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American Transcendentalism

	American Transcendentalism, inspired by English Romanticism, German Idealism, and Eastern spirituality, flourished in New England from the 1830s to the 1860s as a distinct expression of American democratic ideals.  The movement rejected Enlightenment rationalism, Calvinist doctrine and the dehumanizing effects of industrialization.  Transcendentalists valued emotion, intuition, and the natural world over mechanistic hierarchical thinking.  
	Unlike the terrifying nature of Romantic British literature, American Transcendentalists were more optimistic. They viewed nature as a spiritual guide and filtered inner divinity into American optimism and democratic idealism.  Ordinary people became moral heroes and reform became a spiritual obligation. Thus, the movement essentially expanded the principles of civic and legal equality into the spiritual realm.  
Four key figures shaped the movement.  Emerson provided the philosophical foundation, Thoreau lived its principles, Whitman gave it an American voice, and Fuller applied the movement’s logic to social justice.
	Emerson, the movement’s architect, provided Transcendentalism's intellectual foundation and defined its spirit in Self-Reliance and Nature.  He established the movement's core beliefs that divinity exists everywhere, that the Over-Soul connects every individual to universal truth, that conformity undermines spiritual life and that nature is not just scenery to be controlled but a living spiritual entity, capable of leading one toward self-knowledge and the divine. 
	Out of Emerson’s belief that “man is not a farmer, or a professor or an engineer, but he is all.  Man is a priest and scholar and statesman and producer and soldier.  In the divided or social state, these functions are parceled out to individuals,” emerged a set of practical values, such as self-reliance over conformity, intuition over reason, simplicity over materialism, and reform over complacency (Stanford).  He brought America's founding principle of self-government into the metaphysical realm.  This concept turned the American Revolution's rejection of inherited authority inward.  For Transcendentalists, Emerson's Self-Reliance became a Declaration of Independence of the mind. 
	Whitman’s poetry transformed Emerson's idealism into poetry. By portraying the heroism of the everyman, he became America’s literary voice. In "Leaves of Grass," Whitman honored laborers and intellectuals as part of one spiritual American whole. He praised the common people—fishermen, carpenters, nurses, and farmers—charging them with heroism and spiritual dignity. 
	Thoreau was the movement’s practitioner whose view of reform as a spiritual obligation placed individual conscience above the law. His journals during two years at Walden Pond (1845–1847) reveal a writer who saw nature as a path to spiritual clarity (Myerson 412–415). Thoreau’s night in jail, for refusing to support slave taxes, left Thoreau feeling freer than those outside the jail.
	Margaret Fuller directly engaged the movement in social justice.  Unlike Emerson’s embrace of pure idealism, Fuller adopted a philosophy that included Classical and Romantic theories.  Fuller saw reason as divinely inspired and believed that understanding carried us through the mundane, practical material world (Stanford).  Initially, Fuller applied the movement’s logic to women.  Then, transcending customary gender differences, Fuller merged the Platonic tradition that celebrated masculine qualities with Romanticism that the celebrated feminine.  She claimed humanity needed to cultivate both and insisted the movement had obligations to the world.  After editing The Globe for two years (1843), Fuller moved Europe where her commitment to radical social change became complete.
	Transcendentalism was America’s first counter-revolution.  It reflected America’s optimism and faith in the common person’s inherent capacity for self-determination (Wolfe 88).  When Emerson urged his audience to trust the divinity within, he was not making a theological argument, he was saying what American democracy could and should mean.  The Transcendentalists built a philosophy that would hold the nation to its highest ideals. It is demanding chapter in American democratic thought, insisting that the promise of equality be carried to spiritual conclusion.
	Electrified the financial depression in 1837 Emerson said in his famous oration at Harvard:
The literature of the poor, the feelings of the child, the philosophy of the street, the meaning of the household life, are the topics of the time. It is a great stride. It is a sign? is it not? of new vigor, when the extremities are made active, when currents of warm life run into the hands and feet .... Let me see every trifle bristling with the polarity that ranges it instantly on an eternal law; and the shop, the plow and the ledger referred to the like cause by which light undulates and poets sing.           The Harvard Scholar (Bloom)
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