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The Butterfly Circus in Relation to Emerson  

 The ideas found in Emerson’s “Self-Reliance” relate to Joshua and Rebekah Weigel’s 

“The Butterfly Circus.” Emerson talks about being unique and finding your place in the world in 

order to be self-reliant. Also, only another self-reliant person can tell if you have become self-

reliant or not through your works or deeds. The final point Emerson makes when referring self-

reliance is being able to depend solely on oneself. 

 Emerson believed every person has something unique to do in this world. He calls this a 

person’s constitution. In order to become self-reliant, a person must follow their constitution and 

find what they are good at and become the best in their field. In Emerson’s essay he states, 

“There is a time in every man’s education when he arrives at the conviction that envy is 

ignorance; that imitation is suicide; that he must take himself for better, for worse, as his portion; 

that though the wide universe is full of good, no kernel of nourishing corn can come to him but 

through his toil bestowed on that plot of ground which is given to him to till.” Here Emerson 

explains how the individual must not copy or follow other people to be successful. Self-reliance 

is being able to act and think for oneself to find their place in the world.  

 In “The Butterfly Circus” Will, the limbless man, finds self-reliance by overcoming 

everyday obstacles due to not having any limbs. Will thought for himself and saw his calling to 

become a part of The Butterfly Circus. He did not try to be someone he is not; instead Will found 
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his specific place in the circus by trying his best to beat his impediment. He became the man who 

swam without any limbs or help from others.  

 Another point Emerson makes about self-reliance is not being able to see oneself become 

self-reliant. Only another self-reliant person can tell if you have reached your full potential. 

Emerson thought one’s true character is seen through their goods and deeds. He explains this in 

“Self-Reliance” by saying, “No man yet knows what it is, nor can, till that person has exhibited 

it.” When people show themselves being self-reliant, another person will be able to see that and 

inform the other of achieving self-reliance. 

 Will, the limbless man, shows his true character to the Showman from The Butterfly 

Circus. At one point in the film, the Showman refuses to help Will cross the river forcing Will to 

try it on his own. Will almost drowns, but resurfaces and realizes he can swim. The Showman 

saw this act as a way of being self-reliant and ended up giving Will his own circus act where he 

jumps into water and resurfaces.  

 The last point Emerson makes about being self-reliant is being able to depend on oneself. 

To be self-reliant, one cannot copy others, or try to learn from someone else’s talent. In “Self-

Reliance” Emerson says, “Insist on yourself; never imitate. Your own gift you can present every 

moment with the cumulative force of a whole life’s cultivation; but of the adopted talent of 

another, you have only a extemporaneous, half possession.” 

 “The Butterfly Circus” shows this through Will’s character. Will doesn’t try to copy other 

peoples’ talents, nor can he because of his disability. Will is forced to do things by himself. He 

finds self-reliance through overcoming his challenges even without limbs. If Will had tried to do 

someone else’s act, he would fail since that wasn’t his constitution and wouldn’t be self-reliant. 


