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SPIRITUAL LAWS (abridged)
RALPH WALDO EMERSON

I. "The Optimism of Nature"

When the act of reflection takes place in the mind, when we look at ourselves in the
light of thought, we discover that our life is embosomed in beauty. Behind us, as we
go, all things assume pleasing forms, as clouds do far off. Not only things familiar and
stale, but even the tragic and terrible, are comely, as they take their place in the
pictures of memory. ... The soul will not know either deformity or pain. If, in the
hours of clear reason, we should speak the severest truth, we should say, that we had
never made a sacrifice. In these hours the mind seems so great, that nothing can be
taken from us that seems much. All loss, all pain, is particular; the universe remains
to the heart unhurt. Neither vexations nor calamities abate our trust. No man ever
stated his griefs as lightly as he might. Allow for exaggeration in the most patient and
sorely ridden hack that ever was driven. For it is only the finite that has wrought and
suffered; the infinite lies stretched in smiling repose.

The intellectual life may be kept clean and healthful, if man will live the life of nature,
and not import into his mind difficulties which are none of his. Our young people are
diseased with the theological problems of original sin, origin of evil, predestination,
and the like. These never presented a practical difficulty to any man, — never
darkened across any man's road, who did not go out of his way to seek them.

In like manner, our moral nature is vitiated by any interference of our will. People
represent virtue as a struggle, and take to themselves great airs upon their
attainments. . . . But there is no merit in the matter. Either God is there, or he is not
there. We love characters in proportion as they are impulsive and spontaneous. The
less a man thinks or knows about his virtues, the better we like him.

Not less conspicuous is the preponderance of nature over will in all practical life.
There is less intention in history than we ascribe to it. We impute deep-laid, far-
sighted plans to Caesar and Napoleon; but the best of their power was in nature, not
in them.

The lesson is forcibly taught by these observations, that our life might be much easier
and simpler than we make it; that the world might be a happier place than it is; that
there is no need of struggles, convulsions, and despairs, of the wringing of the hands



and the gnashing of the teeth; that we miscreate our own evils. We interfere with the
optimism of nature; for, whenever we get this vantage-ground of the past, or of a
wiser mind in the present, we are able to discern that we are begirt with laws which
execute themselves.

The face of external nature teaches the same lesson. 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 Transcendental club, into the fields
and woods, she says to us, “So hot? my little Sir.'

If we look wider, things are all alike; laws, and letters, and creeds, and modes of
living, seem a travestie of truth. Our society is encumbered by ponderous machinery,
which resembles the endless aqueducts which the Romans built over hill and dale,
and which are superseded by the discovery of the law that water rises to the level of
its source. Itis a Chinese wall which any nimble Tartar can leap over. It is a standing
army, not so good as a peace. It is a graduated, titled, richly appointed empire, quite
superfluous when town-meetings are found to answer just as well.

The simplicity of nature is not that which may easily be read, but is inexhaustible. The
last analysis can no wise be made. We judge of a man's wisdom by his hope, knowing
that the perception of the inexhaustibleness of nature is an immortal youth. The wild
fertility of nature is felt in comparing our rigid names and reputations with our fluid
consciousness. We pass in the world for sects and schools, for erudition and piety,
and we are all the time jejune babes. One sees very well how Pyrrhonism grew up [the
Greek philosopher Pyrrho believed that the only condition worthy of a philosopher
was that of suspended judgment” WS]. Every man sees that he is that middle point,
whereof every thing may be affirmed and denied with equal reason. He is old, he is
young, he is very wise, he is altogether ignorant. He hears and feels what you say of
the seraphim, and of the tin-pedler. . . . We side with the hero, as we read or paint,
against the coward and the robber; but we have been ourselves that coward and
robber, and shall be again, not in the low circumstance, but in comparison with the
grandeurs possible to the soul.

2) "Guidance for Each of Us"

A little consideration of what takes place around us every day would show us, that a
higher law than that of our will regulates events; that our painful labors are
unnecessary, and fruitless; that only in our easy, simple, spontaneous action are we
strong, and by contenting ourselves with obedience we become divine. Belief and
love, — a believing love will relieve us of a vast load of care. O my brothers, God
exists. There is a soul at the centre of nature, and over the will of every man, so that
none of us can wrong the universe. It has so infused its strong enchantment into
nature, that we prosper when we accept its advice, and when we struggle to wound its
creatures, our hands are glued to our sides, or they beat our own breasts. The whole
course of things goes to teach us faith. We need only obey. There is guidance for each
of us, and by lowly listening we shall hear the right word. Why need you choose so



painfully your place, and occupation, and associates, and modes of action, and of
entertainment? Certainly there is a possible right for you that precludes the need of
balance and wilful election. For you there is a reality, a fit place and congenial duties.
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.

I say, do not choose; but that is a figure of speech by which | 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. But that which |
call right or goodness is the choice of my constitution; and that which I call heaven,
and inwardly aspire after, is the state or circumstance desirable to my constitution;
and the action which I in all my years tend to do, is the work for my faculties. We
must hold a man amenable to reason for the choice of his daily craft or profession. It
is not an excuse any longer for his deeds, that they are the custom of his trade. What
business has he with an evil trade? Has he not a calling in his character.

Each man has his own vocation. The talent is the call. There is one direction in which
all space is open to him. He has faculties silently inviting him thither to endless
exertion. He is like a ship in a river; he runs against obstructions on every side but
one; on that side all obstruction is taken away, and he sweeps serenely over a
deepening channel into an infinite sea. This talent and this call depend on his
organization, or the mode in which the general soul incarnates itself in him. He
inclines to do something which is easy to him, and good when it is done, but which no
other man can do. He has no rival. For the more truly he consults his own powers, the
more difference will his work exhibit from the work of any other.

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. . . . The common
experience is, that the man fits himself as well as he can to the customary details of
that work or trade he falls into, and tends it as a dog turns a spit. Then is he a part of
the machine he moves; the man is lost. Until he can manage to communicate himself
to others in his full stature and proportion, he does not yet find his vocation. He must
find in that an outlet for his character, so that he may justify his work to their eyes. If
the labor is mean, let him by his thinking and character make it liberal. Whatever he
knows and thinks, whatever in his apprehension is worth doing, that let him
communicate, or men will never know and honor him aright. Foolish, whenever you
take the meanness and formality of that thing you do, instead of converting it into the
obedient spiracle of your character and aims.

3) "A Man is a Method"

What a man does, that he has. What has he to do with hope or fear? In himself is his
might. Let him regard no good as solid, but that which is in his nature, and which
must grow out of him as long as he exists. The goods of fortune may come and go like
summer leaves; let him scatter them on every wind as the momentary signs of his
infinite productiveness.



He may have his own. A man's genius, the quality that differences him from every
other, the susceptibility to one class of influences, the selection of what is fit for him,
the rejection of what is unfit, determines for him the character of the universe. 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. He is like one of those booms which are set out from the shore on
rivers to catch drift-wood, or like the loadstone amongst splinters of steel. Those
facts, words, persons, which dwell in his memory without his being able to say why,
remain, because they have a relation to him not less real for being as yet
unapprehended. They are symbols of value to him, as they can interpret parts of his
consciousness which he would vainly seek words for in the conventional images of
books and other minds.

What attracts my attention shall have it, as I will go to the man who knocks at my
door, whilst a thousand persons, as worthy, go by it, to whom | give no regard. It is
enough that these particulars speak to me. A few anecdotes, a few traits of character,
manners, face, a few incidents, have an emphasis in your memory out of all
proportion to their apparent significance, if you measure them by the ordinary
standards. They relate to your gift. Let them have their weight, and do not reject
them, and cast about for illustration and facts more usual in literature. What your
heart thinks great is great. The soul's emphasis is always right.

No man can learn what he has not preparation for learning, however near to his eyes
is the object. A chemist may tell his most precious secrets to a carpenter, and he shall
be never the wiser, — the secrets he would not utter to a chemist for an estate. God
screens us evermore from premature ideas. Our eyes are holden that we cannot see
things that stare us in the face, until the hour arrives when the mind is ripened; then
we behold them, and the time when we saw them not is like a dream.

Not in nature but in man is all the beauty and worth he sees. The world is very empty,
and is indebted to this gilding, exalting soul for all its pride. People are not the better
for the sun and moon, the horizon and the trees; as it is not observed that the keepers
of Roman galleries, or the valets of painters, have any elevation of thought, or that
librarians are wiser men than others. There are graces in the demeanour of a polished
and noble person, which are lost upon the eye of a churl. These are like the stars
whose light has not yet reached us.

He may see what he maketh. ... "My children,"” said an old man to his boys scared by
a figure in the dark entry, "my children, you will never see any thing worse than
yourselves." 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. Every quality of his mind is
magnified in some one acquaintance, and every emotion of his heart in some one.

He may read what he writes. What can we see or acquire, but what we are? You have
observed a skilful man reading Virgil. Well, that author is a thousand books to a



thousand persons. Take the book into your two hands, and read your eyes out; you
will never find what I find.

He shall have his own society. . . . 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.

He may set his own rate. It is a maxim worthy of all acceptation, that a man may have
that allowance he takes. Take the place and attitude which belong to you, and all men
acquiesce. The world must be just. It leaves every man, with profound unconcern, to
set his own rate. Hero or driveller, it meddles not in the matter. It will certainly
accept your own measure of your doing and being, whether you sneak about and deny
your own name, or whether you see your work produced to the concave sphere of the
heavens, one with the revolution of the stars.

4) "Human Character Evermore Publishes Itself"

The same reality pervades all teaching. The man may teach by doing, and not
otherwise. If he can communicate himself, he can teach, but not by words. He teaches
who gives, and he learns who receives. There is no teaching until the pupil is brought
into the same state or 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. But your propositions run out of one ear as they ran in
at the other. We see it advertised that Mr. Grand will deliver an oration on the Fourth
of July, and Mr. Hand before the Mechanics' Association, and we do not go thither,
because we know that these gentlemen will not communicate their own character and
experience to the company. If we had reason to expect such a confidence, we should
go through all inconvenience and opposition. The sick would be carried in litters. But
a public oration is an escapade, a non-committal, an apology, a gag, and not a
communication, not a speech, not a man.

The argument which has not power to reach my own practice, I may well doubt, will
fail to reach yours. But take Sidney's maxim: — "Look in thy heart, and write." He
that writes to himself writes to an eternal public. That statement only is fit to be made
public, which you have come at in attempting to satisfy your own curiosity.

In like manner the effect of every action is measured by the depth of the sentiment
from which it proceeds. The great man knew not that he was great. It took a century
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.

Human character evermore publishes itself. The most fugitive deed and word, the
mere air of doing a thing, the intimated purpose, expresses character. If you act, you
show 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



church, on slavery, on marriage, on socialism, on secret societies, on the college, on
parties and persons, that your verdict is still expected with curiosity as a reserved
wisdom. Far 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?

A man passes for that he is worth. Very idle is all curiosity concerning other people's
estimate of us, and all fear of remaining unknown is not less so. If a man know that
he can do any thing, — that he can do it better than any one else, — he has a pledge of
the acknowledgment of that fact by all persons.

What he is engraves itself on his face, on his form, on his fortunes, in letters of light.
Concealment avails him nothing; boasting nothing. There is confession in the glances
of our eyes; in our smiles; in salutations; and the grasp of hands. His sin bedaubs
him, mars all his good impression. Men know not why they do not trust him; but they
do not trust him. His vice glasses his eye, cuts lines of mean expression in his cheek,
pinches the nose, sets the mark of the beast on the back of the head, and writes O
fool! fool! on the forehead of a king.

If you would not be known to do any thing, never do it. . . . Virtue is the adherence
in action to the nature of things, and the nature of things makes it prevalent. It
consists in a perpetual substitution of being for seeming, and with sublime propriety
God is described as saying, | AM. . .. The lesson which these observations convey is,
Be, and not seem.

5) "I Desire Not to Disgrace the Soul"

If you visit your friend, why need you apologize for not having visited him, and waste
his time and deface your own act? Visit him now. Let him feel that the highest love
has come to see him, in thee, its lowest organ. Or why need you torment yourself and
friend by secret self-reproaches that you have not assisted him or complimented him
with gifts and salutations heretofore? Be a gift and a benediction. Shine with real
light, and not with the borrowed reflection of gifts. Common men are apologies for
men; they bow the head, excuse themselves with prolix reasons, and accumulate
appearances, because the substance is not.

The object of the man, the aim of these moments, is to make daylight shine through
him, to suffer the law to traverse his whole being without obstruction, so that, on
what point soever of his doing your eye falls, it shall report truly of his character,
whether it be his diet, his house, his religious forms, his society, his mirth, his vote,
his opposition.

Why should we make it a point with our false modesty to disparage that man we are,
and that form of being assigned to us? A good man is contented.

I desire not to disgrace the soul. The fact that | am here certainly shows me that the
soul had need of an organ here. Shall I not assume the post? Shall I skulk and dodge



and duck with my unseasonable apologies and vain modesty, and imagine my being
here impertinent?

Let me heed my duties. Why need I go gadding into the scenes and philosophy of
Greek and Italian history, before I have justified myself to my benefactors? How dare
I read Washington's campaigns, when | have not answered the letters of my own
correspondents? Is not that a just objection to much of our reading? Itis a
pusillanimous desertion of our work to gaze after our neighbours. It is peeping. Byron
says of Jack Bunting, —

"He knew not what to say, and so he swore."
I may say it of our preposterous use of books, — He knew not what to do, and so he
read. I can think of nothing to fill my time with, and I find the Life of Brant. Itis a
very extravagant compliment to pay to Brant, or to General Schuyler, or to General
Washington. My time should be as good as their time, — my facts, my net of relations,
as good as theirs, or either of theirs. Rather let me do my work so well that other
idlers, if they choose, may compare my texture with the texture of these and find it
identical with the best.

Let a man believe in God, and not in names and places and persons. Let the great
soul incarnated in some woman's form, poor and sad and single, in some Dolly or
Joan, go out to service, and sweep chambers and scour floors, and its effulgent
daybeams cannot be muffled or hid, but to sweep and scour will instantly appear
supreme and beautiful actions, the top and radiance of human life, and all people will
get mops and brooms; until, lo! suddenly the great soul has enshrined itself in some
other form, and done some other deed, and that is now the flower and head of all
living nature.



