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PREFllCE 

·rhe ob jeot of this st11.¥v is; to orin~ to~etner, in oonvenient 
oomQ~ss,the essent~g,l ani significant faots concernin~.Emer­
son•s relation to Pllblic affg,irs. lln at>unig,nce of material, 
saitable for tnis pur{Jose·, is to be founi in tb.e Tforks ani 
Journal, ani thes9 nave. been maie to speak: for. tb.emselvss so 
far as possible. N9vertheless, such a task involves sele~tion, 
arranqement, evaluation, ani inter~retatioo. all of whiob 
test hU$an fallibilitv. ani reaiers of this mono~rapb. will 
orobablv fini m~c~ that is open to ~riticism. ani ioubtless 
soaiewb.at th9.t .is weak ani faultv. Tllou~h the aim has been 
to use pri~arv sources as the b9.sis of this Nork. there 
must of necessity b~ a consiieTable iniebteiness to the 
schol9.rs ·Nho have alreaiv iealt with Emerson ani' his r1ritin~s. 

a.ni a~~~oNleigement of such iniebteiness is herebv maie. 
References a.ni quota ti.one have been veri fish ani will be 
foani to be accurate in the ma.in.- it is believei. Certain 
9. pr;are n t .in aoca raci'es a re i\19 to the inf or ma l cha r9.o te r of 
tbe Journal itself. 

Sincere thanks are iue tbe Committee on Graiuate Work 
of the Depattment of En~lis~ for manv ~ooi critizisms an1 
suggestions,. o~rticul9.rlv Professor w.s.Johnson, unier whose 
iirection this stu1v was uniert9.ken. 

Cambriige •. M9.ssaohusetts. lugust 18. 1921· 
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CHAP·r ER I 

Emerson•s fouth ani the Growth of His Iieas 

An~estrv - B1a.milv trg,iitions - Emerson•s retirinq tem-
peram~nt - His tendencv to solituie ani reflection 
·- Ris voutbful ·interest in thinis moral ani spiritu~l 
.- tiis historic environment - ffixtent of its influence 

aµon him - The ievelopment of Emerson•s philosophy -
tibr intuitive tend.ency • His .. emphasis upon tne moral 
ani spiritual - Rele.tion of .certain of his id.eas to his 
attitaie towari public affairs • 

No m~n's career can be preiiatei with certaintv from the 
historv of b.is· ancestrv. ·ani this is quite 9.3 true of 
Emerson ·as of ant other man; vet manv of his reactions to 
questions of a political. social a.ni moral cast· were fore-
shadoNei ~in the ooniUot of his ancestors. One of these, 
Peter Bul~elv, was an eiQa~tei non-conformist, who came to 
America ani helpei establish Concori, rather tban eniure 

. .~,,_,. 

ecolesi9.stical tvr~a~{ in Englani. Emerson men·tionei his 
name with priie in hi~ Concori anniversary aiiress as he reai 
the roll of the illustrious founiers of Concori. ·Another 
of bis ancestors was the heroic Revereni Joseph Emerson of 
Minion who narroNlV esc•pei bein~ saalpai when the villaqe 
was destrovei bv Iniiafis~ William Emerson of Concord, the 

~ ;ranifather.of Ralph W~lio~ was .a z~alotts patriot, who 
enoouragei resistance to the British, a~d iiei of camp-fever 

· while a chaplain in th~ colonial armv at Tiaonieqo~a. 
Emerson's father Has of a social·tempera~ent. ani was a 
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favorite amon~ persons of aathoritv ani influence in the 
oommunitv. Re was a. 01ourth-of-Julv orator, chapl9.in 'Of· the 

j State Senate,· ani of, the ·Ancient· .e.ni· Honorable ·companv, ani 
an oversee~ of Harvard Colle~e. Literary ani scholastic 
.tastes were st r on q l v fix: e i in the . fa mi l v , and. so ho o H: e e pi n g 
furnisb.ei the re~ular t>reliminarv means of sut>port for the 
~'Dle .r s on s b e fore t b. e v en t ! re i . the . mi n 1 s t r v , a s t he v a 1 mos t 
invariably iii. In his relation to the public affairs of bis 
time, 11e· shall see that .ffimersori:·iii not iepart far from ·the 
traiitions of his familv. 

Emerson seems .not to have hai a n,_ormal- bovhooi. Be 
was from early voutb.of a shv, r~tiri~i~ temperamefit, with 
a stron~ tenienov to be soli tarv 9.ni reflsotive .•. The 
cion~enial ho~e life. the stron~ f~~ily affe~tions~ ani the 
necessity ·ror intensive at;>plication to his stuiies, all· 
probably gccentuatei this ten~9ncv, ani c~mbinei with it to 
kee,P ,,him out of those rou~h sports of bo_vb.ooi which ·are saii 
to .be the ordinary, iepeniable meang of acquirin~ an a~ou­

r~te knowleiqe of buman nat~re, ani especially of its social 
asp9ats. Yet refle:tion itself save~ him froru beooMinq 
bookisb or o~ig~ish, ani if he failei to participate active~ 
. ' ......... 

lv in the life about him,· it was ·not.beoause.he hai iisregariei 
or overloolt'd. it, but because he ha.i· carefullv oonsid.erei 
its .~roblems 9.rii found. them. less e9.SY ani less necessarv of 
solution than ths prob~ems of the iniiviiual life. Even 

,..;? 

th9 povertv ani h.ariship- of the familv failei to -iraN him 
into a consiieration of soai~l a~i eaonomia questions. for 
it was merelv an acoiiental hariship which fell oooasionallv 
upon a profession tna.t normallv possessei ~ ~osition of 
iignitv ani influe~ae. ani enjovei a decent ani comfortable. 
though. not a luxurious livin~. Probably he was also be-
ginning to conoluie that- in the lives of all men pov!rtv 'and. 
wealth are external acoiients that are of small importance 
in com~arison Nith the grest funiam9ntal possibilities of 
the iniiviiual soul. Yet there wa~ much in IDmerson•s 
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environ~ent to inspire interest in public aff9.irs~ He 
li vei in ·a oom111.1ni tv that. was.· replete ·11i th the histo1·ical 
traditions of th! stirring iavs of the Re~olution; New 
Englani•s position on the·seaboari ani her commercial in-
terests k:ept ner_ activ.elv in touch with the- affairs of the 
Gni tei States ani of the re-st of the· 11orl1; ani all about. 
him were the town m•etin~s which ~ai·been the means of ie-
v e lop in ~ an act iv e l n t er e··s t in pub l i c affairs l n man v a 
vouth. All these unioubteilv servei to brinQ ~o him a bet-
ter and more intelligent ~nowlei~e of the historv of his 
co u n tr v • . and. , · p e r haps a keen e ~ i n ·po 1i.tica1 · an i soc 1a1 p he-
n omen a. but thev oouli not iivert him from- his major inter~ 
est in the ~oral ani spiritual life of the iniiviiual. 

Emerson was earlv an intuitionist- ~ni this facttproba-
blv accounts for his scatterei, sel~ctive reading ani lac~ 

of svst"ematic study, a practice wnicb.. was at first a source 
of despair. ani later of pride,. He toli in later life now 
he~went tbroueb books, ~leaning those iniiviiual iieas ~ni 
sentiments ~hat appealei to him. With hi~ religion ani 
morality were faniamental ~ni axiomatic, ani he was mo~e 

concsrnei witn relating the worli to them ani interpreting 
it in terms of them, than he was in securin~ systematic 
general knowlei~e. Ondoubtedlv the ministerial atmosphere 
ani traiition were partlv responsible ·for this, but Wood-
berry and others think, it is mainly to be regariei as his. 
natural bent. Manv a minister's son has ·vieliei to the 
attractions of .the secular· worli arid its a~tivities, ani the 
Presidenov itself furnishes some illustrious examples of this. 
He went to Harv~~i nith his interests pre1eterminei, ani 
everything in the new acaiemia life simply maturei the ten-
i9ncies which his mini hai followei previously, The cutri-
culum was sufficiently broai to acquaint him with ~he fun-
iamentals of knowl9i~e in·g~neral. ·He Nas not a r~cluse, 
ani his contact Nit~ other students and their interests 
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was probablv approximately normal, as is attestei .. by .bis 
aative membarshi~ in social ~ni iebatin~ olubs. He has 

.told how eaqerlv he went to hear ffiverett and other .or~tors, 
ani how ~reatlv he was c~armed bv eloquence of all kinds. 
Yet this. was probably his ~r~atest· secular intarest. ani 
was iniulqei mainlv because of its relation to tbe .profession 
w~ioh he inteniei to follo~. 

Darin~ this early part of his life, .Emerson was reaiin~. 

reflectinq, ani philosophizing, ani hai no verv iirect ani 
immeiiate interest in public aff~irs, ani his utterances 

~ upon the subject were·mostlv su~gestei bv bis readin~. There 
are a few observations in h.is Journar that were o~casionei 
by aontemporarv events. Howeve~he was primarily an in-
tuitive, iniiviiualistio, moral Dbilosopher. ani thin~s 
political ani. social in terestei him ·main_lv as ,th.ev, a.ffectei 
th~ iniiviiaal in his attempt to live a. divine life. ·fet 
tbere was a ~ertain neoe3~itv of accountin~ for so~ial ani 
politioal institutions ani praotices. He attemptei to fini 
a. si~nifi3ance for evervthinq in his philosophy, ani to 
justify the status quo so far as possible. He built his 
svstem upon tnin~s as he founi them a.ni dii not challen~e. 
anvthipq-so3ial or politioal unl~ss it confli~tei with the 
moral intllitions. It was upon these ~rounis that he first 
directei his attention to the slavery-question, as we shall 
see later. He iii not become commfttei to social, political, 

I 

or economic theories. so far as one can learn, ani most of 
his ideas upon such subjects were probably traiitional, 
conventional. or those. of his familv. Cabot savs he in-
heritei his partv affiliations from his f~ther, ani manv 
of bis earlv attittlies toward oublio questions were those 
of bis New En~lani envirbnment. 

Cert~in iieas of ~merson's pnilosopnical and mora~ 

system, however. are of especial importance in explaining 
his attituis towari public affairs. His stron~ iniivi-



iualism causei him to h~ve an aversion to those movements 
w·nich aimei at the reforms.tion of the ind.ivid.ual or the 
improvement of bis ~oniition by the reformation of society. 
Pu rs uei to its-: f~~i~al . conclusion, it lei him. to place . an 
almost a~~uri emph~sis upon the respon3ibilitv of the in-
iiviiual for his situation ani his i~tv to ma~e the best of 
it, a io~trine which fortun~telv he iii not always aihere 
to consistently. In 1842 he wrote,"It i~ in vain that vou 
put to me anv case of misfortune or calamity - the extrem-
est, the M~ncb~~ter weaver, the Carolina sl~ve. I ioubt 
not that in the history of the iniiviiual is always an 
account of his condition. ani he knows himself 'to be p~rtv 

t·o his pressn t estate •... Put me in llis con ii ti on, ani I sb.ouli 
see its outlets_ ani reliefs though no~ I see them not •••• 
I can neve~ medil~ with other people's facts. I have enough 
of ~v own. But this one thin~ I know, that if I do not 
clear mvself, I am in- f~ult, ani that mv own condition is 
mat:; he i , Point for poi n t , · with ever v o the r man ' s • f can 
only iispos~ cf mv o~n facts." 1 .Pa~t of this quot~tion 
sets f~rth another favorite idea of Emerson's, namely, 
~ompensation, the ioctrine that everv coniition of life 
has ~ertain oompensatine features. Again,Emerson felt that 
moral·ani s~iritual facts were the funiamental ones, ani 
this often lei him to re~ari political movements ·as super-
ficial ani illusory. This~note is souniei olearlv in The 
Amertcan Scholar in 1337."These being his functicins, it 
becomes him to feel all confiience· in himself, ani· to iefer 
ne~er to the pooular crv. He,ani ~e o~lv,~nows the world. 
The worli of anv moment is the merest aPPe~rance. Some 

·great ie~orum, some fetish of a government. some, ephemeral 
I 

trade, or war. or man is cried Utibv balf of mankini ani 
' criei down bv tb.e other half. as if all iepeniel on this 

· 1. Journal VI, 303 • 

• 
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·particular up or iown. The ~dis .ar~ that t~e wfiole 
question is n·ot worth the voor9st thou~nt Ntlich the scholar 
has lost in listenin~ to the controversy. Let him not quit 
the belief t~at a pop~un is a oop~un, thou~h tbe ancient 
ani honorable of the earth affirm it to be tne .cracr of 

1 ioom. 11 

·knotner favorite iootrine with Emerson was that the 
livihe~w!sri~~an~ht in the human, that the iniiviiual was 
a spar~ of· the iivin9. This natur~llv lei him to iemani as 
much freeiom for the iniiviiual as-was reasonablv possible, 
ani to feel tbat restraint ani oppression"were offences 
a;ainst both 3oi ani man. Furthermore, hi~ ideal ol inii~ 
viiual spiritual perf~ction even lei logically to Philo-. . 
sop~ical anarohv. Continaallv, espeoiallv in c~ises, he 
assertei. that ~overntent ierivei ·its stren~th from the gooi 
~ n i i v ii u al s who ~ave. their s 9. n ct ion an i s tip port to it, · an i 
be ar~uei that the real iefence ani safetv of the lniivi-· 
i u al l 1 es w i t n i rt tl i ms e l f. In 18 4 O, he s a ff in his lecture 
on Polittos, "Hence the less ~orernment we .bave the better, 
- t he f e 11 e. r la 11 s , an i t h. e le s s con f i i e i pow e r , 11 2 an i , ''To 

eiuoate the wise man the State .exists,~ a%i ni th ~he appear-
an3e of t~e ~ise man .the .State expires." As a substitute 
fb~ ~overn~e~t, he ur;ei t~e ievelopment of private char-
a c t e· r , b u t 9. i m di t t e i t n at • as v et ha r i 1 v a n v p r o ~ re s s ha i 
been maie in tna.t iireotion. His aios.t rad.i~al assertion 
of iniiriiuali9m.Na.s ·maie three ia.vg before the firing upon 
Fort Sumter, when h~ spoke of "the iownfall of our ?hara.c-
t e r · i e s t r o v i n ~ c i v i l i z ·a. t i on • n an i s a i i a. p p S3. r 9 n t l v t he ho u r 
b.a.i come "Nhen the oivil ma.chinerv that h9.S been the re-
li·gion of.the ~orli i9composes to iust ~ni smoke before 
t~s nan aiult iniiviiua.lism: ~ni the~private ~an feels that 

1. 1f or ks , I. • 10 2 • 
2. Ibii. III. 215· 
3.· Ibii. III, 216. 
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he is the Stata, an~ that a community in li~e eKternal oon-
iitions of olimate. r9.ce, sentiment, ani emolovment can 
irop with impunity much of t~e m9.ohinerv of ~overnment as 
operose ani clumsv. an~ ~st on cheaper ani simpler bv.leavin~ 
to sverv man all of his ri~hts ani powers, .ohezkei bv no 
law but his love or fear of the ri~hts ani powers of his 
nei~hbor." 1 This rather ettreme-assertion hai been ocoasion-
ei, no"nev9r. by the apparent\ iissol1.1tion of the Feieral 

!(' government, which was a,ppearin~ in th.e last fen month's of 
Buzhanan's aiministration. a iissolution t~at was ta~in~ 

place iurin~ a perioi of ~reat·m13.terial prosperitv·ani in-
iiviiualisti~ enterprise. 

It mi~ht seem fro~ these·quotattons·that·Emerson re-
qariei gov9rnment merely as repression~· It Nouli·be more 
nearlv correct to-sav that· his ~onception·of· freeiom ie-. . 

man~ei a political ani social drier so arrangei as to inter-
fere as little-as cosaible with the attempt of the iniiviiual 
to -0bev .the intuitions of _~is soul. Personally~ he com-
plainei onlv once of anv haris~ip i~e to ~overnmental re-
striction of the ri~hts of the iniiviiual, ani he aimittei 
that ~overnm9nt restei on forie because :or the selfishness 
of men, -ani be~a~se no one believei in a state founiei on 
rove. rhe fact is th9.t the aspiration for. ·spiritual ani 
moral perfection rather aqreei nith the"enis soa~ht bv ~ov­
ernment than oonfliotei with them. ·ani Emerson.himself s~ii, 
"I io not call to mini- a single tlU'Il'ln .bein~ wno has stea.iilv 
ieniei th9 authoritv of the 19.ws. on the simple ~rouni of 
h is mo r a l n a t 'l rs • 11 

2 0-f ~ o u rs e • he i i:i no t re ~ a r i ~ o v e r nm e n t 
as in a.nv form fiitei or final •. ani he iii not,most certainly. 
itscoura~e anv ~en&ine attempt to refor• it. Pol~tioal 

institutions ani practices. he assertei. were all ori~io~llv 
ex:~eiients ievisei by man to meet .situations .ani .must, chan~e 
with increasin~ light. Saii he in Poltttcs."The statute 

1. Cabot II. 603,604. 
2. Works III. 221. 
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st9.nis'there to sav, vesteriav He a~reei so 9.ni so, .but hoi 
feel ve this 9.rtiol~ to-ia.y? 111 

Yet it is oonceivable that the moral nature of an in-
iiviiug,l rni~ht iemani revolt· a~a.tnst .a specifio 9.Ct of ~ov­
ernment. ~ni 9.S betHeen t~e mor9.l intuition of the indiviiu~l 
ani t~e authority of the gov!rnment, Emerson wouli h!ve 
counsellsi obeiienoe to the int~ition. One is reminiei of 
h.is f9.rno;1s ii~tum, "3ooi men mu.s.t not obev the laws. too wall. n 2 

Still, he was conserv9.tive in the· application of tbis doctrin9; 
he was not primarilv interestei in revolution a~ainst the 
ppli~i:al crier, evert though his t~eorv recognizei it as a. 
possibilitv. ani his Practice wouli have aooeptei it a.s a 
necessitv. So true Nas this that he was muoh perturbei when 
he hg,i to·consiier a .~enuine· case of moral revolt a~ainst 
~overnment. na11elv. th~ case of Thoreau, .who refusei to 9av 
his taxss to the state ani local ~overnments. on tne ~rouni 
that thev approvei ani assistei the Feiaral government in an 
itiiquitous attemot to se~ure the eKtension of slaverv bv 
war upon ~exioo. The solution of tnis specific problem 
was founi ~n the 3ensible re3o~nitlon of the fact that on 
the Nhole the aiministration of the local ~ov9rnment was 
benefi3ent ani nholesome; that it aiiei the cauge of slaverv 
onlv iniirectlv~-if at all; that t~e revenues for the war 
Nare mainly ierivei fro~ tariffs whi~h the purchaser of im-
portei luxurie~ Daii; ani that if one ieslrei to re~olt 
against a bai ~o~ernment. he shouli seek a ~enuine gri~vance,-
a n i · no t s t l c K: u po n a t e c h n i ca l i t v • r he re i s no i o u b t , ho Na v e.li, · 
that thou~h he easilv founi a pra~tical justifioation of 
his own inaction in tne ~atter, he reallv felt a ~ooi ieal 
of sympatnv for Thoreau ani nis~ contention. Sever~l years 

I l~ter, ffimerson, himself founi a laN Nhich his cons6ience 
couli not ac·ce~t. the notorious li'u~itive Sh.ve Ls.w, a.ni he 
Qpenlv counselled resistance to it, ani Wooiberrv thinks it 

1. Works III. 200. 
2. Ibii. III,. 208. 
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quite possible that he mav bave assistei runawav slaves in 
their enieavor to escape Feie~al offlcials. Fortunatelv 
for him,the as:;istan(}e of fu~itive slaves was commonlv oon-
nivei at in New En~lani, ani if Emerson parti~ipatei in this 
rather com11on pra~ ti ce, the secrecv at teni in~ tb.e ao t, h.is 
belief in the sufficiencv of the· act itself, his iislik:e of 
publicity, ani ~ooi luck, probablv all combinei to prevent 
him from ever oomin~ into conflict with those chargei wit~ 
the enforoe~ent of tne lan. It Nouli be well to repeat, 
however, that the effort to secure the spiritual perfection 
of the iniiviiual w~s move likelv to brin~ a man into 
harmony with the 'law than into (}Oaflict with it •. and. th.is 
as s e r ti on fin .ls ab u n d ~ n t p r co f in the e K per i e n c e of Emerson 
himself, whose consistent pr~ctice of sucti a ioctrine 
iuring his whole life never c~usei him ~nv serious 
embarassrnent. 



CHA.PTER II 

Emerson's Politioal Svmpathies ani Affiliations 

Pref9rence for iemocracv - Reco~nition of its weaKnesses -
A.ttituie towil.ri--tt1e masses.- Dislike of practical 
politics~ Earlv·svmpat~v with the Whigs - Loss of 
confiience in them • Attitude toward the Repablican 
Party 

Em e rs on ' .s p b. i 1 o sop h v , as has been previous l v note i , was not 
crimarilv concernei with political ani.social questi6ns, · 
ani, per se, it hai no.bias in favor of anv kini of ~ov­
ernment. E~ersonfhim~elf; hoisver~ hai a stron~. prejudice 
for iemo~racv. Probably there Nere several reasons for 
this. First of all, he had been born ani reared in the . ' 

atmosphere of iemocraov. ani the ~om~on traditional svm-
. p 11th y in f"9. v or of' i t had been inst i.11 ~d into h. i m. He 
re~oqnizei this fact hims~lf. Saii he,"Born iemocrats, we 
are noHise qualifiei to judge of monarchv. which to our 
fathers living in the monarohical iieal, was also relativelv · 
ri~ht." 1 Democracy was also assOciatei with other thin~s 
iear to Emerson's heart, ~eneral equality cif opportunitv, 
freedom of speech, ani es~eciallv religious freeiom. "De-
mocr11cv is better for us; "he said, 11 bec9.use tne reli~ious 
sentiment of ihe present time aocoris better with it." 2 

Finallv, Emerson incli~ed to an evolutionary oonception of 
sooial ohan~es, ani he probably regaried demooraov as tbe 
hi~nsst form of political or~g,nizg,tion th9.t had. yet been 

1. Works III, 207-208. 
2 •. Ibid •. III, 207. 
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aohievei. He was not unaware of its shortcomings, however, 
for he saii,"But our institutions, thou~h in coinoiien6e 
with the spirit of the aqe, have not anv exemption from the 
practical iefeots which nave iiscreiitei other forms. 
Everv _act~al State. -is corrupt. 111 Furthermore. he hai no 
blini, unreasoninq faith in the infalli~le wigiom ani virtua~ 
of the masses, ani of tneir political iecisions. As earlv 
as 1823 • ._he wrote in his Jou~rf!al, that nistorv _trulv written 
ani unierstoo1 ices not sho~ ihe avera~e man's intelli~ence 
or virtue ever to ha!e been verv high, ani ieolare1, " •• our 
first mature ~lance at the actual state of s~:ietv falls 
upon so m~ch ieformttv ani auch low moral ani intellectual 
tarpituie that the fair fabric of the imaQination is speeii-
lv uniertiinei. n2 His· faith in tb.e- masses ~ften receive:l 
severe tests, espeoiallv idring tb.e slaverv stru~~les, when 
the pro-slavery foroes triumphei, as thev almost invaria-
bly iii. In 1845. he Nrot~f, "A. iespair has crept over the 
Whi~ party in this countrv~ Thev, the active, enterprising, 
intelligent, well-meanin~, ani wealthy part of the people, 
the real love· and. strength of the A.merican people, fin·i 
t~emselves oaralv~ei ani iefeatei evervwhere by the hories 
of i ~noran t ani 1ecei vable natives ani . the armies: of £ore bin 
voters-who fill Penni~lvani~, New York, ani New Orleans. 
ani bv those unscrupulous eii tors· an:i orators ·nho have 
ass u 11 e i to 1 ea i these 11 ass es .• 11 3 In 18 9 3 , he ask e i , . "Are · 
we alwavs to be the victims of the meanest of man~ini, who 
kill off as sentimental ani visionarv everv.generous ani 
just iesi~n? •••• In lmerio~, we hold out the same bribe, 
•roa~t beef ani two iollars a iav•, ~ni our peo~le will 
not go for libertv of other people, no, nor for their own, 
but for annexation of territorv, or a tariff, or whatever 

1. Works III, 207. 
2. Journal I, 219. 
3. Ibii. VII, 12. 
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promises new chances for younQ,. men, mo~9.monev to men.of 1 ' 
busin~ss." Moreover, Emerson's philosoohv was opposed 
to brin~ing ~n indiviiual into aonformitv with t~e standaris 
of the m~sses; rather he believei that the salvation of t~e 
race lav' in the fen select iniiviiuals who rose above such 
standaris. Once he exoliimei,"Leave this hvpocritlcal 
pratin~ ab·out the ·masses. Masses are ruie. lame, unmaie, 
Pernicious in the~r demanis, and need not to be flatterei, 
b u t s ch o o l e-i • l w is b. n o t : .to o on c e i e an v t n i n g · t o t n em , . but 

'to tame. irill, iiviie, ani break.them uo. ani iraw iniiviiuals 
out of tneru ••••• The worst of charitv is that the lives vou 
are askei to preserve are not worth preserving. Masses! 
the calamity is the masses ••••• If ~overnment knew how, I 
shoQli like to see it oheck, not multiplv the population. 
When it reaches lts· true law of action every man t~at is 
born will be hailei as essential. Awav with this hurrah 
of the masses. ani let us have the- con~iierat~ vote of ainqle ' 2 
me n -s po lt e n on t b. e-i r honor an i th. e i r cons c i e n c e • ·~ . . Ye t 
Emerson was funiamentallv a iemocrat, ani his censure of the 
masses was bv no means unmiti~atei. His o~timism enabled 
him to se~ bevoni the failures of the present to the ulti-
mate ·triumph of the right cause. A little h,ter in· the 
same lecture, he ieclarei,"To sav then. that the majority 
are wickei. means no malice, no bai heart in.the observer, 
but siruplv that the majority are unripe, ani have not vet 
come to th~mselves,~io not vet know their own opinions •••• 
That. if thev knew it, is an oracle for them ani for all. 
But in the p~ssing moment the quairupei interest is verv 
prone to prevail; ani this be~st-force, w~ile it m~kes the 
:iiscipline of the worli, the ~szb.ool of heroes. the glorv of 
martyrs, has provoKei in every age the satire of Nits and. 

1. Journal VIII, 343-344. 
2. Works VI, 249. 
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1 the tears of ~ooi men." In 1844, in his lecture on New 
En~land Reformers, he hai expressei a some#hat more favor-
9.ble opiniotl of tne ·11tsio11· ani virtue of the rnasses of the 
men: "Nothing shall wa·rp me from the be lief tna t eve rv man 
is a lover of truth ••••• The entertainment of the ~reposition 
of iepravitv is the last prdfliga~v ani profanation ••••• I 
suppose coosiierate observers~ lookin~ at the masses of men 
in their blameless ani in their eqivo3al actions, will assent, 
that i~ spite of selfishness ani frivolity, the ~eneral 
purpose in the ~reat number of persons i~ fiielitv. The 
reason why anv one refuses his assent to vour opinion, or 
his aii to your b9navolent ~esi~ns, is in vou: he refuses 
to a~cept vou aef· a brin~er of truth,· becaase·,· thou~h vou. 
think vou bav9· it; he feel~ that voa h9.V9 it not." The 
i.mm€rfi'~\e ani heartv response of the people of the North to 

~~_,....,...· 

the oause of the· Union ire?'t from Emerson the ieclar9.tion 
that he wouli never a~ain spea~ ill of ~opular intelligence 
or virtue~ T~is Nas his most favorable e~pression of opinion, 
9.ni neeiless to S9.V,· h?. founi o~casion subsequently to 
mo ii fv it. rte vari·o11s quota. tions nhi-~tl ti ave been made ~ 
are not comprehensive, but .will be founi to be representative, 
of b.is opinion of the m9.sses of men. It woul:l be safe to 
ooncluie that although Emerson was often iis~ustei witb 
popah.r coarseness s.ni folly, ani. althou.~b. he was,.often 
iisappointei in t~e failure of the people to vote alwavs for 
the cg.use of ri~hteousness. vet he· Nas too much or an optimist 
to vieli long to th9 iisoouragements of the moment; ani his 
faith in the ulti~ate Risiom and 3ouniness of a iemooracv 
was unstl9.ken. 

Notwithst~niing his consistent belief in iemo~racv, 
ffimerson w~s often iisgustei 9.ni disheartenei with the methois 

1. Works VI, 2?2. 
2. lbiL III, 278-279. 
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ani results of pra.ctloal politios. · Sometimes it was the 
meanness ani unfairness of politics .that reoellei hi~; some-
times .it was the superfl3ialitv. In 1837. he recoriei in 
bis Journal a ~raphic iescrigtion of a Whi~ caucus in 
Faneuil Ball at whi~h Webster .presiiei. He pointei out 
t~at the oampaiqn orator ierives his success fro~ his abilitv 
to use cheap catch phra3es sQccessfullv. «Never," hs saii. 
"the fineness or iept~ of the thoueht. but the ;ooi savin~~ 
of the verv few ani verv poor particulars which lie· upper- · 
~ost in evervman's mini at the meatinq. All appear struc~ 
with wonder ani ieli~ht at this che~p ani meiiocre facultv, 
so rarely is it founi..n 1 A~9.in, he often spok:e of the ie-
basin~ effect of the methois ~f politics. ani he. saii of 
Pot1-tical mass meetings. 11 thev show ~reat men put to a ba·i 
use, men consentine t~ b~ managei by committees. ani worse, 
consenting to mana~e ~en. "2 Another interesting observation 
on to.is heg,i is found. in his Journal. for 1838. He wrote of 
seein~ his nei~bbor 'the iiotatorial Jacobin' instructinq 
ani eleotioneerin~ vot~rs ani aiiei, nAni here •. thou~ht I. 
is one who loves what I hate •••• All the oualit~es of man, 
a 11 his a cc o rn pl i s- trm en ts , · affection , e n t er prises J e x: c e pt 
sol9ly tne ti~ket he votes for, are nothing ·to tnis phi-
losopheri. "3 · Someti~es he ieplorei the lack of seriousness 

' --::·~ '_: ., .. 

in politics. "In politics," saii he, "all are dtlettanti. 
No m~n makes a iutv there. but he votes on a ma~nifiei whim. 
Dur poli ti,~s .g,re· an affectation. n4 In anotner Journal, he· . ,,. 

~lluiei to t~e teniencv to eipect a m~terial reward for the· 
vote; ·«X ~ni Y and so m~nv honest bour~eois vote~~ the 
expectation of a spe3ifi3 rewari. It is ~s natural in them 

1. Jou~na l IV. 361. 
2. Ibii. vr. 530. 
3. Ibii. v. '7 6. 
4. Ibii. VII, 533. 
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to eKoeot the place. ~s in an ot to expect his hav ani 
s t 9. l K: :q 11 n i the v 9. rs· 9. s 1~gltim9. tel v an gr v 9. n i i mp 19. ca. b le , 
if tnev are baulkei of it. This is the true wtld, the 
Hen~ist a.ni Horsa, unohristianizei still in so manv ages.tt1 

Perhaps it nas the bitter recriminations of partisanism 
t~at most repellei Emerson. In 1835. he wrote in his 
Journal, "A man feels "that his time .is too precious, the 
objeots 1ithln reach of his spirit too beautiful, than that 
his attention shouli stoop to such iisfigurements, as Anti-
masonrv. or Convent Riots. or General Ja3kson ani the Globe." 2 

In.1824, he wrote in his Journal, "Ani I have sometimes 
thoa~ht the election whi~h an indiviiual makes between right 
9.ni wron~ ~ore inoortant than his choice between ~ival ~tates­
men. 113 Yet in his Journal for 1846, he ha.1 a.ssertei th9.t 
the so-callei non-resist9.ntst who went about counselling 
men not to vote, were a mena6e to good ~overnment bec~use 
their teao~in~s atPe~lei most stron~lv to the better classes 
of citiz~ns, those Nhose votes were ~est neeiei to comb9.t 
the thou~htless 9.n1 vicious. In the· ·Journa. l for 18'52. he 
cllar~ei the non-resistants wittl gross inconsistency: u;rne 
Purist who refcrses to vote. because the government ioes 
not content ~i~ in all points. shouli refuse to feei ~ ~. 

star~in~ be~qar lestn~e-feei his viaes." 4 Moreover, it 
woald sesru from manv other utteranqes tbat Em,rson unioubtei-
1 v f e l t ~ o o i c i t i z e n s s ho u 1 i ~be "p u n c t u a 1 at the po 11 s " • 
and. probably he himself votei .when_ever the~e .. was an oopor-
tuni tv to i·:> so, a.ltb.ougn one finis rio' specific allusion 
in tne Journal to his voting. 

~merson was often no less iissatisfiei with the results 

1. Journal VII, 545. 
2. Ibii. III, 465. 
3 .. · I.bid·. II,· 22. 
4.: IbU .• VIII. 280. 
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thg.n wi. th the methOi3 of poli tlos. He- rezorl.ei his ch9.~rin 
9. n i i 1 s a:p po i."n t men t at t he i e .feat o f h i's f e l lo N t awns rn an , 
S3.muel Ho~r. rejs.ctei bv tha· voters in favor of a vounq 
upstart, whose :hief qualification. 3.Ccoriin~ to Emerson, 
was an aptness for political intri~ue. Of the election of 
1348. he 9aid •. "Here has oassei an 9lectton, I tnink. the 
most iismal ever known in this countrv. Three ~reat partiss 
voting for three caniiiates ~hom thev iislikei.~ 1 In fact 
there was mucn in the results·or elections to iisappoint 
and iiscoura~e him. Durinq the earlv part of his life, 
tradition, environment, and his own natural instincts com-· 
binei to make him an arient sympathizer with the cause of the 
Whi~ partv. Yet durin~ this perioi the Democratic oartv 
was almost aontinuallv victotioQs. The zoa~seness and crude-
ness of Jackson were oarticularlv offensive to Emerson, ani 
his fr~nk nraotice of the spoils svstem. to~ether with his 
rather violent ~ni arbit~arv eKercis9 of the PONers of his 
office causei the Vounq Enerson to be one of those who 
fearei for t~e cause.of pop1lar qovernment. His utterances 
durin~ this perioi are particularlv interestio~ because they 
show him coming more closely to the heat of partisanism 
than was his wont, later in life. ani because .thev most 
nearly approach provincialism. conservatis~, ani lac~ of 

. - - . 
broai svmpathv. Ih the Journal for 1334. is the- folloNin~ 

entrv: 11 Sno 11li the Nhig p3.rt.v., fail. Nhich 3oi 9.Vertl the 
patriot will still have some confiience in the reieemin~ 
force of tbe latent. i.e., iadeivei virtue that is containei 
within the Torv partv: ani vet more in the remeiial. re-
~enerative nature of m~n. which ever reproduces a health-
ful ~oral sens~: even out of stupiiitv ani oorruption." 2 

In another entrv ot the s~me ve~r he saii that the Whigs 

1. 'Journal VII. 548. 
2·. I bi i. I I I. 3 Fj 7. 
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couli pat in ruerelv their own votes, bu.t the •rories,• 
usei fr9.ut. 9.ni he aiiei ~loomily, 11 Let the worst oome to · 
the worst. ani the ihig dause be orushei for a season, ·ani 
the Constitution be erosslv violatei. then vou shouli see 
the wea~ Nbi~ beco~e irresisttble. Thev wouli then acquire 
the ~loom ani the might of fanaticism. ani reieem America 
as they once reieemei En~lani, ani once aforetime plantei 
ani emanciP1tei America.~ 1 Bv 1840. imerson hai become more 
p~ilosophic9.l.arii less arient reqariin~ political parties. 
Following i~ a brief e~~osition of his ~eneral theorv of 
political parties, flS stat~d d:n~ his lecture on Polttios. 
He ieclarei that Parties are founiei uoon in~tin~ts ani 
hg,ve better guiies to their numble ·aims. a.ni better expressions 
o f t he c r u i e b u t re 9. l i i ff e re '.'? c e s w hi ch t n e v ma r k , th an t tl e 
sagaoitv of t~air ·leaiers. Parties are perpe~uallv bein~ 
~orruptei bi their leaders Nho use·t~e iocilitv a.ni zeal of 
t~e masses~ta~further tbeir own interests. The mis~uiiei 
voters ~an be absolved, but their·leaiers are more culpable. 
Too frequently p~rties iiffer merelv in the circumstances 
of the interests Nhich they represent, ani have no mor~l 
iifference. in fact, couli easily ~han~e positions. fhe 
neakness of raiical parties lies in tn9ir unbalan~ei 
leaiers; that of·oonservative Qarties in their timiiitv and 
la~~ of vision. 

Bv 1841, althouqh ~merson was still attachei to the 
C9.Use of the Whig Party, his arior hai be~un to a.bate. He 
hs.i bezome more r9.lical in h.is poli ticalr!opinions. ani, 
although his· raii~alism Has always temperei ani restrained 

. bv common sense, he Nas becomin~ impatient of the ultra 
:odservatism, the timiiitv. ani the lg.ck of a hi~h and clear 
aim wbi3h .w~3 the great fanlt of the Whigs. In 1341. he 
hai written in his ~ournal the followin~ entry concernin~ 
the .Whiq pg,rtv," tt is not the proposition, but the tone 

.J 

l. Journal III, 3?9· 
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th9.t signifies •••• Everv proch.mation, iinner-speech, 
re port· of victor v , o·r protest 9. ~ a ins t the ~ o v- er nm en t be -
travs its thin 9.n1 w!terv ~looi ••••• Insteai of bavin~ its 
own a~ms P9.ssion,telv in view. tt c13.nts abo~t the poli~v 
of 9. Washineton ani a Jeffarson ••••• What bu3·ines have Wash-
ingto~ or Jefferson in this 9.~e? ••• Thev livei in the green-
ness 9.ni · timiii tv of the political eI(periment ••••• Thev ·shocked 
their contemporaries with their iarin~ wisiom; have vou not 
so~ething Nhioh Nouli have shockei them: If not, be silent, 
for others have. 111 In 1842,..-. h~ 9.Ss·ertei that there was ve-rv 
little iifference between ·the Whi~ Pa.rtv ani the Democratic 
Partv, althouqh ne believei the Democratic leaiers were , 
worse 11en th.an the Wh.i~ leaie~s. "To vote at all for either 
P9.rtv," he wrote "is Nhi~&!ism, an·i· it is onlv a littie more 
to vote for those whose ~i~s is ccnservatism."2 ~et he felt 
t n 9. t · he s t i 11 n 9..i rn 9. n v o o in ts o f s v mp a t h y w i t n t b. e N hi g s • 
ani he preferred them to the De~ocrats. whose leaiershio •. 
he thought, was oorrupt ~ni vicious. Durin~ 1842. Emerson 
visitei NeN York. where he probablv- got some knowleiQe at 
first h~ni of th§ methods of T~mmanv politicians, about 
whom he hai hitherto known onlv by hearsav. At least, he 
wrote in his Journal that his visit had mai~ him less iif-
f i i e n t o f h i s o o 1 i. t i c a l op i n i on s • I n -1B4 6 , t:t e w rote • 11 ;r he 
Whigs have onlv for ~heir svstem the iefence that they main-
tain it until something really goo1 appears. 113 This is 
ptobablv an accurate summarv of Emerson's attituie t6w!ri 
the Whi~s between .1840 afii 1850. He w~s not satisfiei with 

. . .. 

them, but tie· felt that they ~ouli at l9ast be iepenied upon 
to maintain the status quo a~~inst the a~~ressioos ani usur-
p~ti ons of tha southern Demoorazv. whi~h ~as fast securinq 

1. Journal VI, 88. 
2. Ibii. VI, 2?6. 
,, lbi:l. VII, 179• 
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control of the partv of th~ir opponen~s. On this point 
he was to receive a oainful iisilluslonment. The Nhi~s 

combinei with the Democr~ts to D~ss the ComDromise of 1850, 
ani crusbei the iie~listic hopes. of men li~e Emerson, that 
thev wouli st~ni firm ani unvieliin~ against the iemanis 
of the pro-slavery oartv. ·Great was ~merson's iisappoint-
ment, ani tiis 1enunci9.tion -or the Nhi;r le9.iers, particu-
larlv flsbster ani other Ne~ En~l9niers, was soathing. 
" T b. s r e · is , u he w r··o t e , " one be n e f i t i e r i v e i f r om t he rn o v e-
m en t latelv. The ~ost polite ani di~orous Whi~s, all for 
church ani ~olle~e ani ch~ritv, have 3hown their teeth un-
mistak~blv. We shall.not be ieceivei again. We believei, 
~ni thev half believei. that they were honest men. They 
have been foroei to t~ke prematurelv their true ani i~no~ 
minious pls,ce."l· Finally in 1852, h~ ieolarii that the 
onlv iifferen~e betNeen the Democrats ani the Whi~s was 
that on.e pushe1 for~ari into evil. Nhere:is the other held. 
back: both, honever, were bein~ oarriei irresistiblv for-
wari. In 18~7. he sai1 the Democratic· Partv was ths· partv 
of the poor marshallej a~ainst the rich, but th~t it N9.S 

officerei bV self-seekin~·- ieserters from the Rich or Whi~ 
Partv. 11 These les,iers," he ss,ii, "are ·whi~s a.ni a.ssoclate 
with Whiqs, that is thev ~~e the itnin~. irinkin~. ani 
ianoin~. an:i "investin~ class, ani bV no means the iiQ;~in~ . 2 - - - -
ani hoeing cb.ss." The rise of the Republi"oan Partv must 
have been wat:hei with interest bv ~merson, although there 
are no referenoes to it in the Journal for this oerioi. 
Possiblv b.e ha:l co'!le to be rather :iistrustful of anv politi-
C9.l ·partv 9.3 a sin~ere. a.ni consistent opponent of slaverv. 
ProbablV he also iistrustei the Whig Element whioh Nas 
Pro~inent in the membership of the new P9.rtv. 9.ni certainly 
the le~iers(inoluiin~ Linooln) were too timii s.ni conser-
vative in their pronouncement9·9.gs.inst slaverv to suit 

1. Journal VI Ii• 212. 
2. Ibii. D:. 35. 
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Emerson. Yet there wer9 m~nv fearless an1 uncomoromisin~ 
opponents of slavery amo~g its leaiers, men like Sew~ri 
ani Sumner, ani thev ~ave promise of N~at the ultimate atti-
tuie of the party nouli be. The appeal of these men ani 
the ies1ra to· suooort·anv movement that ~romisei at least 
9ome opposition to tha· encroachments of slaverv must have 
enlistei the svmpathv adi s~oport of E~erson. Nith the 
comin~ of t~e Ci~il War, Emerson iientifiei himself quite 
naturallv with the Republi~an partv because he felt it hai 
become the onlv consistent re~resentative of the cause of 
moralitv ani freeiom. In 1364, he wrote in his Journal, 
"Jur Democ~atio partv s~ows itself verv bailv in these iavs, 
simolv iestructive~. ani •wo~li te'r ioNn Goi from Heaven 
if they couli.•"1 He aivocatei the renomination ani re-
election of Lincoln. although be hai criticisei his con-
servative poliov 9arli~t in the war. In f~ot. it was the 
more r~iical anti-slavery element in the partv that appealei 
to Emerson, ani ~t the close of the war _he preferrei th~ 
Policies of Stevens and Sumner to those of Presiient .. John-
son. -Yet ha was ooposei to certain Republican policies, 
not a b 1 v. the s t e a i i l v r i"s i n ~ i o ct r in e o f protect i v ·e ta r i ff s • 
Moreover, he •as not by nature partisan. ani hai alliei him-
self ~ith the Republican partv because it hai become iien-

- ... ~ " 
t i fie i N i th a ~ ~eat moral · 1 s sue • ~it-~v-. the rest r i ~ti on an i 
ies·truction of sh.very. Ni"th the iisappearance of th.e· issue. 

1
ani· with a satisfactorv settl9ment of tbs problems of 
.Jt~constru~tion. Emerson's interest· in P9.rties also iis9..;>peared., 

/9.ni ·no further allusions to them are ·rouni. 

1. Journal x. ?2. 



CHAPTER III 

Emerson's Economi~ Iie~s 

Emerson's 3Uboriination of all thin;s to the moral and 
spiritual - Propertv - Attitude towari the ~cquisition 
ani use of wealth - Opposition to~ tariffs - His 
attituie towari financial crises 

Emersofi's views QpOn economic questions, like ~is views 
upon all public affairs. were iete~minei by three factors: 
his belief in t~e suoremacv of moral ani spiritual interests, 
bis belief in pro~ress ani iiealism. ani his strong common 
sense. As an ~ivocate .of the supremacv of moral ani spiritual 
interests, he refusei eve~ t~ accept anv ot~er interest as 
of paramount~imoortaoca· to the iniiviiaal, or even to societv; 
as a believer in pro~ress ani iiealism, he favorei anv re-
arrangement of economic affairs whi~h promisei ereater op~ 
portunitv for all; while lastlv his com~on .sense .recognii~i 
the necessity of wealth. ani the limitations of refo~m. ani 
revoltei a~ainst visionarv Pl~ns for abolisnin~ tne evils 
of society by the artificial process of a iifferent iistri-
bution of Nealth. He was well aware that great evils wers 
oonn~otei wit~ the institution of property. and ha was not 
averse to reform, But he also Knew that .manv of these evils 
were owin2 to funiamental Neaknesses aai vizes of man. ani 
as a result. all human institutions were burienei with evils. 
In 1841. he wrote. "The question of propertv wants seers ••• 
The staunchest whig ani t~e poorest c~ilQsci~tiei are all on 
tbe propertv side. all abetto~s of the pre~ent abuse, all 
either owners or enviers •••• no m~n ieserves to bs heari 
aqalnst Propertv: onlv love. onlv an Iiea, is on th~ right 
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giie a~!.inst Propertv as Ne holi it. 111 . For this res.son, 
he· felt that no communistic or socialistic tenure of pro~ertv 
wo~li eliminate the evils of soci9tv, "for as lon~ as all 
p e op l e w 9. n t t n e t ti i n gs ,,-e now b. ave , a n ~ no b 9 t t e r th i n g· s • 
it . is v er v : er ta in that the v 

2 
11.i l l. uni er N n ate v er ~ b. an~ e of 

for~s. keep ~he oli svstem." M~reov!r he a3sertei that no 
iistribution of wealtn must be maia whi~h wouli remove the 
incentive to ini 1JStrv, ani that manv who.are. poor unier the 
present svste~ are responsible for their ONO ooniition, · 
ani wo~li be a burien upon the State unier a socialistic 
arr~nqement. Yet he realiz~d the iefioienoies of the exist-
in~ orier, ani saw how its injustice3 ani ineaualities often 
operatei to ~rush that kini of life in men that he most ie-
sirei, for h9 concluiei his aiverss.consiieration of th~ 
proposei socialistic sobeme in ~ranee .nith this note of re~~eti 
"1A.ni there is a ~reat multit11ie also whom tb.e ex:istin~ svstem 
bere3ves of all o~lture ani 9.11 hope. Tb~ masses. a~, if ~ou 
couli re~i the biography of those who compose t~eml" 

Emerson iii not regari the acquisition or possession 
of wealth as evil in its-elf. He often pr~isei .the. erier~v 
ani initiative· or American business men. ani w~tohei ~itb 
pleasure the gre~t com~erci9,l expansion of the Onitei States 
ani the ievelo~ment of her material interests ani inius-
trie3, movements Nhose beginnin~s ani pro~resg were promi-
nent features of bis a~e. Ani.certainlv he hai no svmo~thv. 

for that peculiar crusaie aQainst the use of monev to reore-
se n t values or facl li ta te e x~h9.n ~e. He thought that the 
~cq~i~itiob of wealth w9.s ~enerallv the result of iniustrv, 
perseverance, fin9.nci9.1 pruience, and. service of some, sort 
to societv. He "as not ~reatlv alarmed at the ~rowth of 

1. Journal VI. 128. 
2. Cabot II. o9{]. 
3. Journal VII, 431. 
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l~r~e fortunes. althouqh he thou;ht th~t thev mieht so~e 

iav be a m~~ace to society, Moreover. he felt that superiot 
ab.ilitv was boUni to assert itself in some form of aristoc-
oracv. a~i of all aristocracies. he preferrei one founiei 
upon ~ealth. He enumer~te1 it3 aiv~nt~~eg in his lecture 
UQ.on The Youn~ A·merioon in 1844: 0 8ut the aristocra·cv of 
traie h9.s no permanen:~. is not entailei, was the result 
of toil ani talent. the result of·merit, ani is continu~llv 
fallin~. like the waves of the sea, before new claims of 
the sa~e sort." 1 Emerson al~o realizei that society itself 
res.tei upon a materi~listio basis. ani that the finer civi-
lization of moiern times ROUli not have been possible with-
out co'J1merce ani iniustry. 11 It is· Tr9.ie.- Tr9.ie wb.ioh is the 
mover of nations. ani the pillar whereon the fortunes of 
life ha~~." he saii, "all else is suboriinate." 2 

Althou~h his co11~on sense· reco~ni~ai tb.e neoessi tv 
of wealth. ani the ~eneral wisiom ani jastice of the ao-
quis i tion ani tenure of it in moiern societv. vet Emers~n 
opposei wealth as an eni in itself, ~ni he oft9n felt that 
an inproper use was rnaie ·of it. He 0nee S9.ii that tb.e for-
mer of ·these two evils was as if a man shouli interrupt a 
comp~nv in orier to make a soeech. ani then for~et what he 
inteniei to S9.V. As to the use o·r monev he S9iii th3.t ·onlv 
those men ou~ht to be rich th~t wouli use their monev be-
nevolentlv. He was especiallv incensei wben the interests 
of we~lth were selfishly allowei to prevail over those of 
humani tv ani prof!ress, .. ani in 18?4. he· declarei. "Tb.e lesson 
of these iavs is the vul~!ritv·of wealth. We tnON tbat 
wealth Nill vote fo~ the same thing which the w9rst ani 
meanest of the People vote for. Wealth will ~ote for rum, 
will vote for tvrannv.- will vote for sla~erv. will vote 
against the ballot, will vote a~~inst international oopv-
ri~ht. will vote a~ainst. schools. colle~es, or 9.nV nigh 

1. Works I. 3']8. 
2. Journal I, 260. 
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1 iirection of public monev. 11 

Emerson was not an ainerent of anv specific economic 
theorv. His nearest approach to anv was his opposition to 
P r o t e ct 1 v e tar i ff s • · 11 hi c h hi s common s e n s e an i. ~is sens~ ~) ~ 
of j us tic e an i- fa i rn es s co u l i not . a o c e pt • He i e c 1 a r ~ ·i that 
he ooali never be convincei of the wisiom of tariffs in 
~eneral. ani thoa~ht it wrong. to use his own somewhat ex-
treme illustration.· tl'a t so heavy a· 'fine' shouli b9· P,Ut 

upon tne raisers of tropi~9.l fruits as to enable men to 
buili costly conservatories in which to raise them in 
Mas sac huse t ts. ·u We punish," said. he. "the p le.n ter the re 
ani tne consu~er here·for aiiin~ these benefits to life." 2 

He believei that taxes snouli rather be laii upon articles 
of luxurv. or upon those artizles. such as liquors ani opium~ 
the consumption· of which sbouli be iiscoura~ei upon ~rounis 

of social policv. Hts op~osition to tariffs remained to 
the en'.i of his life, ani in the last volume· of his Journal 
is an entry containin~ this st~tement: "l hate protection 
of traie in our politlcs ••••• "3 ~· . 

Emerson's attituie towari financial affairs is most 
tvpicallv illustrat9i by his utterances iuring the pa~ics 
of 1837 ani 1857· He ~cceptei none of the oriinarv super-
ficial Dartisan explanitions Of these arises. recoenizinq 
the truth of the situation. t~at the c~uses of such crises 
were ieeo-seatei ani complex. He thoQ~ht that. althouqh 
~aper ~onev miqht have been lar~ely responsible for brin~-
ioq on the panic of 1857, the use of it was a real con-
venience ani benefit. just as railroais ani steam boilers 
were conveniences. but inoreasei the possibilities of ~coi­
ients. He assertei that a p~nic was a better test of the 
fin~ncial 3ounirie~s of anv institution titan anv ban~ examiner. 

1. Journal VIII. 449. 
2. Ibii. x. 229· 
3. Ibii. X, 312· 
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[Us ooinpl9.~ancv i3 snown bV tli3· asse.rtLon that the true 
meii~ine for .hari times· was sleep, a.ni th9.t slaaµ wg.s tne 
result of b.ari 19.bor. · O~ne sntrv in tne Journal mg.ltes 
es p e,c L all r cl 9 a r ti i s t> n i lo sop n i o a l 9. n i ref lg c ti v e ha b i ts , 
eren ia a panic: "Ths black times bav9 a great sci~ntific 
valae. It is an eQoc~ s~ orltloal a ohilosoohe~ ~ouli not 
miss ••• Nn~t Nas, erer since mv memorv. solli oontinent. 
now vaNQs ·~part ani iiscloses its comoosition ani ~enesis. . ·. . 1-
r le9.rn -~eoloqv t~e .morninq aft~r an earthquake." He al-
mo~t rajoio9i in the·~isfortune atteniin~ finanoial calam-
ities, baaausa it iemonstratei.tae follv o·f .Nealth pursuei 
as an eni in itself, g,ni prov-ei tne -~supreme inportance 
of tbe soiritual ahd ~oral interest~ as the true object of 
life. He wrote in t~e Journal, "l see a q~oi in such em-
Phati~ ani universal c~lamitv as the tines brtnq. Thev 
iiss~tisfr me "ita societv ••••• Beholi tlte boastei worli has 
co~e to nothin~. Pruieace,ltself l3 at her w~t•s eni. 
Priie· an:i Tttrift anf Ex:peiiencv, wno ) e.erei ani ohi rpei 
ani .were so ·w9ll pleasei wit~ thetnselve3, ani 'tlaie. merrv 
with .the .iream. as they termei it. of Philosopbv ani Love,-~ 

beholi,tbev are all flat. ani here is the Soul ereat ani 
unaooquerei still."2 g~erson was not blini to the hariships 
that p~nios sausei. bQt .ha refusei to allow bis philosophi~al 
6oGPlacenov to be iistarbei,bv tae~. "You ~av re~ret," he 
saii, 11 if tnerebv vou ~an b.elp the "'sufferer, but if YOll 

canhot, mini vo~r own business. .Then instantly vou are 
comfort ~d • Then i n st 3. n t l v t b. e e v.i l be~ i n s to b 9· repair e i. ".3 

1. Journal IV,· 243· ., 
2. · Ibid. IV,· 241· 
3. Ibii. IV, 245· 



CHA.PTER IV 

Society 

Emerson's iniivii~ali9m - ats reco~nition of ths benefits· 
.... of soctetv - Pl9.ce of soci9.l ~lg,sses in his pb.il.osophv· 

Early 9.ttit1ie towari the lower cl9.s3es - Labor -
Aristocra~v - The Woman's Ri~hts Movement ~ Opposition ' . . 
to war. 

The verv great importance that Emerson attachei to the in-
ii.vi:itt9.l C9.Usei society to pl3..V a ~orresponl.ln~lv sm111.ler 
Part in bis pnilosoonv.: He iii not iE;nore societv. but 
regariei it as subo~iinate: the ~reat 9.ni final issues of 
life -were to be solvei for the iniiviiual ani by the inii-
vi iaal. Saii h.3·· "Societies. parties. are onlv incipient 
sta~es, .t9.ipole- states of ·11en, .as caterpillg,rs g,re social, 
b_ut the butterfly not. · ·rne trae ani finishe.i man is ever 
9.lone. _ Men cannot satisfy him; he needs 3oi, ani his inter-
course wit~ his brother is ever coa1es~eniin~. ani in·9. 
large iegree· hvpocri ti~al. "1. Yet societv ani its ~rocesses 
were a part of life. ani hai to be reokonei witlt, even by 
an iniiviiaalisti~ philosopber~ ~oreover, Emerson reco~­

nizei the necessitv of so~ietv. ani its close rel~tion to 
the indivliual and to thin~s mor9.l ~ni spiritual, ani this 
of coarse. inter9stei him in it. Besiies. he ~ai a oertain 
funia~ental curiosity, which was inter~st91 in ~ll of the 
phenomena of life 

Emerson was not ho•tthetto society, ani bis rather 
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.frienilv attituie towari it can be tvpicallv ill~stratei 
by his statement in the Journal of '1824 concernin~ in~ 
~titutiona; "Institutions are a. sort of homes. l man mav 
wander long with profit, if he come home at last, but a . 1 

.Perpetual va~rant is not honoured." Moreover, he held 
that social life was not incoasisteht with the life of 
solituie. and reflection; the soul mi~ht be soli ta.rv a.nil 
reflective in the miist of society, or it mi~ht be restless 

. a.ni unsa.tisfie1,, longin~ for the iistractions of the worli, 
even in a wilierness; all that could be ieterminei only by 
the· individual soul. It wlll therefore a.opear th9.t his 
attituie towa.ri society was· ;funia.rneata.llv iifferent- from 
that of Rodsseau. He continually eKtollei tha aivantages 
which have been maie pos~ible for man by the ~ccumulations 
of civilization; ani he once likenei the moiern worli to a 
comfortablv furnishei home. His a-tti tuie was also iifferent 
from that bf the Brook Farm reformers. Alt~ough he svmpa-
thiz~i with their attempt to simplifv life, and although be 
preferred the· societv of a small group to that of a lar~er 
one, vet their sche~e of life la.ii uniue emphasis upon the 
ID9.terial sii-e· of life, ani his common sense saN th9.t it 
rejectei all of the ad.vantages of the outsiie· worli, all 
of the privacv of the home, without securin~ anv ~reater 

opportuni tv for. solitaie ant reflection. 
Fundamentally, the eKistence of social classes was not 

9. matter of ~reat significance in Emerson's philosophv. A 
man's place in the social orier ~as not the supreme ~on­
siieration in his life.· Whatever his social status. the 
int~gritv of ~is mor~l a.ni spiritual life was in his own 
control,, and couli be affeotei onlv bv hirn. This was th.e 
~reat faot in life, ani all ·other consiierations were subor-
din~te. to it. Moreover.·accordin~ to the ioctrine of 
compensation, inequality in rank, fortune,·ani eniowment 

1. ·Journal I, 320. 
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is alwavs co~pensatei bv the aiiition or subtr~otion of 
ot~er qu~lities. Theoretioallr, then, social classes ani 
social i~equattties were matters waich Emerson mi~nt con-
sistently n~ve i~norei -1n a thorou~b.goin~ a:inerenoe to .his 
Pbilosophv, ani he might even have oounsellei ~coeptance 
of ·tnings g,s thev are. Yet in thts;; regari, as in all 
otlters, whatever his reflections mi~~t have been, it is 
certain that he·wouli never'have allowe1 the implicatiohs 
of a philosophical iootrine to controvert the iiotates of 
reason, justice, and hamanitv. Re recoqnizei the eKistence 
of social classes, ani he ~new that there were substantial 
reasons for· them, so~a traiitional, some ~ocial, some inii-
~iiual. At the _same time, he must have reasonei that if 
every man is a s~arK of the ~~vine, ani if the iivine is 
the si.iprene fact in nan's life, then every man m\lst. natu-
rally .assume ari inports.n~e ani an equali tv in the eves of 
his brother man that wouti teni to· obliterate class iistinc-
tions ani unite all men-in a boni of co~rtJ.on svmpathv ani 
unierstaniin~~ His attituie, therefore, towari social in-
eq~alities was not ieterninei bV the necessities of a ~hilo­
sophic~l system, alth6ug~ unioubteilv it was consiierably 
influenc9i by his ~eneral theories-of life. In ~merson's 

early life there nas much that tendei to put him out of 
sv~~athJ with the lower classes. He was a quiet, retirinQ 
youth, with a stron~ natural inclination to thin~s moral 
ani spiritual. His home life Has quiet ani con~eni~l, ani 
his contacts abroai were- with persons·of refinement• cul-
ture, 9.ni infl1.1en~e·. As inigb.t have been ex:pe~tei, therefore, 
his earlv referen~es to those lowest in the social Saale, 
are 1arQelv ~oncsrnei with their shortcomin~s. Their tur-
b~lence w~s iistasteful to him, ani hi3 toral sebsibilities 
revoltei a~ainst tne coarseness ani materialism that ap-
~earei so often in their lives. He see~s eveD to have re-
Qardei so~e of the~ Hith fear. In 1524, be wrote ia bis 
Journal, "It is ~ ~reat step from the thoaght to the· 
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ex:Pression of tnou~b.t in 9.~tion ••• If the· wishes of tne 1011-

est class th~t s~ffers in these lon~ streets shouli eiecute 
tnemselvesr.· who can ioubt that the citv woul·i topple in 
ruins. oo· not trust tti9.n 1 Great Goi1 with more· -oower until 

1 he has learnei to use.his little cower better." Yet as 
fie ~rew olier. his·~noNleige of these cl9.sses ino~easei. 
with his Niier Observation ani reflection upon the 0Utsii9 
Norli, ani ~with increasei knowlei~e. came unierstaniin~ 
ani· even a ie~ree of svmpat~v. l quot9.tion concernin~ class 
an.ta~onisms fcom one of the Journals Nill suffice: 11 ••• ani 
it seems to sverv·meeting.of.reaier~-ani.writers.as_if_it 

"' we r e ·~ i n to le r a b le .. th a t .. t he .. 8 r o a i .. St r e e t .. Pa i i i es • .. b a r "!9 r o o m 
.politicians,_the_sots_ani.loafers 1 _a~i.all-~~nner_of .. ra.~gei 
.a.ni-~nclean.ani~foul~mouthei.Dersons.witho~t-9..iolla.r~in 

.their pocket shouli control the-prooertv of the coa~trv 
a.ni -mak:e the h.w~iver- a.ni ·the·~ l~n. But is that a.nv more 
than their s~are whilst vou holi propertv selfishly? Thev 
are op~osed to voa: y93, but first vo~ are opposei to the~: 
tnev to be sure, malevolentlv. mena.oin~lv. with son~s ani · 

_rowiies ani mobs; vou ·Cllnnin~ly,- plausibly, a.ni Nell•brei; 
vou cheat a.ni they sta~lt: vou sleep ani eat at their2e~pense: 
they vote ani threaten a.ni sometimes throw s.t vours, "· A.a 
observation recoriei still later concern~ng the la.borers 
~nploved in builiinq the railroai through Concori woali 
seem to iniioa.te that he believei hari wor~ to be necessary 

1 

to iisoiplina the rou~h a.ni turbulent nasses. Part of his 
state~ent follOw3: "Ani thus Dea.~eful shovels are better, 
iull ~s thev are, tha~ pikes in-the ~anis of these ~ernes; 
ani thus the stern iaf 's Nor~ of fifte9n or sixteen hours. 
thoa~n ieplorei bV -all the hH1ani_tv of the nei~hborhood, 
and tho~qh all Gonoori cries Shamel on the oontraotors, is 
a better oolioe than the sheriff.and his ieputies to let off 
. . 3 the Qecc~nt hu11ors. 11 

1. Journal III, 360. 
2. Ibii. VI, 100. 
3. Ibii. VI, 450. 
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!et with ~~erson l~bor Nas part of the io3Qel of life, 
9.ni in ti~e it ~leaiei the cause of the lower ol9.sses. He 
~ight iislike th9ir vioes, but be·oouli not iespise the men 
that iii the worli'~ NOrk. It is not reoori'i whether he 
ever e>epressei h11Jiself o'onoerning the or~aniiei labor· move-
ment, then in its inf9.ncv. But it be~a111e in,~reasin~lv plain 
to him that tbe servtces of the wor~in~ classes ieservei 

,,./ reco~ni tion ani res~eot, 9.ni 'hs accoried it to thein. In 
1844, he wrote, "fbe Nhole human race. speni their lives in 
h~~i work fro~ simple ani neoess~rv motives, ani feel the 
aoprobation of tb9ir conscience ••• Tbe~e nu,~be not a fe~ 
fine woris, out verv manv h9.ri stro~es everv iav to ~et 
what even an 9.Soet.ic 119.nts. 111 In 1848, h.e 11rote, "Who 9.re 
vou that SPB9.k of these men? Have vou 9 title to sit in 
juigmeat od iniustrious, effective. proiucin~ ~en who h9.Ve 
not iniulgei thenselfes bv sittin~ in a corner ani vear 
bv vear surro~niing_themselves with neN screens fro~ iust 
ani light ani vul~aritv, ·bat h.9.ve ex:posei themselves bV 
labor in tfte o?en air to VOQr inspection ani criticism? 
•••• Anav with voa1 These ~re no gentlemen. but servants.-
earnestt ·muscular, toilsome. reliable servants, whom 3oi 
ani nan ~ust serve a~i honor." 2 Th~n too, With the years 
Em.erson's svmp9.thv for t.he oopressei, his iemocracy,. ani 
his iesire for equ9.li tv of oooortuni tv .increa.sei, ani Ni tn 
these came a iesire that A~eric~ shouli permit no mere acci-
ient of birt~ or circumstanbes to stani between the inii-
viiual ani self-realization. Nowhere is tnis more oonspicu-
ously illustrate1 th9.n in his remarks conoernin~ the Ameri-
can P9.rtv. Saii he, 11 I hate the n9.rrowness of the Native 
Ameri~a.n ?artt. It is a io~ in the ~an~er. It is pre~iselv 
opposite to 9.11 the jictates of love ani ms~n~nimitv: there-

1. Journal Vi, 544. ~ 

2. Ibii. VII. 519. 
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fore, of course, opposite to true wisioin. u
1 Moreover h.e. 

came to aimire the primitive hariihooi, frankness, and stren~th 
of character of t~e rou~~ 9.ni reaiv pioneer, 9.ni the ener~v 
ani seriousness of the immi~rant. These oeople representei 
the lon~r classes at their best, ani their frankness ani 
since~itv furnishei a ple9sin~ contrast to the artificial 
life of the cities. 

If Emerson w~s. not a believer in artifi~ial class iis-
'tinctions. neither wa~f he a believer in artificial leveli.n~. 
Be believei tbat ther~ eKiste1 a ~enuinelv sap~rior element 
in the human race, which constitutei a leqitimate !ristocraov. 
'rh.e nature· ani funotions of this true aristocr9.CV variei 
with the a~e, but its existence was inevitable. ani it psr-
formei real services for societv. His earliest statement 
upt>n the· subject. re~oriei in the Journal of 1~24, is tvfjical, 
ani comprehen$ive of his 19.ter iecl9.rations: "Aristocrs.cv 
is a ~ooi sign •••• ~ It must be everv-tinere. •·rwere the ~reatest 
calamity to have it abolishei •••• ·No ~an nouli consent to 
li've in societv if tie nas obli~ei to :~·imi t evervboiv to his 
hoQse that chose to zo~e •••• Envv is the taK nhich 9.11 
i . t• t•. t 2 .. · ts· inc ion~~ mus P9.V." 

As 11 i ~ h ·t, · n 9. v e b e e n e x: p e c t e-i • Em e rs on ' s 9. t ti t u i e tow a r i 
the· movement to 99~UrS egug.lity Of rights for women, was 
tv~ical 6f his general 9.ttituie towari a problem of social 

·inequality. In 1851. he nrote in his Journal,"To-iav is 
holien at Worcester the Woman's Convention. I think that 
as long as they h~ve not equal ri~hts of p~opertv ani votin~ 
thev are not on the right footin~:" 3 There ~oilows in the ~ 
Journal a somewhat exteniei iiscussion of the movement, in 
which E~erson st~tei that ~e· believei that t~e inequality 
in·tne ri~hts of the sexes hai QOms out of a sav~~e ~ni 

1. Journal VII, 1v5. 
2. Ibii, I. 311. 
3. Ibii. VIII, 258· 



32 

mili tarv perloi, in wni·~ll wom9.n oo\ll1 not i~feni herself. a.ni, 
consequently was assi~nei to ~ ~an for protection. He thou~ht 

t ha. t le ~ 9. l l v mar r i e i worn e n s b. o·u l i s ta n a. i n 9. tJ a r t n e rs h i P 
relation to their husbanis. Aside from its effort to secure 

~ 1 voting ani oropertv ri;hts. ·he iii not think much of the 
movement. ani beli;vei that woman couli best raise her status 

_ .. ot:h-;rrwis9 by tb.s ievelcPm9nt of her peculiarlv feminine 
qualities. ~ni bv~ner orn personal charm ani accomplishments. 
His conclusion. in a charact9riatic vein, assertei that tbe 
vast majoritv of Nomen lived dreary lives for the same reason 
as· tne vast majori tv of men. 

tn 185?. he consented to aiiress the Woman's ·Rights 
Convention iurinQ its sessions in Boston. ffe assertei woman 
possessei a sup~rior susceptibility to ~oral sentiment. 
Woman. he saii.hai been prominent in ~11 ~reat moral a.iv~nces, 
a.ni he :i9~la.re·1, "I can .sa.v. for one.· that all mv points 
wouli sooner be carriei if women votei. 111 He ridioule1· the 
assertion that women w9ve not competent to iea.l with political 
.issues, a.ni sa.ii tba.t they couli harilv show less ~enuine 
interest or intelli~ence in political affairs than the a.veraQe 
ma.le voter. Furthermore, their idealism wouli have a. puri-
fvin~ influence upon politics, ani if they couli be con-
ta.~ina.te1 bV Politics, it was hiQh time that politics were 
reformed. In ~a.nv r~soects, he sa.ii, the history of the 
progress of society was the historv of the gra.iu~l ema.noi-
pa.tion of woman. Yet,· he was ooposei to orop9.eania to secure 
th.9, vote. 9.ni believei it vio 11li ·ao'Ile if ne~essarv or essential, 
ani.he conclaiei wit~ t~ese propheti~ woris: "l io not think 
th~t it vet aope~rs th~t women wish this equal share.in 
public ~ffairs. But it is thev. ~ni not we. that are to ( . 
ietermine it. L9t t~e l~ws be purge~of everv barbarous ~ 

remainier, every barbarous impeiimen~ to Nomen. Let tbe 
publi~ ionations for ·eiuc9.tion ·be· equallv· sharei bv. them, 

l• · Works XI; 420. 



let them enter a school as freely aa a church, let them 
have and 1toli ani ~ive their property as men io theirs~ -
ani .in a few vears it will easilv appear.whether th~l wish 
a voioe in mg,\tin~ tb.e· lg.'ws that are to qovern them." 

Emerson Has earlv imprsssei Nith the tremenious soci~l 
waste. -as .well as tbe folly ani iniquitv of war in Qeneral.· 
He was proui of the· -Ameri~a.n Revolution ani of tb.e part which 
his ancestry hai pla~ei in'lt, but he felt tbat few wg,rs 
couli b9 justifiei on so Qooi ~rounis. In 183~. he wrote 
ffenrv Wars Jr. that he favorei the abolition of war, as in-
human and un~anli~9, ani that he wouli gladlv stuiv the 
"otttwari 9l~ns ani exponents of that pro~ress which has brouq~t 
us to this je~ling." 2 Bv 1~37, he hai beoom~ raiicallv 
o~posei to wg,r, as·t~e followin~ quotations from th~ Journals 
will ghon: 11 How foolish is war. Let the injurai partv soeak 
to the injurer until their minis meet." 3 ani "Bu~ if a nation 
of me·n is exaltei to tbs.t hei~b.t of more.ls as to rsfuse to 
fi~ht ani 3boose rather to suffer loss of ~oois .ani .loss of 
life than to use violence, thev must not be heloless, but 
most. effsotive· and. '!reat men; thev wou.li overawe their inv9.ier, 
ani make him riiioulous; tbev woali communicate tbs .contagion . . 4 
of their virtue ani innooul~te all mankini. 11 ffis earlv 
views upon the subject of the abolition of war are ex~ressei 
mor9· moieratelv ani ~t sorue len~th in his aiiress before the 
l~erioan Peace Societt in 1836, ani I have uniertaken to 
summariz~ the~: Nar ~ai besn a necessarv step in tbe evolution 
of the race. b~t its usefulness hai passei. Tbe instinct 
of fi~htinq was fo.n"iament~llv an instinct of self-help, ani 
was takin~ a new ~ni hieher ievelopment with tbe progress 

1. Norils XI. 423. 
2., Journal III, 574 • 
. ; • I.bi i. IV, 27 F;. 
4. I bi i. IV, 29 7, 
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of civilization. The svmpathv witn war was a juvenile ani 
temoorarv sentiment, ~ani as all ~istorv is the cicture of 
Nar, as we hav~ saii, so it is no l9ss true that it is the 
recori of the miti~ation ani iecline of war." 1 Not. onlv. 
saii hef was sentimen~ oooosei to war, bQt also tbe interests 
of commerce ani iniastrv. Moreover, the inoreasin~ con-
iemnatlon of the causeless butcberies of wars in the past, 
indicatei tb.e ~ro~ress tn~t' hai been ms.is s.rgainst war, even 
though the ioctrine. of the right of Har still remainei. 

Emerson realized the ~ractical iifficulties that wouli 
atteni .the attempt to aeours universal Peace, but asssrtei 
that everv gooi now enjovei by societv once a~peared visionarv 
ani i~practi3able, ani ieclarei, "It is the teniencv of the 
true interest of man to become his iesire ani steaifast 
aim." 2 Furthermore, he ar~uei that the necessity of war and 
of the p~epar9.tion for war iepeniei. upon, ani was iniicative 
of the stg.te of mini of ~ivili~ation. "Thu.s, "sa.i1 he, 0 we 
are alwavs iauntei bf the appearances; not seeinq that their 
whole V9.lue lie9 9.t bot torn• in'''tt1e st9. te of mini. It is 
re9.llv a thou~ht that built this portentous war-establish-
ment, ani a t~o~~ht shall also melt it awa.v."~ C~vilization, 
he s~ii. h9.i P9.Ssei suc~e~sivelv throu~h the sta~es of offen-
s i v e w 9. r fare • an i i e fens i v e warfare to the th i r i s h. ~ e of 
sacrifice ani ievotion to t~e common ~ood. He assertei that 
i t 11 9. s of l i t t 1 e co as e cp1 e n c e ti ow t he a. bIDo i t i on of W9. r w o u l 1 

~ 

be accomplistei; the spreai of the sentiment a~ainst it in 
th~ hearts of ~en, ja,s bf prin:ipal impoitance. l Con~ress 

of Nations, boNeve~. seem9i to him the most promisinq means 
of seaurin~ peace; ani he believei that the sentiment against 
Nar wouli fini its ~reatest oh~~pion in the Onitei States. 

1. Tforks xr. ·155. 
2. Ibii. xr. 163. 
~~~IbiiitXI, 163. 



35 

In the V9ars that followei Emerson remainei consistent 
in nis gens·ral opposition to war, but with the 9.·ivent of tne 
Civil War he moiifi9i- b.i3 position so11ewna·t. Be hai· seen 
the steaiv refusal of the slav9holiin~ interests to vieli to 
moral suasion; he bellevei that all con=iliation with them 
in the past hai been almost w~ollv to their aivanta;e; he 
hai ~raiuallv been forc9i to believe that the abolition of 
slavery couli be se:urei onlv by iestructio~ of it; ani,-
fing,llv ,. he believei· the abolition of s laverv a matter of 
suffioientlv ~reat .moral 1m~ortanoe to justify war. Con-
sequen tlv, he gl9.ilv e.~cer>ted the issue of war. even tb.ou~h 

he aimittei it would cost neavilv tn monev ani lives. His 
ieclaration that sometimes~the smell of powder is gooi, is 
too well kno~n to nee:l- rep~ti ti on b.ere. He reoo~niiei the 
manv benefits of the War, ani Nas iesirous that it shouli be 
fou~nt to a ieoisive ani successful con~lusion, however ~reat 
the cost might be. Moreover,- he moiifiei somewhat his opp9-
sition to war. Onioubteilv he still sincerely iesirei the 
mitigation of it, vet h~ realizei that there might be occasions 
when it was morally unavoiiable, ani consequently he with-
irew his ex.trem~.:ani unqualifiei opposition to it. I quote 
the followin~ statenent of his cosition fro~ tne Journal for 
1862: "Thoueh oracticall~ nothing is so improbable or perhaps 
impossible a contin~enev for me, vet I io not nish to ab-
iicate so extreme a privile~e as tne. ase of tne swori or tb.s 
bullet. For the pe9.ce of tne- man who b.as forsworn the use 
of the- bullet, seems to me not quite peacs." 1 

I . 

1. Journal rx. 362. 



CBAPT~R V 

Pa~tioipation .in .Publlc Affairs - Slaverv 

Superior .importance .of .tne .mor.al .ani .spiritllal .iuties .of 
.the .iniiviiua.l .- .Letter .to .V9.n .Bur.en.- .Inter.est .in 
.slavery .• .Qppos~ tion .to .it on .ethi.cal .ani .reli~ious 
~rounis .- Ear.lv iislike .of .anti..-slav.er.v .agtt9.tor.s .-
.~irst .speecb .on .slavery.- .Increasin~ .hostility.to 
. s la v. er. v . - . tdi res s . on . Wes t . India em an cl patio n . - . Ch an~ -

·" .ing .conception ,of .. the .. ne~ro .. - .. Responsibility .. of .the 
.. North.for.sla~erv .. --Aivocacv.of .com~ensatorv.emanoi­
.. oation.-.Nor.thern.subser.v~encv.-.Texas .ani.Mexico .. -
.. Violent.opposition.to.the.Fu~itive.Slava.Lai--.Emer.son 
.activelv.enter.s.the.str.a;el!.aqainst.slaver.v---Supports 
~the·.~ree.State.ea~tv.in.Kansas.--Aimiration.of.John 

.Bcown.-.Attempt.toyaiireas.the4~ob.g,twTremontw~$mOle. 

,, Em e ~ s on '· s . phi lo so J;> h v . of .1 i f e . iii . not , . of .. co u rs e • . for b 1 i . b. i m 
. t o , t 9.. k e . an· . a.ct i v e .. par t . in . p ~l.b l i c , a ff a i rs , . b u t . the re . was . mu o h 
.in .it .a.ni .in .nis -own .temfH~ra.ment .that .milttatei .a~ainst .h.is 
direat .participation in volitical.ani.offiaig,l.iuties •. such 
i~ties ,hai.to.be.performei, .his.gooi sense.wouli.have.assertei, 

.. anl.the-r,:forr, .they .a,rs .legiti1119.te •. but .they .are .not .. tne .most 

.important .of ma~~s iuti9s •. Political.affairs, t~ougb.a 

.neces~ary,part of tbis .life~ .li~e .it, were.trans19nt ani 
superfloial; thev iii not .~onstit~te .a supreme obli~ation ani 
i n t e res t • as · in - t cfe· ca s s of · rel i ~ion. an i 111 or a li t v • Em e r a on 
s9ems t~ hav9 been wholly iestitate of that sort of ambition 
wnicn ~~Kes pabli~ life attr~ctivg to so manv men. On the 
Other ·~ani, ~e possessei an ins~ti~bl9 interest in thin~s 
mor9.l ani scirttual. It.must not be Lnferrei from this state-
ment that Em9,rson shllt .ni11self off from the politi.o~l life 
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of his d.av g,s- a relt~io'1s recl11se mtgtlt nave d.one. -On tne 
contrarv.- I_ s~soect few men of so oronounaei a rell~io~s ani 
Philosophical bent hav9 ever taken so lively an interest in-
public affairs. But he felt t~at ~~ lackei the caoacltv for 
Participation in Q~blia·affairs, ani slnce there was no l•ok 
of persons wb~ we~e anxious for publlc off Lee. wby shouli be - ' 
not ievote hinself t6 qreater ani more abiiin~ interest3 for 
#hlch his int~Ltton told him b9 hai both interest·'ani cap~­
altv? Moreover, he kn~K from observation-that Practia~l 
Qolitlcs were ineKtric~blV interwoven with narrowness ani 
selfishness. ani fro~_these,as Nell. as;the bittern~ss of. 
partlsanis~;. bis liealistio na~arg sbran~. ~inallv, be hai 
a feelin~ tna.t hu1J1an· oro~ress 'was affeatei very little. bv 
praotloal politics, that r9al changes in the affairs of men . ' ., . 
isre·evolutionarv, ani took pl~oe in tbe minis ani hearts 

. . ·" 

of men. r~th9r t~an in the political arena. In 183B, h9 
wrote in the Journal: "Certainly a man wo~li be qlad to io 
his country service. but be cannot cram his service iown its 
tbroat. -It is ti~e enouq~ if be oo~e when he ls callei, 
rt is enou~h for nim if he has eves to see th~t he.is an in-
finite spectato~. withoat h~rrvin~ unoallei to·be an in-
finite -ioer. ,, • -ae cannot worlt iireotlv on men, -but obliquely. 
Few men brin~ more tnan one or two ooint3 into oontg,ct with 

._# .... ' • 

sooletv at once; t~ev ~ust be content to infl~enee it there-
-b v • 111 In 18 4 4-, a e s a i i : " T n e s t re a r'fl o f h u in an a f fa i rs f lows 
its own wav., ani i·s verv ·little 9.f fectei by the .·acti vi tv of 
legislator3. What ~reat masses of ~en Nish 1one, will be 
d.one-: g,nd. they io not" nisn it for a freg,lt, but bec1;1use it 
is the Lr state an i n a.tu r al en i. " 2 · Th.es 9 two l? as a· a~ ea i l l us-
t r~te Emerson•s· g,ttttaie toward partlci~ation in public affairs. 
It was this attitude that he oonslsteatlv maintalnei throu~~ 
lflost of his life, ani abg,nionei· with extreme relaotancs,.g,ni 
then onlv in the case of public questions th~t clearlv 

1. J our n a L. I I I , , 4 6 5 • 
2. lorks, XI, 139. 
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Qossessei ;reat ethical si~nifioance. Even then, he ente~ei 
I tne lists, not as a QOlltician, but as a cruaaier a~ainst a 

specific evil, 
The first~ocaa~ton ln oublio.~ffairs.on.wh13h-Emerson 

felt.t~at ~ls-lovaltv to moralltv ani justice was suffioientlv 
oha l len~ei to j·us ti fv action on ni s part, was the removg,l of 
the Cherokees ·i~rin~ the -aiministrati.on of Van Buren. This 
s~emei to hi~, as to ~anv ot~ers, a ~reat.wron~ to the Iniians, 
ani an a~tioa whi~h reflected upon tne national honor. ffe 
~as ereatlv iisturbei by it. In his Journal for 1837. he 
wrote, "T~en la tni~ iisaster of the Chero~ees -b~ou~ht to 
me bv_ a sai frieni to blac~en ~' iavs ani ni~hts." 1 Yet -be 
was loath to act in the m~ttsr, ani iii so larqelv beoaus9 
no one else wouli, as his own 11orls shoW': t1Tnis tra~io 

Cherokee business which #e stirrei at a·meeting in the church 
veste~iav will look to me ie~radinq ani inj~~ious, io what 
I ~9.n.-•••. I stir in it for th.s sai reason .ttl9.t no otner 
m·ortal will tove. n 2 At· last, ur~ed. by frienis ani vressei· 
by tlis -~onsoieace, he 11rote a l9tter to Van -Buren. The letter 
«as couchei in iignl.fiei ani respectful lanq~a«e, but pro-

~, tes te/i st ron!(l v an i ef fee ti ve lv a'!ai ns t the· proposei action, 
as or>posei both. t:> ethics ani sound. public pol1cv. To an 
unbiasei reaier.-_it seems~·alrnost a moiel of its kini. -Yet 
to Em~rson the task was an un~on~eni'l one, as the Journal 
testifies: "Yesteriav went the letter to Van Buren, a letter 
hatei .of ,e, a ·ieliver~nae t~at ioes not ieliver the soal ••• 
Yet I accent the Dartmoath Golle~e invitation to soeak to 
tb.e, bovs 11ittl ~ra.at ieli~ht. · I write mv journ~l, I reai mv 
_. leotures witn ~ov. bat tnfs stirrin~ ln the chilanthropio 
~ui gives ~e no oeaoe. I Nill let the Republicialone until 
tne Rst>ilblio comes to me. I fQllv svmpa.thize, be sure,.' 

1. Journal IV, 424. 
2. Ibii. rv, 426. 
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with tne·.sentl~ent I write, but I acoeQt it rather.from mv 
f r i e n d s t nan ii o ta t 9, i t • I t i a not 11 v · 1 11 Pu ls e to· s av i t , 
ani t~erefor~ mv ~enius iase~ts me."1 -

Emerson ias not a~a.in ini~oei to enter tns public forum 
11 n ti l ttl9· s la.very Q ues ti on became 9. moral issue that cou li 
not be ienore~. His rea.~ttons_to the slaverv question con-
stit~te the most int9restinq 9.ni imoortant phas' of.his 
relation to pu~lio 9.ffairs, ani th9refore iemani detailed 
cons iier9. ti on.· 

~merson early took notice of slavery, ani his wrestling 
wltb tbe Qroblem~continuei until he became an open ani avowei 
ai•ocate of ~bolltlon. Bis first reference to alaverv occurs 
in the Journal for 1822, ani it Nae, of course, the ethical 
ani religious aspects of th9· problem wnicn first concerned 
him. ffe was, even at thls ve~v ea~lv a~e. evolvinef that 
ethico-relieio11s philoso~nv of man·ani nat11re which was later 
t6 ~onstltcrte the ceattal t~eme of his lectares ani literarv 
prbiuotions. In his philosoQhi~in~. he was attemotlnq to e 
examine all of ths p~~nomena. of life ani socletv to ietermine 
their rel~tlon to tbe moral ani splritual.li.fe. It Has there-
fore in9·Vi table· th9. t ne ~sb.01.11:1 be i>rofollnilv ints.res-tei in 
slavery. In tt'le· .Journal to which. reference W!.S lflaie, he 
reooriei a ooetta ani iramatio aoco11nt of tbe manner in 
wnich .slaves were oapturei. Altnou~n he oooosei slaverv on 
moral ani rell~iou9 qrottois, -he ~imittei that men are not all 
equallv eniowei mentallv or bv tne circ~mstan~es of their 
birth. "Thro11Q:hout socie".ty there· is tns.refore. not onlv the 
iirect ani ao~nowlei~ei relation of ~in~ and s11bJeot, maste~ 

ani serv~nt,. but a gecret iepenience Quite as univer3al. of 
one m~n apon another. w~ich sw~vs habits, opinions ani ooniuct. 
rhis Qre-vg,ils to 9.n infinite er.tent ani. ••• th.e· sa119. oleasure 
whic~ the iog ani ~or•e feel w~en thev relv upon the superior 
intelliqenoe of man is felt b~ the loNer carts of our species 

1. Journa~ IV, 430. 
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with reference to the· tliqher. 111 tie went on to sav that man's 
iom1nion over iome~tioatei animals ii to be justiflei uooh 

v· two ~roanis, n~melv, their want of reason, their aia~tatton 
to our wants, ani their own a1vantage; ani.he aimittei that 
the sa~e· oonglieratiDns offerei stronq justification for 
sl9.verv. Thi3 juvenile~ reaaoninq: so11ni3 strangelv coli, and 
•ill, ioubtless, seem to m~nv not characteristio of Emersdn. 
It is, bowever, onlt an ingtanae of his attempt to aPPlv 
common sense to oroblem~yof an ethiaal nature. He W9.S not 

··· .~illin~ to i~nore the"}·fg,.~ts-~.of g.nv situ.ation, however re .. 
pulsive th9y.mt~nt be.- and he kneN iiealism must take gractioal 
conslierations into acooaat, even th.ou~n it neei not alwllVS 
bow to t~9m. Inieei he 3oncluiei this consiier~tion of the 
question in w~at seems a more cbaracterlstio manner, namelv, 
ov referrln~ it to t~e moril intultlons: "To 9stabllsh.~ he. 
aa1i, "bv Nbatev9~ specious argumentation, the per~ect eK• 
peiiencv of tne worst institutions on earth is ~rtma faote 
an assault ~pon Ra~son ani· Common Sense. No in~enlous 

sophistrv.~ad ever reconcile tbe. unpervertei mind to the 
parion of sl~very; notbing but tremenious familiarity ani tbe 
bias of oriva.te interest. .Unier tb.e influence ·or better 
ar~um~nts than oan be of ferei in support of slavery we sbouli 
sustairi our.tranquillity bv t~e corifii9nce that no surrenier 
of our oclnion is ever iemaniei, ani th~t N9 are onlv requirei 
to iiscover the lurkin~ fallacy Nhi:h the ii~putant aok-

. now lei ges to exist. 112· , Emerson oou l:i n.ot. but feel that 
·slavery. was a tr~vestv uoon religion ani justice, for, he 
a 3 s e rt e i , · the s l ll v e was dot l o ti l v :.:i e n i Eb i t he or.ii n a r v amen 1-
t ie s: of life that were open to other men, b11 t, oossessin~ 
an i~mortal ~oal, Passei throu~h this life ani into t~e 
Great Bevoni without ~earnin~ of 3oi, ani ~itho~t any op-
~ortanitv to 1.1ni9·rst,.ni ani vra.ctioe human virtu9s. Tb.ega 

1. Journal I, is1. 
2·. Ibii.· r. 1s5. 
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consii~rattons, modifiai 3omewhat.bv more mature tltou~~t, 

but also fortifl9i bf oonttnuei reflsotion upon the sub-
~ eat, stao~ in E~erson•s mini, ani couli not but make him 
an unoompromi~tn~ opvonent of slaverv soone~ or later. Bv 
1835 his O~QOSitlon to slaverv nai beoome ~uch more ~ro­
no~noei, as will be olear from the following outburst a~a1nst 
so~e of the olerqv who nai underta~en to iefeni slaverv: 
"Le·t Cb.risth.nitv," tie wrote, nspealt ever for .tb.e poor ani 
tbe loN.. Tb.ou~b the voice of societv shoul1 iemani a ie-
fenoe of slavery, ftom all its orqans, .that service can 
n~ver be expeatei of me. Mv opinion .is of no worth, but 
I ~ave not a svllable of all the lan~uage I have learnei, 
to utter for the Planter. If bv opposin~ slavery, I go 
to uniermine institutions, I confess I io not W9.nt to liv9 
in a nation Nbere sltverv etists. The life of this worli 
~a~ but a li~itei wort~ i~ mv eJes, ani reallv is not wortb ., 
such a price as the toleration of slaverv. T~erefore, t~ou~h 

I ma.v ba so far r·estrai.n·et bV un11illin~ness to c11t the 
glanter!s throat_9.S that I shouli refrain from ienounoin~ 
him. vet I prav Goi that not even in mv iream or in mai-
ness ~av I ever in~~r the iisQrace of arti6~latinQ one wori . - .. 1 

·of aooloQv for tbe slave-traier or the slave~bolier." It 
. . i 

W9.s in t~is vear that he OD9nei his church.to anti-slavery 
spea~ers. 9.ni from this time forwari, the references tn 
the Journal to slavery increasei both in nQmber ani bitter-
ness. 

Yet ~merson was sloN to 9.lien himself Nith anti-sl~verv 
agitators~ In 1837 he maie his first spee~b on the sub-
ject of slavery. He ieprecatei the closin~ of the churches 
ant most of the tl9.lls to tne-~iscussion of tb.s slaverv ques-
tion. "But,"· saii tie, "wb.en we na.v9· iistinctlv settled.. for 
our_selv9s the ri~nt ani wron~ of this Q.uestion, ani have 

l covenant9i witb o~~selve~to ~eep t~e channels of opinion 
i 

.1. Journal III. 446. 
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open, each ~an for hiiself, I think we have ione all that 
is incumbent uoon most of us to io. Sorely as we mav feel 
the wron~s of the slave in Barolina ani Cub~,. we have each 
of us our nands 'full of ~uch nearer duties •••• The secret, 
th& esoteric· of abolition - a secret too far from the abo-
litionists ~ is that the ne~ro ani the ne~ro-holiers are 

. . - ~ . 
~eallv of one partv, that when the apostle of freeiom has 
qainei his first ooint of repealinQ the ne~ro law~. be will 
fini the free ne~ro the tv~e and exponent of tnat verv 
animal lan; staniing as he ioes in nature below the series 
of thou~ht." 1 Emerson's f11ilure to allv himself t;>romptly 
with the !nti-slaverv aqititors was iue further to his oon-
stitation~l iislike of controversy, arti to a conviction 
for manv vears tnat ~ost of those who were aotivelv enga~ed 
in the prooa~ania a~ain3t slavery were laokin~ in serious-
ness, earnestness, ani stability of oharaoter. In 1835 he 
hai recor1ei his opinion of 3eor~e Thompson. as ~ small 
man wtio considered the 'objections to hi~ as ai~e·i at the 
cause that he representei. As late as 1844. he hai assertei 
that t he man who vfo r k: e i st ea ii 1 y . i n hi s gar d. en d. i i more to 
abolish slavery than·tne one who went to the;tbolition 
meetinQ ani made a soeec~. Manv anti-slaverv a~itators. 
he thou~ht, tatei th~~selves ani their services to6 hi~h, 
a~d he arQuei that they iniulgei in those very luxuries 
that w~re oroduoei bv the institution of slavery, at the 
s~me ti~e that they ienouncei the planter for keetiin~ 
slaves to enable hin1 to live in luxury. Certainlv.· 
Emerson's slown~ss to chamoion openlv ani ardentlv the 
crusade against-slavery did not proceei from a lac~ of tbe 
coura~e ne~essarv to espouse a oause that he knew was rig~t, 

but unpoo~lar. On the ~ontrarv the first support that ne 
gave the- lnti-slaverv aqitators was a fearless defence of 

1. Cabot I I, 42'5+429· 
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their eour~ge. in b.oliin~ 9.ni assertin~ th9ir opinions, 
ani ~ iemani that thev be accoriei the priv$le~e of 
D9in~ heari._ In 1a37, ihile reaiin~ ~is lecture on 
Herotsm, he raisei ,his eyes from the manuscript, ani 
saii extempore: "lt is bQt the other iav that the brave 
Lovej~v qsve his brs~st to the bullets of a mob for rights 
of ~ee soee~h ani o~lnlon 9.ni iiei when it was better not 

I ·1 . -
to live~" wooiberrv savs that his wor1s ranQ oQt.olear 
as a rifle sbot,in the quiet hall, ani that thev sent .a 
thrill throuqh his auiitors , never to be for~otten. 

3raiuallv he be~an to re~lize that ~isvstfictures couli 
not be aPPliei to manv of tbe nen ani i11omen who were ie-
voti ng themselv~s to the opposition to slaverv. He couli 
not fail to r~oo~niz~ the w6rth ani services of ~en li~e 
Garrison ani Phillips. In 1844, he ~rote of Garris~n, 
"l oannot sPealt of that 3entleman Ni th0 1lt. resoect. 11 

In the same yeg,r he wrote in the Journal, 11 ! wish that 
Webster ~ni ffiverett ani also the young political aspirants 
of Massachusetts shouli hear Wsniell ~hillips soeak." 3 

In the followin~ vear when a question arose whether the 
loc~l lvceu~ shouli aoce~t the proffer of a lecture on 
slavery bV Phillips, 1£merson ur~ei 9.Cceptanoe becg,use it 
wouli aii varietv to the course, a~i "S,ooni because I thou~ht 

in the present state of this country, the particular sub-
jeQt of slavery" hai a co11rnan1ing ri~ht to be he~ri i.n '.ill 
~laces in New En~lani, in season ani someti~es out of season: 
that as in Europe the Partition of Polani was an outra~e 
so fla~r~nt that all European men must be willinq, once 
~n_every ~onth or two to be pla~u91 with nearin~ over a~ain 
t~e ~brrii storv. so this iniquity of slaverv was a ~host 

I 

1. Works II, 262. 
2. Journal VI, 541· 
3, Ibii. VI, 542. 
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that wouli not iown at the biiiin~ of Boston merchants, or 
the best iemoar~tic irill-officers, but the pe~~le must con-
sent to. be· pla:;uei ~witn it from t'ims to time until 1sometb.in~ W:iS ion~h an 1 Ne b.s. i a PP,eas ei the ne; ro b looi so. " When 
Em~rson h9.i arrivei 9.t this is~ree of svmQathv with the 
~dti-slaverv a~itators. it requirei onlv the ievelopment 
of a sitQation that was hatQrallv oassin~ from bai to Norse 
to dr~N him into the stru~~le himself. 

The ve9.r 1844 is. for tbis reason, ani for a number 
or ot~rs, a si~nifioant iate in traoin~ the ni$torv of 
E~erson's growing opposition to slaverv. In this ye9.r 
occurrei the jubilee -to celebrate the tenth anni~ersarv 
of west Iniian emanoipation, ani Emerson ieliverei an aiiress 
for the oco~sion ~~ i meetin~ in Concori. This ail~ess 
sets forth in some 'ietail nis views ~pon the subject of 
slaierv at that time. ani deseries rather full analvs1s. 
One statenent in it is espsciallv significant. Nature, 
Emerson assertei, Nould s~~e onlv what ~as worth saving 
ani iii so. not ~v oo~passion. but bv power. Men mast be 
savei through tbe~selves, ~ni neither cropa~ands. nor vi-
taperati~n wouli avail against eternal fact. Then he saii, 
11.l estee11 -'the occasion of th.is jubilee to be the oroui iis•. 
coverv that the blao~ raoe can contsni with the w~ite~ 112 

In~supbort of his statement, he pointei to the pro~ress 
that the Nest Iniian ne~roes hai·maie since their emanci~ 
pation. ani to Touj~saint L 1 0~verture as an example of 
ns~ro genius ani negro ~aoacitv for attaining freeiom. This 
shows clea~lv that Emerson hai changei his conception of 
the n.e~.ro~-. ~ni ch an ~ei it to such an ex:ten t as to sweep 
awav all of the 9.rgu11ents for·sravery ani objections t~ 
emancipation that he bai ~nee been willin~ to concede 
i>ossesse:l a semblance ·of· trutn. Slavery must ~o. "There 

1. Journal VII.· i). 

2. Horks XI. 145. 
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have been ~o~ents,· I saii, when ~e~ mi~ht be forqiven Nho 
iol.lbteL Those 11om·ents 9.re {>9.st. 11 l 

Moreover he fixei the resconsibilitv for slaverv quite 
as much upon the N orttl a.s· UQOn . tne S.ou th. The Southern 
Planters iema.nie·i slavery,. not be3ause it w9.s mor9.l, .but 
because tt 9nablei them to live in comfort, ani .even in 
luxurv~ Northe~n mer3hants ani st~tesmen Kere qlad to 
escape the oiium of the slave irivers, b~t they §tlfi~hiv 
sni abjeotlv iefeniei ani ~rotectei the inst{tution of 
sla.verv beca11se thev ·too ·iesirei to live in comfort and· 
luxurv upon the che~b oroiucts of slave labor. Wbatev~r 

miqht be their Drivate lif~. Northern statesmen bai oon-
sistentlv betra.vei the best sentiment of their cons ti tue·nts 
nheneve~ there hai been a critical occasion in the str~~~le 
a~ainst slavery. ani ~ai naie a bvwori of their office. 
Slaverf ~ai ieQraiei the Ntiole national life, "Ameri3a is 
not civil whilst Africa is barba.rous. 112 The south couli 
not be expectei to free the slaves of her own volition a~i 
at her ow~ expense, ani since slavery was a national pla.~ue. 

he a.dvocatei oo~pensatorv e~anoipation as the best solution 
of the proble11.. 

The yea.rs that followei 1844 brou~ht with them a train 
of events that servei to increase Emerson's opposition to 
slavery,- ani to increase his iisa.~pointment ani lis~ust at 
the servile ani mer~ena.rv coniuct of the North a.ni her states-
men. Prb~inent arnon~ thes~ ~vents was the seizure of colored 
citizens of ~assachusetts by officials of-Sout~·-carolina.. 
ani the expulsion· of Jui~e Hoar Nho·hai been iele~atei to 
f:)rotest a~a.inst the a~ft. Ernerson was bitter in his. reeroaclles· 
Of Carolina ani no leas bitter in his ienunciation of the 
la~k of resista·n~e on the Part ·Of New En~l9.ni. Several 

1. Works XI. 147• 
2. Ibid.. xr. 14?· 
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pa~es of tlte Journal are flllei with his reflections upon 
these .events.· Lile manv another far-seein~ man, Emerson 
realiz~i that Texas ani m~ch of the Metioan territory must 
ultim~telv come under the control of the Onitei States, but 
the circu~stances ani the manner in Nnicn it was acquirei 
afforiei him still further evidence of the bi~h-baniei policy 
of t~e pro-slaverv partv ani the· wea~ness ani suppleness of. 
the ooposition. He ieclarei tnat the onlv real opposition 
to the· War ~ai oo~e from Benton ani Cal1toun. who,contrarv 
to their sectional inte~ests.had hai the coura~e to do more 
than any Northern congressman hai iarei io either for his 
constituents or fo~ riqht~ni justice. 

The Fu~itive Slave Law of 1850 was a ruie assault upon 
the anti-slav.erv sentiment of the Nortb.,, 13.n·i Emerson N9.S 
as profo~nilv stirrei bv it a3 anv. He 9.banionei all faith 
in the inte~ritv of the New En~tani representatives who 
ha i a ii e ,i i n the enactment of the t~ w , an i he i en ounce i 
them bi t t er l v , . eve o We b st e ·~. , N ho m he b. ~ i aim ired from v out h. 

~ . 
To b.i11 the 1Law- 11a.s an stouniin~ revel9.tion , both of the 
suppleness of tbe North ani of tbe·9.~~ressive spirit of 
the pro-slaverv forces.·· Slavery nai not onlv neli- its own 
at the South; it hai i9.rei come North ani outra~e Northern 
ri~~ts ani senti~erits in orier that its satisfaction mi~bt 
be comolete. ~lor Emerson th.ere couli:. qe but one course, 
resistance, to the 19.11 ··while it was on the statute books, 
ani· i~nanciation,of it unt~l it shoali be repealei~ He de-
clared that Congress hai ~iven le~al sanction to a wron~. 
ani hii ie~aniea of citi~~ns that they commit crime or be 
~ u i 1 t v o f vi o lat in~ ·the· 1 a N. . 0 n Ma v 3 , 18? 1 , n e ad i res s e i 
a ~~etln~ of the ~itizsns of Concori. called to protest 
against 'this filthy law.' He ieclarei: "Tbe last year 
has forcei U9 all into politics. There is an infamv in 
the air •••• I· nave livei all mv life in th.is State, «;J.nd. 
never hai an~ e1perience of oersonal inconvenience from the 
19.Ns until no11 ...... But the Act of Congress of. September 18, 
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1850. is a law Nhi~h ev9rV one of you will break on t~e 

·earliest o·ec9.slon, • a law .wnich no ma.n can obev or g,bet th9· 
obevin~ witho~t loss of self-respe~t ani.forfeiture of .the 1 -
nan e of a ~ 9nt.le1l an. " The on l v be n e fit (be n e f 1 t) that he 
w~ijli oonoe1e mi~bt come fro~ such a law 1as that .it.might 
make sla.v~rv more oiious. fie- refusei to accept tne 9.r~u-

1ents that .Nebster ani @tbens brou;ht forw~ri tha.t the la.w 
was constitutional ani t~at aooePtance of it wa.s ne~ess~rv 

to ~reserve tne Union. With Sew9.ri. b.e believei in a 'hi~_ner 

law·• ani he il.tta.okei- the sincerity of 'llotives of those ,who. 
app9alei to the Constitution in crier to iefeni- 9.0 immoral 
law.ani exouse the~selves fo~ suoportin~ it. "Webster ani 
Cno~ te. II he sai it nthinlr to: iiscreii t the hi ~her law bv ' 
Per,onalities: .t~ev in~inuate muob about transcenientalists 
an i 13. b s tact i on i st s 9. n :l p e o tfl e of no we i ~ ht • It i s t_ he oh ea p 
cant of lawvers 9.ni merchants· in a· failing cond.ition,· ani 
of rogu~s. These classes usually 1efeni a.n immorality bv 
the pta:tice of l?len of· the ~orli. ani talk of ireamers ani 
enthusiasts."2 As for the Onion, such a l~w teniei to its· 
iissolution. rath~r than to its Preservation. It c~eatei 
a situation that 1t1aie ~he Union,"not onlv wealter, but un-
b ear a b la·. · " Let· 11 s , " · he· s 9. i 1-;' " re s p e ct t b. e 0 n i on to 9. l l 
honest !nds. but let us also resoect an olier ani wiier 
union, tne la.11s of 09rture ani· rectituie ••• Let us not lie 
nor steal~, nor hel~ to steal, a.ni h~t us not call stealing 
by anv fine na~es such. as· union .or patriotism. 113 There .(\ 
worse thinqs th~n iisunion: "The norst misc~iefs that couli 
follow fro~ Secession ~ni· ne~ combination of the sm~llest 
~ra~tents of the wreck Here slight ani ~eiicable to the 
o~l~mitv vour Union has brou~ht us. Another vear. ~ni -~ 

.. 
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staniin~f 9.rnv. offi~e.red. bv Soutru~rn ~entlemen to protect 
the Co~missione~s ani ~o h~nt the fa~itiv,3·, wlll be illus-
tratin~ the new sweets of Onion in Boston, Worcester, ani 
Sp r L n g fie l i. " 1 In f 9. ct .E 'Iler son n a i be q u n to be 1 t eve that 
tltere were f~nda,ent~l itfferences between the North ani 
the South, which mi~ht ~ake 9ep9.r~tion iestrable. Saii he, 
"! 9.m willin~ to le9.ve them to the facts. If thev continua 
t~ have a binitng inter9st, thev Nill ·be crettv sdra to 
fi.n1 it out: if. not.~ thev will con3ult their peace in P9.rt-
ing. But one tnin~ aPPear3 certain to ~e. that, 9.S soon 
as .tb.e coasti t11tion oriains a.n iininor9.l h.w. ,it orig.ins iis-

. 2 . . " . . union." Finally,. the only poss1ole escape from the iar~ 
situ9.tiod that he saw. 19.V in co~pens9.torv e~9.ncipatiDn: 
n There c 9. n never be p 'e 9. c e whilst this i e vi 1 is h. see i of ~rn. r 
is in our soil. Root it oat, burn it ap, D9.V for the iam-
a~e. and ~~t us h~ve ione with it. It costs a nunirei ~ll-
lions. Twi::e so ~11ch 11ere cheap for it •••• I 1/ouli P9.V a 

. . d~ 

little of nv est~te with joy; for it fg,rkens my·i9.vs. It 
is a loaal.acci1ental ilste~oer, ani th~ interests of a 
continent ~annot b·e· sacri ficei for it."' 

Em·e·r·son .~~s non ir9.wn · iefini telv ani actively into 
the stru~qle aqainst slavery. He repeatei his eoncori j 
3Peecb. a ntrnber of tirnes in be~alf of hbr frieni, ~c-tor · u:.~ -::}, 

.Palfrev. who was a caniiiate for Congress fro' his district. 
At Oambrii~e. he nas hissei ani hootei by voung ~en who 
svmP.athizei Nith the Soat~. ani his raiioal views were 
~enerallv iis9.oprovei b9 the so-c9.llei respectable classes • . , 
In 1854. in be~irini~g a speech aqainst the Fu~itlve Slav~ 
Law, ne iecr~rei that it wag contrary to his nr~ctioe to 
spea~ to oublio questions becg,use he felt that to io so was 
~ener9.1ly hurtful ani ilstr9.otin~ to ~en of the profession 

1. Journal VII, 186-18']. 
2. Works XI, 206. 
3. Journal VIII, 202. 
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ani. interests th9.t h9 hai most at he9.rt. But, he assertei, 
tne p~rtlcular question nas such as ~ust be of concern to all 
who possessei even th& sl~plest ~ni most funiament~l charac-
teristic of stuiants ani sahol9.rs, nam9lV. the 9.bilitv to 
re9.i ani t_hinK ani resooni to the moral sentiment. This 
soeeoh i3 noteworthy for a brief ani alear statement that 
t~e·~Oral s~nttment of the iniivli~al is superior to law ani 
qovern~e~t. ani t~at l~N ~ni qovernment derive their strength 
ani ef fic~cv fro~ the s~nction qi,~n them by men of hi~h 
moral worth:· "Ani no inan. h9.s 9. right to hope that the laNs 
of New York Nill iefeni' him fron the· contamin9.tion of sb.veL 7 
anot1er i~v until be h~s maie u~ his mlni t~at he nill not 
owe his protection t~ the l~ns of NeN York, but to his own 
sense ani Sl)irit. Then ne protects New York. 111 In J9.nU9.rV 
of 1855. ~merson 1el~verei one of a coarse of lectures on 
slavery ~iven at Tremont Te~ple in Boston. He was reluctant 
to io so, ani nrote his tirother Willi~m that he felt as unfit 
for anti-slavery agitation as H~mlet for the task impose~ 
.upon hin. Nevertneless, he· felt it hai to be ione,- a.ni he 
resolvei not -to shirk because it nas uncongenial ani even dis-
aeree~ble work. In this le~ture, he reassertei his conviction 
that sh.ve~v mµst ~o. ·rbe evils 9.tten1i~~ it were so ~reat 
that the matter no lon~er aimittei of ar~ument •. The onlv 
question reallv raMainin~ was the best way in whic~ to ~et 
rii of it. He pointei once more to the purchase of the Nest 
Iniian slaves by the British ~overnment as sug~estin~ the 
rerneiv. 11 1 S9.V buv, .- never conceiin~ the right of tb.e planter 
to own, but that we mav aoknonleige· the ~alamity of his 
Po :f i t i on , an i ~be a r 9. co u n t r v man ' s s h 9. re i n re 1i e v i n ~ hi m ; 
ani because it is the bnlv Practical course. !ni is idnocent."2 

The K9.nsas-Nebraska stru~~le brou~ht Emerson still more 
activelv into the war upon slavery. The effrontery of the 

1. Tforks KI, 235. 
2. Cabot II. 558-593· 
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oro-slaverv forces in their attempt to establish slaverv by 
statute ani ~rotect it by force in territorv that seemei to 
be iestinei bV nature to be free, couli not ~opear to nim 
otherwlse than.ou.tra~eou.s. a·ni ev-en cri'!linal. Yet the g,pathv 
ani servilitv or·tne-people irove him almogt to exasperation 
ani iespair. In 1354. he Nrote in the Journal zoncerning 
the Mebraska Bill, Nhiob Dou~las nas proposing, "It· is onlv 
ione by Dou~las ani his aooomoli~es by calculation upon the 
brutal. i~noranoe of t~e people, upon ths wr3toh9i masses of 
Pennsylvania., Inii9.na. Illinois, Keatuckv, g,ni 30 on, people 
nho osn't t!ai or know ~nvt~in~ b~voni wltat the village 
i~mo3rat tells them." 1 This iisaoar~ging prospect, ho~ever, 
oou11· not wit~itaw ~merson. from a cau~e that ~e felt to be 
on e o f fun h. me n t 9.1 · ri ~ n t an i mo r 9. li t v • an i t he s u :3 c es s of 
•hioh was therefore imperativ~lv necessarv; rather it inten-
sif iei ~is feelin~ for such a cause ani mai9 his aiherence 

,,.~ 

to it more fir~. Moreover. the stru~~le soon 13.sumei such -- A 
aspects as iouli have stirrei·even 3. phlegm9.tio person to action 
if he possessei anv anti-slaverv convictions, ani ~~erson was 
far from being phle~matic. On Mav 26, 1856, he ~iiressei a 
meeting of the· citizens of Concori to 'protest a~9.inst tne 
att~ck on Sumner~ Sumner's consistent opposition to slavery 
ani his refusal to_elav politics hai seourei for hi~ Emerson's 
a D o r ova 1. He re v re 11 e i Su m n e r ' s p !l b 1 i c l i f e ~ pr 3. i s e i b. i s 
spotless recori, ani tool occasion to answer the trivial g,o-
c~s~tions w~ioh his ietractors hai brouQht a~3.inst him. After 
ieno~ncln~ the assault noon hi~ as.the barbarous act of ~~maa 
repres~nting a barbarous state, he ieolarei. urhe whole state 
of South C~rolin9. ioes not now offer one or any nu1I1ber of 
persons w~o are to be weighei for a moment io the scale with ' . . . 2 
suoh a person as the meanest of tnern 3.11 has now struc~ ionn.11 

1. Journal VIII, 443. 
2.1 Works XI, 248. 
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Emerson took an ~3tlve ~art in the raisin; of funis for 
t~e Kansas settlers. At ·a meetiftQ in Cambrli;e, he aivocatei 
buvtn~ fooi, alothinq, ani ar~s f6r tbe~. ani ag~ertei th~t 
they hai sho»n a resolQtion to save thetselves, ani t~erefore 
hai a claim upon the suoport of otaers. He ur~ei all .to make 

' ' . 
even ettrerfle sacrifi.ces to ati them, ani ad.vocatei th.at the 
State of M~ssaahusetts, itself, s~ouli assist t~em, main-
tainin~ .th.9.t it was her iutv to fini means to protect her 
citizens •. ·"But f.irst, .. ·uhe 9ail., "let them nan~ .the. walls of 
the st~te-boase with black araoe. ani orier funeral servic~s 
to bs saii for the 3itizens Nhom they were un~ble to iefeni."1 

The oeoaltaritv of the case of K9.nsas, he s~ii, was th9.t the 
ri~ht ?1a.s all on one sii'e. - He bi tterlv ori ticisel the Pr~siient, 
ani fixei the whole r~sponsibilitv for th~ iisorier .upon the . 
f eie ra. l ~ ove rnmen t. w.b.i ch for man v ve9.rs b.a i been.·" the chief 
obstru~tion to the· co~moa weil." He iecl9.rei· t~at he h9.i 

. little.esteem· for ~ov~rnmeat•. ani that.he· set th.e private 
indiviiu:J.l first. _then· the primary asseftlblv nett, ani. last 
of all,. the ~overnrnent. ·rnere was no Onion, he s9.i1, when no 
citizen of Massacbusetts coal1 travel in honor ani safetv 
throu~ti th9 80 1.tth, 9.ni no one in the South ig,rsi ienounoe· ldi-
naopin~: "I. 9.!ll glg,i to see that tt>.e terror at iisunion ani 
anarohv is iisappe~rin~." 2 The st~ug~le to abolish slav~rv 
w o u 1 i b e 1J1 o re i i f f i cu l t t h. 9. n t he Re v o 1 u ti o n • · ff e a iv i-s e i t he 
formation of Committees of 89.fetv in the toNns,ani ~aii that· 
all A.m9·ri·3ans shoali come home to save their country before it . . 
Nas ne~essarv to "iepart to some lani where freeiom exists." 

The Kansas struggle brou~ht Emerson into contact with 
John Brown. ani the zha.racter ani ~oniuot of Brown ma.is a 
stron~ 9.PPeal to bim. He recoris in the Journal.the favorable 
impression that BroNn maie upon him.as he tali ~is ~xperiences 

1 •. ff or ks XI, 258. 
·2. I bi i. XI, 2 61. 



-at .g, meetin~· of citizens at the C~_noori town hall. ffa agreei 
heartily wit~ Brown's i~nunci9.tion of the ioctrine of non-
resistance. E. w. Em9rscn sa.vs that Brown was a man of 
iignifi~i 9.ni attractive ,opearance ·when be first saN him in 
his father's hote, bdt that ~e hai al~ost become wili w~en, 
a V9ar l~ter in the town hall at Concori, he toli of his 
experiences in Kans9.3. This must have maie a ~rofouni i~­
presslon on E~erson, ani have intensified his svmpathv for 
a ttt3.n wnose ·r'll.te N9.S so tr9.gio. It ioes not a.PPe9.r tnat hs 
•a~ at ~11 aware of Brown's Vir~inia project. but he would. 
hav~e P rob9.b l v a pprove.i it. In his lac tu re. on Coura~e>: 

. . -
ieliverei 'in Boston while Bro11n 11as awatin~ sentence of d.eath, 
he spok~ of him as "that riew saint, than whom none purer 6r 
more, brave Nas ever lei bV love of men into ·conflict ani 
ier:s.th, - the neN saint 9.W9.itin~ ·tlis martvr,iom, ani 11no, if · 
he snall suffer. will make the-~allows ~lorious like the cross."1 

It is. onlv f~ir to note that this stitement was omittei from 
tne essav publisnei ten vea.rs later, 11 th.e iist9-nce of time, 11 

sg,ys Clbot . .,, "havin~ brou~ht the ~ase into a. juster perspec-
tive. 11 · While Brown was still awaitin~. eitecutLon, h.9 aid.ressei 
a ~eetin~ at Tremont Te~ple for the relief of his familv. He 
Jbaracte~izei nit ~s "the ~arest of beroes, 'a pure iiealist, 
with no bv~eois of his ORn." ani asserted. that there was not at 
that moment another citi~eo in t~e lani ~ore Northv to live 
or ~s ies~rvin~ of public ,ni private honor as he, He con• 
tra~tei his puritv of character and hsroism Nitti the servilitv 
o f b. i s j r.i i ~ e-s , · 9. n i as k e i , " W l'l a t av a i ls t b. e i r le 9. r n i n q o r 
venera~ibn? At~ pinch thev are no more th9.n iiiots."? After 
the eKeoution of BroN~, Emerson aiiressei 9. ~emorial meetin~ 

in Sale~. Be revie1ei BroNn'~ life, which ~e s~ii hai be9n 

1. Cabot II, 597· 
2. Works x.r. 272. 
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noble ani ro~9.nttc. ani 3allei him 'the fo~nier of libertv 
in Kans~s~' He ~on2lui~i Nitn the assertion that the 
atte~Pt t~ si9.~p·out abolition wo~li not sacaeei. because 
abolition Nas iientio~l with love ani justioe."whioh was 
before Alfreii before Lvc1.1r~us. before sh.verv •. tinf. will 
be after it." 

Emersoa•s final ser~lce to th~ anti-slaverv cause.be-
fore tne be~innin~ of the Civi War. N~S a speecn in Tremont 

'Tsnple. Boston, ori Januarv 24. 1861. Phillips ~ai askei 
hi m to a t t e n i, . "a. n i ·; " ~ rn e rs on n rote , "es t e e mi n ~ s u ~ h an i n -
vltation a :ommaai. thoa~h sorelv against ~v inclination · 
ani habit, I Nent, ~ni thou~h I hai nothin~ to s~v. showei 
~vself ••••• Ths ~ob ro~rai n~enever I atte~otei to 90eak, · 

i ft l b . ' I . th.i 112 · a n • a e r :rev e r a e ~ t n n l n ~ s , N 1 . re w • 

1. Works x.r. 281. 
·2. c~bot rr. 599-601. 



CHAPN~R VI 

Th9· Civil War 

The rejuven~tion of national life - E~erson•s hope of 
emancipation - His Smithsoni~n aiire39 - His arguments 
for emanoipation - The Emancioatlon Proolam~tion -

- Emerson •·s visit in W9.stlin~ton - His imoressions of the 
~overn~ent - His attituie of lovaltv aai support - His 
criticisms - Bis ~aneral ~~tisfabtion witlt the course 
of th9· 'Nar - Preservation of the Union - Reconstruction 

- E~erson's raiioal svmpathies 

Em9rson was in the niist of a co~rse of lectures on Ltfe and 
Literature Nhen the news of t~e atta~k on Fort Sumpter reachei 
Boston. Insteai of ~ivinQ one of his re~ular lect~res, he 
spoke upon Ciuili~atton·at ~·Pinch. He assertei that.it was 
a relief to know th~t at last the issue hai beoome clear, ~ni 

express~i ~reat satisfaction 9.t the un~nimou9 response of the 
North to the C9.ll of lOV9.ltv ani freeiom. "tiow,nhe asKe-i, 
"ioes Ha9.ven hel~ us when civilization is at a bari pinch? 
Whv, bv a HtlirLvinf. of patriotis!Il. not believei to exist, but 
now ma~netiitng all iisoori9.nt· !119.sses un:ier it9 terrific 
u·aitv·. It is 9.n affair of instincts; •••.•• tt is the· ·i9.V of 
the populace: th~V are wiser than their teachers ••••• ! will 
never 9.~ain soea~ liqtitlv of~ croHd." 1 The war was far from . c;.., 

b e i n g · me re l v a ~J. am i t v • I t h 9. f re j u v en 9. t e i n at i on 9. l l i f e. an d. 
spirit. ani h9.i c9.llei forth. tlle· virtu·es of courage. lovaltv, 
co-operation. 11 We tave oeen verv nomeless,11 \·he s9.ii, 11 soine of 

1. Cabot II, 599-601• 



us, for some VS9.rs f)ast, - sav sine~ 1850: but now we hg,ve a 
t . 1 

0011n rv 3.~ain." 

~merson•s ~reat hooe was th9.~ the war no~li brin~ ~man­
cipation. In the Jo~rnal for 1861, he wrote,"But to me the 
ftr~t aivanta~e of the war is the favorable moment it has 
mai9 for ~uttin~ out of our canoerou9 Slavery. Better that 
war ani iefeats continue until we nave come to that a~ou-. ' 2 . . 
tation." He believei that. the war oouli not continue long 
Udtil the North shoijli be3om9 the o~9.mDion of freeiom, ani 
tne South of slavgry. He W9.S able, nowever, to un-ierst9.n1 .. 
Lin~oln's ref~s9.l to ieolare for emanoipation immeiiatelv upon 
t he o !l t b re a l{ o f t he war • ~ " I fJ• : ; he s a i i ,_ " Mr • Linc o l n a pp ea. r 
slow ani timii in proclai~in~ emanci~ation, ani. like a 
bashful suitor, shows t~e xav to ienv hi~, it ls to be re-. - ~ 1lembere-i th9.t h.e ts not as free as a poet to state whs.t he f'... , 

ii~al or iesirabl9. but nust take 9. consiierei step, wbich 
he can l<s':sfh Oth::irwise nis proclamation 1101.1li be a weaK 
bravaio, witbout value or raspect." 3 As time went on, how-
ever. b~ be~~ne inpatient with t~e iel9.V. ani fearful lest 
the opportunity for enan~iP'ltion shouli be lost.· In his 
lectare on American Oiutlization at tne S~ithsonis.n Institution, 
o n Jan u a r v 31. 18 6 2 • he· 11 ·9. r n e 1 the N or t h t hat i t· n a i a. l N 9. vs 
lost its aiv~nta~e bv comoro~isinq ani.hesitatin~. "The 
evil vou ~onteni ·with," h9· s:iii. "h9.s tak9n ah.rmin~ oropor-
tions~ ani vou still oontent voarself Nith os.rrvin~ the blows 
i t a i ms • b u t as i f e n ~ ha n t e i , ab s ta i n fr· o rn s t r i k i n ~ a t t he . 4 -
~ause." In the Journal for 1862, there is an entrv for 
Au~ust ·30. w~ich s~ru~~rizes the c~s~ for em~ncioation as 
~nerson saw it. ~irst of all, he argue1 for emancipation 

1. Cabot I I. 599-601. 
2. Journal IX:, 335. 
3. Cabot II, 62. 
4. Works XI, 300. 
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b e c 9. u s e o f th s. ; ts r n a l r i ~ ht of i t.. 3 econ i l v , he b .e l i e v s-i 
that it was neoassarv to create an armv in the rear of the· 
en9mv. ani th9.t enanoioation nouli ro it •. His thiri ar~u­
nent shows· more oolitiz9.l 9.0Umen than ha3 be~n com~onlv 

creiitei to Enerson. He assertei th~t unless the North 
is~larei for e~anoicatio~. the South mi~ht altimatelv be 
for~ei to io so in orier to eain forei~n reoo~nition. The 

. ~-t·h-e b. e a rt o f t he Un i o o o au s e 11 o u l i t hen be g one • The. 
blookaie nOQli b9 r~isei. The borier States, California, 
Wisconsin. ani Minnesota.~i~ht secede, or even Prefer to 
join the Confeiera~v. rather than help oav for subiuin~ 
the South unier suzh zircamstances, ani the E~stern States 
wouli be left to pay for a lost ca~se or be forcei to re-
puiia te a iebt that Nas mainlv owei to them. When the 
Enancipation Proclanation Nas finallv issuei. Emerson hailei 
it as the qreatest victory of the vear. "3reat is the force 
of the Pro~la11ation," he Nrote, in the· Journa. l, "It NOrKs 
when men are sleepin~. Nhen the armv goes into Hinter 
quarters, ·when ~ener~ls are trea~hero~s or i11be~ile. 111 

He ~onoeiei the wisiom of the Presiient's ielav, b~t asssrtei 
tns.t,. 9.lthou~h a iifficult :·ani i9.n~ero 1ls ~ourse. it nas 
the only one ~~en to hi~, ani tbat there 11ust be no turning 
b9.~K. 

After ieliverin~ his lecture at the Smithsonian In-. 
stito.tion, Enerson -s~ent a fe11 iays in Nashin~ton. He saw 
ll.ni talk:ei with Su11ner; On.a.se, 89.tes, ·Stanton, Wells, Sew3.ri. 
Gori Lvons, Reoresentative Hooper, 30vernor AnireH, Governor 
~ i s h • Mrs • Fram on t , 9. n i ·o t he rs • He 11 as rec e i v e i 9. n i e n t e r,. 
t9.ine1 on terms of oo~si~erable intimacy by persons of in-
fluence, ani ~9.inei a ~ooi ieal of confi1ential information 
regariin~ the coniition of th~ government ani the state of 
Public affairs. His ~irnor~ssion, as recoriei ·in the Journal, 
#/as t h at t he re. was a o on s i 1 e 1· ab 1 e lack: o f u n i t v ci n :1 ha r -
monv in the ~overnment, ani absence of a ole~r ani iefinite 

·1. Journal IX. 41)0. 
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policy 9.3 .te> 3laverv. In M9.V of 1863. Secretary Stanton 
apoointei ~1erson to serve on t~e Boari of Visitors to 
Ne~ t Point. ff9. toOK an une K:P·e~ tei attloun t of interest in 
the in3pe~tion of tbe tnstitution. He was 1ell oleadei 
wit~ the coniuct of the ~caie~v. ani believei it nell 
saitei to the ievelob~ent of iniustrv, probity, veracitv. 
ani .lovaltv. ,In· his reoort h~ statei that the g.iministration 
apoearei to him juiioioas~ ini more mili than he hai sup-
pcsei~ Hs reco~meniej that competitive examinations be 

establishei, ani that the preliminarv examinations .be ~aie 
~ore ri~orous in orier that it mi~ht not be necessary to 
teach eleme~tarv subjects to the caiets before .Proceeiin~ 
to their 'ore aivanoei ani specializ~i trainin~. 

This su~~arizes E~erson's more intinate relation to 
the nar ani the ~overnrneo t. ff is· g. tti tuie to11a.ri the ~overn­
~ent throu~hout the n~r was one of oonsistent lovaltv ani 
saoport. Not that ~e iii not fini m~ch to criticize, But 
the ai~ of those in authoritv C9.me more ani more to aoin-
c i 1 e w i th the pol i c i es . that he ha i 9. i v o ca t e 1 ear lie r ; .: · :; 
he knew t~at iifficulties. not e~silr-unierstooi bv the 
outsiier. bese~ offioials; ani finallv. h~~~eslizei that 
qovernment. 11t9 ~aman .oatare, b~i it; li~itations. Hence 
it. H9.S that his critic-i--sm3 were inainlv confinei tolmore 
or l.ess cri t ~.l obse rv :l tions re~oriei_i,.0 the Journal. 
Mo 9 t or these. ~re 1{ oat o f hi 9 i mp 9, t ten c e w i th w n at he f e l t 
W9.S timiiitv. irres61ation. 9.ni a iiscosition to temporize 
with slaverv. Lincoln's polio) of aw3itinQ tbe m9.ture 
ievelovment of public senti~ent before proclai~in~ e~anoi-

. ~· ' 

Qation. very ne9,rlv exceei9j E~erson's oatience,-ani he 
often felt that the Presiient 19.ckei viQor in the crose-
out1on of the w~r. He ~as frequ9ntlv aware of a breakiown 
of the ~overnmental Har machins. iue to aiministrative weak-
ness ani colitical intrigje. as the followin~ quotation 
from the Journal sho11s: ·· 11 Qur oOmmerze has someNhat ~rani 



in its oower.~ •• But our politics are cettv ani expectant. 
Ttie 3overn-nent, is nar9.1vzei, the arrny oarSllyzei, 9.n:l we are 
waiters on Proviien~e. Better for us, oerhags, that we 
sbouli be rulei by slow hea1s than by boli ones. whilst in-
s!~ht is withheli. Yet on9 conceives of a heai capable of 
ta.kin~ in all t~e ele~ents of this broble~. t~e bloa·kaie, the 
stone fleet~ tbe novel laniings. insurrection, ~nqiish ill 
will. _Fren:h qu~stionabilltv. TeKas." 1 However, he felt that 
the ~overnment·~ai shown itself 9qual to, ani even super~or 
to the m9.sses of the people in ener~v g,ni ihiti~tive,, ani, 
best of g,ll, it was honest ani well intentionei: "I sav it 
were hg,ppier, if 3enius shouli aonear in the 3bvernment, 
but if it io not,ne have ~ot the first essential ele~ent, 
n9.111elv. honesty. An:l le.t. us hol:l that .~ift iear. •• 2 

Emerson was q~ite g,s often iisaopointei in tbe attituie 
cf his fellon citizens tONari the war, as he was in the 
polioies of t~e ~6v~rnment. The war hai reiucei his own in-
come. to the .. point of causin~ -b.im real harishiP. vet h.e w9.s 
able to write hi3 brother. ·"But far better that this ~rini­
in~ shouli ~o on bai ani iorse than we be iriven into 9. 

ha~tv peace.or anv oeace resto~in~ the oli rott9nnesa." 3 It 
11°a 9 h 9. r i for h i m to r ea Li z e t hat t h e ab i 1 i t v of t be 9. v e r a~ e 
man to ai~ere steaifastlv ani consistentlv.to a cause was 
not s o ~ re 1 t • r he Jou r n a l o on t a'i n s man v com o 19. i n ts of t he 
lack of en~busiasn,· which followei the qrsat outburst of 
patriotic fervor at the be~innin~ of t~e war. Yet, on tbe 
whole. he was s~tisfiei ~itn the progress of the war, ani 
foani less reason for pe9simism than for optimism. Th9 w~r 

had rev9slei manv elements of national stren~th whi~h hai been 
anireamei of iurin~ the vears of oeaoe ani orosperitv~·- moral 
ener~v. unselfisbness.ani heroism; Spiritually ani morally 

1. Jou r n a L I K, ... ' 3 6 4. 
2. Ibii IK, 363. 
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i t n a i ·: ~·subs t it u t e i z l'l r on i ~ hope for z hr on i c i es P. a i r. 11 More -
over Emerson's. philOsochical iiealism, lsi to an optimism 
t ha t was not. -ii s tu r be i b v s o li c i tu i e for the fat 9 of an v 
particular institution. Me oft~n thou~ht of t~e war as a 
tsster of 1ren ani thi n~s; if thev ~ou li not s.urvi ve it, 
wt'lv shouli he be· -~oncerne:i? Th9V simply 11ere not in ac-
cori .· 11i th. the eternal •. ani it was no fault of his. It i'las 
safficient for him if he ~ni his.countrymen were seriously 
ani 9srnestl~ pursuing a policy that Nas ethically souni, 
ani ~his t~9V were ioin~. so lon~ as t~ev were ~~~in~ war 
uoon slaverv~ It is therefor~ not surprisin~ that he was 
not greatly iisturbei by the earlv victories of the Con-
feieracv. ro him. these victories anpearei spectacular: 
the cause of 9.bolition was not lost, thou~h one armv nai · 
been i e feat e i. b v 9. not her~ n 8 u t i i ea s an i th ·e i r s low mass iv e 
mi ~ht are i r res i's t i b le at 1 as t • " 1 As mi ~ht be e ·x p e ~ t e i, 
to one who ~eli suoh i philosophy. the preservation of the 
Union was not the ·sut;>reme oonsiieration. It was seoon:larv: 
the war on slavery Nas primarv. In fact. earlv in th~ war, 
E~erson iii ~ot thin~ that the Onion coali be preservei· 
because he felt that other elements of inoompatibilitv be-
t wee a the Nor th ~ni tne Sou th bes i ies. s laver:v ma.de· f qr:: .-, 
iisunion. Even in 1864, when Linooln had been reelectei 
to the Presiiencv.~ ani the victorv of the North was assurei, 
h~ .rejoiced in the iefsat of the forces of pro-slaverv ani 
oolitioal ~til, b~t still conceiei the possibility of iis-
union. althou~b. by this· tb1e he was be~innin~ to feel th~t 
witb the abolition of slavery the principal cause of iis-

. anion,h~i -been re~ovei. It is only just to state also that 
at the close of the nar. Emerson re~o~nizei the imm9nse 
i no or tan c e of t he ~pres e r vat ion o f t h·e Union • 

As it becam~ certain that the ·South nas to be subiaei_ 
ani the O.nion vreservei as the res 1ilt of the war. Emerson 

1. J ourna Z I K. 4?6. 
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attachei himself to those who heli radical vi~ws re~ariinq 
the terms of Pea~e ~ni the ooltcles of re~onstr~ction. With . . ~ ':, 

m~nv others. he fearei that the aorth rui~ht vieli to a 
Poli~v of comorornise that ·woul:i pertnit the South with its 
superl~r political astuteness~to Qni6 mach that hai been 
ione. ani ~er~aPs even to become t~e arbiter of the si~u­
ation. If the tNO ·s~cti~ns .were to continue unier the 
same government. he felt that it was ijntbinkable that the 
war ani the peaoe .. shouli be· cooclui'e:i i,n such a manner a.s 
to Permit the possibility of~ restoration of the oli oon-
iitions. In 136"5. he wrote in the Journal, nr'ris far the 
best tbat the rebels have been pouniei insteai of ne~otlatei 
i n t o a 9 ea c e • :r he v m 11 s t' r·e me m be r i t • an i t he i r i n v e t e rate 
bra~ will b~ humblei, if not c~rei •••• 8eneral 3r~nt•s terms 

.c9rtainlv look a little too e9.sy ••••• ani I fear that the 
hi~b traeic historic justice which the nation. with severest 
consiieration shouli execute Nill be softenei ani iissioatei . . . 1 . 
ani t09.stei a.11av at itnner-tables. 11 To Emerson. the ~reat 
~roble~ followin~ ~he Nar wa~ how to make secure the fruits 
of viotorv. He believei that this could best be·:aocomplishei 
by enfranchisin~ the neqroes ani raisin~ the status of the 
poor whites. The wisiom of such a oolicv ioabtless seemei 
clearer to hi~f because his concel)tion of the ne~ro•g· abili-
ties hai steaiily ~rown hi~her. In 1867. he Hrote in his 
Journal, "You cOlf'IPlain that the ne~roes are a base ·~lass. 
W~o mares ani keeps the Jew or the ne~ro base. who but vou, 
nho ex.cluie them frem the riQ'.hts wb.ich others enjov?" 2 In 
one of his lei~ers of uncertain iate. but most certainlv 

·belonging to the post-Har oerioi, there is the followin~ 
entrv: 11 Ho11 much will has been eicoeniei to extin~uisn tlle 
Jswsl f9t tbe tenacities of the race resist ani prevail. 
So the ne~ro sees with ~lee.· throu~h all his miseries. his 
future possession ~f' the. West Iniies(9.ni of the Southern 

1. Journal x. 93. 
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Stat9s of lm9rica) assurei. ~or he ac3~mulates ani buts, 
1 w h. i lg t c l i mate , et o • , fa v or hi tn a q a i_ n st t he· 11 hi t e • " I t i a 

therefore not sur~risin~ thit ~merson re~ariei Presiient 
Johnson a3 merely ~n obstructionist, ~ni felt that the ~olicv 
of Sumner ani Bt91ens Has not onlv the safest ani best for 
the North, but the one a~ic~~the facts of the situation 
warrantei,· ani inieai maie· inevitable. 

The tri~ruph of the raiical poliov of reconstruction waa 
emlneotlr satisfa:tory to Emerson, ani ~losei for him the 
~reat stru~qle which hai occu~iei so much of his time ani 
ener~v since first he hai be~un to Nregtle with the slaverv 
question in his e~rlv manhooi. This·. as we have seen, was 
the· on lv question th.9. t b.a.1 ever. been ab le to fraw him active l v 
into oubli~ affairs, ani his interest in matters political .. 
9.ni .social seemei to have sP,ent itself; iurin~ the remaining ; 
veg,rs of his lif'~ .• h9 withirew to his more con~enial interests, 
~ni hai little, if any interest tn publio affairs, ani no 
·z o a n e ct i o a /1 i th tn em. r w o natters w b. i ~ h have· not been treat e i 
elsewhere- in tb.is PaPer iem:l.ni brief consiierati.on, nowever, 
before it is closei. Thev a~e- ffimerson•s o~inions of public 
men. ani his conception of lmerica ani ~er iestinv. 

1. Journal x. 472• 

'" 



G£UPT~R VII 

Public Men - Amerioa - Surumarv 

Basis of Emerson's interest in oublio :men~-· Webster -
Lin~oln -. Hoar - Su~ner - Patriotism - Faith in 
A~erlca as the oha~pion of tne iieal - Nature 
ani extent of Eme~son•s influence upon public 
affairs. 

Emerson's great interest in character. especially in 
stron~ characte~. d.ren his attention quite. a9 much to 
public men as to public affairs. They mi~nt attract or 
rel)el tiirn·, secure b.is g,pproval or iisaoproval. bot thev 
couli not fail to ~ain the attention of a p~ilosopner so 
much. int9restei in the notives, the· aims.· ani tne enis of' 
life.. Stren~th. even ru~~ei stren~th. an:l seriousn9ss of 
Par~o~e were the qu~lities in public men ~tiich apoealei 
most ~reatlv to Emerson. This accounts for the fact that, 
although he thorou~hlv iislikei President Ja:kson in his 
voutb. be later ein~essei aimiration. if not anoroval of 
bi~. It Nas for this sa~e reason th~t Webster earlv won 
his aioration. To the vouthful Emerson, Webster seemei to 
e~boiv ~ll of tfie stren~th of right ani justice Nhen he 
re~liei to Haya~. But as the vears went. ani ~merson be-
came .nore en~rossei Nith the strug~le against slavery, he· 
felt the ila~~ing of Webster's iiealism. ani was at last 
convinced that his hero hai become ttte s·lave of political 
ambition. ~ni that he was ~asting his s~leniii strengtb in 
purstting the enis of practical nolitics. In 1843, he Nrote 
in tne Journal, "Daniel Webster is a ~reat man with a small 
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ambition," the small a~bltlon beia" of oourg9 the Presi-
iencv, to qain which, Emerson thou~ht .Web9ter·hai forsak9n 

.@'J the cause of oons1st9nt.0Qoosition to slavery. Webstsr•s 
subsequent zoniuzt; esoeciallv his suocort of the ~uqitive 
Sla11e Law. rernovef the. last- v9sti'!e of E~erson•s- aimiration,· 
In 1851. he wrote in the JournaZ,"W9bster trulv represents 
the A.tnericg,n .P.90Ple' just as thev are. Hi th their vast ma-
te r i al i n t e res ts • ~mate r 1a1 i ~-e i int e 11 e ct • an i low mo r a 1 s , . 
H,e re t o fore , . the i r great rn en who ha v ~ 1 e i them have b 9 en 
bett~r than thev. as Wa.shin~ton 1 Hamilion, ani Maiison. 
But Nebster•s absence· of moral fa.cultv is iegr11iin~ to the 
count~~·"l M~nv other utte~ances, quite as bitter, miqht 
be quotei, bat this one is tvoioal. Even Emerson's con-
sid.erei j11igment· was harilv less sev9re·. It is to be founi 
in th9 entrv that. he made in tbe Journal upon ~earing of 
the ie9.th of Webster: "Nature Q.as not in our iavs, or not 
since: thej i~vs· of Napoleon,. cut out such a m.~sterP,iece. · 
He b~o~ght the 3trength of a sav,ge into the height of cul-
ture •••• He nas 11 statesman. ani not the semblanoe of one •••• 
But alas1· hs was the victi~ of his anbltion; to pleasa the . . . 2 
Soatb, .he betrayei. the North. and was thrown out by botb." 

Emerson hai been iisappointei with the nomination of 
Lincoln insteai of SeNari in 1560, ani as late as 1863. he 
r&~ariei Lincoln as uncouth ani lacktnq in the iignitv ani 
serioas~ese :tnat_ a great pablic man ought to possess. 3radu-
allv. nowever. the Presi1etit 1 s eviient sinoeritv. his ~ooi 
s ·e ·n s e • 11 n ·i hi s fa. r- sea i n ~, Ni s i o rn i mt> res s e i the rn s e l v es 'loon 
him, ani be coali overlook, or even ~imire much that bai 
earli9r been ii3t~steful to him. In hls eulo~v of Lin~oln, 
at Concor-i,· on April 19, 1S6?. ne ie:3larei, 11 0li as history 
is, ani manifoli ~s are its tr~~eiies, I ioubt if anv has 
oauaed .so ~u6h Pain to m11n~ini as this ~as .oausei. or will 

1 •. Journa.z vrrr, 216. 
2. Ibil, VIII, 335,. 
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on it~ announoement." 1 He toli ~ow bis opinion of t~e 
Bresiient h~i steaiily improvei until ha reco~nizei his true 
~ra~tness, ani assertei that he bai been true to what Nas 
best in the A.merioan f)90l)l9·. 11 H9 is ttle tr11e nistorv of 
A.merio!J.n peool! in nts time. Step by 9t9p he walkei· before· 
them: slow witb t~gir slowness, quic~anin~ his march bv 
theirs, the true r9presentatire of tbls continent; an sn-
tirslv cublio man: father of his country, the pulse of t~entv 
~illions throbbln~ in bis ~e~rt; t~e tltoueht of t~eir minis 
articul~t9i by hi~ ton~ae.~ 2 . 

~merson's fellow townsman, Juige Hoar, was perhaps his 
iie~l of a practical politician of probity, who reliai upon 
nis nonor, efficiency, ani jui~ement for his influence. 
Numerous entries· in the· Journal testifv to Emsrson•a aimiration 
of hi~. ani hi9 ~ooi opinion of him seems never to have been 
shaken. Prob~olv E~erson thou~ht more of Charles Sumner 
than of anv ot~er ~reat oublio man of his iav. Sumner's ~lean 
cat iiealism ani his fearless suooort of the riQht, re~ariless 

of. Colitio!J.l consequences, ~aie Emerson bis warm aimirer. 
[~·1869, Emerson iescrtbei hi~ as, °Clean. self-poise1, 
~reat-heartei man, no~le iri oerson, inoorruptible in life, 
-the f rieni or tne poo~, tne cnampioo. of th~ optJressei. .. 3 The 
aimir•tion was reciprooatei. Amon~ the last woris of Sumner, 
acooriin~ to Jui~e Hoar. were •. _- "Jui~e, tell Emerson how 
much I love ani rever9 him. u :·Hoar replie1, "He saii of vou 
once th~t he never ~new so white a soul."4 

Bv no means t~9 least interesting or si~nlfio~nt topio 
for us in our ~ttemot to arrive at a ~lear uaierstanilnQ 
of Emerson's relation to public aff~irs, is his conoeption 
of Ame ri ~ 9. ~ n i tier i e 9 t in v • I t is cl e~ r that • how eve r r a ii ca 1 

1. Works KI,· 329. 
2. Ibii. X.I,, 33i:;. 
3. Journal X, 291. 
4. Ibii. X, 430. 



Emerson•a iiaalhm mi~ht be •. it alwavs Nas temperei- bV b.is 
· .~trong oommon sense. a~i therefore ne•er ir9w ~im _into con-· 
fliat with what was riQ~t 9.ni r&9.sOnable in tbs realm of 
Qra.cti~al affairs." Moreor9r, · h.s· re~ariei tne poli-tioal ani 

• c ••• ' - , 

s o o i a. l or q an i z 9. t i o n o f · ti i ~ o o Lt n t r v ·11 i t n mo re t tl ~ n m 9 re to l-
e ran :le. ao·Nerer rnucti nis own 1.nclinatt.ons n9.turallv. Nith~ 
irew him from aative ·tnterast ani partiaipatlon in oublic 
affairs, ani hONerer m~cb ~e foani it neces~arv to criticise 
his COiJntrvmeh 9.tti their politi·~s. wheri his attention was 
iireotsi to public·affairs. there can be no iOQbt that America 
~as verv iear to his h~art. His early Jo~rnaZs are re~lete 
Rith entries tbat exQr~sa hia falt~ in Am3rioa as the lani 
of tne filture,· ani h.a nev9r 9.banionei ttl9.t belief, even when 
tb.e outlook: seemei iarltest ·to· ni11,. ani wnen tie· was most 
s~vere in bis aritioism. To bi~ Am~ri~a ores9ntei tbe possi-
bl litv of realizinq t~e ide~l. In his leoture on The Youn~ 

~mer tcan in 1844. he· sSJ.ii, "it s9erns so ea.av for America to 
inspire 9.ni eu>rea3 the .most ex.pansive anti. hamane· soirlt; 
nen born, healttlfal, stron~. tlle la.ni· of tne .h.borer, of the 
de~o~r9.t, of the p~ila.nthr6pist, of .tbe bell~ver, of t~e 
9aint, she 3hOQli speak for tbe h~man raoa. It is tbe 3ouritrv 
of tne Futurs. "~ Nor· ;va:s Em9rson laoltin~ 1.n that affeotion 
for ths native l~ni.whiah is oommonlv·a9.ll9i patriotism. 
Wooiberrv ani otnera have not f~ilgi to .note in him a oertain 
oreferen3e .for bis·countrv ani the thin;s of· his oountrv 
wri i 3 h th.av t·nou ~ht wc.u· exce~raive. enouqh to warrant the n a.me 

··6f brovinoali~m. Perhaps •uch criticism is j~stifiei in a 
mili ie~ree; Certa~n it is tlt~t Emerson iislikei trav~l, 
that.he a.lN~vs came baci~ to lmerioa. ~ore ~lailv th~n be Nent 
awav, ani t~9.t his country ani her 9.ffairs possessed a ~rea.ter 

interest for bim than tbs a.ntiQuitv ~ni ~ulture of IDurooe. 
It is si~nifioant that tbis sa.me voutbful fa.itn in lmerica 
as tne nope of ttla·. future is ·tne keynote of nis last q rea t 

1 •. Works I, 871• 



Public ai·iress, '!'he For-tune of the Republic, which b.e reai 
on Maren 30, 1873, · in the Oli South Church, He wa.rnei his 
countrvmen a~ainst excessiv9· oartisanism, love of we9.lth ani 
ease, ani- lCJ.c~ ·or i.ie9.lism, and. th.en b.e saii, "The ~enius of 
this 30dntrv has markei out our· true policv, - opoortunitv.u 1 
11 Qur h9lm is ~iven-up to better ~uiiance tb.an our own, 11 he 
ieclarei, a.ni .then _expresse-i tne faith that Ameri·~a, iespite 
her snort~omings. wbuli be ~uiiei bv the noble ani the ii;al 
in realizin~ h.er iestinv. "I ·couli heg,rtilv wish that our 
Nill ani ~nieavor were more aotive pg,rties to the work. But 
I see in all iirections the liqht breaKin~. Traie ani ~ov-. ' 

ern~ent Nill not alone be the favorei aims of mankini, but 
every ugefal. everv.e.Iegant art, everv eiercise of the im-
aQinstion. the height of resson, the noblest affection. thg 
oure9t reliQion will fini their home in our institutions, - 2 
ani write our laws for the b9nefit of 1an." · 

* * * * * 

In olosin~ this survev of Emerson's relation to public 
a.ffsirs, some ooasiieration ou~ht to be ~iven to the character 
ani extent of bis influenoe upon his times. Nooiberrv asserts· 
the· unsvstemmatic ani aohoristic character of his utterances 
has often maie it possible for faiiists to cite them in 
support of their ioctrines. This is probably true, but it 
is a fault that is to be 3bar~ei quite as muoh to the inherent 
oharaoter of the essav ~s ~ literary ~enre, as to the partic· 
ular stvle ani ~ontent of ~merson•s· ~ssavs. Suoh a use of 
Emers~n•3 woris has been more conspiouous than si~nificant, 
ani neei· not concern ~s here.~ Unioubteilv. however. in his 
own iav, ffimerson•s somewhat extreme ani strikln~ etpress·ion 

1. Works KI, 1541. 
2.· Ibii. XI, 1544. 
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of his tnoa~nt. enablei men of more rai1cal inclinationa 
to use big orestiqe for the iefenoe ani support of their 
ioctrines. Perh9.t>9 BJmerson 11as not alto~ether unwillin~ 
that tnis snouli ba so •. He believei tb.at one of tlle most . 
11nolesome teni~noi.9s of his time was its· ferment, its- iis-
Position to question so~ial institutions ani oracticea •. He 
hai none of that oonse~vatis~ that abhors all ohan;e as mere-
1 y iastruotive. It rag a max:irn of his that nothin~ wouli-
Derish that was in acoori with the etern~l, ani he receivei 
Nith cool ani unrufflei curiosotv all proposals to alter 
custo~s ani institutions. Moreover, ~~erson, himself was 
somewhat of a raiical, ani· if he· bezame convin~ei that. a 
caus9 nas essentiallV ethical, he iii not hesitate to .ally 
himself with it, even· though to io so mi~ht snook ~reater 
lovers of so~ial safety ani respectability. This is most 
a~~arent in his rel9.tion to the a~itation a~ainst slaverv. 
Y9t Emerson's.stron~ instinct for Nhat was oractioal ·ani his 
iislUte of proPa~ania ltet>t him from _bezo11in~ a ·tH'Ofessei · 
a~itator in a~v oause. The tr~th is that he often ii~~P~ 
Pointei the raiioals, ani no less often. -he mai·9 the con-
servatives uneasy. This·ma~es it iiffioult to ielimit 
exa~tlv th·e n13.tare ani ie~ree of his influence. ffis iireot 
service to the anti-slavery cau3e must have been verv ~reat, 
for be threw the wei~ht of his stron~ personalit~ an1 hig 
mature pr~stiqe sq~~relv a~ainst slaverv. iat Ne mus·t re-
member on~e more~· thf3.t he was not primarily an agitatort 
a.ni he avoiiei the Pe·rson~lities 9.ni· recril\'Jinations of con-
troversv. His rel~tion to the movement therefore wa.3 less 
strikinq th~n tb.at of 3arrison ~r Phillips. ~merson•s in-
iirect influence uoon ·affairs oan harilv have been less 
than tba.t R~ich ~e brb~Qht to bear iirectlv upon the~. Manv 
of the be3t ani a.blest soirits of b.is ia.v. ·a·n·i ·or the r.isin~ 

~aneration lookei to hi~ for their inspiration. The frank 
acknoNlei~e~ebts that Sumner ani Lowell maie of their in-
ieo teiness to him are but a small part of the proof that 
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mi~bt be aiiuoei for tltis 3t~tement. In manv wavs he ex-
oressei th! best ani most char~cteristic spirit of his times. 
Re brou~ht to cublio qu~stions the iisposition to test all 
t~in~s anew. but stron~ oommon s!nse keot him from becominq 
visionarv or ultra-raiic~l. Mu3h of the stren~th ani souni-
ness of his influence lav in the emphasis that ne put upon 
th9 et~ioal aspects of public Questions. id his freedom 
from ~artisan bias. ani in the spirit of coura~9 with Nhich 
he inspirei his fellow countrvmen to attack the problems 
of tneir age. He never pernittei the cruiities or tn~ 
temporarv failures of tiis zountrv to sha~e his faith in 
America ani h~r mission as t~e c~ampion of the iieal, ani 
this •as tne basis of tb9 souni ani opti~istic patriotism 
whl~n he preazhei,to the vouth of the 'lani. Onquestionablv, 
~merson'~ influence upon men ·ani aff~irs was ~reatest in 
his o•n time, but th~ strea~t~ of ~is influence Ras iue in 
the main to t~g peculiar qualities of his ~enlus. ani it 
retains a ~ertain perenniat ooten~v. To a lar~e number of 
re~iers ani ainirers, ~e has re~ainei to this iav an in-
terpreter ani exoonent.of the best ani most liberal s~irit 
of hi·s 3oantrv .• 
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