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from Nature

Nature is a setting that fits equally well a comic or a mourning 
piece. In good health, the air is a cordial of incredible virtue. 

Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded 
sky, without having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good 
fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect exhilaration. I am glad to the brink 

1

SETTING A PURPOSE

As you read the two excerpts, look for clues to Emerson’s idea of what constitutes 
an authentic life.

BACKGROUND

Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–1882) was a towering figure in 
the 19th-century literary world. As the acknowledged leader of 
the transcendentalists, he helped shape a new, uniquely American 
body of literature and is often cited as one of the most significant 
writers in American history. Born in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1803, 
Emerson attended Harvard and was ordained as a Unitarian minister in 
1829. Just over a year later, his beloved wife, Ellen, died of tuberculosis. 
Ellen’s death threw Emerson into a state of spiritual crisis. In 1832, after 
much consideration, Emerson resigned his post. He settled in Concord, 
Massachusetts, and devoted himself to the study of philosophy, religion, 
and literature. In 1836 Emerson published Nature, in which he eloquently 
articulated his transcendental philosophy, an outgrowth of European 
romanticism. Nature, with its emphasis on self-reliance and individuality, 
became the transcendentalists’ unofficial manifesto.

from Nature and 
from Self-Reliance
Essays by Ralph Waldo Emerson
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of fear. In the woods too, a man casts off his years, as the snake his 
slough,1 and at what period soever of life, is always a child. In the 
woods, is perpetual youth. Within these plantations of God, a decorum 
and sanctity reign, a perennial festival is dressed, and the guest sees 
not how he should tire of them in a thousand years. In the woods, we 
return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in 
life,—no disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature 
cannot repair. Standing on the bare ground,—my head bathed by the 
blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space,—all mean egotism vanishes. 
I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of 
the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God. 
The name of the nearest friend sounds then foreign and accidental: to 
be brothers, to be acquaintances,—master or servant, is then a trifle 
and a disturbance. I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty. 
In the wilderness, I find something more dear and connate2 than in 
streets or villages. In the tranquil landscape, and especially in the 
distant line of the horizon, man beholds somewhat as beautiful as his 
own nature.

The greatest delight which the fields and woods minister, is the 
suggestion of an occult relation between man and the vegetable. I am 
not alone and unacknowledged. They nod to me, and I to them. The 
waving of the boughs in the storm, is new to me and old. It takes me 
by surprise, and yet is not unknown. Its effect is like that of a higher 
thought or a better emotion coming over me, when I deemed I was 
thinking justly or doing right.

Yet it is certain that the power to produce this delight, does not 
reside in nature, but in man, or in a harmony of both. It is necessary 
to use these pleasures with great temperance. For, nature is not always 
tricked3 in holiday attire, but the same scene which yesterday breathed 
perfume and glittered as for the frolic of the nymphs, is overspread 
with melancholy today. Nature always wears the colors of the spirit. To 
a man laboring under calamity, the heat of his own fire hath sadness in 
it. Then, there is a kind of contempt of the landscape felt by him who 
has just lost by death a dear friend. The sky is less grand as it shuts 
down over less worth in the population.

from Self-Reliance

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 . . . .

2

3

1

1 slough: the cast-off skin of a snake.
2 connate: agreeable; able to be related to.
3 tricked: dressed.
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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 . . . .

Whoso would be a man, must be a nonconformist. He who 
would gather immortal palms1 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 suffrage2 of the world. I remember an answer which 
when quite young I was prompted to make to a valued adviser who was 
wont to importune3 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. . . .

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. . . .

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. . . .

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 loth 
to disappoint them. . . .

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 tomorrow speak what tomorrow thinks in hard words again, 

2

3

4

5
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7

1 immortal palms: everlasting triumph and honor. In ancient times, people carried 
palm leaves as a symbol of victory, success, or joy.

2 suffrage: approval, support.
3 importune: ask persistently.
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though it contradict everything you said today.—“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,4 and every pure and wise 
spirit that ever took flesh. To be great is to be misunderstood.

4 Pythagoras was misunderstood, and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and 
Copernicus, and Galileo, and Newton: great thinkers whose radical theories and 
viewpoints caused controversy.
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