpose,
and guilt," the sky before sunrise illumines all things evenly; it is
onlv after the sun rises (Plato's idea of the Good), that there is
bias and slant in the pr~jection of rays, and shadows are cast from
a single direction. Zarathustra reYiles drifting clouds for inhibiting the heaYen 's vast and boundless ]a- und Amen-sagm, its blessed
affi.rmation, and no doubt also for casting- shadows of their mm,
entailing more discriminations between li<rht
and clark ' (goocl and
b
bad. Following what the Daoists call the "way of heaYen," Zarathustra striYes to "redeem all things from their bondage under purpose,"
from the restrictions imposed by some cli,·ine prm·idence, or by scientific or utilitarian projections on the part of human beings. "But
this is my blessing," he declares,
to stand over every thing as its own hean:n. as its round rooL its
azure bell and eternal securitv: and blissful is the one who bksses
thus!
'
...
For all things are baptized in the well of eternitY and are bcvotHl
good and e\il; for good and e1·ilthemsel\'es an: met~el\' intcrme~liatc
shadows and damp afflictions and drifting clouds. ·
TrulY it is a blessing and no blasphem\' when I teach: "OnT
all things stands the hea\'en Accident, the hean~n Innocence, the
heaYen Chance, the heaYen Exuberance." (l, 3.4)

Zarath ustra participates in the open sky's blessing oL!ll things under
the heaYens, as an incliYiclual celebrating each particular in itself'.
In this boundless affirmation ofi\·hat Nietzsche elsewhere calls "the
innocence of becoming.'' there is a hint that although all thinus
·"'
constantly arise and perish, they do so from (and back into) the
\rell of eternitY-and are thus eternallv justified exactlY as thev are.

.
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The "well of eternity" reappears in the complementary chapter
in part 4, "At Noon," in an explicitly Dionysian natural setting ,,·here
Zarathustra lies down by a tree entwined with a flourishing vine (Z,
4.1 0). In a state of mystical trance he experiences the world as having
"become perfect." As if in response to his own injunction to "stav
loyal to the earth," feeling his soul stretch out he rests "close to the
earth, loyal, trusting, waiting," at the noon hour sacred to Pan. With
the sun at its zenith, noon is also the time of the shortest shac!m,·s.
Zarathustra's happiness finds consummation in the moment, the
Augm-13/irh, when his soul seems to "fall into the well of eternitv.··
He addresses the "hean:>n above," as he had clone before sunrise:
When will vou drink this drop of dew that has fallen on all earthh·
things-when will you ddnk this \\'ond(Tful soul\\'lwn, IITII ofctnnitv! you snene and dreadful ab\·ss of noon:
when will you drink mY s~u·l hack into yourself?
.

In a countcrmm·emcnt to the natural baptizing of all things as theY
arise from the well of eternitY, Zarathustra's expansi,·e soul has fallen
like dew on all things of the earth, as the human complement to the
cosmic blessing. In a classic roinridentia ojJjJOsitorum, the ire!! of eternity is now a bon· him instead of beneath, as Zarathustra anticipates
his soul's reentering the grand circulation of moisture in death.
The final reprise of this theme, in 1vhich "midnight too is noon"
( Z, 4 .19.1 0), echoes Emerson's lesson that "eyery hour and season
yields its tribute of delight ... from breathless noon to grimmest
midnight."
Nor is Emerson a stranger to the Yariety of experience that takes
Nietzsche beyond the biocentric perspectiYe. He records a kind of
death experience in his l~~~Rjournal, describing his ,,·alking out or
the house into a night lit by the full moon: "In the instant vou lea1·e
far behind all human relations ... & liYe onlY 1rith tire sa\~lgc-;
water, air. light. carbon, lime. & granite .... I become a moist cold
clement. 'Nature grows oYer me.' ... l haYe died out of the human
world & come to feel a strange cold, aqueous, terraqueous, aerial.
ethereal sympathy & existence" (jMN, 5:496-97). With Nietzsche.
for whom such experiences enable our participation in the "cleacl"
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world of the inorganic, granting access to the mineral as well as the
animal and vegetal realms, the emphasis is on the "terraqueous"
and the mood more festive. Reflection on the fact that "we are
three-quarters water" and full of"anorganic minerals" prompts him
to exclaim: "To be relleased from life and become dead nature again
can be experienced as a festival-of the one who wants to die. To love
nature! Again to revere what is deadl" 27 Here Nietzsche goes beyond
the biocentric viewpoint to a kind ofpanpsychism (the world as will
to power understood as inteJjJretation) that allows for a Dionysian,
pantheistic affirmation of the totality of becoming-and not just or
the li\ing. 28
The difficult thing, after nature has been appropriately "dcdivinized," is to avoid falling back into "divinizing this monster of an
unknown world again in the old way" (}S, 374). But it is clear that, for
Nietzsche, there are circumstances in which the world j;resents itself;
naturally, as di\ine-and this opens up a "new way." It is from such
a Dionysian, trans-anthropocentric standpoint that he delivers his
sharpest criticism of modern arrogance toward the natural world:
"Our whole attitude towards nature today is hubris, our raping of
nature by means of machines and the inconsiderately employed
inventions of technology and engineering" ( CM, 3.9).
In sum, then, Nietzsche's understanding of nature, while owing much to Emerson's, appears to have developed into something
more radical. Ambivalent throughout, Emerson's attitude remains
more spirit oriented, and he seems never to break completely free of
the influence of Platonic and I'\eopl;ttonic conceptions of nature.
His nature-mystical experiences were apparently more Plotinian,
while Nietzsche's Dionysian raptures are more reminiscent of fig-ures like Johannes Eckhart and Goethe. Nietzsche of course had
the benefit of access to more achanced science than did Emerson,
but his natural philosophy also seems to involve an element ofJate-the topic of his first writings to show Emerson's influence ("Fatum
uncl Geschichte'' and "\Yillensfreihcit und Fa tum," both from I~()~).
It is the kind of fate that Nietzsche in 1886 calls "some granite of spiritual Fatwn,'' that "unteachable something ... in our ground, deep
clmm inside" (BGE, 231). Nietzsche would have noted Emerson's
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fondness for geological metaphors in connection with the souL but
this idea comes more directly from Schopenhauer, who insists on
the unalterability of the deepest layers of the psyche, and perhaps
also from Goethe in his short essay "On Granite." Goethe recalls
sitting on an exposed piece of granite on top of a mountain and
reflecting on the ancient discovery that granite is both "the highest
and the deepest," "the solid g-round of our earth, and of the serene
tranquility afforded by that solitary, mute nearness of great, softvoiced nature. In contrast to the fertile valleys, the g-ranite peaks
have neYCr generated anything nor denmrecl anything living: the\'
exist prior to and superior to all life."~'' It is a provocatin:' mo\'e for
Nietzsche to make-to suggest that at the ground of the human soul,
generally understood as a principle of life, there is a datum, something gi\'en, a fatum that is the absolute other to life. It is on this
basis, and by the ancient principle (espoused by Goethe, Emerson,
and Nietzsche) that "like is knm,·n by like," that we can appreciate
the whole of nature and not just its living elements.
Having- invoked the "patient periods [that] must round themselves bef(H-e the rock is f()rmed" in the essay "Nature," Emerson
writes, "It is a long \\·ay from granite to the oyster; farther yet to Plato,
and the preaching of the immortality of the soul" (E&L, 547). And
a long way, too, from that preaching to the teaching concerning the
granite of fate at the base of the psyche, which allows it to participate
in the deathlessness as well as the mortality of the natural ,,·oriel.
Univn:1ity ofHawai'i at Mrinoa

Notes
1 For discussions of rde,·ant Buddhist ideas in this context. stT tht·
essays in l\lary En:lyn Tuckn and Duncan \\'illiams, eels., Uwfdhism and
EmlO,I..,')': Thl' fnlnmnnfrlion of1J1wnna and DeNis (Cambridge: Harvardl' niv.
Center for the Study of \\'oriel Religions, 1997), including m,~ treatment
of some features of medieval Japanese Buddhism in 'To ices of~ !ountai m.
Trees. and Rin·rs: KC1kai. !)(,gen. and a Deeper EcologY... II [ -~f\.
~ On the topic of Emerson as a nature writer, I ha,·e found the follmdng especiall\' helpful: Joel Porte. "Nature as Svmbol: Emerson ·s :-\oble
Doubt," chap. 3 in bnfl:mn and T!ton'att: Tmnsrflu!mtalisls in Conjlirl (~lid-
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die town: 1\'cs\eyan Unir. Press, 19G6), 45-67; several sections in Lawrence
Buell, The Envi~-onmentallmagination: Thormu, Nature l1'1iting, and tht• Nne
mat ion of Amnican Culture (Cambridge: Han·arcl LT nir. Press, 199:i); and
l\lichael Lopez, "The Doctrine of Usc," chap. :! in /:'mrr.1un and fJmun: C:n•atiz•e Antagonism in the lYinetrnzlh Century (De Kalb: Northern Illinois LTniY.
Press. 1996), 53-105.
3
Sec Graham Parkes, "Staying Loyal to the Earth: Nietzsche as an Ecological Thinker," in Nietz.srhe:1 FutwPs, ed.Jolm Lippitt (London: I\lacmillan. 1998), 167-88.

1

Rttdigcr Els dr·a\\·s numerous parallels between Emerson's ideas and
Goethe's fragment "Die Natur" in RafjJh ll'(ddo l~mrrson und "Dir Nalur" in
Goethes lle1ken: Paraffefen von Nature ( 1836) und "Nrzlurt•" ( 184-1) mit drm
Prosahymnus "Die Natur" wzd srin mi~e;lirhn Einj!ujJ (Frankrun am I\ lain: 1'.
Lang. 1977). In the most comprchensi\·c study of Emerson's philosoph\'
of nature I hare encountered, Thomas Krusche affirms the parallels but
argues, reasonably, that the criclencc for Emerson's Luniliarity with that
particular fragment is still inconclusi\·c. Sec R. 11: I-:mrrsons Natumujjizssung
und ihre jJhilosojJlzisdzrn t./T:~jJninge: Einr lntf'ljnrtation drs /:'mrrsonsrht•n 1Jmkn1.1
au1 dnn B!irkwinkel dt•s deulschmldralismus (Ti'tbingen: Gunter Narr \'erbg.
1987). csp. 202-15.

'• Sirt:.srhe 1\'f.rke: K1itisrlze Gesamtausgabe, eel. Giorgio Colli and l\lazzino
l\Iontinari (Berlin: \\'alter de Gruytcr, 1995), pt. 1. rol. I, 284-85 ; this rolmnc is hereafter cited as KGH; followed by page numbers only. A Yersion of
:\'ietzschc ·s recollection written three years later employs similar imagery:
"The clear skies that had up till now smiled upon me \\TIT suddenly darkened bY black clouds pregnant with doom" (Frirdrirh Nil'l::sdzr: 11'1,-hr in drl'i
Biindm, eel. K1rl Schlechta [l\Iunich: Hanser, 19G6], 3:92). Other 1mrks
of :\ietzsche 's \\-ill be referred to by the following abbrc\·iations:

nc;E Bcrond Good and Evil
/),\[

Dawn ofMorning

GJI

Toward the Genealogy ofMoral5

HH

Human, All Too Human

JS

The JoJolls Scimre

KS.4. Siimtlirhe Hr1ke: K1itisrhe Studil'llausgabr, eel. Giorgio Colli and
:.Iazzino I\Iontinari, 15 mls. (Berlin: DTV/\\'altn de Grmter,
1980); cited by \·olume and page numbers. or (when br:acketccl references are appended) by Yolumc, notebook, and
section numbers.
SF.
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Tht \\lzndrnTrlllllflis Sluufow (in Yo!. 2 of /-l/1)
Thus SJ}()hf' Zamtl11otra

In the interest of presen-ing the precision of the imagery, I use my mm
translations (unless otherwise noted) fmm Nietzsche's German as puhlislwd in 1\S,\, referring to most pass~tges by part. chapter, section and/or
aphorism nurnber so that they can be found easily in anr edition or translation.
" Wilhelm PindtT, cited in Elisabeth Forstcr-Nictzschc. JJnjungr- .\'itt:sdu• (Leipzig: A. Kroner, 1912), 27.
7
For Nietzsche's reference to "a brother soul," see his letter to Franz
OH·rbcck. 2·1 December 18R3, in Friedrich Nietzsche, Siimtlirhr Blitfi·: "'ritischtS!wlit•nausgafH', eel. Giorgio Colli and Mazzino l\lontinari, 8 yoJs. (i\lnnich: DTV, 19R(i). (i:-!Gcl.

" It is interesting that Nietzsche understands will to power as a mattn
of commanding and obering (I:, 2.12; BGL', 19).
'' For 1\ictzsche 's exposition of the dangers of being carried a11·a\· b\
the historical sense, see the second L'ntimel~ Meditation. On the Csn a111l
Disadvrlllt(!gf's of1/istoryfor U(r (I H74), in mi. i of KSA. In "Illusions'" ( 1860)
Emerson warns that "[o]ur conn-rsation with Nature is not just what it
seents," since all our dealings arc permeated by illusion (/~G'L: 1116). For
Emerson's influence on Nictzchc 's \·icw of archaic inheritance, see Graham
Parkes. Comj10sinp: the Soul: l?l'flrhcs o{.Yitl:srhe 's PsyrlzolO,!.,')' (Chicago: L' niY. of
Chicago Press, 1994), esp. chap. 9, "Archaic Casts and Psychical Regimes,"'
319-G2. The idea, so crucial in Nietzsche, that the incliYidual is the fruit
of countless preYious generations and recapitulates the past comes from
Emerson: "An incliYidual man is a Ii·uit which it cost all the foregoing ages
to form and ripen. The history of the genesis or the olclmnhologY repeats
itself in the experience of e\·cry child'" ("The Method of 1\ature," in FG'L
122).

°

1

For cxarnples of sloughing irnagcry, see SJ:, 1; DJL 573: andJS. 371.

.-\certain degree of anthrnporentrism is, of course. "natural"" ~l!ld
m·n·ssary for sun·i\·al; but Nietzsche likely would think that Emerson takes
his "doctrine of use" (ablY exposited b~· Lopez in chap. 2 of En1nwu awl
J>own) further than necessarY. lt is probably because Nietzsche \1-itncssed
more and greater cfl"ects of technological domination than did Emerson
that his attitude is less sanguine. Emerson himself came to adopt ~~ less
aggrcssiYc stance in his later writing.
11

12

There is a magnificent characterization of nature as (secular) inscription at the beginning of EmcTson's cssav on Goethe: "All things are
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engaged in writing their history. The planet. the pebble, goes attended by
its shadow. The rolling rock leaves its scratches on the mountain; the rin-r
its channel in the soil; the animal its bones in the stratum; the fern and
leaf their modest epitaph in the coal. The !~tiling drop makes its sculpture
in the sand or the stone .... The ground is all memoranda and signatures.
and everY object cm·ered over with hints which speak to the intelligent"
(E&L. 7-16). The idea of nature as sacred scripture is central to Japanese
Buddhism; see Parkes, ''Voices of l\lountains, Trees, and Rivers," 1 I!J-IH.
1
'

The locus classicus is BGI:~ 9; we shall comider earlier examples

shortlY.
11

Nietzsche, "On Truth and Lies in the Extramoral Sense," in 1\S:\,
1:875; English translation in Philosophy and Truth: Sl'iectionsfrom Nil't::.schl''s
Soteboolis from the Early 18/0s. eeL and trans. Daniel Breazeale (Atlantic
Highlands: Humanities Press, 1979). Compare a remark from several years
Iat~r that militates against even bio-centrism: "The astronomers ... giYc us
to understand that the drop of life in the cosmos is quite meaningless \\·ith
respect to the o\'erall character of the enormous ocean of becoming and
perishing" (WS, 14).
15
Schopenhauer writes: "The reader will recognize that same will not
onlv in those phenomena that are quite similar to his own, in human beings
anci animals, as their innermost nature; but continued reflection will lead
him to recognize the force that clriYcs and vegetates in the plant, indeed
the force bv which the crvstal is formed, the force that turns the magnet to
the .:\orth Pole ... and fi~ally even gra\itation, which acts so powc1·fully in
all matter, pulling the stone to the earth and the earth to the sun; all these
he will recognize as being different only in the phenomenon, but the same
according to their inner nature [and] as that which is immediately known
to him ... as will" ( 77zl' Horlr/ as H'i/1 and Rt1n'£'sr•n/ation, \-ol. 1, sec. 2 I; sec
also sees. 22 ancl23). The translation is mine.
J>i 0/ietzsche to Frank Overbeck. 23June 1R79. in Siimtlirhr• Britfr, !J:420.
There are numerous expressions of appreciation for the landscape and the
air around St. ~1oritz, and of his feelings of kinship with them. in other
letters. as well as in unpublished notes of that period (1\S;\, 8:41 [H]-4!J[G]).
17

Johann Wolfgang Goethe, Faust, pt. 2. I. G272; Lucretius, On lhl'
Xaturf' of 171ings, 3.28 (cited by Pierre Haclot in l'hilosophy as a 1\'{n• of UJi'
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Shapiro has discussed Nietzsche's halcyon imagery, with illuminating rei~
ere nee to Emerson, in ;\/ryrme: Nil'lzsrhe on Gifts, Noisr', and I\\m!!'n (Albanv:
SUNY Press, 1991). An excellent discussion of Nietzsche and Emerson, of
which I was sadly unaware, came to my attention after I hac! finished 1niting
this essay: Vin:tta Vivarclli. "Nietzsche unci Emerson: Ueber einige l'bde
in Zarathustras metaphorischer Landschaft," Niet::.sche-S/udim 16 ( 1987):
227-G:t \'i\·arelli's comparison is broader in scope, but her second section, "Die symbolischen St:ittcn," insightfully treats landscape imagery in
the two \\Titers.
~~~ Joel Porte has shown the import of Emerson's idea of managing an
ccononl\' of the soul's energies in the second half of Rl'jm',\t'lltatii'I' .\fan:
Ralph \\\-lido l~llln:IOn in !lis Time (New York: Oxford UniY. Press, 1979).
and cspcciallr in the chapter "Economizing." 247-82. For discussion of
the idea in Nietzsche, sec the index references to "cconomr" in Parkes.
Comjmsing tht Soul. particularly those concerning "the great c·conom,- of
the souL"
1

~ For treatments of the similarities between Emerson's and Nietzsche's
ideas about \\·ill ancl power, see George J Stack, Nif'tzsrhe and Fmenon: An
Dntivl'l\jjinity (1\thens: Ohio Univ. Press, 1992), especially chap. 4, "Power
in Nature and the Search after l'm\Tr." 138-75: and Lopez. Dnnson and
l'mun, 140-·4!J.
~~ For a comprehensive account of the roles plaYed by natural imagerY
in this process, sec pt. 2 of Parkes, Composing the Soul, 117-24 7.

~" The prototYpe ol'this idea. as Lopez points nut. appears in aj<lUrna\
entrY from I H:IG, and there is another pref]guration in the lecture "An"
from the same vcar (see _p!.V, 5: 166; Emerson and Power. 103; and EL. 2:-±5).
1

~ See Lopez's discussion of this issue in Emason and !'own; 102-5. He
is surl'lv right in saYing that such acti,·ities are not "tvpes of surrender."
but his insistence on the "anthropocentric" character of these ''acts of use"
may be o\'erstatcd (I O!J). Emerson's acknowledgment or our "lcan[ing]
on what is higher" and of the superior "might of the elements" bespeaks a
more r'rr>-centric understanding than did his earlier emphases on human
domina lion.

18
This is the prototYpe for the even more nl\'stical chapter titled ",\t
.:\oon," in Z, ·1.10.

~' Sec Parkes, ",·\rchaic Casts and Ps;·chical Regimes, .. cl'!_ap. ~~- and
"Epilogue: .-\Dangerous Life." in C:omj>o.1inr; tht' Soul. 3\~l-i'l: as wdl ~1>
Parkes. "Human/Nature in Nietzsche and Taoism." in ,\'aturt in .-\\ia11 11-aditions of Thought: L\Says in Fnl'ironmmta/ PlzilosojJ/zy. eeL J Baird Callicott
and Roger T .-\mcs (Albany: SL:;-.,·y Press. 1989). 79-m3 .

1
;' The word for "ripe," reif. also means "ring" (an allusion to the ring of
eternal recurrence)-a favorite image of Emerson's for perfection. Cary

~,; For a more detailed account of Nietzsche's final stand on nature.
sec Parkes, "Staying Loyal to the Earth," sees. 3-6.

[Oxford: Black\\·ell. 1995], 88, 115).
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~~ See KSA, 9:11 [207], [ 125]. Further evidence of Nietzsche's Llscination with the benefits of participating in the "dead" world of the inorganic
can be found in other unpublished notes from the early 1HROs, such as
!\.SA, 9:11 [35], [70], and [21 0]. For a brief discussion see Parkes, "Staying
Loyal to the Earth," sec. 7.

The locus classicus for will to power dellnecl as interpretation is
374, where Nietzsche asks rhetorically '\dwthcr all existence [is not]
essentially inte~preting existence." An aflirmati\·e answer explains why, in
BGE, 9, "the most spiritual will to power" is said to be philosophy. For
more on will to power as interpretation, sec the section "Dri\'es r\rchaicall\'
Imagining" in chap. 8 of Parkes, ComjJOsing the Soul, 305-1 R.
2g

JS,

Johann Wolfgang Goethe. "On Granite," in Grwthe: Thr· C'ollnil'rl
1\orks, eel. and trans. Douglas Miller (Princeton: Princeton U niv. Press,
2''

1995), 12:131-34.

