
Opponent’s report on the MA thesis of Jana Žižka-Marušiaková SPIRITUAL ANARCHY IN 

EMERSON: THE INFINITUDE OF PRIVATE MAN 

 

The thesis is clearly written and cogently and persuasively argued especially in the interpretations 

of Emerson’s spirituality and anarchic tendencies in this thought. Even more consistent is the 

interpretation of Thoreau as an anarchic thinker. In discussing Emerson, the author should dedicate 

more attention to Nietzsche and Emerson’s influence on him; Thoreau’s Anarchism would require 

more texts to discuss, especially A Plea for Captain John Brown and Life without Principle.   

 

The second chapter suffers from insufficiently reflected, rather extensive use of a single secondary 

text, Peter Marshall’s Demanding the Impossible. Marshall distorts the key features of Taoism, 

Buddhism and the thought of the Greek Antiquity to present them as precursors of modern 

Anarchism. Some examples of these manipulations are discussed in detail below: 

 

pp. 15-16 The thesis is conflating Taoism and later Zen with Anarchism and Liberalism. The wu-

wei principle does not mean the minimum interference of government with the freedom of 

individuals, but the non-interference of individuals in the order and processes of the world. Instead 

of American liberalism, there is meditative seclusion. The main opposition is between involvement 

in social vanity and escape from society or between “natural” course of things and human practice 

governed by purposiveness, not between government and laissez faire. “Wei” in wu-wei, means 

simply “do, try, play, practice,” the nominal form meaning “advantage, benefit, welfare, sake”: the 

interpretation quoted on p. 16 is clumsy but basically correct. 

p. 18 “Satori” is the Buddhist enlightenment, not a mere “flash of insight”. It does not give a mere 

“taste of enlightenment”.  

p. 19 It is not true that Zen “rejects hierarchy”. In contrast to Taoism, it is strongly institutionalized 

in monasteries, has its Patriarchs, Great Masters, etc.  

p. 20 – Socrates’s libertarian nature resists generalization. In one of the most important dialogues, 

the Republic, a conservative authoritarian regime of Sparta is elevated as a model of ideal society.  

 

In the account of libertarianism and anarchism in Chapter 3, the emphasis on their common features 

prevails. However, some theorists, such as Hayden White, emphasize the similarities between 

anarchism and conservatism, especially because their common emphasis on intuition and 

idealization of the past. The statement that Emersonian thought of the progress of humanity is a 

“contribution to Anarchism” (p. 31) is disputable to the utmost. The tone of some passages in the 

conclusion is propagandist and at variance with academic standards.  

 

The actual topic of the thesis is not discussed until Chapter 4.  

 

In Chapter 5, Emersonian spirituality is linked with Buddhism in a rather unqualified way 

conflating its chief features with Bhagavad Gita and the philosophy of Upanishads.  

 

The Conclusion is to brief and written again from the propagandist, rather than academic, position. 

 

In spite of these shortcomings the thesis can be regarded as an interesting contribution to the 

interpretation of Emerson’s and Thoreau’s spirituality. I propose to grade it “very good”. 

Doporučuji k obhajobě a navrhuji hodnotit “velmi dobře”. 

 

V Praze, 29.8.2012 

       

 

Prof. PhDr. Martin Procházka, 
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