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PREFACE

This book is intended primarily for the undergraduate student in
philosophy who wishes to familiarize himself with the development
of philosophical ideas in the United States. It is meant to be a first
orientation and an introduction to the thoughts of America’s greatest
thinkers and should not be regarded as a substitute for the original
writings of the men discussed. Nevertheless an attempt has been
made to present the philosophical ideas of each writer in as complete
a manner as possible and in close adherence to his own formulations.
This method of approach has led to an emphasis on systematic unity
even in the case of a few thinkers whose writings, on first reading,
seem to stress variety of ideas rather than integration. Care has
been taken, however, to eliminate personal bias and to present sys-
tematic integrations only to the extent to which they could be justi-
fied on the basis of the works examined. Moreover, all critical
remarks pertaining to particular philosophical systems are the reac-
tions of contemporaries of the philosopher himself, as found in the
professional literature, rather than a reflection of the personal views
of the author of this book.

An attempt has been made to view the development of American
philosophy against a general cultural background which includes such
diverse ideas as Puritanism and Deism, and which has found expres-
sion in Transcendentalism and the Gospel of Wealth. It is hoped
that this interrelation of philosophy and American culture in general,
inadequately stated though it must necessarily be in the pages which
follow, will throw into better perspective the problems to which
American philosophers at all times have tried to find an answer.
Whenever possible the general growth of philosophical ideas in
America has been traced by following the development of these ideas
in the periodical literature of the time or in the successive books of
the author in question. The chapters on Neo-Realism and Critical
Realism in particular, revealing as they do the dialectic of philo-
sophical polemics, are intended to give the student a concrete con-
ception of how philosophical ideas arise and how, in time, they are
transformed or superseded by radically different views. It is hoped
that these chapters will lead to a better understanding of philosophical
enterprise in general.
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vi PREFACE

American philosophy in the technical sense, which came into its
own only after the War of Secession, derived its inspiration from
German idealism. It received new impetus and direction from the
impact of Darwin’s theory of evolution upon traditional doctrines
and, as Pragmatism and Realism, was finally channeled into spe-
cifically American movements. In this development of American
philosophy the soil was being prepared for modern Empiricism and
Positivism. At the beginning of the Second World War, the new
tendencies had become dominant and, in a fundamental sense, a dis-
tinct period in American philosophy had drawn to a close. In the
past, and despite their divergent points of view, American philos-
ophers in general have shared a deep faith in metaphysics as the very
core of philosophy. In contemporary thought this faith no longer
dominates. On the contrary, antimetaphysical tendencies now pre-
vail in most philosophical discussions. This is not to say that there
is at present no interest in metaphysics in the United States, for there
is. In recent years even a Review of Metaphysics has been added to
the list of professional journals. But the most stimulating and most
significant discussions are now carried on essentially on a nonmeta-
physical level and, most often, with a distinctly antimetaphysical bias.

The chapters which follow deal for the most part with this period
between the War of Secession and the Second World War—the
period during which metaphysical interests were still preeminent.
The chapters of Part I, however, contain essentially only background
material, whereas the last chapter, entitled “Epilogue,” outlines very
briefly the tendencies of American philosophical thought of the im-
mediate present. The book as a whole, therefore, presents a more or
less rounded-out picture of American philosophy from its inception
to its present period of transition. It is meant to emphasize the com-
pletion of a period, without, however, denying a fundamental con-
tinuity of interests and of directives which link the present to the past.

The amount of material which deserved consideration for inclu-
sion in this history is tremendous. It has been impossible to make
use of it all. A selection of systems and ideas had to be made, and
this selection was bound to be arbitrary in some respects. The wis-
dom of ultimate choice may in some cases be questioned, for thinkers
have been omitted who, from some points of view, deserved promi-
nent representation; whereas ideas have been discussed at some
length which, from other points of view, might not have deserved
such complete treatment. Since omissions were inevitable, however,
a choice had to be made; and it had to be made in a manner which,
in the author’s opinion, was most suitable for the conception of the
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book as a whole. This was his responsibility, and he alone must bear
whatever consequences this responsibility entails. He can only hope
that he has succeeded in reducing areas of possible dispute to a
minimum.
Lincoln, Nebraska

March 25, 1949
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PART I

THE CULTURAL BACKGROUND OF
AMERICAN PHILOSOPHY






INTRODUCTION

Wherever man has been confronted with the perplexing problems
of life, there he has also tried to understand and has attempted to
integrate his variegated experiences into a comprehensive world view
which might erable hifn to meet with calmness the vicissitudes of
his troubled existence. Time and again he has felt compelled to
“think through” the vital issues of his day, the meaning and signifi-
cance of his hopes and his failures, and to trace the implications and
presuppositions of his enterprises to their ultimate ramifications in
some ‘‘cosmic reality,” in some ‘“‘substance” or *‘cause” of all which is.
To this extent at least, and in this sense, man everywhere has become
a philosopher—and in America no less than in Europe or the Ifar
East.

Whether we study the books and the sermons of the “divines”
of Puritan New England, or the political tracts and speeches of the
intellectual instigators and champions of the American Revolution,
or the agitated harangues of the leaders of the Populist Movement,
the evidence is the same. Thoughts and ideas and arguments of
philosophical import have played their part in shaping and directing
the course of American history from its heginnings.

Notwithstanding this fact, however, there is some justification
for De Tocqueville’s charge (1835) that in no part of the civilized
world was less attention paid to philosophy, in the technical sense,
than in the United States. And Morris Cohen is not far from the
truth when he says that “American philosophy before the Civil War
produced not a single original philosophical work of commanding
importance” ; that “to the modern reader it is all an arid desert of
commonplace opinion covered with the dust of pedantic language.”?

It is true also, as ITerbert Schneider points out, that “American
philosophy has continually been given new life and new directions by
waves of immigration,” and that “we still live intellectually on the
fringe of European culture.”? In a broad sense it is obvious that it
should be so; for our own culture is deeply rooted in the whole of
Western civilization. The great achievements of Iluropean thinkers

1 Cohen, M., “A Brief Sketch of the Later Philosophy,” in The Cambridge History
of American Literature, 111, 229.
2 Schneider, H. W., 4 History of American Philosophy, 1946, vii, viii.

3



4 PHILOSOPHICAL IDEAS IN AMERICA

from the time of Thales to our own day are therefore but our com-
mon heritage. Western culture—or what is left of it—is unthinkable
without the inspiring syntheses or the penetrating analyses of Plato
and Aristotle, of Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, of Francis Bacon,
of Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibnitz, of Locke, Berkeley, and Hume,
of Rousseau, of Kant and Hegel, of Darwin, Lotze, and Bergson—to
name only a few of the outstanding men; and American philosophy is
unthinkable apart from the general pattern of Western culture.
American philosophy, however, has also received impetus from
European thinkers in a much more direct way. Modern value theory,
phenomenology, existentialism, and logical positivism, for example,
were first conceived abroad and are, in their initial formulations,
recent importations from Europe.

American philosophy, nevertheless, has attained intellectual stat-
ure and critical maturity to such a degree that it can in no way be
regarded as a mere by-product or an “afterglow” of the cultural life
of Europe. American thinkers accept by no means blindly or un-
critically all importations from abroad. On the contrary, the im-
ported ideas are constantly scrutinized, reinterpreted, and adapted
to the specific problems which arise under our own mode of living.
They become Americanized in the sense that they are incorporated
in, and modified by, our own cultural tradition. American philos-
ophy, therefore, despite its manifold relations to the thought-world
of Europe, possesses a character all its own. It follows primarily
the course prescribed by its own dialectic and by the forces latent
within itself. It has developed its own ‘“‘schools” and ‘‘movements,”
and it displays its own specific “tendencies” and ‘“lines of develop-
ment.” And only if we study closely the divergent possibilities in-
herent in American philosophy, and its own inner dynamics, can
we fully comprehend its significance.

The proof for this contention, it is hoped, will be forthcoming as
the history of philosophical ideas in America unfolds before us in the
chapters which follow.

It will readily be admitted that philosophy in the technical sense,
and as we now conceive it, did not exist in the earlier period of
American history. It got its start only after the waves of unrest
following the War of Secession began to subside. It achieved its
first great success during the last two decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury and has come to fruition only during the last fifty years. In
comparison with this modern and technical philosophy, all earlier
phases of American philosophic thought seem puerile indeed. They
are haphazard and incomplete and lack that balance and incisiveness
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which modern science has contributed to the philosophical temper of
our own time. Their “truths” no longer satisfy present-day require-
ments of analysis and verification, and their “proofs” and “demon-
strations” are no longer persuasive or cogent. The presuppositions
of these older philosophies are no longer acceptable to men who are
imbued with the spirit of science.

The “new temper” of recent American philosophy, together with
its increasing independence from European tradition and unquestion-
able stature and maturity as intellectual achievement, warrants, if it
does not necessitate, the special emphasis which will be placed in thls
book upon the philosophy of the last eighty years.

Very few connections relate this modern philosophy to the vari-
ous American “schools” of the early period.® It is the direct con-
tinuation of none. Its roots, of course, are deeply planted in the
general culture and tradition of America; but in every other respect,
and despite its European derivations, the American philosophy which
has come into existence since the War of Secession is a new begin-
ning, a new venture in the intellectual life of the United States. And
it deserves recognition as such.

The background of this new philosophical venture is, naturally,
the whole of American culture as it has slowly developed since the
days of the Pilgrim Fathers.

The factors and forces which have woven the pattern of this back-
ground in the course of time are numerous and varied, and among
them are the philosophical “schools” of the past and the problems
which these “schools” meant to solve—vital and significant problems
of the day. What Americans have thought is therefore inseparable
from what they have done; and what they are doing and thinking
today is inseparable from what their fathers and forefathers have
thought and done before them. It is impossible to escape this cultural
heritage. Hence, if we desire to understand American philosophy
in its relation to the whole of American culture, we must consider
also, and in their historical settings, some of the prominent aspects
of American life, and we must observe what influence philosophical
thinking and thoughtful reflection have had upon them, and how, in
turn, they have affected American thinking. In the pages which
follow, an attempt will therefore be made to indicate at least this
interaction of cultural background and philosophical thought.

Part I of the book provides a glimpse at the philosophical “schools”
and doctrines developed during the earlier phases of our history,

3 For a comprehensive study of these “schools” see Riley, I. W., American Philos-
ophy: The Early Schools. See also Schneider, op. cit.
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pointing up in particular certain aspects of American intellectual life
which, as part of our cultural heritage, constitute a major premise
for the cultural life of our own time.

The second, and major, part of the book presents a detailed dis-
cussion of American philosophy since the War of Secession, bringing
the history of this philosophy up to the end of the year 1948, and
emphasizing the dynamics of inner development rather than the
static condition of completed systems. It is hoped that in this way
the student of American philosophy will be properly introduced to
the process of critical polemics which is the essence of philosophical
growth.



Chapter 1

PURITANISM

1, The Colonial Background

It was inevitable that the New World which Columbus had dis-
covered should attract the attention of European nations and should
become the object of their imperialistic ventures. The Spaniards
were the first to set foot upon the virgin continent. Their conquest
of the Indians of Central America brought power and prestige to
Spain—even though for only a short time—and produced dreams of
fabulous riches all over Europe. The Portuguese, in one great effort,
conquered Brazil, although they were not strong enough to hold it.
The I'rench laid the foundations of a French-Canadian state but
lacked the population surplus necessary for ultimate success in col-
onizing the vast territory. The enterprising Dutch founded a New
Netherlands along the Hudson River, only to lose it to the British.
Thus when England appeared upon the scene; colonial ventures were
nothing new in the New World. England’s methods and procedures,
however, were novel, and they produced results which other coun-
tries failed to achieve.

The Spanish policy of direct and unrestricted exploitation of the
variquished stripped the newly won territories of their available
wealth—their gold and silver—and impoverished the people to such
an extent that even now, centuries later, they have not fully recovered
from the initial devastation. English policy in America followed a
different course. From the first, England was interested in, and
encouraged, permanent settlements in the New World, thereby lay-
ing the groundwork for the development of a nation which, in actual
achievement and in potentialities for the future, has few rivals in the
world.

This British colonial policy was undoubtedly determined by the
prevailing surplus in England of men and women capable of, and
willing to do, hard work—a surplus created by the rapid transition
from agriculture to industry in the British Isles. And this policy was
also conditioned by the scarcity of gold and other easily exportable
goods on the eastern coast of North America, and by the fertility of

7



8 PHILOSOPHICAL IDEAS IN AMERICA [Ch.1

the land along this coast, which could be exploited only through
permanent settlements. But whatever the cause or causes, the fact
remains that this policy of colonial settlement determined for all time
the history and culture of the territories which were to become the
United States.

It was also important for the development of American culture
and American intellectual life that the first English colonies were
independently organized and were settled by specifically different
social strata of the Mother Country, offering from the beginning a
certain complexity and diversity in intellectual and cultural interests.
At least three distinct groups or centers of cultural development—
distributed geographically from south to north along the Atlantic
coast—may be distinguished.!

In the South, where the first English colony—Virginia—was
established in 1607, wide coastal plains, hot summers, and prolonged
periods of growth were especially suitable for the cultivation of
tobacco. Lxtensive farming occupied the settlers, who soon discov-
ered that their tobacco industry was most remunerative if it was
centered in large plantations. The beginnings, of course, were small,
for the prime prerequisite for large plantations, an abundance of
cheap labor, was at first not available in America. During the years
from 1634 to 1650 the average size of the plantations in Virginia
was 446 acres, and only part of this acreage was actually in cultiva-
tion. But as the supply of labor increased—and it increased rapidly
once slaves were brought into the colony—the size of the plantations
grew by leaps and bounds. The large plantations became almost
self-sufficient economic units and social communities within which
many interests of life were centered and fully satisfied.

Throughout the history of the colony, a small group of well-to-do
planters exercised an overpowering influence upon the social and
political development of the new territory and almost completely
determined the intellectual and cultural life of the South. They were
mostly members of England’s landed aristocracy who never com-
pletely lost the connection with the Mother Country. All of them
were members of the Anglican church and observed strictly all duties
imposed by the Church. They were orthodox and conservative in
their views, and they molded their own world after the pattern of the
British nobility.

In the North, arable land was only a small strip along the coast
of the Atlantic. The soil, although not infertile, was mostly of glacial

1 Cf. Townsend, H. G., Philosophical Ideas in the United States, Ch. I.
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origin and unsuited for extensive agriculture. This fact at once pre-
cluded the development of large plantations. In addition, the Pilgrim
Fathers, who had settled at Plymouth in 1620, were representatives
of the lower strata of English society—peasants, artisans, and labor-
ers—and did not control great wealth. Hard work and frugal living
alone enabled them to survive the hardships of their pioneering ven-
ture. They were members of a Protestant sect and were estranged
from the Church of England. They had been persecuted for their
religious views and hoped to find in the New World peace and tran-
quility and the freedom to worship God in their own way.

This Plymouth colony was supplemented by other settlers in 1630,
and was in time absorbed by the “Puritans” of the Massachusetts
Bay Company.

The Puritans belonged to the English middle class. Most of them
were free tillers of the soil, settled in small communities. Others
devoted themselves to the development of a fishing industry or car-
ried on commerce with all parts of the globe. In their religion they
were members of the English state church whose doctrines they tried
to “purify” and apply to all phases of private and public life. Towards
other creeds they were intolerant and unrelenting. Puritan leader-
ship, although narrowly dogmatic and fanatically religious, was
capable and aggressive, and it left a permanent imprint upon the
cultural life of New England, hampering the forces of freedom for
a considerable period of time.

The cultural situation in the middle colonies differed fundamen-
tally from that in Virginia as well as from that in New England.
In 1621 the Dutch had settled along the Hudson River and had at
once demonstrated their tolerance in religious matters. They were
primarily merchants and were only secondarily members of a church.
Their efforts were supplemented by the work of Roger Williams,
who had been expelled from the Massachusetts colony for his “here-
sies,” i.e., for teaching community life, freedom of conscience of the
individual and, in order to make possible the realization of both,
the complete separation of church and state.

In Maryland, Lord Baltimore, a faithful Catholic yet a loyal
subject to a Protestant king, emphasized religious tolerance as a
matter of political expediency; while in a neighboring territory the
young William Penn, a devout Quaker, insisted upon tolerance as a
matter of principle.

In this middle group of colonies, too, we find large settlements of
Protestants of various denominations from Germany, Presbyterians
from Scotland, Baptists from Wales, and Catholics from Ireland;
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and from this middle group the principle of tolerance and of freedom
of conscience was injected into the cultural life of America.

In the long run the middle colonies have dominated all others.
In many respects they have been the most important settlements for
the intellectual and cultural growth of America. At the beginning,
however, the Puritans of New England provided the intellectual
leadership in the New World. It is only fitting, therefore, to start
our story of American philosophy with a general discussion of the
Puritan world view, leaving other influences for later consideration.

2. Puritan Doctrine

The Pilgrim Fathers as well as the Puritans who settled in the
American colonies had lived through the great religious movement
of Calvinist orientation which swept over England at the close of
the sixteenth and the beginning of the seventeenth centuries. The
glory of the Elizabethan period was still but little dimmed. When
the settlers left England, Puritanism there was approaching its great-
est triumphs. No wonder, therefore, that the colonists, after reaching
America, tried to organize their community life in harmony with
their social heritage and in accordance with their religious belief.2

For about three generations Puritanism survived and developed
in New England without undergoing fundamental changes. Even in
the Boston Platform of 1680 its basic Calvinism was clearly formu-
lated and pointedly emphasized.® Throughout the entire seventeenth
century an almost uniform body of thought prevailed, and whatever
differences may be discovered in the sermons and books of the day
are but minor variations of the same fundamental theme.* Later, it
is true, Puritanism lost many of its genuinely religious qualities. It
deteriorated into a tyrannical regimentation of community life and
ultimately collapsed under the weight of its own dialectic. But while
Puritanism was alive in New England it was vastly more than a
mere matter of doctrine or of rigoristic rules and hairsplitting logic.
It was a living faith and a basic piety, deeply grounded in a realistic
feeling of man’s depravity and of his need for salvation. Its theology
was but the external expression of an inward attitude or mood—of
a mood which gave strength and fortitude in adversity but which

2 Cf. Cotton, John, Gods Promise to His Plantation, London, 1630.

8 For primary source material see Jameson, . F., editor, Original Narratives of
Early American History, 18 vols., New York, 1906-1917.

4 Cf. Miller, Perry, The New England Mind, New York, 1939; Schneider, Herbert

W., The Puritan Mind, New York, 1930; Riley, I. Woodbridge, American Thought

from Puritanism to Pragmatism and Beyond, New York, 1915; Perry, Ralph Barton,
Puritanism and Democracy, New York, 1944,
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was also the cause of intolerance and persecution. It was a zealous
fanaticism and the promise of salvation for all believers.5

New England Puritanism was dominated by the idea that God is
the creator and absolute master of all that exists, remaining essen-
tially unknown and unknowable to man, Whose acts cannot be fore-
told. This God, whatever His nature, is the only true and absolute
Being. The world, having been created by Him, has no independent
existence.® It must be sustained by God, now and as long as it lasts.
Its fabric is “held together by a continuous emanation of divine
power” and would dissolve into nothing should God withdraw His
support but for a moment. Indeed, so much and so fundamentally
was God conceived as the life-giving and sustaining power in the
universe, so strong was the “pantheistic”’ element in early Puritan-
ism, that it required all the ingenuity of the theologians to retain a
fundamental distinction between God and the world.

Now if the world is God’s creation, and if it continues to exist
solely because God sustains it, then it is only logical to believe that
this world reflects God’s perfection, His wisdom as well as His
power, and that a study of nature leads ultimately to a better under-
standing of God Himself. The natural sciences thus become an indis-
pensable supplement to Scriptural revelation. The facts disclosed by
microscope and telescope or by laboratory experiments are then but
indices of God’s wisdom, and the laws governing these facts are the
laws of the Spirit. Moreover, since nature in its totality as well as
in every detail is but a revelation of God’s wisdom and will, whatever
¢s must be ordained by God; and whatever we must do because of
some specific situation facing us is also an expression of God’s will;
and whatever is helpful and brings results must have been intended

5 For the most authentic statements of New England Puritan doctrine see the fol-
lowing pamphlets, books, and sermons: Ames, William, Conscience with the Power and
Cases Thereof, London, 1643 ; Ames, William, The Marrow of Sacred Divinity (trans-
lated from the Latin Medulla Sacrae Theologiae, 1623 ; Hooker, Thomas, The Soules
Preparation for Christ, London, 1632; Hooker, Thomas, The Soules Humiliation, 2nd
ed., London, 1638 ; Hooker, Thomas, The Soules Implantation, London, 1637 ; Hooker,
Thomas, The Soules Exaltation, London, 1638 ; Hooker, Thomas, 4 Swurvey of the
Summe of Church-Discipline; Wherein, the Way of the Churches of New England Is
Warranted out of the Word, and All Exceptions of Weight, Which Are Made Against
It, Answered, London, 1648 ; Willard, Samuel, A Compleat Body of Divinity in Two
Hundred and Fifty Expository Lectures, Boston, 1726 ; Cotton, John, The Way of Life,
London, 1641; Johnson, Captain Edward, Wonder Working Providence of Sions
Saviour in New England, 1628-1651, London, 1654 ; Higginson, John, The Cause of
God and His People in New England, Cambridge, 1663 ; Winthrop, John, The History
of New England, 1630-1649, Savage edition, 2 vols., Boston, 1853; Mather, Increase,
The Doctrine of Divine Providence, Opened and Applied, Boston, 1684; Mather,
Cotton, Magnalia Christi Americana, or the Ecclesiastical History of New England,

{;tgg Its First Planting in the Year 1620, Unto the Year of Our Lord, 1698, London,

8 Cf. Adams, William, Gods Eve op the Contrite, Boston, 1685.
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by God. Thus we discover in Puritanism not only the roots of
Emerson’s “pantheism” but also that basic practicality which con-
tains the seeds of American pragmatism in its most general form.

The Puritans, of course, were not interested in secular knowledge
for its own sake. Nature was to be studied, yes; but it was to be
studied only because such studies would reveal the intentions and
workings of God in the world. The scientist, therefore, must ap-
proach his problems, moved by the desire to find God in the phe-
nomena under investigation, by the desire to discover God’s ultimate
plan in the processes and events of the moment. In spirit this
whole attitude was medieval. But Puritanism was never committed
to Aristotle’s science of nature—as scholasticism had been—and it
was therefore much more responsive than the scholastics could pos-
sibly have been to the great innovations in secular knowledge, to the
new science created by Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, and Newton, and
by all the other great men of their age. Once the Puritans were con-
vinced that the new knowledge supported their dogmas of faith, they
accepted it readily enough and marveled at the new revelations of
God’s grandeur.” But they contributed nothing to the development
of the new science as such, for their concern was with the salvation
of man, and physics and astronomy were of interest to them only
in as far as they revealed the ingenuity, the wisdom, and the power
of God.

Upon closer analysis we find in Puritanism a distinct ambiguity
with respect to all knowledge based upon reason. On the one hand,
the Puritan writers pointed out emphatically that rational knowledge
does not redeem and that it is not necessary to faith. The essential
truths of religion, so we are told, cannot be discovered by experiment
or by reason but must be revealed by God if they are to be known to
man. Indeed, human reason may readily betray the unregenerated
soul. Secular knowledge may therefore be a dangerous thing, better
left alone for the sake of salvation. On the other hand, these same
writers were not content to state the dogmas of their faith as isolated
propositions. They tried to demonstrate the inner coherency and
consistency of their beliefs, and they endeavored to transform their
creed into a rationally demonstrable system. They tried to make a
philosophy out of their piety and objective knowledge out of a sub-
jective mood. In their interpretative scheme of the world, physics
and astronomy and the new science in general had their well-consid-
ered place, and the theories and conclusions reached by the “natural

7 Cf. Mather, Cotton, The Christian Philosopher; A Collection of the Best Dis-
coveries in Nature with Religious Improvements, London, 1721,
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light” of reason were used to augment and support the contentions
of Puritan theology.

Puritanism was thus essentially antirational and rational at the
same time. It was a piety of the heart and an integrated system of
propositions appealing to man’s understanding through reasoned
demonstration. A Puritan must believe in order to be saved; but
once he does believe, he must make an effort to know or to under-
stand as much as possible. Faith is a matter of the heart, of the will,
yes; but never of the heart or the will alone. It is also a matter of
the understanding. Knowledge without faith may be empty and
meaningless or even dangerous; but religious zeal without knowl-
edge, we are told, is “but a wilde-fire.” To the Puritan, the Word
of God was unquestioned law and absolute truth; but, once this
Word was accepted, the Puritan was ready to inquire into the rea-
sons behind it and to try to understand through logic and rational
demonstration.

Sense-knowledge there was, too; but whatever knowledge the
senses convey is taken up into the rational system of logical deduc-
tions ; and this system in turn finds its place within the body of God’s
revealed truth. From sense to reason to revelation—that was the
progressive range of an ever-widening vision of God’s glory and
grandeur and majesty. That there should be conflicts or contradic-
tions in this range of knowledge was unthinkable, for God’s truth
is the same, no matter how man comes to know it. Science and
religion—observation, reason, and revelation—are thus reconciled in
one harmonious system, and “natural learning,” understood as but
another revelation of God’s wisdom and will, is the complement to
Puritan piety.

Though reason—so the Puritans believed—is incapable of prov-
ing the basic truths of religion and may even fail to comprehend them
fully, reason can at least disprove the contentions of the unbelievers
and can destroy all dangerous sophisms. A faith in reason thus grew
up among the Puritans; for despite all their piety and all their striv-
ing after salvation, the Puritans were convinced that the life of the
saints and of the chosen was also the life of reason. During the
seventeenth century they did not yet realize the dangers that lay
ahead. They did not yet see that this faith in reason was bound
to undermine the very piety which was the heart and soul of their
religion.

Any attempt at an evaluation of Puritanism would be incomplete
if it did not include also an examination of the influence this doctrine
had upon the business of living and upon man’s struggle for exist-
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ence in the newly formed colonies. For it was as a practical faith that
Puritanism made itself felt most keenly and most incisively.

Since God has created the world, the Puritan divines maintained,
He governs it in every detail—including the whole of man’s exist-
ence. In fact, we are told that God “has decreed when and where
every man that comes into the World shall be Born; and when and
where he shall live, in what Country, and in what Town ; yea in what

House, too. . . . He has decreed when every man shall dy. . .. All
the circumstances attending every man’s Death, the place and the
manner of it . . . all is determined in Heaven before it comes to

pass on the Earth.”® But since God, who has thus predetermined all
events and happenings in the world, also is beyond all human under-
standing, it is not always easy to discern the reasons for His actions
or to discover His plan behind the complex and seemingly contra-
dictory affairs of the day. Too often God’s will appears to be arbi-
trary. His goodness lies hidden behind the pain and the agony of
living. Faith has to rest satisfied with the pragmatic assurance that,
after all and despite everything, God is supreme and that His will
must prevail in the end.

When God created man, He created him flawless and good. But
man, deluded by his “imperious will” and ‘“uncontrolled passions,”
fell into corruption and sin; and his sin is so grievous that he right-
fully deserves the most terrible punishment. So abject is man’s
present condition that he can never recover his former position by
his own efforts. He realizes that he is “lost,” and he is filled with
the consuming desire to be saved. From the depths of his despair
he envisions God’s flawless perfection, and in the helplessness of his
depravity he cries out for the saving grace of God.

For the Puritan, sin and depravity are not something concerning
which one reads in Scripture and in the books of the theologians.
They are hard and terrifying realities in the life of every human
being, discoverable in merciless self-analysis and clearly discernible
in human history. They are all the more depressing because of man’s
own responsibility in the matter. After all, man has brought the
curse upon himself, and he lacks the power of self-redemption. It is
this fact, and this fact alone, which explains the urgency of the cry
for deliverance and grace.

And God responds. Out of His infinite compassion He bestows
saving grace upon man. God enters the contrite heart and fills man’s
emptiness with His own fullness. He relieves man of torture and
depravity, and man experiences life once more as a blessing. More-

8 Quoted in Miller, op. cit,, 15.
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over, “in the Covenant of grace, God undertakes for us, to keep us
through faith.” If we now keep faith, God “undertakes to convey
all that concerns our happiness.” This Covenant, the progressive
unfolding of which gives meaning and significance to the whole of
human history, is, according to Puritan doctrine, “the very Basis on
which all that follows is built, and unto which it must be referred.”
God never does anything for His faithful unless “He doth it by
vertue of, and according to His Covenant.” “God conveys His sal-
vation by way of covenant, and He doth it to those only that are in
covenant with Him. . . . Every particular soul must enter into a
particular covenant with God; out of this way there is no life.””®
Through this idea of the Covenant, the Puritan divines could
bring God and man together effectively in a friendly communion.
Outside the Covenant God still remains the unknowable and irre-
sponsible Lord and Master of creation ; but within the Covenant He
assumes moral responsibilities and pledges Himself to do “all things
which He hath promised to do.” He is still the absolute ruler of the
universe, but in the Covenant He has “given His subjects a bill of
inviolable rights.” And since He has done so of His own free will,
it does not impair His sovereignty. He still metes out terrifying
justice to the transgressor of His law, but to those who have ac-
cepted His Covenant He is merciful beyond comprehension. Through
the Covenant “a Way [was] found out by God, and discovered to
Man, by which the Sinner may escape the suffering of [God’s] Wrath
and Curse.” The sole condition imposed upon man is that he have
faith and repent his sins. '
All who accept and remain in the Covenant are saved. All others
are eternally lost. It is the Covenant, therefore, that provides a ra-
tional basis for what would otherwise have been an irrational and a
wholly arbitrary selection of the “elect” from the “reprobate.” And
it is the Covenant, furthermore, which determines in the last analysis
the specific form and organization of community life in Puritan New
England. For society, according to Puritan doctrine, originates

9 For the Puritan doctrine of the Covenant see: Cotton, John, The Keys of the
Kingdom of Heaven, and Power Thereof, According to the Word of God, London,
1644 ; Cotton, John, The Way of Congregational Churches Cleared, London, 1648;
Cotton, John, The New Covenant; Or, a Treatise, Unfolding the Order and Manner of
the Giving and Receiving of the Covenant of Grace to the Elect, London, 1654 ; Cotton,
John, A Discourse About Civil Government in a New Plantation Whose Design Is Re-
ligion, Cambridge, 1663 ; Bulkeley, Peter, The Gospel-Covenant; Or the Covenant of
Grace Opened, 2nd ed., London, 1651 ; Baxter, Richard, 4 Holy Commonwealth, Lon-
don, 1659; Eliot, John, The Christian Commonwealth; Or, the Civil Policy of the
Rising Kingdom of Jesus Christ, London, 1660; Burrage, Champlin, The Church
Covenant Idea, Philadelphia, 1904.
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from a compact of the citizens. Christians create a commonwealth
to embody their common faith and devotion and to supervise their
obedience to the Covenant. The individual pledges himself to a
Christian life in the community of fellow Christians, and the gov-
ernment sees to it that he keeps his word. An authoritarian govern-
ment of the select rules supreme, and whatsoever the ministers and
magistrates can show to be right and just and God’s own command,
that becomes inviolable law for all to observe. The church thus
becomes the center and the very core of each community; but even
the civil magistrates regard it as their duty to preserve the pure
doctrine, to exterminate “errors” and “heresies,” and to exclude
from the territories of their jurisdiction all but those of orthodox
faith. A rigoristic supervision of all phases of life was inevitable.
And so were planted the seeds of that fanaticism which later trans-
formed New England Puritanism into an intolerant and stultifying
way of life. It was because of such premises that, once the fervor of
pietism had spent itself, Puritan logic turned the whole movement
into an intolerable absurdity and a parody of itself.

Before this transition took place, however, the Puritans derived
great comfort and strength from their doctrine, and they needed
both in order to endure the hardships encountered in the first settle-
ments. As a matter of fact, the Puritans looked upon the whole of
human history as a gradual unfolding of God’s divine plan; and
they saw their own life in New England as the full realization of
that plan. The events of the past had been but “a sort of prologue
to the enactment of the New England commonwealths.” But if this
was true, the Puritans soon argued, then it was God who had given
them homes and farms and fisheries in the New World; it was He
who provided them with all earthly goods and with the opportunities
to acquire more. Once this was granted, then nobody could obstruct
the course of progress in the colonies, and New England would get
along in the world. ‘God’s blessing would rest upon the riches ac-
quired by His faithful servants. New England could grow “fat and
comfortable” and become wealthy beyond all dreams of its founders
without becoming depraved or corrupted by its wealth. Moral sanc-
tion and success in worldly affairs found here a common basis in
God’s own promise to His chosen people. What of it, if in time the
emphasis was shifted more and more to the side of “worldly affairs”
and if “moral sanction” was, in the end, hardly more than a thin
veil covering a basic avarice? In its inception the Puritan conception
of divine favors was an inspiring idea and made itself felt as such
throughout the first period of colonization.
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No matter what the vicissitudes of life, the early Puritans never
doubted that ultimately they would triumph, for they were the chosen
of God. Failure and defeat were no discouragement to them; re-
verses were never regarded as disastrous. A ‘“‘Cosmic optimism”
sustained them and gave them courage to carry on where others
might have abandoned all hope. Heavenly glory awaited them when
the battle was over—a glory so incomprehensibly extravagant that
compared with it all earthly afflictions were but a passing trial, a test
of man’s faith. After all, nothing in the world happens from blind
chance or from purely mechanical causes. Even if a man lose all his
possessions, be afflicted with disease or tortured by the devil, &od
in His infinite wisdom is still “the Supreme Governing Efficient
cause of those Afflictions.” Adversity and suffering are as much a
part of God’s divine plan as are success and well-being—although
at times it may be difficult to regard them as such.

Since God has placed man in this world and has determined the
conditions under which he must live, it is only right that man make
full use of all that this world offers for his sustenance and for the
easement of his existence. “All that supports life, preserves or re-
stores health, feeds natural hungers, is to that extent good. A thing
becomes dangerous [only] when it hinders life or health, when it
proves disagreeable to ‘the nature of Man for whose use it was
made.” ”*® For the early Puritans, at any tate, sin is not inherent in
food or love or music as such; it arises only through the “sinful use”
of these goods, through the abuses to which they are put in man’s
selfish striving after mere pleasure and sensuous gratification. “The
wine is from God,” we are told, “but the Drunkard is from the
Devil.”*! That in the later development of Puritanism this attitude
should change into an ascetic denunciation of all pleasures and into
~ a meddlesome censoriousness will surprise no one who realizes how
difficult it is to draw and to uphold the lines of demarcation implied
in the original Puritan doctrine, and who considers also the urgent
" need for salvation so loudly proclaimed and so strenuously insisted
upon by the New England divines.? But the wholesale denun-
ciation of the senses and all it entailed is characteristic of the
eighteenth century rather than of the pietistic Puritanism of the
earlier period.

It has often been pointed out that a strong economic motive under-
lay the zealous piety of the Puritan movement in New England ; and

10 Miller, op. cit., 41.

11 Mather, Increase, Wo to Drunkards, Cambridge, 1673, 4.

12 Cf. Ellis, George E., The Puritan Age and Rule in the Colony of Massachusetts
Bdy, Boston & New York, 1888.
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there is unquestionable truth in this contention. The Puritans were
men of action rather than of contemplation, and they were engaged
in the serious and “‘eminently practical task” of colonizing a new
continent. Not until Jonathan Edwards (1703-1758) do we find
among them a thinker “capable of sustained, independent specula-
tion” ;' but their religious doctrine was inextricably intertwined with
their daily work from the very first. For them “all labor, no matter
how homely or hazardous, is a worship of God,” provided that it is
done in the right spirit.'* It is true that only too soon did this pious
attitude give way to the hypocritical contention that the degree of pros-
perity enjoyed by a person is but an outward sign of God’s special
favor bestowed upon him as reward for his religious ardor. But
such pharisaical distortions were only a parody of the original Puri-
tan doctrine and were the result of a basic decay in religious senti-
ment.

One last point may be important for an understanding of New
England Puritanism and of its later aberrations. Puritans contended
that through self-analysis an individual can ascertain whether he is
“regenerated” or not, whether he is in a state of grace or is eternally
lost; for guilt or innocence, so the doctrine was, is revealed not so
much in the outward and overt act as in the intention and the motive
behind the act.’® It was this phase of Puritanism which inspired the
psychological self-dissections and the morbid and merciless probings
into the souls of the afflicted which often leave us with the impression
of pathological abnormalities and which frequently blind us to the
positive values of Puritan doctrine and of the Puritan way of life at
its best.

3. Puritanism in Decay

That the seeds of dissolution and the germs of decay were present
even in the original doctrine of New England Puritanism is apparent
to any objective student of the movement and of its tenets of faith.
But that the cultural desolation and barrenness of the colonial en-
vironment also contributed to its decay is equally true. The idea of a
“chosen people” has always and everywhere led to fanaticism, intoler-
ance, and hypocrisy, and the New England version of theocracy
could not help but debase and extinguish all genuine humanness in
" 131bid, 4.

14 Cf. Mather, Cotton, The Way to Prosperity, Boston, 1690.
15 Cf. Allin, James, Man’s Self Reflection a Means to Further His Recovery from

His Apostacy from God, Cambridge, 1680 ; Boas, Ralph P. and Louise, Cotton Mather:
Keeper of the Puritan Conscience, New York, 1928,
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its adherents. Thomas Hooker significantly remarked: “All men are
made watchmen over the welfare of their brethren, and by virtue of
their consociation and combination have power over each other and
a judicial way of process against each other in case of any sinful
aberration.” Brother was set to spy upon brother and, in the words
of John Cotton, “To excommunicate an heretic is not to perse-
cute’’; “it is not to punish an innocent, but a culpable and damnable
person.”

The original leaders of the New England Puritans—John Win-
throp, John Cotton, John Norton, and John Wilson—had been
“intent on establishing a theocracy in which their tenets and their
form of worship should be upheld by the hand of the law.”*® Having
transplanted their “true church” to the American wilderness, they
intended to protect it with all means at their disposal. Out of their
zealousness for their own faith grew their intolerance of every other
creed; for religious tolerance would have meant an invitation to
“heretics” and “unbelievers” and to the agents of Satan himself.”
We fail to understand the true spirit of these leaders of Puritanism
unless we see them as the protectors of the “pure doctrine,” as the
champions of God’s chosen people, to whom God had revealed Him-
self in many “illustrious providences” and whom He had guided to
the “promised land” in the New World.?® With a firm hand they
ruled their communities in which civil authorities were but servants
of the church. They explicitly repudiated democracy, for, in the
words of John Cotton, ‘“Democracy I do not conceive that God did
ever ordain as a fit government for either church or commonwealth.”
John Winthrop maintained that “among nations it [democracy] has
always been accounted the meanest and worst of all forms of gov-
ernment.”’® Even after the establishment of representative govern-
ment in New England, Puritan theocracy prevailed widely and the
rule of the “divines” remained almost as complete as before. They

purged the Church of dissenters and executed Quakers and other

18 Wertenbaker, Th. J., The First Americans: 1607-1690, Vol. 2 of the History of
American Life, Schlesinger and Fox, editors, 89; Winthrop, Robert C. Life and
Letters of John Winthrop, 2 vols., Boston, 1864-1867; Walker, George L., Thomas
Hooker, New York, 1891 ; Murdock, Kenneth B., Increase Mather, the Foremost Amer-
ican Puritan, Cambridge, 1925; Marvin, Abijah P., The Life and Times of Cotton
Mather, Boston, 1892; Wendell, Barrett, Cotton Mather, the Puritan Priest, New
York, 1891; Mayo, Lawrence S., John Endecott, Cambridge, 1936.

17 Cf. Swift, L., “The Massachusetts Election Sermons,” Colonial Society of Massa-
chusetts Publications, 1, 400 ff.

18 Cf. Mather, Cotton, Magnalia Christi Americana, 1, 240.

19 Cf. Hutchinson, Th., The History of the Colony of Massachusetts Bay, 1, 437.
See also Baxter, op. cit.,, Thesis 74.
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“heretics” ;2° they mixed politics with religion, and served justice in
conformity with the stern tenets of their creed.

Under such conditions community life must have been tense and
stifling, and cultural contacts which might have eased the situation
did not exist. Newspapers were unknown, and news itself traveled
only slowly by word of mouth. Although by 1689 the population in
the twelve colonies exceeded a quarter million, nearly two hundred
thousand persons lived either on isolated farms or in small communi-
ties in the tidewater districts. Communication among the various
settlements was difficult, and a crossing of the Atlantic was a haz-
ardous venture requiring eight or more weeks for a single voyage.
For many years transatlantic vessels arrived only once a year in the
colonies.

As a result, local interests were supreme, and each small com-
munity of a few score souls became a fertile field for the development
of jealousy, prejudice, and antipathy regarding the inhabitants of
other communities.” Environmental conditions were stultifying, and
under their influence the all-comprehensive world view of early
Puritanism was gradually transformed into a narrow-minded for-
malism which, in its stupidity and conceit, assumed the right to
supervise and to control even in smallest details the whole public and
private life of the colonists. The bigotry of the Puritan divines be-
came appalling. There was not a single generous and humanitarian
figure among them. Superstitions abounded, and the ground was
being prepared psychologically for the witch mania of Salem.

It was natural that this development should have its disastrous
effects upon Puritan doctrine itself. First of all, the idea of God’s
transcendence and majesty was weakened. The whole conception of
God’s compassionate and universal Providence was replaced by an
almost childish faith in miracles and a belief in very specific “provi-
dences.” God who, for the original Calvinists, was a “living and
true God,” “a pure Spirit, unchangeable, eternal, incomprehensible,”

20 Cf. Williams, Roger, The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution, for Cause of Conscience,
Discussed, in a Conference Between Truth and Peace, London, 1644 ; Cotton, John,
The Bloudy Tenent, Washed, and Made White in the Bloud of the Lambe, London,
1647 ; Williams, Roger, The Bloody Tenent Yet More Bloody: by Mr. Cotton’s En-
deavour to Wash It W hite in the Blood of the Lambe, London, 1652 ; Dexter, Henry M.,
As to Roger Williams, and His Banishment from the Massachusetts Plantation, Boston,
1876 ; Straus, Oscar S., Roger Williams: The Pioneer of Religious Liberty, New York,
1894 ; Adams, Charles F., editor, Antinomianism in the Colony of Massachusetts Bay,
1636-1638, Boston, 1894 ; Rugg, Winifred K., Unafraid: A Life of Anne Hutchinson,
Boston, 1930; Mather, Increase, 4 Discourse Concerning the Danger of Apostacy,
Boston, 1679 ; Norton, John, The Heart of N-England Rent at the Blasphemies of the
Present Generation, Cambridge, 1659.

21 Cf. Adams, J. Th., Provincial Society, 3, 4.
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who rules over the world in majestic glory, was gradually trans-
formed into a narrowly revengeful God who manifests Himself in
“miraculous help at sea, in the miracles of thunder and lightning,
and in the wonderful judgment which He holds over Quakers, drunk-
ards, and enemies of the church.”??> A complete and absolute deter-
mination was, in time, substituted for the broadly conceived doctrine
of predestination based on the “Covenant of Grace.”

But other changes also took place—and changes of a more positive
and a more constructive nature. The socioeconomic conditions in the
colonies were such that they made possible a rapid rise from the posi-
tion of unskilled day laborer to that of a prosperous and even wealthy
burgher. This situation, in turn, deprived the doctrine of the “neces-
sary depravity of human nature” of much of its original harshness. It
now became customary to emphasize prosperity and its virtues, and
although in the beginning both were regarded as evidence of God’s
special grace, the shift in emphasis soon gave rise to the typically
American conception of the “‘self-made man.”

The contradictions and doctrinal difficulties which these changes
entailed taxed and overtaxed the logical acumen and the dialectical
skill of even the most “inspired’’ divines. Puritanism became hope-
lessly and helplessly entangled in its own speculative cobwebs.?® Its
redemption and return to the original doctrine were impossible. Its
pietism was exhausted and its theology degeriorated into superstition
and witch-hunting.?*

This breakdown of the “old faith” undoubtedly facilitated the
spreading of Deism in America;® for had it not been for the deterio-
ration of Puritanism itself, no new ideas could have penetrated the
Puritan world. But as yet Deism had found no far-reaching reso-
nance in the colonies. Preachers and theologians dominated the in-
tellectual life of the New World, and they preached “hell-fire and

22 Cf. Mather, Increase, Remarkable Providences.

23 See, for example, Mather, Increase, A Call from Heaven to the Present and
Succeeding Generations, Boston, 1679 ; Mather, Increase, A Discourse Proving That
the Christian Religion Is the Only True Religion, Boston, 1702; Mather, Increase,
Awakening Truths Tending to Conversion, Boston, 1710; Mather, Cotton, The Faith
of the Fathers, Boston, 1699; Mather, Cotton, Reasonable Religion, Boston, 1700;
Mather, Cotton, Reason Satisfied: and Faith Established, Boston, 1712,

24 Cf. Burr, George L., editor, Narratives of the Witchcraft Cases, 1648-1706, New
York, 1914, a collection of original documents including relevant parts of Cotton
Mather’s Late Memorable Providences, 1691 ; Wonders of the Invisible World, 1693
A Brand Pluck’d Out of the Burning, 1693 ; etc. See also: Lawson, Deodat, Christs
Fidelity the Only Shield Against Satans Malignity, Boston, 1693 ; Drake, Samuel G.,
The Witcheraft Delusion in New England, 3 vols., Roxbury, Mass., 1866; Haven,
Samuel F., The Mathers and the Witchcraft Delusions, Worcester, Mass., 1874 ;
Kittredge, George L., Witchcraft in Old and New England, Cambridge, 1929.

25 Cf. Morais, Herbert M., Deism in Eighteenth Century America, New York, 1934.
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salvation.” Michael Wigglesworth’s naively realistic description of
Judgment Day—in his Day of Doom (1662)—became the classic
poetic work of American Puritanism. Increase Mather’s Essay for
the Recording of Illustrious Providences (1684) gave new support
and strength to prevailing superstitions. And Cotton Mather, that
tragic figure helplessly caught between the grindstones of opposing
trends and forces, zealously defended in his Magnalia the doctrine
and ideals of the Puritan “Fathers” as he understood them, trying to
uphold the principles of theocracy against the more liberal tendencies
of his own time. Indian wars and the persecution of witches were for
Mather but special revelations of the grace and love of God; and in
his own frustrations and pathological self-castigations he discerned
the “inscrutable ways of the Lord.”?® To all intents and purposes the
compassionate faith of the early “Fathers” was dead.

The Puritan leaders in the first years of the colony, driven into
exile because of their faith, sacrificing everything for an ideal, were
inspiring figures. By contrast, the Puritan persecutors of Quakers
and “witches,” stubbornly narrow-minded and fanatically zealous as
they were, lacked stature and humaneness and were “unlovely in-
deed.” However, “the sight of a suffering Quaker, stripped to the
waist and tied to a cart’s tail, his back clotted with blood from fre-
quent whippings, trudging through snow and ice, could but cause
revulsion in men’s minds against the system which was responsible
for it.”?" And the witch mania of Salem, Massachusetts, only
hastened the doom of Puritan theocracy. Its moral prestige had been
destroyed by such acts and was beyond all hope of redemption; and
with the prestige, its political power declined and vanished. Puri-
tanism had had its day.

26 Cf. Boas, Ralph and Loulee, Cotton Mather, Keeper of the Puritan Consctence,

New York, 1928.
27 Wertenbaker op. cit., 105.



Chapter 2
FROM COLONIES TO STATEHOOD

1. New Influences in Colonial America

The period from 1690 to 1713 marked “the nadir of the intellec-
tual life of the colonies.”* From the days of the first settlement down
to the end of the seventeenth century, we note “the slowing down of
a cultural movement imported from the mother countries.”” The
necessity for providing food and shelter and making a living super-
seded all cultural interests. In the view of a New Englander of that
time, ‘““The Plow-man that raiseth Grain is more serviceable to Man-
kind than the painter who draws only to please the Eye. The Car-
penter who builds a good House to defend us from the Wind and
Weather, is more serviceable than the curious Carver, who employs
his Art to please the Fancy.”?

However, the same period in our colonial history which witnessed
the slow disintegration of Puritanism also saw the awakening of new
interests and the rise of new forces—of interests and forces, that is,
which were destined to determine decisively the future course of
American history.

While magistrates meted out justice as they saw fit, and ‘“divines”
exhorted faithful and sinners alike, the pioneer settlers penetrated
more deeply into the hinterland and brought new soil under the plow.
The necessities of daily life in a new environment uprooted old habits
of thought and undermined social customs inherited from class-ridden
Europe. In the struggle for existence, as it was waged in the back-
woods settlements, the abilities and personal qualities of the indi-
vidual counted for far more than did his social distinction, or lack of
distinction, and his rank and status in a social order far removed
from the scene. A new faith in the value and worth of individuals as
individuals arose, and with it developed the psychological presupposi-
tions of American democracy.® Out of the depressing circumstances
of colonial life, and despite the external formalism which threatened

1 Adams, J. Th., Provincial Society, 113.
2 Quoted from An Addition to the Present Melancholy Circumstances of the Pramnce

Considered, Boston, 1719, by J. Th. Adams, op. cit., 141,
- 8 Cf. Perry, Ralph Barton, Puritanism and Democracy, New York 1944.
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to suffocate all pulsating life in the rigor of its embrace, there grew up
a joyous optimism which gave impetus and direction and an increas-
ing buoyancy to the restless strivings and the relentless onward rush
of Colonial America.

But this was not all. During the early and middle eighteenth cen-
tury a steadily growing influx of the dispossessed and the disinherited
from various European countries provided new contacts and brought
new and, at times, restless elements into the colonies. In 1718 about
four thousand Scotch-Irish arrived from Ulster—the vanguard of that
army of immigrants which increased to over 200,000 by the time of
the Revolution. From England, Scotland, Ireland, and Germany they
came—~Catholics, and Protestants of different denominations—in
search of new opportunities for economic betterment. For the most
part they were peasants and tradesmen, artisans and unskilled labor-
ers, “indentured servants” and “German redemptioners”—although
occasionally a professional man was among them. Most of them were
desperately poor; but all were willing to work hard and untiringly
and to suffer the uncountable hardships which were inevitable in the
“buffer settlements of civilization.”

As hard work and enterprising speculation created ever-increasing
wealth in the colonies, and as villages and communities grew pros-
perous, the orthodox doctrine of the “utter depravity” of the human
soul lost much of its force and its social sanction. It was finally up-
rooted when, in the course of the eighteenth century, a new social
philosophy came to America from France. Rousseau’s ideal of the
“equality of all men” must have appealed most forcefully to the men
and women of the American frontier, whose daily experience revealed
clearly the essential insignificance of all social distinctions and who
had soon learned to take a man for what he was, as man, regardless
of his social connections.

In addition, and in direct contradiction to the doctrine of man’s
depravity, Rousseau championed the idea of an unlimited “perfecti-
bility of man.” By nature and inheritance, so Rousseau contended,
man is good. Given the right opportunities, he will advance far
beyond any cultural level now attained or conceivable. Man, there-
fore, can be trusted to work out his own destiny in the most satisfying
manner.

Denying that absoiutism and arbitrary authority can ever be justi-
fied morally, Rousseau advocated a “social contract” theory of the
state which subjects the ruler to the “common will” of the ruled.
“Government by consent” became the new ideal and the slogan which
gave additional impetus to the spirit of independence in America, and
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which “quickened the passion of revolt” that stirred ever more ur-
gently in the hearts of men in the colonies. A turning point in the
history of the New World had been reached. The transition from
“colonialism’ to “Americanism” was clearly undér way.*

The economic struggles and political controversies which finally
led to the open break with England reverberated and were reflected in
various ways in the three cultural regions of America, and their spe-
cific form and significance depended in each case on the conditions
and interests prevailing in the respective regions. The mercantile
cities on the northern coast were liberal only “to the extent that liber-
alism meant profit.” Their commercial relations with England deter-
mined the course of their action. The owners of the great plantations
in the south “would tolerate no outside dictation in matters concern-
ing their own parishes, and their burdensome debts to English mer-
chants cooled the ardor of their loyalty to Great Britain.”® The settlers
in the ever-expanding hinterland from Maine to the Allegheny water-
shed, the thousands of small freeholders and tillers of the soil, the
Scotch-Irish and the Germans who believed fervently in the principles
of Jeffersonian democracy, never conceded the justice of British rule.
When all three groups finally united in their opposition to England,
armed conflict and the War of Independence were inevitable.

2. Political Philosophy During the Period of the
American Revolution

The period of the Revolution was, of course, a period of action
rather than of theorizing—a period of storm and stress rather than of
detached contemplation ; for it was far more important to get things -
done than to work out elaborate systems of thought. The literature
of the day was therefore polemic rather than philosophical. It consti-
tuted essentially a vigorous and, at times, a vituperative protest
against political and social abuses of all sorts, and it was written to
stir up the masses rather than to satisfy the criteria of a dispassionate
scholarship.

The roots of this “literature of protest” can be traced, on the one
hand, to the changing habits of life in the frontier regions of colonial
America and, on the other hand, to the new orientation of philosophy
in Europe.® Locke, Harrington, Shaftesbury, Adam Smith, and

4 Cf. Curti, Merle, The Growth of American Thought, New York, 1943, Ch. 6.

6 Parrington, Vernon Louis, Main Currents in American Thought, Vol. 1: The
Colonial Mind, New York, 1927, 181.

6 Cf. gl;:hneider, Herbert W., 4 History of American Philosophy, 42-132; Curti,
op. cit., Ch, 5.
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Hume were read ever more widely in the colonies, and the new ethico-
political conceptions of “natural law” and of the “natural rights” of
man found a profound resonance in the hearts of men whose frontier
environment had taught them self-reliance and had convinced them of
the value and worth of individuals.

To be sure, the idea of “natural law” was never clearly defined in
the controversial pamphlets and “letters to newspapers’ published so
abundantly in the North American colonies. The word “natural,” in
particular, was left alluringly ambiguous. For some writers it was
synonymous with the word “divine,” their Puritan tradition provid-
ing the background for this interpretation.” For other writers, “nat-
ural” designated the “rational” or the “reasonable’—either that
which human reason discovers to be true and good, or, more pro-
foundly, that which is deeply grounded in an ultimate reasonableness
or rationality of the universe itself. Still other men spoke of the
“natural” as that which is “just” and “equitable,” or as that which is
“useful” and “fitting.” As a rule, several of these meanings, and
possibly others as well, were intertwined in the arguments of any one
of the writers in question.

The very ambiguity of the terms used had, however, at least one
advantage. The most heterogeneous groups and the most diversified
interests could be rallied in support of the Revolutionary cause
through the appeal to “natural law” and to the “natural rights” of
man—each group interpreting the slogans in its own specific way and
in conformity with its own interests, all uniting in their opposition to
absolutism and arbitrary authority.

Unrest, caused by economic difficulties and enhanced by British
colonial policies, had reached formidable proportions as early as the
late fifties and the early sixties of the eighteenth century. The Sugar
Act of 1765 and the Stamp Act of the following year, both designed
to relieve the English taxpayers, placed additional burdens upon the
colonists. When the drastic and far-reaching provisions of these two
laws became known in America, “the wrath of the people knew no
bounds.” “Merchants, lawyers, and publishers held conferences and
passed resolutions condemning British measures and policies,” while
“artisans and laborers, hundreds of them rendered idle by the busi-
ness depression, formed themselves into societies known as ‘Sons of
Liberty.’ ”® The Revolutionary movement could no longer be re-
strained. And this movement derived its moral justification from the

7Cf. Bulkeley, John, The Usefulness of Reveal'd Religion, to Preserve and Im-
prove That Which Is Natural, New London, 1730.
8 Beard, C. A., and M. R., The Rise of American Civilization, I, 212.
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conception of “natural law” and from the idea of “natural rights” of
men.

Three years before the passage of the Sugar Act, a Boston lawyer,
James Otis, had “set forth the principle which was to form the basis
of most of the literature of protest during the next thirteen years.”
One year later he published a pamphlet entitled, “A Vindication of the
Conduct of the House of Representatives of the Province of the
Massachusetts-Bay,” in which he stated this principle more fully. He
began his defense by asserting (1) that “God made all men naturally
equal”; (2) that “the ideas of earthly superiority ... are. .. acquired,
not innate”; (3) that “kings were . . . made for the good o6f the
people, and not the people for them” ; and (4) that, “tho’ most gov-
ernments are de facto arbitrary, and consequently the curse and
scandal of human nature, . . . none are de jure arbitrary.”® These
ideas were further developed and were more eloquently expressed in
Dickinson’s influential Farmer’s Letters (1764). The central theme,
which now clearly emerged and which was generally adopted by the
writers in the early seventies, is that all government is limited by “the
laws of nature and of God.”

It is impossible to consider here all the writers of this period ; their
number is astonishingly large. Special reference may be made, how-
ever, to James Wilson, a Philadelphia attorney, who in 1770 wrote as
follows in his Considerations of the Nature and Extent of the Legisla-
tive Authority of the British Parliament:

“All men are, by nature, equal and free: no one has a right to any
authority over another without his consent : all lawful government is
founded on the consent of those who are subject to it: such consent
was given with a view to ensure and to increase the happiness of the
governed, above what they could enjoy in an independent and uncon-
nected state of nature. The consequence is, that happiness of the
society is the first law of every government.

“This rule is founded on the law of nature: it must control every
political maxim: it must regulate the legislature itself. The people
have a right to insist that this rule be observed; and are entitled to
demand a moral security that the legislature will observe it.”’1°

In these passages we clearly discern the nucleus of the Declaration
of Independence. Only the impassioned style of Thomas Jefferson
was necessary to perfect the document.

By the time the first shots were fired in the War of Independence,
the concept of a “superior law of God and nature” which provides the

9 Wright, B. F., Jr., American Interpretations of Natural Law, 64-66.
.10 Works, III, 205.
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ultimate basis for all rights of man, was accepted by practically all of
the better known writers and orators in the colonies.

At first, however, all theories of natural law were intertwined
with, and centered around, theories of English constitutionalism.
Not until the Revolutionary War was well under way did the idea of
natural law appear in its broadest sense and as independent of any
“man-made” constitution, be it British or not. Thomas Paine, who
was interested, not in the rights of men as citizens of some particular
country, but in the rights of men as men, exemplifies the transition.
His Common Sense (1776) was ‘“‘the first clear, far-carrying appeal
for republicanism addressed to American ears.” Its influence upon
American thought was stupendous. Within a very few months after
the publication of Paine’s tract, Americans changed their attitude
towards monarchy completely. They “shed their colonial loyalties
like a last year’s garment, and thenceforth they regarded the preten-
tions of kings as little better than flummery.”!

In common with most of the other writers of his day, Paine based
his philosophy upon the general conception of natural rights. But
instead of “deriving the sovereign state from a fictitious compact, pre-
sumably entered into in a remote past,” he derived it “from a con-
tinuous compact reaffirmed by each generation.” As an individual is
born into this world, he is endowed with rights which cannot be
limited or nullified by contracts made by others than himself. “An-
cestral arrangements are valid only to the extent that they are ac-
ceptable to the living.”*!

In Thomas Paine’s own words (Rights of Man),'* “Every age
and generation must be as free to act for itself, i all cases, as the ages
and generations which preceded it. . . . Man has no property in man;
neither has any generation a property in the generations which are
to follow. . . . It is the living and not the dead that are to be accom-
modated. When man ceases to be, his power and his wants cease with
him; and having no longer any participation in the concerns of this
world, he has no longer any authority in directing who shall be its
governors, or how its government shall be organized, or how ad-
ministered” (4-5).

“The circumstances of the world are continually changing, and the
opinions of men change also ; and as government is for the living, and
not for the dead, it is the living only that have any right in it” (8).
“The error of those who reason by precedents drawn from antiquity,
respecting the rights of man, is, that they do not go far enough into

11 Parrington, op. cit., 330; 332-338.
12 This and the following references to Paine’s writings from Basic Writings of
Thomas Paine, New York, Willey Book Co., 1942.
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antiquity. They do not go the whole way. . . . We shall at last come out
right : we shall come to the time when man came from the hand of his
maker. What was he then? Man. Man was his high and only title,
and a higher cannot be given him. . . . We have now arrived at the
origin of man, and at the origin of his rights” (33-34).

It follows that “every generation is equal in rights to the genera-
tions which preceded it, by the same rule that every individual is born
equal in rights with his contemporary. . . . All men are born equal,
and with equal natural rights, in the same manner as if posterity had
been continued by creation instead of generation. . . . Consequently,
every child born into the world must be con51dered as deriving its
existence from God” (35).

“The duty of man [therefore] . . . consists but of two points. His
duty to God, which every man must feel; and with respect to his
neighbor, to do as he would be done by. . .. His natural rights are
the foundation of all his civil rights” (37)

“Natural rights are those which always appertain to man in right
of his existence. Of this kind are all the intellectual rights, or rights
of the mind, and also all those rights of acting as an individual for his
own comfort and happiness, which are not injurious to the rights of
others.—Civil rights are those which appertain to man in rights of
his being a member of society. Every civil right has for its foundation
some natural right pre-existing in the individual, but to which his in-
dividual power is not, in all cases, sufficienitly competent. Of this kind
are all those which relate to security and protection” (37). “Society
grants him nothing. Every man is a proprietor in society, and draws
on the capital as a matter of right” (38).

From these premises Paine inferred (1) that the people may at
any time change the constitution and the general laws under which
they want to live, and (2) that the will of the majority must prevail
at all times.

The decisive test of every government Paine found in its concern
for “public affairs, or the public good.” Any government, so he tells
us, that does not make the public good “its whole and sole object, is
not a good government.” But if a government is beneficent and has
the welfare of all at heart, it is securely founded upon “the common
good will” of its sub jects and will endure. Such a government does
not depend upon armies or navies or an “inquisitional police” to re-
main in power. It is rooted in the hearts of free men and therefore
need have no fear concerning its future.

It was Paine’s contention that “the independence of America, con-
sidered merely as a separation from England, would have been a!
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matter of little importance, had it not been accompanied by a revolu-
tion in the principles and practice of government” (ibid., 145). As
it was, however, “she made a stand, not for herself only, but for the
world” (ibid.). ’

Such was the background of political discussion and political phi-
losophy in the colonies when Thomas Jefferson wrote those unfor-
gettable words: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men
are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain
inalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit
of Happiness. That to secure these rights, Governments are insti-
tuted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the
governed. That whenever any Form of Government becomes de-
structive of these ends, it is the Right of the People to alter or to
abolish it, and to institute new Government, laying its foundation on
such principles and organizing its powers in such form, as to them
shall seem most likely to effect their Safety and Happiness. .

“Nearly all of this doctrine had been set forth in hundreds of
pamphlets and letters to the newspapers, and probably in thousands
of speeches of which we have no record. Even many of the phrases
can be found in some of these writings, and in the Virginia Declara-
tion of Rights.”*® But the Declaration of Independence is the most
important and the most eloquent statement of American political
philosophy. It has been superseded by no other declaration of princi-
ples.

Nevertheless, when the time came to frame the Constitution of the
newly created United States of America, so much argument arose
over the nature of government, over questions of representation in,
and division of, government, and of the duties and rights of each of
its branches, that more than once it seemed impossible to reconcile
the various factions and diversified interests. No question was more
controversial, however, than the question of the ultimate source of
sovereignty and of power. “Were all men equal by virtue of natural
existence or was equality to be understood as a relative right, to apply
differently to the various strata in society? Were the masses to de-
termine for themselves in what their own greatest happiness might
consist or was their destiny to be determined for them by a superlor
minority ?’* To these questions two distinct answers were given.
One was essentially a defense of aristocracy, the other an advocacy of
democracy ; both were derived from the conception of natural law.

18 Wright, op. cit., 98. ’
14 Anderson, P. R and Fisch, M. H Philosophy in America, 156. Cf. Curti, op.
cit,, Ch. 8, “The Conservatxve Reaction.”
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Even before the Constitution was written the controversy was
on.’® Tt lasted well into the post-Revolutionary period. John Adams
and John Taylor were the representative exponents of the divergent
schools of thought. But by the end of the second decade of the nine-
teenth century “Adams was defending a dying cause, Taylor the in-
creasingly popular point of view.” Democracy had carried the day
in America.'®

The appeal to natural law had served its purpose and was gradu-
ally omitted from political controversies. The statesmen and poli-
ticians of the nineteenth century did not repudiate the principle but,
on the whole, felt no need for it. Andrew Jackson, shrewd politician
and man of action, was probably typical in this respect. He was not
interested in ultimate principles of political philosophy but in concrete
objectives to be accomplished through practical measures.’” A few
casual references to the natural rights of men might serve his aims
and interests, but he was never interested in the question of natural
rights as such. Nor was it otherwise with Lincoln, who seems to have
taken for granted the soundness of the natural rights doctrine—and
this despite the fact that in the controversy over the question of
slavery both sides argued from a theory of natural law. The idea of
“natural rights” had become an unconsciously assumed premise of
American culture,

But we must return to another phase of the intellectual life in
America prior to and during the period of the Revolution.

3. Deism in America

Among the many factors and forces which undermined and even-
tually disrupted orthodox Puritanism, we noted in particular an in-
creasing tendency to forsake the simple piety of an earlier period and
to substitute for it a theological system, logically integrated and
dialectically defended. The appeal was made more and more to man’s
reason rather than to his heart. “Natural evidences” supplanted
supernatural revelation as “proof” of the existence of God.!® Logical
demonstrability became the ultimate criterion in theological disputes.
And thus the ground was being prepared for the spreading of Deism
in America.

15 Jacobson, J. Mark, The Development of American Political Thought, New York,
1932

16 Cf. Gabriel, Ralph H., The Course of American Democratic Thought, New York,
1940.

17 Cf. Schlesinger, A. M., Jr., The Age of Jackson, Boston, 1945.
18 Mather, Cotton, for example, in his book, The Christian Philosopher (1721),
based his religious speculations almost entirely upon the argument from design.
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As yet, however, there still arose staunch defenders of the ortho-
dox view. Foremost among them was Jonathan Edwards—the last
and greatest of the Puritan mystics.’® He revived the Calvinistic
doctrines of the total depravity of man and of the necessity of divine
grace for man’s salvation. He insisted upon God’s arbitrary power
to elect whom He pleases, and upon conversion as the sole ground of
admission to Holy Communion. He sharply distinguished between
“a truly religious and merely moral life,”” and he “elaborated the dis-
tinctions between truly ‘gracious affections’ and the welter of hys-
terics, false sentimentality, and delusive enthusiasm” which accom-
panied the Great Awakening in New England. His intentions were
to lead his contemporaries back to the “pure doctrine” of the Fathers.
But by a strange irony of fate he actually became the leading genius
of a movement which, in the end, brought about a permanent rupture
between church and state and destroyed only the more effectively the
old theocratic system of the Puritan divines. The Great Awaken-
ing,? which started in Edwards’s own church in 1734 and which
spread rapidly through all the colonies, soon demonstrated that an
emotional revival was not enough to re-establish Puritanism in its
original form. The ideal of piety and purity upon which Edwards in-
sisted turned out to be as incomprehensible to the masses as it was
unattainable. The reaction was inevitable. When the initial wave of
enthusiasm and emotional fervor had spent itself, the Great Awaken-
ing came to an end and, emotionally exhausted, the people of the
colonies turned to Deism and its sober appeal to reason.

Deism was, of course, an importation from Europe, where the
new science of Copernicus, Galileo, Kepler, and Newton had provided
the basis for this “scientific”’ philosophy and religion. But the colo-
nies were more than ready to receive the new gospel. Indeed it was
logical that the rationalistic tendencies which became ever more ap-
parent in the intellectual life of America should find their full realiza-
tion in this thoroughly rationalistic doctrine. The conception of the
universe as “a vast machine set in motion by an Efficient Cause and
run according to immutable natural laws,” “amazed and charmed”
even conservative Puritans.

As early as 1714 Cotton Mather preached the Copernican theory
from his pulpit in Boston. Through almanacs and popularized com-
mentaries the essence of Newtonian mechanics became known
throughout the colonies. As a matter of fact, Newton’s Principia

19 Cf. Allen, Alexander V. G., Jonathan Edwards, Boston, 1889 ; Tracy, Joseph, The
Great Awakening: A History of Religion in the Time of Edwards and Whitefield,

Boston, 1841.
20 Cf. Schneider, Herbert W., The Puritan Mind, Ch. 4, “The Great Awakening.”
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Mathematica itself was well known in America, as was Locke’s An
Essay Concerning Human Understanding. In addition, the writings
of English and French deists—of Bolingbroke, Collins, Shaftesbury,
and Wollaston; of Cabanis, Condorcet, Diderot, Volney, and Vol-
taire—were available in practically all libraries and were read widely.

Nevertheless the deistic movement gathered momentum but slowly
in the colonies. Not until after 1760 did it attain a noteworthy in-
fluence, and not until 1783 did it become outspokenly militant. In
that year, however, a number of American states officially established
religious discriminations of various sorts and thereby enraged the
deists to whom liberty meant “freedom not only from English but
from ecclesiastical interference.” The reaction was instantaneous and
vigorous. In order to combat “clerical meddling,” the champions of
the new doctrine tried to show (1) that the “real and essentially
deistic teachings” of Jesus had been “perverted” by priests and
preachers who substituted rituals and an elaborate theology for the
“simple and natural truths of natural religion”;*! and (2) that the
stories of supernatural revelations and, in particular, the Bible itself,
the “source of all priestly pretensions to authority,” were either
records of “childish superstitions” or “unscrupulous forgeries.”

It was about this time (1784) that Ethan Allen, a self-confessed
“religious and moral deist,” published his ponderous and distinctly
anti-Christian book, Reason, the Only Oracle of Man; Or a Com-
pendious System of Natural Religion. In it he maintained that “if
mankind would dare to exercise their reason as freely on divine
topics, as they do in the common concerns of life, they would in a
great measure rid themselves of their blindness and superstition, gain
more exalted ideas of God and their obligations to him and to one
another, and be proportionably delighted and blessed with the views
of his moral government, make better members of society, and ac-
quire many powerful incentives to the practice of morality, which is
the last and greatest perfection that human nature is capable of.”’?2

After all, so Allen argued, man’s reason is God-given. It “is not,
and cannot be depraved”; for “it bears a likeness to divine reason”

21 Thomas Jefferson, for example, argued that the moral system of Jesus was “the
most benevolent and sublime probably that has ever been taught.” This system, he
maintained, had been corrupted, however, by these would-be disciples who “had dis-
figured and sophisticated his actions and precepts, from views of personal interest, so
as to induce the unthinking part of mankind to throw off the whole system in disgust,
and to pass sentence as an impostor on the most innocent, the most benevolent, the
most eloquent and sublime character that has ever been exhibited to man.” As Jefferson
viewed it, the gospel doctrine was but a circumscription of “natural religion,” identical
with the essence of Deism since it teaches “belief in one God, the practice of virtue,

and the existence of a future state.”
. 22 Allen, E., Reason, the Only Oracle of Man, 24, 25.
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and “is of the same kind.” “And though human reason cannot under-
stand everything, yet in such things, which it does understand, its
knowledge which is acquired by reasoning, is as true and certain, as
the divine knowledge may be supposed to be” (ibid. 183). Indeed,
reason is even “the standard by which we determine the respective
claims of revelation; for otherwise we may as well subscribe to the
divinity of the one as of the other, or to the whole of them, or to none
at all” (475).

God exists—this much at least is certain so far as Allen is con-
cerned. The “sense of dependency’’ which we experience so keenly as
we face the world about us “discloses to our minds the certainty of a
Supreme Being.” And although “the series of the succession of
causes cannot be followed in a retrospective succession up to the self-
existent or eternal cause, it is, nevertheless, a perpetual and conclusive
evidence of a God. For a succession of causes, considered collectively,
can be nothing more than effects of the independent cause, and is as
much dependent on it, as those dependent causes are upon one an-
other; so that we may with certainty conclude that the system of
nature, which we call by the name of natural causes, is as much de-
pendent on a self-existent cause, as an individual of the species in the
order of generation is dependent on its progenitors for existence”
(27-29). The “self-existent cause” of nature is God.

True, we cannot comprehend God’s “essence, eternity or manner
of existence” ; for we are but finite and are limited in our understand-
ing. However, Allen contends, “as far as we understand nature, we
are become acquainted with the character of God; for the knowledge
of nature is the revelation of God” (30). And nature, as we know it,
reveals “wisdom, order, and design”—elements, in other words,
which cannot be the product of chaos and confusion. They proclaim
loudly God’s wisdom and power.—But more than this is involved.

As we analyze human experience, we distinguish “justice from in-
justice, truth from falsehood, right from wrong, virtue from vice, and
praiseworthiness from blameworthiness”; and “we are capable of
forming a complex idea of a moral character which when done in the
most deliberate, the wisest and most rational manner in our power,
we are certain bears a resemblance to the divine perfections.” “For
as we learn from the works of nature an idea of the power and wis-
dom of God, so from our own rational nature we learn an idea of his
moral perfections” (Ch. I, Sect. 3). Seeing that the manifestations
of nature are always beneficial to man, “we are morally sure, that of
all possible plans, infinite wisdom must have eternally adopted the
best, and infinite goodness have approved it, and infinite power per-
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fected it” (82). “Moral goodness and happiness,” therefore, “will
ultimately be victorious over sin and misery” and “will undoubtedly
be more conspicuously so in the future stages of our immortality”
(133). ’

In the world which Allen describes for his readers, miracles are
impossible, for they contradict the laws of nature. Belief in miracles
is therefore but a remnant of superstition. Prayer is ineffectual and
superfluous. “The only way to procure food, raiment, or the necessi-
ties or conveniences of life is by natural means” and “by actual exer-
tion” ; “and the only way to obtain virtue or morality is to practice
and habituate ourselves to it, not to pray to God for it” (Ch.*V1I,
Sect. 4).

This positive effort to develop a “natural religion” was supple-
mented in Allen’s work by his negative attitude towards all “revealed
religions” and towards Christianity in particular. Condemning as he
did the Trinitarian doctrine as unintelligible and as contrary to
reason, and discarding the belief in the original fall of man, Allen
“repudiated the basic tenets of the Christian creed.” He also dis-
counted all prophecies as ‘‘vague, questionable and contradictory.”
He subjected the Old Testament as a whole to a searching criticism
and, having disproved to his own satisfaction the infallibility of the
Bible, he rejected the thesis of the divine origin of the Scriptures. Al-
though he was not particularly original ih his reasoning, Allen re-
flected clearly the spirit of his time and anticipated, at least in princi-
ple, the popular writings of Thomas Paine.

The Christian apologists replied with a reasoned defense of mira-
cles and prophecies, and denied the adequacy of a purely natural re-
ligion. From the pulpits and in newspaper articles they denounced in
no uncertain terms Deism and all it stood for. Their vituperations
culminated in Timothy Dwight’s “poetic work,” The Triumph of In-
fidelity (1788) which, because of its acrimonious attack upon the
deists, harmed rather than benefited the cause it was meant to serve.
" The deists struck back—and struck back with a vengeance. From
1789 to 1805 they became increasingly militant. Whereas before this
time Deism had been an “aristocratic cult confined almost solely to
the ‘well-to-do classes,” ” Paine’s book, The Age of Reason (1794),
popularized the new gospel and brought it to the masses of rural and
urban America alike; and Elihu Palmer organized deistic societies,
established lectureships, and founded newspapers “in order to propa-
gate the ‘new religion.’ 72 Soon it could truthfully be said that “boys
engaged in dressing flax, students enrolled in leading colleges, men

'28 Morais, H. M., Deism in Eighteenth Century America, 120.
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enjoying the hospitality of convivial taverns were reading or eagerly
discussing Paine’s tract” (121).

The positive creed of Thomas Paine was succinctly formulated
and clearly stated in The Age of Reason. It was: (a) “I believe in
one God, and no more; and I hope for happiness beyond this life”;
and (b) “I believe in the equality of man; and I believe that religious
duties consist in doing justice, loving mercy, and endeavoring to make
our fellow creatures happy” (6).

Jesus, for Paine, “was a virtuous and an amiable man. The
morality that he preached and practized was of the most benevolent
kind” (12). “This virtuous reformer and revolutionist” (15)
preached “the equality of man” (14). He “founded no new system”;
but “he called men to the practice of moral virtues and the belief of
one God. The great in his character is philanthropy” (31).

“The word of God,” Paine maintained, ‘“is the creation we be-
hold: and it is in this word, which no human invention can counter-
feit or alter, that God speaketh universally to man” (38). “Creation
. . . preaches to all nations and to all worlds; and this word of God
reveals to man all that is necessary for man to know of God” (40).
“The only idea [therefore] which man can affix to the name of God
is that of a first cause, the cause of all things” (41).

“The true Deist has but one Deity, and his religion consists in con-
templating the power, wisdom, and benignity of the Deity in his
works, and in endeavoring to imitate him in everything moral, scien-
tific, and mechanical” (66). ‘“The only idea we can have of serving
God is that of contributing to the happiness of the living creation that
God has made” (81).

On the negative side Paine confessed that “I do not believe in the
creed confessed by the Jewish church, by the Roman church, by the
Greek church, by the Turkish church, by the Protestant church, nor
by any church that I know of. My own mind is my church.—All na-
tional institutions of churches, whether Jewish, Christian or Turkish,
appear to me no other than human inventions, set up to terrify and
enslave mankind, and monopolize power and profit” (6).

Thomas Paine was therefore resolved “to show that the Bible is
spurious, and thus, by taking away the foundation, to overthrow at
once the whole structure of superstition raised thereon” (164). He
attempted to show “that the Bible and the Testament are impositions
upon the world, that the fall of man, the account of Jesus Christ being
the Son of God, and of his dying to appease the wrath of God, and of
salvation by that strange means, are all fabulous inventions, dishonor-
able to the wisdom and power of the Almighty; that the only true re-
ligion is Deism” (215-216).
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It must be recorded, however, that Paine’s contempt for revelation
and his hatred of ecclesiastical institutions so colored and warped his
judgment that he was utterly incapable of viewing objectively or ap-
praising correctly the object of his attack. His thinking was neither
profound nor well balanced. At times his misconceptions and distor-
tions of the essence of Christianity are appalling. Much of Paine’s
criticism of Biblical texts is, of course, well supported by a meticulous
“higher criticism” and is today generally accepted as sound; but the
spirit in which Paine wrote is repugnant. His language is caustic,
rude, and uncouth—the language of hatred rather than of phllo-
sophical reflection.

Like Paine, Elihu Palmer, in his Principles of Nature (1801),
“denied the divine authority of the Bible.” He “discarded as absurd
and immoral” the doctrines of the Trinity, of the Immaculate Concep-
tion, and of original sin, and he did his very best to popularize the
deistic teachings of “one perfect God” and of “the practice of a pure,
natural, uncorrupted virtue.” But his efforts and the efforts of the
other deists of his time called forth redoubled counteractions on the
part of the defenders of orthodox Christianity. Missionary agencies
and Bible societies were organized; theological seminaries were
founded and Sunday schools were instituted. Orthodox magazines
challenged the new deistic publications, and the issue of Deism versus
Christianity had its reverberations even in the political campaign of
1800, when Thomas Jefferson was elected President of the United
States.

When all is said, however, the Deism of Paine and Palmer was
“far from being popular” in the States—and this despite the most
strenuous efforts of the deists in behalf of their “natural religion.”
The radicalism of these men found but little real sympathy in the
broad masses, and Paine’s Age of Reason might have remained a
relatively unknown diatribe against Christianity had it not been at-
tacked so widely from the pulpit and in the press. It was primarily
because of these attacks that Deism in the late eighteenth century “at-
tracted an attention which was out of proportion to its actual in-
fluence.””24

By the early nineteenth century the deistic movement was on the
wane; its hope for the future ebbed away. Deism in America was
eclipsed and superseded, at least temporarily, by a new semireligious
and philosophical movement: the Transcendentalism of New Eng-
land.

24 Morais, o0p. cit., 153.



Chapter 3
TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND

1. New Interests in America

During the Revolutionary period Philadelphia had become the
cultural center of the American colonies and, as the first capital of the
United States, it retained this position for some time. For decades
no other American city could be compared to it in refinement, wealth,
and cultural attainments. In 1800, however, it was easily the most
provincial spot on this side of the Atlantic; and this despite the fact
that there were discernible in all parts of the United States certain
economic trends and transformations which changed the whole pic-
ture of American culture and changed it radically. The colonial
period with its static economy had come to an end. A politically and
economically independent nation was in the making.

By 1830 New York had 200,000 inhabitants, Philadelphia 150,-
000, Boston 60,000, and Pittsburgh 12,500. But American society
was as yet “colonial in that it was not only derived from Europe but
looked to Europe for standards of manners and taste.”! The great
body of middle-class Americans was distinctly provincial in attitude
and ideals, “with characteristics and habits as yet unblended.” In
New England the Puritan tradition was still sufficiently vital to
assure a community standard of “plain living and high thinking.” In
the South the “reasonably successful” molded their life after the
pattern of the landed aristocracy of Great Britain. They had more
time for relaxation than anybody else in the United States, but their
impressive estates were found “cheek by jowl” with the ragged, ill-
formed holdings of the less fortunate.? In New York and Pennsyl-
vania conditions were different still. Here the dominant strains of
the Dutch, the English, and the Germans were intermingled with
practically every other nationality in that helter-skelter of variegated
habits and customs and general world views which has always char-
acterized the middle group of American settlements. The West,
finally, was in “its awkward age.” Most people there lived in primi-

1 Fish, C. R,, The Rise of the Common Man, 17.
2 Ibid., 26-27.
38
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tive log cabins “surrounded by a few roughly cleared areas,” and
the struggle for existence consumed all their energies. But a spirit
of youthful confidence prevailed in this region. “Nowhere in the
country were the new impulses of the time so strongly felt,”® and
nowhere was the idea of the equality of all men so fervently accepted
as here.*

Between 1830 and 1850 the population of the United States in-
creased from less than thirteen million to more than twenty-three
million. Two and a half million immigrants came to our shores
during this time. The rest of the increase in population was native.

As a result of the population pressure in the East, the frontier
moved west to cover Ohio, northern Indiana and Illinois, the pen-
insula of Michigan, southern Wisconsin, and southeastern Iowa.
New and ever new land was opened up for settlement, and louder and
louder grew the demand that America realize its “Manifest Destiny”
by claiming and occupying the whole northern continent.

An “enormous optimism” prevailed everywhere and was fast be-
coming an “American characteristic’—and not without reason.
Only a short while ago the political dreams and aspirations of the
world’s greatest thinkers had here become a reality. They had been
“crystallized and condensed into the Constitution” and were now an
effective instrument of government in the service of the people. Lib-
erty was “a thing realized,” and its realization was “impregnated into
the very bone and sinew of the Americans.”® In his own country
every American was a sovereign, not merely in theory but as a matter
of fact.

Then, too, this was the age when men caught the first true
glimpse of the tremendous possibilities for development which the un-
limited resources of the land offered. But as yet life was relatively
simple. “The more important tasks of the day could be performed by
good brains and strong characters, with comparatively little selective
training. To be an American was enough to have all doors open.”®
There was no need for higher professional training, and the absence
of this training “made communion with the intellectual almost as easy
as entrance into the ranks of the opulent.” It was the American view
that “free men could be trusted to want what was right and to get
it.”?

3 Ibid., 30.

4 Cf. Turner, Frederick Jackson, The Frontier in American History, New York,
1920.

b Fish, op. cit., 7.

8 Ibid., 7.

71Ibid., 9, 12.
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For some time New England remained relatively untouched by the
great changes that took place in the other parts of America. The
stream of immigrants passed it by. On its “secluded little farms” life
went on as before, and only its shipping centers showed some traces
of economic advancement. By 1830, however, a striking change had
taken place in Boston. Manufacturing firms had been established,
and a new group of entrepreneurs began to dominate the social and
political life of the city. Textile mills “began weaving a new pattern
of life for New England.” The old barriers, established by Puritan
dogmatism and upheld by a provincialism that had become tradi-
tional, were broken down, and for the first time in its history “the
mind of New England gave itself over to a great adventure in liber-
alism.”’®

When the romantic revolution in art and philosophy that had
made such vast strides in Europe finally broke in upon the Puritan
mind, the result was a unique venture in speculative philosophy and a
semireligious faith—the Transcendentalism of New England.

This revolution, which got under way in 1836, was facilitated by
certain developments in the field of religion. Atheism was at this
time practically unknown in New England. Deism was on the de-
cline, or at least not so many prominent men professed it as did in the
preceding generation. The connection of religion with the practical
problems of life was more and more emphasized. A distinctly hu-
manitarian and social point of view prevailed in the leading pulpits,
and “‘preachers such as William Ellery Channing, Theodore Parker,
and Henry Ward Beecher became national figures.”® Revivals were
going on constantly, and foreign missions were started. Here, as in
every other phase of life, a spirit of adventure and of youthful op-
timism found idealized expression.

This period also witnessed a transformation of Unitarianism. In
its earlier stages this “liberalistic religion’”” had thrived on its nega-
tions and denials—notably on its denial of the divinity of Christ and
of salvation by grace. But Channing now emphasized its positive side
and insisted upon the merits of good works. He perhaps more than
anyone else united the forces of religion with humanitarian reforms
and developed “the idea of social service by the churches which has
become so characteristic of American Christianity.”?® Under his
leadership Unitarianism became what it always has been at its best:
‘“‘a humanistic religion, rational, ethical, individual, yet with deep and

8 Cf. Parrington, V. L., Main Currents in American Thought, Vol. I1: The Romantic
Revolution in America, 317.

9 Fish, op. cit., 179-180.
10 Ibid., 196-197.
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warm social sympathies.”!! Transcendentalism encountered here
a religious movement of kindred spirit and with comparable
aims.

But Transcendentalism drew also from French Utopianism, Ger-
man mysticism, and the romanticism of the English poets—fusing
the most heterogeneous elements into one compact faith and aspira-
tion which was yet native to the American soil and expressive of
American idealism and faith. ‘“The American scene was a challenge;
and men rose to it.”!?

Emerson wrote in “The Young American” : “One cannot look on
the freedom of this country, in connection with its youth, without a
presentiment that here shall laws and institutions exist in some pro-
portion to the majesty of Nature. . .. It is a country of beginnings, of
projects, of vast designs and expectations. It has no past: all has an
onward and prospective look.” And Melville said somewhat later:
“God has predestined, mankind expects, great things from our race;
and great things we feel in our souls. The rest of the nations must
soon be in our rear. We are the pioneers of the world ; the advance
guard, sent on through the wilderness of untried things, to break a
new path in the New World that is ours. In our youth is our strength;;
in our experience, our wisdom.” This was the spirit in which Trans-
cendentalism was born and the atmosphere in which it was nourished.
The promise of America was the lifeblood i its veins.

2. The General Character of Transcendentalism

Transcendentalism is usually spoken of as a philosophy, but ‘it is
more justly regarded as a gospel.”'® It was certainly more than a
“reaction against formalism and tradition, though it took that form.”
And it was also more than a “reaction against Puritan orthodoxy,
though in part it was that” too. Transcendentalism was “an en-
thusiasm, a wave of sentiment, a breath of wind that caught up such
as were prepared to receive it, elated them, transported them, and
passed on.”!* “Practically, it was an assertion of the inalienable worth
of man; theoretically, it was an assertion of supernatural attributes to
the natural constitution of mankind.”’® It was “an intellectual fer-
ment, not a strictly reasoned doctrine” ; “a Renaissance of conscious,

11 Parrington, op. cit., 327.

12 Mumford, L., The Golden Day: A Study in American Experience and Culture,
92,
18 Frothingham, O. B., Transcendentalism in New England, 302.
14 Ibid., 35S5.

- 16 Ibid., 136.
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living faith in the power of reason, in the reality of spiritual insight,
in the privilege, beauty, and glory of life.”*® “It was the glowing ex-
pression of philosophic Utopianism, the flaring up of old fires of
idealism, before the scientific and materialistic reactions destroyed its
romantic dreams.”?”

Frothingham informs us that “it was a common prejudice that
Transcendentalists were visionaries and enthusiasts, who in pursuit
of principles neglected duties, and while seeking for The Real and
The Absolute forgot the actual and the relative.” Actually they “were
the most strenuous workers of their day, and at the problems which
the day flung down before them.” “They achieved more practical
benefit for society, in proportion to their numbers and the duration
of their existence,” than any comparable group of men and women of
their time.'®

Visionaries there were among them, of course; and “idle, dreamy,
useless people.” But the real fruit of Transcendentalism was “‘ear-
nestness, aspiration, and enthusiastic energy.” The principal theme
around which the whole movement centered was “self-culture”’—the
persistent striving after “the perfect unfolding of our individual na-
ture,” as F. H. Hedge defined it. ‘“The culture of that nobler self
which includes heart and conscience, sympathy and spirituality, not
as incidental ingredients, but as essential qualities.”?®

The Transcendentalists believed in man’s ability to apprehend ab-
solute Truth, absolute Justice, absolute Rectitude, absolute Goodness.
They spoke of The Right, The True, The Beautiful as eternal realities
which man can discover in the world and which he can incorporate
into his life. And they were convinced of the unlimited perfectibility
of man. They were satisfied with nothing “so long as it did not cor-
respond to the ideal in the enlightened soul.”

It follows from this that the Transcendentalists were by nature
reformers, dissatisfied with men as they were, always enthusiastically
hoping for change and working to bring it about. Their method of
reform followed from the basic principle of their world view. “It was
the method of individual awakening and regeneration, and was to be
conducted through the simplest ministries of family, neighborhood
fraternity, quite wide of associations and institutions!” “The true
reformer,” we are told, “initiates his labor in the precincts of private
life, and makes it, not a set of measures, not an utterance, not a pledge

16 Tiffany, F., “Transcendentalism: The New England Renaissance,” Unitarian Re-
view, XXXI, 3.
17 Parrington, op. cit., 11, 379.

18 Frothingham, op. cit., 138-139, 140.
19 Ibid., 150.
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merely, but a life; and not an impulse of a day, but commensurate
with human existence : a tendency towards perfection of being.”%°

Thus, as Frothingham puts it, the Transcendentalist “was less a
reformer of human circumstance than a regenerator of the human
spirit, and he was never a destroyer except as destruction accompa-
nied the process of regeneration.” He had nothing to do with reform
measures that did not arise from an abounding faith in the spiritual
dignity of man, or that were not aimed at the enhancement of that
dignity. He was fervently antislave in his sentiments because he saw
in the slave “the same humanity that appeared in the master.” He
was an ardent champion of education because he believed in “the
latent capacity of every child” and sought to stimulate this capacity
“by the best methods” and “to the best ends.”#

“Taking his faith with him into the world of nature and human
life, the Transcendentalist, sure of the divine wisdom and love, found
everywhere joy for mourning and beauty for ashes.” And “taking
his belief with him into the world of history, the Transcendentalist
discovered the faith in God beneath all errors, delusions, idolatries,
and superstition. He read it into unintelligible scriptures; he drew it
forth from obsolete symbols ; he dragged it to the light from the dark-
ness of hateful shrines and the bloody mire of pagan altars.”?? His
faith was profound. “Its influence on thought and life was immediate
and powerful. Religion felt it, literature, latvs, institutions.” “It was
invaluable as an inspiration.” “It made young men see visions and
old men dream dreams.” ‘“Had it bequeathed nothing more than the
literature that sprung from it, and the lives of the men and women
who had their intellectual roots in it”—Emerson, Alcott, Margaret
Fuller, Theodore Parker, George Ripley, George Bancroft, James
Freeman Clarke, and others—‘‘it would have conferred a lasting
benefit on America.”?® As it is, no history of American literature or
of American social and intellectual progress could be written without
giving some account of the Transcendentalist Movement. Too in-
timately is it intertwined with the whole of our cultural development
and with the cultural pattern that forms the background for modern
American philosophy.

This movement found its most worthy and most eloquent expres-
sion in the essays and lectures of Emerson, of whom Josiah Royce
said that he was one of the three outstanding American philosophers,

20 Ibid., 151-154.
21 Ibid,, 155.

22 Ibid., 191-192.
28 Ibid., 355-356.
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and whom many regard as the greatest thinker America has so far
produced.

3. The Philosophy of Emerson

The problem of the sources of Emerson’s philosophy is of little in-
terest to us at present.?® It is our aim, however, to understand
that philosophy itself in its salient features, and to comprehend some-
thing of the spirit that moved Emerson.

The Transcendentalist, according to Emerson, believes “in mira-
cles, in the perpetual openness of the human mind to a new influx of
light and power ; he believes in inspiration and in ecstasy” (I, 335).%
“When all is said and done, the rapt saint is found the only logician.
Not exhortation, not argument becomes our lips, but paeans of joy
and praise” (I, 194-195).

When called a philosopher, Emerson once said: “I am in all my
theory, ethics, and politics a poet” (I, 446). Nevertheless there is a
basic “practicality” in his philosophy ; for the test of a true theory, he
insists, is “that it will explain all phenomena” (I, 4). “The one con-
dition coupled with the gift of truth is its use. That man shall be
learned who reduceth his learning to practice” (I, 222). And: “an
action is the perfection and publication of thought” (I, 45).—Only
an American could have written that phrase.

But there was more of America in Emerson’s writings than this.
There was ‘“the challenge of the American wilderness, the challenge
of the new American society, where the European lost the security
of his past in order to gain a better stake in the future.”?® The rest-
lessness of America animated Emerson; its hopes and aspirations
gave wings to his thoughts. “Do not set the least value on what I
do,” he wrote, ‘“nor the least discredit on what I do not, as if I pre-
tended to settle anything as true or false. I unsettle all things. No
facts to me are sacred; none are profane; I simply experiment, an
endless seeker, with no Past at my back. . . . Why should we import
rags and relics into the new hours? . . . Nothing is secure but
life, transition, the energizing spirit. No love can be bound by
oath or covenant to secure it against a higher love. No truth so
sublime but it may be trivial tomorrow in the light of new thoughts.

24 For a detailed discussion see Harrison, J. L., The Teachers of Emerson.

28 Unless otherwise indicated, all references are to The Complete Works of Ralph
Waldo Emerson, 12 vols., 1903-1904. All quotations from Emerson by permission of
Houghton Mifflin Company, publishers of The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo
Emerson.

26 Cf. Mumford, op. cit., 106.
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People wish to be settled: only as far as they are unsettled is there
any hope for them.” After all, “life only avails, not the having
lived.”

It was not surprising that a man animated by such thoughts should
give us a picture of the world which is, in a sense, fragmentary and
incomplete. Emerson himself, who disliked “foolish consistency” as
the “hobgoblin of little minds” (II, 57), frankly confessed: “I know
better than to claim completeness for my picture. I am a fragment,
and this is a fragment of me” (III, 83). Nevertheless there is unity
in his world view, and his philosophy is fragmentary only in its form.

Basically, Emerson has never denied the inner unity of his
thoughts. On the contrary, he explicitly states that “he who contents
himself with dotting a fragmentary curve, recording only what facts
he has observed, without attempting to arrange them within one out-
line, follows a system also—a system as grand as any other” (XII,
11). Emerson distrusts only that “completeness of system which
metaphysicians are apt to affect’” (XII, 12)—a scepticism we appre-
ciate today more than ever before.

For Emerson “a noble doubt perpetually suggests itself, . . .
whether nature outwardly exists” (I, 47). The cause of this doubt is
“my utter impotence to test the authenticity of the report of my senses,
to know whether the impressions they make on me correspond with
outlying objects” (ibid.). Indeed, “the senses interfere everywhere,
and mix their own structure with all they report of” (II, 311); for
“souls never touch their objects.” “Dream delivers us to dream,
and there is no end to illusion.” “There are moods in which we court
suffering, in the hope that here at least we shall find reality” (III, 48,
50). But there is no way of penetrating to the heart of reality so long
as we depend upon our senses for guidance.

This scepticism concerning sense-knowledge, however, does not
negate or destroy the “stability of nature” so far as Emerson is con-
cerned ; for even if we were to call nature an “illusion,” we would not
thereby destroy its practical reality. After all, ‘“whether nature enjoys
a substantial existence without, or is only the apocalypse of the mind,
it is alike useful and alike venerable to me” (I, 48).

Now this nature, “brute but as the soul quickens it,” is “always the
effect, mind the flowing cause” (VIII, 223). “The Intellect builds
the universe and is the key to all it contains” (XII, 5). “Every law
in nature, as gravity, centripetence, repulsion, polarity, undulation,
has a counterpart in the intellect” (VIII, 222-223), so that there pre-
vails a “perfect parallelism between the laws of Nature and the laws
of thought” (VIII, 8).
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This parallelism is the cornerstone of the whole philosophical edi-
fice of Emerson; for it leads him to the discovery of a “universal
soul,” of a Creator Spirit behind the manifestations of nature (I, 27).

There are passages in Emerson’s writings which seem to imply
that we ourselves are the Creator of nature: “What if you shall come
to realize that the play and the playground of all this pompous history
are radiations from yourself, and that the sun borrows his beams?”’
(VI, 318). “Nature always wears the colors of the spirit. To a man
laboring under calamity, the heat of his own fire hath sadness in it.
Then there is a kind of contempt of the landscape felt by him who has
just lost by death a dear friend. The sky is less grand as it shuts
down over less worth in the population” (I, 11). “Nature and litera-
ture are subjective phenomena; every evil and every good thing is a
shadow which we cast” (III, 76). “The reason why the world lacks
unity, and lies broken and in heaps, is because man is disunited with
himself. He cannot be a naturalist until he satisfies all the demands
of the spirit” (I, 73-74). This is true, Emerson tells us, although
man ‘“‘does not see that he only is real, and the world his mirror and
echo” (X, 191).

Still, even Emerson cannot rest satisfied with this complete sub-
jectivism. Beyond the human mind he finds a Spirit of a higher
order. Nature, he tells us, “always speaks of Spirit. It suggests the
absolute. . .. It is a great shadow pointing always to the sun behind
us” (I, 61). “Nothing is of us. ... All is of God” (III, 69). Even
“a little consideration of what takes place around us every day would
show us that a higher law than that of our will regulates events” (II,
138). And “as with events, so with thoughts. ... Iam...nota
cause but a surprised spectator . . . from some alien energy the
visions come” (II, 268).

For Emerson the subjective and objective aspects just alluded to
fuse into one coherent system; for “I am born into the great, the
universal mind. . . . I am somehow receptive of the great soul, and
thereby do I overlook the sun and the stars and feel them to be the
fair accidents and effects which change and pass. More and more the
surges of everlasting nature enter into me, and I become public and
human in my regards and actions. So come I to live in thoughts
and act with energies which are immortal” (II, 296). Stated con-
cisely, to say that the human mind creates its objects and to say that
God creates them is, for Emerson, but to say the same thing in dif-
ferent ways; for “there is one mind common to all individual men,”
and he “who hath access to this universal mind is a party to all that is
or can be done, for this is the only and sovereign agent” (II, 3). “Of



Ch. 3] TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND 47

the universal mind each individual man is one more incarnation. All
its properties consist in him” (II, 4). “I am part and parcel of God”
(1, 10).

As Emerson matured in his thinking he bécame increasingly
aware of the inevitable implication of his original position—the im-
plication, namely, that the individual who is “part and parcel of God”
is really no individual at all ; and he felt that persons and things disap-
peared in “an all-absorbing totality.” “I wish to speak with all respect
of persons,” he tells us at one time, “but . . . they melt so fast into
each other . . . it needs an effort to treat them as individuals. . . . But
this is flat rebellion. Nature will not be Buddhist. . . . She will not
remain orbed in a thought, but rushes into persons” (III, 235-236).
Thus we have, on the one hand, “that overpowering reality,” “that
Unity, that ‘Over-Soul,” within which every man’s particular being
is contained and made one with all other” (II, 268); and we have,
on the other hand, Nature “rushing into persons”—and into persons,
at that, who have the power to choose either to break the laws of
Nature or to become absorbed in Universal Being:

For He that ruleth high and wise,
Nor pauseth in His plan,

Will take the sun out of the skies,
Ere freedom out of man (IX, 200).

Freedom and the moral law thus come to play a fundamental part
in Emerson’s philosophy. “The moral law,” he says, “lies at the
centre of nature and radiates to the circumference, It is the pith and
marrow of every substance, every relation, and every process” (I, 41-
42). “When we break the laws, we lose our hold on the central
reality” (VI, 322).

Emerson maintains at all times that “in the divine order, intellect
~ is primary, nature secondary; it is the memory of the mind.” “That
which once existed in the intellect as pure law has now taken body as
Nature” (I, 197). But in his early period he regards the world as
predominantly static, not evolutionary. He thinks of nature as a
“symbol” or “shadow” of spirit, an incarnation “in the unconscious,”
the “end or last issue of spirit” (I, 34). True, Emerson suggests that
there exists an “occult relation between man and vegetable” (I, 10);
but he does not raise the question as to how this relation came into
existence. Soon, however, Emerson comes under the influence of
Lamarck, and he now reaches the conclusion that “man is related by
his form to the world about him ; by his soul to the universe,—passing
through what a scale, from reptile sympathies to enthusiasm and
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ecstasy.”?” The explanation of these affinities Emerson ultimately
finds in the Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation—which he interprets
in his own idealistic manner. “It is a steep stair down,” he tells us,
“from the essence of Intellect pure to thoughts and intellections. As
the sun is conceived to have made our system by hurling out from
itself the outer rings of diffuse ether which slowly condensed into
earths and moons, by a higher force of the same law the mind de-
taches minds, and a mind detaches thoughts or intellections. These
again all mimic in their sphericity the first mind, and share its power”
(XII1, 17-18).

Even the “metals and animals . . . are words of God and as fugi-
tive as other words” (II, 314).

However, Emerson cannot regard himself as but a mere thought
of some great Being. For “whilst we converse with truths as
thoughts, they exist also as plastic forces; as the soul of a man, the
soul of a plant, the genius or constitution of any part of Nature, which
makes it what it is. The thought which was in the world, part and
parcel of the world, has disengaged itself and taken an independent
existence” (XII, 6).

During his first period (1836), so we have seen, Emerson is con-
vinced of the reality of his own being, but the world he regards as “a
divine dream, from which we may presently awake to the glories and
certainties of day” (I, 62). By 1860 he finds our “pretension . . . of
selfhood” “fading with the rest,” and he is convinced “that, in the
endless striving and ascents, the metamorphosis is entire” (VI, 319-
320). He reaches a position in many respects similar to that of the
German philosopher Schelling.?®

The Universal Spirit, so Emerson maintains now, may be known
through a study of nature in its development from inorganic matter
to man; for the “existence of the material world” is but “the ex-
pression of the spiritual or real” (XII, 5; also X, 74). “The astrono-
mers said, ‘Give us matter and a little motion and we will construct
the universe. It is not enough that we should have matter, we must
also have a single impulse, one shove to launch the mass and generate
the harmony of the centrifugal and centripetal forces.” . . . Nature,
meanwhile, had . . . bestowed the impulse and the balls rolled. . . .
That famous aboriginal push propagates itself through all the balls
of the systems and through every atom of every ball; through all the
races of creatures, and through the history and performances of every

27 Cabot, J. E., 4 Memoir of Ralph Waldo Emerson, 11, 737.
28 In his Journal we find this entry: “Do not teach me out of Schelling and I shall
find it all out for myself.”
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individual” (III, 184). And thus it comes about that “the visible
creation is the terminus or the circumference of the invisible world”
(I, 34-35). “Not the cause, but an ever-novel effect, nature descends
always from above. It is unbroken obedience” (I, 199).

This process of emanation is not only complete, but it is perpetual :
“We can never surprise nature in a corner; never find the end of a
thread, never tell where to set the first stone. The bird hastens to lay
her egg: the egg hastens to be a bird. The wholeness we admire in
the order of the world is the result of infinite distribution . . . its
permanence is perpetual inchoation. Every natural fact is an emana-
tion, and that from which it emanates is an emanation also, and from
every emanation is a new emanation. If anything could stand still, it
would be crushed and dissipated by the torrent it resisted, and if it
were a mind, would be crazed” (I, 199). “We can point nowhere to
anything final; but tendency appears on all hands: planet, system,
constellation, total nature is growing like a field of maize in July; is
becoming somewhat else in rapid metamorphosis” (I, 203).

In this evolutionary emanation, the dualism of mind and matter
disappears: “It is a long way from granite to the oyster ; farther yet
to Plato and the preaching of the immortality of the soul. Yet all
must come, as surely as the first atom has two sides. . .. A little water
made to rotate in a cup explains the formation of the simpler shells;
the addition of matter from year to year,arrives at last at the most
complex forms; and yet so poor is nature with all her craft, that from
the beginning to the end of the universe she has but one stuff,—but
one stuff with its two ends, to serve up all her dream-like variety.
Compound it how she will, star, sand, fire, water, tree, man, it is still
one stuff, and betrays the same properties” (III, 180-181). “Intellect
and morals appear only the material forces on a higher plane. The
laws of the material nature run up into the invisible world of the
mind” (X, 72).

Nevertheless man occupies a unique position in this process of
evolution. On the one hand, he is the last product of the development.
On the other hand, he is the mediator in the process of creation; for,
says Emerson, “the Supreme Being does not build up nature around
us, but puts it forth through us, as the life of the tree puts forth new
branches and leaves through the pores of the old” (I, 64). “A man
should know himself for a necessary actor. A link was wanting
between the two craving parts of nature, and he was hurled into being
as the bridge over the yawning need, the mediator betwixt two else
unmarriageable facts” (I, 207).
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The ultimate identity of subject and object, Emerson finds, how-
ever, in “a substance older and deeper than either mind or matter”
(VIIL, 9). Innumerable passages stress this unity: “All the universe
over there is but one thing, this old Two-Face, creator-creature,
mind-matter, right-wrong, of which any proposition may be affirmed
or denied” (III, 245). “Nature is one thing and the other thing in
the same moment” (III, 236). It is an “all dissolving unity” (III,
58). It is more than finite personal spirit but never ceases to be spirit.
Emerson calls it “Being,” and confesses that with this name “we
have arrived as far as we can go” (II1, 73). But even so, he tells us,
“the baffled intellect must still kneel before this cause, which refuses
to be named,—ineffable cause, which every fine genius has essayed
to represent by some emphatic symbol, as Thales by water, . . .
Zoroaster by fire, Jesus and the moderns by love” (III, 72-73; also
I1, 253-257). Meantime within man is “the soul of the whole, . . .
the web of events is the flowing robes in which she is clothed.”

As we have seen, Emerson maintains from the very beginning
that nature is a revelation of divine mind (cf. X, 99-100) ; and since,
for this reason, the laws of nature are but the laws which also govern
man’s own mind, “the ancient precept, ‘Know thyself,’ and the
modern precept, ‘Study nature,” become at last one maxim” (I, 87).
“Because the history of nature is charted in his brain, therefore is
[man] the prophet and discoverer of her secrets” (III, 187). “The
possibility of interpretation lies in the identity of the observer with
the observed. . .. The gases gather to the solid firmament ; the chemic
lump arrives at the plant, and grows; arrives at the quadruped, and
walks; arrives at the man, and thinks. . . . The reason why he knows
about them is that he is of them; he has just come out of nature, or
from being a part of that thing” (IV, 11).

In his early writings Emerson looked upon man as the end result
and the goal of nature. All the parts of nature, he tells us, “inces-
santly work in each other’s hands for the profit of man.” “The wind
sows the seed ; the sun evaporates the sea; the wind blows the vapor
to the field ; the ice, on the other side of the planet, condenses rain on
this; the rain feeds the plant; the plant feeds the animal; and thus
the endless circulations of the divine charity nourish man” (I, 13).
Soon, however, Emerson becomes convinced that “the end of Nature”
is not man, and he has Nature say: “ ‘I have ventured so great a
stake as my success on no single creature, I have not yet arrived at
any end’” (I, 203). “The termination of the world in a man appears
to be the last victory of intelligence” (I, 205). It is true, neverthe-
less, Emerson is now sure, that “no single end may be selected and



Ch. 3] TRANSCENDENTALISM IN NEW ENGLAND 51

nature judged thereby,” for “if man himself be considered as the
end, and it be assumed that the final cause of the world is to make
holy or wise or beautiful man, we see that it has not succeeded” (I,
201). -

There is, however, another way of looking at nature; for “such is
the constitution of all things, or such the plastic power of the human
eye, that the primary forms, as the sky, the mountain, the tree, the
animal, give us a delight in and for themselves” (I, 15). This leads
Emerson to conclude that “the world thus exists to the soul to satisfy
the desire of beauty.” And he adds: “This element I call an ultimate
end. No reason can be asked or given why the soul seeks beauty.
Beauty, in its largest and profoundest sense, is one expression for
the universe” (I, 24). Nevertheless, even “beauty in nature is not
ultimate.” It is but “the herald of inward and eternal beauty” and
“must stand as a part,” and not as yet the last or highest expression
of the final “cause of Nature” (I, 24).

What, then, is that to which beauty finally leads us? According
to Emerson “beauty is the mark God sets upon virtue” (I, 19).
Ultimately, “all things are moral” (I, 40; also II, 102), and “this
ethical character so penetrates the bone and marrow of nature as to
seem the end for which it was made. Whatever private purpose is
answered by any member or part, this is its public and universal
function, and is never omitted” (I, 41)..‘“The moral law lies at the
centre of nature and radiates to the circumference. It is the pith and
marrow of every substance, every relation, and every process” (I,
41-42).

Being moral throughout, nature is “a convenient standard, and
the meter of our rise and fall.” “The primordial atoms are prefigured
and predetermined to moral issues, are in search of justice, and
ultimately right is done” (VI, 219). “When man curses, nature
still testifies to truth and love” (I, 197). In our fight against evil,
therefore, nature is on our side; for “the league between virtue and
nature engages all things to assume a hostile front to vice” (II, 115).

It is Emerson’s contention that we should “accept the place the
divine providence has found” for us (II, 47) ; but this does not mean
that we must abandon all personal distinction and personal effort.
On the contrary, for “nothing is at last sacred but the integrity of our
ownmind” (II, 50). “What our heart thinks great, is great. The soul’s
emphasis is always right” (II, 145). This is so, Emerson reasons,
because there is a “union of man and God in every act of the soul”
(II, 292). We are embedded in “that Unity, that Over-Soul” (II,
268), and “more and more the surges of everlasting nature” enter
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into us so that we come “to live in thoughts and act with energies
which are immortal” (II, 296). When the Over-Soul ‘“breathes
through” man’s intellect, “it is genius; when it breathes through his
will, it is virtue; when it flows through his affection, it is love”
(11, 271).

Emerson sees “the unity of thought and of morals running through
all animated Nature.” “The man down in nature occupies himself
in guarding, in feeding, in warming and multiplying his body, and,
as long as he knows no more, we justify him; but presently a mystic
change is wrought, a new perception opens, and he is made a citizen
of the world of souls: he feels what is called duty; he is aware that
he owes a higher allegiance to do and live as a good member of this
universe. In the measure in which he has this sense he is a man, rises
to the universal life. The high intellect is absolutely at one with moral
nature” (X, 185).

From this Emerson infers that “the last lesson of life, the choral
song which rises from all elements and all angels, is a voluntary
obedience, a necessary freedom.” “Man is made of the same atoms
as the world is, he shares the same impressions, predispositions, and
destiny. When his mind is illuminated, when his heart is kind, he
throws himself joyfully into the sublime order, and does, with knowl-
edge, what the stones do by structure” (VI, 240).

Emerson is enough of a realist to admit that “Nature, as we know
her, is no saint,” and that ‘“her darlings, the great, the strong, the
beautiful, . . . do not come out of the Sunday School” (III, 64). He
knows that “Nature is upheld by antagonism” (VI, 254) ; he knows
also that “no virtue . . . is final” (II, 316). But he finds that “the
glory of character is in affronting the horrors of depravity to draw
thence new nobilities of power” (VI, 254-255; also VI, 218). He
grants that “human life is mean”; but, he asks, “how did we find
out that it was mean?” (II, 267). We must already have risen above
its meanness to recognize it as mean. We have a “mighty Ideal be-
fore us”—one which “never was known to fall into the rear.” “No
man ever came to an experience which was satiating, but his good is
tidings of a better” (III, 75). Emerson is filled with a “sublime con-
fidence,” for, “in spite of appearances, in spite of malignity and blind
self-interest living for the moment, an eternal, beneficent necessity
is always bringing things right ; and though we should fold our arms,
. . . the evils we suffer will at last end themselves through the in-
cessant opposition of Nature to everything hurtful” (X, 188-189).

The successive stages of moral betterment, Emerson believes,
correspond to specific periods in history. “The civic history of men
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might be traced,” he says, “by the successive meliorations as marked
in higher moral generalizations ;—virtue meaning physical courage,
then :chastity and temperance, then justice and love;—bargains of
kings with peoples of certain rights to certain classes, then of rights
to the masses,—then at last came the day when . . . the nerves of the
world were electrified by the proclamation that all men are born free
and equal” (X, 187). And thus, for Emerson, the whole of nature
and of history is the manifestation and revelation of a cosmic and
morally responsible Reality, the “Over-Soul” or God. America, as
seen through the eyes of the Transcendentalists, was its most perfect
and most promising embodiment.

From this broad phllosophxcal platform Emerson slashed out
against the evils of his time. He attacked vigorously all materialism,
corrupt politics, and religious hypocrisy, and he dealt “resounding
blows against slavery as an institution at a time when the North was
still politely silent on the question.”

Surrounding Emerson, and associated with him in varying de-
grees of intimacy, were such well-known figures as A. Bronson
Alcott, W. E. Channing, Margaret Fuller, Elizabeth Peabody, Theo-
dore Parker, and Henry David Thoreau. In 1838 they published
fourteen volumes of Specimens of Foreign Standard Literature.
They experimented in journalism with The Dial, and tried communal
living at Brook IFarm. Through their poetry, books, and essays they
caused a considerable stir among the intellectuals of the period. Their
Transcendentalism, however,—lofty in conception and noble in intent
—was completely out of touch with the new factors and forces that
were rapidly transforming America. Theirs was a romantic dream,
while America was building an empire. ‘“The vast gap between the
hope of the Romantic Movement and the reality of the pioneer period
is one of the most sardonic jests of history.”?

It was this lack of contact between the Transcendentalists of New
England and the tremendous economic forces which were revolu-
tionizing the nation that in the end made Transcendentalism no more
than a passing episode in the cultural history of the United States.
When its day was over this stirring movement of thought subsided as
suddenly as it had arisen. It found no continuity in the intellectual
life of the country, and modern philosophy, when it finally arrived
on the scene, meant a completely new start in reflection and specula-
tion. Only as part of the general cultural background was Transcen-
dentalism still present in the minds of American thinkers,

20 Mumford, op. cit., 79.



Chapter 4
NEW FORCES AT WORK

1. A General Orientation

As we have seen in the preceding chapter, the year 1836 witnessed
the beginnings of the Transcendentalist Movement. It was then that
Ripley, Alcott, Emerson, and a few others met for the first time “to
see how far it would be possible for earnest minds to meet.” In the
same year Emerson’s essays on Nature were published—the first
volume in that series of significant works which were to become the
pride and the highest achievement of New England Transcendental-
ism. But 1836 was also the year of the Alamo.

For some years prior to 1836 American settlers had moved into
Texas, which at that time was still a part of Mexico. At first Mexico
welcomed the thrifty and efficient newcomers. But as the American
infiltration into Texas accelerated, and as the American influence
there became predominant, the originally friendly attitude of the
Mexicans changed into open resentment. Economic and political
disputes of an increasingly serious nature arose, culminating in the
utter destruction of a small band of Texans at the Alamo. The first
blow in the bloody struggle for an independent state of Texas had
been struck.

The planters of the South, hoping thereby to strengthen their
own influence in the nation, were agitating for an outright annexation
of Texas, but they were not strong enough in Congress to carry
through their plans. For somewhat more than a decade Texas re-
tained its independence.

In the meantime American settlers moved as far west as the
Pacific, and American economic interests spread rapidly in California.
It became the “Manifest Destiny” of the United States to occupy the
whole of the North American continent.

In the spring of 1841 the great migration westward began by sea
and by land. And when, five years later, a border dispute between
Texas and Mexico resulted in a clash of arms, President Polk sup-
ported the Texan claims and declared that “war exists by act of
Mexico.” By August, 1847, the American army was at the gates of
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Mexico City. A defeated Mexico sued for peace. California and New
Mexico were now included in the Union, and ‘“Manifest Destiny”
had scored a significant triumph.

In January, 1848, James W. Marshall found gold on the American
River, and by 1849 the gold rush was on. Irresistibly the waves of
migration moved westward over the American continent, transform-
ing and reshaping the whole social, economic, and political life of the
nation.

By midsummer of 1850 “Americans looked out upon their coun-
try with eyes that glowed with pride and confidence. ‘Manifest
Destiny’ had been realized; the flag had been borne in triumph to
the Rio Grande and to the Pacific shore. As if to celebrate this great
achievement, the mountains of the Far West had loosed a mighty
stream of gold.”! Railroads began to open up the great granary of
the upper Mississippi and welded the East and the Middle West into
a steadily growing community of interest. The flood tide of the west-
ward movement continued. In the next decade the population of the
United States increased from twenty-three million to nearly thirty-
one million. About one tenth of the gain was registered in territories
and states not even mentioned in the census of 1840. California
quadrupled its population, and to the north Oregon and Washington
showed a comparable increase.

Factory production, introducing new-and efficient methods of
manufacturing, increasingly replaced the handicrafts. Textile mills
in New England and iron foundries in Pennsylvania contributed their
share to the wealth of the nation. Huge fortunes were accumulating
rapidly. Some of them, it is true, were the result of fraud and corrup-
tion. “Cities were swindled by contractors in league with the munic-
ipal authorities. . . . Railroads secured legislative favors by methods
that varied from political manipulation to sheer bribery.”? But funda-
mentally the economic expansion of the nation derived from an access
to new sources of wealth, to raw materials and land previously not
- available, and depended upon new and more efficient methods of ex-
ploitation and communication. It was a decade of “fast living,” of
dissipation and extravagance, yes; but it was also a period of an
awakening interest in cultural values. While the “frantic scramble for
a share in the teeming prosperity” completely contradicted the roman-
tic dream of Transcendentalism, this period nevertheless showed the
beginnings of a new national culture. And the new cultural interests
were not restricted to the East.

1 Cole, A. C., The Irrepressible Conflict. 1850-1865. 1.
.2 Ibid., 28.
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2. Special Conditions at St. Louis—Brokmeyer

Between 1850 and 1860 the population of St. Louis had more
than doubled, reaching a total of 161,000. The city was ‘“‘reaping the
last great harvest of its strategic position.” It still was the “gateway
to the West,” the outfitting post for the countless groups of settlers
who moved westward in the conquest of a continent. It was the
metropolis of a region so vast in extent and in possibilities of develop-
ment that the thought of it taxed human credulity.

The atmosphere of St. Louis was distinctly cosmopolitan. In a
sense it was more “un-American” than any other city in the United
States. The population was a colorful mixture of French, German,
and native American. More foreign languages were spoken there
than anywhere else in the Union—though the Teutonic influence was
strongest ; more diversified interests prevailed there than anywhere
else and gave St. Louis its unique position among American cities.

As early as 1851 the residents of this “Metropolis of the West”
were convinced that their city was rapidly becoming the greatest
commercial and industrial center of America, and that even its cul-
tural life would soon surpass that of the older cities in the East in
splendor and refinement. Such hopes and aspirations increased rather
than diminished during the sixties and seventies, and they explain at
least in part the restlessness and the ‘“‘drive” so characteristic of the
men and women of St. Louis during the period of “The Great
Illusion.”

Immeasurable wealth came to the city, and the social “aristocracy”’
found leisure for cultural enterprises of many sorts. The public school
system which was modernized in accordance with the latest theories
and principles of education became the pride of the city. Clubs and
societies were organized for the promotion of numerous cultural
projects, and the public at large showed a remarkable interest in
intellectual matters. It was under such conditions that philosophy,
too, found a home in St. Louis, flourished, and in fact became a veri-
table “movement.”

The beginnings of this movement may be traced back to a chance
meeting in 1858 of William T. Harris and Henry C. Brokmeyer.
Harris, a teacher of shorthand who had only recently come from the
East, gave a lecture on some philosophical topic before the St. Louis
Theosophical Society, and Brokmeyer, who was at that time work-
ing in one of the city’s foundries, attended the lecture. The two men
met after the lecture and Brokmeyer tried to convince Harris that the
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questions raised by his lecture and left unanswered (and many other
basic questions as well) had actually been answered—completely
and definitively—by the German philosopher Hegel; that Hegel was
the last word in philosophy, and that his position provided the key
to the correct solution of all problems. Harris was deeply impressed.
And so began a friendship that was destined to exert a profound in-
fluence upon the intellectual life of St. Louis and of America as a
whole.

In 1859 Brokmeyer and Harris organized the St. Louis “Kant
Club” which soon counted among its members such men as Thomas
Davidson, George H. Howison, Joseph Pulitzer, Carl Schurz,-Den-
ton J. Snider, and J. E. Woerner. Brokmeyer, however, remained
the dominant figure in the club. As ‘“‘oracle” of the movement he
created and kept alive an all-pervasive interest in the idealism of
Hegel.

Brokmeyer was born in Germany and came to America at the age
of sixteen. Expelled from a midwestern college because of ‘“heretic”
views, he went East. But there social conditions did not suit him,
and he decided to become another Thoreau, “to leave society and
seek solitude.” So he returned to the land of Daniel Boone, built
himself a log cabin in the vicinity of St. Louis, and there, accom-
panied only by his dog, he devoted himself to the study of Hegel.

After several years of solitude and meditation Brokmeyer went
to St. Louis “in order to provide for his old age.” He accepted the
first work he could find, obtaining employment as an unskilled laborer
in a foundry. Because of his great abilities, however, Brokmeyer rose
rapidly in position and influence. He entered politics and became in
quick succession a member of the Missouri legislature, a judge,
lieutenant governor and, finally, acting governor of Missouri. When
Brokmeyer quit politics he retired to the “Indian Territory,”
there to find complete satisfaction in the simplicity of life among
the Indians.

In the opinion of Harris, Brokmeyer was ““a thinker of the same
order as Hegel” who “had divined Hegel’s chief ideas and the posi-
tion of his system.”® In fact, in the “early years” Brokmeyer’s ‘“‘deep
insights and his poetic power of setting them forth with symbols and
imagery” furnished members of the St. Louis group all their “out-
side stimulus in the study of German philosophy.”* It was Brok-
meyer, “dishevelled and ragged in his working clothes,” who spoke
on philosophy “as one having authority,” who was the ‘“‘undoubted

8 Harris, W. T., Hegel’s Logic, xii.
. 4 Ibid.
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oracle” of the group.® “He impressed us,” Harris says, “with the
practicality of philosophy, inasmuch as he could flash into the ques-
tions of the day, or even into the questions of the moment, the highest
insight of philosophy and solve their problems. Even the hunting of
wild turkeys or squirrels was the occasion for the use of philosophy.
Philosophy came to mean to us,” Harris adds, “the most practical
of all species of knowledge.”®

The influence of Brokmeyer’s personality upon the St. Louis
movement is thus unmistakable; but in itself this influence does not
fully explain how it was possible for the abstruse speculations of
Hegel to find such profound resonance in a frontier city of mid-
western America at a time when that same philosophy was repudiated
and discarded in the land of its origin.

As Harris indicates, it was the “practicality” of philosophy, and
of Hegel’s philosophy in particular, which most impressed the men
and women of St. Louis. In the triadic movement of Hegel’s dialectic
they found a ready-made formula for their understanding of the con-
flicting trends in American culture and of the tragedy of the Civil
War. “In the difficult task of living together [Hegel] would lessen
friction and promote cooperation if the eager promoters of special in-
terest could learn and apply the principle that to overemphasize any
aspect of truth is to get into a false position, that other standpoints
have their relative justification, that one may be conciliatory and
yet sincere, that the absolute tone in us mortals is out of place, and
that large-mindedness is as important and necessary in moral and
political life as in philosophy.”?

In the field of religion, transcendental mysticism stood opposed to
the materialistic naturalism derived from the new science of nature,
and a reconciliation seemed impossible. Science and religion had
apparently come to a parting of the ways. The conflict of the prin-
ciples was genuine, and in the vortex of this conflict man’s intellectual
loyalties were sundered. The crisis was acute. Hegel’s metaphysics,
however, encompassing both science and religion, showed a way out
that would preserve the partial truths of the opposing positions and
would reconcile them in a higher synthesis. This was one reason why
Hegel’s philosophy appealed so strongly to the men and women of
St. Louis who could now study the sciences and still retain faith in
the truths of religion. But there were other reasons, too.

) 25Cf. Riley, 1. W., American Thought from Puritanism to Pragmatism and Beyond,
4(!.Harris, op. cit.,, xiii.

7 Dodson, G. R., “The St. Louis Philosophical Movement,” William Torrey Harris
(Schaub, editor), 27.
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To the leaders of the St. Louis Movement Hegel was also “the
prophet of a reunited state after the tragic ‘dialectic’ of civil war.”
“To them the southern position was that of ‘abstract right,” the
northern position that of equally ‘abstract morality,” and the United
States that was to be was identified with the synthetic ‘ethical state.” ”
“They found reason in the civil strife because they interpreted
political events as episodes in the predestined development of the
ethical state through the triadic movement of affirmation—negation
—reconciliation.” They saw in Hegelianism “a liberal philosophy of
progress and a doctrine of triumphant political union.”® They
“studied the ‘dialectic’ of politics and political parties and undecstood
how measures and men might be combined by its light.””®

But the practical application of Hegelian philosophy was even
more far-reaching than this. Many of the men and women active in
the St. Louis Movement were, connected with the public schools of
the city. Harris had become superintendent of schools. Snider and
Morgan were high school instructors. Francis Cook was a principal.
Miss Blow, Miss Brackett, and Miss Fruchte were teachers in the
lower grades. It was therefore not surprising that Hegelian philoso-
phy should permeate the whole school system in St. Louis. “We used
it,” Harris tells us, “to solve all problems connected with school-
teaching and school management.”!?

The “chief application of philosophy was,” however, “to literature
and art.”"* Snider, in particular, studied Shakespeare, Goethe, and
Homer; and Harris wrote articles on ‘“Landscape Painting,” on
“Raphael’s Transfiguration,” and on “Michel Angelo’s Last Judg-
ment.” For him, “Art is the piety of the Senses” as “Religion is the
piety of the Heart, and Philosophy the piety of the Intellect.”!?
And thus, art, too, found its proper place in the triadic move-
ment of philosophical dialectics. The Hegelian scheme became
all-inclusive.

However, before these philosophical ideas could come to fruition,
in St. Louis or anywhere else in America, the nation as a whole was
shaken to the core by an unparalleled economic revolution and was
threatened in its very existence by the War of Secession.

8 Townsend, H. G., “The Political Philosophy of Hegel in a Frontier Society,” ibid.,
76, 79, 80.
. 9 Harris, op. cit., xiii.
10 [bid.
11 Ibid.
12 l;arris, W. T., “Relation of Art to Religion,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy,
X, 207.
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3. The War of Secession and I'ts Aftermath‘

At the very time when the tidal wave of population moved west-
ward across the American continent, the heart of the South “shifted
with the culture of cotton to the Gulf States.”’® No longer were the
states north and south of the Ohio River bound together by a com-
mon frontier experience. The barrier between ‘“free states” and
“slave states” became increasingly effective and was soon more
formidable than the mountain barrier between the East and the West.

For some time the slave question had already disturbed the minds
of American writers. It had haunted Lowell even when he explored
the classics; it embittered Thoreau’s already sharp antipathy to the
state; it stirred Emerson to his angriest moods; it inspired Harriet
Beecher Stowe to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin; and to John G. Whittier
it was “an overpowering issue that appeared at every facet of his
mind.”14

In 1839 Calhoun had asserted in the Senate of the United States
that slavery is not an evil but “a good—a positive good.” He as well
as others defended slavery on economic and religious grounds and
laid down the terms on which the South would remain in the Union.
W. H. Seward of New York spoke with like candor for the opposing
forces. He made it clear that agitation against slavery would go on.
Henry Clay tried to effect a compromise; so did Daniel Webster—
even as late as 1850. But by the middle of the nineteenth century
the balance of power in the United States had definitely shifted to -
the North, and the shift continued uninterruptedly year after year.
It became increasingly evident that slavery as an institution had out-
lived its economic usefulness. Its inferiority to the free system of
the North had been demonstrated time and time again. But it was
difficult for the slaveholders to concede this point. As the economic
difficulties in the South increased, “it was natural to charge the sec-
tion’s inferior prosperity against an outside foe—the North.””’® The
result was a still greater antagonism between the South and the
North.

The crisis was reached when the South, in an effort to obtain
cheap labor, revived the outlawed slave trade and enforced rigidly its
cruel “fugitive slave” laws. In the winter of 1860-1861, the seven
southernmost states openly seceded, forcing the small federal garri-

13 Cf. Cole, op. cit., 100.
14 Beard, C. A., and M. R., The Rise of American Civilization, I, 785.
15 Cole, op. cit., 62.
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son at Fort Sumter to surrender. The War of Secession was on.
Years of bloodshed cut a broad swath across the course of normal de-
velopment in the United States. They marked the end of one epoch
and the beginning of a new one in the history of the continent; for,
measured in terms of cultural achievement, the Union which arose
from the ruins of that war had little in common with the nation that
existed before the war.

The War of Secession broke down the barriers which up to that
time had slowed the pace of a nation-wide readjustment, and it
opened the floodgates wide to the surging forces of the new order.
Soon the issues arising out of the war itself—grave and far-reaching
as they were—became completely submerged in still greater problems
of an economic revolution which deeply affected the whole nation in
all phases of its existence, Within a single generation the United
States changed from a country which was predominantly agrarian,
and which imported most of its manufactured goods from abroad,
into an industrialized nation which sold the products of its own
factories and mills in the far corners of the earth. A new dream of
empire building took possession of the American mind.

The South went through a most trying time of postwar adjust-
ments. The slavery question had been settled by the war, but the
“Negro question” remained. And there remained also the problems
of economic retrenchment and of social and political stabilization ; for
the liberation of the slaves had entailed as a natural consequence the
complete breakdown of a socioeconomic system which could neither
be salvaged nor replaced overnight by a new one. The troubles of
the South, furthermore, were aggravated by a militant attitude of the
North, by “reconstructionists” and ‘“carpetbaggers,” and after the
assassination of Lincoln by a lack of intelligent leadership on both
sides.

In the North the situation was complicated by an increasing
schism between the West and the East. Agricultural America—
democratic and individualistic in spirit—stood opposed to the cen-
tralizing, capitalistic, and feudalistic forces of the East; and it has
remained so to this day. Nevertheless the West and the Middle West,
too, were caught in the all-inclusive process of transformation that
characterized the period after the Civil War.

An early manifestation of the new forces at work was the amaz-
ingly swift settlement of the wide-open territories of the Great West.
The discovery of valuable metals in the mountains of Colorado and
Nevada, and the vast mineral deposits in Washington, Oregon, Mon-
tana, Idaho, New Mexico, and Arizona, caused the first great rush
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of the population to the West. Shortly afterwards the cattlemen
came to the wide plains east of the Rockies, and immense ranches in
Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Nebraska, and the Dakotas soon
provided innumerable herds of cattle for the remunerative meat and
packing industries in the rapidly growing cities of the Middle West.
But the real penetration of the West was accomplished only by the
permanent settler, the “homesteader,” the tiller of the soil, who
came to the West induced by the Homestead Act of 1862, by the
completion of the transcontinental railway in 1869, and by the “tam-
ing of the redskins.” “In the single decade from 1870-1880 the farms
of the nation increased by an area as large as the British Isles and
Sweden combined, and the next two decades added an amount equal
to the British Isles and three Scandinavian countries, with Holland,
Belgium, and Switzerland thrown in for good measure.”*¢

Great as these changes were, the revolution in mining, transpor-
tation, and manufacturing was even more astounding. Between 1860
and 1880 the industrial output of American shops and mills trebled.
“By 1894 the United States had jumped from fourth place as a
manufacturing nation, its rank in 1860, to first in all the world. Its
output exceeded the combined total of Great Britain and Germany.”*"
The dynamic modern city became “the nerve center of the rising
industrial order.” Here the forces that shaped and determined the
new order were concentrated. Capital accumulated, business and
financial institutions arose, factories poured forth their manifold
products, and railroads established connections with distant markets.
From the nearby countryside and the lands across the sea people
flocked into the cities. Almost overnight villages grew into towns
and towns expanded and became great industrial centers. “Every-
where an intensely materialistic spirit reigned—the urge to exploit
new sources of wealth, to make fortunes, to grasp power.”8

The East profited most from the conquest of the West; but the
industrial expansion was not locally restricted. Its tidal wave en-
gulfed Pennsylvania, Ohio, Michigan, and Montana, and rebounded
ultimately from the coast line of the Pacific. Fabulous riches were
acquired in a short time, and into the eastern cities moved an ever-
growing army of the “newly rich”’—“self-made” men and women
who brought with them the spirit and the taste of the market place
and whose cultural interests were measured in dollars and cents. A
“parody on sober good sense” masqueraded as genteel manners and
We_s_inger, A. M., Political and Social Growth of the American People, 1865-

17 Ibid., 60.
18 Ibid., 41.
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as cultural achievement. The “poison of idle wealth” corrupted all
appreciation of cultural values, and the men and women of the
“Gilded Age” substituted “high living and plain thinking” for the
old ideal of “plain living and high thinking.” ~

But not all were rich even during this remarkable period. In the
back streets and alleys of the cities lived the large urban masses of
factory workers and coal miners; and there, in the squalor, the dirt,
and the disease of the slums, congregated the hordes of new immi-
grants from Europe. Somebody kad to pay for the tasteless luxuries
and the extravagances of the rich.

To pacify the masses, commercial “palaces of entertainment”-were
established. ‘‘Vaudeville shows, prize fights, circuses, dime museums,
and cheap theaters, like the spectacles of ancient Rome, kept countless
millions happy in penury, not at public expense as in Caesar’s day,
but at the expense of those who enjoyed them and to the advantage
of those who owned them. Indeed, tickling the urban masses—cre-
ating popular tastes and standards of culture—now became one of
the large and highly lucrative branches of capitalistic enterprise.”®
Box-office receipts became the measure of artistic accomplishment.
It was the time when P. T. Barnum provided the last word in enter-
tainment with his “Greatest Show on Earth.”

Individualism, at this time, had become a matter of the “acquisi-
tive instinct”’—a matter of the ‘“‘inaliemable right to preémpt, to
exploit, and to squander.” In a society which measured all values
in monetary terms only, anybody possessing sufficient determination
and self-assertion might rise to the highest positions and become a
leader in the political and cultural life of the nation. “A sense of
power and a spirit of arrogant self-assurance reigned.”?® American
society was dominated by ‘“‘strong, capable men, selfish, unenlight-
ened, amoral.” It provided ‘“‘an excellent example of what human
nature will do with undisciplined freedom.”?

4. New Cultural Interests

Despite these maladies, however, and despite “grave scandals”
and manifold corruptions, despite the unscrupulous Drews and the
grafting Tweeds, life in America was fundamentally progressive and
fruitful. “Its chief faults were less of quality than of tone, less of
structure than of finish.”?> Lacking refinement of taste, the newly

19 Beard, op. cit., 1I, 397.

20 Schlesinger, op. cit., 3.

21 Parrington, op. cit., 111, 17.
. 22 Nevins, Allan, The Emergence of Modern America, 1865-1878, 227.
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rich and socially prominent Americans of this period were impressed
by anything striking and extravagant and were inclined to regard
the startling or the unusual as superior to the really great works of art
and to the quiet achievements of cultural significance. Nevertheless
these Americans were animated by an unshakeable faith in the future
of their country. It must be admitted that they demanded “quick,
showy results and constantly tended to identify bigness with great-
ness,” and they also indulged in a cheap imitation of the Second
Empire and of late Victorianism, but underneath it all we discern
the forces of construction that were to culminate in a great and
unparalleled cultural effort. But first the whole system was put to
a severe test.

In 1873 a sudden crisis shook the new industrial order to its very
foundations. Although world-wide in its causes and effects, the
panic was particularly devastating in the United States where, in the
hectic rush to “skim the cream from the natural resources of the con-
tinent,” financiers and speculators had indulged in most questionable
operations and had violated every law of sound finance. Almost over-
night more than 5000 commercial establishments failed, 89 railroads
defaulted, banks collapsed, and the Stock Exchange was closed.
Nearly half a million laborers were thrown out of work by the sus-
pension of railroad building alone. As a result, allied industries
closed down, too, and unemployment mounted to staggering figures.
The winter of 1874-1875 saw long bread lines in the cities. The tide
of immigration began to turn back. Thousands of people who had
arrived from Europe only a short time ago, attracted by the fabulous
opportunities in the New World, now returned to their homelands.
During the first year of the crisis private expenditures of the Amer-
ican people were reduced by not less than four hundred million dol-
lars. There was an alarming increase in illness, discontent, crime,
and prostitution. And the crisis continued. There were 5830 com-
mercial failures in 1874 ; 7740 in 1875, and 9092 in 1876. ‘“Business
was weighed down by a millstone of bad debts, and debilitated by the
rottenness inherited from previous years.”?

The year 1877 turned out to be one of the blackest in the history
of America. To the already aggravated business crisis were added a
disputed presidential election that virtually threatened a new civil
war, and disastrous labor revolts in the great industrial centers. The
result was that business failures in 1878 increased to 10,478. By
the end of 1878, however, the worst was over. The turning point
in the crisis had been reached and the work of reconstruction could

23 Nevins, op. cit., 303.
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begin. This time the emphasis was placed upon distinctive cultural
achievements of lasting significance.

For one thing, the American educational system was being trans-
formed from top to bottom. In 1865, Harvard and Yale were
poverty-stricken little colleges, and Princeton was hardly any better
off. The University of Wisconsin had five professors and a few
tutors. An “antediluvian flavor” prevailed everywhere about the
course of study.* Very little science was taught. Laboratories were
nonexistent, and individual professors were in charge of different
subjects at the same time. At Columbia, for example, one man taught
“moral and mental philosophy, English literature, history, political
economy, and logic.” College and university libraries were utterly
inadequate. But within two decades a radical change had taken place.

For this change, six men—the presidents of their respective
schools—were particularly responsible. They were Andrew D. White
of Cornell, James McCosh of Princeton, Charles W. Eliot of Har-
vard, Noah Porter of Yale, James B. Angell of Michigan, and
Daniel C. Gilman of Johns Hopkins. Five of them had studied and
traveled in Europe, and the sixth, James McCosh, had come over
from Scotland. Under their leadership entrance requirements were
raised and curricula revised. Postgraduate instruction was intro-
duced, and for the first time American universities “began to take
seriously their obligation to enrich the world’s store of knowledge”
by carrying on independent research.

In 1871 Yale organized its postgraduate courses into the first
“graduate school” in America. Five years later Johns Hopkins
opened its doors—the first purely secular university in the United
States. Practically all members of its faculty had been trained abroad.
Its aim was primarily research and the training of research scholars.
Soon Harvard blazed new trails in the study of medicine and of law,
and Cornell, richly endowed as a land-grant college, experienced a
phenomenal rise. Coeducation became a distinctive feature of Amer-
ican universities.

In all leading institutions, postgraduate instruction, modeled after
the German pattern, represented the culmination of university stud-
ies. During the 1880’s more than two thousand Americans studied
in Germany. Before long, however, our own educational institutions
provided equally attractive opportunities for scholarship. “Amply
~equipped for the first time with tools of research—Ilaboratories, in-
struments of precision, libraries, museums, observatories, hospitals—
scholars and scientists in the United States were enabled to make a

' 24 Cf. Nevins, op. cit., 26S.
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contribution to the world’s learning fully comparable to that of the
first nations of Europe.”?

An increasing number of learned societies provided a mutual
stimulus for men engaged in every field of research and furnished
means for the publication of results obtained. Their influence was
widely felt and appreciated.

A great revolution was carried through in medicine. The germ
theory of disease led speedily to the discovery of new ways of diag-
nosing and curing dreaded diseases. The improvement of anesthetics
opened up new paths in surgery, and public health measures con-
tributed greatly to the prevention of epidemics. A new and critical
approach to American history was developed, and the socioeconomic
conditions of the nation were carefully analyzed and critically ex-
amined by trained scholars. “Though the general public esteemed
science chiefly for its utilitarian results, the specialists themselves
strove to uphold the German academic ideal of science pursued for
its own sake.”?® But, Americans that they were, even these men
justified their ideal by maintaining that ‘“without pure science applied
science would not be possible.” And thus American science was
dominated in all its phases by a basic spirit of practicality.

Following the leadership of the universities, the entire educational
system of the United States experienced a renaissance. New meth-
ods of instruction were introduced, old ones were improved. The
kindergarten was added and the curricula were overhauled. From
1876 on public libraries were organized in all regions of the country.
In 1881 Andrew Carnegie set a precedent by endowing such libraries.
By 1898 he had given six million dollars for library purposes. Other
men of wealth followed his example. In 1895 the new libraries of
New York and Boston were opened to the public. In 1897 the Chi-
cago Library and the new Library of Congress followed. By 1900
over nine thousand libraries containing nearly forty-seven million
books had been created, and more than half of them in the Middle
and Far West.

The Chautauqua movement got under way in 1874 and shortly
became a formidable factor in American education. Newspaper read-
ers were kept abreast of the fast-moving events of the time as never
before. News-gathering agencies and syndicate services were organ-
ized. Mergenthaler’s invention of the linotype simplified typesetting.
Larger and ever faster presses, color printing, and cheaper and better
methods of reproducing pictures made possible a veritable revolution

25 Schlesinger, A. M., The Rise of the City, 1878-1898, 220.
26 bid., 230.
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in journalism. Pulitzer and Hearst gave direction to some of the
new trends. From 1880 to 1900 the number of daily papers increased
from 971 to 2226, while weeklies and semiweeklies increased from
fewer than nine thousand to nearly fourteen thousand. Many of the
leading dailies, it is true, were sensationalistic in make-up and news
reporting, and “yellow journalism” got its start during this period.
On the other hand, however, millions of Americans now became
newspaper readers who before had scarcely looked at a printed page.

For the serious reader there were available—in addition to some
of the great cosmopolitan papers—such leading periodicals as
Harper's Monthly, The Atlantic, The Century, Scribner’s Magazine,
The Nation, and The Forum—all devoted to competent and critical
evaluations of the American scene and of world events. For the less
fastidious readers popular-priced magazines—such as Ladies’ Home
Journal, McClure’s and Cosmopolitan—provided a variety of inter-
esting and generally educational material. As a result, these peri-
odicals were widely read. By 1898 the number of magazine buyers
had increased from about five hundred thousand to nearly three
million. All in all “the American of this period could not escape
being educated whether by the school or the multifarious other instru-
mentalities seeking to woo his thought and mold his will.”**

While the circus remained the star attraction in rural communi-
ties, the theater provided diversified entertainment in the cities, and
stock companies visited every outlying town in the vanishing frontier
regions. In the opinion of some, “the serious drama has perhaps
never been better presented in America than in the 1880’s and
1890’s.”28 During these years Edwin Booth and John McCullough
achieved fame portraying Hamlet; Mary Anderson enraptured her
audiences in the roles of Galatea and Juliet; Lawrence Barrett found
wide acclaim as Cassius; and Clara Morris won the hearts of all as
Camille. Europe’s foremost actors and actresses—Sarah Bernhardt
and The Duse among them—crossed the ocean to play on the Amer-
ican stage, while the great Americans added further luster to their
own names in Europe.

This was the time, too, when the American playwrights began to
come into their own. American life provided an abundance of inter-
esting and significant problems that lend themselves well to dramatic
presentation. Charles Hoyt’s farce, “A Trip to Chinatown,” was the
first of that unending series of plays which could boast of a record
run on Broadway. Steele MacKaye established himself with “Hazel

27 Ibid., 198.
. 28 Ibid., 292.
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Kirke.” The sentimentality of Barnard and Burgess’s “The Country
Fair,” and the realism of James A. Herne's “Shore Acres” appealed
to different audiences but assured full houses for many years. Per-
haps the foremost American dramatist of the time was Bronson
Howard—the first man in America to devote himself entirely to
playwriting. The success of his numerous works—“One of our
Girls,” “The Henrietta,” to mention only the two best known—
eclipsed for a time that of every other playwright. There is virility,
humor, and ingenuity of stagecraft in his plays, and the English
critic, William Archer, assigned to Bronson Howard a place among
dramatists comparable to that of Henry James among novelists.
Through the efforts of Howard, Hoyt, Herne, MacKaye, and sev-
eral others, the serious American drama rose far above the plethora
of melodramas which depicted the dangers and wickedness of life in
the metropolis and which were but endless variants of the theme of
“honest Nell and the city slicker.”

Musical life in the United States also was transformed at about
this time. The old-fashioned black-face minstrel shows began to lose
popularity. Vaudeville took their place. At its worst, musical enter-
tainment deteriorated into burlesque; but a more discriminating
public became widely enthusiastic over Gilbert and Sullivan operettas,
which, beginning with 1878, were performed in ever increasing num-
bers in New York, Chicago, St. Louis, and other cities and towns
of the East and the West. At one time not less than eight of them
ran concurrently in New York alone. When the Metropolitan Opera
House opened in 1883 grand opera also found a permanent home in
America.

Then, too, in 1878, Leopold Damrosch organized the New York
Symphony Orchestra. Three years later the Boston Symphony
Orchestra began its notable career, and in 1891 Theodore Thomas’s
Chicago Orchestra followed the great examples. During these years,
furthermore, the first American symphonic composer, Edward A.
MacDowell, received well-deserved recognition. Musically speaking,
the United States had awakened to a full participation in the cultural
achievements of the great masters.

In addition to these achievements there occurred a significant
renaissance in “the arts of line, color, and form.” The Centennial
Exhibition of 1876 had brought the American public for the first
time face to face with the masterworks of European painters and
sculptors and had demonstrated at the same time the complete lack
of comparable achievements in the New World. Soon afterwards
art societies were founded everywhere, and numerous galleries began
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to enhance public interest. More decisive, however, was the return to
New York in the late 1870’s of a number of young artists who had
studied in Munich and Paris and who were thoroughly imbued with
the spirit of art as it was then triumphant on the Continent. Their
new ideas clashed with the old ones of American tradition, and the
result of this clash was “a period of American art that in quantity
and quality surpassed any earlier era.”? It was the period of
Whistler and Sargent, of Inness, Homer, and Hassam, of Enneking,
Brown, Tryon, Eakins, and Ryder—to mention only the best-known
names. From mural decoration to illustration, from landscape to
miniature, from etching to water color, the achievements of American
artists reached new heights.

But returning from Europe were sculptors as well as painters,
and they had acquired a technique and a naturalism which surpassed
all that had previously been achieved in the United States. The spirit
and artistic accomplishment of Rodin was for most of them the great
inspiration. Foremost among them was Augustus Saint-Gaudens,
whose statue of Farragut made him famous overnight, and whose
“Peace of God” is, in the judgment of some, the finest work of
sculpture that America has yet produced. But other artists were
scarcely less well known. MacMonnies, Saint-Gaudens’s greatest
pupil, found unequaled expression of exuberant movement in his
“Bacchante” ; while George G. Barnard created a magnificent em-
bodiment of crude and elemental strength in his Rodin-inspired
“Brotherly Love.” Daniel C. French was probably the most prolific
artist of this group; but even his work was of a high and distinctive
quality as may be seen from his “Lincoln” and his “Death Staying
the Hand of the Sculptor.”

The World’s Columbian Exposition, held at Chicago during the
summer of 1893, brought to a brilliant climax all the artistic tenden-
cies of the time. “Only seventeen years had elapsed since the Cen-
tennial Exposition in Philadelphia but, in terms of artistic accom-
plishment, a whole age had passed.”®® The cultural revolution was
in full swing in America, and “the Chicago exposition was both the
visual evidence and the promise of a new stage in American civiliza-
tion.”®! It was during this period, too, that American philosophy
received a new impetus; that, in fact, it became an independent
discipline,

29 Ibid,, 271,

80 Ibid., 285-286.
81 Ibid,, 286.
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THE EARLY IDEALISTS



“The true procedure of philosophy as a science . . .is. ..
that of a Platonic dialogue on a grand scale, in which the
theses, proposed proofs, objections, rejoinders, of numerous
interlocutors are focused upon a given question, and the
argument gradually shapes itself, through its own immanent
dialectic, to a conclusion.”

Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Revolt Against Dualism, ix.



Chapter 5
THE ST. LOUIS MOVEMENT

1. Journal of Speculative Philosophy

Reference has already been made to that group of men and women
of St. Louis who, under the leadership of Brokmeyer and Harris,
studied philosophy in earnest and applied philosophical reasoning to
the practical problems of everyday living. They had organized the
first “Kant Club” on this side of the Atlantic and had grappled with
the dialectic of Hegel. The War of Secession put an end to their club,
but the activities of the club were taken over in 1866 by the newly
organized “Philosophical Society,” of which Brokmeyer was presi-
dent and Harris secretary. It was this society which provided both
the center and the dynamic impulse of the St. Louis Movement, and
which placed at the disposal of American thinkers the first philo-
sophical journal published in the United States—The Journal of
Speculative Philosophy. .

Much space in the Journal was devoted to translations of foreign
writers, primarily German. However, as Harris himself said, ‘“the
Society was not founded for the especial purpose of studying German
philosophy from Kant to Hegel, but to encourage the study and
development of speculative philosophy, to foster an application of its
results to art, science, and religion, and to establish a philosophical
basis for the professions of law, medicine, divinity, politics, educa-
tion, and literature.” What Harris desired most of all was “a true
‘American’ type of speculative philosophy.” But he made it clear that
“it is not ‘American thought’ so much as American thinkers that
we want.”! And in this respect Harris’s wish was essentially ful-
filled; for men like Howison, Royce, Peirce, James, and Dewey first
became known in America through their contributions to The Jour-
nal of Speculative Philosophy.

In 1880 Harris resigned as superintendent of the St. Louis public
schools and moved to Concord, Massachusetts, where he took ““charge
of the summer school of philosophy that Alcott and Emerson had
started.” From there he was called to Washington as the first United

.1 Harris, W. T., “To the Reader,” Journal of Speculative Philosophy, I, 1.
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States Commissioner of Education. By this time Brokmeyer had
become completely absorbed in politics, Howison had gone to Boston,
Davidson was in England, and Snider was teaching psychology in
Chicago. This dispersion of its leading men brought about the
decline of the St. Louis Movement—a decline, incidentally, which
coincided with the “Great Disillusionment” which engulfed the proud
burghers of St. Louis when they had to admit that their dreams and
hopes for the future could not be realized and that Chicago was
rapidly surpassing their own city in economic and cultural sig-
nificance.

The Journal of Speculative Philosophy continued to appear regu-
larly until April, 1888. After that date only two more issues came
off the press, one in September, 1892, the other in December, 1893.
The St. Louis Movement had run its course and had come to an end.
But the interest in philosophy which it had awakened lived on and
spread and could no longer be ignored. American philosophy in the
technical sense now came into its own and attained weight and mo-
mentum as a cultural enterprise.

2. The Philosophy of W. T. Harris

Brokmeyer, it will be remembered, was the ‘“‘oracle” of the St.
Louis Movement; Harris was its organizer. Brokmeyer, unable to
express himself well in writing, exerted his greatest influence through
personal contacts. He inspired his associates through his astounding
insight into, and comprehension of, complex and difficult problems,
and through his skill in tearing to shreds the arguments of his oppo-
nents. His mind was that of a dialectician. Harris, on the other
hand, though essentially undialectic and ponderous in his thinking,
expressed himself very well in writing and for this reason became
the “systematizer” of the Movement. The emphasis he placed upon
certain phases of Hegelianism and the direction which he gave to
American idealism are still discernible in present-day personalism
and may be regarded as a permanent contribution to the cultural life
of America.

Concerning the genesis of his philosophy, Harris himself has
given us valuable information in the autobiographical sketch included
in the preface to his book, Hegel's Logic. There we learn that on a
December evening in 1858, after diligent and prolonged studies of
Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, Harris obtained an “insight into the
true inference from Kant’s Transcendental Aesthetic”’—the insight,
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namely, that “the unity of time and space presupposes one absolute
Reason.” From this evening on he regarded God, freedom, and im-
mortality as “demonstrable” and, “following out the lines of thought
begun in 1858,” he arrived in 1863 “at the insight which Hegel has
expressed in his Fuer-sich-seyn or Being-in-itself,” which Harris
called “independent being.” At this time Harris ‘had not as yet read
one-tenth” of Hegel's Logic and he supposed the new insight “to be
specially that of Hegel.” Later he discovered “that it is the most im-
portant insight of Plato,” that “Aristotle uses it as the foundation
of his philosophy,” and that “it has in one form or another furnished
the light for all philosophy worthy of the name since Plato first
saw it.”

In 1859-1860 Brokmeyer had translated Hegel’s Logic for the use
of his friends, and Harris applied himself to a study of this difficult
work. In 1864 he “obtained an insight into the logical subordina-
tion of fate to freedom.” In 1866 he arrived ‘““at the first insight that
is distinctively Hegelian”; he began to understand the distinction
which Hegel makes “between negative unity or substantiality and
Begriff or Idee.” In the same year he “read through Hegel’s larger
logic” for “the first time.” He assures us that he read every word of
it, but he candidly admits that he “did not understand anything
beyond the first part of the first volume,” and that he “could not fol-
low any of the discussions in the second and third volumes, or even
remember the words from one page to another.” As he puts it: “It
was all over my head.” Not until 1879 did Harris feel sure that he
understood “the true outcome of the Hegelian system,” and not until
“six years later” did he begin to see “that Hegel himself has not
deduced the logical consequences of his system in the matter of the
relation of Nature to the Absolute Idea.” Gradually he felt himself
“turning around” from his “attitude of faith in the Hegelian exposi-
tion to an attitude of criticism.” A long and torturous period of
discipleship had finally come to an end.

Harris now attacked what he “could not verify” and “insisted on
its falsity until it should demonstrate its truth.” He objected in par-
ticular to Hegel’s interpretation of reality because it “gives rise to a
species of pantheism which says that the Absolute is real only in the
process of Nature, and his personality actual only in historical per-
sons” (xv). Harris, in other words, found in Hegel nothing to
satisfy his religious interests and longings. He therefore set out to
revise that system in a manner more suitable to his own tastes and
along lines now recognized as “personalistic.”
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Harris saw the significance of Hegel “in the fact that he unites in
one system the Aristotelian and Kantian movements in thought.””?
That which Aristotle called “entelechy, soul, reason,” Hegel, accord-
ing to his American interpreter, calls Begriff. But regardless of
which name we apply to it, Harris maintains, it is “self-active being”
(31), and only mind can be “self-active.” Mind, therefore, is for
Harris “the fundamental ground of all objective beings and of all
subjective consciousness,” and “absolute mind is the absolute being”
(147). “Its thought is creative and gives rise to the world of nature
and the world of spirits” (148).

Harris backs up this thesis with a variety of arguments. In the
first place he points out that true individuality cannot be found in the
realm of material atoms, for “environment is essential to the atomic
individual—and this means the denial of its individuality.”® If the
environment contributes to atomic individuality, then that individ-
uality is a joined product and the atom is not an individual but only
a constituent part of an individual. Neither can mere aggregates be
regarded as individuals. But aggregates in which the parts are “at all
times in mutual reaction with the other parts through and by means
of the whole,” are individuals (38). Individuality, therefore, “begins
with the power of reaction and modification of external surround-
ings” (38).

If this be granted, several levels of individuality may be discerned.
A plant, for example, “acts upon its food and digests it, or assimi-
lates it, and imposes its form on that which it draws within its organ-
ism”; but a plant “does not form within itself an idea or even a
feeling of that which is external to it.” In a plant, therefore, “the
reaction is real, but not also ideal” (39). As we rise in the scale of
nature from plant to animal to man, the nature of the reaction differs,
and with it differs also the type of individuality we encounter. “The
energy of the plant is expended in assimilating the external; that of
the animal in assimilating and reproducing, that of man in assimi-
lating, reproducing, and self-producing or creating” (45). In man
only do we find individuality completely developed and truly achieved.

The degree of individuality attained at any level may be measured
in different ways. It is Harris’s contention, for instance, that “the
attempts to preserve individuality which we see in nutrition and feel-
ing, do not succeed in obtaining perfect independence.” Both these
activities, “as reactions upon the environment,” depend on the con-

2 Harris, W. T., Hegel’s Logic, 22.
8 Harris, W, T., Introduction to the Study of Philosophy, 37. Unless otherwise in-
dicated, all other refer