Self-Reliance and Transcendentalism

What is Transcendentalism?

Transcendentalism took root in New England in the mid-1830s in reaction against the
rationalism (emphasis on intellectual understanding) of the Unitarian Church. The
philosophy centered around the premise that divine truth is present in all created things
and that truth is known through intuition, not through the rational mind. From this core
proceeded the belief that all of nature, including all humans, is one with God, whom the
transcendentalists sometimes called the Over-Soul. In an essay with that title, Emerson
defined God as "that great nature in which we rest . . . that Unity within which every
man's particular being is contained and made one with all other.”

Self-Reliance by R.W. Emerson

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. The power
which resides in him is new in nature, and none but he knows what that is which he can do, nor
does he know until he has tried. Not for nothing one face, one character, one fact, makes much
impression on him, and another none. This sculpture in the memory is not without
pre-established harmony. The eye was placed where one ray should fall, that it might testify of
that particular ray. We but half express ourselves, and are ashamed of that divine idea which
each of us represents. It may be safely trusted as proportionate and of good issues, so it be
faithfully imparted, but God will not have his work made manifest by cowards. A man is relieved
and gay when he has put his heart into his work and done his best; but what he has said or done
otherwise, shall give him no peace. It is a deliverance which does not deliver. In the attempt his
genius deserts him; no muse befriends; no invention, no hope.

Trust thyself: every heart vibrates to that iron string. Accept the place the divine
providence has found for you, the society of your contemporaries, the connection of events.
Great men have always done so, and confided themselves childlike to the genius of their age,
betraying their perception that the absolutely trustworthy was seated at their heart, working
through their hands, predominating in all their being. And we are now men, and must accept in
the highest mind the same transcendent destiny; and not minors and invalids in a protected
corner, not cowards fleeing before a revolution, but guides, redeemers, and benefactors, obeying
the Almighty effort, and advancing on Chaos and the Dark....

Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members.
Society is a joint-stock company, in which the members agree, for the better securing of his
bread to each shareholder, to surrender the liberty and culture of the eater. The virtue in most
request is conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and creators, but names



and customs.

Whoso would be a man must be a nonconformist. He who would gather immortal palms
must not be hindered by the name of goodness, but must explore if it be goodness. 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....

I am ashamed to think how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies
and dead institutions. Every decent and well-spoken individual affects and sways me more than
is right. I ought to go upright and vital, and speak the rude truth in all ways. If malice and vanity
wear the coat of philanthropy, shall that pass? If an angry bigot assumes this bountiful cause of
Abolition, and comes to me with his last news from Barbadoes, why should I not say to him, *Go
love thy infant; love thy wood-chopper: be good-natured and modest: have that grace; and never
varnish your hard, uncharitable ambition with this incredible tenderness for black folk a
thousand miles off. Thy love afar is spite at home.' Rough and graceless would be such greeting,
but truth is handsomer than the affectation of love. Your goodness must have some edge to it, --
else it is none....

I do not wish to expiate, but to live. My life is not an apology, but a life. It is for itself
and not for a spectacle. I much prefer that it should be of a lower strain, so it be genuine and
equal, than that it should be glittering and unsteady. I wish it to be sound and sweet, and not to
need diet and bleeding. My life should be unique; it should be an alms, a battle, a conquest, a
medicine....

A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds, adored by little statesmen and
philosophers and divines. With consistency a great soul has simply nothing to do. He may as
well concern himself with his shadow on the wall. Speak what you think now in hard words, and
to-morrow speak what tomorrow thinks in hard words again, though it contradict every thing
you said to-day. -- “Ah, so you shall be sure to be misunderstood.' -- Is it so bad, then, to be
misunderstood? Pythagoras was misunderstood, and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and
Copernicus, and Galileo, and Newton, and every pure and wise spirit that ever took flesh. To be
great is to be misunderstood....

Man is timid and apologetic; he is no longer upright; he dares not say "I think,' "I am,’
but quotes some saint or sage. He is ashamed before the blade of grass or the blowing rose.
These roses under my window make no reference to former roses or to better ones; they are for
what they are; they exist with God to-day. There is no time to them. There is simply the rose; it is
perfect in every moment of its existence. Before a leaf-bud has burst, its whole life acts; in the
full-blown flower there is no more; in the leafless root there is no less. Its nature is satisfied, and
it satisfies nature, in all moments alike. But man postpones or remembers; he does not live in
the present, but with reverted eye laments the past, or, heedless of the riches that surround him,
stands on tiptoe to foresee the future. He cannot be happy and strong until he too lives with
nature in the present, above time....

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
an extemporaneous, half possession. That which each can do best, none but his Maker can teach
him. No man yet knows what it is, nor can, till that person has exhibited it. Where is the master
who could have taught Shakespeare? Where is the master who could have instructed Franklin,
or Washington, or Bacon, or Newton? Every great man is a unique. The Scipionism of Scipio is
precisely that part he could not borrow. Shakespeare will never be made by the study of
Shakespeare....

Nothing can bring you peace but yourself. Nothing can bring you peace but the triumph
of principles.



