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In 1849, when Emerson was preparing/?e/7rej'e«/fli/veMen for
the press, he listed in his joumal TU the six Ggurcs he had chosen
to represent the composite great man; beside each he wrote the
name of a friend and contemporary (including himself):

Bigendians Littfeendians
Plato Alcott

Swedenborg Very
Shakspere Newcomb
Montaigne Chaiming
Goethe RWE

Napoleon Thoreau

The meaning of this pairing is not completely clear. W. H.
Oilman, who edited this volume of the Journals and Mis
cellaneous Notebooks, wondered "whether Emerson in
tended to set up parallels" between the two lists and
concluded that there exist "demonstrable relationships be
tween all pairs except Napoleon and Thoreau" (JMN
11:173). More recently, in two papers that explore
Emerson's ideas about history, biography, and material cul
ture, Ron Bosco has drawn chuckles from the audience with
his reference to the Napoleon-Thoreau connection, indicat
ing that they too wondered at this pairing.^

The source for Emerson's terminology is not very helpful
here. "Big-Endians" derives from Swift's well-known lampoon
ing of religious controversy in Gulliver's Travels. He exposes
the absurdity of fighting over religious matters by reducing the
conflict to a question about which end of the egg one should
break before eating it. The Lilliputian Emperor's edict that all
must "break the smaller End of their Eggs" is resisted by the
people who prefer the "primitive" way of breaking eggs, at the
largerend. These reactionaries and resisters of tyraimy are called
"Big-Endians."^ In 1814 Sir Walter Scott interpreted the alle
gory to refer to Papists or Jacobites (the "Big-Endians" who flee
to the nearby island of Blefuscu, or France) and Protestants (the
"Small-Endians," responsible for the beheading of Charles I and
the removal of Roman Catholic James IT from the throne).''

Swift did not use the corresponding term "little-endians,"
but Nathaniel Ames of Dedham, Massachusetts, did when he

borrowed the terminology to describe the controversy that split
Dcdham's First Parish in 1818 and resulted in the 1820 Massa

chusetts Supreme Court's decision that ended the old New
England Congregational system and marked the triumph of the
liberals.^ In Ames's brief diary comments, the "Big-Endians"
are the "parish" or congregation, the majority of the Dedham
religious society, basically anti-Federalist in politics, who in
1818 chose a young, liberal, recent Harvard product as their
minister in defiance of the established. Federalist, and more
orthodox members of the "Church"—the smaller body of pro
fessed "saints" who had heretofore controlled such matters as

the election of ministers— Ames's "Little Endians." Swiftian

language adds to Ames's exposure of the silliness of the contro
versy, seen in competing meeting houses, competing ministerial
salaries, and needless expenses generated by pettifogging law
yers.^ Thus Ames reverses, to some extent. Swift's tenns: his
"Big-Endians" are progressive rather than reactionary, while his
"Little Endians" cling to an earlier belief; and it is the "Little
Endians" who flee (to a new meeting house). However, his
"Big-Endians" still represent the "people" in danger of being
tyraiuiized by a powerful elite.

Becaitse Emerson's use of the terms seems neither satirical

nor political, his revision of this list in an unpublished late
joumal, titled "Auto," may be more helpful than etymology here.
Many years later, Emerson remmed to the 1849 Journal TU,
noting on its flyleaf, "Examined March 1877" {JMN 11:88).
Probably at tliis time he made the following entry:

Friends. I find in TU 259 this comic paralogism.

Big endians
Plato

Swedenborg
Shakespeare
Montaigne
Goethe

Napoleon

Good Endians

A. Bronson Alcott

Jones Very
C. K. Newcomb

W. E. Chaiming
Thomas Carlyle
H. D. Thoreau

J. Elliot Cabot

S. G. Ward^
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