
47

“EMERSON AS SOCIAL REFORMER”

James Campbell
The University of Toledo
james.campbell@utoledo.edu

ABSTRACT: This paper is an examination of some prag-
matic themes in the thought of Ralph Waldo Emerson. 
In particular, it considers his view on the nature and im-
portance of social reform, with an emphasis upon his dis-
cussions of the abolition of slavery and the elimination of 
war. There remains a tension between his individualist 
and Transcendentalist leanings and his call for social re-
forms, a tension that is lessened if his thought is under-
stood as pragmatic. 

“A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little 
minds, adored by little statesmen and philos-
ophers and divines. . . . Speak what you think 
now in hard words, and to-morrow speak what 
to-morrow thinks in hard words again, though it 
contradict every thing you said to-day”1

If we start with the positions that Ralph Waldo Emerson 

is an important figure in the history of Pragmatism, espe-

cially for his emphasis upon possibility and experience,2 

and that Pragmatism is fundamentally a social philoso-

phy,3 it becomes necessary to consider Emerson’s role 

as a social reformer. It would also seem to be especially 

important to discuss his relationship with what is now 

seen as the primary social movement in America during 

his lifetime: the struggle to abolish slavery. We remem-

ber, of course, that Emerson as a young man was not 

above expressions of racism and that he was at best a 

reluctant abolitionist. We also know that he eventually 

became a strong opponent of slavery and supporter of 

the Civil War. In addition to abolitionism, Emerson’s anal-

1 Emerson, 1841d:265.  Peter S. Field writes: “Always unsystem-
atic, often aphoristic, and occasionally contradictory, Emerson 
evades easy categorization” (2002:168).
2 In my essay, “Why Emerson?” (Campbell, 2020), I have consid-
ered the question of why later pragmatists were drawn to Em-
erson.  In this essay, I consider aspects of the related question 
of Emerson’s continued value to us.  This pragmatic approach 
to Emerson’s work can also be seen in Cornell West, who writes 
“Emerson viewed knowledge not as a set of representations to 
be justified, grounded, or privileged but rather as instrumental 
effects of human will as it is guided by human interests, which 
are in turn produced by transactions with other humans and na-
ture” (1989:36).
3 I have considered the social aspects of pragmatism at earli-
er gatherings of the Central European Pragmatist Forum.  See: 
Campbell, 2004a, 2004b, 2007, 2009, 2011.

ysis of the continuing problem of war indicates another 

aspect of his thought on social reform. In the course of 

this paper, I intend to return to these specific themes to 

demonstrate his view on the pragmatic power of ideas.

I

I will begin, however, by considering a number of values 

that Emerson articulated over the years. Doing so should 

help us to understand the breadth of his conception of 

social reform and the course of his development as a so-

cial reformer. While I do not believe that these values can 

be arranged to form a recognizably logical argument, nor 

that they constitute a fully consistent set, I do believe that 

Emerson’s values can be presented in a sequence that 

will function to help us understand his reform thought. 

In fact, rather than seeking logical rigor or ultimate con-

sistency, it would be far more sensible to approach his 

diverse utterances as the free association of his mind on 

the many aspects of justice, utterances that will be seen 

to contain contradictory elements. His method was to 

articulate and catalogue his insights in his journals and 

notebooks, and to refine them over time in his sermons, 

lectures, and essays, all the while trying to figure out 

what these insights might ultimately mean. Similarly, it 

is our job to figure out what help Emerson can offer us at 

present. Essential to his position is the additional belief 

that individuals should be allowed to choose the focus of 

their reform activities. We find ourselves of late focusing 

upon such topics as race, gender, and the environment. 

Earlier pragmatists like John Dewey saw economic class 

as the key issue. Still earlier pragmatists like Emerson and 

William James focused on aspects of spiritual well-being; 

and, before them, pragmatists like Benjamin Franklin em-

phasized individual economic security and political inde-

pendence. While we may be saddened by how little these 

pragmatists appreciated our later insights, we must hope 

that future pragmatists will be forgiving of what we have 

failed to see.
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In 1841, Emerson wonders, “[w]hat is a man born for 

but to be a Reformer, a Re-maker of what man has made; 

a renouncer of lies; a restorer of truth and good”? In this 

activity, the reformer is just “imitating that great Nature 

which embosoms us all, and which sleeps no moment 

on an old past, but every hour repairs herself, yielding 

us every morning a new day, and with every pulsation a 

new life . . .” (1841a:146). Three years later, he offered a 

number of specific points indicating how he believed we 

should regard the institutions of the state. Among these 

points are the following: “that its institutions are not ab-

original, though they existed before we were born,” “that 

they are not superior to the citizen,” “that every one of 

them was once the act of a single man: every law and 

usage was a man’s expedient to meet a particular case,” 

and “that all are imitable, all alterable; we may make as 

good; we may make better” (1844a:559). On a less pos-

itive note, Emerson continues that all of our institutions 

are touched by corruption. He writes that “there is no 

part of society or of life better than any other part. All 

our things are right and wrong together. The wave of evil 

washes all our institutions alike” (1844b:596). As a result, 

“[e]very actual State is corrupt”; and thus we “must not 

obey the laws too well” (1844a:563).4

“The history of reform is always identical,” Emer-
son writes, “it is the comparison of the idea with 
the fact.” We recognize that “[o]ur modes of liv-
ing are not agreeable to our imagination,” and 
we suspect that it is our modes of living, and not 
our ideas, that are “unworthy” (1841b:159-160). 
For someone who calls for the improvement of 
our shared lives, however, Emerson has a curious 
notion of social reform. He maintains, namely, 
that society itself never really improves—only in-
dividuals are capable of improvement—and thus 
that social reform is ultimately individual reform. 
He writes that “society gains nothing whilst a 
man, not himself renovated, attempts to reno-
vate things around him.” Such people “become 
tediously good in some particular, but negligent 
or narrow in the rest; and hypocrisy and vanity 

4 Henry David Thoreau writes: “It is not desirable to cultivate a 
respect for the law, so much as for the right.  The only obligation 
which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think 
right” (1849:669).

are often the disgusting result.” Emerson calls, 
rather, for “growing trust in the private, self-sup-
plied powers of the individual” (1844b:596).5

While we know that our social problems draw many into 

reform activities, Emerson believed that far too often 

these erstwhile reformers have no faith in their individual 

powers. While “ [t]he Reformers affirm the inward life . . 

. they do not trust it.” Instead, they rely on the “outward 

and vulgar means” of power and politics and parties. They 

rely “on men, on multitudes, on circumstances, on mon-

ey, on party; that is, on fear, on wrath, and pride,” when 

they should rely on “love” and “principle” that represent 

“precisely that strength which wins me to their cause” 

(1841b:162). Thus, he writes, “to do battle against num-

bers, they armed themselves with numbers, and against 

concert, they relied on new concert” (1844b:597). In this 

approach, the reformers’ misguided belief seems to be 

that while “I have failed, and you have failed, . . . perhaps 

together we shall not fail” (1844b:598). For these individ-

uals, the support of increased numbers is the whole point; 

but, for Emerson, massing flawed individuals together will 

not create a saintly community. Our reformers “hope to 

raise man by improving his circumstances”; but, to him, 

this approach means that “by combination of that which is 

dead, they hope to make something alive” (1841b:164). He 

continues that “concert is neither better nor worse, nei-

ther more nor less potent than individual force,” and he 

warns us in particular against “the concert of the false and 

the disunited.” The struggle for true social reform “must 

5 Len Gougeon notes that Emerson “felt, as most Unitarian mor-
alists did, that the reform of society must always begin with the 
reform of individuals.  Any effort to impose moral improvement 
on society through the passage of laws, restrictions, or prohi-
bitions was doomed to failure because morality is a matter of 
the heart and all such impositions inevitably leave the heart 
untouched and unconverted” (1995:xi).  In this belief, Emerson 
is following the Unitarian divine William Ellery Channing, who 
writes: “It is the voice of the individual giving utterance to the ir-
repressible convictions of his own thoroughly moved spirit, and 
not the shout of a crowd, which carries truth far into other souls, 
and insures it a stable empire on earth. . . . This moral indepen-
dence is mightier, as well as holier, than the practice of getting 
warm in crowds, and of waiting for an impulse from multitudes.  
The moment a man parts with moral independence . . . he parts 
with his moral power. . . . He substitutes coarse weapons forged 
by man=s wisdom for celestial power” (1835:734-735).
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be inward, and not one of covenants”; and thus, this union 

must be “reached by a reverse of the methods they use” 

(1844b:598-599). Reform comes from spiritual insight.

Recognizing that “[t]he demon of reform has a secret 

door into the heart of every lawmaker, of every inhab-

itant of every city” (1841a:136), Emerson takes note of 

numerous reform movements in his day. These move-

ments serve both to “check the special abuses” and to 

“educate the conscience and the intellect of the people” 

(1841b:158). While “the reforming movement is sacred 

in its origin,” however, he writes that “in its management 

and details” it is “timid and profane” because it focuses 

on externals (1841b:164). Whether their initial intention 

was to improve our forms of marriage or our system 

of education, our religious practices or our inherited 

diet, our laws for acquiring and holding property or our 

schemes to elevate our literature, our organization of la-

bor or the extent of suffrage, the role of the state in our 

lives or our methods of farming, or our attempts to abol-

ish capital punishment and slavery,6 in the course of their 

activities, these reformers have lost sight of the ideal that 

once motivated them. Emerson also believed that as any 

reform movement grows in political power it becomes 

rigid. This is because such movements prosper through a 

kind of intentional myopia, over time allowing what were 

once “[p]arties of principle” to “degenerate into person-

alities” and to foster the “enthusiasm” (1844a:564) that 

was believed to be essential to practical politics. Reform-

ers mistakenly organize their actions around “some low, 

inadequate form, and present no more poetic image to 

the mind, than the evil tradition which they reprobated.” 

In this way, they dilute the fire of the moral sentiment 

with personal and party heats, with measureless exag-

gerations, and the blindness that prefers some darling 

measure to justice and truth” (1841b:162). Like rabid 

dogs, these reformers “bite us, and we run mad also.” 

6 For some of Emerson’s listings of reforms, see: 1841a:135-136, 
139-140; 1844b:591-593, 597-601.  For an irreverent discussion 
of the extraordinary extent of these reforms in American soci-
ety, see: Van Wyck Brooks, 1927:47-63.

In this rabid state, we engage in efforts that are done 

“profanely, not piously” (1841b:162). Regardless of the 

reformer’s particular focus, “[e]ach ‘Cause,’ as it is called 

. . . becomes speedily a little shop, where the article, let 

it have been at first never so subtle and ethereal, is now 

made up into portable and convenient cakes, and re-

tailed in small quantities to suit purchasers” (1842:203).

Effective reforms begin in individual insight. Emerson 

writes that we can trace “the steps of human progress” 

by studying “the rising of a thought in one man’s mind, 

the communication of it to a few, to a small minority, its 

expansion and general reception, until it publishes itself 

to the world by destroying the existing laws and institu-

tions” and results in “the generation of new” (1849:151).6 
7Drawing upon the diverse experiences of many individ-

uals, he writes that there is “a perfect chain”—whether 

we “see it, or see it not”—“of reforms emerging from the 

surrounding darkness, each cherishing some part of the 

general idea, and all must be seen, in order to do justice 

to any one” (1841b:159).8 The means by which we over-

come this partiality is the broad reach of the Over-Soul.

For Emerson, our lives display a pattern of superficial-

ity with occasional moments of clearer insight into a high-

er spiritual life through our participation in the Over-Soul. 

“There is a difference between one and another hour of 

life, in their authority and subsequent effect,” he notes; 

and we recognize “a depth in those brief moments which 

constrains us to ascribe more reality to them than to all 

other experiences.” Unfortunately, the origin of these 

higher moments is shielded from us. “Man is a stream 

7 For George Herbert Mead, “Progress . . . is the constant meet-
ing of problems and solving them . . . we are solving problems, 
and those problems can appear only in the experience of the 
individual.  It is that which gives the importance to the individ-
ual, gives him a value which cannot be stated.  He has a certain 
preciousness which cannot be estimated” (1936:411; cf. 359).
8 Oscar W. Firkins addressed this problem of partiality as fol-
lows: “Emerson=s sense of social evil was keen and multifarious; 
its multifariousness decreased its intensity.  A humane man, 
hearing one cry of agony, rushes eagerly to the aid of the suf-
ferer; hearing twelve cries at the same time, he is constrained 
by humanity itself to pause, to consider, to postpone, to put on 
a temporary stoicism.  Emerson saw wrong in slavery, but he 
saw wrong in property, wrong in trade, wrong in drunkenness, 
wrong in household service” (1915:345).
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whose source is hidden,” he writes. “Our being is descend-

ing into us from we know not whence” (1841g:385). We do 

know, however, that this aspect of our lives is Divine, that 

“every man hath in him the divine Reason” (2010:1.368), 

because in our clearer moments we see “no screen or 

ceiling between our heads and the infinite heavens . . . 

no bar or wall in the soul where man, the effect, ceases, 

and God, the cause, begins” (1841g:387). In another for-

mulation, he notes that “[w]e lie in the lap of immense 

intelligence, which makes us receivers of its truth and or-

gans of its activity” (1841d:269). In yet another formula-

tion, he emphasized the intuitive nature of these insights: 

“only by obedience to his genius . . . does an angel seem 

to arise before a man” (1844b:608). Conscious of the in-

termittent presence of the Over-Soul in our lives, we can 

attempt to view the course of our experience with these 

higher possibilities in mind. This means not seeing “the 

world piece by piece, as the sun, the moon, the animal, 

the tree,” but rather as “the whole, of which these are the 

shining parts” (1841g:386). Emerson also believed that, if 

we can manage to remain open to “some visitations and 

holy-days of a diviner presence,” we will not allow the rise 

of “a permanent class of skeptics, or a class of conserva-

tives, or of malignants, or of materialists” (1844b:601). 

Further, he notes that maintaining the purity of the soul 

is more important than advancing successful actions. The 

young and dissatisfied find themselves tempted by “pub-

lic movements” in the belief that as members of “a party” 

they will be able to bring about what they “cannot hope 

to effect alone.” Emerson maintains, however, that the in-

dividual “must act with truth,” even if that means never 

acting “with effect” (1841b:163m).9

9 Herbert Wallace Schneider speaks for many when he writes: 
“Perhaps the deepest antipathy of the transcendentalists was 
toward institutions.  Organization was inherently a confession of 
dependence or of the pursuit of material power, both of which 
were foreign to the life of the spirit@ (1963:244).  Further, as 
Henry Nash Smith notes, “[r]eform, like religion, was inherent-
ly institutional.  Emerson was committed to the aims of both, 
but the same lack of the talent for cooperation and social living 
which unfitted him for the pastorate made him chary of joining 
the new secular church of the philanthropists” (1939:57).

Behind Emerson’s analysis of the Over-Soul is his be-

lief that individual improvement means rising to a higher 

level of moral existence. This elevation, in a nutshell, is 

one clear characterization of the vague notion of “Tran-

scendentalism.”10 His presentation of Transcendentalism 

relies upon Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s simplified version 

of the complex Kantian distinction between the Under-

standing and Reason which gives the latter primacy over 

the former. For Emerson, the Understanding contains 

the ability for scientific calculation, economic account-

ing, and other types of thinking aimed at practical util-

ity. “The Understanding,” he writes to his brother Ed-

ward in 1834, “toils all the time, compares, contrives, 

adds, argues, near sighted but strong-sighted, dwelling 

in the present[,] the expedient[,] the customary.”11 It is 

the means to money-making and material progress that 

sees Nature as a treasure chest or tool box of natural 

resources.12 The Understanding is often associated with 

the pragmatic talents of someone like Benjamin Frank-

lin.13 Reason, while not unpragmatic because it too ulti-

mately functions to make life better, is for Emerson the 

higher form of thinking that makes possible mystery, 

imagination, and wonder. For him, “Reason is the high-

est faculty of the soul—what we mean often by the soul 

itself; it never reasons, never proves, it simply perceives; 

it is vision. . . . Religion[,] Poetry[,] Honor belong to the 

Reason; to the real[,] the absolute.”14 For Reason, Nature 

is a shrine, or symbol, or cathedral.15 Given this invidious 

distinction, the Transcendentalists worked tirelessly to 

10 James Elliot Cabot writes that “Transcendentalism was to him 
[Emerson] not a particular set of doctrines, but a state of mind” 
(1887: 2.421).
11 Reprinted in R.L. Rusk, 1949:203.
12 The Understanding is what James Marsh had called “a fac-
ulty of abstracting and generalizing, of contrivance and fore-
cast,” in his 1829 “Preliminary Essay” to the American edition of 
Coleridge’s 1825 Aids to Reflection (1829:517).
13 In his journal for 28 September 1836, Emerson writes: the 
“World is . . . Utilitarian to Franklin” (2010:1.480).
14 Reprinted in R.L. Rusk, 1949:203-204.
15 James Marsh continues: “the distinguishing attributes of our 
humanity—that image of God in which man alone was created 
of all the dwellers upon the earth, and in virtue of which he was 
placed at the head of this lower world, was said to be founded 
in the reason and free-will” (1829:516).
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transcend the practical approach of the Understanding 

and live by Reason.16

Emerson offers a more down-to-earth version of the 

Understanding-Reason distinction in Nature, where he 

speaks of Reason as “the integrity of impression made by 

manifold natural objects.” Here he separates “the tree of 

the poet” from “the stick of timber of the wood-cutter,” 

and “[t]he charming landscape which I saw this morning” 

from the “twenty or thirty farms” that constitute it. He 

continues that “Miller owns this field, Locke that, and Man-

ning the woodland beyond. But none of them owns the 

landscape.” Only the poet who can “integrate” all these 

parcels into a spiritual whole can truly grasp the horizon. 

This landscape is “the best part of these men’s farms, yet 

to this their warranty-deeds give no title” (1836:9).17 One 

clear application of this distinction is in Emerson’s concern 

that we not pursue material gain,18 but consider success 

within the confines of spiritual improvements. He believed 

that our whole society needs to rise above its current level, 

where we find ourselves “disheartened and sensualized by 

unbelief.” For him, “[l]ife must be lived on a higher plane.” 

From this “higher platform,” we will see that “the whole 

16 John Dewey writes in Baldwin=s Dictionary: “UNDERSTAND-
ING AND REASON: . . . This pair of correlative terms is used to dis-
tinguish two forms of knowledge, one of which, UNDERSTAND-
ING, is discursive, and hence based on premises and hypotheses 
themselves not subjected to reflection, while the other, REA-
SON apprehends in one immediate act the whole system, both 
premise and inference, and thus has complete or unconditional 
validity. . . . Accordingly, to those who hold this distinction, the 
understanding is the instrument of scientific knowledge, the 
reason the instrument of philosophic” (1902:259-260).
17 Perhaps a more familiar version of this approach to the 
Transcendentalist distinction between the Understanding and 
Reason is found in Henry David Thoreau=s Walden: “I have fre-
quently seen a poet withdraw, having enjoyed the most valu-
able part of a farm, while the crusty farmer supposed that he 
had got a few wild apples only.  Why, the owner does not know 
it for many years when a poet has put his farm in rime, the 
most admirable kind of invisible fence, has fairly impounded it, 
milked it, skimmed it, and got all the cream, and left the farmer 
only the skimmed milk” (1854a:78).
18 William Ellery Channing notes: “The first question to be pro-
posed by a rational being is, not what is profitable, but what is 
right” (1835: 688).  In a similar fashion, Thoreau writes: “The judg-
es and lawyers . . . and all men of expediency, try this case by a 
very low and incompetent standard.  They consider, not whether 
the Fugitive Slave Law is right, but whether it is what they call 
constitutional. . . . In important moral and vital questions, like 
this, it is just as impertinent to ask whether a law is constitutional 
or not, as to ask whether it is profitable or not” (1854b:708).

aspect of things changes.” Once we have transcended to a 

more enlightened level, there will be only “the class of the 

good and the wise” (1844b:601).19

At the core of this emphasis upon pursuing a higher 

life is the notion that our participation in the Over-Soul 

represents our true selves and that by developing this 

connection we can fulfill our true purpose. This connec-

tion also makes it clear, Emerson continues, that human-

ity is moving forward. He writes that “there is a sublime 

and friendly Destiny by which the human race is guid-

ed,—the race never dying, the individual never spared.” 

While disconnected individuals “are narrow and selfish, 

. . . the Genius or Destiny is not narrow, but beneficent” 

(1844d:217). He further believed that this ongoing strug-

gle demonstrated “the opposition of Past and Future, of 

Memory and Hope, of the Understanding and the Rea-

son” (1841c:173). That is, while we are ever conscious of 

the constraints of memory upon the openness to hope, 

of the restrictions that the past would impose on the un-

folding future, our hopes for the future remain open.20 

For its part, conservatism champions the actual, not 

truth or right, whereas radicalism champions the better. 

Emerson writes that “[r]eform is affirmative, conserva-

tism negative; conservatism goes for comfort, reform for 

truth” (1841c:174-175). He continues that “this bifold fact 

lies thus united in real nature, and so united that no man 

can continue to exist in whom both of these elements do 

not work.” To live philosophically, we must incorporate 

both Past and Future, and integrate Memory and Hope. 

Yet we are for the most part “not philosophers, but are 

19 On occasion, however, we do find Emerson cheerleading for 
pure material success.  Consider, for example, his essay “The 
Young American,” which points with pride to the fact that vast 
areas of Nature in North America were being converted into 
natural resources: “Not only is distance annihilated, but when, 
as now, the locomotive and the steamboat, like enormous shut-
tles, shoot every day across the thousand various threads of na-
tional descent and employment, and bind them fast in one web, 
an hourly assimilation goes forward” (1844d:213).
20 In another mood, Emerson emphasizes the dualism of com-
pensation: “Every excess causes a defect; every defect an ex-
cess. . . . For every grain of wit there is a grain of folly.  For every 
thing you have missed, you have gained something else; and for 
every thing you gain, you lose something” (1841e:287).
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rather very foolish children” who, crippled by our partial-

ity, “see everything in the most absurd manner, and are 

the victims at all times of the nearest object” (1841c:176). 

Humans tend not to grasp this complex philosophical 

truth, focusing instead on one side or the other; and 

especially in his desire for partial reform, “the partisan 

loses himself in driving to the utmost some speciality of 

right conduct, until his own nature and all nature resist 

him.” The wise person, on the other hand, is more re-

strained and rejects those ideal goals that he “cannot 

perform or nearly perform” (1841c:177).

Emerson is consistent in his belief that we must not 

sacrifice our own tasks to try to advance social reforms 

suggested by others. Rather, we must be true to our-

selves. “The one thing not to be forgiven to intellectual 

persons is not to know their own task, or to take their 

ideas from others and believe in the ideas of others” 

(1854:73). In 1841, he complains that others tell him of 

his “obligation to put all poor men in good situations.” To 

this suggestion, he responds with the question: “Are they 

my poor?” (1841d:262). He continues in 1844 that “[w]e 

have our own affairs, our own genius, which chains us to 

our proper work.” As a result, it would be wrong for us 

to “give our life to the cause of the debtor, of the slave, 

or the pauper, as another is doing” (1844d:227), if that 

work is not properly ours. For Emerson, “our own orbit 

is all our task, and we need not assist the administration 

of the universe” (1844b:608). Again, in 1854 he notes: “I 

have my own spirits in prison,—spirits in deeper prisons, 

whom no man visits, if I do not” (1854:73). At the same 

time, Emerson believed that we must not prevent other 

reformers from doing the work that they feel compelled 

to do. He writes: “to one thing we are bound, not to blas-

pheme the sentiment and the work of that man, not to 

throw stumbling-blocks in the way of the abolitionist, the 

philanthropist, as the organs of influence and opinion are 

swift to do” (1844d:227).21 Balancing these two compet-

21 In “Civil Disobedience,” Henry David Thoreau writes: “It is not 
a man=s duty, as a matter of course, to devote himself to the 

ing aspects of faithfulness and non-interference is a large 

part of Emerson’s ongoing secular ministry.

Before we consider two specific applications of Em-

erson’s reform thought,22 it might be wise to review what 

we have seen so far. Although there remain a few loose 

ends in his position, its general pragmatic shape is clear. 

He believed that we must recognize our place within the 

processes of Nature as the grounding of human existence 

and the source of our attempts at betterment. He recog-

nized that there will be a parade of reformers ready to 

change how we worship, educate and eat; but he main-

tained that the individual remains the moral arbiter and 

that reform activities must come from within. Only then 

can we advance to the higher life that reflects the Over-

Soul, and live in accordance with Reason. Further, what-

ever the extent of social evils, our spiritual improvement 

is more important than any external success. Tempered 

by a recognition of the power of Destiny and the ongoing 

nature of compensation, we should work to accomplish 

our own tasks. As we continue on to consider a pair of 

applications, we will encounter one additional, largely 

contradictory, point of Emerson’s reform thought: that 

in the course of human history we are agents rather than 

observers—engaged actors rather than disengaged ob-

servers of the flow of the social process—who at times 

must stand up and fight for reform.

eradication of any, even the most enormous wrong; he may still 
properly have other concerns to engage him; but it is his duty, 
at least, to wash his hands of it, and, if he gives it no thought 
longer, not to give it practically his support.  If I devote myself to 
other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, that 
I do not pursue them sitting upon another man=s shoulders.  I 
must get off him first, that he may pursue his contemplations 
too” (1849: 674-675).
22 Charles William Eliot stresses the distance he perceives be-
tween thought and application when he writes: “Although a 
prophet and inspirer of reform, Emerson was not a reformer.  
He was but a halting supporter of the reforms of his day; and 
the eager experimenters and combatants in actual reforms 
found him a disappointing sort of sympathizer.  His visions were 
far-reaching, his doctrines often radical, and his exhortations 
fervid; but when it came to action, particularly to habitual ac-
tion, he was surprisingly conservative” (1906:78-79).
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II

Emerson’s evolution on the topics of race and slavery 

begins badly with instances of racism23 and moments of 

parroting Anglo-Saxon superiority;24 and his role within 

the Abolitionist movement grew only slowly over time.25 

In his earliest sermon, he mentions “the slave’s misery” 

(1826:58) if only as an aside; but he occasionally loaned 

out his pulpit to ministers more committed to abolition-

ism than he was26; and by 1835 he records in his journal: 

“I do not wish to live in a nation where slavery exists” 

(2010:1.398). By 1844,27 Emerson was writing that slavery 

was a failed institution, and that under it “the planters . 

. . , as well as the negroes, were slaves.” His point here 

was that, although the planters “paid no wages, they got 

very poor work; that their estates were ruining them, un-

der the finest climate; and that they needed the severest 

23 At the age of 19, Emerson writes in his journal: “I believe that 
nobody now regards the maxim ‘that all men are born equal,’ as 
anything more than a convenient hypothesis or an extravagant 
declamation.  For the reverse is true,—that all men are born un-
equal in personal powers and in those essential circumstances, 
of time, parentage, country, fortune.  The least knowledge of 
the natural history of man adds another important particular 
to these; namely, what class of men he belongs to—European, 
Moor, Tartar, African?  Because Nature has plainly assigned 
different degrees of intellect to these different races, and the 
barriers between are insurmountable. . . . This inequality is an 
indication of the design of Providence that some should lead, 
and some should serve” (2010:1.56; cf. 55-61, 756).  For Cornell 
West, “Emerson indeed is no garden-variety racist or ranting 
xenophobe, yet he is a racist in the American grain in that his 
notion of human personality is, in part, dependent on and de-
rived from his view of the races” (1989:28).
24 For example, even when Emerson writes in opposition to 
slavery, he on occasion praises “[t]he genius of the Saxon race, 
friendly to liberty” (1844c:33).
25 As Len Gougeon writes, “scholars have for the most part de-
pended on Emerson’s early writings . . . all readily accessible in 
the standard editions of Emerson’s works, for establishing an 
understanding of his views on reform, particularly the antislav-
ery movement.  As a result, a distinctly conservative image of 
Emerson’s attitude toward social reform has prevailed over 
the years. . . . [T]he image of Emerson as aloof philosopher and 
conservative social commentator will have to be reevaluated” 
(1995:liii, lvi; cf. Nicoloff, 1961:118-126, 142-157).
26 See: Rusk, 1949:153; Field, 2002:176.
27 Len Gougeon writes: “There can be little doubt that on 1 
August 1844, Ralph Waldo Emerson made the transition from 
philosophical antislavery to active abolitionism” (1995:xxx).  For 
Bliss Perry, Emerson “never joined the sect of the Abolitionists. 
. . . It was not until his Concord speech of 1844, to celebrate the 
tenth anniversary of Emancipation in the British West Indies, 
that he took an unequivocal stand” (1931:106-107).

monopoly laws at home to keep them from bankruptcy.” 

Further, he maintained that enslaving others left the 

planters “full of vices,” and caused their children to be-

come “lumps of pride, sloth, sensuality and rottenness” 

(1844c:21).28 Emerson also questions the foundation of 

this enslavement in assumptions of racial superiority and 

inferiority. If, according to the planters’ beliefs, “the black 

man is feeble, and not important to the existing races[,] 

not on a parity with the best race, the black man must 

serve, and be exterminated.” If, however, as he believed, 

“the black man carries in his bosom an indispensable ele-

ment of a new and coming civilization, for the sake of that 

element, no wrong, nor strength, nor circumstance, can 

hurt him: he will survive and play his part” (1844c:31).29 

For his part, Emerson believed that such speculations 

about racial equality were of secondary interest to the 

planters anyway. Their primary interest was in maintain-

ing and improving their illegitimate lifestyle. He suggests 

that “the planter does not want slaves, he only wants the 

immunities and the luxuries which the slaves yield him. . . 

. He has no love of slavery, he wants luxury” (1844c:17).30 

To get this luxury, “he will pay even this price of crime 

and danger.” If society were to guarantee the planter the 

comforts that slavery yields, perhaps by means of “a ma-

chine that will yield him as much money as the slaves,” 

he continues, the planter “will thankfully let them go.” 

Still, Emerson did recognize the ongoing, if secondary, 

interest that the planters had in domination over others, 

pointing to “the existence, beside the covetousness, of a 

bitter element, the love of power, the voluptuousness of 

28 In 1751, Benjamin Franklin had written in a similar fashion: 
“The Whites who have Slaves, not labouring, are enfeebled. . 
. . Slaves also perjorate the Families that use them; the white 
Children become proud, disgusted with Labour, and being edu-
cated in Idleness, are rendered unfit to get a Living by Industry” 
(Franklin, 1751:231).  While Franklin had been an occasional 
slave-holder as a young man, he eventually became a leading 
abolitionist.  See: Campbell,1999:242-251.
29 Here, Emerson seems more committed to pluralism than to 
full-blown equality.
30 Oscar W. Firkins notes that Emerson “thought that the es-
sence of slavery was reproduced wherever one man—an ab-
olitionist very possibly—utilized the hard labor of another to 
secure leisure or luxury to himself” (1915:133).
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holding a human being in his absolute control” (1844c:17; 

cf. 2010:2.236).

By 1851, after the Missouri Compromise of 1850 that 

included the new Fugitive Slave Law, Emerson’s rejection 

of slavery led him to wonder about the proper response 

of the free states. He certainly did not believe that the 

institution of slavery would expire on its own. Personi-

fying slavery, he writes, “[s]he is very industrious, gives 

herself no holidays. No proclamations will put her down. 

She got Texas, and now will have Cuba, and means to keep 

her majority” in the US Senate (1851:69; cf. Gougeon, 

1995:xiv). Among the numerous schemes for the abolition 

of slavery in the air were plans for both adult and child-

hood manumission, some of which included the ‘coloni-

zation’ of the newly liberated outside the United States, 

and the Northern secession from the morally-bankrupt 

Union. Emerson recognized, as did others, that another 

potential road to the abolition of slavery might be the 

outright purchase of the enslaved. He asks at one point31: 

“Why not end this dangerous dispute on some ground of 

fair compensation on the one side, and satisfaction on the 

other to the conscience of the free states?”32 He saw in 

this approach the potential for a non-violent resolution to 

the slavery question. Emerson writes that it might “cost a 

thousand millions of dollars to buy the slaves,” a sum that 

he admits “sounds like a fabulous price.” When he consid-

ered this amount in the context of a complete end to slav-

ery, however, he writes that “I do not think any amount 

31 This passage comes from an alternate version of Emerson=s 
1851 “Address to the Citizens of Concord on the Fugitive Slave 
Law,” contained in Myerson, 1995:168.
32 In 1844, Emerson had written solicitously of the slave-hold-
ers: “We sympathize very tenderly here with the poor aggrieved 
planter, of whom so many unpleasant things are said” (1844c:9-
10).  Here Emerson is following in the footsteps of William Ellery 
Channing, who writes that while “[s]lavery is thus radically, es-
sentially evil” (1835:722), “I do not intend to pass sentence on 
the character of the slave-holder” (692).  Channing continues 
that while “a great injury is done to another, it does not follow 
that he who does it is a depraved man; for he may do it uncon-
sciously, and, still more, may do it in the belief that he confers a 
good. . . . [T]he consciouses of men are often darkened by edu-
cation and other inauspicious influences” and these individuals 
“can hardly be expected to look on slavery as it appears to more 
impartial and distant observers” (704-705).

that figures could tell, founded on an estimate, would be 

quite unmanageable.” To rid humanity of such an evil, he 

hoped that “[e]very man in the world might give a week’s 

work to sweep this mountain of calamities out of the 

earth” (1851:69).33 In any case, Emerson does not address 

directly here such fundamental practical questions as: 

who would actually pay for the manumissions, how the 

ultimate price would be determined, and to whom this 

amount would be paid. By 1863, he had at least decided 

the final point when he writes:

. . . Pay ransom to the owner,
And fill the bag to the brim.
Who is the owner? The slave is owner,
And ever was. Pay him . . . (1863a:165).

In the wake of the Fugitive Slave Law, Emerson—whom we 

saw above rejecting blind obedience to the law—adopted 

the position that this was one law that people ought to 

break. “An immoral law makes it a man’s duty to break 

it, at every hazard.” He continues that it is “a principle of 

law, that an immoral contract is void, and that an immoral 

statute is void.” What could be more invalid, he wonders, 

than “a statute which enacts the crime of kidnapping,—a 

crime on one footing with arson and murder”? The situa-

tion, as Emerson saw it, was that “laws do not make right, 

but are simply declaratory of a right which already exist-

ed,” and that “[a] man’s right to liberty is as inalienable 

as his right to life” (1851:57). As a result, he writes, “[i]f 

our resistance to this law is not right, there is no right.” 

He is adamant that breaking the Fugitive Slave Law would 

not represent “meddling with other people’s affairs.” On 

the contrary, it would represent “hindering other peo-

ple from meddling with us” (1851:57-58). Emerson was 

thus not advocating raids into Southern states to liberate 

slaves.34 His position on the fugitive slaves is simply one of 

33 The alternate version mentions a price of “two thousand mil-
lions of dollars” and anticipates only that “[e]very man in the 
land will give a week’s work to dig away this accursed moun-
tain of sorrow once and forever out of the world” (Myerson, 
1995:168-169).
34 Emerson’s support for John Brown’s activities came later.  In 
1859, he calls Brown “the hero of Harper’s Ferry.”  Expanding on 
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“befriending in our own state, on our own farms, a man 

who has taken the risk of being shot, or burned alive, or 

cast into the sea, or starved to death, or suffocated in a 

wooden box, to get away from his driver.” We have a mor-

al duty to help the fugitive “who has run the gauntlet of 

a thousand miles for his freedom” (1851:58). Emerson’s 

developing position on the Fugitive Slave Law was that 

the citizens of the North should “abrogate this law; then 

proceed to confine slavery to slave states, and help them 

effectually to make an end of it” (1851:68-69).

Still, in his journal in 1852 we find Emerson backtrack-

ing from this defiant position toward slavery to a more 

moderate stance.35 In line with his earlier comments on 

his own proper tasks, he writes that “God must govern 

his own world, & knows his way out of this pit, without 

my desertion of my post which has none to guard it but 

me.” Here he is referring specifically to the fact that “I 

have quite other slaves to free than those negroes, to wit, 

imprisoned spirits, imprisoned thoughts, far back in the 

brain of man,—far retired in the heaven of invention, &, 

which, important to the republic of Man, have no watch-

man, or lover, or defender, but I” (2010:2.599-600). After 

the War ended successfully in 1865, Emerson returns to 

his stronger stance on slavery. Referring to the formu-

lating of the compromised American Constitution, he 

writes that “in the necessities of the hour” the Founders 

“overlooked the moral law, and winked at a practical ex-

ception to the Bill of Rights they had drawn up.” While 

the Founders may have excepted slavery, however, “the 

his point, he writes that Brown “believes in two articles . . . The 
Golden Rule, and the Declaration of Independence . . . and he 
used this expression in conversation here.  ‘Better that a whole 
generation of men, women and children should pass away by a 
violent death, than that one word of either should be violated 
in this country’” (1859:117-118).  Henry David Thoreau writes 
of Brown, in a fashion stronger than Emerson, that “[i]t was his 
peculiar doctrine that a man has a perfect right to interfere by 
force with the slaveholder, in order to rescue the slave. . . . I 
speak for the slave when I say that I prefer the philanthropy of 
Captain Brown to that philanthropy which neither shoots me 
nor liberates me” (1859:737).
35 Robert A. Gross writes that, while Emerson after 1844 “public-
ly identified with the radical wing of abolitionism, he remained 
a fellow traveler of the movement, not a professional agitator” 
(2021:586).

moral law, the nature of things, did not wink at it, but 

kept its eye wide open.” He continues “that this one vi-

olation was a subtle poison, which in eighty years cor-

rupted the whole overgrown body politic, and brought 

the alternative of extirpation of the poison or ruin to the 

Republic” (1867:352). The latter option barely had been 

avoided in the just concluded Civil War.

III

One further theme in Emerson’s conception of social re-

form—a theme necessary to discuss in our sad time—is 

his consideration of war. His most focused discussion of 

the topic was in the essay, “War,” published in 1849.36 In 

this essay, he indicated his evolutionary belief that, at one 

time in the history of the human race, war performed a 

positive function. “As far as history has preserved to us 

the slow unfoldings of any savage tribe,” he writes, “it is 

not easy to see how a war could be avoided by such wild, 

passionate, needy, ungoverned, strong-bodied creatures” 

(1849:151). The history of war signifies “a great and be-

neficent principle.” It demonstrates “self-help,” the fact 

that “Nature implants with life the instinct of self-help, 

perpetual struggle to be, to resist opposition, to attain 

to freedom, to attain to a mastery and the security of a 

permanent, self-defended being; and to each creature 

these objects are made so dear that it risks its life contin-

ually in the struggle for these ends” (1849:154-155). Else-

where, Emerson calls “this military attitude of the soul . 

. . Heroism” (1841f:374). In addition, the war essay con-

tinues in this positive vein that warfare “carried the arts 

and language and philosophy of the Greeks into the slug-

gish and barbarous nations of Persia, Assyria and India” 

(1849:153). At the same time, he notes that “the art of 

war, what with gunpowder and tactics, has made . . . bat-

tles less frequent and less murderous” (1849:157). Thus, 

36 This essay was published originally in Aesthetic Papers, ed. 
Elizabeth Palmer Peabody.  This same volume also contained 
Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.”
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Emerson indicates that our traditional “sympathy with 

war,” however powerful historically, “is a juvenile and 

temporary state. Not only the moral sentiment, but trade, 

learning and whatever makes intercourse, conspire to put 

it down” (1849:156). While we cannot know how far Em-

erson was committed to this fanciful account of history, 

by mid-nineteenth century it is clear that he recognized 

that war had become “an epidemic insanity” (1849:151). 

Looking into the future, Emerson believed that the 

“bayonet and sword must first retreat a little from their 

ostentatious prominence; then quite hide themselves; . . . 

and then, lastly, [they] will be transferred to the museums 

of the curious, as poisonings and torturing tools are at 

this day” (1849:166). In taking the long view, he expressed 

his familiar belief in human advancement. “At a certain 

stage of his progress, the man fights, if he be of a sound 

body and mind,” he writes. When he reaches a “higher 

stage,” however, “he makes no offensive demonstra-

tion,” being only “alert to repel injury.” As human prog-

ress continues, Emerson anticipated “a still higher stage” 

of non-resistance where, having reached “holiness,” the 

individual under attack “turns the other cheek” in the 

service of “the common soul of all men” (1849:166-167). 

He is careful to note here that “the peace principle” can-

not be effected “by fear,” or “defended” or “executed, 

by cowards” (1849:171). Perhaps seeking what William 

James later called “The Moral Equivalent of War,” Emer-

son writes that “[t]he manhood that has been in war must 

be transferred to the cause of peace, before war can lose 

its charm, and peace be venerable to men” (1849:171).37

“All history is the decline of war,” Emerson writes, al-

though he admits that it is a “slow decline,” in large part 

because, while we have learned how to mitigate war, 

“the doctrine of the right of war still remains” (1849:159). 

Undaunted, he continues, “it is not a great matter how 

long men refuse to believe the advent of peace” because 

37 In “The Moral Equivalent of War,” William James considers 
the social-psychological aspects of warfare and emphasizes 
that “[t]he war against war” was going to be a serious struggle 
(1910:162; cf. Campbell, 2017:229-239).

“war is on its last legs; and a universal peace is as sure 

as is the prevalence of civilization over barbarism, of lib-

eral governments over feudal forms.” All that remains 

to be determined about the eventual end of war is the 

time-frame: “How soon?” (1849:161). Emerson’s answer 

to this question in 1849 remains hypothetical. He writes 

that, “if the search of the sublime laws of morals and the 

sources of hope and trust, in man, and not in books, in 

the present, and not in the past, proceed . . . then war 

has a short day, and human blood will cease to flow” 

(1849:175). In other words, he predicted that when the 

immoral aspects of war become fully conscious to hu-

mans, war will be abandoned.

In the context of this negative discussion of war from 

1849, we must also consider Emerson’s favorable evalu-

ation of the American Civil War that began in 1861. Here 

he introduces into his evolutionary analysis of the end of 

war a consideration of a second moral theme: the need 

to resort to warfare to bring an end to slavery. “When 

the cannon is aimed by ideas, then gods join in the com-

bat,” he writes. “When men die for what they live for, and 

the mainspring that works daily urges them to hazard all, 

then the cannon articulates its explosions with the voice 

of a man.” In this context, “the better code of laws at last 

records the victory” (1863b:142). (Sadly, we have to ad-

mit that Emerson”s optimism could also undergird the 

misguided, if sincerely-held, values of the Confederate 

States, and others of our day.)

One way for us to resolve Emerson’s dissonance 

about continuing warfare is to recall the notion of des-

tiny, and to re-present it through the ideas of Abraham 

Lincoln. As the Civil War was drawing to a close, in his 

Second Inaugural Address Lincoln writes: “Fondly do we 

hope—fervently do we pray—that this mighty scourge of 

war may speedily pass away.” Pledging “malice toward 

none” and “charity for all; with firmness in the right, as 

God gives us to see the right,” Lincoln urges Americans 

swiftly “to finish the work we are in” and “to bind up the 

nation’s wounds.” Still, he allows that “if God wills that it 
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continue,” the War will lengthen its trail of suffering and 

death; and, “as was said three thousand years ago, so still 

it must be said ‘the judgments of the Lord, are true and 

righteous altogether’38” (1865:687). After the assassina-

tion of Lincoln less than six weeks later, Emerson takes 

up this theme of destiny as a way to deal with the con-

flict between the evils of war and its ongoing necessity. 

He writes that “ [t]here is a serene Providence which 

rules the fate of nations, which makes little account of 

time, little of one generation or race, makes no account 

of disasters, conquers alike by what is called defeat or 

by what is called victory, thrusts aside enemy and ob-

struction, [and] crushes everything immoral as inhuman” 

(1865:337). This destiny carries humanity forward, re-

gardless of the commitments of particular humans. A few 

years later, Emerson writes that “[t]he war made the Di-

vine Providence credible” (1867:354). He also notes that, 

in this struggle to eliminate slavery, the Union soldiers 

were a positive force, serving “as much missionaries to 

the mind of the country as they were carriers of mate-

rial force,” bringing with them, despite the war’s savage 

costs, “a higher civilization” (1867:355). Once again, war 

served a positive good.

The overall impact of Emerson’s ideas on social re-

form should not be simply that he was full of contradic-

tions, although his diverse utterances often were contra-

dictory. Rather, if we consider Emerson to be a pragmatic 

thinker, guided by experience instead of doctrine, and 

working within the flow of changing circumstances, we 

will recognize his value as a social reformer. He will re-

main perhaps a bit too individualistic for our taste, and 

maybe a bit too romantic; but, as a thinker who tried to 

do justice to our complex situation, Emerson offers us 

wave after wave of insight. 

38 Psalms, 19:9.
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