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Ralph Waldo Emerson
Success Poem

Few pieces of inspirational writing have
woven themselves into the fabric of
modern self-help and personal
development quite like the piece
commonly known as the Ralph Waldo
Emerson Success Poem. For generations,

this short, profound text has been
framed on walls, recited at graduations,
and shared in moments of quiet
reflection. It encapsulates a vision of
achievement that is radically different
from the pursuit of wealth, fame, or
power. Instead, it speaks to a deeper,
more human definition of a life well
lived.

To understand why this poem resonates
so deeply, we must first journey through
its curious origins. The poem is most
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famous for its opening line: "To laugh
often and much; to win the respect
of intelligent people and the
affection of children..." This definition
of success is widely attributed to the
great American transcendentalist
philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson.
However, the story behind its creation
offers a fascinating lesson about legacy,
attribution, and the nature of truth itself.

The True Origins
of the Poem

While the poem is indelibly associated
with Emerson, it was actually written by
a woman named Bessie Anderson
Stanley in 1904. She entered a contest
held by the magazine Brown Book,

asking for an essay on the definition of
success. Her submission, originally titled
"What Is Success?", won the prize of
$250. The original version read as
follows:

"He has achieved success
who has lived well, laughed
often, and loved much;

Who has enjoyed the trust of
pure women, the respect of
intelligent men and the love
of little children;

Who has filled his niche and
accomplished his task;

Who has left the world better
than he found it,

Whether by an improved
poppy, a perfect poem, or a
rescued soul;
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Who has always looked for
the best in others and given
them the best he had;

Whose life was an
inspiration;
Whose memory a

benediction."

Over the decades, the poem was
adapted, shortened, and gendered
language was changed. The masculine
pronouns were softened, the "trust of
pure women" was generalized, and the
poem began to circulate in a simplified,
more accessible version. Because
Emerson was a prolific writer of
aphorisms and essays on self-reliance,
character, and spiritual growth, it is easy
to see why the words were, over time,
credited to him. The ideas felt

Emersonian: they celebrated inner
wealth over outer riches. And so, the
Ralph Waldo Emerson Success Poem
was born into popular culture, despite its
factual inaccuracy.

Why Emerson
Fits the Poem's
Message

Though the poem was not written by
Emerson, it aligns perfectly with his
philosophy. To understand why it is still
called the Ralph Waldo Emerson
Success Poem, we need to examine
Emerson’s actual writings on the subject.
In his essay "Success" (published in The



Conduct of Life, 1860), Emerson offers a
definition that closely mirrors the spirit
of Stanley’s poem. He wrote:

"To laugh often and much; to win the
respect of intelligent people and the
affection of children; to earn the
appreciation of honest critics and endure
the betrayal of false friends; to
appreciate beauty, to find the best in
others; to leave the world a bit better,
whether by a healthy child, a garden
patch or a redeemed social condition; to
know even one life has breathed easier
because you have lived. This is to have
succeeded."

Wait - this version is actually a hybrid
that has evolved. Emerson’s original
essay did not contain that exact
phrasing. However, the conflation of
Emerson’s profound thoughts on

character with Stanley’s poetic definition
created a third entity: a popular,
anonymous piece of wisdom that carries
the weight of Emerson’s philosophy. The
Ralph Waldo Emerson Success
Poem, as we know it today, is an
amalgamation: a piece of folklore that
has been polished by time and intention.

Dissecting the
Message: A New
Definition of
Success

Let us examine the key components of
this poem and see why its message is so

4 Ralph Waldo Emerson Success Poem

2024-05-21



Ralph Waldo Emerson Success Poem 5

powerful in an age of hustle culture and
social comparison.

1. THE PRIMACY OF RELATIONSHIPS

The poem begins with laughter, respect,
and affection. It does not begin with a
balance sheet, a job title, or an asset
portfolio. It prioritizes human connection.
The phrase "to win the respect of
intelligent people and the affection
of children" suggests a dual standard
of success: intellectual integrity and
pure, unconditional love. Children do not
care about your salary; they care about
your presence. Intelligent people care
about your ideas and your character.
This is a deeply human metric for
success.

2. INTEGRITY OVER APPROVAL

The line "to earn the appreciation of
honest critics and endure the
betrayal of false friends" is perhaps
the most stoic in the poem. It
acknowledges that success is not about
universal popularity. It is about having
the courage to hear the truth from those
who challenge you, and the resilience to
survive the pain of betrayal. This is not
soft idealism; it is a gritty, realistic
blueprint for a life of substance.

3. APPRECIATION AND OPTIMISM

"To appreciate beauty, to find the
best in others" speaks to the art of
seeing. Emerson himself was a poet of
the eye and the soul. He believed that
the world was full of beauty for those



who had the eyes to see it. A successful
person, in this view, is not necessarily
one who creates beauty, but one who
recognizes it. Finding the best in others
is an active, generous act of empathy. It
is a choice to look beyond flaws and see
potential.

4. LEAVING THE WORLD BETTER

The final lines are a powerful call to
action: "to leave the world a bit
better, whether by a healthy child, a
garden patch or a redeemed social
condition." This is the great equalizer.
It removes the requirement for fame or
fortune. You do not need to be a
billionaire or a saint to leave the world
better. You can plant a garden, raise a
child with love, or simply be a kind
presence in your community. The scale

of the impact is irrelevant; the intent to
improve is everything.

Emerson’s Own
Voice on Success

To fully appreciate the poem attributed
to him, it is helpful to read Emerson’s
own words on the subject. In his essay
"Self-Reliance," perhaps his most famous
work, Emerson wrote: "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." This concept
of trusting your inner voice is the
foundation of the success poem. You
succeed not by conforming to society’s
expectations, but by living authentically
according to your own values.
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In his essay "Success," Emerson further
argued that our obsession with external
rewards is a distraction. He famously
stated: "The reward of a thing well done
is to have done it." This is a powerful
reframe of modern motivation. We are
trained to work for a paycheck, a
promotion, or a prize. Emerson suggests
that the act itself, done with excellence
and integrity, carries its own intrinsic
reward. This perfectly aligns with the
poem’s focus on laughter, love, and
leaving the world better. The reward is
not what you get; it is what you become.

Why This Poem

Matters More
Than Ever

In our modern world, we are constantly
bombarded with a narrow, toxic
definition of success. It is quantified by
followers, income brackets, square
footage, and luxury brands. The Ralph
Waldo Emerson Success Poem offers
a radical counter-narrative. It is a quiet
rebellion against the culture of more. It
asks us to define success not by what we
accumulate, but by what we contribute.

This is why the poem has been
embraced by everyone from high school
teachers to hospice workers. In a
hospice setting, no one ever says, "l wish
| had spent more time at the office."



Instead, they talk about love, laughter,
and memories. The poem is a validation
of those deeper values. It is a permission
slip to prioritize what truly matters.

Applying the
Poem to Your
Life

How can the wisdom of the Ralph
Waldo Emerson Success Poem be
practically applied in your daily life? It
does not require a radical lifestyle
change, but rather a shift in perspective.

* Reframe your goals. When you
set a goal for the year, ask
yourself: "Does this goal help me

laugh more, respect others, or
leave the world better?" If the
answer is no, reconsider your
priority.

Practice appreciation. Take two
minutes each day to find beauty in
something ordinary: the light on
the leaves, the kindness of a
stranger, the smile of a child. This
trains your brain to see success in
the moment.

Forgive yourself. The poem is
not about perfection. It is about
intention. If you have endured
betrayal or made mistakes, the
poem reminds you that success
includes resilience. It is not about
never falling; it is about getting
back up with your values intact.

e Look for the best in others.
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Choose to see the good in your
colleagues, your family, and even
your critics. This is a muscle that
can be strengthened. It improves
your relationships and your own
inner peace.

Common
Misattributions
and Cultural
Impact

The poem’s misattribution to Emerson is
actually a testament to its quality. It has
entered the public domain of wisdom
literature. It has been quoted by

presidents, featured in Chicken Soup for
the Soul, and inscribed on countless
plaques and tombstones. The phrase
"To laugh often and much" has
become a meme for a good life. While it
is intellectually honest to credit Bessie
Anderson Stanley as the author, it is also
culturally accurate to call it the Ralph
Waldo Emerson Success Poem
because it represents the synthesis of
his ideas into a popular, accessible form.

Many versions of the poem exist online.
Some are longer, some shorter. Some
include lines about "a redeemed social
condition" which reflects the progressive
spirit of the early 20th century. The
variation in texts demonstrates that the
poem is a living document, adapted to fit
the needs of each generation. This
adaptability is a sign of a truly powerful



piece of writing.

Conclusion

Ultimately, the Ralph Waldo Emerson
Success Poem is more than a piece of
literature; it is @ mirror. When you read
it, you are asked to compare your life
not to the lives of others, but to the
highest version of yourself. It asks a
simple, profound question: Are you living
in a way that matters? It strips away the
noise of the world and returns us to the

10

essentials: love, integrity, beauty, and
contribution.

Whether you attribute the words to
Emerson, Stanley, or to the anonymous
wisdom of the collective human heart,
the message remains unchanged.
Success is not a destination. It is a way
of being. It is found in the laughter you
share, the respect you earn, and the
lives you touch. It is knowing that the
world is a little brighter because you
passed through it. And that is a
definition of success worth living by.
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