  What is a man? According to Mark Twain’s colonel Sherburn, he is an “individual or a leader”, an apparent contradiction until one reads The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and realizes that by “individual” Sherburn means one who makes an independent choice to become a leader. Ralph Waldo Emerson, however, claims that “whoso is a man is a nonconformist’, or one who acts alone without the inclination to lead others.  If one’s personal definition of “manhood” were to incorporate the concept of courage or the desire to take risks, it is, in fact, Emerson’s “man” that leaves the largest imprint on society. Yes, we must have leaders, but if everybody followed, new paths would never be forged.
     History has proven that many of those with the fortitude to lean into the wind of the masses and remain strong in their convictions have stimulated progress like no others.  Had Galileo not insisted that the Earth revolved around the sun, ignoring the naysayers, how many more years would man have believed himself central to the universe?  For Galileo and others like him, holding fast to controversial ideas, rejected by those in the comfort of their ignorance, is akin to social suicide. This act of heroic defiance is, indeed, courageous, and if a man be courageous, he must be stubborn and maintain his controversial standards.  This has remained true throughout history, and today, in the modern world, it is the “man” who embraces the science of stem cell research and the progress of globalization.  It is the “man” who steps out from behind the veil of fear and onto these newly forged paths.

     Do our “leaders” always lead us down the right path?  Are they to always be the beneficiaries of our blind trust?  Should we never venture down Robert Frost’s “road less traveled?”  It was Emerson himself who said, “Trust thyself. Every heart vibrates to that iron string,” implying that it is our own instincts, rather than the instructions of those who would lead us, that should light our paths through life.  These interior guiding lights, if followed, would perhaps steer us away from pre-emptive wars, whereas our leaders, often playing upon the fears and ignorance of the masses, have lead us unnecessarily into demoralizing conflicts in Viet Nam and Iraq. Could the world function without leaders? Perhaps not, but we should also trust our conscience to show us favorable alternatives.  Following the lead of an elected official, viewing a fellow citizen as “unpatriotic” for opposing The Patriot Act, or pledging blind allegiance to a man because his title implies that he should be able to lead, does not make one a man, but a pawn.
     Nonconformity, indeed, is not only a virtue, but sometimes a necessity.  Former Vice President Al Gore has championed the effort to bring global warming into the public consciousness, and in so doing, encourages each of us to choose a different path. The “carbon footprints” of that same old polluted trail are building upon themselves, creating a path that will, eventually, become impassable. Unless we, as caretakers of this fragile planet, venture off of this beaten path, there will be no need for leaders or followers.  Who is more deserving of the title of “man” than he who encourages the kind of nonconformity that will allow us to maintain our very existence? So go ahead, leave the Hummer in the garage and ride your bicycle to work. In fact, veer off of the paved bike path and pedal across an unmowed field. Gore, Emerson, and Thoreau would be proud.
     Surely, it is Huck Finn, the free-spirited young abolitionist, himself, from whom we should take our lessons on nonconformity.  Huck’s willingness to betray the norms of his misguided society certainly would have met with the approval of Ralph Waldo Emerson. After all, they were both “men” in every sense of the word.
