Bt

84. Ralph Waldo Emerson, "The Americcm
scholar” (18373

Source: “The American Scholar [1837],” in Raiph Waldo Emerson, Naiure
Addresses, and Lectures (Bosion, 1892}, pp. 70~-80, go-103.

Ralph Waldo Emerson was perhaps the most preminent member of 2 group
of New England intellectuals known as the Transcendent tatists, who in-
sisted om the primacy of individual i judgment over existing social traditions
and institutions. Emerson was a proponent of “individualism,” a word that
entered the language in the 18208 The keynote of the times, he declared,
Wwas “the new lmportance given to the single person” In 2 widely reprinted
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1837 address, “The American Scholar® delivered at Harvard College, he
called on Americans engaged in writing and thinking to trust their own
jadgment and “never defer to the popular cry” In Bmerson's own definition,
rather than a preexisting set of rights or privileges, freedom was an open-
ended process of self-realization by which individuals could remake them-
selves and their own lives. He particularly urged young scholarsto free
themselves from Buropean literary and artistic ideas and create their own
intellectual fraditions based on American life,

Mr. President, and Gentlemen,

D% greet you on the re-commencement of our literary vear. Our an-
niversary is one of hope, and, perhaps, not enough of labor. We do
not meet for games of strength or skill, for the recitation of histories,
tragedies and odes, like the ancient Greeks; for parliaments of love
and poesy, like the Troubadours; nor for the advancement of science,
like our contemporaries in the British and Furopean capitals. Thus
far, our holiday has been simply a friendly sign of the survival of the
love of letters amongst a people too busy to give to letters any more.
As such, it is precious as the sign of an indestructible instinct, Per-
haps the time is already come, when it cught 10 be, and will be some-
thing else; when the sluggard intellect of this continent will ook
from under its ivon lids and fill the postponed expectation of the
world with something better than the exertions of mechanical skill.
Our day of dependence, our long apprenticeship to the learning of
otherlands, draws to a close. The millions that around us are rushing
into life, cannot always be fed on the sere remains of foreign har-
vests. Events, actions arise, that must be sung, that will sing them-
selves. Who can doubt that poetry will revive and lead in a new age,
as the star in the constellation Harp which now flames in our zenith,
astronomers announce, shall one day be the pole-star for a thousand
years.



ivs Voices of Freedom

(@)In self-trust, ail the virtues are comprehended. Free should the
scholar be—free and brave. Free even to the definition of freedom,
“without any hindrance that does not arise out of his own constity-
tion.” Brave; for fear is a thing which a scholar by his very function
puts behind him. Fear always springs from ignorance. Tt is a shame to
him if his tranqudlity, amid dangerous times, arise from the pre-
sumption that like children and women, his is a protected class; ot if
he seek a temporary peace by the diversion of his thoughts from
politics or vexed questions, hiding his head like an ostrich in the
flowering bushes, peeping into microscopes, and turning rhymes, as
a boy whistles to keep his courage up. So is the danger a danger still
s0 is the fear worse, Manlike let him tum and face it. Let him look
mnto its eye and search its nature, inspect its origin—see the whelp-
ing of this lion~which lies no great way back; he will then find in
himself 3 perfect comprehension of its nature and extent; he will
have made his hands meet on the other side, and can henceforth defy
it, and pass on superior. The world is his who can see through its pre-
tension. What deafness, what stoneblind custom, what overgrown
errer you behold, is there only by sufferance,—by your sufferance.
Seeitto be a lie, and you have already dealt it its mortal blow. -

(3) Yes, we are the cowed,—we the trustless. It is a mischievous no-

tion that we are come late into nature; that the world was finished a

long time ago. As the world was plastic and fluid in the hands of God,

50 itis ever to so much of hisattributes as we bring to it. To ignorance

and sin, it is flint. They adapt themselves to it as they may; but in pro-

portion as a man has anything in him divine, the firmament flows
before him, and takes his signet [seal] and form. Not he is great who
can alter matter, but he who can alter my state of mind. They are the
kings of the world who give the color of their present thought to all
nature and all art, and persuade men by the cheerful serenity of their
carrying the matter, that this thing which they do, is the apple which
the ages have desired to pluck, now at last ripe, and Inviting nations
to the harvest. The great man makes the great thing, ... The day is al-
ways his, who works in it with serenity and great aims. The unstable
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sstimates of men crowd 1o him whose mind is filled with a truth, as
the heaped waves of the Atlantic follow the moon.

(Panother sign of our times, also marked by an analogous political
movement is, the new importance given to the single person. Every
thing that tends to insulate the individual,—to surround him with
barriers of natural respect, so that each man shall feel the world is
his, and man shall treat with man as 2 sovereign state with a sover-
eign state—tends to true union as well as greatness. “I learned,” said
the melancholy Pestalozzi, [a Swiss educator] “that no man in God’s
wide earth is either willing or able to help any other man.” Help
must come from the bosom alone. The scholar is that man who must
take up into himself all the ability of the time, all the contributions
of the past, all the hopes of the future. He must be an university of
knowledges. 1 there be one lesson more than another which should
pierce his ear, it is, The world is nothing, the man is all; in yourselfis
the law of all nature, and you know not vet how a globule of sap as-
cends; in yourself slumbers the whole of Reason; it is for you to know
all, it is for you to dave all. Mr. President and Gentlemen, this confi-
dence in the unsearched might of man, belongs by all motives, by ail
prophecy, by all preparation, to the American Scholar, We have lis-
tened too long to the courtly muses of Europe. The spirit of the Amer-
ican freeman is already suspected to be timid, imitative, tame. Public
and private avarice make the air we breathe thick and fat. The scholar
is décem, mdolent, complaisant. See already the tragic consequence.
The mind of this country taught to aim at low objects, eats upon it-
self. There is no work for any but the decorous and the complaisant.
Young men of the fairest promise, who begin life upon our shores, in-
flated by the mountain winds, shined upon by all the stars of God,
find the earth below not in unison with these—but are hindered
from action by the disgust which the principles on which business is
managed inspire, and turn drudges, or die of disgust,—some of them
suicides. What is the remedy? They did not yet see, and thousands of
young men as hopeful now crowding to the barriers for the career,
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do not yet see, that if the single man plant himself indomitably on
his instincts, and there abide, the huge world will come round to
him. Patience-—patience;—with the shades of all the good and great
for company; and for solace, the perspective of your own infinite lifs;
and for work, the study and the communication of principles, the
making those instincts prevalent, the conversion of the world. It is
not the chief disgrace in the world, not to be an unit;—not to be reck-
oned one character;—not to yield that peculiar fruit which each man
was created to beax, but to be reckoned in the gross, in the hundred, or
the thousand, of the party, the section, to which we belong; and our
opinion predicted geographically, as the north, or the south. Not so,
brothers and friends,—please God, ours shall not be se. We will walk
on cur own feet; we will work with our own hands; we will speak our
own minds. Then shall man be no longer a name for pity, for doubt,
and for sensual induigence. The dread of man and the love of man
shall be a wall of defence and 2 wreath of love around all. A nation of
men will for the first time exist, because each believes himself in-
spired by the Divine Soul which also ingpires all men.




