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PREFACE

The existence of a conslderable amount of conflicting
opinion about Ralph Waldo Emerson's influence on the whole
guestion of social reform in the United States, and specifically
on the guestlon of abolition, may be the result of an Improper
understanding of his transcendental philosophy. LEmerson's
efforts as a reformer were tempered by his philosophye Thus
the lack of unanimity amonpg those eritics who accuse Emerson of
lacking a sufficient compassion for men may spring from a
confuged idsa of whet New IEngland transcendentalism, and
Emerson'’s transcenrdentallsm in particular, signified. It seems
advisablse, therefore, to arrive at some definite shatemsnt of
the fundamental prineiples of the movement which may serve as
a point of reference for the remainder of the studye I shall
turn to this task in Chapter T, Thereafter, I will show that
as the question of slavery gencrated incressing friction in the
political affairs of this young nation, Emerson was led to a
correspondingly greater role as an abolitionist, I will follow
Emerson through his sarly wyears of lofty, misty ildealism,
lagting, say, to 1845 I will try to show how that idealism
began to assume a slipghtly diffcrent appearance during the
transition years hetween 1845 and 1850 During these years,
a8 the antli-slavery movement gathered momentum and the pro=-
slavery forces became more appreossive, lmerson re-assessed

his basic philosophical precepts and recognized that social
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involvement 1s necessary.

This change in Emorson's positlon was epitomized in his
strons reactlon to the passage in 1850 of the Fuplitive Slave
Tawy 1t was a roactlon helghtened by the fact that the Law was
pagsed with the gsuoport of Danlel Webster, Emerson's personal
champion of freedom. IFrom that polnt on, Emerson's lofty
idealism gave way hHo practical asctivism. To understand and
explain this change, as far as possible, constitutes the primary
subject of this study. In other words, I want to follow the
aloofness of Lhe Emerson who wrote, "this stirring in the
ohilanthropic mud sives me no peace. T will let this republic
alone untii the republic comes to me + o ,“1 to the actlve

il

involvement of the kmerson who said upon inspecting bthe
Charlestown Navy Vard, "Ahl sometimes gunpowder smells good,"g
T will try to determine Whﬁtdﬁfféct, 1f any, Emerson had on
the abolitionist novement and whether he may Justifiably be

counted among the abolitionists.

1Jameﬂ Elliot Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson,
I;T, 454@

2Ibid., pe 60L.
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CHAPIER T
TNE DEVELOPMEWY OF NEW ENGLAND TRANSCENDENTALISM

To understand what is meant by Vew Ingland transcenden-
talism and 1ts sipgnificance in the growth of American thought,
it should be remembered that the movement in New Enpgland was
only a single part of the wave of humanitarisn idealism which
swept over the Western World at the end of the eiphteenth
centurye That century had sevn man's reason upheld as the only
true basis of knowledgee The thinkers of the age applied reason
to support the Inutitutions of the church and state and to
dlctate the methods of literary expresnion. It was only
natural, therefore, that the revolt apalnst elighteenth contury
rotionalism should have Its roobts in the arecas of philosophy,
religion, politics,‘mnd literature.

Recognlzing that transcendentallsm 1s a particular form
of idealism drawing on Platonic and other sources and that there
jis some danger of over-gimplification, I will limit the review
of the philosophical backyrounds of New Englend transcendental-
ism to that pericd Imnediately prior to i1ts risee

Important among the phlilosophical sources of New England
transcendentalism is the phllosophy of John Lockes FHis phill-
osophy 1s expressed iIn his [ssay on Human Understanding pub-
lished in 1690,

In this essay, Locke maintains that man acquires all his

knowledpe through the senses and that he can know only that



which he has exverienced. At birth, man's mind is a blank
slate upon which the various exveriences record certain impres-
gionsg of factse« T'rom this notion; Loecke coneludes that men has
& positive knowledge of nothing but the ovhysical world which
he perceives through his senses and can only by falith believe
in the existence of a gpiritual worlde To have any validity,
the ideas of infinity must be based on sensual exneriencee.
Since such experience 1s lacking, Locke considers infinity as
a negative gquality which has significance only with respect
to smace, duraticrn, and number. The human conscience, to
T.ocke, is nothing but man's opinions of his own actions, and
the guestion of morals depends upon the fact that the good
exncriences of life brineg man pleasant sensations while evil
experiences bring him pain. This being granted, Locke maintains
that man will naturally search for good and shun evil. Because
the immortality of the human soul has no logical basis and
cannot be confirmed by the senses, Locke holds that a higher
life only probably existse. According to Locke, orobabllity is
the guide to similar problems which cannot be proved by the
sensese

At this point iIn the eighteenth century debate upon the
nature of man's ideas and his acquisition of knowledge, the
volce of a German, Jmmanuel Kant, was heard throush his

Critigue of Pure Reason, published in 1781, The substance of

Kant's observations upon these guestlons is expressed thus in

Harold C. CGoddard's wordss



Kant « » o taught that time and space are not external

realitlies or even concepts derived from external experi-

ence, but ways 1n which the mind constitutes 1ts world of

senses. e ¢ ¢ The 1dea of God ¢ o e Of freedom and of

immortality are inevitable intuitions of the practical

neture of man. ¢« ¢ « Innate, original, universal, a

vriori, intuitive--these are words all of which convey

« « « the thoushtel

Notable contributions to the nhilosophical bases of the
movement were made by several other thinkers, who were for the
most part Germans. Amons them was Fredericl: Fenry Jacobi
(1743-1819), who expounded an intuitive faith which allowed
him certain moments of mystical visions of truths Yresvecting
%od, Providence, Immortality, Freedom, and Noral Law."2
Another CGerman, Johann Gottlieb Fichte (1762-1314), expressed a
heroiec belief that humen will is Ffree, that man exists within
his own mind, and that God is a creation of the soule® A
disciple of Fichte was Iriedrich von Schelling (1775-1854),
but Schelling freed man from the subjective limitations placed
upon his thinking by Fichte's philosovhy and re-established
the recliprociby between man's soul and the spirit of naturee.
From nature man may progress to intelligence, and from intel~-

ligence man may work out to nature again¢4

Standing out in even a brief study of the new thought

1Harold Ce Goddard, Studies in New England Transcenden-
talism, pe 3e

®octavius B. Frothingham, Transcendentalism In New England,
Pe 24,

3Tpid., pe 27.
4Thide, pe 41e



which was bringing a revolution against sensationalism and pure
reason in the late eighteenth century is the increased signifi-
cance applied to the individuval. If one man is born, as EKant
said, with certain innate 1deas of the immortality of his soul
and the existence of a higher soul, then it must follow that
all men possess these ideas at birth. If the mystical union

of Jacobl with the external truths arise from an intuition of
these truths, all men are capable of such experiences. Like-
wise, if Fichte can hold that man's mind creates the world, and
his soul creates God, each man must be allowed to clalm an
ablding oresence of God within himself. Such were the thoughts
abroad in the closing wyears of the elghteenth century, the
thoughts which were to étrengthen the emphasis placed upon the
value of the individual in the liberalism of the nineteenth
centurye.

As wmight Dbe exvected, this new Insistence on the dienity
of man, the sanctity of his individual personality, and the
equality of one man with another soon led to attacks uvon
the established authority of the social institutionse The first
cry of alarm against the traditions which bound the individnal
te the regulations of political and religious authority came
from Jean-Jacques Roussesu (1712-1778) of France.® Rousseau's

arguments rest upon the general principles that God is the

SEven though Rousseau's writings appeared before those
of the German philosophers mentioned above, he is introduced
at this point because his influence was most manifest in the
overt revolution against social institutionss



gymbol of the supreme good, that nature reflects His goodness,
and that man shares goodness with God and nature. Rousseau
calls the existonce of evil In the world the result of a per-
version of the natural poodness from its intended result of
righteousness and virtue in man. Rousseau finds the primary
source of these perversions in the institutlions which soclety

has imposed upon man. !is essay, The Sceial Contract (1762),

econtainsg his cry for freedom and individualitye. e contends
that governments are derived from a covenant between man and
the state-~a covenant which guarantees to each man his rights
nf liberty, equality, and propertye The individuals taken
together are the sovereign, Rousseau says, and the government
is only a device for maintaining ordere®

The direct relation of these thourhts espoused by Rousseau
to the stirring battle cry of "Liberty, Equality, and Frater-
nityl" which spurred the French clitizens to rise in revolt may
readiiy be seen.’ Even though the zealous I'rench rebels
carried their revolution to an extreme which largely defeated
their original purpose, one of 1ts positive results was that
man was able to sce that he no longer nced accept the authority
of social and political Institutions which spring from tradi-

tion alone. This spirit of subjecting tradition to a new

6Louis Re Gottschalk, The Era of the French Revolution,
PP T7=78 o

7Rousseau was not, of course, the only thinker who con-
tributed to the French Revolution in 1792 The purpose here
is to indicate the revolution's relation to the expression of
individualism found in transcendentallsme



investigation is the major link by which Goddard binds the
French Revolubtion to Vew England transcendentalism:
« ¢  the btranscendental spirit partook to an extra-
ordinary degree of that distrust of the past, that
optimistic Faith in the future, the confidence in the
efficacy of 4« formula for solving the problems of
rmankind, Wh%ch inspired the most sanguine mind of
1789 ¢ o o
Pecause political independence had long been an accom-
plished fact in the United States by the beginning of the
nineteenth century, the new emotional atmosphere among Americans
aroused their enthusiasm to effect changes in institutions
other than the state. At thet time, no American strong-
hold of authority exerted stricter controls upon sociebty than
did the Calvinlst Church of Wew England. Thus the American
nvhase of the worldwlde movement of individualism centered
itself in New Ingland and became essentlally a religlous
revolutione
The relicious fervor which drew the Puritan fathers to
geek refuge in the new world could not have endured Torever.
The same soll which offered itself as a haven for the religi-
ously austere had within i1t the vast resources of wealth and
ultimate self-indulgence. It was inevitable that the succeed-
ing cenerations were bound less and less to the doctrine of
the total depravity of mane.

barly in the elghteenth century, according to Frothingham,

the fathers of the Calvinlst Church were pained to witness a

SGoddard, Studies in New England Transcendentalism,
Dpe 1B85-186«




steady weakening of thelr authority by a number of liberal
religious movementse The Antinomians were teaching that the
zospel digpensation promises that faith alone is negessary to
salvatlon and that, with resvect to hls eternal soul, man has
no use for mnral law nor obligations to uphold 1t. Other
Americans were following the concepﬁs of the Dutechman, James
Arminius (1580-1609), by maintaining that the electlion for
salvation is conditional upon the individual's state of grace,
that there is universal atonement for man's sins, and that the
individual may be regenerated by the Holy Spirite

The man who rose to lead tﬁe offense against the under-
mining Forces cof these radicals was Jonathan Edwards (1703-
1758} Under his inspiration from 1727 to 1750, the Calvinist
Church in America experiénoed the revival of evangelical
enthusiasm generally known as the Great Awakeninge. Much of
the snirit of HBdwards' religious enthusiasm, his idealism, and
his inclination to mysticism was to be recaptured by the tran-
scendentalists a hundred years later,

To the religious liberals of Ldwards' own day, however,
religious enthusiasm/and gpiritual revival were exceedingly
distasteful. By the time the liberal group of Unitarian
ministers had made thelr formal break with the Calvinist
Churech In 1785,9 all displays of cmotlons and sentiments of

mysbticlsm were due to be suppressed in deference to John

9Tn this year the King's Church in Boston eliminated the
doctrine of the Holy Trinity, an act crystalizing the Unitarian
movement in the United Statese.



Iocke's sensatiopnalist phlloscphy and the conventions observed
in the Neo-Classical literary movement of the daye The impor-
tance of Locke's philosophy and of these literary conventions
to the thousht of mracticing Unitarians is noted by Frothingham

n his assertion that Tnitarians "discarded the doctrine of

1o

innate ideas, and Jts kindred bellefse « « » Unltarianism

e ¢ ¢ has rarely, if ever, been taught or held by any man of

"10  mynitarians,

eminence 1in the church who was a Platoniste
as a group, denied the whole proposition of Innate knowledge
and relied on their senses to bring them the knowledge they
goughts Generally, the Wew England Unitarians had keen,
orderly mindse They were careful reasoners, good scholars,

and clear thinkers. They were characteristically conservative
in politiecs, 1iterature, art, and socilal ethics. For something
to bé popular among them, it had to be reasonable, that is, to
make "comnon senses” They were distressed by mysticism and
metaphysicse Dreamers and vislonarles were repugnant to them,
as was anyone who dlsturbed their intellectval peaces "Unitar-
ian leaders were dilistinguished by practical wisdom, sober
judgements, and balanced thoughtfulness, that weighed opinions
on the scale of evidence and argumentm"ll The feature of
Unitarianism which was eventually incorporated into the tran-

scendental philosophy was their free thought in religione

"They disavowed sympathy with dogmatism « « o and avowed the

10Frothingham, Transcendentalism in New England, pe 109

l1p1d,, pe 110,

I ——r——




absolute freedom of the human mind as their characteristic
faith."1% Thus, ffom the strange mixture of theilr insistence
upon the positive value of free inquiry by the individual and
thelir denial of the imdividual's ability To experlence a
mystical unlon with a higher spiritual power, the Unitarians
opened the challenge to carry thelr religlious free-thinking to
even more liberal conclusionse.

Amonpg the first to accept the challenge of liberal
Unitarianism was Dr. William Ellery Channing (1780-1842), who
was a Unitarian in such a special sense that he formed the link
between his church and the transcendental_movement« Dre
Channinz was aroused by the cold and loglcal atmosphere which
pervaded the Unitarian Church in his day. TBecause he was a
nan of deep spiritual sentiments and strong religious enthu-
siasm, he began To sense the dangers in a relligion which
excluded such expressions of enthusiasme In his sermons and

t

articles for the Christian Examiner, Dr. Channing upheld the

divinity of human nature, maintaining ™the possibility of man's

" and he "respected

paining some insight of Universal Order,'
the lofty asplrations which prompt men to seek a ?erfect
knowledge of the Divine Lawse"%d

The challenge %o his church to close the gap between its

extreme rationalism and the current step toward instinctive

thinking was made in part by his words spoken in 1824:

12Tp1d., pe 114,

137p1d., ppe 111-112.
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Now, relirmion oupght to be disvensed in accommodation to
the spirit and character of our age. WMen desire excite-
ment, and religlion must be communicated in a more exciting
forme ¢ o ¢ They want a religion which will take a

strong hold unon thems ¢ » » Much az the age requires

intellectual culture in a minister, i1t requires still

more, that his acquisi&icns of truth should be instinct
with 1life and fesling.1%

In 1832 the transcendental movement broke away from the
sphere of influence of the Unitarian Churche This fact was
manifested by the resignation of Ralph Waldo Emerson from hig
pulpit in the Secgond Church in Boston. Lmerson had long been
concerned about the adherence to traditional ritual by the
church, and in 1832 he decided, after much serious reflection,
that he could no longer in good conscience administer the
sacrament of communions In Emerson's ovinion, man was not
denendent uron gsuch formal rites for his most climactic reli-
glous experiences, hbecause these came from the inner recesses
of man's spirit and not from the outward forms of sacramental
ritese.

To avoid the impression that the transcendentalists
effected an abrunt break with the Unitarian Church, several
facts may be pointed oute First, although Emerson resigned
from his first ministerlal appointment and never agaln accepted
a permanent church position, he did £ill the pulpit of Unitarian
churches on several occasions thereaftere And second, such an

ardent transcendentalist as Theodore Parker, along with others,

continued to preach regularly in Unitarian churches after

14Madeleine Hooke Rice, Federal Street Pastor, The Life
of William Ellery Channinm, pe 96
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embracing the transcendentalist philosophye In fact, so close
were the transcendentalists to the Unitarians that it was
exceedingly difficult to be a transcendentalist without first
having been a Unitarian. As Goddard states it, "though not
impossible--it wes hard for others than Unitarians to become
transcendentalists«"1® More explieitly, Perry Miller asserts:

Although the members fancied that there were great differ-

ences among themselves, which they took with an ostenta-

tious and often exagmerated seriocusness, still from our
noint of view they can be seen as pretty much of a single

stripe:r they were all young Unitarians who between 1330

and 1840 revolted azainst Unitarianisme
Thus, Miller concludes that New England transcendentalism may
be most accurately understood as a religious demonstration of
"radicallism in revolt arainst a rational conservabism; ¢ o ¢ 2
protest of the human spirit against emotional starvatione"L?

In 1012, when Edward Everett, George Bancroft, and George
Ticknor returned to Wew Encland from their studies at G8ttingen
in Germany, a great impetus was given toward the study éf the
German lannuage and reading German literature in New Enpgland.
This interest was alded by the apvointment of Charles T. Follen

as instructor in German at Hasrvard in 1825.18 Soon the literary

works of Goethe, Richter, and Novalis and the philosophies of

15Goddard, Studies in New England Transcendentalism,
Pe 32 e

~
OPerry Miller, The Transcendentalists, pDe 7o

17101d., pe 8.

lgGoddard, Studles in New Enrland Transcendentalism,
ppe 30-31e
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Kant, Jacobi, Fichte, Herder, Schelling, and others were being
read and assimilated in their original German by the Americanse

The growing group of New England transcendentalists were
not, however, entirely dependent upon a knowledge of German
and the reading of German literature for their inspiratione
In England, Thomas Carlyle assumed the task of bringing German
philosophy and literature to the English-speaking world through
numerous translations and penetrating criticlisms of the German
authors. Furthermore, Samuel Taylor Conleridre and William
Wordsworth were producing oripminal works of nhilosophy and
poetry which stirred the imagination of thelr New Ingland
readers. From Prance, also, came the works of Cousin, Jouffrey,
and Mme. de Stael to help satisfy the desires for new thoughts
in new Torms of expressione

Tt does not seem necessary to recount the individual
achlevements or contributions of these German, English, and
Prench writerse The pqght to be emphasized here is that, as
leaders in the Romantic movement, they broke from the classic
rules of literary conventlion in the attemﬁt to formulate a
more natural stvle of self~expressione. Both Carlyle agd
Coleridge were transcendentallist writers who strongly ewmphasized
the role »f Intultion in knowledge. Ascribing to a philosochy
which upheld the dipgnity of the individual bvecause of the
divinity of human nature, they strove to reveal the individual
dignity in the common man and to emphasize the unlimited
potentlial of every life. 1In addition, the intense emotionalism

of theilr literary products reflected their emphasis upon the



13

spiritual capacities of man which placed him in direct relation
to the higher order of the universee.
Inspired by the philosophy and literature of Europs and
England, the New lEngland transcendentalists began to write
“essays, poems, and criticisms, which reached the public primarily

through periodicalse In his study, The Periodicals of American

Transcendentalism, Clarence Gohdes gives an account of the

purposes and achievements of eleven publicationslg which were
active from 1835 to 1886 as vehlcles fnr transcendental liteva-
ture. Of these publications, The Dial 1s the hest knowne.

Conceived as a guarterly "Marazine for Iiterature, Philosovhy,

and Religioa,” The Dial appeared in four volumes from July,

1540, until April, 1844, The editorship of the transceadental
pericdical was shared by Margaret Fuller, Ralph Waldo Emefson,
and Henry David Thoreau. The first volume of The Dial was
prefaced by the editor's note to the readers, which was written
by DBmerson, stating the objectives of the nublications

We invite the attention of our countrymen to new

degigne « o« » We do not wish to say pretty or curious
thinpgs, or to reiterate a few propositions in varied
forms, but, 1f we can, to smive exovression to that spirit
which 1lifts men to a higher platform, restores to them
the religious sentiment, brings them worthy alms and

nure pleasures, purges the inward eye, makes 1life less
desultory, and through railsing men to the level of naturs,
takes away 1ts melancholy from the landscane, and recon-
ciles the practical wlth the speculative powerse

191ncluded are The Western Messenger; The Boston Quar-
terly Reviews; The Dial:; The Present; The Harbinger: The Spirit
of the Ages Asthetic Paperss; The Massachusetts Wuarterly
Review; The Dial, Cincinnati; The Radical; and The Indexe

“Oteorge Willls Cooke, An Historical and Bibliographical
Introduction to Accompany "The Dial,"™ I, 1-4,
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Virtually all of the pileces contributed to The Dial were
illustrative of the guiding principles set forth by the editorse.
And virtually all of the men and women who were Interested in
the thoughts and sentiments of transcendentalism made contri-
butions to the four volumes of The Dial. WMaking no pretensions
to literary artistry, the transcendentalists were, through The:
Dial, glving voice to "that spirit which 1lifts men to a higher
platform.” The men and women who contributed their thoughts

to Ebé Dial were all younge Ripley was thirty-eight, Emerson
thirty-seven, Marpmaret Fuller, Theodore Parkcr, and W.H.
Channing were thirtye. Thoreau was but twenty-three. 1In light
of the vouthfulness and idealism of these leaders, it i1s not
hard te understand that The Dial was filled with tho high hopes
anc dreams of those who had not tested themselves by loncg
experience or severe trial.

The Dial was the product of that groun of young men and
women who composed what was called the l'ranscendental Clube
This association wes a natural outgrowth of the temper of the
timese 'The club was sustained by the conviction of its members
that somethine must be done about the state of nprevalling
oninion in theologye. Dre. Henry Hedge, a prominent educator
and transcendentalist reflected, "What precisely we wanted,
it would have been difflicult for us to state« What we strongly

Felt was dlssatisfactlon with the reigning sensuous philosophy,

dating from Locke, on which our Unitarian theoloey was based."el

2l1pid., pe 49.



15

The binding force of the club was simply "sympathy of studies
and of asoiration"2¢ The exact beginnings of the club are
rather hard to pin down. Ho announcements were made, no
invitations were sent. In 1836, four young Unitarian minis~
ters--ReWe Emerson, F.H. Hedge, George Ripley, and George
Putnam~~came together for conversation and agreed to meet again
to discuss the problems within the church. Heeting at Ripley's
hquse, Sevtember 19, 18386, were Emerson, Hedge, Amos Be. AlcQtt,
James Freeman Clarke, and Convers I'rancis. Among those to join
the group later were Margaret Fuller, Theodore Parker, Orestes
Brownson, William He Chenning, C.A. Bartol, Tlizabeth P. Peabody,
Caleb Stetson, John S. Dwight, Jones Very, Revs Thomas T. Stone,
and !'enry David Thoreau. Among the typical subjects discussed
at these nwetings were Law, Truth, Individuality, Theology,
Revelation, Inspiration, Providence, and the Personallty of
God¢ Fmerson once remarked that the conversations were beyond
the comprehension of some in the groupe One of these declared
that the meetings were "like going to heaven in a swine:"23

The friendshinps that resulted from the Transcendentél
Club were of great importance to the movement. No doubt
Emerson, Parker, and Alcott would have come to the same con-
cluslons that they finally reached, but to many of the other
members, the club provided encouragement and a stimulus for

thelr expression of these truths which they sought. Thus it

P8 s
di‘b&g_m, De 48 ¢

e —

23111d., pe Bhe



16

was in its effects upon our literature that the Transcendental
Club had its chief value:

Thers was 1too much in the clubd of,enthusiasm, too much

of romantic anticipatbtion, too much of froth and folly;

but there was also much of bold Initiative, daring

innovation, and courage to look at 1ife as 1t ise. The
result was that the old ways were forsaken, and fresh
life and truthfulness came into our literaturee.

From this review of the origins of the transcendental
movement in New England, certain facts stand out. Paramount
is the conclusion that New England transcendentalism was
basically the American phase of the new sense of Individualism
which stirred the Western World during the latter eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. Within the area of »nhilosophy
there was the reaction of idealism to materialism and sensa-
ticc2lismy in politics, the individual asserted his independence
from svbomission to excesslve government. The churches experi-
enced a revival of emotional and spiritual enthusiasm which
threatened to cast off the restraining bonds of sobriebty and
decorums and through the new poetry and fiction, the aroused
emotions found a more natural form of self-expression than had
been allowed by previous literary conventionse As those
changes in the individual's thoughts and conduct were assimi-
lated by the New Enpglanders who vet retained the sincerity,
nobility, purity, and wmorality of thelr Puritan ancestors,

transcenéemtalism came to full flowere

A second important consideration 1s the fact that since

P4Tpid., pe 55



New England transcendentalism was shaped by the simultaneous
influences of new ideas in religion, literature, and philosophy,
it cannot finally be placed as an exclusive feature of any one
of the three. The conclusion that the movement was essentially
religious is correct because the majority of the transcenden-
talists were closely associated with the Unitarian Churche

The transcendentalists were, nevertheless, active in the field
of literature. And while theilr literary achlevements may have
been secondary to their philosophical purpose, their tran-
scendental writings exerted an extromely strong force upon

American culture in the nineteenth centurye.



CHAPTER II
EMERSONIANW TRANSCENDENTALISM:
PHTLOSOPHY OF INDIVIDUALISM

As the "new thought" of transcendentalism developed in
New England, Emerson, the Unitarian minister, recognized that
1t contained a close affinity with his own pre-established
convictions. He was primarily interested in the moral nature
of things, not in passion or action as such, not In scilence
nor in letters, not in divinity, but in morals. Lmerson had
collected truisms and these became his law;uthey showed the
moral nature of man, they declared God. Transcendentalist
thought conformed to hls temperament and the natural motions
of Mis minde It made him sovereign in his own right; it
delivered into his hands the entire universe for his own. In
pronortion as he Formulated his ideas of transcendentalism,
Imerson came to his intellectual maturitye This process was
completed by his thirtieth year. He left those "corpse cold"
1deas of the church and ceased to put his thoughts forth in a
Christlan dresse. They now wore the ralment of transcendental
expression. Actually there was less change in Emerson than
anpeared from aroundé 1832, when he quit the ministry, and
1836, when he published Nature. His thoughts were the same as
they had always beenj; he was the same mani he had never changed

his falith, for he had only onee But he had cast off the old

skin of traditional Christianitye His book, Nature, was the

18
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manifestation of that facte

There are three main ideas in the booke First, with
regard to the soul: the soul i1s divine and identical in all
men, a spark of ebternity, a portion of God. Thus it possesses
the means of all knowledge, whether of self, of nature, or of
Gode Secondly, with regard to nature: nature 1s the visible,
tangible manifestation of God, or, metaphysically, the reali-
zation of God in the unconscious. Its sole function 1s to
unlock the canacities of the soul, whether as energy or as
knowledge, "to supplement it as the material supplements the
tool, to distribute its unconsclous as the prism distribubes
the ray@“l Nature is the agency by which the soul becomes
anparent in power and knowledge. fhirdly, with regard to
God:  delty has unobstructed access to all of every soul, and,
conversely, every soul has access to all of deity, the process
in elther case being a divine inflowins that comes not in a
steady stream, but only in moments of mystically expanded
beinze These three ideas-~the primacy of the soul, the
sufficiency of nature, and the immediacy of God--are the triple
root from which grows Emerson's entire thought on bthe universe,
in a philosophical sense. In Nature the emphasis is given to
the second of the three maln ideass

In Nature, Emerson says that currently "man applies to
nature but half his force. He works on the world with his

understanding alonee o ¢« « Whilst his arms are strong, and

1George Edward Woodberry, Ralph Waldo Emerson, pe 48,
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his digestion good, his mind is imbruted, and he is a selfish
savage»"2 This need not be true according to Emerson. Wan is
disunited with himself because he looks at nature only from a
selfish viewpoint. "Put," says Emerson,
when a faithful thinker, resolute Lo detach every object
from personal relations and see it in the light of a
thought, shall at the same time, kindle scilence with a
fire of the holliest affections, then will God go forth
anew into the creatione?
Emerson says that we must see the everyday commonplace facts

"invariable mark of

of nature as miracles, for that is the
wisdome" To the rhetorical questions, What is a day? What
is summer? What 1s a c¢hild? What 1s slesep? he answers,
"Po our hlindness these things seem unaffectinge o o« « But
when the fact 1s seen under the light of an idea « o « we
pehold the real higher law."® We says that to receive the
ultimate truths as revealed by nature, we must, as the Bible

says, "become as a little child." IEmerson says the ™

sun

11luminates only the eye of man, but shines into the eve and

the heart of a child."® He goes on to develop the idea by
aying that the true lover of nature is one who has 1retaimed

the spirit of infancy even into the era of manhood «"®  And again,

SR, Emerson, Nature, in Selections From Ralph Waldo
Emerson, An Organic Anthology, ede. Stephen Le Whlcher, De Bde
This anthology will henceforth be identified by the following
short title: Selections (ed. Whicher).

“Ibide, pe 55
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STbide, ppe 25-24
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"Infancy 1s the pervetual Messiah, which comes into the arms
of fallen men énd pleads with them to return to paradise@"v
When we view nature, then, with the proper blending of Dboth
inward and outward senses, we can zo into the woods and return
to reason and faithe It is of the process of recelving this
reason and faith that Emerson makes his first of several
statements concerning the transcendental mystical experiences
Standing on the bare ground--my head bathed by the blithe
alr and uplifting into infinlte space--all mean egotism
vanishese I become a transparent eyebally I am nothings
I see ally; the currents of the Unlversal Being clrculate
through me; I am part and parcel of Cod eS8
Emerson speaks of nature as the medium hetween God and
man~--the three (CGod, nature, man) bheing akin because of the
spiritual element or divinity in nature and mane. The main
nurpose of the book is to nresent the theory that the secret
of nature will be unraveled by no man who divorces nature and
man, but only by him who perceives theilr spiritual harmony,
or unity--through the Over-soul, as developed in his essay by
that name. The function of nature is to unfold the soule It
does this by virtue of the perfect correspondence of nature
and the snul. At the contact of the two, the functions of the
soul~-~the images, ideas, and concepts pre-existing in the
soul--arise into consclousness and become knowledge;g Py

©

contact with nature, every function of the soul is perfected

7Ibide, pe 53

®I1ide, Do 24

gGeorge E. Woodberry, Ralph Waldo IEmerson, pe 133
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in actione When the latent consclousness 1s entirely drawn
out and exposed as knowledge, then will nature be completely
comprehended, and correspondence will be perfectes This same
theme was expanded in Emerson's essay "Plato; Or, The Philoso-

pher" in his Representative Men, published in 1850.

There is perhaps no important idea in Emerson's later
writings which was not first contained In Nature, elther fully
developed or in embryoe. If we think of Nature as a preview of
Emerson's later ideas, we might well think of his essay "The
Over-soul™ as the cornerstone of his whole doctrine. In this
essay,'Emerson tried to formulate the basis on which his
thoories were to stand., Not content with the "God-as-Father"
and "Man-as-Brother™ idea of the Unitarians, Bmerson tried to
establish an even closer relationshipe He wanted to bring all
men Iinto a wonistic relationship which could only be achieved
through some unitizing master scheme. This was accomplished
by the employment of what Emerson called the Over-soule

According to his thesis, the Over-soul is universal, it
pervades all things, 1t 1s the Absolute Mind, 1t 1s Gode The
Over-soul 1s shared commonly by all men vet possessed by nonee.
Every merson is to the Over-soul as an inlet 1s to an oceane
We are filled with 1ts flood, but are nothing but dry and dusty
banks without ite The Over-soul is the source of all power and
knowledgees Man's perception of the absolute truth as revealed
by the Over-soul does not come in a steady stream, but comes
only when the individual is prepared to recelve ite As Emerson

says, "Our faith comes in momentse. « « « [Tlhere is a depth in
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those brief moments which constrains us to ascribe more reality

10 Th those moments of

to them than to all other exverlencese.
submission to the Universal Mind, or the Over-soul, the moral
law of the universe is received into us, so that we learn what
l1s right and true, not by experience, but because there is In
us the fountain of all wisdom and authoritye This theory, as
can be sseen, places the individual man, with his capacity for
direct communication with the Over-soul, far above any human
institutione When man 1s obedient to the workings of the
Over-soul, then man becomes inseparable from God; indeed, man
becomes God. "As there 1s no screen or celling hetween our
heads and the infinite heavens, so there is no bar or wall in
the sl where man, the effect, ceases, and God, the cause,
bepins."l  And again, Emerson says, "The simplest person who
in his integrity worships God, becomes God."12

The Over-soul, with 1ts direct communication with man,
accomplishes more than any church, with its traditions and
forms, is able to do. Emerson said that only when we have
broken our god of tradition "may God fire the heart with his

13

presence.” On another occasion, Bmerson expressed the same

10R.W, Emerson, "The Over-soul," 'The Complete Works of
Ralph Waldo Emerson (Current Opinion Edition), 11, 267 Tnis
edition will henceforth be identified by the following short
title: Complete Works (Current Opinion Ede)e

111p1d., pe 280,
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idea by éaying:

The falth that stands on authority is not faithe. The

reliance on asuthority measures the decline of religion,

the withdrawal of the soule The position men have given

to Jesus, now for many centuries, 1ls a position of

authoritye.
It would logically follow then, that any authowvity such as the
church, or even Jesus, 18 an obstruction to the attainment of
pure religious truth, and not an aide Only from the Over-soul,
which is the Universal Mind, or Emerson's concept of God, can
pure truth be revealede Emerson accented the example of
Jesus' 1life, but not his divinitye "That Jesus lived purely
was his strong argument,“15 he declared. S0, what need have
we of the chureh, or any human institution? inguires Emersone
The irdividual man is all-sufficiente

the question surely arises, how could Emerson be certailn
when he was recelving the truth? He never doubted or dared to
questlion that, because 1t was not Emerson per se who recelved
the truth, but the sonl which was In Emerson and is in us alle
"The soul is the perceiver and revealer of truth. We know
truth when we see it ¢« » ¢ from opinion, as we know when we
are swake that we are awake."l% The individual, left to his

own ¢evices, could never be sure of recognizing truth. "From

within or from behind, a light shines throush us upon things

141hid., pe 295,

-
ldGharles Je Woodbury, Talks With Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Pe 107 «

lGRGW@ Emerson, "The Over-soul," Complete Works (Current
Opinion Ed.), II, 279




and makes us aware that we are nothing, but the light is
211."17 A men is nothing more than a fagade of the soule
An individual can command no respect on his own merite. As
Emerson stated it,
What we commonly call man, the eating, drinking, planting,
counting man, does not as we know him, represent himselfe
Him we do not respect, but the soul, whose organ he is,
would he let it appear through his sction, would make
our knees bende When it breathes through his intellect,
it is genius; when it breathes throuch his will, 1t is
virtue; when it flows through his affection, 1t 1is love .18
All human knowledge, then, 1s a pilous reception of God's
truth, which we, as individuals, have done nothing to create.
For we cannot even determine what we thinke All we can do
is to clear our senses of all obstructlions and let the light
shine ine Bmerson described a moment of truth as a dazzling
exrerlence enrapturing our senses, an ecstacye. Dut when we
cease to report exactly what the moment revealed to us and
begin to correct or contrive, then 1t ceases to be truth. Wan
can know and understand God's truth because man has Godfs
divine element within hime He is like God; therefore, man can
communicate with Hime 7VYet these moments of ecstatic communica-
tion cannot be induced by man, but are given from God, and

the knowledge comes as "insight; it comes as serenity and

grandeur,"® and 1t is an intultion.

17‘:-@}&@3 Pe 270 e

187pis,, p. 271.

®1pid., p. 289.
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The supremacy of the individual mad was the very heart
of Imerson's philosophye All human institutions, whether
spiritual, social, or fraternal, could not render a fraction
of the truth and justice found in one individual soul. This
was true in Emerson's view, because to be a member of any
group was to mortgage and obligate a portion of the soul to
the groupe This message, in ‘some form, was always at the

heart of Emerson's essavs, speeches, and SGTmDnszo

" is a very strong

Emerson's essay, "Spiritual laws,
statement of his view of individuwal self-sufficiencye. The
thegis here is that man should not choose his profession,
friends, modes of actlion, or anythina else, but should simply
cnt a1l social ties and set himself adrift in the "stream of
power and wisdom which animates all whom it floats, and [impels
him] without effort « « « to truth, to right and a perfect
contentment "1l TFor, asserts Emerson, "What your heart thinks
great, 1s great. The soul's emphasis 1s always rightm"zg

On August 31, 1837, Emerson delivered perhaps what was
his strongest appeal for pure individuality. This appeal

came in the form of his address "The American Scholar," at

201n nis one-hundred~-twenty-third sermon at the Second
Churth in Boston, he said, "A trust in yourself is the height
not of pride but of plety, an unwillingness to learn of any
but Cod himself." See Ralph L. Rusk, The Life of Ralph Waldo
Emerson, pe 158 ‘

2lg.w, Emerson, "Spiritual ILaws," Complete Works (Current
Opinion Ede), IT, 139
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Harvarde Emerson's message on this occasion was that the
young scholar must be free of any limitation on his intellectual
inquiry and that the scholar could not be a leader of men
unless he were entirely self-sufficient. "In self-trust all the
virtues are comprehended. Free should the scholar be, free and
bravee. Free even to the definition of freedom, without any
hindrance that does not afise out of his own constitution."2d
Emerson says:

The world is nothing, the man is all;jin yourself is the

law of all nature, and you know not yet how a globule of

sap ascends; in yourself slumbers the whole of Reason;

it is for you to know all; it is for you to dare all..,24
'Emerson assures his young audience that "if a single man plant
himself indomitably on his instinctg and there abide, the huge
world will come round to him."<5
, Emerson delivered another strong appeal for individualism
in his essay, "Self-Reliance«” The term "Self-Reliance" |
actually is the seme as "God-Reliance" for Emerson, since man
containsg the divine elements of Gode "Trust thyself," urged
Emerson, "every heart vibrates to that iron string. Accept
the plece the divine providence has found for you . « ",

1]

[for] imitation is sulclde."2® M"Nothing," says Emerson, "can

238w, Emerson, "The American Scholar," Selections (ed,
Whicher), p. 74.

24Ibidm, Pe 79

257pid.

26g,w, Emerson, "Self-Reliance;" Selections (ed. Whicher),
Pe 1480
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bring you peace but yourself."27

Later in his 1life, while traveling in the West, Emerson
was asked to sum up his transcendental thought. Ie replied to
his guestioner:

The Puritans came here in a revolt against formse. Why

should they have kept any then? Why accept baptism and

the bread and the wine of the Sunper, and refuse the footb

washing, which was at least as strongly emphasized? They

were right, noblyv:; but they stopped short. Is any form

necessary? Do we need any sift of foreign forcet: Can we

not be s.eli’wsustzetiw:ling‘?z8
The impression of Emerson's talk is that he esteemed transcen-
dentalism less a gospel than a rebuke of the temper which
accepts médiators, intercessors, or go-betweens. It is a pro-
test acainst any outside word which encroaches on the individ-
uval’s direct relation to Gode The Bible is a record of a
religion, whereas the book of nature {(mesning all those things
which have retained simplicity) is the word of God. "Literally,
a passing beyond all media in the approach to the Delty, tran-
scendentalism--as Charles Woodbury gathered from his talks
with Emerson--"contained an effort to establish, mainly by a
discipline of the intuitive faculty, direct intercourse between
the snul and God,"2°

Emersonian transcendentalism was not a systematic philos-

ophy, nor was 1t ever intended to be. It was nothing more than

?TInid., p. 168,

zgcharles Je Woodbury, Talks With Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Pe 108 «

291pid., pe 1104
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a reflection of Emerson's opinions regdrding the individual
soul and its relationship to nature and to Gode No effort was
made by Emerson to be consistent in his philosophy, as he was
not preparing a case to be argued or to be urged upon anyone
elsee To the contrary, Emerson said, "A foolish consistency
is the hobgoblin of 1little minds, adored by 1little statesmen
and philosophers and divines."®0 Emerson always expressed
his transcendentalism as his own view to be accepted or rejected
by anyone who pleasede

In summary, some basic concepts of transcendentalism as
espoused by Emerson can be stated thus: (1) Every man (as well
s Christ) has, in his nature, something of the divine~-is him-
sell nort of the Over-soule As a result he has, within himself,
and himself is, the measure of all thingse (2) WMan 1s capable
of estahlishing a direct relationship with the universal spirit
by meang of his spiritual intultion. Every man is capable of
attaining a receptive harmony with the Over-soul and of spon-
taneously perceiving the highest truthe (3) Nature is another
nart of the same manifestation of the world, or universal souls
Throusgh nature, man ogmmunicates with the Over-soul and recelves
true knowledges (4)‘The Over-soul is all powerful and is a
beneficent forece; evil, therefore, does not exist as a force,

but is merely the absence of goode®l (5) The human individual

Og,w, Emerson, "Self-Reliance," Selections (ed. Whicher),
Pe 153

3por a full discussion of this idea of the ahsence of evil
as a force in the world, see IEmerson's essay ™Compensation.”
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has a boundless potential for good since he is the instrument
of the Over-soule (6) There is an eternally living God, an
everpresent God, rather than a mystical or absentee Gode
Eternity, Emerson believed, 1s here and nowe

The only sanction of morality, to Emerson, lay in his
ohilosophy of the supreme worth of the individuvual mane. To him,
the only rieht is that whiech corresponds to the individual
constitution; the only wrong is that which ls against ite
Emerson uses individuality, or “self-reliance," then, to insu-
late the soul against external influences. It 1s from the
point of view of individuality that he attacks tradition,
authority, and institutionse.

That all souls are egual one wilith another is a declaration
thet Bmerson meant literally. The relation of men virtually is
not with other men, but with God, who is the source of all
truth and power and who is in all men. A man does not derive
truth from Plato but from the Over~-soul, where Plato himself
received 1t. Truth is immanent in the mind; it does not come
from without, it 1s latent. Authority, therefore, is given only
by inward and private dictates and can not possibly belong to
anything external, whether man, creed, or institution. Emerson
maintained that if the individual man was made kind and falthful
in his heart, "then the whole sequel would flow easily out and

irstruct vs in what should be the new world."52

52George E. Woodberry, Ralph Waldo Emerson, p. 142



CHAPTER IIT

EMERSON ON REFORM

Durine the decade of the 1840's, especially in the first
half of 1t, when the influence of transcendentalilist thought
was strongest in New England, there was an intense movement
for the general removal of all of the social injustices, whether
real or imagined. Imerson's sympathies were, of course, with
the renovatorse In a letter to Carlyle, Emerson wrote:

We are all a 1little wild here with numberless projects

of social reform. Not a reading man but has a draft of

a new community in his walist coat pockete T am gently

mad, and am resolved to live cleanly. One man renounces

the use of animal food; and another of coin; and another
of domestic hired service; and another of the State; and
on thi whole we have a commendable share of reason and
hope«
Put these external reform movements, whatever their relative
importence, could not move Emerson to abandon his philosoohical
vpositi-n resting in the idea of sufficiency of intevnal, indi-
vidual reforme Emerson shunned the demands for action by the
reformers with a "brave and cold neglect,"® which came from
his unwillingness to violate hls characters

I must consent to Inactione « ¢ ¢ Whilst therefore I

desire to express the respect and joy I feel before this

sublime connection of reformers now in their infancy
around us, I urge the more sarnestly the paramount duties

lEmerson's Corregpondence With Carlyle, pe 184

2R, W, Emerson, "Lecture on the Times," Complete Works
(Current Opinion Ede.), I, 278.
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of self-reliances I cannot find language of sufficlent

energy to convey my senses of the sacredness of private

integritye>

The gquestion in Emerson's mind, then, was not about the
need for reform, but about the best means to accomplish trus
reform« "The Reform of reforms must be accomnlished without
means « o ¢ ,"% insisted Emerson. Obviously, the need for
reform was real, but reform must be accomoplished in the hearts
of men, because 1t could never be accomplished by the institu-
tions of mene To Emerson, all particular remedies for reform
were a "buzz in the ear."® As he wrote in his Journal,
October, 1840:°

T approve every wlld actlion of the sxnerimenters; 1 say

what thev say, and my only apology for not doing thelr

work 1s preoccupation of minde T have a work of my

owne o » « L[Ilt would leave that [work] undone if I

should undertake with them, and I do not see in myself

any vigor equal to such an enterprisee.

The idea of collectivized reform, as opposed to Individual
reform, was the first soecial and politically-tinged question
in the transcendental movement that became the basis for a split
between Emerson and most of his fellow transcendentalists. In

October, 1840, George Ripley Invited Emcerson and his family %o

join the DBroock Farm experiment at West Roxburyes The group's

?ggygw, Pe 279

“Ipia., pe 277,

559@%*

6Fenceforth, quotations taken directly from the Journals
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objective, according to George Ripley, was to "insure a more
natural vnilon between the intellectual and manual labor than
then existed; to combine the thinker and the worker, as far as
posgible, in the same individualm"v In the nolitical sense,
Brook Tarm was an atbempt at soclalistie government and reform
on the community basise

BEmerson's reply to Ripley's invitation to join Brook Farm
was an affirmation of his own belief that the only hope of a
richteous and enlightened society lies in the growth of the
individuale Lmerson's stipulation was, of course, that the
individusl could best cultivate his own powers by trusting
himself instead of trusting groups and organizationse Emerson
noted in his Journal, QOctober 17, 1840:

I do not wish to remove from my vresent nrison to a prison

a little larger. I wish to break all prisons. 1 have

not vet conguered my own housee It irks and repents mee.

Shall I raise the siege of this hencoop, and march baffled

away to 2 pretended siege of Pabylon? Tt ssems to me that

so to do were to dodge the problem I am set to solve, and

hide my impotency in the thick of a crowde.

The members of the Brook Farm experiment began publishing

a mapgazine called The Harbinger with the purpose of furthering

the interests of social reform. Emerson was asked to contribute
articles, but again he refused to participatems Nor did Ewmerson
see his way to joining the 1little community of Fruitlands,

another experiment in soclalistic living, establlshed a year or

VPerrv Miller, The Transcendentaﬁlsts, De 454

8James Elliot Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Lmerson,
1T, 438,




so after the Brook Farm community by his good friend Amos
Bronson Alcotte.

Although Emerson refused to join any social reform group,
he did make some reform experiments on his owne. IHe adopted
vegetarianism, in some form, but he soon gave it upe. He pro-
vosed that the servants should eat with his family at one tables
This experiment did not work out as a vractical Innovation, as
Emerson indicates in a letter to his brother William, March

30, 1841z

Well, Lidian [Emerson's wifel] went out the other day and
had an explanation on the subject with the two girls
[Louisa and Lydial. Louisa accepted the plan . « « but
Imdia, the cook, firmly refused. A cook was never fit
to come to the table, etes The next morning, Waldo
[Emerson's sonl] was sent to announce to Louisa that
breakfast was ready; but she had eaten already with
Lydia, and refused to leave her alonee”

Emerson resolved to do more of his own manusal labor and, in
that regard, invited Fenry David Thoreau to come and live with
him so that Emerson might learn the art of fruit-tree graftinge.
For that gervice and "any other labor he chooses to do"10
Thorean received his room and board free. Emerson was not
well-suited, either by temperament or by vhysical strength, for
hard manual labor, however, and remarked in his Journal:

If I judge from my own experience, I should unsay all

the fine things, I fear, concerning the manual labor of

literary mene ¢ ¢ ¢ The writer shall not dige To De
sure, he mey work in the garden, but his stay there

N
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must be measnfﬁd, not by the needs of the garden, but
of the study.™

Here 1s o clear indicabtion thuat Emerson, like all mortal men,
tended, when sowsthing became difficult, to rationalize the
nroblem to sulft himself.

Imerson was a strong bellever in personal charity, but for
institutionalized charity he had no patiencee Soon after the
failure‘of the Fritlands community, Emerson invited the desti-
tute Alcott and his wife to come and live, free of charge, in

his homemlz

Put when Lmerson was asked to support public

charities, his reactlon was quite different, as reflected in

this statement frow an earllier essay:
e ¢ « DUt your miscellaneous popular charities; the
education at college of fools; the bullding of meeting
houses to the vain end to which many now stand; alms to
gots, and the thousand fold Rellef Societiesj--though I
confess with shame 1 sometimes succumb and give the dollar,
it is a wicked dollar3 which by and by, I shall have the
manhood to withhold.l

Emerson's renudlation of public charities was, again, his

asgertion of the suffieciency of the Individusl will. Ile insisted

that if his own position was suddenly reduced to that of a

slave, or in some way suffered adversity, he would have the will

and insight to extricate himself from those circumstancese

There was absolutely no reason why any man could not do the same,

since all insight was received from the same source and available

1pid., pa 450,
12Mrsw Alcott graciously, but wisely, refusede

15B¢Ww Emerson, "Self-Relience,” Selections (ed. Whicher),
Pe 150
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to all mene. Popular charities, therefore, simply were not
necessaryes Charities, he said, could not accomplish in an
eternity what love could accomplish in a daye Just let men
love one another and at once the greatest of all revolutions
was accomplished. "This is the one remedy for all ills, the
panacea of naturee We must be lovers, and at once the impos-
sible becomes possible."l4

The nature of HEmerson's objection to the reform movements
lay not in the alws of the reformers, but in the means by which
reforms were undertakens "I have the same objection to dopmatism
in Reform as to dormatism in Conservetism. The impatience of
diseipline, the haste 10 rule before we have served,"19 ¥e
saild the reformers did not rely on the strength of love to win
thelr cause, but relled on multitudes, on money, on party, on
fear, wrath, and prides

I think that [the strength of lovel] the soul of reform;

conviction that not sensualism, not slavery, not war, not
imprisonment, not even government, are needed,--but in
lieu of them all, reliance on the sentiment of man, which
will work best the more 1t ls trusted; not reliance on
numbers, but contrariwise, distrust of numbers and the
feeling that then are we strongest when we are private
and alonew

Reform in any case, and especially legislative reform, is

nullified by the law of things above our wille It is better,

v

14R,W, Emerson, "Man the Reformer,"” Complete Works (Current
Opinjon Ed«), I, 252,

15Gab0t, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, IT, 427

16R¢W« Emerson, "Lecture on the Times," Compnlete Works
(Current Opinion Ed.), I, 276
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said Emerson, to limit covernment to the least function. It
doos 3its best work in assuring an open career and equal oppor-
tunity for the vouvr and for guarding agalnst whatever makes
for ineguallity in the social conditiones The wise, said Emerson,
Yynow that foolish legislatlion is a rone of sand which verishes
in the twistinme"17 And, "Gond men must not obey the laws too
well. 18

‘The main tvouble with bthe two major political partles of
the day, according tn Emerson, was that "they [did] not nlant
themselves on the deep and necessary grovnds to which they are
resvectively entitled, but lashled] themselves to fury in the
carrylinrs of some local and momentary measure, nowise useful to
the commonwoalth."t"

OF the liberal party, Iwerson said, "The spirit of our
Amorican radicalism is destructive and aiﬁless; it 1s not
loving, it has no ulterior and divine ends, but is destructive

only out of hatred and selfishness«"<0 The conservative party,

] n2l

on the other hand, he saw as "merely defenslve of properbty.
Larly in 1841, Emerson delivered a lecture entitled "Man

the Reformer” before the Mechanlcs' Apprentices! Library

7%, w, Emerson, "Pnlitics,” Comnlete Works (Current Opinion
Hde), ITI, 200.

18
Ibide, pe 208,

1Ibid., pe 209,
"0Tpid., pe 210,
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Associetion, iIn Tostone Generally this lecture was a call for
man to return to a simple form of 1life where each individual
provided for his own needs. UEmerson conbtended that prosperity
wag working contrary to nature hecause soO many neople now were
content with beine serveod by others. Emerson was calling for
Americans to learn the mreat lesson of self-help., "It is more
elsgant to answer one's own needs than to be richly served."2%

Emerson recopnized that the extreme of his position would
result in the total isolation of individuals from sociebty, and
he assvured his audience that he had no such intention. Cer-
tainly, Umerson aprced, 7t would be absued to adopt the position
of using only thove products which were manufactured by moral
means, or of dealing with omly those people who were innocente
Such extremism would comvpel the Individusl to sulcide. DBut,
he sald,

I think we must clear ourselves each one by the interroga-

tion, whether we have earned our bread today by the hearty

contribution of our energies to the common benefit; and

we must not cease Lo tend to the correction of flagrant

wrongs, by laving one stone aright every day.”

Later in the same year, LEmerson delivered his "Lecture on

" vead at the Masonic Temple in Bostones In this

the Times,
speech Emerson points out that theo conditions of the htimes were
the strongest argument for general reform., All of society must

be reformed, says Emerson, but 1t must be a general reawakening

%2R,W., Emerson, "Man the Reformer," Comnlete Works (Current
Qpinion Ed«)g I, 247 ¢

251hid
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of the sentiment of love, and the particular reformers, with
their snecial causes, he sees as no better than rabble~rousers
and trouble-makerss

Those who are urging with most ardor what are called the

greatest benofits of mankind, are narrow, self-pleasing,

concelted men, and eflfect us as the insane do. They bite

us, and we run wmad algoe
But, on the other hand, seys Emerson, "I cannot choose bubt allow
and honor them. The imnulse is good, and the theory; the nrac-
tice is less beautifules The Reformers affirm the inward life,
but they do not trust it, but use outward and vulgar means.¥ed

Bmerson says that the mejority of people cannot see an
evil around them, such as glaveholders, intemperate men, and
fravdulent persons, until the evll becomes pgross and excessives
Then the reaction apgalinst the evil is clamorous, magnified, and
excessives This was Emerson's case against the reformers. "We
say then that the reforming movement 1s sacred in its origin;
in its mansgement and detalls, timid and profane."26

Apart from pointing out the reasons for his objections to
the reformers, Emerson reveals the indecision which is becoming
s torment to him. [e can not decide which should be the stronger
force, the philosophical transcendentalism which preached indil-

vidual self-gufflieciency and the futlility of institutionalized

reform, or the practical accomplishments of whatever reform

4R.W, Emerson, "Lecture on the Times," Complete Works
{Current Opinion Bd.), I, 277

®5Tbide, pe 2760

26 K3
Ibide 3 Pe 281
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might be made through existing mesns. Emerson asked his
audience and himself whether men should become involved with
imperfect Institutions cven though their impulse was noblee

Coming back to his favorite argument that the individual
mind hes in 1t the seed of all knowledge, Emerson told his
audience (and meant it literally) that the state of the nation
could only be judged by the state of the individual minde.
External conditions counted for nothing of themselves except
to reflect the conditions of the indlvidual mind. If the
individual mind was selfish, then there was slavery In the
country. If the individual mind was just, then there was no
slavery, let the laws say what they wille The individual mind,
to Emorson, was g microcosm of the nationsl mind, indeed, of
the niversal mind«. The reformer's war against the circum-
stances of the downtrodden, then, had no validibty and was
trivial. "Give the slave the least elevation of religlious
sentiment, and he 1is no slave o« o ,"27 Emerson insisted.

smerson expressed his concern for the practical Iinstitu-~
tion of educatbion in his essay "New IEnglsnd Reformers" in 1844.
In this essay, he complains that we are shut up in our institu-
tions for years and come out with little or no practical
knowledge:

We do not know an edlble root in the woods, we cannot

tell our course by the stars, not the hour of the day
by the sune It is well if we can swim and skatee We
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are afraid ¢f a horse, of a cow, of a dog, of a snake,
. of a spider.

e study dead lengusges which no longer have any bearing on
our lives, he says, adding that he has not met ten men in his
1ife who continued reading Greclk and Latin after leaving schoole.
"But is not this absurd that the whole liberal talent of this
country should be directed in its best years on studies which
lead to nothing?® he inquires.<° Genuine truth cannot be
conveyed to a student through a book, says Emerson, but can
3

come only from the one grest source, the Over-soule

Emerson says all wrongs will be righted "Whenever « » o
8 just and heroic soul finds itgelf, S0 Apain, however,
Emerson argues that the reformers' reliance on assoclation
is their greatest wealknesss

[Blut remember that no soclety can ever be so large as

one manes He, in his friendshlip, in his natural and

momentary assoclations, doubles or multiplies himself

but in the hour in which he mortgages himself to two

or ten Lo tweuty, he dwarfs himself below the stature

of one.”

\

Emerson contends that the reformers exagsgerate some special
virtue at the expense of truth end Justlcee Of this partiality

of virtue, he says: "When we see an eager assailant of one of

these wrongs, a specilal reformer, we feel like asking him, What

283«W, Emerson, "New England Reformers," Complete Works
(Current Opinion Ede), I, 280«
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right have you, sir, to your one virtue? Is virtue niecemeal?" 32
Emerson says that it is not the vices of soclety that bother
him, because he can cnvisage an end Lo them, but it i1s sociebty's
virtues that mortify hime. Ile says our virtues are "so sour and
narrow, so thin and blind, virtue so vice-like."5%

Bmerson was by hls own odmission emotionally sympathetic
to the aims of most of the reformers and was tolerant, 1f not
gymgathetic, to those others whose particular cause seemed
ludierous to hime Vet that other force, Emersonts devotion to
the complete self-gsufficicney of the humen individual, was
strouper, and 1t nrevenbtoed Emerson from joining or wholeheartedly
endorsing any associations. At this point in Bmerson's develop-
ment then, before his 1dsealism was Jolted by the extreme develop-
ments of the slavery question, he might best be described as a
revolutionsry without the quality of actlone. As the slavery
conflict began tTn generate more heat TtThroughout the nation and
as it became apparent that the Union was in jeopardy, Emerson's
idealism was dissivated or at least seriocusly modified until he
assumed the hard counbtenance of an active abolitioniste

Thieg process of chenge in Emerson was a process that saw
him undecided and wavering in his dovotion to pure transcen-
dental philosophye Emerson's essays and speeches bebtween, sav,

1845 and 1850 contain a definite manifestation of his inncr

conflicte IEmerson's apmarent simulbtaneous acceptance and

S2Tp1d., pe 2656

551114,
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rejection of American civilization i1llustrate the condiftion of
divided intelligence strikingly. He was both the critic and
the celebrator of hils and subscequent generations, the yea-sayer
and the nay-saver. Fe was the most articulate exponent of
democratic individualism whose philosophy of self-reliance, or
self-sufficiency, harmonized with the disintegrative tendencles
of Americen life, and yet at the same time he guite character-
jstically attacked the social consedquences of his own philosophye
To anyone who has imagined Emerson as the sedentary philos-
opher invariably upholding with transcendental logic the Ideal
acainst the Waterial, his delight in the harmonies of the
market-place micht avpear somewhat paradoxicale A closer survey
of his writings, however, shows that his communications with
the Over-scul ¢i1d not slwave preclude a secular interest in
vulgar avrearances. His btranscendentalism, in fact, provided
an ideal explanation for the conduct and ectivities of the
business classes and offered the necessary criteria by which
he was able to justify or to criticize theme This leisure-
loving beneficiary of a commercial economy, whose ancestors
were ministerial rather than wercanitile, outlined a rationale
for the entrepreneur of an industrial agee 7
Emerson's fastidious tastes found little that' was congenial
in the vulgarity and crassness of workaday business. It is all
the more remarkable that he was able to sublimate his instinc-
tive distaste for huokstérs in counting-houses and see them

finally as exemplifying divine principles. His journals and

essays are filled with disvaraging references to the business
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classes; their sordidness, their undeviating pursuit of wealth,
thelr narrow self-inbterests, and thelr timidity are bluntly

and scornfully esrraigneds DBubt he scems to have cherished a
particular dislilke only for the meaner of the specleses Business-
men of larger apnetites and bolder ambitions, notwithstanding
their faults, often called Fforth his admiration, and he sonsis-
tently identified Dusiness intreplidity with the exvloits of
warriors and heroes.o%

The portralt of Wapoleon In Representative Men 1s perhans

the best 1llustration of Emerson's ambivalent attitude toward
apgressliveness and gself-gsecking; 1t Is not by accident that he

gaw "this deputy of the nineteenth century®

as the "agent or
attorney of the middle class of modern society; of the strong
who £i1ll the markets, shops, counting-houses, manufactories,
shiwng, ol the modern world, aiming to be rich."5% The essay
falls roughly into two nartze In the first section Dmerson
exalts Napoleon Into a superman; in the concluding three of
Tour parsgravhs, bhe dwells uvnon his uglier defects~-his coarse-
ness and lack of ideallsm. But the deflation of the grcat man
undertaken at the close of the essay cannot entirely obliterate

the earlier imnression of Imersrn's centhusiastic adumiratione.

In oraising Napnleon's practicality, prudence, and directness,

- }

3% haniel Aaron, "lmerson and the Prosressive Tradition,"
Bmersont A Collection of Critical Lssays, Milton R. Konvitz
and Stephen L. Whicher, edse, De 90

95R.W., lmerson, "Napoleon; Or The Man Of The World,"
Representative Men: Seven Lectures, A.L. Burt, Publishers,
Nedey Do 208 .
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his powers of svnthesis and cool audacity, RBmerson is under-
scoring orecisely those attributes that make un the American
success code. bHumarson's strictures against the blowhard, the
strutting egotist, the low vulgarian are devastating, but the
following encomiun also reorescents his settled convictions:

e cannot, in the universal imbeciliby, indecision and
indolence nf men, sufficieutly congratulate ourselves on
this etrone and ready antor [Naponleon]), who book occasion
by the beard, asnd showed us how much may be accomplished
by the mere {'vrce of such virtues as all men possess in
less degrees; namely by nunctuallty, by personal atten-
tion, by courage, and thoroughnesse « « « The lesson he
teaches 1g that which ylcoor always teaches,--that there
is always room for ite-0

Vet in the same volume, Representative Men, in the chapter

¢

"Aoethey Or, The Writer," Omerson makes what would seem to be a

completely contrary statemenlt concerning action. He says:

If 1T were to compare action of a much higher stralin with

a life of contemvlation, T should not venture to pronounce
with much conflidence on favor of the formere o ¢ » A
certaln nartialilty, a headiness, and loss of balance, is
the tax which all actlion rmust payve Act, if you like,~--but
vou do it at your own periles WMen's actlons are too stron
for theme Show me a man who has acted, and who has not
been the victim and slave of his actione « ¢« ¢ The flery
reformer emnbodies hils asplration in some rite or covenant,
and he and his friends cleave to the form, and lose the
aspiliratione

Emerson continued this line ol thought a 1little further on in

his essay by saying that "

zreat action must draw on the soiritual

l
nsture. «» » « The greatest action may easlily be one of the most

301pid., p. 227.

TR W, Emerson, "Gocthe: Or The Writer," Representative
Mens: Seven Lectures, A.Le. Burt, Publishers, nede, ppe 244-245,
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private circumstances."58 .

This apparent contradictlon in Emerson's essays of this
time also reflects the ideas of the reformers who regarded
themselves as his disciples or who unconsciously reflect his
influences and since Emerson was the real prophet of the pro-
gresaive tradition, his polarized attitude toward the individual
has a direct bearing on the history of progressivism in Americae.
The progressives who followed Emerson felt his impatience with
men in the mass. Like him, thev held forth the possibility of
human development while noting the appalling evidences of human
mediocrity. Like him agalin, they fervently condemned the short-
sipghtedness and selfishness of the middle class at the same time
that they cherished its virtues and falthe. Emerson was theilr
perfect representative, and his ambivalent attitude toward man
in the aggregate was shared by the progreésives who followed

him«sg

38Ibide, pe 2464

39paron, "Emerson and the Progressive Tredition," Emersons
A Collection of Critical Lssays, Konvitz and Whicher, edse,
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CHAPTER IV
EMERSON'S EARLY ABOLITIONISM

The question of slavery in America was & question that
Emerson was never able to rationalize to his satisfaction.
His natural sympathlies were with those who advocated the
abolition of slavery, but like other social reformers, the
abolitionists, Emerson felt, were misguided. For that reason,
Emerson never formally joined the abolitionist movement, yet
it was not satisfactory for him to remain entirely separated
from ite

On Sunday, May 29, 1831, Emerson, the Unitarian minister,
admitted an abolitionist in his church to del&ver a lecture on
that subjectes The following year, another abolitionist was
invited to speak. These acts, of themselves, are important
only when we realize that they occurred years before the
abolitionist movement had generated any momentum or respecta-
bilitys William Lloyd Garrison was, at this time, qonsidered
a vulgar street preacher, too radical t9 be taken seriouslye
To take a strong anti-slavery stand was to invite the reaction
of a Boston mob. The respectable, conservative Boston merchant
class did not want any talk which tended to unsettle or disturb

the status quoe The institution of slavery, evil as it might be,

was far removed from Boston and was not a Boston problems
Besides, respectable Bostonlans reminded themselves, slavery

was guaranteed by the United States Constitution and was

47
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therefore beyond legal questione. This wild abolition talk
could only make trouble and was, after all, espoused by only

a handful of rabble-rousers who deserved no credibilitye Such
was the atmosphere in which the abolitionists, in 1831, were
trying to arouse the general public to organize themselves
against slavery.

In 1835, when Harriet Martineau, a staunch abolitionist
wrlter, was nearly mobbed in Boston and no prominent citizen
ventured to her side, Emerson and his brother Charles hastened
to her defense.t

In November, 1837, Emerson was asked 1o deliver a speech
on the subject of slavery at the Concord Lyceume Since such a
controversial subject, however, was not considered appropriate
by the ILyceum's Speakers Committee, another platform, the vestry
of the Second Church in Boston, was finally secured for Emerson's
speeche In his speech Emerson dwelt especially on the duty of
resisting all attempts to stifle discussion. He said that it
is the eminent duty of New Englénd to open her churches and

halls for a free discussion of every question involving the

lps Harriet Martineau testifies in her Autoblographys
"Waldo invited me to be his guest in the midst of my unpopu~
larity, and during my visit told me his course about this matter
of slavery. He did not see that there was any particular thing
for him to do in it then, but when, in coaches and steamboats,
or anywhere else, he saw people of color ill-treated, or heard
bad doctrine or sentiment propounded, he did what he could, and
said what he thoughte Since that day he has spoken more abun-
dantly and boldly the more critical the times became; and he is
now and has long been, identified with the Abolitionists in
conviction and sentiment, thou it is out of his way to join
himself to thelr organizatione From Emerson's Complete Works
(Centenary Ed.), XI, 573,
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rights of mene. "If the motto on all palace gates is 'Hush,'
the honorable ensign on our town halls should be 'Proclaime'"?
Emerson continued:
I account this a matter of grave Importance, because
symptoms of an overprudence are showing themselves around
use 1 regret to hear that all the churches but one, and
almost all the music halls in Boston, are closed agalinst
the discussion of this questions
Emerson's stand, at this time, should not be mistaken for a
pro-abolitionist stand, but should be taken simply as an
assertion of his position that all questions have a right to
be heard. Specifically, as far as the slavery question is
concerned, Emerson saids
But when we have distinctly settled for ourselves the
right and wrong of this question, and have covenanted
with ourcelves to keep the channels of opinion open,
each man for himself, I think we have done all that 1s
incumbent on us to doe Sorely as we may feel the wrongs
of the poor slave in Carolina or Cuba, we have each of
us our hands full of much nearer duties.%
This position, it can easlly be seen, is consistent with
Emerson's basic conviction of the gsufflcilency of the individ-
uvale This tone was offensive to the abolitionists as being
insufficiently alive to the Interests of humanity. The aboli-
tionists contended that Emerson's disgust at the methods and

the manners of the reform group blinded him to the moral impor-

tance of their work. IEmerson was ready to admit that there was

®James Elliot Cabot, A Wemoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson,
TI, 425,

“Ibid.
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some truth to that c#argem "I like best the strong and worthy
Persons « e« ¢ Who suﬁport the social order wilithout hesitation
or misgiving. I llke these; they never incommode us by exeiting
grief, pity, or perturbation of any sort." As for professed
philanthropists, he declared that they are Man altogether
odious set of people, whom one would shun as the worst of bores
and canters.™d
It was not fastidiousness nor a lack of interest that
made Emerson such an unfaﬁorable\candidate for any philanthropic
scheme, s0 much as it was the diﬁtates of his nature. His sense
of fair play demanded that all sides of a question should be
freely and fairly hearde Emerson could not believe that one
side could be totally right, while the other side was totally
wrong.6 Surely, thought Emerson, the abolitionists exaggerated
their rightness and the slaveholder's wrongnesse .
For New Englanders to keep slaves would be the heilght of
wickedness, but for the Southerner to keep slaves might indicate
enly a degree of self-indulgence. Self-indulgence, contende@
Emerson, 1s not limited to the geographlical South, but might
be easily equaled in New England. How then, he asked, could
‘the abolitionists demand a superiority of the planter that

could not be found at home? The Southern slaveholder was no

OTbide, pe 427

8TIn his essay "Compensation," Emerson develops the idea
that there are no absolutes 1n nature; that is, that every
action has its reaction and that no action exists independent
of a resulte
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more to blame for slavery than the Negro for allowing himself
to be held as a slave, he contended. After alls

The degradation of that black race « o did not come

without sin. The condition is inevitable to the men they

are, and nobody can redeem them but themselves. The
exertions of all the abolitionists are nugatory except

for themselves.’

The Negro, said Emerson, is created on a lower plane than the
white. "The Negro is imitative, secondary; in short, reaction-
ary merely in his successes, and there is no organization in
hime"8 This statement, however, surely does not bear the full
weight of firm conviction by Emerson; it is the only instance
in which such an idea is recorded, while on other occasions, as
we shall see, Emerson made statements expressing his belief in
the equality of the Negro race. with the white.

On November 7, 1837, the Reve. E.P. Lovejoy, an abolitionis?,
was shot by a mob in Alton, Illinois, while attempting to defend
his printing-press from destruction. The mob had been inflamed
against Lovejoy by the temper of his abolitionist newspaper.
This incident seems to be the first racial event for which
Emerson's idealism could not offer a satisfactory rationali-
zation; it made Emersén see the ugly realities of an impassioned
mobe He was moved to record in his Journal, November, 1837,

"Right minded men have recently been called to decide for

Abvolition.” ILater in the same month he confided to his Journal:

7James Elliot Cabot, A Memolr of Ralph Waldo Emerson,
I1, 428.
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The brave Lovejoy has given his breast to the bullets
of a mob for the right of free speech and opinion, and
has died when 1t was better not to live. He is absolved.
There are always men enough ready to die for the silliest
punctilio; to die like dogs, who fall under each other's
teeth, but I sternly rejoice that one was bound to die
for humanity snd the rights of free speech and opinione.
Yet when Emerson wrote his essay on "Self-Reliance," less
than two years later, he ineluded the following statement:
If an angry bigot assumes this beautiful cause of Aboli-
tion, and comes to me with the latest news of Barbardoes,
why should I not say to him, "Go, love thy infant; love
thy wood-chopper; be good natured and modest; have that
grace, and never varnish your hard, uncharitable ambition
with this incredible tenderness for black folk a thousand
miles off. Thy love afar is spite at home}"®
It is clear from these conflicting statements that Emerson
was, at this time, torn between his natural disapproval of the
abolitlionists and the persistent realization that they offered
the only alternative to the odious institution of slaverye.
Emerson's refusal to join in abolitionist reform during
this time, was not, however, taken as an indication of cowardly
timiditye. At the same time that the militant abolitionists
were critical of Emerson for not having sufficient compassion
for the slave, 1t was generally recognized that he was a man
of great personal courage. In Aoril, 1838, when he learned of
the impending removal of the Cherokee Indians from Georgia to .
a government reservatlion, he wrote a letter of protest to
President Martin Van Burene So incensed was Emerson that he

wrotes

IR.W. Emerson, "Self-Reliance," Selections (ed. Whicher),
Pe 150. .
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You, sir, will bring down that renowned chair in which
you sit into infamy if your seal 1s set to this instrument
of perfidy; and the name of this nation, hitherto the
sweet igen of religion and liberty, will stink to the
world. ,
Emerson, howe#er, got little satisfaction from this letter
as he recorded in his Journal, April 24, 1838:
Yesterday went the letter to Van Buren,--a letter hated
of me; a deliverance that does not deliver the soule I
write my Journal, I read my lectures with joy; but this
stirring in the philanthropic mud gives me no peace. I
will let the republic alone until the republic comes to mee
Emerson's opinion of the abolitionists and their work seems,
in these early years, to be more a product of his transient mood
than a definite angle of visione. His anger and his anti-slavery
resolve were prompted only by incidents of violence, subh as
the Lovejoy murder, but by and by he would again lapse into a
lethargy in which the slavery problem was none of his concerne
The incidents of this insistent problem were to Emerson temporary
and bothersome interruptions in his i1dealistic euphoria. An
example of his prevalling tendency to rationalize this nagging
problem without becoming personally involved was recorded in
his Journal in January, 1840: ’
Does he not do more to abolish slavery who works all day
steadily in his own garden than he who goes to the
abolition meeting and makes a speech? He who does his own
work frees a slave. He who does not his own work is a
slave holdere
The tenth anniversary of the emancipation by Act of Parliament

of all the slaves in the insular possessions of Great Britain

1OR,W. Emerson, "Letter to President Van Buren,® Complete
Works (Centenary Ed.), XI, 93.
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in the West Indies was celebrated in Concord on August 1, 1844.
Emerson was invited to make the address on this occasion. The
public conscience was slowly becoming aroused, by this time,
especlally among the éountrw people who did not have the mercan-
tile and social relations with the Southerner which hampered

the action of many people in the cities. Yet, even in Concord,
all the churches closed thelr doors to the phllanthropists who
cathered to celebratee Through the effort of Henry Thoreau,
always a champion of freedom, the courthouse was made gvalilable
for their purposee.

Emerson's speech, "West Indian Emancipation,” given on this
occasion marks one of the most important steps Emerson took in
becoming an active, self-acknowledged abolitioniste

Zarlier in the same year an incident occurred which took
Emerson beyond the limlts of his patience. In the port of
Charleston, South Carolina, colored Massachusetts crewmen\were
taken off their ship and held in jail. In accordance with the
laws of that state, the visiting shipmaster had to pay thg cost
of the arrest and incarceratione If he failed to do this, the
prisoners would be sold as slaves. The state gf Massachusetts
had no legal recoursce —

Emerson was enraged by this incident, as were all New
Eﬁglanders, and used the occasion of his speech on tﬁe "Wost
Indien Emancipation" to déclare: "Brothers, I have come to
enter with vou into this holy war. Ny arm and my heart are

yours, and here do I pledge myself henceforth to do battle in
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your cause tlll wyon have gained the victofyn
moral," says Lmerson, "the blood is anti-slavery; It runs cold
in the velns; the stomach rises with disgust, and curses slav-
ery«”lg Referring to the incident concernineg the Massachusetts
seamen and recallineg to his audience the fourth article of the
Constitution, l.g«, "The citizens of each state shall be entitled
to all privileges and immunities of citizens In the several
States,” Emerson says:
It such s dammable culbtrage can bo committed upon the
vergson of a citizen with imounity, let the Oovernor break
the broad sesl of the state; he bears the sword in vaine
The Governor of Mssaachusetts is a triflor; the State-House
in Boston is a play-house; the general court is a_dishonored
body 1f they male lawg which they cennot execute . o
Such was Hmerson'ts indignation at this nutrace that he called
on Cenpress to instruct the President to dispateh orders, and
an armed force 1f neceszary, to Charleston tn secure the release
of those incarcerated seamen. "As for the dangers to the
Union, from such demandst--the Tnion 1s glready at an end when
the first citizon of Massachusebts is bthue outraped."14
Emerson says that, while some wculd maintain that the

planter held slaves for the love of luxuries (Emerson's own

pogition a few ycars carlier) and would gladly release the

1Moncure Do Conway, LEmerson At Home And Abroad, pe 245,
This quotation does not appear in Pomp]ete Works, but is recalled
by Conway, who was in attendancee.

i
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slaves if given money or machines that would yleld him as much
as his slaves, the history of slavery does not bear out such a
motivee He says that the slaveholders have o « o & bitterer
element, the love of power, the voluptuousness of holding a
humen being in his absolute control."1% As can be seen, this
speech represents an entirely different view of the Southern
planter from that Emerson held prior to 1844,

Emerson continues the speech by traeing the history of
slavery iIn the VWest Indies, foeusing on those events, deeisions,
and men that led to the emanclipation. Of the emanclpation,
Emerson says, "This event was a moral revolution."16 Emerson
contlnues:

I esteem the occasion of this jubilee to be the proud

discovery that the black race can contend with the

white. » « . [Tlhe quality of this race is to be honored

for itself. For this they have been preserved in sandy

deserts, in rice-swanmps, in kitchens and shoeg-shops so

long; now let them emerge, clothed and in their own form. 17
Emerson thus was among the first to call for some form of eman-
cipation, a call he was to repeat many times before emaneipation
became an accomplished facte

In summing up Emerson's changing attitude toward the
slavery controversy in these early years, we must admit, I
think, that his rage at the planters was sporadic and that he

was not fired with the dedication of the anti-slavery crusade.

Still, while he was, and always had been, opposed to the

151pid., p. 134,
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ingtitution of slavery as a moral matter, he was inconsistent
in his attacks on slavery and in the intensity with which he
deprecated that institution. On the one hand, he hated the
timidity of the llew Bnglanders for allowing slavery to continue
to soread; on the other hand, he would himself turn his back
on the abolitinnistse OFf the collective silence in New
England, he protssted:
Will wou stick to wour principle of non-resistance when
your strong-box is broken open, when your wives and babes
are insulted and slaughtercd in your sight? If you say
yes, yvou only invite the robber and assassin; and a few
bloody-minded desperadoes would soon butcher the good«lB
Yet Dmerson had justified his own inconsisteney years before,
when ho said, "A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little

» &}
minds ,"+%

and he Justified his inconsistency in action by
saying, "& wise man will never impawn his future being and
action, and decide beforehand what he shall do in a glven
extreme event. Wature and Cod wlll instruct him in that

hour."?0  Yet one of the qualitles Lmerson most admired in

tapoleon in Representative Men, was his ablility to anticipate

all situaticnse
Emerson was, of course, a verv well-known man, and his

jdealism was recognized and understnod Ty the abolitionistse

18gr.w. Emerson, "War," Complete Works (Centenary Ed.),
XTI, 168,

19 - . . .
R.W. Emerson, "Self-Reliance,” Seclections (ed. Whicher),
De 13

20g,w, Emerson, "War,'

X1, 169

' Comnlete Works (Centenary Ed.),




58

It was never expected that Emerson would engage himself in modb
violences Such a course would have been contrary to everything
he had ever saide What the abolitionists wanted from Emerson
was lnspiration Seen from that angle, Emerson does not appear
to be a failure as an abolitioniste He did furnish the aboli-
tionist movement with thought and inspiration. According to
Newell D. Hillis,

Little by little 1t came about that the fighters went to

Emerson as to an arsenal for their intellectual weaponse.

¢ ¢ ¢ Hundreds of orators and reformers went up and down

the land attacking slavery, but while the voices were many

the argument was one, and *Terson for a time did the speak-
ing for the abolitionists .2 \

®lyewell Dwight Hillls, The Battle of Principles, pe 97.




CHAPTER V
EMERSON THE ABOLITIONIST

Throughout his publie 1life, Daniel Webster had always been
the outspoken critic of the slaveholding interests in the Southe.
Ever since Webster's speech "Reply to Hayne," Webster's name
had been revered throughout New England as the champion of
freedom. To Emerson, Webstef was nature's grandest man.

Emerson had always taken great personal pride in Webster. In
1832, Emefson wrote a poem about Webster which indicated an
inordinate adoration of the man, as the following quatrain shows:

~

Let Webster'!s lofty face
Ever on thousands shine,
A beacon set that freedom's race
Might gather omens from that radiant sign.l
In 1843, after Webster was a guest in Emerson's home, Emerson
recorded in his Journal, August 17: "He 1s a natural smperor
of men « « o the one eminent American of our time whom we
could produce as a finished work of nature."

Hero worship was not alien to Emersonis philosophy, but s
natural conclusion to it. To Emerson, great men such as Webster
are the products of their superior individual wills. They are
men, as Emerson had preached earlier, who stand "indomitably

upon their instinets until the huge world come round to them.®

In 1845-46, Emerson gave his series of lectures,

lR,W. Emerson, Poems, Complete Works (Centenary Ed.),
IX, 398.
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WRepresentative Meﬁ“ (published in 1850)e In his introductory
lectﬁre, "The Uses of Great Men," he might well have had Webster
in mind when he said, "Nature seems to exist for the excellente
The world is upheld by the veracity of good mens they make the
earth wholesome."® At any rate, Emerson was proud to give
voice to the praises of Webster as fhe foremost defender of
freedom in New Englénd. Yet events which were taking shape
through the 1840%s would prove that Webster was primarily a
compromising politician who would not stand "indomitably on his
instincte » » "

The annexation of Texas, the Mexican War, and the acquisi-
tion of territory on our southern and western borders brought
the slavery question into sharp focuse Webstér had always,
when the occasion required, denounced slavery as a great moral
and political evil; and although affirming that under the
Constitution it could not be touched by the action of the
general government in the states in which it existed, he had
declared himself against its extensione He had opposed the
annexation of Texas, the war against Mexico, and the enlarge-
ment of the republiec by conqueste DBut while he did not abandon
his position concerning slavery, his tone in maintaining it
grew gradually milder.

Webster could see, by virtue of his advancing age and

2R.W. Emerson, "The Uses of Great Men," Complete Works
(Current Opinion Ed.), VI, 3. )
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falling health, that the convention of 1852 would be his last
opportunity for the Whig nomination for the Presidency. He
felt as though he would have to gain Southern support in the
Senate if he was to secure. the nomination. Therefore, when the
Compromise of 1850, with its attached Fugltive Slave Law, was
put before the Senate, he was féced with the decision of taking
his traditional anti-slavery position and losing the needed
Southern support, or of supporting the Fugitive Slave Law,
thereby violéting hls convictions and the trust of his New
Englén& constituents.d

The anti-slavery men of the North, and all of his ceonser-
vative friends, hoved and expected that he would, as before,
stand defiantly for the Union in ths face of the rebellious
spirit and give voice to,the moral sense of the Northe But
Webster chose. otherwise. On March 7, 1850, he spoke in the
Senatees VWhile denouncing secession and nleading for unity, he
uobraided the Northern sgholitionists =zs mischisevous trouble
makers, earmestly advocated the compromise, and commended that
feature of 1t that was most odious to the Northern sentiment--
the Fugitive Slave Law. By the terms of this law, all citizens
of the free states were obliged, under threat of a sixemonth
prison term or one thousand dollars fine, to 2id in the recap-
turing and returning of fugltive slaves.

To Emerson, Webster'!s "Seventh of Mareh® speech was a

crushing blow and an intolerable personal disappointment. He

Scarl Sehurz, "Webster," The Library of Oratory, ed. Chauncey
M. Devew, LLeD., XV, 173=180. ‘
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knew that the last hone of Northorm resistance had erumbled
before the Southern pressure and that the North was at the
mercy of the planters. Webster not only endorsed the law, butb
eontinued to urge the ciltizens of Vassachusetts to abide by

1ts terms, as recorded by Harper's New Monthly Magazines

Wr, Webster has written a letter to the e¢itizens of
Newburyport, Massachusetts, upon the wrong done to the
South by refusing to surrender their fugltive slaves,
urging the necessity for more stringent laws and
expressing the opinion that there i1s nothing, either
in the spirit or the letter of the Constitution reguir-
ing a Jury trial to determine the qustion of slavery,
when an alleged fugitive is selized.™

In another edition of Haroef's, the bitter resentment with which
the North accepted the Mugitive Slave Law is reflected by the

following statements:

We recorded « ¢ ¢ the passage by Congress of the several
measures generally known as the "veace measures® of the
session~=the last of whieh was the blll making more
effeetual provision for the recovery of fugitive slaves.
Congress had no sooner adjourned than thsse measures,
especlally the last, became the theme of violent public
controversy. In the northern states several attempts to
regain nossesslon of fugltives from slavery in New Vork,
Boston, and Philadelphia were resisted with great clamor,

and seryed to inflame publie feeling to a very unhealthy
extent.:

After several incidents occurring in New York in which
abolitionists allegedly hid slaves and protected them from
the authorities, Webster wrote a letter to a veace meeting in

New Yorlz, October 30, 1880, in which he saids

4"Monthly Record of Current Lvents," llarver's New Monthly
liagpazine, I, 107.
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I have heard no man, whose opinion is worth regarding

deny its [The Fugitive Slave Law's] constitutionality,

and those who counsel violent resistance to 1t, counsel

¢ ¢ ¢ bloodshed, and the commission of capital offensese.

¢ ¢ « 1If we would continue as one peopls, we must acgquiesce
in the will of the majority, constitutionally expressed,

and he that does not mean to do that, means to disturb the
public peace, and to do what he can to overturn the govern-
ment.

Such was Emerson's shock and despondency over this betrayal
by Webster that in April, 1850, imerson wrote iIn his Journal,
"The badness of the times is making death attractive." His
dispirited condition is reflected by many journal entries in
those early months after the adoption of the Fugltive Slave Lawe.
Emerson's entry to his Journal, February, 1851, is a particularly
good statement of his depression:

We wake up with a painful auguring, and after exploring

a little to know the cause, find it is the odious news in

each day's paper, the infamy that has fallen on Massachu-

setts, that c¢louds the dayvlight and takes away the comfort
out of every hour. We shall never feel well again wntll
this detestable law is nullified. « ¢« ¢ All I have and

all I can do shall be given and done in opposition to the

execution of this lawe.

Such was his discomfort over the "detestable law" that
Emerson was no longer able to contain his personal bitternesse.
Here was an issue he could not ignore. Yet, what could he do?

i
His course of action was not clear because he was a complete
stranger to the Involvements of political questions. He lamented
in his Journal, May, 1850: "It is the scholar's misfortune that

his virtues are all on paper, and when the time comes to use

them, he rubs his eyes and tries to(remémber what 1t is that

61pid., IT, 137.
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he should do."

The opportunity for direct action soon came in thg form of
an invitation to address the citizens of Concord on the problems
of the times. Emerson was not tardy in accepting this invita-
tion, and on May 3, 1851, he delivered his speech, "The Fuglitive
Slave Law,"™ because he said, "The last year has forced us all
into politicse ¢ ¢ ¢ I have lived all my life in this state,
and never had any experience of personal inconvenience from the
laws until nowe They never came near me to my discomfort
before."’ He said that he was ashamed that the North and,
specifically, Boston had allowed this law to be foisted upon
theme "Boston, spoiled by prosperity, must bow its ancient
honor in the dust, and make us irretrievably ashamed. . «

The tameness is complete," he lamented. One good thing had
come from the law, he told his audience, for 1t

showed the slightness and unreliableness of our social

fabric, it showed what stuff reputations are made of,

what straws we dignify by office and title. ¢ ¢ o I

showed the shallowness of 1eader§ e ¢ ¢ that men would

not stick by what they had said.

His rage was not to be mollified. He continued, "I thought

none, that was not ready to go on all fours, would back this

law o"lo

7"R.W. Emerson, "The Fugitive Slave Law," Complete Works.
(Centenar‘y Edﬂ)’ XI, 179.
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Emerson maintained that, since it had beeﬁ passed, the
Fuglitive Slave Law had been proyed impracticable in five
different ways. PFirst, he found the law contravened by the
sentiment of duty. "An immoral law mskes it a man's duty to
break it at every hazard,"ll he contended. An immoral law or
statute/is void, he said, because laws do not make rights, but
are declaratory of rights which already existed. Second, he
sald, the law was contravened by all human sentimentse. "How,"
he asked, "can a law be enforced that fines pity and imprisons
charity? As long as men have bowels they will disobey."?
Third, said Emerson, the law was contravened by other written
lawss

By the law of Congress March 2, 1807, it is piracy and

marder to enslave a man on the coast of Africa. By the

law of Congress, Sevtember, 1850, 1t is a crime to resist
the re-enslaving of a man on the coast of America. What
kind of legislation i1s this? What kind of constitution
which covers it?13
Fourth, Emerson pointed out, a bad law cannot be obeyed by good
men, but could only be obeyed by men as bad és the law itself.
Therefore, the Fugltive Slave Law was contravened by the mis-
chief it bred. In this law, said Emerson, "You have a law

which no man can obey or abet the obeying, without the loss of

self-respect and forfeiture of the name of gentlemann"l4 Fifth,

M11pid., pe 102. :
121pid., p. 196. |
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the law was contravened because it stated no moral truths, but
was simply an instrument of coneiliation and compromise.

At this point in his speech, Eméfson's whole public career
found its lowest and most depressed condition. For the only
time 1n his life, he publicly launched a vitriolic personal
attack against an individual, and this against an individual
who had formerly been a continual source of pride and respect
to Emersone Surely, this was Emerson's most unhappy moment.

Of Webster, he said:
those to whom his name was once dear and honored, as the
manly statesman to whom the cholsest gifts of Nature had
been accorded, disown him, that he who was thelr pride in
the woods and mountains of New England is now their morti-
fication,--they have torn down his picture from_the wall,
they have thrust his speeches into the chimneyelS
Emerson continued the attack by saying that Webster, contrary
to all his past sentiments, on March 7, 1850, begame the head
of the slavery party in this country. Webster, after all was
only following the natural direction of his constitution, said
Emerson, since, "He obeys his powerful animal nature. . . . All
the drops of his blood have eyes that look downward."]j6 Emerson
declared that the law which Webster forced upon the country

is suicidal, and cannot be obeyede The Union is at an

end as socn as an immoral law is enactede. And he who

writes a crime into the statute books digs under the

foundations of the Canitol Eo plant there a powder
magazine, and lays a traine 7

157pid., pe 201.
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What then, was the answer to this Iintolerable calamity?
"Pirst,® said Emerson, "abrogate this law; then, proceed to
confine slavery to the slave states, and help them effectually
to make an end of it."8 It was true, he admitted, that the
slaveholding interests hed never compromised, so there was no
reason to expect that they would compromise then. The slave
interests meant only to extend their territory and influence.
"She [the slaveholding South] is very industrious, gives her-
self no holidays. No proclamations will put her down."19
Therefore, insisted Emerson, "Everything invites emancipation."go
He did not intend a mere proclamation of\emancipation by the
North, but true emancipation through compensation to the
planters. "Why not," he asked,

end this dangerous dispute on some ground of falir compen-

setion on the one side, and satisfaction on the other of

the free states? It is really the great task of this
country to accomplish, to buy that property of the

planters « « bsiause it is the .only practicable ecourse,

and is innocente.
The cost of such an action was estimated at two billion dollars,
but said Imerson:

We will have a chimney taxz. We will give up our coaches,

and wine, and watchese The church will nmelt their

platee ¢ ¢ ¢ The mechanics will give, the needle women

will give, the children willl have cent societies. ZEvery
man in the land will give a week's work to dig away this

181p1d,, p. 207.
181114,
201p1d,, p. 208.
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acoursgg mountain of sorrow once and forever out of the
world.

Emerson continued, "Let them confront this mountain of poison,
--bore, blast, excavate, pulverize, and shovel it once for all,
down into the bottomless pite A thousand millions were cheap,"23

Emerson concluded his speechlby summing up his sentimént
of unrelenting defiances "This law must be made inoperative.
It must be abrogated and wiped out of the statute~books; but
whilst it stands there, 1t must be disobeyed.“24

This speech represents the new Emerson. For the first
time the thinker was advocating and proposing a course of direct
actione Although the course of action he proposed may not
seem a practical one, it had many very prominent advocatese

Tt might be supposed that after the passion of the moment
had subsided, Emerson would lapse back into a sort of detach-
ment and unconcern about the slavery question. From this point
on, however, he was never again‘to feel unconcern over the
raging conflict. His private journal entries prove that, by
the passage of the Fugltive Slave Law and especially by Webster's
role in it, he had been pushed beyond his endurance and that,
from that time forward, he took an uncompromising anti-slavery
pOSitiOﬁw‘ In his Journal, in March, 1851, he wrote: "LibertyL

Liberty} Phol Let Mr, Webster, for decency's sake, shut his

22Tpid,, pe 210.
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lips once and forever on this word. The word liberty in the
mouth of Mr. Webster sounds like the word love in the mouth of
a courtezan.® In July, 1851, Emerson recorded & personal
pledge to himself in his Journal: "This filthy enactment was
made in the nineteenth century, by people who could read and
writee I will not obey it, by Godl"

Emerson never believed that his speeches would change
the course of the conflicte He was moved to action on behalf
of the abolitionists because he was enraged/by the passage of
the Fugltive Slave Law and because he was bitterly disappointed
in Webstere. He never imagined that he was at the head of a
crusade. That was for people like Gérrison and Parker. After
1850, however, he could not deny or suppress the dictates of
his conscience which demanded that he resist slavery in the only
,way he was equipped to resist it--by speaking out against it.
In a letter to Carlyle, Emerson sald, "In the spring the abomi-
nation of our Fugitive Slave Law drove me to some writing and
speech making, without the hope of effect, but to clear my own
skirts."@® The fact that he had not glven the abolitionists
his unqualified support and thrown himself into the thick of
the controversy from the outset bothered Emerson, and it ex-
plains, at least in part, why when he did finally join the
battle, his speeches were so furious. Emerson confided to his

Journal, August, 1852: "I waked at night ﬁnd bemoaned myself,

\

25The Correspondence of Emerson gnd Carlyle, ed. Joseph
Slater, pe 470, o
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because I had not thrown myself into this deplorable question
of slavery, which seems to want nothing so much as a few assured
voices." ’
Webster's compromise with the South by supporting the
Fugitive Slave Law did not win the Southern adherents Webster
had hoped for in the 1852 conventione His defeat at the
| convention could hardly have been more complete. As Emerson
said in his Journal, November, 1852, "But alas} he was the
vicetim of his ambition; to please the South, he betrayed the
North, and was thrown out by both." Webster's health had been
failing for some time, but the rebuke of 1852 seems to have
hastened its decline. On the morning of October 24, 1852,
Webster died, politically bankrupte.
Emerson was Invited to deliver another speech on the
Fugitive Slave Law on March 7, 1854, the fourth anniversary
of Daniel Webster's famous speech. Emerson's passion had
mellowed since his first speech on the subject, yet he still
maintained that it was the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law
in 1850 that made an abolitionist out of him:
I have lived all my life without suffering any known
inconvenience from American Slaverye I never saw it; I
never heard the whip; I never felt the check on my free
speech and action, until, the other day, when Mr. Webster,
by his personal influence, brought the Fugitive Slave Law
to the countrye.

The Fugltive Slave Law, said Emerson, brought slavery right

to his front door. "Slavery in Virginia or Carolina was like

' 26gr.w, Emerson, "The Fugitive Slave Law," Complete Works
(Centenary Ed.), XI, 219.
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slavery in Africa or the Feejees, for mea"zv But the passage
of the Fugltive Slave Law showed that slavery was no longer
mendicant, but had become aggressive and dangerous:
It showed that our prosperity had hurt us, and that we
could not be shocked by crimee It showed that the old
religion and the sense of the right had faded and gone
out, o « « [that] our bellies had run away with our brains,
and thgg the principles of culture and progress did not
existe
The events of the four years since 1850, Emerson asserted,
had proved correct all that he had been saying for vyears. He
told his audience that their trust in forms was misplacede.
They relied on the Constitution of the United States, which
did not even contain the word slave; they relied on the
Supreme Court, but the justices themselves came from among the
wolves; they relied on state sovereignty; they relied on the
Missouri Compromise; and more recently they had relied on the
Fugitive Siéve Lawe None of these forms, he sald, had proved
an effective protection against the evils of slavery:
These things show that no forms, neither constitutions,
nor laws, nor covenants, nor churches, nor bibles, are
any use in themselvese The Devil nestles comfortably in
them alle There is no help but in the head, and heart
and hamstring of man. « ¢« » He only who is able to stand
alone is qualified for society, and that I understand to
be the end for which a soul exists in the world,--to be
himself a counterbalance agalinst all falsehood and wrong.29
If any good had come from slavery, Emerson said, it was that men

had been made to see the insufficiency of forms and institutionse.

27101d., pe 224
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Whenever a man has come to this mind, that there is no
church for him but his believing prayer; no Constltution
but his dealing well and justly with his neighbor; no
liberty but his invinecible will to do right,--then certain
i%dihzn%hiiii:: gilinpgggp:%ge?ggear: for the constitution
Thus, we see that Emerson had not changed his transcenden-
tal philosophy of the supremacy of the individual and the
unreliability of institutions. On the contrary, he attempted
to show that the adyent of the Fugltive Slave ILaw proved the
unreliability of institutions. Emerson's active association
with the Anti-Slavery Society constituted an exception he was
forced to make to his philosophy and did not represent ﬁ
general change in his transcendentalism. Of the Anti-Slavery
Society, Emers;n said, "It is the Cassandra that has foretold
all that has befallen, fact for fact, years ago."Sl His was a
forced alliance with the abolitionist for the duration of the
controversy, and it did not mean that he now refuted all that he
had said over the years regarding -institutionalized actione
In May, 185é, the distinguished Senator from Massachusetts,
Charles Sumner, a strong abolitionist who filled Daniel Webster's
0ld seat, delivered a speech on the floor of the Senate on the
affairs in Kansas. Sumner shocked hié audience by saying that

the crime against Kansas was, "the rape of a virgin territory,

compelling it to the hateful embrace of slavery."52 Sumner

§
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strueck hardest at Andrew P. Butler, Senator from South Carolina,
who was absents
The senator from South Caroline has read many books of
chivalry, and believes himself a chivalrous knight, with
sentiments of honor and courage. Of course he has chosen
a mistress to whom he has made his vows and who, although
ugly to others, 1s always lovely to him; although polluted
in the sight of the world, 1s chaste in his sight--I mean
the harlot Slavery.53
So enraged were the Southerners over Sumner's speech that
Preston Brooks, a member of the House of Representatives and a
kinsman of Butler, attacked Sumner on the Senate floor with a
walking stick, Inflicting such damage on Sumner that it required
four years for a full recovery. A protest meeting was held in
the Town Hall of Concord on May 26, 1856, and Emerson addressed
the crowd. He said:
The events of the last few years and months and days have
taught us the lessons of the centuriess I do not see how
& barbarous community and a civilized community can con-
stitute one states I think we must get rid of slavery,
or we must get rid of freedom.>4
Emerson sald that the whole slavery conflict debased the govern-
ment by appealing to base mene. Good men, such as Sumner, became
targets of the bade The better the man, the sooner he would
come under attacke Under the rules of that game, Emerson said,
if Massachusetts wanted her representatives to survive, she
would have to send fools to Washington.

The only charge the Southerners made against Sumner was

551b1d .

34R.W, Emerson, "The Assault Upon Mr. Sumner," Complete
Works (Centenary Ed.), XI, 247.
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that he was an abolitionist, said Emerson, "as if every sane
human being were not an abolitionist, or a believer that all
men should be free."55

By an act of Congress, passed May, 1854, the territories
of Kansas and Nebraska were organized, and in this case, the
terms of the Missouri Compromise Act of 1820 were suspendede.
The Act of 1820 had limited slavery to areas south of 38°%, 30!
in the Louisiana Purchase territory. The result was that slavery
was not forbidden in the new Kansas territory. EKansas Emigrant
Aid Societiles organized in New England assisted Northern emi-
grants in the settlement of this fertile regione Settlers from
Missouri also streamed into Kansas, bringing their slaves with
themes This situation resulted 'in a continuing fight between
the two groups of settlers. Emerson always attended the meet-
ings in aid of Kansas held in Concord and Boston, gave liberally
to the cause, and spoke on behalf of "Kansas aid" wherever
called upon. On September 10, 1858, he addressed such a meeting
in Concorde In this speech, Emerson called on thé governor of
Massachusetts to raise arms to be sent to the Northern emigrants
in Kansas. This was a moral matter, said Emerson, and the legal
difficulties of such an act did not matter, for, he emphasized,

"every immoral statute is voidi" The govermment, he said, did

not defend truth and freedom, but on the contrary, was "the

chief obstruction to the common weal."56

55Ipid., pe 250,
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7Emerson_warned his audlence that the slavery controversy
had such deep roots and enfangling conflicts of interest that
war was becoming unavoidablee.

In 1857, John Brown came to Concord to direct a plea for
aid and arms to the emigrants of Kansas and to tell some key
abolitionists there of & plan he had. He confided the outlines,
but not the details, of the plan to six abolitionist leaderse.
These men entered eagerly into the conspiraecy, even to the
point of assuming code names, and were known as the "Secret
Sixe." Their principal service was to provide Brown with
financial assistancee He intended to seize a strong point in
the mountains of Virginia, set it up as a/fortified base, and
operate from there to free slaves. Eventually he meant to take
his charges into the hills, organize them into-a kind of Negro
state within the South, and force a general emancipation. Of
Brown's visit to Concord, it is recorded by F.B. Sanborn that

Brown's general purpose of attacking slavery by foree in

Missourl or elsewhere, was known in 1857-8-9 %o R.W.

Emerson, A. Bronson Alcott, Henry Thoreau, Wendell Phillips,

e « ¢ and others of the anti-slavery men of Massachusetts,

none of whom discountenanced 1t, while most of them, in my

hearing, distinctly approved it.37 '

John Brown's raw courage and pure dedication to a cause
completely captured Emerson's admiﬁation and filled the vacuum

left by Daniel Webster's defection to the slaveholding interests.

After Brown's raid, fallure, and capture at Harper's Ferry,

37p,B. Sanborn, "Recollections of the John Brown Raid,"
The Century Illustrated Monthly Magazine, XXVI (May, 1883 to
October, 1883), 412.
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Imersen addressed a meeting for the relief of Brown's family,
at Tremont Temple, Doston, November 18, 1859. Ve described
Brown as a simple, unaffected man who lived and acted solely
on his basic belief in the Golden Rule and The Declaration of
Independence. Brown, sald BEmerson, saw through the political
forms to basic truths:

He saw how deceptive the forms are. We fancy, in
Massachusetts, that we are free; yet 1t seems the
government is quite unreliable. « ¢ « L[A]J1l1l the forms

are] right « « « and yet, llfe and fréedom are not safee.
Why?t DBecause the judges rely on forms, and do not, like
John Brown, use their eyes to see the facts hehind the
forme

In his essay "Courage,"™ delivered within the same month,
at the Music Hall in Boston, Emerson, speaking of the cowardly
nolitices of Massachusetts saids

Why we do not say, We are abolitionists of the wmost
absolute aholition, as every man must be? Only the
Hottentots, only the barbarous or semi-barbarous are
note We do not try to alter wonr laws in Alabama « «+
nor shall we suffer you to carry vour thugsism Northe

e « ¢ We intend to set un and keep a cordon sanltalre,
all around the infected digtrict and by no means, suffer
the pestilence to ﬁpr@adﬂﬂ

Then, turning his attention to John Brown, Lmecrson made
a statement that found great favor among the most militant
abolitlionists and, conversely, caused great despalir among those
of a more conservative orientation. Emerson spoke of Brown as

that new saint, than whom none purer or more brave was
ever led by love of men into conflict and death,-=-the

38R, W, Imerson, "John Brown: Boston Speech,™ Complete
Works (Centenary Bd.), XI, 271

3OR. W, Bmerson, "Courage," Complete Works (Centenary BEd.),
VII, 429
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new saint awalting martyrdom, and who, 1f he shall suffer,
will make the gallows glorious like the cross o ¥

This speech spoiled IEmerson's welcome in Philadelphia, as
an invitation to lecture there was withdrawn. His spealking
career also suffered in Boston as a result of his radical
statement, and he was oblipged to accept speaking enpagements
in the West.%l <Yot, Emerson continued in his unrelenting attack
on the institution of slavery. Having jolned the fight, he was
determined to continue it, despite the personal hardships it
brought him. In his Journal, Januvary, 1861, is an examvle of
thils resolve:

Do thy duty of the daye Just now the supreme publiec duty

of all thinking men iz to assert freedome G0 where it

is threatened, and ssv, "I am for i1t, and do not wish to

live in the world a moument longer than it exlsts."

The news of the Confederate bombardment of Fort Sumter on
April 12, 1861, found Emerson in the midst of s course of
lectures called "Life and Literature.®™ This news, which was
not unexpected, came as a great relief to Emerson. He changed
the announced lecture, "Doctrine of Leasts,” to one entitled
"Civilization in a Pinch." In this lecture he confessed rellef
that the war had finally comee. He said:

We héve been very homeless, some of us, for some past

vears,--say since 18503 but now we have a country againe

Up to Marech 4, 1861, in the very place of law, we found

instead of 1t, war. Now we have forced the conspiracy
out of doors. Law 1s on this side and war on that. It

401pid., pe 427,
41Cabot, A Memolr of Ralph Waldo Emerson, II, 507
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was war then and it is war now, but declared war is vastly
safer than war undeclared.%?

War on such an issue was to be welcomed, because 1t united the
Unlon more solidly than politlical parties were able to do.
Imerson asked a friend to show him the Charlestown Navy
Yard, and on sceing the warlike preparations said, "Anl
sometimes gunpowder smells good.¥%d Imerson reflected his
delight over the war in his Journal, May, 1861:
The country is cheerful and jocund in the belief that it
has a government at laste The men in search of a varby,
parties In search of a principle, interests and dispo-
sitions that could not fuse for want of some base,--all
joyfully unite in this great Northern party, on the basis
of Freedome What a healthy tone existsl
In Emersonts view there was just one great task left for
the Union to accomplish, cmancivation. Being in Washington
as a guest of Senator Sumncr, Bmerson pleaded the cause of
emancipation at the Smithsonian Tnstitute, January 31, 1862,.%4¢
In this speech, attended by part of President Lincoln's Cabinet,
Emerson stated, "limancipation is the demend of civilization.
Thet is a principle: everything else 1s an intrisue."¥® 1In his

view, compensabion should be made for the emancipated slavese.

Inmediately, sald Emerson, the Southern Army must run home to

421p1d., ppe 600-601e
131p1d4, pe 60Le

44A1thougb 1t 1s otherwise generally agrced that ILincoln
was not oresent, Moncure D. Conwey says the speech was read
before the President and his Cabinet (Emoerson at Home and
Abroad, pe 313},

45y, w, Emerson, "American Civilization,"™ Complete Works
{Centenary Ed.), XL, 304,
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protect their estates when the slaves were freed. Also, being
paid for the slaves, the Southern planter would be less belli-

{
cose and would come, quietly and peacefully, back into the fold.

Whilst slavery mekes and keeps disunion, Emancipation
removes the whole objection to unione Emancipation at
one stroke elevates the poor white of the South, and
identifies his interests with that of the Northem
laborer.36

Emerson concluded his appeal for emancipation~by saying, "These
ideas must work through the brains and arms of good and bfave

men, or they are no better than dreams.T4”

461114, , pe 307.

47Ipid., p. 310.



CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

It is now apparent that the events leading up to the
outbreak of hostilities between the states had changed IEmerson
rand his views. 1le had always maintained that "The one thing
in the world of value is the active soul;"l yet the correct
actlon for a thinking man such as hiwmself, Emerson had held, is
to think. "To think is to act," he had said. Also, he had
said that the only obligation a man had in regard to the slavery
question was to perform an act of mind only, deciding for him-
self the rightness or wrongness of the duestion. After the
trials of the slavery fight had opened hils eyes and dissipated
the mist of his idealism, he told a grouop of disbtingulshed men
that unless ideas were acted uvon, they were no better than
dreamse Obviously, bmerson's opinion on what constlbuted proper
action had changed with regard to the anti-slavery movemente
This change, as I said earlier, was an exception to Emerson's
transcendentalist view of action and did not represent a
seneral rejectlion of his overall philosophye DBmerson was a
transcendentalist thinker from 1830 to 1845. All of his essays

during that period of time reflected the ildealistic mysticism

1R.W. Hmerson, "The American Scholar,” Sclections {(ed.
Whicher), pe 69

2R, W, Emerson, "Spiritual Laws," Complete Works (Current
“ninion Edw), T, 163,
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of vure transcendentalism and were marked with a distinct
aloofness from the secular affairs of mene. Imerson {irmly
believed that 1life should be lived in siwmplicity and should
involve a continual endeavor at spiritual elevatione. For,
bmerson insisted, this spiritual elevation c¢ould only come
through a perfect understanding of the Over-soul and the truths
which it revealed. Man's most imnortant [unction, then, was
the pursult of truth. Truth was belng, and truth, he held,
guffocated and perished in thc presence of socliety. Therefore,
gsociety and all 1ts Involvements should be avoidede.

Deginning in 1845, however, Emerson's essays take on a
slightly different tone. le appears to have come to the point
of agreeing with Henry Davld Thoreau, who said:

To be a philosopher is not werely to have subtle thoughts,

nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom as to

live according to its dictates, a 1life of simvlicity,
independence, magnanimity, and truste It is to solve

some gf the groblems of life, nobt only theoretically, but

practicallye.

He began to speak more favorably of those individuals who

exerted power and force of will in order to attaln pre-established
goalsge He had, of course, even in his youngest days, respected
Daniel Webster as a great man of action, and he had always

arreed with the actlons that Webster took--up to 1850. But
during the vears bebween 18045 and 1850, bkmerson began svesking

very favorably of strong-willed men of actlon, even though he

could not agree with their actionse In other words, Emerson

%H,D. Thoreau, Walden, in The Works of Henry David Thoreau,
ed. Henry 3. Canby, p. 253s
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began to show that he respected force as a manifestation of

will and charactere. In Representative Men, Emerson praised

Napoleon for the results he attained, not his impulsese. It
is, T believe, accurate to say that Emerson's lofty, idealistic
transcendentalism mellowed, during thesé years, to a transcen-
dentallism that recognized the necessity for soclal involvemente.
Imerson came to realize that the splritual elevation of mankind
would be a difficult task to accomplish and that the only way
it might ever be accomplished would involve the smployment of
forceful, mundane actione

Emerson was not, however, prepared for the action of
Daniel Webster on March 7, 1850. The actlion Emerson took as =a
result of that speech was, in fact, a reactlon against Daniel
Webster. It was not thougptful and greative practical action
aimed at the elevation of mankinde On the contrary, it was
reflexive, defensive, and blinq action btaksn against the man
who had recently disapvointed Emersone TFor thet reason, it
would be inaccurabe to think of Lmerson's involvement with the
ebolitlonists as a general revision of his transcendental
ldealism, His actions on behalf of the anti-slavery movementd
were separate and apart from his then-mellowed transcendentalisme

All of the references Emerson made to his active partici-
pation in the anti-slavery efforﬁ date from the wear 1850« The
events of that year thrust the problem of slavery on Emerson
and brought it into such clear focus that he could not ignore
ite Webster's speech on March 7, 1850, backed Emerson into a

corner. Emerson viewed the speech as a personal challenge.
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His dedication to principle, which was stronger than his dedica-
ticn to other men, left him no alternative but to enter the
controversye

It must be ngted that as far as active participation in
a public cause 1s concerned, the anti-slavery movement repre-
sents the only exception to Emerson's policy of non-involvemente
Never again did he become enraged, except through hls spvecches,
in any public philanthropic scheme.

On September 22, 1862, President Lincoln at last spoke the
word so long desired by the abolitionists. By the bterms of his
mancipation Proclamation, on the first day of the coming year
glavery wonld be abolished in those states in rebellion against
the United Statese.

( At a meeting held in Boston in honor of the Emancipation
Proclamation, Emerson spoke:

Liverty is a slow fruite. It comes, like religion, for

short periods, and In rare conditions, as 1f awalting a

culture of the race which shall make it organic and

permanente ¢ » ¢« These measures provoke no nolsy joy,

but are received into a sympathy so deep as to apprise

us that mankind are pgreater than we know.%

The war, he said, was unavoidable. It existed long hefore the
bombardment of Fort Sumter. It was in the winds and bones of
the combatants. A peaceable secession of the rehels would only
have whetted their Insatiable appetibte for more territory and

nower. The war, he said, was a rallying force for the Worth,

forced upon them as a8 matbtier of sell-preservations

“R.W, Bmerson, "The Bmencipation Proclamation,” Complete
Works (Centenary Ed.), XI, 315-316.
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Likewise, I submit that it was a wmatter of personal self-
preservation for kmerson to [inally become sngaged in the affairs
of the abolitionistse

Emerson obviously counsidered himself an abolitionist, as
he said in his Journal, February, 1858t "It 1s ilmpossible to
be a gentleman and not be an abolitionist." Emerson was con-
gidered to be an abolitionist by the people of New Lngland and
was among the group of men most despised in the South. He was
counted among the abolitionists by the press. Cabot records

that the Boston Daily Advertiser, remarking more in sorrow than

in anger of Imerson's attendance of various abolitionist meet-
inpgs, said that Emerson "might fairly be looked upon as a

decided abolitionist."® To claim that Emerson was not an
abolitionist because he was never involved in mass demonstra-
tions or civil disobedience is not satisfactory, bscause nothing
is plainer than thet it was Emerson's calling to supply impulses
and not methods to the nmovement. HWe was not an orsanizer, but

a power behind many organizers, insplring bthem with lofty motive,
giving breath to their vliews which were always tending to become
narrow through concentration on their special objects. Newell D,
Hillis established Ewmerson as an abolitionist by saying, "Every
great movement must have 1ts advocate and volce. Garrison was
the pen of abolition, Lmerson 1ts philosopher, Greely its editor,

and Wendell Phillips its advocate."®

SJemes E. Cabot, A Memolr of Ralph Waldo Emerson, IT, 587.

SNewell D. Hillis, The Babtle of Principles, pe 68a
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