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國立政治大學英國語文學系碩士班 

碩士論文摘要 

 

論文名稱：坐而言、起而行：論亨利．大衛．梭羅《公民不服從》中的超驗主

義精神 

指導教授：柯瑞強 教授 

摘要內容： 

學界研究梭羅之《公民不服從》常將其置於社會科學範疇內，探討其政治

可行性、合法性、有效性等議題。雖成果豐碩，但僅從政治與法律觀點探討，

卻忽略其文學本質與其時代脈絡，不免落於俗套、有狹隘與簡化之嫌。 

本文視《公民不服從》為文學作品，從文學觀點（Literary Perspective）出

發、佐以超驗主義作為研究途徑（Transcendentalist Approach），探討 19世紀新

英格蘭超驗主義（New England Transcendentalism）如何影響、型塑與啟發梭羅

《公民不服從》，並試圖證明《公民不服從》本質上為體現（embody）超驗主

義精神的作品。 

 本文分為六章。第一章為緒論，介紹研究背景與問題意識（超驗主義如何

影響公民不服從？）。第二章為文獻回顧，爬梳政治與文學領域如何看待梭羅

《公民不服從》。第三章為時代思潮背景，概述 19世紀新英格蘭超驗主義。第

四章為方法論，採用愛默生（Ralph Waldo Emerson）、從其代表性作品《隨筆全

集》（Essays）萃取四個核心原則作為超驗主義基石，分別為：超靈（Over-

Soul）、內在神性（Inner Divinity）、反權威（Anti-Authority）、自立（Self-

Reliance）等。第五章為文本分析，以細讀（close reading）方式逐步檢視梭羅

《公民不服從》如何體現超靈、內在神性、反權威、自立等原則。第六章為結

論，提供研究發現與貢獻。 

本研究得出結論三點：1.《公民不服從》是梭羅貫徹超驗主義下的成果；2.

《公民不服從》包含神秘（the mystical）、道德（the moral）、政治（the 

political）、實用（the practical）等多元面向，且皆具概念與實作；3.梭羅政治三

元體（Thoreauvian political triad）是由行動秉持原則（action from principle）、公

民不服從（civil disobedience）、和平革命（peaceable revolution）三者組成。 

 

 

 

關鍵字：《公民不服從》、梭羅、超驗主義、十九世紀美國文學、愛默生 
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Abstract 

Academic researchers typically position Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” within a narrow political science framework, dismissing Thoreau as a 

second-rate political thinker and characterizing “Civil Disobedience” as a 

conceptually disorganized rather than academically significant theory. However, the 

political science lens provides only a partial view of “Civil Disobedience.” Placing 

Thoreau within the literary and philosophical milieu of his time, this study utilizes a 

Transcendentalist approach derived from Ralph Waldo Emerson’s First & Second 

Series of Essays to engage in a close reading of Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” from 

a literary perspective. It explores the connections between “Civil Disobedience” and 

the New England philosophy, Transcendentalism. To this end, I develop the following 

research question: to what extent and in what way does New England 

Transcendentalism inform Thoreauvian civil disobedience? I hypothesize that 1) 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience exemplifies the confluence of “action from principle” 

(Thoreau 154) and 2) “principle” refers to Transcendentalist Principles while “action” 

refers to the enactment of those principles. 

To answer the above research question, I use a Transcendentalist analytical 

framework that involves four principles, each representing a different dimension of 

Transcendentalist thought: the Over-Soul (the mystical), Inner Divinity (the moral), 

Anti-Authority (the political), and Self-Reliance (the practical). Through these lenses, 

I utilize textual evidence to demonstrate how Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” enacts 

Transcendentalist Principles. First, Thoreau enacts the mystical principle of the Over-

Soul by connecting himself to the Universe, Nature, and others. Second, Thoreau 

exemplifies the moral principle of Inner Divinity by following his conscience and 
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Higher Law. Third, Thoreau embodies the political principle of Anti-Authority by 

distrusting authorities like governments, institutions, and the various iterations of the 

mainstream. Finally, Thoreau asserts the practical principle of Self-Reliance that 

consists of self-sufficiency, self-motivation, and defiance. 

With the aid of a systematic categorical analysis and textual evidence, I 

decipher the covert Transcendentalism in “Civil Disobedience.” My analysis shows 

that 1) Transcendentalism fuels Thoreauvian civil disobedience, 2) Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience has mystical, moral, political, and practical dimensions and involves 

both theory and action, and 3) there exists a “Thoreauvian political triad” that 

encompasses principled action, civil disobedience, and peaceable revolution. 

Ultimately, I draw the following conclusions: 1) to understand fully “Civil 

Disobedience,” one must reread it from a literary Transcendentalist perspective rather 

than viewing it merely as a political tract; and 2) the phrase “action from principle” 

encapsulates the core of Thoreauvian civil disobedience––the combination of 

Transcendentalist Principles and the corresponding political actions. 

 

 

 

Keywords: “Civil Disobedience”; “Resistance to Civil Government”; Henry David 

Thoreau; New England philosophy; Transcendentalism; Transcendentalist; Ralph 

Waldo Emerson; Essays; the Over-Soul; Self-Reliance. 
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Chapter 1  

Introduction 

In this thesis, I interpret Henry David Thoreau’s political essay “Civil 

Disobedience” from a literary perspective using a Transcendentalist approach derived 

from Emersonian Transcendentalist philosophy. Describing how Thoreau applies 

Transcendentalist Principles––the Over-Soul, Inner divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-

Reliance––to his conception of civil disobedience, I contend that “Civil 

Disobedience” does not merely contain a political dimension; it is a political essay 

based on the tenets of the nineteenth-century New England philosophy: 

Transcendentalism. Only by examining “Civil Disobedience” through the lens of 

Transcendentalism can one accurately understand its political message. 

1.1 General Background and Information 

First, I adopt an approach based on Emersonian Transcendentalism because 

Ralph Waldo Emerson is the most iconic representative of the Transcendental 

Movement. His First & Second Series of Essays, produced when he was at the height 

of his writerly powers (Packer 138), embody the essence of Transcendentalism and 

serve as an ideal and firm cornerstone for building a theory of Transcendentalism. 

Second, I use “Civil Disobedience” as a key text, since in it, Thoreau narrates and 

reflects on the night he spent incarcerated in Middlesex County Jail in July of 1846 

for refusing to pay a $1.50 Massachusetts poll tax (Carton 107). Originally entitled 

“Resistance to Civil Government” (1849), the essay has become known worldwide as 

“Civil Disobedience,” the title it was given in an 1866 posthumous collection of 

Thoreau’s writings (Gross 1). Offering a principled justification for Thoreau’s 
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conscientious refusal to comply with immoral laws, “Civil Disobedience” has entered 

the political lexicon and “made its mark on history through its influence on twentieth-

century movements” (Gross 2). It served, for example, as a reference point for both 

Mohandas Gandhi’s nonviolent resistance against the British Raj in India and Martin 

Luther King Jr.’s Civil Rights campaigns in the United States (Taylor 3). 

1.2 Defining Concept 

Before proceeding with my discussion of Thoreauvian civil disobedience, I need 

to define an important concept, Transcendentalism. H. C. Goddard assigns two 

different meanings to the term transcendental (1). First, in the philosophical field, it 

refers to a branch of the eighteenth-century German Idealism associated with 

Immanuel Kant’s transcendental philosophy, a strictly metaphysical and purely 

theoretical discourse. Second, in the literary field, it refers to the nineteenth-century 

New England intellectual movement centered on Emerson, a more flexible, fluid, and 

untheorized philosophy. I use the second meaning in this study; it places Thoreau 

within the literary and philosophical background of his milieu. According to the 

definition embraced by Goddard, Robert D. Habich, Robert C. Nowatzki, and Russell 

Goodman, Transcendentalism was an American literary, philosophical, religious and 

political movement of the early nineteenth century (Goddard 196; Habich and 

Nowatzki 89; Goodman). The importance of specifying the definition will, I hope, 

become obvious in the following analysis and discussion. 

1.3 Literature Review 

    Though popular among activists and reformers, for many years Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” received mostly critical readings from scholars, partly due to 

prevailing “split images of” Thoreau as “a natural writer and a political thinker” 

(Mariotti 4). In the academic world, “Civil Disobedience” has usually fallen into the 
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hands of the political scholars, who, for the most part, have treated it uncongenially 

(Taylor 1). Some attack Thoreauvian civil disobedience for its illegality (Zinn 24), 

some doubt its practicality (Arendt 60), and some devalue its effectiveness (Rawls 

320). More recent scholarship, however, has tried to reestablish the text’s political 

significance (Cavell 84). In general, political theorists tend to diminish Thoreau as a 

second-rate thinker and regard “Civil Disobedience” as a conceptually disorganized 

rather than academically significant political theory. Although a large body of 

literature exists on Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience,” scholars have devoted 

surprisingly little attention to the link between Transcendentalism and Thoreauvian 

civil disobedience. In literary criticism, several studies include hints of 

Transcendentalist interpretations of Thoreauvian civil disobedience: some connect it 

with Emersonianism (Gura 225; Buell 257; Taylor 56); some believe it exemplifies 

Transcendentalist beliefs and actions (Packer 191; Johnston 319; Powell 174); and 

some equate it with the law of conscience (Harding 207; Madden 97; von Frank 96). 

In different ways, these literary critics acknowledge the relationship between 

Transcendentalism and “Civil Disobedience.” 

1.4 Research Niche 

    I appreciate that these critics approach the text differently than traditional 

political studies; nonetheless, their papers focus mostly on other issues, mentioning 

the connection between Transcendentalism and Thoreauvian civil disobedience in a 

few passing sentences without providing detailed textual evidence or specifying the 

connections between the two concepts. For example, some critics mention the 

influence of Emerson but do not articulate the ways or to what degree Emersonian 

thought inflects Thoreau’s text. When critics claim, “Thoreau applied the 

Transcendentalist principles” (Powell 174) or Thoreau “carried out the spiritual 
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principle of Transcendentalism” to its “socio-political conclusions” (Johnstone 315), 

what principles are they referring to? Moreover, how does Thoreau enact these ideas 

politically? Merely via conscience? What is more, is conscience equal to Thoreauvian 

civil disobedience (Harding 207)? Insufficiently addressed or unsolved, these 

questions encourage me to explore this topic in greater depth to determine what 

broader possibilities may present themselves. 

1.5 Research Purpose 

Unlike political scholars, who ignore the role of Transcendentalist philosophy in 

“Civil Disobedience,” and literary scholars, who simply mention the connection 

between Thoreauvian civil disobedience and Transcendentalism, this thesis details the 

ways Transcendentalist Principles manifest in Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.” 

Applying four principles that I derive from Emersonian Transcendentalism as 

presented in his Essays, I contend that Thoreau’s belief in Transcendentalist Principles 

– the Over-Soul, Inner Divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-Reliance – prompted him to 

write the essay. Thus, because “Civil Disobedience” substantially embodies 

Transcendentalism, merely regarding it as a political pamphlet from the perspective of 

political science is not entirely accurate. “Civil Disobedience” warrants diverse 

interpretations and, as I contend, the Transcendentalist approach is the most 

persuasive and reasonable. 

1.6 Research Questions 

I aim to examine the relationship between Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” and 

Transcendentalism. My primary research question is: to what extent and in what way 

does New England Transcendentalism inform Thoreauvian civil disobedience? How 

can the text be used to prove that Thoreauvian political ideas resonate with 

Transcendentalism? Besides its salient political aspects, does the essay manifest 
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mystical, religious, or practical Transcendentalist Principles? Is Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience merely theoretical, or does it prescribe concrete action? If it prescribes 

action, what kind of action? Thoreau mentions revolution in “Civil Disobedience,” 

does revolution run contrary to Thoreauvian civil disobedience? 

1.7 Research Value 

In this study, I aim to compensate for the lack of scholarly consideration of the 

link between Thoreau’s political article “Civil Disobedience” and the New England 

philosophy, Transcendentalism. Utilizing four major principles derived from 

Transcendentalism, I combine meticulous and exhaustive textual evidence with 

cogent and reasonable analysis to elucidate how and why a Transcendentalist reading 

is crucial to understanding Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 

1.8 Overview of the Study 

This thesis consists of six chapters. The first chapter provides an overview of the 

entire essay. The second chapter reviews political science and literary scholarship that 

addresses Thoreauvian civil disobedience. The third chapter provides important 

background information, introducing New England Transcendentalism. The fourth 

chapter outlines my analytical approach, detailing the four Transcendentalist 

Principles I extract from Emerson’s Essays: the Over-Soul, Inner Divinity, Anti-

Authority, and Self-Reliance. After establishing this context, the fifth chapter, 

provides a close reading of Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” from the 

Transcendentalist perspective. I examine how the text connects closely with 

Transcendentalism, argue that it is a political work with a Transcendentalist core, and 

propose a theory – the Thoreauvian political triad. The sixth chapter concludes the 

analysis, reaffirming Thoreauvian civil disobedience as a form of political “action 

from principle” (Thoreau 154) specifically based on Transcendentalist principles. 
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Chapter 2  

Split Images of Thoreau: Literature Review 

In this chapter, I investigate three branches of academic research regarding 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience: the general field, the political field, and the literary 

field. I begin the first section with a general appraisal of Thoreau. Outside academic 

circles, people related to civil rights campaigns have treated him and “Civil 

Disobedience” as a source of inspiration, whereas academics have long treated him 

and his work uncongenially. This scholarly disfavor may stem from Thoreau’s 

irreconcilably dichotomous status as both a nature writer and a political thinker, which 

makes him a “problematic figure” (Mariotti 4) and marginalizes Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience in both the political and literary fields. In the second section, I trace 

scholarly views of Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” from the 1960s to the 2010s, 

revealing the shifts in academic focus – from legality to practicality to compatibility 

with individualism – over time. In the third section, I examine how literary scholars 

discuss Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience,” focusing particularly on how they connect 

Transcendentalism to Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 

2.1 Discussion of Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience in General 

In this section, I review and evaluate both academic and non-academic views of 

Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.” In general, reformers have revered the text while 

scholars have mostly diminished it. This discrepancy may have resulted from 

Thoreau’s “split images” (Mariotti 4) that he is a nature writer and political thinker at 

the same time, which ultimately led to the marginalization of “Civil Disobedience” in 

both the literary and political fields. 
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2.1.1  Outside Academic Circles: Thoreau, a Giant in Civil Rights Campaigns 

Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” gained attention among political activists in the 

early twentieth century. As Bob Pepperman Taylor points out in The Routledge 

Guidebook to Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience, Leo Tolstoy and Anton Chekhov read the 

essay and recommended it to their friends; Gandhi claimed that Thoreau’s ideas 

greatly influenced his nonviolent resistance against the British Raj in India; Martin 

Luther King Jr. acknowledged that Thoreau’s works were an impetus for his Civil 

Rights campaign in the 1950s and 60s (Taylor 3). These literary and civil rights giants 

recognized the contribution of Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.” 

In light of his importance in protest politics, Thoreau’s reputation among 

scholars is somewhat surprising. As Taylor points out in America’s Bachelor Uncle, 

scholarly reviews have been comparatively few over decades. This academic lacuna 

has two main implications: 1) Thoreau’s importance in popular culture and political 

movements apparently has little correlation with scholarly judgments of the 

intellectual value of his political thought; 2) scholars regard Thoreau’s political 

thought more as a symptom of a problem in the American political tradition than a 

rich, powerful, and helpful resource (Taylor 2). In other words, “Civil Disobedience” 

extended Thoreau’s influence to political and social movements and protests the 

world over, but led him to be less favored by the academic establishment. 

2.1.2  Inside Academic Circles: Thoreau, an Unqualified Political Thinker 

Thoreau’s work has received relatively scarce commentary from political 

theorists, and what attention he has received has not been very friendly (Taylor 1). 

General criticisms of Thoreau’s politics tend to be disdainful and elusive. According 

to Shannon L. Mariotti’s Thoreau’s Democratic Withdrawal, some scholars amplify 

Thoreau’s personality flaws and regard him as unqualified to write about political 
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issues. For example, Philip Abbott claims that Thoreau had a personal crisis that led 

him to reject community; Richard Bridgman declares that Thoreau had psychological 

problems that made his works pessimistic, hostile, depressed, frustrated, and anxious 

(Mariotti 5). Other scholars argue that Thoreau’s idiosyncratic personality limited his 

politics. In Crisis of the Republic, Hannah Arendt contends that Thoreau’s need to act 

out of conscience, which was “unpolitical” (60), restrained him politically. In 

“Thoreau’s Militant Conscience,” Nancy Rosenblum, likewise, describes Thoreau’s 

conscience as rooted in a sense of anger, insignificance, and powerlessness 

(Rosenblum 81) that curtailed his political development. Still others paint Thoreau as 

a hermit who withdrew from politics into nature; for instance, Joel Porte proposes that 

Thoreau’s political dream was a government that would leave him alone and allow 

him to pursue aesthetic experiences in nature (Porte 150). Similarly, in The Machine 

in the Garden, Leo Marx surmises that Thoreau retreated from politics to nature 

because he could not reconcile the contradiction posed by the machine in the garden – 

namely, the juxtaposition of industrial modernity and the pastoral sublime (Marx 

265). Thus, in various ways, critics have generally claimed that Thoreau was not an 

ideal political thinker. 

2.1.3  Split Images of Thoreau: Political Thinker or Nature Writer? 

The scholarly disfavor directed toward Thoreau may have resulted from his 

apparently irreconcilable position as both a nature writer and a political thinker. As 

Mariotti points out, Thoreau is a problematic figure for students of politics: at best, he 

is a marginal member of the political theory canon, known for his civil disobedience; 

at worst, he is a misanthropic, withdrawn hermit who scorned conventional politics 

(3). Mariotti raises a question that often confuses readers of Thoreau: 

How can Thoreau, who withdraws away from Main Street, into woods and 
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huckleberry fields, be conceived of as a political thinker? This question 

captures the conflict between our predominant images of Thoreau (often 

melancholy and misanthropic, a passive dissenter, withdrawing into nature) 

and our most powerful images of politics (a public, intersubjective realm of 

positive action, based on engagement and participation). (4) 

Academic views of Thoreau’s political thought have fallen roughly into two camps: 

those who believe in Thoreau’s political significance and those who do not. The 

former downplay Thoreau’s hermitic propensities and emphasize his participatory 

actions, while the latter see Thoreau more as a nature writer than a political thinker, 

denying his qualification as a political thinker and social commentator altogether 

(Mariotti 4; Taylor 2). 

2.1.4  Double Marginalization: Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” 

Scholarly division regarding Thoreau’s political thought has remained 

remarkably stable over time (Taylor 2), leading to the double-marginalization of 

“Civil Disobedience” in both the literary and political fields. It suffers marginalization 

in literary studies, where the mainstream treats Thoreau as a nature writer, the author 

of Walden, a hermit, and a Transcendentalist. The text also suffers marginalization in 

political studies, where political theorists diminish Thoreau as a second-rate thinker. 

They regard Thoreau as a minor contributor to the idea of civil disobedience, a man 

who offered no systemized political theories; in fact, in the political realm, references 

to civil disobedience are typically to the notion put forth by John Rawls in The Theory 

of Justice (1971), not to the concept developed by Thoreau. This double-

marginalization in literary and political studies further marginalizes Transcendentalist 

readings of Thoreauvian civil disobedience. Political scholars rarely discuss 

Transcendentalism, and literary scholars rarely address civil disobedience. 
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2.2 Discussion of Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience in the Political Field 

Despite its disfavored status in academia, some political scholars still discuss 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience. Critics from different eras focus on different aspects 

of Thoreauvian civil disobedience. Their discourses over the past six decades can be 

divided into four phases: 1) concerns regarding the concept’s compatibility with the 

law in the 1960s; 2) doubts about the concept’s political practicality in the 1970s; 3) 

reestablishment of Thoreauvian political significance from the 1980s to the 1990s; 

and 4) more comprehensive reevaluations of Thoreauvian disobedience from the 

2000s to the 2010s. 

2.2.1  The 1960s: Is It Legal to Engage in Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience? 

In the 1960s, scholarly discussions focused on the legality of Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience. According to Howard Zinn’s Disobedience and Democracy and Hugo 

Adam Bedau’s “Civil Disobedience and Personal Responsibility for Injustice,” two 

specific critics attacked Thoreauvian civil disobedience the most: Abe Fortas, an 

Associate Justice of the Supreme Court, and Erwin N. Griswold, a prominently placed 

legal spokesperson of the day. In 1968, the two sharply attacked the notion of civil 

disobedience and asserted the importance of “law and order” (Zinn 5). Griswold 

writes that it is “illicit to violate otherwise valid laws either as a symbol of protest or 

in the course of protest” (Bedau 50). Fortas claims that “[e]ach of us owes a duty of 

obedience to law” (Zinn 11) and that civil disobedience is “never justifiable” (Zinn 

44) because it is an “act of rebellion, not merely of dissent” (Zinn 53). Fortas even 

suggests that Thoreau’s essay “should not be read as a handbook on political science” 

(Zinn 24). Thus, Griswold and Fortas both staunchly criticized Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience, highlighting what they viewed as its problematic relationship to law and 

order. 
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In response to these arguments, Zinn points out that Fortas’s overemphasis on 

the rule of law might lead to an idolization of law and a society “deaf to the rising 

cries for justice” (Zinn 23). He warns that, without moral philosophy and civil 

disobedience, politics becomes “merely a register of whatever regulations the 

politicians of the time have ordered” (Zinn 24). Bedau likewise disagrees with Fortas 

and Griswold and defends Thoreauvian civil disobedience. He describes “the Fortas-

Griswold theory” as a belief that “a person remote from a social injustice can have 

little or no responsibility for it” (Bedau 52, 53). To combat this idea, Bedau proposes 

embracing “Thoreau’s Principle” that all people are responsible for inflicting certain 

injustices on others unintentionally, unknowingly, or indirectly (58). Bedau points out 

that Thoreau regarded the poll tax as participation in social injustice and the refusal of 

the tax was a protest against “the systematic violation of others’ human rights” (52). 

In short, Bedau contends that Thoreauvian civil disobedience may be legally wrong, 

but morally right. 

2.2.2  The 1970s: Is It Practical to Execute Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience? 

In the 1970s, scholars including Rawls, Arendt, and Stanley Cavell were 

primarily concerned with the practicality of Thoreauvian civil disobedience. As a 

political philosopher who treats civil disobedience as a means of accomplishing 

justice in society, Rawls regards civil disobedience as a “public, nonviolent, 

conscientious yet political act contrary to law usually done with the aim of bringing 

about a change in the law or policies of the government” (320). Rawls’s theory of 

civil disobedience does not include violent actions or private conscientious refusal 

grounded on conscience or religion; thus, for Rawls, Thoreauvian civil disobedience – 

done in private and based on conscience – is not an act of civil disobedience but only 

conscientious refusal. Likewise, Arendt claims that Thoreau’s political philosophy 
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puts too much emphasis on conscience, which she describes as “unpolitical” (60), 

“purely subjective” (62), and difficult to carry out in political reality. In Jack Turner’s 

view, although Rawls and Arendt engage with Thoreau in their own ruminations on 

civil disobedience, in the end, they both denigrate his political significance (Turner 2). 

Contrary to Rawls and Arendt, in The Senses of Walden (1972), Cavell defends 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience as an effective expression of civil disobedience, 

pointing out that Thoreau published the article in public and thus met the requirement 

that Rawls and Arendt stipulate (Cavell 84). 

2.2.3  The 1980s-1990s: Is Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience Important? 

In the 1980s and 1990s, discussions of Thoreauvian civil disobedience continued 

Cavell’s emphasis on Thoreau’s politicization. George Kateb considers Thoreau a 

representative of a new and distinct form of democratic excellence (Kateb 337, 339). 

In The Days of Henry Thoreau (1982), Walter Harding treats “Civil Disobedience” as 

Thoreau’s first political essay, claiming it anticipated a number of other significant 

political works, such as “Slavery in Massachusetts” and the John Brown series (“A 

Plea for Captain John Brown,” “The Last Days of John Brown,” “The Martyrdom of 

John Brown” etc.). Harding writes that Thoreau’s political essays display “a 

progression of increased resistance to the state as an institution” (Harding 418). In 

“Civil Disobedience” (1849), Thoreau’s resistance is polite and consists of merely 

refusing to pay taxes; in “Slavery in Massachusetts” (1854), his resistance includes 

violation of a specific law, namely, the Fugitive Slave Law; and, in “A Plea for 

Captain John Brown” (1859), Thoreau begins to accept the possibility of violence 

(Harding 418). The fact that Thoreau’s attitude toward the use of violence began to 

shift led some critics to accuse him of inconsistency. In “Thoreau’s Radical 

Consistency” (1998), however, Shawn St. Jean defends Thoreau by claiming that he 
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was morally consistent rather than rhetorically consistent. Affirming his political 

significance, Harding and St. Jean helped reestablish Thoreau as a politically 

important thinker. 

2.2.4  The 2000s-2010s: Political and Unpolitical Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience 

From the 2000s to the 2010s, the strict boundary between the political and the 

unpolitical became increasingly blurred, and political scholars started to integrate 

considerations of Thoreau’s hermetic and individualistic side into their analyses. In 

“Standing ‘Aloof’ from the State: Thoreau on Self-Government” (2005), Ruth Lane 

claims that Thoreau provided a theory of individual self-government: “As he has 

brought government to the personal level, so Thoreau brings politics there” (309). For 

Lane, Thoreau was not an anarchist, but a model who exemplified a transition “from 

national self-government (“democracy”) to individual self-government” (302). Lane 

asserts that this individual self-government is “deeply political” (303) because “the 

true frontier of democratic development is within the individual person” (303). 

Praising Thoreauvian civil disobedience in “Quiet War with the State” (2005). Robert 

A. Gross contends that the refusal to pay the poll tax was initially “a symbolic protest 

against a national government” (7) that later transformed into “a personal declaration 

of independence” (8); Gross likens this “active resistance to oppression” (8) to what 

“the founders of Republic” (8) had done. In Thoreau’s Democratic Withdrawal 

(2010), Mariotti suggests that, for Thoreau, being a captain of a huckleberry party in 

“Civil Disobedience” was a way of practicing politics rather than an escape from 

politics (6). Acknowledging that Thoreau was unlikely to lead a mass protest, Mariotti 

suggests that, for Thoreau, daily activities (berry picking) became an alternative 

political practice in pursuit of social change (130-31). In short, in their analyses, Lane, 

Gross, and Mariotti embrace Thoreau’s more hermitic side as a brand of politics. 
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2.2.5  Review of Political Discussions of Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience 

From the 1960s to the 1970s, scholars focused on the legitimacy and practicality 

of Thoreauvian disobedience, giving it a relatively unfriendly treatment. In the 1980s 

and 1990s, however, some scholars began to defend Thoreau as a political thinker, 

attempting to establish his political significance by highlighting his participation in 

politics. From the 2000s to the 2010s, political scholars began to deconstruct the 

dichotomous view of Thoreau as either a political thinker or a naturalist hermit; they 

accepted Thoreau’s withdrawal as a kind of political action. Scholarly evaluations of 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience have thus changed dramatically during the past half-

century. Thoreau has gone from being dismissed as a hermit with an impractical 

philosophy to being viewed as a political writer who engaged in affirmative protest to, 

finally, being acknowledged as a hermetic yet political thinker who embraced an 

idealized brand of civic participation. 

2.3 Discussion of Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience in the Literary Field 

Outside the political arena, literary scholars have engaged in relatively few 

discussions of Thoreauvian civil disobedience. Existing literary explorations fall into 

three categories: 1) those contending that Emerson has a great influence on 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience, 2) those asserting that Thoreauvian civil disobedience 

embodies Transcendentalism, and 3) those insisting that Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience enacts Transcendentalist Higher Law. 

2.3.1  Emersonian Interconnectedness 

Philip F. Gura, Lawrence Buell, and Taylor trace Thoreauvian civil disobedience 

to Emersonianism, emphasizing various Emersonian ideas that, they contended, 

contributed to “Civil Disobedience.” In American Transcendentalism: A History 

(2007), Gura claims that Thoreau “took Emerson’s Romantic individualism to new 
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heights and integrated it practically into ethics” (Gura 225). In The American 

Transcendentalists (2006), Buell asserts that Thoreauvian civil disobedience “applied 

the principles of Emersonian Self-Reliance with a literalness and moral intensity that 

went beyond what even his mentor could then accept” (Buell 257). What Thoreau’s 

mentor – Emerson – could not accept then was Thoreau’s refusal to pay the state tax. 

In fact, in My Friend, My Friend: The Story of Thoreau’s Friendship with Emerson 

(1999), Harmon Smith points out that Emerson disagreed with Thoreau about 

violating the law as a means of protest, denouncing Thoreau’s behavior as “mean and 

skulking, and in bad taste” (Smith 106). Despite their different practical methods, 

Emerson and Thoreau still shared fundamental values; they were so similar to some 

extent that some critics even treat Thoreau as a disciple of Emerson and claim 

“[Thoreau’s] ideas are all borrowed” (Taylor 54). For example, Taylor points out that 

“Civil Disobedience” resembles Emerson’s “Politics,” only differing in that Thoreau 

had “a personal story to tell about ‘resistance to civil government’” (55). In The 

Routledge Guidebook to Thoreau’s Civil Disobedience (2015), however, Taylor 

defends Thoreau, contending that his “originality is in the blending” (56) of some 

political ideas and opinions “found in others’ earlier works” (56) and his own 

incarceration experience, thereby making his essay unique and able to “resonate with 

a much wider audience” (56) than Emerson’s “Politics.” Taylor does not amplify or 

diminish Emerson’s influence on Thoreau but impartially points out that the two were 

“thinkers and writers [who grew] within an intellectual and artistic milieu, and all 

[borrowed] ideas that can be traced to others” (56). In short, critics have different 

opinions regarding Emerson’s influence on Thoreauvian civil disobedience: Gura 

acknowledges the presence of Emersonian individualism; Buell sees hints of 

Emersonian Self-Reliance; Taylor contends that Emerson and Thoreau influenced 

each other. All agree that the two writers’ political ideas and writings interconnect. 
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2.3.2  Enacting the Transcendentalist Doctrines 

Barbara L. Packer, Christopher Lyle Johnstone, and Jennifer Powell affirm the 

role of the Transcendentalist principles in Thoreauvian civil disobedience and 

highlight the link between these principles and politically practical actions. In The 

Transcendentalists (2007), Packer points out that, the idealistic Transcendentalists 

always had trouble bridging “the gap between principle and action” (191). However, 

she maintains that Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” shows that, as long as people are 

willing to maintain the correct principles, the like-minded among them could create a 

new world (Packer 191). During the 1840s, the Transcendentalists “often felt as if 

they were outside the mainstream of human activity” (237), but the political 

indignities of the early 1850s “confirmed Emerson and Thoreau in their sense that 

they had been right to insist on private integrity before all else” (231). They believed 

that only through individual rectitude could citizens fight against and overcome “the 

stupidity of government or the immorality of law” (231). Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” and the participation of many Transcendentalists in antislavery 

activities exemplify such morally upright behavior. In “Thoreau and Civil 

Disobedience: A Rhetorical Paradox” (1974), Johnstone points out that Thoreauvian 

civil disobedience followed “the spiritual principles of Transcendentalism to their 

socio-political conclusions” (315) and that Thoreau “transformed a moral obligation 

into a form of revolutionary political action” (319) – an action compatible with and 

extending from Transcendentalist principles. Likewise, in “Civil Disobedience and the 

Democratic Review” (2002), Powell contends that Thoreau “applied 

Transcendentalist principles in response to the growing debate over slavery in the 

Union” (174). She also claims that the Transcendentalists’ insistence on “direct action 

in order to bring about social change” (177) could be one of the factors that led to the 

outbreak of the Civil War. In short, Packer, Johnstone, and Powell reaffirm the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.ENG.001.2018.A09

30 

importance of Transcendentalism in the formation of Thoreauvian civil disobedience, 

insisting that the Transcendentalists enacted these spiritual doctrines in their time. 

2.3.3  A Higher Law That Matters 

Edward H. Madden, Albert J. von Frank, and Walter Harding contend that 

Thoreau incorporates the core of the Transcendentalist Higher Law into the concept of 

civil disobedience. In The Days of Henry Thoreau, Harding elaborates the link 

between Higher Law and Thoreauvian civil disobedience as follows: 

“Civil Disobedience” is Thoreau’s most powerful and most influential 

political essay. Its fundamental principle is the Transcendentalist one that 

there is a higher law than civil law – the law of conscience – and that 

when these laws are in conflict, it is the citizen’s duty to obey the voice of 

God within rather than that of civil authority without. (Harding 207) 

In other words, Higher Law can be interpreted as conscience, which, Harding believes 

to be the core value of Thoreauvian civil disobedience. In Civil Disobedience and 

Moral Law in Nineteenth-Century American Philosophy (1968), Madden equates the 

Transcendentalist tenet with Higher Law and claims that “Thoreau pushed the 

transcendental doctrine to its most extreme position, far beyond what the other 

followers of the High Law were willing to claim” (Madden 97). For example, even 

though he adhered to Transcendentalism, Emerson did not appreciate Thoreau’s 

intentional violation of civil law. In The Trials of Anthony Burns: Freedom and 

Slavery in Emerson’s Boston (1998), von Frank highlights the contribution of 

Transcendentalist Higher Law to abolitionism, claiming that the abolitionists’ belief in 

Higher Law “drew significantly from Transcendentalism” (von Frank 96). In short, 

these critics confirm that Transcendentalist Higher Law is a crucial component of 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.ENG.001.2018.A09

31 

2.4 Review of the Literary Discussion of Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience 

Despite the relative scarcity of literary scholarship on Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” from a Transcendentalist perspective, some scholars connect the two in 

their research. Gura, Buell, and Taylor argue that Emerson’s Transcendentalist ideas –

his notions of individualism and Self-Reliance, and, his political opinions – 

contributed to Thoreau’s concept of civil disobedience. Regarding the enactment of 

Transcendentalist doctrines, Packer, Johnstone, and Powell assert that Thoreau’s faith 

in Transcendentalism inspired him to act. Packer argues that Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” demonstrates how a Transcendentalist bridges the gap between 

principle and action; Johnson views civil disobedience as a form of political action 

stemming from Transcendentalist principles; Powell believes that the 

Transcendentalists’ insistence on action led to the Civil War. These critics affirm that 

enacting Transcendentalist ideals was crucial for Thoreau. Madden, von Frank, and 

Harding assert the importance of Higher Law in Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 

Harding sees Higher Law as the law of conscience; Madden treats Higher Law as the 

core of Transcendentalist principle; von Frank insists that the abolitionists’ faith in 

Higher Law came from Transcendentalism. In short, in various ways, these scholars 

link Transcendentalism with Thoreauvian civil disobedience, even though most of 

them only refer to it in passing without specifically clarifying the connections or 

offering detailed textual analyses. Nevertheless, they still point out approaches to 

Thoreauvian disobedience that do not merely frame it in terms of politics, and I 

believe their concepts warrant further investigation in this dissertation.  
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Chapter 3  

The New England Philosophy: Transcendentalism 

A product of its own specific religious and social conditions (Barbour 1), 

Transcendentalism was a uniquely American philosophical and religious movement 

that flourished from the 1830s through the 1860s and manifested itself in uniform 

ways (Habich and Nowatzki 89). Due to its elusiveness, defining Transcendentalism 

is a challenge for anyone attempting to cope seriously with the task of writing about it 

(Koster 1). Those associated with Transcendentalism were pressed to define the term 

in their own time. Emerson called it “Idealism as it exists in 1842” (Habich and 

Nowatzki 89). William Henry Channing labeled it “a vague yet exalting conception of 

the godlike nature of the human spirit” (Habich and Nowatzki 89). Octavius Brooks 

Frothingham described it as “a distinct philosophical system that was essentially 

poetical (Frothingham 136, 138). In Emerson Handbook, Frederic Ives Carpenter 

defines it as “a reassertion of the mystical basis of all religion” and was therefore 

“primarily religious rather than philosophical” (128-29). Beneath these diverse 

interpretations lay a belief in the “immanence of God in man” (Goddard 122) – that 

the human soul can communicate directly with the divine. This belief leads to other 

important Transcendentalist tenets including: 

the doctrine of self-reliance and individualism, the identity of moral and 

physical laws, the essential unity of all religions, complete tolerance, the 

negative nature of evil, absolute optimism, disregard for all external 

authority and tradition. (Goddard 4) 

These recurring ideas permeated Transcendentalist works and “made a lasting 

impression on the American character” (Hochfield 35). Donald N. Koster even claims 
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that Transcendentalism set the tone – intellectual, moral, and spiritual – for an entire 

generation of Americans, and its impact “can be felt even to the present day” (Koster 

1). Transcendentalist ideas about, for example, “self-reliance, the beauty of nature, 

and the importance of principled living” (Habich and Nowatzki 90) continue to 

inspire contemporary readers. 

3.1 The Transcendental Club and the Transcendentalists 

This section provides background about the Transcendentalists and describes the 

formation of the Transcendental Club. The Transcendentalists were a group of 

nineteenth-century New England intellectuals with ties to Harvard College, 

Unitarianism, and German Idealism. Through their regular meetings for theological, 

philosophical, and literary discussions, they came to be known, collectively, as the 

Transcendental Club. 

3.1.1  The Transcendentalists 

Active in the mid-nineteenth-century New England, the Transcendentalists were 

liberal thinkers from pedigreed families of greater Boston; many had ties to the 

Unitarian1 church or many were also graduates of Harvard University, and most of 

them had a distinct philosophical bent toward German Idealism. In Smith’s words, 

they were “Unitarian ministers, literary radicals and others with progressive leanings” 

(Smith 29). Emerson served as the “spokesman of Transcendentalism” (Koster 1). 

According to Gura, the Transcendentalists can be divided chronologically into two 

generations. Active from the 1830s to the 1840s, the first-generation 

Transcendentalists – Emerson, Thoreau, and many others2 – remain the movement’s 

                                                       
1 According to Oxford English Dictionary, the term Unitarian refers to a “person who asserts the unity 

of God and rejects the doctrine of the Trinity.” Or, more specifically, a “member of a Church or 

religious body maintaining this belief and typically rejecting formal dogma in favor of a rationalist and 

inclusivist approach to belief” (OED). 
2 According to Gura’s American Transcendentalism, the first-generation Transcendentalists included: 

i) Unitarian clergymen: Orestes Brownson, William Henry Channing, James Freeman Clarke, 
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best-known representatives for contributing classic Transcendentalist works such as 

Nature and Walden. Active from the 1840s to the 1860s, the second-generation 

Transcendentalists included Frothingham and others3 who contributed historical 

biographies, criticism, and analyses. The two generations of Transcendentalists not 

only complemented each other in terms of literary contributions but also shared 

similar values. Gura reiterates Noah Porter’s notion that the Transcendentalists were 

alike “in their intellectual and moral dispositions, [and] their favorite philosophical 

and literary sympathies” (Gura 6) and therefore their “modes of thought and 

expression” (Gura 6) possessed a “strong family likeness” (Gura 6). This family-like 

connection naturally led them to form a cadre: the Transcendental Club. 

3.1.2  The Transcendental Club 

Initiated by Emerson, the Transcendental Club was an ever-shifting and open-

ended group of like-minded people who conducted occasional meetings between 1836 

and 1848, engaged in conversation, and shared inspiration (Gura 5; Cabot 249; Smith 

90). Like-minded as they were, they had different ideas about the name of their group. 

Some participants were uncomfortable with the term Transcendental, believing it 

implied “transcending common-sense, airy, flighty, ideal” (Goddard 6) in an 

uncomplimentary sense. Nonetheless, as Carpenter, Packer, and Goddard explain, the 

Transcendentalists eventually accepted the moniker with cheerful defiance. In 

“Transcendentalism,” Carpenter describes the Transcendentalists’ change in attitude 

regarding this label: “If Transcendentalism seemed sometimes vague and immaterial, 

                                                       
Christopher Cranch, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Frederic Henry Hedge, Theodore Parker, George Ripley, 

Cyrus Bartol, Charles Timothy Brooks, John Sullivan Dwight, Convers Francis, William Henry 

Furness, William B. Greene, Samuel Robbins, Caleb Stetson, and Thomas T. Stone.  

ii) Prominent women: Elizabeth Peabody, Sophia Ripley, and Margaret Fuller.  

iii) Emerson’s protégés: Henry David Thoreau, Jones Very, William Ellery Channing, Charles King 

Newcomb and Charles Stearns Wheeler. 
3 The second generation of Transcendentalists included David Wasson, John Weiss, Samuel Johnson, 

Samuel Longfellow, Moncure Conway, Octavius Brooks Frothingham, Thomas Wentworth Higginson, 

and Franklin Sanborn. 
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it also seemed sometimes revolutionary and practical” (Carpenter 23). They were 

proud to be seen as revolutionary; they wanted to be “the renewers of spiritual life” 

(Packer 48) and the “prophet[s] and preacher[s]” (Goddard 196) who “exemplified 

their doctrines in pure and noble lives” (Goddard 199). In being transcendental, they 

regarded themselves as model revolutionary intellectuals. 

Some participants also took issue with the term Club, claiming they were like-

minded rather than same-minded (Smith 29). For example, James Freeman Clarke 

asserted: “No two thought alike” (Gura 5); Frederic Henry Hedge claimed that they 

did not agree in all opinions but merely “in spirit” (Smith 29). Still, Gura, Packer, 

Smith, Habich and Nowatzki describe the Transcendental Club as a “loose 

confederation” (Gura 5; Habich and Nowatzki 90) and a “coterie affair” (Packer 48) 

that stably enabled the Transcendentalists to develop brilliant “idea[s], plan[s], or 

project[s]” (Smith 31). The existence of the club and the efforts of the 

Transcendentalists served as the foundation for Transcendentalism. 

3.2 New England Transcendentalism 

According to Goodman, Transcendentalism was an American literary, political, 

and philosophical movement of the early nineteenth century, centered on Emerson. 

Frothingham claims that Transcendentalism received less attention in other countries 

but blossomed in and influenced daily American life: 

In Germany and France, there was a transcendental philosophy . . . but it 

never affected society in its organized institutions or practical interests. In 

old England, this philosophy influenced poetry and art, but left the daily 

existence of men and women untouched. But in New England, the ideas 

entertained by the foreign thinkers took root in the native soil and 

blossomed out in every form of social life. (Frothingham 105) 
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Goddard, Kenneth Walter Cameron, Carpenter, and Martin S. Day all agree that, 

unlike its counterparts in other countries, New England Transcendentalism had 

multiple dimensions. Goddard defines Transcendentalism as “a literary movement, a 

philosophy, and a religion all in one” (196). Cameron describes it as “a warm and 

intuitional religious, aesthetic, philosophical and ethical movement” (2). In 

“Transcendentalism,” Carpenter claims it was a four-faceted movement that integrated 

Kantian philosophy, Puritan religion, practical social reform, and an American literary 

renaissance (24). In “Renaissance in New England,” Day insists that 

Transcendentalism derived its central ideas from Puritan New England, romanticism, 

Neo-Platonism, German idealistic philosophers, and Oriental mystical writings (81-

82). From these descriptions, I select four crucial dimensions – the religious, the 

philosophical, the literary, and the political – to elucidate the various dimensions of 

Transcendentalism. The product of a specific time and place, Transcendentalism was 

more than a singular event; it was a movement that, at its core, combined the Puritan 

religion, a label from and affinity for Kantian philosophy, a renaissance in American 

literature, and a political ethos that overlapped with abolitionism. 

3.2.1  Transcendentalism in Religion 

Regarding whether Puritanism or German philosophy exerted more influence on 

the formation of New England Transcendentalism, Carpenter insists that the 

Transcendentalists “developed the religious idealism of their Puritan past primarily 

and only borrowed the forms and phrases of German thought secondarily” (26). 

Indeed, Transcendentalism’s origins were religious. Most of the Transcendentalists 

were “men of religion, both by training and by temperament” (Carpenter 26) and over 

half of them were Unitarian clergymen. The salient characteristics – a practical 

attitude, a simplified lifestyle, and a moral disposition – of seventeenth-century 
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Puritans persisted in their nineteenth-century descendants, the New England 

Transcendentalists. 

3.2.1.1 The Seventeenth-Century Puritan Forbearers 

Puritanism exerted a significant influence on Transcendentalism. Goddard claims 

that the Transcendentalists “were Puritans to the core” (188). According to the Oxford 

English Dictionary, Puritan specifically refers to “a group of English Protestants of 

the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who regarded the Reformation of the 

Church under Elizabeth I as incomplete and sought to simplify and regulate forms of 

worship” (OED); more generally, the term Puritan also refers to individuals “with 

censorious moral beliefs” (OED). Goddard claims that the most visible Puritan 

features of Transcendentalism were “the sincerity, the purity, the moral heroism, the 

noble and unselfish adherence to an ideal” (189). Summarizing these notions, I 

identify three salient characteristics of Puritanism: 1) practicality, 2) simplicity, and 3) 

morality. First, Puritans believed in practical action. They pursued better lives by 

sailing to an unknown land; after reaching America, their practicality enabled them to 

survive and prosper within a short time. Second, Puritans favored simplicity. They not 

only wanted to purify rituals but also to eliminate excess in all areas of life (clothing, 

food, entertainment, etc.). Third, Puritans emphasized personal morality. They aimed 

to demonstrate virtue by behaving morally, working hard, and living moderately. In 

short, the seventeenth-century Puritan ancestors of the Transcendentalists embraced 

practicality, simplicity, and morality. 

3.2.1.2 The Nineteenth-Century Puritan Transcendentalists 

Two hundred years later, the Puritan emphasis on living a practical, simplified, 

and moral life still influenced the Transcendentalists. First, despite how apparently 

impractical they were, almost all the Transcendentalists had stable incomes to support 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.ENG.001.2018.A09

39 

themselves. According to Packer, in order to “speak truth habitually” (101), they 

acquired “not only a tough soul but also a steady income” (101). Emerson was a 

lecturer; Thoreau was a surveyor; Peabody owned a bookshop, and Brownson was a 

writer and an editor for a quarterly review (Packer 101). They were not unrealistic and 

quixotic idealists who shirked their worldly responsibilities; instead, they tried to 

balance the spiritual and material in practical ways. Second, the Transcendentalists 

advocated simplicity. The best example was Alcott Bronson’s Fruitland community 

experiment, which forbade animal products (meat, fish, butter, cheese, eggs, milk), 

imported goods (tea, coffee, syrup, rice), and goods produced from slave-labor 

(cotton). By eliminating all unnecessary goods, the Fruitlanders showed their 

willingness to live a simpler life. Third, the Transcendentalists were moral and eager 

to undertake conscientious action to improve society. For example, Thoreau, Parker, 

and Emerson advocated abolitionism; Fuller and Sophia Ripley championed women’s 

rights; Alcott and Peabody pioneered educational reform (Habich and Nowatzki 90). 

In embracing practicality, simplicity, and morality, the Transcendentalists resembled 

their ancestors. Van Wyck Brooks connects them precisely: “They had returned, on 

another level, to the mental habits of their Pilgrim forbears” (Brooks 187; Koster 12). 

3.2.1.3 Puritan Heritage as the Indigenous Influence 

While many critics believe that the ideas of the New England Transcendentalist 

were “importations, not native American growths” (Miller 64), Goddard, Perry Miller, 

and George Willis Cooke insist that Transcendentalism’s Puritan legacy was 

indigenously American. Goddard writes: “The Puritan blood was still within their 

veins. Transcendentalism was a gospel” (191). In the introduction to The Poets of 

Transcendentalism, Cooke argues that it would be “unjust to regard it as an 

importation from Europe” (3) because, she asserts, “Transcendentalism was native to 
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America” (3): its features “had been in the American mind for generations, perhaps 

from the first coming of the Puritans” (Cooke 3). Likewise, Miller claims that the 

“Puritan effort” to confront “divinity in the physical universe” (3) was the root of the 

Transcendentalist soul. Regarding the connection between Puritan heritage and 

Transcendentalism, Goddard concludes explicitly: “They were Puritan to the core. 

This . . . was the signally American contribution to transcendentalism” (188). 

3.2.2  Transcendentalism in Philosophy 

According to Goddard, the word transcendental has been used in two distinct 

senses: the first is more philosophical and refers to the eighteenth-century Kantian 

discourse; the second is more popular and refers to the nineteenth-century New 

England movement centered on Emerson. German Idealism, represented by Immanuel 

Kant, highlights the importance of mind, consciousness, and self-knowledge. The 

New England Transcendentalists adapted this German philosophy to create a new and 

distinctly New England philosophy of their own. 

3.2.2.1 Root: German Idealism 

Transcendentalism is linked with German Idealism – especially Kantian 

transcendental philosophy – for two reasons. First, the Transcendentalists had such “a 

distinct philosophical bent toward German Idealism” (Gura 5) that Emerson even 

once defined Transcendentalism as “Idealism as it appears in 1842” (Koster 2). 

Second, Kant was the first to link the word transcendental to a philosophy (Koster 8). 

For these reasons, Transcendentalism is usually linked with Kantian philosophy. 

According to Paul Guyer and Rolf-Peter Horstmann, Idealism consists of two 

fundamental concepts: consciousness and self-knowledge. First, consciousness is the 

foundation of reality; the mental apparatus (the mind, spirit, reason, will) is the 

ultimate foundation of all reality. Second, proponents of Idealism believe that 
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everything that we can know about this mind-independent reality is permeated by the 

creative, formative, or constructive activities of the mind, which means that all forms 

of knowledge must be considered forms of self-knowledge. In other words, Idealists 

believe that the mental world is the foundation of the physical world. Kant and other4 

leaders of the eighteenth-century German Idealism movement “championed the 

inherent powers of the human mind” (Gura 6). By integrating the term transcendental 

into philosophical discourse, Kant contributed the most. Kantian transcendental 

philosophy was a systematic exposition of the nature of the a priori knowledge that 

space and time are natural to the human mind and prior to the experience of the 

physical senses (Koster 9). The distinction German Idealism drew between the 

physical world and the mental world and the emphasis it placed on consciousness and 

self-knowledge exerted significant influence on the New England Transcendentalists. 

3.2.2.2 Fruit: New England Transcendental Philosophy 

Planted in New England soil, the seed of German philosophy produced distinctly 

American fruit, New England Transcendentalism. According to Day, “while the very 

label of the movement comes from the Germans, the American Transcendentalists 

paid little heed to the complexities of German metaphysics” (82). Likewise, in 

“Transcendentalism,” Carpenter points out that, since the name Transcendental had 

long been associated with Kant, many historians of philosophy have sought to 

“identify New England Transcendentalism with Kantianism” (24). However, 

Carpenter determines that Emerson did not express any theoretical or practical 

identification with Kantianism and that Emerson derived Transcendentalism only 

from a “diluted form of Kant’s philosophy,” (24) as interpreted by Samuel Taylor 

                                                       
4 A group of eighteenth-century philosophers gave rise to German Idealism: Immanuel Kant with 

Critique of Pure Reason (1781), Johann Fichte with Foundations of Transcendental Philosophy (1796), 

Friedrich Schelling with System of Transcendental Idealism (1798), and Georg Hegel with The 

Phenomenology of Spirit (1806). 
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Coleridge and Thomas Carlyle. In fact, most of the Transcendentalists were not 

interested in the strictly philosophical sense of the term, and they only borrowed 

“forms and phrases of German thought” (Carpenter 26) instead of seeing themselves 

as official disciples of German Idealism. 

The New England Transcendentalists used the term Transcendental in a flexible 

way, connoting various other terms including “innate, original, universal, a priori, 

[and] intuitive” (Goddard 3). In their lifetimes, Transcendentalism was considered 1) 

“a way of perceiving the world, centered on individual consciousness rather than on 

external fact” (Gura 8) and 2) “a doctrine concerning the mind, [about] its ways of 

acting and methods of getting knowledge” (Goddard 4). The Transcendentalists built 

their philosophy on the basis of these notions about consciousness and the mind. In 

short, New England Transcendentalism’s elastic links with German Idealism concern 

the term transcendental and a shared emphasis on the mental world; in a strictly 

theoretical sense, however, Transcendentalism deviated from its German antecedent. 

3.2.3  Transcendentalism in Literature 

In literature, Transcendentalism has been viewed as part of the broader Romantic 

Movement (Koster 8). Starting in Europe, Romanticism was a “reaction against the 

materialism and ordinariness of modern life, particularly the Industrial Revolution and 

the Enlightenment” (Habich and Nowatzki 69). Habich and Nowatzki associate the 

promotion of individualism, the celebration of nature, and opposition to reason, logic, 

and empirical observation with Romanticism, and they assert that these beliefs and 

doubts share features with those of Transcendentalism (69). To many critics, 

Transcendentalism was “the American tributary of European Romanticism” (Koster 

2). However, the New England Transcendentalists regarded British authors as more 

essential mentors to them than authors from continental Europe. 
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3.2.3.1 Root: British Romantic Literature 

Among British Romantic authors, Coleridge and Carlyle had the most significant 

influence on New England Transcendentalism. The distinction Coleridge drew 

between Reason and Understanding offered a solution to the spiritual dilemma the 

Unitarian-Transcendentalist writers confronted. Coleridge sees Reason as a 

supersensuous and intuitive power, the source of morality and the highest levels of 

intellection; meanwhile, in his view, Understanding is the humbler servant that works 

by combining and comparing ideas derived from sensation and helps people reflect 

and generalize – equivalent to Science or Knowledge (Packer 24; Koster 10). 

According to Packer, many of the Unitarian-Transcendentalists wanted to 

simultaneously maintain the “values of tolerance and rational inquiry” (24) and the 

“hunger for contact with the transcendent” (25); the potential conflicts between these 

two impulses bothered them. However, embracing Coleridge’s notion that Reason and 

Understanding are compatible intellectual functions enabled them to continue their 

quest for physical and spiritual truth. 

Carlyle’s significance stems from his translations of German thought, a 

composition of Carlylean philosophy, and the encouragement he gave academics. 

First, as a translator, Carlyle’s translations of Goethe and essays about German 

Romantic Idealism provided “tremendous stimulus to American Transcendentalism” 

(Koster 10). Second, as an author, Carlyle accentuates the ideas of self-culture (Packer 

35), wonder in nature (Koster 10), and “the everlasting NOW” (Koster 10), which 

resonated with the New England Transcendentalists, especially Emerson, who 

articulates a similar view in Nature. Finally, as a mentor, Carlyle encouraged men of 

letters to fulfill their duty: “Literary Men are the appointed interpreters of [the] Divine 

Idea (the intuitive wisdom)” (Packer 35). Packer claims that Carlyle identified writers’ 

revelation of “their own spiritual struggle” (35) as their most important acts; she 
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highlights Carlyle’s belief that the best way for literary men to contribute to their 

communities was by “simply recording faithfully what they thought and felt” (Packer 

35). Packer asserts that this notion “kindled all honest hearts” (35) of the New 

England Transcendentalists, who mostly remained productive writers and loyal 

interpreters of the divine during their lives. 

3.2.3.2 Fruit: Transcendentalist Prose and the American Literary Renaissance 

The Transcendentalists typically wrote prose and they published in periodicals; 

the prodigious rigor of their work eventually led their age to be called the American 

Literary Renaissance. The Transcendentalists were good at prose, and their various 

prose styles enriched the American literary world. According to Packer, Clarke’s 

generous enthusiasm, Brownson’s fierce logic, Fuller’s feminist scorn, Parker’s 

indignation, Thoreau’s precision, Emerson’s oracular pronouncements, and Alcott’s 

vaporous apothegms, all helped develop American prose from the didactic Unitarian 

style of the 1820s and 1830s to a “sharper, tougher, more powerful” (Packer 128) one. 

They “polished [the language] for use and kept it ready to hand” (Packer 128). 

These great works of American prose were mostly published in periodicals. 

Periodicals not only served as platforms for authors, editors, and readers5 but also 

witnessed the peak years of the Transcendental Movement. Packer comments: 

The nearly ten years spanned by the main Transcendentalist periodicals – 

the Western Messenger (1835-41), the Boston Quarterly Review (1838-44), 

and The Dial (1841-4) – were the formative and maturing years of the 

movement itself. (Packer 128) 

                                                       
5 To beginning authors like Thoreau, magazines offered the pleasure of seeing works quickly in print 

and the opportunity to experiment with forms and ideas. To editors and major contributors, periodicals 

afforded the stimulus of deadlines, the excitement of working with the like-minded, and the sense of 

what the profession of letters was like. To New Englander readers, the periodicals provided a forum for 

the free expression of ideas. (Packer 95, 128) 
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Due to their literary enthusiasm, the Transcendentalists published and contributed to 

various periodicals.6 The most renowned was The Dial, which featured papers on 

theology, philosophy, art, music, and literature (Goddard 37, 196) and, for many, came 

to epitomize the Transcendentalist literary achievement (Habich and Nowatzki 90; 

Koster 25; Packer 128). The Transcendentalists’ literary fertility and experimentation 

made their era “one of the most productive” (Smith 3) in American literary history. 

Emerson had completed and published Essays and Thoreau had begun work on 

Walden. In 1941, F. O. Matthiessen famously defined this period as an American 

Literary Renaissance and, although the term came to be used more broadly, Emerson 

and the Transcendentalists remain paradigmatic of the entire period. 

3.2.4  Transcendentalism in Politics 

Although apparently solitary and aloof, the Transcendentalists were not 

“oblivious of the world about them” (Goddard 15). They wanted to “translate their 

philosophy into practice” (Goddard 15) in diverse ways, including through reform 

movements. The Transcendentalists’ political participation included two self-initiated 

community-projects, Brook Farm and Fruitland, and two dominant national causes, 

the abolitionist movement and the Civil War. 

3.2.4.1 Brook Farm and Fruitland 

                                                       
6 According to Donald N. Koster’s “Transcendental Journals and the Transcendentalist Aesthetic” in 

Transcendentalism in America, the other periodicals related to the Transcendental Movement included: 

i) The Present (1843-1844), founded by William Henry Channing, a periodical of philosophy; 

ii) The Phalanx (1843-1845), edited by Albert Brisbane to spread the doctrine of Fourierism; 

iii) Harbinger (1845-1849), published as a weekly newspaper by the Brook Farm; 

iv) The Massachusetts Quarterly Review (1847-1850), edited by Theodore Parker, chiefly interested in 

science, history, philosophy, and it espoused the cause of abolition; 

v) Spirit of the Age (1849-1850), a second unsuccessful try by W. H. Channing in New York; 

vi) Aesthetic Papers (1849), a very promising new journal that failed after publishing only a single 

issue, edited by Elizabeth Peabody. Ironically, it contained some of the most widely reprinted essays 

ever written, including Thoreau’s “Resistance to Civil Government,” Hawthorne’s “Main Street,” and 

Emerson’s “War.” Some critics speculate that the journal failed because the contents were so largely 

Transcendentalist. Initially, it was regarded as a worthy successor to the Dial. 
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Members of the Transcendental Movement undertook two famous communal 

experiments: Brook Farm and Fruitland. Both were working farms and joint societies 

intended to be utopias free from bias and inequality. In 1841, George Ripley started 

Brook Farm. Brook Farmers regarded themselves as social reformers who had found 

the remedy for structural evils and believed that their community represented “a 

pattern upon which a new social reality could be built” (Packer 135). In 1843, Amos 

Bronson Alcott founded Fruitland, an experiment forbidding animal products, animal 

labor, and all imported goods. Despite the fact that neither Brook Farm nor Fruitland 

lasted long, Goddard claims that they were significant; in his view, they were organic 

if peripheral iterations of the Transcendental Movement, deviating from its main line 

and representing a reaction against the extreme individualism that predominated the 

movement (Goddard 194-95). I believe that the two projects also demonstrated the 

Transcendentalists’ aspiration to establish a political utopia. Building these self-

governed communities became a form of political engagement. 

3.2.4.2 The Abolitionist Movement and Civil War 

The Transcendental Movement overlapped with the abolitionist movement – 

both reached their heydays between the 1830s and the 1860s, and many 

Transcendentalists were deeply invested in abolitionism. Since the Transcendentalists 

were idealistic intellectuals who believed in freedom and equality, they tended to pity 

slaves and abhorred the system of slavery. When they encountered abolitionism – a 

movement attempting to achieve the emancipation of slaves – it was natural for them 

to join. Emerson went on anti-slavery lecture tours, Thoreau wrote a series of essays 

defending John Brown, and Theodore Parker advocated violating the Fugitive Slave 

Law and hid many fugitive slaves. According to von Frank, the abolitionists’ belief in 

Higher Law drew from Transcendentalism, which explains why the 1854 antislavery 
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revolution fell into the hands of the Transcendentalists (96). Jennifer Powell contends 

that the Transcendentalists’ “insistence on direct action to bring about social change” 

(177) could have been one of the factors that led to the outbreak of the Civil War. 

Meanwhile, according to Habich and Nowatzki, “Transcendentalism’s influence 

began to wane” (90) after the Civil War. Even though some Transcendentalists 

(including Emerson, Thoreau, and Fuller) were “upheld as cultural icons” (90), the 

new generation faced new challenges (industrialization, scientific innovation, and 

evolutionism) that made Transcendentalism seem “a quaint irrelevance” (90). 

3.2.5  Transcendentalism: a Four-Faceted Intellectual Movement 

Transcendentalism is an American religious, philosophical, literary, and political 

movement of the early nineteenth century. Its religious dimension stemmed from the 

fact that many Transcendentalists were clergymen with similar intellectual tastes and 

moral dispositions; they formed a Transcendental Club, the members of which kept 

their Puritan heritage – living practically, simply, and honestly. The Transcendentalists 

borrowed certain forms and phrases from German Idealism to develop their own loose 

philosophy. Its literary dimension was inspired by Coleridge and Carlyle. 

Transcendentalists embraced their roles as men of letters, wrote prose that they 

published prodigiously in periodicals, and created an American Literary Renaissance. 

Politically, they initiated Brook Farm and Fruitland as experimental communities in 

the 1840s and joined the abolitionist movement and the Civil War in the 1860s, after 

which the movement essentially ended. 
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Chapter 4  

Transcendentalist Principles: Analytical Framework 

This chapter aims to establish a Transcendentalist theoretical framework derived 

from Emerson’s Essays. I begin by explaining why I focus on Emersonian 

Transcendentalism and Essays, and then outline the four principles that I believe are 

central to a Transcendentalist analytical framework:1) the Over-Soul, 2) Inner 

Divinity, 3) Anti-authority, and 4) Self-Reliance. These principles interlink and 

collectively form the cornerstone of Transcendentalism. 

4.1 The Importance of Emerson 

Emerson occupied a special position in the Transcendental Movement. He was: 

1) a representative of the movement, 2) someone who introduced Transcendentalism 

to the public, and 3) a patron of younger Transcendentalists. First of all, with his 

various works and lectures including Nature (1836), Essays (1841, 1844), “The 

American Scholar” (1837), the “Divinity School Address” (1838), and “The 

Transcendentalists” (1841), Emerson served as both a spokesperson and an iconic 

figure of the entire movement. He was so influential that his name is often considered 

synonymous with the Transcendental Movement. He also served as the main conduit 

for the introduction of Transcendentalism to the public. After quitting the clergy, he 

became a professional lecturer, constantly traveling around the world to spread the 

word of Transcendentalism. Were it not for Emerson, Transcendentalism would have 

been a short-lived, regional experiment that received little attention. Emerson aroused 

the curiosity of people around the world. In Our Common Dwelling, Lance Newman 

even comments: “American thought begins with Emerson. Emerson is the major 

Transcendentalist” (35). 
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Most importantly, he served as a patron for many younger liberal thinkers, the 

most famous being Henry David Thoreau. When Thoreau encountered financial and 

literary difficulties in his twenties, Emerson invited him to live with the Emerson 

family, gave him a job as a tutor, encouraged him to keep writing, and even allowed 

him to build and live in a cabin on the shore of Walden Pond. They remained lifelong 

friends, supporting each other through the vicissitudes of life. In short, Emerson was 

significant to the movement, to the public, and to the coterie of the Transcendentalists. 

Emersonian Transcendentalism is representative and typical; it is therefore sensible 

and meaningful to use it as the source of my analytical framework. 

4.2 The Importance of Essays 

Among all of Emerson’s works, I concentrate on Essays—the first series in 1841, 

the second series in 1844—as the source of Emersonianism because it: 1) represents 

the fruit of Emerson’s literary maturity, 2) explores a wider spectrum of topics than 

his other works, and 3) provides Americans with tools to deal with their contemporary 

social condition. Even though Nature made Emerson famous in his thirties, the high-

water mark of Emerson’s literary accomplishment was his first full-length book, 

Essays (Day 85; Gura 133). According to Packer, Essays consists of passages from 

Emerson’s store of unpublished writings—his journals, sermons, and lectures—that 

he worked and reworked to make them more concise, vivid, and powerful (138). By 

the time Emerson seriously devoted himself to compiling Essays for publication, he 

had already been writing professionally for thirteen years: first as a minister, then as a 

lyceum lecturer, and finally as an independent entrepreneur producing courses of 

lectures (138). Thus, unlike Nature, which Emerson published anonymously as a 

literary novice, Essays is the fruit of Emerson’s toil as an experienced, professional 

writer, representing his literary maturity. 
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Essays also explores a wider spectrum of topics than Nature; Packer summarizes 

the book’s diverse contents in terms of Emerson’s metaphysics, his interest in natural 

history, and his ideas about the emergence and meaning of human art and civilization: 

Some of them (“Prudence”; “Compensation”) offer solid wisdom about the 

world of senses, while others (“Intellect”; “The Over-Soul”) rise insistently 

beyond it. Some essays celebrate personal courage (“Heroism”; “Self-

Reliance”), while others urge a wise passivity and an entire trust in the self-

executing laws of the universe (“Spiritual Laws”). Some examine the 

records of human civilization and human achievement (“History”; “Art”), 

while at least one (“Circles”) celebrates time’s power to swallow all traces 

of civilization and achievement alike as it ceaselessly generates new forms 

and new men. (139) 

In considering all these topics, Emerson explores and extends the world of 

Transcendentalism, making Essays an ideal text to establish the movement’s 

theoretical framework. 

Finally, Essays impressed Emerson’s contemporaries both inside and outside his 

intellectual circle. For example, Orestes Brownson, a ferocious critic, who had 

attacked Emerson for nearly everything, admitted that Essays impressed him not just 

into admiration but also into reverence. He praised the book’s transformative power – 

its ability to make one feel “transcendent and immortal” (Packer 139). Outside 

academia, Essays provided common readers with ways to “cope with the attendant 

change and confusion” (Gura 214) of the mid-nineteenth century. Gura claims that 

Essays helped Americans “adapt to their novel conditions, [by] neither resisting nor 

condemning them” (214) in a culture that was “in the midst of upheaval” (214). In 

short, Essays is the high-water mark of Emerson’s literary achievement and the 

product of his decades-long career as a professional writer. Addressing a wide 
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spectrum of topics and a panoply of ideas, Essays moves readers from both the 

scholarly and ordinary worlds, making it an ideal source for theorizing 

Transcendentalism. 

4.3 The Four Transcendentalist Principles 

I emphasize four fundamental principles in Emersonian Transcendentalism: the 

Over-Soul, Inner divinity, Anti-authority, and Self-Reliance. The concept of the Over-

Soul stems from a mystical belief that every soul is part of a universal soul and 

therefore all souls are connected souls. Inner Divinity is a moral belief that each 

individual is born with a godlike nature and guided by a Higher Law. Anti-Authority 

manifests as political skepticism regarding the absolute authority of human 

institutions (e.g., legal and political institutions). Self-Reliance is a practical belief 

that all individuals should cultivate self-sufficiency and independence. Together, these 

four doctrines constitute the foundation of Emersonian Transcendentalism and 

underlie almost all the works of the Transcendentalists. 

4.3.1 Three Disclaimers 

Before beginning a deeper investigation of Emersonian Transcendentalism, I 

offer three disclaimers for clarity’s sake: 1) this is not a study of influence, 2) this is 

not a comparative essay, and 3) the four fundamental principles are provisional and 

not meant as absolute categories. In the first place, this paper does not trace 

Emersonian influence on Thoreau in order to prove that Emerson was the literary 

father and Thoreau his disciple. The employment of Emersonianism provides a 

framework for analysis, not a means to establish the idolization of Emerson. It would 

be more accurate to say that this essay traces Transcendentalism in Thoreau’s political 

works rather than that it traces Emerson’s influence on Thoreau. Second, this essay 

does not provide a comparative analysis of Emerson and Thoreau. If this were a 
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comparative essay, it would be more appropriate to juxtapose Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” with one of Emerson’s essay, such as “Politics,” since both are 

political tracts that express similar ideas. However, a comparison of two relatively 

similar articles would amount to a negligible academic contribution. 

Instead of tracing influence or establishing Emerson as the forefather of the 

movement, this thesis aims to determine the role Transcendentalist Principles play in 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience. While the four principles defined above may seem 

arbitrary or overly absolute, I view them as a provisional means of establishing the 

movement’s core principles. Transcendentalism is an organic and fluid philosophy 

that lacks a strict theoretical framework; however, a certain degree of categorization 

remains necessary when analyzing a text. The four principles—the Over-Soul, Inner 

Divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-Reliance—do not exclude one another; they are 

sub-classifications under the umbrella of Transcendentalism. Together, they help to 

constitute Transcendentalism; apart, they help to distinguish different aspects within 

the larger movement. Even though the categories are provisional, they facilitate a 

more systematic analysis of Transcendentalism. 

4.3.2 The First Principle/ the Mystical Principle: the Over-Soul 

Positing the existence of a fluid universal soul, the concept of the Over-Soul is 

based on a mystical belief that all individual souls are deeply connected to the soul of 

the Universe. The Over-Soul is the soul of the Universe, the creator, or the God that 

permeates all individual souls. The Over-Soul produces all souls, and all souls 

comprise the Over-Soul. All individual souls are the different aspects of the Over-Soul 

and yet all belong to this greater Over-Soul. The soul of each individual is identical to 

the soul of the world and latently contains all that it contains. 

4.3.2.1 The Essence of the Over-Soul 
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Emerson uses the ocean as a key metaphor to explain the Over-Soul. Both the 

Over-Soul and the ocean have shared features: 1) they exist everywhere and remain 

the same essentially, 2) they play both beginning and end roles, and 3) they are fluid 

and flexible without definite physical boundaries. Emerson’s opening sentence in 

Essays introduces this notion: “There is one mind common to all individual men. 

Every man is an inlet to the same and to all the same” (1). First, the soul is essentially 

the same whether it is the universal soul or an individual soul, just as water is 

substantially the same whether it is in an ocean or in rivers, lakes, or inlets. If the 

Over-Soul is an ocean, then all individual souls are rivers, lakes, or inlets. No matter 

the scale, souls are all the same, just as water is the same in all different bodies of 

water. Next, the Over-Soul is the origin and the conclusion of each individual soul, 

just as an ocean is both the start and the end of each drop of water. The Over-Soul is 

the birthplace of an individual soul, and all individual souls complement the universal 

soul; the one (individual soul) and the all (Over-Soul) complete each other. Lastly, 

like water in its various forms, the Over-Soul is fluid rather than fixed, unconstrained 

by physical boundaries. Individual souls can freely access the Over-Soul, and vice 

versa. The macrocosm and microcosm communicate with one another regardless of 

physical boundaries. In short, Emerson uses the image of the ocean (the Over-Soul) 

and its inlets (individual souls) to characterize the Over-Soul as the same everywhere, 

as both beginning and the end, and as fluid and without boundaries. 

4.3.2.2 Accessing the Over-Soul 

I believe that Emerson’s description of 1) the Universe, 2) others, and 3) Nature 

reveal his understanding of the operation of the Over-Soul in relation to individuals. 

To begin with, each individual is connected to the soul of the Universe. Emerson 

claims that “within man is the soul of the whole; the wise silence; the universal 
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beauty, to which every part and particle is equally related; the eternal ONE” (190). 

This eternal ONE is the soul of the Universe that stays “at the centre of nature and 

over the will of every man” (99), waiting to be discovered by people. Once a soul 

links to the Universe, it becomes part of the past, present, and future of the world. 

Moreover, Emerson states that the “power of man consists in the multitude of his 

affinities, in the fact that his life is intertwined with the whole chain of organic and 

inorganic being” (26). With these affinities, an individual finds a proper position in 

the Universe. 

Second, individual souls can sympathize with one another at both personal and 

national levels regardless of temporal or spatial barriers. At the personal level, one can 

understand an ancient or foreign philosopher, despite differences in time and space. 

Emerson writes: “What Plato has thought, he may think; what a saint has felt, he may 

feel; what at any time has befallen any man, he can understand” (1). Likewise, one 

can understand a nation by examining the experience of an individual. Emerson 

claims: “The creation of a thousand forests is in one acorn, and Egypt, Greece, Rome, 

Gaul, Britain, America, lie folded already in the first man” (2). The nation is a 

macrocosm whereas the individual is a microcosm, and both are essentially the same, 

differing only in scale. In other words, the ability to sympathize with others reveals a 

Transcendentalist belief in how the Over-Soul works in relations among people. 

Emerson’s assertion that individuals should foster awareness of the fluidity of 

Nature exemplifies the Transcendentalist belief that the ever-lasting spirit is more 

important than transient appearances. Emerson claims: “There are no fixtures in 

nature” (212). Adopting the metaphor of a cloud, Emerson writes that “Nature is a 

mutable cloud which is always and never the same” (9) and that people are 

surrounded by “this all-creating nature, soft and fluid as a cloud or the air” (9). The 

provisional, shallow, changeable, physical, and perishable nature of appearances and 
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earthly concerns prompts Emerson to assert that “the soul knows them not” (9) 

because it only knows their ever-lasting spirit. Nature, as the embodiment of the Over-

Soul, reveals the distinction between the material and spiritual worlds. 

4.3.3 The Second Principle/ the Moral Principle: Inner-Divinity 

The mystical belief in the shared soul of the Universe – that everyone shares the 

universal mind and therefore a divine existence – leads to a moral belief in Inner 

Divinity. Inner Divinity is based on two basic premises: 1) all men are divine, and 2) a 

Higher Law exists. Emerson claims: “all things are friendly and sacred, all events 

profitable all days holy, all men divine” (8). Sometimes people do not realize their 

latent divinity because their inner God is veiled. Emerson writes: “Every man is a 

divinity in disguise, a god playing the fool” (23). Before individuals discover their 

latent divinity, they are but fools; only by recognizing the indwelling sacredness can 

they become holy. Moreover, Emerson wants people not only to recognize their Inner 

Divinity but also to live out their godliness. He claims: “A man shall be the Temple of 

Fame. He shall walk, as the poets have described that goddess, in a robe painted all 

over with wonderful events and experiences” (28). In other words, Inner Divinity 

elevates individuals to the level of gods and goddesses. 

This optimistic view of humanity’s innate divinity distinguishes 

Transcendentalism from traditional Christian beliefs. As Goddard explains, like its 

Unitarian precursor, Transcendentalism breaks sharply with traditional Calvinism: 

The Calvinists believed that human nature is totally depraved; the 

Unitarians denied this, their denial carrying with it the positive implication 

that human nature is essentially good; the transcendentalists believed that 

human nature is divine. (Goddard 28) 

Whereas Christians traditionally adopted a pessimistic view of humanity as sinful and 
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in need of rescue, the Transcendentalists adopted the optimistic view that individuals 

possess inborn divinity. Emerson optimistically believed that people can become 

divine by putting their latent divinity to good use. 

Higher Law, also known as Higher Principle or Spiritual Law, is the other 

important component of Inner Divinity. Higher Law is neither physical nor human-

made nor civil; it is the law of the Universe, of the spirit, of righteousness, and 

sometimes it can be understood as conscience or morality. Higher Law denotes a 

spiritual or natural law that serves both as a fair regulator of the world at the universal 

scale and as a conscientious guide for individuals. On the macrocosmic level, “a 

higher law than that of our will regulates events” (99); on the microcosmic level, 

“[t]here is a guidance for each of us, and by lowly listening, we shall hear the right 

word” (99). Everyone has access to this Higher Law, and “the Highest dwells with 

him” (209), so everyone can distinguish right from wrong without exterior resources. 

Inner Divinity is a moral principle based on the Transcendentalist belief that every 

individual possesses divine potential, and Higher Law is an indispensable element in 

the operation of this Inner Divinity as it emanates into and constitutes itself in matter. 

4.3.4 The Third Principle/ the Political Principle: Anti-Authority 

Embracing the notion that every human is part of the Over-Soul and born with 

Inner Divinity, Transcendentalists prefer seeking counsel from the interior rather than 

the exterior. Consequently, they detest any dominion outside the innermost world, 

rejecting historical, institutional, and political authorities. Common people regard 

these authorities as the foundation of civilization and respect and observe their 

dictates; however, Transcendentalists are so alert and skeptical of authorities that they 

choose to keep a distance and not compromise their personal autonomy. Emerson’s 

proverb captures this belief: “Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist” (35). 
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This nonconformity stems directly from an affirmation of Inner Divinity, manifesting 

the principle of Anti-Authority. 

4.3.4.1 Anti-Past 

Emerson derides blind worship of the past and people who regard history as the 

supreme authority. In “Circle,” he argues that the old days are not worth celebrating – 

that they only represent negativity: 

Why should we import rags and relics into the new hour? Nature abhors the 

old, and old age seems the only disease: all others run into this one. We call 

it by many names—fever, intemperance, insanity, stupidity, and crime: they 

are all forms of old age: they are rest, conservatism, appropriation, inertia; 

not newness, not the way onward. (225) 

Instead of idolizing the past and seeking to divulge history, Emerson treats history 

neutrally as a lesson that teaches and remedies “the defect of our too great nearness to 

ourselves” (3); Emerson chooses to remain in the present moment, and, from that 

vantage, to explain its significance to his contemporaries. 

4.3.4.2 Anti-Institution 

The Transcendentalists view the existence of institutions impartially but oppose 

them when they become authoritarian and rigid. Institutions include churches, 

schools, and society, respectively representing religious, educational, and social 

authorities. Emerson claims: “Our Sunday schools and churches and pauper-societies 

are yokes to the neck” (97). Unlike common people who praise the positive functions 

of schools and churches, Emerson points out that these institutions are 1) “paralyzing 

the understanding” of children, 2) obstructing the creativity of children, and 3) 

producing “only fear and obedience, and even much sympathy with the tyranny” (21). 

Besides schools and churches, Emerson views society itself as a demanding 
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institution. It appears “in rigid repose” (403) and is “rooted like oak-trees to the 

centre” (403). Emerson contends, “Society is only an illusion” (403), and that “there 

are no such roots and centres” (403). He advises people not to let the apparent 

rigidness of society confine them and encourages them to balance individual life with 

community life. 

4.3.4.3 Anti-Politics 

Emerson distrusts general political entities – laws, parties, and states – as 

authorities. He contends that the existing law does not come out of justice but out of 

coincident or convenience. He claims: “Each law in turn is made by circumstances 

predominant” (2). The existence of unconscientious legislation prompts Emerson to 

claim: “Good men must not obey the laws too well” (409). In his view, politicians 

care more about their own profits than justice, and form “parties of circumstance, and 

not of principle” (410). Such politicians lack principles and nevertheless represent the 

government, which, Emerson claims, is a disgrace to the state and its citizens. Seeing 

through the nature of the state, Emerson asserts: “Every actual State is corrupt” (409). 

In short, he strongly distrusts authority of the political system. 

4.3.5  The Fourth Principle/ the Practical Principle: Self-Reliance 

Emerson’s distrust of exterior powers reveals both his Anti-Authority perspective 

and his deeper faith that individuals must depend on their own inner strength and 

embrace Self-Reliance. Self-Reliance refers to a set of attitudes and behaviors 

characterized by independence and self-sufficiency. I analyze this principle in three 

sub-sections: 1) the importance of Self-Reliance, 2) the application of Self-Reliance 

on the individual level, and 3) the application of Self-Reliance on the societal level. 

Emerson highlights the spirit of Self-Reliance and offers practical ways to achieve it 

for individuals and communities. 
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4.3.5.1 The Significance of Self-Reliance 

Self-Reliance benefits individuals and society: it helps individuals establish an 

inner constitution and helps communities become better societies. To begin with, on 

the individual level, Emerson claims: “No law can be sacred to me but that of my 

nature . . . the only right is what is after my constitution; the only wrong what is 

against it” (36). The criteria of right and wrong stem not from civil law, but from an 

individual’s own mind—namely, his or her inner constitution. The establishment of 

the inner constitution enables individuals to rely on themselves. Beyond the individual 

level, Self-Reliance also functions on the societal level, encouraging people to 

revolutionize society by mustering their collective strength: 

It is easy to see that a greater self-reliance—a new respect for the divinity in 

man—must work a revolution in all the offices and relations of men; in their 

religion; in their education; in their pursuits; their modes of living; their 

association; in their property; in their speculative views. (56) 

In other words, to accomplish its greater goals, society needs the contributions of 

individuals. The congregation of all individuals’ actions leads to the formation of 

collective Self-Reliance and revolution throughout the society. In short, Self-Reliance 

serves as the basis for principled existence on the individual level and thereby helps 

improve the world on the societal level. 

4.3.5.2 Application of Self-Reliance on the Individual Level 

Apart from stating the significance of Self-Reliance, Emerson also explains how 

to achieve it on the personal level and how to apply it on the communal level. For 

individuals, Emerson suggests, 1) “Trust thyself” (33), 2) “[d]o your work” (38), and 

3) do not “live after the world’s opinion” (38). First, he emphasizes the importance of 

believing oneself: “Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string” (33). He also 
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asserts: “To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true for you in your 

private heart is true for all men, – that is genius” (31). Knowing that people tend to 

rely on exterior authorities for instruction, Emerson points out that the true authority 

resides in one’s heart; people should have more faith in themselves. Second, Emerson 

urges people to act: “Do your work, and you shall reinforce yourself” (38). People 

should devote all their strength and determination to their vocations. Lastly, Emerson 

advises people not to blindly accept mainstream ideas, even though “it is easy in the 

world to live after the world’s opinion” (38). The world tries to inculcate individuals 

with its predominant ideologies, which may persuade those who lack Self-Reliance, 

but Emerson insists that individuals should develop mental independence and resist 

the influence of mass beliefs and opinions. In short, Emerson suggests: trust your 

heart, do your work, and do not let exterior forces influence you. He asserts that, by 

following these steps, all individuals can achieve Self-Reliance. 

4.3.5.3 Application of Self-Reliance on the Societal Level 

While achieving Self-Reliance on the individual level is important, Emerson 

insists that individuals must enact the principle in society as well. Emerson specifies 

three areas of society that require Self-Reliance: religion, art, and community. Without 

Self-Reliance, religion turns into false prayers, art imitates foreign styles, and 

communities crave for exterior protection. Aware of the potential harm to societal 

independence, Emerson advocates implementing Self-Reliance in these distinct, but 

overlapping areas of society. 

Regarding religion, Emerson claims that Self-Reliance can amend prevailing 

false prayers. People tend to pray for “a particular commodity” (56) and pray to 

address “regrets” (57). Whereas the former ask for material possessions, the latter 

lament what has happened, and both show “the want of self-reliance” (57). Emerson 
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wants people to access God from their heart, because when a “man is at one with God, 

he will not beg” (56). Self-reliant individuals do not pray for physical things or cry 

over the past, since the best answer lies in their souls where God dwells. 

Regarding art, Emerson advises artists to stop imitating foreign fashions and start 

creating works derived from their own country and time. Emerson asks, “Why need 

we copy the Doric or the Gothic model?” (60). He believes that true artists should 

consider “the climate, the soil, the wants of the people” (60) and produce artworks 

that belong to their times. Emerson asserts: “Insist on yourself; never imitate” (60). 

Imitation is only “half possession” (61), but true creations express “the cumulative 

force of a whole life’s cultivation” (61). True artists do not imitate, but believe in their 

age and create artworks based on Self-Reliance. 

Regarding community, Emerson argues that the dependence on property 

atrophies Self-Reliance: “The civilized man has built a coach, but has lost the use of 

his feet” (62). People initially devise tools to make life comfortable, but soon they 

become trapped by material convenience and no longer remember how to do things. 

They develop a “reliance on governments” (64) for protection as if they cannot 

protect themselves. Emerson contends, only when “a man puts off from himself all 

external support and stands alone” (65) can he be self-reliant. Self-reliant individuals 

should free themselves from dependence on external entities including property and 

governments. 

In short, the ideal society is self-reliant in religion, art, and community. Emerson 

contends that people should pursue religious lives based on a direct relationship with 

God, artists should create artworks based on the calling of their own age rather than 

the imitation of exotic sources, and members of communities should stand firmly on 

earth instead of relying on material property. Only when people rely on themselves 

can they be free, independent, and self-reliant. To embrace a spirit of Self-Reliance 
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and act according to that spirit enables individuals to feel at ease with themselves, and 

helps move society toward positive reformation. 

4.4 Transcendentalist Analytical Framework: Transcendentalist Principles 

Emersonian Transcendentalism, which permeates nearly all Transcendentalist 

works, is comprised of four basic principles: the Over-Soul, Inner Divinity, Anti-

Authority, and Self-Reliance. The first principle represents a mystical belief in the 

direct link between the universal soul and the individual soul; the second principle 

represents a moral belief in the sacredness that dwells in all people. The third 

principle represents a political belief that the putative authorities, whether institutional 

or political, are not worthy of total trust; the last principle represents a practical belief 

that individuals should rely on themselves to become complete. Together, these four 

principles form the foundation of Transcendentalism. I find natural connections 

between these principles and the political philosophy of Thoreau, whose concept of 

civil disobedience I view as a demonstration of Transcendentalism.  
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Chapter 5  

Transcendentalism in Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” 

This chapter elucidates how Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” resonates with the 

Transcendentalist Principles that I derive from Emerson’s Essays. The chapter 

contains six sections. In the first, I outline the historical background of “Civil 

Disobedience.” In the second section, I examine how the mystical principle – the 

Over-Soul – functions in Thoreau’s text. He exhibits the features of the 

interdependency of souls by accessing the Universe, Nature, and others. In the third 

section, I scrutinize the elements of the moral principle – Inner Divinity – in “Civil 

Disobedience.” Thoreau prioritizes conscience and Higher Law over his worldly 

reputation and the dictates of civil law. In the fourth section, I investigate how 

Thoreau enacts the political principle, Anti-Authority. For him, governments, 

institutions, and the mainstream are unreliable and unqualified authorities. In the fifth 

section, I explore the operation of the practical principle, Self-Reliance. I evaluate the 

three levels of Thoreauvian Self-Reliance: basic (self-sufficiency), intermediate (self-

motivation), and advanced (civil disobedience); each level consists of a defining spirit 

and corresponding actions. In the sixth section, I conclude the chapter by proposing 

the theory of the Thoreauvian political triad. Using a Transcendentalist analytical 

framework, close reading, and detailed textual evidence, I argue that 

Transcendentalism fundamentally informs Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 

5.1 Historical Background 

This section traces the history of the composition of “Civil Disobedience,” 

covering the revisions of the text’s title and the sources – three events, three 

contemporary figures, and four principles – that inspired Thoreau to write. 
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5.1.1 The Thrice-Changed Title 

According to Buell’s “Disaffiliation as Engagement,” the title of “Civil 

Disobedience” changed three times. It began as a lecture called “The Rights and 

Duties of the Individual in Relation to Government” (1848), became an essay titled 

“Resistance to Civil Government” (1849), and ultimately was the posthumously 

published as “Civil Disobedience” (1866). According to Buell, this last title is a 

“historical land mark: the first known usage of the term” (Buell 203). The term, civil 

disobedience, has since entered the political lexicon. 

5.1.2 Three Events That Provoked Thoreau 

“Civil Disobedience” is Thoreau’s direct reaction to three events: 1) the night he 

spent in jail, 2) his dissatisfaction about the Mexican War and 3) his indignation about 

slavery. According to Evan Carton, “Civil Disobedience” narrates and reflects on 

Thoreau’s one-night incarceration in Middlesex County Jail in July of 1846 where he 

was confined for refusing to pay a $1.50 Massachusetts poll tax (107). According to 

Gura, Thoreau viewed the tax as “a levy that directly connected him to the nation’s 

hostilities” (223), and he refused to be complicit in the conflict. Thoreau viewed the 

United States’ declaration of war against Mexico in May of 1846 over the territory of 

Texas as shameful and a violation of his conscience as a citizen. In addition, despite 

the motto of equality in the Declaration of Independence, slavery remained a powerful 

institution in nineteenth-century America. This appalled Thoreau, who believed that 

African-Americans should be entitled to the same rights as anyone else. To protest 

these injustices, Thoreau refused to pay the poll tax and, as a result, was forced to 

spend a night in jail. 

5.1.3 Three Contemporary Models That Impressed Thoreau 

In his civil protest, Thoreau drew inspiration from the ideas and actions of three 
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of his Massachusetts contemporaries: 1) Amos Bronson Alcott who had refused to pay 

the poll tax, 2) William Lloyd Garrison who opposed national violence and 3) 

Wendell Philips who dissociated himself from institutional injustice. According to 

Parker, Alcott stopped paying the tax in 1842 “to announce his refusal to take part in 

the oppressive machinery of the state” (187). After learning that Sam Staples, the tax 

collector and the jailer of Concord, had to jail him, Alcott went to jail voluntarily for 

“nothing but principle” (188), which inspired Thoreau, who later joined Alcott in his 

refusal to pay taxes. Garrison, Thoreau’s second source of inspiration, opposed 

national and personal violence. Garrison contended that anyone who works for a state 

is complicit with violence because a state possesses violent institutions (militaries, 

police, and prisons), a conviction Thoreau reiterates in “Civil Disobedience.” 

Thoreau’s last model was Wendell Phillips, an articulate abolitionist who Thoreau 

claimed to “admire wholeheartedly” (Packer 189). According to Packer, Phillips’s 

lectures on the subject of slavery helped Thoreau understand “what the state and 

church had to do with Texas and slavery” (189) and how much “the individual should 

have to do with church and state” (189). Phillips insisted that the individual must 

withdraw from connection with the unjust state and church, a notion Thoreau 

incorporated into “Civil Disobedience” (190). In short, Alcott engendered Thoreau’s 

refusal to pay the poll tax, Garrison inspired his objection to state violence, and 

Phillips fueled his determination to dissociate himself from injustice; these three 

contemporaries served as the models of disobedience for Thoreau. 

5.1.4 Four Principles That Motivated Thoreau 

Apart from these three precipitating events (incarceration, the Mexican War, and 

slavery problem) and three contemporary models (Alcott, Garrison, and Phillips), I 

contend that Thoreau’s lifelong faith in the tenets of Transcendentalism – the Over-
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Soul, Inner Divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-Reliance – inspired him to write “Civil 

Disobedience.” In the following sections, I use an analytical framework based on the 

principles to analyze Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.” First, Thoreau concretizes the 

Over-Soul through his jail experience, huckleberry-picking activity, and his ability to 

sympathize with others. He then embodies Inner Divinity by emphasizing conscience 

and Higher Law. In expressing his distrust of the government, institutions, and the 

various iterations of the mainstream, he embraces Anti-Authority. Lastly, he 

demonstrates his belief in Self-Reliance by presenting illustrative examples, 

highlighting the importance of the principle in spirit and action. In other words, “Civil 

Disobedience” is a political work that expresses the mystical, moral, political, and 

practical dimensions of Transcendentalism. 

5.2 “I Did Not Feel Confined”: the Over-Soul in “Civil Disobedience” 

The first Transcendentalist Principle, the Over-Soul, is a mystical belief that 

every soul is part of a universal soul and, therefore, all souls are connected. In “Civil 

Disobedience,” I contend that Thoreau exhibits his belief in the Over-Soul in his 

relation with the Universe, Nature, and others by 1) reversing the meaning of the 

confined/ free, 2) picking huckleberries and 3) sympathizing with others. 

5.2.1  Prison as an “Honorable Ground”: Access to the Universe 

The ability to connect directly to the Universe without being restrained by the 

material obstacles is crucial to enacting the notion of the Over-Soul. Thoreau 

demonstrates this ability during his one night in jail; he accesses the Universe by 

inverting the meaning of the prison itself and embarking on a spiritual journey. The 

following examples show that Thoreau trusts more in the Over-Soul than in physical 

appearances. 

First, Thoreau transforms the prison into a glorious house. In his mind, it is no 
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longer a place of criminality but a “more free and honorable ground” (157) and “the 

true place for a just man” (157). Thoreau has confidence in the Over-Soul, and thus 

physical imprisonment or earthly penalties do not bother him. While according to 

worldly standards, he violates laws, in terms of universal values, he is the most 

sincere and qualified inhabitant of the Universe, because he still remembers his 

connection with the Over-Soul. For Thoreau, a violation of civil law is less serious 

than a deviation from the Over-Soul. He prefers being jailed for righteousness and his 

belief in the Over-Soul to being considered an obedient subject who neglects the 

Over-Soul. 

Not until the night in jail does Thoreau recognize the strength of his connection 

to and faith in the Over-Soul. The temporal deprivation of physical freedom forces 

him to reconsider his relationship with the Over-Soul. His soul and thoughts transcend 

material boundaries. The walls of the prison cannot deter him from accessing the 

Universe and recognizing the Over-Soul: 

I did not for a moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of 

stone and mortar ... I could not help but smile to see how industriously they 

locked the door on my meditation, which followed them out again without 

let or hindrance, and they were really all that was dangerous. (161) 

Physical confinement does not equate to mental confinement. While jail confines the 

body, the mind remains free to roam. Thoreau distinguishes physical incarceration 

from mental imprisonment, reversing the meaning of locking up a prisoner. Indeed, 

physical confinement, ultimately, leads to spiritual emancipation. Recognizing the 

existence of the Over-Soul by accessing the Universe, Thoreau comes to see a prison 

as a place of honesty and prisoners like him as just men. Thoreau’s ability to 

transform material disadvantage into spiritual transcendence testifies to his faith in the 

Over-Soul. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/THE.NCCU.ENG.001.2018.A09

70 

Besides seeing the prison into a place of honor, Thoreau transforms his 

incarceration into a spiritual journey throughout the Universe, outfitting the town of 

Concord in the exotic and ancient clothes of a medieval manor and rendering himself 

a chivalric knight of old. In doing so, Thoreau strengthens his attachment to his 

hometown: 

It was to see my native village in the light of the middle ages, and our 

Concord was turned into a Rhine stream, and visions of knights and castles 

passed before me. They were the voices of old burghers that I heard in the 

streets. I was an involuntary spectator and auditor of whatever was done and 

said in the kitchen of the adjacent village-inn, – a wholly new and rare 

experience to me. It was a closer view of my native town. I was fairly inside 

of it. (164) 

Unrestrained by time and place, Thoreau saunters spiritually. On the macrocosmic 

level, he sees no much difference between the past and the present (the medieval vs. 

the nineteenth century), or the foreign and the local (European Rhine vs. American 

Concord). For the adherents of the Over-Soul, temporal and spatial differences 

disappear: all individual souls link together and belong to a universal soul. 

When Thoreau returns to reality on the microcosmic level, he finds that this 

spiritual journey has strengthened his sensual abilities and reinforced his sense of 

belonging to his hometown. He successfully incorporates the apparently irreconcilable 

oppositions – the physical/spiritual, the restrained/unrestrained, the foreign/local, and 

the past/present – into his Transcendentalist philosophy. As a believer in the Over-

Soul, he views these dualities as merely two sides of the same universal coin. Thus, in 

describing his the imprisonment, Thoreau reveals his connection to the Over-Soul, 

inverting the conventional understanding of imprisonment and transcending temporal 

and spatial boundaries. 
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5.2.2  “In the Midst of a Huckleberry Field”: Access to Nature 

In “Thoreau,” Emerson claims that Thoreau’s interest in “the flower or the bird 

lay very deep in his mind” (362) and that he was “connected with Nature” (362). In 

“Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau depicts his affection for the natural world in the 

huckleberrying episode during which he realizes that 1) Nature is more important than 

civilization and 2) communing with Nature can serve as a method of “alternative 

politics” (Mariotti 130). As soon as he is released from jail, Thoreau leads a party of 

friends into a huckleberry field to pick fruit; his friends rely on his familiarity with 

Nature and name him captain of the berry picking team. Once they arrive at the 

huckleberry field, he has an epiphany about the relationship between huckleberrying 

and the jail sentence: “[When I] was in the midst of a huckleberry field, on one of our 

highest hills, two miles off; and then the State was nowhere to be seen” (165). The 

physical height of the hills evokes an experience of a spiritual transcendence. He 

realizes that the huckleberry field symbolizes nature, a space above civilization and 

thus primary, whereas civilization (the jail, the government, and the state) is 

secondary and derivative. 

In “Huckleberrying toward Democracy,” Mariotti sees huckleberrying as an 

expression of Thoreau’s “own particular version of democratic politics” (129). He 

may not lead a mass protest, but “he is willing to lead a huckleberry party” (130). In 

doing so, Thoreau can exert political influence on his friends while simultaneously 

communing with Nature. Thoreau draws a parallel between the huckleberrying 

excursion and his experience in jail. His expertise in Nature makes him an ideal 

huckleberrying guide, and his jail experience qualifies him to pilot political 

discussions. Stemming from the principle of the Over-Soul, Thoreau’s huckleberrying 

blends enthusiasm for nature with political practice, epitomizing his attachment to the 

natural world and his unique, ethically driven approach to political participation. 
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5.2.3  “I Must Get off Him First”: Access to Others 

Believing that individual souls can understand one another, Thoreau displays his 

sympathy for others in the case of not “sitting upon another man’s shoulders” (153). 

He wishes to avoid making himself complicit in injustice. He claims: 

“If I devote myself to other pursuits and contemplations, I must first see, at least, 

that I do not pursue them sitting upon another man’s shoulders. I must get off him 

first, that he may pursue his contemplations too” (153). 

Thoreau refuses to seek pleasure at the expense of his social inferiors or to take 

advantage of those who bear unfair burdens. He sympathizes with the suffering of 

others and does not want to be an oppressor; he exhibits his consideration by refusing 

to participate the wickedness that deprives others of their freedom and rights, viewing 

mutual consideration and sympathetic tolerance as fundamental to treating others 

well. Without accessing others, one unconsciously participates in atrocity and 

disgrace; by accessing others, one can forge links between individual souls and to the 

Over-Soul. The ability to understand one another is a vital component of the Over-

Soul; by refusing to add to the burdens other bear and thereby allowing them to 

pursue their goals, Thoreau demonstrates and exercises the spirit of sympathy and 

accessing others. 

5.2.4  The Over-Soul: Access to the Universe, Nature, and Others 

As a mystical dimension of Transcendentalism, the principle of the Over-Soul 

emphasizes the direct link between the universal soul and individual souls, facilitating 

access to the Universe, Nature, and other people. In writing about access to the 

Universe, Thoreau inverts the conventional view of imprisonment, asserting that 

physical incarceration cannot deter him from pursuing spiritual freedom. In his 

explanation of the access to Nature, he endows the huckleberrying expedition with a 
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double meaning: prioritization of Nature over civilization and an enactment of 

alternative politics. In his discussion of access to others, he highlights sympathy and 

consideration for other people as the basis for his refusal to implicate himself in 

oppressive behaviors. With faith in the Over-Soul, Thoreau unconstrainedly connects 

the Universe, Nature, and others. Thoreau’s description of his night in jail and the 

huckleberrying excursion and his explanation of his commitment to sympathetic 

identification exemplify the mystical dimensions of Transcendentalism, giving “Civil 

Disobedience” greater profundity and richness. 

5.3 “A Higher Law Than I”: Inner Divinity in “Civil Disobedience” 

In this section, I examine Thoreauvian civil disobedience through the second 

Transcendentalist Principle – Inner Divinity – a moral belief in the innate divinity of 

all individuals. I first discuss Thoreauvian conscience and then proceed to 

Thoreauvian Higher Law. I argue that Thoreau’s belief in Inner Divinity leads him to 

emphasize conscience and warn that those who ignore their consciences will bleed 

spiritually. I also contend that Thoreau uses discussions of the law, tribute-money, and 

taxation to concretize the spiritual notion of Higher Law. Thus, in explaining the 

importance of conscience and Higher Law, Thoreau integrates the notion of Inner 

Divinity to “Civil Disobedience.” 

5.3.1  “Why Has Every Man a Conscience?”: Thoreauvian Conscience 

Whereas Emerson optimistically celebrates individual holiness, Thoreau focuses 

on how this divinity manifests as the conscience on both personal and communal 

levels, demonstrating people’s prevailing unwillingness to abide by the dictates of 

conscience. For Thoreau, the belief that everyone is sacred implies that everyone 

possesses a conscience. He contends that, on a personal level, only when individuals 

exert their consciences do they qualify as citizens; on a communal level, only when 
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societies are comprised of honest people can they be conscientious. Thoreau also 

points out that the failure to act according to one’s Inner Divinity compromises 

individual morality. Juxtaposing soldiers who serve the state with their bodies, 

officials who serve the state with their minds, and heroes who serve the state with 

their consciences, Thoreau explains that reputation is not necessarily equal to 

morality; being conscientious remains the priority no matter what position one holds. 

5.3.1.1 “Be Men First, and Subjects Afterward”: the Importance of Conscience 

I theorize the importance of Thoreauvian conscience into three levels: conscience 

1) manifests divine humanity on a general level, 2) reflects an individual’s duty on a 

personal level, and 3) contributes to society on a communal level. On a general level, 

Thoreau believes that conscience defines humanity: it enables individuals to 

distinguish right from wrong, and thereby differentiates humans from animals. On a 

personal level, exerting conscience is an individual privilege and duty, and thus 

individuals should not elevate laws above conscience because laws are not necessarily 

conscientious. Thoreau writes: “I think that we should be men first, and subjects 

afterward” (147). Thoreau’s distinction between men (individuals) and subjects comes 

down to conscience; to be a man requires a conscience whereas to be a subject 

requires obedience. Individuals who act according to their consciences demonstrate 

their Inner Divinity: “Must the citizen ever for a moment . . . resign his conscience to 

the legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then?” (147). Thoreau contends that 

Inner Divinity makes acting conscientiously a moral responsibility, and an individual 

should not surrender this responsibility to legislation or authority. On a communal 

level, Thoreau views acting according to one’s conscience as a societal duty. Only a 

collection of honest people can make an upright society: “It is truly enough said that a 

corporation has no conscience; but a corporation of conscientious men is a 
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corporation with a conscience” (147). Organizations are lifeless and inorganic, 

dependent on the people that comprise and manipulate them; thus, unconscientious 

individuals create indifferent communities, whereas upright individuals create fair 

ones. To build a conscientious state, citizens must understand their responsibility to 

enact their Inner Divinity. 

5.3.1.2 “A Sort of Blood Shed”: the Wounded Conscience 

In addition to describing the benefits of acting conscientiously, Thoreau details 

the three negative phases of failing to follow one’s conscience: indifference, 

unmorality, and the wounded conscience. Many people who ignore their consciences 

commit wrongdoings, deviating from their inherent divinity and undergoing a gradual 

moral decay to which they become accustomed. This begins with a change in 

mentality. When people violate their consciences for the first time, they feel the 

“blush of sin” (153), a sense of guilt slowly replaced by an attitude of numb 

“indifference” (153). This indifferent attitude causes people to swerve away from 

their Inner Divinity. A change in opinion regarding issues of morality follows the shift 

in mentality. People start to treat the “immoral” (153) as the “unmoral” (153): the 

former refers to something unconscientious, whereas the latter denotes something 

completely unrelated to the conscience. For example, slaveholding contradicted 

Thoreau’s belief in equal human rights for all, and he treated it as a moral issue, but 

some of his contemporaries regarded slavery as unrelated to conscience, merely a 

matter of politics and law about which that they could do nothing. In other words, by 

attributing the injustice (immoral) to legislation (unmoral), those people abdicated 

moral responsibility. Finally, people who regard immoral affairs as irrelevant to their 

consciences abandon the track of Inner Divinity, and this departure makes their “real 

manhood and immortality flow out” (158), wounding their consciences. “Is there not a 
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sort of blood shed when the conscience is wounded?” (158), Thoreau asks. Once an 

individual deviates from his or her Inner Divinity, he or she bleeds spiritually, which 

is worse than a physical wound. In short, people who ignore their consciences 

undergo consequences in three stages: first, they adopt indifferent attitudes; second, 

they develop unmoral opinions; and, finally, they inflict wounds on their consciences. 

5.3.1.3  Cases of Wounded and Healthy Conscience 

Thoreau juxtaposes soldiers, politicians, and heroes to exemplify the differences 

between failed and healthy consciences. First, he claims that public servants – “the 

standing army, and the militia, jailers, constables” (148) – exert the least conscience 

but receive the most praise for being “good citizens” (148). Soldiers, for example, 

may be “peaceably inclined” (147), but they cannot freely exercise their consciences 

because they must obey their superiors, carry out military duties, and be complicit in 

violence, which runs “against their common sense and consciences” (147). That 

soldiers are considered good even though they ignore their consciences is, in 

Thoreau’s view, ironic. He contends that the quality of one’s citizenship should be 

defined according to how strongly one adheres to one’s conscience rather than 

according to one’s level of obedience. If a soldier cannot act according to his 

conscience, he is not a good citizen; the more unconscientious tasks a soldier 

performs, the more he wounds his conscience. 

Second, Thoreau contends that “legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and 

office-holders” (148) – namely, officials in a broad sense – do not follow their 

consciences either. He argues that they “rarely make any moral distinctions” (148) and 

unintentionally “serve the devil . . . as God” (148). Unlike soldiers who mostly serve 

the state with their bodies, officials serve it “chiefly with their heads” (148). Soldiers 

give up their consciences and deviate from Inner Divinity passively and 
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unconsciously, whereas officials use their heads but still choose to yield to “policy 

and expediency” (168), and thus actively, consciously, and deliberately depart from 

Inner Divinity. However, despite their lack of conscientiousness, many people regard 

officials as “benefactor[s] and philanthropist[s]” (148). Soldiers and officials are the 

same when it comes to their failure to act conscientiously and their complicity with 

violence; they ironically receive the most praise for their good citizenship – praise 

that is incompatible with their degree of conscientiousness. 

Thoreau’s third category of people, heroes, who serve as counterexamples to the 

previous two categories. They are highly conscientious individuals who typically have 

poor reputations during their lives and only receive accurate appraisals posthumously. 

The “heroes, patriots, martyrs, reformers” (148) serve their nations conscientiously, 

but are misunderstood as “useless and selfish” (148) by their contemporaries and 

treated as “enem[ies]” (148) of their states. Examples include Jesus Christ, Nicolas 

Copernicus, Martin Luther, Benjamin Franklin, and George Washington (154). 

Thoreau juxtaposes the three groups to demonstrate that reputation does not 

necessarily correspond to conscientiousness: soldiers and officials earn worldly 

praise, but bleed spiritually, whereas heroes incur criticism, but their consciences 

shine. Thoreau thus shows that earthly reputation is exterior, transient, and temporal, 

but conscientiousness is an interior, permanent, and universal form of moral action. 

5.3.2 “A Higher Law Than I”: Thoreauvian Higher Law 

Thoreau prioritizes Higher Law over civil law when the two conflict. He 

connects civil law with the ignorant masses and Higher Law with divine spirituality. 

“What force has a multitude? They only can force me who obey a higher law than I” 

(162). The multitude tends to follow the civil law and to compel others to do the 

same, but Thoreau thinks independently and follows the spiritual law. In “Slavery in 
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Massachusetts,” he claims, “What is wanted is men . . . who recognize a higher law 

than the Constitution, or the decision of the majority” (184). As an adherent to the 

notion of Inner Divinity, Thoreau disavows civil law and only recognizes Higher Law. 

Higher Law refers to a spiritual law that functions as a regulator of the world and a 

guide for conscientious individuals. I contend that Thoreau’s discussions of the law, 

tribute-money, and taxes in “Civil Disobedience” explain his conception of Higher 

Law. By comparing and contrasting 1) Caesarian coin and Jesus’s coin and 2) poll 

taxes and spiritual taxes, Thoreau distinguishes Higher Law from civil law and 

articulates his view of spiritual responsibility. 

Thoreau refers to the Biblical episode in which Jesus discusses Caesarian coins 

to distinguish between physical and spiritual laws. In Matthew 22: 17-21, Jesus asks 

his followers to show him tribute money; one displays a penny with an image of 

Caesar, which represents earthly sovereignty. Jesus refuses this coin, requesting, 

instead, spiritual tribute. Thoreau interprets this episode as follows: 

If you use money which has the image of Caesar on it, and which he has 

made current and valuable, that is, if you are men of the State, and gladly 

enjoy the advantages of Caesar’s government, then pay him back some of 

his own when he demands it; “Render therefore to Caesar that which is 

Caesar’s, and to God those things which are God’s.” (159) 

The Caesarian coin is physical money and thus symbolizes civil law and human 

civilization, emerging from tradition and expediency. On the other hand, Jesus’s coin 

is metaphysical, expressing a spiritual code derived from Inner Divinity. Whereas the 

Caesarian kingdom and currency are artificial, temporal, and local, their spiritual 

counterparts are sacred, permanent, and universal. Thoreau agrees with Jesus that 

there are two kinds of coins, and he prefers the spiritual one to the physical one, just 

as he favors Higher Law to civil law. 
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Besides distinguishing between physical and metaphysical coin, Thoreau also 

differentiates between substantial and spiritual taxes. Regarding his disobedience to 

an unjust law, Thoreau says: “I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen had paid my tax” 

(161). Although he refused to pay the poll tax in the material world, he paid a spiritual 

tax in the immaterial world. By refusing to pay the poll tax, he disobeyed the state and 

risked incarceration; however, Thoreau prioritized spiritual duty, considering the 

penalty of physical taxation lighter than spiritual taxation: “It costs me less in every 

sense to incur the penalty of disobedience to the State, than it would to obey. I should 

feel as if I were worth less in that case” (160). The price of disobedience to a secular 

authority is substantial money and temporary loss of physical freedom, but the cost of 

violating Higher Law is the decay of Inner Divinity. By disobeying civil law and 

following Higher Law, Thoreau pays his spiritual tax. 

5.3.3  Inner Divinity: Conscience and Higher Law 

Inner Divinity is a belief that everyone can be saintly and even godlike because 

everyone contains an inherent sacredness. In “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau employs 

various rationales and examples to emphasize conscience and Higher Law, showing 

his faith in Inner Divinity. Conscience is a moral expression of Inner Divinity that 

exemplifies godlike humanity, discloses individual moral duty, and establishes 

conscientious communities; without it, people suffer from wounded consciences. 

Thoreau compares the behavior of soldiers, officials, and heroes to emphasize that 

worldly reputations are not necessarily commensurate with conscientious behavior, 

asserting that conscientious citizens should always prioritize their consciences. On the 

other hand, Higher Law is the spiritual manifestation of Inner Divinity, encompassing 

law, tribute, and taxation on the spiritual level. Overall, conscience and Higher Law 

constitute the fundamental content of Inner Divinity. 
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5.4 “War with the State: Anti-Authority in “Civil Disobedience” 

In this section, I examine Thoreauvian civil disobedience via the third principle 

of Transcendentalism, Anti-Authority – a political belief that putative exterior 

authorities are not worthy of complete trust. I discuss the three authorities that 

Thoreau distrusts: 1) governments, 2) institutions and 3) the mainstream. Thoreau is 

suspicious of government for its mechanization, dim-wittedness, and violence. He is 

skeptical of political, religious, and legal institutions because of their self-

centeredness, coercive tendencies, and unjust practices. He mistrusts the mainstream, 

composed of elites and masses (the former represents the dominant intellectual, and 

the latter symbolizes bodily influences). Even though these authorities seem to exist 

naturally in society, Thoreau challenges their legitimacy, arguing that these spiritless, 

exterior, and mandatory authorities are inferior to the spiritual, interior, and voluntary 

inner powers inherent in every human mind. 

5.4.1 “Resistance to Civil Government”: Anti-Government 

 “Civil Disobedience” (1866) was originally published in 1849 under the title 

“Resistance to Civil Government” – a title that clearly expresses Thoreau’s 

condemnation of governmental authority. Thoreau expresses three main reasons for 

distrusting the government. First, the government is mechanized and it produces 

unpredictable frictions. Second, the government is half-witted because it lacks 

productivity, wisdom, and tolerance. Finally, the government is violent, tending to 

confront people by force. These flaws transform Thoreau’s optimism regarding the 

government into pessimism, leading him to distrust governmental authority. 

5.4.1.1  “Stop the Machine”: Mechanized Governments 

Thoreau argues that the mechanized government has two major problems that 

make it an unqualified authority: it exists as a result of human selfishness and creates 
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unstable frictions. First, ordinary people and politicians exploit the government-

machine because it lacks “the vitality and force of a single living man” (145) and is 

“liable to be abused and perverted” (145). Ordinary people love to hear the din of 

“some complicated machinery” (145) to convince themselves that the government is 

working for them; on the other hand, “unscrupulous m[e]n in power” (147) use the 

government as “their tool” (145) and a “wooden gun” (145) to achieve their goals. 

Thus, instead of being based on conscience, the government is established to meet 

people’s selfish needs, and people manipulate it as a spiritless machine. In addition, 

the government-machine produce unpredictable frictions that have both positive and 

negative consequences. When the government works well, the friction it produces 

needs not be eradicated because “all machines have their friction; and possibly this 

does enough good to counterbalance the evil” (149). However, when it works poorly, 

the government becomes a more frightening oppressor. If that happens, Thoreau 

suggests, “let us not have such a machine any longer” (149) and “[l]et your life be a 

counter friction to stop the machine” (155). He argues that dysfunction in the 

government-machine should prompt conscientious citizens to stand up and make 

themselves sources of friction against it. In short, because of its origin (selfish needs) 

and effects (unstable frictions), Thoreau distrusts the mechanized government. 

5.4.1.2  “The State Was Half-Witted”: Half-Witted Governments 

Thoreau contends that the government is not only mechanized but also “half-

witted” (161) – unproductive, dull, and intolerant. First, Thoreau believes that the 

government does nothing productive for the state or its people: “It does not keep the 

country free. It does not settle the West. It does not educate” (146). Indeed, the 

government is so impotent that, Thoreau claims, people can live well without it. In 

addition, he contends that the government is dim-witted because it cannot distinguish 
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“its friends from its foes” (161). For example, it treats wicked individuals as models 

but regards heroes as enemies. Finally, the government lacks a spirit of tolerance, 

especially when it comes to social change or intellectual wisdom: “Why is it not more 

apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority?” 

(154). The government is so narrow-minded that it can hardly accept any positive 

innovations. Failing to undertake productive work and lacking both wisdom and a 

liberal mentality, the half-witted government is a poor model of authority. 

5.4.1.3  “Your Money or Your Life”: Violent Governments 

Along with mechanization and unintelligence, Thoreau argues that the violent 

nature of government makes it unfit for authority. The government tends to deal with 

people either through the threat of force or by force. Armed with a military and police 

force, the government can violently implement its goals and remove any potential 

obstruction. In Thoreau’s opinion, when conflicts occur between the government and 

the people, the government tends to deal with the problem physically rather than 

philosophically: 

“Thus, the State never intentionally confronts a man’s sense, intellectual or 

moral, but only his body, his senses. It is not armed with superior wit or honesty, but 

with superior physical strength” (161-62). 

By resorting to violence via its agents, the government achieves its ends. Take 

taxation for instance; Thoreau encapsulates the power of the government over human 

freedom in two phrases: “Pay it, or be locked up in the jail” (160) and “Your money 

or your life” (162). As someone who refused to pay tax, Thoreau personally 

experienced the political violence of incarceration. The government does not try to 

understand dissidents; it only seeks to eliminate them by force. Such intimidation and 

brutality makes a government more like a bully than a valid authority. With its 
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habitually violent tendencies, the government, in Thoreau’s mind, deserves little 

esteem and has no right to exercise power over individuals. 

5.4.1.4 Thoreau’s Shifting Attitude toward Governments 

Thoreau’s night in the jail transformed his attitude toward government from 

hopeful to disappointed. In the writing that precedes his incarceration, Thoreau 

expresses optimism regarding the possibility of improved government and indicates 

that he regards himself as a practical thinker, not an anarchist: “Unlike those who call 

themselves no-government men, I ask for, not at once no government, but at once a 

better government” (146). While acknowledging the imperfect nature of government, 

he still thinks it remediable and wants it to help people. After his night in jail, 

however, pessimism replaces such optimism in his work; he realizes that governments 

that resort to violence can never improve. Frustrated, Thoreau reveals the degree of 

his discontentment: “I quietly declare war with the State, after my fashion” (165-66). 

Moving from initial optimism to pessimism and disenchantment, he no longer 

believes in nor acknowledges governmental authority. 

5.4.2 “Standing So Completely within the Institution”: Anti-Institution 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary, an institution is “an organization 

founded for a religious, educational, professional, or social purpose” or “an 

established law or practice” (OED). This definition is useful in investigating 

Thoreauvian anti-institutionalism. In “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau expresses 

distrust for political, religious, and legal institutions, criticizing them, respectively, as 

self-centered, coercive, and unjust. 

Thoreau specifically links political institutions to self-centeredness: “Statesmen 

and legislators, standing so completely within the institution, never distinctly and 

nakedly behold it” (168). Constrained by the political system, politicians do not 
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inspect things objectively or challenge institutions critically; nor do they recognize the 

possibilities that exist outside institutions. Each institution is supposed to help 

improve society, but, as time goes on, people inside such institutions become satisfied 

with status quo and increasingly narrow-minded, acquiring only limited experience of 

the world, which, in turn, leads to a state of self-centeredness. Thoreau thus uses 

political institutions to exemplify the institutional flaw of self-centeredness and 

support his position that institutions are undeserving of authority. 

Likewise, Thoreau distrusts religious institutions as authorities and links them to 

coercion. Before refusing the poll tax, Thoreau also refused to pay a tax to the church 

in his local parish. Even though he never attended its services, the local church 

insisted that he pay. He rejected this, claiming: “I, Henry Thoreau, do not wish to be 

regarded as a member of any incorporated society which I have not joined” (160). 

Unwilling to take part in an institution he did not join, Thoreau criticizes the coercive 

practices of religious organizations, decrying their tendency to disrespectfully compel 

participation. Focusing on religious institutions, Thoreau highlights the flaw of 

coercion to support his argument against the legitimacy of institutional authority. 

Finally, Thoreau also distrusts legal institutions as authorities and links them to 

injustice. He asserts that laws are not, by default, righteous: 

“It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. 

Law never made men a whit more just; and, by means of their respect for it, even the 

well-disposed are daily made the agents of injustice” (147). 

He highlights the law that allows slavery as an example, pointing out that 

following such an immoral law makes people complicit in injustice. Thus, Thoreau 

contends that institutions that appear public-spirited may undermine the public good, 

and that, given their propensity for producing injustice, legal institutions are not ideal 

authorities. 
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5.4.3 “Mercy of Chance”: Anti-Mainstream 

In addition to distrusting governments and institutions, Thoreau expresses a 

dubious regard for mainstream authorities. I categorize mainstream authorities into 

two specific groups: 1) the elites who have the intellectual advantage and 2) the 

masses who have the popular advantage. Both groups believe that they represent the 

true mainstream. 

5.4.3.1 “The Few Are Not Wiser Than the Many”: Anti-Elites 

Thoreau distrusts the elites as the intellectually dominant authority. The elites 

tend to regard themselves as leading figures and qualified authorities in public affairs 

due to their educational, social, or political advantages. Thoreau provides an example 

of an 1848 Baltimore meeting, an event held for the selection of a presidential 

candidate. The conference participants consisted of elite editors and politicians; 

Thoreau expresses doubt regarding their capabilities, claiming that the attendees were 

no more competent than any other individual: 

“What is it to any independent, intelligent, and respectable man what decision 

they may come to, shall we not have the advantage of his wisdom and honesty, 

nevertheless?” (152). 

In terms of ability, integrity, and representativeness, Thoreau views the attendees 

as neither intrinsically superior nor inferior; the only difference is that they have the 

political networks and opportunities that others lack. External factors rather than 

internal factors determine who qualifies as elite. However, the elites tend to pride 

themselves on their wisdom while viewing those of lower stations as ignorant. 

Thoreau challenges them, warning against their sophomoric mentality: “the few are 

not materially wiser or better than the many” (150). The elites are better positioned to 

determine opinion and the content of the intellectual mainstream and therefore tend to 
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brag about their influence; nonetheless, they are not necessarily abler, more 

representative, or possessed of greater integrity than anyone else. For Thoreau, blind 

belief in the intellectual mainstream created by elite authorities represents a 

significant hazard, and he remains suspicious of prevailing intellectual powers. 

5.4.3.2  “Little Virtue in the Action of Masses of Men”: Anti-Masses 

If the elites derive their authority from intellectual strengths, the authority of the 

masses stems from their physical or popular force. Thoreau distrusts the authority of 

the masses because its domination results from numerical advantage. In his writing, 

Thoreau uses the terms mass, multitude, and majority interchangeably. The masses 

dominate not because they are right or fair, but because they are “physically the 

strongest” (146). The most obvious example is the voting system, an apparently ideal 

fruit of democracy. Popular voting remains incapable of reflecting righteousness: “All 

voting is a sort of gaming, like chequers or backgammon, with a slight moral tinge to 

it, a playing with right and wrong” (151). Based on the simple notion of majority rule, 

voting expediently decides public affairs, and its procedures become less about 

morality than about competition regarding which side has the greater number of 

supporters. In addition, no one knows the outcome before the result; voting is 

unpredictable, making itself a dubious means of decision-making. Thoreau asserts: 

“Wise man will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to prevail 

through the power of the majority. There is little virtue in the action of masses of 

men” (151). 

In other words, a person with an independent spirit would not passively count on 

the multitude and yield his rights to an unpredictable system. Possessing physical 

strength and louder voices, the masses do not necessarily act morally or in the interest 

of justice, which makes them a deficient authority. 
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5.4.4 Anti-Authority: Governments, Institutions, and the Mainstream 

The third Transcendentalist Principle, Anti-Authority, is characterized by a 

distrust of external authorities. This attitude permeates “Civil Disobedience.” The 

three authorities for which Thoreau expresses the greatest distrust are governments, 

institutions, and the mainstream. He is suspicious of the government because it is 

mechanized, dim-witted, and violent. He views the authority of political, religious, 

and legal institutions skeptically, criticizing them as self-centered, coercive, and 

potentially unjust. Finally, Thoreau distrusts mainstream authorities, claiming that the 

elites represent intellectual tyranny and the masses exert dominance through physical 

force. In short, in his misgivings about these putative external authorities, Thoreau 

embraces an Anti-Authority perspective of the Transcendentalist. 

5.5 “It Must Help Itself”: Self-Reliance in “Civil Disobedience” 

In this section, I examine how the fourth Transcendentalist Principle, Self-

Reliance – the practical belief that people should rely on themselves instead of others 

– manifests in Thoreauvian civil disobedience. I conduct this examination in two 

parts. In the first part, I summarize how Thoreau describes individuals who lack Self-

Reliance; in his view, they tend to depend on others, on property, and on the 

government, and their unwillingness to embrace Self-Reliance constitutes a failure to 

become full citizens. In the second part, I consider the three levels of Thoreauvian 

Self-Reliance, which for simplicity’s sake, I have labeled basic, intermediate, and 

advanced: 1) the basic level demands self-sufficiency, 2) the intermediate level 

requires self-motivation, and 3) the advanced level calls for civil disobedience. Each 

level consists of a defining spirit and corresponding actions. Together, these three 

levels constitute Thoreauvian Self-Reliance. 

5.5.1 “They Do Nothing in Earnest”: People without Self-Reliance 
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Self-Reliance is characterized by individual reliance on one’s own abilities and 

resources rather than outside forces; it is a fundamental requirement for effective 

citizenship. However, many people think and behave without any sense of Self-

Reliance, depending on others, on property, and on governments. In portraying a lack 

of Self-Reliance, Thoreau describes the features of such individuals in great detail and 

enumerates the consequences of failing to realize Self-Reliance. 

5.5.1.1  “They Wait for Others”: Relying on Others 

People who rely on others tend to talk without taking action, leaving problems to 

others and remaining uninterested in public affairs. First, they pay lip service instead 

of acting. Thoreau frames this quality in terms of the issues that interested him most. 

Thus, he notes how many people profess an enlightened opposition to the horrors of 

slavery and warfare, but do not incorporate this belief system into their behavior: 

“There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to slavery and to the war, who yet 

in effect do nothing to put an end to them” (150). Their mentality can be summarized 

as “we love better to talk about it: that we say is our mission” (157). By merely 

talking, they avoid facing difficulties but still feel that they are making a real 

contribution. What is more, they passively wait for others to solve problems: 

[They] sit down with their hands in their pockets, and say that they know 

not what to do, and do nothing; . . . They hesitate, and they regret, and 

sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. 

They will wait, well-disposed, for others to remedy the evil. (151) 

Such people not only dodge their moral duty but also destroy their own Self-Reliance. 

They may initially rely on others because of their laziness and unwillingness, but once 

they grow accustomed to the situation, their Self-Reliance gradually dissipates, 

making them incapable and powerless in public affairs. In addition, some people 
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become aloof to political issues: “The broadest and most prevalent error requires the 

most disinterested virtue to sustain it” (153). They assume they have nothing to do 

with wrongdoings and their indifference perpetuates social injustice. In short, people 

without Self-Reliance talk instead of working, demand others solve problems, and 

remain indifferent to public issues. Their inaction demonstrates their lack of Self-

Reliance. In an age of systematic slavery and warfare, those people’s dependence on 

others made them complicit in the injustice. 

5.5.1.2  “Their Property and Families”: Reliance on Property 

In addition to relying on others, many people depend on property. Thoreau 

mentions that even “the freest of [his] neighbors” (159) fail to free themselves from 

dependence on their “property and families” (159). They fear that disobedience will 

lead to the loss of their possessions so they choose to support the state out of 

convenience, even though their support may be wrong. Their heavy dependence on 

property weakens their Self-Reliance, makes them focus on accumulating goods and 

money, and causes them to ignore social inequities. Thus, for Thoreau, the “opponents 

to a reform” (150) are not “a hundred thousand politicians” (150) but “a hundred 

thousand merchants and farmers here, who are more interested in commerce and 

agriculture than they are in humanity” (150). For Thoreau, such politically disengaged 

and property-reliant people are the true obstacles to the improvement of societies. 

Thoreau famously undertook a two-year experiment living on the shores of 

Walden Pond where his property was limited to a bed, two desks, and three chairs. By 

dramatically reducing his possessions, Thoreau attempted to simplify his own life and 

thereby challenge contemporary ways of living. His experience reveals that people 

can live decently with minimal material goods and that people should avoid over-

dependence on property. 
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5.5.1.3  “Public Tranquility”: Reliance on Governments 

In addition to relying on others and property, some people depend on the 

government. These individuals believe in “public tranquility” (159) and “the 

protection of the existing government” (159), assuming that if they remain obedient, 

the state will offer them civil stability or at least a promise of non-harassment. Such 

reliance on the government prevents these people from seeing injustice objectively. 

For example, even though many opposed slavery and the Mexican war, they still 

supported the state financially and physically in exchange for their political peace: 

Those who, while they disapprove of the character and measures of a 

government, yield to it their allegiance and support, are undoubtedly its 

most conscientious supporters, and so frequently the most serious obstacles 

to reform. (153) 

Reliance on the government makes these people silent regarding the wrongdoings of 

the state, rendering them complicit in injustice. By contrast, those who decrease their 

reliance on the state become more objective regarding public affairs. Thoreau points 

to himself as an example of someone who seeks to minimize his dependence on the 

government, claiming: “I should not like to think that I ever rely on the protection of 

the State” (159). Only with proper distance and freedom from heavy dependence can 

citizens examine the government impartially. Thoreau thus discourages citizens from 

over-reliance on the government, urging them to embrace Self-Reliance. 

5.5.1.4  Without Self-Reliance: Others, Property, and Governments 

People who lack Self-Reliance depend on others, property, and the government. 

First, they depend on others to fix problems, tending to talk rather than act. Second, 

they rely on property and thus cannot see the wrongdoings of the state, which makes 

them obstacles to true reform. Third, they depend on the government, believing they 
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will be rewarded with political security; however, their tacit support of injustice 

eventually makes them complicit in injustice. Thoreau describes such people as 

possessing a “manifest lack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance” (152). Thoreau 

urges his contemporaries to avoid becoming unqualified citizens, cautioning them that 

doing so will bolster injustice and weaken their Self-Reliance. 

5.5.2 Self-Reliance in Three Levels 

Thoreau’s discussions of Self-Reliance are widely dispersed throughout “Civil 

Disobedience” and, for clarity’s sake, I break the notion down into three levels, each 

characterized by a specific spirit and concrete action. The basic self-reliant spirit is to 

be self-sufficient and responsible for one’s life and decisions; the corresponding 

political action is to vote. The intermediate self-reliant spirit is to be self-motivated 

and proactive in initiating changes and exerting influence on others; exemplary 

actions include contributing to society and joining the side of righteousness. The 

advanced self-reliant spirit is to be defiant; exemplary actions include engaging in 

civil disobedience. 

5.5.2.1  Spirit and Action of Elementary Self-Reliance 

In this section, I examine the spirit and action of basic Self-Reliance. At the basic 

level, the self-reliant spirit demands that individuals be as self-sufficient as possible 

and the corresponding political action is voting during elections. This level of Self-

Reliance is the most fundamental and practicable one; if an individual accomplishes 

Self-Reliance at this level, he or she is better than many others who remain unwilling 

to take these steps. 

5.5.2.1.1 The Elementary Self-Reliant Spirit: Be Self-Sufficient 

I contend that the basic level of Thoreauvian Self-Reliance involves self-

sufficiency. In “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau complains that the state lacks the spirit 
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of Self-Reliance and always demands its subjects to solve its governmental problems 

without any sincere intention. Thoreau claims: “It must help itself; do as I do” (162). 

He reproaches the state for its irresponsibility and a lack of Self-Reliance. He then 

uses the seed as a metaphor to show that even tiny plants know more about the 

principle of Self-Reliance than governments. A seed’s survival demonstrates an 

attitude of self-sufficiency: being able to take care of oneself, count on oneself, and 

make decisions independently. This responsibility meets the basic requirement of 

exerting Self-Reliance: 

I perceive that, when an acorn and a chestnut fall side by side, the one does 

not remain inert to make way for the other, but both obey their own laws, 

and spring and grow and flourish as best they can . . . If a plant cannot live 

according to its nature, it dies; and so a man. (162) 

Thoreau uses this natural imagery to illustrate one dimension of his conception of 

Self-Reliance: self-sufficiency. If a seed cannot rely on itself and take care of its life, 

it dies. He thinks that human beings and governments should learn from the seeds. 

Seeds thrive on their own internal power and meet their needs without external 

assistance; instead of depending on others to make plans for them, they manage their 

lives responsibly. 

5.5.2.1.2 The Elementary Self-Reliant Action: “Cast Your Whole Vote” 

I argue that the elementary self-reliant political action is voting––the basic 

responsibility of citizens in any democracy. The purpose of elections is to choose 

more capable or representative officials to address public issues; to pick ideal 

candidates, every citizen should vote on election day. Thoreau thus claims: “Cast your 

whole vote, not a strip of paper merely, but your whole influence” (157). Thoreau 

asserts that ballots are more than pieces of paper; they represent individual political 
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power. Some people may rationalize not voting by maintaining that their votes have 

little influence and that other, more avid voters will ensure proper electoral outcomes. 

However, if everyone thinks that way and therefore avoids the polls, ideal candidates 

may lose the elections. The voting system endows people with the right and the 

responsibility to express their political opinions. Thoreau contends, therefore, that 

citizens should vote every time an election occurs. Of all the self-reliant political 

actions, voting is the simplest and takes the least time. 

5.5.2.2  Spirit and Action of Intermediate Self-Reliance 

I propose that intermediate Self-Reliance has both spiritual and physical 

dimensions, too. The spiritual dimension involves being self-motivated and proactive. 

The physical dimension entails contributing to society and joining the side of justice. 

5.5.2.2.1 The Intermediate Self-Reliant Spirit: Be Self-Motivated 

Thoreau uses leaven as a metaphor to show that as long as an individual is good, 

he or she can exert unimaginably great influence on others. I categorize this idea as 

the intermediate Self-Reliance: self-motivation. Thoreau uses a Biblical allusion to 

compare self-reliant people to active yeast; he claims that they represent “some 

absolute goodness . . . that will leaven the whole lump” (150). Just as yeast effectively 

leavens dough, an individual can work to create change in society. Creating change is 

not the privilege of those in power; it also belongs to common people. As long as self-

motivated people take proactive action, their efforts will have larger effects. Thoreau 

enjoins his readers not to fear humble beginnings: “For it matters not how small the 

beginning may seem to be: what is once well done is forever” (157). Truly self-reliant 

individuals act unwaveringly to create changes, because realizing one’s vision is more 

important than achieving worldly appreciation. In short, like the leaven that causes the 

dough to rise, self-motivated individuals can exert influence throughout society. 
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5.5.2.2.2 The Intermediate Self-Reliant Action: “Constitute a Majority” 

I believe that the intermediate self-reliant political actions involve contributing to 

society and joining the side of righteousness. First, people who are financially and 

mentally capable should always dedicate themselves to the community. Thoreau 

claims: “The best thing a man can do for his culture when he is rich is to endeavor to 

carry out those schemes which he entertained when he was poor” (159). The word 

rich does not refer to a specific income or the millionaire class exclusively; it refers to 

relative levels of prosperity and means. Young people may have certain ideas that they 

wish to carry out as they mature and become more affluent; however, after reaching 

financial and physical maturity, many forget their youthful ambitions. Thoreau hopes 

that the people who develop the means will remain faithful to their earlier wishes and 

extend their hands to those in need. At this level of Self-Reliance, people should take 

responsibility not only for themselves but also for those who may need help. 

I contend that joining the side of righteousness is another intermediate self-

reliant action. Thoreau guarantees that lone achievers will build a spiritual majority. 

As long as individuals do the right thing, they “have God on their side” (156). 

Thoreau transforms the notion of the visible minority into that of the spiritual 

majority: “Moreover, any man more right than his neighbors, constitutes a majority of 

one already” (156). Despite acting as part of the visible minority, those who join the 

right side and act according to their consciences participate in the spiritual majority. 

Taking the side of righteousness is thus one form of intermediate self-reliant action. 

5.5.2.3  Spirit and Action of Advanced Self-Reliance 

Like the previous two levels, advanced Self-Reliance has both spiritual and 

physical dimensions. I assert that, from the spiritual perspective, advanced Self-

Reliance involves embracing defiance, and, from the physical perspective, it involves 
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engaging in civil disobedience. Due to potential illegality, this level is controversial; 

however, it can arouse considerably more attention than the previous two. 

5.5.2.3.1 Advanced Self-Reliant Spirit: Be Defiant 

This level of spiritual Self-Reliance is characterized by undaunted and 

unyielding defiance and allows for unlawful action. I believe that Thoreau develops 

the highest Self-Reliance by imagining resistance against injustice in terms of how 

counter friction resists the machine. Thoreau mentions that, when the state-machine 

works poorly and oppresses people, it is time to fight against it: “I say, break the law. 

Let your life be a counter friction to stop the machine” (155). For Thoreau, if a law 

accorded with his conscience, he would abide by it; however, if he viewed a law as 

unconscientious, he would not follow it – he regarded breaking such laws as a 

necessary means of combating injustice. Thus, resisting injustice characterizes the 

advanced self-reliant spirit. 

5.5.2.3.2 Advanced Self-Reliant Action: Civil Disobedience 

In my view, the advanced self-reliant action involves civil disobedience. Thoreau 

suggests two ways of asserting Self-Reliance at this level: 1) refusing tax duties and 

official positions and 2) adopting any non-cooperative and peaceful mean of resisting 

the state. These methods are individually plausible, publicly challenging, and they 

bring no physical harm to anyone. 

Thoreau claims that by paying taxes and holding positions as public servants 

people make themselves complicit in injustice; to avoid such complicity, he argues 

that they should “at once effectually withdraw their support, both in person and 

property” (156) from the government. More specifically, Thoreau advises that “public 

officer[s] . . . resign [their] office[s]” (158) and that ordinary people “not . . . pay their 

tax-bills” (158). By withholding financial and physical support, individuals exercise 
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their power against the state. In Thoreau’s view, while not “violent and bloody 

measure[s]” (158), such non-cooperative actions can still immobilize the state. 

Thoreau argues that, together, small acts of disobedience become a powerful weapon. 

Apart from withholding physical and financial support, any other forms of 

peaceful non-cooperation with the state also qualify as civil disobedience. For 

Thoreau, “to refuse allegiance to and to resist the government” (149) is a right that 

belongs to everyone; whoever exerts this right, in Thoreau’s view, achieves a 

revolution. Embracing the spirit of advanced Self-Reliance enables citizens to carry 

out individual revolutions – civil disobedience – and challenge injustice without 

waiting for or counting on others. Thoreauvian civil disobedience can thus be 

understood as an individually plausible means of acting against injustice; it involves 

embracing a defiant spirit in a manner that arouses public awareness without bringing 

anyone physical harm. Any form of non-cooperative and nonviolent action that 

promotes justice and righteousness constitutes civil disobedience. For example, 

Thoreau’s articles and tour lectures were acts of civil disobedience; he not only 

affected his contemporaries but also enlightened the people of subsequent 

generations. The lasting influence of Thoreau’s work both testifies to the success of 

his individual revolution and defines one form of civil disobedience. 

5.5.3 Self-Reliance: Self-Sufficiency, Self-Motivation, and Civil Disobedience 

This section examines the spirit and action of Self-Reliance in Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience.” I begin by describing people who lack Self-Reliance; such individuals 

depend on others, on property, and on governments, thereby demonstrate their 

unwillingness to live independently. I then explain the three levels of Self-Reliance: 

the elementary—self-sufficiency; the intermediate—self-motivation; and the 

advanced—civil disobedience. At the elementary level, spiritual Self-Reliance 
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involves being self-sufficient and responsible; the corresponding action is voting. At 

the intermediate level, spiritual Self-Reliance involves proactively exerting individual 

influence and not fearing to be a part of the minority; corresponding actions include 

benefiting society and joining the side of righteousness. At the advanced level, 

spiritual Self-Reliance involves defiance; corresponding actions include rejecting 

taxation and official positions and undertaking acts of non-cooperation. Collectively, 

these spiritual levels and actions comprise Thoreauvian Self-Reliance. Thoreau 

contends that people should trust in their abilities and independence, meaning they 

should embrace the self-reliant spirit and take self-reliant actions. By managing 

themselves responsibly, exercising influence actively, and challenging injustice 

defiantly, people can practice Self-Reliance in civil politics. 

5.6 The Thoreauvian Political Triad 

In the previous sections, I demonstrate how Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” 

resonates with Transcendentalist Principles. This section concludes this chapter by 1) 

investigating the meaning of acting according to principle, 2) defending the 

compatibility of revolution with Thoreauvian civil disobedience, and 3) proposing a 

theory – the Thoreauvian political triad. This section recapitulates the core message of 

Thoreau’s essay and combines all the threads of my argument about Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience. 

5.6.1  “Action from Principle” and Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience 

Thoreau uses the phrase “action from principle” (154) in “Civil Disobedience,” 

but does not explain what he means by principle and action, rendering the phrase 

somewhat ambiguous. The original passage reads as follows: 

Action from principle, – the perception and the performance of right, –

changes things and relations; it is essentially revolutionary, and does not 
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consist wholly with anything which was. It not only divides states and 

churches, it divides families; aye, it divides the individual, separating the 

diabolical in him from the divine. (154) 

I believe understanding the Thoreauvian view of principle and action is essential to 

understanding his notion of civil disobedience; thus, in this section, I examine the 

nature of “action from principle” (154) and discuss its connection to Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience. 

5.6.1.1 The Nature of “Action from Principle” 

Thoreau expresses the phrase “action from principle” (154) in another way: “the 

perception and performance of right” (154). He equates principle with perception and 

action with performance. Whereas principle/perception denote a rule, a belief, or an 

understanding, action/performance refer to an act or a process of carrying out a task. 

In other words, this phrase means to understand and to act righteously. Thus, Thoreau 

emphasizes the combination of principle and action. People who lack principle are 

fence sitters; people who fail to act are dreamers. Only when people combine 

righteous principles with righteous actions will their efforts have a positive influence. 

For Thoreau, ideal individuals create substantial changes by thinking and acting. 

Extending this point, I venture a hypothesis: 1) Thoreauvian civil disobedience 

exemplifies the confluence of principle and action, and 2) principle refers to 

Transcendentalist Principles while action refers to the enactment of those principles. 

In the previous sections, I confirm this hypothesis using a Transcendentalist analytical 

framework that encompasses the movement’s mystical, moral, political, and practical 

dimensions along with detailed textual evidence. Here, I assert that “action from 

principle” (154) epitomizes Thoreauvian civil disobedience. For the sake of brevity, I 

refer to the combination of principle and action with the phrase “principled action.” 
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5.6.1.2 From Principled Action to Civil Disobedience 

I believe that principled action leads to civil disobedience. Thoreau asserts that 

principled action “changes things and relations” (154). I further contend that enacting 

righteous principles – acting based on Transcendentalist Principles – leads to 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience. Principled action has, in numerous instances, led to 

changes in “things and relations” (154). For example, when Thoreau was in jail, he 

exerted the principle of the Over-Soul; he inverted the meaning of the prison and 

changed his relationship with incarceration by viewing it as a small part of the 

immense universe. Another example introduces another Transcendentalist Principle: 

when a soldier disobeys an unmoral order, he enacts the principle of Inner Divinity; 

he makes himself not a walking weapon but a thinking human, and he thus changes 

his relationship with the military by privileging his conscience over the law. In this 

respect, principled action leads to civil disobedience; or, more specifically, acting 

based on Transcendentalist principles fosters Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 

5.6.2 Revolution and Thoreauvian Civil Disobedience 

Thoreau regards taking principled action as “essentially revolutionary” (154), 

which raises another issue: whether or not revolution is compatible with civil 

disobedience. Examining Thoreau’s understanding of revolution by scrutinizing all 

relevant passages, I find that, rather than bloody or violent, Thoreauvian revolution is 

peaceful, individual, and consistent with his conception of civil disobedience. Indeed, 

I believe that Thoreau views peaceable revolution as the product of civil disobedience. 

5.6.2.1 The Nature of Thoreauvian Revolution 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines revolution as “a forcible overthrow of a 

government or social order” (OED); in other words, as commonly understood, 

revolution involves force and violence and is often synonymous with insurrection. 
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However, in “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau defines revolution as “the right to refuse 

allegiance to and to resist the government, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are 

great and unendurable” (149). Thoreauvian revolution is thus broader and more 

flexible than conventional notions of revolution, referring to any insubordination to 

injustice. It does not necessitate violence and can be achieved on a personal level. 

5.6.2.2 From Civil Disobedience to Peaceable Revolution 

Due to its achievability on the individual level, Thoreauvian revolution belongs 

to everyone: “All men recognize the right to revolution” (149). Thoreau’s suggestion 

that individuals initiate a revolution (officials resigning their positions and citizens 

refusing tax duties) manifests the spirit of civil disobedience. In doing so, people 

dissociate themselves from wrongdoing and fulfill “the definition of a peaceable 

revolution” (158). When thousands of people civilly disobey the state, Thoreau writes, 

“the revolution is accomplished” (158). In other words, civil disobedience leads to 

peaceable revolution, and any citizen can initiate a revolution in a civil, peaceful, and 

individual way. Thoreauvian revolution does not conflict with Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience; it becomes part of it. In short, Thoreauvian revolution is civil, peaceful, 

and achievable for individuals, and it is the outcome of exercising civil disobedience. 

5.6.3 The Thoreauvian Political Triad 

Based on the discussion above, I conclude that “Civil Disobedience” articulates a 

Thoreauvian political triad that links principled action, civil disobedience, and 

peaceable revolution. Acting based on Transcendentalist Principles generates civil 

disobedience; this fosters peaceable revolution, which, in turn, inspires more people to 

act according to their principles, generating a virtuous cycle. Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience is the fruit of the Transcendentalist Principles and the seed of peaceable 

revolution but, essentially, the three represent different phases in the growth of the 
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same plant. People who enact righteous principles fulfill the dictates of Thoreauvian 

civil disobedience and eventually engage in revolution. The Thoreauvian political 

triad, consisting of principled action, civil disobedience, and revolution, lies at the 

heart of “Civil Disobedience.” It draws together my argument and serves as an 

appropriate end point for this chapter.  
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Chapter 6  

Conclusion 

This study uses a Transcendentalist analytical framework derived from 

Emerson’s Essays to interpret Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.” It contends that civil 

disobedience embodies the Thoreauvian notion of “action from principle” (154) – his 

beliefs regarding the enactment of Transcendentalist Principles as political actions. I 

derive four essential Transcendentalist Principles: the Over-Soul, Inner divinity, Anti-

Authority, and Self-Reliance and use these principles as the basis for my analysis. 

Each of these principles represents a different dimension of Transcendentalism: the 

mystical, the religious, the socio-political, and the practical. Resonant with these 

Transcendentalist Principles, Thoreauvian civil disobedience thus contains dimensions 

that transcend the political. Moreover, it is not merely theoretical; it advocates a 

diverse set of actions. Based on these findings, this study proposes a Thoreauvian 

political triad: Transcendentalist principled action, civil disobedience, and peaceable 

revolution. Relying on abundant textual evidence, this study argues that to understand 

fully “Civil Disobedience” one must reread it from a literary perspective with a 

Transcendentalist approach rather than viewing it as a mere political tract. 

6.1 What Is New? – Findings and Discoveries 

This study contributes a new understanding of the relationship between 

Transcendentalism and “Civil Disobedience,” an explication of the various 

dimensions and applications of Thoreauvian civil disobedience, an evaluation of the 

compatibility of Thoreauvian civil disobedience with revolution, and the discovery of 

a Thoreauvian political triad. 
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6.1.1 Transcendentalism and Civil Disobedience: Principle and Action 

Transcendentalism generates Thoreauvian civil disobedience. Researchers 

usually position “Civil Disobedience” within a too narrow political science 

framework. In this study, I contend that using a Transcendentalist framework to 

analyze the text from a literary perspective gives a greater insight. Moreover, I 

demonstrate that the phrase “action from principle” in the essay’s original text 

encapsulates Thoreauvian civil disobedience: principle refers to the Transcendentalist 

Principles, the Over-Soul, Inner Divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-Reliance; action 

refers to the actions that extend from these principles. Together, principle and action 

constitute Thoreauvian civil disobedience. 

6.1.2 The Mystical, the Moral, the Political, the Practical: Concept and Practice 

Thoreauvian civil disobedience has mystical, moral, political, and practical 

dimensions and involves both theory and action. First, Thoreau enacts the mystical 

principle of the Over-Soul by connecting himself to the Universe, Nature, and others 

without material constraints. Second, Thoreau exemplifies the moral principle of 

Inner Divinity by following his conscience and Higher Law. Third, Thoreau embodies 

the political principle of Anti-Authority by distrusting external authorities like 

governments, institutions, and the mainstream (the mainstream represented by the 

elites and by the masses). Finally, Thoreau exerts the practical principle of Self-

Reliance, which, in my view, entails self-sufficiency, self-motivation, and 

disobedience. Self-reliant actions include voting, improving society and joining the 

side of righteousness, rejecting tax duties, suffering incarceration, and starting 

individual revolutions. 

6.1.3 The Thoreauvian Political Triad 

In this study, I argue that, in “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau develops a political 
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triad connecting 1) principled actions, 2) civil disobedience, and 3) peaceful 

revolution. The components of the triad manifest different facets of a process: to act in 

a principled manner (the Transcendentalist Principles) leads to Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience, which leads to a peaceful revolution. The more these revolutions take 

place, the more people will be inspired to act on principle; thus, the process becomes 

a self-perpetuating, positive cycle. Anyone enacting the right principles achieves not 

only civil disobedience but also a peaceable revolution. Thus, principled action, civil 

disobedience, and peaceable revolution form a Thoreauvian political triad. 

6.2 Contribution to Research 

This study makes its contributions by 1) providing abundant textual evidence to 

elucidate how “Civil Disobedience” resonates with Transcendentalism, 2) establishing 

the four Transcendentalist Principles, and 3) proposing a Thoreauvian political triad. 

6.2.1 The Link between Transcendentalism and Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” 

Using literary rather than a political scientific analysis, this study provides 

abundant and detailed textual evidence to elucidate the connection between the New 

England philosophy, Transcendentalism, and Thoreau’s essay “Civil Disobedience.” 

6.2.2 The Four Transcendentalist Principles 

This study explicates four Transcendentalist Principles – the Over-Soul, Inner 

Divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-Reliance. These principles are helpful in 

introducing the concepts of Transcendentalism and providing an analytical framework 

for examining Transcendentalist works. 

6.2.3 The Thoreauvian Political Triad 

This study develops the theory of the Thoreauvian political triad. This triad 

combines principled action, civil disobedience, and peaceable revolution. It is based 
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on Transcendentalism and occurs on a personal level. This theory may have 

applications in future studies of Thoreau, Transcendentalism, politics, and civil 

disobedience. 

6.3 Who Should Read This Research 

This study targets three groups of potential readers: those curious about civil 

disobedience, those interested in political perspectives on civil disobedience, and 

those interested in literary perspectives on civil disobedience. 

6.3.1 Those Curious about the Concept of Civil Disobedience 

For anyone who is curious about the concept, the origin, the context, and the 

background of Thoreauvian civil disobedience, this study serves as an introduction 

that lists the concept’s essential values in a comprehensive and intelligible way. 

6.3.2 Those Interested in Political Perspectives on Civil Disobedience 

Many political scientists’ views of civil disobedience have been influenced by 

John Rawls’ A Theory of Justice. These scholars may have never read Thoreau’s 

original text from a literary perspective, not to mention through the lens of 

Transcendentalism. This study aims to interpret Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” in a 

non-traditional way. 

6.3.3 Those Interested in Literary Perspectives on Civil Disobedience 

For literary scholars, the name and the works of Thoreau are well known, as is 

the nineteenth-century American intellectual movement, Transcendentalism. 

However, many of these scholars view Thoreau merely as a hermit who lived near the 

shore of Walden Pond and Transcendentalism as an abstract philosophy; they fail to 

see Thoreau’s political radicalism and Transcendentalism’s practicality.  

Alternatively, those who recognize the different sides of both the man and the 
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movement may still be curious about whether this philosophy has applications in 

contemporary life. This study not only highlights Thoreau’s more political side but 

also demonstrates how Thoreau combines principle and action in “Civil 

Disobedience.” Moreover, by analyzing Thoreau’s case, this study shows that the 

tenets of Transcendentalism remain relevant and practicable today. 

6.4 Defending the Question, Methodology, Evidence, and Inferences 

6.4.1 A Justifiable Question 

This study’s major research question is: to what extent and in what way does 

New England Transcendentalism inform Thoreauvian civil disobedience? This 

question has political, philosophical, and literary justifications. First, scholars tend to 

classify “Civil Disobedience” as a political tract, failing to recognize its multiple 

dimensions and links to Transcendentalist ideas. Second, when discussing 

transcendental philosophy, people may mistake this distinctly American movement for 

its European counterpart – Kantian transcendental philosophy. However, New 

England Transcendentalism is its own distinct philosophy. Reading “Civil 

Disobedience” through the lens of canonical German transcendental philosophy only 

provides a partial understanding of the text. Third, when discussing 

Transcendentalism’s place in the literary history, people may diminish its 

significance, characterizing it simply as a transient movement that preceded the Civil 

War. Literary scholars have rarely used Transcendentalist frameworks to conduct 

literary analyses of “Civil Disobedience”; nonetheless, this study argues that only 

when reading “Civil Disobedience” via Transcendentalism can readers comprehend 

its message. The literary analysis focuses on the original text, highlighting close 

reading. Raising neither traditionally political nor purely philosophical questions, this 

study aims to answer its own query through a close reading of the text. 
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6.4.2 A Reasonable Methodology 

This study uses Transcendentalist Principles derived from Emersonian 

Transcendentalism as expressed in Essays as its methodological foundation. This is a 

reasonable approach for three reasons: 1) Emerson is the most representative 

transcendentalist figure; 2) Essays is Emerson’s greatest literary achievement and 

expresses the fundamental Transcendentalist attitude; and 3) the application of 

Transcendentalist Principles is necessary. Transcendentalism lacks a strict theoretical 

framework, but an analysis without any degree of categorization would be formless; 

this study, therefore, uses four Transcendentalist principles – the Over-Soul, Inner 

Divinity, Anti-Authority, and Self-Reliance – as the basis for its analytical framework. 

Each principle represents a different dimension of Transcendentalist beliefs. This 

approach makes it easier to introduce clearly ideas and to examine the nuance of the 

text. In short, the combination of Emerson, Essays, and Transcendentalist Principle is 

a reasonable methodology for this study, since it places Thoreau within the literary 

and philosophical milieu of his time. 

6.4.3 Persuasive Evidence 

The evidence this study relies on is valid and persuasive because it comes from 

the primary source: Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.” Chapter 5 of this study 

meticulously scrutinizes how each principle shapes Thoreau’s work, analyzing each 

relevant passage and sentence. The benefit of using Thoreau’s original text is that it is 

authentic, plain and understandable, and full of his idiosyncrasies. The downside of 

using it is that it is sometimes too flexible, wordy, and disorganized. Thoreau scatters 

similar ideas in different parts of the article and expresses diverse concepts in the 

same paragraphs, creating a somewhat unfocused reading experience. Thus, one of the 

aims of this study is to arrange these thoughts within a meaningful framework to 
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clarify Thoreau’s argument and accentuate the influence of Transcendentalism. 

Undertaking a systematic categorical analysis, this study deciphers the text’s covert 

Transcendentalism. For example, Thoreau’s ability to transcend physical incarceration 

by embracing spiritual freedom represents his belief in the Over-Soul, while his 

repeated calls for conscientious action demonstrate his faith in Inner Divinity, etc. 

This study provides abundant and relevant textual evidence from Thoreau’s text, 

underscoring his purpose by adopting a literary Transcendentalist perspective without 

distorting or misinterpreting his original intentions. In short, this study’s persuasive 

evidence is Thoreau’s text itself, which resonates with Transcendentalist Principles. 

6.4.4 Credible Inferences 

This study argues that Thoreau applies Transcendentalist Principles in “Civil 

Disobedience,” giving this political essay a Transcendentalist core. The detailed 

textual evidence presented in the study makes this a credible argument. By 

systematically examining the original text, this study shows that, in addition to its 

political dimensions, “Civil Disobedience” has mystical, moral, and practical 

dimensions. Finally, this study elucidates a Thoreauvian political triad: principled 

action leads to civil disobedience, revealing that Transcendentalism-based action 

defines Thoreauvian civil disobedience, which, in turn, generates a peaceable 

revolution. Carefully analyzing Thoreau’s intentions and word choice, this study 

provides comprehensive proof to support this argument. 

6.5 Why Does It Matter? – Its Academic and Practical Significance 

Within academia, this study is important because it 1) connects Thoreau’s “Civil 

Disobedience” to Transcendentalism in a meaningful way, 2) summarizes the four 

Transcendentalist Principles, and 3) proposes the Thoreauvian political triad. 

Academically, I hope this study will benefit researchers interested in Thoreau, civil 
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disobedience, or Transcendentalism. This study also has significance for daily life 

beyond the scholarly discourse. Civil disobedience remains necessary wherever 

dysfunctional governments hold power. The sad truth is that, two hundred years after 

Thoreau wrote “Civil Disobedience,” corruption, tyranny, and injustice continue to 

proliferate; in every era, however, people of rectitude stand in support of justice, 

conscience, and equality. For such individuals, this study describes a practical way to 

enact civil disobedience in their daily lives. In addition, this study shows ordinary 

readers that Transcendentalist ideas fundamentally inform Thoreauvian civil 

disobedience. Transcendentalism was not merely a short-lived movement that ended 

two hundred years ago; it is still alive and still exerts considerable influence through 

the world-renowned and still widely read article, “Civil Disobedience.” This study 

also demonstrates how individuals can combine Transcendentalist ideals with political 

action, practice civil disobedience, and initiate peaceful revolution on a personal level, 

which is useful and feasible in daily life. Therefore, this study demonstrates the 

continued importance of “Civil Disobedience” both within and outside of academia. 
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