William Ellery Channing
Excerpts on the Influence of Party Spirit
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 excerpts, taken from his 1838 Franklin
Lecture, "Self-Culture", draw attention to the harmful effects of the partisan spirit. This issue relates to
self-culture in two ways: (1) the rancor of unbridled partisanship in inherently inimical to selfcultivation; and (2) one best promotes political change by striving to develop oneself intellectually and
morally (see the accompanying hand-out, Channing on Self-Culture, and especially excerpts [27], [28],
and [38]).
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––
From William Ellery Channing, Self-Culture.
[1] Our institutions do not cultivate us, as they might and should; and the chief cause of the failure is
plain. It is the strength of party spirit; and so blighting is its influence, so fatal to self-culture, that I feel
myself bound to warn every man against it, who has any desire of improvement. I do not tell you it will
destroy your country. It wages a worse war against yourselves. Truth, justice, candor, fair dealing, sound
judgment, self-control, and kind affections are its natural and perpetual prey.
[2] I do not say, that you must take no side in politics. The parties which prevail around you differ in
character, principles, and spirit, though far less than the exaggeration of passion affirms; and, as far as
conscience allows, a man should support that, which he thinks best. In one respect, however, all parties
agree. They all foster that pestilent spirit, which I now condemn. In all of them, party spirit rages.
Associate men together for a common cause, be it good or bad, and array against them a body resolutely
pledged to an opposite interest, and a new passion, quite distinct from the original sentiment which
brought them together, a fierce, fiery zeal, consisting chiefly of aversion to those who differ from them, is
roused within them into fearful activity. Human nature seems incapable of a stronger, more unrelenting
passion. It is hard enough for an individual, when contending all alone for an interest or an opinion, to
keep down his pride, wilfulness, love of victory, anger and other personal feelings. But let him join a
multitude in the same warfare, and, without singular self-control, he receives into his single breast the
vehemence, obstinacy and vindictiveness of all. The triumph of his party becomes immeasurably dearer to
him than the principle, true or false, which was the original ground of division. The conflict becomes a
struggle not for principle but for power, for victory; and the desperateness, the wickedness of such
struggles, is the great burden of history. In truth, it matters little what men divide about, whether it be a
foot of land or precedence in a procession. Let them but begin to fight for it, and self-will, ill-will, the
rage for victory, the dread of mortification and defeat, make the trifle as weighty as a matter of life and
death....
***
[3] Party spirit is singularly hostile to moral independence. A man, in proportion as he drinks into it, sees,
hears, judges by the senses and understandings of his party. He surrenders the freedom of a man, the right
of using and speaking his own mind, and echoes the applauses or maledictions, with which the leaders or
passionate partizans see fit that the country should ring.
***
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[4] On all points parties are to be distrusted; but on no one so much as on the character of opponents.
These, if you may trust what you hear, are always men without principle and truth, devoured by
selfishness, and thirsting for their own elevation, though on their country's ruin.... Of our present political
divisions I have of course nothing to say. But among the current topics of party, there are certain
accusations and recriminations, grounded on differences of social condition, which seem to me so
unfriendly to the improvement of individuals and the community, that I ask the privilege of giving them a
moment's notice. On one side we are told, that the rich are disposed to trample on the poor; and on the
other, that the poor look with evil eye and hostile purpose on the possessions of the rich. These outcries
seem to me alike devoid of truth and alike demoralizing....
[5] Let us not torture ourselves with idle alarms, and still more let us not inflame ourselves against one
another by mutual calumnies. Let not class array itself against class, where all have a common interest.
***
[6] I respectfully counsel those, whom I address, to take part in the politics of their country. These are the
true discipline of a people, and do much for their education. I counsel you to labor for a clear
understanding of the subjects which agitate the community, to make them your study, instead of wasting
your leisure in vague, passionate talk about them. The time, thrown away by the mass of the people on the
rumors of the day, might, if better spent, give them a good acquaintance with the constitution, laws,
history and interests of their country, and thus establish them in those great principles by which particular
measures are to be determined. In proportion as the people thus improve themselves, they will cease to be
the tools of designing politicians. Their intelligence, not their passions and jealousies, will be addressed
by those who seek their votes. They will exert, not a nominal, but a real influence on the government and
the destinies of the country, and at the same time will forward their own growth in truth and virtue.
***
[7] I ought not to quit this subject of politics, considered as a means of self-culture, without speaking of
newspapers; because these form the chief reading of the bulk of the people. They are the literature of
multitudes. Unhappily their importance is not understood .... But we must take newspapers as they are;
and a man, anxious for self-culture, may turn them to account, if he will select the best within his reach.
He should exclude from his house such as are venomous or scurrilous, as he would a pestilence. He
should be swayed in his choice, not merely by the ability with which a paper is conducted, but still more
by its spirit, by its justice, fairness and steady adherence to great principles. Especially, if he would know
the truth, let him hear both sides. Let him read the defence as well as the attack. Let him not give his ear
to one party exclusively. We condemn ourselves, when we listen to reproaches thrown on an individual
and turn away from his exculpation; and is it just to read continual, unsparing invective against large
masses of men, and refuse them the opportunity of justifying themselves?
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