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Emerson’s essay “The Poet” constitutes, among other things, an extended re-imagining of Plato’s famous allegory of the cave (depicting humans as chained in a world of illusion that they take for reality) in which the role of liberator is filled by a poet rather than, as in Plato, a philosopher.  Thus, for Emerson, true poets are “liberating gods.”  As its title suggests, this paper examines the structure of liberation that Emerson presents in this essay, considering who the poet liberates, from what condition, and how exactly s/he does so.  Employing some work of Richard Poirier (“The Question of Genius”) as a foil, I argue that, for Emerson, freedom of thought and expression are not achieved by resisting our ordinary language and its forms.  In fact, Emerson anticipates social theorists like Judith Butler (e.g. Excitable Speech) in showing that this kind of direct resistance is both a source of and continues our captivity by locking us within the “jail yard of individual relations.”  Rather, I argue, Emerson shows that, paradoxically, freedom and creative fecundity come in abandoning or resigning oneself to our common language and its forms and terms in order to discover new possibilities latent within them.

