William Ellery Channing
Excerpts from Self-Culture (1838)

William Ellery Channing (1780 – 1842), a prominent Unitarian minister and leading New England
intellectual, set the tone for Transcendentalist movement. These come from his 1838 Franklin Lecture,
"Self-Culture." Excerpts [1] through [16] treat of the nature and scope of self-culture, [17] through [38]
on the means.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
From William Ellery Channing, Self-Culture
[1] Grandeur of character lies wholly in force of soul, that is, in the force of thought, moral principle, and
love.
***
[2] Now the noblest influence on earth is that exerted on character; and he who puts forth this does a great
work, no matter how narrow or obscure his sphere. The father and mother of an unnoticed family, who, in
their seclusion, awaken the mind of one child to the idea and love of perfect goodness, who awaken in
him a strength of will to repel all temptation, and who send him out prepared to profit by the conflicts of
life, surpass in influence a Napoleon breaking the world to his sway.
***
[3] In this country, the mass of the people are distinguished by possessing means of improvement, of selfculture, possessed no where else. To incite them to the use of these, is to render them the best service they
can receive. Accordingly I have chosen for the subject of this lecture, Self-culture, or the care which
every man owes to himself, to the unfolding and perfecting of his nature.
***
[4] But self-culture is possible, not only because we can enter into and search ourselves. We have a still
nobler power, that of acting on, determining and forming ourselves. This is a fearful as well as glorious
endowment, for it is the ground of human responsibility. We have the power not only of tracing our
powers, but of guiding and impelling them, not only of watching our passions, but of controlling them,
not only of seeing our faculties grow, but of applying to them means and influences to aid their growth.
We can stay or change the current of thought. We can concentrate the intellect on objects which we wish
to comprehend. We can fix our eyes on perfection and make almost every thing speed us towards it. This
is indeed a noble prerogative of our nature. Possessing this, it matters little what or where we are now, for
we can conquer a better lot, and even be happier for starting from the lowest point.
[5] Of all the discoveries which men need to make, the most important at the present moment, is that of
the self-forming power treasured up in themselves. They little suspect its extent, as little as the savage
apprehends the energy which the mind is created to exert on the material world. It transcends in
importance all our power over outward nature. There is more of divinity in it, than in the force which
impels the outward universe; and yet how little we comprehend it! How it slumbers in most men
unsuspected, unused! This makes self-culture possible, and binds it on us as a solemn duty.
***
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[6] First, self-culture is Moral, a branch of singular importance. When a man looks into himself he
discovers two distinct orders or kinds of principles, which it behooves him especially to comprehend. He
discovers desires, appetites, passions which terminate in himself, which crave and seek his own interest,
gratification, distinction; and he discovers another principle, an antagonist to these, which is Impartial,
Disinterested, Universal, enjoining on him a regard to the rights and happiness of other beings, and laying
on him obligations which must be discharged, cost what they may, or however they may clash with his
particular pleasure or gain. No man, however narrowed to his own interest, however hardened by
selfishness, can deny, that there springs up within him a great idea in opposition to interest, the idea of
Duty, that an inward voice calls him more or less distinctly to revere and exercise Impartial Justice, and
Universal Good-will. This disinterested principle in human nature we call sometimes reason, sometimes
conscience, sometimes the moral sense or faculty. But, be its name what it may, it is a real principle in
each of us, and it is the supreme power within us, to be cultivated above all others, for on its culture the
right development of all others depends.
[7] The passions indeed may be stronger than the conscience, may lift up a louder voice; but their clamour
differs wholly from the tone of command in which the conscience speaks. They are not clothed with its
authority, its binding power. In their very triumphs they are rebuked by the moral principle, and often
cower before its still, deep, menacing voice. No part of self-knowledge is more important, than to discern
clearly these two great principles, the self-seeking and the disinterested; and the most important part of
self-culture is to depress the former, and to exalt the latter, or to enthrone the sense of duty within us.
There are no limits to the growth of this moral force in man, if he will cherish it faithfully. There have
been men, whom no power in the universe could turn from the Right, by whom death in its most dreadful
forms has been less dreaded, than transgression of the inward law of universal justice and love.
***
[8] In the next place, self-culture is Religious. When we look into ourselves we discover powers, which
link us with this outward, visible, finite, ever changing world. We have sight and other senses to discern,
and limbs and various faculties to secure and appropriate the material creation. And we have too a power,
which cannot stop at what we see and handle, at what exists within the bounds of space and time, which
seeks for the Infinite, Uncreated Cause, which cannot rest till it ascend to the Eternal, All-comprehending
Mind. This we call the religious principle, and its grandeur cannot be exaggerated by human language; for
it marks out a being destined for higher communion than with the visible universe. To develop this, is
eminently to educate ourselves. The true idea of God, unfolded clearly and livingly within us, and moving
us to adore and obey him, and to aspire after likeness to him, is the noblest growth in human, and I may
add, in celestial natures.
***
[9] Again. Self-culture is Intellectual. We cannot look into ourselves without discovering the intellectual
principle, the power which thinks, reasons, and judges, the power of seeking and acquiring truth. This
indeed we are in no danger of overlooking. The intellect being the great instrument by which men
compass their wishes, it draws more attention than any of our other powers. When we speak to men of
improving themselves, the first thought which occurs to them is, that they must cultivate the
understanding, and get knowledge and skill. By education, men mean almost exclusively intellectual
training. For this, schools and colleges are instituted, and to this the moral and religious discipline of the
young is sacrificed.
[10] Now I reverence, as much as any man, the intellect; but let us never exalt it above the moral
principle. With this it is most intimately connected. In this its culture is founded, and to exalt this is its
highest aim. Whoever desires that his intellect may grow up to soundness, to healthy vigour, must begin
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with moral discipline.... Here is the first and grand condition of intellectual progress. I must choose to
receive the truth, no matter how it bears on myself. I must follow it, no matter where it leads, what
interests it opposes, to what persecution or loss it lays me open, from what party it severs me, or to what
party it allies. Without this fairness of mind, which is only another phrase for disinterested love of truth,
great native powers of understanding are perverted and lead astray; genius runs wild; "the light within us
becomes darkness." The subtlest reasoners, for want of this, cheat themselves as well as others, and
become entangled in the web of their own sophistry....
[11] A man, who rises above himself, looks from an eminence on nature and providence, on society and
life. Thought expands as by a natural elasticity, when the pressure of selfishness is removed. The moral
and religious principles of the soul, generously cultivated, fertilize the intellect. Duty, faithfully
performed, opens the mind to Truth, both being of one family, alike immutable, universal and everlasting.
***
[12] Intellectual culture consists, not chiefly, as many are apt to think, in accumulating information,
though this is important, but in building up a force of thought which may be turned at will on any
subjects, on which we are called to pass judgment. This force is manifested in the concentration of the
attention, in accurate penetrating observation, in reducing complex subjects to their elements, in diving
beneath the effect to the cause, in detecting the more subtle differences and resemblances of things, in
reading the future in the present, and especially in rising from particular facts to general laws or universal
truths. This last exertion of the intellect, its rising to broad views and great principles, constitutes what is
called the philosophical mind, and is especially worthy of culture....
[13] One of the great evils of society is, that men, occupied perpetually with petty details, want [i.e.,
lack] general truths, want broad and fixed principles. Hence many, not wicked, are unstable, habitually
inconsistent, as if they were overgrown children rather than men. To build up that strength of mind, which
apprehends and cleaves to great universal truths, is the highest intellectual self-culture; and here I wish
you to observe how entirely this culture agrees with that of the moral and the religious principles of our
nature, of which I have previously spoken. In each of these, the improvement of the soul consists in
raising it above what is narrow, particular, individual, selfish, to the universal and unconfined. To
improve a man, is to liberalize, enlarge him in thought, feeling and purpose. Narrowness of intellect and
heart, this is the degradation from which all culture aims to rescue the human being.
***
[14] In looking at our nature, we discover, among its admirable endowments, the sense or perception of
Beauty. We see the germ of this in every human being, and there is no power which admits greater
cultivation; and why should it not be cherished in all? It deserves remark, that the provision for this
principle is infinite in the universe. There is but a very minute portion of the creation, which we can turn
into food and clothes, or gratification for the body; but the whole creation may be used to minister to the
sense of beauty.
[15] Beauty is an all-pervading presence. It unfolds in the numberless flowers of the spring. It waves in
the branches of the trees and the green blades of grass. It haunts the depths of the earth and sea, and
gleams out in the hues of the shell and the precious stone. And not only these minute objects, but the
ocean, the mountains, the clouds the heavens, the stars, the rising and setting sun, all overflow with
beauty. The universe is its temple; and those men, who are alive to it, cannot lift their eyes without feeling
themselves encompassed with it on every side. Now this beauty is so precious, the enjoyments it gives are
so refined and pure, so congenial with our tenderest and noble feelings, and so akin to worship, that it is
painful to think of the multitude of men as living in the midst of it, and living almost as blind to it, as if,
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instead of this fair earth and glorious sky, they were tenants of a dungeon. An infinite joy is lost to the
world by the want of culture of this spiritual endowment.
***
[16] But one thing I would say; the beauty of the outward creation is intimately related to the lovely,
grand, interesting attributes of the soul. It is the emblem or expression of these. Matter becomes beautiful
to us, when it seems to lose its material aspect, its inertness, finiteness and grossness, and by the ethereal
lightness of its forms and motions, seems to approach spirit; when it images to us pure and gentle
affections; when it spreads out into a vastness which is a shadow of the Infinite; or when in more awful
shapes and movements it speaks of the Omnipotent. Thus outward beauty is akin to something deeper and
unseen, is the reflection of spiritual attributes; and of consequence the way to see and feel it more and
more keenly, is to cultivate those moral, religious, intellectual and social principles of which I have
already spoken, and which are the glory of the spiritual nature; and I name this that you may see, what I
am anxious to show, the harmony which subsists among all branches of human culture, or how each
forwards and is aided by all.
***
[17] There is another power, which each man should cultivate according to his ability, but which is very
much neglected in the mass of the people, and that is the power of Utterance. A man was not made to shut
up his mind in itself; but to give it voice and to exchange it for other minds. Speech is one of our grand
distinctions from the brute. Our power over others lies not so much in the amount of thought within us, as
in the power of bringing it out. A man of more than ordinary intellectual vigor, may, for want of
expression, be a cypher, without significance, in society. And not only does a man influence others, but he
greatly aids his own intellect, by giving distinct and forcible utterance to his thoughts. We understand
ourselves better, our conceptions grow clearer, by the very effort to make them clear to another.
***
[18] First, the great means of self-culture, that which includes all the rest, is to fasten on this culture as
our Great End, to determine deliberately and solemnly, that we will make the most and the best of the
powers which God has given us. Without this resolute purpose, the best means are worth little, and with it
the poorest become mighty. .... A man in earnest finds means, or, if he cannot find, creates them. ... Selfculture, if seized on clearly and vigorously, burns like a living coal in the soul. He who deliberately
adopts a great end, has, by this act, half accomplished it, has scaled the chief barrier to success.
[19] The truth, that progress is the very end of our being, must not be received as a tradition, but
comprehended and felt as a reality.
[20] He who has not caught a glimpse of his own rational and spiritual being, of something within himself
superior to the world and allied to the divinity, wants the true spring of that purpose of self-culture, on
which I have insisted as the first of all the means of improvement.
***
[21] I proceed to another important means of Self-culture, and this is the control of the animal appetites.
To raise the moral and intellectual nature, we must put down the animal. Sensuality is the abyss in which
very many souls are plunged and lost. Among the most prosperous classes, what a vast amount of
intellectual life is drowned in luxurious excesses. It is one great curse of wealth, that it is used to pamper
the senses; and among the poorer classes, though luxury is wanting, yet a gross feeding often prevails,
under which the spirit is whelmed. It is a sad sight to walk through our streets, and to see how many
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countenances bear marks of a lethargy and a brutal coarseness, induced by unrestrained indulgence.
Whoever would cultivate the soul, must restrain the appetites....
[22] Not a few men... have learned, on abstaining from the use of ardent spirits, that for years their minds
had been clouded, impaired by moderate drinking, without their suspecting the injury....
***
[23] A man, never brought into contact with minds superior to his own, will probably run one and the
same dull round of thought and action to the end of life.
[24] It is chiefly through books that we enjoy intercourse with superior minds, and these invaluable means
of communication are in the reach of all. In the best books, great men talk to us, give us their most
precious thoughts, and pour their souls into ours. God be thanked for books. They are the voices of the
distant and the dead, and make us heirs of the spiritual life of past ages. Books are the true levellers. They
give to all, who will faithfully use them, the society, the spiritual presence of the best and greatest of our
race. No matter how poor I am. No matter though the prosperous of my own time will not enter my
obscure dwelling. If the Sacred Writers will enter and take up their abode under my roof, if Milton will
cross my threshold to sing to me of Paradise, and Shakspeare to open to me the worlds of imagination and
the workings of the human heart, and Franklin to enrich me with his practical wisdom, I shall not pine for
want of intellectual companionship, and I may become a cultivated man though excluded from what is
called the best society in the place where I live.
[25] To make this means of culture effectual, a man must select good books, such as have been written by
right-minded and strong-minded men, real thinkers, who instead of diluting by repetition what others say,
have something to say for themselves, and write to give relief to full earnest souls; and these works must
not be skimmed over for amusement, but read with fixed attention and a reverential love of truth. In
selecting books, we may be aided much by those who have studied more than ourselves. But, after all, it
is best to be determined in this particular a good deal by our own tastes. The best books for a man are not
always those which the wise recommend, but oftener those which meet the peculiar wants, the natural
thirst of his mind, and therefore awaken interest and rivet thought....
[26] A man must unfold himself freely, and should respect the peculiar gifts or biasses by which nature
has distinguished him from others. Self-culture does not demand the sacrifice of individuality. It does not
regularly apply an established machinery, for the sake of torturing every man into one rigid shape, called
perfection. As the human countenance, with the same features in us all, is diversified without end in the
race, and is never the same in any two individuals, so the human soul, with the same grand powers and
laws, expands into an infinite variety of forms, and would be wofully stinted by modes of culture
requiring all men to learn the same lesson or to bend to the same rules.
[27] Nothing can supply the place of books. They are cheering or soothing companions in solitude,
illness, affliction. The wealth of both continents would be no equivalent for the good they impart. Let
every man, if possible, gather some good books under his roof, and obtain access for himself and family
to some social library.
[28] At a small expense, a man can now possess himself of the most precious treasures of English
literature. Books, once confined to a few by their costliness, are now accessible to the multitude; and in
this way a change of habits is going on in society, highly favorable to the culture of the people. Instead of
depending on casual rumor and loose conversation for most of their knowledge and objects of thought;
instead of forming their judgments in crowds, and receiving their chief excitement from the voice of
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neighbors, men are now learning to study and reflect alone, to follow out subjects continuously, to
determine for themselves what shall engage their minds, and to call to their aid the knowledge, original
views, and reasonings of men of all countries and ages; and the results must be, a deliberateness and
independence of judgment, and a thoroughness and extent of information, unknown in former times. The
diffusion of these silent teachers, books, through the whole community, is to work greater effects than
artillery, machinery, and legislation. Its peaceful agency is to supersede stormy revolutions. The culture,
which it is to spread, whilst an unspeakable good to the individual, is also to become the stability of
nations.
***
[29] Another important means of self-culture, is to free ourselves from the power of human opinion and
example, except as far as this is sanctioned by our own deliberate judgment. We are all prone to keep the
level of those we live with, to repeat their words, and dress our minds as well as bodies after their fashion;
and hence the spiritless tameness of our characters and lives. Our greatest danger, is not from the grossly
wicked around us, but from the worldly, unreflecting multitude, who are borne along as a stream by
foreign impulse, and bear us along with them....
[30] We need connexions with great thinkers to make us thinkers too. One of the chief arts of self-culture,
is to unite the childlike teachableness, which gratefully welcomes light from every human being who can
give it, with manly resistance of opinions however current, of influences however generally revered,
which do not approve themselves to our deliberate judgment. You ought indeed patiently and
conscientiously to strengthen your reason by other men's intelligence, but you must not prostrate it before
them.
***
[31] Especially if there springs up within you any view of God's word or universe, any sentiment or
aspiration, which seems to you of a higher order than what you meet abroad, give reverent heed to it;
enquire into it earnestly, solemnly. Do not trust it blindly, for it may be an illusion; but it may be the
Divinity moving within you, a new revelation, not supernatural but still most precious, of truth or duty;
and if after enquiry it so appear, then let no clamor, or scorn, or desertion turn you from it. Be true to your
own highest convictions. Intimations from our own souls of something more perfect than others teach, if
faithfully followed, give us a consciousness of spiritual force and progress, never experienced by the
vulgar of high life or low life, who march, as they are drilled, to the step of their times.
[32] Some, I know, will wonder, that I should think the mass of the people capable of such intimations
and glimpses of truth, as I have just supposed. These are commonly thought to be the prerogative of men
of genius, who seem to be born to give law to the minds of the multitude. Undoubtedly nature has her
nobility, and sends forth a few to be eminently "lights of the world." But it is also true that a portion of the
same divine fire is given to all; for the many could not receive with a loving reverence the quickening
influences of the: few, were there not essentially the same spiritual life in both....
[33] The power of original thought is particularly manifested in those, who thirst for progress, who are
bent on unfolding their whole nature. A man who wakes up to the consciousness of having been created
for progress and perfection, looks with new eyes on himself and on the world in which he lives. This great
truth stirs the soul from its depths, breaks up old associations of ideas, and establishes new ones, just as a
mighty agent of chemistry, brought into contact with natural substances, dissolves the old affinities which
had bound their particles together, and arranges them anew. This truth particularly aids us to penetrate the
mysteries of human life. By revealing to us the end of our being, it helps us to comprehend more and
more the wonderful, the infinite system, to which we belong.
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[34] A man in the common walks of life, who has faith in perfection, in the unfolding of the human spirit,
as the great purpose of God, possesses more the secret of the universe, perceives more the harmonies or
mutual adaptations of the world without and the world within him, is a wiser interpreter of Providence,
and reads nobler lessons of duty in the events which pass before him, than the profoundest philosopher
who wants this grand central truth. Thus illuminations, inward suggestions, are not confined to a favored
few, but visit all who devote themselves to a generous self-culture.
***
[35] Labor is a school of benevolence as well as justice. A man to support himself must serve others. He
must do or produce something for their comfort or gratification. This is one of the beautiful ordinations of
Providence, that, to get a living, a man must be useful. Now this usefulness ought to be an end in his labor
as truly as to earn his living. He ought to think of the benefit of those he works for, as well as of his own;
and in so doing, in desiring amidst his sweat and toil to serve others as well as himself, he is exercising
and growing in benevolence, as truly as if he were distributing bounty with a large hand to the poor. Such
a motive hallows and dignifies the commonest pursuit.... It is by thus interweaving goodness with
common labors, that we give it strength and make it a habit of the soul.
[36] Again. Labor may be so performed as to be a high impulse to the mind. Be a man's vocation what it
may, his rule should be to do its duties perfectly, to do the best he can, and thus to make perpetual
progress in his art. In other words, Perfection should be proposed; and this I urge not only for its
usefulness to society, nor for the sincere pleasure which a man takes in seeing a work well done. This is
[also] an important means of Self-culture. In this way the idea of Perfection takes root in the mind, and
spreads far beyond the man's trade. He gets a tendency towards completeness in whatever he undertakes.
Slack, slovenly performance in any department of life is more apt to offend him. His standard of action
rises, and every thing is better done for his thoroughness in his common vocation.
***
[37] Difficulty is the element, and resistance the true work of a man. Self-?culture never goes on so fast,
as when embarrassed circumstances, the opposition of men or the elements, unexpected changes of the
times, or other forms of suffering, instead of disheartening, throw us on our inward resources, turn us for
strength to God, clear up to us the great purpose of life, and inspire calm resolution. No greatness or
goodness is worth much, unless tried in these fires. Hardships are not on this account to be sought for.
They come fast enough of themselves, and we are in more danger of sinking under, than of needing them.
But when God sends them, they are noble means of self-culture, and as such, let us meet and bear them
cheerfully.
[38] Thus all parts of our condition may be pressed into the service of self-improvement.
***
[39] I have time to consider but one more means of self-culture. We find it in our Free Government, in
our Political relations and duties. It is a great benefit of free institutions, that they do much to awaken and
keep in action a nation's mind. We are told, that the education of the multitude is necessary to the support
of a republic; but it is equally true, that a republic is a powerful means of educating the multitude. It is the
people's University. In a free state, solemn responsibilities are imposed on every citizen; great subjects are
to be discussed; great interests to be decided. ... The great public questions, which divide opinion around
him and provoke earnest discussion, of necessity invigorate his intellect, and accustom him to look
beyond himself.
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