Transcendentalism
Transcendentalism was an intellectual movement founded by Emerson.  These are the cornerstones of Transcendentalist beliefs:  

· Human senses are limited;  they convey knowledge of the physical world, but deeper truths can be grasped only through intuition.

· The observation of nature illuminates the nature of human beings.

· God, nature, and humanity are united in a shared universal soul, or Over-Soul.

These beliefs pervade all of Emerson’s work.  
Excerpt from Self-Reliance, by Ralph Waldo Emerson

¶1  There is a time in every man's education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is ignorance; that imitation is suicide; that he must take himself for better for worse as his portion; that though the wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can come to him but through his toil bestowed on the plot of ground which is given him to till. The power which resides in him is new in nature, and none but he knows what that is which he can do, nor does he know until he has tried. Not for nothing one face, one character, one fact, makes much impression on him, and another none. It is not without pre-established harmony, this sculpture in the memory. The eye was placed where one ray should fall, that it might testify of that particular ray. Bravely let him speak the utmost syllable of his confession. We but half express ourselves, and are ashamed of that divine idea which each of us represents. It may be safely trusted as proportionate and of good issues, so it be faithfully imparted, but God will not have his work made manifest by cowards. It needs a divine man to exhibit anything divine. A man is relieved and gay when he has put his heart into his work and done his best; but what he has said or done otherwise shall give him no peace. It is a deliverance which does not deliver. In the attempt his genius deserts him; no muse befriends; no invention, no hope.
¶2  Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string. Accept the place the divine providence has found for you, the society of your contemporaries, the connection of events. Great men have always done so, and confided themselves childlike to the genius of their age, betraying their perception that the Eternal was stirring at their heart, working through their hands, predominating in all their being. And we are now men, and must accept in the highest mind the same transcendent destiny; and not pinched in a corner, not cowards fleeing before a revolution, but redeemers and benefactors, pious aspirants to be noble clay under the Almighty effort let us advance on Chaos and the dark. . . . 
¶3  Society everywhere is in a conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members. Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members agree for the better securing of his bread to each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most request is conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names and customs.
¶4  Whoso would be a man, must be a non-conformist. He who would gather immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of goodness, but must explore if it be goodness. Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind. Absolve you to yourself, and you shall have the suffrage of the world. . . .
¶5  A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and philosophers and divines. With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do. He may as well concern himself with his shadow on the wall. Speak what you think now in hard words, and to-morrow speak what to-morrow thinks in hard words again, though it contradict every thing you said to-day. — 'Ah, so you shall be sure to be misunderstood.' — Is it so bad, then, to be misunderstood? Pythagoras was misunderstood, and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, and Galileo, and Newton, and every pure and wise spirit that ever took flesh. To be great is to be misunderstood. . . .
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Rhetorical Analysis: Excerpt from Self-Reliance, by Ralph Waldo Emerson

Directions:  FIRST, read the background pages provided.  Then perform the following color marking and annotation to the text, and then answer any reflection questions using complete sentences;  answer questions ON YOUR OWN SHEET OF PAPER.  You will need FIVE highlighter colors.  
1.
Begin by skimming each line to find words you do not know.  CIRCLE each word you do not feel you can define.  Using a dictionary, look up each word, writing a brief definition or synonym in the space above or below each word.  
Now READ the entire passage for understanding.  As you read, PARAPHRASE Emerson’s meaning (at least every five lines or so).  
2.
Reread ¶2.  The paragraph opens with “Trust thyself.”  Find and HIGHLIGHT evidence from the rest of the paragraph that SUPPORTS this exhortation or advice.  
3.
What do you believe his exhortation to “Trust thyself” means?  How does it apply to your own life specifically?
4.
What does ¶2 tell the reader about Emerson’s Transcendentalist belief in the importance of the individual?  

5.
What does Emerson believe about being true to oneself?  
6.
In one color, HIGHLIGHT the terms Emerson uses to describe society in ¶2 and ¶3.  According to Emerson, what is society’s main purpose?  In what ways does Emerson believe people should be affected by the way others perceive them?
7.
Look up Pythagoras, Socrates, Jesus, Luther, Copernicus, Galileo, and Newton.  In the margins of your paper, ANNOTATE who each of these historic figures was.  What did these figures all have in common?  Why does Emerson mention these men?
8.
Ben Franklin, in his “Autobiography,” also referred to Jesus, Socrates, and Pythagoras.  In his list of virtues to work on, he writes, “13.  Humility   Imitate Jesus and Socrates.”  He also gives Pythagoras credit for the idea of needing to examine yourself and your improvement on a daily basis.  How does Franklin’s use of these historical figures differ from Emerson’s use of them?  
9.
What evidence does Emerson use to support his claim that “to be great is to be misunderstood”?
10.
Go back now and DOUBLE UNDERLINE every time Emerson uses parallelism (repeating grammatical structures) in this excerpt.  What is the effect of Emerson’s use of parallel structure?
11.
In a different color, HIGHLIGHT every mention of nature in the piece.  Then, IN THE MARGINS, identify whether each mention is positive (+), negative (-), or neutral (±).  
12.
Based on your marking in question 11, what is Emerson’s view of nature?  What does Emerson believe about the relationship between mankind and nature?  
13.
What is the function or purpose of Emerson’s use of the adjective “foolish” in ¶5?  Explain your answer.  
14.
UNDERLINE each time the word “divine” is used.  According to Emerson, what role does the “divine” have in determine each person’s circumstances?  

15.
What would Emerson say is each person’s reason for living?  Explain your answer.  Then HIGHLIGHT in a different color the parts of the text that make you think so.  

16.
In a sentence or two, and in your own words, explain Emerson’s purpose in this passage.  What is the point or message?
17.
Now apply:  How do Emerson’s views about self-reliance mesh with today’s American culture?  Which aspects, if any, are present in today’s culture?  
18.
Now look in the mirror:  Which of Emerson’s statements, if any, would you choose as a guideline for personal conduct?  Explain your answer.  
