
Who was Ralph Waldo Emerson? 

Ralph Waldo Emerson was a 19th-century American writer, philosopher, and 
leader of the Transcendentalist movement—a group that believed in the power of 
the individual, nature, and nonconformity. His essay “Self-Reliance” encourages 
readers to trust their own instincts, think independently, and avoid blindly 
following societal expectations. 

We're reading “Self-Reliance” alongside Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter because all three texts explore themes 
of individuality, conformity, and standing up for what you believe in—even when 
society pushes back. These works challenge us to think about the costs of 
nonconformity and the courage it takes to stay true to one’s beliefs and moral 
principles. 

Directions: Read and thoroughly annotate the sections below with lots of detail. 
See samples in our slides if you’re not sure what your annotations should look 
like.  

Self-Reliance by Ralph Waldo Emerson 

from Essays: First Series (1841) 

 

 
ESSAY - Self-Reliance 

 

Part 1: 

I read the other day some verses written by an eminent painter which 

were original and not conventional. The soul always hears an admonition in such 

lines, let the subject be what it may. The sentiment they instill is of more value 

than any thought they may contain. To believe your own thought, to believe that 

what is true for you in your private heart is true for all men, — that is genius. 

Speak your latent conviction, and it shall be the universal sense; for the inmost in 

due time becomes the outmost,— and our first thought is rendered back to us by 

the trumpets of the Last Judgment. Familiar as the voice of the mind is to each, 

the highest merit we ascribe to Moses, Plato, and Milton is, that they set at 

naught books and traditions, and spoke not what men but what they thought. A 

man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light which flashes across his 
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mind from within, more than the lustre of the firmament of bards and sages. Yet 

he dismisses without notice his thought, because it is his. In every work of genius 

we recognize our own rejected thoughts: they come back to us with a certain 

alienated majesty. Great works of art have no more affecting lesson for us than 

this. They teach us to abide by our spontaneous impression with good-humored 

inflexibility than most when the whole cry of voices is on the other side. Else, 

tomorrow a stranger will say with masterly good sense precisely what we have 

thought and felt all the time, and we shall be forced to take with shame our own 

opinion from another. 

 

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 
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protected corner, not cowards fleeing before a revolution, but guides, redeemers, 

and benefactors, obeying the Almighty effort, and advancing on Chaos and the 

Dark. 

 

The nonchalance of boys who are sure of a dinner, and would disdain as 

much as a lord to do or say aught to conciliate one, is the healthy attitude of 

human nature. How is a boy the master of society; independent, irresponsible, 

looking out from his corner on such people and facts as pass by, he tries and 

sentences them on their merits, in the swift, summary way of boys, as good, bad, 

interesting, silly, eloquent, troublesome. He cumbers himself never about 

consequences, about interests; he gives an independent, genuine verdict. You 

must court him; he does not court you. But the man is as it were clapped into jail 

by his consciousness. As soon as he has once acted or spoken with eclat he is a 

committed person, watched by the sympathy or the hatred of hundreds, whose 

affections must now enter into his account. There is no Lethe for this. Ah, that he 

could pass again into his neutral, godlike independence! Who can thus lose all 

pledge and, having observed, observe again from the same unaffected, unbiased, 

unbribable, unaffrighted innocence, must always be formidable, must always 

engage the poet's and the man's regards. Of such an immortal youth the force 

would be felt. He would utter opinions on all passing affairs, which being seen to 

be not private but necessary, would sink like darts into the ear of men and put 

them in fear. 

 

 

Part 2: 

These are the voices which we hear in solitude, but they grow faint and 

inaudible as we enter into the world. 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 

requests is conformity. Self-reliance is its aversion. It loves not realities and 

creators, but names and customs. 
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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 remember 

an answer which when quite young I was prompted to make to a valued adviser, 

who was wont to importune me with the dear old doctrines of the church. On my 

saying, What have I to do with the sacredness of traditions, if I live wholly from 

within? my friend suggested, — "But these impulses may be from below, not from 

above." I replied, "They do not seem to me to be such; but if I am the Devil's 

child, I will live then from the Devil." No law can be sacred to me but that of my 

nature. Good and bad are but names very readily transferable to that or this; the 

only right is what is after my constitution, the only wrong what is against it. A 

man is to carry himself in the presence of all opposition, as if every thing were 

titular and ephemeral but he. 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 Barbados, 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. The doctrine of hatred must be preached as 

the counteraction of the doctrine of love when that pules and whines. I shun 

father and mother and wife and brother, when my genius calls me. I would write 

on the lintels of the door-post, Whim. I hope it is somewhat better than whim at 

last, but we cannot spend the day in explanation. Expect me not to show cause 

why I seek or why I exclude company. Then, again, do not tell me, as a good man 

did to-day, of my obligation to put all poor men in good situations. Are they my 

poor? I tell thee, thou foolish philanthropist, that I grudge the dollar, the dime, 

the cent, I give to such men as do not belong to me and to whom I do not belong. 

There is a class of persons to whom by all spiritual affinity I am bought and sold; 
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for them I will go to prison, if need be; but your miscellaneous popular charities; 

the education at college of fools; the building of meeting-houses to the vain end to 

which many now stand; alms to sots; and the thousandfold Relief Societies; — 

though I confess with shame I sometimes succumb and give the dollar, it is a 

wicked dollar which by and by I shall have the manhood to withhold. 

 

Virtues are, in the popular estimate, rather the exception than the rule. 

There is the man and his virtues. Men do what is called a good action, as some 

piece of courage or charity, much as they would pay a fine in expiation of daily 

non-appearance on parade. Their works are done as an apology or extenuation of 

their living in the world, — as invalids and the insane pay a high board. Their 

virtues are penances. I do not wish to expiate, but to live. My life 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. I ask primary evidence that 

you are a man, and refuse this appeal from the man to his actions. I know that for 

myself it makes no difference whether I do or forbear those actions which are 

reckoned excellent. I cannot consent to pay for a privilege where I have intrinsic 

right. Few and mean as my gifts may be, I actually am, and do not need for my 

own assurance or the assurance of my fellows any secondary testimony. 

 

What I must do is all that concerns me, not what the people think. This 

rule, equally arduous in actual and in intellectual life, may serve for the whole 

distinction between greatness and meanness. It is the harder, because you will 

always find those who think they know what is your duty better than you know it. 

It is easy in the world to live after the world's opinion; it is easy in solitude to live 

after our own; but the great man is he who in the midst of the crowd keeps with 

perfect sweetness the independence of solitude. The objection to conforming to 

usages that have become dead to you is that it scatters your force. It loses your 

time and blurs the impression of your character. If you maintain a dead church, 

contribute to a dead Bible Society, vote with a great party either for the 

Government or against it, spread your table like base housekeepers,—under all 

these screens I have difficulty to detect the precise man you are. And of course so 

much force is withdrawn from your proper life. But do your thing, and I shall 

5 



know you. Do your work, and you shall reinforce yourself. A man must consider 

what a blindman's-buff is this game of conformity. If I know your sect I anticipate 

your argument. I hear a preacher announce for his text and topic the expediency 

of one of the institutions of his church. Do I not know beforehand that not 

possibly can he say a new and spontaneous word? Do I not know that with all this 

ostentation of examining the grounds of the institution he will do no such thing? 

Do I not know that he is pledged to himself not to look but at one side, the 

permitted side, not as a man, but as a parish minister? He is a retained attorney, 

and these airs of the bench are the emptiest affectation. Well, most men have 

bound their eyes with one or another handkerchief, and attached themselves to 

some one of these communities of opinion. This conformity makes them not false 

in a few particulars, authors of a few lies, but false in all particulars. Their every 

truth is not quite true. Their two is not the real two, their four not the real four: so 

that every word they say chagrins us and we know not where to begin to set them 

right. Meantime nature is not slow to equip us in the prison-uniform of the party 

to which we adhere. We come to wear one cut of face and figure, and acquire by 

degrees the gentlest asinine expression. There is a mortifying experience in 

particular, which does not fail to wreak itself also in the general history; I mean 

“the foolish face of praise,” the forced smile which we put on in company where 

we do not feel at ease, in answer to conversation which does not interest us. The 

muscles, not spontaneously moved but moved by a low usurping wilfulness, grow 

tight about the outline of the face, and make the most disagreeable sensation; a 

sensation of rebuke and warning which no brave young man will suffer twice. 

 

For nonconformity the world whips you with its displeasure. And 

therefore a man must know how to estimate a sour face. The by-standers look 

askance on him in the public street or in the friend's parlor. If this aversion had 

its origin in contempt and resistance like his own, he might well go home with a 

sad countenance; but the sour faces of the multitude, like their sweet faces, have 

no deep cause, but are put on and off as the wind blows and a newspaper directs. 

Yet is the discontent of the multitude more formidable than that of the senate and 

the college. It is easy enough for a firm man who knows the world to brook the 

rage of the cultivated classes. Their rage is decorous and prudent, for they are 

timid as being very vulnerable themselves. [...] 
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The other terror that scares us from self-trust is our consistency; a 

reverence for our past act or word, because the eyes of others have no other data 

for computing our orbit than our past acts, and we are loath to disappoint them. 

 

But why should you keep your head over your shoulder? Why drag about this 

corpse of your memory, lest you contradict somewhat you have stated in this or 

that public place? Suppose you should contradict yourself; what then? It seems to 

be a rule of wisdom never to rely on your memory alone, scarcely even in acts of 

pure memory, but to bring the past for judgment into the thousand-eyed present, 

and live ever in a new day. [...] 

 

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 to-morrow 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. 

 

 

 

 

Part 3: 

It is easy to see that a greater self-reliance—a new respect for the 

divinity in man—must work a revolution in all the offices and relations of 

men; in their religion; in their education; in their pursuits; their modes of 

living; their association; in their property; in their speculative views. 
 

1.In what prayers do men allow themselves! That which they call a holy office is 

not so much as brave and manly. Prayer looks abroad and asks for some foreign 
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addition to come through some foreign virtue, and loses itself in endless mazes of 

natural and supernatural, and mediatorial and miraculous. Prayer that craves a 

particular commodity, — any thing less than all good, — is vicious. Prayer is the 

contemplation of the facts of life from the highest point of view. It is the soliloquy 

of a beholding and jubilant soul. It is the spirit of God pronouncing his works 

good. But prayer as a means to effect a private end is meanness and theft. It 

supposes dualism and not unity in nature and consciousness. As soon as the man 

is at one with God, he will not beg. He will then see prayer in all action. [...] 

 

  Another sort of false prayers are our regrets. Discontent is the want of 

self-reliance: it is infirmity of will. Regret calamities, if you can thereby help the 

sufferer; if not, attend your own work, and already the evil begins to be repaired. 

Our sympathy is just as base. We come to them who weep foolishly, and sit down 

and cry for company, instead of imparting to them truth and health in rough 

electric shocks, putting them once more in communication with their own reason. 

[...] 

 

2. It is for want of self-culture that the superstition of Travelling, whose idols are 

Italy, England, Egypt, retains its fascination for all educated Americans. They 

who made England, Italy, or Greece venerable in the imagination did so by 

sticking fast where they were, like an axis of the earth. In manly hours, we feel 

that duty is our place. The soul is no traveler; the wise man stays at home, and 

when his necessities, his duties, on any occasion call him from his house, or into 

foreign lands, he is at home still, and shall make men sensible by the expression 

of his countenance, that he goes the missionary of wisdom and virtue, and visits 

cities and men like a sovereign, and not like an interloper or a valet. 

 

I have no churlish objection to the circumnavigation of the globe, for the 

purposes of art, of study, and benevolence, so that the man is first domesticated, 

or does not go abroad with the hope of finding somewhat greater than he knows. 

He who travels to be amused, or to get somewhat which he does not carry, travels 

away from himself, and grows old even in youth among old things. In Thebes, in 

Palmyra, his will and mind have become old and dilapidated as they. He carries 

ruins to ruins. 
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Travelling is a fool's paradise. Our first journeys discover to us the indifference of 

places. At home I dream that at Naples, at Rome, I can be intoxicated with 

beauty, and lose my sadness. I pack my trunk, embrace my friends, embark on 

the sea, and at last wake up in Naples, and there beside me is the stern fact, the 

sad self, unrelenting, identical, that I fled from. I seek the Vatican, and the 

palaces. I affect to be intoxicated with sights and suggestions, but I am not 

intoxicated. My giant goes with me wherever I go. 

 

3.  But the rage of travelling is a symptom of a deeper unsoundness affecting the 

whole intellectual action. The intellect is vagabond, and our system of education 

fosters restlessness. Our minds travel when our bodies are forced to stay at home. 

We imitate; and what is imitation but the travelling of the mind? Our houses are 

built with foreign taste; our shelves are garnished with foreign ornaments; our 

opinions, our tastes, our faculties, lean, and follow the Past and the Distant. The 

soul created the arts wherever they have flourished. It was in his own mind that 

the artist sought his model. It was an application of his own thought to the thing 

to be done and the conditions to be observed. And why need we copy the Doric or 

the Gothic model? Beauty, convenience, grandeur of thought, and quaint 

expression are as near to us as to any, and if the American artist will study with 

hope and love the precise thing to be done by him, considering the climate, the 

soil, the length of the day, the wants of the people, the habit and form of the 

government, he will create a house in which all these will find themselves fitted, 

and taste and sentiment will be satisfied also. 

 

   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 unique. [...] 
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4.   As our Religion, our Education, our Art look abroad, so does our spirit of 

society. All men plume themselves on the improvement of society, and no man 

improves. 

 

   Society never advances. It recedes as fast on one side as it gains on the other. It 

undergoes continual changes; it is barbarous, it is civilized, it is christianized, it is 

rich, it is scientific; but this change is not amelioration. For every thing that is 

given, something is taken. Society acquires new arts, and loses old instincts. What 

a contrast between the well-clad, reading, writing, thinking American, with a 

watch, a pencil, and a bill of exchange in his pocket, and the naked New 

Zealander, whose property is a club, a spear, a mat, and an undivided twentieth of 

a shed to sleep under! But compare the health of the two men, and you shall see 

that the white man has lost his aboriginal strength. If the traveller tell us truly, 

strike the savage with a broad axe, and in a day or two the flesh shall unite and 

heal as if you struck the blow into soft pitch, and the same blow shall send the 

white to his grave. 

 

  The civilized man has built a coach, but has lost the use of his feet. He is 

supported on crutches, but lacks so much support of muscle. He has a fine 

Geneva watch, but he fails of the skill to tell the hour by the sun. A Greenwich 

nautical almanac he has, and so being sure of the information when he wants it, 

the man in the street does not know a star in the sky. The solstice he does not 

observe; the equinox he knows as little; and the whole bright calendar of the year 

is without a dial in his mind. His note-books impair his memory; his libraries 

overload his wit; the insurance-office increases the number of accidents; and it 

may be a question whether machinery does not encumber; whether we have not 

lost by refinement some energy, by a Christianity entrenched in establishments 

and forms, some vigor of wild virtue. For every Stoic was a Stoic; but in 

Christendom where is the Christian? [...] 

 

  Society is a wave. The wave moves onward, but the water of which it is 

composed does not. The same particle does not rise from the valley to the ridge. 

Its unity is only phenomenal. The persons who make up a nation to-day, next 

year die, and their experience with them. And so the reliance on Property, 
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including the reliance on governments which protect it, is the want of 

self-reliance. Men have looked away from themselves and at things so long, that 

they have come to esteem the religious, learned, and civil institutions as guards of 

property, and they deprecate assaults on these, because they feel them to be 

assaults on property. They measure their esteem of each other by what each has, 

and not by what each is. But a cultivated man becomes ashamed of his property, 

out of new respect for his nature. Especially he hates what he has, if he see that it 

is accidental, — came to him by inheritance, or gift, or crime; then he feels that it 

is not having; it does not belong to him, has no root in him, and merely lies there, 

because no revolution or no robber takes it away. But that which a man is does 

always by necessity acquire, and what the man acquires is living property, which 

does not wait the beck of rulers, or mobs, or revolutions, or fire, or storm, or 

bankruptcies, but perpetually renews itself wherever the man breathes. [...] It is 

only as a man puts off all foreign support, and stands alone, that I see him to be 

strong and to prevail. He is weaker by every recruit to his banner. Is not a man 

better than a town? Ask nothing of men, and in the endless mutation, thou only 

firm column must presently appear the upholder of all that surrounds thee. He 

who knows that power is inborn, that he is weak because he has looked for good 

out of him and elsewhere, and so perceiving, throws himself unhesitatingly on his 

thought, instantly rights himself, stands in the erect position, commands his 

limbs, works miracles; just as a man who stands on his feet is stronger than a 

man who stands on his head. 

 

  So use all that is called Fortune. Most men gamble with her, and gain all, and 

lose all, as her wheel rolls. But do thou leave as unlawful these winnings, and deal 

with Cause and Effect, the chancellors of God. In the Will work and acquire, and 

thou hast chained the wheel of Chance, and shalt sit hereafter out of fear from her 

rotations. A political victory, a rise of rents, the recovery of your sick, or the 

return of your absent friend, or some other favorable event, raises your spirits, 

and you think good days are preparing for you. Do not believe it. Nothing can 

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

principles. 
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