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English 11 Honors  
Unit IV: Into the Wild 
 

American Transcendentalism: 
A Quick Reference Guide 

 
This guide is designed to provide you with a very short 
introduction to a complicated historical and literary movement 
in America.  Because Into the Wild is deeply invested in using 
American Transcendentalism to tell a story about a young man 
in search of the “Truth,” knowing a little bit about this 
movement and its practitioners is essential.  Know this 
information. 
 

American Transcendentalism: The Key Figures 
 

Name Lived Famous Writing Influence on Am. Culture 

 

 
Henry David Thoreau 

July 12, 1817 – 
May 6, 1862 

“Civil 
Disobedience,” 

Walden, numerous 
poems 

Author, poet, abolitionist and 
philosopher, Thoreau famously left his 
life in Concord, MA to live in a cabin by 
Walden pond in search of a simpler, more 
fully realized life.  While there, he 
famously wrote, “I went to the woods 
because I wished to live deliberately, to 
front only the essential facts of life, and 
see if I could not learn what it had to 
teach, and not, when I came to die, 
discover that I had not lived.” 
 

 

 
Ralph Waldo Emerson 

May 25, 1803 
– April 27, 

1882 

“Nature,” “The 
American Scholar,” 

“Self- Reliance” 

Understood leader of the 
Transcendentalist movement, Emerson 
was a lecturer and essay writer for most of 
his life.  He attended the Harvard Divinity 
School before breaking with their beliefs 
and publishing essays (“Self-Reliance” 
and “The American Scholar”) that would 
influence American culture for the next 
one and a half centuries.   

 

 
Bronson Alcott 

November 29, 
1799 – March 

4, 1888 

Contributed to The 
Dial, though few, if 
any, of his writings 

gained notoriety 

Alcott was a school teacher opposed to 
corporeal punishment, an abolitionist,  
and an education reformer in New 
England. He founded Fruitlands, an 
experimental communal farm that failed 
after seven months.  His writings are 
difficult to understand and he was 
frequently criticized for not being able to 
make enough money to provide for his 
family.  His daughter, Louisa May, wrote 
Little Women, about her experiences 
growing up in the Alcott house. 
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Margaret Fuller 

May 23, 1810 
– July 19, 1850 

Woman in the 
Nineteenth Century 

Fuller was a known abolitionist and 
school teacher.  She eventually became 
the first female book reviewer for the 
New York Tribune, and worked as a the 
editor of the The Dial, the journal of the 
Transcendental movement. 

 

 
Walt Whitman 

May 31, 1819 
– March 26, 

1892 

Leaves of Grass, 
Drum Taps 

Arguably America’s most influential poet, 
Whitman is the integral bridge between 
the idealism espoused by 
Transcendentalism and writing life “as it 
were,” by adopting the then popular style 
of literary Realism.  His poetry, though 
not extremely popular during his lifetime, 
has dramatically shaped generations of 
authors who followed him by displaying a 
simple, user-friendly language and 
commenting on the wonder and 
complexities of everyday life. 

 
 

Transcendentalism Defined: 
 
Transcendentalism is really interested in celebrating the role of the individual and placing a great deal 
of importance on the relationship between him/her and the natural world.  The individual’s intuition 
(gut instinct), instead of the rational or sensical, became the means for a conscious union of the 
individual psyche (spirit, soul) with the world psyche (which Emerson refers to as the Oversoul, the 
life-force of Nature).  Remember our discussion of the Romantic movement?  Does any of this 
sound familiar? 
 
Transcendentalism: Central Points of Agreement among the people listed above1 
 
Because the Transcendentalists subscribed to the very individualistic understanding of  nature, many of the movements’ 
practitioners disagreed.  Nevertheless, here are some basic tenets that many of the above subscribers adhered to: 
 

1. 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. 
 

2. The structure of the universe literally duplicates the structure of the individual self - all 
knowledge, therefore, begins with self-knowledge. This is similar to the Greek philosopher 
Aristotle's famous saying "know thyself." 
 

3. Transcendentalists understand nature as a living mystery, full of signs - nature is symbolic. 
 

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

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

                                                 
1
 Much of the following info is taken from California State University Prof. Paul P. Ruben’s Perspectives 

on American Literature: A Research and Reference Guide.  For more information, you can visit this site 

online. 

http://www.csustan.edu/english/reuben/pal/chap4/4intro.html


 3 

b.  the desire to withdraw, remain unique and separate (the contracting or self-asserting 
tendency). 

 
The transcendentalist expectation is to move from the contracting (part B) to the expansive (part A).  
 

 
Important Essential Beliefs Espoused by Many Members of the American 

Transcendentalist Movement 
 
Note : This list must not be considered to be a creed common to all transcendentalists. It is merely 
a grouping of certain important concepts shared by many of them. 
 

1. Transcendentalism, essentially, is a form of idealism. 
2. The transcendentalist "transcends" or rises above the lower animalistic impulses of life 

(animal drives) and moves from the rational to a spiritual realm. 
3. The human soul is part of the Oversoul or universal spirit (or "float" for Whitman) to 

which it and other souls return at death. 
4. Therefore, every individual is to be respected because everyone has a portion of that 

Oversoul (God). 
5. This Oversoul or Life Force or God can be found everywhere - travel to holy places is, 

therefore, not necessary. 
6. God can be found in both nature and human nature (Nature, Emerson stated, has 

spiritual manifestations). 
7. Miracles are all about us - the whole world is a miracle and the smallest creature is one. "A 

mouse is a miracle enough to stagger quintillions of infidels." – Whitman 
8. More important than a concern about the afterlife, should be a concern for this life - "the 

one thing in the world of value is the active soul." – Emerson 
9. Death is never to be feared, for at death the soul merely passes to the Oversoul. 
10. Emphasis should be placed on the here and now. "Give me one world at a time." – 

Thoreau 
11. Power is to be obtained by defying fate or predestination, which seem to work against 

humans, by exercising one's own spiritual and moral strength. Emphasis on self-
reliance. 

12. Hence, the emphasis is placed on a human thinking. 
13. The transcendentalists see the necessity of examples of great leaders, writers, 

philosophers, and others, to show what an individual can become through thinking and 
action. 

14. It is foolish to worry about consistency, because what an intelligent person believes 
tomorrow, if he/she trusts oneself, tomorrow may be completely different from what that 
person thinks and believes today. "A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds." 
– Emerson 

15. The unity of life and universe must be realized. There is a relationship between all things. 
16. One must have faith in intuition, for no church or creed can communicate truth. 
17. Reform must not be emphasized - true reform comes from within.  

 

 
Potential Reasons for the Rise of American Transcendentalism 
 
Important Note: There was no one precise "cause" for the beginning of Transcendentalism. According 
to literary critic Paul Boller, chance, coincidence and several independent events, thoughts and 
tendencies seemed to have converged in the 1830s in New England. Some of these were: 
 

1. The steady erosion of Calvinism, a Christian belief that is founded on, among other ideas, 
notions of original sin and predestination. 

2. The progressive secularization of modern thought under the impact of science and 
technology. 
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3. The emergence of a Unitarian intelligentsia with the means, leisure, and training to pursue 
literature and scholarship. 

4. The increasing irrelevance of liberal religion to questing young minds - lack of involvement 
in women's rights and abolitionism. 

5. The burgeoning industrialism in New England in the 1830s, leading many to react by 
understanding the natural world in a different light. 

6. The impact of European ideas (esp. the Romantic Movement) on Americans traveling 
abroad. 

7. The appearance of talented and energetic young people like Emerson, Fuller, and Thoreau 
on the intellectual / literary scene in New England. 

8. The impossibility of accepting modern science without revising traditional religious views.  
 

 

 
The Legacy of the Transcendental Movement  
 
1. The influence on contemporary writers: Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, Whitman, and Dickinson. 

a. It should be noted, though, that “influence” here does not necessarily suggest a positive one.  Poe and 
Hawthorne especially despised the transcendentalists, with Poe going so far as to refer to the movement as 
“a disease.” Whew! 

2. The American Philosopher William James was profoundly influenced by Transcendentalism and 
eventually developed his own brand of uniquely “American” philosophy: Pragmatism. 

3. The influence on Mahatma Gandhi, Rev. M. L. King, Jr. and others who protested using civil 
disobedience. 

4. The influence on the "beat" generation of the 1950s and the "young radicals" of the '60s and '70s 
who practiced dissent, anti-materialism, anti-war, and anti-work ethic sentiments. 

5. The influence on Modernist writers like: Robert Frost, Wallace Stevens, Eugene O'Neill, and 
Allen Ginsberg. 

6. The popularity of Transcendental Meditation, Black Power, Feminism, and sexual freedoms. 
 
 


