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I. Introduction

Quotes from Henry David Thoreau’s Walden have become the stuff of greeting cards, his

meditations on the natural world made digestible through their connection to the human

experience. I knew these quotes before I ever cracked the book’s spine. Yet when I made my

pilgrimage through the pages of Walden, I found myself interested in the passages rendered

nearly invisible by their relative neglect in the public eye: relentless and thorough accounts of

nearby wildlife, and the measurements of Walden’s ever-evolving ponds. In much of the text,

Thoreau removes his readers from normative society to a new one populated not with people and

civilization, but with bugs, rock formations, and agriculture. Walden centralizes the quotidian in

the natural space, making the unseen seen, promoting the practice of mindfulness.

Though Thoreau was one of America's great transcendentalists, and though Walden was

written at a high point of the transcendental movement, Robert M. Thorson notes in Walden’s

Shore that by the time Walden was published in 1854, Thoreau had become a “curiosity-driven

scientist” rather than a “trope-seeking transcendentalist” (Thorson, 73). After obsessively reading

Charles Dawin's Journal of Researches (1839), Thoreau began experimenting on his

surroundings to affirm Darwin’s conclusions, approaching nature with empiricism rather than

idealism (Thorson, 73). In reading Walden, scholars often focus on the organic: flowers, trees,

birds, fish, etc. In his review of Thorson’s Walden’s Shore, John Hay writes that “many overlook

the fact that Thoreau, as Thorson insists, was just as strongly attuned to the inorganic: minerals,

mountains, rivers, and lakes” (Hay, 702). And while most Walden scholars read the text as

organic rather than inorganic, they also read it as relational to the self. I argue that, conversely,

Thoreau interprets the land as independent from developed society and the human self, and that

examining the space’s geology, rather than ecology, reveals its inherent value.



Raymond Adams once controversially stated, “Walden is not significant as a place at all...

It is significant only because the word Walden suggests some thoughts a man had once. Where

he had them doesn't really matter” (Maynard, 8). This mid-twentieth century declaration

exemplifies the emerging movement of New Historicism or anti-Romantic Romanticism that

wanted to politicize the discipline of nature writing. Beginning in the 1950s and peaking in the

1980s, this movement pulled nineteenth-century transcendentalism more immediately into

conversation with twentieth-century capitalism and industry. Many New Historicist statements

like Adams’ neglect to consider the causality inherent in conclusion-building; that disregarding

the value of a landscape would render its nature-writing incomplete. In his 1984 text

Wordsworth: The Sense of History, Alan Liu similarly argues that the land itself, when removed

from economic and political capital, does not warrant a thinker’s full attention; that a landscape’s

meaning is derived from its product rather than from its simple existence. He even goes so far as

to critique Wordsworth “for finding consolation in nature when he ought to be attending to

economic conditions” (Bate, 15). In that vein, Liu also argues that writers must always consider

economics and politics in their nature-writing. He writes that “there is no nature except as it is

constituted by acts of political definition made possible by particular forms of government. Each

time a nation suffers an invasion, civil war, major changes of ministry, or some other crisis,

national or international, it must revise its landscape, the image of its own nature” (Liu, 104).

While Liu correctly posits that large-scale upheavals and conflicts certainly alter landscapes, his

argument that there is no land apart from human interaction is both self-centered and potentially

destructive, as it assumes that the land lacks inherent value. Liu’s assertion that “there is no

nature” has become highly contested in nature-writing scholarship, achieving reach far beyond

the scope of Wordsworth’s writings. In Radical Pastoral?, Greg Garrard applies Liu’s



controversial assertion to Walden, writing that Thoreau’s aspiration for a “higher condition of

truth to reality” requires that Walden be read as a scientific record rather than primarily as a piece

of literature. Wordsworth, and other similar writers, Garrard posits, are less committed to

scientific inquiry, and are consequently not held to the same standard as Thoreau (Garrard, 461).

Garrard suggests that Thoreau’s work might be pitted against Liu’s, asserting that, because

Walden stands at the intersection of established scientific inquiry and transcendentalist literature,

the land is integral to one’s reading of the text, and must be considered as such. Essentially,

Garrard argues that texts like Walden reaffirm the value of nature-writing for the sake of nature

writing. Liu, Adams, and other New Historicist thinkers attempt to frame nature-writing in a

network of political doctrines and manmade social structures – an approach which thinkers like

Garrard (and I) resist.

In writing extensively about the land itself, Thorson and W. Barksdale Maynard, author

of Walden Pond: A History, join Garrard in forming another camp of thought, which asserts that

Walden retains most meaning when it is studied alongside the environment in which it was

conceived. As Lance Newman notes in “Marxism and Ecocriticism,” “ecocritics insist on the

co-determinative power of the non-linguistic, nonhuman material world, or nature” (Newman,

3). Thorson and Maynard align with the position of these ecocritics, maintaining that although

the natural world functions differently than our own, its value and potential to inspire should not

be understated. Both thinkers advocate for the study and preservation of the natural space by

outlining the geology and daily functioning of Concord’s landscape: in Walden’s Shore, Thorson

dives deeply into the geology of Walden Pond, outlining its shape and history, Thoreau’s own

hypotheses regarding the land’s formation, and the accuracies and inaccuracies of 19th century

geology. Thorson writes that “The geologists of his day correctly understood that such isolated



mountains were erosional residuals, places anomalously resistant to long-term weathering”

(Thorson, 6). However, the years in which Thoreau engaged most scientifically with the land

coincided with the official rejection of the glacial theory between 1842 and 1862. So although

his understanding of the land’s formation was strong for the time, Thoreau was unable to

“embrace the more mathematically rigorous glaciology of Scottish physicist James D. Forbes”

(Thorson, 6). Instead, Thoreau and his contemporaries subscribed to the idea that Concord’s

landscapes were created by “debris-laden icebergs drifting from higher latitudes via powerful

oceanic currents” (Thorson, 7). We now know that Walden’s ponds are kettles formed by

glaciation, and in working directly alongside Thoreau’s own findings, Thorson’s geologic

writings and scholarship exemplify how meaning derived from Walden is essentially reliant on

the land itself. Thoreau himself presented hypotheses regarding the formation of land and rivers

in the late 1840s and early 1850s, which reveals Thoreau’s status as a leading figure in the

formation of a geologic standard. Although many of Walden’s passages turn to folk tales and

personal anecdotes to explain phenomena, Thoreau’s publications and personal notations of the

time reveal that he was grasping to understand the scientific origins of the land.

Three years before the publication of Walden, and four years after he left Walden Pond,

Thoreau delivered a lecture titled “Walking,” sometimes referred to as “The Wild,” in 1851. In

its pages, Thoreau asserts that it is human society which leads people astray – into folly, far from

connection. He writes, “A man’s ignorance sometimes is not only useful, but beautiful — while

his knowledge, so called, is oftentimes worse than useless, besides being ugly.” (“Walking,”

475). Here, Thoreau is clear in his assertion that the modern man is ignorant, as social structures

coddle rather than challenge him, as would the natural world. One would hardly expect an

empirical scientist like Thoreau to praise ignorance; however, when considered beside Thoreau’s



other assertions in “Walking,” readers understand that Thoreau values the collection of data and

the objective accumulation of knowledge, and opposes academic negligence and laziness.

Thoreau criticizes men who function under a collective hubris, assuming they know more than

they do. His solution, directed specifically towards the Society for the Diffusion of Useful

Knowledge – an institution founded in London in 1826 by Whig MP Henry Brougham, which

sought to publish information for those who preferred self-education – was to “Go to grass;” to

forsake the metaphorical hay (mass-produced for convenience) which they had been

long-consuming, and welcome the company of nature (“Walking,” 475). Thoreau’s point

becomes clear: leave behind your status and your luxury, your self-indulgence, and return to the

natural world which preceded this artificial one. In simple terms, Thoreau argues that man is “an

inhabitant, or part and parcel of Nature, rather than a member of society” (“Walking,” 458).

Although Thoreau continued to write and revise “Walking” until 1860, his ideas were beginning

to crystalize in the early 1850s when he wrote Walden. In this paper, I intend to read Walden as a

text rooted in the land, as Thorson and Garrard do in Walden’s Shore and Radical Pastoral?,

respectively, and to track the philosophies of “Walking” as they appear throughout Walden –

which claim that the land is wholly separate from the self; an atmosphere “unknown to my feet”

which is “perennial and constant” (“Walking,” 475). I propose that, in many ways, Walden can

be read as a direct precedent to “Walking” in asserting that the natural world’s “society” is fully

developed and valuable in its own right, without the involvement of the self.

It is impossible to argue that the natural world is wholly separate from human touch, as

thousands of years of habitation, deforestation, pollution, etc have made certain that the human

and natural spheres are indivisible. Thoreau’s own engagement with the land and his description

of human visitors suggests that he himself understands the inseparability of these two spheres.



However, the natural world differs enough from human developed society that an examination of

land as separate from human touch is warranted. In Sociology and the Environment, Alan Irwin

outlines how our human social structures can or cannot adhere to the framework of the natural

world. Irwin writes that “The natural environment has generally been presented as outside human

agency or intervention: the assumption seems to be that we can improve a city square (or even

rebuild a town-hall clock) but we can hardly improve or rebuild a rainforest or wilderness”

(Irwin, 3). Engagement with the landscape can inspire a person’s self-realization and personal

growth (as exemplified by the transcendental movement as a whole), yet Irwin argues that human

interaction does not significantly benefit the landscape itself: as Thoreau argues in “Walking,”

“Nowadays almost all man's improvements, so called, as the building of houses and the cutting

down of the forest and of all large trees, simply deform the landscape, and make it more and

more tame and cheap” (“Walking,” 461). In considering the Yosemite National Park in

California, Simon Schama observes that “The wilderness, after all, does not locate itself, does

not name itself,” asserting that things become relational because they have been socially

constructed (Irwin, 3).

II. The Ponds

In the chapter “The Ponds,” Thoreau describes the measurements, evolutions, and

processes of Walden’s ponds – indulging the natural world, abandoning human constructs.

Thoreau establishes that the ponds are deserving of attention because they are microcosmically

representative of a year and its seasons: “Every morning, generally speaking, the shallow water

is being warmed more rapidly than the deep… and every evening it is being cooled more rapidly

until the morning. The day is an epitome of the year. The night is the winter, the morning and

evening are the spring and fall, and the noon is the summer” (Walden, 284). With his recurring



use of the word “every,” and with the quote’s rigid and repetitive structure, Thoreau’s prose

mirrors the cyclicality of the natural world. Here, he immerses readers in his natural society,

revealing that any person can be one with nature if they renounce their claim to the developed

world. Describing the pond as a recurring process also gestures to the cyclicality of the water

cycle: a repeating cycle in which liquid water evaporates into water vapor, condenses into

clouds, and precipitates back to earth as rain and snow. By highlighting the close interaction

between two cycles – the water cycle and the climate variability cycle – Thoreau reveals that the

natural world is governed by a consistent cyclicality. And while one might be inclined to read

this passage symbolically, I posit that, to Thoreau, these are no more than observations: in filling

Walden’s pages with minutiae of the natural world, Thoreau suggests that meaning is found in the

space itself, in the pond’s gradual warming and cooling; to look for symbolism or greater

meaning would be to diminish the space’s intrinsic value.

Thoreau outlines the temperatures of Walden’s neighboring ponds Flint’s Pond and

Fair-Haven Bay as they thaw with the coming of spring:

A thermometer thrust into the middle of Walden on the 6th of March, 1847, stood

at 32°, or freezing point; near the shore at 33°; in the middle of Flint’s Pond, the

same day, at 32½°; at a dozen rods from the shore, in shallow water, under ice a

foot thick, at 36°. This difference of three and a half degrees between the

temperature of the deep water and the shallow in the latter pond, and the fact that

a great proportion of it is comparatively shallow, show why it should break up so

much sooner than Walden (Walden, 282-283)

In this passage, Thoreau meticulously gathers data and carefully observes the ever-changing

ponds; here, Thoreau’s specificity and empirical observation are especially concentrated. In



detailing the varying temperatures found in a body of water, Thoreau once again suggests that

the ponds microcosmically represent the regulation, cyclicality, and climate variation of the

greater natural world. The temperatures which Thoreau records – 32°, 33°; 32½°; 36° – convey

an inherent variance in the ponds’ thawing processes, and they represent a moment of flux:

Thoreau’s measurements reveal that, at this moment, the pond is unfit for, say, skating and ice

fishing, as the ice is too soft or too thin to withstand weight. In paying acute attention to the

space, Thoreau highlights how the ponds retain value, even – and especially – when human

interaction is limited. Ice, at these temperatures, repels humans, yet this repellence in no way

alters the pond’s thawing processes; the pond is not dependent on humans, though humans are

dependent on the pond. In meticulously recording these measurements – even the smallest of

differences – Thoreau also suggests that accuracy is essential to effective experimentation.

Flippancy and generalization threaten the integrity of scientific practice, just as it would all

knowledge-based systems. By including the date of observation, the 6th of March, 1847,

Thoreau reminds readers that the thawing process is part of our daily reality, evoking the

specificity of a scientific report or record. The simplicity and constancy as reflected in data,

Thoreau seems to be arguing, are necessary pillars in the governance of the natural world.

Thoreau additionally describes the ponds’ changing colors, which are variable, like the

ponds’ temperatures. He writes, “All our Concord waters have two colors at least; one when

viewed at a distance, and another, more proper, close at hand… In clear weather, in summer, they

appear blue at a little distance, especially if agitated, and at a great distance all appear alike. In

stormy weather they are sometimes of a dark slate color” (Walden, 168). Once again, Thoreau

describes the ponds and their anatomy with objectivity and curiosity. He states that the ponds’

variation in color depends on its viewer’s positionality, the time at which the ponds are viewed,



and the time of year – in essence, Thoreau makes clear that our understanding of the ponds is

variable and relative, as are most other natural phenomena, including the aforementioned water

cycles and glaciation processes. In asserting that the lake, from some vantage points, is

slate-colored, Thoreau establishes ethos as a geologist, and highlights the great diversity found in

a pond’s composition – considering that the same body can range in color from light blue to

near-black. In comparing the waters to summer and to stormy weather, Thoreau again asserts that

all parts of an environmental system are linked. Thoreau continues to write that “Some consider

blue ‘to be the color of pure water, whether liquid or solid.’ But, looking directly down into our

waters from a boat, they are seen to be of very different colors. Walden is blue at one time and

green at another, even from the same point of view” (Walden, 168). Just as the pond’s

composition is variable, so too is our human relationship to nature; humans, visiting the natural

world as foreigners, are given the choice to impose themselves onto the space, or to observe it

with objectivity. Thoreau, in describing the ponds without euphemism or personification, seems

to subscribe to the latter approach. Further, the person peering down from the boat is partially

incorporated into that body of water – as its surface makes way for the boat – though they are

ultimately separate: the person does not touch the water; they are not part of its ecosystem.

Thoreau posits that because this person has little claim to the pond’s system and functioning,

they have no right to do anything except observe. In this passage, Thoreau models that objective

observation; noting the blues and greens of the pond, and its reflective, reflexive, fluid quality.

In “Walking,” Thoreau confirms what we have begun to glean from these passages: that

Thoreau’s purpose is not to consider human life from a simplified and naturalistic perspective,

but rather to renounce the self in wholehearted consideration of the natural space. He writes, “In

my afternoon walk I would fain forget all my morning occupations and my obligations to



Society… What business have I in the woods, if I am thinking of something out of the woods?”

(“Walking,” 461). With his “what business have I,” Thoreau asserts that true engagement with

nature only comes from humbleness and deference; that favoring trivial thoughts when engaging

with nature is both neglectful and presumptuous. Instead, Thoreau posits that one must learn

from this foreign space rather than conquer or own it. This passage from “Walking” enhances our

reading of Walden because careful attention to the natural world, as Thoreau asserts in

“Walking,” is fundamental to our understanding of a foreign space. When approaching the ponds

with distraction, one can hardly begin to comprehend the vast complexity inherent in nature, let

alone profit from it. Thoreau practices this attention to detail in Walden, with his careful

observation of the ponds’ changing colors. He expands on this point in “Walking,” writing that

the “landscape… will never become quite familiar to you” (“Walking,” 461), and that “there are

more things in heaven and earth than are dreamed of in our philosophy” (“Walking,” 475). Here,

Thoreau asserts that it is impossible to control and understand the natural sphere, for the minutiae

of its every corner may never entirely be examined. This is further represented in the Journal

Thoreau kept from 1837-1861: “We do not realize how far and widely, or how near and narrowly,

we are to look. The greater part of the phenomena of nature are for this reason concealed to us all

our lives” (Journal, x). Because the natural environment may never be wholly known, it is

foolish and self-centered to force this vibrant, complex world into neat categories solely for the

purpose of organizing human knowledge. It is our own human subjectivity, and our separation

from the natural space, Thoreau posits, that prevents us from experiencing nature’s most

concealed features. Even attempting to capture the unfamiliarity of nature in art is pointless: “I

do not know of any poetry to quote which adequately expresses this yearning for the Wild”

(“Walking,” 471). In capitalizing the word Wild – which Thoreau does intentionally and



sparingly in Walden – Thoreau depicts the Wild space as separate and valuable, supporting my

argument that nature is a society in its own right. He posits that even the most imaginative of art

forms cannot capture the complexity and beauty of nature. Placing the meticulous observations

of Walden beside “Walking’s” meditations on nature’s complexity highlights Thoreau’s

dedication to the selfless understanding of nature.

In Thoreau’s Nature, Jane Bennett defines Wild as “that eccentric and decentering

potential within any object of experience, once it is discerned in the right way” (Bennett, xxii). I

want to draw attention to Bennett’s assertion that the Wild must be “discerned in the right way”

when analyzing the above quote. Like Thoreau, Bennett posits that one must approach nature

with care and deliberation; it is impossible to derive meaningful insight from the Wild if the

space is approached flippantly. Bennett’s use of the word discerning – perceiving and

understanding from a distance – stresses that everything in the natural world is routed through

human consciousness: the human must consciously choose to approach the natural space with

care and evenness. And because people perceive the natural world from a relative distance,

Bennett suggests that we have no claim to this space in which we are foreigners. This is further

confirmed with Bennett’s use of the word “decentering” – we feel decentered when amidst the

unexplored. Bennett goes on to assert that, in reading Walden, that “The task will be to locate and

then regularly expose oneself to Wild sites and sights, to maximize opportunities for shock and

disorientation, for ‘not till we have lost the world will we find ourselves’” (Bennett 3). In this

passage, Bennett quotes Thoreau: “‘not till we have lost the world will we find ourselves.” Here,

Thoreau understands “the world” to mean developed society – which is a privileged and

human-centric approach, assuming that human development is the center and source of meaning.

However, at the same time, Thoreau destabilizes this assumption, asserting that meaning can be



found in nature when it cannot be found elsewhere. Straddling the line between objectivity and

subjectivity, Thoreau posits that a conscientious observer would wonder how they can learn

from, rather than improve, the space. According to Bennett, we must not sanitize the shock and

disorientation in the natural world; we must allow it to flourish, to align ourselves with its Wild.

Bennett continues: “Wildness is a function of the unique specificity, the sheer and singular

thereness, of every object of encounter” (Bennett, xxii). Bennett’s attention to nature’s “sheer and

singular thereness” reveals how meaning, in Walden, is derived from the composition and texture

of a natural space. Touch, Bennett and Thoreau seem to assert, grounds a traveler in reality,

which, in the midst of competing ideologies and systems, orients their readership in truth. Wild,

in Thoreau’s context, does not equate to uncertainty or absence; Wild is stable in its

disorientation, and it is grounded in the natural order working both within and without Thoreau.

Like his observations of the ponds themselves, Thoreau describes the geology

surrounding the ponds in similarly painstaking detail: “The shore is composed of a belt of

smooth rounded white stones like paving stones, excepting one or two short sand beaches, and is

so steep that in many places a single leap will carry you into water over your head” (Walden,

170). These “smooth rounded white stones” are made smooth through weathering and erosion

caused by the currents of Walden Pond. With the water’s every movement, the pond’s stones are

worn down until their angularities are smoothed over, and, after many thousands of years, those

stones become grains of sand. This observation once again records the earth’s evolving and

recycling processes, affirming that the natural space is valuable because of its capacity for

renewal and rebirth. In detailing the steep incline of the pond’s floor, Thoreau asserts that

humanity is not only unequipped to understand nature in its entirety, and also suggests that

overconfident humans might be at risk of injury if they do not tread lightly in the natural world.



Including an addendum that “one or two short sand beaches” are exempted from his conclusions

further highlights Thoreau’s commitment to empiricism and thoughtfulness in nature.

While Thoreau is careful to observe these smooth stones and their composition, he

describes them without use of scientific jargon, although he uses that language to describe

geological phenomena in many of his other texts. In “Walking,” Thoreau describes “actinism,”

“that power in the sun's rays which produces a chemical effect,” – essentially, chemical changes

that occur due to incoming solar radiation (“Walking,” 474). Actinism can be applied, amongst

other things, to the practice of “surface exposure dating”: when the buildup of radioactive decay

is measured to calculate the duration of solar radiation exposure. Actinism contributes to

weathering and erosion – the forces acting on those smooth white stones – as sun exposure

causes rocks to heat and expand during the day, and to cool and shrink during the night. After

prolonged exposure, a rock’s structure becomes weakened in locations with drastic daytime and

nighttime temperatures, causing rocks to crack and shed their outer layers. Here, Thoreau makes

use of scientific jargon and theory – which are noticeably absent in much of Walden – revealing

that Thoreau consciously tempers his use of scientific language in Walden. In Walden, Thoreau

also describes his hypotheses regarding the formation of Walden Pond, continuing to use less

scientific detail than in “Walking” and in his personal Journal:

As for the stones, many still think that they are hardly to be accounted for by the

action of the waves on these hills; but I observe that the surrounding hills are

remarkably full of the same kind of stones… it is no longer a mystery to me. I

detect the paver. If the name was not derived from that of some English

locality,—Saffron Walden, for instance,—one might suppose that it was called

originally Walled-in Pond (Walden, 174).



It is evident that Thoreau is well versed in the geological processes at play at Walden Pond, as

exemplified by his understanding that Walden Pond’s surrounding hills were eroded to form the

integrity of the pond’s base. However, as suggested above, Thoreau modifies his language in

Walden so as not to overwhelm the reader with scientific jargon. In this passage, he states that the

rocks surrounding the pond, and found within the pond, are the same, although he neglects to

name, say, the specific rocks in question and the geological processes causing this uniformity.

However, as it is clear that Thoreau is literate in scientific jargon and inquiry, one assumes that

these omissions are intentional. For example, in the Journal, Thoreau refers to “that small

veronica,” a flowering plant native to Africa, Asia, and Europe, by its Latin species name V.

arvensis. And rather than simply recording measurements, as he does with the pond’s

temperature in Walden, Thoreau builds a four-variable chart in his Journal, recording the various

heights of the cliff-hill rising above the river. Thoreau notes the progress (e.g. 13.26), position

(e.g. bars in wall), and elevation (e.g. 87.69) of the cliff-hills and other objects surrounding a

river, establishing that he is committed to unearthing all data relevant to a point of inquiry

(Journal, 12). With these two contrasting texts, Thoreau displays the merit in both qualitative

and quantitative inquiry – revealing that curiosity is essential to all forms of research, no matter

how thorough they may be. Because Walden was to be published as a memoir, Thoreau’s

publishers encouraged him to temper his use of scientific language in order to appeal to the

common reader; for example, while drafting Walden, Thoreau had drawn a bathymetric survey

map, and insisted that it be included. The map was featured in Walden’s first edition, though

Thoreau’s publishers removed the technical drawing entirely in all editions following Thoreau’s

death (Thorson, 3). The tension between science and literature in Walden reveals that one cannot



exist without the other; nothing in the world is black and white, as many – such as those

intellectuals Thoreau targets in “Walking” – suppose it to be.

In the above passage, Thoreau jokes that Walden might have been called “Walled-in

Pond” for the uniform rocks surrounding and comprising Walden Pond. With this statement,

Thoreau meditates on the politics of naming, especially important in scientific environments:

“Edmund A. Schofield realized the need to define the ecosystem as precisely as possible, using a

variety of historical and scientific sources” (Maynard, 18). Though Thoreau approaches

Walden’s origins playfully, researchers know that Thoreau conducted an earnest investigation

into Walden Pond’s past: while digging through old town records one evening, Thoreau

uncovered a reference to “Wallden Pond” from 1653, establishing that its name originates from

New England’s early settlers. Brian Donahue holds that “the name derived from the

once-wooded upland Weald in Kent (home of many Concord settlers), or more generally from

the fact that Walden means ‘in the woods’” (Maynard, 17). In mediating a discourse regarding

the politics of naming, Thoreau reflects on naming as a means of categorization. Through his

empirical approach to Walden’s land, Thoreau asserts that the human’s desire for understanding –

often achieved through categorization and naming – is a noble pursuit. However, academic

inquiry may become dangerous when humans use knowledge and categorization as justification

for dominance. Thoreau expresses this sentiment in “Walking,” writing, “for what is most of our

boasted so-called knowledge but a conceit that we know something, which robs us of the

advantage of our actual ignorance? What we call knowledge is often our positive ignorance;

ignorance our negative knowledge” (“Walking,” 475). Thoreau claims that knowledge is merely

an absence of ignorance; this acknowledgement, I posit, dismantles the power dynamics inherent

in the human understanding of progress, because it challenges the privileged assumption that the



educated are greater than the uneducated. Thoreau also claims that one must honor their intuition

when engaging with scientific inquiry – especially considering that intuition does not require

education – in order to prevent hubris. The ultimate goal, to Thoreau, is to learn from and

witness the natural space without claiming ownership over the land. By observing the

temperatures, coloring, and weathering enacted upon Walden’s ponds, readers come to

understand Thoreau’s commitment to earnest and thorough research – and as a consequence,

begin to read the space as a regulated and effectively-governed society deserving of both

qualitative and quantitative attention.

III. The Land

Thoreau’s thorough description of an “ant battle” in Chapter 12 of Walden highlights the

significance and inspirational value of a natural space functioning smoothly as its own entity.

Thoreau writes that “one day when I went out to my wood-pile, or rather my pile of stumps, I

observed two large ants, the one red, the other much larger, nearly half an inch long, and black,

fiercely contending with one another” (Walden, 216). Thoreau lowers himself to their level and

sits, observing their movements. He describes their fierce contention as a battle, narrating the

scene with human constructs and divisions in mind. “It was the only battle which I have ever

witnessed,” Thoreau writes, “the only battle-field I ever trod while the battle was raging;

internecine war; the red republicans on the one hand, and the black imperialists on the other”

(Walden, 216). Here, Thoreau compares wildlife to the human practice of warfare, invoking the

American political parties. In referencing the United States’s republicans and imperialists,

Thoreau clearly draws a parallel between developed society and natural society, though he also

calls attention to, and perhaps even pokes fun at, man-made social constructs like political

parties. Irwin states that “We invest meanings in the world around us and those meanings make



sense within the patterns of everyday life,” – referencing the political structures that are

exemplified in Thoreau’s reading of this scene (Irwin, 2). In comparing the social structures of

ants to those of humankind, Thoreau is suggesting that systems create conflict implicitly, for one

grouping must inherently oppose another. While Thoreau can never know the origins of this

battle, his use of the word “internecine” suggests that in violent conflict, destruction is wrought

on either side because casualties occur on either side. We humans are nothing special, Thoreau

seems to be saying, for ants function as we do: they organize themselves into groups and engage

in conflict. He even goes so far as to suggest that ants fight more nobly than we: Thoreau writes,

“On every side they were engaged in deadly combat, yet without any noise that I could hear, and

human soldiers never fought so resolutely” (Walden, 216). Though he once again draws a

parallel between the human and the inhuman – one of the few times in which this occurs in

Walden – Thoreau does so to articulate the bravery and valor of the ants, and perhaps even their

equivalence to or superiority over their human counterparts. In describing their silent battle,

Thoreau seems to critique the flawed human assumption upheld by structures like the Society for

the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, who assume that loudness equates to greatness. He

continues to narrate: “In the meanwhile there came along a single red ant on the hill-side of this

valley, evidently full of excitement, who either had despatched his foe, or had not yet taken part

in the battle; probably the latter, for he had lost none of his limbs; whose mother had charged

him to return with his shield or upon it” (Walden, 217). Here, Thoreau considers the purpose,

relations, and perhaps even feelings of the engaged ants, which establishes these creatures as

deserving of attention and care. Acknowledging that this ant has a worrying mother, after all,

encourages our empathy and involvement as readers. He forces readers to recall that all living

beings are born in community; and even if their cognitive capabilities are less than our own, they



nevertheless live in a structured system, have loyalties and values which, at times, require death

to uphold, and care for one another as humans do. This attention and care confirms my assertion

that Thoreau views the natural environment as independent and fully functional in its own right –

though, of course, complete separation from the human sphere is impossible.

In reading this passage, it is important to consider the land upon which these ants fight:

they engage on a wood pile of stumps, they “march” on Earth’s land. As Gary John Brierley

highlights in “Landscape Memory,” “imprints from the past [including glaciation and sediment

deposition] influence the way landscapes look and operate” (Brierley, 76). As Brierley posits,

land can be an active participant in an unfolding history, for it bears witness to change, and

engages with living beings through touch. I propose that in affording special attention to a

location’s geography and wildlife, Thoreau asserts that natural objects are meaningful because

they record and witness the movements of a space over time. After all, the evolution of the word

object into artifact seems to affirm that objects hold meaning – and perhaps even memory – over

time. This idea is scientifically developed in an alternative theory of “land memory,” which

refers to the prediction of summer monsoon rainfall in the southwestern United States based on

the tracking of land surface processes. Scientists rely on the habits of ground absorption to

predict the future, which implies a level of “memory” in the land. And because places are central

to memory-making, one must consider its importance as a site of record-keeping and continuity.

As suggested in the ant battle and in the cyclical nature of the ponds, Thoreau finds the

natural space to be one of continuity, vitality, and history – features essential in any society.

Thoreau reflects on the recycling inherent in natural life in his Journal: on October 24, 1837, he

wrote that “Every part of nature teaches that the passing away of one life is the making of room

for another. The oak dies down to the ground, leaving within its rind a rich virgin mould, which



will impart a vigorous life to an infant forest. The pine leaves a sandy and sterile soil, the harder

woods a strong and fruitful mould” (Journal, 3). Thoreau’s use of diction highlights that this

ecological system is rooted in reproduction and vitality. Though the words “virgin,” “infant,” and

“sterile” evoke features of human reproduction, Thoreau is likely suggesting that all life forms

overlap in their shared purpose of procreation – all forms of life are dripping in vitality,

regardless of their biology. In describing nature’s “passing away,” Thoreau asserts that death is

integrally important to the formation of a new ecological generation. As Thoreau’s

transcendentalist counterpart Walt Whitman reflects in “Song of Myself,” history’s men, women,

and children “are alive and well somewhere/ The smallest sprout shows there is really no death”

(Whitman, stanza 37, page 30). In describing the oak’s “passing,” Thoreau makes a similar

assertion, though his is confined only to the natural sphere: one lost tree lays the foundation for

an entirely new forest. Here, we find cyclicality again, now in the ecological and organismic. If

humans function under the same governance as a forest or pond, why, then, do we suppose

ourselves superior?

As with the pond’s measurements, Thoreau spends a great deal of time detailing the

minutiae of the land. In “Economy,” Thoreau records the expenses necessary for the upkeep of

his farm:

My farm outgoes for the first season were, for implements, seed, work, &c.,

$14.72½. The seed corn was given me… I got twelve bushels of beans, and

eighteen bushels of potatoes, beside some peas and sweet corn… My whole

income from the farm was



$ 23.44

Deducting the outgoes,........... 14.72½

————

There are left,................. $ 8.71½,

beside produce consumed and on hand at the time this estimate was made of the

value of $4.50,—the amount on hand much more than balancing a little grass

which I did not raise. All things considered, that is, considering the importance of

a man’s soul and of to-day, notwithstanding the short time occupied by my

experiment, nay, partly even because of its transient character, I believe that that

was doing better than any farmer in Concord did that year (Walden, 50-51)

In this passage, Thoreau boasts his understanding of a farm’s economic necessities, as well as his

frugality and thriftiness, as he states, “I believe that that was doing better than any farmer in

Concord did that year” (Walden, 51). This statement establishes that Thoreau is familiar with

Concord’s population and agriculture, and that he is consequently qualified to reflect on its habits

and practices. Including mathematical calculations makes the text feel more like a catalog than a

memoir, and in formatting the arithmetic as though it were written by hand, with the inclusion of

an equals line, Thoreau brings readers into his personal workspace. We are privy to the workings

of his mind, this passage suggests, implying that the values of transparency, simplicity, and truth

inherent in Thoreau’s pond measurements can also become parts of human habit. Because the

equals line also represents the action of calculation, Thoreau allows readers to become agentive

in the problem with him, showing how all people can implement nature’s values into their own

lives. Thoreau models for his readership the importance of fact-checking and accuracy, values



that can be extended back to the human sphere – highlighting how one can gain a great deal from

observing the world objectively and empirically.

The above passage’s mention of the soul, when placed alongside exacting calculations,

seems almost paradoxical. How, one wonders, does Thoreau create space for the soul, when he

focuses so intently on the factual? Ralph Waldo Emerson, the leading figure of the

transcendentalist movement and Thoreau’s mentor, proposes a language with which to mitigate

this paradox. While Emerson’s philosophy focuses on the self more than Thoreau’s, they overlap

in their understanding that living simply – which, for Thoreau, is linked closely with

nature-living – enriches the soul and offers clarity in an ever-evolving world. In his 1841 essay

“The Over-Soul,” Emerson posits that the over-soul is “that great nature in which we rest … that

Unity within which every man's particular being is contained and made one with all other”

(Emerson, 154). Here, Emerson asserts that humans are participants (note: not necessarily

subjects) in the greater natural space, yet their internal “natures,” or souls, are connected to one

another. The idea of the over-soul – with which Thoreau was undoubtedly familiar – broadens

our argument, suggesting that self-renunciation in the natural world is essential because the

human soul is already tied to nature. There is no need to dominate the natural space because

humans are one of the multiplicity of beings present in that space, as evidenced by Emerson’s

interchangeable use of “nature” and “soul.” When Thoreau considers “the importance of a man’s

soul” while making calculations in the passage above, he is doing the same work as Emerson:

linking nature, and its reason and regulation, with a higher transcendent power. Thoreau is

suggesting that when people dominate or disregard a landscape, with deforestation or developing

industry, for example, they suppose themselves to be divinely ordained, rather than pieces

functioning in a greater natural system. Thoreau challenges this assumption in Walden, positing



that Walden Woods has something valuable to offer, which humans, often blinded by

self-absorption, struggle to see.

IV. Conclusion

In closing, I would like to turn back towards Walden’s first few pages. In “Economy,”

Thoreau speaks directly to his readership, acknowledging that Walden will be written in the first

person: “We commonly do not remember that it is, after all, the always the first person that is

speaking” (Walden, 1). Thoreau’s use of the plural first-person, “we,” and his word choice

“always,” suggests that writers can never entirely divorce themselves from a written narrative.

Storytelling is routed through the speaker’s consciousness, so an objective recollection is

necessarily impossible. A dissenter might argue that Thoreau’s inclusion of personal pronouns

means that he is imposing himself onto the literary canvas (which, I argue, is not so divorced

from a natural canvas). However, I argue that in making such an addendum, acknowledging his

use of personal pronouns, Thoreau exhibits a level of self-awareness and humility that is

palpable in Walden’s remaining pages. Thoreau acknowledges that it is impossible to entirely

separate one’s self from their empirical observations, and in doing so, establishes his intention to

read the land as objectively as possible – in spite of that impossibility. Many nature writers fail to

consider the gaps in their knowledge, or the biases which inform their unconscious actions. In

beginning Walden in this way, Thoreau positions himself against these thinkers, modeling

humility and deference. He goes on to write that he is “confined to this theme by the narrowness

of my experience” (Walden, 2); Thoreau’s use of the words “confined” and “narrowness” suggest

that he is not only aware of the limits to human knowledge, but also that he grieves the confining

nature of human subjectivity.



However, it is true that, at times, Thoreau describes Walden Pond’s landscape with

self-interest in mind. In Walden’s second chapter, for example, Thoreau writes: “At a certain

season of our life we are accustomed to consider every spot as the possible site of a house”

(Walden, 76). This assertion, like those above, places human need directly beside the

unobstructed natural space. Thoreau uses language of ownership and domination, considering the

ways in which the land can serve him. However, as outlined above, it is virtually impossible to

entirely separate the human and natural spheres – after all, Thoreau needs a place to sleep.

Thoreau mediates this conflict through his use of the word “accustomed” – diction which

clarifies the generational and constructed forces acting upon humankind’s inclination towards

domination. Humans are “accustomed” to insert themselves in natural spaces, not because the

action necessarily aligns with their personal philosophies, but because it has been dictated over

the course of many generations. In parsing life into “seasons,” Thoreau again asserts that the

natural world is deserving of emulation in our personal lives, as the natural sphere provides an

easy framework within which to orient ourselves – we ourselves do not fashion these seasons.

Further: in opening Walden’s second chapter in this way, Thoreau draws attention to the

paradoxical quality of his retreat into nature. Thoreau concedes that his own civilized society

failed to properly nourish his hungering spirit, and that he was forced to find spiritual sustenance

elsewhere; his building a home on foreign, natural soil implies that the natural space – rather

than “civilized” society – contains what Thoreau is looking for. Thoreau becomes the space’s

servant, as he cannot purchase his food, but rather catches it, and modifies his movements to

avoid rough weather. Essentially, Thoreau returns to the lifestyle of his ancestors. His cabin

stands figuratively at the precipice between the developed and natural worlds – a space which, in

his own cognition and in Walden, Thoreau also occupies. Thoreau’s attention to the natural space



and to the implications of his own actions reveals how one can be mindful while simultaneously

advocating for their human needs. In this passage, Thoreau reveals that it is important to resist

notions of human superiority, though it is not easy.

In “Economy,” Thoreau quotes Confucius. He writes, “To know that we know what we

know, and that we do not know what we do not know, that is true knowledge” (Walden, 9). It is

no wonder that Thoreau includes these words at the text’s outset. A culmination of many

sentiments expressed in Walden and “Walking,” Confucius aligns with Thoreau’s belief that

humbleness and deference are integral to the healthy pursuit of knowledge. Quoting Confucius

affirms Thoreau’s ethos and situates Thoreau’s argument in a greater international context.

Knowledge becomes harmful when paired with hubris, both argue, and to entirely extract one

from the other is hopeless. In Walden, Thoreau posits that the land and its ecological inhabitants

model faith and deference, and he implores us to assume a similar humility when visiting the

natural world – as exemplified, in one instance, by the ant battle. However, the pursuit of

knowledge is fundamental to the human experience, and Thoreau, as a scientist and empiricist,

would argue that to neglect that gift would be a disservice to ourselves. Thoreau argues that,

rather than renouncing human structures and systems of knowledge, one must approach them

with tolerance and care, just as we should approach the natural space. Essentially: engage with

the natural world, but defer to its unique wisdom. In toeing the line between appreciating the

natural world and observing it scientifically, we must govern our own actions with a heavy hand

in order to prevent human pride and folly from dominating the landscape. Thoreau also seems to

develop Emerson’s understanding of the over-soul, asserting that human souls are comparable to

natural landscapes because they are connected to one another, just as flora and fauna in the

environmental system rely on one another to survive.



Scholars traditionally propose that Walden advocates for self-improvement through

self-reliance. My reading of Walden does not contest this approach; rather, it places self-reliance

in a more direct conversation with the natural environment in which the text was conceived.

Without considering the land itself, I argue, our analysis is incomplete. I approach Walden

Woods and Walden Pond as Thoreau’s co-authors, positing that the natural world is an

effectively-governed, separate society in its own right. In one of Walden’s most famous quotes,

Thoreau writes: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the

essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to each, and not, when I came to

die, discover that I had not lived” (Walden, 85). Thoreau “went to the woods” in order to

experience something that he could not find elsewhere – drawing a clear distinction between the

society of civilization and industry, and that of the natural world. This natural society welcomed

Thoreau with care, and Thoreau returned the favor with his careful deliberations and his

painstaking observations. I argue that Walden Woods spoke, and in his two-year-long sojourn,

Thoreau listened.
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