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I. the Greek; when men deified nature ... 
2. the Christian; when the Soul became pronounced, and craved
 
a heaven out of nature & above it ...
 
3· the Modern; when the too idealistic tendencies of the Chris­

tian period running into the diseases of cant, monarchism, and
 
a church, demonstrating the impossibility of Christianity, have
 
forced men to retrace their steps, & rally again on Nature; but
 
now the tendency is to marry mind to nature, to put nature under
 
the mind, convert the world into the instrument of Right Rea­

son. Man goes forth to the dominion of the world by commerce,
 
by science, & by philosophy.
 

That movement toward synthesis and dominion was the story of 
America, "land of the Modern." Here, where commerce was at last 
keeping pace with science and philosophy-so that "our economics in 
house and barn rapidly show their relation to the laws of geometry, 
of morals, & of natural history"-a new idea had come to light, an 
"idea roughly written in revolutions and national movements" of the 
past, but at last articulated with "precision": "the individual is the 
world. This perception is a sword such as was never drawn before." 
Now, "for the first time" in history, the dream of self-reliance was 
organic to a certain society, in a certain place, as a tendency toward 
perfect union inherent in its laws, customs, assumptions, and insti ­
tutions. Despite and through "this rude stripping" and "granulation," 
actual individualism was the "celestial Enterprise" in process: 

Everybody knows these exaggerating schemers, maniacs who go 
about in marts.... This is the madness of a few, for the gain of 
the world. The projectors are hurt, but the public is immensely 
a gainer. ... 

If we could be directly rich, namely, by insight ... we should 
not then need to be indirectly rich by farms, mills, goods, & 
money.... But now the habit of alluding to our wealth, or 
the wealth of our blood-relations shows the invincible belief, be­
trays an inveterate persuasion, that wealth is the natural fruit of 
nobility of soul. ... 

America is the idea of emancipation [:]
 
abolish kingcraft, Slavery, feudalism ... explode priestcraft.
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. .. Extemporize government, California, Texas, Lynch Law. All 
this covers selfgovernment. All proceeds on the belief that as 
the people have made a gov.t they can make ... their Union & 
law.... 

The American Idea [:]
 
Emancipation [,] selfreliance [,] selfhelp advance [.]
 

Union, self-reliance, miJJs and money, self-government, the nobility 
of soul, the gain of the world: they amount to a breathtaking work 
of culture-a wholesale appropriation of utopia, all the hopes of re­
form and revolution nourished on both sides of the Atlantic by the 
turmoil of modernization, for the American way. I spoke of "New En­
gland Reformers" as our first record of that act of appropriation; and, 
strictly speaking, the address rounds out Emerson's 1842 meditation 
on means and ends, process and telos. But to complete the record 
it should be supplemented in this regard by its companion piece, an 
address delivered a month before (on 7 February 1844) and equally 
influenced, according to recent scholarship, by Emerson's discussions 
with Hawthorne. Written in the wake of the Brook Farm "debacle," 
"The Young American" is a high point in the tradition of the New En­
gland jeremiad, the Puritan errand recast as a State of the Ideal Union 
message. Where the Puritans spoke of a wilderness to be planted, 
Emerson hails the "sanative and Americanizing influence" of the land 
-this "bountiful continent that is ours, state on state, and territory 
on territory, to the waves of the Pacific." Where the Puritans invoked 
the unfolding of scripture prophecy, he points to "the new and anti ­
feudal power of commerce," including the railroad, open markets, 
and free trade, whose "history is the sublime and friendly Destiny by 
which the human race is guided." All this was standard fare in 1844· 

But then, taking what appears to be a radical shift in direction, Emer­
son turns for his final proof of national destiny to "the appearance of 
new moral causes which are to modify the state." "Government," he 
observes, "has other offices than those of banker and executioner"; 
"the true offices of the State" require us "to instruct the ignorant, 
[and] to supply the poor with work and with good guidance." Hence 

the new movements in the civilized world, the Communism of 
France, Germany, and Switzerland; the Trades' Unions; the En­
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glish League against the Corn Laws; and the whole Industrial 

Statistics, so called. In Paris. the blouse. the badge of the opera­
tive. has begun to make its appearance in the saloons. Then too. 
the spectacle of three Communities [Brook Farm. Fruitland. and 
Hopedale] which have within a very short time sprung up within 
this Commonwealth besides several others undertaken by citi­
zens of Massachusetts within the territory of other States. 

This daring integration of national mission with international so­
cialism is a dramatic moment in the history of American dissent. 
Emerson might have presented us with a fundamental clash of mod­
ern ideologies. or else with a confrontation of alternative Americas, 
liberal or collectivist, or perhaps with an Olympian assessment of 
socialism and individualism under the aspect of utopia. Instead. he 
subsumes the goals of socialism under the actualities of the devel­
oping northern United States. The "value of the Communities," he 
argues. is "not what they have done. but the revolution which they 
indicate as on the way"; and the way. it turns out, together with 
the revolution it indicates. is that of liberal individualism. In other 
words, Emerson endorses the "moral causes" of socialism in order 
to absorb these into the "beneficent tendencies" of the "laws and 
institutions" which he claims have already made New England the 
country's "leader." and which are "destined" to make America "the 
leading nation of the world": 

We cannot look on the freedom of this country, in connex­
ion with its youth. without a presentiment that here shall laws 
and institutions exist on some scale of proportion to majesty of 
nature.... Which should be [the "leading nation of the world," 
therefore.] but these States? Which should lead that movement. 
if not New England? Who should lead the leaders, but the Young 
American? ... [Our present system] converts Government into 
an Intelligence Office. where every man may find what he wishes 
to buy. and expose what he has to sell. ... This is the good, 
and this the evil of trade, that it would put every man into mar­
ket. ... 

By this means, however, it has done its work.... [T]rade was 
the principle of Liberty ... trade planted America and destroyed 
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Feudalism ... it makes peace and keeps peace.... Trade is an 
instrument in the hands of that Friendly Power which works for 
us in our own despite.... This beneficent tendency ... exists 
and works.... 

One thing is plain for all men of common sense and common 
conscience, that here. here in America, is the home of man. 

In this spirit of conscience and common sense. Emerson confronted 
the outbreak of revolution in Europe four years later. The European 
.48 presented itself to many Americans as a test of modern collec­
tivist theories-a sort of preview of the utopia to be reached by Old 
World methods-and Emerson, along with other leading intellectu­
als. crossed the Atlantic to see the results firsthand. His antipathy, 
and that of most other American observers. may be simply stated. 
The European radicals did not believe in individualism. It was not 
so much the violence that troubled Emerson (though he lamented 
that "in France 'fraternity' [and] 'equality' ... are names for assassi­
nation"), nor was it the burdens of political engagement (though he 
noted in London concerning talk of "a Chartist revolution on Monday 
next, and an Irish revolution the following week," that the scholar's 
"kingdom is at once over & under these perturbed regions"). As utopi­
anist, Emerson could accommodate ideas of all kinds, could even sup­
port insurrection under extreme circumstances. He demanded only 
that insurrection serve the cause of utopia, as he defined it. And 
in 1848 he discovered experientially what he had worked out half a 
decade before in his journals and lectures: that cause, means. and 
method were inseparable from "actual individualism." In part. his re­
sponse was scorn or outrage: "mobs ... dragged in their ignorance by 
furious chiefs to the Red Revolution." In part, it was a sympathetic if 
rather condescending concern for the oppressed: "the time will come 
when these poor enfants perdus of revolution will have instructed 
their party ... & wiser counsels will prevail." Fundamentally, Emer­
son responded with an impassioned reaffirmation that all hope for 
change, reformist or revolutionary. peaceful or violent, belonged to 

individualism: 

For the matter of Socialism there are no oracles. The oracle 
is dumb. When we would pronounce anything truly of man. we 
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retreat instantly on the individual. Truly [however] I honor 
the generous ideas of the socialists [They] are the effects of 
the age in which they live. They are not the creators they be­
lieve themselves; but they are the unconscious prophets of a true 
state of society, one which the tendencies of nature lead unto, 
one which always established itself in the sane soul, though not 
in the manner in which they paint it. ... 

In the question of socialism, which now proposes the confis­
cation of France [,] one has only this guidance. You shall not 
so arrange property as to remove the motive to industry. If you 
refuse rent & interest, you make all men idle & immoral. As to 
the poor a vast proportion have made themselves so, and in any 
new arrangement will only prove a burden on the state.... 
Revolutions of violence then are scrambles merely.... There can 
be no [true] revolution until there are revolutionists [which is to 
say, true individualists] . 

To America [therefore] monarchs look with apprehension 
& the people with hope. 

The r842 journals launched Emerson on a journey from utopia to 
ideology; the European '48 marks the return of his utopianism to its 
ideological home. Emerson tells us in his journals that just before he 
left England he was asked "if there was an American idea?" and that 
he spoke in reply of "monsters hard by the setting sun, who believed 
in a future such as was never a past, but if 1 should show it to them 
[his English hosts], they would think French communism solid and 
practicable by comparison." Soon after his return, he recalled further 
(in English Traits) that at this farewell dinner he had identified the 
Americans who held "the idea of the right future" as "fanatics of a 
dream which 1 should hardly care to relate to English ears, to which 
it might only be ridiculous,-and yet it is the only true." No doubt 
he had in mind something analogous to the "perfect union" he envi­
sioned in r842. He clarified its relation to actual individualism in his 
journals and lectures of 1848: 

a pure reverence for character. a new respect for the sacred 
quality of the individual man, is that antidote which must cor­
rect [the vices of the age] .... From the folly of ... association 
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we must come back to the repose of self-reverence.... Now 1 
believe in the closest affinity between moral and material power. 
Virtue and genius are always on the direct way to the control of 
society in which they are found. 1t is in the interest of society 
that good men should govern, and [in America] there is always 
a tendency so to place them.... The tools of our time, namely 
steam, ships, printing, money and popular education, belong to 
those who can handle them; and their effect has been that ad­
vantages once confined to men of family are now open to the 
whole middle class. 

This comes from "Natural Aristocracy," an 1848 address which re­
casts Jefferson's agrarian concept in terms appropriate to the dawning 
age of Horatio Alger and Social Darwinism. Emerson delivered it on 
several occasions during the next decade and reprinted part of it in 
English Traits (r856) -appropriately, for English Traits is a sustained 
apologia for modern liberal culture. Indeed, its particular focus on 
the superiority of the Anglo-Saxon race and the westering progress of 
civilization may be said to begin the last phase of Emerson's journey 
into ideology: his more or less outright identification of individuality 
with industrial-capitalist "Power" (1860), "American Civilization" 
(1862), and "The Fortune of the Republic" (r864): 

One hundred years ago the American people attempted to carry 
out the bill of political rights to an almost ideal perfection. They 
have made great strides in that direction since. They are now pro­
ceeding, instructed by their success and by their many failures, 
to carry out, not the bill of rights, but the bill of human duties. 

And look what revolution that attempt involves [:] ... we 
are a nation of individuals.... Faults in the working appear in 
our system, ... but they suggest their own remedies.... Here 
is practical democracy; here is the human race poured out over 
the continent to do itself justice.... The people are loyal, law­
abiding. They ... have no taste for misrule or uproar. ... As the 
globe keeps its identity by perpetual change, so our civil system, 
by perpetual appeal to the people.... 

The revolution is the work of no man, but the external effer­
vescence of Nature. It never did not work.... Never country had 
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such a fortune, ... as this, in its geography, its history, and in its 
majestic possibilities.... They [who] complain of the flatness of 
American life have no perception of its destiny. They are not 
Americans Let us realize that this country, the last found, 
is the great charity of God to the human race. 

Behind this vision lies Emerson's ambiguous credo of 1842-44: 
"actual individualism" ("union ideal." But it is ambiguity now devoid 
of volatility or tension: "revolution" without conflict, individualism 
without risk, "civil system" without personal agency, perfectionism 
emerging from an "almost ideal" national bill of rights. The compla­
cency this conveys may be traced through Emerson's commonplaces 
about the Civil War ("The armies mustered in the North were as 
much missionaries to the mind of the country as they were carriers of 
material force. and had the vast advantage of carrying whither they 
marched a higher civilization"). Its sense of repose is contextualized 
for us, in the late 1860s, in Emerson's long glance backward at what 
he considered the formative era of his dissent, 1820-40-a time, as 
he now saw it, when 

young men were born with knives in their brain ... [and] a cer­
tain sharpness of criticism, an eagerness for reform ... showed 
itself in every quarter. ... I please myself with the thought that 
our American mind is not now eccentric or rude in its strength. 
. . . If I have owed much to the special influences I have indi­
cated, I am not less aware of that excellent and increasing circle 
of masters in arts and ... science, who cheer the intellect of our 
cities in this country to-day,-whose genius is not a lucky acci­
dent, but normal, and with broad foundation of a culture, and 
so inspires the hope of steady strength advancing on itself, and a 
day without night. 

That millennial day-entailing (we recall) "culmination of science, 
useful art, fine art, & culmination on culmination"-has its first 
dawnings in Nature, in the distinctly American features of Emerson's 
Orphic poet singing a "revolution in things [which] will attend the 
[coming] influx of the spirit," and a year later, in his first Phi Beta 
Kappa address, as the promise of individuality embodied in "The 
American 5cholar." At midcentury, the same "hope of steady strength 
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advancing on itself"-fusing historical progress and inward apoca­
lypse-finds its grounding in Emerson's overview of the modern op­
tions for radical change: "revolutions in the interest of feudalism and 
barbarism," such as those he had just witnessed in Europe, versus 
"revolutions in the interest of society," a procession of "triumphs of 
humanity" culminating in "the planting of America." "The Atlantic," 
he wrote in his journals, recalling his 1848 ocean crossing from the 
Old World back to the New, "is a sieve through which only or chiefly 
the liberal, adventurous, sensitive, America-lavina part of each city, 
clan. family are brought ... [and] the Europe of Europe is left." 

This is not the spirit in which Hester Prynne returns, and certainly 
not the basis on which she discards the A midway through the novel. 
But Emerson's journey into ideology helps explain the appeal of her 
radicalism in both cases. The office of the scarlet letter, as I've argued 
elsewhere,1 is socialization; in this case, however, socialization works 
not by repressing radical energies but by redirecting them, in all their 
radical potential, into a constant conflict between self and society: 
the self in itself, a separate, single, resistant individuality, and soci­
ety en masse, individualism systematized. That conflict expresses a 
central strategy of liberal cohesion. It forms the basis of 

civil society ... conceived as a principle of marketlike ... asso­
ciation. "For [in Hegel's words] the principle of modern states has 
prodigious strength and depth because it allows the principle of 
subjectivity to progress to its culmination in the extreme of self­
subsistent personal peculiarity, and yet at the same time brings 
it back to the substantive unity and so maintains this unity in 
the principle of subjectivity itself." 

I take this analysis from Jiirgen Habermas, who offers it as the mod­
ern "solution" to "the problem of mediation of state and society." 
But it is a solution whose strength and depth rest on an ambiguous 
"and yet"; a solution, that is, which not only allows but calls for a 
continuing dissonance, requirina mediation, hetween unity and sub­
jectivity. Roberto Ungar describes this as the self-generating friction 
between public and private spheres, self-interest and the common 
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good, which underlies the dynamics of group pluralism. Translated 
into the terms of pluralist interpretation, these dynamics issue in 
The Scarlet Letter in the discrepancy between the narrator's view of 
Hester's self-reliance and ours. They are figured in the discarded A at 
the water's edge, "a hand's breadth" away from oblivion, the "jewel" 
that is lost over and again in order to be repeatedly retrieved: by Pearl 
in the forest, by Jonathan Pue during the Revolution, by Hawthorne 
in the Customs House, and of course by Hester upon her return, in 
an act of conformity that ambiguously reaffirms her spirit of inde­
pendence. It may stand as the symbol of individualism as dissent: of 
autonomy preserved, precariously but decisively, and all the more 
decisively for its precariousness, within the bounds of community; a 
form of protest that is bound to challenge (subvert, defy, resist) the 
consensus it represents. 

This is not to say that Emersonian individualism is a form of co­
optation. It is a form of utopia developed within the premises of 
liberal culture and therefore especially susceptible to co-optation by 
liberal strategies of socialization. What makes it independent also 
makes it counterdependent, and vice versa: what binds it to the cul­
ture in symbiotic antagonism also infuses it with an absolutist vision 
of its own. I have called it dissent because that term seems best to 
convey its distinctive qualities of process and negation, its resistance 
to all institutional controls, as well as its insistence on the primacy 
of the self. To recognize its ideological origins is to see the radicalism 
latent in the interstices of free enterprise ideology: the gaps in the 
principle of subjectivity between the actual and the ideal, selfhood 
and union; between substantive unity on the one hand and, on the 
other, a self-subsistent personal peculiarity with a consecration of its 
own. 

That subversive mode finds its purest expression III Emerson's early 
essays, and I would suggest that it was precisely his commitment 
to "America"-a cultural symbol designed to mask the gap between 
self and society-which allowed for that potentially radical devel­
opment, or more accurately, perhaps, that development of radical 
potentiality. We might recall in this connection his 1839 July Fourth 
meditation, as this was transmuted later that year into the vision of 
"Self-Reliance": 

What have I to do with the sacredness of traditions if I live 
wholly from within? ... No law can be sacred to me but that 
of my own nature. Good and bad are but names very readily 
transferable to that or this; the only right is what is after my 
constitution, the only wrong what is against it. ... The doctrine 
of hatred must be preached as the counteraction of the doctrine 
of love when that pules and whines. I shun father and mother 
and wife and brother when my muse calls me. I would write on 
the lintels of the door-post, Whim. I hope it is somewhat better 
than whim at last, but we cannot spend the day in explanation. 
Expect me not to show cause why I seek or why I shun company. 
Then again do not tell me of the obligation on me to put all poor 
men in good situations. Are they my poor? I tell thee, thou fool­
ish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the shilling, the cent 
I give to such men as do not belong to me. 

The rhetorical question that Emerson adds to the public version­
"Are they my poor?"-has been much disputed, as being a measure 
either of his philosophical faith in individuality or of his laissez-faire 
pragmatics. The reciprocity in the 1839 journal entry between self­
assertion and July Fourth reminds us that Emerson does not require 
us to make that choice-that. indeed, he requires us not to make it. 
His radical appeal lies in the symbiosis between the rhetoric of re­
sistance and the rituals of cultural continuity. Like the scarlet letter, 
Emersonian dissent invites us at once to discard and to resume. It 
finds an apt symbol in the A that eventuates both as Pearl in Europe 
and as Hester come home--or rather, as Hester come home attended 
both by rumors of Pearl in Europe and by prophecies of better things 
in store for America. Its legend or motto is legible in the A's for self­
reliance which Emerson devised sometime between 1837 and 1839: 

Selfreliance [:] 
A greater respect for Man indicated by the 
movements of their pursuits 

Antigovernment [i.e., laissez-faire] politics 

Anti Association [i.e., antisocialism] education 

Anti Church [i.e., multidenominationalism] religion 
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"The antidote for this abuse of formal Government," Emerson added, 
"is the growth of the Individual. ... We think our civilization near 
its meridian. But we are only at the cock-crowing and the morning 
star." 

Hence the importance of "America" (as ambiguous antidote to 
American "vice" and "abuse") in Emersonian dissent. So long as he 
did not have to confront ideological alternatives, Emerson could ex­
tend the circle of self-reliance to the hither verge of utopia-which 
is to say, almost to the point where individuality was turned against 
individualism. From that marginal position at midcentury, that self­
perpetuating liminality, resistant to the brink of revolt, all of our 
classic writers, including Hawthorne, distinguished American dissent 
from the tradition that they dismissed as Old World revolution. All of 
them, with Emerson, repudiated the European '48, and each of them, 
partly through that act of repudiation, forged a subversive mode of 
his own. Each hoped (as Emerson said of his faith in Whim) that 
it would be somewhat more than his own at last, and on principle 
preferred not to explain. Or rather, they all adopted a rhetoric of in­
direction which transformed concrete social explanation into a pro­
cess of personal interpretation, such as that called for by Emerson's 
1842 vision of perfect union, or by the hiatus in Thoreau's Walden 
that summons us to self-discovery ("what does the West stand for? Is 
it not our own interior white on the chart?"), or by Hester's prophecy 
of "some brighter period, when ... a new truth would be revealed, 
in order to establish the whole relation between man and woman," 
or by Whitman's celebration of "the true revolutionary America" as 
a "grand procession ... whose end may be the revelation of a perfect 
man and woman." 

Apart from Emerson's early essays, the most fortifying examples of 
subversion, so conceived, are Walden and Leaves of Grass. Emerson 
might have said of Whitman as he did of Thoreau that "he was in his 
own person a practical answer, almost a refutation, to the theories of 
socialism." Its limitations appear most dramatically in the examples 
of political protest I mentioned earlier: Thoreau's defense of John 
Brown (in spite of Brown's armed revolt) as a son of Puritan New 
England and "the most American of us all"; Garrison's allegiance 
(against the Constitution) to personal renovation and the Declara-
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tion of Independence; Fuller's jeremiadic appeal (as it were, beyond 
Italian socialism) to the founding fathers and the American dream.s 

Considered from either a literary or a political perspective, the major 
discourse on this mode of radical containment-in the double sense 
of containment, as substance and as restriction-comes in Melville's 
work: in Pierre; or, The Ambi8uities (1852), for instance, a story of 
individuality born in the euphoria of young America, trapped in the 
ideology of the self, and destroyed by an absolute faith in process, 
potential, and negation; or in "Bartleby the Scrivener: A Tale of Wall 
Street" (1853). where actual individualism signifies both resistance 
on principle and liberal society as defined by its radical critics ("a 
system of isolation, or isolated selves"; "the exclusive domination 
of capital"), and whose adversariallrepresentative protagonist mocks 
both sides of the equation. 

To paraphrase the great July Fourth declaration of "Self-Reliance," 
Emerson wrote on the lintels of the doorpost to dissent, Individual­
ism. In doing 50, he expanded the term to accommodate the enor­
mous radical powers of individuality-among these, the appeal to 

subjectivity as the sine qua non of "actual Union," an appeal sus­
tained (as in the 1842 journals) by the combined sacred and secu­
lar authority of Protestant nonconformity and the theory of natural 
rights. And at the same time he confined the radical prospect, like 
some Avenging Angel of liberalism, within the rhetorical magic cir­
cle of the resisting representative self. "In dealing with the State," 
he wrote in "Politics"-an essay he kept revising from 1839 to 1843 

(when he discussed the problem with Hawthorne)-"we ought to re­
member that its institutions are not aboriginal, though they existed 
before we were born.... [EJvery one of them was once the act of a 
single man." They are words both of encouragement and of warning, 
and understandably William James heard mainly the encouragement: 
the "bugle blast" of a new philosophy, to which he responded in Pra8­
matism (19°7) with "a program for more work, and particularly an 
indication of the ways in which existing realities may be chan8ed."6 
Having witnessed the course of change in America in our century 
--a century of extraordinary conflict of all kinds (economic, racial, 
ethnic, ideational) and of even more extraordinary expansion and 
consolidation-we would do well to heed the warning about insti­
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tutions implicit in Emerson's remarks. What Irving Howe calls our 
pluralistic traditions of individualism are neither aboriginal nor post­
millennia I, but demonstrably an instrument of state. They represent 
not, in Francis Fukuyama's words, "the end point of mankind's ideo­
logical evolution," but what Alan Trachtenberg has termed "the in­
corporation of America." Emerson hoped that the process would at 
last entail somewhat more than "actual individualism." And it has: 
the ambiguities it has spawned, concerning subversion and/or co­
optation, subjectivity as agency of change and/or as agent of social 
control, remain the Gordian knot of American literary and political 
dissent. 
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read subversive implications in Stowe's values of domesticity, but those values are 
also central to the ideology of individualism. and the domestic-sentimental credo 
of "separate spheres" which they embody is a central tenet of Jacksonian liberal­

ism. Their ideological import is nowhere clearer than in Stowe's utopian vision of 
Liberia. a "republic formed of picked men, who, by energy and self-educating force, 
have, in many cases. individually. raised themselves above a condition of slavery," 
,1S exemplified in the almost parodically Weber ian list of representative men that 
concludes the novel: "B. . worth ten thousand dollars ... a Baptist"; the Pres­

byterian "C ... probably worth fifteen or twenty thousand dollars. all earned by 

himself. ... G-Full black ... doing business for himself," etc. 
6 In James's time, the continuity of vision IS suggested by two of his influential stu­

dents and admirers, representing opposite ends of the political spectrum. According 
to John Jay Chapman, Emerson himself was "the cure and antidote of all the ills 
of this country", "While the radicals of Europe were revolting in 1848 against the 
abuses of a tyranny whose roots were in feudalism, Emerson, the great radical of 
America, the arch-radical of the world, was bringing back the attention of 

political thinkers to its starting-point. the value of the human character. ... He has 
pointed out for us in this country to what end our efforts must be bent" (Emerson 
and Other Essays. 1898). Nicholas Paine Gilman. a professor of English and author 
of numerous studies on moral. economic. and social reform, located the country's 
ills in "a second wave of false. Old World revolutionary ideas now sweeping" the 

United States. "SystematiC socialism in America," he charged in Socialism llnd the 

American Spirit (1893). 

counts among its great body of adherents among these foreign-horn who have 
arrived but recently, and with whom it is the only feasible method of being 
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"agin the government,"-their life-long habit at home, where the govern­

ment was an alien power. The absurdity of such a position in a land where 

government is "of the people. by the people, and for the people" will but 

slowly penetrate the brain of the ignorant Pole. Until it docs so penetrate, 

men of American sense. who know what freedom means and what it costs. 
will keep that Pole in order,-for his own benefit! ... 

For such and for all, the prophet and guide of American literature, Ralph 

Waldo Emerson, speaks a counsel of perfection when ... he declares the 

worth of the individual. ... What Emerson said in 18'H, reviewing the ac tive 

reform period which had then apparently culminated, we may well repeat 

to-day: "I do not wonder at the interest these projects inspire. The world is 

awaking to the idea of union. and these experiments show what it is thinking 

of. It is and will be magic. Men will live and communicate, and plough and 

reap and govern. as by added ethereal power. ... But this union must be ... 
ideal in actual individualism." 

There is no highway to Utopia. [but] . our imperfect civilization is 
in many respects wonderful beyond the scope of Sir Thomas More's highest 

imagination. So in all probability will our fondest dream be put to shame by 
the future reality. 

Gilman titled the last three chapters of his treatise "The Higher Individualism." 
"Social Spirit," and "The Way to Utopia." Considered together with Chapman's plea 

for the subversive "value of the human character," they may be read as an Emerso­

nian commentary on Hester Prynne's sainted individualism-a commentary. that 

is. on the cunningly wrought, carefully prepared hiatus in plot and meaning, re­
quiring our interpretive mediation, which separates Hester's higher individualism in 
the forest from her final promise of utopia. 
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