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Human Choice


We all are human, and since we all take up space in this world we have a right to be here.  Who decides what those rights are?  No one can live someone else’s life for them.  Wally ‘Famous’ Amos once said, “Life is just a mirror, and what you see out there, you must first see inside of you.” By saying that, he means people see life how they want to see it.  We as humans should have the right to chose how we want to live and how we chose to think.  No one can take away our right to think.  Transcendentalism is defined as a philosophy based on a search for reality through spiritual intuition and by thinking in a transcendental way one can decide what they want to believe or what their thoughts on life are.  Transcendentalists such as Emerson, Thoreau, and Whitman saw that humans have great minds and the power to have their own ideas. They believed in being self-reliant and resisting the conformities of society.  Dead Poets Society had themes that also dealt with transcendentalism.  By using the ideas of transcendentalism one can create their own views on life and have their own thoughts and beliefs because they have the right of human choice.

Everyone has the right to have their own ideas and opinions about certain things in life.  Ralph Waldo Emerson claimed, “Nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of your own mind.  Absolve you to yourself, and you shall have the suffrage of the world” (Applebee et al 364).  Emerson shows that one has the power if his or her own mind and that is a very versatile entity. That entity cannot be taken away because people have a right to think for themselves.  The government cannot control our thoughts nor can any other person and that is a powerful thing.  Henry David Thoreau declared, “Do not be too moral.  You may cheat yourself out of life so.  Aim above morality.  Be not simply good; be good for something” (www.brainyquote.com 1).  One has the choice of what their morals are and Thoreau is saying that one should be above morality.  People’s views on what is right and what is wrong differ from one another.  Before one decides what is right, they should think about it for themselves and decide on their own.


Walt Whitman explains that one must let their voice be heard and make their own impression on the world.  He believed that everyone contributes to the world and therefore can decide how they want to contribute.  In his poetry he wrote, “I am not a bit tamed, I am too untranslatable, I sound my barbaric yawp over the roofs of the world.  The last scud of day holds back for me” (403).  In Dead Poets Society, Mr. Keating is a romantic and transcendentalist teacher who tells his students that they have the power to live their lives in their hands and they should not abuse that power, but use it to their advantage.  He explains the concept of carpe diem or seizing the day.  Keating teaches his students that they can make a difference in their lives.  When referring to Whitman, Keating says, “That the powerful play goes on and you may contribute a verse.  What will your verse be?”  He addresses the world as a play and the people as verses.  Everyone has a chance in life and they have the justification to choose how they want their life to be or their “verse.”

Transcendentalism deals with the idea of being self reliant and nonconformist.  The concept of being self reliant is that one decides on things for themselves and that one does not allow other people’s beliefs influence their own.  Emerson said, “Whoso would be a man, must be nonconformist.  He who would gather immortal palms must not be hindered by the name of goodness, but must explore if it be goodness” (364).  Emerson explicates that not conforming and relying on one’s self to decide what is good or bad is how one should go through life.  To be nonconformist is to not go along with the general public’s ideas and beliefs, but to construct his or her own concept of things.  The general public may not agree or understand one’s own ideas and when people do not understand things, they get angry or show disapproval.  Emerson knew that and declared, “For nonconformity the world whips you with its displeasure.  And therefore a man must know how to estimate a sour face” (366).  Nonconformity is not for all people, though, and some people do not like the thought of thinking for themselves, but they have the ability to want to conform.

“What I must do is all that concerns me, not what the people think.  This rule…may serve for the whole distinction between greatness and meanness” (365), was proclaimed by Emerson.  To not conform is to be concerned with one’s self, not with what other people may think.  Nonconformity can be challenging. Emerson explains that the value of the individual is great and that people should be individuals in their thoughts and principles.  Mr. Keating stated, “We all have a great need for acceptance, but you must trust that your beliefs are unique, your own, even though others may think them odd or unpopular.  Even though the heard may go ‘That’s bad.’”  Not every person has the same beliefs and does not agree with other people’s beliefs, but to be self reliant one must trust that their ideas are distinctive.  Keating taught his students the concept of self reliance and nonconformity.  Walter Bagehot once said, “One of the greatest pains to human nature is the pain of a new idea.”  If one was to understand and make their own ideas then it would not be so painful if they were willing to be more open minded.

Life is full of opportunities and decisions.  We hold the choice to believe and think what we want.  Mr. Keating showed his students the pictures of former students from many generations before and explained, “They believe they’re destined for great things, just like many of you, their eyes are full of hope, just like you.  Did they wait until it was too late to make from their lives even one iota of what they were capable?  Because, you see gentlemen, these boys are now fertilizing daffodils.”  Humans are mortal and are only on earth for a certain period of time; therefore they have one shot at life and can either make their own paths or choose to go with the flow.

Human beings have the right to have personal beliefs and conceptions in life and those ideas reflect those of transcendentalism.  By thinking from a transcendentalist’s view one is self reliant and resists the conformities of society.  To be self reliant one can rely on them self to have their own point of view without other people having an effect.  Emerson, Whitman, Mr. Keating, and Thoreau were transcendentalists who believed in the power of the human mind.  Through transcendentalism one has their unique thoughts and ideas.  No one can take away the human right to think.  Life comes with many decisions and choices. Life’s like a road trip where you are the driver and have to make your own map.
