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PREFACE

The ex3.stenoe of a considerable amount of con fl ic t in g  

opinion about Ral ph Waldo Emerson's influence on the \vhole 

question of soc ia l reform in the United States, and sp e c i f ic a l ly  

on the question of abo lit ion , may be tho result of an improper 

understanding of his transcendental philosophy# Emerson's 

e f fo r ts  as a reformer were tempered by his philosophy# Thus 

the ] ack of unanimity among those c r i t ic s  who accuse Emerson of 

lacking a su ff ic ien t  compassion fo r  men may spring from a 

confused idea of wha fc Mew England transcendentalism, and 

Emerson's transcendentalism in particu lar, s ig n i f ie d • I t  seems 

advisable, therefore, t c  arrive  at some d e fin ite  statement of 

the fundamental principles of the movement which may serve as 

a point of reference fo r  the remainder of the study# I  shall 

turn to this task In Chapter I# Thereafter, 1 w i l l  show that 

as the question of slavery generated Increasing f r ic t io n  in the 

p o l i t i c a l  a f fa irs  of this young nation, Emerson was led to a 

correspondingly greater ro le  as an a b o l i t io n is t .  I  w i l l  fo llow  

Emerson through his early years of lo f t y ,  misty idealism, 

la s t in g , say, to 1845* 1 w i l l  try  to show how that idealism

began to assume a s l ig h t ly  d i f fe r en t  appearance during the 

transition  years between 1845 and 1850# During these years, 

as the anti-s lavery  movement gathered momentum and the pro

slavery forces became more aggressive, Emerson re-assessed 

his basic philosophical precepts and recognized that socia l
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involvement is necessary.

This change In Emerson's position was epitomized in his 

strong reaction to the passage in 1850 of the Fugitive Slave 

Law; i t  was a reaction heightened by the fac t that the Law was 

passed with the support of Daniel Webster, Emerson1s personal 

champion of freedom. From that point on, Emerson's lo f t y  

idealism gave way to practica l activism# To understand and 

explain this change, as fa r  as possible, constitutes the primary 

subject of this study# In other words, I  want to fo llow  the 

aloofness of the Emerson who wrote, "th is  s t ir r in g  in the 

philanthropic mud gives me no peace# I w i l l  le t  this republic 

alone u n ti l  the republic comes to me » • # to the active 

involvement of the Emerson who said upon inspecting the 

Charlestown Navy Yard, wAht sometimes gunpowder smells good 

T w i l l  try to determine what e f f e c t ,  i f  any, Emerson had on 

the a b o lit io n is t  movement and whether he may ju s t i f ia b ly  be 

counted among the abo lit ion ists#

1 James E l l io t  Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
IT , 434# “  “ “

2Ibid » , p• 601#
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CHAPTER I

THE DEVELOPMENT OP NEW ENGLAND TRANSCENDENTALISM

To understand what 5s meant by New England transcenden

talism and its  s ign ificance in the growth of American thought, 

i t  should be remembered that the movement in New England was 

only a single part of the wav© of humanitarian idealism which 

swept over the Western World at the end of the eighteenth 

century# That century had seen man’ s reason upheld as the only 

true basis of knowledge«. The thinlcers of the age applied reason 

to support the institu tions of the church and state and to 

d icta te  the methods of l i t e ra ry  expression# I t  was only 

natural, therefore, that tho revo lt  against eighteenth contury 

rationalism should have its  roots In the areas of philosophy, 

r e l ig io n ,  p o l i t ic s ,  and literature#

Recognizing that transcendentalism is a particular form 

of idealism drawing on Platonic and other sources and that there 

is some danger o f over-s im p lifica t ion , 1 w i l l  l im it  the review 

o f the philosophical backgrounds of New England transcendental

ism to that period immediately p rior to i t s  r ise «

Important among the philosophioal sources of New England 

transcendentalism is the philosophy o f John Locke# His ph il

osophy Is expressed In his Essay on Human Understanding pub

lished in 1690#

In this essay, Locke maintains that man acquires a l l  his 

knowledge through the senses and that he can know only that

1
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which be has experienced# At b irth , man’ s mind is a blank 

s late  upon which the various experiences record certa in  impres

sions of fa c t s # From this notion, Locke'concludes that man has 

a pos it ive  knowledge o f nothing but the physical world which 

he perceives through his senses and can only by fa ith  believe 

in the existence of a sp ir itu a l world# To have any v a l id i ty ,  

the ideas of in f in it y  must be based on sensual experience#

Since such experience is lacking, Locke considers in f in it y  as 

a negative quality  which has s ign ificance only with respect 

to space, duration, and number# The human conscience, to 

Locke, is nothing but man’ s opinions of his own actions, and 

the question of morals depends upon the fac t that the good 

experiences of l i f e  bring man pleasant sensations while e v i l  

experiences bring him pain# This being granted, Locke maintains 

that man w i l l  naturally search fo r  good and shun ev il#  Because 

the immortality of the human soul has no lo g ica l basis and 

cannot be confirmed by the senses, Locke holds that a higher 

l i f e  only probably exists# According to Locke, probability  is 

the guide to s im ilar problems which cannot be proved by the 

senses»

At this point in the eighteenth century debate upon the 

nature of man’ s ideas and his acquisition of knowledge, the 

voice of a German, Immanuel Kant, was heard through his 

Critique of Pure Reason, published in 1781# The substance o f 

Kant’ s observations upon these questions is expressed thus in

Harold C# Goddard’ s words:
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Kant « # # taught that time and space are not external 
r e a l i t ie s  or even concepts derived from external experi
ence, but ways in which the mind constitutes i t s  world of 
senses»- # # <5 The idea of God » * # of freedom and of 
immortality are inev itab le  intu itions of the p ractica l 
nature of man«. » * * Innate, o r ig in a l,  universal, a 
p r io r i , in tu it iv e — these are words a l l  o f which convey 

* r the thought

Hotable contributions to the philosophical bases of the 

movement were made by several other thinkers, who were fo r  the 

most part Germans«. Among them was Frederick Henry Jacobi 

(1743-1819), who expounded an in tu it iv e  fa ith  which allowed 

him certa in  moments of mystical visions of truths ’’ respecting 

God, Providence, Immortality, Freedom, and Moral Law*”^

Another German, Johann Gottlieb  Fichte (1762-1814), expressed a 

heroic b e l ie f  that human w i l l  is fr e e ,  that man exists within 

his own mind, and that God is a creation o f the s ou 1 # ̂  A 

d isc ip le  o f Fichte was Friedrich von Schelling (1775-1854), 

but Schelling freed man from the subjective lim itations placed 

upon his thinking by F ich te ’ s philosophy and re-established 

the rec ip roc ity  between man’ s soul and the s p ir i t  of nature# 

From nature man may progress to In te l l ig en ce , and from In te l 

ligence man may work out to nature again#^

Standing out In even a b r ie f  study of the new thought

•'■Harold C# Goddard, Studies in Hew England Transcenden- 
ta lism , p# 3#

P̂Octavius B, Frotbingham, Transcendentalism in Hew England, 
P # 24 #

^Ib id «, p* 27#

^ Ib id #, p# 41#
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which was 'bringing -a revolution against sensationalism and pure 

reason in the la te  eighteenth century is the increased s i g n i f i 

cance applied to the individual# I f  one man is bom, as Kant 

said, with certain innate ideas of the immortality of his soul 

and the existence of a higher soul, then i t  must fo llow  that 

a l l  men possess these ideas at birth# I f  the mystical union 

o f Jacobi with the external truths arise from an Intu ition  of 

these truths, a l l  men are capable of such experiences# Like

wise, i f  Fichte can hold that manrs mind creates the world, and 

his soul creates God, each man must be allowed to claim an 

abiding oresence of God within himself# Such were the thoughts 

abroad In the closing years of the eighteenth century, the 

thoughts which were to strengthen the emphasis placed upon the 

value of the Individual in the libera lism  of the nineteenth 

century#

As might be expected, this new insistence on the d ign ity  

of man, the sanctity of his individual personality , and the 

equality of one man with another soon led to attacks upon 

the established authority of the soc ia l Institutions# The f i r s t  

cry of alarm against the trad itions which bound the individual 

to the regulations of p o l i t i c a l  and re lig ious authority came 

from Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) of Prance#5 Rousseau's 

arguments rest upon the general principles that God is the

®Even 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 soc ia l in s t itu tion s .
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symbol o f the supreme good, that nature re f le c ts  His goodness, 

and that man shares goodness with God and nature». Rousseau 

ca lls  the existence of e v i l  in the world the result o f a per

version o f the natural goodness from its  intended result of 

righteousness and virtue in man* Rousseau finds the primary 

source of these perversions in the Institu tions which society 

has imposed upon man* his essay, The Social Contract (1762), 

contains his cry fo r  freedom and ind iv iduality* He contends 

that governments are derived from a covenant between man and 

the sta te--a  covenant which guarantees to each man his rights 

of l ib e r ty ,  equality , and property* The individuals taken 

together are the sovereign, Rousseau says, and the government 

is only a device fo r  maintaining order»®

The d irec t re la tion  of these thoughts espoused by Rousseau 

to the s t ir r in g  battle  cry of "L iberty , Equality, and Frater

n ity  which spurred the French c it izens  to r ise  in revo lt  may 

read ily  be seen**? Even though the zealous French rebels 

carried the ir  revolution to an extreme which la rge ly  defeated 

th e ir  o r ig in a l purpose, one of i t s  positive results was that 

man was able to see that he no longer need accept the authority 

o f soc ia l and p o l i t ic a l  institu tions which spring from trad i

tion alone. This s p ir i t  o f subjecting trad ition  to a new * 7

^Louis R. Gottschalk, The Era o f the French Revolution, 
pp* 77-78* ^

7Rousseau was not, o f course, the only thinker who con
tributed to the French Revolution in 1792* The purpose here 
is to Indicate the revo lu tion 's  re la tion  to the expression of 
individualism found in transcendentalism*
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investigation  is the major link "by which Goddard binds the

French Revolution to Few England transcendentalism:

* * r the transcendental s p ir i t  partook to an extra
ordinary degree o f that d istrust of the past, that 
optim istic fa ith  in the future, the confidence in the 
e f f ica cy  o f a formula fo r  solving the problems of 
mankind, whgch inspired the most sanguine mind of 
1709„ , ® ,°

Because p o l i t i c a l  independence had long been an accom

plished fac t  in the United States by the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, the new emotional atmosphere among Americans 

aroused the ir  enthusiasm to e f fe c t  changes in institu tions 

other than the state® At that time, no American strong

hold of authority exerted s t r ic t e r  controls upon society than 

did the Calv in ist Church of Few England® Thus the American 

chase of the worldwide movement of individualism centered 

i t s e l f  in Few England and became essen tia lly  a re lig ious 

revolution®

Tbs re lig ious fe rvo r  which drew the Puritan fathers to 

seek refuge in the new world could not have endured forever®

The same s o i l  which offered i t s e l f  as a haven fo r  the r e l i g i 

ously austere had within i t  the vast resources of wealth and 

ultimate self-indulgence® I t  was inevitab le  that the succeed

ing generations were bound less and less to the doctrine of 

the to ta l  depravity o f man®

Early in the eighteenth century, according to Frothingham, 

the fathers of the Calv in ist Church were pained to witness a

° Goddard, Studies in Hew England Transcendentalism, 
ppr 185-186®



steady weakening of th e ir  authority by a number of l ib e ra l  

re lig iou s  movements# The Antinomians were teaching that the 

gospel dispensation promises that fa ith  alone is necessary to 

salvation and that, with respect to his eternal soul, man has 

no use fo r  moral law nor obligations to uphold it#  Other 

Americans were fo i]ow ing the concepts of the Dutchman, James 

Arminius (1560-1609), by maintaining that the e lection  fo r  

salvation is conditional upon the ind iv idua l’ s state of grace, 

that there is universal atonement fo r  man’ s sins, and that the 

individual may be regenerated by the Holy Spirit#

The man who rose to lead the offense against the under

mining forces of these radicals was Jonathan Edwards (1703- 

1758)« Under his inspiration from 1727 to 1750, the Calvin ist 

Church in America experienced the rev iva l of evangelica l 

enthusiasm generally known as the Great Awakening# Much o f 

the s p ir i t  of Kdwards’ re lig ious enthusiasm, his Idea lism ,' and 

his inc lination  to mysticism was to be recaptured by the tran

scendental! sts a hundred years la te r «

To the re lig iou s  l ib era ls  of Edwards’ own day, however, 

re lig ious enthusiasm and sp ir itu a l rev iva l were exceedingly 

d is ta s te fu l.  By the time the l ib e ra l  group of Unitarian 

ministers had made the ir  formal break with the Calv in ist 

Church in 1785,® a l l  displays of emotions and sentiments of 

mysticism were due to be suppressed in deference to John

®In this year the King’ s Church in Boston eliminated the 
doctrine o f the Holy T r in ity ,  an act c rys ta liz in g  the Unitarian 
movement in the United States#
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LockeTs sensationalist philosophy and the conventions observed 

in the Neo-Classical l i t e ra ry  movement of the day# The impor

tance of Locke' s philosophy and of these l i t e ra ry  conventions 

to the thought of practic ing Unitarians is noted by Frothingham 

In his assertion that Unitarians "discarded the doctrine o f 

innate ideas, and its  kindred be lie fs#  # # # Unitarianism

# * # has ra re ly , I f  ever, been taught or held by any man of
«10eminence in the church who was a Platonist# Unitarians,

as a group, denied the whole proposition of Innate knowledge 

and re lied  on their  senses to bring them the knowledge they 

sought# Generally, the New England Unitarians had keen, 

orderly minds# They were carefu l reasoners, good scholars, 

and c lear thinkers#’ They were ch arac ter is t ica lly  conservative 

in p o l i t ic s ,  l i te ra tu re ,  a r t ,  and soc ia l ethics# For something 

to be popular among them, i t  had to be reasonable, that is ,  to 

make "common sense#” They were distressed by mysticism and 

metaphysics# Dreamers and v is ionaries  were repugnant to them, 

as was anyone who disturbed th e ir  in te l le c tu a l peace# "Unitar

ian leaders were distinguished by practica l wisdom, sober 

judgements, and balanced thoughtfulness, that weighed opinions 

on the scale of evidence and argument#” -*-̂  The feature of 

Unitarianism which was eventually incorporated into the tran

scendental philosophy was their  free  thought in relig ion#

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

-^Frothingham, Transcendentalism in New England, p# 109#
_ _

Ibid *  ̂ p* 110#
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absolute freedom of the human mind as th e ir  characteristic  

f a i t h . T h u s , from the strange mixture of their  insistence 

upon the pos itive  value of free  inquiry by the individual and 

their  denial of the ind iv idua l’ s a b i l i t y  to experience a 

mystical union with a higher sp ir itu a l power, the Unitarians 

opened the challenge to carry their  re lig ious free-th inking to 

even more l ib e ra l  conclusions«*

Among the f i r s t  to accept the challenge of l ib e ra l  

Unitarianism was Dr* William E llery  Channing (1780-1842), who 

was a Unitarian in such a special sense that he formed the link 

between his church and the transcendental movement* Dr* 

Channing was aroused by the cold and lo g ic a l  atmosphere which 

pervaded the Unitarian Church in his day* Because he was a 

man o f deep sp ir itu a l sentiments and strong re lig ious enthu

siasm, he began to sense the dangers in a r e l ig ion  which 

excluded such expressions of enthusiasm* In his sermons and 

a r t ic le s  fo r  the Christian Examiner, Dr* Channing upheld the 

d iv in ity  o f human nature, maintaining "the p oss ib i l i ty  of man's 

gaining some insight of Universal Order," and he "respected 

the lo f t y  aspirations which prompt men to seek a perfect 

knowledge of the Divine Laws«"-^

The challenge to his church to close the gap between its  

extreme rationalism and the current step toward in stin ctive  

thinking was made in part by his words spoken in 1824: 12 13

1 2 Ib id c, p, 114.

1 3 Ib id . ,  pp. 1 1 1 - 1 1 2 .

i
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how, re l ig ion  ought to he dispensed in accommodation to 
the s p ir i t  and character of our age* Men desire exc ite 
ment, and re l ig ion  must be communicated in a more exciting  
form* * * « They want a re l ig ion  which w i l l  take a 
strong hold upon them* * # * Much as the age requires 
in te l le c tu a l culture in a minister, i t  requires s t i l l  
more, thab his acquisitions of truth should be instin ct 
with l i f e  and fe e l in g «-^

In 1832 the transcendental movement broke away from the 

sphere of influence of the Unitarian Church# This fa c t  was 

manifested hy the resignation of Ralph Waldo Emerson from his 

pulpit in the Second Church in Boston« Emerson had long been 

concerned about the adherence to trad it ion a l r itu a l hy the 

church, and in 1832 he decided, a fte r  much serious r e f le c t io n , 

that he could no 1 onger in good conscience administer the 

sacrament of communion# In Emerson’ s ooinion, man was not 

dependent u'^on such formal r ite s  fo r  his most climactic r e l i 

gious experiences, because these came from the inner recesses 

of man’ s s p ir i t  and not from the outward forms of sacramental 

rites#

To avoid the impression that the transcendentalists 

e ffected  an abrupt break with the Unitarian Church, several 

facts may be pointed out# F irs t ,  although Emerson resigned 

from his f i r s t  m in is ter ia l appointment and never again accepted 

a permanent church position , he did f i l l  the pulpit o f Unitarian 

churches on several occasions thereafter# And second, such an 

ardent transcendentalist as Theodore Parker, along with others, 

continued to preach regularly In Unitarian churches a fte r  14

1 4.
"Madeleine Hooke Rice, Federal Street Pastor, The L ife  

o f William E llery  Channlng, p# 96#
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embracing the transcendentailst philosophy# In fa c t ,  so close

were the transcendentailsts to the Unitarians that i t  was

exceedingly d i f f i c u l t  to he a transcendentalist without f i r s t

having been a Unitarian# As G-oddard states I t ,  ’’ though not

impossible— i t  was hard fo r  others than Unitarians to become

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l i s t s M o r e  e x p l ic i t ly ,  Perry M il le r  asserts:

Although the members fancied that there were great d i f f e r 
ences among themselves, which they took with an ostenta
tious and often exaggerated seriousness, s t i l l  from our 
point of view they can be seen as pretty  much of a single 
s tr ipe : they were a l l  young Unitarians who between 1830
and 1840 revolted against Unibarlanlsm«^®

Thus, M il le r  concludes that New England transcendentalism may

be most accurately understood as a re lig ious demonstration of

’’ radicalism in revo lt  against a rational conservatism; # # # a

protest o f the human s p ir i t  against emotional starvation*” ^

In 1819, when Edward Everett, George Bancroft, and George

Ticknor returned to New England fr^m th e ir  studies at GSttingen

In Germany, a great impetus was given toward the study of the

German language and reading German lite ra tu re  in New England#

This in terest was aided by the appointment of Charles T* Pollen

as instructor in German at Harvard in 1825«-'-® Soon the l i te ra ry

works of Goethe, Richter, and Novalis and the philosophies of 1

1 -S-‘"-'Goddard, Studies in New England Transcendentalism, 
p* 32# , '

16
Perry M ille r , The Transcendentalists, p# 7 *

1 7 Ib id » ,  p# 8 #

-'■'-'Goddard, Studies in New EnPoland Transcendentali sm, 
pp# 30-31#
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Kant, Jacobi, P lcbte, Herder, Schelling, and others were being 

read and assimilated in the ir  o r ig ina l German by the Americans*.

The growing group of New England transcendentailsts were 

not, however, en tire ly  dependent upon a knowledge of German 

and the reading o f German l ite ra tu re  fo r  their inspiration®

In England, Thomas Carlyle assumed the task of bringing German 

philosophy and l ite ra tu re  to the English-speaking world through 

numerous translations and penetrating crit ic ism s of the German 

authors® Furthermore, Samuel Taylor Coleridre and William 

Wordsworth were producing or ig ina l works of philosophy and 

poetry which s t irred  the imagination of th e ir  New England 

readers. From France, a lso, came the works o f Cousin, Jouffrey, 

and Mine® de Stael to help sa t is fy  the desires fo r  new thoughts 

in new forms o f expression*

Tt does not seem necessary to recount the individual 

achievements or contributions of these German, English, and 

French writers® The point to be emphasized here is that, as 

leaders in the Romantic movement, they broke from the c lass ic
j

rules o f l i t e ra ry  convention in the attempt to formulate a 

more natural s ty le  of self-expression® Both Carlyle and 

Coleridge were transcendental!st writers who strongly emphasized 

the role of in tu it ion  in knowledge® Ascribing to a philosoohy 

which upheld the d ign ity  of the individual because of the 

d iv in ity  o f human nature, they strove to reveal the individual 

d ign ity  in the.common man and to emphasize the unlimited 

potenbial o f every l i f e *  In addition, the intense emotionalism 

of th e ir  l i t e ra ry  products re flec ted  th e ir  emphasis upon the
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sp ir itu a l capacities of man which placed him in d irec t re la tion  

to the higher order of the universe*

Insnired by the philosophy and l ite ra tu re  of Europe and 

England, the New England transcendentalists began to write 

essays, poems, and cr it ic ism s, which reached the public primarily 

through periodicals * In his study, The Periodicals o f American 

Transcendentalism, Clarence G-ohdes gives an account o f the 

purposes and achievements of eleven publications-^ which were 

active  from 1835 to 1886 as vehicles fo r  transcendental l i t e r a 

ture * Of these publications, The D ial is the best known* 

Conceived as a quarterly “Magazine fo r  l i te ra tu re ,  Philosophy, 

and R e lig ion , 15 Hie D ial appeared in four volumes from July,

1640, until ApriJ, 1844* The editorship o f the transcendental 

period 3 cal was shared by Margaret Pu lle r , Ralph Waldo Emerson, 

and Henry David Thoreau* The f i r s t  volume of The Dial was 

prefaced by the ed ito r 's  note to the readers, which was written 

by Emerson, stating the objectives of the publication?

We in v ite  the attention of our countrymen to new 
design* « • * We do not wish to say pretty or curious 
things, or to re ite ra te  a few propositions In varied 
forms, but, i f  we can, to give expression to that sp ir i t  
which l i f t s  men to a higher platform, restores to them 
the re lig ious sentiment, brings them worthy aims and 
pure pleasures, purges the inward eye, makes l i f e  less 
desultory, and through ra is ing men to the le v e l  o f nature, 
takes away its  melancholy from the landscape, and recon
c ile s  the practica l with the speculative powers *20

^Included are The Western Messenger; The Boston Quar
te r ly  Review; The D3al; The Present; The Harbinger; The Sp’i r i t  
o f “the Age; Asthetic  Papers; The Massachusetts Quarterly 
~Hevlew; fhe D ia l , C incinnati; The" RadTcal; and 'The Index*

Of) ̂ George W il l is  Cooke, An H is to r ica l and Bibliographic al 
In t roduction to Accompany “ The D ia l , ,r~T, "l»4*
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V irtu a lly  a l l  o f the pieces contributed to The Dial were 

i l lu s t r a t iv e  o f the guiding principles set fo rth  by the editors«. 

And v ir tu a l ly  a l l  of the men and women who were interested in 

the thoughts and sentiments of transcendentalism made con tr i

butions to the four volumes o f The D ia l» Making no pretensions 

to l i t e ra ry  a r t is t ry ,  the transeendenta i ls t s  were, through The1 

D ia l , g iv ing voice to "that s p ir i t  which l i f t s  men to a higher 

platform*n The men and women who contributed their  thoughts 

to The Dial were a l l  young* Ripley was th ir ty -e igh t ,  Emerson 

th irty-seven , Margaret Pu lle r, Theodore Parker, and W,H*

Obanning were th ir ty *  Thoreau was but' twenty-three * In l igh t  

of the youthfulness and idealism of these leaders, i t  is not 

hard to understand that The Dial was f i l l e d  with the high hopes 

and dreams of those who had not tes bed themselves by long 

experience or severe t r ia l *

The Dia l  was the product of that group o f young men and 

women who composed what was called the Transcendental Club*

This association was a natural outgrowth of the temper of the 

times* The club was sustained by the conviction of i t s  members 

that something must be done about the state o f preva iling  

opinion in theology* Dr* Henry Hedge, a prominent educator 

and transcendentalist re f le c ted , HWhat prec ise ly  we wanted, 

i t  would have been d i f f i c u l t  fo r  us to state* What we strongly 

f e l t  was d issa tis fa c t ion  with the reigning sensuous philosophy, 

dating from Locke, on which our Unitarian theology was based*” ^  *

21Ibid « , p. 49 »
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The binding force of the club was simply "sympathy o f studies 

and of aso ira t ion «” ^  The exact beginnings of the club are 

rather hard to pin down»* No announcements were made, no 

invita tions were sent* In 1836, four young Unitarian minis- 

ters--R*W, Emerson, F*TT* Hedge, George Ripley, and George 

Putnam— came together fo r  conversation and agreed to meet again 

to discuss the problems within the church* Meeting at R ip ley fa 

house, September 19, 1836, were Emerson, Hedge, Amos B* A lco tt, 

James Freeman Clarke, and Convers Francis* Among those to jo in  

the group la te r  were Margaret Fu lle r, Theodore Parker, Orestes 

Brownson, William H* Cbanning, C.A. Bartol, Elizabeth P* Peabody, 

Caleb Stetson, John S* Dwight, Jones Very, Rev. Thomas T* Stone, 

and Henry David Thoreau. Among the typ ica l subjects discussed 

at these meetings were Law, Truth, Ind iv idu a lity , Theology, 

Revelation, Insp ira t ion , Providence, and the Personality of 

God* Emerson once remarked that the conversations were beyond 

the comprehension o f some in the group* One of these declared 

that the meetings were " l ik e  going to heaven in a swing*"23

The friendships that resulted from the Transcendental 

Club were of great Importance to the movement* No doubt 

Emerson, Parker, and A lcott would have come to the same con

clusions that they f in a l ly  reached, but to many of the other 

members, the club provided encouragement and a stimulus fo r  

th e ir  expression o f those truths which they sought* Thus i t

" bid *, p * 48 *
23Ib id •, p, 54*
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was in its  e ffe c ts  upon our l ite ra tu re  that the^Transcendental 

Club had i t s  ch ie f values

There was too much in the cluh of enthusiasm, too much 
of romantic antic ipation , too much o f froth  and f o l l y ;  
but there was also much o f bold in i t ia t i v e ,  daring 
innovation, and courage to look at l i f e  as i t  is«. The 
resu lt was that the old ways were forsaken, and fresh 
l i f e  and truthfulness came into our l i t e ra tu r e «^4

Prom this review o f the origins of the transcendental 

movement in New England, certa in  facts stand out«- Paramount 

is the conclusion that New England transcendentalism was 

bas ica lly  the American phase of the new sense of individualism 

which s t irred  the Western World during the la t t e r  eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries« Within the area of philosophy 

there was the reaction of idealism to materialism and sensa

tionalism; in p o l i t ic s ,  the individual asserted his independence 

from submission to excessive government« The churches experi

enced a rev iva l of emotional and sp ir itu a l enthusiasm which 

threatened to cast o f f  the restrain ing bonds of sobriety and 

decorum; and through the new poetry and f ic t io n ,  the aroused 

emotions found a more natural form of se lf-expression than had 

been aliowed by previous l i t e ra ry  conventions« As those 

changes in the in d iv id u a ls  thoughts and conduct were assimi

lated by the New Englanders who yet retained the s in cer ity , 

n o b i l i ty ,  purity, and morality of their  Puritan ancestors, 

transcendentalism came to f u l l  flower«

A second important consideration is the fa c t  that since

^ I b i d « , p« 55*
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New England transcendentalism was shaped by the simultaneous 

Influences of new ideas in re l ig io n ,  l i te ra tu re ,  and philosophy, 

i t  cannot f in a l ly  be placed as an exclusive feature o f any one 

o f the three« The conclusion that the movement was essen tia lly  

re lig iou s  is correct because the majority o f the transcenden- 

ta l is t s  were c lose ly  associated with the Unitarian Church»

The transcendentalists were, nevertheless, active  in the f i e ld  

of l i te ra tu re »  And while th e ir  l i t e ra ry  achievements may have 

been secondary to th e ir  philosophical purpose, th e ir  tran

scendental writings exerted-an extremely strong force upon 

American culture in the nineteenth century«



CHAPTER I I

EMERSONIAN TRANSCENDEDTALISM:

PHILOSOPHY OP INDIVIDUALISM

As the "new thought" o f transcendentalism developed in 

New England, Emerson, the Unitarian m inister, recognized that 

i t  contained a close a f f in i t y  with his own pre-established 

convictions» He was primarily interested in the moral nature 

o f things, not In passion or action as such, not In science 

nor in le t t e r s ,  not in d iv in ity ,  but in morals# Emerson had 

co llected  truisms and these became his law; they showed the 

moral nature of man, they declared God# Transcendentailst 

thought conformed to his temperament and the natural motions 

of bis mind# I t  made him sovereign in his own righ t; i t  

delivered into his hands the entire universe fo r  his own# In 

pronortion as he formulated his Ideas o f transcendentalism, 

Emerson came to his in te l le c tu a l maturity# This process was 

completed by his th ir t ie th  year# He l e f t  those "corpse cold" 

ideas of the church and ceased to put his thoughts forth in a 

Christian dress# They no?/ wore the raiment of transcendental 

expression# Actually there was less change in Emerson than 

anpeared from around 1832, when he- quit the m inistry, and 

1836, when he published Nature# His thoughts were the same as 

they had always been; he was the same man; he had never changed 

his fa ith ,  fo r  he had only one# But he had cast o f f  the old 

skin of trad it ion a l Christianity# His hook, Nature, was the

18
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manifestation of that fact#

There are three main ideas in the hook# F ir s t ,  with 

regard to the soul: the soul is d ivine and iden tica l in a l l

men, a spark o f e te rn ity ,  a portion of God# Thus i t  possesses 

the means of a l l  knowledge, whether of s e l f ,  o f nature, or of 

God# Secondly, with regard to nature: nature is the v is ib le ,

tangible manifestation of God, or, metaphysically, the r e a l i 

zation o f God in the unconscious# Its  sole function is to 

unlock the capacities o f the soul, whether as energy or as 

knowledge, "to  supplement i t  as the material supplements the 

to o l,  to d istribute i ts  unconscious as the prism distributes 

the ray #"•*• Nature is the agency by which the soul becomes 

apparent in power and knowledge# Thirdly, with regard to 

God: de ity  has unobstructed access to a l l  o f every soul, and,

conversely, every soul has access to a l l  o f d e ity , the process 

in e ither case being a divine inflowing that comes not in a 

steady stream, but only in moments o f mystically expanded 

being# These three ideas— the primacy o f the soul, the 

su ffic iency  of nature, and the immediacy o f God--are the t r ip le  

root from which grows Emersonrs entire thought on the universe, 

in a philosophical sense# In Nature the emphasis is given to 

the second o f the three main ideas#

In Nature, Emerson says that currently "man applies to 

nature but h a lf  his force# He works on the world with his 

understanding alone# # # # Whilst his arms are strong, and

George Edward Woodherry, Ralph Waldo Emerson, p# 48®1
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his d igestion good, his mind is  imbruted, and he is a s e l f ish

savage.”  ̂ This need not be true according to Emerson#. Man is

disunited with himself 'because be looks at nature only from a

se l f ish  viewpoint# ’’ But,” says Emerson,

when a fa i th fu l  thinker, resolute to detach every object 
from personal relations and see i t  in the l igh t  of a 
thought, shall at the same time, kindle science with a 
f i r e  of the h o lies t  a f fec t ion s , then w i l l  God go forth  
anew into the creation«®

Emerson says that we must see the everyday ’commonplace facts 

of nature as miracles, fo r  that is the "invariab le  mark o f 

wisdom#” To the rhetor ica l questions, What is a day? What 

is  summer? What is  a child? What is sleep? he answers,

” To our blindness these things seem unaffecting# • « • But 

when the fa c t  is seen under the l igh t  of an idea # * • we 

behold the rea l higher law . ” 4 He says that to receive the 

ultimate truths as revealed by nature, we must, as the Bible 

says, "become as a l i t t l e  c h i ld •” Emerson says the ” sun 

illuminates only the eye of man, but shines into the eye and 

the heart o f a child#” ® He goes on to develop the idea by 

saying that the true lover of nature is one who has ’’ retained 

the s p ir i t  o f infancy even into the era of manhood#” ® And again,

R̂#W# Emerson, Nature, in Selections From Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, An Organic Anthology, ed# Stephen E# Wbicher, p#~5 4 # 
This anthology w i l l  henceforth be id en tif ied  by the fo llow ing 
short t i t l e :  Selections (ed# Whicher)•

Ibid #, P* 55*

4Ibid#

®Ibid » , PP<i 2 3 “*¡3 4: #><

° Ib id #, P* 24 is
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"Infancy is the perpetual Messiah, which comes into the arms

of fa l le n  men and pleads with them to return to paradise«."^

When we view nature, then, with the proper blending of both

inward and outward senses, we can go into the woods and return

to reason and fa ith# I t  Is of the process of rece iv ing this

reason and fa ith  that Emerson makes his f i r s t  o f several

statements concerning the transcendental mystical experiences

Standing on the bare ground—my head bathed by the b lithe 
a ir  and u p l i f t in g  into in f in i t e  space— a l l  mean egotism 
vanishes# I  become a transparent eyeball; I  am nothing;
I  see a l l ;  the currents o f the Universal Being c ircu late  
through me; I  am part and parcel o f God#8

Emerson speaks o f nature as the medium between God and

man—’the three ( God, nature, man) being akin because of the

sp ir itu a l element or d iv in ity  in nature and man# The main

purpose of the book Is to present the theory that the secret

o f nature w i l l  be unraveled by no man who divorces nature and

man, but only by him who perceives th e ir  sp ir itua l harmony,

or unity--through the Over-soul, as developed in his essay by

that name# The function of nature is to unfold the soul# I t

does this hy v irtue of the perfect correspondence o f nature

and the soul# At the contact of the' two, the functions of the

soul--the images, ideas, and concepts p re-ex isting  in the

soul— arise into consciousness and become knowledge#^ By

contact with nature, every function of the soul is perfected

7 Ib id , ,  p# 53#

ibid 9 , p 9 24 #
q
’"George E# Wood berry, Ralph Waldo Emerson, p# 133#
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in action# When the latent consciousness is en tire ly  drawn 

out and exposed as knowledge, then w i l l  nature he completely 

comprehended, and correspondence w i l l  he perfect# This same 

theme was expanded in Emerson's essay "P lato ; Or, The Philoso

pher" in his Representative Men, published in 1850«

There is perhaps no important idea in Emerson's la te r  

writings which was not f i r s t  contained in Nature, e ither fu l ly  

developed or in embryo# I f  we think o f Nature as a preview of 

Emerson's la te r  ideas, we might w e ll think o f his essay "The 

Over-soul,, as the cornerstone of his whole doctrine® In this 

essay, Emerson tr ied  to formulate the basis on which his 

theories were to stand® Not content with the "God-as-Father" 

and "Man-as-Brother" idea o f  the Unitarians, Emerson tried to 

establish an even closer relationship* He wanted to bring a l l  

men into a monistic relationship which could only be achieved 

through some u n itiz ing  master scheme# This was accomplished 

by the employment o f what Emerson ca lled  the Over-soul#

According to his thesis, the Over-soul is universal, i t  

pervades a l l  things, i t  is the Absolute Mind, i t  is God# The 

Over-soul is shared commonly by a l l  men yet possessed by none# 

Every person Is to the Over-soul as an in le t  is to an ocean#

We are f i l l e d  with i ts  f lood , but are nothing but dry and dusty 

banks without it#  The Over-soul is the source of a l l  power and 

knowledge# Man's perception o f 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 receive it® As Emerson 

says, "Our fa ith  comes In moments# # * « [T]bere Is a depth in
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those b r ie f  moments which constrains us to ascribe more rea l i ty  

to them than to a l l  other experiences In those moments of

submission to the Universal Mind, or the Over-soul, the moral 

law of the universe is received into us, so that we learn what 

is  r igh t and true, not by experience, but becaijse there is in 

us the fountain o f a l l  wisdom and authority* This theory, as 

can be seen, places the individual man, with his capacity fo r  

d irec t  communication with the Over-soul, fa r  above any human 

institution® When man is obedient to the workings of the 

Over-soul, then man becomes inseparable from God; indeed, man 

becomes God# nAs there is no screen or c e i l in g  between our 

heads and the in f in it e  heavens, so there is no bar or wall in 

the soul where man, the e f fe c t ,  ceases, and God, the cause, 

begins#” -^ And again, Emerson says, HThe simplest person who 

in his in teg r ity  worships God, becomes God, M12

The Over-soul, with i ts  d irec t  communication with man, 

accomplishes more than any church, with i ts  traditions and 

forms, is able to do* Emerson said that only when we have 

broken our god of trad ition  ” may God f i r e  the heart with his
”1 *7

presence*n’LO On another occasion, Emerson expressed the same * 1

■̂ R#W# Emerson, "The Over-soul,” The Complete Works of 
Ralph Waldo Emerson (Current Opinion Ed it ion ], ITj" 267® This 
ed ition  w i l l  henceforth be id en tif ied  by the fo llow ing  short 
t i t l e :  Complete Works (Current Opinion Ed®)#

1 1 TMd®, p® 280#
1 2Ibid t , p® 292#
.13Ibid#
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idea by saying:

The fa ith  that stands on authority is not faith». The 
reliance on authority measures the decline o f r e l ig ion , 
the withdrawal of the soul« The position men have given 
to Jesus, now fo r  many centuries, is a position of 
author! ty

I t  would lo g ic a l ly  fo llow  then, that any authority such as the 

church, or even Jesus, is an obstruction to the attainment of 

pure re lig ious truth, and not an aid« Only from the Over-soul, 

which is the Universal Mind, or Emerson's concept of Cod, can 

pure truth be revealed« Emerson accepted the example of 

Jesus' l i f e ,  but not his d iv in ity *  ” That Jesus lived  purely 

was his strong argument he declared. So, what need have

?ie o f the church, or any human institu tion? inquires Emerson« 

Tho individual man Is a l l - s u f f ic ie n t »

The question surely arises, how could Emerson be certain 

when he was rece iv ing  the truth? He never doubted or dared to 

question that, because i t  was not Emerson per se who received 

the truth, but the soul which was In Emerson and is in us all® 

” The soul is the perceiver and revealer of truth« We know 

truth when we see i t  » • « from opinion, as we know when we 

are awake that we are a w a k e T h e  individual, l e f t  to his 

own devices, could never be sure of recognizing truth. nProm 

within or from behind, a l igh t  shines through us upon things

•^Ib id », p. 295«

"^Charles J* Woodbury, Talks With Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
p® 107.

Emerson, ” The Over-soul,” Complete Works (Current 
Opinion Ed«), I I ,  279*
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and makes us aware that we are nothing, hut the l igh t  is 

a l l « " l 7 A man is  nothing more than a façade o f the soul«.

An individual can command no respect on his own merit» As 

Emerson stated i t ,

What we commonly c a l l  man, the eating, drinking, planting, 
counting man, does not as we know him, represent himself# 
Him we do not respect, hut the soul, whose organ be is ,  
would he l e t  i t  appear through his action, would make 
our knees hend• When i t  breathes through his in t e l le c t ,  
i t  is genius; when i t  breathes through his w i l l ,  i t  is  
v irtue; when i t  flows through his a ffe c t ion , i t  is love#18

A l l  human knowledge, then, is  a pious reception of God's 

truth, which we, as ind ividuals, have done nothing to create# 

For we cannot even determine what we think# A l l  we can do 

is to c lear  our senses of, a l l  obstructions and le t  the l igh t  

shine in# Emerson described a moment of truth as a dazzling 

experience enrapturing our senses, an ecstacy# But when we 

cease to report exactly what the moment revealed to us and 

begin to correct or con trive , then i t  ceases to be truth# Man 

can know and understand God’ s truth because man has God's 

d ivine element within him* He is like  God; therefore, man can 

communicate with Him# Yet these moments of ecsta tic  communica

tion cannot be induced by man, but are given from God, and 

the knowledge comes as "ins igh t; i t  comes as serehity and 

grandeur,"19 and i t  is an intuition# 17 18 19

1 7 Ib id », p. 270«

1 8 Ib id * , p* 271*
19Ibid », p, 289*
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The supremacy of the individual man was the very heart

of Emerson’ s philosophy# A l l  human institu tions , whether

sp ir itu a l,  soc ia l,  or fra te rn a l,  could not render a fract ion

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 group# This message, in "some form, was always at the
20heart of Emerson’ s essays, speeches, and sermons#

Emerson’ s essay, S p i r i tu a l  Laws," is a very strong 

statement of his view of individual se lf-su ff ic ien cy#  The 

thesis here is that man should not choose his profession, 

fr iends, modes of action, or anything e lse , but should simply 

cut a i l  soc ia l t ies  and set himself a d r i f t  in the ’’ stream of 

power and wisdom which animates a l l  whom i t  f lo a ts ,  and [impels 

him J without e f fo r t  # » « to truth, to right and a perfect 

contentment#"^ For, asserts Emerson, ”What your heart thinks 

great, is great. The sou l’ s emphasis is always right

On August 31, 1837, Emerson delivered perhaps what was 

his strongest appeal fo r  pure individuality# This appeal 

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

^ I n  his one-hundred-twenty-third sermon at the Second 
Chur'ch in Boston, he said, ” A trust in yourself is the height 
not of pride but of p ie ty , an unwillingness to learn of any 
but God himself#” See Ralph L# Rusk, The L ife  of Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, p# 158 #

p 1
R.W# Emerson, "Sp ir itua l Laws," Complete Works (Current 

Opinion Ed#), IT, 139#
77Ibid#, p. 145#
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Harvard* Emerson's message on this occasion was that the 

young scholar must be free  of any lim ita tion  on his in te l le c tu a l 

inquiry and that the scholar could not be a leader o f  men 

unless he were en t ire ly  s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t *  "In s e l f- t ru s t  a l l  the 

virtues are comprehended* Free should the scholar be, free  and 

brave* Free even to the d e fin it ion  of freedom, without any 

hindrance that does not arise out of his own co n s t itu t io n * "^  

Emerson says:

The world is nothing, the man is a l l*  in yourself is the 
law of a l l  nature, and you know not yet how a globule of 
sap ascends; in yourself slumbers the whole of Reason: 
i t  is fo r  you to know a l l ;  i t  is fo r  you to dare a ll*^^

Emerson assures his young audience that ” i f  a single man plant

himself indomitably on his instinct'^ and there abide, the huge

world w i l l  come round to him»"^®

, Emerson delivered another strong appeal fo r  individualism 

in his essay, ” Se lf-Re liance*” The term "Se lf-Re liance” 

actually is the same as "God-Reliance" fo r  Emerson, since man 

contains the divine elements ‘of God* "Trust th y s e l f , "  urged 

Emerson, "every heart vibrates to that iron string* Accept 

the place the divine providence has found fo r  you * * * ,

[ f o r ]  im itation is suicide*"^® "Nothing," says Emerson, "can * 24 25

O ‘Z
Emerson, "The American Scholar," Selections ( ed* 

Whicber), p* 74*

24 Ib ld , , p. 79*

2 5Ib ld * '

^RiW* Emerson, " S e l f - R e l i a n c e Selections (ed* Whicher), 
p * 148 *
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bring yon peace but yourself«"®^

Later in bis l i f e ,  while travel ing in the West, Emerson 

was asked to sum up his transcendental thought* lie replied to 

his questioners

The Puritans came here in a revo lt  against forms* Why 
should they have kept any then? Why accept baptism and 
the bread and the wine of the Suoner, and refuse the foot 
washing, which was at least as strongly emphasized? They 
were r igh t ,  nobly; but they stopped short* Is any form 
necessary? Do we need any g i f t  of fore ign force'?' Can we 
not be self-sustaining?®®

The impression of Emerson's talk is that he esteemed transcen

dentalism less a gospel than a rebuke of the temper which 

accepts mediators, intercessors, or go-betweens* I t  is a pro

test against any outside word which encroaches on the ind iv id

ual 's  d irect  re la t ion  to God« The Bible is a record of a 

r e l ig ion ,  whereas the book of nature (meaning a l l  those things 

which have retained s implic ity )  is the word of God* "L i t e r a l l y ,  

a passing beyond a l l  media in the approach to the Deity, tran

scendentalism"— as Charles Woodbury gathered from his talks 

with Emerson—-"contained an e f fo r t  to establish, mainly by a 

d isc ip l ine  of the In tu it ive  facu lty ,  d irect  Intercourse between 

the soul and God«"®®

Emersonian transcendentalism was not a systematic philos

ophy, nor was I t  ever Intended to be* I t  was nothing more than

p* 168*

^Charles J* Woodbury, Talks With Ralph Waldo Emerson,
p* 108#

OOi
" Ib id * , p • 1X0 »
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a re f le c t ion  of Emerson’ s opinions regarding the individual 

soul and i ts  relationship to nature and to God# No e f f o r t  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 

else# To the contrary, Emerson said, "A foo l ish  consistency 

is the hobgoblin of l i t t l e  minds, adored by l i t t l e  statesmen 

and philosophers and divines*"®^ Emerson always expressed 

his transcendentalism as his own view to be accepted or rejected 

by anyone who pleased#

In summary, some basic concepts of transcendentalism as 

espoused by Emerson can be stated thus: (1) Every man (as well

as Christ) has, in his nature, something of  the d iv ine - - is  him

s e l f  port of the Over-soul# As a result he has, within himself, 

and himself 5s, the measure of a l l  things# (2) Wlan is capable 

of establishing a d irec t  relationship with the universal s p i r i t  

by means of his sp ir i tua l  intuition# Every man is capable of 

attaining a receptive harmony with the Over-soul and of spon

taneously perceiving the highest truth# (3) Nature is another 

cart of the same manifestation of the world, or universal soul# 

Through nature, man communicates with the Over-soul and receives 

true knowledge# (4) The Over-soul Is a l l  powerful and is a 

beneficent force; e v i l ,  therefore, does not ex is t  as a force,  

but is merely the absence of good#®-*- (5) The human individual

'-y®R,W# Emerson, "Se l f -Re l iance ,” Selections { ed# Whicher), 
p# 153#

3]"For a f u l l  discussion of this idea of the absence of e v i l  
as a force in the world, see Emerson’ s essay "Compensation#”
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has a boundless potential f o r  good since he is the instrument 

of the Over-soul« (6) There is an eternally  l i v in g  God, an 

everpresent God, rather than a mystical or absentee God® 

Eternity, Emerson believed, is here and now®

The only sanction of morality, to Emerson, lay in his 

ohilosophy of the supreme worth of the individual man* To him, 

the only r ight is that which corresponds to the individual 

constitution; the only wrong is that which is against i t *

Emerson uses ind iv idua l ity ,  or ’’ s e l f - r e l ia n c e ,M then, to insu

late the soul against external influences* I t  is from the 

point o f  view of ind iv idual ity  that he attacks trad it ion , 

authority, and institutions*

Tliat a l l  souls are equal one with, another is a declaration 

that Emerson meant l i t e ra l ly®  The re la t ion  of men v ir tu a l ly  is 

not with other men, but with God, who Is the source of a l l  

truth and power and who is in a l l  men* A man does not derive 

truth from Plato but from the Over-soul, where Plato himself 

received I t *  Truth is immanent in the mind; i t  does not come 

from without, i t  is latent* Authority, therefore, is given only 

by Inward and private dictates and can not possibly belong to 

anything external, whether man, creed, or institu tion* Emerson 

maintained that i f  the individual man was made kind and fa i th fu l  

In his heart, ’’ then the whole sequel would flow eas i ly  out and 

instruct us in what should be the new world*” ¿̂2

32George E. Woodberry, Ralph Waldo Emerson, p* 142®



CHAPTER I I I

EMERSON ON REFORM

During the decade of the 1840’ s, especia l ly  in the f i r s t

ha lf  o f  i t ,  when the influence of transcendentalist thought

was strongest in New England, there was an Intense movement

for  the general removal of a l l  of the social in just ices ,  whether

real or imagined# Emerson's sympathies were, of course, with

the renovators# In a l e t t e r  to Carly le, Emerson wrotet

We are a l l  a l i t t l e  wild here with numberless projects 
of socia l  reform# Not a reading man but has a dra ft  of 
a new community in his waist coat pocket# I  am gently 
mad, and am resolved to l i v e  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 the whole we have a commendable share of reason and 
hope«

But these external reform movements, whatever their  r e la t iv e

Importance, could not move Emerson to abandon his philosophical

position resting In the idea of su ff ic iency of Internal,  indi-

vidual reform# Emerson shunned the demands fo r  action by the

reformers with a ” brave and cold n eg lec t , ”  ̂ which came from

his unwillingness to v io la te  his characters

I must consent to inaction# # # • Whilst therefore I 
desire to express the respect and joy I  f e e l  before this 
sublime connection of reformers now In their  infancy 
around us, I  urge the more earnestly the paramount duties

•̂Emerson’ s Correspondence Witfa Carly le , p# 184#
p
R*W# Emerson, "Lecture on the Times," Complete Works 

(Current Opinion Ed#), I ,  278*
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of se l f-re l iance#  I  cannot find language of su f f ic ien t  
energy to convey my senses of the sacredness of private 
in t e g r i t y .3

The question in Emerson's mind, then, was not about the 

need fo r  reform, but about the best means to accomplish true 

reform# "The Reform of reforms must be accomplished wf thout 

means # # # insisted Emerson# Obviously, the need fo r

reform was rea l ,  but reform must be accomplished in the hearts 

of men, because i t  could never be accomplished by the ins t i tu 

tions of men# To Emerson, a l l  particular remedies fo r  reform 

were a "buzz in the ear»"^ As he wrote in his Journal,

October, 1840:®

J approve every wild action o f  the experimenters; I  say 
what they say, and my only apology fo r  not doing the ir  
work is preoccupation of mind# t have a work of my 
own# * * * [ I } t  would leave that [work] undone i f  I  
should undertake with them, and I  do not see in myself 
any v igor  equal to such an enterprise#

The Idea of c o l le c t iv iz ed  reform, as opposed to individual 

reform, was bhe f i r s t  socia l and p o l i t ic a l ly - t in ged  question 

In the transcendental movement that became the basis fo r  a sp l i t  

between Emerson and most of his fe l low  transcendentalists# In 

October, 1840, George Ripley Invited Emerson and his family to 

join the Brook Farm experiment at West Roxbury# The group’ s

5Ib id #, p, 279,

4Ib ld #, p# 277#

5Ibid#
QHenceforth, quotations taken d irec t ly  from the Journals 

w i l l  not be footnoted fo r  id en t i f ica t ion  purposes i f  the 
quotation Is dated in the text of the thesis by year and month#
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ob ject ive ,  according to George Ripley, was to "insure a more 

natural union between the in te l lec tua l  and manual labor than 

then existed; to combine the thinker and the worker, as fa r  as 

possible, in the same Individual«"^ In the,p o l i t i c a l  sense, 

Brook Farm was an attempt at s o c ia l is t ic  government and reform 

on the community basis«-

Emerson1s reply to R ip ley1s inv ita t ion  to join Brook Parra

was an affirmation of his own b e l i e f  that the only hope of a

righteous and enlightened society l i e s  in the growth of the

individual» Emersonrs stipulation was, of course, that the

individual could best cu lt ivate  his own powers by trusting

himself instead of trusting groups and organisations® Emerson

noted in his Journal, October 17, 1840;

I  do not wish to remove from my oresent prison to a prison 
a l i t t l e  larger® I  wish to break a l l  prisons« I  have 
not yet conquered my own house« I t  irks and repents me»
Shall I  raise the siege of this hencoop, and march baff led
away to a pretended siege of Babylon? I t  seems 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 crowd«

The members of the Brook Farm experiment began publishing

a magazine called The Harbinger with the purpose o f  furthering

the interests of soc ia l  reform» Emerson was asked to contribute

a r t i c l e s , ' but again he refused to participate«® Nor did Emerson

see his way to jo ining the l i t t l e  community of Fruitlands,

another experiment in s o c ia l i s t i c  l i v in g ,  established a year or * II,

r7
Perry M il le r ,  The Transcendentallsts, p« 464»

P
“'James E l l i o t  Cabot, A Memoir o f  Ralph Waldo Emerson,

I I ,  438®.
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so a f te r  the Brook Farm community "by his good friend Amos 

Bronson Aleott#

Although Emerson refused to jo in any socia l  reform group, 

he did make some reform experiments on his own# He adopted 

vegetarianism, in some form, hut he soon gave i t  up# He pro

posed that the servants should eat with his family at one table# 

This experiment did not work out as a pract ica l innovation, as 

Emerson indicates in a l e t t e r  to his brother William, March 

30, 1841:

Well, Lidian [Emerson's w i fe ]  went out the other day and 
had an explanation'on the subject with the two g i r ls  
[Louisa and LydiaJ# Louisa accepted the plan # # # but 
Lydia, the cook, f irmly refused# k cook was never f i t  
to come to the table, etc# The next morning, Waldo 
[Emerson's son] was'sent to announce to Louisa that 
breakfast was ready; but she had eaten already with 
Lydia, and refused to leave her alone#^

Emerson resolved to do more of his own manual labor and, in

that regard, invited Henry David Thoreau to come and l i v e  with

him so that Emerson might learn the art of f ru i t - t r e e  grafting#

For that service and "any other labor he chooses to do"^®

Thoreau received his room and board free# Emerson was not

well-su ited , e i ther  by temperament or by physical strength, f o r

hard manual labor, however, and remarked in his Journal:

I f  I  judge from my own experience, I  should unsay a l l  
the f ine  things, I  fea r ,  concerning the manual labor of 
l i t e ra ry  men* # # # The w r iter  shall  not dig# To be 
sure, he may work in the garden, but his stay there

Ib id * , p# 446# 

•^Ibid #, p # 447#
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must Toe measured, not by the needs of the garden, but 
o f  the study# 1

Here is s c lear indication that Emerson, l ike a l l  mortal men, 

tended, when something became d i f f i c u l t ,  to rat ionalise  the 

problem to suit himself#

Emerson was a strong be l ieve r  in personal charity, but fo r  

inst itu t iona l ized  charity he had no patience# Soon a f te r  the 

fa i lu re  of the Fmitlands community, Emerson invited the d es t i 

tute A lcott and his wife to come and l i v e ,  free  of charge, in 

his home#“  ̂ But when Emerson was asked to support public 

char it ies ,  his reaction was quite d i f f e r en t ,  as re f lec ted  in 

this statement from an ea r l ie r  essayt

« # > but your miscellaneous popular charit ies ;  the 
education at co l lege of foo ls ;  the building of  meeting 
houses to the vain end to vihich many now stand; alms to 
sots, and the thousand fo ld  R e l ie f  Soc ie t ie s ;— though I  
confess with shame I  sometimes succumb and give the do l lar ,  
i t  is a wicked do l la r ,  which by and by, I  shall  have the 
manhood to withhold»13

Emersonrs repudiation of public charit ies was, again, his 

assertion of the suff ic iency of the individual will#- He insisted 

that i f  his own position was suddenly reduced to that of a 

slave, or in some way suffered adversity, he would have the w i l l  

and insight to extr icate  himself from those circumstances®

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

since a l l  insight was received from the same source and available

p#

^Ibid®, p# 450#
12Mrs# Alcott graciously,
1 °̂R.W# Emerson,

150#

but w isely, refused#

"Se l f -Re l iance ,n Selections (ed# Ih ic h e r ) ,
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to a l l  men# Popular char it ies ,  therefore, simply were not 

necessary# Charities, he said, could not accomplish in an 

etern ity  what love could accomplish in a day® Just le t  men 

love one another and at once the greatest of a l l  revolutions 

was accomplished# "This is the one remedy fo r  a l l  i l l s ,  the 

panacea of nature# We must he lovers, and at once the impos

s ib le  becomes possible#"-^

The nature of Emerson1a objection to the reform movements 

lay not in the aims of the reformers, but in the means by which 

reforms were undertaken® "T have the same objection to dogmatism 

in Reform as to dogmatism in Conservatism® The Impatience of 

d isc ip l ine ,  the haste to rule before we have served»” -*-5 He 

said the reformers did not re ly  on the strength of love to win 

the ir  cause, but re l ied  on multitudes, on money, on party, on 

fea r ,  wrath, and prides

I  think that [the strength of love ]  the soul of reform; 
conviction 'that not sensualism, not slavery, not war, not 
imprisonment, not even government, are needed,—but in 
l ieu  of them a l l ,  reliance on the sentiment of man, which 
w i l l  work best the more i t  is trusted; not reliance on 
numbers, but contrariwise, d istrust of numbers and the 
fe e l in g  that then are we strongest when we are private 
and alone

Reform in any case, and especially, l e g is la t i v e  reform, is 

n u l l i f i e d  by the law of things above our w il l#  I t  is better ,  * 16

•^R#W# Emerson, "Man the Reformer,” Complete Works (Current 
Opinion Ed®), I ,  252#

■^Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, IT, 427#
16 R»l® Emerson, "Lecture on the Times," Complete Works 

(Current Opinion Ed®), I ,  276#
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said Emerson* to l im it  goverament to the least function« I t  

does 3 fs best work in assuring an open career and equal oppor

tunity fo r  tbe poor and fo r  guarding against whatever makes 

fo r  inequality 3n the soc ia l  condition® The wise* said Emerson* 

Hknow that foo l ish  leg is la t ion  is a rope of sand which nerish.es 

In the tw is t in g « " ^  And, ’’ Good men must not obey the laws too 

w e l l » 0*^

’ The main trouble with bhe two ma,ior p o l i t i c a l  parties of 

the day, according to Emerson, was that fftbey [d id ] not plant 

themselves on the deep and necessary grounds to which they are 

respectively  e n t i t l e d , but lashTedj themselves to fury in the 

carrying of some loca l  and momentary measure, nowise useful to 

the commonwealth.

Of the l ib e ra l  party, Emerson said, ,fThe sp i r i t  of our
\

American radicalism is destructive and aimless; i t  is not 

lov ing, i t  has no u l te r io r  and divine ends, but Is destructive 

only out of  hatred and selfishness , tf20 q^© conservative party,

on the other hand, he saw as ^merely defensive of property«n^^ 

Early in 1041, Emerson delivered a lecture entit led  **Man 

the Reformer* before the Mechanics* Apprentices* Library 1

1 *7
J- 'RfW.. Emerson, " P o l i t i  cs , ,r Complete Works (Current Opinion
ITT, 200; *

18
1 bid«, P# 208

1 q
J' Ib id «, P* 209

20 lb i d , , P# 810

^ I b i d .
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Association, in Boston. (Generally this lecture was a c a l l  fo r  

man to return to a simple form of l i f e  where each individual 

provided fo r  his own needs* Emerson contended that prosperity 

was working contrary to nature because so many people now were 

content with bein<~ served by others* Emerson was ca l l ing  fo r  

Americans to learn, the great lesson of se l f-he lp »  " I t  is more 

elegant to answer oners own needs than to he r ich ly  served#"^  

Emerson recognized that the extreme of his position would 

result in the tota l iso la t ion  of individuals from society ,  and 

he assured his audience that he had no such intention* Cer

ta in ly ,  Emerson agreed, i t  would he absurd to adopt the position 

of using only there products which were manufactured by moral 

means, or of dealing with only those people who were innocent«. 

Such extremism would compel the individual to suicide* But, 

he said,

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 to tend to the correction of^flagrant 
wrong3, by laying one"" stone aright every day *̂ 55

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

the Times," read at the Masonic Temple in Boston* In this

speech Emerson points out that tho conditions of the times were

the strongest argument fo r  general reform« A l l  of society must

be reformed, says Emerson, but i t  must be a general reawakening * 23

P2R.W# Emerson, "Man the Reformer," Complete Works (Current 
Opinion Ed#), I ,  247»

23lb id f
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of the sentiment o f ' lo v e , and the particular reformers, with 

their  special causes, he sees as no better than rabble-rousers 

and trouble-makers?

Those who are urging with roost ardor what are called the 
greatest benefits of mankind, are narrow, se l f-p leas ing ,  
conceited men, and e f fe c t  us as the insane do * They b ite  
us, and we run mad also

But, on the other hand, says Emerson, " I  cannot choose but allow 

and honor them» The impulse is good, and the theory; the prac

t ice  is less beautiful* The Reformers affirm the inward l i f e ,  

but they do not trust i t ,  but use outward and vulgar means®B̂ 5 

Emerson says that the majority of people cannot see an 

e v i l  around them, such as slaveholders, intemperate men, and 

fraudulent persons, unt i l  the e v i l  becomes gross and excessive* 

Then the reaction against the e v i l  is clamorous, magnified, and 

excessive* This was Emerson's case against the reformers* "We 

say then that the reforming movement is sacred in i ts  orig in; 

in i ts  management and de ta i ls ,  timid and profane#” 26

Apart from pointing out the reasons fo r  his objections to 

the reformers, Emerson reveals the indecision which is becoming 

a torment to him. He can not decide which should be the stronger 

force, the philosophical transcendentalism which preached ind i

vidual s e l f -su f f ic ien cy  and the f u t i l i t y  of inst itu t iona l ized  

reform, or the pract ica l  accomplishments of whatever reform 25

Emerson, "Lecture on the Times," Complete Works 
(Current Opinion Ed*), I ,  277®

25Ib id * , p, 276®

26Ibid®, p# 281®



40

might he made through ex is t ing  means* Emerson asked his 

audience and himself whether men should become involved with 

imperfect institutions oven though the ir  impulse was noble*

Coming back to his favor i te  argument that the individual 

mind has in i t  the seed of a l l  knowledge, Emerson told his 

audience (and meant i t  l i t e r a l l y )  that the state of the nation 

could onl.y be judged by the state of the individual mind® 

External conditions counted fo r  nothing of themselves except 

to r e f l e c t  the conditions of the individual mind* I f  the 

individual mind was s e l f ish ,  then there was slavery in the 

country# I f  the individual mind was just, then there was no 

slavery, l e t  the laws say what they w i l l *  The individual mind, 

to Emerson, was a microcosm of the national mind, indeed, of 

the universal mind * The reformer's war against the circum

stances of the downtrodden, then, had no v a l id i t y  and was 

t r i v i a l »  "Give the slave the least e levation of re l ig ious 

sentiment, and he is no slave • . • ,"^7 Emerson insisted#

Emerson expressed his concern fo r  the pract ica l ins t i tu 

tion of education in his essay "New England Reformers" in 1844* 

In ' th is  essay, he complains that we are shut up in our in s t i tu 

tions fo r  years and come out with l i t t l e  or no pract ica l 

knowledge:

We do not know an edible root in the woods, we cannot 
t e l l  our course by the stars, not the hour of the day 
by the sun# I t  Is well  i f  we can swim and skate* We

^Ibid '«, p# 2 8 0*
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are afraid or a horse* ol a cow. of a dog. of a snake,
. ox a spider#*0

We study dead languages which no longer have any hearing on 

our l i v e s ,  he says, adding that he has not met ten men in his 

l i f e  who continued reading fire ok and Latin a f te r  leaving school# 

’’ But is not this absurd that the whole l ib e ra l  talent of this 

country should be directed in i ts  best years on studies which 

lead bo nothing?” he i n q u i r e s G e n u i n e  truth cannot be 

conveyed to a student through a book, says Emerson, but can
i

come only from the one great source, the Over-soul#

Emerson says a l l  wrongs w i l l  be righted ”Whenever # # » 

s just and heroic soul finds i t s e l f # ” ®® Again, however,

Emerson argues that the reformers’ reliance on association 

is the ir  greatest weakness:

LB]ut remember that no society can ever be so large as 
one man# He, in his friendship, in his natural and 
momentary associations, doubles or multiplies himself; 
but in the hour in which he mortgages himself to two 
or ten to twenty, he dwarfs himself below the stature 
of one.3-̂

I

Emerson contends that the reformers exaggerate some special 

v irtue at the expense of truth and justice® Of this p a r t ia l i t y  

of v ir tue ,  he says: ’’When we see an eager assailant of one of

these wrongs, a special reformer, we f e e l  l ike asking him, What * 29

Emerson, "New England Reformers,” Complete Works 
(Current Opinion Ed#), 1, 280#

29Ib id ®, p# 258#

®°Ib id #, p# 263.

31Ibid., p# 264#
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right have you, s i r ,  to your one virtue? Is v irtue piecemeal?” ^  

.Kmerson says that i t  is not the vices of society that bother 

him, because he can envisage an end to them, but i t  is soc ie ty*s 
virtues that mortify him* Fie says our virtues are "so sour and 

narrow, so thin and blind, virtue so v ic e - l ik e  *

Emerson was by his own admission emotionally sympathetic 

to the aims of most of the reformers and was to lerant, i f  not 

sympathetic, to those others whose particular cause seemed 

ludicrous to him* "Yet that other force ,  Emerson5s devotion to 

the complete s e l f -su f f ic ien cy  of the human individual, was 

stronger, and i t  nrevenbod Emerson from joining or wholeheartedly 

endorsing any associations# At this point in Emerson*s develop

ment then, before his idealism was jolted by the extreme develop

ments of the slavery question, he might best be described as a 

revolutionary without the quality of action* As the slavery 

con f l i c t  began to generate more heat throughout the nation and 

as i t  became apparent that the Union was in jeopardy, Emerson*s 

idea]ism was dissipated or at least seriously modified unti l  he 

assumed the hard countenance of an active abolit ionist#

This process of change in Emerson was a process that saw 

him undecided and wavering in his devotion to pure transcen

dental philosophy# Emerson*s essays and speeches between, say, 

1845 and 1850 contain a d e f in i te  manifestation of h3s inner 

confl ic t#  Emerson * s apparent simultaneous acceptance and 3

3Slb id , ,  p# 265# 

b3Ibid #
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re jec t ion  of American c i v i l i z a t i o n  i l lu s t ra te  the condition of 

divided in te l l igence  strikingly® He was both the c r i t i c  and 

the celebrator of bis and subsequent generations, the yea-sayer 

and the nay-saver® He was the most art icu late  exponent of 

democratic individualism whose philosophy of s e l f - r e l iance ,  or 

s e l f - su f f ic ien cy ,  harmonized with the d is in tegrat ive  tendencies 

of American l i f e ,  and yet at the same time he quite character

i s t i c a l l y  attacked the socia l  consequences of his own philosophy* 

To anyone who has imagined Emerson as the sedentary philos

opher invariably upholding with transcendental logic the Ideal 

against the Material,  his delight In the harmonies of the 

market-place might appear somewhat paradoxical* A closer survey 

of his writ ings, however, shows that his communications with 

the Over-soul did not always preclude a secular interest in 

vulgar appearances* His transcendentalism, in fa c t ,  provided 

an ideal explanation f o r  the conduct and a c t iv i t i e s  of the 

business classes and offered the necessary c r i t e r ia  by which 

he was able to ju s t i fy  or to c r i t i c i z e  them* This le isure- 

loving beneficiary of a commercial economy, whose ancestors 

were m in ister ia l  rather than mercantile, outlined a rationale 

fo r  the entrepreneur of an industrial age*

Emersonrs fastidious tastes found l i t t l e  that'was congenial 

in the vu lgarity  and crassness of workaday business* I t  is a l l  

the more remarkable that ho was able to sublimate his instinc

t ive  d istaste  fo r  hucksters in counting-houses and see them 

f in a l l y  as exemplifying divine principles* His journals and 

essays are f i l l e d  with disparaging references to the business
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classes? their  sordidness, their  undeviating pursuit df wealth, 

their  narrow s e l f - in te re s ts ,  and their  t imidity are bluntly 

apd scornfully arraigned® But ho seems to have cherished a 

particular d is l ik e  only fo r  the meaner of the species® Business

men of larger appetites and bol.der ambitions, notwithstanding 

their  fau lts ,  often called forth his admiration, and he consis

tently  Identi f ied  business in trep id ity  with the exploits of 

warriors and heroes

The portrait  of Napoleon in Representative Men is perhaps 

the best i l lu s tra t ion  op Emerson’ s ambivalent attitude toward 

aggressiveness and self-seeking; i t  is not by accident that he 

saw "this deputy of the nineteenth century” as the "agent or 

attorney of the middle class of modern society; o f  the strong 

who f i l l  the markets, shops, counting-houses, manufactories, 

shins, of the modern world, aiming to be rich*"®® The essay 

f a l l s  roughly into two parts® In the f i r s t  section Emerson 

exalts Napoleon into a superman; in the concluding three of 

four paragraphs, he dwells upon his ug l ie r  defects--his  coarse

ness and lack of idealism® But the de f la t ion  of.the groat man 

undertaken at the close of the essay cannot ent ire ly  ob literate  

the e a r l ie r  Impression of Emerson’ s enthusiastic admiration*

In praising Napoleon’ s p ra c t ica l i t y ,  prudence, and directness,

’“' Daniel Aaron, "Emerson and the Progressive Tradit ion," 
Emerson: A Collect ion of C r i t ic a l  Essays, Milton R* Eonvitz 
and Stephen E. Whicher, eds*, p# 90*

®®R*W* Emerson, "Napoleon; Or The Man Of The World," 
Representatlve Men: Seven Lectures, A*L* Burt, Publishers, 
n ®d *, p * 208 *
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his powers of synthesis and cool audacity, Emerson is under

scoring precisely  those attributes that make uo the American 

success code» Emerson's str ictures against the hiowhard, the 

s trutt ing ego t is t ,  the '.low vulgarian are devastating, hut the 

fo l low ing  encomium also represents his sett led  convictions:

Vie cannot, in the universal imbecil i ty ,  indecision and 
indolence of men, su f f ic ien t ly  congratulate ourselves on 
this strong and ready actor [NapoleonJ, who took occasion 
by the beard, and showed us how much may be accomplished 
by the mere force of such virtues as a l l  men possess in 
less degrees; namely by punctuality, by personal atten
tion, by courage, and thoroughness. . . * The lesson he 
teaches is that which ^igor always teaches, --that there 
is always room fo r  it#®^

Tet in the same volume, Representa t i ve Men, in the chapter

” (Joe the; Or, The Wri ber,” Emerson makes what would seem to be a

completely contrary statement concerning action# lie says:

I f  1 were to compare action of a much higher strain with 
a l i f e  of contemplation, I  should not venture to pronounce 
witb much confidence on favor o f  the former# # * » A 
certain p a r t ia l i t y ,  a headiness, and loss of balance, is 
the tax which a l l  action must pay# Act, i f  you l i k e , —but 
you do i t  at your own peril# Men’ s actions are too strong 
fo r  them. Show me a man who has acted, and who has not 
been the victim and slave of his action# » # . The f i e r y  
reformer embodies bis aspiration in some r i t e  or covenant, 
and he and hgs friends cleave to the form, and lose the 
as piration.

Emerson continued this l ine of thought a l i t t l e  further on in

his essay by saying that ’’ great aption must draw on the sp ir i tua l
I

nature. » # # The greatest action may easi ly  be one of the most

56Ib id . , p# 227#

^R#W# Emerson, ’’ Goethe; Or The W r ite r , ” Representative 
Men: Seven Lectures, A.L# Burt, Publishers, n#d. ,  pp# 244-245#
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private circumstances#” 38

This apparent contradiction in Emerson’ s essays of this 

time also re f lec ts  the ideas of the reformers who regarded 

themselves as his d iscip les or who ■unconsciously r e f l e c t  his 

influence; and since Emerson was the real prophet of the pro

gressive trad it ion ,  his polarized attitude toward the individual 

has a d irect  hearing on the history of progressivism in America# 

The progressives who followed- Emerson f e l t  his impatience with 

men in the mass# Like him, they held fo r th  the p oss ib i l i t y  of 

human development while noting the appalling evidences of human 

mediocrity. Like him again, they fervently  condemned the short

sightedness and selfishness of the middle class at the same time 

that they cherished i ts  virtues and faith® Emerson was their  

perfect representative, and his ambivalent attitude toward man 

in the aggregate was shared by the progressives who followed 

him.* 39

38Ib id . , p® 246.

39Aaron, "Emerson and the Progressive Tradit ion," Emersons 
A Collect ion of C r i t ic a l  Essays, Konvitz and Whicher, eds.T 
p# 89* "



CHAPTER IV

EMERSON’ S EARLY ABOLITIONISM

The quest ion  o f  s la v e ry  in  America was a qu est ion  that  

Emerson was never  a b le  to r a t i o n a l i z e  to h is  s a t i s f a c t i o n *

His n a tu ra l  sympathies were w ith  those who advocated the 

a b o l i t i o n  o f  s la v e r y ,  but l ik e  other s o c i a l  reformers, the 

a b o l i t i o n i s t s ,  Emerson f e l t ,  were m isguided* For th a t  reason, 

Emerson never fo rm a l ly  jo ined  the a b o l i t i o n i s t  movement, ye t  

i t  was not s a t i s f a c t o r y  f o r  him to  remain e n t i r e ly  separated  

from i t *

On Sunday, May 29, 1831, Emerson, the U n ita r ia n  m in is te r ,
i

admitted an a b o l i t i o n i s t  in  h is  church to d e l i v e r  a le c tu re  on 

that s u b je c t *  The f o l lo w in g  y e a r ,  another a b o l i t i o n i s t  was 

in v it e d  to  speak* These a c t s ,  o f  them selves, are  important  

only when we r e a l i z e  that  they occurred years  b e fo re  the 

a b o l i t i o n i s t  movement had generated any momentum or re sp e c ta 

b i l i t y *  W il l iam  Lloyd H arr ison  was, a t  th is  time, considered  

a v u lg a r  s t r e e t  p reach e r , too r a d i c a l  to be taken s e r io u s ly *

To take a s t ron g  a n t i - s l a v e r y  stand was to in v i t e  the re a c t io n  

o f  a Boston mob# The r e s p e c ta b le ,  con se rva t iv e  Boston merchant 

c la s s  d id  not want any t a lk  which tended to  u n se t t le  o r  d i s t u r b  

the s ta tu s  quo* The in s t i t u t i o n  o f  s la v e r y ,  e v i l  as i t  might b e ,  

was f a r  removed from Boston and was not a Boston problem#

B e s id e s ,  r e sp e c ta b le  Bostonians reminded them selves, s la v e ry  

was guaranteed by the Un ited  S ta tes  C o n s t itu t io n  and was

47
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th e re fo re  beyond l e g a l  question# This w i ld  a b o l i t i o n  t a lk  

could  only make t ro u b le  and was, a f t e r  a l l ,  espoused by only  

a h an d fu l o f  r a b b le - r o u s e r s  who deserved  no c r e d i b i l i t y #  Such 

was the atmosphere in  which the a b o l i t i o n i s t s ,  in  1831, were  

t r y in g  to  arouse the g en e ra l  p u b l ic  to o rgan ize  themselves  

a g a in s t  s lave ry#

In  1835, when H a r r ie t  M artineau , a staunch a b o l i t i o n i s t  

w r i t e r ,  was n e a r ly  mobbed in  Boston and no prominent c i t i z e n  

ventured to h e r  s id e ,  Emerson and h is  b ro th e r  Charles  hastened  

to  h e r  defense*-^-

In  November, 1837, Emerson was asked to d e l i v e r  a speech  

on the su b je c t  o f  s la v e ry  a t  the Concord Lyceum# Since such a 

c o n t r o v e r s ia l  s u b je c t ,  however, was not cons idered  ap p ro p r ia te  

by the Lyceum's Speakers Committee, another p la t fo rm , the v e s t ry  

o f  the Second Church in  Boston, was f i n a l l y  secured f o r  Emerson's  

speech* In  h is  speech Emerson dwelt e s p e c ia l ly  on the duty o f  

r e s i s t i n g  a l l  attempts to s t i f l e  d iscu ss ion #  He sa id  that i t  

i s  the eminent duty o f  New England to open h e r  churches and 

h a l l s  f o r  a f r e e  d is c u s s io n  o f  every quest ion  in v o lv in g  the

3-As H a r r ie t  Martineau t e s t i f i e s  in  her Autobiography:
"Waldo in v i t e d  me to be h is  guest in  the midst o f  my unpopu
l a r i t y ,  and d u r in g  my v i s i t  to ld  me h is  course about th is  m atter  
o f  s la v e ry #  He d id  not see  that there  was any p a r t i c u la r  th ing  
f o r  him to do in  i t  then , but when, in  coaches and steam boats,  
or anywhere e l s e ,  he saw people o f  c o lo r  i l l - t r e a t e d ,  o r  heard  
bad d o c t r in e  o r sentiment propounded, he d id  what he cou ld ,  and 
sa id  what he thought* S ince that day he has spoken more abun
d an t ly  and b o ld ly  the more c r i t i c a l  the times became; and he i s  
nbw and has long  been , i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  the A b o l i t i o n i s t s  in  
c o n v ic t io n  and sentim ent, though i t  i s  out o f  h is  way to jo in  
h im s e l f  to t h e i r  o r g a n iz a t io n # ” Prom Emerson's Complete Works 
(Centenary  E d # ) ,  X I ,  573#
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rights of men# ” I f  the motto on a l l  palace gates is ’ Hush,' 

the honorable ensign on our town halls should he 1 Proclaim#’ 

Emerson continued:

I  account this a matter of grave importance, because 
symptoms of an overprudence are showing themselves around 
us# T regret to hear that a l l  the churches but one, and 
almost a l l  the music halls in Boston, are closed against 
the discussion of this question

Emerson’ s stand, at this time, should not be mistaken fo r  a

pro-abo l i t ion is t  stand, but should be taken simply as an

assertion of his position that a l l  questions have a r ight to

be heard# Spec i f ica l ly ,  as fa r  as the slavery question is

concerned, Emerson said:

But when we have d is t in c t ly  sett led fo r  ourselves the 
right and wrong of this question, and have covenanted 
?fith ourselves to keep the channels of opinion open, 
each man fo r  himself, I  think we have done a l l  that is 
incumbent on us to do# Sorely as we may f e e l  the wrongs 
o f  the poor slave in Carolina or Cuba, we have each of 
us our hands f u l l  o f  much nearer duties#4

This position, i t  can eas i ly  be seen, is consistent with 

Emerson’ s basic conviction of the suff ic iency of the ind iv id

ual# This tone was o ffensive to the abo l i t ion is ts  as being 

in su f f ic ien t ly  a l iv e  to the interests of  humanity# The abo l i

t ion is ts  contended that Emerson’ s disgust at the methods and 

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

tance o f  the ir  work# Emerson was ready to admii? that there was * * 3 4

^James E l l i o t  Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson,
TI, 425# ”  ~ "

3Ib id .

4Ibid#., p. 426#
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some tru th  to that charge® ttI  l ik e  bes t  the s t ro n g  and worthy  

persons * « * who support the s o c i a l  o rde r  w ithout h e s i t a t io n  

or m isgiv ing®  I  l ik e  these ; they never incommode us by e x c i t in g  

g r i e f ,  p i t y ,  o r  p e r tu rb a t io n  o f  any s o r t « *1 As f o r  p ro fe ssed  

p h i la n t h r o p is t s ,  he d ec la red  that they are  ” an a l t o g e th e r  

odious se t  o f  p eop le ,  whom one would shun as the worst o f  bores

and c a n t e r s » ” 5

I t  was not f a s t id io u s n e s s  nor a la c k  o f  in t e r e s t  that  

made Emerson such an u n favo rab le  cand idate  f o r  any p h i lan th ro p ic  

scheme, so much as i t  was the d ic t a t e s  o f  h is  n a tu re »  His sense  

o f  f a i r  p lay  demanded that a l l  s id e s  o f  a quest ion  should be 

f r e e l y  and f a i r l y  heard* Emerson could not b e l i e v e  that one 

s id e  could be t o t a l l y  r i g h t ,  w h ile  the other s id e  was t o t a l l y  

wrong*® S u re ly ,  thought Emerson, the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  exaggerated  

t h e i r  r igh tn e ss  and the s l a v e h o ld e r s  wrongness*

For New Englanders to keep s la v e s  would be the h e igh t  o f  

w ickedness, but f o r  the Southerner to keep s la v e s  might in d ic a te  

only a degree  o f  s e l f - in d u lg e n c e ®  S e l f - in d u lg e n c e ,  contended  

Emerson, is  not l im ite d  to the g eo g rap h ica l  South, but might 

be e a s i l y  equaled  in  New England* How then, he asked, could  

the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  demand a s u p e r io r i t y  o f  the p la n te r  that  

could not be found at home? The Southern s la v e h o ld e r  was no 5 6

5I b i d * , p .  427*

6In  h is  essay C o m p en sa t io n ,” Emerson deve lops the idea  
th a t  there  are  no ab so lu te s  in  na tu re ; that i s ,  that  every  
a c t io n  has i t s  re a c t io n  and that no ac t io n  e x is t s  independent  
o f  a r e s u l t *
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more to blame f o r  s la v e ry  than the Negro f o r  a l lo w in g  h im se lf

to be he ld  as a s l a v e ,  he contended# A f t e r  a l l :

The d eg rada t ion  o f that  b lack  race  # # # d id  not come 
without sin# The con d it ion  is  in e v i t a b le  to  the men they 
a re ,  and nobody can redeem them but themselves# The 
exe rt ion s  o f  a l l  the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  a re  nugatory  except  
f o r  themselves#^

The Negro , sa id  Emerson, i s  c rea ted  on a low er p lane than the 

white# "The Negro i s  im i t a t iv e ,  secondary; in  sh o r t ,  r e a c t io n 

ary  merely in  h is  su cce sse s ,  and there  i s  no o rg a n iz a t io n  in  

him#"® This statem ent, however, su re ly  does not b ea r  the f u l l  

w eight o f  f i rm  con v ic t ion  by Emerson; i t  i s  the only in stance  

in  which such an idea  i s  reco rded , w h i le  on other  o cca s ion s ,  as 

we s h a l l  s e e ,  Emerson made statements ex p re s s in g  h is  b e l i e f  in  

the e q u a l i t y  o f  the Negro race, w ith  the w h ite *

On November 7 , 1837, the Rev* E#P* Love joy , an a b o l i t i o n i s t ,  

was shot by a mob in  A lto n ,  I l l i n o i s ,  w h i le  attem pting to defend  

h is  p r in t in g -p r e s s  from d estru c t ion #  The mob had been in flam ed  

a g a in s t  Lovejoy  by the temper o f  h is  a b o l i t i o n i s t  newspaper#

This in c id en t  seems to  be the f i r s t  r a c i a l  event f o r  which  

Emerson's id ea lism  could  n o t  o f f e r  a s a t i s f a c t o r y  r a t i o n a l i 

z a t io n ;  i t  made Emerson see the u g ly  r e a l i t i e s  o f  an impassioned  

mob# He was moved to record  in  h is  J o u rn a l , November, 1837, 

"R igh t  minded men have re c e n t ly  been c a l le d  to dec ide  f o r  

A b o l i t io n # "  L a te r  in  the same month he con fided  to  h is  Journal: 7 8

7James E l l i o t  Cabot, A Memoir o f  Ralph Waldo Emerson, 
I I , 428 *

8I b id > ,  pp# 429-430#
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The brave  Lovejoy has given  h is  b r e a s t  to the b u l l e t s  
o f  a mob f o r  the r i g h t  o f  f r e e  speech and op in ion , and 
has d ied  when i t  was b e t t e r  not to l i v e #  He i s  abso lved#  
There a re  always men enough ready to d ie  f o r  the s i l l i e s t  
p u n c t i l i o ;  to d ie  l ik e  dogs , who f a l l  under each o th e r f s 
te e th ,  but I  s t e rn ly  r e jo i c e  that one was bound to  d ie  
f o r  humanity and the r ig h t s  o f  f r e e  speech and opinion#

J e t  when Emerson wrote h is  essay on ’'S e l f -R e l i a n c e , "  le s s

than two years  l a t e r ,  he inc luded  the fo l lo w in g  statement:

I f  an angry b ig o t  assumes th is  b e a u t i f u l  cause o f  A b o l i 
t io n ,  and comes to me w ith  the l a t e s t  news o f  Barbardoes ,  
why should I  not say to  him, "Go, love  thy in fa n t ;  love  
thy wood-chopper; be good natured and modest; have that  
g ra ce ,  and never v a rn ish  your h a rd , u n ch a r ita b le  ambition  
w ith  th is  in c r e d ib le  tenderness f o r  b la ck  f o l k  a thousand 
m iles  o f f#  Thy love  a f a r  Is  s p i t e  a t  home!*"®

I t  i s  c l e a r  from these c o n f l i c t i n g  statements that Emerson

was, a t  th is  tim e, torn  between h is  n a tu ra l  d is a p p ro v a l  o f  the

a b o l i t i o n i s t s  and the p e r s i s t e n t  r e a l i z a t i o n  that they o f fe r e d

the on ly  a l t e r n a t iv e  to the odious in s t i t u t io n  o f s la v e ry #

Emerson's r e fu s a l  to  jo in  in  a b o l i t i o n i s t  reform du r in g

th is  tim e, was n o t ,  however, taken as an in d ic a t io n  o f  cowardly

t im id ity#  At the same time that the m i l i t a n t  a b o l i t i o n i s t s

were c r i t i c a l  o f  Emerson f o r  not hav ing  s u f f i c i e n t  compassion

f o r  the s la v e ,  i t  was g e n e ra l ly  recogn ized  that he was a man

o f g re a t  p e rson a l courage# In A p r i l ,  1838, when he lea rned  o f

the impending removal o f  the Cherokee Ind ians from Georg ia  to

a government r e s e rv a t io n ,  he wrote a l e t t e r  o f  p ro te s t  to

P re s id en t  M artin  Van Buren# So incensed was Emerson that he

wrote :

®R#W# Emerson, " S e l f -R e l i a n c e , "  S e le c t io n s  (ed# W h ic h e r ) ,
p# 150»
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You, s i r ,  w i l l  b r in g  down that renowned c h a ir  in  which  
you s i t  in to  infamy i f  your s e a l  i s  s e t  to th is  instrument  
o f  p e r f id y ;  and the name o f  th is  n a t io n ,  h i th e r to  the 
sweet omen o f  r e l i g i o n  and l i b e r t y ,  w i l l  s t in k  to the 
world  #10

Emerson, however, got l i t t l e  s a t i s f a c t i o n  from th is  l e t t e r

as he recorded  in  h is  J o u rn a l , A p r i l  24, 1838:

Yesterday  went the l e t t e r  to Van Buren ,— a l e t t e r  hated  
o f  me; a d e l iv e ra n c e  that does not d e l i v e r  the s o u l«  I  
w r i t e  my Jou rna l,  I  read my le c tu re s  w ith  joy ; but th is  
s t i r r i n g  in  the p h i lan th ro p ic  mud g ives  me no peace« I  
w i l l  l e t  the re p u b l ic  a lone u n t i l  the re p u b l ic  comes to  me»

Emerson's op in ion  o f  the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  and t h e i r  work seems,

in  these e a r ly  y e a r s ,  to be more a product o f  h is  t r a n s ie n t  mood

than a d e f i n i t e  ang le  o f  v i s io n »  His anger and h is  a n t i - s l a v e r y

re so lv e  were prompted on ly  by in c id en ts  o f  v io le n c e ,  such as

the Lovejoy murder, but by and by he would aga in  lap se  in to  a

le th a rg y  in  which the s la v e ry  problem was none o f h is  concern»

The in c id en ts  o f  th is  in s i s t e n t  problem were to Emerson temporary

and bothersome in te r ru p t io n s  in  h is  i d e a l i s t i c  euphoria »  An

example o f  h is  p r e v a i l i n g  tendency to  r a t i o n a l i z e  th is  nagging

problem w ithout becoming p e rso n a l ly  invo lved  was recorded  in

h is  Journal in  January, 1840s

Does he not do more to a b o l i s h  s la v e ry  who works a l l  day  
s t e a d i ly  in  h is  own garden than he who goes to the 
a b o l i t i o n  meeting and makes a speech? He who does h is  own 
work f r e e s  a s lave#  He who does not h is  own work i s  a 
s la v e  h o ld e r »

The tenth an n ive rsa ry  o f  the emancipation by Act o f  Parliam ent  

o f  a l l  the s la v e s  in  the in s u la r  po ssess ion s  o f  Great B r i t a in

■^B«W» Emerson, " L e t t e r  to  P res iden t  Van B u ren ,“ Complete 
Works (Centenary E d « ) ,  X I ,  93#
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in  the West In d ie s  was c e le b ra ted  in  Concord pn August 1, 1844* 

Emerson was in v it e d  to  make the address on th is  occasion* The 

p u b lic  conscience was s lo w ly  becoming a roused , by th is  time, 

e s p e c ia l ly  among the country people who did  not have the mercan

t i l e  and s o c i a l  r e la t io n s  w ith  the Southerner which hampered 

the ac t ion  o f many peop le  in  the c i t i e s *  Y e t ,  even in  Concord, 

a l l  the churches c lo sed  t h e i r  doors to the p h i la n th ro p is t s  who 

gathered to c e le b r a t e *  Through the e f f o r t  o f  Henry Thoreau, 

always a champion o f  freedom, the courthouse wag made available  

f o r  t h e i r  purpose*

Emerson’ s speech, ’’West Indian  Em ancipation ,"  g iven  on th is  

occasion marks one o f  the most important steps  Emerson took in  

becoming an a c t i v e ,  se lf -a ckn ow ledged  a b o l i t i o n i s t *

E a r l i e r  in  the same yea r  an in c id en t  occurred which took 

Emerson beyond the l im i t s  o f  h is  pa t ience*  In the port  o f  

C h ar le s ton , South C a ro l in a ,  co lo red  Massachusetts crewmen were 

taken o f f  t h e i r  sh ip  and he ld  in  j a i l *  In  accordance w ith  the 

laws o f  that s t a t e ,  the v i s i t i n g  shipm aster had to pay the cost  

o f  the a r r e s t  and in c a rc e ra t io n *  I f  he f a i l e d  to do t h i s ,  the 

p r iso n e rs  would be so ld  as s la v e s *  The s t a te  o f  Massachusetts  

had no l e g a l  recourse#

Emerson was enraged by th is  in c id e n t ,  as were a l l  New 

E n g lan ders , and used the occasion  o f  h is  speech on the "West 

Ind ian  Emancipation" to d e c la re :  "B ro th e rs ,  I  have come to

e n te r  w ith  you in to  th is  h o ly  war* My arm and my h ea rt  are  

y o u rs ,  and here do I  p ledge  m yse lf h ence fo rth  to do b a t t l e  In
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your cause t i l l  you have gained the v i c t o r y " T h e  blood is 

moral," says Emerson, "the blood is anti-s lavery; i t  runs cold 

in the veins; the stomach rises with disgust, and curses s lav

e r y # "^  Referring to the incident concerning the Massachusetts 

seamen and reca l l ing  bo his audience the fourth a r t ic le  of the 

Constitution, i_® js*, " I'he c it izens of each state shall be entit led  

to a l l  p r iv i leges  and immunities of c it izens in the several 

States ,"  Emerson says;

I f  such s damnable outrage can be committed upon the 
oerson of a c i t izen  with impunity, l e t  the Governor break 
the broad seal of the state; he bears the sword in vain®
The Governor of Massachusetts is a t r i f l o r ;  the State-House 
in Boston is a play-house; the general court is a dishonored, 
body i f  they make laws which they cannot execute

Such was Emerson's indignation at this outrage that he called

on Congress to instruct the President to disnatch orders, and

an armed force i f  necessary, to Charleston to secure the release

of those incarcerated seamen® "As fo r  the dangers to the

Union, from such demandsl--the Union is already at an end when

the f i r s t  c i t i z en  of Massachusetts is thus outraged *"3-4

Emerson says that, while some would maintain that the

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

position a few years ea r l ie r )  and would gladly release the 11 * 13 14

11Moncure D® Conway, Emerson At Home And Abroad ,• p® 245®
This quotation does n.ot appear’ in Comp]ete Works, but is recalled 
by Conway, who was in attendance® *

1 PR®W® Emerson, "Wost Indian Emancipation," Complote  Works_ 
(Centenary Ed®), XI, 104®

13Tbi d_®, p® 151®

14lbid®, p® 132®
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s la v e s  i f  g iven  money or machines that would y i e ld  him as much 

as h is  s l a v e s ,  the h is t o r y  o f  s la v e ry  does not hear out such a 

motive# He says that  the s la v e h o ld e rs  have # • • a bitterer 

elem ent, the love  o f  power, the voluptuousness o f  h o ld in g  a 

human b e in g  in  h is  a b so lp te  c o n t ro l# ” 15 16 17 As can be ¡seen, th is  

speech rep resen ts  an e n t i r e ly  d i f f e r e n t  v iew  o f  the Southern  

p la n te r  from that Emerson h e ld  p r io r  to 1844#

Emerson continues the speech by t r a c in g  the h is t o ry  o f  

s la v e ry  in  the West In d ie s ,  fo c u s in g  on those even ts ,  d e c is io n s ,  

and men that led  to  the em ancipation* Of the emancipation^  

Emerson s a y s ,  "Th is  event was a moral r e v o lu t io n # "15 Emerson 

continues:

I  esteem the occasion  o f  th is  j u b i l e e  to be the proud 
d iscove ry  that the b la ck  race can contend w ith  the 
w hite*  * * - [T jhe q u a l i t y  o f  th is  race  is  to be honored  
f o r  i t s e l f #  For th is  they have been p reserved  in  sandy 
d e s e r t s ,  in  r ice -sw am ps, in  k itchens  and shoe-shops so 
long? now l e t  them emerge, c lothed  and in  t h e i r  own fo rm *1”

Emerson thus was among the f i r s t  to  c a l l  f o r  some form o f  eman

c ip a t io n ,  a c a l l  he was to repea t  many times b e fo re  emancipation  

became an accomplished fa c t#

In  summing up Emerson’ s changing a t t i t u d e  toward the 

s la v e ry  con troversy  in  these e a r ly  y e a r s ,  we must adm it, I  

th in k , that h is  rage  at the p la n te rs  was spo rad io  and that  he 

was not f i r e d  w ith  the d e d ic a t io n  o f the a n t i - s l a v e r y  crusade*  

S t i l l ,  w h i le  he w as, and always had been , opposed to the

15I b i d * , p* 134#

16I b i d * , p* 135.

17I b i d * , p# 145*
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ins t itu t ion  of slavery as a moral matter, lie was inconsistent 

in his attacks on slavery and in the intensity with which he 

deprecated that institu tion* On the one hand, he hated the 

t im idity  of the New Englanders fo r  allowing slavery to continue 

to soread; on the other hand, he would himself turn his hack 

on the a h o l i t io n ls ts# Of the c o l le c t iv e  silence in New 

England, he protested:

W i l l  you stick to your principle of non-resistance when 
your strong-box is broken open, when your wives and babes 
are insulted and slaughtered in your sight? I f  you say 
yes, you only inv ite  the robber and assassin; and a few 
bloody-minded desperadoes would soon butcher the good*-*-®

Yet Emerson had ju s t i f ied  his ovm inconsistency years before,

when he said, "A foo l ish  consistency is the hobgoblin of l i t t l e

minds,"-'*® and he ju s t i f ied  his inconsistency in action by

saying, "A wise man w i l l  never impawn his future being and

action, and decide beforehand what he shall  do in a given

extreme event». Nature and G-od w i l l  instruct him in that

hour#"®® Yet one of the qualit ies  Emerson most admired in

Napoleon in Representative Men, was his a b i l i t y  to anticipate

a l l  situations#

Emerson was, of course, a very well-known man, and his 

Idealism was recognized and understood by the abo l i t ion is ts «  1 * * * V

1 PR#W* Emerson, "War,” Complete Works (Centenary Ed«),
XI, 168«

1 Q
V'R«W» Emerson, "Se l f -Re l iance ,” Selections (ed« Yt/hlcher), 

p« 153« ~
O A

'UR«W. Emerson, "War," Complete Works ( Centenarv Ed*) ,
XI, 169. - '
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I t  wag never expected that  Emerson would engage h im se lf  in  mob 

v io le n c e »  Such a course  would have been con tra ry  to eve ry th in g  

he had eve r  s a id *  What the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  wanted frpm Emerson 

was in s p i r a t io n *  Seen from that a n g le ,  Emerson does not appear  

to be a f a i l u r e  as an a b o l i t i o n i s t *  He d id  fu rn is h  the a b o l i 

t i o n i s t  movement w ith  thought and In s p i r a t io n *  Accord ing  to  

N ew e ll  D* E i l l i g ,

L i t t l e  by l i t t l e  i t  came about that the f i g h t e r s  went to  
Emerson as to  an a r s e n a l  f o r  t h e i r  i n t e l l e c t u a l  weapons*
* * * Hundreds o f  o ra to rs  and reform ers went up and down 
the land a t ta c k in g  s la v e r y ,  but w h ile  the vo ices  were many 
the argument was one» and Emerson f o r  a time d id  the speak
in g  f o r  the a b o l i t i o n i s t s # 21

21'Newell Dwight H i l l i s ,  The B a t t le  o f  P r i n c i p l e s , p* 97*



c h a pte r  V (
EMERSON THE ABOLITIONIST

Throughout h is  p u b l ic  l i f e ,  D a n ie l  W ebster had always been

the outspoken c r i t i c  o f  the s la v e h o ld in g  in t e r e s t s  in  the South#

Ever s in ce  W ebs te r ’ s speech "Reply  to  Hayne," W ebste r ’ s name

had been revered  throughout New England as the champion o f

freedom# To Emerson, W ebster was n a tu re ’ s grandest man#

Emerson had always taken g rea t  pe rson a l p r id e  in  Webster# In

1832, Emerson wrote a poem about W ebster which in d ica ted  an

in o rd in a te  ad o ra t ion  o f  the man, as the f o l lo w in g  q u a tra in  shows:

Let W ebste r ’ s l o f t y  fa ce  
Ever on thousands sh in e ,
A beacon se t  that  freedom ’ s race
Might gather omens from that rad ian t  s ig n # 1

In  1843, a f t e r  W ebster was a guest in  Emerson’ s home, Emerson

recorded in  h is  J o u rn a l , August 17: "He is  a n a tu ra l  emperor

o f  men • # • the one eminent American o f  our time whom we

could produce as a f in i s h e d  work o f  n a tu re# "

Hero worsh ip  was not a l i e n  to Emerson’ s ph ilo sophy , but a

n a tu ra l  conc lu s ion  to  i t #  To Emerson, g rea t  men such as W ebster

are  the products o f  t h e i r  s u p e r io r  in d iv id u a l  w i l l s #  They a re

men, as Emerson had preached e a r l i e r ,  who stand "Indom itab ly

upon t h e i r  in s t in c t s  u n t i l  the huge world  come round to  them*"

In  1845-'46, Emerson gave h is  s e r ie s  o f  l e c t u r e s ,  * IX,

^R,W# Emerson, Poems, Complete Works (Centenary  E d# ) ,
IX , 398#

39
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"R ep re sen ta t iv e  Men" (p u b l ish ed  in  1850 )» In  h is  in trodu c to ry  

l e c t u r e ,  "The Uses o f  Great Men," he might w e l l  have had W ebster  

in  mind when he s a id ,  "Nature  seems to e x i s t  f o r  the exce l len t#  

The w orld  i s  upheld by the v e r a c i t y  o f  good men: they make the

earth  wholesome*"2 At any r a t e ,  Emerson was proud to g ive  

vo ice  to the p ra is e s  o f  W ebster as the forem ost d e fen d e r  o f  

freedom in  New England* Yet events which were tak ing  shape 

through the 1840r s would prove that W ebster was p r im a r i ly  a 

compromising p o l i t i c i a n  who would not stand " indom itab ly  on h is  

in s t in c t#  * * * "

The annexation o f Texas, the Mexican War, and the a c q u i s i 

t ion  o f t e r r i t o r y  on our southern and western  borders  brought  

the s la v e ry  quest ion  in to  sharp  fo cu s*  W ebster had a lw ays ,  

when the occasion  r e q u ire d ,  denounced s la v e ry  as a g re a t  moral 

and p o l i t i c a l  e v i l ;  and although  a f f i rm in g  that under the 

C o n st itu t io n  i t  could not be touched by the a c t io n  o f  $he 

g e n e ra l  government in  the s ta te s  in  which i t  e x is t e d ,  he had 

d ec la red  h im se lf  a g a in s t  i t s  extension# He had opposed the 

annexation  o f Texas, the war a g a in s t  Mexico# and the e n la r g e 

ment o f  the r e p u b l ic  by conquest# But w h ile  he d id  not abandon 

h is  p o s i t io n  concern ing  s la v e r y ,  h is  tone in  m ain ta in ing  i t  

grew g r a d u a l ly  m ilder#

W ebster cou ld  s e e ,  by v i r t u e  o f  h is  advancing age and

^R*W» Emerson, "The Uses o f Great Men," Complete Work? 
(C u rren t  Opinion E d » ) ,  V I ,  3# ”
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f a i l i n g  h e a l th ,  that the convention  o f  1852 would he h is  l a s t  

opportun ity  f o r  the Whig nomination f o r  the P res idency* He 

f e l t  as though he would have tp gain  Southern support in  the 

Senate i f  he was to secure  the nomination* T h e re fo re ,  when the 

Compromise o f  1850, w ith  i t s  attached F u g it iv e  S lave  Law, was 

put b e fo re  the Senate , he was faced  w ith  the d e c is io n  o f tak ing  

h is  t r a d i t i o n a l  a n t i - s l a v e r y  p o s i t io n  and lo s in g  the needed 

Southern suppo rt ,  or o f  su p p o rt in g  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law, 

thereby v i o l a t i n g  h is  conv ic t ion s  and the tru st , o f h is  New

England con st itu en ts

The a n t i - s l a v e r y  men o f the N orth , and a l l  o f  h is  conser

v a t iv e  f r i e n d s ,  hoped and expected that he wou ld , as b e fo r e ,  

stand d e f i a n t ly  f o r  the Union in  the fa ce  o f  t h e ' r e b e l l i o u s  

s p i r i t  and g ive  vo ice  to the moral sense o f  the North* But 

W ebster chose, o therw ise*  On March 7 ,  1850, he spoke in  the 

Senate* While  denouncing sece ss ion  and p le a d in g  f o r  u n it y ,  he 

upbra ided  the Northern a b o l i t i o n i s t s  as mischievous t rou b le  

makers, e a rn e s t ly  advocated the compromise, and commended that  

f e a tu r e  o f  i t  that was most odious to the Northern  sen t im en t --  

the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law» By the terms o f  th is  law , a l l  c i t iz e n s  

o f  the f r e e  s ta te s  were o b l i g e d ,  under th re a t  o f  a six-month  

p r iso n  term or one thousand d o l l a r s  f i n e ,  to a id  in  the re cap 

tu r in g  and re tu rn in g  o f  f u g i t i v e  s laves®

To Emerson, W ebs te r ’ s "Seventh o f March” speech was a 

cru sh in g  b low  and an i n t o le r a b le  p e rson a l d isappointm ent* He

’•’C a r l  Schurz , "W e b s te r ,” The L ib ra ry  o f  O ratory , ed* Chauncev 
M. Depew, LL *D * , XV, 173-189* ~ "  ~
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knew that the l a s t  hone o f  Northom  re s is t a n c e  had crumbled

b e fo re  the Southern p ressu re  and that the North  was a t  the

mercy o f  the p lan te rs#  W ebster not only endorsed the law , but

continued to urge the c i t i z e n s  o f  Massachusetts to ab ide  by

i t s  terms, as recorded by H arper*s New Monthly Magazine»

Mr# W ebster has w r i t t e n  a l e t t e r  to the c i t i z e n s  o f  
Newburyport, M assachusetts , upon the wrong done to the 
South by r e fu s in g  to  su rren de r  t h e i r  f u g i t i v e  s l a v e s ,  
u rg in g  the n e c e s s ity  f o r  more s t r in g e n t  laws and 
e x p re s s in g  the op in ion  that there  is  n o th in g , e i t h e r  
in  the s p i r i t  o r  the l e t t e r  o f the C o n st itu t io n  r e q u i r 
in g  a ju ry  t r i a l  to determ ine the quest ion  o f s l a v e r y ,  
when an a l le g e d  f u g i t i v e  i s  s e iz e d # *

In  another e d i t io n  o f  Harper* s , the b i t t e r  resentment w ith  which

the North accepted the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law is  r e f le c t e d  by the

f o l lo w in g  statem ents:

We recorded • # • the passage by Congress o f  the s e v e r a l  
measures g e n e ra l ly  known as the "peace measures" o f  the 
s e s s io n - - t h e  l a s t  o f  which was the b i l l  making more 
e f f e c t u a l  p ro v is io n  f o r  the recovery  o f  f u g i t i v e  s la ve s#  
Congress had no sooner adjourned than these m easures,  
e s p e c ia l ly  the l a s t ,  became the theme o f  v io le n t  p u b l ic  
controversy#  In the northern  s ta te s  s e v e ra l  attempts to 
re g a in  possess ion  o f  f u g i t i v e s  from s la v e ry  in  New York ,  
Boston, and P h i la d e lp h ia  were r e s i s t e d  w ith  g rea t  c lam or,  
and served to in flam e p u b lic  f e e l i n g  to a very  unhealthy  
extent

A f t e r  s e v e r a l  in c iden ts  o ccu rr in g  in  Now York in  which  

a b o l i t i o n i s t s  a l l e g e d ly  h id  s la v e s  and p rotected  them from  

the a u t h o r i t i e s ,  W ebster wrote a l e t t e r  to  a peace meeting in  

hew York , October 30, 1850, in  which he sa id :

^"Monthly Record o f  Current E ven ts ,” IIa rports how Monthly 
M agazine , I ,  107# ~~

5Ibid., II, 122#
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I  have heard no man, whose op in ion  i s  worth re g a rd in g  
deny i t s  [The F u g it iv e  S lave  Law’ s ]  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i t y ,  
and those who counse l v io le n t  re s is ta n c e  to i t ,  counse l
# * « b loodshed , and the commission o f c a p i t a l  o f fen se s#
* * * I f  we would continue as one peop le , we must acqu iesce  
in  the w i l l  o f  the m a jo r i ty ,  c o n s t i t u t io n a l ly  exp ressed ,  
and he that does not mean to do th a t ,  means to d is t u r b  the 
p u b lic  peace , and to do what he can to overturn  the govern
ment*®

Such was Emerson’ s shock and despondency over  th is  b e t r a y a l

by Webster that in  A p r i l ,  1850, Emerson wrote in  h is  J o u rn a l ,

"The badness o f  the times i s  making death a t t r a c t i v e # ” His

d i s p i r i t e d  con d it ion  is  r e f l e c t e d  by many jo u rn a l  e n t r ie s  in

those e a r ly  months a f t e r  the adoption  o f  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law#

Emerson’ s entry  to h is  J o u rn a l , F ebruary , 1851, i s  a p a r t i c u l a r l y

good statement o f h is  d ep ress ion :

We wake up w ith  a p a in fu l  au gu r in g , and a f t e r  e x p lo r in g  
a l i t t l e  to know the cause , f in d  i t  i s  the odious news in  
each day ’ s paper , the infamy that has f a l l e n  on Massachu
s e t t s ,  that clouds the d a y l ig h t  and takes away the comfort  
out o f  every hour* We s h a l l  n eve r  f e e l  w e l l  aga in  u n t i l  
th is  d e te s ta b le  law is  n u l l i f i e d *  < * « A l l  I  have and 
a l l  I  can do s h a l l  be g3ven and done in  oppos it ion  to the 
execution  o f  th is  law#

Such was h is  d iscom fort  over the "d e te s ta b le  law ” that  

Emerson was no lon ge r  a b le  to  conta in  h is  p e rsona l b i t t e rn e s s#
I

Here was an is su e  he could  not ignore# Y e t ,  what could  he do?
\

His course o f  a c t io n  was not c l e a r  because he was a complete  

s t r a n g e r  to the involvements o f  p o l i t i c a l  quest ion s*  He lamented 

in  h is  Journal ,  May, 1850: " I t  is  the s c h o la r ’ s m isfo rtune  that

h is  v i r tu e s  are  a l l  on paper , and when the time comes to use  

them, he rubs h is  eyes and t r i e s  to remember what i t  i s  that

6Ibid*, II, 137*
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he should do#"

The opportun ity  f o r  d i r e c t  a c t io n  soon came in  the form o f  

an in v i t a t io n  to address the c i t i z e n s  o f  Concord on the problems  

o f the times# Emerson was not tardy  in  a ccep t in g  th is  i n v i t a 

t io n ,  and on l a y  3, 1851, he d e l iv e re d  h is  speech, "The F u g it iv e  

S lave  Law ," because he s a id ,  "The l a s t  year  has fo rc ed  us a l l  

in to  p o l i t i c s #  « # # I  have l iv e d  a l l  my l i f e  in  th is  s t a t e ,  

and n ever  had any experience  o f p e rson a l Inconvenience from the 

laws u n t i l  now# They never  came near me to my d iscom fo rt  

b e fo re # "^  He s a id  that he was ashamed that the North and, 

s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  Boston had a llow ed  th is  law to be f o i s t e d  upon 

them# "Boston , sp p i le d  by p r o s p e r i t y ,  must bow i t s  ancient  

honor in  the d u s t ,  and make us i r r e t r i e v a b l y  ashamed# # • #

The tameness is  com p le te ,"8 he lamented# One good th in g  had 

come from the law , he to ld  h is  aud ience , f o r  i t

showed the s l ig h tn e s s  and u n re l ia b le n e s s  o f  our s o c ia l  
f a b r i c ,  i t  showed what s t u f f  rep u ta t ion s  are made o f ,  
what straws we d ig n i f y  by o f f i c e  and t i t l e #  # # # I t  
showed the sha llow ness  o f  le ad e rs  # # # that men would 
not s t ic k  by what they had s a id # 9

His rage was not to  be m o l l i f ie d #  He continued , " I  thought

none, that  was not ready to  go on a l l  f o u r s ,  would back th is

law  #"-*-0

^R#W# Emerson, "The F u g it iv e  S lave  Law ," Complete Works 
(Centenary  E d # ),  X I ,  179*

8 I b i d , ,  p# 182#

9Ib id #

10Ib id # , p# 186»
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Emerson m aintained th a t ,  s ince  i t  had been passed , the 

F u g it iv e  S lave  Law had been proved im prac t icab le  in  f i v e  

d i f f e r e n t  ways# F i r s t ,  he found the law  contravened by the  

sentiment o f duty# "An immoral law makes i t  a man’ s duty to  

break  i t  a t  every h a z a r d , h e  contended# An immoral law or  

s ta tu te  i s  v o id ,  he s a id ,  because laws do not make r i g h t s ,  but  

are  d e c la ra to ry  o f r ig h t s  which a lre a d y  ex is ted#  Second, he 

s a id ,  the law was contravened by a l l  human sentiments# "How,"  

he asked , "can a law be en forced  that f in e s  p i t y  and imprisons  

ch a r ity?  As lon g  as men have bowels they w i l l  disobey#"-*-2 

Th ird , s a id  Emerson, the law was contravened by o ther  w r i t t e n  

laws:

By the law o f  Congress March 2, 1807, i t  is  p ira c y  and 
murder to ens lave  a man on the coast  o f  A f r ic a #  By the 
law o f  Congress , September, 1850, i t  i s  a crime to  r e s i s t  
the r e -e n s la v in g  o f  a man on the coast  o f  America# What 
kind o f  l e g i s l a t i o n  is  th is?  What kind o f  c o n s t i tu t io n  
which covers it?^3

Fourth , Emerson po inted  ou t , a bad law  cannot be obeyed by good 

men, but cou ld  only  be obeyed by men as bad as the law i t s e l f #  

T h e re fo re ,  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law was contravened by the m is

c h ie f  i t  b red .  In  th is  law , sa id  Emerson, "You have a law  

which no man can obey or abet the obey ing , w ithout the lo s s  o f  

s e l f - r e s p e c t  a,nd f o r f e i t u r e  o f  the name o f gentleman#"-*-4 F i f t h ,

i:LIb id  #, p# 192

12Ib id # , p# 196

l 3 Ib id # , p# 198

14I b i d .
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the law  was contravened because i t  s ta ted  no moral t ru th s ,  but

was sim ply an instrument o f  c o n c i l i a t io n  and compromise»)
At th is  po in t  in  h is  speech, Emerson's whole p u b l ic  c a re e r  

found i t s  low est and most depressed  con d it ion *  For the only  

time in  h is  l i f e ,  he p u b l i c ly  launched a v i t r i o l i c  p e rson a l  

a ttack  a g a in s t  an in d iv id u a l ,  and th is  a g a in s t  an in d iv id u a l  

who had fo rm erly  been a c o n t in u a l  source o f  p r id e  and re sp ec t  

to Emerson* S u re ly ,  th is  was Emerson’ s most unhappy moment*

Of W ebster , he s a id :

those to whom h is  name was once dea r  and honored, as the  
manly statesman to  whom the ch o ise s t  g i f t s  o f  Nature had 
been accorded , disown him; that he who was t h e i r  p r id e  in  
the woods and mountains o f  New England i s  now t h e i r  m ort i 
f i c a t i o n , — they have torn  down h is  p ic tu re  from the w a l l ,  
they have th ru st  h is  speeches in to  the chimney*

Emerson continued the a ttack  by say in g  that  W ebster, con tra ry

to a l l  h is  past sentim ents , on March 7 ,  1850, became the head

o f  the s la v e ry  p a rty  in  th is  country* W ebster , a f t e r  a l l  was

only f o l lo w in g  the n a tu ra l  d i r e c t io n  o f h is  c o n s t i tu t io n ,  sa id

Emerson, s in c e ,  nHe obeys h is  pow er fu l  animal n atu re*  * * * A l l

the drops o f  h is  b lood  have eyes that look  downward*"-l-® Emerson

d ec la red  that the law which W ebster fo rc e d  upon the oountry

i s  s u i c i d a l ,  and cannot be obeyed* The Union i s  a t  an 
end as soon as an immoral law i s  enacted* And he who 
w r it e s  a crime in to  the s ta tu te  books d ig s  under the 
foundations o f  the C a p ito l  to  p lan t  there  a powder 
magazine, and lay s  a train*-*-”

15I b i d * , p .  201*

16I b i d , ,  p .  204* 

17Ib id * ,  p* 206*
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What then, was the answer to th is  in t o le r a b le  calam ity?  

" F i r s t , "  s a id  Emerson, "a b ro ga te  th is  law ; then, proceed to  

con fine  slavery to the s la v e  s t a t e s ,  and he lp  them e f f e c t u a l l y  

to make an end o f  i t . " ^ 8 I t  was t ru e ,  he adm itted , that the 

s la v e h o ld in g  in t e r e s t s  had never compromised, so there  was no 

reason to expect that they would compromise then* The s la v e  

in t e r e s t s  meant on ly  to extend t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  and in f lu e n c e .

"She [th e  s la v e h o ld in g  South ] i s  ve ry  in d u s t r io u s ,  g iv e s  h e r 

s e l f  no h o l id a y s .  No proclam ations w i l l  put her down."19 

T h e re fo re ,  in s i s t e d  Emerson, "E very th ing  in v i t e s  em ancipation."®®  

He d id  not in tend  a mere p roc lam ation  o f emancipation by the  

N orth , but true  emancipation through compensation to the 

p la n t e r s .  "Why n o t , "  he asked ,

end th is  dangerous d isp u te  on some ground o f  f a i r  compen
sa t io n  on the one s id e ,  and s a t i s f a c t i o n  on the other o f  
the f r e e  s ta te s?  I t  i s  r e a l l y  the g rea t  ta sk  o f  th is  
country to  accom plish , to buy that p rope rty  o f  the 
p lan te rs  . . .  because i t  i s  the only p r a c t ic a b le  cou rse ,  
and is  innooent. 1

The co s t  o f  such an a c t io n  was estim ated a t  two b i l l i o n  d o l l a r s ,  

hut sa id  Emerson:

We w i l l  have a chimney tax . We w i l l  g ive  up our coaches,  
and w ine, and w atches. The church w i l l  melt t h e i r  
p la t e .  . . .  The mechanics w i l l  g iv e ,  the need le  women 
w i l l  g iv e ,  the ch i ld ren  w i l l  have cent s o c i e t i e s .  Every  
man in  the land w i l l  g iv e  a week 's  work to d i g  away th is

18I b i d . ,  p , 207. 

19I b i d .

20I b i d , , p . 208. 

21I b i d . ,  p . 209.
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accursed  mountain o f  sorrow  once and f o r e v e r  out o f  the  
w o r ld »22

Emerson continued , "L e t  them con fron t  th is  mountain o f  po ison ,

— "bore, b l a s t ,  excavate , p u lv e r i z e ,  and shove l i t  once f o r  a l l ,  

down in to  the bottom less p it#  A thousand m i l l io n s  were c h e a p ,"23 

Emerson concluded h is  speech by summing up h is  sentiment  

o f  u n re le n t in g  de f ian ce#  "Th is  law must be made in ope ra t ive#

I t  must be abrogated  and wiped out o f  the s ta tu te -b o o k ;  but  

w h i l s t  i t  stands th e re ,  i t  must be disobeyed.

This speeoh rep resen ts  the new Emerson* For the f i r s t  

time the th in k e r  was advocat ing  and p ropos ing  a course  o f  d i r e c t  

action#  Although the course  o f  ac t io n  he proposed may not  

seem a p r a c t i c a l  one, i t  had many ve ry  prominent advocates#

Tt might be supposed that a f t e r  the pass ion  o f  the moment 

had su b s id ed ,  Emerson would lap se  back in to  a s o r t  o f  detach 

ment and unconcern about the s la v e ry  question# From th is  po in t  

on, however, he was never a ga in  to  f e e l  unconcern over the 

ra g in g  c o n f l ic t #  His p r iv a te  jo u rn a l  e n t r ie s  prove th a t ,  by  

the passage  o f  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law and e s p e c ia l ly  by W ebste r ’ s 

r o le  in  i t ,  he had been pushed beyond h is  endurance and th a t ,  

from that time fo rw a rd ,  he took an uncompromising a n t i - s l a v e r y  

p o s it io n #  In  h is  J o u rn a l , in  l a r c h ,  1851, he w rote : " L i b e r t y !

L ib e r t y !  Fhoi Let Mr# W ebster, f o r  decency ’ s sake , shut h is

22I b i d # , p# 210.

23I b l d .

24 I b id . ,  p# 212#
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l i p s  once and fo r e v e r  on th is  word» The word l i b e r t y  in  the 

mouth o f  Mr* Webster sounds l ik e  the word love  in  the mouth o f  

a co u r te zan «” In J u ly ,  1851, Emerson recorded  a persona l  

p ledge  to  h im se lf  in  h is  Jou rna l: ” This f i l t h y  enactment was

made in  the n ineteen th  cen tu ry , by people who could read and 

w r i t e *  I  w i l l  not obey i t ,  by Godt"

Emerson never  b e l ie v e d  that h is  speeches would change 

the course o f  the c o n f l i c t *  He was moved to a c t io n  on b e h a l f  

o f  the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  because he was enraged by the passage o f  

the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law and because he was b i t t e r l y  d isappo in ted  

in  W ebster* He never imagined that  he was a t  the head o f a 

crusade*  That was f o r  people l ik e  G arr ison  and Parker*  A f t e r  

1850, however, he could not deny o r  suppress the d ic t a t e s  o f  

h is  conscience which demanded that he r e s i s t  s la v e ry  in  the on ly  

way he was equipped to r e s i s t  i t — by speak ing  out a g a in s t  i t *

In  a l e t t e r  to  C a r ly le ,  Emerson s a id ,  ” In  the sp r in g  the abomi

n a t io n  o f our F u g it iv e  S lave  Law drove me to  some w r i t in g  and 

speech making, w ithout the hope o f e f f e c t ,  but to c l e a r  my own 

s k i r t s * ”^® The f a c t  that  he had not g iven  the a b o l i t i o n i s t s  , 

h is  u n q u a l i f i e d  support and thrown h im se lf  in to  the th ick  o f  

the con troversy  from the ou tset  bothered Emerson, and i t  ex 

p l a in s ,  a t  l e a s t  in  p a r t ,  why when he d id  f i n a l l y  jo in  the 

b a t t l e ,  h is  speeches were so fu r io u s#  Emerson con fided  to h is  

J o u rn a l , August, 1852: " I  waked at n igh t  and bemoaned m y se lf ,
i

^ The Correspondence o f  Emerson and C a r l y l e , ed* Joseph 
S l a t e r ,  p# 470*
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because I  had not thrown m yse lf  in to  th is  d e p lo ra b le  question  

o f  s la v e r y ,  which seems to want noth ing  so much as a few  assured  

v o i c e s • "
3

W ebste r ’ s compromise w ith  the South by suppo rt in g  the

F u g it iv e  S lave  Law d id  not win the Southsrn adherents Webster

had hoped f o r  in  the 1852 convention# His d e fe a t  a t  the

convention could  h a rd ly  have been more complete# As Emerson

sa id  in  h is  J o u rn a l , November, 1852, "But a l a s l  he was the

v ic t im  o f  h is  am bition ; to p le a se  the South, he betrayed  the

N orth , and was thrown out by both#” W ebste r ’ s h e a lth  had been

f a i l i n g  f o r  some tim e, but the rebuke o f  1852 seems to have

hastened i t s  d ec lin e#  On the morning o f  October 24, 1852,

Webster d ie d ,  p o l i t i c a l l y  bankrupt#

Emerson was in v i t e d  to d e l i v e r  another speech on the

F u g it iv e  S lave  Law on March 7 , 1854, the fo u r th  an n ive rsa ry

o f  D an ie l  W ebste r ’ s famous speech# Emerson’ s pass ion  had

mellowed s ince  h is  f i r s t  speech on the s u b je c t ,  yet  he s t i l l

m aintained that i t  was the passage o f  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law

in  1850 that made an a b o l i t i o n i s t  out o f  him:

I  have l iv e d  a l l  my l i f e  w ithout s u f f e r in g  any known 
inconvenience from American S lavery#  I  never saw i t ;  I  
never heard the whip; I  never  f e l t  the cheok on my f r e e  
speech and a c t io n ,  u n t i l ,  the other d ay , when Mr* W ebster,  
by h is  p e rso n a l  in f lu e n c e ,  brought the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law 
to the country#2®

The F u g it iv e  S lave  Law, s a id  Emerson, brought s la v e ry  r i g h t  

to h is  f r o n t  door# "S la v e ry  in  V i r g in i a  o r  C a ro l in a  was l ik e

Emerson, "The F u g it iv e  S lave  Law ," Complete Works
(Centenary  E d # ) ,  X I ,  219#
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„pry
s la v e ry  in  A f r i c a  o r  the F e e je e s ,  f o r  me* ' But the passage

o f  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law showed that  s la v e ry  was no lon ge r

mendicant, "but had "become a g g re s s iv e  and dangerous:

I t  showed that our p ro sp e r i ty  had hurt u s ,  and that  we 
could not he shocked by crim e* I t  showed that the old  
r e l i g i o n  and the sense o f  the r i g h t  had faded  and gone 
ou t ,  * * * [ t h a t ]  our b e l l i e s  had run away w ith  our b r a in s ,  
and that the p r in c ip le s  o f  c u ltu re  and p rogress  d id  not  
e x i s t * 2®

The events o f the fo u r  years  s ince  1850, Emerson a s s e r t e d ,

had proved c o r re c t  a l l  that he had been say in g  f o r  y e a r s .  He

to ld  h is  audience that t h e i r  t ru s t  in  forms was m isp laced*

They r e l i e d  on the C o n s t itu t io n  o f the United S t a t e s ,  which

d id  not even con ta in  the word s l a v e ; they r e l i e d  on the

Supreme Court, but the ju s t ic e s  themselves came from among the

w o lves ; they r e l i e d  on s ta te  so v e re ign ty ;  they r e l i e d  on the

M issou r i  Compromise; and more re c en t ly  they had r e l i e d  on the

F u g it iv e  S lave  Law* Nope o f these form s, he s a id ,  had proved

an e f f e c t i v e  p ro te c t io n  a g a in s t  the e v i l s  o f  s la v e ry :

These th ings show that no form s, n e i th e r  c o n s t i tu t io n s ,  
nor law s , nor covenants, nor churches, nor b i b l e s ,  a re  
any use in  them selves* The D e v i l  n e s t le s  com fortab ly  in  
them a l l *  There i s  no h e lp  but in  the head , and h ea rt  
and ham string o f  man. # * » He only who is  a b le  to stand  
a lone is  q u a l i f i e d  f o r  s o c ie t y ,  and that I  understand to  
be the end f o r  which a s o u l  e x is t s  in  the w o r ld ,— to be 
h im se lf  a counterba lance  a g a in s t  a l l  fa lseh ood  and wrong.

I f  any good had come from s la v e r y ,  Emerson s a id ,  i t  was that men

had been made to see the in s u f f i c ie n c y  o f  forms and in s t i t u t io n s *

27I b i d , ,  p* 224*

28I b i d , , p , 229* 

29 Ib id# $ pt 234 #
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Whenever a man has come to  th is  mind, that there  i s  no 
church f o r  him but h is  b e l i e v in g  p rayer ; no C on st itu t io n  
but h is  d e a l in g  w e l l  and ju s t ly  w ith  h is  n e ighbor ; no 
l i b e r t y  but h is  in v in c ib le  w i l l  to  do r i g h t , — then c e r ta in  
a id s  and a l l i e s  w i l l  promptly appear: f o r  the c o n s t i tu t io n
o f  the U n iverse  i s  on h is  side.^O

Thus, we see that Emerson had not changed h is  transcenden

t a l  ph ilosophy o f  the supremacy o f  the in d iv id u a l  and the 

u n r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  in s t i t u t io n s *  On the co n tra ry ,  he attempted  

to  show that the advent o f  the F u g it iv e  S lave  Law proved the 

u n r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  in s t i tu t io n s #  Emerson's a o t iv e  a s s o c ia t io n  

w ith  the A n t i -S la v e ry  S o c ie ty  co n s t itu ted  an exception  he was 

fo rced  to make to h is  ph ilosophy  and d id  not rep resen t  a 

gen e ra l  change in  h is  transcendentalism # Of the A n t i -S la v e ry
l

S o c ie ty ,  Emerson s a id ,  " I t  i s  the Cassandra that has fo r e t o ld  

a l l  that has b e f a l l e n ,  f a c t  f o r  f a c t ,  years  a g o , "31 His was a 

fo rc ed  a l l i a n c e  w ith  the a b o l i t i o n i s t  f o r  the d u ra t io n  o f the 

co n tro ve rsy ,  and i t  d id  not mean that  he now re fu ted  a l l  that he 

had s a id  over the years  re g a rd in g  ’in s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  a c t io n *

In  May, 1856, the d is t in g u ish e d  Senator from M assachusetts ,  

Charles  Sumner, a s t ron g  a b o l i t i o n i s t  who f i l l e d  D an ie l  W eb s te r 's  

old  s e a t ,  d e l iv e r e d  a speech on the f l o o r  o f  the Senate on the 

a f f a i r s  in  Kansas# Sumner shocked h is  audience by say in g  that  

the crime a g a in s t  Kansas w as , "the  rape o f  a v i r g in  t e r r i t o r y ,  

com pe llin g  i t  to the h a t e fu l  embrace o f  s l a v e r y . ” ®^ Sumner
s

50I b i d . ,  p* 236.

51I b i d . ,  p# 244.

^ T .  Harry W i l l ia m s ,  The Union Sundered, The L i f e  H is to ry
o f  the United  S t a t e s ,  V ( 1849’-1 8 5 6 ),"7 0 ^
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struck  hardest  a t  Andrew P* B u t le r ,  S enator from South C a ro l in a ,  

who was absents

The sen a to r  from South C a ro l in a  has read many books o f  
c h iv a l r y ,  and b e l ie v e s  h im se lf  a c h iv a lro u s  k n ig h t ,  w ith  
sentiments o f  honor and courage* Of course he has chosen  
a m istress  to  whom he has made h is  vows and who, a lthough  
u g ly  to  o th e rs ,  Is  always lo v e ly  to  him; a lthough  p o l lu te d  
in  the s ig h t  o f  the w o r ld ,  i s  chaste  Ip  h is  s i g h t - - I  mean 
the h a r lo t  S la v e r y *33

So enraged were the Southerners over Sumner's speech that  

Preston  Brooks, a member o f  the House o f  R epresen ta t ives  and a 

kinsman o f  B u t le r ,  attacked  Sumner on the Senate f l o o r  w ith  a 

w a lk in g  s t i c k ,  i n f l i c t i n g  such damage on Sumner that I t  requ ired  

f o u r  years  f o r  a f u l l  recovery#  A p ro te s t  meeting liras h e ld  in  

the Town H a l l  o f  Concord on May 26, 1856, and Emerson addressed  

the crowd* He s a id :

The events o f  the l a s t  few  years  and months and days have 
taught us the le ssons  o f  the c e n tu r ie s *  I  do not see how 
a barbaroPs community and a c i v i l i z e d  community can con
s t i t u t e  one s t a t e *  I  th ink we must get r id  o f  s l a v e r y ,  
or we must g e t  r id  o f  freedom*34

Emerson sa id  that the whole s la v e ry  c o n f l i c t  debased the govern 

ment by a p p e a l in g  to  base men* Good men, such as Sumner, beoame 

ta rg e t s  o f  the bad* The b e t t e r  the man, the sooner he would  

come under a ttack *  Under the ru le s  o f  that game, Emerson s a id ,  

i f  M assachusetts wanted h e r  r e p re se n ta t iv e s  to s u r v iv e ,  she 

would have to send fo o ls  to Washington*

The on ly  charge the Southerners made a g a in s t  Sumner was

53I b l d ,

3^R*Wr Emerson, "The A ssau lt  Upon Mr* Sumner," Complete
Works (Centenary  E d # ) ,  X I ,  247*
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that he was an a b o l i t i o n i s t ,  s a id  Emerson, "a s  i f  every  sane 

human be in g  were not an a b o l i t i o n i s t ,  o r  a b e l i e v e r  that  a l l  

men should be f r e e # " * ^

By an act o f  Congress , passed May, 1854, the t e r r i t o r i e s  

o f  Kansas and Nebraska were o rgan ized , and in  th is  c a se ,  the 

terms o f  the M issou r i  Compromise Act o f  1820 were suspended#

The Act o f  1820 had l im ited  s la v e ry  to  a reas  south o f 36% 30' 

in  the Lou is ian a  Purchase t e r r i t o r y #  The r e s u l t  was that s la v e ry  

was not fo rb id d en  in  the new Kansas t e r r i t o r y #  Kansas Emigrant 

Aid S o c ie t ie s  o rgan ized  in  New England a s s i s t e d  Northern  emi

grants in  the sett lem ent o f  th is  f e r t i l e  region# S e t t le r s  from  

M issou r i  a ls o  streamed in to  Kansas, b r in g in g  t h e i r  s la v e s  w ith  

them# This s i t u a t io n  re su lte d  in  a con tin u in g  f i g h t  between  

the two groups o f  s e t t l e r s #  Emerson always attended the meet

ings  in  a id  o f  Kansas he ld  in  Concord and Boston, gave l i b e r a l l y  

to  the cause , and spoke on b e h a l f  o f  "Kansas a id "  wherever  

c a l le d  upon# On September 10, 1856, he addressed such a meeting  

in  Concord# In th is  speech, Emerson c a l le d  on the governor o f  

Massachusetts to r a i s e  arms to be sent to  the Northern  emigrants  

in  Kansas# This was a moral m atter ,  s a id  Emerson, and the l e g a l  

d i f f i c u l t i e s  o f  such an ac t  d id  not m atter , f o r ,  he emphasized, 

" every  immoral s t a tu te  i s  v o i d l "  The government, he s a i d ,  d id  

not defend t ru th  and freedom, but on the co n tra ry ,  was "the  

c h ie f  o b s t ru c t io n  to the common weal#"^®

55I b i d , ,  p# 250#

3®R#W# Emerson, "Speech on A f f a i r s  in  K an sas ,"  Complete
Works (Centenary Ed# ) ,  X I ,  255#
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Emerson warned h is  audience that the s la v e r y  controversy

had such deep roots  and e n tan g l in g  c o n f l i c t s  o f  i n t e r e s t  that

war was becoming unavoidab le#

In  1857, John Brown came to Concord to d i r e c t  a p le a  f o r

a id  and arms to the emigrants o f  Kansas and to  t e l l  some key

a b o l i t i o n i s t s  there  o f  a p lan  he had* He con fided  the o u t l in e s ,

but not the d e t a i l s ,  o f  the p lan to s i x  a b o l i t i o n i s t  le aders#

These men entered  e a g e r ly  in to  the con sp iracy , even to the

po in t  o f  assuming code names, and were known as the "S e c re t

S ix # "  The ir  p r in c ip a l  s e r v ic e  was to  p rov ide  Brown w ith

f in a n c i a l  a s s is t a n c e *  He intended to  s e iz e  a s t ro n g  po in t  in

the mountains o f  V i r g i n i a ,  s e t  i t  up as a f o r t i f i e d  b a se ,  and

operate  from there  to  f r e e  s la v e s#  E ven tu a lly  he meant to  take

h is  charges in to  the h i l l s ,  o rgan ize  them in t o -a  kind o f  Negro

s t a t e  w ith in  the South, and fo r c e  a g en e ra l  emancipation# Of

Brown’ s v i s i t  to Concord, i t  i s  recorded  by P.B# Sanborn that

Brown’ s gen e ra l  purpose o f  a t ta c k in g  s la v e ry  by fo rc e  in  
M issou ri  o r  e lsew here , was known in  1857-8-9 to  R#W.
Emerson, A# Bronson A lc o t t ,  Henry Thoreau, W endell P h i l l i p s ,  
# • # and others  o f  the a n t i - s l a v e r y  men o f  M assachusetts ,  
none o f  whom discountenanced i t ,  w h i le  most o f  them, in  my 
h e a r in g ,  d i s t i n c t l y  approved i t  #37

John Brown’ s raw courage and pure d e d ic a t io n  to a cause  

com plete ly  captured  Emerson’ s adm iration  and f i l l e d  the vacuum 

l e f t  by D a n ie l  W ebste r ’ s d e fe c t io n  to the s la v e h o ld in g  in te re s t s #  

A f t e r  Brown’ s r a i d ,  f a i l u r e ,  and capture  a t  H a rp e r ’ s P e r ry ,

3I7P#B# Sanborn, "R e c o l le c t io n s  o f  the John Brown R a id , "
The Century I l l u s t r a t e d  Monthly M agazine , XXVI (May, 1883 to  
O ctober , 188377 412# ....
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Emerson addressed a meeting fo r  the r e l i e f  o f Brown's fam ily, 

at Tremont Temple, Boston, November 18, 1859* ile described 

Brown as a simple, unaffected man who lived  arid acted so le ly  

on his basic b e l ie f  in the Golden Rule and The Declaration of 

Independence* Brown, said Emerson, saw through the p o lit ic a l 

forms to basic truths:

Be saw how deceptive the forms are*. We fancy, in 
Massachusetts, that we are fre e ; yet i t  seems the 
government is quite unreliable* • » # [A311. the forms
ta re ] r igh t • * * and yet, l i f e  and freedom are not safe* 
Why? Because the judges re ly  on forms, and do not, lik e  
John Brown, use th e ir  eyes to see the facts behind the 
f  o m ,®

In his essay "Courage,” delivered  within the same month,

at the Music B a ll In 'Boston, Emerson, speaking of the cowardly

p o lit ic s  of Massachusetts said:

Why we do not say, We are a b o lit ion is ts  of the raost 
absolute ab o lit ion , as every man must be? Only the 
Hottentots, only the barbarous or semi-barbarous are 
not* We do not try  to a lte r  your laws In Alabama * . « 
nor sha ll we su ffer  you to carry your thuggism North.
. . .  We intend to set im and keep a cordon san ita lre, 
a l l  around the infected d is t r ic t  and by no” means, su ffer 
the pestilence to spread * •̂"-l

Then, turning his attention to John Brown, Emerson made

a statement that found great favor among the most m ilitan t

a b o lit io n is ts  and, conversely, caused great despair among those

of a more conservative orientation* Emerson spoke of Brown as

that new sa in t, than whom none purer or more brave was 
ever led by love o f men in to c o n flic t  and death,— the * VII,

7 Q

°°R.W* Emerson, "John Brown: Boston Speech," Complete 
Works (Centenary Ed#), X I, 271#

^̂ R#W# Emerson,
V II,  429#

"Courage,"  Complete Works (Centenary Ed#),
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new saint awaiting martyrdom, and who, i f  he shall su ffe r , 
w i l l  make the galiows glorious lik e  the cross*^0

This speech spoiled Emerson's welcome in Philadelphia, as

an in v ita tion  to lecture there was withdrawn# Bis speaking

career also suffered in Boston as a resu lt o f his radical

statement, and he was obliged to accept speaking engagements

in the West*4̂ - Yet, Emerson continued in his unrelenting attack

on the In stitu tion  of slavery# Having joined the f ig h t ,  he was

determined to continue i t ,  despite the personal hardships i t

brought him# In his Journal, January, 1861, is an exaraole of

this resolve?

Do thy duty of the day# Juab now the supreme public duty 
o f a l l  thinking men is to assert freedom# Go where i t  
is threatened, and soy, " I  am fo r  i t ,  and do not wish to 
l iv e  in the world a moment longer than i t  ex ists#"

The news o f the Confederate bombardment of Port Sumter on

A p ril 12, 1861, found Emerson in the midst o f a course of

lectures called  "L ife  and L iterature#" This news, which was

not unexpected, came as a great r e l i e f  bo Emerson# Re changed

the announced lectu re, "Doctrine of Leasts," to one en tit led

"C iv il iz a t io n  in a Pinch#" In th is lecture he confessed r e l ie f

that the war had f in a l ly  come# Re said:

We have been very homeless, some of us, fo r  some past 
yea rs ,— say since 1850; but now we have a country again#
Up to March 4, 1861, in the very place o f lav/, we found 
instead o f i t ,  war® Bow we have forced the conspiracy 
out o f doors#, Law is  on this side and war on that# I t

40Ihid#, p# 427#
4^Cahot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, I I ,  507#
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was war then and f t  is war now, hut .declared war Is vastly  
sa fer than war undeclared#^

War on such an issue was to be welcomed, because i t  united the

Union more s o lid ly  than p o lit ic a l parties were able to do#

Emerson asked a friend to show him the Charlestown Navy

Yard, and on seeing the warlike preparations said, ”Ahi

sometimes gunpowder smells good« Emerson re flec ted  his

de ligh t over the war in his Journal, May, 1861;

The country is cheerfu l and jocund in the b e l ie f  that i t  
has a government at last# The men in search o f a warty, 
parties in search o f a urine1p ie , in terests and dispo
s ition s that could not fuse fo r  want of some base,—-a ll 
jo y fu lly  unite in th is great Northern party, on the basis 
o f Freedom# Yiihat a healthy tone ex is ts l

In Emerson's view there was just one great task l e f t  fo r

the Union to accomplish, emancination# Being in Washington

as a guest o f  Senator Sumner, Emerson pleaded the cause of

emancipation at the Smithsonian In s titu te , January 31, 1862#43 44

In th is speech, attended by part o f President Lincoln 's Cabinet,

Emerson stated, ’’Emancipatlon is the demand o f c iv iliz a t io n #

That is a p rin c ip le ; everything else is an in tr igu e#**̂ 5 jn his

view, compensation should be made fo r  the emancipated slaves#

Iramediafcely, said Emerson, the Southern Army must run home to

42Ib id #, pp* 600-601#

43Ib ld #, p# 601#
44‘Although i t  is otherwise generally agreed that Lincoln 

vías not oresent, Moncure D# Conway says the speech was read 
before the President and his Cabinet ( Emerson at Home and 
Abroad, p# 313)# ~ ’ ” ’ - — -

43R,W, Emerson, nAmerican C iv i l iz a t io n ,” Complete Works
(Centenary E d ,), XI, 304* - « - - -  —
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p ro te c t  t h e i r  e s t a te s  when the s la v e s  were f r e e d *  A ls o ,  "being 

pa id  f o r  the s l a v e s ,  the Southern p la n te r  would he le s s  " b e l l i 

cose and would come, q u ie t ly  and p e a c e fu l ly ,  back in to  the f o ld *

W h ils t  s la v e r y  makes and keeps d isu n io n ,  Emancipation  
removes the whole o b je c t io n  to union* Emancipation a t  
one stroke  e le v a te s  the poor w h ite  o f  the South, and 
i d e n t i f i e s  h is  in t e r e s t s  w ith  that o f  the Northern  
la b o re r *^ ®

Emerson concluded h is  appea l f o r  emancipation by s ay in g ,  "These  

ideas  must work through the b ra in s  and arms o f  good and brave  

men, or they are no b e t t e r  than dreams

46I b i d . ,  p* 307*

47 I b i d . ,  p . 310.



CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION

I t  is now apparent that the events leading up to the 

outbreak of h o s t i l i t ie s  between the states had changed Emerson 

and his views® He bad always maintained that "The one thing 

in the world of value is the active  sou l;” -*- yet the correct 

action fo r  a thinking man such as h im self, Emerson had held, is 

to think® "To think is to act he had said» Also, he had 

said that the only ob ligation  a man had in regard to the slavery 

question was to perform an act o f mind only, deciding fo r  him

s e lf  the rightness or wrongness of the question® A fter the 

t r ia ls  of the slavery f ig h t  had opened his eyes and dissipated 

the mist o f his idealism , he told  a group of distinguished men 

that unless ideas were acted upon, they were no better than 

dreams® Obviously, EmersonTs opinion on what constituted proper 

action bad changed with regard to the an ti-s lavery  movement#

This change, as I  said e a r l ie r ,  was an exception to Emerson’ s 

transcendentalist view o f action and did not represent a 

general re jec tion  of his o ve ra ll philosophy# Emerson was a 

transcendentailst thinker from 1830 to 1045# A l l  of his essays 

during that period of time re flec ted  the Id e a lis t ic  mysticism

^R#W, Emerson, "The American Scholar,” Solectlons ( ed» 
Whicher), p# 69# ”

O

R* W< Emerson, "S p ir itu a l Laws,” Complete Works (Current 
noinion Eel»}, IT , 163® ' “
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o f pure transcendentalism and were marked with a d is tin c t

aloofness from the secular a f fa ir s  of men# Emerson firm ly

believed that l i f e  should be lived  in s im p lic ity  and should

involve a continual endeavor at sp ir itu a l elevation# For,

Emerson in s is ted , this sp ir itu a l e leva tion  could only come

through a perfect understanding o f the Over-soul and the truths

which i t  revealed® ManTs rnost important function, then, was

the pursuit o f truth. Truth was being, and truth, he held,

suffocated and perished in the presence o f soc iety « Therefore,

soc iety  and a l l  its  involvements should he avoided*.

Heginning in 1845, however, Emerson1s essays take on a

s lig h t ly  d iffe ren t tone« lie appears to have come to the point

o f agreeing with Henry David Tboreau, who said:

To he a philosopher pis not merely to have subtle thoughts, 
nor even to found a school, but so to love wisdom as to 

' l iv e  according to its  d ic ta tes , a l i f e  o f s im p lic ity , 
independence, magnanimity, and trust# I t  is to solve 
some of the problems o f life - , nob only th eo re t ic a lly , but 
p ractica lly#0

He began to speak more favorably of those 3ndividuals who 

exerted power and force of w i l l  in order to atta in  pre-established 

goals# He had, o f course, even in his youngest days, respected 

Daniel Webster as a great man of action , and he had always 

agreed with the actions that Webster took~~up to 1850# But 

during the years between 1845 and 1050, Emerson began sneaking 

very favorably o f strong-w illed  men of action, even though he 

could not agree with th e ir  actions# In other words, Emerson

*%.D» Thoreau, Walden, in The Works o f Henry David Tboreau, 
ed• Henry S * Canby, p* 253® ’
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began to show that he respected force as a m anifestation of 

w i l l  and character® In Representative Men, Emerson praised 

Napoleon fo r  the resu lts he attained, not his impulses® I t  

Is ,  I  b e lieve , accurate to say that Emerson's lo f t y ,  id e a lis t ic  

transcendentalism mellowed, during these years, to a transcen

dentalism that recognized the necessity fo r  soc ia l involvement® 

Emerson came to re a liz e  that the sp ir itu a l e levation  of mankind 

would be a d i f f i c u l t  task to accomplish and that the only way 

i t  might ever be accomplished would Involve the employment o f 

fo rc e fu l, mundane action*.

Emerson was not, however, prepared fo r  the action of 

Daniel Webster on March 7, 1850# The action Emerson took as a 

resu lt o f that speech was, In fa c t ,  a reaction against Daniel 

Webster® I t  was not thoughtful and crea tive  p ractica l action 

aimed at the elevation  of mankind® On the contrary, i t  was 

r e f le x iv e , defensive, and blind action taken against the man 

who had recently  disappointed Emerson® For that reason, i t  

would be inaccurabe to think o f Emerson's involvement with the 

a b o lit io n is ts  as a general rev is ion  of his transcendental 

idealism# His actions on behalf of the an ti-s lavery  movement 

were separate and apart from bis then-mellowed transcendentalism®

A ll  o f the references Emerson made to his active  p a r t ic i

pation in the an ti-s lavery  e f fo r t  date from the year 1850® The 

events of that year thrust the problem of slavery on Emerson 

and brought I t  Into such c lea r focus that he could not ignore 

it® Webster's speech on March 7, 1850, backed Emerson in to a 

corner# Emerson viewed the speech as a personal challenge#
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Eis dedication bo p rin c ip le , which was stronger than his dedica

tion to other men, l e f t  him no a ltern a tive  hut to enter the 

controversy#

I t  must "be noted that as fa r  as active  partic ipa tion  in 

a public cause Is concerned, the an ti-s lavery  movement repre

sents the only exception to Emerson’ s po licy  of non-involvement# 

le v e r  again did he become enraged, except through his speeches, 

In any public philanthropic scheme#

On September 22, 1862, President Lincoln at last spoke the 

word so long desired by the abo lition is ts#  By the terms of his 

Emancipation Proclamation, on the f i r s t  day of the coming year 

slavery would he abolished in those states in rebe llion  against 

the Enited States#

, At a meeting held in Boston in honor of the Emancipation

Proclamation, Emerson spoke;

L iberty  is a slow f r u i t • lb comes, lik e  r e lig io n , fo r  
short periods, and In rare conditions, as i f  awaiting a 
culture of the race which sha ll make i t  organic and 
permanent# * # * These measures provoke no noisy joy , 
but are received into a sympathy so deep as to apprise 
us that mankind are greater than we know»4

The war, he said, was unavoidable# I t  existed long before the

bombardment of Port Sumter* I t  was in the minds and bones of

the combatants# A peaceable secession o f the rebels would only

have whetted th e ir  Insatiab le appetite fo r  more te r r ito ry  and

power# Tice war, he said , was a ra lly in g  force  fo r  the North,

forced upon them as a matter of self-preservation#

R̂#W# Emerson, ’’ The Emancipation Proclamation,” Complete 
Works (Centenary Ed#), XI, 315-316#
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Likewise, I  submit that i t  was a matter of personal s e l f -  

preservation fo r  Emerson to f in a l ly  become engaged in the a ffa irs  

o f the a b o lit io n is ts *

Emerson obviously considered himself an a b o lit io n is t , as 

he said in his Journal, February, 1858s " I t  is impossible to 

be a gentleman and not be an a b o lit io n is t «" Emerson was con

sidered to be an a b o lit io n is t by the people o f New England and 

was among the group of men most despised in the South* He was 

counted among the a b o lit io n is ts  by the press# Cabot records 

that the Boston Dally Ad v e r t is e r , remarking more in sorrow 'than 

in anger of Emerson*s attendance of various a b o lit io n is t meet

ings, said that Emerson "might fa i r ly  be looked upon as a 

decided a b o lit io n is t# ” ® To claim that Emerson was not an 

a b o lit io n is t  because he was never involved in mass demonstra

tions or c i v i l  disobedience is not sa tis fa c to ry , because nothing 

is  p la iner than that i t  was Emerson*s c a llin g  to supply impulses 

and not methods to the movement* He was not an organizer, but 

a power behind many organizers, Insp iring bhem with lo f t y  motive, 

g iv in g  breath to th e ir  views which were always tending to become 

narrow through concentration on their specia l objects* Newell D. 

H I I l ls  established Emerson as an a b o lit io n is t  by saying, "Every 

great movement must have its  advocate and voice# Garrison was 

the pen o f ab o lit ion , Emerson its  philosopher, Greely its  ed ito r , 

and Wendell P h illip s  its  advocate#"®

®James E« Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, I I ,  587»

% ew ell D. Hi 111 s , The Ba t t le  o f Prlnci pies , p* 68#
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