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“The life of man
is a self-evolving circle,
which, from a ring
imperceptibly small,
rushes on all sides outwards
to new and larger circles,
and that without end.”
– Ralph W. Emerson

Emerson on Circles
Conversation is a game of circles.
– Ralph Waldo Emerson
Emerson loves circles, and circular words. A computer scan through his writings for the word circle
yields 17 different pieces of writing. Related words and phrases would likely show up in every essay:
circulate, circumscribe, circumstance, circuit, circumference, limit, unit, universe, revolve, revolution,
globe, ball, around. Circles is Emerson’s tenth essay in his collection Essays, First Series. Only a
few sentences from the beginning, Emerson assumes this to be a theme of ongoing interest for his
reader as well.
One moral we have already deduced, in considering the circular or compensatory character of
every human action. Another analogy we shall now trace; that every action admits of being
outdone.
(Continued on page 3)

Theme for 2009: Expressions of Spiritual Striving
Aim 5: To deepen awareness of man’s spiritual striving and its rich variety of expression
in the religions, philosophies and literatures of humanity. ––Declaration of Interdependence
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UPCOMING EVENTS

!

Ramana Maharshi

Apollonius of Tyana

The Ancient Way of
Self-Discovery
Emerson on Circles
Forum: Saturday, June 6
4:00 - 6:00 pm
Concord House, 1407 Chapala St.
Santa Barbara
Discussion Leader: Joseph Miller
What is the spiritual and human
significance of the transcendentalist
essay, Circles, by one of America’s
premier thinkers, Ralph Waldo Emerson?
Participants are encouraged to read the
essay in preparation for the forum.
Online versions of several of Emerson’s
essays may be found at the
Transcendentalist’s website.
In addition, the IWC Program webpage
offers downloadable copies of Circles.
For more information, call (805) 967-7263.
IWC Webpage: www.worldculture.org

Concord House, 1407 Chapala St.
Santa Barbara
Presenters: Cliff Tillotson &
Robert Moore
Saturday, June 13
Seminar: The Ancient Way
of Self-Discovery
2:00 - 5:00 pm

What is the ancient way of Self discovery
taught by sages, East and West? What is the
difference between self and Self? How can we
develop a universal and spiritual sense of
identity while living a contemporary lifestyle?
Delve into questions about spiritual striving
through teachings of sages from the Indian
and Pythagorean traditions. The seminar will
focus on the life and teachings of Ramana
Maharshi and Apollonius of Tyana.

Media Presentation:
Ramana Maharshi & His Ashram
7:00 - 8:30 pm
Return in the evening for biographical stories
about Ramana Maharshi and an original
audio-visual presentation about him, based on
a recent visit to his ashram in India by one of
the presenters.
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maybe he only wishes us to
turn back a few pages to
the preceding essay, that
wonderful exposition of
mystical thought, The OverSoul. There he describes
the divine inspiration of the
“grandly simple” mind,
whose spontaneous
W h e n e x a c t l y d i d w e abundance makes all of
consider “the circular or literature look like wordcompensatory character of catching.
every human action”?
. . . it is like gathering a few
Would it have been in the
pebbles off the ground,
third essay, Compensation?
or bottling a little air in a
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Emerson and Circles

What we call retribution is
the universal necessity by
which the whole appears
wherever a part appears.
Every opinion reacts on
him who utters it. It is a
thread-ball thrown at a
mark, but the other end
remains in the thrower’s
bag.

phial, when the whole
earth and the whole
atmosphere are ours.
Nothing can pass there,
or make you one of the
circle, but the casting
aside of your trappings,
and dealing man to man
in naked truth, plain
confession, and
omniscient affirmation.

Here Emerson is
expressing a different,
albeit related idea.
Completing a circle is
analogous to fulfilling a
commitment.
There are
conditions of purity and
naked simplicity to be met,
before divine inspiration
would be ours. The circle,
as the simplest of
geometric figures (the
revolved image of a point)
mirrors simplicity of
Maybe he isn’t specifically character.
referring to Compensation;
(Cont’d. on page 4)
No doubt, these ideas fit his
description precisely.
But
that is already 100 pages
ago, before six intervening
essays of thick poeticphilosophical reading. Can
he expect us to still be
responsible for that
material? How many of us,
or Emerson’s contemporary
readers, in truth, have read
his essays consecutively?

In June
Anniversaries
5th John Maynard Keynes, British
economist b. 1883
6th Thomas Mann, German
novelist, social critic, Nobel
laureate b. 1875
6th Alexander Pushkin, Russian
author, poet b. 1799
6th Johann Müller (Regiomontanus), German mathematician, astronomer,
astrologer b. 1436
7th Paul Gauguin, Post-Impressionist painter b. 1848
8th Thomas Paine, British pamphleteer, revolutionary, inventor,
Founding Father of United
States d. 1809
8th Frank Lloyd Wright, American
architect, writer, educator
b. 1867
9th Bertha von Suttner, Austrian
novelist, pacifist, Nobel laureate
b. 1843
10th Sir Edwin Arnold, English poet,
journalist b. 1832
11th John Constable, English
Romantic painter b. 1776
17th William Crookes, English
chemist, physicist b. 1832
19th Blaise Pascal, French mathematician, physicist, religious
philosopher b. 1623
23rd Giambattista Vico, Italian
philosopher, rhetorician,
historian, jurist b. 1668
23rd Alan M. Turing, British
computer scientist, mathematician, logician, cryptanalyst
b. 1912
24th John of the Cross, Spanish
mystic, Carmelite friar,
Catholic reformer b. 1542
26th Lord Kelvin, Irish-born
mathematical physicist,
engineer b. 1824
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Emerson and Circles
In the essay Spiritual Laws
the virtue of spontaneity is
celebrated.
A little consideration of what
takes place around us every
day would show us, that a
higher law than that of our
will regulates events; that our
painful labors are
unnecessary, and fruitless;
that only in our easy, simple,
spontaneous action are we
strong, and by contenting
ourselves with obedience we
become divine. Belief and
love, — a believing love will
relieve us of a vast load of
care.

[Love] is a fire that, kindling
its first embers in the narrow
nook of a private bosom,
caught from a wandering
spark out of another private
heart, glows and enlarges
until it warms and beams
upon multitudes of men and
women, upon the universal
heart of all, and so lights up
the whole world and all
nature with its generous
flames.
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another central and repeated
theme in these essays.
Emerson thought that we
surrender our innate power
and guidance when we traffic
in the image-making of
personal egoism.
We get
caught up in a sense of
identity that is external, that is
primarily an object for others.
There was something else,
however, about this passage
that reminded me of circles. If
you draw a pencil circle with a
compass on paper, and then
you examine the line with a
good magnifying glass, you
would see many imperfections
in the line. Thus, the circle is
completed “by uniform
particular failures.”

This is a page torn from Plato.
In the dialogue The
Symposium the priestess
Diotima describes a ‘ladder of
love’ that fondly supports the
footsteps of beauty from the
dear to the true, from the
special to the general, from
the personal to the impersonal. Who can read this
“Do not
passage and not think of From Prudence:
expanding wave circles on the clutch at sensual sweetness
before it is ripe on the slow
surface of a pond?
tree of cause and effect.”
The essay on Friendship Cause and effect are two
halves of the very important
states the following:
circle of action, according to
A man who stands united
Emerson. In one place, he
with his thought conceives
describes this as “the law of
magnificently of himself. He like attracts like.”

My eye fell on this passage
because of the word around in
the first sentence (which you
might think is a stretched
connection to circle).
Of
course, this passage can be
related to the “grandly simple”
mind of the previous passage.
Spontaneity is one of
Emerson’s chief “doctrines”,
and is explored frequently in
this series of essays.
Spontaneity is the free life of
is conscious of a universal
the soul, expressed only when
success, even though bought
the mind has shrugged off the
by uniform particular failures.
“chain of habit” that
c i r c u m s c r i b e s i t s p e r - These sentences are quoted
spectives.
from a passage where
Emerson insists that selfIn the essay Love we find r e s p e c t m u s t b e t h e
these words about expansion foundation for the mutual
and growth.
respect demanded by
friendship.
Self-respect is

From Heroism: “There seems
to be no interval between
greatness and meanness.
When the spirit is not master
of the world, then it is its
dupe.”
A circle divides the
plane into two, and only two
areas: inside and outside.
(Cont’d. on page 5)
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Emerson and Circles
Any point is one or the
other, there is no interval
between.
As you can gather by now,
Dear Reader, a circle can
be drawn around all of
Ralph Waldo Emerson’s
writings, and many smaller
circles can be located
within. My brief survey of
the seven essays that
precede Circles is intended
to illustrate that Emerson
may well have been
referring, at the start of that
essay, to the drift of thought
in all of the first nine essays
in First Series.
Three
distinct ideas, however,
stand out to me:
1. The notion of inherent
moral justice expressed in
Compensation; “the circular
character of human action.”
2. The potential, in every
human being, for intellectual and moral perfection, when the human
mind completes the circuit
of conscious union with
divinity.
3. Self-transcendence.
“Every action admits of
being outdone.”
Every
circumstance is a
circumscription whose
inertia must be rebelled

against by the spirit. This is
the central theme in Circles.
Perhaps these three circles
interlace, as in the Celtic
emblem. But I can’t figure
out that on my own. I will
need all of your help. So
please read the essay
Circles, and join us for a
two hour forum. If you are
inclined, I would
recommend skimming
Compensation and The
Over-Soul as well. I look
forward to your responses
to the essay, and your own
thoughts about this simple,
most pervasive and
mysterious of shapes.
Remember, conversation is
a game of circles. Perhaps
you have the key that will
help me to see past my own
Saturnine rings.
Joe Miller, Forum Host
Institute of World Culture
Phone: 805/966-3941
memberships@worldculture.org
www.worldculture.org
Looking Forward
Faith and Reason in the
American Founding Vision
Founding Day Lecture:
Saturday,
July 4, 2009
7:00 – 9:30 pm
1407 Chapala St.,
Santa Barbara
Speaker: Carolyn Dorrance
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In June
Anniversaries (cont.)

26th Pearl S. Buck, American
scholar, novelist of China,
Nobel laureate b. 1892
27th Helen Keller, American
author, political activist,
lecturer b. 1880
28th Jean Jacques Rousseau,
Swiss philosopher, writer,
composer b. 1712

Observances
5th World Environment Day
established by the U. N. in
1972
15th Magna Carta signed in 1215
16th (2009) International Day of
the African Child
16th International Court of
Justice established by the
U.N. in 1945
16th Soviet Cosmonaut Valentina
Tereshkova became the first
woman in space in 1963
20th Adoption of the Great Seal of
the United States in 1782
21st (2009) Summer Solstice
(GMT)
21st (2009) Father’s Day
celebrated in some countries
24th Inti Raymi, Ancient Incan
Sun Festival celebrated in
Peru
26th United Nations formally
founded in 1945
30th Special Theory of Relativity
propounded by Albert
Einstein in 1905
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