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The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson

Compensation

Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1987, pp. 55 ff.

 -         For men are wiser than they know. That which they hear in

schools and pulpits without afterthought, if said in conversa-

tion, would probably be questioned in silence. 56

-         An evitable dualism bisects nature, so that each thing is a

half, and suggests another thing to make it whole; as spirit, mat-

ter; man, woman; odd, even; subjective, objective; in, out; upper,

under; motion, rest; yea, nay. 57

-         The entire system of things gets represented in every

particle. 57

-         For every grain of wit there is a grain of folly. 58

-         There is always some leveling circumstance that puts down

the overbearing, the strong, the rich, the fortunate, substantially

on the same ground with all others. 58
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-         This voice of fable has in it somewhat divine. It came from

thought above the will of the writer. That is the best part of each

writer, which has nothing private in it; that which he does not

know; that which flowed out of his constitution, and not from

his too active invention; that which in the study of a single artist

you might not easily find, but in the study of many, you would

abstract as the spirit of them all. 63

-         The history of persecution is a history of endeavors to cheat

nature, to make water run up hill, to twist a rope of sand. It

makes no difference whether the actors be many or one, a tyrant

or a mob. A mob is a society of bodies voluntarily bereaving

themselves of reason and traversing its work. The mob is man

voluntarily descending to the nature of the beast. Its fit hour of

activity is night. Its actions are insane like its whole constitu-

tion. It persecutes a principle; it would whip a right; it would tar

and feather justice, by inflicting fire and outrage upon the houses

and persons of those who have these. 69

-         There is no penalty to virtue; no penalty to wisdom; they

are proper additions of being. In a virtuous action, I properly

am; in a virtuous act, I add to the world; I plant into deserts
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conquered from Chaos and Nothing, and see the darkness re-

ceding on the limits of the horizon. There can be no excess to

love, none to knowledge, none to beauty, when these attributes

are considered in the purest sense. The soul refuses limits, and

always affirms an Optimism, never a Pessimism. 71
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The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson

Love

Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1987, pp. 99 ff.

- Each man sees over his own experience a certain stain of

error, whilst that of other men looks fair and ideal. Let any man

go back to those delicious relations which make the beauty of

his life, which have given him sincerest instruction and nour-

ishment, he will shrink and moan. Alas! I know not why, but

infinite compunctions embitter in mature life the remembrances

of budding joy, and cover every beloved name. Every thing is

beautiful seen from the point of the intellect, or as truth. But all

is sour, if seen as experience. 100

- But grief cleaves to names, and persons, and the partial

interests of to-day and yesterday. 100

- All mankind love a lover. The earliest demonstrations of

complacency and kindness are nature’s most winning pictures.

101
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- It is a fact often observed, that men have written good verses

under the inspiration of passion, who cannot write well under

any other circumstances. 103

- He is a new man, with new perceptions, new and keener

purposes, and a religious solemnity of character and aims. He

does not longer appertain to this family and society; he is a some-

what; he is a person; he is a soul. 104

- Her existence makes the world rich. Though she extrudes

all other persons from his attention as cheap and unworthy, she

indemnifies him by carrying out her own being into somewhat

impersonal, large, mundane, so that the maiden stands to him

for a representative of all select things and virtues. 104
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The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson

Self-Reliance

Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1987, pp. 27 ff.

- To believe your own thought, to believe that what is true

for you in your private heart, is true for all men, - this is genius.

27

- A man should learn to detect and watch that gleam of light

which flashes across his mind from within, more than the luster

of the firmament of bards and sages. 27

- In every work of genius we recognize our own rejected

thoughts: they come back to us with a certain alienated majesty.

27

- 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. 28
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- 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. A boy is in the

parlour what the pit is in the playhouse; independent, irrespon-

sible, looking out from his corner on such people and facts as

pass by, he tries and sentences them on their merits, in the swift

summery way of boys, as good, bad, interesting, silly, eloquent,

troublesome. He cumbers himself never about the consequences,

about interests: he gives an independent, genuine verdict. You

must court him: he does not court you. 29

- Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood

of every one of its members. 29

- 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. 29, 30

- 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;
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the only right is what is after my constitution, the only wrong

what is against it. 30

- I ought to go upright and vital, and speak the rude truth in

all ways. 30

- 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. 30

- 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. 31

- ...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. 33

“Honor is venerable to us because it is no ephemeris. It is always

ancient virtue. We worship it to-day, because it is not of to-day.

We love it and pay it homage, because it is not a trap for our love



Emerson Quotes  11

The legal rights of the original author and of the publisher are untouched by this quote collection.

Quotes collected by Pierre F. Walter

and homage, but is self-dependent, self-derived, and therefore

of an old immaculate pedigree, even if shown in a young per-

son. 35

- I hope in these days we have heard the last of conformity

and consistency. Let the words be gazetted and ridiculous hence-

forward. 35

- Character, reality, reminds you of nothing else; it takes place

of the whole creation. 35

- ...and all history resolves itself very easily into the biogra-

phy of a few stout and earnest persons. 36

- What is the aboriginal Self on which a universal reliance

may be grounded? What is the nature and power of that science-

baffling star, without parallax, without calculable elements,

which shoots a ray of beauty even into trivial and impure ac-

tions, if the least mark of independence appear? The inquiry leads

us to that source, at once the essence of genius, of virtue, and of

life, which we call Spontaneity or Instinct. We donate this pri-
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mary wisdom as Intuition, whilst all later teachings are tuitions.

37

- Thoughtless people contradict as readily the statement of

perception as of opinions, or rather much more readily: for, they

do not distinguish between perception and notion. They fancy

that I choose to see this or that thing. But perception is not whim-

sical, but fatal. If I see a trait, my children will see it after me,

and in course of time, all mankind,  - although it may chance

that no one has seen it before me. For my perception of it is as

much a fact as the sun. 38

- Time and space are but physiological colors which the eye

makes, but the soul is light; where it is, is day; where it was, is

night; and history is an impertinence and an injury, if it be any-

thing more than a cheerful apologue or parable of my being

and becoming. 38

- 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
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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 per-

fect / 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 re-

members; 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.

38, 39

- Life only avails, not the having lived. 40

- I like the silent church before the service begins, better than

any preaching. 41

- But your isolation must not be mechanical, but spiritual,

that is, must be elevation. 41

- The intellect is vagabond, and our system of education fos-

ters restlessness. 46
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- Our houses are built with foreign taste; our shelves are gar-

nished with foreign ornaments; our opinions, our tastes, our fac-

ulties, lean, and follow the Past and the Distant. 47

- Where is the master who could have taught Shakespeare?

Where is the master who could have instructed Franklin, or Wash-

ington, or Bacon, or Newton? Every great man is unique. 47

- The Scipionism of Scipio is precisely that part he could not

borrow. Shakespeare will never be made by the study of

Shakespeare. Do that which is assigned you, and you cannot

hope too much or dare too much. There is at this moment for

you an utterance brave and grand as that of the colossal chisel

of Phidias, or trowel of the Egyptians, or the pen of Moses, or

Dante, but different from all these. 47

- Abide in the simple and noble regions of thy life, obey thy

heart, and though shalt reproduce the Foreworld again. 47

- Society never advances. It recedes as fast on one side as it

gains on the other. 48
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“No greater men are now than ever were. A singular equality

may be observed between the great men and the first and of the

last ages; nor can all the science, art, religion and philosophy of

the nineteenth century avail to educate greater men than

Plutarch’s heroes, three or four and twenty / centuries ago. Not

in time is the race progressive. 48, 49
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The Essays of Ralph Waldo Emerson

Spiritual Laws

Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1987, pp. 75 ff.

The living Heaven thy prayers respect,

House at once and architect,

Quarrying man’s rejected hours,

Builds therewith eternal towers;

Sole and self-commanded works,

Fears not undermining days,

Grows by decays,

And, by the famous might that lurks

In reaction and recoil,

Makes flame to freeze, and ice to boil;

Forging, through swart arms of Offence,

The silver seat of Innocence. 75

- What we do not call education is more precious than that

which we call so. We form no guess at the time of receiving a

thought, of its comparative value. And education often wastes its
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effort in attempts to thwart and baulk this natural magnetism,

which is sure to select what belongs to it. 78

- People represent virtue as a struggle, and take to them-

selves great airs upon their attainments, and the question is ev-

erywhere vexed, when a noble nature is commended, whether

the man is not better who strives with temptation. But there is no

merit in the matter. 78

- The less a man thinks or knows about his virtues, the bet-

ter we like him. 78

- When we see a soul whose acts are all regal, graceful and

pleasant as roses, we must thank God that such things can be

and are, and not turn sourly on the angel, and say ‘Crump is a

better man with his grunting resistance to all his native devils.

78

- Nature will not have us fret and fume. She does not like

our benevolence or our learning, much better than she likes our

frauds and wars. When we come out of the caucus, or the bank,

or the Abolition convention, or the Temperance meeting, or the
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Transcendental club, into the fields and woods, she says to us,

‘So hot? my little Sir.’ 79

- Love should make joy; but our benevolence is unhappy. 79

- If we look wider, things are all alike; laws, and letters, and

creeds and modes of living, seem a travestie of truth. 80

- The walking of man and all animals is a falling forward.

80

- He who sees moral nature out and out, and thoroughly

knows how knowledge is acquired and character formed, is a

pedant. The simplicity of nature is not that which may easily be

read, but is inexhaustible. 80

- The wild fertility of nature is felt in comparing our rigid

names and reputations with our fluid consciousness. 81

- We pass in the world for sects and schools, for erudition

and piety, and we are all the time jejune babes. 81
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- There is no permanent wise man, except in the figment of

the stoics. 81

- We side with the hero, as we read or paint, against the cow-

ard and the robber, and shall be again, not in the low circum-

stance, but in comparison with the grandeurs possible to the

soul. 81

- A little consideration of what takes place around us every

day would show us, that a higher law than that of our will regu-

lates events; that our painful labors are unnecessary, and fruit-

less; that only in our easy, simple, spontaneous action are we

strong, and by contenting ourselves with obedience we become

divine. 81

- The whole course of things goes to teach us faith. We need

only obey. There is guidance for each of us, and by lowly listen-

ing we shall hear the right word. 81

- Place yourself in the middle of the stream of power and

wisdom which animates all whom it floats, and you are without

effort impelled to truth, to right, and a perfect contentment. Then
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you put all gainsayers in the wrong. Then you are the world, the

measure of right, of truth, of beauty. 81

- I say, do not choose; but that is a figure of speech by which

I would distinguish what is commonly called choice among men,

and which is a partial act, the choice of the hands, of the eyes, of

the appetites, and not a whole act of the man. 82

- Each man has its own vocation. The talent is the call. There

is one direction in which all space is open to him. He has facul-

ties silently inviting him thither to endless exertion. 82

- Every man has this call of the power to do somewhat unique,

and no man has any other call. 82

- By doing his work, he makes the need felt which he can

supply, and creates the taste by which he is enjoyed. By doing his

own work, he unfolds himself. 83

- Until he can manage to communicate himself to others in

his full stature and proportion, he does not yet find his vocation.
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- He must find in that an outlet for his character, so that he

may justify his work to their eyes. 83

- We like only such actions as have already long had the

praise of men, and do not perceive that any thing man can do,

may be divinely done. 83

- What we call obscure condition or vulgar society, is that

condition and society whose poetry is not yet written, but which

you shall presently make as enviable and renowned as any. 83

- What a man does, that he has. What has he to do with hope

or fear? In himself is his might. 83

- A man is a method, a progressive arrangement; a selecting

principle, gathering his like to him, wherever he goes. He takes

only his own, out of the multiplicity that sweeps and circles round

him. 84

- What attracts my attention shall have it, as I will go to the

man who knocks at my door, whilst a thousand persons, as wor-

thy, go by it, to whom I give no regard. 84
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- What you heart thinks great, is great. The soul’s emphasis

is always right. 84

- We are always reasoning from the seen to the unseen. Hence

the perfect intelligence that subsists between wise men of remote

ages. A man cannot bury his meanings so deep in his book, but

time and like-minded men will find them. 85

- As in dreams, so in the scarcely less fluid events of the world,

every man sees himself in colossal, without knowing that it is

himself. The good, compared to the evil which he sees, is as his

own good to his own evil. 86

- What can we see or acquire, but what we are? 86

- Take the book into your two hands, and read your eyes

out; you will never find what I find. 87

- Then, when all is done, a person of related mind, a brother

or sister by nature, comes to us so softly and easily, so nearly and

intimately, as if it were the blood in our proper veins, that we feel



Emerson Quotes  23

The legal rights of the original author and of the publisher are untouched by this quote collection.

Quotes collected by Pierre F. Walter

as if some one was gone, instead of another having come: we are

utterly relieved and refreshed: it is a sort of joyful solitude. 87

- We foolishly think, in our days of sin, that we must court

friends by compliance to the customs of society, to its dress, its

breeding and its estimates. But only that soul can be my friend,

which I encounter on the line of my own march, that soul to

which I do not / decline, and which does not decline to me, but,

native of the same celestial latitude, repeats in its own all my

experience. 87, 88

- Nothing is more deeply punished than the neglect of the

affinities by which alone society should be formed, and the in-

sane levity of choosing associates by others’ eyes. 88

- Take the place and attitude which belong to you, and all

men acquiesce. 88

- The world must be just. It leaves every man, with profound

unconcern, to set his own rate. 88
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- There is no teaching until the pupil is brought into the

same state of principle in which you are; a transfusion takes

place: he is you, and you are he; then is a teaching, and by no

unfriendly chance or bad company can he ever quite lose the

benefit. 88

- The effect of any writing on the public mind is mathemati-

cally measurable by its depth of thought. How much water does

it draw? If it awaken you to think, if it lift you from your feet with

the great voice of eloquence, then the effect is to be wide, slow,

permanent, over the minds of men; if the pages instruct you not,

they will die like flies in the hour. 89

- He that writes to himself, writes to an eternal public. 89

- They who make up the final verdict upon every book, are

not the partial and noisy readers of the hour when it appears;

but a court as of angels, a public not to be bribed, not to be

entreated, and not to be overawed, decides upon every man’s

title to fame. 89
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- There are not in the world at any one time more than a

dozen persons who read and understand Plato: - never enough

to pay for an edition of his works; yet to every generation these

come duly down, for the sake of those few persons, as if God

brought them in his hand. 89

- The great man knew not that he was great. It took a cen-

tury or two, for that fact to appear. What he did, he did because

he must; it was the most natural thing in the world, and grew

out of the circumstances of the moment. But now, every thing he

did, even to the lifting of his finger, or the eating of bread, looks

large, all-related, and is called an institution. 90

- These are the demonstrations in a few particulars of the

genius of nature: they show the direction of the stream. But the

stream is blood: every drop is alive.” 90

- Human character everymore publishes itself. 90

- If you act, you how character; if you sit still, if you sleep,

you show it. You think because you have spoken nothing, when

others spoke, and have given no opinion on the times, on the
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church, on slavery, on marriage, on socialism, on secret societ-

ies, on the college, on parties and persons, that your verdict is

still expected with curiosity as a reserved wisdom. For otherwise;

your silence answers very loud. You have no oracle to utter, and

your fellow men have learned that you cannot help them; for,

oracles speak. Doth not wisdom cry, and understanding put forth

her voice? 91

- When a man speaks the truth in the spirit of truth, his eye

is as clear as the heavens. 91

- A man passes for that he is worth. 91

- ’What has he done?’ is the divine question which searches

men, and transpierces every false reputation. 91

- All the devils respect virtue. 92


