Transcendentalism
Information taken from Flower and Murphy op. cit., and from the entry on “Transcendentalism” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy by Russell Goodman, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/transcendentalism/   also see the entry on “Emerson.”
Stroh, Guy W.  American Philosophy from Edwards to Dewey:  An Introduction  [see rest of reference in last handout]
1. Unitarianism 
1.1. Around 1805 a group of “enlightened” preachers rejected the doctrines of Calvinism (innate depravity, predestination, election), wanted a rational Christianity:  they rejected the trinity, so they were called Unitarians:  they even rejected the view that Calvinists were true Christians.
1.1.1. 1806  Joseph Buchminster, Unitarian minister of the Brattle Street Church brought back 3000 books from Europe for the Boston Athenaeum.
1.1.2. 1819  George Ticknor became first professor of modern languages and literature at Harvard.
1.1.3. They saw nature and the light of nature as having authority: although the Bible as the primary source, they reinterpreted passages in the Bible that seemed contrary to nature:  Calvinists saw this as heading towards atheism.
1.1.4. But the Unitarians still believed in a supernatural God and the divine authority of Jesus manifested in the Biblical miracles, and these are proved by eyewitness testimony. 

2. The Transcendentalists 
2.1.1. The Transcendentalists rejected Unitarian theology for its dependence on the reigning sensuous philosophy of Locke and the Scottish Realists.  They asked how can the spiritual be known by the sensuous?
2.1.2. The problem of miracles made Unitarianism vulnerable to “higher criticism” of the Bible in which the historical accuracy of Biblical events was questioned.
2.1.3. As science expanded its scope God seemed like a remote spectator, and the miracles were “consigned to ancient history.” [Flower, 401]

2.1.4. Lockean psychology also undermined the distinction between animal and human understanding.
2.1.5. The Scottish Realist concept of “moral sense” replaced the Protestant concept of “conscience” as an innate moral guide.
2.1.6. The Transcendentalists thought Unitarians could not ground spiritual religion and made direct religious experience impossible.
2.1.7. They wanted to achieve a direct relationship between soul and God.
2.1.8. This relationship would “transcend” conventional means of communication:  church, clergy, Scriptures.
2.1.9. They believed man has an intuitive capacity for grasping ultimate truth. 

2.1.10.  Although Edwards believed in a supernatural sense, he thought it only came to the elect.
2.1.11. For the Transcendentalists this ability belongs to every human.
2.1.12. Thus every human has inalienable worth:  all are spiritually equal.
2.1.13. Although opposed to the enlightenment, they accepted its faith in progress.
2.1.14. They were influenced by Vedic thought:  Thoreau explicitly mentions the “Bhagavat Geeta” in Walden.
3. William Ellery Channing:  leader of Boston Unitarianism, not a Transcendentalist, but his ideas influenced them.
3.1. Contrary to Calvinists:  God and man are essentially similar, differing only in degree.  Human goodness, for example, is of the same kind as God’s:  and man is divine like God.  The more virtuous he is the closer he is to the image of God.
3.2. So we derive our knowledge of God from our own souls:  “The idea of God, sublime and awful as it is, is the idea of our own spiritual nature, purified and enlarged to infinity.”  [Flower, 406]
3.3. “the moral perfections of the Deity…are comprehended by us, only through our own moral nature.”  [Flower, 407]

3.4.  In emphasizing the soul’s knowledge, he shifts away from historical evidence and nature.
3.5. “likeness to God is the true and only preparation for the enjoyment of the universe.”  To the extent we resemble God we are in harmony with the universe, and God reveals himself to us.
3.6.  Stroh’s summing of transcendentalist views:  “man is essentially a poet, and the world simply an appearance for the individual soul or mind.” (52)

4. Emerson  1803 born in Boston, son of William Emerson, one of the founders of the Unitarian Church.  

4.1. 1811  father dies

4.2. 1812  Boston Public Latin School

4.3. 1817  Harvard  Greek, Latin, History, Rhetoric:  discusses Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion with approval in his journals:  taught Scottish Realism by Levi Hedge and Levi Frisbie and accepted moral sense theory, but was not impressed by the Scottish replies to Berkeley and Hume  [Scottish philosophy was dominant within American universities at that time]
4.4. 1820  begins journals  

4.5. 1821  graduates from Harvard, begins teaching at brother’s school for young ladies, Boston

4.6. 1823  his brother William goes to Germany to prepare for ministry,  meets with the “higher criticism,” and then abandons religious career as a result

4.7. 1824  sees reasoning on divine subjects to result from moral imagination as describe by Channing

4.8. 1825  Harvard Divinity School

4.9. 1825  publication of Schleiermacher's Critical Essay Upon the Gospel of St. Luke which says that the Bible is the result of human history and culture.
4.10.   1826  writes to his aunt about his worry that the German scholars in attacking the foundations of Christianity making it seem ridiculous, and his conviction that they must be opposed
4.11.  1829  marries Ellen Tucker, ordained minister Boston’s Second Unitarian Church

4.12.   1828  James Marsh (1794-1842) edition of Coleridge's Aids to Reflection:  especially important for the transcendentalists was Marsh’s introductory essay:  he argues that Coleridge’s idealism provides a basis for a spiritual religion 
4.12.1. “so long as we hold the doctrines of Locke and the Scotch metaphysicians …we not only can make and defend no essential distinction between that which is natural, and that which is spiritual, but we cannot even find rational grounds for the feeling of moral obligation…”
4.12.2.   Coleridge:  “Reason [by contrast to science-oriented Understanding] is the Power of universal and necessary Convictions, the Source and Substance of Truths above Sense, and having their evidence in themselves.”  [Flower, 408]
4.13.  1831  Ellen Tucker Emerson dies

4.14.  1832  resigns position in church, sails to Europe, meets Wordsworth, Coleridge, Mill, and Carlyle (he held to “natural supernaturalism,"  “nature, including human beings, has the powers, status, and authority traditionally attributed to an independent deity” [Goodman])   has an intellectual epiphany in the Jardins des Plantes in Paris:  vows to become a naturalist
4.15. 1833  James Marsh translation of Herder's Spirit of Hebrew Poetry (1782).
4.16. 1833  begins career as lecturer in Boston

4.17. 1833-35  Frederick Hedge writers articles on Coleridge and German literature for Christian Examiner
4.18. 1834 Harvard President fires popular German professor and expels entire Sophomore class for protesting

4.19. 1835  marries Lidian Jackson  
4.20. Friends in his lifetime:  Thoreau, Hawthorne, Whitman, Parker.  

4.21. 1836  publishes Nature:  his transcendentalist manifesto
4.21.1. "Why should we not have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us, and not the history of theirs" 
4.21.2.   “the laws of moral nature answer to those of matter as face to face in a glass”
4.22. 1836   The Transcendental Club formed:  disaffected Unitarian ministers 
[the Transcendentalists were a small group, about fifty.]
4.23. 1837 review of Nature  “Coming to the chapter on Idealism, many will be tempted to shut the book in disgust, and lament, that so sensible a man as the writer has before shewn himself to be, should shew such folly. And we ourselves doubt much the wisdom of the speculation in this chapter, although we would not call him insane, who thinks the material world only ideal, believing as we do, that as Turgot has said, "He, who has never doubted the existence of matter, may be assured, he has no aptitude for metaphysical inquiries.” [391] “We are unable to perceive the bearing of the writer's argument, in proof of Idealism, or to allow the advantage, which he claims for his theory. All his arguments, it seems to us, go to prove merely the superiority of mind over matter. And all the advantage, which he claims for Idealism, is owned by that common spiritual philosophy, which subordinates matter to mind” Samuel Osgood. "Nature." The Western Messenger, Vol. II, No. 6, January, 1837, pp. 385-393.

4.24. 1837  “The American Scholar,” delivered as the Phi Beta Kappa Society Address Cambridge, Massachusetts. Audience: Oliver Wendell Holmes,  Wendell Phillips, James Russell Lowell, the governor.  Previous talks had had that title.  
  “Emerson’s goal was not to call forth a national culture but to attack Harvard for its descent

into elitism and corporatism after President Josiah Quincy defeated a movement for faculty governance. In opposition to Harvard’s growing pedagogical conservativism, ‘‘Emerson proposed an extreme vision of the intellectual, who transcends all convention, including the institutions of one’s own country, to speak the truth that emerges from within’’ (4). And he did so in a language that was flagrantly vernacular, consciously insulting the sensibilities of his Whiggish audience in order to impress his transcendentalist colleagues. This was Emerson’s first reluctant attempt at activist polemics.” Newman, Lance. Emerson's Life in Science: The Culture of Truth/Understanding Emerson: "The American Scholar" and His Struggle for Self-Reliance/Emerson  American Literature Jun2004, Vol. 76 Issue 2, p391-393, 3p

4.25. 1838  Delivers the “Divinity School Address.”   Russell Goodman writes: “Emerson portrayed the contemporary church that the graduates were about to lead as an "eastern monarchy of a Christianity" that had become an "injuror of man" (O, 58). Jesus, in contrast, was a "friend of man." Yet he was just one of the "true race of prophets," whose message is not so their own greatness, as the "greatness of man" (O, 57). Emerson rejects the Unitarian argument that miracles prove the truth of Christianity, not simply because the evidence is weak, but because proof of the sort they envision embodies a mistaken view of the nature of religion: "conversion by miracles is a profanation of the soul." Emerson finds evidence for religion more direct than testimony in a "perception" that produces a "religious sentiment" (O, 55).” 
4.26. 1838  Protests relocation of the Cherokees in letter to President Van Buren
4.27. 1838  Andrews Norton (1786-1853) Harvard Divinity School, the "Unitarian Pope" writes "The New School in Literature and Religion": “a restless craving for notoriety and excitement," which he traces to German "speculatists" and "barbarians" and "that hyper-Germanized Englishman, Carlyle." Emerson's "Address," is "an insult to religion" and "an incoherent rhapsody" (T, 249).  [Goodman]
4.28. 1840-44  The Dial   the Transcendentalist journal:  Margaret Fuller was its first editor
4.29. 1842  Essays published (contains “Self-Reliance,” “The Over-Soul,” “Circles,” “History").  “The Transcendentalist” was also published that year.  The term “transcendentalism” was based on a misreading of Kant by Emerson.  He thought that Kant believed that there are intuitions of the mind itself and that the mind could intuit Transcendental forms.  This is massively wrong since Kant devoted his entire work to refuting this very idea!  Kant actually believed that transcendental ideas (Ideas of Reason, such as God, Immortality, Soul) could not be intuited, and that belief to the contrary was an illusion of reason.   See his Critique of Pure Reason.  Kant only believed in pure intuition of space and time. It may have been that Emerson inherited the mistake from earlier writers, for example Coleridge, but if he had ever bothered to read Kant himself he would have soon realized how wrong he was.  Later, in 1842, Emerson defined Transcendentalism as Idealism “as it appears in 1842.”  
4.30. 1842-44  editor of The Dial
4.31. 1844  Essays, Second Series published (contains “The Poet,” “Experience,” “Nominalist and Realist”).  
4.32. 1847-8  Lectures in England

4.33. 1850  Publishes Representative Men (essays on Plato, Swedenborg, Montaigne, Goethe, Napoleon).  Emerson sees transcendentalism as something of the past.
4.34. 1851-60  Speaks against Fugitive Slave Law and in support of anti-slavery candidates in Concord, Boston, New York, Philadelphia.

4.35. 1856  English Traits
4.36. 1860  The Conduct of Life (contains “Culture” and “Fate”).

4.37. 1870  Society and Solitude. Presents sixteen lectures in Harvard's Philosophy Department.

4.38. 1872  ceases to write

4.39. 1882  dies in Concord
4.40. Some additional comments on Emerson by scholars.
4.40.1.  Stroh:  For Emerson “The poet, because of his creativeness, is by nature a transcendentalist or idealist, since he is truly self-reliant.  Rather than conform his ideas to things, he makes things conform to his ideas.  The poet makes his vistas or world from his imagination, or from the intuitions of the mind itself.”  (53)  
4.40.2.  “For Emerson, romantic idealism implies both a fresh and a comprehensive outlook on all things.  Religiously, it implies pantheism; morally, it implies self-reliance or individualism; and, as an outlook on nature and society as well, it signifies spiritualism or mysticism.  In all cases it means a release from limitation on life.  Pantheism rejects both theism and deism because both cut off or alienate man and nature from the divine source.  Pantheism finds divine life in all things – in nature, in man – since all are, in a poetic sense, infinitely rich and inexhaustible.”  (54)  
4.40.3. “Since religion involves an idealism of infinite aspirations, it must, according to Emerson, find the divine reality at all points of the compass, especially within man himself.  Religion, to convey any moral truth, must uphold the divinity or self-sufficiency of the soul itself, since the soul is the source of all perspectives.  It is through the intuitive powers of men’s souls that the divine and the moral reality finds a unity.  The more self-reliant or integrity-bound it is, the more it aspires to the highest moral grounds.  True, individuality, for Emerson, means fullness of self, a realization of the infinite universal self.  The more truly individual a man is, the more he is a whole man, a harmony of complementary parts.  The theme of unity in Emerson’s transcendentalism indicates the mystical turn of his thought.  Mysticism not only involves the assertion that the soul of man and the divine reality are capable of unity or oneness, it also involves the assertions that both are infinite or essentially without limitation, and that the achievement of oneness is possible only through intuition or direct knowledge of the truth.  Nature and all things remain lowly appearances until the flash of intuition presents the eternal as fully revealed in a momentary experience.”  (54)  
5. Margaret Fuller  1810-1850  “daughter of a Massachusetts congressman who provided tutors for her in Latin, Greek, chemistry, philosophy and, later, German. Exercising what Barbara Packer calls "her peculiar powers of intrusion and caress" (P, 443), Fuller became friends with many of the transcendentalists, including Emerson. She organized a series of popular "conversations" for women in Boston in the winters of 1839-44, journeyed to the Midwest in the summer of 1843, and published her observations as Summer on the Lakes. After this publishing success, Horace Greeley, a friend of Emerson's and the editor of the New York Tribune, invited her to New York to write for the Tribune. Fuller abandoned her previously ornate and pretentious style, issuing pithy reviews and forthright criticisms: for example, of Longfellow's poetry and Carlyle's attraction to brutality. Fuller was in Europe from 1846-9, sending back hundreds of pages for the Tribune. On her return to America with her husband and son, she drowned in a hurricane off the coast of Fire Island, New York. Woman in the Nineteenth Century (1845 ), a revision of her "Great Lawsuit" manifesto in The Dial, is Fuller's major philosophical work. She holds that masculinity and femininity pass into one another, that there is "no wholly masculine man, no purely feminine woman" (T, 418). Women are treated as dependents, however, and their self-reliant impulses are often held against them. What they most want is the freedom to unfold their powers, a freedom Fuller holds to be necessary not only for their self-development, but for the renovation of society. Like Thoreau and Emerson, she calls for periods of withdrawal from a society whose members are in various states of "distraction" and "imbecility," and a return only after "the renovating fountains" of individuality have risen up. Such individuality is necessary in particular for the proper constitution of that form of society known as marriage. "Union," she holds, "is only possible to those who are units" (T, 419).”  Goodman

6. Amos Bronson Alcott, born in Wolcott, Connecticut in 1799-1888, son of farmers

6.1. his church was Congregational and Edwardsian, but his mother was raised Episcopalian and his uncle was an Episcopal clergyman

6.2. 1808  Alcott family becomes Episcopalian

6.3. influenced by John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress and James Burgh, Dignity of Human Nature, a Lockean work that suggests that all men can be saved

6.4. 1818 could not find a teaching job near home, went to Virginia, took up peddling, read Locke’s Essay in a planter’s library, 

6.5. 1824-28  taught school in Connecticut, worked on a theory of education, read the Scottish philosophers:  Reid, Stewart, Thomas Cogan A Philosophical Treatise on the Passions and Affections

6.6. 1830  moved to Boston, taught school there, heard Unitarian clergy:  the main question was whether the Bible was an inspired book:  did not believe Jesus was divinely inspired:  man is perfectible rather by natural means
6.7. 1830  married Abigail May  (their daughter Louisa was a famous writer, their daughter May was an artist)
6.8. was strongly influenced by Channing, read De Gerando Self-Education which held that the moral nature perceives the rightness or wrongness of particular actions through conscience:  1831 Journal “I believe in the truth recorded in the New Testament.  I know them to be true: they are founded on the very nature of man: they are proved by the very moral attribute of our nature…As to the historical proofs of any fact, they are but the external sign of its existence.”  [Flower 413]   
6.9. 1836  Conversations with Children Upon the Gospels evidence for the truth of Christianity can be found in children’s thought
6.10. 1840-1842  Orphic Sayings  published in The Dial
6.11. 1842  starts the commune Fruitlands in Harvard, Mass., with two English associates, but it collapsed  
6.12. 1844 returns to living in Concord, Mass. 
6.13. 1859-1864 he served as Superintendent of Schools in Concord
6.14. 1865 Ralph Waldo Emerson: An Estimate of his Character and Genius  published 1882
6.15. 1879  Concord School of Philosophy, next to his house
6.16. 1888 dies
7. Thoreau

7.1. Puritanism allowed the conscience an unwarranted monopoly over the whole life

7.2. an over-large conscience is a diseased one

7.3. also too much self-culture was a tyrannical monopoly:  “There may be an excess of cultivation as well as of anything else, until civilization becomes pathetic.”  Week 68
7.4.  critical of Jehovah:  who “is not so much a gentleman, not so gracious and catholic, he does not exert so intimate and genial an influence on nature, as many a god of the Greeks”  Week 81-82

7.5.  Pan was his favorite deity, with his flowing beard, pipe and crook:  “the great god Pan is not dead, as was rumored.  No god ever dies.”

7.6.  vs. Puritans:  “Live your life, do your work, then take your hat.”  

7.7. rejected conventional standards

7.8. was an anarchist:  the United States is “a recent tradition trying to perpetuate itself”  
7.9. church:  “The church is a sort of hospital for men’s souls, and as full of quackery as the hospital for their bodies”  

7.10. 1817  born

7.11. 1828-33 attended Concord Academy

7.12. 1833-37  Harvard College:  hears Emerson’s “The American Scholar” 
7.13. 1837 taught at Concord Center School

7.14. 1838-41  conducted private school in Concord with brother John

7.15. 1839  Concord and Merrimack with John

7.16. 1840  poems, essays published in The Dial
7.17. 1841-3  lived with Emerson in Concord

7.18. 1842  John dies, publishes “Natural History of Massachusetts” 
7.19. 1843  "Walk to Wachusett" and "A Winter Walk" published; tutored William Emerson’s children on Staten Island, New York.
7.20. 1844 Accidentally set fire to woods in Concord with Edward Hoar.
7.21.  Lived in a small house he built himself on the shore of Walden Pond. 
7.22. 1846  spent a night in jail for refusing to pay a poll tax.
7.23. 1849   A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers 
7.23.1. “Absolutely speaking.  Do unto others as you would that they should do unto you is by no means a golden rule, but the best of current silver.  An honest man would have but little occasion for it.  It is golden not to have any rule at all in such a case.”  
7.24. 1849 "Resistance to Civil Government" ("Civil Disobedience") published “Under a government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man is also a prison.”  

7.25. 1854  Walden; or, Life in the Woods and "Slavery in Massachusetts" published;
7.26. 1859  delivered "A Plea for Captain John Brown" in Concord.
7.27. 1862   died in Concord
8. Utopian Communities

8.1. Brook Farm

8.2. Blithdale Romance. Some believe that Hawthorne’s novel satirizes Brook Farm:  my own view is that it simply uses something like Brook Farm as a location for a drama involving some characters very loosely based on Emerson and Fulwood.
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