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ROBERT D. RICHARDSON, JR

Liberal Platonism and Transcendentalism: Shaftesbury,
Schleier macher, Emer son.

1. THE TRADITION OF LIBERAL PLATONISM

When we understand American Transcendentalism as a reaction against
Unitarianism, or when we see it against the larger background of American religion,
especially Calvinism, or when we see it as a protest against the prevailing
utilitarianism of the early nineteenth century, even a sympathetic observer will see
Transcendentalism as an essentially local and short lived movement, a back eddy
rather than a main current of American thought. But while Transcendentalism
appears as a side issue in the history of Puritanism or as a brief time-out from the
march of the Enlightenment toward positivism, or even as a late-breaking fourth
wave of international Romanticism, there is still one long and important tradition in
religion and philosophy in which American Transcendentalism plays a central and
even a continuing role. This is the tradition of Liberal Platonism, running from Plato
through Neoplatonism and the Christian Humanism of the Renaissance to the
Cambridge Platonists of the seventeenth century—Whichcote, Cudworth, Henry
More, and John Norris—to Shaftesbury, and through him to Herder, Wieland,
Goethe, Lessing, and, most importantly, Schleiermacher. American Transcend-
entalism draws on all these sources, both directly and through such English writers
as Coleridge, Carlyle, and Sterling. It is the same line of thought that will re-appear
later in the Irish Renaissance, especially in Yeats, and in the work of William James,
Santayana, Dean Inge, Whitehead, and Charles Hartshorne.

Platonism is, as Kathleen Raine has observed, a 'continuous tradition like
Christianity or Buddhism'. This is especially true of what 1 am calling Liberal
Platonism, which is the small group of religious and philosophical ideas which came
to a nineteenth century fruition in Transcendentalism and which has continued on to
inform what is usually called the liberal religious movement of the last hundred and
fifty years."

1 Thomas Taylor the Platonist, ed K. Raine and G. M. Harper (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press,

1969), 11. John Fisher, writing in the Dictionary of the History of Ideas, 3: 506, says ‘the liberal
religion of the last several hundred years is rooted in the Platonic theology.'





