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Anti-Transcendentalist Viewpoints 

The 1800s was a period that gave rise to an artistic and literary view point called 

Transcendentalism, or also known as Romanticism; which led to Anti-transcendentalists, or also 

known as Dark Romanticism, to emerge. Transcendentalism is an independent viewpoint that 

came about as America was beginning to build and become independent. Transcendentalism 

brings about the inherit goodness of people and nature while Anti-transcendentalism questions 

the inherit goodness of people.  

Anti-Transcendentalism is the rejection of optimism and the destructiveness of the human 

spirit. Dark Romanticism may “evoke an image of the lonely, isolated self, pressing onward 

despite all obstacles while either indulging or struggling with an internal evil, the very conflict a 

source of energy” (Thompson 1). Some writers are said to have promoted Anti-

Transcendentalism through writing morbid, alienated, stories about struggles with an internal 

evil, loneliness, or limited potential. In the Anti-Transcendentalist “mode of literature, the 

literature of horror, as it is sometimes called, the transcendent feeling of the sublime is replaced 

by a numinous, nameless dread” (Armand 75). This provided a new outlook on story-telling 

because of it polar opposite approach towards the settings and plots of what had used to have 

been common stories. These unique writers, such as Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
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used these darker mindsets by writing about their inner struggles and “the darker instincts of the 

human condition” (Caffrey par 3).  

 In Edgar Allan Poe’s, The Fall of the House of Usher, the story was based on the narrator 

visiting his childhood friend, Roderick Usher, in order to comfort him while he mourned over the 

death of his sister, Madeline Usher. The narrator described throughout the story how the Usher 

family has always struggled to thrive and flourish. As the narrator approached the house, he 

described how gloomy and pessimistic the house appeared. For example, he says how he looked 

at the house and landscape and described it as, “...upon the bleak wallsupon the vacant eye-like 

windowsupon a few rank sedgesand upon a few white trunks of decayed treeswith an utter 

depression of soul which I compare to no earthly sensation...” (Poe 702). The house description 

could be directly linked to the description of the Usher family’s misfortune and destiny of 

withering away. The description of the house was then used somewhat as a metaphor to describe 

not the condition of the property, but the state of the Usher family. This idea of the struggle for 

goodness and alienation by society due to it non-conformity is part of the view point of Anti-

Transcendentalism.  

Edgar Allan Poe writes about the narrator in The Fall of the House of Usher encountering 

a morbid incident. As the narrator is reading to Roderick Usher, the narrator mentions he hears a 

scratching noise. Roderick replies with “Not hear it?yes, I hear it, and have heard it. 

Longlonglongmany minutes, many hours, many days have I heard it...” (Poe 713); meaning 

he, Roderick, knows exactly where and what the source of the noise is. Before moving on, this 

statement alone provides the Anti-Transcendentalist feeling in that for a moment it leaves the 

reader suspicious of Roderick and why he knows of the sound. This, in turn, leaves a craving for 
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the reader to continue the story in order to solve the mystery as well as other suspicions 

pronounced throughout the narrative. Roderick clarified that the noise was his assumed dead 

sister, Madeline Usher, whom he buried in a tomb. The scratching noise was Madeline trying to 

claw towards her escape. Up until now, the story had been told as if Madeline was dead, but the 

scratching noises provided yet another ominous twist leading towards the climax. As soon as he 

describes the situation, a gust of wind blew open the door and Madeline, confirming Roderick’s 

fears of his sister escaping to seek revenge on him for burying her, attacked Roderick with the 

last of her strength. This scene ended with Roderick dying from fear and the narrator fleeing the 

house while the house crumbled to the ground. Edgar Allan Poe’s writing included a sinister and 

morbid outlook on human condition, providing an example of Anti-Transcendentalism.  

Nathaniel Hawthorne is another example of an author who promoted Anti-

Transcendentalism. The Birth-Mark, written by Nathaniel Hawthorne, was a morbid and sinister 

story about a scientist, named Aylmer, who believed his wife, Georgiana, was “almost” perfect, 

but was just short of it due to a small birthmark on her cheek. The narrator explained how 

Aylmer was so focused on perfection that he, Aylmer, believed the mark was not just external, 

but also internal. Aylmer became a madman, who no longer saw the mark as a minor defect, but 

as a symbol of death and sin. Hawthorne expressed this transition by writing, “In this manner, 

selecting it as the symbol of his wife’s liability to sin, sorrow, decay, and death, Aylmer’s 

sombre imagination was not long in rendering the birth-mark a frightful object, causing him 

more trouble and horror...” (646). As if rejecting his wife for a birth-mark was not dreadful 

enough, Aylmer ended up creating a concoction that ended up killing his wife in order to dispose 

of the birth-mark; he believed to be “The Crimson Hand”, a symbol of death and sin. 



4 
 

Hawthorne’s writing showed a struggle through an internal evil that drove one of the main 

characters mad; thus, promoting Anti-Transcendentalism.  

In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Birth-Mark, he wrote about characters having limited 

potential of reaching perfection (Georgiana), and having a limited potential of reaching 

knowledge (Aylmer). Aylmer was a scientist trying to gain knowledge and perform a procedure 

in order for his wife to achieve perfection. However, Aylmer soon began to view Georgiana as a 

test subject for science instead of as his loving wife. All humans had flaws, and Aylmer went 

mad over the fact that his wife had a mere birth-mark on her cheek that he believed resembled a 

mark of sin. Aylmer even had a nightmare where he tried cutting out the birth-mark from 

Georgiana, but ended up cutting too deep, and instead pierced Georgiana’s heart. Though this 

was only a dream, this provided foreshadowing of Georgiana’s demise. Through his attempt to 

achieve perfection for his wife, Aylmer ended up killing his wife as a result of eliminating the 

birth-mark. The Birth-Mark is an example of a character going through an inner struggle and “the 

darker instincts of the human conditions” (Caffrey par 3). 

 Anti-Transcendentalism questioned inherited goodness of people and nature, while 

Transcendentalism instead brought about the inherit goodness of people and nature. 

Transcendentalism was an independent viewpoint that came about as America was beginning to 

build and become independent. Even though the 1800s was a time of optimism and self-reliance 

through nature and opportunity, along with it brought about a perspective that rejected optimism 

and destruction of human spirit. Poe’s and Hawthorne’s stories went into depth of the destruction 

of the human spirit through horror and sinister events that focused on man’s uncertainty and 

limited potential. Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne were good examples of writers who 
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supported this morbid, alienated outlook on people’s struggle in that they veered away from the 

happy endings. They provided an alternate ending that sent chills down the spines of the readers.  
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