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from: Nature 

Introduction 

Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchres of the fathers. It writes biographies,
histories, and criticism. The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face; we, through
their eyes. Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we
have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and
not the history of theirs? Embosomed for a season in nature, whose floods of life stream around and
through us, and invite us by the powers they supply, to action proportioned to nature, why should
we grope among the dry bones of the past, or put the living generation into masquerade out of its
faded wardrobe? The sun shines to-day also. There is more wool and flax in the fields. There are
new lands, new men, new thoughts. Let us demand our own works and laws and worship. 

Undoubtedly we have no questions to ask which are unanswerable. We must trust the
perfection of the creation so far, as to believe that whatever curiosity the order of things has
awakened in our minds, the order of things can satisfy. Every man's condition is a solution in
hieroglyphic to those inquiries he would put. He acts it as life, before he apprehends it as truth. In
like manner, nature is already, in its forms and tendencies, describing its own design. Let us
interrogate the great apparition, that shines so peacefully around us. Let us inquire, to what end is
nature? […] 

Ch. I: Nature 

To go into solitude, a man needs to retire as much from his chamber as from society. I am
not solitary whilst I read and write, though nobody is with me. But if a man would be alone, let him
look at the stars. The rays that come from those heavenly worlds, will separate between him and
what he touches. One might think the atmosphere was made transparent with this design, to give
man, in the heavenly bodies, the perpetual presence of the sublime. Seen in the streets of cities, how
great they are! If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years, how would men believe and
adore; and preserve for many generations the remembrance of the city of God which had been
shown! But every night come out these envoys of beauty, and light the universe with their
admonishing smile. 

The stars awaken a certain reverence, because though always present, they are inaccessible;
but all natural objects make a kindred impression, when the mind is open to their influence. Nature
never wears a mean appearance. Neither does the wisest man extort her secret, and lose his curiosity
by finding out all her perfection. Nature never became a toy to a wise spirit. The flowers, the
animals, the mountains, reflected the wisdom of his best hour, as much as they had delighted the
simplicity of his childhood. When we speak of nature in this manner, we have a distinct but most
poetical sense in the mind. We mean the integrity of impression made by manifold natural objects.
It is this which distinguishes the stick of timber of the wood-cutter, from the tree of the poet. The
charming landscape which I saw this morning, is indubitably made up of some twenty or thirty
farms. Miller owns this field, Locke that, and Manning the woodland beyond. But none of them
owns the landscape. There is a property in the horizon which no man has but he whose eye can
integrate all the parts, that is, the poet. This is the best part of these men's farms, yet to this their
warranty-deeds give no title. To speak truly, few adult persons can see nature. Most persons do not
see the sun. At least they have a very superficial seeing. The sun illuminates only the eye of the
man, but shines into the eye and the heart of the child. The lover of nature is he whose inward and
outward senses are still truly adjusted to each other; who has retained the spirit of infancy even into
the era of manhood. His intercourse with heaven and earth, becomes part of his daily food. In the
presence of nature, a wild delight runs through the man, in spite of real sorrows. Nature says, — he
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is my creature, and maugre all his impertinent griefs, he shall be glad with me. Not the sun or the
summer alone, but every hour and season yields its tribute of delight; for every hour and change
corresponds to and authorizes a different state of the mind, from breathless noon to grimmest
midnight. 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 of fear. In the woods too, a man casts off his years, as
the snake his slough, 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 connate 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. . 

[...] 

Ch.IV: Language 

Language is a third use which Nature subserves to man. Nature is the vehicle, and threefold
degree. 

1. Words are signs of natural facts.

2. Particular natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts.

3. Nature is the symbol of spirit. 

1. Words are signs of natural facts. The use of natural history is to give us aid in
supernatural history: the use of the outer creation, to give us language for the beings and changes of
the inward creation. Every word which is used to express a moral or intellectual fact, if traced to its
root, is found to be borrowed from some material appearance. Right means straight; wrong means
twisted. Spirit primarily means wind; transgression, the crossing of a line; supercilious, the raising
of the eyebrow. We say the heart to express emotion, the head to denote thought; and thought and
emotion are words borrowed from sensible things, and now appropriated to spiritual nature. Most of
the process by which this transformation is made, is hidden from us in the remote time when
language was framed; but the same tendency may be daily observed in children. Children and
savages use only nouns or names of things, which they convert into verbs, and apply to analogous
mental acts. 

2. But this origin of all words that convey a spiritual import, — so conspicuous a fact in the
history of language, — is our least debt to nature. It is not words only that are emblematic; it is
things which are emblematic. Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact. Every
appearance in nature corresponds to some state of the mind, and that state of the mind can only be
described by presenting that natural appearance as its picture. An enraged man is a lion, a cunning
man is a fox, a firm man is a rock, a learned man is a torch. A lamb is innocence; a snake is subtle
spite; flowers express to us the delicate affections. Light and darkness are our familiar expression
for knowledge and ignorance; and heat for love. Visible distance behind and before us, is
respectively our image of memory and hope. 
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Who looks upon a river in a meditative hour, and is not reminded of the flux of all things?
Throw a stone into the stream, and the circles that propagate themselves are the beautiful type of all
influence. Man is conscious of a universal soul within or behind his individual life, wherein, as in a
firmament, the natures of Justice, Truth, Love, Freedom, arise and shine. This universal soul, he
calls Reason: it is not mine, or thine, or his, but we are its; we are its property and men. And the
blue sky in which the private earth is buried, the sky with its eternal calm, and full of everlasting
orbs, is the type of Reason. That which, intellectually considered, we call Reason, considered in
relation to nature, we call Spirit. Spirit is the Creator. Spirit hath life in itself. And man in all ages
and countries, embodies it in his language, as the FATHER. 

[...] 

From: Self-Reliance (Essays First Series) 

[...] 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 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 then most when the whole cry of voices is on the other
side. Else, to-morrow 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. [...] 

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. 

[...] 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, 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. [...] 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. [...] 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,
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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. [...] 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 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? [...] 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. [...] 

from: The Poet (Essays, Second Series) 

[..] The poet is the sayer, the namer, and represents beauty. He is a sovereign, and stands on
the centre. For the world is not painted, or adorned, but is from the beginning beautiful; and God
has not made some beautiful things, but Beauty is the creator of the universe. Therefore the poet is
not any permissive potentate, but is emperor in his own right. [...] The poet does not wait for the
hero or the sage, but, as they act and think primarily, so he writes primarily what will and must be
spoken, reckoning the others, though primaries also, yet, in respect to him, secondaries and
servants; as sitters or models in the studio of a painter, or as assistants who bring building materials
to an architect. 

Words are also actions, and actions are a kind of words. 

The sign and credentials of the poet are, that he announces that which no man foretold. He is
the true and only doctor; he knows and tells; he is the only teller of news, for he was present and
privy to the appearance which he describes. He is a beholder of ideas, and an utterer of the
necessary and causal. For we do not speak now of men of poetical talents, or of industry and skill in
metre, but of the true poet. [...] For it is not metres, but a metre-making argument, that makes a
poem, — a thought so passionate and alive, that, like the spirit of a plant or an animal, it has an
architecture of its own, and adorns nature with a new thing. The thought and the form are equal in
the order of time, but in the order of genesis the thought is prior to the form. The poet has a new
thought: he has a whole new experience to unfold; he will tell us how it was with him, and all men
will be the richer in his fortune. For, the experience of each new age requires a new confession, and
the world seems always waiting for its poet. [...] 

Thought makes every thing fit for use. The vocabulary of an omniscient man would embrace
words and images excluded from polite conversation. What would be base, or even obscene, to the
obscene, becomes illustrious, spoken in a new connexion of thought. [...] We are far from having
exhausted the significance of the few symbols we use. We can come to use them yet with a terrible
simplicity. It does not need that a poem should be long. Every word was once a poem. Every new
relation is a new word. Also, we use defects and deformities to a sacred purpose, so expressing our
sense that the evils of the world are such only to the evil eye. [...] 

By virtue of this science the poet is the Namer, or Language-maker, naming things
sometimes after their appearance, sometimes after their essence, and giving to every one its own
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name and not another's, thereby rejoicing the intellect, which delights in detachment or boundary.
The poets made all the words, and therefore language is the archives of history, and, if we must say
it, a sort of tomb of the muses. For, though the origin of most of our words is forgotten, each word
was at first a stroke of genius, and obtained currency, because for the moment it symbolized the
world to the first speaker and to the hearer. The etymologist finds the deadest word to have been
once a brilliant picture. Language is fossil poetry. As the limestone of the continent consists of
infinite masses of the shells of animalcules, so language is made up of images, or tropes, which
now, in their secondary use, have long ceased to remind us of their poetic origin. But the poet
names the thing because he sees it, or comes one step nearer to it than any other. This expression, or
naming, is not art, but a second nature, grown out of the first, as a leaf out of a tree. [...] 

If the imagination intoxicates the poet, it is not inactive in other men. The metamorphosis
excites in the beholder an emotion of joy. The use of symbols has a certain power of emancipation
and exhilaration for all men. We seem to be touched by a wand, which makes us dance and run
about happily, like children. We are like persons who come out of a cave or cellar into the open air.
This is the effect on us of tropes, fables, oracles, and all poetic forms. Poets are thus liberating gods.
Men have really got a new sense, and found within their world, another world, or nest of worlds;
for, the metamorphosis once seen, we divine that it does not stop. [...] 

The poets are thus liberating gods. The ancient British bards had for the title of their order,
"Those who are free throughout the world." They are free, and they make free. An imaginative book
renders us much more service at first, by stimulating us through its tropes, than afterward, when we
arrive at the precise sense of the author. I think nothing is of any value in books, excepting the
transcendental and extraordinary. If a man is inflamed and carried away by his thought, to that
degree that he forgets the authors and the public, and heeds only this one dream, which holds him
like an insanity, let me read his paper, and you may have all the arguments and histories and
criticism. [...] 

Therefore we love the poet, the inventor, who in any form, whether in an ode, or in an
action, or in looks and behavior, has yielded us a new thought. He unlocks our chains, and admits
us to a new scene. 

[...] 

I look in vain for the poet whom I describe. [...] We have yet had no genius in America, with
tyrannous eye, which knew the value of our incomparable materials, and saw, in the barbarism and
materialism of the times, another carnival of the same gods whose picture he so much admires in
Homer; then in the middle age; then in Calvinism. Banks and tariffs, the newspaper and caucus,
methodism and unitarianism, are flat and dull to dull people, but rest on the same foundations of
wonder as the town of Troy, and the temple of Delphos, and are as swiftly passing away. Our
logrolling, our stumps and their politics, our fisheries, our Negroes, and Indians, our boasts, and our
repudiations, the wrath of rogues, and the pusillanimity of honest men, the northern trade, the
southern planting, the western clearing, Oregon, and Texas, are yet unsung. Yet America is a poem
in our eyes; its ample geography dazzles the imagination, and it will not wait long for metres. […]
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Henry David Thoreau from: On the Duty of Civil Disobedience1

I heartily accept the motto,—"That government is best which governs least"; and I should like to
see it acted up to more rapidly and systematically. Carried out, it finally amounts to this, which also
I believe,—"That government is best which governs not at all"; and when men are prepared for it,
that will be the kind of government which they will have. Government is at best but an expedient;
but most governments are usually, and all governments are sometimes, inexpedient. ... The
government itself, which is only the mode which the people have chosen to execute their will, is
equally liable to be abused and perverted before the people can act through it.... I ask for, not at
once no government, but at once a better government. Let every man make known what kind of
government would command his respect, and that will be one step toward obtaining it. 

After all, the practical reason why, when the power is once in the hands of the people, a
majority are permitted, and for a long period continue, to rule, is not because they are most likely to
be in the right, nor because this seems fairest to the minority, but because they are physically the
strongest. But a government in which the majority rule in all cases cannot be based on justice,...
...Can there not be a government in which majorities do not virtually decide right and wrong, but
conscience?—in which majorities decide only those questions to which the rule of expediency is
applicable? Must the citizen ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his conscience to the
legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? I think that we should be men first, and subjects
afterward. It is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. The only
obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what I think right. It is truly enough
said that a corporation has no conscience... Law never made men a whit more just; and, by means of
their respect for it, even the well-disposed are daily made the agents of injustice. A common and
natural result of an undue respect for law is, that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain,
corporal, privates, powder-monkeys, and all, marching in admirable order over hill and dale to the
wars, against their wills, ay, against their common sense and consciences, which makes it very steep
marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have no doubt that it is a damnable
business in which they are concerned; they are all peaceably inclined. Now, what are they? Men at
all? or small movable forts and magazines, at the service of some unscrupulous man in power? 

. . . The mass of men serve the state thus, not as men mainly, but as machines, with their bodies.
They are the standing army, and the militia, jailers, constables, posse comitatus, etc. In most cases
there is no free exercise whatever of the judgment or of the moral sense; but they put themselves on
a level with wood and earth and stones; and wooden men can perhaps be manufactured that will
serve the purpose as well. Such command no more respect than men of straw or a lump of dirt.
They have the same sort of worth only as horses and dogs. Yet such as these even are commonly
esteemed good citizens. Others, as most legislators, politicians, lawyers, ministers, and office-
holders, serve the state chiefly with their heads; and, as they rarely make any moral distinctions,
they are as likely to serve the devil, without intending it, as God. A very few, as heroes, patriots,
martyrs, reformers in the great sense, and men, serve the state with their consciences also, and so
necessarily resist it for the most part; and they are commonly treated as enemies by it. 

How does it become a man to behave toward this American government to-day? I answer, that he
cannot without disgrace be associated with it. I cannot for an instant recognize that political
organization as my government which is the slave's government also. 

All men recognize the right of revolution; that is, the right to refuse allegiance to, and to resist, the
government, when its tyranny or its inefficiency are great and unendurable. But almost all say that
such is not the case now. But such was the case, they think, in the Revolution of '75. If one were to
tell me that this was a bad government because it taxed certain foreign commodities brought to its

1 Given as a lecture at the Concord Lyceum in 1848 and published the following year under the title: Resistance to 
Civil Government. 
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ports, it is most probable that I should not make an ado about it, for I can do without them. All
machines have their friction; and possibly this does enough good to counterbalance the evil. ...But
when the friction comes to have its machine, and oppression and robbery are organized, I say, let us
not have such a machine any longer. In other words, when a sixth of the population of a nation
which has undertaken to be the refuge of liberty are slaves, and a whole country is unjustly overrun
and conquered by a foreign army, and subjected to military law, I think that it is not too soon for
honest men to rebel and revolutionize. What makes this duty the more urgent is the fact that the
country so overrun is not our own, but ours is the invading army. 

It is not so important that many should be as good as you, as that there be some absolute goodness
somewhere; for that will leaven the whole lump. There are thousands who are in opinion opposed to
slavery and to the war, who yet in effect do nothing to put an end to them; ...They hesitate, and they
regret, and sometimes they petition; but they do nothing in earnest and with effect. 

... Even voting for the right is doing nothing for it. It is only expressing to men feebly your desire
that it should prevail. A wise man will not leave the right to the mercy of chance, nor wish it to
prevail through the power of the majority. There is but little virtue in the action of masses of men.
When the majority shall at length vote for the abolition of slavery, it will be because they are
indifferent to slavery, or because there is but little slavery left to be abolished by their vote. 

Unjust laws exist; shall we be content to obey them, or shall we endeavor to amend them, and obey
them until we have succeeded, or shall we transgress them at once? Men generally, under such a
government as this, think that they ought to wait until they have persuaded the majority to alter
them. They think that, if they should resist, the remedy would be worse than the evil. But it is the
fault of the government itself that the remedy is worse than the evil. It makes it worse. Why is it not
more apt to anticipate and provide for reform? Why does it not cherish its wise minority? Why does
it cry and resist before it is hurt? Why does it not encourage its citizens to be on the alert to point
out its faults, and do better than it would have them? Why does it always crucify Christ, and
excommunicate Copernicus and Luther, and pronounce Washington and Franklin rebels? 

If the injustice is part of the necessary friction of the machine of government, let it go, let it go;
perchance it will wear smooth—certainly the machine will wear out. If the injustice has a spring, or
a pulley, or a rope, or a crank, exclusively for itself, then perhaps you may consider whether the
remedy will not be worse than the evil; but if it is of such a nature that it requires you to be the
agent of injustice to another, then, I say, break the law. Let your life be a counter friction to stop the
machine. What I have to do is to see, at any rate, that I do not lend myself to the wrong which I
condemn. 

... I know this well, that if one thousand, if one hundred, if ten men whom I could name—if ten
honest men only—ay, if one HONEST man, in this State of Massachusetts, ceasing to hold slaves,
were actually to withdraw from this copartnership, and be locked up in the county jail therefor, it
would be the abolition of slavery in America. For it matters not how small the beginning may seem
to be: what is once well done is done forever... 

Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison.
...where the State places those who are not with her, but against her... [it is] the only house in a
slave State in which a free man can abide with honor. If any think that their influence would be lost
there, and their voices no longer afflict the ear of the State, that they would not be as an enemy
within its walls, they do not know by how much truth is stronger than error... 

. . . I have paid no poll-tax for six years. I was put into a jail once on this account, for one night;
and, as I stood considering the walls of solid stone, two or three feet thick, the door of wood and
iron, a foot thick, and the iron grating which strained the light, I could not help being struck with the
foolishness of that institution which treated me as if I were mere flesh and blood and bones, to be
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locked up... I did not for a moment feel confined, and the walls seemed a great waste of stone and
mortar. I felt as if I alone of all my townsmen had paid my tax... I saw that the State was half-
witted, that it was timid as a lone woman with her silver spoons, and that it did not know its friends
from its foes, and I lost all my remaining respect for it, and pitied it. 

Thus the State never intentionally confronts a man's sense, intellectual or moral, but only his body,
his senses. It is not armed with superior wit or honesty, but with superior physical strength. 

. . . The authority of government... —is still an impure one: to be strictly just, it must have the
sanction and consent of the governed. It can have no pure right over my person and property but
what I concede to it. The progress from an absolute to a limited monarchy, from a limited monarchy
to a democracy, is a progress toward a true respect for the individual. Even the Chinese philosopher
was wise enough to regard the individual as the basis of the empire. Is a democracy, such as we
know it, the last improvement possible in government? Is it not possible to take a step further
towards recognizing and organizing the rights of man? There will never be a really free and
enlightened State until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher and independent
power, from which all its own power and authority are derived, and treats him accordingly.... A
State which bore this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened, would prepare the
way for a still more perfect and glorious State, which also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere
seen. 
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