Transcendentalism 

~ 1840-1860 (in the midst of Romanticism)

God, nature, and humanity are united in a shared universal soul, or Oversoul.
Subject Matter:

· Nature and man’s relationship to it

· Individual consciousness

· Optimism

· The search for truth

· Interest in external nature:  nature as a source of knowledge, nature as a refuge, nature as a revelation of God 

Elements:

· Philosophical, literary, social and theological movement

· Romanticism provided some inspiration towards the search for some deeper “truth”

· Focuses on mankind’s relationship with nature and man’s relation to others

· Focuses on the importance of individual consciousness

· Transcendentalism is monist (The doctrine that mind and matter are formed from, or reducible to, the same ultimate substance or principle of being-in other words the mind and body are one)

· Transcendentalists did not reject an afterlife but put emphasis on this life.
Attitudes:  

· An individual is the spiritual center of the universe - and in an individual can be found the clue to nature, history and, ultimately, the cosmos itself. It is not a rejection of the existence of God, but a preference to explain an individual and the world in terms of an individual. 

· The structure of the universe literally duplicates the structure of the individual self - all knowledge, therefore, begins with self-knowledge. This is similar to Aristotle's dictum "know thyself." 

· Transcendentalists accepted the neo-Platonic conception of nature as a living mystery, full of signs - nature is symbolic. 

· The belief that individual virtue and happiness depend upon self-realization - this depends upon the reconciliation of two universal psychological tendencies: 

a. the expansive or self-transcending tendency - a desire to embrace the whole world - to know and become one with the world. 

b. the contracting or self-asserting tendency - the desire to withdraw, remain unique and separate - an egotistical existence.

· The human soul is part of the Oversoul or universal spirit to which it and other souls return at death.

· Therefore, every individual is to be respected because everyone has a portion of that Oversoul (God).

· This Oversoul or Life Force or God can be found everywhere - travel to holy places is, therefore, not necessary.

· God can be found in both nature and human nature (Nature, Emerson stated, has spiritual manifestations).

· Death is never to be feared, for at death the soul merely passes to the Oversoul.

· Emphasis should be placed on the here and now. "Give me one world at a time." – Henry David Thoreau
