
definition of transcendentalism in
literature
Transcendentalism in literature is a philosophical and literary movement that
emerged in the early 19th century in the United States, primarily associated
with writers and thinkers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau,
and Margaret Fuller. This movement was a reaction against the prevailing
intellectualism of the time, which was heavily influenced by rationalism and
empiricism. Transcendentalism emphasizes the inherent goodness of people and
nature, advocating for a deep connection to the spiritual world while
promoting individual intuition and self-reliance. This article explores the
definition of transcendentalism in literature, its historical context, key
themes, major figures, and its lasting impact on American literature and
culture.

Historical Context of Transcendentalism

The roots of transcendentalism can be traced back to various philosophical
and cultural traditions, including Romanticism, German Idealism, and Eastern
religions. The movement gained momentum in the 1830s and 1840s, reflecting a
growing dissatisfaction with the established religious and philosophical
doctrines of the time. Several factors contributed to the rise of
transcendentalism:

Religious Dissent: Many transcendentalists were disillusioned with
organized religion, particularly Puritanism, which they felt suppressed
individual spiritual experiences.

Industrial Revolution: The rapid industrialization of America led to
urbanization and a disconnect from nature, prompting a yearning for a
simpler, more authentic existence.

Romantic Influence: The Romantic movement in Europe, which celebrated
emotion, nature, and individualism, significantly influenced American
thinkers and writers.

Key Themes of Transcendentalism

Transcendentalism is characterized by several interrelated themes that
reflect its core beliefs and values. Understanding these themes is crucial
for grasping the essence of transcendentalism in literature.



1. Individualism and Self-Reliance

At the heart of transcendentalist thought is the belief in the importance of
individuality and self-reliance. This notion encourages individuals to trust
their intuition and insights rather than conforming to societal norms or
expectations. Emerson's essay "Self-Reliance" epitomizes this idea,
emphasizing the need for individuals to cultivate their unique perspectives
and values.

2. Nature as a Source of Truth

Transcendentalists regard nature as a vital source of inspiration and wisdom.
They believe that by immersing oneself in the natural world, individuals can
attain a deeper understanding of themselves and their place in the universe.
Thoreau's "Walden," which chronicles his experiment in simple living in a
cabin near Walden Pond, illustrates the transcendentalist view of nature as a
sanctuary for spiritual growth and reflection.

3. The Oversoul

The concept of the "Oversoul" is central to transcendentalist philosophy,
suggesting that all living beings are interconnected through a shared
spiritual essence. This belief fosters a sense of unity with nature and
humanity, encouraging individuals to seek a higher truth that transcends
material existence. Emerson discussed this idea in his essay "The Over-Soul,"
highlighting the divine presence that permeates all life.

4. Reform and Social Justice

Transcendentalism is often associated with various reform movements,
including abolitionism, women's rights, and educational reform.
Transcendentalists believed in the inherent goodness of individuals and
advocated for societal change to reflect this belief. Margaret Fuller, a
prominent figure in the movement, wrote extensively on women's rights,
arguing for greater equality and opportunities for women in her work "Woman
in the Nineteenth Century."

Major Figures of Transcendentalism

Several key figures played a pivotal role in shaping the transcendentalist
movement in literature. Their writings and philosophies continue to resonate
today.



1. Ralph Waldo Emerson

As a leading figure of transcendentalism, Emerson's essays and lectures laid
the groundwork for the movement. His seminal work, "Nature," outlines the
principles of transcendentalism and emphasizes the importance of individual
experience in understanding the world. Emerson's advocacy for self-reliance
and spiritual exploration inspired many writers and thinkers of his time and
beyond.

2. Henry David Thoreau

Thoreau, a protégé of Emerson, is best known for his work "Walden," which
reflects his beliefs in simplicity, nature, and self-sufficiency. In this
book, Thoreau details his experiences living in solitude, emphasizing the
value of introspection and the beauty of the natural world. His essay "Civil
Disobedience" also exemplifies transcendentalist principles by advocating for
individual resistance to unjust government policies.

3. Margaret Fuller

Fuller was a prominent feminist thinker and writer who played a significant
role in the transcendentalist movement. Her work "Woman in the Nineteenth
Century" explores the social, political, and economic inequalities faced by
women and argues for their rights and empowerment. Fuller’s commitment to
social reform and her advocacy for women's rights made her an influential
figure in both transcendentalism and the early feminist movement.

The Impact of Transcendentalism on American
Literature and Culture

Transcendentalism left a profound mark on American literature and culture,
influencing subsequent generations of writers and thinkers. Its emphasis on
individualism, nature, and social reform continues to resonate in various
forms of artistic expression.

1. Influence on Later Literary Movements

Transcendentalism laid the groundwork for later literary movements, including
naturalism, modernism, and the Beat Generation. Writers such as Walt Whitman
and Emily Dickinson drew upon transcendentalist themes, exploring the
relationship between the individual and the universe in their poetry.
Whitman's celebration of the self and nature in "Leaves of Grass" echoes many



transcendentalist ideals.

2. Environmentalism and Nature Writing

The transcendentalist view of nature as a source of inspiration and wisdom
has significantly influenced the environmental movement. Contemporary writers
and activists often cite Thoreau's work as a foundational text in nature
writing and environmental philosophy. The emphasis on connecting with nature
and advocating for its preservation can be traced back to transcendentalist
principles.

3. Social Justice Movements

The transcendentalist commitment to social justice and reform has continued
to inspire movements for civil rights, gender equality, and environmental
justice. The belief in the inherent goodness of individuals and the potential
for societal change remains a guiding principle for many activists today.

Conclusion

In summary, transcendentalism in literature represents a rich and influential
movement that emphasizes individualism, the connection to nature, and the
pursuit of truth. Its key figures, including Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David
Thoreau, and Margaret Fuller, championed ideas that challenged societal norms
and inspired generations of writers and thinkers. The themes of
transcendentalism continue to resonate in contemporary literature and
culture, reminding us of the importance of self-reliance, spiritual
exploration, and social justice in our lives. As we navigate the complexities
of modern existence, the transcendentalist belief in the power of the
individual and the beauty of the natural world remains a timeless and
essential perspective.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is transcendentalism in literature?
Transcendentalism in literature is a philosophical and literary movement that
emerged in the early 19th century, emphasizing the inherent goodness of
people and nature, the importance of individual intuition, and the belief
that society and its institutions corrupt the purity of the individual.



Who are the key figures associated with
transcendentalism?
Key figures associated with transcendentalism include Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Henry David Thoreau, and Margaret Fuller, who all contributed significantly
to its philosophy and literature.

What are the main themes of transcendentalist
literature?
Main themes of transcendentalist literature include the connection between
nature and humanity, the importance of self-reliance and individuality, the
critique of materialism, and the exploration of spiritual and philosophical
ideas.

How does transcendentalism view nature?
Transcendentalism views nature as a source of inspiration, wisdom, and
spiritual truth, believing that individuals can achieve a deeper
understanding of themselves and the universe through their connection to the
natural world.

What is the significance of self-reliance in
transcendentalism?
Self-reliance is a central tenet of transcendentalism, promoting the idea
that individuals should trust their intuition and instincts rather than
conforming to societal expectations, thus fostering personal growth and
authenticity.

In what ways did transcendentalism influence
American literature?
Transcendentalism influenced American literature by encouraging writers to
explore themes of individualism, nature, and social reform, leading to a
distinct American voice that emphasized personal experience and philosophical
inquiry.

Can you provide an example of a transcendentalist
work?
An example of a transcendentalist work is Henry David Thoreau's 'Walden,' in
which he reflects on simple living in natural surroundings and advocates for
a life of purpose and connection to nature.
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