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Ralph Waldo Emerson begins his essay “Compensation” with an uncharacteristically informal, biographical statement: “Ever since I was a boy, I have wished to write a discourse on Compensation” (Emerson 285).  I cannot help but smile when reading this sentence.  Perhaps it is the idea of Emerson-the-child, fresh-faced and innocent, walking the paths and forests of New England in a steadfast contemplation of the compensatory nature of the universe that induces my gentle chuckle.  But in all seriousness, Emerson has touched on an integral notion here—he has been concerned with the idea of balance, the give-and-take that colors every aspect of the soul’s interaction with the universe, for a long, long time.  It shows.  And not just in “Compensation”—although it is easy enough to look through this essay and find his most obvious examples of balance.  For example, he explicates the notion that all things are merely fractions of a greater whole: “An inevitable dualism bisects nature, so that each thing is a half, and suggests another thing to make it whole” (Emerson 287).  Nothing exists in excess of something else—it all assumes a balance.  And there are consequences for betraying this balance: “If the gatherer gathers too much, nature takes out of the man what she puts into his chest; swells the estate, kills the owner” (Emerson 287-88).  It is clear enough in these examples that Emerson necessitates a give-and-take, a back-and-forth, between the universe and its inhabitant, the individual.  However, this is not the only essay where Emerson touches on the idea of balance.  The notion occurs in some of Emerson’s most poignant passages, albeit in more subtle and specific ways than it does in “Compensation.”  This idea often appears in terms … 
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