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Few places and times in history have seen the concentration of so many remarkable minds as did
the little town of Concord, Massachusetts in the middle of the 19® Century, centered on the
household of Ralph Waldo Emerson. “Transcendentalism,” as the loose constellation of
philosophical, artistic, political, and spiritual ideas emanating from this center came to be known
broke forth as the first homegrown intellectual movement on the American continent, declaring a
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spiritual independence from the Old World, much as
political independence had been established the century
before.

Nearly 200 years later, America, the world, and, especially,
our community here in the Driftless Region still resonate
with many of the ideas articulated and embodied by the
Transcendentalists. Some of these ideas were:
individualism and self-reliance, both practical and
intellectual; environmentalism and a return to nature as a
source of spiritual enlightenment and personal fulfillment;
celebration of the human body, of manual labor, and of
material simplicity as good and noble things; an advocacy
of equality and justice for women and people of all races
and backgrounds; and, above all, a belief in the simple acts
of contemplation and self-reflection as the gateway to
transcendent truths about the meaning of life.

In this block, we will examine the intellectual and historical background of the transcendentalist
movement, as well as the biographies of some of the leading protagonists, especially Emerson,

Henry David Thoreau, and Walt Whitman. We will read
and discuss essays by Emerson, Thoreau, and others and
the poems of Whitman. We will also examine several
transcendentalist experiments in social and political
action, including Thoreau’s experiment in intentional
living at Walden pond and his articulation of civil
disobedience, as we well as the experiments in utopian
community at Brook Farm and Fruitlands. Finally, we
will examine the legacy of transcendentalism in the
culture and history of the past century and a half
especially in the form of the nonviolent civil disobedience
of Gandhi, Martin Luther King, and others and of the
environmental movement as articulated by thinkers such
as John Muir, Aldo Leopold, and Edward Abbey.
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