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E1nerson' s 'New England Capitalist' 

~---- l\1ERSONJS 'Ne\v England Capita]ist,) apparcnt]y· ,vrittcn about 
1843t and here printed for the first tin1c1 fron1 manuscripts 
ju the Harv·ard Col1egc Library, neatly suggests in nventy-onc 

--- Jines all that its author had to say in numerous ]ecturcs nnd 
essays on the subject of capita] is tn. 1 

l\7 eru> E11glaud Capitalist-. 
,~lhat arc his 1nachines 
Of steel, brass, lcather1 oakt & ivory, 
ll u t manikins & miniatures, 
D\\ 1ar f s of one faculty t m ca sured from him., 
As nirn b I y he applies his hen ding self 
Unto the changing ,vorld~ thus n1aking that 
Another ,vcapon of his conquering ,viil? 
He built his 111il1s, &, by his politics-i n1ade 
1"he arms of milliuns turn thc111. 
Stal,vart Ne,v I-Iampshiret mother of rncn., 
Sea.-dented j\1aine, reluctant Cnrolina, 
1\1ust drag his coachi & by the arts of pe~ce 
I-Jc? in the plenitude of Jove & honort 
Eats up the poor, -poor citjzen poor state. 

lVf uch has he donet 
I ·I as n1ade his telegraph, 
P rope] lcr t car, post office, photo type, 
His coast-survey, vote by majority, 
H js Iif c assu ran cc~ & star registry t 

Prelu<l~ & hints of ,vhar he ventures next; -
No,v let him make a harp] 

5 

10 

20 

E1nersonts comments on trade have struck s0111e critics and jnter-
prctcrs of his thought as naYvc 2nd 1naterialistic. The late Professor 
l\1atthies~en remarked that the "senti1nents of such essays as those on 
''1V cal th.,, and ''Po\ve.r,' J \vorking on tcrnpcra1nents Jess un,vorld1)T 
than their author"s,. have provided a vicious reinforcement to the most 
ruthless clcn1cnts in our economic Jifc.~ 2 'In a. free and just comn1on-

-:1: I \v lsh to th ~n "k: the R -J.lph \\' A 1 do Enwrson 1\ 1 em oI fa 1 Asso da tion, through 
l\..f r Ed ,va.rd , Val do F orbes 1 for pern1i~ion to prj n t the poem, 

F+ 0. l\1atthicsscn~ Au1erican Renainance (Londonf 1941 ), p. 4. 
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\vea]th/ said En1erson in his notorio\lsly facile ,vay, 'property .rushes 
from the idle and imbecile to the jndustrious, brave and persevering/ 
and again, 'i\1oncy·, ,vhich represents the prose of life., and \vhich is 
hardly spoken of in parlors ,vithot1t 2n apology1 is, in its effects and 
la\vs., as beautiful as roses.' 3 \~ 7hatcvcr the partial truth in such state-
n1ents., it is possible to discover directly opposite vie,vs in the En1er-
sonian canon; and it should be perfectly clear to today·,s scholar, if jt 
,vas not to yesterday's capitalist, that En1erson al,vays n1adc his 1111~ 

compron1isingly· vigorous assertions ,vithin the in1plicd context of his 
total phi l os op hi c position. 

En1crson Sa\v the universe jn Neo-Platonic fashion., ·as a n1onis1n 
expressing itsc]f, under the stringent necessity· of the dualistn of 111attcr 
and spirit, in a 111ultiplicity of degrees ranging up and do,vn the scale 
of existence from brute creation to man vjc"red as the incarnation of 
In tcUcct. \~1hat E1ncrson frankly· adn1ircd in the Anglo-Saxon capi-
talist, ,vhe~hcr in Englnnd or in Kc,v England, ,vas the manifestation 
of universal po,vcr at the physical level as 111an harnessed and exploited 
nature for his O\vn advantage nnd gain. 'The la,vs of nature/ he 
o bscrved f ron1 th is comp re hen si ve phi I osop hie al stand p oi1) t, ,: play 
through trade, as a toy-battery exhibits the effects of electricity.' 4 In 
their essence these la\vs of nature are spirjtual, and though the capitalist 
n1a)7 J)crf orn1 selfishly, he is nevertheless ~conspiring ,vith a beneficence 
\\rhich in its \vorking for coining generations, sacrifices the passing 
one." 1. ... his ~sublinle and friendly Destiny' engages in an 'unceasing 
effort throughout nature at surne\vl1at better than tl1c actual creatures~ 
,nnelioration iu nature, ,vhich alone per1nits and authorizes a1ncliora-
tion in mankind.' ri The Industrial Revolution \vas, in spite of ahuscsl 
a part of this an1cliorntion. As Professor Gerber has pointe<l out1 
E1ncrson rejected both the n-arro,v utHitarian1sm· of Benthan1 and the 
pessi1nisn1 of 1Vla1thus and held to an optimistic vie,,,. of economics 
based sq uarcl y up on his o, vn metaphysics+ (j 

If at one level man ,vill ingeniously exploit nature, he ~ust hiniself, 

Tbe Conzplete 1-r.r o,ks · of Ralp/J lJTaJdo Evierson (Centerrnry Edition! Boston, 
, 903 ) l' VI, JO 6; III' 2 3 I I 

'" Co'Jnplete T-P'" orks, VI 1 106+ 

li Co'Jnplete T-Vorks, I! 374~· 3, 7I-3 71.. 
s John C. Ger b e.r 1 'Emerson n d the Po 1 it j ~al Eco non1 is.ts," "l\1 eri:v Engl and Qu.1r -

ter l y t XX II ( September 1949), 3 3 6-3 s 7 ( but cspec i a 1 I y 346-3 5 o) . See also Alex and E:r 
C. l{ern's iEmerson and Econmuic:..·s/ New Engla-nd Qlu.trterly, XIII (Decen1ber 
J 940) , 67 8---096. 

• 
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E111erso11's 'N eriJ.-£71glnnd Cap'italisl 247 
at 2 higher level~ serve the ends of intellect and the moral sentiment; 
h~ncc, in E1ncrson's jndgn1ent, 'Trade 1s also but for -a titnc, and must 
give ,vay to sorne,vhat broader -and better.' In English Traits E1ncrson 
brought critjcisn1 to hear upon a particular motnent in history "\vhcn 
he questioned the irnn1ense ,vealth established by the fore.most indus-
tdal and n1ercantile nation of the age: 'Such a \veal th has England 
carnedt ever ne,v, bounteous and augrnenting. Tint the question re-
curs, does she take the step bey·ond, nan1ely to the ,vise use, in vie,v 
of the supren1c ,vealth of nations?' 7 No perceptive reader ,vill fail to 
note in En1erson,s adaptation of the tide of A.dam Sn1ith's .classic ,vork 
u blunt chaHengc to the conception that \YCalth lies in coa] 1 iron, and a 
favor2blc trndc balance rather than in u morally and intcllcctuallJT 
superior people. 

In the poen1 before ns there is a three-fold developrnentr In lines 
1-7 En1erson asks ,vhether machines are not 'd\varfs of one faculty' 
in n1an~ ,,rho 1vith these 'n1anikins & 111iniatnrcs, subdues 'the chang-
ing ,vorld' to 'his conqucrjng ,vilL' There is un in1plicd censure of 
the neglect of n1an's full t10,ver.~ for the ex-aggerated develop1nent of 
only one faculty; and a reader is reminded of the fundan1ental vie,v in 
'The ... J\.mcrican Scholar' that in 'the divided or social state~ the func-
tions of the n1ythical O.ne l\1an 'arc parccHcd out to individuals.' The 
original unit has been divjdcd and subdivided and distributed at large 
in such n1inutc portions an1ong the n1ultitudes that men 'strut about so 
n1-any ,valking 1nonstcrs/ The far1ner, the priest, the mechanic, the 
sailor, the scholar are aH such n1onstcrs, and so is the trades1nan, ,vho 
~scarcc]y ever gives an ideal ,vorth to his ,vork, but is ridden by the 
routine of his craft, and the soul is subject to dollars. 1 8 The don1inant 
hu1nanistic note throughout En1erson's ,vriting is that insofar as the 
divided state of existence ,vjll perrnit, 1nan n1ust continually strive to 
recapture the harn1011ious devclopn1ent of the fa bled One l\1an. 

In lines 8-r4 F.1ncrson briefly sketches the social and po]itical conse-
quences of the trades111an1s selfishness~ 'poor citjzen pour statc4' The 
,vhole nation 'must drag his coach/ and ,vhilc he ~cats up the poor' 
he is h1mself honored. In line r 2, in the 1nidst of this vjgorou.s censure~ 
Ernerson Jinks the development of trade ,vith the 1naintenance of 
peace; and this connection is one of the basic propositions in the an1a-
tcnr cconon1ics of this an1r-tteur philosopher. In 'The·~{ oung An1erican' 

7 Cou~plate lVorkst rt 379, V, 169. 
:!I Co1nplete lVorksi It 8:2~84. 
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he says, ~l\1eantime Trade has begun to appear: l""radc~ a plant ,vhich 
gro,v-s \vherever there is pcacc1 as soon as there is peace, nnd as long 
as there j5 peace.' 0 

A11 interesting re fl cction of the co11 ten1 po rar y po Ii tic al situ a ti on ] i es 
in the in1plicd contTast bct\vcen the 1nercantile and the agrarian, the 
North and the South. 1Reluctant Carolina~ n111st help to drag the 
coach of the :acquisitive Ne,v England capita]ist; and the history of 
that rc1uctance is ,vritten ]argc in the debate over tariffs as revenue 
or as protection fur industries. l'hc agrarian South, led byr South 
Carolina and Calhoun, objected vigorously to the 182 8 \a.riff of abon1i-
nations,; in response to the tariff of 1 832 Carolina jnvoked the doctrine 
of statcsJ rights to nullify .. the la\"v .. De.spite subsequent efforts at con1-
pron1ise, the n1ercanti]e interests of the North ,vere so aggrcssivc]y· 
po,verful that by I 842~ ,vjth a Congress controlled by Protectionists, 
the ne,v tariff act of that year ,vas not n1uch less cxtrcn1e than that 
of 1832. 

E1ncrson's appraisal of the hurnan and sectional injustices inflicted, 
ho,vcvcr incidentally, b) 7 the nc,v era of 1nanuf2cture, p.rovjdes the 
basis for his staten1ent in the essay ,:Politics': iThe phi losopher1 the poet, 
or the religjous n1an, ,vill of course ,vlsh. to cast his vote ,vith the 
dcn1ocrat~ for frce-tradet for ,vidc suffrage, for the abolition of Jegal 
cruelties in the penal codel and foT facilitating in every 111anner the 
access of the young and the poor to the sources of \ve.alth and po,vcr.' 
But En1erson 2ddcd that the persons proposed as the representatives 
of these better jdcas ,vcrc thcn1sclvcs nitnlcss nnd destructive out of 
hatred ::ind selfi~hness and had in 1nind 'no ulterior and d ivinc ends.~ rn 

In the third section of the poc1n, Jines 15-21, Frn1erson changes the 
tone fron1 censure of the capih11ist to praise 111 a c~taloguc of the tech-
nical achievements of the modern eri, but he most significantly ]inks 
these products of scientific genius ,vith political and soc:ial ::1.dvanccs. 

'Telegraph.' and 'phototypc' suggest the nan1e of S2111uel F B. j\1 orse, 
\vho., born in Char1csto,vn., l\1assachusctts, had a Jong and illustrious 
career hoth as artist and as ·inventor. ""\,7hen J\1orse vi.~ited Paris in 183 8 
to introduce his systc1n of tc]egraphy in France) he n1ct ]Jagucrre, ,vho 
exhibited and explained to him his o,vn invention of the daguerreotype. 
l\1orse~s earlier interest in .fixing catncra obscnra inu1ges by the action of 
Jight ,vas thus Ic"vivcd; and ,vhcn lv.Iorse returned to An1erica in April 

Co1nplete 1Vorks., J, 3 77~ 
Jo Co111plete 1Vorks,, IIJ, io~i.10+ 
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I 839 he perforn1cd cxpcri1ncnts ,vith the process of daguerreotypy. 11 

iCoast-survcy~ and 'star registry' suggest the na1nc of the fa,nous navi-
gator Nathaniel Bo\vditch, \Vho published his Tbe Ne•w A1neric«n 
l)rtrcticnl t-l Ctti..iigator in I 80 2, containing instructions for calculating 
lunars fron1 the sun or certain fixed stars. Bo\vditch a]so surveyed ~nd 
n1appcd the l1arbors of Salen1) _l\darblchead, Be,-erly, and 1\1anc11ester. 
It should be reznembered that,, apart f ron1 the practical value of astro-
no1nical calcu]ations, there had been for long a popular :1tnateur interest 
in the celesdal ,vorld disclosed by the telescope. Perhaps the outstand-
ing cxatnple is provided by· '''iliian1 Cranch Bond, \vho had a n1odel 
don1e and tel es cope constructed in the parlor of his Dorchester house. 
'During the da)T.,' relates Profe~sor Struik, '"Bond 1;vas occupied hy his 
Eoston husincss; his spare titne he spent jn constantly gathering data 
on chronon1ctcrs 1 pcrforn1ing astronon1ical observations,. and 1atcr also 
observing terrestrial 111agnetisn1 for the United States Govern1ncnt.' In 
J 8 3 9 Harvard put into operation a plan., long contc111p1atcd1 to have 'rtU 
observatory., and Bond ,vns i1rvited to n1ove ,vitl1 ]1is instru1nents into 
the Dana I-louse on Qoincy Street. 12 

E111crson's inclusion of life jnsurancc in the· san1c Jist \Vith the tele-
graph, coast survey, and tables of stats js not so hi1.arrc as n1ight appear 
at first g1ance. It 1s a fact tliat the dcvclop1ncnt of life insurance lagged 
behind th-at of fire and 111grine insurance) since it depended upon the 
for1nuiation of actuarial tah]es; and it ,vas only in En1erson's young 
rnanhood and n1iddlc age that life jnsurancc con1panics did business on 
~n expanding scale. Thtls, 111 182 3 the lviassachusetts Hospital J .Jifc In-
surance Con1panJr of Boston invited N athanicl IJo,vditch to direct its 
9.ffairs .. - Ccrtainl)r hy the 184o~s En1erson 1nust have been a,varc of Jife 
insurance as ::1.11 accomplishn1cnt of the enterprise he ,vas to celebrate 
in his poc1nt for in the latter part of 1843 rhe Nc\v England 1\11 lltual 
Life Insurance Con1pany, already organized in 183 5; \vas beginning to 
do h usin ess .1 

AH the activities ,vhich \\'"e have passed in rcvie,v 2dn1irably co1n-
hined the con1nlerc1al and scientific interests of the J\i c,v England 

11 J oscf i\1aria Eder., I-lfrtory of Phot{)grnp!Jj', tr~ns. E<hvard Epstean (Nc,v \ 7 orl,, 
r94-5)! PP· z7-z~273-. 

:J~ Dirk J. Struiki Y mJkee Science in tfJe Af akiug (Bo.i;ton., 1948 )i pp. 71.-75, 80--8'1, 
r26. For the observatory .sec also S:amur:l EHot i\iorison~s Tbree Centurfos of Har-
vard t636-1936 (C~nlbridge, 1936) ! pp. :264-265. 

'~Joseph B. 1\1 aclc:1n1 Li{ e lusurance! 7th ed. (J'\Te,v York., 195 l ), pp. 517, 5 30-
531. See also Stroik, p. 77. 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume X, Number 2 (Spring
1956)

250 Harvard Library Blllletiu 

capitalist~ ,v-ho in the poem doubtless represented for En1crson the type 
of the n1odcr11· man - creative and revolutionar}r in his investigation 
of nature 11. n d j n his trans£ orn1a ti on of tra~e a.n d social insti tu tions4 
Emerson believed that all kinds of po\vcr, good and bad, e1nerged 
simultaneousl)r; 14 in the .first fourteen lines of the poem., for example, 
he ackno,vledgcd the evil results of capira]istn, even though he felt that 
trade ,vas a harbinger of peace, but in the catalogue of achicvcn1cnts 
that ,vc have just cxan1incd he stressed the positive gains. I-Iencc in the 
concluding t,vo_ lines he challenged the Ne,v England capitalist) ,vho 
lu1d already accon1plishcd so n1ucht to aspire to 'ulterior -and divine 
ends., 'No,v let hirn make a harp!' exclaimed Emerson, and ,vith the 
syn1bolis1n of the harp he 1neant ma1i,s highest spiritual gifts and possi-
bi]ities. In this manner ,ve return to F..n1ersonian n1ctaph)7Sics, to the 
conception of the ,vholc man, to the en1phasis on an1elioration, to the 
belief that n1an, as the 111osr richly· cndo,vcd creature, must consciously 
contribute to the progressive tendency in nature. In fan1iliar Emer-
sonian style ,,~e ·have described a circle or., perhaps bcttcr 1 ascended 
spirally fron1 the physical to the spiritual. 

The poem provides~ in srnall co1npass, a nice example of balanced 
antitl1cscs, ,vhich may not, ho,vever, yield their full burde11 of n1eaning 
,vitl1011t the larger philosophic backgroulld 1vhich has been sketched jn, 

,~,e n1ust no,v consider the n1anuscripts and probable date of con1-
po s i tio n. The first draft o~curs j n a sin a 11 lin1 p-1 ca th er n ate book 
(Houghton T 2 5a) ,vith the ,vord 'TREES' printed in En1erson~s h-and 
on the .front cover. In this slender notebook, the pages of ,vhich are 
unnumbered~ En1erso11 kept a record of the trees he purchased and 
planted; there is~ ho,vcvcr, a .sea ttcring of verses: on the recto of the 
eighteenth leaf four lines of (Ode to Beauty~" on the recto and verso 
of the nvcnticth son1e verses of '"Thrcnod)r/ and on the verso of the 
thirteenth and the recto of the fourteenth a pencil draft, ,vithout title, 
of 1Nc,v England Capitalise' This first draft is reproduced here,vith 
as Plate I (size of original 7 h)7 5 inche~) "f'he most jnteresting variant 
js 'era fty politics' for 'politics" 1 n all ] atcr drafts; and the change n1:1lces 
the censure of the capit~Iist noticeabJy less harsh. In verse-book X 
(I1oughton r 3 2) there are t,vo drafts. 1""hc first (X.1), chiefly in pencil 
hut ,vith a fe,Y corrections ~nd additions in jnk 1 occurs on 1\1S page 60, 
,vith the first fe,v lines superitnposed 11pon the erased hist stanza of 
'The House.~ X 2 occurs jn ink on l\.1S page 63, supcrin1poscd upon 

i C 01n pl et e IfT ork t, VT, 63~64~ 
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erased Jines of i=!\.1ona.dnoc.t On lvlS page 2 i 1 of verse-book 1\711 

(Houghton 92) there is another draft in ink superimposed upon t,vo 
pencil drafts of the quatrain~ cl-Icr pJantcd eye to-da)T controls .. t Only 
,vhh the final copy~ on a sheet of blue paper (I1ough:ron E1n 349 P .. 
800 ( 1 5)), in ink but 1vith an addition and n correction in pencil~ docs 
the poern receive jts title. This final version js sho,vn in Plate II (leaf 
size of original Io by 7 ¼ inches). 

An cxan1ination of lines 2.~4 ,vill clearly cstab]ish the evolution after 
Trees as bcjng X1, NP, X\ E111 (pointed brackets jndicatc crossing out 
in the 1nan11scrjpt): 

x1 
Of steel, brass, Jeather, oak & ivory 

perfected 
llut (litt1e rncn}, con1plcrncnts of his ..... Hmbs., 
D\.varfs of one fixed jdca 1 applied to hin1 

]\7p 

bullhide 
Of steel i brass i (le at her), oak, & ivory., 
Eu t com plen1 en ts of his perfected ] im hs, 
D\varfs of one fix:cd idea applied to hi1n! 

xf 
bnHhidc· 

Of steel brass (Jeather) oak & jvory 
But 111anikins & 111iniaturcs 

measured f ron1 
D,varfs of one {fixed idea ..... applied to) hin1 

faculty 

En1 
Of .steel, brass, leather, oak1 & ivory, 
13 u t 111 a nik i11 s & miniatures., 
D\varfs of one fnculty! n1casured fronl him, 

The dates of composition for the three poems accidentally involved 
in the manuscript evolution of 'Nev'"r England Capitalist' are thcn1selves 
at best conjectural and therefore do not help us in establishing a date 
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for the poem in qucstion .. 1~ lV'"e must accordingly seek the a~sistancc 
of ,vhatcvcr external evidence n1ay co1ne to hu nd .. 

,,,e :first hear of En1erson~s intention of delivering a series of lectures 
on Ne,v England in his Jetter to YVilli:un E1nerson of 25 Nove,nlu:r 
1842. '''riting to i\1argaret Fuller on 3 1 Decen1ber 1842.., En1erson 
1ncntioncd that he had gathered n1aterial for three lech1res and that 
the three 1night becon1e five .. The subjects included religion., agricul-
turet trade, 1nanners, recent spiritual influences, clirnate, politics, and 
the like._ This series of lectures Emerson delivered in Philadelphia from 
2 3 January to 1 Fehruary 1843, and he repeated it in Ne,v York fron1 
11 February· to 2 2 February·.16 Cabot's sl1tnn1ar}7 of the lecture on 
trade f o 11 o ,vs: 

The other c]clncnt conspicuous in the Anglo-Saxon mind .is the determination 
of blood to the hand. The favorite cmployn1ent is tradei and ~griculture as the 
has is of trade. Farming in N c,v En gfa nd a cold, surJy business~ H 'J rd ,vor k 
ill-rc\vardcd makes the farmer a narro,v and sc1fish dn1dgc~ The best part of 
the class drain cd off to th c city.. Ilchi )] d the result ln the <.: ities that line the 
Atfontic coa~t, and the intcHcctual circufotion they nourish. "fr:lde flageUates 
that me l a.nch o l y tempera n1en t in to hea] ch and co ntencrn en t. Th c good 111cr-
cha at is a very cons id era b le person. He puts mo re th -an labor, he puts c h'1 meter 
and ambition in to his busi n CS5~ Th is runs to e.'%'. ccs~ and ovcrpo1vers sen tirn en t~ 17 

It seen1s plausible that during a period \Vhcn he ,vas ,vriting and 
delivering his lectures about Ne\v England trade, E1nerson should ,vrite 
verses on the Nc1v England capitalist.ls If this general periodt fro1n 
late 1 842 into 1 84 3, is acceptable~ it is possible to lin1it the date of com-. 
position to , 84 3 alone1 for the inclusion of the telegraph jn the list of 
--accon1plishn1ents attributed to the Ne,v Engl~nd capitalist makes it 
probable that En1crson did not ,vrite the poen1 hcfore 11 January 1843. 
The first public rnessagc ,vas not sent over the telegraph nntil 24 7v1ay 

J:; \\•I onadnoc,' for cxainplc] 1n~y ha.ve been begun as early as 18 39 and w·as cer-
tc1 in I y being composed, in part t lea st, as late as , 84 5 See The 1.e tter s of RaJ pl, 
lF nldo Enierso111 ed~ R"J.lph L. Rusk (Nev;,:-Yorki l 939 ), ll~ i io; also Co1uplete 
1Vorks, IX, 424. 

11] Letters, lH! loo, 107-108 1 128i 1451 149, i 3:2-i 3 3. 
1' James E. Cabot, A Afenzoir of Ralp!J lValdo E1uerso11 (Cambridgei l887 ), lit 

Appendix F, i49· 
H Seo ~1~o Con1plete 1Vorks 1 I, for En1er.sonis: other lecture~ on the economic, 

po I itic a 1, social~ and cul tnra l q uc-stion:s r~ ised by the Ind us trial Re \.Tol L,tion and re~ 
funn espe cb l ly 'The Cons;erYativc' and ~Tho Young A meric~ n., 
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1844~ but Emerson had seen the instrn1ncnt on I 1 January 1843r :is the 
letter of the follo,ving <lay to his ,vif e reveals_:i.9 _ 

The full text of the poen1, printed above fron1 the E111 draft in ink, 
reproduces Enl erson 1 s p n n c tua tio n, the penciled addition of c Stal ,va rt' 
in line 10, and the penciled correction of 'ventures next' for 'meditates' 
in line 20 - except that the stronger origina] punctuation at the end 
of line 20 has been preferred to the con1n1a follo\ving the substituted 
phrasing. In line 12 the -artic]e in the phrase 'the arts of peace' appears 
to be stricken out, but it h-as been retained for the cadence .. 

CARL F. STRAUCH 
\B L~UCTJ,. III, 110. 
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