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Summary

Ralph Waldo Emerson’s essay “The American Scholar” was originally delivered as a speech at
Harvard University in 1837. In it, Emerson explains what a true scholar, or “American Scholar,”
should be. The whole essay can be divided into six main parts:

The Three Influences on the Scholar: Nature, Books, and Action.

The Duties of the Scholar: To trust one’s own thoughts and guide society toward truth.

The Activities of the Scholar: Not imitation, but independent thinking, action, and
leadership. In all these points, Emerson presents the scholar as “Man Thinking”, a person
who thinks for himself and enlightens the world.

American Cultural Independence: The scholar must free America’s mind from blind
imitation of Europe and develop an original national identity.

Hope for Artistic Revolution: Emerson expresses hope for a new literature that will
reflect common people’s lives and strengthen American unity.

The Scholar’s Connection to the Divine: Every scholar is guided by a Divine Soul that
unites all humanity; through this spiritual awareness, scholars can inspire and uplift society.

 
1. The Three Influences on the American Scholar: Emerson says that a true scholar is

shaped by three powers, Nature (and the Human Soul), Books, and Action.

 
Nature and the Human Soul – the First and Greatest Teacher: Nature is man’s first
teacher, “The first in time and the first in importance.” Every day experiences like sunrise,
stars at night, the blowing wind, and the growth of trees teach the human mind. Emerson
mentions the Swedish philosopher Emanuel Swedenborg, who believed that though nature and
the human soul appear different, they actually come from the same source and mirror each
other. Just as nature follows divine order and balance, the human soul moves by the same
rhythm. Both are expressions of one divine power. Emerson says that every part of nature
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moves in a circle, “circular power returning into itself.” Man and nature come from the same
root. When man learns the beauty and laws of nature, he also begins to understand his own
soul. Nature reflects the human spirit; therefore, to know nature is to know oneself. Like a
young student, the scholar must learn to see unity in all things. Nature teaches observation,
inspiration, and spiritual harmony. Emerson also says that the scholar gains knowledge from
books, but his true inspiration comes from his own soul, from the inner light of thought. This
inner light makes him “Man Thinking”, one who thinks, creates, and awakens others. On the
other hand, one who only learns from books without thinking for himself becomes a “Mere
Thinker.” He only repeats the thoughts of others and fails to use his own mind’s light.

 

Man Thinking and Mere Thinking: According to Emerson, a true scholar is not merely a
reader. He is one who thinks for himself, understands for himself, and creates something new.
This person is what Emerson calls “Man Thinking.” A Man Thinking is someone who keeps his
inner light awake, learns from nature, society, and experience, and forms his own thoughts. He
may take inspiration from others, but builds his own understanding. He questions, observes,
and searches for truth. His thinking benefits others and enlightens society. Emerson says, “Man
Thinking” means a living mind, free, creative, and active. He reads books, but he is not their
slave; he learns but uses his own judgment. 

 

In contrast, “Mere Thinking” is the opposite. A Mere Thinker memorizes the ideas of others and
never creates anything new. He only repeats what he reads, without using his own voice.
Emerson calls such a person a “Bookworm”, someone buried in books, cut off from real life and
action. He warns that a scholar who fails to use his own power of thought becomes the carrier
of dead knowledge. He cannot bring any change to society. So, 

“Man Thinking” means living intelligence,

while “Mere Thinking” means dead knowledge.

Emerson’s advice is clear: read books, but not blindly, think, understand, and then form your
own truth. Only then can you become the true “Man Thinking”, the scholar who lights the world
with his inner mind.

 

Books – The Mind of the Past: The second influence comes from Books, which Emerson calls
the “Mind of the Past.” Books are the living reflections of great minds who lived before us.
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According to Emerson, books should be the companions of scholars in their leisure. They should
read deeply and gain knowledge from them. He says that when scholars develop the power of
thought, they will act through their skill and creativity. What is considered an action today will,
in the future, become a concept for the world. 

 

But Emerson also gives a warning: “Books are the best of things, well used; abused, among the
worst.” Books should never be followed blindly. If a scholar imitates the thoughts of the past,
he ceases to be “Man Thinking” and becomes a “Bookworm.” A true book is one that inspires
— that awakens the mind to think for itself. Emerson insists that every age must write its own
books. Old books cannot meet the needs of a new age. Therefore, the scholar’s duty is not to
repeat old ideas but to create new thoughts. He says, “I had better never see a book than to be
warped by its attraction, clean out of my own orbit.” In other words, if books draw a person
away from his own path of thinking, they become harmful. Books should serve as sources of
inspiration, not instruments of control.

 

Action – The Influence of Experience and Real Life: The third influence comes from
Action, from real life and experience. Emerson says that if thought is not turned into action, it
is dead. Man must apply the lessons of nature and books to real life. A true scholar thinks
deeply and then transforms his thoughts into work that benefits society. He declares that a
genuine scholar is not a bookworm; he is active, strong, and self-reliant. His wisdom is shown
not in words but in deeds. Such a scholar brings change to society and helps his nation
progress. Emerson writes that every act of life is a test of knowledge. Labor, social duty, and
art are all schools for the mind. Colleges and books only record the language that real life has
already spoken.

 

The most important thing, he says, is: “Character is higher than intellect.” This means that
moral strength is greater than mere thinking. A true scholar is great both in thought and in
action. He expresses justice, truth, and love in the way he lives. Emerson adds, “The scholar
loses no hour which the man lives.” That is, every moment of real living becomes part of a
scholar’s education.
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2. The Duties of the American Scholar: In the later part of his speech, Emerson says that
the chief duty of a true “Man Thinking” is Self-Trust, to believe in oneself. He states that a
real scholar should not rely only on books, but on his own thoughts and conscience. “They
may all be comprised in self-trust.” This means that the scholar’s main strength lies in his
own soul and inner sense of truth.

Spreading the Light of Truth and Awareness: The scholar’s work is to inspire, uplift,
and guide humanity. Emerson says, “The office of the scholar is to cheer, to raise, and to
guide men by showing them facts amidst appearances.” That is, he will reveal the truth
hidden beneath illusions and false appearances. When people are lost or confused, the
scholar becomes their guide toward truth.

Self-Reliance and Moral Courage: Emerson urges scholars to follow their own reason
and conscience, not society’s blind imitation. He warns that a true scholar must endure
hardship, loneliness, and even poverty. “He must accept poverty and solitude… He takes
the cross of making his own.” This sacrifice, Emerson says, is what makes him great.

Being the Eyes and Heart of Society: Emerson uses a noble metaphor: “He is the
world’s eye. He is the world’s heart.” The scholar, like the eye, perceives truth, and like the
heart, feels humanity. He brings new vision and emotion into the lives of the people.

Unity and Sense of Duty: Emerson compares society to the human body; the hands, feet,
eyes, and other parts all work together for one life. In the same way, people in society,
doctors, teachers, engineers, and others, are parts of one living whole. Each must perform
his duty for the progress of all. The scholar leads this unity through thought, teaching
people to discover the power within themselves.

Moral Freedom and Service to Humanity: According to Emerson, the true mission of the
scholar is to serve humanity. He works not for personal gain but for the good of truth and
society. A scholar who lives by his own thought, conscience, and truth becomes the real
guide of mankind. Thus, in this section, Emerson shows that,

The scholar’s power lies in self-trust,

His duty is to reveal the truth, and

His goal is the progress of humanity.

In this way, “The American Scholar” portrays the scholar not only as a thinker but as a moral
warrior who enlightens society with the light of his own soul.
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3. The Activities of the American Scholar: Emerson then discusses what the true functions
or activities of American scholars should be.

Not Blind Imitation of Books and the Past: Emerson warns, “Our reading is mendicant
and sycophantic.” That is, our learning has become dependent and flattering like that of a
beggar. He advises that scholars must not blindly follow the books, kings, or great figures of
the past. Bacon, Shakespeare, and Plato wrote for their own times. American scholars
should think according to their own age and create new ideas.

Original Thinking and Self-Reliance: Emerson says, “When private men shall act with
original views, the luster will be transferred from the actions of kings to those of
gentlemen.” In other words, when ordinary men act with original vision, the glory of kings
will fade. Here, Emerson means that true power lies in thought, not in political authority. If
every person awakens the divine power within, he becomes a true leader.

Freedom and Self-Confidence: Emerson believes the world will truly progress only when
people walk by the light of their own reason and inner truth. He writes, “We lie in the lap of
immense intelligence… We are receivers of its truth and organs of its activity.” That is,
human beings themselves are part of the divine source of knowledge. Therefore, they must
not depend on others’ opinions; their own thoughts should be their guide.

Leading the World through Originality: According to Emerson, American scholars must
lead their society and nation through thought. They should not imitate the old European
traditions but create new ideas from their own time and experience. Their goal should be to
rule through thought and lead through morality. This clearly means that the duty of the
American scholar is to open new horizons, not to imitate others. Thus, Emerson shows that,

American scholars are not blind imitators but creative thinkers.

They will express the truths of their own age and society.

Their goal is to establish the reign of thought and truth, not of power.

In this way, Emerson presents the activities of the American scholar as a symbol of a new age,

where thought, freedom, and self-reliance are the true sources of strength.

4. American Cultural Independence: In his address, Emerson points out a major weakness
of American society. Americans were blindly imitating the thoughts, literature, and
philosophy of Europe. He urges that American scholars should learn from their own
experiences and realities, rather than borrowing ideas from other nations. They should
express their own national mind and values. Emerson tells Americans, “The one thing in the
world of value is the active soul.” It means that the true source of knowledge lies within the
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human spirit itself. He calls upon American scholars to bravely build their own ideas, reflect
the truth, nature, and culture of their own land, and create a distinct intellectual identity for
America. According to him, America’s true freedom will come only when it steps out of
Europe’s shadow and begins to think in its own light

5. Hope for Artistic Revolution: At the end of his speech, Emerson looks toward the future
with optimism. He says that a new literary era is about to begin, an era where writers will no
longer write only about kings, heroes, or ancient myths, but will focus on the lives and
everyday experiences of ordinary people. This new literature will help Americans understand
one another better, express the real joys, struggles, and pains of life, and, in doing so, will
build a strong national culture and sense of unity. Emerson says that literature that captures
the soul and life of common people will become the true voice of the nation. He believes
that this new kind of writing will awaken America’s spirit, bringing forth a self-reliant,
creative, and deeply human artistic renaissance.

6. The Scholar’s Connection to the Divine: In the final section of his address, Emerson
reminds scholars that within each of them works a Divine Soul. This divine essence is not
limited to one person but flows through all humanity. It unites people beyond differences of
nation, religion, class, or language. This divine spirit binds all of mankind together in one
invisible harmony. A scholar, illuminated by this divine light, can remind people of this unity
through his thought, writing, and action. Through his work, he can bring society together,
joining divided hearts through the bonds of wisdom and love. Emerson believes that when a
scholar becomes aware of this sacred connection within himself. He ceases to be merely a
reader or a teacher; he becomes a guide of humanity. Through his thought and creation, he
leads future generations toward truth, justice, and spiritual awakening. In this section,
Emerson delivers a profound message that only the union of knowledge and spirituality can
make a human being complete. A true scholar is one who recognizes the divine power
within himself and spreads light, unity, and humanity throughout society.

 


