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Introduction: Spiritual Vacancy in Democracy

In his film Fahrenheit 119, Michael Moore provides a trenchant
critique of contemporary politics in the United States, as epitomized by the
election of Donald Trump as president.’ Beginning with the unexpected
defeat of Hilary Clinton in the election of 2016, the film is not simply a crit-
icism of Trump; rather, it describes how the silenced voices of people, their
frustration, theirdistrust of politicians—both Republicanand Democrat,on
therightand ontheleft—have contributed tothe election of Trump.Behind
its apparently “just” political slogans, democracy always harbors injustice.
Democracy as a political system never guarantees democracy at the level
of people’s daily lives. It is fragile, always on the verge of destruction. The
filmillustrates this with vividimages of angered underpaid teachers, of the
despair of people in Flint, Michigan, now poisoned by toxic water, and of
the griefand outrage of young students over the gunning down of a fellow
student. Such negative political emotions of fear, anxiety,and hate and the
sense of deep divides stir beneath sanitized political discourse. At the same
time, the film depicts the way in which the voices of grassroots activists
provide hope for change.Itis areminder that the resources for healthy de-
mocracyareto befoundinthevoice of the people—voicesthatare so often
atpresentmarginalized,silenced,orrenderedinaudible—andthatdemocracy
mustalways beresuscitated from within the spirit of the people,and, hence,
criticized from within.

As one ofthe historiansin the film comments,democracy is always
on the way, still to come. This reminds us of John Dewey'’s idea that de-
mocracyisbothanidealand afact—created andrecreatedin people’s daily
lives. In the midst of tension and hostility, we human beings can be open,
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he claims, to the crossing of bridges if we learn from our enemies as from
“friends.”? As much as Dewey’s American hope for democracy is called for,
atatimewhenrecognitionis urgently neededin theface of worldwide ten-
sions, conflicts, and atrocities, its viability is severely tested.

In her philosophical-psychological analysis, Martha Nussbaum says
that fear is “the emotion of an absolute monarch.” It is a part of human
vulnerability. It turns us“away from others and toward a narcissistic preoc-
cupation with ourselves,” producing a climate of “mistrust.”* Furthermore
inaninterview about the aforementioned film, Moore remarks that Ameri-
cansare afraid of other people, indicating that Trump’s politics exploits this
psychology of fear.* Democracy suffers from a certain spiritual vacancy—
deep dividesin the psyche that muffle people’s passion for democracy and
for contributing their voice for the creation of democracy. Perhaps, as in
Dewey’stimes,and perhaps nowinamore complicated way, we need totake
into consideration the negative power of these political emotions: we need
todeterminethefate of democracy.Intheface of such new challenges, how
canweachievedemocracy asa personal way of living, as Dewey envisioned
nearly eighty yearsago?Whatvoice can bridge such divides,and how canit
be cultivated in each of us? This is a task of political education in a broad
sense.

Inresponsetothis question,and especiallyinresponsetothe nega-
tive political emotionsthat create spiritual vacancyin democracy, this paper
reexamines the possibilities of American transcendentalism for reclaiming
the voice of democracy, and it does this in particular by way of the articula-
tion of the feminine voice in the writings of Margaret Fuller. She writes of a
“spiritual democracy,’but where the“spiritual”is to be understood in terms
of the ordinary and the everyday. In contrast to the politics of recognition,
whichisfundamentally deficit-basedinits way of thinking, accenting disad-

" I ”

vantage, Fuller emphasizes the affirmative voice of the“l”in democracy—
wheretheindividualisunderstoodinitssingularityandinrelationtoakind
offemininity. Against the stereotype of strongindividualismand against the

Kantian autonomous subject, | shall reclaim Fuller’s notion of the human

10.47925/76.1.134

135



136

Reclaiming the Feminine Voice in American Transcendentalism

subjectas characterized by receptivity, passion,and humility. The cultivation
of subjectivity thus understood requires “education for isolation,”a polit-
ical education that bridges divides by reinforcing spiritual democracy from
within,andthis by foregrounding the necessity of facing oneselfand finding
one’s voice.

In the following, | shall first present the politics of recognition as
amainstreamresponse to the need forreclaiming voice. ldentifying certain
limits in its response to the spiritual crisis of democracy, | shall then intro-
duceanalternativeideaof the voice of democracy through Fuller.Conversa-
tionisemphasized as away of creating space for realizing the singularity of
the self and for regaining democratic voice.

The Politics of Recognition

In one of his most recent writings, Richard Bernstein expresses his
concern aboutthe problem ofincommensurability in circumstances of cul-
tural pluralism. In the contemporary crisis of democracy around the world,
and inheriting the spirit of Dewey’s democracy as a way of life, Bernstein
acknowledges thereal difficulty ofachievingmutual understanding,and he
identifies“fear”and “anxiety”as amongst its causes: “There is still fear, anx-
ietyand deep prejudices aboutthose who are differentand foreign.”*When
we encounter“otherness,’it challenges our“deeply held convictions.”” And
thisdifficultymust, heclaims,beaddressedasa“practicalchallengeandatask,’

Il

involving people’s “passionate commitment” and action.®

Bernstein finds suggestions of a way forward in his“pragmatic en-
counters”with Gadamer, Habermas, and Taylor. With regard to Habermas,
Bernsteinappreciateshis callfor learning from each otherthrough processes
of self-reflection. This requires the cultivation of “a spirit of openness.” As
for Gadamer, Bernstein highlights his hermeneutical idea of the “fusion of
horizons,"which necessitates the“art of listening”and“imagination and hu-
mility”for genuine understanding.'®This, he says, isa“reciprocal”process."
Bernstein is also sympathetic to Taylor’s idea of the “politics of mutual
recognition,”"emphasizing the significance of listening to othersin the kind
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of conversation among people from different positions that does not deny
orsuppress“the otherness of the other.”’?Bernstein’s way of addressing the
challenge ofincommensurability is more Deweyan and, thus, characterized
by principles of mutuality and reciprocity.

Furthermore, Bernstein points out the common ground between
Dewey’s idea of democracy and that of Axel Honneth, who has contributed
much to the development of the theory of recognition and who is sympa-
theticto Dewey'sideas of“expanded democracy”and“social cooperation.
InTheStruggleforRecognition,Honnethemphasizesthesignificanceofself-re-
alization through the recognition of others in a community. In his“natural-
istic justification of Hegel's theory of recognition,” he relies heavily on the
pragmatistideas of Mead."*In Mead’s thought, Honneth claims, life is given
meaning intersubjectively.'* What is significant in Mead’s Hegelian idea of
mutual recognition is that “every individual can know himself or herself to
be confirmed as a person who is distinct from all others in virtue of his or
her particular traits and abilities.”’® This is at the heart of a “democratized

"

form of ethical life"’” Recognition is derived from a sense of being “cogni-
zant'ofsomeone[Zurkenntnisnahme]thatissemantically presentintheword
‘recognition.”"®Though Honneth'’s writing style is theoretical and cerebral,
he develops the idea of mutual or reciprocal recognition in a somewhat

existential direction—involving asense of dangerandriskasacondition of

solidarity."

Bernstein and Honneth, thus following in the steps of Dewey and
Mead, together develop an idea of mutual recognition that is a promising
indicator of what the reclaiming of democratic voice might amount to.
Although both inherit a Deweyan idea of democracy as a way of life, their
views alsoreach a certain limitin their response to the spiritual void in con-
temporarydemocracy.Thishastodoprimarilywiththeemphasisoncognition.
Castingadoubtonthis,and with reference specificallytoTaylor'sinterpretive
view based upon the idea of perspicuous contrast and the fusion of hori-
zons, Paul Standish writes:

I do not want to contest the importance of dialogue
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inthe constructionand sustaining of humanidentity. Whatis
worth questioning here, however, is the way that thisis then
understood in terms of a kind of reciprocity—the need for
equal recognition. My suspicion is that, very much in spite of
theintentionsofthose who advocate these views, suchaway
of thinking secures the position of the agent (or the subject)
in such a way as to prevent the openness to the other that is
necessary.Thatis, itinvolves afundamental distortion of the
ethical.Oneproblemhereisthe principle of reciprocity. Anoth-
eristheunderstanding of therelation to the other primarilyin
terms of cognition.?

In the spiritual crisis of democracy epitomized today by the loss of
passionand commitment, itis difficult to be sure who one’s enemies are, to
whom one should express one’s anger, whom one should trust, and where
bridges can be built. In a situation where the sources of deep division are
difficulttoidentify, mutual recognitionand theembracement of“hope”can-
not even get started.?’ Where then is the mutual recognition of voice? The
approach of recognition based upon cognition discloses its limits here.

Inthis cognitive approach, furthermore, the particularity of
andsingularity of voice are not sufficiently acknowledged. Thereismuch talk
aboutsolidarity and groupidentity, butifthe voice of peopleindemocracyis
toberesuscitatedfromwithin,greaterattentionneedstobegiven,asBernstein
recognizes, to the sources of passionate commitment.

Hence, thediscourse of mutual recognition needs to extend beyond
its present limits of language and thinking. In response to the aforemen-
tioned sense of fear,anxiety,and uncertainty as the spiritual crisis of democ-
racy,andinaconversionfromwithdrawal to active participation,analterna-
tive way of thinkingabout our moral livesis needed—beyond the principles
of “symmetrical esteem."?
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Margaret Fuller’s Reclaiming of the Feminine Voice in American
Transcendentalism: Bridging Gender Divides

The American transcendentalism of Fuller presents a distinctive
contributiontothealternativeline of thinking regarding the resuscitation of
democraticvoicethathasbeenthis paper’sconcern.Fullerdrawsattentionto
the spiritual vacancy of democracy—the void that stifles people’s passion for
democracy andfor contributing theirvoiceforthe creation of democracy—
and, more than anything, to the barrier that divides men and women.

When Americantranscendentalismis discussedin connection with
education, itisusually EmersonandThoreauwhoare highlighted.Theyare
often represented as proponents of the idea of the self-reliant individual,
and Thoreau especially is known for his defense of civil disobedience. But if
Americantranscendentalism putsemphasis onfinding one’s voice, the voice
of the”l,"as we typically see in readings of Emerson and Thoreau, can a
woman’s voice be heard there? Fuller’s voice responds to this call. Sheis not
usuallyincludedindiscussions of transcendentalism and education. Adding
afeminine perspective to the ideas of Emerson and Thoreau, she enriches
American transcendentalism as a whole.

Fullerisan exceptionalfigurein Americantranscendentalismasshe
is one of the few female thinkers who, though only through a short period,
made the feminine voice prominentin the movement. She wasinvolvedin
the transcendental movement in New England in the early 1840s until she
leftfor NewYorkin 1844.She was more socially and politically oriented than
EmersonorThoreauasherinvolvementinthe NewYorkTribune asan editor
and herlaterinvolvementin therevolutioninItaly.In hereyes,according to
Fuller's biographer, John Matteson, “Emerson’s exaltation of the self took
nocognizanceofthe prejudicesandsocial conventionsthatcanhandicapthe
bravest sprit."?

Yetshewas herselfdeeplyinfluenced byandinturninfluencedtran-
scendentalism. Even though her way of thinking was oriented more to the
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socialandthe political, she believed that,as Matteson putsit,“the spiritual is
thesocialand,as many morein latertimeswould realize, the personalis the
political,”and “[o]n this point,” he continues, “she was staunchly Emerso-
nian?*Indeed, Fuller sustained the Emersonian theme of the education of
the self-reliant person, from the inmost to the outmost, from the private to
the public—according to which, if there is anything social or political, it is
grounded in the power of the self-reliant individual.

In her early career Fuller had a close friendship with Emerson,
and her thought was inspired by her conversations with him. According
to Buell, “Emerson was more responsive to intellectual women than were
most nineteenth-century men."> Emerson wrote that“[Fuller] was myideal
listenerand critic”and that she was an“inspirer of courage, the secret friend
of all nobleness, the patient waiter for the realization of character.?® Their
friendshipand conversationsembodiedthe Emersonian perfectionistidea of
friendship.

Indeed, one of the most striking features of her achievements in

New England was her recourse to“conversations”as the medium of educa-
tion—especially, theeducationofwomen.Between 1839and 1844,sheorga-
nized a series of occasionsfor conversationsforwomeninthe Bostonarea.?’
According to Buell,“[T]his gift, combined with the power to make even shy
peopleopenup,madeheranexceptionallymagnetic presenceasadiscussion
leader,”and she demonstrated a “gift and zest for intellectual networking,
surpassing Emerson’sown.””2 Goodman says,“Sherequiredthatherstudents
not simply listen to her, but that each woman be‘willing to communicate
what was in her mind. In doing so she was in accord with Emerson’s idea
thateveryonehassomething original to say and do,and with his conception
of the scholar as an ‘active soul.”?® And, as Matteson remarks, “Her con-
versations, certainly,had always brought herbackintoafeminine sphere of
thought and feeling.”*°

The radicalism of Fuller’s thought is manifested in“The Great Law-
suit,"herinitial manifestation of the dissenting voice ofawoman, published
in 1843.Followingthis,hermostwell-known book,Womanin the Nineteenth
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Century, was published in February in 1845. According to Matteson, “[l]
f'The Great Lawsuit’ had been the most audacious statement on behalf
of women'srights everwrittenin America, Womaninthe Nineteenth Century
would be the most comprehensive!?' Here | would like briefly to capture
the essence of “The Great Lawsuit” as it lays the ground for Woman in the
Nineteenth Century.

“The Great Lawsuit” is the text in which her social orientation is
demonstrated, andin it the Emersonian perfectionist spirit resoundsin the
voice of a woman. In order to create the Emersonian path from the in-
most to the outmost, Fuller pays attention to the necessity of redressing the
conditions of the outer, conditions that preventa woman’sinner light from
shining; shedoesthis withaviewtoattaining“inward and outward freedom
forwoman.??Fullerembodied and practiced the finding of voice so central
toEmersonian perfectionism,and whatshesoughttoestablishinthe process
was the woman'’s voice, for the sake of the self-realization of women. Good-
man says also that“Fuller’s unfolding of women'’s ‘powers’and ‘finding out
what is fit for themselves’are versions of the widespread Transcendentalist
concern with self-development and self-expression, what Emerson callsin
‘History, discovering one’s ‘unattained but attainable self"*?

In“The Great Lawsuit,” Fuller declares “her goal of redressing

the errors of feminine education.”** Thoreau praised the writing, and Em-
erson called it“an important fact in the history of Woman: good for its wit,
excellent forits character... It will teach us to revise our habits.”*> As much
as it is considered to be a precursor of later developments of feminism in
America, “The Great Lawsuit” is not simply a polemical statement bent on
redressfortheinjustice done towomen:itis dedicated more thananything
toaspiritual enlightening of womenin abroader conception ofthe human.
She writes:

What woman needs is not asa woman to act or rule,
but as a nature to grow, as an intellect to discern, as a soul
to live freely, and unimpeded to unfold such powers as were
given her when we left our common home.?®
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It is not that she wants women not to act and rule, but her aim is
morefar-reaching. Matteson commentsthat“Fullerintended herargument
tobe more comprehensive,and she meantherworktofosteragreatergood
for Man and Woman alike, whom she regarded as ‘the two halves of one
thought.”*”What she calls for in this writing is the regaining of the autono-
my of women, their“self-respect”and”self-dependence,'rememberingand
resuscitating their voices as the voice of human being.* According to Buell,
“Fuller’s feminism is more‘cultural’than’political’in aiming to revolutionize
attitudesratherthantorevolutionalize society at the ballotbox.”**The politi-
cal is fused with the spiritual in her writing.

One of the characteristic features of her writing is the way she
justifies the equality of man and woman. She takes an Emersonian stance
tothe effect that“there is but one law for all souls.”®® She considers that the
divisionbetweenmanandwomanistobetranscended,and writes asfollows:

Male andfemalerepresentthe two sides of the great
radical dualism.But, infact, they are perpetually passinginto
one another. Fluid hardens to solid, solid rushes to fluid.
Thereis no wholly masculine man, no purely feminine wom-

an4

”

Herpositionistobridgegenderdivides,toappreciate’genderlesssouls
instead of sexual bodies.* The division between man and woman, in her
view, is an arbitrary barrier. Thus, we can see how Fuller helps Emerson’s
perfectionismto extendintotheliberation ofthe female voice.Infact, there
can be no doubt that the greatest contribution Fuller makes to American
transcendentalismisin heremphasis onthe cultivation of thefemininevoice.
“The especial genius of woman,” she writes, “I believe to be electrical in
movement, intuitiveinfunction, spiritualintendency.”** Moreover, therecep-
tive nature of the feminine voice is there in Emerson. He writes that“wom-
en,asmost susceptible, are the bestindex of the coming hour”and that the
feminine voiceisdelicate, evenfeeble,and yetin a certain sense, resilient.*
These words of Emerson follow a lengthy paragraphin which he provides a
long list of “great men,” which he then subtly undermines with this turn to
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the feminine.
Here is Fuller again:

In so far as soul is in her completely developed, all
soulisthe same; butasfarasitis modifiedin heraswoman, it
flows, it breathes, it sings, ratherthan deposits soil, or finishes
work,and thatwhichisespeciallyfeminineflushesinblossom
theface ofearth,and pervadeslike airand waterall this seem-
ingsolid globe, daily renewing and purifyingits life. Such may
be the especially feminine element, spoken of as Femality.*

We canreread Fuller today as someone whoinvigorates Emerson’s
feminine voice—where this is taken not to refer necessarily to the woman
but to the feminine voice as the mode of thinking. The feminine here is the
womanasfemale—thatis, itis not based upon exclusively biological/social/
culturaldistinctions betweenmanandwoman, butisanarchetype,anaspect
of the human.

Is it too much to say that Fulleris more radical and more dissenting
than Emerson or Thoreau as she shifts Emerson’s idea of “Man Thinking”
to that of “Woman Thinking”?%

The Education of the Feminine Voice: Bridging Divides through Isolation

Fuller's American transcendentalism reorients the way we think
aboutpoliticaleducation.Forher,thepoliticalisinseparablefromthespiritual,
andthe politicalisinseparable fromlanguage and from finding one’s voice.
RereadingFuller’s Americantranscendentalism has shown that the political
requires, if nothing else, our spiritual, inner transformation—a transforma-
tionin the ordinary. Fuller’s“cultural”feminism, which bridges the spiritual
and the political, makes us recast the inner and the outer distinction. Such
spirituality is crucial in the age of globalization, when everything is ex-
changedintomeasuredvaluesandeverythingsupposedlymadetransparent.
Fuller helps us envision a political education for human transformation.To
cultivate political sensibility, aestheticeducation will be crucial—in particu-
lar,the developmentof aestheticjudgmentandimagination.Hereagain, the
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significantfactoristheideaof dissent.The element of discord, disturbance,
and eccentricity are crucial factors in anything that might be regarded as
education for citizenship.*” Fuller’s call for the feminine voice is particularly
significant in this sense.

Inresistance totheinner death from which many of us suffer today,
sheseekstocreateaspaceforthe eccentricasforthe unique, fortheweakas
for the great. This is a dimension of our political life that is missing from the
politics of recognition. This is not simply a matter of giving equal oppor-
tunities to the different—towomen, children,immigrants, minorities—but
of exposing the human psyche to what it wishes to avoid. What | want to
claimthenviaFuller'sfeminine voiceis notgeared towards such a categorical
divisionbetweentheoppressedandtheadvantaged. AsThoreausays,itisad-
dressedto“those whoare said tobein moderate circumstances."®Hemeans
that the loss of voice is a serious problem for those people who apparently
live satisfactory, comfortable lives.Hisappeal, like Fuller’s, isaddressed tothe
human conditionin general, not only towomen as oppressed.Thefeminine
voice thus points us to an alternative mode of thinking about our political
lives and orientates us toward bridging differences.

Increatingdemocracy fromwithin, through the conversations Fuller
practiced,aparticular mode of speech and relation tolanguageis to be culti-
vated.Thisrequiresamode of politicalengagement thatis differentfromthe
dialectic of conflictandresolution, conductedinthelanguage of polemos. It
requiresaconversationinwhich the mediation oflanguageisallowedtodo
itsownwork, with spaceforthe unknown and the non-transparentacknowl-
edged.Whatisalleged tobe“eccentric”awaitsits expression.Such conversa-
tiondestabilizes discourses of equality and fairness fossilized in the nostrums
offace-to-facedialogue,inrationalmoralargument.Thegoal of conversation,
then, is not to find the point of conversion, to reach an agreement, but the
progressive unfolding of further difference.lts foremost taskis to regain our
pathosinwordsand life, where we strikeanew light;itistoredeemarightin
each of ustoachieve“greatness."*Through passion and patience, as condi-
tions of thinking, the self gradually and eventually builds a bridge to public
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life.What | want to draw from Fuller is not the common voice of women as
anoppressed group.Itisthe singularity ofthe human voice thattendstobe
covered overandforgotten underthe weightoftheabstractmasculine voice
of control. Conversation, for Fuller, is a robust way of finding my voice as |
participate in the language community.

Cavell claims that Walden is “a tract of political education,”and he
articulates the provocative thesis that“educationfor citizenshipis education
for isolation.””® What he means is that self-examination is at the heart of
Thoreau's political education. Itsimplications are diverse. It resists contem-
porary communal politics, which is often based upon a supposedly natural
homeasthe placetoreturnto.ltremindsusthatwearealwaysontheborder
of acceding to the closure of politics, in the shadow of inclusion. Like Tho-
reau, Fuller provides us with the spacein which the singularity of anindivid-
ual, in particular, the femininity of voice, is never dissipated, neverlost, in a
homogenized publicityandsharing,andyet, atthe sametime, neverfallsinto
the“interiorisation of the spiritual.”' Confronting one’s divided psycheis a
precondition for the building that is needed.

Thesingularity and eccentricity of the self, the otherness of the self,
needtobeacknowledgedbeforeandthroughouttheprocessofsocialization.
This is best illustrated by Fuller’s feminine voice. The notion of political
participationisthentoberealigned with what Cavellidentifiesas“a confron-
tation which takes the form of a withdrawal.">? This is markedly different
fromthe callforalatter-day Hobbesianindividualism, whichis surely one of
the targets that Michael Moore’s film identifies. And it makes requirements
of education that are certainly not met by the prevailing culture of creden-
tialism and achievement.>® In political education, there is a need to create
space for the self to face itself, and this in conversation with friends. To face
one’sown selfinwithdrawalisto encounterand begin with the singularity of
the feminine voice and the sense of separation. It is a call to those who are
withdrawn to relearn the way of withdrawal in order to regain their voicein
democracy.
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