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“The American Scholar” and the Current State of the American Intellectual


Ralph Waldo Emerson was an intrepid man of innovation.  He did not blindly accept the traditional ways of doing things, but instead chose to seek out new ways of thinking.  He refused to cower before an almighty public, but reckoned his own truth and defended it with the “courage of his convictions.”  In some ways Emerson's life resembles that of this country, which was born of a desire to break free and has struggled since to define itself, on its own terms, free from the influence of the world that came before it.  Emerson embodied this dynamic; he was the quintessential American intellectual, and in 1837 he attempted to define what that meant exactly.  


Emerson's speech before Harvard, later entitled “The American Scholar”, is speech which defines the purpose and problems of the American Intellectual, while also prescribing solutions to those problems.  In short, the speech outlines Emerson's learning process and calls on his fellow scholars to take up the same.  It is a complex, meandering work, but if each point is taken on its own and carefully examined, Emerson's call to arms can be clearly heard and applied 173 years later.  


The first main point of the lecture is about the ideal and current states of mankind.  In its ideal state Emerson defines mankind as a universal, single entity.  Mankind is a whole being which moves forward as one.  He compares the individuals within this whole being to fingers on a hand.  Each finger does what it was designed to do, but all of them are essentially tied up with the design of the whole hand.  In this ideal state, then, men work in their designated fields and remain part of the larger whole.  A man who farms would be “Man Farming,” implying that he represents the whole of “man” going about the action of “farming.”  This is juxtaposed with the divided state of mankind: the state Emerson feared to be dominant.  In the divided state men cease to cling together as a hand; they cease to be one.  Men become so wrapped up in their occupations and personal pursuits that they don't seek any connection to the larger whole.  They don't attempt to define their purpose within it, they don't look out for the general good, and they have little true knowledge of what the world is like outside of their bubble.  Thus, “Man Farming” simply becomes “Farmer”; the chief identity of the “Farmer” is no longer tied up in mankind.  His chief identity is tied up in his farming.  Emerson believed this to be the state of the American Scholar at the time.  Ideally the scholar would embrace the role of “Man Thinking.”  He would be the finger in charge of complex thought, but he would not lose track of the reason he was thinking.  When that happens he becomes “Thinker”; solely focused on his intellectual efforts, refusing to learn from the labor that others must endure, and failing to apply his intellectual gains to the betterment of the whole.  This was the nightmare Emerson saw and that “The American Scholar” seeks to correct. The rest of the essay outlines the American Scholar's path back from “Thinker” to “Man Thinking.”  


The first part of Emerson's solution involves the scholar's education.  He describes three ways in which the scholar is to learn, the first of which being by way of nature.  Emerson was a great lover of nature; he felt that it was invigorating and renewing.  He felt that nature was capable of giving man an education that was impossible to receive from other men.  In nature one can find inspiration, and in nature one can find patterns which are applicable to all levels of life.  And, most stressed in this speech, nature can provide man with incite into his own nature.  It is only by studying nature that the American scholar can see his true role in the universe.


The second way of learning for the scholar is through the study of books.  Seeing as this point follows immediately after Emerson's raving on nature, one can predict his feelings about books.  He did not feel that books were as important as nature.  He did not feel it was necessary for men to be engulfed by books when they can “read God directly.”  He did not think it was right for men to sit in libraries all day reading books by dead men who sat in libraries all day.  He decried the fact that the old books of Europe were sanctified and treated as holy.  He didn't feel that their study should be the ultimate extent of learning, as some felt it was at the time.  All that said, Emerson did value books to an extent.  He felt that the knowledge of the past was very important to the ideas of the future.  He believed that books were to be studied in the scholars downtime, or to infuse new information into an intellectual rut.  Furthermore, he wanted each generation to write its own books.  Only through the continuous process of inspiration and innovation will learning continue; so how devastating would it be if this generation's innovation were not written down for the next generation's inspiration?


The third way the scholar is called to learn is through action.  Emerson understood that the “practical people,” those outside of scholarship who were engaged in manual labor, did not value the intellectual.  They viewed their reclusiveness and avoidance of labor as effete and effeminate.  They were unable to relate to the scholars, and therefore they did not trust them.  Furthermore, Emerson felt that a reclusive nature would eventually cause the scholar to run dry; without being in the world and gaining experience they would have nothing new to draw inspiration from.  


Lawrence Buell, another Harvard lecturer, discussed this section of the speech in his 2004 book “Emerson.”  He says that Emerson wants Scholars to be neither cloistered recluses nor “Partisan Hacks.”  He isn't calling the scholar to go out and preach their side without considering any other.  Nor does he tell them to advance any particular ideology, as many in America think they do.  He only calls them to speak the Truth (Buell, 42). 


Buell denotes two kinds of intellectual: The academic, who focuses on abstract issues; and the public intellectual, who becomes involved with political issues.  He notes that Emerson began more as an academic and eventually became a public Intellectual (Buell, p. 42).  Another author, scholar Robert Richardson, discussed Emerson's role as a public intellectual and how he “took action” in the political realm on the issue of slavery.  Emerson was very much an abolitionist (Richardson, p. 269).  He wrote and spoke very often about the issue.  He faced criticism at times for these views, of course, but he stuck with the truth in the same way he called “The American Scholar” to.  It is through this issue that Emerson demonstrates what it means to take action.  You have to take the truth that you've acquired and run with it; you have to stand by it in the face of threat and you can't back down from it.  


Finally, Emerson describes the duties of the American Scholar.  He is to be brave and bold.  He must not back down in the face of an overwhelming mob; the truth must be spoken.  Emerson believed that men who spoke the truth, while facing criticism, would light sparks within other men.  Eventually, through all persecution, he would come to be loved (much the way Emerson has).  All-the-while the scholar must keep the whole of mankind as his concern.  Through the study of nature, the inspiration of books, the rejuvenation of action, and the speaking of truth, a man can right himself and learn the values that will bring him to the correct state.  He will cease to be a “Thinker” and take his rightful place as “Man Thinking.”
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