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MARTIN LUTHER KING, IR: PUBLICITY, DISOBEf)lENCE. AND THE
REVITALIZATION OF AMERICAN DEMOCRA'TIC CULTURE

"On Forty-seventh street in the south side of Chicago there is a large grat’!’i:i,-
mural that depicts an undulating series of seagreen waves, Below this steiking image
are spray-paioted letters that spell out the follawiog worda, attributed to Emerson:
QUR GREATEST GLORY CONSISTS NOT IN EVER FALLING BUT IN RISING
EVERYTIME WE FALL [sic].! The graffiti serves 23 2 remindes of the various ways
language performs the cultural work of inventing and pcrpcluuiﬁg values--values to
which we, in turn, find oursclves deeply and naturally comm.imd. The creation of the
graffiti mural--the spray-painting of Emerson’s words and name an the wall--isa form
of cultural practice that also points out the uses of philasophy as a response (however
meaningful or thoughtless that response might be) to sacial crisis. Taken in its literally
concrete context, the graffitied epigram establishes 2 cohesive group identity for
individuals involved in an ongoing struggle for social justice--a collectivity or "we®
whose glory consists in rising every time it falls.

The significance of Emerson’s contribution to the revitalization of American
political culture and the expression of political thought both during and after the civil
rights movement becomes more appareat when we recall that Martin Luther King, Jr.
repeatedly and explicitly referred to Emerson in his specches, lectures, and sermons.
For cxample, in a classic sermon delivered at the Ebenc¢zer Baptist Church in Atlanta

collected in the volume eatitled Strength To Love, King--in an attempt to ¢xhors his

!  According to Herbert Cobb, owner of Erbe's Printing and
Copy Services, the mural was done on his storefront by graffiti
artist Gregory R. Penrice on February 17, 1993,
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listeners to harness and master their fears of what they might encounter in their Tight
for civil righis.--quote's. Emerson’s observation that "He has not tearned the lesson of life
who daes not every day surmount a fear."? And in "Facing the Challenge of.a New
Age,” a 1956 address before the First Anpval Institute on Non-Vislence and Social
Change in Montgomery, King quotes Emerson’s aphorism that “If a man can write 3
better book, or preach 2 better secmon, ar make a better mousetrap than his neighbor,
even il he builds his house in the woods the world will make 2 beaten path to hia door.”
Glossing Elmerso'n. l;e reminds hig congregation that "A..challenge that the new age
brings to cach of us is that of achieving ¢xcellency in our various fietds of endeavor.
In the new age many doors will be opening for us that were not apened in the. past, and
the great challeage which we confront is to be prepared to eater these doors as they
open.... We must set out to do a gaod job, irrespeetive of race, and do it so0 well that
nobody could do it better” (Strength io Lave, T0).

Kiog's creative interpretation of Emerson registers an acute awarenesa of the
necessary contingencies of his own time and place: what he discloses in this passage is
the importn.nt connection between striving for excellence in any creative endeavor and
cstablishiog rights of citizenship. This insistence that excelleace in the act of
invention--whether this act isone of preaching, building, or making a mousetrap--opens

dooTs onto political 1ife bears a striking resemblance to Hannah Arendt's account of the

pubtic, political space of the Greek polis, King's reading of Emerson makes explicit his

own ¢laim that excellenee is assigned to what Arendt describes in The Human Condition
as "the public realm™ "Every activity performed in peblic,” Arendt argues, "can attain

an excellence never matched in privacy; lor excelleace, by definition, the presence of

¥ Martin Luther King, Jr., "Antldotas for Fear,* h

Love (New York: Harper and Row, 1963), 109.

to
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others is always required, and this presence nceds the formality of the public,® But
whcrca;s Arelidt lails'to clarify the exclusions built in1o this concept of publicity when
she recounts the loss of the public realm for modernity, King's words and the situation
of their uticrance demonstrate the extent to which, for African-Americans during the
sixtics, striving for excellence and thus a stalwart belief in publicncﬁs were pecessary
because they represented a crucial means of attaining ¢ivil rights. As Seyla Beahabib
has observed, "The struggle over whai gets included in the public agenda is iself a
struggle (o justice and freedom™ Eacellence, when pesformed in public, it a visible
marker af civility that Facilitares access Lo the benelits of citizenship.

King’s recourse to Emerson’s aphorism 1o designaie a means of crossing the
threshold opto the freedoms of public life appears o ¢ven mire accurate aod
compelling response to Emersoa’s philosophy when we consider this 1855 journal eniry,
which forms the basis for Emerson’s aphorism published zixteen years later:

I trust a good deal to common Tame, a3 we 81l must. If a map has good corn,
or wood, or boards, or pigs, 10 sell, or can make better chairy or kaives or
crucibles br church-organs than anybody clue, you will find a broad hard beasen
road 1o his house, though it be in the woods. And if 2 men kaows the law,
people Find it out, though he live in a pine shaaty, & resore to him. And if 2
man can pipe or siag..; o7 can liberate or intoxicate alt people who hear him with

delicious songs & wverses; "tis certain that the secret cannot be kept: the firse

3 Hannah Arendt, The Human Copdition {Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 195B), 49.

4+ Seyla Penhabib, "Models of Public Space: Hannah Arendt,
tha Liberal Tradition, and Jurgen Habermas,” Habermes apnd the
Publjic Sphere, ed. Cralg Calhoun (Cambridge: the NIT Press, 1552),
79. i -
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witness tells it 1o a second, and men go by fives & tens & fifties to his door.
'Wéli, it ig still 30 with a thinker. [[ he proposes to show me any high secret,
il he prnfess to have found the profound|y secret pass that leads from Fate to
Freedom, all good heads & all mankind aspiringly & religiously wish to kpow it,
apd, though it sorely & ynusually taxes their poor brain, they Find cut av last
whether they have made the 1r2psit, or no. If they have, they will know it; and
his fame will surely be bruited abroad. If they come away upsatisficd, though
it be easy to impute it (¢ven in their beliel’) to their dulaess in not being able to
keep step with his snow.shoes on the icy mountain paths--I suspect it is becanse
the transit hag not been made. "Tis like that crooked hollow log through which
the farmer's pig found access te the field; the farmer moved the 1og 30 that the
pig in returning to the held, & passiag through, fu;md himself 10 his

astonishment still on the outside of the field...

Whatever transcendent abilities Fichte, Kant, Schelling, & Hegel have shown,
[ think they lack the confirmation of having given piggy & Lransit to the field....
If they had mede the Iransit, common fame would have found it out. So 1 abide
by my rule of not reading the baok, until | hear of it through the newspapers®
The passage expresses Emerson's hopes for the comprehensibility and public appeal of
philosophy, snd invites us 10 explore the complex imbrication of philosophy and culture.
Despite his amb‘ivalcnt affection and disdain for "common” readers \~:ho. like the
farmer's pig, are trying to find the secret pass in his text that leads from Fate to
Freedom, Emerson also values the accessibility and currency of philosophy; belicving

that philosophy, like fame, should be heard of in newspapers and otherwise bruited

' Emerson in his Journalg, ed. Joel Porte (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1982), 458-459.

~
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abroad.

wmiﬁg in 1968, the year of King's assassination, in the wake of siudent
uprisings and urbaa rioting ia Newark and Détroit, the philosopher Stanley Cavell ance
posed the question of publicity asa question of philosophy's audicnce and performance,
observing that "The question of philosophy’s audicnce is borp with philosophy itself....
No man is in aay better position for knowing it than any other man--unless waniing to
know is a special position. Then what makes it relevant to know, worth knowing?... The
effort is irsclevant and worthiess until it becomes necessary 10 yow (0 know such 1hings,
There is the audieace of philosophy; but there also, while it lasts, is its performance.™
Emerson’s practices as a lecturer, even more than his $taled ipterest in philosophy heard
about in newspapers, show his preoccupation with the phesomenon of fame, and the
public performaace of philosophy.’ Taken 1og¢ther, the graffiti, the sermoa, and the
journsl entry provide us with 80 occasion 10 consider the relationship of Emerson's
idens to social action--what some might regard as the responsibilities of philosophy o
culturc--and suggest just how wide the audicnce for philosophy ¢aa be.

We know that in addition to reading Emerson, King also referred to Thoreau's

¢  Stanley Cavell, M a W (cambridge:
canbridge University Press, 1969), oeviii-wuxix.

" aAs Philip Fisher has argued, “"On a plans beyond Dickans or
Twain, Emerson had, in the previcus genaration, created Amarican
philosophy in public as the performance of philomophy and thought
befors the lecture hall crowd" ("Appearing and Disappearing in
Public: Social Space in Late-Nineteenth-Cantury Litsraturs and
Culture,™ Reconstiucting American [iterayy Hietory., ed. Sacvan
Bercovitch [Cambridge: Harvard Universlty Press, 1986), 137 ).



Goldman 6

philosophy throughout his writiogs.® 1a Siride Toward Freedom, » widely circutated teat
which evenu.nlly became a handbook for the civil rights movement, King traced the
following relationship between his role as an activist in the 1955 Moatgomery bus
boycott and his first exposure to Thoreau's philosophy of civil disobedience:

As I thought further [ came (0 sce that what we were really doing was
withdrawing our cooperation from an evil system, rather than merely
withdrawing pur ¢Conomic support rro;an the bus company. The bus company,
being &0 external expression of the system, would namrally suffer, but the basic
s;im was to refvie (o cooperate with evil. At this point ! began to think about
‘Thoreau's Estay on Civil Disobedience. 1 remembered how, as 3 cotlege student,

T had been moved when I Tirst read this work. 1 became convinced that what

s For example, Eing mentions Thoreau's work on civil

disobedience in "The Time for Frsadom has Come™ in order to explain
the actions and subssquent arrests of a new generation of black
youth committed to the frassdom struggle (164): and in a sermon
titled "Antidotes for Fsar™ he tefars to Thorsau's journal entry,
"Nothing 1s 80 wmuch fsared as fear" (512). In "The American
Dream,"” a 1961 commancerent addrass delivared at Lincoeln
University, King quotes Thoreau's aphorism "Improved msans to an
unimproved and® and ¢lesees it by eaying that *If we are to
survive today and realize the dream of our misaion and the drsam of
the world, we aust bridga tha gqulf and somshow Kesp the msans by
which we live abreast with the ends for which we live"™ (211).
Another gloss of the same aphoriem appears in Where Do We Go From
Here: cChags or Communitv, published in 1967: “Every man lives in
two reaims, the internmal and tha external. The internal ie that
realm of spiritual ends exprassed in art, literature, morals and
religion. Tha external is that complex of devicas, techniques,
mechanisma and inatrumentalitiss by means of which wa liva. Our
problem today ie that woe have allowed the internal to become lost
in the external. We have allowed the means by which we live to
outdistance the ands for which we live. So nuch of modern life can
be summarized in that suggeative phrase of Thoreau: *Improved
means to an unimproved end.”® This is the serious predicament, the
deep and haunting problem, <onfronting modarn wman. Enlarged
material powers spell enlarged peril if thare im not proporticnata
growth ol the soul® (&20).
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_we were preparing to do in Mooigomery was related to what Thoreau had
uprc'sscd. We were simply saying to the white community, "We can no loager
lend our cooperation to an evil system.*

Somethiog began to say to me, "He who passively accepts evil is as much
involved in it as he who helps to perpetrate it. He who zccepts evil withaut
protesting aanin;t it is really cooperating with it." When oppressed people
willingly accept their oppression they only serve to give the Oppressor a
convenieat justification for his aczs. Ofwen the oppressor goes along unaware of
the evil involved in his oppression so long as the oppressed accepts it. So in
order 10 be true (o one's conscience and true 1o God, a righteous man has no
alternative but ta refuse to cooperate with an evil system. This 1 felt was the
gacure of aur sclion. From this momeni on I conceived of our movement 43 an
act of massive noncooperation. From then on [ rarely uscd the word *poycotr.®
For Kins, the expericnce of wantiog ro know and the necessity of kpowing

philasophy, as well as his performance of it, are shaped by his commitmenty 10 public
life. The a;pcct of King's politica) philosophy which will be the primary focus Lor this
anatysit is his work on the nature of political obligation sud his perfarmance of civil
disobedicnce in the public reatm. In The Human Conditian, Arcodt describes the public
realm of politics a4 the space of visibility. She writes, "Everything that appears io
public ¢an be seen and henrd by everybody 2ad has the widest possible publicicy. For
us, appearance--somethiag that is being secen and heard by others as well as by

ourselves--constitutes reality” (50) Although, as we gha!l sée, hoth Emerson acd

» g H es

, od., Jamas M. Washington (New York:

HarparCelline, 198¢), 42%. Subsequent references ara to Testagent
of Hope and appear parenthetically,
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Thoreau are concerned with the problem of political obligation, and although Thoreau's
critique of E:l:n'etson points up the impartange of visible, symbolic action as a means of
publicizing the claims of conscience, Kiog's demand for racial equality is distinctive
in that his performance of philosophy involvesa commitment to a scale of publicity and
visibility thar involves life-threatening bodily risks. [a particular, King's attempt to
put the philosophical ideals of civil disobedizace into practice depended lor its success
on his high visibility 25 3 media star firmly cnsconced in a national symbology,
¢oostructed and manipulated in inhumerable newspaper and rclevised images, radio
appearances, and cover treatment by advertiser-finapced illustrated magazines.'® The
necessity of this immense media publicity and high visibility associated with King's
performance of phitosophy, and the significapce of this visibility for his extension of

ctitical politizal publics during the sixties,!! distinguish King's response to the tradition

10 For an account of how King "bacame a luminous madia
personality whose fame spread to tha nation and the world® (29) and
the synbolegy of cover treatment by naws magarines such as Time,

 and U,45. NWews and World Report , see Richard Lentz,

8, {Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Prees, 19%30). For a clear, useful
analyais of visibility, public performance, and their implications
for wmocial forces at  work In shaping personality in
late«nineteenth-cantury 1literatures and <culture, see Fisher's
"Appearing and Disappearing in Public: Social ESpace in
Late~Nineteenth-Century Literature and Culture® and Hard Facts:
Setting and TForm in the American Novel (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1967), 128-178. .

M In The Structyral Tranaformation of the Public Sphere
{trans. Thomas Burger [Cambridga: MIT Press, 1591)]), published in
1962, the sociologismt Jurgen Habsrmas sharply criticized the role
of the mase media in creating a sentimentalized, depoliticized,
inpoverieshad, and "faked” public sphere that curtailed the capacity
for rational eriticiam of public authority. King's contribution to
the proliferation of revitalizead publics during the sixties--a
contribution that enlisted the same media strategies deplored by
Habermas--suggests important, effactive uoes for this "degenerated®
bourgecis public sphers which Habermas himself failed to anticipate
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in American political thoughy represented by the writings of Emerson and Thoreau. 1t
is part of the work of this essay 1o consider the pature of this respoose,’® thereby
making the exigencies and consequences of Kiag's critique of the Emersonian iradition

comprehensibie 10 a wider audience of readers and critics.

Of the many receat critical commentaries written abour Emerson, two
philosophical responses h?ve a direct bearing on this discussion of King's political
thought, and help to clucidate the 1ense, necessary embrace of philosophy and politics
ip Kiog's writings. The first is "Finding as Founding: Taking Steps in Emerson's

*Expericuce,” the final lecture jo Stanley Cavell's 1989 Carpenter Lecture series,

in his analyais.

¥ Exploring the connactlon batween the harmeneutic and the
athical in modern thought, Donald Marshall has Tecently observed
‘that the problem of responsivenass to the intellectual world may
lead us to question the significanca of tha "Other": "Tha
conflict here," he writes, "is the mors intense and perhaps the
hore irreeclvable because the contest 1is over what 'the Other' is
and how we nust stand in relation to it.... The accusation that
runs from Kierkegaard to Laevinas 1is that those who insist on
understanding are complacent self-deceivers incapable of the
passion of fajth. On tha other hand, to insist that tha 'Other!
would be effaced or disfigured by any effort to understand runs itse
own risks of self-deception” ["Response to Gerald Bruns,™

exts H ey, ed. David E. Klamp
and wWilliam Schweiker [Charlottasville: UpP of Virginia, 1991},
323-324.) Viewed in connaction with this attempt to characterize
King's philoacphical response to Emerson and Thoreau, Marshall's
discussion also invites us to consider more broadly the question of
whether and how the aocial formation of racial *"Otherness™
conplicates the process of intellectual responsivendss--the radical
recoriantation of political thought in King's writings that is
sipultaneously a nark of continuity and inharitance.
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collected in the volume This New Yer Unapproochable America The second is Cornel
West's The Ar'n;n‘cun Evasion of Philosophy, also published in 1989.'* Both Cavell and
West show a préoccupation with the meaning of "Americaness™ for Cavell, the attempt
to charactérize Emerson's inheritance of philosophy as being *not only for himsell but
for America® (Mew Yei, 83), provides a suitable occasion to ask whether the edifice of
Western philosophy has an "American inflection” (Mew Yer, 109); and for West, the
project of locating Emerson within the genealogy of pt:gmat;:m involves serious
inquiry into *the American heritage® (American Evasion, 4), the passibility of there being
an *indigenous mode of thought™ (American Evasign, 5) in America. Both Cavell and
West ofi‘er readings of Emerson that reflect their respective projects and stated
prospects ('or philosophy. Cavell's observation that Emerson’s inheritance is figured as
*conversion” (or "trapsfiguration® or “reattach menc™) of philosophical terms supports hia
claim that Emerson underwrites the defense of proceeding in philosophy from ordinary
tanguage; the race that, as Cavell has staved elsewhere, Emerson “returns® words to "the
life of language, to lang;.lage transfigured, a3 an eventual everyday.”®® And West's

insistence that Emerson contributes to the pragmatic reconception of philosophy as

'  Stanley cavell, This New Yet Unapproachabls America:
t B0 ttgens {Albuguerque: Living

Batch Press, 198%). Subsequent refarences are to New Yet and will
be cited parenthetically.

U cormel West, a i

Ihe _American Evseion of Philosophy:. . _A

g (Hadison: The University of Wisconsin

Press, 1989). Subsaguent references are to Amerjcan Evasion and
will be c¢ited parenthetically.

¥ stanlay cavell, go o om

8
c o} s ection (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1990), 21.
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social ':\nd cultural criticism supponis West's conception of an "Emerscaian culture of
creative dem'o;:racy' (American Evasion, 233) that underlies his defense of prophetic
pragmatism a3 *3 practice that hag some potency and effccy or makésa difference in the
world” (American Evasion, 232},

But Cavell’s and West'’s philosophical responses to Emerson differ radically in
their approach to the problem of publicity, and the relationship between philosophy and
politics. For example, Cavell's insistence that the inheritance of philosophy cnacted as
Emerson’s rebirth or conversion (o America is “his way of Tounding a nation, writing
S CORSCILULION, coNnstituting its Citizens” (Mew Ye:, 93) promprs Cavell, ar the very
warging of his owa texr, to take up philosophically the guestion of “the public®
Exploriog the problem of whether philozophizing is, or ought 10 be, aisp something done
to the world, Cavell mainiains that the question "Can mere philosophy dp anything?”
{New Yet, 34) should always remain & guestion for philosophy. On this poiot, Cavel)
aligns himself with Emerson, whomt he regards as beiog at odds with Dewey's
pragmatism: “For Emnbn.‘ Cavell wrires, "putting the philosophical intellect into
practice remains 2 question for philosophy. For a thinker such as John Dewsey it
becomes, as I might put it, merely 3 problem” (New Yet, 95).2% Indeed, Cavell practices
his own stated methodological prelerence when, 8 few pages later, he poses 2
provocative, rhetorical question concetoing the publicness of Emerson’s wriling, 2
guestion that invites but does aot require the reader’s connceting leap between

Fmezrson's power to Jemand social transformation and the public réalm in which such

¥  compare Cavell's discussjon of Dawey and Wittgenstein in
Copditieng Handsome and Unhandsome: "“If what Wittgensteln means by
‘bringing words back' represents thinking, it bears a raelation to
words and the world dJirfferent from that in, =say, Dawey's
application of intelligenca to the world: it may seem its opposite.
I have emphasized its opposite sound..." (21).
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dcman-ds are ultimately effected:

The nio'st renowned phrase for what | waa cailing the power of passiveness--a

power 10 demand the change of the world az 3 whole, Emerson sometimes calls

it revolution, sometimes conversion--is what Thoreau will cali civil disobediepce.

This phrase notes the register of lasting as it appeary in 2 public erisis, call ita

tyranny of the majority. Emerson may seem to conline himaelf on the whole to

the lasting's appearance not al the public :n;l of crisis bul at the private end,
call this the tyranny of thinking. Yet he says that he would write on the lintets

af the door-post (in "Self-Reliance’). Perhaps he ia now writing so. 15 that 2

public place? (New Yet, 115)

Foltowing his own dictum that the problem of the public~philosophy's audience or
capacity to make 4 difference in the world--should appear a5 an enduring, provocative
question for philazaphy, Cavell asks here whether philasophy is visibly performed or
invisibly pondered; whether self-relisnce isa “revolution” against the tyraney of public
opinion or of mind. Such questions point to the significunce of, but do not directly
clarify, the meaning of “the public® 23 a conceptual resouece.

Whereas Cavell's method of provocative questioniag broaches the topic of
philosophy’s relationship ta political culture, in The American Evasionof Philosophy, West
unequivocally advocates philosophy's eatry into public life lor explicitly moral and
political purposes--as “a form of cultura) criticism in which the meaning of America is
putTorward by intellectuals in cesponse todistinet sogial erises..[;) 2 continnons cultural
commentary or set of interpretations thal attempt to explain America to itsell at a
particular historical moment® (American Evazion, 5. Indeed, throughout The Amezrican
Evasion of Philosophy, West's writing is clearly motivated by, and deriver much of its

justification and Farce from 2 capacious conception of what he identifies in Race
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*17_g place not only for rarional deliberation, but also Tor

Mariers as “the public square
cXpressing lm.re.; a realm that includes not anly philosophers, buc also extends to gay,
feminist, warking class, Chicano, Black, Avian-American and third world collectivitics,
all working 1ogether in service af “the public interesc”

Tiu political substance of the American evasion of philosophy is thar what was

the prevogative of philesapher, i.e., rational delibération, is aow that of the

people--the populace deliberating i cceative démacracy in the making. Needless

10 58y, this view is nor w licene for eliminating or apposiag all professional

clites, but it does hald them 10 account. Similarly, if is citizeary io aclicn, with

168 Civil consciousness molded by participation in public-interesi-ceatered and

individual-rights-régarding democracy (American Evastan, 213},

West's (undamental difCerence with Cavell in visualizing the relationship
beiween philolophy sbnd the public reslm iy reflected io West's inserpremation of
Enmerson’s philosgphy 33 having important caasequeaces for the emergence of Dewey's
pragmalism. According to Dewey, the public (a3 distioguished from the social) consisis
aof all persons who have been indirectly affecied by various coasequences that Mollow

from the fact of associated behavior. This public extends to il thase affecred who

) " In Race Matters (Boston: Beacon Prees, 1991), West argues
for the necessity of presant-day black scholars engaging in public
life by invohing the concept of a vital "public square™: ™He must
focus our attention on the public square-—the common guod that
undaergirds our national and glokal destinies. Tha vitslity of any
public aguare ultimately depands on how nuch ve care about the
qualjity of ocur lives together. The neglect of our public
infrastructure...raflecte not only our myopic economic policies,
which impede productivity, but aleo the low priority we place oh

our common life“ (7}.
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require systematic care by the state.’* Unlike much of West's lacer work, which is
devoted to elaboratitig oo the idea of publicity entailed by prophetic pragmatism,'” The

American Evasion of Philosephy doex not exr'~re the similarities apd differences

" In The Fublic and Jts Problems, (Athans: ohic University
Press, 1927) Dewey writes, "ths sssence of the conssquencss which
call a public into being is the fact that they aexpand beyond those
directly engagad in producing tham, Consequently special sgencies
and peasures must be formed if they are to ke attended to&.... Tha
obvicus external mark of the or?anization of a public or of a state
is thus the existence of offlcials” (27). :

1*  For sxample, in "The Postmodern Crisis of the Black
Intellectual,” West argues that "It bshooves us te think akcut the
dagree to which the wvaning of publi¢ apheres in this socisty tends
to displace politicse into the few spheres vhers thars is in fact
some publle discussilon~-spheres like the acadeuy. Hance ao much of
academic politics ip a displacement 9f the relativa absence cf
serious politics within ths larger 'public' spheras where ssaricus
rescurces are baing produced, distributed, and consumed. And so
much of academic politics--in terps of the laval of what's at
stake--geoms €& be exorbitant in a country in which ocur actual
pelitica are comical. Mo real public sphere: we know about the
theatricalization of our poiitics and the packaged charactar of our
candidates and eo ferth" (Qultural Studies, eds. Lavrance
Grossberg, Cary Kelson, and Paula Treichler, [New York: Routledge
Press, 1992], 6%2). 1In "Learning to Talk of Race," he writes, "The
tragic plight of our children clearly raveals our daep disregard
for public well-being.... One apsential stap is sone form of
large-scale public intarvention tc ensure access to basic social
goods--housing, food, haalth care, education, child carae, and
joba.... Aftar a period in which the private ephera has bsan
sacrilized and the public equare gutted, the temptation is to make
a fetish of the public square. We nead to resist euch dogmatic
swings" (Reading Redney King., Resding Urben Uprising, =d. Rebart
Gooding-Williame [New York: Routledge Press, 1993), 25%9). And in
*The HNew Cultural Politics of Difference" he calls for a “naw
cultural criticisam® that will axpose the exclusions that have in
the recent past pesn built inteo a public aephere, a aphere
constituted and regulated by “immoral patriarchal, imperial,
jingeistic and xenophoble constrainta® ( H atio

8, ed. Rugsell Ferguscn, Martha Gevar,
Trinh T. Minh-na, and Cornel Weat [Cambridge: Tha MIT Press,
1990), 35).
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between, on the one hand, West's awn coacept of pubticity char uadergirds his prophetic
pragm;,tism in-d rolc a3 an organic iatellectval; and, on the othér, Dewey's vision of "3
discursive and dialogicat space wherein various "publics’ can find common ground®
(American Evasion, 135). Nonethelesy, Weac's commitment ta his idea of “the public®--te
knowing more about the connection between thought and action, and what he clearly
regards as the occessary alignment of philosophical ambition with fclt responses to the
political world--is registered io his dissatisCaction with Emerson's docirine of
*seif-refiance” as a program {or social change. Unlike C_ﬂell. West daes not read
Emerson's r.;isay as prompting even the question of publicity. He wriles, *Emerson's
nonconformist conception of self-reliance resizts mere ideological support of capitalise
development. Yet his viewpaint also provides very little substantive apposition 10 ir*
(American Evasion, 21). Aad: "Emerion is not & social revolutionary becauge ‘he
belicves he is already an the right track and moving towards an excellent duginy.‘
Moral transgression essentially consisty for Emerson i the ezercise of personal
conscicnce against custom, law, and ieadition. It rests upon 8 deep distrust of the
masses, a profound diunchln;mqnt wilh the dirty alfairs of politics and & ervent
defensc of individual Jiberties® (American Evasion, 17).

That "Seif-Reliance® should emerge as & key text elicitiog such philosophisal
deliberation over the meaning of the public is understandable when we coasider that
thisessay stands as Eme‘rson‘s best knoﬁncnnlribulion toa ninereenth-century tradition
of liberal discourse that represents public opinion as a coercive force. A the same time
that the proliferation of American publics during the ninétesnth ceatury created new

political possibilities For jndividuals, particularly women, who had previously becn
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excluded from such institutionzl sites ’® philosophical inguiry into the subject tended
10 demote and finally to denounce the insidious powers of what John Stuart Mill

"1l and Alexis de Tocqueville once called

describes in On Liberty as the “yoke of opiaion,
the "mistress of the world."?

1n his celebrated diztcibe againgt public opinion, Mill is less at pli_nu to describe,
as Tocqueville docs, the ctiology, actua) operation, and effects of public opinion™ than

he is to attack-and undermine its formidable POWEr [0 impose serious, undemocratic

* on this point ses Mary P. Ryan, Wome 3

Banners _and Ballots, 1825-1880 (Baltimore, 1990).

" John stuart Mill, ¢n Liberty, ed. Elizaketh Rapapert
(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing cCo., 1978), 4. Subseguent
references are to this edition and will he cited parenthetically.

1 Alexis de Tocqueville, Detiocracy in America, trans. George

Lawrence, ed. J. P. Mayar (Garden City: Doubleday and Ce., 1969),
435. Subsesguent referencas are to this sdition and will be clitsd
paranthetically.

®  In Democracy in Armerica, Tocgqueville inaists that public
cpinion In the United States, as in any democracy, derivaes much of
its influence from tha fact of equality hetween citjizena. Althcugh
equality is a aource of pride and {independence it is also,
according to De Tocquaville, a primary cause for feeling
insignificant and weak: when a citizen compares himeelf with all
his fellow citlzens put together as one vast entity, he is bound to
fee) isclated and defencelese in the face of the majerity. Thus it
is that in democracles, by De Tocqueville's account, public epinion
exerts its strange, powerful appeal: "It uases no persuasion to
forward its beliefs, but by some mighty pressure of the mind of all
uponi the intelligence of each it imposes its ideas and makes theh
penetrate men's very souls. The najority in the United States
takes over the husiness of supplying the individual with a quantity
of ready-made opinions and so relisves him of the necassity of
forming his own. So there are many theories of philosophy,
morality, and pelitics which everyone adopta unexamined on the
faith of public cpinion" (Democracy in America, 435-4216).
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constraints upan individoal liberty. °It is casy,” he writes, *for anyone to imagioe an
ideal :;ublic which leaves the l're'ednm and choice of individuals in ail uncertain matters
undisturbed and anly requices them 10 abstain from modes of conduct which universat
experience has condemned. But where has there been scen a public which set any such
limit ro its censarship?... In itsinterferences with personal conduct it is 1eldam thinking
of anything but the enormity of acting or feeling differenily from itself... (On Liberty,
82). For Mill, the only time when public opinion may I;e properly used 1o cocrce any
member of a civilized cammuaity is when tuch coercion prevents harm to others.
What Mill streases ahove all else in hiy discussion of publicity is the necessity and
importance of addressing the public, the making of private arguments and opiniona
public: "The liberty of cxprossing and publishing opinioas [is)..almost of as much
importance as the liberty of thought ixself and.is practically inscparable from it” (On
Liberty, 11-12). A [ew pages later he insists that *the peculiar evil of silencing the )
expression of an opinion is that it is robbing the humaa race, posterity as well as the
cxisting generation--those who distent from the opinion, 3till more than those who hold
it" (On Liberey, 16). And fioally, he observes that conlermity 10 public opinion by even
the beightest of individuals ruins socicly's chances for self-improvement because all
possibilities of intellectunl development and fearless innovation have I:le.cn cllectivety
dope away with:
A state of things in which a large portion of the most active and inquiring
" intellects find it advisable 1o keep the gencral principles and grgunds of their
convictions within their owa breasts, and attempt, in what they address to the
public, to fit as much as they can of their own canclusions to premises which
they have internally sencunced, cannot sepd forth the open, feacless characters

and logical, consistent intedtects who once adorned the thinking world. The sort
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cof men who can be looked for under it are cither mere conformery to
comtl;onplnce.. or timeservers for truth, whosc arguments on all great subjeetsare
meant for their hearers, and are not those which have convinced themselves (On

Liberty, 3[-52).

Like Mill's On Libzrty, Emerson's writings exhibit & profound ambivalence
toward the public: for Emerson, as for other liberal philosophers, public opinion is bath
burdensome and conceptually indispensable in thinking about democracy.?® Although,
as we have secn, Emerson values the fame-making attributes of mass circulation
ncwspapers as vehicles for philosophy, in "Self-Reliance” he contemptuously describes
"the sour Faces of the multitude, [which] like their sweet faces, have no deep cause, but
are put on and of as the wind) blaws and s newspaper dirccts*®  Ljke Mill, Emerson
deplores the extent to which newspapers have become shapers of public opinion that do

away with any capacity for thought that might exist among the masses.® And like Mill,

> as Habermas peinte out, the demcticn of the sxisting publlc
by liberal theorista resulted in the constitution of a new, elita
public: “Against a public opinion that, as it seanad, had baen
perverted fromn an inetrument of libaration into an agent of
repressicn, liboralism, faithful to its own yatig, could only
summon public cpinien onca again® {137).

¥ Ralph Walde Emerson, Essayps and lLectures, ed. Josl Porte
{New York: Library of America, 1883}, 264. Subsequent references
are to this edition and will be cited parenthatically.

™ At present individuals ara lost in tha crowd," Mill
cobserves. "In politics it is almost a triviality to say that
public opinion now rules the world. The only powar deserving the
name s that of masses, and of governments while they nake
themselves the organ of tha tendencles and instincts of masses....
[(The) mase do not now take their opilnions from dignitaries in
church 9r State, from ostensible leaders, or from books. Their
thinking is done for them by men much like themselves, addressing
them or speaking in their name, on the spur of the momant, through
the newepapars" (53). Mill's stated concern at this point in his
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Emerson belie'«jes that cusrom and public opiniop work against the nurturiag of precious
individuality-; that, as Emerson famously putsit, *It is easylin the world to live after the
world's opinion; it is casy in solitude to live after our own: but the man is he who ia the
midst of the crowd keeps with perfeéct sweetness the independeace of solitude®
(*Self-Reliance,” 263).

In contrast to Mill, however, Emérson does not emphasize the importance of
public address and of making private, original views public. Rather than defending the
freedom of public, published expression, in *Self-Reliance™ Emerson insists :.hn the

- rigwdity and impedimeants associated with public spinion will be effectively undone
once it has been rightly conceived of as mirroring private conviction. Paradoxically,
a¢ the same time that Emerson's claim that what i$ privately true holds true for all men
encoutages freedoms of expression, it also obviates what Mill regards ay thle urgent
aecessity of free, public speaking. By Emerion's account the libertics of public
expression Mill would fight for ¢ightesn yenrs later are therc for the taking but
altogether unaecessary, t';ecauu of this striking sod inexplicable, but inevitable
convergence of public and private. He writes, "Speak your latveat conviction, and it
shall be the universal sease: for the inmost in due time becomes the outmost,--and our
firs1 thought is rendered back 10 us by the trumpets of the Last Judgment®
("Self-Reliance.” 259). '

The curious enfolding of the vocabulary of the public into the private that takes
place over the cours.c of Emerson's ¢ssay is nowhere more in evidence than in this
reference to the publicness once anly borne by the person of the monarch or feudal lord,

now available to ¢véry man:

argument is less what he calla "the present low state of the human
mind” per se than it is the obetaclas guch a low atats would
present for a government attempting to rise above medlocrity.
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lo history, our imagination plays us false. Kingdom sad lordship, power aod
.csme. érc 3 gaudier vocabulary than private John and Edward in a sma.'l-l house
and a common day's work; but the 1hings of life are the same to both.., Why zll
this deference to Alfred, and Scanderbeg, and Gustavus? Suppose they were.
virtuous; did they wear out vittue? Asgreat 3 stake depeods on our private act
ta-day, as fallowed their public and renowaed steps. When private men shallact
with original views, the lusire will be transferred from the actions of kiogs to
those of gentlemen.
The world has been instructed by its kings, who have so magnetized the cyes of
nations. [t hzs been taught by this colossal symbol, the mutual reverence that is
due (rom man (o man. The joyl‘ulfloynlty with which men have everywhere
suffered the King, the noble, or the grear proprietor to walk among them by a
law of hiz own, make his own scale of men and things, and reverse theirs, pay
for beaelits not with money but with honor, and represent the law in his person,
way the hieroglyphic by which they obscurely signified their consciousness of
their own right and comeliness, the right of every maa ("Self-Reliance,” 268).
As Habermas points out, the phenomenon of “representative publicaess® that was the
ground of manorial authority in feudal society of the High Middle Ages was inseparable
from the lord's presence and the visibility of his physical attributes--his insignia, dress,
demeanor, and rhetoric--all of which contributéd to the endowment of what Habermas

describes as his powerTul "aura” (Structural Trans formarign, 1.7 10 *Self-Reliance,” the

¥ aAlthougn he notes that soclologically speaking distinct
Fublic and private realms did not exist in the feudal soclety of
the HAigh Middle Ages, Habermas argues that lordship was something
publicly represented: "this publichess (or publiclity) of
representation was not constituted as a social realm, that is, as
a public epherer rather, it was something 1like a status
attribute.... [The wmanorial 1lord] presented Nhimself as an
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primary features of this publicness inherent in the vocabulary of kingdom and lordship -
have been fﬁﬁdame‘ntally altered. In Habermas' accouat, the kKing's representative
publicity was such that iy ¢ffectively barred privailc people from stepping into the
public sphere--during the iﬂiddlc Agesin Europe, he ¢laims, there existed no legal status
that could define such a capacity for tramslation into the public (Strwcturat
Trans formation, 5). By coatrast, Emerson’s description of the publicity. invoived in his
notion of “the representative” readers the experience of publicity--the enjoyment of
personal magnerism, the reverence and layalty of Fellow men, and the prerogative 10
live "by a law of his own“-as a right that is democratically extended to "every man®
Serting aside for 3 moment the unacknowledged =xciusions built iato Emerson's
concept of representative publicity, ar first glance Emerson appears to bé promoting
something like ubiversal access 1o publicity. But in fact he is simply squating the
private with the public. He 1ells us that as grear a stake depcud§ oa private acls as
pubtic ones, and thus what is called for i1 oot entry intw the public realm but rather 2
universal assertion of the right (0 act a3 private men with ariginal‘\riews." The modern,
legal voczbulary of public represcatation--the language of acts, rights, and laws--has
been saturated in this passage with personal, common sense or everyday meaniogs. The

efFeces of such an aliered vocabulary are dual and condradictory. Al the same time that

enbodiment of some sort of ‘higher! powver. The concept of
representation in this sense has been preserved down to the most
recent constitutional doctrine.... For rapresentation pratended to
make something invisible visible through the public presence of the
person of the lord™ (Structural Tranaformaticn, 7).

¥  compare Habermas' observation that the transformed and
degenerated bourgeois publlc sphere "becomes privatized in the
consciousness of the consuming public® (Structural Transfeormation,
171}.
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Emerson encourages an original first step opto the path leading to public life, he also
presenis a biri‘icr to'publicity and obviates the need (or public action because, by his
acecount, ao distinct public realm exists beyong the intimate confioes of the private. ™
Thus he is able to inzist, with stunning sel(-assurance, that the truest form of -
participation in public lif¢ i3 a vanishing from thae life; that publicity is best
accomplished by sittiag at home. "All concentrates,” he writes.

iet us 0ot rove; let us sit at home with the cause. Let us stun and astonish the

intruding rabble of men and books and ipstitutions, by a simele declaration of

the divine fact, Bid the invaders take (he shoes from off their feet, for God is
here withia. Let ﬁur simplicity judge them, and aur docility to our awn lsw
demonatrate the poverty of nature an fartune beside our mative riches

("Seif-Reliance,” 272)

This same inclarity as to the significance of the public recurs in Emerson’s
reference to the visihility of the bedy. Whereas previously we saw that Emerson
strategically blurs the distiaction between the public aad the private, in "Self -Relinnce”
weare aldo left with a question a3 to whether the body is public or social. For example,

when Emerson complaina ahout the confarmity that chargclerizes various "commaunitics

? fThe same peint applies to Cavell's use of the Emersonian
term "constitution" when he describes Emerson's inheritance of
Philosophy as a conversion and rebirth into America: "Emerson's
writing is (an image or promise of, tha constitution for) this new
yet unapproachable America: his aversion is a rebirth of himself
inte it (there will ba other rebirths)...The identification this
writer proposea between hie individual constitution and the
constltution of his nation is a subject on its own" (New Yet,
92-93). This claim, taken with Cavell'ms cbservation that Emerson's
"guest was his way of founding a nation, writing ite constitution,
constituting its citizens" invites us to conslder how Emerson's
notion of canstitution (which conjoina senses that ars both
personally physical and legal or public) relatex to the actual
process and consequences of forming pelitical community.

.
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of opioion™--describing the wnifarmity of faces and bodies, “the genmtlest asinine
expression” Iha.t is "the prison-uniform of the party 1o which we adhere™-he daes not
indicate whether these pacties function as actual political entities or as social clubs
{"ScIf-Reiiance,” 264). Indeed, the sociality and not the puslicity of the body seems to
be at issu¢ when Emerson describes the physical expericoce (and oot the visible
appearance) of what he calls “'the foolish face of praise,’ the larced amile which we put
on in company where we do not feel at ease in answer 1o cnnve;altion which does not
interest us, Thus muscles, nor spontancously moved, but moved by a low usurping
wilfulness, grow. tight about the outline of the Face with the most disagrecable

sensation” ("Self-Reliance,” 244).

Emerson'simagining of she public in "Sell-Reliance"-hissimultaneousinvitation
and deaial of access to a world beyond domestic life-—-calls our atteation back to the
fact, and consequences, of the ceatral issue raised both by West's criticism of Emerson’s
essay as providiag little substantive opposition 1o social injustice, and by Cavell's
question regardiog the lintel's publicity : namely, whether the liminal act of writing
philosophy is, or ought to' be, defined a3 public action. Thc debate over whether
Emecraon's docirine of “self-relinnce” is or is not revolutianary; over whether, and how,
philasophy may be 3aid to shape or revitalize political culture, takes 0n an even more
pressing relaﬁnce to King's political philosophy when we consider the Tact that King's
sermon "Transformed Nonconformist,” publighed in his widely circulared collection
Strength 1o Love, does in many respects reflect Emerson’s ideas and exhoriations 1o

nonconfermity.®® Indeed, King structvres the sermon srovad what might be scen as the

¥ In The American Evasjon of Philosophy, West points out a
cennection betwssan King and Emerson, arguing that although King
contriputed to the political projact of building of an "Emersanian
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maost famous 3nd quotable of aphorisms in "Self-Reliance,” "Whoso would be 2 man must
be a non:o-nl.'ormisi" (Strength to Love, 12). Unlike Emerson, who 5jmu1lnneousiv
preciudes 3nd Macilitates access to the public realm, King uneﬁuivoca]ly promotes
political action by deploying Emerson's famous mandate {or noncnnt’nrmin; 10
communicate King's own vision of the social crisis brought about by the deadening
conformity of racism. *Many people Tear nothing more terribly than to take a position
which stands out sharply and _clearly from the prevailing opinion.” he obierves.
The tendency ol most is to adopt a view thal is so ambigucus that it will inciude
cfvcrything and so popular that it will include everybody... Not a few men, who
cherish lof 1y and noble ideals, hide them under 4 bushel for fear of being called
differcot. Many sincere white peaple in the South privately oppose segregation
and discrimination, but they are apprehensive lesr they be publicly condemned...,
How few people have the audacily to express publicly their canvictions, and how
many have allowed themielves to be "2atronomically intimidated” (Strength Ta

Laove, 10)

culturs of creative democracy” (2315), he himeelf was not a
pProphetic pragmatist. "The socclal movement led by Martin Luther
King, Jr,, represents the best of what the political dimension of
Prophetic pragmatism is all about. Like Sojourner Truth, Walter
Rauschenbusch, Elizaheth Cady Stanton, and Dorothy Day, King was
not a prophéetic pragwatist. Yet like them he was a prophet, in
which role he contributed mightily to the political project of
prophetic pragmatiem. His all-embracing moral vision facilitated
alliances and c¢oallitions across raclal, gender, class, and
religious lines. His Gandhian method of nonviolent resistance
highlighted forms of love, courage, and discipline worthy of a
compassionata prophaet. And his appropriation and interpretation of
American ecivil religion extended the tradition of American
jeremiads, a traditian of public exhortation that joins social
criticismes of Amerlica to moral yenewal and admonishes the country
to ba true to its founding ideals of freedom, equality, and
democracy® (235).

T
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Emerson's own formulations of the docteine potwithstanding, self-reliance, a1 presented
in King's strit?g ic interpretation, implics some public mode af speech or action that aiso
resists conformity by unveiling the unique distincreess of iadividuals, 1o King's terms,
sclf-reliance as public action proﬁis:s to bring about a direct confrontation with the
dominaat culture that reswlls in “truc brotherhood, true integration, truc
person-to-person relationships’ ("Love, Law and Civil Disobedience, Testament of Hope,
513, a public realm in which individuals appear 10 each other, not a8 physical objects,
but in all their personal dignity and worth.

The critique of Emersoo embedded in King's sermon--a thetorical performance .
that evidently worked to peérpetuate “sell-reliance” as important coltural value
promoting catry ioto the public realm during t.hc struggle for black liberntion?—is in
maony respects similar to t.he critique set lorth ig Tharean’s 'Rﬁhu?ce tr; Civil
Government,” a work pub]ish_gd ¢ight years after *Scif-Reliance” and which waa
foundational to King's developing theory of political obligation and symbaelic actinn.
In This New Yot Unapproschable America, Cavell acknowledges Thorcau as *Emerson's
purest interpreter, a0 Onc more accurets, no oac clie 30 exclusive® {(New Yer  34). In
Thoreau's treatise on civil disobedience, the line of this inheritance i; clearly etched.

Like Emerson and other nincteenth-century liberal philozophers, Thoreau attempis to

® In givil Rights _and the Idea of Freedogm, Richard King
explores a concept of "self-respect” which, ha arques, was central
to the political experience of participants in the civil rights
movement: “"Self-respect is not just a state of mind; it implies
some form of actlon which transforms self-razpact from a subjactiva
ar private certainty into a public truth® ([New York: Oxford
University Prees, 1992), 7i). Hartin Zuther King's interpretation
of Emersonian "salf-rellance" bears a striking resamblance to this
concept of "pelf-respect" and, Bs I argus throughout thia
discussion, reapresented a rich rescurce for the ravitalizstion of
political culture and experlence for participants in the civi}
rights movement.
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work against the stultif yiog claims of public opinion. But ualike Mill, who argues I-hll
private opiniu;: should be [reely made public; and ualike Emerson, who insists that
private opinion will, in the end, be universally affirmed ino publi¢; Thareau's writiag
is directed against the expression of eny apinions whatsoever, whea such opinions take
the ptace of public, polivical action. Agaio and again in hi.; essay Thoreaw refers 1o the
urgent oecessity of what he calls *doing’: "There arc thousands who are in opinion
apposed Lo slavery and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing 1o put an end to rhem;
who, esteeming themseives children of Washington and Fupldin. sit down with their
hands in their pockets, and say that they know not what io do,and do nuthiug.““ “"How
can a man be satisfied to entertain an opinion merely, and epjoy #? he asks. Even
voting i3 aot tantamouat to doing, because as Thoreau puts it "Even voting for the right
is doing nothing for i1. It is only expressing to men leebly your desire shat it should
prevail” (Resisiance, 139).

For Thore¢au, the problem with Emerson's idea of "sell-reliance” asn strategy for
resistance is that, like any mere expression of opinion, self-relisnce does not stake the
character of the individual; instead, it contributes to the illusion that living expediently
in the world is in fact doing something for it. “The Amcrican has dwiadled into an Odd
Fellow,” he obsesves,

one who may be known by his development of his organ of gregariousness, and

a manifest lack of intellect and cheerful self-reliance; whose first and chief

concern, on coming into the world, is to see that alms-houses are ia good repair;

and, before yet he has lawlully donned the viriic garb, ta collect 3 Tund for the

3 Henry David Thoreau, "Resistance to Civil Govarnment, "
Great Short Worke of Henty David Thoreay, sd. Wendell Glick (New
York: Harper and Row, 1982), 139. Subsaquent citations are to
Resistance and will be cited parenthetically.
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support of the widows and orphans that may be; who, in short, ventures 1o live
only by the aid of the mutual insuraace company, which promised to bury him
decently (Resiseance, 140). ’
Thoreaw’s dissatisfaction with the inadequacies of self-reliance to effect real changes
in society results in his articulation of what he identifies as 8 “revolutionary” concept
of performance a3 public action. He writes, "Action [rom principle,--the pereeption
and the performance of right,--changes things and relnlio;ls: it is essentiaily

revolutionary, and docs not consist wholly with any thing which was® (Resistance, 142),

Thoreau's emphaiis on public performativity represents a critique of Emerson
in two major respects. First, ualike Emerson’s “Self-Reliance,” ip which the term
*conscience” is congpicuonsly absent, Thorean's account of performance as disobedieat,
symboli¢ action--namely, hiz scfusal to pay his poll tax and subscquent night in
jail--underscores the claims of conscience by stressing the importance of making these
claims visible 1o the.public eye.® Thoreau argucs that only when these powerful claims
of conscience, aa ppposed to merc opinion, have been made public, can there be any
possibility of forming a collective identity, a corporation or *aation" of disobedients.
In such a revolutionary situation of visibility and pubiicity. he contends, the claims of

conacience are both privately experienced and shared in public: “It is truly eaough said,

1 Compare Cavell's rafarence to the significance of
visibility for Thoreau's preject in Walden: "the writer's claims to
privacy, secrecy, and |{solation are as problematic, in the.
achlevement and in the depiction of them, as any other of his
claima.... This is one way I unhderatand [his] placing himself 'one
mile from any neighbor.' . It was just far encugh to be seen
clearly.... The withdrawal he dapicta in Walden creates a version
of what the Puritan Congregationalists called a member of the

church congregation: a visible gaint" (The Seneeg of Walden (San
Francisco: North Point Press, 1972), 10-11).
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that a corporation has no tonscience; bul a corporatign of conscientious men is a
corporation witha coﬁscience' (Resistance, i36). Sc¢cond, whereas Emerson's descriptions
of the body in "Sclf-Reliance” blur the distinction between the public and the social,
Thoreau presents the performance of Symbolic action as an ianovative, visible
vocabulary of the body that publicizes the claims of conscience.

Although Thoreau's ¢emphasis on symbolic action marks a sigaificant depariure
from Emerson’s “cheerful” sclf -reliance, his mode} of disobedicnce still relies for much
of its effectiveness on Emerson’s conception of *the representative man.® For Thoreau,
asfor Emerson, the concept of representativencss dismantles individual boundaries and
paves the way for unjversai identification or *diffusion of spirit® between persoas: as
Ewmerson put it in his 1350 essay on the "Uses of Great Mea,” "all touch by their
summits... Thought and [ ccling, that break out there, cannot be impounded by any fence
of personality, This is the key to the power of the greatest men,--their spirit dif fuses
itself* (Represemtative Men, Essays and Lfclurz:, 631). Thoreau's promotion of himself
a3 a civil disobedieat =n.nils this "represcatative” status, 3 statua that by definition
involves free ance-ss 1o the public reaim. Thoreau's capacity 1o speak on behall of
slaves; his moral universalism; and thus his claim to identify and merge his awn
conscieace with the conscicnce of an imagined di.sohtdicnt callectivity, derive much of
their justification and force from the *represeniative” whitcness and maleness of his,
body. Plrﬁdoxically, the fact of this physical inconspicuousness--in combination with
Thoreau's genius--grants him formidable powers of visibility, audibiliry, and thus
publicity in his expression of dissatisfaction with the u.alt.

In her critigue of Thoresu's essay set forih in Crises of the Republic, Arendt
denics Thoreau the public status of a ¢ivil disobedient because, she argues, his claims

of conscience -are inherzotly vopolitical, and as such can acver be made public.
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According to Arendt, '(nnnscicncv;:} is not primarily interested is the world where the
wrong is com'u;iued or the consequences that the wrong will have For the future course
in the world..beraase il trembles For the individusl seilf and its integrity."> Indeed, she
continues, OOCE comsci¢atious objection has beer made public, it represcnis one,
‘ indistinguishable opinion in a marketplace of public opinion where only large numbers
of coinciding consciences will have any political signilicance. What Areads insisis is
that conscience, Iik-e philmnﬁhy, erust first be heard of in newspapers 43 public upinion
in order to have any realizable ef Tect: |
No doubt..conscientious objection can become pofitically signilicant when a
number of consciences happen to coincide, and the conscieatious objectors
decide to eater the market place and make their voices heard in public. Bul then
we 2r¢ Do Iongér dealing with individunrls, or with 3 phepomeacn whose criteria -
can be derived from_Thorean. What had been decided ia foro conscientiar has
now become part of pablic opinion, and although this particular group of civil
disobedients my' still claim the initial validation--their consciences--they
actuslly rely no longer on themselves alone. In the market place, the [ate of
conscience is not much different from the late of the philosopher’s truth: it
becomes an opinioil, indistinguishable from other opinions. And the strength of
. opinion does not depend on conscienee, but on the aumber of those with whom
it is mssociated {Crises, 57-68).
Arendr’s dismissal of Thoreau’s premise that the private claims of conscience can be

exhibited in public also dismantles his contention that civil disobedienrs should band

¥ gannah Arendt, Crlses of the Republic (San Piego: Harcourt
Brace Jovanovich, 1969), 60-61. Subsecuent citations ara to
Crises and will be cited parenthetically.
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1ogether and form & visible, public collectivity ot corparaticn 1hat simultancously
TecogniIcs its }ndividunl. conscientious members and represenis, a5 Thoreaw puts i, a
corporation with a conscicnce. Mareover, Arcodt’s insistence that civil disobedients ace
organized in accordance with the principle of voluntary association deaies the force of
Thoreau's attempt to present the appesl (o conscience, and the intimate ties of shared
conscience, a5 2 means of resisting the purely volitionat, rational, comtractual
assumption of obligavions that are § wndomenial to Aren;dt's specific engagement with
liberal political philosaphy.

Areadt's myopia regarding mattery of race, and the sigoificzace of civil
disobedience--the pressicg need to believe in the public visibilicy and eflicacy of
canscien'ce--fnr African Americans 1a the srruggle for racial j_ustice during the sixtics,
hay been duly noted by her critics. 10 a salient critique of Arendt’s striking inability
1o distinguish between puﬁlicily and aociality in the question of racial justice, Seyla
Benhabib has drawn on the example of Arende's coafusion over the problem of school
descgregation in Little Rock, Arkansax

Arcndt likeped the demands of the black parents, upheid by the US. Supreme

Caurl, to have their children admitied into previously all-whise schaols to the

desire of the social parvenué (0 §ai0 recognifion in a society thae did oot care

t0 admit her. This time around Arcndt failed to make the fioal distinction and
confused an issue of public justice, cquality of educational access, with an issue
of social preference, who my friends a.re‘ or wham §invite to dinner (*Models of

Public Space,” 79).

But ia spite of this sericus coaceprual limitation, Arcadt's commentary on
Thareau does illuminate two sigoificant difficuliies faced by King and other civil

disobedients which Thoreau himself docs not address. First, that civil disobédicnce
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depends for its Success upon the responsive performances of athers--peopie who witness,
listen, and be-li'cve: who confer Visi-.bi.lity and publicity on the inoer, whispered voice of
conscicnce, thereby making it real. What Thoreau does nat emphasize, and King's work
oo disobedience makes clear, is the Mact that the body of the civil disobedient is offered
in the hope that witnesses will regard it as authenticating the claims of conscience.’
As various commentatoes have pointed out, King's public discourse relies for much of
its effectiveness an an embodicd, sermonic, rhetorical dimension that authorizes and
enacts the claims of his conscience and philosophy of belov_cd community lnl"‘l'he
Time [ OI; Freedom Has Come," King praised the commitment of black youth to the cause
for freedom and their persistent exercise of rights by remarking that “They have
offered their energies, their bodies to effect this result” (Testament of Hope, 165). In "A _
Gilt of Love,” King recalls how in the summer of 1966, during the Freedom March
through Miuilsippi..yonng gang members who cngaged in nonviolent direct action “were

1o be called upon 1o protect women and children oo the march, with no other weapons

*® Compars Elains Scarry’'s claims tegarding the
objectification, denlal, and falsification of pain in the
torturer's usa of the sufferar’s body to confer reality onto the
{llusory but (to the torturers and represented regime) convincing
spactacle of power: "Am a perceptual fact, [a weapon] lifts the
Pain out of the body and makes it visible or, more precisely, it
acts as a bridga or amechanism actoss which some of pain's
attributes--ite incontestable reality, its totality, its ability to
aclipse all else, its power of dramatic alteration and world
dissolution--can be lifted away from thair source, can bes separated
from the sufferer and referred to powar, broken off from thes body
and attached instead to the regime™ | H

o ] [New York: Oxford University Press,
1485], 56).

¥  on the performative aspects of King's rhetoric and his
interaction with the audiencs, see

Sermonic Powel of Public Dlscourse, 5-6.
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maﬁ t?:cir own bodies" (Testament of Hope, 63). And in his famous 1963 "Latier From
Birmingham.C'ily Jail" King defended his use of direct non-violent action as a strategy
*whereby we would present our very bodies as a means of laying our case before the
conscience of the local and national community® (Tesm;mnt of Hope, 291). Takco as a
whoie, King's writings and Jife work disclose his belief that only such a visible, bodily
performance should authorize and make reli his élaims in crealing access to public Life.
A3 one of King's receat commentators has obsecved, "King was & master of political
theater.

A second dilficulty follows from this reliance on the body; namely, that for
King sod other African-Americans, disobedieat entry imto the public realm is
complicated by racial visibility and the phenomennlnn,or the gaze.™ We have seen that
the whiteness and maleness of Thoreau's “representative” body granes him aceess 10
formidable powers of publicity in his cxpression of dissatisfaction wilh the sare; and
that for Thoreau, the appesl to conscicnce derives much of it1 effectivencss fzom the
fact that it has been enacted in his political capacity as & taxpaying citizen. In Civil
Rights and the idea of Freedom Richard King has observed that "3 a representative

map, King's public words aad actions revealed something cssential about himsell and

S E. Culpepper Clark, "Tha Amarican Dilamma in King's ‘lLetter

from Birmingham Jail,'"

W , ada, Carolyn Calloway-Thomas and John

Louis Lucaites (Tuscalcosa: Univereity of Alabama Preas, 1993),
45,

M por a discuseion of Frantz Fanon's analyeis of the look and
his indebtedness to tha phenomencvlogical tradition of European
philosophical thought, see Robert. Gooding Williams, "Look, A
Negro!," Reading Rodnev King., Reading Urban Uprising, 4. Robert
Gooding-Williama (New York: Routledge Prese, 1993), 164-165,
173-174.



Goldman 31

about the movement generally™®® like Thoreauw, King's success as a civil disobedient
requir.:s that he assume a "representative” status, speaking and acting on behalfl of the
oppressed, exhibitiog his own exemplary conduct 10 organize and inspire commitment
and disobedient, political action on the part of thousands of men, women and children
involved in the black freedom strmggled? Bul in contrast 1o Thoreaw's deft, easy
assumption of a representative stau}:, King's performance a3 a civil disobedieat and
thus his aspiration to Emersonian repreicotativeness involves a dangerous and cven

« lile-threatening sitvation of raciai visibility that ha3, historically speaking, denied
black Americans access to citizenship and resulted in a peraicious condition of political
invisibility in the public realm.

King's own account of hiz philasophy of direct nonviolent action shows the
extent to which he was influenced by Thareau's vocabulary and theoretical framework
for thinking about lcivil disabedience and political obligation. Like Thoresu, King's
model of civil disobedience represents a critique of liberal ideals that is itself an
expression of hix Taith in those iq:als: "And I submit," he writes in."l.mre. Law, and
Civil Disobedience,” “that the individual who disobeys the law, whose conscience tells

him it is unjust and who is willing to accept the penalty by staying in jail ustil that law

® Richard King, Civdl Righte apd the Idea of Freedom (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 1106-107.

¥ Manning Maradlae's gtudy of tha historical relationship
between religion and black proteset thought, and his observation
that FKing's philosophy of disobadience "provided a thecretical
frameworkx for thousands of committed black men, women and children
to lay down ip the atreets Iin proteat, to be arrested and
physically beaten by white pelicemen” supports my claim that Ring's
guccese ag an activist and political huder entailed his upiratlon
to a representative status. (
ce, Clama: uaness s [Hiwot: University Press
of Colorade, 1993], 45).
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is all{ud. i exufeasin; at the momexnt the very highes) respect (or law® (Tesrament of
Hope 49). Aiu:‘l like Thoreau, Kiog's ¢ritique of liberal democracy and the limis of
contractarianism centers oo his broadéning of our conception of political abligation 10
include both those which are "enfor¢eable” or legislated and those which are
"unenforceable,” such a3 the moral obligation to refule ta cooperate withevil. laa 1962
speech uitled "The Ethical Demands of [ategration,” King srgues that such moral,
uneaforceable potitical obligations are met "by cae's commitment to an ioner law,
written on the heart™ {Testament of Hope, 123). Just as in *Resistance ;o Civil
Goverament® Thozean calls attention to the efficacy and force of conscicnce as a source
- of political obligations that may not be assumed by acrs of consent that are wholly
volitional and rational; so King's writings emphasize obligations that resist the Lockean,
liberal notion that political community is constituted by contract and consent. But
whereas Thoreau's essay makes visible the obligations associated with his individual act
of :onsci&nce. King's writings explore the political ties that arise out of the
- disobedicnt's capacity to love,

The centrality of love to King's conception of disobedience registers a crucial
dif ference between, on the ooe h'and. the ties of loving &bligatinn that bind together
King's idea of a beloved commubity, and on the ‘other. the coincidence of consciences
that is the governing principle for group cohesion in Thoreau's model of
di.:obedienu--ns .one commentator has noted, "Kiog's conception of the nature and
power of love i3 probably his greatest singular coatribution to..American social
philosophy."¥! By King's own account, the love cthic reflected in his vision of a

*beloved community” as the altermath of resistance was fundameatal (o the acis of

Y Ervin smith, The Ethics of Martin Luther Ring, Jr. (New
York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1981), 61. .
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disobedicnce promulgated by the student movement.’? "Now when the studeats talk
about love,* l;c obscr;'es, *certainly they are aot talking about emotional bosh, they are
oot talking about merely a sentimental ountpouring; they're talking about something
much deeper...” ("Love, Law, and C;ivil Disobedicnce.” Testament of Hope, 46). And: *To
retaliate with haté and bitteroess would do nothing but intensify the hate in the world.
Along the way of life, someone must have sense enough and morality enough to cut of {
the chain of hate, This can be doae anly by projecting the ethics of Tove ta the cénter
af our lives® ("Noaviolence and Racial Justice,* Testamen: of Hope, B).

The critique of liberal idenls undertaken in King's writings was central to his
ongoing attempt 10 bring together a biracial coalition demanding civil rights asd basic
structural changes within Amecican society. His death was a devastating loss to the
cause (or racial freedom in this eot;ntrv. one which thrcateucq the cohesiveness and
thus tive political ¢fficacy of further reform movemeats. But in the United States, ot.
leant, the consequences of King's philosophy remain, and have shaped some of our moat
cherished theorctical pru'niles in the current debate over the uses and justificarion of
defensive violence oa the one hand, and on the other a desire to believe in the political
efficacy of civil disobedicnce and love. A3 Corael West put it in 1950,

Kiog belicved in the fundamental trusiworthiness of human existence, that

creation wat essentially good and only existentially evil... Thistrust presupposes

that the uncarned suffering of ‘agapic nonviolent resisters can educate,

#  por a discussion of EKing's devotion te the ideal ot a
"baloved community, and aspeacts of ite theclogical and philosaphical
foundations (including Personalism, Evangelical Liberallsm, and the
inilunnce of Niahuhr, Ruyce, and !tauachanbuach}, saa ltnnnuth L.
Smith, gea -

Lg;_hg_r_g_ug,_.rz. ( Lanhnn. Universlt.y Press ot .lunericl, 1936) i and
Ira G. Zepp, The Social Vieion of Martin jfather King, J=.
(Broocklyn: Carleon Publishing Ing., 198%), 207-214.
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) transform, and even convert onc’s opponents... And if one conciudes that no such
devcl;:pmenl is possible--that the adversary not only has 0o wmoral tease or
conscience but, in addition, no longer even has the capacity 1o develop oae--thea
we are forced toadmit that we are doomed to an uncading cycle of violence and
oppression, that human history is the slaughterhouse that Hegel said it was, with
the old victims of violence 300n to become the new perpetrators of violesce.

That's the nightmare that hangs in King's closer.®?

King's performance and critique of American philosophy not only broadens our
theoretical vocabulary for describiag publicity and political obligation: it also forms
the basis for ap innovative, ongoing ctitique undertaken in titeratures of protest written
in the wake of sixties activism. Many of the &oulm and hopes raised by King's
philosophy--hit abidiog (aith in the political efficacy of civil disobedience and
love--have, in turn, led to s reassesasment and response on the partof Alricau-American
poets and aovelists intcrésted in developing what might be called, for lack of 1 better
term, a poetics of disobedience, This poetics--which clearly ¢xhibits the impact of

King's involvement ip the civil rights movementand critique of the American political

# West, "The Religiocus Foundatiohs of the Thought of Martin
Luther King, Jr.,” We Shall gvercoma: Martin Luther King, Ji., and
a c . od. Pater J. Albert and Renald Hoffman
(New York: Pantheon Books, 19%0), 127. Tha terms of this dabate
are much the eame am thay were in 1971 vhen Hanes Walton, Jr. vrots
tha following criticisms of Ring's views on love:r "King stressed
that one ls abla to love a person while hating the desds of that
perscn. But how much of a person can actually be separatad from
his actions? And who, 1if .not that person, i# to bs held
respensible for those actions?....0n theses rscurrent gqueetions
King's philosophy is silent.... To imposa a purs love sthic in a
realm whers, at best, only ralative justice can ba attained fe a
utopian attempt"™ (
JE. [Westport: Greenwood Fublishing co., 1971}, 80).
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tradition--is one that explores the |imigs and expressive possibilities of Kiag's
philosophical l'ram?work. and allows each writer (0 grapple with the conceptual
premises of disobedience and arrive ata unique formulation of prospects for entry inte
the public realm. Examples range from Toni Cade Bambara's The Salr Faters, which
examines tensions within black activist groups during the Carier administration and
elaborates on the trauma, and need for healiag, expericaced by black women as a resuit
of their entry into public 1ife;** to the novel Beloved, in which Toni Morrison's portrait
of Baby Suggs may be read as a celebration and critique of King's vision of beloved
community--his ¢emphasis on the impqrtnncc of love in workiog against nihilism and

contributing to s sense of agency sad hope among appressed people.d® Even nationalist

“ tn this novel, Bambara alludes to Ralph Ellison’s analyeis
of invieibility and the complications it presents for aentry into
public life; the fact that, in the words of one charactar, “Your
true nature invisible because you're in some incongruous getup or
in some incongrugus place or the looker‘s got incongrucus eyes.”
Even more cantral toc Bambara's project 1@ her vivid detailing of
the public appsal and inadequacies of what she describes as a
derivativa, contemporary black leadership: "Some leader. He
locked a bit like King, had a delivery similar to Halcom'‘e, dressed
like Stokely, had glasses llke Rap, but sha'd never heard hie say
anything useful or offansive. But what a veoica. And wvhat a good
press agent. And the people had bought him. Wwhat a disaater. But
what a voice* (The Salt Eaters [New York: HRandom House, 1980],
158, 35).

4 In Race Matters, West refers to Tonl Morrison's Beloved in
order to alaborate on the significance of love for the development
of what he calls "a politics of conversion” that will work against
the threat of nihilism in black America. ™A love sthic has nothing
to do with sentimental feelings or tribal connectiona,” he writes.
“Rather it is a last attempt at generating a sense of agency among
a downtrodden peoplae... For my purposes here, Pgloved can be
construed as bringing together the loving yet critical affirmation
of black humanity found in the best of black naticnaliet movements,
the perannial hope against hope for trans-racial coalition in
progressive movements, and the painful struggle for self-atfirming
sanity inm a history in which <the nihilistic threat geems
insurmountable®* (19).
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poems by Ami_ri Baraka and Nikki Giovangi assert a distinctive black identity and
cultural rorn;atiun ox;ly insofar as they confront the rhetorical problem of constructing
a "representative,” public position from which to articulate 3 disobedient call to
revolution--a poetic project that reflects the legacy of King's work oa disobedieace and
critique of American philosophy.*® And Alice Walker's novel Meridian ¢xamines both
the uses and the inadequacies of King's pbilosophy by detailiog moral conlrldict-io_ns
and conflicting aliegiances involved in eiliher the commitment to love as a force fat

social chaoge, or the decision 1o kill for the Revalution.f” [ want to conclude by briglly

¥  Conglder, fer example, Baraka's "S05" in vhich the he
modulates from a revolutionary, public, "repressntative” call for
cohasion and pelitical. actien voliced over radic wavas to the
pirunnal invitation to come on in extendsd in the poaw's concluding
linam:
Culling black people
Call all black people, man woman, child
Wherever you arse, calling you, urgent, coms in
Black People, come in, vheraver you Are, urgant, salling
you, calling all black people
calling all black pecpls, come in, black pacpla, come
on in (The RBlack Poets, ed. Dudley Randall, {Nav York:
Pantam Books], 181). .
And in Wikki Giovanni's "The Punaral of Martin luther
King, Jr.," the tragedy of Xing's death and the vriting of his
words on a tombstens are transformed intoc a collective,
articulate, motivated rage that worke towards the imaglning
and construction of a better world:
His headstone sald
FREE AT LAST, FREE AT LAST
But death is a slave's freedom
We seek the freedom of fresa men
And the construction of a world
#hers Martin Luther King could hava lived and
preached non-vioclence (The Black Poets, ead. Dudley
Randall, [New York: Bantam Books], 1i23).

Y plice Walker, Meridian (New York: Simen and Schuaeter Inc.,
1976) . Subsequent references ars to this edition and will bs cited
parenthetically.
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elaborating on.WaIker's example, because it of fers a direct clarification of what ] am
identilying as one mn'jnr conscquence of King's response 1o the American philosophical ‘
tradifion; samely, the critique of King's ramework registercd as a persisient
¢ngagement with the vocabulary of rights and an innovative poetics of disobedience
developed in works by contemporary African-American authors and poets.

In 8 scrics of essays and addresses collected in the volume Ja Search of Cur
Morhers' Gardens, Walker assesses King's impact as a leader in the black community as
well as hissigrificance for Walker's owa development 65 4 writer. What is particularly
striking about Walker's analysis is the extent 1o which she dur’ells an the facr of King's
visibility and publicity. For cxample, in a 1967 essay titled "The Civil Rights
Movemeni: What Good Was [t7" she recalls that the First time she ever 1w King was
when his arrest was shown on a television aews braadcast: "Six years#20," she recalls
"after half-heartedly watching my mother's soap operas and wlondering whether there
wasn't something more to be asked of lif¢, the Civil Rights Movement came into my life.
Like 3 good omen lor the i‘uture. the face of Dr. Martin Luther King, Ir., was the firsy
black face I saw oa our ncw television screcn. Aad, a2 in a.l'airy tale, my soul was
stirted by the meaning for me of his mission...an;i 1 fell in love with the sober and
déterained face of the Movement."® And in “Choice: A Tribute 1o Martin Luther
Kiag, Jr.” an address delivered five years later, she deliberately underscores this fact
of King's overwhelming publicity end life-threatening visibility--attributes which, as
we have seen, were easential to the suceess of hiy ongoing attempt ta practice the ideals

of his revolutionary philosophy.

% Alice Walker, In Search of Our Mothers' Gardeng (San Diego:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983), 124,



Goldman 40

The public acts of Dr. King you kaow. They are visible all around you. His
vnice.yOu wohld recngniu‘ sooacr than any other veice you have heard this
century-<this in spite of the fact that ceetain myunicipal libraries, like thé onc in
downtown Jackion, do not ¢arry recordings of his speeches, and the librarians
chuckle cruelly when asked why they do not.

You kaow, Il you have read his books, that his ia a complex and revalutionary
philosophy that few people are capable of uvnderstanding lully or have the

putience to embody in themselves. Which is our weakness, which is our loss ¢

4 wWalker, In Search of Our Mothern' Garxdens, 144. Another,
much mora recant analysis of the ovarall impact of Eind s media
publicity may be found in Hanry Louis Gates Jr.' # Tecent memoir,
colored Pegple {(New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1954). Gates rscalls
the tortuous sxperience of wvatching TV and then arguing about Xing
and the Movement with his father: * Daddy was jaundiced about the
civi]l rights movemant, and aspecially sbout the Revarand Dr. Martin
Luther Ring, Jr.... Secmstimes hd 4 just mantion King to get a rise
from me, to make a sagging avening more intereeting, to sae if I
had learned anything real yat, to ses how lehg I comld thaink up
counter arguments befora getting so mad that my face would turm
purple. I think he just likad the color purpla on my face, liked
producing it thard (26). In contrast to Walker (to wvhose writings
he obviously alludes), Gatms argues that TV was not an enabling
vehicle of identification with King; but, rather, a terrifying
reninder of Cated own utter helplessness in the face of danger.
The very presence of a TV in his parentd houss simultanecusly
forced Gates, ovan a6 a very young boy, to watch acte of genocide
against blacks (herv represented as one might represent a sports
event or a war fought overaeas) and disclosed vhat the white wvorld
heid in store for him as a black man. * Tha TV vas the ritual arena-
for the drama of race, he recalla. *We watched pacpla getting
hogad and cracked over thelr heads, people being epat upon and
arrasted, rednecka eiccing fierce dogs on woman and children, cur
people responding by singing and marching.... Whatever tummult our
small acreen revealed, though, the dawn of the cilvil righta era
could ba no more than a spectator eport in Pisdmont, It was almost
like a war belng fought overseas. And all thinge considered, white
and colored Piedmont got aleng pretty well in thosa ysars, the
fifties and aarly sixties. At least as long ag colored pecple
didr t try to sit down in the Cut-Rate or at the Rendszvous Bar, or
eat plzza at Eddies, or buy property, or pove inte the white
neighborhoods, or dance with, date, or dilate upon whita peocple.
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_Asin many of her essays, in the novel Meridian published almost 3 decade after
King'sassassination, Wnlker reveals that the prcssingduc:tion of identity devalves upon
her coming W terms with King's death, and her assclss'mcm of the Civil Rights
Movement's political ideals and goals. From the novel's opening scenc, which takes
place in the southern town of Chicokema, \;rc are presented with the vestiges of sixties
activism: Truman Héld. a former activist, arriv?s at the public square ia his green
Volve, and notices thatjaltboush the streets are lined with people, no one is saying
anything. He tries ta find aut what is going on from an old I:;iack man with a broom
and learns chat a noa-violent protest iy being staged because black children in the
communiry have agt been allowed to ‘see a circus exhibit except oa o designated day:

7'Well." said the sweeper, giving Truman a guarded look as he clutehed hig
broom, supportiog himself Ol.l. it, “some of thechildren wanied 1o g¢i in to set the
dead lady, you know, the mummy womaa, ia the teailer aver there, and our day
for sccing her ain't till Thursday.”
" *Your day?
*That's what | said.” .
"But the Civil Rights Movement changed al that™
*I scen rights come and [ scen "em go,” said the sweeper sullenly, a5 if daring

Truman to disagree (Meridiar, 19). _

The ;nmhined effect of our inundation with these details is co raise the questian
of wh:thcr,.i.a fact, anything has changed as a result of King's clogueat call for direct

noao-vialent action: in Meridian, Walker reflccis upon the Mavemeoi's i uct on

Not to menticn try to get & job in the craft unions at the papar
mill. Or have a drink at the white VFW, or join the white American
Legioh, or get loans at the bank, or just generally get out of
lind (27}.
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subsequent SM1Empls (o eaact the assertion of political identity--both individual aad
cull:mivc--ﬂ;rough a.::u of civil disobedience. The pivoral momeot in this opening scene
occurs as Truman watches Meridian, standing in the public square, staring d;wn atank

) painted red, white, and blue and decorated with ribbons, 2 tank which we are told was
bought by white 1ownspeople "during the sixtics when fthey] felt under attack from
‘outside agilators™-thote members of the black community who thought equal cights for
zll should exvead 1o biacks® (Meridiam, 18).

Meridian dld not look to the right or (o the ie.l't.... As she drew aearcr the
tank, it seemed t0 grow targ;; and whiter than ever and she seemed amaller and
blacker than ever. Apd then, when she reached the tank she stepped lightly,
deliberately, right is front .ol‘ it, rapped smartly on its carnpace~as il knockiog
on a dpor--then niu'd her arm agaio. The children pressed onward, throogh the
ranks of the arrayed riflemen up to the circus car door. T‘he silence, as Meridian
kicked open the door, expioded in a mass exhalation of breaths, and the men
who wete in the t;nk crawled sheepishly out again to stare,

"God!" s3id Truman without thinking. "How can you not love som: indy like
that! )

*Because she thinks she's God,* snid the sweeper, "or clse 1he just sin't all
there. 1 think she ain't all there. mysclf® (Meridian, 21-21).

Ay an imaginative exploration of the radical potentiality end applicability of
King's theoretical framework, nod a3 a report of the possibilities which now exist for
oppositional politics in the United States, Meridian presents ug with whae a First
gppears to be a bleak and stariling embiguity: as a symbol of dissent, Meridian i3 either
someone whom we thoughtlessly worship, as does Truman; or she iy yomeone whom we

dismiss, a3 the old sweeper does, as harboring grandiose and insane delusions about
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hersel( and uigpiu. prospects for paliticat community in America.

Walker's tcul'e wwarcazas of the inandequacy of the 1ymbol-making process 1o
¢oact real changes in socicty and io the way peaple see the world is evident in her
descriptian of the cirgus exhibit in the public square which is the focus for Meridian's
act of disobedience. The circus wagon, we are told, contains the mummified body of
2 woman who was killed by her husband, Henry, for the crin:l_e of adultery. The
unconircllable darkening of the mummy's akin--;he irrepressible question of whether
ths body on display is in fact the body of a black ;womln--cllls our aAitention to the
signit‘iunuof the "rapresentarive” body in the performaace of disobedience. Although,
like King, Walker is acutely aware that Meridian's entry inta the public realm is
necessarily complicated by the fact of ber racial visibility, Walker's critique of King's
model of civil disobedience inheres in her vivid detailing of the complications that sock
race and gender present (or the construction of Meridinn asa ‘representalive® American
Self, & Self whose represcntative qualities would—as we have wen in the cave of
Emerion, Thoreau, and Kinguhlve otherwise contribntuq to the formaticn of political
community and established & mandate for a calk te collective action.

There is cleatly & world of difference between ﬁfllker’s recarded response to
King as al epresentative ¢ivil disobedisnt--a man whose life, by her own description,
"seeming bigger and more miraculous than the man himseil, because of all he had doae
aad sof Fered, of fered e patrern of strength and sincerity I Celt 1 coutd truse” ("The Civil
Rights Mavemear: What Good Was [t?® 124)~sad Truman's response to Meridian's act
of disobedience 1 Walker depicts it in hes novel, This crucial difference demonstrates
Walker's recognition of 1he political neceasity, but also the insufTicieacy, of Emersonizn
*representativeness® a3 a rhetorical position Mrom which to articulate Meridina's demand

for social change. Meridiaa's invisibility and tack of access to the public realm; her
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incapacity 10 deploy a symbolic vocabular-} of the body that publicizes the claims of
conscicnce and prnmlntes real changes bn society, all reflect Walker's concern over the
fact that, in the wake of the sixties, symbolic action has increasingly resuited in a
disobedient’s loss of control over the production of meaning. On a public level, this has
meant that the symbology of disobedience has been dismissed, or emptied of ita radical -
significance and appropriated for the promotion of dominant cultural norms, On a
private or individual level, Meridian's attcopt to inherit Kinu‘s phitosophy--to find a
praper mode of public action and & standard of revelutiozary cﬁnduc! she .can tive
by--is made even moare difficult by Truman's isded..willl‘ul ignorance:

*Then you thiak revolution, like everything else in America was reduced to s
fad? [asked Meridian.]

*Of course,” said Truman. "The leaders were kilted, the resiless yaung were
bought of [ with anti-pdv.f.rt]r jobs, znd the clothing styles of the poor were
copied by Scventh Avenue...

*But don't you thiok the basic questions raised by King and Malcolm and the
rest still exist? Don't you think people, somewhere deep inside, are sl
attemptiog 1o dea) with them?

*MNo," s2id Truman.

"is there ao place in & revolution for a personm who cannpd kill? asked
Meridian, obviously not believing him.

"Why do you drive yourself crazy over these questions?” asked Truman, leaning
over her. "When the time comes, trust yourscif ta do the right thing,™

*The 'right thing? Or merely the thiog that will save my life?”

*Don't nitpick” (Meridian, 189).

At the end of Meridian, Walkar presents us with an image of Truman's own symbalic act
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that £Xpreases his sympathetic comprehension of Meridian’s, and thus King's, life work:
Truman climbs into iuleridiun's sleeping bag and puts her cap oo his head. But this is
2 questionably disobedient gesture at best--and the urgent, but as yet uncertain matter
of precisely what effective civil resistance should look Iik:A; and how we can know when

we are, in fact, doing the right thing is le€t open for future examination.



