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Introduction

It is an old oracle, that nations die by .s'm'c:'de}
and the sign of it is the decay of thought.

- Ralph Waldo Emerson

Abolitionist Wendell Phillips was worried enough to carry a concealed weapon.
It was a cold, wintry day on 24 January 1861 in Boston, and an angry, nervous crowd
gathered. The Boston police were in attendance, and were determined not to stop the
rowdies from disrupting the meeting. Phillips had invited Ralph Waldo Emerson to
speak at the annual meeting of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. Ordinarily a
crowd of like-minded individuals would listen to the speakers at the Tremont Temple in
Boston, but this was no ordinary time. Two months earlier, in November 1860, Abraham
Lincoln had been elected president on the antislavery, sectional Republican party
platform. Not a single Southern electoral vote went to Lincoln, a clear indication of
intransigent division. In December, South Carolina seceded, and ten other slave states
went with it. The border states of Missouri, Maryland, Delaware and Kentucky — all
slave states — chose to stay in the Union. Abolitionists applauded disunion, and tensions
were running high, as indicated by Phillips’s feeling that he needed to arm himself when
speaking in front of people. William Lloyd Garrison, in his Liberator, underscored his
support of disunion when he wrote “at last the covenant with death 1s annulled, and the
agreement with hell broken.” Emerson echoed his desire for separation if it led to the

destruction of slavery. Many Americans, however, were still ardently pro-Union, and

: Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Fortune of the Republic, 1 December 1863,” in Len Gougeon and Joel Myerson,
eds., Emerson’s Antislavery Writings, New Haven, 1995, 137,



public expression of anger and violence was growing common. Into this roiling scene
Emerson appeared to deliver an antislavery spcech.2

Antiabolitionist mobs had broken up antislavery lectures before, and Emerson
knew that confrontation was likely if he went to Boston. The country was two months
away from the Civil War. Though sensing the potential for danger, Emerson wrote in his
journal that he would have gone to deliver the speech even if he were mute, and if so he
would have “mowed & muttered or made signs.” Phillips was delighted that Emerson
accepted, and he took the stage first. Pro-Union agitators were indeed present at the hall,
and loud and interruptive. They did not like Phillips, and they groaned and murmured
when Emerson rose to speak. Some of the hecklers were conservative, antiabolitionist
Bostonians, some immigrants, and some even Southern students from Harvard. Emerson
took the stage and sympathizers applauded while the rest hissed, booed and cheered for
the Union. Emerson attempted to speak and was interrupted. He tried once again and
again the noisy crowd silenced him. He waited patiently for the mob to quiet. The
Liberator reporter noted that a reverend stood and asked the police do something about
the disorder. The police refused to respond, and seemed to be waiting for the situation to
worsen. When Emerson was eventually allowed to begin, he wasted no time in jumping
directly into contentious issues. Slavery, he said, was a “moral pestilence” that is
suffocating the nation, and that it “actually decomposes mankind.” He looked out over
the rustling crowd; he looked certain men in the eye, and said “Here are young men from

the Southern country,” and they have been educated in the North, in Europe, and yet have

2 My narrative in this section based on Len Gougeon, Virtue’s Hero: Emerson, Antislavery, and Reform,
Athens, 1990, 264-267; and Gougeon, “Historical Background,” in Gougeon and Myerson, Emerson’s
Antislavery Writings, xIviii-li; and Liberator, | February 1861; see also William Lloyd Garrison, Liberator,

14 January 1861.



suffered “blindness, which hides (rom them the great fncts of right and wrong,” e
brought up ideas that the South burned books and refuscd (o engage open dialectic,
Members of the crowd did not like these words, and began shouting merson down. e
waited for “comparative order” to be restored, The North could no longer compromise,
he said, there could be no more concessions. The initial compromise to slavery in the
Constitution was “the monstrous concession made at the formation.” Civilizalion and
humanity have been stunted. The audience grew more boisterous. There were shouls to
“put him out,” and other curses. The police began moving through the gallery, Emerson
stopped his speech and departed with Phillips. The event was shut down, and when the
abolitionists attempted to resume the following night, the mayor of Boston denied their
access to the Tremont Temple. Emerson concluded in his journal, “The mob roared

whenever | attempted to speak, and after several beginnings, I withdrew.”

Antislavery: Emerson’s Evolution and Northern Society’s Growth

Many literary and historiographical interpretations of Ralph Waldo Emerson emphasize
his early work. Emerson spent much of his energy expounding the ideals of self-reliance,
of an individual approach to spiritual and moral growth, as well as an individual method
for correcting society’s ills. One must tend to personal growth before one can engage the
political or social sphere. Most Emerson compendia contain his essays and speeches
from the 1820s through the early 1840s. His commencement speech at Harvard shocked

civil society and he was widely condemned by conservatives. He quit the Unitarian

2 Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks of Ralph Waldo Emerson (hereafter
JMN), Vol. XV, 186()-1866, eds., Linda Allardt, David W. Hill, and Ruth H. Bennett, Cambridge, 1982,
111; Liberator, | February 1861; Gougeon, “Historical Background,” in Gougeon and Myerson, xlviii-xlix;
Joel Myerson, “Notes,” in Gougeon and Myerson, 221.



ministry, and reiterated his impressions that a man must relate 1o God and socicty by
himselt. He leftthe chureh in order to spend time correcting himself, so that he, as a
scholar and a pocet, might be of service o society. A higher moral power must be utilized
by the individual, and then, when the individual’s problems are corrected, he may turn to
the culture at large. Essays such as “Self Reliance,” “Man the Reformer” and “New
England Reformers” served to solidify the Transcendentalists’ isolated, aloofl approach.
Without access to his antislavery speeches, which had only been presented as a
formidable whole by Len Gougeon in 1990, and collected in a single volume in 1995 by
Joel Myerson and Gougeon, many biographers and scholars missed his overt activism.
There is a certain laziness inherent in scholarly approaches which claim the
Transcendentalists were individualist philosophers not willing to get their hands dirty in
the muck of actual events. The lack of an appreciation of Emerson’s very public role is
curious, considering that Emerson made his living as a lecturer. He was a public speaker,
well-traveled, and an integral piece of the rising consumer culture which was expanding
at the time of the market and transportation revolutions. He was married to an
abolitionist, and as this paper will show, was immersed in a Massachusetts and Concord
abolitionism whether he desired to escape it or not.

It is important to stress that Emerson was not an early abolitionist radical. When
William Lloyd Garrison started his Liberator antislavery newspaper and his relentless
activism in 1831, he and his fellow abolitionists were considered radicals by the majority
of Northern citizens. Emerson at the time was still coming into his own as a philosopher
and speaker. His personal growth mimics the trajectory of society as a whole. There was

a time in the 1830s when abolitionists were shunned by mainstream society, if not



phy sically attacked by antiabolitionist, pro-Union mobs. It is understandable that
Fmerson would not have been aboard at this carly date in the struggle against slavery. As
sociely evolved, so too did Fmerson, and Thoreau and Whitman. As Northern socicty
began to cultivate an economic and political antislavery, not just a moral antagonism to
slavery. the movement began to go mainstream. With the rise in print culture and
transportation improvements, ideas spread quickly, and ideologies could coalesce into
movements. Contained within this evolution was Emerson’s political agitation. He
moved along within Northern society with his increased antislavery activism, and at the
same time he helped lead the way. It is clear that Emerson went far beyond the role that
traditional scholarship has afforded him with his public and political involvement.
Scholars and popular writers have either ignored or not probed deeply enough into
Emerson’s very real public and political influence. Oliver Wendell Holmes, in his early
biography of Emerson, ignored his antislavery work entirely. Some claim that this was
because of Holmes’s more conservative views on the issue, and some cite personal
jealousy. According to David Robinson and others, the first few biographies threw later
scholars off the scent of Emerson’s activisn‘l. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., offers a fine
example of missing the mark when he stated that Emerson “would not make the ultimate
moral effort of Thoreau,” and that he “lingered indecisively, accepting without
enthusiasm certain relations to government but never confronting directly the
implications of acceptance.” A powerful and unfortunate example of misapprehension
was provided by Stanley Elkins in his influential, controversial book Slavery. Elkins

asserted for the historical record that Emerson and other Transcendentalists failed “to

analyze slavery itself as an institution,” but they also “failed equally to consider and
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cxplotimstitutional means for subverting 1t Albert J. von Frank, a contemporary
scholar who armived at difterent conclusions about 'merson’s importance in the political
and cultural sphere, oppugned Elkins by saying that he “takes it for granted that
nstitutions are a sociely's only channels of power.” Literature and its influence on
society at large is a vital realization, and Elkins’s treatise “leaves no room for genuine
writers and intellectuals to operate,” and that Elkins “cannot imagine how” writers and
artists, pubic lecturers and scholars, “coul/d function relevantly.” Transcendentalists,
Elkins said. never strongly related to abolitionists. This may have been true in the 1830s,
but. as this paper amply exhibits, nothing could be further off the mark for the two
decades which followed. George Frederickson claimed that Emerson was detached from
worldly affairs, and oblivious to his cultural environment. He wrote that Emerson
“always shunned social commitments and public activity, even to the point of avoiding
town affairs in the village of Concord.” This is a strange statement to make about a man
who made his living traveling around the North and Midwest giving lectures, writing and
publishing essays, and serving on Concord’s lyceum committee. Stranger still when one
reads his extensive antislavery writings and follows him from town to city while he
delivered abolitionist speeches against slavery, contributing as he did to the formation of
Northern antislavery iclecslc:gy.4

Other writers and scholars continued the trend of misinterpreting Emerson’s

political engagement, up to and through the 1980s. But the debate deepened with the

4 Gougeon, “Historical Background,” in Gougeon and Myerson, liii-lvi; Albert J. von Frank, The Trials of
Anthony Burns: Freedom and Slavery in Emerson’s Boston, Cambridge, 1998, xvi; See also, Arthur M.
Schlesinger, Jr. The Age of Jackson, Boston, 1945, 382-384; Stanley Elkins, Slavery: A Problem in
American Institutional and Intellectual Life, Chicago, 1959, 147-168; George Frederickson, The Inner Civil
War: Northern Intellectuals and the Crisis of the Union, New York, 1965, 178-179; Oliver Wendell
Holmes, Ralph Waldo Emerson, New York, 304.; and Anne Rose, Transcendentalism as a Social
Movement, 1830-1850, New Haven, 1981, 219-220,
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work of' Len Gougeon, Joel Myerson, David M. Robinson, Albert J. von Frank and a
handful of others, who collected Emerson’s antislavery materials and started writing

about them. That Emerson spoke at all about slavery Gougeon has conclusively proved.
This paper follows in their footsteps, but offers critical evidence of what that might mean,
in a contextual, cultural and societal interpretation. The writers of the American Literary
Renaissance — so termed by Lewis Mumford and F.O. Matthiessen — created their best
and most important work in the 1850s, at the height of the antislavery and sectional
debates. And slavery,as perhaps von Frank put it best, “ could be exposed, condemned,
and cured only from a vantage point outside and above it,” in other words, from the
“1deal and the abstract.” The scholars who portrayed Emerson as disconnected and
ineffectual had it wrong, and they evinced a fairly typical “misunderstanding of the force
of ideas and of the power of literature.” Literature, writers and ideas matter, and the
dissemination of these creative versions of communication help to form cultural identity.
In this case, competing cultural identities eventually clashed in the American Civil War,
in which almost a million men died. The war was about a way of life, built upon a
foundation of ideology. Emerson was immersed in the middle of the ongoing debate, and

served an important function in that debate as public celebrity, as social intellectual >

American Renaissance, Text and Context

5 Albert J. von Frank, Trials of Anthony Burns, xvi; for comprehensive explication of the American
Literary Renaissance, see F. O. Matthiessen, American Renaissance: Art and Expression in the Age of
FEmerson and Whitman. London, 1941; and Lewis Mumford, The Golden Day. Boston, 1957.
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