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ABSTRACT
Motivated by the present climate of polarization in US public life, this project examines
factional discord as a threat to the health of a democratic-republic. Specifically, it addresses the
problem of social tyranny, whereby prevailing cultural-political groups seek to establish their
opinions/sentiments as sacrosanct and to immunize them from criticism by inflicting non-legal
penalties on dissenters. Having theorized the complexion of factionalism in American democracy,
I then recommend the political thought of Ralph Waldo Emerson as containing intellectual and
moral insights beneficial to the counteraction of social tyranny.
In doing so, I directly challenge two leading interpretations of Emerson, by Richard
Rorty and George Kateb, both of which filter his thought through Friedrich Nietzsche and Walt
Whitman and assimilate him to a secular-progressive outlook. I argue that Rorty and Kateb’s
political theories undercut Emerson’s theory of self-reliance by rejecting his ethic of humility
and betraying his classically liberal disposition, thereby squandering a valuable resource to equip
individuals both to refrain from and resist social tyranny. Indeed, the democratic cultures Rorty
and Kateb envision foster a socially tyrannical disposition, giving rise to an inhospitable
atmosphere in which someone espousing Emerson’s religious sensibility and transcendental
moral realism would be persona non grata.
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Introduction
I have the same objection to dogmatism in Reform as to dogmatism in Conservatism.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

One of the earliest efforts to pressure Ralph Waldo Emerson into joining a movement for
social reform was initiated by his brilliant, eccentric, and ardent aunt—Mary Moody Emerson.
Displaying the evangelizing zeal of a recent convert to Garrisonian abolitionism, Aunt Mary took
it upon herself to invite abolitionists George Thompson and Samuel J. May to dine at her
nephew’s house for breakfast. Though irritated at Aunt Mary’s presumption, Emerson and his
wife nonetheless accommodated the guests.1 To his aunt’s dismay, however, Emerson not only
resisted their urgings to play a more active role in abolitionism, he positively disdained the
inflexible manner in which Thompson discussed slavery. Or rather, Emerson was vexed that he
could not properly discuss the topic, could not really be said to converse, with someone so
single-minded in purpose and so tightly tethered to his opinion.
Reflecting on the breakfast meeting, Emerson recorded an unflattering assessment of
Thompson in his journal:
[He] is inconvertible: what you say, or what might be said, would make no impress on him. He belongs, I
fear, to that great class of the Vanity-stricken. An inordinate thirst for notice cannot be gratified until it has
found in its gropings what is called a cause that men will bow to; tying himself fast to that, the small man is
then at liberty to consider all objections made to him as proofs of folly and the devil in the objector….2

Though Emerson agreed with Thompson on the evils of slavery, he warily withstood enlistment
into a movement that he felt both simplistically construed the issue and refused to tolerate
difference of opinion as to the best means to end slavery.
To be sure, Emerson respected radical abolitionists like Thompson, William Lloyd
Garrison, and Wendell Phillips for their unswerving commitment to moral principle and for the
1

On the arrangement of Emerson’s meeting with Thompson and May, see Sandra Harbert Petrulionis, To Set This
World Right: The Antislavery Movement in Thoreau’s Concord, (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2006), 15.
2
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson: 1820-1872, vol. 3, eds. Edward Waldo Emerson and
Waldo Emerson Forbes (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1910), 548.
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eloquent arguments they advanced against slavery, even when threatened by mob violence.
However, he strenuously opposed their reliance on direct, collective action along with their harsh,
wrathful tone. Eighteen years after first meeting George Thompson, Emerson recorded thoughts
on abolitionists of a similar ilk.
Of Phillips, Garrison, and others I have always the feeling that they may wake up some morning and find
that they have made a capital mistake, and are not the persons they took themselves for. Very dangerous is
this thoroughly social and related life, whether antagonistic or cooperative. In a lonely world, or a world
with half a dozen inhabitants, these would find nothing to do.
The first discovery I made of Phillips was, that while I admired his eloquence, I had not the faintest wish to
meet the man. He had only a platform-existence, and no personality. Mere mouthpieces of a party; take
away the party and they shrivel and vanish.
They are inestimable for workers on audiences; but for a private conversation, one to one, I much prefer to
take my chance with that boy in the corner.
“The Liberator” [Garrison’s abolitionist periodical] is a scold. A sibyl is quite another thing.3

Assessing the radical abolitionists, then, he acknowledges the rightness of their overriding moral
principles and concedes their success in gaining adherents to the antislavery cause. Still, he
neither fully adopts their perspective, which he deems prepossessed by one truth—the evil of
slavery—to the exclusion of a host of others, nor their measures, which he thinks harsh and
preclusive of both conversation and individuality.4
Emerson first spoke out against slavery publicly in November of 1837. His family and
many members of his immediate social circle held abolitionist sentiments. In Massachusetts,
however, a substantial portion of the population was averse to “agitation” of the slave question.
Above all, many New Englanders wished to avoid provoking political conflict with the South
3

Ralph Waldo Emerson, Journals of Ralph Waldo Emerson: 1820-1872, vol. 8, eds. Edward Waldo Emerson and
Waldo Emerson Forbes (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1912), 433-434.
4
In 1840, William Ellery Channing authored a tract, “Emancipation,” from which Emerson drew inspiration for an
1844 address on slavery. In the tract, Channing celebrates emancipation in the West Indies and sharply criticizes
slavery. However, he refrains from villainizing Southerners in general, and he warns against forsaking truth for the
sake of furthering a moral cause. “I know that there are those who consider all acknowledgment of the virtues of
slave-holders, as treachery to the cause of freedom. But truth is truth and must always be spoken and trusted. To be
just is a greater work than to free slaves, or propagate religion, or save souls. I have faith in no policy but that of
simplicity and godly sincerity. The crimes of good men in past times…have sprung chiefly from the disposition to
sacrifice the simple, primary obligations of truth, justice, and humanity, to some grand cause, such as religion or
country, which has dazzled and bewildered their moral sense” (Channing, “Emancipation,” in The Complete Works
of William Ellery Channing, D.D. (London: “Christian Life” Publishing, 1884), 841).
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and thereby endangering their economic interests. Indeed, opposition to the public expression of
abolitionist sentiment was so strong that the group hosting Emerson’s 1844 antislavery lecture
(his second public address on the topic) had difficulty securing a venue in Concord—local
churches and halls refused to permit a publicly advertised antislavery discourse to take place on
their premises.
In his initial public remarks on slavery in 1837, Emerson primarily upheld free speech,
insisting on the right of citizens to publicly declare their opinions on slavery. Only secondarily
did he denounce the institution of slavery itself. Even then, he reminded his audience that slavery
existed in the South as a misfortunate inheritance, a salient fact that, while it surely did not
absolve Southerners of responsibility for maintaining the slave system, mitigated their moral
culpability. Emerson’s moderated arguments disappointed his abolitionist family and friends,
who regarded his address as cold-hearted and overly philosophical. Despite the fact that he had
openly opposed slavery, in defiance of those well-to-do New Englanders who wished to mute
antislavery sentiment, reformers criticized his efforts as much as they applauded them.5
Nearly seven years passed before Emerson again took to the lectern to address slavery. At
the urging of his wife, Lidian, and his next-door neighbor, Mary Merrick Brooks, Emerson
agreed to speak at an event convened by the Concord Female Anti-Slavery Society to mark the
tenth anniversary of the abolition of slavery in the British West Indies. This time he forcefully
condemned slavery, employing his masterful use of imagery to strike home its brutality. His
speech drew praise from abolitionists; even Aunt Mary, an exacting critic, congratulated him on
it.6

5

James Elliot Cabot, A Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, vol. 2 (Boston: Houghton, Mifflin and Company, 1895),
2: 425-426.
6
For the context and reception of Emerson’s antislavery speech in 1844, see Petrulionis, To Set This World Right,
42-47.
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Yet alongside his clear denunciation of slavery in the 1844 speech, Emerson intimates his
preferred style of antislavery action. Presenting the British antislavery movement as exemplary,
he counsels a patient, magnanimous, evidentiary manner of putting an end to slavery. “It was a
stately spectacle, to see the cause of human rights argued with so much patience and generosity,
and with such a mass of evidence before that powerful people,” he declares.7 He recalls the
perseverance of William Wilberforce, whose bill to abolish the slave trade was defeated ten
times over the course of sixteen years before finally passing. “For months and years the bill [to
end the slave trade] was debated [in Great Britain],” he recounts, “every argument was weighed,
every particle of evidence was sifted, and laid in the scale; and, at last, the right triumphed, the
poor man was vindicated, and the oppressor was flung out.”8
Though he acknowledges that the evil of slavery rightly provokes feelings of indignation
and outrage, Emerson exhorts his audience to refrain from acting in “an over-bearing and
defying spirit” so as to preserve the purity of their moral authority. “Let us withhold every
reproachful, and, if we can, every indignant remark. In this cause, we must renounce our temper,
and the risings of pride.” He points to the astonishing restraint of the black population in the
West Indies upon their emancipation as worthy of emulation. “I have never read anything in
history more touching than [their] moderation.” Neither unruly nor vengeful toward their former
masters, they welcomed their freedom with a calm and orderly nobility of spirit.9
Having chronicled the history of the abolition of slavery in the West Indies, he condenses
its import into a single paragraph:
This event was a moral revolution. The history of it is before you. Here was no prodigy, no fabulous hero,
no Trojan horse, no bloody war, but all was achieved by plain means of plain men, working not under a
7

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Emancipation in the British West Indies,” in Miscellanies, vol. 11 of The Complete Works
of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 127, my emphasis
added.
8
Emerson, “Emancipation in the West Indies,” 128.
9
Emerson, “Emancipation in the West Indies,” 114-117.
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leader, but under a sentiment. Other revolutions have been the insurrection of the oppressed; this was the
repentance of the tyrant. It was the masters revolting from their mastery. The slaveholder said, I will not
hold slaves. The end was noble, and the means were pure.10

Emerson advocates “pure” and “plain” means to effect reform, even if doing so means making
only gradual inroads on a social evil.
Emerson urges purity of means out of a conviction 1) that reformers must guard their
own intellectual sanity and moral rectitude and 2) that they ought to refrain from violating the
spiritual independence of others. With respect to 1), he expresses his firm conviction that
“reform must begin at home.”11 He steadfastly insists that the duty of cultivating individual
character must precede and inform that of striving for social reform. In fact, he posits a direct
relationship between the virtuousness of the reformer and the wholesomeness of social reform.12
When stressing purity of means, Emerson also admonishes reformers to respect the
legitimate limits of their agency: “We are thrown back on rectitude forever and ever, only
rectitude,--to mend one; that is all we can do. But that the zealot stigmatizes as a sterile chimneycorner philosophy.”13 The problem for him is that reformers, in their moral zealousness to bring
about social change, seek to control others. They heedlessly violate the spiritual independence of
their consociates in the quest for social justice. In lieu of marshaling additional evidence, crafting
a more compelling argument, and setting a nobler example, reformers often simply ratchet up
social pressure.

10

Emerson, “Emancipation in the West Indies,” 135, my emphasis added.
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Dedication of the Soldiers’ Monument in Concord,” in Miscellanies, vol. 11 of The
Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904),
352.
12
See Ralph Waldo Emerson, “New England Reformers” in The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed.
Brooks Atkinson (New York: The Modern Library, 2000), 407: “Society gains nothing whilst a man, not himself
renovated, attempts to renovate things around him: he has become tediously good in some particular, but negligent
or narrow in the rest; and hypocrisy and vanity are often the disgusting result.”
13
Emerson, “The Sovereignty of Ethics,” in Lectures and Biographical Sketches, vol. 10 of The Complete Works of
Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 208.
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In the 1844 speech commemorating West Indian emancipation, Emerson deprecates mob
intimidation as an impure and illegitimate means of persuasion. Instead, he advocates open
debate among interlocutors who do not shrink from airing their opinions. In this instance he
specifically condemns the mobs that sought to suppress antislavery utterance.14 However, in an
earlier lecture he had criticized moral reform movements for similarly, albeit more subtly,
resorting to scare tactics to exert social control.
A society feels the evil of intemperance and heartily seeks to convince me of it and to persuade me to
cooperate with them. As long as they show me the evils of intemperance so long they are working directly
to their end. They are satisfying me of the fact and turning me into a Temperance Agent. But the moment
they bring in any shape what they call the Public Opinion to bear on me, to induce me to sign a pledge, or
join a society, they are thwarting their own design, for they are using numbers, that is, mobs and bodies,
and disusing principles. They quit a spiritual for a material ally. If I yield to this force, I degrade myself
and have only exchanged one vice for another, self-indulgence for fear, which it is to be presumed was not
the intention of the society.15

In the above passage, Emerson bristles at the displacement of authority from a group’s animating
principles to its power of combined opinion. That is, he deplores the tactic of bringing to bear the
impressiveness of a group’s organizational size and scope—its burgeoning or achieved public
influence—to induce support for a cause.
Similarly, he disdains the tactic of basing moral authority on the renown of a personality
rather than on the strength of principle. Of the British antislavery movement he affirms, “All was
achieved by plain means of plain men, working not under a leader, but under a sentiment.”16 To
be certain, the movement received support from notable personages, and Emerson mentions
some of them by name: Fox, Pitt, and Burke. However, in Emerson’s narration, the movement
began with lesser-known figures and did not garner support primarily by trumpeting the prestige
of its advocates but by steadfastly asserting the rightness of its principles. In his later essay on

14

Emerson, “Emancipation in the West Indies,” 139-140.
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Society,” in The Early Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson, vol. 2, eds. Robert E. Spiller,
Stephen E. Whicher, and Wallace E. Williams (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964), 120.
16
Emerson, “Emancipation in the West Indies,” 135, my emphasis added.
15
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“Politics,” Emerson reiterates that reliance on personality comes at the expense of purity of
principle: “Parties of principle, as, religious sects, or the party of free-trade, of universal suffrage,
of abolition of slavery, of abolition of capital punishment, degenerate into personalities, or would
inspire enthusiasm.”17
In 1855 Emerson first spoke publicly in support of expanding women’s rights. Despite
being among the earliest major literary figures to outspokenly endorse the cause, reformers had
mixed reactions to his address. As they had with his initial antislavery remarks, many faulted his
dispassionateness and seeming ambivalence. The day after he spoke, the Boston Traveller
panned his performance: “Mr. Emerson was introduced, and delivered a very fine oration, full of
mythic grandeur and nonsense, but redeemed by passages of great beauty and brilliance. On the
whole, it told far more against ‘the cause’ than for it.”18
In keeping with his stance on the abolition of slavery, Emerson counseled purity of
means in the movement for women’s rights.
When new opinions appear, they will be entertained and respected, by every fair mind, according to their
reasonableness, and not according to their convenience, or their fitness to shock our customs. But let us
deal with them greatly; let them make their way by the upper road, and not by the way of manufacturing
public opinion, which lapses continually into expediency, and makes charlatans.19

As he had with abolition, he again expressed the desire that reformers rationally persuade others
on principle, rather than dragoon them into support of a cause by touting its swelling popularity.
Many of Emerson’s contemporaries accused him of being unsatisfactorily radical in his
support of reform—either through want of will or owing to deficient sympathy with oppressed

17

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Politics,” in The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Brooks Atkinson (New
York: The Modern Library, 2000), 383.
18
“Mr. Emerson and the Ladies,” from the Boston Traveller, 21 September 1855 in Transcendental Log: Fresh
Discoveries in Newspapers Concerning Emerson, Thoreau, Alcott and Others of the American Literary Renaissance,
Arranged Annually for Half a Century from 1832, ed. Kenneth Walter Cameron (Hartford, CT: Transcendental
Books, 1973), 99.
19
Emerson, “Woman,” in Miscellanies, vol. 11 of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward
Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 424-425.
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groups.20 Yet Emerson’s uneasy relationship with the social movements of his day stemmed
largely from principled opposition to the passion for control—a passion apparent in the
reformers’ use of authoritarian means to achieve their ends. In particular, he expressed aversion
1) to narrow-minded activism intended to overawe and intimidate onlookers, thereby pressuring
them to acquiesce to the movement’s aims and 2) to the application of cultural prestige—or the
exploitation of social rank and personal renown—to establish a set of opinions/sentiments as
authoritative and to insulate them from dissent.21 He strenuously exhorted individuals to resist
succumbing to authoritarian tactics, whether the imperious activism of multitudes or the
pharisaical and pariah-making sermonizing of reputable opinion leaders. “Accept the reforms but
be thou thyself sacred, intact, inviolate, one whom leaders, one whom multitudes cannot drag
from the central seat. If you take reform as the reformer brings it to you he transforms you into

20

Emerson did hold troublingly inegalitarian opinions on race/ethnicity (Cornel West has described him as a “mild
racist”), viewing Anglo-Saxons as advantaged relative to other groups, such as Africans and Irish. He expressed
these attitudes more openly in his journals than in his public addresses. However, his racialized outlook does not, of
itself, explain his skeptical stance toward reform. A number of radical abolitionists, including Emerson’s friend
Theodore Parker, believed that slavery was a moral abomination while also holding the appalling, all-too-common
opinion that whites were superior to blacks. For Cornel West’s interpretation of Emerson’s racial outlook, see The
American Evasion of Philosophy (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), 28-35.
21
Emerson, “Uses of Great Men,” in Representative Men: Seven Lectures, vol. 4 of The Complete Works of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 22-23, my emphasis added:
“I admire great men of all classes, those who stand for facts, and for thoughts; I like rough and smooth, ‘Scourges of
God,’ and ‘Darlings of the human race.’ I like the first Caesar; and Charles V, of Spain; and Charles XII, of Sweden;
Richard Plantagenet; and Bonaparte, in France. I applaud a sufficient man, an officer equal to his office; captains,
ministers, senators. I like a master standing firm on legs of iron, wellborn, rich, handsome, eloquent, loaded with
advantages, drawing all men by fascination into tributaries and supporters of his power. Sword and staff, or talents
sword-like or staff-like, carry on the work of the world. But I find him greater when he can abolish himself and all
heroes, by letting in this element of reason, irrespective of persons, this subtilizer and irresistible upward force, into
our thought, destroying individualism; the power so great that the potentate is nothing. Then he is a monarch who
gives a constitution to his people; a pontiff who preaches the equality of souls and releases his servants from their
barbarous homages; an emperor who can spare his empire.” See also Emerson, “Natural History of Intellect,” in
Natural History of Intellect and Other Papers, vol. 12 of The Complete Works, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1904), 88: “Men, with their weak incapacity for principles, and their passion for persons, have
run mad for the pronouncer, and forgot the religion.”
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an instrument.”22 In other words, zealous reformers, if unopposed, de-individualize persons and
press them into the service of a social movement. In this way, they factionalize society.
To his great credit, Emerson equably evaluates American democracy. He does not simply
boast its advantages vis-à-vis aristocratic European regimes, but chastises its continuing
oppressions. Even as he exalts the rich possibilities of a democratic political system, he writes to
repel a chief threat to the health of a democratic-republic, rousing individuals to resist
factionalism.
Factionalism, or Social Tyranny, in American Political Thought
James Madison confronts the problem of factionalism directly in Federalist No. 10, where
he seeks to answer the charge that popular governments are unstable and prone to unjust rule
according to the will of a self-interested majority group. Conceding that the concern is a valid
one, Madison acknowledges that a unified majority will act unjustly in consequence of being “a
judge in [its] own cause,” a position that will “certainly bias its judgment” and is likely to
“corrupt [its] integrity.” However, he argues that extending the sphere over which a republic
governs can sufficiently mitigate the danger. In a populous and territorially large republic, he
claims, the sheer multiplicity of interests and the challenge to organization posed by
geographical disparateness impede the formation of a prevailing, cohesive faction.23
While I take Federalist No. 10 as a point of departure, I make three revisions to reframe
Madison’s identification of factionalism as a threat to the health of a representative democracy.
First, influenced by Emerson, and his contemporaries Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill,
I insist on the threat of a tyrannical faction ruling through public opinion and/or mores instead of
22

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Reforms,” in The Early Lectures of Ralph Waldo Emerson, Vol. 3, eds. Robert E. Spiller
and Wallace E. Williams (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1972), 260, my emphasis added.
23
James Madison, “No. 10. The Same Subject Continued (The Union as a Safeguard Against Domestic Faction and
Insurrection),” in The Federalist, eds. George W. Carey and James McClellan (Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Fund,
2001), 42-49.
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law. This sort of informal, social tyranny may be supplemented by legislative acts but is
separable from majority rule through the apparatus of government. Second, I focus primarily on
non-commercial affinity groups, rather than economic interest groups, as factions against which
the health of a democracy must be guarded. That is, my argument examines the pathology of
social tyranny through the lens of culture rather than through that of economics. Madison
regarded differential distribution of property as “the most common and durable source of
factions.”24 Without disputing this assertion, I maintain that cultural struggles can be
distinguished, if not isolated, from economic conflicts. Thus, to preserve a democracy from the
tyranny of a majority, one must safeguard against the dominance of a cultural faction as well as
against the rule of an economic class. Third and finally, I judge a tyrannical faction as
threatening on account of the stifling stability it would bring about by imposing its opinion or
impressing its sentiments on the general public. Whereas Madison and his contemporaries
conceived public opinion as unsteady and vacillating, I see leading factions seeking to establish
their opinion as authoritative and then to immunize it from doubt. In other words, if public
opinion for Madison bespoke an inconstancy of mind, for me it betrays mental sluggishness or
narrowness. On my view, attempts by an influential faction to enshrine an opinion in public life
are likely to provoke a backlash, thereby engendering instability in the long run. However, public
opinion, in the sense I intend it, is not itself characterized by whimsical variability as much as by
prejudicial fixity.
Factionalism, or Social Tyranny, in Present-Day American Public Life
Emerson’s thought contains rich theoretical resources to counteract factionalism, or the
social tyranny of prevailing factions, within a democracy. These resources can fruitfully be
applied across a variety of democratic contexts. In addition to presenting them in general, I relate
24

Madison, “No. 10,” 44.
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them to contemporary public cultural institutions in the United States. To this end, I analyze the
structure of moral and intellectual authority (or informal political authority) in the US. This
analysis suggests the highly asymmetric distribution of moral/intellectual authority within the
foremost public institutions in which such authority resides. Namely, a tacit association loosely
unified by a progressive, secular, and exclusive-humanist outlook predominates within
prominent cultural institutions in American society (Hollywood, Silicon Valley, major
metropolitan newspapers, prestigious centers of higher education).
The ascendancy of a particular tacit association within the United States’ public cultural
institutions represents a shrinking of James Madison’s “sphere of popular government.”
Specifically, it indicates a constriction of the sphere of informal (moral and intellectual) authority.
Cultural homogeneity in this sphere signifies a diminution of “the variety of parties and interests”
that ideally would inform public opinion. It thereby increases the likelihood that, in Madison’s
words, “a majority of the whole will have a common motive to invade the rights of other citizens”
or will engage in social tyranny.25
So as not to distract from my theoretical arguments, I have placed my empirically based,
though impressionistic, analysis of contemporary American cultural authority in a concluding
chapter. Yet for the purpose of accentuating the predominant cultural-political outlook within
American institutions of informal political authority, I directly challenge two leading
interpretations of Emerson, by Richard Rorty and George Kateb, both of which represent a
secular-humanist sensibility. Thus, I proceed to illuminate Emerson’s antifactionalism by reading
him against the grain of the ascendant cultural-political orientation that has co-opted him.

25

Madison, “No. 10,” 48.
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The Factionalization of Emerson
In his essay “The Conservative” Ralph Waldo Emerson stages a disputation between a
partisan of conservatism and a partisan of reform, the first representing Memory and the latter
Hope.26 Inspired by Emerson, Richard Rorty evaluates contemporary American politics using the
same language, figuring the Left as the party of hope and the Right as the party of the past. He
casts Emerson as a founding member of the party of hope, and exhorts the present-day Left to
self-identify as spiritual heirs of his buoyant optimism. In this way, he enlists Emerson’s
authority on one side of a factional, cultural-political struggle.27
Yet, in “The Conservative” Emerson refuses entire allegiance to either the party of
Hope/Reform or that of Memory/Conservatism.28 Instead, he strains to avoid party spirit and to
do justice to both sides of what he terms “the primal antagonism” or unceasing “counteraction of
the centripetal and the centrifugal forces.”29
It may be safely affirmed of these two metaphysical antagonists, that each is a good half, but an impossible
whole. Each exposes the abuses of the other, but in a true society, in a true man, both must combine. Nature
does not give the crown of its approbation, namely, beauty, to any action or emblem or actor, but to one
which combines both these elements; not to the rock which resists the waves from age to age, nor to the
wave which lashes incessantly the rock, but the superior beauty is with the oak which stands with its
hundred arms against the storms of a century, and grows every year like a sapling; or the river which ever
flowing, yet is found in the same bed from age to age; or, greatest of all, the man who has subsisted for
years amid the changes of nature, yet has distanced himself, so that when you remember what he was, and
see what he is, you say, what strides! what a disparity is here!30

26

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The Conservative,” in Nature, Addresses, and Lectures, vol. 1 of The Complete Works of
Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 293-326.
27
Richard Rorty, “American National Pride: Whitman and Dewey,” in Achieving Our Country (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1998), 3-38.
28
Nor is it the case that today’s political parties simplistically align with the “metaphysical antagonists” Emerson
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While Rorty and Kateb’s scholarship marries Emerson to a secular-progressive outlook, ample
evidence from his corpus resists such a characterization. Emerson warns against factionalism of
whatever stripe and provides theoretical resources that can be brought to bear to resist the social
tyranny of an overreaching, authoritarian social group.
Following Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Emerson understands vitality—both individual and
collective—to result from polarity, or the synthesis of opposing forces. He especially attends to
and encourages the combination of what he names centripetal and centrifugal forces. Foremost
political interpreters of Emerson (such as Cornel West, Richard Rorty, and George Kateb) have
emphasized the latter to the obscuration of the former. Yet Emerson repeatedly affirms
centripetal force.
There is great centrality, a centripetence equal to the centrifugence. The mystic or theist is never scared by
any startling materialism. He knows the laws of gravitation and of repulsion are deaf to French talkers, be
they never so witty. If theology shows that opinions are fast changing, it is not so with the convictions of
men with regard to conduct. These remain. The most daring heroism, the most accomplished culture, or
rapt holiness, never exhausted the claim of these lowly duties, - never penetrated to their origin, or was able
to look behind their source. We cannot disenchant, we cannot impoverish ourselves, by obedience; but by
humility we rise, by obedience we command, by poverty we are rich, by dying we live.31

Such sentiments sharply conflict with the portrayal of Emerson as proto-Nietzschean.
As previously mentioned, two of the most prominent interpreters of the political
implications of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s writings, George Kateb and Richard Rorty, openly
espouse secular-humanist cultural values, and they disregard or downplay Emerson’s moral
commitments that contradict their own. George Kateb pays lip service to Emerson’s ethics,
praising him as “a great moral philosopher,”32 but he then explicitly reads Emerson with an eye
to Nietzsche’s interests. This approach has the effect of eviscerating the centrality of
transcendental moral realism in Emerson’s work. For Kateb, Emerson’s moral thought is too
interwoven with his religiousness to be of much value; indeed, it presents a formidable obstacle
31
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to taking Emerson seriously. Richard Rorty’s neopragmatic reading of Emerson also filters his
thought through Nietzsche. Rorty prizes Emerson’s “sense of relativity,” and he reads Emerson,
like Nietzsche, as having transcended questions of Reality. Following George Santayana, Rorty
characterizes “transcendentalism proper” as “the attitude that there is no point in raising
questions of truth, goodness, or beauty, because between ourselves and the thing judged there
always intervenes mind, language, a perspective chosen among dozens, one description chosen
out of thousands.”33 According to Rorty, the Emerson worth preserving is the endless
experimenter whose refusal to accept the limitation of an “enclosing wall called ‘the Real’”
inspired John Dewey.34
By interpreting Emerson as a precursor to Nietzsche, Rorty and Kateb largely demoralize
his work. However, they want to retain aspects of his moral thought that can be read as
conducive to the democratization of social life. Thus, while each interprets Emerson through
Nietzsche, each also emphasizes his influence on Whitman. In fact, they both favor Whitmanian
accounts of the self or of democratic culture over those Emerson offers. Consequently, they
theorize a democratic cultural ethos that is an odd admixture of Nietzschean and Whitmanian
ethics. They argue for a strong poetic disposition of boldly creative self-expression constrained
by broad-minded receptivity and mutual hospitality to difference. They propound a theory of
democratic culture in which individuals are energetic yet eclectic, assertive but tolerant,
generally uninhibited yet scrupulously attentive to the rights claims of their fellow citizens.
To repeat, Kateb and Rorty are Nietzschean readers of Emerson who magnify his
philosophical skepticism and stress his scorn of conventions and ossified social customs. Rorty
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interprets his epistemological modesty or sense of fallibility as anti-realist perspectivism. He also
reads his criticisms of organized religion and of traditionalism as a repudiation of the notion of a
hierarchical moral order inhering in nature and providing a source of guidance for human
behavior. Kateb concedes Emerson’s moral realism and religiousness, but reads him in such a
way as to neutralize their influence. Meanwhile, both Rorty and Kateb inflate Emerson’s
sympathetic responsiveness to difference, his democratic openness, his romantic appreciation of
nature, and his affirmation of ordinary life. In effect, they enlist Emerson in their embrace of
exclusive-humanism, atheism, secularism, and an egalitarian democratic culture aimed at
eradicating humiliation and characterized by uncommitted sympathy and uninhibited receptivity
of difference. I will call this package of values “secular-humanist cultural values.”35 Both Kateb
and Rorty acknowledge that Emerson does not go as far as they would like in the affirmation of
these values. However, they read him as a pivotal intellectual figure, paving the way for his
followers to more fully affirm and articulate them.36
Rorty and Kateb’s partial repudiation of Emerson reveals 1) an aversion to the
longstanding influence of religiously tinged moral realism in American democratic culture and 2)
a desire to sideline, and eventually eradicate, this influence. Yet this transcendental moral
realism lies at the heart of Emerson’s work, was prominent at the founding of the United States,
and continues to be an outlook embraced by a sizeable portion of the population. Instead of
reading Emerson anachronistically through his influence on Nietzsche and Whitman, and
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interpreting him as a forerunner of secular-humanist cultural values, I read him as a descendant
of New England Puritans and especially emphasize the influence of William Ellery Channing on
his thought. When Emerson proclaims, “Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist,”37 he
implies heterodox religiousness. In this sense, Emerson encourages the impulse of the
Levellers—not only the anti-orthodox impulse that they share with Thomas Paine (and that Rorty
and Kateb admire) but also the pious or religious or affirming impulse that they hold contrary to
Paine (and that Rorty and Kateb disdain). Emerson endeavors to renovate his spiritual (which for
him means moral and intellectual) heritage rather than aiming to hasten its eradication. His
project is to revivify, re-symbolize, and make effectual what he believes are important spiritual
insights. For example, reflecting on the impact of astronomical and geological discoveries on the
cultural milieu of New England, Emerson assesses the scientific findings to have corrected
religious superstition, but to have left untouched the central ethical import of religious teachings.
“We presently saw…that the religious nature in man was not affected by these errors in his
understanding,” he writes. “The religious sentiment made nothing of bulk or size, or far or near;
triumphed over time as well as space; and every lesson of humility, or justice, or charity, which
the old ignorant saints had taught him, was still forever true.”38
Not only do Rorty and Kateb assimilate Emerson to a cultural-political orientation that he
explicitly distances himself from, they also obfuscate his alert antifactionalism or principled
resistance to illegitimate social pressure (social tyranny). Though purporting to be liberal and
individualist, the political philosophy of Richard Rorty permits and even encourages the practice
of social tyranny. Meanwhile, George Kateb’s theory of democratic individuality, though
37

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Self-Reliance,” in The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Brooks Atkinson
(New York: The Modern Library, 2000), 134.
38
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Historic Notes of Life and Letters in New England,” in Lectures and Biographical
Sketches, vol. 10 of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1903-1904), 336-337.

16

resistant to majoritarian social pressures, is pervaded by a culturally authoritarian impulse. By
filtering Emerson through Nietzsche and Whitman, Rorty and Kateb do not bolster his theory of
self-reliance, but undercut it, squandering a valuable resource to equip individuals to both refrain
from and resist social tyranny. Indeed, the democratic cultures Rorty and Kateb envision foster a
socially tyrannical disposition, giving rise to an inhospitable atmosphere in which someone
espousing Emerson’s transcendental ethics would be persona non grata.
In expounding his anti-realist theory of cultural politics, Richard Rorty exalts the strong
poet as an ideal type for the democratic culture he envisions. However, a politics empowering
strong poets to manipulate public sentiments in order to strengthen social solidarity fuels
activism that refuses conversation and abandons the painstaking work of marshaling empirical
evidence and exemplifying one’s position to persuade others. Instead, such activism favors a
politics of seizing the narrative, the practitioners of which have little to no compunction about
ridiculing, shunning, shaming, or shouting down opponents whose values conflict with their own.
Meanwhile, the paragon of George Kateb’s democratic culture is the clear-eyed,
sympathetically receptive poet who appreciates the beauty and latent potentiality of every
individual. As Kateb writes, “democratic individuality becomes extraordinary in the impersonal
sense when one labors to bestow sympathy abundantly, especially on what seems most to
discourage or repel it. The underlying mental effort is to see beauty in everyone, in everything.
This determination is a belief in radical equality made aesthetic.”39 Elsewhere, he points to
democratic transcendence as the pinnacle of democratic individuality, describing it as “moments,
moods, and episodes in which one experiences a democratized understanding of all reality, an
understanding which goes beyond self and society but does not (necessarily) aspire to the
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supernatural or the more-than-human.”40 Though he opposes both social democracy and radical
democracy as egalitarian or populist perversions of constitutional democracy, his entire theory
means to give expression to an underlying belief in radical equality. This controversial belief
guides his moral judgment and channels his empathy in a particular direction. Moreover, it
leaves insufficient ground from which to check demotic-egalitarian pressures in social and
cultural life. What’s more, the certainty with which he holds a belief in democracy leads Kateb,
otherwise a staunch advocate of limited government, to invest tremendous moral authority in the
judicial branch of the federal government. He fails to see the extent to which judicial supremacy
inculcates a disposition to rule by authority.
George Kateb accepts most of the insights Plato and Tocqueville offer into the
democratic soul, but then refracts them through the work of Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman
(ETW) each of whom he reads, in turn, as an existentialist and convinced atheist and mortalist.
The net effect is that Kateb (mostly) celebrates numerous traits that (mostly) trouble or appall
Plato and Tocqueville. At the same time, Kateb softens the aspects of ETW’s work that echo and
elucidate Plato and Tocqueville’s concerns with democracy. Instead, he illuminates, and
theoretically builds on, the glory and promise ETW find in it. Rorty believes a historically
contingent yet deeply ingrained preference for democracy counsels atheism, secularism, and
humanism. Meanwhile, Kateb suggests that a clear-sighted observer of the spectacle of life is led
to atheism, secularism, and humanism as the most warrantable philosophical orientation, and this
outlook, in turn, merits a commitment to constitutional democracy. Whatever the starting point,
both wed democracy to secular-humanist cultural values.
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Roadmap of the Dissertation
In Chapter One of the dissertation, I examine the nature of democratic authority and give
specificity to the concept of social tyranny by revisiting the writings of Emerson, Tocqueville,
and John Stuart Mill. Drawing on their analysis, I reject the Enlightenment-inspired narrative
that equates the steady decline of aristocratic, hierarchical social structures in democratic
societies with the erosion of authority within public life. Instead, I argue that authority simply
operates differently in democracies than it once did. Democratic authority has fewer noticeable
figureheads and more mouthpieces and hands; it resides with social groups who exert it
horizontally, across society, rather than with reverend eminences who occupy positions of rank
and apply it from the top-down.
I also turn to Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville to argue that the agent of social tyranny is
best understood as a tacit association united by a common moral and intellectual outlook. I
contend that the disposition to social tyranny is authoritarian in nature; it is motivated by a
group’s desire to control others in society by insisting on the incontrovertible superiority of its
opinions/sentiments. I portray the overextension of a social group’s moral and intellectual
authority—through fervent social activism and the assertion of culture prestige—as the twosided coin of social tyranny and the root of much social evil. One side of the coin is a dominant
social group’s projection of authority, backed by its infliction of social penalties on dissenters.
The other side of the coin is the unthinking or intimidated social conformity of individuals to the
prominent opinions and sentiments around them, which they accept as authoritative. On this
view, the sphere of opinion and sentiment is the sphere in need of extension to prevent
factionalism, or the undue authority of prominent social groups, from degrading public life.

19

In Chapter Two, I compare the remedies to social tyranny suggested by Emerson, Mill,
and Tocqueville. I recommend Emerson’s thought as being more alert to the danger of social
groups imposing their authority through associated action than is Tocqueville. I also argue that
he better recognizes the peril of social tyranny at the hands of a cultural elite than does Mill. In
sum, I claim that Emerson more adequately equips citizens of a democratic regime to refrain
from and to resist social tyranny than do the Englishman and Frenchman.
In the second section of the dissertation (Chapters 3-4), I distance Emerson from the
Nietzschean reading of him given by Rorty, and I criticize the disposition of the strong poet as
un-Emersonian, tyrannical, and inimical to liberalism. I adduce plentiful textual evidence to
argue that, unlike Nietzsche, Emerson condemns the will to dominate and subdue. Moreover, I
argue that Emerson is a moral realist who exhorts individuals to subordinate sympathetic
sentimentality to the intuitions of the moral sense. Rorty, on the other hand, repudiates objective
moral realism and wishes strong poets to educate citizens to conform their sentiments to that of a
secular-progressive group.
In the third section of the dissertation (Chapters 5-6), I distance Emerson from the idea of
impersonal individuality propounded by Kateb and heavily influenced by his reading of
Whitman. I argue that in his axiology Emerson gives preference to ethics over aesthetics and
avoids collapsing the distinction between them. Hyperallergic to conformism, Emerson
recurrently cautions against an overly delicate, undiscriminating democratic-egalitarian
sentimentalism that entertains social sympathies to the exclusion of moral intuitions formed in
solitude. I also demonstrate that Kateb’s ontology of mere being represents a Nietzschean
departure from Emerson, and I argue that this move leads Kateb to embrace a theory of
constitutional democracy that sacrifices liberal and republican principles. Kateb celebrates the
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virtue of autonomy encouraged by a constitutional democracy within a secular-humanist cultural
framework. Emerson, contra Nietzsche, extols the Christian virtue of humility and a religious
conception of self-reliance, which disposes him to be more culturally liberal and attuned to the
usurpation of intellectual and moral authority than is Kateb. In sum, Emerson’s writings contain
abundant material that not only distances him from Nietzsche and Whitman41 but also starkly
opposes his thinking to theirs. In vital respects, the democratic culture that Rorty and Kateb aim
to facilitate is not simply un-Emersonian but anti-Emersonian. Specifically, such a culture is
fertile ground for social tyranny whereby leading social groups readily induce conformity and
punitively marginalize dissenting individuals.
In the concluding chapter, I adduce anecdotes and social-scientific research to indicate
the shrinking sphere of opinion/sentiment within public cultural institutions in the United States.
Much of the evidence originates from sources who self-identify as being on the Left. Taken
together, it strongly suggests that discernible majorities—even supermajorities—in the epicenters
of the tech industry (Silicon Valley), entertainment industry (Hollywood), higher education
complex, and media (major metropolitan newspapers) share a strikingly similar cultural-political
sensibility. That is, those who preside over the country’s elite cultural institutions
overwhelmingly favor progressive, secular-humanist values. From an Emersonian, anti-factional
perspective, the authoritarian control of public cultural institutions by a discernible social
group—however decent its moral code—endangers freedom.
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Chapter 1: Informal Authority in a Democratic Regime and Social Tyranny
as Informal Authoritarianism
Born in 1803, Ralph Waldo Emerson came to adulthood in the 1820s and 1830s when
voluntary associations for reform proliferated throughout New England. In politics, the
Federalist Party disbanded in 1824 and thereafter followed the age of Jacksonian democracy. In
religion, Massachusetts disestablished the Congregational Church in 1833 at the height of the
Second Great Awakening. Around this time, Baptist and Methodist denominations rapidly
gained membership as Congregationalists lost influence. In short, the corporatist social order of
New England was unraveling and a robust civil society was arising in its stead. The days of a
commonwealth had ended. This was the context for Emerson’s observations in “Historic Notes
of Life and Letters in New England”: “Authority falls, in Church, College, Courts of Law,
Faculties, medicine. Experiment is credible; antiquity is grown ridiculous.”42 Indeed, Emerson
seems to think nothing characterizes his day so strongly as the allergic reaction of “fanatics in
freedom” to what they perceive as illegitimate authority.43
And yet Emerson was a shrewd enough social and political observer to recognize that the
collapse of corporatist, hierarchical structures of authority spelled neither the end of the need for
authority in a democracy, nor the eradication of illegitimate pretentions to authority within a
democratic-republic. The continuance, and even augmentation, of the institution of slavery
during Emerson’s most prolific years as a writer and lecturer (1830-1860) all-too-obviously
demonstrated the compatibility of democratic-republican political forms and systematic
oppression. While slavery stood out as a blatant, brutal, and legally authorized injustice in the
42
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South, Emerson keenly sensed the presence of milder, less apparent authoritarian oppressions
occurring extralegally under the more equal social conditions of the North. He insightfully
ruminated on the way in which these social or cultural sorts of authoritarianism—unsanctioned
by law or taking place outside the formal political system—impinged on freedom in a
democratic-republic.
In the same essay in which he recounts the breakdown of the corporatist social order in
New England, Emerson evaluates the effort of many of his closest friends to found an egalitarian,
socialist-utopian community at Brook Farm. He does not wholly condemn their aborted social
experiment, but he does note its shortcomings, chiefly, the absence of authority.
In Brook Farm was this peculiarity, that there was no head. In every family is the father; in every factory, a
foreman; in a shop, a master; in a boat, the skipper; but in this Farm, no authority; each was master or,
mistress of his or her actions; happy, hapless anarchists….People cannot live together in any but necessary
ways. The only candidates who will present themselves will be those who have tried the experiment of
independence and ambition, and have failed; and none others will barter for the most comfortable equality
the chance of superiority. Then all communities have quarreled. Few people can live together on their
merits. There must be kindred, or mutual economy, or a common interest in their business, or other external
tie.44

Coming from the oft-idealistic Emerson, this is a powerfully anti-utopian statement in which he
acknowledges the continuing need for external social bonds—for institutionalized authority. The
passage illuminates a tension at the heart of Emerson’s thinking. Namely, he aims to inspire
individuals to live self-reliantly and reimagines society as a union of these exceptional citizens.
At the same time, he recognizes the futility of trying to organize such a project (and the injustice
done to individuals when such an attempt is made) and the unfeasibility of fully achieving it in
the foreseeable future.
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Despite his occasionally exuberant optimism, Emerson interprets all of history to teach
the persistence of human selfishness and prejudice.45 Consequently, he accepts that human
society stands in need of “external ties”—laws, customs, and manners—to regulate its
interrelationships. He acutely feels the imperfection of these ties, yet at the same time
acknowledges their benefits. That is, he views many institutions not merely as necessary but as
good, as wholesome (if incomplete and provisional) expressions of intellectual/moral principles
and as provocations to more fully perceive these principles. Though he will not rest content with
existing institutions, Emerson nonetheless recognizes their (partial) good. His attitude toward
authority is usually to purify it—often in keeping with existing institutional forms—rather than
to radically alter its structure, for he realizes that revolutionary change may not result in
improvement but merely in formal alteration.
Continuing his reflections on the disbandment of Brook Farm, Emerson affirms the
necessity of offsetting impulse with centrality, of uniting the desire for progress with an
attachment to stable, abiding principles.
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Those who inspired and organized [Brook Farm] were of course persons impatient of the routine, the
uniformity, perhaps they would say the squalid contentment of society around them, which was so timid
and skeptical of any progress. One would say then that impulse was the rule in the society, without
centripetal balance; perhaps it would not be severe to say, intellectual sans-culottism, an impatience of the
formal, routinary character of our educational, religious, social and economical life in Massachusetts.

Here again, Emerson invokes the idea of equilibrium, attributing the community’s demise to its
disproportionate focus on improvement to the neglect of stability.
In the essay “Nature,” Emerson magnifies the polarity of impulse and centrality. He
describes the evolutionary march of the natural world, and he figures humans as creatures fated
to participate in its progressive movement. Yet he does not stop there.
The uneasiness which the thought of our helplessness in the chain of causes occasions us, results from
looking too much at one condition of nature, namely, Motion. But the drag is never taken from the wheel.
Wherever the impulse exceeds, the Rest or Identity insinuates its compensation. All over the wide fields of
earth grows the prunella or self-heal. After every foolish day we sleep off the fumes and furies of its hours;
and though we are always engaged with particulars, and often enslaved to them, we bring with us to every
experiment the innate universal laws. These, while they exist in the mind as ideas, stand around us in nature
forever embodied, a present sanity to expose and cure the insanity of men. Our servitude to particulars
betrays into a hundred foolish expectations. We anticipate a new era from the invention of a locomotive, or
a balloon; the new engine brings with it the old checks. They say that by electro-magnetism, your salad
shall be grown from the seed, whilst your fowl is roasting for dinner: it is a symbol of our modern aims and
endeavors,--of our condensation and acceleration of objects: but nothing is gained: nature cannot be
cheated: man's life is but seventy salads long, grow they swift or grow they slow. In these checks and
impossibilities, however, we find our advantage, not less than in the impulses.46

This passage is one of several in which Emerson offsets motion with rest, impulse with centrality.
Even in “Circles,” his most celebratory essay of flux and progress, he follows his famous selfcharacterization as an “experiment[er]” who “unsettles all things” with a nod to stability. “Yet
this incessant movement and progression which all things partake could never become sensible
to us but by contrast to some principle of fixture or stability in the soul. Whilst the eternal
generation of circles proceeds, the eternal generator abides. That central life is somewhat
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superior to creation, superior to knowledge and thought, and contains all its [creation’s]
circles.”47
In his remarks on Brook Farm, Emerson shows preference for the “experiment of
independence and ambition” with its “chance of superiority” over the experiment in communal
living with its promise of “comfortable equality.”48 In so doing, he suggests that repeated failures
in the personal dimension of the quest for freedom tempt persons to abandon it in favor of social
projects that hold out hope of human emancipation. This elemental abdication of individual
cultivation coincides with enhanced social discontent as persons sublimate displeasure with
themselves into social criticism. Unable to amend their own individual constitutions, persons
channel their hopes into efforts to reform their social and political constitution.
In a letter to George Ripley, justifying his decision not to join Brook Farm at its inception,
Emerson writes, “I cannot accuse my townsmen or my neighbors of my domestic grievances,
only my own sloth and conformity. It seems to me a circuitous and operose way of relieving
myself to put upon your community this emancipation which I ought to take on myself. I must
assume my own vows.”49 To be sure, Emerson, on occasion, overdraws the distinction between
personal and social reform, or underestimates the degree to which they are interdependent.
However, he resists the urge to lean too heavily on the side of social/political reform to the
neglect of personal renovation. He never loses sight of the project of individuality, which he
believes must permeate efforts at reform. He recurrently gives expression to the misguidedness
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of pursuing emancipation primarily through collective action (or in such a way that neglects
individuality) or of thinking it can be achieved simply through improved institutional design.
In Emerson and Self-Reliance, George Kateb asserts that “Democracy, for Emerson, is
emancipation.”50 Yet in the lecture on which Kateb bases this claim, “Boston” (1877), Emerson
names “Religion”—not democracy—as “the Emancipator”.51 He repeatedly extols the “religious
spirit” of Bostonians throughout the speech. In particular, he “trace[s] to this deep religious
sentiment and to its culture great and salutary results to the people of New England; first, namely,
the culture of the intellect, which has always been found in the Calvinistic church.” He also
commends the religious sentiment for serving “as an antidote to the spirit of commerce and of
economy” among the business-minded New Englanders.52 He goes so far as to credit the
religious sentiment with having infused the settlers of New England with a sustaining aim and
endurance noticeably absent from the experiments in living of his day.
By this [religious] instinct we are lifted to higher ground. The religious sentiment gave the iron purpose and
arm. That colonizing was a great and generous scheme, manly meant and manly done. When one thinks of
the enterprises that are attempted in the heats of youth, the Zoars, New-Harmonies and Brook-Farms,
Oakdales and Phalansteries, which have been so profoundly ventilated, but end in a protracted picnic which
after a few weeks or months dismisses the partakers to their old homes, we see with new increased respect
the solid, well-calculated scheme of these emigrants, sitting down hard and fast where they came, and
building their empire by due degrees.53

He grants the “black lines of cruel injustice; murder, persecution, and execution of women for
witchcraft” darkening the history of Boston and its surroundings.54 He also remarks being fairly
unimpressed with the quality of his ancestors’ intellectual output: “I confess I do not find in our
people, with all their education, a fair share of originality of thought; – not any remarkable book
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of wisdom; not any broad generalization, any equal power of imagination.”55 However, speaking
in a panegyrical mood, Emerson calls attention to the heart of what he finds truly exceptional
about the city, and which he thinks rightly imbues it with authority.
Greater cities there are that sprung from [Boston], full of its blood and names and traditions. It is very
willing to be outnumbered and out-grown, so long as they carry forward its life of civil and religious
freedom, of education, of social order, and of loyalty to law. It is very willing to be outrun in numbers, and
in wealth; but it is very jealous of any superiority in these, its natural instinct and privilege. You cannot
conquer it by numbers, or by square miles, or by counted millions of wealth. For it owes its existence and
its power to principles not of yesterday, and the deeper principle will always prevail over whatever material
accumulations.
As long as she cleaves to her liberty, her education and to her spiritual faith as the foundation of these, she
will teach the teachers and rule the rulers of America.56

In the lecture, as elsewhere, Emerson reserves the highest place of authority for “sentiment,”
“principles,” and “law,” elevating these above “power of imagination.”
In sum, Emerson praises and encourages the impulse of reform, but he wishes to adjoin it
to the instinct of centrality. He claims that the intuitions of the moral sense and the perceptions of
reason acquaint persons with universal laws that ought to bound experimentation. He preaches
faith in these capacities, which he believes common to all persons. He thinks humanity has
scarcely begun to avail itself of them, and he expects greater reliance on them will reveal
additional imperfections in social and political institutions. Thus, he discontentedly criticizes
actually constituted structures of authority and urges their renovation. At the same time, he
recognizes the partiality of the human condition, both in terms of the limitedness of the human
mind and the selfishness of the human heart. For this reason, he stands aloof from social
movements for reform and critiques them as alternative projections of impure authority; indeed,
ones that, were they successfully to displace the regnant authorities, would themselves
conspicuously betray the need of refinement.57
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Emerson suggests that one should neither expect the surcease of external authority nor
work for its entire eradication. In his soberest moments, he intimates that the best to be hoped for
is that a persistent minority will refuse to abandon the quest for individuality, and by so
persevering, will check or mitigate the imposition of illegitimate authority by leading groups
within a society. In short, Emerson thinks authority in a democracy is inescapable, needful, and
yet in need of vigilant limitation so as not to quash individual freedom.
Emerson and Informal Authority in a Democratic Regime
Ralph Waldo Emerson was a political thinker of the first rank but also of a restricted
scope. That is, he thought deeply and fruitfully about the nature of informal authority in a
democracy while scarcely attending to the institutional arrangements and operating procedures of
official bodies of government. Antonio Gramsci’s broad conceptualization of the State helpfully
illustrates the dual nature of authority in a regime.58 A State (regime), claims Gramsci, relies on
force and consent, coercion and persuasion, State and Church, political society and civil
society; politics and morality; law and freedom; order and self-discipline; violence and
civilization.59 That is, a regime’s authority is two-pronged, consisting of the legal capacity to
coerce (formal authority) and non-legal sanctioning capacity (informal authority). Emerson takes
for granted the suitability of many features of formal political authority in the United States (the
separation of powers, a system of checks and balances, federalism, regular elections, a
constitution with a bill of rights), and he spends little time arguing their superiority to other
forms of government or attempting to theorize their improvement. However, he closely inspects
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the structure and influence of informal authority in the United States and theorizes how to best
legitimate it.
To illuminate Emerson’s thinking on authority in a democracy, I place him in conversation
with two of his contemporaries, Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill, over the course of
the next two chapters. Both Tocqueville and Mill are better known as political theorists than is
Emerson because they trenchantly analyze formal democratic authority and outline institutional
proposals for how to best organize it. At the same time, both reflect deeply on informal authority
in a democracy, as does Emerson. Thus, to illuminate Emerson’s contributions as a political
thinker, I juxtapose him to two of his contemporaries who likewise reflect deeply on the nature
of democratic authority within the realm of opinions, sentiments, and mores/manners.
Born within three years of one another, the American, Frenchman, and Englishman each
expressed alarm at the immense power of public opinion and inordinate degree of social
conformism that they witnessed in democratic and/or democratizing societies. At the same time,
each saw the promise of democratic political systems and did not wish to halt their spread so
much as to forestall their baser tendencies in order to make the most of their opportunities for
freedom. To this end, each theorized how to purify democratic authority. In this chapter, I
present Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville as sharing a similar mode of analyzing authority in a
democratic regime, having like apprehensions of democracy, and engaging in a common
enterprise to edify or legitimate informal democratic authority. In the subsequent chapter, I
illuminate how Emerson’s theory of informal authority differs from that of Tocqueville and Mill,
respectively, in his pronounced skepticism of activist voluntary associations and of the cultural
influence of an educated elite. Ultimately, I contend that he more alertly guards against the
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various forms of factionalism that threaten a democratic political system than do the two
Europeans.
Informal Authority in a Democracy: Tocqueville
Like Emerson, Alexis de Tocqueville and John Stuart Mill recognize the persistence of
authority in a democracy, view informal authority as needful, and yet worry about its potentially
suffocating reach. Tocqueville studied American democracy as an aristocrat familiar with the
hierarchical structure of European societies in which a well-defined class enjoying superior rank
set the tone of the social order. Thus, he took especial interest in discovering how authority
operated within America’s democratic society, which lacked the sharp class distinctions of
Europe. Much of his analysis probes American life in an effort to discern which forces had taken
the place of the Old World’s aristocracy as sources of authority in the United States.
Instead of laboring under the illusion that informal authority has ceased to exist in a
democracy, Tocqueville thinks analysts of democratic polities should seek to better understand
its changing sources and scope.
Whatever happens, authority for [accepted] opinions has always to have a place somewhere in the
intellectual and moral world. Its place is variable but of necessity it has a place. The independence of an
individual can be more or less extensive but it could not possibly be boundless. So, the question is not
knowing whether such an intellectual authority exists during periods of democratic rule but simply where it
is to be found and how extensive it is.60

To Tocqueville, intellectual deference is an inescapable feature of life, even under democratic
social conditions. He argues that all individuals, on most issues, take their opinions on authority.
They have neither the time nor expertise to sift through data and diligently to seek out the most
cogent expressions of opposing viewpoints before making up their minds. Thus, they take “on
trust a host of facts and opinions…which have been discovered by abler minds” or “have been
adopted by the populace.” “Upon this primary foundation [the individual] erects the structure of
60
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his own thought. He is not brought to this manner of advancing by his own will but is limited by
the unbending laws of his own condition.” Tocqueville goes so far as to call this inescapable
intellectual deference a form of mental “enslavement,” though he qualifies it as “a salutary
enslavement which allows him to make sound use of his freedom.”61 Crucially, for Tocqueville,
public opinion may direct a person’s thinking and will without dictating it or being tyrannical.62
In addition to assuming intellectual deference to opinion and behavioral conformity to
mores as a fact of life, Tocqueville theorizes that individuals draw their opinions from common
authorities. Deference to authority is not merely requisite for persons to make sense of the world
individually; it enables them to inhabit a common world together. “For society to exist and all
the more so, for such a society to prosper, all the citizens’ minds must be united and held
together by a few principal ideas. This could not possibly exist unless each of them occasionally
draws his opinions from the same source and agrees to accept a certain number of ready-formed
beliefs.”63 Later, he identifies religion, or the “very general idea men have about God, his
connections with the human race, the nature of their souls, and their duties toward their fellows”
as the “shared source” of authority in the United States.64 He thinks the “vital truths” about these
matters are only directly accessible to a few select minds. Thus, “general ideas relating to God
and human nature” are “those most fitted to be withdrawn from the usual practices of individual
reason and which have the most to gain and the least to lose by recognizing an authority.”65
Tocqueville does not equate intellectual deference with blind conformism. Presumably,
he would task individuals with making a choice among the array of opinions on offer from
competing social groups, and he would hold them responsible to decide which aspects of life
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merit greater, and lesser, attention (perhaps excepting religion). Tocqueville encourages free
thought, and he urges individuals to exercise their reason assertively, though he believes this to
be possible only within a limited terrain. Thus, while Tocqueville sees moral and intellectual
authority as inevitable and even praiseworthy up to a point, he also frets about its breadth and
intensity. The specter of unthinking and abject conformism to the “absolute power of the
majority” provokes his darkest broodings on democracy in America. Indeed, he predicts that as
social conditions become more democratic, the tendency of prevailing social groups to
authoritatively impose their opinion will increase as well.66
Informal Authority in a Democracy: Mill
In a review of Tocqueville’s second volume of Democracy in America, Mill concurs with
the Frenchman’s assessment that, despite its vaunted political freedoms, democracy gives rise to
an intellectual atmosphere marked by deference to the authority of popular opinion and a paucity
of original thought.67 He expresses dread at the oppressiveness of social authority, which he
describes as exercising “tyranny…over the mind.”68 Noting a similar, though less pronounced
phenomenon in England, Mill attributes it not so much to social equality as to 1) the increasing
numbers of persons participating in the public realm and 2) the ease with which persons can
combine using modern means of communication and transportation. “It is in…the power of
combined action, that the progress of the Democracy has been the most gigantic,” he observes.69
In light of this hypertrophied power of combination, Mill does not think the numerousness of
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citizens in a democracy diversifies opinion/sentiments, but homogenizes them.70 In other words,
he posits that extending the sphere of a democratic-republic, in terms of population, has the
effect of exacerbating factional tyranny on account of technological advancements.
Tacit Associations as Bearers of Intellectual and Moral Authority: Tocqueville
One commonality among Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville is their perception of the
persistence of informal authority in a democracy, the need for it, and the potential threat of its
oppressiveness. A second common attribute of their social analysis is that each views society as
comprised of tacit associations united by similar opinions, sentiments, and tastes. They consider
these tacit associations as the primary bearers of informal authority.
As a careful student of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s writings, Tocqueville would have been
familiar with the distinction between formal and tacit associations drawn by Rousseau in his
Discourse on Political Economy.
Every political society is composed of other smaller societies of different kinds, each of which has its
interests and its rules of conduct: but those societies which everybody perceives, because they have an
external and authorized form, are not the only ones that actually exist in the State: all individuals who are
united by a common interest compose as many others, either transitory or permanent, whose influence is
none the less real because it is less apparent, and the proper observation of whose various relations is the
true knowledge of public morals and manners. The influence of all these tacit or formal associations causes,
by the influence of their will, as many different modifications of the public will.71

In Democracy in America, Tocqueville follows Rousseau in differentiating between tacit
associations and formal associations. For all of his astute observation of determinate associations,
such as the New England townships or American political parties, he points to tacit associations
as even more elemental forces shaping democracy in America. “The Anglo-American union
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represents more truly a state of society than that of certain nations of Europe which live under a
single body of laws and are subservient to one man,” he claims. He then roots American union in
citizens’ likeness of “political and religious ideas” and “philosophic and moral opinions.”72
When probing for the basis of the federal union of the American states, Tocqueville
discounts reasoned self-interest or attachment to the country’s federal institutional arrangement.
Instead, he locates the underpinning of political union in common customs and culture, that is, in
tacit association.
The thing which keeps a majority of citizens under the same government is much less the rational decision
to remain united than the instinctive, and in a sense, unconscious agreement resulting from like feelings
and similar opinions.
I shall never agree that men form an association simply because they acknowledge the same leader and
obey the same laws. An association comes into being only when certain men look at a large number of
subjects in the same way, when they have the same opinions on a large number of topics and when the
same events give rise to the same thoughts and impressions.73

In other words, political union depends on shared perspectives and common mores/manners
more than it rests on formal institutional arrangements or fundamental laws. For Tocqueville, a
tacit association among (many) American people precedes and undergirds the political union of
the several states.
Tacit Associations as Bearers of Intellectual and Moral Authority: Emerson
Like Tocqueville, Ralph Waldo Emerson traces the status of the United States’ political
union to the condition of American tacit association.74 Responding to the Fugitive Slave Law in
an address at Concord, Massachusetts in 1851, Emerson gives scant attention to the
constitutional framework of government and the legal question of states’ rights. Instead, he
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attends to a rupture in the underlying tacit association among Americans. To stress this
distinction, in the written remarks for his speech Emerson capitalizes “Union” when referring to
the legal confederation of separate states, and he leaves “union” lowercase to denote tacit
association. “The union of this people is a real thing, an alliance of men of one flock, one
language, one religion, one system of manners and ideas. I hold it to be a real and not a statute
union. The people cleave to the Union, because they see their advantage in it, the added power of
each….As much real union as there is, the statutes will be sure to express; as much disunion as
there is, no statute can long conceal.” When Emerson mentions language and religion he does
not mean “English-speaking” and “Protestant Christian” as ascriptive traits. Rather, he is
concerned that Americans no longer share the same vocabulary insofar as agreement seems to
have unraveled on the meaning of words basic to political life (such as “patriotism” and “Union”
as he notes later on in his address). As for religion, Emerson does not here refer to uniquely
Christian doctrines as much as to the more general “owning of a law” higher than the positive
law enacted by the legislature.75
Elsewhere, Emerson again states his conviction that a written charter among members
should not be understood as a society’s primary source of identity. Observing the utopian
communities of his day, which sought to reform society by novel means of organization,
Emerson praises their aspirations but not their method of association. In his opinion, they relied
overly much on a common plan, and the faithful commitment of the associates to it, which
smothered individuality for the sake of the thorough implementation of a system.
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The world is awaking to the idea of union, and these experiments show what it is thinking of. It is
and will be magic….But this union must be inward, and not one of covenants, and is to be reached
by a reverse of the methods they use. The union is only perfect, when all the uniters are isolated. It
is the union of friends who live in different streets or towns. Each man, if he attempts to join
himself to others, is on all sides cramped and diminished of his proportion; and the stricter the
union, the smaller and the more pitiful he is. But leave him alone, to recognize in every hour and
place the secret soul, he will go up and down doing the works of a true member, and, to the
astonishment of all, the work will be done with concert, though no man spoke. Government will
be adamantine without any governor. The union must be ideal in actual individualism.76

The common ties linking the “isolated” uniters of Emerson’s idealized “inward” association
presumably are shared moral sentiments or commonly perceived principles. These are to be
intuited separately by the several uniters rather than instilled through an authoritative scheme of
common education or corporate discipline aimed at solidarity.
Tacit Associations as Bearers of Intellectual and Moral Authority: Mill
The last member of this triplet of early theorists of modern democracy, John Stuart Mill,
also places great weight on ties of opinion and sentiment when analyzing politics. In his
reflections on representative government, Mill evaluates the claim, “Whatever is the strongest
power in society will obtain the governing authority; and a change in the political constitution
cannot be durable unless preceded or accompanied by an altered distribution of power in society
itself.” He assents to the statement, but only after qualifying that “economic power is [far] from
being the whole of social power.”77 Indeed, he considers the power of opinion as vastly superior
in strength to economic interest. “Opinion is itself one of the greatest active social forces. One
person with a belief is a social power equal to ninety-nine who have only interests. They who can
succeed in creating a general persuasion that a certain form of government, or social fact of any
kind, deserves to be preferred, have made nearly the most important step which can possibly be
taken towards ranging the powers of society on its side.”78 In his theories of society and politics,
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Mill gives prominence to opinion leaders, especially when a great number of them coalesce
around a common outlook.
It is what men think that determines how they act; and though the persuasions and convictions of average
men are in a much greater degree determined by their personal position than by reason, no little power is
exercised over them by the persuasions and convictions of those whose personal position is different, and
by the united authority of the instructed. When, therefore, the instructed in general can be brought to
recognize one social arrangement, or political or other institution, as good, and another as bad, one as
desirable, another as condemnable, very much has been done towards giving to the one, or withdrawing
from the other, that preponderance of social force which enables it to subsist.79

For Mill, then, governing authority rests on social power, which itself is composed, in large part,
of shared “persuasions and convictions,” or the components of a tacit association. Notably, he
attributes outstanding influence to “the instructed in general,” when they themselves unite
around a common set of ideas. That is, when the educated strata of society coalesce around a
common outlook, they are likely to propagate it successfully to the broader public so as to
establish it in social and political institutions.
Tacit Associations as Agents of Social Tyranny
Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville each warn that tacit associations, as bearers of informal
authority in a democratic regime, may behave tyrannically by illegitimately imposing their
opinions and sentiments on other groups/individuals. My own conception, influenced by their
writings, is that social tyranny occurs when leading social groups enforce compliance rather than
engaging in conversation to arrive at consensus. A social group displays a disposition of social
tyranny when it seeks to consolidate its influence by claiming authority through prestige,
activism (organization), or numbers—irrespective of the consent of other individuals or groups.
A social group practices social tyranny when it backs up its claims to authority with the
imposition of social penalties on dissenters.
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Conformity on the part of the individual is the complement of the tyrannical behavior of a
social group. A person may, through unthinking deference or overeager complaisance, surrender
her judgment to an influential social group without the latter necessarily behaving like a tyrant.
Under democratic conditions, individuals tend to adjust themselves to the opinions, sentiments,
and tastes of leading social groups with alacrity. At worst, they are not only sheeplike, prone to
submit and follow, but they are shadowlike in their inauthenticity and seem incapable of forming
an opinion outside the shade of a powerful social group. Nonage may indeed be strictly selfimposed. However, prevailing social groups rarely ever refrain from availing themselves of
individuals’ habitual conformism. To increase their standing, they exploit the inclination to
conform through a variety of strategies ranging from subtle, sentimental inducement to covert
manipulation of information to overt stigmatization of dissenters.
John Stuart Mill applauded the widespread acceptance of constitutionally limited
government in England, and he argued that basic political rights be extended to almost all adults.
However, he did not expect limited government, even when made increasingly representative, to
sufficiently secure freedom. Like James Madison, Mill worried about tyranny taking place within
society.
Protection…against the tyranny of the magistrate is not enough: there needs protection also against the
tyranny of the prevailing opinion and feeling; against the tendency of society to impose, by other means
than civil penalties, its own ideas and practices as rules of conduct on those who dissent from them; to
fetter the development, and, if possible, prevent the formation, of any individuality not in harmony with its
ways, and compel all characters to fashion themselves upon the model of its own.80

Mill described social tyranny as affixing a social stigma to its victims. He was not concerned to
protect individuals’ opinions and sentiments from being disrespected by their fellow citizens, but
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he did not want to see individuals punished economically, or denied professional and educational
opportunities and/or honors on account of having expressed unpopular sentiments.81
Tocqueville shared Mill’s anxiety of social tyranny (and probably sparked it). He asserts
that, in American democracy, robust voluntary associations salubriously substitute for
aristocratic nobles in their capacity to hold the formal governing authority of the state in check.82
Yet he also portrays tacit associations as having replaced—and even surpassed—feudal
monarchs in their despotic capacity of moral coercion.
Under the absolute government of one man, despotism, in order to attack the spirit, crudely struck the body
and the spirit escaped free of its blows, rising gloriously above it. But in democratic republics, tyranny does
not behave in that manner; it leaves the body alone and goes straight to the spirit. No longer does the master
say: “You will think as I do or you will die”: he says: “You are free not to think like me, your life, property,
everything will be untouched but from today you are a pariah among us. You will retain your civic
privileges but they will be useless to you, for if you seek the votes of your fellow citizens, they will not
grant you them and if you simply seek their esteem, they will pretend to refuse you that too. You will retain
your place amongst men but you will lose the rights of mankind. When you approach your fellows, they
will shun you like an impure creature; and those who believe in your innocence will be the very people to
abandon you lest they be shunned in their turn. Go in peace; I grant you your life but it is a life worse than
death.”83

Like Mill, Tocqueville recognizes that social tyranny in a democracy can occur while fully
respecting the formal civil rights of its victims. Influential factions do not abolish political
freedoms per se but render them ineffectual by branding dissenters as pariahs. By and large,
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Tocqueville respects the substance of established American mores, but he dreads the oppressive
informal authority exerted by the majority to regulate them.84
Emerson, in his famous essay “Self-Reliance,” rails against the pervasive social pressures
to conform weighing on the individual in a commercial democratic-republic.
Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members. Society is a jointstock company, in which the members agree, for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to
surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most request is conformity. Self-reliance is its
aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs.85

He exhorts individuals to refrain from unreflectively accepting the morality of mores prevailing
in society, which he finds adulterated by falsity, frivolity, and baseness.86 At the same time, he
expressly discountenances relying primarily on democratic means to reform mores/manners, for
he suspects democratic movements of being as flawed, and as hostile to individual liberty, as the
corrupt systems they endeavor to supplant.
The love which lifted men to the sight of these better ends, was the true and best distinction of this time, the
disposition to trust a principle more than a material force. I think that the soul of reform;…reliance on the
sentiment of man, which will work best the more it is trusted; not reliance on numbers, but, contrariwise,
distrust of numbers, and the feeling that then are we strongest, when most private and alone.87
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For Emerson, the liberation of society from an overbearing state or increased democratization
within society does not necessarily make a regime more hospitable to freedom.88 Nor does he see
the formal guarantee of political rights as commensurate with freedom,89 especially insofar as
individuals incur social penalties for speaking their mind90 or acting in accordance with their
conscientious convictions.91
“Majoritarian” Tacit Associations as Agents of Social Tyranny
To recap, Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville do not consider informal authority to have
abated in a democracy; they think it inevitable and—when structured appropriately—conducive
to human freedom. They locate informal authority in tacit associations, or social groups united
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by common opinions and sentiments. One of the foremost problems they detect in democratic
regimes is social tyranny, whereby an influential tacit association subjects other groups or
individuals to tremendous pressures to conform and then metes out social penalties when they do
not.
Of course, they recognize that not every tacit association has the capacity to engage in
wide-scale social tyranny. They variously refer to the tyrant in a democracy as “society” or “the
majority” to convey the fact that in a democracy a tacit association assumes authority by
presenting its views as those of a majority or as representing society as a whole (or at least as
representing respectable society). Obviously, when named as the agent of social tyranny,
“society” does not signify everyone associated together in a political community, but instead
refers to a portion of the community that oppresses the rest. Moreover, when speaking of “the
majority” as a tyrannical faction, the trio does not understand it solely in a quantitative sense, or
as including more than half of the adult population or citizenry. As Mill wrote, the entity referred
to as “the majority” may not actually be a majority per se but rather “those who succeed in
making themselves accepted as the majority.”92 That is, the agent of social tyranny may appear
to be a majority, or even to encompass a near totality of the general public, while actually being
comprised of only a small fraction of society.
What allows a social group to give the impression that it constitutes a majority, or speaks
on behalf of the better part of society? Politically, electoral victory enables a social group (or a
coalition thereof) to claim majority status in addition to control of government in a democracy.
Socially, groups may benefit from the perception of majority status without having demonstrated
numerical advantage if they enjoy superior cultural prestige or capacity for organized activism.
In sum, a social group’s ability to present itself as a majority, or to project its particular outlook
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as that of the whole of decent society, varies directly with its relative cultural prestige, its level of
activism or organizational capacity, and the sheer number of people who identity with it.
In Democracy in America, Tocqueville speaks of the tyranny of the majority occurring
both politically and through non-political channels. Yet the agent of democratic tyranny does not
remain the same throughout his work. At times, Tocqueville expresses concern about the ruling
majority, or party in power, swiftly imposing its will on the nation in the wake of an electoral
triumph.93 Elsewhere, he refers to the “vast majority,” or almost everyone in America.94 In other
passages, he thinks of the agent of democratic tyranny as a publicly influential faction whose
actual power far exceeds its numerical strength due to its aggressive activism in conditions of
generalized apathy.95 Let me focus on each kind of “majority” in turn.
An examination of political majoritarianism discloses that even a political majority is not
more than half of the citizenry, let alone more than half of the adult population. In light of the
fact that many people do not vote, even under conditions of near-universal suffrage less than
one-third of eligible voters make up an electoral majority in the United States during a
presidential election. Typically a coalition of twenty percent of eligible voters suffices to win a
midterm election. Additionally, universal suffrage did not obtain when Emerson, Mill, or
Tocqueville wrote about democratic tyranny, and thus the portion of the population composing
an electoral majority would have been significantly smaller. Insofar as they describe the agent of
tyranny to be “the majority,” and equate the latter with an electoral majority, they refer to far less
than half of the adult population. Moreover, in speaking of “the majority” they do not always
refer to an electoral majority at all.
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Formally, majoritarian political rule can be approached from either the standpoint of the
elected leaders who claim the mandate of popular election or of the majority of the voting
electorate whom they represent. That is, it can be evaluated through the lens of a trustee or
delegate theory of representation. Focus on elected officials yields analysis of the power of
political party operatives, and prompts examination of the strategies and tactics they employ to
build electoral majorities to win office. From this perspective, parties initiate action to which
people respond; the party establishment wields the power of persuasion. Viewed through the lens
of regular elections, one sees the variability of the majority political party. Democrats win an
election and two years later the Republicans triumph at the polls. The party in power, then, is one
referent of “the majority.”
Within the framework of democratic elections, one can also view the majority of voters
itself, rather than political elites, as the source of political power. From this vantage, the fact that
officeholders depend on popular support to gain and maintain their position means politicians
respond to the preferences of groups within the electorate rather than shaping them. Seen in this
light, the goal of the politician seeking election is not to build a majority so much as to discern
the preferences of a latent or pre-existing one and to appeal successfully to them.
Certainly not all persons who are eligible to vote participate in politics, or public life, to
the same degree. Some never vote. Others not only vote, but also write letters to the editor,
volunteer with political campaigns, plaster their vehicles with political bumper stickers, vocally
participate in town hall meetings, and advocate their political viewpoint in the workplace and in
conversations with friends and family. Given the fervid activism of some citizens and the
nonparticipation of others, the perceived majority (identified by conspicuousness of social and
political activism) may drastically diverge from a simple, numerical majority. To return to a
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previous example, assuming 39.9% turnout of eligible voters at a midterm election, 80% of the
voting population could theoretically share the same opinions and yet constitute an electoral
minority on account of their inactivity. The same assumption of differential degrees of
participation applies to other forms of activism that, in comparison to voting, are far less
quantifiable and routine. Without delving into the details of how “activism” is to be measured, I
simply assume that it can be gauged, at least roughly, and that some social groups (united by a
common set of opinions, tastes, and sentiments) are more active than others in public life.
Tocqueville describes how even a numerically small social group can exercise “the
tyranny of a faction” through its aggressive activism.
When the mass of citizens is engrossed solely with its own private affairs, even the most minor of parties
should not give up hope of becoming all-powerful in public affairs. At such a time, it is not uncommon to
see on the vast world stage, just as you do in the theater, a whole host of people represented by a few
players who alone speak on behalf of an absent or blasé crowd, who are alone active in the midst of the
general immobility, who manage everything according to their own whim, who change laws at will and
exert a tyrannical influence over moral standards. It is a source of astonishment to see a great nation falling
into the hands of such a small number of weak and unworthy people.96

Here the agent of tyranny numbers as only a fraction of the population yet nonetheless
successfully claims to “speak on behalf…of the crowd,” or to represent the majority, less due to
the persuasiveness of its opinions than on account of its fierce assertiveness.97
In the public discourse of a democratic polity, not every opinion sounds with equal
volume. Political actors leverage such resources as wealth, social rank, and media platform to
amplify their voices. Sometimes actors with a disproportionately great share of these resources
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themselves display a common set of opinions, tastes, preferences, ideas, and sentiments. Though
not necessarily a numerical majority, the prestige of a social group may nonetheless enable it to
exert an outsized influence on public discourse.
Commenting on the pivotal influence of Jeremy Bentham on political opinion in Great
Britain, Mill underscores the powerful sway of educated society.98 “Until [Bentham] spoke out,
those who found our institutions unsuited to them did not dare to say so, did not dare consciously
to think so; they had never heard the excellence of those institutions questioned by cultivated
men, by men of acknowledged intellect; and it is not in the nature of uninstructed minds to resist
the united authority of the instructed.”99 Note that Mill imputes not only self-censorship of
speech but even of conscious thought to non-elite dissenters.
Though it does not usually do so, a majority of elites may even cut across party lines. For
example, consider the United Kingdom’s 2016 referendum on membership in the European
Union. Political pundits and economic experts, of widely varying political persuasions,
overwhelmingly favored remaining in the EU, and yet the majority of voters did not. On the
issue, a majority of the participating electorate was at odds with the majority of elites and
ultimately trumped it. A citizen favoring Brexit likely felt as though he or she was bucking the
wisdom of “society” (whether fashionable society or the intelligentsia) even though the outcome
of the referendum revealed him or her to be in the electoral majority.
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A change in thinking about the majority as the party in power to the majority as holders
of popular opinion marks an analytical shift from political parties to voting blocs. However, it
does not necessitate the abandonment of an elite theory of democracy. If the latter is maintained,
then the relevant elite population no longer is comprised of politicians and party operatives but
rather of the social and cultural leaders who establish mores and shape public opinion.
For example, Tocqueville identifies men of letters, on the eve of the French Revolution,
as something of a unified elite that, while itself nowhere close to a numerical majority,
nonetheless wielded immense power of opinion/sentiment formation.100 As a group, they
exercised profound influence on the political upheavals that convulsed France at the close of the
eighteenth century. They factored prominently in the course of affairs despite the fact that they
were neither wealthy, nor politically experienced, nor ensconced in public office. “Men of letters,
men without wealth, social eminence, responsibilities, or official status, became in practice the
leading politicians of the age, [and] despite the fact that others held the reins of government, they
alone spoke with accents of authority.”101 What they did possess—the quality propelling them to
pre-eminence—was prestige in the form of intellectual and moral authority, owing in large part
to their literary prowess and readership.
In contrast, the French aristocracy enjoyed the privileges of their perch atop the social
class hierarchy, had immense wealth, and held positions of political responsibility. However,
Tocqueville observes that by the outbreak of the Revolution, this class no longer retained its
intellectual/moral prestige.
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A powerful aristocracy does not merely shape the course of public affairs, it also guides opinion, sets the
tone for writers, and lends authority to new ideas. By the eighteenth century the French nobility had wholly
lost this form of ascendancy, its prestige had dwindled with its power, and since the place it had occupied
in the direction of public opinion was vacant, writers could usurp it with the greatest ease and keep it
without fear of being dislodged.102

Of course, the littérateurs were not themselves a numerical majority of French society, but they
had garnered the celebrity to impress their ideas on the general public. These writers,
Tocqueville notes, “became the leaders of public opinion and played for a while the part which
normally, in free countries, falls to the professional politician.”103 He not only credits them with
having successfully disseminated revolutionary political ideas but even with having “shaped the
national temperament and outlook on life.”104 This is a crucial distinction, as an influential elite
does not merely garner conscious assent to particular policies but also unconscious, sentimental
concurrence to a general outlook. With the example of the French intellectuals in mind, one can
also conceptualize a perceived majority of “everybody who’s anybody,” identifiable on the basis
of prestige. That is, when considering the identity of “the majority,” in the sphere of informal
authority, leadership of mores and opinions is somewhat separable from, and even more
consequential than, control of financial resources. The ability to deploy symbolic capital, not
financial capital, qualifies one as enjoying prestige.105
Another way to think about “society” or “the majority” concerns itself, neither with
particular elections nor with differences among voting blocs, but rather with the ideas,
sentiments, and habits shared by almost the entirety of the population. Seen in this way, the
majority spans both political parties and social ranks, and its actions appear ubiquitous. Here, the
relevant identity is neither party affiliation nor class, but the traits understood as distinctive of the
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country as a whole. To examine this overwhelming majority one does not study party platforms
but rather tries to discern something like the national character or civil religion (in Robert
Bellah’s sense).106
Tocqueville observes that “the Anglo-Americans” agree on a common set of religious,
philosophical, moral, and political ideas. In a footnote, he then clarifies “that by the expression
Anglo-Americans I am referring only to the vast majority of people. There are always a few
individuals who keep themselves apart from this majority.”107 Here, the majority clearly crosses
the boundaries between the Democrats and National Republicans to include Americans of every
political stripe, as well as encompassing both rich and poor. “The few individuals” whom
Tocqueville recognizes occupying a position outside the majority appear also to be AngloAmericans in terms of race. Thus, by the “people,” he does not mean all persons residing in the
United States of America but rather white Americans.108 As Mill observes in On Liberty, “Those
whose opinions go by the name of public opinion, are not always the same sort of public: in
America they are the whole white population; in England, chiefly the middle class.”109 Again,
what Tocqueville describes as the “vast majority” of American “people,” and Mill designates as
the American “public,” I will term the cultural majority.
Technically, a cultural majority does not differ from a proportionally great numerical
majority. However, the two are separable analytically on account of the content of these
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majorities’ opinions. As Tocqueville writes, “they [the Anglo-Americans] do not always see eye
to eye on the measures they must take for good government and differ over some of the forms of
government they must adopt, but they do agree upon the general principles which should direct
human societies.”110 I consider a cultural majority’s opinion to concern such “general principles”
and to be bound up with questions about the very meaning and condition of human existence.
Understood in this way, a cultural majority stands out from a simple numerical majority on
account of being taken-for-granted by most people and of being far less variable. Whereas an
ordinary numerical majority fluctuates from issue to issue, and may vacillate wildly from
election to election, a cultural majority remains fixed across a wide range of issues and is much
more likely to endure over time. Hence, when considering majority opinion, it is of the utmost
importance whether one views the relevant majority as a numerical/electoral one, in which case
public opinion may appear whimsically variable, or a cultural one, in which case it will seem
iron-clad and immobile. Indeed, “public opinion” hardly seems the right name for what unites a
cultural majority in that the bond among associates operates less consciously, is more deeply
ingrained, and functions almost instinctually or pre-rationally.111 Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of
habitus may be a more suitable name for it.112
Let me conceptualize one final majority, a social majority, as a social group enjoying
disproportionately great cultural prestige and social activism (prestigious majority + activist
majority = social majority) within a social field. A social majority has not yet obtained enough
influence that its values are taken-for-granted by almost everyone, as with a cultural majority, yet
110
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its power is great enough that it could conceivably become one. Theoretically, the formation of a
social majority begins with an intellectual vanguard of elites that inventively propagates ideas,
theories, principles, and doctrines. When this influential elite group succeeds in winning over—
through inspiration, persuasion, or manipulation—a large segment of the population to its views,
it then directs public opinion (that is, successfully forges a social majority). In this case, public
opinion is composed of (elite) apostles and (non-elite) converts. The latter, while they do not set
or innovate doctrine, may nonetheless be extremely active proselytizers and champions of a
doctrine and of its practical application.
Emerson illustrates the idea of a social majority in “Self-Reliance,” the essay in which he
sounds his loudest outcry against oppressive social pressure. In it, Emerson revolts against the
suffocating authority that results from the concurrence of prestigious elites and vociferous
activists within a social field. He regards a majority of elites, unsupported by militant activists, as
a relatively feeble force. It takes no great heroism, he claims, “to brook the rage of the cultivated
classes” who tend to be “decorous and prudent” on account of their own advantaged social
position. Considered in isolation, he also discounts non-elite or popular “aversation” to
nonconformity as too superficial to merit great concern. The “sour faces of the multitude have no
deep cause,” he writes, “but are put on and off as the wind blows….” However, when the
hostility of those with cultural prestige (a majority of elites) is backed by “the indignation of the
people” roused into action (an activist majority), Emerson claims that one “needs the habit of
magnanimity and religion to treat it godlike as a trifle of no concernment.”113 In other words, he
recognizes that the formation of an authoritarian social majority (a majority of elites + an activist
majority) poses an especially grave threat to liberty.
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In sum, a social group may be perceived as a majority on the basis of its superior prestige,
activism, and/or sheer numbers of (tacit) members. Factional or social tyranny refers to 1) the
authoritarian means whereby a social group seeks to forge and consolidate a social majority so as
to attain cultural dominance and 2) the authoritarian means a social majority employs to sustain
such cultural hegemony if achieved. To resist factional tyranny involves guarding conditions of
free agreement (and dissent), the only atmosphere out of which a union of diverse people (E
Pluribus Unum) can result, from the efforts of a social group to impose an authoritative set of
opinions/sentiments on society as a whole (in an elitist and/or populist manner) by inflicting
social penalties on dissenters.
Social Tyranny as a Cultural-Political (Not Economic) Phenomenon
When contemplating social tyranny in a democracy, Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville
typically think of a “majoritarian” tacit association as motivated by cultural-political antipathies
rather than economic interests. For his part, Emerson reproves the aristocracy of wealth in the
United States, “The stockholder has stepped into the place of the warlike baron,” he observes.
“The nobles shall not any longer, as feudal lords, have power of life and death over the churls
[peasants], but now, in another shape, as capitalists, shall in all love and peace eat them up as
before. Nay, government itself becomes the resort of those whom government was invented to
restrain.”114 Yet, Emerson’s aversion to the political influence of wealth is mitigated by an
attenuated affirmation of Locke’s insistence that property accrues to the industrious and rational.
Additionally, he sees the rapidity with which wealth circulates in a commercial republic as
continually reshuffling the holders of riches, thus impeding a stable plutocracy. “We complain of
its oppression of the poor, and of its building up a new aristocracy on the ruins of the aristocracy
it destroyed. But the aristocracy of trade has no permanence, is not entailed, was the result of toil
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and talent, the result of merit of some kind, and is continually falling, like the waves of the sea,
before new claims of the same sort.”115 Moreover, he refuses to glorify the middle class and the
poor, many of whom he finds imbued with the same materialistic, acquisitive spirit as the rich,
lacking only the talent or opportunity to as conspicuously manifest it. Thus, he assails “the spirit
of commerce,” but does not hold any particular segment of society solely responsible for
perpetuating it.116
Emerson, then, judges the social tyranny practiced by social groups entrenched in cultural
institutions, by means of manners/mores, to be distinct from the exploitation of the poor by the
rich accomplished through market manipulations and techniques of marketing and advertising.
Like Emerson, Tocqueville conjectures the rise of an industrial aristocracy but ultimately does
not consider it likely to persist as a cohesive agent of social tyranny. First, he denies that wealthy
Americans share a common cultural outlook or unified political vision. As Tocqueville writes, in
the United States, “although there are rich men, richer classes do not exist, for the wealthy do not
share a common spirit or objective or traditions or hopes; there are individual members, therefore,
but no definite corporate body.”117 Second and relatedly, Tocqueville sees aristocrats by wealth
leveraging their financial clout merely to advance their material self-interests, and not to
command the spiritual (intellectual and moral) landscape. On this view, the wealthy may benumb
the moral sentiments but they do not seek to impose them in authoritarian fashion. As
Tocqueville writes, “the business aristocracy…aims not to rule…but to use….”118 The economic
extraction and exploitation it practices, while spiritually degrading, is not spiritually dictatorial.
115

Emerson, “The Young American,” in Nature, Addresses, and Lectures, vol. 1 of The Complete Works of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 357-358.
116
Emerson, “Man the Reformer,” in Nature, Addresses, and Lectures, vol. 1 of The Complete Works of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 222: “The sins of our trade
belong to no class, to no individual. One plucks, one distributes, one eats. Every body partakes, every body
confesses, --with cap and knee volunteers his confession, yet none feels himself accountable.”
117
Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 647-648.
118
Tocqueville, Democracy in America, 648.

54

That is, the rich do not aspire to impose a comprehensive cultural framework on society. Of
course, this is not to deny that a social group will exploit its financial advantages in an effort to
establish its cultural-political outlook. However, Emerson and Tocqueville both distinguish the
craving for cultural-political control from the desire for economic dominance, and view the
former as the greater stimulant to social tyranny.
Mill joins Emerson and Tocqueville in expecting social tyranny to be conducted on the
basis of opinion/sentiment rather than economic interest. “It is not from the separate interests,
real or imaginary, of the majority, that minorities are in danger: but from its antipathies of
religion, political party, or race.”119 That is, he conceives social tyranny as, at root, a culturalpolitical phenomenon, though he recognizes that a political and/or cultural majority may use
economic exclusion to sanction a dissenting individual or group.
Civil Society as Site of Social Tyranny; Public Opinion as Vehicle of Social Tyranny
Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville each redirect attention to civil society—or the sphere of
informal authority—as a site of tyranny in a democratic regime, and they identify public opinion
as the vehicle of social tyranny. Mill frames his treatise, On Liberty, as a “struggle between
Liberty and Authority,” by which he means the conflict between the liberty of the individual and
the controlling authority of society.120 He conceives society-as-actor as having two primary arms
of enforcement—the laws of the state and the unwritten rules of public opinion.121
Parallel to the means whereby the party in control of the governing apparatus regulates
action by enacting and enforcing laws, Mill recognizes that a social group with commanding
influence over public discourse regulates speech and behavior by establishing sacrosanct
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opinions and sentiments and then forbidding or punishing dissent from them. Noting a
widespread, ingrained suspicion of the central government in Great Britain, Mill claims the
strongest groups within the body politic more effectively assert social control through “rules of
conduct” than by leveraging the state to advance their aims.122 He then explores the boundary
between legitimate and illegitimate social control when applied through opinions and mores
backed by non-legal penalties. He is animated by the conviction that the dominant social group
or groups will be far more likely to transgress the boundary of legitimate social coercion than to
respect it.
I have already presented Tocqueville’s perception that the majority in a democracy may
spiritually, rather than legally and physically, enslave those outside its ranks. In addition to
referring to the agent of democratic despotism as “the majority,” Tocqueville also names it as
“public opinion.”123 This latter designation signifies the way in which a particular public (tacit
association) imposes its will on the rest of society by establishing certain of its opinions as
authoritative and then punishing (marginalizing or stigmatizing) those who contradict them.
Discussing race in America, Tocqueville claims that the white majority’s tyrannical imposition
of public opinion engenders even stronger prejudices again blacks than do laws discriminating
against them. He cites the plight of free blacks living in the North as an instance of formal legal
equality subsisting alongside harsh social oppression. “It is true that in the North of the Union
the law permits [blacks] and whites to contract legal marriages but public opinion regards any
white man united with a [black woman] as disgraced and it would be difficult to quote an
example of such an event.” He goes on to catalogue the political rights legally guaranteed to all
freemen in the North but denied to blacks as a matter of opinion. If a black citizen were to
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attempt to exercise them, thereby transgressing public opinion, she would incur the punitive fury
of the majority tacit association.124
Emerson deplores the presumption to authority on the part of majoritarian tacit
associations in a democratic regime, and the way they coax individuals into unthinking and
demoralized compliance. In particular, he scoffs at the notion that he lives in an especially
enlightened age and chides the self-congratulatory tone of those who uncritically laud human
moral and intellectual progress. He takes issue with the idea that the decline of religious
authority in society indicates the downfall of authority as such. He chides persons who take pride
in their superior rationality as if discarding religious superstitions automatically confers
independence of mind and clarity of insight.
We boast our emancipation from many superstitions; but if we have broken any idols, it is through a
transfer of the idolatry. What have I gained, that I no longer immolate a bull to Jove, or to Neptune, or a
mouse to Hecate; that I do not tremble before the Eumenides, or the Catholic Purgatory, or the Calvinistic
Judgment-day,-- if I quake at opinion, the public opinion, as we call it….125

Emerson is convinced that authority has neither disappeared from democracies nor been forced
into retreat to the point of obliteration. Rather, he recognizes that informal authority has been
transposed into the secular and impersonal form of public opinion. Though an immaterial force,
Emerson describes this authority, like Tocqueville, as harshly oppressive: “for nonconformity the
world whips you with displeasure.”126
Public Opinion: The Rule of a Public through Its Power of Opinion
In an 1928 article for the American Journal of Sociology, Edward Bernays defined public
opinion both as “the thought of any given group of society at any given time toward a given
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object” and as “the power of the group to sway the larger public in its attitude.”127 I emphasize
his second signification to assert that public opinion, as interconnected with social tyranny, has
to do with attempts on the part of a social group to manipulate opinion and engineer consent.
With respect to social tyranny, one should not think of public opinion as the result of a
reasonably well-conducted public poll, accurately reporting the opinion of the entire adult
population. Instead, it should be seen as 1) the opinion held in common by members of an
influential tacit association and 2) the pressure this social group exerts on the broader society in
an effort to establish its opinion as indisputably authoritative.
The political realm is endangered when a particular tacit association or “public” succeeds
in setting up its opinion as sacrosanct and then applies its power and/or prestige to enforce
compliance with its views. Under the rule of public opinion (that is, the rule of a public through
its power of opinion) a dominant faction superintends public discourse and controls the terms of
debate. It enforces its will by inducing conformity and imposing social penalties. In such a
climate, the complexion of popular government changes. Under the reign of public opinion, the
lively exchange of diverse opinions, which serves to refine them, gives way to an atmosphere of
respectable opinion-holding in which persons with heterodox views self-censor or, if they dare to
speak out, incur the wrath of the public. Leading ideas simultaneously become more extreme and
more mediocre, for they are not submitted to the criticism that would otherwise moderate and
improve them. Moreover, even the quality of dissenting opinions deteriorates when a uniform
public opinion usurps political discourse, since minority opinions tend to be colored by
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resentment toward the reigning body of ideas and feelings—and toward those who propagate it
and/or shield it from criticism.128
Tocqueville, Mill, and Emerson are in agreement that the rule of public opinion
insidiously strikes at the very core of a democratic regime—the capacity of individual citizens to
form quality opinions and to make sound judgments.129 In Democracy in America, Tocqueville
gives a definitive description of the overarching oppressiveness of public opinion in democratic
regimes. He notes the bidirectional forces that work in tandem to aggrandize the will of the
majority: 1) individuals timidly relinquish self-trust and defer to reigning opinion and 2) the
public intrudes its opinion through collective pressure. In this way, self-distrustful conformity
occurs alongside socially imposed compliance.
Not only is commonly held opinion the only guide to the reason of the individual in democracies but this
opinion has, in these nations, an infinitely greater power than in any other. In times of equality, men have
no confidence in each other because of their similarities but this very similarity gives them an almost
limitless trust in the judgment of the public as a whole. For it appears likely, in their view, that, since they
all have similar ideas, truth will reside with the greatest number…In democratic nations, the general public
possesses an unusual power which aristocracies could not imagine. It does not impose its beliefs by
persuasion but inserts them in men’s souls by the immense pressures of corporate thinking upon the
intelligence of each single man….whatever the political laws governing men in times of equality, we can
predict that the trust in commonly held opinions will devolve into a sort of religion with the majority acting
as prophet…The intellectual authority will easily assume greater proportions and it could come about that,
in the end, it might restrict the reason of the individual within narrower limits than is appropriate to the
grandeur and happiness of humankind. In equality, I see two tendencies: one which leads every man’s
thought into new paths and another which would force him willingly to cease thinking at all. I observe how,
beneath the power of certain laws, democracy would blot out that intellectual liberty supported by the
social, democratic state in such a way that, having broken the shackles formerly imposed upon it by class
systems or men, the human spirit would be closely confined by the general will of the majority.130
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Emerson131 and Mill132 share, or perhaps second, Tocqueville’s premonition. Each places a high
value on the quality of citizens’ opinions and judgments in a democratic polity and holds that
substantial intellectual and moral independence for individuals is necessary thereto. Each
expresses concern over the perversion of informal democratic authority and posits the question:
how can the intellectual/moral authority of society (a prevailing social group), exercised through
the imposition of a uniform public opinion (and aided by a widespread disposition to conform),
be resisted, broken up, and generally rendered less oppressive? Coincidentally, what does
legitimate informal authority look like in a democratic polity?
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Chapter 2: Legitimating Informal Authority in a Democratic Regime
In the preceding chapter, I highlighted commonalities in the analysis of democratic
regimes conducted by Ralph Waldo Emerson, Alexis de Tocqueville, and John Stuart Mill. Each
perceives the continuation of informal authority in a democracy as necessary, dreads its potential
oppressiveness—the looming threat of social tyranny—and theorizes how to render it
simultaneously more legitimate and less menacing. Each identifies the agent of social tyranny as
a cultural-political tacit association whose authoritativeness depends on projecting itself as “the
majority” or as representing “society” in general. Each observes social tyrants aspiring to rule by
public opinion, that is, by establishing their opinions and sentiments as indubitable and then
suppressing disagreement by inflicting social penalties on dissenters.
Yet within this shared analytic framework, there is considerable difference among the
three as to the actual structure of informal authority in a democracy, and the best means of
guarding against social tyranny. Tocqueville theorizes that equality of social conditions gives
rise to individualism, or a mentality of privatism, in which persons withdraw from the public
sphere and leave the management of political affairs to others. Perhaps nothing disquiets him
more than the prospect of widespread apathy toward public life on the part of citizens. Within a
political culture characterized by civic withdrawal, he forebodes a situation in which a
benevolently despotic government, or a small but forceful faction, tyrannically imposes its will
on a languid, inattentive, and isolated citizenry. Thus, he does not wish to avert any particular
social group from acting tyrannically so much as to ward off a generalized condition of civic
apathy that invites despotism. To avoid such a condition, he thinks nothing as imperative as
inducing citizens to associate in joint enterprises, both public and private. He hopes political and
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civil associations, motored by habitually active citizens, will sufficiently defend against
bureaucratic despotism and hinder any faction presuming to bring society under its control.
Mill thinks the progress of civilization (modernization) supercharges public opinion as a
political force and strengthens the hand of the middle class to direct it. I have already mentioned
that he sees improved means of communication and transportation as making political
coordination far simpler and speedier than in previous ages. The benefits of hyperconnectivity
accrue mainly to the middle or commercial class, Mill believes, on account of its great strides in
accumulating property and acquiring education with the industrialization of society. As an
ascendant political agent, Mill anticipates the middle class imprinting itself (its habits of mind,
mores, and beliefs) on the totality of society, for better and for worse. He thinks it imperative to
guard against its inveterate prejudices and antipathies (the likeliest stimuli of social tyranny) by
augmenting the political and cultural influence of the leisured and learned class, or, “the
instructed.” That is, he urges the clerisy to unite and leverage its combined authority to restrain
and guide the middle class.
Of the three theorists under consideration, Emerson is the lone insider of an established
democratic regime. He does not merely observe democracy but existentially inhabits it. As such,
he acutely feels the others-directed character within a democratic system, whereby individuals
tend to accept popular opinions and prevailing manners without duly evaluating them. It is not as
though the inhabitants of a democracy are more disposed to conform than were persons living in
an aristocratic or tribal society. However, the sheer number of political participants in a populous
democracy and their presumed equality shield or make subtler—though in no way eliminate—
the perennial political pathology whereby some crave rulership and others cravenly submit.
Emerson wishes 1) to secure to the individual a space of solitude, buffered from encroaching
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social pressures, in which to think and judge; 2) to equip individuals with habits of self-reliance
to withstand and combat authoritarian social pressures; and 3) to encourage an ethic of love and
humility whereby individuals refrain from efforts to subjugate their consociates. Like
Tocqueville, he is not so concerned to thwart a particular social tyrant as much as to counter the
general inertness of democratic citizens. However, he aims to counter their spiritual torpidity and
docility, not their political inactivity and inattention to public affairs. For he well knows that
associated activism—even when animated by morally praiseworthy aims—often infects society
with the lust for social control.133
Like Mill, Emerson sees the need for moral and intellectual leadership in a democracy,
and yet he does not encourage deference to the highly educated strata of society. Indeed, he
judges them to be as capable of vulgarity and as susceptible to class prejudice as ordinary
citizens.
In the class called intellectual, the men are no better than the uninstructed. They use their wit and learning
in the service of the devil. There are bad books and false teachers and corrupt judges; and, in the
institutions of education a want of faith in their own cause. Nay, it happens often, that the well-bred and
refined, the inhabitants of cities, dwelling amidst colleges, churches, and scientific museums, lectures,
poets, libraries, newspapers, and other aids supposed intellectual are more vicious and malignant than the
rude country people, and need to have their corrupt voting and violence corrected by the cleaner and wiser
suffrages of poor farmers.134

Moreover, Emerson does not counsel customary reliance on the verdicts of an educated class, no
matter how upstanding, for he insistently aims to preserve individuality of thought and judgment.

133

See Emerson, “Lecture on the Times,” 263-264: “The Reforms have their high origin in an ideal justice, but they
do not retain the purity of an idea. They are quickly organized in some low, inadequate form, and present no more
poetic image to the mind, than the evil tradition which they reprobated. They mix the fire of the moral sentiment
with personal and party heats, with measureless exaggerations, and the blindness that prefers some darling measure
to justice and truth. Those, who are urging with most ardor what are called the greatest benefits of mankind, are
narrow, self-pleasing, conceited men, and affect us as the insane do. They bite us, and we run mad also.”
134
Emerson, “Celebration of Intellect: An Address at Tufts College, 10 July 1861,” in vol. 2, The Later Lectures of
Ralph Waldo Emerson, 1843-1871, eds. Ronald A. Bosco and Joel Myerson (Athens, GA: University of Georgia
Press, 2005), 245-246. See also his comment in “Aristocracy”: “No great man has existed who did not rely on the
sense and heart of mankind as represented by the good sense of the people, as correcting the modes and overrefinements and class-prejudices of the lettered men of the world” (“Aristocracy” in Lectures and Biographical
Sketches, vol. 10 of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1903-1904), 64).

63

“Truly speaking, it is not instruction, but provocation, that I can receive from another soul. What
he announces, I must find true in me, or wholly reject; and on his word, or as his second, be he
who he may, I can accept nothing.”135 For his part, he disclaims the possession of spiritual
authority, and denies any insinuation that he designs to inaugurate a cultural revolution.136
An Emersonian Critique of Tocqueville’s Remedy for Social Tyranny
Attending to the contrast Tocqueville draws between American and European political
associations illustrates this disjunction between the numerical dominance of a majority and its
legitimate authority. He sharply contrasts the militaristic political associations of Europe with
their more civil counterparts in America. The former, he writes, “centralize the management of
their forces as much as they can and entrust the power of all the members to a small number of
leaders.” The leaders claim to represent the nation as a whole, seeing themselves as its
135
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“legislative and executive council.”137 These leaders seek to rule, that is, they eschew the
painstaking work of persuasion, through exchange of opinion, and instead aspire to seize control
of the levers of power in order to effect top-down change.
Tocqueville describes the members of a centralized, European-style association behaving
like foot soldiers marching together in lock step at the command of their superiors. “They profess
the doctrine of passive obedience or rather, by uniting, they have entirely sacrificed their
judgment and their free will in one fell swoop. As a result, there often reigns at the heart of these
associations a tyranny as unbearable as that exercised in society by the government they are
attacking. Such tyranny lessens their moral authority considerably.” Tocqueville disdains the
mindlessness of the party supporter who “agrees slavishly to obey some of his fellow men,
yielding up his will and his very thoughts to them.” Importantly, he considers the nature of group
membership in a centralized association—servile followership—to cause the association to
possess a “moral authority” vastly inferior to what its sheer numbers or power of combined
action would suggest. In other words, he posits that the amount of a group’s legitimate moral
authority varies directly with the degree of conscientious, individualized judgment that obtains
within it.138
In contrast to the debased European mode of association, Tocqueville praises the
American manner of combining. “The Americans too have introduced a form of government
within associations which is a civil administration. Individual independence is recognized in it;
as in society, all men are progressing simultaneously toward the same end but none of them is
bound to move along exactly the same track. No one has sacrificed his will or his reason but they
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exert them for the success of a common enterprise.”139 The hope Tocqueville places in
associations, as mediating institutions, to stave off democratic despotism rests on associations
maintaining their “civil” character.
Like Tocqueville, Emerson rejects the notion that an electoral majority merits authority
merely on account of its demonstrated numerical advantage. He considers the embrace of
majority rule to have supplanted a superior, more spiritualized (intellectual and moral)
understanding of authority. “The doctrine of inspiration is lost; the base doctrine of the majority
of voices, usurps the place of the doctrine of the soul.”140 On a theoretical plane, he consistently
and unabashedly refuses to acknowledge the authority of democratic electoral majorities as final.
In “The Transcendentalist,” he professes his allegiance to the idealist camp that respects
principles over against popularity. “The materialist respects sensible masses, Society,
Government, social art, and luxury, every establishment, every mass, whether majority of
numbers, or extent of space, or amount of objects, every social action. The idealist has another
measure, which is metaphysical, namely, the ‘rank’ which things themselves take in his
consciousness; not at all, the size or appearance.”141 In “Self-Reliance” he denounces Americans’
“slavish respect for numbers” that falsely leads them to measure the legitimacy of authority
quantitatively.142
Insincere and unthinking opinions may count at the ballot box, but they do not tally with
Emerson’s ideal of authority. “You look with pride at majorities. Your party has a great many
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voters. Hundreds, thousands, did you say? But are you quite sure there is one?”143 If the
greatness of democratic government is that each citizen can take part in collective decisionmaking, Emerson finds the mortifying actuality to be that the citizens who participate politically
often do so in thoughtless, deceived, or intimidated fashion. He regrets that many people are not
even acquainted with their own opinion; instead, they hold an opinion drawn from someone else.
In a representative democracy, most voters cannot even be said to represent themselves at the
polls. Instead, they cede their judgment to the importunities of an interest group, social
movement, or party. He considers the average voter to be neither unintelligent nor bad-hearted,
but manipulable and irresponsible.
Tocqueville observes that Americans mitigate “majority” rule through the art of
association and the enlightening influence of informal authorities. Individuals who find
themselves temporarily in the minority join together to more effectively state their case and
promote their cause. These associations provide individuals with a base of power from which to
resist an encroaching faction. Additionally, he sees informal authorities modifying the spirit of
democracy, expressed through public opinion, by checking its crudest impulses. In particular, he
sees informal authorities inculcating habits that counter the extreme egalitarian impulse
prompted by ever-democratizing social conditions. (Tocqueville locates informal authority in the
United States in the legal profession, press, and clergy.) In sum, associations counter the power
of prevailing social groups while informal authorities refine—or at least diversify—prevailing
opinion.
Yet Tocqueville does not adequately consider the role of associations in the transmission
and reinforcement of public opinion. That is, associations may serve as carriers of public opinion
143
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rather than as antidotes to it. Moreover, informal authorities do not simply monitor public
opinion and refine it; they also manufacture public opinion and inflame it. Thus, degradation in
the quality of associational life and in the caliber of informal authority does not merely render
inoperative the tonics that Tocqueville detects at work in the United States as counterweights to
the ominous power of public opinion. It actually reverses their influence so that associational life
and informal authority serve to supercharge the oppressiveness of public opinion. In other words,
associations may not issue from—and further elicit—the verve of thoughtful, discerning
individuals. Rather, they may be presided over by narrow-minded leaders and constituted by
zealous, undiscerning conformists. Likewise, informal authorities may not helpfully aid
individual reason but may lead it astray. They may not cherish freedom of opinion but compel its
orthodoxy.
To be fair, Tocqueville does not affirm the mere participation of Americans in
associations, but also the civil manner in which they combine. In addition, he is not oblivious to
the corruptibility of informal authority. For instance, when he writes of religion’s influence in
America he usually means to praise it for correcting public opinion and ennobling customs. Yet,
he also observes how religion reigns in a manner that closely resembles public opinion.144
Namely, it is authoritatively imposed and deferentially accepted. Furthermore, Tocqueville
plainly does not paint a rosy picture of democracy; he is keenly aware of its worst tendencies to
the point of nearly being overwhelmed by pessimism when considering it. Even so, Tocqueville
does not sufficiently inspect how public opinion, as a tyrannical force, forms and proliferates. In
consequence, he tends to think of associations and informal authorities in the United States as
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stably opposed to the rule of public opinion rather than fully appreciating their potential
complicity in its homogenization and reign.
In contrast, Emerson acutely senses the danger vigorous associations pose to self-reliant
individuality as well as the threat of informal authorities imposing opinions on the public rather
than checking and moderating those that prevail within the citizenry. His criticism of reformers
in “New England Reformers”—in which he faults their overreliance on association and their
partiality—neatly summates his concerns with social tyranny in its respective populist (activist)
and elitist (prestigious) variants.145
Emerson witnessed firsthand the rise of the civil society that Tocqueville saw flourishing
during his travels across America. Emerson celebrated the development and took part in it, as his
break with the Unitarian Church and his subsequent participation in the Free Religious
Association attests. At the same time, he had been schooled at Harvard as the scion of a
prominent family that, for generations, had occupied New England pulpits. Thus, he was well
acquainted with the interests of the social eminences in and around Boston and partly
sympathetic to them.
As early as 1829 William Ellery Channing, in response to the burgeoning social movements
in New England, sounded the alarm at the tyrannical tendencies of these extensive associations.
Many of the concerns he expresses in “Remarks on Associations” resurface in the works of
Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville and in strikingly similar language. Channing especially
deprecates the way in which reformist social groups weaponize public opinion, through
associations, to advance their aims.
We are persuaded that, by an artful multiplication of societies, devoted apparently to different objects, but all
swayed by the same leaders, and all intended to bear against a hated party, as cruel a persecution may be carried
on in a free country as in a despotism. Public opinion may be so combined, and inflamed, and brought to bear
145
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on odious individuals or opinions, that it will be as perilous to think and speak with manly freedom as if an
inquisition were open before us.

He continues,
In this country, few things are more to be dreaded than organizations or institutions by which public opinion
may be brought to bear tyrannically against individuals or sects. From the nature of things, public opinion is
often unjust; but, when it is not embodied and fixed by pledged societies, it easily relents, it may receive new
impulses, it is opened to influences from the injured. When shackled and stimulated by vast associations, it is in
danger of becoming a steady, unrelenting tyrant, brow-beating the timid, proscribing the resolute, silencing free
speech, and virtually denying the dearest religious and civil rights.146

Whereas Alexis de Tocqueville lauds associations as mediating bodies that buffer individuals
against democratic despotism, Channing (and Emerson after him) warily suspect them of being
vehicles of social tyranny. For the two New Englanders, associations—even those with
benevolent impulses—may serve to school members in narrowly sectarian attitudes and
techniques of social tyranny rather than to educate them in habits of liberty. If Tocqueville fears
isolation and apathy with the atrophy of associational life, Channing and Emerson warn against
the insane zealotry of strong group attachment. Their worry is not that Americans will end up
bowling alone but rather that they may assemble into crusading, closed-minded factions that treat
outsiders as “ninepins.”147
Like Channing, Emerson chided the social reformers of his day for their fascination with
the power of organization, for their “reliance on Association” to further their goals. “The revolt
against the spirit of commerce, the spirit of aristocracy, and the inveterate abuses of cities, did
not appear possible to individuals; and to do battle against numbers, they armed themselves with
numbers, and against concert, they relied on new concert.”148 To rely on association may indeed
more efficiently usher in social change. For Emerson, however, change brought about in this
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manner—that is, through activist reform of manners (mores)—is apt to be a mere swinging of the
pendulum from one error to another. It does not uplift and liberate individuals but merely
superimposes a fresh coat of varnish on society. He thus insists on distinguishing transcendent,
universal morals from mere social manners (the morality of mores). He is skeptical that the work
of reforming associations, instead of resulting in genuine moral improvement, simply swaps out
an older set of mores for newer, more fashionable ones. This ongoing revolution of opinions and
mores would not irritate Emerson so much if activists did not intimidate individuals into fearful
compliance or infect them with the idolatry of power. He does not stubbornly resist social
changes as such—he has a taste for novelty and typically lauds the impulse of reform—but he is
repulsed by the assault on individual judgment so often undertaken to bring them about.
Emerson most forcefully critiques reform movements in “Lecture on the Times,” “SelfReliance,” “New England Reformers,” “Historic Notes of Life and Letters in New England,” and
“The Transcendentalist”—though many passages elsewhere convey similar sentiments. He
explicitly refers to democracy as a means (and perhaps not even the exclusive institutional
means) to affirm, secure, and facilitate the expression of individuals’ inalienable moral rights.149
Not only does Emerson see a democratic-republic itself as a means, within such a political
system he recognizes skill in the art of association as a chief means of gaining political power.
Thus, his criticism of the authority of (numerical) majority rule dovetails with his inveterate
skepticism of association. He habitually casts a jaundiced eye on association, and he usually
dampens the urge to organize. A primary reason that he speaks distastefully of cooperative
schemes is that he thinks association disincentives individuality, substituting social or political
power for legitimate spiritual (moral and intellectual) authority. That is, strict association
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undesirably de-individualizes people. Though he writes of society and solitude as antagonistic
modes of existence in need of balance,150 Emerson clearly thinks it more likely, in a democracy,
that society will overwhelm solitude than vice versa. He fears rampant conformism and the
tyranny of opinion more than anarchy. In this last respect, incidentally, he and Tocqueville are in
accord.151
When calling for public action, whether to abrogate the Fugitive Slave Law,152 expand
women’s rights,153 or put an end to militarism,154 Emerson discountenances the usual means of
reform within a democracy: organized activism and the manufacture of public opinion. “The
Reformers affirm the inward life, but they do not trust it, but use outward and vulgar means,” he
complains. “They do not rely on precisely that strength which wins me to their cause; not on love,
150
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not on a principle, but on men, on multitudes, on circumstances, on money, on party; that is, on
fear, on wrath, and pride.”155
In “Society” Emerson vividly depicts the activism of reformers who sought to induce his
compliance by exploiting his fear of contravening public opinion.156
A society feels the evil of intemperance and heartily seeks to convince me of it and to persuade me to
cooperate with them. As long as they show me the evils of intemperance so long they are working directly
to their end. They are satisfying me of the fact and turning me into a Temperance Agent. But the moment
they bring in any shape what they call the Public Opinion to bear on me, to induce me to sign a pledge, or
join a society, they are thwarting their own design, for they are using numbers, that is, mobs and bodies,
and disusing principles. They quit a spiritual for a material ally. If I yield to this force, I degrade myself and
have only exchanged one vice for another, self-indulgence for fear, which it is to be presumed was not the
intention of the society.157
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To be clear, pressuring others to conform does not amount to full-blown social tyranny, which
also involves adding injury (tangible social penalty) to insult (ill repute). That is, the exhibition
of a socially tyrannical disposition differs from the practice of social tyranny. Activists first
appeal to authority to exercise social control and then back up that appeal, when ineffectual, with
punishments imposed through the application of social power. Social authoritarian pressure,
unsuccessfully exerted, is supplemented by acts of social tyranny.
Emerson argues that resistance to injustice in the public life of the United States more
imperatively demands solitude than the orchestration of societies. The primary need is
individuals’ steadfast resistance to being absorbed or coopted by any association, tacit or formal,
to the diminution or impairment of the capacity of independent thought and judgment.158
Emerson warns against the allure of power and the price of self-instrumentalization and falsity
often paid to acquire it.
To the youth diffident of his ability, and full of compunction at his unprofitable existence, the temptation is
always great to lend himself to public movements, and as one of a party accomplish what he cannot hope to
effect alone. But he must resist the degradation of a man to a measure. I must act with truth, though I
should never come to act, as you call it, with effect. I must consent to inaction. A patience which is grand; a
brave and cold neglect of the offices which prudence exacts, so it be done in a deep, upper piety; a consent
to solitude and inaction, which proceeds out of an unwillingness to violate character, is the century which
makes the gem.159

Yet he does not mean to teach social and political quiescence. Rather, his call is to maintain
one’s sanity and integrity in the midst of a pulsating democratic society and, more particularly, in
the course of one’s affiliations. “Whilst I insist on the doctrine of the independence and the
inspiration of the individual, I do not cripple but exalt the social action,” he maintains, “a wise
man delights in the powers of many people.”160
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In numerous passages, Emerson insists on the need for public action to be undertaken by
individuals who cherish their independence and persevere in maintaining their private
opinions/judgments, and who simultaneously respect the independence of others and
scrupulously refrain from imposing their views on them. He is unstinting in his criticism of the
imperious disposition of some reformers—even when he agrees with their position on an issue.
Commenting on the intolerant activism of a fervent abolitionist, he writes, “This denouncing
philanthropist is himself a slaveholder in every word and look. Does he free me? Does he cheer
me? He is the state of Georgia, or Alabama, with their sanguinary slave-laws walking here on
our north-eastern shores. We are all thankful he has no more political power, as we are fond of
liberty ourselves.”161
Emerson is not so allergic to the unavoidable impurity of action in contests for social and
political power as to counsel privatism, though he surely does mean to chasten public ambition.
He affirms domestic life, manual labor, and local politics—stressing the value of nearby and
ordinary scenes of action. Emerson praises the performance of obscure and self-directed duties,
acts of indirect service, and the oblique benefits they confer. Meanwhile, he suspects fashionable
activism, and the acceptance of others-directed or socially imposed duties. While displaying a
lively interest in national political questions, he at the same time depreciates electoral campaigns
and legislative debates as undeserving of one’s primary attentions. As he writes in “Editors’
Address,” “We are far from believing politics the primal interest of men. On the contrary, we
hold that the laws and governors cannot possess a commanding interest for any but vacant or
fanatical people; for the reason that this is simply a formal and superficial interest; and men of a
solid genius are only interested in substantial things.”162
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If the authority of numbers rests on popularity and induces conformism through fear of
social opprobrium, the authority of activism rests on power and induces coordination through the
reverence of success. Activism blurs the distinction between power and authority, enticing
persons to invest power with authority. Hannah Arendt examines the allure of power in
“Personal Responsibility under Dictatorship” and Eichmann in Jerusalem. She locates the moral
perplexity of the Holocaust, not in the fact that a band of thugs, having gained control of the
means of violence, committed unspeakably horrific acts of terror. Nor does she root it in the fearinspired cowardice of those who dared not oppose Nazi violence out of intimidated self-concern.
Rather, she points to the “early moral disintegration of German society” as the most discomfiting
moral occurrence in the lead up to the Holocaust. This was “the phenomenon of ‘coordination’”
whereby relatively normal and uncorrupted individuals, out of awestruck admiration of the Nazis’
ascendance, either supported or excused them. These decent persons, writes Arendt, “were not
responsible for the Nazis, they were only impressed by the Nazi success and unable to pit their
own judgment against the verdict of History, as they read it. Without taking into account the
almost universal breakdown, not of personal responsibility, but of personal judgment in the early
stages of the Nazi regime, it is impossible to understand what actually happened.”163
To use Emerson’s phrasing, those who coordinated with the Nazis had no “power of
resistance,” for they lacked elemental self-respect.164 Failing to recognize that “power is inborn”
they were dazzled by conspicuous feats of aggressive, organized activism. As such, they
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betrayed what Emerson might have called a warped conception of success.165 “I fear the popular
notion of success stands in direct opposition in all points to the real and wholesome success. One
adores public opinion, the other private opinion: one fame, the other desert; one feats, the other
humility: one lucre, the other love; one monopoly, and the other hospitality of mind.”166 Emerson
has little faith in opposing “good” factions to “bad” ones, at least as a primary tactic of resistance
in a democracy. His target is the spirit of faction itself. To this end, he labors to convince each
citizen to become a separate center of resistance. He is not naïve enough to think this is actually
possible to achieve. However, he does hope that a growing number of individuals will cultivate
habits of self-reliance and embrace a religion of love. These are his natural aristocrats (or truly
meritorious representatives), of whatever social station, and he expects their virtuous influence to
leaven society by renovating institutions, purifying social manners, and uplifting the tone of
conversation. Emerson’s political vision, then, has a pronounced element of republicanism in
that it relies on the character of citizens to sustain free political institutions.167 However, he
distrusts both top-down schemes of civic education and bottom-up populist movements. Instead,
he would rely on a tacit association of citizens interspersed throughout the population, and
formally unorganized, to provide exemplary authority within their social circles.168 In the
following sections, I take up this theme of aristocratic influence in a democratic polity.
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Aristocracy in a Democracy: Actual
In United States democracy, Tocqueville saw that the formal governing authority
conferred through elections and exercised by the party in power constituted only a portion of the
overall authority of the regime. Intellectual and moral authority largely resided elsewhere. He
identified the legal profession or judiciary,169 religion,170 and the press171 as exercising informal
authority over American customs. He praised the combined influence of these authorities for
healthfully combating the debasing customs that he believed would attend the democratization of
social conditions in the absence of counteracting forces.
Social changes that have transpired since Tocqueville’s tour of the United States justify
adding two additional influences to his list of informal authorities: the higher education complex
and the entertainment industry. I conceive the latter as the exponent of an American national
literature, the development of which Tocqueville anticipated but which had not yet come into
being when he visited the United States.172 In light of technological changes, contributors to
American national literature now address the general public through the media of film, television,
and music in addition to the written word. With respect to higher education, when Tocqueville
wrote Democracy in America, the premier institutions of learning in America—such as Yale,
Harvard, and Princeton—remained firmly under the oversight of clergy and structured their
curricula around Protestant Christian doctrines. Clergy also played a significant role in primary
and secondary education. In other words, in the 1830s educational institutions still reinforced the
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intellectual and moral authority of religion; they had not yet become independent of churches.173
In light of these changes, one can identify lawyers/judges,174 religious leaders, the press, literary
figures, and academics as the foremost informal authorities in contemporary American society.
To phrase Tocqueville’s observations in my language, the arenas of society mentioned
above are the primary sites in which cultural capital accumulates. I treat cultural capital,
informal authority, and prestige as closely related terms. Social groups command cultural capital,
exercise informal authority, and leverage prestige in these arenas in an effort to influence values,
dispositions, mores, and conceptual frameworks.
Like Tocqueville, Emerson considers informal authority to be inevitable, even in a
democratic republic, and ideally, to be a boon to society.175 Examining his writings on
aristocracy lends insight into what he considers to be legitimate claims to moral/intellectual
authority and what he regards as unfounded pretensions to it. Before considering his normative
idea of aristocracy, I first review his descriptive analysis of the actual aristocratic influences in
American society.
Emerson observes an impure, informal aristocracy in the United States constituted by
money and modishness. “The fact of aristocracy, with its two weapons of wealth and manners, is
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as commanding a feature of the nineteenth century, and the American republic, as of old Rome,
or modern England.”176 He rates manners as the more formidable of the two weapons of
aristocratic exclusion on account of their subtlety.
Society is very swift in its instincts, and, if you do not belong to it, resists and sneers at you; or quietly
drops you. The first weapon enrages the party attacked; the second is still more effective, but is not to be
resisted, as the date of the transaction is not easily found. People grow up and grow old under this infliction,
and never suspect the truth, ascribing the solitude which acts on them very injuriously, to any cause but the
right one.177

Elsewhere, he reiterates the tremendous influence of a settled code of manners. “These forms
very soon become fixed, and a fine sense of propriety is cultivated with the more heed, that it
becomes a badge of social and civil distinctions. Thus grows up Fashion, an equivocal semblance,
the most puissant, the most fantastic and frivolous, the most feared and followed, and which
morals and violence assault in vain.”178 So strongly does Emerson perceive the aristocracy of
fashion to effect social gradations in the United States that he likens US society to India’s caste
system, notwithstanding the extralegality of American social divisions.
We sometimes meet men under some strong moral influence, as, a patriotic, a literary, a religious
movement, and feel that the moral sentiment rules man and nature. We think all other distinctions and ties
will be slight and fugitive, this of caste or fashion, for example; yet come from year to year, and see how
permanent that [distinction or tie of fashion] is, in this Boston or New York life of man, where, too, it has
not the least countenance from the law of the land. Not in Egypt or in India a firmer or more impassable
line. Here are associations whose ties go over, and under, and through it [the impassable line demarcated by
fashion], a meeting of merchants, a military corps, a college-class, a fire-club, a professional association, a
political, a religious convention; -- the persons seem to draw inseparably near; yet, that assembly once
dispersed, its members will not in the year meet again. Each returns to his degree in the scale of good
society, porcelain remains porcelain, and earthen earthen.179

Note the relative permanence Emerson attributes to association based on ties of fashion
(manners), compared to the transience of the determinate associations whose members convene
temporarily and then disperse.
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Emerson charges the aristocracy of fashion with setting standards of propriety. As much
as he assails traditionalism, with its veneration of the past and uncritical fidelity to inherited
customs, Emerson recurrently shows similar disdain for presentism. I cannot state often enough,
or with too great an emphasis, Emerson’s insight that oppressive customs need not be rooted in
longstanding tradition. He is fully aware that recently established proprieties can be every bit as
suffocating as usages of ancient origin. Thus, he urges nonconformity to the present as
strenuously as nonconformity to the past. “Men resemble their contemporaries even more than
their progenitors,” he laments in his essay “Uses of Great Men.”
Nature abhors these complaisances which threaten to melt the world into a lump, and hastens to break up
such maudlin agglutinations. The like assimilation goes on between men of one town, of one sect, of one
political party; and the ideas of the time are in the air, and infect all who breathe it. Viewed from any high
point, this city of New York, yonder city of London, the Western civilization, would seem a bundle of
insanities. We keep each other in countenance and exasperate by emulation the frenzy of the time. The
shield against the stingings of conscience is the universal practice, or our contemporaries. Again, it is very
easy to be as wise and good as your companions. We learn of our contemporaries what they know without
effort, and almost through the pores of the skin. We catch it by sympathy….180

Emerson claims that persons meriting authority are unlikely to enjoy celebrity, to be the darlings
of society. “The great or such as hold of nature and transcend fashions by their fidelity to
universal ideas, are saviors from these federal errors, and defend us from our contemporaries,”
he avers.181 Referring to the aristocracy of fashion, he writes, “The persons who constitute the
natural aristocracy, are not found in the actual aristocracy, or, only on its edge; as the chemical
energy of the spectrum is found to be greatest just outside of the spectrum.”182
From Mill’s vantage point as a highly educated and well-off Englishman, US society
appeared to lack an influential aristocratic element altogether. “In America there is no highly
instructed class; no numerous body raised sufficiently above the common level, in education,
knowledge, or refinement, to inspire the rest with any reverence for distinguished mental
180
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superiority, or any salutary sense of the insufficiency of their own wisdom.”183 For the purposes
of political analysis, Mill looked on America as a homogeneous society composed entirely of a
middle class. (He, in common with Emerson and Tocqueville, recognized the aristocratic social
order of the South, but tended to think about the US political system with an eye to the free
states.)
To most purposes, in the constitution of modern society, the government of a numerous middle class is
democracy. Nay, it not merely is democracy, but the only democracy of which there is yet any example;
what is called universal suffrage in America arising from the fact that America is all middle class; the
whole people being in a condition, both as to education and pecuniary means, corresponding to the middle
class here [in England].184

Mill not only thought of American society as wholly composed of the middle class but as a
provincial middle-class nation that looked to England, and mimicked it, “in all matters social and
literary.”185 That is, the United States imported informal authority.
Aristocracy in a Democratic Regime: Ideal
I have claimed that informal authority in the United States resides primarily within five
arenas of society: the legal profession, the press, the national literature, the clergy, and higher
education. Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote extensively on the last three of this quintuplet—
addressing their social functions, evaluating their influence, and charting a normative course for
their future. Among his essays on literature/poetry are “The Man of Letters,” “Literary Ethics,”
“Thoughts on Modern Literature,” “Art and Criticism,” “The Poet,” “Poetry and Imagination,”
and “Editors’ Address.” With regard to religion, he delivers a groundbreaking “Address,” at
Harvard’s Divinity School, writes essays on “The Preacher” and “Worship” and “Essential
Principles of Religion,” and gives remarks at both the 1867 and 1869 meetings of the Free
Religious Association. His early lecture on “Holiness” and his reflections later grouped together
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and published as “Sovereignty of Ethics” also directly speak to the condition of religion in the
United States. His essays or lectures “Education,” “The American Scholar,” “The Scholar,” and
“Celebration of Intellect” touch on the subjects of teaching and/or scholarship. His collection of
essays surveying English society, English Traits, includes “Literature,” “Religion,” and
“Universities,” along with “The Times,” which examines the leading newspaper in England.
Vocationally, Emerson variously worked as a teacher, pastor, writer, and journal editor. As one
of the country’s most prominent literary figures, an oft-invited university speaker, and one-time
preacher, how did Emerson conceive of the relationship between informal authority and formal
authority? That is, how did he theorize the interplay between literature/religion/scholarship and
formal politics? To begin sketching his answer, I first turn to his predecessor, William Ellery
Channing.
In 1823 Channing issued a resounding call for a more spiritually profound and
domestically supplied national literature in the United States. Politically, his speech is
noteworthy for expounding a cultural-elite theory of democracy that, assuming the context of a
constitutional democratic-republic, would relegate political processes and the business of
government to secondary status. “The true sovereigns of a country are those who determine its
mind, its modes of thinking, its tastes, [and] its principles,” Channing proclaims. He then argues
that homegrown American literary figures have already begun to displace domestic politicians,
and ought now to supplant European writers, as the rightful sovereigns in the United States. He
hopes they will do much to inspire and form the character of upcoming generations of
Americans.186
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He posits the growing influence of literature to be inevitable given the rapid growth in the
country’s reading public. Moreover, he identifies and welcomes a number of trends that he
claims have lessened the premium placed on attaining political authority in his day as compared
with ancient times. Namely, a greater esteem for domestic or family life, the decreasing
significance of social class cleavages, the institutional separation of church and state, the
facilitation of communication provided by the press, a political system with a dispersed
distribution of power and with electoral procedures to hold rulers accountable, and a more
ordered legal system with precise public laws supported by a codified body of legal precedents.
In sum, Channing writes, “The vast improvements which, in the course of ages, have taken place
in social order, in domestic life, in religion, in knowledge, all conspire to one result, all tend to
introduce other and higher influences than political power, and to give to that form of intellectual
effort which we call literature dominion over human affairs.”187 Or, as he alternately expresses
the development, “The [public] power passes into the hands of those who think, write, and
spread their minds far and wide. Accordingly, literature is to become more and more the
instrument of swaying men, of doing good, of achieving fame.”188
Emerson, like Channing, and perhaps owing to his influence, lamented the insignificance
of domestic literature as a source of informal authority in the United States. To both men, the
national literature of the United States had yet to be written or languished in a state of
underdevelopment. Of course, literature is not the entirety of informal authority. Channing and
Emerson wrote at a time when organized, creedal religion exerted a commanding influence over
customs in the United States. They both wished to resist and diminish the influence of this form
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of religion, although without discrediting religious sentiment and practice as such. Yet whereas
they hoped to refine religion, which for them meant to wean it away from traditionalism and
dogmatism, they wished to reduce the intellectual and moral authoritativeness of the formal
political sphere.189
Along with their shared desire to transfer intellectual and moral authority from formalpolitical to informal-cultural channels, both Channing and Emerson espoused transcendental
moral realism. Channing stipulates that a national literature must spring from “religious
principle,” from “true faith.” This “true faith,” he writes, “is essentially a moral conviction; a
confidence in the reality and immutableness of moral distinctions; a confidence in disinterested
virtue or in spiritual excellence as the supreme good: a confidence in God as its fountain and
Almighty Friend….”190 In other words, while Channing embraces the substitution of culture for
politics, as the main site of public influence, he does not endorse a cultural politics of agonistic
redescription. Culture is to elevate and uplift—to move one toward truth—not to make one ever
more creative in expanding the circle of human solidarity. Channing’s progressivism primarily
moves upward and not outward. Sympathy with the truth, not with one’s fellows, is the primary
aim, though he hopes dedicated pursuit of the truth will inspire caritas.
Emerson shares Channing’s unshakeable non-naturalistic moral realism. As Gustaaf Von
Cromphout points out, Laurence S. Lockridge’s observation of the British Romantics equally
applies to Emerson. Both they and he “insisted on the ontological priority of the moral to the
social.”191 That is, they postulated a transcendent moral order separable from the system of
189
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morality prevailing within a given society—and by which the latter could be judged. While
Emerson distances himself from Christian orthodoxy more radically than does Channing, he
retains an enduring belief in transcendent divinity. Hence, Emerson variously affirms the
dispositions of devoutness,192 docility,193 reverence, obedience,194 piety, surrender,195 holiness,196
saintliness, self-sacrifice,197 sanctity, humility,198 respectfulness,199 and submission200 when
properly oriented to the transcendent.
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I have already indicated that Emerson, like Channing, has a visceral skepticism of
electoral politics.201 He too wishes to divest politicians of intellectual and moral authority and
divert it to poets and preachers, scholars and writers. While he affirms that every person is a
scholar insofar as she thinks, he clearly expects some individuals to be scholars by vocation.
Collectively, he ascribes to the clerisy the social functions of inspiration, guidance, and
exhilaration.202 Yet while Emerson would invest them with greater influence, he indicts informal
authorities for being false to their trust.
Emerson conveys greater concern with the corruption of the clerisy than does Channing,
and he advances a multifaceted critique of it. First, Emerson accuses those in positions of
informal authority of failing to stand aloof from politics and trade, of being enlisted in the
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struggle for the power of office or the competition for riches. Even when distanced from formal
politics, he worries that the clerisy lust rulership and are apt to impose themselves on their
constituencies without showing due respect for the spiritual independence of those whom they
would inspire. Second, he blames them for elevating the duty of self-culture above the higher
duty of exemplifying goodness and truth, which often requires self-sacrifice. Third, he argues
that they lean too heavily on the intellect to the neglect of the moral sentiment; one consequence
being that they do not incorporate into their own conduct the truths to which they give utterance.
Fourth, he thinks they often value pleasing or captivating expression over truthfulness. Thus,
they are apt to speak with propriety when they should instead rudely prophecy. Fifth, they live
from without, trusting sensual observation over spiritual intuition. Instead of inspiring hope by
encouraging reliance on the intellectual and moral faculties, they disown these.
For Emerson, the problem is not so much that the clerisy lacks influence, as that it
corruptly exercises its authority. Put in my own words, the culturally authoritarian disposition of
a majority of elites may foster social tyranny, or the imposition of social penalties of opinion and
sentiment, even if intrusively active formal associations do the dirty work of doling out social
punishments. Conditions for social tyranny are ripest when, within an arena of public life, an
imperious activist majority can appeal to the example and teachings of educated elites to justify
the victimization of its opponents.
The Authority of Prestige: Mill’s Call for Augmenting the Authority of the Instructed
I have mentioned that John Stuart Mill describes social authority operating through both
law and public opinion. In the opening chapter of Mill’s On Liberty, he introduces a third venue
of authority—superior civilization or culture. He excludes from the scope of his argument “those
backward states of society in which the race itself may be considered as in its nonage.” In these
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settings, he argues, “despotism is a legitimate form of government,” provided it actually improve
the “barbarians.” Of course, the standard or measure of improvement indisputably rests with the
“civilized.” Interestingly, Mill applies his standard to entire societies, not to individuals.203
He gives two formulations of the minimum standard necessary for a society to cross the
threshold from uncivilized to civilized: the capability “of being improved by free and equal
discussion” and “the capacity of being guided to their own improvement by conviction or
persuasion.”204 In the first iteration of the standard, presumably the “barbarians” would
participate merely as onlookers to the “free and equal” discussion among the civilized, for Mill
does not consider them entitled to equal voice or to full liberty of expression. In his second
statement of the standard, the “barbarians” play the role of the student, and communication flows
one way: from the knowledgeable guide to the immature pupil. In the preferred relationship, the
pupil assents to the superiority of the guide’s wisdom and makes progress in attaining to it.
When Mill reckons the hallmark of a “barbarian” society’s progress to a higher stage of
civilization as being a people’s “capacity of being guided to…improvement by conviction or
persuasion,” he actually has in mind its improvement through an ingrained deference to
authority.205 He thinks “barbarians” will best advance under a “government…of guidance” or
“parental despotism” that “[maintains] a general superintendence over all the operations of
society,” and rules by inducing individuals to obey. Such a “government of leading-strings” only
applies external restraints as a last resort; in the main, it relies on informal authority.206
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Mill’s Call for Augmenting the Authority of the Instructed: Plural Voting
Mill’s unabashed cultural superiority in international relations has a domestic analogue in
his repeated calls for an amplification of the influence of the learned class, concurrent with the
expansion of suffrage. In his analysis, English society consists of three primary classes: 1) the
leisure class (the wealthy and/or instructed); 2) the middle class; and 3) the working class. He
distrusts the competence of democratic majorities, which he understands as comprised chiefly of
the commercially minded middle class. To curb their influence, he aims to augment the formal
authority of the leisure class (especially of its learned members) through plural voting as well as
schemes to ensure the political representation of the highly educated. His standing assumption is
that well-educated elites will recognize and respect the quality of one another’s superior opinions,
even if they do not agree on policy particulars. They will then ally themselves to refine middleclass opinion and to thwart working-class agitation.
Mill’s Call for Augmenting the Authority of the Instructed: Public Ballots
While Mill trumpets the ills of social tyranny with respect to the expression of opinion,
he is quite willing to invest society (leading social groups) with authority to regulate the political
exercise of opinion. On what he deems social (others-regarding) matters, Mill would have
individual conduct scrutinized under the searching gaze of public opinion. For instance, he
opposes the use of secret ballots as the mode of casting votes in a representative government.
Mill argues that voting should not be understood as the exercise of a private right but rather as
the execution of a public trust. Thus, he considers the franchise to be others-regarding; it entails
power over others. As such, he calls for publicizing voters’ ballots so as to stimulate the “sense
of shame” and “fear of consequences” that result from having publicly transgressed prevailing
standards of moral propriety. He means to discountenance selfishness by exposing the lower

90

class to middle-class norms, which, in turn, he hopes will have been refined through the
influence of upper-class authorities.207
Whereas his arguments on behalf of social liberty would afford individuals near-absolute
liberty of conduct in the private sphere, and even of expression in the public square, his
arguments in opposition to secret ballots would subject to public oversight even citizens’ least
consequential formal inputs into collective decision-making. In his political theory, it is no sin to
voice an opinion at variance with the prevailing conception of the public good, whereas it is a
cardinal sin (albeit a legal right) to enact that opinion—to so much as lift a finger in political
contestation of the supposed common good. In other words, Mill opposes social tyranny when
leveraged to curtail the free expression of heterodox opinions or the strictly private exercise
thereof. Yet, he advocates something closely akin to social tyranny to deter the political action of
individuals who disrespect the prevailing conception of the public good. He would allow
dissenters full vent to their opinions and yet simultaneously would monitor their political
behavior with the intent of confining their exercise of political power within the bounds of the
community’s general interest, as adjudged by the majority (prevailing tacit association).
Under a scheme of public ballots, Mill is keenly aware of the risk of individuals being
penalized for casting their votes in a manner at odds with the occupiers of positions of social
influence. Nonetheless, he judges the aggregate influence of selfish voters to be a greater danger
than the intimidated conformism induced by the social suppression of political dissent.208 Mill
does not issue an outright call for social penalties to be levied on voters whom the public deems
207
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guilty of selfishly or antipathetically casting their ballots. Nor does he want the middle and
working classes to conform unthinkingly to the opinions of the instructed. He wishes voters to be
considerate, to give reasons for their political choices, and to exercise restraint at the ballot box.
He would even applaud the heroic character willing to brook public disapproval as a matter of
personal conviction. Practically speaking, however, the intense publicity he favors would
dramatically increase the costs of politically active nonconformity. In the name of discouraging
selfish and antisocial behavior, it would induce political deference to social/cultural authority.
Of course, Mill recognizes that the burden of exposure to publicity does not fall equally
on all citizens. To a great extent, the leisure class has immunity to the pressures of public opinion
owing to their superior wealth and/or prestige. In deviating from public sentiment, its members
may incur the majority’s opprobrium, but unlike ordinary citizens they are not exposed to the
financial risks of losing employment or of having their career prospects blocked. In other words,
elites—especially in comparison to members of the working class—have little to fear from an
activist majority.209
Having considered his arguments for plural voting and publicity, one sees that Mill does
not mean to diminish the authority of society over individuals but to hold it within certain bounds.
He wishes to carve out a self-regarding sphere in which individuals can express themselves with
impunity. This sphere is not identical with the private sphere. It is broader, for he would permit
individuals to speak and publish their opinions absent the fear of social reprisal. Yet, although
Mill affords individuals ample space for public expression, he nonetheless grants society farreaching jurisdiction over public action. He enunciates the harm principle as a shorthand way of
marking its boundary: society’s authority extends to the point at which an individual harms the
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interests of others.210 Mill defines these interests very broadly, as encompassing not only
constitutional rights but also tacitly understood rights.211 Who defines the latter? Mill recognizes
that an “overruling majority” of the public must “judge of their own interests; of the manner in
which some mode of conduct, if allowed to be practiced, would affect themselves.”212 Mill’s
proposed solution to the dilemma of factionalism, then, is not to extend the sphere of popular
government but to limit the scope of its authority.
Yet the scope is still quite considerable. Among the acts that society (a leading social
group) would deem injurious Mill names “encroachment on their rights” (which need not be
enshrined in law but only tacitly understood among the majority), “infliction on them of any loss
or damage not justified by [an individual’s] own rights,” “falsehood or duplicity in dealing with
them,” “unfair or ungenerous use of advantages over them,” and “selfish abstinence from
defending them against injury.” He would grant society broad mandate to censure the
dispositions that accompany such injuries as well. He lists these moral vices as “cruelty of
disposition,” “malice and ill-nature,” “envy,” “dissimulation and insincerity,” “irascibility on
insufficient cause,” “resentment disproportioned to the provocation,” “the love of domineering
over others,” “the desire to engross more than one's share of advantages,” “the pride which
derives gratification from the abasement of others,” and “the egotism which thinks self and its
concerns more important than everything else, and decides all doubtful questions in its own
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favor.”213 What is the remedy when the majority’s interests have been harmed (in its own eyes)?
Mill insists that the majority must dispense “moral reprobation,” “moral retribution," and
“punishment.” Who determines the suitable penalty? The overruling majority, which acts not
only as judge and jury in its own case, but also as executioner.
If [an individual] has infringed the rules necessary for the protection of his fellow-creatures, individually or
collectively…the evil consequences of his acts do not then fall on himself, but on others; and society, as the
protector of all its members, must retaliate on him; must inflict pain on him for the express purpose of
punishment, and must take care that it be sufficiently severe…He is an offender at our bar, and we are
called on not only to sit in judgment on him, but, in one shape or another, to execute our own sentence.214

With respect to expression, then, Mill wishes individuals to enjoy near-absolute liberty; but when
it comes to public action he wants to instill stern social discipline. He would empower cultural
elites to teach the (active) majority where to draw the line between self-regarding and otherregarding acts, and entrust the latter to patrol that limit. Judging the political influence of “the
instructed” to be of superior quality to that of ordinary citizens, Mill has no qualms tasking them
with this responsibility. Instead of extending (diversifying) the sphere of informal authority to
better protect individual freedoms, he wishes to see educated elites combine as a unit and deploy
their symbolic capital to guide society’s moral and intellectual progress through a cultural
trickle-down process.
An Emersonian Critique of Mill’s Call to Augment the Authority of the Instructed
John Stuart Mill advocates a theory of politics in which cultural elites hold a
disproportionate share of authority, both formal and informal, and wield the latter to set
boundaries of socially acceptable public action. The more numerous activist majority, taking its
cue from cultural elites, then serves in the role of enforcer to punish deviants who act to
challenge the standing conception of the common good. Mill’s call for publicity to
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discountenance deviant, others-directed action does not differ from social tyranny in
(authoritarian) spirit but merely presents a restricted, more sophisticated version thereof.
Mill’s elite-led vision of society violates Emerson’s ideal of self-reliance by granting too
great authority to the instructed, understood as a tacit association. First, Emerson insists on the
institutional separation of formal and informal authority. He does not advocate a regime of
experts in which intellectual elites enjoy disproportionate shares of formal authority. As Emerson
reproachfully protests, “In the College should be the profound thought, and in the Church the
great heart, to which the nation should turn, and these two should be counter-balancing
institutions to the bad politics and selfish trade. But there is but one institution, and not three.
The Church and the College take their tone from the City, and do not dictate their own.”215 In
“The Fugitive Slave Law” he laments the politicization of institutions of higher learning: “The
universities are not, as in Hobbes’s time, ‘the core of rebellion,’ no, but the seat of inertness.
They have forgotten their allegiance to the Muse, and grown worldly and political.”216 That is,
Emerson advocates not only separation of Church and State but also of College and State.
Second, Emerson sees those who defer to a tacit association of elites as meriting the same
criticism as those who conform to a numerical majority. “Acquiescence in the establishment, and
appeal to the public, indicate infirm faith, heads which are not clear, and which must see a house
built, before they can comprehend the plan of it. The wise man not only leaves out of his thought
the many, but leaves out the few.”217 Emerson pleads for self-reliant individuals not only to resist
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succumbing to “the wisdom of antiquity” but also to avoid “a complaisance to reigning
schools.”218
Third, Emerson very clearly values an unsocial democracy in which both the citizenry
and informal authorities exhibit a variety of discrepant opinions and outlooks. “Democracy is
morose [unsocial], and runs to anarchy, but in the state, and in the schools, it is indispensable to
resist the consolidation of all men into a few men.”219 On his view, democracy merits praise
precisely because (or only insofar as) it inhibits a stringent social morality or intensified feelings
of social union. Conversely, Mill, while he purports to value affording space to eccentric
individuals, actually intends to thoroughly inculcate citizens with others-regarding social feeling.
He seeks to magnify “the desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures.” It is “to be taught as a
religion, and the whole force of education, of institutions, and of opinion, directed…to make
every person grow up from infancy surrounded on all sides both by the profession and the
practice of it.” He wishes to supercharge the feeling of social connectedness, “making it take
hold of human life, and color all thought, feeling, and action, in a manner of which the greatest
ascendancy ever exercised by any religion may be but a type and foretaste.”220 From an
Emersonian standpoint, this represents a grave threat to individual self-reliance, especially if
one’s moral convictions differ from those of the majority of elites whose control of symbolic
capital and direction of cultural institutions enables it to take the lead in forming opinion and
educating sentiment.
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Certainly, Mill wishes to preserve individuality and insists on its importance for human
freedom. Yet he does so instrumentally. For him, human freedom does not consist in
individuality; it only requires ample (though still socially surveilled) space for individual
expression. Perhaps it would be fairer to Mill, and more accurate, to say that he envisions the
progress of human freedom to necessitate the temporary suppression or postponement of some
individualities until the time at which all reach a similarly advanced level of mental and moral
cultivation.
Emerson’s theory of legitimate authority, in distinction to Mill’s, requires that individuals
enjoy the right to freely engage in public action.221 Mill’s theory holds authority to be legitimate
provided that everyone has a voice in its construction and that all citizens enjoy residual freedom
to express difference or to dissent. Yet having freedom of expression, or voice, does not amount
to having weight and possessing freedom of public action. That is, voting (engaging in public
action) is not liberating but debilitating if thereby one becomes a social outcast for having
transgressed the sentiments of a prevailing tacit association. The franchise does not signify civic
freedom if a tacit association can punitively defame someone, stripping her of all legitimacy, for
having exercised it.
I turn now to examine the works of two representatives of secular-humanist cultural
values—Richard Rorty and George Kateb—who have redescribed Emerson in the process of
presenting their theories of politics. Each also admires Mill as a thinker and political theorist, and
shares his desire to augment the informal authority of a particular set of elites within a
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democratic regime. My contention is that both Rorty and Kateb evince a culturally authoritarian
tendency whilst theorizing the ethos most befitting a constitutional democracy and thus serve to
exacerbate the problem of factionalism.
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Chapter 3: Richard Rorty and the Tyranny of Sentimental Authorities
Richard Rorty indirectly interprets Emerson by citing the influence of his work on Walt
Whitman, Friedrich Nietzsche, and John Dewey.222 These latter three figures rank among the
primary muses of Rorty’s own neopragmatic political philosophy. He traces many of the key
thoughts he finds attractive in Whitman, Nietzsche, and Dewey to Emerson. He credits
Emerson’s writings with having influenced 1) Nietzsche’s anti-realist, perspectival method of
intellect,223 2) his placement of life prior to aesthetics, and aesthetics prior to epistemology,224 3)
and his view of progress as ever-increasing diversity resulting from the interplay of strong poetic
narratives.225 He interprets Dewey’s pragmatism as bearing the imprint of Emerson’s call for
imaginative experimentation,226 and he sees Dewey following in Emerson’s footsteps as a
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purveyor of democratic social hope.227 Finally, he suggests the moral open-mindedness of
Whitman can be linked to Emerson as well.228
Elsewhere, Rorty’s commentary on Emerson intimates his judgment that the Sage of
Concord was too conservative, too individualistic, and too metaphysical.229 For Rorty,
Emerson’s successors would do the work of radicalizing and secularizing his thought, fitting it
for the use of an anti-realist, exclusive-humanist pragmatism. Thus, Rorty appreciates Emerson
as something of a grandfather of neopragmatism.
While he admires Whitman, Nietzsche, and Dewey, Rorty scathingly attacks Plato and
Kant as the chief representatives of an outmoded and restrictive style of metaphysical
philosophizing. He wants to discredit and discard their idea of truth as correspondence to reality.
In his view, philosophy, as practiced from the eighteenth to twentieth century, merely substituted
Reason or Nature for God. It retained the priests’ misguided hopes of being able to connect with
a nonhuman authority in order to benefit from its power. Rorty opposes appeals to nonhuman

sense, is to encourage the willingness to turn one’s back both on the past and on the attempt of ‘the classical
philosophy of Europe’ to ground the past in the eternal. It is to attempt Emersonian self-creation on a communal
scale.”
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authority, whether theological or epistemological, as inhibiting human freedom. Instead, he
stresses the historical contingency one’s self, one’s culture, and one’s political community.
Absent any notion of universal truth or universal human good, Rorty’s antifoundationalist politics rests on desires—desires he does not regard as innate but simply as
arising through historical happenstance.230 Rorty’s archetypical human type is the strong poet,
who is clear-sighted enough to acknowledge contingency and clever enough to appropriate
elements of it to suit his or her own desires. The strong poet persuasively frames history as a
meaningful narrative (of progressive democratization, in Rorty’s case) and then seeks to shape
others’ tastes by inspiring a hopeful vision of a common future.231 Politicians then appeal to
culturally embedded tastes or “moral intuitions” in order to forge common agreement as to what
constitutes justice in social institutions and morality in interpersonal relations.232 On Rorty’s
account, poets and politicians understand religion, philosophy, and science merely as advanced
forms of rhetoric or as tools to effect social change.
The citizens of Rorty’s social-democratic utopia have dispositions that amalgamate the
teachings of Whitman, Nietzsche, and Dewey. Such citizens are strenuous, self-creating
Nietzschean souls insofar as they are able to perceive the contingency and changeability of moral
norms and to reshape their social situation by poetically instilling their desires in the surrounding
culture. They are pragmatic Deweyan souls in that they adaptively and flexibly experiment with
the tools at their disposal in order to more fully realize their desires. They are sensitive,
230
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Whitmanian souls in that they recoil at human suffering and at the experience of humiliation and
are profoundly averse to cruelty. Thus, they hospitably welcome and celebrate others, no matter
how strange or different, and they expect a reciprocally openhearted embrace.233
Rorty’s invocation of Emerson rests on a strong, highly selective reading of the New
England transcendentalist. Even a cursory examination of Emerson’s corpus reveals his abiding
admiration for Plato and Kant. In his essay series, Representative Men, he elects Plato as “The
Philosopher,” and in his essay “The Transcendentalist” Emerson explicitly credits Kant’s
seminal thinking with having inspired the loose intellectual movement with which he personally
identifies, and which others styled “transcendentalism.”234 Thus, though Plato and Kant (via
Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s interpretation of him) stand atop the list of Emerson’s intellectual
masters, Rorty interprets Emerson anachronistically so as to range him in diametric opposition to
them.235 That is, in the cultural contest Rorty stages between Platonists and pragmatists,236
Kantians and Deweyans,237 fundamentalists and relativists, spiritualists and secularists,
transcendentalists who long for infinitude and exclusive-humanists who embrace finitude,238
metaphysicians and strong poets,239 he misleadingly insinuates that Emerson belongs in the
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latter group of each pairing. However, a more receptive reading of Emerson supplies abundant
evidence locating him on the opposite side of these divides.
One could readily cite texts to demonstrate that Emerson, contra Rorty, supports a
religious culture240 characterized by an acknowledgement of necessity,241 the disposition of
earnestness,242 and a staunch commitment to individuality.243 However, my approach will be to
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For instance, see Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Social Aims,” in Letters and Social Aims, vol. 8 of The Complete
Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 104: “We
have come to feel that ‘by ourselves our safety must be bought’; to know the vast resources of the continent, the
good-will that is in the people, their conviction of the great moral advantages of freedom, social equality, education,
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vivifies nature; yet solicits the pure in heart to draw on all its omnipotence.” See also Emerson, “The Scholar,” 264:
“[the scholar] is here to be the beholder of the real; self-centred amidst the superficial; here to revere the dominion
of a serene necessity and be its pupil and apprentice by tracing everything home to a cause; here to be sobered, not
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essay: “The scholar then is unfurnished who has only literary weapons. He ought to have as many talents as he can;
memory, arithmetic, practical power, manners, temper, lion-heart, are all good things, and if he has none of them he
can still manage, if he have the main-mast, – if he is anything. But he must have the resource of resources, and be
planted on necessity” (283-284).
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Robert E. Spiller, Stephen E. Whicher, and Wallace E. Williams (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1964),
295: “The right state of man is (is it not?) Earnestness. What he does, he should do, we say, with the heart. It is the
character of all great and good action, speech, and thinking, that it proceeds from necessity; that the doer feels it
must be.” In “Montaigne” Emerson describes the “levity of intellect”—that counsels action after having judged the
mind incapable of attaining certain knowledge—as a “disease of thought”: “The first dangerous symptom I report is,
the levity of intellect; as if it were fatal to earnestness to know much. Knowledge is the knowing that we cannot
know. The dull pray; the geniuses are light mockers. How respectable is earnestness on every platform! but intellect
kills it. Nay, San Carlo, my subtle and admirable friend, one of the most penetrating of men, finds that all direct
ascension, even of lofty piety, leads to this ghastly insight and sends back the votary orphaned. My astonishing San
Carlo thought the lawgivers and saints infected. They found the ark empty; saw, and would not tell; and tried to
choke off their approaching followers, by saying, ‘Action, action, my dear fellows, is for you!’ Bad as was to me
this detection by San Carlo, this frost in July, this blow from a bride, there was still a worse, namely the cloy or
satiety of the saints. In the mount of vision, ere they have yet risen from their knees, they say, ‘We discover that this
our homage and beatitude is partial and deformed: we must fly for relief to the suspected and reviled Intellect, to the
Understanding, the Mephistopheles, to the gymnastics of talent’” (173-174). See also, Emerson, “Worship,” in The
Conduct of Life, vol. 8 of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 216: “‘Tis certain that worship stands in some commanding relation to the health of
man, and to his highest powers, so as to be, in some manner, the source of intellect. All the great ages have been
ages of belief. I mean, when there was any extraordinary power of performance, when great national movements
began, when arts appeared, when heroes existed, when poems were made, the human soul was in earnest, and had
fixed its thoughts on spiritual verities, with as strict a grasp as that of the hands on the sword, or the pencil, or the
trowel. It is true that genius takes its rise out of the mountains of rectitude; that all beauty and power which men
covet, are somehow born out of that Alpine district; that any extraordinary degree of beauty in man or woman
involves a moral charm.”
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challenge Rorty’s notion that authority in a democratic regime should accrue to those who
adroitly exercise instrumental rationality and/or who alluringly display imaginative brilliance
within an anti-metaphysical cultural context. To this end, over the next two chapters I mount an
Emersonian critique of his idea of strength and of the archetype of his preferred culture—the
strong poet. In the process, I underscore Emerson’s metaphysical realism, his insistence that
flexible experimentation not transgress the bounds of overarching moral/intellectual laws, and
his subordination of imagination (genius) to moral sentiment.
The chief faculty that Emerson regards as meriting authority—moral sentiment—is not
the purview of the few.244 He holds it to be a universal faculty and one that is more
democratically distributed than the faculties that Rorty thinks authoritative: instrumental
rationality (in which experts surpass others) or imaginative creativity (with which the highly
educated are especially endowed). Emerson also supposes a moral order inhering in the universe,
by which an actual social order can be judged.245 Given his idea that each individual has some
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Emerson’s essays abound with expressions of his ingrained suspicion that the impetus for greater solidarity (that
is, calls for participation in formal associations, unified social movements, and organized cooperative ventures)
often does violence to individuality. A passage from “Society and Solitude” sums up this conviction: “The
determination of each [one’s fixed direction or tendency toward some end] is [away] from all the others, like that of
each tree up into free space. ‘Tis no wonder, when each has his whole head, our societies should be so small. Like
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244
Emerson, “Holiness,” 345, my emphasis added: “The moments in life when we give ourselves up to the
inspirations of this [moral] sentiment, seem to be the only real life. The mind is then all light. These moments are the
years of the mind; for, they are epochs from which we date. But they refuse to be recorded. Language halts after
them in vain: he cannot paint them with his colors. Slowly, line by line, he can recall particular attributes that may
serve to remind those who know them of their best experience, but they would never describe them to such as know
them not. Yet are these moments not the privilege of any class of men: they come to all men.
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so that presently all is wrong, talent is mistaken for genius, a dogma or system for truth, ambition for greatness,

104

capacity to discern this moral order, Emerson thinks all persons ought to have effectual input in
deciding the normative order of a democratic regime. By contrast, Rorty thinks the normative
order of a regime is socially constructed and subject to no higher tribunal than prevailing human
desires, intersubjectively determined. On this view, some individuals fundamentally lack the
capacity to appreciate the public morality. From the standpoint of the predominating social group,
they have irremediably defective mindsets and desires. Owing to his commitment to a
constitutional democracy, Rorty regards such persons (those who adhere to a moral code at odds
with the leading tacit association) as entitled to equal rights. However, in the sphere of informal
authority, he considers them as pathogens and would urge society (the leading tacit association)
to inoculate itself from their influence by defaming them and bullying them into silence.246
In short, Richard Rorty’s theory of democracy privileges secular-humanist cultural values
and urges the authoritative imposition of them in civil society. In other words, he countenances
social tyranny as a valid means of building a strong, unified, and ever-expanding culture of
democracy. His theory of strength—his praise of the disposition of the strong poet—sponsors the

ingenuity for poetry, sensuality for art; and the young, coming up with innocent hope, and looking around them at
education, at the professions and employments, at religious and literary teachers and teaching, finding that nothing
outside corresponds to the noble order in the soul, are confused, and become skeptical and forlorn. Hope is taken
from youth unless there be, by the grace of God, sufficient vigor in their instinct to say, ‘All is wrong and human
invention. I declare anew from Heaven that truth exists new and beautiful and profitable forevermore.’ Order is
heaven's first law. These gifts, these senses, these facilities are excellent as long as subordinated; all wasted and
mischievous when they assume to lead and not obey. What is the use of strength or cunning or beauty, or musical
voice, or birth, or breeding, or money, to a maniac? Yet society, in which we live, is subject to fits of frenzy;
sometimes is for an age together a maniac, with birth, breeding, beauty, cunning, strength and money. And there is
but one defense against this principle of chaos, and that is the principle of order, or brave return at all hours to an
infinite common-sense, to the mother-wit, to the wise instinct, to the pure intellect.”
246
For example, see Rorty, “An Ethics for Today,” 7-8, my emphasis added. “Pope Benedict XVI has complained
that it is becoming very difficult for the Church to say what it believes. Very soon, the pope has written, one will not
be able to affirm that homosexuality constitutes, as the Catholic Church teaches, an objective disorder in the
structure of human existence. The pope’s prediction may well come true. Where I come from, on the campus of my
university, it is already the case that to condemn homosexuality or to treat homosexuality, homosexual desire, as
perverse or somehow immoral would be regarded as an outrageous display of vicious intolerance. So the pope is
justified in fearing that the pressure of outraged public opinion may force the Church to pass over the topic of
homosexuality in silence. I hope that this will happen. I hope that the pope’s fears will be confirmed because I think
that condemning homosexuality has produced a great deal of unnecessary, pointless human misery. The Church’s
attitude has greatly decreased the sum of human happiness.”
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undemocratic, Nietzschean drive to assert one’s dominance by subjugating the weak. Rorty
reconstructs Nietzsche’s ideas of nobility, basing it on a Whitmanian power of sympathy rather
than on physical superiority, which renders it more palatable to liberals. In so doing, however,
Rorty ends up espousing a theory of politics that is liberal in only a bare, formal sense while
decidedly illiberal in the context of the informal politics conducted in civil society.
Rorty’s Strong Poet
While Rorty interprets Emerson as a forerunner of neopragmatic thought, Rorty’s theory
of power stands in stark opposition to the theory of power Emerson espouses. To substantiate
this claim, I first analyze Rorty’s notion of strength in his description of the “strong poet”—the
figure he envisions as the “hero” of the liberal-democratic society he advocates.247 Then, in the
following chapter, I demonstrate that Emerson has an altogether different idea of strength and
espouses a radically dissimilar theory of informal authority.
When Rorty celebrates strong poets what does he mean by strength? Primarily, he refers
to the power of redescription, or the expert ability to employ tools of literature, philosophy, and
politics in novel ways so as to reconceive one’s social situation to better suit one’s personal
desires. As he writes, “The line between weakness and strength is…the line between using
language which is familiar and universal and producing language which, though initially
unfamiliar and idiosyncratic, somehow makes tangible the blind impress all one’s behavings
bear.”248 The strong poet reinterprets and recombines prominent symbols within her cultural
milieu to give a compelling genealogical account of how the present state of affairs came into
existence. Having recast the past, the strong poet then frames the present as a waypoint on an

247
248

Rorty, Contingency, 28-29.
Rorty, Contingency, 28-29.

106

ascending journey to a preferred, even utopian, future. Thus, the strong poet weaves an inspiring
narrative of progress.249
As characterized by Rorty, the strongest poets wield the power of redescription to effect
social and political change. To this end, the strong poet offers both historical perspective and
hope—albeit history unconstrained by lessons of the past250 and hope immune to
falsifiability251—to conduct a novel social experiment she believes will lead to human progress.
The main purpose of redescription is neither to get history right, nor to more accurately predict
the future. Rather, the goal is to control the narrative, to reconfigure one’s group vocabulary and
then to become its chief grammarian. The strong poet aims to capture people’s attention and
guide their sentiments, to bring perspicuity and coherence to these sentiments, and then to enlist
people in a project to institute a new language game. Indeed, Rorty’s theory of progress occurs in
precisely this sequential order. First, the strong poet writes literature to manipulate the feelings
that give rise to moral intuitions.252 Then, she uses philosophy to clarify and summarize the
moral intuitions in general terms.253 Finally, she urges political action to reform institutions so as
to better reflect and reinforce these moral intuitions.
249
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Perhaps, though, I have thus far only related the skill of redescription, or what Rorty
defines as the virtue of culture. That is,
an ability to manipulate abstract ideas for the sheer fun of it, and an ability to discourse at length about the
differing values of widely diverse sorts of painting, music, architecture, and writing. Culture can be
acquired by education, and is a typical product of the sort of education reserved for the wealthier and more
leisured members of a society.254

Yet the strong poet not only possesses the skill of redescription, or is poetic, but also has an
assertive attitude. She unabashedly presses her narrative on the public consciousness, using
poignant storytelling to manipulate the sentiments of others. What does this forceful disposition
entail?
Rorty’s theory of power has its starting point in desire. According to Rorty, as a result of
the particular contingencies each person undergoes, she bears a distinctive set of desires. Initially,
one is blind to their source, although one can gain awareness of their causes by studying one’s
history. Yet investigation into one’s past should not be thought of as a process of discovery but
rather as the accumulation of raw material onto which one can impose a narrative of the self that
one admires.255 On Rorty’s account, at least some contingent desires appear to be deep-seated
and abiding. They cannot be renounced, significantly reformed, or transcended—only taken-forgranted and favorably interpreted.
While Rorty views individuals as characterized by idiosyncratic desires, he also
recognizes the socialization of language as a key determinant of one’s sense of self. When
writing about language, Rorty does not have in mind English, Bengali, or Urdu but rather the
“final vocabulary” groups share, or the set of utterances they employ to make sense of life. Thus,
noncontroversial lemmas. That generalization is not supposed to ground our intuitions, but rather to summarize them.
Rawls’s “Difference Principle” and the US Supreme Court’s construction of a constitutional “right to privacy” are
examples of this kind of summary. We see the point of formulating such summarizing generalizations as increasing
the predictability, and thus the power and efficiency, of our institutions, thereby heightening the sense of shared
moral identity that brings us together in a moral community.”
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while he regards individuals in their particularity, as bearers of unique impresses, he also views
them in community as users of a common vocabulary. As with individual desires, Rorty insists a
group’s shared language bears the influence of contingent historical forces.256
As a first requisite to becoming a strong poet, a person must be acutely sensitivity to her
desires. That is, one must gain sensitivity to one’s discriminative responsiveness to brute
experience. On Rorty’s anti-empiricist view, one is not so much alive to experience itself as
much as to the subconscious registering of the favorability or unfavorability of the various
sensations evoked by external stimuli.257 Presumably, one has little to no control over these
attractions and aversions; the reactions are visceral. Crucially, non-linguistic sensitivity to paininducing stimuli becomes a paramount faculty of the strong poet in Rorty’s theory of liberalism.
Second, Rorty argues that one should acknowledge the utter contingency of the manner
in which one has been taught to regard sensations, to translate them into speech. In particular,
one should reject the idea that there exists a universally right or wrong, better or worse way to
receive, interpret, or order them.258 As Rorty asserts, “recognition [of contingency] is the chief
virtue of the members of a liberal society.”259 Rorty thinks the acknowledgement of contingency
disabuses people of a debilitating belief in the categories of Reality, Truth, or God understood as
universal standards or reference points or authoritative guides to which humans should seek
access through allegedly higher faculties such as Reason. He does not go so far as to claim these
256
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categories are non-existent or false, but he operates as if they are fictitious, views them as
impediments to human freedom, and wishes to refuse conversation with those who continue to
insist on them. He urges others to do the same.
The preceding paragraph stands in need of interpretive justification since Rorty is
inconsistent as to whether strong poets necessarily acknowledge contingency. For instance, he
refers to Christianity as a strong poem260 and Plato as an “all-too-strong” poet261 as if the novelty
of a description and its enduring influence are themselves sufficiently constitutive of strong
poetry. Yet elsewhere he writes of the strong poet as the person who acknowledges and
appropriates contingency instead of trying to transcend it. In the latter case, the appreciation of
contingency is integral to the makeup of a strong poet. Indeed, Rorty writes of those seeking the
“One Right Description” as philosophers or metaphysicians, expressly to differentiate them from
poets.262 Thus, he ultimately takes the position that the acceptance of the category of Truth or
Reality precludes a person from being a strong poet. “The metaphysician is still attached to
common sense, in that he does not question the platitudes which encapsulate the use of a given
final vocabulary, and in particular the platitude which says there is a single permanent reality to
be found behind the many temporary appearances. He does not redescribe but, rather, analyzes
old descriptions with the help of other old descriptions.”263 Now, one may wonder why Rorty
believes the assumption of non-contingency cannot be reformulated in novel, paradigmreshaping ways whereas the supposition of contingency can be. However, let it stand that Rorty
attributes to strong poets the appreciation of contingency.
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Let me return to my outline of the traits of Rorty’s strong poet. For him, the relation of a
person to her community is that of a bearer of contingent desires to a social setting characterized
by a contingent normative order, that is, a contingent moral vocabulary. While a strong poet is
acutely aware of the contingent desires she personally bears, she also registers the grammar of
the final vocabulary in which she is enmeshed. That is, a strong poet understands the prevailing
normative beliefs and actions of her community (and the utterances used to describe them), or
has fluent grasp of the rules of the language game that she indwells. I will label this
comprehension as perceptivity of social consciousness. As a third attribute of a strong poet, this
capacity closely relates to the ability to discern power relationships within one’s group.
Someone sensitive to desire and perceptive of social consciousness is keenly aware of the
inadequateness of one’s available group vocabulary to accommodate one’s personal desires. In
other words, a strong poet feels tension between the bundle of impulses comprising her self and
the expectations society places on her, given the dominant public norms. Faced with the conflict,
she can either adopt the prevailing descriptions of propriety or work to redefine them. The strong
poet pursues the latter course of action. Conversely, writes Rorty, “To fail as a poet—and thus,
for Nietzsche, to fail as a human being—is to accept somebody else’s description of oneself, to
execute a previously prepared program, to write, at most, elegant variations on previously
prepared poems.”264 A steadfast impulse to manifest one’s idiosyncratic desires (or one’s
contingently peculiar makeup), then, represents a fourth quality of the strong poet. The strong
poet willfully seeks to impress others with her blind impresses.265
Imagination, a fifth characteristic of strength, fuels the strong poet’s efforts to redescribe
his or her group identity. Instead of dressing her desires in the available stock of utterances, or
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the conventions governing them, she breaks free of the rules in a search for new utterances (or
novel combinations of existing utterances) with which to enrobe her desires. Finally, the ability
to phrase one’s personal idiosyncratic desire in language that amends or supplants the prevailing
group vocabulary is the power of redescription. This ability implies the virtue of culture, as
Rorty calls it, or the sophistication to comprehend and manipulate abstract notions. As Rorty
claims, those who exhibit the virtue of culture typically are elites well versed in the academic
discourse of their day. Leveraging their position of social prestige and/or political connectedness,
they deploy the skill of redescription to change the paradigm through which their compatriots
assess the social realm.266 When successfully wielded, the skill of redescription confers the
power of redescription, of appropriating contingency.
To recapitulate, Rorty’s strong poet is someone who is sensitive to the desires awakened
by external stimuli and who also acknowledges contingency. She trenchantly perceives power
relations and has intimate familiarity with the language that constitutes them. She has an
unrelenting impulse to give vent to her idiosyncratic desires, and she imagines novel ways to
describe and articulate her wishes. She enjoys the advantages of elite education, and successfully
exerts the skill of redescription to appropriate contingency. The last step, publicly taken, involves
propounding an overarching narrative of progress to manipulate sentiments, to give them
philosophical coherence, and then to embed them within social and political institutions.
The Disposition of the Liberal Citizen
Having sketched a portrait of Rorty’s strong poet, one has traveled only partway to
outlining his theory of strength. He unites the strong poetic disposition to a liberal citizenly
disposition, and to fully analyze Rorty’s account of power, one must attend to the sharp
distinction he draws between the public (liberal citizenly) and private (strong poetic) aspects of
266
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the self. Rorty locates strength in the private self, but then subordinates the private self to the
public self as a concession to both the limits of private strength and to the fear of the
destabilizing and anarchic tendencies of an unconstrained power of redescription. Since one may
lose hold on power and be victimized, the desire for self-expression must be subordinated to the
aversion to humiliation or cruelty. In other words, Rorty elevates the power of recognition over
the power of redescription.
The final victory of poetry in its ancient quarrel with philosophy—the final victory of metaphors of selfcreation over metaphors of discovery—would consist in our becoming reconciled to the thought that this
[ability to recognize contingency and pain, rather than to overcome it by appropriation and transformation]
is the only sort of power over the world which we can hope to have. For that would be the final abjuration
of the notion that truth, and not just power and pain, is to be found “out there.”267

The upshot is that, in Rorty’s theory of politics, the strong poet is made subservient to the moral
norms of a strong liberal-democratic culture, and, in particular, to the injunction to refrain from
acts of cruelty. Rorty judges that Mill, not Nietzsche, offers the political theory that best
describes the sort of robust liberal-democratic culture suited to contemporary desires (or his own
desires that he believes have contemporary resonance).268
Rorty’s notion of the strong poet draws significant inspiration from Nietzsche, but he
clearly does not find Nietzsche’s account of the person satisfactory for contemporary politics.
However, before distancing Rorty from Nietzsche, a cursory inquiry into the demise of the noble
moral code, as narrated by Nietzsche in On the Genealogy of Morality, illustrates two dangers of
a society populated by strong poets. Rorty’s democratic theory answers to these threats while
preserving a decidedly Nietzschean character. The first threat to the nobles’ way of life is
anarchy, the avoidance of which demands a settlement among the strong, or the development of
a shared ethic among them. The second danger is that, in cruelly subduing the weak, the strong
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provoke ressentiment and stimulate the slaves to revolt against, and even invert, the moral order
of the strong. Retrospectively analyzing Nietzsche’s slave revolt, one could attribute the
downfall of the nobles’ morality to their inability to anticipate the threat of a reactive,
ressentiment-fueled moral revolution and to mitigate accordingly the harshness of their
overlordship.269
Of course, as soon as one introduces the faculties of foresight, instrumental rationality,
and prudential self-restraint, one has left Nietzsche behind. However, keeping Nietzsche’s On
the Genealogy of Morality in mind, while considering Rorty as a proponent of liberal democracy,
illuminates the continuities between the two. Namely, Rorty preserves the pathos of distance
between noble and base types of persons, constructed by those who consider themselves superior.
He amends the content of Nietzsche’s master morality—Rorty’s pragmatic liberals pride
themselves on secular-humanist cultural values, not aristocratic warrior values—but he explicitly
encourages a similar, self-admiring ethnocentrism. Rorty thus broadens the ranks of the master
class, yet he holds to the notion that some people are fated to be inferior on account of their
spiritual poverty.270 Their inferiority does not stem from unlucky genetics (as would seem to be
the case in Nietzsche’s account) but rather comes from a disadvantaged upbringing or
unfortunate cultural situatedness.271 Rorty also retains Nietzsche’s idea that the noble should
indulge their drive to subdue those who do not share their superior endowments; only now the
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virtues constituting nobility are sympathetic and sentimental rather than chiefly physical. Rorty
has no qualms about the strong (or admirably sympathetic) dominating the weak (or deficiently
sympathetic), though he places important limits on how they may exercise their supremacy. They
must not resort to physical violence or trespass the formal rights of others. However, in the
sphere of persuasion as opposed to that of force, he encourages the “strong” to contemn the
“weak,” to refuse to take them seriously, to ignore their concerns, and to relegate them to a
subordinate position by making social pariahs out of them.272
Rorty realizes the anarchic conditions that would result from strong poets, each with a
different set of particular desires, seeking to remake society according to their personal vision of
sublimity. Thus, he posits the prelinguistic experience of pain and suffering, and the aversion
thereof, as a common denominator of the human condition. Whatever else people may be said to
desire, they wish to avoid being humiliated or subjected to cruel treatment.273 Avoidance of
humiliation operates in Rorty’s political philosophy as a first-order aversion. He thinks most
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people will agree to norms of non-humiliation even at the expense of the fulfillment of their
projects of personal experimentation. Thus, the conflicting desires of diverse individuals are
subsumed under the overriding sentiment to minimize cruelty throughout society.
Yet if Rorty bases human solidarity on “a sense of common danger,”274 he does not rest
content with prudential Hobbesian self-interest as a social tie. He also means for the citizens of
his liberal utopia to have a sense of communal pride springing from a shared moral identity. He
claims that the citizens of his imagined liberal democracy radiate the “nobility of spirit that
Nietzsche mistakenly thought could be had only by the exceptional few” on account of their selfaffirming, fraternal membership in a democratic society that prizes tolerance and progressively
eliminates unnecessary suffering or humiliation.275 Thus, Rorty does not regard the strength of
democratic citizens as a matter of individual character. Rather, it is strength of affiliation; the
strength of liberal citizens derives from their intense attachment to a group.
In fact, Rorty straightforwardly defines justice as group loyalty,276 and he clearly believes
that constructing a common moral identity is of the utmost political importance. To this end, he
intersperses prescriptions as to what “we” ought to believe or how “we” ought to behave
throughout his writings. To unpack his thinking on group solidarity, let me address the following
questions. What is the group identity Rorty means to affirm? How does Rorty think those who
self-identify with his favored group should treat those who do not?
To repeat an important point, Rorty thinks susceptibility to pain unites all humans.
Theoretically, then, he posits a global community of pain-suffering creatures for whom the
alleviation of unnecessary suffering ought to be a paramount concern. However, he notes that
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human sympathy weakens with distance, or as people encounter humans increasingly unlike
themselves. He observes that, at present, most people do not identify first and foremost as a
member of the human species. Presumably, he thinks they cannot so identify given their
immersive socialization into groups based on nationality, language, ethnicity, or religion. Even
so, Rorty holds to the utopian hope of overcoming differences of race or class or caste insofar as
these inhibit sympathy among dissimilar persons. He harbors no illusions that humans will be
able to enlarge their identities in the near future so as to encompass all of humankind, but he
advocates gradual expansion in a cosmopolitan direction.277
If Rorty believes the stage is not yet set for people to claim membership in a brotherhood
of humanity, then what sub-global human communities does he value most? The numerous
groups with which Rorty identifies in his political writings include “Westerners,” “liberals,”
“heirs of the Enlightenment,” “liberal ironists,” “liberal pragmatists,” “American leftists,”
“secular humanists,” “liberal democrats,” inhabitants of “secularized democratic societies,” and
members of a “Eurocentric human rights culture,” among others. Two of these identities,
“secular humanist” and “liberal,” sit together uneasily in his political theory. Indeed, Rorty
values liberalism instrumentally as a means to establish a secular-humanist regime that, once
constituted, protects its dominant position through the authoritative rule of civil society and thus
remains liberal only in a bare, formal sense.
Neopragmatic Liberalism as Secular-Humanist Ethnocentrism
Rorty’s idea of liberalism embraces Mill’s formula of “freedom and variety of situations”
within the context of a society committed to the prevention of harm. In other words, Rorty thinks
of liberty as a social atmosphere conducive to the sort of human diversity and flexible
experimentation that drives progress. From this perspective, society is only justified to coerce
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individuals in order to prevent harm—which Rorty construes as “unnecessary suffering”—to any
of its members. Whom does Rorty invest with the authority to decide what constitutes harm? As
he writes, “Discoveries about who is being made to suffer can be left to the workings of a free
press, free universities, and enlightened public opinion.”278 This sounds innocuous, and yet Rorty
redescribes “enlightened” and “free” to mean “secular” and “humanist.” Consider his description
of an ideal “culture of liberalism.”
In its ideal form, the culture of liberalism would be one which was enlightened, secular, through and
through. It would be one in which no trace of divinity remained, either in the form of a divinized world or a
divinized self. Such a culture would have no room for the notion that there are nonhuman forces to which
human beings should be responsible.279

In numerous other passages, Rorty leaves no doubt that he, like Dewey, views emancipation
from the fetters of “the idea of authority—the idea that anything could have authority over the
members of a democratic community save the free, collective decisions of that community”280 as
central to freedom.
•

•

•

On the public scene, the principal social and cultural function of this movement [pragmatism] has been to
break through the crust of convention, to favor receptivity to the new rather than attachment to the old, and
in particular to shake a nation free from the religious culture in which it began and which still permeates its
public life.281
The terms “America” and “democracy” are shorthand for a new conception of what it is to be human—a
conception which has no room for obedience to a nonhuman authority, and in which nothing save freely
achieved consensus among human beings has any authority at all.282
Liberalism comes close to entailing [utilitarianism and pragmatism]. For although romantic utilitarians do
not necessarily want to disenchant the world, they certainly want to disenchant the past. So they need to
melt much that had seemed solid into air. The redefinitions of “right” and “true” offered by Mill and James
respectively are indispensable to this melting process. Any non-utilitarian definition of “right” and any nonpragmatist definition of “true” will lend aid and comfort to the idea that there is an authority—for example,
the eternal moral law, or the intrinsic structure of reality—which takes precedence over agreement between
free human beings about what to do or what to believe.283

The agreement and consensus that Rorty accepts as free requires a repudiation of the idea of a
transcendent moral order. It has no room for someone like Emerson who is convinced “that the
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last lesson of life, the choral song which rises from all elements and all angels, is, a voluntary
obedience, a necessitated freedom.”284 Even if a majority of people were to agree, through fairly
conducted elections, to live under laws that they felt respected a transcendent moral order, it does
not appear Rorty would accept the outcome as democratically free. Political democracy is not
fully and finally Democracy in his eyes. The people must be sufficiently “enlightened” and “free”
(secular and humanist) for their agreement to be authoritative. His commitment to secularhumanist values qualifies his commitment to political democracy.
Indeed, Rorty’s reservation about political democracy can be seen in his claim that one
should not listen directly to the sufferers themselves to gauge their pain; one should instead heed
the voice of the poets who speak on their behalf.
Pain is nonlinguistic: It is what we human beings have that ties us to the nonlanguage-using beasts. So
victims of cruelty, people who are suffering, do not have much in the way of a language. That is why there
is no such thing as “the voice of the oppressed” or the “language of the victims.” The language the victims
once used is not working anymore, and they are suffering too much to put new words together. So the job
of putting their situation into language is going to have to be done for them by somebody else. The liberal
poet is good at that.285

In other words, Rorty thinks the question, Who is being made to suffer?—a question of the
utmost important to social and public policy in his preferred regime—should be answered by
deferring to the guidance of poets.
Rorty’s conception of liberalism is soaked in a particular strand of Enlightenmentthinking that is intensely hostile to transcendent authority whether supposedly accessed via
reason or revelation. He advocates a liberal regime in which Kantians and religious persons (at
least of the monotheistic variety) would be gradually socialized out of existence. To be fair,
Rorty does insist that the citizens of his liberal regime abjure the use of coercive force and
formally respect the rights of all persons. However, he counsels members of the majority, in their
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private capacity, to ridicule their opponents, refuse to discuss their concerns, to selectively ignore
their questions, and to debar them from public discourse by inflicting social penalties on them.
Motivated by hostility to the idea of transcendent authority, Rorty condemns the
invocation of the non-natural in public discourse. Ultimately, he is more concerned to protect the
secular from the intrusion of the transcendent than to protect an individual’s sphere of judgment
from the impositions of a prevailing social group. Indeed, Rorty claims that “To get rid of this
cluster of bad [metaphysical] ideas we need to think of reason not as a truth-tracking faculty but
as a social practice—the practice of enforcing social norms on the use of marks and noises,
thereby making it possible to use words rather than blows as a way of getting things done. To be
rational is simply to conform to these [social] norms [on the use of language].”286 Reason is not
individual but social; whoso would be a good democrat must be a conformist. One can scarcely
fathom convictions less Emersonian in spirit.
Provided a social group is sufficiently enlightened (secular), free (from the idea of nonhuman authority), and powerful, it is authorized to suppress dissenting individuals for the
purpose of protecting itself from harm. Rorty does not want dissenters to be viewed as evil, but
merely as “deprived” of the ability to sympathize on account of their respective impoverished or
metaphysical upbringings.287 In Rorty’s ideal liberal regime, the leading social group
unavoidably and infallibly judges in its own case, for what higher authority is there than a
solidary human community of free (contingency-recognizing) persons, and what is more noble
than the use of power than to prevent pain?
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Rorty gives no pretense of being neutral. However, he attributes his political preferences
to historical contingency and claims that his most stable desires are not, at root, contestable
judgments amenable to a common human faculty called “reason.” When asked why he is a
secular humanist, Rorty’s conversation-stopping reply would appear to be that he was socialized
that way. He offers arguments touting the benefits of his contingent socialization, and he makes a
case for socializing others in a similar fashion. However, he recognizes that these arguments
circularly appeal to his own deep-seated, contingent desires.288 Thus, he does not expect to
garner universal agreement; he merely seeks to mobilize persons with similar beliefs and
sentiments to join together and gradually take control of the socialization processes of their
society. Again, since Rorty claims to have been socialized as a liberal, he does recognize the
basic civil rights of others when arguing for the social imposition of secular-humanist cultural
values.
When describing “us” as particular byproducts of historical contingency, Rorty obviously
is not making an empirical claim that would apply to all Americans. Many Americans clearly
disclaim membership in the social group that Rorty imagines insofar as it espouses atheism,
secularism, humanism, and naturalism. One should not lose sight of his disputable judgments as
to which inherited social values “we” purportedly share (or, indeed, of who “we” are). That is,
even when agreeing that persons cannot wholly escape their present historical context, one can
be leery of entrusting anyone to authoritatively narrate the emergence of that context and to
define its contours.
288
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Schemes of justice can be nothing other than arbitrary, in the sense of being determined
by arbiters. However, the exclusion of entire classes of persons from the process of arbitration on
the basis of their theological positions, moral convictions, or philosophical opinions surely
qualifies as illiberal. The more subjectively (or less intersubjectively) a community interprets
harm by excluding certain perspectives from discussion of what does and does not constitute
harm, the closer that community moves toward its leading social group claiming what Mill terms
an “absolute social right.” That is, individuals in the perceived majority (whether activist or
prestigious), will be tempted to demand “that every other individual shall act in every respect
exactly as he ought; that whosoever fails thereof in the smallest particular, violates my social
right, and entitles me to demand from the legislature the removal of the grievance.” As Mill
warns,
So monstrous a principle [of absolute social right] is far more dangerous than any single interference with
liberty; there is no violation of liberty which it would not justify; it acknowledges no right to any freedom
whatever, except perhaps to that of holding opinions in secret, without ever disclosing them: for, the
moment an opinion which I consider noxious passes any one’s lips, it invades all the “social rights”
attributed to me by the [majority].289

In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty claims that in liberal public discourse
anything goes; there should be neither an order of debate nor off-limit subjects.290 However, he
does not adhere to this position. Indeed, the practice of cultural politics “includes projects for
getting rid of whole topics of discourse.”291 For those who do not get with the cultural program,
who persist in advocating a socially disfavored language, this may not exactly sound liberal.
Nonetheless, Rorty persists in assuming the mantle of liberalism. Yet this liberal selfdescription does not square with his refusal to grant people equal social liberty to influence
public discourse. On his view, people appear to be equals under the law, but not under the norms
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that the “we-intentions” of the dominant social group authoritatively erects, interprets, and
imposes. Moreover, laws can be flexibly interpreted to gerrymander the borders of the
community to include socially favored identities, granting them immunity to criticism, and to
exclude disfavored identities thereby exposing them to social penalty. As a result, the notion of
universal human rights, equally inhering in all persons, cedes way to a “Eurocentric” human
rights culture in which secular-humanist beliefs predominate. It may be formally liberal—
everyone is legally entitled to free speech—and yet informally tyrannical, for if someone’s
exercised right to free speech offends “us” then “we” will send her to Coventry.
Rorty claims to be willing to abide by the outcome of a competitive conversation among
differing paradigms of humanity, but at the same time he works to marginalize some paradigms
within it. Namely, those paradigms “we secular humanists” cannot take seriously. This attitude
marks a departure from the classically liberal attitude of Mill’s On Liberty—namely, the
reluctance to muzzle, shout down, ridicule, or exclude persons who voice arguments one finds
wrongheaded. Mill counsels a willingness to permit the expression of eccentric and offensive
opinions, and he urges people to rebut them with persuasive arguments of their own. Rorty,
however, appears to respect free speech only insofar as it is either backed by power or consistent
with (or unthreatening to) his own preferences. On his view, strong poets should embrace the
clever manipulation of their fellow citizens’ sentiments to bring about democratic consensus,
pressure dissenters to conform or self-censor by ridiculing their moral commitments, and
condescendingly contemn and ignore those who prove intractable or unquailed.
If Rorty departs from Mill in his willingness to stigmatize his opponents as bad and
immoral, he follows Mill in subordinating individuality to considerations of social progress. That
is, he withholds protections from certain classes of individuals out of respect for the good of the
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whole society. Mill notoriously excludes so-called barbarian civilizations from his argument on
behalf of social liberty and condones paternalistic rule over them. The barbarians are unsuited for
social liberty, and the aim of progress demands that they be temporarily subjected to external
control. Like Mill, Rorty embraces a utilitarian morality of sorts—an inverted utilitarian morality
of minimizing humiliation. Yet the principle of non-humiliation takes a backseat to the
construction of a utopian liberal culture. That is, to bring about generalized social conditions of
tolerance, Rorty thinks it justifiable to humiliate those whom one (ethnocentrically) deems
intolerant.
Indeed, one could edit the disclaimer with which Mill prefaces his argument in On
Liberty to similarly qualify Rorty’s support of liberal democracy. It would read something like
the following:
This doctrine is meant to apply only to human beings in the maturity of their faculties who acknowledge the
utter contingency of the human condition. We are not speaking of children, or of younger persons below the
age which the law may fix as that of manhood or womanhood Platonists, Kantians, or religious persons.
We must also leave out those backward states of society in which the race itself may be considered as in the
nonage non-Western societies in which the values of the Enlightenment have not been widely diffused.
Democratic despotism is a legitimate mode of government in dealing with barbarians metaphysicians and
moral realists, provided the end be their improvement a democratic society devoid of humiliation, and the
means justified by actually effecting that end at some unspecifiable point in the distant future. Liberty of
conscience, as a principle of public life, has no application to any state of things anterior posterior to the
time when mankind have become capable of being improved by free and equal discussion rejecting
metaphysics.292

Again, Rorty would not deprive people of their basic civil rights, and thus his disclaimer, in that
sense, is less radical than Mill’s. However, he shows no compunction in denying public freedom
(full access to the public realm)293 to dissenters. His neopragmatic liberalism not only consists
with social tyranny but also recommends it.
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Chapter 4: An Emersonian Critique of Rorty’s Strong Poet
Richard Rorty enlists Emerson in his neopragmatic project, in part by assimilating him to
Nietzsche. Yet Rorty’s “strong misreading” of Emerson is so partial and selective as to be antiEmersonian in spirit. Emerson’s theory of power starkly opposes Nietzsche’s in its counsel of
self-restraint and affirmation of transcendent moral principles. Despite his occasional fulsome
praise of commanding personalities like Napoleon and silver-tongued orators like Daniel
Webster, Emerson ultimately subjects their prodigious practical or eloquential powers to moral
standards he believes to be universal in scope. He does not condemn Napoleon so much for his
cruelty or use of violence as for his disrespect of individuality, a cardinal moral failing that
Emerson imputes to both Bonaparte and the pacific French socialist, Charles Fourier.
Furthermore, he subordinates the art of eloquence to the sentiment of duty.
Emerson’s Attraction to Power
A number of Emerson’s statements, read in isolation, give the impression that he is a
metaphysical anti-realist who puts the highest premium on power. Indeed, Emerson at times
appears to endorse the maximization of power as the paramount consideration of action.294
However, Emerson divorces power from coercion. As Hannah Arendt would later do, Emerson
defines violence as indicative of the absence of power,295 and he regards the use of force in
human relationships as a lie that covers underlying impotence.296 He also regards power in
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human affairs as distinct from means and from strength of numbers.297 In addition, Emerson
views authoritative command, either its issuance or obedience to it, as unbefitting among
reasonable persons.298 While he identifies eloquence as the most complete manifestation of
power, he nonetheless shares the concern Arendt articulates in “Philosophy and Politics” when
she writes, “persuasion is not the opposite of rule by violence, it is only another form of it.”299
Emerson’s Representatives of Practical Power
Emerson is attracted to power and urges its accumulation. He admires the commanding
figures of history—Julius Caesar, Napoleon Bonaparte, Oliver Cromwell—who ingeniously
marshaled men and means in their military exploits. He also lavishly praises the power of
charismatic orators. At times, he heaps gushing acclamation on gifted public figures who exert
magnetic, almost magical influence over an audience through overpowering personality, silvertongued rhetoric, and forceful intellect. Daniel Webster and Mirabeau typify the blend of
personal vigor, wit, and spellbinding speech extolled by Emerson as the art of eloquence.
Emerson’s affinity for dauntless self-assertion, and for the willpower to contemn social
constraints, likely had a significant impact on Nietzsche. Indeed, prominent interpreters of
Emerson, such as Harold Bloom and Rorty, not only cite his influence on Nietzsche, but also
employ a method of “strong misreading” that amplifies the connection between the two figures
to the neglect of Emerson’s moral thought.300 However, Emerson does not endorse, but rather
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condemns, the disposition of a “strong poet” as understood and celebrated by these readers. In
this section, I expound Emerson’s theory of power to argue that the general disposition he aims
to foster through his essays differs from Nietzsche’s will-to-power so drastically as to be
antithetical to it. I analyze Emerson’s foremost representatives of practical power, Napoleon
Bonaparte and Daniel Webster, to acknowledge his praise of them, but more importantly, to
highlight the limits of his admiration for them and his insistence on their ethical flaws or
weaknesses. Each has remarkable talent, a commanding personality or forceful will,
overwhelming intelligence, a shrewd understanding of power relations, and oratorical flair. Yet
Emerson reserves some of his harshest criticisms for Napoleon and Webster on account of their
rejection of the claims of morality.
Emerson’s Theory of Power
Emerson divides power into three domains: moral, intellectual, and natural. The natural
domain can be subdivided into the power of man over nature (practical power) and the power of
nature over man (the power of fate). The latter is a negative power in that it operates on man or
represents the limitations that constrain man. To be healthy, an individual must 1) resist or
subdue or harness the power of fate instead of conforming to it; 2) attain a proportionate
correlation of powers by cultivating each domain—moral, intellectual, and practical—without
neglecting any of them; and 3) recognize and respect the rank of powers, subordinating one’s
practical power to one’s intellectual and moral powers. Emerson expresses this last idea, of a
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hierarchy of faculties, by setting up the following oppositions: reason and understanding;301
genius and talent;302 imagination and common sense.303 He clearly rates the first faculty of each
pairing as superior to its counterpart.
Emerson on Practical Power
Emerson identifies personal vigor, prudence, nonconformity to custom, and selfsubsistency as qualities giving rise to practical power. He lauds these traits as beneficial to
productivity, especially in the marketplace. People who possess them typically exert tremendous
influence on society. In his essays, Emerson portrays Napoleon Bonaparte and Daniel Webster as
quintessential representatives of the powers of nature or practical power.304 Notably, he also
attributes prodigious intellectual ability to each figure, and thus each represents a potent blend of
intellectual and practical power. Together, these two formidable personalities elicit Emerson’s
awe as well as his loathing. He respects their smarts, force of personality, “low” self-reliance,
and ability to overcome resistance to achieve their aims. He marvels at their exercise of agency.
Far from being tools of fate, these men seem capable of bending the course of human history to
their will. They are natural-born leaders who exude self-confidence and possess the charisma to
draw multitudes to their cause. Yet, the two men horrify Emerson in that, on account of moral
defects, their influence invites disaster.
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Personal Vigor
Sometimes with amazement and other times with dismay, Emerson acknowledges that
the conditioning force of temperament greatly differences people. Whether the result of
biological nature or early socialization, or the interaction of both, Emerson believes some
persons have “the accidental advantage” of being driven to subdue their surroundings. He calls
this characteristic “personal ascendency.” Such persons seem born to command; their force of
personality inclines them to take charge.305
Emerson writes of “plus health” or “animal spirits,” as a source of personal vigor closely
related to personal ascendency. This “energy for originating and executing work” comes from
robustness of body and a mental disposition to assert oneself. It supplies momentum to carry its
possessor past obstacles that daunt less vigorous souls. Emerson mentions pioneers, buccaneers,
and explorers as examples of this “coarse” and “savage” energy. In “Power” he echoes
Rousseau’s charge that the development of the arts and sciences has had an enervating effect on
humanity, diminishing the plus health that existed in a more primitive world. Emerson variously
suggests that inurement to luxury, the habit of buying the goods one needs rather than working to
obtain them directly, fear of social disapprobation, and a lifestyle unaccustomed to physical
exertion all sap this plus health.306
Prudence
In addition to vital energy, Emerson regards “common sense,” “talent,” “understanding”
(instrumental rationality), and “prudence” as essential ingredients of practical power. I will refer
to the complex of these capacities as “prudence” since Emerson implies their combined presence
in an essay of that name. For Emerson, prudence means intelligently adhering to and availing
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oneself of physical laws of nature. “Prudence is the virtue of the senses. It is the science of
appearances. It moves matter after the laws of matter.”307 He thinks persons exercise prudence
primarily to secure bodily health and financial wealth.
Prudential persons also heed the basic laws of the intellect—or rules of logic—to move
from premises to conclusions without error.308 They excel at the mechanical process of deductive
reasoning. They also have apt powers of computation, especially in making the complex
calculations of a large-scale economic enterprise.309 Levelheaded rationalists, they do not allow
emotions to cloud their apprehension of facts.
On top of their close familiarity with physical laws and their impeccable logic, prudent
people add the common-sense intelligence of the veteran practitioner. They know the
inexpressible lessons learned only by experience and taught only through long apprenticeship.310
Through sustained, diligent labor they develop their natural aptitude for a craft into a productive
skill with profitable application.
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For Emerson, perhaps nothing advertises the quality of prudence more than “facility of
execution.” The prudent know how to get results.311 They are especially adept at inventing the
most efficient and economical means to achieve their ends. Moreover, they display attentiveness
to the slightest detail; thoroughness undergirds their plans yet without obscuring their aims.312
Another trait Emerson associates with prudence is a “passion for utility.” Such persons
“love the lever, the screw, and pulley, the Flanders draught horse, the waterfall, windmills, tide
mills; the sea and the wind to bear their freight ships.”313 They are enamored with technology,
and they make use of natural resources to design fuels, tools, and instruments that multiply their
productive capacities.
In addition to personal productivity, the prudent person has what Emerson terms the
“power of combination.”314 In a specialized economy, they have the practical vision and
leadership ability to assemble a team of complementary talents in order to unleash incredible
synergies. In addition, they build systems to harness the advantages of proven tactics. The
prudent person does not act haphazardly but methodically, and she maintains the experimental
openness, and possesses the resourcefulness, to switch tack when necessary.
Finally, prudential persons have the mix of foresight, patience, and self-discipline
necessary to succeed in a competitive, capitalist economy. While habitually thrifty, they
shrewdly calculate risk and are unafraid to sink costs into a promising business opportunity.
They understand that steady, ever-accumulating profits are the likeliest path to wealth, and they
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readily reinvest short-term earnings in the expectation of reaping even greater profits in the
future.
Nonconformity to Usages
Persons with immense practical power have little respect for social rules in the domain of
action. If a customary practice appears illogical or inefficient, they do not hesitate to abandon it.
Nor do they defer to prevailing sentiments of respectability in pursuit of their ends. As Emerson
writes, “It is an advantage, within certain limits, to have renounced the dominion of the
sentiments of piety, gratitude and generosity; since what was an impassable bar to us, and still is
to others, becomes a convenient weapon for our purposes.”315 Someone with practical power is
anything but conformist in her application of means.
In Emerson’s opinion, individuals enjoy greater practical power when they view fortune
through a Machiavellian lens. Powerful persons trust their personal talent, persistence,
prodigious work rate, diligent preparation, and superior tactics to carry the day. In this sense,
they are firm believers in causality, interpreting outcomes as the natural offspring of industry and
intelligence rather than viewing results as controlled by contingency.
Self-Subsistency
In addition to a vigorous and commanding personality, a working prudence, and the bold
disregard of conventional limits, Emerson thinks practical power involves self-subsistency. This
is a species of self-reliance implying dogged determination in the face of resistance. It also
signifies keen awareness of one’s personal strengths, and the capacity to exploit them. Finally,
self-subsistency implies confident, almost arrogant, assuredness in the rightness of one’s cause.
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Someone brimming with self-subsistence has a competitive streak. She relishes the
opportunity to measure her strength against opposition and fully expects to triumph. This is a
courageous resolve, which Emerson describes as “the perfect will, which no terrors can shake,
which is attracted by frowns or threats or hostile armies, nay, needs these to awake and fan its
reserved energies into a pure flame, and is never quite itself until the hazard is extreme; then it is
serene and fertile, and all its powers play well.”316
Emerson believes people have differential natural inclinations that draw them to, and suit
them for, certain activities. That is, they have constitutional strengths located at the intersection
of their affinities and aptitudes.
Whilst he shares with all mankind the gift of reason and the moral sentiment, there is a teaching for him
from within which is leading him in a new path, and, the more it is trusted, separates and signalizes him,
while it makes him more important and necessary to society. We call this specialty the bias of each
individual. And none of us will ever accomplish anything excellent or commanding except when he listens
to this whisper which is heard by him alone....He is never happy nor strong until he finds it, keeps it; learns
to be at home with himself; learns to watch the delicate hints and insights that come to him, and to have the
entire assurance of his own mind. And in this self-respect or hearkening to the privatest oracle, he consults
his ease, I may say, or need never be at a loss…In morals this [individual bias] is conscience; in intellect,
genius; in practice, talent; not to imitate or surpass a particular man in his way, but to bring out your own
new way; to each his own method, style, wit, eloquence.317

Here Emerson makes a crucial distinction between what he regards as the universal human
faculties of reason and the moral sentiment and the particular biases (method, style, wit,
eloquence) of each individual. The tension between one’s universality and particularity runs
throughout his work. With respect to particular, or individual, biases, Emerson places great
emphasis on paying attention to these natural inclinations and giving them full vent.
Economically, Emerson recognizes that persons must compromise the self-directed project of
unfolding their individual bias in order to earn a living, but he counsels only grudging and
temporary concession to the necessities of the market. He urges tenacity in hewing to one’s
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course even to the detriment of productivity and profitability.318 One might ridicule, even disdain,
the aspiring musician still living in his parent’s basement at thirty, holding out hope of making a
living through song. However, for Emerson, the chief danger to society is not the economic
inefficiency that results when people naïvely insist on doing what they love to the neglect of
cultivating marketable skills. Rather, the danger is heedless compliance to the demands of a
market that would impress talent into society’s service through enticements of fame, a lucrative
salary, or the perks of office.
Emerson praises Napoleon as someone who spurned conventional wisdom, trusting to his
own practical knowledge to attain success.
When he appeared it was the belief of all military men that there could be nothing new in war; as it is the
belief of men today that nothing new can be undertaken in politics, or in church, or in letters, or in trade, or
in farming, or in our social manners and customs; and as it is at all times the belief of society that the world
is used up. But Bonaparte knew better than society; and moreover knew that he knew better. I think all men
know better than they do; know that the institutions we so volubly commend are go-carts and baubles; but
they dare not trust their presentiments. Bonaparte relied on his own sense, and did not care a bean for other
people's.319

Bonaparte was anything but deferential to custom; he impressed himself on his world.
At its fullest, practical power can be seen in the exercise of an indomitable will—in the
actions of someone who exudes health and commands wealth and then expends them in an
audacious effort to accomplish an aim. Again, Napoleon serves as Emerson’s prime example.
[Napoleon] inspires confidence and vigor by the extraordinary unity of his action. He is firm, sure, selfdenying, self-postponing, sacrificing every thing,--money, troops, generals, and his own safety also, to his
aim…Horrible anecdotes may no doubt be collected from his history, of the price at which he bought his
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successes; but he must not therefore be set down as cruel, but only as one who knew no impediment to his
will; not bloodthirsty, not cruel,- but woe to what thing or person stood in his way!320

Notice that Emerson does not charge the French general with cruelty; he does not cite sadism as
part of Napoleon’s motivation for bathing Europe in blood. Moreover, Emerson sees Napoleon
as an agent of social justice, upending a system of aristocratic privilege and opening the positions
of power to a broader segment of the populace.321
With respect to one’s aim, Emerson urges “concentration” or clarity of purpose and
narrowness of intention. “The one prudence in life is concentration; the one evil is
dissipation…You must elect your work; you shall take what your brain can, and drop all the rest.
Only so, can that amount of vital force accumulate, which can make the step from knowing to
doing.”322 Practical power necessitates decisive commitment to one’s objective. Again, Napoleon
proves instructive, “Having decided what was to be done, he did that with might and main. He
put out all his strength. He risked every thing and spared nothing, neither ammunition, nor
money, nor troops, nor generals, nor himself.”323
Finally, according to Emerson, the strength of will necessary to maximize an individual’s
practical power requires her aim not only to be single but also sincerely held.324 “With the
perception of truth is joined the desire that the truth shall prevail. That affection is essential to
will….Alaric and Bonaparte must believe they rest on a truth, or their will can be bought or

320

Emerson, “Napoleon,” 454.
Emerson, “Napoleon,” 458: “The people felt that no longer the throne was occupied and the land sucked of its
nourishment, by a small class of legitimates, secluded from all community with the children of the soil, and holding
the ideas and superstitions of a long-forgotten state of society. Instead of that vampire, a man of themselves held, in
the Tuileries, knowledge and ideas like their own, opening of course to them and their children all places of power
and trust. The day of sleepy, selfish policy, ever narrowing the means and opportunities of young men, was ended,
and a day of expansion and demand was come. A market for all the powers and productions of man was opened;
brilliant prizes glittered in the eyes of youth and talent.”
322
Emerson, “Power,” 73-74.
323
“Napoleon,” 455.
324
See Emerson, “Courage,” 260: “The measure of our sincerity and therefore of the respect of men, is the amount
of health and wealth we will hazard in the defense of our right.”
321

135

bent.”325 Only unwavering conviction in the rightness of one’s cause can generate the force of
will exhibited in extraordinarily powerful action.
With the possible exception of the last aspect of self-subsistency—belief in the rightness
of one’s cause—Rorty clearly values the virtues Emerson attributes to Napoleon.326 He applauds
the “technical reason” or “instrumental rationality” of the West, particularly its ability to invent
efficient means to achieve its ends.327 As Emerson said of Bonaparte, “In the plenitude of his
resources, every obstacle seemed to vanish,”328 so Rorty sees the vast repertoire of the West,
expanded by modern science and technology, underwriting its success in solving the problems it
encounters. Rorty also admires the West’s “emancipat[ion] from custom,” which he thinks
enables the experimental frame of mind needed to chart a new path into the future and to adapt to
changing conditions.329 In his view, abandoning traditional moral codes has opened up new
horizons and has unfettered human action. Westerners, a la Napoleon, adopt the “agent point of
view” and unabashedly “assert the primacy of the practical over the theoretical,”330 and this
active stance has ushered in an era of unprecedented prosperity.
Emerson’s Critique of Practical and Intellectual Power: Napoleon
Emerson divides the self into the head (or brain), heart, and hands or the intellectual,
moral, and practical powers. He espouses faculty psychology. While he celebrates each aspect of
the self, Emerson is especially concerned with the general inattention his contemporaries pay to
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the claims of the heart. Indeed, the two men whom Emerson elects as the foremost
representatives of the nineteenth-century democratic ethos, Napoleon and Goethe, he blames for
renouncing the moral sentiment. In particular, he selects Napoleon to represent not only the
commendable, but also the condemnable, qualities of the hard-working, upwardly mobile
democratic class. Emerson describes this “class of industry and skill” as “selfish, encroaching,
bold, self-relying.”331
Emerson thinks that Napoleon displayed, superabundantly, the traits associated with
practical power. “I should cite him, in his earlier years, as a model of prudence.”332 He possessed
“that common-sense which no sooner respects any end than it finds the means to effect it; the
delight in the use of means; in the choice, simplification and combining of means; the directness
and thoroughness of his work; the prudence with which all was seen and the energy with which
all was done.”333 In “Greatness,” Emerson declares that, “Napoleon commands our respect by his
enormous self-trust, the habit of seeing with his own eyes, never the surface, but to the heart of
the matter, whether it was a road, a cannon, a character, an officer, or a king,-and by the speed
and security of his action in the premises, always new.”334 In sum, Emerson portrays Bonaparte
as vigorous, prudential or commonsensical, nonsubmissive to custom, and brimming with selftrust.
In addition to his immense practical power, Emerson credits Napoleon with intellectual
brilliance. “To be sure there are men enough who are immersed in things, as farmers, smiths,
sailors and mechanics generally; and we know how real and solid such men appear in the
presence of scholars and grammarians: but these men ordinarily lack the power of arrangement,
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and are like hands without a head. But Bonaparte superadded to this mineral and animal force,
insight and generalization, so that men saw in him combined the natural and the intellectual
power.”335 Napoleon’s was not a blind strength, but one aided by penetrating, capacious, and
enterprising vision. He could astutely judge personal abilities, masterfully devise complex
strategies, and expertly combine resources to carry out his aims.
Yet while he acclaims a number of Napoleon’s virtues as conducive to practical power,
Emerson censures his repudiation of moral sentiment or the claims of the heart.
Napoleon said well, ‘My hand is immediately connected with my head;’ but the sacred courage is
connected with the heart. The head is a half, a fraction, until it is enlarged and inspired by the moral
sentiment. For it is not the means on which we draw, as health or wealth, practical skill or dexterous talent,
or multitudes of followers, that count, but the aims only. The aim re-acts back on the means.336

Emerson has an Aristotelian conception of virtue insofar as he insists on moral goodness—as a
matter of mind and character—as a necessary complement to prudence. He likewise shares
Aristotle’s disdain of a life devoted to the acquisition of wealth. “[Napoleon] had their [the
democratic class’s] virtues and their vices; above all, he had their spirit or aim. That tendency is
material, pointing at a sensual success and employing the richest and most various means to that
end; conversant with mechanical powers, highly intellectual, widely and accurately learned and
skillful, but subordinating all intellectual and spiritual forces into means to a material
success.”337
Ultimately, Emerson is convinced that the stunning accomplishments of Napoleon are
outweighed by his disregard of moral considerations. “Napoleon renounced, once for all,
sentiments and affections, and would help himself with his hands and his head.”338 Here again,
Emerson uses the metaphor of hands, head, and heart to describe the self, and he faults Napoleon
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for rejecting the claims of the heart: the seat of sentiments and affections. In his judgment,
Napoleon displayed immense practical and intellectual power, but, fatally, he ignored the
cultivation of moral faculties. Emerson’s final verdict of Napoleon points not only to the French
general’s personal amorality but also charges him with having facilitated a continental corruption
of morals.
Here was an experiment, under the most favorable conditions, of the powers of intellect without conscience.
Never was such a leader so endowed and so weaponed; never leader found such aids and followers. And
what was the result of this vast talent and power, of these immense armies, burned cities, squandered
treasures, immolated millions of men, of this demoralized Europe? It came to no result. He left France
smaller, poorer, feebler, than he found it; and the whole contest for freedom was to be begun again.339

Emerson sees a condition of utter enfeeblement as the legacy of Napoleon’s immense, yet
morally unprincipled, intellectual and practical powers.
Emerson derides Napoleon’s unreluctance to monopolize, usurp, and absorb other
people—to disrespect their individuality. He charges Napoleon with having violated “the nature
of things, the eternal law of man and of the world.”340 Importantly, Emerson does not limit his
critique of Napoleon to the violence he initiated, nor does he charge Bonaparte with cruelty.
“Horrible anecdotes may no doubt be collected from his history, of the price at which he bought
his successes; but he must not therefore be set down as cruel, but only as one who knew no
impediment to his will; not bloodthirsty, not cruel,- but woe to what thing or person stood in his
way!”341 In fact, when someone abdicates moral principle, it matters not to Emerson whether that
person is “the pernicious Napoleon” or the “the pacific Fourier.” “The result, in a million
experiments, will be the same. Every experiment, by multitudes or by individuals, that has a
sensual and selfish aim, will fail.”342 Here, Emerson straightforwardly asserts his conviction that
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immoral experiments are doomed to fail. He obviously does not counsel flexible experimentation
of any sort but rather sees experimentation as conditioned by moral limits.
I will now pivot from Emerson’s condemnation of Napoleon to his criticism of Charles
Fourier so that Napoleon’s use of physical violence does not obscure the crux of Emerson’s
moral critique, to which the commission of physical violence is peripheral. At first blush,
Emerson’s equation of Napoleon and Fourier seems perplexing since, whereas he disparages
Napoleon’s ends as ignoble, Emerson strongly praises Fourier’s lofty aims. In response to
Fourier’s scheme to set up a utopian community, Emerson writes that “one is admonished and
cheered by a project of such friendly aims and of such bold and generous proportion; there is an
intellectual courage and strength in it which is superior and commanding; it certifies the presence
of so much truth in the theory, and in so far is destined to be fact.”343 In the “Young American”
he similarly affirms the hopes of the socialist experiments-in-living inspired by Fourier. In
particular, he lauds their endeavor to eradicate the depredations of a ruthlessly competitive
capitalist economy. “They were founded in love, and in labor. They proposed, as you know, that
all men should take a part in the manual toil, and proposed to amend the condition of men, by
substituting harmonious for hostile industry.” He affirms the associations’ intent to place persons
on an equal footing, not only economically, but educationally as well.344
Why then, does Emerson condemn the “pacific Fourier” when writing about Napoleon?
His critique is twofold. First, Emerson astutely observes that generous social hopes often subsist
alongside intensely selfish motives and even serve to conceal them. Those who condemn the
exploitative practices of the rich are themselves often greedy for gain. Those who rail against the
social irresponsibility of privileged classes themselves often wish to indulge in sensual pleasures
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without toiling to be able to afford them and without accepting the social duties that accompany
them. Second, Emerson sober-mindedly recognizes that reformers tend to resort to oppression to
remove the systems they so vociferously denounce as oppressive. The grandeur of their social
hopes may blind them to the commonplace tyranny they practice in pursuit of their goals. Or,
reformers may even justify despotic behavior as necessary to realize the attractive hopes they
have conceived for the future.
Returning to Napoleon, Emerson does not regard him as cruel, and he does not primarily
condemn him for failing to minimize bloodshed. He even acknowledges that Napoleon has done
humanity a service in resisting the “morgue of conventions” and in taking an “axe” to “the root
of the tree of cant and seeming.”345 However, along the way Napoleon committed a flagrant
“dereliction of principle” in “treating a man like a sheep.”346 The significant point is that
Emerson charges Fourier with having done essentially the same thing. Fourier enlisted people in
his social experiment without due reverence for their individuality. Like Napoleon, he degraded
persons into instruments.
Our feeling was that Fourier had skipped no fact but one, namely Life. He treats man as a plastic thing,
something that may be put up or down, ripened or retarded, molded, polished, made into solid or fluid or
gas, at the will of the leader; or perhaps as a vegetable, from which, though now a poor crab, a very good
peach can by manure and exposure be in time produced,--but skips the faculty of life, which spawns and
scorns system and system-makers; which eludes all conditions; which makes or supplants a thousand
phalanxes and New Harmonies with each pulsation. There is an order in which in a sound mind the
faculties always appear, and which, according to the strength of the individual, they seek to realize in the
surrounding world. The value of Fourier’s system is that it is a statement of such an order externized, or
carried outward into its correspondence in facts. The mistake is that this particular order and series is to be
imposed, by force or preaching and votes, on all men, and carried into rigid execution. But what is true and
good must not only be begun by life, but must be conducted to its issues by life.347
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Crucially, Emerson condemns the imposition of one’s will on another person in a way that
disrespects their individuality whether by force or by “preaching and votes.” He is keenly aware
that tyranny can speak the language of egalitarianism and operate through democratic procedures.
Emerson’s Critique of Practical and Intellectual Power: Webster
On the American scene, Emerson regarded Daniel Webster as a leader with amazing
natural and intellectual powers who could bring them to bear on questions of state with
extraordinary effect. Though Emerson did not include an essay on Webster in Representative
Men, he chose to open his essay “Eloquence,” published in Letters and Social Aims, with stanzas
he had written (for his Phi Beta Kappa 1834 poem) in admiration of Webster’s oratorical
genius.348 Emerson studied rhetoric with great personal interest, eventually spending much of
time as a public lecturer. His appreciation of Webster was not strictly academic; Emerson aspired
to emulate the senator’s rhetorical brilliance. For this reason, his condemnation of Webster for
having supported of the Fugitive Slave Law conveys a sense of personal betrayal in addition to
principled moral outrage. To Emerson, Webster was not only an influential politician
representing his home state of Massachusetts, but also someone he looked to as an exemplar of
eloquence.
Emerson describes eloquence as the power of durably persuasive speech. Such eloquent
speech converts the audience, effecting a lasting change in their opinions or attitudes. In his
essay “Eloquence” published in Society and Solitude, Emerson gives a systematic accounting of
the traits that together comprise this “triumph of pure power.” These qualities fall within three
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main categories: 1) “magic of personal ascendency,” 2) “talent for speaking,” and 3) “power of
statement.”349
The first of these categories is identical to the quality of personal vigor that Emerson
finds so eminently displayed in the person of Napoleon and that he also attributes to Webster. As
he writes in “Eloquence,” “It is not powers of speech that we primarily consider under this word
eloquence, but the power that being present, gives them their perfection, and being absent, leaves
them a merely superficial value. Eloquence is the appropriate organ of the highest personal
energy.”350 Among the elements of this vigor he names “great volumes of animal heat,” passion
born of sincere conviction, and an “overwhelming personality.”
Yet whereas Emerson does not attribute to Napoleon any “singular power of [oratorical]
persuasion,”351 he considers Daniel Webster to have this rhetorical power in spades. Emerson
ticks off a laundry list of abilities that combine to give a speaker forcible power of expression.
Among these are:
a sonorous voice
pleasing cadence
winsome manners
humor
selection, or the art of omitting the inconsequential
a good memory
logic
poetic power or use of imagery
knowledge of the topic addressed
clear perceptions communicated in precise language
pertinence, or the ability to relate one’s speech to current events yet without
letting circumstances take precedence over one’s message
o a plain, accessible, and pungent style of expression
o presence of mind or quick-wittedness
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
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o self-possession, or the speaker’s ability to subordinate the various tools of
persuasion to her primary aim.352
In his various essays Emerson writes instructively on most of these aspects of eloquence, but I
wish to single out “poetic power” for closer examination, as it corresponds to the skill of
redescription that Rorty admires.
As a constituent element of eloquence, Emerson speaks of poetic power to signify an
orator’s imaginative use of word-pictures to express her thought. Poetic power is symbolic power.
“The power of the poet is in controlling…symbols; in using every fact in Nature, however great
and stable, as a fluent symbol, and in measuring his strength by the facility with which he makes
the mood of mind give its color to things. The world, history, the powers of Nature,—he can
make them speak what sense he will.”353 To infuse one’s sense into a symbol and successfully
get others to accept it, “this is the game that goes on every day in all companies; this is the ball
that is tossed in every court of law, in every legislature and in literature, and in the history of
every mind by sovereignty of thought to make facts and men obey our present humor or
belief.”354 Emerson here seems to adopt a view of rhetoric as redescription. “All conversation, as
all literature, appears to me the pleasure of rhetoric, or, I may say, of metonomy [sic]. ‘To make
of motes mountains, and of mountains motes,’ Isocrates said, ‘was the orator’s office.’”355 The
fluent redescriber, he terms a genius.356
The combination of personal ascendency and power of expression closely resembles
Rorty’s ideal of the strong poet. Emerson is keenly aware of the immense power wielded by
someone with both of these qualities. “[The successful orator] is the true potentate; for they are
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not kings who sit on thrones, but they who know how to govern,” he writes, and then quotes
Plato’s definition of rhetoric as “the art of ruling the minds of men.”357 He leaves no doubt about
the extremity of influence enjoyed by the master of eloquence, which surpasses that of even the
demagogue since the eloquent orator does not merely appeal to preexistent prejudices but infuses
the auditors with her opinions. Emerson seems to approve of and celebrate the “despotism” of
this sort of eloquence—urging its attainment.
That which eloquence ought to reach, is not a particular skill in telling a story, or neatly summing up
evidence, or arguing logically, or dexterously addressing the prejudice of the company,- no, but a taking
sovereign possession of the audience…he will have them pleased and humored as he chooses; and they
shall carry and execute that which he bids them. This is that despotism which poets have celebrated in the
Pied Piper of Hamelin, whose music drew like the power of gravitation.358

Yet while Emerson recognizes the tremendous power of eloquence, exercised in the manner of a
strong poet, he does not fully and finally condone its unrestrained employment.
Later on in the essay, “Eloquence,” Emerson cites figures that model the trait of personal
ascendency persuasively, and these can hardly be applauded wholesale or without significant
moral reservation. There is “the impudent swindler who, by steadiness of carriage, duped those
who should have known better.” There is Julius Caesar, who when captured by pirates, regaled
them with stories and discourses. Then, “if they did not applaud his speeches,” writes Emerson,
“he threatened them with hanging,-which he performed afterwards,-and, in a short time, was
master of all on board.” There is an unnamed man (is it Daniel Webster?) who “has at one step
attained vast power, who has renounced his moral sentiment, and settled it with himself that he
will no longer stick at anything.”359 In these cases, persuasive power comes by means of deceit,
murder, and violation of conscience.
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Emerson’s reference to the Pied Piper also hints that he does not unqualifiedly affirm the
eloquence of the strong poet but recognizes its terrifying potential to delude and destructively
mislead. Underscoring the dangerous potency of the eloquent orator, Emerson writes, “A man
who has tastes like mine, but in greater power, will rule me any day, and make me love my
ruler.”360 He does not issue this statement as a straightforward expression of respect for the awful
powers of eloquence, but—in light of the seductive capacity of eloquence—as a dire warning to
purify one’s tastes and morals so as to guard against being victimized by a fascinating yet corrupt
persuader. Remarking the power of an eloquent orator to break down the resistance of the
audience, Emerson ruefully observes that “the history of public men and affairs in America will
readily furnish tragic examples of this fatal force.”361
While Emerson appears to invest the orator with magical powers to sway her listeners
howsoever she will, he does not deprive auditors of agency and responsibility. If they are
manipulated, it is because they are susceptible to manipulation. “If any man is found to carry
with him the power and affections of vast numbers, if Napoleon is France, if Napoleon is Europe,
it is because the people whom he sways are little Napoleons.”362 By analogy, Daniel Webster
was able to convince hosts of people to acquiesce to the augmentation of the institution of
slavery because, like him, they valued comfort and material prosperity above adhesion to moral
principle. His personal influence is explicable not only on account of his eloquence and
reputation but also because, as Emerson notes, he undertook to serve as “the commercial
representative” of Massachusetts.363 Of course, this is not to suggest that Webster’s constituency
was deaf to the claims of moral rectitude. On the contrary, Emerson vilifies Webster so severely
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because he believes the senator would have found substantial support had he opposed the slave
interest. A principled stand on his part would have stiffened the spine of others and turned the
tide of public debate. Instead, Emerson laments that Webster’s “deservedly admired” powers of
eloquence and of statesmanship were never so prominently on display as in his “power to
misguide” on the matter of slavery.364
This brings me to the third component of eloquence, the power of statement. Specifically,
the power to declare what Emerson calls “the moral sentiment” or “affirmative truth.” Ultimately,
he proclaims,
I do not accept that definition of Isocrates, that the office of his art is to make the great small and the small
great; but I esteem this to be its perfection,-when the orator sees through all masks to the eternal scale of
truth, in such sort that he can hold up before the eyes of men the fact of today steadily to that standard,
thereby making the great great, and the small small, which is the true way to astonish and to reform
mankind.365

In its most elevated form, eloquence is not dazzling power of redescription but of true
statement.366 The most ingenious orator cannot, by dint of strong personality and captivating
poetic power, obliterate the truth any more than she can defy gravity through physical exertion or
resist its pull with clever rhetoric.367

364

Emerson, “The Fugitive Slave Law—Lecture in New York,” 220.
Emerson, “Eloquence [1870],” 97-98.
366
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “The Scholar,” 282: “Truth alone is great. The orator too becomes a fool and a shadow
before this light which lightens through him. It shines backward and forward, diminishes and annihilates everybody,
and the prophet so gladly feels his personality lost in this victorious life. The spiritual nature exhibits itself so in its
counteraction to any accumulation of material force. There is no mass that can be a counter-weight for it. This
makes one man good against mankind. This is the secret of eloquence, for it is the end of eloquence in a half-hour's
discourse, – perhaps by a few sentences, – to persuade a multitude of persons to renounce their opinions, and change
the course of life. They go forth not the men they came in, but shriven, convicted, and converted.”
367
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Progress of Culture,” in Letters and Social Aims, vol. 8 of The Complete Works of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 221: “The first quality we
know in matter is centrality, - we call it gravity, - which holds the universe together, which remains pure and
indestructible in each mote, as in masses and planets, and from each atom rays out illimitable influence. To this
material essence [of gravity] answers Truth, in the intellectual world,- Truth, whose centre is everywhere, and its
circumference nowhere, whose existence we cannot disimagine, - the soundness and health of things, against which
no blow can be struck but it recoils on the striker, - Truth, on whose side we always heartily are. And the first
measure of a mind is its centrality, its capacity of truth, and its adhesion to it.”
365

147

When Emerson attributes to Daniel Webster the power of eloquence, then, he does not do
so in the ultimate sense. He admires Webster to the extent that the American statesman
approximates the power of eloquence, but he turns on him with scalding ire for employing
rhetorical persuasion to mislead. Imputing grave moral defects to Webster, Emerson judges that
despite his poetic power and personal ascendency, he failed to ascend to the highest platform of
eloquence.
It was the misfortune of his country that with this large understanding he had not what is better than
intellect, and the source of its health. It is a law of our nature that great thoughts come from the heart. If his
moral sensibility had been proportioned to the force of his understanding, what limits could have been set
to his genius and beneficent power? But he wanted that deep source of inspiration.368

As with Napoleon, it is precisely Webster’s outsized practical and intellectual powers that make
his moral debility so devastating to the public.
Very clearly, then, Emerson subordinates the art of eloquence to moral principle. One
final passage drawn from his lecture, “The Celebration of Intellect,” drives home this point.
I too am an American, and value practical talent. I love results and hate abortions. I delight in people who
can do things. I value talent,— perhaps no man more. I value dearly the poet who knows his art so well that,
when his voice vibrates, it fills the hearer with sympathetic song, just as a powerful note of an organ sets all
tuned strings in its neighborhood in accordant vibration,— the novelist with his romance, the architect with
his palace, the composer with his score.
I wish you to be eloquent, to grasp the bolt and to hurl it home to the mark. I wish to see that Mirabeau,
who knows how to seize the heartstrings of the people and drive their hands and feet in the way he wishes
them to go, to fill them with himself, to enchant men so that their will and purpose is in abeyance and they
serve him with a million hands just as implicitly as his own members obey him.
But I value eloquence more when it is legitimate, when the talent is in true order, subject to genius, subject
to the total and native sentiment of the man, and therefore in harmony with the public sentiment of mankind.
Such is the patriotism of Demosthenes, of Patrick Henry, and of what was best in Cicero, and in Burke: not
an ingenious special pleading, not the making a plausible case, but strong by the strength of the facts
themselves. Then the orator is still one of the audience, persuaded by the same reasons which persuade
them, not a ventriloquist, not a juggler, not a wire-puller paid to manage the lobby and caucus.369

At the end of the day, Emerson qualifies that the genuinely eloquent orator derives his strength
from facts and convinces others only because people share a common faculty of Reason by
which they can perceive universal moral truths.
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Emerson’s Critique of Moral Sentimentalism
Thus far in this chapter, I have demonstrated that Emerson does not unreservedly affirm
the strong poetic disposition with its mix of bold assertiveness, dexterous prudence, and
imaginative eloquence. Rather, he is acutely aware of the perils of such a disposition in the
absence of moral sentiment. Last chapter, I noted that Rorty likewise means to confine the
forcefulness of strong poets within the bounds of moral sentiment. Yet Emerson’s conception of
morality differs drastically from that of Rorty. In the final section of this chapter, I differentiate
the realist, moral objectivism of Emerson from the antirealist, moral sentimentalism of Rorty.
By subordinating the strong poetic disposition to moral sentiment, Rorty does not intend
to chasten it so much as to channel it in socially permissible directions. Politically, Rorty favors
the active government of the leading social group, whose moral sentiments have been educated
by strong poets. In his theory, strong poets authoritatively imbue an overruling majority with a
solidary identity, which then guides and regulates its exercise of power. I have argued that Rorty
favors limiting society’s formal political authority so as to respect the formal rights of all citizens,
but that he also gives society broad mandate to rule in the sphere of informal politics, that is, in
the sphere of public opinion and sentiment. Minorities, or those who do not share the prevailing
social group’s sense of identity, live on sufferance.
In Madisonian fashion, Emerson expects that any social group with the opportunity to
impose its will on the rest of society is likely to do so—whether through advantage of numbers,
organization, and/or prestige. Thus, he wishes not only to limit the formal political authority of a
leading social group, but also to check its informal rule by urging self-reliant individuals to
cultivate powers of resistance. He endeavors to divide and break up social authority by
continually subjecting it to individual ratification and minority amendment. To this end, he
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insists on freedom of opinion and judgment, and of public action resulting therefrom. However,
as much as he prizes diversity of opinion and judgment, he does not rely solely on the balance of
powers of opinion/sentiment. He actually thinks there are transcendent moral principles that can
best (albeit imperfectly) be accessed by individuals freely exercising their rights in an ongoing
conversation with one another. Thus, he also follows Madison in espousing moral objectivism.370
Emerson’s objective moral realism is plain in his public addresses condemning the
Fugitive Slave Law and stands in stark contrast to Daniel Webster’s moral sentimentalism. In his
infamous speech of March 7, 1850, Daniel Webster had described solicitude to the interest of
slaveholders as an act of moral conscience necessary for the “good of the whole,” “the
preservation of Union,” and the continuance of “liberty.” In his argument, Webster appealed to
the sentiments of “fraternal affection,” “mutual regard,” and “patriotic love” to urge citizens to
respect the Constitution and to abide by its clauses protecting the institution of slavery.371 At
Boston, nearly two months later, he admonished Bay Staters to subordinate their “local
prejudices” in light of their larger loyalty to the American Union and its Constitution.372
The Union for the preservation of which I strive…is not merely a union of law, of constitution, of compact,
but, while it is that, it is a union of brotherly regard, of fraternal feeling throughout the whole country. I do
not wish that any portion of the people of this country shall feel held together only by the bonds of a legal
corporation,--bonds which some of them may think restrain their limbs, cramp their affections, gall and
370
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wound them. I wish, on the contrary, that they shall be bound together by those unseen, soft, easy-fitting
chains that result from generous affections and from a sense of common interest and common pride.373

In the same speech, Webster specifically accused abolitionist movements, or those “agitations
having their foundations in unreal, ghostly abstractions” for inflaming prejudices and threatening
to sunder the ties of sentiment binding the union.374
Emerson excoriated Daniel Webster because instead of fortifying the moral sense of
Northerners, the senator had exercised his power as a “fluent debater” in an effort to debauch it.
In stark contrast to Webster’s appeal to solidary sentiments and calls for group loyalty, Emerson
invokes natural law and “eternal rights.” “Let us respect the Union to all honest ends. But also
respect an older and wider union, the law of Nature and rectitude.”375 He sorrowfully laments the
abandonment of moral principle among many Northerners out of a misplaced sentimentalism.
“The popular assumption that all men loved freedom, and believed in the Christian religion, was
found hollow American brag; only persons who were known and tried benefactors are found
standing for freedom: the sentimentalists went downstream. I question the value of our
civilization, when I see that the public mind had never less hold of the strongest of all truths.”376
Emerson’s reference to higher law is not a one-time rhetorical gesture or an anomaly in his work;
he frequently recurs to it.377
In a writing in which he essays to identity the ends of the social sphere (as distinguished
from the domestic and political spheres), “Social Aims,” Emerson disparages mutuality of
sentiment.
They only can give the key and leading to better society: those who delight in each other only because both
delight in the eternal laws; who forgive nothing to each other; who, by their joy and homage to these, are
373

Webster, “Remarks at Boston,” 389.
Webster, “Remarks at Boston,” 387.
375
Emerson, “The Fugitive Slave Law—Address at Concord,” 212.
376
Emerson, “The Fugitive Slave Law—Address at Concord,” 183, my emphasis added.
377
See for instance, Emerson’s exhortation from his essay “Worship”: “Let us replace sentimentalism by realism,
and dare to uncover those simple and terrible laws which, be they seen or unseen, pervade and govern” (215).
374

151

made incapable of conceit, which destroys almost all the fine wits. Any other affection between men than
this geometric one of relation to the same thing, is a mere mush of materialism.378

Emerson here disparages forgiveness in order to oppose the propensity of group members to
excuse one another’s ethical misconduct out of a misguided sense of camaraderie and group
pride. For him, it is a travesty of moral judgment when one evaluates another person’s words and
deeds primarily in light of whether he or she is a compatriot or foreigner, kin or stranger, ally or
adversary, group insider or outsider.
Emerson does not discount emotion, which he believes rightly accompanies the intuitions
of the moral sentiment. However, he disdains those who would obtrude their sentiments into his
consideration of a moral question. That is, he finds public sentiment every bit as noxious as
public opinion when wielded to intimidate his judgment—perhaps more so on account of its
intensity of feeling.
Society in towns is infested by persons who, seeing that the sentiments please, counterfeit the expression of
them. These we call sentimentalists, - talkers who mistake the description for the thing, saying for having.
They have, they tell you, an intense love of nature; poetry, - O, they adore poetry, and roses, and the moon,
and the cavalry regiment, and the governor; they love liberty, “dear liberty” they worship virtue, “dear
virtue!” Yes, they adopt whatever merit is in good repute, and almost make it hateful with their praise. The
warmer their expressions, the colder we feel; we shiver with cold. A little experience acquaints us with the
unconvertibility of the sentimentalist, the soul that is lost by mimicking soul. Cure the drunkard, heal the
insane, mollify the homicide, civilize the Pawnee, but what lessons can be devised for the debauchee of
sentiment? Was ever one converted? The innocence and ignorance of the patient is the first difficulty: he
believes his disease is blooming health.379

In sum, Emerson’s recurrent appeal to the authority of the moral sentiment in no way equates to
Rorty’s moral sentimentalism. Emerson argues that the moral sentiment tracks a transcendent,
universal moral standard. Rorty denies this possibility and instead thinks the moral sentiments
should be manipulated so as to align individual consciences with prevailing social values.
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Chapter 5: An Emersonian Critique of Kateb’s Clear-Eyed, Sympathetically
Receptive Poet
Like Richard Rorty, George Kateb admires Emerson and turns to his writings to expound
his theory of politics. As with Rorty, his interpretation moves Emerson in the direction of
Whitman and Nietzsche, largely abandoning him in preference of them. Also, as did Rorty,
Kateb espouses a theory of strength at odds with, and even in opposition to, the one Emerson
communicates throughout his writings.
Kateb portrays Emerson and Whitman as open-heartedly and indiscriminately
embracing myriad particulars in their beauty or potential to fascinate. Yet however accurately
Kateb’s account may reflect Whitman’s outlook, it greatly inflates the role of sympathy and
receptivity in Emerson’s thought. Kateb assimilates Emerson to Whitman, ascribing to them
virtually the selfsame stance toward the world. Namely, an orientation characterized by a
perspectival intellectual method, a democratic aesthetic, and a morality saturated with
imaginative empathy. Kateb considers this outlook to be a source of strength insofar as it
heightens aesthetic awareness and appreciation of what is unfamiliar or prone to be overlooked
and slackens the impulse to issue condemnatory moral judgments.
However, Emerson unambiguously cautions against this way of seeing the world, which
he himself ascribes to Goethe and Shakespeare, as blunting and impoverishing moral judgment
and ethical conduct. His personal readiness to exercise judgment also rebuts this interpretation.
Whether providing portraits of noble-spirited, representative men or eulogizing friends and
family, Emerson does not shrink from airing his negative assessments of their faults and foibles.
Indeed, Judith Shklar finds Emerson so persistently critical as to label him “carping.”380 Though
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an exquisite lover of beauty, he does not shrink from—but vigorously exercises—what Arendt
calls “the faculty to take aim in judgment, discernment, and discrimination.”381
Having joined Emerson to Whitman, Kateb praises their sympathetically receptive
outlook, but he also faults them for inflating aesthetic appreciation to the point of inducing an
overly optimistic moral naiveté. He finds such moral hopefulness unjustified given the amount of
evil blighting the historical record—especially the mass atrocities of the twentieth century.
Crucially, he does not blame Emerson and Whitman’s sympathetic receptivity of particulars, but
rather the way they subsume this appreciation of particulars to a religious “sense of the whole” or
divination of “a designed, intentionally coherent totality” (an overarching moral order). In his
estimation, their metaphysical commitments motivate ill-fated efforts to justify human existence
morally, which ultimately breed despair.
Accordingly, Kateb thinks the power of their hospitably attentive contemplation of
particulars must be ballasted by Nietzsche’s clear-eyed philosophical seriousness. In short, their
appreciation of beauty must be divorced from their metaphysical ontology.
…attachment [to existence] cannot be cultivated by way of a theology that bestows meaning or worth on
existence, or by way of a believable reconciliation to the facts of wickedness, suffering, waste, cruelty,
obscenity, and death. The universe, not just the earth, is without sponsorship; and existence on earth fails
every test that is strenuously pressed by moral or theological inquirers. The point is that attachment [to
existence] is best cultivated when acknowledgement is first made that the inherited modes of translating the
world into a story have been discredited—discredited, let us say, for some of us, for enough of us so that
some new mode is needed. What is needed is precisely a mode that is content not to make the world—
human and natural existence on earth—into a story, a picture, an order or a pattern, or a coherent part of a
larger one—that is, into a self-adequate totality or into a necessary part of a transcendent totality. Indeed,
the new mode [of interpreting the world] must exult in the impossibility of the inherited modes and insist
that attachment to existence is most preserving when the inherited modes are discarded.382

I emphasize the last sentence above to make plain Kateb’s conviction that a new ontology must
not merely be asserted as a viable option but ought authoritatively to replace prior ways of
conceiving existence.
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At the level of ontology, then, Kateb makes a significant departure from Emerson in
favor of Nietzsche. Even so, he goes to great lengths to draw the two closer together through an
exegetical reduction of Emerson’s religiousness. My second criticism of Kateb’s interpretive
work, then, is his penchant to “shove Emerson along in a more secular direction,” a repositioning
he explicitly proposes and insistently pushes.383
Kateb’s Nietzschean Reading of Emerson
George Kateb does not incorporate the disposition of the “strong poet” into his work, and
yet, like Richard Rorty, he positions Nietzsche as a crucial mediator of Emerson’s thought. “In
important respects,” he claims, “Nietzsche was Emerson’s best reader.”384 He gives a selfconsciously Nietzschean reading of Emerson, in part, because he thinks Nietzsche exhibits a
certain strength that Emerson lacked. “It may be wise to approach Emerson after one has been
immersed in Nietzsche,” he suggests, as “a way to disregard Emerson’s reputation for softness.”
In particular, Kateb thinks that interpreting Emerson with Nietzsche in mind attunes one to the
strength of Emerson’s intellectual method while allowing one to dispense with his pervasive,
regrettable, and feeble-minded religiousness. As Kateb writes of Emerson, “His strength is
secular; his gestures religious.”385 In short, Kateb wants to shear Emerson’s thought of its
religiousness in order to better appreciate its power, specifically its power of receptivity.
The standpoint from which Kateb reads Emerson is that of a committed secularist. Kateb
generally does not deny Emerson’s religious frame of mind, but he intensely disfavors it. “Why
could not Emerson content himself with an unreligious emotion of the sublime, with a secular
ecstasy?” he laments.386 Referring to Emerson’s Divinity School “Address,” Kateb relates that,
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for Emerson, “Atheism is self-destruction, not the beginning of a new sublimity.” Unable to
countenance a “complete secularism,” writes Kateb, “Emerson left it to Nietzsche to be
Nietzsche, or Emerson.”387
Kateb’s above remark conveys his conviction that filtering Emerson’s thought through
Nietzsche refines it, lending it greater authenticity and validity. To be sure, though Kateb
admires the theory of democratic individuality he finds expressed in the writings of Emerson,
Thoreau, and Whitman (ETW), he ultimately revises it according to “the antidemocratic and
antireligious individualist insights of Nietzsche and Heidegger.”388 Thus, he offers two related,
but distinct theories of democratic individuality: an initial version drawn from the American
writers and a final, corrected version that replaces their religiousness with the “bleak godlessness”
of the Germans.389
Kateb cites a number of passages in which Emerson commends an assertive disposition
and urges self-expression. Yet he recognizes that the pinnacle of Emersonian self-reliance in no
way resembles the Nietzschean drive to subdue one’s surroundings or to impress one’s image on
the world. He finds the essence of Emerson’s Nietzschean strength in the method of intellect he
models rather than in the manner of action he recommends.390 The starting point of strength for
Kateb is not, as with Rorty, the awareness of idiosyncratic desires impelling one to actively
redescribe one’s world. Rather, he thinks that strength derives from a perspective that enables
one to see the world more receptively and hospitably without sacrificing lucidness and
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honesty.391 How does one cultivate this potent way of seeing? For Kateb, one intermittently
attains it by embarking on the project of democratic individuality.
Democratic Individuality
The concept of democratic individuality lies at the heart of George Kateb’s theory of
constitutional democracy, and he initially locates it in the writings of Emerson, Thoreau, and
Whitman. Schematically, Kateb divides democratic individuality into negative, positive, and
impersonal components, and the idea of impersonality marks his truly distinctive contribution to
theories of individuality. It is when elaborating impersonal individuality that Kateb most strongly
disagrees with Emerson and departs from Emersonian self-reliance. Instead, he favors
Nietzsche’s power of seeing, or intellectual method, and shows preference for the sympathetic
receptivity he finds expressed in Whitman’s poetry. In this chapter, I outline Kateb’s theory of
impersonal individuality and identify the secular-humanist commitments that underpin it. I then
note the points at which Kateb differs from Emerson in expounding his theory of individuality,
tease out the political implications of those discrepancies, and give my reasons for siding with
Emerson over Nietzsche and Whitman in contradistinction to Kateb.
Impersonal Individuality as the Apex of Kateb’s Democratic Individuality
Kateb mounts compelling arguments to stress the worth both of negative individuality, by
which a person refuses participation in unjust social practices through “moral self-scrutiny,” and
of positive individuality, by which a person avoids thorough social conditioning through
deliberate self-culture. He is keenly aware of the limitations of each form of individuality, and
his rich and nuanced accounts of negative and positive individuality are themselves valuable
contributions to a general theory of individuality. However, Kateb’s conceptualization of
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impersonal individuality is the truly distinctive element of his overarching theory of democratic
individuality.392
What is impersonal individuality according to George Kateb? It is the endeavor to
suspend one’s self-development so as to be more fully receptive of the world and one’s
experiences in it. “The content of impersonal individuality,” Kateb writes, is “the perfected
poetical relation to reality.”393 He divides impersonal individuality into three dimensions:
aesthetic, moral, and existential. That is, he presents it as the ability to perceive beauty, the
capacity to sympathize with human suffering, and the disposition to act with “a degree of play in
oneself” or “a kind of detachment that is meant to energize one’s involvement by freeing it of a
sickly self-interest and blinding anxiety for success.”394 In short, receptivity, sympathy, and
detachment comprise the core of Kateb’s account of impersonal individuality.395
Receptivity
For Kateb, receptivity is a twofold power of seeing in which one both attentively
contemplates and accurately perceives. To be receptive, one must occasionally break with
routine, put one’s plans on hold, and step back from matters felt to be urgent. In other words, one
must attend to the world instead of merely immersing oneself in it.
In “Notes on Pluralism,” Kateb describes the receptivity characteristic of impersonal
individuality as “democratically ravenous.”396 By this, he means to convey the idea that a
receptive observer fights against interpreting and categorizing particulars in stereotypical ways.
She recognizes that persons and things lumped together and labeled as the same exhibit
differences worthy of notice, and she thus generalizes only with great caution. The receptive
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observer resists prejudgments, whether experienced as the urge to look away in disgust or as the
impulse to overlook something conventionally deemed insignificant, marginal, or valueless.
The receptive observer also accepts contradictions, tensions, and inconsistencies without
prematurely trying to explain them away or reconcile them.397 In particular, a person who sees
receptively appreciates what Mill calls “standing antagonisms.”398 She does not too readily side
with either competitor when plausible, well-articulated ideas collide. A person who sees
receptively also refrains from forcing particular phenomena to fit into conventional categories.399
She neither sacrifices empirical truth for the sake of theoretical clarity nor suppresses it to
maintain the harmony of a system of beliefs.400
Sympathy
Kateb wants heightened receptivity to inform sympathetic responsiveness. The effort to
see afresh and to expand one’s field of vision paves the way for an attitude of openness to the
beauty, or noteworthy distinctiveness, of particulars. The idea is not only to notice what one
might be inclined to ignore, or to suspend judgment of what one might be tempted to dismiss out
of hand—as with receptivity—but also to appreciate the remarkableness of what one beholds.
397
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Kateb describes it as follows: “Democratic individuality becomes extraordinary in the
impersonal sense when one labors to bestow sympathy abundantly, especially on what seems
most to discourage or repel it. The underlying mental effort is to see beauty in everyone, in
everything. This determination is a belief in radical equality made aesthetic.”401
By incorporating sympathy into the idea of democratic individuality, Kateb supplements
receptivity with an attitude of generosity. Beyond the endeavor to perceive clearly and accurately,
one aspires to see things in the best light, to give them the benefit of the doubt. As Kateb writes,
“the impersonal facet [of democratic individuality] is shown in a widespread and almost
promiscuous acceptance of one thing after another, almost no matter what....”402
Detachment
By detachment, Kateb means the ability to distance one’s self403—at least episodically—
from one’s personality, social identity, material self-interests, inherited social conventions,
assumed social roles, and group commitments and loyalties by way of an enhanced selfconsciousness. He thinks democratic government, with its frequent turnover of officeholders and
its capacity to flexibly revise statutes, fosters an attitude of detachment by teaching the lesson
that structures of authority are conventional. That is, democracy strips authority of its mystique,
revealing it to be constructed and therefore changeable.404
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In a social context radically open to change, Kateb thinks individuals will increasingly
come to understand their social roles and identities as changeable. Taking cues from the sociopolitical environment, they will be encouraged to experiment, to see their very selves as loosefitting and alterable. In turn, Kateb argues that democratic citizens’ consciousness of the fluidity
of their own personality will dispose them to view others as undefined by social identity or
situatedness. They will come to encounter one another’s personalities as particular and unfixed
expressions, as beautiful presentations, of a shared humanity—of the infinite potentialities latent
in the human soul.405
The receptivity, sympathy, and detachment urged by Kateb give rise to a perspectival
intellectual method, a democratic aestheticism, a morality informed by imaginative empathy.
Taken together, these elements compose what he refers to as a culture of democratic
connectedness.
I am potentially all personalities and we equally are infinite potentialities. Whitman’s poetic aim is to talk
or sing his readers into accepting this highest truth about human beings. Democracy covers it over less than
other cultures do. If people take thought, they will have to acknowledge, first, that they have all the
impulses or inclinations or desires (for good and for bad) they see realized around them, even if they act on
other ones, and consequently, second, that each of us is, in Emerson’s word, an “infinitude,” or has, in
another formulation of Emerson’s, a “populousness of soul.” The deepest moral and existential meaning of
equal rights is this kind of equal recognition granted by every individual to every individual. Democratic
connectedness is mutual acceptance. Rejection of any other human being, for one reason or another, for
apparently good reasons as well as for bad ones, is self-rejection. A principal burden of Whitman’s
teaching, therefore, is that the differences between individuals do not go as deep as the commonalities.406

A culture of democratic connectedness, he argues, facilitates a proper recognition of one’s
composite humanity, of the populousness of one’s—of everyone’s—soul. It conduces to the
highest form of individuality, one that is democratic and impersonal.
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Re-Attachment
Although he praises Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman for having initiated a change of
heart characterized by hospitable receptivity, generously bestowed sympathy, and the laudable
alleviation of individual and group egotism, Kateb ultimately is not satisfied with the theory of
democratic individuality that he finds them to express. “Revision is needed because the
formulations of democratic individuality in the middle of the nineteenth century are too
exuberant, too prone to suggest that everything can be accepted, too eager for reconciliation,” he
writes.407 Kateb holds ETW culpable of innocence, guilty of guilelessness. He accuses them of
too completely aestheticizing morality, and thus failing to grapple with the tremendous amount
of evil in the world. In particular, Kateb faults ETW’s religiousness, which he construes as an
all-embracing pantheism, for giving rise to an “indiscriminate love” of particulars.408 “It
democratically coerces poetical reception into too much blessing,” he complains.409 Thus, he
inverts the ethical charge commonly leveled at traditional, organized religions—they are too
judgmental, narrow, and exclusive—in criticizing ETW’s heterodox religiousness. “[ETW’s]
religiousness, necessary as it was to their strength, now becomes for us [late-modern
secularists?], however, their salient weakness,” Kateb concludes.410 That is, their strength lies in
the poetical way they receive the physical and social world; they laudably encourage democratic
aestheticism and thereby effect a change of heart. However, to come to fruition that change
needs to be supplemented with a new ontology, Kateb contends, dissevered from ETW’s weakwilled espousal of transcendental beliefs for sustenance.

407

Kateb, Inner Ocean, 169.
Kateb, Inner Ocean, 169.
409
Kateb, Inner Ocean, 171.
410
Kateb, Inner Ocean, 170, my emphasis added.
408

162

A full change of heart, Kateb argues, necessitates further detachment from the
transcendent metaphysic ETW inherited (and then imaginatively revised) through their
upbringing in America’s religious culture. In his opinion, this culture and its accompanying
ontology—though it surely made valuable contributions to present-day self-understandings—
ought to be dispensed with as obsolete. “Can we say that for these three writers God is not dead
enough?” Kateb queries. “A more modern soul is altogether less able to trust in its immortality or
to detect some force or spirit in nature which corresponds to the human mind.”411 Kateb supposes
the modern soul to be more truthful in adopting an exclusive-humanist outlook.
I believe that the wonder that stems from the Heideggerian sense of the inessentiality of all things and the
wonder at the uncomposed indefiniteness that contrasts with nothingness constitute the right and true
replacement for an untenable religiousness, glorious as it undoubtedly is, in the works of Emerson,
Thoreau, and Whitman. This [wonder at mere being] is the core of attachment to earthly existence as such.
It may even be more consonant with the idealism of modern democracy than any religiousness, because the
hidden source of modern democracy may always have been the death of God.412

For Kateb, detachment from metaphysics opens the way to a reattachment to existence, a truly
human one, predicated on wonder at mere being. In the citation above, and elsewhere, Kateb
even suggests that the seeds of metaphysical antirealism were planted in the soil of modern
democracy from the very beginning, only needing time to germinate.413 This is a surprising
construal of the history of democratic government in the United States, the original framers of
which, almost without exception, espoused the idea of a moral order standing apart from the
humanly constructed social and political realms.
An Emersonian Critique of Impersonal Individuality
In the following sections, I marshal evidence from Emerson’s essays to make plain that
he qualifies his praise of receptivity, sympathy, and detachment. All three surely must have a
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place in the ethical conduct of life, but he warns of an excessive, morally inattentive devotion to
each one. The way of seeing Kateb endorses may be so solicitous to bestow sympathy on diverse
phenomena as to jeopardize considerations of quality. Aesthetically, it would blur or efface
aesthetic standards distinguishing high from popular works of art. Ethically, this cultural outlook
would kindle a hypertrophied moralism demanding the establishment of a secular-humanist,
cultural framework. Yet within that frame, it would result in a bland relativism in which
individuals receive indiscriminate encouragement to choose their own adventure—to live as they
like insulated from negative moral judgments of their conduct. In other words, this culture would
acculturate citizens to be axiologically incurious and undiscerning to the detriment of aesthetic
taste, moral judgment, and ethical conduct. The radical-egalitarian cultural drift of democracy
would go unchecked.
As a staunch advocate of constitutional and representative government, Kateb knows that
pure democracy would be disastrous.414 Indeed, he explicitly opposes social democracy and
radical democracy, respectively, for sacrificing human stature in the quest for greater equality of
resources or of participation.415 He also frets about cultural degradation within democratic
regimes.416 Even so, the democratic culture he celebrates does not contain the vital safeguards
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needed to prevent human stature from being submerged under progressive tides of social and
cultural democratization.
Intellectual Method
George Kateb interprets Emersonian self-reliance as primarily an intellectual method,
which, when nurtured and put into practice, yields a superior power of sight—a heightened
ability to perceive beauty. While impressed with Emerson’s method, Kateb is not fully content
with it. To improve this method, he counsels secularizing and democratizing it by magnifying the
attention given to particulars and doing away with efforts to imagine them as parts of a coherent
whole and, concomitantly, to order them in relation to that whole.
Kateb claims that, for Emerson, “Receptivity is the highest form of self-reliance.”417
“What is the point of self-reliant thinking? Emerson wants to help us see. To see is to be
receptive, to take things in as truly or honestly or accurately as one can.”418 He reads Emerson as
displaying the power of seeing in three characteristic ways. First, Emerson explores antagonistic
ideas, impersonating or exaggerating them in turn to better illuminate them. Second, he sees
“particulars in their profusion” and affords them “poetical attention.” Third, he attempts to
“comprehend imaginatively the totality of all particulars.”419 Kateb thinks the third, religiously
inspired perspective threatens to ruin the former two vantages. “Emerson is…not content to bless
particulars as such. I propose that this is or may be his fall. He wants to be thought ready to
enclose particulars, compose them into a totality, a metaphysical whole, unbounded as that whole
may be.”420 Kateb’s interpretive argument magnifies the brilliance of Emerson’s ability to see
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particulars without relying on a conventional lens, while discrediting his recurrent efforts to see
them as composing a totality or unified whole.
For Emerson, one intuits the whole through reason and the moral sentiment. In his essay,
“Montaigne, or the Skeptic,” he affirms the Frenchman’s “wise skepticism” as an indispensable
mood, and yet subordinates it to the vision of the moral sentiment, which descries order and law
beyond the incessant flux of the natural and social worlds.
The final solution in which skepticism is lost, is in the moral sentiment, which never forfeits its supremacy.
All moods may be safely tried, and their weight allowed to all objections: the moral sentiment as easily
outweighs them all, as any one. This is the drop which balances the sea. I play with the miscellany of facts,
and take those superficial views which we call skepticism; but I know that they will presently appear to me
in that order which makes skepticism impossible.421

Indeed, he explicitly warns against engrossing oneself in particulars, as though too steady and
uninterrupted sight of them interferes with moral vision: “The lesson of life is practically to
generalize; to believe what the years and the centuries say, against the hours; to resist the
usurpation of particulars; to penetrate to their catholic sense. Things seem to say one thing, and
say the reverse. The appearance is immoral; the result is moral.”422 In Emerson’s eyes, “We are
amphibious creatures, weaponed for two elements, having two sets of faculties, the particular and
the catholic.”423 Kateb, in contrast, denies that humans have anything like a catholic faculty. For
him, the radically receptive sight absorbed in contemplation of the natural and social world
yields the clearest perception of truth. In turn, Emerson discounts this way of seeing as a “paltry
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empiricism” on account of its being unacquainted with the inward experience of intuiting
spiritual principles.424
The East-West Trope
Both Emerson and Nietzsche employ a trope juxtaposing the orientations of the East and
the West to advocate their preferred philosophical method. Both ascribe a speculative, religious
attitude to the East and an active, mastering disposition to the West. Their depictions of Eastern
and Western mentalities, while surely not identical, share significant analytical commonality. I
cite their dissimilar evaluations of East and West to highlight the profound philosophical
disagreements between the two. Nietzsche treats the introduction of Eastern thinking into the
West primarily as the contraction of an infectious, enervating disease whereas Emerson sees the
infusion of Eastern thought into the Western mind as a source of light and life.
Nietzsche’s own appraisal of Emerson indicates his dissatisfaction with the American’s
thought. Nietzsche read Emerson closely and with a great deal of admiration. However, he
lamented Emerson’s inability or unwillingness to abandon the allure of metaphysical realism. “I
do not know how much I would give if only I could bring it about, ex post facto, that such a
glorious, great nature, rich in soul and spirit, might have gone through some strict discipline, a
really scientific education. As it is, in Emerson we have lost a philosopher.”425 For his part,
Emerson claims “the critic, the philosopher is a failed poet,” and he recurrently charges the
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scientists and philosophers of his day with coldness and lifelessness.426 Emerson especially
chides a systematic, rationalist, analytic philosophy of a kind that Nietzsche likewise would have
deplored. However, Emerson also charges philosophers or scientists with unbelief and alleges
that they are blind to the inherent moral order of the universe and closed off to the religious
aspects of their humanity.427 “I think that philosophy is still rude and elementary. It will one day
be taught by poets. The poet is in the natural attitude; he is believing; the philosopher, after some
struggle, having only reasons for believing.”428
In his Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche juxtaposes two human types, nobles and slaves,
which he represents as Romans and Jews, respectively. Romanness captures the idea of
overflowing vigor, spontaneous expression, a life-affirming aesthetic, and the robust health of
the will-to-power expressed outward to subdue the world. By contrast, Jewishness signifies
innate weakness, ressentiment, and the sickness of the will-to-power turned inward to subjugate
the potent instincts of the self. Romans are clear-eyed and forward-facing, espousing a way of
life that celebrates humanity and encourages action. Jews are deceitful and inhibited by bad
conscience, propounding a way of life that stifles humanity and glorifies submission. Romans are
active, uninhibited, and humanist. Jews are reactive, morally cramped, and religious. Romans are
sublimely noble; Jews are servilely pious. Romans are sincere; Jews are disingenuous. Though
Nietzsche does not make a straightforward connection between Rome and philosophy (the
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Romans he depicts are warrior-like and indisposed to the life of the mind), he surely wishes
philosophy to become far more “Roman” in its attitude and approach.429
In his essay “Plato, or the Philosopher”430 Emerson selects the Greek sage as the
representative of Philosophy431 for his ability to synthesize the “two elements” of thought, the
perception of identity and the perception of difference, and thus to live as “a balanced soul.”432
Most persons, Emerson claims, unevenly emphasize one of these primary elements of the mind,
and, to illustrate each, he employs the East-West trope. “Europe” represents intellect, or the
mind’s ability to accurately define and divide; “Asia” represents religion, or the mind's admiring
contemplation of the whole. He credits Europe with giving rise to philosophy and Asia to
religion.433 While he sees them united in the person of Plato, and insists they are mutually
supporting, in the essay he gives pride of place to poetry. Consider this passage:
Every man who would do anything well, must come to it from a higher ground. A philosopher must be
more than a philosopher. Plato is clothed with the powers of a poet, stands upon the highest place of the
poet, and (though I doubt he wanted the decisive gift of lyric expression), mainly is not a poet because he
chose to use the poetic gift to an ulterior purpose.434

He makes two pivotal claims here. First, “a philosopher must be more than a philosopher,” which
I interpret to mean that Philosophy, at its best, involves something beyond intellect or “Europe.”
Second, the poet occupies “the highest place.” In other words, pious contemplation, or the
Asiatic quality of mind, is superior to intellect (Europe) in some sense. Like Nietzsche’s Romans,
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the intellect subdues; it seeks mastery. However, Emerson asserts, “[Plato] believes that poetry,
prophecy, and the high insight are from a wisdom of which man is not master.”435
Emerson claims the breadth of Plato’s mind, his ability to hold together the European and
Asiatic, “entitles him to stand as the representative of philosophy.”436
Plato, in Egypt and in Eastern pilgrimages, imbibed the idea of one Deity, in which all things are absorbed.
The unity of Asia and the detail of Europe; the infinitude of the Asiatic soul and the defining, result-loving,
machine-making, surface-seeking, opera-going Europe,- Plato came to join, and, by contact, to enhance the
energy of each. The excellence of Europe and Asia are in his brain. Metaphysics and natural philosophy
expressed the genius of Europe; he substructs the religion of Asia, as the base.437

Emerson especially articulates the Asiatic quality of Plato’s thought, whose works, Emerson
remarks, display “an earnestness which mounts…to piety.”438
Emerson once stated that he aimed to impart a single lesson through his various public
addresses. “In all my lectures I have taught one doctrine, namely, the infinitude of the private
man.”439 Seen in the light of his essay on “Plato,” Emerson’s keenness to affirm infinitude
indicates a desire to maintain the value of the Asiatic element of thought. Below are a number of
contrasts Emerson sets up in his essay “Plato” to differentiate “Asia” and “Europe” (the qualities
he denotes as Asiatic are in boldface). Again, he does not mean to assert the absolute primacy of
one over the other so much as to insist on the need to incorporate both into one’s Philosophic
method.
speculation/action; mind/nature; one/many; being/intellect; necessity/freedom; rest/motion;
power/distribution; strength/pleasure; consciousness/definition; genius/talent; earnestness/knowledge;
king/democracy; pure science/the highest instrumentality; religion/the intellect or senses; the ocean of
love and power/form, will, and knowledge; unity/detail; infinitude/defining, result-loving, machine-
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making, surface-seeking; course or gravitation of mind/powers of nature; the freest abandonment/the
precision of a geometer; earnestness that mounts to piety/love of boundary and skill in definition440

Let me make a number of significant points relative to the above list. First, as opposed to
Nietzsche, Emerson here associates power and strength with Asia and not Europe. Second, many
of the concepts Emerson links to Asiatic thought (speculation, mind, being, necessity,
earnestness, religion, infinitude) are precisely those concepts or orientations that Rorty wishes to
demote within, or even eradicate from, his preferred culture of liberalism.441 Third, throughout
his essays Emerson opposes two theories of life, of genius and of talent, and he recommends the
former.
There are two theories of life; one for the demonstration of our talent, the other for the education of the man.
One is activity, the busy-body, the following of that practical talent which we have, in the belief that what
is so natural, easy and pleasant to us and desirable to others will surely lead us out safely; in this direction
lie usefulness, comfort, society, low power of all sorts. The other is trust, religion, consent to be nothing for
eternity, entranced waiting, the worship of ideas. This is solitary, grand, secular [celebrated once in an age
or century]. They are in perpetual balance and strife. One is talent, the other genius. One is skill, the other
character.442

In the essay on Plato, he connects genius to Asiatic thought. Fourth, Kateb pushes Emerson to be
European and not Asian insofar as he magnifies Emerson’s attentiveness to diversity and his
awareness of motion, while downplaying or rejecting his coequal efforts to perceive unity and to
praise rest. For instance, Kateb lauds Emerson’s power of seeing “particulars in their profusion,”
while condemning his efforts “to comprehend imaginatively the totality of all particulars.”443
Kateb claims that “the self-reliant mind must grow voyeurist and promiscuous” citing Emerson’s
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affirmation of “intellectual nomadism,”444 and yet he discounts Emerson’s warning that, carried
to the extreme, intellectual nomadism “bankrupts the mind, through the dissipation of power on a
miscellany of objects.”445 Fifth and finally, Emerson associates the Asiatic element of thought
with kingship, and thus suggests that it fruitfully antagonizes or counterbalances the European
tendency to democracy.
Emerson on the Intellectual Powers of Poetry and Culture
Emerson sketches three categories of power available to the self: practical, intellectual,
and moral. He does not see these powers as mutually exclusive—indeed, he theorizes their
harmonization (though not their equality) in the well-balanced self. However, he thinks
individuals, nations, and even entire historical ages, elevate one or two domains of power at the
expense of the others to disastrous consequence.
If Emerson’s praise of practical power appeals to Rorty, his celebration of intellectual
power attracts Kateb. Namely, Kateb is drawn to the power of receptivity Emerson attributes to
Goethe and the power of poetic expression he ascribes to Shakespeare. However, Emerson does
not think either man sufficiently balances intellectual power with moral power. In contrast,
Kateb thinks the intellectual capacity of sympathetic receptivity sensitizes the moral sense to
beauty, thereby mitigating its harshness and slackening its inclination to condemn.446 Drawing on
Emerson’s partial critiques of Goethe and Shakespeare, I contend that the “omnivorous
receptivity” favored by Kateb447 sponsors moral obtuseness rather than serving as a precondition
for a more ethical democratic culture. That is, the openhearted, hospitable embrace of the
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spectacle of life attenuates moral judgment so as to push a democratic culture in the direction of
the demotic. I recommend Emerson’s transcendental self-reliance for empowering personal
judgment whereas I fault Kateb’s Whitmanian, existential self-reliance for dulling it.
Emerson’s Critique of Goethe (Receptivity)
Goethe stands as Emerson’s representative of culture448 and Shakespeare as his type of
poetry.449 Emerson writes of culture and poetry both as activities and powers, and he ranks them
as elevated human endeavors or capacities. In the following section, I present the benefits
Emerson attaches to both culture and poetry, as exemplified by Goethe and Shakespeare, before
considering why Emerson considers each man’s work to display significant shortcomings. My
contention is that Emerson qualifies the greatness of both men on account of ethical flaws. His
criticisms of Goethe are of particular interest since Emerson places the German alongside
Napoleon as typifying the modern disposition prevailing in the nineteenth century.
Emerson attributes Goethe’s genius, in large part, to his broad receptivity. “To look at
him, one would say, there was never an observer before,” Emerson marvels. “A thousand men
seemed to look through his eyes.”450 As described by Emerson, Goethe does not respond to
modern complexity by retreating to the traditional or escaping to the ethereal. Refusing to let
conventional explanations blinker his vision, he astutely observes the manifold phenomena of
modern life, ranging from high theory to commonplace prose. Instead of being overwhelmed by
the ever-increasing variety and inundation of information in the modern age, he sifts through it,
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detects patterns in it, and draws meaningful connections among classes of facts. He simplifies
and makes sense of an unwieldy world.
For Emerson, Goethe embodies the Enlightenment value of daring to know. “He may as
well see if it is true as another. He sifts it. I am here, he would say, to be the measure and judge
of these things. Why should I take them on trust?”451 Emerson esteems Goethe’s ability to cut
through pretension and penetrate to the heart of whatever subject falls within his line of inquiry.
Yet Emerson’s admiration of Goethe has bounds. Describing him as “the head and body
of the German nation” Emerson conspicuously leaves out the “heart,” his usual designation for
the moral aspect of the self.452 Indeed, Emerson criticizes Goethe for his unresponsiveness to the
moral sense: “he is incapable of a self-surrender to the moral sentiment.”453 Emerson claims that
Goethe lives to the end of self-culture, and he finds this blameworthy. “Goethe can never be dear
to men. His is not even the devotion to pure truth; but to truth for the sake of culture….All
possessions are valued by him for that only; rank, privileges, health, time, Being itself.”454
Emerson clearly praises the activity of self-culture, but it remains for him a subordinate human
purpose. “In this aim of culture, which is the genius of his works, is their power. The idea of
absolute, eternal truth, without reference to my own enlargement by it, is higher [than the aim of
self-culture]. The surrender to the torrent of poetic inspiration is higher [than the aim of selfculture].”455 Emerson even refuses to label Goethe as a genuine artist, criticizing his literary
productions as, in some sense, amateurish.456
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As judged by Emerson, Goethe’s insufficient attention to moral considerations impaired
his power of sight. Writing of Goethe, Emerson asserts the imperative need to see the world with
a balanced perspective.
Because nature is moral, that mind only can see, in which the same order entirely obtains. An
interchangeable Truth, Beauty, and Goodness, each wholly interfused in the other, must make the humors
of that eye, which would see causes reaching to their last effect and reproducing the world forever. The
least inequality of mixture, the excess of one element over the other, in that degree diminishes the
transparency of things, makes the world opaque to the observer, and destroys so far the value of his
experience. No particular gifts can countervail this defect.457

Emerson identifies goodness as the element absent from Goethe’s outlook. Indeed, his criticisms
of Goethe mirror his negative assessment of Daniel Webster. These two magnificent and aweinspiring minds, despite their obvious merits, lack the same essential feature.
That Goethe had not a moral perception proportionate to his other powers, is not then merely a
circumstance, as we might relate of a man that he had or had not the sense of tune or an eye for colors; but
it [moral perception] is the cardinal fact of health or disease; since, lacking this, he failed in the high sense
to be a creator, and with divine endowments drops by irreversible decree into the common history of
genius.458

Emerson suggests that Goethe’s astonishing receptivity actually impeded clear-sightedness.
“Was it that he knew too much, that his sight was microscopic and interfered with the just
perspective, the seeing of the whole?”459 Emerson ascribes to Goethe a power of seeing
remarkably like that which Kateb admires most in Emerson. As Kateb phrases it, this is the
power of “seeing…particulars in their profusion; human and natural particulars, the ‘infinite
variety of things,’” of bestowing “poetical attention” on them.460 However, Emerson
subordinates this power of seeing particulars to the power of “seeing the whole,” or to precisely
the transcendental outlook that Kateb disparages.461
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In “Thoughts on Modern Literature” Emerson imagines Goethe mounting a passionate
self-defense of his bleak portrayal of flawed and fallible humans. Goethe, as impersonated by
Emerson, justifies his dismal characterization as meticulously honest and as an accurate
depiction of subject matter notoriously marred by corruption. “Yes, O Goethe!,” Emerson replies
in his own voice, conceding the fidelity of the portrait, “but the ideal is truer than the actual. [The
actual] is ephemeral, but [the ideal] changes not.”462 Directing the remark to Kateb, one might
say that Emerson insists on the transcendental in the face of the existential. Indeed, the grim
existential tone of Kateb’s work sharply contrasts with what Hannah Arendt once called the noncomplacent “serenity” one encounters in Emerson’s essays.463
Granted, Emerson’s criticisms of Goethe are couched within an overall context of deep
admiration; Goethe is one of Emerson’s foremost intellectual guides. The faults he finds, then,
do not constitute wholesale repudiation of Goethe but rather limited, albeit significant,
disapproval. Nonetheless, the criticisms in Emerson’s appraisal of Goethe merit special attention
since he chooses Goethe to stand as one of his representative men. Indeed, Emerson views him
as the philosopher of modernity.464
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Emerson’s Critique of Shakespeare (Detachment)
Emerson ranks Shakespeare as the finest human poet, as one of the greatest individuals
ever to have inhabited the globe, and yet Emerson does not refrain from passing judgment on
him. He regards Shakespeare as sharing the partiality or halfness of all persons; in particular, he
accuses the famous English poet of excessive playfulness.465 Shakespeare contented himself with
seeing and sharing the beauty of natural symbols, writes Emerson. “He rested in their beauty and
never took the step which seemed inevitable to such genius, namely to explore the virtue which
resides in these symbols and imparts this power [to convey meaning].”466 After searching
examination, Emerson characterizes Shakespeare as something of a trifler. “He converted the
elements which waited on his command, into entertainments. He was master of the revels to
mankind.”467
Though Emerson regards Shakespeare’s plays as laden with wisdom on the human
condition, he criticizes Shakespeare for living unwisely—for employing his talents to amuse the
minds of his fellows rather than to inspire or elevate them. “He who gave to the science of mind
a new and larger subject than had ever existed, and planted the standard of humanity some
furlongs forward into Chaos,- that he should not be wise for himself;- it must even go into the
world’s history that the best poet led an obscure and profane life, using his genius for the public
amusement.”468
Comparing Shakespeare to another of Emerson’s favorite English poets, John Milton,
brings his criticisms of the former into sharper focus. Though he ranks Shakespeare as a far
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superior poet in terms of imagination and artistic expression, Emerson views the two with
roughly equal appreciation. Indeed, he ascribes to Milton a higher office and aim—that of
education as opposed to entertainment. In contrast to his disapproval of Shakespeare’s conduct of
life, Emerson defends John Milton’s manner of employment during the tumult of the English
Civil War and interregnum.
Johnson petulantly taunts Milton with ‘great promise and small performance,’ in returning from Italy
because his country was in danger, and then opening a private school. Milton, wiser, felt no absurdity in
this conduct. He returned into his revolutionized country, and assumed an honest and useful task, by which
he might serve the state daily, whilst he launched from time to time his formidable bolts against the
enemies of liberty. He felt the heats of that ‘love’ which ‘esteems no office mean.’ He compiled a logic for
boys; he wrote a grammar; and devoted much of his time to the preparing of a Latin dictionary.469

Though not obscure, Milton’s occupation was not especially prestigious, either. As Emerson
comments, “Milton laid on himself the lowliest duties.”470 Emerson praises Milton, not for
making conspicuous public contributions, but simply for imparting benefits through his teaching,
scholarship, and service to the state. For Emerson, a crucial difference between the two poets is
that while Shakespeare dazzles and delights, Milton inspires and educates. “The creations of
Shakespeare are cast into the world of thought to no further end than to delight. Their intrinsic
beauty is their excuse for being. Milton, fired ‘with dearest charity to infuse the knowledge of
good things into others,’ tasked his giant imagination and exhausted the stores of his intellect for
an end beyond, namely, to teach.”471 In Emerson’s judgment, Shakespeare insufficiently attends
to ethical concerns in the conduct of his life. “As long as the question is of talent and mental
power, the world of men has not [Shakespeare’s] equal to show. But when the question is, to life
and its materials and its auxiliaries, how does he profit me? What does it signify? It is but a
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Twelfth Night, or Midsummer-Night’s Dream, or Winter Evening’s Tale: what signifies another
picture more or less?”472
Whereas he disregards Shakespeare’s day-to-day employment as “profane,” Emerson
claims that “the religious sentiment warmed [Milton’s] writings and conduct with the highest
affection of faith.”473 Accordingly, Milton’s work exhibits a “weight and solemnity” absent from
Shakespeare’s creations.474 While no one excites the imagination more than Shakespeare,
Emerson claims, Milton’s works address both the imagination and the will “As a poet,
Shakespeare undoubtedly transcends, and far surpasses [Milton] in his popularity with foreign
nations; but Shakespeare is a voice merely; who and what he was that sang, that sings, we know
not. Milton stands erect, commanding, still visible as a man among men, and reads the laws of
the moral sentiment to the new-born race.”475
The juxtaposition of Shakespeare with Emmanuel Swedenborg (another of Emerson’s
representative men) further elaborates Emerson’s partial dissatisfaction with Shakespeare. My
claim is not that Emerson favors Swedenborg over Shakespeare as an ethical exemplar, but
rather that each illustrates an important merit the other lacks. Indeed, Emerson sees their work as
nourishing separate domains of the self.
Poets, from the intellectual kingdom, feed the thought and imagination with ideas and pictures which raise
men out of the world of corn and money, and console them for the shortcomings of the day and the
meanness of labor and traffic…But there is a class who lead us into another region,- the world of morals or
of will. What is singular about this region of thought is its claim. Wherever the sentiment of right comes in,

472

Emerson, “Shakespeare,” 218.
Emerson, “Milton,” 268.
474
Emerson, “Milton,” 276-277, my emphasis added: “the genius and office of Milton were different, namely, to
ascend by the aids of his learning and his religion, - by an equal perception, that is, of the past and the future, - to a
higher insight and more lively delineation of the heroic life of man. This was his poem; whereof all his indignant
pamphlets and all his soaring verses are only single cantos or detached stanzas. It was plainly needful that his poetry
should be a version of his own life, in order to give weight and solemnity to his thoughts; by which they [his
thoughts] might penetrate and possess the imagination and the will of mankind.”
475
Emerson, “Milton,” 253-254.
473

179

it takes precedence of every thing else. For other things, I make poetry of them; but the moral sentiment
makes poetry of me.476

Here Emerson again draws a distinction between intellect and morals, or between imagination
and will. He goes on to oppose Shakespeare and Swedenborg, respectively, as representatives of
“intellect” and “sanctity.”
I have sometimes thought that he would render the greatest service to modern criticism, who should draw
the line of relation that subsists between Shakespeare and Swedenborg. The human mind stands ever in
perplexity, demanding intellect, demanding sanctity, impatient equally of each without the other. The
reconciler has not yet appeared. If we tire of the saints, Shakespeare is our city of refuge. Yet the instincts
presently teach that the problem of essence must take precedence of all others;- the questions of Whence?
What? and Whither? and the solution of these must be in a life, and not in a book. A drama or poem is a
proximate or oblique reply; but Moses, Menu, Jesus, work directly on this problem. The atmosphere of
moral sentiment is a region of grandeur which reduces all material magnificence to toys, yet opens to every
wretch that has reason the doors of the universe. Almost with a fierce haste it lays its empire on the man. In
the language of the Koran, “God said, The heaven and the earth and all that is between them, think ye that
we created them in jest, and that ye shall not return to us?” It is the kingdom of the will, and by inspiring
the will, which is the seat of personality, seems to convert the universe into a person.477

Emerson esteems Milton for exhibiting “the genius of Christian sanctity” by which he means 1)
“emphatic affirmation of the omnipotence of spiritual laws” and 2) “humility.”478 With respect to
1), Emerson is keen to highlight Milton’s avowal of “laws of the moral sentiment.”479 Recall
Emerson’s criticism of Goethe, whom he deemed “incapable of a self-surrender to the moral
sentiment.”480 In contrast to his portrayal of Goethe as “artistic, but not artist; spiritual, but not
spiritualist,”481 Emerson claims of Milton that “throughout all his actions and opinions, [he is] a
consistent spiritualist, or believer in the omnipotence of spiritual laws.”482 Whereas Emerson
judges that “Goethe can never be dear to man” since he pursues self-culture to the neglect of the
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moral sense,483 he declares that “[Milton] is rightly dear to mankind, because in him, among so
many perverse and partial men of genius, - in him humanity rights itself; the old eternal goodness
finds a home in his breast, and for once shows itself beautiful. His gifts are subordinated to his
moral sentiments.”484
When Emerson mentions Milton’s hospitality to goodness, he hints at his Platonic
predilection for the good among the ancient triumvirate of transcendental principles: the good,
true, and beautiful. He tends to associate the good with morals, the true with philosophy, and the
beautiful with poetry. A habitual reconciler, Emerson sees all three principles as commensurable.
Even so, Emerson gives pride of place to the good as though goodness, if not outranking truth
and beauty, somehow antecedes them.485 Hence, for all of his misgivings about Swedenborg, he
offers this praise of the Swede:
He lived to purpose: he gave a verdict. He elected goodness as the clue to which the soul must cling in all
this labyrinth of nature. Many opinions conflict as to the true centre. In the shipwreck, some cling to
running rigging, some to cask and barrel, some to spars, some to mast; the pilot chooses with science,- I
plant myself here; all will sink before this; “he comes to land who sails with me.” Do not rely on heavenly
favor, or on compassion to folly, or on prudence, on common sense, the old usage and main chance of men:
nothing can keep you,- not fate, nor health, nor admirable intellect; none can keep you, but rectitude only,
rectitude for ever and ever!486
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I interpret this passage as faithfully expressing Emerson’s own judgment as to the conduct of life.
That is, sensibility to, and enactment of, the moral sentiment ought to balance—and even to
guide—practical or intellectual endeavors.487
Emerson’s Critique of Sympathy
Emerson admires the trait of humanity, which he finds exemplified in the person of
Plutarch. He describes humanity as a multivalent quality. Namely, a humane person recognizes
the common humanness of all persons; shows basic concern for the wellbeing of others; is
attuned to the situation and outlook of unprivileged persons; displays a broad-mindedness that
rises above parochial or partisan interest; acknowledges human interdependence and
interconnection; maintains openness to the merits of diverse ways of life, systems of thought, and
natural phenomena; is sociable and delights in the company of others; is intimately familiar with
the tendencies of the human condition and cheerfully and warmly embraces it in its complex
mixture of sublimity and frailty, virtue and foible.488
One of the reasons Emerson advocates democracy is that he considers it to be more
conducive to humanity than either aristocracy or monarchy. George Kateb’s insightful reflections
on the merits of constitutional democracy do well to illuminate the ways in which a democratic
system encourages the broadened sympathies that comprise an important component of humanity.
However, Emerson qualifies his praise of sympathy in two ways. First, he does not esteem the
promotion of sympathy to be the chief benefit of a political system. That is, democracy may
487
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facilitate sympathy while hampering the development of other admirable human traits.
Specifically, it may promote tenderness at the expense of truthfulness, sensitivity to the
detriment of judiciousness. Second, Emerson distinguishes between humanity and other
attributes akin to it such as sympathy, tenderness, and amiability. Emerson clearly indicates the
latter qualities may be misplaced, resulting in complaisance or sentimentality that masquerades
as humanity without actually embodying it.
In making the second point, I call attention to Emerson’s critique of activist reformers,
which subsists alongside, and yet sharply contrasts, his pointed reproach of conservatism. In
assimilating Emerson to progressive, cultural-political interests Rorty claims that he sides with
the party of the Future over that of the Past, but he overlooks Emerson’s admonitions of the
mentality of reform. Yet, insofar as Emerson counsels alert nonconformity to the deficiencies of
prevailing opinions, tastes, and sentiments (whether age-old or recently ascendant), his thought
can be helpful in exposing the absurdities and flaws of presently established ways of thinking
and feeling, even in those spheres of society now clearly dominated by nontraditional, secularhumanist values. That is, Emerson comprehends that mores need neither to be hoary nor
explicitly hierarchical for their imposition to hinder self-reliance.
Emerson opposes self-reliance to the contemporary mores of elite society and not merely
to popular traditions of ancient lineage.
For the ease and pleasure of treading the old road, accepting the fashions, the education, the religion of
society, he [the self-reliant individual] takes the cross of making his own, and, of course, the selfaccusation, the faint heart, the frequent uncertainty and loss of time, which are the nettles and tangling
vines in the way of the self-relying and self-directed; and the state of virtual hostility in which he seems to
stand to society, and especially to educated society.489
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I wish to underscore the relationship of “virtual hostility” Emerson expects the self-reliant
individual to have with “the fashions, the education, and religion of society,” and especially
those of “educated society.”
Emerson teaches that sympathy, especially with public opinion, must be resisted in order
for genuine reform to transpire. He aims to embolden the few self-reliant souls who would stand
apart from public opinion and its measures of success, not as eccentric contrarians but as
representatives of higher principle. He maintains that “the truth, the hope of any time, must
always be sought in [these] minorities,”490 and he laments that democratic society abounds with
pressures to conform—by inducing sympathetic attachment to public opinion—that discourage
individuals from occupying a minority standpoint.491 “Our people have this levity and
complaisance, they fear to offend, do not wish to be misunderstood; do not wish, of all things, to
be in the minority.”492
Emerson is fully aware that a self-reliant individual will incur accusations of selfishness
and of heartless cruelty, but he defies social expectations of his sympathetic responsiveness
nonetheless. Out of a fidelity to truth, he would even resist appeals to his sympathy made on
behalf of the oppressed and impoverished. Hence, in “Self-Reliance” he rebukes the bigoted
abolitionist and spurns the “foolish philanthropist” seeking aid for the poor. Invoking the
sentiment of Jesus of Nazareth from the Gospel of Luke,493 he even insists on the readiness to
rebuff familial sympathies: “Truth is handsomer than the affectation of love. Your goodness
must have some edge to it, -- else it is none. The doctrine of hatred must be preached as the
490
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counteraction of the doctrine of love when that pules and whines. I shun father and mother and
wife and brother, when my genius calls me.”494
In contrast to Whitman, Emerson acutely senses the danger of overactive sympathy. “We
sink as easily as we rise, through sympathy. So many men whom I know are degraded by their
sympathies, their native aims being high enough, but their relation all too tender to the gross
people about them.”495 In the essay, “Experience” he cautions against letting sympathy guide
one’s actions, and counsels stern rebuke, rather than uncritical assistance, if one deems someone
in distress responsible for their plight.
It is a main lesson of wisdom to know your own from another’s. I have learned that I cannot dispose of
other people’s facts; but I possess such a key to my own, as persuades me against all their denials, that they
also have a key to theirs. A sympathetic person is placed in the dilemma of a swimmer among drowning
men, who all catch at him, and if he give so much as a leg or a finger, they will drown him. They wish to be
saved from the mischiefs of their vices, but not from their vices. Charity would be wasted on this poor
waiting on the symptoms. A wise and hardy physician will say, Come out of that, as the first condition of
advice.496

This passage comes directly following Emerson’s exhortation to hold fast to one’s “scandalous
poverty” by which he means one’s partiality or the unavoidably bounded perspective with which
one views the world. His teaching is that persons inevitably act with a degree of narrowness; in
committing themselves to a work they necessarily ignore other laudable work worth doing. They
exaggerate the importance of their own activity to the underestimation of that done elsewhere.
Yet, he praises and does not condemn this limitation under the assumption that general ends are
best served when individuals follow their dissimilar interests and operate according to their
several perspectives. In permitting sympathy to dominate or override one’s solitary judgments,
one abandons individuality to slake social needs (or social wants importunately expressed as
needs) that are often quite undeserving of attention. As he states elsewhere in “Experience,”
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individuals need to gird themselves against the dissipations of a democratic culture. “In this our
talking America, we are ruined by our good nature and listening on all sides. This compliance
takes away the power of being greatly useful. A man should not be able to look other than
directly and forthright. A preoccupied attention is the only answer to the importunate frivolity of
other people: an attention, and to an aim which makes their wants frivolous.”497
Attentive receptivity, in order to rise to the level of sympathetic fellow feeling, rests on a
judgment as to the suitability of the expressions of the person to whom one attends, respecting
their surrounding circumstances and condition. In the words of Michael Frazer, “Unlike the
mechanism of emotional infection, the mechanism of projective empathy involves discretion on
the part of the spectator as to whether sympathy is called for.”498 Certainly, Emerson is wary of
callously making snap judgments without charitably attending to another’s situation. However,
he also warns against sentimentality, or basing one’s judgments primarily on the emotions
evoked through the process of sympathetic engagement with another person in the absence of
critical scrutiny as to the appropriateness of the other person’s feelings. In other words,
Emerson observes the tension between bestowing sympathetic responsiveness on others and
maintaining critical distance from others.
An Emersonian insight is that the capacity for sympathy—which is fanned within a
democratic regime—often dissuades and impairs independent judgment. While sympathy surely
ought to inform judgment, it must remain subordinate to judgment. However, the sympathetic
receptivity modeled by (Kateb’s) Whitman, and admired by both Rorty and Kateb, impinges on
(critically distant) judgment to the point of overwhelming it. In contrast to them, Emerson places
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great weight on being “centered,”499 or in “sympathy with genius”—especially with genius
“ennobled by character”500—as a counterweight to the sympathy indulgently bestowed on even
what appears trivial, ugly, or wicked.
In his “Introductory to Human Culture” Emerson asserts, “there are two ways of
cultivating proportion of character.” The first is “the habit of attending to all sensations and
putting ourselves in a way to receive variety.” Here, the data under observation are diverse forms
of life, and the manner of making the observation involves sympathetic receptivity. That is, it
necessitates the capacity to “appreciate” and “to give all that is due” to ways of life that may
initially strike one—variously—as mundane, exotic, or abnormal. Emerson immediately stresses
the limits, and thus the insufficiency, of this approach. “The shortness of life and the limited
walks in which most men pass it forbid any hope of multiplying particular observations.” The
self, in its spatiotemporal finiteness, simply cannot take in and engage with the multiplicity of
human perspectives and experiences.501
The supplemental way “of cultivating gradation and forming a just scale,” Emerson
writes, “is to compare the depth of thought to which different objects appeal.” He recommends
this as the dominant mode of cultivating proportionate judgment. He claims that even the most
reclusive person encounters “a sufficient variety of objects to supply him with the elements and
divisions of a scale.” He then professes faith in the mind’s “unvarying instinct” as a reliable
gauge of truth and justice. “The mind is also a distorting medium so long as its aims are not pure,”
he concedes. Yet, assuming good will, he posits an innate capacity to discern better or worse and
499
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to recognize varying degrees of truthfulness and falsity—though certainly not to know justice or
truth with definiteness or exactitude.502
Yet, Emerson realizes the mind’s “unvarying instinct” expresses itself subtly and must be
amplified through purposeful meditation on worthy objects. “If we cannot make voluntary and
conscious steps in the admirable science of universals, let us see the parts wisely, and infer the
genius of nature from the best particulars with a becoming charity. What is best in each kind is
an index of what should be the average of that thing.”503 Here Emerson introduces a practical
intellectual method for training one’s vision to see the whole—the study of exemplars (and
especially of ethical exemplars).504 Thus, he writes essays on representative men. Justifying his
praise of (an ideal) aristocracy to a democratic audience, he writes, “My concern with it
[aristocracy] is that concern which all well-disposed persons will feel, that there should be model
men,—true instead of spurious pictures of excellence, and, if possible, living standards.”505 He
has a deep conviction of a democratic society’s need to contemplate worth as a way of elevating
its judgment and preventing the degradation wrought through unrelenting exposure to the
superficialities and frivolities of a liberated, though often ignoble, people.
It is plain that all the deference of modern society to this idea of the Gentleman [perhaps the equivalent idea
in our day is that of the Socially Conscious Celebrity], and all the whimsical tyranny of Fashion which has
continued to engraft itself on this reverence, is a secret homage to reality and love which ought to reside in
every man. This is the steel that is hid under gauze and lace, under flowers and spangles. And it is plain that
instead of this idolatry, a worship; instead of this impure, a pure reverence for character, a new respect for
the sacredness of the individual man, is that antidote which must correct in our country the disgraceful
deference to public opinion, and the insane subordination of the end to the means. From the folly of too
much association we must come back to the repose of self-reverence and trust.506

In “Uses of Great Men” Emerson makes clear his disdain of hero worship, and means also to call
attention to the worth residing in every person, even those individuals conventionally overlooked
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as vulgar or low. Thus, to some extent he shares Whitman’s desire to encourage greater
sympathetic receptivity. However, Emerson views sympathetic receptivity as complementing
and refining the impulse to judge, rather than in any way replacing or diminishing it.507
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Chapter 6: George Kateb and the Cultural Authoritarianism of Constitutional
Democracy
Throughout this work, I have considered the problem of social tyranny, understood as a
form of factionalism in which one social group imposes its opinions and sentiments on the rest of
society and enforces compliance to them by penalizing dissent. I have theorized that social
tyranny is most pronounced when a social majority forms. That is, when a tacit association
enjoys both an advantage in its capacity to organize visible public action and to command
cultural capital, and when it leverages this superior position to punitively delegitimize its
cultural-political opponents.
Earlier, I argued that John Stuart Mill’s political thought, usually regarded as
quintessentially liberal and individualist, is tainted by an illiberal, authoritarian streak. I now turn
this same critique on George Kateb’s theory of constitutional democracy, which likewise
displays the germs of authoritarianism. Unlike Richard Rorty, Kateb does not advocate silencing
expression that one deems worthless or harmful. To the contrary, he exceeds even Mill in his
defense of the freedoms of expression and of association. Yet although Kateb cogently upholds
political and social liberties, he curtails constitutional liberty and the spiritual independence from
which it flows. Even as he steadfastly opposes activist social tyranny, he permits social tyranny
in the guise of cultural prestige.
The Danger to a Democratic Regime: Statism of Factionalism?
Kateb follows Emerson in placing individuality at the center of his theory of politics, but
he differs in his diagnosis of the chief threat to it. He primarily wishes to prevent the overreach
of political or policymaking authority (especially on the part of the executive branch) in order to
ensure limited, constitutional government. Thus, he questions, “how safe is society from the
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state?” when evaluating the justice of a constitutional democracy.508 Emerson is preoccupied
with a different question, namely, how safe is one part of society from another in contemporary
democracy? Like Mill and Tocqueville, he is chiefly concerned to check the undue authority of
prevailing social groups, that is, to resist social tyranny.
Kateb mainly opposes “the intent of the government to act like a state.”509 That is, he
wishes to combat officials exercising decision-making prerogative absent of transparency,
accountability, or subjection to checks and balances. His bogeyman is executive despotism, or a
bureaucratic state in which constitutional democracy veers in an increasingly statist direction. By
contrast, Emerson and Mill defend against the tendency of majoritarian tacit associations to
behave like despots, less through the executive or legislative channels of government than
through mechanisms of civil society and/or culture. Tocqueville, who certainly fears bureaucratic
despotism, also shows more alarm than does Kateb at the stifling power of majority opinion. For
these nineteenth-century thinkers, the problem looming on the democratic horizon was not (or
not solely) the intrusiveness of government but the oppressive, informal rule of one segment of
the population over the rest. Whereas Kateb urges the recognition of individual rights by the
government, the political analyses of Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville direct attention to the
contest over the meaning of these rights, engaged in by various social groups. Whereas Kateb
wants to defend the spirit of the laws from government intrusion, Emerson, Mill, and
Tocqueville question who infuses the law with its spirit and how they do so, with special
sensitivity to the degree to which groups use authoritarian tactics when pressing their rights
claims.
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Taking factionalism and not statism to be the pressing problem in American politics, I
proceed as follows. Conceptually, I differentiate power and authority. Institutionally, I locate
power in the executive and legislative branches of government and authority in the judiciary.
Theoretically, I frame the contemporary challenge to American democracy as that of diversifying
authority rather than that of limiting power. I then suggest that aversion to the abuse of
government power has not precluded the accretion of government authority, and I trace the
cultural effect of this situation. Thus, rather than illuminating the way in which a system of
chastened political power influences culture—by awakening a spirit of liberated independence—
I specify how the overgrowth of informal authority in politics, and its asymmetrical distribution
within cultural institutions, fosters an illiberal and anti-republican disposition and the unabashed
desire to rule by public sentiment.
The Difference Between Power and Authority
George Kateb advocates constitutional democracy in large part due to the democratic
ethos it inspires through the moral lessons it imparts. Foremost among those lessons, he argues,
is the benefits of a chastened political authority—one chosen by the people and accountable to
them through regular elections.510 Yet, Kateb chiefly values the chastening of power delegated
by the people to the legislative and executive branches of government through elections whereas
he actually wishes to augment the authority to sanction laws wielded by the unelected federal
judiciary.511 In other words, Kateb does not sufficiently attend to the difference between the
lessons constitutional democracy teaches about electorally delegated power and the lessons it
teaches, through the courts, about authority. In consequence, his attitude toward the
government’s use of electorally delegated power exudes pessimism; he expects the state to
510
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overstep its proper bounds and to behave intrusively, even wickedly. Conversely, he takes a
decidedly optimistic view of the government’s ability to restrain its exercise of authority through
the courts. Yet insofar as the courts energetically assert themselves, and gradually extend their
jurisdiction, they both deprive the people of constitution-making power and inculcate a spirit of
moral authoritarianism (a disposition to social tyranny) within democratic culture.
What is more, whereas Kateb thinks authority as such is chastened in a constitutional
democracy, civil society picks up the slack, so to speak. In other words, political authority is not
the entirety of public authority. A democratic political system offloads moral and intellectual
authority to civil society, and hence the agent of authoritarian rule is not as likely to be the party
in power as the leading social group predominating within public or semi-public cultural
institutions.
Policymaking and Adjudication
When George Kateb argues that a constitutional, representative democracy serves to
chasten political authority, he refers to policymaking authority conferred through elections.
However, the authority of appointed judges obviously operates differently from that of elected
officials. While he praises the de-mystified and temporary nature of policymaking authority in a
constitutional democracy, Kateb appears to be comfortable with the state, through the judiciary,
exercising broad adjudicatory authority.
While each branch of the federal government has authority, the nature of this political
authority differs according to its specific function. The executive has authority to carry out, or
enforce, the law; the legislature has authority to make law; the judiciary has authority to interpret
the constitutionality of law. In a narrower sense, however, “authority” denotes the need of law to
have sanction beyond executive might or majority will. That is, in a constitutional government,
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the executive and legislature may be duly elected, or enjoy procedural legitimacy, and
nonetheless employ force or enact laws in violation of the fundamental law, thereby lacking
constitutional authority. Now, while the Constitution is the fundamental law, and therefore the
source of authority for all secondary laws, the document itself stands in need of interpretation.
Insofar as the judiciary is tasked with interpreting the Constitution, it exercises authority, or
confirms or disconfirms the legitimacy of law, in a constitutional democracy.
In speaking of authority as conferring legitimacy on law, I reference the distinction
between power and authority drawn by Hannah Arendt in On Revolution. She argues that the
genius of the architects of the United States Constitution resides, in great part, in their ability to
differentiate power and authority, with the latter understood as the source of legitimation for
laws. In her assessment, the framers of the American Constitution “distinguished clearly and
unequivocally between the origin of power, which springs from below, the ‘grass roots’ of the
people, and the source of law, whose seat is ‘above,’ in some higher and transcendent region.”512
As she writes, “the American revolutionary insistence on the distinction between a republic and a
democracy or majority rule hinges on the radical separation of law and power, with clearly
recognized different origins, different legitimations, and different spheres of application.”513 On
her view, the policymaking power of the President and Congress derives from the will of the
majority, democratically expressed through elections. However, the authority of law comes from
the Constitution as framed by the people (through broad consensus) and subsequently interpreted
by judges.
Having taken a detour through Arendt’s illumination of the concept of authority let me
return to George Kateb’s political theory. When he claims the “the meaning of representative
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democracy” is, “more than anything else, a method for chastening political authority,” he has in
mind the chastening of power delegated by the people to the legislative and executive branches
of government through elections.514 In other words, representative democracy chastens the
electorally constituted powers of the legislature and chief executive; it does not chasten judicial
authority. That Kateb intends “political authority” to mean “power delegated through election” is
apparent in that he insists on the moral lessons imparted through the regular, democratic
elections of executive and legislative officeholders. Two of these primary lessons he names as
the spirit of independence and the sense of moral indeterminacy.
Kateb highlights the educative influence on society of regular elections whereby the
President and members of Congress are subject to removal from office. Chief executives and
legislators enjoy only a temporary grant of decision-making power; they serve for a limited term
and can then be voted out of office by the electorate. This political reality, Kateb claims,
inculcates a spirit of independence that he describes as,
A pervasive skepticism toward authority, a reluctance to defer, a conviction that those who wield authority
must themselves be skeptical toward their roles and themselves and that necessary authority must be
wielded in a way that inflicts minimum damage on the moral equality of all people. Furthermore, there is a
tendency to try to do without authority wherever possible or to disperse or disguise it, and thus to soften
it.515

Note that Kateb claims the spirit of independence arises from an attitude toward authority
understood as power delegated through election and not in relation to authority as the bestowal
of legitimacy on law. Again, whereas the elected officials who exercise legislative and executive
power serve for specified terms, federal judges—the government officials who wield authority—
serve for life and are immune to popular recall.
In addition, Kateb insists that the explicitly partisan manner in which the offices of
President and Congress are filled in a constitutional democracy imparts a lesson of moral
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indeterminacy. People perceive the holders of these offices as party leaders who have triumphed
in a partisan contest for power. Thus, Kateb observes, people come to understand that, through
elections, “a part is temporarily allowed to stand for the whole.” Moreover, the “parts take turns
standing for the whole and giving it a temporary moral emphasis or coloration. The very
association of authority and partisanship promotes a sense of moral indeterminacy.”516 Again,
observe that Kateb calls attention to the partial—because recognizably partisan and temporary—
quality of electorally delegated power. He qualifies his statements on the partiality of “authority”
to exclude judicial authority, which ostensibly is nonpartisan and thus has a semblance of
impartiality that the executive and legislative branches lack. As Kateb notes, when the President
issues an executive order or Congress enacts a law, the representatives of a recognizable part of
the population temporarily act for the whole. However, when the Supreme Court makes a
judgment, the majority of justices give a constitutional interpretation on behalf of the entire
people, as it were.
When raising alarm at government overreach, Kateb almost exclusively suspects the
executive and legislative branches of government. They are the arms of the state that he thinks
threaten to oppress individuals. In contrast, he portrays the judiciary as an institutional defender
of individual rights from the depredations of the other branches of the state. He writes, “the right
[judicial] self-understanding is to see themselves as members of an independent judiciary—that
is, independent of governance and vocationally committed to chastening political, and if need be,
other kinds of authority in the name of the rights of individuals.”517 Though institutionally part
and parcel of government, Kateb thinks the judiciary can distance itself from the partisan fray to
retain its apolitical character.
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In an article supporting judicial supremacy, Kateb draws a line between politics and
adjudication. He associates politics with policy, or “political initiative undertaken at the behest of
interests,” and adjudication with “disinterested” judgments that determine the meaning of rights
and ensure their protection. Given Kateb’s theory of rights, courts of adjudication authoritatively
answer the question: what is the meaning of human dignity? He acknowledges the danger of
“judicial encroachment” whereby the courts claim jurisdiction of matters that do not touch the
principle human dignity, thus blurring the line between policymaking and adjudication. On the
whole, however, Kateb is not preoccupied with an overactive judiciary. Rather, he views the
courts safeguarding individual rights from the incursions of the other branches of government.518
Another way to make sense of Kateb’s relatively positive attitude toward judicial
activism, even as he vociferously denounces expansionary government policies, is that he trusts
the moral judgment of the judiciary over that of the people and its chosen representatives. Put
simply, he sees electorally delegated power as more prone to abuse than judicial authority. When
the spirit of constitutionalism and the spirit of democracy collide, Kateb sides with the former.
He considers the ultimate determination of rights to be a matter of “moral thought” and not
“popular consent.” I wish to call attention, however, not to his affirmation of the countermajoritarian or anti-democratic aspects of judicial review, but to the anti-republican nature of his
constitutional theory.519
Kateb disowns the doctrine of limited (constitutional) popular sovereignty; he insists that
the people have no legitimate authority to revoke a “judicially recognized fundamental right.”520
In his constitutional theory, he espouses what Tocqueville derides as European-style
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republicanism, “In governments of this type, it is not the people who are in control but those who
know what is best for the people—a fortunate distinction which allows rulers to act in the name
of the nation without consulting them....”521 In Kateb’s opinion, the Constitution (at least its bill
of rights) ought not rest on the consent, or near-consensus, of the governed, but on the wisdom of
their moral supervisors. Institutionally, he thinks it proper to vest the judiciary with supreme
authority, though he does not go so far as to suggest the Supreme Court is infallible in matters of
morality. He acknowledges the immorality of the Court’s decision in the Dred Scott case, for
instance. Still, he argues that the Court is the decision-making body best suited to determine the
scope and meaning of fundamental rights. In sum, his view is that the principle of human dignity,
when neither honored in democratic legislation nor sufficiently recognized in the text of a
nation’s fundamental law, ought to be affirmed by the nation’s moral guardians on the bench
through their binding legal decisions.522
Surely, the judiciary plays an important role in checking the legislative and executive
branches when their initiatives violate the Constitution. However, the judiciary, obviously a
branch of the federal government, itself is not immune to the temptation of overreach. The
judiciary is not only capable of resisting administrative centralization but also is uniquely
positioned to facilitate it by expanding the scope of the federal government’s moral authority.
Kateb comments on the function of the judiciary to protect the individual: “Judicial supremacy is,
ideally, the individual’s supremacy: the rights of one person (or class of persons) prevailing over
the policy of the state or society.”523 Yet seen in light of the threat of social tyranny, or the
danger of factionalism, his point can be pessimistically restated. Judicial supremacy is, at worst,
a particular social group’s supremacy: the self-adjudged tacit rights of one social group
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prevailing over the rest of society. When one sees the principal threat to freedom in a democratic
regime as factionalism, or as one segment of society ruling the others (as I do), rather than
statism, or the government encroaching on society (as Kateb does), then one warily views the
judiciary as another potential avenue of factional rule. And the problem of how to maintain the
independence of judges from cultural-political factions seems more urgent than strengthening the
judiciary’s hand vis-à-vis the other branches of government.
In Kateb’s constitutional theory, the principle of human dignity is authoritative, or
theoretically bestows legitimacy on law. He argues that the principle of human dignity inspires
the spirit of constitutionalism from which government derives its moral authority and, indeed, its
very soul.524 Institutionally, he tasks the judiciary to uphold the Constitution as the supreme
interpreter of human dignity. He does not want to chasten the authority of the judiciary but to
reinforce its authority to interpret the Constitution so as to ensure legal recognition of the
principle of human dignity. In so doing, Kateb collapses the distinction between the abstract
principle of human dignity and the written Constitution as “a tangible worldly entity” (in the
words of Hannah Arendt).525 In his hands, the Constitution becomes a “radical moral logic”
striving “to realize itself more perfectly.”526 He does not interpret the Constitution as an
objective expression of agreement among the people, open to procedural amendment, but as “the
spirit of the laws,” which the historical, written Constitution partly embodies and partly lags
behind.527 Thus, he invests the judiciary with the authority to supervise (to “see beyond”) the
written Constitution, that is, to descry the principle of human dignity beyond the letter of the
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fundamental law, rather to review (to “see again”) the written document itself (warts and all)
when considering the constitutionality of a law.
By insisting the Constitution be understood as a document, drafted by a convention of
delegates representing popular assemblies and subsequently ratified by those assemblies, I mean
to underscore its republican status. It is of the people. Kateb would remove constituent, or
constitution-making power, from the people and entrust it to the Supreme Court, with whom he
invests the responsibility to judge for the people. On his view, unelected judges are better suited
than the people to discern the Constitution’s true meaning. He cogently argues that the process of
judicial decision-making on contentious constitutional questions is likely to be more nuanced and
less heated than debates surrounding ordinary legislation or popular referenda. However,
constitutional changes resulting from judicial decisions are likely to be of inferior legitimacy
when compared to the determinations of the people made through the extended process of
proposing, debating, and ratifying a constitutional amendment. The latter requires broad
consensus, and has the advantage of being reached through public debate and of resting on
greater representativeness, whereas decisions from the bench (especially 5-4 split decisions),
though affecting the entire nation, curtail the deliberation of the people and do not necessitate
their approval. For these reasons, judicially recognized rights may have legal standing (formal
authority) equivalent to rights affirmed by popularly ratified constitutional amendments, but they
have lesser legitimacy (informal authority).
Democratic Citizens and Factionalism
When Kateb attends to the unsavory traits of character nurtured in a democratic culture,
he identifies privatism and a life of economic acquisitiveness as corrupted forms of individuality
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that, when widespread, endanger the wellbeing of a democratic society.528 He also mentions “the
sanctification of selfishness” or “self-indulgent indiscipline” as a common pathology fostered by
the “quest for autonomy” on which constitutional democracy encourages individuals to
embark.529 Yet the greatest threat he perceives to democratic individuality is the tendency of
persons to forsake the project of individuality in favor of loyal commitment to a group. Indeed,
he assumes a markedly hostile stance toward devoted group membership, treating it as something
of an arch-nemesis to democratic individuality.530
Kateb’s aversion to groups stems from his conviction that “intense attachment to a group”
intrinsically “implicates the member in…major vices.” Among them, he rates the worst vice as
the “the will to believe” encouraged by groups that are founded on fictions and can only sustain
themselves at the expense of truth. These groups insist that members subscribe to ideological
fictions and thus habituate them to “a gross form of self-deception.” He does not attribute the
longing for group belonging to democratic systems per se; he sees it as an enduring human
tendency cutting across cultural-political settings. However, he thinks group conformity presents
a formidable obstacle to individuality, even when other anti-democratic, anti-constitutional
structures of authority have been removed.531
In “Notes on Pluralism” Kateb specifically addresses the presence of factions in a
democracy, that is, groups whose members self-consciously identify with part of the social
whole.532 He refers to these as “salient cultural groups,” among which he includes “ethnic, racial,
religious, and linguistic groups.” These groups, he explains, “are salient because they insist on
528
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their group identity assertively and often with a sense of their superiority. They think that they
deserve respect and encouragement because they think they are admirable: if not superior as
measured by a common standard, then incomparably or incommensurably valuable.”533 He
exempts from his general “condemnation of strong group identity” any cultural group that “has
been or is now being victimized and is struggling to overcome its victimization or the remains of
it.”534 He also excludes “socio-economic classes” and “groups based on sex or sexual orientation”
for the reason that these groups “grow out of something more real” than the others and that “they
struggle against, not in behalf of, fictions.”535 Thus, he implies that ethnic, racial, religious, and
linguistic groups especially rely on and promote fictions.
Through this selective division of groups, Kateb sanctions a refined identity politics.
Namely, he invites the interposition of judicial authority to determine the meaning of human
dignity in such a way that favors some groups (fiction-resisting, victimized) over others (fictionpropagating, non-victimized). Moreover, he not only manifests but also privileges a secularhumanist outlook when expounding the principle of human dignity—the guiding moral principle
by which he would have judges decide constitutional questions.
To substantiate this charge, I first note the omission of a secular-humanist group from
Kateb’s list of “salient cultural groups.” Presumably, he would not wish to classify a secularhumanist group as religious, though surely it would share the quality of salience with religious
groups. Would Kateb rank a secular-humanist group alongside those based on sex, sexual
orientation, or socioeconomic class that he claims struggle against fictions?
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Kateb recognizes that individuals will not be able to resist the allure of group attachment
altogether or at all times; they will be able to detach themselves only episodically and in part.536
Accordingly, one cannot expect Kateb to wholly avoid the very vice he means to check. On
occasion, he attaches himself to a secular-humanist group (tacit association), and he should be
read with this attachment in mind. For example, consider his usage of the first-person plural
pronoun, “we,” in the following passage taken from Emerson and Self-Reliance. “Emerson’s
religiousness, though everywhere present in his work, may not be an insuperable obstacle. I
would like to think that when we see Emerson’s religiousness as essentially moral, when we take
into account those serious mitigations of his theological metaphysics which I have surveyed, we
can judge the problem of his religiousness as minor.”537 Here, as elsewhere, he straightforwardly
writes as a member of a secularist group to an anticipated audience of fellow secularists, where
“the group is a we, a superperson, an incorporated self” to use language he employs in another
context when writing disapprovingly of strong group identity.538
In the text following after the previous citation, Kateb continues to write as a member of
a secularist tacit association.
In trying, then, to deal with Emerson’s religiousness, we have several proceedings at our disposal…
1) We can tolerate his religiousness because we judge it to be comparatively minor. It is more than a
blemish—perhaps more than a flaw—but it is a good deal less than an insuperable obstacle.
2) We can elicit a secular meaning from his religious conception just as he extracted his own
religiousness from church religions. We can translate him, as he translated his tradition. We can push
him in an unreligious direction.
3) We can simply work with the inexhaustible abundance of detachable utterance his writings contain by
easing its way, unencumbered by religiousness, to us….We can, by these and other proceedings, be
self-reliant readers of the great teacher of self-reliance.539

For his part, Emerson, “the great teacher of self-reliance,” explicitly sets forth a religious
conception self-reliance: “self-reliance, the height and perfection of man, is reliance on God.”540
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Emerson underscores this signification in the essay “Aristocracy”: “To many the word [selfreliance] expresses only the outsides of cultivated men,—only graceful manners, and
independence in trifles; but the fountains of that thought are in the deeps of man, a beauty which
reaches through and through, from the manners to the soul; an honor which is only a name for
sanctity, a self-trust which is a trust in God himself.”541 Kateb’s Nietzschean reading of Emerson
radically overhauls the meaning of self-reliance, and the interpretive maneuvers he proposes are
motivated by disputable secularist-humanist commitments.
The Ontological Confines of Kateb’s Theory of Constitutional Democracy
In his article “Weak Ontology and Liberal Political Reflection,” Stephen White highlights
an ontological turn in political theory, which he characterizes as a move from strong to weak
ontologies. He claims that ontologies “provide a framework of meaning for basic existential
realities such as natality, language, and finitude,” and he notes the growing dissatisfaction with,
or incredulity of, the modern framework among contemporary political thinkers. He then
presents George Kateb’s democratic theory as archetypical of weak ontological analysis.542
Yet Kateb’s ontology incorporates key elements of strong ontology. Namely, he makes
confident claims about “the way the world is,” supplies answers to metaphysical questions (or
self-assuredly negates them), and evidences an attitude of certainty—all characteristics that
White ascribes to strong ontologies.543 Kateb’s ontology, his interpretive framework, is laden
with deeply held convictions that he quite strongly argues are—in White’s words—“existential
universals” valid for everyone living in a culture that has undergone modernity.544 He presents
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these conscientious-yet-contestable convictions as straightforward conclusions (self-evident
truths or right judgments) derived from honest observation of the social and natural world. This
refusal to countenance ontological diversity (various ways of cultural seeing) fosters an attitude
of superiority toward those who differ in opinion and sentiment on account of having an
alternative cultural standpoint, namely, a transcendental one. Rather than attributing
transcendentalists’ judgments to the diversity of perspectives within a common frame of human
existence, Kateb impugns them as rooted in a fundamental misapprehension of the world. He
disparages transcendental views as superstitious or self-deceived or mendacious.
By itself, Kateb’s hostility to religion (or metaphysical realism) does not qualify his
political theory as illiberal. However, Kateb ultimately does not afford transcendentalists equal
weight in the public realm—even as he steadfastly affirms the right of public expression for all
individuals. He does not acknowledge persons with transcendentalist beliefs as fellow citizens
equally entitled to influence the basic agreement of the body politic. For example, in “The
Concept of Human Dignity,” Kateb issues this exclusive-humanist declaration: “By and large,
there is now no ‘overlapping consensus’ of theories that can include theologies…. From their
very nature, theologies stand for service and submission to the more-than-human. Secularists say
that humanity has the only word. Humanity must finally affirm that it is the measure of all things.
Religions only contingently espouse rights, not from any inner necessity.”545 In other words,
religious persons who subscribe to theologies are not part of humanity, at least for the purpose of
setting the framework of the body politic, because they stand for inhuman (more-than-human)
conceptions of the good. Persons are most human (or only qualify as fully human for the
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purposes of wielding constituent power) when disabused of belief in a transcendent reality or
immanent moral order.
To the contrary, Emerson’s teaching is that persons are most themselves, most fully
human, when they cherish the religious sentiment and acknowledge transcendent law. For
example, Emerson honors the religious sentiment in the essay “Boston”:
It is the property of the religious sentiment to be the most refining of all influences. No external advantages,
no good birth or breeding, no culture of the taste, no habit of command, no association with the elegant, –
even no depth of affection that does not rise to a religious sentiment, can bestow that delicacy and grandeur
of bearing which belong only to a mind accustomed to celestial conversation.546

In his “Address to Citizens of Concord” he repudiates the Fugitive Slave Law as immoral and
underserving of obedience because it flagrantly violates transcendent law.547
Kateb would deprive transcendentalists, like Emerson, of constitution-making power by
entrusting the judiciary to determine the meaning of the Constitution on the basis of a principle
of human dignity that entails exclusive humanism. In this way, he denies individuals with
transcendental beliefs full constitutional liberty. He would grant them political and social rights,
but he would exclude them from decisively participating in the determination of the meaning of
the supreme law of the land.
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To be sure, neither Rorty nor Kateb would exclude transcendentalists from political life
altogether. Rorty allows them to come along for the ride provided they sit in the back, stay quiet,
and do not bother their fellow passengers. Kateb would even permit them to speak up as backseat
drivers so long as they keep their hands off the wheel. Yet neither grants equal constitutional
liberty to persons whose opinions derive from a transcendentalist cultural orientation.
Kateb’s Existential, Secular-Humanist Ontology
Kateb avidly evangelizes the death of god as proclaimed by Nietzsche.548 He welcomes
the death of god and asserts it as a fait accompli. As he defines it, the death of god undermines
the ability of extant religions to confer meaningfulness on the world and precludes new religious
systems from developing widespread influence. Yet, he insists on the death of god not merely as
a phenomenological fact but as an empirical one as well. While Kateb does not evince as
pronounced a disgust with religion as Nietzsche, he places even more confidence in science as
having debunked it. He is convinced that science has “discredited Jewish and Christian theism.”
“God is dead: his true cross is modern science,” Kateb tersely asserts. Paraphrasing Nietzsche,
and concurring with him, Kateb assuredly proclaims the death of God as the death of “a
successful untruth.”549
The death of God is not the death of a truth but rather of a successful untruth. We are cut off from all
previous human life because it was built on untruth. All that humanity can do now is consciously invent,
construct, see, and understand from an anthropocentric perspective, or from various particular cultural or
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individual perspectives. Morality is left without the fiction of sponsorship. Whole ways of life are left
without the disguise of unwilled principles to inspire and organize them.550

A number of elements of Kateb’s philosophical anthropology flow from his supposition of the
death of God, which for him is tantamount to atheism. Namely, he rules out the possibility of
revelation and embraces the epistemological aloneness of humanity. He subscribes to mortalism.
He regards natural and human existence as undesigned and the world as populated by a mélange
of contingent particulars. “There is no ordered whole greater than its parts,” he flatly declares.551
Importantly for the purposes of my project, Kateb rejects the ontological priority of
morality. In “The Idea of Human Dignity,” he underscores the point.
Humanity must perforce be the measure [of all things]: it introduces measure into the universe. Humanity
must be the judge in its own case, with all the strains and perplexities such a condition engenders. It is also
the only audience or interlocutor for the discussion. There is no arbiter or sponsor. Humanity talks to itself
about itself, its judges itself, it invents the questions and answers, it alone worries about human dignity.
There is no appeal beyond itself.552

On this view, the principle of human dignity does not exist transcendentally or immanently in
nature but is willed by humanity and interpreted without any more-than-human assistance.
Kateb’s hostility to religion discloses his existential, secular-humanist ontology.
Religiousness irritates him in its organized form, its redemptive ethos, and its basic ontology. His
critiques come out most clearly in “Notes on Pluralism,” “Ideology and Storytelling,” and
Chapter Three of Emerson and Self-Reliance where he discusses Emerson’s religiousness.
Insofar as he attacks religion on the grounds that it fosters overly strong group attachments, he
does not single it out but locates it alongside racial, ethnic, and linguistic groups. Likewise, when
he disparages religion for fueling quests to redeem the world, driven by indeliberate aesthetic
cravings for coherence, he acknowledges that religion is not unique. In fact, recalling the
brutalities sponsored by the atheist-communist ideologies of Maoist China or Stalinist Russia, he
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deems systematic, secular attempts to remake the world to be more capacious of evil than
religious ones because unrestrained by traditional religious morality.553 Only at the level of
ontology, then, does he particularly fault religion. He accuses religious persons of being
categorically self-deceived in their way of seeing the world. In his judgment, religious believers
embrace fiction at the most basic level of being (for him, this is the existential level). To Kateb,
postulations of a First Cause or Supreme Being or Creator or transcendent realm are empirically
unwarranted to honest observers of the natural and social world. Thus, it is not only noxious to
Kateb when religious persons attach themselves tightly to a church group or when, on account of
indeliberate aesthetic cravings, they engage in reckless efforts to recreate the world (aversions
Emerson would seem to share). It also vexes him when they orient themselves as though natural
and/or human existence has intrinsic meaning or meaningfully points to a transcendent realm (an
aversion that could not be more foreign to Emerson, the arch-transcendentalist).554
Kateb’s reflections on John Stuart Mill’s On Liberty illustrate the interpretive outworking
of his secularist ontology. In “A Reading of On Liberty” Kateb, expressing his agreement with
Mill, indicts “religious belief” as “a main source of hostility to liberty of thought and discussion.”
He ascribes to Mill the judgment that “religion is the principal active adversary to self-regarding
liberty of every kind and in every sphere of life,” in large part because religious beliefs are often
implanted at an early age and thus prove stubbornly impervious to the incursions of reason. He
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finds it fitting that Mill’s clearest statement of the oppressive power of public opinion comes in
an essay on religion (“The Utility of Religion”).555 Kateb approvingly describes Mill, in that
essay, as being “tough on religious beliefs.”556 He makes little mention of Mill’s eagerness to
harness the authority of religion (that is, its authority to establish a system of social morality
through early childhood socialization and the discipline of public opinion) for utilitarianhumanist purposes. One would expect Kateb—as a staunch defender of individuality in the face
of solidary social pressures—to be alarmed by Mill’s explicit wish, not to dismantle religion as a
meaning-conferring system, but rather to substitute a “Religion of Humanity” for “supernatural
religions.” One would imagine Kateb to have misgivings about Mill’s proposal that, through
education and other processes of assertive socialization, individuals “be made to feel [an]
absolute obligation towards the universal good.”557 Yet it is revealing that Mill’s forceful
arguments against supernatural religions seem to screen Kateb from seeing (or at least seeing fit
to comment on) the threat exclusive-humanist religious systems pose to individuality with his
usual vigilance and perspicacity. In other words, the oppressive imposition of religion via public
opinion, as such, does not elicit Kateb’s aversion—the particular threat to individuality posed by
supernatural religious beliefs does.
Kateb strongly opposes even the non-creedal, non-institutional, and heterodox
religiousness he encounters in Emerson and Arendt. Both thinkers, he says, encourage the search
for overarching meaning, which Kateb describes as an undisciplined aesthetic craving.558 He
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would have individuals prune this craving and channel it into greater appreciation of particulars
and the discovery of localized meanings.559 On his view, insofar as persons contemplate a
transcendent realm—whether through religious contemplation or philosophical speculation—
they open themselves to illusion. Moreover, Kateb finds metaphysical realism, not merely
unhelpful or ridiculous, but positively dangerous to human existence. As he writes, “An
attachment to existence is greatly strengthened when every system of belief, every theology and
every metaphysics, whatever the content, is made to give way and go under.”560 On his view,
humanity must disown metaphysics both to secure its existence and as a matter of truth. Kateb
would not have persons cease to marvel at existence altogether, but he would restrict their
wonderment to ordinary life and mere being. He wants to pull individuals out of themselves, to
affirm the experience of sublimity, yet without venturing beyond the bounds of an exclusive
humanism.561
To repeat, Kateb interprets the world as a secularist and imposes a secular-humanist
meaning on it, which could alternatively be understood as imposing metaphysical
meaninglessness on the world. Again, Kateb not only adopts a secularist perspective, but
privileges the commitment—purportedly informed by clear-eyed empiricism—to atheism,
mortalism, and cosmological (though not philosophical) naturalism. In fretting over whether
Emerson, given his “pervasive religiousness,” retains a “saving uncertainty”562 Kateb intrudes
his own secular certainties into his theory of politics so as to construct an authoritative cultural
formally speaking, and apart from content—ideology in general and totalitarian ideology in particular, as she tries to
make us believe. Her own passion for meaningfulness is everywhere in evidence. She says that from the perspective
of the ‘thinking ego’ ‘a life without meaning is a kind of living death.’ If Arendt has any sentimentality, it is on this
issue. Her writings show almost no trace of a cultivated ability to endure meaninglessness, and she certainly does
not seek to cultivate that ability in her readers” (“Ideology and Storytelling,” 336-337).
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background in which a hierarchy of opinion/sentiment obtains. Undoubtedly, Kateb is a
hardheaded secularist, but it is debatable whether or not he is a clear-eyed realist.
Kateb criticizes Emerson’s religiousness for being motivated by an indeliberate aesthetic
craving for a morally meaningful, or inherently moral, world. Yet might Kateb himself crave a
metaphysically meaningless world? Surely religious persons are not the only ones tempted to
indulge in wishful thinking. As the brilliant philosopher and atheist, Thomas Nagel, candidly
confessed, “I want atheism to be true and am made uneasy by the fact that some of the most
intelligent and well-informed people I know are religious believers. It isn’t just that I don’t
believe in God and, naturally, hope that I’m right in my belief. It’s that I hope there is no God! I
don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.”563 At times, Kateb seems
to approximate this sentiment, to crave absolute human autonomy from any perdurably natural or
supernatural restraints. In Emerson and Self-Reliance, he admits to being bothered by the
likelihood that the theorization he admires in Emerson arose out of a profound religious
sensibility. Nonetheless, he commits himself to strictly secular (exclusive-humanist) inquiry.
It is maddening to think that Emerson appears to retreat from the possible radicalism of self-reliance and
head toward religiousness (howsoever unorthodox), it is even more maddening to think that he may not
have been able to approach radicalism except through religious inspiration.
It is obvious that I find the religiousness of Emerson an impediment to my reception. I certainly do not
deny that because the theory of democratic individuality commits one to the hope that a secular form of the
philosophical conception of self-reliance can gain acceptance among ordinary persons, the fact of
pervasive religiousness remains a tremendous problem.564

In the above passage, he indicates that the theory of democratic individuality does not wholly
derive from Emerson’s writings but must itself correct them. To restate an earlier point, an
existential, secular-humanist ontology (drawing on Nietzsche and Heidegger) is part and parcel
of Kateb’s full theory of democratic individuality. He does not distance the theory of democratic
individuality from Emerson’s religiousness so as to render it more inclusive of nonreligious
563
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cultural orientations (which would be a liberal move) but rather to exclude transcendental or
religious ones (which is an illiberal move).
It is a horror to say so, but it may be rather wasteful to study Emerson unless one shares his religiousness. I
repressed this thought until rather late. I still cannot quite believe it. One is right to resist it at the start, but
eventually one finds the thought so persistent that it must be dealt with, even if we lose Emerson in the
process.565

Whether reading Socrates, Jesus, Augustine, Locke, Kierkegaard, Emerson, Lincoln, or Arendt,
Kateb unfailingly works to strip insights he finds perceptive from the religious or metaphysical
context in which they are embedded. He labors to dampen the “passion for meaningfulness” and
to encourage “a cultivated ability to endure meaninglessness” in its stead.566
In “Locke and the Political Origins of Secularism,” Kateb stakes out his ontological
position. Provoked by Locke’s political theory, he takes up the very question of the origins of the
universe, to which he responds with something like a secularist profession of faith.
I grant that Locke is right to force a choice between two possibilities that exclude each other and exclude
all other possibilities. If mind did not develop by some process out of matter, it must have been introduced
from outside matter by an agent superior to all its creations. Secular investigation must begin with the
postulate that mind developed out of matter, out of the constituent elements of the universe, but that mind is
not just another manifestation of matter. There is a potentiality in matter to engender what is not material.
This is not the work of a magician who can do anything he wants, but rather evidence of the truth that,
given the constituent materials of the universe, anything is possible. This is a mystery that religion does
nothing to penetrate, and that only scientific reason could ever dissolve, provided it did not replace
religious presumptuousness with its own.

Here, Kateb clearly commits himself to embark on “secular investigation,” and he thus accepts
the postulate, “There is a potentiality in matter to engender what is not material,” as an article of
faith, which he immediately presents as “evidence of the truth that, given the constituent
materials of the universe, anything is possible.”567
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He chides Locke for addressing “questions that are better left unmolested by religious
answers, and that are, instead, kept open by a secular, untheist frame of mind.”568 Namely, why
is there something (matter) rather than nothing at all, and how did (human) mind develop from
matter? Yet Kateb himself does not bracket these questions but rather molests and forecloses
them by supplying atheistic answers: matter has always existed, and matter has the intrinsic
potentiality to evolve mind. I grant the philosophical questionability of the claims of Locke’s
Christian theism: matter came into being ex nihilo and a more-than-human agent somehow
introduced (human) mind into it, but I do not concede that Kateb’s answers have superior
philosophical warrant. Whether a magician pulls a rabbit out of a hat, or a hat pulls a rabbit out
of itself, one remains dumbfounded by the display of magic. To be sure, Kateb does not deny the
inexplicable mysteriousness of existence, but he does block transcendental avenues of coping
with it.
Privileging Secular-Progressivism over Liberalism
I have argued at length that George Kateb’s theory of constitutional democracy rests on a
robust existential, secular-humanist ontology. Let me now turn to my contention that he
privileges secularists over transcendentalists in a culturally authoritarian way, that is, in a
socially tyrannical way that relies on the prestige of purported existential truths. “In a liberal
society,” Kateb writes, “the people becomes an entity held together by agreement rather than
religion….”569 Yet to preserve the idea of a liberal society, one also must not imagine the people
as held together by a secular-humanist ontology rather than by agreement. A liberal society is not,
by definition, a secular-progressive society. Nothing prevents the people of a liberal society from
agreeing to constitute a body politic that loosely draws on either religious or secularist principles
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in framing its fundamental law. Liberalism does not necessitate strict neutrality with respect to
the good (which I hold to be impossible) but non-establishment. That is, it requires free
agreement as to how the body politic will be ordered along with a willingness to allow that
agreement to be criticized, challenged, and revised.
From a historical perspective, American culture has long been inhospitable to diverse
frameworks of meaning. In the years prior to the outbreak of the American Revolution,
established denominations, such as the Congregational churches in Massachusetts or the
Anglican Church in Virginia, subjected even fellow Protestant Christians to varying degrees of
persecution. Despite provisions of religious freedom in the United States Constitution, citizens
who did not adhere to Protestant Christian beliefs, opinions, and practices continued to
experience significant marginalization well into the twentieth century. The social exclusion
and/or cultural marginalization of atheists, Catholics, and persons of non-Christian faiths has
been unjust, but not necessarily because the leading tacit association of Protestant Christians
entertained patently false notions about human existence. Irrespective of the truthfulness of
Protestant doctrines, the injustice was that the prevailing social group so often enacted laws
and/or imposed mores and opinions that established its beliefs within public-cultural institutions
and coerced compliance to them. That is, the majority sought to immunize its
opinions/sentiments from criticism by penalizing (first legally, then socially) or marginalizing
(culturally) the expression and enactment of dissent. Kateb cheers the process of secularization
for having eroded faith in a more-than-human authority within US culture and, indirectly, within
American public life. However, he appears all-too-willing to establish secular-humanist
conceptions in the same, culturally authoritarian manner as did the onetime hegemonic Protestant
Christians.
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Democratic Citizens and Party Privilege
While Kateb strenuously labors to counter the vices endemic to strong identification with
salient cultural groups (factions), he is less concerned to combat political partisanship. He
accepts interest-group politics, or ordinary party politics, as a legitimate form of political action.
However, he does disapprove of partisan efforts undertaken to establish or preserve a system of
privilege.
In “A Life of Fear,” he incisively detects the underlying motivation (fear), underhanded
tactics (ruthless manipulation of group passions), and unavowed aim (“to distract attention from
the system of privilege”) of a “party of privilege.” Yet he is not nearly so perceptive in
identifying privilege in its various forms. He labels the Republican Party as the beneficiaries and
defenders of systemic economic privilege. I will not here address the empirical accuracy of this
assertion. However, it seems more plausible historically than in the wake of a presidential
election (2016) in which Democrats outspent Republicans and at a time when prominent megacorporations with near-monopoly status are politically left-leaning tech titans.570
Setting aside the question of how financial capital is structured in American society,
control of cultural capital also represents a significant form of public influence. Surely, neither
major political party has a nationwide monopoly of cultural prestige.571 Within US cultural
institutions, however, values associated with the Left enjoy clear-cut superiority. Thus, the party
of privilege takes on a different identity in the sphere of culture than in that of economics, though
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its machinations—fear-inspired manipulation of group passions to distract from the system of
privilege—remain identical to those Kateb specifies.572
Kateb’s Cultural Illiberalism
Instead of ranking groups based on their ontological truthfulness and historical
victimhood, as does Kateb, I assume all salient cultural groups simultaneously generate fictions
and encounter stereotypes. Furthermore, I assume that wherever a group has an advantage of
power and/or prestige, it will tend to leverage its advantages to impose its will on others. Though
this propensity does not function automatically or irresistibly, I do theorize it to be strong and
ever-present. On this view, to work for justice is not to privilege clear-eyed groups over
illusioned ones, or historically oppressed groups over historically non-oppressed ones, but to
ensure that all individuals enjoy equal liberty (social, political, and cultural) regardless of their
group identity or cultural outlook. Certainly, the preponderance of George Kateb’s rich political
thought centers on doing justice to individuals, but he allows his secular-humanist convictions to
assort them into favored and disfavored groups.
With respect to overreaching government policies and intrusive social mores, Kateb
vigilantly guards individual freedom. However, his motivation to ensure political and social
liberty is not matched by an equal concern to preserve cultural liberty in the fullest sense. Put
schematically, Kateb labors to guard society from the state, and to protect individuals from
society (that is, from the self-loss of intense attachment to groups), but he exposes both
individuals and society to culture—that is, cultural hegemony in the form of authoritatively
imposed ontological prejudgments. Meanwhile, he devotes little attention to the homogenizing
influence of public opinion that bulks so large as a threat to individual liberty in the work of
Tocqueville, Mill, and Emerson.
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Since Rorty and Kateb both highly esteem John Stuart Mill as an intellectual guide, I will
rephrase my critiques of them with reference to Mill. Rorty’s political thought exhibits the worst
of Mill (his express ethnocentrism) in the absence of his best (his critique of paternalism). While
Mill leveled his charge of social tyranny at the respectable, middle-class Christians of Victorian
England, on principle, there is no reason it should not equally apply to social conditions in which
nonreligious groups predominate. Rorty, however, deviates from Mill’s example when he
justifies the social ostracization of persons with deficiently secular-humanist moral sentiments.
Kateb surely affirms Mill’s concern to protect individuals’ freedom of expression, but the
secular/religious (or existential-humanist/transcendentalist) demarcation he constructs represents
a subtler version of the cultural privileging that Rorty explicitly endorses. Kateb, like Mill,
defends individuality on principle but also as a cultural partisan, and his cultural commitments
override his liberal principles. I have already argued that Mill, though he admirably opposes
socially tyrannical activism, endorses socially tyrannical expenditures of prestige. He incessantly
argues that greater authority be given to “the instructed,” and he favors the close surveillance of
the working class, through a superintending publicity, to curb populist agitation. He urges all of
this in the name of social improvement.
Kateb sees the wrong sort of attachment to existence (an illusioned, transcendental one)
as a leading threat to constitutional democracy. As Mill dreads the political influence of the
working class in public life, so Kateb fears the influence of transcendentalists. By contrast, I
consider a prime menace to individuality, and to the health of public life, to be the authoritarian
impulse to impose one’s cultural presuppositions (whether supposing exclusive humanism or
metaphysical realism) on the structures of the social world—either formally (through political
tyranny) or informally (through social tyranny and cultural hegemony). In other words, I apply
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Mill’s insights on social tyranny to majority/minority divides in general rather than to an
Enlightenment-inspired division of the unillusioned/superstitious. And I equally oppose the
punitive oppression of individuals by powerfully organized social movements and the
exclusionary delegitimation of individuals by networks of culturally prestigious elites.
Kateb repudiates the ontological primacy of the social as inimical to individuality. The
distinction he draws between social mores and universal morality makes this clear. He has a
strong repugnance to the subordination of individuality to social ends, even if those ends promise
eventually to enhance individuality for all. Thus, Kateb critiques John Dewey for “his effort to
socialize individualism.”573 Kateb’s consistent rejection of social supremacy makes him a more
stalwart defender of individual rights than Mill or Rorty, both of whom wish to encourage
individuality and yet compromise it out of a desire to heighten individuals’ sense of social being
so as to strengthen social unity.
However, Kateb makes his own effort to culturalize individualism. Even as he urges
resistance to social being, he imposes a cultural way of seeing. (Ironically, given his professed
admiration for Emerson, Kateb imports this cultural way of seeing from continental Europe via
Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Sartre.)574 He advocates the ontological primacy of culture,
specifically, of a secular and existential-humanist culture. To this end, he engages in cultural
politics, with Nietzsche and Heidegger as his spiritual guides. These German philosophers, he
writes, “matter politically only for a certain politics, actually the most important politics—the
politics of attachment to existence in our age.”575
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Kateb’s Theory of Constitutional Democracy and the Betrayal of Republicanism
Kateb thinks that an important argument on behalf of constitutional democracy is that it
engenders a remarkable new way of life, a culture of democratic individuality. He praises “moral
indeterminacy” as a disposition encouraged by this culture, that is, “the belief that within a frame
of settled commitments, a number of contrasting and competing responses or answers to morally
tinged questions are to be expected and welcomed.”576 Yet such a culture is only hospitable
insofar as one falls within the frame, sharing the culture’s basic commitments and recognizing
them as settled. Crucially, one must ask, what constitutes the frame and who decides when it is
settled? Institutionally, Kateb’s answer is that the Constitution, rightly understood, frames public
life, and that the judiciary—not the people—ought to have supreme authority to settle
constitutional questions.
Kateb also names constitutional delicacy as a commendable virtue fostered by a
constitutional democratic system. He claims that this delicacy stems from a deep-seated
appreciation of the rights guaranteed by the Constitution and a resolve to respect them in one’s
conduct—even when doing so runs counter to one’s passions and interests.577 However,
constitutional delicacy, absent equal constitutional liberty for all citizens, seems to represent
nothing more than the leading social group’s willingness to scrupulously abide by the rules it has
self-determined. After all, rule of law does not preclude rule by law—that is, rule by a particular
social group through its usurpation of the constituent power to enact or judicially amend
fundamental law.
Thus, while Kateb’s theory of constitutional democracy privileges secular-humanist
values and thereby compromises liberalism, it undermines republicanism as well. He strikes
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constituent power from the hands of the people and entrusts it to the judiciary, and, in so doing,
his system of constitutional democracy sows the vices of moralism and legalism in the citizenry.
That is, it encourages a politics of legitimation and delegitimation. In sum, Kateb’s theory of
politics is constitutional and democratic at the expense of republican and liberal principles.
Emerson’s Constitutionalism
Emerson, throughout his essays, provides abundant intellectual resources that can be
marshaled in support of a liberal and republican political theory. However, the incendiary issue
of slavery exasperates him into the political advocacy of a moralized, anti-republican
interpretation of the Constitution. Thus, in terms of constitutional theory, Kateb can be said to
follow faithfully in Emerson’s footsteps, at least those taken from the mid-1850s onward. Yet
these were Emerson’s greatest missteps, stumbles causing him to lose the footing of his usually
balanced judgment.
Emerson, throughout his writings, consistently teaches the sacredness of individuals,
which for him necessitates a respect for their spiritual independence (that is, their freedom of
opinion and judgment). In the sphere of thought, he teaches that individuals ought to insist on
their intuitions and steadfastly resist being imposed upon. On the other hand, out of respect for
the spiritual independence of all, Emerson exhorts individuals to refrain from intruding their
opinions and judgments on others and from presuming to decide and act on another’s behalf. In
sum, he counsels entire self-reliance alongside conscientious abstention from the domination of
others or usurpation of their rights.
William Ellery Channing also gives voice to these seemingly countervailing, yet
cooperative, dispositions: a radically assertive mental self-reliance and an ethos of action
characterized by moderation and restraint. With respect to thought, Channing persistently insists
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on the need to resist authority, to “free ourselves from the power of human opinion and example,
except as far as this is sanctioned by our own deliberate judgment.”578 Yet Channing also has an
extreme apprehension of the passion to rule, which he considers a vice both pronounced and
pernicious human affairs. Thus, he claims, “one of the first lessons to be taught to a people in a
democracy is self-distrust.”579 They must learn restraint when exercising authority. Emerson
likewise recoils at the idea of rulership. He admires the disposition of those who “wish neither to
command nor obey, but to be kings in their own houses.”580 He articulates this sentiment time
and again.581
The more reason, the less government. In a sensible family, nobody ever hears the words “shall” and
“shan't”; nobody commands, and nobody obeys, but all conspire and joyfully co-operate. Take off the roofs
of hundreds of happy houses, and you shall see this order without ruler, and the like in every intelligent and
moral society. Command is exceptional, and marks some break in the link of reason…582

With respect to authority, Emerson’s thought aims to strike the balance between two extremes.
At one extreme, self-reliance veers in the direction of a morally authoritarian style of politics in
which, self-assured of the rightness of its moral sentiments, a group imposes them on its fellow
citizens whenever it can marshal the power or authority to do so. In this case, the hazard is that
individuals discount others’ dissenting opinions and judgments as insufficiently self-reliant and,
on this basis, disrespect their freedoms of opinion and action. At the opposite extreme, selfreliance fosters an anarchic politics of conscience in which individuals severally follow their
own inner light. Here, the danger is that society fragments owing to a radical lack of cohesion.
However, perhaps the greatest peril in this scenario is not anarchy per se, but social
fragmentation paving the way for the rule of a tyrannical faction or dictator.
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In “Politics,” Emerson supposes, “Governments have their origin in the moral identity of
men. Reason for one is seen to be reason for another, and for every other.”583 His expectation is
that sane and self-reliant individuals will, despite diverse perspectives, reach “perfect agreement,”
on at least a limited set of principles relative to their “simplest claims and deeds.” Of course,
given the prevalence of selfishness and the deficiency of wisdom and self-reliance, nowhere do
people reach perfect agreement on the nature of the “immortal government” that Emerson
imagines all actual governments strive to embody. Thus, the theoretically perfect agreement must
be approximated “by contrivance,” that is, by the constitution of a tolerably just form of
government.584
In the same essay, Emerson denounces “undertaking for another” as “the blunder which
stands in colossal ugliness in the governments of the world.”585 One meaning of undertake, “to
enter into a compact or contract,” is freighted with constitutional significance. This “undertaking
for another,” eventuating in laws backed by force, originates in self-deceit, namely, the
assumption that one has a responsibility to exercise dominion over another person or to decide
on their behalf. Emerson does not exempt even parents from this delusion. “If I put myself in the
place of my child, and we stand in one thought, and see that things are thus or thus, that
perception is law for him and me. We are both there, both act. But if, without carrying him into
the thought, I look over into his plot, and, guessing how it is with him, ordain this or that, he will
never obey me.”586 In this passage, Emerson translates the initiatory political activity from
authoritative command or rulership to “carrying” (conducting, escorting, leading) into thought.
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Legitimate persuasion here requires the activity of putting oneself in the place of the person one
would like to influence in the hopeful anticipation of arriving at a co-perception of the right.
Later in the same paragraph Emerson complains of government that “A man who cannot
be acquainted with me, taxes me; looking from afar at me, ordains that a part of my labor shall
go to this or that whimsical end…”587 Here Emerson evokes the absence of familiarity between
ruler and ruled (“looking from afar at me”)—as he had just done a few lines before (“guessing
how it is with him”). For Emerson, the legitimate exercise of political decision-making authority
1) involves those who will be subject to the decision and 2) necessitates acquaintance between
those who directly make the decision (government officials) and those who will be affected by it
(citizens). That is, the legitimate exercise of authority accounts for both conversation and
representativeness.
Emerson and Judicial Authority
Ordinarily, then, Emerson’s reflections on culture, society, and politics display an
inveterate aversion to rulership, that is, both to being ruled and to ruling. He audaciously
proclaims his spiritual independence while disclaiming moral and intellectual authority over
others. He is a stern moralist who despises moralism. He thus joins resistance to restraint.
However, the national conflict over slavery provokes him into not merely condoning, but
cheering John Brown’s violent resistance to slavery.
Years before he portrayed John Brown as a martyred hero, Emerson had, like Brown,
repudiated the authority of the written Constitution and denied the constituent power of the
Southern states. In an 1855 antislavery lecture, he criticizes judges’ refusal to strike down the
Fugitive Slave Law: “In our northern states, no judge appeared of sufficient character and

587

Emerson, “Politics,” 386.

224

intellect to ask not whether it was constitutional, but whether it was right.”588 In the same
remarks, Emerson supports an activist form of natural law jurisprudence in which judges serve as
guardians, not of the written Constitution, but of higher law. “The reputation of all the judges on
earth stands on the real perception of [a] few natural or God-anointed judges,” Emerson writes.
These affirmed that “law was not an opinion, not an egotism of any king or the will of any mob,
but a transcript of natural right. The judge was there as its [law’s] organ and expounder, and his
first duty was to read the law in accordance with equity. And, if it jarred with equity, to disown
the law.”589 Thus, much as Kateb would have judges strike down laws that transgress the
existential-universal principle of human dignity, Emerson would have them invalidate statutes
that violate natural law.
Alarmingly, Emerson quickly moves from urging judicial activism in order to abrogate
the specific statutes that directly implicated Northern states in the support of slavery, to lionizing
John Brown for his violent attack at Harpers Ferry. Speaking at Boston in 1859 to raise money
for Brown’s family, Emerson contrasts judicial unwillingness to invalidate constitutional-yetimmoral laws with Brown’s blatant disregard for law and human life in his raid at Harpers Ferry.
“The judges rely on the forms,” he protests, “and do not, like John Brown, use their eyes to see
the fact behind the forms.”590 In the same remarks, Emerson explicitly abandons the measured
antislavery approach he had earlier taken. “I said John Brown was an idealist. He believed in his
ideas to that extent that he existed to put them all into action; he said ‘he did not believe in moral
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suasion, he believed in putting the thing through.’”591 Emerson then sums up Brown’s
constitutional theory:
He believes in two articles, - two instruments, shall I say? - the Golden Rule and the Declaration of
Independence; and he used this expression in conversation here concerning them, “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.” There is a Unionist, - there is a strict constructionist for you.592

In short, Emerson’s moralized interpretation of the Constitution carries him to the extreme of
constitutional indelicacy. Out of exasperation with slavery, he no longer wishes to win according
to the rules of the game, or to effect change from within the formal political structure, but to
uproot slavery by means of violence.
From the 1830s through the early 1850s, Emerson had taken a much less belligerent
approach on the issue of slavery. In 1851 and again in 1855, he urged “negotiation and
settlement” on the slave question, and he advocated compensating slaveholders in exchange for
the emancipation of slaves. Should such negotiations fail, he thought the primary objective for
the North should be to extricate itself from all direct obligations to support slavery—practicing
civil disobedience if need be—rather than to demand immediate emancipation.593 By the end of
the decade, however, he would acclaim John Brown’s militant abolitionism. Intervening events
certainly had demonstrated the intransigence of slave interests, but even so, Emerson does not
simply appear to have been exasperated into accepting the inevitability of violent conflict over
slavery. He rather seems to have renounced the wisdom of his earlier, more moderate position.
That is, his remarks imply an abandonment of moral suasion, not as a prudent strategy now fully
exhausted, but as a timorous one mistakenly undertaken in the first place.
I do not mean to enter the historical debate as to which course of action, in opposing
slavery, would have been most ethically choiceworthy for Northerners from the time of the
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ratification of the Constitution to the outbreak of the Civil War. However, there was profound
wisdom on the part of antislavery moderates, of whom William Ellery Channing was a leading
voice. An early, ardent, eloquent, and unrelenting opponent of slavery, he nonetheless
outspokenly criticized the abolitionist movement when he felt it rabidly and unjustly pursued its
aims. In addition, while condemning slaveholding, he circumspectly avoided demonizing
slaveholders or viewing the South solely in terms of slavery. Keenly observant of the threat
slavery posed to the federal union, he advocated repair of the union and not its dissolution.
Aware the Constitution bore the stain of slavery, he did not burn copies of it but persistently
urged its amendment so as to absolve the free states and federal government of all direct
connection with slavery. Detractors of Channing depict him as naïve, timid, cautious, and
culpable of moral compromise. Yet from another perspective, he comes across as morally
principled but not Manichean; peace-loving but not pacifist; and liberal and fair-minded in his
assessment of adversarial opinions without surrendering to relativism. On slavery, Emerson’s
judgment was more commendable in his earlier antislavery phase, when his views roughly track
Channing’s, than in his later abolitionist period when his opinions align more closely with such
figures as Henry David Thoreau and Theodore Parker.
In 1835, Channing foresaw the inflammatory influence of the radical abolitionists (with
whom he fully agreed in condemning slavery as a moral atrocity).594 He reproved them for the
ungenerous and inimical passion with which they prosecuted their design to end slavery. He
likened their fanaticism to that of Martin Luther, who—in the eyes of Channing, a Protestant
minister—initiated positive changes to the practice of the Christian religion, and yet “breathed a
fierce, bitter, persecuting spirit into the work” of reform, which was “accompanied by
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tremendous miseries and crimes.” The problem with some abolitionists, Channing declared, was
not their enthusiastic moral conviction but their loss of a judicious perspective to regulate the
means of exercising it.
We…need zeal,--fervent zeal,--such as will fear no man's power, and shrink before no man's frown,–such
as will sacrifice life to truth and freedom. But this energy of will ought to be joined with deliberate wisdom
and universal charity. It ought to regard the whole in its strenuous efforts for a part. Above all, it ought to
ask, first, not what means are most effectual, but what means are sanctioned by the moral law and by
Christian love. We ought to think much more of walking in the right path than of reaching our end. We
should desire virtue more than success.595

Whatever their indiscretions, however, Channing affirmed the rights of the abolitionists to
organize in order to pressure the South to end slavery, and he directed his ire at mobs that would
persecute them.
Through these [mobs] lies our road to tyranny....Mobs call themselves, and are called, the people, when in
truth they assail immediately the sovereignty of the people, when they involve the guilt of usurpation and
rebellion against the people. It is the fundamental principle of our institutions, that the people is sovereign.
But by the people we mean not an individual here and there, not a knot of twenty or a hundred or a
thousand individuals in this or that spot, but the community formed into a body politic, and expressing and
executing its will through regularly appointed organs. There is but one expression of the will or sovereignty
of the people, and that is law. Law is the voice, the living act, of the people. It has no other. When an
individual suspends the operation of law, resists its established ministers, and forcibly substitutes for it his
own will, he is a usurper and rebel. The same guilt attaches to a combination of individuals. These, whether
many or few, in forcibly superseding public law and establishing their own, rise up against the people as
truly as a single usurper.596

Here Channing deploys republican principle to condemn the unlawful imposition of a group’s
will through intimidating or violent activism. Consonant with the spirit of his argument, the same
principle can be brought to bear to condemn a tacit association’s attempts to impose its will
through authority, whether in the form of public opinion backed by social penalty or by way of
judicial amendment of fundamental law. A tacit association’s rule is still rule whether it proceed
by way of numbers, activism, or prestige. Moreover, a tacit association’s rule, in the name of
moral principle, is still rule. A constitution ought not merely limit the power of government but
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also ensure that constituent power remains disaggregated or distributed throughout all sections of
the populace.
Constitutional, republican government does not eliminate rulership, but it does serve to
restrain it. As Channing writes, “[A constitution] is the act of a people imposing limits on itself,
setting guard on its own passions, and throwing obstructions in the way of legislation, so as to
compel itself to pause, to deliberate, to hear all remonstrances, to weigh all rights and interests,
before it acts.”597 Judicial supremacy, though it may seem necessary to restrain the rule of the
people, actually spurns the idea of self-restraint. Instead of checking the rule of the people, a
theory of judicial supremacy simply alters the identity of the subset of the people who rule, by
entrusting judges to interpret the law in light of abstract moral principles.
Shortly before his death, Channing sought to refocus attention in the free states on the
idea of ordered liberty. “In our Revolution liberty was our watchword; but not a lawless liberty,
not freedom from all restraint, but a moral freedom…Liberty and law were always united in our
minds.”598 The Founders, Channing insisted, believed liberty would best be preserved when the
law was entrusted to the safekeeping of the people (again, understood as “the community formed
into a body politic, and expressing and executing its will through regularly appointed organs”).599
Institutionally, he regarded the judiciary as the bulwark of the people’s constitutional, republican
liberty. “The grand restraining, conservative power of the state…is the judiciary,” he declares.600
In his political theory, at least as expressed in “The Duty of the Free States,” the judiciary serves
to interpret the Constitution so as to check the people—not to 1) propel them to progressively
greater moral heights or 2) to align fundamental law with their evolving opinions.
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The grandest spectacle in this country is the judiciary power, raised by the people to independence of
parties and temporary majorities, taking as its first guide the national charter, the fundamental law, which
no parties can touch, which stands like a rock amidst the fluctuations of opinion, and determining by this
the validity of the laws enacted by transient legislatures.601

With these words, Channing construes the judiciary, as does Hannah Arendt, as a public
institution tasked with factual truthtelling, that is, with the interpretation of objective human
documents at a remove from cultural, social, and political power.602 By contrast, Kateb and
Emerson wish the judiciary to engage in rational truthtelling, or the promulgation of moral truths,
a responsibility that, on republican principle, ought not be entrusted to government—even to the
most impotent branch thereof.
Wilfred McClay has articulated the centrality of a stable constitution to a system of
democratic government using the same metaphor, “a rock,” as Channing.
Democratic liberty depends upon our ability to invest a text with ordering authority, to allow the text to
stand as a rock of stability and secure point of reference to which one can repair amid the confusing and
disorienting currents of life. But when such texts become rendered endlessly fluid and problematic, they
eventually become the property of a hermeneutical class, which then constitutes itself, rather than the text,
as the real ordering authority—a government, so to speak, of men and not laws.603

Without the authority of a tangible and objective constitution—whereby the people unify
themselves and confirm their oneness through proposal, debate, and ratification—one ends up
with a situation where some of the people (“a hermeneutical class” in McClay’s terminology or
“a majority of elites” in mine) have authority to impose constitutional law on the rest.
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Insisting that amendments to the Constitution be enacted through the method specified in
Article V of the document places a high bar on change. It may be said that it subjects society to
the dead hand of the past, to the status quo inherited from previous generations. It entrenches
past injustice and mandates a procedure of amendment requiring tremendous political will to
perform. And yet, the dead have no means to argue their case. If the inheritance they bequeathed
is so oppressive, then surely the people can see fit to amend it. However, arguments railing
against the dead hand of the past often fail to acknowledge the extent to which the principles of
the past have advocates in the present. The latter, it must be said, often prefer lawful subjection
to the restraints of a republican constitution, bequeathed from the past, to domination by the
velvet glove of prevailing tacit associations in the present. That is, they recoil at domination
through a social group’s imposition of tacit rights in disregard of both 1) the textual-historical
import of the Constitution and 2) the specified processes of constitutional amendment: proposal,
deliberation, and ratification.
Authoritarian Rule in a Constitutional Democracy
Bearing in mind the distinction between power and authority, one can say that,
governmentally, authoritarian rule in a democracy occurs through judicial overreach. That is, it
takes place when judges base a decision on the authority of their own (or their group’s) moral
sentiments rather than on the authority of the written Constitution understood as the fundamental
law expressing the unity of the people. Judicial overreach opens the door for social groups to
initiate legal battles to formally delegitimize or de-constitutionalize their opponents, while
sidestepping the more arduous process of proposing, debating, and ratifying an amendment to the
Constitution. Judicial supremacy is simply another form of majority rule, effected through the
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majority decision of the Supreme Court rather than through the majority vote of an electorate or
legislature.
In civil society, authoritarian rule takes place when decision-makers at public institutions
make prejudiced assessments, on the basis of a particular set of opinions/sentiments, when
evaluating candidates for employment, promotion, licensure, certification, credentials, honors, or
awards. That is, it occurs when they unduly favor persons whose opinions, tastes, and sentiments
harmonize with their own or when they unjustly discriminate against those whose opinions,
tastes, and sentiments they dislike. Likewise, rule by authority transpires when those tasked with
adjudicating administrative policies allow their opinions/sentiments to color their judgment. It is
to this authoritarianism in civil society that I now turn.
The Disposition of “The People”
Kateb ascribes moral distinctiveness to a democratic people and claims that the idea of
authority undergoes a significant revision in a democratic polity. I have already inspected his use
of the term “authority” and insisted on the need to distinguish the legislative and executive
policymaking power stemming from electoral victory from the authority conferred on law (or
withheld from law) through the constitutional interpretation of the courts. I then argued that
Kateb insufficiently considers the degree of governmental activism occurring in the form of
judicial encroachment within a constitutional democracy. In turn, he overlooks the moral lessons
that constitutional democracy teaches about authority, namely, that it can be used to rule in lieu
of (or supplemental to) legislative and executive power. In democratic systems, social groups
compete to direct public opinion and prescribe unwritten rules and not merely to win elections
and enact laws. To underrate the degree to which informal political authority permeates
constitutional democracy is to discount the danger of one segment of society tyrannizing over the

232

others through the authoritative imposition of moral norms. In other words, it is to downplay the
authoritarian moralism endemic to American democracy.
Democratic Moralism
When visiting America, Alexis de Tocqueville was struck by the antagonistic impulses he
observed raging within the heart of the inhabitants of a democratic system. “Our contemporaries
are ceaselessly agitated by two conflicting passions: they feel the need to be directed as well as
the desire to remain free. Since they are unable to blot out either of these hostile feelings, they
strive to satisfy both of them together.”604 In his article “Democratic Individualism and Its
Critics,” Kateb expressly agrees with this observation: “In Tocqueville’s analysis, borne out by
our experience, independence and intimidation are in continuous and sometimes invisible
struggle within the souls of democratic individuals.”605 Yet despite his concurrence, in his
portrayal of the generic democracy personality Kateb magnifies the passion for independence,
which he articulates with poignancy and insight, while largely neglecting how “the need to be
directed,” or sense of “intimidation,” affects the democratic character.
Tocqueville remarks how the “spirit of liberty” and “spirit of religion” have worked
together in American society, in contrast to many other societies around the globe.606 Examining
the early history of colonial settlements in New England, he calls attention to their unusual
admixture of political independence and moral severity. By common agreement, the colonists
dealt with the “need to be directed” by imposing a rigorous moral code on themselves.
Tocqueville writes of colonial leaders’ attempts at “the preservation of moral order and good
practices in their society” through a “zeal for rules.” However, these leaders did not arbitrarily
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impose moral strictures on the community, but rather, as Tocqueville attests, the people “freely
voted” to abide by them.607
Over time, the colonies diversified, and the Puritans enjoined their moral code on
newcomers and subsequent generations who did not consciously consent to it. Even as the code
relaxed, opposition to it grew. Still, throughout much of United States history, the Puritan values
of Anglo-Protestant Christianity formed a substantial portion of the content of social mores.
These same values animated moral reform movements, such as the Temperance movement or
campaigns to maintain prayer in public schools. At times, the government served as an agent to
establish and enforce these mores, thereby practicing moral authoritarianism.
On the basis of the United States’ Puritan heritage, manifested in recurring movements
for moral reform, I propose to add “moralism” to Kateb’s list of the traits characteristic of the
people in American democracy. Such moralism is the attempt, by leading social groups, to
authoritatively supply the moral guidance deficient from the open-ended procedures of
democratic politics. The motivation of moralism is to bring about the community of sentiment, or
commonality of conduct, needed to maintain stability in society. I do not wish to roundly
condemn American preoccupation with morals; the genius of the country has been its
acknowledgment of moral principles and its efforts to constitute government with respect to
them. However, the line between freely agreeing to abide by principles of morality and
authoritatively imposing such principles (whether through laws, mores, or sentiments) is thin,
and the leading social groups in America have routinely overstepped it. Moral appeals have often
underwritten authoritarianism in the form of social tyranny.
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Constitutionalized Moralism
Whereas the spirit of democracy imparts a lesson of moral indeterminacy, the spirit of
constitutionalism imparts a lesson of moral certitude. This accounts for the peculiar coexistence
in contemporary in American life, of an attitude of moral casualness on many issues with a fierce
moralism on others. There is freedom in the silence of the law or public opinion; but when “the
majority” has made up its mind it vigorously suppresses dissent. “The very association of
authority and partisanship promotes a sense of moral indeterminacy,” Kateb writes. And yet,
“this should not be confused with skepticism or relativism. It is rather the belief that within a
frame of settled commitments, a number of contrasting and competing responses or answers to
morally tinged questions are to be expected and welcomed.”608 The question recurs: who sets this
frame and decides whether a question falls within or without it? For Kateb, the principle of
human dignity constitutes the frame, the judiciary sets it, and—as we have already seen—he
does not afford transcendentalists a place in the authoritative framing of rights.
Obviously, one can dogmatically reject transcendent authority, and yet authoritatively
impose a secular-humanist view on others. The problem of authoritarianism does not consist in
one’s affirmation of the existence of a “more-than-human” authority (God or Nature) any more
than it does in one’s assertion of “nothing-but-human” authority. Rather, authoritarianism occurs
when any tacit association, claiming a superior understanding of the human condition, usurps
constitution-making power or norm-setting prerogative and then undertakes to impose its
purportedly superior judgment on others legally (not legislatively, but through judicial
interpretation) and/or through a morality of mores (by empowering a social group to patrol
public discourse, punish deviants, and thereby control public sentiment).
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A social group may grow influential enough to forge a social majority (activist majority +
majority of elites) at which point it directs public opinion. Public opinion then ceases to be
variable and vacillating but instead calcifies. In other words, there may be a link between 1) the
active moral policing of social groups, 2) the cultural privileging of opinion and sentiment, and
3) the pressures felt by individuals to conform to public opinion. Kateb does not show alarm at a
possible nexus between activist social tyranny and prestigious social tyranny in creating a
climate where the force of public opinion is so great that most individuals feel compelled not to
contravene it. The following passage is indicative of the conceptual separateness Kateb
maintains between a social group’s will to suppress expression (moral policing) and its will to
establish cultural hegemony in which dissenting expression is formally protected but informally
delegitimized (the sway of public opinion).
Unless there is almost unrestricted freedom of expression the people develop, in the face of government
and of all authorities in all spheres of life, the mentality of dependence, while thinking themselves free.
This can happen in supposedly free societies. They come to learn to speak and perhaps to think and feel by
permission. I am not talking about the sway of public opinion which caused deep anxiety to Tocqueville
and Mill. What society could ever be free of that? I refer to concerted efforts to police thought and
expression.609

An influential social group may not only monitor expression and punish deviant opinions but
also authoritatively structure expression, through the deployment of cultural capital, to
delegitimize challenges to prevailing opinion. Awareness of this possibility gives Emerson, Mill,
and Tocqueville far greater dread of public opinion than Kateb. In a society enjoying freedom of
expression and of the press, a prevailing social group will not be able to engineer strict
uniformity of opinion. However, through its advantaged situatedness within cultural institutions,
a social group may subject the diverse flow of public expression to a filter so that various
utterances sound with asymmetrical resonance. Favored ones are amplified, foregrounded, and
609

Kateb, “The Freedom of Worthless and Harmful Speech,” in Bernard Yack, ed., Liberalism without Illusions:
Essays on Liberal Theory and the Political Vision of Judith Shklar (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1996), 235.

236

reinforced, whereas disfavored ones are reduced in volume, relegated to the background, and
rendered insignificant. This crosses into social tyranny when the expressors of disfavored
opinion suffer penalty. Social tyranny is imposition not by decree but by degree (both in the
archaic sense of conferring rank and in the sense of happening gradually) and occurs when any
person is denied the right, not merely of voicing an opinion, but of bringing that opinion to bear
on public debate—in word and deed—with impunity.
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Conclusion
In an 1848 essay, “Aristocracy,” Emerson recalls the disappointed expectations of the
French Revolutionaries to underscore the insufficiency of social and political reform to bring
about human freedom simply by annulling longstanding, hierarchical structures of authority.
The old French Revolution attracted to its first movement all the liberality, virtue, hope and poetry in
Europe. By the abolition of kingship and aristocracy, tyranny, inequality and poverty would end. Alas! no;
tyranny, inequality, poverty, stood as fast and fierce as ever. We likewise put faith in Democracy; in the
Republican principle carried out to the extremes of practice in universal suffrage, in the will of majorities.
The young adventurer finds that the relations of society, the position of classes, irk and sting him, and he
lends himself to each malignant party that assails what is eminent. He will one day know that this is not
removable, but a distinction in the nature of things; that neither the caucus, nor the newspaper, nor the
Congress, nor the mob, nor the guillotine, nor fire, nor all together, can avail to outlaw, cut out, burn or
destroy the offence of superiority in persons.610

For Patrick Deneen, Emerson “exemplifies the rise of ‘democratic faith’,” but in the above
passage Emerson explicitly judges such faith to be misplaced.611 Daniel Malachuk has cogently
argued that Emerson actually makes a concerted effort to disentangle democracy and
individuality, or, as Malachuk puts it, “to pull profane democracy and sacred individuality
apart.”612
Far from sacralizing democracy, Emerson consistently seeks to safeguard individuals
from the excesses to which democracy is prone. To this end, he affirms the sacredness of
individual conscience and urges individuals to prioritize integrity of character.
I see not any road of perfect peace which a man can walk, but after the counsel of his own bosom. Let him
quit too much association, let him go home much, and stablish himself in those courses he approves. The
unremitting retention of simple and high sentiments in obscure duties is hardening the character to that
temper which will work with honor, if need be, in the tumult, or on the scaffold. Whatever outrages have
happened to men may befall a man again; and very easily in a republic, if there appear any signs of a
decay of religion. Coarse slander, fire, tar and feathers, and the gibbet, the youth may freely bring home to
his mind, and with what sweetness of temper he can, and inquire how fast he can fix his sense of duty,
610
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braving such penalties, whenever it may please the next newspaper and a sufficient number of his
neighbors to pronounce his opinions incendiary.613

For Emerson, the transition from Old World aristocracy to New World democracy holds out
promise for enhanced freedom, but it also introduces new perils to it in the form of authoritarian
social pressures. Especially, he thinks, when “religion” (which for him means acknowledgment
of transcendent, universal moral truths) becomes widely discredited.614
Arguing that inequality of social authority is justified, at least theoretically, on the basis
of differences in merit, Emerson proceeds in “Aristocracy” to identify the traits qualifying a
person to bear authority in the democratic-republican context of the United States. Significantly,
he ranks the “power of character” above “Genius” or “the power to affect the Imagination” as the
paramount virtue of the genuine aristocrat.615 That is, while he esteems prolific talent and
creative innovation, along with eloquent speech and writing, he subordinates these to moral
excellence. “Elevation of sentiment, refining and inspiring the manners, must really take the
place of every distinction whether of material power or of intellectual gifts.”616 A couple of
paragraphs later, he restates the idea and makes plain that “elevation of sentiment” does not
signify readiness to extend sympathy but a disposition to rely on the intuitions of the moral sense
formed in solitude.
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For he [who aspires to wield authority] is to know that the distinction of a royal nature is a great heart; that
not Louis Quatorze, not Chesterfield, nor Byron, nor Bonaparte is the model of the Century, but, wherever
found, the old renown attaches to the virtues of simple faith and stanch endurance and clear perception and
plain speech, and that there is a master grace and dignity communicated by exalted sentiments to a human
form, to which utility and even genius must do homage. And it is the sign and badge of this nobility, the
drawing his counsel from his own breast.617

Emerson consistently champions the moral sense, and he admonishes his readers to place the
heart (that is, the part of the self desirous to honor the intuitions of the moral sentiment) on par
with the head—and even to give the heart precedence.618 In commercial and democratic America,
he counsels the habit of solitude as a way of focusing the mind on transcendent principles and
sublime examples so as to hearten the individual to resist the pull of the material and fashionable.
Individuals exercise what Emerson calls the power of character, the sort of power he
commends above all, by dutifully adhering to their moral sense and by serving others. “The
exercise of the Will or the lesson of power is taught in every event. From the child's successive
possession of his several senses up to the hour when he saith, ‘Thy will be done!’ he is learning
the secret, that he can reduce under his will, not only particular events, but great classes, nay the
whole series of events, and so conform all facts to his character.”619 The pinnacle expression of
one properly educated to power, Emerson here writes, is to renounce self-will, as did Jesus of
617

Emerson, “Aristocracy,” 61-62, my emphasis added.
For Emerson, the heart is a complex metaphor, which he employs, variously, to mean the seat of the
sympathies/affections and the source of the self’s yearning for integrity. He makes this distinction evident in “Being
and Seeming.” “In my last lecture I considered the powers of affection or the heart. There is still another sense in
which we use the same word the heart, – a sense scarcely less weighty than that of affection. I mean that of
intellectual integrity. The right state of man is (is it not?) Earnestness. What he does, he should do, we say, with the
heart. It is the character of all great and good action, speech, and thinking, that it proceeds from necessity; that the
doer feels it must be. It is done by such relinquishment of caprice and self–will, such abandonment to the
promptings of nature and instinct, the individual agent holds himself no wise accountable. He followed a thread of
divine leading and the world is guarantee for his deed” (295). In another passage later in the essay, Emerson further
clarifies this distinction between the heart (integrity) and the heart (sympathy) and states his conviction as to the
untrustworthiness of the latter: “I adverted to a fact of much interest in our Constitution, namely, the excess of social
tendency in us, a certain other-ism or overregard to the virtues and opinions of society. These social relations which
in their health are called the heart do certainly exercise their pernicious effect also. If a man lived alone it is plain he
could never act foolishly, never with affectation, but always he would be in earnest. It is with society that seeming
comes in. The child is sincere, and the man when he is alone; but on the entrance of the second person hypocrisy
begins. When the eyes of men behold him, he breaks his being into shows. Society is full of pretension” (296).
619
Emerson, “Discipline,” in The Essential Writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. Brooks Atkinson (New York:
The Modern Library, 2000), 20-21, my emphasis added.
618

240

Nazareth days prior to his crucifixion, out of a (individually intuited) sense of moral duty. For
Emerson, the most powerful persons are those who render the greatest service to others and best
exemplify the virtue of humility. “Use, labor of each for all, is the health and virtue of all beings.
Ich dien, I serve, is a truly royal motto. And it is the mark of nobleness to volunteer the lowest
service, the greatest spirit only attaining to humility. Nay, God is God because he is the servant
of all.”620
Emerson shares William Ellery Channing’s conviction that “the highest aim of all
authority is to confer liberty.”621 He rejects the “idolatry of strength” he encounters in Carlyle’s
writings as morally undiscerning,622 and insofar as he wills power, he understands “the will” and
“power” in a manner wholly different than Nietzsche later would.623 In his view, someone who
legitimately exerts authority neither dominates others, nor astonishes them into servile
followership. Instead, she frees them. “The imbecility of men is always inviting the impudence
of power. It is the delight of vulgar talent to dazzle and to blind the beholder. But true genius
seeks to defend us from itself. True genius will not impoverish, but will liberate, and add new
senses.”624 Again, Channing’s reflections prove insightful for understanding Emerson’s notion of
power, which they approximate.
Far from enslaving, it [spiritual power] makes more and more free, those on whom it is exercised; and in
this respect it differs wholly from the vulgar sway which ambition thirsts for. It awakens a kindred power in
620

Emerson, “American Civilization,” 297.
Channing, “Remarks on Napoleon,” 388.
622
Emerson, “Carlyle,” in Lectures and Biographical Sketches, vol. 10 of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo
Emerson, ed. Edward Waldo Emerson (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1903-1904), 494: “Great is his reverence for
realities, – for all such traits as spring from the intrinsic nature of the actor. He humors this into the idolatry of
strength. A strong nature has a charm for him, previous, it would seem, to all inquiry whether the force be divine or
diabolic.”
623
See also Emerson, “Tendencies,” 312: “A strong will is a feeble force. It is a surrender of a man to the visible
facts of his desire, the habit of proceeding directly to them without any reckoning of other wills, of opposition or of
favor. It is a low species of self-reliance and inspires among the trustless fear and respect. But it has no power over
the good. It is strong beside custom, imitation, and indulgence. It is weakness beside the renunciation of the will.
Beside love and wisdom, the self-abandonment of goodness and of truth, this which seeks merely low and
conventional gratifications, power and fame, self-aggrandizement, is unholy and profane.”
624
Emerson, “Uses of Great Men,” 18.
621

241

others, calls their faculties into new life, and particularly strengthens them to follow their own deliberate
convictions of truth and duty. It breathes conscious energy, self-respect, moral independence, and a scorn
of every foreign yoke. There is another power over men, very different from this; a power, not to quicken
and elevate, but to crush and subdue; a power which robs men of the free use of their nature, takes them out
of their own hands, and compels them to bend to another’s will. This is the sway which men grasp at most
eagerly, and which it is our great purpose to expose. To reign, to give laws, to clothe their own wills with
omnipotence, to annihilate all other wills, to spoil the individual of that self-direction which is his most
precious right; this has ever been deemed by multitudes the highest prize for competition and conflict.625

Time and again, Emerson proclaims the liberating quality of genuine authority, emphasizing that
it must necessarily respect every person’s individuality to be legitimate.626
However, Emerson does not trust those in positions of intellectual and moral authority to
self-restrainedly refrain from imposing themselves on others. Not only because they may lust
rulership, but also because they are humanly finite, only partially able to give vent to the truth,
and hence dependent on others to supply what they lack as well as to check their errors. Thus, he
counsels rotation or succession whereby people have access to, and glean from, a variety of
intellectual and moral authorities. He holds the same appreciation of diversity in action, where he
expects that groups, while each insane to some extent, will counterbalance one another when free
to pursue their several ends within the law.627
To recap, Emerson’s writings yield the following insights on informal authority. First, a
democratic regime does not do away with informal authority but requires its legitimate exercise
to be most conducive to freedom. Second, the chief (though not sole) qualification for bearing
625
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informal authority is morally virtuous character, of which humility is a cardinal trait. Third, both
the perversions of the human heart and limitations of the human mind counsel extending the
sphere of informal authority. Practically, this entails hospitality to a diversity of
opinion/sentiment within public cultural institutions.
To these can be added a fourth insight: Absent the virtue of humility and
moral/intellectual diversity within the sphere of informal authority, the likelihood is that leading
tacit associations will engage in social tyranny to punitively marginalize their cultural-political
rivals. Social tyranny is a species of authoritarianism. That is, a leading social group behaves
tyrannically when it attempts to impose its tastes, sentiments, or opinions on the whole of society
and then to immunize them from criticism by investing them with intellectual and moral
authority. In so doing, the social group circumvents common deliberation and sidesteps
democratic processes. Instead, it works to establish its values 1) by inducing the fear of being
reputed uninformed, immoral, indecorous, eccentric, and/or backwards and 2) by inflicting social
penalties on dissenters. Social groups use these strategies, taken together, to gain or maintain a
position of superiority. Behaving in an authoritarian fashion, they war on diversity and degrade
the process of opinion formation.
Applying Emerson’s Theory of Informal Authority
In closing, I evaluate the condition of informal authority in the United States through the
lens of an Emersonian theory of democratic authority. Emerson, Mill, and Tocqueville
conceptualized the agent of social tyranny as a tacit association loosely bound by a common set
of opinions/sentiments. They recognized that a prevailing tacit association would avail itself of
spectacular activism and/or cultural prestige to present itself as “the majority” of “respectable
society” in order to induce compliance to its will. They also located informal political authority
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within the institutions of the press, legal profession, religion, higher education, and national
literature. For his part, Emerson insisted on the wisdom of disaggregating informal authority so
as to ensure that one group would not monopolize public opinion/sentiment.
With these insights in mind, I commence a brief survey of America’s public cultural
institutions 1) to attest a shrunken sphere of opinion and sentiment in which a secularprogressive tacit association is manifestly overrepresented and 2) to adduce evidence to suggest
that this group leverages its superiority to marginalize those who openly challenge its views (or
who, given their social identity, might be expected to do so). Admittedly, the overview is
incomplete, and much of the evidence that indicates social tyranny, or the authoritarian
marginalization of dissenting perspectives, is anecdotal. However, many of the anecdotes come
from observers on the Left, and these accounts have at least some support from social-scientific
research. While this passing analysis in no way provides conclusive proof of systematic social
tyranny within cultural public institutions in the United States, it does suggest the existence of a
troubling atmosphere of cultural-political narrowness.
I use support of and affiliation with the Democratic Party as a proxy for a secularprogressive outlook, while recognizing the two as inexactly synonymous. Abundant data, which
I recap below, makes plain that identification or affinity with the Democratic Party far exceeds
identity or affinity with the Republican Party within the public cultural institutions where
informal authority resides. In other words, those in positions of influence in colleges and
universities, the press, the legal profession,628 Hollywood, and the tech industry are much more
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likely to be on the Left than on the Right. (Religion stands out as an exception, with American
religious leaders more evenly divided in their political affinities.)629 However, very little data
exists to assist a more fine-grained description of these left-leaning elites, that is, to determine
the distribution of center-left and far-left viewpoints among them or to gauge the degree to which
they coalesce or diverge in their opinions on various issues. Absent this information, I have
utilized the Pew Research Center’s 2017 political typology, which disaggregates the US political
left into four types, to draw reasoned inferences about the cultural attitudes more likely to obtain
within this group.630
Using the Pew Forum’s typology, my hypothesis is that “Solid Liberals”—the most
numerous and ideologically leftmost cohort of the four groups Pew identifies on the Left—
disproportionately fill the ranks of the elite within American public cultural institutions. I base
my inference on this group being the wealthiest, most educated, and most favorably disposed
toward intellectual authorities. In terms of educational experience, 29% of this cohort has
postgraduate degrees, which is twice the share of the next most educated political type on the
Left. Fifty-seven percent have at least a four-year degree, compared to 34%, 22%, and 16% in
the other Democratic-leaning groups.631 Moreover, whatever their level of educational attainment,
Solid Liberals are the more likely to have college-educated friends.632 Solid Liberals are the only
cohort with a net positive view of the contribution of the national news media to the wellbeing of
the country. They also display more favorable attitudes toward scientists, artists,
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colleges/universities, and lawyers than do any other groups.633 Of all political types, they are the
most inclined to trust experts to make good decisions.634
Solid Liberals are, by far, the least religious—or most secular—political type in the
United States. “While about a quarter of the public is religiously unaffiliated, that rises to almost
half (48%) for Solid Liberals,” Pew reports.635 Of this group, 92% wish to keep religion separate
from government policies—the highest percentage of any group.636 They are the only cohort to
have a net negative view of the contribution churches and religious organizations make to
society.637 Only 9% of Solid Liberals agree that “it is necessary to believe in God to be moral
and have good values”—24 percentage points less than any other political type.638
In terms of social issues, Solid Liberals have the most pronounced progressive opinions.
They are the cohort most likely to say abortion should be legal in all or most cases (90%), to
support the legality of gay marriage (96%), and to say that women—relative to men—face
obstacles to getting ahead in life (97%).639 Almost two-thirds of Solid Liberals (65%) strongly
support the Black Lives Matter movement, whereas less than 40% of the other left-leaning
political types do.640 Finally, this group has the highest percentage of people who attribute the
success of the United States more to its “ability to change” than to its “reliance on longstanding
principles.”641
In sum, Solid Liberals are the most numerous, wealthiest, whitest, most educated, most
expert-friendly, least religious, and most politically active cohort of the four groups Pew
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identifies on the Left. They are also the most likely to say that the Democratic Party represents
their values (90%).642 In addition, Pew reports that “Solid Liberals are highly engaged and
intensely partisan: 99% affiliate with, or lean to, the Democratic Party, including 47% who
describe themselves as strong Democrats. About seven-in-ten (71%) describe themselves as
liberal; by comparison, no more than a third of those in any other typology group call themselves
liberal.”643
While Solid Liberals comprise only 16% of the general public, they constitute close to
half (48%) of politically engaged Democrats.644 My educated guess is that they also comprise a
substantially greater share of the clerisy in the United States than their numbers would suggest.
Once again, this is due to the twin facts that 1) most of the intelligentsia has affinity with the
political Left and 2) within the Left secular progressives are notable for their educational
attainment, financial wellbeing, and highly favorable view of intellectual authorities.
The Shrunken Sphere: American Colleges and Universities (Ideological Imbalance)
On the whole, a progressive political ideology predominates at colleges and universities in
the United States. In a study conducted in 2006, Neil Gross and Solon Simmons reported that
44% of professors identify as liberal, 46% as moderate, and only 9% as conservative.645 For elite,
Ph.D.-granting institutions, the numbers were 57%, 33%, and 10% respectively.646 Yet even
these numbers understate the political imbalance. When Gross and Simmons assigned professors
an ideology based on their stated preferences on a range of policy issues (instead of relying on
the professors to self-select an ideological category), they found self-described moderates to be
642
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“considerably more left than right leaning (such that they are moderate only in the context of
academia).”647 Moreover, using the same method of evaluation, Gross and Simmons express
surprise at the moderateness of self-described conservatives when compared to self-described
liberals.648 Based on their research, one could generalize that the professoriate is composed, in
the main, of two primary blocs roughly equal in number—solid liberals and center-left liberals—
along with a small minority of conservatives most of whom are moderates.
The ideological imbalance on university campuses has not only drawn complaints from
the Right but also has raised alarms among those on the Center and has prompted self-criticism
from the Left. In his article “A Confession of Liberal Intolerance,” New York Times columnist
Nicholas Kristof writes, “Universities are the bedrock of progressive values, but the one kind of
diversity that universities disregard is ideological and religious.” He qualifies this assertion as “a
little harsh” but then adduces compelling evidence to support it, such as the dearth of
Republicans in the humanities and social sciences (he mentions four studies that estimate their
percentage between 6-9% and 8-11%, respectively).649
A self-described centrist, Jonathan Haidt co-founded and directs Heterodox Academy, a
collection of scholars committed to promoting viewpoint diversity among college and university
faculty. Citing various research of university professors’ political orientations, the group’s
website claims that “in the 15 years between 1995 and 2010 the academy went from leaning left
to being almost entirely on the left.”650 Haidt has called attention to the near-universality of a
(progressive) liberal political outlook in his own field of social psychology, in which he reported
647
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the ratio of liberals to conservatives—in terms of political identity—as 36 to 1, the ratio of
Obama voters to non-Obama voters in 2012 as 76 to 1, and the ratio of those generally favoring
liberal positions on political issues to those supporting conservative ones as 314 to 1.651 This
drastic disparity is not unique to social psychology but extends across disciplines and is
especially pronounced in the humanities and social sciences.652
The Shrunken Sphere: American Colleges and Universities (Political Activism)
Mark Lilla of Columbia University, who identifies as a liberal, laments that colleges and
universities now often operate as de facto political training grounds for practitioners of culturally
Left identity politics. He chides institutions of higher education for cultivating “movement
politics,” a style of politics in which activists narrowly and uncompromisingly insist on
recognition for their particular self-identities. Rather than rallying citizens around a vision of the
common good, such an approach, he writes, “[encourages] splits into smaller and smaller
factions obsessed with single issues and practicing rituals of ideological one-upmanship.”653
Lilla’s argument illuminates an important division within American progressivism—
between genteel and radical progressives. However, Lilla voices little concern over the general
absence of political diversity of colleges and universities, the faculty of which skew heavily to
the Left. He takes for granted that liberal progressives control academia and, as such, are in
position to “form” both “those active in the Democratic Party” and “members of the
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overwhelmingly liberal-dominated professions of law, journalism and education.”654 He merely
takes issue with the style of politics inculcated by this elite majority. Thus, Lilla’s argument
echoes the one made by Richard Rorty in Achieving Our Country.655 Both arguments are
addressed to the Left and presuppose the desirability of a Left-progressive future. Each calls for
solidarity on the Left so that it can more successfully direct the course of American public life.
However, attending to the internecine conflict on the Left, and healing the rifts among
progressives, fails to address progressive cultural dominance and potential abuses thereof. Indeed,
greater solidarity may only exacerbate the problem by more tightly fusing the progressive tacit
association that presently commands cultural capital and faces the temptation to invest it for
political advantage at the expense of classically liberal norms of scholarly impartiality.
Predictably, given their progressive bent, the political contributions of faculty and of the
educational institutions where they work go overwhelmingly to Democratic candidates.656
According to The Center for Responsive Politics, the education industry funded the Clinton and
Sanders campaigns in the amounts of $24.2 million and $5.5 million, respectively in 2016. By
contrast, the Trump campaign received $0.8 million.657 A similar, though less extreme gap
existed in 2012, when Obama’s campaign received $22.6 million from the industry compared to
the Romney campaign’s $4.0 million.658
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The Shrunken Sphere: American Colleges and Universities (Intolerance of Dissent)
Alice Dreger, former Professor of Clinical Medical Humanities and Bioethics, resigned
from Northwestern University in 2015, accusing the university of having censored her research.
She has since outspokenly criticized the intellectual climate on college campuses, which she
considers to be oppressive in a way that is deleterious to the future of democracy. In an article
for The Chronicle of Higher Education she recounts her own academic pariahdom for having
“written about transgenderism in other ways that challenge what have been positioned as the
‘acceptable’ narratives.” This has been her fate, she claims, even though her research has
involved a sustained attempt “to push for the rights of sexual minorities from a consistently
feminist perspective.” Based on her personal experience and conversations with those who have
undergone similar ordeals, she testifies that the university professors being pressured into silence
include many who do not bear identities that would place them in the majority on the basis of
race, gender, and sexuality. “I have heard from faculty members who are white women, people
of color, queer folk, persons with disabilities, and people with complex ‘intersectional’ identities
who have been subject to shutdowns in their own classrooms and departmental meetings because
they are allegedly guilty of not being progressive enough.” In her opinion, the policed speech
environment on university campuses, dedicated to extirpating bias against “historically
marginalized and oppressed groups,” disturbingly resembles McCarthyism.659
Even popular comedians like Chris Rock and Jerry Seinfeld have stopped performing on
college campuses due to what they perceive as an atmosphere of hyper-averseness to offensive
expression. Writing for The Atlantic, Caitlin Flanagan chronicles this allergy to potentially
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provocative content. She attended the National Association for Campus Activities, an annual
gathering where comedians and other performers audition in front of university representatives in
the hopes of landing gigs at college venues. Despite the diversity of institutions represented, she
observes a near-universal preference for “100% risk-free comedy that could not trigger or upset
or mildly trouble a single student.” The reps deliberating over whom to invite to their campus,
she notes, informally required that all comics “respect a particular set of beliefs,” which she then
summarizes. “Women, as a group, should never be made to feel uncomfortable; people whose
sexual orientation falls beyond the spectrum of heterosexuality must be reassured of their special
value; racial injustice is best addressed in tones of bitter anguish or inspirational calls to action;
Muslims are friendly helpers whom we should cherish; and belonging to any potentially
‘marginalized’ community involves a crippling hypersensitivity that must always be respected.”
In attempting to explain why college environments show such alacrity to avoid offensive content,
she lends some credence to the usual explanations, aired by the Left and Right, respectively:
genuine concern to safeguard the dignity and wellbeing of students, and the untoward promotion
of identity politics in the classroom. However, she pinpoints a more pragmatic reason—students’
awareness of the prevailing structure of authority on campuses: “These kids aren’t dummies;
they look around their colleges and see that there are huge incentives to join the ideological
bandwagon and harsh penalties for questioning the platform’s core ideas.”660
In May 2017, protesters at Middlebury College in Vermont shouted down Charles
Murray at an invited lecture, harassed him as he attempted to leave campus, and then attacked
Professor Allison Stanger as she attempted to escort him to safety. In her first interview after the
incident, Stanger lamented the asymmetrical skew of political opinion/sentiment at Middlebury
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College (and in academia more generally) in which controversial figures on the Left tend to be
greeted hospitably while those Right often meet hostility.661 She remarked her surprise, in the
aftermath of Murray’s visit, at encountering fellow faculty who divulged their conservative
political views in the course of discussing the ordeal.
I became aware that there were some conservatives on my faculty and I…hadn't really realized previously
that that was their political leanings. And I think that saddens me to some extent. Why shouldn’t they be
able to talk openly about their politics? We’d have a better conversation about sorts of policies we need to
debate together to move the country forward if people could be more open about thinking for themselves.

Instead, she opines, conservative professors often feel the need to “camouflage their real views
until they get tenure.” It is no wonder, then, in an environment where even faculty feel the need
to withhold or mask their opinions that many students feel a similar reluctance to disclose their
opinions. “I’ve been told this repeatedly by students, they’re afraid to speak their mind because it
might offend someone,” Stanger testifies.662 Thus, if one problem in US public life is the practice
of a politics of delegitimation, or the refusal to share authority with those outside of one’s group,
a closely related one is the acute asymmetry of cultural-political authority within the country’s
prestigious academic institutions. As Stanger argues, “Reducing group think in the academy is a
necessary condition for reducing it in the electorate.”663 To restate her assertion in my
terminology: extending the sphere of moral and intellectual authority at colleges and universities
(and at public cultural institutions, more generally) will aid the entire country in mitigating
factionalism.
In a subsequent speech at Arizona State University, Stanger emphasized the stakes of
upholding free expression on university campuses. “From my perspective as a professor of
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political science, if we can’t have someone like Charles Murray on campus, who’s an influential
voice in the Republican Party, well we can’t be a department of political science, we become a
department of indoctrination if we can only allow Democrats to speak on campus.” Herself a
professed Democrat, she recognized that the vehement protests against Murray had as much to
do with politics as race, and she insisted on the importance of maintaining a pluralist,
nonpartisan intellectual atmosphere in academia.664
In a 2017 speech to Stanford University’s Board of Trustees, the university’s one-time
Provost, John Etchemendy, called attention to the troubling downturn of intellectual diversity on
college campuses.
Over the years, I have watched a growing intolerance at universities in this country–not intolerance along
racial or ethnic or gender lines–there, we have made laudable progress. Rather, a kind of intellectual
intolerance, a political one-sidedness, that is the antithesis of what universities should stand for. It
manifests itself in many ways: in the intellectual monocultures that have taken over certain disciplines; in
the demands to disinvite speakers and outlaw groups whose views we find offensive; in constant calls for
the university itself to take political stands. We decry certain news outlets as echo chambers, while we fail
to notice the echo chamber we’ve built around ourselves.665

To his comments, I append the supposition that secular-humanist moral convictions underlie the
intellectual insularity of academic discourse. The inclination to exclude dissent often appears to
be driven, not so much by intellectually scrupulous efforts to uphold the validity of scientific
findings in the face of empirically unfounded attacks as by the passion to inoculate deep-seated
sentiments from criticism—whatever the facts.
Mark Lilla blames identity politics for this development. As people have come to
perceive a moral imperative to promote specific identities and protect them from harm, and to do
so as a nonnegotiable matter of university policy, he claims that reasoned argumentation has
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been replaced with “taboos against unfamiliar ideas and contrary opinions.”666 Certain identities
are held to be sacrosanct and are passionately, even obsessively, safeguarded from criticism. Yet
genteel progressives, or those whom Nate Silver describes as “rational progressives,”667 are
complicit in this state of affairs for placing progressive allyship above a principled liberal
commitment to free speech, freedom of opinion, freedom of association, religious freedom, and
equal liberty of public action. In so doing, they have attenuated classical liberal norms of fair
play and of the impartiality of public institutions.
The critics of today’s academic atmosphere referenced above are not conservatives.
Many conservatives, of course, have vocally decried the underrepresentation of conservative
faculty, the politicization of the academy, and the suppression of free expression on campuses.
Among claimants of ideological bias at colleges and universities, sociologist George Yancey has
done the most to support his allegation with systematic, social-scientific research. His book,
Compromising Scholarship, details findings of significant negative social bias toward
conservatives, and especially toward religious conservatives, among sociologists. His tests for
bias in other academic disciplines confirm the same pattern of social favoritism of members of
groups seen as progressive (Democrats and ACLU members, for instance) and social rejection of
persons belonging to groups perceived as conservative (Mormons and NRA members, for
instance). The biases are present across academia, but are especially pronounced in the
humanities and social sciences.668
Yancey surveyed faculty to inquire whether a job applicant’s belonging to a selected
social group would enhance, damage, or have no affect on their perception of him/her. Zero
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percent of political scientists responded that they would have an enhanced perception of either a
Republican or a Mormon, but 15.4% and 21.5%, respectively, indicated that these affiliations
would damage their view of the candidate. While 1.6% expressed that an evangelical would be
enhanced in their eyes, 39.1% stated the opposite evaluation.669
Although faculty, on average, expressed negative bias toward groups typically regarded
as politically conservative, the bias was even stronger toward groups that were both religious and
conservative (Christian fundamentalists, evangelicals, Mormons). Meanwhile, scholars in the
social sciences and humanities—considered as a whole—displayed virtually no bias, either
positive or negative, toward Jews, Muslims, Catholics, mainline Protestants, or atheists.
Progressives in the academy appear to have a social bias against those whom they consider
political opponents. Yet the bias is enhanced when such political opposition is associated with
religion and concerns social issues.670
When interpreting the results of his studies, George Yancey argues that academia’s
commitment to internal diversity has been narrowly confined to sexuality, race, and gender. He
notes the paucity of faculty willing to call for greater inclusivity of political and religious
conservatives, despite the obvious underrepresentation of these groups, across the board, in
higher education. He personally attests to the hostile climate resulting from this blinkered
understanding of diversity, “Outside of academia I faced more problems as a black, but inside
academia I face more problems as [an evangelical] Christian, and it is not even close.”671
Explaining Ideological Imbalance at American Colleges and Universities
In an effort to explain the political-ideological disparity on college and university
campuses, Neil Gross argues that conservative activists have “politically typed” institutions of
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higher education as bastions of progressive liberalism in their efforts to mobilize the Right
around a message with populist appeal. When presented with such a politicized denigration of
higher education, Gross argues, intellectually inclined conservatives choose other career paths or
opt to pursue research through venues outside of the academy. In sum, Gross’s causal account
primarily assigns responsibility to conservative political activists, rather than the liberal-leaning
professoriate, for the underrepresentation of conservative intellectuals in academia.672
As a partial explanation, George Yancey agrees with Gross’s theory that conservatives
are motivated to self-select out of higher education due to the political communication strategies
of conservative activists that typecast professors as progressives. However, he argues that such
messaging is made plausible by the evident ideological imbalance in higher education, which
gives indubitable “political advantages” to progressives. As he writes, “the politically
progressive nature of academic inquiry means that only certain questions can be asked and only
certain answers to research questions are allowable. It positions scientific research to be a
weapon to use against conservative activists.”673 In other words, when conservatives attack
higher education, they are not shadowboxing but contending against the actual advantages
enjoyed by their political adversaries within educational institutions. Though conservative
activists may exaggerate the extent to which progressives both control and have politicized
higher education, the overrepresentation of progressives at colleges and universities is not
without political consequence.
Whatever the cause of the ideological imbalance, when universities become the nearexclusive terrain of a restricted band of moral-political outlooks, then the claim that 95% of
sociologists (or psychologists or economists or historians) agree that X causes Z loses a great
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deal of credibility, for it is difficult to discern whether such a claim rests on rigorous, impartial
research or merely reflects the cultural-political orientation common to 95% the professoriate. In
other words, there is danger that professors, students, and the general public will conflate the
scientific consensus among university faculty with moral/political consensus. Not only is there a
risk that prevailing biases among university faculty will seep into their research and teaching and
thereby diminish its quality, but, conversely, there is danger that their findings will be
categorically dismissed as prejudiced, even when admirably unbiased.
The Shrunken Sphere: Silicon Valley
In July 2017, Google software engineer James Damore circulated an email accusing his
employer of fostering a “culture of misrepresentation and shaming.” Though sharply critical of
company policies, Damore affirmed Google’s core values, issued a reasoned plea for more open
debate, detailed specific complaints, and offered suggestions to improve Google’s work
environment. In the email, entitled “Google’s Ideological Echo Chamber,” Damore claims that
the tech giant has a political bias stemming from the company’s particular moral outlook. He
alleges that employees who hold contrary views are shamed into silence, thus hindering the
expression of opinions that could moderate the prevailing bias. Substantively, he argues, 1) that
the male/female gap in the tech industry is not entirely attributable to gender discrimination since
there are biological, population-level differences between men and women that
disproportionately dispose the former, on average, to pursue a career in technology 2) that it
would thus be discriminatory for Google to commit itself to achieve an outcome of numerically
equal gender representation. (He carefully qualifies that differences in populations do not hold at
the individual level; many women obviously do pursue careers in tech and excel at them.) He
then names specific policies, aimed at promoting diversity, which he views as discriminatory:
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programs exclusively offered to members of a particular race/gender; hiring practices that
prioritize diversity candidates in the queue of applicants for available positions; frequent
evaluations of employee populations to correct for the under-representation of minority groups
(though, as Damore complains, no adjustments are made for the over-representation of the
aforesaid groups). He then closes with constructive ideas for change. For instance, he proposes
that the company’s annual employee survey, Googlegeist, should query workers’ political
orientation as an initial step to understanding the company’s political leanings and how they
affect its culture.674
Google CEO Sundar Pichai responded to the letter by firing Mr. Damore for “advancing
harmful gender stereotypes” thus finding him guilty of violating Google’s code of conduct,
which tasks employees “to do their utmost to create a workplace culture that is free of…bias.”675
Arguably, Damore was making a good faith effort to do precisely what the code of conduct calls
for—he was addressing a moral/political bias that he had observed during his time on the job.
Moreover, the reaction of Google leadership reaction displayed precisely “the intolerance for
ideas” that Damore had alleged in his email. The opinion that there are no biological differences
between men and women that would lead to population-level differences in choice of
employment or job performance surely does rise to the level of an established scientific truth. It
is, however, an opinion entrenched in progressive morality and considered unassailable by many
progressives.
As David Brooks notes, Damore’s claims about biological differences are not utterly
without scientific backing; some evolutionary psychologists and sexual neuroscientists agree
674
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with their factual accuracy. Brooks argues that two opinions—the opinion that population level
differences exist between men and women and that discrimination factors into the gender gap in
the tech industry—are likely true. Indeed, this was exactly Damore’s argument. However,
Brooks laments, many media outlets mischaracterized the content of Damore’s email as mere
sexism, failing to consider the nuance of his argument and refusing to review the factuality of his
biological assertions. Moreover, Brooks expresses dismay that Google executives did not
evaluate his arguments in a spirit of openness and “intellectual fairness.” Danielle Brown,
Google’s diversity officer, summarily dismissed his claims as “incorrect assumptions,”676 an
imperceptive response that Mr. Brooks describes as “ideology obliterating reason.” Above all,
Mr. Brooks indicts Google’s CEO, Sundar Pichai for caving to “mob” demands to punish anyone
who dares trespass against its “sacred taboos.”677
The controversy over Mr. Damore’s statements about gender has obscured his more
general claim of moral/political bias at Google, an allegation that seems anything but a wild
accusation. According to The Center for Responsive Politics, 70% of Google Inc.’s political
contributions went to Democrats in the 2016 election cycle, while only 23% went to
Republicans.678 Google’s parent company, Alphabet Inc., was the largest corporate contributor to
Hillary Clinton’s campaign committee.679 Google employees donated $720,000 to President
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Obama during his 2012 bid for re-election and only $25,000 to his challenger, Mitt Romney.680
The Google Transparency Project has documented “Google’s extraordinarily close relationship
with President Obama’s administration” and the company’s “extensive ties to Ms. Clinton’s
presidential campaign, her foundation, and the Clinton State Department.”681
More than two years before James Damore’s email surfaced, The Atlantic published a
story, “Closeted Conservatives of High-Tech’s Heartland,” reporting the felt need of
conservatives in Silicon Valley to hide their political opinions. One interviewee described the
liberal political preferences of Silicon Valley to be so entrenched that persons working in the
industry are tacitly assumed to share them. Other respondents expressed their fears of suffering
adverse professional consequences should they go public with their heterodox political views.
They were concerned their outspokenness would cost them the goodwill of coworkers or alienate
prospective partners and potential investors.682 In the aftermath of Damore’s firing, Laurie Segall,
senior technology correspondent for CNN, reported contacting “dozens” of conservatives in
Silicon Valley, all of whom would speak only on the condition of anonymity, presumably in
order to protect their career prospects.683
Allegations of political bias in Silicon Valley would be less consequential if not for the
fact that the region’s major firms serve as principal conduits for the flow of information, not only
in the United States but in many parts of the world. Google and Facebook are not merely wealthy
and powerful corporations with a prominent public voice. They also organize, curate, and
gatekeep mind-boggling amounts of data. In May 2016, Gizmodo reported that former Facebook
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employees had admitted to suppressing stories originating from conservative media outlets on
the platform’s trending news feed. Moreover, the employees claimed to have been instructed to
inject other stories (presumably favorable to a progressive political orientation) into the news
feed even though these had not gained enough traction to otherwise warrant inclusion.684
The Shrunken Sphere: News Media
According to a study of professional journalists conducted in the fall of 2013, Democrats
outnumber Republicans in the profession at a ratio of nearly 4-to-1.685 This roughly corresponds
to the percentage of financial contributions that the Books, Magazines, and Newspapers industry
has given to Democrats over the past three presidential elections (81% in 2008, 72% in 2012,
84% in 2016).686 Research investigating the political party registration of university faculty
found the ratio of Democrats to Republicans in the field of Journalism/Communication to be
20:1.687
The commonly accepted paper of record in the United States, the New York Times, has
endorsed Democratic candidates in every presidential election from 1960 to 2016.688 In 2015 Jeff
Bezos, who owns the Washington Post, explicitly stated his goal of positioning the publication to
supplant the Times as America’s newspaper of record.689 The Post has never endorsed a
Republican since it began making presidential endorsements in 1976 (though it did abstain from
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issuing an endorsement in 1988).690 Thus, two of the country’s most prestigious newspapers have
together given 25 consecutive presidential endorsements to Democrats since the New York Times
liked Ike in 1956. Certainly conservative-leaning media outlets are no less biased than liberal
ones, nor are they lacking in number. Still, the publications that enjoy the greatest prestige
display a conspicuous Leftward lean.
In the wake of the United States media’s inaccurate predictions of the 2016 presidential
election, Nate Silver argued that, by and large, the methodology of pollsters was not to blame.
Rather, he claimed, the analysts who interpreted the polls suffered from groupthink on account of
their geographic centralization, interdependence, and lack of political diversity. Silver also cited
data to show, counterintuitively, that leading news outlets have actually gained influence as more
and more people go online for the news. “The digital age hasn’t necessarily democratized the
news media,” he writes, noting in particular the steady decline of two news media that, ten-tofifteen years ago, served as prominent alternatives to major news corporations: local newspapers
and independent blogs.691 Jack Shafer and Tucker Doherty of Politico have argued that the
decline of jobs in newspaper publishing and the growth of online journalism has led to a
clustering of journalists in America’s more populous, progressive cities. As a consequence, they
are increasingly insulated from the outlook of rural and conservative Americans.692
In 2004, New York Times public editor, Daniel Okrent—“an admitted Democrat”—wrote
an op-ed to address the question of whether the newspaper has a liberal bias. “Of course [it
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does],” Okrent frankly acknowledges, before launching into a self-assessment. He defends the
publication’s prerogative to decide which news and opinion merits coverage. He also supports
the Times for having adopted a particular evaluative perspective, which he describes as “urban,”
“Northeastern,” and appreciative of “flexibility.” In his opinion, the Times need not—indeed,
cannot and thus should not presume to—view the world from a neutral standpoint. It represents
New Yorkers, not the US public as a whole.693
However, having made these disclaimers, Okrent castigates the paper for its insularity.
He describes its editorial pages as “saturated in liberal theology,” and he faults the publication’s
editors for having failed to imaginatively venture outside of the Big Apple’s cultural milieu. “It’s
one thing to make the paper’s pages a congenial home for editorial polemicists, conceptual artists,
the fashion-forward or other like-minded souls…and quite another to tell only the side of the
story your co-religionists wish to hear,” he writes.694
As an illustration of the Times’ blinkered outlook, Okrent notes its “implicit advocacy”
on the issue of gay marriage, which he claims amounted to “a very effective ad campaign for the
gay marriage cause.” “On a topic that has produced one of the defining debates of our time,” he
continues, “Times editors have failed to provide the three-dimensional perspective balanced
journalism requires. This has not occurred because of management fiat, but because getting
outside one's own value system takes a great deal of self-questioning.” Thus, the root cause of
bias at the New York Times, on his view, is not the existence of an institutionalized cabal,
actively seeking to control public opinion. Rather, the New York Times is guilty of negligence in
succumbing to groupthink, for failing to recognize itself as bearing a common habitus and,
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consequently, for being oblivious to the need to strive for a degree of critical distance from it. A
sort of cultural blindness, or inside-the-bridge-and-tunnel vision, makes the opinions and
sentiments associated with a socially progressive New York sensibility seem normal and natural
to many who work at the Times, rather than being recognized by them as particular and resting
on a set of contestable background assumptions and prejudgments. I interpret Okrent as arguing
for a distinction between an unavoidably particular perspective and an unmindfully parochial
one. The former is inescapable yet can be moderated through self-awareness and contact with
cultural others, while the latter is preventable and betrays self-complacency.695
In Okrent’s opinion, the downside of the New York Times’ bias is that it erodes the
publication’s trustworthiness. “For those who…believe the news pages cannot retain their
credibility unless all aspects of an issue are subject to robust examination, it's disappointing to
see the Times present the social and cultural aspects of same-sex marriage in a tone that
approaches cheerleading.” In other words, by leveraging its cultural capital politically, the Times
sacrifices the good repute that comes from being seen as fair-minded. Arguably, a similar trend
has occurred across many of America’s public institutions of culture—cultural capital has been
expended politically to the detriment of these institutions’ credibility with the general public.696
In 2016, then-public editor at the Times, Liz Spayd, again questioned the paper’s due
diligence in considering a wide range of cultural-political perspectives. “A paper whose
journalism appeals to only half the country has a dangerously severed public mission,” she warns
before going on to imagine a scenario in which the Times consciously pursues such a strategy.
A Pew Research Center survey two years ago found that liberals are flocking to The Times, with 65 percent
of its readers possessing political values that were left of center.
Does that mean The Times should write off conservatives and make a hard play for the left and perhaps
center left? I hope that question is not on the table. It would change everything about what the paper is and
the force of its journalism.
695
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Imagine what would be missed by journalists who felt no pressing need to see the world through others’
eyes. Imagine the stories they might miss, like the groundswell of isolation that propelled a candidate like
Donald Trump to his party’s nomination. Imagine a country where the greatest, most powerful newsroom
in the free world was viewed not as a voice that speaks to all but as one that has taken sides.
Or has that already happened?697

Less than a year later, the New York Times eliminated Spayd’s position and discontinued the role
of public editor.
The Shrunken Sphere: Hollywood
The political outlook and cultural sensibility of Hollywood mirrors that of Silicon Valley.
The industry’s political contributions tilt heavily in favor of Democratic candidates: Hillary
Clinton raised $24.0 million from TV/Movies/Music whereas Donald Trump pulled in only $5.5
million.698 Though dated, scientific data of the political leanings of Hollywood corroborates its
perceived leftward lean—whether measured in terms of political donations or political
opinion.699
Conservatives in Hollywood make accusations of progressive intolerance similar to those
levied by conservatives working in Silicon Valley. They claim that supporting liberal politics is a
requisite of moral respectability in the industry.700 They report hiding their political views and
speak of being closeted. They allege having been blacklisted or excluded on account of their
political preferences.701 In Hollywood, as in the nation’s tech hub, the rare conservatives who do
exist appear more likely to be economic conservatives rather than social ones.702
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Shortly after the 2016 election, Todd VanDerWerff, critic-at-large for Vox, wrote an
essay for the website entitled “Progressive Fundamentalism: How Hollywood and the Media
Fortify the Bubbles We All Live In.” In it, he describes navigating two worlds with markedly
different values and vocabularies: the small town in South Dakota where he grew up and the city
of Los Angeles where he currently resides. A self-proclaimed proponent of Tinseltown’s
“progressive fundamentalist” outlook, he nonetheless expresses concern with how Hollywood
tends to portray rural Americans who display conservative attitudes or cultural signifiers. For
instance, he notes how those who own guns, have reservations about Black Lives Matter, or hold
to non-permissive sexual norms are often depicted as “yokels” or even “racists and sexists.” The
unsurprising result, he contends, is resentment on behalf of conservatives who disdain the
incessant moralization, which, in addition to being explicitly preached at Hollywood award
ceremonies, is implied through countless characterizations.703
VanDerWerff relates the refrain of rural Louisianans interviewed by University of
California, Berkeley sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild, who told her they resented “being
made to feel” certain ways by the entertainment media. That is, they were tired of consuming
entertainment laced with cues intended to instill a particular set of moral sentiments in them.704
In a statement summarizing the crux of his complaint, VanDerWerff writes, “Left-leaning culture
doesn’t attempt to understand; it attempts to isolate that which says ‘the wrong thing.’ It too
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often embraces easy moralizing over complexity—and even if you agree with the morals, that’s
disappointing.”705
Placing Public Opinion
On one hand, public opinion, as the opinion of a specific public, is relative to one’s
geographic location. For instance, the preponderant opinions and sentiments of “society”
drastically differ when one moves from America’s coastal cities to small towns in the country’s
Heartland or in the Deep South. I witnessed these alternate publics firsthand when driving from
Washington, DC to an orchard in southern Pennsylvania in late October of 2016. In northern
Virginia (Arlington and Fairfax counties), I almost never saw a Trump yard sign whereas they
were seemingly ubiquitous in the environs of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. Presently, the country
appears to be geographically organized into cultural-political siloes. The inhabitants of, say,
Manhattan and rural Mississippi present a stark contrast to one another in their outlook and way
of life. The prototypical Manhattanite would likely run afoul of public opinion if she moved to
Picayune, Mississippi in much the same way that many a rural Mississippian would if
transplanted to New York City.
On the other hand, however, the pressures of public opinion are felt asymmetrically due
to social groups’ disproportionate command of the media and institutions whereby opinions are
publicized and transmitted. A resident of Picayune is apt to use Twitter and Facebook, view
video clips on YouTube, conduct web searches on Google, watch late-night comedy, and
patronize the local cinema (yes, there is a four-screen cinema in Picayune!). In other words, she
likely uses the software of tech companies headquartered in San Francisco or Silicon Valley;
watches television programming produced at ABC, NBC, or CBS in New York; and sees movies
made at major film studios in the vicinity of Los Angeles. As such, she will be exposed to the
705
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preponderant opinion of corporate cultures of these tech companies, television networks, and
film studios, which I posit mirror the communities in which they are headquartered. (Obviously,
the vast majority of the content a person accesses through Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and
Google is not generated by these entities; however, they do write the algorithms, design the
interfaces, and draft the community guidelines by which it is communicated. Even something as
commonplace as the Google Doodle on the search engine’s landing page symbolically conveys a
public’s opinion.) Meanwhile, denizens of San Francisco, New York, and Los Angeles are
virtually guaranteed not to regularly encounter the cultural-political values predominating in
Picayune. This is likely to be the case even if one accounts for thousands of small towns so that,
in aggregate, the population equals that of a metropolitan area like San Francisco.
Furthermore, assume a high school senior from Picayune has a sterling college
application and stands a good chance of acceptance to any university in the country. If she
wishes to attend an Ivy League school and/or top-ten national university,706 she cannot do
otherwise then to continue her studies in a locality with a decidedly different public opinion than
that of her hometown. At least, such is the case if one takes presidential support in the 2016
election as a proxy for public opinion. Picayune is in Pearl River County, where over 82% of
citizens voted for President Trump. Contrastingly, thirteen universities meet the aforementioned
criteria (Ivy League or Top Ten according to US News and World Reports) and each is located in
a county where the Democratic candidate for president, Hillary Clinton, won a solid majority or
supermajority of the vote in 2016. Indeed, the median margin of victory for Clinton in those
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counties was 38.1%.707 In sum, while undoubtedly there are numerous “publics” across America,
a particular public predominates within institutions that house cultural capital and oversee its
transmission as well as in the cities where they are located. It can leverage this position to give
greater exposure to some opinions and to lessen exposure to others. Thus, it holds
disproportionately great power to sway opinion.708
In sum, it is a grave error to think authority has disappeared from democratic polities as
well as mistaken to locate contemporary informal authority primarily in the drastically reduced
influence of clericalism, religious traditionalism, patriarchy, and racism still present within
American institutions. As the substantive content of public opinion has shifted from the sets of
values prominent in Mill, Tocqueville, or Emerson’s day to a markedly different set of values,
one would do well to remember that each writer predicted the threat of social tyranny to intensify
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with the democratization of social conditions. That a new sheriff is in town to police morals does
not diminish the perennial urge of prevailing social groups to surveil moral behavior, stifle
dissent, and punish deviants.
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