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P R E F A C E

T his  study owes its  beginning to the in s p i r a t io n  of D r. W alte r  

H ard in g , D is t in g u ish ed  P r o f e s s o r  of A m e r ic a n  L i t e r a tu r e  of the State 

U n iv e rs i ty  of New Y ork , w hose con im ent about the  la ck  of a sy s te m a t ic  

ex p o sit io n  and c r i t i c i s m  of H e n ry  David T h o re a u  f r o m  the p e rsp e c t iv e  

of a c a d e m ic  p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  led to an in v e s t ig a t io n  of the l i t e r a tu r e ,  

beginning w ith  P r o f e s s o r  H a rd in g 's  own w o rk s ,  w ide ly  acknow ledged 

a s  the m o s t  a u th o r i ta t iv e  of c o n te m p o ra ry  T h o re a u  s c h o la rs h ip .  The 

n u m b e r  and v a r ie ty  of in te rp re ta t io n s  of T h o r e a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  and s o c ia l  

id e a s  w e re  s t r ik in g ;  som e of th e m  m u s t  r e p r e s e n t  m is in te r p r e ta t io n s .  

It b ecam e  a fa sc in a t in g  in te l le c tu a l  gam e to d i s c o v e r  f r o m  his  own 

w r i t in g s  and the h i s to r i c a l  da ta  av a ilab le  about h is  life w hat the p o l i t i 

c a l  th e o ry  of T h o re a u  is to m y  m ind. The p h y s ic a l  p ro x im ity  of m y 

p lace  of e m p lo y m en t to  the s c e n e s  of T h o r e a u 's  life a s  w e ll  a s  to the 

r e p o s i to r i e s  of the re lev an t  r e s e a r c h  m a te r i a l s  added  a  p ra c t ic a l  

d im en s io n  to  m y aw akened in te r e s t .

It b e ca m e  a p p a ren t  tha t T h o re  iu 's  w r i t in g s ,  and  so h is  th e o ry ,  

w e re  b e s t  su ited  to a  d e sc r ip t iv e  a n a ly t ic a l  m e thod  r a t h e r  than  o th e r  

p o ss ib le  a p p ro a c h e s  av a ilab le  to  m o d e rn  so c ia l  s c ie n c e .  T h e re fo re ,  

th is  s tudy  i s  an e s s a y  and an a ly s is  in n o rm a t iv e  th e o ry ,  co n sc io u s ly  

b ased  upon a d e s c r ip t iv e  m ethod . A m o re  ex tended  exp lana tion  of th is  

d e c is io n  is  found in the f i r s t  c h a p te r  and in the opening pages of C hap-

i i i



t e r  VIII. The b ib liog raphy  w il l  be found to inc lude  s o u rc e s  f r o m  

E n g l ish  and A m e r ic a n  l i t e r a t u r e , p sycho logy , re l ig io n , h i s to ry ,  a n th r o 

pology, and philosophy  a s  w e ll  a s  f r o m  p o l i t ic a l  sc ie n c e .  The in ten t 

h a s  been  to  su g g es t  an in te rp re ta t io n  of the p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  of T h o rea u  

w hich  can  s e rv e  as  a s tan d a rd  by w hich  to c o n s id e r  the a p p ro p r ia te n e s s  

of invoking h is  nam e in p a r t i c u la r  c a u s e s ,  and by w hich h is  influence 

in m o d e rn  p o li t ic a l  a f fa i r s  m igh t be c o n s id e re d .  H ence , the  c la im s  of 

the  s tudy a r e  m o d e s t ,  as  the w o rd s  " ex p o s it io n  and c r i t i c i s m "  in the  

t i t le  a r e  m e a n t  to  convey.

It is  w ith  s in c e re  a p p re c ia t io n  th a t  I acknow ledge the e a r n e s t  and 

p e n e tra t in g  c r i t i c i s m  offered  by John P a u l  D uncan, David R oss Boyd 

P r o f e s s o r  of P o l i t ic a l  S c ience , a s  c h a i r m a n  of m y  d o c to ra l  co m m ittee  

o v e r  the  p e r io d  of n e a r ly  th re e  y e a r s  in w hich  th is  w o rk  w as  w r i t t e n  — 

and re w r i t t e n .  The o rd ea l  has  s t re n g th e n e d  r a t h e r  than s t r a in e d  m y 

a d m ira t io n  fo r  h is  s c h o la rs h ip  and m y a f fec t io n  fo r  h im  as  t e a c h e r  and 

f r ien d . H is  u n co m p ro m is in g ly  high  s ta n d a rd s  have been  r e n d e re d  

hum ane  by the re m a rk a b le  p a tien ce  he h a s  d isp lay ed . G ra te fu l  a p p r e 

c ia t io n  is  a lso  due to  the o th e r  d is t in g u ish ed  m e m b e r s  of the  c o m m it 

tee :  John S. E z e l l ,  David R oss Boyd P r o f e s s o r  of H is to ry  and Dean 

of the C ollege  of A r t s  and Sc ience ; Rufus G. H all,  P r o f e s s o r  of P o l i t i 

c a l  S c ience  and A s s is ta n t  Dean of the C o llege  of A r t s  and Science;

Jo se p h  C. P r a y ,  P r o f e s s o r  of P o l i t ic a l  S c ience ; and W alte r  F .  Scheffer ,

P r o f e s s o r  of P o l i t ic a l  Science and D i r e c to r  of the  A dvanced  P r o g r a m

iv



in  P ublic  A d m in is t ra t io n .  T h e ir  s tam in a  and high p r o f e s s io n a l i s m  

w e r e  t r i e d  and p ro v en  in read ing  so c a re fu l ly  th ro u g h  the c o n s id e ra b le  

vo lum e of th is  s tudy , and th e i r  c r i t i c i s m s  have been  m o s t  va luab le .

It is  n e e d le s s  to add th a t  the e r r o r s  of fact and judgm ent w hich  r e m a in  

a r e  e n t i r e ly  m y  own.

F in a l ly ,  the en co u rag em en t and c o n s id e ra t io n  of m y co lleag u es  

of the State U n iv e rs i ty  of New Y ork  m u s t  be acknow ledged as  in v a lu 

able in  the co m p le tio n  of the work. And la s t ,  but only b e cau se  the 

e n o rm ity  of the  debt h as  w eighted it to the  bo ttom , I r e c o rd  h e re  the 

love, u n d e rs tan d in g  and fa ith  of m y wife and d a u g h te r s .  Of m y  wife, 

one can  only say , a s  in  the w ords  of the s p i r i tu a l ,  nobody knows the 

t ro u b le  I have seen  but she.
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C H A P T E R  I

INTRODUCTION AND ST A TEM EN T OF PU R PO SE

A s long a s  m en  have lived  to g e th e r  under  a codified  s y s te m  of 

p o s i t iv e  law, th e r e  has  b een  a c e n t r a l  d i le m m a  fac ing  e ac h  e th ic a l ly  

s e n s i t iv e  c i t iz en :  What a r e  the  r ig h ts  of ind iv idua l su b jec tiv e  c o n 

sc ie n c e  a g a in s t  the  d em ands  of the  leg a l sy s te m ?  F r o m  th is  b a s ic  q u e s 

t io n  a r i s e  m any  o th e r  c o n c e rn s  of s e r io u s  s tuden ts  of p o l i t ic a l  o r g a n i 

za t io n .  L e g i t im a c y ,  m a jo r i ty - m in o r i ty  r ig h ts ,  p ro c e d u ra l  due p r o c e s s ,  

and  the a r r a y  of p o l i t ic a l  p ro b le m s  th a t  hinge on e th ic a l  q u e s t io n s  w ith  

w h ich  the  v a r io u s  m e c h a n c ia l  te c h n iq u e s  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  s y s te m s  have  

a t te m p te d  to  cope—th ro u g h  re c o n c i l i a t io n  w h e re  p o ss ib le  and th ro u g h  

a c c o m m o d a tio n  in  o th e r  c a s e s — a r e  c o r o l l a r i e s  to  the fu n d a m e n ta l  i s s u e  

of ind iv idua l f r e e d o m  w ith in  the  so c ia l  o r d e r .  M odern  life h a s  p re s e n te d  

the  q u e s t io n  s ing ly  and in  a  g r e a t  n u m b e r  of i ts  v a r io u s  co m b in a t io n s .

In an  age of c iv i l  d iso b ed ien c e ,  both  p a ss iv e  and of a  m o re  v io len t 

c h a r a c t e r ,  it i s  u se fu l  to e s ta b l i s h  a  p e r s p e c t iv e .  R ac ia l  s t r i f e ,  c l a s s  

d i f f e r e n c e s ,  la b o r  d ish a rm o n y ,  inequ ity  of the s e x e s ,  o ppos it ion  to  

w a r  both in  g e n re  and in p a r t i c u la r ,  have  been  h a l lm a r k s  of ou r  p o l i t i 

c a l  life s in ce  b e fo re  the A m e r ic a n  Revolution. The h i s to r y  of th e  la s t  

few y e a r s  has  b ro u g h t in to  s h a r p e r  focus  fo r  a g r e a t e r  n u m b e r  of 

people  the co n fl ic t  in h e re n t  in  p o l i t ic a l  so c ie ty  of the  ind iv idua l who 

defines  h is  p e rsonhood  p r im a r i l y  in  t e r m s  of m o r a l  au tonom y a g a in s t



h is  o b lig a tio n s ,  w hich  a r e  a l so  of an  e th ic a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  to the le g a l  

r e q u i r e m e n ts  of the  p o l i t ic a l  s y s te m .  U nder such  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  

p o l i t ic a l  ob lig a t io n s  have often  been  a c c e p te d  only on a tenuous and 

te n ta t iv e  b a s i s  a s  a c o m m itm e n t  to  obey, and only so long as th e r e  

is  no con flic t  w ith  the  dem ands  of c o n sc ie n ce .  At t im e s ,  som e d i s s i 

d en ts  have held  th is  as  a r e a s o n  fo r  re fu s in g  obedience a c c o rd in g  to 

p e r s o n a l  p r e f e r e n c e  and conven ience . H o w ever , the c o n c e rn  of th is  

p a p e r  i s  not w ith  ind iv idua l c a p r ic e  but w ith  the  deeply  he ld  co nv ic t ions  

of c o n sc ie n ce  w hich  a r e  so s tro n g ly  fe lt  a s  to lead one to d isobey  the  

com m and  of the  s ta te .

The c iv i l  r ig h ts  m o v em en t of the ' f i f t ie s  and 's ix t ie s  rem o v ed  

so m e  of the  onus a g a in s t  de fiance  of the law. The in c re a s in g  d em an d s  

of b lack s  f o r  h ig h e r  so c ia l  and econom ic  s ta tu s ,  p ro te s t s  o v e r  the  

in v o lv em en t of the  United S ta te s  in  v a r io u s  fo re ig n  m i l i t a r y  e n g a g e 

m e n ts ,  p r in c ip a l ly  in  S outheast A s ia ,  have led to u rban  r io t s ,  w id e 

s p re a d  d r a f t  r e s i s t a n c e ,  and a few w e ll-p u b l ic iz e d  re fu s a l s  to  pay 

ta x e s .  At the  sam e  t im e  the  range  of a cc e p tab le  m ethods  of s e c u r in g  

r e d r e s s  of r e a l  o r  im ag ined  g r ie v a n c e s  h as  been  b road en ed  to  inc lude  

co n fro n ta t io n  p o li t ic s ,  a llow ing people to  p lace  th e m s e lv e s  b e tw een  the 

law and the  p e r s o n s  o r  in s t i tu t io n s  a g a in s t  w hich  the law is  c a l le d  to  

o p e ra te ,  a l l  in  the  nam e  of som e good h ig h e r  than  tha t w hich  the law 

s e e m s  to  em body. The n u m b e r  of d i s s e n te r s  and th e i r  m o tiv a tio n s



s e e m  to  i n c r e a s e  d a ily , and th e  m odes of p r o te s t  and defiance  have  

b eco m e  a r e m a r k a b le  t r ib u te  to  the e x h a u s t le s s  c ap ac ity  of h u m an  

im ag in a t io n .  Both  r a d ic a l s  and r e a c t io n a r ie s  have  found th e m se lv e s  

opposing th e  e n fo rc e m e n t  of p a r t i c u la r  law s .

T h is  is  a s tudy  of the  thought of H en ry  David T h o reau , whose 

nam e  h a s  been  an  in c r e a s in g ly  p ro m in en t one am ong the to te m s  of a 

w ide s p e c t ru m  of p r e s e n t  day so c ia l  d i s s e n t e r s .  His nam e is  invoked 

to w ard  an  a s to n ish in g  n u m b e r  of ends, so m e  of w hich  he could not have 

had  any sym pathy  w ith . He h a s  been p re s e n te d  a s  a proponent of oppo

s i t io n  to  law in g e n e r a l  a s  w e l l  as  to a h o s t  of p a r t i c u l a r  law s. Civil 

d iso b ed ien ce  h a s  co m e  to be co n s id e re d  as  T horeau*s  c o n tr ib u tio n  to 

the  m ethodology  of d i s s e n t .  I t  is  t ru e  th a t  s o c ia l  c r i t i c s  of n e a r ly  

e v e ry  s t r ip e  can  find in  T h o re a u  an analogous  p o s i t io n  o r  a t le a s t  a 

tendency  to w a rd  one. He h a s  been  h a iled  (o r  dam n ed ) a s  a f a th e r  of 

p r o g r e s s iv e  ed u ca tio n ,  a  f o r e r u n n e r  of th e  p r e s e n t  e n th u s ia sm  fo r  

eco logy , an  in s p i r a t io n  f o r  th e  " g re e n - b e l t "  v a r i e ty  of c ity  p la n n e rs ,  

a k in d red  sou l of n u d is ts ,  a guiding light to  M ohandas  Gandhi and 

M a r t in  L u th e r  King, J r .  , a s  a  sp o k esm an  fo r  p a c i f ism ,  and a s  a  c r u 

sad ing  s u p p o r te r  of holy  w a r .  C hap ter  and v e r s e  can  be c ited  by 

p e r s o n s  anx ious  to id en tify  T h o re a u  w ith  th is  c a u s e  o r th a t .  But to 

p lum p fo r  T h o re a u  a s  a  p i l l a r  of p a r t i c u la r  c a u s e s  does not do ju s t ic e  

to  h is  ex ceed ing ly  c o m p le x  and so p h is t ica ted  s y s te m  of p e r s o n a l  e th ics  

a s  the  ground of p r o te s t  and the  b a s is  of m ethodo logy . H is w as a  m o re



u n iv e r s a l  view th an  i s  u sua lly  a cc o rd e d  to  h im  by th o se  hoping to  p rove  

a p a r t i c u la r  point by using  h is  nam e a s  an  a u th o r i ty  to  b u t t r e s s  an  a r g u 

m en t.

To one who re a d s  h is  w o rk s  a s  a s tuden t of p o li t ic a l  th e o ry ,  i t  i s  

a p p a ren t  th a t  th e r e  is  a  la ck  of u n d e rs tan d in g  of T h o re a u ’s p o li t ic a l  

v iew s, and a  m is a p p re h e n s io n  of what is  g e n e ra l ly  known th ro u g h  h is  

few ex p lic it ly  p o l i t ic a l  s ta te m e n ts  and h is  one c e le b ra te d  ac t  of c iv i l  

d iso bed ience . The r e s u l t  is  th a t  h is  nam e has  becom e connec ted  with 

p o l i t ic a l  po s i t io n s  w hich , if not in a c tu a l  conflic t,  a r e  a t lo g ica l  v a r i 

ance  w ith  one a n o th e r .  So often  h as  the  ap p ea l  to  T h o reau  been  m ade  

in a p p ro p r ia te ly ,  th a t  p re s e n t  day p e rc e p t io n s  of h is  thought, even  by 

m any  co m p eten t  s c h o la r s ,  a r e  d is to r te d .  The p o ly m o rp h ism  of 

" T h o re a u v ia n ism "  a r i s e s  f r o m  th re e  ba s ic  c a u s e s .  F i r s t ,  h is  e x p l i 

c i t ly  p o l i t ic a l  w o rk s  a r e  few and a r e  o rd in a r i ly  re a d  in  iso la t io n  f r o m  

the  m a in  body of h is  w r i t in g s .  Secondly, he w as one of the m o s t  e th e r e a l  

of the T r a n s e e n d e n ta l is ts ,  and  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  was n e v e r  a unified  

o r  c o n s is te n t  s y s te m  of thought. T h ird ly ,  T h o re a u  c o n s id e re d  h im s e l f  

a p o l i t ic a l  and w as  u n c o n ce rn e d  to  follow p o l i t ic a l  p ro b le m s  back  to t h e i r  

p h ilo soph ica l ro o ts .  The focus of h is  life and w o rk  w as by d e l ib e ra te  

in ten tion  su b jec tiv e  in  the  e x t r e m e .  P o l i t ic a l  in s t i tu t io n s  w e re  beyond 

h is  in te r e s t  and  a r t i s t i c  sco p e . He did not w r i te  w ith  the  p u rp o se  of 

se tt ing  fo r th  a c o m p re h e n s iv e  and d is t in c t  p o l i t ic a l  th eo ry .  The ab se n c e



of a c o m p le te ly  developed  p o li t ic a l  th e o ry  am ong T h o r e a u ’s w o rk s  

m a k e s  h im  a p p e a r  am biguous  and often  n a ive , p a r t i c u la r ly  so when h is  

w o rk s  a r e  c i te d  to  b u t t r e s s  p o li t ic a l  p o s i t io n s .  H is  own p e rc e p t io n  of 

th e  s i tu a t io n  w as  th a t  he  had  no p o l i t ic a l  p o s i t io n s ,  only unyielding 

m o r a l  p r in c ip le s .

N o n e th e le s s ,  the  p o p u la r  m ind  h a s  a t t r ib u te d  to  H enry  David 

T h o re a u  a p o l i t ic a l  s ig n if ic an ce ,  and le g i t im a te ly  so . The popu la r  

im a g e  of T h o re a u  a s  an  a n t i - s o c i a l  h e r m i t  living a lone  in  a hu t and 

advoca ting  a n a rc h y  and th e  d is so lu t io n  of p o l i t ic a l  and  so c ia l  co n v en 

t io n s  h as  led even  s c h o la r s  to continue  th e  s te r e d ty p e  of T h o re a u  a s  a 

New W orld R o u sse au  advoca ting  the  life of a noble  sav ag e  as  a  s im p l i 

s t ic  b a c k - to -n a tu re  so lu tion  to the e th ic a l  p ro b le m s  of h u m an  so c ia l  

and p o l i t ic a l  l i fe .  While he did not have a  c o m p le te ly  deve loped  th e o ry  

of p o l i t ic s ,  he not only had a c o n s id e ra b ly  s o p h is t ic a te d  a p p ro a c h  to  the  

e th ic a l  d im e n s io n s  of p o l i t ic a l  p ro b le m s ,  but h is  p h i lo so p h ic a l  p o s it io n s  

inev itab ly  led to p o l i t ic a l  a p p lica t io n s .  A s  a  r e s u l t ,  he so m e t im e s  had 

s u rp r i s in g ly  p r a c t i c a l  su g g es tio n s  to  o f fe r  a people  g rop ing  w ith  

in c re a s in g  m e ch a n ic a l iz a t io n ,  t e r r i f i c  s e c t io n a l  and r a c i a l  te n s io n s ,  

a g g re s s iv e  fo re ig n  po licy , and an in d u s t r ia l iz a t io n  w h ich  w as  s ig n if i

c an tly  a l te r in g  h u m an  re la t io n s  and th e  p h y s ic a l  h a b i ta t  of the  s p e c ie s .  . 

H en ry  T h o reau  h a s  a  r e le v a n c e  to the h i s to r y  of m o d e rn  p o li t ic a l  

thought; he s t i l l  speaks  to  the  c o n te m p o ra ry  s i tu a t io n  w hich  the  United



S ta te s ,  a s  w e ll  a s  a l l  g o v e rn m e n ts  of in d u s t r ia l iz e d  n a t io n s ,  fa c e .  He 

s t i l l  speaks  to  the  in d iv id u a l  s tru g g lin g  in m o d e rn  t im e s  to  ab id e  by the  

d ic ta te s  of h is  su b jec t iv e  m o r a l  conv ic t ions , to  live up to  the  e th ic a l  

im p e ra t iv e s  im p o se d  by m e m b e r s h ip  in h u m an ity , and  a t  the  s a m e  t im e  

to  fu lf i l l  h is  o b lig a tio n s  a s  a c i t iz e n  u n d e r  law.

It i s  the  p u rp o se  of th is  study to  c o n s t r u c t  f r o m  T h o r e a u ’s w r i t 

ings  a s y s te m a t iz e d  e x p l ic a t io n  of h is  p o li t ic a l  th e o ry  and to  su b jec t  

th e  s t r u c tu r e ,  a r t i f i c i a l  a s  it m ay  be, to  a c r i t i c a l  a n a ly s i s  w ith in  the  

h i s to r i c a l  se tt ing  of h is  c r e a t iv e  l ife .  Since T h o re a u  did  not devote  

h im s e l f  to the t a s k  of w r i t in g  h is  own p o li t ic a l  th e o ry ,  th is  r e p r e s e n t s  

an  in te rp re ta t iv e  a t te m p t  to  sugges t what the th e o ry  m ig h t  have  been  

like  had  he given the  s u b je c t  m o re  ex ten s iv e  t r e a tm e n t .  T h is  i s  a s tudy 

in n o rm a t iv e  th e o ry ,  and i s  not p re se n te d  a s  a w o rk  c a l l in g  e x te n s iv e ly  

upon the sc ien tif ic  m e thodo logy  of m o re  b e h a v io ra l  a p p ro a c h e s  to  p o l i 

t i c a l  thought. The " s p i r i t "  w hich plays such  an  im p o r ta n t  ro le  in  

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  thought i s  w holly  a  value c o n s t ru c t  p e r m e a t in g  life  at 

a l l  l e v e l s ,  and do es  not lend  i t s e l f  to ob jec tive  m e a s u r e m e n t .  E s p e 

c ia l ly  T h o rea u  am ong  the  T ra n  see  nde n ta l is t  s w as c o n c e rn e d  w ith th e  

ought to  be. H is ex p lan a t io n s  of phenom ena and of b e h a v io r  w e re  

w eigh ted  down w ith  va lue  ju d g e m e n ts .  It s e e m s  e n t i r e ly  a p p r o p r ia te  

th a t  a  n o rm a tiv e  a p p ro a c h  be tak en  a s  the  m ethodo logy  of th is  s tudy 

s in ce  it p e rm i ts  a h o l is t ic  c o n s id e ra t io n  of T h o r e a u ’s life  and w r i t in g s



a s  th e  b a s is  of a p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry .  It is  a lso  im p o r tan t  to  th is  pu rpose  

to  r e la te  his thought to i t s  in te l le c tu a l  p re c e d e n ts  in E u ro p e  and 

A m e r i c a ,  his  in te l le c tu a l  a f f in i t ie s  w ith  E a s t e r n  re l ig io u s  and p h ilo 

sophic  thought, to  c e r t a in  of the c l a s s i c a l  E u ro p ean  a n a r c h is t s  and the 

n a sc e n t  a n a r c h is m  of the  e a r ly  N in e teen th  C en tu ry  in  A m e r ic a ,  and 

m o s t  im p o r tan t ly ,  to  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s m .  T h o r e a u 's  T ra n s c e n d e n ta -  

l i s t  id en tif ica t io n  links  h im  w ith  the  Rom antic  m ovem en t in E ngland 

and G erm an y , w ith  id e a l i s m  in the  P la ton ic  t r a d i t io n ,  and m ade  h im  

so re c e p t iv e  to th e  in f lu en ce  of O r ie n ta l  m y s t ic i s m .  A lthough T h o re a u  

is  often  m en tioned  in  connec tion  w ith  m o re  m o d e rn  r e f o r m  con flic ts  

and  p o p u la r  m o v e m e n ts  such  a s  th o se  led by Gandhi and M a r t in  L u th e r  

K ing, i t  is  not th e  p r i m a r y  p u rp o s e  of th is  study to  follow the  in te l le c 

tu a l  th r e a d s  w hich  lead  b ack w ard  to  h is  thought; r a th e r ,  i t  is  to  p r o 

v ide  a c l e a r  e x p lica t io n  of T h o r e a u 's  po li t ica l  th ink ing  w ith in  the  in te l 

le c tu a l  f r a m e w o rk  of h is  p e r io d .  In c id en ta l  r e f e r e n c e s  to d e v e lo p 

m e n ts  in l a te r  y e a r s  a r e  u n avo idab le . But i t  has  been  left  to o th e rs  to  

a d d r e s s  th e m s e lv e s  to T h o r e a u 's  co n tr ib u t io n  to  th e s e .

The in te rp re ta t io n  of T h o r e a u 's  p o li t ica l  th e o ry  p re s e n te d  and 

defended  h e re  c h a l len g e s  the  u su a l  view of T h o re a u  a s  a n t i - a u th o r i 

t a r i a n ,  e g a l i ta r ia n ,  and h u m an e ly  l ib e r t a r i a n .  By developing  so  f a r  a s  

i s  p o ss ib le  f ro m  the  a v a i lab le  s o u r c e s  a c o m p re h en s iv e  view of h is  

p o l i t ic a l  th eo ry ,  th is  s tudy  a t te m p ts  to  o ffe r  a m o re  ba lanced  and
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a c c u r a te  u n d e rs tan d in g  of h is  thought. The a m b it io n  of th is  p a p e r  w ill  

be  fu lf i l led  if it  can  p rov ide  a f i r m  b a s is  upon w hich  l a t e r  s c h o la r s  

w il l  d ra w  in  m ak ing  m o re  a p p ro p r ia te  an a lo g ies  th an  i s  often the  

p r e s e n t  c a s e  be tw een  m o r e  c o n te m p o ra ry  s o c ia l  i s s u e s  and the  w o rk s  

of T h o re a u .  No such  b a s is  h a s  been  e s ta b l is h e d  h e re to fo re ,  and h e r e 

in  l ie s  the  c o n tr ib u tio n  of the  study to  p o l i t ic a l  s c h o la r s h ip .

T ha t T h o rea u  c o n s id e re d  h im s e lf ,  and w a s ,  a  w r i t e r  of l i t e r a tu r e  

is  one of the  m o s t  im p o r tan t  f a c to r s  to  keep  in  m ind  w hen app ro ach in g  

h is  w o rk  f r o m  a p o li t ic a l  point of view. H is am b it io n  and m o s t  d e l i b e r 

a te  a im  w as  to c r e a te  l i t e r a t u r e —a r t —using  h is  own c o n sc io u s n e s s  o r  

su b jec t iv e  e x p e r ie n c e s  fo r  th e m a t ic  m a te r i a l .  He sought to  ach iev e  a 

m y th o lo g ica l  q u a li ty  in  h is  w ork , to  fa sh io n  a  s ta te m e n t  of p e rc e iv e d  

t r u t h  th ro u g h  the  u se  of sy m b o ls .  H is  su b jec t  m a t t e r  w as in ten tio n a lly  

l im ite d  by in te n se  s u b je c t iv is m  and f u r th e r  n a r ro w e d  by a m e a g r e  range  

of e x p e r ie n c e .  Not only w as he wholly  su b jec t iv e  he w as  r ig id ly  p r o 

v in c ia l ,  s te a d fa s t ly  re fu s in g  to  take  a  w id e r  p e r s p e c t iv e  o r  to  concede  

any  v a lid i ty  to  a viewpoint o th e r  than  h is  own.

T h e se  fa c ts  c r e a t e  c e r ta in  p ro b le m s  and im p o se  conditions  upon 

th is  study. Being a  w r i t e r  of l i t e r a tu r e ,  sk i l le d  in  h is  c r a f t ,  and f a m i l 

i a r  w ith  the use  of l i t e r a r y  d e v ic e s ,  two of h is  f a v o r i te  m ethods  of 

a ch iev ing  l i t e r a r y  e ffec t ,  even  in c o n v e rsa t io n ,  w e re  e x ag g e ra t io n  and 

p a rad o x . B ec au se  he  thought of h is  w o rk s  a s  m y tho log ie , he re l i s h e d



th e  u se  of sym bolic  language. It i s  often  so difficult as  to be a  m a t t e r  

of c o n jec tu re  to  d is t in g u ish  b e tw een  an em phatic  convic tion  of T h o re a u  

the  th in k e r  and an  e m b e l l ish m e n t  of T h o rea u  the  w r i t e r .  He a d m it te d  

to  a tendency  to  o v e r s ta te  h is  c a s e  fo r  the  sake of effect; "I t r u s t  tha t 

you re a l iz e  what an  e x a g g e r a te r  I a m ,  —that I lay  m y se lf  out to  e x a g 

g e ra te  w h en ev e r  I have an oppo rtu n i ty ,  , , , "^ E v en  h is  J o u r n a l , w hich 

m igh t be ta k en  a s  the  m o s t d i r e c t ,  spon taneous, and in t im a te  so u rc e  

of en ligh tenm en t a s  to h is  thought m u s t  be read  w ith  g re a t  c a r e .  Much 

of it  w as w r i t t e n  as  ten ta t iv e  d ra f t s  of som e l i t e r a r y  effo rt r a t h e r  than  

a s  th e  p e r s o n a l  n o te s  of an a c c u r a t e  o b s e r v e r  rep o r t in g  to h is  d ia ry .  

What found i t s  w ay in to  the  e a r ly  J o u r n a l  w as  the  c a re fu l ly  w rough t

fin a l  d ra f t  of d ay -b o o k  e n t r i e s  in  w ha t P e r r y  M il le r  c a l ls  the  U r - jo u rn a l ,

2
w hich  no lo n g e r  e x i s t s .  A lthough th e  J o u r n a l , e sp e c ia l ly  in  the  l a t e r  

v o lu m es , co n ta in s  long ted ious  l i s t s  of p lan ts  and m e a s u r e m e n ts ,  m u c h  

of what h a s  b een  p re s e rv e d  i s  th e  r e p o s i to ry  of m e tic u lo u s ly  re w o rk e d  

and po lished  e p ig ra m s  and m in ia tu re  e s s a y s  which T h o rea u  con fiden tly  

expec ted  to  be pub lished  one day in  so m e  fo rm  o r  o th e r .  The J o u r n a l  

m u s t  be used  cau tio u s ly  fo r  i t  i s  not a re l ia b le  in fo rm an t of T h o r e a u 's  

thought ; it i s  a s ty l is t ic  e x e r c i s e  book fo r  the  p e r fe c t io n  of h is  l i t e r a r y  

v i r tu o s i ty .  One m u s t  re ly  h eav ily  on in tu itive  read ing  of h is  w o rk s ,  a 

m ethod  of s tudy  w hich  T h o rea u  would app rove  a s  a p p ro p r ia te  f o r  anyone 

in te r e s t e d  in  w hat he had to c o m m u n ic a te .  In h is  own re l ia n c e  on in tu -
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i t io n  r a th e r  than  the  sc ie n t i f ic  m ethod , he  co n s is te n t ly  h e ld  th a t  t ru th  

w as  independent of s y s te m  and l a r g e r  than  could be co n ta ined  in  the 

v o cab u la ry  of s c ie n c e .  Not only  does the  in tu itive  a p p ro a c h  c o n fo rm  

w ith  T h o re a u 's  own p e r s o n a l i ty  and m ethod , it p robab ly  is  the  only way 

in  which h is  v is io n  of the  w o r ld  can  be app reh en d ed  o r  c o m m u n ica ted .  

B e c a u se  T h o rea u  h ad  so s t ro n g  an  a n t i - in te l le c tu a l ,  a n t i - r a t io n a l  b ia s ,  

sy m pathe tic  read ing  i s  r e q u i r e d  in  any a t tem p t to  ra t io n a l iz e  and s y s 

te m a t iz e  h is  though ts .

A f u r th e r  c o m p lic a t io n  i s  in tro d u ce d  by T h o r e a u 's  w h o le h e a r te d  

a cc e p tan c e  of Ralph W aldo E m e r s o n 's  d ic tum , "A fo o lish  c o n s is te n c y  

is  the  hobgoblin  of l i t t le  m in d s ,  a d o re d  by l i t t le  s ta t e s m e n  and p h i lo so 

p h e rs  and d iv ines . W ith c o n s is te n c y  a g re a t  soul h a s  s im p ly  nothing to 

do ."^  T h o re a u  s u b s c r ib e d  to  m o s t  of E m e r s o n 's  po in ts  of v iew , although 

he  in s i s t e d  on re p h ra s in g  th e m  l e s s  e leg an tly  and u su a l ly  w ith  l e s s  

c la r i ty .  T h is  a cc e p tan c e  of a n e c e s s a r y  am bigu ity  in  r e a l i ty  w as p a r 

t i c u la r ly  s tro n g . Both he and E m e r s o n  accep ted  a P y th a g o r ia n  view of 

a ba lan ced  h a rm o n y  of a n tag o n is t ic  e le m e n ts  which when co m b in ed  w ith  

th e  d ia lec tic  p r o c e s s e s  of thought taught by P la to  p roduced  the  d y n a m ism  

in the  w o r ld -v iew  of th e  C oncord  T ra n s e  e n d en ta l is ts .  A lso ,  T h o re a u  

c e r ta in ly  c o n s id e re d  h im s e l f  to be a  " g re a t  soul. " He w as the  fu ll  

em bod im en t of tha t  to ta l  a s s u r a n c e  w hich T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  bequea thed  

to i t s  a d h e re n ts .  C o n sequen tly , he w as often h o p e le s s ly  o b s c u r e  in  h is
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e x p r e s s io n  and  had  no h e s i ta t io n  about c o n tra d ic t in g  h im se lf .  It is  

d if f icu l t ,  to o ,  a t t im e s  to d e te rm in e  w h ich  v iew point on a m a t t e r  w as  

m o s t  g en u in e ly  h is  own opinion. W ith  d i s t r e s s in g  f req u en cy  one c o n 

c lu d e s  th a t  on one day he saw th in g s  in  one w ay, and the next day took  

q u ite  a n o th e r  view. And being h u m an , h i s  v iew s m odified  w ith  ag e .

F o r  m o s t  of th e  a s s e r t i o n s  m ad e  in  the  c o u r s e  of th is  study, so m e  

c r i t i c  w i l l  be ab le  to  point to a  p a s s a g e  unden iab ly  w r i t te n  by T h o re a u  

w h ich  w il l  be in c o n s is te n t  w ith  the  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  m ade  h e r e .  T h is  i s  

d i s t r e s s i n g  to  one who p r e f e r s  to  see  a l l  th e  loose  in te l le c tu a l  th r e a d s  

t ie d  n e a t ly  in to  f in ish ed  knots . While re c o g n iz in g  the  d iff icu lty , it  h a s  

not b e e n  m a d e  an  o v e r - r id in g  c o n c e rn  in  th is  study b ecau se  T h o r e a u 's  

b e h a v io r  in  th e  f in a l  y e a r s  of h is  life  d re w  h is  f rag m en ted  p o l i t ic a l  

v iew s  in to  a w hole  p a t te rn .  The n ic e t ie s  of a  co n s is te n t  p h i lo so p h ica l  

s y s t e m  m a y  h a v e  b e en  lacking  in  h is  w r i t i n g s ,  but at the  end of h is  life 

th e  m a in  t e n e t s  of h is  p o li t ica l  thought w e r e  co m p le te ly  co n g ru en t  w ith  

the  t e n o r  of h is  life  and co n s is te n t  w ith  th e  e th ic a l  p o s tu re  w hich  he 

m a in ta in e d  f r o m  h is  youthful y e a r s  a f t e r  he  developed an  in te l le c tu a l  

in d e p en d e n c e  of E m e rs o n .

A p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  im p lie s  a s y s t e m  of g e n e ra l ,  if  not u n iv e r s a l  

a p p l ic a b i l i ty ;  i t  s u g g e s ts  a r e g u la r i ty  of h u m a n  re s p o n se s  condition ing  

th e  d e v e lo p m en t  of p o li t ic a l  life . In  th is  s e n s e ,  T h o rea u  cannot be sa id  

to  have  o f fe re d  a  th e o ry ,  but r a t h e r  a  p h i lo so p h ica l  view about p o l i t ic s .
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H o w ev e r ,  the  t a s k  of p iec ing  to g e th e r  a p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  f r o m  his  pub

l is h e d  w r i t in g s  and  the  content of h is  J o u r n a l s  i s  one w hich  T h o reau  

m ig h t  e a s i ly  h av e  u n d e r ta k en  h im s e l f  had  he b een  in c lin ed  to devote 

su ff ic ien t  t im e  an d  a t te n t io n  to the  p o l i t ic a l  a s p e c t s  of h is  thinking. He 

le ft  the  p h i lo so p h ic a l  ru d im en ts  f r o m  w hich  a c o m p re h e n s iv e  p o li t ica l  

th e o ry  can  be deduced ; he  m ade exp lic it  s t a t e m e n ts  c o n ce rn in g  h is  view 

of the  u n iv e r s e ,  of n a tu r e ,  of the n a tu re  of m an , of so c ie ty ,  of the 

s ta te ,  of the  s o u r c e  of m o ra l i ty  and the  n a tu re  of p o l i t ic a l  obligation, 

and  the m e th o d  of finding value.

The f i r s t  p o r t io n  of th is  s tudy is  a m o s a ic  c o n s t r u c te d  of b its  

and  s c r a p s  l if ted  f r o m  h is  w r it in g s  m ixed  w ith  o c c a s io n a l  p ieces  d raw n  

f r o m  h is  b io g ra p h y  and o th e r  s eco n d a ry  s o u r c e s  to  co m p le te  the p a t te rn  

w hose  d e s ig n  i s  a  c o m p re h en s iv e  p o l i t ic a l  ph ilosophy . Only th r e e  of h is  

p ie c e s  a r e  s p e c if ic a l ly  p o li t ic a l  in  in ten t;  "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce ,  " 

"S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  " and "A P le a  f o r  C ap ta in  Jo h n  Brown. " 

H o w ev e r ,  h is  tw o b o o k -len g th  w o rk s ,  A W eek o n  th e  C oncord  and 

M e r r im a c k  R iv e r s  and W alden , a s  w e ll  a s  h is  J o u r n a l  and o ccas io n a l 

e s s a y s  such  a s  "L ife  W ithout P r in c ip le "  co n ta in  p a s s a g e s  which have 

d is t in c t ly  p o l i t ic a l  s ig n if ican ce .  The J o u rn a l  is  w r i t t e n  in  a  d isco n 

n e c te d  fa sh io n ,  and  th e r e  is  l i t t le  n e c e s s i ty  to  be c au t io u s  about qu o t

ing h im  out of con tex t f r o m  that so u rc e  s in ce  v e r y  o ften  h is  o b s e r v a 

t io n s  w e re  w r i t t e n  a p ro p o s  to nothing.
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The la s t  p o r t io n  of the  s tudy  w i l l  p ro v id e  a c r i t i c a l  a n a ly s is  of 

th e  th e o ry  a s  p re se n te d  in  the  f i r s t  p a r t .  F o r  p u rp o ses  of i l lu m in a tio n  

and  c o n t r a s t ,  th e re  w ill  be so m e  d is c u s s io n  of J e a n -J a c q u e s  R ousseau , 

th e  G e rm a n  and E n g lish  I d e a l i s t s ,  co n tin en ta l  a n a r c h is t s ,  and e a r ly  

A m e r i c a n  r e f o r m e r s ,  a b o l i t io n is t s ,  and a n a r c h is t s .  The focus r e m a in s  

upon T h o rea u  and the  in t ro d u c t io n  of o th e r  th in k e rs  i s  in tended  only  to  

s e r v e  a s  b ackg round  to  T h o r e a u 's  thought, to  provide the  m e a n s  of s e t 

t in g  T h o re a u  in  b a s - r e l i e f .  M uch the  sam e  thing m ay  be sa id  of the  

m o r e  m o d e rn  p e rso n a g e s  and  m o v e m e n ts .  The c e n t r a l  f ig u re  r e m a in s  

T h o re a u ,  the m o d e rn s  being m en tio n e d  only to  i l lu s t r a te  the  r i c h  p o te n 

t i a l  of h i s  in f luence .
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CH APTER n

BIOGRAPHICAL SUMMARY AND HISTORICAL P E R S P E C T IV E

E v e ry  m a n 's  thought i s  conditioned by the c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of his  

life . This is  p a r t i c u la r ly  t ru e  of H enry  David T h o re a u .  He was a 

p lant of h is  native  so il ,  a s im ile  he used  h im s e lf  in  r e m a rk in g  how 

e a s i ly  m en  could be t ra n s p la n te d  while he w as t a p - r o o te d .  And like a 

ta p - ro o te d  p lant, he w as wholly  sub jec t to the e n v iro n m e n ta l  conditions 

enveloping h im . H is  thinking w as shaped by and a l l  of h is  w rit in g s  

poured  f ro m  h is  e x p e r ie n c e s  w ithin  the n a r ro w  con fines  of New England 

in  the e a r ly  m iddle  p a r t  of the N ine teen th  C en tu ry . Any unders tand ing  

of T h o r e a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  thought m u s t  take into acco u n t  the m an  h im se lf ,  

h is  fam ily , f r ie n d s  and  e n e m ie s ,  e n th u s ia sm s  and a v e r s io n s ,  his  soc ia l  

and econom ic  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  and the g e n e ra l  h i s t o r i c a l  se tt ing  in which 

he lived and w ro te .

On Ju ly  12, 1817, Cynthia D unbar T h o rea u  gave b i r th  to h e r  th ird  

ch ild  and second  son in  h e r  m o th e r 's  house  on th e  V irg in ia  Road at the 

edge of C oncord , M a s s a c h u s e t t s .  She and h e r  husb an d , John, w e re  in 

f in an c ia l  s t r a i t s .  N:.w E ngland  had not fully r e c o v e re d  f r o m  the 

d e p re s s in g  e ffec ts  of the  W ar of 1812, n o r  f r o m  the p o l i t ic a l  d is a f fe c 

tion  w hich  acco m p an ied  it. John  had su ffe red  a s u c c e s s io n  of b u s in ess  

f a i lu r e s  and had re tu rn e d  to  Concord  to f a r m  h is  m o th e r - in - l a w 's

14
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"w idow 's  th i r d "  left to  h e r  by h e r  second  husband. The T h o re a u s  lived 

in  ha lf  of Widow M in o t 's  house  w ith  a fam ily  nam ed  C a th e r in e  o c cu p y 

ing  the o th e r  ha lf . T im e s  w e re  d iff icu l t  fo r  the T h o rea u s  and th e i r  

th r e e  young c h i ld re n .  Cynthia T h o re a u  w as g ra te fu l  fo r  the a s s i s ta n c e  

of h e r  fam ily . About s ix  w eeks a f t e r  th e  b i r th  of H enry , C y n th ia 's  

b ro th e r ,  David, died. P o s s ib ly  f r o m  g ra t i tu d e  as  w ell a s  g r ie f ,

C ynth ia  had the child c h r i s te n e d  David H en ry  T h o rea u  by the  v en e rab le  

D r .  E z r a  Ripley of the  Old F i r s t  P a r i s h  C hurch.

David H enry  T h o re a u  did not have  a v e ry  au sp ic io u s  beginning.

H is  p a te rn a l  a n c e s t r y  w as  p a r t ly  r e s p o n s ib le .  The T h o re a u s  w e re  

F r e n c h  Huguenot s to ck  w hich had com e to A m e r ic a  f ro m  the Is le  of 

J e r s e y .  H e n r y 's  g ra n d fa th e r ,  J e a n  T h o rea u ,  w as  a s a i lo r  who s e t t led  

in  B oston in  1773 and r e a r e d  a  fa m ily  of five c h i ld re n .   ̂ He m anaged  

to  build a m o d e ra te ly  s u c c e s s fu l  b u s in e s s  on B o s to n 's  Long W harf, but 

it  w as  not su b s ta n t ia l  enough to  launch  five c h i ld re n  w ith in h e r i ta n c e s .

He sold  the b u s in e ss  in  1799 fo r  tw e n ty - f iv e  thousand d o lla r s  and m oved  

to Concord, w h ere  he died two y e a r s  la te r .  H en ry 's  fa ther  w a s  only  

fou rteen  y e a r s  old w hen he found it n e c e s s a r y  to go to w ork  as  a c l e r k

to support h im se lf .  He t r i e d  a v a r ie ty  of occupations  befo re  m a r r y in g

2
C ynthia  D unbar in 1812. A f te r  H e n r y 's  b ir th  he se tt led  on pencil  m a n u 

fa c tu re  and s t ru g g led  along w ith  th a t  u n ti l  as a grow n m an  H en ry  d i s 

c o v e red  a w ay  to  p roduce  s u p e r io r  q u a li ty  g rap h ite  which they  sold
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w h o le sa le  and b e ca m e  c lo s e  to  c o m fo r tab le  n e a r  the  end of J o h n 's  life.

Jo h n  T h o re a u  w as  not an  am b it io u s  o r  s u c c e s s fu l  m a n  and s e e m s  to

h ave  added v e ry  l i t t le  to  H e n r y 's  h e r e d i t a r y  co n s ti tu t io n ,  e x cep t  som e

m ig h t  say  a te n d en c y  to w a rd  indo lence . The neg a tiv e  e ffec ts  of h is

f a th e r ,  on the  o th e r  hand , have  been  the su b jec t  of co m m en t by

s c h o la r s  who h y p o th e s ize  th a t  T h o re a u 's  s ex u a l  o r ie n ta t io n  and defian t

a t t i tu d e  to w ard  c o n s t i tu te d  a u th o r i ty  w as in  p a r t  th e  r e s u l t  of a  w eak  

3
f a th e r  f ig u re .  In h is  l a t e r  y e a r s  T h o rea u  would engage in  th e  fa n ta sy  

th a t  h is  p a te r n a l  a n c e s t r y  p rov ided  h im  w ith  th e  blood of f i e r c e  N o r th -

4
m e n .  V ikings who w o rsh ip p e d  T h o r  and who took  h is  n am e. The 

J o u r n a l  h a s  such  ro m a n t ic  d ay d ream in g  about a noble l ineage  s c a t te r e d  

th ro u g h  it. In r e a l i ty ,  h o w e v e r ,  the  T h o re a u  n am e  b rough t an  i n h e r i 

ta n c e  of a  c o n g en tia l  te n d en c y  tow ard  tu b e rc u lo s i s  and  a t r a d i t io n  of 

hu m b le  living w hich  b o r d e r e d  on p o ve rty . D esp ite  H e n ry 's  ro m a n t ic  

no tions  of T h o r  w o rsh ip p in g  a n c e s to r s ,  the  r e l ig io u s  h e r i t a g e  of the 

T h o re a u s  w as a pa le  p r o t e s t a n t i s m  which had  been  d ilu ted  to h is  f a th e r ' s  

m i ld ly  U n ita r ia n  C o n g re g a t io n a l ism .

It w as  f r o m  h is  m o t h e r ' s  s ide  tha t H en ry  in h e r i te d  h is  c o lo r fu l  

b lood. The ta lk a t iv e ,  v iv a c io u s ,  e n e rg e t ic ,  d o m in e e r in g  and op in ionated  

C ynthia  D unbar T h o re a u  had two s tro n g  blood l in e s  behind h e r  c o m p e t 

ing fo r  do m in an ce .  The J o n e s  and D unbar f a m i l ie s  w e re  both  m o d e ra te ly  

p ro s p e ro u s  and d e f in i te ly  w e re  suffic ien tly  w e l l -c o n n ec te d  to  in d ic a te  

th a t  C ynthia  m a r r i e d  below  h e r  so c ia l  pos ition .
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T he Jo n e s  fam ily  w e re  of the  old P u r i ta n  s to ck  w ith  a long h i s to r y  

of solid land o w n e rsh ip ,  of s e a - f a r in g  and m i n i s t e r i a l  sons . At the  

t im e  of the A m e r ic a n  R evolu tion  the  Jo n es  fam ily  w e re  of s u b s ta n t ia l  

m e a n s  and c o n s id e ra b le  in f lu en ce ,  but they  w e re  T o r ie s .  T hey  s u f 

fe r e d  the fa te  of those  loya l to  the B r i t i s h  c row n , w ith  som e of the  

fa m ily  d is p e r s in g  to C anada o r  the United K ingdom  and o th e r s  r e s ig n -

5
ing th e m s e lv e s  to  t h e i r  red u ced  econom ic  and so c ia l  c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  

H e n ry 's  g r e a t - u n c le  spen t m o re  than  one night in the  sam e  C oncord  

ja i l  tha t he w as l a t e r  to  occupy fo r  t ry in g  to b r in g  su p p lie s  to the 

B r i t i s h  du rin g  the  s iege  of B oston . His v e s s e l  w as  c ap tu red  and he 

w as in c a r c e r a t e d  in  C oncord  j a i l  w h e re  H e n ry 's  g ra n d m o th e r  c a r r i e d  

c h e r r i e s  and o th e r  t r e a t s  to  h e r  b r o th e r .  ^ T h is  is  the  sam e  g r a n d 

m o th e r  in  w hose  house  H en ry  w as  b o rn .  She b o re  Cynthia by h e r  f i r s t  

husband , the  R ev eren d  A sa  D unbar , a T o ry  c le rg y m an .

The D u n b a rs  w e re  S co tsm en , independent and a b it  e c c e n t r i c .  

A lthough A sa  D unbar w as a  C o n g re g a t io n a l is t ,  t h e r e  w e re  a n u m b e r  of 

Q u ak e rs  o r  o th e r  q u ie t i s t s  in  the  fam ily .  They w e re  s u b s ta n t ia l  people 

of T o ry  s e n t im e n ts ,  f in an c ia l ly  s e c u re  but w ith  an h e r e d i t a r y  ten d en cy  

to w a rd  le th a rg y .  F o r  in s ta n c e ,  H e n ry 's  fav o r i te  u n c le ,  C h a r le s  D unbar, 

had  a hab it  of nodding off to  s le e p  w hile  shaving o r  at o th e r  odd m o m e n ts .

7
C h a r le s  p ro v id e s  an  ex ce l le n t  ex am ple  of D unbar p e c u l i a r i t i e s .  It is  

said  he could p e r f o r m  such  r e m a r k a b le  fe a ts  a s  running up one s ide  and
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down the  o th e r  of a  f r e e - s ta n d in g  la d d e r ,  and  could  swallow  his  nose . 

T h e re  a r e  s t o r i e s  th a t  being to o th le s s ,  he w as  ab le  to  swallow ea tin g  

u te n s i l s  and r e fu s e  to  p roduce  th e m  u n le s s  th e  in n -k e e p e r  would re m i t  

the  p r ic e  of the  m e a l .  C h a r le s  re v e l le d  in  h is  odd itie s ,  m aking  h is  

r e p u ta t io n  fo r  ou ts tand ing  a c c o m p lis h m e n ts  such  a s  m ak ing  h is  vo ice  

h e a rd  to  s a i l o r s  on board  p ass ing  sh ips  by shouting f r o m  the sh o re .

He p layed  the  ro le  of b ach e lo r  uncle w ith  no hom e of h is  own, but 

t r a v e le d  f r o m  th is  re la t iv e  to tha t ,  p r e f e r r i n g  to be a guest r a th e r  than  

a  h o u seh o ld e r .

H en ry  fa n c ie d  h im se lf  a s  favo ring  the  D u n b a rs ,  and c e r ta in ly  s u c 

ceed ed  in  bu ild ing  h is  own rep u ta tio n  a s  a c h a r a c t e r .  One w o n d e rs  at 

t im e s  w hich  of h i s  own oddities  w e re  r e a l  and w hich w e re  a s s u m e d .  In 

any  c a s e ,  the  D u n b a rs  w ere  independen t m in d s  and fit no conven tiona l 

m old . To be d i f f e re n t  was a fam ily  t r a d i t io n  w o rthy  to be continued. 

H enry  a c c e p te d  th e  t ra d i t io n .  It ap p ea le d  to  h is  im a g in a tio n  and su ited  

h is  te m p e r a m e n t .

It w as  a l s o  th e  re l ig io u s  h e r i ta g e  of h i s  m a te r n a l  a n c e s to r s  th a t  

had  the  m o s t  p rofound  influence on H e n ry 's  s p i r i tu a l  o rien ta t io n .  

A lthough he r e j e c t e d  in s t i tu t io n a lized  re l ig io n ,  he d isp layed  th roughou t 

h is  life a  c u r io u s  m ix tu re  of q u ie t is t ic  m y s t i c i s m  and m il i ta n t  m o r a l  

a r r o g a n c e  poin ting  b ack  to th e  not w holly  c o m p a t ib le  Q uaker  and P u r i t a n  

re l ig io u s  le g a c ie s  of the  D unbar and J o n e s e s .  The conflic t be tw een  the  

philosophic  a s s u m p t io n s  of th e se  two th e o lo g ic a l  s t r a in s  is  a p p a re n t  in
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h i s  a l t e r n a te  w ith d ra w a l  f r o m  th e  a f fa i r s  of the w o r ld  and p a s s io n a te  

f l a r e s  of p o l i t ic a l  in v o lv em en t and e x p re s s io n .  It m ay  account fo r  h is  

p e r s o n a l  t a c t i c s  of n o n -p a y m e n t  of ta x e s  and c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  w hen  

he  u n d e rtook  p o l i t ic a l  ac tion . U lt im a te ly ,  the P u r i t a n  s t r a in  would 

co m e  to  the  fo re ,  but only at the end of h is  life . F o r  m o s t  of h is  y e a r s ,  

th e  th e m e s  of h is  w r i t in g  w e re  rem oved  f r o m  s e c u la r  a f fa i r s  and had  a 

m y s t i c a l ,  a lm o s t  O r ie n ta l ,  d e tach m en t f r o m  the  m a te r i a l i s m  of a  c o m 

m e r c i a l  age.

J u s t  a s  the  m a te r n a l  fa m ily  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  seem ed  to  have  d o m i

n a te d  h is  genetic  co n s ti tu t io n ,  so w as h is  m o th e r  the  dom inant e n v i r o n 

m e n ta l  fo rc e  in  h is  life . Cynthia  T h o re a u  w as a  s trong  p e rso n a l i ty .

H e r  s o c ia l  and econom ic  s ta tu s  had been  dam aged  by h e r  m a r r i a g e  c o n 

n ec tio n ,  but it  did not d am p en  h e r  am bition  fo r  h e r  c h i ld ren .  By a l l  

a cc o u n ts  she o v e rsh ad o w ed  John  and a lm o s t  ev e ry o n e  who cam e  u n d e r  

h e r  roof . T h e re  w as no e sc a p in g  the fac t  th a t  th ey  w e re  po o r.  But 

Cynth ia  w as not one to be defea ted  by poverty  o r  to have  h e r  h o r iz o n s  

l im i te d  by a c i r c u m s ta n c e  w hich  could be m odif ied  if  not wholly rem o v ed . 

C ynth ia  m oved  w ith  John  f r o m  the  house  sh a re d  w ith  the C a th e r in e s  

in to  h e r  m o th e r 's  h o m e  in  1818 and a f te r  a few m o n th s  on to  C h e lm sfo rd  

w h e re  John  t r i e d  to  keep  shop and paint s igns  to  su p p o rt  th e m . In  1821 

th e y  m oved  again , th is  t im e  to  B oston  w h e re  John  t r i e d  h is  hand at 

s ch o o l  keeping  w ithout m u ch  s u c c e s s .  In 1823 they  r e t r e a te d  aga in  to
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C oncord , w h e re  as  in d ica ted  e a r l i e r ,  John  fe l l  in to penc il  m a n u fa c tu re  

w ith  o c c a s io n a l  he lp  f r o m  C h ar le s  D unbar. T h e re  w as no la c k  of p e n 

c i l  m a n u f a c tu r e r s  in  C oncord , which w a s  s o r t  of a reg io n a l  c e n te r  fo r  

th is  a c t iv i ty ,  and  p re d ic ta b ly  John T h o re a u  w as  not a s p e c ta c u la r  f in a n 

c ia l  s u c c e s s .  To he lp  m ake ends m ee t ,  M rs .  T h o re a u  took  ro o m e rs  

and opened h e r  ta b le  to  b o a rd .  It i s  d iff icu lt  to  s e e  how she could have 

re a l iz e d  m u c h  p ro f i t  a s  th e re  w e re  f req u e n t  and lo n g - te rm  vi.silo by 

Aunts L o u isa  and  J a n e  T h o rea u  and Aunt M a r ia  D unbar and Uncle C h a r le s  

D unbar. T h e r e  w e re  m any  o th e r  r e la t iv e s  who v is i te d  fo r  lo n g e r  o r  

s h o r te r  p e r io d s ;  they  w e re  u su a lly  r e la te d  to  Cynthia and u su a lly  fe m a le .  

The paying g u e s ts  w e re  n e a r ly  a lw ays f e m a le .  M is s  P ru d e n c e  W ard  and 

h e r  m o th e r  l ived  w ith  the  T h o reau s  fo r  y e a r s  and th e re  w e re  o th e r  long 

t e r m  g u es ts  such  a s  R. W. E m e r s o n 's  s i s t e r - i n - l a w ,  Lucy Jac k so n  

Brow n. The fem in in e  popula tion  of the h o u se  w as a lso  augm ented  by the  

two T h o re a u  d a u g h te r s ,  H elen  and Sophia. The househo ld  w as o rd e re d  

to p lease  th e  ro u tin e  of the lad ie s  and a r r a n g e d  acco rd in g  to  fem inine  

ta s t e s .  John  T h o r e a u  w as  not a s s e r t iv e  a t hom e s in ce ,  in  a  v e ry  i m m e 

d ia te  s e n s e ,  the  h ouse  w as C yn th ia 's  b u s in e s s .

T h e re  w as  a g r e a t  la ck  of p r iv acy  owing to  the  f in an c ia l  n e c e s s i ty  

of keeping b o a r d e r s  w hich  bo re  p a r t i c u la r ly  on th e  young T h o re a u  boys. 

The p re p o n d e ra n c e  of fem a le  com pany in  th e  T h o re a u  household  c o m 

bined w ith  a  do m in an t  m o th e r  and su b m is s iv e  f a th e r  f igu re  d rove  the
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b r o th e r s  in to  an  a l l ia n c e  fo r  the  p ro te c t io n  of th e i r  m a s c u l in i ty ,  David

w as e x t r a o r d in a r i ly  c lo se  to h is  b r o th e r  John. It a p p e a r s  th a t  John  w as

D av id ’s only c lo se  f r ie n d  o r  childhood com panion . T h e re  i s  no re c o rd

that David p a r t ic ip a te d  in  g a m es  o r  o th e r  a c t iv i t ie s  such  a s  deb a te

u n le s s  John  w e re  invo lved . J o se p h  H o s m e r  r e m e m b e r s :

When a  boy he  m a n i fe s te d  p e c u l i a r  t r a i t s  of c h a r a c te r .  He p e r 
fe c t ly  h a ted  s t r e e t  p a ra d e s  and show s, w ith  th e i r  band a c c o m 
pan im en t,  th a t  so g e n e ra l ly  e x c i te s  th e  youthfu l m ind . N oth ing  
could induce  h im  to  engage in  any  gam e o r  sp o r t ,  —he p r e f e r r e d  
to be an  in d if fe ren t  s p e c ta to r .  ®

He w as a shy, r e t i r i n g ,  and a p p a re n t ly  unhappy child  w hose  s o b e r  d i s 

p o s it ion  e a rn e d  h im  th e  n ick n am e, "the Judge. " David w as s e ld o m  seen  

w ithout John, w ith  w hom  he w as  c o n s ta n t ly  being c o m p a re d  to  h is  d i s 

advan tage . R eco l le c t io n s  by people  who knew both in d ica te  th e  k inds of 

c ru e l  c o m p a r is o n s  w hich  w e re  m ad e .  P r i s c i l l a  Rice w ro te ,  "T he  

opposite  of John in  e v e r y  p a r t i c u la r ,  he w as th in , in s ig n if ic a n t ,  poo rly  

d r e s s e d ,  c a r e l e s s  looking . .  . w ith  s t r a ig h t  shaggy h a i r  and  p a le  blue, 

w a t te ry  [ s ic] looking e y e s .  If th a t  is  how th e  g i r l s  saw h im ,  the  boys 

had an  even  w o r s e  opinion.

I knew T h o re a u  w e ll  when we w e re  sch o o l-b o y s  to g e th e r .  He w as 
c o n s id e re d  by m o s t  of us boys a s  r a th e r  s tupid, and u n s y m p a 
th e t ic ,  though by no m e a n s  a  p o o r  s c h o la r .  I suppose  we thought 
h im  stupid b e c a u se  he did not jo in  h e a r t i ly  in ou r  p lay s .  I cannot 
r e c o l le c t  th a t  he e v e r  p layed w ith  us a t  a l l .  He s e e m e d  to  have 
no fun in h im .  We u sed  to  b o th e r  h im  a good d ea l  c a l l in g  h im ,
"The fine s c h o la r  w ith  the big n o se .  " H is q u ie tn e ss  w as  m o r e  
n o tic eab le ,  no doubt, f r o m  th e  c o n t r a s t  be tw een  h im  and h i s  ^^ 
b ro th e r ,  John, who w as  chock  fu l l  of fun a s  an  egg is  of m e a t .
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If Jo h n  w as  g r e g a r io u s ,  fu ll  of fun, and  w e ll  l iked  by h is  p e e r s  

and e l d e r s ,  h e  w as  a lso  though tfu l and g e n e ro u s  to David. It s e e m s  to 

have b e e n  ty p ic a l  of h is  c h a r a c t e r  tha t he  t r i e d  to  d raw  h is  y o u n g e r  

b r o th e r  into the  p a s t im e s  of boyhood, co n sen tin g  to p lay the  ro le  of best 

f r ie n d  a s  w e ll  a s  e ld e r  b r o th e r .  They f ish ed , sw am , deba ted , ex p lo red , 

and s tu d ie d  Ind ian  lo re  and botany to g e th e r  d u r in g  the  days and a t  night 

s lep t to g e th e r  in  the h o u se  th a t  w as  a lw ays pack ed  to  the  r a f t e r s  w ith  

f a m ily ,  f r i e n d s ,  and often  s t r a n g e r s .  The s p e c ia l  c lo s e n e s s  of John  

m u s t  be g iven  a d d it io n a l  a t ten tio n .  At th is  point i t  su ff ices  to s t r e s s  the 

u n u su a l  a t ta c h m e n t  David had  fo r  John and how im p o r ta n t  i t  w as  fo r  

David to id en tify  w ith  h is  b r o th e r  who w as the  s t ro n g e s t  m a sc u l in e  

in f lu en ce  in  a  fa m ily  d o m in a ted  n u m e r ic a l ly  and p sy ch o lo g ica lly  by 

w om en.

C o n co rd ,  M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  w as n e a r ly  the  p e r fe c t  p lace  fo r  a 

y o u n g s te r  to  g row  up, e s p e c ia l ly  a  y o u n g s te r  w ith  p e r s o n a l i ty  p ro b le m s ,  

an  o v e rc ro w d e d  hom e e n v iro n m e n t ,  and an  a m b i t io u s  m o th e r  re d u c ed  to 

e co n o m ic  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  w h ich  could be d e s c r ib e d  g e n e ro u s ly  a s  gen tee l  

po v e rty .  A lthough  M rs .  T h o re a u  took in b o a r d e r s  and son John  w o re  his  

f a t h e r ’s cu t-d o w n  c lo thes^   ̂ w h ile  David w o re  J o h n ’s outgrow n th in g s ,  the 

T h o re a u s  w e r e  not so c ia l  o u tc a s ts .  They l iv ed  next door, th en  a c r o s s  

the  s t r e e t  f r o m  the  m o s t  p ro m in e n t  fam ily  of C o n co rd ,  the  H o a r s ,  fo r  a 

long p e r io d  d u r in g  the  y e a r s  in  w hich  the T h o re a u  c h i ld re n  w e re  growing
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1 2up. C oncord  had  a p ro u d  d e m o c ra t ic  t ra d i t io n ,  but it had  the  a d d i 

t io n a l  good fo r tune  of g eog raphy . It w as not a  t r a d e  c e n te r  a s  w as 

B oston , n o r  w as it a m an u fa c tu r in g  c e n te r  a s  w as  Sewell. It w a s  a 

s leep y  l i t t le  in land  v i l lage  on the  banks of the  s lu g g ish  C oncord  r iv e r .

The d e p re s s in g  e ffe c ts  of the  W ar of 1812 had  h e lp ed  to  m ak e  the  e c o 

nom ic  c l a s s  d is t in c t io n s  l e s s  c le a r ly  defined. T h e re  w e re  no dom inan t 

s e a - f a r in g ,  c o m m e r c i a l  o r  m an u fac tu r in g  f a m i l ie s  a s  w as the c a s e  in 

so m a n y  New E ng land  to w n s . The popula tion  w as  only a round  f if teen  

h u n d re d  p e r s o n s  and m o s t  of th e se  people knew one a n o th e r .  Of the 

e igh t h u n d red  o r  so m a le  in h ab itan ts ,  tw o - th i rd s  w e re  s t i l l  m in o r s ,  and 

m o s t  of the m en  w e re  f a r m e r s .  T h e re  w e re ,  n a tu ra l ly ,  a few m e n  who 

w e r e  sh o p k e e p e rs ,  c l e r k s ,  b la ck sm ith s  and o th e r  s e r v ic e  w o r k e r s ,  

a long  w ith  a  s c a t te r in g  of p ro fe s s io n a l  m en  and c le rg y .  T h e re  w e re  

no r ic h  people in  C oncord  and v e ry  few p oor  i f  one excluded  th e  I r i s h  

f r o m  c o n s id e ra t io n .  The I r i s h  w e re  av a i lab le  f o r  the b a c k -b re a k in g  and 

u n re m u n e ra t iv e  jo b s  w h ich  the  th r i f ty  Y ankees and pen u rio u s  c o rp o ra t io n s  

need ed  to  have done cheap ly . The I r i s h  bu ilt the  r a i l ro a d ,  c l e a r e d  the 

bogs , c leaned  the p ig p en s ,  pulled  the s tum ps and rocks  f r o m  the  f ie ld s  

and fo r  t h e i r  l a b o r s  lived  in  f lo o r le s s  sh an tie s  w ithout adequa te  h e a t  o r  

ligh t o r  food o r  c lo th e s .  The I r i s h  w e re  the  p o o r  of Concord, They p r o 

v ided  th e  v i l l a g e r s  w ith  o b je c ts  of d e r is io n ,  c o n d e sc e n s io n  and s c o r n  

w hich  m ig h t  o th e rw ise  h ave  fa llen  on such  a s  the T h o rea u  fam ily .
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Cynthia and the  lad ie s  of the  househo ld  w e re  a c t iv e  in  the  a f fa i r s  of the

F i r s t  P a r i s h  C hurch  and in te r e s t e d  in  m o s t  of the  r e f o r m s  of the  day.

T h is  w as  one way in  which Cynthia  p re s e rv e d  and im p ro v ed  the so c ia l

s tand ing  of h e r  fam ily . The o th e r  ta c t ic  w hich  she  em ployed  w as

c e n te re d  on the  educa tion  of h e r  ch ild ren .

A lthough  C oncord  w as e x t re m e ly  proud of i t s  s y s te m  of public

ed uca tion , by C yn th ia ’s f ru g a l i ty  and s a c r i f ic e  the  T h o rea u  boys

a tten d ed  the  C oncord  A cadem y, a p r iv a te  schoo l c o n s id e re d  s u p e r io r

to the co m m o n  sch o o ls .  The co m m o n  schoo l had had  som e unfortunate

e p iso d e s  of v io lence  in f l ic ted  upon s tuden ts  e i th e r  by b u llie s  o r  by

h a r s h ly  d is c ip l in a r ia n  school m a s t e r s .  This  m a y  have  played a p a r t

in  the  r e l a t iv e ly  poor T h o reau  c h i ld re n  being e n ro l le d  in  the  A cadem y.

P ro b a b ly  th e  m o s t  s ign if ican t f a c to r  w as Cynthia D unbar  T h o re a u 's

am b it io n  and h e r  P u r i ta n  r e s p e c t  fo r  the  value of a  s u p e r io r  education .

It is  h a r d  to  see  w hat m igh t have been  gained b e ca u se  the  te s t im o n y  of

T h o re a u  and s e v e r a l  of h is  c l a s s m a t e s  ra te d  th e  m a s t e r  of Concord

A c ad e m y  a s  a  r e m a rk a b ly  poo r te a c h e r .  Judge John  S. K eyes  r e c a l le d ,

"When s ix  y e a r s  old I began to  a ttend  the A cad em y  th en  kept by P h in eas

A llen ,  the  p o o re s t  t e a c h e r  and w o rs t  school I e v e r  knew anything about 

13p e rs o n a l ly .  " By attending the  A cadem y , the T h o re a u  ch ild ren  

n a tu ra l ly  knew w e ll  the  c h i ld re n  of the  e s ta b l i s h e d  f a m i l ie s .  The e c o 

nom ic  p o s i t io n  of the  T h o rea u s  did not m a rk e d ly  im p ro v e ,  but the  so c ia l
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d is t in c t io n s  am ong the  o ld e r  C oncord ians  w e re  not a p e r s u a s iv e  in f lu 

en ce  am ong A c ad e m y  s c h o la r s .  The T h o re a u  c h i ld re n  w e re  accep ted .

Jo h n  w as  e s p e c ia l ly  w e l l  liked, popu la r  w ith  ev e ry o n e  fo r  h is  qu ick  

w it ,  k indness  and g e n e ro s i ty .  To m ake m a t t e r s  even  m o re  d iff icu lt  fo r  

shy , ugly David, Jo h n  w a s  a b e t te r  s c h o la s t ic  p e r f o r m e r  th a n  David as  

w e ll .  L iv ing  u n d e r  the  shadow of h is  b r o th e r  and pushed by h is  m o th e r  

m u s t  have m ade life a s  a  child  d ifficult fo r  David.

The fam ily  f in a n c es  continued p r e c a r io u s .  The e ld e s t  child ,

H e len , to o k  a te ach in g  p o s it ion  in o rd e r  to he lp . She w as unw ell, how 

e v e r ,  a l r e a d y  beginning to  w eaken  under the  s t r a i n  of tu b e r c u la r  infection. 

A s  quickly  a s  he f in ish ed  h is  v illage educa tion , John  went im m e d ia te ly  into 

a paying job. C ynth ia  con tinued  to feed and house  paying g u e s ts  while a l l  

th e  fam ily  w o rk ed  at p en c il  m an u fac tu re  doing su ch  c h o re s  a s  t h e i r  age, 

s e x ,  s t re n g th  and t im e  p e rm it te d .  The t im e  ap p ro a ch e d  fo r  David H enry  

to  go to w o rk ,  but s t r a n g e ly ,  fam ily  s en t im en t  fav o red  sending  h im  to 

H a r v a r d  College w h e re  the  H o ar  sons and o th e r  young m en  of C oncord  

A c a d e m y  w e re  going, not th a t  David w as p a r t i c u la r ly  anx ious to go a l l  

th e  way to C am b rid g e  by h im se lf ,  fo r  the  a p ro n  s t r in g s  w e re  s t i l l  f i rm ly  

t ie d .  H is  e y es  b r im m e d  w ith  t e a r s  when h is  m o th e r  su g g es ted  tha t  w ith  

a p r o p e r  edu ca tio n  he could pack  h is  bag and s e e k  h is  fo r tu n e .  He w as 

c o m fo r te d  only w hen H e len  a s s u r e d  h im  th a t  he  would a lw ays be w ith 

th e  fam ily  and should  find h is  fo r tune  at hom e . P e rh a p s  D avid  had  in
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m ind  h is  f a m i ly  s i tu a t io n  a s  w e ll  a s  P h in e a s  A llen  when he r e m a r k e d

14
th a t  he w as  " f i t ted  fo r  co llege  o r  r a th e r  m ade un fit"  a t C oncord

A cad em y . At any r a te ,  he w orked  h a rd  but b a re ly  gained  e n tra n c e  on

the  s t r e n g th  of h is  t e s t  p e r fo rm a n c e .

O nce a t H a r v a r d  he w as  even  le s s  g r e g a r io u s  than  in  C oncord ,

p o s s ib ly  b e c a u s e  John w as  not th e r e  to p rov ide  s o c ia l  lu b r ica t io n .  He

had  o th e r  r e a s o n s  fo r  r e t ic e n c e .  The fam ily  p o v e r ty  m a rk e d  h im  a t

H a r v a r d  in  a w ay it n e v e r  touched  h im  in  C oncord . In s tead  of the

r e q u i r e d  b la ck ,  David w o re  to ch ap e l  h is  only co a t w hich, u n fo r tuna te ly ,

w as  g re e n .  Som e w r i t e r s  have thought th is  to be an  e a r ly  exam ple  of

h is  p e r v e r s i t y ,  but the  fact w as  he w as  a  poor boy on s c h o la r s h ip  aid.

As a  s c h o la r s h ip  boy, he  w as  a llow ed  to take  a le av e  f r o m  h is  c l a s s e s

in o r d e r  to te a c h  and e a r n  m oney . In h is  Sophom ore  y e a r  he av a iled

h im s e l f  of th is  option, spending s ix  w eeks  in Canton, M a s sa c h u se t t s ,

te ac h in g  sch o o l  and living w ith  the  R everend  O r e s t e s  B row nson . This

v is i t  w i l l  be m en tio n e d  in a  l a t e r  connec tion , but h is  ab se n c e  f r o m

H a r v a r d  due to  f in a n c ia l  p r e s s u r e  w as  a fu r th e r  p ro o f  of h is  po v e rty ,

d raw ing  the a t te n t io n  of facu lty  and h is  p e e r s  to  h i s  hum ble  s ta tu s .

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  he w as  unwell. He w as  i l l  enough to  take  a  leave  of

a b se n c e  in  1836. The s c h o la r s h ip  a id  w hich the  B o ard  of O v e r s e e r s  w as

p ro v id in g  w a s  cut b ecau se  of lo w ered  g ra d e s  d e sp i te  a  l e t t e r  f r o m  R. W.

15E m e r s o n  on h is  behalf .
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The t im e s  w e r e  tu rb u le n t  fo r  H a rv a r d  u n d e rg ra d u a te s ,  and 

T h o r e a u 's  c l a s s  w a s  p a r t i c u la r ly  unru ly . The i ro n y  of T h o r e a u ’s c la s s  

being a s  d is ru p t iv e  a s  so m e  c o n te m p o ra r y  c o l le g ian s  who sp o r t  sw ea t

s h i r t s  w ith  T h o r e a u ’s nam e  and p ic tu re  p r in ted  on the  f ro n t  cannot 

e sc a p e  a tten tio n .  The c l a s s  of 1837 led  a la rg e  d is tu rb a n c e  c en te r in g  

not on w a r ,  r a c i s m ,  s la v e r y  o r  f r e e  sp eech , but on bad liv ing conditions , 

w o r s e  food, c o m p u ls o ry  ch ap e l  and o th e r  g r ie v a n c e s .  T h e re  is  no in d i

c a t io n  th a t  David H e n ry  took  any  p a r t  in the  d e m o n s t ra t io n s  although he 

m u s t  have had  sy m p a th y  w ith  at le a s t  som e of t h e i r  o b jec t io n s .  A c l a s s 

m a te  r e c a l le d  tha t,

he had no a n im a l  s p i r i t s  fo r  o u r  sp o r t  o r  m is c h ie f .  We cannot 
r e c o l le c t  w hat b e c a m e  of h im  d u r in g  the Dunkin R ebellion .
He m u s t  have  s l ip p e d  off into som e "coo l r e t r e a t  o r  m o s s y  ce l l .  "
. . . T h o re a u  d i s a p p e a re d  w hile  o u r  young a b s u r d i ty  he ld  i ts  
o rg ie s ,  s t r ip p in g  s h u t t e r s  f r o m  the  lo w e r  w indows of the  b u ild 
in g s ,  d is m a n t l in g  r e c i ta t io n  ro o m s ,  g re e t in g  tu to r s  and p r o 
f e s s o r s  w ith  a frenzied  and g ro u n d le s s  ind igna tion  w hich  we 
sy m b o lized  by k ind ling  the sp o i ls  of s ac k e d  p r e m i s e s  upon the 
s te p s .  ^^

D uring  the  r io t s ,  the ch an c e s  a r e  th a t  he  w as  in  the l i b r a r y  o r  in 

so m e  qu ie t  c o r n e r  re a d in g .  The l i b r a r y  w as  a g lo r io u s  d is c o v e ry  fo r  

T h o reau ;  i t  a t t r a c t e d  and h e ld  h is  a t ten t io n  to  the  p ro b ab le  d e t r im e n t  of 

h is  r e q u i r e d  a s s ig n m e n ts .  A lthough h is  c la s s  p e r fo rm a n c e  w as  adequate , 

i t  was u n d is t in g u ish ed . H is  re a d in g  w as  not l im ite d  by any m e a n s  to the 

r e q u i r e d  te x ts  in  a  day w hen  co lleg e  c u r r i c u la  w e re  h igh ly  p re s c r ib e d .

In l a t e r  y e a r s  he had  few if  any kind w o rd s  to  say  about h is  ex p e r ien c e
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a t  co l le g e  and m in im ized  i t s  value to h im , but went to  e x t r a o rd in a ry

len g th s  to  s e c u re  l ib r a r y  r ig h ts  a s  an a lu m n u s .  The l ib r a r y  w as the

one c o n n ec tio n  w ith  H a rv a r d  C ollege  w hich  he  va lued  and continued to

n u r tu r e .  D esp ite  h is  i l l n e s s ,  la c k  of m oney, sh y n e s s ,  and b o o k ish n ess ,

D avid  H e n ry  T h o reau  m an ag e d  to g ra d u a te  on T u esd ay , Ju ly  18, 1837

w ith  the  ab i l i ty  to read  f luen tly  L a tin ,  G re e k  and F r e n c h  and to read

17I ta l ia n ,  S pan ish  and G e rm a n  p a ssa b ly  well. He had  done v e ry  w ell 

in  m a th e m a t ic s  a s  w ell a s  l i t e r a t u r e ,  so th a t  in h is  l a t e r  life he had no 

d if f icu l ty  in su rvey ing  and no h e s i ta n c y  in d e sc r ib in g  h im s e lf  a s  a c iv i l  

e n g in e e r .  Among the sons of New E n g lan d 's  c o m m e r c i a l  l e a d e r s  and 

m i n i s t e r i a l  ad v o ca te s  of the  w o rk  e th ic ,  he had a c q u i r e d  a decided  d i s 

t a s t e  fo r  the  c o m m e rc ia l  value s y s te m  and m a t e r i a l i s m  which had 

a l r e a d y  becom e  dom inant in  the  reg ion .

H is  p a r t  in  the H a rv a r d  c o m m e n ce m e n t  e x e r c i s e  ca lled  upon h im  

to c o m m e n t  on "The C o m m e rc ia l  S p ir i t ,  " and like  m an y  m o re  co n tem p o 

r a r y  co lleg e  s e n io r s ,  he dam ned  it  b e cau se  it r e s t s  on base  m o tiv es  

and "b lind  and unm anly  love of w ea lth . " It w as  h i s  con ten tion  th a t  when 

peop le  le ad  "m anly  and independen t l iv e s "  not c o n s id e r in g  r ic h e s  a s  the  

end of e x is te n c e ,  then  "we s h a l l  h e a r  no m o re  of the c o m m e rc ia l  s p i r i t ,  " 

In th is  e a r l y  a d d re s s  he  had  a l r e a d y  adopted a viewpoint w hich re m a in ed  

fu n d a m e n ta l  w ith  h im  th ro ughou t h i s  sh o r t  l ife . I t  w as  su m m a r iz e d  in

h is  o b s e r v a t io n  th a t  " th is  c u r io u s  w o rld  which we inhab it  is  m o re  w o n d e r -

18
fu l th a n  it i s  convenient. "
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Upon g rad u a tio n  the  ques tio n  of v oca tion  p re s e n te d  i t s e l f .  The 

c o u n try  w as  in  the  m id s t  of the  f in an c ia l  panic  of 1837 and jobs w e re  

not e a s i ly  found. He w as  fo r tu n a te  in  finding a p o s it ion  as  m a s t e r  in  

th e  C oncord  co m m o n  school, but soon fe l l  in to  a d ispu te  w ith  the school 

a u th o r i t i e s  and he re s ig n ed  a f te r  two sh o r t  w e ek s .  The a p p a re n t  r e a s o n  

fo r  the  d isp u te  and re s ig n a t io n  w as H e n ry 's  d i s ta s te  fo r  c o r p o r a l  pun

is h m e n t .  The a u th o r i t ie s  in s is te d  upon it ,  w h ereu p o n  T h o reau  ran d o m ly  

chose  an  a r b i t r a r y  n u m b er  of s tu d en ts ,  gave th e m  a s tout paddling, and 

re l in q u ish e d  the  c a r e  of the school to o th e r  h an d s .  To m o s t  re a so n a b le  

o b s e r v e r s ,  inc luding  the un jus tly  pun ished  pup ils ,  T h o r e a u 's  b eh av io r  

had  e v e r y  m a r k  of a t e m p e r  ta n t ru m . He w as  now w ithout a job and had 

v e ry  s l im  p ro s p e c ts  of finding one, but the  J o u r n a l  w hich  he had  begun 

to  keep  m a k e s  no m en tion  of the  panic of 1837. He w as  living, s leep ing  

and ea ting  w ith  the  fam ily , and although the  T h o re a u s  had m oved in  w ith  

the  aun ts  and w e re  obviously  f inanc ia l ly  p r e s s e d ,  H enry , a s  he w as now 

p le a s e d  to  c a l l  h im se lf ,  w as content to have  h i s  fam ily  a s s u m e  re s p o n 

s ib i l i ty  f o r  h is  p h y s ica l  n eed s .  A p p a ren t ly  h is  b e h av io r  and ac t io n s  w e re  

d is tu rb in g  to  h is  fam ily  and the sub jec t of h o s t i le  com m en t by p e rs o n s  

ou ts ide  the  fam ily  c i r c le  if one can  judge by a  l e t t e r  he w ro te  to h is  

s i s t e r  H elen:

F o r  a  m an  to a c t  h im se lf ,  he m u s t  be p e r fe c t ly  f r e e ;  o th e rw ise ,  
he  is  in d an g e r  of los ing  a l l  sen se  of r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  o r  of s e l f -  
r e s p e c t .  Now w hen such  a s ta te  of th ings  e x i s t s ,  th a t  the s a c re d  
op in ions one ad vances  in a rg u m e n t  a r e  apo log ized  fo r  by h is
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f r i e n d s ,  b e fo re  h is  face ,  le s t  h is  h e a r e r s  r e c e iv e  a w rong  
im p r e s s io n  of the  m an, —when such  g r o s s  in ju s t ic e  is  a 
f req u e n t  o c c u re n c e ,  w h e re  sh a ll  we look, and not look in  
vain  f o r  m en , deed s , though ts?  A s w e l l  apo log ize  fo r  the 
g ra p e  th a t  is so u r .  . . .

If H e n r y 's  fam ily  w e re  fo rce d  to ap o lo g ize  f o r  h is  unorthodox ies  and 

e x t r e m e  s ta te m e n ts ,  that is  not u n u su a l  to d ay  fo r  fa m il ie s  of tw enty  

y e a r  old co llege  boys. It in fu r ia te d  h im  and he w as in  no m ood to 

b ro o k  opposition . He w as unable to  see  th e  c o n tra d ic t io n  betw een  h is  

p r o te s ta t io n s  of independence  and h is  co m p le te  p sycho log ica l  and e c o 

nom ic dependence  upon h is  m o th e r  and fa m ily .  His g e n e ra l  outlook 

w as  e x p r e s s e d  pom pously  in  a so p h o m o ric  l e t t e r  to h is  f o r m e r  m e n to r ,  

O r e s t e s  B row nson:

It h a th  not e n te r e d  into the  h e a r t  of m a n  to  conce ive  the  full 
im p o r t  of tha t w o r d — F r e e d o m — not a p a l t ry  R epublican f r e e 
dom , w ith  a p o sse  c o m ita tu s  a t h is  h e e l s  to  a d m in i s t e r  it in 
d o se s  a s  to a  s ick  c h i ld —but a  f r e e d o m  p ro p o r t io n a te  to the 
d ign ity  of h is  n a t u r e —a f r e e d o m  tha t s h a l l  m ake  h im  fee l  
th a t  he  is  a m an  am ong m en , and re s p o n s ib le  only to tha t 
R eason  of w hich he is  a p a r t i c le .  . . . 2 0

U n re la ted  to h is  fam ily  s i tu a t io n ,  th i s  in te r e s t in g  p a ssag e  f r o m  h is  

l e t t e r  to  the  ra d ic a l  New England  p a r s o n  g ives  us a clue to  h is  g e n e ra l  

d is s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  the  g o v e rn m e n ta l  in s t i tu t io n s  of the  day and of h is  

e x t r e m e  in d iv id u a l ism  b o rd e r in g  on an  a n a r c h ic a l  pos ition . When he 

c am e  to  voting age in  1838, he a b s ta in e d  f r o m  voting due to h is  s t r i c t ly  

lo g ica l  c o n c lu s io n s  f r o m  the  p ro p o s i t io n  th a t  an  ind iv idua l i s  r e s p o n s ib le  

fo r  the  m o ra l i ty  of h is  own a c t io n s .  V oting  would be p a r t ic ip a t io n  in , as
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w e ll  a s  a c q u ie sc e n c e  of, a  g o v e rn m en t w hich  re c o g n ize d  s la v e ry .  The

State  of New Y o rk  had  outlawed s la v e ry  only e lev e n  y e a r s  e a r l i e r  and

th e r e  w e re  la rg e  n u m b e rs  of N o r th e r n e r s  a s  w e ll  a s  S o u th e rn e rs  who

had  no m o r a l  o r  p o l i t ic a l  ob jec tion  to s la v e ry .  The B r i t i s h  E m p ire  had

outlaw ed s la v e ry  the  s a m e  y e a r  H en ry  e n te re d  H a rv a r d .  He and h is

fa m ily  had a lw ay s  b een  sy m pathe tic  to a b o l i t io n is t  c a u s e s .  In h is  col«-

lege  days, he p ro b ab ly  had  been  in  sym pathy  w ith  su ch  a n t i - J a c k s o n

W higs a s  Jo h n  Q uincy A d am s, C aleb Cushing and D an ie l  W e b s te r  who

spoke fo r  New E ng land  ag a in s t  s la v e ry  in  C o n g re s s .  M ost of T h o r e a u 's

tow nsfeH ow s s h a re d  h i s  ob jec tion  to s la v e ry .  In 1837 the  Whigs of

M a s s a c h u s e t t s  adop ted  opposition  to s la v e ry  a s  a  p a r ty  p r in c ip le .  Still,

to  T h o reau ,  voting r e p r e s e n te d  an a ccep tan ce  of th e  w i l l  of th e  m a jo r i ty

21in  q u es t io n s  of m o r a l i ty .  He w as  unwilling to a g re e .

P ro b a b ly  T h o re a u  had been  influenced  on th is  poin t by the id e as  

of R. W. E m e r s o n  s in c e  the two had  d is c o v e re d  one a n o th e r  f a i r ly  

re c e n t ly ,  a l though  th e y  had  been  acqua in ted  fo r  so m e  t im e ,  M r.  E m e r s o n 's  

l i t t l e  book, N a tu r e , had  been  devoured  by the  young co lle g ian ,  and had 

deep ly  in fluenced  h im . Undoubtedly T h o rea u  m ad e  a point of seek ing  

E m e r s o n  out and it is  u su a l ly  a s s u m e d  tha t E m e r s o n  su g g es te d  to 

T h o re a u  tha t  he keep  a  jo u rn a l .  Lucy J a c k s o n  B row n, E m e r s o n 's  s i s t e r -  

in - law , w as dining w ith  the  T h o reau s  and is  re s p o n s ib le  f o r  b ring ing  the 

in te l le c tu a l  s ide  of H en ry  to E m e r s o n 's  a tten tion . T he  in te l le c tu a l  s i m i 
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l a r i t i e s  b e tw een  th e m  im p r e s s e d  E m e r s o n  and  H e n ry  w as soon  a d i s 

c ip le .  A lthough  th i s  is  not the  p lace  to e n te r  an  ex tended  d is c u s s io n  

of T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m ,  the "new though t"  to  w hich  E m e r s o n  had  i n t r o 

duced h im  and  fo r  w hich  B row nson  had p re p a re d  h im  .vas a g o d -sen d .

He w as  fa c e d  w ith  the  d iff icu lt p e r s o n a l  s i tu a t io n  of needing  a job du rin g  

a d e p r e s s io n ,  not w anting to leave  the w a r m  safe ty  of hom e o r  the  p r o 

te c t io n  of h is  o ld e r  b r o th e r ,  ye t aching  to p ro c la im  h is  independen t 

p e rso n h o o d . T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  p rov ided  the p e r fe c t  so lu tion . He 

cou ld  r e m a in  v o c a t io n le s s  if n e c e s s a r y ,  b e ca u se  a t r a d e  w hich  re q u ire d  

even  l im i te d  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in the p rev a il in g  c o m m e r c i a l i s m  and m a t e r i 

a l i s m  would du ll  h is  c ap a c i ty  fo r  s p i r i tu a l  p e rc e p t io n  of t r u th  th e re b y  

r e ta rd in g  h is  q u e s t  fo r  p e r s o n a l  fu lf i l lm en t.  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  e g o ism  

b o ls te r e d  h is  n eed  fo r  p e r s o n a l  iden ti ty .  B e t te r  s t i l l ,  he  could  r e m a in  

in  C onco rd  ju s t i fy in g  h im s e l f  w ith  the  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  view of r e a l i ty  

w hich  r e n d e r e d  t im e  and p lace  of no consequence . He could  r a t io n a l iz e  

th a t  C o n co rd  w as  ju s t  a s  good a  p lace  to b e —b e t te r ,  in fa c t ,  b ecau se  

he w as  ab le  to  r e a l i z e  h is  id en tity  m o re  e a s i ly  in  the  f a m i l i a r  s u r 

round ings  of h is  na tive  v illage  and in  the s e c u r i ty  of h is  fa m ily  hom e.

H is r e s o lv e  w as  not quite f i r m ,  h o w ev er ,  and e a r ly  in  1838 H en ry  

m ad e  a t r i p  to  M aine w h e re  h is  m o th e r  had  r e la t iv e s  to  s e a r c h  fo r  a 

te ac h in g  p o s it io n .  This did not p ro v e  s u c c e s s fu l  and he b r ie f ly  c o n 

s id e r e d  going to  V irg in ia  but gave it up a s  too  v e n tu re so m e .  He u n d e r 

took to  conv ince  h i s  b r o th e r  to  s t r ik e  out w ith  h im  to  K entucky  w h e re
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they  m igh t t e a c h  to g e th e r  o r  n e a r  one an o th e r .  A gain  nothing cam e  of 

i t ,  so H e n ry  con tinued  to live at h is  m o t h e r ' s ,  w r i te  in his  jo u rn a l  and 

w a lk  in the  w oods.

C o n co rd  A cad e m y  had been ru ined  by P h in eas  A l le n 's  po li t ica l  

in v o lv em en t w ith  the  an ti-M aso n ic  p a r ty  and g e n e r a l  d is s a t is fa c t io n  

w ith the q u a l i ty  of a cad em ic  p re p a ra t io n  av a ilab le  th rough  h is  tu te lag e .  

The T h o r e a u  fa m ily  had m oved to  l a r g e r  q u a r t e r s  in  the  P a rk m a n  house . 

T h rough  th is  co m b in a tio n  of c i r c u m s ta n c e s  began one of the m o s t  im p o r 

tan t e p iso d e s  in  H e n ry 's  life and one w hich is  s t i l l  th e  sub jec t of con

s id e r a b le  c o n t r o v e r s y .  John and H e n ry  u n d e rto o k  a  p r iv a te  schoo l to 

su cceed  A l le n 's  C oncord  A cadem y. M rs .  T h o re a u  b o a rd ed  fo u r  of the 

young boys f r o m  out of town. Am ong th e se  w a s  an  e lev en  y e a r  old boy 

n am ed  E d m und  Sew all,  w hose g ra n d m o th e r  and au n t,  the  W ard lad ie s ,  

h ad  lived  w ith  th e  T h o re a u  fam ily  fo r  y e a r s .  The sch o o l w as su c c e ss fu l  

and e n ro l le d  a s  m an y  day s tuden ts  as  could be acco m m o d a ted .  A m os 

B ro n so n  A lco tt  had  v is i ted  C oncord  the  p rev io u s  y e a r  and undoubtedly 

re in fo rc e d  the  T h o r e a u s '  p ro g r e s s iv e  ideas  on educa tion . H enry  c o n 

tinued  h is  po licy  ag a in s t  phys ica l pun ishm en t. E v e r y  day w as opened 

w ith  a  l i t t le  l e c tu r e  on m o ra ls  and then  p ro c e ed e d  to  the fo rm a l  le s s o n s .  

At l e a s t  once a  v.eek H enry  conducted a fie ld  t r i p  f o r  the  pu rpose  of 

s tudying n a tu re ,  w hich  co n s is te d  of a t r a m p  in the w oods, a sa il ing  

t r ip ,  o r  a sw im  when th e re  w as p le a sa n t  w e a th e r .  The school w as s u c 

c e s s fu l  enough  in  f in an c ia l  t e r m s  and sa t i s f ie d  the  voca tio n a l  needs  of
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th e  b r o th e r s .  H o w ever , i t  led  to  s e v e re  e m o tio n a l  co m p lica t io n s .

H enry  T h o re a u  b e ca m e  in fa tu a ted  w ith  Edm und Sewall. He w ro te  a

poem  en ti t led  "Sym pathy"  ex to lling  the  beauty  and v ir tu e  of "a gentle

boy" w hom  he "m igh t have loved h a d "  he "loved h im  l e s s .  " A lthough

th e r e  a r e  s e v e r a l  i n t e r p r e ta t io n s  of the  poem , re l ia b le  t ra d i t io n  holds

th a t  the gen tle  boy w as  Edm und Sewall. G ran ting  a l l  p o ss ib le  a llow ance

fo r  H e n ry 's  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  m ode of e x p re s s io n  and influence  of G re ek

p o e try  of w h ich  he w as fond, "Sym pathy" c l e a r ly  r e a d s  a s  a h o m o ero tic

poem . T h is  in t e r p r e ta t io n  h a s  been  b o ls te re d  by the  psycho log ica l

22s tud ies  w hich  have  been  m ad e  of T h o re a u  and a cc e p ted  by m o s t  

23re c en t  s c h o la r s ,  inc lud ing  v i r tu a l ly  a l l  of T h o r e a u 's  l a t e r  b io g ra p h e rs  

excep t W a l te r  H ard in g .  T h is  a t ta ch m e n t  m a rk e d  the  f i r s t  s trong 

a t t r a c t io n  to w a rd  a  m a le  o th e r  th an  John tha t H en ry  s e e m s  to  have 

e x p e r ien c e d  to th a t  point.

The s i tu a t io n  b eca m e  c o n s id e ra b ly  m o re  involved when E d m u n d 's  

s i s t e r  E l le n  v is i te d  h e r  r e la t iv e s  in  the  T h o re a u  househo ld . N a tu ra l ly  

she  m e t and  w as e n te r ta in e d  by the  T h o re a u  b r o th e r s .  John  was 

enchan ted  and soon p ro p o sed  m a r r i a g e .  E l len  a cc ep ted  and they w e re  

engaged fo r  a  s h o r t  w h ile .  A f te r  re tu rn in g  to h e r  hom e in  Scituate , 

M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  E l le n  b roke  off the engagem ent at the  u rg in g  of h e r  

c le rg y m a n  fa th e r .  O ld e r  s c h o la r s h ip  advanced  th e  p ro p o s i t io n  that 

H enry  w as a lso  in  love w ith  E l le n  but ga llan tly  d e fe r r e d  to h is  e ld e r
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b r o th e r  un til a f t e r  h is  suit w a s  r e je c te d  and th e n  d e c la re d  h im s e l f  to  

E l le n  Sewall only to be r e je c te d  in  h is  tu rn .  It i s  t ru e  tha t  H e n r y 's  

jo u rn a l  does m ak e  an  oblique r e f e r e n c e  to h is  hope of being r e s to r e d  

w hen John w as  r e je c te d  by E l le n .  It i s  a lso  t ru e  tha t  H en ry  m ad e  so m e  

kind of advance  to w a rd  E l len  w hich  w as  f i rm ly  declined . The c o r r e s 

pondence h a s  not been  p r e s e r v e d ,  but a  legend of u n req u i te d  love h a s  

p e r s i s t e d .  My own sp e c u la t io n  is  th a t  je a lo u sy  of J o h n 's  h e te r o s e x u a l  

a t t r a c t io n  to  E l le n  d i s t r a c te d  h im  f r o m  E dm und. It i s  the  view of th is  

w r i t e r  th a t  H e n ry 's  r e a l  ob jec t of a f fec t io n  w as  John, a lthough p e rh a p s  

u n co n sc io u s ly  so, and tha t h is  i n t e r e s t  in  E l le n  w as  only a  t r a n s f e r e n c e  

of h is  sexua l u rg e  to w a rd  h is  b r o th e r .  The re la t io n sh ip  be tw een  the  

b r o th e r s  re m a in e d  v e ry  c o r d ia l  th roughout the p e r io d  when E l le n  s u p 

posed ly  w as an  i s s u e  of r i v a l r y  be tw een  th em . In  fac t,  th is  w as  the  

ex ac t  pe riod  w hen John  and H en ry  m ad e  a two w eek  t r i p  down the C o n co rd  

and  M e r r im a c k  R iv e r s ,  cam p in g  to g e th e r  and sh a r in g  one of the m o s t  

in t im a te  and de ligh tfu l e x p e r ie n c e s  e i th e r  young m an  e v e r  e n co u n te re d .

This  t r i p  w as im m o r ta l iz e d  in  T h o r e a u 's  f i r s t  book, A W eek on the  

C oncord  and M e r r im a c k  R i v e r s , w r i t t e n  during  h is  r e t r e a t  a t W alden  

Pond. W ithout m en tion ing  Jo h n  by n am e , it i s  a l y r i c a l  accoun t of the  

voyage and the  though ts  w hich  a t ten d ed  the  com pan ionab le  r e t r e a t .

M uch of the c h a p te r  en ti t led  "W ednesday"  is  devoted to H e n ry 's  though ts  

on f r ien d s h ip .  H e n r y 's  d e s c r ip t io n  of f r ie n d sh ip  i s  an  e c s ta t ic  e m o tio n
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a lm o s t  e ro t ic  in  in te n s i ty .  T he  p a s s a g e s  on f r ie n d s h ip  in  "W ednesday"  

a r e  too im p a s s io n e d  and too fu l l  of im p lic a t io n  to  be e n t i r e ly  P la ton ic  

w h a te v e r  m a y  o r  m a y  not have  b een  the a c tu a l  e v en ts  be tw een  the  

b r o th e r s .

F o r  T h o re a u ,  f r ie n d s h ip  i s  a  m y s t i c a l  un ion  of sou ls  w hich a llow s

no im p e d im e n t  to  fu ll  c o m m u n ica t io n .

F r ie n d s h ip  is  the  u n sp ea k a b le  joy  and b le s s in g  th a t  r e s u l t s  to 
two o r  m o r e  in d iv id u a ls  who f r o m  c o n s t i tu t io n  sy m p a th ize ;  and 
n a tu re s  a r e  l iab le  to no m i s t a k e s ,  but w il l  know e ach  o th e r  
th ro u g h  th ic k  and th in . B e tw een  two by n a tu re  a like  and f i t ted  
to  sy m p a th ize  th e r e  i s  no v e i l  and t h e r e  can  be no o b s tac le .
Who a r e  the  e s t r a n g e d ?  Two f r ie n d s  exp la in ing .

M o re o v e r ,  f r ie n d s h ip  is  b a s ic  to  hu m an  m o tiv a tio n .  It c o lo r s  the  r e l a 

t io n sh ip  of one to  a l l  he  e n c o u n te r s .  " F r i e n d s h ip  is  the  sec re t  of the  

u n iv e rse .  . .  and  the  id ea  of w hat i s  p o ss ib le  in  th is  r e s p e c t  a f fec ts  our 

b eh av io r  to w a rd  a l l  new m e n  and  w om en , an d  a g r e a t  m an y  old ones.

He sp e c if ic a l ly  c o n s id e re d  th e  re la t io n s h ip  of the  b io lo g ica l  fac t of sex  

to f r ien d sh ip :

The s e x e s  a r e  n a tu ra l ly  m o s t  s t ro n g ly  a t t r a c t e d  to  one a n o th e r  
by c o n s ta n t  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  and  a r e  m o s t  com m only  
the  co m p le m en t  of e ach  o th e r .  . . .  The v is i t  of m a n  to  m an  is  
wont to  be an in te r ru p t io n ,  but the  s e x e s  n a tu ra l ly  expec t one 
a n o th e r .  Yet F r ie n d s h ip  i s  no r e s p e c t e r  of sex; and  p e rh ap s  
it  is  m o r e ^ r ^ r e  b e tw een  the  s e x e s  th an  b e tw een  tw o of the  
sam e  sex .

F r ie n d s h ip ,  th e  lofty  s e n t im e n t ,  th en  is  e a s i e r  b e tw ee n  m e m b e r s  of th e  

s a m e  sex , and  does  not exclude  a  sex u a l  r e la t io n .  In fac t ,  in  a n o th e r  

p lace  he im p l ie s  th a t  th e  d e a r e s t  f r ien d  i s  one w ith  w hom  th e r e  h a s  been
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a m u tu a l  s e x u a l  e x p e r ie n c e .  "I lo se  m y  r e s p e c t  fo r  the  m an  who can

m a k e  th e  m y s t e r y  of sex  the sub jec t  of a c o a r s e  j e s t .  . . .  The m a n  who

2 7u s e s  a  v u lg a r  j e s t  d e s c r ib e s  h is  re la t io n  to  h is  d e a r e s t  fr iend . " In 

a  p a s s a g e  w h ich  m a y  com bine  H e n ry 's  t a s t e  f o r  puns with an a d m ira t io n  

f o r  th e  c l a s s i c a l  ag e s  when m an ly  love w as  not taboo , he points out th a t  

f r i e n d s h ip  i s  not bound by the conventions  of r e l ig io u s  dogma n o r  c o n te m 

p o r a r y  s o c ia l  p ra c t ic e :

F r i e n d s h ip  is  not so kind a s  is  im ag ined ; i t  h a s  not m uch  hum an 
blood in  i t ,  but c o n s is ts  w ith  a c e r ta in  d i s r e g a r d  fo r  m en  and 
t h e i r  e r e c t io n s ,  the C h r is t ia n  d u tie s  and h u m a n i t ie s ,  while it  
p u r i f ie s  th e  a i r  like e le c t r i c i ty .  T h e re  m a y  be the  s te r n e s t  
t r a g e d y  in  the  re la t io n  of two m o r e  th a n  u s u a l ly  innocent and 
t r u e  to  t h e i r  h ig h es t  in s t in c t s .  We m ay  c a l l  i t  an e s se n t ia l ly  
h e a th e n is h  in te r c o u r s e ,  f r e e  and i r r e s p o n s ib l e  in  i t s  n a tu re ,  
and  p r a c t i s in g  a l l  the  v i r tu e s  g ra tu i to u s ly .  It i s  not the  h ig h es t  
sy m p a th y  m e r e ly ,  but a pu re  and lofty s o c ie ty ,  a f r a g m e n ta ry  
and god like  in te r c o u r s e  of an c ien t da te ,  s t i l l  kept up at i n t e r 
v a ls ,  w h ich ,  r e m e m b e r in g  i t s e l f ,  does  not h e s i t a te  to  d i s r e g a r d  
th e  h u m b le r  r ig h ts  and d u ties  of im m u n ity .

S exua li ty  i s ,  in d eed , th e  d an g e r  to  an  e m o t io n a l  c o m m itm en t a s  in te n se

a s  T h o r e a u v ia n  F r ie n d s h ip .  He w a rn s ,  " r e s e r v e  is  the  f re e d o m  and

ab an d o n m en t of lo v e r s .  . . .  It is  one p ro o f  of a m a n 's  f i tn e s s  fo r  F r i e n d -

29sh ip  th a t  he  i s  ab le  to  do w ithout th a t  w h ich  i s  ch eap  and p a ss io n a te .

But if p a s s io n  be a  l iab il i ty  of f r ie n d sh ip ,  it  i s  only one f r a i l ty  to  w hich

h u m an s  a r e  su b je c t  and p o ss ib ly  a l e s s  s e r io u s  one th an  u n fa i th fu ln ess .

"The lo v e r  l e a r n s  a t  la s t  th a t  th e r e  i s  no p e r s o n  qu ite  t r a n s p a r e n t  and

t r u s tw o r th y ,  but everyone  h a s  a dev il in  h im  th a t  i s  capable  of any c r im e  

30in  the long ru n . " L e s t  th e re  be any doubt a s  to  the iden tity  of the  f r ie n d
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to  w hom  T h o re a u  h a d  r e f e r e n c e  o r  th a t  h is  f r ie n d  w e r e  an  a b s t r a c t io n

m e r e ly ,  he  c l e a r l y  id e n t i f ie s  John a s  the in d iv id u a l  he  h a s  in m ind .

"My F r ie n d  is  not of so m e  o th e r  r a c e  o r  fa m ily  of m e n ,  but f le sh  of

31m y fle sh ,  bone of m y  bone . He is  m y r e a l  b r o th e r .  "

Some m ig h t o b je c t  th a t  a d iscu ss io n  of T h o r e a u 's  sex u a l  o r i e n 

ta t io n  ought to  have  no p lace  in  a study of h i s  p o l i t ic a l  thought. How

e v e r ,  h is  la ten t h o m o se x u a l i ty  (if it w as m e r e l y  la ten t)  h e lp s  to  c la r i fy  

m uch  which o th e rw is e  m ig h t  s e e m  c o n tra d ic to ry .  It h e lp s  to exp la in  

why fam ily  s t r u c tu r e  w as  not an  im p o r tan t  foundation  point in  h is  so c ia l  

th e o ry ,  why h is  v iew  of h u m a n  n a tu re  w as so  p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c ,  and o f fe rs  

a su gges tion  a s  to  w hy h is  in te rp re ta t io n  of h i s to r y  e m p h a s iz e d  the ro le  

of the h e ro .  It a l s o  p ro v id e s  a p sych o lo g ica l  e x p lan a t io n  fo r  the  te n s io n  

in  h is  thought b e tw een  h is  p e r s o n a l  p o l i t ic a l  p a s s iv i ty  and h is  ju s t i f i c a 

t io n  of p o l i t ic a l  v io le n c e  c o m m itted  by a h e ro ic  a rc h ty p e ,  John Brown. 

H en ry  T h o r e a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  was an  e x te n s io n  of h is  own p e rc e p t io n  

of hum an  p e rs o n a l i ty  in  s o c ia l  con tex ts ,  and th e r e f o r e  the  c i r c u m s ta n c e  

of h is  in v e r s io n  i s  of m a j o r  im p o r tan c e  in  u n d e rs tan d in g  h is  p o l i t ic a l  

thought. It w il l  be w e l l  to  keep  th is  d is c u s s io n  in  m ind  w hen read in g  

l a t e r  c h a p te r s .

T hroughou t t h i s  p e r io d  of p e r s o n a l  tu r m o i l ,  T h o r e a u  con tinued  to  

d eepen  h is  a cq u a in ta n ce  w ith  Ralph Waldo E m e r s o n  and the in fo rm a l  

l i t t le  c i r c l e  of peop le  who g a th e red  a round  h is  C oncord  h om e. A ll  of
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th e s e  e a r n e s t  young people had l i t e r a r y  a m b it io n s ,  but had  m o r e  in 

c o m m o n  th a n  an  i n t e r e s t  in  l i t e r a tu r e .  U nder E m e r s o n 's  gu idance , 

they  developed  a c e r t a in  psycho log ica l  o r ie n ta t io n  and co m m o n  viewpoint 

w hich , a lthough  th e r e  w e re  wide v a r ia t io n s  am ong the b e lie fs  of in d i

v idua ls  in  the  g ro u p , cam e  to be known a s  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m .  A d m is 

sion to  th is  s m a l l ,  ta le n te d  group s t im u la te d  H e n ry 's  e f fo r t s  to  w r i te  

w ell.  He p r e f e r r e d  p oe try , but th e re  w as g e n e r a l  a g re e m e n t  th a t  

H e n ry 's  p o e try  w as  w re tch ed . He t r i e d  c r i t i c i s m  and t r a n s la t io n s  at 

w hich  he  w as  som ew hat m o re  su c c e ss fu l .  He had t r i e d  h is  hand  at 

le c tu r in g  b e fo re  the  Concord  L yceum , p re se n t in g  a  se t  p iece  on 

"S oc ie ty"  in  1838. In 1840 he succeeded  in  becom ing  a pub lished  au th o r  

when The D ial, the  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s '  l i t t l e  m a g az in e ,  a cc e p ted  som e 

of h is  m a te r i a l .  A u th o rsh ip  was co n f irm e d  as  h is  v o ca tio n a l  p re fe re n c e ,  

and he c e a s e d  to  th in k  of h im se lf  a s  o th e r  th an  a  w r i t e r .  To be a 

T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s t  and a w r i t e r  pleased h is  im ag in a tio n .  It gave h im  

m o r a l  su p p o rt  in  h is  p e rs o n a l  d e c la ra t io n  of indep en d en ce .

In 1839 D avid  H. T horeau  f ir s t  ap p eared  in  the ta x  books w ith  an

a s s e s s m e n t  of $ 1 .5 0  fo r  the  c ity  and county  po ll tax . In 1840 the  tax

ro l l s  added  $ 1 .0 0  f o r  the  c u s to m a ry  m in i s t e r i a l  tax . T h is  p ro v id ed  an

ex ce l le n t  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  e s ta b l is h  h is  f r e e d o m  f r o m  in s t i tu t io n a l  re lig ion .

In the  1840 ta x  r e c o r d s ,  the "David H. " w as c r o s s e d  out and "H enry  D. " 

32w as  su b s t i tu ted .  In add ition  to the  nam e change , he in s i s t e d  tha t  the
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m i n i s t e r i a l  ta x  be de le ted  f r o m  h is  a s s e s s m e n t .  H is  a rg u m en t w as  th a t

he  would not pay a ta x  to  support  a c le r g y m a n  w hose  p reach in g  he n e v e r

a t ten d ed . T he  tow n fa th e rs  a g re e d  to  re m o v e  h is  m in i s t e r i a l  tax  but

r e q u i r e d  th a t  he i s s u e  a w r i t t e n  s ta te m e n t  d e c la r in g  h im s e l f  ou ts ide  th e

c h u rch . "H enry  D. " a g re e d  to  is su e  not only  th a t  d i s c l a im e r  but took

the  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  s ta te  h is  pos it ion  in  the  b r o a d e s t  p o ss ib le  t e r m s :

"Know a l l  m e n  by th e s e  p re s e n ts ,  th a t  I, H e n ry  T h o re a u  do not w ish  to

be r e g a rd e d  a s  a  m e m b e r  of any in c o rp o ra te d  s o c ie ty  w hich 1 have not 

33jo ined . " T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  independence  m a d e  h im  fe e l  " f r e e r  th a n  any 

p lanet; no co m p la in t  re a c h e s  a round  the  w o r ld .  I can  m ove away f r o m

public op in ion , f r o m  governm en t,  f r o m  re l ig io n ,  f r o m  education , f r o m

• .  ,,34soc ie ty .

In th e  T h o re a u  household  th e re  m u s t  h av e  b een  som e f r ic t io n  

a r i s in g  f r o m  the  new c o u rs e  H enry  had  c h a r t e d  f o r  h im se lf .  Jo h n ’s 

h e a l th  w as  not th e  b e s t  and H e n ry ’s v o c a t io n a l  i n t e r e s t  had  d r i f ted  f r o m  

ed u ca tio n  to  l i t e r a t u r e .  The b ro th e r s  w ith d re w  f r o m  th e i r  school k e e p 

ing. T h e re  m ay  hav e  been  s t r a in s  be tw een  H e n ry  and John  a s  w ell as  

the  m o re  o r th o d o x  of the  r e la t iv e s .  The o p p o rtu n i ty  p re s e n te d  i t s e l f  

fo r  H e n ry  to  jo in  the  E m e r s o n  househo ld  a s  h an d y m an  and re s id en t  d i s c i 

p le . He le f t  h is  m o th e r ’s house  fo r  th e  E m e r s o n  hom e w h ere  he re m a in e d  

f r o m  1841 u n t i l  1843. D uring  th is  p e r io d  h e  b e c a m e  a  fa v o r i te  of the  

E m e r s o n  c h i ld r e n  and began to  look upon L id ia n  E m e r s o n  with s o m e -



41

th ing  s im i l a r  to  th e  c h iv a l r ic  id e a l iz a t io n  w hich  kn ights  p ro f e s s e d  fo r  

u n a tta in ab le  l a d ie s .  F r o m  a l l  in d ica t io n s  th e r e  w as s t r a in  in  the  

E m e r s o n  h o u seh o ld ,  a lso ,  due to H e n ry ’s b ra n d  of independence .

T h e re  m u s t  h ave  b e en  d isa f fec t io n  be tw een  T h o re a u  and the  o th e r  

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  who f req u e n te d  E m e r s o n ’s hom e. Yet h is  in d e 

pendence w as not p r id e fu l .  He ch ee r fu l ly  p e r fo rm e d  m e n ia l  t a s k s  fo r  

E m e r s o n  and o th e r s .  He and a  N egro  c a r e t a k e r  put the  Old M an se  in  

o r d e r  f o r  N a th a n ie l  H aw thorne  and h is  b r id e  w hen  they  m oved  to  Concord 

in  Ju ly  of 1842. M a r g a r e t  F u l l e r ,  the  f e m in is t  and  e d i to r  of The D ia l , 

co n s tan tly  r e s i s t e d  E m e r s o n ’s a t te m p ts  to  r u s h  a cc e p tan c e  of H e n ry ’s 

m a n u s c r ip t s .  She found h is  p o e try  p a r t i c u la r ly  a t ro c io u s ,  but c o n 

sen ted  to  p u b lish  an  o c c a s io n a l  poem  a lthough w ith  even  l e s s  e n th u s i 

a s m  than  she p r in te d  h is  c r i t i c a l  e s s a y s  and t r a n s l a t i o n s .  H en ry  

i r r i t a t e d  a lm o s t  e v e r y  m e m b e r  of the c o n v e r sa t io n a l  c i r c l e  by h is  

r e je c t io n  of a m e n i t i e s  w hich  he c o n s id e re d  a r t i f i c i a l  and by h is  c o n 

tin u a lly  a n tip o d ean  co m m e n t.  Many of th e  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  w e re  

in fluenced  by th e  s o c ia l  th e o r ie s  of F o u r i e r  and  Owen. The l i t t le  g roup  

p rov ided  th e  c o re  of m e n  and w o m e n — C h a r le s  A. Dana, C h a r le s  L ane ,

B ro n so n  A lco tt ,  H o ra c e  G re e ley ,  G eo rge  R ip ley , M a r g a re t  F u l l e r ,  

W ill iam  H. C hanning , and l a t e r  N a th an ie l  H a w th o rn e —f r o m  w hich  a 

r e m a rk a b le  n u m b e r  of A m e r ic a n  utopian e x p e r im e n ts  w e re  to  be e s t a b 

lish ed .  F r u i t l a n d s ,  B ro o k  F a r m ,  O neida, The N o r th  A m e r ic a n  P halanx ,
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E a g le sw o o d ,  w e re  a l l  t ie d  in  som e way to  th is  group  of m e n  w ith

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  co n n ec tio n s .  One of the unifying f e a tu re s  w a s  the

re l ig io u s  f e r m e n t  sw eeping  the  New E ng land  a r e a  as  the  "new though t"

of U n i ta r ia n i s m  w as t r a n s f o r m in g  C o n g re g a t io n a l ism . E m e r s o n  had

b e en  a c e n t r a l  f ig u re  in  the  th e o lo g ic a l  d isp u te s ,  h is  D iv in ity  School

a d d r e s s  to  th e  s tu d en ts  and facu lty  of H a rv a r d  being a la n d m a rk  in  the

s t ru g g le .  The p o s s ib i l i ty  of h u m an  p e r fe c ta b i l i ty  w as in tr ig u in g ,  and

a b ra n c h  of th e  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  led by A. B ro n so n  A lco tt  and h is

E n g l ish  f r ie n d ,  C h a r le s  L a n e ,  w e re  planning the  com m unity  w hich  they

l a t e r  e s ta b l i s h e d  a t F r u i t l a n d s  n e a r  H a rv a rd ,  M a s s a c h u s e t t s .  In 1841

G eo rg e  R ip ley  and M a r g a r e t  F u l l e r  of th e  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  g ro u p  w e re

a l r e a d y  p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  the F o u r i e r i s t  co m m u n ity  a t  B ro o k  F a r m .

H e n ry  had  no t a s t e  fo r  any of th e se  s c h e m e s .  Not being con ten t m e r e ly

to re fu s e  to  jo in ,  it  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  th a t  H e n ry  saw fit to  dam n the

w hole  e n t e r p r i s e :

A s f o r  th e s e  c o m m u n it ie s ,  I th ink  I h ad  r a th e r  keep  b a c h e lo r ’s 
h a l l  in  h e l l  a lone  th an  go to  b o a rd  in  heaven . Do you th in k  yo u r  
v i r tu e  w il l  be b o a rd e d  w ith  you?

D e sp i te  h is  e x t r a o r d in a r y  e ffo rts  a t  e s ta b l is h in g  h is  in d iv id u a lity ,  

H e n ry  T h o r e a u  w as  a b so rb in g  th e  thought, s ty le  and m a n n e r  of h is  h o s t .

I t  w as  obv ious  to  ev ery o n e  ex ce p t ,  p e rh a p s ,  to H en ry  h im s e l f .  A co llege  

f r ie n d  sa id :
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I happened  to  m e e t  T h o re a u  in  M r. E m e r s o n 's  study a t C oncord .
I  th ink  it w as  th e  f i r s t  t im e  we had com e to g e th e r  a f t e r  leav ing  
co lleg e .  I w as q u ite  s t a r t l e d  by the t r a n s f o r m a t io n  that had 
ta k e n  p lace  in  h im .  H is  s h o r t  f igu re  and g e n e r a l  c a s t  of 
co u n tenance  w e r e ,  of c o u r s e ,  unchanged; but in  h is  m a n n e r s ,  
in  the  to n e s  and  in f lec t io n  of h is  voice, in  h is  m o d e s  of e x p r e s s 
ion , even  in  th e  h e s i t a t io n s  and pau ses  of h i s  sp ee c h ,  h e  had  
b eco m e  th e  c o u n te r p a r t  of M r .  E m e rs o n .  M r. T h o r e a u 's  c o l 
lege  vo ice  b o re  no r e s e m b la n c e  to M r. E m e r s o n 's ,  and  w a s  so 
f a m i l i a r  to  m y  e a r  tha t  I cou ld  e a s i ly  have id en tif ied  h im  by it 
in  the  d a rk .  ^

T h is  p r o c e s s  of a b so rp t io n  w as  i r r i t a t in g  to  people  who knew both m en, 

and  w as to p re v e n t  H e n ry  f r o m  being tak en  fo r  anything but a  pale  im i t a 

t io n  of E m e r s o n  am ong  the  C oncord  c i r c le .  E v en  F r a n k  S an b o rn  who 

l a t e r  ido lized  T h o re a u  w ro te ,  "In h is  tones  and g e s tu r e s  he  se e m e d  to 

m e  to im i ta te  E m e r s o n ,  so th a t  it w as annoying to  l i s t e n  to  h im . . . .

He looks like  E m e r s o n ,  to o —c o a r s e r ,  but w ith  som eth ing  of th a t  s e re n i ty

37and s a g a c i ty  w h ich  E m e r s o n  h a s .  "

T ra g e d y  d rew  T h o re a u  and E m e r s o n  even  c lo s e r  th ro u g h  m u tu a l  

sym pathy . In J a n u a r y  of 1842, John  T h o reau ,  H e n ry 's  be loved  b ro th e r ,  

d ied  of lock jaw . In th e  s a m e  m on th  E m e rs o n  lo s t  h is  f i r s t  b o rn  son, 

s ix  y e a r  old W aldo. E a c h  m a n  w as s t r ic k e n  w ith  h is  own lo s s  y e t  fu ll 

of sym pathy  f o r  the  o th e r .  H en ry  su ffe red  sy m p a th e tic  sy m p to m s  of 

lock jaw  du rin g  h i s  b r o t h e r ' s  f a ta l  d is e a se ,  su g g es tin g  both  the  in ten se  

id en t if ic a t io n  w ith  Jo h n  and  th e  p o ss ib i l i ty  of a  guilt r e a c t io n  due to  sub 

l im a te d  h o s t i l i ty  to w a rd  the  m o r e  fav o red  son. E m e r s o n 's  r e a c t io n  to

the  lo s s  of W aldo w a s  the  e leg an t  and coolly  in te l le c tu a l  e s s a y  on 

"C o m p en sa tio n "  w hich  so convincing ly  e x p r e s s e s  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  o p ti-
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m is m .  H e n ry  d re w  on the sam e  so u rc e  of s t re n g th ,  and in  a  l e t t e r  to 

E m e r s o n  w as  ab le  to  a r t i c u la te  the  view of dea th  w h ich  he he ld  con 

s is te n t ly  th ro u g h o u t h is  l ife .

How p la in  th a t  d ea th  is  only the phenom enon of th e  ind iv idua l 
o r  c l a s s .  N a tu re  does  not reco g n ize  i t ,  she f inds  h e r  own 
ag a in  u n d e r  new fo r m s  w ithout lo s s .  Yet dea th  i s  beau tifu l  
w hen seen  to  be a  law , and not an  a c c id e n t—it is  a s  com m on 

. a s  life . And a f t e r  a l l  what po rtion  of th is  so s e r e n e  and living 
n a tu re  can  be sa id  to  be a l ive?  Do th is  y e a r ' s  g r a s s e s  and 
fo liage  o u tn u m b e r  a l l  the  p a s t .  . . .  W hen we look o v e r  the  
f ie ld s  we a r e  not saddened  becau se  the  p a r t i c u l a r  f lo w ers  o r  
g r a s s e s  w il l  w i t h e r —fo r  the law of t h e i r  dea th  is  the  law of 
new life .

N o n e th e le s s ,  H e n ry  b ecam e  m o re  s o l i t a r y  and w ithdraw n. J o h n 's  

d ea th  b ro k e  c o m p le te ly  h is  vocational t ie  to  educa tion ; it c a s t  h im  alone 

and  u n p ro te c ted  into the  so c ia l  w orld  of C oncord  w h e re  John had alw ays 

p ro v id ed  a b u ffe r  f o r  h im .  It co n firm ed  h is  con v ic t io n  tha t  h is  destiny  

lay  in  l i t e r a t u r e ,  th a t  h is  con tribu tion  to  m ank ind  would be b e s t  m ade 

th ro u g h  the  p r a c t ic e  of th e  s o l i ta ry  c r a f t  of w r i t in g .  J o h n 's  dea th  w as 

ta k e n  fo r  a s ign: "W h a tev e r  I l e a r n  f ro m  any c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  tha t 

e sp e c ia l ly  I n eed ed  to  know. E v en ts  com e out of G o d . . . .  H ence they 

a r e  a lw ays a cc e p ta b le  a s  e x p e r ien c e ,  and we could  not do w ithout th em . 

The fac t  th a t  he  w as not b reak in g  into p r in t ,  had  v e r y  l i t t le  e n co u rag em en t 

ex cep t  f r o m  E m e r s o n ,  and had  no p ro s p e c ts  fo r  im m e d ia te  l i t e r a r y  s u c 

c e s s  did not d is c o u ra g e  h im  f ro m  reso lv in g  to  s e r v e  m ankind  w ith  such 

ta le n t  a s  he had.
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I m u s t  c o n fe ss  I h a v e  fe lt  m ean  enough w hen  a sk e d  how I w as 
to ac t  on so c ie ty ,  what e r r a n d  I had to  m ank ind . Undoubtedly 
I did not fe e l  m e a n  w ithout a  rea so n , and ye t m y  lo i te r in g  is  
not w ithout d e fence . I would fa in  co m m u n ica te  the  w ealth  of 
m y life to m an , w ould  re a l ly  give th e m  what i s  m o s t  p re c io u s  
in m y  gift. I would s e c r e te  p e a r l s  w ith  the  sh e l l f i sh  and lay 
up honey w ith  the  b e e s  fo r  them . I w ill  s if t  the  su n b ea m s  fo r  
the  public good. I know no r ic h e s  I would keep  back . I have 
no p r iv a te  good u n le s s  it be m y p a r t i c u la r  ab il i ty  to  s e rv e  the 
public . Th is  i s  the  only ind iv idual p ro p e r ty .  E a c h  one m ay  
th en  be in nocen tly  r i c h .  I in c lo se  and f o s te r  the  p e a r l  t i l l  it 
is  grow n. I w ish  to co m m u n ica te  those  p a r t s  of m y  life  w hich  
I would g ladly  live  a g a in  m yse lf .  . . . One would like to be m a k 
ing la rg e  d iv idends  to  soc ie ty  out [ of] th a t  d ep o s i ted  cap i ta l  
in  u s ,  but h e  does  w e l l  fo r  the  m o s t  p a r t  if he p ro v e s  a s e c u re  
in v e s tm e n t  only, w ithout adding to the s to ck s .

E m e r s o n  thought th is  re so lv e  should be e n c o u ra g e d  and in  May, 

1843, a r r a n g e d  f o r  T h o re a u  to  go to Staten  Is la n d  a s  tu to r  to h is  

b ro th e r  W illiam's c h i ld re n .  E m e r s o n  thought to  re m o v e  T h o rea u  f ro m  

the  in b red  a tm o s p h e re  of the Concord  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  c i r c l e —and f ro m  

the  E m e r s o n  h o u s e — to  develop h is  ta le n ts  w ithout undue influence  while  

putting h im  in  c lo se  p ro x im ity  to the  p u b l ish e rs  of New Y o rk  City. H enry  

went to  S ta ten  Is la n d ,  du tifu lly  p e r fo rm ed  h i s  tu to r i a l  a s s ig n m e n t ,  and 

m ade  the  rounds of the  p u b lish e rs  w ithout m uch  s u c c e s s .  He w as d e s 

p e ra te ly  h o m e s ic k  fo r  C oncord  and d e sp is e d  New Y o rk  City. As he 

w ro te  to E m e rs o n :  "I d o n 't  like the  c ity  b e t t e r ,  the  m o r e  I see  it ,  but 

w o rs e .  I a m  a sh a m e d  of m y eyes tha t behold  it .  It i s  a  thousand  t im e s  

m e a n e r  than  I could  hav e  im a g in e d . . . . The pigs in the  s t r e e t  a r e  the 

m o s t  re s p e c ta b le  p a r t  of the population. It w as  c e r ta in ly  not a  w asted  

e x p e r ie n c e ,  h o w e v e r .  He becam e  acqua in ted  w ith  a  la rg e  n u m b e r  of 

fam ous  and in f lu en t ia l  f ig u r e s  of the  age. The m o s t  va luab le  f r ien d sh ip
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he m ad e  w as  w ith  H o ra ce  G re e ie y ,  the  e d i to r  of the  New Y ork  T r ib u n e , 

who b ecam e  T h o r e a u ’s p r im a r y  l i t e r a r y  b a c k e r  and p e r fo rm e d  m an y  

s e r v i c e s  a s  agen t f o r  h im . In add ition  he  m e t  the  e ld e r  J a m e s ,  f a th e r  

of W il l ia m  and H e n ry ,  and L u c r e t ia  M ott. He ren ew ed  acq u a in tan ce  

w ith  W ill iam  H. Channing, the  s o c ia l is t  unc le  of h is  f r ie n d  E l l e r y  

Channing, and w ith  I s a a c  H e ck e r ,  the  a s s o c ia t io n i s t  and s e e k e r  who 

b e c a m e  a  R om an C atho lic  p r i e s t  and  founded th e  P a u l i s t  F a th e r s .  

E a r l i e r  H e c k e r  had  taugh t in  C oncord  and ro o m e d  w ith  the  T h o rea u s .  

S till T h o re a u  s c o r e d  no g re a t  b re a k th ro u g h  in  the  publish ing  w orld  and 

he  h a ted  liv ing  aw ay  f r o m  C oncord . He m a n ag ed  to  b e a r  S taten Is lan d  

u n ti l  D e c e m b e r ,  but th e n  r e t r e a t e d  to  h is  m o t h e r ’ s h o m e  in  h is  na tive  

v i l lag e .

When he re tu rn e d  to  C oncord  f r o m  S ta ten  Is la n d  he  helped  h is  

f a th e r  build  a new h o u se  and shop on T ex as  S t r e e t .  The m a n u fa c tu re  

of p en c i ls  in  h is  f a t h e r ’s shop p ro v id ed  h is  l iv e lihood . H is  days of 

te ac h in g  and sch o o l  keeping  w e re  o v e r ;  he  to o k  th e  l e i s u r e  he r e q u ire d  

to  g ive h is  life  a w ide  m a r g in .  He to o k  g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  in  the  C oncord  

L y c e u m , in  th e  in te l le c tu a l  c o n c e rn s  of E m e r s o n ’s c i r c l e ,  and in  the  

r e f o r m s  e sp o u se d  by th e  la d ie s  of the  T h o re a u  h o u seh o ld .  He re a d  the 

a b o l i t io n is t  l i t e r a t u r e  a v a i la b le  at h o m e , e s p e c ia l ly  T he L i b e r a t o r , and 

len t  h is  m o r a l  su p p o r t  to  the  cau se  of a b o l i t io n ism .  On M arch  5, 1845, 

W endell P h i l l ip s  m ad e  a v i t r io l ic  a d d r e s s  on a b o l i t io n is m  b e fo re  the
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L y ceu m . Two c u r a to r s  r e s ig n e d  in  p r o te s t  o v e r  us ing  the  L y c e u m  as

a p la t fo rm  fo r  p o l i t ic a l  a g i ta t io n  r a t h e r  than  f o r  c u l tu ra l  and in te l le c tu a l

en lig h ten m en t .  The p o r t io n  of the  L y c e u m  m e m b e rs h ip  who ap p ro v ed

of involv ing  the o rg a n iz a t io n  in  p o l i t ic a l  c o n t ro v e rs y  c o n s t i tu ted  a

m a jo r i ty  and  e lec ted  T h o re a u  and E m e r s o n  to  f i l l  the v a c a n c ie s .  T h is

p re c e d e n t  should co m fo r t  T h o r e a u ’s m o d e rn  a d h e re n ts  who w ish  to

m ak e  u n iv e r s i t i e s  and le a r n e d  s o c ie t ie s  the  veh ic le  of p o l i t ic a l

e x p re s s io n .  To u n d e r s c o r e  h is  v ic to ry  o v e r  the  d is se n t in g  fac tion ,

T h o re a u  w ro te  a long l e t t e r  in  p r a i s e  of P h i l l ip s ’ a d d r e s s e s  b e fo re  the

42L y c e u m  to  the  e d i to r  of The L i b e r a to r .  In w rit in g  to The L i b e r a to r  

he w as  giving the b ack  of h is  hand not only to  th o se  in  th e  L y ceu m  who 

did not w ish  P h il l ip s  to  d e l iv e r  h is  p o le m ic s  b e fo re  th e m  but a lso  to  

The L i o e r a t o r  e d i to r ia l  s ta ff  and r e a d e r s h ip .  Among a b o l i t io n is ts  th e re  

w e re  two loose  fa c t io n s ,  one led  by W il l ia m  Lloyd G a r r i s o n  w hich  a d v o 

ca ted  m il i ta n c y  and g roup  a c t io n ,  the  o th e r  led  by N a th an ie l  P .  R o g ers  

who had  published  the  H e ra ld  of F r e e d o m  and advoca ted  an  in d iv id u a lis t ic  

a p p ro a c h  b a se d  upon m o r a l  p e r s u a s io n .  R o g ers  was l a t e r  fo rce d  f r o m  

h is  e d i to r s h ip  by G a r r i s o n .  T h o re a u  w as  m o r e  sy m p ath e tic  to  R o g ers  

and in  1844 had published  an  a r t i c l e  in  The D ia l  w hich w as  en ti t led  

"H e ra ld  of F r e e d o m "  and s t ro n g ly  su p p o rted  R o g e r s ’ pos it ion . H is  l e t 

t e r  to G a r r i s o n  h eav ily  e m p h a s iz e d  the  in d iv id u a lis t ic  te n o r  of P h i l l i p s ’ 

sp e e c h e s  b e fo re  the  L yceu m . In a  sub tle  fa sh io n , T h o re a u  w as  becom ing
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a  p o le m ic is t .  At th is  t im e ,  both G a r r i s o n  and R ogers  w e re  c o m m it te d

to  n o n -v io len ce .  Ph il l ip s*  p o s it io n  w as le s s  pacif ic  than  e i t h e r  fa c t io n .

W hile fish ing  w ith  young E d w ard  H o ar during  th is  l e i s u r e ly

p e r io d  T h o re a u  a cc id e n t ly  le t  a cooking f i r e  get out of hand. It b u rn e d

o v e r  a  h u n d red  a c r e s  of p r im e  wood land. He n e v e r  w as a p o p u la r

f ig u re  w ith  h is  to w n sfe l lo w s, but the  d e s t ru c t io n  of v a luab le  p r o p e r ty

and h is  c a v a l ie r  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd  the  f a r m e r ’s l o s s —i l lu s t r a t e d  by h is

l a t e r  co m m en t,  "I fe l t  tha t  I had  a d e e p e r  i n te r e s t  in  the  w oods, knew

43th e m  b e t t e r  and should  fe e l  t h e i r  lo s s  m o re ,  " — stam ped  h im  i r r e v o 

cab ly  a s  an  e c c e n t r ic  n e ’e r - d o - w e l l .  They saw h im  as  a b le -b o d ied  

but unw illing  to do h o n es t  la b o r .  A ctually , he had re s o lv e d  to  devote  

h i s  t im e  to  the  dev e lo p m en t of h is  l i t e r a r y  ta len t .  It r e q u i r e d  m u c h  

t im e ,  and  p ra c t ic a l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  re q u ire d  th a t  he p r a c t ic e  a  r ig o ro u s  

econom y in  o r d e r  to  l iv e  and h av e  enough of h is  t im e  f r e e  to  r e c e iv e  

in s p i r a t io n  and to w r i te .

A co llege  acq u a in ta n ce ,  C h a r le s  S tea rn s  W h ee le r ,  e a r l i e r  had  

bu ilt  a hut to  save  m oney  to w a rd  books and h is  fo r th co m in g  g ra d u a te  

s tudy  in  G e rm a n y .  T h o re a u  had  spen t s ix  w eeks in  the hut w ith  W h ee le r ,

w a s  im p r e s s e d  by th e  la c k  of e x p en se ,  and by the s im p l ic i ty  of th is  k ind

44of life. It c a p tu re d  h is  im a g in a t io n .  H is  f r ien d  E l l e r y  Channing had 

lived  a lone  in  a hut in  th e  p la in s  of I l l ino is  fo r  a  p e riod  of t im e  b e fo re  

m oving  to  C oncord  in  1841 and it w as  he who sugges ted  th a t  T h o re a u
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r e t i r e  to  a s i m i l a r  sh ack . E a r l i e r  H en ry  had  thought of buying a f a r m  

and  went so f a r  a s  to  m ak e  a f i r m  o ffe r  to  a  lo c a l  f a r m e r  w hose wife 

re fu s e d  to a llow  h im  to  conclude the  d e a l  w ith  so undependable  a  c h a r a c 

t e r  a s  David H e n ry  T h o reau !  He thought to  build a  shanty  by F l in t ’s 

Pond , but the  o w n er  w as c r a s s  enough to  be in te r e s t e d  in  ren t f ro m  his  

land . A s so often  in  th e  p a s t ,  Ralph Waldo E m e r s o n  cam e  to  the re sc u e .  

M r .  E m e r s o n  had a c q u i r e d  s e v e ra l  a c r e s  o± woodland on the  sh o re s  of 

W alden  P ond  w hich  he  o ffe red  to  H enry  w ithout c h a rg e .  H en ry  accep ted  

h is  f r i e n d ’s k in d n e ss  and w ith  b o rro w ed  to o ls  he began  to  build  a  one 

ro o m  sh ack  w ith  a  c e l l a r  and le a n - to .  M uch of the  w o rk  w as done w ith 

h is  own h an d s ,  a lthough  h is  co lle c t io n  of f r ie n d s  he lped  h im  to r a i s e  the 

roof . On Independence  Day, 1844, T h o re a u  m oved  into h is  s p a r s e ly  

fu rn ish e d  cab in . T he  W alden  e x p e r im en t  w as indeed  e c o n o m ic a l—p a r 

t i c u la r ly  so s in ce  i t  w as  w ith in  sound of E m e r s o n ’s d in n e r  be ll ,  and h is  

doting m o th e r  and s i s t e r s  deligh ted  in  b r in g in g  h im  b a sk e ts  of ed ib le s .

To su p p lem en t th is  c e r t a in  so u rc e  of n o u r ish m e n t  he  planted  a fie ld  of 

b e a n s ,  fo r  w hich  h e  had  a  P y thagorian  d is l ik e ,  and p u rc h a se d  som e s tap le s  

such  a s  f lo u r  and p o ta to e s .  Since he w as a v e g e ta r ia n ,  although not a 

s t r i c t  one, the  la c k  of m e a t  w as not an  incon v en ien ce . W alden w as ju s t  

o u ts id e  if  he  w an ted  f ish .  H is  r e a l  b u s in e s s  in  the  woods w as  h is  w r i t 

ing. He c o m p o sed  s e v e r a l  e s s a y s ,  w ro te  h is  f i r s t  book, A Week on the 

C oncord  and M e r r im a c k  R iv e rs ,  and d ra f te d  a s u b s ta n t ia l  po rtion  of h is
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m a g n u m  opus, W alden, o r  L ife  in  the  W oods. Life w as  not so very-

s o l i t a ry  at the  pond. He con tinued  to be p a r t  of E m e r s o n 's  s o i r e e s

and to r e c e iv e  v i s i to r s .  E l l e r y  Channing even  m oved in  fo r  s e v e r a l  

45w e ek s .  H is w ith d raw a l w as to  w ork , to live d e l ib e ra te ly ,  and to 

d e m o n s t r a t e  to  the  a s s o c ia t io n is t s  the  s u p e r io r i ty  of an independent 

l ife .

A side  f r o m  h is  l i t e r a r y  a c h ie v e m e n ts ,  the  m o s t  s ign if ican t th ing  

th a t  o c c u r r e d  in  the  two y e a r s  w as h is  c o n fro n ta t io n  w ith  the p o w er  of 

th e  State  in  the  p e r s o n  of Sam S tap le s ,  the  lo c a l  co n s tab le .  It had  

b e co m e  som eth ing  of a fad  am ong T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  to  re fu se  p ay m en t 

of ta x e s  as  a m ethod  of p ro te s t  a g a in s t  the  a c q u ie sce n t  support  M a s s a 

c h u s e t t s  gave to the  F e d e r a l  G o v e rn m en t.  W ashing ton  w as in  d i s f a v o r  

o v e r  the  i s s u e  of s la v e ry  and the  im pend ing  t ro u b le  w ith M exico . The 

d isu n io n is t  s en t im en t  had  b een  s tro n g  in  th e  1812 w a r ,  and w ith  th e  t ro u b le  

o v e r  T ex as  had  rev ived  am ong m an y  New E n g la n d e rs .  B ro n so n  A lc o t t  

h a d  re fu sed  to pay h is  ta x  a s  had c e r t a in  o th e r s ,  a s  a sym bolic  p r o t e s t  

a g a in s t  the  u s e s  to w hich the  F e d e r a l  G overnm en t and M a s s a c h u s e t t s  put 

th e  t a x  m oney . N on-paym en t of ta x e s  w as  a lm o s t  a  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  t r a 

d it ion . T h o r e a u 's  lo n g -s tan d in g  d isg u s t  at the support the  State of 

M a s s a c h u s e t t s  gave to Negro s la v e ry  w as  g iven  v e ry  spec if ic  focus  w hen  

P r e s id e n t  P o lk  o rd e re d  G e n e ra l  Z a c h a ry  T a y lo r  to  se iz e  d ispu ted  lands  

in  T exas  f r o m  M exico and w a r  w as  d e c la re d .  T h o reau ,  a s  w e ll  a s  m any
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o th e r  New E n g la n d e rs ,  saw  the  w a r  w ith  M exico a s  a th in ly  d isg u ised  

a g g r e s s io n  ag a in s t  a  w e a k e r  ne ighbor u n d e r ta k en  fo r  the  p u rp o s e  of 

add ing  t e r r i t o r i e s  in to  w hich  s la v e ry  m ig h t be expanded. H en ry  re fu sed  

to  pay ta x e s  to su p p o rt  th is  w a r  fo r  th e  ex ten s io n  of s la v e r y .  F o r  som e 

y e a r s  he had paid no po ll tax ,  a lthough  he paid  o th e r  ta x e s ,  b e ca u se  he 

fe lt  it  w as the  ta x  m o s t  d i r e c t ly  b e n e f ic ia l  to  the  F e d e r a l  G o v ern m en t.

He had  not been  t ro u b le d  by the a u th o r i t ie s  about the s m a l l  m a t t e r  of the 

poll ta x  un ti l  one day in  1846. He w as tak ing  a shoe into C oncord  to be 

r e p a i r e d  when S tap les  s topped  h im  to in q u ire  about paym en t .  S tap les  

o f fe re d  to  pay the  ta x  in  H e n ry ’s s tead  if he w e re  w ithout funds . T h o re a u  

f i r m l y  re fu se d  the  o f fe r .  A lthough he  and S tap le s  w e re  on f r ien d ly  t e r m s ,  

a p p a re n t ly  T h o re a u  m a d e  S tap les  an g ry .  W ithout any f u r th e r  leg a l  p r o 

c e e d in g s  S taples  m a r c h e d  H enry  to  the  C oncord  ja i l  and locked  h im  up. 

One of T h o re a u ’ s a u n ts  c a l le d  l a t e r  th a t  even ing  and paid  the  po ll ta x  but 

S am  S tap les  did not b o th e r  to  r e le a s e  h is  p r i s o n e r  un ti l  the  nex t day. 

T h o r e a u  w as hopping m a d ,  but it i s  not c l e a r  w h e th e r  he w as an g ry  that 

th e  ta x  had been  paid f o r  h im , tha t S tap le s  had  not r e l e a s e d  h im  upon 

re c e ip t  of the  m oney , o r  b e ca u se  he had  been  ja i le d  in  the f i r s t  p lace .

If  T h o re a u  had been  of a n a tu re  to u se  the  le g a l  a p p a ra tu s  i t  i s  p o ss ib le  

th a t  he  could  have m ad e  a  v e ry  un p leasan t  s i tua tion . S am  S tap le s  could 

hav e  b e en  h a rd  p r e s s e d  to  c i te  a s ta tu to ry  b a s is  fo r  s u m m a ry  im p r i s o n 

m e n t .  But T h o rea u  he ld  la w y e rs  in  co n tem p t,  and ch o se  in s te a d  to  cau se



52

a d i s tu rb a n c e  w hich would con tinue  long a f t e r  he  and S tap le s  w e re  f o r 

go tten .  F u r io u s ,  he  re tu rn e d  to  h is  green  d e sk  a t  W alden. H is  ou t

ra g e  w as  pou red  into a l i t t le  e s s a y  now c a lled  "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce" .  

T h o r e a u ’s r e m a r k  th a t  "I q u ie t ly  d e c la re  w a r  w ith  the  S t a t e w a s  

p ro p h e t ic ,  a s  the in fluence  of h is  e s s a y  has  s p re a d  su b v e rs io n  f a r  

beyond  C oncord  and the  U nited S ta te s .  A lthough it w il l  be d is c u s s e d  a t 

le n g th  l a t e r ,  it  is  im p o r ta n t  to  no te  h e r e  th a t  the  fu n d am en ta l  a s s u m p 

t io n s  of "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce"  have  the ind iv idua l a s  the  m o ra l ly  r e s p o n 

s ib le  a g en t  r a th e r  th an  a c o l le c t iv i ty  of m en , and d e c la r e  the in fa l l i 

b i l i ty  of in d iv id u a l c o n sc ie n ce  on m a t t e r s  of m o r a l  p r in c ip le .  It does 

not i n s i s t  upon a v io len t r e s i s t a n c e  to  the m o r a l ly  ob jec t io n ab le  dem ands  

of a p o l i t ic a l  pow er, but it  does  ju s t i fy  any r e fu s a l  to  c o o p e ra te  o r  to  

r e c o g n iz e  the  a u th o r i ty  of g o v e rn m e n t  to  ac t  upon an  ind iv idua l w hen i ts  

d e m a n d s  c o n tra d ic t  the  r e q u i r e m e n t s  of co n sc ie n ce .  "If a thousand  m e n  

w e r e  not to  pay t h e i r  t a x - b i l l s  th is  y e a r ,  th a t  would not be a v io len t and  

b loody  m e a s u r e ,  a s  it would be to  pay th e m , and en ab le  the S tate  to  c o m 

m i t  v io len ce  and shed  innocen t b lood. V io lence  i s  not r e je c te d  out 

of hand , f o r  he  reco g n ize d  th e  h o n o re d  A m e r ic a n  d o c tr in e  of the  r igh t 

of rev o lu tio n ,  w hich  c a r r i e s  th e  c o r o l l a r y  tha t  v io lence  a t som e point 

i s  ju s t i f ia b le :

A ll  m e n  reco g n ize  the  r ig h t  of revo lu tion ; th a t  i s ,  th e  righ t to 
re fu s e  a l le g ian c e  to , and to  r e s i s t ,  th e  g o v e rn m e n t ,  when i ts  
ty ra n n y  o r  i t s  in e ff ic ien cy  a r e  g r e a t  and u n e n d u r a b le , . . .  In 
o th e r  w o rd s ,  w hen a  s ix th  of the  popula tion  of a n a t io n  which
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h a s  u n d e r ta k en  to be the  refuge of l ib e r ty  a r e  s lav e s ,  and a 
whole c o u n try  is  un jus tly  o v e r ru n  and conq u ered  by a fo re ig n  
a r m y  a r e  su b jec ted  to m i l i t a r y  law, I th ink  th a t  it i s  not too 
soon fo r  ho n es t  m e n  to re b e l  and re v o lu t io n ize .

H is  m a jo r  poin t is  tha t v iolence is  c o m m it te d  aga in s t  the  in d i

v id u a l  who i s  r e q u i re d  to ac t  aga in s t  h is  c o n sc ie n ce  o r  to support  f in an 

c ia l ly  an  a c t io n  w h ich  i s  re p re h e n s ib le  to  h im . Individuals can  a c c o m p 

l i s h  a s  e ffec t ive  a revo lu tion  a s  can  a c o n s p i r a c y  supported  by an a rm e d  

i n s u r r e c t io n .  "When the sub jec t h a s  re fu s e d  a lleg ian ce ,  and the o ff ice r  

h a s  re s ig n e d  h is  o ff ice , th en  the re v o lu t io n  is  acco m p lish ed . But even

su p p o se  blood should flow. Is th e re  not a  s o r t  of b loodshed when the

49c o n sc ie n c e  is wounded? "

T h o re a u  spen t no m o re  t im e  in j a i l ,  not b ecau se  he paid h is  ta x  

f r o m  th a t  day fo rw a rd ,  but because  he p e r m i t te d  the tax  to  be paid by 

h i s  f r ie n d s  o r  r e la t iv e s  in h is  behalf. T h is  a p p e a rs  to be a so p h is try ,  

but T h o re a u  h im s e l f  p ro b ab ly  w as h o n e s t ly  convinced that s ince  only he 

could  be re s p o n s ib le  fo r  h is  a c tions  in  a n  u l t im a te  sen se ,  he w as not 

so i led  by th e  fac t  th a t  h is  ta x  w as paid by a n o th e r .  The p e r s o n  who paid 

H e n r y ’s tax  a s  w e l l  a s  h is  own bo re  a double  guilt of co m p lic i ty ,  but 

H e n ry  b o re  none at a ll .

He continued  to live a t W alden Pond a f t e r  h is  e x p e r ien ce  in  j a i l ,  

but th e  c ab in  b ecam e  le s s  a  hom e th a n  h e a d q u a r te r s .  He spen t m o r e  

t im e  in  the  v il lage  th a n  the p rev ious  y e a r  and  la te  in  the y e a r  took  a t r i p  

to  the  M aine w oods. W riting  and w alk ing  in  the  woods continued a s  h is
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m a in  a c t iv i t ie s .  On a t  l e a s t  one occas io n  he h a r b o r e d  a s lave  at th e  

cab in  and h e lp ed  h im  to e sc a p e  to Canada. This  w as  an unusual even t, 

fo r  T h o re a u  w as  not a s s o c ia te d  w ith the U nderground  R ailroad . He w as 

qu ite  w illing  to  behave h u m an e ly  and sy m p a th e t ic a l ly  to w ard  a fug it ive  

s lav e  w hen the  opportun ity  co n ven ien tly  p re s e n te d  i t s e l f .  H en ry  

l i t e r a l ly  b e liev ed  tha t  c h a r i ty  b eg in s  at hom e; he n e v e r  sought it  a b ro a d  

but w a ited  f o r  it to c a l l  upon h im . So he continued  un til  S e p te m b e r ,  1847, 

w hen suddenly  "the a x e l  of th e  w o r ld "  c reak ed  and he concluded  th a t  he  

had  "o th e r  l iv es  to le ad " .  L e s s  p o e tic a l ly  p h ra se d ,  H en ry  had co m p le ted  

A W eek, w as w e ll  into a so lid  d ra f t  of W alden, and could a fford  to  live  

a l e s s  sec luded  life . He w en t b a c k  hom e to  h is  m o th e r  and fa th e r .  The 

h ouse  w as c row ded  a s  e v e r .  To a m an  of th i r ty  who had had a  t a s t e  of 

living a lone  i t  m u s t  have  b e e n  un p leasan t  to  give up a la rg e  m e a s u r e  of 

p r iv a c y  and to  be co n s ta n t ly  c a l led  "my H en ry "  by h is  m o th e r .

F o r tu n a te ly ,  E m e r s o n  w as  ab le  once aga in  to  com e to H e n ry 's  

r e s c u e .  E m e r s o n  w as to go to  England fo r  a y e a r  of le c tu r in g  and s u g 

g e s te d  th a t  H en ry  m ove  to  h is  h o u se  once m o re  to look a f te r  the p ro p e r ty  

and p rov ide  any n e c e s s a r y  a s s i s t a n c e  as  w ell a s  com pany  to  L id ian  and 

the  c h i ld re n .  H enry  jum ped  at the  opportunity . The E m e r s o n  h o u s e 

hold w as m o r e  p eacefu l and p r iv a te  than h is  m o th e r 's .  H en ry  w ro te ,  

po lished  th e  d ra f t  of W alden, con tinued  h is  w alks tak ing  a m o re  s c i e n t i 

fic in t e r e s t  in  the  o b s e rv a t io n  of n a tu ra l  phenom ena . He began  to  c o r 

re sp o n d  w ith  and p rov ide  s p e c im e n s  fo r  Louis  A g a ss iz  who had  com e to
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th e  H a rv a rd  facu lty . This w as both an  in te l le c tu a l  in te r e s t  and m ethod  

of m ak ing  m oney  s ince  A g ass iz  paid fo r  s p e c im e n s  he needed. E l l e r y  

C hanning  and B ro n so n  A lcott continued to be h is  m o s t  in tim ate  c o m 

pan ions  along w ith  a co lle c t io n  of v e ry  p la in  people  whom T h o rea u  

knew and liked . His bache lo rhood  w as w e ll  c o n f irm ed , if it had e v e r  

b e en  in q ues tion , by h is  fla t  re je c t io n  of a m a r r i a g e  p ro p o sa l  f ro m  

M is s  Sophia F o o rd ,  a f o r m e r  tu to r e s s  of th e  E m e r s o n  ch ild ren .  H is  

s e l f - im a g e  a s  an  a u th o r  w as  s e c u re  enough to r e f e r  to h is  " c a r e e r " ,  

for_A W eek on the  C oncord  and M e r r im a c k  R iv e r s  w as about to  see 

p ub lica tion . H en ry  w ro te  to E m e rs o n .  "She did  re a l ly  w ish  t o —I 

h e s i t a t e  to w r i t e —m a r r y  m e . . . .  I r e a l ly  had  an t ic ip a te d  no such  foe 

a s  th is  in  m y  c a r e e r .   ̂ The y e a r  p a ss e d  p le a s a n t ly .  T h o reau  p ub 

l ish e d  h is  book, w ro te  a  g re a t  dea l,  p re s e n te d  h is  "C ivil D iso b ed ie n c e"  

a s  a  le c tu re  be fo re  h is  tow nsfe llow s, and f o r  the f i r s t  t im e  began to 

o f fe r  l e c tu r e s  outside  of C oncord . T h ese  v e n tu re s  on the p la t fo rm  

w e re  not overw helm ing  s u c c e s s e s ,  but T h o re a u  w as happy to p re s e n t  

h i s  id e a s  and to  e a r n  a b it  of m oney f r o m  h is  l i t e r a r y  e f fo r ts .  M ost of 

h is  n e c e s s i t i e s  had been  supplied  by the m e n ia l  jo b s  he was ab le  to p ick  

up h e r e  and th e r e .  In a  l e t t e r  to H o ra ce  G re e le y  he boasted  tha t  h is  

w an ts  w e re  few and day la b o r  gave h im  enough to supply h is  w an ts .

F o r  th is  re a s o n  he  w as  at g r e a t e r  le i s u re  f o r  l i t e r a r y  p u rsu i ts  th a n  a n y -

52one of h is  acq u a in tan ce .  It w as evident th a t  he  w as not able to  su p 

po rt  h is  bodily  need s  f r o m  the  sa le  of h is  l i t e r a r y  e f fo r ts  a s  he would
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hav e  p r e f e r r e d .  Since the  d e m is e  of The D ia l  in  1844 he  had  not been  

p u b lish ed  w ith  any f req u en cy . L a te  in  1847 T h eo d o re  P a r k e r  and 

J a m e s  E ll io t  Cabot founded The M a s sa c h u se t ts  Q u a r te r ly  Review which 

w as  p lanned  a s  th e  s u c c e s s o r  to  T he Dial and T h o re a u  m igh t have  tak en  

hope th a t  th e r e  would once a g a in  be a m a rk e t  fo r  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  l i t e r a 

tu r e .

T h o r e a u  w as  becom ing  m o r e  convinced th a t  an  ac t iv e  p o s it ion  

a g a in s t  s l a v e ry  w as  ju s t i f ie d ,  even  though m any  of the  a rd e n t  a b o l i t io n 

i s t s  w e re  v ic t im s  of the  m o r a l  pathology w hich he fe l t  to  be an  o c cu p a 

t io n a l  r e q u i r e m e n t  fo r  r e f o r m e r s .  He began  to take  a k in d l ie r  view 

to w a rd  som e r e f o r m  i s s u e s .  When W ashington Goode, a N egro  seam an  

con v ic ted  of k ill ing  a n o th e r  N eg ro  in  a fight o v e r  a  p ro s t i tu te ,  w as  s e n 

te n ce d  to  death , a p e ti t ion  a g a in s t  c ap i ta l  p u n ish m en t w as  c i rc u la te d .

The T h o re a u  la d ie s ,  a s  cou ld  be p re d ic ted ,  w e re  s ig n e r s ,  but H en ry  

T h o reau ^s  s ig n a tu re  a p p e a r s  a s  som eth ing  of a  s u r p r i s e .  W ashing ton  

Goode w as  hung a s  schedu led  on May 25, 1849. Soon t h e r e a f t e r  A lb e r t  

B r i s b a n e  adopted  the  ab o li t io n  of c a p i ta l  pun ishm en t a s  a  c a u s e ,  and he ld  

m e e t in g s  in B oston  on "Socia l Sin and C ap ita l P u n is h m e n t"  w hich  A lco tt  

a t te n d ed .  A lthough T h o rea u  m a k e s  no m en tion  of c a p i t a l  pun ishm en t 

in h i s  J o u rn a l ,  he  c e r ta in ly  w as  a w a re  of the  i s su e  and  had  b een  su f

f ic ie n t ly  c o n v e r te d  to  r e f o r m  te ch n iq u es  a s  a c tu a l ly  to  s ign  a petition .

H is  i n t e r e s t  in  public a f f a i r s  in c re a s e d .  A lthough  he to o k  no
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s p e c ia l  note  of th e  g re a t  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  u p h e av a ls  w rack in g  Ita ly , 

F r a n c e ,  I r e la n d ,  A u s t r i a  and m o s t  of E u ro p e ,  a f f a i r s  c lo se  to  hom e 

did c a tc h  h i s  a t te n t io n  in  a s u b s ta n t ia l  w ay. He had  begun to fe e l  tha t 

he had a s tak e  in  the  p o l i t ic a l  q u es t io n s  w h ich  w e re  becom ing  so acu te  

in  A m e r ic a .  P r e s id e n t  Z a c h a r y  T a y lo r ,  n o to r io u s  in  C oncord  f o r  h is  

ro le  in  th e  M exican  W ar ,  w as  opposed  by m a j o r i t i e s  in  both  H o u ses  of 

C o n g re s s ,  w ith  New E n g la n d e rs  l a rg e ly  lead ing  the  opposition . W omen 

had  begun s e r io u s ly  to  ag ita te  fo r  p o li t ic a l  re c o g n it io n ,  holding th e i r  

f i r s t  w o m e n 's  r ig h ts  convention  in Seneca  F a l l s ,  New Y o rk , w ith  

H e n ry 's  old a c q u a in ta n ce  L u c re t ia  Mott a s  s p e a k e r .  T h o re a u  w as  not 

at a l l  e n th u s ia s t ic  about the  p r o g r a m  put fo r th  by the  la d ie s .  H ow ever, 

the  a im s ,  if  not the  m e th o d s ,  of the  C o n g re s s  of L a b o r  o rg an iz a t io n s  

he ld  in  P h i la d e lp h ia  of th a t  y e a r ,  c e r ta in ly  h a d  h i s  su p p o rt .  He had 

see n  the  a b u s e s  of in d u s t r i a l  c a p i t a l i s m  f i r s t  hand , and sh a red  the 

opinions of C a r ly le  and R usk in  w hose  w o rk s  w e r e  f a v o r i te s  of h is .  H is 

own J o u rn a l  and pub lished  w r i t in g s  con ta in ed  a  g r e a t  m an y  c r i t i c a l  

o b s e rv a t io n s  upon th e  fa c to ry  and wage s y s te m s  em ployed  in  the  N o r th 

e a s t .  He c l a s s e d  w age s la v e ry  in the  sam e  c a te g o ry  a s  N egro  s e r v i 

tude . "It is  h a rd  to  have a Sou thern  o v e r s e e r ;  i t  is  w o rs e  to have  a

54N o r th e rn  one. . . . "  The end of the  M exican  W ar had co m e, c o n f i r m 

ing the  a n n ex a tio n  of C a l i fo rn ia  and re s u l t in g  in the  c e s s io n  of a la rg e  

a r e a  of the p re s e n t  Southw est to  the  United S ta te s .  The d is c o v e ry  of 

gold in  C a l i fo rn ia  s t r u c k  H en ry  a s  an event a lm o s t  a s  lam en tab le  a s
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th e  p ro s p e c t  of s la v e ry  sp re ad in g  into the  new lan d s .  H enry  took  note 

of the p o l i t ic a l  a c t iv i t ie s  of the  rap id ly  o rg a n iz in g  ab o li t io n is t  fo r c e .

The F r e e  Soil P a r t y  had held  a  convention in Buffa lo  in A ugust of 1848 

and nom ina ted  M a r t in  Van B u re n  fo r  P r e s id e n t .  T h o rea u  did not 

approve  of Van B u re n  s ince  he was not a New E n g la n d e r  and th e r e f o r e  

could not be  a t r u ly  s u p e r io r  p e rso n ,  but he d id  ap p ro v e  of the  p r in c i 

p les  of the  F r e e  Soil P a r ty .  He w ro te  h is  c o u s in  tha t he felt " so m e  

w hat e n co u rag ed  at the  p o l i t ic a l  p ro sp e c ts  of the  co u n try ,  not b e ca u se  

they  have ch o sen  such  a l e a d e r ,  but b e cau se  th ey  a r e  p e rh ap s  w orthy  

of a b e t t e r  one. The N. E . de leg a tio n  s ee m s  to  h ave  m anaged  a f f a i r s

in  a bungling m a n n e r .  If they  had gone p re p a re d  th ey  m igh t have had 

55th e i r  own m an . " T h o rea u ,  a lm o s t  u n a w are ,  w a s  becom ing a p o li t ic a l  

m an .

E m e r s o n  return ed  to Concord in  1849 and resu m e d  h is  p lace  in  

h is  h o m e. H enry m oved  back to h is  fa m ily  w ith  w h om  he would rem ain .  

He w orked in the fa m ily  graphite  b u s in e s s ,  sa w  "Civil D iso b ed ien ce"  

published in a jou rn a l w hich E lizab eth  P eabody w a s  attem pting to launch  

under the in a u sp ic io u s  t i t le  of A es th e tic  P a p e r s .  The su b scr ip t io n  l is t  

w a s  so  sm a l l  that M is s  P eabody w as  unable to i s s u e  another num ber,  

and "Civil D iso b e d ie n c e "  lay buried in  an o b s c u r e  and u n su c c e ss fu l  

p e r io d ic a l .  A W eek  c a m e  fr o m  the p r e s s e s  in  the spring  but w as  an  

im m ed ia te  c o m m e r c ia l  fa i lu r e .  He refu sed  B r o n so n  A lc o t t ’s inv ita tion
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to  jo in  a  g roup  of in te l le c tu a ls  w hich  even tua lly  b e ca m e  the  fam ous 

S a tu rd a y  Club and re s u l te d  in  th e  e s ta b l is h m e n t  of the  A tlan tic  Monthly. 

T h is  w as  a  very  d is t in g u ish ed  g roup  of po li t ica l  and l i t e r a r y  f ig u res  

inc lud ing  E m e rs o n ,  G a r r i s o n ,  P a r k e r ,  Sam uel O. W ard , Jones  V ery , 

W il l ia m  F .  , W ill iam  H. and W. E l le r y  Channing, L ow ell  and a h o s t  of 

o th e r  New England n o tab le s .  A lthough in te r e s t e d  in  m an y  of the 

i s s u e s  th a t  would be d is c u s s e d ,  T h o reau  continued to  p r e f e r  to do his 

th ink ing  w ithout the  aid of any fo r m a l  group. T h o re a u  a lw ay s  had h is  

p r iv a te  a f fa i r s  which took  p re c e d e n c e  to so c ia l iz in g  o v e r  te a  in  d raw ing  

ro o m s .

He and the fam ily  w e re  u n d e r  the  s t r a in  of Helenas s e r io u s  i l ln e s s .  

In June  she  succum bed  to tu b e r c u lo s i s .  H enry  w a s  saddened , but not 

c ru s h e d  a s  he had been  at th e  dea th  of John. His f a th e r  and he m ade  

ad d it io n s  to  a house back  on M ain  S tree t ,  to w hich  th ey  would move next 

s u m m e r .  He accep ted  an in v i ta t io n  to  le c tu re  b e fo re  th e  S a lem  Lyceum , 

of w h ich  h is  fr ien d ,  H aw thorne , w as s e c r e ta r y .  F o r  the  m o s t  p a r t ,  

h o w e v e r ,  T h o rea u  w as l i s t l e s s .  He was d e p re s s e d  by the  fa i lu re  of h is  

book, th e  death  of h is  s i s t e r ,  and the p o lit ica l  d i r e c t io n  the  nation  was 

tak in g  p r i o r  to the C o m p ro m ise  of 1850. In la te  1849 he  and E l le r y  

Channing took  a  t r i p  to  Cape Cod w hich  lifted h i s  s p i r i t s .

In 1850, the T h o re a u  househ o ld  moved ag a in .  B e c a u se  of Henryks 

im p ro v e m e n ts  in the p r e p a r a t io n  of plum bago, the g ra p h i te  b u s in e s s
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had  co m p le te ly  r e p la c e d  the m an u fac tu re  of p en c ils  and the fam ily  

b e ca m e  m o re  s e c u re  f inanc ia l ly . The p o l i t ic a l  s i tu a t io n  w as d i s t r e s s 

ing  to  T h o reau .  The C o m p ro m ise  of 1850 u p se t  h im  since he felt 

s l a v e r y  should be b an ish e d  im m ed ia te ly  e v e ry w h e re .  In s tead , New 

M exico  and Utah w e re  m ade t e r r i t o r i e s  w ithout a c l e a r  r e s t r i c t io n  on 

s la v e ry .  A lthough C a lifo rn ia  was ad m itted  a s  a f r e e  State , it w as  the  

s c e n e  of a gold r u s h  w hich  appealed  to the  v e ry  w o r s t  e lem en t in  m a n 

kind and the thought of such  a State in an a l r e a d y  sad ly  im p e r fe c t  

Union w as  u n p le a sa n t .  The death  of P r e s id e n t  T a y lo r  brought M illa rd  

F i l lm o r e  to  th e  P r e s id e n c y .  F i l lm o re  had  opposed  the a d m iss io n  of 

T e x a s  a s  a s lav e  t e r r i t o r y ,  but he  fa v o re d  the  C o m p ro m ise  of 1850 

and  p laced  h is  s ig n a tu re  on the Fugitive  S lave Law . This m ade  h im  

a n a th e m a  to T h o re a u  and the Concord C irc le .  H is S e c re ta r y  of S ta te ,  

D an ie l  W e b s te r ,  had  long since been  b ran d ed  an  o p p o rtu n is t  unw orthy  

of h is  New England  h e r i ta g e .  T h o reau  w as  d isg u s te d  by th e se  N o r th e rn  

p o l i t ic ia n s .  One m ig h t  have expected  low m o r a l  v is ion  of J ack so n , 

H a r r i s o n ,  T y le r  and P o lk  fo r ,  a f te r  a ll ,  th e y  w e re  S o u th e rn e rs .  The 

b e t r a y a l  of W e b s te r  and F i l lm o re  was p roo f  po s i t iv e  tha t A m e r ic a n  

p o l i t ic s  con ta ined  a  c o r ru p t io n  of such v i ru le n c e  th a t  no N o r th e r n e r s  — 

not even  New E n g l a n d e r s —w ere  able to w ith s tan d  con tam ination .

A t r i p  to C anada  which he and E l le r y  Channing took to g e th e r  w as

a  ton ic  fo r  h im . It p rov ided  h im  with a p o l i t ic a l  p e rs p e c t iv e  w hich w as  

not a v a i lab le  in  C o n co rd .  He saw what o p p re s s io n  by C hurch  and S ta te
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cou ld  be, what a m i l i t a r y  o c cu p a tio n  m e an t to the  l i b e r t i e s  of c i t iz e n s .

In i ro n ic  c o n tra s t  to  the  p e rc e p t io n s  of m o d e rn  day c o n sc ien tio u s

o b je c to r s  who have f led  to  C anada  b e ca u se  of the  w a r  in S ou theas t

A s ia ,  T h o reau  w ro te  h is  im p r e s s i o n s  in  "A Yankee in C anada";

It w as evident th a t ,  both on accoun t of the feudal s y s te m  and 
the  a r i s to c r a t i c  g o v e rn m e n t ,  a p r iv a te  m a n  w as  not w o r th  so 
m u c h  in  Canada a s  in  the U nited  S ta te s ;  and, if y o u r  w ea lth  in 
any  m e a s u r e  c o n s i s t s  in  m a n l in e s s ,  in o r ig in a l i ty  and in d e 
pendence , you had  b e t t e r  s tay  h e r e .  , . . A N e w -E n g la n d e r  
would n a tu ra l ly  be a bad c i t iz e n ,  p ro b ab ly  a re b e l ,  t h e r e ,  — 
c e r ta in ly  if he w e re  a l r e a d y  a  r e b e l  at hom e.

T h o r e a u  m a y  have b een  unhappy a t hom e, but he c le a r ly  re c o g n ize d

th a t  a t  le a s t  fo r  w hite  m en , th e  A m e r ic a n  g o vernm en t w as  v a s t ly

p r e f e r a b le  to  the  a l t e r n a t iv e s  a v a i la b le  n e a rb y  fo r  c o m p a r iso n .  It

c e r ta in ly  p e rm it te d  a b u s e s  a g a in s t  the w ork ing  c la s s e s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly

the  im m ig r a n t  I r i s h  who w e re  flooding the  coun try  and f a c to r i e s  a s

w o r k e r s ,  it en co u rag e d  the  d e sp o l ia t io n  of the  landscape  fo r  p ro f i t ,  it

acknow ledged  the  le g a l i ty  of h u m a n  s la v e ry ,  but it did not, l ike  the

C anad ian  gov e rn m en t keep  i ts  people  " su f fe r in g  betw een  two f i r e s ,  —

C O
th e  so ld ie ry  and th e  p r ie s th o o d .  "

T h o rea u  now spen t m o re  t im e  su rvey ing , a t r a d e  w h ich  he had 

begun to p ra c t ic e  o c c a s io n a l ly  a f t e r  h is  r e tu r n  f r o m  S ta ten  Is la n d .  He 

con tinued  to haunt the  woods and  to  w r i te  in  h is  J o u r n a l , but h is  o b s e r 

v a t io n s  becam e  m o re  m e t ic u lo u s ly  fac tu a l .  His d is s a t i s f a c t io n  w ith  

the  n a t io n  continued s t r o n g e r  th a n  e v e r ;  h is  r e t r e a t  to the  so l i tu d e  of 

the  w oods and his J o u rn a l  a lm o s t  r e p r e s e n te d  an  a t tem p t to  find c o n s o 
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la t ion  f o r  h is  d isap p o in tm en t  w ith  the  s ta te  of p o li t ic a l  a f f a i r s .  He 

w ro te  to  a f r ien d :

If th e r e  is  anyth ing  m o re  g lo r io u s  than  a  c o n g re s s  of m en  
a - f r a m in g  o r  am end ing  a c o n s t i tu t io n  going on, a s  I su sp e c t  
th e r e  i s ,  I d e s i r e  to see  it  in  th e  m o rn in g  p a p e r s .  I a m  
g re e d y  of th e  fa in te s t  ru m o r ,  though  i t  w e r e  got by l is ten in g  
at the  keyho le . I w il l  d is s ip a te  m y s e l f  in  th a t  d irec t io n .

Yet he  w as  not e n t i r e ly  s a t i s f ie d  w ith  w ith d ra w a l  a s  a  so lu tion  to  h is  

d i s s a t i s f a c t io n .  H is  p o v e rty ,  la ck  of s u c c e s s  in  publish ing , d e s p a i r  

of n a t io n a l  po licy , in ab il i ty  to r e c e iv e  e c s ta t ic  in s p i ra t io n  th ro u g h  

n a tu re  a s  e a s i ly  a s  w hen younger , co m bined  to  shake h is  T ra n sc en d 

e n ta l  o p t im ism .

I a m  s u re  m y  a cq u a in ta n ce s  m is ta k e  m e .  I a m  not the  m an  
they  take  m e  fo r .  On a l i t t le  n e a r e r  v iew  they  would find m e 
out. They a s k  m y  ad v ice  on h igh  m a t t e r s ,  but they  do not 
even  know how po o rly  o n ’t  I a m  f o r  h a ts  and sh o es .  I have 
h a rd ly  a sh if t .  J u s t  a s  shabby a s  I a m  in  m y  ou tw ard  a p p a re l ,
—a y e ,  and m o re  lam e n tab ly  shabby , f o r  n ak ed n e ss  is  not so 
bad a cond ition  a f t e r  a l l ,  —a m  I in  m y  in w a rd  a p p a re l .  If I 
could  tu r n  m y s e l f  in s id e  out, m y  r a g s  and m e a n n e s s  would 
a p p e a r .  I a m  som eth ing  to h im  th a t  m a d e  m e , undoubtedly, 
but not m uch  to  any o th e r  that he  has  m a d e .  A ll I can  say is  
tha t I live  and b re a th e  and have m y  th ough ts .

A lthough  h e  w as  t ry in g  to  e s c a p e  p o l i t ic s ,  and would m u ch  have

p r e f e r r e d  to  ach iev e  so m e  s u c c e s s  a s  a w r i t e r ,  po li t ic s  con tinued  to

in tru d e  into h is  m e d i ta t io n s  to the d e t r im e n t ,  he thought, of h is  o th e r

a c t iv i t ie s  w hich  he c o n s id e re d  of m u ch  g r e a t e r  p e r s o n a l  im p o r ta n c e .

"One w ise  sen te n c e  is  w o r th  the S ta te  of M a s s a c h u s e t t s  m any  t im e s

o v e r ,  " he  w ro te  in  a  backhanded  ack n o w led g em en t of h is  c o n c e rn  w ith  

h is  n a t iv e  s ta te .  ^ ^



63

In Ju ly  of 1850, H en ry  T h o re a u  w as  sen t on a  m e lan ch o ly  m is s io n .

M a r g a re t  F u l l e r  had  gone to R om e, b e co m e  p reg n an t  by the  M arq u is

d ’O s s o l i  and m a r r i e d  h im . A s  she w as  r e tu rn in g  to A m e r ic a  w ith  h e r

child  and new h u sband , t h e i r  sh ip  w as  w re c k e d  off F i r e  Is land . The

O ss o l i  fam ily  a l l  w e re  d row ned . E m e r s o n  a sk ed  T h o re a u  to go to the

scen e  of the  w r e c k  to  r e c o v e r  any of M a r g a r e t ’s m a n u s c r ip t s  o r  o th e r

p e rs o n a l  e f fec ts  w hich  m igh t have  b een  sa lv ag ed . M a r g a re t  w as  the

s i s t e r - i n - l a w  of h is  d e a r  f r ie n d ,  E l l e r y  Channing and H enry  re s p e c te d

h e r  a s  one of the  b r ig h te s t  of the T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  even  though she w as

u n re m it t in g ly  c r i t i c a l  of h is  own l i t e r a r y  e f f o r t s .  He a r r iv e d  too la te

to  find anything of co n sequence  w hich had be longed  to  M a rg a re t  F u l l e r

O sso l i .  The s ig h ts  and d e s c r ip t io n s  of the  w r e c k  by s u rv iv o rs  w e re  so

pa the t ic  tha t  even  T h o r e a u ’s s to ic i s m  w as s o re ly  t r i e d .  Upon h is  r e tu r n

he con tinued  th e  ro u tin e ,  b ro k e n  by a v is i t  to  N ew buryport  w h e re  he

s tayed  w ith  the  R ev e ren d  T. W entw orth  H igginson, a T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s t

a cq u a in tan ce .  He w as fu ll  of d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  w hich he could not e sc a p e

even  by h is  w a lk s ,  d is s a t i s f a c t io n  w hich  a r o s e  f r o m  the t ro u b led  a f f a i r s

sw ir l in g  about th e  na tion  in  1850.

I fe e l  a l i t t l e  a la r m e d  w hen it h ap p en s  th a t  I have w alked  a m ile  
in to  the  woods bodily , w ithout ge tt ing  th e r e  in s p i r i t .  I would 
fa in  fo rg e t  a l l  m y  m o rn in g ’s o ccupa tion , m y  ob liga tions  to 
so c ie ty .  But s o m e t im e s  i t  h ap p en s  th a t  I cannot e a s i ly  shake 
off the  v i l la g e .  . . . ^^

V isiting  w ith  f i r e - b r e a th in g  a b o l i t io n is ts  like  H igg inson  could h a rd ly  be
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c a lc u la te d  to  i n s p i r e  s e re n i ty  o r  c o m p la ce n cy  in  one such  a s  T h o reau .

The new s of the  day continued to be a s o u rc e  of fa s c in a te d  vexa tion

to w ard  w hich  he w as  d raw n in v o lun ta r i ly .

It is  a s t r a n g e  age of the w orld  th i s ,  w hen  e m p i r e s ,  k ingdom s 
and re p u b l ic s  co m e  a-begging  to  o u r  d o o rs  and u t t e r  th e i r  c o m 
p la in ts  a t o u r  e lbow s. I cannot take  up a n e w sp a p e r  but I find 
th a t  som e  w re c h e d  governm ent o r  o th e r ,  h a r d  pushed  and on i t s  
la s t  le g s ,  i s  in te rc ed in g  w ith m e , the r e a d e r ,  to vote fo r  i t ,  — 
m o r e  im p o r tu n a te  than an I ta l ian  b e g g e r .  Why does it  not keep  
i t s  c a s t l e  in  s i le n c e ,  as  I do? The p o o r  P r e s id e n t ,  what w ith  
p re s e rv in g  h is  popu la r ity ,  and doing h is  duty, does not know 
what to do. If you do not read  the  n e w s p a p e r s ,  you m ay  be 
im p e a ch e d  fo r  t r e a s o n .  The n e w sp a p e rs  a r e  the ru ling  pow er.
What C o n g re s s  does  is  an a f te rc la p .  . . .  If a m an  n eg lec ts  to 
re a d  the  d a i ly  T im e s ,  go v e rn m en t w il l  go on i ts  knees  to h im ; 
th is  i s  th e  only t r e a s o n  in  th e se  days.

T hroughou t 1851, the f i r s t  fu ll y e a r  a f t e r  the  p a ssa g e  of the 

F u g it iv e  Slave A c t ,  T h o reau  w as in c re a s in g ly  aw are  of the conflic t 

be tw een  the  r e a l i t i e s  and the p o te n t ia l i t ie s  of A m e r ic a n  life. He saw 

th a t  m o r a l  p r in c ip le s ,  such a s  ab o m in a tio n  of s la v e ry ,  w e re  c o m p r o 

m is e d  by the  a cc e p ta n c e  of p o li t ic a l  f r e e d o m s  o ffe red  to c i t iz e n s  in  the

United S ta te s .  "W hat is  the value of any p o l i t ic a l  f r e e d o m , but a s  a

64
m e a n s  to m o r a l  f re e d o m ?  " This  w as a su m m a tio n  of h is  ob jec t ion  

to  g o v e rn m e n ta l  f o r m s  which p rov ided  the  e x te r n a l  a p p e a ra n c e s  of f r e e 

dom  in  p o l i t ic a l  t e r m s  but p e rm it te d  m o r a l  l ic e n se  r a th e r  than m o r a l  

f r e e d o m . To T h o re a u ,  m o ra l  f r e e d o m  c o n s is te d  in  a  reco g n it io n  of 

n e c e s s i ty  in  the  u n iv e r s a l  law. His T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  confidence in  the  

u l t im a te  t r iu m p h  of right was s t ro n g  enough th a t  he followed th is  p en e -
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t ra t in g  q u e s t io n  w ith  the  o p tim is t ic  r e m a r k  th a t  "it i s  o u r  c h i ld re n ’s

65c h i ld re n  who m ay  p e rc h a n c e  be e s s e n t ia l ly  f r e e .  " T h o re a u  fe lt

s t ro n g ly  th a t  the  New W orld , and e s p e c ia l ly  the  United S ta te s ,  offered

m ankind  a  second  chance . He l i t e r a l ly  m ean t w hat he sa id  in  the fam ous

o b s e rv a t io n  tha t  in  w ild n e ss  i s  the p r e s e r v a t io n  of the  w o rld .  R e w ro te :

A m e r ic a  i s  th e  sh e -w o lf  today, and th e  c h i ld re n  of exhausted
E u ro p e  exp o sed  on h e r  un inhab ited  and savage  s h o re s  a r e  the
Rom ulus and  R em us who, having d e r iv e d  new life and v ig o r
f ro m  h e r  b r e a s t ,  have  founded a new Rome in  the  W est.  . . .
I b e lieve  tha t  A d am  in  p a ra d is e  w as not so fa v o ra b ly  s i tua ted
on the w hole  a s  i s  the  b ack  w oodsm an  in A m e r ic a .  You a l l
know how the f o r m e r  tu rn e d  o u t— o r  w as  tu rn e d  out, — but
th e r e  is  som e co n so la t io n  a t le a s t  in the  fac t th a t  it ye t re m a in s/ /
to see  how the  W e s te rn  A dam  in  the  w i ld e r n e s s  w il l  t u r n  out. °

When a s lav e  nam ed  S had rach  w as  a r r e s t e d  in  B oston  under  the

F u g it iv e  S lave L aw , a  m ob s to rm e d  the  j a i l .  They r e s c u e d  h im  f ro m

the  ju r i s d ic t io n  of the  co u r t  which would c e r ta in ly  have  re tu rn e d  h im  to

h is  ow ner. T h o re a u  w as  qu ick  to p e rc e iv e  the  im p o r t  of th is  ac tion  fo r

a so c ie ty  ru le d  by law.

I th ink  th a t  r e c e n t  even ts  w ill  be  v a lu ab le  a s  a c r i t i c i s m  on the 
a d m in is t r a t io n  of ju s t i c e  in o u r  m id s t ,  o r  r a t h e r  a s  rev ea lin g  
what a r e  the  t r u e  s o u rc e s  of ju s t ic e  in  any co m m u n ity .  It is  to 
som e ex ten t  f a ta l  to  the  c o u r ts  when the people  a r e  com pelled  
to go behind  the c o u r ts .

T h o re a u  h im s e l f  openly defied the  F u g it iv e  Slave Law when he

a ided  H en ry  W il l ia m s ,  a fugitive f r o m  V irg in ia  who had  b een  r e f e r r e d

to  the  T h o re a u  fa m ily  by a M r. Love joy of C am b rid g e  and W illiam

Lloyd G a r r i s o n .  W ill iam s  lodged at the  T h o r e a u ’s hom e, and was
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a s s i s t e d  in the  c o l le c t io n  of funds to  fo rw a rd  h im  to C anada. H enry  

T h o re a u  h im s e l f  bought the  t ic k e t  and saw W illiam s  b o a rd ed  on the 

t r a i n  fo r  C anada. He c o n s id e re d  the  F u g it iv e  S lave Law to  be w holly  

a S o u th e rn  s in  and one w hich  c l e a r ly  would ju s t i fy  a holy w a r  if only 

N o r th e r n  m en  would h o n o r  t h e i r  own p r in c ip le s .  "I do not b e lieve  tha t  

the  N o rth  w ill  soon com e to  blows w ith  the  South on th is  q u es t io n .  It 

w ould  too  b r ig h t  a page to  be w r i t t e n  in  the  h is to ry  of the  ra c e  at

69p r e s e n t .  " C le a r ly  H e n ry  would hav e  p r e f e r r e d  d isun ion  o r  even w a r  

to  the  C o m p ro m ise  of 1850 and the Fug it ive  Slave Law w hich  acco m p an ied  

i t .

T h o re a u  w as  in  an  i r a s c ib l e  mood th roughou t the y e a r .  It p o ss ib ly

could  have b een  a r e s u l t  of to o th ach e ,  fo r  he w as  fo rc e d  to  have  h is

te e th  re p la c e d  w ith  f a l s e  o nes . He com p la in ed  of the  i n f e r io r  c h a r a c t e r

of the  s e le c t  m e n  who had  h i r e d  h im  to  su rv ey  the  town b o u n d a r ie s  and

70in s i s t e d  upon acco m p an y in g  h im . He went to a  p a r ty ,  d e te s te d  the  

c ro w d  and n o ise ,  and  w as d is g u s te d  w ith  f r ie n d s  who in tro d u ce d  h im  to 

p r e t ty  w om en  and ex p ec ted  h im  to  be g ra te fu l .  "I c o n fe ss  th a t  I a m  la c k 

ing a  s e n se ,  p e rc h a n c e ,  in  th is  r e s p e c t ,  and I d e r iv e  no p le a s u re  f r o m  

ta lk in g  w ith  a young w o m an  h a lf  an h o u r  s im ply  b e c a u s e  she h a s  r e g u la r

f e a tu r e s .  The so c ie ty  of young w om en is  the  m o s t  u n p ro f i tab le  I have 

71t r i e d .  " He h e a r d  M rs .  E l iz a b e th  O akes  Sm ith , a lead ing  fe m in is t ,  and 

w as  decided ly  u n im p r e s s e d  w ith  h e r  l ig h t-w eigh t in te l le c t  and w as  i r r i -
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t a te d  by the  in c o n s i s te n c y  b e tw een  h e r  view s on fem in in e  eq ua li ty  and 

h e r  b eh av io r  in  expec ting  a l l  th e  c h iv a l r ie s  f r o m  m e n .  "I f e a r  tha t

72to  the la s t ,  w o m a n ’s l e c tu r e s  w il l  dem and  m a in ly  c o u r te s y  f r o m  m an. "

T h is  w as the p e ak  y e a r  of the  I r i s h  im m ig ra t io n ,  and w hile  T h o re a u

often  pitied  the  cond itions  th ey  w e re  fo rc e d  to live  in , he thought m uch

of th e i r  m i s e r y  they  b ro u g h t  upon th e m s e lv e s .  T h o re a u  n e v e r  he ld

m u c h  re s p e c t  fo r  the  I r i s h  a s  a people . It w as w ith  som e r e g r e t  tha t

he  com pla ined  th a t  the flood of I r i s h  w e re  "n a tu ra l iz in g  th e m s e lv e s  at a

ra p id  r a te ,  and th r e a t e n  a t l e a s t  to  d isp la ce  th e  Y an k ees ,  a s  the l a t t e r  

7 ̂h av e  the  Ind ians . " F o r tu n a te ly ,  the y e a r  w as not to ta l ly  a p ro s a ic  

t im e  fo r  T h o rea u .  He s t i l l  e x p e r ie n c e d  p e r io d s  of T ran scen d en ta l  

e c s ta c y ,  and r e c o rd e d  in  h is  J o u r n a l  th a t  D iv in ity  fo llow ed h im  down 

into h is  c e l l a r  and  spoke to  h im .  P o l i t ic s  and th e  i r r i t a t i o n s  of 

ev e ry d ay  life had not c lo se d  off the  ch an n e ls  of in s p i r a t io n ,  so H enry  

could  count the  y e a r  a s  a good one.

In 1852 both  H e n ry  C lay and D aniel W e b s te r  d ied ,  and although the 

old p o l i t ic a l  f ig u re s  w e re  d is a p p e a r in g ,  th e  old o r d e r  of p o li t ic s  co n 

t inued . F ra n k l in  P i e r c e ,  the D e m o c ra t ic  p r e s id e n t i a l  nom inee  p e r 

sona lly  brought the  ta in t  of p o l i t ic s  in to  C oncord  and T h o r e a u ’s p e r s o n a l  

c i r c l e .  P i e r c e  w as a co llege  ch u m  of N a th an ie l  H aw tho rne  w hom  he had 

engaged  to w r i te  a b io g rap h y  fo r  use  in  the  com ing  cam p a ig n . Undoubt

ed ly  T h o re a u  thought th is  w as  a  low use  of ta le n t ,  f o r  P i e r c e  w as  not 

u n c o m p ro m is in g  in  the  i s s u e  of s la v e ry ,  a lthough he opposed  it. When
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e le c te d  p re s id e n t ,  the  in fluence  of S o u th e rn e rs  w as  v e ry  s tro n g  in  h is

a d m in is t r a t io n ,  J e f f e r s o n  D avis  being a m e m b e r  of h is  cab ine t.  To

T h o r e a u  the  w r i t e r  who m ade  p r o p e r  u se  of h is  t a le n t  saw it a s  h is

func tion  to " r e c o r d  t ru th s  w hich sh a l l  have the  sam e  re la t io n  and value

to  the  next w o r ld ,  i. e. the  w o rld  of thought and of th e  soul, tha t  p o l i t i -

75c a l  news h a s  to  t h i s . "  D esp ite  h is  p ro te s ta t io n s  to the  c o n t ra ry ,  

T h o re a u  m a in ta in ed  a l ive ly , a lm o s t  p a r t i s a n ,  i n t e r e s t  in the  i s s u e s  of 

th e  day, though he p r e f e r r e d  to se e  th e m  a s  m o r a l  r a th e r  th an  p o l i t ic a l  

in  n a tu re .  "I lo se  m y  re s p e c t  fo r  people who do not know w hat is  good 

and t r u e .  So m u ch  fo r  th o se  who d i s a g r e e d  w ith  h is  viewpoint.

The ra p id  dev e lo p m en t and sp re ad  of techno logy , the ou tw ard  

s ig n s  of c iv i l iz a t io n ,  w e re  e v e ry w h e re  in  ev id en ce  and did not e sc a p e  

T h o r e a u ’s c o m m e n t .  " B a rb a ro u s  a s  we e s t e e m  the  C hinese , they  have  

a l r e a d y  built t h e i r  s te am b o a t.  Swiftly the  a r t s  s p re a d  in  th o se  days . "

"It i s  a  m is ta k e  to  suppose  th a t ,  in  a  c o u n try  w h e re  r a i l ro a d s  and s t e a m 

b o a ts ,  the  p r in t i n g - p r e s s  and th e  c h u rc h ,  and the  u su a l  ev idences  of 

w hat is  c a l led  c iv i l iz a t io n  ex is t ,  th e  cond ition  of a v e ry  la rg e  body of 

the  in h ab itan ts  canno t be a s  d e g rad ed  a s  th a t  of s a v a g e s ."  'W e a r e  to ld  

to d ay  th a t  c iv i l iz a t io n  is  m aking  rap id  p r o g r e s s ;  the  tendency  is  e v e r  

u pw ard . . .  . We re a d  to m o r ro w  in  the  n e w s p a p e r s  th a t  the  F r e n c h  na tion  

is  on the  v e rg e  of going to w a r  w ith  E ngland  to give em ploym en t to h e r  

a r m y .  . . . T h is  R u ss ia n  w a r  is  p o p u la r . . . .  Does the  th re a te n e d  w a r
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betw een  F r a n c e  and  England  evince any m o re  en lig h ten m en t than  a w a r

77b e tw een  two sav ag e  t r i b e s .  . . ? Is  it founded in  b e t t e r  r e a so n ?  "

T horeau^s  p o l i t ic a l  i n t e r e s t s  w e re  not a l l  l im ited  to  grand  na tiona l 

and in te rn a t io n a l  a f f a i r s .  He gave c o n s id e ra b le  a t te n t io n  to the p ro b 

le m s  of lo ca l g o v e rn m e n t  and the im p ro v e m e n t  of life in  C oncord . Con

t r a r y  to  the  p o p u la r  m o d e rn  view of T h o re a u  a s  c o m p le te ly  ag a in s t  the  

id ea  of the  s ta te ,  he  p ro p o se d  tax  support  f o r  the  a r t s ,  in s t i tu te s  fo r

continuing  ed uca tion , p a rk s  and l i b r a r i e s  in  add ition  to the  s y s te m  of 

78public s ch o o ls .  W hile he w as w o rry in g  about the  c u l tu re  of the c o m 

m un ity , the la d ie s  of the  c h a r i ta b le  so c ie ty  w e re  w o r r i e d  about h im . 

They a sk ed  h im  th ro u g h  h is  m o th e r  i f  he would acc e p t  a gift of so m e

decen t co tton  s h i r t s .  He c h ee rfu l ly  a g re e d ,  s t ip u la t in g  tha t  they  should

79be of unb leached  co tton . A lthough the  ob ject of c h a r i ty  h im se lf ,  he 

saw  the m e a n n e s s  of the  l a d ie s ’ gift to h im  w hen  c o m p a re d  to the genuine

needs  of the  tow n’s ab jec t  p o o r— such as  the  l i t t le  c h i ld re n  of the I r i s h .

They  showed m e  l i t t le  Johnny R io rdan  to -d a y ,  w ith  one th ick n ess  
of ragged  c lo th  o v e r  h is  l i t t le  s h i r t  fo r  a i l  th is  cold  w e a th e r ,  w ith  
sh o es  w ith  l a r g e  h o le s  in  the  to e s ,  in to  w h ich  the  snow got, a s  he 
sa id ,  w ithout an  o u te r  g a rm e n t ,  to  w alk  a m i le  to sch o o l ev e ry  
d a y . . .  . Th is  l i t t l e  m a s s  of hum anity , th is  t e n d e r  gobbet fo r  the  
f a te s ,  c a s t  in to  a  co ld  w o rld  w ith  a  to rn  l ich en  le a f  w rap p ed  about 
h im , — Oh, I would r a t h e r  h e a r  tha t  A m e r i c a ’s f i r s t - b o r n  w e re  
a l l  s la in  than  th a t  h is  l i t t le  f in g e rs  and to e s  should fe e l  cold w hile  
I a m  w a rm .  . .  . L e t  th e  m a tu re  r ic h  w e a r  th e  ra g s  and  in su ffic ien t 
c lo th ing ; le t th e  in fan t poo r w e a r  the  p u rp le  and fine linen . I sh u d 
d e r  when I th in k  of the  fa te  of innocency . O u r c h a r i ta b le  i n s t i 
tu t io n s  a r e  an  in s u l t  to  hum anity .
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H en ry  took  the  l a d i e s ’ unbleached s h i r t s ,  but he c a r r i e d  a new c lo ak

81to  Johnny R io rdan . His sen se  of c h a r i ty  m igh t be acu te , but he

w o r r ie d  about re lax in g  h is  l i t t le  d is c ip l in e s  of d ie t to include m e a t ,  at

82f i r s t  so a s  not to inconvenience  h is  fa m ily ,  but then  out of laxity .

He m ade  no m e n tio n  of p roh ib it ion  w hich  w as enac ted  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s

tha t y e a r  a lthough he w as opposed to  a lco h o l .  O utside of the news of

the  su ic ide  of an  acq u a in tan ce ,  fo r  w h ich  T h o re a u  oddly w ent out of h is

83way to  d i s c l a im  re sp o n s ib i l i ty ,  the y e a r  p a sse d  uneventfully  w ith  the 

m a jo r i ty  of h is  t im e  being devoted to w alking and w rit ing .

F ro m  the  beginning of 1853 to  the  end, T h o re a u  was c o n ce rn ed  

w ith  the m o r ta l i ty  of m an . In J a n u a ry  th e r e  w as an exp losion  a t  the  

pow der m i l l s  w hich  k illed  s e v e ra l  m en . With a lm o s t  c l in ic a l  d e ta c h 

m en t T h o re a u  viewed the  m angled  and c h a r r e d  re m a in s  of h um an  be ings,

but a f te rw a rd  the  e x p e r ien c e  m a rk e d  h is  thoughts  and even  b rough t h im  

84n ig h tm a re s .  A n o th e r  ex cu rs io n  to the M aine woods w as u n d e r ta k en

although T h o re a u  did  not enjoy t r a v e l l in g .  He found n a tu re  innocen t and

u n am b it io u s ,  a  p le a sa n t  c o n tra s t  to  th e  e le c t io n e e r in g  going on. He was

8 5g ra te fu l  th a t  a t l e a s t  n a tu re 's  " e lec t io n s  a r e  not P re s id e n t ia l .  " H is  

i n te r e s t  in  n a tu re  and con tac t w ith  A g a s s iz  b rough t h im  an in v ita t io n  to 

jo in  the S ocie ty  fo r  the  A dvancem ent of S c ience , which som ew hat e m b a r 

r a s s e d  h im .

S oc ia l  c o n c e rn s  played an in c re a s in g ly  la rg e  ro le  in h is  th inking . 

T h o re a u  and h is  fa m ily  rece iv ed  a fug it ive  s lav e  in  th e i r  hom e, and
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H en ry  m in i s t e r e d  to  the  f r ig h ten ed  m a n ’s p h y s ica l  and psycho log ica l

87n eed s  w ith  a lm o s t  fem in in e  t e n d e r n e s s .  A gain  la te  in  the  y e a r  they

h a rb o re d  a f r e e  N eg ro  w om an who w as a t tem p tin g  to  buy h e r  husband

f r o m  h is  V irg in ia  ow ner. T h o r e a u ’s ind igna tion  a g a in s t  the  slave

h o ld e r  w as s t ro n g ,  but it w as a lm o s t  m a tched  by h is  d isg u s t  with the

Y ankees of C oncord  who p e r s i s t e d  in  t r e a t in g  the  I r i s h  a s  s lav es .  One

m a n  had kept fo r  h im s e l f  the fo u r  d o l la r  p r iz e  h is  h i r e d  I r i sh m a n  won

in c o m p e t i t io n  a t the  f a i r .  That s t ru c k  h im  as  being "as  m ean  as  a 

88s la v e h o ld e r .  " T h o re a u  w o r r ie d  about the  Ind ians  a s  w e l l  a s  N eg ro es  

and I r i s h .  The d i s c r im in a t io n  ag a in s t  G o v e rn o r  Neptune of the P e n o b 

sco t t r i b e  a t  a  P o r t la n d  h o te l  a ro u se d  h is  i r e  and c au sed  h im  to r e g r e t

89the even tfu l e x t in c t io n  of the A m e r ic a n  Indian. The United States

G o v e rn m en t w a s  m ak ing  huge land g ra n ts  to  r a i l r o a d s  w hile  T h o reau

w as c u rs in g  " tha t d e v i l ish  I ro n  H o rs e "  which w as  s t r ip p in g  the land of

wood, de f il ing  the  s p r in g s ,  sp li t t ing  the  e a r s  and "pollu ting  the  a i r .  "

O bjecting  to th e  l a rg e  sca le  d e s t ru c t io n  re su l t in g  f r o m  the  ra i l ro a d s ,

T h o re a u  w ish ed  fo r  a  cham pion  to " throw  a v ic to r io u s  and avenging

90lance  a g a in s t  th is  b loa ted  p e s t .  " It is  e a sy  to u n d e rs ta n d  why to d a y ’s 

ad v o ca te s  of a  techno logy  com patib le  with eco logy  find a  k in d red  soul in 

read ing  T h o re a u .  Yet fo r  a l l  h is  fu ry  at the w ro n g s  of the w orld , h is  

d is l ik e  of r e f o r m e r s  w as g r e a te r .  His m o th e r  w as  con tinua lly  tak ing  in 

r e f o r m e r s  to  b o a rd ,  none of th e m  m e e t in g  H e n ry ’s a p p ro v a l .
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T h e re  h a v e  b een  th re e  u l t r a - r e f o r m e r s ,  l e c t u r e r s  on S lave ry , 
T e m p e ra n c e ,  the  C hurch , e tc .  , in  and about o u r  house . , .  .
T hey  a d d r e s s e d  each  o th e r  c o n s ta n t ly  by th e i r  C h r is t ia n  n a m es ,  
and rubbed you con tinua lly  w ith  the  g r e a s y  ch eek s  of th e i r  k ind 
n e s s .  T hey  would not keep  th e i r  d is ta n c e ,  but cuddle up and lie 
sp o o n -fa sh io n  w ith  you, no m a t t e r  how hot the w e a th e r  n o r  how 
n a rro w  the  bed.

H is  fe e l in g s  about "good c a u s e s "  w as  i l lu s t r a te d  in  h is  re p ly  to  

F r a n c i s  Underw ood who w as a ttem p tin g  to  e n l is t  c o n tr ib u to r s  to a  new 

a n t i - s l a v e r y  m a g az in e  p ro je c ted  by John  P . J ew it t ,  the Boston  p u b l is h e r  

who was g row ing  r ic h  f ro m  h is  pub lica t io n  the  y e a r  b e fo re  of H a r r i e t  

B e e c h e r  Stowers Uncle T o m 's  Cabin. H e n r y 's  re sp o n se  to U nderw ood 

m a d e  it c l e a r  he expec ted  f in an c ia l  r e w a r d  and not m e r e ly  the  s a t i s 

fa c t io n  of a id ing  a  good cau se .

If you w il l  i n f o r m  m e in s e a s o n  at w hat ra te  p e r  page ( d e s c r ib 
ing the page) you  w il l  pay fo r  a cc e p ted  a r t i c l e s ,  — re tu rn in g  
the  r e je c te d  w ith in  a re a so n a b le  t im e  — and y o u r  t e r m s  a r e  
s a t i s f a c to ry  . . . you sh a ll  be at l ib e r ty  to  put m y  nam e in  y ou r  
l i s t  of contributors.*^^

It is  u n u su a l  th a t  T h o reau  took  l i t t le  no tice  in  h is  J o u rn a l  of 

C o m m o d o re  P e r r y ' s  opening of Jap a n  s in ce  he w as  in te r e s t e d  in  the 

O r ie n t .  S im i la r ly ,  he  did not r e c o rd  h is  im p r e s s io n s  about the  w r e n c h 

ing of ad d it io n a l  lands  f r o m  M exico th ro u g h  the  G adsden  P u r c h a s e ,  o r  

about the  opening of h o s t i l i t i e s  be tw een  R u ss ia  and T u rk ey  un ti l  l a t e r  

w hen it had invo lved  F r a n c e  and E ng land . It w as  a  w a r  fought fo r  p r i n 

c ip le s  and should  have appea led  to T h o r e a u 's  im ag in a tio n .

In F e b r u a r y  of 1854 a c o l le c t io n  of a n t i - s l a v e r y  Whigs and F r e e
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S o i le r s  m et in  Ripon, W isco n s in  f o r  the p u rp o se  of fo rg ing  an  a l l ia n ce .

T hey  adopted the nam e  R epublican  fo r  t h e i r  new p a r ty .  In i t ia l ly  sm a l l ,

th ey  p rov ided  the  e ffec t ive  c o a l i t io n  w hich  the a n t i - s l a v e r y  f o r c e s  had

been  lacking. T h o rea u ,  h o w e v e r ,  had no u se  fo r  the eq u iv o ca l  p o s it io n s

the  young p a r ty  w as r e q u i r e d  to  ta k e  in o r d e r  to  m a in ta in  the co h es io n

of t h e i r  a l l ian ce .

It is  not any such  f r e e - s o i l  p a r ty  a s  I have  seen , but a  f r e e - m a n  
p a r ty ,  —i. e. a p a r ty  of f r e e  m en , —tha t i s  w anted . It is  not 
any p o li t ic ia n s ,  even  the t r u e s t  and so u n d es t ,  but . . .  godly m en , 
m e n  not of policy  but of p ro b ity .  P o l i t ic ia n s !  . . . They w il l  vote 
fo r  m y  m an  to m o r ro w  if  I w i l l  vo te  fo r  t h e i r s  today ,

E a r ly  in the  y e a r  S e n a to r  S tephen Douglas of I l l in o is  had i n t r o 

duced the  K a n s a s - N e b r a s k a  b i l l  w hich  p rov ided  an  opportun ity  fo r  the  

s e t t l e r s  to d e te rm in e  the  q u e s t io n  of s la v e ry .  The e ffec t  of th is  popu la r 

so v e re ig n ty  p ro v is io n  w as  to  r e p e a l  the  l im ita t io n s  on expansion  of 

s la v e ry  in  the  W est w h ich  had b e en  im p o sed  by the  M is s o u r i  C o m p ro m is e  

of 1820. In May, the  K a n s a s - N e b r a s k a  b il l  w as  en ac ted .  H a w th o rn e 's  

f r ie n d .  P r e s id e n t  P i e r c e  not only s igned the  b i l l  but appoin ted  a p r o 

s l a v e r y  g o v e rn o r  fo r  K a n sa s .  The s tage  w as se t  fo r  a rm e d  conflic t 

be tw een  opposing fac t io n s  in  K a n sa s .

D is ta s te fu l  a s  the  K a n s a s - N e b r a s k a  b i l l  w as, T h o r e a u 's  a n g e r  

to w a rd  the g o v e rn m en t r e m a in e d  re la t iv e ly  co n ta ined  un ti l  the Anthony 

B u rn s  in c iden t.  In M ay, B u rn s  w as  se ized  u n d e r  the F u g it iv e  Slave A ct 

and  w as held pending a d e c is io n  on the  le g a l  q u e s t io n  of w h e th e r  he w as 

a c i t iz e n  of M a s s a c h u s e t t s  e n t i t le d  to p ro te c t io n  of th e  S tate  o r  w as a
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fug it ive  w hose r e tu r n  w as  re q u ire d  u n d e r  the  F e d e r a l  s ta tu te .  The idea

th a t  a m a n ’s r ig h t to l ib e r ty  could be su b jec t  to d e te rm in a t io n  by a  leg a l

p ro c e d u re  was in c o m p re h e n s ib le  to T h o rea u .  H is J o u rn a l  con ta ins

sca th in g  denuncia tions  of la w y e rs ,  th e  con cep t of law a s  the  w il l  of the

p o l i t ic a l  so v e re ig n ,  and of ju s t ic e  a s  defined in  p ro c e d u ra l  t e r m s .

C o m m is s io n e r  L o r in g  d e te rm in e d  th a t  B u rn s  w as a s lav e  w hom  the

Sta te  w as  r e q u ire d  to  r e tu r n  to h is  o w n e r .  The M ayor of B oston  and

the  G o v e rn o r  of M a s s a c h u s e t t s  a c c e p ted  the  d ec is io n . B urns  w as

re tu rn e d  on a G o v e rn m en t sh ip . L ike  m o d e rn  p r o t e s to r s ,  T h o rea u  w as

u n p re p a re d  to accep t  a ju d ic ia l  o r  g o v e rn m e n ta l  d e te rm in a t io n  w hich  ra n

c o u n te r  to h is  own view of the  c a se .  F r o m  fu r io u s ly  s c r ib b le d  J o u rn a l

no tes  T h o rea u  p ieced  to g e th e r  h is  in c e n d ia ry  e s s a y ,  "S lave ry  in

M a s s a c h u s e t t s .  " He advoca ted  im m e d ia te  w i th d ra w a l  of M a s sa c h u se t ts

f r o m  the Union, but reco g n iz in g  th is  to  be im p ro b a b le ,  he d is so lv e d  h is

a l le g ian c e  to M a s s a c h u s e t t s .  He a lso  a sk ed  th a t  o th e r s  follow h is

exam p le  and d e c la r e  p e r s o n a l  s e c e s s io n  f r o m  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  un til  she

should  w ithd raw  f r o m  the Union. "My thoughts  a r e  m u r d e r  to  the  State

. . . m y  thoughts  in v o lu n ta r i ly  go p lo tt ing  ag a in s t  the S tate . Law  and

o r d e r  w as b ru sh e d  a s id e  a s  a fa ls e  i s s u e .  "The law w il l  n e v e r  m ak e

m e n  f r e e ;  it  i s  m e n  who have  got to  m a k e  the  law f r e e .  They a r e  lo v e rs

95of law and o r d e r  who o b se rv e  the  law when the  g o v e rn m en t b re a k s  it.I '

He t r a v e l le d  to F r a m in g h a m  to d e l iv e r  h is  e s s a y  as  a  l e c tu re .  At th is
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m eetin g  W ill iam  Lloyd G a r r i s o n  bu rned  a copy of the  United  S ta tes

C o nsti tu tion  w ith  the  fu ll  ap p ro v a l of H enry  T h o rea u  and th e  a s s e m b le d

crow d. E ven ts  had pushed h im  a lm o s t  ag a in s t  h is  w il l  in to  league with

th e  A b o lit io n is t  o rg a n iz a t io n a l  l e a d e r s .  "Why, who a r e  the  r e a l  opponents

of s la v e ry ?  The S lav eh o ld e rs  know, and I know. A r e  th ey  the  g o v e rn o rs ,

th e  ju d g e s ,  the  la w y e r s ,  the p o li t ic ian s?  O r  a r e  they  G a r r i s o n ,  P h il l ip s ,  

96P a r k e r  and Co. ? " He even becam e  m o re  c h a r i ta b le  to w a rd  c e r ta in

p o l i t ic ia n s ,  such  a s  S ena to r C h a r le s  S u m n er w ith  w hom  he exchanged

97c o m p lim e n ta ry  l e t t e r s .

In A ugust, T ic k n e r  and F ie ld s  published W alden, o r  L ife  in the  

W oods. H is  re p u ta t io n  as  a w r i t e r  and r a d ic a l  w as sp re a d in g .  T hom as  

Cholm ondeley , an  E n g l ish m an , v is i ted  T h o rea u  in  C o ncord . He and 

H en ry  b e cam e  good f r ie n d s  b e fo re  he r e tu rn e d  to England  fo r  v o lu n tee r  

m i l i t a r y  s e rv ic e  in  the  C r im e a .  C holm ondeley  l a t e r  sen t T h o reau  a 

m ag n if ic en t  c o l le c t io n  of books on O r ie n ta l  ph ilosophy and re l ig io n  in  

reco g n it io n  of H e n ry ’s profound in te r e s t  in the thought of the  E a s t .

T h e i r  c o r re sp o n d e n c e  g ives us o u r  b e s t  in d ica t io n  of h is  th inking  c o n 

c e rn in g  fo re ig n  a f f a i r s .  D anie l R icketson , a Q u ak er  f r o m  New B edford  

w as  a lso  d raw n  to T h o r e a u ’s w rit in g s  and a r r a n g e d  to have  h im  le c tu re  in 

th a t  v il lage . R ick e tso n  becam e  a fa s t  a d m i r e r .  T hus, H en ry  w as a c q u i r 

ing  a following of l i t e r a r y  d is c ip le s .  A s h is  m o d e s t  re p u ta t io n  g rew , 

T h o re a u  w as  le s s  h e s i ta n t  to leave  C oncord . H is  J o u rn a l  no tes  tha t h is
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t r a v e l s  fo r  th e  y e a r  inc luded  F r a m in g h a m ,  New B edford , P h ilad e lp h ia

w h e re  he v is i te d  the  s i te  of the  D e c la ra t io n  of Independence  only to be

i m p r e s s e d  by the  s q u i r r e l s ,  and New Y ork  City w h e re  he v is i te d

B arnum *s  M u seu m , the  C ry s ta l  P a la c e ,  and ac tu a l ly  a llow ed  G re e le y

98to  tak e  h im  to  the  o p e ra .  It im p r e s s e d  h im  th a t  G re e le y  w as  a d m i t 

te d  to the  o p e ra  w ithout c h a rg e ,  g iven  a to u r  of the  build ing, and w as  

see m in g ly  re c o g n ize d  by ev ery o n e .

T horeau*s  h e a l th  began to fa i l  in  1855. Although he w as  ab le  to 

v i s i t  Cape Cod ag a in  and to do som e  w alking in  the  la te  p a r t  of the 

y e a r ,  the  sp r in g  and s u m m e r  w e re  p e r io d s  of confinem ent.  This  

a t t a c k  of tu b e r c u lo s i s  w as  the  f i r s t  s e r io u s  one s ince  1841; but T h o re a u  

n e v e r  fu lly  r e c o v e re d  h is  p h y s ica l  s t r e n g th  a f te r  th is  long i l ln e s s .  His 

J o u r n a l  con ta in s  long l i s t s  of t r i v i a l  m e a s u r e m e n ts  and e n u m e ra t io n s  of 

d a ta  i n t e r s p e r s e d  w ith  p a s s a g e s  of m o r a l  o u tra g e .  The S ta te  of M a r y 

land  w as "a m o r a l  fungus" , "bound s t r a ig h t  fo r  the  b o t to m le s s  p i t"  fo r  

e s ta b l is h in g  a S ta ts  lo t te ry .  He w as a m u se d  a t  Sam  S tap les-  s im i le  

in  c o m p ar in g  l is te n in g  to W endell P h i l l ip s  to p icking up cow c h ip s ;^^^

and he continued to be c r i t i c a l  of F o u r i e r i s m .  The gold m a n ia  in

102A u s t r a l i a  and C a l i fo rn ia  again  d re w  T h o r e a u 's  i r e .  He o b jec ted  

th a t  gold w as m e r e ly  the  sym bol of va lu e .  R ighteous m e n  p roduced  

va lue  th ro u g h  h o n e s t  independent la b o r ;  only g re e d y  m en  sought gold in 

th e  g round . He thought tha t  a so c ie ty  w hich  reco g n ized  the  value of
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found gold had  p e r v e r t e d  o r  a t le a s t  m is u n d e r s to o d  the  n a tu re  of va lue. 

T he  thought th a t  the  ta x  a s s e s o r s  w e re  e s p e c ia l ly  p rone  to such  a m i s 

u n d e rs ta n d in g  o c c u r r e d  to  h im . W hen T h o r e a u  w as  brought be fo re  the  

ta x  a s s e s s o r s  he had  nothing to d e c la re  but a boat.^®^ He ind ica ted  

th a t  he  p roduced  v e ry  l i t t le  of va lue , and m an ag e d  to  eat and w e a r  th a t .  

"But w hat is  th e  u s e  in  t ry in g  to live  s im p ly ,  r a i s in g  what you ea t,  

m ak in g  w hat you w e a r ,  building what you  in h ab it ,  burn ing  w hat you cut 

o r  d ig , w hen th o se  to  w hom  you a r e  a l l ie d  in sa n e ly  want and w ill  have

a th ousand  o th e r  th in g s  which n e i th e r  you n o r  th ey  can  r a i s e  and nobody

104e l s e ,  p e rc h a n c e ,  w il l  pay fo r?  " Due to  h is  i l l n e s s ,  p o li t ic a l  opinions, 

an d  a c r im o n io u s  t e m p e ra m e n t ,  T h o re a u  w a s  not on p leasan t t e r m s  w ith  

v e r y  m any  people  d u r in g  th is  y e a r .  " F o r  sy m pathy  w ith m y  n e ig h b o rs  

I m ig h t about a s  w e l l  live in China. T hey  a r e  to  m e b a r b a r ia n s .  "1^5 

He took  l i t t le  note  in  h is  J o u rn a l  of th e  t r o u b le s  in  K an sas ,  although he 

w a s  a w a re  of the  fighting betw een the  s l a v e r y  and a n t i - s l a v e r y  fa c t io n s .  

I t  s e e m s  s t r a n g e  th a t  he w as not in f lam ed  by th is  d i r e c t  con flic t  in 

K a n s a s  w hich  w as  p ro m in en t ly  m en tioned  in  th e  p r e s s .  He did e x p r e s s  

h i s  o b jec t io n s  to  th e  O stend  M anifes to  w h ich  u rg e d  the  United S ta tes  to  

buy o r  take  Cuba and h is  objection  to the  p re s id e n c y  of F ra n k l in  

P i e r c e .

T he  D e m o c r a t s  dum ped F r a n k  P i e r c e ,  p a s s e d  over S tephen 

D o u g la s ,  and n o m in a ted  J a m e s  B uchanan  of P e n n sy lv an ia  fo r  th e i r  p r e s i -
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d e n t ia l  c an d id a te  in  the cam p a ig n  of 1856. The W higs and K now -N othings

n om ina ted  f o r m e r  P r e s id e n t  F i l lm o r e .  The new R epublican  party-

o ffe red  i ts  f i r s t  p r e s id e n t i a l  can d id a te ,  John C. F r e m o n t .  T h o rea u

w ro te  to C ho lm ondeley , "They a r e  on the eve of a P r e s id e n t i a l  e lec t io n

. . . and a l l  the  good people a r e  p ray ing  tha t of the  th r e e  can d id a te s

107F r e m o n t  m a y  be the  m an . . . . "  M illa rd  F i l l m o r e ’s cand idacy  e l ic i te d

r id icu le :  "A m a n  who h a s  been  P r e s id e n t  b e co m es  the  E x - P r e s id e n t ,

and c a n ’t  t r a v e l  o r  s tay  at hom e anyw here  but m e n  w il l  p e r s i s t  in paying

108r e s p e c t  to h is  e x -s h ip .  It is  c r u e l  to r e m e m b e r  h is  deeds so long. "

A s f o r  B uchanan , he w as  too u nspeakab le  to  d e s e c r a t e  the  pages  of 

T h o r e a u ’s J o u rn a l .  F r e m o n t  and the R epublican p a r ty  w e re  too eq u iv o 

c a l  to  su it  T h o rea u ;  he expec ted  th a t  th e i r  te m p o r iz in g  on the m o r a l  

i s s u e s  would b r in g  th e m  defea t.  He thought th a t  the  a rg u m e n ts  "which

the R epublican  P a r t y  u se s  lack ed  p e n e tra t io n ,  and t h e i r  foe s tead ily

109ad v an ces  . . .  to  t e a r  th e m  a p a r t .  " At th is  point T h o re a u  had a b a n 

doned what s m a l l  am oun t of to le r a t io n  he re ta in e d  f o r  the  e s ta b l ish e d  

p o l i t ic a l  p r o c e s s  and had  begun to  hope fo r  the  c lea n s in g  p u rg a tiv e  

e ffec t  of v io le n c e .  He w ro te ,  "But a s  fo r  p o li t ic s ,  w hat I m o s t  a d m ire  

n o w -a -d a y s ,  i s  not the  r e g u la r  g o v e rn m en ts  but the  i r r e g u l a r  p r im it iv e  

o n es ,  like th e  V ig ilance  c o m m it te e  in  C a l ifo rn ia  and even  th e  f r e e  s ta te  

m e n  in  K a n s a s .  They a r e  the  m o s t  divine. " He reco g n ize d  th a t  it w as 

only a m a t t e r  of t im e ;  h is  only w ish  w as th a t  "the n o r th  had m o re  s p i r i t  

and would s e t t le  th e  m a t t e r  a t once. The e lec t io n  fe l l  to B uchanan
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who a ch iev ed  a p lu ra l i ty  of n e a r ly  two m il l io n  v o te s ,  proving how few 

A m e r ic a n s  s h a re d  T h o re a u ’s op in ions .

T h o re a u  did a g re a t  d ea l of su rv ey in g  in 1857 as  the  s i tu a t io n  in 

K a n sa s  g rew  w o rse  and the e le c t io n  w ent badly  fo r  the a n t i - s l a v e r y  

m e n .  Survey ing  p rov ided  h im  w ith  a  m e a n s  of w ithd raw al f r o m  the 

p o l i t ic a l  condition  of the  na tion . T h o re a u  convinced  h im se lf  th a t  "only 

a b so rb in g  em ploym ent . . . d e te r m in e s  the  fu tu re  of ind iv iduals  and 

s t a t e s ,  d r iv e s  K a n sas  out of y o u r  head . . . . The a ttitude  of r e s i s ta n c e  

i s  one of w e a k n e ss ,  in a sm u ch  as  it  only fa c e s  an  enem y; it  h a s  i ts  back  

to  a l l  th a t  is  t r u ly  a t t r a c t iv e .   ̂  ̂ One of the  p lace s  w here  he sought 

"ab so rb in g  e m p lo y m en t"  w as the  E a g le sw o o d  com m unity  n e a r  P e r th  

A m boy , New J e r s e y .  He s u rv e y e d  th e  p ro p e r ty  and d e l iv e re d  th re e  

l e c t u r e s  to  the  m e m b e r s  of the  c o m m u n ity .  The in f luen tia l  ab o li t io n is t ,  

T h e o d o re  W eld had e s ta b l ish e d  a sch o o l  th e r e  in  com pany w ith  the  

G r im k e  s i s t e r s  of South C a ro l in a ,  one of w hom  w as h is  wife. O th e rs  

invo lved  w ith  the e x p e r im en t  w e re  M a rc u s  Spring , the f in a n c ie r  of the 

p r o je c t ,  E l iz a b e th  Peabody , J a m e s  O. B irn e y ,  and E dw ard  P a lm e r .  

B ro n s o n  A lco tt  and H o race  G re e le y  w e re  f req u e n t  v i s i to r s .  The c o m 

m u n ity  life m ade  no b e t te r  im p r e s s i o n  on h im  than  s im i la r  ones  had 

done p re v io u s ly .  While a t P e r t h  A m boy, A lco tt  and T h o reau  v is i ted  

G r e e le y  at Chappaqua, h e a rd  H e n ry  W ard  B e e c h e r  p reach , and  v is i ted  

W alt W hitm an  in  Brooklyn . T h o re a u  w as  u n im p r e s s e d  with B ee c h e r ,
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but w as  v e r y  in te r e s t e d  by W hitm an . They im m e d ia te ly  d is a g re e d ,  

but T h o re a u  recogn ized  W hitm an a s  som eth ing  of a k ind red  s p ir i t .

While in  C happaqua, G re e le y  a t te m p te d  to  p e rsu ad e  H enry  to becom e 

a r e s id e n t  in  h is  hom e a s  tu to r  to  the  G re e ley  c h i ld re n ,  but T h o rea u  

re fu sed  to  r e t u r n  to teach ing . So long a s  he could live without t e a c h 

ing he p r e f e r r e d  to do so, and he m anaged  to d e l iv e r  paid l e c tu re s  in 

P h ilad e lp h ia  and in  W alpole, New H a m p sh ire .

In 1857 the  gold ru sh  in  C a l i fo rn ia  co llap sed .  F a i lu r e  of banks 

and r a i l r o a d s  b e cam e  co m m o n p lace .  In O c to b e r  th e re  was a g e n e ra l  

su sp e n s io n  of sp ec ie  paym ent by banks. T h o rea u  w as not p e rso n a l ly  

a ffec ted  by the d e p re s s io n  s in ce  he had no r e g u la r  occupation  and w as 

u sed  to a  v e r y  s im p le  s ty le  of life .  He saw econom ic  co llap se  a s  the  

n a tu ra l  c o n co m itan t  to g o v e rn m e n ta l  po lic ie s  so at v a r ia n ce  w ith  h is  

view of u n iv e r s a l  law s, and fo r  th a t  r e a s o n  w as  p leased  to see  ev idence  

th a t  the  w e a k n e s s e s  of g o v e rn m en t w e re  beginning to p re s e n t  th e m s e lv e s .  

He thought th a t  " th is  g e n e ra l  f a i lu r e ,  both  p r iv a te  and public , is  r a th e r

o c c a s io n  fo r  re jo ic in g ,  as  re m in d in g  us w hom  we have at the  h e lm , —

112th a t  ju s t i c e  is  d o n e ."  T h o re a u  had  no sym pathy  fo r  the  m is e r y  

c au s e d  by w id e sp re a d  unem ploym ent fo r  he fe lt tha t "if thousands  a r e

113th ro w n  out of em ploym en t, it su g g es te d  they  w e re  not w e ll  em p lo y ed ."  

T h o r e a u 's  p e r s o n a l  funds w e re  su ff ic ien t fo r  h im  to t r a v e l  to the M aine 

woods and a g a in  to  Cape Cod.
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A t r a n s fo rm in g  e x p e r ien c e  o c c u r r e d  in  M arch  of 1857. T h o r e a u  

w a s  in tro d u ce d  to  John B row n by F r a n k  S anborn . B row n w as ju s t  f r e s h  

f r o m  K a n sa s  w a r f a r e  and h is  P o t ta w a to m ie  a t r o c i t i e s .  H is  announced  

o b jec t  w as  to e l ic i t  m o r a l  and f in a n c ia l  su p p o r t  fo r  h is  c r u s a d e ,  but 

p a r t  of h is  m is s io n  w as to  o rg a n iz e  th e  s e c r e t  c o n sp irac y  w hich led  to 

h is  a t t a c k  on H a r p e r 's  F e r r y .  T h o re a u  w as  not ta k en  into con fidence  

about th e  im pending  ra id  on V irg in ia ,  but H en ry  im m e d ia te ly  u n d e rw en t 

an  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  Brown. B row n w as  b o a rd ed  a t M rs .  T h o r e a u 's ,  

m e t  Ralph Waldo E m e rs o n  th e r e ,  and w as  inv ited  to s tay  the night. 

T h o re a u  w as  th u n d e r s t ru c k  by the l e c tu r e  B row n d e l iv e re d  in  the  C oncord  

Town H ouse . To H e n ry 's  m ind  B row n w as  the  m an  of h e ro ic  m o r a l  v is io n  

who w as following the  p r in c ip le —not p o l ic y —w hich  would f ina lly  a b o l is h  

s la v e ry .

T h o re a u  t r a v e l le d  a good d ea l  in  1858. He v is i ted  W e b s te r 's  b i r t h 

p la ce ,  New Y o rk  City, W o rc h e s te r ,  Cape A nn and M onadnock. E d w a rd  

H o a r  and H enry , the sam e  two who se t  th e  C oncord  woods a b la z e ,  w en t 

to  the  W hite M ountains and cam p e d  fo r  s e v e r a l  days  w ithout in f l ic t ing  

s ig n if ic an t  dam age  to the lan d sc a p e .  One of the  high points  of the  y e a r  

w a s  the  pub lica tion  of h is  "C hesuncook"  in  the  A tlan tic  M onth ly . It did 

no t end hap p ily  h o w ev er ,  fo r  the  e d i to r ,  J a m e s  R u sse l l  L ow ell,  b lu e -  

p en c il led  a line in  w hich  T h o re a u  a c c o rd e d  to  a  pine t r e e  a sou l w hich  

could  a s p i r e  to  a s  h igh  a h eav en  a s  m a n 's .  H en ry  had not been  co n su l ted



82

in  the  de le t io n ,  had not g iven  p e rm is s io n ,  and he  w as  liv id . Low ell 

and he c am e  to no a g r e e m e n t  and re ta in ed  a h e a r ty  d is l ik e  fo r  e a c h  

o th e r  e v e r  a f te r .  T h o re a u  o ffe red  nothing f u r t h e r  to the A tlan tic  

M onthly w hile  Low ell w as  e d i to r ,  but the f in a l  re v e n g e  w as L o w e l l 's .  

A f te r  H e n ry 's  death , L o w ell  p r in ted  a sca th ing  rev iew  w hich  m in im iz e d  

T h o r e a u 's  im p o r ta n c e  a s  a w r i t e r  and re ta rd e d  th e  g row th  of T h o r e a u 's  

re p u ta t io n  fo r  y e a r s .  H e n ry  had o ther  d isp u te s  a s  w ell.  A n e ig h b o r 's  

cow kept t r e s p a s s in g  in  h is  g a rd en , which so annoyed H en ry  that he  

a c tu a lly  sought the ad v ice  of a  law y er  co n ce rn in g  p o ss ib le  legal ac tion . 

H ow ever , it w as  a s  he  s u s p e c te d —the law w as of no use  to  h im  in h is  

t ro u b le s .  ^

The con flic ts  am ong  the  v a r io u s  fac tions  in  the United S ta tes  w e re

growing m o re  s e v e r e .  T he  n e w sp a p e rs  w e re  fu l l  of the  s t r a in s  to  w hich

the g o v e rn m e n ta l  s y s te m  w as being su b jec ted . The L inco ln -D oug las

debates  w e re  in  fu ll  sw ing  f r o m  A ugust until m id - O c to b e r .  Yet, to

T h o rea u ,  it w as only sound and  fury .

The e d i to r s  of n e w s p a p e r s ,  the  po p u la r  c le r g y ,  p o l i t ic ian s  and 
o r a to r s  of the  day and o f f ic e -h o ld e r s ,  though th ey  m ay  be 
thought to  be of v e ry  d i f f e re n t  po li t ic s  and re l ig io n ,  a r e  e s s e n 
t ia l ly  one and h o m o g en eo u s ,  in a sm u ch  as  th e y  a r e  only the 
v a r io u s  ingrediei^t^ of the  f ro th  w hich  e v e r  f lo a ts  on the  s u r 
face  of soc ie ty .

To an a cq u a in tan ce  he w ro te ,  "As fo r  the p re s id e n c y ,  — . . . .  I a m  so 

po li t ic a l ly  benighted  (o r  b e ligh tened?  ) tha t I do not know w hat S e w a rd 's  

q u a lif ic a t io n s  a r e .  I know, h o w e v e r ,  tha t no one in  w hom  I could fe e l
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117m u c h  in te r e s t  would s tan d  any chance of being e lec ted . " As w as 

h is  c u s to m  when a f f a i r s  of s ta te  did not su it  h im , T h o re a u  had  re la p se d  

in to  one of h is  p e r io d ic  r e t r e a t s .

In F e b ru a ry ,  1859, John  T h o rea u  died leaving  H en ry  the  t i tu l a r  

h ead  of the household . The g rap h ite  b u s in e s s  had begun to  p r o s p e r  in 

the  e a r ly  p a r t  of the  d ecad e  and John left the  fam ily  m o d e ra te ly  c o m 

f o r ta b le .  A cting a s  e x e c u to r  of his f a t h e r ’s e s ta te  and m an ag in g  the 

b u s in e s s  left h im  l i t t le  t im e  to  h im se lf .  H is s e r v ic e s  a s  s u r v e y o r  w e re  

a lso  in  dem and a s  th e  o w n e rs  of m eadow lands  ad jacen t to  the  A ss a b e t ,  

C oncord  and Sudbury r i v e r s  had engaged h im  to  su rv ey  t h e i r  lands and 

to  w r i te  the h i s to ry  of th e  b r id g e s  and b r id g e  a b u tm en ts  w ith in  the  a r e a  

of the  s u rv ey . This  w a s  H e n ry ’s l a r g e s t  su rv ey in g  a s s ig n m e n t .  When 

he su b m itted  the r e s u l t s  he followed h is  s ig n a tu re  w ith  the  t i t l e ,  c iv il  

e n g in e e r .

By O c to b e r ,  T h o r e a u  had h is  own a f f a i r s  and th o se  of h is  f a th e r ' s  

e s t a t e  in  su ff ic ien tly  good o r d e r  to r e a d  a  le c tu re  be fo re  T h eo d o re  

P a r k e r ’s so c ie ty  in B oston . E a r ly  tha t  m onth  John  B row n had  been  

in  C oncord  v is i t ing  F r a n k  Sanborn. H e n ry ’s f r ie n d s  H igg inson  and 

Sanborn  w e re  playing a supporting  ro le  in the  plot w hich  B ro w n  w as 

h a tch in g .  F r o m  C o n co rd ,  B row n w ent d i re c t ly  to  c a r r y  out h is  p ro je c t  

a t  H a r p e r ’s F e r r y ,  V irg in ia .  He and tw en ty -one  m en  a t ta c k e d  the 

U nited S ta tes  a r s e n a l .  The plan w as to  m ove th roughou t th e  South 

l ib e ra t in g  s la v e s ,  u s in g  the  c ap tu red  w eapons  to  a r m  a g row ing  a rm y
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of i n s u r r e c t i o n i s t s .  The bloody s ch e m e  fa iled . A d e tach m en t of 

m a r in e s  u n d e r  the  com m and of C o lone l R ober t  E . L e e  c ap tu red  the 

r a i d e r s .  B ro w n  and five of h is  m e n  w e re  c a p tu re d ,  e lev en  inc luding  

two of B ro w n 's  sons , w e re  k i l le d  and the r e m a in d e r  e scap ed . They 

had k i l le d  five  c iv i l ia n s  and one m a r in e .

B ro w n 's  a d v en tu re  at H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y ,  h is  subsequen t t r i a l  and 

ex ecu tio n  g a lv an ize d  T h o re a u 's  p o li t ic a l  im p u ls e s .  The d ra m a t ic  

au d ac ity  of the  r a id  u n d e r  B ro w n 's  fana tic  l e a d e r s h ip  suddenly  c la r i f ie d  

in  T h o r e a u 's  m in d  the  lo g ica l  unity  of h is  h e re to fo re  vague and f r a g m e n 

ta r y  p o l i t ic a l  thought. He p ro c la im e d  B row n a h e r o ,  sa in t and m a r ty r .  

By the  t im e  th e  news of B ro w n 's  c a p tu re  re a ch e d  C oncord , T h o re a u 's  

J o u r n a l  w as f i l led  w ith  a  d e fense  of B row n and co n d em n a tio n  of n e ig h 

b o r s ,  e d i to r s ,  p o l i t ic ia n s ,  —anyone who denounced  the  v io lence  in  

V irg in ia .  T h o r e a u  im m e d ia te ly  began  to d e s c r ib e  B ro w n  a s  a m e ss ia n ic  

h e ro  w hose  e x am p le  p rov ided  a new re v e la t io n .  The J o u rn a l  e n t r ie s  

re a c h e d  a  c r e s c e n d o  of r ig h teo u s  ind igna tion  and em o tio n a l  in tens ity . 

T h e se  w e re  th e  no tes  f r o m  w hich  "A P le a  fo r  C ap ta in  John  B ro w n ” w as 

co m p o sed . "A P l e a ” is  th e  m o s t  co m p le te  e x p r e s s io n  of h is  po li t ica l  

th inking  a t th e  end  of h is  life . T he  i r r a t i o n a l i s m ,  e l i t i s m ,  v io lence , 

and m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  w hich had  a lw ay s  been  p r e s e n t  in  a s p e c ts  of h is  

w ri t in g  a r e  f in a l ly  m ad e  exp lic it  and  brough t to  t h e i r  lo g ica l conclusion . 

On O c to b e r  31, he d e liv e red  h is  d e fen se  of B row n  in  Concord . On
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N o v e m b er  1, he m ad e  the  sam e  sp eech  in B oston  and ag a in  on 

N o v em b er  3 in W o rc h e s te r .  B row n w as execu ted  on D e c e m b e r  2. 

T h o re a u  spoke at a m e m o r ia l  s e rv ic e  w hich  he a r r a n g e d  in defiance 

of th e  C o n co rd  w o r th ie s  to c o m m e m o ra te  the  life and death  of h is  h e ro .  

When Sanborn  brought one of B ro w n 's  hunted r a id e r s ,  F r a n c i s  Jac k so n  

M e r r i a m ,  to  T h o re a u  fo r  he lp  in e scap in g  c ap tu re  by the  F e d e r a l  

g o v e rn m e n t ,  T h o re a u  b o rro w ed  a h o r s e  f r o m  E m e r s o n  and e sc o r te d  

h im  to  South A cton  s ta t ion  w h e re  the  t r a in  to Canada could tak e  h im  to 

sa fe ty . The m an  w as  brought to T h o rea u  incognito  and not in tro d u ced  

by h is  p r o p e r  n am e, but T h o reau  m u s t  have su sp ec ted  som eth ing  of the 

t ru e  n a tu re  of h is  iden tity . H enry  w as  in  p o s it ive  v io la tion  of the law 

in  he lp ing  M e r r i a m  to e sc a p e .  It w a s  a f a r  c ry  f r o m  the  p a ss iv e  non

paym ent of ta x e s  w ith which T h o re a u  began  on h is  c a r e e r  of c iv il  d i s 

obed ience . It is  s t ra n g e  tha t  T h o re a u  c le a r ly  saw  th a t  M e r r i a m  w as 

in san e ,  but re fu s e d  to c o n s id e r  the  p o ss ib i l i ty  tha t  B row n w as a lso  

in san e .  To T h o rea u ,  B row n w as the  em bod im en t of san ity . W alte r  

H a rd in g 's  b io g rap h y  of T h o rea u  su g g e s ts  tha t  he would have  been  le s s  

po s i t iv e  on the  point o r  a t le a s t  l e s s  en th u s ia s t ic  in  h is  p r a i s e  of Brown 

had he known th e  d e ta i ls  of B ro w n 's  a t r o c i t i e s  a t P o ttaw a to m ie .  Brown 

and h is  band had  k il led  and d is m e m b e r e d  five m en  and boys in  a m o s t  

b ru ta l  m a n n e r .  D esp ite  H a rd in g 's  apology, T h o re a u  m u s t  have  been 

m ad e  a w a re  of the  fac ts  of the c a se  by Sanborn , H igginson, o r  the p r e s s .
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if  not by a  p e rs o n  in  a p o s i t io n  to know. C e r ta in ly  T h o re a u  knew of

the  s la u g h te r  of five c iv i l ia n s  a t H a r p e r 's  F e r r y ,  and w as w ill ing  to

sh rug  off th e  v io len ce  a s  in c o n seq u en tia l .

They who a r e  con tinua lly  shocked  by s la v e ry  have  som e r igh t 
to be shocked  by the  v io len t dea th  of the  s la v e h o ld e r ,  but no 
o th e r s .  Such w il l  be m o re  shocked by h is  life  than  by h is  
d ea th . I sh a l l  not be fo rw a rd  to  th ink  h im  m is ta k e n  in  h is  
m ethod  who q u ic k es t  su c c e e d s  to  l ib e ra te  th e  s lave .

In the J o u r n a l  e n try  fo r  O c to b e r  21, he sa id ,  "I do not co m p la in  of any

ta c t i c s  th a t  a r e  e ffec t ive  of good, w h e th e r  one w ie ld s  the  q u il l  o r  the

sw ord . . . .  I w il l  judge the  t a c t i c s  by the f r u i t s .  te s t im o n y  of

B ro w n 's  f r i e n d s  and re la t io n s  tha t  he su ffe red  f r o m  h e r e d i t a r y  in san i ty ,

the  d o cu m en ted  r e c o r d  of th e f t  and m u r d e r  fa iled  to d e te r  T h o r e a u  in

h is  p r a i s e  of "Old B row n" . He a cc ep ted  the v io lence  w h o le h ea r te d ly .

A f te r  the  em o tio n a lly  ex haus ting  o rd e a l  of H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y  and

i ts  a f te rm a th ,  T h o re a u  e a s e d  back  in to  a l e s s  s t re n u o u s  life . The

g ra p h i te  b u s in e s s  w as h is  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  now, th e re  w e re  a few  m a t t e r s

pending re la t in g  to  h is  f a t h e r ' s  e s ta te ,  and he  had  a r e a c q u a in ta n c e  to

m ake  w ith  n a tu re .  In J a n u a ry  of I860 C h a r le s  B ra c e  b rough t a  copy  of

D a rw in 's  O rig in  of the S pec ies  to  C oncord . T h o re a u  w as  v e ry  im p r e s s e d .

He r id ic u le d  A g a s s i z 's  r e je c t io n  of th e  th e o ry ,  and p ra is e d  it to  F r a n k l in

120S anborn  and  T hom as  C holm ondeley . It w as  too la te ,  h o w e v e r ,  fo r  

D a rw in 's  id e a s  to  have  m uch  in fluence  on T h o re a u .  H is  " P le a  f o r  

C ap ta in  Jo h n  B ro w n "  w as published  a s  w as  "T he  S u ccess io n  of F o r e s t
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T r e e s " .  H is  w r i t in g ,  w alk ing  and w o rk  took l i t t le  a cco u n t of p o l i t ic a l

s t ru g g le s  going on. The D e m o c r a t s  had a lw ays em bod ied  the  w o rs t  in

p o li t ic s  a s  f a r  as  T h o re a u  w as  c o n ce rn e d  and so he to o k  no no tice  of

the  sp lit  b e tw een  the  D ouglas and B re ck in r id g e  fa c t io n s  of the  p a r ty .

The R epub licans  had  e a r n e d  h is  undying con tem pt f o r  t h e i r  f r a n t ic

a t te m p ts  to  d i s a s s o c ia te  th e m s e lv e s  f r o m  John B row n. The S e w a rd -

L inco ln  b a t t le  w a s ,  th e r e f o r e ,  i r r e l e v a n t  to h im . He did , h ow ever ,

w r i te  a g ra te fu l ,  f la t te r in g  l e t t e r  to  S ena to r C h a r le s  S u m n e r  fo r  h is

support  of th o s e  who had  r e fu s e d  to  h o n o r  a Senate su m m o n s  to te s t i fy

1 2 1on the J o h n  B ro w n  c a s e .

E l l e r y  Channing and H e n ry  had  t r a v e l le d  to M onadnock fo r  a w eek

of cam ping  in the  s u m m e r  and the  l a t t e r  con tinued  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  n a tu re

th roughou t the  y e a r .  In D e c e m b e r  H enry  caught a  cold  w hile  lying on

h is  c h es t  coun ting  t r e e  r in g s .  I t b rough t on h is  f in a l  d e c l in e .  The

J o u rn a l  e n t r i e s  w e re  d r a s t i c a l ly  red u ced  in vo lum e, co n c lu s iv e  evidence

of h is  w e a k n e s s .  The s e c e s s io n  of South C a ro l in a  in  D e c e m b e r  of I860

p a ss e d  w ithou t a r e c o r d e d  r e m a r k .  P ro b ab ly  T h o re a u  w a s  glad to  see

South C a ro l in a  and th o se  w h ich  jo in ed  h e r  leave  th e  Union, but h is

re a c t io n ,  w h a te v e r  it m ig h t  hav e  been , has  not b een  p r e s e r v e d .  On the

day L in co ln  w as  in a u g u ra te d  T h o re a u  w as  " im p a tien t  w ith  the  s ta te  of

122the  co u n try ,  th e  S ta te  i t s e l f ,  and w ith  s ta t e s m e n  g e n e r a l ly .  " About 

the  s am e  t im e  he round ly  denounced  the R epublican  p a r ty  f o r  dup lic ity  

and c o m p ro m is e  w hile  chiding B ro n so n  A lcott fo r  h is  fa v o ra b le  opinion
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123of the  new a d m in is t r a t io n .

T h o re a u  w as a w a re  of the  im pending w a r  and r e a l iz e d  the fu ll

im p l ic a t io n  of what a c iv i l  w a r  would m ean . He p r e f e r r e d  not to  th ink

about it  and ad v ise d  o th e r s  to  do the  sam e ; "As fo r  m y  p ro sp e c t iv e

r e a d e r ,  I hope tha t he  ig n o re s  F o r t  S u m ter ,  and Old A be, and a l l  tha t,

fo r  th a t  i s  ju s t  the m o s t  f a ta l  and indeed the  only fa ta l ,  w eapon you can

d i re c t  a g a in s t  ev il  e v e r ;  f o r  a s  long as you know of it ,  you a r e  p a r t ic ip e  

124c r i m i n i s . " Not long a f t e r  S u m te r  fe l l  and bo th  the  Union and C on-

fe d e rc y  began  to  m u s t e r  t r o o p s ,  H enry  went to M in n eso ta  hoping tha t

the  c l im a te  would be th e r a p e u t i c .  He t r i e d  to follow h is  own adv ice .

A s he w ro te  S anborn , "I a m  no t even so w e ll  in fo rm e d  a s  to the p r o g r e s s

of the  w a r  a s  you  suppose . I have  seen  but one e a s t e r n  p a p e r  . . . fo r

1255 w e ek s .  I have  not tak en  m u c h  pains to  get th e m . . . .

T h o r e a u  r e tu rn e d  in  Ju ly  f r o m  h is  M inneso ta  t r i p  convinced  tha t

r e c o v e ry  w as  a va in  hope . He tu rn e d  to  the  t a s k  of p r e p a r in g  a s  m any

of h is  m a n u s c r ip t s  f o r  p u b lica t io n  a s  he could . H is  J o u r n a l  m ak es  only

one r e f e r e n c e  to  the  w a r ,  and th a t ,  in O c to b e r ,  took  note tha t C oncord

w as  not r e p r e s e n te d  by a m i l i t a r y  com pany. He r e p o r te d  tha t  the town

b u tc h e r  w as  m en tioned  a s  a p o ss ib le  l e a d e r  of a com p an y  s ince  "T h ere

1Z 6i s n ' t  one in the com pany  can  cu t up a c r i t t u r  like h im . " H is  h ea l th  

s te a d i ly  dec l in ed , and by w in te r  of 1861 he  w as in  bed m o s t  of the t im e . 

By D e c e m b e r  he had  s topped  m ak ing  J o u rn a l  e n t r i e s .  On May 6, 1862, 

T h o re a u  d ied  a t ten d ed  by h i s  m o th e r  and s i s t e r .  He h ad  m a in ta in ed  tha t
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t h e r e  had n e v e r  been  a q u a r r e l  betw een h im s e l f  and God. To h is  

in t im a te  f r ie n d ,  E l l e r y  C hanning , he cam e  c lo s e s t  to e x p re s s in g  a 

s e n se  of r e g r e t  by say ing  "it is  b e t te r  fo r  som e th in g s  to end"  in  

r e f e re n c e  to t h e i r  long w a lks  to g e th e r .  By a l l  a c c o u n ts  h is  death  

w as  s e r e n e .

T h is  d is c u s s io n  of T h o r e a u 's  b iography  h a s  been  ex ten s iv e .  It 

c l e a r ly  d e m o n s t r a t e s  tha t  the developm ent of T h o r e a u 's  thought was 

d i r e c t ly  m olded  by the  t im e s .  The un d e rs tan d in g  of h is  p o l i t ic a l  

th e o r y  is  im p o ss ib le  w ithout c o n s id e r in g  the  h i s to r i c a l  and p h ilo so p h i

c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e s  f r o m  w h ich  he  viewed ev en ts .  A re v ie w  of h is  life 

and p e r s o n a l i ty  a id s  m a t e r i a l l y  in  a p p re c ia t in g  the  p o l i t ic a l  thought 

of th is  m o s t  su b jec t iv e  of in d iv id u a l is ts .  I t  w ill ,  of c o u r s e ,  be 

n e c e s s a r y  and usefu l in the  fo llowing c h a p te r s  to  r e f e r  to som e of the 

in c iden ts  m en tioned  h e r e  f o r  i l lu s t r a t io n s  to docum ent e le m e n ts  of h is  

thought w h ich  a r e  not exp lic it  in  h is  w r i t te n  w o rk s ,  but a r e  deduced  

f r o m  ev en ts  of h is  life.
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CH APTER III 

IN T E L L E C T U A L  A FF IN IT IE S  AND IN FL U E N C E S

J u s t  a s  T h o r e a u  w as  a phenom enon of an  h i s t o r i c a l  epoch  in N in e 

teen th  C en tu ry  A m e r ic a ,  he w as shaped  by the  in te l le c tu a l  fo r c e s  which 

w e re  co n v erg in g  at th a t  t im e  to produce the  New E ng land  r e n a i s s a n c e .  

Th is  r e b i r th  w as  not m e r e ly  an a r t i s t i c  f lo w erin g ,  a lthough  th a t  w as 

c e r ta in ly  one of the  m o s t  p ro m in en t  r e s u l t s ,  n o r  w as  it  m e r e ly  the 

aw akening  of the  A m e r ic a n  so c ia l  co n sc ien ce ,  a lthough  p en e tra t in g  

so c ia l  c r i t i c i s m  w a s  p a r t  and p a r c e l  of the  m o v e m e n t .  The a r e a  around 

B oston  and C am b rid g e  w as  the  in te l le c tu a l  c e n t e r  of A m e r ic a ,  even  if 

not qu ite  so e x c lu s iv e ly  a s  m any  of the p roud  Y an k ees  fe lt  it to be. Still, 

d u ring  a  p e r io d  w hen  A m e r ic a  w as  v e ry  m uch  a p ro v in c e  in  the  c u l tu ra l  

s e n s e  and m o s t  of o u r  a r t ,  philosophy and p o l i t ic s  w e re  d e r iv a t iv e ,  

M a s s a c h u s e t t s  an d  p a r t i c u la r ly  the  a r e a  a ro u n d  B oston , w as  the  place 

w h ere  the  la te s t  in  E u ro p e a n  thought w as  f i r s t  re c e iv e d .  M a s sa c h u se t ts  

had the  f i r s t  o p p o rtu n i ty  to  r e a c t  to E u ro p ea n  id e a s  in  an  A m e r ic a n  

en v iro n m e n t  and to  se t  f o r  the  r e s t  of the c o u n try  the  p e c u l ia r ly  A m e r i 

c an  in t e r p r e t a t i o n  of w o r ld -w id e  in te l le c tu a l  c u r r e n t s .  Of c o u r s e ,  not 

a l l  of A m e r ic a n  s o c ia l  thought and cu ltu re  w as  d e r iv e d ,  but a long  w ith 

V irg in ia  and  South C a ro l in a ,  and to  a m uch  l e s s e r  ex ten t  P en n sy lv an ia ,  

what w as  o r ig in a l  and  na tive  to A m e r ic a  w as  la rg e ly  the  p ro d u c t  of New

E ngland . M a s s a c h u s e t t s  w as  c l e a r ly  the le a d e r  of the  New E ng land
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s ta t e s  in  m a t t e r s  of s o c ia l  c o n ce rn ,  p o l i t ic s ,  in te l l e c tu a l  t r e n d s  and 

a r t i s t i c  t a s t e s .

The t im e  w as  r ig h t in the f i r s t  ha lf  of the  N in e tee n th  C en tu ry  fo r 

New E ng lan d  to  a s s e r t  the  t re m e n d o u s  in te l le c tu a l  p o w e r  w hich  had 

been  build ing  f o r  g e n e ra t io n s  and to lead  A m e r ic a  to  a p os it ion  of 

eq ua li ty  w ith  the  o ld e r  c u l tu re s  of E u ro p e .  By the t u r n  of the c en tu ry ,  

the  in te l le c tu a l  e n e rg y  w hich  had c h a r a c te r iz e d  C a lv in is m  in New 

E ng land  du ring  th e  p re v io u s  two hundred  y e a r s  had  n e a r ly  spent i tse lf .

The P u r i t a n  d o g m as  w hich  d r iv e  people to a ch ie v e  p r o s p e r i ty  a s  an ou t

w a rd  s ign  of in w ard  g r a c e ,  and the d o c tr in e  of e le c t io n  w hich  had been 

u sed  by the  p r o s p e r o u s  e l i te  to  e x e r c is e  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  co n tro l  had 

re a ch e d  th e i r  cu lm in a t io n  by the tim e  T h o rea u  w as  b o rn .  New England 

had  p ro d u c e d  an  a r i s t o c r a c y  w hose so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  p re -e m in e n c e  

w as f i r m ly  g rounded  in  th e o lo g ic a l  orthodoxy. C o m m e r c ia l  and m a n u 

fa c tu r in g  f a m i l ie s  w e r e  a m a s s in g  fo r tu n es  w hich  m ad e  th e m  the so c ia l  

and  f in a n c ia l  p e e r s  of the r ic h  old s e a - f a r in g  f a m i l ie s .  The solid  f a r m e r s  

had  been  con ten t to a cc e p t  th is  s ta te  of a f f a i r s ,  fo r  the  a c c o m p lish m e n ts  

of the  New E ng land  le a d e r s h ip  w e re  c o n s id e ra b le .  B o s to n  and o th e r  

N o r th e a s te r n  c i t i e s  w e re  becom ing  p ro s p e ro u s  c e n t e r s  of t r a d e .  Those 

Y ankees  who had  ach ie v e d  m a te r i a l  s u c c e s s  cou ld  be a s s u r e d  by th e i r  

p a s to r s  th a t  th ey  w e re  indeed  the  e lec t  of God. A s  New Eng land  becam e 

m o re  f i r m ly  dom in an t  in  the  econom ic  le a d e r s h ip  of the  United S ta tes ,  

the  m o r a l  a r r o g a n c e  of the  C a lv in is ts  b ecam e m o r e  a s s e r t i v e .  Convinced
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of a  m o s t  d e p re s s in g  view of hum an  n a tu r e ,  C alv in is t  theo logy  had  

g r a s p e d  at L ocke , Hobbes and e v en  H um e f o r  ph ilosoph ical su p p o r t .  

L o ck e  and the  S co tt ish  p h ilo so p h e rs  h ad  d e m o n s tra ted  to t h e i r  own 

s a t i s f a c t io n  tha t m an  w as b o rn  w ithou t inna te  id eas ,  tha t h is  know ledge 

w a s  e n t i r e ly  d e r iv ed  f ro m  h is  a s s o c ia t i o n  of im p r e s s io n s  of e x p e r ie n c e  

w h ich  w e r e  re la y ed  to h im  th ro u g h  h i s  s e n s e s .  Mankind w as  l im i te d  

by  h e r e d i ty  and en v iro n m en t to know ledge b a se d  solely  upon e x p e r i 

e n ce .  The ap p ea l  to  n a tu ra l  law, w ith  i t s  confusion of fac t  and  v a lu e ,  

w a s  d e p r iv e d  of i t s  a rg u m e n ta i  v a l id i ty  w hich  suited  the  p u rp o s e s  of the  

e l i t i s t s  of C a lv in ism . It gave a p e r f e c t  ju s t i f ic a t io n  to t h e i r  p o l i t ic a l  

c o n s e r v a t i s m ,  a g g r e s s iv e  l a i s s e z - f a i r e  eco n o m ics ,  and s i m i l a r  s o c ia l  

p o s i t io n s  th a t  led to c la s s  d is t in c t io n s  and  an  exploitive a p p ro a c h  to 

la b o r .

T h e  philosophic  m a te r i a l i s m  w h ich  p ro te c ted  a s y s te m  of v a lu e s  

b a s e d  upon m a te r i a l  r e w a rd s  co n ta in ed  r e a l  d iff icu l t ies  when g ra f te d  

upon a  s u p e r n a tu r a l  re lig ion  re p le te  w ith  m ir a c le s  and r e v e la t io n s  f r o m  

o u ts id e  th e  e x p e r ien c e  of m o r t a l  m e n .  P a ra d o x ic a l ly ,  h o w e v e r ,  a 

th e o r y  of knowledge w hich is  e n t i r e ly  bu il t  upon a  co llec t io n  of s e n s e  

d a ta ,  e ac h  new e x p e r ien c e  being  in t e r p r e t e d  in  the light of p re v io u s  

e x p e r ie n c e ,  can  find convenien t ju s t i f i c a t io n  in  a b s t r a c t  r a t io n a l i s m .

It le a v e s  no ro o m  f o r  in tu it ive  o r  r e c e iv e d  knowledge, and no a b so lu te  

s ta n d a rd  f o r  an  e x te rn a l  t r u th  o th e r  th a n  th a t  which a b s t r a c t  r e a s o n
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d e m o n s t r a te s  to be t r u e .  At le a s t  in L o ck e ,  i t  le a d s  to a supposition  

tha t if a su ff ic ien t n u m b e r  of ind iv idua ls  i n t e r p r e t  ob jec tive  data in the  

light of r e a s o n  and  a r r i v e  at the sam e  c o n c lu s io n s ,  th en  the knowledge 

re su l t in g  f r o m  the  co lle c t iv e  in te rp re ta t io n  is  a w ork ing  app ro x im a tio n  

of t ru th .  A lthough  a p e rs o n  cannot know anyth ing  o th e r  than  the sen se  

p e rc ep t io n s  e m a n a t in g  f ro m  e x te rn a l  s t im u l i ,  the  re a s o n  p rov ides  a 

m odus o p e ra n d i  by w hich  indiv iduals  a r e  ab le  to  a c t  and by which g ro u p s  

of ind iv idua ls  c a n  a c t .

In  r e l ig io u s  p r a c t ic e ,  th is  ph ilosophy  su p p o r ts  C ongregationalism ; 

in  p o li t ica l  p r a c t i c e  it  supports  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  d e m o c ra c y  and l a i s s e z -  

f a i r e  l i b e r a l i s m  o r  defends the s ta tu s  quo depending  upon w h e th e r  one 

follows the ph ilo soph ic  r a d ic a l i s m  of B en th am , A u s t in  and M ills  o r  

adopts a m o r e  c o n se rv a t iv e  in te rp re ta t io n  ho ld ing  the  p roof of long 

ex p e r ien c e  to  be a ju s t i f ic a t io n  fo r  the  e x is t in g  p o l i t ic a l  a r r a n g e m e n ts .

It a s s u m e s  a v e r y  f in i te  l im it  to  the p o te n t ia l  p e r fe c t io n  of hum an kind, 

s ince  each  m a n  i s  a  c r e a tu r e  of h is  own e x p e r ie n c e .  The ex is ten ce  of 

the  s ta te  is  ju s t i f ie d  by what p e rsp e c t iv e  it a l low s  the  ind iv idual beyond 

h is  own l im i t s  and  th e  p ro te c t io n  it o f fe rs  to  h is  life  and p ro p e r ty  u n d e r  

conditions  a s  th e y  e x is t  due to the ev il  p o te n t ia l  in h e re n t  in  hum an  n a tu re .  

As a re l ig io u s  c r e e d  i t  w as a coldly  lo g ic a l  s y s te m  w hich  re q u ired  r e a s o n  

op e ra t in g  upon G od’s one rev e la t io n  to  m a n ,  th e  B ib le , to give r is e  to 

m o r a l  ru le s  f o r  the  p ro p e r  conduct of m ank ind .
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H e r e in  lay i ts  fa ta l  w e a k n e ss ,  th a t  i t  a sk e d  a m a te r i a l i s t i c  

ph ilosophy  to con ta in  a s u p e r n a tu r a l  r e l ig io n  devoted  to an a r b i t r a r y  

c a p r ic io u s  god and a t tem p ted  to hold h u m an  m o tiv a t io n  to a s ta n d a rd  

of r ig id  r a t io n a l i ty  w ith  no a cc o m m o d a tio n  fo r  the  em otiona l r e s p o n s e s  

w hich  a r e  p a r t  of hum an  n a tu re .  The whole C a lv in is t  c o n s t ru c t  w as  of 

a p iece ,  lo g ica l ly  speak ing , and when it fa i le d ,  it co l lap sed  a l l  at once 

and nothing f i r s t  a s  did the  "One H oss  S h ea"  in  O l iv e r  W endell H o lm e s '  

b r i l l ia n t  s a t i r e .  C a lv in ism  being what it  w a s ,  and M a s s a c h u s e t t s  being  

M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  what a ffec ted  re l ig io n  a ffe c ted  every th ing  e ls e .  When 

th e  U n ita r ia n  r e a c t io n  to the  C a lv in is t  t r a d i t i o n  su cceed ed  in  m aking  a 

s h am b le s  of the  old o rthodoxy, i t  a l s o  le f t  in  p ie ce s  the  so c ia l  and 

p o l i t ic a l  u n derp inn ings  of New England  c u l tu r e .  It w as the p r o c e s s  of 

p icking up the  p ie ce s  of the  old o r d e r  w hich  b rough t about the  age of 

r e f o r m  tha t sw ept th ro u g h  the N o r th e a s t  d u r in g  the  p e r io d  following 

the  W a r  of 1812 and the  opening of the  W a r  B etw een  the  S ta tes .  E v en  in  

the  m a s s iv e  r e a c t io n  to the  old C a lv in is t ic  t r a d i t io n s ,  the n e w e r  s y s te m s  

of thought w h ich  r e je c te d  m o s t  v e h em en tly  the  P u r i ta n  theology and 

sought to  su b s t i tu te  a m o re  c o m p re h e n s iv e  and adequa te  view of hu m an  

n a tu re  did not abandon C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t io n s ,  but sought to b a se  t h e i r  

fa ith  upon e th ic a l  suppositions  w hich w e re  g e n e ro u s  and h u m an e . D esp i te  

the  re l ig io u s  f e rm e n t .  New E ng land  r e ta in e d  i t s  p e c u l ia r  re g io n a l  c h a r a c 

t e r .  A ll  s o c ia l  q u es t io n s ,  a l l  p o li t ic a l  q u e s t io n s  w ith  the p o ss ib le  e x c e p 

t ions  of th o se  econom ic  i s s u e s  w hich to u ch ed  the  Yankee pocketbook too
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c lo se ly ,  w e re  c o n s id e re d  in  r e la t io n  to  a m o r a l  s ta n d a rd  w hich  w as  

h o m o g en eo u s  in  m o s t  e s s e n t ia l s .

W hile  not a l l  New E n g lan d e rs  by  any m e a n s  accep ted  th e  new 

thought of U n i ta r ia n is m ,  it b e ca m e  th e  p ro f e s s io n  of the  m o s t  in f lu e n 

t i a l  s eg m en t of th e  c i t iz e n ry .  H a rv a r d  had b e en  su b v e r te d  to U n i ta r i 

a n i s m  so th a t  th e  new g en e ra t io n  of m i n i s t e r s  f r o m  th a t  so u rc e  s p re a d  

the  new fa i th  th roughou t New England and began  to  in f i l t r a te  the W est,  

tha t is  to say , th e  Ohio Valley. F a m i l i e s  d iv ided  into t r i n i t a r i a n  and  

U nita rian  c a m p s ;  co n g reg a tio n s  sp li t  o v e r  the  i s s u e .  In m o s t  c a s e s ,  

the  U n ita r ia n s  c a r r i e d  the day. As one o r thodox  c h u rc h m a n  c o m m e n ted  

a f te r  the  m a jo r i ty  of h is  co n g reg a tio n  voted to a cc e p t  the  n ew er  theo logy , 

"We kept the  fa ith .  They kept the fu r n i tu re .  "

U n i ta r ia n i s m  re je c te d  the old view of h u m an  n a tu re  tha t  saw  m a n 

kind a s  h o p e le s s ly  d ep raved . In s te ad ,  a m o r e  o p t im is t ic  view of th e  

p o s it ive  p o s s ib i l i t ie s  fo r  im p ro v em e n t  i f  not p e r fe c t io n  in  hum an  a f f a i r s  

p re v a i le d .  R e f o rm  w as p o ss ib le ,  and th e r e f o r e  w o r th  p rom o tin g .

U nder th e  n e w e r  thought, p e r s o n a l  su rv iv a l  a f te r  dea th  w as not g iven  

m u ch  a t te n t io n  a s  a s e r io u s  p ro b ab il i ty .  Im p ro v e m e n t  of the h e r e  and 

now a s s u m e d  a  m o r e  c r i t i c a l  im p o r ta n c e .  In o th e r  w o rd s ,  U n i ta r ia n i s m  

w as  not b u rd e n e d  w ith  the idea  th a t  w h a te v e r  i s  r e f le c t s  the w ill  of God, 

th a t  ev i l  o r  p o v e r ty  o r  m i s e r y  o r  o p p re s s io n s  w e re  p u n ish m en ts  of a 

vengefu l d e ity . It b e ca m e  a v eh ic le  f o r  p ro m o t in g  s o c ia l  ac tio n ,  fo r
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p r i s o n  r e f o r m ,  ab o lit io n  of s la v e r y ,  im p ro v em e n t  in  la b o r  c o n d it io n s ,  

b e t t e r m e n t  of the  p o s i t io n  of w o m en  and the p ro te c t io n  of c h i ld re n .

T h e s e  w e re  p o s it ive  t r a i t s ,  w e lco m e  id e a s  which a t t r a c te d  p e r s o n s  of 

c o n s c ie n c e ,  of s e n s i t iv i ty ,  of c u l tu re .

On the  o th e r  hand , U n i ta r ia n i s m  re ta in ed  m o s t  of the p h i lo so p h i

c a l  w e a k n e s s e s  of C a lv in ism  w hile  d is c a rd in g  a l l  of the  th e o lo g ic a l  

d o g m a t i s m  which gave th e  old s y s t e m  cohes ion , v e rv e ,  and m o r a l  

e n e rg y .  It clung te n a c io u s ly  to  the  a s s o c ia t io n is t  o r  s e n s a t io n a l i s t  

p sy ch o lo g y  of L ocke . I t w as  even  m o r e  coldly  ra t io n a l  and lo g ic a l  th a n  

o r th o d o x  C a lv in ism  s in ce  i t  m an ag ed  to  do w ithout th e  m i r a c l e s ,  w ithout 

th e  m y s t e r y  of a m a je s t ic  God who w as  both vengeful and m e r c i f u l ,  if 

Q u ix o tic ,  and who o p e ra te d  d i r e c t ly  in  the a f f a i r s  of m en .

T h e  young m e n  who w e re  a t t r a c t e d  to the U n ita r ian  m in i s t r y  w e re  

a w a re  of th e  p o s it ive  a s p e c t s  of the  c r e e d  and m ad e  the  m o s t  of the  

p o s s ib i l i t i e s  fo r  s o c ia l  r e fo rm .  The Whigs began  to fe e l  the  p r e s s u r e  

of the  U n i ta r ia n  pulpit in  t h e i r  a l l ia n c e  with the co tton  i n t e r e s t s  and s lav e  

p o w e r ,  a s  did the u n sc ru p u lo u s  New E ngland  ru m  ru n n e rs  and th e  f a c to ry  

o w n e rs  who w e re  r u th le s s ly  ex p lo it ing  th e  lab o rin g  c l a s s e s ,  and  the  

w o rk in g  w om en  and c h i ld re n  in  p a r t i c u la r .  The s lav e -h o ld in g  i n t e r e s t s  

of the  South  and t h e i r  N o r th e rn  s u p p o r te r s  began  to fee l  the m o r a l  in d ig 

n a t io n  of th e se  U n ita r ia n s  who w e re  au d ac io u s  enough to be liev e  f i r m ly  

in  th e  d ign ity  and w o r th  of e v e r y  in d iv id u a l  w ithout r e g a r d  to h i s  f in an -
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c ia l  cond ition , c l a s s  background , o r  ra c e .  The g r e a t  D r .  W ill iam  

E l l e r y  Channing w as  th e  b e s t  exam ple  of th is  type  of U n i ta r ia n  m i n i s 

t e r .  The h a r d  logic  of U n i ta r ia n is m  clo thed  in  the  gen tle  language of 

D r .  Channing b e c a m e  a b e d ro c k  foundation fo r  m o s t  of the  re fo rm in g  

e f fo r ts  in  A m e r ic a  p r i o r  to  h is  death  in  1842 and a p rofound in fluence  

on m uch  th a t  w as  a c c o m p lish e d  a f te rw a rd .  H is  k in sm a n ,  W ill iam  

H enry  Channing , c a r r i e d  the  U n ita r ian  s p i r i t  in to  the  C h r is t ia n  S o c ia l

i s t  m o v em en t in  A m e r ic a .  J a m e s  F r e e m a n  C la rk e  and T hom as 

W entw orth  H igg inson  w e re  e x am p le s  of the s o r t  of s o c ia l  a c t iv i s t  w hose  

im p ac t  w ent f a r  beyond the  pews in  f ron t of a  pulpit.

T h e r e  w e re  m an y  o th e r s ,  how ever, f o r  w hom  U n i ta r ia n i s m  w as 

not enough, who r e q u i r e d  a d e e p e r  s p i r i tu a l  o r  em o tio n a l  s a t i s fa c t io n  

than  tha t  p ro v id e d  by the  le an  ra t io n a li ty  of U n i ta r ia n is m .  Such m e n  

w e re  a t t r a c t e d  to  th e  m in i s t e r i a l  life not only f o r  the  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  

a f fo rd ed  th e m  by a l l  th a t  w as  va luab le  fo r  h u m an  im p ro v e m e n t  of t h e m 

s e lv e s ,  t h e i r  fe llow  c r e a t u r e s  and socie ty , but a lso  f o r  the  l e i s u r e  it 

a f fo rd ed  to  p u rsu e  an  av o ca t io n  fo r  l i t e r a tu r e  o r  fo r  so m e  o th e r  s c h o la r ly  

in te r e s t .

It w as  am ong  th is  c l a s s  of e a r n e s t  m en  of ph ilosoph ic  and a e s th e t ic  

bent tha t th é  l im i ta t io n s  of U n i ta r ia n is m  p rovoked  d i s s a t i s fa c t io n .  They 

needed  a b r o a d e r  v is io n  of hu m an  p o ten tia l ,  a  m o r e  s a t i s f a c to r y  ra t io n a le  

fo r  the  m o r a l  b e h a v io r  w hich they  fe lt  had to  be in tro d u c e d  into the  so c ia l
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and p o li t ic a l  r e la t io n s  of the  ra c e .  In sh o r t ,  they  needed  a fa i th ,  a 

view  of life and r e a l i ty  w hich  could account fo r  the  i l l im i ta b le  p o s s i 

b i l i t i e s  they  fe lt f o r  t h e i r  own p e r fec t io n  and the  p e r fe c ta b i l i ty  of 

h u m an  in s t i tu t io n s .  T hey  needed  to find a c r e e d  w hich would e x p re s s  

th e  se n se  of u l t im a te  unity  in  th e  u n iv e rse ,  of p o ss ib le  h a rm o n y  to  be 

m ad e  f r o m  the d is c o r d a n t  c la s h e s  of po li t ica l  o rg a n iz a t io n s  and so c ia l  

g ro u p in g s . F o r  so m e  of th e s e  s e e k e r s ,  a sa tis fy ing  so lu tion  to a l l  

t h e i r  question ings  and long ings would be found in a h e r e s y  developing  in 

U n i ta r ia n is m  w hich  u l t im a te ly  becam e  known a s  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m .

Ralph W aldo E m e r s o n  w as  the l e a d e r  and sp o k e sm a n  f o r  the  

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s , if  su ch  an  am o rp h o u s  and loose  a m a lg a m a t io n  as 

they  w e re  could be sa id  to  have  a  l e a d e r  and sp o k esm an . They had  no 

c re e d ,  no set of d o g m a s ,  but only a sh a re d  way of looking at th in g s ,  a 

fee ling  fo r  the  id e a l  a f t e r  the  fash ion  of P la to n is ts ,  and a conv ic tion  

tha t p e rso n a l ly  they  w e re  ab le  to  t r a n s c e n d  the plane of the  m a te r i a l ,  

the  i l lu s io n  of m u l t ip l ic i ty ,  and to m ake con tac t w ith the  u l t im a te  unity . 

T he  One of w hich th e  P la to n i s t s  and the  O r ie n ta l  m y s t ic s  spoke. T r a n 

s c e n d e n ta l i sm  took  m an y  f o r m s ,  and had ra m if ic a t io n s  in  p o l i t ic s  a s  

w e ll  as  in l i t e r a tu r e ,  philosophy  and re l ig io n  but it w as Ralph Waldo 

E m e r s o n  who w as th e  guiding s p i r i t  of T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  and who p e r 

son ified  the m o v em en t a s  m u ch  as  anyone. And it  w as  E m e r s o n  who 

b rough t H enry  David T h o re a u  f r o m  the  im m a tu re  s e n t im e n ta l i s m  of h is  

a d o le sc e n c e  into the  m a tu r e  w orld  of id e a l ism .  E m e r s o n  w as  the  guiding
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l igh t fo r  the  young T h o r e a u  and it w as E m e rs o n ia n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  

w hich  T h o re a u  a b s o r b e d  undilu ted  in  i ts  p u re s t ,  m o s t  e th e r e a l  fo rm .

The e x - c le r g y m a n  w as  p e rh ap s  the m o s t  a r t ic u la te  sp o k esm a n  fo r

the T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s , but he m ight have been w r i t in g  about T h o rea u ,

so c lo s e ly  did h is  b e h a v io r  c o n fo rm  to  the  T ra n sc e n d e n ta l  v iew point.

E m e r s o n  w as the sp o k esm an , T h o rea u  w as the  exam ple , "The T r a n -

s c e n d a l i s t , "  E m e r s o n 's  a t te m p t  to d e sc r ib e  the  m ood and p u rp o se  of

the m o v em en t ,  could  e a s i ly  be tak en  a s  a sk e tch  of T h o re a u 's  m ind.

He does not r e s p e c t  la b o r ,  o r  the p ro d u c ts  of lab o r ,  n a m ely  
p ro p e r ty ,  o th e rw ise  a s  a m anifo ld  sym bol, i l lu s t r a t in g  w ith  
w o n d e rfu l  f id e l i ty  th e  d e ta i ls  of the c la s s  of being; he does not 
r e s p e c t  g o v e rn m e n t ,  excep t a s  f a r  as  it r e i t e r a t e s  the  law of 
h is  m ind; n o r  the  c h u rc h ,  n o r  c h a r i t i e s ,  n o r  a r t s ,  fo r  th e m 
s e lv e s ,  but h e a r s ,  a t a v a s t  d is ta n ce ,  what they  say, a s  if h is  
c o n sc io u s n e s s  w ould  sp ea k  to h im  th ro u g h  a pan tom im ic  scene .
H is  th o u g h t—th a t  is  the U n iv e rse .  H is  e x p e r ien c e  in c l in e s  h im  
to  behold  the  p r o c e s s io n  of fa c ts  you ca l l  the  w o rld ,  as  flowing 
p e rp e tu a l ly  o u tw ard  f r o m  an in v is ib le ,  unsounded c e n t r e  in 
h im s e l f ,  c e n t r e  a l ik e  of h im s e l f  and of th e m , and n e c e s s i ta t in g  
h im  to r e g a rd  a l l  th in g s  a s  having a  su b jec tive  o r  re la t iv e  
e x is te n c e ,  r e la t iv e  to  th a t  a fo re s a id  Unknown C en tre  of h im . ^

T hus , the  f i r s t  and m o s t  im p o r ta n t  in te l le c tu a l  affin ity  w hich  T h o rea u

d eve loped  w as  w ith  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  a s  p e rso n if ie d  and a r t ic u la te d

by E m e rs o n .  It w as  th ro u g h  E m e r s o n  that T h o r e a u 's  links w ith  the

in te l le c tu a l  w o r ld  w e re  fo rg ed . And, it is  in the context of A m e r ic a n

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  th a t  T h o re a u  can  b e s t  be r e la te d  to the h i s to r y  of

p o l i t ic a l  thought.

F r o m  the  p e r s p e c t iv e  of m o re  than  a c en tu ry ,  fo r  the m o v em en t 

re a c h e d  i ts  p eak  in  the decade  be tw een  1840 and  1850, T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s m
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w a s  only a b r ie f  and in c id e n ta l  ep iso d e  in  the g re a t  c e n tu ry - lo n g  sw ell 

of id e a l i s m  and h u m a n is t ic  s e n t im e n t  in E u ro p e  and A m e r ic a  w hich  has  

com e to  be known as  th e  R om antic  M ovem ent. The la t t e r ,  of c o u rs e ,  

h a s  been  v a r io u s ly  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  a r e a c t io n  to the e x c e s s iv e  m a t e r i a l 

i s m  of the F r e n c h  and S c o t t ish  p h i lo s o p h e rs ,  a c o r r e c t iv e  to the  s te r i le  

r a t io n a l i s m  of the P r o te s t a n t  theo logy , a s  an e x p re s s io n  of the l i b e r a 

t io n  of the in d iv id u a l s p i r i t  f r o m  c e n tu r ie s  of c la s s  s t r a t i f ic a t io n ,  and 

a s  a n a tu ra l  in te l le c tu a l  co n seq u en ce  of the  co llap se  of the  old so c ia l  

and econom ic  o r d e r  in the r i s e  of the m ach ine  age. Yet w h a te v e r  the 

e m p h a s is  one p r e f e r s  to  give th e  R om antic  M ovem ent, w h e th e r  it is  seen  

a s  the  em o tio n a l  and in te l le c tu a l  p re p a ra t io n  fo r  the  m id - c e n tu r y  re v o lu 

t io n s  w hich  sw ept E u ro p e  and A m e r ic a ,  o r  is  in te r p r e te d  a s  the re a w a k 

ening  of m a n 's  a p p re c ia t io n  of the  m y s t e r y  of life in the face  of advancing 

technology  and  s c ie n c e ,  th e r e  is co m m o n  a g re e m e n t  tha t it had  an effect 

w hich  d r a m a t ic a l ly  shaped  the  c u l tu re  of W es te rn  so c ie ty  du rin g  the f i r s t  

t h r e e  q u a r t e r s  of the  N in e teen th  C en tu ry  and con tinues  to have  r a m i f i c a 

t io n s  in the p r e s e n t  day, p a r t i c u la r ly  in the  in te rp re ta t io n  i t  p laced  upon 

n a tu re .

In one w ay  o r  a n o th e r  m o s t  of the  spec if ic  r e f o r m s  in  m o d e rn

so c ie ty  — r a c i a l  equ a li ty ,  ju s t ic e  f o r  w om en , an end to  ex p lo i ta t io n  of

la b o r ,  econom ic  r e f o r m ,  expanding  su f f ra g e ,  n a tio n a l s e l f -d e te rm in a t io n ,

c r im in a l  r e h a b i l i t a t io n —w e re  g iven  im p e tu s  in the  thinking of the 

Rom antic  e r a .  Out of the  id e a l i s m  w hich  it p ro m o ted  cam e  so m e  of the
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m o s t  im p o r tan t  p o l i t ic a l  and s o c ia l  m o v e m e n ts  of the re c e n t  p a s t  and 

p re s e n t .  The C h r is t ia n  S o c ia l i s t s ,  r e p r e s e n te d  in  A m e r ic a  by 

W ill iam  H en ry  Channing , the  F a b ia n s  of E ngland , a whole g e n re  of 

Utopian sp ec u la t io n s ,  p h i lo so p h ic a l  a n a r c h i s m  in the  m ood of Count 

T o ls toy , R ad ica l  R ep u b l ica n ism , the  v a r io u s  m o v e m e n ts  fo r  na tiona l 

s e l f -d e te r m in a t io n ,  e s p e c ia l ly  th a t  led  by Gandhi in  India , the  b ra n c h es  

of id e a l i s m  w hich  led off of H e g e l ’s id e a s  of the  s ta te  w hich  m u s t  inc lude  

som e a s p e c ts  of M a rx ia n  c o m m u n is m  a s  w e ll  a s  G e rm a n  and I ta lian  

f a s c i s m ,  the  kind of th ink ing  w h ich  led  to  the  N u re m b e rg  W a r  C r im e s  

t r i a l s  and to the  m o re  r e c e n t  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  co n ce rn in g  c iv i l  r igh ts  

and the V ie tn am  w a r ,  c a n  a l l  be  s e e n  in w e l l -d e v e lo p e d  f o r m  in  the 

R om antic  M ovem ent. I t  w as  w o r ld -w id e ,  and it  w as  p e rv a s iv e .  It had 

not com e to fu ll  pow er qu ick ly , but had grow n o v e r  a p e r io d  of c e n tu r ie s ,  

and  r e ta in s  v e s t ig ia l  life  in  the  p r e s e n t  day . T h o re a u  w as  a  ch ild  of the  

R om antic  e r a ,  and  d e a l t  u n d e rs ta n d in g ly  w ith  the  m a jo r  p ro b le m  of the 

R om antic  view of n a tu re ,  th a t  i s ,  the  n e c e s s i ty  to  d i f f e r e n t ia te  c a r e 

fu lly  and to  m a in ta in  a  p e r s p e c t iv e  be tw een  fac t and t ru th ,  the  object

2
and hum an  re f le c t io n  upon the  o b jec t .

The R om antic  M ovem en t w as  s t im u la te d  by a r e d i s c o v e r y  of 

P la to n ic  id e a l i s m .  Of c o u r s e ,  " r e a l i s m "  o r  id e a l i s m  had a lw ays  been  

one of the  m a jo r  s t r a in s  of thought in W e s te rn  c u l tu re .  T he G re ek  

m y s te r y  r e l ig io n s ,  P y th a g o ra s ,  th e  N e o - P la to n is t s ,  and S to ics  had 

c a r r i e d  the  concep t to Rome w h e re  it  w as  a s s im i la te d  in  th e  ph ilo -
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Sophie foundations of the  Roman law and th ro u g h  tha t m e d iu m  sp re a d  

th roughou t the Roman w o rld .  The e a r ly  C h r i s t i a n  c h u rc h  adopted 

in ta c t  m u ch  of the  o th e rw o r ld l in e s s  of a n c ien t  id e a l i s m  to su p p o rt  i ts  

t r i n i t a r i a n  theology that inc luded  the  m y s te r y  of a  u n i ta ry  godhead, and 

m ad e  use  of the  d u a l ism  im p lic i t  in  i d e a l i s m  to  ju s t i fy  i ts  own ra d ic a l  

s e p a ra t io n  betw een m a t t e r  and s p i r i t .  A long w ith  th e se  id e a s  the 

c h u rc h  accep ted  th e  P la ton ic  view th a t  th e  s ta te  e x is t s  a s  an  i d e a l f o r m  

and i t s  p ro p e r  use  in  the  w orld  is  to c r e a t e  the  conditions  of the  good 

life . G rad u a l ly  P la to n ic  id e a l i s m  b e ca m e  a k e y s to n e  in  the  ph ilosophic  

foundation  of the  R om an Catholic  fa ith .  I d e a l i s m  in  the  P la to n ic  vein  

w as  so  deep ly  in g ra in e d  in  the  m e n ta l  h a b i ts  of E u ro p e  th a t  by the  t im e  

of the  R efo rm a tio n  id e a l i s m  re m a in ed  a n o r m a l  m e n ta l  p o s tu re  even  in 

P r o te s t a n t  a r e a s .  N on-C atho lic  a r e a s  such  a s  England and the  G e rm a n  

s t a t e s ,  continued  to  e x p re s s  the  s e n s e  of m y s t e r y  and m a je s ty  of the 

n o n - m a te r i a l  w o rld  in the  poe try , ep ic  fo lk lo re ,  ph ilosoph ic  s p ec u la t io n s ,  

and in  t h e i r  th e o r i e s  of p o l i t ic a l  le g i t im a c y .  N a tu ra l  law, in the  sen se  of 

an  in b o rn  facu lty  in m an  w hich  allow  h im  th ro u g h  righ t r e a s o n  to  know 

th e  law s of n a tu re  w illed  by God, w as a c o m m o n p lace  and w e l l - a c c e p te d  

a rg u m e n t  to  w hich  a  su c c e ss fu l  ap p ea l w as  p o s s ib le  a g a in s t  a lm o s t  any 

a d v e r s a r y .  The P la to n ic  a ssu m p tio n  of an u l t im a te  un ity  of a l l  th ings 

w hich  C h r is t ia n i ty  had  adopted p rov ided  the  b r id g e  be tw een  fac t  and value  

upon w hich  the  n a tu ra l  law th e o ry  depended . T h is  in  t u r n  su p p o rted  th e  

o rg a n ic  th e o ry  of so c ie ty  upon w hich  both  s e c u l a r  and c l e r i c a l  r u l e r s
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depended  fo r  the va lid ity  of t h e i r  c la im s  to pow er.

R efo rm a tio n  l i t e r a tu r e  and p o e try  continued  to c a r r y  a  th re a d  of 

m y s t i c i s m  and id e a l ism ,  but in  ph ilosophy n ew er  thoughts  w e re  b eg in 

ning to  m ake th e i r  fo rce  fe lt .  Sc ience  and the  m ethod  of s c ie n c e  dealt  

w i th  the  c o n c re te  and o b s e rv a b le ,  and only m a te r i a l  o b je c ts  len t th e m 

s e lv e s  to the dem ands  of the  sc ien tif ic  m ethod . M a te r ia l i s m ,  supported  

by the  em erg in g  philosophy of s c ie n c e ,  began to m ake  te l l in g  a rg u m e n ts  

a g a in s t  the o ld e r  a s su m p tio n s  of the th eo lo g ian s .  F r a n c i s  Bacon, John  

L o ck e , David H um e, and o th e r s  m ad e  m a te r i a l i s m  de r ig u e u r  fo r  m o s t  

r e l ig io u s  and p o li t ic a l  ph ilo soph ies  in  the P r o te s ta n t  c o u n t r ie s .  How

e v e r ,  id e a l ism  w as  too deep ly  in g ra in ed  to  be c o m p le te ly  e r a s e d  even  

though  te m p o ra r i ly  o v e rw h e lm ed  by the  sp ecu la t iv e  b u t t r e s s in g  of the 

P r o te s ta n t  R efo rm ation . A s E m e r s o n  sa id  in  "The T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t ,  "

T h is  way of th inking , fa ll ing  on Rom an t im e s ,  m ade  Stoic 
p h i lo so p h e rs ;  fa lling  on d e sp o tic  t im e s ,  m ad e  p a t r io t  C atos  
and B ru tu se s ;  fa lling  on s u p e r s t i t io u s  t im e s ,  m ade  p ro p h e ts  
and ap o s t le s ;  on popish  t im e s ,  m ad e  p ro te s ta n t s  and a sc e t ic  
m o n k s ,  p r e a c h e r s  of F a i th  a g a in s t  p r e a c h e r s  of W o rk s ;  on 
p re la t ic a l  t im e s ,  m ade  P u r i t a n s  and  Q u ak e rs ;  and fa l l in g  on 
U n ita r ian  and c o m m e rc ia l  t^m es ,  m a k e s  the p e c u l ia r  sh ad es  
of Id e a l ism  w hich  we know.

E m e r s o n  w as  c o r r e c t  about the  s p i r i t  of the id e a l i s t s ,  but o v e r  

g e n e ra l iz e d  about th e  te c h n ic a l i t ie s  of ph ilo so p h ica l sp e c u la t io n  upon 

w h ich  th e se  v a r io u s  ex am p les  b a se d  th e i r  thoughts . W h e th e r  t e c h n i 

c a l ly  re la te d  in philosophic  t e r m s  o r  s en t im en ta l ly  a l l ie d  to  the  t e m p e r  

of id e a l i s m ,  m u ch  of E u ro p ea n  thought in  the  p o s t -R e fo rm a t io n  e r a
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r e ta in e d  id e a l i s m  a s  a m e n ta l  habit in  m o re  than  v e s t ig ia l  fo rm .  E v en  

in  the  p e r io d  of en lig h ten m en t during w hich the  s u p e r s t i t io u s  e m b e l l i s h 

m e n ts  m ad e  by c l e r i c s  w e re  being d is c a rd e d  w ith  a v eh em en ce  w hich  

te n d ed  to  d is c r e d i t  id e a l i s m  a s  a va lid  p h ilo so p h ica l  o r  p sy ch o lo g ica l  

a p p ro a c h  to re a l i ty ,  i t  su rv iv e d .

P e r h a p s  the  m o s t  c o m p le te  e x p re s s io n  of Id e a l i s m  app lied  to 

s o c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  thought ou ts id e  of the R om an Catholic  C hurch  

p r i o r  to  the  F r e n c h  R evolu tion  w as con ta in ed  in  the  w r i t in g s  of J e a n -  

J a c q u e s  R ousseau , w hich in so m e  r e s p e c ts  a r e  so s im i l a r  to  T h o reau ^s  

w o rk s  tha t  he h a s  b een  c a l le d  an  A m e r ic a n  Rousseau.*^ Some m igh t 

r a i s e  s e r io u s  q u es t io n s  a s  to  w h e th e r  R o u sseau  w as  an Id e a l is t  a t  a l l ,  

but w h a te v e r  the  c a s e  of h is  own pos it ion , he  profoundly  in f luenced  l a t e r  

th in k e r s  who a r e  in d isp u tab ly  ca l led  Id e a l i s t s .

N e i th e r  m an  w as  p a r t i c u la r ly  ap pea ling  in  som e of h is  p e r s o n a l i ty

q u i r k s ,  and both s e e m  to hav e  been  c r e a t u r e s  of em otion  m o re  than

in te l le c t .  P e r s o n s  who w ish  to  be unkind could say  of e i th e r  one what

G eo rg e  Sabine w ro te  of R ousseau :

By in c l in a t io n  he  w as  p a r a s i t i c  and d u r in g  c o n s id e ra b le  p e r io d s  
he  l ived  in a  s ta te  of s e m i-d e p e n d e n c e ,  but he could n e v e r  a c c e p t  
dependence  g ra c e fu l ly .  In s te ad  he built a ro u n d  h im s e l f  a  m y th  of 
p se u d o -S to ic ism  and f ic t i t io u s  s e l f - su f f ic ie n c y ,  w hich  e x p re s s e d  
i t s e l f  m o s t  de fin ite ly  in  su sp ic io n  of th o s e  who t r i e d  to b e f r ie n d
h im . 5

R ousseau^s thought h a s  a t  le a s t  two p h a se s :  the  f i r s t  i s  a r e la t iv e ly  

in d iv id u a l is t ic  p o s i t io n  following L o ck e ian  a s s u m p tio n s ,  a s  in  h is  P i s -
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c o u r s  s u r  l ' In e^ a li te^  in  w hich  he p re s e n te d  a d e ta i led ,  if n a iv e ,  

d e s c r ip t i o n  of m an  in  th e  n a tu r a l  s ta te  u n e n cu m b e re d  by the  s o c ia l  and 

c iv ic  reg u la t io n s  th a t  m a r k  the  p re s e n t  c u l tu r a l  s tage  of m ank ind ; the  

s ec o n d  is  a c o l le c t iv is t ic  p o s i t io n  b ased  upon a G re e k  fee ling  f o r  the  

c o m m u n ity  a s  the m i l ie u  of c i t iz e n s h ip  w ithout w hich m ank ind  i s  not 

w h o lly  m an . ^

B oth R o u sseau  and T h o re a u  fe lt  a s e n s e  of d iv is ion  and f r a g m e n 

ta t io n  in  hu m an  life , and it w as  th e i r  a im  to  r e e s ta b l i s h  a s e n s e  of

7
u n i ty  in  the  h u m an  psy ch e . W hile n a tu re  w as  a com m on  re fu g e  fo r  

bo th  T h o re a u  a t te m p ted  to  a ch iev e  a p a n th e is t ic  fus ion  of the  in d iv id u a l  

m a n  into th e  n a tu re  of w h ich  h e  is  an  u n s e v e re d  p iece ,  w h e r e a s  R o u sseau  

sough t the  co m p le te  s o c ia l iz a t io n  of m an  by in s is t in g  tha t i t  i s  in  a c o m 

m u n i ty  of o th e r  hum an  be ings  w hose  w il ls  a r e  fused  into a  po li ty  r a t h e r

Q
th a n  in  the  m a t r ix  of n a tu re  th a t  m a n  b e c o m e s  a whole p e r s o n a l i ty .

B oth  found re a so n s  fo r  holding v iew s of e x t r e m e  in d iv id u a lism , but

en d ed  th e i r  l iv es  o ffe ring  apologies fo r  u s in g  m en  a s  m ean s  r a t h e r  than

e n d s .  To th is  m uch  th e y  a g re e d :  th a t  in  a  s ta te  of n a tu re  m a n  i s  an

a n im a l  w hose b eh av io r  i s  d ic ta ted  by in s t in c t ,  and a s  such  is  n e i th e r

9
v ic io u s  n o r  m o ra l ;  tha t  m e r e  l ik e n e s s  c r e a t e s  no bond be tw een  in d i 

v id u a ls ,  but such bonds a r e  c r e a t e d  by a f f in i t ie s  of language, i n t e r e s t ,  

w e l l -b e in g  and c u l tu ra l  v a lu es ;  th a t  if t h e r e  is  such  a  thing a s  a  g e n e r a l  

h u m a n  fam ily  it a r i s e s  f r o m  the  l i t t le  f a m i l ie s  and c o m m u n it ie s  of 

f a m i l i e s  w hich  m en  in s t in c t iv e ly  fo rm ;  and th a t  ob liga tion  m u s t  be
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v o lit io n a l.  T h e re  a r e  s im i l a r i t i e s  in t h e i r  co m m o n  p r e f e r e n c e s  fo r  

s m a l l  s c a le  c o m m u n i t ie s ,  d i s t r u s t  of the  p sy ch o lo g ica l  e ffect of p r iv a te  

p ro p e r ty ,  and o th e r  d e ta i l s  of fo rm .

But a m o r e  fu n d a m e n ta l  s im i la r i ty  i s  r e l a t e d  to the  ro le  of w il l  

p layed  in  each  m a n 's  thought. What P a t r i c k  R iley  w ro te  of R o u sse a u  

ho lds  fo r  T h o re a u  in  th e  p o l i t ic a l  p r in c ip le s  w h ich  they  t r i e d  to  e s t a b 

lish ;  " that w il l  is  not enough, th a t  p e r fe c t  polity  a lone is  not enough, 

tha t  w i l l  m u s t  be united  to  p e rfec t io n ,  and  th a t  p e r fe c t io n  m u s t  be the  

s ta n d a rd  of w hat is  w illed] '^  ^

It is  on the  c r u c i a l  i s s u e  of w ill,  h o w e v e r ,  tha t the  two m u s t  be 

c l e a r ly  d iv ided  in to  s e p a r a te  c am p s .  T h o re a u ,  a s  w ill  be s e e n  in  the  

c h a p te r s  on the  n a tu re  of m a n  and the  n a tu re  of so c ie ty ,  b e l ie v ed  f i r m ly  

tha t  w i l l  is  an  in d iv id u a l  c ap a c i ty  of w hich  in s t i tu t io n s ,  g ro u p s ,  o r  

c o m m u n it ie s  a r e  in cap ab le ;  R o u sseau  s e e m s  to  a c c o rd  the  c ap a c i ty  of 

w ill  to  c o r p o r a te  b o d ie s .   ̂  ̂ A s R iley  po in ts  out, T h o reau  had th e  b e t t e r  

lo g ic a l  po s it io n .

F o r ,  s t r i c t l y  sp eak ing , the  id ea  of g e n e r a l  w ill  is  an  im p o s s i 
b i l i ty ;  the  id e a s  of g e n e ra l i ty ,  and of w i l l  a r e  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e .
W ill, w h a te v e r  i t s  c ru d i ty  a s  a  p sy ch o lo g ica l  c o n s t ru c t ,  i s  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  a concep t of in d iv id u a li ty ,  of p a r t i c u la r l i ty ,  
and  i t  i s  only  m e ta p h o r ic a l ly  tha t  one c a n  sp e a k  of w ill  as  
" g e n e ra l .  " ^

But, one m u s t  a l so  re c o g n iz e  tha t i t  is  the  ro le  of the w ill,  w h ich  is  

a s s o c ia te d  w ith  the  a ffec t iv e  s e n s e s  r a t h e r  th a n  w ith  ra t io n a l  in te l le c tu a l  

p r o c e s s e s ,  th a t  g iv es  a c e r t a in  s im i la r i ty  to  m an y  of the  p o l i t ic a l
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p o s i t io n s  tak en  by the  two. T h e ir  i r r a t i o n a l i s m  w as jo ined  to  a c e r t a in  

a n t i - in te l l e c tu a l i s m  and a n t i - h i s to r i c i s m  w h ich  followed a s  co n co m itan ts  

to t h e i r  view  of the  n a tu r a l  s ta te  of m an  w hose  m otive  fo rc e  is  in s t in c t ,  

not r e a so n .  It is  m a n 's  in s t in c t ,  s h a re d  by  a l l  b eca u se  of the  b io lo g ica l  

fa c t  th a t  they  a r e  m en , w h ich  a llow s R o u sseau  to d e c la re  tha t th e r e  is  

a G e n e ra l  W ill w h ich  a r i s e s  f ro m  the p a r t i e s  to  a so c ia l  c o n t ra c t  to 

w h ich  a l l  m e m b e r s  in s t in c t iv e ly  a g re e  e v en  though the o p e ra t io n  of the  

a r t i f i c i a l  p r o c e s s  c a l le d  r e a s o n  m ay  delude som e ind iv idua ls  in to  th in k 

ing th a t  they  a r e  opposed  to  the  G e n e ra l  W ill. It should be noted  that 

R o u sse a u  beg ins  w ith  in d iv id u a ls  capab le  of independent w il l  and  m o v es  

to a  unifying id e a l  w hich  is  a b so lu te  and u n d e rs to o d  only th ro u g h  fee ling  

and em otion . This  i s  an  e le m e n t  w hich  s t r i k e s  a m o re  fu n d am en ta l  

a g r e e m e n t  w ith  T h o r e a u 's  f in a l  p os it ion  than  th e  m o re  obvious s u p e r 

f ic ia l  a g re e m e n t  be tw een  the two in  t h e i r  p r e fe re n c e  fo r  p a s to r a l  s im p l i 

c ity . F o r  in s ta n c e ,  the  ro le  of the  h e ro  in  T h o re a u  h a s  a c o r r e s p o n d 

ence  to  the  " g re a t  l e g i s l a t o r "  w hich R o u sseau  d is c u s se d  in  Le C o n tra t  

Socia l.

H o w ev er ,  the  a b s o lu te n e s s  of h e ro ic  w il l  r e la te s  im m e d ia te ly  to 

t r a n s c e n d e n t  v a lu e s  in  T h o re a u ,  w hile  the  g r e a t  l e g i s l a to r  of R ou sseau ,  

being  h im s e l f  c o n s t r a in e d  by the v a lu es  of the  com m unity , h a s  l im i ta t io n s  

w hich  a r e  not r e q u i re d  by T h o r e a u 's  s im p le r  eg o ism . The c e n t r a l  p lace  

of vo li t ion  a s  the  so u rc e  of ob liga tion  is  c l e a r e r  in  T h o re a u  b eca u se  

in d iv id u a l  w il l  is  l e s s  confined . R iley  su g g e s ts  tha t  R o u sseau  la c k s  a



115

co n cep tio n  of a p o li t ic a l  m o r a l i ty  of the  co m m on  good as  a so u rc e  of

p o l i t ic a l  c o h es io n  and tha t the  g r e a t  le g i s la to r ,  th ro u g h  p e rsu a s io n

and r e l ig io u s  d e v ice s ,  r e m e d ie s  th e  d efec t of a  com m on-good  m o ra l i ty

by b r in g in g  w il l  in to  co n fo rm ity  w ith  " r e a s o n "  and ge tting  ind iv idua ls

13to  w ill  so m eth in g  like  such  a  m o r a l i ty  would r e q u i r e .  T h o re a u 's  

h e ro ,  on  th e  o th e r  hand, i s  the  em b o d im en t of m o r a l  ac tion , whose 

ex am p le  of the good is  su ffic ien t to  c o m p e l m en  of good will, and who 

is  p r e p a r e d  to confound by fo rc e  th o se  of i l l  w ill .  The g e n e ra l  te m p e r  

of the tw o w as  s im i l a r  in hold ing  th a t  no m a n  can  be m ade  sub jec t 

w ithout h is  c o n sen t ,  they bo th  a s s e r t e d  tha t th e r e  a r e  va lues  which 

co m p el c o n sen t .

N e i th e r  T h o re a u  n o r  R o u sse au  f ina lly  re so lv e  the  p ro b le m  of 

p o l i t ic a l  o b lig a tio n  w hich a s k s  why one is  duty bound to  obey a so c ia l  

o r d e r  th a t  one does  not choose  fo r  h im s e l f  and tha t hap p en s  a t t im e s  

to  v io la te  h is  r e a s o n  and c o n sc ie n ce .  One re a s o n  why they  w e re  unable 

to  do so is  b eca u se  p e rh ap s  only a  philosophy  of r e a s o n  can  give a c o m 

pelling  a n s w e r ,  and n e i th e r  h a s  a  ph ilosophy of r e a s o n  ava ilab le  to h im . 

T h o re a u  m a y  be som ew hat m o re  in  a  d e fen s ib le  po s it io n ,  how ever, in 

th a t  he  h a d  a  psycho log ica l  b a s i s  f o r  obligation  th a t  R o u sseau  seem in g ly  

lacked ; One h a s  a  duty to  h im s e l f  to  fu lf i l l  h is  own p e r s o n a l i ty  p o ten tia l  

a c c o rd in g  to  the  in s p i r a t io n  of h is  c o n sc ie n c e ,  and m u s t  a c t  upon the 

o b lig a tio n  a r i s in g  f ro m  in te r n a l  n e c e s s i ty .  On the  o th e r  hand, if  c r i t i c s  

such  a s  R iley  and Sabine a r e  c o r r e c t  in  th e i r  a s s e s s m e n t ,  R ousseau  had
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only the fo rc e  of com m unity  w ith  n e i th e r  the psychology n o r  ph ilosophy 

to  prov ide  the  ought.

The i r r a t i o n a l i s m  which c le a r ly  i s  a p a r t  of the  s o c ia l  and p o l i t i 

c a l  thought of both m en  is  in h e re n t  in  th e i r  re l ia n c e  upon w il l ,  and the 

po ten tia l  f o r  to t a l i t a r i a n  va lues  in bo th  s te m s  a t  le a s t  p a r t ly  f r o m  th e i r  

fa i th  in the  a ffec t iv e  r a th e r  than  the  cognitive  a t t r ib u te s  of m an . A s a 

p r a c t i c a l  m a t t e r ,  a  w e ll  d isc ip l in ed  m in o r i ty  convinced  of t h e i r  own 

in s p i r a t io n  who a r e  m e n  of a c t io n  and who th ink  w ith  th e i r  b lood p rov ides  

a n  adequate  v eh ic le  un d e r  e i th e r  s y s te m  of thought f o r  p o l i t ic a l  d eom ina -  

t io n  in  the n am e  of the " g e n e ra l  w i l l "  o r  the "h e ro .  " In th e  one c a s e  it  

le ad s  to  the F r e n c h  Revolution and h o lo cau s t ,  in  the o th e r  to  O ssaw a to m ie  

and H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y ,  o r  p o ss ib ly  to th e  cu lt  of p e rs o n a l i ty  a s  w ith  H i t le r ,  

S ta lin , o r  M ao. The affin ity  b e tw een  R o u sseau  the  s o c ia l  a b so lu t is t  and 

T h o rea u  the  in d iv id u a lis t  a b so lu t is t  is  p r e c i s e ly  th is ;  L a  Volonté^

Ge*neral—to u jo u rs  d r o i t e ; h e ro ic  c o n s c io u s n e s s —alw ays right.'

A lthough T h o re a u  is  often p ic tu re d  as  the  in d iv id u a l is t  p a r  e x c e l 

lence  and th e  p ro to ty p e  of the s u b je c t iv is t  a n a r c h is t ,  the  f in a l  p o s it io n s  

w hich  he adop ted  c lo se ly  p a r a l le l  R o u ss e a u 's  thought in  c e r t a in  a s s u m p 

tio n s  tha t  a r e  m a d e .  R ousseau  began  that type of m e ta p h y s ic a l  s p e c u 

la t io n  about th e  g e n e r a l  w ill  tha t w as  a  p ro m in en t  c o n c e rn  in the  so c ia l  

th e o r ie s  of the  N ine teen th  C en tu ry  ph ilo so p h ica l  id e a l i s t s  and w hich  w as 

profoundly  im p o r ta n t  to the dev e lo p m en t of the p o l i t ic a l  thought which
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developed  in  the R om antic  age , and p a r t i c u la r ly  in  the id e as  which 

T h o re a u  took  f r o m  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i sm .

A s Sabine h a s  pointed out, R o u sseau  had  a  d i re c t  influence on 

Im m an u e l  K ant by im p r e s s in g  h im  w ith  the s u r p a s s in g  value  of m o r a l  

w i l l  a s  c o m p a re d  w ith  sc ien tif ic  inqu iry  o r  m e r e  in te l le c tu a liz in g . ^^

Ralph Waldo E m e r s o n ,  the sp o k esm an  fo r  A m e r ic a n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  

and  fo r  H en ry  T h o re a u  during  the e a r ly  and m id d le  p e r io d s  of h is  life, 

c r e d i te d  K ant w ith  the  nam e of the fo rm  of I d e a l i s m  which T r a n s c e n d e n t 

a l i s m  followed both in its  p h ilo soph ica l p e r s p e c t iv e  and e th ic a l  s t ru c tu re .^ ^  

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  w as  not, how ever, c o m m it te d  to  any s y s te m  of thought 

a s  E m e r s o n  w as at pa in s  to  m ake  c l e a r ,  and w a s  th e r e f o r e  f r e e  to a p p r o 

p r ia te  only th a t  p a r t  of any p rev io u s  thought, includ ing  K a n t 's ,  a s  m igh t 

su it  t h e i r  v iew poin t. T h o r e a u 's  i n t e r e s t s  w e re  l e s s  ph ilo soph ica l than  

E m e r s o n 's ,  but he a p p e a r s  to have followed the g e n e r a l  ou tlines  of T r a n 

sce n d e n ta l  thought a s  in te rp re te d  by E m e r s o n  d u r in g  the g r e a t e r  p a r t  of 

h is  adult life . H ow ever, ju s t  a s  E m e r s o n  w as e c le c t ic  in the s e le c t io n  of 

id eas  fo r  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m ,  so T h o re a u  p ick ed  and chose  fo r  the id eas  

w hich  fo r m e d  h is  p e r s o n a l  view of the  w o r ld .

The in d iv id u a l ism  in h e re n t  in the  thought of such  P r o te s ta n t  f ig u re s  

a s  John  Knox and M a r t in  L u th e r  n a tu ra l ly  a p p ea led  to T h o re a u 's  t e m p e r a 

m en t.  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  and H enry  T h o re a u  w e re  co m fo rtab le  w ith  a 

m o r a l  a to m is m  w hich  a llow ed  m en  a conv ic tion  of t r u th  req u ir in g  no
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a u th o r i ty  beyond fa i th  in th e i r  in d iv id u a l re v e la t io n  and m e n ta l  p r o 

c e s s e s .  H o w ev e r ,  th e o lo g ica l  in d iv id u a l ism  had e n co u rag e d  a  p o l i t i 

c a l  in d iv id u a l is m  in  E u ro p e  following the R efo rm a tio n  th a t  had loosened  

the  o ld e r  t i e s  of co m m u n ity  and re c e iv e d  v a lu es .  R o u sse au  in  one way 

and Kant in  a n o th e r  had  a t te m p te d  to  r e in t ro d u c e  a  s ta n d a rd  upon w hich  

both  a  m o r a l  code  and a  p o l i t ic a l  s y s te m  could be built. T h is  involved 

a c o m p ro m is e ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  a p a ra d o x ic a l  ap p ro a ch  to  the  q u e s t io n  of 

in d iv id u a l au to n o m y  w hich, a s  we sh a l l  s ee ,  a lso  faced  T h o re a u  in  the  

t r a n s i t io n  f r o m  h is  days  a s  a T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t  to th e  p e r io d  of the 

B ro w n  e s s a y s .

K a n t 's  s y s t e m  tu rn e d  the  m o r a l  t r i c k  of e s ta b l ish in g  a  s tan d a rd  

of b eh av io r  and  p rov id ing  the  m e a n s  of u n iv e rsa l iz in g  an  a c t  of m o r a l  

w il l  th ro u g h  w h a t he  c a l led  the  C a te g o r ic a l  Im p e ra t iv e .  E s s e n t i a l ly  

a r e s ta te m e n t  of the  Golden Rule, Kant a s s e r t e d  an  in tu i t iv e  b a s is  fo r  

e ach  p e r s o n  to  m e a s u r e  m o ra l i ty  by the d e g re e  to  w hich  h is  ac tio n  m igh t 

be ex tended  to  a  u n iv e r s a l  p r in c ip le .  K a n t 's  e th ic a l  p o s i t io n  re s t in g  on 

in tu it ive  f o r m s  in n a te  in  m an  a p p ea led  s t ro n g ly  to  the  A m e r ic a n  T r a n -  

s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  b e c a u s e  it r e ta in e d  a s t ro n g  f la v o r  of in d iv id u a l ism  in  a 

f r e e  m o r a l  w i l l  th a t  i s  both o b jec t iv e  and g e n e ra l ,  y e t  c ap ab le  of f o s t e r 

ing a deep s e n s e  of h u m an  com m unity .

F r o m  K an t the  a n t i - U t i l i t a r i a n  b ias  in  T h o r e a u 's  id e a l i s m  can  be 

t r a c e d .  M o re o v e r ,  T h o rea u  s h a r e d  the  P r o te s t a n t  t e m p e r  of Kant 

w hich  ho lds  du ty  r a t h e r  than  h a p p in e s s  to  be the  p ro p e r  p e r s o n a l  o b je c 
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t iv e  of the m o r a l  ind iv idual. To a s s o c ia te  du ty  w ith  the seem in g ly  

u n am b it io u s  and u n d isc ip l in ed  T h o re a u  m a y  s e e m  m a la p ro p o s ,  but not 

w hen  the defin it ion  of duty is  c a re fu l ly  d raw n . If duty is a su b jec t iv e  

o b lig a tio n  tak en  upon o n e se lf  to  obey the m o r a l  d ic ta te s  of h is  c o n 

s c ie n c e  guided by r a t io n a l  m a x im s  and in tu i t io n ,  then  duty b e g e ts  ju s t i c e  

and  ju s t i c e  beg e ts  co n ten tm en t.  Using such  a defin ition , h ap p in ess  b e 

c o m e s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  p le a s u re  and a s  su ch  is  seen  a s  sen su a l ,  t r a n s i 

t o r y ,  s u p e r f ic ia l ,  and a fa lse  ob jec t ive  fo r  e i th e r  ind iv idua ls  o r  fo r  

g o v e rn m e n ts .  A c lo se  read in g  of A W eek o r  W ald en , both u sua lly  see n  

a s  c a r e - f r e e  accoun ts  of a  m an  enjoying n a tu r e ,  show that in T h o r e a u 's  

view an ind iv idua l who p u rs u e s  h a p p in ess  in  th is  s e n se  as h is  o b jec t ive  

b e c o m e s  g r o s s  and se n su a l ,  unable to  s e n s e  the  subtle  w h is p e r in g s  of 

th e  O v e rs o u l  b e cau se  the  ch an n e ls  of c o n s c io u s n e s s  have been  g lu tted  

and  num bed  by a c o n c e rn  fo r  the m a te r i a l  r a t h e r  than  the ideal. F u r t h e r 

m o r e ,  w hen a g o v e rn m en t seek s  to  e n s u r e  the h ap p in ess  of its  c i t iz e n s  

r a t h e r  th an  to  e s ta b l i s h  ju s t ic e  ( ju s t ice  would r e q u i r e  one to e a r n  h is  

own co n ten tm en t) ,  it is  an  a u d ac io u s  g o v e rn m e n t ,  ty ra n n ic a l  and d e sp o t ic .  

A s Kant w ro te  and T h o re a u  would have a g re e d :

No one has  a  r ig h t  to co m p e l m e to  be happy in the p a r t i c u 
l a r  way in w hich  he m ay  th ink  of w e l l -b e in g  of o th e r  men; but 
ev e ry o n e  is  en ti t le d  to seek  h is  own h a p p in e s s  in  the way tha t 
s e e m s  to h im  b es t ,  if i t  does not in fr inge  on the  l ib e r ty  of o th e r s  
in s t r iv in g  a f t e r  a s i m i l a r  end fo r  th e m s e lv e s  w hen th e i r  L ib e r ty  
is in cap ab le  of c o n s is t in g  w ith  the Right of L ib e r ty  in a l l  o th e rs  
a c c o rd in g  to  p o ss ib le  u n iv e r s a l  law s. . . . Such a G overnm ent 
would be the  g r e a t e s t  co n ce iv ab le  d e sp o t i sm .
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If h a p p in e s s  is  a su b jec tiv e  condition th a t  h a s  l i t t le  to do w ith  the 

popu la r  defin ition  of h a p p in e s s ,  T h o reau  w as equ a lly  in s is te n t  tha t duty 

is  a su b jec tiv e  condition  a s  w e ll .  What i s  o r d in a r i ly  ca lled  duty by the 

s ta te  and o th e r  in s t i tu t io n s  he  saw as  nothing m o re  th a n  conventions a s  

u n su b s ta n t ia l  a s  the po p u la r  id ea  of h a p p in ess .  The K an tian  C a te g o r i 

c a l  Im p e ra t iv e  ex tends  su b jec t iv e  duty to  ob jec t iv e  b e h av io r  tow ard  

o th e r s .  I t is  an  in d iv id u a l ism  sk ir t in g  s o lo p s is m  by a h a i r ,  re s c u e d  at 

th e  b r in k  by duty and ju s t ic e .

K ant r e ta in e d  a philosophic  s e p a ra t io n  b e tw een  sc ien ce  and m o r a l s ,  

w ith  the E m e rs o n ia n  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  tru d g in g  along behind. This 

s e p a ra t io n  im p lie d  that s ince  sc ien ce  knows only a p p e a ra n c e s ,  th e re  is 

a n o th e r  m ethod  of knowing re a l i ty  and tha t  th e r e  is  a  r e a l i ty  beyond 

a p p e a ra n c e s .  T h o re a u  w a s  c l e a r ly  in  th is  t r a d i t io n ,  expecting  to find 

th e  h ig h e r  t r u t h  by i r r a t i o n a l  o r  n o n - ra t io n a l  w ays, by light of gen ius , by 

in tu it ion , and in  the w ill. K ant and T h o re a u  p laced  n a tu re  in  the  m id d le  

of th is  m y s te r y ,  believing th a t  th e r e  i s  a p o ten t ia l i ty  in  n a tu re  tha t w o rk s  

to  r e a l iz e  i t s e l f ,  th a t  th e re  is  a  m o r a l  p r o g r e s s  w h ich  in  the m o ra l  

s p h e r e  w o rk s  i t s e l f  out th ro u g h  the m u tu a l a n ta g o n ism s  am ong m en.

T he m o r a l  a b so lu t ism  w hich w as la ten t  in  th e  C a te g o r ic a l  I m p e r a 

t iv e  and in  the in tu itive  m ethod  which sh a rp ly  d is t in g u ish ed  betw een the 

p hen o m en a l w o r ld  sub jec t  to r e a s o n  and sc ie n c e  and the  w o rld  of the 

s p i r i t  su b jec t  to ind iv idua l m o r a l  w il l  s t ru c k  a re sp o n s iv e  cho rd  in 

T h o re a u .  He h ad  a lw ays fe l t  th e  d if fe ren ce  b e tw een  u n de rs tand ing  and
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know ledge, a fee ling  w hich led  h im  to  p re f e r  to  s tudy  b i r d s  and a n im a ls  

w hole  and living r a th e r  th a n  by d is s e c t io n  o r  a s  p ro d u c ts  of the  t a x i 

d e r m i s t ’s a r t .  This  m uch  of what R ousseau  and Kant co n tr ib u te d  to 

T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s m ,  T h o re a u  accep ted , and a c te d  upon in  h is  p o l i t ic a l  

conv ic tion .

T h o rea u  stopped sh o r t  of the po li t ica l  c o n c lu s io n s  Kant d rew , at

l e a s t  p a r t ly  b ecau se  he  w as not convinced  tha t  a d e s i r e  to p ro te c t  l ib e r ty

i s  the  r e a so n  fo r  the  e x is te n c e  of a u th o r i ty  u n d e r  the  san c tio n  of law.

T h ey  did a g re e ,  h ow ever , th a t  the  developm ent of hum an  p o w ers  a s  such

is  the  end of p ro g r e s s  and th a t  ju s t ic e  is  the m o r a l  im p e ra t iv e  to w hich

su b jec t iv e  duty le a d s .  Kant d e c la re d ,  "If ju s t ic e  p e r i s h e s  it is  of no

1 9v a lu e  any longer  tha t m en  live  on the e a r th ,  " and hoped by such  a 

s ta te m e n t  to b o ls te r  the  c a s e  fo r  leg i t im a te  g o v e rn m e n ta l  a u th o r i ty  

th ro u g h  law. T h o rea u  d e m u r r e d  th a t  the  s ta te  is not the  in fa ll ib le  

a r b i t e r  of ju s t ic e ,  but in  fac t  i s  quite  often the opposite .  The ru le  of law 

i s  a r t i f i c ia l ,  and although o r d e r  m igh t be the  r e s u l t  of a u th o r i ty  th ro u g h  

law , ju s t ic e  is  not a lw ays th e  r e s u l t .  "The law w il l  n e v e r  m ak e  m e n  

f r e e ;  it is  m en  who have got to  m ake  the law f r e e .

In em b rac in g  the h e ro  w o rsh ip  of John  B ro w n  and g lory ing  in the  

v io len t pu rga tion  of those  who s tand  in the  way of the  new m o r a l  r e v e l a 

t io n ,  T h o reau  in  effect ren o u n ced  the im p lic a t io n s  of the  C a te g o r ic a l  

I m p e ra t iv e .  In the  Brow n e s s a y s ,  T h o reau  s e e m s  to  su g g es t  tha t  

opponen ts  of the  in s p i re d  h e r o  m a y  be c o n s id e re d  a s  m e an s  a t the  d i s -
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p o sa i  of e v il ,  and  th e r e f o r e  ex em p ted  f r o m  th e  re q u i re m e n t  to  t r e a t  a l l

m en  a s  e n d s .  If fa c t ,  the  h e ro  h im s e l f  m ig h t  be  c o n s id e re d  a m e a n s

em ployed  by the  O v e rso u l ,  a to o l  of h i s to r y  and a c ip h e r  in  th e  d es ig n

being  woven by th e  e m e rg in g  im m a n e n t  A b so lu te .  While Kant b e liev ed

in  an  a r i s t o c r a c y  of ab il i ty ,  he n e v e r  he ld  th a t  th e r e  is  a  q u a li ta t iv e

21d if fe ren c e  am ong  m e n ,  w hich  is  the  roo t of T h o r e a u 's  th e o ry  of the 

h e ro .  T h o r e a u  re je c te d  K an tian  r e v e re n c e  fo r  the  a u th o r i ty  of the  

s ta t e ,  but a c c e p te d  an even m o re  o n e ro u s  and in s is te n t  a b s o lu t i s m  

w h ich  fa i led  at the  l a s t  to  p r e s e r v e  the  p ro te c t io n s  of the  C a te g o r ia l  

Im p e ra t iv e .

N e v e r th e le s s ,  the  p h ilo so p h ica l  in f lu en ce  of Kant upon T h o r e a u  

w as  g r e a t e r  th a n  th a t  of o th e r  G e rm a n  I d e a l i s t s .  O th e rs  of the  T r a n 

s c e n d e n ta l i s t  c i r c l e  w e re  ta k en  w ith  the  sp e c u la t io n s  of F ic h te  who had 

e m p h a s iz e d  th e  so c ia l  in te rc o n n e c t io n s  a r i s in g  f r o m  the c o n s c io u s n e s s  

in h e re n t  in  e v e r y  f r e e  ind iv idua l w ill ,  th a t  e a c h  m a n 's  f r e e d o m  i s  

l im i te d  by the  f r e e d o m  of o th e r s .  The s o c i a l i s t s  and a s s o c ia t i o n i s t s  

am o n g  A m e r ic a n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  fo llow ed th i s  t r a i n  of G e rm a n  

Id e a l i s t  though t,  leav ing  T h o re a u  to b ro o d  o v e r  a  m o re  e x t r e m e  po s it io n  

of in d iv id u a l ism .  T h o r e a u 's  in d iv id u a l ism  is  r e m in is c e n t  of H obbes, but

so ftened  so m ew h a t by K antian  e th ic s :

A b so lu te ly  sp eak ing . Do unto o th e r s  a s  you  would th a t  they  do 
unto you i s  by no m e an s  a golden  ru le ,  but th e  best  of c u r r e n t  
s i lv e r .  A n h o n e s t  m an  would have  but l i t t l e  o cca s io n  fo r  i t . . . .
E ven  h e r e  we have  a s o r t  of living to g e t ,  and  m u st buffet it  
so m ew h a t lo n g e r .  T h e re  a r e  v a r io u s  tough  p ro b le m s  yet to
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so lve , and we m u s t  m ake  sh ift to  l iv e ,  be tw ixt s p i r i t  and 
m a t t e r ,  such  a  h u m an  life  a s  we can . ^

The id e a s  of F ic h te  and H eg e l  w hich  w e re  so p ro m in en t  in the

th inking  of T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  such  a s  J a m e s  F r e e m a n  C la rk e  and

so m e  of the  l a t e r  Ohio H e g e l ia n s ,  had l i t t le  d i r e c t  im p o r tan c e  fo r

T h o re a u ,  a lthough  th e r e  a r e  th o se  who con tend  th a t  he w as  directly-

in f luenced  by  H egel th ro u g h  h is  G erm an o p h ile  f r ie n d s  and te a c h e r s  at 

23H a rv a r d .  This  m a y  have  b een  th e  c a s e ,  but i t  i s  equally  p lau s ib le

th a t  he cau g h t  the s a m e  in te l le c tu a l  outlook f r o m  h is  rea d in g s  of

O r ie n ta l  s a c r e d  te x ts  w hich  h av e  a  s im i la r ly  flu id  view of re a l i ty .  O r,

a s  E m e r s o n  se e m e d  to b e l ie v e ,  T h o r e a u 's  a p p re c ia t io n  of re a l i ty  a s

p r o c e s s  m a y  have  s te m m e d  f r o m  the  Stoic view th a t  the  u n iv e rse  is

im p r e g n a te d  w ith  the  p r im a l  f i r e ,  the s p i r i t  of th e  gods, w hich  unfolds

24i t s e l f  as  t im e  p r o g r e s s e s .  A s  f o r  the H eg e lian  m ethod , T h o reau  

could  w e l l  h ave  fe lt  som e a ffin ity  fo r  the  p a ra d o x ic a l  p r o g r e s s io n  of 

t r u t h  a s  i t  unfolds th ro u g h  the  d ia le c t ic  and h ave  in s t in c t iv e ly  see n  it 

a s  a r e l e a s e  f r o m  the ana ly tic  d is to r t io n s  of a s ta t ic  m odel.

i 'G e rm a n is m "  h o w ev er ,  did have a  s ig n if ican t  im p a c t  upon T h o r e a u 's  

w ay s  of th ink ing , and e s p e c ia l ly  upon h is  view of re l ig io n . H is  s ix  w eeks  

w ith  O r e s t e s  B row nson  had  b e en  a pe rio d  of in te n s iv e  s tudy of G e rm a n  

and the  w o rk s  of m any  of the  G e rm a n  poe ts  and th in k e r s  such a s  H e r d e r  

and L e s s in g .  F r o m  study, T h o re a u  a c c e p te d  th e  g e n e r a l  p ro p o s it io n  

w h ich  th ey  ad v an ced  th a t  the  s u c c e s s io n  of w o r ld  re l ig io n s  is  a p r o g r è s -
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sive re v e la t io n  of re l ig io u s  t ru th .  He a g re e d  w ith  th e m  tha t c r e e d s  and 

re l ig io u s  fo r m s  w e re  not w holly  t r u e  o r  f a l s e ,  but sym bo ls  of the  f e e l 

ing of th ings  div ine w hich  is  the  e s s e n c e  of re l ig io n ,  and in  th is  sen se  

con ta in  va lid ity . T h o r e a u 's  own developing  re l ig io n  of n a tu re  seem ed  

a su ffic ien tly  c o m p re h e n s iv e  re f le c t io n  of the  u n iv e r s a l  divinity  to  

s p a r e  h im  the re l ig io u s  seek ing  th a t  d ro v e  so m an y  of h is  g e n e ra t io n  

f r o m  one d enom ina tion  to a n o th e r .  A la rg e  n u m b e r  of th e se  e a r n e s t  

p e r s o n s ,  such  a s  I s a a c  H e c k e r  and O r e s t e s  B row nson , ended th e i r  

q u e s t  in  the C h u rch  of R om e, w hile  T h o re a u  found the  u n iv e r s a l  unity 

r e f le c te d  in  n a tu re  to  be t ru ly  ca th o l ic .  H is to le r a t io n  fo r  the re l ig io u s  

m e a n d e r in g s  of h is  f r ie n d s  w as an  exam ple  of h is  a ccep tan ce  of the kind 

of evo lu tio n a ry  th ink ing  c u r r e n t  in  the p e r io d  and which w as a p p ea r in g  

o r  would soon a p p e a r  in  the  philosophy of H egel, the b io lo g ica l  th e o ry  

of D arw in , and the  s o c ia l  th e o r ie s  of H e r b e r t  S p en ce r .

T h o re a u  did  not, h o w ev er ,  develop  the  s a m e  a tt i tude  to w a rd  p o l i 

t i c a l  m a t t e r s .  What a m a n  b e liev ed  about re l ig io n  w as a p e r s o n a l  m a t 

t e r  a ffec ting  only h im s e l f ,  and no m a t t e r  w hat h is  c r e e d  o r  c e re m o n y ,  

i t  w as l ik e ly  to c o n ta in  a p a r t i a l  r e f le c t io n  of th e  divine m y s te r y  in 

w hich  t ru th  r e s id e s .  P o l i t i c s  on th e  o th e r  hand, a ffec ted  so c ia l  b eh av io r ,  

r e q u i re d  the  a p p l ic a t io n  of m o r a l  p r in c ip le s ,  and th e s e ,  T h o re a u  b e lieved , 

w e re  of b ro a d e r  im p l ic a t io n  fo r  m ankind  in  th a t  i t  w as  p o ss ib le  fo r  p o l i 

t i c a l  a c t io n s  to  do v io len ce  to  a m a n 's  ind iv idua l co n sc ie n ce .  F o r
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T h o rea u ,  th e  e th ic a l  in tu i t io n s  of h is  m o ra l  w il l  w e re  ab so lu te  and did

not p a r ta k e  of the e v o lu t io n a ry  c h a r a c t e r  of re l ig io n  w hich  w as only an

h i s to r i c a l  o r  t e m p o r a l  phenom enon  a s  opposed to the  re a l i ty  of u n iv e r s a l

m o r a l  p r in c ip le s .  T h e se  w e re  out of t im e and out of the  r e a lm  of

m a t e r i a l  exped iency . T h e re fo re ,  on these  p r in c ip le s  no c o m p ro m is e ,

no a l te rn a t iv e  p o lic ie s  w e re  p o ss ib le  fo r  they  w e re  e t e r n a l  fixed  f o r m s .

P o l i t ic s ,  like re l ig io u s  c e r e m o n ie s ,  could be ig n o red  excep t w h e re

e te r n a l  v e r i t i e s  w e r e  invo lved . As T h o rea u  put it ,

I m u s t  conclude  th a t  c o n sc ie n c e ,  if tha t be the nam e  fo r  i t ,  w as  
not g iven us f o r  no p u rp o s e ,  o r  fo r  a h in d ran ce .  H ow ever 
f la t te r in g  o r d e r  and exped iency  m ay  look, i t  is  but the  re p o se  of 
a le th a rg y ,  and we w il l  choose  r a th e r  to be aw ake, though it  be 
s to rm y ,  and m a in ta in  o u r s e lv e s  on th is  e a r th ,  and in  th is  life, 
a s  we m ay , w ithout signing o u r  d e a th - w a r r a n t .  L e t  us see  if  
we cannot s tay  h e r e ,  w h e re  He h a s  put u s ,  on h is  own cond itions .
Does not h is  law  r e a c h  as  f a r  a s  h is  l ight?  The exped ien ts  of 
the  na tio n s  c la s h  ^ ^ th  one a n o th e r :  only the a b so lu te ly  r ig h t  is  
exped ien t fo r  a l l .

It is  c l e a r  th a t  T h o re a u ,  w hom  E m e rs o n  re g a rd e d  a s  th e  u l t im a te  

p ro te s ta n t ,  w ent beyond th e  pos it ion  th a t  L u th e r  f ina lly  took. M a r t in  

L u th e r  had conceded  th a t  w hile  one m u s t  follow God in m a t t e r s  of the 

s p i r i t ,  in m a t t e r s  of o u tw ard  e x p re s s io n ,  th a t  is  in  p o li t ic a l  m a t t e r s ,  

one m u s t  follow the  r e q u i r e m e n ts  of the s ta te .  T h o re a u  re fu se d  to m ak e  

that c o n c e s s io n  s in ce  h e  w as convinced  th a t  m a t te r s  of c o n sc ie n ce  could 

not be n e a t ly  s e p a r a te d  into th o se  w hich  a r e  of the i n t e r i o r  s p i r i tu a l  life  

and th o se  w hich  a r e  m a t t e r s  of o u tw ard  e x p re s s io n .  He b e liev ed  that 

one follows the  d ic ta te s  of c o n sc ie n ce  not only in h is  i n t e r io r  s p i r i tu a l
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life w hich  is  in  any c a s e  beyond th e  touch  of o th e r s ,  but in  a l l  a c tions

f o r  which he is  acco u n tab le  to h is  co n sc ie n ce .  T h is  extended to the

p r e s s u r e s  fo r  s o c ia l  c o n fo rm ity  and to  the  le g a l  dem ands  of the  s ta te .

Although in  "C iv il  D iso b ed ie n c e"  he w ent out of h is  way to m ake  the

point th a t  he sought "even  an  ex cu se  fo r  con fo rm ing  to the law s of the 

7 Aland, " he concluded  the  e s s a y  by a s s e r t in g  that gov e rn m en t "can  have

27no pu re  r igh t o v e r  m y  p e r s o n  and p ro p e r ty  but what I concede to  i t "  

fo r  the  ind iv idua l of co n sc ie n ce  is  a  "h ig h e r  and  independen t power"^® 

f r o m  w hich  the  s ta te  d e r iv e s  i ts  own a u th o r i ty .

The re l ig io u s  and l i t e r a r y  bent to  the in te l le c tu a l  in t e r e s t s  of 

th e  A m e r ic a n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  a cco u n ts  fo r  the fac t  th a t  the  m a jo r  

s o u rc e s  of th e i r  thought c am e  th ro u g h  l i t e r a tu r e  o r  th rough  the  c o n t ro 

v e r s i a l  w r i t in g s  of the  l i b e r a l  theo lo g ian s .  It w as G e rm an y  th a t  p r o 

duced the  e a r l i e s t  f lo w erin g  of both ro m an tic  l i t e r a tu r e  and the  h ig h e r  

c r i t i c i s m .  T ieck , H eine , Schelling , L e s s in g ,  H e rd e r ,  Nova l is ,  

W ak en ro d e r ,  and G oethe w e re  the  p r in c ip a l  w r i t e r s  w ith  w hom  the 

A m e r ic a n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  w e re  co n ce rn ed , but none of th e m  w e re  

e sp e c ia l ly  g re a t  in f lu en ces  on T h o rea u .  Although he could re a d  G e rm a n  

and w as im p r e s s e d  by G oethe, it  w as th ro u g h  th e i r  im p ac t  upon the 

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  of h is  a cq u a in tan ce ,  such  a s  M a rg a re t  F u l l e r ,  

F r e d r i c k  Hedge, and J a m e s  F r e e m a n  C la rke  th a t  T h o reau  in d ire c t ly  

fe l t  th e i r  in fluence .
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H o w ev er ,  it  a p p e a rs  th a t  the c o n v e r s a t io n s  and op in ions of the  

m e n  and w om en  of h is  a cq u a in ta n ce  did not count fo r  m u ch  w ith  

T h o reau  w hen c o m p a re d  w ith  h i s  re ad in g  of C o le r id g e ,  W o rd sw o r th ,  

and e sp e c ia l ly  C a r ly le ,  w h o se  w r i t in g s  conveyed  the  G e rm a n  s p i r i t  

to  the E n g l ish  speak ing  w o r ld .  The G e rm a n  m ood w as  p a r t ly  indigenous 

and  p a r t ly  a c q u i r e d  by the  E n g l ish  I d e a l i s t s .  W o rd sw o r th  and C o le r id g e  

w e re  in  the  ro m a n t ic  ve in  w ith  t h e i r  G e rm a n  c o u n te r p a r t s .  As w e re  

so m any  of the  I d e a l i s t s ,  C o le r id g e  w a s  a c o r p o r a t i s t .  He in c o rp o ra te d  

m u ch  of B u r k e ’s s e n t im e n ta l i ty  and r e v e r e n c e  fo r  th e  g row th  of h u m an  

in s t i tu t io n s  w ith  th e  sam e  l im it in g  effec t upon the  independence  of the  

ind iv idua l p e r s o n a l i ty  f r o m  th e  c u l tu re  of w h ich  i t  is  a  p a r t .  The m y s t i 

c a l  mood of c o r p o r a t i s m  w as  c o m p a t ib le  w ith  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  thought, 

p a r t i c u la r ly  s in ce  i t  a llow ed f o r  a  s h a r p  d is t in c t io n  b e tw een  so c ie ty  and 

g o v e rn m en t,  and b e tw een  c u l tu re  and the  s ta te .  T h e re  w as  lack ing , 

h o w ev er ,  in  W o rd sw o r th ,  C o le r id g e ,  and m o s t  of the  G e rm a n  Id e a l i s t s  

of the g e n e ra t io n  p reced in g  and n e a r ly  c o n te m p o r a r y  w ith  E m e r s o n  and 

T h o re a u ,  th e  defian t s e l f - s u f f ic ie n c y  th a t  w as  a h a l l - m a r k  of T h o r e a u 's  

in d iv id u a lism .

T h e re  w as  a  s h a r e d  m ood  am ong th e  G e rm a n  and E n g l ish  Id e a l i s t s ,  

and  the A m e r ic a n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s ,  but two d is t in c t  th r e a d s  of thought 

p e r s i s te d :  the  in d iv id u a l is t ic  and the  s o c ia l - o r g a n ic .  The s o c ia l -  

o rg an ic  s t r a in  c a r r i e d  on th ro u g h  to l ib e r a l  id e a l i s m  a s  w ith  T h o m as
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H ill  G re e n  and c e r t a in  of the  F a b ia n s  w hich  inc luded  T h o r e a u 's  f i r s t  

c o m p re h e n s iv e  b io g ra p h e r ,  H en ry  S. Salt. But th e  in d iv id u a l is t ic  

s t r a in  w as a lso  p r e s e n t ,  and  it is  w o r th  noting th a t  w ith  th e  E n g l ish  

Id e a l i s t s  in d iv id u a l is m  a c q u i r e d  a s t ro n g  f la v o r  of w ill ,  i r r a t i o n a l i s m ,  

and h e ro i s m .

A m ong the E n g l ish  Id e a l i s t s ,  it w as  E m e r s o n 's  g r e a t  f r ie n d

T h o m as  C a r ly le  fo r  w hom  T h o re a u  deve lo p ed  the  g r e a te s t  e n th u s ia s m .

In h is  la u d i to ry  e s s a y  on "T h o m as  C a r ly le  and H is  W o r k s w r i t t e n

re la t iv e ly  e a r l y  in  the  c a r e e r s  of both m e n ,  T h o re a u  m ad e  c l e a r  h is

a d m ira t io n  fo r  th e  E d in b u rg h  re v ie w e r  who spoke so fo rce fu l ly  fo r

id e a l i s m  in th e  ro m a n t ic  m ood.

. . . C a r ly le  a lone , s ince  th e  dea th  of C o le r id g e ,  has  kept the  
p ro m ise  of E ng land . It is  the  b e s t  apology fo r  a l l  the  b u s t le  
and the s in  of c o m m e r c e ,  th a t  it  h a s  m ad e  us a cq u a in ted  w ith  
the  though ts  of th is  m an . . . .  New E ng land  owes h im  a debt 
which she  w ill  be s low  to re c o g n ise .

T h o re a u ,  who liked  to f a n ta s iz e  about the  an c ien t  S candanav ian

w a r r i o r s  and  to  l ink  h is  own s u rn a m e  to the  Viking god, T h o r ,  re sp o n d ed

to  C a r ly le 's  a s s e r t i o n  of the  c r e a t iv e  ro le  of th e  h e ro  in  th e  c o u rs e  of

h u m an  a f f a i r s .  F o r  h im , the  gen ius  and the  h e ro  w e re  n e a r ly  synony-

31m o u s  t e r m s ,  and he d e c la re d  C a r ly le  "to have w hat is  c a l led  g en iu s .  " 

A lthough he reco g n ize d  C a r ly le 's  h e ro ic  r e p r e s e n ta t io n s  a s  e x a g g e r a 

t io n s  to u n d e r s c o r e  the  m a in  point th a t  ind iv id u a l  m o r a l  w il l  is  a  potent

fo r c e  to w h ich  r e v e r e n c e  is  due, e x ag g e ra t io n  w as  a  techn ique  he u n d e r 

s tood  and did not f e e l  to d im in ish  the  e s s e n t i a l  t ru th .  T h o re a u  a g re e d
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th a t  th e r e  a r e  p e r io d ic  a p p e a ra n c e s  of the  h e ro ic  type  in  hum anity , 

in d iv idua ls  w hose deeds and m o r a l  p e rc ep t io n s  e le v a te  th e m  above the 

com m o n  c ro w d  and w hose  e x a m p le s  p rov ide  a new s ta n d a rd  fo r  the 

m e a s u r e m e n t  of h um an  p o te n tia l ;  such m e n  a r e  th e m s e lv e s  e x a g g e ra 

t io n s .  "To a s m a l l  m an  e v e ry  g r e a t e r  i s  an  e x a g g e ra t io n .  He who

32canno t e x ag g e ra te  is  not q u a lif ied  to u t t e r  t ru th .  "

T h o r e a u  d ispu ted  th o s e  who su g g es ted  th a t  C a r ly le ’s w orks  w e re  

G e rm a n  t r a n s p o s i t io n s ,  o r  th a t  an a p p re c ia t io n  of a  h e ro ic  exam ple  o r  

of the T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  w o r ld -v ie w  is  an  e x c lu s iv e ly  G e rm a n  t r a i t .  He 

a rg u e d  th a t  "no w r i t e r  is  m o re  th o ro u g h ly  Saxon. . . . and  if  you would 

know w h e re  m an y  of th o se  obnoxious c a r ly l e i s m s  and G e rm a n ism s  

c am e  f ro m , re a d  the b e s t  of M il to n 's  p ro s e ,  r e a d  th o se  sp eech es  of 

C ro m w e ll  w hich  he h a s  b ro u g h t to light, o r  go and l i s te n  once m o re  to 

y o u r  m o th e r ' s  tongue. So m u ch  fo r  h is  G e rm a n  e x tra c t io n .  "

T h o r e a u 's  P u r i t a n  h e r i t a g e  had  obviously  left  h im  w ith  a sym pathy  

f o r  and an in tu itive  u n d e rs tan d in g  of the  l e a d e r s  of the  P u r i t a n  R evolu

t io n  w hom  he  re g a rd e d  a s  e x a m p le s  of th e  h e ro ic  type . It is  w orth  noting 

th a t  C ar ly le  w as s t i l l  a  C a lv in is t  in  the  S co ttish  t r a d i t io n .  A lthough both 

w e re  at pa ins  to d i s a s s o c ia te  th e m s e lv e s  f r o m  the  s u p e r s t i t io n s  and 

a b u s e s  of o rg a n iz ed  re l ig io n  and w e re  w ith e r in g ly  c r i t i c a l  of C h r is t ia n i ty ,  

t h e i r  s t e r n  m o r a l  ou tlook  w as  a s  s t i f f  a s  any P u r i ta n .  And, the re l ig io u s  

a u r a  w as p a r t  of the v iew point of both m en , T h o re a u  finding an  object



130

in  the  w o rsh ip  of n a tu re  and C ar ly le  in a p e e v ish  r e f o r m is m .  U sually  

h o s t i le  to w ard  r e f o r m e r s ,  T h o re a u  m ade  an  e x c e p t io n  fo r  C ar ly le ,  

re m a rk in g :

In h im  the  u n iv e r s a l  p la in t  is  m o s t  s e t t le d ,  u n ap p ea sab le ,  and 
s e r io u s .  U ntil a th o u san d  n am ed  and n a m e le s s  g r ie v a n c e s  a re  
r ig h ted ,  th e r e  w il l  be no re p o se  fo r  h im  in  the lap  of n a tu re ,  
o r  the  s e c lu s io n  of s c ie n c e  and l i t e r a tu r e .

He applauded C a r ly l e 's  u n co m p ro m is in g  in s i s t e n c e  upon honesty  and 

genu in en ess  in  in d iv id u a ls  and in  g e n e ra l  s o c ia l  r e la t io n s ,  which 

T h o re a u  took  to  be a  m a r k  of m o r a l  re c t i tu d e .  A s  E m e r s o n  put it , 

C a r ly le 's  "gen ius  i s  h is  m o r a l  sen se ,  h is  p e rc e p t io n  of the sole im p o r 

ta n c e  of t ru th  and ju s t i c e ;  but tha t  is  a t r u th  of c h a r a c t e r ,  not of c a t e 

c h is m s .

C a r ly le  w as  a  t r a n s l a t o r  and a d m i r e r  of G oethe , but like T ho reau , 

he  had l i t t le  a d m ira t io n  f o r  the  s e n t im en ta l i ty  w h ich  often  c h a r a c te r i z e d  

Id e a l ism  in  bo th  i t s  l i t e r a r y  and ph ilo so p h ica l  g u is e s .  T h e i r  in teg r i ty  

r e q u ire d  a  re c o g n it io n  of q ua li ty  d i f fe ren c es  in  p e r s o n s ,  re la t io n s ,  and 

o c c u r re n c e s  th a t  could not be b lu r r e d  in  a  w ave of s e n t im e n ta l  good f e e l 

ing. A s t e r n  re c o g n it io n  of q u a li ty  d i f f e r e n c e s  am o n g  p e rs o n s  p a ra d o x i

c a l ly  s e rv ed  at once to  s t re n g th e n  th e i r  in d iv id u a l is m  and to deny e g a l i 

t a r i a n i s m .  It w as  t h e r e f o r e  p o ss ib le  fo r  T h o r e a u  to  dam n s la v e ry  a s  a  

c r im e  ag a in s t  h u m an ity  w hile  viewing the m a s s  of m e n  as  m o ra l ly  

i n f e r io r  b e ings , ju s t  a s  it  w as  fo r  C a r ly le  to  u rg e  r e f o r m s  in  the 

o p p re s s iv e  c a p i t a l i s t - i n d u s t r i a l  s y s te m  b e c a u se  it d e g ra d e s  w o rk e rs
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w hile  p ra is in g  C z a r  N icho las  fo r  m a in ta in in g  an  i ro n  hold on h is  a u to 

c r a t i c  th ro n e  d u rin g  the re v o lu t io n a ry  sw eep of 1848.

W ith C a r ly le ,  T h o reau  a ccep ted  w a r  and v io lence  a s  h a l lm a r k s  

of the  h e r o ic  ty p e .  Throughout h is  w o rk s  T h o re a u  u se d  the  m i l i t a r y  

m e ta p h o r  in r e f e re n c e  to the  h e ro ic  l ife ,  w hich  is  to say , the  good life . 

The m o s t  obvious exam ple  i s  "The S e rv ic e " ,  T h o r e a u ’s l i t t l e  s e r m o n -  

e tte  on the  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  v a lo r  and co u rag e  to  su s ta in  the  in te g r i ty  of

o n e 's  m o r a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  in  w hich  he s ta ted  th a t  "m en  have  m ad e  w a r  f r o m

3 6a d e e p e r  in s t in c t  than  peace . " In a l e t t e r  to  h is  E n g l ish  f r ie n d ,  T hom as

C h o lm o n d e ley , who w as a  v o lu n te e r  fo r  s e r v ic e  in  th e  C r im e a n  W a r ,  he

o b se rv ed  th a t  p e rh a p s  "m ore  t ru e  v i r tu e  i s  being p ra c t ic e d  a t S evastopo l

than  in  m an y  y e a r s  of p eace ,  " fo r  w hile  i t  m ay  be c a u s e  f o r  som e r e g r e t ,

"we s e e m  to  r e q u i r e  a w a r ,  f ro m  t im e  to  t im e ,  to  a s s u r e  u s  th a t  t h e r e

37is  any m anhood  s t i l l  left in  m an . "

T he h e ro ,  how ever , w as  not n e c e s s a r i l y  a  m an  of p h y s ic a l  v io 

lence  o r  a  w a r r i o r ,  in T h o re a u 's  opinion. One of h is  few c r i t i c i s m s  of 

C ar ly le  c e n te re d  on "the peacefu lly  p r a c t i c a l  h e ro ,  w hom  C olum bus m ay  

r e p r e s e n t "  w hom  C arly le  had  s ligh ted  in  d is c u s s in g  the  h e ro ic  type .

L e s t  th e re  be any  doubt about the  so c ia l  sy m p a th ie s  of T h o re a u  o r  of h is  

convic tion  th a t  h e r o i s m  is  co m patib le  w ith  hum ble  w o r ld ly  cond ition , he  

went on to point out tha t  C ar ly le  o v e rlooked  "the Man of the  A ge, com e

to be c a l led  w ork in g m an , a s  a  h e ro ic  type  and tha t a s  yet no one had  

le a rn e d  to  sp ea k  to  the  condition of the  w ork ingm an .
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C a r ly le  see m e d  to have an a lm o s t  H egelian  notion tha t m ig h t 

a p p ro x im a te s  r igh t over the  long p e r io d  of h is to ry ,  and tha t  the  h e r o ic  

w il l  by m i l i t a r y  fo rce  b r in g s  into h i s t o r i c a l  being a  h ig h e r  le v e l  of 

m o ra l i ty .  T h o r e a u 's  h e r o i s m  w a s  th e  c o n v e rse ;  r igh t m a k e s  m ig h t ,  

and the h e r o  w hose  m o ra l  p e rc e p t io n s  in tro d u ce  a  new m o r a l  v is io n  

in  the w o r ld  is  inv incib le  w h e th e r  m i l i t a r i l y  v ic to r io u s  o r  not. A s  a 

m a t t e r  of t a c t i c s ,  he  s e e m s  to  su g g es t  in  "A P le a  f o r  C ap ta in  John  

B row n"  th a t  m a r ty rd o m  is  m o r e  e f f e c t iv e —m ig h ty — than  m i l i t a r y  

s u c c e s s .  The two w ere  c o m p le te ly  in  a g re e m e n t ,  h o w e v e r ,  in  t h e i r  

s p i r i t  of a f f i r m a t io n  and so lid  con v ic t io n  tha t ,  as C a r ly le  put it in  

H e ro e s  and  H e ro -W o rs h ip , the end of M an is  an A ction.

One w o n d e rs  if T h o r e a u ’s a d m ira t io n  fo r  C a r ly le  would have  

ex tended  to  o th e r  spec ific  po in ts  a s  s t ro n g ly  a s  fo r  h e r o i s m .  Of c o u r s e ,  

T h o r e a u 's  own pos ition  on v e g e ta r i a n i s m ,  cap i ta l  pun ishm en t,  f r e e  

t r a d e  and  n a t io n a l i s m  w ere  not s h a r e d  by C ar ly le .  C a r ly le 's  a n t i 

d e m o c ra t ic  b i a s e s  w e re  m o re  c l e a r ly  s ta te d  than  T h o r e a u 's ,  but both  

h ad  a p o w e rfu l  con tem pt fo r  m a j o r i t a r i a n  voting and o th e r  m e c h a n ic a l  

t ra p p in g s  of d e m o c ra c y .  T h e i r  p r e f e r e n c e  w as fo r  the le a d e r s h ip  of an  

u p r ig h t  m a n ,  a t r u e  le a d e r  who w ill  gu ide  the  way to t ru th .  T hey  b e l ie v ed  

in  a n a tu ra l  a r i s to c r a c y ,  m en  of m o r a l  m e r i t ,  who a r e  the  a p p r o p r ia te  

l e a d e r s  of m ank ind  and who lead  the  w ay to  ju s t ic e  and r ig h te o u s n e s s  

r a th e r  th a n  follow  the  opinions of th e  m a jo r i ty .
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T he  s a m e  a n t i - m a jo r i t a r i a n  b ia s  w h ich  led  both C a r ly le  and 

T h o re a u  to  r e j e c t  th e  a s su m p tio n s  of d e m o c r a c y  led th e m  to  be c o n 

tem p tu o u s  of the  p r e s s  o r  o th e r  u n lim ited  f r e e  exchange of id e a s .

Since id e a s  w e r e  not seen  as  having  eq u a l  m o r a l  w eight, they  saw the  

p r o p e r  fu n c tio n  of th e  p r e s s  a s  the  m e d iu m  fo r  p re sen t in g  good id e a s ,  

not a s  an  i m p a r t i a l  fo ru m  fo r  bad a s  w e l l  a s  good.

A lthough  both  found som eth ing  e x h i le ra t in g  in m a r t i a l  e x e r c i s e ,  

th ey  found in e x c u s a b le  the t r a in e d  s tu p id ity  of so ld ie rs  who w il l  m a r c h  

a n y w h ere  and shoot anything so o rd e re d .  A s  s ta ted  in "C iv il D is o 

b e d ie n c e "  T h o r e a u  would have  e x p ec ted  a s o ld ie r  of c o n sc ien ce  to  

re fu s e  an  o r d e r  w hich  v io la ted  h is  s e n s e  of r igh t ,  but d esp ite  C a r ly le 's  

f ine  w o rd s  one s u sp e c ts  he would ex p ec t a  s o ld ie r  to follow the  h e ro  

w h e r e v e r  he  i s  led . W here  T h o re a u  r e l i e d  upon the of m o r a l  ex am p le ,  

C a r ly le  s e e m e d  to  be lieve  in the  fo rc e  of cannon. A f te r  John  Brow n, 

T h o r e a u  w a s  m o r e  u n d e rs tan d in g  of th is  v iew poin t, but s t i l l  b e lieved  

th a t  the m o r a l  a c t io n  is  of g r e a t e r  im p o r ta n c e  than  the  q u es t io n  of i ts  

im m e d ia te  s u c c e s s .

One fa s c in a t in g  ques tio n  fo r  w h ich  th e r e  is  no c lue of an  a n s w e r  

in  T h o r e a u 's  w r i t in g  is  how he felt about C a r ly le 's  support  of the C on

f e d e ra c y  in  th e  A m e r ic a n  W ar B etw een  the  S ta te s .  In fac t ,  T h o r e a u 's  

own view s abou t th a t  conflic t a r e  u n c le a r .  A cco rd in g  to  M oncure  Conway,

T h o re a u  w a s  in  sym pathy  w ith  the  " D isu n io n is ts "  in 1854 o v e r  the  fu g i-

40t iv e  s lave  q u e s t io n ,  but B ro n so n  A lc o t t 's  J o u rn a l  in d ic a te s  T h o re a u
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had  c o n s id e ra b le  fee ling  fo r  the  F e d e r a l  cause  a f te r  the  o u tb re a k  of 

h o s t i l i t i e s .

N o n e th e le s s ,  a s tro n g  b e lie f  in in d iv id u a l w ill  un ites  the two m en  

in  a bond th a t  i s  g r e a t e r  than  the  m any  d i f f e r e n c e s  of opinion w hich  m ay  

have  e x is te d  on spec if ic  i s s u e s .  C a r ly l e 's  i l l i b e r a l  lean ings  w e r e  fo r  

a l l  the  w o r ld  to see ;  T h o r e a u 's  w e re  not so c le a r ly  s ta ted ,  and p e rh a p s  

a r e  not so obvious.

W ithout lead ing  any c a u s e s ,  C a r ly le  r e p re s e n te d  r e f o r m i s m  in

the  v e ry  b e s t  s e n s e ,  a m an  w hose  in f lu en ce  could  be ex p ec ted  to  h a s te n

the  c r i s i s  of a f f a i r s  in  England . T o w ard  the  end of h is  e s s a y  on C a r ly le ,

T h o re a u  a c c e p te d  fo r  h is  own th e  in te l le c tu a l  an te  c ed an ts  of E m e r s o n  and

C a r ly le  by s ta t in g  th a t  the  m e n  w hom  th e y  a d m ire d ,  when jo in ed  to g e th e r ,

m ak e  an  a p p ro x im a t io n  of the  id e a l  m an .

C a r ly le ,  and  o u r  co u n try m an  E m e r s o n ,  w hose p lace  and in fluence  
m u s t  e r e  long ob ta in  a m o re  d is t in c t  reco g n itio n , a r e ,  to  a c e r 
ta in  e x te n t ,  th e  co m p lem en t of e ach  o th e r .  . . . The one h a s  m o r e  
sy m p ath y  w ith  the  h e r o e s ,  o r  p r a c t i c a l  r e f o r m e r s ,  the  o th e r  w ith  
the  o b s e r v e r s  o r  p h i lo so p h e rs .  P u t  t h e i r  w o r th ie s  to g e th e r ,  and 
you w il l  hav e  a  p re t ty  f a i r  r e p r e s e n ta t io n  of m ank ind . . .

T h u s , i t  i s  ag a in  Ralph W aldo E m e r s o n  who m u s t  be r e - e m p h a s iz e d  

a s  having had  a  d e c is iv e  in fluence  upon T h o rea u .  And h e r e  th e r e  is  l i t t le  

q u e s t io n  but th a t  the  philosophy  of G e rm a n y  w as in f lu en tia l  upon the  

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  m o v em en t in i t ia te d  by E m e r s o n .  T h e re  is  no doubt tha t  

B y ro n , She lly , W o rd sw o r th ,  C o le r id g e ,  and o th e r  E n g l ish  r o m a n t ic i s t s  

le f t  an  im p r in t  on T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s m .  T he s a c r e d  l i t e r a tu r e  of the  O r ie n t
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w as  a f a v o r i te  w ith  the  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s ,  e s p e c ia l ly  E m e r s o n  and 

T h o re a u ,  and  w as  h igh ly  valued  fo r  i ts  m y s t ic i s m .  H ow ever, it  was 

n e o - P la to n i s m  w h ich  shaped the  fu n d am en ta l  qua lity  of E m e r s o n ’s 

thought.

The m o d e r n  view of P la to  and P la to n is m  s te m s  f r o m  s c h o la r s h ip  

b a se d  upon th e  v o lu m es  of J e w e t t ’s t r a n s la t io n  w hich  a p p e a re d  in  1871, 

too la te  to  be in f lu en t ia l  in E m e r s o n ’s in te l le c tu a l  developm ent.  The 

t r a n s la t io n s  of T h o m as  T a y lo r  which w e re  pub lished  in  1793 and 1804 

p re s e n te d  th e  v iew  of P la to  w ith  w hich  E m e r s o n  was f a m i l ia r .  T a y lo r ’ s 

t r a n s la t io n  p r e s e n te d  an in te rp re ta t io n  of P la to n is m  w hich  w as c o lo re d  

by d o c tr in e s  in t ro d u c e d  in  the f ina l  s ta g e s  of H e l len is t ic  sp ec u la t io n  by 

th e  n e o - P la to n i s t s ,  P lo t inus  and P r o c lu s .  John  S. H a r r i s o n  h as  p r e 

sen ted  a conv inc ing  a n a ly s is  of E m e r s o n 's  w o rk  a s  e s s e n t ia l ly  n eo -  

P la ton ic . '^^  H is  view of n a tu re  which is  p re s e n te d  in  h is  l i t t le  book of 

the  s a m e  n a m e , and which so p rofoundly  in fluenced  T h o reau , is  la rg e ly  

a r e s t a t e m e n t  of the  n e o -P la to n ic  concep tion .

But T h o r e a u  w as h im s e lf  an  adept G re e k  s c h o la r ,  the b e s t  in 

C oncord  save  M rs .  B ipley, and could take  d i r e c t ly  f r o m  the  o r ig in a l  

G re e k  the  id e a s  w hich  E m e rs o n  re c e iv e d  second  hand. The P la ton ic  and 

P y th a g o r ia n  e le m e n ts  in T h o reau ,  then , w e re  m o s t  p robab ly  the r e s u l t  

of h is  own s c h o la r s h ip ,  a lthough h is  b a s ic  a g re e m e n t  w ith  the E m e r s o n ia n  

way of v iew ing  th in g s  could e a s i ly  have  p r e p a r e d  h is  mind to re c e iv e
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la rg e  d o ses  of P la to n ism .  The s a m e  o b se rv a t io n  m ay  be m ad e  of the 

O r ie n ta l  s c r ip tu r e s  which w ere  so w e l l  loved by E m e r s o n  and T h o rea u .  

B e fo re  leav ing  H a rv a rd ,  T h o re a u  had  re a d  s e v e ra l  of the E a s t e r n  s a c re d  

books in  F r e n c h  and G e rm a n  ed it io n s .  He continued to study th em , c o n 

tr ib u t in g  s e v e r a l  of h is  t r a n s la t io n s  to  The D ia l , the  sh o r t - l iv e d  T r a n 

sce n d e n ta l  jo u rn a l .  A f te r  T hom as  C holm ondeley  p re s e n te d  h im  w ith  a 

se t  of O r ie n ta l  s c r ip tu r e s  which r iv a le d  the holdings of any l i b r a r y  in 

A m e r ic a ,  T h o r e a u 's  in t e r e s t  in  and knowledge of the E a s te r n  s a c re d  

te x ts  w as  unm atch ed  by any of the  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  c i r c le .  It w as he who 

t r a n s m i t t e d  O r ie n ta l  m y s t i c i s m  to h is  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  f r ie n d s ,  even  though 

E m e r s o n ,  being  fo u r teen  y e a r s  the  e ld e r ,  had begun to re a d  O r ie n ta l  

l i t e r a tu r e  e a r l i e r .

What T h o re a u  ab so rb ed  of E a s t e r n  m y s t ic i s m  and P la to n ic  id e a l i s m ,  

he m an ag ed  to  a c q u ire  by h is  own re a d in g  and not by blind in h e r i ta n c e  

f r o m  E m e r s o n . I t  w as  b ecau se  of a com m on  bent of m ind th a t  E m e r s o n  

and T h o re a u  sh a re d  an e n th u s ia s m  fo r  the  E a s te r n  s c r ip tu r e s  and  fo r  the 

P la to n is t s .  I t  w as  T h o reau , h o w ev er ,  who was f a r  the  b e t te r  r e a d  in 

the  G re e k  and O r ie n ta l  w r i t e r s  and who w as  in a pos ition  to fo r m  h is  own 

i r e p r e s s io n s  d i re c t ly  f r o m  the w r i t t e n  s o u rc e s .  The Hindu w r i t in g s  in  

p a r t i c u l a r  ap p ea led  to h im  fo r  t h e i r  a l l e g o r ic a l  ap p ro ach  to the  u n iv e r s a l  

p ro b le m s  s e e m e d  expansive  enough to  hold  a p a r t  of t ru th  b e t te r  than  the 

lo g ica l  a p p ro a c h  of W es te rn  w r i t e r s .  T h o re a u  fe lt tha t "the New T e s ta -
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m en t is  r e m a r k a b le  fo r  i t s  p u re  m o ra l i ty ;  the b e s t  of the  Hindu S c r ip 

tu r e ,  f o r  i t s  p u re  in te l le c tu a l i ty .  The r e a d e r  is n o w h ere  ra is e d  into

and su s ta in e d  in a h ig h e r ,  p u r e r ,  o r  r a r e r  re g io n  of thought than in the  

45
B h ag v a t-G e e ta .  " T h o re a u  p r e f e r r e d  the r e f le c t iv e  s p i r i t  of the

E a s te rn  sag es  to  th e  re p e n t iv e  mood of W estern  m o r a l  thought. It w as

the  g r e a t e r  range  of p o s s ib i l i t ie s  adm itted  by the  m y s t ic a l  approach

w hich  a t t r a c t e d  T h o rea u .

B ehold  the  d i f fe re n c e  b e tw een  the  O rie n ta l  and the  O c c id e n ta l . . . .
T h e re  is  such  a th ing  a s  c a s te ,  even in  the W est; but it is co m 
p a ra t iv e ly  fa in t;  i t  i s  c o n s e r v a t i s m  h e re .  It s a y s ,  fo r sa k e  not 
y o u r  ca ll in g ,  o u tra g e  no in s ti tu t io n ,  use no v io len ce ,  rend  no 
bonds; the S ta te  i s  t h y  p a re n t .  I ts  v ir tue  o r  m an h o o d  is  wholly 
f i l ia l .  T h e re  is  a s t ru g g le  betw een the O r ie n ta l  and O cciden ta l 
in  e v e ry  nation; so m e  who would be fo r e v e r  co n tem p la t in g  the 
sun, and so m e  who a r e  h a s ten in g  tow ard  the  s u n se t .

T h o rea u  c a s t  h is  lot w ith  th e  O r ie n ta l  sun g a z e r s .

The e a r ly  shap ing  of T h o re a u 's  i n t e r e s t s  to w a rd  G re e k  and Rom an 

th e m e s  w as a c o n seq u en ce  of the type of educa tion  w h ich  H en ry  David 

and h is  b r o th e r  r e c e iv e d  a t  th e i r  m o th e r 's  in s i s t e n c e .  The c la s s ic a l  

educa tion  w hich  w as  the  s tap le  of a l l  a c a d e m ie s  in  New England, but 

p a r t i c u la r ly  the  one ru n  by P h i ne as  A llen  in  C o n co rd ,  had a p red ile c t io n  

f o r  the  an tiq u i t ie s  of W e s te rn  l i t e r a tu r e s .  G re e k  and L a t in  w e re  h a rd ly  

fo re ig n  languages  to  m o s t  young s c h o la r s  who in ten d ed  to  p re p a re  fo r  c o l 

leg e .  The G re e k  in f lu en ce  on T h o reau  is  h a rd ly  s u r p r i s in g ,  n o r  is  an 

a p p re c ia t io n  of th e  h e ro ic  in  hum an  n a tu re  a f t e r  the  R om an  s ty le .

E m e r s o n  in s i s t e d  upon c h a ra c te r iz in g  T h o r e a u  a s  a Stoic, although
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T h o re a u  m ight m o r e  a c c u r a te ly  be p a i re d  w ith  D iogenes  the  Cynic than  

w ith  M arcu s  A u re l iu s .  T h o re a u  p e rso n if ie d  the  S o c ra t ic  id e a l  of in d i

v idua l s e l f - s u f f ic ie n c y  w hich  the C ynics  had adop ted  a s  t h e i r  ph ilosophic  

b a se .  T h o rea u  w as  a t one w ith  D iogenes  in  b e liev ing  th a t  every th in g  

ex cep t m o r a l  c h a r a c t e r  is  a m a t t e r  of in d if fe ren c e .  Ind iv idual c u l t iv a 

tio n  of o n e 's  c h a r a c t e r  took  p re c e d e n c e  o v e r  a l l  the  p ie t ie s  and c o n 

ven tions  of c iv i l iz ed  life  fo r  T h o re a u  a s  fo r  the C y n ics .  T h u s ,  one of 

the  o ccas io n a l  f ig u re s  in  T h o r e a u 's  w r i t in g s  is  the  h e r m i t  who lived  in  

a  hollow t r e e ,  r u m o r e d  to  have  been  an  a c tu a l  p e rso n a g e  in Concord  

h is to ry ,  but who had  a s s u m e d  m y th o lo g ica l  s ta tu s  by T h o r e a u 's  t im e .

T h is  w as  u sed  a s  a  l i t e r a r y  sym bo l of the w ith d ra w a l  o r  p a s s iv i s m  

w h ich  T h o re a u  c a r r i e d  in to  p r a c t i c e  in  th e  W alden e x p e r im e n t .  It is  

a l s o  p e r fe c t ly  c o n s is te n t  w ith  the  su b je c t iv is m  and n e g a t iv is m  of the  Old 

C ynics.

T h o re a u 's  s o c ia l  c o n s c ie n c e ,  w hich  w as  acu te ,  did not lead  h im  to 

a c t iv e  r e f o r m  e f fo r t s  un til  a t  the  v e ry  end of h is  l ife .  Up un til  the John  

B row n ep isode , T h o r e a u  p r e f e r r e d  to  w ith d raw  in to  h im s e l f  p ra c t ic in g  

th e  d ic tu m  of Kant and G oethe to  do th a t  duty  w hich  lay n e a r e s t  h im . He 

d e m o n s t ra te d  h is  p r e f e r e n c e  fo r  th is  a p p ro a c h  in  h is  con tinued  su p p o rt  of 

N a th an ie l  P .  R o g ers  a g a in s t  th e  m o re  a c t iv is t  s t r a in  of ab o l i t io n ism , in 

h is  r e fu s a l  to vote , in  h is  e f fo r t s  to w ard  ach iev ing  a  s e n s ib le  p e r s o n a l  

econom y.
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The Cynic c h a r a c te r i z a t i o n  is  a lso  c o n s is te n t  w ith  T h o re a u 's  

C a r ly l ia n  a d m ira t io n  f o r  the  h e ro ,  w hom  he p r e f e r r e d  to  c a l l  the 

G en ius . W ith the  C y n ic s ,  T h o re a u  fe l t  th a t  m o s t  m e n  r e g a r d le s s  of 

s o c ia l  pos ition  a r e  foo ls  and th a t  the good life is  only f o r  the  w ise  m an . 

T he  good life  is  an  in te r n a l  one, he thought, r ic h  in  the  fu rn i tu re  of o n e 's  

own m ind, not an  e x te r n a l  life  dependent upon m a t e r i a l  goods o r  p h y s i

c a l  p le a s u re s .  The  w ise  m a n  is  he who a ch iev es  m o r a l  se lf -su f f ic ie n cy ;  

f o r  h is  in s t i tu t io n s  and conven tions  a r e  a r t i f i c ia l  fo r  h is  v i r tu e  p ro v id es  

h is  s ta n d a rd  of law. The w ise  m an  is  a t hom e in h im s e l f ,  in h is  v ir tu e

and w isdom  a g a in s t  w h ich  the  s ta te  and i ts  law have no pow er. With the

48p a ra b le  of the A r t i s t  of K ouroo , T h o rea u  m a k es  th e  point tha t  by fo l

lowing on e 's  g en iu s ,  ev en  though it invo lves  only th e  w hitt l ing  of a w a lk 

ing s t ick ,  one does th a t  duty w hich  l ie s  n e a r e s t  and by the  v e ry  p ro c e s s  

of fu lfilling  o n e 's  i n t e r n a l  n e c e s s i ty ,  t im e  and th e  m a t e r i a l  w o rld  becom e 

inc  on sequen tia l .

A l i s t  of q u o ta t io n s  could e a s i ly  be taken  f r o m  W alden  alone to  

d e m o n s t ra te  th e  p o in ts  be ing  m ad e . W ith the  C y n ic 's  d i s ta s te  fo r  so c ia l  

d is t in c t io n s  T h o re a u  s a y s ,  "It is  an in te re s t in g  q u e s t io n  how f a r  m en  

w ould r e ta in  t h e i r  r e la t iv e  ra n k  if they  w e re  d iv e s te d  of t h e i r  c lo th es .

O n th e  p o l i t ic a l  ind ep en d en ce  of the w ise  m an  he w ro te ;  "A s im p le  and 

independen t m ind does  not to i l  a t  the bidding of any p r in c e .  Genius is

not a  r e ta in e r  to any  e m p e r o r . . . .  The nega tive  and a s c e t ic  e lem en t 

in  C y n ic ism  is  p r e s e n t  in T h o reau :  "C h as t i ty  is  the  f lo w erin g  of m an ;
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and w hat a r e  c a l led  G en ius, H e ro is m ,  H o lin e ss ,  and the  like  a r e  but 

v a r io u s  f r u i t s  w hich su cceed  it. The following two q u o ta t io n s  i l l u s 

t r a t e  h is  b e l ie f  in  the  su b jec tiv e  n a tu re  of the  q u es t  fo r  r e a l iz in g  o n e 's  

p o ten tia l :  . . if th e r e  w e re  bes to w ed  upon us the  w ea lth  of C ro e su s ,

o u r  a im s  m u s t  s t i l l  be the s a m e ,  and o u r  m e a n s  e s s e n t ia l ly  the  same.' 

And, ". . . if one advances  confiden tly  in the  d i re c t io n  of h is  d r e a m s ,  and 

e n d e a v o rs  to  live  the  life w hich  he has  im ag in ed , he w il l  m e e t  w ith  a  s u c 

c e s s  u n s u sp e c te d  in com m on  h o u r s .  He w i l l  put so m e  th ings  behind, 

w il l  p a s s  an  in v is ib le  boundary ; new, u n iv e r s a l ,  and m o r e  l ib e r a l  laws 

w il l  begin to  e s ta b l i s h  th e m s e lv e s  a ro u n d  and w ith in  h im ; o r  the  old law s 

be expanded , and in te r p r e te d  in  h is  fa v o r  in a m o re  l ib e r a l  s e n s e ,  and 

h e  w il l  l ive  w ith  the  l ic e n se  of a h ig h e r  o r d e r  of be in g s . In p ro p o r t io n  

a s  he s im p l i f ie s  h is  life , the  law s of the  u n iv e rse  w i l l  a p p e a r  l e s s  c o m 

p lex , and so litude  w ill  not be so li tu d e ,  n o r  p ove rty  p o v e r ty ,  n o r  w e ak -  

53n e s s  w e a k n e s s .  " As fo r  the  s e c o n d a ry  p lace  of r e f o r m  to  p e r s o n a l  

p e r fe c t io n ,  "I so m e t im e s  w o n d e r  tha t we c an  be so f r iv o lo u s  to  a ttend  

to  the  g r o s s  but som ew hat fo re ig n  fo r m  of se rv i tu d e  ca l led  N eg ro  S lav e ry ,  

t h e r e  a r e  so m any  keen  and sub tle  m a s t e r s  tha t  en s la v e  both N o rth  and 

South. It is  h a rd  to have a S o u th e rn  o v e r s e e r ;  it is  w o r s e  to have  a

54N o r th e rn  one; but w o rs t  of a l l  w hen you a r e  a s l a v e - d r i v e r  y o u rs e l f .  " 

P o in t ing  out the  pow er of in d iv id u a l m o r a l  w ill ,  and the  func tion  of the 

w ise  m an : "The v ir tues  of a  s u p e r io r  m a n  a r e  like the  wind; the  v i r tu e s

of a co m m o n  m a n  a r e  like the  g r a s s ;  the  g r a s s ,  w hen th e  w ind p a s s e s
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55o v e r  it, bends. " T h e se  e x am p les  could be ex tended  a lm o s t  w ithout 

l im it  if  one looked  beyond W alden. T hroughout h is  life , un til John 

B row n b rough t h im  into f lam ing  ac t iv i ty ,  T h o re a u  had m o re  in  com m on  

w ith  the  n ega tive  a s p e c ts  of the  C ynics  than  w ith  the  m o re  p o s i t iv e ,  and 

th e r e f o r e ,  so c ia l ly  c o n s t ru c t iv e  e m p h a s is  of S to ic ism . T h o rea u  and 

the Cynics s h a r e d  a p r im i t iv i s m ,  a w ish  fo r  the  r e tu r n  to n a tu re  th a t  

c am e  c lo se  to  n ih i l i sm ,  and a re je c t io n  of c iv ic  and so c ia l  t i e s ,  and of 

a l l  r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  excep t th o se  w hich s te m  f r o m  the  w ise  m a n 's  s e n se  of 

duty.

T h e re  a r e  a l so ,  of c o u r s e .  Stoic e le m e n ts  to  be found in  T h o rea u ,  

and E m e r s o n  w as  not w holly  w rong  in  pointing to th e se  m o re  c o n s t r u c 

tiv e  a s p e c ts  of h is  th ink ing  and b e h av io r .  A s S to ic is m  a r o s e  f r o m  the 

e a r l i e r  Cynic thought, so T h o rea u  in  h is  dev e lo p m en t m oved f r o m  the 

p a s s iv i s m  of h is  youth  and m iddle  y e a r s  to w ard  a p a r t ic ip a t io n  in  p o l i t i 

c a l  a f f a i r s  w h ich  im p lied  a  b ro a d e r  so c ia l  c o n ce rn .  The s e l f - s u f f ic ie n c y  

of the  ind iv idua l w as  a lso  a Stoic id ea l ,  and S to ic ism  a lso  had  o ccas io n  

to see  w ith d ra w a l  a s  the  p a r t  of w isd o m . H o w ever , the  dom inan t th e m e  

of Stoic te ac h in g  w as  the  duty of m an  to p e r f o r m  a s  w e ll  a s  he  is  ab le  

in the  s ta t io n  w h e re  fa te  h a s  c a s t  h im  and to be fa ith fu l to the in te g r i ty  

of h is  pe rso n h o o d . The oneness  and p e r fe c t io n  of n a tu re  re f le c t in g  a 

t ru e  m o r a l  o r d e r  w as  a c e n t r a l  con ten tion  of the  S to ics  which supposed  

a m o r a l  f i tn e s s  be tw een  m a n  and the  r e s t  of n a tu re .  The sou l of m a n  

con ta in s  a  s p a r k  of the  d ivine f i r e  w hich a n im a te s  the  w orld ; th is  the
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Stoics  and T h o r e a u  be liev ed  ab so lu te ly .  Man p a r ta k e s  of a n  in s t in c t  

w hich  g iv es  a s e n s e  of the r ig h t  and convinces  h im  of th e  value  of 

so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  w hich  f u r th e r  m o ra l  p u rp o se s .  T h is  " r ig h t  

r e a s o n "  upon w h ich  n a tu ra l  law was c o n s tru c te d  is  one and the  sam e  

w ith  the " inna te  id e a s "  of the p re -L o c k e a n  p h i lo so p h e rs ,  and the  " se n se  

of th ings  d iv in e "  of the P r o te s ta n t  r e f o r m e r s ,  the " G e n e ra l  W ill"  of 

R o u sseau , and th e  t r a n s c e n d e n t  "C a te g o r ic a l  I m p e r a t iv e "  of Kant.

T h ese  in t im a t io n s  of the  divine in  m an , T h o rea u  th o ro u g h ly  accep ted .

What T h o r e a u  did not a ccep t  in  S to ic ism  w e re  th e  p o l i t ic a l  im p l i 

c a t io n s .  B e l iev in g  in  a  t r a n s c e n d a n t  law to which th e  in s t in c t s  of n a tu re  

in  m an  c o n fo rm , T h o re a u  w as  unab le  to  a ccep t  w ith  p a s s iv e  r e s ig n a t io n  

the  c u s to m s  and  conven tions  which v io la te  th o se  in s t in c t s  but which a re  

en ac ted  a s  law by  p o l i t ic a l  e n t i t ie s .  A ccep ting  o n e 's  f a te  and  p e rfo rm in g  

in  h is  cond ition  nobly did not im p ly  fo r  T h o rea u  th a t  one m u s t  subm it to  

any r e q u i r e m e n t  of law o r  convention  tha t  is  c o n t r a r y  to  the  d ic ta te s  of the 

"H ig h er  L a w s" .  The d isp la c e m e n t  of hum an and t r a n s c e n d e n t  law was 

such  tha t T h o r e a u  b e liev ed  any co ngruence  betw een th e m  w as  m e r e ly  

co in c id en ta l ,  and  w hat one m u s t  a cc e p t  is  th e  ob liga tion  of h is  m o r a l  

v is io n  r a t h e r  th a n  the  d u ties  of h is  p o li t ic a l  and s o c ia l  s ta t ion .

W here  T h o r e a u  p a r te d  com pany  w ith  the  S to ics  i s  on the q u es t io n  

of re a so n ,  w h ich  th ey  took  to  be the  p r in c ip le  by w hich  m a n  a c h ie v e s  a 

s e n s e  of unity  be tw een  h im s e l f  and the n a tu ra l  m o r a l  o r d e r ;  fo r  T h o reau ,
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i t  w as  in s t in c t  w hich  p e r f o r m s  th is  function. The im p l ic a t io n s  of th is  

d is t in c t io n  kept T h o re a u  in  an  in d iv id u a lis t ic  f r a m e  of r e f e r e n c e  tha t  

cut h im  off f r o m  the duty of s o c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  c o o p e ra t io n  w hich  the 

S to ics  found in  " r ig h t  r e a s o n " .  As he sa id ,  "Go w h e re  he w ill ,  the 

w ise  m a n  is  p r o p r i e to r  of a l l  th in g s .  E v e ry th in g  b e a r s  a s i m i l a r  

in s c r ip t io n ,  if  we could but r e a d  it ,  to tha t on the va se  found in  the 

s to m a c h  of a f i s h  in  old t im e s ,  — 'T o  the m o s t  w is e ' .  F o r  T h o reau ,  

the  w ise  m a n  is  a m a n  of r igh t fe e l in g ,  not r igh t re a so n .

In d iv id u a l ism , w h e th e r  in  the  Id e a l is t  t r a d i t io n  w hich  w e have 

been  d is c u s s in g  o r  in o th e r  m o d e s ,  h a s  had a co nnec tion  w ith  i r r a t i o n a l 

i s m  in  E u ro p e  and  A m e r ic a  th ro u g h o u t the  N in e teen th  C en tu ry ,  p a r t i c u 

la r ly  in  c e r t a in  l i t e r a r y  and a r t i s t i c  c i r c l e s .  It f lo u r ish e d  on a m ood of 

d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  and  m a la d ju s tm e n t  w hich  is  often  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the 

a r t i s t i c  t e m p e r a m e n t ,  e sp e c ia l ly  in  in d u s t r ia l iz e d  s o c ie t ie s  w h e re  u ti l i ty  

p ro v id e s  th e  u n iv e r s a l  s ta n d a rd  of w o r th  in both  h um an  and s o c ia l  t e r m s .  

T h o re a u  w as  ty p ic a l  of the a r t i s t ,  h is  in te r e s t  in n a tu r a l  h i s to r y  n o tw ith 

s tan d in g , who found life too c o m p le x  and m ir a c u lo u s  to  be re d u c e d  to  

fo rm u la t io n s  of s c ien ce  and  in te l le c tu a l  a n a ly s is .  To h im  th e r e  a r e  

in d e s c r ib a b le  m y s te r io u s  f o r c e s  w ith in  n a tu re ,  o r  p e rh a p s  behind  n a tu re ,  

w hich  r e m a in  opaque to  in te l l ig e n c e  and beyond th e  c a p a c i ty  of th e  s c ie n 

tif ic  m e th o d  to  u n d e rs tan d .  A g a in s t  cold r a t io n a l i s m  the  a r t i s t i c  t e m p e r  

often tu r n s  to o th e r  m ethods  of u n d e rs tan d in g  and s ta n d a rd s  fo r  ac tion .
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The in s ig h t  of gen ius , the  in a r t ic u la te  w isd o m  of in s t in c t ,  and the  

c r e a t iv e  a s s e r t i o n  of w i l l  a r e  the  a l te rn a t iv e s  to  r e a s o n  tha t  a r e  a v a i l 

ab le  to  th o se  w hose  in d iv id u a l ism  re q u i r e s  tha t  ac t io n  be s e lf - ju s t i fy in g ,

and w hose  c o n c e rn  i s  w ith  c r e a t iv i ty  r a th e r  than  a n a ly s i s ,  the  id e a l

57r a th e r  th an  the  a p p a re n t ,  the  p r o c e s s  r a th e r  than  the  p ro d u c t .  T hus , 

in d iv id u a l ism  can  be s t r e tc h e d  to  h e ro is m ,  and h e r o i s m  re l i e s  heav ily  

upon the i r r a t i o n a l i s t  p e r s p e c t iv e  and r e q u i r e s  an  unconven tional 

s ta n d a rd  by w hich  in d iv idua l a c t io n s  a r e  judged.

L ike  N ie tz sc h e  l a t e r  in  the  N ine teen th  C en tu ry , T h o re a u  w as  

a rg u in g  fo r  t r u th  r e f e r r e d  to  a new s tan d a rd ,  a t r a n s v a lu a t io n  of v a lu es .  

T h o r e a u 's  w r i t in g s  a r e  fu l l  of fu lm in a tio n s  a g a in s t  the  conven tional 

p ie t ie s  of pity, c h a r i ty ,  and sym pathy . The u t i l i t a r ia n  and h u m a n i ta r ia n  

v a lu es  of the  b o u rg e o is ie  w e re  v iew ed as  h y p o c r is y  o r  p h i l i s t in is m .

M uch of T h o r e a u ’s w r i t in g s ,  e sp e c ia l ly  "The S e rv ic e "  and to a  l e s s e r  

ex ten t the  e s s a y s  on John  B row n a r e  N ie tz sc h ea n  in  t h e i r  p e s s im is t i c  

con tem pt fo r  c o m fo r t ,  and th e i r  re s ig n a t io n  to  the d e s t r u c t io n  of the  

n a tu ra l  a r i s t o c r a t  by c o m m o n p lace  m in d s  w hich  reco g n ize  the s u p e r i o r 

i ty  of h is  m o r a l  w i l l  only a f t e r  h is  d is a p p e a ra n c e .  A s  did N ie tz sch e ,  

T h o re a u  sought to  a f f i r m  the i r r a t i o n a l  w ill  m o ra l ly  a s  w e ll  a s  ju s t i fy  

i t  in te l le c tu a l ly .  In  p lace  of he r d - l ik e  equali ty  they  w e lco m ed  re c o g n i 

t io n  of inna te  s u p e r io r i ty ;  in  p lace  of m a jo r i t a r i a n  ru le ,  the  a r i s t o c r a c y  

of the m o ra l ly  v i r i l e  and s t ro n g ly  p r in c ip led ;  in  p lace  of h y p o c r i t ic a l
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h u m il i ty  and  pity  a s  the  b a s i s  of m o r a l  ac tion , the  h a r d  ju s t ic e  of 

n a tu re  and a n im a l is t ic  p agan  p r id e .  H ow ever, N ie tz sc h e  a t b o ttom  

w a s  n ih i l is t ic ,  w ith  only a d if fe ren c e  of e m p h a s is  saving h im  f r o m  the 

co m p le te  p e s s im is m  of S chopenhauer ,  T h o reau  w as m o re  t r iu m p h an t ly  

a f f i r m a t iv e —and h is  thought m o re  po li t ica l ly  p o ten t— b ecau se  h is  

id e a l i s m ,  w hich w as  not s h a r e d  by N ie tz sch e ,  included a te leo logy , an 

A bso lu te  of w hich th e  v a lu es  of the h e ro  a r e  a re f lec t io n .

T h o r e a u 's  v i ta l i s m  w as  p e rh a p s  m o re  c o m p a ra b le  am ong s o m e -

59w hat l a t e r  th in k e rs  to the in tu i t io n ism  of H enry  B e rg so n th a n  to N ie tz sc h e .  

T he l im ita t io n s  of s c ie n c e  p ro v id ed  a constan t th em e  f o r  T h o rea u  even  

w hile  co llec tin g  b o ta n ic a l  s p e c im e n s  and m aking  m inu te  o b se rv a t io n s  of 

n a tu ra l  phenom ena a f t e r  the  b e s t  sc ien tif ic  m ethod  of the  day. He saw 

u t i l i ty  r a th e r  than  the  a t ta in m e n t  of t r u th  a s  the  p ro d u c t  of sc ien ce ;

T h o re a u  equated  u ti l i ty  w ith  t e m p o r a l  va lues  and exped ience , th a t  a r e  

s e ld o m  if  e v e r  co n g ru en t  w ith  t ra n s c e n d e n t  va lues  tha t  a r e  s p i r i tu a l  in 

e s s e n c e  as w ell a s  m a t e r i a l  in  a p p e a ra n c e .  T h o rea u ,  like B e rg so n ,  

b e lieved  tha t only in tu i t io n —the g lean ings of a cu lt iv a ted  c o n sc io u s n e s s — 

c a n  d i re c t ly  ap p reh en d  n a tu re  a s  it i s ,  an  indefinab le , c r e a t iv e ,  living 

fo rc e .  T h o rea u  a s s u m e d  w hat B e rg so n  la t e r  s ta ted  co h e ren tly :  tha t 

the  hum an  m ind  o r ig in a l ly  i s  endowed w ith  in tu it ive  c ap ac ity ,  but tha t  

it a t ro p h ie s  by o v e r  dependence  upon in te ll igence . T h o rea u  c o n s is te n t ly  

s t ro v e  to keep h is  in tu i t iv e  ch an n e ls  open th rough  a sc e t ic  a b s t in e n c e s
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and  com m union  w ith n a tu re ,  but a p p a re n t ly  cam e  to be lieve  tha t in 

som e p e r s o n s  the  in tu it iv e  a b i l i ty  h a s  co m p le te ly  a tro p h ied  o r  p e rh a p s  

w as  de fic ien t in  th e i r  c o n s ti tu t io n s .

T h o r e a u 's  in d iv id u a l ism  w as e x t r e m e ,  a s  w as  tha t of C ar ly le ,  

N ie tz sc h e ,  and B e rg so n .  L og ica lly , a n a r c h i s m  is  a f u r th e r  ex tens ion  

of in d iv id u a l ism  w ith  som e ad d itio n a l a s s u m p t io n s  about m a n  as  a so c ia l  

a n im a l .  It is  a n a r c h i s m  th a t  c la im s  T h o re a u  in  the m o d e rn  m ind, and 

th e r e f o r e ,  a  d is c u s s io n  of a n a r c h is t  thought a s  r e p r e s e n te d  by s e le c te d  

a n a r c h is t  th in k e r s  is  in c luded  in  th is  d is c u s s io n  of h is  in te l le c tu a l  

a f f in i t ie s  a lthough  T h o re a u  h im s e l f  i s  not p re s e n te d  as  an a n a r c h is t  

in th is  study.

One of the  no tab le  f e a tu re s  of m u c h  a n a r c h is m ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  c o m 

m u n is t ic  a n a r c h i s m ,  a n a r c h o - s y n d ic a l i s m ,  and the native  A m e r ic a n  

a n a r c h i s m  of T h o r e a u 's  t im e  is  i ts  m a t e r i a l i s m  and c o n c e rn  fo r  im m e d i

a te  econom ic  r e f o r m  a s  the  b a s is  f o r  s o c ia l  r e fo rm .  A lthough he c l e a r ly  

reco g n ized  som e econom ic  in ju s t ic e s ,  T h o r e a u 's  m y s t i c i s m  led h im  to 

be m uch  le s s  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  the  econom ic  a b u se s  of the  s ta te  than  w ith  

the  e ffec ts  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  c o e rc io n  upon ind iv idua l p sy ch o lo g ica l  and 

m o r a l  s e n s i t iv i t i e s .  H is a cc e p tan c e  of econom ic  re a c t io n  such  a s  bo y 

co tt of n e w sp a p e r s ,  goods p roduced  by s lave  la b o r  and p ro d u c ts  of 

in iqu itous  g o v e rn m e n ts ,  w as  ju s t i f ie d  on the g round  tha t by such m e an s  

an  ind iv idua l keeps h is  own m o r a l  in te g r i ty  and p la ce s  the whole weight
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of h is  in f lu en c e —w o rd s ,  goods, and deeds  — on the  s ide  of ju s t ic e .

F o r  the  sam e  re a so n ,  he u rg ed  the re s ig n a t io n  of p e r s o n s  holding 

g o vernm en t p o s i t io n s  w hen  duty con flic ts  w ith  c o n sc ie n c e ,  and the  non

paym en t of ta x e s  w hen  the  ob jec ts  of ex pend itu re  v io la te  c o n sc ie n ce .

In T h o re a u 's  view, ju s t ic e  is  c e n t r a l  b ecau se  it a lone  p ro v id e s  the 

e n v iro n m en t in w hich  an  ind iv idua l can  ach ieve  h is  own m o r a l  d ev e lo p 

m en t.  The fac t tha t  cond itions  in  o th e r  l iv es  m igh t be  a m e l io r a te d  is  

only a s e c o n d a ry  e ffec t .

So f a r  a s  T h o r e a u  w as  c o n ce rn ed  fo r  o th e r  peop le , and th e re  is 

ev idence  th a t  he had  a  c o m p ass io n a te  n a tu re  a s  w e ll  a s  a  s t e r n  s e n se  

of ju s t ic e ,  i t  w as  fo r  th e  in t e r io r  s ta te  of th e i r  so u ls  m o r e  th a n  fo r  the 

p h y s ica l  d e p r iv a t io n s  of p o v e r ty .  As w ill  be shown l a t e r ,  T h o r e a u 's  

sp e c ia l  co n tr ib u t io n  w a s  a re -e x a m in a t io n  and a redefin ition , of the 

m ean ing  of w ealth . He thought poverty  to  be a  fa lse  i s s u e  a s  g e n e ra l ly  

s ta ted ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  in  the  a g r i c u l tu r a l  and v i l lage  b a se d  life  tha t  he 

be lieved  to be b e s t  fo r  m ank ind . He fe l t  tha t t r u e  p o v e r ty  is  a  condition  

of the soul; i t  is  found w h e re  ind iv idua ls  have no fee l in g  of w o r th  o r  

c o n tro l  of th e i r  p e r s o n .  It is  m o s t  often found in  c i t ie s  w h e re  people  

a r e  c row ded  on top  of one a n o th e r  and w h e re  th ey  have l i t t le  e x p o su re  

to  the r e f re s h in g ,  r e c r e a t iv e  in fluences  of n a tu re .  The in d u s t r i a l  wage 

s y s te m  can  c r e a t e  the  cond itions  of po v e rty  by crow ding  people  to g e th e r  

in  c i t ie s ,  desp o il in g  n a tu r e ,  and convincing people th a t  they  w il l  s ta rv e
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w ithout th e  p it tance  paid fo r  long h o u rs  of d ru d g e ry .  The a g r i c u l tu r a l  

s lave  s y s t e m  of h is  t im e  w as capab le  of p ro d u c in g  conditions  fo r  p o v e r ty  

of an even  m o re  d e sp e ra te  kind fo r  it d ep r iv ed  the  s lav e  of selfhood and 

m ade  th e  s lav e  o w n e r—and a l l  th o se  who o b s e rv e  w ithout in te r fe r in g  — 

so m o r a l ly  c a l lo u sed  th a t  a l l  ch an ce  of ach iev in g  fu ll  hum an c o n s c io u s 

n e s s  v a n ish e d .

E f fe c t iv e  r e fo rm  in T h o r e a u ’s v iew , a t  l e a s t  p r io r  to the  John  

B row n in c id e n t ,  is  a p e r s o n a l  r e f o r m  of the kind th a t  one a c c o m p l is h e s  

in  h is  c h a m b e r  befo re  dropping  h im s e lf  in to  the  s t r e e t  in  the m o rn in g .

The t in k e r in g  w ith  m o n e ta ry  s y s te m s  and p r o p e r ty  s y s te m s  advoca ted  

by m an y  a n a r c h i s t s ,  and e s p e c ia l ly  th o se  who w e re  ac tive  in A m e r ic a  

d u rin g  T h o r e a u ’s l i fe t im e , w e re  off the  point b e c a u s e  they a d d r e s s  s y m p 

to m s  r a t h e r  th an  c a u s e s .  F o r  T h o rea u ,  it w a s  not m oney , p ro p e r ty ,  

c a p i ta l  a cc u m u la t io n ,  any f o r m  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  o r  th e  s ta te  i t s e l f  th a t  

w as  the c e n t r a l  i s su e ,  but the  m o r a l  q u a li ty  of in d iv idua ls  who c o m p o se  

a l l  in s t i tu t io n s  and who em ploy  to o ls  of t r a d e ,  a g r ic u l tu r e ,  and s o t i a l  

s e r v ic e .  T h o re a u  d e c la re d  th a t  "unlike n o -g o v e rn m e n t  m en, I a s k  f o r ,  

not a t once  no governm en t,  but at once a b e t t e r  governm ent."^^

A n o th e r  re a so n  why T h o re a u  m ay  not be c o n s id e re d  a s  c o n fo rm in g  

to  an  e x t r e m e  a n a r c h is m  is  th a t  he did not hold  a  f i r m  be lie f  in  the  p e r -  

f e c ta b i l i ty  of m ankind . One of the  fu n d am en ta l  a s su m p tio n s  of a n a r c h i s m  

in m o s t  of i t s  fo r m s  is  th a t  people  a r e  by n a tu re  good, if not e v e ry  in d i 
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v id u a l ,  a t l e a s t  the p re p o n d e ran t  m a s s  of m en  a r e  suffic ien tly  good 

to  m anage  t h e i r  a f f a i r s  w ithout g o v e rn m e n t .  The e s s e n t ia l ly  good 

n a tu r e  of m a n  leading  h im  to  ac t  upon en ligh tened  s e l f - i n t e r e s t  to 

a ch ie v e  bo th  ind iv idua l fu lf i l lm en t and  so c ia l  duty is  not a f e a tu re  of 

T h o r e a u 's  f in a l  thought. While T h o re a u  did defend  B ro w n 's  d i re c t  

a c t io n ,  w h ich  w as a lso  a d m ire d  by the F r e n c h  a n a r c h is t - c o m m u n is t  

J o s e p h  D e ja c q u e ,^ ^  the  B row n  e s s a y s  do not re a d  a s  a n a r c h is t  p a p e r s .

H is  p e rc e p t io n  of n a tu ra l  m a n  w a s  th a t  he is  cap ab le  of both good and 

ev i l  and th a t  only by diligenc cu l t iv a t io n  of c o n sc io u s n e s s  does one 

id en tify  the  good th ro u g h  co m m u n io n  w ith  the  O v erso u l .^^  The good, 

th e r e f o r e ,  is  T h o re a u 's  s ta n d a rd  of b e h a v io r  fo r  a l l  m en; those of a cu te  

m o r a l  p e rc e p t io n  w il l  p e rc e iv e  it is  th e i r  duty, and th o se  of l e s s  s e n s i 

t iv e  n a tu r e s  a r e  no le s s  bound by the  duty fo r  not p e rc e iv in g  the good.

Such a  v iew  p re s u p p o se s  th a t  the  l a t t e r  m u s t  be h e ld  to  th e i r  duty th ro u g h  

so m e  s y s te m .  It follows th a t  s y s te m s  and in s t i tu t io n s ,  including g o v e rn 

m e n t ,  being com posed  of m en , ought to be c o n tro l le d  by only the b e s t  of 

m en  so a s  to  in s u re  that the s ta n d a rd s  of ju s t i c e  a r e  the  expected  

b e h a v io r s  of a ll .

T h o re a u  does have so m e  a f f in i t ie s  w ith  c e r t a in  E u ro p ea n  a n a r c h i s t s ,

n o n e th e le s s .  As V ernon  F a r r in g to n  noted, th e re  is  l i t t l e  in "C ivil D is -

65o b e d ien c e "  th a t  is  not to be found in W ill iam  G odw in 's  P o l i t ic a l  J u s t i c e .

'C iv il  D iso b ed ie n c e"  w as not T h o r e a u 's  f in a l  w o rd  on the sub jec t of in d i-
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vidual r e la t io n s  w ith  g o ve rnm en t,  h o w e v e r ,  G odw in 's  sw eet r e a s o n 

a b le n e s s  i s  of the sam e  tone a s  T h o r e a u 's  e a g e rn e s s  to  seek  "even an  

e x cu se  fo r  co n fo rm in g  to the  laws of the  land. At th a t  t im e  his  

o p t im is m  about the  u l t im a te ly  good in ten tio n s  of the s ta te  and the in e v i 

ta b i l i ty  of m o r a l  p ro g r e s s  led  h im  to w r i te :

I b e l iev e  th a t  the State w ill  soon be ab le  to ta k e  a l l  m y  w o rk  of 
th is  s o r t  [w e ig h in g  the e ffec ts  of g o v e rn m e n t  a g a in s t  t r a n s c e n d 
ent ju s t i c e ]  out of m y h a n d s , and then  I sh a l l  be no b e t t e r  p a tr io t  
than  m y  fe l lo w -co u n try m en ,

T h e re  is  a s t r a in  of u to p ian ism  in "C iv il D iso b ed ien ce"  which s e e m s  to 

reco g n ize  G odw in 's  contention  tha t p o l i t ic a l  in s t i tu t io n s  m ould  the  m in d s  

of c i t iz en s  and th a t  g o v e rn m en t " in s in u a te s  i t s e l f  into o u r  p e rs o n a l  d i s 

p o s it io n s ,  and  in sen s ib ly  co m m u n ic a te s  i ts  own s p i r i t  to  o u r  p r iv a te  

t r a n s a c t io n s .  But it a lso  s ee m s  to  r e j e c t  G odw in 's  b e lie f  that g o v e rn 

m en t,  r e g a r d l e s s  of how re fo rm e d  it m a y  be, is  incap ab le  of afford ing  

so lid  benefit  to  m ankind . The utopian hope of "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce"  co n 

c ludes  the  e s s a y  in e loquent language:

Is  a d e m o c r a c y ,  such a s  we know it, the  l a s t  im p ro v e m e n t  p o ss ib le  
in  g o v e rn m e n t?  Is  it not p o ss ib le  to  take  a s tep  f u r th e r  to w ard s  
reco g n iz in g  and  organ iz ing  the  r ig h ts  of m an ?  . . .  I p le a s e  m y se l f  
w ith  im ag in in g  a  State at la s t  w hich  c a n  a ffo rd  to be ju s t  to  a l l  
m en , and  to  t r e a t  the ind iv idua l w ith  r e s p e c t  a s  a ne ighbor;  w hich  
even  w ould  not th ink  it in co n s is te n t  w ith  i ts  own re p o se  if a few 
w e re  to  live  a loo f  f ro m  it ,  not m edd ling  w ith  i t ,  n o r  e m b ra c e d  
by i t ,  who fu lf i l led  a l l  the  du ties  of n e ig h b o rs  and fe l lo w -m en .
A s ta te  w h ich  b o re  th is  kind of f ru i t ,  and su ffe red  it to  d rop  off 
a s  f a s t  a s  it  r ip en ed , would p re p a re  the way f o r  a s t i l l  m o re  
p e r fe c t  and  g lo r io u s  S tate , w hich  a l s o  I have  im ag in ed , but not 
ye t  a n y w h ere  seen .
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T his  re la t iv e ly  m i ld  e s s a y  w as followed by the m o re  e x tre m e  "S lavery  

in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  w hich  u rg ed  p e r s o n a l  s e c e s s io n  f ro m  the s ta te ,  boy 

co tt ,  s t r ik e ,  and u n lim ited  v io lence: " . . .  I need not say  w hat m a tc h  I

would touch , w hat s y s te m  endeavo r to  blow up; but a s  I love m y  life , I 

would side w ith  the  light, and le t the d a rk  e a r th  ro l l  f r o m  u n d e r  m e 

. . . .  G odw in 's  h u m a n ism  and b e lie f  in  a ra t io n a l  sc ience  of po li t ic s  

i s  not touched  w ith  the  u n reason ing  v io len ce  of T h o re a u 's  m ood .

Godwin w as a b e l i e v e r  in m any  r e f o r m s ,  but not revo lu tion . He 

re m a in e d  t r u e  to  T h o r e a u 's  e a r l i e r  b e lie f ,  n e a r ly  abandoned by the 

t im e  the above l in e s  w e re  w r i t te n ,  tha t the t ru th  is  the le g i t im a te  i n s t r u 

m en t of r e fo rm ,  tha t  w ise  m en  a r e  f r e e  m en . T h o r e a u 's  f in a l  e m b ra c e  

of John B row n, w hose  h e ro ic  le a d e rs h ip  s e e m s  to  have been  a f o r e 

shadowing of th a t  " s t i l l  m o re  p e rfec t  and g lo r io u s  S ta te "  w hich  he 

im ag in ed  in  "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce" ,  is  an  ex am ple  of the  f a n a t ic i s m  which 

Godwin saw a s  th e  m o s t  in to le rab le  ty ra n n y  of a l l .  Godwin w as  a s  a f ra id  

of u n reason ing  d o g m a t is m  as  of un lim ited  g o ve rnm en t.  Both Godwin 

and T h o rea u  r e je c te d  m a jo r i ta r ia n  d e m o c ra t ic  a ssu m p tio n s  and w e re  

a g re e d  tha t  the  w o rk  of the w o rld  is  a cc o m p lish e d  by in d iv id u a ls .  F u r th e r ,  

both m ade te l l in g  a rg u m e n ts  th a t  g o v e rn m e n ts  a s  p re s e n t ly  c o n s t i tu ted  

a r e  alw ays c o n se rv a t iv e  in fluences  p it ted  a g a in s t  the n ew er  v a lu es  of a 

m oving c iv i l iz a t io n .  T h o reau , h o w ev er ,  w as  at la s t  found in  th e  e m o 

tio n a l ,  a b so lu t is t  t r a d i t io n  of J e a n  Jac q u e s  R o u sseau  while  Godwin
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re m a in e d  in  the  r a t io n a l ,  l ib e r a l  t r a d i t io n  of John  Locke, and tha t 

m ad e  a l l  the  d i f f e re n c e .

M ax S t i r n e r  w a s  roughly  T h o r e a u 's  c o n te m p o ra ry ,  and w as even  

m o r e  e x t r e m e  in  h is  in d iv id u a l ism  than  the C oncord  e c c e n t r ic .

T h o re a u  fa v o re d  a g r e a t  m any  c o o p era t iv e  v e n tu re s  so long a s  they  

w e re  v o lu n ta ry  and n o n -c o e rc iv e .  F o r  S t i rn e r ,  ho w ev er ,  the  s p i r i t  of 

c o o p era t io n  h a s  no p u rp o s e  to  s e r v e  except fo r  the  benefit of the  ego. 

S t i r n e r 's  c o n c e rn  w as  fo r  the t r a n s i to r y  age, and w hile  T h o re a u  a lso  

sought to live  on the  c r e s t  of t im e  in  the v e ry  m o m en t,  h is  p e r s p e c t iv e  

w as  e t e r n a l  r a t h e r  th a n  t e m p o ra l .  The abso lu te  good is  beyond and 

above the ind iv id u a l  fo r  T h o reau ;  w hile  only the  ind iv idua l w il l  can  know 

the  good, i t s  e x is te n c e  s u r p a s s e s  the  indiv idual. S t i r n e r 's  view of such  

m y s t ic  id e a l i s m  is  s tu f f  and n o n sen se .  As he w ro te  in The Ego and H is 

Own:

What! a m  I in  the  w o r ld  to  r e a l iz e  id e a s ?  To do m y  p a r t  by 
m y c i t iz e n s h ip ,  say ,  to w a rd s  the  re a l iz a t io n  of the  idea 
"State , " o r  by m a r r i a g e ,  a s  husband  and f a th e r ,  to b r in g  the 
idea  of the  fa m ily  in to  e x is te n c e ?  What does  such  a ca ll ing  
c o n c e rn  m e! I l ive  a f t e r  a c a l l in g  as  l i t t le  a s  the f low er 
g row s and g ives  f r a g r a n c e  a f t e r  a ca ll ing .

In S t i r n e r ’s v iew , the  ind iv idua l w i l l_ ^  the good. T his  is  not the 

sam e  c lo th  a s  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  in d iv id u a l ism  w hich  a lw ays held  to  a 

d iv ine im m a n e n c e  su ffus ing  the  whole of n a tu re ,  inc luding  ind iv idua l 

m en . T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m ,  even  T h o re a u 's  v e r s io n  of i t ,  n e v e r  cut the 

ind iv idua l a d r i f t  w ith  no point of re la t io n  excep t h is  own w ill  to  pow er.
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T h o re a u  te n a c io u s ly  h e ld  to  a P la to n ic  Id e a l i s m  f in a lly  cu lm ina ting  in 

h is  a d u la t io n  of the h e ro ic  w ise  m an , John Brow n.

A lthough  S t i r n e r  and T h o re a u  w e re  not in  m e ta p h y s ic a l  a g r e e 

m e n t ,  th ey  e x p r e s s e d  t h e i r  id e a s  in  s t r ik in g ly  s i m i l a r  w ays. The fo l

lowing p a s sa g e  f r o m  The Ego and His Own s ta te s  in b o ld e r  language 

id e as  tha t can  be found in W alden  and A W eek .

I a m  f r e e  f r o m  w hat I a m  r id  o f— ow ner of what I have 
in  m y  p o w er o r  w hat I c o n tro l .  My own I a m  a t  a l l  t im e s  and 
un d er  a l l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  if I know how to  have m y s e l f  and do 
not th ro w  m y s e l f  aw ay on o th e r s .  . . .  B ecau se  in so c ie ty  the 
m o s t  o p p re s s iv e  e v ils  m ak e  th e m s e lv e s  fe l t ,  t h e r e f o r e  the 
o p p re s s e d  e s p e c ia l ly ,  and co n seq u en tly  the m e m b e r s  in the  
lo w e r  re g io n s  of so c ie ty ,  th ink  they  find the fau lt in socie ty , 
and  m ak e  i t  t h e i r  t a s k  to  d i s c o v e r  the righ t so c ie ty .  This  is  
only the old p h en o m en o n —th a t  one looks fo r  the  fau lt  f i r s t  in 
ev e ry th in g  but h im s e l f .

While T h o re a u  cou ld  h ave  w r i t t e n  th e se  v e ry  w o rd s ,  he s ti l l  

b e lieved  th a t  m a n  e x is t s  to  b r in g  to a c tu a l i ty  the  id e a  of the good and 

to  ach ieve  the  fu ll  p o te n t ia l i ty  of se lf -h o o d , w hich  i s  i t s e l f  an ideal 

fo rm .  In the  m a in ,  h o w e v e r ,  S t i r n e r  and T h o re a u  s h a r e  s im i la r  

t e m p e r s  and a g r e e  on m an y  e s s e n t i a l  po in ts . The p r im a r y  of the se lf  

i s  the touchs tone  of life fo r  both  m en . They saw  m an  a s  wholly 

r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  h im s e l f  endow ed w ith  the pow er to c o r r e c t  the c o n 

d it ions  of h is  life by fo r c e  of w ill .

The a n a r c h i s m  of E u ro p e  w as given m uch  of i t s  l i t e r a tu r e  by 

R u ss ian  nob lem en , Count M ich ae l  A lex an d ro v ich  Bakunin, P r in c e  P e t e r  

K ropo tk in , and  Count L eo  T o ls to y .  W ith the  f i r s t  two T h o re a u  had
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r e l a t iv e ly  l i t t l e  in com m on, bat som ew hat m o re  w ith  the  th i r d .

B a k u n in 's  life  span, 1814-1876, m ad e  h im  a lm o s t  an ex ac t

c o n te m p o r a r y  of H enry  T h o re a u .  H ow ever, he w as  opposed  to the s o r t

of id e a l i s m  to  w hich  T h o re a u  w a s  c o m m itted .  In h is  God and th e  S ta te ,

he co n d em n ed  even  the ru le  of u p r ig h t  m en .

. . . th a t  i s ,  a  tu te lage  o f f ic ia l ly  and r e g u la r ly  e s ta b l is h e d  by 
a m in o r i ty  of com peten t m e n ,  m en  of v ir tu o u s  genius o r  
ta le n t ,  who w il l  w atch and guide the  conduct of th is  g re a t ,  
in c o r r ig ib le ,  and t e r r i b l e  ch ild , the p e o p l e , . . .  Of a l l  d e s 
p o t i s m s  th a t  of the d o c t r in a i r e s  o r  in s p ire d  re l ig io n is ts  is  
the  w o r s t .  T hey  a r e  so je a lo u s  of the g lo ry  of th e i r  God 
and  th e  t r i u m p h  of th e i r  id ea  th a t  they  have no h e a r t  left f o r  
the l i b e r ty  o r  the dignity , o r  even  the  su ffe ring  of living m en , 
of r e a l  m e n .  . . . ^^

T h is  p r e s e n t s  the c o u n te r  a rg u m e n t  to  T h o r e a u 's  B row n e s s a y s .

It m a k e s  a  point which it is  d iff icu l t  fo r  T h o r e a u 's  ap o lo g is ts  to  tu r n  

a s id e .

K ro p o tk in ,  too, took  a  m a te r i a l i s t i c  and c o l le c t iv is t  a p p ro a c h  to 

p o l i t ic a l  p r o b le m s ,  h is  m a in  c o n c e rn  being to p r e p a r e  ev e ry o n e  to c o n 

t r ib u te  to  and re c e iv e  h is  ju s t  s h a r e  f r o m  the  p ro d u c tio n  of m a t e r i a l  

goods. O u tl in ed  in  s e v e r a l  w o rk s  but e s p e c ia l ly  F i e l d s , F a c t o r i e s  and 

W o rk sh o p s  pub lished  in 1898, K ro p o tk in 's  m u tu a l i s m  and c o m m u n is m  

have l i t t l e  in  com m on  w ith  th e  in d iv id u a l is t ic  e m p h a s is  of T h o rea u ,  

even  w hen  w r i t in g  about the  p o s s ib i l i t i e s  in h e re n t  in v i l lag e s  of noble 

m en , an  e n th u s i a s m  T h o re a u  s h a re d .

Count Leo  T o ls toy , a lo n g e r  lived c o n te m p o ra ry  (1828-1910), on 

the  o th e r  hand  did o ffer  a type  of a n a r c h is t  thought m o re  s i m i l a r  to
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T h o r e a u ’s p o s i t io n  than  the v o lu n ta r i s m  and a c c e p ta n c e  of v io lence

which the  w o rk s  of Bakunin, K ropo tk in  and T h o re a u  s h a re d .  Being a

m y s tic  d ed ica ted  to  the  s im p le  r u r a l  life  im m e d ia te ly  a s s o c ia te s

74
T ols toy  w ith  T h o rea u .  N e a r ly  alone am ong the  E u ro p ea n s  he w ent 

beyond m a t e r i a l i s m  in  e m b ra c in g  the a n a r c h ic a l  p r in c ip le .  T h e re  a r e  

im p o r tan t  d i f f e r e n c e s ,  h ow ever , w hich  c l e a r ly  s e p a ra te  the two m e n 's  

points  of view. T o ls to y 's  p r im it iv e  C h r is t ia n  c o m m u n ism  w as exac tly  

the  so r t  of c o o p e ra t iv e  s e n t im e n ta l i s m  w hich  T h o re a u  denounced saying 

he would r a t h e r  keep  b a c h e lo r 's  h a l l  in  h e l l  than  go to board  in such  a 

c o l le c t iv is t  com m unity .

T h o r e a u ’s d enuncia tion  of the M exican  W ar and g e n e r a l  d is t ru s t  

of the m i l i t a r y  s ta te  w as  l e s s  in c lu s iv e  th an  T o l s to y 's  com ple te  re n u n 

c ia t io n  of w a r ,  fo r  he  re c o g n ize d  a d if fe ren c e  in  the m o r a l  q u a li ty  of 

som e w a rs  and som e v io len ce ,  a rg u in g  tha t it is  the  m o tiv a t io n  r a th e r  

than  the c o n seq u en ces  of v io lence  th a t  a r e  s ig n if ic a n t .^ ^  T h o re a u  had 

p ra is e d  v io lence  a s  hav ing  a  purify ing  e ffec t ,  r e f e r r in g  to B ro w n 's  c r u 

sade as  " the best  new s th a t  A m e r ic a  h a s  e v e r  h e a r d  . . .  [ i t  has]  

qu ickened  the  feeb le  pu lse  of the  N o r th  . . .  in fu sed  m o r e  and m o re

g en ero u s  blood in to  h e r  veins  . . . m an y  a m an  who w as la te ly  co n tem -

7 Aplating su ic ide  h a s  now som eth ing  to  live  fo r .  T h o re a u  even  m ade

oblique c a l l s  fo r  a r m e d  in s u r r e c t io n  in  the  c a s e  of the  F u g it iv e  Slave
77 78Law and in  the  c a s e  of John  Brow n.
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T h e re  w as m o re  a g re e m e n t  betw een T h o rea u  and T o ls to y  on the  

i s s u e  of n o n -p ay m en t of ta x e s  fo r  ends of w hich  they  did not app rove  

th a n  on the in iqu ity  of w a r .  T o ls to y 's  What M ust We Do Then? and h is  

A ncien  R egim e a r e  ev en  m o r e  inc lus ive  in  th e i r  denuncia tion  of g o v e rn 

m en t as t a x g a th e r e r  th an  T h o r e a u 's  e s s a y s .  T h o re a u  w as not vehem en t 

ag a in s t  the  s ta te  p e r  s e , so m uch  as  ag a in s t  the  ends  to w hich  g o v e rn 

m en t w as being u sed .  The c a l l  to a n a rch y , so f a r  a s  i t  m a y  fa i r ly  be 

sa id  to have  been  m ad e  by T h o reau , i s  only fo r  the  p e r io d  of t im e  when 

the  s ta te  fa i ls  to e s ta b l i s h  ju s t ic e  in  the  land: "L et each  inhab itan t of

the  State  d is so lv e  h is  union w ith  h e r ,  a s  long a s  she d e lays  to  do h e r  

79duty. " F o r  T o ls to y , the s ta te  s ee m s  to have had no le g i t im a te  duty

O Q
n o r  any h e lp fu l func tion  to  p e r fo rm .

T o ls to y  w as v e r y  n e a r ly  a n t i - c u l tu re  in  h is  in s is te n c e  tha t  a l l  a r t

81and sc ien ce  be p laced  w holly  in the s e rv ic e  of the  m a s s  of m en.

T h o r e a u 's  concep t of a r t  w as  decided ly  G reek , and fu ll  of a p p re c ia t io n  

fo r  the  a e s th e t ic s  w h ich  s u r p a s s  com m on u n d e rs tan d in g  and sp eak  to  the  

s ing le  soul. A r t ,  s c ie n c e ,  la b o r ,  any w orthw h ile  e n d ea v o r  is  i t s  own 

re w a rd  to the c r e a to r ,  in T h o re a u 's  view. The g r e a t  gulf of c o m m u n ism  

w ith  i ts  a s su m p tio n s  abou t the  p r im a c y  of the  g roup  s e p a ra te s  T o ls to y  

f r o m  T h o rea u  and r e n d e r s  th e m  incom patib le  w ith  one a n o th e r .  T o ls toy  

the  p r im it iv e  C h r is t ia n  co m m u n is t  w as in te r e s t e d  f i r s t  in h a p p in ess ;  

T h o re a u  th e  P u r i t a n  in d iv id u a l is t  w as  in te r e s t e d  f i r s t  in  ju s t ic e .
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A n a r c h i s m  in E u ro p e  developed  u n d e r  f a r  d if fe ren t  c i r c u m 

s tan c e s  th a n  w e r e  to  be found in A m e r ic a ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  in  New E ngland .

It is not s u r p r i s in g  th a t  the whole te m p e r  of a n a r c h is t  thought in the 

A m e r ic a  of T h o r e a u 's  t im e  had l i t t le  m o re  th an  s u p e r f ic ia l  s im i la r i t i e s  

w ith  the  E u r o p e a n  v a r ie ty .  As E un ice  S c h u s te r  m a k e s  c l e a r ,  the 

m o n e ta ry  and  c r e d i t  g im m ic k e ry  of P ro u d h o n  is  c lo s e r  to the A m e r ic a n  

a n a r c h is t s  th a n  o th e r  E u ro p ea n  v a r i e t i e s  of a n a r c h is m .

C iv il d iso b ed ien c e  is  in  the  re v o lu t io n a ry  t r a d i t io n  of A m e r ic a .

In  i ts e lf ,  i t  i s  not in h e re n t ly  a n a r c h is t ,  fo r  it  is  a s  c o n s is te n t  w ith the 

id ea  of the  s ta te  a s  it i s  w ith  the r ig h t  of rev o lu tio n . The h i s to ry  of 

rev o lu tio n s  in  E u ro p e  w as c o n s id e ra b ly  d if fe ren t  th an  in  the  United 

S ta tes  w h e re  th e  F e d e r a l  sy s te m  w as s t i l l  a r e a l i ty  in su la t in g  ind iv idua l 

c i t iz en s  f r o m  the  n a t io n a l  g o v e rn m en t and f r o m  the g o v e rn m e n ta l  p o lic ie s  

of o th e r  S ta te s .  Ind iv idual d is a g re e m e n t  w ith  g o v e rn m e n ta l  p o lic ie s  had 

n e i th e r  the  s ig n if ic a n ce  n o r  the c o n se q u e n c e s  th a t  c iv i l  d isobed ience  w as 

l ik e ly  to  g e n e r a te  in  a u n i ta ry  E u ro p e a n  g o v e rn m e n t .  T h is  exp la in s  a 

g re a t  d ea l of the  d if fe ren c e  in  te n o r  b e tw een  E u ro p e a n  a n a r c h is t s  who 

w e re  fo rce d  to  ren o u n ce  the  s ta te  a s  w holly  c o r ru p t ,  and the A m e r ic a n  

in d iv id u a l is ts  and a n a r c h is t s  who could find an  acco m m o d a tio n  w ith  th e i r  

g o v e rn m en t,  a t  l e a s t  fo r  the e x p r e s s io n  of t h e i r  id e a s .  C iv il  d isobedience, 

th e re fo re ,  in  an  A m e r ic a n  sett ing  is  not n e c e s s a r i l y  synonym ous w ith  

a n a r c h is m ,  a lthough  it can  be u sed  a s  a  to o l  of a n a r c h is m .
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A n a r c h i s m  in  A m e r ic a  did not becom e a f a c to r  of any g re a t  

im p o r ta n c e  u n ti l  a f t e r  T h o r e a u 's  dea th , and then  a s  only a  p a s s in g  

ph ase  of the l a r g e r  m o v e m e n t  fo r  the  r ig h ts  of lab o r .  Such e x p re s s io n s  

of a n a r c h is m  as  a p p e a re d  in  the U nited  S ta tes  p r io r  to  the  W ar  B etw een  

th e  S ta te s  w e re  r e la t iv e ly  in s ig n if ic a n t .  In te re s t in g ly  enough, a s  a 

g ro u p  A m e r ic a n  a n a r c h i s t s  w e re  New E n g la n d e rs ,  and n e a r ly  a l l  f r o m  

T h o r e a u 's  hom e s ta te  of M a s s a c h u s e t t s .  The n a m e s  of S tephen  P e a r l  

A n d re w s ,  W ill iam  B. G re e n e ,  E z r a  Heywood, J o sh u a  K. In g a l ls ,  John  

H u m p h rey  N oyes, L y s a n d e r  S pooner,  B en jam in  T u c k e r  and  J o s ia h  

W a r r e n  a r e  o b sc u re  ex cep t  to s p e c ia l i s t s ,  and have l i t t le  s ig n if ican ce  

f o r  c o n te m p o ra ry  A m e r ic a n  p o l i t ic a l  thought. They do, h o w e v e r ,  p r o 

vide a  c o n tra s t in g  b ack g ro u n d  w hich  h e lp s  to  p lace  H e n ry  David  T h o re a u  

in  p e r s p e c t iv e  a g a in s t  th o se  in  A m e r ic a  who w e re  m o re  t r u l y  a n a r c h i s t s .

The A bo lit ion  M ovem ent p ro v id ed  a com m on  point of d e p a r tu r e  fo r  

m a n y  kinds of r e f o r m e r s  u n t i l  the  i s s u e  had  been  re m o v e d  by w a r .  The 

m ethod  of a ttack in g  s la v e r y  c au se d  so m e  d iv is ions  am ong  th o s e  who 

w e re  o th e rw is e  un ited  in  t h e i r  ob jec t io n  to the  C o n s t i tu t io n a l  and  s ta tu to ry  

p ro te c t io n s  of the p e c u l i a r  in s t i tu t io n .  They w e re  a g r e e d  in  t h e i r  d i s 

t a s t e  fo r  the  F e d e r a l  g o v e rn m en t,  but one g roup  in s is t e d  th a t  only m o r a l  

su a s io n  and n o n - r e s i s t a n c e  w as the le g i t im a te  c o u rs e  of oppos it ion , w hile  

a n o th e r  s tro n g ly  b e l iev ed  in  d i r e c t  p o l i t ic a l  ac tion . T h o re a u  found h i m 

se l f  in  the f i r s t  g ro u p  d u r in g  the  g r e a t e r  p a r t  of h is  l ife .  In c re a s in g ly  

he  b ecam e  m o re  a g g r e s s iv e  in  a s s e r t i n g  h is  a b o l i t io n is t  fe e l in g s  un til
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by the  t im e  he had  e m b ra c e d  the d i r e c t  a c t io n  of John  B ro w n "s  v io lence  

he w as  c l e a r l y  in  the a c t iv i s t  c am p . T h e re  s e e m s  n e v e r  a t im e ,  h o w e v e r ,  

w hen he a p p ro v ed  of voting o r  o th e r  p o l i t ic a l  a c t io n  to re so lv e  the  d i f f i 

c u l t ie s  c r e a te d  by s la v e ry .  He e i th e r  ig n o red  the  p o l i t ic a l  a s p e c ts  of 

the  p ro b le m  by w ithdraw ing  into a e s th e t ic s  o r ,  a s  in  h is  la s t  day s ,  w as 

an a d v o ca te  of d i re c t  ac tion .

One of th o se  who took a n o n - r e s i s t a n c e  s tand  w as  John  H u m p h rey  

N oyes (1811-1886). He re a ch ed  an  a n t i - s t a t i s t  p o s it io n  by an e x t re m e  

in te r p r e ta t io n  of P r o te s ta n t  in d iv id u a lism , w hich  he e x p r e s s e d  in  h is  

m onth ly  pub lica tion . The P e r f e c t io n i s t , founded in 1834 and f r o m  w hich  

the  P e r f e c t io n i s t  m ovem en t took i ts  nam e. A s the nam e  of h is  m o v e 

m en t s u g g e s ts ,  Noyes w as p e rsu a d e d  tha t  h e  had  a t ta in ed  a s ta te  of s in 

l e s s n e s s  th a t  m ade  g o v e rn m en t u n n e c e s s a ry  fo r  the reg u la t io n  of h is  

b e h a v io r ,  and th a t  such  a condition  i s  a t ta in ab le  by o th e r  C h r i s t i a n s .

H is  a rg u m e n t  a g a in s t  the s ta te  w as  a  s im p le  one: he and o th e r  

C h r is t ia n s  of h is  p e r s u a s io n  w e re  p e re fe c t  in  G od 's  s igh t and th e r e f o r e ,  

the  law , g o v e rn m en t,  and a l l  e a r th ly  a u th o r i ty  had  no c la im  upon h im  o r  

o th e rs  who had  ach ieved  p e rfec t io n .  B ecau se  the law and g o v e rn m en t 

w e re  m a n i f e s t ly  im p e r fe c t ,  it i s  the  duty of p e r fe c t io n is t s  to w ith d raw  

f r o m  p a r t ic ip a t io n  in the  g o v e rn m en t of the  U nited  S ta te s .

F o llo w in g  th e se  p r in c ip le s  he o rg an ized  a so c ie ty  of Bible C o m 

m u n is ts  a t P u tn ey , V e rm o n t,  w h e re  he taugh t am ong h is  o th e r  d o c t r in e s
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f r e e  sex u a l  love w ith in  the  m e m b e rs h ip  of the  co m m u n ity .  A f te r  being 

a r r e s t e d  on c h a r g e s  of a d u l t ry ,  he b roke  b a i l  and in 1848 re s e t t le d  h is  

B ib le  C o m m u n is ts  in  C e n t r a l  New Y ork  a s  the  O neida  C om m unity . It 

w as  one of the  few e co n o m ica l ly  s u c c e ss fu l  A m e r i c a n  u topian  c o m 

m u n i t ie s .  E v e n tu a l ly  Noyes e m ig ra te d  to C anada  in  o r d e r  to escap e  

lega l p ro s e c u t io n  in  the United S ta tes .

N oyes  w as  not one of the p a ss iv e  n o n - r e s i s t a n t s ,  at le a s t  v e r 

ba lly , f o r  he  a im e d  to  be an  agent of the o v e r th ro w  of th e  United States 

g o v e rn m e n t .  The p a s s iv e  n o n - r e s i s t a n t s  he  d i s m is s e d  as  u l t r a i s t s  who 

w e re  u n r e a l i s t i c  in  t h e i r  a p p ro a c h  to co m batting  ev il .  T h e i r  re lu c tan c e  

to  r e s i s t  a c t iv e ly  he c o n s id e re d  to be sed it ion  a g a in s t  the  kingdom  of God.

T h o r e a u 's  sy m p a th ie s  in  the  e a r ly  p a r t  of h is  c a r e e r  w e re  c le a r ly  with

84the  m o re  p a s s iv e  n o n - r e s i s t e r s  such  as  N a th an ie l  P .  R o g e rs ,  although

h is  l a t e r  w r i t in g s  show an in c re a s in g  w il l in g n e ss  to  a c c e p t  m o re  d i re c t

po s it io n s  a s  d e m o n s t r a t e d  by h is  defense  of W ende ll  P h i l l i p s ' lyceum  

85a d d r e s s e s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  T h o re a u 's  d is e n c h a n tm e n t  w ith  co m m u n it ie s  

in  g e n e ra l ,  and h is  r e je c t io n  of the  C h r is t ia n  m y th  m a d e  h is  outlook 

in co m p a tib le  w ith  tha t  of N oyes. H ow ever, he a g r e e d  th a t  n o n - r e s is ta n c e  

is  a f o r m  of c o m p lic i ty  w ith  ev il  if one 's  own ac t io n s  a r e  com pelled  o r  

c o e r c e d  by the  s ta te .

T he n o n - r e s i s t a n t s  w e re  a n a r c h is t s  and p a c i f i s t s  w hose  p re m is e  

w a s  th a t  g o v e rn m e n ts  a r e  the  in s t ig a to r s  of w a r  and a l l  the  m anifo ld  s ins  

and  w ic k e d n e s se s  w hich  b e fa l l  m ankind , but th a t  the  B ib l ic a l  in junction
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to  r e s i s t  not ev i l  w as the  f i r s t  law of co n sc ie n ce .  As e a r ly  a s  A ugust 

1815, a peace  so c ie ty  w as founded in  New Y o rk  w ith  David Low Dodge 

a s  p re s id e n t ,  and in  1828 the  A m e r ic a n  P e a c e  Socie ty  w as founded with 

a policy w hich  sp e c if ic a l ly  condem ned only offensive  w a r .  In re a c t io n  

to  th is  m o d e ra te  p os it ion , in  1838 the New E ng land  N o n -R e s is ta n c e  

League  w as  e s ta b l i s h e d  condem ning a l l  w a r ,  bo th  offensive  and r e t a l i 

a to ry .

W il l iam  Lloyd G a r r i s o n  w as a p ro m in en t  m e m b e r  of the  New 

England  N o n -R e s is ta n c e  L eague , and th rough  h is  pub lica tion . The 

L i b e r a t o r , la id  m an y  a v e rb a l  blow ag a in s t  the g o v e rn m e n t .  T h e re  a re  

p a s s a g e s  in T h o r e a u 's  jo u rn a ls  which m ay  r e f le c t  the  n o n - r e s i s t a n c e  

p o s i t io n  th a t  love is  m o re  pow erfu l th an  fo rc e ,  but he  did not re m a in  

long in  th a t  m ood a f t e r  the  F ug it ive  Slave Law d ro v e  h im  to  a c t iv e  

r e s i s t a n c e .  The n o n - r e s i s t a n t s  tu rn e d  in w ard  on t h e i r  e x p e r im e n ta l  

H opedale  C om m unity  and re a d  The N o n -R e s is ta n t  w hich  H e n ry  C. W right 

ed ited . The com ing  s t ru g g le  betw een the N o r th e rn  and S ou the rn  sec tions  

of the c o u n try  c a u se d  the defection  of n e a r ly  a l l  the  n o n - r e s i s t a n t s .

Only A din  B allou  am ong the  C h r is t ia n  a n a r c h is t s  r e m a in e d  fa ith fu l to the 

G olden Rule and the S e rm o n  on the Mount in  th e  face  of the  i r r e p r e s s i b l e  

conflic t.

The n o n - r e s i s t a n t s  led by W illiam  Lloyd G a r r i s o n  re p u d ia ted  the 

lo g ica l  and m o r a l  b a se  of th e i r  positions  in advoca ting  N o r th e rn  a g g r e s 
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sion  a g a in s t  the  South and denying the r igh t of s e c e s s io n ,  an  in c o n s i s 

te n cy  tha t  o th e r  a n a r c h i s t s  w e re  to re co g n ize  s e v e r a l  y e a r s  a f t e r  the  

end of the  w a r .  T h is  w as a failing of T h o r e a u 's  a s  w ell,  though he 

re d e e m e d  h im s e l f  on the  ques tio n  of s e c e s s io n  s ince  he not only r e c o g 

n ized  i t ,  but advoca ted  it a s  the c o r r e c t  c o u rs e  of ac tion  fo r  M a s s a c h u -

o n
s e t t s .  T h o re a u  did t r y  to  d is m is s  g o v e rn m en t f r o m  his  m ind  a s  the 

n o n - r e s i s t e r s  a t te m p ted  to do, but found h is  w a lk s  w e re  spoiled  by a 

r e m e m b ra n c e  of the  s ta te .  H ow ever, T h o re a u  could not b r in g  h is  

in d iv id u a l is m  to c o m p reh en d  the a n t i -h e ro ic  p a s s iv i s m  of B allou  n o r  

the  c o l le c t iv i s t  so lu tions  of the group of a n t i -g o v e rn m e n t  p e r s o n s  led 

by G a r r i s o n .  In t e m p e r  and ap p ro ach  T h o re a u  had  m uch  m o re  a ff in ity  

w ith  the G a r r i s o n ia n s  in the la s t  y e a r s  of h is  life  than  with B allou  and 

th o se  few n o n - r e s i s t a n t s  who t ru ly  w e re  a n a r c h i s t s .  N e i th e r  G a r r i s o n  

n o r  T h o re a u  can  qualify  a s  n o -g o v e rn m e n t  m en . Both  w ished  to have 

a g o v e rn m en t to do r ig h t  a g a in s t  the  fo r c e s  of ev i l .

If G a r r i s o n  and T h o re a u  w ere  not n o -g o v e rn m e n t  m en, J o s ia h  

W a r re n  (1798-1874) w as .  In fac t,  S c h u s te r  c r e d i t s  W a r re n  w ith being 

th e  f i r s t  A m e r ic a n  a n a r c h is t  because  of the  fa c t  tha t  he developed a 

fu lly  rounded th e o ry  of a n a r c h is m  includ ing  an  econom ic  ju s t i f ic a t io n  

a s  w e ll  a s  a s p i r i tu a l  and m o r a l  foundation. A s  e a r ly  a s  1827 he had 

opened a " t im e  s t o r e "  which u sed  la b o r  a s  the only  s tan d a rd  of va lue , 

m u ch  on the  o r d e r  of R obert O w en 's  l a t e r  E q u i tab le  Banks of L a b o r  

Exchange  in  E ngland . A lthough h is  m a jo r  book leng th  w o rk s .  P r a c t i c a l
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D eta ils  in  E q u itab le  C o m m e rc e  and T ru e  C iv i l iz a t io n , w e r e  p u b lish ed  

a f te r  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  had  p a s s e d  i t s  peak, W a r r e n 's  tho u g h ts  and 

a c t io n s  w e r e  known to the C oncord  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  th ro u g h  t h e i r  

in t e r e s t  in  a l l  of the so c ia l  th e o r i e s  and e x p e r im e n ts  w hich  w e r e  so 

co m m o n  in the  f i r s t  h a lf  of th e  N ine teen th  C en tu ry .

W a r r e n  a n t ic ip a ted  the  c u r r e n c y  r e fo rm s  of P i e r r e  P ro u d h o n  and

th e  land th e o ry  of H en ry  G eorge  in  h is  e a r ly  v e r s io n  of m u tu a l i s m .  He

and th o se  who followed a f te r  h is  lead  w e re  not of the  sam e  m y s t i c a l

s t r a in  th a t  T h o rea u ,  B allou  and N oyes w e re .  T h e i r  c o n c e rn s  w e r e  w ith

m a t e r i a l  w e l f a re ,  h ig h e r  s ta n d a rd s  of p roduc tion  w ith  a g r e a t e r  p e r s o n a l

f r e e d o m  f r o m  the im p e r s o n a l  f o r c e s  of gov e rn m en t and in d u s t ry  w hich

th e  c r e d i t  and  c a p i ta l  s y s te m  c o n tro l le d .  W a r r e n 's  sch em e  of pooling

th e  sy m b o ls  of la b o r  in " t im e b a n k s"  env is ioned  v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c ia t io n s

of l a b o r e r s  who would p ro d u ce  th e  e s s e n t ia l s  of c iv i l iz a t io n  s t re n g th e n e d

by banks of la b o r  exchange th a t  would extend the o p p o rtun ity  f o r  in d i 

go
v idua l e n t r e p r e n e u r s h ip  to  a l l  who w ished  it .  The s ch e m e  w a s  r a t h e r  

e la b o r a te ly  d raw n , but r e l ie d  too h eav ily  upon a n a tu r a l  b a lan c e  am ong 

m e n  to  c o u n te r a c t  ex p lo i ta t io n  and ra p a c i ty  of s ing le  in d iv id u a ls  who 

w is h  to  d o m in a te .

W a r r e n  be liev ed  in  the e q u a l  r ig h ts  of a l l ,  and w h ere  n a tu r a l  

b a lan c e  of com p etin g  ind iv idua l in t e r e s t s  fa i l s ,  v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c ia t io n s  

w ould m o n i to r  and p ro te c t  the  equa li ty  of r ig h ts .  He w as one of th o se
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who be liev ed  th a t  a h igh  d e g re e  of c iv i l iza t io n  and c u l tu re  is  n e c e s s a r y  

fo r  a so c ie ty  b a se d  upon eq u a l  r ig h ts  to ex is t .  He w as im p r e s s e d  with 

R ober t  Owen’s th e o r i e s  and  w as a m e m b e r  of the co m m u n ity  at New 

H arm o n y ,  Ind iana , b e fo re  founding h is  own co lo n ie s ,  Utopia and 

M o d ern  T im e s ,  b a se d  upon h is  own id e as .  F r o m  h is  w eek ly  p e r io d ica l .  

The P e a c e fu l  R e v o lu t io n is t , he p reach ed  h is  id e as  of equ ity  and m u tu 

a l i ty .  Socia l d e fec ts  w e re  see n  as  the cau se  of c r im e  and p e r v e r s i t i e s ,  

not ev i l  w ill  n o r  m a le v o le n t  n a tu ra l  d isp o s it io n s .  He b e liev ed  that a 

c o r r e c t  c o n s t ru c t io n  of c iv i l  o r d e r  g ran ting  " so v e re ig n ty "  to  the  in d i

v idua l would soon put an  end to the m a n ife s ta t io n s  of c r im e  and a n t i 

so c ia l  b e h av io r  th a t  p lague  m e n  in co m m u n it ie s  and w hich  in  m o s t  c a s e s  

a r e  d i r e c t ly  r e la te d  to  th e  s t ru g g le  fo r  b re a d ,  b re a d  being defined in  the 

b ro a d e s t  s e n se  to inc lude  a l l  the  bodily n e c e s s i t i e s  and c o m fo r ts  w hich 

a r e  so w id e sp re a d  a s  to  be ta k en  fo r  n e c e s s i t i e s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  W a r re n  

w as c o n s is te n t  in  h is  log ic ; fo rce  is  not a  p ro p e r  v eh ic le  to o v e rco m e  the 

s ta te  with  a l l  i t s  im p e r f e c t  so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n ts .  D e m o n s tra t io n  by 

ex am ple  and p e r s u a s io n  w e r e  the  a p p ro p r ia te  m e a n s  of b r in g in g  the m i l 

len ium .

S tephen P e a r l  A n d re w s  (1812-1886), the n e a r  c o n te m p o ra ry  of 

T h o re a u  and h is  fellow  c i t i z e n  of M a s sa c h u se t ts ,  w as  the  p o p u lize r  of 

W a r r e n ’s id e a s ,  putting  th e m  in s y s te m a tic  o r d e r  and  publish ing  th em  

in h is  m a jo r  w ork , S c ien ce  of S o c ie ty , w hich  a p p e a re d  in  1852. A ndrew s 

knew s e v e r a l  of T h o r e a u 's  a cq u a in ta n ce s ,  including H o race  G re e le y ,  so
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t h e i r  ideas  p ro b ab ly  c a m e  in to  co n tac t ,  at l e a s t  th ro u g h  an i n t e r 

m e d ia te  party .

The econom ic  th e o ry  A n d rew s  espoused  w as v i r tu a l ly  id e n t ic a l  

w ith  Jo s ia h  W a r r e n ' s , but he d if fe red  on the  q u es t io n  of p o l i t ic a l  

a c t io n .  W here T h o re a u  and A n d rew s  had som eth ing  in com m on  w as  

t h e i r  a g re e m e n t  w ith  W il l ia m  Lloyd G a r r i s o n 's  m e th o d s  of d i r e c t  

a c t io n  in  the cau se  of ab o lit ion . W here  A ndrew s a t tem p ted  to  get the  

g o v e rn m e n t  to buy s la v e s  and se t  th e m  f r e e ,  T h o re a u  would have  n o th 

ing to  do with anyth ing  w hich  m igh t s e e m  to su g g es t  tha t  a h u m an  being 

is  p ro p e r ty  fo r  w h ich  any co m p en sa t io n  is  due o r  p o ss ib le .  But th is  

i s  a m in o r  q u es t io n  in  the  g r e a t e r  is su e  of accep tin g  without r e s i s t a n c e  

o r  a c t iv e ly  a t tem p tin g  to  a l t e r  the offending cond itions .

A ndrew s s h a r e d  W a r r e n ' s  in c o n s is te n c y  in  saying c r im e  and p e r 

v e r s i t y  a r e  m e r e ly  sy m p to m s  of p oo r  so c ia l  cond itions  w hile  a t the  

s a m e  t im e  p ro c la im in g  ind iv id u a l  so v e re ig n ty  w hich  g ives  e v e r y  m a n  

c o m p le te  co n tro l  of h is  a c t io n s  l im ited  only by the  o n e ro u s  c o n se q u e n ce s  

he b r in g s  upon h im s e l f .  Of c o u r s e  if a m a n 's  c r im e  is  only a m a n i f e s t a 

t io n  of a so c ia l  de fec t  th e r e  is  l i t t le  in  the way of on e ro u s  c o n se q u e n ce s  

to  w o r r y  about. One s u s p e c ts  tha t  T h o reau  would have  l i t t le  sy m pathy  

w ith  A n d re w s '  b e l ie f  tha t  c o r p o ra t io n s  should take  th e  p lace  of p o l i t ic a l  

g o v e rn m e n t .  The w hole  a tm o s p h e re  su rro u n d in g  b u s in e s s  and the  way 

in  w hich  m o s t  m en  of t r a d e  a r r a n g e  th e i r  v a lu es  w e re  repugnan t to
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T h o rea u .  The e v i ls  of the s ta te  did not s u r p a s s  the ev ils  of b u s in e s s  

and t r a d e  in  T h o r e a u 's  view. The p o li t ic a l  legacy  of W a r re n  and 

A n d rew s  w as  the  G reen b ack  schem e set fo r th  f i r s t  in its  fu ll re a so n e d  

a rg u m e n t  by E d w a rd  Kellogg in h is  L a b o r  and O ther C apita l.  The c o n 

c e r n s  of H e n ry  T h o re a u  w e re  not th o se  w hich  w e re  sub jec t to solution 

by c u r r e n c y  m a n ip u la t io n s .

T in k e r in g  w ith  c re d i t  and c u r r e n c y  w as  not T h o re a u 's  idea  of

a d d re s s in g  s o c ia l  o r  po li t ica l  p ro b le m s .  H is  b ias  w as a g a in s t  banks,

not b e cau se  of the  ra p a c i ty  they  en g en d e r  o r  the  evil effect the c re d i t

s y s te m  h as  upon the to iling  m a s s e s ,  but b e ca u se  he d is a g re e d  w ith  the

co m m o n  view  of va lue . The eco n o m ics  of W alden a r e  so c o n t r a r y  to the

m u tu a l i s t s '  idea  of econom ic  r e f o r m  tha t one s c a rc e ly  knows w h e re  to

beg in  to  d e s c r ib e  the  c o n t ra s t .  The value  of lab o r  fo r  T h o re a u  w as

e n t i r e ly  p e r s o n a l  w ith  a s p i r i tu a l  d im e n s io n  a t  leas t  a s  g re a t  a s  the

p h y s ica l  benef it  th a t  m igh t be p roduced . He could no m o re  have approved

of a " t im e  bank"  w h e re  a w o rk e r  p laces  the  sym bols  of h is  p h y s ica l  lab o r

than  of the co nven tiona l banks of h is  day. The re a l  value of la b o r  cannot

be t r a n s f e r r e d  to  a n o th e r  indiv idual by any m ech a n ism ; a s  h is  te l l in g  of

th e  fable of the  a r t i s t  of Kouroo poin ts  out, la b o r  is i ts  own re w a rd ,  but

91only to  the  l a b o r e r .  N a tu ra l ly  he d e p lo re d  the g rinding  p o v e r ty  of the 

la b o r in g  m a s s e s  and the  m o rtg ag ed  f a r m e r s ,  but the re m e d y  lay in  

t r a n s - v a lu in g  la b o r  i t s e l f ,  not by s le ig h t-o f -h a n d  t r i c k s  w ith  the  m ed iu m  

of exchange . T h e re  i s  a s  m uch m o ra l  and a e s th e t ic  po v e rty  in  a bank of
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l a b o r  exchange a s  in  any  of the banks on B o s to n ’s State S tre e t .  While 

th e  id e a l  of ind iv idual so v e re ig n ty  w as  w holly  c o n s is te n t  w ith  T h o r e a u ’s 

v ie w s ,  he  w as unable to reco n c i le  the  id e a l  of ind iv idual s o v e re ig n ty  

w ith  the r e a l i ty  of com m unal life, even  b a se d  upon the  m o s t  th o ro u g h 

going v o lu n ta r is m .  The tendency  of W a r r e n  and o th e r  l ik e -m in d e d  

p e r s o n s  to d iscount ind iv idua l r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  th e i r  a c t io n s  by b la m 

ing s o c ia l  conditions fo r  a b e r r a n t  o r  a n t i - s o c i a l  b eh av io r  w as c o n t r a r y  

to  T h o r e a u ’s own r ig o ro u s  ind iv idua li ty .  The p a ssa g e  in  h is  l e t t e r  to

B lake  in  w hich  he re fu te s  the  a rg u m e n t  of so c ia l  guilt m ad e  by the

92f a th e r  of W ill iam  and H enry  J a m e s  is  one w hich  m igh t have been  w r i t 

t e n  a g a in s t  a l l  of th e se  r e f o r m e r s  who p ro f e s s  e x tre m e  in d iv id u a lism , 

y e t  pull back  f ro m  som e of the  l e s s  p le a s a n t  im p lic a t io n s  of t h e i r  a r g u 

m e n t .  T h o re a u  was a l i b e r t a r i a n  in  m an y  w ay s ,  but w as not so na ive  as  

to  be lieve  th a t  hum an n a tu re  could  s u p p re s s  i t s  a g g re s s iv e  te n d e n c ie s  

by m u tu a l  a g re e m e n t  w ith  only the  p r e s s  ;s of com peting  i n t e r e s t s  

ch eck ing  th e  r i s e  of dom inant p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  T h o re a u  w as not one who 

a c c e p te d  the  equal ab il i ty  o r  the  eq u a l  m o r a l  cap ac ity  of a l l  m en . Too 

m u ch  of the  old C a lv in ism  f r o m  co lo n ia l  t im e s  and the  n ew er  C a lv in ism  

of T h o m as  C ar ly le  w as in g ra in ed  in  T h o re a u  fo r  h im  to be sanguine  

about any  v o lun ta ry  c re d i t  sch em e  tak in g  the  p lace  of th o se  h e r o e s  and 

u p r ig h t  m e n  set above o th e rs  by the  fa v o r  of God. W here  W a r r e n  w as 

con ten t to  ag i ta te  fo r  change by m o r a l  a rg u m e n t ,  T h o rea u  cam e  to  advo 

c a te  d i r e c t  a c tion  a g a in s t  the s ta te  and a g a in s t  ind iv idua ls  who offended
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h is  v is io n  of m o r a l  good.

A lthough  W a r re n  and A n d rew s  c a m e  to  so lu tions  r e m a rk a b ly

c lo s e  to  th o se  of P roudhon  and  w e re  re s p o n s ib le  fo r  c i rc u la t in g  th e se

id e a s  in  A m e r ic a ,  th e r e  w e re  a  n u m b e r  of p e r s o n s  who w ere  p a r t  of

the  in te l le c tu a l  background  of T h o r e a u ’s la s t  y e a r s  and ju s t  a f t e r  h is

d e a th ,  who w e re  m o re  d i r e c t ly  a ffec ted  by  a E u ro p e a n  in fluence . The

wave of im m ig r a n ts  known a s  the  F o r ty - E i g h te r s  brought E u ro p ea n

id e a s  of a n a r c h i s m  to  the  U nited S ta te s  w h e re  they  au gm en ted  the

93n a tiv e  r a d i c a l i s m  a l re a d y  p r e s e n t .  T h e re  w e re  in c re a s in g  n u m b e rs  

of A m e r ic a n s  who w e re  v is i t in g  and studying  in  E u ro p e  and c o n s id e r 

ab le  n u m b e rs  of E u ro p e a n s  v is i t in g  A m e r ic a ,  inc lud ing  such p e rs o n s  

a s  M ich ae l  Bakunin  who w as th e  g u es t  of H en ry  W adsw orth  Longfellow  

in  1861. A m ong th o se  E u ro p e a n  t r a v e l l e r s  w ith  connec tions  in  the 

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  c i r c l e  w e re  W il l ia m  B. G re e n e ,  C h a r le s  A. Dana, and 

A lb e r t  B r is b a n e .  Dana and B r is b a n e  w e re  F o u r i e r i s t s ,  but w e re  s t ro n g ly  

in f lu en ced  by P roudhon . In 1848 Dana w ro te  a b r i l l i a n t  s e r i e s  of n e w s 

p a p e r  a r t i c l e s  f r o m  F r a n c e  giving an accoun t of P roudhon  and h is  id e a s ,  

w h ich  w e re  c o l le c te d  and re p u b l ish ed  by W ill iam  H. Channing in  The 

S p ir i t  of the  A g e .

But the p u re s t  and m o s t  sy s te m a t ic  p re s e n ta t io n  of P roudhon ian

M u tu a l ism  w as  W ill iam  B. G re e n e ,  a  f r ie n d  of T h o m as  W. H iggenson  of

94the  T r a n s e e n d e n ta l is t  c i r c l e .  A na tive  of H a v e rh i l l ,  M a s sa c h u se t t s ,  

and a  g ra d u a te  of W est P o in t ,  G re e n e  w as only two y e a r s  younger than



169

T h o re a u  but of a m uch  d if fe re n t  tu rn .  A p o li t ic ian  by in c lin a tio n  and 

r e f o r m e r  by av o ca tio n ,  G re e n e  was a m e m b e r  of the  1853 M a s s a c h u 

s e t t s  C o n sti tu tiona l C onvention  w h ere  he w as one of the  leading  ad v o 

c a te s  of w om en’s r ig h ts  a long  with Abbey A lco tt  and W endell P h i l l ip s ,  

h is  f r ie n d s  who w e re  not m e m b e r s  of the  Convention. H is w r i t te n  

a rg u m e n ts  a r e  m ade  in  two books. M utual Banking and  S o c ia l is t ic ,  

C o m m u n is t ic ,  M u tu a l i s t i c , and F in a n c ia l  F r a g m e n t s ,  and a r e  d i r e c t ly  

r e la te d  to P ro u d h o n 's  id e a s  in  F r a n c e  and to  the la b o r  conditions  in 

the  A m e r ic a n  E a s t .  W h e re a s  J o s ia h  W a r r e n  w as in re a c t io n  a g a in s t  

the  so c ia l is t ic  te n d e n c ie s  of R obert Owen, G re en e  w as  not one to hold 

a n  u n b rid led  in d iv id u a l is m . No p assag e  could m o re  c l e a r ly  have 

d e s c r ib e d  the d i f f e r e n c e s  b e tw een  W a r re n  and G re e n e  o r  p re s e n te d  as 

c l e a r  a c r i t i c i s m  of T h o re a u v ia n  in d iv id u a l ism  th an  the following:

The su b jec t iv e  d iv in ity  of the h u m an  soul s e e m s  to have 
been  overdone by the  ex is t in g  g en e ra t io n .  In d iv id u a l ism  is  
good in i ts  p lace ,  a s  q u a lif ied  and ba lanced  by s o c ia l i s m ,  but 
the  e x p e r ien c e  of the  w o r ld  shows c le a r ly  tha t  in d iv id u a l ism  
unbalanced  by s o c ia l i s m ,  and s o c ia l i s m  u nba lanced  by in d iv id u 
a l i s m  lead  a lw ays  to  d i s a s t e r o u s  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  c r i s e s .  . . .
We a r e  m u tu a lly  dependen t,  m o ra l ly ,  in te l le c tu a l ly ,  and p h y s i 
ca l ly  upon each  o th e r .  What we p o s s e s s ,  we owe p a r t ly  to  o u r  
own fa c u l t ie s ,  but m a in ly  to the  educa tiona l and m a t e r i a l  a id  
re c e iv e d  by us f r o m  g u r  p a re n ts ,  f r ie n d s ,  n e ig h b o rs ,  and o th e r  
m e m b e r s  of so c ie ty .

A lthough  m o s t  of the  eco n o m ic  t ra p p in g s  of G r e e n e 's  s y s te m  would not

have  a t t r a c te d  T h o re a u  and the  so c ia l is t  su g g es t io n s  would have  re p e l led

h im ,  T h o reau  and G re e n e  a g re e d  that the F e d e r a l  C onsti tu t io n  w as an
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in s t r u m e n t  of in iqu ity , in t r in s ic a l ly  ev i l  in re q u ir in g  m e n  u n d e r  s a n c 

tion  of law to v io la te  th e i r  c o n sc ie n c e s .  G re en e  b e liev ed  the C o n s t i tu 

t io n  should  be d e s t ro y e d  by any a v a i la b le  m e a n s  and th a t  e v e ry  m an  h a s  

the  r ig h t  to  th w a r t  the  governm ent a s  he can .

L y s a n d e r  Spooner, a law yer f r o m  A thol and W o rc e s te r ,  M a s s a 

c h u s e t t s ,  w as  an  in te re s t in g  ind iv idua l, n e a r ly  as  eg o is t ic  and e c c e n t r ic  

a s  H en ry  David T h o reau . As an a rd e n t  a b o l i t io n is t  and  a law y er ,  he 

com bined  h is  em o tio n s  and h is  t r a in in g  to  a t ta c k  the le g a l i ty  of the 

A m e r ic a n  C onsti tu t io n  using n a tu ra l  law a s  h is  s ta r t in g  point. The 

U n co n s ti tu t io n a l i ty  of S lavery  was w r i t t e n  in  1845, and w as in f lu en tia l

in New E n g lan d  c i r c l e s .  G e r r i t  Sm ith , th e  acq u a in tan ce  of both John

96B row n and T h o re a u ,  based  h is  p o l i t ic a l  p o s it ion  on S p o o n e r 's  book. 

T h o re a u  n e v e r  b e liev ed  in the sub tle  a r g u m e n ts  of la w y e rs  to  solve a 

p ro b le m , but p r e f e r r e d  the m o re  d i r e c t  a p p ro a c h  of in d iv idua l a c t io n  

to  nullify  th e  e ffec t  of an  unjust law on o n e 's  p e rso n  by ignoring  o r  d e fy 

ing the  law. G a r r i s o n  and the n o n - r e s i s t a n t s  q u a r r e l l e d  w ith  S p o o n e r 's  

i n t e r p r e ta t io n  b e c a u s e  they c o n s id e re d  th e  C onsti tu tion  to be le g a l  but 

a covenan t w ith  the  devil and death . F r o m  T h o r e a u 's  im p a ss io n e d  c o m 

m e n ts  about th e  C onsti tu tion  in "S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s " ,  it  i s  a safe 

a s s u m p t io n  th a t  T h o re a u  w as in a g re e m e n t  w ith  G a r r i s o n .  He w ished  a 

b e t t e r  g o v e rn m e n t ,  a b e t te r  C onsti tu tion , and an up rig h t r u le r .  Spooner, 

T h o re a u ,  and S t i r n e r  had s im i l a r  v iew s of the  ind iv idua l in  socie ty : " the 

good of th e  in d iv id u a l  i s  the good of the  m any . T h o re a u  and Spooner
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s h a re d  the  view th a t  ju s t ic e  i s  the  only leg it im a te  b a s is  fo r  any  o b lig a 

tio n ,  p e r s o n a l ,  p o l i t ic a l  o r  so c ia l ,  Spooner would see  ju s t i c e  en fo rced  

by ind iv idua ls  o r  ind iv idua ls  in  vo lu n ta ry  a s s o c ia t io n s  w ith  o th e rs ;

T h o re a u  r e s o r t e d  to  v ig ilan te  ju s t ic e  of the John B row n v a r ie ty  only 

w hen g o v e rn m en t fa iled  to  e s ta b l i s h  ju s t ic e  in the land. The d iffe rence  

is  fundam en ta l .  One w o n d ers  how w ell  T h o re a u ’s th e o ry  of the  hero  

would f a r e  u nde r  S p o o n e r 's  c r i t i c i s m  of one m a n 's  ru le  o v e r  a n o th er ;

The only r e a l  's o v e re ig n ty '  . . .  is  tha t r ig h t  of so v e re ig n ty  w hich  
each  and e v e r y  h um an  being h a s  o v e r  h is  o r  h e r  own p e rs o n  and 
p ro p e r ty ,  so long a s  he o r  she obeys the one law of ju s t ic e  
to w a rd s  the p e r s o n  and p ro p e r ty  of e v e ry  o th e r  h u m a n  being .
This is  the only n a tu ra l  r igh t of so v ere ig n ty ,  tha t w as  e v e r  known 
am ong m en . A ll  o th e r  s o -c a l le d  r ig h ts  of so v e re ig n ty  a r e  s im p ly  
the  u s u rp a t io n s  of im p o s te r s ,  c o n s p i r a to r s ,  r o b b e r s ,  t y r a n ts  and 
m u r d e r e r s .  . . .

M any a h e ro ,  inc lud ing  John Brow n, h as  a good c la im  to at l e a s t  one 

if  not m o r e  of th e s e  t i t l e s .  A p a r t  f r o m  the fundam en ta l  d is a g re e m e n t  

o v e r  the ro le  of the h e ro  in  e s ta b l ish in g  ju s t ic e ,  Spooner and T h o reau  

s h a r e  a w ish  fo r  a  r e tu r n  to a p r e - in d u s t r i a l  so c ie ty  w h e re  eac h  m an  

i s  m a s t e r  of h is  whole lab o r .  S p o o n e r 's  denuncia tions  of o rg an ized  

b u s in e s s ,  t r a d e ,  c o m m e rc e ,  and c o rp o ra t io n s  w e re  a s  b i t t e r  a s  T h o re a u 's .  

U nfo rtuna te ly  Spooner fa l ls  into the sam e  c u r r e n c y  r e f o r m  m ia s m a  that 

p lagues  o th e r  th in k e r s  of the e r a ,  ca ll ing  fo r  a M utual In s u ra n c e  C o m 

pany to re p la c e  g o v e rn m en t.  I ts  m a jo r  function  would be to  e n fo rce  co n 

t r a c t s .  Since T h o re a u  did not be lieve  in a la w y e r 's  m e th o d s  of a ttack ing  

a m an , S p o o n e r 's  le g a l is t ic  ap p ro ach  to m ain ta in ing  so c ia l  and  econom ic
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ba lan ce  would have had  l i t t le  ap pea l.

B en jam in  T u c k e r  w as the m o s t  p ro m in en t  nam e in  A m e r ic a n  

a n a rc h y ,  and w as  the  chief ag en t fo r  the  d is se m in a t io n  of i ts  d o c t r in e s .  

H o w ev e r ,  T h o r e a u  d ied  when T u c k e r  w as  only eight y e a r s  old. T u c k e r ,  

E z r a  Heywood and o th e r s  of the  M a s sa c h u se t ts  c o n f ra te rn i ty  of r a d ic a l s  

w e re  f o r e r u n n e r s  of th o se  who led a n a rch y  to  i ts  zen ith  of a c t iv i ty  in  

A m e r ic a  d u r in g  the  la s t  p a r t  of the N ine teen th  C en tu ry  and the  f i r s t  p a r t  

of the  T w en tie th  C en tu ry  un til the  d i r e c t  a c tion  of a p re s id e n t ia l  a s s a s s i 

nation  and the  H a y m a rk e t  r io t  brought the whole m ovem ent in to  d i s r e 

pute. A f te r  the  d e p o r ta t io n  of E m m a  G oldm an and A le x an d e r  B e rk m an  

and the  c o l la p se  of th e  IWW the  a n a r c h is t  m o v em en t went into a deep  

decline  in  A m e r ic a .  Not un til  the  la te  1950*s and during  th e  1960's  

did A m e r ic a n  a n a r c h y  in the d i r e c t  ac t io n  m ode becom e a p ro m in en t  

fe a tu re  of p o l i t ic a l  l ife . Until the c iv i l  r ig h ts  d e m o n s t ra t io n s  and the  

e m e rg e n c e  of M a r t in  L u th e r  King a s  the sp o k esm an  fo r  co n sc ie n ce  o v e r  

law, the  f lam e  of c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  w as in the keeping of M ohandas K. 

Gandhi.

The in f luence  of T h o rea u  on Gandhi i s  th e  subjec t of an im p o s in g  

b ib lio g rap h y , and h a s  the te s t im o n y  of Gandhi h im se lf .  99 The a p p l ic a 

tion  of n o n -v io len t  r e s i s t a n c e  to  the  Ind ian  s i tua tion  in  South A f r ic a  and 

B r i t i s h  Ind ia  w hich  b eca m e  known to the w orld  a s  sa ty ag rah a  h a s  b een  

linked  to  G a n d h i 's  re a d in g  of "C iv il D iso b ed ien ce"  so f req u en tly  and 

ex h au s tiv e ly  th a t  no p u rp o se  is  s e rv e d  by re p e a t in g  it h e re .  The
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s im i l a r i t i e s  hav e  often  been  s t r e s s e d ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  the  in s is te n c e  upon 

the  s im p le  l ife ,  the  fo r c e  of exam ple  w hen  backed  by to ta l  p e r s o n a l  

c o m m itm e n t ,  a r e c o g n i t io n  of c o e rc io n  a s  a d eb il i ta t in g  in f luence  on 

the  p e r s o n a l i ty  of bo th  the  c o e rc e d  and the  c o e r c e r ,  and an  in s i s t e n c e  

upon m a n u a l  l a b o r  and  a  life not f a r  rem o v ed  f r o m  the  so il .  C e r ta in ly  

Gandhi w as re s p o n s ib le  f o r  h is  own a p p ro a c h  to  p o l i t ic a l  p ro b le m s  and 

w hile  he m igh t have  re c e iv e d  som e in s p i ra t io n  f r o m  T h o r e a u 's  m i ld e r  

e s s a y s ,  the  M a h a tm a 's  p r o g r a m  w as a p e r s o n a l  r e s p o n s e  to  h is  p a r t i c u 

l a r  e x p e r ie n c e s .  T h o re a u  c am e  to a c c e p t  and ju s t i fy  p h y s ica l  v io lence  

and w a r ,  w h ich  G andhi found repugnant. Gandhi did indeed  re c o g n ize  

sa ty a g ra h a  a s  m o r a l  and  em o tio n a l  c o e rc io n  and in tended  it to  be so. 

T h o rea u  had su p p o r te d  m o r a l  c o e rc io n  m ixed  w ith  s o c ia l  o b s t ru c t io n  

in  advocating  r e s ig n a t io n  of public o ffices and n o n -p a y m e n t  of ta x e s ,  

but in  sup p o rt in g  Jo h n  B row n  he went f a r  beyond m o r a l ,  e m o tio n a l ,  and 

in te l le c tu a l  c o e r c io n .  He im p lied  tha t holy  w a r  is  a c c e p ta b le  and u n d e r  

som e con d it io n s ,  d e s i r a b l e .  The convolu ted  re a so n in g  of M ohandas 

Gandhi, a  w ily  p o l i t ic ia n ,  m ade  a n u m b e r  of r e t r e a t s  f r o m  co m p le te  

p a c if ism  but he  n e v e r  condoned p h y s ica l  v io lence  a s  a m e a n s  of a  valued  

end. "C iv il D iso b e d ie n c e "  and s a ty a g ra h a  a r e  k in d red  c o n ce p ts ,  but the 

e s s a y s  on John  B ro w n  a r e  not in the  Gandhi s p i r i t .  It w as  the w id e 

sp re a d  p o l i t ic a l  m o v e m e n t  led by Gandhi w hich gave c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  

a re s p e c ta b le  p o l i t ic a l  po s i t io n  w ith  p o w er  to be reck o n ed  w ith . B etty  

S c h e c te r  h a s  t r a c e d  th e  g row th  of non -v io len t r e s i s t a n c e  f r o m  T h o re a u
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th ro u g h  the G andhian  m o v e m e n ts  to  M a r t in  L u th e r  King and the  e a r ly  

c iv i l  r ig h ts  m o v em en t in the s o u th e rn  United S ta te s .  It is  c l e a r  

th a t  m an y  of the te ch n iq u es  of c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  su rv ived  the  Indian  

independence  m o v em en t and w e r e  p a s s e d  on to  the A m e r ic a n  c iv i l  r ig h ts  

m o v em en t th ro u g h  such  le a d e r s  a s  M a r t in  L u th e r  King. H ow ever , the 

q u e s t io n  of in te rn a l  m o tiv a tio n ,  w hich  w as  u p p e rm o s t  in T h o r e a u 's  

m o r a l  th e o ry  su ffe red  som e e ro s io n .  The i s s u e  w as no lo n g e r  a c tu a l  

s la v e ry ,  but the  p o l i t ic a l  d iv is io n  of goods and s e r v ic e s  am ong the r a c e s .  

R a th e r  than  c l a s s  con flic t  a s  in the c a s e  of m any  of the e a r ly  A m e r ic a n  

a n a r c h i s t s  who p ro p o se d  m o n e ta ry  g im m ic k e ry  a s  so lu tions , the A m e r i 

can  c iv i l  r ig h ts  m o v e m e n t  w as  a co n f l ic t  of r a c ia l  g roup ings  w ith  c o n 

f l ic ting  so c ia l  a s p i r a t io n s .  E co n o m ic  g o a ls  w e re  only se c o n d a ry  c o n 

c e r n s ;  eq u a l d ignity  a s  h u m an  b e in g s  w as  the  p r im a r y  ob jec tive . King

paid  hom age  to  T h o re a u  a s  in s p i r a t io n  f o r  h is  cam paign  a g a in s t  

102se g re g a t io n .  The r h e to r ic  b e a r s  so m e  r e s e m b la n c e ,  but the  p sy ch o 

lo g ic a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  w as  quite  d i f fe ren t ,  T h o r e a u 's  c o n c e rn  w as  fo r  the 

in d iv idua l p e r s o n  to be u n fe t te re d  of a l l  in s t i tu t io n a l  r e s t r a in t s  w hich  

tend  to im pede  h is  m a x im u m  opp o rtu n i ty  fo r  the  developm ent of t r a n 

sce n d e n ta l  c o n sc io u s n e s s .  King w ish ed  to  l ib e ra te  b lack  people f r o m  

s o c ia l  o s t r a c i s m  and econom ic  d i s c r im in a t io n  fo r  the benefit  of t h e i r  

so c ia l  s ta tu s .  The e ffec t  upon in d iv idua l p e r s o n a l i ty  w as  by no m e an s  

ig n o re d ,  but it w as  not the  c e n t r a l  f e a tu re  of K ing 's  m o ra l  ap p ea l  o r
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of h is  p o li t ica l  s t r a te g y .  N o n -v io len ce  re m a in ed  a re la t iv e ly  c o n s is te n t  

th em e  th roughout K ing 's  l e a d e r s h ip  of the  Sou thern  C h r is t ia n  L e a d e r 

ship  C onfe rence . The s u p re m a c y  of co n sc ien ce  o v e r  lega l p r e s c r i p 

t io n s  w as a fe a tu re  v i r tu a l ly  u n a l te re d  in  K in g 's  ap p ro ach  to r e fo rm .

And I subm it tha t the  ind iv idua l who d isobeys  the law, 
w hose  co n sc ien ce  te l l s  h im  it is  un just and who is  w illing  to 
a cc e p t  the penalty  by s tay in g  in j a i l  un til tha t  law is  a l te re d ,  
i s  e x p re ss in g  a t the m o m en t the v e ry  h ig h es t  re s p e c t  fo r  the
law . 103

T h o r e a u 's  pos ition  w as m o re  ad vanced . He a g re e d  tha t  the  t r u e  lo v e rs  

of law a r e  they who obey the  h ig h e r  law w hen the governm en t b re a k s  

i t ,  104 but he a lso  d e c la re d  th a t  r a th e r  than  have the g o v e rn m en t p e r p e 

t r a t e  an  unjust pun ishm en t upon h im s e l f  o r  h is  loved ones he would touch 

the  m a tc h  to blow up e a r th  and  h e l l  to g e th e r .

The non-v io lence  of G andhi and M ar tin  L u th e r  King w as  not a s  

co m p le te ly  T h o reau v ian  a s  p o p u la r  opinion would have it. Both Gandhi 

and King died by a s s a s s in a t io n  w hile  T h o re a u  died peacefu lly  at hom e. 

This i ro n y  is  com pounded a s  r e c e n t  h i s to r y  h a s  brought a r e c e s s io n  of 

non -v io len t  t a c t ic s  and a ra p id ly  sp read in g  re l ia n c e  upon v io le n c e - f o r -  

th e - s a k e - o f - c o n s c ie n c e .  U rb an  r io t s ,  p o l i t ic a l  a s s a s s in a t io n s ,  d e s t r u c 

t io n  and v iolence on co lleg e  c a m p u s e s ,  a n t ic s  of the W ea th e rm e n  and the 

B e r r ig a n  b ro th e r s  p rov ide  a m p le  ev idence  tha t those  who be lieve  that 

a c t io n  p rom pted  by c o n sc ie n ce  is  s e l f - ju s t i f ie d  a r e  d isp lac in g  the  a d v o 

c a te s  of non-v io len t c iv i l  d iso b ed ien c e .
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P a u l  F . P o w e r 's  s u rv e y  of c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  in  re c en t  y e a r s ^  

i l lu m in a te s  the fu ll ran g e  of v iew poin ts  now c u r r e n t  on the de fin it ion  

and im p o r t  of c iv i l  d iso b ed ien c e ,  w hich  is  a t e r m  he c r e d i t s  to 

T h o re a u  on the f i r s t  page of h is  a r t i c l e .  I t  i s  an  im p r e s s iv e  l i s t .  It 

d e m o n s t r a t e s  the  v e ry  f req u e n t  a s s o c ia t io n  of violence w ith c iv i l  d i s 

o bed ien ce . In m o d e rn  A m e r ic a  v io lence  had becom e so f req u e n t  and 

a c c e p ted  a s  a m e a n s  of p o l i t ic a l  e x p r e s s io n  th a t  s e v e ra l  p re s id e n t i a l  

c o m m is s io n s  have been  appoin ted  to e x am in e  c iv il  d isobed ience  and 

the  v io lence  it o ften  f o s t e r s .  The N a tio n a l C o m m iss io n  on the C au se s  

and P re v e n t io n  of V io lence  (the E is e n h o w e r  C o m m iss io n )  p re s e n te d  a 

m a jo r i ty  finding th a t  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  is  an  unaccep tab le  m e th o d  of 

e x p re s s in g  d is se n t  w hen jo in ed  w ith  v io len ce ,  a lthough the m in o r i ty

re p o r t  c i ted  e th ic a l  c r i t e r i a  to  su p p o rt  c iv i l  d isobed ience  in c e r t a in  

107co n tex ts .  The K e r n e r  c o m m is s io n  h a s  tak en  a s im i l a r  view of c iv i l  

d iso b ed ien ce  a s  p o ten tia l  an a rch y .

It is  the young f o r  w hom  T h o rea u  h a s  had  the m o s t  v is ib le  a t t r a c 

t io n  in  the  p a s t  few y e a r s ,  and  it is  in the  c i ta d e ls  of the  young, the  

c o l le g es  and u n iv e r s i t i e s ,  th a t  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  has  been  a p a r t i c u la r ly

fav o re d  device fo r  p o l i t ic a l  e x p re s s io n .  The P r e s id e n t 's  C o m m is s io n

108on C am pus  U n re s t  i s su e d  i t s  r e p o r t  in O c to b e r  of 1970, The f i r s t  

c h a p te r  of the S c ra n to n  R ep o r t  a s  i t  i s  known, could e a s i ly  have been  

w r i t t e n  a s  a re fu ta t io n  to T h o r e a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  e s s a y s .  The h i s to r i c a l  

evo lu tion  of the  B e rk e le y  r io t s  a s  p re s e n te d  in  the  S cran ton  R eport
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r e m a rk a b ly  p a ra l l e l  T h o r e a u ’s own p r o g r e s s  f r o m  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  

to  r a d ic a l  v io lence. The g r ie v a n c e s  began  with an  in te n se  co n ce rn  

fo r  the  p light of A m e r ic a n  N e g ro e s .  The lega l a p p a ra tu s  w h ich  su p 

p o r ted  s la v e ry  in  T h o r e a u 's  t im e  seem ed  to support  v e s t ig e s  of a n t i -  

Negro d is c r im in a t io n .  Like T h o re a u ,  the young p r o te s to r s  felt a 

m o r a l  s u p e r io r i ty  to  the  law, and  began  to sub jec t i ts  p r e c e p ts  to 

ac tive  re je c t io n .  B re a c h  of th e  law  b ecam e  an  in g ra in e d  h a b it  and the 

d isc ip l in e  of law even tua lly  had  no p e rs o n a l  re lev an ce  to th o se  with 

m o r a l  ob jec t ions  to any  p a r t  of the legal s t r u c tu r e .  The m o v em en t 

fe l l  to a sm a l l  c a d re  of ded ica ted  re v o lu t io n a r ie s  who ju s t i f ie d  havoc, 

d e s t r u c t io n  and v io lence  by c la im s  of consc ience  above the  law. The 

a c t iv i s t s  in tro d u ced  ta c t ic s  w h ich  w e re  a im ed  to w ard  a ch iev in g  th e i r  

a im s  r e g a r d le s s  of the  f r e e d o m  they  w e re  denying to o th e r s .  The 

B e rk e le y  s tudent le a d e r s  and John  B row n had m u ch  the sam e  view of 

w hat is  p e rm is s ib le  in the n a m e  of good. The d is ru p t io n s  of the  John  

B row n e scap ad e  h e ra ld in g  the com ing  w a r  b e a r  s t ro n g  re s e m b la n c e  to 

the d is ru p t io n s  on A m e r ic a n  c o lleg e  c a m p u se s  which the  S c ran to n  

C o m m iss io n  no tes. It re co g n ized  a new youth c u l tu re  th a t  defines  i t s e l f  

th ro u g h  a p a ss io n a te  a t ta c h m e n t  to  p r in c ip le  and an  opposition  to the 

l a r g e r  so c ie ty .  At the  c e n te r  of th is  c u l tu re  is  a  ro m an tic  c e le b ra t io n  

of hum an  life , of the u n en cu m b ered  indiv idual, of the s e n s e s ,  and of 

n a tu re .  It r e je c ts  w hat i t  s e e s  to be the "o p e ra t io n a l  id e a l s  of A m e r ic a n  

so c ie ty ;  m a te r i a l i s m ,  co m p e ti t io n ,  ra t io n a l is m ,  technology , c o n s u m e r -
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109i s m ,  and m i l i t a r i s m . "  T h is  is  a T h o reau v ian  l is t .  The R eport

co n tin u es  to  note tha t  the  h igh  id e a l i s m  of the  young " r e v e a ls  in i ts

ta c t ic a l  b e h av io r  a c o n t r a r y  tendency  to w ard  in to le ra n c e ,  d is ru p t io n ,

c r im in a l i ty ,  d e s t ru c t io n ,  and v i o l e n c e T h e  cau se  of th is  a p p a re n t

c o n tra d ic t io n  the C o m m iss io n  found to  be tha t ,

th is  su b cu l tu re  took  i t s  b e a r in g s  f r o m  the notion  of the au to n o 
m o u s ,  s e l f -d e te r m in in g  ind iv idua l w hose  goal w as to live  w ith  
"au th en tic i ty ,  " o r  in h a rm o n y  w ith  h is  in n e r  p enchan ts  and 
in s t in c t s .  It a lso  found i t s  iden ti ty  in a re je c t io n  of the  w o rk  
e th ic ,  m a te r i a l i s m ,  and  conven tional so c ia l  n o rm s  and p ie t ie s .  
Indeed , it  r e je c te d  a l l  in s t i tu t io n a l  d isc ip l in e s  e x te rn a l ly  
im p o sed  upon the ind iv idua l,  and th is  se t  it at odds w ith  m uch  
in  A m e r ic a n  so c ie ty .   ̂  ̂^

The su b cu ltu re  of to d a y 's  d isa f fec ted  youth had a s  i t s  a im  the 

l ib e ra t io n  of hum an c o n sc io u s n e s s  and the  en h an cem en t of the  q u a li ty  

of e x p e r ie n c e .  It r e je c te d  the  d e fe r r e d  p le a s u r e s ,  m a t e r i a l i s m  and 

s e l f -d e n ia l  of conven tional v a lu e s  fo r  a new e m p h a s is  upon the  e x p r e s 

s iv e ,  the  c r e a t iv e  and im a g in a t iv e .  It sought to f r e e  eac h  in d iv idua l 

fo r  the  o p p ortun ity  to  fee l ,  e x p e r ie n c e ,  and e x p r e s s  what w as  p ro m p te d  

by h is  unique hum an p e r s o n a l i ty .  As th is  new value  s y s te m  s p re a d  

am ong the young, th e i r  " p e rc e p t io n s  of the  w orld  g rew  e v e r  m o re  d i s 

ta n t  f r o m  th e  p e rc ep t io n s  of the  ex is t ing  c u l tu re :  what m o s t  c a l led  

' j u s t i c e ' o r  'p ea c e ' o r  'a c c o m p l is h m e n t '  the  new c u l tu re  en v is io n ed  as  

'e n s la v e m e n t '  o r  'h y s t e r i a '  o r  'm e a n in g le s s n e s s ' .  The f la v o r  

of T h o re a u  is s trong . A r e tu r n  to the s im p le  and p r im it iv e  w as 

c e n t r a l  to  the  youth c u l tu re  of th a t  re c e n t  pe r io d ,  w ith  g a r la n d s  of
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f lo w e rs  d rap ed  a ro u n d  t h e i r  n e ck s  and unblushing nude bath ing  being 

e loquen t te s t im o n y  of t h e i r  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  n a tu re .

J u s t  a s  T h o re a u  fa i le d  to ach ieve  a c o h e re n t  p o l i t ic a l  p ro g r a m ,

th e  S cran ton  C o m m is s io n  noted  that the youth cu l tu re  did not develop

a new p o lit ica l  deca logue  o r  r a l ly  a ro u n d  a n  old one. It a lso  no ted

th a t  " in  th is  new youth  c u l t u r e 's  p o l i t ic a l  d is c u s s io n  th e re  a r e  ech o es

. . .  of T h o reau , of R o u sse au ,  of the e v a n g e l ic a l  f e rv o r  of th e  a b o l i -

113t io n i s t s ,  of Gandhi, and  of na tive  A m e r ic a n  p o p u lism ."  The s tro n g  

p a r a l l e l  be tw een  the m o o d  of the re c e n t  youth  m o v em en t and T h o r e a u 's  

s e n t im e n t  r e s t s  in p a r t  upon a confidence  in  rev e la t io n  o r  in s t in c t  

r a t h e r  than  cognition , in  s e n s a t io n  r a t h e r  th an  a n a ly s is ,  the  p e r s o n a l  

r a t h e r  than  the in s t i tu t io n a l ,  an  e m p h a s is  upon the n e c e s s i ty  of living 

l ife  to  the fu l le s t  ex ten t a s  a n a tu ra l  a n im a l  u n fe t te red  by the  a r t i f i 

c i a l i t i e s  of in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  o r d e r .  How c lo se  the mood of the  young 

c a m e  to tha t  of T h o re a u  is  su g g es ted  by the  following p a ssa g e :

P ro fo u n d ly  opposed  to  any kind of a u th o r i ty  s t r u c tu r e  . . . and 
u rg e n t ly  p re s s in g  f o r  d i r e c t  p e r s o n a l  p a r t ic ip a t io n  by each  
ind iv idua l,  m e m b e r s  of th is  new youth  c u l tu re  have a difficult 
t im e  m aking  c o l le c t iv e  d e c is io n s .  T hey  re v e a l  a d is t in c t  
in to le ra n c e  in  t h e i r  r e f u s a l  to l i s te n  to  those  ou ts ide  the new 
c u l tu re  and  in t h e i r  w i l l in g n e s s  to fo r c e  o th e r s  to th e i r  own 
v iew s. They even  show an e l i t i s t  s t r e a k  in th e i r  p r e m is e  
th a t  the r e s t  of s o c ie ty  m u s t  be b rough t to  the policy  pos it ions  
w hich  they  be l iev e  a r e  r igh t .

P e r h a p s  one of the  m o s t  s ign if ican t in f lu en ces  of T h o reau  to  be noted

in the  S c ran to n  R ep o r t  i s  the  a n t i - u t i l i t a r i a n  e th ic a l  s t r u c tu r e  which
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c h a r a c t e r i z e s  m any  of the  a c t iv i s t s .

F o r  m any  (not a ll)  s tuden t a c t iv i s t s  and p r o te s to r s ,  i t  is  not 
r e a l ly  v e ry  im p o r ta n t  w h e th e r  the p r o te s t  ta c t ic s  em p loyed  
w i l l  a c tu a l ly  co n tr ib u te  to the  p o l i t ic a l  end a l leged ly  sought.
W hat is  im p o r tan t  is  th a t  a  p r o te s t  be m a d e —tha t the in d i 
v id u a l  p r o te s t e r ,  fo r  h is  own sa lv a t io n ,  stand up, d e c la re  
the  p u r i ty  of h is  own h e a r t ,  and take  h is  stand. ^

So in fluen tia l h as  th is  point of view becom e in A m e r ic a n  life that 

th r e e  m a jo r  p re s id e n t ia l  c o m m is s io n s  c h a i r e d  by M ilton E ise n h o w er ,  

O tto  K e r n e r ,  and W ill iam  S c ra n to n ,  have  been  appointed and each  in 

i t s  t u r n  h a s  a ttem p ted  to c o u n te r  th e  e ffec t  of T h o reau v ian  c iv i l  d i s 

ob ed ien ce  and the use  of v io len ce .  The g o v e rn m en t p o s i t io n  w as  la s t  

s t a te d ,  and m o s t  e loquen tly , by the  C o m m is s io n  on C am pus U nrest ;

Too m any  A m e r ic a n s  have  begun to  ju s t i fy  v io lence  a s  a  m e an s  
of e ffec t ing  change. . . . Too m an y  have  fo rg o tten  the  v a lu e s  and 
s e n s e  of s h a re d  h u m an ity  th a t  unite us . . . . D issen t  i s  a  hea lthy  
s ig n  of f r e e d o m  and a p ro te c t io n  a g a in s t  s tagna tion . But the 
r ig h t  to d is se n t  is  not the  r ig h t  to  r e s o r t  to  v io lence.

The R eport  sp ec if ic a l ly  co n d em n s  v ig i la n te s  of the John  B row n  v a r ie ty

who would b r in g  d e s t ru c t io n  and  d e a th  upon th e i r  opponents. It d ep lo re s

the  g row ing la ck  of to le r a n c e ,  a g row ing  in s is te n c e  by the  m o ra l ly  s e l f -

r ig h te o u s  tha t  th e i r  own v iew s m u s t  im m e d ia te ly  g ove rn , th e  tendency

to  deny  the  hum an ity  and good w il l  of th o se  who u rge  p a t ie n ce ,  r e s t r a in t

and d e m o c ra t ic  p ro c e d u re .  The C o m m is s io n  f la tly  s ta t e s  " the fact

th a t  giving m o r a l  su p p o rt  to  th o se  who a r e  planning v io len t a c t io n  is

11Vm o r a l ly  d e sp ic a b le ."  T h is  is  in d i r e c t  c o n trad ic t io n  of T h o re a u 's  

John  B ro w n  e s s a y s .  In s h o r t ,  the  C o m m iss io n  on C am pus U n re s t
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found it n e c e s s a r y  to devote two e n t i r e  c h a p te r s  to opposing the  b a s ic  

p o l i t ic a l  pos ition  s ta te d  by T h o rea u  in h is  p o l i t ic a l  e s s a y s .  M o re  c o n 

v inc ing  ev idence  of the  continuing influence  of H en ry  David T h o re a u  

n eed  h a rd ly  be su b m it te d .

The e x am p les  of T h o rea u v ia n  in f luence  need  not be l im ited  to  th e  

young cam pus  r e b e l s .  The an tic s  of Jan e  F o. da, Jo an  B aez  and h e r  

h u sb an d , and c o u n t le s s  o th e r s  of r i p e r  v in tage  show t r a c e s  of the  

T h o rea u v ia n  s p i r i t .  The s ight of A m e r ic a n  Ind ians  a t tem p ting  to 

occupy  and r e c la im  A lc a t r a z  m ight have de lig h ted  T h o rea u  had he lived 

to  see  it. The c o n s p i r a c y  of P h il ip  B e r r ig a n  and the o th e rs  of the  

H a r r i s b u r g  Seven is  in  d i re c t  d e scen t  of Jo h n  B row n. Undoubtedly 

T h o r e a u  would have  ap p roved .

Som e of the b a s ic  te n e t s  of T h o r e a u 's  thought a p p e a r  in le s s  ac t iv e

118f o r m s .  C h a r le s  R ie c h 's  book, The G re en in g  of A m e r i c a , h a s  e ch o e s  

of W alden  in h is  c e le b ra t io n  of he igh tened  c o n sc io u s n e s s  to the n a tu r a l  

and e th e r e a l  va lues  w hich  re n d e r  m a te r i a l i s t i c  gains le s s  s ig n if ic an t .  

T he  re je c t io n  of c o m m e r c i a l i s m  and the  su pporting  p o l i t ic a l  a p p a r a tu s  

w h ich  R eich  c a l l s  th e  C o rp o ra te  State  is  a p a r a p h r a s e  of T h o r e a u 's  own 

co n d em n a tio n  of t r a d e .  The rev o lu tio n  tha t m a t t e r s  is the  p e r s o n a l  r e 

a s s e r t i o n  of the s u p re m a c y  of o n e 's  own p e r s o n a l i ty  and i ts  s p i r i tu a l  

p o te n t ia l .  T h o r e a u 's  m idd le  y e a r s  w e re  c o m m itte d  to the  view th a t  

th is  w as  the only re v o lu t io n  n e c e s s a r y .  In s t i tu t io n s  a r e  com posed  of
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in d iv id u a ls ;  when ind iv idua ls  change th e i r  w ork ing  and c o n s u m e r  l iv e s ,  

r e d i s c o v e r  th e i r  se lf -h o o d  w h ich  g ives  r e a l  m ean ing  to th e i r  l iv e s ,  they  

w il l  c e a s e  to be b linded by th e  a r t i f i c ia l  goals  of the s ta te  and i t s  e c o 

nom ic  in s t i tu t io n s .  The C o n sc io u sn e s s  III of R eich  d if fe rs  in m any  

d e ta i l s  f r o m  W alden , but the  s p i r i tu a l  m e s s a g e  is  b a s ic a l ly  the  s am e .  

R eich  s tops  sh o r t  of the  p h y s ic a l  fo rce  and v io len t rev o lu t io n a ry  a p o lo 

g ies  w h ich  m a rk e d  T h o r e a u ’s l a t e r  y e a r s  and h is  po li t ica l  e s s a y s .  

R e ic h 's  book is a happy book, a s  is  W alden , and  i s  a w e lcom e  r e m in d e r  

th a t  the  good a m an  does l iv e s  a f t e r  h im  as  w e l l  a s  the ev il.

T h is  study h a s  not in tended  to t r a c e  T h o r e a u 's  in fluence  in  the  

c u r r e n t  g en era tion ; r a th e r  th i s  sec t io n  w as  in tended  to  su g g es t  the  

con tinu ing  im p o r tan c e  fo r  p o l i t ic a l  a f f a i r s  con ta ined  in  the thought of 

H e n ry  D avid T horeau . It s e e m s  obvious tha t h is  in fluence  h a s  been  

p o w erfu l ,  and tha t s e v e r a l  b ra n c h e s  of h is  thought have been  developed  

by p e r s o n s  who w ish  to  use  h is  nam e as  a u th o r i ty  fo r  t h e i r  own c a u s e s .  

So long a s  th e re  a r e  p e r s o n s  of sen s i t iv e  c o n sc ie n ce  who oppose the  

s ta te  and i t s  law, T h o r e a u 's  nam e w ill  be invoked.

N otes

1. "The T r a n s c e n d e n ta l is t ,  " The S e lec ted  W rit in g s  of Ralph W aldo 
E m e r s o n , B rooks  A tk in son , ed. (New Y ork: The M odern  L ib r a r y ,  
1940, 1950), p. 89.

2. P e r r y  M ille r ,  " T h o re a u  in  the  Context of In te rn a t io n a l  R o m a n ti
c i s m , "  T h n r e ^ _ S o c h e ^  B u ^  #73 (F a l l ,  I960), pp. 1-5.



183

3. "The T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t ,  " The S e lec ted  W ritings  of Ralph Waldo 
E m e r s o n , pp. 92-93 .

4. Van Aiken B u rd ,  "A L o u is ian a  E s t im a te  of an ’A m e r ic a n  
R o u sse au ';  S a ra h  Anne D o rsey  on H e n ry  David T h o rea u ,  " 
L o u is ian a  H i s to r y , V (S um m er, 1964), pp. 296-309.

5. G eorge  H. Sabine , A H is to ry  of P o l i t ic a l  T heo ry  (New York:
H en ry  Holt and C om pany, 1937, 1950), p. 576.

6. The ex ten t of R o u ss e a u 's  in d iv id u a l ism  in the e a r ly  s ta g e s  is
questioned  by som e  s c h o la r s .  See G. H. Sabine, A H is to ry  of
P o l i t ic a l  T h e o r y , p. 580. H ow ever, o th e r s  d i s c e r n  a s tro n g  
f la v o r  of in d iv id u a l ism  in  h is  D isc o u rs  s u r  I ' In e g a l i te , and find 
a re m n a n t  ev en  in  Le C o n tra t  Socia l.  See C. E. Vaughan,
Studies  in  the H is to ry  of P o l i t ic a l  P h ilo so p h y  (M an ch es te r :  1925), 
Vol. I, p. 293, and G eorge  C atlin , The S to ry  of the P o l i t ic a l  
P h i lo so p h e rs  (New Y ork: T udor P u b lish in g  C o . ,  1947), pp. 
445-452.

7. J - J  R ousseau , Le B onheur P ub lic  in  The P o l i t ic a l  W rit in g s  of
J e a n - J a c q u e s  R o u sseau ,  C. E. Vaughan, ed. (Oxford: B a s i l  
B lackw ell,  1962), Vol. I, p. 226. See a ls o  J . N. S hk la r ,  Men 
a s  C itizen s  : A Study of R o u sse a u 's  S o c ia l  T h eo ry  (C am bridge  
U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1969), in w hich  ind iv idua l w ill  and the g e n e ra l  
w il l  a r e  p re s e n te d  a s  r e la te d  p sy ch o lo g ica l  defense  m e ch a n ism s  
fo r  coping w ith  p sy ch o lo g ica lly  d e s t r u c t iv e  s i tu a t io n s  in  the s o c ia l -  
p o l i t ic a l  m i l ie u ,  e, g. , inequality . That T h o re a u  held  th e se  views 
is  d e m o n s t ra te d  e ls e w h e re  in th is  s tudy .

8. J - J  R ousseau , G o u v ern em en t de Po logne  in P o l i t ic a l  W r i t in g s ,
C. E. Vaughan, ed . , Vol. II, pp. 430, 437-438.

9. A lthough fo r  R o u sse au  p r e - s o c i a l  m a n  i s  "stupid  and l im i te d ,"  he 
is  not v ic ious . See R o u sse a u 's  " L e t t r e  a  M. P h i lo p o l is "  in 
P o l i t ic a l  W ri t in g s ,  Vaughan, ed. , Vol. I, p. 223.

10. P a t r i c k  R iley, "A P o s s ib le  E xp lana tion  of R o u sse au 's  G e n e ra l
W ill, " The A m e r ic a n  P o l i t ic a l  Sc ience  R ev iew , Vol. LXIV (M arch , 
1970), p. 91.

11. J - J  R ousseau , Le C o n tra t  Social, F .  W atk ins , t r a n s l a t o r  (E d in 
burgh : T h o m as  N e lso n  and Sons, 1953), pp. 40-41.



184

12. R iley , "A P o s s ib le  E x p lan a tio n  of R o u s s e a u 's  G e n e ra l  W ill ,"  
pp. 92-93.

13. Ibid. , p. 94.

14. The f i r s t  fo u r  c h a p te r s  of Le C o n tra t  S o c ia l  a r e  devoted to an  
e x am in a t io n  of th e o r i e s  of ob liga tion  and r ig h t ,  and h is  d i s c u s 
sion  of the g e n e r a l  w ill  in the  sam e  w o rk  c o n f i rm s  the  a s s e r t i o n .  
A c o m p a r is o n  of "C iv il D iso b ed ie n c e"  w ith  th e  B row n e s s a y s  
d e m o n s t r a t e s  T h o r e a u 's  a g re e m e n t  w ith  the  p ro p o s it io n .

15. Sab ine , A H is to ry  of P o l i t i c a l  T h e o r y , p. 578.

16. E m e r s o n ,  "The T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t ,  " The C o llec ted  W orks of 
Ralph Waldo E m e r s o n , p. 93.

17. W. Y. E l l io t t ,  "R ev o lu tio n a ry  P o p u la r  S o v e re ig n ty  and C o n s e r v a 
t i s m , "  in  W e s te rn  P o l i t i c a l  H e r i ta g e ,  W il l ia m  Y. E l l io t t  and 
N eil A. M cD onald , e d s .  (Englewood C liffs: P r e n t i c e - H a l l ,  Inc . ,
1949), pp. 624-625 . E l l io t t  p r e s e n t s  K ant a s  the u l t im a te  a n t i 
dote  fo r  U t i l i ta r i a n is m .  In c re d i t in g  the e th ic a l  s t r u c tu r e  of 
T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  to K ant, E m e r s o n  e f fe c t iv e ly  p laced  the 
m o v em en t in  a n  a n t i - U t i l i t a r i a n  position .

18. Im m a n u e l  K ant, The P r in c ip le  of P r o g r e s s , quo ted  by C atlin ,
T he  S to ry  of th e  P o l i t i c a l  P h i lo s o p h e r s , pp. 414-415.

19. Q uoted  by C atlin ,  The S to ry  of the  P o l i t ic a l  P h i lo s o p h e r s , p. 416.

20. T h o re a u ,  " S la v e ry  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  " W. , IV, p. 396.

21. T h is  is  a g e n e r a l  p ro p o s i t io n  of K a n t 's  P r in c i p le s  of P o l i t ic a l  
R igh t. See th e  d is c u s s io n  in  C atlin ,  The P o l i t i c a l  P h i l o s o p h e r s , 
pp. 413-414.

22. A W eek, W. , I ,  p. 74.

23. Such w o rk s  a s  John  W esley  T h o m a s '  J a m e s  F r e e m a n  C la rk e :  
A p o s t le  of G e rm a n  C u ltu re  in A m e r ic a  (B oston : L uce , 1949); 
Loyd D. E a s to n 's  H e g e l 's  F i r s t  A m e r ic a n  F o l lo w e r s  (Athens: 
Ohio U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1966); and E d g e ley  W. T o d d 's  " P h i lo 
so p h ica l  Id eas  at H a rv a r d  C ollege , 1817-1837 ,"  New E ngland  
Q u a r t e r l y , XVI (M arch ,  1943), pp. 63 -90 , im p ly  th a t  T h o re a u  
w as  u n d e r  c o n s id e ra b le  in fluence  of G e rm a n ,  and H egelian , 
ph ilosophy . H o w ev e r ,  a m o r e  ex ten s iv e  s tudy  of the G e rm a n



185

in f lu en ce  on T h o re a u  is  found in H e n ry  A. P ochm ann , "H enry  
D av id  T h o reau ,  " in  G e rm a n  C u ltu re  in  A m e r i c a : P h ilo so p h ic a l  
and  L i t e r a r y  In f lu e n c e s : 1600-1900 (M adison: U n iv e rs i ty  of 
W isc o n s in ,  1957), pp. 423-436 , and conc ludes  that T h o re a u  w as  
l i t t l e  influenced. But it  s e e m s  c l e a r  that he w as co n v e rsa n t  w ith  
a t  l e a s t  the ou tl ines  of H e g e l 's  thought th ro u g h  h is  t e a c h e r s  and 
f r ie n d s .

24. See E m e r s o n 's  b io g ra p h ic a l  ske tch  of T h o rea u ,  W. , I.

25. A W eek , W. , I, p. 138.

26. "C iv il  D isobed ience , " W. , IV, p. 383.

27. Ib id . , p. 387.

28. Ib id .

29. W. , IV, pp. 317 ff.

30. Ib id . , pp. 320-321.

31. Ib id . , p. 322.

32. " T h o m a s  C ar ly le  and H is W orks , " W. , IV, p. 353.

33. Ib id . , p. 324.

34. Ib id . , p. 320.

35. E m e r s o n ,  " C a r ly le ,  " in The Se lec ted  W rit in g s  of Ralph Waldo 
E m e r s o n , B rooks  A tk inson , ed. (New Y ork; The M odern  L ib ra r y ,  
1940, 1950), p. 928.

36. "T he  S e rv ice :  Q u a l i t ie s  of the R ec ru it ,  " W. , IV, p. 278. A lso
se e  the  J o u r n a l , D e c e m b e r ,  n. d. , 1839, W. , VII, pp. 100 ff. ;
and  the e n t r ie s  fo r  May 14, ibid. , p. 135; June  30, 1840, ib id . , 
p. 156; and A p r i l  9, 1841, ibid. , pp. 246-247.

37. L e t t e r  da ted  F e b r u a r y  7, 1855. W. , VI, p. 250.

38. " T h o m a s  C ar ly le  and  His W orks , " W. , IV, p. 345.



186

39. "T h o m a s  C ar ly le  and H is  W o rk s ,  " W. , IV, p. 346.

40. Q uoted in  T h o reau :  Man of C o n c o rd , W alte r  H ard in g ,  ed. (New
Y ork : H olt,  R inehart  and W inston , I960), p. 112.

41. The J o u rn a ls  of A m os B ro n so n  A lcott (Boston: L i t t le ,  B row n, 
1938), p. 343. E n t ry  da ted  J a n u a r y  1, 1862.

42. "T h o m as  C ar ly le  and  H is  W o rk s ,"  W. , IV, p. 145.

43. Jo h n  S. H a r r i s o n ,  The T e a c h e r s  of E m e rs o n  (New Y ork: S tu rg is  
and  W alton Co. , 1910),

44. K enneth  W. C a m e ro n  has  p ro d u ced  a prod ig ious  am ount of 
s c h o la r s h ip  de ta i ling  T h o r e a u 's  read ing  in co lleg e ,  h is  s u b s e 
q u en t  b o rro w in g s  f r o m  the  H a r v a r d  L ib ra r y ,  and h is  read in g  
f r o m  E m e r s o n 's  p e r s o n a l  l ib r a r y .  See the e n t r i e s  u n d e r  h is  
n am e  in  the  B ib liog raphy .

45. A W eek, W. , I, p. 142.

46. Ib id . , p. 147.

47. See E th e l  Seybold, T h o reau :  The Q uest and the  C la s s ic s  (New 
H aven: Y ale U n iv e rs i ty  P r e s s ,  1951), f o r  a fu ll  d is c u s s io n  of 
the  c l a s s i c a l  in f luences  on T h o r e a u 's  developm ent.

48. W alden, w . , :

49. I b i d . , p. 24.

50. Ib id . , P- 63.

51. I b i d . , P- 243.

52. I b i d . , p. 262.

53. I b i d . , P- 356.

54. I b i d . , p. 8.

55. I b i d . , P- 191.

56. J o u rn a l , Ju ly



187

57. F o r  an  in te re s t in g  s ta tem e n t  of the re la t io n  of th is  a t t i tu d e  to 
the m o d e rn  study of po li t ic s  s ee  H en ry  S. K a r ie l ,  "Expanding the 
P o l i t i c a l  P r e s e n t ,  " A m e r ic a n  P o l i t i c a l  Science A s s o c ia t io n  
R ev iew , Vol. LXIII, #3 (S ep tem b er ,  1969), pp. 768 ff.

58. E r i c  R. B entley , A C en tu ry  of H e ro -W o rs h ip  (P h ilade lph ia ;
J .  B. L ippenco tt  Company, 1944).

59. R o b er t  J .  B lanch , "The S ynchron ized  C locks of B e rg so n  and 
T h o re a u ,  " Review des  L angues  V ivan tes  (B ru x e l le s ,  XXXIII, 
S e p te m b e r ,  1967), pp. 489-492.

60. A m ong the n u m ero u s  s c h o la r s  who do include T h o re a u  a s  an  
a n a r c h i s t  a r e  G eorge  C atlin  in  The S to ry  of the  P o l i t i c a l  P h i lo s o 
p h e rs  ; St aught on Lynd, "H enry  T h o reau :  The A d m ira b le  
R ad ica l ,  " L ib e ra t io n  (F e b r u a ry ,  1963), pp. 21 -26 ; John  M o r r i s ,  
"T h o reau :  G entle  A n a rc h is t ,  " R elig ious  H u m a n ism , III (Spring, 
1969 ), pp. 62-65; P a u l  F . P o w e r ,  "On C ivil D isobed ience  in 
R ecen t A m e r ic a n  D em o cra t ic  Thought, " A m e r ic a n  P o l i t ic a l  
S c ience  A sso c ia t io n  Review, LXIV, #1 (1970), pp. 35-47; and 
G eo rg e  Woodcock, "T h o re a u "  in W ar C o m m e n ta ry  (London,
1943). O th e r s ,  how ever, see  T h o re a u  in the t r a d i t io n  of the Old 
T e s ta m e n t  p ro p h e ts  r a th e r  th a n  an a n a rc h is t .  Am ong the l a t t e r  
a r e  J a m e s  S. A y a rs ,  "C ivil D iso b ed ien ce ,  Y e s te rd a y  and Today, " 
F r i e n d s  J o u rn a l  (S ep tem ber 1, 1963), pp. 401-402; R ic h a rd  Groff, 
T h o re a u  and the P ro p h e t ic  T ra d i t io n  (Los A n g e les :  M anas  P u b 
l ish in g  Co. , 1961); E g b e r t  S. O l iv e r ,  " T h o re a u  and the P u r i ta n  
T ra d i t io n ,  " E m e r s o n  Socie ty  Q u a r t e r l y , XLIV (1966), pp. 79-85 . 
P e r h a p s  the b e s t  s ta tem e n t  of the  d is t in c t io n  be tw een  T h o re a u  a s  an  
a n a r c h i s t  and T h o rea u  as a p ro p h e t is  in T ru m an  N elson , "T h o re a u  
and the  P a r a ly s i s  of In d iv id u a lism , " R am p a r ts  (M arch , 1966),
pp. 16-26 .

61 . "C iv il  D isobed ience , " W. , IV, p. 357.

6 2 . T h is  is a  point w hich  r e c u r s  in m u ch  c o m m e n ta ry  on a n a r c h i s t  
thought. See e sp e c ia l ly  P a u l  E l tz b a c h e r ,  A n a rc h is m :  E xponen ts
of the A n a rc h is t  Ph ilosophy . S teven  T. Byington, t r a n s l a t o r ,  J a m e s  
J .  M a r t in ,  e d i to r  (New Y ork: L i b e r t a r i a n  Book Club, 1970); The 
A n a r c h i s t , Irv ing  L ouis  H o ro w itz ,  e d i to r  (New Y ork: D ell P u b l i s h 
ing Co. , 1964); J a m e s  Jo l l ,  The A n a rc h is t s  (Boston: L i t t le ,  B row n, 
1964).



188

63. E u n ice  M inette  S c h u s te r ,  N ative A m e r ic a n  A n a r c h i s m  (Smith 
C ollege  S tudies  in  H is to ry ,  John  C. H ild t, W ill iam  Dodge G ray ,
H a ro ld  Underwood F a u lk n e r ,  e d s .  , Vol. XVII, Nos. 1-4,
O c to b e r ,  1931 - Ju ly ,  1932: N o rtham pton , M a s s . :  D ep a r tm en t 
of H is to ry ,  Sm ith  C o llege , 1932), p. 46.

64. A lthough  T h o re a u  did not h im s e l f  use the w o rd ,  it is  p a r t  of the
T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  v o c ab u la ry  and m a y  p r o p e r ly  be u sed  in c o n 
n e c t io n  w ith  h is  id e a s .

65. V ernon  Lew is  F a r r in g to n ,  Main C u r re n ts  in  A m e r ic a n  Thought 
(New York: H a rc o u r t ,  B ra ce  and Co. , 1927, 1930), Vol. II,
p. 409.

66. "C iv il  D iso b ed ie n c e ,"  W. , IV, p. 382.

67. Ib id . , p. 383.

68. W il l ia m  Godwin, P o l i t ic a l  J u s t i c e , quo ted  by G eorge  C atlin  in 
T he  S to ry  of the P o l i t ic a l  P h i lo s o p h e r s , p. 338.

6 9 . "C iv i l  D is o b e d ie n c e ," W. , IV, p. 387.

70. T h o re a u ,  "S lavery  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s , "  W. , IV, p. 401.

71. M ax S t i rn e r ,  The Ego and H is Own, quoted by C atlin ,  The S tory  
of the  P o l i t ic a l  P h i lo s o p h e r s , p. 527.

72. Ib id .

73. Bakunin , quoted  by C atlin ,  The S tory  of the P o l i t ic a l  P h i lo s o p h e r s , 
p. 429.

74. T h o r e a u  and T o ls to y  have  been  c o m p ared  and  c o n t r a s te d  by s e v e ra l  
s c h o la r s  inc luding  C la re n c e  A. M anning, " T h o re a u  and T o ls to y ,"  
New E ngland  Q u a r te r ly ,  No. 16 (June, 1943), pp. 234-243 ,
P y a r e l a l  N a ir ,  T h o r e a u , T o ls toy  and G andhiji  (C a lcu tta :  A. K. 
B a n e r j i ,  1958). S tr ik in g  p a ra l le l s  a r e  to be found in  T o ls to y 's  
W ri t in g s  on C iv il D isobed ience  and N on-V io lence  (New York: 
B e rg m a n ,  1967).

75. "A P le a  fo r  C apta in  Jo h n  Brow n, " W. , IV, pp. 418, 434.



189

76. "A P le a  fo r  C ap ta in  John  B row n, " W. , IV, pp. 436.

77. "It is  not an e r a  of re p o s e .  We have used  up a l l  o u r  in h e r i te d  
f re e d o m . If we would sav e  o u r  l iv e s ,  we m u s t  figh t fo r  th em . " 
" S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  " W. , IV, p. 407.

78. "Who is  it w hose  sa fe ty  r e q u i r e s  tha t  C ap ta in  B row n  be hung?
Is  it in d isp e n s ib le  to  any  N o r th e rn  m an? Is  th e r e  no r e s o u r c e  
but to  c a s t  th is  m a n  a ls o  to  the M ino tau r?  If you do not w ish  it, 
s ay  so d is t in c t ly ."  — "A P le a  fo r  C aptain  John  B ro w n ,"  W. , IV, 
p. 437.

79. "S lav e ry  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  " W. , IV, p. 403. E m p h a s i s  supplied .

80. T h is  is  s t r e s s e d  w ith  p a r t i c u l a r  s t re n g th  in What M ust We Do 
T hen?  , w r i t t e n  tw e n ty - th re e  y e a r s  a f te r  T h o r e a u 's  d e a th  in  1885.

81. A m a jo r  th em e  of A nc ien  R egim e is  tha t  ed u ca tio n ,  a r t ,  and 
s c ie n c e  m u s t  be m ade  to  r e la te  m o re  d i re c t ly  to  the  com m on  
people  r a th e r  th a n  be the  ex c lu s iv e  p r e s e r v e  of an  e l i te  w hose 
t a s t e s  a r e  o v e r - r e f in e d .

82. E u n ice  M innette  S c h u s te r ,  N ative  A m e r ic a n  A n a r c h i s m  (N orth -  
am pton , M ass .  : D e p a r tm e n t  of H is to ry ,  S m ith  C o lleg e ,  1932), 
pp. 119-123.

83. A la rg e  l is t  of w o rk s  m ig h t be c i ted ,  but am ong the  b e s t  s t a t e 
m e n ts  of th is  view a r e  Hugo Bedau, "On C ivil D iso b ed ie n c e ,  "
The J o u rn a l  of P h i lo so p h y , 58 (1961), pp. 653-665; Abe P o r t a s ,  
C oncern ing  D is se n t  and C iv il  D isobed ience  (New Y ork : The New 
A m e r ic a n  L ib ra r y ,  1968); H a r r o p  A. F r e e m a n  and B a y a rd  R ustin  
in  C ivil D iso b e d ie n c e , H a r r o p  A. F r e e m a n ,  ed . (Santa  B a r b a r a :  
C e n te r  fo r  the Study of D e m o c ra t ic  In s t i tu t io n s ,  1966), pp. 2 -1 3 ; 
Sidney Hook, "S oc ia l  P r o t e s t  and C iv il D iso b ed ie n c e ,  " The 
H u m a n is t , 27 (S e p te m b e r -D e c e m b e r ,  1967), pp. 155-197; M o r r i s  
K eeton , "The M o ra l i ty  of C ivil D isobed ience , " T e x a s  Law Revievy 
43 (1965), pp. 507-525; and M ich ae l  W alz e r ,  "The O b liga tion  to 
D iso b ey ,"  E t h i c s . 77 (1967), pp. 163-175.

84. See T h o r e a u 's  e s s a y ,  "H era ld  of F r e e d o m ,  " w h ich  w as  the nam e of 
the  jo u rn a l  w hich  R o g ers  ed ited  in C oncord , N .H . , f o r  the New 
H a m p s h ir e  A n t i -S la v e ry  S ocie ty , W. , IV, pp. 306-310 .



190

85. "W endell P h i l l ip s  B efore  the C oncord  L y ceu m , " a  l e t t e r  to the 
e d i to r  d a ted  M a rc h  12, 1845, W. , IV, pp. 311-314. It is  h e re  
th a t  T h o r e a u  ap p ro v e s  of P h i l l ip s '  p r a y e r  th a t  God should dash  
M a s s a c h u s e t t s  " into a thousand p ie c e s ,  t i l l  th e re  sha ll  not re m a in  
a  f r a g m e n t .  p. 312.

86. Both  W il l ia m  B. G reen e  and E x ra  Heywood noted G a r r i s o n 's  in 
c o n s i s te n c y  w h ich  negated "the c a rd in a l  p r in c ip le  of s e l f -g o v e rn 
m e n t ,  the  p ivo ta l  fo rce  and p h ilo so p h ica l  m ethod  of peacefu l 
ev o lu tio n ,  " The R ad ica l R ev iew , I (N ovem ber, 1877), pp.
566-567 .

87. " S la v e ry  in M a s sa c h u se t t s ,  " W. , IV, p. 403.

88. Ib id . , p. 407.

89. E u n ice  M innette  S ch u s te r ,  N ative  A m e r ic a n  A n a r c h i s m , p. 92.
She a lso  c r e d i t s  W a r re n  w ith  publish ing  the f i r s t  a n a r c h is t  p ap e r  
in  A m e r ic a ,  The P eace fu l  R ev o lu t io n is t , and  w ith  founding the 
f i r s t  a n a r c h ic  u top ian  co m m u n it ie s  in  A m e r ic a .

90. J o s ia h  W a r re n ,  P r a c t i c a l  D e ta ils  in  E q u i tab le  C o m m e rc e  (New 
Y ork , 1852); a l so  see  T rue  C iv il iz a t io n  (B oston , 1863). R eprin ted  
(New Y ork : B e r t  F ra n k l in ,  1967).

91. W alden, W. , II, pp. 359-360. See a ls o  the  J o u rn a l  e n t ry  fo r
Ju ly  1, 1840. "The t ru e  la b o r e r  is  r e c o m p e n s e d  by h is  lab o r ,  
not by h i s  e m p lo y e r .  In d u s try  is  i t s  own w a g es .  Let us not
s u f fe r  o u r  hands  to  lose  one jo t of t h e i r  h a n d in e s s  by looking
behind to  a m e an  re c o m p en se ,  knowing th a t  o u r  t ru e  endeavor 
canno t be th w a r te d ,  no r  we be c h ea ted  of o u r  e a rn in g s  un less
by not e a rn in g  th e m . " W. , VIII, p. 157.

92. L e t t e r  to  H a r r i s o n  Blake dated J a n u a r y  1, 1859. W. , VI, p. 346.

93. S taughton  Lynd g ives  an exce llen t su rv e y  of native  A m e r ic a n
r a d i c a l i s m  in h is  In te l le c tu a l  O r ig in s  of A m e r ic a n  R ad ica lism  
(New Y ork : P an th eo n , 1968).

94. T h o m as  W entw orth  H iggenson, C h ee rfu l  Y e s te rd a y s  (Boston and 
New Y ork : Houghton Mifflin, 1896), p. 106.

95. W il l ia m  B. G re e n e ,  S o c ia l is t ic , C o m m u n is t ic , M utualis tiq , and 
F in a n c ia l  F ra g m e n ts .  Quoted by S c h u s te r  in  N ative A m e r ic a n  
A n a r c h i s m ,  p. 132.



191

96. O ctav ius  B. F ro th in g h a m , G e r r i t  S m i th , A B iography  (New 
York: G. P .  P u tn a m 's  Sons, 1879), p. 353.

97. L y s a n d e r  Spooner, "A L e t te r  to G ro v e r  C leveland  on His F a ls e  
In a u g u ra l  A d d re s s ,  the U su rp a t io n s  and C r im e s  of L a w m a k e rs  and 
Ju d g es ,  and the  C onsequent P o v e r ty ,  Ig n o ran ce ,  and S erv itude  of 
the  P eop le  (Boston: B en jam in  T u c k e r ,  1886), p. 8.

98.  I b i d . , p. 86.

99. M. K. Gandhi, "Duty of D isobeying L aw s , " The C o llec ted  W orks
of M aha tm a  G andh i. (Government of India: M in is t ry  of In fo rm a 
t io n  and B ro a d c a s t in g ,  1962% Vol. VI, pp. 217-218; 228-230.

100. In add ition  to G an d h i 's  A u to b iog raphy , s ee  a lso :  Anon. , H en ry  
David T h o rea u :  The Man Who M oulded the M a h a tm a 's  Mind 
(New Delhi: C a r e e r s  In s t i tu te ,  n. d . ) ;  E r i c  E r ic k so n ,  G andhi 's  
T ru th : On the O r ig in s  of M ilitant N onvio lence  (New York: W. W. 
N orton , 1969); G eo rg e  H en d rick ,  "The In f luence  of T h o re a u 's  
'C iv il  D iso b ed ie n c e"  on G andh i 's  S a ty a g ra h a ,"  in A m e r ic a n  
L i t e r a tu r e :  A C r i t i c a l  S u rv ey , T. D. Young and R .E .  F in e ,  eds . 
(New Y ork: A m e r ic a n  Book Co. , 1968); P y a r a la l  N a ir ,  "T h o reau ,  
T o ls toy  and G an d h ij i ,"  New O utlook , X (May, 1957), pp. 3-11;
E . M a g e sw a ra  Rao, "T h o re a u  and Gandhi: A C om parison , "
A ry a n  P a t h , XXXVII (August, 1966), pp. 361-364; P rak ash  V e rm a ,  
"S a ty ag rah a : The N on-V io lence  of Gandhi, " South Dakota Review, 
VI (S u m m er,  1968), pp. 3-9.

101. B etty  S c h e c te r ,  The P e a ce a b le  Revolu tion  (Boston: Houghton 
M ifflin , 1963)1

102. M a r t in  L u th e r  King, J r .  , S tr ide  T o w ard  F r e e d o m  (New York: 
B allen tine  B ooks, 1958), pp. 41-72 .

103. M a r t in  L u th e r  King, J r .  , "L ove, Law and C iv il D isobed ience , " 
New South , 16 ( I 96 I) , p. 8.

104. "S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s , "  W. , IV, p. 396.

105. F o r  the m o s t  v io len t e x p re s s io n  of th is  s en tim en t see the Jo u rn a l  
e n t ry  fo r  M ay 29, 1854. W. , XII, p. 315. The p h ra se  is m o re  
t e m p e ra te  in "S lav e ry  in M a s sa c h u se t t s .  "



1 9 2

106. P a u l  F . P o w e r ,  "On Civil D iso b ed ien ce  in  R ecent A m e r ic a n  
D e m o c r a t ic  Thought,"  A m e r ic a n  P o l i t i c a l  Science  R eview , LXIV, 
No. 1 (M arch , 1970), pp. 35-47.

107. New Y o rk  T i m e s , D ecem b er  9, 1969, pp. 1, 44.

108. " R e p o r t  of the  P r e s id e n t 's  C o m m is s io n  on C am pus U nrest ,  "
r e p r in te d  in The C hronic le  of H ig h e r  E d u c a t io n , Vol. V, No. 2 
(O c to b e r  5, 1970). Cited h e r e a f t e r  a s  th e  S c ran to n  R ep o r t .

109. S c ra n to n  R e p o r t , p. 7.

110. Ib id .

111. Ib id . , p. 8.

112. Ib id .

113. Ib id .

114. Ib id . , p. 9.

115. Ib id .

116. Ib id . , p. 2.

117. I b i d . , p. 3.

118. C h a r le s  R eich , The G reening of A m e r ic a  (New York: Random 
H o u se ,  1970).



C H A PTE R  IV 

THE UNIVERSE AND NATURE

While a p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  s t r i c t ly  defined c o n c e rn s  i t s e l f  w ith  only 

a l im ited  ran g e  of hum an  e x p e r ie n c e ,  it r e s t s  upon a  l a r g e r  concep tion  

of u l t im a te  r e a l i ty .  It is  not n e c e s s a r y  fo r  a p o li t ic a l  t h e o r i s t  to  build, 

o r  even  to s u b s c r ib e  to a  p a r t i c u la r  ph ilosophic  s y s te m ;  but c o n sc io u s ly  

o r  u n co n sc io u s ly  he w il l  p o s s e s s  a c o sm ic  view w hich  can  c o m p reh en d  

the  whole con tex t of m a n 's  life. P ushed  f a r  enough, a p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  

w ill  be found to  m ak e  c e r t a in  a s s u m p tio n s  c o n ce rn in g  e x is te n c e  in the 

la rg e s t  s e n se .  T h e se  a s su m p tio n s  w ill  include the  n a tu re  of the u n i

v e r s e  and  the p r in c ip le  of causa tion . A n o rm a tiv e  th e o ry  of po li t ic s  

m u s t  a lso  c o n s id e r  the  so u rc e  and c h a r a c t e r  of the  good; it m u s t  define 

the  re la t io n s h ip  be tw een  w hat m en  accep t  a s  w hat " i s "  but a lso  be lieve  

th e  "ought" to  be and so p rov ide  a s tan d a rd  by w hich  p o l i t ic a l  in s t i tu t io n s  

and the s o c ia l  in te r a c t io n s  tha t they  effec t can  be m e a s u r e d  in n o r m a 

t iv e  t e r m s .

A lthough  E m e r s o n  d e c la re d  tha t  T h o re a u  n e v e r  a t te m p te d  to  define 

n a tu re ,   ̂ and T h o r e a u  h im s e l f  see m s  to  have b e lieved  tha t  the  u n iv e rse  

is  in co nce ivab le  to  m a n 's  in te l l ig en ce ,  th e re  is  a g re a t  d ea l  of thought 

ev ident in  T h o r e a u 's  w r i t in g s  a s  to  the n a tu re  of u l t im a te  re a l i ty ,  about 

th e  u n iv e rse  a s  a phenom enon , about God a s  a  c au sa t iv e  p r in c ip le ,  about
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th e  m ean in g  of e a r th ly  n a tu re ,  about the  c h a r a c t e r  of good and ev il ,  and 

f ina lly , about how m a n  f i ts  in to  the  g ran d  schem e . T h ese  a r e  m a t t e r s  

w hich  w e re  of m o s t  in t im a te  c o n c e rn  to  T h o reau ,  and w h ich  w e re  g iven 

g re a t  a t te n t io n  in  h is  th inking  and w r i t in g .

In dealing  w ith  th e s e  i s s u e s ,  T h o re a u  did not fu lly  adopt the  

Thanscenden ta lis t  v o c ab u la ry  w hich  E m e r s o n  found conven ien t.  E m e r s o n ’s 

ph ilosoph ic  sp ec u la t io n  lack ed  p re c is io n ,  but it  did c o n ta in  an  e lem en t  of 

c o n s is te n c y  in  the  u se  of t e r m s  which m a k es  it e a s i e r  to follow h is  d i s 

c u ss io n s  f r o m  one e s s a y  to  the  next and f r o m  one t im e  p e r io d  to  a n o th e r .

In h is  w r i t in g s ,  h o w e v e r ,  T h o r e a u  sought to convey m oods  and em otions  

r a t h e r  than  e legan t d e m o n s t ra t io n s  of philosophic  p ro w e s s ,  and chose  

h i s  language acco rd in g ly .  One r e s u l t  i s  tha t  am b igu ity  i s  a co n s tan t  

d iff icu lty  in  in te rp re t in g  T h o r e a u ’s philosophic  p o s i t io n s  f r o m  h is  p o e t i 

c a l ly  p h ra s e d  w r i t in g s .  What E m e r s o n  m ean t by " O v e rso u l"  w as f a i r ly  

c o n s is te n t  w h e r e v e r  and w h e n e v e r  he used  the w ord . T h o re a u ,  on the  

o th e r  hand , se ld o m  u sed  th a t  p a r t i c u l a r  t e r m ,  p r e f e r r in g  to  use  a 

v a r ie ty  of o th e r  w o rd s  su ch  a s  " u n iv e r s a l  law, " "the u n iv e r s e ,  "

" s p i r i t ,  " and " n a tu re "  to e x p r e s s  a p p ro x im a te ly  the sam e  idea  a s  w e ll  

a s  o th e r  co n ce p ts ,  inc lud ing  th e  g e n e r a l ly  accep ted  s e n se  of the  t e r m s  

w hen the  o ccas io n  su ited  h im . He a cc ep ted  the g e n e r a l  o u tlines  of 

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  ph ilosophy  w ithou t the  e n cu m b erin g  te rm in o lo g y ,  

a lthough  he had c e r t a in  r e s e r v a t io n s  co nce rn ing  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  op ti-
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m is m ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  a s  r e l a t e d  to  the e x is te n c e  of ev il ,  that had im p o r 

ta n t  im p l ic a t io n s  fo r  h is  v iew  of the n a tu re  of m ank ind .

T h o re a u  w as an  u n c o m p ro m is in g  Id e a l is t .  He b e lieved  in the 

c o n c r e te  a c tu a l  w o rld ,  but w a s  convinced that th is  w as  m e re ly  the s u r 

fa c e  a p p e a ra n c e  and  th a t  r e a l i ty  lay d e e p e r  in  an  i m m a te r i a l  idea l .  "I 

p e rc e iv e  th a t  we in h a b i ta n ts  of New England live  th is  m e an  life becau se

o u r  v is io n  does  not p e n e t r a te  the su rface  of th in g s .  We th ink  tha t that

2
i^ w hich  a p p e a r s  to b e ."  A ga in , "The m ind  knows a d is tan ce  and a 

s p ac e  o^ w hich  a l l  th o se  su m s  com bined do not m ak e  a unit of m e a s u r e ,

3
— the in te r v a l  be tw een  th a t  w h ich  a p p e a rs  and th a t  w hich  i s . "  R ea lity

th e r e f o r e ,  l ie s  b en ea th  o r  beyond a p p e a ra n c e s .  T h o re a u  m ade  the  point

in  a s m a l l  s to ry  w ith a ty p ic a l ly  New E ngland  f la v o r :

T h e re  is a solid  b o t to m  e v e ry w h e re .  We re a d  tha t  the t r a v e l e r  
a sk e d  the boy if the  sw am p  before  h im  had a  h a rd  bottom . The 
boy re p l ie d  tha t  it had . But p re s e n t ly  the t r a v e l l e r ’s h o rse  
sank  in  up to  the  g i r t h s ,  and he o b se rv ed  to  the  boy, "I thought 
you sa id  tha t th is  bog had a h a rd  b o t to m ."  "So it  h a s , "  a n sw e re d  
the l a t t e r ,  "but you have  not got ha lf  way to it  ye t.

F o r  T h o re a u  the  u l t im a te  re a l i ty  is  an ineffab le  m y s te ry  w h e re in  

a l l  th ings  becom e one. It is  the  point w h e re  a l l  l in es  co n v erg e ,  w h e re  

c r e a t io n  m a k es  union w ith  the  C re a to r .  It is  w h e re  m otion  and r e s t  re a c h  

e q u i l ib r iu m , w h e re  a l l  c o n tra d ic t io n s  a r e  re s o lv e d ,  w h e re  m a t t e r  and 

s p i r i t  a r e  un ited , the  poin t a t which m u lt ip l ic i ty  b e co m es  u n ita ry .  It is  

beyond t im e  in  the s e n s e  of d u ra t io n  and beyond space  defined a s  e x te n 

s ion . It is  s im p le  a b so lu te  re a l i ty ,  s u rp a s s in g  hum an  d is t in c t io n s  of
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good and e v i l ,  and it i s  w holly  id e a l  o r  s p i r i t .  In th is  m y s te r y  t h e r e  is  

no r e la t io n  in  a  q u an tita tiv e  s e n se ,  no cond ition , no beginning o r  end o r  

a im . A nd, th i s  re a l i ty  can  be known only in  f lee t in g  g l im p se s  to  m a n 

kind th ro u g h  f la s h e s  of in s p i ra t io n  o r  in tu i t io n  w hich T h o reau  p r e f e r s  

to c a l l  c o n s c io u s n e s s .

The eye  m a y  see  f o r  the  hand, but not fo r  the  mind. We a r e  
s t i l l  be ing  born , and have  as  ye t  but a  d im  w isdom . . . .

T he  a n ecd o te s  of m o d e rn  a s t r o n o m y  a ffec t m e in  the  
s a m e  w ay a s  do th o se  faint re v e la t io n s  of the  Real w hich a re  
v o u ch sa fed  to m an  f r o m  t im e  to  t im e ,  o r  r a t h e r  f ro m  e te r n i ty  
to e te r n i ty .  . . .  I a m  not w ithout hope th a t  we m ay , even  h e r e  
and  now, ob ta in  som e a c c u ra te  in fo rm a t io n  concern ing  tha t  
O TH E R  WORLD w hich the in s t in c t  of m ank ind  h a s  so long p r e 
d ic ted . ^

To th o s e  p e r s o n s  of co m p le te  in n o c en c e ,  such  as c h i ld re n ,  o r  

th o se  of m o r a l  genius w hose  c o n s c io u s n e s s  p e r m i t s  a v is ion  of r e a l i ty ,  

a l l  o th e r  f a c t s ,  a p p e a ra n c e s ,  o r  m o r a l  p re ju d ic e s  a r e  d is so lv ed . "To 

the  innocen t t h e r e  a re  n e i th e r  c h e ru b im  n o r  a n g e ls .  At r a r e  in te rv a l s  

we r i s e  above  the  n e c e s s i ty  of v ir tu e  in to  a n  unchangeable  m o rn in g  

light, in  w h ic h  we have only to  live  r ig h t  on and  b re a th e  the  a m b r o s ia l  

a i r .  The  c o n s c io u s n e s s  of r e a l i ty  is, f o r  T h o rea u ,  a m y s t ic a l  r e v e l a 

tion.

If w ith  c lo s e d  e a r s  and eyes  I co n su lt  c o n sc io u s n e s s  fo r  a  m o m en t 
im m e d ia te ly  a r e  a l l  w a lls  and b a r r i e r s  d is s ip a te d ,  e a r th  ro l l s  
f r o m  u n d e r  m e ,  and I floa t, by the  im p e tu s  d e r iv e d  f ro m  th e  e a r th  
and the  s y s te m ,  a su b jec tiv e ,  h e a v i ly  laden  thought, in the  m id s t  
of an unknown and in fin ite  sea ,  o r  e l s e  h eav e  and swell like  a 
v a s t  o cean  of thought w ithout ro c k  o r  h ead la n d ,  w h ere  a r e  a l l  
r id d le s  so lv ed ,  a l l  s t ra ig h t  l in es  m ak in g  t h e r e  th e i r  two ends to 
m e e t ,  e t e r n i ty  and space  gam bolling  f a m i l i a r ly  th rough  m y
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d ep ths . I a m  f r o m  the  beginning, knowing no end, no a im . No 
sun  i l lu m in es  m e ,  f o r  I d is so lv e  a l l  l e s s e r  l ig h ts  in m y own 
in te n s e r  and s t e a d i e r  l ig h ts .  I am  a r e s t fu l  k e r n e l  in  the  m a g a 
z ine  of the u n iv e r s e .^

The p e rc e p t io n  of r e a l i ty  is  a sub jec tive  e x p e r ie n c e ,  but fo r

T h o rea u  i t  is  n o n e th e le s s  r e a l  fo r  being in co m m u n ic ab le  to o th e rs .  In

the in te n s i ty  of th is  e x p e r ien c e  of re a l i ty ,  the  p e r c e iv e r  m e rg e s  w ith

re a l i ty  and b e c o m e s  in d is t in g u ish ab le  f ro m  re a l i ty  i t s e l f ,  fo r  he has

ach ieved  a un ity  w ith  "the One. "

S o m e tim es  we see  o b jec ts  th rough  a th in  h a z e ,  in  th e i r  e te rn a l  
r e la t io n s ,  and they  s tand  like Pa lenque  and th e  P y r a m id s ,  and 
we w o n d er  who se t  th e m  up, and fo r  w hat p u rp o se .  If we see 
the r e a l i ty  in  th in g s ,  of what m om ent is  the  s u p e r f ic ia l  and 
a p p a re n t  lo n g e r?  What a r e  the e a r th  and a l l  i t s  in t e r e s t s  
b e s id e  the  deep  s u r m is e  which p ie rc e s  and s c a t t e r s  them ?
While I s i t  h e r e  l is ten in g  to  the w aves w h ich  r ip p le  and b re a k  
on th is  sh o re ,  I a m  ab so lv ed  f r o m  a l l  o b liga tions  to the past .  . . . ^

T im e  is  d is so lv e d  in  re a l i ty ,  fo r  only e te r n i ty  is  re a l .  T im e is 

only a  m e a s u r e  fo r  m a n  to  gauge s u p e r f ic ia l i t ie s  and p a ss in g  ev en ts  by.

T im e  is  but th e  s t r e a m  I go a - f ish in g  in . I d r in k  at it; 
but w hile  I d r in k  I see  the  sandy bo ttom  and d e tec t  how shallow  
it i s .  I ts  th in  c u r r e n t  s l id e s  away, but e t e r n i ty  r e m a in s .  I 
would d r in k  d e e p e r ;  f ish  in  the sky, w hose  b o t to m  is  pebbly 
w ith  s t a r s .  ^

U ltim ate  r e a l i ty  is  not n a tu re ,  but the c a u s e  behind it. It is  not 

to  be ap p reh en d ed  th ro u g h  the  accum ula tion  of fa c ts  and the  analy tic  

m e th o d s  of s c ie n c e .

We soon get th ro u g h  with N a tu re .  She e x c i te s  an e x p ec 
ta t io n  w hich  she  cannot sa t is fy .  The m e r e s t  ch ild  which has  
ra m b le d  in to  a  copsew ood d re a m s  of a w i ld e r n e s s  so wild^gnd 
s t ra n g e  and in e x h au s t ib le  a s  N a tu re  can  n e v e r  show h im .
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To co m m u n e  with the  re a l i ty  behind N a tu re ,  m ank ind  cannot re ly

upon h i s  co g n it iv e  p o w ers ,  but upon h i s  a f fec t iv e  p o w ers .

The h ig h e s t  w e can  a t ta in  to is  not K now ledge, but Sym pathy 
w ith  In te l l ig e n c e .  I do not know th a t  th is  h ig h e r  knowledge 
a m o u n ts  to  anything m o re  defin ite  th a n  a novel and g ran d  s u r 
p r i s e  on a sudden  re v e a la t io n  of the  in su ff ic ie n cy  of a l l  tha t 
we c a l le d  know ledge b e fo re ,  —a d is c o v e ry  th a t  th e re  a r e  m o re  
th in g s  in  h e a v e n  and e a r th  than  a r e  d re a m e d  of in  o u r  p h i lo so 
phy. It  is  the  lighting up of the m is t  by the  sun. M an cannot 
know in  any h ig h e r  sen se  than  th is ,  any m o r e  than  he can  look 
s e r e n e ly  and w ith  im punity  in  the  face  of th e  sun. . . . ^^

T h o r e a u  th u s  thought of r e a l i ty  a s  beyond h u m an  c o m p reh en s io n  

and i r r e d u c ib l e  e i th e r  by language o r  logic to  fit any in te l le c tu a l  c o n 

ta in e r ;  a l l  a t t e m p ts  to exp la in  a r e  doom ed to  fa i l .  It i s  the in su b s ta n t ia l  

m e d iu m  in w h ich  a l l  a p p a ren t  phenom ena  f lo a t .  A s he m y s t ic a l ly  put it , 

"M en a r e  c o n s ta n t ly  dinging in m y  e a r s  t h e i r  f a i r  th e o r ie s  and p laus ib le  

so lu tions  of the  u n iv e r s e ,  but e v e r  th e r e  is  no help , and 1 r e tu r n  ag a in

to m y s h o r e l e s s ,  i s la n d le s s  ocean  and fa th o m  u n ceas in g ly  fo r  a bo ttom

12th a t  w il l  hold an  a n ch o r ,  tha t i t  m ay  not d ra g .  " In th is  u l t im a te  unity , 

a l l  in d iv id u a li ty  c e a s e s  and m o r a l i ty  d is s o lv e s  into innocence . T h is  unut

te r a b le  m y s te r y  i s ,  fo r  T h o rea u ,  what should be m ean t  by God, although 

he  does  not h im s e l f  c o n s is te n t ly  l im it  the  u s e  of the te r m .

T h o r e a u  u s e s  "God" to  e x p r e s s  a t l e a s t  two ad d itio n a l id e a s .  God 

c an  r e f e r  to th e  p r in c ip le  of c au sa t io n  a s  in  th e  following p a s s a g e s :

"The g re a t  God i s  c a lm  w itha l.  How s u p e r f lu o u s  i s  any ex c i tem e n t  in  

h is  c rea tu res .*  He l i s te n s  equa lly  to  the p r a y e r s  of the b e l ie v e r  and the
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u n b e l ie v e r .  ”[ God] h as  no m o r a l  ph ilosophy , no e th ic s .  "The

hum an  sou l is  a  s i le n t  h a r p  in God’s q u i r e ,  w hose  s t r in g s  need  only to  be 

swept by th e  d iv in e  b re a th  to  ch im e in w ith  the h a rm o n ie s  of c re a t io n ."  

"E ach  n a tu r a l  o b je c t  is  an  end to i t s e l f .  A b ra v e ,  undoubting life  do 

they  a l l  l ive , and a r e  con ten t to  be a p a r t  of the  m y s te r y  w hich  is  God, 

and th row  the  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  on m an  of exp la in ing  th e m  and h im s e l f  

too.

He a ls o  u s e d  "God" to r e f e r  to  a c u l tu r a l  phenom enon  th a t  m e n  

c r e a te  to  s a t i s fy  t h e i r  so c ia l  and p sy ch o lo g ica l  n eed s  a s  in  the  fo l lo w 

ing p a s s a g e s  t a k e n  f r o m  "Sunday" of_A W eek on the  M e r r im a c k  and 

C oncord  R iv e r s :  " T h e r e  a r e  v a r io u s ,  nay , in c re d ib le  fa i th s ;  why

should w e be a l a r m e d  a t any of th em ?  What m a n  b e l ie v e s ,  God 

17b e l ie v es .  " "I a m  not s u re  but I should  be tak e  m y s e l f  in  e x t r e m i t ie s  

to  the l i b e r a l  d iv in i t ie s  of G re e c e ,  r a th e r  th a n  to  m y c o u n t ry ’s God. 

Jeh o v ah , though  w ith  us he h a s  a cq u ired  new a t t r ib u te s ,  is  m o r e  a b s o 

lu te  and u n a p p ro a c h a b le ,  but h a rd ly  m o r e  d iv ine  than  Jo v e .  He is  not 

so m uch  a g e n t le m a n ,  not so g ra c io u s  and ca th o l ic ,  he does  not e x e r t  so

in t im a te  and  g e n ia l  an influence  on n a tu re ,  a s  m any  of the gods of the  

18G re e k s .  " "It s e e m s  to m e  tha t the god tha t i s  com m only  w o rsh ip e d  

in c iv i l iz ed  c o u n t r ie s  is  not a t a l l  d iv ine , though  he b e a r s  a d iv ine  n am e, 

but is th e  o v e rw h e lm in g  a u th o r i ty  and r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  of m ank ind . Men 

re v e re n c e  one a n o th e r  and not yet God. . . . E v e ry  people have  gods to
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19su it  t h e i r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  "

F o r  o u r  p u rp o s e s ,  it s e e m s  re a so n a b le  to  a s s u m e  tha t T h o reau  con 

c e iv ed  of th e  God of h is  p e r s o n a l  w o rsh ip  to be th e  p e r fe c t  idea  behind 

c re a t io n ,  the  a b so lu te  and u lt im a te  re a l i ty .  The p e r f e c t  id ea ,  w h e th e r  

nam ed  God o r  r e a l i ty ,  i s  p e r fe c t  s p i r i t ,  p e r f e c t  w il l .  N e c e s s i ty  i s  i t s  

c a r d in a l  a t t r ib u te ;  b e c a u s e  i t  i s ,  it  m u s t  be, a l l  a p p a r e n t  c o n tra d ic t io n s  

not w ith s tan d in g .

In o r d e r  to accoun t fo r  the phenom ena l w o r ld ,  T h o rea u ,  a s  do m o s t  

i d e a l i s t s ,  adopted  a  d u a l i s m  w hich sh a rp ly  d iv ided  the  w o r ld  of m a t t e r  

f r o m  the i m m a t e r i a l  id ea l .  A s he exp lained  in  h is  J o u r n a l :

On one s ide  of m an  is  the  a c tu a l ,  and on the  o th e r  the  idea l .
The f o r m e r  is  the  p ro v in ce  of the  re a so n ;  it  i s  even  a d ivine light 
w hen  d i r e c te d  upon i t ,  but it cannot r e a c h  f o r w a rd  into the id ea l  
w ithou t b l in d n e s s .  The m oon w as  m a d e  to  ru le  by n igh t,  but the 
sun  to  ru le  by day. R eason  w ill  be but a pa le  c loud , like the 
m oon , w hen one ra y  of divine light c o m es  to  i l lu m in e  the  soul.

He saw the  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e r s e ,  th e r e f o r e ,  to  be m ad e  up of a s u cc e ss io n

of o b je c ts ,  p ie ce s  of c r e a t io n  w hich  a r e  c o n d it io n a l ,  w h ich  function

w ith in  t im e  and sp ac e  a s  e a r l i e r  defined. It i s  only  in  a m a te r i a l  sen se

tha t r e la t io n s  e x is t ,  w h e re  the  p r in c ip le  of l im i ta t io n  o p e ra te s .

W ith in  th e  m a t e r i a l  sp h e re  of c r e a t io n ,  c o n d it io n a l  re la t io n s  

a r r a n g e  th e m s e lv e s  in  o rg an iz a t io n a l  p a t t e r n s ,  su ch  a s  in the  law of 

g ra v i ty  and  o th e r  p r in c ip le s  of p h y s ics .  T h e se  n o n -n o rm a t iv e  re la t io n s ,  

con fus ing ly  enough, a r e  ty p ica l ly  r e f e r r e d  to  a s  " la w s "  of the  u n iv e r s e  

o r  " l a w s " of n a tu re  when T h o reau  m e r e ly  w ish ed  to  denote  the  cond i-
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t io n a l  o r  r e la t io n a l  a sp e c ts  of m a t te r .  A s  an i l lu s t r a t io n ,  the  c o m 

m e n ts  in  h is  J o u rn a l  co nce rn ing  the  p a t te rn s  w hich  e ro d ed  sand  leave  

u n d e r  th e  o p e ra t io n  of w a te r  and g rav ity  in d ica te  how he v iew ed the 

cond it io n a l  re la t io n s  of m a t te r :

I a m  too la te ,  p e rh a p s ,  to see  the  sand fo liage  in the  Deep 
Cut; should  have b een  th e re  day be fo re  y e s te rd a y ;  it i s  now too 
w et and soft.  Yet in  som e p lace s  it is  p e r fe c t .  I see  som e p e r 
fe c t  l e o p a r d s '  paw s. T hese  th ings suggest th a t  th e r e  is  m otion  
in  the  e a r t h  a s  w e ll  as  on the su r fa c e ;  i t  l ives  and  g ro w s .  It i s  
w a rm e d  and in fluenced  by the sun, ju s t  a s  m y  blood by thoughts .
I s e e m  to  see  som e of the  life tha t  is  in  the sp r in g  bud and b lo s 
so m  m o r e  in t im a te ly ,  n e a r e r  i ts  foun ta inhead , th e  fancy  sk e tch es  
and d e s ig n s  of the  a r t i s t .  It is  m o re  s im p le  and p r im it iv e  growth; 
a s  if fo r  ag es  sand  and c lay  m ight have  thus  flow ed in to  the  fe rn s  
of fo liage , b e fo re  p lan ts  w e re  p roduced  to  c lo the  the  e a r th .  The 
e a r t h  I t r e a d  on is  not a dead , in e r t  m a s s .  It i s  a body, h a s  a 
s p i r i t ,  i s  o rg a n ic ,  and fluid to the influence  of i t s  s p i r i t ,  and to 
w h a te v e r  p a r t i c le  of tha t sp i r i t  i s  in  m e . She i s  not dead , but 
s le e p e th .  I t is  m o r e  ch ee r in g  than  the  f e r t i l i t y  and lu x u r ian ce  
of v in e y a rd s ,  th is  fundam enta l f e r t i l i t y  n e a r  to  th e  p r in c ip le s  of 
g row th . To be s u r e  it is  som ew hat fo eca l  and s t e r c o r a l .  . . .
N a tu re  h a s  som e bow els. And th e re  a g a in  she is  m o th e r  of 
h u m an ity .  C onco rd  is a w o r th ie r  p lace  to  live in , th e  g lobe is 
a  w o r th ie r  p lace ,  fo r  th e se  c r e a t io n s ,  th is  s lu m b e r in g  life  tha t 
m a y  w ake. E ven  th e  solid  globe is  p e rm e a te d  by the  liv ing law.
It is  th e  m o s t  living of c r e a tu r e s .  No doubt a l l  c r e a t u r e s  tha t  
l iv e  on i t s  s u r fa c e  a r e  but p a ra c i te s .  ^ ^

A s in  the  above, T h o rea u  at t im e s  speaks  of n a tu re  a s  the  s u m  of the

ph en o m en a l a s p e c t s  of c re a t io n .  At o th e r  t im e s  he sp eak s  a s  if n a tu re

m ig h t be th e  p h y s ica l  re p re se n ta t io n  of th e  i m m a te r i a l  id e a l .

D e sp i te  the  la c k  of p re c is io n  in h is  language , o r  so m e  m ight p r e 

f e r  to  say  due to confusion  in  h is  m ind , T h o re a u  w as s t ro n g ly  co n 

v in ced  th a t  th e  m a t e r i a l  w orld  e x is t s ,  and th a t  in t e r m s  of hum an  m o ra l i ty



202

i t  is  n e u t ra l ,  o r  p e rh a p s  m o re  a cc u ra te ly ,  innocen t. As he sa id ,  "How

22innocent a r e  N a tu r e 's  p u rp o se s !  How un am b itio u s!"  "How w ho lesom e

w in te r  i s ,  s e e n  f a r  o r  n e a r ;  how good, above a l l  m o r e  s e n t im e n ta l ,

w a rm -b lo o d e d ,  s h o r t - l iv e d ,  so f t -h e a r te d ,  m o r a l  good n ess ,  com m only

23so ca l led .  . . .  N a tu re  is  goodness  c ry s ta l l iz e d .  " He m ad e  the  point

r a t h e r  sangu ine ly  in  W alden:

We a r e  c h e e re d  w hen we o b se rv e  the v u ltu re  feeding  on the  c a r 
rion  w hich  d is g u s ts  and d is h e a r te n s  us, and d e r iv in g  h e a l th  and 
s t r e n g th  f r o m  the r e p a s t .  . . .  I love to see  tha t N a tu re  i s  so 
r ife  w ith  life  th a t  m y r i a d s  can  be afforded  to  be s a c r i f ic e d  and 
su ffe red  to p re y  on one an o th er ;  that te n d e r  o rg a n iz a t io n s  can  
be so s e r e n e ly  sq u ash ed  out of ex is tence  like pulp, —tad p o le s  
which h e ro n s  gobble up, and to r to is e s  and to ad s  ru n  o v e r  in  the 
road ; and th a t  s o m e t im e s  it h a s  ra ined  f le sh  and  blood! W ith 
the l ia b i l i ty  to  a c c id e n t ,  we m u s t  see how l i t t le  acco u n t i s  to  be 
m ade  of i t .  The im p r e s s io n  m ade on a w ise  m a n  is  tha t of 
u n iv e r s a l  in n o cen ce .

N a tu re  i s  both ends  and m e an s .  "E ach  n a tu ra l  ob jec t is  an  end to 

2 5i t s e l f ,  " b e ca u se  it i s  p a r t  of the  c re a t io n  which "God has  s e e n  to  be

good, and le t be. " But n a tu re  is  a lso  a  m e an s  fo r  the  in s t r u c t io n  of

m an , fo r  T h o re a u  b e l iev ed  tha t n a tu re  c o r re sp o n d s  to  the id e a l  w o rld  as

a m i r r o r  im ag e  m ig h t .  I t i s  not the  ideal w o rld  i t s e l f ,  but a  re f le c t io n

of it  w ithout the  m o r a l  con ten t tha t  m an  seeks  to  a t ta in  in  h is  own life .

T h o re a u  b e liev ed  th a t  " m a n 's  destiny  is  but v i r tu e ,  o r  m anhood . It is

27w holly  m o r a l ,  to  be le a r n e d  by the life of the soul. " The m o r a l  c o n 

te n t  m ay  be re f le c te d ,  but is  not contained in  n a tu re .  It i s  up to  m ankind  

to  d is c o v e r  and a b s o r b  it th ro u g h  h is  own p r o c e s s e s .  "I a m  not con-
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c e r n e d  to  e x p r e s s  tha t kind of t r u t h  w hich  N a tu re  h a s  e x p r e s s e d .  Who

28knows but I m a y  su g g es t  som e th ings  to  h e r ?  " Yet, "how in d is p e n 

sab le  to  a  c o r r e c t  s tudy of N a tu re  is  a p e rc ep t io n  of h e r  t ru e  m ean in g .

2 9The fac t  w il l  one day f lo w er  out in to  a  t ru th .  " P r o p e r ly  s tud ied  and

u n d e rs to o d ,  n a tu re  w il l  be in s t ru c t iv e  to  m an  in  h is  m o r a l  p u r s u i t s .

I b e l ie v e  th a t  th e r e  is  a sub tle  m a g n e t i s m  in N a tu re  which, if 
we u n c o n sc io u s ly  y ie ld  to i t ,  w i l l  d i r e c t  us a r ig h t .  It is  not 
in d if fe ren t  to us w hich  way we w alk . T h e re  is  a  r ig h t  way; but 
we a r e  v e ry  l iab le  f r o m  h e e d le s s n e s s  and s tu p id ity  to  take  the 
w rong  one. We would fa in  tak e  th a t  w alk , n e v e r  ye t  tak en  by 
us th ro u g h  th is  a c tu a l  w o r ld ,  w h ich  is  p e r fe c t ly  sy m b o lic a l  of 
the pa th  w hich  w e love to  t r a v e l  in the  in t e r io r  and id e a l  w o rld ;  
and  s o m e t im e s ,  no doubt, we find it d iff icu lt to  ch o o se  ou r  
d i re c t io n ,  b e ca u se  it does not ye t e x is t  d is t in c t ly  in ou r  id ea .

T h o r e a u 's  m y s t i c i s m  w as obv iously  b ased  upon em o tio n a l  r a th e r  

than  in te l le c tu a l  p r o c e s s e s .  The id e a l i s m  tha t he p ro f e s s e d  w as  not of 

the  s a m e  o r d e r  a s  the  c e r e b r a l  a b s t r a c t io n s  of P la to ,  H is a p p ro a c h  to 

th e  l a r g e r  q u e s t io n s  of e x is te n c e  w e r e  m ad e  w ith  D ionysian  abandon; 

he ju s t  fo llow ed  h is  fee l in g s  b e liev in g  tha t  such a m e th o d  le ad s  m o s t  

d i r e c t ly  to  r e v e la t io n s  about the  n a tu re  of r e a l i ty .  E c s ta t i c  m y s t i c i s m  

does  not p ro v id e  a v e ry  a d eq u a te  foundation  fo r  a m e ta p h y s ic a l  j u s t i f i 

c a t io n  of h is  e th ic s ,  and the  p o l i t ic a l  ap p l ic a t io n s  of h is  e th ic a l  s y s te m . 

In  fac t,  h is  m e ta p h y s ic a l  p o s i t io n s  do not lo g ica lly  lead  to the  m o r a l  

a b s o lu t i s m  w hich  he adopted  a s  the  b a s i s  of h is  p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry .  M o r e 

o v e r ,  th e  re v e la t io n s  of r e a l i ty  w h ich  a r e  opened to  one in d iv idua l a r e  

in c o m m u n ic a b le  to  a n o th e r  ind iv idua l.  W ithout benef it  of s h a r e d  e x p e r i -
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ence  o r  com m on  p e rc e p t io n s ,  th e r e  is  no a p p a ren t  w ay in w hich  h u m a n s

c a n  a g r e e  upon the  n a tu re  of r e a l i ty  no r  upon the value s y s te m  th a t  m u s t

be deduced  if an  ab so lu te  m o r a l  code can  be app lied  to  th e  b e h a v io r  of

m an  in  h is  p o l i t ic a l  o r  s o c ia l  r e la t io n s .  As T h o re a u  sa id ,  " p e rh a p s  the

fa c ts  m o s t  as tound ing  and m o s t  r e a l  a r e  n ev e r  co m m u n ic a te d  by m a n  to 

31m an . " Such a  p o s i t io n  m a y  be com patib le  w ith  p h i lo so p h ica l  a n a rc h y ,  

but can  h a rd ly  be r e c o n c i le d  to  the inflex ib le  m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  w h ic h  w as 

the foundation  of h is  p o l i t ic a l  thought in  re la t io n  to the  q u e s t io n s  of a b o l i 

tion  and in  the fo r th r ig h t  d e fe n se  of John  Brown. This  in c o n s i s te n c y  is  

a m o re  s e r io u s  ob jec t io n  to  T h o r e a u 's  position  than  the  c r i t i c i s m s  w hich  

o th e r  p h ilo so p h ic a l  s y s te m s ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  those  of a m a t e r i a l i s t i c ,  p r a g 

m a tic  , o r  p o s i t iv is t  ben t, could  b r in g  to b e a r  a g a in s t  h im . Such c r i t i 

c i s m s  ex tend  to  a l l  id e a l i s t i c  ph ilo so p h ica l  s y s te m s ,  ev en  th o se  w h ich  

a r e  m u ch  m o r e  s o p h is t ic a te d  and c o h e ren t  than  T h o r e a u 's .  Not to  r e c o g 

nize  the  in c o n g ru en ce  of o n e 's  m e ta p h y s ic a l  con v ic t io n s  w ith  o n e 's  

e th ic a l  and p o l i t ic a l  p e r s u a s io n s  i s  not e a s i ly  excused .

A s  th e  u l t im a te  id e a l  i s  e x te rn a l ly  beyond m e r e ly  h u m an  e th ic a l  

c o n s id e ra t io n s  in  T h o r e a u 's  id e a  of re a l i ty ,  so does  the  p h y s ic a l  u n i 

v e r s e  s tand  te m p o ra l ly  in n o cen t .  The "cosm ic  s c a r e "  w hich  T h o re a u

32e x p e r ie n c e d  on Mt. K taadn  d u r in g  one of h is  m o u n ta in  cam p in g  t r i p s  

p e r fe c t ly  i l l u s t r a t e s  h is  b e l ie f  th a t  th e re  is an im p a r t i a l  and w holly  

obliv ious  p o w er inna te  in  the  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e rs e .  He b eca m e  s e p a ra te d
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f r o m  h is  c l im b in g  c o m p an io n s  and c l im b ed  alone to  the su m m it w h e re

he fe lt  h im s e l f  to  be "m o re  lone th an  you can  im a g in e "  am id  the  " ra w

m a t e r i a l s "  of the  p lan e t .  In su ch  a p lace  m an  is fo rc e d  to acknow ledge

the  p re s e n c e  and p o w e r  of m a t e r i a l  c r e a t io n  in  the p re s e n c e  of w hich

"so m e  v i ta l  p a r t "  of m an  " s e e m s  to e sc a p e  th rough  the loose  g ra t in g  of

h is  r ib s  a s  he a s c e n d s .  . . . V as t ,  T i tan ic ,  inhum an N a tu re  h a s  got h im

at a d isad v a n ta g e ,  caught h im  a lone , and p i l f e r s  h im  of som e of h is

divine facu lty . " In th is  c o n fro n ta t io n  w ith  m a je s t ic  c r e a t io n  T h o re a u

found p h y s ica l  n a tu re  to  be " p r im e v a l ,  untam ed, fo r e v e r  u n ta m ab le ,  "

"vas t and  d r e a r  and  inhum an , " "sav ag e  and awful, though beau tifu l.  "

N a tu re  w as " m a t t e r ,  v a s t ,  t e r r i f i c .  " The untam ed b ru te  f o r c e s  a r e

te r r i f y in g  to  m a n ,  but a r e  w ithout d i r e c t  s ign if icance  to h im  excep t a s

he is  a n o th e r  m a t e r i a l  ob ject a s  a  s tone  o r  a t r e e .

I s tand  in  awe of m y  body, th is  m a t t e r  to  w hich  I a m  bound h as  
becom e so s t r a n g e  to  m e .  I f e a r  not s p i r i t s ,  g h o s ts ,  of w hich 
I a m  one, —th a t  m y  body m ig h t ,  — but I f e a r  b o d ie s ,  I t r e m b le  
to m ee t  th em . W hat is  th is  T i tan  th a t  h a s  p o s s e s s io n  of m e?
T alk  of m y s t e r i e s !  Think of ou r  l ife  in  n a tu re ,  — daily  to  be 
shown m a t t e r ,  to  com e in  co n tac t  w ith  i t ,  — ro c k s ,  t r e e s ,  
wind on o u r  c h eek s !  the so lid  e a r th !  the ac tu a l  w orld !  the 
com m on  se n s e !  C ontact!  Contact! Who a r e  we? W here  a r e  
we?

A s he w ro te  to  B lake , "you m u s t  a sc e n d  a m ounta in  to l e a r n  y o u r  r e l a 

t io n  to  m a t t e r ,  and so to  y o u r  body, f o r j t  i s  at h o m e  th e r e ,  though you 

34a r e  not. " It is  in th is  s e n se  tha t the  m a te r i a l  w o r ld  and the law s w hich  

o p e ra te  upon m a t t e r  a r e  innocen t ,  e x is t  only to be ends in  th e m s e lv e s .



2 06

and a r e  con ten t to  be a p a r t  of G od’s m y s te ry ,  th row ing  upon m an  in 

h i s  s p i r i tu a l  and in te l le c tu a l  a s p e c t s  the re sp o n s ib i l i ty  of explain ing  

th em .

N a tu re ,  w hen em ployed  a s  a w ord  m ean ing  m a t e r i a l  c re a t io n ,  is  

naked , w hole , in h u m an ly  s in c e re ,  w ithout an  a w a re n e s s  of good o r  ev i l  

in  m o r a l  t e r m s .  T h is  i s  w hat T h o re a u  m ean t w hen  he r e f e r r e d  to 

N a tu re  a s  "g o o d n ess  c r y s ta l i z e d .  " It is  the goodness  beyond m e r e  

se n t im e n ta l  m o r a l  good n ess .  M ankind m ay  see  m o r a l  re f le c t io n s  in 

n a tu re ,  but i t  is  he who in tro d u c e s  m o r a l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  into n a tu re  by 

finding p a r a l l e l s  and  c o r ro b o ra t io n s  in  m a t e r i a l  n a tu re  of m o r a l  i n s p i r a 

t io n s  re c e iv e d  th ro u g h  in tu i t io n s  of r e a l i ty  beyond p h y s ica l  c re a t io n .

3 5"N a tu re  puts no q u e s t io n  and a n s w e rs  none which we m o r ta l s  a sk .  "

The a n s w e rs  a r e  found in a  r e a l i ty  w hich  t r a n s c e n d s  n a tu re .  In a 

m a te r i a l  s e n s e ,  n a tu re  is  the m e d iu m  fo r  a l l  tha t  which occup ies  t im e  

and sp ace ,  but i s  not i t s e l f  c o m p re h e n s iv e  of u l t im a te  re a l i ty .  N a tu re  

is  in su ff ic ien t  to  c o n ta in  a l l  p o s s ib i l i t ie s .  The l im ita t io n s  of the m a t e r i a l  

u n iv e r s e ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s ,  a r e  by no m e a n s  the l im ita t io n s  of re a l i ty .

Man c o m es  s h o r t ,  b e cau se  he seek s  p e rfe c t io n .  He a d o rn s  
no w o rld ,  w hile  he i s  seek in g  to  a d o rn  a b e t te r .  His b e s t  a c t io n s  
have no r e f e r e n c e  to  t h e i r  a c tu a l  s c e n e ry .  F o r  when o u r  ac t io n s  
becom e of th a t  w o r th  th a t  they  m igh t co n fe r  a g ra c e  on N a tu re ,  
they  p a ss  out of h e r  into a  h ig h e r  a r e n a ,  w h e re  they  a r e  s t i l l  
m e an  and aw k w ard . So th a t  the w orld  beholds only the r e a r  of 
g re a t  d eed s ,  and  m is ta k e s  th e m  often  fo r  in c o n s i s te n c ie s ,  not 
knowing w ith  w ha t h ig h e r  th ey  c o n s is t .
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When m an  a p p ro a ch e s  the idea l r e a lm  o r  when he in tro d u ce s

e th ic a l  c o n s id e ra t io n s ,  e sp e c ia l ly  th o se  w hich  a r e  b a se d  upon sy m pathy

and co m p ass io n ,  he m oves  out of n a tu re .  The l im ita t io n s  of m a te r i a l

n a tu re  a r e  not dogm atic .  "They do not say  to us even  w ith a s e e r ' s

a s s u r a n c e ,  th a t  th is  o r  th a t  law is  im m u tab le  and so e v e r  and only can

the  u n iv e rse  e x is t .  But they  a r e  the  in d if fe ren t  o cca s io n  fo r  a l l  th ings  

37. . . . "  The w orld  of m a t e r i a l  o b jec ts  i s  the object of the s e n s e s  to

w hich  sc ien ce  a d d r e s s e s  i ts e l f .  T h is  is  the  w orld  of fa c ts ,  the  data

re p o r te d  by the  s e n s e s ,  but independent of the  s e n s e s .

It m u s t  be noted th a t  T h o re a u  is  not wholly  c o n s is te n t  in holding

n a tu re  to be o rgan ic  and infused  w ith  s p i r i t  yet co m p le te ly  ob jective

and w ithout m o r a l  con ten t. O th e rs  have noted th is  in c o n s is te n c y  and

have a t tem p ted  to  re c o n c i le  the c o n tra d ic t io n  by holding that T h o re a u

c a p i ta l iz e d  N a tu re  when m ean ing  th e  s p i r i t  in fused  re f le c t io n  of r e a l i ty ,

but le ft  the in i t ia l  l e t t e r  in  the lo w e r  c a s e  when r e f e r r in g  to the o b je c -

38tiv e  m a te r i a l  c re a t io n .  The p reced in g  quota tions  i l lu s t r a te  tha t  w h a t

e v e r  va lid ity  th a t  th e o ry  m ight have , T h o re a u  m ade excep tio n s .  The 

am b ig u ity  about n a tu r e ’s "g o o d n ess"  o r  m o r a l  n e u tra l i ty  cannot p ass  

unnoticed . This  confusion  is  r e la te d  to  T h o r e a u ’s u n ce r ta in ty  a s  to  the  

e x is ten c e  and c h a r a c t e r  of ev il .  If n a tu re  is  good, th en  p re s u m a b ly  

in  keeping with the s y m m e try  of c re a t io n ,  th e re  is  an  equally  ob jec t ive  

ev il.  H ow ever, if  n a tu re  is  m o ra l ly  n e u t r a l  then  T h o rea u  w as on so lid
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ground  in  a ss ig n in g  such  m o r a l  ju d g em en ts  a s  good and ev il  to  m an .

Of c o u r s e ,  he e v en tu a lly  c a m e  to  the  s trong  co nv ic t ion  tha t an  abso lu te  

good does  ex is t  in  the  id e a l  r e a lm  of r e a l i ty  to  w hich  man*s a c t io n s  m u s t  

c o n fo rm  in  the a c tu a l  e v en ts  of h is  life. But th e  i s s u e  of a m o r a l  c o n 

te n t  in  the m a te r i a l  u n iv e r s e  w a s  not d e fin ite ly  s e t t le d  by h is  b e l ie f  in 

th e  ab so lu te  goodness  of the  id e a l .

F o r  T h o rea u  the w o r ld  of m a t t e r  is  not s ta t ic ,  but expanding 

to w a rd  the fu lf i l lm en t of i t s  p o ten tia l  a c c o rd in g  to  the  law s of i t s  being, 

th u s  im ply ing  a te le o lo g ic a l  c h a r a c t e r  even  to the  w o rld  of " sc ie n c e .  " 

The p r in c ip le  of c o n s e rv a t io n  of m a t t e r  w as a co n s tan t fa s c in a t io n  to 

h im , f o r  it links  m ankind  w ith  a l l  of m a t t e r .  N a tu re  "finds h e r  own 

ag a in  un d e r  new fo rm s  w ithou t lo s s .  Yet, though the  m a t e r i a l s  m ay  

re m a in  cons tan t,  the  p r o c e s s e s  of life , of becom ing , a r e  co n s tan t .

" E a r th  is  s t i l l  in  h e r  sw add ling  c lo th e s ,  and s t r e t c h e s  fo r th  baby f in g e rs

40on e v e r y  s ide . F r e s h  c u r l s  sp r in g  f r o m  the b a ld e s t  brow . " The idea  

of m a t t e r  being a l iv e ,  of a lw ay s  "b ecom ing"  w as  r e la te d  to  h is  fee ling  

th a t  life  is a lw ays in  p r o c e s s  and tha t  r e a l i ty  i s  found "on th a t  e t e r n a l  

r id g e  b e tw een "  the  p a s t  and the  fu tu re  "which n e i th e r  c o m e s  no r  goes. 

R ea li ty  and n a tu re  a r e  in  m o tio n .  " T h e re  h a s  not been  a sudden  r e 

fo rm a t io n ,  o r  as  it w e re ,  new c re a t io n  of the  w o rld ,  but a s tead y

42p r o g r e s s  a cco rd in g  to  e x is t in g  law s. " N a tu re  " r e p e a ts  h e r s e l f  an n u 

a l ly "  m oving  in  c y c le s  w ith  a l l  h e r  phenom ena "p e r fe c t ly  r e g u la r  and
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c a lc u a b le "  un fu r ling  h e r s e l f  in re sp o n se  to c a u s e s  in  p r o g r e s s .

T h o re a u  noted the  con tinuous unfolding of the  c r e a t iv e  u rg e  in  n a tu re

and w as p leased  th a t  even  the  p ro s a ic  m ethod of s c ie n c e  had  d is c o v e re d

th a t  "stupendous chan g es  in  the  e a r t h 's  s u r fa c e ,  such  a s  a r e  r e f e r r e d

to  the  D eluge, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  a r e  th e  r e s u l t  of c a u s e s  s t i l l  in  o p e ra t io n ,

44w hich  have been  at w o rk  fo r  an  in ca lcu lab le  p e r io d .

T h e re  is  a  m o v em en t in  the  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e r s e  w hich  can  c r e a te  

a n  i l lu s io n  of r e a l i ty .  But a p p e a ra n c e ,  no m a t t e r  how dynam ic , is  not 

re a l i ty .

T h is ,  o u r  r e s p e c ta b le  d a ily  l ife ,  in w h ich  the m a n  of c o m 
m on se n se ,  th e  E n g l ish m a n  of the  w o rld ,  s tan d s  so sq u a re ly ,  
and on w hich  o u r  in s t i tu t io n s  a r e  founded, is  in  fac t the  v e r i e s t  
i l lu s io n ,  and w i l l  v a n ish  like  the b a s e le s s  f a b r ic  of a v is ion ; but 
th a t  fa in t g l im m e r  of r e a l i ty  w hich s o m e t im e s  i l lu m in a te s  the  
d a rk n e s s  of d ay ligh t f o r  a l l  m e n ,  r e v e a l s  so m eth in g  m o re  so lid ,
. . . the  c o r n e r s to n e  of the  w o rld .

R eality  i s  not the  l o n g - t e r m  p u rp o se ,  o r  end of th e  te le o lo g ic a l  

p o ten tia l  to w ard  w hich  n a tu re  is  m oving  h e r s e l f ,  a lthough  th e r e  is  s o m e 

th in g  t r u e  and su b lim e  in the  g re a t  span  of t im e ;  r e a l i ty  c u lm in a te s  in 

th e  v e ry  m o m e n t .  I t i s  th e  p ro c e s s  i t s e l f .  In n a tu re ,  a m id  the  flowing 

con tinua tion  of th e  u n iv e r s e  to w ard  the  fu lf i l lm en t of i ts  in h e re n t  p o te n t i 

a l i t i e s ,  re a l i ty  e x i s t s  only a t  the  point w h e re  p a s t  and fu tu re  d iv id e ,  f o r

a l l  th e s e  t im e s  and  p la ce s  and o c ca s io n s  a r e  now and h e r e .  God 
h im s e l f  c u lm in a te s  in  the  p re s e n t  m o m en t,  and w ill  n e v e r  be 
m o re  divine in  th e  lap se  of a l l  the  a g e s .  And we a r e  enab led  to  
a p p reh en d  a t a l l  th a t  i s  su b lim e  and  noble only by the p e rp e tu a l  
in s t i l l in g  and d re n c h in g  of the  r e a l i ty  th a t  s u r ro u n d s  u s .
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The id e a  of c a u se  and e ffec t  lo s e s  i ts  im p e ra t iv e  c h a r a c t e r  in  

such  a concep tion  a s  T h o r e a u 's ,  w h e re  space  is m e r e ly  a point of p e r 

sp ec tiv e  and t im e  h a s  no co m p e ll in g  connec tion  w ith  what is  p as t  and  is  

no m o re  o r  w ith  w ha t is  fu tu re  and n e v e r  m ay  be. "We a f f i rm  th a t  a l l  

th ings  a r e  p o s s ib le ,  but only th e se  th ings  have been  to o u r  knowledge,

I do not even  i n f e r  th e  fu tu re  f r o m  w hat 1 know of the p a s t . I a m  h a r d ly

47b e t t e r  acq u a in ted  w ith  the p as t  than  w ith  the fu tu re .  " A t the  s a m e  

t im e ,  T h o re a u  did  not deny the  o p e ra t io n  of p h y s ica l  and m e c h a n ic a l  

fo r c e s  no r  deny th e  h ighly  sy s te m a t ic  o rg an iza tio n  of the  m a te r i a l  

u n iv e r s e .  But su ch  a  view does c i r c u m s c r ib e  what m ay  be ca lled  

fa c tu a l  by w hich  i s  m e an t  the  effec t of a cau se ,  and g ives  a te n ta t iv e  

qu a li ty  to  a l l  o b s e r v e d  phenom ena th a t  m a k e s  the fa c tu a l  a p p a re n t  r a th e r  

th a n  r e a l .  S c ience  a t te m p ts  to  d e a l  w ith  the  fac tua l by a  logic dependent 

upon e m p i r i c a l  c a u s e  and effec t re la t io n s h ip s  and fa i ls  b e ca u se  the  f a c 

tu a l  is  em bedded  in  t im e  p as t  w hich  b e a r s  no n e c e s s a r y  connec tion  w ith  

the  p re s e n t  m o m e n t .

T h e re  i s  a g la r in g  in c o n s is te n c y  in  T h o re a u 's  d en ia l  of c au se  and 

e ffec t  in  h is  m e ta p h y s ic a l  pos it ion  and h is  in s is ten c e  upon in e sc a p ab le  

n e c e s s i ty  in  e th ic s .  I t w as c o n s is te n t ly  h is  be lie f  tha t  e v e ry  b e h a v io ra l  

d e c is io n  w ith  m o r a l  conno ta t ions  t r a i l e d  a f te r  it  p re d ic tab le  c o n se q u e n ce s .  

The w ro n g d o e r  w i l l  com e to  no good end , and the ev il  deed w ill  not e sc a p e  

th e  d em ands  of j u s t i c e .  It w as  th is  conv ic t ion  which co m fo r te d  h im  during
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th e  p e r io d s  of n o n - in v o lv em en t in  public a f fa i r s  th a t  r e c u r r e d  th r o u g h 

out h is  l ife .  It w as  a lso  a p a r t  of h is  e th ic a l  a rg u m e n t  a g a in s t  s la v e ry ,  

the  M ex ican  W ar ,  th e  F u g it iv e  Slave Law , and even  wanton s la u g h te r  of 

m u s k r a t s .  The d is  con junc tion  of h is  m e ta p h y s ic s  and e th ic s  a p p a re n t ly  

did not o c c u r  to  h im , o r  if i t  d id , it  p robab ly  would m e re ly  have  c o n 

f i r m e d  h is  confidence  in the c ap a c i ty  of the  id e a l i s t - d u a l i s t  ph ilosophy  

to r e s o lv e  p a ra d o x e s .  This is  a f req u e n t  p ro b le m  w ith  d u a lis t  p h i lo s o 

p h ie s ,  th a t  th e y  p e rm i t  a co m m in g lin g  of m ean ing  and m a t e r i a l  in  a  

s o r t  of in te l le c tu a l  sh e l l  g am e. T h o re a u ,  as  o th e rs  w ith  h is  g e n e r a l  

v iew poin t often  have been , is  su b jec t  to c r i t i c i s m  on th is  g round.

In the s e n se  in w hich  we have  been  d is c u s s in g  the u n iv e r s e ,  n a tu re

h a s  b e en  p re s e n te d  a s  the p h y s ic a l  a sp e c t  of c r e a t io n  inc luding , w h e th e r

lo g ic a l  o r  not, both o rg an ic  and in o rg a n ic  phenom ena . "All p a r t s  of

48n a tu re  belong to  one head , a s  th e  c u r l s  of a  m a id e n 's  h a i r .  " As p a r t  

of n a tu re ,  a l l  th ings  a r e  p a r t a k e r s  in  the  o rg an iz in g  p r in c ip le  upon 

w h ich  th e  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e rse  is  founded. The v a r io u s  m a n ife s ta t io n s  of 

th e  p r in c ip le  of o rg a n iz a t io n  w h ich  a r e  o b s e rv a b le ,  T h o re a u  o c c a s io n 

a l ly  r e f e r s  to a s  law, by w hich  he m e a n s  the th re a d  which co n n ec ts  a l l  

th e  p henom ena  of n a tu re ,  inc lud ing  t im e :

The h a r d e s t  m a t e r i a l  obeys the  sam e  law with the  m o s t  fluid.
T r e e s  a r e  but r i v e r s  of sap  and woody f ib re  flowing f r o m  the 
a tm o s p h e r e  and em ptying  in to  th e  e a r th  by t h e i r  t ru n k s ,  a s  
t h e i r  ro o ts  flow upw ard  to  th e  s u r fa c e .  And in  the h eav en s  
th e r e  a r e  r i v e r s  of s t a r s  and  m ilk y  w ay s .  T h e re  a r e  r i v e r s  
of ro c k  on the s u r fa c e  and r i v e r s  of o re  in  the bow els of the
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e a r th .  And thoughts  flow and c i r c u la te ,  and s e a s o n s  lap se  as  
t r i b u t a r i e s  of the  c u r r e n t  y e a r .

T h o r e a u  r e g a rd e d  life as  one e x p re s s io n  of the o rgan iz ing  p r in c i 

ple and fo r  h im  it w as d iff icu lt, if not im p o s s ib le ,  to  define life  s e p a 

r a te ly  f r o m  the  ru le  of re g u la r i ty  which o p e ra te s  th roughout c re a t io n .  

A dd itiona lly , a s  life  i s  p ro g r e s s iv e ,  so is  c r e a t io n  dynam ic  u n d e r  the  

p re v a le n c e  of o rg an iza tio n .

T h e re  is  nothing in o rg an ic .  T h ese  fo laceo u s  h e a p s  lie along 
the  bank like  the  s lag  of a fu rn a c e ,  showing th a t  n a tu re  is  "in 
fu ll  b la s t "  w ith in . The e a r th  is  not a m e re  f r a g m e n t  of dead 
h i s to r y ,  s t r a tu m  upon s t r a tu m  like the  le av es  of a book, to  be 
s tud ied  by geo lo g is ts  and a n t iq u a r ie s  ch ief ly , but living p o e try  
l ike  the  le a v e s  of a  t r e e  w hich  p re c e d e  f lo w e rs  and  f ru i t ,  — 
not a  f o s s i l  e a r th ,  but a living e a r th ;  c o m p ared  w ith  whose 
g re a t  c e n t r a l  life  a l l  a n im a l and veg e tab le  life is  m e r e ly  p a r a 
s i t ic .

N a tu re ,  then , is  te le o lo g ica l  in th a t  it h a s  p u rp o se ,  is  co n s tan tly  

developing to w a rd  the  fu lf i l lm en t of i t s  cy c le  of p o ten t ia l  in  a r e g u la r  

o r d e r  f r o m  low est o rg an iza tio n  to h ig h es t  o rg a n iz a t io n  and back. As 

T h o re a u  e x p r e s s e d  the idea , "the e a r th  is  p reg n an t  w ith  law. "On 

the o u ts id e  a l l  the  life of the e a r th  is  e x p re s s e d  in  the  a n im a l  o r  v e g e ta 

b le , but m a k e  a  deep  cut in  it  and you find it v ita l;  you  find in  [ th e  o o z 

ing and flowing of] the v e ry  sands an  an tic ip a tio n  of the  vegetab le  leaf.

. . . The s to n es  have a l r e a d y  le a rn e d  the law. A ll  of m a t t e r ,  as  

a l l  of l i fe ,  is  in te rc o n n ec te d .  The m a t t e r  w hich  once w as a live  has  

deco m p o sed  to i t s  b a s ic  e lem en ts  to m ake  ro o m  fo r  and  n o u r ish  m o re  

l ife ,  and a l l  m a t t e r  po ten tia lly  p a s s e s  th ro u g h  a l l  d e g re e s  of life f r o m
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the  l e a s t  o rg an ic  to the  m o s t  com plex . In the  m a te r i a l  w orld , th e r e  is

no d ea th  excep t fo r  the  in d iv idua l, and tha t  is  m e r e ly  a fa c tu a l  inc iden t

and  th e r e f o r e  a p p a re n t  r a th e r  than  re a l .

How plain  th a t  dea th  is  only the  phenom enon  of the  indiv idual 
o r  c l a s s .  N a tu re  does not re co g n ize  i t ,  she f inds  h e r  own 
a g a in  u n d e r  new fo rm s  w ithout lo s s .  Yet dea th  is  beautifu l 
when seen  to be a law, and not an  a c c id e n t— it is  as  com m on 
a s  life. . . . and  a f t e r  a l l  w hat p o r t io n  of th is  so s e re n e  and 
living n a tu re  can  be said to be a l iv e?

T he in tro d u c tio n  of pu rpose  into n a tu re  f u r th e r  adds to the  c o n 

fu s io n  T h o re a u  c r e a t e s  betw een the m e ta p h y s ic a l  and e th ica l  a s p e c ts  

of h is  thought. T he  log ica l  in c o n s is te n c y  h e re  accoun ts  in p a r t  fo r  

the  l a t e r  lack  of c o n s is te n c y  be tw een  the e th ic s  of h is  e a r ly  and 

m id d le  y e a r s  and the  po litics  of h is  l a t e r  life.

In add ition , T h o re a u  be lieved  tha t b e ca u se  a l l  of n a tu re  is  of a 

w hole , an im a l ,  m in e r a l  and v eg e tab le ,  the g e n e r a l  m ay  be in f e r r e d  f r o m  

th e  p a r t i c u la r .  The  m e r e s t  p a r t ic le  c o n ta in s  the whole in m ic ro c o s m .  

The r e g u la r i ty  of n a tu r e 's  o rg an iza tio n ,  the c y c l i c a l  o p e ra tio n  of the 

v i ta l  fo r c e s  a t  w o rk  w ithin  the u n iv e rs e ,  p e r m i t s  a g e n e ra l iz a t io n  f r o m  

the  p a r t i c u la r .  But s ince  the fa c tu a l  e x is t s  only  in  the p re s e n t  m o m en t 

a t a defin ite  p lace ,  the re la t io n s  of p a r t i c u l a r  fa c ts  to g e n e ra l  fa c ts  

change w ith  a d if fe ren c e  in p e rs p e c t iv e  f r o m  e i th e r  point of t im e  o r  

s p a t ia l  pos ition . It is  becau se  of such  c o m p le x i t ie s  tha t any g e n e r a l i z a 

tion  f r o m  the p a r t i c u l a r  fact to the  re la t io n a l  p r in c ip le  is  valid  only w hen 

l im ited  to  a s ta t ic  unit of t im e  and a fixed point of p e r s p e c t iv e .  As he
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sa id  in  W ald en :

If w e knew a l l  the  law s of N a tu re ,  we should  need only one 
fa c t ,  o r  the  d e s c r ip t io n  of one a c tu a l  phenom enon  to in fe r  
a l l  th e  p a r t i c u la r  r e s u l t s  at tha t po in t.  Now we know only 
a  few  law s, and o u r  r e s u l t  is  v i t ia te d ,  no t,  of c o u rs e ,  by 
any confus ion  o r  i r r e g u l a r i t y  in N a tu re ,  but by o u r  ig n o r 
an ce  of e s s e n t i a l  e le m e n ts  in the  c a lc u la t io n .  O ur notions 
of law and h a rm o n y  a r e  com m only  con fined  to those  in s ta n c e s  
w h ich  we d e tec t ;  but th e  h a rm o n y  w h ich  r e s u l t s  f r o m  a f a r  
g r e a t e r  n u m b e r  of seem in g ly  conflic ting  but re a l ly  c o n c u r 
r in g ,  law s, w hich we have not d e tec ted ,  is  s t i l l  m o re  w on
d e r fu l .  The p a r t i c u l a r  laws a re  a s  o u r  po in ts  of view, a s ,  
to  the  t r a v e l l e r ,  a m ou n ta in  outline v a r i e s  w ith  e v e ry  s tep , 
and  it h a s  an  in f in i te  n u m b e r  of p ro f i l e s ,  though  ab so lu te ly  
but one fo rm .

If th is  h e ld  t ru e  in  e th ic s  as w e ll  a s  m e ta p h y s ic s ,  then  T h o re a u  

p re s u m a b ly  would have  been  m o re  to le r a n t  of p e r s o n s  who did not 

s h a r e  h i s  m o r a l  v iew poin t. The m e ta p h y s ic s  would s e e m  to a rg u e  f o r  

a w id e r  la t i tude  in m o r a l  beh av io r ,  if not so m e  fo r m  of e th ic a l  r e l a 

t iv i s m ;  but T h o re a u  he ld  to  a m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  w hich  took  h is  p a r t i c u 

l a r  v iew poin t a s  the  only valid  position . The lack  of to le ra t io n  in  hu m an  

a f f a i r s  w h ich  h is  life d isp lay ed  is  h a rd ly  c o n s i s te n t  w ith  the  e q u an im ity  

w ith  w hich  he view ed th e  o p e ra t io n s  of a m a t e r i a l  u n iv e rse  tha t  is  s u p 

p o sed ly  m o r a l ly  n e u t r a l .  To in tro d u ce  a s  he  d o e s ,  p u rpose  into the 

u n iv e r s e  is  to in tro d u ce  an  e th ic a l  con ten t w h ich  he  had been at p a in s  to 

ex c lu d e .  The lo g ica l  inco n so n an ce  is im p o r ta n t ,  fo r  it exp la in s  in  la rg e  

m e a s u r e  th e  e s s e n t i a l  in co m p a tib i l i ty  of h is  m e ta p h y s ic a l  a s s u m p tio n s  

abou t a m o r a l ly  n e u t r a l  n a tu re  and the e th ic a l  b a s i s  of h is  p o l i t ic a l  

a rg u m e n ts .

Y et, T h o re a u  b e l iev ed  tha t the  " p u rp o s e " d is p la y e d  in the  o p e ra t io n
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of o rg a n iz a t io n  in the  m a t e r i a l  u n iv e rse  is  not re a so n ,  in te l l ig e n c e ,  o r  

a n y  e x te r n a l  benevo len t p ow er. It is  r a th e r  a  b lind , im p a r t i a l ,  n e u t r a l  

co n d itio n  of being w hich  p r o g r e s s e s  a c c o rd in g  to im p u ls e s  beyond the 

c o m p re h e n s io n  of h um an  re a so n .  It is  the  m otive  fo r c e  of life and a ll  

th e  k in d red  m y s te r i e s  of the law s of p h y s ica l  n a tu re ,  am ong  which he 

in c lu d e d  the  in s t in c ts  of living o r g a n is m s ,  tha t  o p e ra te s  w ith  a r e m a r k 

ab le  d e g re e  of r e g u la r i ty  in  i t s  v a r io u s  m a n ife s ta t io n s  and with an 

u n d e r ly in g  unity of effect th ro ughou t n a tu re .  It is  th is  ru le  of p u rp o s e 

fu l  r e g u la r i ty  w hich T h o reau  h a s  in m ind  when he a s k s ,  "Who sh a ll  d i s 

t in g u is h  betw een the  law by w h ich  a b ro o k  finds i t s  r i v e r ,  the in s tinc t  

[ by  which] a b ird  p e r fo rm s  i t s  m ig r a t io n s ,  and the  knowledge by w hich  

a m a n  s t e e r s  h is  sh ip  a round  the  globe? It is  obv iously  a n o n -n o r -  

m a t iv e  influence of seq u e n tia l  ev en ts  to  which m a t t e r  re sp o n d s  under 

th e  w eight of its  own being.

T h is  p ro c e s s  is  not the s o u rc e  of m o ra l i ty  as  i t  w ould  be in a s y s 

t e m  th a t  w as  m e c h a n ic a l  o r  t ie d  f i r m ly  to  a m o n o m o rp h ic  view of re a l i ty .  

Such a s y s te m  m igh t sugges t  th a t  the stuff of n a tu re  re sp o n d s  of its  own 

w e ig h t ,  th a t  f r o m  re s p o n se  c o m e s  m o v em en t,  f r o m  m o v em en t com es  

p a t te r n ,  f r o m  p a t te rn  com es  p u rp o se ,  f r o m  p u rp o se  c o m e s  in te l l ig en ce  

and  f r o m  in te l l ig e n c e  com e e th ic a l  n o rm s  w hich  c r e a te  the  b a s is  of 

m o r a l i ty .  T h o rea u ,  being a c o m m it te d  d u a l is t ,  would not have adopted 

su ch  an  a rg u m e n t .  V alues  co m e  not f r o m  the  o p e ra t io n s  of the  m a te r i a l
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u n iv e rs e  but f r o m  the id ea l  w o r ld  w hich  m an  ap p reh en d s  th rough

in tu it ion  and rev e la t io n .

I a m  often  a s to n ish ed  to s e e  how long, and w ith  what m anifo ld  
in f r in g e m e n ts  of the n a tu ra l  law s , som e m en  I m ee t  in the  
h ighw ay m a in ta in  life. She [N a tu re ]  does  not deny th e m  
q u a r t e r ;  they  do not die w ithou t p r i e s t .  A ll the w hile  she 
r e jo ic e s ,  fo r  if they  a r e  not one p a r t  of h e r  they  a r e  a n o th e r  
. . . .  How m any  a poor m a n ,  s t r iv in g  to live a pure  life , p ines 
and d ie s  a f t e r  a life of s i c k n e s s ,  and h is  s u c c e s s o r s  doubt if 
N a tu re  is not p i t i le s s ;  w hile  th e  c o n f irm e d  and c o n s is te n t  sot, 
who is  con ten t w ith  h is  r a n k  l ife  like  m u s h ro o m s ,  a m a s s  of 
c o r ru p t io n ,  s t i l l  dozes  c o m fo r ta b ly  u n d e r  a hedge. He has  
m ade  p eace  w ith h im se lf ;  t h e r e  is  no s t r i f e .  N a tu re  is  r e a l ly  
v e ry  kind and l ib e ra l  to a l l  p e r s o n s  of v ic ious  h ab its .

To T h o re a u  a s  a  s im p l is t ic  d u a l is t ,  in te l l ig en ce  is  an  a t t r ib u te  

of the s p i r i t  and s p i r i t  is  the  m o d e  of the  ineffab le  m y s te r y  of r e a l i ty  

tha t l ie s  beyond the m a te r i a l  u n iv e r s e .  It does not com e out of the  l i f e -  

g ro w th  o r  a r i s e  f r o m  the stuff of life . S p ir i t  p e rm e a ts  the m a t e r i a l  

u n iv e r s e ,  but is  som eth ing  o th e r  than  m a t t e r .  S p ir i t  y ie ld s  t ru th  

w h e re a s  m a t t e r  y ie ld s  know ledge. That is  of fundam enta l  im p o r ta n c e  

to T h o r e a u 's  e n t i re  s y s te m  of though t,  f o r  it convinces  h im  th a t ,  "God 

did not m ak e  th is  w o rld  in j e s t ;  no, n o r  in i n d i f f e r e n c e . F o r  T h o re a u  

the  p e rm e a t io n  of m a t t e r  by s p i r i t  in t ro d u c e s  an  e lem en t of n o rm a t iv e  

va lue  in  th e  fa c tu a l  and g ives i t  a r e la t io n  to  r e a l i ty  beyond t im e  and 

sp ac e ,  w hich  f r e e s  it f r o m  u ti l i ty ,  l im ita t io n ,  and the  c o n s t r a in t s  of the  

o rg a n iz a t io n a l  p r in c ip le s  of m e r e  m a t t e r .  Sp ir it  p ro v id es  a  s e n se  of 

th ings  d iv ine , jo ins  fac t w ith v a lu e ;  it is  the  c o n sc io u sn e s s  of s p i r i t  

w h ich  d is t in g u ish es  the  sen tien t  f r o m  g r o s s e s t  m a t te r .  A p p re h en s io n  

of the fa c tu a l  g ives  r i s e  to know ledge, but a p p reh en s io n  of the  s p i r i t -
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tu a i  g ives r i s e  to  w isdom .

W isdom  does not in sp ec t ,  but behold . . . . We do not l e a r n  by 
in fluence  and deduction  and the  a p p l ic a t io n  of m a th e m a t ic s  to 
philosophy , but by d i re c t  in te r c o u r s e  and sym pathy . It is  
w ith  s c ie n c e  a s  w ith  e th ic  A, —we cannot know t r u th  by co n 
t r iv a n c e  and  m e th o d .

T h o re a u  b e liev ed  th a t  "the h ig h es t  we c an  a t ta in  to  i s  not Knowledge,

59but Sym pathy w ith  In te l l ig en ce"  w hich  is  the  sam e  as  w isdom . W is 

dom  b r in g s  a " su d d en  rev e la t io n  of the  in su ff ic ien cy  of a l l  th a t  we had 

c a l led  knowledge b e fo re ;  an indefin ite  sen se  of the  g ra n d e u r  and g lo ry  

of the u n iv e r s e .  It i s  the  lighting up of the m is t  by the sun. But m an  

cannot be sa id  to  know in  any h ig h e r  s e n s e .  . . . T h o re a u ’s s e p a ra t io n  

be tw een  the u n d e rs ta n d in g  and knowledge o r  w isd o m  and in te l l ig en ce  

could  not be m o r e  co m p le te ,  w ith  know ledge hav ing  to  do only w ith 

fa c tu a l  da ta  p e rc e iv e d  by the s e n s e s  and p re d ic a te d  upon a logic of l i m i 

ta t io n ,  tha t i s ,  of c au se  and effect w ith in  a t im e  sequence . In the  

m a t e r i a l  s e n s e ,  n a tu r e  i s  incom ple te  and u n s a t i s f a c to ry  fo r  she e x c i te s  

an  ex p ec ta t io n  of r e v e la t io n  w hich i s  not e m p ir ic a l ly  p o ss ib le .  Without 

an  a p p re c ia t io n  of the  s p i r i tu a l  im p e rm e a t io n  of n a tu re ,  p u rp o se  in 

n a tu re  h a s  no u s e  and re a l i ty  is  im p a led  upon the  p re s e n t  m o m en t w i th 

out any e s s e n t i a l  m ean ing . In i t s  m a t e r i a l  a sp e c t ,  "the p re s e n t  is  the 

in s ta n t  w o rk  and n e a r  p ro c e s s  of liv ing , and w il l  be found in  the  la s t  

a n a ly s is  to  be no th ing  m o re  n o r  l e s s  th an  d ig e s t io n .  Ludwig F u e rb a c h  

w as  dead  r ig h t  a s  f a r  a s  he w ent, fo r  in a  m a t e r i a l  sen se  T h o rea u
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b e liev ed  th a t  we a r e  what we ea t .  Y et, w ith  a  b e l ie f  in  both the t r a n 

scen d en ce  and in  the  im m a n e n ce  of s p i r i t  i t  is  a rg u e d  tha t "N atu re  is  

fu l l  of g e n iu s ,  fu ll of the  divinity; so  th a t  not a snowflake e sc a p e s  i ts  

fa sh ion ing  hand. Nothing is  cheap  and c o a r s e .  . . . "

It is  obvious tha t T h o rea u  la c k s  c o n s is te n c y  and logic in  a rg u in g  

f o r  the  im m a n e n c e  and s im u ltan eo u s  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  of sp i r i t .  The 

whole a rg u m e n t  r e s t s  upon an  in te l le c tu a l  s le igh t of hand, a lthough 

T h o rea u  w as  d o u b tle ss ly  u nconsc ious  of i t ,  w h ich  p u sh es  value in to  the 

n a tu r a l  r e a l m  th e n  pu lls  i t  b ack  in to  the  s u p e r n a tu r a l  a s  i t  su its  h is  

im m e d ia te  fo r e n s ic  need. The lo g ica l  la p se  w ould p ro b ab ly  not have 

d is tu rb e d  h im  in  the  s l ig h te s t ,  but it does  m ak e  a g la r in g  w e ak n e ss  in 

the  s y s te m a t ic  p re s e n ta t io n  of h is  v iew s.

T he dua li ty  in n a tu re ,  s p i r i t  and m a t t e r ,  w hich  T h o rea u  a s s u m e s  

to e x is t  g ives  a  sen se  of p a ra d o x  o r  p e rh a p s  of p a r t i a l i ty  a s  w hen s e e 

ing re f le c t io n s  of a re f lec t io n .  "A ll s ig h ts  and sounds a r e  seen  and

6 3h e a rd  bo th  in  t im e  and e te rn i ty ,  " and  e i th e r  c an  be an  i l lu s io n  if it  is

ap p re h en d e d  a s  knowledge r a t h e r  th a n  w ith  w isdom . "It i s  only w hen  we

fo rg e t  a l l  o u r  le a rn in g  tha t  we begin to k n o w . . . .  You m u s t  be a w a re  th a t

64no thing is  what you have tak en  it to be. " It is  som eth ing  m o re  th an  

w hat it a p p e a r s :  it is  su b jec t  a s  w e l l  a s  ob jec t .  N a tu re  in  h e r  ob jec t ive  

a s p e c t  T h o re a u  v iew s a s  con ta in ing  the  m a t e r i a l  a r t i c l e s  w hich a r e  the 

top ic  of s c ie n c e  and w hich linked  to g e th e r  in a  sequence  of tim e  and p rox i-
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m it  y of space  y ie ld  know ledge. In h e r  su b jec t iv e  a s p e c t ,  h ow ever , 

T h o re a u  view ed n a tu re  a s  the m e d iu m  th ro u g h  w hich  s p i r i t  is  m a n i 

fe s ted ;  it  i s  the  s o u r c e  of a l l  va lue , th e  point of r e f e r e n c e  fo r  a l l  v i r tu e ,  

the  m o th e r  of p o e try ,  philosophy, m ytho logy , and w isd o m . In h e r  o b je c 

t iv e  a sp e c t ,  n a tu re  is  a c lo sed  s y s te m  feed ing  on h e r s e l f ,  c o n se rv in g  

m a t t e r  and e n e rg y ,  bound on a l l  s id es  by the  l im i ta t io n s  of t im e  and 

sp ac e ,  d r iv e n  in  b lind  p e rp e tu a l  m o tion , r e s t r i c t e d  by in e x o ra b le  p h y s i 

c a l  law s. S u b jec t iv e ly ,  n a tu re  is  l im i t l e s s ,  a d m its  a l l  p o s s ib i l i t ie s ,  

and is  a d i r e c t  c h a n n e l  of the ab so lu te  m ind  o r  s p i r i t .

How n a tu re  i s  to  be a t once ob jec t ive  and su b jec t iv e  is  one of the 

m y s te r i e s  w hich  T h o r e a u  does  not a t te m p t to ex p la in ,  but r a th e r  ac c e p ts .  

W h eth e r  n a tu re  is  o b jec t iv e  o r  su b jec tiv e  s e e m s  to  r e s t  upon the m ood 

and a t t i tude  of th e  o b s e r v e r .  C o n sc io u sn ess  is  th e  h u m a n  facu lty  tha t 

p e r m i t s  an in d iv id u a l  to  ach ieve  an  in tu i t iv e  a p p re h e n s io n  of the su b 

je c t iv e  a sp e c t  of o b jec t iv e  n a tu re .  N a tu re  does  of c o u r s e  ac t  in  the 

s e n se  tha t i ts  unfolding in  a c c o rd  w ith  p h y s ica l  law s a f fe c ts  p e rs o n s  and 

phenom ena w ith in  n a tu re .  N a tu re  is  a lso  a c te d  upon by  the im p e rm e a t in g  

s p i r i t ,  and by the  m o r a l ly  co n sc io u s  m an . To th o se  who would object 

th a t  n a tu re  cannot be a t  once v a lu e - f r e e  o r  o b je c t iv e ,  and  in fused  w ith  

va lue  a s  the  e m b o d im en t of s p i r i t  in  a  su b jec tiv e  m ood, can  only be said  

th a t  T h o re a u  saw  it  a s  a m y s te r y  o r  a  p a rad o x . O b je c to r s  m a y  p r e f e r  

to  see  it a s  in te l le c tu a l  confusion  o r  s e l f -d e c e p t io n .
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Y et, th is  is  a fundam en ta l  point fo r  T h o rea u ,  and he bu ilds  upon 

i t  by a s s e r t i n g  tha t  th e re  is  a point of union betw een  the  o b jec t ive  and 

su b jec t iv e  a s p e c ts  of n a tu re ,  an opening f r o m  h is to r ic  t im e  to e te r n i ty ,  

f r o m  sp a c e  to infin ity , f ro m  p o ten tia l  to p e rfec t io n ,  f r o m  the  con tingency  

of c a u se  and e ffect to u l t im a te  in d iv is ib i l i ty .  The co n junc tion  is  in the  

p re s e n t ;  the  v e ry  now is  the a p e r tu r e  in t im e ,  the i n t e r s t i c e  in c o sm ic  

s p a c e .  T ra n s c e n d e n t  re a l i ty  is  d isp la y ed  in the  m oving in s ta n t .  He 

a s c r ib e d  to the  re a l i ty  of the  m o m en t both the ob jec t ive  and sub jec tive  

a s p e c t s  of n a tu re ,  a f f irm in g  that "we dw ell on tha t e t e r n a l  r idge  b e 

tw e e n "  the  p a s t  and fu tu re  w h ere  t im e  " n e i th e r  c o m es  n o r  goes , ' 

w h e re  a l l  th in g s  a r e  p o ss ib le  and the  fu tu re  has  no re la t io n  to the  p a s t .  

A s  he sa id  in  the  Jo u rn a l ,  "in the  p ro s p e c t  of the fu tu re ,  we a r e ,  by 

in s t in c t ,  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s .  We a f f i r m  tha t a l l  th ings  a r e  p o s s ib le ,  

but only th e se  th ings  have been  to o u r  knowledge. I do not even  in f e r  the 

fu tu re  f r o m  what I know of the  p a s t ."^^  He e x p r e s s e s  th is  s am e  fee ling  

in  the  fa m o u s  p a s sa g e  f r o m  W alden w h e re  he d e c la r e s  th a t  " t im e  i s  but 

th e  s t r e a m  I go a - f ish in g  in. I d r in k  a t it; but while I d r in k  I see  the  

sandy  b o tto m  and d e tec t  how shallow  it is .  I ts  th in  c u r r e n t  s l id e s  aw ay , 

but e te r n i ty  r e m a i n s . T h e  s am e  id ea  is  found in A W eek: "The m ind  

knows a d is ta n c e  and a space  of w hich  a l l  th e se  su m s  co m b in ed  do not 

m ak e  a  unit of m e a s u r e ,  —the  in te rv a l  be tw een  th a t  w hich  a p p e a r s  and 

th a t  w h ich  i s .  Speaking of an e n c o u n te r  w ith  su b jec tiv e  n a tu re  he
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g ives  an  accoun t of the  m y s t ic a l  p a ssag e  of an ob jec tive  fac t  into the

t r a n s c e n d e n t  r e a lm  of re a l i ty :

If you s tand  r ig h t  f ro n tin g  and face to face to  a  fac t,  you  w il l  
see  the sun g l im m e r  on both i ts  s u r fa c e s ,  a s  if it  w e re  a 
s c im i t a r ,  and fe e l  i t s  sw eet edge dividing you th ro u g h  the  
h e a r t  and m a r r o w ,  and you w ill  happily  conclude  y ou r m o r t a l  
c a r e e r .  Be it life  o r  death , we c ra v e  only re a l i ty .

T h is  t r a n s la t io n  of a fac t to a t ru th ,  o r  p e rc e p t io n  of the  re a l i ty  

behind a p p e a ra n c e  is  ach ieved  by an  openness  to the p re s e n t  m o m en t,  

what T h o re a u  c a l l s  c o n sc io u sn e s s .  F o r  the a t ten tiv e  ind iv idua l c o n 

s c io u s n e s s  is  the  in s t ru m e n ta l i ty  by w hich  m a t t e r  is  t r a n s c e n d e d  to  the 

r e a lm  of the  id e a l  and can  only be d e sc r ib e d  in  the  e c s ta t ic  language of 

a m y s t ic .  Though the  p a ssa g e  w as c ited  e a r l i e r ,  it b e a r s  rep ea tin g  in  

th is  connec tion :

If w ith  c lo se d  e a r s  and eyes  I consu lt c o n sc io u sn e s s  fo r  a m o 
m e n t  im m e d ia te ly  a r e  a l l  w a lls  and b a r r i e r s  d is s ip a te d ,  e a r th  
r o l l s  f r o m  u n d e r  m e ,  and I f loa t, by the  im p e tu s  d e r iv e d  f r o m  
the  e a r th  and the s y s te m ,  a su b jec tiv e ,  heav ily  laden  thought, 
in  the  m id s t  of an  unknown and in fin ite  sea ,  o r  e l s e  heav e  and 
sw e ll  l ike  a v a s t  ocean  of thought, w ithout a ro c k  o r  head land , 
w h e re  a l l  r id d le s  a r e  solved, a l l  s t ra ig h t  l in e s  m ak ing  th e i r  
two ends  to  m e e t ,  e te rn i ty  and space  gam boling  f a m i l ia r ly  
th ro u g h  m y  d ep ths . I a m  f r o m  the beginning, knowing no end, 
no a im . No sun  i l lu m in a te s  m e ,  fo r  I d is so lv e  a l l  l e s s e r  ligh ts  
in  m y  own in t e n s e r  and s te a d ie r  light. I a m  a r e s t fu l  k e rn e l  in 
the  m a g az in e  of the  u n iv e rse .

The above is  the  s o r t  of m y s t ic a l  e x p e r ie n c e  w hich  we know a lso  

i s  d e s c r ib e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  re l ig io u s  l i t e r a tu r e  of the  E a s t ,  and by the 

C h r i s t i a n  m y s t i c s .  Indeed, T h o reau  s u m m a r iz e s  the  a p p re h en s io n  of 

the  id e a l  r e a l i ty  in  language re m in is c e n t  of J e s u s  and the l a t e r  m a r t y r s :



222

"Not t i l l  we a r e  lo s t ,  in  o th e r  w o rd s ,  not t i l l  we have lo s t  the  w o r ld ,

do we begin  to  find o u r s e lv e s ,  and r e a l iz e  w h e re  we a r e  and the in f in ite

71ex ten t of o u r  re la t io n s .  "

F r o m  the  above i t  is  obvious tha t T h o re a u  had  d iff icu lty  in  r e d u c 

ing to p r e c i s e  and c o n s is te n t  language h is  id ea  of the good. But it is  

equally  c l e a r  tha t  he co n ce iv ed  of a good beyond the e x is te n t ia l  fa c ts  and 

tha t  the good has  a u n iv e r s a l  ap p licab il i ty .  A lso , tha t  th is  u l t im a te  

so u rc e  of value  e n c o m p a s se s  m o r e  than  p a r t i c u la r s  and ind iv idua ls  is  

im p l ic i t  in h is  e x p r e s s e d  thought and it s e r v e s  as  a s tan d a rd  a g a in s t  

w h ich  n o rm a tiv e  p ro b le m s  c a n  be gauged. The w ay in  which m an  is  

ab le  to  a p p reh en d  the  t r a n s c e n d e n t  good w ill  be a topic to  be d is c u s s e d  

l a t e r  when c o n s id e r in g  the  n a tu re  of m an . At th is  point it  is  n e c e s s a r y  

s im p ly  to re c o g n ize  the  e x is te n c e  in  T h o re a u ’s thought of an  id ea  of the  

good w hich is  beyond the  bounds of the m a t e r i a l  w o rld ,  and w hich  is  not 

r e la te d  d i r e c t ly  to  the  m a t e r i a l  o b jec ts  tha t a r e  p e rc e iv e d  by the p h y s i 

c a l  s e n s e s .  The good i s  p e rc e iv e d  by ind iv idua l c o n sc io u sn e s s  a s  we 

have  seen . T h o re a u  does  not ex p la in  how th is  ind iv idua l p e rc e p t io n  is  

e n la rg e d  to  e n co m p a ss  the  u n iv e r s a l  good. The d iff icu lty , only noted 

h e r e ,  w il l  be t r e a t e d  m o r e  e x ten s iv e ly  in  the  s e c t io n  devoted to the 

n a tu re  of m a n .  T h is  la p se  i s  one of the m o s t  s e r io u s  w e a k n e sse s  in  the  

s y s te m  of m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  upon w hich  he g rounded  h is  po li t ic s .
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A cco rd in g  to  T h o re a u ,  the good is  not id e n t ic a l  w ith  God, not 

id en tic a l  w ith  b eau ty  o r  c o m p a ss io n  o r  any of the  t r a i t s  u su a lly  c o n 

s id e re d  v ir tu o u s  by h u m an  s ta n d a rd s .  It h a s  no n e c e s s a r y  r e la t io n s h ip  

to h u m an  conven tions  of m o ra l i ty ,  n o r  indeed , any n e c e s s a r y  r e l a t i o n 

ship  to  any h u m an  c o n s id e ra t io n .  The good is  an  id e a l  c a te g o ry  w hich  

e x is t s  in d ep en d en tly  of the  m a te r i a l  u n iv e rse  a s  one of the a t t r ib u te s  

of u l t im a te  r e a l i ty .  A s in d ica ted  e a r l i e r ,  the channe l to r e a l i ty  is  

th rough  the  p r e s e n t  m o m e n t ,  and th e re fo re ,  th e  good is  sub jec t  to  the 

p e rs p e c t iv e  of th e  v ie w e r  f r o m  h is  pos it ion  in t im e  and sp ace .  While 

th is  w il l  be in te r p r e t e d  by m an y  a s  a kind of e th ic a l  r e la t iv i s m ,  in 

T h o re a u 's  m in d  i t  m e r e ly  accoun ted  fo r  the d if fe ren t  opinions of the good 

among ho n es t m e n  and fo r  th e  sh if ts  in  h is  own opinion c o n ce rn in g  the 

n o rm a tiv e  value  s c a le .  To h im  it s im p ly  m e a n t  tha t  th e re  s t i l l  e x is t s  

an  u l t im a te  good a g a in s t  w h ich  h i s to r i c a l  e v en ts  m igh t be m e a s u r e d  by 

a p e rso n  of acu te  c o n sc io u s n e s s  and to w a rd  w hich  a c o n sc ie n t io u s  p e r s o n  

m ight d i r e c t  the  c o u r s e  of h is  own life in  both the  p h y s ica l  and s p i r i tu a l  

sen se .  Why h is  b e l ie fs  d id  not en g en d e r  a g r e a t e r  to le r a t io n  f o r  an 

opposing v iew poin t cannot be exp la ined  excep t by noting T h o r e a u 's  o v e r 

weening eg o ism . The good in  the u n iv e rse  w as  not m u ch  of a  p ro b le m  

fo r  h im  b e cau se  he w as  c e r t a in  of h is  own p e rc e p t io n s  and b e c a u s e  the 

e s s e n t i a l  o p t im is m  of T ra n sc e n d e n ta l ism  a s s u m e d  a c e r t a in  c h e e r fu l

in ten tion  in  the  w o rk in g s  of both the s p i r i tu a l  and  p h y s ica l  a s p e c t s  of 

c re a t io n .
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The p ro b le m  of ev il ,  on the  o th e r  hand, was a s e r io u s  one to

T h o rea u ,  fo r  he s o m e t im e s  w ro te  and ac te d  a s  if convinced  of the

re a l i ty  of ev il  as  a  p o s it ive  f o r c e .  Many of the T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s

w e re  able to  sh ru g  off the p ro b le m  of ev il  by explaining it s im p ly  a s

one of the ex am p le s  of the  p r in c ip le  of p o la r i ty ,  that is ,  tha t  ev il  i s  the

ab sen ce  of good ju s t  a s  the  a b se n c e  of light is  d a rk n e ss  and the  a b se n c e

of sound is  s i len ce .  E m e r s o n  e sc a p e d  the  p ro b lem  of e v i l  by d e c la r in g

it  to be not a p ro b le m  at a l l ,  fo r  he d is m is s e d  it a s  s im p ly  n o n -e x is te n t .

In "C o m p en sa tio n "  E m e r s o n  w ro te .

U nder a l l  th is  runn ing  s e a  of c i r c u m s ta n c e ,  w hose w a te r s  ebb 
and flow with p e r fe c t  b a la n c e ,  l ie s  the a b o r ig in a l  a b y ss  of 
B eing . E s s e n c e ,  o r  God, i s  not a  re la t io n  o r  a p a r t ,  but the  
whole . Being i s  the  v a s t  a f f i r m a t iv e ,  excluding negation , s e l f -  
ba lanced , and sw allow ing up a l l  re la t io n s ,  p a r t s  and t im e s  
w ith in  i t s e l f .  N a tu re ,  t r u th ,  v i r tu e  a r e  the influx f r o m  th en ce .
Vice is the a b se n c e  o r  d e p a r tu r e  of the  s a m e .  Nothing, f a l s e 
hood, m ay  indeed  s tand  a s  th e  g re a t  night o r  shade on w hich  
a s  a b ackground  the  liv ing u n iv e r s e  pa in ts  i t s e l f  fo r th ,  but no 
fac t  is  bego tten  by it; it canno t w ork , fo r  it is  not.

T h is  w as u n s a t i s f a c to r y  to  T h o rea u ,  a lthough he did not a r t i c u l a t e  

h is  am biguous fe e l in g s  un til  la te  in  h is  l ife , when the John  B row n  in c i 

dent had s t i r r e d  h is  m o r a l  o u tra g e  to the point of exp losion , and a f t e r  

the  pe riod  when E m e r s o n  had  b e en  the  p r im a r y  influence  on h im , in deed , 

a f t e r  the c r e s t  of T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  had p a s se d  in New E ng land . In 

h is  e a r ly  J o u r n a l  T h o re a u  had  been  am b iv a len t  about ev il ,  a t te m p tin g  

to  reco n c ile  T ran sc en d e n ta l  o p t im is m  w ith  h is  own P u r i t a n  s u sp ic io n s  

about the d a r k e r  pow er. In 1839, he w as fil l ing  his Jo u rn a l  p a g es  w ith
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such  E m e r s o n ia n  d e c la r a t io n s  a s ,  "V irtue  i s  the  v e ry  h e a r t  and lungs

73of v ice :  it  canno t s tan d  up but it  lean  on v i r tu e ,  " and, " B ra v e ry  and

co w ard ice  a r e  k in d re d  c o r r e l a t i v e s  w ith  Knowledge and Ig n o ran ce ,

74
Light and D a r k n e s s ,  Good and E v il .  " But he h ad  nagging doubts 

about th e  n o n -o b je c t iv e  r e a l i ty  of ev il .  In n a tu re  he o b se rv ed  o c c a s io n a l  

p e c u l i a r i t i e s  w h ich  su g g es te d  a not wholly  innocen t in fluence . D uring  

the so u l-c h i l l in g  e x p e r ie n c e  on top of M r.  K taadn , T h o re a u  thought tha t 

he had co m e  fa c e  to  fa c e  w ith  a p r im o rd ia l  chaos  in  n a tu re  w hich  w as  

p o ss ib ly  "one t r u e  s o u rc e  of ev il .  " E l s e w h e r e  he o b se rv ed  tha t  

"filth  and  im p u r i ty  a r e  as  old a s  c le a n l in e s s  and p u r i ty .  To c o r r e s p o n d  

to m a n  c o m p le te ly .  N a tu re  is  even  p e rh ap s  u n ch as te  h e r s e l f .  In the 

following s ix  m o n th s  T h o re a u  had  f u r th e r  su sp ic io n s  tha t " im p u r i ty "  in  

n a tu re  w as not m e r e l y  a  re f le c t io n  of m a n 's  c h a r a c t e r ,  but an  e x p re s s io n  

of one a s p e c t  of a l l  m a t e r i a l  c re a t io n ,  n a tu ra l  phenom ena  a s  w e ll  a s  of 

m ankind:

A ll  th in g s ,  bo th  b e a u t i fu l  and ugly, a g re e a b le  and offensive , a r e  
e x p r e s s e d  in  f lo w e r s ,  —a l l  k inds and d e g r e e s  of beau ty  and a l l  
k inds of fo u ln e s s .  F o r  w hat pu rpose  h a s  n a tu re  m ad e  a  f lo w e r  
to  f i l l  th e  low lands  w ith  th e  odor of c a r r io n ?  J u s t  so m u ch  
beau ty  and v i r tu e  a s  th e r e  is  in  the  w o rld ,  and ju s t  so m u ch  
u g l in e s s  and  v ic e ,  you see  in  f lo w ers .

M ore  po in ted ly , th e  V ic to r ia n  equation  of s ex  w ith  im p u r i ty  o r  v ice

w hich  T h o r e a u  s h a r e d  w as  th e  b a s is  fo r  h is  s e n s e  of shock  a t  finding a

fungus w h ich  c lo s e ly  r e s e m b le d  a h um an  p h a llu s ,  T h o re a u  id en tif ied

it as  the P h a l lu s  im p u d ic u s ,  and w as led to co m m en t:  "In a l l  r e s p e c t s
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a m o s t  d isg u s t in g  ob ject ,  ye t v e ry  s u g g e s t i v e . . . .  P r a y ,  w ha t w as  

N a tu re  th ink ing  of when she m ad e  th is ?  She a lm o s t  puts h e r s e l f  on a 

le v e l  w ith  th o se  who draw  in p r iv ie s .

The id e a  of two p o w ers ,  one benevo len t and the o th e r  m a le v o le n t ,

o p e ra t in g  in  th e  n e u t r a l  o r  innocent m e d iu m  of the m a t e r i a l  u n iv e r s e

n e v e r  qu ite  s u r r e n d e r e d  to T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  d o c tr in e  in  T h o rea u ,  f o r  the

C alv in is t  s t r a i n  w as  dom inant in  h is  e m o tio n a l  te m p e ra m e n t .  The

su p e rv e n ie n c e  of som e a p p a re n t ly  vengefu l o r  m align  o c c u r re n c e  ro u s e d

T h o r e a u ’s la te n t  conviction  tha t  ev il  h a s  an independent e x is te n c e .

Day b e fo re  y e s te rd a y  I looked a t th e  m an g led  and b lackened  
bodies  of m e n  which had  been  blown up by pow der, and fe l t  
th a t  the  l iv e s  of m en  w e re  not in nocen t ,  and tha t th e r e  w as  an  
avenging  p o w e r  in  n a tu re .  T oday  I h e a r  th is  im m o r ta l  m e lo d y  
[ th e  wind on te le g ra p h  w i re s ]  , w h ile  th e  w est wind is  blowing 
b a lm ily  on m y  cheek , and m e th in k s  a ro s e a te  su n se t  is  p r e p a r 
ing. A re  t h e r e  not two p o w e r s ?

A s he g re w  o ld e r ,  h is  co nv ic t ion  g rew  s t ro n g e r  tha t  ev il  w as  s o m e 

th ing  m o re  th a n  the  absence  of good. In h is  l a t e r  c o r re sp o n d e n c e  

T h o re a u  often  r e f e r r e d  to ev il  a s  so m eth in g  p o s it iv e ,  a s  he did  in  a 

l e t t e r  to P a r k e r  P i l l s b u r y  in  w hich  he sp ea k s  of w eapons  to  be em ployed  

ag a in s t  ev il  and  "the deeds of d a r k n e s s .  To H a r r i s o n  B lake  he

pointed  out in  a re la t iv e ly  e a r ly  l e t t e r  th a t ,  "It is  a  m o m en to u s  fac t

81th a t  a m an  m a y  be good, o r  he m ay  be bad. . . .  A s h is  p o l i t ic a l  and  

e th ic a l  v iew s c ry s ta l i z e d  a round  e v en ts  such  a s  the  M ex ican  W ar ,  the 

F u g it iv e  S lave  L aw , and f ina lly  the  John  B row n ep isode , T h o re a u  c am e
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a t  the  end of h i s  life to a position  tha t ev il  i s  a p a r t  of the schem e of 

th ings  and in s e p a ra b le  f r o m  the o p e ra t io n  of the  m a te r i a l  u n iv e rse .  

A g g re s s io n  and  v io lence  a r e  a p a r t  of n a tu re .  "Such is  N a tu re ,  who 

gave one c r e a t u r e  a ta s te  o r  y earn in g  f o r  a n o th e r 's  e n t r a i l s  as  i ts  

fa v o r i te  t idb it!  !"82

The am b iv a len c e  w ith  re g a rd  to the p ro b le m  of ev il  w as n e v e r  

co m p le te ly  re s o lv e d  in  T h o re a u 's  m ind , but th e  v eh em en ce  which he 

d isp lay ed  a g a in s t  those  th ings  w hich he  r e g a r d e d  a s  m o ra l  w rongs w as 

so s t ro n g  th a t  it is  un likely  tha t he c o n s id e re d  ev il  a s  m e re ly  nothing 

or non -b e in g . H is  tendency  to w ithd raw  and to  ig n o re  the v a r io u s  m a n i 

fe s ta t io n s  of e v i l  w as c o n s is te n t  w ith o r th o d o x  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l ism ,  but 

the  a c t iv e  p h a se  of h is  so c ia l  co n ce rn  co m b in ed  w ith  the  m i l i t a r y  m e t a 

ph o r he co n tin u a lly  used  when d is cu ss in g  th e  s t ru g g le  betw een v ir tue  

and v ice  s e e m  to  in d ica te  the p re v a len c e  of a  co ncep tion  of objective  

ev il .  The s o u rc e  of m o ra l i ty ,  then , e x is t s  in  the good w hich is p r e 

e x is ten t  in the  id e a l  c a te g o r ie s  of the s p i r i tu a l  r e a lm ,  but the  p ro b lem  

of ev il  r e m a in e d  e s s e n t ia l ly  unsolved in T h o r e a u 's  m e ta p h y s ic a l  thought, 

a lthough  h is  e m o tio n a l  tendency w as to w ard  a b e l ie f  in som ething  m o re  

om inous th an  the  m e re ly  no t-good. It is  c l e a r  th a t  in t e r m s  of the 

g e n e ra l  ou tline  of h is  m e ta p h y s ic a l  p os it ion  the  p ro b le m  of ev il  was 

u n re so lv ed ,  p e rh a p s  u n re so lv ab le ,  and r e m a in e d  one of those  m y s te r ie s  

w hich  w e re  not sub jec t  to adequate  so lu tion  by hu m an  in te ll igence . E v il
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a p p a ren t ly  w as  c o n s id e re d  a s  one of the p ro o fs  of i r r a t i o n a l i t y  in  the 

u n iv e rse ,  an  a s p e c t  of u n iv e r s a l  w il l  w hich does  not deny the  o rgan iz ing  

p r in c ip le  im m a n e n t  in  c re a t io n ,  but w hich adds  s y m m e t r y  and p rov ides  

ev idence  of the  i l l im i ta b le  p o ten tia li ty  in  the  w o r ld  of s p i r i t .  Unable to 

explain  it  s a t i s f a c to r i ly ,  he a ccep ted  the p o s s ib i l i ty  of ev il  and dealt 

with i t  p r a g m a t ic a l ly  a s  an e lem en t in the  life  of m a n  and let the  p ro b 

lem  of the o r ig in  of ev il  take  c a r e  of i ts e lf .

One s e e s  not but he had b e s t  le t  bad take  c a r e  of i t s e l f ,  and 
have  to do only w ith  what is beyond su sp ic io n .  If  you ligh t on 
the  l e a s t  v e s t ig e  of t ru th ,  and it is  the  w eigh t of the  w hole 
body s t i l l  w hich  s ta m p s  the fa in te s t  t r a c e ,  an  e t e r n i ty  w ill  
not suffice  to ex to l i t ,  while no ev il is  so huge , but you grudge 
to bestow  on it a m o m en t of h a te .

Of c o u r s e ,  he s e e m s  to  abandon th is  lofty p o s i t io n  in  the  b e s t  of his  

p o lem ics  a g a in s t  the  F u g it iv e  Slave Law and s l a v e r y  in  g e n e ra l .  In any 

case  T h o re a u  had  a d isd a in  fo r  m e ta p h y s ic a l  s y s te m s  and w as  m o s t  c o n 

c e rn e d  w ith  the  p r a c t i c a l  i s s u e s  of m o ra l i ty  w h ich  fa c e  m e n  in  th e i r  p r i 

vate and s o c ia l  l iv e s .  T h e re fo re ,  the  p ro b le m  of e v i l  a s  he saw it w ill  

be d ea lt  w ith  e x te n s iv e ly  in  the sec tion  on the  n a tu re  of m an  a s  a so c ia l  

and p sy ch o lo g ica l  phenom enon  even  though no s a t i s f a c to r y  exp lana tion  of 

ev il  i t s e l f  h a s  been  p re s e n te d  by T h o rea u  o r  by th e  p r e s e n t  a u th o r  on 

T h o r e a u ’s behalf .

One a d d i t io n a l  point should be m ade in c o n n ec tio n  w ith  T h o re a u ’s 

view of the u n iv e r s e .  He b e lieved  that th e re  i s  a  law of c o n se rv a t io n  

of m a t t e r  d e m o n s t ra b le  by s c ie n c e  and w hich  c o n n ec ts  a l l  of m a te r ia l
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c r e a t io n ,  so th a t  in o rgan ic  d u s t  one day m ay  have  been  o n e 's  a n c e s to r

and one day m ay  be h is  p o s te r i ty .  He be liev ed  the  sam e  thing to  be

t r u e  of the  s p i r i tu a l  w o rld .  S p ir i t  p e r m e a te s  p h y s ica l  c re a t io n ,  and

h a s  an  an a logous  law of c o n s e rv a t io n .  A s he put it  in  the line w h ich

J a m e s  R u s s e l l  Low ell de le ted  f r o m  "C hesuncook"  b e fo re  p r in t ing  it in

th e  A t l a n t i c , the  pine t r e e s  w hich  to w e r  above a m a n 's  head  m a y  a s p i r e

84to  as  h ig h  a h eav e n  a s  the  sou l of m a n ,  th e r e  to  to w e r  o v e r  h im  s t i l l .

The  c o n s e rv a t io n  of s p i r i t  g iv e s  an  in te r e s t in g  tw is t  to T h o reau  th a t  is  

un u su a l  in  W e s te rn  p o l i t ic a l  though t.  He a cc e p ted  the  idea  of t r a n s m i 

g ra t io n  a s  a con seq u en ce  of the  con tinu ity  of s p i r i t .  "It is  unavoidab le , 

the  id e a  of t r a n s m ig ra t io n ;  not m e r e l y  a  fancy of the p e ts ,  but an  in s t in c t  

of the  r a c e .

T he  whole  t r a i n  of id e a s  w h ich  flow f r o m  the  law  of c o n se rv a t io n

of s p i r i t  a s  app lied  to  m ank ind  j a r s  w ith  ou r  u n d e rs tan d in g  of T h o re a u

a s  an  in d iv id u a l is t  in  p o l i t ic a l  and s o c ia l  m a t t e r s .  H ow ever, the  s p i r i t

w hich  T h o r e a u  had in m ind  h e r e  is  not the  in d iv idua l soul, but th e  s p a r k

of U n iv e r s a l  In te l l ig en ce  th a t  a n im a te s  the  in d iv idua l soul but w hich  is

in d iv is ib le  f r o m  the O v e r - s o u l  of w h ich  he b e liev ed  it to  be a  p a r t .

Speaking of a  ske le ton , he d is t in g u ish e d  the s p i r i tu a l  o r  g e n e ra l  f r o m

the  p a r t i c u l a r  fa c tu a l  o r  p h y s ic a l  a s p e c t s  of an  ind iv idua l and r e la te d  it

to  the  g r e a t e r  whole;

We d is c o v e r  th a t  the  only s p i r i t  w hich  h a u n ts  [ th e  skele ton] is  
a  u n iv e r s a l  in te l l ig en ce  w h ich  h a s  c r e a te d  it in  h a rm o n y  w ith
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a ll  n a tu re .  Science  n e v e r  saw a ghost,  n o r  does  it look 
fo r  any , but s e e s  e v e ry w h e re  the  t r a c e s ,  and  it is  i ts e lf  
the ag en t ,  of a  U n iv e rsa l  In te l l ig en ce ,

T h is  is  an exam ple  of w hat he had in  m in d  w hen he o b se rv ed  tha t

87infin ite  ch an g e  o c c u rs  only in  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  not in g e n e r a ls .  He w as

speaking of the sp i r i tu a l  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  of ab so lu te  r e a l i ty  o v e r  the

p a r t i c u l a r  n e ed s  and w ish es  of ind iv idua l m e m b e r s  of the  ra c e  when

he r e m a r k e d  on "the so m uch  g r a n d e r  s ig n if ic a n ce  of any  fact . . .

when not r e f e r r e d  to m an  and h is  needs  but v iew ed  absolutely .' Sounds

88th a t  a r e  w a f ted  f r o m  o v e r  the confines  of t im e . "  The c o n se rv a t io n

of s p i r i t  o r  t r u t h  a s  T h o reau  m ight have  p r e f e r r e d  to say ,  i s  i l lu s t r a te d

by the fo llow ing p a ssa g e  f r o m  the J o u r n a l :

Thought g r e e t s  thought o v e r  the  w id e s t  gu lfs  of t im e  with u n e r r 
ing f r e e m a s o n r y .  I know, fo r  in s ta n c e ,  th a t  Sadi e n te r ta in e d  
once id e n t ic a l ly  the sam e  thought th a t  I do, and th e r e f o r e  I can  
find no e s s e n t i a l  d iffe ren ce  be tw een  Sadi and m y se lf .  He is  not 
P e r s i a n ,  he is  not an c ien t,  he is  not s t r a n g e  to m e . By the 
id en ti ty  of h is  thoughts  w ith  m ine  he s t i l l  s u rv iv e s .  It m a k es  no 
odds w h a t  a to m s  s e rv e  us. Sadi p o s s e s s e d  no g r e a t e r  p r iv acy  
o r  in d iv id u a li ty  than is  th row n  open to  m e . He had no m o re  
i n t e r io r  and e s s e n t ia l  and s a c r e d  s e l f  th an  can  com e naked into 
m y thought a t  th is  m om ent.  T ru th  and a t r u e  m an  is  som eth ing  
e s s e n t i a l ly  public , not p r iv a te .  If Sadi w e re  to com e back  to 
c la im  a p e r s o n a l  iden tity  w ith  the  h i s t o r i c a l  Sadi, he  would find 
th e re  w e r e  too  m any of us , he could not g e t  a sk in  tha t  would 
con ta in  us a l l .  The sym bol of a p e r s o n a l  id en ti ty  p r e s e r v e d  in 
th is  s e n s e  i s  a m u m m y  f r o m  the c a ta c o m b s — a w hole skin, it 
m ay  [ be] , but no life w ith in  it .  By liv ing the  life of a m an  is 
m ade  c o m m o n  p ro p e r ty .  . . . The d i f f e re n c e  be tw een  any m an  
and th a t  p o s te r i ty  am id  w hom  he i s  fam ous  i s  too  ins ign if ican t 
to s a n c t io n  th a t  he should be se t  up a g a in  in  any w o r ld  as  d i s 
t in c t  f r o m  th e m .  M ethinks I can  be a s  u l t im a te  w ith  the e s s e n c e  
of an  a n c ie n t  w o rth y  a s ,  so to sp eak , he w a s  w ith  h im se lf .
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T h u s ,  w e have  T h o rea u  the  in d iv id u a lis t  m ak ing  w ith  unfeigned 

conv ic t ion  such  s ta te m e n ts  a s ,  "Man h as  a m il l io n  e y e s ,  and the r a c e  

knows in f in i te ly  m o re  than the ind iv idua l.  C onsen t to  be w ise  th ro u g h  

y o u r  r a c e .  H e re  he w as undoubtedly  speaking  of the  s p i r i tu a l  r e s i 

due of h u m an  e x p e r ie n c e  w hich  m ight e a s i ly  be t e r m e d  in s t in c t .  It is 

l e s s  c l e a r  w hat he m ay  have m ean t in s ta t in g  th a t ,  "It would be som e 

advan tage  to  ph ilosophy if m en  w e re  n am ed  m e r e ly  in  the g r o s s ,  a s  

th e y  a r e  known. It would only be n e c e s s a r y  to  know the g en u s ,  and 

p e rc h a n c e ,  the  s p e c ie s  and v a r ie ty ,  to know the  i n d i v i d u a l . H e  m ay  

have  been  re la t in g  the h i s to r i c a l  life of the ra c e  to th e  s p i r i tu a l  life of 

the  ind iv idua l,  a s  he ex p lic it ly  did in  A Week:

We a r e  g ra te fu l  w hen we a r e  re m in d e d  by i n t e r i o r  ev idence  of 
the p e rm a n e n c e  of u n iv e rs a l  law s, fo r  o u r  fa ith  i s  but fa in tly  
r e m e m b e r e d ,  indeed , is  not a r e m e m b e r e d  a s s u r a n c e ,  but a 
u se  and en joym en t of knowledge. It is  when we do not have  to 
be l iev e ,  but com e into a c tu a l  co n tac t  w ith  T ru th ,  and a r e  
re la te d  to h e r  in the  m o s t  d i r e c t  and in t im a te  w ay. . . . a l l  the 
ev en ts  w h ich  m ake  up the a n n a ls  of th e  na tions  a r e  but the 
shadow s of o u r  p r iv a te  e x p e r ie n c e s .  Suddenly and s i le n t ly  
the  e r a s  w hich  we c a l l  h i s to ry  aw ake and g l im m e r  in  us , and 
th e r e  is  ro o m  fo r  A lex an d e r  and H ann ibal to m a r c h  and co n q u er .
In sh o r t ,  th e  h i s to r y  which we re a d  is  only a  f a in te r  m e m o ry  
of ev en ts  w h ich  have happened in o u r  own e x p e r ie n c e .  T r a d i 
tion  is  a m o r e  in te r ru p te d  and f e e b le r  m e m o ry .

In o th e r  th in k e rs  such id e a s  have  led to c o n s e r v a t i s m ,  but a ll ied  

to  T h o r e a u 's  view of h is to ry  d is c u s s e d  above, h is  thought does  not fo l 

low the  t r a d i t io n a l i s t s  to a de fense  of the s ta tu s  quo. The th em e  of 

r a c e  m e m o ry  in  the hands of such  w r i t e r s  a s  H ouston  S tew art
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C h am b er la in ,  A lfred  R o se n b e rg ,  and E r n s t  D rie k  h a s  led to  a d o c tr in e  

of r a c ia l  s u p e r io r i ty .  I t  is  obvious tha t H en ry  T h o re a u  inc luded  a l l  of 

m ankind  in  the w o rd  " r a c e " ,  but even so, he did not e sc a p e  a l l  of the 

lo g ica l  con seq u en ces  of a th e o ry  of r a c ia l  m e m o ry  and , a s  w il l  be 

a p p a re n t  la te r ,  he he ld  a th o rough  doc tr ine  of e l i t i s m  and h e ro  w o rsh ip . 

It is  p o ss ib le  f r o m  c e r t a in  of h is  o b se rv a tio n s  on th e  I r i s h ,  N e g ro es ,  

C anad ians , and n o n -Y ankees  g e n e ra l ly ,  to sugges t th a t  he w as  not above 

su sp ec tin g  tha t  th e r e  m ig h t  be an a n c e s t r a l  b a s is  to c e r t a in  ty p es  of 

s u p e r io r i ty .  F o r  T h o re a u ,  how ever, the p o s s ib i l i ty  of a r a c ia l  m e m o ry  

and an  e l i t i s m  b ased  upon th is  s o r t  of in tu ition  c am e  f r o m  h is  m e ta 

p h y s ica l  position  on the c o n se rv a t io n  of s p i r i t .  It w i l l  be an  im p o r tan t  

th e m e  to r e c a l l  w hen c o n s id e r in g  the function of the  h e ro  in  T h o re a u 's  

d is t in c t ly  po li t ica l  th e o ry ,  and in  the n a tu re  of m an.

Two an a lo g ies  c e r ta in ly  m ay  be d raw n  w ith  T h o r e a u 's  view of the 

c o n se rv a t io n  of s p i r i t .  In som e re s p e c ts  i t  is  s i m i l a r  to the  O rien ta l  

th em e  of e te r n a l  r e c u r r e n c e .  H ow ever, e te r n a l  r e c u r r e n c e  im p lie s  

the  c y c l ic a l  re a p p e a ra n c e  of s ta tic  and com ple ted  d e s ig n s ,  w h e re a s  

T h o r e a u 's  idea  is  a  m o re  dynam ic  unfolding of s p i r i tu a l  c r e a t io n  re la ted  

to  u n iv e r s a l  fo rm s .  R ea li ty  w as fo r  T h o reau , a s  f o r  E m e r s o n ,  a s p i r a l  

w h e re in  a l l  th ings  a r e  s t i l l  p o ss ib le  r a th e r  than a c lo se d  c i r c l e .  In a 

p a s sa g e  re m in is c e n t  of H eg e l  he w ro te , " t ru th  is  e v e r  re tu rn in g  into 

h e r s e l f .  I g l im p se  one f e a tu re  to -day , a n o th e r  to - m o r r o w ;  and the next



233

day  th e y  a r e  b lended .

It is to  H eg e lian  c y c l i c is m  tha t the second  analogy  m ay  be d raw n . 

B ut, the  ana lo g y  cannot be su s ta in e d  in  any th ing  o th e r  than  a  s im i l a r i t y  

of p r o c e s s ,  f o r  H e g e l 's  ap p lica t io n  of the  d ia le c t ic  to  the  n a t io n - s ta te  

is  a n t i th e t ic a l  to the  view T h o rea u  took. N a t io n - s ta te s  w e re  fo r  

T h o re a u  c lo se  to  n o n - r e a l i t i e s ,  at le a s t  in the  sen se  tha t  H egel would 

have used  the  t e r m .  T h o rea u  d i s m is s e d  th e m  casu a lly :  "The h i s to r i a n

s t r i v e s  in  v a in  to  m ak e  th e m  m e m o ra b le .  T h e re  a r e  o c ca s io n s  w hen , 

as  we s h a l l  s ee  l a t e r ,  T h o rea u  sp ea k s  of in s t i tu t io n s  such  a s  the  s ta te  

in a tone  s i m i l a r  to H egel, but fo r  the  m o s t  p a r t  T h o rea u  did not c o n 

s id e r  tha t  t h e r e  is  su ff ic ien t s p i r i tu a l  con ten t in so c ia l  in s t i tu t io n s  f o r  

the  p r in c ip le  of c o n s e rv a t io n  of s p i r i t  to  o p e ra te .  In th e  life of the  

ind iv idua l,  and beyond th a t,  in  the  r a c e ,  s p i r i t  e x i s t s  and a c c u m u la te s  

th ro u g h  language and r a c ia l  m e m o ry .  The idea  of c o n se rv a t io n  of s p i r i t  

a c c o u n ts  fo r  h is  p r e f e r e n c e  fo r  m y th  o v e r  h i s to ry ,  and f o r  p o e try  o v e r  

p ro s e .  T h ese  fo r m s  a r e  b e t te r  su i ted  to s e r v e  a s  v e h ic le s  fo r  the  

t r a n s m i s s i o n  of t r u t h  th ro u g h  the p a ss a g e  of t im e  and th ro u g h  the  s u c 

c e s s io n  of r i s in g  and dying g e n e ra t io n s  w h ich  inhabit th is  c u r io u s  

u n iv e r s e .  As he o b se rv e d  in  "Sunday" of A Week.

It is  in te r e s t in g  to  o b se rv e  with what s in g u la r  unan im ity  the 
f a r th e s t  su n d e red  na tions  and g e n e ra t io n s  consen t to  give 
c o m p le te n e s s  and ro u n d n e ss  to  an  an c ien t  fab le ,  of w hich 
th ey  in d is t in c t ly  a p p re c ia te  the b eau ty  o r  the  t ru th .  . . .
By such  slow a g g re g a t io n  has  m ytho logy  grow n f r o m  the 
f i r s t .  The v e ry  n u r s e r y  ta le s  of th is  g e n e ra t io n  w e re  the 
n u r s e r y  ta le s  of p r im e v a l  r a c e s .  They  m ig r a te  f r o m  E a s t  to
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W est,  and ag a in  f r o m  w e s t  to  e a s t ;  now t r a p p e d  in to  the " ta le  
d iv in e "  of b a r d s ,  now s h ru n k  in to  a p o p u la r  rh y m e . This  is  
a n  a p p ro a c h  to  th a t  u n iv e r s a l  language w h ich  m e n  have sought 
in  va in .

T he  s p i r i tu a l  con ten t of r a c e s  of m en , of pine t r e e s ,  of ro c k s ,  is  

p r e s e r v e d  by as  fixed a law of n a tu re  as  the  c o n s e rv a t io n  of e n e rg y  o r  

of m a t t e r .  In  th e se  law s of co n se rv a t io n ,  the  id e n t i f ic a t io n  of m ankind  

with a l l  o th e r  n a tu ra l  phenom ena  f r o m  w hich  he i s  l i t e r a l ly  in s e p a ra b le  

h a s  a m e ta p h y s ic a l  b a s i s .  It is  obvious th a t  e v e ry th in g  is  in t e r r e l a t e d  

in both a  p h y s ic a l  and in  a s p i r i tu a l  s e n s e ,  and m en  in s t in c t iv e ly  f e e l  

th is  to  be t r u e .  But, th is  should not be in t e r p r e t e d  in  such  a way a s  to  

m odify  h is  b a s ic  d u a l is t ic  view of the n a tu re  of the  u n iv e rse .

In s u m m a ry ,  T h o re a u  had no q u a lm s  about the  ex is ten c e  of o b je c 

tive  r e a l i ty .  While the s p i r i t  of God p e rv a d e s  the  u n iv e rse  and im p a r t s  

a m e a s u r e  of d iv in ity  to i t ,  the m a te r i a l  u n iv e r s e  is G od 's  c re a t io n  

roo ted  in  s p i r i t ,  but is  not w holly  s p i r i t ,  and is  not God h im se lf .  The 

s p i r i t  w h ich  p e rv a d e s  the  u n iv e rse  p e rm e a ts  the  o b je c ts  which o c c u r  in  

it. T h e r e f o r e ,  T h o r e a u 's  fee l in g  fo r  d iv in ity  is  b e t t e r  d e sc r ib e d  a s  a 

v a r ie ty  of v i t a l i s m  r a t h e r  th an  p an th e ism . '  T h o re a u  s e e m s  to have had 

a kind of A r i s to te l ia n  view  of " s o u l" — or in T ran sc en d e n ta l  t e r m s ,  O v e r 

so u l—w hich  p ro v id es  the  en te lech y  of the u n iv e r s e  and i ts  phenom ena. 

Thus a s  we have  seen , T h o re a u  is both id e a l i s t  and d u a l is t .  He w as 

conv inced  of a u n iv e rse  w h ich  p ro v id es  a u n iv e r s a l  re a so n ,  in the c a u s a 

t iv e  r a t h e r  th a n  the cognitive  s en se ;  yet he a d m it te d  an  i r r a t i o n a l i s m  in
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the  co g n itiv e  p r o c e s s e s  of m a n 's  in te l le c tu a l  p e rc e p t io n s  b e c a u se  of h is  

b e l ie f  in the  s u p e r io r i ty  of the a ffec t iv e  p e rc ep t io n s  of m a n 's  s p i r i tu a l  

in tu i t io n s .  The u n s a t i s fa c to ry  con fus ion  about the so u rce  of m o ra l i ty ,  

s o m e t im e s  e x te r n a l  to  n a tu re  and  s o m e t im e s  in h e re n t  in  ob jec t iv e  c r e a 

tion , is  a g la r in g  flaw  in h is  m e ta p h y s ic s  and a p ro b le m  fo r  the e th ic s  

of h is  p o l i t ic s .  A dd itiona lly , h is  p h ilo so p h ica l  co nc lus ions  c o n ce rn in g  

the te le o lo g y  of a u n iv e rse  w hose  m a n ife s ta t io n s  in  n a tu ra l  phenom ena  

a r e  m o r a l ly  n e u t r a l  d e sp i te  the ob jec t ive  r e a l i ty  of ev il  c r e a te  d if f i 

cu l t ie s  f o r  h is  l a t e r  p o li t ic a l  thought.

In any c a s e ,  T h o r e a u 's  view of the  u n iv e rse  is  com plex , c o m b in 

ing s e v e r a l  id e a s  w hich  m ay  not be w ho lly  co m p atib le  o r  log ica lly  

c o n s is te n t .  But he  w as c a r e fu l  to m ak e  a r e s e r v a t io n  w hich  p r e s e r v e d  

h is  view of r e a l i ty  f r o m  h o p e le s s  confusion; "L et us w an d e r  w h e re  we 

w ill ,  the u n iv e r s e  is  built round about u s ,  and we a r e  c e n t r a l  s t i l l .  . . .

Yet the  u n iv e rse  is  a  s p h e re  w hose c e n t e r  is  w h e re v e r  th e re  is  in te l l i -

96gence. The sun is  not so c e n t r a l  as  a m an . " The r e a l  l ie s  in  the

p re s e n t  m o m en t and in  the p e r s p e c t iv e  of the  ind iv idual.

N a tu re  and h u m an  life a r e  a s  v a r io u s  to o u r  s e v e r a l  e x p e r ie n c e s  
a s  o u r  co n s ti tu t io n s  a r e  v a r io u s .  Who sh a l l  say  w hat p ro s p e c t  
life o f f e rs  to  a n o th e r?  Could a g r e a t e r  m i r a c le  take  p lace  th a n  
if we should  look th rough  each  o t h e r ' s  eyes  fo r  an in s ta n t?  We 
should  live  in  a l l  the ag es  of the w o r ld  in  an  h o u r ,  —aye, in  a l l  
the w o r ld s  of the  ag es .

A s  i s  th e  c a s e  w ith  m an y  p o l i t ic a l  t h e o r i s t s  w hose  w o rk s  a r e  w r i t 

te n  w ith  m o r e  exp lic it  ex p lana tion  of t h e i r  v iew s, it i s  the n a tu re  of m an
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w h ic h  i s  th e  k ey s teo n e  of T h o r e a u ’s m e ta p h y s ic a l  s y s te m  as  w e ll  a s  th e  

b a s i s  of h is  p o l i t ic a l  thought. M ankind and m a n  in p a r t i c u la r  m u s t  ex is t  

b e fo re  any o th e r  c o n s id e ra t io n s  of the r e a l  o r  the  ap p a ren t  have m ean in g .
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CHAPTE R V 

"TH E NATURE O F MAN"

In  T h o r e a u ’s v iew , the m a jo r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of m an  a r e  (1) his 

dua l n a tu re  a s  both a  p h y s ica l  and s p i r i tu a l  being; (2) h is  e x is ten c e  as 

a p a r t  of the  n a tu ra l  o r d e r  of the m a t e r i a l  u n iv e rse ;  (3) h is  d i s c r e te  

ind iv idua li ty ;  (4) the  f r e e d o m  of h is  w ill;  and (5) h is  tendency  to e x a g 

g e ra te  the  im p o r ta n c e  of the soc ia l  a r t i f i c e s  w hich  h is  innate  g r e g a r io u s 

n e s s  c a u se  h im  to develop . T h e re  a r e  o th e r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of m ankind 

th a t  T h o re a u  re c o g n ize d ,  am ong w hich  a r e  a  c l a s s  of s p i r i tu a l  a t t r ib u te s  

t r a n s c e n d in g  the l im i ta t io n s  im posed  upon m ank ind  by the n e c e s s i t i e s  of 

h is  p h y s ic a l  being. H o w ev er ,  the p h y s ica l  n a tu re  of m ank ind , w hile  not 

occupying  p r im a r y  p la ce  in T h o re a u 's  th ink ing , is  g iven f i r s t  c o n s id e r a 

t io n  in th is  c h a p te r  b e c a u s e  T h o rea u  re c o g n iz e d  it to be a p r io r  condition 

of the  s p i r i tu a l  s ide  of m a n ’s n a tu re .  The e le m e n ts  of s p i r i t ,  w ill ,  and 

a ffe c t iv e  in te ll ig en ce  in the B erg so n ian  s e n s e  tha t o c c u r  in h u m an ity  w ill  

follow second  in the o r d e r  of d is c u s s io n .  The sy n th e s is  of the  two s ides  

of m a n 's  n a tu re  in  a c o m p le te  p ic tu re  of h u m a n  p o ten tia l  w il l  occupy the 

th i r d  a r e a  of d is c u s s io n  w ith  p a r t i c u la r  a t te n t io n  being given to  T h o r e a u ’s 

thecay of the  h e ro ,  in  w h ich  the  ideal fu lf i l lm en t  of hum an  p o ten tia l  is 

a ch iev ed .

T h o re a u  su f fe re d  a  c e r ta in  d o u b len ess  of v is io n  when co n sid e r in g
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m an k in d , p a r t i c u la r ly  in  t e r m s  of m a n 's  m a t e r i a l  e lem en t ,  w hich  

r e s u l te d  in  p a r t  f r o m  the  d u a l i s m  of h is  m e ta p h y s ic s ,  but w hich w as  

a lso  a  co n seq u en ce  of the  fu n d am en ta l  in co n so n an ce  betw een the  T r a n 

sc e n d e n ta l  view of the n a tu re  of m a n  tha t he p ro f e s s e d  and the d a r k e r  

su sp ic io n s  he h a rb o re d  about h is  fellow c r e a t u r e s  a s  leg ac ie s  of h is  

P u r i t a n  New E ng land  h e r i t a g e  and tha t w e re  re in fo rc e d  by the V ic to r ia n  

p r u d e r i e s  of h is  t im e .  He v a sc i l la te d  be tw een  one e x t re m e  view and  the 

o th e r  a t tem p tin g  to find a  co m fo r ta b le  a cc o m m o d a tio n .  In h is  d o c tr in e  

of the h e ro ,  he f ina lly  m ad e  a c o m p ro m ise  w h ich  sa t i s f ie d  the d em an d s  

of h is  m e ta p h y s ic a l  d u a l i s m  and h is  P u r i ta n  m o r a l  p re d i le c t io n s ,  but 

le f t  l i t t l e  m o re  than  an apo logy  to the g rand  o p t im is m  of h is  e a r ly  T r a n 

sc e n d e n ta l  thinking about the  com m on m an. A s  he g rew  o ld e r  the  e m p h a 

s is  of h is  th inking sh if ted  to  the  d a r k e r  s ide  of th e  hum an  p e r s o n a l i ty  a s  

he b e c a m e  d is i l lu s io n ed  w ith  the sp ec im e n s  of h u m an ity  which he  c a m e  

in  co n tac t  w ith  and d is h e a r te n e d  by the  m o r a l  fo l l ie s ,  if not s h e e r  m a l i 

c io u s n e s s ,  to which they  s e e m e d  p re d isp o se d ,  e s p e c ia l ly  w hen a c t in g  in  

c o n c e r t  fo r  so c ia l  o r  p o l i t ic a l  ends. Such con fus ion  as th e re  m a y  have  

b een  in  h is  thinking w as p ro b a b ly  d is m is s e d  o r  a t  le a s t  r e n d e re d  in c o n s e 

q u e n t ia l  w ith  the re f in e m e n t  of h is  idea  of the  h e r o  and the a c tu a l  a p p e a r 

ance  of the  h e ro ic  a rc h e ty p e  in the p e rso n  of Jo h n  Brown.

A s a  d u a lis t ,  T h o re a u  w as bound to see  two a s p e c ts  of m an , the  

p h y s ic a l  and  the  s p i r i tu a l .  One of the d if f icu l t ie s  which m an  m u s t  b e a r  is
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th e  co n s ta n t  tugging he fe e ls  f r o m  both s ides  of h i s  n a tu re  b ecau se ,  a s

he  put i t  in  A W eek , the  s p i r i t  of m an  is  im p e r fe c t ly  m ing led  with h is

body.  ̂ He w ro te  s e v e r a l  a p h o r i s m s  to i l lu s t r a t e  th e  point, such  a s ,

2
"On one s id e  of m an  is  the a c tu a l ,  and on the o th e r  the  idea l ,  " and 

"The eye m a y  see  fo r  the hand, but not fo r  the m ind . Both s ides  of 

m a n  w e r e  in f in ite ly  in te re s t in g  to  T ho reau ,  but i t  w as  u l t im a te ly  the  

s p i r i tu a l  n a tu re  of m an  w hich  com m anded  h is  f i r s t  loya lty , and it w as 

m a n ’s s p i r i t u a l  being w hich c la im e d  p r io r i ty  in  th e  g ra n d  schem e of 

h is  th ink ing . To s t r e s s  the  point is  to  r i s k  d raw ing  too sh a rp  a d ic h o 

to m y  be tw een  the  two s id es  of m a n ’s n a tu re ,  fo r  T h o r e a u  thought of th e m  

le s s  a s  s e p a r a te  s ta te s  of being than as two p h a se s  in  the s ingle  p ro c e s s  

of liv ing . A lthough the poetic  language m ak es  the  c e n t r a l  point s o m e 

w hat o b tu se ,  T h o re a u  d e s c r ib e d  h is  view of the life  p r o c e s s  w hich 

m in g led  the  body and s p i r i t  a lb e i t  im p e rfec tly :

T h is  s t r e a m  of even ts  w hich  we consent to c a l l  a c tu a l ,  and tha t 
o th e r  m ig h t ie r  s t r e a m  w hich  alone c a r r i e s  us w ith  it ,  —what 
m a k e s  the  d if fe ren ce?  On th e  one ou r  bod ies  f lo a t ,  and we have 
sy m p a th y  with it  th ro u g h  th e m ; on the o th e r ,  o u r  s p i r i t s .  We 
a r e  e v e r  dying to  one w o rld  and being born  in to  a n o th e r ,  and 
p o s s ib ly  no m an  knows w h e th e r  he is at any t im e  dead  in  the 
s e n s e  in  w hich  he a f f i r m s  tha t  phenom enon of a n o th e r  o r  not. ^

T his  w as a  fasc in a tin g  m y s te r y  fo r  T h o rea u ,  and  one w hich  he 

fe l t  d e s e rv e d  the  c lo se s t  o b s e rv a t io n  and a t ten tio n .  He fe lt  tha t the 

a c tu a l  phenom ena  of hum an  life  d e s e rv e s  to  be im p a r t i a l ly  s tudied. He 

found it in e x p licab le  th a t  m ank ind  had p ro g r e s s e d  so f a r  in te l le c tu a l ly
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and ye t "the sc ience  of H um an  N a tu re  has  n e v e r  been  a t te m p ted ,  a s  the  

sc ie n c e  of N a tu re  h a s .  The d ry  light has  n e v e r  shone on i t .  N e i th e r

5
p h y s ic s  n o r  m e ta p h y s ic s  have touched  it. " One th ing  about m a n  w h ich  

is  not to  be denied, h o w e v e r ,  i s  tha t  m an  i s  a  p a r t  of n a tu re ,  a m a t e r i a l  

and p h y s ica l  being and a s  such  h a s  an im p o r tan c e  by v ir tu e  of h is  p lace  

in  the o r d e r  of living c r e a t u r e s .

In h is  b iography  of T h o rea u ,  Jo se p h  Wood K ru tch  a rg u e s  th a t

T h o re a u  g rad u a l ly  m oved  f r o m  an o rig in a lly  T tan scen d en ta l  view of m a n

to  a m o r e  n a tu ra l is t ic  view. K ru tc h  says tha t:

T he  m o r e  h is  o b s e rv a t io n s  took in and the lo n g e r  he b rooded  
o v e r  the  fa c ts  he had o b s e rv e d ,  the  m o re  obvious it b ecam e  
th a t  m a n  w as  a p a r t  of n a tu r e ,  not n a tu re  a  p a r t  of m an; th a t  
m a n  re f le c te d  h e r ,  not she h im ; tha t h e r  p u rp o se s  and h e r  
s ta n d a rd s  m ight inc lude  so m e  of h is ,  but they  inc luded  m u ch  
m o r e  a lso ,  so that th e  m e r e ly  hum an w as swallow ed up in the 
n a tu ra l .  ^

T h o re a u  w as h im s e l f  e g o ce n tr ic  by d isp o s it io n ,  and w hen dealing  

w ith  m o r a l ,  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  i s s u e s ,  he took an  a n th ro p o c e n tr ic  v ie w 

point. But as  co n ce rn s  m a n ’s p h y s ica l  being he s ee m s  n e v e r  to have  

e n te r ta in e d  a s e r io u s  doubt th a t  m an  is  not a n o th e r  th re a d  in  the p a t te rn e d  

fa b r ic  of n a tu re ,  wholly bound in  the w arp  and woof of c re a t io n .  F r o m  

th e  v e ry  e a r ly  J o u rn a l  i t  i s  a p p a re n t  tha t  he saw  m an  a s  p a r t  of the  cha in  

of m a t t e r  w hich  c o m p o ses  th e  o rg an ic  e a r th :  "We p a ss  th ro u g h  a l l  

d e g re e s  of life  f ro m  the  l e a s t  o rgan ic  to the m o s t  com plex . S o m e tim e s

7
we a r e  m e r e  pudd ing-s tone  and s c o r ia e .  " F r o m  the  m idd le  J o u rn a l ,  ten
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y e a r s  a f t e r  J o h n 's  death , co m es  th e  s ta t e m e n t ,  "I f a r m  th e  dus t  of m y  

a n c e s to r s .  . . .  I go fo r th  to r e d e e m  the  m eadow s they  have b eco m e . I

g
c o m p e l  th e m  to tak e  re fuge  in  t u r n i p s . "  And in the la te  J o u rn a l ,  j u s t  

a f t e r  h is  f a th e r  had died, he w ro te ,  "The m a t t e r  w hich com p o sed  the

Q
body of o u r  f i r s t  h u m an  f a th e r  s t i l l  e x i s t s  u n d e r  a n o th e r  n a m e ."

B e c a u se  he is  a t one w ith the o rg an iz in g  p r in c ip le  w hich  n a tu re  m a n i 

f e s t s  in th e  law of c o n se rv a t io n  of m a t t e r ,  m an  id e n tif ie s  h im s e l f  w ith  

the  e a r t h  o r  the m a te r i a l  which m a k e s  th e  phenom ena  found in  n a tu re .  

W ith a kind of c h ee rfu l  a cc e p tan c e  of th is  re la t io n s h ip  with M o th er  

E a r th ,  T h o r e a u  w as  ab le  to  o b s e rv e  th a t  " the  bones of c h i ld re n  soon 

tu r n  to  dus t  ag a in .  In a v e ry  r e a l  and im m e d ia te  sen se ,  m a n  is  a 

p a r t  of n a tu re  and sub jec t  to the  g e n e r a l  law s  th a t  th e  v a r io u s  g e n e r a  

obey in  com ing  into e x is te n c e ,  f lo u r ish in g  fo r  a  s e a so n ,  dying to  m ak e  

ro o m  f o r  th e  su cceed in g  g e n e ra t io n  w hile  p rov id ing  a  m e a s u r e  of n o u r i s h 

m e n t  fo r  the  r e p la c e m e n t .  In th is  s e n se ,  T h o re a u  saw  m ankind  re la te d  

to  a l l  a n im a l  l ife ,  vege tab le  l ife , and ev en  the supposed ly  in an im a te  

fo r m s  of e a r th ly  m a t t e r .  T h o re a u  d e c la re d  th a t  he had  yet to  m e e t  a 

" p h i lo so p h e r  who could , in a qu ite  c o n c lu s iv e ,  undoubtful way, show m e 

th e , and , if  not t h e , then  how [ s ic] a n y , d if fe ren c e  be tw een  m an  and a 

f ish . We a r e  so m u ch  a like . ^

It is  c l e a r  th e r e f o r e ,  tha t T h o re a u  r e g a r d e d  h u m an ity  w ith  the  

s a m e  eye th a t  he c a s t  on the  r e s t  of n a tu r e .  A s  one of n a tu r e 's  s p e c ie s .



246

m ankind  i s  the  s a m e  w h e r e v e r  and w h en ev e r  h u m a n  be ings  o c c u r ,  in  

the sa m e  way th a t  c a ts  a r e  th e  sam e  w h e th e r  in  an c ien t  Egypt o r  in  the 

T h o re a u  hou seh o ld .  The c o n s tan t  e lem en t of h u m an ity  a s  one of the 

g e n e ra  of n a tu re  is  re s p o n s ib le  fo r  T h o re a u 's  r e m a r k  tha t  it would be 

ad v an tageous  to  ph ilosophy  fo r  m e n  to  be n am ed  in  the  g r o s s ,  fo r  then  

the  in d iv id u a l  m ig h t  be known if  one had  id en tif ied  h is  genus, s p e c ie s ,  

and v a r ie ty .

In v iew  of the  fo reg o in g , m ankind  is  su b jec t  to the sam e  n a tu r a l  

fo r c e s  w hich  c o n tro l  the  l iv es  of o th e r  o r d e r s  of be in g s .  So d e l ic a te ly  

a ttuned  is  h u m a n ity  to  the  cond itions  of n a tu re  th a t  th e  p e r io d  of m a n 

k ind’s e x is te n c e  on the  globe could  be ended by only a b i t  c o ld e r  w in te r ,

o r  a d e e p e r  snow, o r  a  m o r e  v io len t wind fo r  "it would be so e a s y  to cut

13th e i r  th r e a d s  any  t im e  w ith  a l i t t le  s h a r p e r  b la s t  f r o m  the n o r th .  " Man

liv es  te n a c io u s ly  on the  b r in k  of ann ih ila tion , but h a s  one ad v an tag e  o v e r

h is  fe llow  c r e a t u r e s :  he " is  an a n im a l  who m o re  than  any o th e r  can

adap t h im s e l f  to  a l l  c l im a te s  and c i r c u m s ta n c e s .  Being m o r e  ad ap t iv e ,

he  h a s  b een  ab le  to  a s s e r t  do m in io n  o v e r  the  e a r th  but obeys in  h is  own

tu r n  the  in s t in c ts  w hich  a r e  p a r t  of h is  r a c e ,  a s  w hen in  h is  m ig r a t io n s

he has  u su a l ly  fo llow ed  a c o u r s e  f r o m  e a s t  to  w e s t ,  fo llowing the r i v e r

15p a t te rn s  a s  he  m o ved . In  the  span of t im e  w hich  m a n  h a s  been  in h a b i t 

ing th e  w o r ld ,  h is  e s s e n t i a l  d ia s th e s is  h a s  been  co n s ta n t  even  though  the  

m o d es  of h is  e x is te n c e  have  b e en  m o d if ied  a cco rd in g  to  the  s ta te  of c iv i l i 



247

z a t io n  th a t  he h a s  a ch iev ed . The h um an ity  w hich  a p p e a r s  i s  of uneven 

q u a li ty ,  but it  does ach ie v e  a n  a v e ra g e  w hich  i s  h ea l th y  enough to e n s u re  

the  con tin u a tio n  of m ank ind  f r o m  age to age . T h o re a u  spoke of the "h e rd  

of m e n "  who ex is t  in  the  s a m e  way as  c a t t le  do; but d e sp ite  the  c o a r s e 

n e s s  and  n u m e ro u s  im p e r fe c t io n s  w hich a r e  f r e q u e n t  am ong  ind iv id u a ls ,  

t h e r e  is  hope f o r  the  h e rd .

Though th e r e  a r e  m an y  c ro o k e d  and c ra b b e d  s p e c im e n s  of hum anity  
am o n g  th em , run  a l l  to  th o rn  and r ind , and c row ded  out of shape 
by a d v e r s e  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  like the  th i r d  ch es tn u t  in  the b u r ,  so tha t 
you w o n d e r  to  see  so m e  h ead s  w e a r  a whole h a t ,  yet f e a r  not tha t  
th e  r a c e  w ill  fa i l  o r  w a iv e r  in  th em ; like the  c r a b s  w h ich  grow  in  
h e d g e s ,  they  fu rn ish  th e  s to ck s  of sweet and th r i f ty  f r u i t s  s t i l l .
T hus is  n a tu re  r e c r u i t e d  f r o m  age to age , w hile  the  f a i r  and p a la 
tab le  v a r ie t i e s  die out, and  have th e i r  p e r io d .  T h is  is  tha t m a n 
kind. How cheap  m u s t  be the  m a te r i a l  of w hich  so m a n y  m en  a r e  
m a d e .

How cheap , yet how d e a r ,  fo r  T h o rea u  a ls o  had  th e  p ro foundes t 

co n v ic t io n  of the  w o r th  of ind iv idua l pe rsonhood . E v en  though a m a n  is  

a p a r t  of n a tu re  and is  m e r e l y  an in c id en ta l  and p a ss in g  a p p e a ra n c e  in  

th e  co n tin u u m  of the  r a c e ,  f o r  tha t ind iv idua l a l l  the  life  and re a l i ty  th a t  

is  e x i s t s  only in  h is  p e rc e p t io n s .  F o r  th is  r e a s o n ,  T h o re a u  saw each  

in d iv id u a l  a s  a p a r t i c le  of the  g r e a t e r  t ru th ,  and a s  such , a thing of 

i n t r in s i c  w orth .

T h is  point h a s  b een  n e g lec te d  by th o se  who see  T h o re a u  as  a c o m 

p le te  in d iv id u a lis t .  He did  reco g n ize  m a n ’s re la t io n s h ip  not only to  the  

r e s t  of c re a t io n ,  but a lso  the  r e s t  of hum anity . The reco g n it io n  of the  

d ep en d en cy  of m ankind  upon the p h y s ica l  se tt in g  p la ce s  T h o rea u  s o m e 
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w h a t  a p a r t  f r o m  th e  a to m is m  of the  S co tt ish  in d iv id u a l i s t s .  As 

T h o r e a u 's  de fin it ion  of m a n  p laced  h im  in th e  co n tex t  of the  whole of 

c r e a t io n ,  it  a lso  p la ce d  the  ind iv idua l in  the co n tex t  of the  whole hum an 

r a c e .  A s we sh a l l  s e e ,  th e r e  is  a s o c ia l  a s p e c t  to  m ank ind  in  T h o r e a u 's  

w r i t in g s  th a t  has  b een  som ew hat neg lec ted .

Yet, s ince  n a tu re  occup ied  so la rg e  a s h a r e  of h is  a tten tio n ,  it 

i s  lo g ic a l  tha t  m an  f i r s t  be c o n s id e re d  f r o m  a p u re ly  p h y s ica l  s ta n d 

po in t.  In som e w ay s ,  W alden  and n e a r ly  a l l  of h is  w r i t in g  in the  e a r ly  

and  m idd le  y e a r s  s e e m  to be a d d r e s s e d  to  the  p ro b le m  of how to  p rovide  

th e  n e c e s s a r i e s  of life  w hile  p re s e rv in g  enough of the  p re s e n t  m o m en t 

to  p rov ide  fo r  the  n e c e s s a r i e s  of the  s p i r i t .  S t i l l ,  h is  de fin it ion  of what 

i s  n e c e s s a r y  to  life  w a s  f a i r ly  n a r ro w  a s  he  po in ted  out:

By the  w o rd s ,  n e c e s s a r y  of life , I m e an  w h a te v e r ,  of a l l  that 
m a n  ob ta ins  by h i s  own e x e r t io n s ,  has  been  f r o m  the f i r s t ,  o r  
f r o m  long u se  h a s  b e c o m e , so im p o r ta n t  to  h u m an  life  tha t few, 
if  any, w h e th e r  f r o m  sa v a g e n e s s ,  o r  p o v e r ty ,  o r  philosophy, 
e v e r  a t te m p t  to  do w ithout i t . . . .  The n e c e s s a r i e s  of life  fo r  
m a n  in  th is  c l im a te  m ay , a c c u ra te ly  enough, be d is t r ib u te d  
u n d e r  th e  s e v e r a l  h e a d s  of Food, S h e l te r ,  C lo th ing , and F u e l:  
f o r  not t i l l  we have  s e c u re d  th e se  a r e  we p r e p a r e d  to e n te r ta in  
th e  t r u e  p ro b le m s  of life  w ith  f re e d o m  and a  p ro s p e c t  of s u c 
c e s s .

It is  a p p a re n t  th a t  T h o re a u  reco g n ized  th a t  p h y s ica l  needs  m u s t  be 

m e t  b e fo re  m an  can  develop  beyond the savage  s e a r c h  fo r  su ffic ien t 

m e a n s  of su rv iv a l .  He did not d is p a ra g e  the  body  o r  d e c r y  i ts  s e p a ra te  

e x is t e n c e ,  excep t in  r a r e  in s ta n c e s  w hich  w il l  be poin ted  out l a t e r ,  so 

m u c h  a s  r e le g a te  it to  a s ec o n d a ry  pos it ion  in  the  value sca le  by w hich
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he  judged m a n ’s p u rp o se .  He spoke often  of h is  r e s p e c t  and love of

both a s p e c ts  of m a n ’s divided n a tu re ,  a s  when in W alden  he w ro te ,

I find in  m y se lf ,  and s t i l l  find, an in s t in c t  to w a rd  a h ig h e r ,  
o r ,  a s  i t  i s  nam ed , s p i r i tu a l  life, as  do m o s t  m en , and 
a n o th e r  to w ard  a p r im it iv e  ran k  and savage  one, and I 
r e v e re n c e  th e m  both. I love the wild not l e s s  than  the  good.

T h is  p a r t ly  a cco u n ts  fo r  h is  av id  in te r e s t  in  Ind ians  and in  c u l tu ra l  

an th ro p o lo g y  g e n e ra l ly ,  fo r  although m ankind  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  of the  sam e  

n a tu re  in a l l  t im e s  and in a l l  p la ce s ,  he felt th a t  m o re  p r im it iv e  people 

lived  m o re  co m p le te ly  in  h a rm o n y  with the r e s t  of the n a tu ra l  o r d e r  and 

had not su ffe red  to  the sam e  d e g ree  the  sense  of s e p a ra t io n  f r o m  n a tu re  

tha t  is  one of the c o n seq u en ces  of advancing c iv i l iz a t io n .  A s he b e ca m e  

m o re  c iv i l iz e d  m a n  w as no le s s  n a tu re ’s c r e a t u r e ,  but had a c q u ire d  a 

painful s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  which f r a c tu r e d  h is  id e n t i f ic a t io n  w ith  the w h o le 

n e s s —whole som e n e s s — of n a tu re .  T h is  is  t r u e  both of ind iv idua l p e r 

sons and of r a c e s  of m en. The t ra g ic  e lem en t in  T h o r e a u ’s view of m a n 

kind is  p r e c i s e ly  th is  point, w hich  he m ade  in a poignant p a ssa g e  of "The 

Sphinx":

In a s e n se  the  babe ta k es  i t s  d e p a r tu re  f r o m  N a tu re  a s  the  grow n 
m an  h is  d e p a r tu re  out of h e r ,  and so during  i t s  nonage is  a t one 
w ith  h e r ,  and a s  a  p a r t  of h e r s e l f .  It is  indeed  the  v e ry  f lo w e r  
and b lo s s o m  of N a tu re .  . . .

But a l a s ,  the f ru i t  to be n u r tu re d  in  th e s e  p e ta ls  is  fa ted  
to  b re a k  th e  s te m  which ho lds  it to u n iv e r s a l  c o n s is te n c y .  It 
p a s s e s  th ro u g h  N a tu re  to m anhood, and b e co m e s  u n n a tu ra l ,  
w ithout being a s  ye t quite  s u p e rn a tu ra l .
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Man in  n a tu re  a s  seen  by T h o re a u  w as not the  o v e r -s e n t in a e n ta l  

c r e a t u r e  w hich  R o u sse a u  had  en v is io n ed , n o r  the h o s t i le  and a g g r e s s iv e  

b ru te  at w a r  a g a in s t  a l l  h is  fe llow s w hom  Hobbes had  d e s c r ib e d .  R a th e r ,  

T h o re a u  saw n a tu ra l  m a n  as  p o s se s s in g  both p o s s ib i l i t ie s .  D raw ing  upon 

th e  known h i s to r y  of the  na tive  A m e r ic a n  Ind ians , w hom  he took to r e p r e 

sen t  m a n - in - n a tu r e ,  h e  saw m ank ind  a s  g re g a r io u s  and so c ia l ,  c ap ab le  

of te n d e r  em o tio n s  to w a rd  fam ily  and f r ie n d s ,  of c o o p e ra t io n  w ith in  the  

bounds of t r e a t i e s  o r  p r o m is e s ,  but a l so  capable  of p e r f id i ty  and f e r o 

c io u s  c ru e l ty  to w a rd  h u m an  e n e m ie s .  T h o re a u  a s s u m e d  th a t  n a tu ra l  m a n  

behaved a s  an  a n im a l  b e h av es ,  obed ien t to  in s t in c t  and above a l l  a lso  

d e s i r o u s  of p r e s e r v in g  h is  own e x is te n c e .  W hether p r im i t iv e  o r  m o re  

c u l tu r a l ly  deve loped , the  u rge  to w a rd  s e l f - p r e s e r v a t io n  is  so b as ic  to 

m a n  th a t  it  p e r fo rc e  m a k e s  h im  an  e g o is t ic ,  d i s c r e te  ind iv idua l.

He a lso  fe lt  th a t  th e  le s s  s o p h is t ic a te d  s tag e s  of h u m an  d ev e lo p 

m e n t  p e rm i t te d  m a n  by the  s im p l ic i ty  of p r im it iv e  life  to  reco g n ize  h im -

20
s e l f  a s  "a s o jo u r n e r  in  n a tu re .  " T he p sy ch o lo g ica l  s e p a ra t io n  f r o m  

n a tu re  w hich  c o m e s  w ith  advancing  c iv i l iz a t io n  le ad s  to  a k ind of s c h iz o 

p h ren ic  p e rc e p t io n  of o n e ’s body w h e th e r  one is  co n sc io u s  of the  d ic h o to 

m y  o r  not. He e x p r e s s e d  th is  d is p la c e m e n t  when he w ro te ,  "I m u s t  

co n fe ss  th e r e  is  nothing so s t ra n g e  to  m e a s  m y  own body. I love any 

o th e r  p iece  of n a tu re ,  a lm o s t ,  b e t te r .  The u rg e  to r e c o v e r  the  lo s t  

union w ith  n a tu re  le ad s  som e m en  in to  th e  woods as  h u n te r s ,  and a lthough
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T h o re a u  hoped th a t  they  w ould  p a s s  beyond th a t  s tag e ,  he  reco g n ize d

22i t  a s  an  e x p r e s s io n  of "the m o s t  o r ig in a l  p a r t "  of m an . He be lieved

s tro n g ly  th a t  m a n  m u s t  a ch iev e  a reun ion  w ith  the  r e s t  of the  n a tu ra l

23
o r d e r  and  be " n a tu ra l iz e d  on the  so i l  of e a r th ,  " and th is  m e a n t  not 

only ta i lo r in g  o n e 's  l ife  to  the  d em an d s  of h is  p h y s ica l  n a tu re  o r  even 

of h a rm o n iz in g  c o m p le te ly  w ith  the  r e s t  of the n a tu r a l  o r d e r ,  but a c tu 

a l ly  ach iev in g  a s e n s e  of w h o le n ess  w ith the  p r o c e s s e s  of l ife ,  and not 

m e r e ly  to  c o o p e ra te  c o n sc io u s ly  w ith  an a b s t r a c te d  o r  in te l le c tu a l iz e d  

m e n ta l  im a g e  of w hat m a n 's  life ought to be. To be a  m an  r e q u i r e s  tha t  

he be w hat he is p h y s ica l ly ,  and not what he  th inks  he ought to  be  i n te l 

le c tu a l ly .  P u n g en tly  put, "A m an  th inks  a s  w e ll  th ro u g h  h is  legs  and 

a r m s  a s  h i s  b ra in .  We e x a g g e ra te  the  im p o r ta n c e  and e x c lu s iv e n e s s  of 

the  h e a d q u a r te r s .  . . . T he  P o e t ' s  w o rd s  a r e ,  'You would a lm o s t  say 

the  body th o u g h t! '  I q u ite  say  it.  T h o r e a u 's  m e ta p h o r  of th e  body 

th ink ing  e x p r e s s e s  the  ob jec t iv e  of h a rm o n iz in g  the  m an  w ith  n a tu re  

once m o r e ,  w h ich  i s  one of the  re q u is i t e s  f o r  m a n  to  f e e l  h im s e l f  a 

w hole  p e r s o n .  T he happy  s ta te  of union w ith  h i s  e a r th ly  en v iro n m e n t  

he  in s i s t e d  is  a c a s u a l ty  of c iv i l iz a t io n ,  the  g a rd e n  of E d e n  lo s t  b eca u se  

of the f r u i t s  of know ledge.

The sad  re c o g n i t io n  th a t  m an  cannot go hom e  ag a in  did not p r e 

ven t T h o re a u  f r o m  fee l in g  th a t  a s im p le  life  c an  red u ce  the  s e n s e  of 

s e p a ra t io n .  He took  h e a r t  th a t  m a n  is  not ye t so d e g e n e ra te  b e ca u se
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of h is  so p h is t ic a t io n  tha t  he could not live in  a  cave  and c o v e r  h is  n ak ed 

n e s s  w ith  sk in s , y e t  reco g n ized  th a t  it " is  b e t t e r  to  a cc e p t  the a d v an tag es ,

though so d e a r ly  bought, w h ich  the invention  and  in d u s t ry  of m ankind  

25o ffe r .  " It w as not tha t  T h o re a u  w as  g lorify ing  the  n ob ility  of the  savage ,

but w as acknow ledging  th a t  it  is  m a n ’s n a tu re  to  expand along the l ines  of

h is  a n im a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  to  seek  the  s a t is fa c t io n  of h is  a p p e t i te s ,  and

to  m ake h im s e lf  a s  c o m fo r ta b le  as  the  m an ip u la tio n  of h is  en v iro n m en t

w il l  a llow . T h is  i s  a p re d ic ta b le  consequence  of h is  in te l l ig e n c e ,  and

in s o f a r  a s  m ankind  p u rsu e  th e se  en d s ,  "the c iv i l iz ed  m an  is  a m o re

26
e x p e r ie n c e d  and w i s e r  sav ag e . "

In add ition , a lthough  m an  m u s t  be expec ted  to fu lf ill  h is  n a tu ra l  

c a p a b i l i t i e s  w hich  m u s t  r e s u l t  in the im p ro v e m e n ts  of c iv i l iz a t io n ,  the 

in e sc a p a b le  d is ad v an tag e  of p r o g r e s s  is a fee ling  of a l ien a tio n  f r o m  the 

e n v iro n m e n t  of n a tu re  and a sen se  of s e p a ra t io n  f r o m  the  r e s t  of the 

n a tu ra l  o r d e r .  The f u r th e r  m an  re m o v e s  h im s e l f  f r o m  the im m e d ia te  

co n tac t  w ith n a tu re  a s  the so u rc e  of food and s h e l t e r ,  the  m o re  in ten se  

w i l l  be h is  d is o r ie n ta t io n  and the m o r e  d is to r te d  w il l  be th e  re a l i ty  of 

h i s  se  I f -p e rc e p t io n .  M uch of what T h o reau  had to say  w as d i r e c te d  to 

m ank ind  in h is  c o n s ta n t  condition  of d i s c r e te  in d iv id u a li ty ,  w h e th e r  in 

c iv i l iz e d  nations  o r  in p r e h is to r ic  t r i b e s .  "I w is h ,"  he w ro te  in  h is  

e s s a y  on "W alking, " "to sp ea k  a w o rd  fo r  N a tu re ,  fo r  a b so lu te  f r e e 

dom  and w i ld n e ss ,  a s  c o n t r a s te d  w ith  a  f r e e d o m  and c u l tu re  m e r e ly



253

c iv i l ,  to r e g a r d  m a n  as  an inhab itan t ,  o r  a p a r t  and p a r c e l  of N a tu re ,  

r a t h e r  th a n  a  m e m b e r  of so c ie ty .

O b v ious ly  f o r  T h o reau ,  soc ie ty  w as  not a s  e s s e n t ia l  a condition  

a s  som e  th in k e r s  have  held  it to be fo r  m an  to ach ieve  the fu ll po ten tia l  

of h is  h u m an ity .  T h is  is  not to say  tha t  he did not be l iev e  tha t  m a n - i n - 

n a tu re  does  not have  so c ia l  r e la t io n s  and so c ia l  needs w hich  can only 

be s a t i s f i e d  th ro u g h  contact w ith  o th e r  h u m an  be ings. But quite  c le a r ly  

T h o re a u  w ish ed  to identify  m an  as  an ind iv idua l f i r s t  in  n a tu ra l i s t ic  

t e r m s ,  to  e m p h a s iz e  a hum an dependency  upon n a tu re  m o re  than  upon 

such  s o c ia l  o r  in te r p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s  a s  people have w ith  one a n o th e r .

E s p e c ia l ly  w hen thinking about m a n  in  e le m e n ta l  f o r m s ,  T h o rea u

began  by c o n s id e r in g  m e n - in - n a tu r e  a s  e n t i t ie s  u n en cu m b ered  of a l l

t h e i r  s o c ia l  r e la t io n s ,  but r a th e r  w ith  t h e i r  n e c e s s i t i e s  d ic ta ted  by the

law s of t h e i r  p h y s ica l  being. The c o n c e rn s  of m a n - in - n a tu r e  a r e  not

the c a r e s  of m a n - in - s o c ie ty ,  and T h o re a u  in s is te d  upon se t t in g  such

s e c o n d a ry  m a t t e r s  a s id e  un til  one h a s  a d d r e s s e d  h is  n e a r e r  c o n c e rn s .

A s he put it in  "T he  N a tu ra l  H is to ry  of M a s s a c h u se t t s ,  "

We fancy  th a t  th is  din of re l ig io n ,  l i t e r a tu r e ,  and philosophy 
w hich  is  h e a r d  in pu lp its , ly c eu m s,  and p a r lo r s  v ib r a te s  th ro u g h  
th e  u n iv e r s e ,  and  is  a s  c a tho lic  a s  the  c re ak in g  of the  e a r th 's  
a x e l;  but if a m a n  s leep  soundly, he w il l  fo rg e t  it a l l  be tw een  
s u n se t  and dawn.

In o th e r  w o rd s ,  ind iv idua l p h y s ica l  and s p i r i tu a l  needs a r e  m u ch  m o re  

c e n t r a l  c o n c e rn s  th an  the su b o rd in a te  s o c ia l  c a r e s  w h ich  m any  m en
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m is ta k e n ly  allow  to  occupy t h e i r  f i r s t  a tten tion , c o n c e rn s  which have to 

do w ith a m a n ’s l ive lihood , h is  re la t io n  to the p h y s ica l  conditions of 

c r e a t io n  and the p ro b le m s  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  getting  a  liv ing f ro m  life 

w hich  w il l  s a t i s fy  the  p h y s ica l  and p h y s io -p sy ch o lo g ica l  needs he h a s  a s  

a hea lthy  an im a l .

Yet a s  w as a p p a re n t  in  T h o r e a u 's  l i s t  of the n e c e s s i t i e s  of life, 

he  had a l im ited  defin ition  of what w as in d isp en s ib le  to the  continuation  

of hum an life . T h e re  w e re  c e r t a in  th ings  tha t a m an  canno t do w ithout, 

a v e ry  s m a l l  l i s t  indeed  w hen c o m p ared  to  the o b jec ts  fo r  which m o s t  

m en  spend th e i r  l iv e s  in  p u rs u i t .  S till  i t  is  e x t r e m e ly  im p o r tan t  to note 

th a t  although T h o re a u  had a sh o r t  l is t  of hum an n e c e s s i t i e s ,  it w as in 

b ro ad  language tha t  p e r m i t s  e a c h  m an  to define h is  own n e c e s s i t i e s ,  

w hich  m igh t w e l l  d if fe r  f r o m  th o se  of h is  n e ig h b o r ,  but w hich  b a s ic a l ly  

c o n s is t  of the  s a t i s fa c t io n  of n a tu r a l  ap p e ti te s  and p ro te c t io n  f r o m  the 

m o r e  h o s t i le  e le m e n ts  in  the en v iro n m en t.  T h o reau  had  no q u a r r e l  w ith  

th o se  g ivens of the  hum an  condition; h is  c o n ce rn  w as w ith  the m ethod by 

w hich  they  a r e  obta ined  and the  p u rp o se s  fo r  w hich  they  a r e  sought.

The how and the why a r e  the  two fundam en ta l  q u es t io n s  r a i s e d  by 

s e c u r in g  the  needs  of the  body. T h e se  two re la te d  i s s u e s  w e re  the  su b 

j e c t  of c e r t a in  p h a se s  of T h o r e a u ’s m o s t  in tense  c r i t i c a l  thought. The 

m e a n s  of s ec u r in g  a bodily  liv ing a r e  at the h e a r t  of m o s t  po li t ica l  

s y s te m s ,  a t  le a s t  f r o m  a p o s t -M a rx ia n  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  fo r  i t  is  the
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b e h a v io ra l  and econom ic  c o n se q u e n ce s  in  a so c ia l  s e t t in g  th a t  p rov ide  

the  s tuff of p o l i t ic s .  E v e n  though T h o reau  was v i ta l ly  in t e r e s t e d  in the 

w a y s ,  he w as  even  m o r e  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  the p u rp o se  fo r  w h ich  a  m an  

p ro v id e s  h im s e l f  w ith  l i f e ’s n e c e s s i t i e s .  As im p o r ta n t  a s  th e  n a tu ra l  

p h y s ic a l  s ide  of m a n  i s ,  T h o re a u  w as a lw ays a d u a l is t  and Id e a l is t .

W hile body and in te l l ig e n c e  a r e  c o m p le m en ta ry  p a r t s  of the  whole 

n a tu r a l  m an , the  s p i r i tu a l  being of m an  is  s u p e r - n a tu r a l .  To r e a d e r s  

of the  p o le m ic a l  t r a c t s  grow ing out of the C h r is t ia n  c o n t r o v e r s i e s ,  th is  

is  not an  u n fa m il ia r  pos it ion . The m e an s  of the  body a r e  to  s e r v e  the 

ends  of the s p i r i t .  The h a rd  p o l i t ic a l  questions  have a lw ays  c e n te re d  

on the  m e a n s ,  f o r  th o se  who like T h o re a u  view the  s p i r i tu a l  deve lopm ent 

a s  e s s e n t i a l  re c o g n ize  th e  in d isp e n sa b i l i ty  of m e a n s  a p p r o p r ia te  to tha t  

end, w hile  o th e r s  who do not s h a r e  the  Id ea l is t  v iew poin t c o n s id e r  p h y s i 

c a l  r e w a r d s  and s a t i s fa c t io n s  a s  the  u l t im a te  goal.

T h o re a u  b e l iev ed  th a t  how one s e c u r e s  bodily  n e ed s  is  a s  c r u c ia l  

a s  the  fact tha t they  a r e  m e t .  The way a m an  a c q u i r e s  h is  n e c e s s i t i e s  

m a y  h in d e r  o r  d iv e r t  h im  f r o m  ach iev ing  s p ir i tu a l  g o a ls  n e c e s s a r y  to 

fu l l  p e rso n h o o d  as  opposed  to  fu ll  manhood. His c o m p la in t  w as  so m uch 

e n e rg y  and a t te n t io n  is  u su a lly  devoted  to bodily e x is te n c e  th a t  m o s t  

in d iv idua ls  a r e  s tu n ted  in  t h e i r  s p i r i tu a l  grow th  so a s  n e v e r  to ach iev e  

fu l l  p e rsonhood . "How few , " he  w ro te  n e a r  the end of h is  l i fe ,  " e v e r  

get beyond feed ing , c lo th ing , s h e l te r in g ,  and w a rm in g  th e m s e lv e s  in
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th i s  w o r ld ,  and  beg in  to t r e a t  th e m s e lv e s  a s  h u m a n  b e in g s ,  —a s  in te l -

2 9le c tu a l  and  m o r a l  be in g s .  " The in te r tw in in g  of the  p r o p e r  p ro v is io n  

of p h y s ica l  n e ed s  to  ach ieve  s p i r i tu a l  g o a ls  led  T h o re a u  to se t  fo r th  the 

m a x im  th a t  " the  whole duty of m an  m ay  be e x p r e s s e d  in  one line , — 

m ak e  to y o u r s e l f  a p e r fe c t  body. A s we s h a l l  s ee ,  th is  m a x im  w as 

d iff icu lt  fo r  a  P u r i t a n  such  a s  he to  follow , f o r  he had  s e r io u s  doubts 

about the  p o s s ib i l i ty  of h u m an  p e rfe c t io n .

The old t r i c k  of s lipp ing  f r o m  the  w o r ld  of fac t  in to  the w o rld  of 

va lue  w hich  I d e a l i s t s  so often  u se  is  obvious h e r e .  In add ition  to  th is  

d iff icu lty , T h o re a u  s id e - s te p p e d  th e  p ro found  r e a l i ty  of the  so c ia l  

p o l i t ic a l  q u e s t io n s  th a t  a r e  p re s e n te d  w hen  m e n  liv ing to g e th e r  a t te m p t  

to  w o rk  out the  p ro d u c t io n  and  d is t r ib u t io n  p ro b le m s  in h e re n t  in  p rov id ing  

n e c e s s i t i e s  of l ife .  The con flic t  of v a lu e s  and a m b it io n s  w hich  p re s e n t  

th e m s e lv e s  in the  w o rld  of h u m an  p r a c t ic e  canno t be so lved  by a sudden 

sh ift  to  th e  w o r ld  of the id e a l  w h e re  v a lu es  a r e  not d eb a ta b le .  He 

a s s u m e d  th a t  th e  i s s u e s  of feed ing , c lo th ing  and w a rm in g  o n ese lf  in  the 

w o rld  a r e  su b jec t  to s im p le  ind iv idua l so lu t io n ,  and th a t  the  in s t i tu t io n 

a l iz a t io n  and  so c ia l iz a t io n  of the  m e a n s —th a t  i s  to  say  p o l i t i c s —have 

u n n e c e s s a r i ly  c o m p lic a te d  the  i s s u e s  to the  d e t r im e n t  of ind iv idual 

s p i r i tu a l  d e v e lo p m en t.  W hen s p i r i tu a l  g o a ls ,  w h ich  in  th is  s e n se  a r e  

v a lu e s  a s  opposed  to  the  fa c ts  of l ife ,  a r e  not s h a r e d  by a l l ,  th e re  is  no 

a g r e e m e n t  on th e  a p p ro p r ia te  m e a n s  of a c h ie v in g  those  g o a ls .  T h o rea u
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did not sq u a re ly  fa c e  th is  i s su e ,  and it i s  one of the  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  

re a so n s  why h is  p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  does not p ro v id e  a  s a t i s f a c to ry  ex p lan a 

tio n  of the  re la t io n s h ip  betw een  so c ie ty  and in d iv id u a ls ,  o r  b e tw een  p o l i 

t ic a l  i s s u e s  and  e th ic a l  v a lues . The r e s u l t  i s  tha t T h o rea u  h a s  v e ry  

l i t t le  p r a c t ic a l  and p o s i t iv e  su g g es t io n s  a s  to  how a p o li t ic a l  a p p a ra tu s  

m igh t be c o n s t r u c te d  and how it m ight o p e r a te .  As we shall  s e e ,  it 

fo rc e s  h im  to r e ly  upon a m o ra l  e li te  f o r  p o l i t ic a l  d irec t io n .

T he p h y s ic a l  conditions  of m a n ’s life r e q u i r e  tha t  he have m o re  

than  the  c lo th ing , food and s h e l te r  tha t T h o r e a u  e n u m e ra te d  a s  the  basic  

n e c e s s i t i e s .  One of th e se  p sy c h o -p h y s io lo g ic a l  needs  is  sex . A s  an 

o b s e r v e r  of N a tu re  and one convinced  th a t  m a n  is  a p a r t  of the  n a tu ra l  

o r d e r ,  the  sex u a l  n a tu re  of m an  w as  in e sc a p a b le  to T horeau . He w as 

re t ic e n t  on the  su b je c t ,  having  ad m itted  to  H a r r i s o n  Blake th a t  h is  

thoughts  on the  m a t t e r  m igh t m e r e ly  " b e t r a y  [ h i s ]  p e c u l ia r  d e fe c ts .  ^

Sex in  hu m an  re la t io n s h ip s  w as a "beau tifu l  m y s te r y ,  one w hich 

m u s t  be "a lw ays  t r e a t e d  w ith  d e lic acy  and r e v e r e n c e .  T h is  is  only 

p a r t ly  a t t r ib u ta b le  to  V ic to r ia n  p ru d e ry ,  fo r  he  ad m itted  tha t s ex  w as  

the  m a in s p r in g  of l i fe ,  the  veh ic le  by w h ich  c r e a t io n  unfolds i t s e l f  in  

m uch  of the  o rg a n ic  w o rld ,  and an i r r e v e r e n c e  to w a rd  th is  g e n e ra t iv e  

fo rc e  co n s t i tu ted  to  h is  m ind  the e s s e n c e  of i r r é l i g io n  and b la sp h e m y  

Any m ock ing  of sex ,  ev en  by n a tu re  h e r s e l f ,  w as  shocking b eca u se  it 

s e e m s  c lo se  to  m o c k in g  the  C re a to r .  One of the  la s t in g  p u zz le s  to
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T h o re a u  w as  the  fa c t  th a t  n a tu re  h e r s e l f ,  g re w  p h a l lu s - l ik e  fungi and in

35so doing lo w ered  h e r s e l f  to  a  lev e l  of " th o se  who d raw  in  p r iv ie s .  "

T he  fa ls e  m o d e s ty  w hich  w as  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of h is  t im e  m ade h im  im p a 

t ie n t .  He found it r e m a r k a b le  th a t  the phenom enon  of sex , a lthough 

u n iv e rs a l ly  e n co u n te re d ,  w as d is c u s s e d  so se ld o m , and then  w ith in d i

re c t io n  only. He would p r e f e r  to  have s e x  " t r e a te d  n a tu ra l ly  and s im p ly "

3 6r a t h e r  than  avo ided  f r o m  a s e n s e  of sham e and h in ted  at.

The ex ten t of h is  u t te r  f a i lu re  to  a p p re c ia te  the  com plex ity  of 

h u m a n  sex u a li ty  is  a p p a re n t  in read in g  the  l i t t l e  he  w ro te  on the sub jec t.

In A W eek he  o b s e rv e d  th a t  " the  s e x e s  a r e  n a tu ra l ly  m o s t  s trong ly  

a t t r a c te d  to  one a n o th e r  by c o n s tan t  c o n s t i tu t io n a l  d if fe re n c e s ,  and a r e  

m o s t  com m only  and  s u re ly  the  c o m p lem en t of e a c h  o th e r ,  " yet to 

H a r r i s o n  B lake he c o n fe s se d  th a t  he  did not know why. "What the  e s s e n 

t i a l  d if fe ren ce  b e tw een  m an  and w om an is ,  th a t  they  should be thus  a t t r a c -

38ted  to one a n o th e r ,  no one h a s  s a t i s f a c to r i ly  a n sw e re d .  "

The sex  d r iv e ,  w hile  p re s e n t  in  n a tu re  and th e re fo re  innocent if 

one ta k es  T h o re a u  s e r io u s ly ,  had to  h im  a d if fe ren t  qua li ty  in m ankind  

b e c a u se ,  p re s u m a b ly ,  m ankind  h as  a cap a c i ty  fo r  a d e e p e r  d im ension  

to  h is  d r iv e  to  p r o c r e a t e .  T h e re fo re ,  he  d is t in g u ish e d  ca re fu l ly  be tw een 

love and lu s t .  "T he  one i s  good, the o th e r  bad . When the affec tionate  

sy m p a th ize  by t h e i r  h ig h e r  n a tu r e s ,  t h e r e  is  love; but th e re  is d an g e r  

th a t  they  w il l  sy m p a th ize  by t h e i r  low er n a tu r e s ,  and th en  th e re  is
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39lu s t . "  The w holly  an im a l a sp e c ts  of s ex  T h o re a u  condem ned i n s i s t 

ing tha t  h u m an  sex u a li ty  be engaged only at the  point w h e re  m an  t r a n 

scen d s  h is  a n im a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  He had  sex  in  m ind when he w ro te  

th a t  "the s p i r i t  can  fo r  a t im e  p e rv ad e  and c o n tro l  e v e ry  m e m b e r  and 

function of the  body, and t r a n s m u te  w hat in f o r m  is  the g r o s s e s t  s e n s u 

a l i ty  into  p u r i ty  and devotion. The g e n e ra t iv e  energy ,"  he continues  in 

o r d e r  to m a k e  the  point p e r fe c t ly  c le a r ,  "which, when we a r e  loose , 

d is s ip a te s  and  m a k e s  unc lean , when we a r e  continen t in v ig o ra te s  and 

in s p i r e s  u s . T h e  an im a l in s t in c t  in  the  r e s t  of c re a t io n  is  innocen t,

but in h u m a n s ,  the  sex  d rive  tends  to w a rd  lu s t ;  a lthough "N atu re  is  h a rd

41to  o v e rc o m e ,  . . . she m u s t  be o v e rc o m e ."  The m a in s p r in g  of life  in 

the  a n im a l  k in gdom  is  a fact in  hum an e x is te n c e ,  but T h o rea u  did not

w ish  to e n c o u rag e  it.

We a r e  c o n sc io u s  of an  a n im a l  in  us , w h ich  aw akens in p ro p o r t io n  
a s  o u r  h ig h e r  n a tu re  s lu m b e rs .  It is  r e p t i le  and sen su a l ,  a i ^  p e r 
haps  cannot be wholly  expelled : like the w o rm s  which, even  in 
life and h e a l th ,  occupy ou r  b od ies .  P o s s ib ly  we m ay  w ithdraw  
f r o m  it ,  but n e v e r  change i ts  n a tu re .  I f e a r  th a t  it m ay  enjoy a 
c e r t a in  h e a l th  of its  own; th a t  we m ay  be w e ll ,  yet not pu re .

The h e d o n is t ic  en joym ent of sex w hich  T h o re a u  r e f e r r e d  to a s  

" lu s t"  and " g r o s s  s e n su a l i ty "  w as  iden tif ied  w ith  the an im a l  a sp e c t  of 

m an , a lthough  he  did not note sexua l h e d o n ism  in any of the c r e a tu r e s  

he o b s e rv e d  in  n a tu re .  S till speaking  of sex ,  but focusing  on c h a s t i ty  

a s  a  p o s i t iv e  v ir tu e  in  m ankind , he w ro te ,  "he is  b le s se d  who is  a s s u r e d  

tha t  the a n im a l  i s  dying out in  h im  day by d a y ."  The fac t tha t  we a r e  

" c r e a tu r e s  of a p p e t i te "  is a "cau se  fo r  sh am e  on account of the in f e r io r
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and b r u t i s h  n a t u r e "  to  which m ank ind  is  a l l ie d .  T h e re fo re ,  "to som e 

ex ten t ,  o u r  v e r y  life  i s  our d i s g ra c e .

It is  a  r e m a r k a b le  fac t  th a t  T h o re a u  w hose  nam e has  becom e 

synonym ous w ith  in d iv id u a lis t ic  e g o ism  did not give a tten tion  to hum an  

sex u a l i ty  o u ts id e  of the  so c ia l ly  s an c t io n e d  and in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  p r o 

sc r ip t io n s  of m a r r i a g e .  It is  a m a j o r  d is t in g u ish in g  c h a r a c te r i s t i c  

w hich  s e p a r a t e s  h im  f r o m  o th e r  e x t r e m e  in d iv id u a l is ts .  T h o reau  a s s u m e d  

tha t the  c o n t r o l  of sex  is  a le g i t im a te  func tion  of p o l i t ic a l  and so c ia l  i n s t i 

tu tions  ex tend ing  not only to m a r r i a g e  but p re s u m a b ly  to  a l l  o th e r  sex u a l 

r e la t io n s h ip s .  A dm itt ing  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  c o n tro l  o v e r  m a r r i a g e  i n t r o 

duces  a h o s t  of p r a c t i c a l  c o n s id e ra t io n s  a r i s in g  f r o m  the  lega l r ig h ts  and 

ob liga tions  b e tw een  husband and w ife . The p ro p e r ty  r ig h ts  of w o m en  in 

m a r r i a g e ,  in h e r i t a n c e  of p ro p e r ty  by widow and  c h i ld re n  and a hos t  of 

o th e r  r e la te d  i s s u e s  s te m  f r o m  p o l i t ic a l  s a n c t io n  of m a r r i a g e .  In a 

t im e  when th e  r ig h t s  of w om en w e re  p r a c t i c a l ly  n o n -e x is te n t ,  being 

excluded  f r o m  vo ting  p r iv i le g e s ,  unable  in  so m e  s ta te s  to hold p ro p e r ty  

in  th e i r  own n a m e  if  m a r r i e d ,  su b jec t  to  th e  p h y s ic a l  c o n tro l  of a  husband  

w hom  they  h ad  p ro m is e d  to obey, and su b jec t  to  le g a l  and so c ia l  o b s ta c le s  

to em p lo y m en t and  f in an c ia l  indep en d en ce ,  the  f a i lu re  to a d d r e s s  th e se  

p ro b le m s  i s  a  flaw  in  T h o re a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  v is io n .  T hese  i s s u e s  w e re  

being r a i s e d  d u r in g  h is  l i fe t im e  by w o m en  of h is  own c i r c l e ,  and o th e r s  

w ith  w hom  he c a m e  in  con tac t.  One m u s t  a s s u m e  tha t he did not take
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s e r io u s ly  th e  co nd ition  of w om en in h is  t im e .  The r e m a r k s  he  m ad e  

about w o m en  in  g e n e r a l ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  about E l iz a b e th  O akes  S m ith  the  

e a r ly  f e m in is t  l e c t u r e r ,  in d ica te  a  la ck  of sy m pathy  w ith  e q u a li ty  of 

r ig h ts  b e tw een  th e  s e x e s .

The in s t i tu t io n  of m a r r i a g e  w as e n te r e d  too l igh tly  to su it  T h o re a u .  

M ost people  m a r r y  fo r  the w rong  r e a s o n s ,  th ro u g h  a s e r i e s  of m i s u n d e r 

s tand ings  of one a n o th e r  o r  fo r  the  g ra t i f i c a t io n  of s ex u a l  d e s i r e .  T h e se  

m is m a tc h e d  un ions  o r  those  e n te re d  fo r  r e a s o n s  of exped iency  w e r e  of 

c o u r s e  leg a l ,  but in T h o r e a u 's  opinion w e re  not w hat he c a l led  " t ru e  

m a r r i a g e s .  " A s  he exp lained  i t ,  "a t ru e  m a r r i a g e  w il l  d if fe r  in  no w ise  

f r o m  i l lu m in a t io n .  In a l l  p e rc e p t io n  of the t r u th  t h e r e  is  a d iv ine  e c s ta c y ,

an  in e x p r e s s ib le  d e l i r iu m  of joy , a s  when a youth  e m b r a c e s  h is  b e t ro th e d

44v irg in .  The u l t im a te  de ligh ts  of a  t r u e  m a r r i a g e  a r e  one w ith  th is .  "

He be liev ed  th a t  a t r u e  m a r r i a g e  is  a r a r e  o c c u r re n c e ,  and found it

" r e m a r k a b le  th a t  so m any  a r e  m a r r i e d ,  " o b se rv in g  d isap p ro v in g ly  th a t

"it would s e e m  a s  if  m en  y ie lded  too e a sy  an  obed ience  to n a tu re .

A m o re  in te l l e c tu a l  and le s s  p a ss io n a te  a p p ro a c h  to  m ating  would be

m o re  l ike ly  to  r e s u l t  in  a " t r u e "  m a r r i a g e .

One m ay  be d ru n k  w ith  love w ithout be ing  any  n e a r e r  to  finding h is  
m a te .  T h e r e  is  m o re  of good n a tu re  th a n  of good s e n se  a t  the 
b o tto m  of m o s t  m a r r i a g e s .  . . .  If com m o n  s e n se  had b e e n ^ ^ n -  
su lted  how m a n y  m a r r i a g e s  would n e v e r  have  ta k e n  p lace .

E ven  though a r a r e  o c c u r re n c e ,  a  " tru e  m a r r i a g e "  is  the  only o c c a s io n

fo r  a  " p u re "  e x p r e s s io n  of sex u a l love, fo r ,  "if it  i s  the r e s u l t  of a pu re
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47love, th e re  can  be nothing sen su a l  in m a r r i a g e .  "

E ven  in a " t r u e "  m a r r i a g e ,  T h o re a u  ta k e s  an e x t re m e  pos it ion  on 

the  p u rp o se  of sex u a l  union. It i s  not m e r e ly  fo r  p ro c re a t io n  as  m any  

a n t i - s e n s u a l i s t s  would a rg u e ,  but fo r  e lev a tio n  of the qua li ty  of the 

hum an  s tock . It i s  p o ss ib le  to go so f a r  as  to say  tha t  h is  view of r e p r o 

duction  c o n s t i tu te s  an a rg u m e n t  fo r  the  p ra c t ic e  of e u g en ic s .  In the  light 

of h is  e l i t i s t  te n d e n c ie s  a s  d e m o n s t ra te d  by h is  c e le b ra t io n  of the  h e ro ,  

it would not s e e m  to be an  untenably  s t r a in e d  in te rp re ta t io n .  T h o rea u

h im s e l f  w ro te ,  "the only e x cu se  fo r  re p ro d u c t io n  is  im p ro v em e n t .

48N a tu re  a b h o rs  re p e t i t io n .  " But one should  h a s te n  to add tha t T h o re a u  

m o s t  p ro b ab ly  would have  in s is ted  tha t  only ind iv idua l s e l f - l im i ta t io n ,  

not e x te r n a l  c o e rc io n ,  would be em ployab le  fo r  such  an  end, fo r  only 

s e l f - im p o s e d  l im i ta t io n  can  be effective  in  obtain ing  the  d e s i r e d  ends. 

F o r  T h o rea u ,  it w as  not m e r e ly  a m a t t e r  of g en es  and c h ro m o s o m e s  

but of m o t iv a t io n a l  in ten tio n  and m o r a l  w il l  w h ich  he inc luded  in the  

w o rd . L ove.

Some have  a sk e d  if the  s tock  of m an  could not be im p ro v e d ,  — 
if th ey  could not be b re d  a s  c a t t le .  L e t L ove  be p u r if ied ,  and 
the r e s t  w il l  follow. . .  . B ea s ts  m e r e ly  p ro p ag a te  t h e i r  kind; 
but the  o ffsp r in g  of noble m en  and w om en w il l  be s u p e r io r  to 
th e m s e lv e s .  . . . ^ ^

O u ts ide  of a  t r u e  m a r r i a g e ,  w hich c e r ta in ly  is  not a n  ex p ec ta t io n

e v e ry  p e r s o n  c an  a n t ic ip a te  under T horeau^s defin ition , "a m a n 's  seed

[ i s ]  th e  d i r e c t  t a x  of h is  r a c e ,  " and "the seed  b e co m e s  m e re ly  e x c r e -
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m e n ta l .  T h o se  who have  not a l l ie d  th e m s e lv e s  in  a t r u e  m a r r i a g e  

a r e  e x p ec ted  to m a in ta in  a s t r i c t  c e lebacy . The avo idance  of sexua l 

se n su a l i ty ,  w h ich  T h o re a u  recogn ized  a s  a pow erfu l fo r c e  of the m o st  

in s i s t e n t  kind, p re v e n ts  one f ro m  having his a t te n t io n  so  co m p le te ly  

a b so rb e d  in  the  s a t i s f a c t io n  of th is  one ap peti te  tha t he d o es  not develop 

the  m o re  su b tle  a s p e c ts  of h is  c h a r a c te r  which a r e  m o re  p roduc tive  o r  

c r e a t iv e  in  a  m o r a l ,  in te l le c tu a l ,  o r  a r t i s t i c  s e n se .  It i s  not the a v o id 

ance  of s e x  th a t  i s  T h o r e a u ’s objective  so m uch  as  ch anne ling  th e se  e n e r 

g ies  to w a rd  m o r e  la s t in g  sa t is fa c t io n s  than m e r e  p h y s ic a l  g ra t i f ic a t io n  

o f fe rs .  Fo llow ing  St. P a u l ,  in h is  view, "ch a s t i ty  i s  som eth ing  pos it ive , 

no t n eg a tiv e ,  and  is  a potent c re a t iv e  fo rc e  f o r  su b jec tiv e  dev e lo p 

m en t;  "C h a s t i ty  is  the  f low ering  of m an ; and what a r e  c a l le d  G enius, 

H e ro is m ,  H o l in e s s ,  and the  like, a r e  but v a r io u s  f r u i t s  w hich  succeed  

it. A lthough  i t  s t r ik e s  the  r e a d e r  as h i la r io u s ly  re m in is c e n t  of the 

m ad  g e n e r a l  in  D r .  S t ra n g e lo v e , T h o rea u  w as c o m p le te ly  s t r a ig h t - fa c e d

and s e r io u s  in  in s i s t in g  tha t  it  is  of u tm ost im p o r ta n c e  th a t  "the v ita l,

53th e  d iv ine , f lu id s "  not be d is s ip a te d .

In looking a t  m a n  as  a  p a r t  of n a tu re  and being im m e d ia te ly  c o n 

fro n ted  w ith  th e  in e s c a p a b le  fac t tha t  m an  is  a s e x u a l  b e ing , T h o reau  

a t te m p te d  to  m in im iz e  it to the g re a te s t  p o ss ib le  ex ten t ,  to confine it 

to  n a r ro w  l im i t s ,  to  s u b l im a te  the en erg y  to o th e r  en d s ,  and f ina lly  to 

h in t th a t  he r e g r e t s  th a t  m ankind  is  b u rdened  w ith  such  a  need . It is
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m u c h  e a s i e r  fo r  h im  to  d ea l w ith  the  hum an  body and a l l  i t s  func tions  

by ig n o r in g  the  sex u a l  b a s is  of m a n ’s p h y s ica l  e x is te n c e .

F r o m  the fo rego ing  d is c u s s io n  it is  e a sy  to u n d e rs tan d  why 

T h o r e a u  a s s u m e d  th a t  a child  would be b o rn  in to  a s o c ia l  unit along the 

l in e s  of the  t r a d i t io n a l  fam ily  s t r u c tu r e .  The e a r l i e s t  p h y s ica l  need s  

of a h u m an  a r e  m e t  by h is  p a re n ts  o r  p a ren t  s u r ro g a te s .  Only w hen he 

r e a c h e s  th e  age of s e l f - su f f ic ie n c y  m u s t  a child  face the n e c e s s i ty  of 

p ro v id in g  fo r  h im se lf .  It is  a t  th is  point tha t a  m an  has  to  face  the  a l l -  

im p o r ta n t  q u es t io n ,  "What a r e  l i f e ’s n e c e s s a r i e s  as  f a r  a s  m y  life is  

c o n c e rn e d .  " The w ay in  w hich  the  q u e s t io n  i s  an sw e re d  d e te r m in e s  the  

q u a l i ty  of life  fo r  the  ind iv idual.

P ro p a g a t io n  of the  r a c e  be ing  a s s u r e d  th rough  sex , p ro v is io n  of 

th e  m in im a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  of life  m u s t  be m ad e  by m an  fo r  h im s e lf  and 

th o s e  im m e d ia te ly  dependent upon h im . At th is  point, dependency i s  not 

in ten d ed  to  ex tend  beyond the fa m ily  unit, a lthough it m igh t e n co m p a ss  

c lo s e  n e ig h b o rs  o r  f r ie n d s .  C lo th ing , s h e l te r ,  and food a r e  what m u s t  

be  p ro v id e d ,  but not in  such a way a s  to a b so rb  a l l  of an  in d iv id u a l 's  

a t te n t io n  and  en e rg y .

C lo th ing , in  T h o r e a u 's  e s t im a t io n ,  s e rv e d  only two p u rp o s e s :  to 

p ro te c t  the  body f r o m  the  e ffec ts  of h o s t i le  en v iro n m e n ta l  e lem en ts  and 

to  c o v e r  n a k e d n e s s .  Judging  by h is  a cco u n ts  of "fluv ia l w a lk s " one is  

no t c e r t a i n  th a t  the  second of th e s e  i s  t e r r i b l y  im p o r tan t .  In p leasan t
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w e a th e r ,  "c lo th ing  is  to  c o v e r  n a k ed n e ss  and p ro te c t  the  body f r o m  the 

54sun. " He found it " r e m a r k a b le  th a t ,  though it would be a g re a t  

lu x u ry  to th ro w  a s id e  a l l  c lo th ing  now excep t one th in  ro b e  to keep  off 

th e  sun, ye t th ro ughou t the whole  co m m u n ity  not one is  found to do it. 

And, a lthough a l l  peo p les  a g re e d  th a t  c lo th e s  w e re  one of the th ings 

w hich  had  to  be p ro v id ed , c e r ta in ly  so in  a l l  t e m p e r a t e  o r  n o r th e rn  c l i 

m a te s ,  T h o re a u  would not a rg u e  tha t  c lo th ing  is  an  e s s e n t i a l  condition 

fo r  m a n 's  s u rv iv a l .  He m igh t hedge to point out th a t  when the w e a th e r  

is  p le a sa n t ,  c lo th e s  a r e  n o n -e s s e n t ia l .  Nudity w as  an  h o n o rab le  c o n d i

t io n  u n d e r  n a tu r a l  c i r c u m s ta n c e s ,  a s  when young boys go sw im m ing .

He found it a  s in g u la r  fac t  tha t  "m en  w e r e  fo rb id d en  to expose  th e i r  

b o d ies  u n d e r  the  s e v e r e s t  p e n a l t ie s ,  " and  la m en ted  th a t  so long as th is  

w e re  t r u e ,  "as  ye t  we have not m a n  in  n a tu re .  The p ro te c t io n  w hich  

clo th ing  a f fo rd s  on th e  o th e r  hand , is  a n a tu ra l  and n e c e s s a r y  r e a s o n  fo r  

s e c u r in g  i t .  T h o r e a u 's  ob jec t io n  a r o s e  w hen c lo th es  w e r e  u sed  a s  a  d i s 

g u ise  o r  f o r  p re te n s e ,  o r  fo r  r e a s o n s  of fa lse  and e x a g g e ra te d  m o desty . 

T h e re  they  c e a s e d  to  be n a tu ra l  and n e c e s s a r y .

C o nsequen tly , T h o re a u  to o k  a  c a s u a l  view of c lo th ing . It w as  not 

e s s e n t i a l  th a t  a c r e s  of co tton  be g row n, g inned, loo m ed , cut and sewn, 

n o r  tha t  h u n d red s  of th o u san d s  of b e a v e r  and o th e r  fu r -b e a r in g  a n im a ls  

be s la u g h te re d  fo r  h u m a n  d e c o ra t io n .  The ex p lo ita t io n  of fa c to ry  g i r l s  

w ork ing  e n d le s s  h o u rs  fo r  a p i t ta n c e  w as  a s  inhum ane  to  T h o rea u  a s  the  

d e g ra d a t io n  of N e g ro e s  to  s la v e r y  fo r  the  p ro duc tion  of co tton  to feed  the
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Y ankee and E n g l ish  m i l l s .  The point w as  tha t it w as  so u n n e c e s s a r y .

It co s t  m o re  th an  i t  c am e  to . P eo p le  could be c lad , a s  w e re  the  f a r m e r s  

in  C oncord , in  h o m esp u n  and  be as  w a rm ,  but m o re  innocen tly  w a rm .

F in e  clothing fo r  d e c o ra t io n  o r  fo r  sym bo ls  of ra n k  and p re s t ig e  w e re  

too  c o s t ly  of o th e r  m e n 's  la b o r  to  be ju s t i f ie d .  Such i te m s  a r e  sought 

not to  co v e r  n ak ed n ess  and o f fe r  p ro te c t io n  f r o m  the  c l im a te ,  but to 

s a t i s fy  vanity , g re e d ,  and s lo th .

The m i l l s  of New E ng land  w e re  clogging r i v e r s  w ith  th e i r  d am s,  

flooding m eadow s, and ru in ing  the  h ab ita t  f o r  w ild life  and f ish . Men 

have  no right to  im p o se  upon the r e s t  of c re a t io n ,  he  thought, excep t 

to  p rov ide  the a c tu a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  of life . Not only w a s  it dam aging  to 

n a tu re ,  but u l t im a te ly  to  m ank ind  s ince  he i s  p a r t  of n a tu re ,  too.

T h ese  v iew s, sy m p a th e t ic  a s  m o d e rn  r e a d e r s  m a y  find th e m s e lv e s ,  

a r e  s im p l is t ic .  E v en  in  T h o r e a u 's  day, the  popu la tion  w as too  la rg e  to  

be c lo thed  by the  hand c ra f t in g  m e th o d s  em ployed  in  f a r m e r s '  k itch en s .  

T he la b o r  saving  v i r tu e s  of techno logy  w e re  not ad eq u a te ly  c o n s id e re d .  

The d ru d g e ry  and to i l  of ob ta in ing  c lo th ing  is  not l im i te d  to f a c to r ie s  and 

co tton  f ie ld s  a s  T h o re a u  w e ll  knew, having  h e a r d  th a t  one C oncord  lady 

could  m ake  a s h i r t  in  one day if  she put h e r  mind to i t ;  h e r  p r ic e  w as  five 

c e n ts .

In addition , T h o re a u  did  not s e e m  to  r e a l iz e  th a t  h is  p ro p o sed  s o lu 

t io n  d ep r iv e s  som e f a r m e r s ,  h u n te r s ,  m i l l e r s  and c r a f t s m e n  of the  m e an s  

of th e i r  livelihood. It ig n o re d  th e  v e s te d  in t e r e s t s  th a t  had developed .



267

He s e e m e d  not to  have c o n s id e re d  the co n seq u en ces  of changing the 

s y s te m .

The m a t t e r  of s h e l t e r  p oses  b a s ic a l ly  the sam e  q u e s t io n s  a s  

c lo th in g .  It is  n e c e s s a r y  to  be p ro te c te d  f r o m  the  ra v a g e s  of w e a th e r  

and to have  an  o p p ortun ity  fo r  a re q u is i te  am ount of p r iv acy . T h o rea u  

o b s e r v e d  tha t  "in the  sav ag e  s ta te  e v e ry  fa m ily  owns a s h e l t e r  a s  good 

a s  th e  b e s t ,  and su ff ic ien t fo r  i ts  c o a r s e r  and  s im p le r  w an ts .

C iv i l iz e d  m an  h as  m ad e  im p ro v e m e n ts  fo r  h is  co m fo r t  and sa fe ty ,  but 

h a s  in  th e  p r o c e s s ,  m ad e  it a b u rd en  fo r  m an y  p e rs o n s  to a c q u ir e  even  

m in im u m  housing . T h is  o b s e rv a t io n  i s  only in  p a r t  a so c ia l  c r i t i c i s m ,  

f o r  it a lso  says  som eth in g ,  at l e a s t  to  h im , about the p e r v e r s e  n a tu re  

of m an . A s he often  r e m a r k e d ,  "only the w ise  im p ro v e  th e i r  ad v an tag es ,  

and c iv i l iz a t io n  w ith  i t s  im p ro v e m e n ts  in c o m fo r t  does  not a lw ays — 

T h o r e a u  m igh t have sa id  does not o f te n —im p ro v e  the a d v an ta g e s .  The 

only advan tage  i s  s h e l t e r ,  p r iv a c y  and sa fe ty ,  and if  c iv i l iz a t io n  is  to 

im p ro v e  the  way in w hich  housing  is  ob ta ined , it m u s t  p roduce  " b e t te r  

dw e ll in g s  w ithout m ak ing  th e m  m o r e  cos tly ;  and the c o s t  of a  th ing  is  

th e  am oun t of what I w il l  c a l l  life  w h ich  is  r e q u i r e d  to  be exchanged  fo r  

i t ,  im m e d ia te ly  o r  in  the  long run . The p e c u l ia r  b l in d n ess  which 

a f fe c ts  m o s t  m en , w h e th e r  in a sav ag e  o r  c iv i l iz e d  s tag e  of deve lopm en t,  

i s  th a t  th ey  a r e  unab le  to  d is t in g u ish  b e tw een  the m e r e  im p ro v e m e n t  in 

the  o b je c ts  w hich  sa t i s fy  the  n e c e s s i t i e s  of life  and im p ro v e m e n ts  in  the
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ad v an tag es  s e c u re d  by having  the  p h y s ica l  n eed s  m e t ad eq u a te ly .  This 

c o n s t i tu te s  a de fec t  in  the c h a r a c t e r  of th e  v a s t  m a jo r i ty  of h u m a n  beings 

r e g a r d l e s s  of th e i r  an th ro p o lo g ic a l  s tag e  of d eve lopm en t.  Savage and 

c iv i l iz e d  m en  alike  s t r iv e  fo r  the  o b jec ts  r a th e r  than  the  ad v an tag es ,  

a s s u m in g  "that the  h o u se s  w il l  c iv i l iz e  the  in h ab itan ts  a t  la s t .  C iv i l i 

za t io n  h as  fa i led  to  e r a d ic a te  th is  p e r v e r s e  s t r e a k  in  h u m an  n a tu re ,  and 

m a y  have  a c c e n tu a te d  it.

C iv il iz a t io n  h a s  la rg e ly  c o n s id e re d  m a t e r i a l  im p ro v e m e n ts  a s  not 

only the  m e an s  of p r o g r e s s  but the end of p r o g r e s s  a s  w ell.  By not 

m ak ing  i t  c l e a r  to  c i t iz e n s  tha t  te ch n o lo g ica l  and s o c ia l  ad v an ces  which 

co n tr ib u te  to  c o m fo r t  and l e i s u r e  a r e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  fo r  e ac h  m a n  to  p u r 

sue  the s p i r i tu a l  and in te l le c tu a l  g if ts ,  m e n  becom e  e n g ro s s e d  in  the  

a c q u is i t io n  of th in g s ,  a llow ing th e i r  ind iv idua l s p i r i tu a l  p o te n t ia l i t ie s  to 

a tro p h y .  In T h o r e a u 's  view, the  p u rp o se  of c iv i l iz a t io n  is  to  p e rm i t  m a n 

kind to  r e le g a te  the  p u rs u i t  of m a t e r i a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  to  s e c o n d a ry  s ta tu s  

w hile  devoting a  l a r g e r  p ro p o r t io n  of h is  t im e  and e n e r g ie s  to the  c u l t i 

v a tio n  of h is  m o r a l ,  o r  s p i r i tu a l  t a le n t s ,  w h a te v e r  they  m ay  happen  to  be.

While c iv i l iz a t io n  h a s  been  im p ro v in g  o u r  h o u s e s ,  it  h as  
not eq ua lly  im p ro v ed  th e  m e n  who a r e  to  inhab it  th e m . . . . and if 
the  c iv i l iz ed  m a n 's  p u r s u i t s  a r e  no w o r th ie r  th a n  the  s a v a g e 's ,  
if he is  em ployed  the g r e a t e r  p a r t  of h is  life in  obta in ing  g r o s s  
n e c e s s a r i e s  and c o m fo r ts  m e re ly ,  why should he have a b e t t e r  
dw elling  than  the fo r m e r ?

T h is  r e f e r e n c e  to the  " g ro s s  n e c e s s a r i e s "  im p l ie s  the  im p o r ta n c e  

T h o re a u  a t ta ch e d  to the m o re  subtle  n e c e s s i t i e s  w hich  a m a n  m u s t  a c q u ire
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to  t r a n s c e n d  the  p u re ly  m a te r i a l  a s p e c t s  of h is  life. T h e se  non

m a t e r i a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  a r e  s ine qua  non fo r  the s p i r i tu a l  developm ent of 

the  ind iv idua l,  th ey  a r e  not so e a s i ly  c a te g o r iz e d  fo r  th e y  a r e  a s  v a r io u s  

a s  ind iv idua ls  and depend on the p e r s o n a l i ty  and c i r c u m s ta n c e s  of the 

p e rso n .

F o r  m any, the sa t i s fa c t io n  of t h e i r  n o n - m a te r ia l  needs  a r e  found 

in  a r t ,  l i t e r a tu r e ,  m u s ic ,  m u s e u m s ,  re lig ion , l i b r a r i e s  and o th e r  

so c ia l  and c u l tu ra l  e x p re s s io n s .  T h e se ,  of c o u rse ,  a r e  p rov ided  only 

w ith in  a  so c ia l  se t t in g  and the  c u l tu re  w hich  conditions t h e i r  fo rm s  a lso  

cond itions  the ind iv idua l.  While T h o re a u  w as not G re e k  in  h is  u n d e r 

stand ing  of m a n  a s  a so c ia l  c r e a t u r e ,  he a p p re c ia te d  that som e p e rso n s  

do re q u i r e  th e se  re f in e m e n ts  to  s a t i s fy  v e ry  r e a l  n e e d s .  He h im se lf  

sought the l e i s u r e  av a ilab le  th ro u g h  s im p lif ied  liv ing  in  o r d e r  to read  

and  to p ra c t ic e  the  a r t  of w r i t in g ,  to  w a lk  in  the woods and to study the 

phenom ena  of n a tu re .  F o r  o th e r ,  w hose  "gen ius"  r e q u i r e d  sa t i s fa c t io n s  

su ch  a s  th e a t r e ,  a r t ,  t r a v e l ,  T h o re a u  a s s u m e d  th a t  t h e i r  e n e rg ie s  not 

expended in  the  s e a r c h  fo r  food, c lo th ing  and s h e l t e r  w ould be devoted to  

the  cu lt iva tion  of th e se  i n t e r e s t s .

It w ill  be o b se rv e d  that th e  p u r s u i t s  noted above a r e  s o c ia l  and 

c u l tu ra l ,  p re su p p o s in g  the e x is te n c e  of o th e r  p e rs o n s  w ith  the cap ac ity  

to  r e c ip ro c a te  in  th e i r  a p p re c ia t io n .  T ho reau , h o w ev er ,  w ished  to see  

th e  p u rsu i t  of c u l tu ra l  a c t iv i t ie s  to  r e s u l t  in  the r e a l iz a t io n  of sp i r i tu a l
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t r u t h s  w hich a r e ,  in  h is  view, su b jec tiv e  a p p re h en s io n s  and p r iv a te ,  

in co m m u n icab le  in tu i t io n s .  T h is  s p i r i tu a l  n o u r ish m en t  i s  a s  e s s e n t i a l  

to  th e  id e a l  m o r a l  s id e  of m a n  as  food i s  to  h is  p h y s ica l  being.

The confusion  of fac t  and va lue, p h y s ica l  and s p i r i tu a l ,  is u su a l 

in  Id e a l is t  th inking. T h o r e a u ’s d if f icu l t ie s  a r e  a l l  the m o re  a p p a re n t  

fo r  h is  fa i lu re  to a t te m p t  to  re c o n c i le  the  two excep t in the p e rc e p t io n s  

of the  ind iv idual. The fac t th a t  ind iv idua l needs  a r e  sa t is f ied  th rough  

s o c ia l  m e an s  s e e m s  to have m ad e  l i t t le  im p r e s s io n  on h im . The p o s i 

t i v i s t s  and those  Id e a l i s t s  who follow m o r e  c lo se ly  the G re e k  concep tion  

of m a n  as  a so c ia l  a n im a l  would be am ong the f i r s t  to  point out the in a d e 

q u a c ie s  of T h o r e a u 's  pos i t io n .

Food is an  u n d ispu ted  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  con tinued  p h y s ica l  e x is te n c e .

T h o r e a u  be lieved  th a t  "the d ie t  of any c la s s  o r  g en e ra t io n  is  the n a tu r a l

62r e s u l t  of i t s  em p lo y m en t and lo ca l i ty .  " Men ea t what i s  a v a i la b le ,

and  what w ill  p ro v id e  su s te n a n c e  to  the  w o rk  re q u ire d  of th e m . He

acknow ledged  that " th e re  is not one kind of food fo r  a l l  m en . You m u s t

an d  you w il l  feed th o se  fa c u l t ie s  which you e x e r c i s e .  The l a b o r e r  w hose

body is  w e a ry  does not r e q u i r e  the sam e  food w ith  the s c h o la rw h o s e  b ra in  

63i s  w e a ry .  " Both h e r b iv o r e  and c a r n iv o r e ,  T h o rea u  fe lt  th a t  a s  m a n 

kind  b ecam e  m o re  h u m an e  and developed h is  la ten t  po ten tia l  fo r  a  t r u ly  

h u m a n  l i f e —what he c a l le d  s p h e r ic a l  m a n —h is  d ie t would g ra d u a l ly  

c e a s e  to d isc lo se  a  c a r n iv e r o u s  t a s te .
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Is  it not a  r e p ro a c h  tha t m an  is  a c a r n iv o ro u s  a n im a l?  T ru e ,  
h e  c a n  and d o e s  l ive , in  a g re a t  m e a s u r e ,  by p rey in g  on o th e r  
a n i m a l s . . . . W h a tev e r  m y  own p r a c t i c e ,  I have no doubt that 
i t  i s  a p a r t  of the  d e s t in y  of the h u m an  r a c e ,  in  i t s  g ra d u a l  
im p r o v e m e n t ,  to  leave  off eating  a n im a l s ,  a s  s u re ly  a s  the  
s a v a g e  t r i b e s  have left off ea ting  e a c h  o th e r  when th e y  cam e  
in  con tac t  w ith  the  m o re  c iv i l iz ed ,

The p r a c t i c a l  ob jection  to a n im a l  food w as not th a t  it w a s  u n n a tu ra l

f o r  m a n  o r  even  unw holesom e, though he  thought it w as  "unc lean" , o r

m o r e  a c c u r a te ly  put, d i s a g re e a b le  to the  im a g in a t io n ,  involving as  it does

u n s ig h t ly  r e m a in s  and un p leasan t  o d o rs ,  but tha t  it w as  " ins ign if ican t and

65u n n e c e s s a r y ,  and c o s t  m o re  than  it c a m e  to . " By the  sam e  m e a s u r e ,  

he  fe l t  th a t  " w a te r  is the  only d r in k  f o r  a  w ise  m an, s ince  it t r u ly  is  

th e  n e c e s s a r y  d r in k ,  e v ery th in g  e ls e  be ing  n o n - e s s e n t ia l  and g ra tify ing  

to  the s e n s e s  r a t h e r  than  to  the a c tu a l  n eed .  A lthough in  e x t r e m i s , 

th e  p h y s ic a l  n eed s  fo r  n o u r ish m e n t  c an  be m e t by e a t in g  f le sh ,  T h o rea u  

fe l t  th a t  once l ib e ra te d  f r o m  the h ab it  of m e a t  eating  b rough t about by 

c e n tu r i e s  of e x p e r ie n c e  living c lo se  to  s ta r v a t io n ,  m an k in d  would find 

h i s  n a tu r a l  p re fe re n c e  would not inc lude  f le sh .  "The repugnance  to 

a n im a l  food and  the  r e s t ,  " he w ro te ,  "is not the  r e s u l t  of e x p e r ien c e ,
/ n

but i s  an  in s t in c t .  "

L ib e r a te d  f r o m  the  constan t s e a r c h  fo r  food and  p re s e n te d  w ith  a 

c h o ic e ,  T h o re a u  a s s u m e d  tha t e x p e r ie n c e  would en lig h ten  m ankind  and 

a l t e r  t h e i r  b e h av io r ,  in  th is  c a s e ,  m ak e  th e m  p r e f e r  to be v e g e ta r ian .  

T h is  i s  an  ex am p le  of how he b e liev ed  th a t  f r e e d o m  f r o m  the  u rgen t
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d e m an d s  of the  p h y s ica l  m an  w ould b r in g  about s p i r i tu a l  im p ro v e m e n t .  

T h o re a u  of c o u r s e  m ad e  a value ju d g e m e n t  about the r e la t iv e  m o r a l  

va lue  of ea ting  a n im a l f le s h  a s  opposed  to v e g e ta b le s .  Since he held 

th e  in tu i t io n s  of s p i r i tu a l  t r u t h  to  be in co m m u n icab le ,  he  m u s t  have 

a s s u m e d  tha t a l l  p e rs o n s  who c a m e  to  be v e g e ta r ia n s  w e re  m o r a l ly  

s u p e r i o r  to  th o se  who had  not ye t r e c e iv e d  the s p i r i tu a l  m e s s a g e  to 

le av e  m e a t  a lone . It is  only a s te p  f u r th e r  to m ake peop le  c o n fo rm  to 

the  b e h a v io r  of th o se  w hose  m o r a l  p r o g r e s s io n  is  m o s t  adv an ced . His 

ten d en cy  to w a rd  m o r a l  e l i t i s m  is  a p p a re n t  h e r e ,  but c o m e s  to  fu ll 

f lo w e r  in  h is  re a c t io n  to the  s l a v e r y  i s s u e .

T h e r e  is  nothing in  T h o re a u  to  su g g es t  th a t  g o v e rn m e n t  o r  a so c ia l  

ag en cy  should  take  o v e r  the  p ro v is io n  of the ba s ic  n e ed s  of m ank ind  so 

a s  to  f r e e  th e m  fo r  m o re  e lev a t in g  p u rs u i t s .  In fac t, t h e r e  a r e  s e v e ra l  

p a s s a g e s ,  noted e lse w h e re  in a n o th e r  connec tion , w h ich  su g g es t  tha t  

T h o re a u  w a s  not even  convinced  th a t  ind iv idua l c h a r i ty  is  a  v i r tu e .

T h e re  i s ,  in  T h o r e a u 's  point of v iew , a s p i r i tu a l  d iv idend in  p rovid ing  

o n e 's  n e ed s  fo r  onese lf .  It is  only w hen  one is  too a b s o r b e d ,  e i th e r  by 

a v a r ic e  o r  by degrad ing  p o v e r ty  o r  i l ln e s s ,  in p rov id ing  g r o s s  n e c e s s a r i e s  

only th a t  he o f fe rs  an  ob jec tion  to  w o rk in g  fo r  o n e 's  own live lihood . The 

m a t e r i a l i s t s  c an  take  no c o m fo r t  in  T h o r e a u 's  c r i t i c i s m  of th e  econom ic  

o p p re s s io n  of ind iv idua ls .  In d iv id u a ls ,  w ith  r a r e  e x cep tio n s  of inva lids  

and in n o cen t  c h i ld re n  of p o v e rty ,  o p p r e s s  th e m s e lv e s .
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Such a view ig n o re s  the  m y r ia d  in s t i tu t io n a l  and c u l tu ra l  e f fec ts  

w hich  a r e  beyond the  c o n tro l  of ind iv idua ls  but w h ich  a ffec t  l iv es  p r o 

foundly. F o r  in s ta n c e ,  h is  a s s e s s m e n t  of C anad ians  a s  ig n o ran t  and 

d e g rad ed  to o ls  of the  p r i e s t s  and so ld ie ry  in  "A Yankee in C anada"  

p la c e s  the  b lam e  on the c i t iz e n r y  r a th e r  th an  on th e i r  c u l tu ra l  c o n d it io n 

ing to acc e p t  the dom ina tion  of the B r i t i s h  C row n and the  Catholic  C hurch .

By c o n t r a s t  w ith  the  fo rego ing  d is c u s s io n  of ind iv idua l p h y s ica l  

n e ed s ,  th e r e  is  a p a ra d o x  in  the n a tu re  of m ank ind  in  tha t  although he 

is  a d i s c r e te  ind iv idua l w ith  p r iv a te  c o n c e rn s  of c e n t r a l  im p o r ta n c e  fo r  

which th e r e  is  no p o ss ib le  a s s i s t a n c e  f r o m  o th e r  p e r s o n s ,  yet m a n  h as  

a c rav in g  fo r  com pan ionsh ip  and the  k in d red  but d e e p e r  re la t io n  of f r i e n d 

sh ip . T h o r e a u  did re co g n ize  the s o c ia l  n a tu re  of m an , but fa i led  to  give 

su ffic ien t w eigh t in  h is  w r i t in g s  to the  in f luence  of so c ie ty  upon the 

m o r a l  deve lopm en t of the ind iv idua l. H is c o n s id e ra t io n  of m an  a s  a  so c ia l  

a n im a l  con tinued  to focus upon the ind iv idua l and h is  re la t io n sh ip  to  o th e r  

in d iv id u a ls .  The cap a c i ty  of an  ind iv idua l fo r  f r ie n d s h ip  he c o n s id e re d  

to  be the  b a s i s  of the  so c ia l  in s t in c t .

T h o r e a u ’s id ea  of f r ie n d sh ip  w as c o m p lic a te d ,  and not w holly  c le a r ;  

i t  w as a  deep  h u m a n  co m m u n ica tio n  th ro u g h  sym pathy , a  n o n -v e rb a l  

u n d e rs tan d in g  and a cc e p tan c e  of a n o th e r  in d iv idua l in an  u n c r i t ic a l  a t t i 

tude .

You know about a  p e r s o n  who deep ly  i n t e r e s t s  you m o re  than  you 
can  be to ld . A look, a g e s tu r e ,  an  a c t ,  w h ich  to every b o d y  e lse
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is  in s ig n if ic an t  t e l l s  you m o re  about tha t one th a n  w o rd s  can , . . . 
If he w ish ed  to c o n c e a l  som eth ing  f r o m  you it would be a p p a ren t .  
It is  a s  if  a  b i rd  to ld  you. . . .  He says  c o n sc io u s ly  nothing about 
it ,  ye t  a s  he is  n e c e s s a r i l y  a ffected  by i t ,  i t s  effect is  v is ib le  
to you. F r o m  th is  effec t you in fe r  the cau se

You a r e  the m o re  s u re  b e ca u se ,  in  the c a se  of love, e ffec ts  fo l 
low th e i r  c au se  m o r e  inev itab ly  than  usual, th is  being a c o n t ro l 
ling p o w er .  Why, a  f r ie n d  te l l s  a l l  w ith  a  look, a tone , a g e s tu re ,  
a p re s e n c e ,  a f r i e n d l i n e s s .^ ^

F r ie n d s h ip  could in c lu d e  a sexua l re la t io n sh ip ,  in  fac t,  a t ru e  m a r r i a g e  

i s  built only on the  e m o tio n a l  foundation of f r ie n d sh ip ,  but he co n s id e re d  

i t  m o re  l ik e ly  be tw een  m e m b e r s  of the  sam e  sex  and on a P la ton ic

69plane. The in s t in c t  to w a rd  th is  kind of h u m an  sym pathy  and a ffec t ion

70on w hich  c iv i l i ty  is  founded, has  cau sed  m en  to  live w ithin  speaking

71d is ta n ce  and  to fo r m  tow ns and v i l lag e s .  On the  o th e r  hand , the t r a g ic

f r u s t r a t io n  to  th is  in s t in c t  is  the in s u la r i ty  of the  ind iv idua l w ill. "That

w hich  p ro p e r ly  c o n s t i tu te s  the  life of e v e ry  m an  is  a profound s e c r e t ,  "

he w ro te .  "Yet th is  is  what everyone  would give m o s t  to know, but is

72h im s e l f  m o s t  b ack w ard  to im p a r t .  " He a sk ed  the  question , "What s o r t

of space  is  it tha t s e p a r a te s  a  m an  f r o m  h is  fe llow s and m a k e s  h im  so l i -  

73ta r y ?  " It is  not a  s im p le  m a t t e r  of ph y s ica l  p ro x im ity .  H is a n sw e r  

is  found in "A P le a  fo r  C apta in  John B row n"; "It is  the d iffe ren ce  of c o n 

s t i tu t io n ,  of in te l l ig e n c e ,  and fa i th  . . . tha t a r e  th e  t ru e  and im p a s sa b le  

b o u n d a r ie s  betw een in d iv id u a ls .  . .  . None but the  l ik e -m in d ed  can  com e 

p le n ip o te n t ia ry  to  o u r  c o u r t .
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A gain  the e l i t i s m  and a n t i -d e m o c ra t ic  b ia s  in  h is  view of m a n 

kind i s  a p p a re n t .  One m an  is  not the equal of o th e r s ,  but only c e r ta in  

c a te g o r ie s  of p e r s o n s  who s h a re  h is  p e rc e p t io n s ,  m o r a l  s ta n c e ,  and 

in te l le c tu a l  i n t e r e s t s ,  can  be c o n s id e re d  o n e 's  equal. It is  no t a c la s s  

th e o r y  in  the s e n s e  of econom ic  o r  p re s t ig e  s t r a t a ,  n o r  in th e  s e n se  of 

a fu n c tio n a l  o rd e r in g  of soc ie ty . R a th e r ,  h is  is  an  e l i t i s m  bu il t  upon 

the m o r a l  le v e ls  w hich  ind iv idual p e r s o n s  have a t ta in ed . Only am ong 

m o r a l  eq u a ls  can  th e re  be f ree  so c ia l  i n t e r c o u r s e .  It a lso  im p l ie s  tha t  

th o se  of the h ig h es t  m o r a l  c a s te  a r e  the ones who by right should  go v e rn  

the  b e h a v io r  of o th e rs  of l e s s e r  m o r a l  s ta t io n .  T h is  is  not to  im p ly  tha t  

T h o re a u  advoca ted  so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  o p p re s s io n ;  r a th e r  he fe lt  tha t  the 

s ta n d a rd s  fo r  b e h av io r ,  including the  s ta n d a rd s  fo r  lega l c o d e s ,  w e re  

th o se  d e m o n s t ra te d  in the lives of the m o s t  m o r a l ly  advanced .

Though m e n  obey th e i r  in s t in c t  in living to g e th e r ,  t h e r e  is  an

in h e re n t  l im i ta t io n  in the  co n s ti tu t io n  of the hum an  p e r s o n a l i ty  w hich

p re v e n ts  the  co m p le te  fu lf il lm en t of the  o b jec t iv es  of the in s t in c t ,  which

is  c o o p e ra t io n  and f r ien d sh ip .  It is  sad  but t ru e  th a t ,

the  only co o p e ra t io n  w hich is  com m only  p o ss ib le  is  ex ceed ing ly  
p a r t i a l  and su p e r f ic ia l ;  and w hat l i t t le  c o o p e ra t io n  th e re  i s ,  is  
a s  i f  it w e re  not, being a h a rm o n y  inaud ib le  to  m en. . . . To 
c o o p e ra te  in  the h ighest  a s  w e ll  in  the lo w est s e n se ,  m e a n s  to  
get o u r  liv ing to g e th e r .

O bv ious ly  he had in  m ind  m o re  than  m e r e ly  provid ing  th e  ba s ic  

n e c e s s i t i e s  fo r  su rv iv a l ,  but to p rov ide  fo r  the  p sycho log ica l needs  a
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m an  h a s  a s  p a r t  of h is  n a tu re .  The n a tu re  of the  ind iv idua l ego being

what it i s ,  m e n  have  fo rm e d  towns and v i l la g e s ,  m a r r i a g e s  and

a c q u a in ta n c e s h ip s ,  "but they  have  not a s s o c ia te d ,  they  have  only 

T 6a s s e m b le d .  " The fa i lu re  of h u m an s  to r e l a t e  to one a n o th e r  w e ll  is ,  

one s u s p e c ts ,  the  r e a s o n  why T h o re a u  saw "the g r e g a r io u s n e s s  of m en  

[ to  be] t h e i r  m o s t  con tem ptib le  and d is co u rag in g  a s p e c ts ,  " r a th e r  

than  any m is a n th ro p ic  in ten tion  on h is  p a r t .  He un d e rs to o d  the irony  

and p a ra d o x  of m a n 's  e x is te n t ia l  p os it ion  in r e g a rd  to  h is  fellow c r e a t u r e s ,  

and fe lt a s  w e l l  the  an g s t  of m an  caught be tw een  the y ea rn in g  to be a p a r t  

of n a tu re  and the  knowledge of h is  a p a r tn e s s  f r o m  the  p r im o r d ia l  whole. 

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  o p t im is m  w as the  p r e s c r ib e d  re m e d y  fo r  the  m e lan ch o ly  

in s p i re d  by m a n 's  condition , but T h o re a u  did not sound v e ry  convincing 

o r  conv inced  a t  th i s  a p p ro a ch  of putting m a n  to g e th e r  aga in . F o r  exam ple , 

in the  following q u o ta t io n  he p r o te s t s  o v e rm u c h  and t r i e s  to g lo ss  ov e r  the 

s e p a ra t io n  of m a n  f r o m  h is  fe llow s and f r o m  the  sen se  of belonging to h is  

n a tu ra l  h a b ita t :

Yet I e x p e r ie n c e d  s o m e t im e s  th a t  the  m o s t  sw eet and te n d e r ,  the  
m o s t  innocen t and enco u rag in g  so c ie ty  m a y  be found in any 
n a tu ra l  o b jec t ,  even  fo r  the  poo r m isa n th ro p e  and m o s t  m e la n 
choly  m an . T h e re  can  be no v e ry  b lack  m e la n ch o ly  to  h im  who 
lives  in the  m id s t  of n a tu re  and h a s  h is  s e n s e s  s t i l l .  . . . Nothing 
can  c o m p e l  a s im p le  and b ra v e  m a n  to a v u lg a r  s a d n e s s .  While 
I en joy  the f r ie n d s h ip  of the  se a so n s  I t r u s t  tha t  nothing can  
m ake  life  a b u rd e n  to  m e .

It does  not r e q u i r e  m u ch  s k i l l  a t  re ad in g  be tw een  the  l in e s  to  u n d e r 

s tand  th a t  T h o r e a u  w as  lam en tin g  a  de fic ien cy  in  m a n 's  a cco m m o d a tio n
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to  h is  fe llow s and to  the  w id e r  n a tu re  of w hich he longed to  fee l  a p a r t .  

The lo g ic a l  in fe re n c e  of th i s  is tha t m a n ’s d i s c r e t e  ego, h is  ind iv idua l 

p e rsonhood  is  som eth ing  of a burden , fo r  it m a k e s  h im  so le ly  r e s p o n 

sib le  fo r  h im s e lf ,  h is  cond ition , developm ent and d e s t in y .  It m a k e s  m an  

m a je s t i c a l ly  a lone , lonely , s e l f - r e l i a n t  yet d r iv e n  in  a s e a r c h  fo r  an 

a b so lu te  beyond h im s e l f  upon w hich he can  depend, and w hich w ill  define 

fo r  h im  the unchanging re la t io n s h ip  betw een h im s e l f  and the  n o n -s u b je c -  

t iv e .  "It is  f o r  want of a  m an  tha t th e re  a r e  so m a n y  m en , " he w ro te ,  

and  it  i s  b ecau se  of the la c k  of w h o len ess  in  th e  f r a c t io n a te d  n a tu re  of 

m a n  th a t  he followed th is  s ta te m e n t  w ith  the d is i l lu s io n e d  o b se rv a t io n .

II It i s  in d iv id u a ls  tha t  popu la te  the w orld . 1,79

In addition  to the  p ro b le m  of f r ien d sh ip  be tw een  a d u l ts ,  what we

c a l l  now in t e r - p e r s o n a l  r e la t io n s ,  T h o reau  and m o s t  of the T r a n s c e n d -

e n ta l i s t s  and ro m a n t ic s  h e ld  a  W o rd sw o r th ian  view  of ch ildhood, fee ling

tha t the  n ew ly -b o rn  have  s t i l l  a sense  of o n e n ess ,  and only w ith  age does

s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  com e and w ith  it  the  se p a ra t io n  f r o m  the  r e s t  of c re a t io n ,

"M an, " he  w ro te ,  " is  not at once b o rn  into so c ie ty ,  —h a r d ly  in to  the

w o r ld .  The w o rld  th a t  he  is  h ides  fo r  a t im e  the w o rld  th a t  he  in h ab its ,

T hen , " a f te r  the  y e a r  of yo u th  is  p a sse d ,  th e  know ledge of o u r s e lv e s  is

81an  a l lo y  th a t  spo ils  o u r  s a t i s fa c t io n s ,  "

P a ra d o x ic a l ly ,  it i s  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  th ro u g h  g ro w th  w hich  b r in g s  

w ith  it the  i r r e v o c a b le  s e p a r a t io n  of m an  f r o m  the  r e s t  of c r e a t io n  w h e r e -
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in  he l iv e s  and  s e ts  h im  a p a r t  f r o m  h is  fellow  hum an  b e in g s .  It e s t a b 

l i s h e s  and c o n f i rm s  the fo ca l  point of hum an  p e r s o n a l i ty —its  in d iv id u 

a l i ty .  I t m a k e s  the G re e k  id e a l  of s e l f - s u f f ic ie n c y  not m e r e ly  an  

a t t r a c t iv e  goa l,  but an im p e ra t iv e  cond ition  of su rv iv a l  fo r  the  hum an 

psyche . T h o r e a u 's  eg o ism , so s i m i l a r  in  app lica t io n  w ith  E m erso n ^ s  

c h e e r fu l ly  o p t im is t ic  in d iv id u a lism , w as founded on a m o re  m elan ch o ly ,  

i f  not m o rb id ,  idea  of m a n 's  n a tu re  and h is  r e s u l ta n t  p sy ch o lo g ica l  p e r 

sp ec t iv e .

T h is  fu n d am en ta l  d if fe ren ce  be tw een  E m e r s o n 's  view and T h o re a u 's  

m o r e  e x i s t e n t ia l  position  a cco u n ts  fo r  T h o r e a u 's  p e r s i s te n t  in s is te n c e  

upon the n e c e s s i ty  fo r  c o u ra g e ,  b r a v e r y ,  v ig ilance  and s o ld ie r ly  f o r 

b e a ra n c e  found th roughout h is  w r i t in g s ,  but m o s t  e sp e c ia l ly  in h is  e s s a y  

on "The S e rv ic e .  " T h e re  is  no b o so m  but h is  own on w hich  he can  re ly ,  

and m an  m u s t  m u s te r  the s t r e n g th  f r o m  w ith in  h im se lf  to  a c c e p t  h is  

fa te ,  in d eed , to s e a r c h  out and m e e t  h is  fa te  w h a te v e r  it m ay  be.

Nothing m u s t  be postponed. Take t im e  by the fo re lock . Now or 
n e v e r !  You m u s t  live in the  p re s e n t ,  launch  y o u rse l f  on e v e r y  
w ave, find y o u r  e te rn i ty  in e ach  m o m e n t .  F o o ls  s tand  on th e i r  
is la n d  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  and look to w a rd  a n o th e r  land. T h e re  is  no 
o th e r  land ; th e re  is no o th e r  life  bu t t h i s . . . . Take any o th e r  
c o u r s e ,  and life w ill  be a s u c c e s s io n  of r e g r e t s .  . . . T h e re  is 
no w o r ld  fo r  the  penitent and re g re t fu l .

T h o r e a u 's  view of hum an iso la t io n  th e re fo re  m a k es  it of f i r s t  im p o r 

ta n c e  fo r  a p e r s o n  to know who he i s ,  and what the  e s s e n t ia l  conditions  

f o r  h is  life  m a y  be. A s he w ro te  to  B lake , "Know your own bone; gnaw
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83a t  i t ,  bu ry  i t ,  u n e a r th  i t ,  and gnaw it  s t i l l .  " E v e ry th in g  which 

d iv e r t s  a t ten tio n  f r o m  th is  n e c e s s a r y  c e n t r a l  focus  d e p r iv e s  a m an  of 

h is  b e s t  chance  of m ak ing  such  c o h e ren c e  f r o m  h is  f r a c t io n a te d  psyche 

a s  is  p o ss ib le  under th e  c i r c u m s ta n c e s  w h e re  he finds h im se lf .  This  is  

th e  m ain  point behind T h o r e a u 's  p r e s c r ip t io n  fo r  a co m fo r ta b le  ap p ro ach  

to the  painful b u s in e s s  of liv ing , h is  in s is te n c e  upon a r ig id  se lf -  

im p o sed  d isc ip l in e  holding one to  h is  own n e a r  c o n c e rn s  in  sp ite  of the 

d is t r a c t io n s  of the  a p p e t i te s  of the conventions  of o th e r  m en . S e l f - d i s c i 

pline  and s e l f - r e l ia n c e  com bined  w ith  a s im p le  s t r a ig h t fo rw a rd  accep tance  

of the  t e r m s  of o n e 's  own e x is te n c e  in r e la t io n  to  the n a tu re  of which he 

longs to be a p a r t ,  fo r  T h o rea u ,  o ffe rs  the only w ay by w hich  a m an  can  

hope to  r e c o v e r  the los t  s e n se  of w h o len ess .

But ev en  in  n a tu re ,  m a n  i s  a ff l ic ted  w ith  the  a w a re n e s s  of h is  m o r 

t a l i ty  and the foreknow ledge of death . T h e r e f o r e ,  i t  is  not p o ss ib le  fo r  

m a n  to  be co m p le te ly  at r e s t  in the  b o so m  of n a tu re .  To T ho reau , a s  to 

the  l a t e r  e x i s t e n t ia l i s t s ,  s e l f - a w a r e n e s s  r e in fo r c e s  the n e c e s s i ty  fo r  m an 

to  a ccep t  the  s t e r n e s t  re sp o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  c o n tro l  of h is  life , w hich one 

r e c a l l s ,  c o n s is ts  only in  the  p re s e n t  m om en t.

It is  a v e ry  r e m a rk a b le  and s ig n if ican t fac t  th a t ,  though no m an 
is  quite  w e ll  o r  h ea lthy , ye t ev ery o n e  b e l ie v es  p ra c t ic a l ly  that 
h ea lth  is  th e  ru le  and d is e a s e  the excep tion , and each  invalid  is  
wont to th ink  h im s e l f  in a m in o r i ty ,  and to postpone som ew hat 
of en d eav o r to a n o th e r  s ta te  of e x is te n c e .  But it  m ay  be som e 
e n co u rag e m e n t  to m e n  to know th a t  in th is  r e s p e c t  they  stand on 
th e  sam e  p la tfo rm , th a t  d i s e a s e  i s ,  in  fa c t ,  th e  ru le  of o u r  t e r -
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r e s t r i a i  life. . . . D is e a s e  is not the  a c c id e n t  of the  ind iv idua l, 
n o r  even  of the g e n e ra t io n ,  but of life i t s e l f .  In som e fo rm , 
and  to  som e d e g re e  o r  o th e r ,  i t  is  one of the  p e rm a n e n t  co n 
d it io n s  of life. . . . L ife  is  a w a r f a r e ,  a s t ru g g le .  . . .

The conditions  of the  s t ru g g le  and the  s i te  of the  b a t t le  depend 

upon the ind iv idua l, h is  con s ti tu t io n ,  and c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  but it is  in e v i

tab le  to the  life of e v e ry  m a n —w h e th e r  he is  fu lly  a w a re  of the  fac t  o r  

not. "I a m  a s to n ish e d ,  " he w ro te  in  A W eek , "at the  p e r t in a c i ty  and 

e n d u ra n ce  of ou r  l iv e s .  The m i r a c le  is . . . th a t  we w alk  on in o u r  p a r 

t i c u l a r  pa ths  so f a r ,  b e fo re  we fa l l  on dea th  and  fa te ,  m e r e ly  because  

we m u s t  w alk  in  som e path. . . . What r i s k s  we run? fam ine  and f i r e  and 

p e s t i le n c e ,  and the thousand  fo rm s  of a c r u e l  fa te ,  —and y e t  e v e ry  m an 

lives  t i l l  he — d ies .  It is  c l e a r  why T h o re a u  re g a rd e d  the  m a te r i a l  

c o m f o r t s — ev ery th in g  beyond th o se  th ings  w hich  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  to  the  

con tinuance  of l i f e —to be su p e rf lu o u s ,  and p ro b ab ly  d an g ero u s  e n c u m 

b ra n c e s  to the s t ru g g le  to  live in  th e  fu l le s t  s e n s e  of the w ord . A tten tion  

o r  e n e rg y  spent in d i re c t io n s  o th e r  than  se  I f - e x p lo ra t io n  and s e l f -d e v e lo p 

m en t d e p le te s  one’s r e s e r v e s  fo r  tha t  s t ru g g le  fo r  what som e would c a l l  

the  e x is te n t ia l  a f f i rm a t iv e .  E ven  the  m o s t  p ro s a ic  life is  the  scen e  of 

d ra m a t ic  e ffo r t .

E a c h  m a n ’s n e c e s s a r y  path, though a s  o b s c u re  and a p p a re n t ly  
uneventfu l as  th a t  of a beetle  in the g r a s s ,  i s  the  w ay to the 
d e e p e s t  jo y s  he is  su scep tib le  of; though he  c o n v e r s e s  only 
w ith  m o le s  and fungi and d i s g ra c e s  h is  r e l a t iv e s ,  it is  no m a t 
t e r  if he knows what i s  s te e l  to h is  flin t.

A f te r  reco g n iz in g  the  n a tu re  of m a n  in c lu d es  s e l f - c o n s c io u s n e s s
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and a s e p a ra t io n  f r o m  n a tu re  a s  w e ll  as  f r o m  o th e r  h u m an  be in g s , 

T h o re a u  a r r i v e d  a t the m o s t  thoroughgoing  in d iv id u a lism . F o r th r ig h t  

a c c e p ta n c e  of the  fu ll r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  o n e ’s being c a l l s  f o r  d is c ip l in e ,  

c o u ra g e ,  and confidence , in  sh o r t  the  e x e r c i s e  of w ill .  By s h e e r  w ill  

m an  m u s t  face  h im s e l f  fo r  what he is  and s t r iv e  to o v e rc o m e  the c e n t r i 

fuga l f o r c e s  w hich  a r e  pulling on h im  and s e p a ra t in g  h im  f r o m  n a tu re  

and  h is  fellow  c r e a t u r e s  a s  c r e a m  is  s e p a ra te d  f r o m  m ilk ;  only by fo rc e  

of w ill  can  he be h im s e l f ,  a m an  in  n a tu re ,  f r e e  to a ch ie v e  h is  own p e r 

sonhood and to p rov ide  h is  own im p e tu s  to w ard  the unfolding of h is  unique 

p o ten tia l i ty .  W ithout the  e x e r c i s e  of th is  s e l f - d i r e c te d  fo rc e  of w il l ,  

m en  a r e  at sea ,  m ad  w ith  t h e i r  aw ful f r e e d o m  not re c o g n iz in g  i t s  e x i s t 

ence  o r  re c o i l in g  f r o m  a too c l e a r  p e rc e p t io n  of i ts  fu l l  im p lic a t io n ,

h e rd in g  to g e th e r  seek ing  a s o l id a r i ty  w hich  does not e x is t ,  "follow[ ing]

87each  o th e r  like sheep , not knowing why, " The m an  who is  fu lly  a w a re

of h is  n a tu re  w il l  u n d e rs tan d  tha t  "you m u s t  p re v a i l  of y o u r  own fo rc e ,

88a s  a p lan t s p r in g s  and g ro w s  by i ts  own v ita l i ty .  " The ind iv idua l 

w hich  T h o re a u  p o s tu la ted  a s  the  e s s e n t i a l  m an  is  le s s  the  H obbes ian  

m a n - a g a in s t - a l l  than a s ty l iz ed  v e r s io n  of the G re e k  id e a l  of s e l f - s u f f i 

c ien t  m a n  w ithout the  s o c ia l  a s p e c ts  th a t  ap o lo g is ts  fo r  the  polis  a s c r ib e d  

to  h is  n a tu re .

W ere  it  not fo r  the  de fin ite  d u a l is m  w ith  a s u p e r n a tu r a l  th e i s m  

f o r  an e s c a p e  h a tch ,  T h o r e a u ’s m a n  would be c lo se  to  th a t  b ra v e  but
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e s s e n t i a l ly  h a p le s s  c r e a tu r e  p o s tu la ted  by so m e  m o d e rn  w r i t e r s  as  

" e x is te n t ia l  m an . " In te m p e ra m e n t ,  if not in ph ilosophy, T h o re a u 's  

view of s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  m an  w as c lo se  to e x is t e n t ia l  m an  as  the fo llow 

ing p a s s a g e  d e m o n s t r a t e s :

If by t r u s t in g  in  God you lose  any  p a r t i c le  of y o u r  v ig o r ,  t r u s t  
in h im  no lo n g e r .  When you t r u s t ,  do not lay  a s id e  y o u r a r m o r ,  
but buck le  it  t ig h te r .  If by r e l ia n c e  on th e  gods I have  d i s 
banded  one of m y  fo rc e s ,  then  it w as p o o r policy . . . .  I cannot 
a f fo rd  to  r e l a x  d isc ip l in e  b eca u se  God is  on m y s id e ,  fo r  He is  
on the  s ide  of d isc ip l in e .  And if th e  gods w e r e  only the  heaven  
I fought u n d e r ,  I would not c a r e  if they  s to r m e d  o r  w e re  ca lm .
I do not w ant a coun tenance , but a he lp . And th e re  is  m o re  of 
God and d iv ine  he lp  in  a m a n 's  l i t t le  f in g e r  th an  in  id le  p ra y e r  
and t r u s t .

T h o r e a u 's  s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  m a n  i s  one who s t r iv e s  not only to  know 

h im s e l f ,  but to be h im s e lf ,  w hich  is  to  e x is t  in  p r o c e s s  o r  in the p r e s e n t  

p a ss in g  m o m e n t ,  —what e x i s t e n t ia l i s t s  c a l l  the  p r o c e s s  of becom ing — 

and  to  e x is t  a s  an  end in h im se lf .  As he put it  in the  e a r ly  J o u r n a l ,

"m an  i s  a s  s in g u la r  as  G o d . I t  is  only an  in d iv id u a l who can m ake  

h is  l ife ,  and it  i s  im p o ss ib le  fo r  h im  to  m ak e  a  life  w ith  m a te r i a l s  o th e r  

than  th o se  of h is  own ex p e r ien c e .  What he m a k e s  of those  e x p e r ie n c e s  

depends  upon how s e v e re ly  he d is c ip l in e s  h is  su b jec tiv e  sen s i t iv i ty  and 

how c lo s e ly  he r e l a t e s  th em  to the p e r s o n  he knows h im s e l f  to be o r  

w il ls  h im s e l f  to  b eco m e .

T h is  i s  why T h o rea u  so c a s u a l ly  d i s m is s e d  h i s to r i c a l  and so c ia l

e le m e n ts  a s  not e s s e n t ia l ly  d e te rm in a t iv e  of th e  ind iv idua l p e rso n a li ty .  

W ithout denying th a t  a m an  is  caught in  the  flowing s t r e a m  of the ra c e
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and of h i s to ry ,  T h o re a u  w as convinced  tha t th e r e  is  f r e e d o m  f r o m  the 

c o n s t r a in t s  of h i s to r i c a l  c i r c u m s ta n c e  and so c ia l  conven tion  fo r  e v e ry  

p e rs o n  who w il l  re c o g n iz e  h is  f r e e d o m  and com e to g r ip s  w ith  i t .  But 

he m u s t  m ake  the a c t  of w ill  in  o r d e r  to t r a n s c e n d  the  e x te r n a l  cond itions  

of life. "The w e a k e s t  ch ild , " he w ro te ,  " is  ex p o sed  to the  fa te s  h e n c e 

fo r th  as  b a re ly  a s  i t s  p a r e n ts .  P a r e n t s  and r e la t io n s  but e n te r ta in  the 

youth; they  cannot s tand  be tw een  h im  and h is  d e s t in y .  T h is  is  the  one

b a re  s ide  of e v e r y  m an . T h e re  is no fence; it  is  c l e a r  b e fo re  h im  to the 

91bounds of sp ac e .  " What a m an  m a k es  of h is  o p en -en d ed  life  i s  w ith in  

the scope  of h is  w i l l  and is  h is  in e sc a p ab le  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  w h e th e r  tha t 

re sp o n s ib i l i ty  is  a c c e p te d  o r  not. As he w ro te  to  B lake , " the p r in c ip le ,  

the  only, th ing a m a n  m a k e s ,  is  h is  cond ition  of fa te .  Though com m only  

he does not know it ,  n o r  put up a sign to th is  e ffec t ,  ’My own d es t in y  

m ade  and m en d ed  h e r e ’.

T h o r e a u ’s r e v e r e n c e  f o r  n a tu re  and his a t te m p t  to  m e r g e  h im s e l f  

back  in to  h e r  lap s p ra n g  f r o m  a longing to r e p a i r  the  e s t r a n g e m e n t  m an  

fe l t ,  but it w as  not a r e t r e a t  f r o m  in d iv id u a l ism  o r  an  ac t  of re s ig n a t io n  

of w ill. On the c o n t r a r y ,  a  m an  who re c o g n iz e s  h im s e l f  a s  a  m an  in 

n a tu re  and c o o p e ra te s  w ith  the  im p e ra t iv e  d ic ta te s  of h is  in s t in c t  is  

m o re  in c o n tro l  of h is  life and  personhood  than  one who c o n se n ts  to the 

conven tions  of s o c ia l  o r  in s t i tu t io n a l  p ra c t ic e .  The m a n  in  n a tu re  is  a 

w ild  m a n  in  a  s p e c ia l  s e n s e  w hich  T h o rea u  the  ph ilo lo g is t  ex p la in ed  in
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the  Jo u rna l:

T ren c h  say s  a w ild  m an  is  a w illed  m an . W ell, then , a m an  of 
hope and of the fu tu re  t e n s e ,  fo r  not only the o b s t in a te  is  w illed , 
but f a r  m o re  the co n s tan t and p e r s e v e r in g .  The o b s tin a te  m an , 
p ro p e r ly  speak ing , is  one who w ill  not. The p e r s e v e r a n c e  of 
the sa in ts  is  pos itive  w il le d n e ss ,  not a m e r e  p a s s iv e  w il l in g n ess .
The fa te s  a r e  w ild , fo r  they  w ill:  and the A lm igh ty  is  w ild  above 
a l l ,  a s  fa te  is .

The c o u r a g e t h e  b r a v e r y  to e x e r t  h is  w ill ,  i s  the  b e s t  d e f i

n it ion  of h um an  v ir tu e  th a t  T h o re a u  could o ffe r .  A llen  B e e c h e r  Hovey

h a s  m ade a convincing  a n a ly s is  of T h o re a u 's  c o r r e la t io n  be tw een  v ir tue

94and b ra v e ry ,  by w hich  he m ean t  e x e r c i s e  of the w ill. In m aking  h is  

point Hovey q uo tes  the  following p a ssa g e  f r o m  the  e s s a y  on S ir  W alter  

Raleigh:

The gods have g iven  m an  no constan t gift, but the  pow er and 
l ib e r ty  to a c t  g re a t ly .  How m any  w ait fo r  h e a l th  and w a rm  
w e a th e r  to  be h e ro ic  and noble.' We a r e  ap t  to  th ink  th e re  is  a 
kind of v i r tu e  w h ich  need not be h e ro ic  and b ra v e ,  —but in  
fact v i r tu e  is  the  deed  of the  b ra v e s t ;  and only the  h a rd y  souls 
ven tu re  upon i t ,  f o r  it d e a ls  in w hich  we have no e x p e r ie n c e ,  
and alone does the  rude p io n e e r  w ork  of th e  w o r ld .

The fo rc e  of ind iv idua l w il l  w hich  follows the  in s t in c ts  of h is  n a tu re  is

i r r e s i s t i b l e ,  f o r  he w il l  be a  t r u e  m an  w hose  co n co rd an c e  w ith  the

n a tu ra l  o r d e r  w ill  d e m o lish  the a r t i f i c e s  and conven tions  upon which

the  le s s  b r a v e — le s s  v i r t u o u s —m en re ly  upon f o r  such  a life as  they

have. It is  the  p re v a len c e  of life o v e r  e x is te n c e ,  f o r  "how can  any m an

be weak who d a r e s ^ ^  at a l l?  " What p a s s e s  fo r  life  in  the eyes  of

soc ie ty  " is  so a r t i f i c i a l  and c o m p le x —b o ls te re d  up on m any  w eak  su p 
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p o r ts ,  and s u r e  to topple down a t  l a s t —th a t  no m an  s u re ly  can  e v e r  be

in s p ire d  to live i t ,  and only 'o ld  fo g ie s '  e v e r  p ra is e  i t .  E v en  so, few

do live anyth ing  o th e r  than  th is  a r t i f i c i a l  e x is ten c e .  In a  p a s s a g e  w h ich

could e a s i ly  be m is ta k e n  fo r  a quo ta tion  f r o m  N ie tz c h e 's  "B eyond Good

and E v il ,  " T h o re a u  w ro te :

V ir tu e  is  the  deed of the  b r a v e s t .  It is  tha t a r t  w hich  d em an d s  
the g r e a t e s t  confidence  and f e a r l e s s n e s s .  Only som e h a rd y  
soul v e n tu re s  upon it. V ir tu e  is  a b r a v e r y  so h a rd y  th a t  it 
d ea ls  in  w hat i t  h as  no e x p e r ie n c e  in. The v ir tu o u s  soul 
p o s s e s s e s  a fo r t i tu d e  and h a rd ih o o d  w h ich  not the g r e n a d ie r  
n o r  p io n e e r  can  m atch .

The m ethod  of life is c l e a r ly  d e m o n s t ra te d  to  one who p e r c e iv e s

what the n a tu re  of h is  life is ;  it  c o n s is t s  of labo rious  d isc ip l in e  and

e x e r t io n  of h is  w ill;  in sh o r t ,  of la b o r  to  be s e lf -su f f ic ie n t ,  in  both a

bodily and p sy ch o lo g ica l  s en se .  The im m e d ia te  and d i re c t  p ro v is io n  of

o n e 's  own n e c e s s i t i e s  of life m a k e s  h is  p e r s o n a l i ty  so m uch  the  m o re

whole and in  h a rm o n y  w ith  th e  cond itions  of life becau se  i t  a m o u n ts  to

se l f - su f f ic ie n c y .  " F o r  if I buy one n e c e s s a r y  of life , " he w ro te ,  "I

chea t m y s e l f  to  som e ex ten t, I d e p r iv e  m y s e l f  of the p le a s u re ,  the

in e x p re s s ib le  joy , which is  the  unfailing  re w a rd  of sa t is fy in g  any  w ant

98of our n a tu re  s im p ly  and t ru ly .  " What he said  about p rov id ing  s h e l t e r

could be ex tended  to c o v e r  a l l  of the  p h y s ic a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  of h u m a n  life:

T h e re  is  so m e  of the sam e  f i tn e s s  in  a  m a n 's  building h is  own 
house  th a t  th e r e  is  in a b i r d ' s  build ing  i t s  own nest.  Who 
knows but i f  m e n  c o n s t ru c te d  th e i r  dw ellings  w ith  th e i r  own 
h an d s ,  and p rov ided  food fo r  th e m s e lv e s  and fa m il ie s  s im p ly  
and h o n e s t ly  enough, the poetic  facu lty  would be u n iv e rs a l ly
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developed , a s  b i rd s  u n iv e r s a l ly  sing when they  a r e  so engaged?
But a la s !  We do like  co w b ird s  and cuckoos, which lay th e i r  
eggs  in n e s t s  w h ich  o th e r  b i rd s  have  bu ilt .  . . . Shall we f o r 
e v e r  r e s ig n  the  p le a s u r e  of c o n s tru c t io n  to the c a r p e n te r?
W hat does  a r c h i t e c tu r e  am ount to  in the e x p e r ien c e  of the  m a s s  
of m en ?  I n e v e r  in a l l  m y  w a lk s  cam e  a c r o s s  a m an  engaged 
in so s im p le  and n a tu r a l  an  occupation  a s  building h is  house .
We belong to  the  c o m m u n ity .  . . . w h e re  is  th is  d iv is io n  of 
la b o r  to  end? and w hat ob jec t does it f ina lly  s e rv e ?

In p ro v id in g  h im s e l f  w ith  food, s h e l t e r  and clo th ing , T h o rea u  

a s s e r t e d  th a t  a  m a n  w as  e x p re s s in g  h is  c h a r a c t e r ,  and in a s e n s e ,  m a k 

ing th o se  n e c e s s i t i e s  e x ten s io n s  of h is  p e rso n a l i ty .  "The p le a s u re ,  the

w a r m th "  he though t,  " is  not so m u ch  in having a s  in  a t ru e  and s im p le

. .  . 1,100 m a n n e r  ge tt ing  th e s e  n e c e s s a r i e s .

T he e m p h a s is  upon la b o r  should  not be in te rp re te d  as  a  s im p le  

r e f le c t io n  of the  P u r i t a n  w o rk  eth ic  l in g e r in g  on in T h o re a u ’s m ind , 

a lthough  th a t  c e r t a in ly  cannot be d is m is s e d  a s  i r r e le v a n t .  T h o r e a u ’s 

id e a s  about th e  n e c e s s i ty  fo r  w o rk  w e re  m o re  com plex  than  m e r e ly  a 

l i t e r a l  a c c e p ta n c e  of th e  B ib l ic a l  c u r s e  of A dam . He w as convinced  that 

in d iv idua l e f f o r t—w o r k — is  n e c e s s a r y  fo r  p sych o lo g ica l  w e l l -b e in g  as  w e l l  

a s  fo r  p h y s ic a l  s u s t in e n c e ,  and m o re  than  tha t ,  is  an in s t in c t  w h ich  h as  

f o r  i t s  ob jec t  the  co n tinua tion  of the  ra c e  of m an  in both a p h y s ica l  and 

s o c ia l  s e n s e .  T h is  is  t r u e  w o rk , "hones t,  peacefu l in d u s try ,  c o n se rv in g  

th e  w o rld ,  w h ich  a l l  m e n  r e s p e c t .  . . . to i l  tha t  m a k es  h is  b re a d  ta s te  

sw ee t  and  k e ep s  so c ie ty  sw ee t.  This  i s  a va luable  and c o n s t ru c t iv e

in s t in c t  w h ich  a s s u r e s  the  im p ro v e m e n t  and su rv iv a l  of m ankind , and one
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w hich  T h o r e a u  did not w ish  to d is p a r a g e .

Nothing h a s  got built w ithout la b o r .  P a s t  g e n e ra t io n s  have spent 
t h e i r  blood and s t re n g th  f o r  u s .  T h ey  have  c le a re d  the  land, 
built ro a d s ,  e tc .  , fo r  u s .  In a l l  f ie ld s  m en  have la id  down th e i r  
l iv e s  fo r  u s .  M en a r e  a s  in d u s t r io u s  a s  an ts .

U n d e rs to o d  righ tly , w o rk  is  the r e s u l t  of a c e r ta in  d iv ine e n e rg y  

in  e v e ry  m an , but sp a r in g ly  em ployed  a s  ye t, and is  d i re c te d  to w ard  

the  c u l t iv a t io n  of h is  own being , to w a rd  ach iev ing  h is  fu ll  h u m an  p o te n 

t ia l ,  w h ich  T h o re a u  m o re  often  t e r m e d  h is  " a s p i ra t io n s .  " It is  p o ss ib le ,  

indeed  u su a l ,  fo r  m en  to p e r v e r t  t h e i r  in d u s t r io u s  in s t in c t  so tha t 

em p lo y m en t is  w holly  d i r e c te d  to w a rd  a c q u ir in g  n o n -e s s e n t ia l  "g o o d s"  

o r  g lu ttonous indu lgence  of the  s e n s e s ,  and so m an  d is s ip a te s  h is  

e n e r g ie s  in  to i l ,  d ru d g e ry  and s e l f - d e s t r u c t io n  r a th e r  than  in t r u e  w o rk  

w hich  i s  b e n e f ic ia l  and c o n s t ru c t iv e .

The r e a l ly  e ff ic ien t l a b o r e r  w ill  be found not to c row d  his  day 
w ith  w o rk ,  but w il l  s a u n te r  to h is  t a s k  su rro u n d e d  by a wide 
halo  of e a s e  and  le i s u r e .  T h e re  w i l l  be a wide m a r g in  fo r  
re la x a t io n  to  h is  day. He is  only e a r n e s t  to s e c u re  the k e r -  
ne ls  of t im e ,  and does not e x a g g e ra te  the va lue  of the  husk . ^

To T h o re a u ,  t ru e  w o rk  le a d s  to  a  life of m a te r i a l  s im p l ic i ty  but 

s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  pe rso n h o o d  w h e r e a s  p e r v e r t e d  w o rk  le ad s  to g r o s s  c o m 

f o r t s ,  depen d en ce  upon in s t i tu t io n s ,  and an a tro p h ied  w ill .  T ru e  w o rk  

is  v ir tu o u s  fo r  it r e q u i r e s  b r a v e r y  and s e l f - r e l i a n c e ,  but m e r e  to i l  can  

be the  r e s u l t  of m o r a l  c o w ard ice  and th e r e f o r e  c o n s t i tu te s  d ep rav ity .

F r o m  th e  fo rego ing  d is c u s s io n  i t  i s  c l e a r  tha t T h o reau  developed  

a n o rm a t iv e  s ta n d a rd  by w h ich  to judge  the qua lity  of a m a n 's  life in
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r e la t io n  to h is  n a tu re  w ithout r e f e r e n c e  to  any re l ig io u s  th e o lo g ic a l  

s y s te m . Of c o u rse  he did b e liev e  in an  e x te rn a l  t r a n s c e n d e n t  m o r a l  

a b so lu te  w hich  w ill  com e u n d e r  l a t e r  d is cu s s io n ,  but at the p r e s e n t  point 

it  is  im p o r ta n t  to note th is  d is t in g u ish in g  fe a tu re  of T h o r e a u 's  d u a l ism .

A p a r t i c u la r ly  in te r e s t in g  co n sequence  of th is  view, and one 

which h a s  been  la rg e ly  o v e rlo o k ed  in the l i t e r a tu r e  dealing  w ith  h is  

p o li t ic a l  thought, is  that p h y s ic a l  to i l  can  to  a l im ited  ex ten t im p ro v e  

the  h u m a n  condition, even  though an  ind iv idua l h as  not re c o g n iz e d  o r  

has  s h i rk e d  the  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  h is  d i s c r e te  personhood  and h is  

re la t io n s  w ith  the r e s t  of c r e a t io n .  The following p a s sa g e  i l l u s t r a t e s  

quite  c l e a r ly  both th is  idea  and the e l i t i s m  w hich  is  im p l ic i t  in the  

s ta te m e n t :

The sav ag e  lives  s im p ly  th ro u g h  ig n o ran ce  and id le n e ss  o r  l a z i 
n e s s ,  but the p h ilo so p h e r  l iv e s  s im p ly  th ro u g h  w isdom . In th e  
c a s e  of the  savage , the a cc o m p a n im e n t  of s im p l ic i ty  is  id le n e s s  
w ith  i ts  a ttendan t v ic e s ,  but in the c a se  of the  p h ilo so p h e r ,  i t  is 
the  h ig h e s t  em ploym ent and  deve lopm en t.  The fac t  fo r  the  sav ag e , 
and f o r  the m a s s  of m ank ind , is  tha t  it is  b e t t e r  to p lan t, w eave , 
and  build  than  to do nothing o r  w o rs e ;  but the  fac t fo r  the  p h i lo s o 
p h e r  o r  a  nation  loving w isd o m , is  tha t it i s  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  to 
c u l t iv a te  the h ighest  f a c u l t ie s  and  spend as  l i t t le  t im e  a s  p o s s ib le  
in  p lan ting , w eaving , build ing, e tc .  It depends upon the  h e ig h t  
of y o u r  s tan d a rd ,  and no doubt th ro u g h  m an u a l  lab o r  a s  a  po lice  
m e n  a r e  educa ted  up to  a c e r t a in  level. The s im p le  s ty le  i s  bad 
fo r  th e  savage  b e ca u se  he d o es  w o rs e  than  to  obta in  the  lu x u r ie s  
of life; it i s  good fo r  the  p h i lo s o p h e r  b ecau se  he does b e t t e r  than  
to  w o rk  fo r  them . The q u e s t io n  is  w h e th e r  you can  b e a r  f r e e d o m .
At p r e s e n t  the vas t  m a jo r i ty  of m en , w h e th e r  b la ck  o r  w hite  
r e q u i r e  the d isc ip line  of la b o r  w hich  e n s la v e s  th e m  fo r  t h e i r  good.
If the  I r i s h m a n  did not sh o v e l  a l l  day, he  would get d ru n k  and 
q u a r r e l .  But the p h i lo so p h e r  does  not r e q u i r e  the sam e  d is c ip l in e .  . .
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T h o re a u  did not be lieve  that a l l  m en  a r e  cap ab le  of bear ing  th e i r  

burden  of f r e e d o m  and re s p o n s ib i l i ty .  He w as an  e l i t i s t ,  believing tha t 

those  who e x e r te d  t h e i r  w il l  w e re  s u p e r io r  b e in g s ,  and tha t  though m en  

w e re  of unequal ta le n t s  o r  in te l l ig e n c e ,  the t ru e  t e s t  of s u p e r io r  m a n 

hood r e s t s  w ith  the  b r a v e r y  one exh ib its  in accep ting  the  f re e d o m  of w ill  

and in  ach iev ing  the fu ll  p o ten t ia l  of hum anity .

The s u p e r io r  m a n  is  not n e c e s s a r i ly  the m o s t  a cco m p lish ed  p e r 

son  o r  the one who h a s  accu m u la te d  m u ch  knowledge o r  m uch  p ro p e r ty ,  

but the m a n  who h a s  le a rn e d  to  know h im s e l f  and to  follow h is  in s tinc tive  

genius a s  it leads  h im  to a fu lf i l lm en t of h is  po ten tia l .  "It is a p leasan t  

fac t tha t you w ill  know no m a n  long, h o w ev er  low in the so c ia l  sca le ,  

h o w ev er  poo r , m i s e r a b l e ,  in te m p e ra te ,  and w o r th le s s  he m ay  a p p e a r  

to be, a m e r e  b u rd e n  to  so c ie ty ,  but you w il l  find at la s t  tha t th e re  is 

som eth ing  w hich  he u n d e rs ta n d s  and can  do b e t te r  than  any o the r ,  

and if tha t  m a n  a lso  m a k e s  the  sam e  d is c o v e ry  about h im s e lf  and follows 

w h e re  h is  in s t in c ts  lead  he can  be a  s u p e r io r  m an  b e ca u se  he is  a m an , 

not som eth ing  l e s s  th an  he  w as  c re a te d .  But, m o s t  m en  a r e  defic ien t in 

co u rag e ,  o r  the  w isd o m  to be th e m s e lv e s ,  p r e f e r r in g  to r e s ig n  th e i r  

r e s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  to in s t i tu t io n s  and to re l in q u ish  th e i r  f r e e d o m  to so c ia l  

confo rm ity .

T his  w ant of c o u ra g e  is  a  fa ta l  flaw in  the n a tu re  of m an , fo r  it 

le ad s  h im  to p r e f e r  an  in f e r io r  qua li ty  of life . T h o re a u  w as  d ism ayed
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th a t  "when we c o n s id e r  w ha t,  to  u se  the  w o rd s  of the  c a te c h is m ,  is  the

ch ief  end of m an , and what a r e  the  t r u e  n e c e s s a r i e s  and m e a n s  of life ,

i t  a p p e a r s  a s  if  m a n  had d e l ib e ra te ly  ch o sen  the com m on  m ode of living

b e cau se  they  p r e f e r r e d  it to any o th e r ,  Such a p re fe re n c e  is

s tu p id i ty — "alw ays you have to  con tend  w ith  the s tup id ity  of m en . . . .

107The s tupid  you have a lw ays w ith  you, " The s tupid  m a y  inc lude  som e 

v e ry  know ledgable  p e r s o n s  who have  a t ta in ed  n e i th e r  w is d o m  n o r  the  

v i r tu e  to  w hich  it le ad s .  S tupid ity  and cow ard ice  have the  sam e  p r a c t i 

c a l  r e s u l t ,  fo r  they  p rev en t  a m a n  f r o m  achieving fu l l  personhood .

The w ant of w isd o m , th e  la c k  of c o u ra g e ,  and the  o th e r  fo ib les  

w hich  a f f l ic t  m ank ind  r e s u l t  in  a c l e a r  d iv is ion  am ong the  r a c e ,  and 

e s ta b l i s h e s  th e  foundation  fo r  a n  e l i t i s m .  The e lite  a r e  s u p e r io r  ty p e s ,  — 

g en ius , p h i lo so p h e r ,  poet, h e r o —and com m and dom ina tion  by v ir tu e  of 

t h e i r  fo rc e  of w ill .  T h e i r  s u p e r io r i ty  c o n s is ts  in  th e i r  exam ple  and

th e i r  c o n tr ib u tio n  to  the  r a c e  is  the  fo rc e  of th e i r  p e r s o n a l i ty  which

108"changes  th ings  and r e la t io n s "  r a t h e r  than  any b en evo lence  or c h a r i ty  

to w a rd  t h e i r  l e s s  fav o red  fe llow s . V ir tu e  is  a p e r s o n a l  th ing , s e l f -  

con ta ined . Any influence  it has  is  th ro u g h  exam ple , fo r  i t s  c o n c e rn s  

and  o b liga tions  a r e  ind iv idua l and su b jec tiv e .  No m an  can  r e f o r m  any 

but h im s e l f ,  and to do fo r  a n o th e r  w hat he m u s t  do f o r  h im s e l f  is  not a 

k in d n ess  but p e rh a p s  a  h in d ra n c e  fo r  it  a llow s h im  to  postpone the day 

w hen he b e co m e s  a s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t  hum an .
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What i s  c a l l e d  c h a r i ty  is  no c h a r i ty ,  but th e  in t e r f e r e n c e  of a 
th i r d  p e r s o n .  Shall I i n t e r f e r e  w ith  fa te ?  Sha ll  I d e frau d  m an  
of th e  o p p o r tu n i t ie s  w hich  God gave h im ,  and  so tak e  away h is  
life?

T h is  i s  th e  l im it  of h um an  c o o p e ra t io n .  B enevo lence  c o n s is t s  in 

being t r u e  to  o n e ’s own g en ius , and p ro v id in g  an  ex am p le  th ro u g h  o n e ’s 

c h a r a c t e r  and  fo rce  of w ill .  T h o re a u  w as e x p l ic i t :  " T h e re  is  but one 

ob liga tion , and  th a t  is  the o b liga tion  to obey the  h ig h e s t  d ic ta te s .  None 

c an  lay m e  u n d e r  a n o th e r  w hich  w i l l  s u p e r s e d e  th i s .   ̂^

T he  e ffec t  of hum an in s u la r i ty  i s  not c a l lo u s  d i s r e g a r d  fo r  the

genuine n e ed s  of a fellow hum an, but a re c o g n it io n  th a t  as  r e g a rd s  the

c e n t r a l  n e ed s  of hum an  life th e r e  is  no he lp .  It is  a l s o  t r u e  tha t th e re

a r e  m en  who a r e  so benighted and d e p ra v e d  th a t  they  a r e  beyond any

a s s i s t a n c e  sav e  th a t  of an  ex am p le  of a fu l l  l ife ;

Be s u r e  th a t  you give the p o o r  the a id  th a t  they  m o s t  need , though 
it be y o u r  e x am p le  which le a v e s  th e m  f a r  behind . If you give 
th e m  m on ey , spend y o u rs e l f  w ith  i t ,  and  do not m e r e ly  abandon 
it to  th e m . We m ake  c u r io u s  m is ta k e s  s o m e t im e s .  O ften the  
poor m a n  is  not so cold and h u n g ry  a s  he  i s  d i r ty  and ragged  
and g r o s s .  I t is  p a r t ly  h is  t a s t e ,  and not m e r e ly  h is  m is fo r tu n e .
If you give h im  m oney, he w il l  p e rh a p s  buy m o re  r a g s  w ith  it .

T he  S o c ia l  S ta tic s  of H e r b e r t  S p e n c e r  did not s ta te  the  point any 

c l e a r e r  th a n  th e  p a ssag e  above. The m a in  a rg u m e n t  of S p e n c e r ’s b rand  

of l i b e r a l i s m  w as  not, of c o u rs e  th e  m a jo r  point w h ich  T h o re a u  w ished  

to  m ak e .  T he  e f fec t ,  h ow ever , is  v e ry  s i m i l a r .  The w e lfa re  s ta te ,  in 

the  opinion of both  m en , i s  b a se d  upon a s e t  of fau lty  a s s u m p t io n s  about 

th e  c h a r a c t e r  of hum anity . In  a p h y s ic a l  s e n s e  f o r  S p e n c e r  and in  a
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s p i r i tu a l  s e n s e  fo r  T h o rea u ,  both m en  r e g a r d e d  s t r e n g th  a s  an  a t t r ib u te  

n e c e s s a r y  to  ju s t i fy  s u rv iv a l .

The s u p e r io r  m an  does  have an  in fluence  beyond the  life he le a d s ,

h o w e v e r ,  and p lays a ro le  in  the im p ro v e m e n t  of the  r a c e .  In th is

T h o re a u  w a s  in te re s t in g ly  c lo se  to  a th e o ry  of in ev itab le  p r o g r e s s  in the

h i s to r y  of m an k in d  s im i l a r  to  th a t  of the  G e rm a n  I d e a l i s t s .  But, i t  is

ju s t  a s  c l e a r ly  a  " g re a t  m a n "  th e o ry  of h i s to r y  r e s u l t in g  f r o m  h is  view

of the n a tu r e  of m an  as  i t  a p p e a r s  in  i t s  p e r fe c t  d ev e lo p m en t,  th e  s u p e r io r

m a n .  In A W eek, he w ro te :

We w il l  not be confined by h i s to r i c a l ,  even g eo lo g ic a l  p e r io d s  
w hich  would allow  us to doubt of a p r o g r e s s  in  h u m a n  a f f a i r s .
If we r i s e  above th is  w is d o m  fo r  the  day, we sh a l l  expec t tha t 
th is  m o rn in g  of the r a c e ,  in  w hich it h a s  been  su p p lied  w ith  
the  s im p le s t  n e c e s s a r i e s ,  w ith  c o rn  and w ine , and honey , and 
o il, and f i r e ,  and a r t i c u la te  sp eech , and a g r i c u l tu r a l  and o th e r  
a r t s ,  r e a r e d  up by d e g r e e s  f r o m  the  cond ition  of an ts  to  m en , 
w il l  be su cc e ed e d  by a  day of equ a lly  p r o g r e s s iv e  sp len d o r ;  
th a t ,  in the  lap se  of the  d iv ine p e r io d s ,  o th e r  d iv ine  ag en ts  and 
godlike m en  w ill  a s s i s t  to  e lev a te  the  r a c e  a s  m u c h  above i ts  
p r e s e n t  condition .

A lthough  the  p h y s ica l  n a tu re  of m an  had T h o r e a u ’s p ro foundes t 

r e s p e c t  and w as  held  to be w o rth y  of d ev e lopm en t to i t s  fu l le s t  cap ac ity ,  

a s  an  Id e a l i s t  he gave p r io r i ty  to  the s p i r i tu a l  a sp e c t  of m an . The body 

i s  a p a r t  of n a tu re  and as  such  is sub jec t to  the  law s of i t s  o rg a n iza tio n ,  

inc lud ing  th e  m o rb id i t ie s  th a t  p re c e d e  the  in e v i ta b le  d ea th  and r e t u r n  to  

th e  e le m e n ts  of w hich  a l l  c re a t io n  i s  m ad e . On th e  o th e r  hand a cco rd in g  

to  T h o rea u ,  the  sp i r i tu a l  n a tu re  of m a n  e x is t s  th an k s  to the  sou l w hich
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i s  a l l i e d  to  e v e r y  h u m a n  body. The sou l  is  an  i m m o r t a l  s p a r k  of the  

d iv ine  f i r e ,  a  p a r t i c l e  of the  c r e a t iv e  s p i r i t  f r o m  which a l l  n a tu re  

s p r i n g s .  The  soul of m a n  h a s  an iden t i ty  w i th  th e  C r e a t o r  a s  the  body 

of m a n  h a s  an ident i ty  with  the  c r e a t e d .  B e c a u se  it is  m a n ' s  soul 

w h ich  w i l l  s u rv iv e ,  it is  the  soul r a t h e r  than  the  ph y s ica l  life which is 

the  n e a r e r  c o n c e r n  of m an  and c o m m a n d s  the  g r e a t e r  a t ten t ion .  It a l so  

exp la in s  T h o r e a u ' s  e x t r e m e  s u b je c t iv i s m  w hich  ha s  a  n e c e s s a r y  and 

log ica l  l ink to ind iv idua l i s t ic  e g o i sm  in  po l i t i c a l ,  socia l ,  and re l ig ious  

thought.  T h o r e a u  expla ined  his  view in  W a ld e n , recogn iz ing  in the final  

s en te n c e  of the  following p a ssa g e ,  tha t  the  su b jec t iv e ,  a lm o s t  in d ep en d 

ent,  s p i r i t u a l  a sp e c t  of m a n ' s  b ina ry  n a t u r e  f o r c e s  an  ind ividuali ty  

w h ich  i s  a s o c i a l .

I only know m y s e l f  a s  a hum an  enti ty;  the s ce n e ,  so to speak,  
of thoughts  and a f fec t ions ;  and a m  s e n s ib l e  of a  c e r t a i n  doub le - 
n e s s  by which I can  s tand a s  r e m o te  f r o m  m y s e l f  as  f r o m  
a n o th e r .  H o w ev e r  in tense  m y  e x p e r i e n c e ,  I a m  consc ious  of 
the  p r e s e n c e  and c r i t i c i s m  of a p a r t  of m e ,  which ,  a s  it  w e r e ,  
is  not a  p a r t  of m e ,  but a s p e c t a to r ,  s h a r in g  no e x p e r ie n c e  but 
tak ing  no te  of it; and that  is  no m o r e  I th a n  i t  i s  you. When the 
play,  i t  m a y  be the t r a g e d y ,  of life i s  o v e r ,  the  s p e c t a t o r  goes 
h i s  way.  It was  a kind of f ic t ion,  a w o r k  of the  im ag ina t ion  
only, so f a r  a s  he was  conce rned .  T h i s  do u b len ess  m a y  e a s i ly  
m a k e  us  poo r  ne ighbors  and f r i e n d s  s o m e t i m e s .

H e r e  it i s  w o r th  noting in p a s s in g  tha t  T h o r e a u  s e r i o u s l y  c o n 

s i d e r e d  the  O r i e n t a l  idea  of t r a n s m i g r a t i o n  of the  soul a  d is t inc t  p o s s i -

114bi li ty ,  a s u g g es t iv e  in t im a t ion  of h u m a n  in s t in c t .  The im p o r tan t  

point  in  the  p r e s e n t  d i s cu s s io n ,  h ow ever ,  i s  tha t  the  s p i r i t u a l  e l em en t
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in  m a n  su rv iv e s  and t r a n s c e n d s  the p h ys ica l  l im i ta t ions  of the bodily  

l ife,  in T h o r e a u ' s  v iew. The soul, being a p e rm a n e n t  p a r t i c l e  of the  

O v e r so u l  and t h e r e f o r e  a  pa r t i c ip an t  in  the  c r e a t iv e  w i l l  behind n a tu re ,  

p ro v id es  the  connec t ing  l ink  be tween  the r e a l  and the p h en o m en a l  in  m a n 

kind as  w e l l  a s  the m e a n s  fo r  the  h um an  sub jec t iv i ty  to define the r e l a t i o n 

ship  be tween  the a p p a r e n t  and the ac tua l  in  every th ing  which  it p e r c e i v e s .  

The  soul h a s  i t s  own p a r t i c u l a r  a t t r ib u te s  and s e n s e s ,  a s  does  the  body, 

but the  s p i r i t u a l  f a c u l t i e s  give an  infinite ex tens ion  to m a n ' s  p e r so n a l i t y .

It is  the  in t e g ra t io n  of th e s e  two s e t s  of ab i l i t i e s  tha t  m a k e s  a whole  m an .  

The p h y s ica l  m a n  h a s  a b i l i t i e s  based  upon the  ob jec t ive  c h a r a c t e r  of h is  

n a t u r a l  en v i ro n m e n t  su ch  a s  ra t io n a l  in te l l igence ,  the  a cc u m u la t io n  of 

fa c tu a l  knowledge and th e  pow er  to  man ipu la te  h i s  e n v i ro n m e n t  fo r  added 

c o m fo r t  and w e l l - b e in g ,  wh ich  T h o r e a u  co l lec t ive ly  c l a s s e d  a s  ta len t .

The c ap a b i l i t i e s  of the  soul ,  on the  o th e r  hand, a r e  g rounded  in  the 

om nipo tence  of the  O v e r s o u l ,  and a r e  not l im i ted  by the  ob jec t ive  laws 

of n a tu r a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  but a r e  in tu it ions  of the  w i l l  t r a n s c e n d in g  the 

r e s t r a i n t s  of c a u s e  and e f fec t  logic,  in s t inc t ive  s e n s o r s  of the  i m p e r a t i v e  

r e a l i t y  beyond the c o nd i t iona l  a p p e a r a n c e ,  and th e s e  su b jec t iv e  c r e a t i v e  

p ow ers  T h o r e a u  ca l l ed  gen ius .  "The p e r fe c t  m an ,  " he  w r o t e ,  m ean in g  

p e r f e c t  in the  s en se  of c o m p le ted  o r  whole ,  "has  both  gen ius  and t a len t .  

The one is  h i s  head ,  the  o th e r  h is  foot; by one he i s ,  by the  o th e r  he 

l ives .
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In the  p re v io u s  d i s cu s s io n ,  it  h a s  been  noted  tha t  the p h ys ica l  m a n

h a s  a s o u r c e  of n o rm a t iv e  beh av io r  which  c o n s t i tu t e s  h is  duty,  o r  a se t

of convent ions  which  socie ty  has  d e te r m in e d  to  n a m e  m o ra l i ty .  This

kind of m o r a l  duty ba sed  upon the p h y s ica l  d e m an d s  of h is  n a tu re  and

the condi t ions  of h is  n a tu ra l  env i ronm en t  does  not apply  to the genius.

The genius  is  above m o ra l i ty ,  fo r  it i s  c r e a t i v e  r a t h e r  than  reac t iv e ,

infin ite  r a t h e r  than  condi tional,  b a sed  upon in s t in c t iv e  ap p re h en s io n  of

the  i d e a l  r a t h e r  than  an in te l l e c tu a l  p r o c e s s  o p e ra t in g  upon the  o b se rv ed

fac ts  of n a tu r a l  phenomena. "Duty belongs  to the  und e rs tan d in g ,  but

genius  i s  not dutiful ,  the h ighes t  t a le n t  i s  dutiful .  Goodness  r e s u l t s

f r o m  the  w i s e s t  u se  of ta len t.  What c o m e s  to a m a n  th rough  the

in s t in c t  of h is  genius  r a t h e r  than  th rough  the  r a t i o n a l  p r o c e s s e s  of h is

in te l l ig en ce ,  i s  c l o s e r  to u l t im a te  t r u t h  f o r  it h a s  a s  i t s  so u rc e  an

em p a th y  w i th  the  c re a t iv e  will .  "The u n c o n sc io u s n e s s  of m a n  i s  the

117c o n s c io u s n e s s  of God, the end of the  w or ld .  "

The  use  of the  w ord  "unconsc ious"  in  the  p re c ed in g  quota t ion  is  

m i s l e a d in g ,  f o r  it i s  used  in a  p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s e  to  d is t ingu ish  ins t inc t ive  

w i s d o m  f r o m  ra t i o n a l  in te l l igence .  In expla in ing  T h o r e a u ' s  th eo ry ,  

c o n s c io u s n e s s  i s  the  bes t  w ord  to d e s c r ib e  the m e thod  by which one 

deve lops  and ex tends  the s p i r i tu a l  capac i ty  to ap p reh en d  in tu it ive  w isdom .  

C o n sc io u s n e s s  i s  to genius what r e a s o n  i s  to  in te l l igence .  Acute  a w a r e 

n e s s  and  re c e p t iv i ty  to the  l e a s t  in t im a t ions  of the s p i r i t ,  i s  both  the
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m ethod  and the  ob jec t  of a su cc e ss fu l  l ife.  The pa th  to m an ly  v i r tu e ,

a s  opposed  to m e r e  m o r a l i t y ,  r e q u i r e s  not only c o u r a g e ,  but c o n sc io u s -

118n e s s  a s  well .  "To be awake is  to be a l ive ,  " o r  to  be d i r e c t e d  by 

o n e ' s  genius.

None but the  h e r o  ach ieves  a state of co ns tan t  c o n sc io u s n e s s ,  but

when he does ach ie v e  the  n e c e s s a r y  pi tch of s e n s i t iv i ty  he r e c e iv e s

" in sp i ra t io n ,  the  div ine go ss ip  which c o m e s  to  the  a t ten t ive  m ind ,  ”^^9

by which  h is  gen ius  i s  in s t ru c te d .

If one l i s t e n s  to  the  f a in te s t  but cons tan t  su gges t ions  of h is  
gen ius ,  which  a r e  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e ,  he s e e s  not to what e x t r e m e s ,  
o r  even  in s an i ty  i t  m a y  lead him;  and ye t  tha t  way ,  a s  he g row s  
m o r e  r e s o lu t e  and  faithful ,  h is  road  l i e s .  The f a in te s t  a s s u r e d  
ob jec t ion  w h ich  one hea l thy  m an  fee ls  w i l l  at  leng th  p re v a i l  o v e r  
the  a r g u m e n t s  and c u s to m s  of mankind . No m a n  e v e r  followed 
h i s  genius  t i l l  i t  m i s l e d  him.

It m u s t  be obvious  tha t  T h o r e a u ' s  id ea  of gen ius  is  an indiv idual

p r o p e r t y ,  and though e a c h  m an  has  h is  gen ius ,  it is  not a un i fo rm  gift,.

It r a n g e s  " f r o m  tha t  w h ich  is  next to s le e p  and death ,  to that  which

is  f o r e v e r  awake and i m m o r t a l .  We m u s t  not confound m a n  with  m an .

We cannot conce ive  of a g r e a t e r  d i f f e rence  than  be tw een  the  life of one

1 2 1m a n  and that  of a n o t h e r . "  With each  m an  following h i s  genius ,  it  is 

c l e a r  tha t  u n i fo r m  s o c i a l  behav io r  is not to be expec ted ,  no r  can a  m a n  

following h is  gen ius  allow soc ia l ly  im posed  c o n s t r a i n t s  to i n t e r f e r e  with  

h i s  i n t e r n a l  p u r s u i t s .  The genius def ines  the  d i r e c t io n  a m an  ought to 

t a k e ,  and the  fo r c e  of h is  will  enab les  h i m  to t r a n s f o r m  the ought into
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the  i s .  The wil l ,  h o w ev er ,  can  only ac tua l ize  what is  t r u l y  c o n s i s ten t

w i th  a m a n ' s  genius ,  tha t  i s ,  what  is  a t r u e  in t im a t ion  of the soul.  It

i s  e a s y  to be m i s l e d ,  and c lo se  fide l i ty  to o ne 's  c o n s c io u s n e s s  is

i m p e r a t i v e .  A s  T h o r e a u  put it:

We m u s t  s a i l  by a s o r t  of dead  reckoning  on th is  c o u r s e  of life, 
not sp e a k  any v e s s e l  n o r  spy any head land ,  but, in sp ite  of a l l  
phenom ena ,  com e s t e a d i ly  into p o r t  at la s t .  In g e n e r a l ,  we 
m u s t  have  a cathol ic  and u n i v e r s a l  w isdom ,  w i s e r  than  any 
p a r t i c u l a r ,  and be p ru d en t  enough to d e f e r  to it a lw ays .  We 
a r e  l i t e r a l l y  w i s e r  than  we know. Men do not fa i l  f o r  want of 
knowledge,  but fo r  want of p rudence  to give w is d o m  the 
p r e f e r e n c e .

Once m a n  has  given "w isdom  the p r e f e r e n c e "  he has  provided 

fo r  h i m s e l f  the n e c e s s a r y  c o u r s e  of ac t ion .  "What a m a n  knows,  that  

he d o e s ,  i s  a m ot ive  f a c t o r  behind hum an  behav io r .  A m an

w h o se  w isd o m ,  genius ,  and w i l l  a r e  in h a rm o n y  with  the  under ly ing  

r e a l i t y  of the  soul w il l  a c t  upon p r in c ip le ,  w il l  r i s e  above the c i r c u m 

s t a n c e s  of h i s  phys ica l  life and w i l l  p r e v a i l  aga in s t  a l l  opposing p h e 

n o m e n a  in the  m a t e r i a l  w o r ld .

A c t io n  f r o m  p r in c ip le ,  the  p e rc e p t io n  and p e r fo r m a n c e  of r ight ,  
c h a n g e s  th ings  and r e l a t i o n s ;  it  is e s s e n t i a l l y  r e vo lu t iona ry ,  
and does  not c o n s i s t  w hol ly  w i th  anything which w a s .  . . . ay,  
it d iv ides  the in d iv id u a l , s e p a ra t in g  the d iabo l ica l  in h im  f r o m  
th e  div ine .

Of c o u r s e ,  T h o r e a u  w a s  m ak ing  an  a s s u m p t io n  which  m a n y  th in k e r s  

would  c l a i m  is  not bo rn e  out by e x p e r i en c e .  To know r igh t  i s  not  n e c e s 

s a r i l y  to  do righ t .  N or  does  such  a view adequa te ly  exp la in  how m en  of 

good w i l l  a r r i v e  at d i f f e r en t ,  often  conf lic t ing,  conv ic t ions  about r ight
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b e h a v io r .  The p e rc e p t io n  of the  right  being a  func t ion  of a m a n ' s  c o n 

s c i o u s n e s s  in fo rm ing  h is  gen iu s ,  which T h o r e a u  said  can  n e v e r  m i s 

lead  h i m ,  s e t s  the  s tage  f o r  so c ia l  confl ic ts  am o n g  fan a t ic s .  Th is  i s ,  

som e  m ig h t  say ,  good t h e o r y  b e cau se  it d e s c r i b e s  why the  a f f a i r s  of 

the  w o r ld  p r e s e n t  such  m o r a l  tang le s  and the  p e ac e  is  cont inua l ly  d i s 

t u r b e d .  . It does  not,  h o w e v e r ,  fit  T h o r e a u ' s  b e l ie f  in a u n iv e r s a l  m o r a l  

a b so lu t e  which a m a n  of gen ius  co m p reh en d s  t h r o u g h  h is  c o n sc io u s n es s .  

W a r  am ong  h e r o e s  i s  s t i l l  a  poss ib i l i ty .  This  c o n t r a d ic t io n  in T h o r e a u ' s  

id e a s  l e a v e s  the  do o r  open, not only to holy w a r ,  but to a holy  w a r  fought 

on both  s id e s  by m e n  convinced  of the abso lu te  m o r a l i t y  of t h e i r  posit ion .

T h o r e a u  did reco g n ize  the  n o n - r a t i o n a l  c h a r a c t e r  of c o n sc io u s n e s s  

when u n d e rs to o d  as  the sub jec t ive  deve lopm ent  of the  in s t in c tu a l  w h i s p e r 

ings  of the  soul and the f ina l  a r b i t e r  of v i r tu e  and s t a n d a r d  f o r  action.

The  em o t io n a l  r e c ep t iv i ty  of c o n sc io u s n e s s  upon w h ic h  the genius and 

h e r o  depend, g ives  r i s e  to w i s d o m  (as opposed to m e r e  in te l lec tua l  

u n d e r s t an d in g )  and the  p e r c e p t io n  of e t e r n a l  a b so lu t e  p r in c ip le s  tha t  a r e  

the  s o u r c e  of obl igation,  T h o r e a u  would have  expanded  the  G r e e k  m a x im  

to  r ead  "W isdom  is  v i r tu e  and v ir tue  i s  power .  "

Th e  t r u l y  w ise ,  t r u l y  s u p e r i o r  m an ,  the h e r o ,  when c o m p a r e d  

wi th  the  c o m m o n  m a n  in t e m p e r a m e n t ,  i n t e l l e c tu a l  m e thod  and b ehav io r ,  

w i l l  be judged  by l e s s e r  c h a r a c t e r s  to be i n s a n e —which he i s  in the 

s e n s e  of being wholly  i r r a t i o n a l  by the s t a n d a r d s  of logic and fac tua l
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s c ie n c e .  T h o r e a u  w ro te  the following p a s sa g e  in 1850 befo re  H a r p e r ' s

F e r r y  and t h e r e f o r e  w as  speak ing  in g e n e r a l  t e r m s  r a t h e r  than  in

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of Jo h n  Brown:

Nothing m e m o r a b le  w as  e v e r  acco m p l i sh ed  in a  p r o s a ic  mood 
of m ind .  The h e r o e s  and d i s c o v e r e r s  have  found t r u e  m o r e  
than  w a s  p re v io u s ly  be l ieved ,  only when th ey  w e r e  expecting 
and d r e a m in g  of som eth ing  m o r e  than  t h e i r  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  
d r e a m e d  of, —when they  w e r e  in a f r a m e  of mind  p r e p a r e d  in 
so m e  m e a s u r e  f o r  the  t ru th .

R e f e r r e d  to the w o r l d ' s  s tanda rd ,  the h e r o ,  the d i s c o v e r e r  
is  in san e ,  i t s  g r e a t e s t  m e n  a r e  a ll  in sane .  At f i r s t  the world  
does  not r e s p e c t  i ts  g r e a t e s t  men.  Some rude  and s im ple  
na t ions  go to the o th e r  e x t r e m e  and r e v e r e n c e  a l l  kinds of 
in san i ty .

It should be c l e a r  by th i s  point  tha t  d esp i te  the e m p h as i s  p laced  

upon the  ro le  of the w i l l  and upon the h e ro ic  type  a s  the  m ot ive  agent  

in  h u m a n  p r o g r e s s ,  the  w i l l  does  not funct ion independen t ly  of the  gen ius ,  

o r  put in  m o r e  u n i v e r s a l  t e r m s ,  the  soul  i s  f r e e  w i th in  the f r e e d o m  of 

the  O v e r so u l .  The h e r o  o r  wi l led  m a n  r e f l e c t s  "abso lu te  goodness"

126w hich  "wil l  leaven  the  whole  lump," of mank ind ,  but the  abso lu te  i s

the  O v e r so u l ,  not the  h e r o i c  sou l  which  i s  only a  p a r t i c l e  of the O v e rso u l .

In a l e t t e r  to I s a i a h  T. W i l l i a m s ,  T h o rea u  s ta t ed  h i s  view of the f r e e d o m

of the  w il l  in t e r m s  tha t  would sa t i s fy  an A ugus t in ian  theologian  a s  w e l l

a s  an  H ege l ian  c o n se rv a t iv e :

T i s  t r u e ,  a s  you say ,  'M a n ' s  ends  a r e  shaped  f o r  h im ,  ' but who 
e v e r  d a r e d  to co n fe ss  the  ex ten t  of h is  f r e e  a g en cy ?  Though I 
a m  w eak ,  I a m  s t ro n g ,  too.  If God shapes  m y  e n d s —he shapes  
m e  a l s o —and h i s  m e a n s  a r e  a lways  equal  to h i s  ends .  His w o rk  
does  not lack  th is  c o m p l e t e n e s s ,  that  the c r e a t u r e  co n sen ts .  I
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a m  m y  des t iny .  Was  I e v e r  in tha t  s t r a ig h t  tha t  it w as  not 
sweet  to  do r ight?  And then  fo r  th is  f r e e  agency  I would 
not be f r e e  of God c e r t a i n l y —I would only have  f r e e d o m  to 
d e fe r  to h im .

A l l  m e n  do not have  the s am e  cap ac i ty  to r e c e iv e  the  ins t inc t ive  

f l a s h e s  of w isdom ,  e i t h e r  f r o m  native  de f ic iency  o r  f r o m  fa i lu re  to 

cu l t iva te  the  c o n sc io u s n e s s .  Like Utopians f r o m  P la to  to Skinner,  

T h o r e a u  saw soc ia l  d iv is ions  of men  t ied  to t h e i r  a b i l i t i e s  and to the 

so c ia l  functions  they p e r f o r m ,  al though he added the m o r a l  d im ens ion  

as  well .  This  is  c e r t a in l y  an im p l ica t ion  of an  e l i t i s m  incom pat ib le  

wi th  d e m o c r a t i c  va lues  as  unders tood  in the West.  The a n t i - l i b e r a l  

im p l ic a t io n s  a r e  obvious ,  and p e rh ap s  exp la in  T h o r e a u ' s  appea l  to 

c e r t a i n  e l e m e n t s  in  the  A m e r i c a n  New Left  who w i s h  a righ t  m o r a l  

s t r u c t u r e  along with  a c lo se ly  o r d e r e d  p o l i t ica l  s y s t e m .

In A Week the o r d e r s  of m en ,  de fined a cc o rd in g  to t h e i r  s p i r i t u a l

a b i l i t i e s ,  a r e  the G e n iu s —which i s  a synonym  fo r  the he ro ic  t y p e —the

A r t i s t ,  and the  A r t i s a n :

The Man of Genius  m ay  at  the  s am e  t im e  be ,  indeed  is  c o m 
monly ,  an A r t i s t ,  but the two a r e  not to be confounded. The 
Man of Genius ,  r e f e r r e d  to mankind, is  an o r ig i n a to r ,  an 
in s p i r e d  o r  demonic  m an ,  who p ro d u ces  a p e r f e c t  w o r k  in 
obedience  to  laws ye t  unexplored .  The A r t i s t  i s  he  who de tec ts  
and app l ie s  the  law f r o m  o b se rv a t io n  of the w o rk s  of Genius ,  
w h e th e r  of m an  o r  na tu re .  The A r t i s a n  i s  he who m e r e l y  
app l ies  the  ru le s  which o th e r s  have  de tec ted .  T h e r e  h a s  been 
no m a n  of pure  Genius ,  a s  t h e r e  h a s  been none wholly  d e s t i 
tu te  of Genius .

A h e r o ,  o r  Man of Genius ,  i s  one whose  p e rc e p t io n s  and life 

h a r m o n i z e  with  both the s p i r i tu a l  and m a t e r i a l  a s p e c t s  of his n a tu re .
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" fo r  w h o m  th is  w or ld  s e e m e d  e x p r e s s l y  p r e p a r e d ,  a s  if c r e a t i o n  had

129a t  l a s t  succeeded .  " Aga in  it is  n e c e s s a r y  to e m p h a s iz e  tha t  G enius  

and  a f fec t ive  w il l  a r e  u n i v e r s a l  and abso lu te ,  and p re v a i l  b e c a u s e  of 

t h e i r  consonance  with  th e  O v e rso u l .  T h o r e a u  c l a r i f i e d  the point in  h is  

J o u r n a l :

Men com m only  t a lk  a s  if  gen ius  w e re  something  p r o p e r  to an 
ind iv idua l .  I e s t e e m  it  but a com m on  priv ilege,  and if one does  
not enjoy it now, he m a y  con g ra tu la t e  h i s  n e ighbor  that  he 
do es .  T h e re  is  no p la ce  fo r  m a n -w o r s h ip .  We un d e rs tan d  
v e r y  w e l l  a m a n ' s  r e l a t io n ,  not to his genius ,  but to the genius .

B ec a u se  t h e r e  i s  ab so lu te ly  a s t an d a rd  f o r  t ru th ,  a u n iv e r s a l

de f in i t ion  of v i r tue ,  and a  u n i fo rm  so u rc e  of obligation,  T h o r e a u  a r r i v e d

a t  a  pos i t ion  s i m i l a r  to  tha t  which  R ousseau  held:

A ny  m a n  knows when he is  ju s t i f ied ,  and a l l  the wits  in the 
w o r ld  cannot en l igh ten  h i m  on tha t  point. The m u r d e r e r  a lways  
knows that  he is  j u s t l y  punished .

T h i s  notion is  n e c e s s a r y  to  b u t t r e s s  T h o r e a u ' s  content ion  that  the  e x am p le  

of an  ac t io n  f r o m  p r in c ip le ,  by fo rce  of w i l l  m u s t  convic t  a l l  who a p p r e 

hend  the  t r u t h  thus  d e m o n s t r a t e d  and wil l  a s s u r e  the p rev a len ce  of the 

p r in c ip le .

T h e r e  i s  an  u n re s o lv e d  c o n t ra d ic t io n  a p p a r en t  a t  th i s  point  tha t  

m u s t  be noted fo r  the  sake  of a  com ple te  exposi t ion  of his th e o ry  of h u m a n  

n a tu r e .  Aga in  the u n r e s o lv e d  ques t ion  of evil  b e co m e s  an i s su e .  If the  

fo r c e  of s u p e r i o r  wil l  and exam ple  w ere  suff ic ient to convince  a l l  o b s e r 

v e r s ,  to  "change th ings  and  r e l a t i o n s "  t h e r e  would be a p e r p e tu a l  m o v e -
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m en t  to w a rd  h u m a n  p e r fe c t io n  a s  the  u n i v e r s a l  laws unfold and  a r e  

d e m o n s t r a t e d  in the  e x am p le s  of s u p e r i o r  m en  of the  h e r o i c  type ,

T h o r e a u  r e c o g n iz e d  tha t  th is  is  not a n  inev i tab le  p r o c e s s ,  a t  l e a s t  not 

a n  inev i tab ly  p e ac e fu l  p r o c e s s ,  and tha t  on o cca s io n  the r igh t  m u s t  

p r e v a i l  t h ro u g h  c o e r c io n .  J u s t  a s  l a b o r  is  n e c e s s a r i l y  im p o s e d  upon 

the  w eak  o r  l a z y  f o r  the  sake  of d i s c ip l in e ,  c o e r c io n  is n e c e s s a r U y  

im p o s e d  upon th o s e  who wil l  not a c q u i e s c e  in the  app l ica t io n  of a  u n i v e r 

s a l  p r in c ip le .  A s  l a b o r  i s  ju s t i f i e d  to  im p o s e  the n e c e s s a r y  d isc ip l ine  

on the w e a k  n a t u r e  so v io lence  i s  j u s t i f i e d  to im p o s e  d i s c ip l in e  on the 

s p i r i t u a l ly  r e c a l c i t r a n t .  Th is  is  not whol ly  c o n s i s te n t  w i th  the  t h e o r y  

u n le s s  oppo s i t io n  to  a d e m o n s t r a t e d  t r u e  p r in c ip le  i s  a cco u n ted  fo r  by 

evil  a s  a  p o s i t iv e  f a c to r .  Oppos i t ion  i s  not m e r e l y  a  s tag n a t io n  of s p i r i t ,  

but a p e r v e r s i o n  of the  fo rce  of wi l l .  T h o r e a u  did not c l e a r l y  a r t i c u l a t e

such an  ex p lan a t io n ,  a l though he f r e q u e n t ly  r e f e r r e d  to the e x i s t e n c e  of

132"two p o w e rs ,  " m a n  beginning a s  "old m e n  in c r i m e ,  " o r  a dev i l  in

ev e ry o n e  " that  i s  capab le  of any c r i m e  in  the  long run.  "^^3 The c ap a c i ty

of m a n  f o r  ev i l  i s  t a c i t l y  a s s u m e d  in  such  s t a t e m e n t s  a s ,  "Men have

m ad e  w a r  f r o m  a d e e p e r  in s t in c t  th a n  peace ,  and, "I have  a deep

135s y m p a th y  w i th  w a r ,  it so ap es  the  gait  and b ea r in g  of the  soul.  "

T h o r e a u  re c o g n iz e d  the s t r a i n  of v io lence  in h e re n t  in m ank ind .

It  m a y  be ap p l ied  to w a rd  good o r  bad ends .  R a th e r  than  deny i t s  e x i s t 

e nce  o r  labe l  i t s  o r ig i n  a s  ev il ,  he a c c e p te d  it a s  one of the  g ivens  of
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the  h u m a n  const i tu t ion ,  and exa l ted  it when employed in  the  s t rugg le

to  i n s ta l l  the  h ig h e r  p r in c ip l e s  p r o c l a i m e d  by the  h e ro .

W ar  is  the sym pathy  of co n cu s s io n .  . . . The So ld ier  i s  the  
p r a c t i c a l  i d e a l i s t ;  he  h a s  no sym pathy  wi th  m a t t e r ,  he  
r e v e l s  in the  ann ih i la t ion  of it .  So do we a l l  at t i m e s .
When a  f r e s h e t  d e s t r o y s  the w o r k s  of man, o r  a f i r e  c o n 
su m e s  th em ,  o r  a L isbon  e a r th q u ak e  shakes  t h e m  down, 
o u r  sym pathy  with  p e r s o n s  is  swallowed up in a w i d e r  
sym pathy  wi th  the u n iv e r s e ,  A c r a s h  is  apt to g r a t e  a g r e e 
ab le  on o u r  e a r s .

The im p l ic a t io n  of v io lence  i s  c l e a r  in the following quota t ion  which 

a lso  adeq u a te ly  s u m m a r i z e s  T h o r e a u ' s  pos it ion  on the  f o r c e  of w il l  

and the  ro le  of the  e l i te :

S o m e t im e s  a p a r t i c u l a r  body of m e n  do unconsc ious ly  a s s e r t  
tha t  t h e i r  w i l l  is  fa te ,  tha t  the  r igh t  i s  decided  by t h e i r  f ia t  
without appea l ,  and when th i s  i s  the  c ase  they can n e v e r  be 
m is ta k e n ;  a s  when one m a n  i s  qu i te  s i lenced  by the  th r i l l i n g  
e loquence  of a n o th e r ,  and s u b m i t s  to be neg lec ted  a s  to h is  
fa te ,  b e c a u s e  such  i s  not the  w i l l fu l  vote of the a s s e m b l y ,  but
t h e i r  in s t in c t iv e  d e c i s i o n . 1^7

While  speaking to the n a tu re  of man, the  p a ssag e  j u s t  quoted 

a l s o  s ay s  a good dea l  about the  n a tu r e  of soc ie ty  as  s ee n  by Thoreau .

It shows a sym pathy  wi th  P l a t o ' s  R epub l ic , with  the G e n e r a l  Will  s ta te  

of Rousseau ,  w i th  the so c ia l  p r e f e r e n c e s  of Idea l i s t s  f r o m  A ugust ine  to 

Hegel .  T h o r e a u ' s  view of the s u p e r i o r  m a n  is  the foundation  fo r  h is

view of the  n a tu re  of socie ty .

The p h i lo s o p h e r ' s  concep t ion  of th ings  will ,  above a l l  be t r u e r  
than  o th e r  m e n ' s ,  and h i s  phi losophy w i l l  subo rd ina te  a l l  the 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s  of life.  To l ive l ike a ph i losopher  is  to l ive ,  not 
foo l i sh ly ,  l ike o th e r  m en ,  but w is e ly  and a cco rd ing  to u n iv e r s a l  
laws.
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The following c h a p te r  wi l l  d i s c u s s  how m a n  m a n ag e s  to live 

am ong  m e n ,  both foo l i sh ly  in  the  c o m m o n  m a n n e r ,  and w ise ly  a c c o r d 

ing to u n i v e r s a l  laws.  It m u s t  n e v e r  be fo rgo t ten ,  h ow ever ,  that  it is 

m a n  who l ives  in soc ie ty  and who d e t e r m i n e s  i t s  n a tu r e .  T h o r e a u ' s  

idea  of the  n a tu r e  of m a n  p re c lu d es  the  p o s s ib i l i ty  tha t  soc ie ty  d e t e r 

m in e s  in  any im p o r t a n t  r e s p e c t  the  n a tu r e  of m a n .  It i s  m a n  who 

m a k e s  so c ie ty ,  not soc ie ty  tha t  m a k es  man.
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C H A P T E R  VI 

"THE NATURE OF SOCIETY"

With th i s  c h a p te r  begins  the ex am ina t ion  of H en ry  T h o r e a u ' s  id eas  

conce rn ing  " m a n  and h i s  a f f a i r s ,  — C hurch  and State and school ,  t r a d e  

and c o m m e r c e  and a g r i c u l t u r e ,  — P o l i t i c s ,  —fo r  that  is the w ord  fo r  

t h e m  al l .  . . . T h o r e a u ' s  def in it ion  of po l i t ics  was  obviously  v e ry  

inc lus ive ;  h o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  a r e  im p o r tan t  d is t inc t ions  which he m ade  

be tw een  those  a f f a i r s  of m a n  that  a r e  unde r taken  v o lu n ta r i ly  with  w i l l 

ing and c o n s t r u c t i v e  m o t iva t ion  and those  a f f a i r s  which have  been  i n s t i 

tu t iona l ized  to c o m m a n d  com pl iance  w h e th e r  the indiv idual be wil l ing  

o r  not.

Although T h o r e a u  was  not co n ce rn e d  to use  p r e c i s e  t e rm in o lo g y  

in h i s  rh e to r i c  and used  " soc ie ty ,  " " ins t i tu t ions ,  " "nat ion,  " and "s ta te"  

without r e f e r e n c e  to any def in i t iona l  schem e  which so c ia l  s c i e n t i s t s  

today would find a p p r o p r i a t e  and n e c e s s a r y ,  a c a r e f u l  read ing  of h is  w o rk  

d i s c l o s e s  that  in  h is  own mind  he d is t ingu ished  between s o c i a l  in s t i tu t ions  

and soc ie ty  i t s e l f .  One i s  a r t i f i c i a l  and has  no n e c e s s a r y  re la t io n sh ip  

to the p h y s ica l  o r  p sycho log ica l  needs  a r i s in g  f r o m  the fu n d am en ta l  

n a tu re  of man;  the o th e r  i s  n a tu r a l  and a r i s e s  f r o m  the  p h y s ica l  o r  p s y c h o 

log ica l  needs  of m ank ind  and his  g r e g a r io u s  in s t in c t s .  The a to m is t i c ,

sub jec t ive  n a tu re  of m a n  does  not negate  the need fo r  so c ie ty  in i t s  v a r i -
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ous f o r m s .  A lm o s t  any soc ia l  f o r m ,  h o w ev er ,  m a y  be t r a n s f o r m e d  — 

T h o r e a u  m igh t  have  sa id  p e r v e r t e d  — into an  ins ti tu tion .  The c r i t i c i s m s  

tha t  he  m ade  of soc ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  a r e  d i r e c t e d  a lm o s t  exc lus ive ly ,  

t h e r e f o r e ,  to w a rd  ins t i tu t ions  which  no lo n g e r ,  if they  e v e r  did, d i r e c t ly  

p rov ide  n e c e s s i t i e s  of life to indiv idua ls ,  but which m a in ta in  t h e m s e lv e s  

th ro u g h  the e m p lo y m en t  of co e rc io n ,  s o m e t i m e s  c o e r c io n  of the g r e a t e s t  

subtle ty .  V e ry  s e ld o m  did T h o r e a u  c r i t i c i z e  soc ia l  f o r m s  b a se d  upon 

v o lun ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n  r e g a r d l e s s  of how u n n e c e s s a r y  o r  s u p e r c i l i o u s  

he thought som e  of t h e m  to be; th e s e  w e r e  w or thy  of s a r c a s m  p e rh a p s ,  

but not of the d ev as ta t in g  denuncia t ion  w hich  he d i re c ted  to w ard  c o l l e c 

t ive e n t e r p r i s e s  of a c o m p u l s o r y  c h a r a c t e r .  In h is  view, v o lun ta ry  

a s s o c i a t i o n s  p rov ide  a method  of ach iev ing  an ind iv idua l ' s  in te l l e c tua l  

and c u l t u r a l  a s p i r a t i o n s  among o the r  th ings .  Since p a r t i c ip a t io n  in some 

of the a f f a i r s  of an ins t i tu t ion  m a y  be v o lu n ta ry  a l so ,  a m o r e  fundam enta l  

d is t inc t ion  m u s t  be d ra w n  be tween the  two soc ia l  f o r m s .

T h o r e a u  m a d e  indiv idual m o t iva t ion  the  d is t ingu ish ing  m a r k .  That  

is ,  s o c ia l  f o r m s  and in s t i tu t ions  a r e  not m u tu a l ly  e xc lus ive  c a t e g o r i e s ,  

but r a r e l y  does  one b e a r  a l l  of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the o the r .  I n s t i tu 

t ions  f o r m  b e cau se  of the  de fec ts  in h u m an  c h a r a c t e r :  a g g r e s s io n ,  indo

lence ,  a v a r i c i o u s n e s s ,  p r id e ,  love of the su p e r f lu o u s ,  susp ic ion .  Volun

t a r y  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  on the o th e r  hand, a r e  fo r m e d  f r o m  m o r e  g ene rous  

m o t iv e s ,  f o r  s e l f - c u l t iv a t io n  and suppor t  of m u tua l  a ffec t ions .  Human
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n a tu re  co n ta in s  both p o s s ib i l i t i e s .

T h o r e a u  w a s  not d i sp a r ag in g  of s o c ie ty  a s  such , quite  the c o n 

t r a r y ,  he  acknowledged  so c ie ty  a s  a bénéf ic ien t  and n e c e s s a r y  p a r t  of 

life the benef i t s  of which should be n u r t u r e d  and c o n se rv e d .  E v en  in

c o n t e m p o r a r y  soc ie ty ,  "on e v e r y  hand we o b s e r v e  a t ru ly  w ise  p r a c t i c e ,

2in  educa t ion ,  in  w o rd s ,  and in the a r t s  of l ife,  the embodied  w is d o m "  

of pas t  ag e s  w h ich  is  d e se r v in g  of re ten t ion .  It is  not soc ie ty  but a 

c e r t a i n  h u m a n  d e f ic iency  which cau se s  the  t e r g i v e r s a t i o n  that  was  the 

sub jec t  of T h o r e a u ' s  b l i s t e r in g  c r i t i c i s m .  The def ic iency  he fe lt  to be 

a lack  of s p i r i t u a l  in f luence ,  a r ig id i ty  of hab i t ,  "the a l l  but u n iv e r s a l  

w oodenness  of bo th  h ead  and h e a r t ,  the  want  of v i ta l i ty  in m an ,  which  

i s  the  e ffect  of o u r  v ice;  and hence  a r e  bego t ten  f e a r ,  su p e r s t i t io n ,  

b igotry ,  p e r s e c u t io n ,  and s l a v e r y  of a l l  k inds ,  to which one would 

add in s t i tu t ions  of soc ie ty .

In p r im i t iv e  s o c i e t i e s  (T h o re au  had an avid  i n t e r e s t  in c u l tu r a l  

an th ropo logy ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  c o n ce rn e d  A m e r i c a n  Indians),  he thought 

the co l lec t ive  a c t i v i t i e s  of a  people  w e r e  l e s s  h ighly  o rgan ized  and 

t h e r e f o r e ,  l e s s  f o r m id a b le  as  c u l tu r a l  s t r u c t u r e s .  N one the le s s ,  t h e r e  

i s  nothing in T h o r e a u  to sugges t  tha t  m an  in  a  p r im i t iv e  condition  w as  

n e c e s s a r i l y  noble  o r  s avage .  He was  sub jec t  to the sam e  fo ib les  as  

m o r e  t e ch n o lo g ica l ly  advanced  peop les ,  and  w a s  m ot iva ted  by the  s am e  

range  of h u m a n  e m o t io n s  tha t  o p e ra te  on m o d e r n  man.  The d i f fe rence
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i s  tha t  t h e r e  w as  a  l a r g e r  p ro p o r t io n  of h u m a n  act iv i ty  left  u n in s t i tu 

t iona l ized  in  m o r e  p r im i t iv e  c u l t u r e s ,  and consequen t ly  m o r e  of a 

m a n ' s  life w a s  left  for  s e l f - d i r e c t e d  and vo lun ta ry  a c t i v i s m .  It w as  

poss ib le  f o r  a m a n  to have  a w id e r  range  of opportuni ty  to e x e r c i s e  his  

vo lun ta ry  w i l l  unopposed by r ig id  in s t i tu t ions .  It w as  not the  lost  

"golden a g e "  of som e  o r  the "unspoi led  child  of n a t u r e "  of o th e r s  that  

T h o r ea u  r e g r e t t e d  a s  having p a s s e d ,  but the w i ld n ess  tha t  the  e a r l i e r  

s im ple  life p e rm i t t e d .  Many a r e  f a m i l i a r  with his  a p h o r i s m ,  "In w i ld 

n e s s  is  the  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of the  w o r ld , "  but too few have  unders tood  tha t  

T h o reau  the  phi lo logis t  equated  w i ld n ess  with w i l l e d n e s s . The s i m p l e r  

the  so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  the  f e w er  the  r e s t r i c t i o n s  of the  e x e r c i s e  of 

the  indiv idual wil l .  As  in d ica ted  above,  T h o rea u  had no i l lu s io n s ,  h o w 

e v e r ,  about the  nob len ess  of the  savage  a s  ye t  u n c o r ru p te d  by c iv i l iza t ion .  

N o r  did he d i s m i s s  out of hand c iv i l i z a t ion  and i t s  benef i t s  as  the root  

of a l l  h u m a n  folly.  The p r o b l e m  lay w i th  h u m a n  m ot iva t ion ,  not w ith  the 

so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  p e r  s e , fo r  the  l a t t e r  a r e  the m e a n s ,  r a t h e r  than 

the  end so f a r  a s  a s u c c e s s f u l  life i s  c o n ce rn e d .

F o r  T h o r e a u ,  the m o t iva t ion  r a t h e r  than  techno log ica l  cap ac i ty  is  

the  h a l l m a r k  of c iv i l iza t ion .  The d is t inc t ion  i s  sugges ted  in the  fo l low

ing J o u r n a l  e n t r y  w r i t t e n  a f t e r  f inding an Indian  a r t i f a c t  which had been 

d e c o r a te d  w i th  a  sculp ted handle :
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It is a g r e a t  s tep  to find a pest le  w hose  handle  is  o rn am en ted  with  
a b i r d ' s  head  knob. . . .  I have, then,  ev idence  in stone that  m e n  
l ived h e r e  who had  fanc ies  to be p leased ,  and  in whom the f i r s t  
s teps  to w a rd  a c o m p le te  cu l tu re  w e r e  taken .  . . . But h e r e  an 
Indian has  p a t ien t ly  sat  and fashioned a s tone  into the l ik e n e ss  of 
a b i rd ,  and added som e  pure  beauty  to tha t  p u re  uti l i ty,  and so 
f a r  begun to l e av e  behind h im  w a r ,  and e v en  hunting,  and to 
r e d e e m  h i m s e l f  f r o m  the savage s ta t e .  In th i s  he was  leaving 
off to be s avage .  Enough of th is  would have  saved h im  f r o m  
e x te r m in a t io n .  ^

It m a t t e r s  m o r e  the r e a so n  a thing is  done than what the a c tu a l  

ac t ion  m a y  be. T h is  i s  not to  say that  he  be l ieved  that  the qua l i ty  of life 

does  not d i f f e r  w i th  advances  in cu l tu re ,  f o r  he w a s  convinced tha t  it 

m a t t e r s  a g r e a t  dea l .  The p r im i t ive  m an  h a s  advan tages  but a l so  s u f 

f e r s  s e r i o u s  d e f ic ien c ie s  in the c o m fo r t s ,  and so m e t im es  in  the  e s s e n 

t i a l s  of life. The c iv i l i z ed  m an  m e r e l y  e x ch a n g e s  some d i sadvan tages  

f o r  o th e r  d i s ad v a n ta g es .

Like C om pte ,  Tu rgo t  and Condorcet ,  T h o r e a u  believed tha t  c i v i l i 

sation  p a s s e s  th ro u g h  s tag e s ,  and l ike Hegel ,  M a r x  and o th e r s ,  he be l ieved  

to a c e r t a i n  d e g re e  tha t  h i s to ry  en ta i ls  an e l e m e n t  of p r o g r e s s .  He was  

not, how ever ,  conv inced  that  the advances  of c iv i l iza t ion  inev i tab ly  b r in g  

advan tages  o r  tha t  the  p r o g r e s s  of h i s t o r y  n e c e s s a r i l y  adds  to the  w e l l 

being of all .  F o r  ex am p le ,  T h o reau  saw that  the  nomadic  life of hunting 

p re c e d e s  the  f a rm in g  phase  of human c u l tu r a l  developm ent  m u s t  give way 

to the p r e s s u r e s  of a ccu m ula t ing  knowledge and technolog ica l  sk il l ,  and 

tha t  t h e r e  a r e  n e c e s s a r y  ad jus tm en ts  which the  individual  m u s t  m a k e  to 

a cc o m m o d a te  h i m s e l f  to the quali ta t ive  d i f f e r en c e  in the h u n te r  s tage  and
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the  f a r m e r  s tage .  N e i t h e r  is  a p e r fec t  condit ion fo r  mankind:  "The e r a  

in  which m e n  cu l t iva te  the  apple  and the g a rd e n ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  d i f f e r en t  

f r o m  that of the  h u n t e r  and the fo r e s t  l ife,  and n e i th e r  can d isp lace  the 

o the r  without lo ss .

Yet with  r a t h e r  i n c o n s i s t e n t  logic,  c o n s id e r in g  his p e r s o n a l i s t i c  

a p p ro a ch  to so c ia l  m a t t e r s ,  T h o rea u  saw h i s t o r y  as  a socia l  c h ro n ic le .  

Although he had s e v e r e  c r i t i c i s m  to o f fe r  c o n ce rn in g  the m e th o d s  u sed  

and events  s e le c te d  fo r  h i s t o r i c a l  p r e s e r v a t i o n ,  he fe lt  that  o b se r v ab le  

laws w e re  r e v e a l e d  in h i s t o r y  as  in o th e r  co l le c t io n s  of data based  upon 

unpre jud iced  o b s e r v a t io n  of so c ia l  behav io r .  In fac t ,  h is  o b s e r v a t io n s  

on c u l tu ra l  an th ropo logy ,  m o t iva t iona l  psychology, sociology and p o l i t i c s  

a t  t im e s  s e e m  a l m o s t  to  su g g es t  the poss ib i l i ty  of a p red ic t ive  b e h a v io r a l  

s c ience .  In any n u m b e r  of p la ce s  s t a t e m e n t s  m a y  be found in h i s  w r i t i n g s  

such  a s .

G e n e ra l ly  speak ing ,  the  p o l i t ica l  news, w h e th e r  dom es t ic  o r  
fo re ign ,  migh t  be w r i t t e n  today as fo r  the  next t en  y e a r s  with  
suffic ient a c c u r a c y .  . . . M ost  events  r e c o r d e d  in h i s to r y  a r e  
m o r e  r e m a r k a b l e  th a n  im p o r tan t ,  l ike e c l i p s e s  of the sun and 
moon,  by which  a l l  a r e  a t t r a c t e d ,  but whose  e f fec t s  no one ta k es  
the t roub le  to c a l c u l a t e .  ^

And again ,  "As in geology ,  so in so c ia l  in s t i tu t io n s ,  we m a y  d i s c o v e r  the

c a u s e s  of a l l  pas t  change  in  the p r e s e n t  in v a r ia b le  o r d e r  of socie ty .  . . .

We know not yet  what  we  have  done, s t i l l  l e s s  what  we a r e  capable  of
g

doing. " A m o r e  sp ec i f ic  hint  that  T h o r e a u  s u sp e c te d  that  a p re d ic t iv e  

so c ia l  sc ience  is  p o s s ib l e  i s  found in Walden:
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What I  h a v e  o b s e r v e d  of the pond i s  no l e s s  t r u e  in e th ic s .  It 
i s  the law of a v e r a g e .  Such a  ru le  of the  two d i a m e t e r s  not 
only gu ides  us  to w ard  the sun in the  s y s t e m  and the  h e a r t  in 
m a n ,  but d r a w  l ines  th rough  the leng th  and b r e a d th  of the  
a g g r e g a t e  of a  m a n ' s  p a r t i c u l a r  da i ly  b e h a v i o r s  and waves  
of life into h i s  coves  and in le t s ,  and w h e r e  t h e y  i n t e r s e c t  
w i l l  be the  height o r  depth of h i s  c h a r a c t e r .  P e r h a p s  we 
need  only to  know how h is  s h o r e s  t r e n d  and  h i s  ad jacen t  
cou n t ry  o r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  to i n f e r  h i s  dep th  and  concea led  
bot tom.  ^

The s u g g e s t io n  of a p red ic t ive  b e h a v i o r a l  s c i e n c e  coming f r o m  a 

s taunch  in d iv id u a l i s t  who h as  been  i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  an  a n a r c h i s t  r a i s e s  

som e  fu n d a m e n ta l  ques t ions  of logic and c o n s i s t e n c y .  As we have seen ,  

T h o r e a u  a r g u e d  f o r  a n o rm a t iv e  s y s t e m  b a se d  upon the  needs  of m a n  a s  

im p o s e d  by n a t u r e ;  at the  sam e  t im e  ind iv idua l  m o r a l  s tan d a rd s  a r e  

obta ined.  The  d i s h a r m o n y  of the  c o n se q u e n ce  of h is  d u a l i s m  has  been  

noted b e fo re .  But a p red ic t ive  s o c ia l  s c i e n c e  r a i s e s  two p o s s ib i l i t i e s ,  

w ith  which  T h o r e a u ' s  theo ry  does  not a d e q u a te ly  dea l .  To logica l  p o s i t i 

v i s t s ,  and  one a s s u m e s  even  in T h o r e a u ' s  n o r m a t i v e  s c h e m e  fo r  p h y s ica l  

m a n  in  n a t u r e ,  how m e n  ^  ac t  s e r v e s  a s  a def in i t ion  of t h e i r  n a tu re  and 

t h e r e f o r e  how th e y  should ac t .  Such a po s i t io n  s u p p o r t s  a g o v e rn m en ta l  

s y s t e m  b a s e d  upon m a j o r i t a r i a n  p r in c ip l e s  and a lega l  code flexible 

enough to a c c o m m o d a te  new d e t e r m i n a t i o n s  of how m e n  in socie ty  should 

behave.  Of c o u r s e ,  T h o r ea u  w as  a n t i - m a j o r i t a r i a n  and one co m m it te d  

to an e th ic  b a s e d  upon m o r a l  ab so lu t e s .  The o t h e r  diff iculty is  that  a 

p red ic t iv e  s o c i a l  s c ience  a s s u m e s  tha t  m a n k in d  can  be d i rec ted  tow ard  

c e r t a i n  d e s i r e d  b e h a v io r s  th rough  m a n ip u la t io n  of the  env i ronm en t ,  p a r -
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t i c u l a r l y  m an ipu la t ion  of the in s t i tu t io n a l  f r a m e w o r k .  A s  d e m o n 

s t r a t e d  in  the im m e d ia t e ly  p reced in g  quota tion,  T h o r e a u  had a s s u m e d  

the  fixed c h a r a c t e r  of h u m a n  n a tu re ,  with c e r t a i n  p e r s o n s  of acute  

m o r a l  s en s i t iv i ty  provid ing the s t a n d a rd  of b e h a v io r  f o r  o th e r s .  The 

p o s s ib le  ro le  of in s t i tu t io n s  in  the  m o r a l  e lev a t io n  of indiv idua ls  was  

not acknowledged e l s e w h e re  in  T h o r e a u ' s  thought.

Convinced tha t  o b s e r v a t io n  of h u m a n  b e h a v io r  i s  a va lid base  

f r o m  which to draw  conclus ions  about  the h i s t o r y  of the  r a c e ,  the o r i 

gins  of in s t i tu t io n s ,  and about so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  in  g e n e r a l ,  T h o r e a u ' s  

be l ie f  in  an  inev i tab le  h u m a n  p r o g r e s s  in t e r m s  of techno logy  and ab i l i ty  

to  c o n t ro l  the r e s t  of n a tu re  of which  m an  i s  a p a r t  i s  s ee n  to be s o m e 

what  in c o n s i s te n t  with the r e s t  of the  body of h i s  th inking .  A ggrega ted  

h u m a n  in te l l igence ,  combined  wi th  the s p i r i t u a l  e n e r g y  of wi ll ,  p r e 

d e t e r m i n e  the unfolding of m a n ' s  po ten t ia l  which  in c lu d e s  domin ion o v e r  

the  p h y s ica l  w or ld .  Yet the way to w ard  s p i r i t u a l  p r o g r e s s  a s  well  as  

p h y s ic a l  w e l l -b e in g  T h o r e a u  thought would be found in  s im p l ic i ty .  He 

b e l iev ed  tha t  it  i s  "the s im p le s t  n e c e s s a r i e s .  . . .  c o r n  and wine,  and 

honey, and oil ,  and f i r e ,  and a r t i c u l a t e  sp eech ,  and a g r i c u l t u r a l  and 

o th e r  a r t s ,  " which  wil l  a s s u r e  "a p r o g r e s s  in h u m a n  a f f a i r s "  that  wil l  

"e l eva te  the  r a c e "  in " p r o g r e s s i v e  sp lendor .  " "B u t ,"  he  im m e d ia te ly  

o b s e r v e d ,  "we do not know m u c h  about it.

T h o r e a u  a l s o  had a  s t ro n g  b e l ie f  in the  va lue  of e m p i r i c a l  o b s e r v a -
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t ion  of soc ie ty ,  and based  h i s  so c ia l  c r i t i c i s m  as  w e l l  a s  h is  po l i t ica l  

t h e o r y  on such  a foundat ion.  Yet,  it  is  equa l ly  t r u e  tha t  he  began  wi th

a p r i o r i  a s s u m p t io n s ,  which w e r e  p re v io u s ly  d i s c u s s e d ,  p roceed ing  to

o b s e r v e  only with in  his  p r e - d e t e r m i n e d  f r a m e w o r k .  And his o b s e r v a 

tions  did not follow the d ic ta tes  of the  sc ien t i f ic  method:

T h e r e  is  no such  thing as  pure  ob jec t ive  o b se rva t ion .  Your
o b se rv a t io n ,  . . .  to be s ignif icant ,  m u s t  be su b je c t iv e . The 
s u m  of what the  w r i t e r  of w h a te v e r  c l a s s  h a s  to r e p o r t  is  
s im p ly  some h u m an  e x p e r ie n c e ,  w h e t h e r  he be poet o r  
p h i lo so p h e r  o r  m a n  of s c ience .  ^

The l im i t s  of h is  own obse rv a t io n s  in fac t  w e r e  quite  c l e a r  to h im ,  and

he  would not have sugges ted  tha t  h i s  s o c i a l  t h e o r y  w as  grounded  un sh ak -

a b ly  upon fac t s  n o r  would he have  a c c o r d e d  g r e a t e r  va l id i ty  to the

c l a i m s  of conven t iona l  s c ien ce ,  fo r  " m an y  an  object  is  not seen,  though

it  fa l l s  with in  the range  of ou r  v i s u a l  ray ,  b e cau se  it does  not co m e  within

' 12 the  range  of our  in te l l e c tu a l  ray ,  i.  e.  , we a r e  not looking f o r  i t .

A s  to  the p r o b le m  of the s u b s ta n c e  of so c ia l  re la t io n ,  in T h o r e a u ' s  

view t h e r e  a r e  two types  of so c ia l  co m p o n en t s ,  d i f f e ren t ia ted  by m o t i v a 

t io n  and by mode of ope ra t ion ,  both dependent  upon the g r e g a r i o u s  n a tu re  

of man. One s p r in g s  f r o m  g r e g a r i o u s n e s s  su b l im e ,  o r  the p r in c ip le  of 

f r i en d sh ip ;  the o th e r  f r o m  g r e g a r i o u s n e s s  p e r v e r t e d ,  o r  the  p r in c ip le  of 

co n fo rm i ty .  F r o m  one develops  th e  so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  which e m b e l 

l i s h  and e n r i c h  h u m a n  life; f r o m  the  o th e r  c o m e s  the c ru sh in g ly  o p p r e s 

s ive  ins t i tu t ions  w hich  c o n s t r a in  and inhibit  the fu l lness  of life of which
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e v e r y  indiv idual i s  capab le .

F r ien d sh ip ,  f o r  T h o reau ,  was  the n a tu ra l  a t t r a c t i o n  which m an  

fee l s  fo r  h i s  own kind, and which,  when developed to i t s  fu l l e s t ,  leads 

to the  m o s t  in t im a te  bonding of p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a s  d e s c r i b e d  in the p r e 

ceding c h a p te r .  In the  l a r g e r  a r e n a ,  it is  the s o c ia l  fee l ing  which leads  

m e n  by "an in s t in c t  of t h e i r  n a t u r e "  to pitch t h e i r  cab ins  and plant t h e i r

c ro p s  with in  speak ing  d is tance  of one ano ther ,  to f o r m  tow ns ,  v i l lages ,

13and p r iv a te  a l l i a n c e s  of m any  types .  These  s im p le  a g g re g a t io n s  a r e

vo lun ta ry  and  in s t in c t iv e ,  pliant and re sp o n s iv e  to ind iv idua l  w h im s  or

t a s t e s .  They a r e  not r ig id  f o r m s ,  but a m o rp h o u s ,  bending to  the demands

and needs  of the ind iv idua ls  of whom  they a r e  c o m p o se d .  Such a co rd ia l

fee ling  f o r  o n e ' s  fe l lows  is a r u d im e n ta ry  m a n i f e s t a t i o n  of the  s am e

em otion  of which f r i en d s h ip  i s  m e r e l y  a m o r e  developed in s t a n c e .  As

noted  e a r l i e r ,  T h o r e a u  took the  pos it ion  that  f r i en d s h ip  i s  the foundation 

14of civi l i ty ,  and tha t  it  governs  the  c o n s t ru c t iv e  c o o p e r a t io n  between 

and among men.

I a m  read y  to be l ieve  that  a s  p r iv a te  and in t im a te  a  r e l a t i o n  m ay  
ex is t  by which  t h r e e  a r e  e m b r a c e d ,  a s  be tween two. Indeed ,  we 
cannot have  too m a n y  f r iends ;  the  v i r tue  which  we a p p r e c i a t e  we 
to som e ex tend a p p ro p r i a t e ,  so tha t  thus  we a r e  m a d e  at  la s t  
m o r e  fit f o r  e v e r y  r e la t io n  of life.  A base  F r i e n d s h i p  i s  of a n a r 
rowing and e x c lu s iv e  tendency , but a noble one i s  not exc lus ive ;  
i t s  v e r y  s u p e r f lu i ty  and d i s p e r s e d  love is  the  h u m a n i ty  which 
sw ee tens  soc ie ty ,  and  sym pa th ize s  with fo re ig n  na t ions ;  f o r  
though i t s  foundat ions  a r e  p r iv a te ,  it i s  in effect ,  a  public a f fa i r  
and a public advan tage .
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F r i e n d s h i p  d ra w s  people  to g e th e r ,  but i t  does not c e m e n t  t h e m  into 

f ixed  r o l e s  o r  p a t t e r n s  of behav io r ,  except  tha t  it r e s t s  on an  e x p e c t a 

t io n  of c o n s t r u c t i v e  b eh av io r  f r o m  e a c h  m e m b e r  of the  v o lun ta ry  a s s o 

c ia t io n  o r  w i thd raw a l .  This  i s  not the m o t iv a t io n  w h ich  bui lds  soc ia l  

in s t i tu t io n s :  " T h e r e  i s  on the e a r t h  no in s t i tu t ion  w h ich  F r i e n d s h i p  has

e s t a b l i s h e d .  . . . He f u r t h e r  co m m e n ted ,  "H ow ever ,  o u r  fa te s  at 

l e a s t  a r e  soc ia l .  . . . Men n a tu ra l ly  see k  th is  a l l i a n c e ,  and t h e i r  actions  

f a in t ly  f o r e t e l l  it .  We a r e  inc lined to lay the  ch ie f  s t r e s s  on l ikeness

and  not on d i f f e r en ce .  . . .

Unlike Hobbes ,  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  tha t  t h e r e  is  m o r e  to jo in  m a n 

kind to g e t h e r  than  to rnake  t h e m  e n e m i e s .  The e f fec t ive  r e l a t io n s  which 

a r e  a p a r t  of e v e r y  h u m a n  com m uni ty  a r e  c o n s e r v a t iv e  of the  " t ru ly  

w i s e  p r a c t i c e  . . .  in educa tion ,  in re l ig ion ,  and th e  m o r a l s  of soc ie ty

It is  " th is  soc ie ty ,  if i t  w e r e  a p e r s o n  to be m e t  face  to  face  [which]  

would  not only be t o l e r a t e d  but co u r ted ,  with  i t s  so i m p r e s s i v e  e x p e r i 

e n ce  and a d m i r a b l e  acqua in tance  with  t h i n g s . A n d  the key to th is  

so c ie ty  w or thy  to be cou r ted ,  in h i s  view is  the innocen t  sy m p a th y  with  

o n e ' s  fe llow be ings  and the  ins t inc t ive  spon tane i ty  w i th  which it w e l l s  

up in  an  indiv idual.  When it does  not ex i s t ,  a p e r s o n  w i th d ra w s  f r o m  

h i s  n e ig h b o r s  and by d am m in g  h is  em o t io n a l  r e s e r v o i r s  r e a s s e r t s  his  

t o t a l  independence .  When the spontaneous  a t t r a c t i o n  f o r  m u tu a l  support  

b e tw een  o r  am ong indiv idua ls  is  p r e s e n t ,  i t  r e s u l t s  in a  so c ia l  bond of 

"u n sp eak ab le  joy  and b l e s s i n g . "^0

H e r e  T h o r e a u  d isp lays  the s a m e  confus ion  th a t  p lagued R ousseau
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al though H e n r y  n e v e r  a c c o r d e d  s o c ie ty  the  dom inan t  ro le  tha t  J e a n -  

J a c q u e s  gave  i t .  N o n e th e le s s ,  one cannot a rg u e  both  fo r  the  i n s u r 

m oun tab le  d i s c r e t e n e s s  of the indiv idual ego, and f o r  a fond sym pathy  

f o r  o n e ' s  fe l low  c r e a t u r e s  that  s p r in g s  f r o m  spon taneous  in s t in c t  and 

c u lm in a te s  in  a s s o c i a t i o n s  in which the  egos a r e  b lended . T h o r ea u  

s im p ly  did no t  d e a l  w ith  t h e se  c r i t i c a l  i s s u e s  w i th  any  u n de rs tand ing  

of the i m p l i c a t io n s  which  a r e  en ta i led  with  e i t h e r  of t h e s e  confl ic t ing 

pos i t ions ,

T h o r e a u  a t t e m p te d  (unsuccess fu l ly )  to r e s o l v e  the  d i l e m m a  by 

sugges t ing  th a t  if the  m ot iva t ion  f o r  a so c ia l  bonding be tween a m a n  

and h i s  fe l lows  i s  lack ing  in the innocence  of a  spon taneous  a t t r a c t i o n  

f o r  m u tu a l  e m o t io n a l  and s p i r i t u a l  benef it ,  then  the  m i l k  of h u m a n  

k in d n ess  is  spo i led .  It i s  soc ie ty  of th is  s t r i p e  tha t  T h o r e a u  m o s t  

often o b s e r v e d  a m ong  m e n ,  and which  h a s  been  m i s t a k e n  f o r  benef icen t  

socie ty .  It i s  not b a s e d  upon f r i en d sh ip ,  the  innate  c a p a c i ty  of m a n  to

love h is  n e ig h b o r .  A s  he w ro te  in the  J o u rn a l :

What m e n  c a l l  s o c ia l  v i r t u e s ,  good fe l lowship ,  i s  c o m m o n ly  but 
the v i r t u e  of pigs in  a l i t t e r ,  which l ie c lo se  t o g e t h e r  to keep  eac h  
o th e r  w a r m .  It b r in g s  m en  to g e th e r  in c ro w d s  and  m o b s  in b a r 
r o o m s  and e l s e w h e r e ,  but it  does  not d e s e r v e  the  nam e of virtue.^^

The  in ten t  of the  individual w i l l  i s  what m a k e s  the  d i f fe rence  

be tween  c o n s t r u c t i v e ,  voli t ional a s s o c i a t i o n s  and inhib it ive  s o c ia l  i n s t i 

tu t ions .  A f r e e  m a n  i s  only he who h a s  a  f r e e  wi l l ,  whose  s o c ia l  r e l a 

t ions  a r e  v o lu n ta ry ,  and i s  m o t iva ted  by an e g o c e n t r i c  yet  sym pathe t ic



323

fee l ing  of f r i en d sh ip  f o r  those  p e r s o n s  with  whom he s h a r e s  so c ia l

t i e s .  To u n d e r s c o r e  the  idea  tha t  the m o t ive  m a k es  the m a n  and the

m an  m a k e s  soc ie ty ,  T h o r e a u  d e c l a r e d  tha t  "when we want c u l tu re

m o r e  th an  po ta toes ,  and i l lum ina t ion  m o r e  than s u g a r - p l u m s ,  then  the

g r e a t  r e s o u r c e s  of a w o r ld  a r e  taxed  and drawn out, and the r e s u l t ,  or

22s tap le  p roduc t ion  i s ,  not s l av e s ,  n o r  o p e r a t iv e s ,  but men.  . . . "  The 

in s t inc t ive  em ot ion  which i s  e x p r e s s e d  in F r i e n d s h ip  i s ,  fo r  T h o rea u ,  

the  foundation  f o r  l e g i t im a te  e x p r e s s i o n s  of the so c ia l  d r iv e  of m an .

Using th is  c r i t e r i o n ,  so c ie ty  is  obviously  a d is t inc t  phenomenon f r o m  

so c ia l  in s t i tu t io n s  such  a s  the s ta te .

N e v e r  fo rge t t ing  th a t  the  indiv idua l  hum an  wil l  is  the fu n d a m e n ta l  

unit in a l l  so c ia l  c o n s t r u c t s ,  it is  p o s s ib le  to identi fy so c ia l  g roup ings  

and to c o n s i d e r  t h e m  as  so c ia l  unit s .  The p r i m a r y  so c ia l  unit  f o r  T h o r e a u  

is the fam i ly .  Reca l l ing  h i s  views on sex  and the " t r u e "  m a r r i a g e ,  it  is  

c l e a r  tha t  T h o r e a u  v iewed the a t t r a c t i o n  between a m an  and w o m an  in 

the m a r r i e d  re l a t i o n  to be c o m p l e m e n t a r y  s p i r i tu a l ly  a s  w e l l  a s  p h y s i 

ca l ly .  The t r u l y  m a r r i e d  a r e  T h o r ea u v ia n  f r i ends  whose  " n a t u r e s  a r e

23liable  to  no m i s t a k e s ,  but wil l  know e a c h  o the r  th rough  th ick  and th in . "  

T h e i r  s ex u a l  a t t r a c t i o n  i s  but a p a r t  of the l a r g e r  union of t h e i r  w i l l s .  

T h e i r s  i s  a v o lu n ta ry  re la t io n sh ip  ne p lus  u l t r a .  It goes without  saying 

tha t  not a l l  m a r r i a g e s  m e e t  th is  def in it ion ,  but in the c l a s s  of r e l a t i o n 

sh ips  u n d e r  d i s c u s s io n  h e r e ,  the  f a m i ly  a s  the  p r i m a r y  so c ia l  unit beg ins
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with  a t r u e  m a r r i a g e .  One in fe r s  tha t  T h o r e a u  would p r e f e r  to have 

a l l  r e m a i n  unm ated  excep t  th o se  who have e n te r e d  into  m a r r i a g e  a s  

T h o r e a u v ia n  F r i e n d s .

At f i r s t  thought,  c h i ld re n  b o rn  into a f am i ly  unit would not s e e m  

to be v o lu n ta ry  m e m b e r s  of the fam i ly .  On a c l o s e r  read ing  of Thoreau ,  

it is  a p p a r e n t  tha t  he  saw t h e m  as  v o lun ta ry  m e m b e r s  in the  sense  that  

t h e i r  in s t in c t iv e  a w a r e n e s s  of t h e i r  phys ica l  dependence  upon th e i r  

p a r e n t s  c o n s t i tu t e s  an  a f f i r m a t io n  of wil l .  But c h i ld r e n  a r e  individuals  

a s  we l l ,  and p a s t  the  age of se l f - su f f ic ien cy ,  they  a r e  wholly re spons ib le  

f o r  t h e i r  own l iv e s  and c u l tu re .  B ec a u se  c h i ld re n  a r e  m e m b e r s  of the 

b io log ica l  fam i ly ,  the  a n im a l  in s t in c t s  of f i l ia l  and s ib ling  affect ion and 

loyalty ,  s e r v e  to  bind  the  c h i ld re n  to m e m b e r s h i p  in  the  so c ia l  family  

unti l  such  t i m e  a s  th ey  a r e  m a t u r e  enough to a s s u m e  co n t ro l  of and 

a s s e r t  the  independence  of t h e i r  will .

A c r i t i c  would o b s e r v e  tha t  adu l t s  a r e  a l so  dependent  in some 

r e s p e c t s ,  fo r  e x am p le ,  f o r  de fense ,  l a r g e r  c o m m e r c e ,  public heal th  

p ro te c t io n ,  and s i m i l a r  so c ia l ly  prov ided  benef i t s  of com m uni ty .  It 

m ig h t  be a sk e d  why a r ecogn i t ion  of h i s  dependency  upon the  l a r g e r  

so c ia l  o rg a n iz a t io n  by an adult  does not r e p r e s e n t  an  a f f i r m a t io n  of 

w i l l  s i m i l a r  to tha t  of chi ldhood.

The  func t ion  of the  f am i ly  is  to provide  p ro te c t io n  fo r  the young 

unti l  they  a r e  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t ,  and to s e r v e  a s  i n i t i a to r s  of the young
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to  the  c u l tu r e .  This  educa t ive  function  begins  wi th  the m o s t  e l e m e n t a r y  

foundat ions  of the p a r t i c u l a r  c u l tu re  to which the child is  born ,  by 

d i r e c t in g  the  ins t inc ts  tow ard  sanc t ioned  uses .  The cu s to m s  of the ages  

a r e  p a s s e d  on to the r i s in g  g e n e r a t io n  th rough  the  family .  It is i m p o r 

tan t  to r e c a l l  h e re  how few t r u e  m a r r i a g e s  T h o r e a u  ob se rv ed ,  and how 

few he i n f e r r e d  th e r e  to be. The only ex cu se  fo r  rep roduc t ion ,  he

be l ieved ,  was  fo r  im p r o v e m e n t ,  and the only im p ro v em e n t  to be expec ted

24w a s  f r o m  the o f f - sp r in g  of t r u e  m a r r i a g e s .  T h e r e f o r e ,  the t r a n s 

m i s s i o n  of cu l tu re  and im p r o v e m e n t  of the  r a c e  w as  a leg i t im a te  funct ion 

of a s m a l l  and n a r ro w ly  defined e l i te .  In addi t ion  to confining th i s  func 

t ion  to  an e l i t e  and th e r e b y  im p ro v in g  the quali ty  of humankind, the 

im p o s i t io n  of such r e s t r i c t i o n s  on paren thood  would r e s u l t  in a d r a s t i c  

l im i t a t io n  on population.  As he r ecogn ized ,  m an y  of the p ro b le m s  of 

so c ie ty  would d i s a p p e a r  o r  be red u ced  to m anageab le  t e r m s  if t h e r e  w e re  

a m u ch  s m a l l e r  n u m b e r  of people.

Ch i ldbear ing  i s  not fo r  ev e ry o n e ,  and it follows tha t  i n f e r i o r  s p e c i 

m e n s  of hum an i ty  a r e  p roduced  by p e r s o n s  who m a te  f r o m  le s s  e leva ted  

m o t iv e s  than  th ose  who a r e  t r u l y  m a r r i e d .  The c u l tu re  t r a n s m i t t e d  by 

th e s e  p a r e n t s  is  of a l e s s e r  qua l i ty  a s  t h e i r  off spr ing  a r e  of the u n i m 

p roved  v a r i e ty .  The d i f f e r en c es  in m ot iva t ion  fo r  cohabi ta t ion  and 

r e p r o d u c t io n  account fo r  the  p re p o n d e ra n c e  of l e s s e r  m e n  and the wooden 

r ig id i ty  of m a s s  cu l tu re .  T h o r e a u ' s  e l i t i s m  is  obvious  in this d i s c u s s io n
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of the fam i ly ,  and a foundat ion i s  p r e s e n t  h e r e  fo r  som e  of the ideas  he 

had about the v a ry in g  qua l i ty  of ind iv idua ls ,  v a r io u s  f a m i l ie s  of men, 

the  na t iona l i t ie s  and r a c e s  of m en .

The educa t ive  funct ion of the  f a m i ly  ex tends  to  a l l  a sp e c t s  of 

h u m an  developm ent ,  but it i s  a  s e l f - e v id e n t  p ro p o s i t io n  tha t  p a ren ts  

cannot give b e t t e r  than they  have .  T h e r e  a r e  p e r s o n s  who have c h i ld re n  

without having suf f ic ien t  s t r e n g th  of c h a r a c t e r  and s t r e n g th  of cu l tu re  

to suppor t  t h e m s e l v e s  adequa te ly  m u ch  l e s s  t r a n s m i t  sound c u l tu ra l  

v a lu es  th ro u g h  t h e i r  exam ple  to a new g e n e r a t io n .  Those  p e r s o n s  do a 

d i s s e r v i c e  to the  r a c e  to  r e p ro d u c e  t h e m s e l v e s  and t h e r e b y  pass  on to 

t h e i r  c h i ld re n  an un im proved  c u l tu re  and c h a r a c t e r .  It is to p rov ide  fo r  

the  f a i lu r e s  of i n f e r i o r  p a r e n t s  tha t  c e r t a i n  c l a s s e s  of ins t i tu t ions  m u s t  

be e r e c te d .  A s  an  exam ple ,  T h o r e a u  c i ted  the  m o t h e r  who in s i s t ed  tha t  

h e r  child a t tend  ch u rch .  "The fact  i s ,  t h i s  w o m an  h a s  not c h a r a c t e r  and 

re l ig ion  enough to e x e r t  a con t ro l l ing  in f luence  o v e r  h e r  c h i ld re n  by h e r

2 c
exam ple ,  and knows of no such  police  a s  the  C h u rc h  and the  m i n i s t e r .  " 

Sti l l,  T h o r e a u  w as  not so naive a s  to a s s u m e  that  ch i ld ren  can be 

d i r e c te d  by fo r c e  of exam ple  only, even if  they  a r e  so fo r tunate  a s  to be 

bo rn  of a t r u e  m a r r i a g e .  C h i ld re n  d e s e r v e  c o r p o r a l  pun ishment  f r o m  

p a r e n t s ,  de sp i t e  h i s  own r e lu c tan c e  to u se  i t  a s  a school  t e a c h e r .  He 

urged  tha t  p a r e n t s  take  n e c e s s a r y  m e a s u r e s  to  c o n t ro l  unacceptable  

behav io r  d u r ing  t h e i r  pe r iod  of p h y s ica l  dependency .  In the  Jo u rn a l  he
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exp l ic i t ly  sanc t ioned  p h y s ica l  r e s t r a i n t  and pu n ish m en t  by p a ren ts .

A s  p re v io u s ly  noted,  th i s  a p p a r e n t  in co n s i s ten cy  w i th  h i s  usua l  volun

t a r i s m  can  be exp la ined  b e ca u se  of an  in s t inc t ive  recogn i t ion  on the p a r t  

of c h i ld re n  of t h e i r  n e c e s s a r y  dependency upon t h e i r  p a r e n t s  fo r  p h y s i 

c a l  and psych o lo g ica l  suppor t .

Although h e r e d i t a r y  f a c to r s  a r e  of p r im e  im p o r t a n c e  to the quali ty

of the  c h i ld ’s p e r s o n a l i t y ,  T h o r e a u  a l so  re c o g n ize d  the profound influence

of e n v i ro n m e n t  and even  of c l im a te .  He w as  p a r t i c u l a r l y  adam an t  about

the  a d v e r s e  e f fec t s  of r a i s in g  c h i ld re n  in  such  a s i tu a t io n  that  they a r e

exposed  to l a rg e  c o n c e n t r a t io n s  of people .  During  h i s  r e s id e n c y  on

S ta ten  I s lan d  he w ro t e  about the e f fec ts  of New Y o rk  City  on yo u n g s te r s

in  a l e t t e r  to h i s  m o th e r :

Seeing so m a n y  people  f r o m  day to day one c o m e s  to  have  le s s  
r e s p e c t  fo r  f l e s h  and bones ,  and th inks  they  m u s t  be m o r e  loosely  
woven  of l e s s  f i r m  f ib e r ,  than the  few he had known. It m u s t  be 
a  v e r y  bad inf luence  on c h i ld re n  to  see  so m a n y  h u m a n  beings  at 
o n c e —m e r e  h e r d s  of m en .  ^7

M o re  sp ec i f ic a l ly ,  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  tha t  c h i l d - r e a r i n g  and e f f e c 

t iv e  f a m i ly  life is  not poss ib le  in c i t i e s .  He m igh t  even  be i n t e r p r e t e d  

in  such  a way a s  to sugges t  tha t  f a m i l ie s  be b a r r e d  f r o m  c i t i e s  during 

the  pe r iod  in wh ich  c h i ld re n  a r e  begot ten  and r e a r e d .  F o r  exam ple ,  

the  following e x c e r p t  f r o m  the J o u r n a l  c o m e s  c lo s e  to  such  a suggestion:

What r igh t  have  p a r e n t s  to beget,  to b r in g  up, and a t t e m p t  to 
educa te  c h i ld r e n  in a c i ty?  I thought of in fan t ic ide  among 
O r i e n t a l s  wi th  co m p lacen cy .  . . . The b i r d s  have  m o r e  c a r e  
f o r  t h e i r  young, —w h e r e  they  p lace  t h e i r  n e s t s .  . . .  A t r u e
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c u l tu r e  is  m o r e  poss ib le  to the savage  than  to the boy of a v e r a g e  
in te l l e c t ,  b o rn  of a v e r a g e  p a r e n t s ,  in a g re a t  c i ty .  I be l ieve  
tha t  th ey  p e r i s h  m i s e r a b l y .  How can  they  be kept c lean ,  p h y s i 
ca l ly  o r  m o r a l l y ?  It is  folly to a t t e m p t  to educa te  c h i ld re n  w ith in  
a c i ty ;  the  f i r s t  s tep  m u s t  be to r e m o v e  th e m  out of i t . ^ S

T h is  p a s s a g e  c e r t a in ly  is at v a r i a n c e  wi th  v o l u n t a r i s m  as  o r d i 

n a r i l y  u n d e rs to o d .  It cannot be exp la ined  away on the  s am e  b a s i s  as  

w a s  the r e l i a n c e  of ch i ld ren  upon t h e i r  p a r e n t s .  It s u g g e s t s  tha t  t h e r e  

i s  a s o c i a l  a s  w e l l  a s  individual good to be ach ieved  by educa t ing  c h i l 

d r e n  o u ts ide  of u rb a n  e n v i ro n m e n ts  and that co l lec t ive  ac t ion  to a s s u r e  

t h a t  end m igh t  be jus t i f ied .

In any c a s e ,  the educa t ion  of a child  in T h o r e a u ’s view i s  not to

be e n t e r e d  l ightly,  n o r  to be c o n s id e re d  co m ple te  m e r e l y  if one su cceed s

in  t e ach ing  the t h r e e  Rs and p r e p a r e s  h im  to e a r n  a wage.  A child

should  be given an opportuni ty  to r e l iv e  the life of the  r a c e  in reduced

t i m e  s ca le ;  tha t  i s ,  he should be g iven  an  " in t roduc t ion  to the f o r e s t ,  and

the  m o s t  o r ig in a l  p a r t  of h im se l f .  He goes t h i t h e r  at  f i r s t  a s  a h u n te r

and  f i s h e r ,  un ti l  at  l a s t ,  if he has  the seeds  of a b e t t e r  life with in  h i m  . . . 

r -, 2 9
[ he j  l e av e s  the gun and the f i sh -p o le  behind. " The fam i ly  r e a r i n g  

c h i l d r e n  h a s  an  obligation to show a ch ild  h i s  p lace  in n a tu re ,  and to give 

h i m  an oppor tun i ty  in h is  own e a r l y  h i s t o r y  to  t a s t e  the e a r l y  h i s t o r y  of 

th e  s p e c i e s .  He u rg e d  th is  a s  a r e q u i r e d  p a r t  of the f am i ly  life c u r r i c u 

lum :
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. . . when som e of m y  f r i e n d s  have  a sk e d  me  anx ious ly  about 
t h e i r  boys ,  w h e th e r  th ey  should let t h e m  hunt,  I have a n sw e re d ,  
y e s ,  — r e m e m b e r i n g  tha t  it was  one of the  b e s t  p a r t s  of m y  
educa t ion ,  — m a k e  t h e m  h u n te r s ,  though s p o r t s m e n  only at 
f i r s t ,  if poss ib le ,  m ig h ty  h un te rs  at l a s t ,  so that they sha l l  
not f ind game l a rg e  enough fo r  th is  o r  any vegetab le  w i l d e r 
n e s s ,  —h u n te r s  a s  w e l l  a s  f i s h e r s  of men.

The  fam i ly  h a s  a l so  the r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of p lacing an  indiv idual in 

the  context  of mankind  and the  cu l tu re  which  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  b ra n c h  of 

m ank ind  h a s  developed.  Beyond that ,  it is  the  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of the 

ind iv idua l  to w o rk  out h is  own ident i ty  and des t iny .  T h o r e a u  was c o n 

v inced ,  how ever ,  tha t  the  s tage  of dependence  upon the fam i ly  m u s t  be 

a long one fo r  h u m an  be ings ,  not only f o r  r e a s o n s  of phys ica l  m a tu ra t io n ,  

but so tha t  the c u l tu r a l  m a t u r i t y  m an  r e q u i r e s  m a y  be achieved .

I a m  s t r u c k  by the fac t  tha t  the m o r e  slowly  t r e e s  grow at f i r s t ,  
the  s o u n d e r  they  a r e  at the  c o re ,  and I th ink  tha t  the s am e  is 
t r u e  of h um an  be ings .  We do not w ish  to  s ee  c h i ld re n  p reco c io u s ,  
m ak ing  g r e a t  s t r i d e s  in  t h e i r  e a r l y  y e a r s  l ike  sp ro u t s ,  producing  
a  soft and p e r i s h a b le  t i m b e r ,  but b e t t e r  if they  expand slowly 
a t  f i r s t ,  a s  if contending  with  d i f f icu l t ies ,  and  so a r e  solid if ied  
and pe r fec ted .

It is c u r io u s  tha t  T h o r e a u  did not ex tend  the idea of p ro te c t io n  and 

c u l tu re  in i t ia t ion  beyond ch i ld ren .  A dul ts  a l s o  a r e  em bedded  in i n s t i t u 

t ions  to which they  did not vo lun ta r i ly  a t t a c h  t h e m s e l v e s , but which 

o f f e r  t h e m  p ro tec t ion ,  p rov ide  a c u l tu ra l  m i l i e u  fo r  the  e x p r e s s io n  and 

ex p an s io n  of t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  The t r a n s m i s s i o n  of c u l tu re ,  a s  w as  

obvious even  to T h o r e a u ,  i s  not the ex c lu s iv e  p r e r o g a t iv e  of the f am i ly  

n o r  does  the  p r o c e s s  of c u l t u r a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  c e a s e  when a ch ild  b e co m e s



330

an  adult  and leaves  the tu te lage  of h i s  p a re n t s .  As we s h a l l  see  l a t e r ,  

he r e j e c t e d  o the r  in s t i tu t ions  such  as  college  and c h u rc h  as  provid ing 

s i m i l a r  s e r v i c e s  to o lde r  ind iv idua ls .  The only kind w ord  T h o reau  

s e e m s  to have  had fo r  H a r v a r d  w as  r e l a t e d  to i ts  exce l len t  l i b r a r y ,  

which ,  of c o u r s e ,  T h o r e a u  saw a s  p rov id ing  the  oppor tuni ty  fo r  the 

ind iv idua l  to  t e a c h  h im s e l f  r a t h e r  than  i t s e l f  a s s e r t i n g  a m o r e  pos it ive  

in f luence  in h i s  soc ia l  m a tu r a t i o n .  One supposes  tha t  T h o r e a u  viewed 

the  a u th o r s  of the  books he re a d  to  be single  ind iv idua ls  speak ing  to  h im  

f r o m  iso la t ion .

One of the m o s t  bas ic  c u l t u r a l  e l e m e n t s  acq u i r ed  in the fam i ly  

and  one which  ha s  a profound effect  upon b e h av io r  in T h o r e a u ' s  view, 

i s  language. He had in mind  the  l iv ing language which s e r v e s  the  i m m e d i 

a t e  use  of the  indiv idual and m a k e s  it poss ib le  fo r  h im  to know what w as  

known be fo re .  With language, "knowledge now b e co m e s  c o m m u n icab le

and  grows  by com m unica t ion ,  " m ak ing  i t  poss ib le  to " l e a r n  what  o th e r s

32
knew about the  s am e  thing.  " With  language, m a n ' s  p e rc e p t io n s  a r e

changed ,  and b e co m e  m o r e  acu te ,  giving h i m  the building b locks  of

knowledge.  "With the knowledge of the  nam e com es  a d i s t i n c t e r  knowledge 

33of the thing.  " Yet,  T h o r e a u  w as  a r e a l i s t ,  and a s  such held  to a t h e o r y

of language which  placed it in a p ivo ta l  pos i t ion  fo r  h is  t h e o r y  of h u m an

b e h av io r ,  f o r  "l iving s p eech "  r e f l e c t s  "a l l  the t ru e  growth  and e x p e r i e n c e "  

34of the s p e a k e r .  The language  ava i l ab le  shapes  the ab i l i ty  of a mind to
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th ink,  and d e t e r m i n e s  the  s t r u c t u r e  of the  thought.  "Talk  about l e a r n 

ing  ou r  l e t t e r s  and being l i t e ra te !  " he w r o t e .  "Why, the  ro o t s  of l e t 

t e r s  a r e  th ings .  N a tu ra l  ob jec t s  and phenom ena  a r e  the o r ig in a l  

s y m b o ls  o r  types  which e x p r e s s  o u r  thoughts  and fee l ings .  . . .

H o w ev e r ,  language ,  while  it  is  c o n s t r u c t i v e ,  is  not d e t e r m in a t iv e ;

a t r u t h  g ives  r i s e  to a w ord ,  not the  r e v e r s e ;  "A m o r e  in t im a te  knowl-

3 6)edge,  a d e e p e r  e x p e r i e n c e ,  w i l l  s u r e ly  o r ig ina te  a w o r d . "  At the 

p r e s e n t  m o m e n t ,  the  point be ing s t r e s s e d  i s  T h o r e a u ' s  view of the 

f a m i ly  a s  a c u l tu re  b e a r e r ,  and the g rowth  of language and o t h e r  c u l 

t u r a l  phenom ena  as  an  o rgan ic  p r o c e s s .  Language  l e a r n e d  at  an  e a r l y  

age  i s  b a s e d  on ind iv idua l  e x p e r ien c e  and augm en ted  by the a c c u m u 

la ted  knowledge of the  f a m i l y —it i s  l iving,  v ita l ,  and im m e d ia t e .  It 

i s  in  the  f a m i ly  tha t  one l e a r n s  "that  the  f i r s t  r e q u i s i t e  and ru le  is  tha t  

e x p r e s s i o n  sh a l l  be v i ta l  and n a tu ra l ,  a s  m u c h  as the  vo ice  of a  b ru te  

o r  an  i n t e r j e c t io n :  f i r s t  of a l l ,  m o t h e r  tongue; and la s t  of a l l  a r t i f i c i a l  

o r  f a th e r  tongue .

If language is  the  r e f l e c t io n  of p e r c e iv e d  t ru t h ,  and  s tands  a s  a 

s u r r o g a t e  f o r  ob jec t s ,  then  the language l e a r n e d  at  h om e  s e t s  the  i n t e l 

l e c tu a l  foundation on which  a l l  succeed ing  knowledge is  buil t ;  it in f luences  

th e  d i r e c t io n  of a m a n ' s  in te l l e c tu a l  and em o t io n a l  deve lopm en t .  Until  

r e a ch in g  a c e r t a i n  level  of m a t u r i t y  and s o p h i s t i c a t io n —and so m e  n e v e r  

ach ieve  it — "m e n  a r e  m o r e  obedient at  f i r s t  to w o rd s  o r  i d e a s .  They 

m in d  n a m e s  m o r e  than  t h i n g s . I t  m a t t e r s  what  n a m e s  one beg ins  with .
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An i l l u s t r a t i o n  f r o m  the J o u r n a l :

T h e r e  a r e  c e r t a i n  c u r r e n t  e x p r e s s i o n s  and b la sp h e m o u s  m odes  
of viewing th ings ,  a s  when we say  "he i s  doing a good b u s in es s ,  " 
m o r e  p rofane  than  c u r s in g  and sw e a r in g .  T h e r e  i s  s in  and 
d ea th  in such  w o r d s .  Let not the  c h i ld re n  h e a r  th e m .

The im p o r ta n t  poin ts  to be s t r e s s e d  a r e  the im p o r t a n c e  of the f am i ly

s t r u c t u r e  a s  a c u l tu r e  b e a r e r ,  the  o rgan ic  n a tu r e  of the  f am i ly  and of

the  va lues  p a s s e d  th ro u g h  it to a new g e n e r a t io n ,  and the  c r u c i a l  ro le

of mot iva t ion .

B e s id e s  the f a m i ly ,  which is  in m an y  w a y s  m o r e  of a b io logica l

th an  so c ia l  unit ,  the  next m o s t  in t im a te  so c ia l  r e l a t i o n s h ip  in T h o r e a u ' s

s c h e m e  is be tw een  f r i e n d s .  As  h a s  been  poin ted  out e a r l i e r ,  f r i e n d s  in

T h o r e a u ' s  view a r e  c o m p le m e n ta r y  sou ls  w h o se  a t t r a c t i o n  is  of the

m o s t  profound depth.  One would p r e f e r  to  u se  the w o rd  love r a t h e r  than

f r i e n d s h ip  fo r  th i s  r e la t io n sh ip ,  but tha t  would e r r o n e o u s l y  c a r r y  a

sex u a l  connota t ion  which  T h o r e a u  did not m e a n  to  convey. F r i e n d s  m a y

be of the s am e  o r  oppos i te  sex ,  and a l though a t r u l y  m a r r i e d  couple m u s t

be f r i e n d s ,  to be f r i e n d s  people need not have  a sex u a l  re la t ionsh ip .  It

i s  a v o lun ta ry  sh a r in g  of e x p e r ien c e  fo r  the m u tu a l  s u p p o r t  and benef it

of the f r i e n d s ,  and not m e r e l y  s h a r e d  k i n d n e s s e s .

Most  co n tem p la te  only what  would be the a c c id e n ta l  and t r i f l ing  
advan tages  of F r i e n d s h i p ,  so tha t  the F r i e n d  can  a s s i s t  in the 
t im e  of need ,  by h i s  su b s ta n c e ,  o r  h is  in f luence ,  o r  h i s  counsel;  
but he who f o r e s e e s  such advan tages  in th i s  r e l a t i o n  p roves  h i m 
se l f  blind to i t s  r e a l  advan tage ,  o r  indeed  whol ly  in e x p e r ien ced  
in the  r e l a t io n  i t s e l f .  Such s e r v i c e s  a r e  p a r t i c u l a r  and m en ia l ,  
c o m p a r e d  with  the p e rp e tu a l  and a l l - e m b r a c i n g  s e r v i c e  which it
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i s .  E v e n  the u tm o s t  goodwil l  and h a rm o n y  and p r a c t i c a l  k in d 
n e s s  a r e  not suff ic ien t f o r  F r i e n d s h ip ,  fo r  F r i e n d s  do not l ive 
in h a r m o n y  m e r e l y ,  . .  . but in m elody .  We do not w ish  fo r
F r i e n d s  to feed  and c lo the  o u r  bod ies ,  —n e ighbors  a r e  kind
enough fo r  tha t ,  — but to do the l ike office fo r  our  s p i r i t s .

F r i e n d s  need  not be in  c lo se  p rox im i ty ,  no r  in f r eq u en t  contac t ,  

but they m u s t  p rov ide  a continuing support  fo r  one a n o th e r  unques t ion-  

ingly .  F r i e n d s h i p  is  n e a r l y  an im p o s s i b l e  r e la t io n sh ip  to e s t a b l i s h ,  

even  h a r d e r  to s u s ta in .  F o r  T h o r ea u ,  how ever ,  it i s  the m o s t  sub l im e  

of soc ia l  co n tac t s ,  fo r  it i s  a jo in ing  of w i l ls ,  not m e r e l y  a c o n c e r t  of

w i l l s .  It is  m o r e  than  m e r e l y  a s en t im en ta l  a t ta chm en t :  it is  a c o m 

m i tm e n t  by one to h is  b e t t e r  s e l f  and the b e t t e r  se l f  of a n o th e r ,  o r  a 

conjo in ing of a s p i r a t i o n s  to be. It i s  a s t e r n  d isc ip l ine  im p o se d  upon 

on ese l f  to  give the  be s t  of o n ese l f  and to expect the  b e s t  in r e t u r n  w i th 

out c o m p r o m i s e .  I t h a s  pro found im p l ica t io n s  fo r  T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  of 

the  h e r o ,  and o f f e r s  one l ink  be tw een  the v i r tuous  h e r o  and th o s e  of good 

w i l l  but l e s s e r  m o r a l  s en s i t iv i ty .

F r ien d sh ip  is  not so kind a s  i s  imagined ;  it  h a s  not m u c h  hum an  
blood in  i t,  but c o n s i s t s  w i th  a c e r t a i n  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  m e n  and 
t h e i r  e r e c t i o n s ,  the C h r i s t i a n  du t ies  and h u m a n i t i e s ,  while  it  
p u r i f i e s  the a i r  l ike e l e c t r i c i t y .  T h e re  m ay  be the s t e r n e s t  
t r a g e d y  in the  r e l a t io n  of two m o r e  than  usua l ly  innocen t  and 
t r u e  to  t h e i r  h ig h e s t  i n s t i n c t s .  We m ay  ca l l  i t  an e s s e n t i a l l y  
h e a th e n i s h  i n t e r c o u r s e ,  f r e e  and i r r e s p o n s i b l e  in i t s  n a tu re ,  
and p ra c t i c in g  a l l  the  v i r t u e s  g ra tu i to u s ly .  It is  not the h ighes t  
sym pathy  m e r e l y ,  but a  p u re  and lofty socie ty ,  a f r a g m e n t a r y  
and godlike i n t e r c o u r s e  of anc ien t  date ,  s t i l l  kept up at  i n t e r 
va l s ,  which,  r e m e m b e r i n g  i t s e l f ,  does  not h e s i t a t e  to d i s r e g a r d  
the  h u m b l e r  r ig h t s  and du t ies  of humanity .
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I f  one tak es  T h o r e a u  l i t e r a l ly ,  o r  even  s e r io u s ly ,  f r i e n d s h ip  m ay  

not qua l i fy  as  a soc ia l  r e l a t i o n  at  a l l ,  f o r  he  s e e m s  to im ply  tha t  be tween 

f r i e n d s  t h e r e  is  a union of a g es ,  and a  fus ion  of identi ty.  In the u sua l  

a nd  a c c e p te d  s e n s e ,  a s o c i a l  r e l a t io n sh ip  a s s u m e s  independent  id en t i t i e s  

b e tw ee n  two o r  m o r e  ind iv idua ls .  If tha t  is s t r e tch in g  h is  in ten t ion  too 

f a r ,  t h e n  it  m u s t  be a s s u m e d  that  the  functioning of f r i en d sh ip  i s  a deep 

p s y ch o lo g ica l  p e n e t r a t i o n  of one wi l l  into a n o th e r ,  a m u tu a l  r ecogn i t ion  

of t r u t h ,  a s h a r e d  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  and an  a p p re h e n s io n  of w i s d o m  beyond 

knowledge.  The in c o n g ru o u s n e s s  of th is  idea  with  h is  e g o i s m  h a s  been  

noted e a r l i e r ,  but if tha t  be the c a s e ,  then t h e r e  is  no e x t e r n a l  ob jec t ive  

to  f r i e n d s h i p  which is  ana logous  to l e s s  exc lu s iv e  soc ia l  r e l a t io n s h ip s .  

The  e f f e c t s  of f r i en d sh ip  o p e ra te  only be tw een  the f r i en d s  w i th  no c o n s e 

q u e n c e s  to p e r s o n s  not p a r t i e s  to the r e la t io n .  By any s t a n d a r d ,  f r i e n d 

sh ip  i s  exc lu s ive .  T h o r e a u ' s  e l i t i s t  p r e d e l i c t i o n s  lead h im  to su sp e c t  

tha t  the  m a s s  of m e n  a r e  not capable  of f r i en d sh ip ,  but a r e  l im i t ed  to 

l e s s  e l e v a te d  and in tense  e n co u n te r s  tha t  a r e  pollu ted by b a se  m o t iv e s .

F  o r  m o s t  m en ,  f r i en d sh ip  am oun ts  to no m o r e  than  m e r e  n e ig h b o r l in e s s .

N e ig h b o r l in e s s  is  the  next c a t e g o r y  of vo lun ta ry  r e l a t i o n s h ip s ,  

w h ich  he d is t ingu ished  f r o m  f r i en d sh ip ,  and the  f i r s t  which  i s  whol ly  a 

s o c i a l  phenomenon. The em o t io n a l  in te n s i ty  i s  m uch  di lu ted in  the  

n e ig h b o r ly  re la t ion .  In d i s t ingu ish ing  f r i e n d s h ip  f r o m  n e ig h b o r l in e s s  

T h o r e a u  w ro te :
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What is  co m m only  hon o red  w i th  the nam e of F r i e n d s h i p  is  no 
v e r y  profound or  pow erfu l  ins t inc t .  If one a b a te s  a l i t t le  the 
p r i c e  of h is  wood, o r  g ives  a ne ighbor  h i s  vote at  town- 
m e e t in g ,  o r  a b a r r e l  of a p p le s ,  or lends h im  h is  wagon f r e 
quen t ly ,  it is  e s t e e m e d  a  r a r e  ins tance  of F r i e n d s h ip .

T h e s e  he lp fu l  s e r v i c e s  a r e  va luab le ,  and c e r t a in l y  not to  be d i s m is s e d

lightly .  Goodwill  and p r a c t i c a l  k indness ,  and such com m only  accep ted

so c ia l  v i r t u e s  as  f r i en d ly  p e r s o n s  acco rd  one a n o th e r ,  have  th e i r

h o n o re d  place  in T h o r e a u ' s  s ch e m e .  But he m a d e  the  d is t inc t ion  between

th i s  kind of h u m a n  c o o p e r a t io n  toward  d e s i r a b l e  ends  which  he thought

of a s  n e ig h b o r l i n e s s ,  and the  union of wil ls  which he ca l led  F r i e n d s h ip  ^

by a subt le  d i f fe rence  in m o t iv e  and objec t ives .

F r i e n d s h i p  is  i n t e r - d i r e c t e d  as  R ie sm an  m igh t  say ,  s ince  th e re  

is  a fu s ion  of wi l l  be tw een  the  p a r t i e s ,  and any s e r v ic e  of the  one 

re bounds  to h i s  own benef it  b e c a u s e  th e re  is  no d i f fe rence  be tween the 

egos  of the  f r i en d s .  N e ig h b o rs  have  a d i f fe ren t  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  f o r  t h e i r  

f a v o r s  and affec t ions  ex tend  beyond the l im i t s  of t h e i r  own egos.  F r i e n d s  

a r e  s e l f - r e l i a n t  r e g a r d l e s s  of s e r v i c e s  r e n d e r e d  be tw een  the  p a r t i e s ,  

w h e r e a s  be tw een  ne ighbors  t h e r e  is  an e lem en t  of c h a r i ty  and of "doing 

good" f o r  one ano ther .  When a  p e r s o n  r e g a r d s  the  " h u m b le r  r igh ts  and 

d u t ie s  of hum ani ty ,  " conduc ts  h is  r e la t ions  w i th  o th e r s  f r o m  a p e r sp ec t iv e  

of connmon obligations  am ong  m e n  and t r e a t s  a n o th e r  "like a C h r i s t i an ,  

o r  a s  he  can  af ford ,  —then  F r i e n d s h i p  c e a s e s  to be F r i e n d s h ip ,  and 

b e c o m e s  c h a r i ty ;  tha t  p r in c ip le  which e s tab l i sh ed  the a lm s h o u se  is  now



336

beginning  wi th  i t s  c h a r i ty  at  h o m e ,  and e s tab l i sh ing  an  a lm s h o u se  and 

p a u p e r  r e l a t i o n  th e re .

N e ig h b o rs  a r e  p e r s o n s  who happen  to find th e m s e lv e s  in g e o g r a 

phic p ro x im i ty ,  who a r e  not at enmity ,  and who a r e  wil l ing  to t o l e r a t e  

one a n o th e r ,  to m ake  a l low ances  f o r  e ach  o ther ,  and who a r e  will ing to 

c o o p e r a t e  in doing favo rs  o r  g iv ing m u tu a l  aid.  N e a r l y  everyone  h a s  the 

c a p a c i ty  to ac t  a s  a ne ighbor ,  f o r  n e a r ly  everyone  h a s  the r u d im e n ta r y  

s e n t i m e n t  of a t t a ch m en t  fo r  m e m b e r s  of the sp ec ie s  w hom  they  know.

It is  s t i l l  a  r e q u is i t e  tha t  such a id  and suppor t  be vo lun ta ry  when given. 

T h o r e a u  recogn ized  that  even in n e ighbor ly  co o p e ra t io n  th e r e  is the  p o s s i 

bil i ty  of subtle  coerc ion .  That i s ,  some people p e r f o r m  k in d n esse s  

b e c a u s e  they  fee l  the p r e s s u r e  of c o n fo rm i ty  to the p reva i l ing  value s y s 

t e m  r a t h e r  than  a spontaneous  r e a c t i o n  of the  will .  Such a c o e r c io n  i s  

sub t le ,  but n o ne the les s  effec t ive :  "I s ee  tha t  to som e  m e n  t h e i r  r e la t io n

to m ank ind  i s  a l l - im p o r ta n t .  I t is  fa ta l  in t h e i r  eyes  to ou trage  the opin-

44ions  and c u s to m s  of th e i r  f e l lo w -m e n ,  "

The m o r a l  d is t inc t ion  i s  a l l  im p o r t a n t  to T h o reau ,  fo r  it  defines  

the  l e g i t im a c y  of the so c ia l  re la t io n .  N e ighbors  who a c t  f r o m  sp o n tan e 

ous good wil l  without expecting  the app lause  of m ankind  o r  a r e tu r n e d  

b en e f icen ce  leg i t im ize  the  so c ia l  r e la t io n ,  but those  w hose  m ot iva t ion  

is  r e a c t i o n  to p r e s s u r e  of convent ion  o r  hope of r e w a r d  exhibit  i n s t i t u 

t i o n a l i z e d  b e h av io r  r a t h e r  than so c ia l  behav io r .  T h e i r  m ot ive  is  e x t e r 

na l  and does  not a r i s e  f r o m  an  u n fe t te re d  ac t  of will .
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T h e r e  is  but one obliga tion,  and that  is  the  ob l iga t ion  to obey 
the  h ighes t  d ic ta te .  . . .  If  any m a n  a s s i s t  m e  in  the  way of the 
w o r ld ,  let h i m  d e r iv e  s a t i s fa c t io n  f r o m  the deed  i t s e l f .  . . .
K in d n e ss  repa id  i s  t h e r e b y  annul led.  I would let  h i s  deed lie 
a s  f a i r  and g e n e r o u s  a s  i t  was intended. The t r u l y  bénéf ic ien t  
n e v e r  l a p s e s  into a c r e d i t o r ;  h i s  g re a t  k in d n e ss  i s  s t i l l  extended 
to m e  and i s  n e v e r  done.  Of those  noble deeds  w h ich  have me 
f o r  t h e i r  ob jec t  I a m  only the m o s t  fo r tuna te  s p e c t a t o r ,  and 
would r a t h e r  be the  a b e t t o r  of t h e i r  n o b le n es s  than  s tay  th e i r  
t ide  with  the  o b s t r u c t i o n s  of im pa t ien t  g r a t i tu d e .  As  t ru e  as 
ac t i o n  and r e a c t io n  a r e  equal,  that  no b len ess  w hich  w as  as  
w ide  as  the  u n i v e r s e  w i l l  rebound not on h i m  the  indiv idual,  
but on the  w or ld .  If any  have  been  kind to m e ,  w ha t  m o re  do 
they  want?  I cannot m a k e  t h e m  r i c h e r  th a n  th e y  a r e .  If they  
have  not been  kind, they  cannot take  f r o m  m e  the p r iv i leg e  
w h ich  they  have  not im p ro v ed .

Without the  p r o p e r  m ot iva t ion ,  ne ig h b o r l in e s s  is  m e r e l y  an i n s t i t u 

t io n a l  re f le c t ion .  With the  p r o p e r  mot ive ,  n e ig h b o r s  im p r o v e  each  

o th e r  by t h e i r  n e a r  p r e s e n c e  and provide  the  foundat ion  fo r  a b e n e 

f i c i a l  soc ie ty  in wh ich  an ind iv idua l  c o m fo r ta b ly  can  ex is t .

A co l lec t ion  of n e ig h b o rs  in the s am e  g e o g r a p h ic a l  a r e a  c o n s t i tu te s  

a v i l l ag e .  C l e a r l y  T h o r e a u  a s s u m e d  that  t r u e  n e ig h b o r l in e s s  is  not 

po ss ib le  in a  l a r g e  a g g re g a t io n  of people,  a s  in a c i ty .  In sm a l l  n u m b e r s  

w h e r e  in t im a c y  is  p o s s ib le ,  and the m i lk  of h um an  k in d n ess  i s  not s t r a i n e d  

by the  s h e e r  weight of n u m b e r s ,  n e ighbors  can  ac t  in c o n c e r t  fo r  m u tu a l  

ends .  T h o r e a u  w as  e n th ra l l e d  by the p o s s ib i l i t i e s  f o r  c o n ce r t e d  ac t ion  

and v o lu n ta ry  m u tu a l  i m p r o v e m e n t  in h e ren t  in the  v i l l ag e .  F o r  h um an  

be ings  in  a  v i l lage  to  act  co l le c t iv e ly  is  not an  a n a th e m a  to Th o reau ,  

quite  the  c o n t r a r y .  It is  the  object ive  of the  c o l l e c t iv e  ac t iv i ty  and the 

m o t iv e  which d e t e r m in e d  f o r  h im  w h e th e r  it is  an a cc e p tab le  e x e r c i s e  of
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h u m an  soc iab i l i ty ,  o r  the  p r e s c r i p t i v e  dem and  of an  ins t i tu t ion .

The v i l lage  o f f e r s  m a n  the oppor tun i ty  to combine  to provide  c o l 

lec t ive ly  fo r  w a n ts  tha t  e a c h  m a n  cannot p rov ide  p r iv a te ly .  It can  

e n r i c h  the l ives  of i t s  inhab i tan ts ,  s ign i f ican t ly  im p r o v e  t h e i r  cu l tu re ,  

and play an  educa t ive  ro le  fo r  p e r s o n s  of a l l  ag es  and condi t ions .  "It 

is  t im e  tha t  v i l l a g e s  w e r e  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  and t h e i r  e l d e r  inhab i tan ts  the 

fe llows of u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  w i th  l e i s u r e  — if they  a r e ,  indeed  so w e l l  off— 

to p u rsu e  l i b e r a l  s tu d ie s  the  r e s t  of t h e i r  l ives .  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  

tha t  the v il lage  could and should p rov ide  su ch  too ls  of educa t ion  as  

l i b r a r i e s ,  l e a r n e d  s p e a k e r s  on a s h o r t  t e r m  and r e s i d e n t i a l  b a s i s ,  

be liev ing  tha t  though th ey  would not be of equa l  use  im m e d ia t e ly ,  they 

would even tua l ly  r a i s e  the  qua l i ty  of life fo r  a l l .

The v il lage  should  be a p a t ro n  of the a r t s ,  and play a  ro le  in the 

e lev a t io n  a s  w e l l  a s  the t r a n s m i s s i o n  of cu l tu re .  "In th i s  coun t ry ,  the 

v i l lage  should in som e  r e s p e c t s  take the p lace  of the nob lem an  of Europe .  

It should be the p a t ro n  of the  fine a r t s .  It is  r i c h  enough.

Obvious ly  su ch  i d e a s  a s s u m e  the  co l lec t ion  of t a x e s ,  the a d m i n i s 

t r a t i o n  of p r o c e d u r e s  to  s e lec t  and m a in ta in  the  c u l tu r a l  and educa t iona l  

o f fe r ings ,  and the o rg a n iz e d  s t r u c t u r e  n e c e s s a r y  to a c c o m p l i s h  the o b jec 

t iv e s .  It m a y  be ob jec ted  that  s ince  th is  is the  c a s e ,  th i s  function of the 

v i l lage  is  not a p p r o p r i a t e  f o r  inc lus ion  in the  c l a s s  of so c ia l  a r r a n g e 

m e n t s  unde r  d i s c u s s io n  h e r e ,  f o r  it  s m e l l s  of in s t i tu t io n a l iza t io n  r a t h e r
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than  of vo lu n ta ry  a s so c ia t io n .  The r e a s o n  it i s  inc luded  h e r e  is  that

T h o r e a u  be l ieved ,  r a t h e r  in c o n s i s te n t ly  w i th  the  w ay  he  viewed o th e r

k inds  of h um an  g roupings ,  that  it was  poss ib le  f o r  the  v il lage  to function

a s  a n  a s s o c i a t i o n a l  r a t h e r  than  an in s t i tu t iona l  unit ,  and to behave  a s  an

o r g a n i s m  r a t h e r  than  as  a r ig id  s t r u c t u r e .  Like  R ousseau ,  Gandhi and

T o ls toy ,  he  be l ieved  that  the v il lage  can  p e r f o r m  a l l  t h e s e  functions ,

but does  not b ecau se  "it w an ts  only the m a g n a n i m i ty  and re f inem en t .

In o th e r  w o rd s ,  t h e r e  is  a l a ck  of p r o p e r  m o t iv a t io n ,  a la ck  of sp i r i t ,  and

of c o n c e r t e d  w i l ls .  The v i l lage  does  not p rov ide  t h e se  a m e n i t i e s  because

49"it  i s  unasp i r in g  and ignoran t  of i t s  own w an ts .  " Given the a sp i r a t io n ,  

the  f o r c e  of wil l ,  m e n  th rough  t h e i r  v i l l ages  m ig h t  in t ro d u ce  "ref in ing  

and  c iv i l iz ing  in f luences"  and put t h e m s e l v e s  "on a l eve l  a s  to oppor tun i t ie s  

a t  once w i th  London and A r c a d i a ,  and s e c u r e  . . .  a c u l tu re  at  once s u p e r io r  

to  both.

The p r a c t i c a l  l im i ta t ion  to s ec u r in g  v o lu n ta ry  a g r e e m e n t  to such

u s e s  a r e  obvious ,  but once e ffec ted ,  T h o r e a u  s e e m s  to im ply  that  the

r e s u l t s  of a l i b e r a l  education would l ib e r a t e  the  p r e j u d i c e s  of m e n  f r o m

the  bonds of igno rance ,  and the acc e p tan c e  and su p p o r t  of the end eav o r

would  be n e a r l y  unanimous .  It is  th i s  p o s s ib i l i ty  of "noble v i l lages  of 

51m e n "  tha t  T h o r e a u  env is ioned  r a t h e r  than  the  a c tu a l i t y  m o s t  often 

e n c o u n te r e d  that  gives  the v il lage  i t s  p lace  in th i s  d i s c u s s io n .  It i l l u s 

t r a t e s  so w e l l  the  d is t inc t ion  between a s s o c i a t i o n s  and  in s t i tu t ions ,  and



340

tha t  the s am e  phenom enon  can be one o r  the o th e r  depending upon the  

m o t iva t ion  and the  ob jec t ives  it ho lds .

At th i s  point  i t  should be e m p h a s iz e d  tha t  T h o r e a u  did not be lieve  

a s s o c i a t i o n s  o r  in s t i tu t io n s ,  e i t h e r  one, have  w i l l s  of t h e i r  own a p a r t  

f r o m  the indiv idua ls  who c o m p r i s e  th em .  The fo rce  of wi l l  and u l t im a te  

m o t iva t ion  r e m a i n s  an  indiv idua l  p e r s o n a l  f a c to r  which,  while  provid ing 

the  p ropu ls ion  f o r  co l lec t ive  g roups  of both  a s s o c i a t i o n a l  and i n s t i t u 

t iona l  types ,  does  not a d h e r e  in the  g roups  th e m s e lv e s .  The way in 

which  T h o r e a u  spoke of v i l lages  in the p re c e d in g  p a r a g r a p h  m a d e  the  

point in doubt, and it is  n e c e s s a r y  to c o r r e c t  any e r r o n e o u s  i m p r e s s i o n  

which m a y  have  b e e n  left on th i s  point .

That in t e l l e c tu a l  t r a d i t io n  which inc ludes  P la to ,  m any  m e d ie v a l  

c o r p o r a t i s t s ,  R o u sseau ,  B urke ,  Hegel,  and o th e r s  who see  a c o r p o r a t e  

w i l l  ex is t ing  in at  l e a s t  some in s t i tu t io n s ,  would object  to T h o r e a u ' s  

s im p l i s t i c  view of m a n ' s  in s t i tu t ions .  Many ins t i tu t ions  outl ive g e n e r a 

t ions  of m en ,  and so m e ,  like the  Roman Catholic  Church, su rv iv e  m i l 

lennia  shaping the l ive s  of nien m o r e  e x ten s iv e ly  than m e n  affect  th em .  

T h o r e a u  w as  wil l ing  to adm i t  m a n y  m y s t e r i e s  to h is  view of r e a l i ty ,  but 

while  he could su g g es t  tha t  t h e r e  is  an  an im a t in g  p r inc ip le  in s tones  and 

i n e r t  m a t t e r ,  he did not extend the cap ac i ty  of w i l l  beyond indiv idual 

h u m a n  be ings .

V i l lages  then ,  a r e  m e r e l y  an a g g re g a t io n  of n e ighbors ,  with  geo-
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graph ie  p ro x im i ty  being one e s s e n t i a l  f e a tu r e .  T h e re  is  an a lm o s t  

infini te  v a r i e t y  of a s s o c i a t i o n s  based  upon the s a m e  e l e m e n t s  a s  the 

v il lage  functions  m e n t io n e d  above.  N e ig h b o rs  and f r i e n d s  can  com bine  

fo r  a lm o s t  any p u rp o s e  which  they  s h a r e ,  and T h o r e a u  c o n s id e r e d  it 

a usefu l  and n a t u r a l  e x p r e s s i o n  of m a n ' s  s o c ia l  na tu re .

The i m p o r t a n t  point  fo r  T h o r e a u  about a s s o c i a t i o n s  i s  not,  t h e r e 

fo re ,  the p a r t  of w i l l  be ca u se ,  a s  we have s een ,  he did not be l ieve  such  

e x i s t s  in a s s o c i a t i o n s  o r  in s t i tu t ions ,  but the  e s s e n t i a l  f e a tu r e s  of vo lun

t a r y  a s s o c i a t i o n s  a r e  t h e i r  spon taneous  c h a r a c t e r  and dependence  upon 

the  f r e e  ac t ion  of indiv idua l  w i l ls .  That i s ,  c o e r c io n  f r o m  any  q u a r t e r  

v i t i a te s  the  v o lu n ta ry  n a tu re  of the  a s s o c i a t i o n  and c o n v e r t s  it into a 

r e s t r i c t i v e ,  inh ib i t ive  so c ia l  in s t i tu t ion .  F r e e d o m  of the  w i l l  to a s s e n t  

o r  to abs ta in  in  c o l le c t iv e  e n d ea v o r s ,  w h e th e r  they  involve two p e r s o n s  

o r  a l l  o th e r  p e r s o n s  in the w or ld  w as  the touchs tone  by which  T h o r e a u  

d is t ingu ished  v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n s  f r o m  in s t i tu t io n s  as  the  two f o r m s  

of h um an  socie ty .  One i s  n a tu r a l  and w h o le s o m e ,  the  o th e r  is  spoiled .

" T h e r e  is  no o d o r  so bad a s  that  which  a r i s e s  f r o m  goodness  ta in ted .

52It is  human,  it  i s  d iv ine ,  c a r r i o n .  " The m o t ive  behind vo lun ta ry  

a s s o c i a t i o n  i s  good, whi le  that  behind in s t i tu t ions  is  con tam ina ted ,  and 

is  in some s tage  of decay .

Somewhat p a ra d o x ic a l ly  a s  we have s ee n  T h o r e a u  s t i l l  r eco g n ized  

the  im p o r ta n c e  of e n v i r o n m e n ta l  f a c to r s  in the  deve lopm ent  of an  ind i -
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vidual and the e ffect  it h a s  upon his  psycholog ica l  and em o t io n a l  o r i e n 

ta tion.  As a ch ild  is  shaped  to som e  degree  by the fam i ly  into which he 

i s  born by p a r tak ing  v i c a r i o u s l y  of c e r t a in  a s p e c t s  of t h e i r  p rev ious  

h i s to r y  and sha r ing  t h e i r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  so is  an  indiv idua l  a ffected  

in im p o r tan t  w ays  by the  c u l tu re  in which he l ives .  P r e v i o u s l y  it has  

been r e m a r k e d  that  T h o r e a u  he ld  language to be an im p o r tan t  a sp e c t  to 

m a n ' s  in te l l e c tu a l  deve lopm en t ,  f o r  it p rov ides  the sym bo ls  he  u ses  not 

only in c o m m u n ic a t io n ,  but in h i s  ve ry  thought p r o c e s s e s .  A sh a r ed  

language, a  s h a r e d  in te l l e c tu a l  t rad i t ion ,  and a  s h a r e d  c u l tu ra l  m i l ie u  

have a t endency  to  deve lop  a loya l ty  in an indiv idua l  t o w a rd  th o se  who 

have so m u ch  in  c o m m o n  with  h im .

This fee ling i s  ak in  to the f am i l ia l  loyalty  w hich  a chi ld  has  fo r  

h is  p a re n t s ,  s ib l ings ,  and even tua l ly ,  f o r  m o r e  d i s tan t  r e l a t i v e s .  It 

c r e a t e s  in an ind iv idua l  an  a ff in ity  for  h is  c u l tu re  m a t e s .  Al though the 

product of e n v i r o n m e n ta l  condi tioning,  the r e s u l t  is a m i n d - s e t  which 

shapes  the p e r s o n a l i t y  a s  de f in i te ly  as  if h e re d i ty  o r  in s t inc t  had d i c 

t a ted  it. It i s  c l e a r  f r o m  read in g  T h o reau  that  he c o n s id e r e d  h im s e l f  

to have a com m uni ty  of i n t e r e s t  w i th  Yankees ,  with  inhab i tan ts  of New 

England and the nation,  w i th  Anglo -Saxons ,  with  N o r th  E u r o p e a n s —p a r 

t i c u l a r ly  S c a n d in av ian s —with E n g l i sh  speaking peop les ,  with  P r o t e s t a n t s ,  

and with the C au c a s ia n  r a c e .  E a c h  of these  loya l t ie s  s t e m s  f r o m  the c u l 

tu r a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  in which  he w as  born,  and e ac h  indiv idual has  a
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s i m i l a r  se t  of loya l t ie s  a c c o r d in g  to  the condi tion of h is  life.

T h e s e  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  though l e s s  im m e d ia te  and f u r t h e r  re m o v e d  

f r o m  ind iv idua l  vol i t ion ,  a r e  n o n e th e l e s s  e x p r e s s i o n s  of m a n ' s  so c ia l  

n a tu r e  w h ic h  do not n e c e s s a r i l y  have  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of in s t i tu t io n s .  

In the c l a s s  of a s s o c i a t i o n s  u n d e r  d i s c u s s io n  h e r e  should  be inc luded 

the  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  one f e e l s  fo r  h i s  c o - l in g u i s t s ,  r e s i d e n t s  of h is  

na t ive  re g io n  and na t iona l  h om eland ,  h is  c o - r e l i g i o n i s t s ,  and o th e r s  

w hose  c u l t u r a l  s i m i l a r i t y  is s t ro n g ly  pe rce ived .  T h ese  em o t io n a l  t i e s  

c an  a s s u m e  in s t i tu t io n a l  f o r m ,  a s  in  m i l i t an t  n a t io n a l i s m  o r  e v an g e l i s m ,  

but in t h e i r  innocent f o r m s  a r e  l i t t le  m o r e  than  in s t a n c e s  of e th n o cen -  

t r i s m ,  w h ich  is  m e r e l y  an  e x ten s io n  of eg o ism .

T h o r e a u  e x p r e s s e d  th i s  fee l ing  of g roup  s o l id a r i t y  very well ,  

though p e r h a p s  not quite c o n s c io u s ly  at  l e a s t  in h i s  own c a s e ,  in h is  

p iece ,  "A Yankee in Canada , " wh ich  is  full  of lau d i to ry  r e f e r e n c e s  to 

Y ankees  wi th  t h e i r  r e v o lu t io n a ry  c u l tu re  when c o m p a r e d  to the co lon ia l  

c u l tu r e  of the B r i t i s h  su b jec t s .  T h e r e  he a l so  pointed to the d i f f e r en c es  

in r e l ig io n  be tween  Catholic  Canada  and P r o t e s t a n t  New England ,  and 

im p u te s  th a t  th is  c u l tu ra l  d i f f e r en c e  has  a d i r e c t  r e la t io n s h ip  to n e a r ly  

a l l  a s p e c t s  of the  l ives  of the two peoples .  F r o m  th e se  d i f f e r en c es  in 

c u l tu r e ,  T h o r e a u  m ade  b ro a d  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s  about the peoples  which 

d e m o n s t r a t e  tha t  he c o n s id e re d  su ch  c u l tu ra l  g roup ings  to be s u p r a -  

in d iv idua l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  to which  people  belong b e ca u se  of t h e i r  c u l tu r a l  

p e r s p e c t i v e  and m e n ta l  t r a in in g ,  but which lack  the  r ig id  and f o r m a l i z e d
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c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of a  so c ia l  ins t i tu t ion ,  a l though they  m a y  be suppor ted  

by ins t i tu t iona l iz ed  func t ions  of the cu l tu re  such  a s  the school  s y s t e m  

o r  denom ina t iona l  re l ig ion .

The o m n ip r e s e n c e  of s o ld i e r s  in Canada p rov ided  T h o r e a u  with

an  exam ple  of how the so c ia l  and ins t i tu t iona l  a s p e c t s  of a c u l tu re  a r e

m u tu a l ly  r e in fo rc in g .

The inhab i tan ts  ev iden t ly  r e ly  on [ t h e  s o ld ie r s ]  in a  g re a t  
m e a s u r e  fo r  m u s ic  and e n t e r t a in m e n t .  . . .  I t i s  im p o s s ib le  
to give the s o l d i e r  a good educa t ion  without making  h i m  a 
d e s e r t e r . . . . We saw one schoolhouse . . . but it a p p e a r e d  
like a p lace  w h e r e  the p r o c e s s ,  not of en l igh tenm en t ,  but 
of obfuscating  the  mind w a s  going on, and the  pupils  
r e c e iv e d  only so m u ch  l ight a s  could p e n e t r a te  the shadow 
of the Catholic  Church .

The re l ig ion  of the  C anad ians ,  combined  p r e s u m a b l y  w i th  the F r e n c h  

language and o th e r  c u l tu r a l  t r a i t s  of the inhab i tan ts  of the reg ion  T h o r e a u  

w a s  v is i t ing ,  su p p o r t s  the  Roman Catholic C hurch ,  which  in t u r n  s u p 

p o r t s  the educa t io n a l  s y s t e m ,  which su p p o r t s  the  so ld ie ry ,  and the m i l i 

t a r y  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  un d e r  the  d i re c t io n  of the g o v e rn m e n t  s u p p o r t s  those  

c u l t u r a l  t r a i t s  w h ich  p e r m i t  the  in s t i tu t ions  to e x i s t .  The r e s u l t  i s ,  in 

T h o r e a u ' s  w o rd s ,  tha t:

The . . . h a b i ta n t s  of M o n tm o ren c i  County—a p p e a r e d  v e r y  i n f e r io r ,  
in te l lec tua l ly  and  even  phys ica l ly ,  to that  of New England. In 
some r e s p e c t s  th ey  w e r e  inc red ib ly  fil thy. , . . They a r e  v e r y  f a r  
f r o m  revo lu t ion ,  have no q u a r r e l  with  C h u rch  o r  S ta te ,  but t h e i r  
vice  and t h e i r  v i r t u e  i s  content .  . . . The E n g l i sh  g o v e rn m e n t  has  
been r e m a r k a b l y  l i b e r a l  to i t s  Catholic su b jec t s  in Canada, p e r 
m i t t ing  t h e m  to w e a r  t h e i r  own f e t t e r s ,  both po l i t ica l  and r e l i -  

54gious.  . . .  ^
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T h o r e a u ' s  lack  of c o n s i s ten cy  w i th  the in d iv id u a l i sm  which is  the 

foundation  of his  view of the n a tu re  of m an ,  is a p p a ren t  in his  r e c o g n i 

t ion  of t h e se  c u l tu ra l  in fluences  upon indiv idua l  p e r s o n a l i t y .  F r o m  h is  

d i s c u s s i o n s  on language,  v i l lages ,  re l ig ion  and ethnic  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  it 

is  c l e a r  tha t  he be l ieved  that  m e n  have a  tendency  to a b s o r b  into the 

s t r u c t u r e  of t h e i r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  the  su b s ta n c e  of t h e i r  cu l tu re  and to 

r e f l e c t  it in b e h av io r a l  t e r m s .  He tang led  in h i s  own logic by adm it t ing  

tha t  a s s o c i a t i o n s  buil t upon c u l tu ra l  a f f in i t ies  a r e  co inc iden ta l  r a t h e r  

than  c o n sc io u s ly  c hosen  by an ac t  of w i l l ,  ye t ,  they  a r e  a f f i r m e d  if not 

e l e c te d  by ac t  of will .  The logica l  conc lus ion  of such  a  pos i t ion  is  tha t  

a m a n ' s  c u l tu re  is  l i t e r a l l y  pa r t  of h is  ego b e ca u se  the cu l tu re  into 

which  he i s  bo rn  and in which he l ives  is  p a r t ly  a s s i m i l a t e d  by h is  p e r 

sona l i ty  and shapes  in la rg e  m e a s u r e  the  p e rc e p t io n s  r e c e iv e d  by h i s  

mind .  Th is  is  not at  a l l  suppor t ive  of T h o r e a u ' s  in d iv id u a l i sm  which  

i s  buil t upon an u n r e s t r i c t e d  wil l ,  the wild o r  w i l led  m a n  which  we 

have  noted e a r l i e r .

F u r t h e r ,  the  b inding t ie  of e t h n o c e n t r i s m  i s  not the  exc lus ive  

p r o p e r t y  of any  one so c ia l  a s s o c ia t i o n  o r  g rouping ,  but he thought e x i s t s  

to som e  d e g re e  among a l l  peoples .  Some,  h ow ever ,  f ee l  the e f fec ts  

m o r e  in te n se ly  than  o th e r s .  "An E n g l i s h m a n , "  f o r  exam ple ,  "h ab i tu 

a l ly  r e g a r d s  h im s e l f  m e r e l y  a s  a cons t i tuen t  p a r t  of the E n g l i sh  nation;  

he is  a  m e m b e r  of the  roya l  r e g im e n t  of E n g l i sh m e n ,  and is  proud of



346

h i s  company.  . . The A m e r i c a n ,  on the o th e r  hand, " c a r e s ,  c o m 

p a ra t iv e ly ,  l i t t l e  about such th ings ,  and is  a d v an tag eo u s ly  n e a r e r  to 

the  p r im i t iv e  and the u l t im ate  condi tion of m a n  in th e se  r e s p e c t s .

What he m e an t  by the c o m p a r i s o n  between the E n g l i s h  and the A m e r i 

c a n s  in th is  r e g a r d  is  tha t  the c u l tu re  of the l a t t e r ,  t h e i r  h i s to ry ,  is 

of such  a c h a r a c t e r  tha t  t h e i r  v a r io u s  c u l tu r a l  p r a c t i c e s  a r e  s t i l l  

a m o r p h o u s  in l a r g e  p a r t  and support  c o m p a r a t i v e ly  few so c ia l  i n s t i t u 

t io n s .  It does  not m e a n  that the A m e r i c a n  has  f e w e r  a s s o c ia t i o n a l  t i e s  

of a so c ia l  c h a r a c t e r ,  but that  h is  t i e s  a r e  c l o s e r  to the vol i t iona l  p r i n 

c ip le  because  they  have  as  yet  not congea led  so f i r m l y  into in s t i tu t iona l  

p a t t e r n s  and f o r m s .  C u l tu ra l  bias among e th n o ce n t r i c  g roups  is  i n e s 

c ap ab le ,  and whi le  p e rh a p s  bes t  d e m o n s t r a t e d  in po l i t i c a l  h i s t o r i e s ,  is  

a l so  p r e s e n t  in r a c i a l ,  r e l ig io u s ,  and l ingu is t ic  t r a d i t i o n s .

In holding th i s  view, T h o r e a u  w as  s t r a n g e ly  c o n s e rv a t iv e .  It has 

been  noted p re v io u s ly  that  he u rg ed  m e n  to be w ise  th ro u g h  the w isd o m  

of t h e i r  r a c e .  He m a y  s e r io u s ly  have be l ieved  in a r a c i a l  m e m o r y .  

C u l tu ra l  m e m o r y  is  m o r e  a c c u r a t e ,  fo r  in a h u n d red  w ays  the p e rc e p t io n s  

and  e x p e r i e n c e s  of a ll  of his  p r e d e c e s s o r s  c u lm in a te  in the life of e ac h

p e r s o n  a s  he t a k e s  h i s  place in the succeeding  g e n e r a t io n s  of the  r a c e .

Language ,  fo r  in s ta n c e ,  binds a m a n  to the w i s d o m  of h is  p r e d e c e s s o r s :

A w ord  is  w i s e r  than  any m a n ,  than any s e r i e s  of w o r d s .  In i ts  
p r e s e n t  r e c e iv e d  s en se  it m a y  be fa ls e ,  but in i t s  in n e r  s en se  by 
d e sc e n t  and ana logy  it ap p ro v es  i tse lf .  Language  is the m o s t  
p e r f e c t  w o r k  of a r t  in the w or ld .  The c h i s e l  of a thousand  y e a r s  
r e to u c h e s  it.
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T h e r e  i s  m u c h  w is d o m  in  so c ia l  t r a d i t io n ,  in fac t  he be l ieved  

so c ia l  c o h es io n  depends  in l a rg e  m e a s u r e  upon a s h a r e d  t r a d i t i o n .  The 

c o m m o n  value  s y s t e m ,  which  T h o r e a u  often ca l led  " m o r a l i t y "  a s  d i s 

t ingu ished  f r o m  t ru th ,  is  based  upon c u l tu r a l  t r a d i t io n s  and, t h e r e f o r e ,  

i s  i n h e re n t ly  c o n s e r v a t iv e .  T h o r e a u  saw the uti l i ty in i t ,  and whi le  he 

did not hold  m o r a l i t y  to be s u p e r i o r  to t r a n s ce n d e n t  va lues ,  he did not 

l ightly  d i s m i s s  i t .  A s  he w ro te  in_A Week:

" I m m e m o r i a l  c u s to m  i s  t r a n s c e n d e n t  law, " says  Menu. That 
i s ,  it w a s  the  c u s to m  of the gods be fo re  m en  used  it. The 
fault  of o u r  New England c u s to m  is  tha t  it i s  m e m o r i a l .  What 
is  m o r a l i t y  but i m m e m o r i a l  c u s to m ?  Consc ience  i s  the ch ie f  of 
c o n s e r v a t i v e s .

Th is  v iewpoint ,  so s t ro n g ly  r e m in i s c e n t  of Edm und  B u r k e ’s id ea  

of so c ia l  o r g a n i s m ,  is  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  T h o r e a u ' s  s t ro n g ly  s t a t e d  o b je c 

t ion  to the dead  hand of in s t i tu t io n a l  p re s c r i p t i o n .  Most  p e r s o n s  would 

a rg u e  tha t  c u l t u r e  is  t r a n s m i t t e d  ex c lu s iv e ly  th rough  in s t i tu t io n s ,  even  

though T h o r e a u  m ig h t  have  o f fe red  a  qu ibble  about w h e th e r  s o m e  c u l tu r a l  

phenom ena  such a s  the family  and language a r e  ins t i tu t ions  a cc o rd in g  to 

h i s  defin it ion .  The  va lues  of so c ie ty  do,  a s  he a d m i t s ,  have a c l a i m  upon 

an  ind iv idua l .  In tu i t ion  and ind iv idua l  m o r a l  wil l  in h is  view a r e  s u p e r i o r  

to so c ia l  v a lu e s ,  but he  did not d ea l  w i th  the c r u c i a l  i s su e  of how an  i n d i 

vidual b a la n c e s  the  c l a i m s  of c o n sc ie n c e  aga ins t  the c l a i m s  of soc ie ty .  

This  p e c u l i a r l y  c o n s e r v a t iv e  a sp e c t  of h i s  soc ia l  views a r e  a t  odds wi th  

the  r a d i c a l  im p l ic a t io n s  of h i s  po l i t i c s .
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T h o r e a u ' s  c o n s e r v a t i s m  was  not s ta t ic ,  h o w ever ,  and he be l ieved  

in an ev o lu t io n a ry  p r o c e s s  in the developm ent  of so c ia l  value.  "A m an  

i s  w ise  wi th  the  w i s d o m  of h i s  t im e  only, and igno ran t  w i th  i t s  i g n o r 

a n c e , "  he w r o te  in h is  J o u r n a l .  "O bserve  how the g r e a t e s t  m in d s  yie ld  

in some d e g r e e  to the  s u p e r s t i t i o n s  of t h e i r  a g e . F o r  Th o reau ,  an 

ex am p le  of t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  t r u t h  su p e r c e d e s  the t r u t h s  of so c ia l  c o n 

vent ion  and a c t s  a s  a so lven t  fo r  a l l  the r e l a t io n s h ip s  which  a r e  

ce m e n te d  by t r a d i t i o n a l  v a lu e s .  T r an s c en d e n t  t r u t h  is  a function of 

the  in tu it ive  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  of the individual  will .

On the o t h e r  hand ,  the  h e r o  is one who is  ab le  to b r e a k  out of such 

s o c i a l  c o n s e r v a t i s m  and d e c l a r e  new va lues  which  a p p ro x im a te  t r u t h  

m o r e  c lo se ly  than  e x i s t in g  v a lu es .  The h e ro  is able  to be so s in g u la r  an  

indiv idua l  tha t  he t r a n s c e n d s  even  the c u l tu ra l  f o r m s  which have i m 

m e r s e d  h i m  f r o m  the f i r s t  b r e a t h  he drew. The h e ro ic  type,  in o the r  

w o r d s ,  is  s u p e r i o r  to a l l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  of m en ,  vo lun ta ry ,  c u l tu ra l ,  and 

in s t i tu t iona l .  The h e r o  h a s  rega ined  full e x e r c i s e  of h i s  will ;  but, m o s t  

m e n  a r e  incapab le  of m a k in g  the quan tum  leap  out of the s o c i e t a l  a s s o 

c ia t ions  in w h ich  they  a r e  e n m esh e d .  B ecau se  t h e s e  c u l tu r a l  a f f in i t ies  

a r e  n e a r e r  to the ego than  a r e  m o r e  a r t i f i c i a l  s t r u c t u r e s  such  a s  so c ia l  

in s t i tu t io n s ,  it i s  m u c h  m o r e  difficult  to d isengage  f r o m  c u l tu r a l  a s s o c i a 

t ions  than  f r o m  v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n s  o r  f r o m  in s t i tu t io n a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s .  

T h o r e a u  did not leave  any  m o r e  s a t i s f a c to ry  an  exp lana t ion  of how the
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h e r o  a ch iev es  h is  fea t  than the  d e c l a r a t i o n  that  it  happens  and r e f e r e n c e  

to e x a m p le s  of p e r s o n s  w hom  T h o r e a u  c o n s id e re d  to have been such.

The d i s t inc t ion  among vo lun ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  c u l tu ra l  a f f in i t ie s ,  

and  in s t i tu t io n a l  f o r m s  has  been  m a d e  e a r l i e r .  We have s ee n  tha t  the 

r e l a t i o n s  of m a n  with  m an ,  w h e th e r  they  be ba sed  upon c u l tu r a l  a f f in i 

t i e s  o r  upon v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  T h o r e a u  recogn ized  a s  hea l thy  and 

n e c e s s a r y .  The voli t ional c h a r a c t e r  of the r e la t io n sh ip s  of w hich  i n s t i 

tu t ions  a r e  incapab le ,  and the  ind iv idua l  m ot iva t ion  behind a s s o c ia t i o n s  

of a l l  types  w a s  fo r  T h o rea u  the  d e te r m in in g  fe a tu re  as  to t h e i r  a c c e p t a 

b i l i ty  as  n o n - d e s t r u c t iv e  of ind iv idua l in teg r i ty .  As he p h r a s e d  it, "as  

f o r  soc ie ty ,  why should we not m e e t ,  not a lw ays  a s  d y sp ep t i c s ,  but 

s o m e t i m e s  a s  eu pep t i cs?  When the  p r o p e r  p e r s p e c t iv e  and m o t i v a 

t ion  i s  ach ieved ,  a m a n  should not be a w a re  of e ffects  of h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n s  

a n y  m o r e  than  he i s  of the o th e r  func t ionings  of h i s  n a tu re  such  a s  b r e a t h 

ing o r  d iges t ion .  C u l tu ra l  and v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c ia t i o n s  p rov ide  fo r  any 

n u m b e r  of n e c e s s i t i e s  of h u m an  life and " a re  v i ta l  functions  of h u m an  

so c ie ty ,  i t  is t r u e ,  but should [ be] u n consc ious ly  p e r f o r m e d ,  l ike the 

v i t a l  functions  of the  n a tu ra l  body. O th e rw ise  they b ecom e  in s t i tu t io n s .

When funct ioning p r o p e r ly ,  the v a r io u s  so c ia l  f o r m s  which a r e  

b a s e d  upon a c t s  of pos i t ive  w i l l  and a r i s e  f r o m  m o t iv e s  c o n s i s ten t  w i th  the 

p e r so n h o o d  of the indiv idual,  a r e  benef ic ia l  and enobling to m ankind  

s ing ly  and co l lec t ive ly .  S t r ipped  of a l l  e m b e l l i sh m e n t s  and s em a n t ic
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qua l i f ica t ions ,  T h o r e a u ' s  idea  of socie ty  at the l e v e l  h e r e  d i s cu s sed  is  

not so f a r  f r o m  the K an t ian  im p e ra t iv e  c a t e g o r y  in which a l l  ac ts  a r e  

capab le  of u n iv e r s a l i z a t io n ,  but unlike Kant,  T h o r e a u  did not c o n s id e r  

the  s ta te  to be the u n i v e r s a l i z e r .

The p reced ing  d i s c u s s io n  has been  p r i m a r i l y  focused  upon c u l tu ra l  

a f f in i t ies  and v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c ia t i o n s .  In s t i tu t io n s ,  on the o ther  hand, do 

not s h a r e  with  t h e s e  the  K ant ian  e th ica l  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  the n a tu ra l  b i o 

log ica l  o r  c u l tu r a l  b a s i s  of the family  and l ingu is t ic  a s so c ia t i o n s ,  nor  

the  ins t inc t ive  e m o t io n a l  foundation of r e l a t io n s h ip s  built  on Thoreauv ian  

F r i e n d s h ip .  In s t i tu t io n s  f o r m  a s e p a ra te  c l a s s  of so c ia l  f o r m s  that  a r e  

a r t i f i c i a l  a s  opposed  to n a tu r a l  and ins t inc tua l .  H ow ever ,  in typ ica l  

fa sh ion ,  T h o r e a u  did  not use  t e r m s  c o n s i s te n t ly  and can be found to have  

used o the r  w o r d s ,  su ch  a s  " so c ie ty "  in ways  tha t  r e f e r  to the fo rm s  

which  in the typology used  in th is  d iscu ss io n  would  be ca l led  ins t i tu t ions .

In s t i tu t ions  a r e  d is t ingu ished  f r o m  le s s  p r e s c r i p t i v e  socia l  fo r m s  

by the a b sen ce  of a f f i r m a t iv e  will .  They a r e  of s e v e r a l  types .  Some 

a r e  v e s t ig ia l  r e m n a n t s  of once cons t ruc t ive  vo l i t io n a l  so c ia l  fo rm s  

which b e ca m e  e n c r u s t e d  with c u s to m  to the point th a t  they a re  only 

r ig id  f o s s i l s ,  no lo n g e r  d raw ing  life f r o m  the w i l l s  of individuals but 

su s ta in ed  by i n e r t i a .  Most  fa l l  into th is  c a te g o ry ,  s ince  at  some point 

in t im e  they  w e r e  e s t a b l i s h e d  by act  of w i l l  to f i l l  a  h um an  need; they 

b e ca m e  in s t i tu t ions  a f t e r  they  cea sed  to be s u p p o r te d  by voli t ion and
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began  to  s tand  only  on u s e l e s s  c u s to m  and s t e r i l e  t r a d i t io n .

Some i n s t i t u t i o n s —m o s t  in s t i tu t io n s ,  i n d e ed —have had a 
divine o r ig in .  But m o s t  tha t  we see  p reva i l ing  in  soc ie ty  
nothing but the f o r m ,  the she l l ,  is left ; the l ife i s  ext inc t ,  
and t h e r e  i s  nothing divine in  th e m .

T h ese  a r e  deadwood of a  c u l tu re ,  the so r t  of thing w hich  H ege l

and  M a r x  would have  d ropped  f r o m  h i s t o r y  by the inexo rab le  m a r c h  of

even ts .  T h o r e a u  w as  l e s s  sanguine  about them  dropping ob lig ingly  out

of h i s t o r y  a s  p r o g r e s s  s p i r a l s  on i t s  upward  way. He be l ieved  the

in s t i tu t io n a l i z e d  f o r m s  of so c ie ty  to have  been adopted by the  m a j o r i t y

a s  p ro te c t io n  in the  f o r m  of c u s t o m  f r o m  the painful p r o c e s s  of l iving

and mak ing  c h o ice s  of w i l l .  In a p a s s a g e  r e m a r k a b le  f o r  i t s  s i m i l a r i t y

to the opening s t a t e m e n t s  of Jo h n  M ay n a rd  K eynes '  A G e n e r a l  T h e o ry ,

T h o r e a u  w ro te :

I love m a n -k in d ,  but I ha te  the in s t i tu t ions  of the dead unkind.
Men execute  nothing so fa i thfu l ly  a s  the  wills  of the dead, to 
the  l a s t  cod ic i l  and l e t t e r .  T hey  ru le  th i s  wor ld ,  and the l i v 
ing a r e  but t h e i r  e x e c u to r s .

Such blind c o n s e r v a t i s m  su b s t i t u te s  acq u ie scen ce  to c u s to m  f o r  the  c o n 

s c i o u s n e s s  which  i s  r e q u i r e d  of one e x e r c i s in g  an  ac t  of wil l .  It p e r m i t s  

one to be m a n n e r l y  r a t h e r  th an  m an ly .

I have  a lways  found tha t  what a r e  c a l l ed  the best  of m a n n e r s  a r e  
the  w o r s t ,  f o r  they  a r e  s im p ly  the sh e l l  without the m e a t .  They 
c o v e r  no l ife at  a l l .  They a r e  the  u n iv e r s a l  s l av e h o ld e r s ,  who 
t r e a t  m e n  a s  th ings .  Nobody ho lds  you m o re  cheap  than  the  m a n  
of m a n n e r s .  They  a r e  m a r k s  by the  he lp  of which  the  w e a r e r s  
ignore  you and r e m a i n  c o n cea led  th e m s e lv e s .  A r e  they  such  
g r e a t  c h a r a c t e r s  tha t  they  fee l  obliged to make  the j o u rn e y  of 
l ife incognito?  ^4
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Rel iance  on in s t i tu t io n s  of th i s  c l a s s  p ro t e c t s  ind iv idua ls  f r o m  

m aking  the painful cho ice s  which  t h e i r  f r e e d o m  of w i l l  im p o s e  upon 

th e m ;  i t  i s  a s u b s t i tu te  fo r  f r e e d o m  which  m a n y  s e e k  r a t h e r  than  the  

s o c i a l  c o n t r ib u t io n  which  the in s t i tu t ion  p r o f e s s e s  to m ak e .  "How 

r a r e l y  I m e e t  w i th  a m a n  who can  be f r ee ,  even  in thought!"  T h o r e a u  

r e m a r k e d  in  the  J o u r n a l . "We live acco rd ing  to  ru le .  Some m e n  a r e  

b ed r idded ;  a ll ,  w o r l d - r i d d e n .  Even if one i s  able  to "em p ty  c lean  

out of h is  thoughts  a l l  i n s t i tu t io n s  of m en  and s t a r t  aga in ,  it i s  

often  im p o s s ib le  f o r  h i m  to a c c e p t  the  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  m ak ing  in d e 

pendent ly  the  c h o ic e s  which  in s t i tu t io n s  would m a k e  f o r  h i m  th rough  

c u s t o m  and u sag e .  Such p e r s o n s  "would fa in  abide by the  in s t i tu t io n s  

of t h e i r  f a th e r s .  T h e i r  a r g u m e n t  is  they  have not long to l ive ,  and fo r

tha t  l i t t l e  space  le t  t h e m  not be d i s tu rb e d  in t h e i r  s l u m b e r s ;  b l e s s e d  a r e

é) 7the  p e a c e m a k e r s ;  le t  th i s  cup p a s s  f r o m  m e ,  e tc .  "

A ss u m in g  th a t  t h e r e  a r e  p e r s o n s  who u n d e rs tan d  the o p e ra t io n  of 

in s t i tu t io n s  upon a d h e r e n t s ,  c e r t a i n  among th e s e  p e r s o n s  find a s a t i s 

fac t ion  in  b o l s t e r in g  the in s t i tu t io n s  of soc ie ty  and a s s u m i n g  pos i t ions  of 

l e a d e r s h ip .  A s e l f i s h  d r iv e  f o r  po w er  and pos i t ion  i s  the  m o t iv e  fo r  

m an y ,  but f o r  o th e r s  t h e r e  is  a  m i s p l a c e d  c o n c e r n  f o r  t h e i r  f e l low m en  

m u c h  l ike tha t  of D o s t o e v s k i ' s  G ran d  Inqu is i to r  of Sevi l le  who w ished  

to r e l i e v e  m e n  of the  awful r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  of f r e e d o m .

How m u ch  of the l ife of c e r t a i n  m e n  goes to s u s ta in ,  to m a k e  
r e s p e c t e d ,  the  in s t i tu t io n s  of soc ie ty .  They a r e  the ones  who
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pay the  h eav ie s t  tax.  H e re  a r e  c e r t a i n  va luable  in s t i tu t ions  
w h ich  c a n  only be su s ta in e d  by a  w o n d e r fu l  s t r a i n  which a p p e a r s  
a l l  to  c o m e  upon c e r t a i n  S p a r t a n s  who vo lun tee r .  C e r t a in  m e n  
a r e  a lw ay s  to be found—e s p e c i a l l y  the  c h i ld r e n  of o u r  p r e s e n t  
i n s t i t u t i o n s —who a r e  b o r n  w i th  an  in s t i n c t  to p e rc e iv e  th e m .

T h o r e a u  v iewed  th is  a s  the  m o s t  c o n tem p t ib le  of human m o t iv e s ,  the  

"g o o d n es s  t a in te d "  and "human c a r r i o n "  which  has  been m en t io n ed  

e a r l i e r .  It is  one a sp e c t  of tha t  h u m a n  v i r t u e ,  cha r i ty ,  w h ich  i s  so 

v e r y  d e l i c a t e  and l iable  to spo i lage .  Nothing in  the  hum an  co ns t i tu t ion  

i s  so p ro n e  to c o r ru p t io n  as  tha t  e m o t io n  of hum ani ty ,  which  in i t s  r a r e  

and e x a l t ed  f o r m ,  T h o r ea u  c a l l ed  F r i e n d s h i p .

T he  a l lu s io n  to the  G ran d  I n q u i s i t o r  is  a p ro p o s ,  fo r  of a l l  i n s t i t u 

t io n s ,  T h o r e a u  w as  p e rh a p s  m o s t  c r i t i c a l  of the  Catholic C h u rch  in  

p a r t i c u l a r  and o rgan ized  C h r i s t i a n i ty  in  g e n e r a l .  The m o t iv e s  of the  

c l e r g y  w e r e  a s s u m e d  to be s i m i l a r  to  t h a t  of the  old p r i e s t  of Sevil le  

who to o k  upon h im s e l f  the  b u rd en  of r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  fo r  a l l  m e n ,  a sk in g  

in  r e t u r n  the  power  to d i r e c t  the c o n s c i e n c e  of the  faithful .  "The  so r t  

of m o r a l i t y  which  the p r i e s t s  in c u lc a te  is  a v e r y  subtle policy,  " T h o r e a u

w ro te  in  A Week, " fa r  f i n e r  than  the  p o l i t i c i a n s ' ,  and the w o r ld  i s  v e r y

69s u c c e s s f u l l y  ru led  by th e m  a s  the  p o l i c e m en .  "

Yet,  h i s  w ra th  w as  not b ased  upon denom ina t ions ,  f o r  the  s p i r i t  

of b ig o t ry  and  b la sphem ous  a r r o g a n c e  in fec t s  a l l  in s t i tu t iona l ized  re l ig ion ,  

m ak in g  s p i r i t u a l  s laves  of a d h e r e n t s .  T h o r e a u  saw li t t le  d i f f e r en c e  

be tw een  an  A f r i c a n  caught and  m a d e  a  s lav e  in the South and  a  New
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England  youth e n s n a r e d  by the U ni ta r ian  C h u rch  a s  a  m i n i s t e r .  "In

c o u r s e  of t im e  they  w i l l  abo l i sh  the one f o r m  of s e r v i tu d e ,  and, not

70long a f t e r ,  the o th e r ,  " he hoped.

F o r  T h o r e a u  the  re l ig ious  fee l ing  w as  t r u l y  s a c r e d ,  and it is

p ro fan ed  by ou tw ard  e x p r e s s i o n  o r  by ins t i tu t iona l iz ed  d o c t r in e .  "I

have  no sym pathy  with  the b ig o t ry  and ig n o ran ce  which  m a k e  t r a n s -

c ien t  and  p a r t i a l  and p u e r i l e  d is t inc t ions  be tween  one m a n ' s  fa ith  o r

f o r m  of fa i th  and a n o t h e r ' s ,  " he w r o te .  "I p r a y  to be d e l iv e r e d  f r o m

n a r r o w n e s s ,  p a r t i a l i ty ,  e x ag g e ra t io n ,  b i g o t r y , "

If  he took the  l a r g e r  view, h is  pa t ience  w i th  those  who p r o f e s s e d

a s e c t a r i a n  viewpoint w as  not so expans ive  a s  to  t o l e r a t e  them .

The  re l ig ion  I love is  v e r y  la ic .  The c l e r g y  a r e  a s  d i s e a s e d ,  
and a s  m uch  p o s s e s s e d  with a devil ,  a s  the  r e f o r m e r s .  They 
m ak e  t h e i r  topic  a s  offensive a s  the po l i t ic ian ,  f o r  o u r  re l ig ion  
i s  a s  unpublic and in c o m m u n icab le  a s  ou r  p o e t ic a l  ve in ,  and 
to be a p p ro a ch e d  with  a s  m u c h  love and t e n d e r n e s s .

It should be c l e a r  to anyone who has  r e a d  T h o r e a u  s e r i o u s l y  that  

it  w as  not the r e l ig io u s  em ot ion ,  w h ich  he r e g a rd e d  a s  in s t in c tu a l ,  but 

the  in s t i tu t io n a l iz a t io n  of the  re l ig ious  fee ling tha t  he  found so ob jec t ion

ab le .  The re l ig ious  m o t iv e ,  but n e v e r  the  r e l ig io u s  in s t i tu t ion ,  is  healthy  

and b en e f ic ia l  both  to an  ind iv idua l  and to soc ie ty  at  l a r g e .  "The bigoted

and s e c t a r i a n  fo rg e t  tha t  without r e l ig io n  o r  devotion of som e  kind nothing

73g r e a t  w as  e v e r  a c c o m p l i s h e d .  "

Of a l l  f a ce t s  of a  m a n ' s  l ife,  h i s  s p i r i t u a l  r e l a t io n s h ip  to the divinity
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in  whom  he b e l i e v e s  was  to T h o r e a u  one of the m o s t  p r iv a te  and u n s h a r -  

ab le .  He ob jec ted  to the  idea  of a g roup  se t t ing  down a  c r e e d  which 

r e p r e s e n t s  a c o n se n s u s ,  o r  wh ich  l im i t s  the  d i r e c t  communion  be tw een  

an  indiv idual and his divinity.  The id ea  of an  ins t i tu t iona l ized  c h u rc h  

buil t  upon a s t a t e d  doc tr ine  he felt  to be a n t i th e t ic a l  to the re l ig ious  

im p u l s e .  Such an  abom ina t ion  had i ts  r i s e ,  he  thought,  in the a b d ic a 

t ion  of ind iv idua l  in sp i r a t io n  to the judgem en t  of a c o m m it te e .  Since 

r e l ig io u s  s e c t s  have  no c l o s e r  r e l a t io n  to indiv idual consc ience  than  a 

g roup  o r  in s t i tu t io n a l  dec la ra t io n ,  t h e r e  is  no good r e a s o n  for p r e f e r 

ring one r e l ig io n  o v e r  ano ther .  " A p p a ren t ly , "  he w ro te ,  "in anc ien t  

t i m e s  s e v e r a l  p a r t i e s  w e r e  n e a r ly  equa l ly  m a tched .  They appointed a 

c o m m i t t e e  and m a d e  a c o m p r o m i s e ,  a g re e in g  to vote o r  be lieve  so and 

so ,  and th e y  s t i l l  h e lp l e s s ly  ab ide  by th a t . " ^ ^  C le rg y  and o th e r s  who 

choose  to  bind t h e i r  c o n sc ien ces  in such  a  way abd ica te  a fundam enta l  

r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  of t h e i r  humanity .  In such  p e r s o n s  t h e r e  is  "no p e r f e c t ly  

independent  h u m a n  n uc leus ;"  t h e i r  s p i r i t s  a r e  caught  in "a v e ry  fine c o b 

web in the  lo w e r  s t r a t u m  of the  a i r ,  which s t r o n g e r  wings do not even 

d i s c o v e r . S u c h  sp i r i tu a l ly  m a im e d  p e r s o n s  do "not know tha t  a  m a n ' s  

c r e e d  c a n  n e v e r  be w r i t t en ,  tha t  t h e r e  a r e  no p a r t i c u l a r  e x p r e s s io n s  of 

b e l ie f  tha t  d e s e r v e  to be p rom inen t .

A m o n g  the object ions  T h o r e a u  r a i s e d  about the church ,  and o ther  

in s t i tu t ions  such  a s  the Lowell  Ins t i tu te ,  is  tha t  they a t tem pt  to co n t ro l



356

th e  in te l l e c tu a l ,  and s o m e t im e s  the  p h y s ica l ,  l i b e r ty  of a l l  with  w hom  

they  com e  in  con tac t ,  th rough  the  h e av y  hand of c u s to m  w h e re  no o th e r  

weapon  i s  ava i l ab le ,  and th rough  the pow er  of the  p u rse  o r  o the r  ty pes  

of c o e r c io n  w h e re  poss ib le .  By t h e i r  v e ry  n a tu r e ,  such  ins t i tu t ions  

as  p r e s u m e  to m a k e  d e c la ra t io n s  of t r u t h  in  r e l ig io n  o r  behav io r  wh ich  

lie ag a in s t  an indiv idual c o n sc ie n ce ,  a r e  c o n s t r i c t i v e  and l imit ing.

They a r e  c o n s e rv a t iv e  and i l l i b e r a l  in c a s t in g  the  p r e s u m p t io n  of m o r a l  

au th o r i ty  in t h e i r  fav o r  ag a in s t  an  ind iv idua l  c o n sc ie n ce .  This c h a rg e  

app l ies  equa l ly  to the  chu rch ,  ed u ca t iona l  s y s t e m s ,  po l i t ica l  o r g a n i z a 

t ions ,  and l ike in s t i tu t ions  tha t  p r e s c r i b e  a  b e h a v io r a l  n o r m .  T h e i r  

i l l i b e r a l i t y  i s  cons t i tu t iona l  and in h e re n t ,  so tha t  they  do not p e r m i t  a 

reb u t ta l  o r  d i f fer ing  points of view. The fac t  tha t  T h o r e a u  h im s e l f  was  

guil ty of p r e c i s e l y  th is  kind of m o r a l  a r r o g a n c e  a p p a r e n t ly  did not 

oc cu r  to h im .

Ins t i tu t ions  m e r e l y  ignore  and o b s c u r e  c o u n te r  a r g u m e n t s  without

p e rm i t t in g  a confron ta t ion  of opinions.

F r e e d o m  of speech. ' It ha th  not e n t e r e d  into y o u r  h e a r t s  to c o n 
ceive  what th o se  w o rd s  m e an .  I t i s  not l e av e  given m e  by your  
sec t  to say  th is  o r  that;  it is  when leave  i s  g iven  to y o u r  sec t  
to w i th d raw .  The church ,  the  s ta t e ,  the  school,  the  m agaz ine ,  
think they  a r e  l i b e r a l  and f ree !  It is  the f r e e d o m  of a p r i s o n -  
ya rd .  I a s k  only that one fou r th  p a r t  of m y  h o n es t  thoughts  be 
spoken aloud.  What i s  it  you t o l e r a t e ,  you  c h u r c h  to -d a y ?  Not 
t ru th ,  but a l ifelong hy p o c r i sy .  Le t  us  have  in s t i tu t ions  f r a m e d  
not out of ou r  ro t t e n n e s s ,  but out of o u r  soundness .  . . .  I would 
l ike to  sugges t  what  a pack  of fools  and c o w a rd s  we mankind  
a r e .  They  want m e  to a g r e e  not to b re a th e  too h a r d  in the 
ne ighborhood  of th e se  in s t i tu t io n s ,  t h e i r  w e ak  and f labby s ides
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would fa l l  out, f o r  m y  own in s p i r a t io n  would exhaus t  the a i r  
about them .  The chu rch !  It is  e m in e n t ly  the  t im id  ins t i tu t ion ,  
and  the  heads  and p i l l a r s  of it a r e  cons t i tu t iona l ly  and by 
p r in c ip le  the  g r e a t e s t  c o w ard s  in the co m m uni ty .

In s t i tu t ions  of th is  c l a s s  have the  m a j o r i t y  of m e n  e n s n a r e d ,  and  

by t e m p e r a m e n t  o r  by b l in d n e s s ,  they continue to behave a s  though fo l 

lowing the e s t a b l i s h e d  f o r m s  p r e s c r i b e d  by in s t i tu t io n s  c o n s t i tu te s  l ife.  

Men have  m i s t a k e n  in s t i tu t io n s  fo r  the ind iv idua l  p r o c e s s e s  of the  life 

of the  wi l l ,  and so h ave  not begun to l ive at  a l l .  They  a r e  en tom bed  in 

dead in s t i tu t ions .

They l ive on the s u r f a c e ;  they  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  in  the  t r a n s i e n t  
and  f lee ting ; they a r e  l ike  driftwood on the flood. They  a s k  
f o r e v e r  and only the  n e w s ,  the f r o th  and the s c u m  of the 
e t e r n a l  sea .  They  u s e  policy; they m a k e  up f o r  want  of m a t 
t e r  with m a n n e r .  T hey  have  m any  l e t t e r s  to w r i t e .  W ealth  
and  the ap p ro b a t io n  of m e n  is to t h e m  s u c c e s s .  The e n t e r 
p r i s e s  of soc ie ty  a r e  so m eth ing  final  and suf fic ing f o r  them .
The w o r ld  a d v i s e s  th e m ,  and they l i s ten  to i t s  adv ice .  They 
l ive  wholly  an e v a n e s c e n t  l ife,  c r e a t u r e s  of c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  . . .
They have no knowledge of t ru th ,  but by an e xceed ing ly  d im  
and t r a n s i e n t  in s t in c t ,  which  s t e r e o ty p e s  the c h u r c h  and70 '  *■
so m e  o th e r  in s t i tu t io n s .

The d i f f e r en c es  a m ong  in s t i tu t ions ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a r e  gauged a s  m u ch  

by the  m o t iva t ion  of th o s e  a s s o c i a t e d  with  th e m ,  a s  in h e re n t  in the d i s 

s i m i l a r i t i e s  of t h e i r  avow ed  p u rp o s e s .  It is  l e s s  usefu l  to c l a s s i fy  

in s t i tu t io n s  by so c ia l  func t ion  in d i s c u s s in g  T h o r e a u  than  to d i s c u s s  the  

a s p i r a t i o n s  o r  m o t iv e s  of th o se  who suppor t  them .  The l e a d e r s h ip  of 

in s t i tu t io n s  r e s t s  upon a  d i f f e ren t  s o r t  of p sy ch o lo g ica l  s tance  than is  

c o m m o n  am ong  the m e m b e r s h i p ,  T h o r e a u  saw  an e l i t i s m  o p e ra t ing  in
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the  m u n d an e  in s t i tu t iona l  life of m e n  a s  w e l l  a s  in the m o r e  e leva ted  

a s p e c t s  of h u m a n  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  The l e a d e r s h ip  of in s t i tu t ions  he 

r e g a r d e d  a s  c l iques  whose  m e m b e r s  a r e  an e l i te  group, a l though not 

of the s a m e  m o r a l  qua l i ty  of s p i r i t  th a t  d is t ingu ishes  the  h e r o i c  type 

of his  e l i t e .

It is  s u r p r i s i n g  to what ex ten t  the w o r ld  is  ru led  by c l iq u es .
They  who cons t i tu te ,  or  at l e a s t  lead ,  New England o r  New 
Y o rk  so c ie ty ,  in the eyes  of the w o r ld ,  a r e  but a c l ique ,  a 
few " m e n  of the  a g e"  and of the town,  who w o rk  bes t  in the 
h a r n e s s  p rov ided  fo r  them .  The in s t i tu t io n s  of a lm o s t  a l l  
k inds  a r e  thus  of a s e c t a r i a n  o r  p a r t y  c h a r a c t e r .  N e w s 
p a p e r s ,  m a g a z in e s ,  c o l l e g e s ,  and a l l  f o r m s  of g o v e rn m en t  
and  r e l ig io n  e x p r e s s  the  s u p e r f i c i a l  ac t iv i ty  of a few, the  
m a s s  e i t h e r  confo rm ing  o r  not a t tending .

D esp i te  the s u p e r f i c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  among m e m b e r s  of the ruling

c l iq u e s ,  th ey  have  m uch  the s a m e  in t e r n a l  m ot iva t ions :

The e d i t o r s  of n e w sp a p e r s ,  the p o p u la r  c le rgy ,  po l i t i c ians  and 
o r a t o r s  of the day and o f f i c e - h o l d e r s ,  though they m a y  be 
thought to  be of v e r y  d i f f e ren t  p o l i t i c s  and relig ion,  a r e  
e s s e n t i a l l y  one and hom ogeneous ,  i n a sm u c h  as  they a r e  only 
the  v a r i o u s  in g re d ie n ts  of the  f r o t h  w h ich  e v e r  f loa ts  on the

O Q
s u r f a c e  of socie ty .

T h e se  opin ion m a k e r s  and m a n i p u l a t o r s  of the m a s s e s  a r e  m o t iva ted  by 

a w ish  to  influence  o th e r s .  T h e i r  m o t iv e s  a r e  not i n n e r - d i r e c t e d ,  to 

use  R i e s m a n ' s  w o rd  again;  they  do not m ind  t h e i r  own a f f a i r s ,  but m ake  

the  a f f a i r s  of o th e r s  t h e i r  b u s in e s s .  It is  not by weight  of t h e i r  p e r 

sona l  e x a m p l e  that  they  s ee k  to e ffec t  t h e i r  ob jec t ives ,  but by us ing 

the  f o r c e  of in s t i tu t ions  o r  o r g a n iz a t i o n s  c o e r c e  t h e i r  fe l lows  by skil led  

use  of c u s t o m ,  t a i l o r e d  in fo rm at ion ,  and manipu la t ion  of public opinion.
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The effec t  of the in s t i tu t ions  of opinion ru le d  by the se  c l iques  w i l l  be 

d i s c u s s e d  in the l a t t e r  p a r t  of th is  c h ap te r .

T h e r e  is a n o th e r  c l a s s  of a c t iv i t i e s  ins t i tu t iona l iz ed  to a g r e a t e r  

o r  l e s s e r  ex ten t ,  and which  have fo r  t h e i r  m o t iv e  fa c to r  pecu n ia ry  gain. 

A s  was  o b s e r v e d  in the p reced in g  c h ap te r ,  T h o r e a u  was  too m u c h  of a 

P u r i t a n  w i th  a s t ro n g  co m m i tm e n t  to the  w o r k  ethic to d i s m i s s  l ightly  

the  b e n e f i t s ,  p e r s o n a l  and soc ia l ,  of work .  A s  he w ro te ,  "al l  e n t e r 

p r i s e s  m u s t  be s e l f - s u p p o r t in g ,  m u s t  pay f o r  th e m s e lv e s .  The g re a t

a r t  of l ife is  how to t u r n  the su rp lu s  life of the soul into l ife fo r  the

81body, —tha t  so the  life be not a fa i lu re .  " To suppor t  onese l f  i s  a ve ry

n e c e s s a r y  function of hum an  life,  and T h o r e a u  w as  convinced tha t  in

o r d e r  to ach ieve  full  h um an  s ta tu s ,  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  m u s t  be ach ieved .

Th is  did not n e c e s s a r i l y  m e a n  m e r e l y  that  one is  not a bu rden  to ano ther ,

but tha t  one p rov ide  fo r  h im s e l f  d i r e c t ly  t h r o u g h  his own e f fo r t s .  "To

be su p p o r te d  by the c h a r i t y  of f r i en d s  o r  a g o v e rn m en t  pens ion  i s  to  go

into the  a lm s h o u s e .  To in h e r i t  p r o p e r ty  is  not to be born ,  — is to be s t i l l -  

82born  r a t h e r .  " P e r s o n a l  s e l f - su f f i c i e n cy  i s  a  r e q u i r e m e n t ,  in T h o r e a u ' s  

m ind ,  f o r  p e r s o n a l  h ea l th  a s  wel l  a s  so c ia l  hea l th .  Prov id ing  f o r  o ne 's  

own n e e d s ,  and the needs  of h is  family ,  even  the needs  of o n e ' s  f r i en d s  

and  n e ig h b o rs  in want i s  indica t ive  of a s t ro n g  c h a r a c t e r  and p rov ides  

th e  l a b o r  which  k e ep s  soc ie ty  sweet.  But a s  ind ica ted  e a r l i e r  it i s  not 

p a r t  of T h o r e a u ' s  idea  of the good life tha t  people  be fo rced  to d rudge  fo r



360

a l iving,  r a t h e r  tha t  they  find som e em ploym en t  which  is  f i t t ing to t h e i r

c h a r a c t e r ,  which g ives  a s ense  of fu l f i l lment  and s a t i s f a c t io n  as  wel l

a s  a p lace  to s leep ,  an adequate  die t ,  and a decent c o v e r  fo r  nakedness ;

in s te ad  of toil ,  such an em p lo y m en t  would be a m u s e m e n t .

I think that  m e n  g e n e r a l ly  a r e  m i s t a k e n  with  r e g a r d  to a m u s e 
m e n t s .  E v e ry  one who d e s e r v e s  to be r e g a r d e d  a s  h ig h e r  than 
the b ru te  m ay  be supposed  to have an  e a r n e s t  p u rp o se ,  to 
a c c o m p l i s h  which  is the  object  of h is  ex i s t ence ,  and th i s  is at 
once h is  w o rk  and h i s  s u p r e m e s t  p l e a s u r e ;  and fo r  d iv e r s io n  
and re laxa t ion ,  fo r  sugges t ion  and educa t ion  and s t r e n g th ,  
t h e r e  is  offered  the  n e v e r - f a i l in g  a m u s e m e n t  of ge tt ing  a l iving,  — 
n e v e r - f a i l in g ,  I m e a n ,  when t e m p e r a t e l y  indulged in, . . . F a r m 
ing and building and m an u fac tu r in g  and sail ing  a r e  the g r e a t e s t  
and w h o le so m e s t  a m u s e m e n t s  that  w e re  e v e r  invented (for God 
invented  them ) ,  only I th ink  they  indulge to e x c e s s  g e n e r a l ly ,  
and so what was  m e a n t  fo r  a joy b e c o m e s  the sweat of the brow.

T h ese  a r e  obv ious ly  so c ia l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  but m o t iva t ion ,  again,  is 

the  d e te rm in in g  fa c to r .  The b eh av io r  m a y  be iden t ica l ,  but the d i f 

f e r e n c e  in m o t iva t ion  be tween  any two a c t s  wil l  m ake  the  d is t inc t ion  

of qua l i ty  between th em .  D ru d g e ry  in a  p r iva te  life is  the r e su l t  of 

g re e d ,  o r  a s lav i sh  obed ience  to c u s to m ,  o r  poss ib ly  the  r e s u l t  of 

ig n o ra n c e  o r  lack  of independence  o r  co u rage .  In th i s  r e g a r d ,  p r iv a te  

d r u d g e r y  i s  a p r iv a te  t r a g e d y  and a p r iv a te  offense a g a in s t  oneself .

The  economic  a r r a n g e m e n t s  of soc ie ty  a r e  l iable  to a m o r e  m a l ic io u s  

u s e ,  with  w id e r  im p l ica t io n s  than m e r e  p r iva te  g reed ,  c o n s e r v a t i s m ,  

o r  co w ard ice .

When g re e d  is  o rg a n iz ed  it has  a m u l t i p l i e r  effect  w h e re b y  p e r s o n s  

who do not n e c e s s a r i l y  s h a r e  the m ot iva t ion  of the o r g a n i z e r s  and p e r -
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p e tu a t o r s  of the  in s t i tu t io n s  a r e  fo rced  to p a r t i c ip a t e  in o r d e r  to e a r n

t h e i r  daily  b read .  It f o r c e s  a m an  to e a r n  h is  keep  r a t h e r  than  e a r n

h is  l ife.  A s  T h o r e a u  put it, "The t r u e  l a b o r e r  is r e c o m p en s e d  by  h i s

84lab o r ,  not by h is  e m p lo y e r .  Indus t ry  is  i t s  own wages .  " The m ot ive  

of the l a b o r e r ,  he be l ieved ,  "should not be to get h i s  l iving,  to  get  a 

good job ,  but to  p e r f o r m  well  a c e r t a in  w ork .  It is p r e c i s e l y  th is  

which b u s in e s s  o r  t r a d e  p reven ts  a m a n  f r o m  doing, because  it is  

n e c e s s a r y  to show a tangib le  profi t ,  and b e c a u s e  the goods of the e a r th  

a r e  c o r n e r e d  by econom ic  ins t i tu t ions .  "Wealth ,  no le ss  than  knowledge, 

i s  pow er"^^  and i t  i s  the  power of w ea l th  w h ich  a llows it to be c o e r c iv e .

It m a y  be a v e ry  ove r t  o r  v e ry  subtle c o e r c io n  tha t  economic  in s t i tu t ions  

e x e r t ,  but it  i s  n o n e th e le s s  forcefu l  on "the  m a s s  of m en  who a r e  d i s 

con ten ted  . . . because  they  a r e  doing t h e i r  duty . . . and thus  have  fo rged

o  n
t h e i r  own golden o r  s i l v e r  f e t t e r s .  " But,  T h o r e a u  was qu ick  to  o b se rv e

tha t  it  i s  not a s im p le  m a t t e r  of choice b e ca u se  t h e r e  a r e  m a n y  p r e s s u r e s

e x e r t e d  by soc ia l  and economic  f a c to r s  which  only "s t rong  and va l ian t

n a t u r e s "  can o v e rc o m e  in  o r d e r  to "mind  t h e i r  own a f fa i r s  w h e t h e r  in

h e a v e n  o r  he l l ,  and p e rch an ce  build m o r e  m agn if icen t ly  and spend  m o r e

88l a v i s h ly  than the r i c h e s t ,  without e v e r  im p o v e r i s h in g  t h e m s e l v e s .  "

T h e s e  s t r o n g e r  natures wi l l  be able to r e s i s t  a l l  p r e s s u r e s  and to live

f r e e  w i th in  t h e m s e lv e s  without r e f e r e n c e  to  the convent ions  of so c ie ty

o r  the  dem ands  of econom ic  ins t i tu t ions .  The m a s s  of men, h o w e v er ,  

a r e  confused ,  not knowing "whether  they  a r e  w e l l  employed o r  not.
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T hey  a r e  v ic t im s  in a v e r y  r e a l  s en se ,  fo r  they  a r e  not only depr ived  

of e conom ic  independence ,  they  have had t h e i r  p e rc e p t io n s  c louded by 

the  m a n ip u la to r s  of the s y s t e m  in whose i n t e r e s t  t h e i r  energy  is  e x t r a c 

ted.

"What! " e x c la im  a m i l l io n  I r i s h m e n  s ta r t in g  up f r o m  a l l  the  
sh an t i e s  in the  land, " is  not th is  r a i l ro a d  which  w e  have 
buil t a good th ing?  " Yes,  I a n sw e r ,  c o m p a r a t i v e l y  good, 
tha t  i s ,  you m igh t  have  done w o rs e ;  but I w i sh ,  a s  you a r e  
b r o t h e r s  of m ine ,  that  you could have spent y o u r  t im e  b e t 
t e r  than  digging in the d i r t .

The  econom ic  l e a d e r s h ip  in what we now c a l l  the  c ap i t a l i s t  w or ld  

w as  explo i ta t ive  he thought,  but h is  c r i t i c i s m  g ra d u a l ly  grew d e e p e r  

than m e r e l y  r e g r e t t i n g  the  poo r ly  r ew arded  p h y s ica l  toil  e x t r a c te d  by 

the econom ic  o rg an iza t io n  im posed  by the e n t r e p r e n e u r  c l a s s .  As Leo 

S to l le r  ha s  shown, T h o r e a u  was  m o r e  co n ce rn e d  w i th  the sh r ive l l ing  

effect  such  a s y s t e m  has  on the p e r so n s  involved.

He be l ieved  tha t  the d i s to r t io n s  of va lue and of r ea l i ty  which 

e conom ic  in s t i tu t ions  c r e a t e  by t h e i r  o pe ra t ion  a r e  im posed  upon the 

p e rc e p t io n s  of the c i t i z e n r y ,  and they a re  u naw are  f o r  the m o s t  p a r t  of 

t h e i r  de lusion .  The explo ited  a r e  depr ived  of t h e i r  s p i r i tu a l  c o n s c i o u s 

n e s s  a s  wel l  as  t h e i r  ph y s ica l  vital i ty ;  the e x p l o i t e r s  m ay  fa re  even 

w o r s e .  Not only is  the m a n ip u la to r  forced  to  b e a r  the  r e sp o n s ib i l i ty  

of h is  own m is p l a c e d  v a lu e s ,  he h a s  the weight  of the  exp lo ita tion of 

o t h e r s  on his  c o n sc ien ce .  B u s in e s s ,  o r  t r a d e ,  in which both w o r k e r s  

and e n t r e p r e n e u r s  a r e  bound to g e th e r  no m a t t e r  what the  com m odi ty  o r
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m ethod  of t r a n s a c t i o n ,  is  a nega t ion  of life fo r  a l l  who a r e  engaged  in 

92i t .  The  m o r a l  ground i s  r e m o v e d  f r o m  those  who m u s t  f ind b u y e rs

to r e m o v e  th e m s e l v e s  f r o m  debt,  and tha t  is  a s i tua t ion  a lw ays  p r e s e n t

in b u s in e s s  w h e th e r  one be owner ,  m a n a g e r ,  o r  w o r k e r .

It is v e r y  ev ident  what m e a n  and sneak ing  l ives  m a n y  of you 
live, . . .  a lw ays  on the l im i t s ,  t ry in g  to get  into b u s in e s s  and 
t r y i n g  to  get  out of debt,  a v e r y  anc ien t  slough, c a l led  by the  
L a t in s  a e s  a l i e n u m , a n o t h e r ' s  b r a s s ,  fo r  som e of t h e i r  co ins  
w e r e  m a d e  of b r a s s ;  s t i l l  l iving,  and dying, and bu r ied  by th is  
o t h e r ' s  b r a s s ;  a lw ays  p ro m is in g  to  pay, p ro m is in g  to pay, 
t o m o r r o w ,  and dying today, inso lven t ;  seek ing  to c u r r y  f avo r ,  
to get  c u s to m ,  by how m any  m o d e s ,  only not s t a t e - p r i s o n  
o f f en se s ;  lying,  f l a t t e r in g ,  voting,  c o n t ra c t in g  y o u r s e lv e s  
into a  n u t s h e l l  of c iv il i ty ,  o r  d ila t ing  into an  a t m o s p h e r e  of 
th in and v ap o ro u s  g e n e r o s i ty ,  tha t  you m a y  p e r su ad e  your  
ne ig h b o r  to le t  you m ake  h is  sh o es ,  o r  h i s  hat o r  his  coat,  o r  
h i s  c a r r i a g e ,  o r  im p o r t  h is  g r o c e r i e s  f o r  him; making  y o u r 
se l f  s ick ,  tha t  you m a y  lay up som eth ing  aga ins t  a s ick  day. . . .

B u s i n e s s ,  th i s  doing f o r  o th e r s  what one should do f o r  o n e se l f  

only fo r  the  m oney ,  which  is  but a value subs t i tu te ,  a t t a c h e s  a  m a n  to 

an in s t i tu t io n  which  gives h im  the m e a n s  of su b s i s t e n c e .  "Abso lu te ly  

speak ing ,  " T h o r e a u  said  wi th  b u s in e s s  in  m ind ,  "the m o r e  m oney ,  the 

l e s s  v i r tu e  ; f o r  m oney  c o m e s  be tween a m a n  and his  ob jec t s ,  and 

obta ins  t h e m  fo r  h im ,  . . . .  It puts to r e s t  m a n y  ques t ions  which  he 

would o th e r w i s e  be taxed  to a n sw e r .

A s  w e r e  m a n y  of h is  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s ,  such  as  E d w a rd  P a l m e r  

w hom  E m e r s o n  ca l l ed  "the m a n  without  and aga ins t  money ,  T h o r e a u  

w as  c r i t i c a l  of the  a r t i f i c i a l  value a t t r i b u t e d  to money.  As he sa id ,  

"m en  w i l l  t e l l  you  s o m e t i m e s  tha t  'm o n e y ' s  h a rd .  ' That shows it w as
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96not m ade  to ea t ,  I s ay .  " Money was i n s t i tu te d  fo r  a  va luab le  purpose ,

i . e . ,  a  m e d i u m  of exchange  fo r  those th ings  w h ich  did not e a s i l y  lend

t h e m s e l v e s  to b a r t e r  and  fo r  which a m a n ' s  l a b o r  w as  not an  ap p ro p r i a t e

o r  p o s s ib le  exchange .  He whol ly  approved  of h i s  C anadian  w o odchopper ' s

a n a ly s i s  of the use  of m o n ey :  so he would not have  to s e l l  a p iece  of his

cow e v e r y  t i m e  he  h a d  need  of a spool of t h r e a d  o r  o t h e r  s m a l l  con-  

9 7ven ience .  He d e p lo r e d  the  m isp la ce d  value a c c o r d e d  to m oney  which,

a f t e r  a l l ,  o r ig in a l ly  w as  only a symbol of v a lue .

Yet, though m o n e y  can  buy no fine f ru i t  w h a t e v e r ,  and  we a r e  
n e v e r  m ad e  t r u l y  r i c h  by the p o s se s s io n  of i t ,  the  va lue  of 
th ings  g e n e r a l ly  is  co m m o n ly  e s t im a te d  by the  am ount  of money  
they  w i l l  fe tch .  A th ing  i s  not v a lu ab le — e. g. a  f ine s i tua t ion  
f o r  a h o u s e —unti l  i t  i s  conver t ib le  into so m u c h  money ,  tha t  is ,  
can  c e a s e  to  be wha t  it  is  and become s o m eth in g  e l se  which  you 
p r e f e r .  So you w i l l  s e e  tha t  a l l  p ro sa ic  people  who p o s s e s s  only 
the  c o m m o n e s t  s e n s e ,  who believe s t r i c t l y  in  th i s  kind of weal th ,  
a r e  s p e c u la to r s  in fancy  s tocks  and con t in u a l ly  chea t  t h e m s e lv e s ,  
but poets  and a l l  d i s c e r n i n g  people,  who h ave  a n  object  in life 
and know what  th e y  want,  specula te  in r e a l  v a lu e s .  The m e a n  
and low va lues  of any th ing  depend on it[ s] c o n v e r t i b i l i t y  into 
som eth ing  e l s e — i. e. have  nothing to do w i th  i t s  i n t r i n s i c  value.

Money s u p p o r t s  in s t i tu t io n s  a s  it is i t s e l f  su p p o r te d  by ins t i tu t ions ,  

and fu r th e r ,  it e n c o u r a g e s  lu xu ry  on the p a r t  of th o se  who can  com m and  

m o r e  than they  e a r n  and can  use  m e r e l y  by the  a c c id e n ta l  p o s s e s s i o n  of 

money .  In T h o r e a u ' s  view, it is  the  luxury  w hich  m oney  p e r m i t s  that  

b r in g s  d e g e n e ra t io n  in m e n ,  m a k es  fa m i l i e s  r u n  out,  e n e r v a t e s  and 

d e s t r o y s  n a t io n s .  Such a  view is pe r fec t ly  c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  h is  f i r m  

be lief,  w i th  i t s  M a r x ia n  im p l ic a t io n s ,  tha t  b u s i n e s s e s  and banks  inev i-
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t ab ly  fa il ,  tha t  they  c a r r y  the s eed s  of t h e i r  own d e s t r u c t io n ,  and that  

su ppor t ive  in s t i tu t ions  such  a s  the s ta te  e x e r t  t h e i r  power  and in f luence  

to  s u s ta in  them .

The acqu is i t ion  of m o r e  m oney  than  one can  im m e d ia te ly  d i sp o se  

of fo r  p e r s o n a l  n e c e s s i t i e s  g ives  r i s e  to the  c a p i t a l i s t  c l a s s  and the 

gaggle  of h a n g e r s - o n  that  a t tach  t h e m s e l v e s  to the wealthy .  T hese  p e r 

so n s ,  T h o r e a u  c o n s id e re d  not m e r e l y  p a r a s i t i c ,  but mal ignan t .

What an a r m y  of n o n - p r o d u c e r s  so c ie ty  p r o d u c e s , —lad ies  
g e n e r a l ly  (old and young) and g e n t l e m e n  of l e i s u r e , so cal led!
Many th ink th e m s e lv e s  w e l l  em ployed  a s  c h a r i t a b l e  d i s p e n s e r s  
of w ea l th  which somebody e l s e  e a r n e d ,  and th e s e  who produce  
nothing, being of the m o s t  luxu r ious  h a b i t s ,  a r e  p r e c i s e l y  they  
who want  the  m o s t ,  and co m p la in  loudes t  when they  do not get 
what  they  want .  They who a r e  l i t e r a l l y  p a u p e r s  m a in ta in ed  at 
the  public expense  a r e  the m o s t  im p o r tu n a te  and insa t iab le  
b e g g a r s .  They cling like the glutton to a l iving m a n  and suck  
h i s  v i ta l s  up. To eve ry  locomotive  m a n  th e r e  a r e  t h r e e  o r  fou r  
deadheads  c linging to h im,  a s  if they  c o n f e r r e d  a g rea t  favo r  
on soc ie ty  by living upon i t .  . . . How can  you expec t  such  b lood
s u c k e r s  to be happy?

Although T h o r e a u  did not have a developed  t h e o r y  of revo lu t ion  to 

c o r r e c t  the obvious i l l s  which  r e s u l t  f r o m  such  an  econom ic  a r r a n g e m e n t ,  

he did see  the  c y c l i c i s m  of c l a s s i c a l  e co n o m ics  to be a c o r r e c t i v e  a p p l i 

c a t i o n  of a n a tu ra l  law req u i r in g  e v e r y  indiv idua l  and e v e r y  e n t e r p r i s e  

to be se l f - su p p o r t in g ,  if not wholly  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  Speaking of the panic 

of 1857, which was  the w o r s t  s ince  the  dow n-cyc le  of 1837, he w r o te  to 

h i s  f r i e n d  Blake;
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They m ake  a  g r e a t  ado nowadays about h a r d  t im e s ;  but I th ink 
tha t  the co m m u n i ty  gene ra l ly ,  m i n i s t e r s  and all ,  take  a w rong  
view of the  m a t t e r .  . . . This  g e n e r a l  f a i l u r e ,  both p r iva te  and 
public ,  is  r a t h e r  occas ion  fo r  re jo ic ing ,  a s  rem inding  us w hom  
we have at the  h e lm ,  —that ju s t i c e  is a lways  done. If our  m e r 
chan ts  did not m o s t  of t h e m  fa il ,  and the  banks too,  m y  fa ith  in 
the  old laws of the  wor ld  would be s t ag g e r e d .  The s ta t em e n t  that  
n in e ty - s ix  in  a hundred  doing such  b u s in e s s  su re ly  b r e a k  down 
is p e rh a p s  the s w ee te s t  fact  tha t  s t a t i s t i c s  have revea led .  . . .
If th o u san d s  a r e  th row n out of e m p lo y m e n t ,  it sugges ts  that  
they  w e r e  not w e l l  employed.  Why d on ' t  they  take  the h in t?  It 
is  not enough to  be in d u s t r io u s ;  so a r e  the  ants .

The p r o b le m ,  so f a r  a s  T h o r e a u  w as  concerned ,  w as  s im p ly  one 

of com plex i ty  and mot iva t ion .  E ven  c o m m e r c e  has  i ts  v i r t u e s  if p r o p e r ly  

m ot iva ted .  U n d e r  c e r t a i n  condit ions  t h e r e  is  an e n t e r p r i s e  and b r a v e r y  

in c o m m e r c e ,  w i th  m en  facing t h e i r  r i s k s ,  not c lasp ing  t h e i r  hands 

and p ray ing ,  but going about t h e i r  b u s in e s s  with  confidence and cou rage .  

The exam ple  which  T h o r e a u  used  fo r  th is  kind of s teady  and c h ee r fu l  

v a lo r ,  w e r e  the  m e n  who "inhabit  the  snow-plow fo r  th e i r  w in te r  q u a r t e r s ;  

who have not m e r e l y  the th r e e  - o ' c l o c k - i n - t h e - m o r n i n g  co u rag e ,  which 

B o napa r te  thought w as  the r a r e s t .  ^^ T h o r e a u  did not f ind tha t  s am e  

kind of m o t iva t ion  p re v a len t  in m o r e  h igh ly  o rgan ized  a c t iv i t i e s ,  o r  in 

the  p ro v is io n  of l e s s  indiv idualized  goods and  s e r v i c e s  than  snow-plowing, 

which  i s  a s o l i t a r y  ac tiv ity .  Anything m o r e  complex  e sc a p e s  the c o n t ro l  

of an indiv idua l  and e n s n a r e s  h i m  in  the t ang led  web that  t r a d e  w eaves .

No t r a d e  i s  s im p le ,  but a r t i f i c i a l  and complex. It p o s t 
pones l ife and su b s t i tu te s  death.  It go es  agains t  the g ra in .  If 
the  f i r s t  g e n e r a t io n  does not die of i t ,  the  th i rd  o r  four th  does .
In face of a l l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  I w il l  n e v e r  be l ieve  that  it  is the 
d e sc e n d an ts  of t r a d e s m e n  who keep the  s ta te  a live ,  but of
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s im p le  yeo m en  o r  l a b o r e r s .  T h i s ,  indeed, s t a t i s t i c s  say  of 
the  c ity  r e in fo r c e d  by the co u n t ry .  The oldest ,  w i s e s t  p o l i 
t i c i a n  g ro w s  not m o r e  h um an  so,  but is  m e r e l y  a g r a y  w h a r f  
r a t  at  l a s t .  He m akes  a habi t  of d i s r e g a r d in g  the m o r a l  r igh t  
and w rong  f o r  the  legal  o r  p o l i t i c a l ,  c o m m i t s  a slow su ic ide ,  
and th inks  to r e c o v e r  by r e t i r i n g  on to a f a r m  at l a s t .  Th is  
s im p l i c i ty  it is ,  and the  v igo r  it i m p a r t s ,  that  enab les  the  
s im p le  vagabond,  though he  does  get d runk  and i s  sent  to the  
house  of c o r r e c t i o n  so often,  to  hold  up h is  head am ong  m en .

The com plex i ty  of a f f a i r s  a s  w e l l  a s  the a ttendant co m p lex i ty  of 

the  m o r a l  options im posed  by the  b u s in e s s  of buying and se l l ing  h a s  a 

c o r r o s i v e  effect  upon the s e n s i t i v i t i e s  of those  engaged in the  p ra c t i c e .  

T h o r e a u  g e n e r a l i z e d  f r o m  his  own e x p e r ie n c e :  "I have t r i e d  t r a d e .  . . . 

But I have  s ince  le a rn ed  tha t  t r a d e  c u r s e s  everyth ing it  h a n d le s ;  and 

though you t r a d e  in m e s s a g e s  f r o m  heaven ,  the whole c u r s e  of t r a d e  

a t t a c h e s  to the  b u s i n e s s . T h e  t ro u b le  with t r a d e  and b u s i n e s s  is  

tha t  it is b a s e d  on a s y s t e m  w hich  e x p ec ts  a m an  to m ak e  o r  to get fo r  

o t h e r s  r a t h e r  than being s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t  and expecting the  s a m e  of o th e r s .  

The d iv is ion  of labor ,  i t se l f  a c o m p l i c a t o r  of life, upon w h ich  " s u c c e s s 

fu l"  t r a d e  o r  b u s in ess  i s  p r e d ic a te d  is  an t i the t ic a l  to T h o r e a u ' s  id e a l  

of the  independent  m an  sa t i s fy ing  h is  own needs  in a m a t e r i a l  s en se  and 

in  so doing m a ss a g in g  his s p i r i t .  Div ided labo r  m ay  p rov ide  the use  of 

a thing,  but it lacks  the ab i l i ty  to p rov ide  the  "goods"  which  m e n  speak  

of when r e f e r r i n g  to objec ts  fo r  t h e i r  use.

That  on which c o m m e r c e  s e i z e s  i s  a lways  the v e r y  c o a r s e s t  
p a r t  of a f ru i t ,  —the m e r e  h u sk  and  rind ,  in fact ,  —f o r  h e r  
hands  a r e  v e ry  c lum sy .  Th is  is  what f i l ls  the holds  of sh ip s ,  
is  e x p o r te d  and im por ted ,  pays  du t ie s ,  and is f ina lly  sold  at
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the  shops.

It is  a g ran d  fac t  tha t  you cannot m ake  the f in e r  f r u i t s  o r  p a r t s  
of f r u i t s  m a t t e r s  of c o m m e r c e .  . . . You can ' t  buy the  f i n e r  p a r t  
of any f ru i t  — i . e .  , the  h ighes t  use  and en joyment  of it.  You 
cannot buy the p l e a s u r e  which  it y ie ld s  ^o h im  who t r u l y  p lucks  
it; you  can ' t  buy a good appe t i te  even.

The o p e ra t io n  of econom ic  ins t i tu t ions  thus  su p p o r t s  a l l  m a n n e r

of h y p o c r i s y  m e r e l y  b ecau se  it p rov ides  m e n  with  w e a l th  o r  p r e s t i g e

without  any n e c e s s a r y  re l a t io n  to the a b i l i t i e s  or  w o r th  of the individua l.

I t  p re v e n ts  m en  f r o m  having pu re  and t ru th fu l  r e l a t io n sh ip s .

C o n s id e r  the c lo ak  tha t  o u r  em ploym ent  o r  s ta t ion  i s ;  how we 
use and t o l e r a t e  p re ten s io n ;  how the judge is c lo thed  with  d ig 
nity which does  not belong to h im ,  and the  c r im in a l ,  p e rc h a n c e ,  
w i th  sham e  o r  im pudence  which no m o r e  belong to h im .  It 
does not m a t t e r  so m uch ,  then,  what is  the fash ion  of the c loak  
with  which we c lo ak  th e se  c loaks .  Change the coat ;  put the 
judge  in  the c r i m i n a l - b o x ,  and the c r i m i n a l  on the bench, and 
you migh t  th ink th a t  you had changed the men.

The de lus ions  a r e  not only s e l f -d e lu s io n s ,  which to T h o r e a u  i s  the m o r e

s e r io u s  offense,  but p e r m i t  one to a p p e a r  to o th e r s  to be som eone  o th e r

than  who he has  a r igh t  to c l a i m  to be by v i r tu e  of h is  own c h a r a c t e r .

T h e r e  is  a di ff icul ty  h e r e  which T h o r e a u  c r e a t e d  fo r  h im s e l f .  A 

m a t e r i a l i s t  could m a k e  th i s  c r i t iq u e  without b lushing . M a r x  and E n g les  

would have  c e r t a i n l y  a g r e e d  tha t  in a c ap i t a l i s t  exp lo i ta t ive  soc ie ty ,  the 

e x t e r n a l  t r a p p in g s  of s ta t ion  and m a t e r i a l  goods of life d e t e r m in e  o n e ' s  

c h a r a c t e r .  F o r  an  Idea l i s t ,  a s  T h o r e a u  c e r ta in ly  w as ,  to lay such  s t r e s s  

upon the influence  of m a t e r i a l  p o s s e s s io n s  in d e te rm in in g  c h a r a c t e r  is  

som ew ha t  of an  oddity .  Yet,  T h o r e a u ' s  c o n c e r n  w i th  the  r e l a t io n sh ip
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of e c o n o m ic s  to a l ife of co n sc ien ce  and s e r e n i ty  i s  a c e n t r a l  th e m e  of

h i s  w r i t i n g s .  T h e r e  a r e  so m e  who i n t e r p r e t  the whole  of Walden a s  a

t r e a t i s e  on p e r s o n a l  e co n o m ics .  It is  obvious that  the  s e p a r a t io n

between  the idea l  w o r ld  and the ac tu a l  world  w as  not so d is t inc t  in

T h o r e a u ' s  m ind  a s  he be l ieved  it to be.

A s  in s t i tu t io n s ,  econom ic  a r r a n g e m e n t s  o p e r a t e  in an i m p e r s o n a l

m a n n e r .  Of c o u r s e ,  they p o s s e s s  no sp i r i t  of t h e i r  own in T h o r e a u ' s

view, and t h e r e f o r e  a r e  i l l - equ ipped  to deal  with  h u m a n  c o n c e r n s  on

a s p i r i t u a l  level .  They  becom e  exploit ive  th rough  the  s h e e r  m o m e n tu m

of t h e i r  o p e ra t io n .  F o r  in s ta n ce ,  T h o rea u  pointed to the  f a c to ry  s y s t e m

which  w a s  a t  i ts  m o s t  D ickenson ian  dur ing  his  l i f e t im e ,  a l though a lm o s t

any o rg a n iz e d  econom ic  a c t iv i ty  which  was  o rg a n iz ed  beyond the m a s t e r -

a p p r e n t i c e  r e l a t io n sh ip  could  su f fe r  f r o m  the s am e  c r i t i c i s m :

I cannot be l ieve  tha t  o u r  f a c to ry  s y s t e m  is the b e s t  m ode  by 
w h ich  m e n  m a y  get c lo thing. The condition of the  o p e r a t iv e s  is 
becom ing  e v e r y  day m o r e  like tha t  of the E n g l i sh ,  and it cannot 
be w o n d e re d  at ,  s ince ,  a s  f a r  a s  I have h e a r d  o r  o b s e r v e d ,  the 
p r i n c i p a l  object  is ,  not tha t  mankind  m ay  be w e l l  and hones t ly  
c lad ,  but, unques t ionably ,  that  the c o rp o r a t io n s  m a y  be en r ic h ed .

The v e r y  weight of econom ic  ins t i tu t ions  p re v e n t  one f r o m  being

c o m p le te ly  at l i b e r ty  to adopt  a  c o u n te r  life style  b e c a u s e  "we belong

107to the c o m m u n i ty "  and a r e  c o m m i t t e d  r e g a r d l e s s  of c o n t r a r y  in t e n 

t io n s  u n l e s s  one is  b l e s s e d  with  the s u p e r i o r  w il l  of the  h e ro ic  type.

The d iv is ion  of l a b o r  has  led to the m onopol iza t ion  of c e r t a i n  of the 

r e s o u r c e s  and n e c e s s i t i e s  by ins t i tu t ions  which a r e  incapab le  of re spond-
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ing to h u m a n  needs  excep t  at the  m o s t  s u p e r f i c i a l  phy s ica l  level.  It

a m a z e d  T h o r e a u  tha t  so few w e r e  thoughtful  enough to w o n d e r  "w here

is  th i s  d iv is ion  of l a b o r  to end? and what object  does  it f ina l ly  serve?"108

A s  f o r  h im s e l f ,  T h o r e a u  w ro te :

I be l ieve  in the infini te  joy  and s a t i s f a c t io n  of he lping m y s e l f  
and  o th e r s  to the  extent of m y  ab i l i ty .  But what  is the  use  in 
t r y i n g  to l ive s im p ly ,  r a i s in g  what you ea t ,  making what you 
w e a r ,  building what you inhabit ,  burn ing  what you cut o r  dig, 
when those  to w hom  you a r e  a l l ied  in san e ly  want and w i l l  have 
a  thousand  o th e r  th ings  which n e i t h e r  you n o r  they c a n  r a i s e  
and  nobody e l se ,  p e rc h an c e ,  w i l l  pay fo r?  The fe l low m an  to 
w h o m  you  a r e  yoked is  a s t e e r  tha t  is  e v e r  bolt ing righ t  the  
o th e r  way.

One of the  l e a s t  b enef ic ia l  e f fec t s  of the o pe ra t ion  of the  econom ic  

a r r a n g e m e n t s  with which  T h o r ea u  w as  acqua in ted ,  was  the acc u m u la t io n  

of l a rg e  am o u n ts  of p ro p e r ty .  T h o r e a u  m u s t  not be i n t e r p r e t e d  in  such 

a w a y  a s  to  m ak e  h i m  s e e m  aga ins t  p r iv a te  p ro p e r ty ,  fo r  he  c e r t a in l y  

h e ld  s t ro n g  views about p e r s o n a l  p r o p e r t y  at  any ra te .

H o w ev e r ,  he a p p e a r s  to have been  confused  about the  n a tu re  of 

p r o p e r t y .  In some p la ce s  he w ro te  a s  if a u se - v a lu e  t h e o r y  had been  

adop ted ,  ye t  in o th e r  p laces  he w ro te  a s  if a l a b o r -v a lu e  th e o r y  w e r e  in 

a c c o r d  w i th  h is  v iews.  P r o b ab ly  the  t r u t h  is  he  had given the  n a t u r e  of 

p r o p e r t y  v e r y  l i t t l e  thought and t h e r e f o r e  c o n s id e re d  the q u e s t io n  of 

p r o p e r t y  in r e l a t io n  to  specif ic  s i tua t ions  tha t  a p p e a re d  to h im .  If the  

j u s t i c e  of the c a s e  s e e m e d  to sugges t  tha t  the w o rk  of a m a n ' s  hands  

be long to h im ,  he sa id  so; if the p a r t  of ju s t i c e  lay in giving a th ing to
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h i m  who could be s t  use  i t ,  he sa id  that ,  too.

T h o r e a u  w ro te  th a t  he sym path ized  with  "a l l  s avages  and g yps ie s  

i n s o f a r  a s  they  m e r e l y  a s s e r t  the  o r ig ina l  r igh t  of m a n  to the p roduc t ions  

of N a tu re  and a p lace  in  h e r .  . . . The h ighes t  law g ives  a th ing to h i m  

who can  use  i t .  T h i s  r e m a r k  w as  in tended  to  r e f e r  to  the goods of

n a tu re ,  th ose  th ings  p rov ided  to mankind to m e e t  h is  n e c e s s i t i e s  in  the 

s a m e  way tha t  the  b e a s t s  and fowl a r e  prov ided  m a t e r i a l s  fo r  t h e i r  s h e l 

t e r  and n o u r i sh m e n t .

This  s o r t  of u se ,  how ever ,  cannot p r o p e r ly  be cal led  p r o p e r t y  

a cc o rd in g  to T h o r e a u ' s  defin it ion ,  al though he recogn ized  tha t  the law 

a l lows  ind iv idua ls  e xc lu s ive  co n t ro l  ove r  the r e s o u r c e s  of the land and 

w a t e r .  It w a s  so c o n t r a r y  to logic and a m o r a l  v iew a s  to be pa tent ly  

inva l id  fo r  one m a n  to th ink  "that  he has a r ight  to  b u r n  h is  t h i r t y  c o r d s  

in a y e a r  because  he c a n  give a  c e r t a in  sum  of m oney  in exchange fo r  

th em ,  but tha t  a n o th e r  has  no right  to pick up the  fagots  which  e lse  

nobody would burn .   ̂  ̂ Speaking of the f i re  in the  woods which  he and 

a f r i en d  had a cc id e n ta l ly  set ,  he w ro te :  "I fel t  tha t  I had a d e e p e r

i n t e r e s t  in the woods,  knew th e m  b e t t e r  and should fee l  t h e i r  lo s s  m o r e ,  

th a n  any o r  a l l  of" the  o w n e rs .  He pa rod ied  the  l a b o r -v a lu e  th e o ry ,  

a s  in h is  c o m m e n t  about sand being sold in Cape Cod, "a good in s tan ce  

of the fact  tha t  a m an  c o n f e r s  a value on the m o s t  w o r th l e s s  thing by 

m ix ing  h im s e l f  with  i t .
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He did s e e m  to hold at t i m e s ,  how ever ,  a view of p ro p e r ty  which 

was  a c lo se  v a r i a n t  of the labor  theo ry  of va lue .  He viewed p e r so n a l  

p r o p e r ty  a s  an  e x ten s io n  of one 's  pe rsona l i ty ,  b e ca u se  it is of use  to 

one as  a tool fo r  the  wi ll .  Given the logic of th is  pos it ion ,  p ro p e r ty  is 

l im i ted  to those  i t e m s  fo r  which a p e r s o n  h a s  a n  im m e d ia te  and d i r e c t  

use.  And th e s e  n e c e s s a r y  i t e m s ,  a m a n  m u s t  s e c u r e  fo r  h im se l f  if 

they a r e  to be h is  in  th i s  u l t im a te  sense ,  f o r  if they  a r e  obtained in o th e r  

ways the m a n  has  no c l a i m  to se l f -su f f ic iency .  In o r d e r  fo r  a thing to 

belong to one, it  m u s t  be ea rned  th rough  the e x e r c i s e  of o ne 's  will ,  

and i ts  cos t  " is  the  am oun t  of what I wil l  ca l l  life which is  re q u i re d  to 

be exchanged f o r  i t,  im m e d ia t e ly  o r  in the long run .  A m a n ' s  life

is the only thing of w o r th  that  he h a s ,  and what he exchanges  h is  life 

fo r  ga ins  value so le ly  f r o m  that inves tm ent .  "The  p leasure ' , '  he wro te  

in his J o u r n a l , " is  not so much in having as  in a t r u e  and s imple  m a n n e r  

ge tt ing th e se  n e c e s s a r i e s .

By e i t h e r  the  u s e - v a lu e  o r  l a b o r -v a lu e  th e o ry ,  and T h o rea u  m ade  

both a r g u m e n t s ,  in  h i s  opinion p ro p e r ty  ought to  be l im i ted  to  the d i r e c t  

and affec t ive  kind w hich  one a c q u i r e s  and which  i s  p a r t  of o ne 's  c h a r a c 

t e r .  The r e la t io n  of th i s  kind of p e r s o n a l  p r o p e r t y  to ins t i tu t iona l ized  

p r o p e r t y  is  ana logous  to  h is  view of how the v o lun ta ry  a s so c ia t i o n s  one 

m a k e s ,  o r  the  c u l t u r a l  a f f in i t ies  one a s s i m i l a t e s  into h is  pe rsona l i ty ,  

d i f fe r  f r o m  in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  soc ia l  f o r m s .  Th is  viewpoint m ean t ,  of
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c o u r s e ,  tha t  T h o r e a u  r e j e c t e d  p r o p e r ty  a s  a va lue  s u r r o g a t e  in c o m 

m e r c i a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s .  The s c r a m b le  fo r  m i n e r a l  r ig h t s  in C a l i fo rn ia  

i l l u s t r a t e d  his  r e j e c t i o n  of ow nersh ip  in land o r  o th e r  tangible  a s s e t s  

tha t  do not d i r e c t ly  suppor t  the p r o c e s s  of l iving.

The gold of C a l i fo rn ia  is  a touchstone  which  h a s  b e t ra y ed  the 
ro t t e n n e s s ,  the  b a s e n e s s ,  of m ankind .  Satan,  f r o m  one of 
h i s  e leva t ions  showed mankind  the k ingdom  of C al i fo rn ia ,  and 
they e n t e r e d  into a  c o m p ac t  with  h i m  a t  once.

*******

God gave the r ig h teo u s  m a n  a c e r t i f i c a t e  en ti t l ing  h i m  to food 
and r a im e n t ,  but the unr igh teous  m a n  found a  f a c s im i l e  of the 
s a m e  in God 's  c o f f e r s ,  and a p p r o p r i a t e d  it, and obta ined food 
and r a im e n t  l ike  the f o r m e r .

T h e r e  a r e  so m e  th ings  which God m ay  a f fo rd  to s m i l e  at; m a n  
cannot.  ^

It is obvious  tha t  m e r e  work  is t h e r e f o r e  not enough to co n fe r  va lue

in  the  T h o r e a u v ia n  view, fo r  go ld m in e rs  w o r k  h a r d  fo r  t h e i r  gold.  It is

the  m ot ive  again  which d r iv e s  a gold s p e c u la to r  tha t  d ep r iv e s  h i m  of the

va lue  of h i s  w ork .  He e n t e r s  the s e a r c h  f o r  gold in the sam e s p i r i t  a s  one

who e n t e r s  a lo t t e ry ,  expec t ing  luck to b r ing  h i m  ga ins  beyond h i s  d e s e r t s .

The r e c en t  r u s h  to C a l i fo rn ia  and the a t t i tude  of the  w or ld ,  even  
of i ts  p h i lo so p h e rs  and p ro p h e ts ,  in r e l a t io n  to it a p p e a r s  to me 
to r e f le c t  the g r e a t e s t  d i s g r a c e  on m ankind .  That  so m any  a r e  
r e a d y  to get  t h e i r  l iving by the l o t t e r y  of gold -d igg ing  without 
con tr ibu t ing  any  value to  socie ty ,  and th a t  the  g r e a t  m a jo r i t y  
who s tay  at  h o m e  ju s t i fy  t h e m  in th i s  by both  p r e c e p t  and e x a m 
ple. . . .  I know of no m o r e  s t a r t l in g  d ev e lopm en t  of the m o r a l i t y  
of t r a d e  and a l l  the  m o d e s  of gett ing a l iving than  the ru sh  to 
C a l i fo rn ia  a f fo rd s .  Of what  s ign if icance  the  philosophy,  o r  
poe t ry ,  o r  r e l ig io n  of a w o r ld  tha t  w il l  r u s h  to  the  lo t te ry  of 
C a l i fo rn ia  go ld-d igg ing  on the r e c e ip t  of the  f i r s t  news,  to l ive 
by luck, to get  the  m e a n s  of com m and ing  l a b o r  of o th e r s  l e s s  
lucky,  i . e .  of s lavehold ing ,  without con t r ib u t in g  any value to
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soc ie ty?  And tha t  is  c a l l ed  e n t e r p r i s e ,  and the  dev i l  is  only
a l i t t le  m o r e  e n t e r p r i s i n g .  . . .  It m a k e s  God to  be a moneyed
g en t lem an  who s c a t t e r s  a handfu l of pennies  in  o r d e r  to see
mankind  s c r a m b l e  f o r  th e m .  Going to C al i fo rn ia .  It is  only
th r e e  tho u san d  m i l e s  n e a r e r  to he l l .  I w il l  r e s i g n  m y  life
s o o n e r  than  l ive by luck. . . . What a c o m m e n t ,  what  a s a t i r e ,

1 1 7on o u r  in s t i tu t io n s .

The u su a l  id e a s  of p r o p e r t y  and value  a r e  so d i s to r t e d ,  to

T h o r e a u ' s  way of th inking ,  tha t  a lm o s t  anything one en g ag es  in to live

w il l  be c o n tam in a te d  by the  s y s t e m ,  and no p r o p e r t y  save  what one

w r e s t s  f r o m  the n a t u r a l  s ta te  i t s e l f  fo r  o n e ' s  own use  i s  l ike ly  to be

m o r a l l y  pu re .  T h i s  w a s  a c e n t r a l  c o n c e r n  with  T h o r e a u  and one

which  he r e c o g n ize d  a s  one of the  t h o r n i e s t  of s o c i e t y ' s  p ro b le m s .

In such  a s n a r l  and c o n tam in a t io n  do we live tha t  it is  a lm o s t  
i m p o s s ib le  to keep  o n e ' s  s k i r t s  c lean .  Our  s u g a r  and cotton 
a r e  s to len  f r o m  the s lave ,  and if we ju m p  out of the  f i r e ,  it 
is  wont to  be into the  f ry ing  pan at l e a s t .  It w i l l  not do to be 
th o u g h t le s s  wi th  r e g a r d  to any  of o u r  va luab les  o r  p r o p e r ty .

The  only w ay  out of su ch  a d i l e m m a ,  w as  the  c o m p le te  r e v a l u a 

t ion  of v a lu e s ,  o r  m o r e  fu n d am en ta l ly ,  a  r e ju v e n a t io n  of hum an m o t iv e s .  

P r o p e r t y  f o r  T h o r e a u ' s  p u r p o s e s ,  should  not be c o n s i d e r e d  as  th ings  

o r  a c c u m u la t io n s  in  e x c e s s  of need , but only a s  the  m e a n s  by which 

n eeds  a r e  s a t i s f i ed .

In c a p s u le ,  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  of p r o p e r ty  w as  e s s e n t i a l l y  th is :  tha t  

it has  been  p e r v e r t e d  f r o m  the  im m e d ia te  hum an  use  it s e r v e s .  Ins tead  

it has  b een  m a d e  into an  in s t i tu t io n  suppor ted  by law, c u s to m ,  and a 

defec t ive  m o r a l  v is ion .  To T h o r e a u  p r o p e r ty  in e x c e s s  of ac tua l  use
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i s  an e n c u m b r a n c e .  The e a r n in g  i s  the  p r o c e s s  by which  p ro p e r ty

b e c o m e s  an e x ten s io n  of o ne 's  pe r so n a l i ty .  One i n f e r s  tha t  if T h o reau

could have  a l t e r e d  ex is t ing  econom ic  a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  he would not

have  p e r m i t t e d  the  i n h e r i t a n c e  of p ro p e r ty .  It is  in the  i n t e r e s t  of

sons  not to have  the f a t h e r ' s  a ccu m u la t io n s  to fa l l  on h i s  shoulders

a cc o rd in g  to T h o r e a u ' s  view. It m a k e s  a m o r a l  c r ip p l e  of a m an  to

have  the  c a r e  of what he  did not e a r n  and cannot use  to advantage.

I see  young m e n ,  m y  to w n sm en ,  whose  m is f o r t u n e  it is  to have 
in h e r i t e d  f a r m s ,  h o u s e s ,  b a r n s ,  c a t t le ,  and f a r m i n g  tools  
f o r  th e se  a r e  m o r e  e a s i ly  a c q u i r e d  than got r id  of. B e t t e r  if 
they  had been  b o rn  in  the open  p a s tu r e  and suck led  by a wolf, 
tha t  they  m igh t  have  seen  w i th  c l e a r e r  eyes  what f ie ld  they 
w e r e  ca l l ed  to  l a b o r  in. Who m ade  th e m  s e r f s  of the  so il?  . . .
How m any  a poor  i m m o r t a l  soul have I m e t  w e l l - n ig h  c ru sh ed  
and s m o t h e r e d  u n d e r  i ts  load,  c reep in g  down the  ro a d  of life, 
pushing b e fo re  i t  a b a r n  sev en ty - f iv e  feet  by fo r ty ,  i t s  augean 
s tab les  n e v e r  c le a n s e d ,  and one hundred  a c r e s  of land t i l lage ,  
mowing, p a s t u r e ,  and w ood- lo t l  The p o r t i o n l e s s ,  who s t ruggle  
with no su ch  u n n e c e s s a r y  in h e r i t e d  e n c u m b r a n c e s ,  find it a 
l a b o r  enough to subdue and cu l t iva te  a few cubic fee t  of f lesh,

As m u s t  be c l e a r  f r o m  h i s  p rev ious  s e v e r a l  c o m p la in t s ,  T h o r e a u  

w as  a f i r m  b e l i e v e r  in m uch  public ow nersh ip  of the  w o r l d ' s  su r face .  

P e r h a p s  a c l e a r e r  s t a t e m e n t  of h i s  pos it ion  would be tha t  he  be lieved  

in  non -o w n er  ship  of th i s  "cu r io u s  wor ld  which we in h a b i t . "  120 it 

a m u se d  h im,  a l though the  h u m o r  w as  somewhat b i t t e r ,  "to see f r o m  m y  

window h e r e  how b u s i ly  m an  h a s  divided and s tak e d  off h is  domain.  God 

m u s t  sm i le  a t  h is  puny fences  running h i th e r  and t h i t h e r  e v e r y w h e re  

o v e r  the l a n d . " ^ ^ l  He w as  a m a z e d  tha t  New H a m p s h i r e  c o u r t s  could
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have such  a q u es t io n  b e fo re  it a s  to w h o m  the  top of Mt. Washington

belonged, "I th ink  tha t  the  top of Mt. Wash ing ton  should not be p r iv a te

p ro p e r ty ;  i t  should  be left u n a p p ro p r ia t e d  f o r  m o d es ty  and r e v e r e n c e ' s

sake ,  o r  if only to sugges t  that  e a r t h  has  h ig h e r  uses  than we put h e r

to.  jj. h is  opinion tha t  n a t u r a l  ob jec t s  of r a r e  beauty  should

belong to  the  public ,  and that  both banks of e v e r y  r i v e r  should be

u n a p p r o p r ia te d  by indiv idua ls  o r  c o r p o r a t i o n s  ju s t  a s  the r i v e r  channe l

123is open to u n r e s t r i c t e d  navigat ion.  T h e r e  a r e  p a s s a g e s  which lead 

one to be l ieve  tha t  T h o r e a u  migh t  f a v o r  co m ple te  aboli t ion of p r o p e r ty  

in  land.

By a v a r i c e  and s e l f i sh n e s s ,  and a g rove l l ing  habi t ,  f r o m  which 
none of us i s  f r e e ,  of r e g a rd in g  the so i l  a s  p ro p e r ty ,  o r  the  
m e a n s  of a cq u i r in g  p r o p e r ty  chief ly ,  the landscape  is  de fo rm ed ,  
h u s b a n d r y  i s  d e g ra d ed  with  us ,  and th e  f a r m e r  leads  the  m e a n e s t  
of l ives .  He knows N atu re  but a s  a ro b b e r .

On the o th e r  hand, t h e r e  is  r e a s o n  to be l ieve  that  he thought land

might  b e co m e  p r o p e r ty  if t h e r e  w e r e  the p r o p e r  m ot iva t ion  on the  p a r t  of

the  owner ;  th a t  i s ,  if  he had such  af fec t ion  fo r  it that  i t  b e c a m e  p a r t  of

h is  p e r s o n a l i t y .  Such an i n t e r e s t  in a p a r t i c u l a r  spot would not s a t i s fy

a lega l  defin it ion ,  f o r  T h o r e a u  undoubtedly  would not have in s i s t e d  upon

the e x c lu s iv e  use  which m a r k s  the  u su a l  p r o p e r ty  r igh ts .  It i s  m o r e

like ly  tha t  he  would be content to have  such  a p r o p e r ty  be r e g a r d e d  as

p a r t  of h is  c h a r a c t e r ,  to be a d m i r e d  o r  d e sp is ed  by o th e r s  a cc o rd in g  to

t h e i r  wil l ,  a s  they  a d m i r e  o r  d e sp i s e  the a cc e n t  of h i s  speech . An 

e x am p le  of h is  ideas  on p r o p e r ty  a s  an  ex ten s io n  of p e r so n a l i t y  and
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ow nersh ip  by a f fec t ion  is  found in Walden w h e r e  he b la s t s  an  old f a r m e r  

n a m ed  F l in t  who r e f u s e d  h im  p e r m i s s i o n  to build a hut on h is  pond b e 

fo re  Ralph Waldo E m e r s o n  of fered  h i s  wood lot by Walden Pond fo r  

T h o r e a u ' s  use:

F l i n t ' s  Pond! Such i s  the pove r ty  of our  n o m e n c la tu r e .  What 
r igh t  had the u n c lean  and stupid  f a r m e r ,  whose  f a r m  abutted  
on th i s  sky w a t e r ,  whose  s h o r e s  he  h a s  r u th l e s s l y  laid b a r e ,  
to give h is  n a m e  to i t? Some sk in - f l in t ,  who loved b e t t e r  the 
r e f lec t ing  s u r f a c e  of a do l la r ,  o r  a b r igh t  cent ,  in  which he 
could see  h i s  own b r a z e n  face;  who r e g a r d e d  even  the wild 
ducks  which  se t t l ed  in it a s  t r e s p a s s e r s ;  h is  f i n g e r s  grown into 
c ro o k e d  and h o rn y  ta lons  f r o m  the long hab i t  of g ra sp in g  h a r p y 
l i k e ; — so it i s  not nam ed fo r  me.  I go not t h e r e  to see h im  no r  
to h e a r  of h im ;  who n e v e r  saw it ,  who n e v e r  ba thed  in i t ,  n o r  
thanked  God tha t  He had m ade  i t .  R a th e r  let it be nam ed  f r o m  
the  f i sh e s  tha t  sw im  in it, the  wild fowl o r  q u ad u rp ed s  which 
f req u en t  i t , . . .  not f r o m  h im  who could show no t i t le  to it  but 
the  deed which  a l ik e -m in d ed  ne ighbor  o r  l e g i s l a tu r e  gave him.

H ow ever ,  even  w h e re  one has  a love f o r  h is  p ro p e r ty ,  the e x c lu 

s iv e n e s s  of the  p r o p e r t y  r ights  em bodied  in the  law and m in d s  of e a r ly  

N ine teenth  C en tu ry  A m e r i c a n s  r a n  c o n t r a r y  to T h o r e a u ' s  id eas  of the 

p r o p e r  c o n t ro l  an  indiv idual m igh t  have  o v e r  land m e r e l y  b e ca u se  of 

legal  o w ne rsh ip .  One of the m o s t  p a s s io n a te  p a s s a g e s  in  T h o r e a u ' s  

J o u r n a l , except f o r  the  d ia t r ib e s  co n ce rn in g  the  Fugi t ive  Slave Law and 

the  John  Brow n  inc iden t ,  conce rned  som e  f a r m e r  who sent an  I r i s h  hand 

to c l e a r  the w a l l s  of h i s  f a r m .  The I r i s h m a n  cut down two o r  th r e e  of 

the  v e r y  r a r e  c e l t i s  t r e e s  which w e r e  not to be found e l s e w h e r e  in 

C oncord .  T h o r e a u ' s  r e a c t io n  w as ,  "The L o rd  d e l iv e r  us f r o m  these  

vandal ic  p r o p r i e t o r s .  . . .  If some a r e  p r o s e c u t e d  fo r  abusing  ch i ld ren .
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o t h e r s  d e s e r v e  to be p ro s e c u te d  fo r  m a l t r e a t i n g  the  face of n a tu r e

12 Ôc o m m i t t e d  to t h e i r  c a r e .  " P r o p e r t y ,  e sp e c i a l l y  p r o p e r ty  in  land, 

w as  not abso lu te  fo r  T h o r ea u .  I t i s  not u su a l  fo r  an  ind iv idua l i s t  to 

l im i t  s e v e r e l y  the r ig h t s  of ind iv idua ls  in t h e i r  d i spos i t ion  of p ro p e r ty .  

H o w ev e r ,  it  was  T h o r e a u ' s  f i r m  opinion tha t  "it co n ce rn s  us a l l  

w h e t h e r  th e se  p r o p r i e t o r s  choose  to cut down a l l  the woods th is  w in t e r  

o r  not. " Speaking of the fact  tha t  m e n  w e r e  a llowed to c r o s s  

a n o th e r  m a n ' s  f a r m  only by the de s igna ted  road  o r  path without s p ec ia l  

p e r m i s s i o n ,  T h o rea u  com pla ined  tha t  a t r a v e l l e r  " m e r e l y  has  the  

p r iv i l eg e  of c r o s s i n g  . . .  by a p a r t i c u l a r  n a r r o w  and m aybe  unp leasan t  

path.  The indiv idual r e t a in s  a l l  o th e r  r ig h t s ,  —a s  to t r e e s  and f r u i t ,  

and w a s h  of the road ,  e tc .  On the o th e r  hand,  th e se  should belong to 

m ank ind  ina l ienably .

Unfor tunate ly  fo r  the  p r a c t i c a l i t y  of h i s  pos it ion ,  T h o r e a u  did not 

ind ica te  how a p r o p e r  r e g a r d  fo r  the  land is  to be recogn ized  by o th e r s  

a s  a va l id  p ro p e r ty  c la im .  His def in it ion  of l e g i t im a c y  in p r o p e r t y  is  

h o p e l e s s l y  vague, and cannot be r e g a r d e d  as  a p r inc ip le  which  c a n  be 

put to p r a c t i c e .  M ore  s e r i o u s  to the  i n t e r n a l  logic of h is  so c ia l  c r i t i 

c i s m  is  h is  a p p a r en t  u n a w a re n e s s  tha t  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  of p r iv a te  p ro p e r ty ,  

b u s in e s s  and t r a d e  c l e a r l y  p r e s e n t s  e x a m p le s  of how in s t i tu t ions  affect  

the  l ive s  of a l l  and how they  continue without any c o n t ro l  being av a i l ab le  

to  a f fec ted  indiv iduals .
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O w n er sh ip  of m o r e  than  one r e q u i r e s  to s a t i s fy  h i s  im m e d ia te

bodi ly  n e c e s s i t i e s  and innocent  s o c i a l  o r  c u l tu ra l  n e ed s ,  c r e a t e s  a

p sy ch o lo g ica l  c l im a te  which i s  d e s t r u c t i v e  of the  m o r a l  wil l .  It

o p e r a t e s  on an  ind iv idua l  leve l ,  and the  sam e  p r in c ip le  in fec ts  soc ie ty

w i th  a s i m i l a r  c o r ru p t io n .  An i l l u s t r a t i o n  of the p r in c ip le  in individual

t e r m s  invo lved  T h o r e a u ’s p e r s o n a l  pique at having  to c a l l  at a m a n ’s

h o m e  in  o r d e r  to co l le c t  m oney  due h i m  fo r  so m e  odd job:

The c r e d i t o r  is s e r v a n t  to  h is  d e b to r ,  e sp e c i a l l y  if h e  i s  about 
paying h is  due. I a m  a m u s e d  to  see  what  a i r s  m e n  t a k e  upon 
t h e m s e l v e s  when they  have  m oney  to pay m e .  No m a t t e r  how 
long th e y  have d e f e r r e d  i t ,  they  im ag ine  tha t  they a r e  m y  b e n e 
f a c t o r s  o r  p a t r o n s ,  and send m e  w o rd  g r a c io u s ly  tha t  if  I will  
c o m e  to  t h e i r  h o u ses  they  w i l l  pay m e  when it i s  t h e i r  b u s in e s s  
to com e  to m e T ^ ^

A d r a m a t i c  c o m m e n t  on the s a m e  p r in c ip le  o p e ra t in g  in  soc ie ty  was

offe red  by T h o r e a u  in  re la t ing  an  anecdo te  c o n c e rn in g  th e  e x ce s s  of the

r ich :

M r s .  Mowatt ,  the a c t r e s s ,  d e s c r i b e s  a fancy  ba l l  in  P a r i s  
given by an A m e r i c a n  m i l l i o n a i r e ,  at  which "one lady  . . . 
w o re  so m any  d iam onds  (sa id  to be va lued  at  two h u n d re d  
tho u san d  d o l l a r s )  tha t  she w as  e s c o r t e d  in h e r  c a r r i a g e  by 
g e n d a r m e s ,  f o r  f e a r  of ro b b e ry .  " This  i l l u s t r a t e s  the  c lose  
con n ec t io n  be tw een  luxury  ro b b e ry ,  but c o m m o n ly  the 
g e n d a r m e s  a r e  f u r t h e r  off.

T he  connec t ion  be tween  the  in s t i tu t ions  of so c ie ty  and the p r o p e r ty  

s y s t e m  a r e  c l e a r l y  ind ica ted  in  the  p a s s a g e  ju s t  quoted and in  the f o r e 

going d i s c u s s io n .  T h rough  p r o p e r ty ,  in s t i tu t ions  have c a u s e d  m en  to 

" b eco m e  to o ls  of t h e i r  too l s .  The m a n  who independen t ly  plucked the
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131f r u i t s  w hen  he was  hungry  is b ecom e  a  f a r m e r . "

While  T h o rea u  cannot be re a d  to be a s t rong  s u p p o r t e r  of the p r i 

va te  p r o p e r t y  s y s t e m  a s  it developed in  h is  t im e ,  yet  he h e ld  a  s t rong  

v iew of p o s s e s s i o n  of p e r s o n a l  too ls  and im p le m e n ts  by v i r t u e  of the  

fac t  tha t  they  have  been  a p p r o p r i a t e d  into the p e r so n a l i t y  of the  i n d i 

v idua l .  A l l  the  r e s t  is  su p e r f lu o u s ,  and he implied ,  n e c r o t i c .

It m a y  be g uessed  that  I reduce  a l m o s t  the  whole advan tage  of 
hold ing th is  super f luous  p r o p e r t y  a s  a fund in s to re  ag a in s t  
the  fu tu re ,  so f a r  a s  the  indiv idua l  is  co n ce rn ed ,  m a in ly  to  
the  def ray ing  of fu n e ra l  e x p e n s e s .  But p e rh a p s  a m a n  i s  not 
r e q u i r e d  to bury  h im se l f .

So l i t t l e  did T h o r e a u  r e g a r d  the  c l a i m s  of va lue  m a d e  f o r  p ro p e r ty ,  

he  s e r i o u s l y  sugges ted  that  t h e r e  m igh t  be a pe r iod ic  d e s t r u c t i o n  of 

p e r s o n a l  p r o p e r ty  and e ac h  one would begin  again  to fu r n i sh  h i m s e l f  

w i th  such  im p le m e n t s  a s  he finds  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  his  life. "The  c u s to m s  

of s o m e  savage na t ions ,  migh t  . . .  be p ro f i tab ly  im i ta te d  by us ,  " he 

w r o te  in Walden , " for  they at  l e a s t  go th ro u g h  the s em b la n c e  of cas t ing  

t h e i r  s lough  annually;  they have  the idea  of the thing, w h e th e r  they  have 

the  r e a l i t y  o r  not. Would it not be w e l l  if we w e r e  to c e l e b r a t e  such  a 

' b u s k '  . . .  a s  [w as ]  the  c u s t o m  of the  M u c c la s s e  Indians?  " It w as  

not so m u c h  the p r o p e r ty  tha t  T h o r e a u  w ished  to be r id  of a s  the  weight 

of c o n s e r v a t i s m  which a cc o m p a n ie s  the  a cc u m u la t io n  of unused  i t e m s ,  

and  in the  s am e  s t roke  deal  a blow at those  ins t i tu t ions  w hich  suppor t  

and  a r e  suppor ted  by the  s y s t e m  of p r iv a te  p ro p e r ty .

T h o r e a u  added to h is  con d em n a t io n  of the p reva i l ing  s y s t e m  of
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t r a d e ,  c o m m e r c e ,  p roduc t ion  and p r o p e r ty ,  the  c h a r g e  that  they  play

a c e n t r a l  ro le  in the  deve lopm ent  of those  m o s t  desp icab le  of a l l  hum an

in s t i tu t io n s ,  c i t i e s .  B es id e s  the crowding and u n c lea n n e ss  of c i t i e s ,  he

objected  to t h e m  b e c a u s e  the m a jo r i t y  of the  inhab i tan ts  a r e  engaged in

and com i t ted  to  the  value  s t r u c t u r e  of b u s in e s s .  The agg rega t ions  of

m e n  in  c i t i e s  by t h e i r  a v a r i c e  and g re e d  spo i l  the acc id e n ta l  benef i ts  of

c u l tu re  which o c c u r  t h e r e .

Boston, New York , Ph i lade lph ia ,  C h a r l e s to n ,  New O r le a n s ,  
and the r e s t ,  a r e  the  n a m es  of w h a rv e s  p ro je c t in g  into the 
s ea  ( su r ro u n d ed  by the shops and dwel l ings  of the  m e rc h a n t s ) ,  
good p la c e s  to take in and to d i s c h a rg e  a c a r g o .  . . . The m o r e  
b a r r e l s ,  th e  m o r e  Boston.  The m u s e u m s  and sc ien t i f ic  s o c i e 
t i e s  and l i b r a r i e s  a r e  acc iden ta l .  They g a th e r  a ro u n d  the sands 
to  save c a r t i n g .  The w h a r f  r a t s ,  and c u s t o m - h o u s e  o f f ice rs ,  
and  b ro k en -d o w n  poets seeking a fo r tune  a m id  the b a r r e l s ;  
t h e i r  b e t t e r  o r  w o r s e  ly ceu m s ,  and p r e a c h i n g s ,  and doc tor ings ;  
t h e se ,  too a r e  acc id en ta l ,  and the m a l l s  of c o m m o n s  a r e  a lways  
sm a l l  po ta toes .

Given th e  m ode  of ope ra t io n  of b u s in e s s  and the  condit ions  of the 

c i t i e s  in which  m o s t  t r a d e  and c o m m e r c e  h ave  t h e i r  m a j o r  locus ,  a 

h u m a n  life does  not s e e m  to be poss ib le  in Thoreau^s  way of thinking. 

They a re  caught in  a s o r t  of P l a t o ’s cave  in which  they  see  only the 

shadow of th ings  poss ib le  with  no hope of a t ta in ing  th e m ,  and w o r s e ,  no 

a p p re c ia t io n  of what they  a r e  m is s in g  by t h e i r  p r e -o c c u p a t io n  with  s u c 

ceed ing  in the w or ld  of ins t i tu t ions .

Most m en ,  even in th i s  c o m p a r a t iv e ly  f r e e  coun t ry ,  th rough  m e r e  
ign o ran ce  and m is t a k e ,  a r e  so occupied with  the  fac t i t ious  c a r e s  
and  su p e r f lu o u s ly  c o a r s e  l a b o rs  of life th a t  i t s  f in e r  f ru i t s  cannot 
be plucked by th e m .  T h e i r  f in g e r s ,  f r o m  e x c e s s iv e  to il ,  a r e  too
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c lum sy  and t r e m b l e  too m uch  fo r  that .  Actually ,  the l abor ing  
m an  has  not l e i s u r e  fo r  a t ru e  in t e g r i ty  day by day; he  cannot 
afford  to su s ta in  the  m a n l i e s t  re la t ions  to men; h i s  l a b o r  would 
be d e p re c ia t e d  in the  m a r k e t .  He has  no t im e  to be anything  
but a m ach ine .

In addit ion to the p rev ious  so c ia l  com pla in ts ,  he be l ieved  that

o th e r  in s t i tu t ions ,  s o m e  of which  r e p r e s e n t  p ro p e r ty ,  o p e r a t e  in m uch

the sam e  way upon the  indiv idual m o r a l  c o n sc io u s n es s ,  and in t h e i r

co l lec t ive  effect  have  a c o r ru p t iv e  influence on m ank ind  in  g e n e ra l .

Among such in s t i tu t io n s ,  T horeau  counted the r a i l r o a d  a s  one of the

m o s t  d e s t ru c t iv e  of the  individua l and the soc ia l  o r d e r  g e n e r a l ly .  It

w as  not the t e ch n o lo g ica l  advance  in i t s e l f  which d i s tu rb e d  T h o rea u ,

al though he d ep lo red  the  despo l ia t ion  of the landscape ,  the woodlands,

a i r ,  and w a t e r  su p p l ie s  c aused  by the opera t ion  of the t r a i n s .  It was

r a t h e r  the e n c o u r a g e m e n t  and suppor t  which they lend to the  f u r t h e r

div is ion of lab o r  upon which  the p ro p e r ty  s y s t e m  is  founded, and to

o th e r  ins t i tu t ions  wh ich  combine  to deg rade  mankind.

What he sa id  about r a i l r o a d s ,  could of c o u r s e ,  be ex tended  to 

n e a r ly  a ll  m o d e r n  m e a n s  of t r a n s p o r t  and com m unica t ion .  They  a ll

br ing  the f u r t h e r  e n c r o a c h m e n t  of o rgan iza t ions ,  in s t i tu t io n s ,  and so

ca l led  a m e n i t i e s  of c iv i l iza t ion  to the coun t rys ide  w h e re  the  p r im i t iv e

life with  i t s  a t tendan t  v i r t u e s  s t i l l  r e m a in s  poss ib le .

But now, by m e a n s  of r a i l r o a d s ,  and s team b o a ts  and t e l e g r a p h s ,  
the coun t ry  i s  d e n a tu r a l i z e d ,  the old pious,  s tab le ,  and unenvied 
gains  of the f a r m e r  a r e  l iable  to a l l  the susp ic ion  which  only the 
m e rc h a n t s  f o r m e r l y  exci ted .  All  m i l k - f a r m s  and f r u i t - f a r m s
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etc .  , a r e  so m a n y  m a r k e t s  with t h e i r  c u s to m s  in  the  country .

C o n s id e r  the d e f o r m i t i e s  to which  the  f a r m e r  i s  l iab le ,  —the 
r u s t i c ,  the  clown (a co lono? ), the  v i l la in ,  e tc .

Along with hun d red s  of s im p le  occupa t ions ,  even  the age old

e m p lo y m en t  of h e rd in g  has  been  p r e - e m p t e d  by the  r a p id  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n

137p rov ided  by the  r a i l s .  Again ,  it w a s  not m e r e l y  the  t e chno log ica l

unem ploym en t  tha t  b o th e re d  T h o r e a u ,  but tha t  som eth ing  w as  being

d ra in ed  out of m a n  slowly a s  one by one h i s  h i s t o r i c  voca t ions  which

t i e d  h i m  to n a t u r e —fa rm in g ,  h e rd in g ,  hand c r a f t s m a n s h i p —c e a s e d  to

occupy h is  t im e  and a t ten t ion .  To h im ,  it  was  l i t e r a l l y  dehum aniz ing

f o r  m a n  to lose  h i s  c lo se  id en t i f ica t ion  w i th  and r e l a t i o n s h ip  to n a tu re .

"It is  e a s y  to f o r e s e e ,  " he w ro te  with  m ixed  a d m i r a t i o n  and  d i s ap p r o v a l ,

"that  one ex tens ive  w e l l - c o n d u c te d  and  o r d e r l y  in s t i tu t io n  l ike a r a i l r o a d

138w il l  keep  t im e  and o r d e r  f o r  a whole  coun t ry .  " The point i s ,  of

c o u r s e ,  tha t  T h o r e a u  felt  s t ro n g ly  th a t  a m a n  ought to  keep  h is  own t im e

and o r d e r  without the i n t e r f e r e n c e  of an ins t i tu t ion  d e c r e e in g  what  t im e

and o r d e r  sha l l  be.

I do not see c l e a r l y  tha t  t h e s e  s u c c e s s i v e  l o s s e s  a r e  e v e r  quite  
m a d e  up to us.  Th is  i s  one of the  t a x e s  which  we pay f o r  having 
a r a i l r o a d .  A lm o s t  a l l  o u r  im p r o v e m e n t s ,  so ca l led ,  tend to 
c o n v e r t  the c o u n t ry  into the  town.

This  s u g g es t s  what o r ig in  and foundation m an y  of our  laws 
and  ins t i tu t ions  have .  .

He recogn ized  tha t  once such an  i m p r o v e m e n t  ha s  b eco m e  e s t a b 

l i sh e d  a s  p a r t  of the  in s t i tu t io n a l  s y s t e m ,  t h e r e  i s  no r e a l i s t i c  e x p e c t a 
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t io n  tha t  it  w i l l  d i s a p p e a r .  Once people  see  the  w o r ld  p a s s in g  t h e m  by 

on the r a i l s ,  they a r e  no lo n g e r  able  to  l ive the s a m e  kind of life a s  

f o r m e r l y ,  f o r  a qua l i ta t ive  change h a s  t ak en  p lace .  Peo p le  "becom e  

im p a t i e n t  if they  l ive m o r e  than  a m i l e  f r o m  a r a i l r o a d  . . . t h e r e  a r e  

few who have  c h a r a c t e r  o r  b r a v e r y  enough to l ive off the road .  "

T h o r e a u  r e a l i z e d  tha t  once a m a n  i s  " a w a re  what is  going on in the 

w o r ld  [ h e  will ]  w ish  to take some p a r t  in i t ,  When they  a r e  d ra w n

f r o m  the s im p le  l iving of t h e i r  own l ives  into the co m p le x i t i e s  of the  

w o r ld  of c o m m e r c e  and gain,  m ank ind  h a s  in effect  b linded  h i s  m o r a l  

eye.

Such i s  the  u n iv e r s a l  law, which no m a n  can  e v e r  outwit ,  and 
with  r e g a r d  to the r a i l r o a d  even  we m a y  say  i t  is  a s  b ro a d  as  
i t  i s  long. To m a k e  a r a i l r o a d  round  the  w o r ld  av a i l ab le  to a l l  
m ank ind  i s  equivalen t to g rad ing  the  whole  s u r f a c e  of the  
p lanet .  Men have an ind is t inc t  notion tha t  if they  keep  up th is  
ac t iv i ty  of jo in t  s tocks  and sp ad es  long enough a l l  w i l l  a t  length  
r ide  s o m e w h e r e ,  in  next to no t i m e ,  and fo r  nothing; but . . . 
when  the sm oke  i s  blown away and the  v a p o r  condensed ,  i t  w il l  
be p e r c e iv e d  tha t  a few a r e  rid ing ,  but the  r e s t  a r e  run  ov e r ,  — 
and it w i l l  be c a l l ed ,  and w il l  be ,  "A m e la n ch o ly  acc id en t .  "
No doubt they  can  r ide  at l a s t  who sh a l l  have  e a r n e d  t h e i r  f a r e ,  
tha t  i s ,  if they  su rv ive  so long, but they  w i l l  p robab ly  have  los t  
t h e i r  e l a s t i c i t y  and d e s i r e  to  t r a v e l  by tha t  t im e .

Technology  such  as  the r a i l r o a d  t h e r e f o r e ,  d e p r iv e s  m e n  of a s e n s e  

of  value of the  r e a d i ly  a va i l ab le  m e a n s  of n e e d - s a t i s f a c t i o n .  With t e c h 

nology, m a n  s ee k s  to sa t i s fy  h is  n e ed s  l e s s  d i r e c t ly ,  m o r e  a r t i f i c i a l l y ,  

w i th  l e s s  in v e s tm en t  of h im s e l f .  By the  use  of t h e s e  u n n e c e s s a r y  a id s ,  

m e n  a r e  f u r t h e r  re m o v e d  f r o m  the to ta l  i m m e r s i o n  in  life which  T h o r e a u
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u s e d  a s  a s t a n d a r d  by  which  to m e a s u r e  a l l  value.  In the  sam e  b r e a t h  

with  a co n d em n a t io n  of the  desp o l i a t io n  c au sed  by the "dev i l i sh  I ron  

H o r s e , "  he r e m a r k e d  tha t  the v i l l a g e r s  of Concord  w e r e  anxious  to t a p  

the w a t e r s  of W alden  Pond "to w a s h  t h e i r  d i sh es  and be t h e i r  scull ion."  

T h e r e  is  an  in e s t im a b l e  lo s s  in such  p r o g r e s s ,  f o r  while convenience  

m a y  be s e r v e d ,  T h o r e a u  was  conv inced  that  the  p r o c e s s  of acq u i r in g  

w a t e r  f r o m  the  s h o r e s i d e  and the  a s s o c i a t i o n  with the n a tu ra l  beauty  of 

the  pond h e lp e d  m a n  to  define h im s e l f  and to m o r e  fully u nde rs tand  h i m 

se l f  a s  p a r t  of n a tu r e .  Not by tu rn in g  a tap  is a m a n  m ade  m o r e  hum ane ;  

m ank ind  w i l l  not " e a r n  t h e i r  Walden  by the tu rn ing  of a cock  o r  d rawing  

of a plug."^'^^ So m u c h  f o r  a l l  i n s t i tu t io n s  of p r o p e r t y  and technology.

E v e n  m o r e  ob jec t ionab le ,  if p o s s ib le ,  than ins t i tu t ions  of p r iv a te  

p r o p e r t y  and  techno logy ,  which  often com bine  in a  s ingle  c o rp o ra t io n ,  

a r e  the in s t i tu t io n s  w h ich  seek  to m old  opinions .  E a r l i e r  when d i s c u s s 

ing the c l iq u e s  w hich  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  to  be in c h a r g e  of the ins t i tu t ions  

of opinion, h i s  d i sg u s t  f o r  the  c h u rc h ,  p r e s s ,  and educa t iona l  s y s t e m  w as  

noted.  A l tnough he s a id  tha t  the  c h u r c h  w as  m o r e  p r e su m p tu o u s  in p r e 

tending to s p e a k  f o r  the  A lm igh ty ,  the  p r e s s  in A m e r i c a  he felt  to be a 

m o r e  in f luen t ia l  in s t i tu t io n  than  the  c h u rc h .  W here  the ch u rch  o c c a s i o n 

a l ly  r a i s e d  a feeb le  voice  on the side  of the r ight ,  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  the 

in fluence  of the  p r e s s  to be wholly  nega t ive .  "I b e l i e v e , "  he w ro te  in  the 

p r iv a c y  of h i s  j o u r n a l ,  "that  in th i s  c o u n t ry  the p r e s s  e x e r t s  a g r e a t e r
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and a m o r e  p e r n ic io u s  influence than  the Church .  We a r e  not a r e l ig io u s  

people ,  but w e  a r e  a na tion  of po l i t ic ians .  We do not m u ch  c a r e  fo r ,  we 

do not re a d ,  the  Bib le ,  but we do c a r e  f o r  and we do read  the  n e w s 

p a p e r s .  The  di ff icul ty  with  the  p r e s s  is  tha t  it i s  c a p tu r e d  by the

n e c e s s i t y  to be cau t ious  in  p re s en t in g  the news. J o u rn a l i s t i c  b a lan ce  and 

ob jec t iv i ty  on c o n t r o v e r s i a l  i s s u e s ,  T h o r e a u  c o n s id e re d  to be m e r e  e x p ed i 

ency.  He thought  tha t  the p r e s s  could not c l a i m  hones ty  u n le s s  i t  unequivo

ca l ly  a s s u m e d  advocacy  of what T h o rea u  would c o n s id e r  the  m o r a l l y  c o r 

r e c t  pos i t ion .  As  with  rep roduc t ion ,  the only excuse  fo r  a p r e s s  i s  f o r  

i m p r o v e m e n t .  The in s t i tu t ion  of the  f r ee  p r e s s ,  T h o rea u  fe lt ,  w a s  c a p 

t u r e d  by the  in s t i tu t io n  of the  f r e e  m a r k e t ,  and that  the econom ic  n e c e s s i t y  

of showing a  p ro f i t  th rough  a l a rg e  s u b sc r ip t i o n  l is t  and th rough  paid 

a d v e r t i s i n g  s u b v e r t e d  the m ot ive  f r o m  seeking  and te ll ing  t r u t h  to  m e r e l y  

m ak in g  m oney .

And as  f o r  the  h e r d  of n e w s p a p e r s ,  I do not chance  to know one 
in the  c o u n t r y  th a t  w i l l  d e l ib e ra t e ly  p r in t  anything  tha t  w i l l  u l t i 
m a te ly  and p e rm a n e n t ly  reduce  the n u m b e r  of i t s  s u b s c r i b e r s .
They  do not be l ieve  it would be expedient.  If we do not say  
p le a sa n t  th in g s ,  they  a rg u e ,  nobody w i l l  a t tend  to us .  And so 
they  a r e  l ik e  so m e  a u c t i o n e e r s ,  who sing an obscene  song in 
o r d e r  to d ra w  a c row d  a round  them .

Although  the m o d e r n  e lec t ro n ic  news m e d ia  have  m a d e  a q u a l i ta t ive  

change  in  the  n a tu re  of public news d i s s e m in a t io n  and c o m m e n t a r y ,  i t  is  

i n t e r e s t i n g  to specu la te  how T h o r e a u  would have  r e a c te d  to th e  m o d e r n  

ro le  of t e l e v i s i o n  and rad io .  One im ag ines  tha t  h is  con tem pt  f o r  the
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m o r a l  qua l i ty  of the  m ed ia  p r e s e n t a t i o n s  would be l i t t le  d i f fe ren t  f r o m  

his  fee l ings  about the  p r e s s .  The r e l i a n ce  of m ed ia  upon c o m m e r c i a l  

a d v e r t i s i n g  i s  even h e a v i e r  and l e s s  e sc a p ab le  by the public than n e w s 

p a p e r s .  Desp i te  occas iona l  d i s a g r e e m e n t s  be tween the m e d ia  and po l i 

t i c a l  f i g u r e s ,  the  mutua l  dependence  of po l i t ic s  and m e d ia  i s  obvious in 

the  s taged  p r e s s  co n fe ren ces  of p o l i t ic ians ,  the  a r m i e s  of r e p o r t e r s  

a s s ig n e d  to c o v e r  po l i t ica l  a c t i v i t i e s ,  and the  m a s s iv e  use  of e le c t ro n ic  

m e d ia  a s  cam p a ig n  tools .

By hav ing  a m o n e ta r y  m o t iv e ,  the p r e s s ,  and by ex tens ion ,  o the r  

in s t i tu t io n s  of opinion which m u s t  r e ly  upon public pa t ronage  and  f in an 

c ia l  su p p o r t ,  is  in league with that  c l a s s  of in s t i tu t ions  which a r e  d o m i 

nant  e co n o m ic a l ly  and poli t ica l ly .  T h e r e f o r e ,  the p r e s s ,  c o m m e r c i a l  

e n t e r p r i s e s ,  and in h is  day, s l a v e r y ,  w e re  mutua l ly  r e in fo rc in g  with  one 

a n o th e r  and  w i th  the  s ta te .  The n e w s p a p e r s  and ins t i tu t ions  of opinion 

he c o n s id e r e d  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p e rn ic io u s  because  they a r e  capab le  of co n 

t ro l l i n g  m in d s  w h e r e a s  the  o th e r  o rg a n iz a t io n s  with which they  a r e  in 

c o o p e r a t io n  only o p e ra te  to in f luence  the  economic  and ph y s ica l  condit ions  

of mank ind .  O th e r  ins t i tu t ions  of opinion, such as  the  c h u rc h ,  m a y  have 

an e l e m e n t  of m o r a l  c o m m i tm e n t  which is  capable  of fo rc ing  t h e m  to take 

an  unpopu la r  pos i t ion  under  e x t r e m e  c i r c u m s t a n c e s .  The p r e s s  on the 

o th e r  hand ,  he fe lt  to be whol ly  p ro s t i tu te d  to the ethic of the m a r k e t p l a c e .  

On the  i s s u e  of s lav e ry ,  fo r  e x am p le ,  T h o r e a u  grudgingly  a d m i t ted  that
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the c h u rc h  o c cas io n a l ly  w as  known to make  a t im id  d e c l a r a t i o n  of p r i n 

c ip le  w h e r e a s  the p r e s s  is  content to cling to "ob jec t iv i ty ."  T h o r e a u  

a dv ised  the a b o l i t io n i s t s  to m ake  a s  v igorous  an  a s s a u l t  on the p r e s s  

a s  they  had done upon the c hu rch  in the  d r ive  ag a in s t  s lave ry .  It w as  

h is  opinion tha t  the  m o r a l l y  sens i t ive  spot in the c h u rc h  might be 

touched, but tha t  t h e r e  was  r e l a t iv e ly  l it t le po l i t ica l  influence a v a i l 

able  to  it.

The p r e s s  was  v a s t ly  m o r e  in f luentia l ,  but a to u g h e r  nut to c r a c k

b eca u se ,  in p lace  of a love of t r u t h  o r  love of m an ,  n e w sp a p e r s  have  a

c o m m i tm e n t  to the love of money.  While T h o r e a u  thought that  unde r

prodding  of the ab o l i t io n i s t s ,  "the c h u rc h  h a s  dec ided ly  im p ro v ed  .

within  a y e a r  o r  tw o ,"  he found that  "the p r e s s  is ,  a lm o s t  without

145except ion ,  c o r r u p t . "

Yet,  T h o r e a u  saw the p r e s s  a s  the  key in s t i tu t ion  to fo rce  change 

in o th e r  in s t i tu t ions .  He felt  that  t h e i r  r e la t io n sh ip  to g o v e rn m en t  was 

so in t im a te  tha t ,  "if you do not r ead  the n e w sp a p e r s ,  you m a y  be 

im p each ed  fo r  t r e a s o n .  The n e w sp a p e r s  a r e  the ruling power .  What 

C o n g re s s  does  is  an  a f t e r c l a p . H i s  be l ie f  tha t  the p r e s s  w a s  one 

of the keys  to r e s t r u c t u r i n g  the ins t i tu t ions  of soc ie ty ,  al though re  m o t i 

vation  of t h e m  w a s  h is  u l t imate  objec t ive ,  led to  h is  advocacy  of a boy

cot t  of n e w sp a p e r s  in an  e f fo r t  to fo rce  t h e m  to p r in t  fo r  the sake  of 

t h e i r  c o m m i tm e n t  to a m o r a l  viewpoint r a t h e r  than  to win popu la r i ty  

and a l a rg e  m a r g i n  of prof it .  "The f r e e  m e n  of New Eng land ,"  he w ro te .
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"have only to r e f r a i n  f r o m  p u rc h a s in g  and read ing  th e se  s h e e t s ,  have 

only  to  withhold  t h e i r  c e n t s ,  to kil l  a s c o r e  of t h e m  at o n c e . " ^ ^ ^  The 

only  e d i to r s  who w e r e  s p a r e d  h is  w r a th  w e r e  those  with  w h o m  he a g re e d  

and  he s e e m s  to have a g r e e d  only with  N a than ie l  P. R ogers .  Even  h is  

f r i e n d ,  H o ra ce  G re e l e y ,  s tood condemned.

T h o r e a u  a l so  counted  the educa t iona l  in s t i tu t ions  as  am ong the

in s t i tu t io n s  of opinion. He had  had the advantage  of a co l lege  educa t ion

a s  w e l l  as  ex p e r ien c e  in teach ing  in the vil lage  school and the one

which  he and John had o p e ra te d  fo r  a sho r t  while .  His  id e a s  of the

c h a r a c t e r  of knowledge led h i m  to have g ra v e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  about the

sc ien t i f ic  method and the  cognit ive  a p p ro a ch e s  which  a r e  u s u a l  in the

o rg a n iz e d  t r a n s m i s s i o n  of knowledge. He w as  convinced tha t  the

u n i t a ry  c h a r a c t e r  of knowledge was s h a t t e r e d  by the cognit ive  a p p ro a ch

and the em ploym ent  of the  sc ien t i f ic  method .

The eye which can  a p p r e c i a t e  the naked and absolu te  beau ty  of 
a sc ien t i f ic  t r u t h  i s  f a r  m o r e  r a r e  than  that  which is  a t t r a c t e d  
by a m o r a l  one.  F e w  d e tec t  the m o r a l i t y  in the f o r m e r ,  o r  the 
s c ien ce  in the l a t t e r .  . . . They p r e f e r  the  p a r t i a l  s t a t e m e n t  
b e c a u s e  it f i ts  and m e a s u r e s  t h e m  and t h e i r  c o m m o d i t i e s  bes t .

T h o r e a u  did not a d m i t  a d is t inc t ion  be tween  knowledge of t r u t h  and 

a b so lu te  m o ra l i ty .  It w a s  im p o ss ib le  fo r  h i m  to t o l e r a te  ob jec t iv i ty  in 

s c ie n c e  ju s t  as  he could  not t o l e r a t e  an  object ive  point of view in j o u r n a l 

i s m .  His  belie f in the  u n i t a r y  c h a r a c t e r  of t r u t h  led h im  to  adopt a view 

which  i s  r e m a r k a b l y  l ike  tha t  advanced  by som e  of the a c t i v i s t s  in the
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l e a r n e d  p ro f e s s io n s  in  the  p r e s e n t  t im e .  In A  W eek  he w ro te ,  " m a t h e 

m a t i c s  should be m ix e d  not only with  ph y s ic s  but w i th  e th ic s ,  tha t  is

149m ix e d  m a t h e m a t i c s .  " It is  f o r  th is  r e a s o n  th a t  he  be l ieved  tha t  the  

r e a l  educa t ion  of a  p e r s o n  w as  po ss ib le  only t h r o u g h  the  s p i r i t u a l  o p e n 

n e s s  which he c h a r a c t e r i z e d  as  f r i en d sh ip ,  o r  what might  be a c l e a r e r  

p h r a s e ,  loving r e v e r e n c e .

He be l ieved  tha t  a  m a n ' s  educa t ion  w as  synonymous  with  h i s  s p i r i 

t u a l  deve lopm en t  and th a t  it w a s  so sub jec t ive  a m a t t e r  as  to en ta i l  a 

lo s s  of in t e g r i ty  to e n t r u s t  it to a n o t h e r ' s  keep ing .  The a t t i tude  with  

which  one a p p r o a c h e s  f a c t s  i s  the  c r u c i a l  e l e m e n t  in  the educa t ive  p r o 

c e s s  and i s  som eth ing  which  cannot be taught;  the  fac ts  which a r e  to  be 

m a s t e r e d  a r e  of s e c o n d a r y  im p o r tan c e .  It i s  the f o r m e r  he had in  m ind  

in  r e m a r k in g ,  "we t a lk  m u ch  about educa t ion ,  and yet none w il l  a s s u m e  

the  office of an  e d u c a to r .  I n e v e r  gave any one th e  whole  advan tage  of 

m y s e l f .  I n e v e r  a f fo rd ed  h im  the  c u l tu re  of m y  love.  F o r  th is

r e a s o n ,  he did not see  th a t  the  educa t iona l  in s t i tu t io n s  which had been  

e s ta b l i s h e d  by the C h u rc h  and the  g o v e rn m en t  w e r e  p e r fo rm in g  the f u n c 

t io n  which  he saw to be the e s s e n t i a l  one,  i.  e. , im p a r t in g  the o p e n n es s  

by which  in tu i t ive  knowledge, which he u su a l ly  c a l l ed  w isdom ,  i s  a b s o r b e d .

His  h o s t i l i ty  to in s t i tu t io n s  of educa t ion ,  plus  h i s  be lief in an  i n t u i 

t iv e  and affec t ive  t h e o r y  of knowledge r a t h e r  than  a cogni tive one,  m a k e s  

h i m  s e e m  a n t i - i n t e l l e c tu a l .  In som e r e s p e c t s  he c e r t a in l y  was .
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I have  h e a r d  tha t  t h e r e  is  a Socie ty  fo r  the  Diffusion  of 
Usefu l  Knowledge. It i s  s a id  th a t  knowledge is  pow er  and the 
l ike .  M eth inks  t h e r e  i s  equal  need  f o r  a Society f o r  the Dif 
fu s io n  of Useful I g n o r an c e ,  fo r  what is  m o s t  of o u r  boas ted  
s o - c a l l e d  knowledge but a c once i t  tha t  we know someth ing ,  
wh ich  ro b s  us of the ad v an ta g e s  of our  a c tu a l  igno rance .

F o r  a m a n ' s  i g n o ra n c e  s o m e t i m e s  is  not only useful ,  
but beauti fu l ,  while  h is  knowledge  is  o f ten t im es  w o r s e  than  
u s e l e s s ,  be s id e  being ugly .  In r e f e r e n c e  to im p o r tan t  th ings ,  
w hose  knowledge am oun ts  to m o r e  than  a c o n sc io u sn es s  of 
h i s  i g n o ra n c e ?  Yet what  m o r e  r e f r e s h in g  and in sp i r in g  
knowledge than th i s?

The  p r e t e n s io n s  of a c a d e m ic  ins t i tu t ions  a r e  an t i th e t i c a l  to th is  

v e ry  s en se  of w onder .  "When f a c t s  a r e  s een  supe r f ic ia l ly ,  they  a r e  

seen  a s  they  l ie in r e l a t io n  to c e r t a i n  ins t i tu t ions ,  p e rc h a n c e ,  " he 

w ro te ,  and tha t  w as  p r e c i s e l y  h i s  c r i t i c i s m .  He be l ieved  tha t  an  event 

in the  e d u ca t io n  of a p e r s o n  would  com e  to h im  th rough  a  s e n s e  of t r a n s 

la tion,  "when the t r u t h  r e s p e c t in g  h is  th ings  shal l  n a tu r a l l y  exhale  f r o m  

a m a n  l ike the odor  of the m u s k r a t  f r o m  the coat  of the  t r a p p e r .  At f i r s t

b lush  a m a n  i s  not capab le  of r e p o r t i n g  t ru th ;  he m u s t  be d re n c h ed  and

1 5 2
s a t u r a t e d  with  it f i r s t . ' "  I n s t i tu t io n a l iz ed  educa t ion  does not d re n c h  and

s a tu r a t e ;  r a t h e r ,  it f r a c t i o n a t e s  and d i s t o r t s ,  it conf ines  the in te l l e c t

r a t h e r  than  l i b e r a t e s  it .  "What does  educa t ion  often do? " he a sk e d ,  then

153
a n s w e r e d ,  "It m a k es  a s t r a i g h t - c u t  d itch  of a f r e e ,  m e a n d e r in g  brook.

He w as  speaking of in s t i tu t io n a l i z e d  educa t ion  r a t h e r  than  the kind which 

t a k e s  p lace  by the  v e ry  p r o c e s s  of l iving.

E d u c a t io n a l  in s t i tu t io n s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  w h e th e r  g o v e rn m en t  sup p o r ted
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o r  c h u r c h - r e l a t e d ,  i n s t r u c t  "only in  tha t  innocent and ineffec tual  way 

in which  the  Catholic  p r i e s t s  t e ach  the a b o r ig n e s ,  by which the pupil 

i s  n e v e r  educa ted  to the deg ree  of c o n sc io u s n e s s .  . . Being a

p a r t  of the e s t a b l i s h e d  socia l  s y s t e m ,  the  schools  a r e  suppor t ive  of 

the s ta tu s  quo and of the value s y s t e m  upon which the e s tab l i sh ed  

so c ia l  in s t i tu t ions  a r e  p red ica ted .  In both public and p r iva te  schools  

"one is  educa ted  to believe,  and would r e jo ice  if the  r i s ing  gen e ra t io n  

should find no o c ca s io n  to doubt; tha t  the  State and C hurch  a r e  on the 

side  of m o r a l i t y ,  tha t  the voice of the people is the  voice of G o d . 55 

In many r e s p e c t s ,  what p a s s e s  fo r  educa t ion  is  l i t t le  m o r e  than  a c o n 

s p i r a c y  fo r  the  pe rpe tua t ion  of the ex is t ing  soc ia l  sy s t e m .

It w as  c o l l e g es  which drew  h i s  s t ro n g e s t  w ra th ,  s ince  they  d raw  

the f ines t  d i s t in c t io n s  between the v a r io u s  fie lds  of knowledge, and p r a c 

t i c e  the m o s t  e x t r e m e  div is ion of in te l l e c tu a l  labor .  The co l leges  t h e r e 

fo r e ,  have  r e m o v e d  th e m s e lv e s  f u r th e s t  f r o m  the r e a l i t i e s  of the  w or ld .

Sch o la rs  have  fo r  the  m os t  p a r t  a d i s e a s e d  way of looking at the 
w or ld .  They m e a n  by i t  a few c i t i e s  and unfor tunate  a s s e m b l i e s  
of m en  and w om en ,  who might  a l l  be concea led  in the g r a s s  of 
the  p r a r i e s .  They d e s c r ib e  th is  w or ld  as  old o r  new, heal thy  o r  
d i s e a s e d ,  a cc o rd in g  to the s ta te  of t h e i r  l i b r a r i e s ,  —a li t t le  dust  
m o r e  o r  l e s s  on t h e i r  shelves .  When I go ab ro ad  f r o m  under  
th is  shingle  o r  s la t e  roof, I find s e v e r a l  th ings  which  they  have  
not c o n s id e re d .  T h e i r  conclus ions  s e e m  im p e r fe c t .

Not only a r e  t h e i r  conclus ions  im p e r f e c t ,  T h o r e a u  was of the 

opinion that  m o s t  of what they know and t e a c h  is  t r i v i a l .  The m o d e rn  

c r i e s  of i r r e l e v a n c e  in  co l leg ia te  s tu d ie s  a r e  found throughout T h o r e a u ' s
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w r i t i n g s .  It was h is  f i r m  opin ion tha t  s c h o la r s h ip  and  le a r n in g  a r e  

g iven  a d e fe ren ce  and r e s p e c t  tha t  they  do not d e s e r v e .  "Can t h e r e  be 

any g r e a t e r  r e p r o a c h  than  id le  l e a r n in g ? "  he asked .  " L e a r n  to spl i t  

wood, at  l e a s t .  Idle l e a r n in g  i s  a b a r r e n  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t ,  o r

w o r s e ,  a s p i r i tu a l ly  deaden ing  e x e r c i s e .

When I th ink of the tho ro u g h  d r i l l in g  to which young m e n  a r e  
s u b jec te d  in the  E n g l i sh  u n i v e r s i t i e s ,  acqu i r ing  a m inu te  
knowledge of L a t in  p ro so d y  and of G re e k  p a r t i c l e s  and a c c e n t s ,  
so th a t  they  can  not only t u r n  a p a s s a g e  of H o m e r  into E n g l i sh  
p r o s e  o r  v e r s e ,  but r e a d i ly  a  p a s s a g e  of S h a k e sp e a re  into 
L a t in  h e x a m e t e r s  o r  e l e g i a c s ,  —that th is  and the l ike  of th i s  
i s  to  be l ib e ra l ly  educa ted ,  —I a m  rem in d ed  how d i f f e r en t  was 
the  educa t ion  of the  a c tu a l  H o m e r  and S h a k e sp e a re .  The 
w o r th i e s  of the w o r ld  and l i b e r a l l y  educa ted  have  a lw ay s ,  in 
th i s  s ense  got along with  l i t t l e  L a t in  and l e s s  G re ek .  ®

So m u c h  fo r  the  l i b e r a l  a r t s .  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  th a t  if s tuden ts  

w e r e  taught  usefu l  p r a c t i c a l  sk i l l s  r a t h e r  than  m e r e l y  d iv e r t e d  with 

p e d a n t r y ,  they would be m o r e  h u m a n e  and l ib e ra te d .  What happens  is 

th a t  the  educa t iona l  s y s t e m  s u p p o r t s  the  s ta tus  quo by te ach ing  the 

c o m m o n  sen se  va lues  and p e rp e tu a t in g  a h i e r a r c h y  b a s e d  upon d iv is ion  

of l a b o r  and subo rd ina t ion  of ind iv idua ls  to the  w e l f a re  of the ins ti tu tion .  

It w as  not T h o r e a u ' s  idea  tha t  such  a function in i t s e l f  i s  ob ject ionable .

What is  ca l led  c o m m o n  s e n s e  i s  exce l len t  in i t s  d e p a r tm e n t ,  
and  a s  inva luable  as  the  v i r t u e  of con fo rm i ty  in  the  a r m y  and 
navy, —fo r  t h e r e  m u s t  be subord ina t ion ,  —but u ncom m on  
s e n s e ,  tha t  s ense  which  i s  c o m m o n  only to the w i s e s t ,  i s  a s  
m u c h  m o r e  exce l len t  a s  i t  i s  m o r e  r a r e .  Some a s p i r e  to 
e x c e l l e n c e  in the su b o rd in a te  d e p a r tm e n t ,  and m a y  God speed 
th e m .  What F u l l e r  s ay s  of m a s t e r s  of co l leges  i s  u n iv e r s a l l y  
a p p l ic ab le ,  tha t  "a l i t t l e  a l loy  of du l lnes s  in a m a s t e r  of a  c o l 
lege  m a k e s  h im  f i t t e r  to m a n a g e  s e c u l a r  a f f a i r s l " ^ 5 9
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What is  ob jec t ionab le  i s  tha t  it s m o t h e r s  u n co m m o n  sense .  The 

o v e r s e e r s  and facu l ty  of a co llege  " r e q u i r e  a m a n  who wi l l  t r a i n  wel l  

unde r  t h e m .  C onsequen t ly  they  have not in t h e i r  em p loy  any but s m a l l  

m e n , —t r a i n e r s .  Like a l l  in s t i tu t ions ,  e duca t iona l  in s t i tu t ions ,

and e s p e c i a l l y  c o l l e g e s  a r e  l i f e l e s s ,  c o n s e r v a t i v e ,  and without  the 

ab i l i ty  to m a k e  v i ta l  con t r ibu t ions  to a m a n ' s  i n t e r n a l  p r o c e s s  of l iving. 

They do not s h a r p e n  c o n sc io u s n e s s ,  but m a k e  the  du l lnes s  m o r e  u n i fo rm  

among the u n fo r tu n a te s  who a t tend  th em .  In W a ld e n , t h e r e  is a long 

pa ssa g e  w h ic h  s t a t e s  c l e a r l y  his  pos i t ion  on c o l l e g e s ,  and in the la s t  

p a r a g r a p h  s u m m a r i z e s  T h o r e a u ' s  view of a l l  so c ia l  in s t i tu t ions .  A l 

though it is  lengthy , it is  quoted h e r e  b e c a u s e  of i t s  neat  synopsis  of 

h is  bas ic  c o n cep t io n  of soc ia l  in s t i tu t io n s  and what is  w rong  with  them .

At C a m b r id g e  Col lege  the m e r e  ren t  of a s t u d e n t ' s  ro o m ,  which 
i s  only a l i t t l e  l a r g e r  than m y  own, i s  t h i r t y  d o l l a r s  e ach  y e a r ,  
though the  c o r p o r a t i o n  had the  advan tage  of building th i r ty - tw o  
s ide  by s ide  and unde r  one roof, and the occupant s u f fe r s  the 
inconven ience  of m any  and noisy n e ig h b o r s ,  and p e rh a p s  a r e s i 
dence  in the  fo u r th  s to ry .  I cannot but th ink tha t  if we had m o r e  
t r u e  w i s d o m  in th e s e  r e s p e c t s ,  not only l e s s  educa t ion  would be 
needed ,  b e c a u s e ,  fo r so o th ,  m o r e  would a l r e a d y  have been 
a c q u i r e d ,  but  the  p e cu n ia ry  expense  of ge t t ing  an educa t ion  would 
in a g r e a t  m e a s u r e  vanish .  Those  co n v en ien ces  which the s t u 
dent r e q u i r e s  at  C am b r id g e  o r  e l s e w h e r e  c o s t  h im  o r  somebody 
e l se  ten  t i m e s  a s  g re a t  a s a c r i f i c e  of life a s  they  would with 
p r o p e r  m a n a g e m e n t  on both  s ides .  Th o se  th ings  fo r  which the 
m o s t  m o n e y  i s  dem anded  a r e  n e v e r  the  th ings  which the  student 
wants  m o s t .  Tui t ion,  fo r  in s ta n ce ,  i s  an  im p o r ta n t  i t e m  in the 
t e r m  bi l l ,  w hi le  fo r  the f a r  m o r e  va luab le  educa t ion  which he 
gets  by a s s o c i a t i n g  with  the  m o s t  cu l t iva ted  of h is  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  
no c h a r g e  i s  m a d e .  The m ode  of founding a co l lege  i s ,  .commonly,  
to get up a s u b sc r ip t i o n  of d o l l a r s  and c e n t s ,  and then, following 
blindly  the p r in c ip l e s  of a d iv is ion of l a b o r  to  i t s  e x t r e m e —a
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p r inc ip le  which should  n e v e r  be followed but w i th  c i r c u m s p e c 
t io n —to ca l l  in a c o n t r a c t o r  who m a k e s  th is  a sub jec t  of s p e c u 
la tion,  and he e m p lo y es  I r i s h m e n  o r  o th e r  o p e r a t iv e s  ac tua l ly  
to lay the  foundat ions ,  whi le  the  students that  a r e  to be a r e  
said  to be fi t t ing th e m s e l v e s  fo r  it; and fo r  th e se  o v e r s ig h t s  
s u c c e s s iv e  g e n e r a t io n s  have  to pay. I th ink tha t  it would be 
b e t t e r  than  t h i s , f o r  the  s tuden t s ,  o r  those  who d e s i r e  to  be 
benef ited  by it,  even  to lay the  foundation t h e m s e l v e s .  The 
student who s e c u r e s  h is  cove ted  l e i s u re  and r e t i r e m e n t  by 
s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  s h i rk in g  any la b o r  n e c e s s a r y  to m a n  obta ins  but 
an ignoble and unprof i tab le  l e i s u r e ,  defrauding  h i m s e l f  of the 
e x p e r ien c e  which a lone  can  m a k e  l e i s u re  f ru i t fu l .  "But,  " says  
one,  "you do not m e a n  that  the  s tuden ts  should go to w o rk  with 
t h e i r  hands in s te ad  of t h e i r  h e ad s?  " I do not m e a n  tha t  exactly ,  
but I m e a n  som eth ing  which  he might  think a good d ea l  l ike 
that;  I m e a n  tha t  they  should  not play life,  o r  study it m e r e l y ,  
while the  co m m u n i ty  s u p p o r t s  t h e m  at  th i s  ex p en s iv e  g am e ,  
but e a r n e s t l y  l ive it f r o m  beginning to end. How could youths  
b e t t e r  l e a r n  to l ive  than  by at  once t ry ing  the e x p e r i m e n t  of 
l iving? Me th inks  th is  would e x e r c i s e  t h e i r  m in d s  a s  m u c h  as  
m a th e m a t i c s .  If I w ished  a boy to know som eth ing  about the  
a r t s  and s c i e n c e s ,  fo r  in s t a n c e ,  I would not p u r s u e  the co m m o n  
c o u r s e ,  which  i s  m e r e l y  to send h im  into the ne ighborhood  of 
some p r o f e s s o r ,  w h e r e  anyth ing i s  p ro f e s se d  and p r a c t i s e d  but 
the  a r t  of l i f e ;—to su rv ey  the  w or ld  th rough  a t e l e s c o p e  o r  a 
m i c r o s c o p e ,  and n e v e r  with  h i s  n a tu ra l  eye; to s tudy  c h e m i s t r y ,  
and not l e a r n  how h is  b re a d  is  made ,  o r  m e c h a n ic s ,  and not 
l e a r n  how it is  e a r n e d ;  to d i s c o v e r  new s a t e l l i t e s  to Neptune,  
and not de tec t  the  m o te s  in h i s  eyes ,  o r  to what vagabond  he  is  
a sa te l l i t e  h im se l f ;  o r  to be devoured  by the m o n s t e r s  tha t  
s w a r m  all  a ro u n d  h im ,  whi le  con tem pla t ing  the m o n s t e r s  in a 
drop  of v inegar .  Which would have advanced the m o s t  a t  the 
end of a m o n th —the  boy who had m ade  h i s  own jackkn i fe  f r o m  
the o re  which he had dug and s m e l ted ,  reading  a s  m u c h  as  would 
be n e c e s s a r y  fo r  t h i s — o r  the  boy who had a t tended  the  l e c t u r e s  
on m e ta l lu r g y  at the In s t i tu te  in  the meanw hi le ,  and had re c e iv e d  
a Rodgers  penknife f r o m  h is  f a th e r ?  Which would  be m o s t  l ike ly  
to cut h is  f in g e r s  ? . . . To m y  a s to n i sh m e n t  I w as  in fo r m ed  on 
leaving co llege  tha t  I had s tud ied  nav iga t ion!— why, if I had taken  
one tu rn  down the h a r b o r  I should  have  known m o r e  about it.
Even  the poor  s tudent s tud ie s  and is taught  only p o l i t i c a l  economy, 
while tha t  e conom y  of living which  is  synonymous  wi th  phi losophy 
is  not even s i n c e r e l y  p r o f e s s e d  in our  co l leges .  The consequence  
i s ,  tha t  while  he i s  read ing  A d a m  Smith,  R ica rd o ,  and Say, he 
runs  h is  f a t h e r  in debt i r r e t r i e v a b l y .
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A s w i th  o u r  c o l l e g es ,  so wi th  a h u n d red  "naodern i m p r o v e 
m e n t s " ;  t h e r e  is  an  i l lu s io n  about th e m ;  t h e r e  is  not a lways  
a pos i t ive  advance .  The devil  goes  on exac ting  compound 
i n t e r e s t  to the la s t  f o r  h i s  e a r l y  s h a r e  and n um erous  s u c 
ceed ing  i n v e s t m e n t s  in  th em .  O ur  inven t ions  a r e  wont to be 
p r e t t y  to y s ,  which d i s t r a c t  o u r  a t t en t ion  f r o m  s e r io u s  th ings .
They a r e  but im p ro v ed  m e a n s  to  an  u n im proved  end,^ an  end 
w hich  i t  w a s  a l r e a d y  but too e a s y  to a r r i v e  a t . . . .

In s t i tu t io n s  d i s t r a c t  ou r  a t ten t io n  f r o m  s e r io u s  th ings .  They debase  

o u r  m o t iv e s ,  dull  ou r  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  pollu te  the pur ity  of o u r  in ten t ions ,  

and dece ive  o u r  p e rc ep t io n s .  It i s  c l e a r  tha t  h is  famous  o b se rv a t io n ,

"In w i ld n e s s  is  the p r e s e r v a t i o n  of the w o r ld ,  " i s  a double e n ten d re  at 

the  v e r y  l e a s t .

In c lo s ing ,  it is  c l e a r  tha t  T h o r e a u  did not, as  many  have  a s s u m e d ,  

igno re  soc ie ty .  H owever ,  it is  t r u e  tha t  he had a r a t h e r  p a r t i a l  u n d e r 

s tand ing  of so c ie ty  a s  i t  r e l a t e s  to the indiv idual.  In a t tem p t ing  to r e l a t e  

h is  ind iv id u a l i s t i c  view of m a n  to h is  so c ia l  views,  one is  c o n sc io u s  of 

a n u m b e r  of in c o n s i s t e n c i e s .  F o r  ex am p le ,  T h o r e a u  m ade  the  a s s u m p 

t ion  tha t  so c ie ty  o r ig in a te s  in the  i n s t i n c t s  of mankind,  but the  p s y c h o 

logy tha t  u n d e r g i r d s  h i s  view of m an  does  not m ake  adequate  p ro v is io n  

f o r  a llowing  an  ind iv idual to p e rc e iv e  h i m s e l f  in a so c ia l  context .  The 

d i s t in c t io n  w h ich  he d rew  be tween  the b en e f ic ia l  c oope ra t ion  among m e n  

in v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n s  and the  d e s t r u c t i v e ,  p e r v e r t e d  in s t i tu t io n a l iz ed  

so c ia l  f o r m s  i s  at  b e s t  poor ly  d e s c r ib e d .  The re l i ance  upon "good"  

ind iv idua l  m o t iva t ion  in d e te r m in in g  the c h a r a c t e r  of a soc ia l  f o r m f a i l s  

f o r  want  of a m e a n s  of ob jec t ive ly  d e te r m in in g  the subjec t ive  m o t iva t ion
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of o th e r s .  The in fluence  of in s t i tu t ions  upon the d e ve lopm en t  of the 

ind iv idua l  ego w as  r ecogn ized ,  but T h o r e a u  fa iled  to follow the im p l i c a 

t ions  of th is  back  to h is  view of the n a tu re  of man.

It is  a l so  c u r io u s  tha t  T h o r e a u  w ro te  of in e r t  m a t e r i a l  objects  as 

if they  a r e  p a r t  of a l a r g e r  o r g a n i s m ,  and even a s  if they  p a r t i c ip a te  in 

the u n iv e r s a l  wil l ,  yet  r e fu sed  to a c c o r d  the sam e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  to 

soc ia l  in s t i tu t io n s .  His ideas  of so c ia l  evolution c la sh ed  with  the indi

vidual m o r a l  in tu i t i o n i sm  which  he p laced  in a s u p e r i o r  pos i t ion  to 

so c ia l ly  defined v a lues .  One is  left unsa t i s f ied  a f t e r  read ing  Thoreau ,  

if one had  hoped to  find a rea so n e d  in te g ra t io n  of the r igh ts  of the indi

vidua l and the  r igh ts  of socie ty .  In place of r e a so n ,  one is  left with 

i n tu i t i o n i sm  and right  m ot iva t ion .  In p lace  of a defin it ion  of r igh ts  and 

obliga tions  by which an individua l functions  among h is  fe llow beings ,  

one finds only the supposed  s u p re m a c y  of the indiv idual wil l .

E ven  if one w ish es  to c o n f i r m  his unders tand ing  of T h o rea u  as a 

com ple te  ind iv idua l is t ,  one is confounded by his  am bigu i ty  to w ard  c o 

o p e ra t iv e  v e n tu re s ,  such  a s  exempl i f ied  by the v i l lage .  His  recognit ion 

of the fee l ings  of e th n o c e n t r i s m  which n a tu r a l  c u l t u r a l  a f f in i t ie s  r a i s e  in 

indiv idua ls  could with  only m in o r  ex tens ion  be buil t  into som eth ing  ve ry  

l ike a th e o ry  of the c o m p re h e n s iv e  s ta te  in the m a n n e r  of the G re ek s ,  

R ousseau ,  B urke ,  Hegel,  and m o d e r n  Ma rx i s t  - L en in is t  s . Ins tead ,  the

r e a d e r  f inds h im s e l f  left f r u s t r a t e d  with  n e i th e r  a w e l l  c o n s t r u c te d  Indi

vid u a l i s t - a n a r c h i s t  th e o ry ,  no r  a  h u m an is t i c  so c ia l  th e o ry  buil t  on
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l i b e r a l  v a lu e s ,  n o r  an e n c o m p a s s in g  so c ia l  t h e o r y  tha t  leads  tow ard  an 

adequa te  foundation fo r  the ro le  of the  s ta t e .  F r o m  th is  r a t h e r  b e w i l 

de r ing  confus ion , we m us t  now p ro c e e d  to c o n s i d e r  T h o r e a u ' s  view of 

the  s ta t e .
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C H A P T E R  V n  

THE STA TE

B ecause  T h o reau  has  been p r e s e n t e d  as  an Idea l is t ,^  it is a l l  the 

m o r e  s t r ik in g  that  he w as  so co ld ly  p r a c t i c a l  in h is  pe rcep t io n s  of p o l i 

t i c a l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  such as  the s ta t e .  Al though h is  use  of language was  

not a cc o rd in g  to the p r e c i s e  de f in i t ions  of po l i t ica l  sc ience  and he o c c a 

s io n a l ly  used the words  s ta te ,  g o v e rn m e n t ,  people,  and race  a lm o s t  a s  

if th ey  w e re  in te rchangeab le  t e r m s ,  a c a r e f u l  read ing  should convince  

one tha t  T horeau  had a c l e a r  notion of the  d i s t inc t ion  between the s ta te  

a s  an  idea  and the gov e rn m en t  a s  an  o p e ra t io n  o r  p r o c e s s .

A s  with the concept of soc ie ty ,  T h o r e a u  c o n s id e re d  the s ta te  to 

be a m an i fe s t a t io n  of m a n ' s  n a t u r a l  a ff in i ty  fo r  th o se  o the r  h um an  beings  

w i th  w hom  he s h a r e s  a s y s t e m  of language ,  va lues  and be l ie fs .  It is  a 

c u l t u r a l  phenomenon which a r i s e s  at a c e r t a i n  s tage  of the deve lopm ent  

of c iv i l iza t ion  as  a r e su l t  of the cond i t ions  of m a n ' s  n a tu re ,  a c o n s e 

q u en ce  of h is  g r e g a r i o u s n e s s ,  g o o d w i l l ,  and s t r iv in g  fo r  ju s t i c e  in 

h u m a n  re la t io n sh ip s .  The s ta t e ,  T h o r e a u  felt,  is  a psycho log ica l  p r e 

d i s p o s i t io n  and a sh a r ed  idea m o r e  than  a s y s t e m  of behav ior  con t ro l  

o r  a w e l l -de f ined  g e o g ra p h ica l  boundary .  He sp eak s  of peoples and 

o c c a s io n a l ly  of r a c e s  o r  of na t ions  when he w ish es  to r e f e r  to th is  idea l  

e n t i ty ,  usually  a s so c ia t i n g  the idea  wi th  def inite  psycholog ica l  and
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p h y s ica l  benef i t s  de r ived  f r o m  the a s s o c i a t i o n .  It has  some r a c i a l  and 

g e o g ra p h ic a l  im p l ica t ions ,  but the s ta te  is  not p r i m a r i l y  based  upon 

e i t h e r  of th e s e  f a c to r s .  It s e e m s  to have  been  T h o r e a u ' s  a s su m p t io n  

tha t  the s ta te  i s  one of the n a tu ra l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  wh ich  exis t  in hum an 

r e l a t i o n s  m u c h  like the family ,  in r e s p o n s e  to an inborn  ins tinc t  

to w a rd  "a r igh t  s ta te  of th ings ,"^  which  in i t s  m o s t  posit ive  fo r m  

T h o r e a u  c o n s id e r e d  "F r i en d sh ip .  "

G o v e rn m e n t ,  on the o the r  hand, T h o r e a u  saw a s  the human i n s t i 

tu t ion  which  had been developed to im p le m e n t  the opera t ion  of the s ta te .  

W h e r e a s  the  s ta te  r e s t s  upon pos it ive  i m p u l s e s  f o r  m utua l  aid,  g o v e r n 

m e n t  r e s t s  in the  hands of individual  m e n  w hose  m o t iv e s  may be and 

usua l ly  a r e ,  defective .  Any gove rnm en t  is  a s e p a r a t e  thing f r o m  the 

s ta te  no m a t t e r  what the f o r m  of g o v e rn m e n t  m igh t  be. He accep ted  the 

A r i s t o t e l i a n  c l a s s i f i c a t io n  of g o v e rn m e n ts ,  and a l though he d isp layed  a 

p r e f e r e n c e  fo r  r e p u b l i c a n i sm  throughout  h i s  w r i t in g ,  e spec ia l ly  in h is  

a ccoun ts  of h i s  Canadian a d v en tu re s ,  he a g r e e d  with  Pla to  that  the b e s t  

g o v e rn m e n t  i s  by the b e s t  men. "So so m e ,  it s e e m s  to me,  e lec t  t h e i r  

r u l e r s  fo r  t h e i r  c ro o k e d n es s .  But I th ink tha t  a s t r a ig h t  s t ick  m a k e s  

the be s t  cane ,  and an upright m an  the bes t  r u l e r .  His sym path ies  

w e r e  de f in i te ly  not m o n a rc h ica l ,  but he c l e a r l y  had a p re fe re n ce  fo r  a 

m o r a l  e l i t i s m  bo rd e r in g  on a th e o c r a c y  som ew ha t  l ike the P u r i t a n  P r o 

t e c t o r a t e  in England  to which he f r eq u en t ly  r e f e r r e d  and always in a
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f a v o ra b le  context.

Sti l l ,  he was v e r y  m u c h  of a p o s i t iv is t  in recogniz ing  th e  g o v e r n 

m e n t  as  an  o rgan ized  s y s t e m  of en fo rced  behav io r  p a t t e r n s  r e s t i n g  

upon c o e r c iv e  power wi th  the  im p l i c i t  t h r e a t  of vio lence.

We p r e s e r v e  the s o - c a l l e d  peace  of our  communi ty  by deed s  of 
pe t ty  violence e v e r y  day. Look  at  the p o l ic e m an ' s  b i l ly  and 
handcuffs!  Look at the ja i l!  Look  at the gallows! Look at  the  
chap la in  of the r e g im e n t .  ^

T h o r e a u ' s  i n t e r e s t  in c u l tu r a l  an thropology led h i m  to c o l l e c t  a 

g re a t  d ea l  of in fo rm a t io n  re g a rd in g  peoples  in e a r l i e r  s t a g e s  of c u l 

t u r a l  deve lopm ent .  He w as  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in t e r e s t e d  i n A m e r i c a n  Indians  

and went out of his  way to in te rv ie w  those  few rem a in ing  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  

of the van ish ing  ab o r ig in a l  popula t ion  in his  a r e a  who w e r e  k n o w le d g e 

ab le  about  the  old ways.  His a d m i r a t i o n  for  the Ind ians '  i m m e d i a t e  c o n 

tac t  w i th  n a tu re  and e a s y  f a m i l i a r i t y  with  the r e s t  of c r e a t i o n  w a s  c o n 

s id e r a b l e .  T h o rea u  be l ieved  tha t  the  Ind ians '  in t im acy  with  W ildness  

in v ig o ra te d  th e i r  l ives  to such  an  ex ten t  that they w e re  able  to func tion 

wi th  the  m o s t  r u d im e n ta ry  kinds of in s t i tu t ions .  The s t a t e ,  T h o r e a u  

im p l i e s ,  w as  not a phenomenon in Indian cu l tu ra l  life p r i o r  to the  c o m 

ing of the  white man.  Th is  is  not to  say  th e re  was no g o v e rn m e n t ,  o r  

s y s t e m  of so c ia l  con t ro l ,  but it w as  not of the highly in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  

c h a r a c t e r  tha t  m a r k s  the m o r e  advanced  soc ie t ie s .  He w as  a w a r e  of 

the  qua l i ta t ive  change in  h u m an  r e l a t i o n s  when the nomadic  l ife of the 

h u n te r  i s  su p e r se d ed  by the a g r i c u l t u r a l  phase of c u l tu ra l  deve lopm en t .
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In A Week he w r o te ,  "G arden ing  i s  c iv i l  and socia l ,  but it  w an ts  the 

v igo r  and f r e e d o m  of the  f o r e s t .  . . In som e  p a s s a g e s  T h o r e a u  

s e e m e d  to sugges t  tha t  t h e r e  is  a p r o g r e s s i o n  in h i s to r y  w hich  m a k e s  

the  a g r i c u l t u r a l  phase  with  i t s  a t tendan t  c iv i l i ty  and soc iab i l i ty  i n e v i 

tab ly  d i s p la c e  the h u n t e r  s tage .  It was  lam en tab le  f r o m  h i s  point  of 

view, but c iv i l i z a t io n  c o m e s  on ap ace  fo r  a l l  peoples  b r ing ing  w i th  it 

the  in s t i tu t io n s  of c iv i l i z a t io n ,  a m ong  which  the  s ta te  and i t s  g o v e r n 

m en t  a r e  p ro m in en t .

F o r  the  Indian  t h e r e  i s  no safe ty  but in the  plow. If he  
would not be pushed  into the  P a c i f i c ,  he  m u s t  se ize  hold of a 
p lo w - ta i l  and le t  go h i s  bow and a r r o w ,  h is  f i s h - s p e a r  and 
ri f le .  Th is  is  the  only C h r i s t i a n i t y  tha t  wi l l  save h im.

H is  fa te  s ays  s t e r n l y  to h im ,  " fo r s ak e  the  h u n t e r ’s life 
and e n t e r  into the a g r i c u l t u r a l ,  the  second, s ta te  of man .  Res t  
y o u r s e l v e s  a l i t t l e  d e e p e r  in the  soil ,  if you would continue  to 
be the  o ccupan ts  of the  c oun t ry .  " But 1 confess  1 have  no l i t t l e  
sy m p a th y  with  the  Ind ians  and h u n t e r  men.  They s e e m  to m e  
a d i s t in c t  and equa l ly  r e s p e c t a b l e  people ,  bo rn  to w a n d e r  and 
to hunt,  and not to be in nocu la ted  with  the twilight  c iv i l i z a t io n  
of the w hi te  m a n .

In T h o r e a u ' s  opinion, the  h u n t e r  s tage  is  too p r im i t iv e  to have  

c r e a t e d  a s t r u c t u r e  f o r  in s t i tu t io n a l iz in g  v io lence  power  f o r  the  c o n t r o l  

of behav io r .  In o th e r  w o r d s ,  the  s ta te  i s  not a phenomenon of the  

h u n te r  s tage .  He c i ted  an  e x a m p le  in h is  j o u r n a l  i l l u s t r a t in g  the d i f 

f e r e n c e  be tw een  a p r im i t i v e  p e o p le ' s  m ethod  of dealing w i th  a  b r e e c h  

of expec ted  b e h a v io r  and m o d e r n  g o v e rn m e n t s .

In  V im o n t ' s  J e s u i t  Rela t ions  f o r  1642, he  d e s c r i b e s  the 
c u s to m s  of the  I r o q u o i s .  A s  in the  c a s e  of the  H u ro n s ,  e v e r y -
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thing is  done by p r e s e n t s .  The m u r d e r e r  and r o b b e r  a r e  
r e s t r a i n e d  by the  v e r y  defect  of j u s t i c e ,  and b e ca u se  the  
co m m u n i ty  (his r e l a t io n s  o r  t r i b e )  whips  i t s e l f  fo r  h is  fault .
They m u s t  a p p e a s e  the in ju r e d  with c o s t l y  p r e s e n t s .  They 
m ak e  tha t  he  s h a l l  involve h i s  f r i e n d s  in ru in  a long w i th  h i m 
self ,  and if he  would  in ju re  anyone, s h a l l  i n j u r e  t h e m  too.
By m ak ing  i t  im p o s s i b l e  f o r  h im  to do any in ju r y  without 
doing a g r e a t e r  in ju r y  than  he w is h e s ,  they  r e s t r a i n  h im .  ^

Th is  obvious ly  i s  a d isc ip l ine  which  w as  s e l f - im p o s e d  th ro u g h  c u l tu r a l

condit ioning , not the  r i t u a l i z e d  and in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  vengance  by which

a s ta te  and i t s  g o v e rn m e n t  m e t e s  out r e t r ib u t io n .  The fac t  that  the

c o e r c iv e  p o w er  in m o r e  deve loped  c u l tu r e s  ha s  been  in s t i tu t iona l ized

i s  a s ign if ican t  h i s t o r i c a l  even t  in T h o r e a u ' s  view.

It is  c o m m o n ly  said  th a t  h i s t o r y  i s  a h i s t o r y  of w a r ,  but 
it is a t  the  s a m e  t im e  a h i s t o r y  of d eve lopm en t .  Savage na t ions  — 
any of ou r  Ind ian  t r i b e s ,  fo r  i n s t a n c e —would  have  enough s t i r r i n g  
inc iden ts  in t h e i r  an n a ls ,  w a r s  and m u r d e r s  enough, s u re ly ,  to 
m a k e  a n ec d o te s  without end, such  a c h ro n ic le  of s t a r t l i n g  and 
m o n s t r o u s  e v e n t s  a s  f i l l  the  da i ly  p a p e r s  and  suit  the  appe t i te  of 
b a r r o o m s ;  but the  anna ls  of such  a t r i b e  do not fu r n i s h  the  m a t e r i a l s  
f o r  h i s to r y .  ®

In th is  co n nec t ion  one m ig h t  qu es t io n  what T h o r e a u  c o n s id e re d  the 

m a t e r i a l  of h i s t o r y  to be. It is  sugges ted  h e r e  tha t  the  deve lopm ent  of 

m o r a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  in  the  w o r ld  w as  w ha t  he be l ieved  to be h i s t o r i 

c a l l y  s ignif icant .  It does  not s e e m  u n r e a so n a b le  to sugges t  that  T h o reau  

viewed the s ta t e  a s  im p o r tan t  h i s t o r i c a l l y  b e c a u s e  it c o m e s  into being 

th ro u g h  the d e m o n s t r a t i o n  and  recogn i t ion  of a  h ig h e r  o r d e r  of va lues  

th a n  had been  o b s e r v e d  p rev io u s ly .  Th is  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  p la c e s  T h o r ea u  

in  the  t r a d i t i o n  of the  G e r m a n  I d e a l i s t s ,  but i s  not in tended to im ply  that
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T h o r e a u  w a s  by any s t r e t c h  of the  im a g in a t io n  a " s t a t i s t "  in  the  G e r m a n  

s e n s e .  It does  e s t a b l i s h  the s ta te  in h i s  view a s  a vehic le  of c u l tu ra l  

va lues  and a s  such, it has  the po ten t ia l  fo r  e f fec t ing  s p i r i t u a l  and 

m o r a l  i m p r o v e m e n t s .  In fact ,  i t  is  the  a r g u m e n t  p r e s e n te d  h e r e  that  

T h o r e a u  did indeed  view th is  a s  the p r o p e r  func t ion  of the s ta t e .  The 

o b jec t i f i c a t io n  of s u p e r i o r  va lues  th ro u g h  e n f o r c e m e n t  of the  m o r a l  law 

i s  the  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  r e a so n  f o r  the s ta te  and the  l e g i t im a te  ro le  of 

g o v e rn m e n t .  That  i s ,  in the opinion of the  w r i t e r ,  the  h e a r t  of T h o r e a u ' s  

t h e o r y  of the  s ta t e .

The  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  of e th ica l  va lues  o v e r  m o n e t a r y  exped iency  

c r e a t e s  the  bond of obligation be tween  ind iv idua ls  and the s t a t e  in th is  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of h is  views. The g o v e rn m e n t  m u s t  s e r v e  to object ify  

t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  v a lu es  o r  the bonds of obliga tion  d i s so lv e  and  the  g o v e r n 

m e n t  no lo n g e r  c o r r e s p o n d s  to the idea l  f o r m  of the  s ta te .  The g o v e r n 

m e n t a l  o rg a n iz a t io n ,  a s  indica ted ,  does  not s e e m  to have  been  a m a t t e r  

of v i ta l  c o n c e r n  to Thoreau ,  de sp i t e  h is  e th n o c e n t r i c  p r e f e r e n c e  fo r  

r e p u b l i c a n i s m .  The function and  r e s u l t s  of g o v e rn m e n t  w e r e  of m o r e  

im p o r t a n c e  to h i s  opinion of g o v e rn m en t  than the  m e a n s  by which  the 

id e a l  o b je c t iv e s  a r e  reached.

T h o r e a u  objected  to the view tha t  g o v e r n m e n ta l  s y s t e m s  should 

a t t e m p t  to b a lan c e  competing  va lues  and i n t e r e s t s  th rough  the a r r a n g e 

m e n t  of in s t i tu t io n a l iz ed  c o m p r o m is e .  He b e l iev ed  that  the  p r a c t i c a l
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r e s u l t  of such  an  o p e ra t io n  i s  that  exped iency  t r i u m p h s  o v e r  p r inc ip le .  

Th is  p r o c e s s  w as  what he m ean t  by the w ord  po l i t ic s  when he used  it 

in a p e jo ra t iv e  sense .

F e w  m o d e r n  po l i t ica l  s c ie n t i s t s  a cc e p t  th is  c r i t i c a l  a s s e s s m e n t  

of the  p r o p e r  ro le  of po l i t ic s .  Not only the  lega l  p o s i t i v i s t s  who, w i th 

out s ta t ing  value p r e f e r e n c e s  r e ly  upon the  in s t i tu t io n a l iz e d  c o m p r o m is e  

of com pet ing  i n t e r e s t s  to p r e s e r v e  a po l i t ica l  e q u i l ib r iu m ,  but those  

who a r e  c o m m i t t e d  to the n o rm a t iv e  a s s u m p t io n s  of t r a d i t i o n a l  A m e r i c a n  

d e m o c r a t i c  th e o ry  as  p r e s e n te d  by J e f f e r s o n ,  J a c k s o n  and Calhoun find 

v i r t u e  in  what T h o r e a u  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  w e a k n e s s .  The m o d e r n  e s t a b 

l i s h m e n t  view of po l i t ic s  i s  not m a r k e d ly  d i f fe ren t  f r o m  tha t  of the 

e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of T h o r e a u ' s  t im e .  The s a m e  m o r a l  f e r v o r  T h o r e a u  

d i r e c t e d  aga ins t  the  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  view of pol i t ics  in h i s  day s t r i k e s  a 

r e s p o n s iv e  c h o rd  among c o n te m p o r a r y  c r i t i c s  of A m e r i c a n  g o v e rn m en ta l  

policy.  The New Lef t ,  fo r  ex am p le ,  was  a s  l i t t l e  t o l e r a n t  of the  United 

S ta t e s '  policy in  Indochina  a s  T h o r e a u  w as  c o n ce rn in g  the  M exican  War .  

An analogous  mot ive  i s  a p p a ren t  among those  i n t e r n a l  c r i t i c s  of the 

A m e r i c a n  s c h o la r ly  so c ie t i e s  who denounce  the "ob jec t iv i ty "  of t h e i r  

d i s c ip l in a r y  methodo log ies  and the  po l i t ica l  n e u t r a l i t y  of t h e i r  academ ic  

o rg a n iz a t i o n s .  A l a r g e n e s s  of m o r a l  v i s io n  s ee m in g ly  r e s u l t s  in a 

po l i t ica l  m yop ia  tha t  o b s c u r e s  the  r igh ts  of o th e r s  to ac t  in behalf  of 

t h e i r  com pet ing  i n t e r e s t s .  Those  who u n re a so n in g ly  r e fu s e  to c o n s id e r
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a n o th e r  viewpoint,  who in s i s t  upon the ex i s t en ce  of only one m o r a l  

c o u r s e  of ac t ion  and who w ish  to leave nothing to t h e i r  opponents ,  fee l  

d raw n  to T h o rea u .  His  m o r a l  ab so lu t i sm ,  j u s t i f i c a t io n  of v io lent m e a n s  

to a c c o m p l i s h  supposed ly  m o r a l  poli t ica l  ends ,  and h i s  a r g u m e n t s  fo r  

the l e a d e r s h i p  of a m o r a l  e l i te  a r e  suppor tive  to th o s e  who base  t h e i r  

rev o lu t io n a ry  i m p u l s e s  on a s i m i l a r l y  inflexible  m o r a l  posit ion .

How ever ,  T h o r e a u  w as  not so s im p le -m in d e d  a s  he m igh t  a p p e a r  

in h is  condem na t ion  of i n t e r e s t - c o m p r o m i s e  po l i t ic s .  He r e g a r d e d  

po l i t ic s  of th is  s o r t  a s  one of the l e s s  a t t r a c t iv e  c o n seq u en ces  of c iv i l i 

zation.  He r e c o g n ized  tha t  p e r s o n s  who live c o m m u n a l ly  inev i tab ly  have  

conf l ic t s ,  and tha t  peaceab le  r e la t io n s  r e q u i r e  a  m e th o d  of deal ing with 

incom pa t ib le  i n t e r e s t s .  His  com pla in t  aga ins t  the m e th o d s  of c iv i l ized  

po l i t ics  c a r r i e d  with  it no a l t e r n a t iv e  p ro c e d u r a l  m e th o d s  ; the  u n q u e s 

tioned m o r a l  ru le  of the upr igh t  m a n  was h is  p r e f e r r e d  solution.

C iv i l iza t ion ,  as T h o r e a u  believed the word  w as  co m m o n ly  used,  

is  the p r o c e s s  by which a  m a n  is conditioned to s u b su m e  h im s e l f  and 

his  ind iv idua l  w i l l  un d e r  the co l lec t ive  needs  of s o c ie ty  by accep t ing  

r i tu a l  and convention a s  r e p l a c e m e n t s  fo r  p e r s o n a l  in s t in c t s  and c o n 

vic tion.  C iv i l iza t ion ,  obvious ly ,  he did not see  as  having the potentia l  

f o r  h u m a n  im p r o v e m e n t  tha t  is  inhe ren t  in the idea  of the s ta te  as  the 

in i t i a to r  and e n f o r c e r  of s u p e r i o r  va lues .  A s  he  o b s e r v e d  of Indians ,

"We t a lk  of c iv i l iz ing  the Indian but that is  not the nam e  fo r  h is  i m p r o v e -
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m e n t . ” C iv i l i z a t io n  only gives m e n  a pa t ina  of m a n n e r s  without n e c e s 

s a r i l y  im p r o v in g  t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r .  It w as  T h o r e a u ' s  su sp ic io n  that ,

"in c iv i l i z a t io n ,  a s  in a sou the rn  la t i tude ,  a m a n  d e g e n e r a t e s  at length,  

and y ie ld s  to the  in c u r s io n  of m o r e  n o r t h e r n  t r i b e s .  . . . The fo llow

ing p a s s a g e  i l l u s t r a t e s  the d i f fe rence  be tw een  the c iv i l i z a t io n  of m a n -  

m e r s  and  the  i m p r o v e m e n t  of c h a r a c t e r  which  T h o r e a u  felt  to  be of 

m u ch  g r e a t e r  s ign if icance  and which ought to be the  a i m  of the  s ta te .

What an  ev idence  it is ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  of c iv i l i z a t io n ,  o r  a 
c ap a c i ty  f o r  im p r o v e m e n t ,  that s a v a g e s  l ike o u r  Ind ians ,  
who in t h e i r  p r o t r a c t e d  w a r s  s tea l th i ly  s l a y  m en ,  w om en  and 
c h i ld r e n  without m e r c y ,  with  delight,  who delight to burn ,  
t o r t u r e ,  and d ev o u r  one an o th e r ,  p rov ing  t h e m s e l v e s  m o r e  
in hum an  in t h e s e  r e s p e c t s  even than b e a s t s —what a w o n d e r 
ful e v id en c e  it i s ,  I say ,  of t h e i r  c ap a c i ty  f o r  im p r o v e m e n t  
tha t  ev en  th e y  can e n t e r  into the m o s t  f o r m a l  c o m p ac t  o r  
t r e a t y  of pe ac e ,  bury ing the  ha tche t ,  e tc .  , e tc .  , and  t r e a t in g  
each  o th e r  with  as  m uch  c o n s id e ra t io n  a s  the  m o s t  en l ightened  
s t a t e s .  You would say  tha t  they had  a gen ius  f o r  d ip lom acy  
as  w e l l  a s  f o r  w a r .  C o n s id e r  the  I ro q u o is ,  t o r t u r i n g  h is  c a p 
t ive ,  r o a s t i n g  h im  before  a slow f i r e ,  b it ing  off the  f in g e r s  of 
h i m  a l iv e ,  and fina l ly  eating the h e a r t  of h i m  dead ,  b e t ray ing  
not the  s l ig h te s t  evidence  of humani ty ;  and  now behold  h im  in 
the c o u n c i l - c h a m b e r  w h e re  he m e e t s  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  of 
the h o s t i l e  na t ion  to t r e a t  of peace ,  conducting  w i th  such p e r 
fect  d igni ty  and d e co ru m ,  b e t ray ing  such  a sen se  of j u s tn e s s .
T h e s e  s a v a g e s  a r e  equal  to us c iv i l i z ed  m e n  in t h e i r  t r e a t i e s ,  
and, I f e a r ,  not e s s e n t i a l l y  w o r s e  in t h e i r  w a r s .   ̂^

C iv i l i z a t io n  p e r m i t s  the  am biance  in b e h a v io r  by which p e r so n s  

can c o m m i t  u nspeakab le  a t r o c i t i e s  upon one a n o th e r ,  then  by behaving 

a cc o rd in g  to se t  c e r e m o n y  can  set  a s id e  a l l  tha t  is  p a s t  and b r u s h  away 

such d i f f e r e n c e s  a s  th e re  m ay  have been  be tw een  t h e m  as  if those  d i f 

f e r e n c e s  had  been  to ta l ly  un im por tan t .  To T h o r e a u ,  such  c e r e m o n ia l
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m a n n e r e d  conven t ion  i s  not the  th ing upon which  m ank ind  can  r e ly  to 

a c tu a l iz e  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  p r in c ip le s .  The p r in c ip le s  of r ight a r e  not 

subjec t  to the  n i c e t i e s  of convention and m a n n e r s  a s  c iv i l iza t ion  would 

have it,  but a r e  v e r i t i e s  which m ay  not be opposed  o r  c o m p r o m is e d .

In behalf  of t r u t h ,  the  individual is  the  f i r s t  line of de fense ,  and e v e r y  

m an  i s  u n d e r  an obl iga t ion  to live in a c c o r d  with  such  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

p r in c ip le s  a s  m a n i f e s t  th e m s e lv e s  to h im .  The second  line of de fense  

is the s t a t e .  He be l ieved  that  the s ta t e ,  t h ro u g h  i t s  g o v e rn m en t  should 

en fo rce  the r u l e s  of r igh t  as  p e rc e iv e d  by those  ind iv idua ls  of m o s t  

acu te  m o r a l  s en s i t iv i ty .  The qu es t io n  of c e n t r a l  im p o r ta n c e  is ,  as  

T h o r e a u  put it ,  w h e t h e r  you can  b e a r  f r e e d o m . T h e  s ta t e  and i ts  

g o v e rn m e n t  b e s t  s e r v e  m ankind  when ac t ing  a s  a pol ice ,  o r  a d isc ip l ine ,  

to m ake  m e n  m o r a l l y  f r e e  when they  la ck  the p e r s o n a l  acu i ty  to p e r 

ce ive  the t r a n s c e n d e n t  p r in c ip le s .  The nat ion w hich  confuses  th i s  i s s u e  

d i f fuses  i t s  i m p a c t  and u n d e rm in e s  i t s  r a i s o n  d ' e t r e .

The na t ion  i t s e l f ,  w ith  a l l  i t s  s o - c a l l e d  i n t e r n a l  im p r o v e m e n t s ,  
which ,  by the  w ay  a r e  a ll  e x t e r n a l  and s u p e r f i c i a l ,  is  j u s t  such 
an unwie ldy  and  ov e rg ro w n  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  ( like the  G e r m a n  
C o n fed e racy )  c lu t t e r e d  with fu r n i tu re  and t r i p p e d  up by i t s  own 
t r a p s ,  ru in ed  by luxury  and h e e d le s s  expense ,  by want of c a l c u 
la tion and  a w o r th y  a im ,  as  the  m i l l io n s  of househo lds  in the 
land; and the  only c u re  fo r  it, a s  fo r  them ,  is  in a r ig id  econom y,  
a s t e r n  and  m o r e  than  S par tan  s im p l ic i ty  of life and e leva t ion  of 
p u rp o s e .  It l i v e s  too fas t .  Men th ink it is  e s s e n t i a l  tha t  the 
Nation have  c o m m e r c e ,  and expor t  ice ,  and t a l k  th ro u g h  a t e l e 
g rap h ,  and r id e  t h i r t y  m i le s  an h o u r ,  without a doubt,  w h e th e r  
they do o r  not;  but w h e th e r  we should live l ike baboons o r  like 
m en ,  i s  a l i t t l e  unce r ta in .
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F r o m  th is  it is  c l e a r l y  to be unders tood  tha t  a  s ta te  does not ex is t  fo r  

i t s e l f ,  but to a s s i s t  m ankind  in  achieving  the  ful l  deve lopm ent  of human 

poten t ia l .  Th is  i s  the  idea o r  r e a so n  of the s ta t e ,  and the t a s k  of g o v e r n 

m en t .  The p o w e r  of g o v e rn m en t  is to be used  f o r  b r inging  the right  into 

being o r  it is not a l e g i t im a te  use of power ,  in T h o r e a u ' s  opinion. 

L e g i t im a te  o r  not, he had no doubt about the  b a s i s  of governm en t  being 

p o w e r . I t  w a s  the raw ,  u n tem pered  pow er  of g o v e rn m e n t  that  s e rv ed  

a s  the  b a s i s  of c r i t i c i s m  in h is  poli t ica l  e s s a y s .

If he w as  without i l lu s ion  about c o e r c iv e  pow er  lying at the h e a r t  

of g ove rnm en t ,  he w a s  somewhat  m o r e  m e t a p h o r i c a l  about the or ig in  of 

the  s ta te .  He found the m ytho log ies  of a nc ien t  peop les  in s t ru c t iv e  a s  

a l l e g o r i e s  of h i s t o r y  and psychology, and was  w e l l  in fo r m ed  about the 

founding m y th s  of G r e e c e ,  Rome, and I s r a e l .  While the m a r v e l s  a t t r i 

buted to L y c u rg u s ,  Solon, M o ses ,  Romulus  and R em us  w e r e  not to be 

t a k en  l i t e r a l l y ,  he s e r io u s ly  r e f e r r e d  to "the h e a v e n - b o r n  Numa, o r  

L y c u rg u s ,  o r  S o l o n , a n d  believed tha t  the  legends  c en te r in g  on these  

p e r s o n s  c a r r i e d  an  e s s e n t i a l  t r u th  about the  founding of a s ta te .  Such 

h e ro ic  ind iv idua ls  w e r e  sym bols  fo r  the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a p r e d o m in a t 

ing value s y s t e m  am ong the people .  They  stood a s  e x am p le s  of a b e t t e r  

way  to l ive.  They  em bodied  a v is ion of t r u t h  tha t  w as  compel l ing  by i t s  

own weight;  they  w e r e  pe r so n i f ic a t io n s  of a p r in c ip le  that  was  an i m 

p e ra t iv e  fo r  the  c i t i z e n s  of the  s ta te .  Without a r t i c u la t in g  it explic it ly ,
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T h o r e a u  reco g n ized  the c lo se  r e l a t io n s h ip  be tween  the m yths  of re l ig ion  

and  the m y ths  of the  s ta te  in the e a r l y  h i s t o r y  of peoples .

Thus  believing to a d eg ree  in  the  o p t i m i s m  of h is  T r a n s c e n d a l i s t  

f r i e n d s ,  he felt  an inc l ina t ion  to w a rd  consonance  with  u n iv e r s a l  p r i n c i 

p les  of the good in a l l  ag es  and na t ions ,  even  though con t ro l  of a f fa i r s  

usua l ly  fa l l s  to the  hands of those  who be l ieve  in policy and expediency  

o v e r  p r in c ip le s  of t r u t h  and ju s t i c e .  It w a s  his  in tui t ive  feeling  that  

ju s t  a s  h um an  beings  a r e  b o rn  in to ta l  innocence ,  human c u l tu re  began 

in unity with  a b s t r a c t  va lues ;  and tha t  de sp i t e  the g rave  de fec ts  which 

a p p e a r  in e v e r y  po l i t ica l  a p p a r a tu s  a s  the  c u l tu re  develops ,  the c o u r s e  

of h i s to r y  continually  ten d s  to w a rd  a r igh t  s ta te  of th ings ,  and tha t  

unity  of fact  and value m igh t  p oss ib ly  be r e s t o r e d  to the po l i t i c a l  life of 

the  people.  This  convic t ion defined, at l e a s t  fo r  Thoreau ,  the object ive  

to w a rd  which m e n  of c u l tu re  and c iv i l i z a t io n  ought to s t r iv e .  "In the 

l a s t  s tage  of c iv i l iza t ion ,  " he w r o te ,  " P o e t r y ,  Religion, and Phi losophy 

w i l l  be one; and th is  t r u t h  i s  g l im p sed  in  the f i r s t .  The s ta te  can 

a s s i s t  in c r e a t in g  th is  reun ion  by h a rm o n iz in g  the behav io r  of m en  with 

the  d ic ta te s  of the  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  w o r ld  of va lue.

The m o r a l  s t r u c t u r e  of a s ta t e  i s  s t r u c k  in h a rm o n y  w i th  the 

un fe t te red  u n iv e r s e ,  and is  consonan t  wi th  a l l  of na tu re ;  tha t  i s ,  with  

what is  r e a l  and independent of m an .  T h o r e a u  r e f e r s  to th is  in depend

ence  of m a n  a s  the  Wild.  It i s  the c o re  of every th ing  s ignif icant ,  and
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the touchs tone  of rea l i ty .  It gives v i ta l i ty  to th e  s ta t e .

. . . what I have  been  p re p a r in g  to say  i s ,  tha t  in Wildness  is
the p r e s e r v a t i o n  of the World.  . . . The s t o r y  of Romulus  and
Rem us  being suckled  by a wolf i s  not a m e a n i n g l e s s  fable.
The founders  of e v e r y  s ta te  which has  r i s e n  to em inence
have d raw n  t h e i r  n o u r i sh m e n t  and v igor  f r o m  a s i m i l a r  wild 

17s o u rc e .  ^ '

W ildness  i s  the  su s ta in ing  fo rce  behind a s ta te  ; when a r t i f i c i a l  m a n n e r s

take the place  of t r u e  re la t io n s  be tween m en  and  the ra t iona l iz a t ion  of

sy l log is t ic  logic d i sp la ce s  the intuit ive a p p r e h e n s io n  of re a l i ty  then  the

s ta te  h a s  b e co m e  sen i le ,  the gove rnm en t  h a s  b e co m e  a h ind rance ,  and

the  c i t i z e n r y  have  becom e  stunted in the d e ve lopm en t  of t h e i r  hum an

potentia l .  The s ta t e  which lacks  "a high and e a r n e s t  p u rpose  in i t s  

18in h ab i tan t s "  h a s  lo s t  i ts  vi ta l i ty  and can  only d e g e n e ra te .  V ita li ty  of

purpose  "alone d r a w s  out ' the g re a t  r e s o u r c e s '  of N a tu r e ; "  the want of

v i ta li ty  "at l a s t  t a x e s  h e r  [N a tu re ]  beyond h e r  r e s o u r c e s ;  for  m an

n a tu ra l ly  d ies  out of h e r .  It is the function of the  s ta t e  to c r e a t e  in

m en  a d e s i r e  f o r  "cu l tu re  m o re  than  po ta toes ,  and i l lum ina t ion  m o r e

than s u g a r - p l u m s .  " When th is  is  done s u cc e ss fu l ly ,  "then the  r e s u l t ,  o r

staple  p roduc t ion  i s ,  not s lav e s ,  no r  o p e r a t iv e s ,  but m en ,  —those  r a r e

f ru i t s  ca l led  h e r o e s ,  s a in t s ,  poets ,  p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  and r e d e e m e r s .

A s ta te  founded and sus ta ined  by congru i ty  with  the  laws of n a t u r e —the

Wild—m a k es  m e n  whose  l ives  a r e  f r e e  f r o m  m o r a l  h in d ra n c e s .  "How

21
n e a r  to good, " he w ro te ,  "is  what i s  wild.

T h o r e a u  be l ieved  tha t  a s ta te  should c o n f o r m  to na tu re  in a l l  p a r -
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t i c u l a r s .  Not only ought the m o r a l  p r in c ip le s  upon which  a s ta te  r e s t s  

to  be c o n s i s te n t  with  the t r a n s c e n d e n t  p r in c ip le s  of n a tu re ,  the  g e o 

g r a p h i c a l  conf igura t ion  of a s t a t e  ought to c o n fo rm  to the  dem an d s  of 

n a tu re ,

A s ta t e  should be a co m p le te  ep itome of the  e a r th ,  a n a tu ra l  
p r in c ip a l i ty ,  and by the g ra d a t io n s  of i ts  s u r fa ce  and soil  
conduct the t r a v e l l e r  to i t s  p r in c ip a l  m a r t s .  N a tu re  is s t r o n g e r  
than law, and the su re  but slow influence of wind and w a t e r  w il l  
ba lk  the e f fo r t s  of r e s t r i c t i n g  l e g i s l a tu r e s .  Man cannot set  up 
bounds wi th  safe ty  but w h e re  the revolution's  of n a tu re  wil l  c o n 
f i r m  and s t r e n g th en ,  not o b l i t e r a t e  them .

T h o r e a u  be l ieved  tha t  the s ta te  is  a n a tu ra l ly  o c c u r r in g  p h e n o m e 

non w hose  ex i s t en ce  ought to be so p e r fec t ly  o r d e r e d  in the l a r g e r  

s ch e m e  of th ings  as  to be un o b t ru s iv e  in the da i ly  life of men.  The 

s im i le  he u sed  w as  the d iges t ive  sy s te m ;  a s  long as  it functions  p r o p e r ly  

it goes  l a r g e ly  unnoticed,  but in  dysfunction c o m m a n d s  a g re a t  dea l  of

a t ten t ion .  Like d iges t ive  d i s tu r b a n c e  in ind iv idua ls ,  d y sp ep s ia  i n s t a t e s

2 3" e x p r e s s e s  i t se l f ,  you can im ag in e  by what  s o r t  of e loquence .  " The 

co n t r ib u t io n s  of a s ta te  to the w e l l -b e in g  of the  indiv idua l  a r e  s ignif icant,  

and p e r h a p s  c r u c i a l ,  fo r  the s ta te  he lps  to r e l a t e  h im  to o th e r s  and 

o t h e r s  to h i m  in a s t r u c t u r e d  s y s t e m  of va lues  and b e h av io r s .  "No m a t 

t e r  how valuable  [ t h e  ac t ion  of a governm ent]  m a y  be to p ro te c t  your

p r o p e r ty ,  even to keep soul and body to g e th e r ,  if it do not keep  you and

24hum an i ty  to g e th e r .  " The pos i t ion  T h o r e a u  took  w a s  tha t ,  when the  

va lu es  ch am pioned  and the b e h av io r s  expec ted  by the gove rnm en t  a r e
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no lo n g e r  c o n s i s t e n t  with  t r a n s c e n d e n t  law, then  the bonds which r e l a t e  

m e n  t o g e t h e r  and c r e a t e  the  m u tu a l  obl iga t ions  am ong  t h e m  a r e  d i s 

so lved  leav ing  the s ta te  a m e r e  she l l  of f o r m  without the  m o r a l  con tent 

tha t  g ives  it v i ta l i ty .  It l i t e r a l l y  c e a s e s  to be.  When the  s ta te  is  p e r 

v e r t e d  f r o m  i t s  co n fo rm i ty  w i th  p rep o ten t  law, th o se  c i t i z en s  who have 

a p e r s o n a l  a p p r e h e n s io n  of u n iv e r s a l  p r in c ip le s  s en se  the  inconsonance  

and a r e  pa ined  by the  d i s c o r d .  "Who can be s e r e n e  in a  coun t ry  w h e re

both  the r u l e r s  and the  ru led  a r e  without p r in c ip le ?  , " he  w ro te  in his

2 5con d em n a t io n  of "S lav e ry  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s . "  The n a t u r a l  a l leg iance

of those  c o n sc io u s  of the d i s p a r i t y  be tween  po licy  and p r in c ip le  i s  to the

p r in c ip le .  T h e i r  " thoughts  a r e  m u r d e r  to  the  State  and invo lun ta r i ly  go
2 ̂

plott ing a g a in s t  h e r .  " Even  the  s l igh te s t  d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  u n iv e r s a l

p r i n c ip l e s ,  f r o m  the  s t a r k ,  unyie ld ing dem an d s  of n a tu re  which he cal led

w i ld n e s s ,  b r i n g s  the  d e g en e ra t io n  of the s ta te .

I b e l ieve  th a t  w a t e r  is the  only d r i n k  fo r  a w is e  m an ;  wine is  not 
so noble  a  l iquor ;  and th ink  of dash ing  the hopes  of a m orn ing  
with  a cup of w a r m  coffee,  o r  of an  evening wi th  a d ish  of tea]
Ah, how low I fa l l  when I a m  tem p ted  by them]  Even  m u s ic  m a y  
be in tox ica t ing .  Such a p p a r e n t ly  sl ight c a u s e s  d e s t r o y e d  G r e e c e  
and R om e,  and w i l l  d e s t r o y  E ng land  and A m e r i c a .

As in d ic a te d  above,  T h o r e a u  w as  convinced  tha t  only  when the

s ta te  c o n f o r m s  to  n a tu re  co m p le te ly  is  it  t r u l y  a s ta te .  "You m u s t

pa t ien t ly  s tudy  the  method  of n a tu r e ,  and take  advice  of the under

s t ew a rd ,  in  the  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of a l l  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  both  in s e c t  and

28h um an ,  " he  d e c l a r e d  to h is  J o u r n a l .  When the s ta te  no longe r  c o n 



421

f o r m s  to the  laws of the  u n iv e r s e ,  "It h a s  no life.  It is  only a co ns tan t

2 9decay ing  and a death ,  offens ive  to a l l  hea l thy  n o s t r i l s . "

It a l so  should be obvious tha t  T h o r e a u  did not c o n s id e r  the s ta te  

to be an in h e re n t  evi l ,  but qu i te  the opposite .  The s ta te  c an  s e r v e  the 

s am e  so r t  of useful functions  a s  the v il lage  on a g r a n d e r  sca le .  The 

v i l lage  u s u a l ly  to uches  the ind iv idua l  m o r e  in t im a te ly  and d i rec t ly ,  

whi le  the s ta te  is  c o n ce rn e d  w i th  l a r g e r  i s s u e s  that  affect  ind iv idua ls  

in no le s s  im p o r tan t  w ays .  Id e a l ly  the s ta te  is the  power  that  dem an d s  

ju s t i c e  am ong its  m e m b e r s ,  t h a t  p r o m o t e s  t ru th fu ln e ss  and confidence  

be tw een  th e m ,  and f o s t e r s  the  p r in c ip le s  of f r i en d sh ip  in the T h o r e a u -  

v ian  s e n s e  which  im pe ls  m en  to a n s w e r  to the idea l s  embodied  in the 

s t a t e .  In such  a s ta te  the l ives  of indiv idua ls  a r e  divine and m i r a c u 

lous.^® A l l  the  conven iences  which  flow f r o m  the s ta te ,  and which  it 

fa l l s  to the  governm en t  to a d m i n i s t e r ,  such  as  the post  office,  the  m o n e 

t a r y  s y s t e m ,  regu la t ion  of in te rn a t io n a l  t r a d e ,  and e n co u r ag e m e n t  of the 

a r t s  and s c ie n c e s  he saw a s  va luab le  s e r v i c e s  tha t  ju s t i fy  com pl iance  

with  the  r e q u i r e m e n t s  im p o s e d  to  suppor t  th em .  Quite c l e a r l y  T h o r e a u  

s t a t e d  th a t  the  pu rpose  of the  s ta te  is to e s t a b l i s h  j u s t i c e  in the land and 

to m a k e  life m o r e  va luable .  I n s o f a r  a s  the  s ta te  p ro v id es  s e r v i c e s  

w h ich  a u g m en t  the deve lopm ent  of h u m a n  im p u l s e s  o r  r e m o v e s  h in d ra n c e s  

to the  deve lopm ent  of ind iv idua l  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  the  s ta te  a ids  in the  

p r o c e s s  of s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n .  The s im u l taneous  unfolding of n a tu re  in
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m a n  and in the  s ta te  c r e a t e s  an id e n t i ty  of i n t e r e s t  be tween  th e m ,  tying 

t h e m  to g e th e r  in the weave of s o c i a l  va lues  tha t  c r e a t e s  a poli ty.  The 

g o v e rn m en t  tha t  s e r v e s  the p u rp o s e s  of such  a s ta te  is  a t t r a c t i v e  to  the 

c i t i z en  whose  co n sc io u sn es s  is  unfolding in h a rm o n y  with  the p r in c ip le s  

of the s ta te  and of the un iv e r se .  A c i t i z e n  a l e r t  to t r a n s c e n d e n t  p r i n c i 

p les  a c q u i e s c e s  to and p a r t i c ip a t e s  in the ac t iv i t i e s  of a gov e rn m en t  

s e rv ing  a  t r u e  s ta te  th rough  a v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c ia t i o n  wi th  it.

A s  i n t e r p r e t e d  h e r e ,  T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o ry  of the s ta te  con ta ins  two 

e le m e n t s .  F i r s t ,  the  s ta te  is  n a tu r a l ;  tha t  i s ,  it is  an  id ea l  en t i ty  c o n 

fo rm in g  to the  t r a n s ce n d e n t  laws of n a tu re  which inc ludes  the n a tu r a l  

need of m a n  to  be s e r v ed  by an a s s o c i a t i o n  such a s  the  s ta te .  Second, 

t h e r e  is  a c o n t r a c tu a l  obligation in which the m o r a l l y  consc ious  c i t i z en  

owes a l l e g ian c e  to the g o ve rnm en t ,  which  i s  the  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of the 

s ta te  in the  phenom ena l  w or ld ,  so long a s  i t  m a in ta in s  the p a r a l l e l i s m  

be tween  po l i t i c a l  law and t r a n s c e n d e n t  law. The m o r a l  law upon which  

the id ea l  s ta t e  is  based  is  the g u a r a n t o r  of the c o n t ra c t .  When g o v e r n 

m e n t s  t r a n s g r e s s  the  l im i ta t ions  of the  law of n a tu re ,  then  the  po l i t ica l  

obl iga t ion  be tween  a c i t iz en  and h i s  gove rnm en t  is  d is so lved ,  but the 

m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s  of the good c i t i z en  and the idea l s  of the good s ta te  

r e m a i n  id en t ic a l .  The good c i t i z e n  m e r e l y  continues  o bserv ing  the 

n a tu r a l  m o r a l  law, and le ts  the e r r a n t  gov e rn m en t  go on i t s  way to 

n o th ingness .  T h o rea u  did not m e a n  that  such  a gov e rn m en t  c e a s e s  to
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ex is t ,  but tha t  it c e a s e s  to  be of pos i t ive  s ign if icance .  It b eco m es  a 

negative .  Such a g o v e rn m e n t  c e a s e s  to be the i n t e r p r e t e r  of "the e v e r 

las t ing  laws which r igh t fu l ly  bind m an ,  " and b e co m e s  only "a c o u n te r -

O n

felt ing la w - fa c to ry .  " T h e r e  can be no binding obl igat ion upon a good

c i t i z en  to accep t  the  p r e s c r i p t i o n s  of a coun te r fe i t ing  law fac to ry .

Under  such c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  obviously no c o n t r a c t  ex i s t s .

A r e  laws to  be e n fo rc ed  s imply  b e cau se  they  w e r e  m ade?  or 
de c la r e d  by any n u m b e r  of m e n  to be good, if they  a r e  not 
good? I s  t h e r e  any n e c e s s i t y  fo r  a m a n ' s  being a too l  to p e r 
f o r m  a deed of w h ich  h i s  b e t t e r  n a tu re  d i s a p p r o v e s ?  . . . A r e  
judges  to i n t e r p r e t  the law a cc o rd in g  to the l e t t e r ,  and not 
the  sp i r i t ?  What r igh t  have  you to e n t e r  into a co m pac t  with  
y o u r s e l f  tha t  you  w i l l  do thus  o r  so,  a g a in s t  the l ight within 
you? Is it f o r  you to m ake  up your  m ind ,  — to f o r m  any
re so lu t ion  w h a te v e r ,  —and not accep t  the  convic t ions  that
a r e  fo rced  upon you, and which e v e r  p a s s  yo u r  u n d e r s t an d -  
lng?33

T h o r e a u ' s  t a c i t  a s s u m p t io n  of a c o n t r a c t  be tween an indiv idua l  and 

the com m uni ty  su f fe r s  a l l  of the logica l  d i s ad v an tag es  of the  p o s t -  

Hobbes ian  w r i t e r s  who m a k e  use of the  th e o ry .  P ro b ab ly  he a b so r b e d  

h i s  i m p r e s s i o n s  about the  c o n t r a c tu a l  n a tu re  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  r e la t io n s  

f r o m  the  t h e o r i e s  of John Locke  which  had  b e co m e  w id e sp r e a d  th ro u g h  

apo log is t s  fo r  the A m e r i c a n  f e d e r a l  s y s t e m .  H ow ever ,  he s e e m s  a lso  

to have a s s u m e d  in the fash ion  of the a nc ien t  Sto ics  that  soc ie ty  i t s e l f

is  a n a tu r a l  condit ion r a t h e r  than an  a r t i f i c i a l  one,  and he was  too  m u ch

in the C a lv in is t  t r a d i t i o n  to g ran t  a  unity  be tween  soc ia l  and g o v e r n 

m e n ta l  f o r m s .  T h o r e a u  c r e a t e d  a  m a j o r  di ff icul ty  fo r  h i m s e l f  in  s e e m 
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ing to m a in t a in  that  soc ie ty  is  an  in s t in c tu a l  h u m a n  re a c t io n  while  at  the  

s a m e  t im e  making  an  a r g u m e n t  fo r  v o lun ta ry  consen t  in a ll  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  

s o c i a l  and po l i t ica l ,  that  im p l i e s  a c o n t ra c t .

T h i s  dif ficul ty is  m o s t  aw kward  in r e l a t io n  to T h o r e a u ' s  a dvocacy  

of c iv il  d isobed ience  and then  of ac t iv e  r e s i s t a n c e  to governm en t .  He 

left  no s a t i s f a c t o r y  exp lana t ion  of how the c o n t r a c t  o p e ra te s  and unde r  

what c i r c u m s t a n c e s  an  indiv idual i s  ju s t i f i ed  in  w i thdrawing f r o m  the 

c o n t r a c t  and how that might  be acco m p l i sh ed .  Simple  renunc ia t ion  

e n fo rc e d  by p e r s o n a l  v io lence  is the  only a n s w e r  o ffered  by his  life or  

w r i t i n g s .  The C a lv in is t  d o c t r in e  that  r e s i s t a n c e  m u s t  com e th rough  the  

i n f e r i o r  m a g i s t r a t e s  was c l e a r l y  inadequa te  to h is  ind iv idua l is t ic  t h e o r y  

a l though he s e e m s  to have r e t a in e d  a bit of the f l av o r  of r e s i s t a n c e  

th r o u g h  " n a tu ra l  l e a d e r s " in h i s  e m b r a c e  of John B ro w n ' s  in s u r r e c t io n .

He a p p e a r s  to have he ld  a be l ie f ,  som ew hat  s i m i l a r  to but l e s s  

c o m p le x  than  the p y ra m id a l  c o n t r a c t  t h e o r i e s  of A l thus iu s  and Pufendor f ,  

t h a t  an  indiv idual has  a s e p a r a t e  c o n t r a c t  with  e ac h  of the a s s o c ia t i o n s  

to  which  he h a s  a cc o rd e d  v o lu n ta ry  consen t .  H ow ever ,  he a p p a ren t ly  

h ad  no c o m p r e h e n s io n  of how the mul t i tude  of h u m an  a s s o c ia t i o n s  fit  

t o g e t h e r  to  c r e a t e  a soc ie ty  n o r  of how in t im a te ly  r e l a t ed  the ins t i tu t ions  

of g o v e rn m e n t  a r e  to the u nde r ly ing  so c ia l  s t r u c t u r e .  Had he been  a w are  

of t h e s e  co m plex  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  he would have been fo rced  to give 

g r e a t e r  c o n s id e r a t i o n  to the r ig h t s  and needs  of o th e r s  who a r e  a l so
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m e m b e r s  wi th  h im  in  the  in te r lo c k in g  ne tw o rk  of s o c i a l  c o n t r a c t s .

E v e n  if he had  been ful ly  a w are  of the  im p l ic a t io n s  of h is  pos it ion,  he 

s e e m s  to have  left h i m s e l f  no adequa te  m e thod  of un tangling the c o n 

fus ion  of ob l iga t ions  v o lu n ta r i ly  a s s u m e d  which a r i s e s  when one of the 

i n t e r - d e pendent c o n t r a c t s  is renounced .

The m a j o r i t a r i a n  p r in c ip le  by which  Locke  sought to  solve the 

d if f icu l ty  w a s  exp l ic i t ly  r e j e c t e d  by T h o r ea u .  The C a lv in is t  solu tion 

of depending upon the  i n f e r i o r  m a g i s t r a t e s  to in d ica te  when r e s i s t a n c e  

w a s  j u s t i f i e d  w as  not open to T h o r e a u  because  the ob jec ts  of his m o r a l  

ind ignat ion ,  the  M ex ican  W ar ,  the  F ug i t ive  Slave Law, and s l a v e ry  

i t s e l f ,  w e r e  p a r t  of the law the m a g i s t r a t e s  w e re  p ledged to uphold.  

They  w e r e  e v en  a  p a r t  of m an y  so c ia l  in s t i tu t io n s ,  such  a s  the chu rch ,  

the  p r e s s ,  and the g e n e r a l  m o r e s  of the A m e r i c a n  people ,  so that  

T h o r e a u  could  not r e ly  upon the  co n sc ience  of the " n a tu ra l  l e a d e r s .  " 

The  only open solu tion w as  the  one he adopted,  a f r e e d o m  of individua l 

w i l l  to dec ide  when the c o n t r a c t  is  void and how it is  to be r e s i s t e d .  

A ny " n a t u r a l  l e a d e r "  such  as  the  C a lv in is t s  had s u g g es te d  to head  the 

r e s i s t a n c e  to the  s ta te ,  would h av e  to be a f r e e  s tand ing  soul unall ied  

to ex is t ing  in s t i tu t io n s  with  a s take  in the s ta tu s  quo. It w as  in th is  

l igh t tha t  T h o r e a u  saw John Brown,  and h im se l f .  C r i t i c s ,  of c o u r se ,  

w i l l  qu ickly  point out tha t  such  u n r e s t r a i n e d  i n d iv id u a l i s m  can  lead  to 

c h a o s ,  p r e s e r v e s  no n e c e s s a r y  t i e s  to o th e r  s o c i a l  o r  po l i t ica l  in s t i tu -
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t i o n s ,  and co m p le te ly  d i s r e g a r d s  the r igh ts  of o th e r s  within  the  so c ia l  

s t r u c t u r e .  It can  lead  to ty ra n n y  and t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m  of a so r t  tha t  

would c e r t a i n l y  b ro o k  no opposit ion.

The ad v o ca te s  of the New Left  po l i t ic s  who a r e  d i s enchan ted  wi th  

the  l i b e r a l  in s t i tu t ions  of p r e s e n t  A m e r i c a n  go v e rn m en t  b e cau se  of s u p 

p o sed  m o r a l  t r a n s g r e s s i o n s  n a tu ra l ly  f ee l  an  a t t r a c t i o n  to T h o r e a u ' s  

v iewpoin t.  The blind  a l l e y  noted in the above c r i t i c i s m  m ay  o r  m a y  not 

be a p p a r e n t  to th o se  who hold T h o reau  a s  an  exam ple  of how m o r a l  

p o l i t i c a l  ac t ion  should be taken; but, it would do t h e m  well  to c o n s i d e r  

tha t  T h o r e a u  m a d e  no p ro v i s io n  for  oppos i t ion  to what he held to be 

r igh t .

T h o r e a u  w as  suf f ic ien t ly  in the t r a d i t i o n  of P la ton ic  I d e a l i s m  to 

c o n s i d e r  tha t  the  r e a l i t y  of a phenomenon depends  upon i ts  iden t i ty  

w i th  t r a n s c e n d e n t  f o r m s .  But,  he w as  a l so  enough of a P u r i t a n  to 

b e l iev e  in the e x i s t en c e  of evil.  J u s t  b e c a u s e  an e r r a n t  g o v e rn m e n t  is  

ev i l ,  and  t h e r e f o r e  not r e a l  in the P la ton ic  s e n s e ,  did not m e a n  fo r  

T h o r e a u  tha t  it w as  not ac tua l .  Despite  h i s  a c c e p tan c e  of the  s ta te  and 

of g o v e rn m e n t  in the  a b s t r a c t ,  he did not c o n s i d e r  m o s t  g o v e rn m e n t s  

fo have  pos i t ive  m o r a l  s ign if icance .  T h e r e f o r e ,  he fe lt  t h e m  to be 

l i t t l e  r e l a t e d  to the w o r ld  of t r a n s c e n d e n t  value in  which  the  m a n  of 

m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s  c o n s i d e r s  the im p o r t a n t  even ts  of his  life to  occu r .  

In  r e l a t i o n  to such  an  indiv idual,  if he c a n  be a s s u m e d  fo r  a m o m e n t  to



427

e x i s t ,  " the  po l i t i c a l  s ta te  can  h a r d ly  be said  to have any ex i s t en c e

w h a t e v e r , "  and i t s  a c t iv i t ie s  a r e  f o r  the m o s t  p a r t  "unrea l ,  in c re d ib le ,

34and in s ig n i f i c a n t , "

In h is  own v e r s io n  of the  w i th e r in g  away of governm ent ,  T h o r e a u  

be l ieved  tha t  when a governm ent  c e a s e s  to be congruent with the ideal  

s ta t e ,  it l o s e s  i t s  pow ers  of cohes ion  and begins  a p ro c e s s  of d e t e r i o r a 

t ion while  a n o th e r  f o r m  e m e r g e s  to c a r r y  on the m o r a l  functions  of the 

s ta te .  As he put it, a gove rnm en t  dep a r t in g  f r o m  t r a n s c e n d e n t  law

loses  " i t s  power  and r e s p e c ta b i l i ty  as  s u r e l y  as  w a te r  runs  out of a

35leaky v e s s e l  and is  he ld  by one tha t  c a n  conta in  i t . "  The m o r a l  c o n 

tent of the  s ta te  m u s t  be conta ined  by som e  fo rm ,  and when one g o v e r n 

m e n t  f a i l s ,  s o m e  m o r a l  f o r m  spon taneous ly  e m e r g e s  f r o m  the c o n 

sc ience  of such  m e n  a s  a r e  a t tuned  to the e t e r n a l  p r inc ip le s  of r igh t .  

The U n d e rg round  Rai l road  and the v ig i l a n t i s m  of John Brown a r e  

e x am p le s  of how new m o r a l  fo r m s  e m e r g e  to co m pensa te  fo r  the 

m o r a l  f a i l u r e s  of a governm en t .

He w as  convinced that  no "nat ion can  e v e r  d e l ib e ra t e ly  c o m m i t  

the  l e a s t  a c t  of in jus t ice  without  having to pay the penal ty  fo r  it. A 

g o v e rn m en t  which  d e l ib e ra te ly  e n a c t s  in ju s t ic e ,  and p e r s i s t s  in it.' — 

it w i l l  b e co m e  the laugh ing -s tock  of the  w o r ld , "  he w r o t e . S u c h  a

g o v e rn m e n t  is  "an  audacious  g o v e rn m e n t ,  and is taking a s tep  to w a rd s

37i ts  own d i s so lu t io n . "  No longer  the  cham pion  of r igh t ,  it b e co m e s
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a n t i th e t i c a l  to the c o u r s e  and d i r e c t io n  of u n iv e r s a l  p r o c e s s e s .  T hose  

c i t i z en s  wi th  the m o s t  acute  m o r a l  s en s i t iv i t i e s  w i l l  be f i r s t  to d e tec t  

a d e t e r i o r a t i o n  in  the  m o r a l  qua l i ty  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  ac t ions ,  and w i l l  

be the a v a n t - g a r d e  defendants  of the  p r in c ip le s  of rech t .  T h o r e a u  spoke 

fo r  th is  m o r a l  el i te  when he w ro te ,  "The only gov e rn m en t  that  I r e c o g 

n i z e —and it m a t t e r s  not how few a r e  at the h ead  of i t ,  o r  how s m a l l  i t s

a r m y —is  tha t  power tha t  e s t a b l i s h e s  j u s t i c e  in  the  land, n e v e r  tha t

38which  e s t a b l i s h e s  in ju s t ic e .  " In pass ing ,  it  should  be noted tha t  he 

did not define what he m e an t  by ju s t i c e  or by in ju s t ic e .

It i s  app a ren t  a s  ind ica ted  b e fo re ,  that  T h o r e a u  was  u n co m m it ted  

to  any spec if ic  g o v e rn m e n ta l  f o r m  but w as  m o r e  co n ce rn e d  with  the 

r e c t i tu d e  of g o v e rn m en ta l  funct ioning r e g a r d l e s s  of i ts  o rgan iza t ion .  It 

is  a c l e a r  im p l ica t ion  that  T h o r e a u  w as  not a m a j o r i t a r i a n  d e m o c r a t ,  

n o r  w as  he co m m it ted  to a u t i l i t a r i a n  th e o ry  of g o v e rn m en t  as  m e r e l y  a 

s tab i l iz ing  agent in h um an  a f f a i r s  o r  a m e a n s  of provid ing an o r d e r  and 

s y s t e m  of expec ta t ions .  The r e a l  p r o b le m  i s  tha t  if it i s  not the too l  of 

r ig h t e o u s n e s s ,  gov e rn m en t  and i ts  l e g a l i sm s  a r e  a r t i f i c i a l  and i l l e g i t i 

m a te .  It then fa ll s  to r igh teous  m e n  to fi l l the e th ic a l  void. "The  law 

w il l  n e v e r  make  m e n  f r ee ;  it is  m e n  who have got to make  the law f r e e ,  "

he w r o te ,  and continued,  "they a r e  the  lo v e r s  of law and o r d e r  who

39o b s e r v e  the  law when the gov e rn m en t  b r e a k s  i t .  " The a b s o l u t i s m  and 

e l i t i s m  of h is  posi t ion a r e  obvious,  but he m a d e  it expl ic i t  in the p a r a 
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g r a p h  following the quota tion ju s t  p reced ing ;  "Whoever  can d i s c e r n  

t r u t h  ha s  r e c e iv e d  h i s  c o m m i s s i o n  f r o m  a h ig h e r  so u rc e  than the  

c h i e f e s t  j u s t i c e  in the  w or ld  who can d i s c e r n  only law. He finds h i m 

se l f  cons t i tu ted  judge of the  j u d g e . "^0 Th is  e th ic a l  a cu m e n  i s  not an 

a t t r i b u t e  s h a r e d  by the  g e n e r a l  population,  but a  p a r t i c u l a r  in s t inc t  

w h ich  only a few have  cu l t iva ted  to full  m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  F o r  th is  

r e a s o n ,  T h o r e a u  is  c r i t i c a l  of any s y s t e m  of gov e rn m en t  w h e re  the  

m a j o r i t y  vote d i r e c t s  g o v e rn m e n ta l  policy without  appea l .

The am ount  of it [ m a j o r i t a r i a n  d e m o cr ac y ]  i s ,  if the m a j o r i t y  
vote  the dev i l  to be God, the  m in o r i t y  w i l l  l ive and behave  
a cc o rd in g ly ,  and obey the s u c c e s s fu l  cand ida te ,  t r u s t i n g  tha t ,  
s o m e  t im e  o r  o th e r ,  by som e  s p e a k e r ' s  c a s t in g -v o te ,  p e rh a p s ,  
th ey  m a y  r e in s t a t e  God. . . . Th is  i s  exped iency ,  o r  choosing 
th a t  c o u r s e  which  o f fe rs  the  s l ig h te s t  o b s ta c le s  to the feet ,  
tha t  i s ,  a dow n-h i l l  one.  But t h e r e  is  no such  thing a s  a c c o m p 
li sh ing  a r igh teous  r e f o r m  by the u se  of "exped iency" .  . . .

Will  m ankind  n e v e r  l e a r n  tha t  policy i s  not m o r a l i t y ,  — 
that it  n e v e r  s e c u r e s  any m o r a l  r ight ,  but c o n s i d e r s  m e r e l y  
what is  exped ien t?  c h o o ses  the ava i lab le  cand ida te ,  —who is  
in v a r i a b ly  the devil ,  —and what  r igh t  have  his  c o n s t i tu en ts  to 
be s u r p r i s e d ,  b ecau se  the dev i l  does not behave l ike an ange l  
of l igh t?  What is  wanted is  m en ,  not of policy,  but of p rob i ty ,  — 
who reco g n ize  a h i g h e r  law than the Const i tu t ion ,  o r  the d e c i s io n  
of the  m a jo r i ty .  The fa te  of the  c oun t ry  does  not depend on how 
you vote at  the po l ls ,  —the  w o r s t  m a n  i s  a s  s t rong  as  the  bes t  
at  tha t  gam e;  it does  not depend on what kind of p a p e r  you d rop  
into the b a l lo t -b o x  once a y e a r ,  but on what kind of m a n  you 
d ro p  f r o m  y o u r  c h a m b e r  in to  the s t r e e t  e v e r y  m orn ing .

Yet,  the  t r u i s m  tha t  a g o v e rn m e n t  i s  no b e t t e r  than  i ts  c i t i z en s  

w a s  not the  point tha t  T h o r e a u  w a s  m aking .  He did not c o n s i d e r  tha t  

the  r e c t i tu d e  of the g o v e rn m e n t  could e v e r  r e s t  on so f r a i l  a foundat ion
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a s  the  m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s  of o r d i n a r y  m o r t a l s  who cons t i tu te  the 

m a j o r i t y  of any  poli ty.  He was  m ak ing  a p lea  f o r  the  l e a d e r s h ip  of " m e n  

of probi ty .  " I t  has  been  noted  p r e v io u s ly  th a t  T h o r e a u  c o n s id e re d  tha t  

the g o v e rn m e n t  a s  a c o n t r a c t  b e c o m e s  null  and void when i t  e s t a b l i s h e s  

in ju s t ice ,  f o r  he denied tha t  any  p e r s o n  p o s s e s s e s  the  ab i l i ty  to c o n f e r  

l e g i t im acy  o r  t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  r e a l i t y  to a p r in c ip le  which is  a n t i th e t i c a l  

to the law of n a tu re .  No a g r e e m e n t  c an  be m ad e  be tween indiv iduals ,  

no r  any c o n t r a c t  s t r u c k  w i th  a g o v e rn m e n t  which  wi l l  m ake  the  t r i v i a l  

s ignif icant o r  the  un t rue  t r u e .  What a g o v e rn m e n t  e x i s t s  to f a c i l i t a te ,  

and what a m a n  can  a g r e e  to i s  the  b r ing ing  to a c tu a l i ty  in the  p h en o 

m e n a l  w o r ld  the  p r é e x i s t a n t  p r in c ip l e s  of the  id e a l  w or ld .  This  point  

of view p la ce s  a pos i t ive  ob l iga t ion  upon g o v e rn m e n t  to " e s t a b l i sh  

ju s t i c e  in the  land. " Since he  has  denied  the ind iv idua l  the r ight to 

c o o p e r a te  w i th  any  g o v e r n m e n ta l  ac t iv i ty  in c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  ju s t i c e ,  

T h o r e a u  h a s  g ra n te d  an a w e s o m e  p ow er  to  any gov e rn m en t  which  m ig h t  

be in h a r m o n y  with  id e a l  f o r m s .  His  point  of view is  c l e a r l y  seen  in

h is  ques t ion ,  "What is  the  va lue  of any p o l i t i c a l  f r e e d o m  but a s  a m e a n s

42to m o r a l  f r e e d o m ?  "

F r e e d o m  it i s  r e a d i ly  r e c o g n ize d ,  i s  not s een  by T h o r e a u  a s  a 

c a p r i c io u s  l i b e r ty  to indulge the  w h im s  of und isc ip l ined  will ,  but a s  a 

consonance  w i th  the  t r a n s c e n d e n t  r e a l i t i e s  of the  idea l  w or ld .  F r e e d o m  

is  to be u n fe t te re d  of the  b l in d n e s s ,  i g n o ra n c e ,  and  e r r o r  which s t a n d s
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be tw een  m ank ind  and n a tu r e .  An Id e a l i s t ,  T h o r e a u  in s i s t e d  that  po l i 

t i c a l  f r e e d o m  m u s t  be s u b o rd in a ted  to m o r a l  f r e e d o m  which  he defined 

a s  consonance  w i th  the  t r a n s c e n d e n t  law. The function of the t ru e  

s ta t e  is  to r e m a i n  in  h a r m o n y  wi th  the t r a n s c e n d e n t  law, and  to a s s i s t  

the  c i t i z e n r y  to  a l ign  t h e i r  w i l l s  with  the  O v e rso u l .

The g o v e rn m e n t  which  p o s i t iv e ly  e n fo r c e s  the m o r a l  law th rough  

the  c iv i l  law p r o v id e s  a  l e g i t im a te  s e r v i c e ,  and d ra w s  v i ta l i ty  f r o m  

the  s p i r i t  w h ich  p e r v a d e s  it. The g o v e rn m en t  which  p e r m i t s  i t s  c i t i 

zens  th ro u g h  i g n o r a n c e ,  p e r v e r s i t y ,  o r  any  o th e r  m o t iva t ion  to c o n t r a 

dic t  the  w i l l  of the  O v e r  soul h a s  fa i led  to p e r f o r m  i t s  obligat ion.  Any 

g o v e rn m e n t  w h ich  s t r u c t u r e s  i t s  lega l  s y s t e m  in su ch  a  way a s  to 

r e q u i r e  of i t s  c i t i z e n s  b e h av io r  tha t  is  out of phase  with the  values  

unfolding f r o m  the  u n i v e r s a l  p r o c e s s  c e a s e s  to have  any leg i t im a te  

c l a i m  to a u th o r i ty .  Th is  was  one of the  d i f f icu l t ies  with  gove rnm ent ,  

f o r  none m e t  T h o r e a u ' s  c r i t e r i a ,  no r  did he s e e m  to expec t to en coun te r  

one.

At th i s  point ,  a  c o n t r a d ic t io n  in  T h o r e a u ' s  th inking s e e m s  ap p a ren t .  

Fol lowing  the l ine  of r e a so n in g  outl ined in the p reced in g  p a r a g r a p h s ,  it 

i s  not d iff icult  to see  how an a b so lu t i s t  th e o ry  of the  s ta te  can  be achieved . 

Indeed , it is  one of the  p u r p o s e s  of th i s  s tudy to d e m o n s t r a t e  th is  e l em en t  

in T h o r e a u ' s  th inking . H ow ever ,  it does  not s e e m  to wed w e l l  with  the 

i n d iv id u a l i sm  w h ich  is  unden iab ly  a m a j o r  tene t  of h is  to ta l  view of m a n
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and m a n ' s  r e l a t io n s  to in s t i tu t io n s .  A reco n c i l i a t io n  of the two points 

of view m a y  be o f fe red  by i n t e r p r e t i n g  T h o r e a u ' s  pos i t ion  in  such a 

way a s  to  ach iev e  c o n s i s t e n c y  th rough  h is  view of the  r e la t iv e  d is tance  

be tw een  the s ta t e  and the  ind iv idua l .  At leas t  in T h o r e a u ' s  e x p e r i e n c e ,  

the s ta t e  c o n t r ib u te s  p ro p o r t i o n a t e ly  l e s s  to s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  than the 

m o r e  im m e d ia t e  a s s o c i a t i o n s  such  a s  the fam i ly  and the  v i l lage  b ecau se  

the s ta t e  is  f u r t h e r  r e m o v e d  f r o m  the daily life of the  individual.  The 

s ta te  p r e s e n t e d  i t s e l f  to T h o r e a u  only occas iona l ly ,  a s  at the annual  t a x  

co l lec t io n  o r  at  a m i l i t i a  m u s t e r .  H ow ever ,  he did not view the  fam i ly ,  

v i l lage ,  and o th e r  such  m o r e  im m e d ia t e  a s s o c ia t i o n s  to  be i n t e r m e d i a r y  

between the ind iv idua l  and the  s ta t e  a s  did A l thus ius  and o t h e r s .  The 

ind iv idua l  has  a  d i r e c t  r e l a t io n s h ip  to the s ta te  even  though the s ta te  

m ay  be m o r e  r e m o te  f r o m  the  da ily  c o n c e rn s  of h is  life.

He re c o g n ize d  th i s  d i s t a n c e  be tween s ta t e  and indiv idual as  a

p a r t i c u l a r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the  A m e r i c a n  repub l ic ,  not dup l ica ted  by

a l l  s t a t e s  o r  g o v e rn m e n t s .  The v i s i t s  to  Canada had i m p r e s s e d  upon

h im  the  re la t iv e  r e m o t e n e s s  of the  s ta te  to h is  e v e r y d a y  e x i s t e n c e ,  and

he h e a r t i l y  app roved  of th is  f e a tu re  of A m e r i c a n  f e d e r a l  r e p u b l i c a n i s m

as  it  e x i s t ed  in h i s  l i f e t im e .

That  c e r t a in l y  i s  the  b e s t  g o v e rn m en t  w h e re  the  inhab i tan ts  a r e  
l e a s t  often r e m in d e d  of the  gov e rn m en t .  (Where  a m a n  cannot 
be a poet even  without d a n g e r  of being m ade  p o e t - l a u re a te !
W here  he cannot be hea l th i ly  neg lec ted ,  and grow up a m a n ,  and 
not an  E n g l i s h m a n  m e r e ly ! )  W here  it is  the m o s t  n a tu ra l  thing
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in the w o r ld  f o r  a gove rnm en t  tha t  does  not u n d e rs tan d  you to 
let you a lone .  . . .  It is  a gov e rn m en t ,  tha t  E n g l i sh  one,  —and 
m o s t  o th e r  E u r o p e a n  ones ,  —that cannot a ffo rd  to be forgot ten ,  
a s  you would n a tu ra l ly  fo rge t  th e m ,  tha t  cannot let  you alone,  
having l e a r n e d  to  walk.  It a p p e a r s  to me that  a t r u e  E n g l i s h 
m an  can  only specu la te  within bounds; he h a s  to pay his  
r e s p e c t s  to  so m a n y  th ings  tha t  b e fo re  he  knows it he  h a s  
paid a l l  he i s  w or th .  The p r in c ip a l  r e s p e c t  in which our 
g o v e rn m en t  i s  m o r e  t o l e r a b le  is  in  the  fact  that  t h e r e  is  so 
m u ch  l e s s  of a gove rnm en t  with us.  In the S ta tes  it i s  only 
once in a dog 's  age tha t  a man  need r e m e m b e r  his g o ve rnm en t ,  
but h e r e  [ i n  Canada] he i s  r e m in d e d  of it e v e r y  day. G o v e rn 
m en t  p a r a d e s  i t s e l f  be fore  you. It is in no sense  the se rv an t  
but the  m a s t e r .

It  was  one of those  e thnocen t r ic  conce i t s  to which m os t  po l i t ica l  

t h e o r i s t s  a r e  p ro n e ,  tha t  a s i m i l a r  r e la t io n s h ip  ought to ex is t  be tween  

all  s t a t e s  and t h e i r  c i t i z en s  a s  he d e s c r i b e d  fo r  the United S ta tes .  His  

"Yankee in C an a d a "  m ak es  v e ry  c l e a r  h is  object ions  to gove rnm en t  

making  i t s e l f  obvious  to the  c i t i z e n r y  any m o r e  than  abso lu te ly  n e c e s 

s a r y  to p e r f o r m  it s  l eg i t im a te  functions .

An E n g l i sh m a n ,  m e th inks ,  not to sp eak  of o th e r  na t ions ,  h a b i tu 
a lly  r e g a r d s  h i m s e l f  m e r e l y  as  a co ns t i tuen t  p a r t  of the E n g l i sh  
nation; he ho lds  a recogn ized  p lace  as  such; he is  a m e m b e r  of 
the ro y a l  r e g im e n t  of Engl ish .  And he is  proud of h is  nation.
But an  A m e r i c a n  c a r e s  v e ry  l i t t le  about such, and g r e a t e r  f r e e 
do m  and independence  a r e  po ss ib le  to  h im .  He is  n e a r e r  to  the  
p r im i t iv e  condi t ion  of m an .  G ove rnm en t  l e t s  h im  alone and he 
le t s  g o v e rn m e n t  alone.

By i t s  r e m o t e n e s s  the  so r t  of s ta te  w h ich  T h o r e a u  p r e f e r r e d  has  f e w e r

o ppor tun i t ie s  to be of d i r e c t  influence in the  deve lopm ent  of indiv idual

p e r so n a l i t y ,  o r  upon the condit ions of daily l ife.  Much of what c o n c e rn s
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g o v e rn m en t  and g o v e r n m e n ta l  off ic ia ls  dea ls  with  what T h o r e a u  c o n 

s id e r e d  t r i v i a l  i s s u e s  which could  be decided  e i t h e r  way without having 

a s ignif icant im p a c t  upon the l ives  of c i t i z en s  who l ive  in the in t im a te  

se t t ing  of t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  and n e ig h b o rs .  As  he w ro te ,  ' 'what is  c a l l e d  

po l i t ic s  is  c o m p a r a t i v e l y  someth ing  so su p e r f ic ia l  and inhum an ,  tha t

45p r a c t i c a l l y  I have  n e v e r  f a i r l y  recogn ized  that  it c o n ce rn s  me  a t  a l l .  " 

T h e r e  is  a l a rg e  am o u n t  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  ac tiv ity  which  m a y  be v e r y  

im p o r t a n t  to the  con t inua t ion  of the na tion and to the p r o p e r  o r d e r i n g  

of the functions  of a s ta te  which  T h o rea u  co n s id e re d  l e g i t im a te ,  but 

which  ha s  v e r y  l i t t l e  p r a c t i c a l  s ign if icance  o r  d i r e c t  inf luence  upon 

indiv idual l ives .  T h e r e f o r e ,  m u c h  ac t iv i ty  of a gov e rn m en t  i s  i n c o n s e 

quen t ia l ,  and even  though it m igh t  lack  a g re e m e n t  with  t r a n s c e n d e n t  

p r in c ip le s  in  t h e s e  m i n o r  p a r t i c u l a r s ,  it  does not d i s tu r b  the r e l a t i o n s  

a m o r a l l y  c o n sc io u s  ind iv idua l  m a in ta in s  with  the people he e n c o u n te r s  

in daily life o r  h i s  own s t r iv in g  fo r  m o r a l  c o n sc io u s n e s s .  It is  only 

w hen  the s ta t e ,  o r  i t s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  governm ent ,  to u c h es  an ind iv idua l  

in  such  a way as  to  h i n d e r  h i m  in  h is  r e la t io n s  with  h is  n e ig h b o r s  o r  to 

r e q u i r e  b eh av io r  w h ich  v io la te s  h is  pe rcep t io n s  of t r a n s c e n d e n t  laws, 

tha t  it c r e a t e s  a  d if f icu l ty  fo r  the  c i t i z en  on the m o r a l  qui vive.  But 

w hen  that  diff icul ty  p r e s e n t s  i t s e l f ,  it  a s s u m e s  c r i s i s  p r o p o r t io n s .

It is obvious  th a t  the  s ta t e  e n c o m p a s s e s  a l a r g e r  m u l t i p l i c i t y  of 

in d iv idua ls  th an  the  m o r e  i m m e d ia t e  a s s o c ia t i o n s  such  as  the v i l lage .
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In T h o r e a u ' s  view, e a c h  p e r s o n  l iving u n d e r  the  au tho r i ty  of the s ta te  

is  unde r  a t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  obligation to s e a r c h  f o r  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  and 

to be t r u e  to h i s  own n a tu r e .  He was  a w a r e  of the  g re a t  v a r i e ty  p e r 

m i t t e d  in n a tu r e  and w a s  in to le ran t  of anyth ing o t h e r  than n a tu ra l  law 

im pos ing  b e h a v io r a l  c o n fo rm i ty  upon in d iv id u a ls .

I r e jo ic e  . . . th a t  m e n  th e m s e lv e s  have  s o m e  wild oats to sow 
be fo re  they  b e c o m e  su b m iss iv e  m e m b e r s  of soc ie ty .  Un
doubtedly ,  a l l  m e n  a r e  not equally  fit s u b j e c t s  f o r  c iv il izat ion; 
and  b e c a u s e  the  m a jo r i t y ,  like dogs and  s h ee p ,  a r e  tam e  by 
in h e r i t e d  d i sp o s i t io n ,  th i s  is  no r e a s o n  why o th e r s  should 
have  t h e i r  n a t u r e s  b roken  that  they m a y  be re d u c e d  to the sam e  
level .  Men a r e  in the  m a in  al ike,  but they  w e r e  m ade  s e v e r a l  
in o r d e r  tha t  th e y  m igh t  be v a r io u s .  If a low use  is to be 
s e r v e d ,  one m a n  w i l l  do n e a r ly  o r  quite  a s  w e l l  a s  another ;  if 
a high one ,  ind iv idua l  exce l lence  is  to be r e g a r d e d .

It fo llows tha t  the  range  of g o v e r n m e n ta l  a c t iv i ty  m us t  be v e r y  

n a r r o w  if it s u c c e e d s  in  avoiding a v io la t ion  of the subjec tive  in te g r i ty  

of e v e r y  p e r s o n a l i t y  wi th in  i t s  ju r i s d i c t i o n .  When it ac ts  in a c c o r d  with  

the  p r in c ip l e s  of the  good and t r u e ,  the  s t a t e  w i l l  not r i s k  such v io la t ions  

b e c a u s e  i t s  a c t i o n s  w i l l  be in con fo rm i ty  w i th  the  intui t ive  a p p re h en s io n s  

of genius ,  and w i l l  em body  the  p r in c ip le s  of r igh t  tow ard  which a l l  l e s s e r  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s e s  ought to be s t r iv ing .  When th e  s t a t e ,  or m o r e  p rec i se ly ,  

the  g o v e rn m e n t  t r a n s g r e s s e s  the  l im i t s  of i t s  l e g i t im a te  c o n ce rn s  and 

i n t e r f e r e s  w i th  the  p r o c e s s  of individual s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n  it h a s  los t  the  

m o r a l  fo r ce  of i t s  a u th o r i ty .  The modify ing  po in ts  in T h o r e a u ' s  th e o ry  

of the s ta te  w h ich  t e m p e r  the a u t h o r i t a r i a n  a b s o l u t i s m  inheren t  in i t  a r e  

the  r e m o t e n e s s  of th e  s ta te  f r o m  the  ind iv idua l  c i t i z e n  and the n a r r o w
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range  of ac t iv i ty  w h ich  he c o n s id e re d  leg i t im a te  f o r  the s ta te .  It p r o 

v ides  T h o r e a u  with  an  e s c a p e  ha tch  and a peg upon which  he can  hang 

his  ju s t i f i c a t io n  of c iv i l  d isobed ience .

The di ff icul ty  is  not with  the s ta te ,  but w i th  gov e rn m en t ,  if one 

s e e s  the s ta te  as  the id ea  and the governm ent  a s  the opera t ion .  G o v e r n 

m en t  can,  and a l m o s t  in v a r i a b ly  does p e r v e r t  the  s ta te .  When the 

gove rnm en t  of the s ta t e  is  d i r e c te d  tow ard  ends  w h ich  a r e  c o n t r a r y  to 

the h ig h e r  laws a p p re h e n d e d  by the m o s t  fully c o n sc io u s ,  o r  when it 

e r e c t s  o b s tac le s  to the  deve lopm ent  of sub jec t ive  c o n s c io u s n e s s  the 

individual  who a c t s  in a c c o r d  with  his  own i n t e r n a l  m o r a l  im p e r a t iv e s  

m u s t  w i thdraw  h is  p a r t i c ip a t io n  in the g o v e rn m e n t .  If the p e r v e r s i o n  

of the idea  of the  s ta t e  by i t s  gove rnm en t  im p in g e s  upon the in te g r i ty  of 

subjec tive  pe rso n h o o d ,  c iv i l  d isobedience  is the  a p p r o p r i a t e  r e s p o n se  of 

the individual.  Should the o p e ra t ive  s ta te  p e r s i s t  in the p e r v e r s e  c o u r s e  

and a t te m p t  th ro u g h  c o e r c i o n  and fo rce  to im pose  com pl ic i ty  in i m m o r a l 

ity, pos it ive  r e s i s t a n c e  even  to the point of v io lence  is the only r e sp o n se  

co ns is ten t  w i th  the  i n t e g r i t y  of the m o r a l ly  s en s i t iv e  individual.  Even 

by i t s e l f ,  one ind iv idua l  ex am p le  of the r e a l ,  t r a n s c e n d e n t  value is  an 

i r r e s i s t i b l e  fo rce .

You can p a s s  y o u r  hand  u n d e r  the l a r g e s t  m ob ,  a na tion in r e v o 
lution even,  and, h o w e v e r  solid  a bulk they  m a y  m ak e ,  l ike a ha i l  
cloud in the a t m o s p h e r e ,  you m ay  not m e e t  so m u c h  as  a cobweb 
of support .  They  m a y  not r e s t ,  even  by a  point ,  on e t e r n a l  founda
tions .  But an ind iv idua l  standing on t r u t h  you cannot  p a s s  your  
hand unde r ,  f o r  h i s  foundations  r e a c h  to the c e n t r e  of the  u n iv e r se .
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It is  the  fo rce  of exam ple  which  le ad s  T h o r e a u  to accept  the  c o n s e 

quences  of c iv i l  d isobed ience ;  pun ishm en t  a cc e n tu a te s  the exam ple  

p ro v id ed  by the  c iv il  r e s i s t e r  and v is ib ly  d e m o n s t r a t e s  the incongru i ty  

of the s ta tu te  law with  the h ig h e r  law. Even  "A P lea  fo r  Capta in  John 

B ro w n "  a r g u e s  tha t  B ro w n 's  p r i n c ip l e s  be acc e p ted  r a t h e r  than  that  

B ro w n ' s  life be s p a red .  H ow ever ,  it is  ques t ionab le  tha t  a g r e e m e n t  

could be gained among s c h o la r s  and a c t iv i s t s  w h e th e r  John B ro w n 's  

r a id  o r  T h o r e a u ' s  defense  of B ro w n  is p r o p e r l y  c la s s i f i e d  as  c iv i l  d i s 

obed ience .  Under  P o w e r ' s  def in it ion  of r e sp o n s ib le  d i s o b e d i e n c e ,  48 

T h o r e a u ' s  non-paym ent  of t a x e s  would not be included, m u c h  le s s  

B r o w n ' s  ra id  and T h o r e a u ' s  im p l ied  in c i te m en t  to f r ee  h im  f r o m  

p r i s o n . 49 T h o r e a u ' s  r e f u s a l  to pay the  poll  tax ,  a s s i s t a n c e  to fugi t ive  

s l a v e s ,  and open support  of B r o w n ' s  m u r d e r o u s  i n s u r r e c t i o n  w e r e  

ac t io n s  taken  without r e g a r d  to ex haus t ing  avai lab le  legal  r e m e d i e s ,  

had no f i r m  c o m m i tm e n t  to n o n -v io len ce ,  took  no obvious c o n c e r n  fo r  

the  r ig h t s  of o th e r s ,  and did not i n s i s t  that the legal  c o n se q u e n ce s  of 

d i sobed ience  be borne .

In view of T h o r e a u ' s  s t ro n g  m o r a l  ten d en c ie s  to w a rd  po l i t ica l  

a b s o l u t i s m  t e m p e r e d  by an in d iv id u a l i sm  tha t  was  non e th e le s s  a b so lu t i s t  

in m o r a l  t e r m s ,  one s u s p e c t s  f r o m  reading  h is  c o m m e n ts  about the  

B ib l ic a l  p rophe ts  and about the  C ro m w e l l i a n  P r o t e c t o r a t e  tha t  the  f o r m  

of g o v e rn m e n t  of which he would have  been m o s t  approving m igh t  have 

been  a th e o c r a t i c  f o r m  in which  an  unyielding m o r a l  a u to c r a t  e n fo rc e s
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the  m o r a l  law by an example  of m o r a l  rec t i tude  in  h i s  own p e r s o n  and 

th ro u g h  an unhes i ta t ing  use  of a l l  the m ean s  ava i l ab le  to the g o v e r n 

ment.

Th i s  i s  not a p e r fec t  p a ra l l e l ,  because  T h o r e a u  p o s s e s s e d  much  

b r o a d e r  m o r a l  v i s io n  than is  embodied  in any of the  p a r t i c u l a r i s t i c  

re l ig ions .  He w a s  m u ch  too catholic  in his t a s t e s  to give a h i g h e r  c r e 

dence  to one r e l ig io u s  s y s t e m  than to ano ther .  He c o n s id e r e d  t h e m  a l l  

to be mythic  a t t e m p t s  to com m unica te  in t im a t ions  of the c r e a t iv e  and 

sus ta in ing  s p i r i t  pervading  the un ive rse  r a t h e r  than  l i t e r a l  explana t ions  

of the p r o c e s s e s  at w o rk  c re a t in g  both n a tu re  and v a lues .

I do not p r e f e r  one re l ig ion  o r  philosophy to a n o th e r .  I have 
no sym pathy  with  the b igo t ry  and ig no rance  which  m ake  
t r a n s i e n t  and p a r t i a l  and p u e r i l e  d is t inc t ions  be tw een  one 
m a n ' s  fa ith  o r  f o r m  of fa ith  and a n o th e r s ,  — as C h r i s t i a n  and 
hea then .  I p r a y  to  be d e l iv e red  f r o m  n a r r o w n e s s ,  p a r t i a l i ty ,  
ex ag g e ra t io n ,  b igotry .  To the ph i losopher  a l l  s e c t s ,  a l l  
na t ions ,  a r e  a l ike .  I l i ^  B ra h m a ,  H a r i ,  Buddha, the  G rea t  
Sp i r i t ,  a s  w e l l  a s  God.

It was the p r in c ip le  of good m en  using the s ta te  f o r  good p u rp o s e s  that

T h o r e a u  a d m i r e d  r a t h e r  than the h i s to r i c a l  r e a l i t i e s  of the  p a t r i a r c h s

o r  the P u r i t a n  g o v e rn m e n t  of C rom w el l .  One s u sp e c t s  tha t  he would

have  been  h ighly  d iscon ten t  u n d e r  the ru le  of any t h e o c r a c y .  He was

convinced  tha t  a p e r s o n  of t ru ly  s u p e r io r  m o r a l  v i s io n  would have  l i t t le

to do wi th  m undane  a f f a i r s  of g overnm en t .  As  he m a d e  the point in A

Week:
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But  wil l  gov e rn m en t  n e v e r  be so w e l l  a d m i n i s t e r e d ,  
i n q u i r e d  one,  tha t  we p r iv a te  m e n  sh a l l  h e a r  nothing of i t?
"The  king a n sw e re d :  At a l l  e v e n t s ,  I r e q u i r e  a p ruden t  and 
ab le  m a n ,  who is capable  of m a n ag in g  the s ta te  a f f a i r s  of 
m y  k ingdom.  The e x - m i n i s t e r  sa id :  The c r i t e r i o n ,  O Sire! 
of a  w i s e  and com peten t  m a n  is  tha t  he wi l l  not m edd le  with 
such  like m a t t e r s . "  A las  tha t  the  e x - m i n i s t e r  should have 
been  so n e a r l y  right .

He be l ieved ,  how ever ,  tha t  m e n  of m o r a l  genius  do a p p e a r  in

po l i t i c a l  s e t t ings  to c o r r e c t  e r r o r s  and  to provide  a s t an d a rd  of r ight

by w hich  a l l  m e n  and t h e i r  in s t i tu t io n s  should m e a s u r e  t h e i r  conduct .

T h e s e  p e r s o n s ,  of w hom  John  Brow n w a s  an e x am p le ,  he  c o n s id e r e d

to have a  divine c o m m is s io n  to r igh t  w ro n g s  and to  p rov ide  an  ac t ive

d e m o n s t r a t i o n  of t r a n s c e n d e n t  p r i n c ip l e s  applied  to  the a f f a i r s  of m en .

He r e p l i e d  to c r i t i c s  of B ro w n 's  a c t i o n s  at H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y :

They  t a lk  a s  if it  w e re  im p o ss ib le  that  a m an  could be "divinely  
a p p o in te d "  in th e se  days  to do any  w o r k  w h a tev e r ;  a s  if vows 
and re l ig io n  w e r e  out of date as  connec ted  with any m a n ' s  da ily  
work; a s  if the agent to abo l i sh  s l a v e r y  could only be som ebody  
appo in ted  by the P r e s i d e n t  o r  by so m e  po l i t ica l  pa r ty .

T h o r e a u  r e c o g n ized  tha t  a l l  f o r m s  of g o v e rn m en t  a r e  su sc e p t ib le  

to  d e b a s e m e n t  in one deg ree  o r  a n o th e r ,  and that  the  u su a l  condi t ions  

w hich  th e y  im p o se  upon life u nde r  t h e i r  ru le  a r e  not those  ca lcu la ted  

to  b r in g  out the  bes t  in h um an  po ten t ia l .  "Men a r e  d e g r a d e d , "  he 

b e l i e v ed ,  "when c o n s id e r e d  a s  the  m e m b e r s  of a p o l i t ica l  o rgan iza t ion .  

A s  a na t io n  the people n e v e r  u t t e r  one g r e a t  and  h ea l thy  w ord .  F r o m  

t h i s  s ide  a l l  na tions  p r e s e n t  only the  s y m p to m s  of d i s e a s e .  G o v e r n 

m e n t  of the  s ta te  is o r d in a r i l y  in the  hands  of th o se  whose  a p p re h e n s io n s
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of the good and t r u e  a r e  dim. o r  defective .  "I s ee ,  " he d e c l a r e d ,  ' ' that

the  a u t h o r i t i e s —the G o v e r n o r ,  M ayor ,  C o m m i s s i o n e r ,  M a r s h a l ,  e t c , —

a r e  e i t h e r  w e a k  o r  u n p r in c ip le d  m en ,  —i. e. , w e l l  d i sposed  but not equal

to  the occas ion ,  —o r  e l s e  of du ll  m o r a l  p e rc e p t io n s ,  with  the  u n p r in c i -

5 4pled and s e r v i l e  in  t h e i r  pay.  " These  m e n  a r e  of a type ,  and r e g a r d 

l e s s  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  f o r m ,  T h o r e a u  believed th a t  they  monopol ize  the 

m a c h i n e r y  of g o v e rn m e n t  f o r  p u rp o s e s  tha t  a r e  not in the i n t e r e s t s  of 

m ank ind .  As he w ro te  in h is  J o u r n a l ,

It is  s u r p r i s i n g  to what  ex ten t  the w or ld  is  ru le d  by c l iq u es .  . . .
The  in s t i tu t ions  of a l m o s t  a l l  kinds  a r e  thus  of a s e c t a r i a n  o r  
p a r ty  c h a r a c t e r .  N e w s p a p e r s ,  m a g az in e s ,  co l le g e s ,  and a l l  
f o r m s  of g o v e rn m e n t  and re l ig io n  e x p r e s s  the  su p e r f i c i a l  
ac t iv i ty  of a  few, the  m a s s  e i t h e r  con fo rm ing  o r  not a t t e n d 
ing.

Although g o v e r n m e n t s  a r e  a l l  subjec t  to fau l t s ,  and to domina t ion  

by c l iq u es ,  T h o r e a u  s e e m s  to have  fe lt  that  som e g o v e rn m e n ta l  f o r m s  

m a y  be m o r e  p rone  to c o r r u p t i o n  than  o th e r s .  M o n a r c h ie s  and h e r e d i 

t a r y  a r i s t o c r a c i e s  he fe l t  to be p a r t i c u l a r l y  r e p r e h e n s ib l e .  In p a r t ,  he 

be l ieved  th i s  to  be t r u e  b e c a u s e  of the age  of the  g o v e rn m e n t s  they  r e p r e 

sen t ,  tha t  the  v i ta l i ty  had b een  d ra ined  a s  they  b e cam e  f u r t h e r  re m o v e d  

f r o m  the in v igo ra t ing  f o r e s t s  and w i l d e r n e s s e s  of the o r ig in a l  c o n q u e r o r s  

who w e r e  t h e i r  a n c e s t o r s .  Lu x u ry ,  co m fo r t ,  a w i l l in g n e s s  to l i s t e n  to 

the  f l a t t e r y  of o th e r s  r a t h e r  th an  to s e a r c h  fo r  i n n e r  t r u t h  a r e  a l l  t r a p s  

into which  a s y s t e m  b a se d  upon h e re d i ty  fa l l s  e a s i l y  and inev i tab ly .  The 

w i l l in g n e s s  of h e r e d i t a r y  r u l e r s  to monopolize  p r o p e r ty  which  they c a n 
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not p e r s o n a l ly  use,  and c o n se q u e n t ly  dep r ive  o th e r s  of i t s  use  is  c o n 

t r a r y  to T h o r e a u ' s  use t h e o r y  of p r o p e r t y  which  he s ta t ed  in h is  Jo u rn a l ,  

"The  h ig h es t  law gives  a  th ing to h i m  who can  use  i t .  The example  

of w rongfu l  roya l  p r e r o g a t iv e  tha t  s t r u c k  h i m  m o s t  fo r c e a b l y  o c c u r r e d  

on h i s  t r i p  to Canada when he w as  unable to get the  b e s t  view of the 

F a l l s  a t  M on tm orenc i  b e c a u s e  the  P r i n c e  of Wales  had  fenced  it off fo r  

p a r t  of h is  e s ta te  ho ld ings .  His  r e m a r k s  on the  sub jec t  w e r e  full  of 

u n d e r s t a t e d  s a r c a s m :

It a p p e a r e d  to me to be in bad t a s t e  fo r  an  ind iv idual,  though 
he  w e r e  the f a th e r  of Queen  V ic to r ia ,  to ob trude  h i m s e l f  with  
h i s  land t i t l e s ,  o r  at l e a s t  h i s  f en ces ,  on so r e m a r k a b l e  a 
n a t u r a l  phenomenon, w h ich  should ,  in e v e r y  s e n se ,  be long to 
m ank ind .

The m a j o r  point of h is  ob jec t ion  w as  to the idea  of one a r b i t r a r y  

ind iv idua l  wil l  having c o m m a n d  o v e r  m a t t e r s  which touch  the n a tu r a l  

p r e r o g a t i v e s  of o th e r s .  The m e a s u r e  of a m a n ' s  a u th o r i ty  o v e r  o th e r s ,  

T h o r e a u  believed, was h i s  m o r a l  s u p e r io r i t y  and nothing e l s e .  Kings 

and noblem en do not o r d i n a r i l y  b a se  t h e i r  au th o r i ty  on p e r s o n a l  m o r a l  

s u p e r i o r i t y ,  at l e a s t  in such  a way tha t  T h o r e a u  would concede  i ts  v a l id 

i ty.  He was  con tem ptuous  tha t  "kings  love to say  ' s h a l l '  and 'will ' .  

T h o r e a u  w as  will ing to acknowledge  such  c on t r ibu t ions  a s  the  a r i s t o 

c r a t i c  s y s t e m  m a k es  to the  qua l i ty  of life and to the l eve l  of c u l tu re ,  but

a l s o  r e c o g n ized  i ts  d r a w b a c k s ,  such  a s  the n e c e s s a r y  e x i s t e n c e  of a 

59p e a s a n t r y .  He was  p le a s e d  with  the  t r e n d  he p e r c e iv e d  in  h i s to r y
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tha t  r e n d e re d  m o n a r c h y  obso le te  a s  a co m m o n  g o v e rn m e n ta l  f o r m ,  and 

w i th  the new r i s e  in r e p u b l i c a n i s m  and o th e r  m o r e  p a r t i c i p a t o r y  f o r m s .

H i s to ry  u sed  to be the h i s to ry  of s u c c e s s iv e  kings  or 
t h e i r  re ig n s ,  —the W i l l i a m s ,  H en ry s ,  J o h n s ,  R ic h a rd s ,  e tc .  , 
e tc .  , a l l  of t h e m  g r e a t  in som ebody 's  e s t im a t io n .  But we 
have a l t e r e d  tha t  c o n s id e ra b ly .  H e r e a f t e r  it is to  be to a 
g r e a t e r  ex tent the  h i s t o r y  of peoples .  You do not h e a r  some 
King Louis  o r  E d w a rd  o r  JL,eopold r e f e r r e d  to now by s ens ib le  
m en  with m u c h  r e s p e c t .

The h i s t o r i c a l  s u p e r c e d e n c e  of r e p u b l i c a n i s m  in the New World  

w as  encourag ing  to T h o r e a u .  In pa r t  he be l ieved  it w as  a consequence  

of the p r o c e s s  of t r u t h  re v e a l in g  i tse lf .  F o r  in s ta n ce ,  he viewed the 

d i f ference  be tw een  h i m s e l f  and a  young E n g l i sh  s o ld i e r  s ta t ioned  at  the  

c i tade l  of Quebec a s  be ing  tha t  he "was b o rn  in m o d e r n  t im e s .

A no the r  f a c to r  he  b e l ie v ed  to be influentia l  in  the d e m is e  of m or ibund  

m o n a r c h ie s  in E u r o p e  w a s  the opening of the  New World ,  w ith  i t s  

oppor tun i t ies  f o r  people  to  r e - e s t a b l i s h  a d i r e c t  r e l a t io n sh ip  to n a tu re ,  

o r  the Wild,  a s  he p r e f e r r e d  to ca l l  the  n a t u r a l  condition .

In new c o u n t r i e s  m e n  a r e  s c a t t e r e d  b r o a d c a s t ;  they do 
not wait  f o r  ro a d s  to p lace  t h e i r  h o u ses  on, but ro a d s  seek  out 
the h o u se s ,  and  eac h  m a n  is  a p r ince  in h i s  p r in c ip a l i ty  and 
depends on h im s e l f .  P e r c h a n c e  when the v i rg in  so i l  is 
exhaus ted ,  a r e a c t i o n  t a k e s  p lace ,  and m e n  c o n c e n t r a te  in v i l 
lages  again ,  b e co m e  s o c i a l  and c o m m e r c i a l ,  and leave  the 
s teady  and m o d e r a t e  few to w o rk  the c o u n t r y ' s  m in e s .

He recognized  tha t  it i s  n e c e s s a r y  to p r e s e r v e  the im m e d ia c y  of the

re la t io n sh ip  be tw een  the  Wild and the ind iv idua l  if m a n ' s  in s t i tu t ions

a r e  to r e ta in  any  v i ta l i ty .  Although the point h a s  p re v io u s ly  been  m ade .
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i t is  difficul t  to o v e r - e m p h a s i z e  the  v e r y  r e a l  connec t ion  in T h o r e a u ' s  

m in d  be tween  the  Wild and the f i tn es s  of in s t i tu t io n s  such  a s  the s ta te  

and  i t s  po l i t i c a l  agen ts  to t h e i r  t a sk s  of enhancing the  deve lopm ent  of 

the  good l ife among c i t izens .

A town is  saved, not m o r e  by the  r igh teous  m e n  in  it 
than by the  woods and swamps  that  s u r r o u n d  it.  A township  
w h e re  one p r im i t iv e  fo re s t  w aves  above while  a n o th e r  p r i m i 
t ive  f o r e s t  r o t s  below, — such a town is  f i t ted  to r a i s e  not 
only c o r n  and po ta toes ,  but poets and p h i lo so p h e rs  f o r  the  
com ing  ag es .  . . .

The  c iv i l iz ed  n a t io n s—G r e e c e ,  Rome,  E n g lan d —have  
been  su s ta in e d  by the  p r im i t ive  f o r e s t s  w h ich  anc ien t ly  ro t ted  
w h e re  they  stand. They su rv ive  a s  long a s  the  soil  i s  not 
exhaus ted .  A la s  fo r  hum an  cu l tu re !  l i t t l e  i s  to be expec ted  
of a na tion,  when the vegetable  mould  is exhaus ted ,  and it is  
c o m p e l led  to m ak e  m a n u re  of the  bones  of i t s  f a th e r s .

H e r e  is  a n o th e r  of the p a radoxes  which  abound in T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  

thought and ye t  in which T h o rea u  took  p a r t i c u l a r  de light.  Although the 

m o v e m e n t  of h i s t o r y  pushes  obsolete  in s t i tu t ions  a s id e  to m ake  r o o m  fo r  

n e w e r  ones which  m o r e  fully r e f le c t  the  unfolding p r in c ip le s  of t r u t h  

which  define righ t  re la t ions ,  the p a s s a g e  of t im e  e n c u m b e r s  even  the 

n e w e r  in s t i tu t io n s  w i th  t r ad i t io n s  tha t  g ra d u a l ly  c e a s e  to r e f lec t  t r u e  

r e l a t i o n s .  Th is  i s  p a r t i c u l a r ly  t r u e  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  b e c a u s e  i t s  t r a d i t io n s  

and  convent ions  a r e  e x p r e s s e d  in t e r m s  of law and a r e  en fo rced  by 

o rg a n iz e d  v io lence  o r  the th r e a t  of v io lence .  J u s t  a s  ind iv idua ls  m u s t  

l ive  in the  p r e s e n t  m o m en t  to be p e r f e c t ly  a t tuned  to the O v e rso u l ,  the 

in s t i tu t io n s  w hich  r e p r e s e n t  m en  m u s t  r ide  the c r e s t  of t i m e ' s  wave  if
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t hey  a r e  to r e m a i n  consonan t  with  the idea l  w o r ld .  G o v e rn m e n t s  a r e  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  i l l - s u i t e d  to keep  pace  with  the  dynam ic  p r o g r e s s  of 

m o r a l  r e v e l a t i o n  b e c a u s e  they  sol id ify  t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n s  in  laws, and in 

s u b - s y s t e m s  such  a s  p a r t i c u l a r  economic  f o r m s ,  in m o n u m e n ts  to 

t h e i r  a c h ie v e m e n t s  and  s c h e m e s  fo r  t h e i r  p e rpe tua t ion .  They have  a 

s take  in the pa s t ,  not in the p r e s e n t  or  the fu tu re .  The r e s u l t  is  "not 

t ru th ,  but a l i felong h y p o c r i s y .  Le t  us have ins t i tu t ions  f r a m e d  not out 

of o u r  r o t t e n n e s s , "  he  a sk ed ,  "but out of ou r  s o u n d n e s s . A  g o v e r n 

m e n t  i s ,  by i t s  n a t u r e ,  ve s ted  with  s ta t ic  va lues  w hich  it is  c o m m i t t e d  

to  p r e s e r v e .  The e tym ology  of the  word  s ta te  in d ica te s  i t s  c o n s e r v a 

tive n a tu r e .  T h o r e a u  saw h i m s e l f  a s  the u l t im a te  r a d ic a l ,  in  the  sen se  

of be l iev ing  tha t  l ife m u s t  be o r ig in a l ,  reach ing  to the c e n t e r  o r  u l t i 

m a t e  s o u rc e  and a f fec ted  by v i ta l  p r inc ip le .

The view he had  of h i s t o r y  a s  an unfolding r e v e la t i o n  of t r a n s c e n d 

ent p r i n c ip l e s  w as  jo ined  to h is  concep t ion  of the  ro le  of the  h e r o  in the  

founding of a s ta t e  o r  in leading a revolu tion .  The p r in c ip le s ,  in 

T h o r e a u ' s  m in d ,  a r e  s u p e r i o r  to the  p e r s o n  of the h e ro .  It is  an i m p o r 

tan t  d i s t in c t io n  b e c a u s e  it r e s c u e s  h i s  th e o ry  f r o m  fall ing into the  s u p e r 

m a n  s y n d ro m e  which often s p r in g s  f r o m  a pos it ion  s i m i l a r  to tha t  tak en  

by T h o rea u .  The h e r o  is  im p o r t a n t ,  even  c r u c i a l ,  in T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  

of the  s t a t e ,  but h i s t o r y  p r e p a r e s  the  way and c r e a t e s  the  c l i m a t e  f o r  

the h e r o  to  ac t  a s  a c a ta ly s t  f o r  change. As a T r a n s c e n d e n t a l i s t ,  he
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w a s  acu te ly  a w a r e  of the  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p  of th ings .

Revolu t ions  a r e  n e v e r  sudden. Not one m a n ,  n o r  m any  
m en ,  in  a  few y e a r s  o r  g e n e r a t io n s ,  suff ice to regu la te  even ts  
and d i sp o se  m ank ind  fo r  the r e v o lu t io n a ry  m o v e m e n t .  The 
h e r o  i s  but the  c row ning  stone of the p y r a m id ,  — the keys tone  
of the  a r c h .  Who w as  Romulus  o r  R em u s ,  H en g is t  o r  H o r s a ,  
tha t  we should a t t r i b u t e  to th e m  Rome o r  E ng land?  They a r e  
fam ous  o r  in fam ous  because  the p r o g r e s s  of e v en ts  has  
c h o sen  to m a k e  t h e m  it s  s t ep p in g - s to n es .  But we would know 
w h e re  the  av a lan ch e  c o m m e n ce d ,  o r  the hollow in the ro c k  
whence  s p r in g s  the  A m azon .  The m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  i s  apt to be 
som e s i len t  and unob t rus ive  fact  in h i s t o r y ,

T h o r e a u ’s own p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  rep u b l ic an  d e m o c r a c y  w as  w e l l  

known to h i s  f r i e n d s .  E m e r s o n  sa id  of h im ,  "No t r u e r  A m e r i c a n  

e x i s t ed  than T h o r e a u .  His p r e f e r e n c e  of h i s  c o u n t r y  and condit ion was  

genuine ,  and h i s  a d v e r s a t io n  f r o m  E n g l i sh  o r  E u r o p e a n  m a n n e r s  and 

t a s t e s  r e a c h e d  a l m o s t  con tem pt .  But he did not  c o n s id e r  the 

A m e r i c a n  f o r m  of g o v e rn m en t  r e m o te ly  to a p p r o a c h  the id ea l .  It was  

m e r e l y  l e s s  ob jec t ionab le  than o th e r  ava i lab le  e x a m p l e s .  The A m e r i c a n  

g o v e rn m e n t  had  the v i r t u e  of being c l o s e r  to th e  v i rg in  w i l d e r n e s s  

b e c a u s e  of i t s  r e c e n t  d i s co v e ry  and inhab i ta t ion  by a popula tion whose  

c u l tu r e  had r e a c h e d  the  level  of deve lopm ent  to r e q u i r e  a s ta t e  and 

g o v e rn m e n t .  It w as  l e s s  ob t rus ive  in the da i ly  l iv e s  of i t s  c i t i z en s  and 

w a s  le s s  p r e s c r i p t i v e  than  m os t  o th e r  g o v e r n m e n t s  of the e a r l y  and m i d -  

N in e teen th  C en tu ry .  It did have s e v e r e  l im i t a t i o n s  and d e fec ts  in 

T h o r e a u ’s e s t i m a t i o n .

The  p r i n c ip a l  object ion he had to  the  United S ta tes  w a s  a c r i t i c i s m
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w hich  m ay  be ex tended  to a l l  republ ican  f o r m s  and to a l l  d e m o c r a c i e s .  

Repub l ics  do not r e p r e s e n t  the  whole range  of h u m a n  e x p e r i e n c e ,  no r  

even  the be s t  p a r t  of the  population.  A s y s t e m  th a t  r e l i e s  upon any 

m a j o r i t a r i a n  s c h e m e  exc ludes  the m o s t  advanced  m o r a l  p r in c ip le s  fo r  

the  sake  of m e r e  opinion and conventional w isdom .  It i s  n e v e r  in a 

pos i t ion  to e n fo rc e  j u s t i c e  because  it p e r fo rc e  m u s t  d ea l  in c o m p r o m i s e  

and ex ped iency  in o r d e r  to build the n e c e s s a r y  coa l i t ion  to ach ieve  and 

m a in ta in  pow er .  Dependency  upon com m on opinion o r  the vox populi  

would a lw ays ,  in Thoreau^s  opinion, r e su l t  in the c o a r s e s t  p e rc ep t io n  

of the  good.

The m a s s  n e v e r  c o m es  up to the s t a n d a rd  of i t s  be s t  m e m 
b e r ,  but on the  c o n t r a r y  d e g ra d es  i t se l f  to a l eve l  with the low
es t .  As  the  r e f o r m e r s  say,  it is  a level ing down, not up.  Hence  
the  m a s s  i s  only a n o th e r  nam e  for  the mob. The inhab i tan ts  of 
the  e a r t h  a s s e m b l e d  in one p lace  would cons t i tu te  the g r e a t e s t  
mob.  The m ob  i s  spoken of as  an in sane  and b linded  an im a l ;  
m a g i s t r a t e s  s ay  i t  m u s t  be hum ored ;  they  a p p re h en d  it m a y  
inc l ine  th i s  way o r  tha t ,  a s  v i l l a g e r s  d re a d  an innundat ion,  not 
knowing whose  land m a y  be flooded, no r  how m a n y  b r id g e s  
c a r r i e d  away.

Nothing excep t iona l  can be expec ted f r o m  the  m a s s  of mankind . 

P r i n c i p l e s  a r e  not founded on the  r e s u l t s  of p l e b i s c i t e s .  To T h o r e a u ' s  

m in d  it i s  a f a t a l  f law in the  d e m o cra t i c  f o r m  of gov e rn m en t  which 

m a k e s  it  am o n g  the le a s t  l ikely  of a l l  g o v e rn m e n ts  to fu lf i l l  the  fu n c 

t io n s  of a t r u e  s ta t e .  It is  p r e d ic a te d  upon the p e rc ep t io n s  and p r e 

f e r e n c e s ,  not of the  be s t  o r  f ines t ,  but the  m o s t  c o m m o n  o r  m o s t  f r e 

quent ly  o c c u r r i n g  opinion. In choosing l e a d e r s h ip  T h o r e a u  w as  e s p e 
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c ia l ly  u n e n th u s ia s t i c  about the qua l i ty  of d e m o c r a t i c  s e lec t ion  p r o c e s 

se s .  "I fee l  tha t  the public demand an a v e r a g e  m an ,  —a v e r a g e  thoughts  

and m a n n e r s ,  — not o r ig in a l i ty ,  no r  even abso lu te  exce l lence ,  " he 

w ro te ,

T h o r e a u  a l so  o b s e r v e d  that  g o v e rn m e n t s ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of what 

t h e i r  A r i s t o t e l i a n  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  might  be, suppor t  and m a in ta in  s u b 

s y s t e m s  with  which  they  in t e r a c t  in a m utua l ly  suppor t ive  way. Like 

a l l  in s t i tu t io n s ,  t h e s e  s u b - s y s t e m s  a r e  sub jec t  to in e r t i a ;  and they  a r e  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  p ro n e  to t o r p o r  because  they  a r e  heav i ly  re l i an t  upon the 

p r a c t i c e s  and t r a d i t i o n s  of the  en t renched  g o v e rn m e n t  and a r e  t h e r e 

fo re  c o n s e r v a t i v e  by t h e i r  n a t u r e s .  They a r e  often im p e d im e n t s  to the 

"good" life that  T h o r e a u  bel ieved  it is  g o v e r n m e n t ' s  function to enhance .

"In m y  sho r t  e x p e r i e n c e s  of hum an  l i fe ,"  he w ro te  in A W ee k , "the ou t 

w a r d  o b s ta c le s ,  if t h e r e  w e r e  any such, have  not been  living m en ,  but

6 9dead i n s t i t u t i o n s . "

Unlike the e a r l y  l i b e r a l s ,  T h o reau  did not r e g a r d  ins t i tu t ions  and 

t h e i r  h i s t o r i e s  a s  i r r e l e v a n t  to n o r  m u tua l ly  independent  f r o m  g o v e r n 

m en t .  This  i s ,  of c o u r s e ,  somewhat  in co n s i s ten t  with  his  view of the 

re l a t iv e  independence  of indiv iduals  f r o m  the  in s t i tu t ions  of t h e i r  c u l tu re .  

The l a i s s e z - f a i r e  a t t i tude  of the nascen t  l i b e r a l i s m  of h i s  t i m e  w as  i m 

p e r f e c t ly  a s s i m i l a t e d  by T h o rea u ,  and un fo r tuna te ly  fo r  h i s  theo ry ,  that  

po r t io n  which  he e m b r a c e d  was  not wholly  com pat ib le  with  his o th e r  views.

This  e m p h a s i z e s  the confl ic t  be tween the  two views of n a tu re  he
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s e e m s  to have  held ;  on the one hand an inh e ren t ly  h a rm o n io u s  na tu re  

full  of m y s t e r y  but u l t im a te ly  governed  by bénéf ic ien t  p r in c ip le s ,  and 

on the o th e r  hand a n a tu re ,  s t i l l  full  of m y s t e r y ,  but devoid of e th ica l  

content ,  ope ra t in g  under  la'ws tha t  have no re la t io n  to j u s t i c e ,  r e a so n ,  

o r  h u m an  w e l f a re .  The sam e  am biance  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h is  view of 

gove rnm en t  and the  s u b - s y s t e m s  which  ex is t  with in  it. He w as  

u n c l e a r  as  to w h e th e r  the vo lun ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n s  of benef it  to h u m a n s  

w e r e  sufficient to  su s ta in  a s y s t e m  of gove rnm en t  that  is h a rm o n io u s  

with  the m o r a l  d ic ta te s  of the O versou l ,  o r  w h e th e r  the d a rk  s ide  of 

m a n ' s  na tu re  r e q u i r e s  the f i r m  co n t ro l  of a m o r a l  h e ro  to keep the 

m a s s  of hum an i ty  within  the bounds of goodness .

P a r t  of T h o r e a u ' s  am bigu i ty  to w ard  in te rm e d ia t e  in s t i tu t ions ,  o r

gove rnm en t  s u b - s y s t e m s ,  m a y  have com e f r o m  the influence of G e r m a n

I d e a l i s m  upon h im ,  which J.  S. Mill  thought added a recogni t ion  of

70ins t i tu t ions  a s  independent  r e a l i t i e s  of h i s t o r i c a l  im p o r tan c e ,  and to 

the m e c h a n i s t i c  v iews of the e a r l y  l i b e r a l s ,  c lash ing  with  the ind iv idu

a l i s m  w hich he had in h e r i t e d  f r o m  h is  C a lv in is t ic  background  and which 

w as  the p redom ina t ing  in te l l e c tu a l  a s s u m p t io n  of h is  so c ia l  and po l i t ica l  

thinking. This  t en s io n  and d i s sonance  r e c u r s  th rough  T h o r e a u ' s  

soc ia l  w r i t i n g s .  F o r  in s tan ce ,  be tween  h i s  t h e o ry  of cont inua l  p r o g r e s s  

in hum an  a f f a i r s  and h is  e sp o u s a l  of violent r evo lu t iona ry  t a c t i c s ,  th is  

t ens ion  i s  obvious.  His c u r io u s  sym pathy  with  vo lun ta ry  a s s o c ia t i o n s
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and c u l tu ra l  a f f in i t ies  such  a s  language and the v i l lage  c o n t r a s t s  with  

the  antipa thy he fe lt  to w a rd  in s t i tu t ions  of so c ie ty  and of g ove rnm en t .

Why T h o r e a u  should r e co g n ize  the im p o r tan c e  of in s t i tu t ions  as 

s u b - s y s t e m s  of g o v e rn m e n t  is  of l e s s  i n t e r e s t  than  why he did not 

a p p re c ia t e  t h e i r  influence upon ind iv idua ls .  M odern  po l i t ica l  sc ience  

is  a ccu s to m ed  to c o n s id e r in g  th e s e  s u b - s y s t e m s  a s  an  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  

of gove rnm ent .  Indeed,  econom ic  d e t e r m i n i s t s  and som e M arx ian  

t h in k e r s  have  sugges ted  tha t  the  econom ic  s y s t e m  is the  gove rnm en t .  

This  notion, at l e a s t  a s  app l ied  to p ro p e r ty ,  w as  p a r t  of the  Anglo- 

A m e r i c a n  in te l l e c tu a l  t r a d i t io n  f r o m  the t im e  of J a m e s  H a r r in g to n  if  

not e a r l i e r .  In h i s  o b s e r v a t io n s  of n a tu re  T h o r e a u  took  c a r e fu l  notes  

of ac tua l  behav io r  and ac tu a l  f a c t s ;  h u m an  b e h av io r  and ins t i tu t iona l  

b eh av io r  w e r e  a p p a r e n t ly  l e s s  wel l  ob se rv ed .

A f t e r  the l ega l  s t r u c t u r e ,  which w il l  be d i s c u s s e d  l a t e r ,  p e rh ap s  

the  m o s t  p e rv a s iv e  of the g o v e rn m e n ta l ly  r e l a t e d  ins t i tu t ions  is  the 

econom ic  sy s te m .  T h o r e a u  re c o g n ize d  the c lo se  connec t ion  between 

w ea l th  and po l i t ica l  power  in any f o r m  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  f r o m  the s i m p 

le s t  o rgan iza t ion  to the m o s t  complex .

Wealth,  no l e s s  than  knowledge,  is  power .  Among the Bedouins 
the  r i c h e s t  m a n  i s  the  she ik ,  among s av ag es  he who has  m os t  
i ro n  and w a m p u m  i s  chief ,  and in  England and A m e r i c a  he is 
the m e rc h a n t  p r in c e .

Recall ing the  e a r l i e r  d i s c u s s io n  of e co n o m ics ,  b u s in e s s ,  and c o m 

m e r c e ,  T h o r e a u ' s  m o s t  d ev as ta t in g  c r i t i c i s m  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  p a r t i c u 
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l a r l y  in A m e r i c a ,  c e n t e r e d  on the m a t e r i a l i s t i c  e m p h a s i s  which  g o v e r n 

m e n t  f o s t e r s  in  i t s  c i t i z en s  by an  o v e r  c o n c e r n  f o r  the econom ic  c o n s e 

q u e n c e s  of i t s  dec i s io n s  to the  n e a r  e x c lu s io n  of o th e r  l e s s  tangib le  o r  

l e s s  im m e d ia t e  v a lu es .  An i l l u s t r a t i o n  of the  tendency  of g o v e rn m en t  

to c o n s i d e r  a l l  va lues  in  econom ic  t e r m s  c o m e s  f r o m  his  o b s e r v a t io n s  

about  c o m m o n  ju n ip e r :

The  m a s s  of m en  a r e  v e r y  e a s i l y  im p o s e d  on. . . . W ha t 
e v e r  a  g r e a t  m an y  g row n-up  boys  a r e  s e r i o u s l y  engaged in  i s  
c o n s i d e r e d  g r e a t  and good, and,  a s  such ,  i s  s u r e  of the  r e c o g 
ni t ion of the  c h u r c h m a n  and s t a t e s m a n .  What,  fo r  in s tan ce ,  
a r e  the  blue  j u n i p e r  b e r r i e s  in  the  p a s t u r e ,  which the cowboy 
r e m e m b e r s  so f a r  a s  they a r e  beau t i fu l  m e r e l y ,  to c h u rc h  and 
s t a t e ?  M er e  t r i f l e s  which d e s e r v e  and  get no p ro tec t ion .  As 
an  ob jec t  of beau ty ,  though s ign i f ican t  to  a l l  who rea l ly  l ive in 
the  c o u n t ry ,  they  do not r e c e iv e  the  p r o te c t io n  of any c o m 
m uni ty .  Anybody m a y  g rub  up a l l  t h a t  e x i s t .  But as  an  a r t i c l e  
of c o m m e r c e  they  co m m an d  the a t ten t io n  of the  c iv i l ized  wor ld .
. . . Go to the E n g l i sh  G o v e rn m en t ,  which ,  of c o u r s e ,  is  r e p r e 
sen ta t iv e  of the  people ,  and a sk .  What is  the  u se  of j u n ip e r  
b e r r i e s ?  The a n s w e r  is .  To f l a v o r  g in  with .  This  is  the 
g r o s s  a b u se  of j u n ip e r  b e r r i e s ,  w i th  which  an  en lightened  
G o v e r n m e n t — if e v e r  th e re  sh a l l  be o n e —w il l  have  nothing to 
do.

He w as  not so naive as to be l ieve  tha t  a na t ion  has  no need  to 

f o s t e r  and e n co u rag e  an  adequa te  s y s t e m  of p roduct ion .  In fac t ,  he 

b e l i e v e d  tha t  gett ing a  l iving should  be fa c i l i t a t e d  by a good g o v e r n 

m e n t ,  but tha t  the  m e a n s  of e co n o m ic  su p p o r t  ought not to o b s c u r e  the 

ends  of l ife.  The r e a s o n  fo r  e n c o u r a g in g  an  adequa te  econom y is  to 

f r e e  ind iv idua ls  f r o m  the n e c e s s i t y  of spending  a l l  t h e i r  e n e r g i e s  on 

s u s ta in in g  l ife so tha t  they  can  devote  a  g r e a t e r  s h a r e  of t h e i r  l ives  to
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im p ro v in g  the  qua l i ty  of t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e .  T h o r e a u  b e l iev ed  tha t  "if the 

c iv i l i z ed  m a n ' s  p u r s u i t s  a r e  no w o r t h i e r  than the s a v a g e ' s ,  if he is 

em p loyed  the g r e a t e r  p a r t  of h i s  l ife in obtaining g r o s s  n e c e s s a r i e s  and 

c o m f o r t s  m e r e l y ,  " he does  not d e s e r v e  any h ig h e r  s t a n d a rd  of living 

than  the savage .  The econom ic  s y s t e m  can  be u s ed ,  h o w e v e r ,  to e l e 

vate  both  the p h ys ica l  and s p i r i t u a l  condition  of m an k in d  p rov ided  it is  

p r o p e r l y  m anaged .

The fact  fo r  the  savage ,  and f o r  the m a s s  of m an k in d ,  i s  tha t  
i t  i s  b e t t e r  to p lan t ,  w eav e ,  and build than to do nothing o r  
w o r s e ;  but the  fac t  f o r  the ph i lo so p h e r ,  o r  a na t ion  loving w i s 
dom,  is  that  it i s  m o r e  im p o r ta n t  to cu l t iva te  the  h ighes t  
f a c u l t i e s  and spend a s  l i t t l e  t im e  as  p oss ib le  in  p lanting,  
weaving ,  building,  e tc .  It depends  upon the he igh t  of y o u r  
s t a n d a r d ,  and no doubt th ro u g h  m a n u a l  l a b o r  as  a police  
m e n  a r e  educa ted  up to a c e r t a i n  level .

T h o r e a u  be l ieved  in  s e c u r in g  the  n e c e s s i t i e s  of l ife a s  n e a r ly  as

po s s ib le  by the e x e r c i s e  of such  t a l e n t s  a s  an ind iv idua l  p o s s e s s e s ,

b e c a u s e  tha t  d i re c t  e f fo r t  to su p p o r t  h im s e l f  hones t ly  and by the  m ean s

m o s t  n a tu ra l  to h im  co n t r ib u te s  m o s t  to h is  deve lopm ent .  The sam e

p r in c ip le  he  be l ieved  ap p l ie s  to na t ions ,  and that  g lu ttony and sloth

br ing  ru in  as  s u r e ly  to na t ions  a s  to indiv iduals .

The abdom en  un d e r  the  wings  of the bu t te r f ly  s t i l l  r e p r e s e n t s  the 
l a r v a .  This  is  the  t idb i t  which  t e m p ts  h is  i n s e c t iv o r o u s  fa te .
The g r o s s  f e e d e r  is  a m a n  in the  l a r v a  s ta te  ; and t h e r e  a r e  whole 
na t ions  without fancy  o r  im ag ina t ion ,  whose  va s t  ab d o m en s  
b e t r a y  th em .

In the  right s o r t  of g o v e rn m e n t  T h o rea u  be l ieved  tha t  the  economy 

would function  n a tu r a l l y  in a s m o o th  o pe ra t ion  of the  law of supply  and
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dem and ,  which  he  be l ieved  to be the  dr iv ing f a c t o r  beh ind  the po l i t ica l  

75economy.  It h a s  been  noted e a r l i e r  tha t  h is  p a r t i a l  a s s i m i l a t i o n  of

the l a i s s e z - f a i r e  thinking tha t  was  becom ing  i m p o r t a n t  in the  in te l l e c tu a l

c i r c l e s  of h i s  day  led  to log ica l  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s  in  o th e r  p a r t s  of his

thought.  A s i m p l e - m i n d e d  conception of c l a s s i c  l i b e r a l  eco n o m ics  such

as  lay  behind h i s  be l ie f  in the  law of supply  and dem an d  leads  d i r e c t ly

to dom ina t ion  of g o v e rn m e n ta l  policy by m a t e r i a l i s t i c  va lues  which he

found so o b jec t ionab le .  The point m u s t  not be o v e rd ra w n ,  how ever .

He did not c o n s i d e r  a r i s ing  g r o s s  national p roduc t  to be the m e a s u r e

of a n a t io n ’s s u c c e s s .

The na t ion  i t s e l f ,  with a l l  i t s  s o - c a l l e d  i m p r o v e m e n t s ,  which,  
by the way  a r e  a l l  e x t e r n a l  and s u p e r f i c i a l ,  is  . . .  an  unwieldy 
and o v e r g ro w n  e s ta b l i s h m e n t  . . . c lu t t e r e d  with f u r n i tu r e  and 
t r i p p e d  up by i t s  own t r a p s ,  ru ined  by lu xu ry  and h e e d le s s  
e xpense ,  by want  of c a lcu la t ion  and a w o r th y  a im ,  a s  the  m i l 
l ions  of h o u seh o ld s  in the  land; and the  only c u r e  fo r  it ,  a s  fo r  
th e m ,  is  in  a  r ig id  economy, a s t e r n  and  m o r e  than  Sp a r tan  
s im p l i c i ty  of life and e leva t ion  of pu rp o se .  It l ives  too fas t .

S im p l ic i ty ,  s e l f - su f f ic ien cy ,  and p roduc t ion  f o r  d i r e c t  use  is  as 

n e c e s s a r y  to a g o v e rn m e n t  of h igh p u rp o se  a s  it is  f o r  an  indiv idual of 

h igh p u rp o se .

Without c o n s id e r in g  the idea  in r e l a t io n  to h i s  fee l in g s  about the 

laws of supply  and  dem and  being the  p r o p e r  b a s i s  of e co n o m ics ,  T h o rea u  

did not s e e m  to  be l ieve  p r iv a te  p r o p e r ty  to be co m p a t ib le  with  a na t iona l  

econom y of s im p l i c i t y  and se l f - su f f ic iency .
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By a v a r i c e  and s e l f i sh n e s s ,  and a g rove l l ing  hab i t ,  f r o m  which 
none of us i s  f r e e ,  the l andscape  is  de fo rm ed ,  h u sb an d ry  is  
d e g ra d ed  wi th  us ,  and the f a r m e r  le ads  the m e a n e s t  of l ives .
He knows N a tu r e  but a s  a ro b b e r .

A g r i c u l t u r e  i s  not f r ee  f r o m  a v a r i c e  and g rove l l ing  hab i t  due in la rge

m e a s u r e  to  the  s y s t e m  of p r iv a te  ow ne rsh ip  in  land which  n a tu ra l ly

a p p ea ls  to the b a s e r  m o t ives  of man. It en co u rag es  co v e to u sn e ss ,  g reed ,

and p r ide .  O w n er sh ip  of land den ies  "the o r ig ina l  r ight of m an  to the

78p roduc t ions  of N a tu re  and a p lace  in  h e r .  " As f a r  as the e a r t h  is  c o n 

c e r n e d ,  T h o r e a u  seem ed  to r e g a r d  a l l  m e n  a s  equal i n h e r i t o r s ;  in T r a n s 

cenden ta l  e t h i c s ,  "the h ig h es t  law gives  a thing to h i m  who can  use  it.  ̂

H is  p r e f e r e n c e  fo r  a g r i c u l tu r e  o v e r  o th e r  f o r m s  of b u s in e s s  under taken  

f o r  m a t e r i a l  p ro f i t  beyond the  l im i t s  of n e c e s s i t y ,  w as  based  on the fact 

tha t  it was  at l e a s t  a d i r e c t  re l a t io n  to N a tu re ,  and she might  yet  teach 

one who is  f a m i l i a r  with h e r  w ays  something  about th e  t r u e  va lu es  in 

life which  he  m igh t  n e v e r  l e a r n  in any o th e r  mode  of em ploym ent .

L ike  the  c l a s s i c a l  G r e e k  t h e o r i s t s ,  P la to  and even A r i s to t l e ,  t r a d e  

and c o m m e r c e  w e r e  r e g a r d e d  by T h o r e a u  as  the  lowest kind of activ ity .  

F a r  f r o m  adding to the weal th  of a nation,  he be l ieved  tha t  t r a d e  is  so 

f a r  re m o v e d  f r o m  the act  of p roduc t ion  tha t  it r e l i e s  so le ly  on a base  

m o t iv e  fo r  u n e a r n e d  prof it .

No t r a d e  i s  s im p le ,  but a r t i f i c i a l  and complex . It pos tpones  
life and su b s t i t u t e s  death .  It goes  ag a in s t  the g ra in .  If the 
f i r s t  g e n e r a t io n  does not die of it ,  the th i r d  o r  four th  does.
In the face  of a l l  s t a t i s t i c s ,  I wil l  n e v e r  be l ieve  tha t  it  i s  the 
d e sc e n d an t s  of t r a d e s m e n  who keep the  s ta te  a l ive ,  but of
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s im p le  y e o m e n  o r  l a b o r e r s .  . . . This  s im p l i c i t y  it  i s ,  and the 
v ig o r  i t  i m p a r t s ,  tha t  enab le s  the  s im p le  vagabond . . .  to  hold 
up h is  h ead  am ong  m en .

T h o r e a u  w a s  appa l led  tha t  t h e r e  a r e  th o se  who s ty le  t h e m s e lv e s  s t a t e s 

m e n  and p h i lo s o p h e r s  who a r e  so blind a s  to th ink  that  p r o g r e s s  and

c iv i l i z a t io n  depend on p r e c i s e l y  th i s  kind of i n t e r - c h a n g e  and ac t iv i ty ,  —

81'the a c t iv i ty  of f l i e s  about  a m o l a s s e s - h o g s h e a d .  " T r a d e ,  c o m m e r c e ,  

p r o p e r t y  in  land, c o r p o r a t io n s  and the fa c to ry  s y s t e m  w e r e  a l l  an a th em a  

to T h o r e a u ' s  c o n sc ie n ce .  T h e r e f o r e ,  he ob jec ted  to the sanc t ion  of the  

s ta te  being ex tended  to th em .  The fa c to ry  s y s t e m  was  n e a r ly  a s  d e g r a d 

ing to l a b o r e r s  a s  the  p lan ta t ion  s y s t e m  of p r iv a t e  land ow n e rsh ip  w a s  

deg rad ing  to the  s l a v e s  who suppor ted  i t.

I cannot be l ieve  tha t  o u r  f a c to ry  s y s t e m  i s  the bes t  mode  
by which  m e n  m a y  get c lo thing.  The condit ion  of the o p e ra t iv e s  
i s  becom ing  e v e r y  day m o r e  l ike that  of the E ng l i sh ,  and it 
cannot be w o n d e red  at ,  s ince ,  a s  f a r  a s  I have  h e a r d  o r  o b se r v e d ,  
the  p r in c ip a l  ob jec t  i s ,  not tha t  m ankind  m a y  be wel l  and hones t ly  
c lad ,  but,  unquestionably ,  tha t  the  c o r p o r a t i o n  m a y  be e n r iched .

The a d v e r s e  e f fec t s  of t r a d e ,  c o m m e r c e ,  and the fa c to ry  s y s t e m  a r e  not

only on th o se  p e r s o n s  whose  l ives  a r e  d i r e c t ly  su bo rd ina ted  to t h e m .

He r e c o g n ized  the w a s te ,  the pollution,  the  u n n e c e s s a r y  deple t ion  of

n a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s  which r e s u l t  f r o m  an  econom y o p e ra te d  by the p ro f i t

m o t iv e ,  o r  g e a r e d  to p roduce  above the  l ev e l  of n e c e s s i t y .  He ob jec ted

to the low er ing  of the  qua l i ty  of e v e r y o n e ' s  l ives  by the economic  ga ins

of the  s y s t e m ;  but h e  w a s  s u r p r i s e d  tha t  m o s t  p e r s o n s  a r e  unaw are ,  o r

a t  l e a s t  a p a th e t i c ,  about t h e i r  own i n t e r e s t s  be ing dam aged .  The u t i l i -
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t a r i a n  p r in c ip le  of each  m an  knowing w h e r e  his  long t e r m  i n t e r e s t s  

lay s e e m e d  re fu ted  by human b eh av io r .  In A Week T h o r e a u  gave th is  

exam ple  :

At length  it would s e e m  that the  i n t e r e s t s ,  not of the 
f i s h e s  only, but of the m en  of Wayland, of Sudbury,  of Concord ,  
dem and  the  level l ing  of that  dam. In n u m b erab le  a c r e s  of 
m eadow  a r e  waiting to be made  d ry .  . . . The f a r m e r s  s tand  
wi th  s y th e s  whet ,  wai t ing the subs id ing  of the w a t e r s  . . . but 
s o m e t i m e s  t h e i r  eyes  do not r e s t  . . .  on the quaking m eadow  
g round  d u r ing  the haying  s ea so n  at a l l .  So many  s o u r c e s  of 
w e a l th  in a c c e s s ib l e .  They ra te  the lo s s  th e re b y  i n c u r r e d  in 
the s ing le  town of Wayland alone  a s  equa l  to the expense  of 
keeping  a  hu n d red  yoke of oxen the y e a r  round. One y e a r  . . . 
not long ago . . . the w a te r  gave no s igns  of fall ing.  . . . But 
sp ee d y  e m i s s a r i e s  revea led  the u n n a tu ra l  s e c r e t ,  in the  new 
f l o a t - b o a r d ,  wholly a food in wid th ,  added to t h e i r  a l r e a d y  
too h igh p r iv i l e g e s  by the dam  p r o p r i e t o r s . 83

T h o r e a u  of fe red  no solution to the  p ro b le m s  p re s e n te d  by t r a d e  

and c o m m e r c e  except one of s im p l i c i ty  in  l iving which would r e n d e r  

m uch  of th i s  kind of ac t iv i ty  u n n e c e s s a r y .  What effect  th is  m igh t  have  

on the o p e r a t io n  of supply and dem and  he does  not sugges t ;  th e  ques t ion  

s e e m s  not to  have  o c c u r r e d  to h im .  In the  p a ssag e  quoted j u s t  above he 

s e e m s  to s u g g es t  that  some reg u la t io n  of m an u fac tu r in g ,  a t  l e a s t ,  i s  

d e s i r a b l e .  The  gove rnm ent ,  h o w ev er ,  does  not s e e m  to be the  r e g u l a 

to r y  agency  he had in  mind but r a t h e r  the  m e n  of the ne ighbor ing  v i l 

l ag es .  To sugges t  that  unorgan ized  m e n  could act  to r eg u la te  m a n u 

fa c tu r in g  i s  in c re d ib le .  Some s o r t  of o rgan iza t ion  would be n e c e s s a r y ,  

and how it would  di f fer  in any e s s e n t i a l  r e s p e c t  f r o m  a g o v e rn m e n t  

agency  i s  not r e a d i ly  apparen t .
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T h o r e a u  b e l iev ed  th a t  un d e r  the  economic  s y s t e m  of h is  day the 

i n t e r e s t s  of th e  m a j o r i t y  of m en ,  at  lea s t  th o s e  w hose  i n t e r e s t s  a r e  

r e p r e s e n t e d  by g o v e r n m e n t ,  a r e  m e a s u r e d  in  i m m e d i a t e  econom ic  

gain.  The s ta t e  which  a l lows  such explo ita tion a t  the  expense  of the 

qua l i ty  of l ife and the  long range  fate of m ank ind  can  h a r d l y  be sa id  to 

m a k e  l ife m o r e  va lu ab le ,  a s  T h o r e a u  said a g o v e rn m e n t  should  do. 

T h o r e a u  would  h av e  m a d e  it a  governm ent  function  to  p ro te c t  na tua l  

r e s o u r c e s  and the  l a n d scap e  f r o m  the exp lo i ta t ion  w h ich  s e e m s  to 

a c c o m p a n y  c o m m e r c i a l  deve lopm ent  for p ro f i t .  But as  pointed out 

above,  he did not m a k e  i t  c l e a r  how it was  to be a c c o m p l i s h e d ,  a t  l e a s t  

in  an  o rg a n iz e d  w ay .  He would a l so  have p r e s e r v e d  m u c h  of the  n a tu r a l  

lan d scap e  f r o m  p r iv a t e  ow nersh ip ,  feeling tha t  the  c o n t r ib u t io n  m a d e  

to the qua l i ty  of h u m a n  life by n a t u r a l  beauty  outweighs  the  econom ic  

gain which m igh t  be r e a l i z e d  by c o m m e r c i a l  deve lo p m en t  o r  indiv idual 

o w nersh ip .  A long p a s s a g e  in the la te  J o u r n a l  s u m m a r i z e d  h i s  view of 

the  g o v e r n m e n t ' s  function  in p ro tec t ing  na tu re  ag a in s t  desp o l i a t io n  by 

econom ic  d ev e lo p m en t  o r  p r iv a te  ownership .

What  a r e  the  n a t u r a l  f e a t u r e s  which m a d e  a  township  
h a n d so m e ?  A r i v e r ,  with  i t s  w a te r f a l l s  and  m e ad o w s ,  a lake ,  
a h i l l ,  a  c l i f f  o r  indiv idual r o c k s ,  a f o r e s t ,  and a nc ien t  t r e e s  
s tanding s ingly .  Such th ings  a r e  beauti ful;  they  have  a h igh use  
w hich  d o l l a r s  and cen ts  n e v e r  r e p r e s e n t .  If  the  inhab i tan t s  of 
a town w e r e  w i s e ,  they  would s e e k  to p r e s e r v e  t h e s e  th ings ,  
though a t  a  c o n s i d e r a b l e  expense ;  for such  th ings  educa te  f a r  
m o r e  th an  any  h i r e d  t e a c h e r s  o r  p r e a c h e r s ,  o r  any  at  p r e s e n t  
r e c o g n ized  s y s t e m  of school education.  I do not th ink  h i m  fit 
to be the f o u n d e r  of a s ta te  o r  even  of a  town who does  not f o r e -
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s e e  the  use  of th e se  th in g s ,  but l e g i s l a t e s  chief ly  f o r  oxen, 
a s  it  w e r e .  . . .

I t  would w o r th  the  w hi le  if i n  each  town t h e r e  w e r e  a 
c o m m i t t e e  appoin ted  to s e e  tha t  the  beau ty  of the town 
r e c e i v e d  no d e t r im e n t .  If  we have  the l a r g e s t  b ou lde r  in the 
county ,  then  it should  not be long to  an indiv idua l ,  n o r  be 
m a d e  in to  d o o r s te p s .

Not only  the  channe l  but one o r  both banks  of e v e r y  
r i v e r  should  be a public h ighway.  The only use  of a r i v e r  
i s  not to  f loa t  on it.

Th ink  of a m oun ta in  - top  in th e  to w n sh ip —even to the 
m in d s  of the  Indians  a s a c r e d  p l a c e — only a c c e s s i b l e  th rough  
p r iv a te  grounds!  a t e m p le  a s  it  w e r e ,  which  you cannot e n te r  
e x cep t  by t r e s p a s s i n g  and at the  r i s k  of le t t ing  out o r  le t t ing  
in so m e b o d y ' s  ca t t le !  in  fac t  the  t e m p le  i t s e l f  in th i s  c a se  
p r iv a t e  p r o p e r ty  and s tand ing  in  a  m a n ' s  c o w -y a r d ,  — f o r  such  
i s  c o m m o n ly  the case .

The  land and i t s  r e s o u r c e s ,  e sp e c i a l l y  t r e e s ,  have  a c iv i l iz ing  

e f fec t  upon the  inhab i tan t s .  Of two v i l l a g e s ,  one with  t r e e s  and n a tu r a l  

b e au ty  and the o th e r  t r e e l e s s  with  i t s  r e s o u r c e s  w as ted ,  T h o r e a u  w as  

c e r t a i n  tha t  "in the  l a t t e r  w i l l  be found the  m o s t  d e s p e r a t e  and h a r d e s t  

d r i n k e r s .  In h i s  opinion, t h e r e  i s  m uch  m e r i t  in  having land r e p r e 

s e n te d  in the  l e g i s l a t u r e ,  and  he  d o u b t le s s  would have  ob jec ted  to the  

S u p r e m e  C o u r t  ru l ings  of the  N in e teen  S ix t ies  r e q u i r in g  th a t  the  p r i n c i 

p le  of one m a n ,  one vote be o b s e r v e d  in both c h a m b e r s  of the State 

l e g i s l a t u r e s  as  w e l l  a s  the  H ouse  of R e p r e s e n ta t i v e s  of the  F e d e r a l  

g o v e r n m e n t .  Speaking of the  an c ien t  e l m  t r e e s  which w e r e  d i s a p p e a r 

ing f r o m  New England he w ro te :
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They  m igh t  c l a i m  to  send a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  to the G e n e r a l  Court  
to look a f t e r  t h e i r  i n t e r e s t s ,  if a f i t  one could be found, a native  
A m e r i c a n  one in a t r u e  and w or thy  s e n s e ,  with  ca tho l ic  p r i n c i 
p les .

Two days  l a t e r  he  w ro te  tha t  the e lm s  " b e t t e r  d e s e r v e d  to be r e p r e 

sen ted  at  the  G e n e r a l  Cour t  than  the m an ik in s  benea th ,  — than  the b a r -

07
ro o m s  and v ic tua l l ing  c e l l a r  and g r o c e r i e s  they ov e rsh ad o w .  " He 

fe lt  tha t  " they a r e  w o r th  m an y  a po l i t ica l  borough.  They  cons t i tu te  a 

borough .  The p o o r  h um an  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of h is  p a r ty  sen t  out f r o m  

benea th  t h e i r  shade  w i l l  not sugges t  a t i the  of the  dignity ,  the  t ru e  n o b le 

n e s s  and c o m p r e h e n s i v e n e s s  of view, the s t u r d i n e s s  and  independence ,

88and the  s e r e n e  bene f icence  tha t  they do. " The n e c e s s i t y  f o r  p r e s e r v 

ing and p r o te c t in g  th e  e s th e t ic  qua l i ty  of the  n a t u r a l  se t t ing  i s  one of 

the  ob l iga t ions  which  g o v e rn m e n t  m u s t  accep t  in  T h o r e a u ' s  view.

T hank  God, m e n  cannot a s  yet  fly, and  lay  w as te  the  sky as  
w e l l  a s  the  e a r th !  We a r e  safe  on tha t  s ide  f o r  the  p r e s e n t .
It is  f o r  the  v e r y  r e a s o n  th a t  some do not c a r e  fo r  th o se  th ings  
tha t  we need  to continue  to p ro te c t  a l l  f r o m  the v a n d a l i s m  of a 
few.

Sti l l ,  i t  is  not c l e a r  how T h o rea u  would have  g o v e rn m e n t  a c c o m p 

l i s h  the p ro te c t io n  of the  en v i ronm en t .  It i s  poss ib le  tha t  r a t h e r  than 

sugges t ing  th a t  th i s  is  a g o v e rn m en t  function he m e a n t  l i t e r a l l y  tha t  

g roups  of m e n  and  c o m m i t t e e s  should und e r tak e  the re sp o n s ib i l i ty .  If 

so,  the  d i s t in c t io n  be tween  such  vigilante  g roups  and g o v e rn m en ta l  

a g e n c ie s  i s  not m a d e  c l e a r l y  in h is  w r i t i n g s .  Not only p ro te c t iv e  r e a c 

tion,  but p o s i t iv e  e f fo r t s  a t  r e f o r e s t a t i o n ,  p ro v is io n  of p a r k s ,  r e c r e a -
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t i o n a l  a r e a s  and n a t u r a l  p r e s e r v e s  w e re  seen  a s  e s s e n t i a l  g o v e r n 

m e n t a l  functions .  It en h an c e s  the qua l i ty  of life and has  a  b en e f ic ia l  

p s y ch o lo g ica l  effect  on the  c i t i z e n r y .  All  im p r o v e m e n ts  and adv an ces  

of w h a te v e r  kind depend at  l a s t  upon the p r e s e r v a t i o n  of w i l d e r n e s s  

and the  n a t u r a l  f e a t u r e s  of the  landscape .

E a c h  town should have  a p a rk ,  o r  r a th e r  a p r im i t iv e  
f o r e s t ,  of f ive hun d red  o r  a thousand  a c r e s ,  w h e r e  a s t i c k  
should  n e v e r  be cut fo r  fue l ,  a c o m m o n  p o s s e s s i o n  f o r e v e r ,  
f o r  i n s t ru c t io n  and r e c r e a t i o n .  We h e a r  of c o w -com m ons  
and  m i n i s t e r i a l  lo ts ,  but we want m e n -c o m m o n s  and lay lots 
in a l ie n ab le  fo r e v e r .  Le t  us keep  the New W orld  n e w , p r e 
s e r v e  a l l  the  advan tages  of l iving in the  country .  T h e re  is  
m eadow  and p a s tu r e  and w ood- lo t  fo r  the tow n 's  poor.  Why 
not a f o r e s t  and  h u c k l e - b e r r y  fie ld  fo r  the  to w n 's  r ich?  . . .
A town is an  in s t i tu t io n  which  d e s e r v e s  to be r e m e m b e r e d .
We boas t  of o u r  s y s t e m  of education ,  but why stop at s ch o o l 
m a s t e r s  and  sch o o lh o u se s?  We a r e  a l l  s c h o o l m a s t e r s ,  and 
o u r  schoolhouse  i s  the  u n iv e r s e .  To a ttend  ch ief ly  to the 
d e s k  o r  schoolhouse  while  we neg lec t  the  s c e n e r y  in which  it 
i s  p laced  is  a b s u r d .  If we do not look out we sha l l  find our  
fine  schoolhouse  s tanding  in a cowyard  a t  las t .

The m a j o r  d a n g e r  f r o m  w hich  n a tu ra l  r e s o u r c e s  and beau ty  m u s t  

be p ro t e c t e d  is  f r o m  the  g r e e d  of m a n  f o r  economic  gain. G re e d y  f a r m e r s  

who fence  land  and  desp o i l  u n n e c e s s a r i l y ,  r a i l r o a d s  which s t r i p  f o r e s t s  

f o r  fuel ,  m i l l s  and f a c t o r i e s  tha t  d a m  v /a te rways  and flood lowlands,  

h u n t e r s  who wantonly  s l a u g h t e r  wildlife fo r  sp o r t  o r  pe l ts ,  v i l l a g e r s  who 

p e r m i t  a town to becom e shabby, b a r r e n  and squalid  because  of unw i l l 

in g n e s s  to b e a r  the  c iv ic  cos t  a r e  a l l  ex am p le s  of the h um an  flaw w hich  

g o v e rn m e n t  ought to c o u n te r  w i th  c a r e f u l  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of ex is t ing  

n a t u r a l  r e s o u r c e s  and r e p l a c e m e n t  of r e s o u r c e s  fo r  the fu tu re .  G o v e r n -
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m e n t ,  un fo r tuna te ly ,  is  r e s p o n s iv e  to  the  econom ic  dem ands  of the

f a r m e r s ,  r a i l r o a d s ,  m i l l s ,  f a c t o r i e s ,  c o r p o r a t io n s ,  and t a x p a y e r s

whose  s h o r t s ig h t e d n e s s  p re v e n t s  t h e m  f r o m  see ing  that  in w i ld n e ss  is

the  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of the w or ld .  O th e r  m igh ty  c iv i l i z a t ions  have  fa l len

due to the s a m e  e r r o r s .  As an exam ple ,  T h o r ea u  noted tha t ,  "They  say

tha t  the P a s h a ,  by som e im p r o v e m e n t s  in cutt ing down t r e e s  ha s  ban-

91i shed  ra in  f r o m  Egypt a l t o g e th e r  f o r  som e  y e a r s  p a s t . "  G re ed  is  

n e a r ly  an i r r e v e r s i b l e  hum an  tendency;  a lm o s t  no m an  can e s c a p e  it 

and n e a r ly  e v e r y  g o v e rn m e n t  y ie lds  to the  d e m an d s  with  d i s a s t r o u s  

r e s u l t s .

B es id e s  despo i l ing  the e a r t h ,  the  econom ic  s y s t e m  of the  e a r l y  

i n d u s t r i a l  age in A m e r i c a  and W e s te r n  E u ro p e  w as ,  in T h o r e a u ' s  

opinion, a c o r r u p t in g  inf luence  on indiv idua ls .  It f o s t e r e d  a m a t e r i a l 

i s m  which m a d e  m e n  blind to  the m o r e  subt le  r e w a r d s  of a w e l l  c u l t i 

va ted  i n t e r i o r  life.  Even  those  whose  native  c ap a c i t i e s  w e re  not su f f i -  — 

c ien t ly  g r e a t  to  re sp o n d  deeply  to t r a n s c e n d e n t a l  v a lu e s ,  w e r e  dep r iv ed  

by the econom ic  and po l i t ica l  s y s t e m  f r o m  achiev ing  se l f - su f f ic ien cy ,  a 

p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r  full  r e a l i z a t io n  of pe rsonhood  in h e ren t  in e v e r y  p e r 

son. Those  at  the  bo t to m  of the  econom ic  s ca le ,  the  s lav e s  of the  South 

and the  wage  e a r n e r s  in the  i n d u s t r i a l  N o r th  in A m e r i c a ,  and the p e a s a n t s  

and  w o r k e r s  of E u r o p e  w e r e  s t rugg l ing  so a g a in s t  s t a r v a t i o n  and e x t r e m e  

p r iv a t io n  th a t  t h e r e  w as  no t im e  o r  e n e r g y  fo r  expanding  t h e i r  c o n s c i o u s 

n e s s ;  t h e i r  souls  sh r iv e l l e d .  Those  at  the top of the  c a p i t a l i s t  s y s t e m  o r
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among the p r iv i leg e d  c l a s s e s  in the W es te rn  w o r ld  T h o r e a u  felt to be 

as  f lawed by the  s y s t e m  a s  those  at the bottom. T h e i r  sp i r i tu a l  

deve lopm ent  w as  a r r e s t e d  by g r o s s  m a t e r i a l i s m .  T h e i r  in i t ia t ive  

m ade  flac id  by a lack  of e x e r c i s e  of the m o r a l  wi l l  t o w a rd  t h e i r  own 

se l f - s u p p o r t ,  t h e i r  c o n tac t  with  the rea l i ty  of n a tu r e  and t r a n s c e n d e n t  

value w as  c o n t r a v e n e d  by sm o th e r in g  luxury.  It w a s  th i s  c l a s s  of p e r 

sons  living on the  su p p o r t  of o th e r s ,  by in h e r i t a n c e ,  by the gain on 

in v es ted  cap i t a l ,  o r  by the u n earned  produce  of n a tu r e  such  a s  e n r i c h  

ow ners  of gold m in e s  and oil w e l l s ,  whom T h o r e a u  r e g a r d e d  a s  the 

m o s t  unhappy and m o s t  u s e l e s s  of c i t izens .

What an a r m y  of n o n -p r o d u c e r s  soc ie ty  p r o d u c e s , — 
lad ies  g e n e r a l ly  (old and young) and gen t lem en  of l e i s u r e , so -  
called! Many th ink  t h e m s e l v e s  well  employed  a s  c h a r i t a b l e  
d i s p e n s e r s  of w e a l th  which  somebody e l se  has  e a r n e d ,  and 
those  who p roduce  noth ing, being of the m o s t  lux u r io u s  hab i t s ,  
a r e  p r e c i s e l y  they  who want the m os t ,  and c o m p la in  loudest  
when they  do not get  what  they want. They who a r e  l i t e r a l ly  
pau p e r s  m a in ta in ed  a t  the public expense  a r e  the  m o s t  i m p o r 
tunate  and in sa t i ab le  b e g g a r s .  They cl ing l ike th e  glutton to 
a living m a n  and su ck  h i s  v i ta ls  up. To e v e r y  locom ot ive  
m an  t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e  o r  four  deadheads  c linging to h im ,  as  if 
they c o n f e r r e d  a  g r e a t  fav o r  on socie ty  by l iving upon i t . . . .
How can  you expec t  such  b lo o d su ck e rs  to  be happy.

The s t a t e  depends  f o r  i t s  su rv iva l  upon the y e o m a n  c l a s s  of s e l f -  

suff ic ient w o r k e r s ;  th ey  p rov ide  both the m a t e r i a l  and  s p i r i t u a l  suppor t  

which  g ives  any  g o v e rn m e n t  i t s  viabi l i ty.  He found the  g o v e rn m en ta l  

s y s t e m  of the United S ta t e s ,  and of those  o th e r  W e s t e r n  g o v e rn m e n ts  

wi th  which he w a s  f a m i l i a r ,  to  be support ing e co n o m ic  s y s te m s  tha t
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r a i s e d  g r a v e  o b s t a c l e s  to the m o r a l  deve lopm ent  of t h e i r  c i t i z e n s  

r a t h e r  th an  r e m o v in g  m o r a l  h i n d r a n c e s .  It w a s  aga ins t  th i s  s y s t e m  

of va lues  th a t  he c o un te red  the  e c o n o m i c s  of W alden .

The  s a m e  logic which d e p lo r e s  the  u n e a rn ed  p ro f i t  of c ap i t a l  

f inds  w e l f a r i s m  to be non -p ro d u c t iv e  and d e t r im e n ta l  to the  d e v e lo p 

m ent  of a h e a l t h y  body poli t ic ,  T h o r e a u  objec ted  to the s ta te  s u p p o r t 

ing the ab le  ind igen t  b ecau se ,  a s  he sa id ,  "a l l  e n t e r p r i s e s  m us t  be 

s e l f - s u p p o r t i n g ,  m u s t  pay fo r  t h e m s e l v e s .  The g r e a t  a r t  of life is

how to t u r n  the s u r p lu s  of life of the soul into life fo r  the  body, -^ tha t

93so the life be not a f a i lu re .  " The p r in c ip le  of s e l f - su f f ic ie n cy  

app l ie s  equa l ly  to  a ll .  Both the  w ea l thy  and the poor  who do no p r o 

ductive w o r k  fa i l  to m e e t  one of the p r i o r  r e q u i s i t e s  to ach iev ing  full  

p e rsonhood .  The econom ic  s t r u c t u r e  of h i s  t im e  led h i m  to see v e r y  d im 

p r o s p e c t s  f o r  m a n y  to be s e l f - su f f ic ie n t .

A s  i s  s a id  of the  m e r c h a n t s ,  in n in e ty -n in e  c a s e s  out of a h u n 
d re d  the  l ife of m e n  is a f a i l u r e ,  and  b ank rup tcy  m a y  be s u r e l y  
p r o p h e s ied .  . . . To be suppor ted  by the c h a r i t y  of f r i en d s  o r  a  
g o v e rn m e n t  pens ion  is  to go into th e  a lm s h o u s e .  To in h e r i t  
p r o p e r t y  is  not to be born ,  —is to be s t i l l - b o r n  r a t h e r .  And the 
o th e r ,  a s  I s a id ,  provided you continue  to b re a th e ,  is  to go into 
the a l m s h o u s e .

G o v e r n m e n ta l  i n t e r f e r e n c e  in the  m o r a l  s t rugg le  fo r  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  is  

too re m o te  f r o m  indiv idual c o m p a s s i o n  to be psycho log ica l ly  benef ic ia l  

to  the h e l p e r  o r  the helped.  The m o t iv a t io n  i s  m o r e  im p o r tan t  than  the 

a c t  in T h o r e a u ' s  view.
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T r u e  he lp ,  f o r  the  m o s t  pa r t ,  im p l ie s  a  g r e a t n e s s  in 
h im  who i s  to be he lped  a s  wel l  as  in the h e lp e r .  It t a k e s  a 
god to be he lped  even. , . . But m e n  so cobble  and botch th e i r  
re q u e s t ,  tha t  you  m u s t  s toop as low a s  they  to give th e m  
aid.  T h e i r  m e a n n e s s  would d rag  down yo u r  deed to be a 
c o m p r o m i s e  w i th  c o n sc ie n ce ,  and not leave it to be done on 
the h igh  table  land  of the  benevolent soul. They  would have 
you . . . s e rv e  t h e m  and not God,

W elfa re  a c t i v i t i e s  not only have  the e ffec t  of i n t e r f e r in g  between 

a p e r s o n  and h is  fa te  by defrauding  h i m  of the oppor tun i ty  fo r  s e l f -  

im p r o v em e n t  th ro u g h  fo r c e  of h is  own will ,  but a l so  a r e  of no pos it ive  

m o r a l  consequence  b e c a u s e  they  a r e  not the  p roduc t  of indiv idual m o t i 

va t ion  but m e r e l y  th e  m e c h a n ic a l  act  of an  i m p e r s o n a l  ins ti tu tion .  The 

poor  and b e g g a r s  who a r e  the r ec ip ien t s  of w e l f a r e  s e r v i c e s  w e lcom e it 

a s  an  a n s w e r  to t h e i r  p lea  f o r  someone to "Get be tween  m e  and m y  god."^^ 

The d i sp en sa t io n  of c h a r i t y  i s  an equally  p r e c a r i o u s  m o r a l  ven tu re  fo r  

the h e lp e r .  It w i l l  fa i l  without the p r o p e r  m i n d - s e t .  Ins t i tu t ions  a r e  

a r t i f i c i a l  c r e a t i o n s  of so c ia l  m a n  and a r e  t h e r e f o r e  incapable  of g e n e r a t 

ing a genuine h u m a n  m ot ive .  Ins t i tu t iona l  a c t s  of c h a r i ty  a r e  doomed to

co m e  to nothing o r  w o r s e ,  "Th is  a lm s h o u se  c h a r i t y  is  l ike putt ing new

97wine into old b o t t l e s , "  he w ro te .  The m o r a l  point  is f inely  s ta ted  in 

Walden.

Be s u r e  th a t  you give the poor  the a id  they  m o s t  need, 
though it be y o u r  e x am p le  which leaves  t h e m  f a r  behind. If you 
give m oney ,  spend  y o u r s e l f  with it, and do not m e r e l y  abandon 
it to th em .  We m a k e  c u r io u s  m i s t a k e s  s o m e t i m e s .  Often the 
poor  m a n  i s  not so cold  and hungry  a s  he i s  d i r t y  and ragged 
and g r o s s .  It is  p a r t l y  h is  t a s t e ,  and not m e r e l y  h is  m is fo r tu n e .
If you give h i m  m o n e y ,  he  wil l  p e rh a p s  buy m o r e  r a g s  wi th  it.
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This  view is  c o n s i s te n t  with  the P u r i t a n  outlook w hich s t i l l  had s t rong  

v e s t i g e s  in New England and was  suppor t ive  of the so c ia l  D a rw in ism  

which  developed  l a t e r  as  an  apology fo r  the consequences  of the i n d u s 

t r i a l  s y s t e m ,  but i s  a m uch  m o r e  subtle  e th ic a l  point than e i th e r  of the 

o th e r  a r g u m e n t s  conta ined . W e l f a r i s m  suppor ts  the  m a te r i a l i s t i c  va lue 

s y s t e m  w hich  T h o r e a u  found so object ionable  in  the governm ent  and 

econom ic  s y s t e m  of the United S ta tes .  T h o r e a u  re fused  to deviate f r o m  

the  s t r i c t e s t  accoun tab i l i ty  fo r  individual m o r a l  ac t ions ,  which he 

be l ieved  had unavoidable  consequences  f o r  the  individual.  He re fused  

to allow so c ie ty  o r  the s ta te  anything but the  p a s s iv e  role of o b s e r v e r  

in the  m o r a l  d ec i s io n s  m en  m ake .  The con seq u en ces  of those  dec is ions  

a r e  j u s t i c e .  His  v iews w e r e  succ inc t ly  s ta t ed  in a l e t t e r  to H a r r i s o n  

Blake recoun t ing  a  v i s i t  with  the f a th e r  of W il l i am  and Henry  J a m e s .

I m e t  M r .  J a m e s  the o th e r  night at E m e r s o n ' s ,  at an 
A lco t t i an  c o n v e r sa t io n .  . . . He ( J a m es )  u t t e r s  q u a s i  phi Ian - 
th rop ic  d ogm as  in a m e taphys ic  d r e s s ;  but they a r e  for al l  
p r a c t i c a l  p u r p o s e s  v e ry  c ru d e .  He c h a r g e s  soc ie ty  with  a l l  
the c r i m e  c o m m it te d ,  and p r a i s e s  the c r i m i n a l  fo r  com m it t ing  
i t .  But I th ink  tha t  a l l  the r e m e d i e s  he su g g es t s  out of his 
h e a d —f o r  he goes  no f a r t h e r ,  h e a r ty  a s  he i s —would leave us 
about w h e r e  we a r e  now. F o r ,  of c o u r s e ,  it is not by a gift 
of tu rk e y s  on Thanksgiv ing Day that  he p ro p o s e s  to conver t  the 
c r i m i n a l ,  but by a t ru e  sym pathy  with  each  one,  —with  h im,  
am ong the r e s t ,  who lyingly t e l l s  the w or ld  f r o m  the gallows 
tha t  he  h a s  n e v e r  been t r e a t e d  kindly by a  single  m o r t a l  since  
he w as  b o rn .  But it is  not so e a s y  a thing to sympath ize  with 
a n o th e r ,  though you m ay  have  the bes t  d ispos i t ion  to do i t . . . .
We a r e  now, a la s !  e x e r c i s in g  what c h a r i t y  we ac tua l ly  have ,  
and new laws would not give us  any m o r e .  But p e rc h an c e ,  we 
might  m a k e  som e im p r o v e m e n ts  in  the  house of c o r r e c t io n .
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T h o r e a u ’s ob jec t ion  to g o v e rn m e n ta l  a c t iv i t i e s  o r  r e f o r m s  such 

a s  w e l f a r i s m  o r  so c ia l  r e h a b i l i t a t io n  of m i s c r e a n t s  w as  tha t  such  

a c t iv i t i e s  w e r e  m e r e l y  "mending  the  t i m e s  when we should be building 

the  e t e r n i ty .  Such t i n k e r in g  is  l ike "a hundred  ’m o d e r n  i m p r o v e 

m e n t s ' ;  t h e r e  is  an  i l lu s io n  about th em ;  t h e r e  is  not a lw ays  a posit ive  ' 

advance ,  O u r  s o c i a l  and econom ic  " inventions  a r e  wont to be

p r e t ty  toys ,  wh ich  d i s t r a c t  o u r  a t ten t ion  f r o m  s e r io u s  th ings .  They a r e  

but im p r o v e d  m e a n s  to an  un im p ro v ed  end. . . .

In the p re v io u s  d i s c u s s io n  T h o r e a u ' s  c r i t i c i s m  of the  in d u s t r i a l  

p roduc t ion  s y s t e m ,  the l i b e r a l  a t t e m p ts  at  so c ia l ly  c o r r e c t i v e  m e a s u r e s  

such  a s  w e l f a r e  and p r i s o n  r e f o r m s ,  and of the func tioning of g o v e rn 

m en t  in g e n e r a l  h a s  in d ic a ted  h i s  d i s s a t i s f a c t io n  with  ex is t ing  poli t ica l  

and so c ia l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  a s  w e l l  a s  h is  unhappiness  wi th  a t t e m p t s  at 

r e f o r m .  It m u s t  be a p p a r e n t  to a l l  who s e r io u s ly  r e a d  T h o r e a u  tha t  h is  

thought is  e s s e n t i a l l y  a nega t ive  condem na t ion  r a t h e r  th an  a  pos it ive  

c r i t i c i s m  with  c o n s t r u c t i v e  sugges t ions .  He offered  no m e a n s  w hereby  

the  a b u se s  of u n r e s t r a i n e d  c a p i t a l i s m  m igh t  be c o r r e c t e d  by  g o v e r n 

m e n ta l  ac t ion  o r  even  by r e v o lu t io n a ry  t a c t i c s .  He ex tended  no plan fo r  

the  i m p r o v e m e n t  of the  e n v i ro n m e n t  o r  f o r  eas ing  the  plight of the  w o r k 

ing c l a s s e s .  The p r o b l e m s  of pover ty ,  h u n g e r  and c r i m e  have  no p r o 

posed  so lu t ions  in  T h o r e a u ’s w r i t i n g s .  When co n s id e r in g  su ch  i s s u e s  he 

s e e m s  to  have  w i th d raw n  in to  h i s  Cynic gu ise .  Those  who have  sugges ted
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tha t  T h o r e a u  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  n ih i l i s t i c  have  som e  b a s i s  f o r  t h e i r  opinion.

G o v e rn m e n t ,  at l e a s t  the  f o r m  tha t  T h o r e a u  w as  f a m i l i a r  with  

ef f ic ien t ly  and ad equa te ly  r e p r e s e n t  v e s t e d  econom ic  i n t e r e s t s .  It s u p 

p o r t s  a m o n e t a r y  s y s te m ,  an  i n t e r n a l  and fo r e ig n  t r a d e ,  a p o s ta l  s y s 

te m ,  a t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  ne tw ork ,  m a in t a in s  a lega l  s y s t e m  fo r  the p r o 

te c t io n  of life and p r o p e r ty ,  and keeps  an a r m e d  fo r c e  to e n s u r e  tha t  

those  e x t e r n a l  and i n t e r n a l  a c t i v i t i e s  d e e m e d  e s s e n t i a l  to  the economic  

w e l l -b e in g  of the s ta te  a r e  p r o te c te d .  A l l  of th e s e  can  be of inc iden ta l  

benef it  to  the g e n e r a l  popula t ion  a s  well .  H ow ever ,  gov e rn m en t  is  l i t t le 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of the a e s th e t i c ,  p sycho log ica l ,  m o r a l  and s p i r i tu a l  

i n t e r e s t s  of i t s  c i t i z e n s .  It i s  a l m o s t  e n t i r e ly  c o n c e rn e d  with  ou tward  

b e h a v io r s ,  ignor ing  the  s u b t l e t i e s  of the h u m a n  psyche ,  which  d i f fe r  in 

each  p e r s o n  a cc o rd in g  to h i s  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  and t u r n  of mind. Whole 

a r e a s  of h u m a n  needs  a r e  u n r e p r e s e n t e d  by the m o s t  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

g o v e rn m e n t s .  T h o r e a u  would p r e f e r  to have  the  i n t e r i o r  life of m a n ,  

the  a e s th e t i c  and s p i r i t u a l  s ide  of h is  n a t u r e ,  a s  f r ee  f r o m  g o v e rn m e n ta l  

i n t e r f e r e n c e  a s  poss ib le ,  but he ob jec ted  to  tha t  e x c e s s iv e  m a t e r i a l i s m  

which  m a k e s  the  sub jec t ive  q u a l i t i e s  di ff icul t  to develop,  and which m a y  

p re v e n t  a  s a t i s f a c to r y  m o r a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  to develop.

At th i s  point,  T h o r e a u  found the b en e f i t s  of g o v e rn m e n t  to be o v e r 

ba lanced  by i t s  l i a b i l i t i e s .  "We t a lk  of r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  gov e rn m en t ,  " he

p ro t e s t e d ,  "but what  a m o n s t e r  of a  g o v e r n m e n t  is  tha t  w h e re  the nob-

103l e s t  f a c u l t i e s  of the  m ind ,  and the  whole  h e a r t ,  a r e  not r e p r e s e n te d ! "
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The de f ic iency  i s  not to be r e m e d ie d  by s im p ly  t inke r ing  with  the 

m e c h a n ic s  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  w i th  e l e c t o r a l  p r o c e s s e s  o r  econom ic  

r e f o r m s .  The so lu t ion  i s  m o r e  fundam en ta l .  When f ro n ted  with the 

o b s e r v a t io n  tha t ,  "the t im e  w i l l  com e  when t h e r e  sha l l  be no d i f fe rence  

be tween  r i c h  and poor ,  be tween  h igh and low, when p r o p e r t y  w i l l  be 

he ld  in c o m m o n ,  even wives  and c h i l d r e n , "  T h o r e a u  re sponded ,  "But 

f o r e v e r  I a s k  of such .  What t h e n ? T h e  p u r p o s e s  of life which 

g o v e rn m e n t  e x i s t s  to fac i l i ta te  a r e  not so t r i v i a l  a s  p r o p e r ty  s y s t e m s  

and econom ic  q u e s t io n s .  Th is  is  a fac t  of which m o s t  g o v e rn m en ta l  

l e a d e r s  a r e  obl iv ious ,  and so they  m i s t a k e n ly  t a l k  about r e f o r m s  of 

one kind o r  a n o t h e r  in the m o n e ta r y  s y s t e m ,  o r  the cons t i tu t iona l  r e l a 

t ionsh ip  be tw een  the  S ta tes  and c e n t r a l  g o v e rn m e n t  in the F e d e r a l  s y s 

t e m ,  o r  so m e  s u p e r f i c i a l  p a l l ia t ive .  T h o r e a u  had  no pa t ience  with  the  

a t t e m p ts  of g o v e rn m e n t  to ach ieve  i t s  p r o p e r  effect  th rough  such  gad-  

ge t ry .  The im p o r t a n t  r e f o r m s ,  he  be l ieved ,  "can  be unde r taken  any

105m o rn in g  b e fo re  u n b a r r in g  o u r  d o o rs .  We need  not ca l l  any convention .  " 

Most  of T h o r e a u ' s  ob jec t ions  to the s ta t e  c e n t e r e d  on i t s  p e r s i s t 

ent m is t a k in g  of t r i v i a  fo r  c r i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s .  F o r  exam ple ,  he  w as  

devas ta t in g ly  c r i t i c a l  of m o s t  public a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  even im p o r tan t  public 

im p r o v e m e n t s ,  b e cau se  they  a r e  u n d e r t a k e n  m o r e  to sa t i s fy  vanity  than  

to  e leva te  the  qua l i ty  of life.  He com pla ined  tha t ,  "nat ions  a r e  p o s s e s s e d  

wi th  an  in s a n e  am bi t ion  to p e rp e tu a te  the  m e m o r y  of t h e m s e lv e s  by the
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amount  of h a m m e r e d  s tone they  leave ,  " when they  ought to  inves t  at

l e a s t  equal pa ins  "to sm ooth  and pol ish  t h e i r  m a n n e r s .  He be l ieved

th e  p r i o r i t i e s  of g o v e rn m e n t  a r e  r e v e r s e d .  "Is not the b u i ld e r  of m o r e

c o n se q u e n ce  than  the  m a t e r i a l " ?  he a sk ed .  "One s en s ib le  act  w i l l  be

m o r e  m e m o r a b l e  than  a m onum en t  as  h igh as  the  moon.  I love b e t t e r

107to see  s tones  in  p lace .  " The  en e rg y  and expense  would be b e t t e r

in v es ted  in a b s t r a c t  thought,  in  con tem pla t ion  of the  e t e r n a l  p r in c ip le s

108and an  a t t e m p t  to a r t i c u l a t e  t h e m  fo r  the  in s t r u c t io n  of mankind.

We have  h e a r d  enough n o n sen se  about the  P y r a m i d s .  If 
C o n g re s s  should  vote to r e a r  such s t r u c t u r e s  on the p r a r i e s  
to -d ay ,  I should not think i t  w o r th  the while ,  n o r  be in t e r e s t e d  
in the e n t e r p r i s e .  I t was  the  foo l i sh  under tak ing  of som e 
ty ra n t .  "But,  " s ay s  m y  ne ighbor ,  "When they  w e r e  bui l t ,  a l l  
m en  be l ieved  in th e m .  " N onsense!  nonsense!  I b e l ieve  that  
they  w e r e  buil t  e s s e n t i a l l y  in  the s am e  s p i r i t  in  which  the pub
lic w o rk s  of Egypt ,  of England ,  and A m e r i c a  a r e  buil t  to -d ay ,  — 
the  M ahm oudi  C ana l ,  the T a b u l a r  B r id g e ,  T h a m e s  Tunnel,  and 
the W ashington  Monument .

The u n n e c e s s a r y  la b o r  en ta i led  in public w o rk s  of m o n u m e n ta l  

s ize  b e a r  heav i ly  upon the w o r k e r s  who a r e  ca l led  upon to inves t  t h e i r  

l a b o r  in th e s e  r a t h e r  th an  m o r e  re w ard in g  e n t e r p r i s e s .  It a l so  c au se d  

the  b r u t a l  exp lo i ta t ion  of a n im a l s  as  we l l  a s  the w a s te  of m a t e r i a l  and 

h u m a n  r e s o u r c e s .  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  tha t  no nation  which  l ived s im p ly  

in r e g a r d  to e s s e n t i a l s ,  "tha t  i s ,  no nation  of p h i lo s o p h e r s "  would s toop 

to the  exp lo i ta t ion  of a n im a l  l a b o r .  ^^^ "G ran ted ,  " he w ro te ,  "that som e  

public w o rk s  would  not have  b e e n  c o n s t r u c t e d  without th i s  aid ,  and let 

m a n  s h a r e  the  g lo ry  of such  w i th  the ox and h o r s e ;  does  it follow that
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he could  not have  a cc o m p l i s h e d  w o rk s  yet  m o r e  w o r th y  of h im se l f  in

th a t  c a s e ?   ̂  ̂ One supposes  he would l ev e l  the s a m e  c r i t i c i s m  of

g o v e r n m e n ta l  p r o je c t s  wh ich  he deem ed  unworthy even  when wholly

c o n s t r u c t e d  with  m a ch in e  technology, but h i s  c o n c e r n  f o r  those  who

would  be ca l led  upon to spend a p a r t  of t h e i r  l ives ,  w h e th e r  human

o r  a n im a l ,  w as  g r e a t e r  than  h is  r e g r e t  o v e r  w a s te d  m a t e r i a l .  The

t r a g e d y  of gove rnm en t  in a l l  i t s  a c t iv i t i e s ,  i s  tha t  it m i s s e s  i t s  m a r k

so w ide ly  because  it r e sp o n d s  not to p r in c ip le s  but to po l i t ic s .  The

people  in c o n t ro l  of g o v e rn m en t  a r e  not "on e r r a n d s  of humani ty  . . .

i t  is  the  m i s m a n a g e m e n t  of wood and i ro n  and s tone  and gold which con-  

112c e r n s  t h e m . "  The whole  point of Walden w as  to d e s c r i b e  an a t tem pt  

to so lve  som e  of the p r o b le m s  of life p r a c t i c a l ly ,  to develop  a p e r s o n a l  

e c o n o m i c s  to c o u n te r  the  p reva i l ing  econom ic  s y s t e m  supported  by the 

g o v e r n m e n ta l  and s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  of h is  t im e .

F r o m  a pos i t ive  s tandpoint,  one s u r m i s e s  th a t  T h o reau  would 

want a s y s t e m  of household  i n d u s t r i e s  in  which  e a c h  p e r s o n  o r  each  

f a m i ly  would suppor t  t h e m s e l v e s  to  the  ex tent  of t h e i r  n e c e s s i t i e s ,  m u ch  

l ike  what  Gandhi t r i e d  to  f o s t e r  in India, a l though fo r  a d i f feren t  reason .  

H is  p a s s io n  f o r  s im p l ic i ty  would m ake  t r a d e  v e r y  m u c h  l e s s  than the 

m a s s i v e  exchange of goods that  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  the  econom y  of ind u s t r ia l  

s o c i e t i e s .  The T h o r e a u  fam i ly  b u s in e s s  of penci l  m a n u fa c tu r e ,  and 

l a t e r  of g raph i te  m a n u fa c tu r e ,  w as  a m o d e l  of s im p le  p roduc t ion  and
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dis t r ibu t ion .  Since T h o rea u  a s s i s t e d  in the  b u s i n e s s ,  and a s s u m e d  

full r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  dur ing  and a f t e r  his  f a t h e r ' s  f ina l  i l l n e s s ,  it would 

s e e m  tha t  he  had no o v e r - r i d in g  objec t ion  to  a p ro d u c t io n  and d i s t r i b u 

tion s y s t e m  at l e a s t  a s  com plex  as  that .  H is  p r i m a r y  c o n c e r n  was  that  

m en  gain t h e i r  l iving by e x e r c i s in g  t h e i r  unique  t a l e n t s ;  penc i l  making  

was good and h o n o ra b le ,  but he c o n s id e re d  h i m s e l f  a poet r a t h e r  than  

p e n c i lm a k e r .  T he  benef it  of gett ing o ne 's  l iv ing d i r e c t ly  f r o m  hones t  

to i l  he c o n s i d e r e d  to be as  m u ch  s p i r i t u a l  a s  e co n o m ic .  A living,  not 

luxury ,  w as  the  a i m  of the econom ic  s y s t e m  of which  T h o r e a u  would 

have approved .  Not money,  but s a t i s fa c t io n  of su p p o r t in g  onese l f  in a 

humane  e x p e r i e n c e  of life,  i s  the  r e w a r d  of a j u s t  econom ic  sy s te m .

"It is  not  enough to t e l l  m e  tha t  you w o rk ed  h a r d  to get  y o u r  gold,  " he

113bel ieved ,  fo r  "so  does  the devil  w o rk  h a rd .  " It i s  the  e x e r c i s e  and

developm ent  of the  unique ta le n t s  of each  m a n  in suppor t ing  h i m s e l f  tha t

m a k e s  an  econom ic  s y s t e m  w o r th  the p ro te c t io n  of g o v e rn m e n t .  His

notions  about  m o n e t a r y  supply w e r e  naive.

Men w il l  t e l l  you  so m e t im es  tha t  "m o n e y 's  h a r d .  " Tha t  shows 
i t  w as  not m a d e  to  eat ,  I say.  Only th ink of a  m a n  in  th i s  new 
w or ld ,  in  h i s  log cabin ,  in  the  m id s t  of a  c o r n  and pota to  pa tch ,  
with  a  s h ee p - fo ld  on one side,  ta lk ing about m o n ey  being h a rd .

A s  w as  poin ted  out in the p rev ious  c h a p te r ,  T h o r e a u  he ld  a va lue 

th e o ry  tha t  w as  a c u r io u s  blend of u s e - v a lu e  and l a b o r - v a l u e ,  and viewed 

money  a s  a c o n s ta n t  m e d iu m  of exchange w h ich  r e s p o n d s  to an  au tom at ic  

supply and d em an d  m a r k e t  ope ra t ion .  His  id e a  of u s e - v a l u e  ju s t i f ied
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the  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of n a tu r e  in  h e r  o r ig ina l  f o r m  r a t h e r  th a n  econom ic  

" d ev e lo p m e n t” of th o s e  r e s o u r c e s ;  th e re  a r e  m a n y  am o n g  the r a c e  — 

m a n y  m o r e  than  m igh t  s u s p e c t  it of t h e m s e l v e s —who c a n  m a k e  the  bes t  

use  of na tu re  in  the w i ld  s t a t e .  Both h is  u s e - v a lu e  and l a b o r - v a lu e  

views r e q u i r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  a n  econom ics  of s im p l ic i ty  s in ce  a  m a n  who 

l a b o r s  to m e e t  h i s  n e e d s  c an  do so within r a t h e r  m o d e s t  l im i t s ,  and by 

h is  own l a b o rs  i s  unab le  to do m uch  m o r e  than  m e e t  h i s  n e ed s  plus 

th o se  of his  family .

That  T h o r e a u ' s  e c o n o m i c s  a r e  based  upon s im p l ic i ty  and d i r e c t 

n e s s  a r e  wel l  known; h i s  b io g r a p h e r s  and c o m m e n t a t o r s  have  a l l  p r e 

sen ted  th is  a s  the  f u n d a m e n ta l  point in T h o r e a u ' s  e conom ic  and po l i t ica l  

thought.  It should not be a s s u m e d ,  however ,  a s  so m e  do, tha t  his  d e s i r e  

f o r  s im p l ic i ty  w as  b a s e d  on h i s  own s im p le n es s .  F o r  in s t a n c e ,  when 

a cc u m u la te d  c a p i t a l  i s  in v e s t e d  in such a way a s  to give  s o m e  indiv idua ls  

o r  in s t i tu t ions  c o n t r o l  o v e r  the  l ives  of o th e r s ,  T h o r e a u  be l ieved  it to be 

an  in to le rab le  im p o s i t io n  on those  who a r e  explo ited  and t h e r e b y  depr ived  

of the  chance  to develop  th i s  a s p e c t  of t h e i r  p e rsonhood .  The g o v e r n 

m e n t a l  s y s t e m  tha t  s u p p o r t s  an  explo ita tive  economic  s y s t e m  is  without  

p r in c ip le .  It b r e e d s  c i t i z e n s  without p r inc ip le .  In su ch  a  coun t ry ,  ju s t

m e n  c o n sp i r e ,  t h e i r  though ts  a r e  m u r d e r  to the  s ta t e  and in v o lu n ta r i ly

115go plott ing ag a in s t  h e r .

He m a k e s  an  i m p o r t a n t  point  about the  r e l a t i o n s h ip  be tw een  p a t r i -
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o t i s m  and  a  fee l ing  f o r  the  na t ive  soil .  The fee l ing  fo r  o n e ' s  coun t ry  

i s  in te n s i f ie d  with f a m i l i a r i t y ;  the s c e n e r y  b e c o m e s  p a r t  of o n e ' s  p e r 

sonal i ty .  The  p lace  he lps  to define the p e r s o n .  F o r  th is  r e a so n ,  

T h o r e a u  w a s  r e lu c tan t  to t r a v e l  f a r  f r o m  h o m e .  It would have  m ad e  

Concord  l e s s  to h im ,  and would have  in t r o d u ce d  an  e l em en t  of a m b i 

guity  into h i s  o th e rw ise  solid  identi ty .  A s  he confided to h is  J o u rn a l ,

I a m  a f r a i d  to t r a v e l  m u ch  o r  to f a m o u s  p la c e s ,  l e s t  it might 
c o m p le te ly  d i s s ip a te  the  mind . Then  I a m  s u r e  tha t  what we 
o b s e r v e  a t  hom e ,  if we o b s e r v e  anyth ing, i s  of m o r e  i m p o r 
ta n ce  th a n  what we o b s e r v e  ab ro ad .  The f a r - f e t c h e d  is  of the 
l e a s t  va lue .  What we o b s e r v e  in t r a v e l l i n g  a r e  to  so m e  extent 
the  a cc id e n t s  of the  body, but [w ha t ]  we o b s e r v e  when sit t ing 
a t  h o m e  a r e ,  in the  s a m e  p ro p o r t io n ,  phenom ena  of the  mind 
i t s e l f .

E v e n  m o r e  pointedly  and  po ignantly  he  l a t e r  w ro te ;

When i t  w as  p ro p o s e d  to m e  to  go a b r o a d ,  rub  off some 
ru s t ,  and  b e t t e r  m y  condit ion in  a w o r ld ly  s e n s e ,  I f e a r  les t  
m y  life w i l l  lose  som e  of i t s  h o m l in e s s .  If t h e s e  f ie lds  and 
s t r e a m s  and woods,  the  phenom ena  of n a tu r e  h e r e ,  and the 
s im p le  occupa t ions  of the  inhab i tan ts  should c e a s e  to  i n t e r e s t  
and  i n s p i r e  m e ,  no c u l tu r e  o r  w ea l th  could  a tone  f o r  the  lo s s .
I f e a r  the  d i s s ip a t io n  tha t  t r a v e l l in g ,  going into soc ie ty ,  even  
the  b e s t ,  the  en joym ent  of i n t e l l e c tu a l  l u x u r i e s ,  im ply .  If 
P a r i s  i s  m u c h  in y o u r  m ind ,  if it  i s  m o r e  and m o r e  to you,
C o n co rd  i s  l e s s  and  l e s s ,  and yet it would be a w r e c h e d  b a r 
gain  to  a c c e p t  the  p ro u d e s t  P a r i s  in  exchange  fo r  m y  na t ive  
v i l lage .  At b es t ,  P a r i s  only be a schoo l  in which  to l e a r n  to 
l ive  h e r e ,  a s tepp ings tone  to  C oncord ,  a school  in  w hich  to 
fit f o r  th i s  u n iv e r s i ty .  I w ish  so to l ive  e v e r  a s  to d e r iv e  
m y  s a t i s f a c t io n s  and i n s p i r a t i o n s  f r o m  the  c o m m o n e s t  events  
. . . and  I m a y  d r e a m  of no heaven  but tha t  w h ich  l i e s  about 
m e .  . . .  In th is  s e n s e  I a m  not a m b i t io u s .  I do not w is h  m y

1 1 7na t iv e  so i l  to b e co m e  exhaus ted  and ru n  out th rough  neglec t .

The s en t i m e n t  e x p r e s s e d  h e r e  is  not d i f f e ren t  in  kind f r o m  p a t r io t i s m .
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I t  a r i s e s  f r o m  love f o r  the f a m i l i a r  la n d m a rk s  of o n e 's  l ife , and is  an 

e x ten s io n  of o n e 's  p e rs o n a l i ty .  It is  h is  fee ling  of ro o te d n e s s .  M odern  

so c ie ty  w ith  i t s  h igh  d e g re e  of m o b ili ty  ev id en c e s  a  la ck  of th is  id e n t i f i 

c a t io n  of p e r s o n a l i ty  and p lace .  T h o rea u  re c o g n iz e d  the  p sy ch o lo g ica l  

b a s is  fo r  p a t r io t i s m  fo r  o n e 's  hom eland , w hich  is  a  f a r  d if fe ren t  e m o 

t io n a l  r e s p o n s e  th a n  loya lty  to  the  gov e rn m en t th a t  h ap p en s  to  ru le ,  

T h o re a u  w as  ab le  to a p p re c ia te  the em otion  w hich  l inks  a m a n  to  the 

land of h is  f a th e r s ,  to the t r e e s  and m o un ta in s  o u ts id e  h is  window, and 

to  the  so il  w h ich  con ta in s  the bones of h is  a n c e s to r s  and one day w ill 

r e c e iv e  h is  own. The fee ling  f o r  o n e 's  p a t r ia  i s  in s t in c t iv e  and le g i t i 

m a te .  It is  to  th is  s en tim en t tha t  a flag ap p ea ls  by stand ing  a s  an

e m b le m  of o n e 's  na tive  land. "Men do b e liev e  in sym bo ls  ye t  and can

118u n d e rs ta n d  so m e , " he w ro te  of f lags . Yet, i t  h a s  l i t t le  to  do with 

th e  g o v e rn m e n t  w h ich  happens  to  be in  po w er in  a  g iven  p e r io d  of t im e .  

P a t r i o t i s m  is  in s t in c t iv e  and le g i t im a te  only so long as  it r e f le c t s  an 

i n te r n a l  p sy ch o lo g ica l  a t t i tu d e  to w ard s  o n e se lf  and  the  s e c t io n  of e a r th  

w hich  he h a s  a b so rb e d  into h is  p e rso n a l i ty .  P a t r i o t i s m  is  p ro p e r ly  an 

a t t i tu d e  about o n ese lf ,  and h a s  v e ry  l i t t le  to  do w ith  a  g o v e rn m e n t  o r  a 

na tion .

E v e ry  m a n  is  th e  lo rd  of a r e a lm  bes id e  w hich  the  e a r th ly  
e m p ir e  of the  C z a r  is  but a  pe tty  s ta te .  . . . Yet so m e  can  be 
p a t r io t ic  who have no s e l f - r e s p e c t ,  and s a c r i f i c e  the g r e a t e r  
to the  l e s s .  They  love the  so i l  w hich  m a k e s  t h e i r  g r a v e s ,  
but have  no sy m p ath y  w ith  the  s p i r i t  w h ich  m a y  s t i l l  a n im a te  
t h e i r  c lay . P a t r i o t i s m  is  a  m aggot in t h e i r  h e a d s .
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F o r  the p u rp o se s  of a  p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry ,  the le g a l  s y s te m  is  p e r 

haps  the m o s t  im p o r ta n t  of the su p p o rtiv e  in s t i tu t io n s  th a t  ex is t  in 

sym bio tic  r e la t io n sh ip  to  go v e rn m en t.  In a sense  a l l  o th e r  so c ia l  and 

econom ic  in s t i tu t io n s  a r e  dependent upon the  law like f r u i t s  on a vine.

The kind of vine i t  is  obviously  h a s  a g re a t  in fluence upon the kind of 

f ru i t  it b e a r s ,  T h o re a u  had  a w e l l  developed  c r i t i c i s m  of pos it ive  law 

f r o m  w hich  a r a th e r  co m p le te  le g a l  th e o ry  m igh t be co n s tru c te d .

At the  o u tse t  one m u s t  r e a d  T h o re a u  w ith  cau tion , fo r  the  w o rd  law 

is  used  in d if fe ren t  s e n s e s  w hich  he did not a lw ays d is t in g u ish ,  and th is  

c a n  lead  to  am b igu ity  in  in te rp re t in g  th e  m ean ing  of som e of h is  w r i t in g s .  

In one u sag e ,  law m e a n s  a r e g u la r i ty ,  an  o rd e r ly  p r o g r e s s io n  o r  the 

unfolding of th e  p o ten tia l i ty  in h e re n t  in th ings . U sua lly  he had th is  

m ean ing  in  m ind  when w rit in g  of n a tu re  o r  of n o n -s o c ia l  re la t io n s .  In 

th is  sen se  law is  the  m o tive  to w ard  s e l f - r e a l iz a t io n ,  the pull e x e r te d  by 

the  im m an en ce  of B eing, the  t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  q u a li ty  of which e v e ry  a n i 

m a te  object in  n a tu re  p a r ta k e s .  T h is  s tr iv in g  fo r  the ideal o r  h a rm o n y  

of th ings  w ith  th e i r  e s s e n t i a l  (p e rfec t)  n a tu re  is  law in the h ig h e s t  sen se .  

It is  synonym ous w ith  re a l i ty  and has  both objective  and id ea l  iden tity .

Law is  a lso  used  by T h o re a u  to  denote the a r t i f i c a l ly  im posed  

r e s t r a in t s  ap p lied  fo r  the  m a in ten an ce  of so c ia l  cohesion . In the s t r i c t 

e s t  s e n se  he m e an t  leg a l i ty .  H ow ever, T h o rea u  saw  lega li ty  as  m e r e ly  

a v a r ie ty  of convention  c a r ry in g  no g r e a t e r  m o r a l  w eight than  e tique tte  

o r  g r a m m a r ,  but w hich  c a r r y  the  ad d itio n a l san c tio n  of o rg an ized  c o e r -
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cion. The conven tional c h a r a c t e r  of g o v e rn m en t w as  r e m a rk e d  in 

"C ivil D iso b ed ien ce" :  "T h is  A m ericarn  G o v ern m en t,  —what is  it but a 

t r a d i t io n ,  though a re c e n t  one, en deavoring  to t r a n s m i t  i t s e l f  u n im 

p a i re d  to  p o s te r i ty .  . . . The fac t  th a t  the  na tion , s ta te ,  o r  v i l lage

ch o o ses  to b ack  a c e r ta in  convention  w ith  fo rc e  does not change its  

m o r a l  q u a li ty .  Law does not a s s u m e  re c t i tu d e  s im p ly  b ecause  it is  

a r t ic u la te d  by a po li t ica l  unit. The e s s e n t i a l  c h a r a c t e r  of legal e n a c t 

m en ts  r e m a in s  conventional. It does  not depend upon leg is la t iv e  p r o 

nouncem ent o r  so v e re ig n  d e c la ra t io n  fo r  i ts  m o r a l  ob ligation  upon c i t i 

z en s ,  but upon i ts  re la t io n  to c a te g o r ic a l  ju s t ic e .  The te m p e r  of 

T h o r e a u 's  thought r e la te d  the va lid ity  of p o s it ive  law to  ju s t ic e  r a th e r  

than  "g o o d n ess"  o r  " m e rc y .  " He w as  s t ro n g ly  influenced  by the P u r i ta n  

e m p h a s is  upon Old T e s ta m e n t  concep ts  of s t e r n  ju s t ic e ,  feeling that 

s e n t im e n ta l i ty  o r  p h ilan th ropy  c o m p ro m is e s  the  im p a r t i a l  o p e ra t io n  of 

c au se  and  effec t in q u es t io n s  of m o ra l i ty .  "O ur le a s t  d eed ,"  he w ro te ,

"like the  young of the land c ra b ,  w ends i ts  w ay  to  the sea  of c au se  and

121effec t a s  soon a s  bo rn , and m a k es  a d ro p  th e r e  to  e te r n i ty ."  U ni

v e r s a l  e th ic a l  p r in c ip le s ,  T h o rea u  be lieved , o p e ra te  a s  in ex o rab ly  as 

u n iv e r s a l  p h y s ic a l  law s. In som e p lace s  he s e e m s  to sugges t  a unity 

betw een m o r a l  p r in c ip le s  and p h y s ica l  law s.

The m o s t  d is t in c t  and beau tifu l  s ta te m e n t  of any  t ru th  m us t 
take  a t la s t  the  m a th e m a t ic a l  fo rm . We m igh t so s im plify  
the ru le s  of m o r a l  philosophy, a s  w ell a s  a r i th m e t ic ,  that 
one fo r m u la  would e x p r e s s  th e m  both. A ll the m o ra l  laws



476

a r e  r e a d i ly  t r a n s l a t e d  into n a tu ra l  philosophy, fo r  o ften  we 
have  only  to  r e s t o r e  the  p r im it iv e  m ean ing  of the w o rd s  by 
w hich  th ey  a r e  e x p r e s s e d ,  o r  to  a t ten d  to  th e i r  l i t e r a l  
in s te a d  of t h e i r  m e ta p h o r ic a l  s e n se .  They a r e  a l r e a d y  
s u p e r n a tu r a l  ph ilosophy. The whole body of what is  now 
c a l led  m o r a l  o r  e th ic a l  t r u t h  e x is te d  in the  golden age a s  
a b s t r a c t  s c ie n c e .  O r ,  if we p r e f e r ,  we m ay  say th a t  the  
law s of N a tu re  a r e  the p u re s t  m o ra l i ty .

T h o r e a u ’s n a tu ra l  law b ias  is  obvious. In h is  view n a tu ra l  lav/

i s  o p e ra t iv e  upon h u m an s  a t two le v e ls .  Man m u s t  re sp o n d  to the  law

of h is  genus  and a lso  to  the  law of h is  ind iv idua li ty . A p p re h en s io n  and

a p p l ic a t io n  of th e se  law s is  w hat c o n s c io u s n e s s  is  a l l  about in the

T h o re a u v ia n  s e n s e .  C o n sc io u sn ess  p ro v id e s  m an  w ith  a m o r a l  s e n s o r ;

it is  the s o u rc e  of m o r a l  knowledge and p ro v id e s  the b a s is  of p e r s o n a l

and p o l i t ic a l  ob liga tion . " T h e re  is but one obliga tion , and tha t is  the

ob liga tion  to  obey the  h ig h es t  d ic ta te .  None can  lay m e  un d er  a n o th e r

w h ich  w i l l  su p e rc e d e  th is .  . . .  I n e v e r  sh a l l  have  d is so lv e d  m y p r io r

123ob liga tion  to  God. " He i l lu s t r a t e d  the  point f u r th e r  by recoun ting

a s to ry  about M ira b e a u  who took  to  h ighway ro b b e ry  in o r d e r  to p lace

h im s e l f  in  opposit ion  to  the law and to  d e m o n s t r a t e  h is  c ap ac ity  to

re a s o n  w ithout obeying when obed ience  a p p e a r s  c o n t r a r y  to  re a so n :

A s a n e r  m an  w ould have found o p p o r tu n i t ie s  enough to  put 
h im s e l f  in  fo r m a l  o p pos it ion  to the m o s t  s a c re d  law s of 
so c ie ty ,  and so t e s t  h is  re so lu t io n ,  in the  n a tu ra l  c o u rs e  
of e v e n ts ,  w ithout v io la ting  the laws of h is  own n a tu re .  It 
i s  not f o r  a  m an  to  put h im s e l f  in  such  an  a t t i tude  to soc ie ty , 
but to  m a in ta in  h im s e l f  in  w h a te v e r  a t t i tu d e  he finds h i m 
se l f  th ro u g h  obed ience  to  the  laws of h is  be ing , w hich  w ill  
n e v e r  be one of opp o s it io n  to  a ju s t  g o v e rn m en t.
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The o p e ra t io n  of n a tu ra l  law in the u n iv e rse  and in the n a tu ra l  

w o r ld  is  ind ep en d en t of the  w il l  of m an. He cannot h a lt  the p r o g r e s s io n  

of the s e a s o n s  by a c t  of w il l  n o r  change the r e q u i re m e n ts  of hum an  

be ings  fo r  s ex u a l  g e n e ra t io n  and su s te n a n ce  by food and w a rm th .  The 

o p e ra t io n  of th e s e  law s upon h is  kind define the being of m ankind; th ey  

a r e  the  law s of h is  genus. P o l i t ic a l  law cannot long s tand  in opposition  

to  the n a tu re  of the genus m an . It can  s u c c e s s fu l ly  en fo rce  m in o r  r e g u 

la t io n s  about the  m a r r i a g e  re la t io n ,  m e th o d s  of p roducing  and d i s t r i b u t 

ing food and o th e r  goods, but cannot co u n te rm an d  the b as ic  d r iv e s  w hich  

re q u i r e  s a t i s fa c t io n .  The g ro s s  w eight of n u m b e rs  w ill  even tua lly  fo rc e  

law s to o p e ra te  w ith in  the  range  of h u m an  n a tu re  in  the a g g re g a te .  A ll 

m e n  re c o g n ize  th e se  laws of th e i r  g enus , w h e th e r  they  a r e  re f le c te d  in 

th e  lega l s y s t e m  o r  not. As T h o rea u  put it ,  "M an re c o g n ize s  laws l i t t le  

e n fo rc ed ,  and  he co n d esc en d s  to obey th e m . In the  m om en t tha t  he f e e ls

h is  s u p e r io r i ty  to  th e m  a s  c o m p u ls a to r y , h e ,  a s  i t  w e re ,  c o u r te o u s ly

125r e - e n a c t s  th e m  but to obey th e m ."  T h is  a l so  i l l u s t r a t e s  w e ll  a n o th e r  

of T h o r e a u 's  p r e m i s e s :  in  the ind iv idual m an , a s  opposed to the genus 

of m an , the  p r im a c y  of p e r s o n a l i ty  is  fu n d am en ta l  to  h is  n a tu re .  C o n 

s c io u s n e s s  is  a  func tion  of the indiv idual, it is  an a t t r ib u te  not p o s s e s s e d  

a c tu a l ly  o r  p o te n t ia l ly  by any genus, s p e c ie s ,  g rouping  o r  a s s o c ia t io n .  

T h e se  m a y  s h a r e  sy m pathy  o r  a com m on  in s t in c t ,  but only ind iv idua ls  

have the  c a p a c i ty  f o r  in tu ition . In tu ition  is the fac i l i ty  by w hich  a m an
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develops  c o n sc io u s n e s s  and an  u n d e rs tan d in g  of th e  m o r a l  e lem en ts  in 

the c a te g o r ic a l  f o r m s ,  such  a s  ju s t ic e .

As w as no ted  e a r l i e r ,  T h o rea u  held  the  p o s i t io n  tha t the pos itive  

law h as  a s  i t s  p o ten tia l  end the em bod im en t of c a te g o r ic a l  ju s t ic e ,  and 

th e  reco g n it io n  of o n e 's  ob liga tions  to  t r a n s c e n d e n t  e th ic a l  fo rm s  is  the 

b a s i s  of ob liga tion . The re la t io n  betw een the  p h y s ica l  and the m o r a l  

laws of n a tu re ,  and the  s u p e r io r  a b il i ty  of som e in d iv id u a ls  to a p p r e 

hend the re la t io n  have been  noted. This  g ives  two le v e ls  of qua li ty  to 

pos it ive  law: f i r s t ,  fo r  th o se  of s u p e r io r  m o r a l  a cu ity ,  the law should 

be the  p h y s ica l  re f le c t io n  of w hat he re c o g n iz e s  a s  the  d ic ta te  of n a tu re  

and  w hich  he e n a c ts  by h is  a cq u ie sce n c e ;  second , the law should be a 

s y s te m  of m a n d a te s  fo r  the guidance of th o se  of l e s s e r  c o n sc io u sn e s s  . 

He a r t ic u la te d  th is  v iew  in a l e t t e r  to a f r ien d :

The laws of e a r th  a r e  fo r  the fee t,  o r  in f e r io r  m an ; the laws 
of heaven  a r e  fo r  the  h ead , o r  s u p e r io r  m an; the  l a t t e r  a re  
the f o r m e r  su b lim ed  and expanded, even  a s  r a d i i  f r o m  the 
e a r t h 's  c e n t r e  go on d iv e rg in g  into space . Happy is  the m an  
who o b s e rv e s  the h eav en ly  and the t e r r e s t i a l  in ju s t  p r o p o r 
tion; w hose  e v e r y  facu lty ,  f r o m  the s o le s  of h is  fe e t  to the 
c row n  of h is  head , obeys the  law of i t s  level;  who n e i th e r  
s toops n o r  goes on t ip toe , but l ives  a ba lanced  life , a c c e p t 
able  to n a tu re  and to  God.

It m u s t  be poin ted  out tha t  T h o rea u  w a s  speak ing  of how law ought 

to  be in a ju s t  s ta te .  In such  a s itua tion , the  co n g ru e n ce  of the a c tu a l  

and id ea l  would pose no con flic t  between m an  and law . E ven  those  who 

m ig h t t r a n s g r e s s  w ould have no re a s o n  to c o m p la in ,  f o r  th e re  would be
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a  fa in t  reco g n it io n  th a t  ju s t i c e  w as being done. T h o re a u  had a notion

s i m i l a r  to the  G e n e ra l  W ill of R ousseau , and c lo se ly  re m in is c e n t  of

K ant and H egel, th a t  "any m an  knows when he is  ju s t i f ie d ,  and a l l  the

w its  in  the w o rld  cannot en ligh ten  h im  on tha t point. The m u r d e r e r

a lw ay s  knows tha t he is  ju s t ly  punished. . . .  Is  it  f o r  you to . . .  not

a c c e p t  the conv ic t ions  th a t  a r e  fo rced  upon you and w hich  e v e r  p a ss  y ou r  

127u n d e rs tan d in g ?  " In reco g n iz in g  the ob liga tion  im p o sed  by the r igh t 

kind of pos itive  law, an  ind iv id u a l  in  effect r e - e n a c t s  th e  law fo r  h im 

s e l f  by recogn iz ing  it a s  binding under the law of h is  n a tu re .

The p r im a c y  of p e r s o n a l i ty  defined in an in d iv id u a lis t ic  m a n n e r  

i s  the  b a s is  of th e  p r in c ip le  of v o lu n ta r is m  which is  so p rom inen t in  

T h o r e a u 's  th inking . The v o lu n ta ry  p r in c ip le  p lays  the sam e  ro le  fo r  

T h o re a u  th a t  is  t e r m e d  "w il l"  in  som e philosophic  s y s te m s .  A lthough 

a m a n  cannot nega te  i t ,  he  can  c o n tro l  the  d e g ree  to  w hich  the law of 

h is  genus o p e ra te s  on the  law of h is  spec if ic  n a tu re .  He can  regu la te  

the  indu lgence  w hich  h e  a l lo w s  h is  need  fo r  food and w a rm th .  He can  

d i r e c t  o r  con ta in  h is  s ex u a l  u rg e .  He is capab le  of red u c in g  the laws of 

h is  genus to the v e ry  e s s e n c e  of t h e i r  dem ands . In fac t ,  a p ro p e r ly  

c u l t iv a ted  c o n sc io u s n e s s  in such  an indiv idual m a k e s  i t  incum ben t upon 

h im  to  c u rb  the  s a t i s fa c t io n  of the ap p e ti te s  n a tu ra l  to h is  kind p r e c i s e 

ly  a t  those  ju n c tu re s  w h e re  they  begin  to im pinge upon the n a tu re  of h is  

own p e c u l i a r  ind iv idua li ty . In following h is  su b jec tiv e  n a tu re ,  m an  m ay
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s a fe ly  t r u s t  h is  c o n sc io u s n e s s  — provided  tha t  he ta k es  the  t ro u b le  to 

develop it by cu lt iv a t io n  and n u r tu r e .  E v e ry  obliga tion , p o l i t ic a l  and 

o th e rw is e ,  is  roo ted  in  th e  c o n sc io u sn ess  of m an . C o n sc io u sn ess  r e l ie s  

upon in tu ition  r a th e r  than  the  r igh t re a so n  of o ld e r  n a tu r a l  law t ra d i t io n .

T h o rea u  a rg u e s  f u r th e r  that when a convention , w h e th e r  so c ia l  o r  

of a le g a l  c h a r a c t e r ,  is  in  h a rm o n y  w ith a m a n 's  g e n e r ic  n a tu re  and w ith  

the  in t im a tio n s  of h is  c o n sc io u s n e s s ,  he s c a r c e ly  r e a l i z e s  h is  c o n fo rm 

ity . If a  convention  c o n t ra d ic t s  n e i th e r  one n o r  the o th e r ,  it can  be 

r e g a rd e d  w ith  n e u tra l i ty ,  and one lo s e s  nothing by c o n fo rm ity ,  but 

m ig h t  ga in  som eth ing . C onventions w hich give a d is p ro p o r t io n a te  co n 

v en ience  o r  advan tage  to the  group o v e r  the  ind iv idua l d is tu rb e d  

T h o r e a u 's  G re ek  sen se  of p ro p o r t io n .  Often conven tions  a r e  in d i re c t  

opposit ion  to n a tu ra l  law and to ind iv idual in tu ition , and so a r e  re p u g 

nant.

S oc ia l  conventions  can  be d is r e g a r d e d  w ith  im pun ity  when it s ee m s  

m o re  a g re e a b le  to  do so. In T h o r e a u 's  view, so c ia l  convention  i s  o r d i 

n a r i ly  fo r  the convenience  of the g e n e ra l i ty ,  and  the in d iv id u a l i s  u sua lly  

b e t t e r  s e rv e d  by igno ring  it in m o s t  c a s e s .  T h o re a u  a d v ise d  m e n  to 

c o n s id e r  th e m s e lv e s  a t  l ib e r ty  in such  conven tional m a t t e r s :  "The m an

who ta k e s  the l ib e r ty  to  live is  s u p e r io r  to  a l l  the  law s, by v ir tu e  of h is

128
r e la t io n  to the law m ak e r .  "  Indeed, he se e m e d  a t t im e s  to include 

g o v e rn m e n t  i t s e l f  in  the  c a te g o ry  of m e r e  s o c ia l  convention: "T h is
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A m e r ic a n  G o v e rn m en t,  —w hat is  it  but a t r a d i t io n  . . . e n d eav o r in g  to 

t r a n s m i t  i t s e l f  u n im p a ire d  to  p o s te r i ty .  . . .

T he  c a te g o ry  of conven tion  w hich  a s s u m e s  leg a l i ty  owing to  the  

san c t io n  of fo rc e  p re s e n ts  the  sam e  ran g e  of p o ss ib le  e ffec ts  upon the 

ind iv id u a l ,  but obv iously  r e q u i r e s  a d if fe ren t  ta c t ic .  The b e s t  pos itive  

law s a r e  in  h a rm o n y  w ith  th e  h ig h es t  law of n a tu re  and s e r v e  both  the 

g e n e r a l  and  ind iv idua l ends  of m an . To th e m  a t ta c h e s  an  a b so lu te  o b l i 

gation  c o n f irm e d  by the d ic ta te s  of c o n s c io u s n e s s .  T h e se  a r e  law s as 

T h o re a u  b e liev ed  a l l  p o s i t iv e  law ought to  be. T h e re  a r e  o th e r  law s 

w hich  a r e  n e u tra l ;  one obeys b e ca u se  i t  does  no v io lence  to  c o n s c io u s 

n e s s  to  obey  and would a t t r a c t  fo rce  a g a in s t  p e r s o n  o r  p r o p e r ty  if d i s 

r e g a rd e d .  T h e re  is  no r e a s o n  not to com ply . But T h o re a u  d is l ik ed  

the  n u m b e r  of re g u la t io n s  w hich  g o v e rn m en t had  m ad e  in  th is  c a te g o ry ,  

fo r  e a c h  one d ep r iv e d  th a t  m u ch  d i s c r e t io n  f r o m  ind iv idua l e x e r c i s e .

He b e l ie v e d  tha t the  fe w e r  law s the b e t t e r ,  p a r t i c u la r ly  if  they  b e a r  no 

r e la t io n  to  c a te g o r ic a l  ju s t i c e ,  a s  m o r a l ly  n e u t r a l  re g u la t io n s  do not. 

W hile r e s e n t in g  the im p ingerhen t on d is c r e t io n ,  obed ience  in  t r i v i a l  m a t 

t e r s  w as  nothing T h o re a u  q u a r r e le d  w ith  s e r io u s ly .  U nder  th e  b e s t  con 

d i t io n s ,  n e u t r a l  m a t t e r s  would not be in c o rp o ra te d  in th e  law. T h e se  

m a t t e r s  a r e  " c o m p a ra t iv e ly  som eth ing  so s u p e r f ic ia l  and  inhum an , " 

th a t  p r a c t i c a l ly  speaking  they  a r e  of no c o n c e rn  to a p r iv a te  m an .

M o st  law s a r e  the  sound and fu ry  of cack ling  la w - m a k e r s  "who do not 

so  m u ch  a s  lay  an honest egg, but w e a r  t h e i r  b r e a s t s  b a re  upon an egg
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of chalk] T h e i r  g r e a t  gam e is  the g am e  of s t r a w s ,  o r  r a th e r  tha t

u n iv e r s a l  a b o r ig in a l  gam e of the p la t t e r ,  a t  w hich  the  Ind ians  c r ie d  

132h u b -b a b J" The r e a l  ob jec t ion  th a t  T h o re a u  r a i s e s  to  s u p e r f ic ia l

and  in c o n se q u e n t ia l  leg a l  r e q u i r e m e n ts  w as s ta te d  in h is  r e m a r k s

upon the  E n g l ish  g o v e rn m en t of C anada: An E n g l ish m a n  "has  to pay

h is  r e s p e c t s  to so m an y  th ings  th a t  b e fo re  he knows i t  he  h as  paid a l l  

133he is  w o r th ."  A s  f a r  a s  g o v e rn m e n ta l  re g u la t io n  is  co n ce rn ed ,

In m o s t  c a s e s  th e r e  is  no f r e e  e x e r c i s e  w h a te v e r  of the  ju d g e 
m en t of the  m o r a l  s e n se ,  but [ th e  m a s s  of m en ] put th e m 
s e lv e s  on a  le v e l  w ith  wood and e a r th  and s to n e ;  and wooden 
m en  can  p e rh a p s  be m a n u fa c tu red  th a t  w il l  s e r v e  the p u rp o se  
a s  w e ll .  Such co m m an d  no m o re  r e s p e c t  th a n  m e n  of s t ra w  o r  
a lum p  of d i r t .  They have the  s a m e  s o r t  of w o r th  a s  h o r s e s  
and dogs. Yet such  a s  th e se  m en  a r e  e s te e m e d  good c i t iz e n s .

It is  u se fu l  fo r  a c i t iz e n  to a r r a n g e  h is  life  so tha t  h e  h a s  the  le as t  

p o ss ib le  s tak e  in  th e  law , th a t  is ,  so th a t  a s  m u c h  of th e  law as  p o ss ib le  

is  in c o n se q u e n t ia l  to  h im . R ecogniz ing  tha t the  bulk of the  law c o n ce rn s  

i t s e l f  w ith  p ro te c t in g  w hat i t  defines  a s  "goods, " m o s t  people en m esh  

th e m s e lv e s  in  whole  c a te g o r ie s  of leg a l  re g u la t io n s  by w hich  the s ta te  

a c h ie v e s  c o n tro l  o v e r  t h e i r  l ives  th ro u g h  a t a c i t  t h r e a t  to w ithdraw  p r o 

te c t io n  f r o m  t h e i r  en joym en t of the "g o o d s"  of l ife . T h o re a u  said  of 

such  p e r s o n s ,  " the long and the  sh o r t  of the  m a t t e r  is ,  th a t  they  cannot 

s p a r e  the  p ro te c t io n  of the  ex is t in g  g o v e rn m en t,  and  th ey  d re a d  the  co n 

seq u e n c es  to  t h e i r  p ro p e r ty  and fa m il ie s  of d iso b ed ien ce  to  i t ."^^ ^  

B ec a u se  of the  love of th ings  and p ro p e r ty ,  m e n  a llow  law s regu la ting



483

m o ra l ly  n e u t r a l  m a t t e r s ,  such  a s  the reg u la t io n  of p ro p e r ty  a f f a i r s ,  to

a s s u m e  a p o s i t io n  of c o e rc iv e  influence  o v e r  m o ra l ly  s ig n if ic an t  i s su e s .

The only w ay a ro u n d  th is  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  th r e a t  of g o v e rn m en t in a l l  i ts

le g a l  p ro c la m a t io n s  w hich  of th e m s e lv e s  m ight be e th ic a l ly  n e u t r a l ,  is

to  avoid e n tra p m e n t  by the econom ic  sy s te m .

F o r  m y  own p a r t ,  I should  not like to th ink  that I e v e r  r e ly  on 
the p ro te c t io n  of the  S ta te .  But, if  I deny the a u th o r i ty  of the 
State when it p r e s e n t s  i ts  t a x -b i l l ,  it w ill  soon take  and w a s te  
a l l  m y  p ro p e r ty ,  and so h a r a s s  m e and my c h i ld re n  w ithout end.
T his  m a k es  it im p o s s ib le  fo r  a m a n  to live hon es t ly ,  and a t the  
sam e  t im e  c o m fo r ta b ly ,  in ou tw ard  r e s p e c t s .  It w il l  not be 
w o rth  the  w hile  to  a cc u m u la te  p ro p e r ty ;  tha t would be s u r e  to  
go again . You m u s t  h i r e  o r  squat so m ew h ere ,  and r a i s e  but 
a s m a l l  c ro p ,  and ea t  th a t  soon. You m us t live w ith in  y o u r 
se lf ,  and depend upon y o u rs e l f  a lw ays  tucked up and rea d y  
fo r  a s t a r t ,  and not have m a n y  a f f a i r s .

T h o re a u  a lso  be lieved  th a t  law a s  a g o v e rn m e n ta l  in s t i tu t io n  is  

in h e re n t ly  c o n se rv a t iv e  of ex is t in g  econom ic  re la t io n s h ip s ,  and he found 

th is  to be a m a jo r  r e a s o n  fo r  the  in frequen t co incidence  of t r a n s c e n d e n t  

and hum an law. The r e v e la t io n s  of ju s t ic e  which a r e  in tu i t iv e ly  a p p r e 

hended  a r e  unlike ly  to  sq u a re  w ith  the econom ic  in t e r e s t s  p ro te c te d  by 

law. In  the sam e  w ay , the  le g a l  s y s te m  is  c o n se rv a t iv e  of the  e x is t in g  

s o c ia l  re la t io n sh ip s  be tw een m en . T h o re a u  found th is  a s p e c t  of law 

p a r t i c u la r ly  o b jec t ionab le . It o b s c u r e s  the ind iv idual c h a r a c t e r  of a 

m a n  by c la s s ify in g  h im  a c c o rd in g  to  conventional re la t io n s  w h ich  m ay  

be u n re la te d  to  h is  n a tu re  o r  s i tua tion . The law b eco m es  an a r t i f i c i a l  

s tan d a rd  by w hich  to  judge a m a n  r a th e r  than  allow ing h is  c h a r a c t e r  to
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e s ta b l i s h  i t s  own repu ta tion .

C o n s id e r  . . , how r a r e l y  m en  t r e a t  e ac h  o th e r  fo r  what 
in  t h e i r  t r u e  and naked  c h a r a c t e r s  they  a r e ;  how we use and 
to le r a te  p re te n s io n ;  how the  judge i s  c lo thed  w ith  dignity 
w hich  does  not be long  to  h im , and the  c r im in a l ,  perchai^<|^ 
w ith  sh a m e  o r  im pudence  w hich  no m o re  belong to h im .

The m o s t  obvious ex am ple  in  T h o r e a u 's  t im e  was s lav e ry .  The 

idea  of s l a v e r y  w as repugnan t to h im  b e c a u se  i t  w as  the  e x tre m e  a p p l i 

ca tion  of a  te n d en cy  in h e re n t  in law i t s e l f  to  define  re la t io n s  be tw een  

m en  on b a s e s  o th e r  th a n  the  c h a r a c t e r  of the  ind iv idua l.  The law h o ld 

ing m e n  in s l a v e r y  is  d if fe ren t  only in  d e g re e  f r o m  the law which su b 

j e c t s  m en  to  m i l i t a r y  c o n sc r ip t io n ,  o r  w hich  ta x e s  h is  la b o r  under 

t h r e a t  of im p r i s o n m e n t .  The p h y s ica l  b u rd e n  of the  law is  no g r e a t e r  

th an  the  m o r a l  b u rd e n  of law, f o r  it  often puts  m e n  and th e i r  lab o r  to 

u s e s  w hich  a r e  repugnan t to t h e i r  m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  The v e ry  idea  

of ju s t ic e  i s  in co m p a tib le  w ith  such  e ffec ts  of law. S ta tu tes  having such  

i l l  e f fe c ts  a r e  not ju s t ,  and th e re fo re  a r e  not v a l id  law in  T h o re a u 's  

v iew. Yet law  does have  th e se  e f fe c ts ,  s o m e t im e s  in  g ro s s  and obvious 

f o r m ,  at o th e r  t im e s  sub tly  c o e rc in g  a m a n  to  a c c e p t  t r e a tm e n t  a s  if  

he w e re  an  in a n im a te  ob jec t w ithout the  c a p a c i ty  fo r  m o ra l  judgem ent.

It is  the c o e r c io n  a g a in s t  m o r a l  judgem en t tha t m a k e s  law a chain  a round 

m a n k in d 's  ank le  r a t h e r  th an  the  l ib e ra t in g  em b o d im en t of ju s t ic e .  S la 

v e ry  " e x is t s  w h e r e v e r  m e n  a r e  bought and  so ld , w h e re v e r  a m an  a llow s 

h im s e l f  to be  m ad e  a  m e r e  th ing o r  a too l, and s u r r e n d e r s  h is  in a l ie n -
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138ab le  r ig h ts  of re a so n  and c o n sc ie n ce ,  " With fine i ro n y  he pointed

out tha t the m e n  m o s t  devoted to h u m a n  law a r e  those  m o s t  en s lav ed .

T h o re a u  d e c la re d  he had " n e v e r  m e t  w ith , o r  h e a rd  of, a judge who

w as  not a s lave  of th is  kind, and so the f in e s t  and m o s t  unfailing w eapon 

139of in ju s t ic e ,  " It w as th is  point about the  m o ra l ly  r e g r e s s iv e  effec t

of the legal s y s te m  tha t T h o re a u  w as  m ak ing  in  h is  a p h o r is m s :  "Obey

the  law w hich  re v e a ls ,  and not the law re v e a le d ,  "He who liv es

141acc o rd in g  to the h ighest law is  in one sen se  law less .  " "The m an  

fo r  w hom  law e x i s t s —the m an  of f o r m s ,  the c o n s e rv a t iv e —is a t im e  

m an .

An e r r o r  is  m ade  in a s s u m in g  tha t  law a ch iev es  i ts  le g i t im a c y  

o r  ob liga tion  f r o m  any p o li t ic a l  p r e s c r ip t io n s ,  T h o reau  did not see  law 

a s  the e s ta b l ish m e n t  of a com m o n  s y s t e m  of ex p ec ta t io n s ,  a s ta n d a rd  

f o r  the defin ition  of p ro p e r ty  and s o c ia l  r e la t io n s ,  the a r t ic u la te d  w il l  of 

the people, o r  the balancing  of com peting  i n t e r e s t s  a c c o rd in g  to a u t i l i 

t a r i a n  set of v a lu es .  He re c o g n ize d  tha t  th e r e  a re  p o li t ic a l  s y s te m s  

w hich  b ase  ju r i s p ru d e n t ia l  th e o ry  on such  g ro u n d s ,  but he denied  any  

but two fo rc e s  of com puls ion  to have r e a l  su b s ta n c e .  The f i r s t ,  and 

o v e r - r id in g  so u rc e  of obedience  a r i s e s  f r o m  th e  m o r a l  conv ic tion  of an 

ind iv idua l c o n sc ien ce  to  behave a c c o rd in g  to  t ra n sc e n d e n t  s ta n d a rd s  of 

ju s t i c e .  "It is  not d e s i r a b le ,  " he w ro te ,  "to cu lt iva te  a r e s p e c t  fo r  the  

law , so m uch  a s  fo r  the r igh t .  The only ob liga tion  w hich  I have  a r igh t



486

to  a s s u m e  is  to  do a t  an y tim e  what I th ink  is  r i g h t . T h e  s e c o n d — 

w hich  i s  m ig h t  r a t h e r  than  r ig h t—is  the  fo rc e  and v io len ce  w ith  w hich  

a g o v e rn m en t g ives  effec t to i ts  law. In th is  T h o re a u  would have  a g re e d  

w ith the  p o s i t iv i s m  of A u s t in  and w ith  the  o b s e rv a t io n  of C h a i rm a n  Mao 

tha t p o l i t ic a l  p o w er  flows f r o m  the b a r r e l  of a  gun. H ow ever, th is  is  

the  ob liga tion  of fo r c e  and co m p u ls io n  r a t h e r  than  of v o lu n ta ry  s u b 

m is s io n  and i s  not m o ra l ly  binding. The f o r m s  and p ro c e d u re s  by which 

g o v e rn m en ts  a t te m p t  to  c o n fe r  le g i t im a c y  on law a r e  s u p e r f lu o u s .  Law 

h as  o b l ig a to ry  fo r c e  fo r  an  in d iv idua l b e c a u s e  he  i s  convinced  of i ts  r e c 

ti tude  o r  b e c a u s e  he  is  fo rce d  to c o n fo rm  by th r e a t  of v io len ce  a g a in s t  

h is  p e rs o n ,  p r o p e r ty ,  o r  p syche . To m is ta k e  f o r m  fo r  s u b s ta n c e  is  the  

co m m o n  fa i l in g  of p o l i t ic ia n s ,  la w y e r s ,  ju d g e s ,  and m o s t  c i t iz e n s .  

T h o re a u 's  m e ta p h o r  holds fo r  a l l  g o v e rn m e n ts  and le g a l  s y s te m s :

J u s t ic e  i s  sw eet and m u s ic a l  to  h e a r ;  but in ju s t ic e  is  
h a r s h  and d is c o rd a n t .  The judge  s t i l l  s i t s  g r ind ing  a t  h is  
o rg an , but it  y ie ld s  no m u s ic ,  and we h e a r  only th e  sound 
of the  h an d le .  He b e l ie v es  tha t a l l  the  m u s ic  r e s id e s  in  the  
hand le , and  the  c row d to s s  h im  t h e i r  c o p p e rs  ju s t  the  sam e 
a s  b e fo re .

The a c tu a l  f o r m  of law enac ted  by m o s t  g o v e rn m e n ts  is  i t s e l f  an 

em p ty  v e s s e l .  I t c o n s id e r s  only e x t e r i o r s ,  th ings  and o b je c ts ,  fo o lish ly  

t r e a t in g  m e n  a s  if  th ey  "w ere  m e r e  f le s h  and blood and b ones , to  be 

locked  up.

Thus the  S ta te  n e v e r  in ten tio n a lly  co n fro n ts  a m a n 's  s e n s e ,  
in te l le c tu a l  o r  m o r a l ,  but only h is  body, h is  s e n s e s .  It i s  not 
a r m e d  w ith  s u p e r io r  wit o r  h o n es ty ,  but w ith  s u p e r io r  p h y s ica l  
s t re n g th .
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S tren g th  w ithout s p i r i t  is  l iab le  to g r o s s  m o r a l  e r r o r .  It p r e s e r v e s  

th e  peace  of the  co m m u n ity  by deed s  of v io lence  e v e ry  day  a s  w i t 

n e s s e d  by the c o n s ta b u la ry ,  the  penal s y s te m ,  the s tand ing  a r m y ,  the

whole c r im in a l  code, fo r  r e la t iv e ly  pe tty  p ro te c t io n s  w hile  ignoring

147so m e  g r o s s  in ju s t ic e s .  It h a s  the l im ita t io n s  tha t a t te n d  a p a r t ia l

a p p re h e n s io n  of r e a l i ty  w ithout re co g n it io n  of the m o r a l  c a te g o r ie s

w h ich  a lone  m a k e s  i t  w o rth w h ile  to  abide by law. "W hen a gov e rn m en t

puts  fo r th  i ts  s t re n g th  on the s ide of in ju s t ic e ,  . . . w hat a  m e r e ly  b ru te ,

148o r  w o rs e  than  b ru te ,  fo rc e  it is  seen  to  be.' A d e m o n ia ca l  fo rc e !"

When the e ffec t  of law  c o n t ra d ic t s  the dem ands  of ju s t ic e  (which he left 

undefined), the  g o v e rn m e n t  w il l  not long su rv iv e  the d e fec t .  It s e ts  up 

c o u n te r - f o r c e s  th a t  e v en tu a lly  d is so lv e  the go v e rn m en t and  nega te  the 

offending law s. E choing  id e a l i s t s  f r o m  Kant to H egel to  G re en ,  T h o reau  

w ro te :

Any m an  knows w hen he is  ju s t i f ie d ,  and a l l  the w its  in 
the w o r ld  cannot en lig h ten  h im  on that point. The m u r d e r e r  
a lw ay s  knows tha t he is  ju s t ly  punished; but when a g o v e rn 
m e n t  ta k e s  the life  of a  m a n  w ithout the  co n sen t  of h is  c o n 
sc ie n c e ,  it is an  au d ac io u s  g o v e rn m en t,  and is  tak ing  a s tep  
to w a rd  i ts  d is so lu tion .

T h o r e a u 's  m a jo r  m o r a l  o b jec t ion  to p o s it ive  law, and the  fa ta l  flaw

in the p o s i t iv e  law th e o ry  is  "that w hile  the law ho lds  f a s t  the th ie f  and

150m u r d e r e r ,  it le ts  i t s e l f  go lo o se .  " T hat i s ,  the  law does  not bind 

i t s e l f  by  the  r e q u i r e m e n ts  of ju s t ic e ,  and is  th e r e f o r e  c a p r ic io u s  and 

l im i te d  only by the  am ount of fo rc e  it can  b r in g  to  b e a r  in e n fo rc in g  i ts
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p ro c la m a t io n s .  Not only m u s t  it r e ly  upon fo rce  to  u n d e rg ird  i t s  ru le s ,  

it h a s  no guide fo r  policy  deve lopm ent ex cep t  the dem ands of exped iency . 

T h e re  is  no m o r a l  ground fo r  po licy  d ev e lopm en t concern ing  law o r  i ts  

a p p l ic a t io n  in the  ab sen ce  of ju s t ic e  a s  a s ta n d a rd .  The la ck  of a d e f in i 

t io n  of ju s t ic e  w eakens  T h o r e a u 's  c r i t i c i s m .

In p re v io u s  s ec t io n s  it h a s  been  poin ted  out tha t a p p re h en s io n  of 

m o r a l  c a te g o r ie s  such  a s  ju s t ic e  i s  a c ap a c i ty  of ind iv idua ls ,  n e v e r  of 

c o rp o ra t io n s  o r  o rg a n iz a t io n s .  This  p a r t i a l ly  acco u n ts  fo r  T h o r e a u 's  

la ck  of i n t e r e s t  in m e ch a n ic s  o r  fo r m s  of g o v e rn m en t.  R e g a rd le s s  of 

fo r m s  and te c h n ic a l i t ie s  of le g is la t io n ,  T h o re a u  n e v e r  dev ia ted  f r o m  h is  

con ten tion  tha t "a s t r a ig h t  s t ic k  m a k e s  the  b e s t  c an e ,  and an u p righ t 

m an  the  b e s t  r u le r .  " An uprigh t m a n ,  w h e th e r  r u le r  o r  c i t iz en ,  

a c t s  ju s t ly  and if law is  not in a g re e m e n t  it w ill  b r in g  i t s e l f  to oppose

h im  w ith  fo r c e .  It is  not n e c e s s a r y  to  oppose unjust law. It w il l  soon

152enough oppose the  u p r ig h t  m an , " it being the  d e s p e ra te  p a r ty .  "

The fo reg o in g  o b se rv a t io n s  have been  d ire c te d  tow ard  d o m e s t ic  

law. The law am ong na tions  h a s  the  s a m e  b a s i s  a s  p os it ive  law d e c la re d  

by a so v e re ig n .  T h o reau  views the v io lence  tha t g overnm en t v is i t s  upon 

i t s  c i t iz e n s  in  the  nam e of law a s  no d if fe ren t  in qua li ty  f r o m  th a t  v io 

len ce  w hich  na tions  b r in g  to b e a r  a g a in s t  one a n o th e r ,  a s su m in g  in both 

c a s e s  th a t  ju s t i c e  is  not the  s ta n d a rd  of p os it ive  law.
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p ro c la m a t io n s .  Not only m u s t  it r e ly  upon fo rc e  to  u n d e rg ird  i t s  r u le s ,  

it h a s  no guide fo r  po licy  d eve lopm en t excep t the  dem ands  of expediency . 

T h e re  is no m o r a l  g round  fo r  po licy  developm ent co n ce rn in g  law o r  i ts  

ap p lica t io n  in the  a b se n c e  of ju s t ic e  a s  a s ta n d a rd .  The lack  of a d e f in i 

t io n  of ju s t ic e  w eak en s  T h o r e a u 's  c r i t i c i s m .

In p rev io u s  s e c t io n s  it h as  been  pointed out th a t  ap p re h en s io n  of 

m o r a l  c a te g o r ie s  such  a s  ju s t ic e  is  a c ap a c i ty  of in d iv idua ls ,  n e v e r  of 

c o rp o ra t io n s  o r  o rg a n iz a t io n s .  This  p a r t ia l ly  a cco u n ts  fo r  T h o r e a u 's  

la ck  of in t e r e s t  in  m e c h a n ic s  o r  fo rm s  of g o v e rn m e n t .  R e g a rd le s s  of 

fo r m s  and te c h n ic a l i t ie s  of le g is la t io n ,  T h o re a u  n e v e r  dev ia ted  f r o m  h is

con ten tion  tha t "a s t r a ig h t  s t ic k  m a k es  the  b e s t  can e ,  and an up rig h t

151
m an  the b e s t  r u l e r .  " An up rig h t m an , w h e th e r  r u l e r  o r  c i t iz en ,

a c ts  ju s t ly  and if law is  not in a g re e m e n t  it w il l  b r in g  i t s e l f  to oppose

h im  w ith  fo r c e .  It is  not n e c e s s a r y  to oppose unjust law. It w il l  soon

152enough oppose the  u p r ig h t  m an , "it being the  d e s p e ra te  p a r ty .  "

The fo reg o in g  o b s e rv a t io n s  have been  d i re c te d  tow ard  d o m e s t ic  

law. The law am ong na tions  h a s  the  sam e  b a s i s  a s  p o s it ive  law d e c la re d  

by a so v e re ig n . T h o re a u  view s the v io lence  tha t  g o v e rn m en t v is i t s  upon 

i t s  c i t iz en s  in the  nam e  of law a s  no d if fe ren t  in q u a li ty  f r o m  th a t  v io 

len ce  w hich na tio n s  b r in g  to b e a r  a g a in s t  one a n o th e r ,  a s su m in g  in  both 

c a s e s  tha t ju s t ic e  i s  not the  s ta n d a rd  of p o s i t iv e  law.
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T hat is  v e ry  t ru e  w hich R aleigh  say s  about the equal 
n e c e s s i ty  of w a r  and law, —that "the n e c e s s i ty  of w a r ,  which 
am ong hum an  ac tio n s  is  m o s t  la w le s s ,  h a th  som e kind of 
a ff in ity  and n e a r  r e se m b la n c e  w ith  the n e c e s s i ty  of law, " fo r  
both r e s t  equally  on fo rce  as  th e i r  b a s i s ,  and w a r  is  the only 
r e s o u r c e  of law, e i th e r  on a s m a l l e r  o r  l a r g e r  sca le ,  — its  
a u th o r i ty  is  a s s e r t e d .  In w a r ,  in  som e s e n s e ,  l ie s  the v e ry  
gen ius  of law. It is  law c re a t iv e  and a c t iv e ;  it is  the f i r s t  
p r in c ip le  of the  law. What is h u m a n  w a r f a r e  but ju s t  th is ,  — 
a n  e f fo r t  to m ake the laws of God and n a tu re  take  s ides  w ith  
one p a r ty .  Men m ake  an a r b i t r a r y  code, and, because  it is  
not r igh t ,  they  t r y  to m ake  it p re v a i l  by m ight. The m o ra l  
law does  not want any cham pion . I ts  a s s e r t e r s  do not go to 
w a r .  It w as  n e v e r  in fr inged  w ith  im punity . It is in co n s is te n t  
to d e c r y  w a r  and m a in ta in  w a r ,  fo r  i f  t h e r e  w e re  no need of 
w a r  th e r e  would be no need  of law.

T h o re a u  goes so f a r  a s  to sugges t  tha t w a r  is  a n a tu ra l  ou tgrow th

of law, w h e re  law is g iven a u th o r i ty  o v e r  th e  b e h av io r  of a l l  su b jec ts

w ithout a s u p e r io r  ap p ea l to ind iv idual c o n sc ie n ce .  The law d e p r iv e s

m en  of th e i r  hum an ity  in req u ir in g  blind obed ience , and d e p r iv e s  the

w o rld  of peace  by re spond ing  to  the ga in s  of exped iency  r a th e r  than

p r in c ip le s  of ju s t ic e .

A com m o n  and n a tu ra l  r e s u l t  of an  undue r e s p e c t  fo r  law is ,  
tha t you m a y  see  a  file  of s o ld ie r s ,  co lone l ,  cap ta in , c o rp o ra l ,  
p r iv a te s ,  p o w d er-m o n k ey s ,  and a l l ,  m a rc h in g  in a d m ira b le  
o r d e r  o v e r  h i l l  and dale to the  w a r s ,  a g a in s t  t h e i r  w i l ls ,  aye, 
ag a in s t  t h e i r  com m on sense  and c o n sc ie n c e s ,  which m a k es  it 
v e ry  s te e p  m a rc h in g  indeed. . . . Now, w ha t a r e  they?  Men a t 
a l l?  . . . behold a m a r in e ,  such  a m an  a s  an  A m e r ic a n  g o v e rn 
m en t can  m ake w ith  i ts  b lack  —a m e r e  shadow and
re m in is c e n c e  of hum anity . . . .

The m o tiva tion  fo r  m o s t  in te rn a t io n a l  w a r  has  nothing to do w ith  

m a t t e r s  of p r in c ip le ,  but of com peting  i n t e r e s t s  in m a r k e ts  o r  p re s t ig e .  

T h o r e a u 's  co m m en ts  about the way in w hich B r i ta in  governed  C anada
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i l l u s t r a t e s  tha t in the  a b se n c e  of p r in c ip le ,  a  g o v e rn m e n t  m u s t  re ly

upon fo rc e  of a rm y  and ig n o ra n c e  to m a in ta in  i ts  law. It m u s t  r e s o r t

to c o n sc r ip t io n  and m e r c e n a r i e s .  If, on the  o th e r  hand, B r i ta in  ac ted

f r o m  a sen se  of ju s t i c e  and upon m o r a l  p r in c ip le s  a l l  m e n  of good w ill

"could  put t h e i r  hands  and  h ead s  and  h e a r t s  and a l l  t o g e th e r "  to ach ieve

c o o p e ra t io n  and h a rm o n y  th a t  "would be the v e ry  end and  s u c c e s s  fo r

155w hich  g o v e rn m en t now e x is t s  in vain. " The in t e r e s t  of ju s t ic e  is  

n e v e r  in c o n s is te n t  w ith  the  in te r e s t s  of ind iv idua ls  of good w ill,  and if 

na tions  w e re  to  define t h e i r  in te r e s t s  in the sam e  t e r m s ,  a b a s i s  fo r  

t ru e  in te rn a t io n a l  law  would e x is t ,  reduc ing  the in c id en ce  of a l l  the 

ev ils  w h ich  lead to w a r .

T h is  does not im p ly  th a t  T h o rea u  w as  a p a c if is t .  Q uite  the c o n 

t r a r y .  The fac t th a t  a l l  n a t io n s  a r e  not guided by ju s t ic e  do es  not c o n 

s ti tu te  a va lid  a rg u m e n t  f o r  any sing le  na tion  to fo r s a k e  ju s t i c e  a s  its  

s tan d a rd .  A ju s t  na tion  s tand ing  am id  rap ac io u s  and a m b i t io u s  n e ig h 

b o rs  w ill  find w a r  u n av o id ao le .  As he w ro te  about the  p o s i t io n  of the 

N o rth  te n  y e a r s  b e fo re  the  o u tb re a k  of the  W ar B etw een  th e  S ta te s ,

But I would have done w ith  co m p ar in g  o u rs e lv e s  w ith  o u r  
a n c e s to r s ,  fo r  on th e  w hole  I b e lieve  tha t even  they, if s o m e 
what b r a v e r  and l e s s  c o r r u p t  than w e, w e re  not m e n  of so 
m u ch  p r in c ip le  and  g e n e ro s i ty  as  to go to w a r  in b eh a lf  of 
a n o th e r  r a c e  in t h e i r  m id s t .  I do not be lieve  th a t  the  N o rth  
w il l  soon com e to  b low s w ith  the South on th is  q u es t io n .  It 
would be too b r ig h t  a page to  be w r i t t e n  in the  h i s to r y  of the 
ra c e  at p re s e n t .
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F u r t h e r ,  he  w ro te  to h is  E n g l ish  f r ie n d ,  C holm ondeley , a p p ro v in g ly

of the C r im e a n  W ar, "I have no sy m p a th y  with the id le n e s s  th a t  would

c o n t r a s t  th i s  fighting w ith  the te a c h in g s  of the pulpit, f o r  p e rc h a n c e

m o r e  t r u e  v i r tu e  is  being p ra c t ic e d  a t Sevastopol than  in m an y  y e a r s  of 

,,157p e a c e .

O b v ious ly  the u se s  of v io len ce  p lay  a  co m p lica ted  ro le  in  T h o r e a u 's  

th e o ry  of law . At th is  point, it  is  u n n e c e s s a ry  to say  m o r e  th an  v io lence  

is  at the ro o t  of pos it ive  law in both d o m e s t ic  and in te rn a t io n a l  a p p l ic a 

t io n s .  F u r t h e r ,  v io lence  is  p e r f o r m e d  by ind iv idua ls ,  not by g o v e rn 

m e n t  o r  by units  of go v e rn m en t,  f o r  it i s  a lw ays a m an  who p u lls  the 

t r i g g e r  o r  s la m s  a j a i l  door.

T he la s t  point le ad s  to T h o r e a u 's  u lt im a te  c r i t i c i s m  of the  legal 

a p p a r a tu s ,  and to h is  views on d iso b ed ien c e ,  r e s i s t a n c e ,  and revo lu tion . 

T he A m e r ic a n  le g a l  a p p a ra tu s  he found to  be defec tive  in  a l l  p o in ts .

T he l e g i s l a tu r e  he be lieved  w as w rong  in  i t s  co m m itm e n t  to  the m a j o r i -  

t a r i a n  p r in c ip le ,  both in th e i r  e le c t io n  and in  the e n ac tm e n t  of le g is la t io n .  

T h o r e a u 's  a n t i - d e m o c r a t ic  b ias  w as  in  fac t ,  m o s t  s t ro n g ly  s ta t e d  in  h is  

a r g u m e n ts  a g a in s t  the m a jo r i t a r i a n  p r in c ip le .  P ub lic  opinion is  not the 

m o s t  s e n s i t iv e  in s t ru m e n t  fo r  ap p re h en d in g  the d em ands  of ju s t ic e .  It 

le n d s  i t s e l f  to  c o m p ro m is in g  p r in c ip le s  of right fo r  p a s s in g  a d v an ta g e s ,  

a p p ea l in g  to  the  b a s e r  m o tiv e s  of m an k in d  and a t t r a c t in g  the  l e a s t  p r i n 

c ip le d  m e n  to p o l i t ic a l  c a r e e r s .  H is  e s s a y  on "S lav e ry  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s "
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p r e s e n t s  s t ro n g  a r g u m e n ts  ag a in s t  the m a jo r i t a r i a n  p ro c e d u r e s  in 

choosing  g o v e rn m e n t  c a n d id a te s  and in pass in g  le g is la t io n .  Such p r o 

c e d u re s  f o s t e r  p o licy  b a se d  upon expedient c o m p ro m is e ,  leav ing  a s id e  

m o r a l  p ro b ity  a s  i r r e l e v a n t  to  the solution of p o l i t ic a l  p ro b le m s .

M a jo r i ty  ru le  a s s u m e s  th a t  one m a n 's  opinion is  a s  good a s  a n o th e r 's .  

T h o re a u  b e liev ed  tha t  the  q u a li ty  of opinion is  m o re  im p o r ta n t  than  the 

n u m b e r  of p e r s o n s  who hold it, and that p e rs o n s  fo r tu n a te  enough to 

live in the c o u n try  e n te r ta in e d  a h ig h e r  qua lity  of opin ion  than  th o se  who 

a r e  confined  to the  c ity . He was v e ry  m uch  in  the t r a d i t io n  of the J e f f e r 

son ian  a g r a r i a n s ,  and  w ould  have  had s tro n g  r e s e r v a t io n s  about re c en t  

U. S. S up rem e C o u r t  d e c is io n s  w hich  re q u ire  eq u a l w eigh ting  of vo tes .  

Being  c l o s e r  to n a tu re ,  be ing  l e s s  crow ded and ab le  to c o n s id e r  m en  as  

in d iv id u a ls  r a th e r  than  en m a s s e ,  the r u r a l  d w e lle r  h as  a l e s s  d is to r te d  

a p p re h e n s io n  of m o r a l  v a lu es .

I a m  m o r e  and m o r e  convinced tha t,  w ith  r e f e r e n c e  to any 
public  q u es t io n ,  it is  m o r e  im p o r tan t  to know w hat the  c o u n try  
th inks  of it than  w hat th e  c ity  th inks . The c ity  does  not th ink  
m uch . On any  m o r a l  q u es t io n ,  I would r a th e r  have  the  opinion 
of Boxboro th a n  of B o sto n  and New York put to g e th e r .  . . , When, 
in som e o b s c u r e  c o u n try  town, the f a r m e r s  com e to g e th e r  to a 
s p e c ia l  town m e e t in g ,  to e x p r e s s  th e i r  opinion on so m e  sub jec t  
w h ich  is  vexing  th e  land , th a t ,  I th ink, is  the  t r u e  C o n g re s s ,  and 
the m o s t  r e s p e c ta b le  one that is  e v e r  a s s e m b le d  in  the United 
S ta tes .

It is  ev id en t th a t  th e r e  a r e  . , . two p a r t i e s  . . . becom ing  
m o r e  and  m o r e  d is t in c t ,  the p a r ty  of the c ity , and the p a r ty  of 
th e  co u n try .  I know th a t  the c o u n try  is  m e a n  enough, but I a m  
glad to be l iev e  th a t  th e r e  is  a s ligh t d iffe ren ce  in  h e r  fa v o r .
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H is p o l i t ic a l  e s s a y s  object to a c o n s t i tu t io n a l  f r a m e w o rk  fo r  

g o v e rn m e n t ,  b e ca u s e  it p lace s  an a r t i f i c i a l  l im i t  to  the app lica t io n  of 

m o r a l  p r in c ip le s .  C onsti tu tions  by th e i r  n a tu re  a r e  fo rm s  w ithout s u b 

s tan c e .  The in tu it ion  by which t r a n s c e n d e n ta l  fo r m s  re v e a l  t h e m 

se lv e s  a r e  i r r e d u c ib le  to w r i t t e n  l im ita t io n s  a s  in  the A m e r ic a n  e x a m 

ple o r  l im i t s  of t r a d i t io n  as  in the B r i t i s h  e x am p le .  The h ig h es t law 

is  l im i t l e s s ,  c o n s ta n t ly  unfolding i t s e l f  to ind iv idua l c o n sc ie n ce s .  The 

whole point is  en ca p su la te d  in one of the  m o s t  w ide ly  quoted of 

T h o r e a u 's  p ro n o u n cem en ts :  ". . . any m an  m o r e  righ t than  h is  n e ig h 

b o rs  c o n s t i tu te s  a  m a jo r i ty  of one a l re a d y .  "^^9 T h o re a u 's  adv ice  w as 

to  "obey tha t  e t e r n a l  and only ju s t  C o n s ti tu t io n  w hich  [ God] , and  not 

any J e f f e r s o n  o r  A d am s, h a s  w r i t t e n  in  y o u r  b e i n g . R ichard  

D r in n o n 's  p h ra s e ,  "P o l i t ic s  of the U prigh t M an " ^^^ m ight be em ployed  

b e t t e r  to  d e s c r ib e  the m o ra l  a b so lu t i sm  a g a in s t  w hich  he m e a s u re d  the 

U. S. le g is la t iv e  s y s te m  and found it w anting.

M uch the sam e  s o r t  of c r i t i c i s m  i s  la id  to  the  execu tive  function.

H is  co n tem p t f o r  the P re s id e n t  of the  United S ta te s  was such  tha t  he

w ro te  tha t he r e g r e t te d  e v e r  having h e a r d  of "Old A be"  at the t im e  w hen

L inco ln  w as pu rsu in g  a c o u rse  of w a r  one m ig h t have a s su m e d  to co in -

162cide  w ith  T h o r e a u 's  m o ra l  v is ion. He c r i t i c i z e d  the  g o v e rn o r  of 

M a s s a c h u s e t t s  f o r  fa i lu re  to execu te  the  m o r a l  law r a th e r  than  the  leg a l  

r e q u i r e m e n ts  in  the  c a se  of the F u g it iv e  Slave Law. "I had thought . . .
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th a t  it w as  h i s  b u s in e s s ,  a s  a G o v ern o r ,  to see  tha t the law s of the 

Sta te  w e re  ex ecu ted ;  w hile , a s  a m an , he  to o k  c a r e  tha t he did not, by

I / o

so doing b r e a k  the  law s of hum anity .

T h o r e a u  s a v e s  h is  m o s t  con tem ptuous  s c o r n  fo r  the ju d ic ia ry  and 

the  la w y e r s  who o p e ra te  i t s  m e ch a n ic s .  Of a l l  the  p ro fe s s io n s ,  the 

ju d ic ia ry  and la w y e r s  a r e  m o s t  blind to  m o r a l  i s s u e s .  T h e i r  t ra in in g  

and  h ab it  of m in d  le ad s  th e m  to have m o re  c o n c e rn  fo r  p re c e d e n t  than  

f o r  p r in c ip le ;  they  a r e  co m m itted  to  f o r m  and p ro c e d u re  r a th e r  than  to 

ju s t i c e  and e th ic a l  v i ta li ty .  The in te r p r e ta t io n  of law, in T h o re a u ’s 

opinion r e q u i r e s  som eth ing  m o re  than read in g  the s ta tu te s  and r e s e a r c h 

ing the  p re c e d e n ts .  He be lieved  tha t  it r e q u i r e s  one who in t e r p r e t s  the  

law  to  do so  by no s ta n d a rd  o th e r  than  ju s t i c e .  Th is  is  a re q u i re m e n t  

l a w y e r s  a r e  unab le  to  m e e t  because  of th e  n a tu re  of t h e i r  p ro fe s s io n .

"The l a w y e r ’s t r u t h  is  not T ru th ,  but a c o n s is te n c y  of c o n s is te n t  e x p e d i

ency . T r u th  i s  a lw ay s  in h a rm o n y  w ith  h e r s e l f ,  and is not co n ce rn e d

ch ief ly  to  r e v e a l  the  ju s t ic e  tha t m ay  c o n s is t  w ith  w rong-do ing , " he 

164w r o te .  The m e c h a n ic s  of law —ev id en ce ,  p ro c e d u re ,  ju ry  t r i a l —

165
T h o r e a u  thought w as  a  ru se  and a hum bug, of no benefit but to la w y e rs .

It  o p e ra te s  in su ch  a  way a s  to  fo rce  the  in te rp re ta t io n  of law by i r r e l e 

van t s ta n d a rd s .

T he  ju d g es  and la w y e rs ,  — sim p ly  a s  such , I mean,— 
and  a l l  m e n  of exped iency , t r y  [ c a s e s  a t  law] by a v e ry  low 
and in c o m p e ten t  s tan d a rd .  They c o n s id e r ,  not w h e th e r  [ a  
law] is  r ig h t ,  but w h e th e r  it is  what they  c a l l  co n s ti tu tio n a l.
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Is  v i r tu e  co n s ti tu t io n a l ,  o r  v ic e?  Is  equ ity  c o n s ti tu t io n a l ,  
o r  in iq u ity ?  In im p o r ta n t  m o r a l  and  v i ta l  q u e s t io n s ,  like 
t h i s ,  it  i s  ju s t  a s  im p e r t in e n t  to  a s k  w h e th e r  a law is  c o n 
s t i tu t io n a l  o r  not, as  to a s k  w h e th e r  it i s  p ro f i tab le  o r  not.
T hey  p e r s i s t  in being the  s e r v a n ts  of the  w o rs t  of m en , 
and  not th e  s e rv a n ts  of h u m an ity .

T h o r e a u  would have  p r e f e r r e d  tha t  the  law be  so  p e r fe c t ly  d raw n  

a s  to p re c lu d e  the  need fo r  a  ju d ic ia l  function. The Old T e s ta m e n t  

p ro p h e ts  a r e  the  c lo se s t  m o d e l  of p r o p e r  ju d ic ia l  function  tha t  com e 

q u ick ly  to  m in d  in  read ing  T h o r e a u 's  denuncia tion  of the  hum an  ju d i 

c i a r y .  One h a s  the  susp ic ion , on th e  o th e r  hand, th a t  T h o re a u  w ould 

have  w e lc o m e d  a ju d ic ia l  a c t iv is t  who w as  w illing  to  i n t e r p r e t  th e  law s 

a c c o rd in g  to  h is  p re f e r e n c e s .  A c o u r t  of the  kind som e fe e l  the W a r re n  

C o u rt  to  h a v e  been  m ight have  b een  s p a r e d  cas t ig a t io n .  The good judge 

in  T h o r e a u 's  view, " is  not he  who m e r e ly  p ronounces  the  v e rd ic t  of the  

law, but h e ,  w h o ev er  he  m ay  be , who, f r o m  a love of t ru th ,  and u n p r e 

ju d ic e d  by any  c u s to m  o r  e n a c tm e n t  of m e n ,  u t t e r s  a t r u e  opinion. . . .

In a s e n s e ,  th e  good judge is  f r e e  of the  law a s  w r i t te n ,  and is  bound by 

t ru th .  "W h o ev er  can  d i s c e r n  th e  t r u th  h a s  re c e iv e d  h is  c o m m is s io n  f r o m  

a h ig h e r  s o u r c e  than  the  c h ie fe s t  ju s t i c e  in the w o rld  who can  d i s c e r n  

only law. To som e th is  m igh t s e e m  to  beg P i l a t e ' s  q u es t io n ,  but

T h o re a u  w a s  a  confident in d iv id u a l is t  of P u r i t a n  in s t in c ts  who would not 

have b een  u n co m fo r tab le  in  a cc e p t in g  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  a n sw e r in g  the

q u e s t io n  in  g e n e r a l  and in p a r t i c u l a r  in s ta n c e s .

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  o p t im is m  com bined  w ith  a p ra g m a t ic  s e n s e  of
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c a u s e  and e ffec t ,  led  T h o r e a u  to  hope fo r  a  fu tu re  t im e  w hen law

would be b a se d  on ju s t ic e ,  and g o vernm en t would have  no em ploym en t

but to  e s ta b l i s h  ju s t ic e  and m a k e  life m o re  v a lu ab le .  He fo re sa w  a

t im e  w hen dealing  w ith  d isp u te s  th ro u g h  la w y e rs  w i l l  be a s  obso le te

170a s  due ll ing  o r  d i r e c t  co m b a t .  The law w as not so  g r e a t  an  im p r o v e 

m e n t  o v e r  p r iv a te  e n fo rc e m e n t  of each  ag a in s t  a l l  a s  so m e  had  s u p 

posed , fo r  at l e a s t  in  a p r iv a te ly  se t t led  d ispu te  one of the  p a r t i e s  

could  e x p ec t  to gain. The law often  o p e ra te s  to th e  advan tage  of none 

but th e  la w y e rs  a s  in  the  s to r y  T h o re a u  r e c o rd e d  in  h is  J o u rn a l  about 

"two m i l l e r s  who owned m i l l s  on the  sam e  s t r e a m  [w ho] w ent to law 

about a  dam , and a t the  end of th e  law su it one la w y e r  owned one m i l l  

and  the  o th e r  the  o t h e r . T h e  n a tu ra l  tendency  to w a rd  a r ig h t  s ta te  

of a f f a i r s  in  w hich  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s ,  including T h o re a u ,  be lieved  would 

not a llow  such  e c c e n t r ic  e f fe c ts  to  continue f o r e v e r .  B a lan ce  and h a r 

m ony , even  in the  r e la t io n s  b e tw een  m an, w il l  u l t im a te ly  o v e rc o m e  the 

in ju s t ic e s  con ta ined  in  the  p o s i t iv e  law. The g o v e rn m e n t  w hich  does  not 

em body  ju s t ic e  in i ts  law s b r in g s  about i ts  own d is so lu t io n .  An ex am p le  

of th is  h i s to r i c a l  law is  th e  F u g i t iv e  Slave Law. J u s t i c e  w il l  not be 

den ied  in  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  d o c tr in e ;  those  p e r s o n s  who p e rc e iv e  ju s t ic e  

w il l  c a s t  the  w eigh t of t h e i r  in f luence  behind i t s  fu lf i l lm e n t .  Speaking of 

th e  F u g i t iv e  Slave Law, T h o re a p  noted the  in dom inab le  fo rc e  of ju s t ic e  

w h ich  y ie ld s  n e i th e r  to the  d ic ta te s  of law n o r  to  the d em ands  of the  m ob:
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R ecent ev en ts  [ th e  c ap tu re  and r e t u r n  of a s lave  who 
had sought re fu g e  in M a s sa c h u se t ts ]  w il l  be va luab le  a s  a  
c r i t i c i s m  on the  a d m in is t r a t io n  of ju s t i c e  in o u r  m id s t ,  o r  
r a th e r ,  a s  showing w hat a r e  the  t r u e  r e s o u r c e s  of ju s t ic e  
in  any  c o m m u n ity .  It has  com e to th is ,  th a t  the  f r ien d s  of 
l ib e r ty ,  the f r ie n d s  of the s lav e ,  have  sh u d d e red  when they  
have  u n d e rs to o d  tha t  h is  fa te  w as to be le ft  to the legal t r i 
bunals  of the  c o u n try  to  be dec ided . F r e e  m en  have no fa i th  
tha t ju s t ic e  w il l  be aw ard ed  in  such  a c a s e .  The judge m ay  
decide  th is  w ay o r  th a t ;  it is  a kind of a cc id e n t ,  a t b e s t .  It 
is  ev iden t th a t  he  is  not a co m p e ten t  a u th o r i ty  in  so im p o r 
tan t a c a s e .  It is  no t im e ,  th en ,  to  be judging acco rd in g  to 
i ts  p r e c e d e n ts ,  but to  e s ta b l is h  a p re c e d e n t  fo r  the  fu tu re .
In th e i r  vote  you would get som eth ing  of v a lue , a t le a s t ,  
ho w ev er  s m a l l ,  but in the o th e r  c a s e ,  only the t r a m m e le d  
ju dgem en t of an  ind iv idual, of no s ig n if ic a n ce ,  be it which 
way it  m igh t.

T h is  should not be r e a d  a s  a t e s ta m e n t  of fa i th  in d e m o cra t ic  p r o c e s s e s ,  

f o r  T h o re a u  w as  n e v e r  w illing  to  t r u s t  the  re s o lu t io n  of a m o r a l  q u e s 

t io n  to a  vote of the  people  any m o re  than  to  a c c e p t  the m o r a l  v a lid ity  

of a le g is la t iv e  o r  ju d ic ia l  p ro nouncem en t.  T h o re a u  w as ind ica ting  

m e r e ly  tha t am ong  the  people th e re  is  a n u m b e r ,  how ever sm a l l ,  of 

ind iv idua ls  who p e rc e iv e  w here  ju s t ic e  l ie s  and th e i r  e x p re s s io n  is  of 

value to  the  c a u s e  of t ru th .  The judge , being a cap tive  of the  i n s t i tu 

t io n a l  law i s  un like ly  to go beyond the  te c h n ic a l i t ie s  and p re c e d e n ts  of 

a c a se  to  the  e s s e n t i a l  ques tio n  of t ru th .  T h is  n u m b e r  of p e r s o n s  who

p e rc e iv e  ju s t ic e  a r e  the lo v e rs  of law, and i t  is  they  "who o b s e rv e  the

173law when the  g o v e rn m e n t  b re a k s  i t . "  The fac t tha t  m en  have b eco m e  

bad c i t iz en s  in  o r d e r  to o b s e rv e  good law is  a n  in co n s is te n c y  th a t  w ill  

even tua lly  b r in g  the go v e rn m en t to  co l la p se .  In the  sam e e s s a y  he
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r e m a r k e d  th a t  w hen  m e n  a r e  fo rced  to  go behind the law to  en ac t  ju s t ic e

i t  is f a ta l  to  th e  c o u r t s .  It is  a lso  fa ta l  to  g o v e rn m en t.

Suppose th a t  t h e r e  is a p r iv a te  com pany  in  M a s sa c h u se t ts  tha t 
out of i ts  own p u r s e  and m agn an im ity  saves  a l l  the  fugitive  
s la v e s  th a t  ru n  to  u s ,  and p ro te c ts  o u r  co lo red  f e l lo w -c i t i z e n s , 
and  le av es  th e  o th e r  w o rk  to the g o v e rn m e n t ,  s o -c a l le d .  Is  not 
th a t  g o v e rn m e n t  f a s t  los ing  i ts  o ccupa tion  and becom ing  c o n 
te m p tib le  to  m ank ind?  If p r iv a te  m en  a r e  obliged to  p e r fo rm  
the  o ff ices  of g o v e rn m en t,  to p ro te c t  the  weak and d isp en se  
ju s t i c e ,  th e n  the  gov e rn m en t b eco m es  only a  h i r e d  m a n ,  o r  
c le r k ,  to  p e r f o r m  m e n ia l  o r  in d if fe ren t  s e r v ic e s .  Of c o u rs e ,  
tha t is  but the  shadow of a g o v e rn m en t,  whose e x is ten ce  
n e c e s s i t a t e s  a  V ig ilance  C om m ittee .

If h i s t o r i c a l  te n d en c ie s  w ill u l t im a te ly  b ring  down an  un just 

g o v e rn m en t,  t h e r e  s t i l l  re m a in s  a p ro b le m  fo r  those  p e rso n s  in the 

h e re  and now who a r e  v ic t im s  of in ju s t ic e .  N or is  h i s to r i c a l  in e v i ta b i

li ty  a so lu tion  f o r  th e  p e r s o n  of m o r a l  a c u i ty  whose co n sc ie n ce  is  being 

fo rce d  u n d e r  p r e s s u r e  of law. The so lu tio n s  to  the p ro b le m s  of the 

v ic t im  and of the  th re a te n e d  co n sc ien ce  lie  in  T h o reau  views on d i s 

obed ien ce ,  r e s i s t a n c e ,  and revo lu tion .

The s i tu a t io n  of the v ic tim  o r  the th re a te n e d  co n sc ien ce  a r e  ind i

v idua l p r o b le m s ,  c a l l in g  fo r  ind iv idual so lu tio n s .  He devoted l i t t le  

a t ten t io n  to  the  p ligh t of the v ic t im , fee ling  th a t  one who is  sub jec t  to 

p h y s ica l  fo rc e  i s  a l s o  u n d e r  a s t r a in  of m o r a l  co n sc ien ce  a s  well.

When the  c o n sc ie n c e  i s  convinced that pun ishm en t is  w a r r a n te d  by the 

dem ands  of j u s t i c e ,  an  ind iv idual cannot be c o n s id e red  a v ic t im  un less  

he has  s e t t le d  the m a t t e r  with  h im se lf .  If a  m an  h as  c le a re d  h is  con-
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sc ie n c e ,  th e n  the  law h a s  no valid  c la im  a g a in s t  h im  even though he 

goes unpun ished . The in s t in c t  of s e l f - p r e s e r v a t io n  is  a  m o r a l  im p u lse  

w hich  is  only  c o m p ro m ise d  by the ind iv idua l accep ting  the co n seq u en ces  

of m is c r e a n c y  a s  in  the e th ic s  of R o u sseau  and Kant. The co n sc ie n ce  

and i ts  r e la t io n  to  ju s t ic e  a s  a m o r a l  c a te g o ry  d e te rm in e d  w h e th e r  one 

is  v ic t im iz e d  by law. If one co n sen ts  to  be a v ic t im , it is  a m o r a l  

de fec t;  one h a s  an  ob liga tion  to keep  h is  c o n sc ien ce  c le a r ,  which one 

canno t do if h e  a llow s  h im s e l f  to be v ic t im iz e d  without r e s i s t in g .  He 

be l iev ed  th i s  to  be t r u e  of r e s i s t a n c e  to  g o v e rn m en ts  and t h e i r  laws 

a s  w e ll  a s  r e s i s t a n c e  of ind iv idua ls  o r  o th e r  g roups  of p e r s o n s .  A f te r  

pointing out how he and o th e r s  who s h a re d  h is  opinions about s u p p o r t 

ing s la v e ry  th ro u g h  tax a t io n  w e re  being v ic t im iz e d  he p la in ly  s ta ted ,

"If we would save  o u r  l iv e s ,  we m u s t  fight fo r  them . "^^5 One who 

a c q u ie s c e s  to  being v ic t im iz e d  h as  c o m p ro m is e d  h is  c o n sc ie n ce ,  and 

i s  no lo n g e r  on the  s ide  of ju s t ic e .  T h o re a u  did not fee l  i t  n e c e s s a r y  

to  w as te  w o rd s  on m e n  unw illing to a s s e r t  t h e i r  m anhood.

The q u e s t io n  of the th re a te n e d  co n sc ie n ce  invo lves  m o r e  su b tle  

d is t in c t io n s  s in ce  it is  not a lw ays  obvious how one is  connec ted  d i r e c t ly  

w ith  in ju s t ic e  th a t  b lack en s  h is  own c h a r a c t e r .  In i t s  c l e a r e s t  p r e s e n t a 

t ion , fo r  in s ta n c e  the  re q u i re m e n t  of the F u g it iv e  Slave Law tha t no c i t i 

zen  m ay  im p ed e  th e  a p p re h en s io n  and r e tu r n  of a  fugitive s lav e ,  it is  

e a s y  to s e e  th e  r e la t io n  be tw een  the ac t  and the d e c is io n  of c o n sc ie n ce .
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Should the  p o l i t ic a l  a u th o r i ty  p ro c la im  a d e c re e  w hich  would  fo rc e  a 

m an to  p e r f o r m  by c o m m is s io n  o r  o m is s io n  an  a c t  of v io lence  ag a in s t  

h is  su b jec t iv e  in te g r i ty ,  to v io la te  in fu ll  knowledge the p re c e p ts  of 

the h ig h e r  law , a m a n  i s  fu lly  d is c h a rg e d  of a l l  ob liga tions ; he i s  fu lly  

ju s t if ied  in  d is r e g a r d in g  the  s ta tu te  and  in  w ork ing  tow ard  the  d e s t r u c 

tion  of i t s  p e r p e t r a t o r s .  The  in d iv id u a l i s  u n d e r  the co m p u ls io n  of h is  

own c o n sc io u sn e s s  of t r a n s c e n d e n t  p r in c ip le s  to em ploy  any  m e a n s ,  

including v io lence , to  ha lt  the  ap p l ic a t io n  of the  s ta tu te  and to  a r r e s t  

the cap ac ity  of the  p o l i t ic a l  a g en cy  to em p lo y  c o e rc io n  in  i t s  e n f o r c e 

m ent.

It a p p e a r s  th a t  T h o re a u  u rg e d  no g r e a t e r  c o u n te r - fo rc e  ag a in s t  

the  g o v e rn m en t th a n  is  n e c e s s a r y  to  a s s e r t  o n e ’s c o n sc ien tio u s  p e r s o n 

a lity . The good m a n  w il l  l ive  a  good l ife ,  not seek ing  to  oppose g o v e rn 

m ent a s  did M ira b e a u  the  h ighw aym an , but m e r e ly  living h is  life a c c o r d 

ing to h is  light w ithout r e g a r d  to  the  law. If a m an  e n co u n te rs  d iff icu lty  

with the  law u n d e r  su ch  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  then  the  fault is  w ith  the law, 

and the in i t ia t iv e  r e s t s  w ith  the  law, it  being, as  he sa id , the d e s p e ra te  

pa r ty .  He cau t io n s ,  h o w e v e r ,  th a t  one m u s t  be c e r t a in  of h is  m o r a l  

ground and th a t  the i s s u e  to u c h es  h is  c o n sc ie n c e  d ire c t ly .  He in s is te d  

tha t "one cannot be too m uch  on h is  g u a rd  in  such  a c a se ,  le s t  h is  ac t io n

be b ia sed  by o b s tin acy  o r  an  undue r e g a r d  fo r  the  opinion of m an . L e t

176
h im  see th a t  he does only w hat be longs to  h im s e l f  and to  the  h o u r .  "
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I t is  e a s y  to be m is le d  by paying too m u ch  a t te n t io n  to in ju s t ic e s  tha t  

do not d i r e c t ly  touch  o n e 's  own c o n sc ie n ce .  "It is  not a m a n 's  duty, 

a s  a m a t t e r  of c o u r s e ,  to devote h im s e lf  to  the  e r a d ic a t io n  of any, 

even  the m o s t  e n o rm o u s ,  w ro n g ,"  he o b se rv e d .  F o r  ex am p le ,  he 

questioned  th a t  the  o s ten s ib le  r e a so n  fo r  the  re b e l l io n  of th e  A m e r ic a n  

co lon ies  w as  a m o r a l  i s su e  of c r i t i c a l  m ag n itu d e .  He c o m p a re d  it to  

a fight b e tw een  re d  and b lack  an ts  in W alden, and in "C iv il  D iso b ed i

en ce"  w ro te  of th e  A m e r ic a n  Revolution:

If one w e re  to  t e l l  m e  tha t th is  w as a bad g o v e rn m e n t  b e ca u se  
it taxed  c e r t a in  fo re ig n  co m m o d it ie s  b rough t to i t s  p o r t s ,  it is 
m o s t  p ro b ab le  th a t  I should not m ake an  ado about it, fo r  I can 
do w ithout th e m . A ll  m ach in es  have t h e i r  f r ic t io n ;  and p o ss ib ly  
th is  does enough good to c o u n te rb a lan ce  the  ev il .  A t any r a te ,  
it  is  a g r e a t  ev i l  to m ake  a s t i r  about it .

The su b tle  connec tion  betw een a m an  and an  ev i l  tha t to u ch es  h im  

has  le s s  to  do w ith  the  ex is ten ce  of the  in ju s t ic e  th an  w ith  the support 

one lends to th e  con tinua tion  of the in ju s t ic e .  The e x is te n c e  of ev il  is  

taken  fo r  g ra n te d ;  a m a n 's  duty is  not to f e r r e t  it out w h e r e v e r  it m a n i 

fe s ts  i t s e l f  and do ba t t le ,  but to "w ash  h is  h ands  of it , and, if he g ives

179it no thought lo n g e r ,  not to give it p r a c t ic a l ly  h is  s u p p o r t ."  But in 

ignoring  o p p re s s io n  and ev il,  a m an  h a s  an  ob liga tion  to  be c e r t a in  tha t  

he in te r f e r e s  w ith  no o th e r  p e r s o n 's  s e l f - s u f f ic ie n c y .  The m o r a l  im p e r a 

tive  e x is t s  b e tw een  ind iv idua ls ,  not be tw een  an  ind iv idua l and an a b s t r a c t  

evil. "If I devote  m y s e l f  to o th e r  p u r s u i t s  and c o n te m p la t io n s ,  I m u s t  

f i r s t  s ee ,  a t l e a s t ,  th a t  I do not p u rsu e  th e m  s it t ing  upon a n o th e r  m a n 's
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sh o u ld e rs .  I m u s t  get off h im  f i r s t ,  tha t  he m ay  p u rsu e  h is  c o n te m p la -  

180tions  too. " The p r a c t i c a l  e f fec t  of a ccep tin g  a l le g ian c e  to  an  

o p p re s s iv e  g o v e rn m e n t  is  to p a r t ic ip a te  in  o p p re s s io n  o nese lf .  P a y 

m en t of ta x a t io n ,  s e r v ic e  a s  a  s o ld ie r  o r  office h o ld e r ,  e n te r ta in m e n t  

of fee lings  of p a t r io t i s m  to w a rd  such  a g o v e rn m e n t  m a k e s  one a p a r t i c i 

pant in  a m o r a l  s e n s e .  "T h o se  who, w hile  th ey  d isap p ro v e  of the  c h a r a c 

t e r  and m e a s u r e s  of a  g o v e rn m e n t ,  y ie ld  to  it t h e i r  a l le g ian c e  and  su p 

port a r e  undoubted ly  i ts  m o s t  c o n sc ie n t io u s  s u p p o r te r s ,  and so f r e -

181quently  the  m o s t  s e r io u s  o b s ta c le s  of r e fo rm .  " In the lo g ica l  a r g u 

m e n t ,  T h o r e a u 's  e m p h a s is  i s  on th e  w o rd , c o n sc ie n t io u s .  If the  r e q u i r e 

m en ts  d em anded  of a  c i t i z e n  have the  e ffec t  of m ak ing  h im  the  agen t of 

in ju s t ic e  to  a n o th e r ,  T h o r e a u  would r e q u i r e  th e  c i t iz e n  to  w ithd raw  f r o m  

the  po lity  and d iso b ey  th e  c iv i l  g o v e rn m e n t .  The c iv il  d isobed ien t 

b e co m e s  "a c o u n te r - f r i c t io n "  by re fu s in g  to  lend h im s e l f  to  the  w rong , 

and  by p lac ing  th e  m o r a l  w e ig h t of h is  in fluence  a g a in s t  the o p e ra t io n  of 

the  w rongfu l law.

Once c o n fro n ted  by th e  law on an  i s s u e  of c o n sc ie n ce ,  an  ind iv idua l 

has  no cho ice  but to  obey the  h ig h e r  ob liga tion . In so m e  in s ta n c e s ,  p e r 

haps  th e  m a jo r i ty  of su ch  c a s e s ,  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  does  not have  s e r io u s  

c o n seq u en ces  b e c a u s e  th e  s ta te  does  not find it w o r th  the  w hile  to  fo rc e  

co m p lian ce  o r  app ly  p u n ish m en t.  The law i s  a lw ays e n fo rced  by m en , 

and n e ig h b o rs  a r e  p ro n e  to  fo rg iv e  e c c e n t r i c i t i e s  w hich  they  d e em  e s s e n 
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t i a l ly  h a r m le s s .  By T h o r e a u 's  account, he had paid no po ll tax  fo r

s e v e r a l  y e a r s  b e fo re  th e  lo c a l  cons tab le , Sam  S tap le s ,  c o n fro n ted  h im

w ith  a dem and fo r  p ay m en t ,  and  being re fu sed ,  led h im  off to  ja i l .

T h o re a u  sh if ts  the  m o r a l  b u rd e n  of p roof in such  in s ta n c e s  to  the

e n fo rc e r ,  "m y c iv i l  n e ig h b o r ,  the t a x - g a th e r e r  . . . f o r  it i s ,  a f t e r  all,

1 8 3with  m en and not w ith  p a rc h m e n t  tha t I q u a r r e l .  . . . "  The fo rc e  of

exam ple , p e rs o n  to  p e r s o n ,  T h o reau  be lieved , b r in g s  a m o r a l  c r i s i s

in  the co n sc ien ce  of the s t a t e ' s  re p re se n ta t iv e .

How sh a ll  he e v e r  know w e ll  what he is  and does a s  an  o f f ic e r  
of the g o v e rn m en t,  o r  a s  a  m an , until he is  obliged to  c o n s id e r  
w h e th e r  he sh a l l  t r e a t  m e ,  h is  ne ighbor, fo r  w hom  h e  h a s  
r e s p e c t ,  a s  a n e ig h b o r  and  w e ll-d isp o se d  m an , o r  a s  a  m a n ia c  
and d i s tu r b e r  of the  p e a c e ,  and see  if he can  get o v e r  th is  
o b s tru c t io n  to h is  n e ig h b o r l in e s s  without a  r u d e r  and m o r e   ̂
im pe tuous  thought o r  sp e e c h  co rre sp o n d in g  w ith  h is  ac t io n .

The fo rc e  of s u p e r io r  m o r a l  exam ple  T h o rea u  b e l ie v ed  to  be su f

f ic ien t to convince  o th e r  r ig h t- th in k in g  p e r s o n s ,  and th a t  the  obligation  

of co nsc ience  would p re v e n t  th o se  p e rs o n s  f r o m  c o o p e ra t in g  w ith  the 

go vernm en t in  the  e n fo rc e m e n t  of unjust law s. T h is  co n v ic t io n  would 

lead  m en  to  r e s ig n  o ff ices  of e n fo rcem en t,  would b ring  t a x p a y e r s  to 

w ithhold  th e i r  m o n e ta ry  su p p o r t  of in ju s t ic e ,  and a l l  c i t iz e n s  to  withhold 

th e  psycho log ica l  a t ta c h m e n t  upon w hich  p a t r io t i s m  r e l i e s .  T h o re a u  did 

not c o n s id e r  such  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  to  be m e r e ly  a p a s s iv e  r e fu s a l  to 

c o o p e ra te ,  but an  a f f i r m a t iv e  a c t  of m o ra l  w ill  tha t  a m o u n ts  to  s p i r i tu a l  

r e s i s t a n c e .  T h o re a u  e x p ec te d  tha t the p e rc ep t io n  of r ig h t  would lead
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to  ac tio n  f r o m  p r in c ip le  and the p e r fo rm a n c e  of r igh t in  the  face  of 

w rong  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  rev o lu t io n a ry .  He reco g n ize d  tha t the  s ta te  

could not to l e r a te  any  d e l ib e ra te  and p r a c t i c a l  den ia l  of i ts  a u th o r i ty  

and s t i l l  m a in ta in  i t s  ex is ten ce  a s  a g o v e rn m en t.  When co n fro n ted  by 

a cho ice  b e tw een  enfo rc ing  an un just law and acknow ledging  ju s t ic e ,  

T h o re a u  s ta te d  tha t  it is  the obliga tion  of the  co n s tab le  to  r e s ig n ,  the 

judge to r e s ig n ,  the  so ld ie r  to  w alk  aw ay  f r o m  h is  w eapon , the  ta x p a y e r  

and t a x g a t h e r e r  to d rop  th e i r  hands  and le t the coins fa ll .  "When the 

sub jec t  h a s  re fu sed  a l leg ian ce ,  and the  o f f ic e r  has re s ig n e d  h is  office, 

then  the  re v o lu t io n  is  acco m p lish ed .

T h is  techn ique  am oun ts  to the  eq u iva len t of a g e n e ra l  s t r ik e  of the 

r ig h teo u s .  T h o rea u ,  e v e r  d i s t ru s t fu l  of the  m o r a l  p e rc e p t io n s  of the 

g re a t  m a jo r i ty  of m en , did not expec t th a t  a l l  office h o ld e r s  and a l l  

c i t iz e n s  w ould be ab le  o r  even  w illing  to p e rc e iv e  the  m o r a l  im p e ra t iv e  

o r  to  a c c e p t  the  ob liga tion  d ic ta ted  by ju s t ic e .  He exp ec ted  the  g o v e rn 

m en t and i ts  loyal s u p p o r te rs  to fight back , and lie ex p ec ted  tha t such 

p e r s o n s  would be su p p o rted  by the  m a jo r i ty .  A g e n e ra l  s t r ik e  of the  

m in o r i ty ,  — even  one h e ro ic  in d iv id u a l— would h o w ev er ,  add  a d ra g  to 

th e  o p e ra t io n  of the  s ta te ,  and if the  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  w e re  co m p le te  

and  su p p o r te d  by a co n s id e ra b le  m in o r i ty ,  i t  h a s  the  pow er to b r in g  the 

g o v e rn m e n t  to  an abso lu te  ha lt .  "A m in o r i ty  is  p o w e r le s s  w hile  it con 

f o r m s  to  th e  m a jo r i ty  . . .  but it  is  i r r e s i s t i b l e  when it c logs  by its
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w hole w eigh t.

The m e c h a n ic s  of r e f o r m  w ith in  the  g o v e rn m e n ta l  s y s te m  

T h o re a u  c o n s id e re d  inadequate  f o r  im m ed ia te  re c t i f ic a t io n  of its  

d e fe c ts .  Yet, ju s t i c e  should not be delayed .

A s fo r  adopting  the w ays w hich the  State  h a s  p ro v id e d  fo r  
rem ed y in g  the ev il ,  I know not of such  w ays . They  take  too 
m u ch  t im e ,  and a m a n 's  life w ill  be gone. I have  o th e r  a f f a i r s  
to a tten d  to . I c a m e  into th is  w o rld ,  not ch ie f ly  to  m ak e  th is  a 
good p lace  to live  in , but to live in it ,  be it  good o r  bad. A 
m an  h as  not e v e ry th in g  to do, but som eth ing ; and b eca u se  he 
cannot do e v e ry th in g ,  it is  not n e c e s s a r y  tha t  he should  do 
so m eth in g  w rong .

He w as  c r i t i c a l  even  of r e fe re n d a ,  not only b eca u se  the  m a jo r i ty  

i s  not a  r e l ia b le  in d ic a to r  of r ig h t ,  but b eca u se  vo ting  does not w holly 

involve the co n sc ie n ce  of the  p ro te s ta n t .  It is  not an  ac t io n  fo r  r igh t, 

but only an e x p re s s io n  of sen tim en t m ade  in  p r iv a c y  w ithout the c o m m it 

m e n t  on o n e 's  to ta l  in fluence . Voting o n e 's  con v ic t io n  w ithou t s u b s e 

quent ac t io n  h a s  no m o r a l  s ign if icance  b eca u se  "the c h a r a c t e r  of the

189v o te r s  is  not s ta k e d ."  T h o re a u  p re a ch e d  ac t io n ,  d i r e c t  a c tion , r a th e r

th an  giving a p roxy  to  p o l i t ic a l  r e p r e s e n ta t iv e s  o r  by m a n ip u la t in g  the

m e c h a n ic s  of in s t i tu t io n s .

E ven  voting f o r  the  righ t is doing nothing fo r  it . It is  only 
e x p re s s in g  to m e n  feeb ly  y o u r  d e s i r e  th a t  it should  p re v a i l .
A w ise  m an  w ill  not leave  the  r igh t to  the  m e r c y  of ch an ce ,  
n o r  w ish  it  to p r e v a i l  th rough  the pow er of the  m a jo r i ty .
T h e re  is  but l i t t le  v i r tu e  in  the  ac t io n  of m a s s e s  of m e n .^ ^ ^

The im p lic a t io n  of v io lence  is  obvious, but d u ring  th e  p e r io d  w hen 

"C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce ,  " "S lavery  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s ,  " and "L ife  Without
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P r in c ip le "  w e re  w r i t t e n ,  T h o re a u  did not e m p h a s iz e  the v io len t a sp e c t

of c iv il  d iso b ed ien ce  and  r e s i s t a n c e .  He w as  c o n ce rn ed  m o re  w ith

v io lence  a g a in s t  c o n sc ie n c e  th an  v io lence  ag a in s t  the  p e r p e t r a to r s  of

the o p p re s s io n ,  a lthough  he w as w e ll  a w a re  tha t v io lence  is  a  n a tu ra l

con seq u en ce  of opposing  the  g o v e rn m en t.

But even  suppose  blood should flow. Is  th e re  not a s o r t  of 
blood shed  w hen the  co n sc ie n ce  is  w ounded? T h rough  th is  
wound a m a n 's  r e a l  m anhood and im m o r ta l i ty  flow out, and 
he b leed s  to an  e v e r la s t in g  death .

C o m p ared  to  h is  p o s it ion  a f t e r  the  John  B row n inc iden t,  th e re  is an  a i r

of sw eet r e a s o n a b le n e s s  about both "S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  and

"C ivil D iso b ed ien ce .  " Speaking of h is  r e f u s a l  to pay ta x e s ,  he pointed

out tha t he paid  the h ighw ay ta x  b e cau se  he  w ished  to  be a  good n e ig h b o r ,

and that he w ish ed  to  m ak e  such  advan tageous  use  of the s ta te  a s  he

could. He a v e r r e d  th a t  he sought e v e ry  e x cu se  p o s s ib le  to  c o n fo rm  to

the  law s of the  land, and exp la ined  h is  a c t io n  a s  an  e ffo r t  to convince

people to abandon  e r r o r  and to  follow a  good e x am p le .  He thought of it

a s  a  m ethod  of r e a so n in g  w ith  h is  n e ig h b o rs  to  c o r r e c t  the de fec ts  in

t h e i r  g o v e rn m en t.

A gain , I s o m e t im e s  say  to  m y se l f .  When m any  m il l io n s  of 
m en , w ithout h ea t ,  w ithout i l l  w ill ,  w ithout p e r s o n a l  fee ling  
of any kind, dem and  of you a  few sh il l in g s  only, . . . why 
expose  y o u r s e l f  to th is  overw helm ing  b ru te  fo rc e ?  . . . But 
ju s t  in  p ro p o r t io n  a s  I r e g a r d  th is  a s  not wholly  a b ru te  fo rce ,  
but p a r t ly  a h u m a n  fo rc e ,  and c o n s id e r  th a t  I have  re la t io n s  
to  th o se  m il l io n s  a s  to so m any  m il l io n s  of m en , and not of 
m e r e  b ru te  o r  in a n im a te  th in g s ,  I s ee  th a t  a p p ea l  is p o ss ib le ,  
f i r s t  and in s ta n ta n e o u s ly ,  f r o m  th e m  to the  M ak e r  of th em , 
and, second ly , f r o m  th e m  to  th e m s e lv e s .  ^^
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It w il l  a l s o  be c l e a r  to one who re a d s  T h o re a u  f r o m  a p o l i t ic a l  

s tandpoin t th a t  a lthough  an  id e a l i s t ,  he w as a lso  a m a s t e r f u l  p r o p a 

g and is t  who knew how to  tu rn  a p h ra s e  fo r  m a x im u m  po li t ica l  e ffec t .

He ra n  th ro u g h  a  ch eck lis t  of s ta n d a rd  re v o lu t io n a ry  re s p o n se s ;  p a s s iv e  

r e s i s t a n c e ,  n o n -p ay m en t of t a x e s ,  m a s s  re s ig n a t io n  of o ff ices ,  r e p u d i 

a tion  of m a j o r i t a r i a n  ru le ,  the  g e n e r a l  s t r ik e  by ex ten s io n  of the p r i n c i 

ple of n o n -p a y m e n t  of ta x es  and re s ig n a t io n  of o ff ices ,  and v io len ce ,  

a lthough he  w a s  som ew hat vague on the  la s t  techn ique .

F o r  r e a s o n s  not exp la ined  by T h o r e a u 's  b io g ra p h e rs ,  John 

B ro w n 's  a d v e n tu r e s  in K a n sa s  and V irg in ia  ga lv an ized  T h o re a u  f r o m  

an e c c e n t r ic  m a lc o n ten t  w ith  a  f o r m le s s  p ro g r a m  of c iv il  d iso b ed ien ce  

into a f lam in g  re v o lu t io n a ry  u n co n ce rn e d  w ith  m e a n s ,  fixed on en d s ,  

and to ta l ly  c o m m it te d  to  v io len ce .  The tone  of the  J o u rn a l  changes  

c o m p le te ly  a f t e r  B row n and h is  v iew s take  on a s h a r p  focus th a t  had 

been  p re v io u s ly  lacking . The public  e s s a y s  on John  B row n b ecam e  

c e le b ra t io n s  of h o ly  w a r  and of p u r if ic a t io n  th ro u g h  v io lence . He had  

a lw ay s  fe l t  a sy m pathy  w ith  w a r ,  ro m a n t ic iz e d  about the  s o ld ie r  a s  the  

p r a c t ic a l  id e a l i s t ,  and e m p h a s iz e d  the  ro le  of the h e ro  in  h is to ry  and  

m o r a l  m ytho logy . In the p e r s o n  of John  B row n th e s e  d iso rg a n ize d  

m u s in g s  su d d en ly  w e re  d raw n  to g e th e r  a s  T h o re a u  took  the la s t  s tep  

in  h is  d e v e lo p m en t to w a rd  m o r a l  and p o l i t ic a l  a b so lu t ism .

It m u s t  be ap p a ren t  tha t T h o r e a u 's  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  and ju s t i f i -
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ca tio n s  of r e s i s t a n c e  to the law o c c u r re d  on a t  le a s t  two s e p a ra te  le v e l s .  

The f i r s t  w as  the  p a ss iv e  r e s i s t a n c e  w hich  he p ra c t ic e d  in re fu s in g  to 

pay h is  p o ll  t a x  and w hich he  ju s t i f ie d  in  "C iv il D iso b ed ien ce"  and 

"S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s .  " The o th e r  w as th e  ac tive  a t ta ck  upon the  

pos it ive  law w hich  he u n d e r to o k  in h a rb o r in g  at l e a s t  one fugitive s lav e ,  

a s s i s t in g  B ro w n 's  a c c o m p lic e ,  F r a n c i s  J a c k s o n  M e r r ia m ,  to e sc a p e  

c a p tu re ,  and  w hich  he ju s t i f ie d  in  p r in c ip le  in  "A P le a  fo r  C aptain  John  

B row n" and  "The L a s t  Days of John Brow n. "

In  p a s s iv e  r e s i s ta n c e ,  T h o re a u  w as  c o n s is te n t  w ith  the T r a n s 

c en d en ta l  e th ic s  w hich he had  m a in ta in ed  th ro u g h o u t the  c o n t ro v e r s y  

am ong the  a b o l i t io n is t  fa c t io n s ,  hold ing  w ith  N ath an ie l  P . R ogers  tha t  

ind iv idua l r e c t i tu d e  and p e r s o n a l  exam p le  w e r e  th e  p ro p e r  a p p ro a ch  

r a t h e r  th a n  th e  o rg an ized  a s s u l t  upon s la v e r y  a s  a  leg a l  in s t i tu t io n  

u rg ed  by W il l ia m  Lloyd G a r r i s o n  and  h is  a s s o c i a t e s .  In p a ss iv e  r e s i s 

tan ce  su ch  as  non -p ay m en t of t a x e s ,  the m o r a l  b u rd en  of proof is  p laced  

upon the g o v e rn m e n t  tha t c h o o se s  to  use  fo rc e  ag a in s t  the ind iv idua l.

The c o e r c io n  i s  p e rp e t r a te d  by the g o v e rn m e n t  and it m u s t  b e a r  the  

m o r a l  c o n se q u e n c e s .  Such a p os it ion  begs the  q u es t io n  of a  c i t i z e n 's  

o b lig a tio n  to w a rd  the  p o l i t ic a l  co m m unity , and  it fa i ls  to reco g n ize  th a t  

in fo rc in g  a  g o v e rn m en t to defend  i ts  law s, th e  r e s i s t o r  h a s  in e ffec t  

ta k e n  th e  o ffens ive . S till , th e  o v e r t  u se  of fo rc e  is  left to the g o v e r n 

m en t if i t  c h o o se s  to  accep t  the  option.
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In p e rfo rm in g  an i l le g a l  ac t,  a s  opposed to  pa ss iv e  r e s i s t a n c e  —

th e  r e s i s t o r  h as  tak en  the in i t ia t iv e  and in doing v io lence  to the  law

a s s u m e s  h im s e lf  the b u rd e n  of m o ra l  proof. The d iffe rence  in e th ic a l

p e r s p e c t iv e  is  c o n s id e ra b le ,  and it is  not c o n s is te n t  w ith T h o re a u 's

e a r l i e r  v iew s. It p r e s u m e s  a m o r a l  in fa l l ib i l i ty  w hich is  not i t s e l f

in c o n s is te n t  with T h o r e a u 's  eg o ism . H ow ever, it r e q u i re s  tha t the

r e s i s t o r  be p laced  in the  p o s it ion  of em ploying c o e rc io n  in  the nam e of

an ab so lu te  good, which in  re l ig io u s  t e r m s  is  God. C r i t ic s  of th is

po s it ion  have pointed out th e  "b la sp h em y "  of p re su m in g  to speak  fo r

God r a t h e r  than  seek ing  to  p le a se  H im , adm itt ing  the p o ss ib i l i ty  of 

193o n e 's  own e r r o r .  A c ting  fo r  God is  capab le  only of sub jec tive  

va lida tion . Subjective  se I f -v a l id a tio n  by the r e s i s t o r  h im s e lf  o ffe rs  

no e x te r n a l  m ethod of v a lid a tio n ,  and without a  m ean s  of a s c e r ta in in g  

the  re c t i tu d e  of the d iso b ed ien t  a c tion  in t e r m s  of the a ffec ted  c o m m u 

nity, the  m o r a l  s ign if icance  of the ac tion  fo r  the  lega l s y s te m  is  lo s t.

It is  difficult to d is t in g u ish  s e l f - c e r t i f i e d  d isobed ience  f r o m  n ih i l ism , 

fo r  th e r e  is  no ap p a ren t  m o r a l  b a r r i e r  to ran d o m  vio lence  and t e r r o r  

such  a s  som e hold John B ro w n  to  have been  guilty . M ore re c e n t  

e x am p le s  could be d raw n  f r o m  the a c t iv i t ie s  of the  W ea th e rm en , f r o m  

A ra b  ac t io n s  ag a in s t  I s r a e l i s ,  o r  the d ispute  betw een N o r th e rn  I r i s h  

C a th o lics  and th e i r  g o v e rn m en t.  The fact tha t  T h o reau  fa iled  to  define 

ju s t i c e ,  and he ld  a  be lie f  in  the  in co m m u n icab i li ty  of m o r a l  in tu it ions  

r e in fo rc e  th is  po ten tia lly  n ih i l i s t ic  app lica tion  of h is  a rg u m en t.
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In  choosing  to  use  g o v e rn m e n t 's  own too l of fo rc e  and v io lence , 

T h o r e a u  d e p r iv e d  h im s e l f  of the  m o r a l  ground upon w hich  he c r i t ic iz e d  

g o v e rn m e n t  m o s t  s e v e re ly .  C o erc io n  a g a in s t  the  d e fe n d e rs  of the  law 

i s  obv ious  in  the use  of v io lence  to  r e s i s t  le g a l  r e q u i r e m e n ts .  A s  noted 

e a r l i e r  in  p a ss in g ,  it is  equally  t r u e  th a t  p a s s iv e  r e s i s t a n c e  e x e r t s  a 

f o r m  of fo r c e .  T h o re a u  w as quick  to reco g n ize  the  in d i r e c t ly  c o e rc iv e  

t a c t i c s  of g o v e rn m e n t  im p lic i t  in the th r e a t  of p u n ishm en t and the even  

l e s s  obvious m an ip u la t io n s  of public  opinion and  of th e  econom ic  sy s tem . 

He a p p a r e n t ly  did not re c o g n ize ,  o r  ch o se  not to  s e e ,  the c o e rc iv e  

e ffec t of p a s s iv e  r e s i s ta n c e .

In  the  tu rb u le n c e  of v io lence , it a p p e a r s  th a t  T h o re a u  expec ted  

th a t  the  m a n  of gen ius  w hose c o n sc io u sn e s s  m o s t  c lo s e ly  a p p ro x im a te s  

the  a b so lu te  m o r a l  p r in c ip le  s e ts  the s ta n d a rd  by w hich  l e s s e r  c o n s c io u s 

n e s s e s  m u s t  m e a s u r e  th e m s e lv e s .  The m an  of g en iu s  p ro v id e s  an 

in s p i r a t io n  in  the c o n sc io u s n e s s  of o th e r s  f r o m  w h ich  a r i s e s  an  o b lig a 

t io n  to w a rd  the  p r in c ip le  i l lu s t r a te d  by the  ex am p le .  The s h e e r  fo rce  of 

a m o r a l  p r in c ip le  em bod ied  in  the ac t io n  of a r ig h teo u s  m a n  is  i r r e s i s 

t ib le  to a  c u l t iv a ted  co n sc ie n ce .  It is  a m is ta k e  to  a t t r ib u te  to T h o rea u  

a g e n te e l  p a c i f ism . He w as n e v e r  c o m m it te d  to  p e ac e fu l  p e r s u a s io n  

u n ti l  a m a jo r i t y  b e co m es  convinced . The b a s is  of law and the g o v e rn 

m e n t  is pow er;  T h o re a u  he ld  tha t the sam e  pow er th a t  can  be used  to 

su p p o r t  in ju s t ic e  and o p p re s s io n  should  b eco m e  th e  w eapon  of ju s t ic e
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and m o r a l  l ib e ra t io n .  The fo rc e  of ex am ple  is  i r r e s i s t i b l e  only  if  it 

le a d s  to  a c t io n  f r o m  p r in c ip le .  E xposed  to a  d e m o n s t ra t io n  of t ru th  

in d iv id u a ls  of good w il l  a r e  c o m p e l led  to rec o g n ize  i ts  v a l id i ty ,  and a 

t id e  of r e v e a le d  t r u th  w il l  sw e ll  to sweep aw ay m e r e  le g a l i t ie s .  But 

th e r e  a r e  p e r s o n s  of dull m o r a l  p e rc e p t io n s  who w il l  not re c o g n iz e  it ,  

and  th e i r  in f lu en ce  is  of no w eigh t.  T h e ir  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  a r e  devoid  of 

m o r a l  co n ten t .  The John  B row n inc iden t m ad e  T h o re a u  f in a l ly  tak e  a 

s tand  on th e  e x is te n c e  of evil. T h e re  a r e  p e r s o n s  who m a y  reco g n ize  

the good and  t r u e  but who re fu se  to a cc e p t  i t s  ob liga tion . T h e se  p e rso n s  

a r e  ev il .  T h ey  a r e  the o b jec ts  a g a in s t  w hich  v io lence  is  d i r e c te d  a s  a 

m e a n s  of p u r i f ic a t io n .

The h e r o  n a tu ra l ly  e n c o u n te rs  the fu l l  fu ry  of the c o e r c iv e  pow er 

of the  s ta t e .  The ap p lica t io n  of le g a l  san c tio n s  p ro v id e s  an  opportun ity  

f o r  the m o r a l  p r in c ip le  to  be h igh ly  v is ib le  and fo r  i ts  s u p e r io r i ty  to c iv il  

law to  be a l l  the  m o re  obvious. The m o s t  e ffec t ive  d e m o n s t r a t io n  is 

m a r ty r d o m  of the h e ro .  T h e re  is  an im m e d ia c y  to  the t r iu m p h  of good 

o v e r  ev il .  The good w ill  b e , and  i t s  becom ing c o m m an d s  the  a s s i s ta n c e  

of a l l  who re c o g n iz e  i t .  The r igh t m u s t  p re v a i l ,  by v io lence  if  n e c e s s a r y .  

By the  c lo se  of h is  life  T h o re a u  had  a r r i v e d  a t an  a b s o lu t i s m  a s  im p e l l 

ing a s  th a t  of any  id e a l i s t  who e v e r  equated  the d ic ta  of the s ta te  w ith  the 

good.

T h o r e a u 's  e a r ly  in d iv id u a l ism  w as c o n s is te n t  w ith  K a n t 's  c a te -
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g o r ic a l  im p e ra t iv e  and i ts  lo g ic a l  c o r o l l a r y  tha t each  m a n  m u s t  be c o n 

s id e r e d  a s  an  end in h im s e l f  r a t h e r  than  a s  a m e a n s .  D uring  the e a r ly  

y e a r s  w hen A W eek w as w r i t t e n  he c o n s id e re d  ev il a s  m e r e ly  a negative  

in te g e r ,  h a r d ly  hav ing  a r e a l  e x is te n c e .  T he  e m p h a s is  w as on the 

p o s i t iv e  v a lu es  a s  having s ig n if ic a n ce .  In the g re e n  y e a r s  he w ro te ;

One s e e s  not but he had b e s t  le t  bad take  c a r e  of i t s e l f ,  and 
have to  do only with what is  above su sp ic ion . If you light on 
the  l e a s t  v e s t ig e  of t ru th ,  and  it is  the w eight of the whole 
body s t i l l  w h ich  s tam p s  the  fa in te s t  t r a c e ,  on e te r n i ty  w ill  
not su ffice  to ex to l it , w hile  no ev il  is  so huge, but you 
g rudge  to bestow  on it a  m o m e n t  of h a te .  T ru th  never tu rn s  
to  rebuke  fa lsehood ; h e r  own s t r a ig h t - f o r w a r d n e s s  is  the 
s e v e r e s t  c o r r e c t io n .

E v en  a s  la te  as  the e s s a y  on "C iv il D iso b ed ie n c e"  he w a s  of the 

opinion th a t  " i t  is  not a m a n ’s duty . . .  to devote  h im s e l f  to  th e  e r a d i 

c a t io n  of any , even  the m o s t  e n o rm o u s ,  w rong , " but m e r e ly  "to w ash  

195h is  h ands  of i t .  " He w as w il l in g  to b e a r  w ith  som e in ju s t ic e  a s  p a r t  

of the n e c e s s a r y  f r ic t io n  of th e  g o v e rn m e n ta l  m ach in e .  T h o re a u  d i s 

c la im e d  any  re s p o n s ib i l i ty  f o r  the  s u c c e s s fu l  w orking  of so c ie ty  and 

re q u i r e d  only  th a t  one not c o n tr ib u te  to  so c ia l  w rong . T h is  w as 

r e la t iv e ly  p a s s iv e ,  not re q u i r in g  anyth ing  m o re  than  su b jec t iv e  w i th 

d ra w a l  and p h y s ica l  n o n -p a r t ic ip a t io n .  He w as  unw illing to  c o n tem p la te  

g o v e rn m e n ta l  in ju s t ic e  b e ca u se  he w as unwilling to a cc e p t  the r e a l i ty  of 

in ju s t i c e .  "If a m a n  is  th o u g h t- f re e ,  fa n c y - f re e ,  im a g in a t io n - f r e e ,  tha t 

w hich  is  not n e v e r  fo r  a long t im e  a p p ea r in g  to  be to h im , unw ise r u l e r s

1 Q?
o r  r e f o r m e r s  cannot fa ta l ly  i n te r r u p t  h im . "
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H o w ev e r ,  by the  t im e  the e s s a y  on "S la v e ry  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  

w as  w r i t t e n ,  he  h ad  m oved  f r o m  the  p a ss iv e  m o o d  to w ard  a w i l l in g 

n e s s  to co n fro n t s p i r i tu a l  ev il  w ith  p h y s ica l  fo rc e  but s t i l l  re ta in ed  the 

K antian  r e s p e c t  f o r  the  in v io lab il i ty  of ind iv idua l pe rsonhood . H is

o b jec t io n  to s l a v e r y  r e s te d  on th is  v e ry  point, co m p ar in g  in v o lun ta ry

198s e rv i tu d e  to  g r ind ing  m ankind  in to  s a u s a g e s .  He c lo sed  "S lav e ry  

in M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  w ith  a p a r a p h r a s e  of the  c a te g o r ic a l  im p e ra t iv e :

So behave  th a t  the  o d o r  of y o u r  ac t io n s  m ay  enhance the 
g e n e r a l  sw e e tn e ss  of the  a tm o s p h e re ,  th a t  w h en  we behold 
o r  s c e n t  a f lo w er ,  we m ay  not be rem in d ed  how in co n sis ten t  
y o u r  d eed s  a r e  w ith  it,

F u r t h e r ,  he w as  s t i l l  unconvinced  of the o b jec t iv e  e x is ten ce  of ev il .

"S la v e ry  and  s e r v i l i ty  have p ro d u ced  no s w e e t - s c e n te d  f low er annually

. . .  fo r  th e y  have  no r e a l  l ife , " he w ro te ,  but a r e  " m e re ly  a decaying

and a  d e a th ,  o ffensive  to  a l l  hea lth y  n o s t r i l s .  We do not com pla in  th a t

they  l iv e ,  but th a t  they  do not get b u r ied .  E v en  the m e ta p h o rs  of

v io lence  w h ich  he u se s  in  the e s s a y  a r e  not d i r e c te d  ag a in s t  ind iv idua l

m e n ,  but a g a in s t  the  s y s te m .  He a lluded  to  "w hat m a tc h  I would to u ch ,

201what s y s t e m  e n d ea v o r  to blow up. " E ven  th e  f a m i l i a r  quotation ,

"m y th o u g h ts  a r e  m u r d e r  to the  S ta te , and  in v o lu n ta r i ly  go plotting

2 02
a g a in s t  h e r "  th r e a te n s  no p e r s o n  but an  in s t i tu t io n .  The tone of 

w r i t in g  d e f in i te ly  i s  m o re  m enac ing  than  in  "C iv il  D isobed ience , " ye t 

he  had  not abandoned  the  notion tha t ju s t ic e  a s  the  end r e q u i r e s  ju s t  

m e a n s ,  and  th a t  e a c h  m an  i s  an  end in  h im s e lf .
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It w as  a f t e r  the  a t ta c k  on H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y  th a t  T h o r e a u 's  e th ic a l  

foundation  took a r a d ic a l  shift. Why th is  p a r t i c u la r  even t caused  so 

profound an effec t upon h im  h as  not been  exp lained  in co n tes tab ly .  

W h erea s  he fo r m e r ly  had c o n s id e re d  the  indiv idual h u m an  sub jective  

c o n s c io u s n e s s  the  inv io lab le  to u ch s to n e  of m o ra l  th e o ry ,  the logic of 

h is  de fen se  of John B row n r e s te d  upon the  n e c e s s i ty  of a l l  p e rso n s  to 

co n fo rm  to  a  single  v is ion  of t ru th .  The c e n t r a l  m o r a l  c o n ce rn  fo r  

T h o rea u  th roughout h is  life p r io r  to  H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y  had been  to 

in s i s t  upon the  co n g ru en ce  of m e a n s  and ends. The end w as  a s e l f -  

su ff ic ien t  m an  who had accep ted  the  re sp o n s ib i l i ty  to  "know th y se lf"  

and to  s e le c t  only the  m e a n s  tha t would h a rm o n iz e  w ith  the end. The 

point of W alden , o r  "L ife  Without P r in c i p l e , "  and of the  m o ra l ly  r e f l e c 

tiv e  p a s s a g e s  of the  J o u rn a l  had been  th a t  only the  p u re  m e an s  lead  to 

p u re  en d s .  A s m ank ind  a lw ays l iv es  on the c r e s t  of t i m e ' s  w ave, the 

m o r a l i ty  of the  m o m e n t—the p r o c e s s — was in effec t an  end of i ts e lf .

No m o r a l  end, no m o r a l  life, was p o ss ib le  excep t the m ethod  be pure . 

A f te r  H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y  and the re v e la t io n s  about the  O ssaw to m ie  a t r o 

c i t ie s  T h o re a u  r e v e r s e d  h is  p o s i t io n  to  defend Brown. The Jo u rn a l  

p la in ly  s ta te s :

I do not co m p la in  of any ta c t ic s  th a t  a r e  effective  of the good, 
w h e th e r  one w ie ld s  th e  qu il l  o r  the  sw ord , but I sh a l l  not th ink  
h im  m is ta k e n  who q u ic k es t  s u c c e e d s  to  l ib e ra te  the s lav e .  I 
w il l  judge  of the ta c t ic s  by the f r u i t s .
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A fte r  it had b eco m e  known tha t B row n had  c o m m it te d  g ru e s o m e  m u r 

d e r s  and m u t i la t io n s  in  K ansas  a s  w e l l  a s  t r e a s o n ,  in s u r r e c t io n ,  and

204m u r d e r  a t th e  U .S . A r s e n a l  at H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y ,  T h o r e a u  in s is ted  

th a t  if the  m o tiv e  be good, the m e an s  by which good i s  e f fec ted  a r e

i r r e l e v a n t .  Of B ro w n 's  a c t io n s ,  he w ro te ;

The sam e  ind igna tion  tha t c le a re d  the te m p le  once w ill  
c l e a r  it aga in . The ques tio n  is  not about the  w eapon , but the 
s p i r i t  in  w hich  you use it. No m an  h a s  a p p e a re d  in  A m e r ic a  
as  yet who loved h is  fe l lo w -m a n  so w e ll  and t r e a te d  h im  so 
te n d e r ly .  . , .

Though you m ay  not app rove  of h is  m e th o d s  o r  h is  p r in 
c ip le s ,  c e a s e  to  c a l l  n a m e s ,  to c r y  m ad  dog. The m e th o d  is 
nothing; the  s p i r i t  is  a l l  in  a l l .  It i s  the deed, the  devotion, 
the sou l of the m an .

John  B row n b ecam e  ip i s s im a  v e rb a  fo r  the  h e ro  in T h o re a u 's  

h ie r a r c h y  of m o r a l  ty p es ,  who re v e a le d  a new leve l of t r u th  to  l e s s e r  

c o n sc io u s n e s s e s .  "Though he w e re  of la te  the v i le s t  m u r d e r e r ,  who 

has  se t t led  th e  m a t t e r  w ith  h im s e l f , "  T h o re a u  in s i s t e d  th a t  the  h e ro ic  

c h a r a c t e r  of B row n re n d e re d  p rev io u s  m o ra l i ty  o b so le te ,  m aking  those  

who o b se rv e  the old fo r m s  " c r im in a l  in c o m p a r iso n .  A f te r  B ro w n 's

re v e la t io n  T h o re a u  abandoned h is  K an tian  c o n c e rn  fo r  e v e r y  individual. 

Of the v ic t im s  of B lack  J a c k  and O sso w a to m ie ,  B row n  sa id ,  "They had 

a p e r fe c t  r ig h t  to  be h ung ,"  and T h o rea u ,  who had s igned  a  pe tition  

a g a in s t  c a p i ta l  p u n ish m en t,  w ro te  th a t  it w as  "the s im p le  tru th .  "20’7 

E a r l i e r  T h o re a u  had in s is te d  tha t no one has  to  e r a d ic a te  any  ev il 

u n le ss  he w e r e  i n t e r f e r r e d  w ith  p e r s o n a l ly  o r  if  he  w e r e  co n tr ibu ting  

to the ev il .  A f te r  the  advent of the h e ro ,  he  m a in ta in ed  tha t a s u p e r io r
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m a n  w ould not wait un til  he w a s  p e rso n a l ly  i n t e r f e r r e d  w ith  o r

th w a r te d  in  som e h a r m l e s s  b u s in e s s  be fo re  he g iv es  h is  life to  the 

2 08defea t of ev il .  W h erea s  he  fo r m e r ly  had u rg ed  m e r e ly  d is e n g a g e 

m e n t  of ind iv idua ls  of c o n sc ie n c e  f ro m  M a s s a c h u s e t t s  fo r  the  m is tak e  

of not w ith d raw in g  f r o m  th e  Union with s lave  hold ing  s t a t e s ,  and w r i t 

te n  th a t  it w as  only the good q u a li t ie s  of the s lave  h o ld e r s  th a t  m ade 

th e m  fo rm id a b le ,  T h o re a u  w ithd rew  th e i r  r ig h ts  of ind iv idua l in te g r i ty  

and in v io lab il i ty .

It w as  [H e ro  B ro w n 's ]  p ecu l ia r  d o c tr in e  th a t  a  m an  h as  
a p e r fe c t  r igh t to i n te r f e r e  by fo rce  w ith  the s la v e h o ld e r ,  in 
o r d e r  to r e s c u e  the s lav e .  I a g re e  w ith  h im . T h ey  who a r e  
co n tin u a lly  shocked by s la v e ry  have som e r igh t to  be shocked 
by th e  v io len t death  of the s lav e h o ld e r ,  but no o th e r s .  Such 
w il l  be m o r e  shocked by h is  life than by h is  dea th . I s h a l l  not 
th in k  h im  m is ta k e n  in  h is  m ethod  who q u ick es t  s u c c e e d s  to 
l ib e ra te  the  s lave . I sp ea k  fo r  the s lave when I s ay  tha t I 
p r e f e r  the  p h ilan th ropy  of C ap ta in  B row n to th a t  w h ich  n e i th e r  
shoo ts  m e  n o r  l ib e r a te s  m e .^ ® °

A s T h o rea u v ia n  e th ic s  su b s ti tu ted  the m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  of the 

h e ro  s u p e r m a n  fo r  the in d iv id u a l ism  which the T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t s  

a t t r ib u te d  to  K ant, v io len ce  a s s u m e d  a v a r ia b le  q u a l i ty .  T hus , v io lence  

em ployed  fo r  a  good end by the  r igh teous  h e ro  is a good m e a n s ;  w h ere  

em ployed  a s  a too l by m e n  of ev il  m o tiva tion  it i s  m o r a l ly  r e p re h e n s ib le .  

If the  end is  p u re ,  so a r e  the m e a n s .  He rem o v ed  ev i l  m en  f r o m  the 

p ro te c t io n  and c o n s id e ra t io n  a ffo rded  to ind iv idua ls  by v ir tu e  of th e i r  

com m o n  hum anity . The point w as tha t  such  m en  w e r e  no lo n g e r  hum an 

b e ca u se  they  lacked  the  v i r tu e  of hum anity . Men who a r e  the agen ts  of
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e v i l  a r e  not e n ti t led  to c o n s id e ra t io n  a s  m en  fo r  they  have fo r fe i te d  the 

in te g r i ty  of th e i r  su b jec t iv i ty ,  leaving  m o r a l  m en  f r e e  to r e g a rd  th e m  

a s  o b je c ts  m e re ly .

T h is  view of e th ic s  i s  a m a r k  of T h o r e a u 's  m a tu re  th eo ry .

T h e re  had  been  a la ten t s t r a in ,  becom ing  m o re  ev iden t as he w ro te  on 

p o l i t ic a l  i s s u e s ,  w hich  q u es t io n ed  the e s s e n t ia l  hu m an ity  of th o se  w hose  

b e h av io r  w as c o n t r a r y  to w hat he c o n s id e re d  the eviden t d em ands  of 

r ig h t .  F iv e  y e a r s  b e fo re  w r i t in g  "A P le a  fo r  C ap tain  John  B row n"  in 

w hich  he p r a i s e d  the v ir tu e  of m u r d e r  and v io len t d e s t ru c t io n  of s l a v e 

h o ld e r s  and th e i r  d e fe n d e rs ,  T h o re a u  had p ronounced  a n a th em a  on the 

m i l i t a r y  p e r s o n n e l  who e n fo rc ed  the  F e d e r a l  F u g it iv e  Slave Law a g a in s t  

A nthony B u rn s .  He excluded  th e m  f r o m  the p ro te c t io n s  which in  the  

K an tian  s y s te m  a l l  m en  c la im  as  m e m b e r s  of the com m on r a c e ,  fo r  

"in a h igh  m o r a l  sen se  they  w e re  not m en  at a l l .  He re g a rd e d  th e m

m e r e ly  a s  b o d i e s ,— o b jec ts  em ployed  fo r  ev i l  p u r p o s e s —and not m e n  of 

m o r a l  s e n t ie n c e .  In 1854 he had not been fo rc e d  to a fu ll ex am in a tio n  

of the im p l ic a t io n s  of such  a  shift in p e r s p e c t iv e .  I ro n ic a l ly  one of the 

o b jec t io n s  T h o re a u  r a i s e d  in the B u rn s  ca se  w as tha t  E dw ard  G. L o r in g ,  

a r e p r e s e n ta t iv e  of the U .S. g o v e rn m en t,  w a s  s e r io u s ly  c o n s id e r in g  

w h e th e r  B u rn s  w as a m an  o r  a s lave . O rig in a l ly ,  T h o r e a u 's  ob jec t ion  

to  s l a v e r y  had  been  th a t  it t r e a te d  m en  a s  m e a n s ,  not ends . Yet, 

T h o re a u  h ad  no h e s i ta t io n  on h is  own a u th o r i ty  to ex co m m u n ica te  m e n
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f r o m  the  r a c e .  The a n t i - d e m o c r a t ic  b ia s e s  th a t  he  had a lw ays d i s 

p layed  in  h is  e th ic a l  thought b ecam e  c o n f i rm e d  as  a th e o ry  of m o r a l  

h e r o i c s .  He took  the  P u r i t a n  d o c tr in e  of the e le c t  one f u r th e r  s tep  by 

giving the  m o r a l  h e r o e s  th e  ab i l i ty  to d is t in g u ish  the e le c t ,  and the 

a u th o r i ty  to m e te  out r e t r ib u t iv e  ju s t ic e .  By g ran tin g  to B row n the 

p r iv i le g e  he den ied  to  E d w a rd  G. L o r in g ,  he co n f irm e d  the p r in c ip le  of 

m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  w h ich  a llow s a m an  to be r e g a rd e d  a s  ob jec t r a th e r  

than  sub jec t.

The p o l i t ic a l  im p lic a t io n s  of th is  sh ift in  m o r a l  e m p h a s is  a r e  

s t r ik in g .  The p r o p e r  c o n c e rn  of p o li t ic s  in T h o r e a u 's  view no lo n g e r  

is  to fa c i l i ta te  the  s e l f - a c tu a l iz a t io n  of e v e r y  ind iv idua l,  but to b r ing  

to  r e a l i ty  the m o r a l  p e rc e p t io n s  of the e l i te ,  th o se  who a r e  a l re a d y  

s e l f - s u f f ic ie n t .  T h e r e f o r e ,  the  ch ief  end b e co m e s  an  h i s to r i c a l  event, 

the  e s ta b l i s h m e n t  of the  new re v e la t io n  of ju s t ic e .  The language of 

"S lav e ry  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  d e m o n s t r a t e s  T h o r e a u 's  b e l ie f  th a t  the 

ex is t in g  g o v e rn m e n t  m u s t  be s u p e r se d e d  and g ives  a fee ling  fo r  the 

m o r a l  re p u ls io n  he fe e ls  fo r  the  s ta tu s  quo. It w as  not un til John B row n 

th a t  he abandoned  h is  a rg u m e n t  fo r  s e c e s s io n  of the ind iv idua l f r o m  

g o v e rn m e n t  and i t s  su p p o rt in g  in s t i tu t io n s .  The h i s to r i c a l  even t s u p e r 

seded  the  ind iv idua l life  in  T h o r e a u 's  view of p o l i t ic a l  p r io r i t i e s .  With 

the  a p p e a ra n c e  of th e  h e ro  and  h is  new m o r a l  v is ion , h i s to r y  becom es  

r ip e  and h u m a n  in s t i tu t io n s  co m e  into b as  r e l i e f  th ro u g h  i l lu m in a tio n  by
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the  H e ro 's  s p i r i tu a l  r e v e la t io n s .  Speaking of the  H a r p e r 's  F e r r y  

a t te m p t ,  T h o re a u  e m p h a s iz e d  the  h i s to r i c a l  event a s  the  im p o r tan t  

m o r a l  focus:

I r e g a r d  th is  event a s  a touchstone  designed  to  b r in g  out, with 
g la r in g  d i s t in c tn e s s ,  the c h a r a c t e r  of th is  g o ve rnm en t.  We 
needed  to be th u s  a s s i s t e d  to  see  it by the light of h is to ry .  It 
needed  to  see  i t s e l f .  . . .  It is  the  h ead  of the P lu g -U g lie s .  It 
is  m o re  m a n ife s t  th an  e v e r  tha t ty ran n y  ru le s .  I see  th is  
go v e rn m en t to be e ffec tu a lly  a l l ie d  w ith  F r a n c e  and A u s t r ia  
in  o p p re s s in g  m ank ind .

The a n t i - h i s t o r i c i s m  w hich  is  a  com m on fe a tu re  of T r a n s c e n d 

e n ta l i sm ,  and w hich  T h o re a u  s h a re d  in the e a r ly  p e r io d  w as  obviously 

not a fe a tu re  of T h o r e a u 's  f in a l  pos it ion . An acc e p tan c e  of h i s to r ic a l  

m is s io n ,  o r  a m o r a l  te leo lo g y  in p o l i t ic a l  a f f a i r s  w as a d e p a r tu re  f ro m  

c l a s s i c a l  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m ,  but p laced  h im  in th e  m o re  lo g ica lly  co n 

gen ia l  com pany  of the  C on tinen ta l Id e a l i s t s  such  a s  H egel, F ic h te ,  and 

R ousseau . H is  v iew s on v io lence  and holy  w a r  w e re  m o re  c o n s is ten t  

w ith  h i s to r i c a l  te le o lo g y  than  w ith  the e a r l i e r  a n t i - h i s to r i c a l  su b je c t i 

v ism  he had s u b s c r ib e d  to under the  influence of E m e rs o n  and the T r a n -  

sce n d e n ta l is t  m o v e m e n t .  He w as no le s s  an id e a l i s t  than  b e fo re ,  but his  

e th ic a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  had  f a r  s u r p a s s e d  the  K antian  in d iv id u a lism  of his 

e a r l i e r  thought. T h is  i s  not in c o n s is te n t ,  p a ra d o x ica lly ,  w ith  the defiant 

e g o ism  w hich  T h o re a u  n e v e r  abandoned. He and the H e ro ic  type w e re  

s t i l l  the fixed  points  fo r  m o r a l  sex tan t s igh tings ; the ap p lica tion  of m o ra l  

p r in c ip le s  sh if ted  f r o m  the  in te r io r  of an  ind iv idual c o n sc io u n ess  to



520

e x te r n a l  s i tu a t io n s .  It w as a new in s is t e n c e  upon to ta l  c o n tro l  of m a t 

t e r  by the  s p i r i t .  The b a tt le  ground sh if ted  f r o m  within  a s ing le  p e r s o n  

re sp o n s ib le  to  h im s e l f  to the whole a r r a y  of e x te r n a l  and v is ib le  f o r c e s  

of ev il  w hich  the  h e ro  m u s t  engage in p h y s ic a l  com bat.

T a lk  of f a i lu re  and throw ing h is  life  aw ayi [ Brown] is 
not dead y e t  in  any  s e n se ,  and if  he w e r e  dead  he would s t i l l  
live . W ere  th e  b a t t le s  of B lack  J a c k  and  O ssaw a to m ie  and 
m any  e n c o u n te rs  of le s s  note u s e le s s  and  a  fa i lu re ?  I th ink  
th a t  it w as  he m o re  than  any o th e r  who m a d e  K an sas  a s  f r e e  
a s  she is ,  who tau g h t the s lave h o ld e r  th a t  it w as not safe 
fo r  h im  to  c a r r y  h is  s lav es  th i th e r .  N one of the  p o l i t ic a l  
p a r t i e s  have  e v e r  a cc o m p lish ed  anyth ing  of the s o r t .  It 
w as  he who taugh t M is s o u r i  tha t it w as  not p ro f i tab le  to hold  
s lav e s  in th a t  ne ighborhood . . . . To face  s ingly  in h is  w o rk  
of r ig h te o u sn e s s  the  whole pow er of th is  u n r ig h teo u s  g o v e rn 
m en t,  and s u c c e s s fu l ly  too.' Who has  ga in ed  the  m o s t  g round 
w ith in  five y e a r s ,  — B row n o r  th e  Slave P o w e r?

213B ro w n 's  " p e c u l ia r  d o c t r in e "  w hich  a l lo w ed  any m e a n s ,  inc lud ing  

b u tch e ry ,  to  a c c o m p l is h  an end, w as a d o c tr in e  with a d is t in c t ly  p o l i t i 

c a l  ap p lica tio n . T hroughou t T h o re a u 's  w r i t in g s  on B row n he r e f e r s  to 

C ro m w ell ian  p a r a l l e l s .  T h o reau  w as  not u n a w are  or d isap p ro v in g  of 

the  E n g lish  d ic ta to r ,  and one s u sp e c ts  he  w ould not have ob jec ted  to  a 

s im i l a r  p o l i t ic a l  ro le  f o r  John  Brown.

C oncern ing  te ch n iq u es  of revo lu tion , T h o rea u  e a r l i e r  had su g 

g e s te d  m e th o d s  w h ich  would p robab ly  a t t r a c t  v io lence  upon the  p r o t e s to r ,  

but which did not involve  the in fl ic tion  of h a r m  on o th e rs .  He r e c o m 

m ended  boycott a s  an  econom ic  p r e s s u r e  a g a in s t  n e w sp a p e rs ,  f o r  

214in s ta n c e .  He u rg e d  non -paym en t of t a x e s  to support  unw orthy  g o v e rn -  

215m e n ta l  a c t iv i t ie s ;  and, he  u rg e d  m a s s  re s ig n a t io n s  of g o v e rn m e n ta l
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a g e n ts  w h ich  a m o u n ts  to  a  g e n e ra l  s t r ik e .  The v io len ce  a g a in s t  

the  p r o te s t a n t s  would clog the  j a i l s ,  e n e r v a te  the  m i l i t a r y ,  po lice , 

and  ju d ic ia l  s y s te m ,  d rag  down the econom y, and b r in g  the m ach in e  

of g o v e rn m e n t  to  a stop. T h o r e a u 's  e m b ra c e  of B row n did not a b a n 

don the e a r l i e r  te ch n iq u es ,  but added v io len ce  to the  a r s e n a l  of the 

m o r a l  p ro te s ta n t .  B e l l ic o s i ty  w as no lo n g e r  denied  to  the u p r ig h t  m an  

of c a r e fu l  c o n sc ie n c e .  Holy w a r  w as  the re v e la t io n  w hich B row n the 

Hero b rough t to T h o r e a u 's  l i s t  of m o r a l  w eap o n s .  B efo re  B row n, 

T h o re a u  thought it the duty of a m o r a l  m an  to  r e s i s t  in ju s t ic e s  of 

g o v e rn m e n t;  a f t e r  B row n, T h o re a u  in s is t e d  th a t  the m o r a l  m an  m u s t  

e s ta b l i s h  ju s t ic e  in the  land. In e f fe c t ,  th a t  m e a n t  se iz in g  the  g o v e rn 

m e n t ,  s in c e  Law is  the  veh ic le  of ju s t ic e .  Of B ro w n 's  a d v e n tu re s ,  

T h o re a u  a d m ir in g ly  r e m a rk e d  tha t;

F o r  once the S h a rp 's  r if le  and  the  r e v o lv e r  w e re  em ployed  
in a r ig h te o u s  cau se .  The to o ls  w e re  in the  hands of one who 
could u se  th e m . I know that the  m a s s  of m y  n e ig h b o rs  th ink  
th a t  the only  r ig h teo u s  u se  th a t  can  be m a d e  of th e m  is  to  fight 
d u e ls  w ith  th e m  w hen we a r e  in su lted  by o th e r  n a t io n s ,  o r  hunt 
In d ian s ,  o r  shoot fugitive s la v e s  w ith  th em .

In th is  l a s t  p h ase ,  T h o re a u  s e e m s  m o re  the s t a t i s t  th a n  an  a n a r 

c h is t .  T h o se  who see  T h o re a u  a s  an  a n a r c h i s t  have  som e r e a s o n  fo r  

being m is le d  in  view of som e of h is  s ta t e m e n ts  such  a s  in the  opening 

p a r a g r a p h  of "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce" :  "T ha t g o v e rn m en t is  b es t  w hich  

g o v e rn s  not a t  a l l .  " But even  in tha t  e s s a y  T h o re a u  defined g o v e rn 

m en t a s  "only the  m ode  by w hich  the  people  have ch o sen  to  execu te
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218t h e i r  w il l .  " Two p a ra g ra p h s  following he a s s e r t e d  tha t "unlike th o se  

who c a l l  th e m s e lv e s  n o -g o v e rn m e n t  m en , I a s k  fo r ,  not a t once no

219g o v e rn m e n t ,  but a t once a  b e t t e r  g o v e rn m en t.  "

Once he had  e sc a p e d  the  n e c e s s i ty  of including a l l  p e rs o n s  in h is  

de fin it ion  of h u m an ity ,  and  had a s s e r t e d  th a t  th e  w ill of the h e ro  is  a 

t r a n s c e n d e n t  c a te g o ry  w hich  a l l  a tten tive  c o n sc ie n c e s  reco g n ize  and 

a f f i r m  in  t h e i r  own w il ls ,  T h o re a u  w as v e ry  m u ch  w illing tha t  th e r e  be 

a  g o v e rn m en t by w hich  people  (in h is  s p e c ia l  definition) execu te  t h e i r  

w ill .  If  John  B ro w n  had  been  su c c e ss fu l  in  e s ta b l ish in g  a g o v e rn m en t,  

T h o re a u  w ould  p ro b a b ly  h av e  been  wholly  su p p o r t iv e .  He had no d e lu 

sions  of B ro w n 's  in te n t io n s  in  tha t r e g a rd :  "It w as the fac t  th a t  the

ty ra n t  m u s t  give p lace  to h im ,  o r  he to  the ty r a n t ,  that d is t in g u ish ed

220h im  f r o m  a l l  o th e r  r e f o r m e r s  tha t I know. " This would have  been  th e

fu lf i l lm en t of T h o r e a u 's  u top ian  p ro p h esy  th a t  g o vernm en t would g o v e rn

221not at a l l  "when m e n  a r e  p re p a re d  fo r  it . "

A s  f o r  t a c t i c s  of the  revo lu tion , T h o re a u  reco g n ized  w ith Lenin  

th e  n e c e s s i ty  f o r  a  h igh ly  d isc ip l in ed  e li te  to  s e r v e  a s  the vanguard .

The d e s c r ip t io n  of B ro w n 's  p a r ty  in  "C iv il D is o b ed ien ce"  c o m p a re d  th e m  

to  C ro m w e l l 's  a r m y ,  but a  c o m p a r is o n  to th e  d isc ip l in ed  c a d re  d ed ica ted  

to  u n c o m p ro m is in g  p r in c ip le  dem anded  by L e n in  is  at l e a s t  equa lly  apt. 

T h e re  is  no m a w k ish  se n t im e n ta l i ty  o r  fuzzy  l ib e r a l i s m  w hich to l e r a t e s  

any kind of a cc o m m o d a tio n  o r  c o m p ro m is e  in  T h o r e a u 's  a d m ir in g
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d e sc r ip t io n .  The T h o re a u v ia n  id e a l  is  no l ib e ra l  u to p ia ,  but a to t a l i 

t a r i a n  re g im e  of " id eas  and p r i n c i p l e s . . . .  Not y ie ld ing  to  a  w h im  o r

222t r a n s c ie n t  im p u lse .  . . . "  The abso lu te  obligation  w h ich  T h o rea u  

in s i s t s  i s  due the w il l  of the  H e ro  is  of the sam e  w a te r  a s  the  abso lu te  

ob liga tion  due the w il l  of the  s ta te  in o th e r  id ea l  s y s te m s  such  a s  tha t

of H egel. The H e ro  who em b o d ie s  the  ideal w il l  of the peop le  and of

223the  t r a n s c e n d e n t  f o r m  is  the  u p r ig h t  m an  who m a k e s  the  b e s t  r u le r .

The H e ro  does not d e s t r o y  th e  s ta te ;  he  m akes  it the  ag en cy  of the  

H ig h e r  Law . The u p r ig h t  r u l e r  is bound only by the H ig h e r  Law, which 

i s  ap p reh en d ed  by h is  a cu te  in tu it ion , and en fo rced  by a c t  of w il l  and 

fo rc e  of v io lence  upon th o se  who do not s h a re  th e  m o r a l  v is io n .  The 

s im p le  s ta te m e n t  of T h o r e a u 's  th e o ry  u n en cu m b ered  by the  n o n - e s s e n t ia l  

points  can  be s ta te d  ba ld ly : The w il l  of the H e ro  law.

A s in te r p r e te d  above, T h o r e a u 's  f ina l view of the  s ta te  and h is  

p o li t ic a l  c o n c lu s io n s  a s  su g g es te d  by the  e s sa y s  on John  B ro w n  r e p r e 

sent a d e p a r tu re  f r o m  m an y  of the v iew s he had p re v io u s ly  e x p re s s e d .  

A lthough the  e l i t i s m  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of h is  C a lv in is t ic  b a ck g ro u n d  had  

a lw ays  been  p re s e n t  in h is  th ink ing , h e ro  w o rsh ip  of a fan a tic  m a d m a n  

r e p r e s e n te d  a r a d ic a l  shift in  h is  p o l i t ic a l  position . The B row n  e s s a y s  

a r e  c l e a r ly  not the  c u lm in a t io n  of a  sm ooth  p r o g r e s s io n  of lo g ica l ly  

i n t e r - r e l a t e d  id e as  c o n ce rn in g  the n a tu re  of the u n iv e r s e ,  of m a n  and 

of soc ie ty . Many of h is  id e a s  on th e s e  top ics  had  n e v e r  b een  cap ab le  of
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c o m p le te ly  lo g ic a l  in te g ra t io n ,  but in the  m a in  th ey  had tended  to s u p 

p o r t  a  concep t of a  lo o se ly  o rgan ized  p o l i t ic a l  com m onw ealth  w ith m i n i 

m a l  d o m es t ic  fu n c tio n s ,  an  iso la t io n is t  o r  a t l e a s t  n o n -ex p an s io n is t  

fo re ig n  po licy , and p ro te c t io n  of ind iv idua l h u m a n  r ig h ts  in  the  F r e n c h  

R ev o lu tionary  t r a d i t io n ,  p a r t ic u la r ly  r ig h ts  of ind iv idual opinion and 

c o n sc ien ce .

P r i o r  to  th e  c a ta c ly sm ic  effect of the  B row n ep iso d e , the  p o l i t i 

c a l  view sk e tch ed  above had been  supported  by h is  a ss u m p tio n  of an  

o r d e r ly  u n iv e r s e  in w hich  an u l t im a te ly  ben ef icen t  pu rpose  s e rv e d  a s  

the  b ed ro ck  of r e a l i ty .  This kind of u n iv e r s e  r e q u i r e s  l i t t le  by w ay 

of h u m an  a r t i f i c e  to  keep  the p ro p e r  r e la t io n s  am ong  the e le m e n ts  of 

c re a t io n .  Since he v iew ed m ankind a s  a p a r t  of p h y s ica l  c r e a t io n  yet 

endowed w ith  a  d i r e c t  con tac t w ith  the n o n - m a te r i a l  sp i r i t  f r o m  w h ich  

a l l  value h a s  i t s  g e n e s is ,  it follows th a t  m e n  w il l  act in a c c o rd  w ith  

what they  know to be r ig h t  and tha t they w il l  d e a l  ju s t ly  w ith  one a n o th e r  

a s  be ings  of m o r a l  sen t ien c e .  T h o reau  v iew ed so c ie ty  as  a n a tu ra l  

phenom enon a r i s in g  f r o m  the in s tin c tiv e  re c o g n it io n  among m en  of 

t h e i r  need fo r  a s s o c ia t io n  and co o p era t io n  to ach iev e  individual p u r 

p o se s .  T hroughou t th is  s e r i e s  of ideas  ru n s  the  f a m i l i a r  th re a d  of 

n a tu ra l  law a s s u m p t io n s  te m p e re d  by a d i s t r u s t  of re a so n  and r a th e r  

s t ro n g  h in ts  of u t i l i t a r i a n  p re m is e s  about the  n a tu re  of hum an  socie ty . 

The l a t t e r  r e m a in e d  d esp ite  the p a r t i c u la r  p a in s  T h o reau  took to r e j e c t
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u t i l i t a r i a n  v a lu es  defined  in  m a j o r i t a r i a n  t e r m s  o r  as  an e th ic  of c o n 

ven ience  and expediency .

T hroughou t h is  w r i t in g s ,  and w ith  g r e a t e r  frequency  a s  he g rew  

o ld e r ,  one can  find p a s s a g e s  th a t  in th e i r  i r r a t io n a l i ty  and m o r a l  

p a s s io n  fo r e w a rn  of a to t a l i t a r ia n  p o ten tia l  in his thought. It r e m a in e d  

a subdued e le m e n t ,  ho w ev er ,  un til  it b u r s t  fo r th  full blown in  the Brow n 

e s s a y s .  B e c a u se  they a r e  am ong h is  la s t  published  w o rk s ,  one m u s t  

accep t  th e m  a s  the s ta te m e n t  of h is  f in a l  position , and a lthough  it is  

not the view of T h o reau  m o s t  w ide ly  held , it is  on h is  f ina l pos it ion  

tha t  h is  p o l i t ic a l  thought m u s t  be ev a lu a ted .
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C H A PTE R  V m  

CRITICAL EVALUATION

In a t tem p tin g  an  a s s e s s m e n t  of T h o re a u  a s  a p o l i t ic a l  th e o r i s t  

one m u s t  m ak e  an  acknow ledgem ent th a t  h is  w r i t in g s  would not s a t is fy  

m o s t  m o d e rn  d e fin it io n s  of w ha t a p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  should  be. Oddly, 

a s id e  f r o m  som e c o n te m p o ra r y  w r i t e r s  such  a s  H en ry  S. K a r ie l  and 

C h r is t ia n  Bay, w hose  in c lu s io n  of th e i r  a r t i c u la te d  value  p r e f e r e n c e s  

in th e i r  w o rk  le a v e s  th e m  open to  c h a r g e s  of being id e a lo g u es  r a th e r  

th a n  s c h o la r s ,  K a r l  W. D eu tsch  in h is  p r e s id e n t i a l  a d d r e s s  to the 

A m e r ic a n  P o l i t i c a l  S c ience  A ss o c ia t io n  in  1970 o ffe red  a  defin ition  of 

p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  w h ich  p e rh a p s  co m es  c lo s e s t  in  a d m itt in g  T h o r e a u 's  

w o rk  to the  f ie ld  a s  is  l ike ly  to  be found in  the  l i t e r a tu r e  of e s t a b l i s h 

m en t p o li t ic a l  s c ie n c e .   ̂ D e u tsc h 's  r e m in d e r  th a t  the  e tym ology  of ou r  

w ord  " th e o ry "  d e n o tes  p a s s io n a te  c o n tem p la tio n  such  a s  e x p e r ie n c e d  

by s p e c ta to r s  a t c l a s s i c a l  G re e k  t r a g e d ie s  w hose  a w a r e n e s s  of hum an 

n a tu re  w as h e igh tened  and w hose  em o tio n s  w e re  p u r if ied ,  p laces  

T h o r e a u 's  w o rk  u n m is ta k a b ly  in  the t r a d i t io n  of th e o ry .  The nine point 

d e f in it ion  of p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  o f fe re d  by D eu tsch  b eg in s  and ends  w ith  an 

a s s u m p tio n  tha t "w isd o m ,"  u n d e rs to o d  not a s  the  sp ec if ic  a n s w e r s  to 

sp ec if ic  q u es t io n s  but a s  an  a w a re n e s s  of w hat c l a s s e s  of a n s w e r s  a r e  

w o r th  seek ing , is  both  the beginning  and the end of p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry .  

C e r ta in ly  T h o re a u  s h a r e d  th is  viewpoint.

537
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If T h o r e a u  w e re  to  fa i l  D e u tsc h ’s n ine  point te s t  of a  p o li t ic a l  

th e o ry ,  it  would  p ro b ab ly  have  been  in  h i s  f a i lu re  to u n de rs tand  fo r  

h im s e l f  and  to  a r t i c u la te  to  o th e rs  the  v a lu e s  and goals  tha t  w e re  e m b e d 

ded in the  w r i t in g s  and ac tio n s  f r o m  w h ich  we have  c o n s t ru c te d  the 

beg inn ings  of a th e o ry  in  h is  behalf .  T h e  conflic t  be tw een hum an  v a lu es  

and  the  h u m a n  n eed s  tha t  w as a co n s tan t  l ia b i l i ty  in  T ra n sc e n d e n ta l  

id e a l i s m ,  gave  a  c e r t a in  im p r a c t ic a l i ty  to  T h o r e a u 's  id e a s  of solving 

so c ia l  and p o l i t ic a l  p ro b le m s  tha t r e n d e r s  h im  u n in te ll ig ib le ,  if not

laughab le , in  th e  e y es  of som e c o n te m p o ra r y  s c h o la r s  who have b eco m e

2
p ro m in en t  in  the  f ie ld  of p o li t ic a l  th e o ry .  E ven  D eutsch , to le ra n t  a s  he 

i s  of wide la t i tu d e  in  adm itt in g  v a r io u s  t h e o r e t i c a l  m e th o d o lo g ies ,  jo in s  

such  w r i t e r s  a s  D avid  E a s to n  and R o b er t  A. Dahl in a s s e r t in g  th a t  fo r  

the  fu tu re ,  " p o l i t ic a l  sc ien ce  d ea ls  in e s c a p a b ly  w ith  the  c o l lec t iv e  s e l f -  

c o n tro l  of h u m a n  b e in g s —th e i r  jo in t  p o w er  o v e r  th e i r  own fate ,

T h o re a u ,  of c o u r s e ,  w as  too s u b je c t iv is t ic  and in d iv id u a lis t ic  in  h is  

a p p ro a ch  to  p o l i t ic a l  ac tio n  to  be in c lu d e d  a s  p a r t  of "the fu tu re "  of 

p o l i t ic a l  s c ie n c e  a c c o rd in g  to the  p r e s e n t  l e a d e r s  of the  p ro fe s s io n .

But he  is  a le g i t im a te  p a r t  of the p a s t ,  j u s t  a s  a r e  PlâÆo, M ach iav e ll i ,  

L ocke , H obbes , J e f f e r s o n  and Calhoun. A s  p a r t  of the  p a s t ,  T h o rea u  

fu lf i l led  an  o b lig a tio n  of p o l i t ic a l  th e o ry  w h ich  D eu tsch  re c o g n ize s  a s  

v i ta l ly  im p o r ta n t  but too often n eg lec ted  by  m o d e rn  p o li t ic a l  sc ien ce  

p ro f e s s io n a ls :  th a t  of c r i t i c a l  re f le c t io n  and re e x am in a t io n  of the
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a ssu m p tio n s  of the  p re v a i l in g  p o li t ic a l  ideology and c u l tu re  w hich the 

v a s t  m a jo r i ty  of us m a y  unknowingly s h a r e  and take  fo r  g ran ted .

H aving in tro d u ce d  T h o re a u  into the  c lo se ly  gu a rd ed  c i r c l e  of 

po li t ica l  th e o r i s t s  u s ing  no le s s  a f igu re  than  a r e c e n t  past  p re s id e n t  

of the A m e r ic a n  P o l i t ic a l  Sc ience  A sso c ia t io n  to  le g i t im a te  the  c la im , 

it b eco m es  im p o r ta n t  to  ex p la in  th a t  in th is  study T h o r e a u 's  w o rk  has  

b een  c o n s id e re d  us ing  a d e sc r ip t iv e  m e th o d  of p o l i t ic a l  in qu iry  r a th e r  

than  w ith the  ty p es  of a n a ly s is  m ade  fa sh io n ab le  by the  w o rk  of d i s 

t in g u ish ed  s c h o la r s  in the  d isc ip l in e  who p r e f e r  to u se  quan tif ica tion  

w h e re  p o ss ib le ,  to  hold  c o n c lu s io n s  to  the  t e s t s  of v e r i f ic a t io n  and p r e 

d ic tab il i ty ,  to  em ploy  a  v o c ab u la ry  of qu ite  te c h n ic a l  so c ia l  sc ien ce  

t e r m s ,  and to  in s i s t  upon a  r ig o ro u s  s e p a ra t io n  of the  n o rm a tiv e  f r o m  

the  e m p i r ic a l  and th e  o b jec t iv e .  T h is  s tudy  a lso  r e f le c ts  som e of the 

d is s a t i s fa c t io n s  w ith  b e h a v io ra l  a p p ro a ch e s  noted by David E a s to n  in  

h is  p re s id e n t ia l  a d d r e s s  to  the  A m e r ic a n  P o l i t ic a l  Sc ience  A sso c ia t io n

5
in  1969 . The r e a s o n s  f o r  th is  co n sc io u s  d e c is io n  a r e  d ic ta ted  by the 

m ethod  of T h o re a u  h im s e l f ,  w hose  in te l le c tu a l  p r o c e s s e s  w e re  not those  

of m o d e rn  p o li t ic a l  s c ie n t i s t s  who unexcop tionally  em ploy  the  sc ien tif ic  

m ethod . The m y s t ic a l  tu r n  of h is  m ind , h is  l i t e r a r y  fo r m  of e x p re s s io n ,  

and h is  p re fe re n c e  fo r  in tu it ion  o v e r  r e a s o n ,  a ffec t ive  w isd o m  o v e r  c o g 

n itive  knowledge, dem and  th a t  h is  w o rk  be ana lyzed  a f t e r  a sym p ath e tic  

(a lbeit  c r i t i c a l )  re a d in g ,  and f r o m  a h i s to r i c a l  p e r s p e c t iv e .  The
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F r e u d ia n  s tu d ie s  of h is  p e r s o n a l i ty  have been  c ited , as  have o th e r  

s tu d ie s  using  the techn iques  of c o n te m p o ra ry  so c ia l  sc ience  m ethod. 

While such  s tu d ie s  have  und ispu ted  va lu e ,  th is  study has  chosen  to 

an a ly ze  T h o r e a u 's  w o rk s  by the m ethods  of an  o ld e r  t ra d i t io n ,  one 

w h ich  T h o re a u  would have u n d e rs to o d , and one w hich  i s ,  it  is  b e lieved , 

b e t t e r  equipped  to  u n d e rs tan d  h im .

It is a m is ta k e  to  see  T h o re a u  a s  a s y s te m  m a k e r ,  a c a re fu l  

p h i lo so p h e r ,  o r  a s  a p o li t ic a l  s t r a t e g i s t ;  s t i l l ,  a l l  of th e se  e lem en ts  

e n te r  h is  w o rk  and cannot be igno red  if fo r  no o th e r  re a so n  than  the 

fac t  tha t the p o li t ic a l  im p ac t of h is  ideas  h as  been  and continues to be 

c o n s id e ra b le .  He w as an  a r t i s t  and a m y s t ic ,  f r a n k  to adm it both 

la b e l s ,  and s en se d  no d is g ra c e  in  opening h is  m ind to th ings  which 

s ee m e d  to h im  im p o ss ib le  to confine w ith in  the n ea t o rd e r  of sy l lo g is t ic  

log ic . He c e r ta in ly  did not r e je c t  an e m p i r i c a l  a p p ro a ch  as  is  am ply  

d e m o n s t ra te d  by the long l i s t s  of c o n c re te  fac ts  o b se rv e d  of both 

n a tu ra l  and c u l tu ra l  phenom ena. H o w ever , w hen he w ro te  f r o m  the 

p a r t i c u l a r  o c c u r re n c e  to  its  g e n e r a l  s ig n if ic an ce  in n a tu re  o r  in hum an  

a f f a i r s ,  he p r e f e r r e d  to  do so in what he fe lt  w e re  m ythic  t e r m s ,  f e e l 

ing tha t m yth  i s  b e t te r  able to  c a r r y  the a m b ig u i t ie s  a p p aren t  in life th an  

any  m ethodo log ica l  th e o ry  tha t  r e l i e s  w holly  upon l i t e r a l  h i s to r ic a l  da ta. 

It w as  u n n e c e s sa ry  f r o m  T h o r e a u 's  point of view a s  an a r t i s t  and m an  

of l e t t e r s  tha t  h is  w r i t in g s  con ta in  no in c o n s i s te n c ie s  betw een the
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p hen o m en a l w o r ld  of the  s en se s  and  the  id e a l  w o rld  w h e re in  he felt 

r e a l i ty  i s  to  be found.

A d m it te d ly ,  th e r e f o r e ,  th is  s tudy  m e a s u r e s  T h o re a u  a g a in s t  

s ta n d a rd s  w hich  he  n e v e r  app lied  a g a in s t  h im s e lf .  Y et, c o n s is te n c y  

betw een  a s s u m p t io n  and conc lus ion  is  a p r i m a r y  m e a s u r e  of a p o li t ic a l  

th eo ry .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  it is  p e rh a p s  u n fa ir  to re a d  the  r e c o r d  of m o re  

th an  a q u a r t e r  c e n tu r y  of s e r io u s  th ink ing  and be c r i t i c a l  of the in co n 

s i s t e n c ie s ,  c o n t r a d ic t io n s ,  and d i s c r e p a n c ie s  tha t a p p e a r .  A th in k e r  

who n e v e r  ch an g e s  h is  view, gains a f r e s h  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  o r  q u e s t io n s  

h is  po s i t io n s  la c k s  m e n ta l  v i ta l i ty  and  n e v e r  m a tu r e s  in te l le c tu a l ly .

N o n e th e le s s ,  having  reco g n ized  the l im i ta t io n s  of the e n t e r p r i s e ,  

it s e e m s  f a i r  to  c o n s id e r  T h o r e a u 's  id e a s  and h is  life w ith  an  eye fo r  

the  f law ed log ic , the  u n n e c e s s a ry  co n c lu s io n , and the  in c o n s is te n t  

a p p lica t io n  of p r in c ip le .  A s is  c l e a r  f r o m  the p rec ed in g  s e c t io n s  of the 

s tudy , th e r e  a r e  lo g ica l  gaps and d is h a r m o n ie s  in  the  i n te r n a l  s t r u c tu r e  

of T h o r e a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  thought. T h e re  a r e  a l so  in te r e s t in g  c o n t r a s t s  

be tw een  h is  p o l i t ic a l  v iew s and th o se  of th in k e r s  w hose  p h ilo soph ica l 

a s su m p tio n s  w e r e  s im i l a r  to  h is  own. In th is  concluding  c h a p te r ,  

T h o r e a u 's  p o l i t ic a l  thought w ill be c o n s id e re d  f i r s t  on i ts  own m e r i t  

a s  a f r e e  s tan d in g  s t r u c tu r e  c r i t i c iz e d  f r o m  the  im p r e s s io n s  the  au th o r  

has  developed  in a c a r e fu l  read ing  of T h o r e a u 's  w ork . L e s s  ex tens ive  

than  the  f i r s t  s e c t io n ,  the r e m a in d e r  of the  s tudy in  a l im ited  and
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s e le c t iv e  w ay  w il l  c r i t i c i z e  T h o r e a u 's  w o rk  in  r e la t io n  to  p a r t i c u la r  

f o r m s  of I d e a l i s m ,  e sp e c ia l ly  a s  th e  p ro b le m  of a u th o r i ty  i s  t r e a t e d ,  

next in  r e la t io n  to  a fo rm  of a n a r c h i s m ,  and f in a l ly ,  in  r e la t io n  to  so m e  

of the  m a n i fe s ta t io n s  of m o re  re c e n t  h i s to ry  w hich  s e e m  to b e a r  som e 

t r a c e s  of T h o re a u v ia n  in f lu en ces .

A s  m u s t  h ave  becom e a p p a re n t  to  the r e a d e r ,  c o n sc ie n c e  and 

c o n s c io u s n e s s  h ave  been  u sed  th ro ughou t th is  s tudy  in  p a r t i c u l a r  w ays 

w hich  c o n fo rm , in  the  conv ic t ion  of th is  w r i t e r ,  to the  o p e ra t io n a l  

de f in i t io n s  T h o re a u  h im s e l f  em p loyed . C on sc ien ce  h a s  been  u sed  to 

in d ica te  an  inbu ilt  m o ra l  s e n s o r ,  a  p sy ch o lo g ica l  " o rg a n "  which a l l  

n o rm a l  h u m a n  be ings  have . It i s  c lo s e ly  r e la te d  to  the  p h ilo so p h ica l  

no tions  of inna te  id e a s  and r ig h t  r e a s o n .  C o n sc io u sn e s s ,  on the  o th e r  

hand , h a s  b e en  used  to  d e s c r ib e  a s ta t e  of a w a re n e s s  w hich  p e r m i t s  

one to a c h ie v e  in tu it ive  in s igh t.  T h o r e a u  s e e m s  to h ave  r e g a rd e d  c o n 

s c io u s n e s s  a s  a c ap a c i ty  fo r  o p e n n ess  th a t  m u s t  be n u r tu r e d  and developed  

a s  any o th e r  ta le n t .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  he s e e m s  to  have view ed i t  a s  a r a n 

dom  gift w h ich  a p p e a r s  in  d if fe ren t  q u a li ty  le v e ls  am ong  people  who 

p o s s e s s  it .  Such a  notion is  c lo s e ly  r e la te d  to  in tu i t iv e  and i r r a t i o n a l  — 

p e rh a p s  s u p e r - r a t i o n a l  is  a  b e t t e r  t e r m —p h ilo so p h ie s .  Since co n sc ie n ce  

i s  one of the  b a s ic  e lem en ts  of r a t io n a l  ph ilo soph ies  upon w hich  l ib e ra l  

d e m o c r a t i c  th e o ry  h as  d raw n  so h e av i ly ,  w h e re a s  i r r a t i o n a l  o r  in tu itive  

s y s te m s  h av e  lent support to  a u th o r i ta r ia n  th e o r ie s  rang ing  f r o m  the
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divine r ig h t  of k ings to  f a c is t  d ic ta to r s h ip s ,  th e r e  a r e  in h e re n t  a m b i 

g u i t ie s  in  T h o r e a u 's  fu n d am en ta l  a s s u m p t io n s  w hich o ffe r  p o ten tia l  

d ev e lo p m en t in e i th e r  l ib e ra l  d e m o c ra t ic  o r  a u th o r i ta r ia n  d i re c t io n s .

T he  o p e ra t iv e  id ea ls  of l ib e r a l  d e m o c ra t ic  th e o ry  as  A. D.

L in d say  c a l l s  th e m , ^ h ave , e sp e c ia l ly  a f t e r  th e  in fluence  of J .S .  M ill ,  

and a f t e r  T h o r e a u 's  t im e ,  the in fluence  of T. H. G reen , em p h as iz ed  

a  b e lie f  in f r e e  a s s o c ia t io n s ,  in  the in s t ru m e n ta l  and s e c o n d a ry  n a tu re  

of the s ta t e ,  the  in h e re n t  s u p e r io r i ty  of v o lu n ta ry  co o p era t io n  o v e r  

c o e r c e d  c o n fo rm ity ,  in  to le ra t io n ,  d iv e r s i ty ,  equali ty  b e fo re  the  law, 

f r e e  a s s e m b ly  and the  f r e e  s e le c t io n  of p o l i t ic a l  le a d e rsh ip .  At som e 

point in h is  c a r e e r ,  T h o reau  can  be found to su p p o rt  th e se  o p e ra t iv e  

i d e a l s ,  a lthough  not c o n s is te n t ly .  In t e r m s  of im p lem en ta t io n  of l ib e r a l  

d e m o c r a c y 's  id e a l s ,  he cannot so e a s i ly  be c i ted  in  support. A s u b 

s ta n t ia l  p o r t io n  of l ib e r a l  d e m o c ra t ic  th e o ry  c o n c e rn s  i t s e l f  w ith  the  

m e c h a n ic s  of g o v e rn m en t,  ad ju s t in g  so c ia l  i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p s , and 

inven ting  d e v ice s  to  a s s i s t  in  b a lanc ing  l ib e r ty  and equality  a g a in s t  the 

n eed s  of an  o rg a n iz e d  soc ie ty . The e m p h a s is  h a s  been  on fo r m  and 

m e c h a n ic s  r a t h e r  th an  upon the  te ch n iq u es  to  be em ployed  in  m aking

7
o p tim u m  u se  of the d e v ice s .  T h o rea u ,  h o w e v e r ,  had  no p a tien ce  a t 

a l l  w ith  the fo r m s  of l ib e r a l  d e m o c ra c y .  H is  denuncia tions  of the  

A m e r ic a n  f e d e r a l  s y s te m ,  m a jo r i t a r i a n  ba llo ting , p a r l i a m e n ta r y  c o m 

p ro m is e  and  ju d ic ia l  a d h e ren c e  to p re c e d e n t  and co n s ti tu t io n a l  s t ip u la -
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t io n  have  a l l  been  no ted . He w as ,  h ow ever , m o re  se n s i t iv e  to  the  use  

of techn ique  than  som e  l ib e ra l  d e m o cra t ic  th in k e rs  have been  in tha t 

he had  a sh rew d  s e n s e  of the  u se s  of p ropaganda  a s  am ply  d e m o n s t ra te d  

both in  h is  d enuncia tion  of the  p r e s s  and in h is  e s s a y s  on s la v e ry  and 

Jo h n  B row n. F u r th e r m o r e ,  he in s t in c t iv e ly  reco g n ized  how one m ight 

m a n ip u la te  the  d e v ice s  of l ib e ra l  d e m o c ra c y  to  ach ieve  the m o s t  f a v o r 

ab le  ch an ces  fo r  the adoption  of h is  p o li t ic a l  go a ls .  F o r  in s ta n ce ,  he 

w ish ed  to have land r e p r e s e n te d  a s  w e ll  a s  people, p e rh a p s  p a r t ly  f r o m  

a r e s id u a l  J e f f e r s o n ia n  in f luence , but la rg e ly  b e ca u se  he saw  tha t the 

c o n s e rv a t iv e  m o r a l  v a lu e s  he b e liev ed  in  would m o re  re a d i ly  be 

e x p r e s s e d  in  a p o l i t ic a l  s e n se  by r u r a l  popula tions  than  by u rb an  d w e l

l e r s .  A gain , in  h is  a p p ea l  to  the  people to  nullify  by d i r e c t  a c tion  the 

ru l in g s  of the c o u r ts  in  the Anthony B u rn s  c a se  and in  the John  B row n 

c a s e ,  he in d ic a te s  a n  u n d e rs tan d in g  of how g o v e rn m e n ta l  dev ices  m igh t 

be a r r a n g e d  and em ployed  fo r  the m a x im u m  advan tage  of h is  own p o l i t i 

c a l  p os it ion . N e v e r th e le s s ,  d esp ite  an e a r ly  sym pathy  w ith  som e of the 

o p e ra t io n a l  id e a ls  of l ib e r a l  d e m o crac y  and a  so p h is t ic a te d  u n d e r s ta n d 

ing  of tech n iq u e ,  he w as b a s ic a l ly  u n sym pathe tic  to  the  m ethods  of 

l i b e r a l  d e m o c ra c y .  T o w ard  the  end of h is  life , i t  m ay  be doubted tha t  

he  w as  sy m p ath e tic  to  th e  ends of l ib e ra l  d e m o c ra t ic  th eo ry .

T h o r e a u 's  m oving  d e sc r ip t io n s  of the  h a rm o n y  of c re a t io n ,  h is  

b e l ie f  in  the d ev e lopm en t of th ings  acco rd in g  to what he be lieved  to be
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the  law s of th e i r  being, would see m in g ly  lend i t s e l f  to  an  a rg u m e n t  fo r  

the  ra t io n a l i ty  of m an , even  if  it had  to be fo rc e d  in to  th e  old n a tu ra l  

law fo rm u la  of r ig h t  re a so n .  Many of the  New E ng land  T r a n s c e n d e n t - 

a l i s t s  reco g n ized  w ith in  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  th is  p h ilo so p h ica l  s t r a in  

and th e i r  a ccep tan ce  of i t  led  so m e , like Isaac  H e c k e r  and O re s te s  

B row nson , to a ff i l ia te  w ith  the Rom an Catholic  C hurch . T h o reau ,  

h o w e v e r ,  did not choose  to  follow the  t r a d i t io n a l  r ig h t  r e a s o n  fo r m u 

la t io n s .  T hrough  no lo g ica l  n e c e s s i ty ,  T h o rea u  b e l ie v ed  in tu it ion  

(co n sc io u sn e ss )  r a th e r  than  r ig h t  re a so n  (consc ience)  to be the  m ethod 

by w hich  t ru th ,  p o li t ic a l  and o th e rw ise ,  b eco m es  ev iden t to m an . To 

so m e  the  c o n t r a s t  be tw een  r ig h t  r e a so n  and the c a p a c i ty  of a cu lt iv a ted  

c o n sc ie n ce  to r e c e iv e  in t im a t io n s  of t r u th  m ig h t s e e n  a d is t in c t io n  w i th 

out a d if fe ren ce .  H ow ever, i t  i s  c l e a r  tha t  T h o reau  did not r e g a rd  

in tu it ion  as  an  equal gift to a l l  m e n  a s  the  n a tu ra l  la w y e r s  had  be lieved  

of r igh t re a so n .  F o r  T h o rea u ,  in tu ition  w as of a d if f e re n t  o r d e r  than  

r ig h t  re a so n ,  like f la sh e s  of lightning a c r o s s  a d a rk e n e d  sky c o m p ared  

w ith  the  sp read in g  light of s u n r i s e .  In tu ition , su b jec t iv e  w ill ,  and 

i r r a t i o n a l i s m  in the n a tu re  of m a n  does not sm oo th ly  g ra f t  onto a m o re  

p lac id  o rd e r ly  view of the  u n iv e r s e  and of n a tu re  fo r  w hich  T h o re a u  is  

p o p u la r ly  known.

N e ith e r  does T h o re a u  s e e m  to  sh a re  m uch  w ith  th o se  fo r m s  of 

c o n s e r v a t i s m  th a t  depend h eav ily  upon a ra t io n a l  p r o g r e s s io n  built upon
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h i s to r i c a l  evolu tion . H is a n t i - h i s to r i c a l  b ia s  h a s  been  noted both in

th e  con tex t of E m e r s o n ia n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  and  a s  an  e lem en t in

h is  own m a tu re  thought. Using Edm und B u rk e  a s  a sp o k esm an  fo r

n o n - a u th o r i t a r i a n  c o n s e r v a t i s m ,  the m a i n s t r e a m  of such  thought h as

t r e a t e d  so c ie ty  a s  a so c ia l  o rg a n is m  g o verned  by law s of g row th  which

o
l ie  beyond the a b il i ty  of ind iv idua l w il l  to  a l t e r .  T h o rea u ,  a s  we have 

see n ,  s e p a ra te d  the  concep t of soc ie ty  f r o m  th e  s ta t e ,  w hich f u r th e r  

re m o v e s  h im  f r o m  m u ch  c o n se rv a t iv e  thought. T h is  d is t in c t io n  is 

im p l ic i t  in h is  d o c tr in e  of d isobed ience  a s  it w as  in  G an d h i’s thought.^  

In  addition , T h o r e a u  b e l iev ed  in  the  p u is sa n c e  of the ind iv idual w ill ,  a 

f e a tu re  lacking  in  B u rk e  and som e o th e r  c o n s e rv a t iv e s .

No conven ien t la b e l  can  be a s s ig n e d  to  T h o re a u .  It is  ev ident 

th a t  he w as not a  l i b e r a l  d e m o c ra t  n o r  a  c o n s e rv a t iv e  in th e  t ra d i t io n  

of B urke . H is i d e a l i s m  w as  not one that s e e m e d  to  h a rm o n iz e  w ith  

e i t h e r  the  s e c u la r  th e o r ie s  of p o li t ic s  based  upon r ig h t  r e a s o n  n o r  w ith  

the  id e a l i s m  on w h ich  the  Roman Catholic  C h u rch  sought to in s t i tu 

t io n a l iz e  a th e o c r a c y .  The fau lts  in T h o r e a u ’s p o l i t ic a l  thought a r e  

h is  own r a th e r  th a n  th o se  of any s y s te m  w hich  he e sp o u sed .

F o r  T h o re a u ,  c o n se q u en tia l  p o li t ic a l  m a t t e r s  w e r e  a sp e c ts  of 

l a r g e r  m o r a l  i s s u e s .  It w as a s  if he took  fo r  g ra n te d  th a t  c o r r e c t ly  

m a d e  m o r a l  d e c is io n s ,  a s su m in g  th a t  the m o r a l  i s s u e s  a r e  iden tif ied  

and  a r e  sub jec t  to  a  de fin it ive  a n sw e r ,  n e c e s s a r i l y  b r in g  about the
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a p p r o p r ia te  p o l i t ic a l  a r r a n g e m e n ts .  I t  is  th is  m o ra l  in te n s i ty  w hich  

g iv es  a c e r t a i n  u topian  f la v o r  to T h o re a u .  As G eorge  K a teb  h a s  put 

i t  in  defin ing  u top ia , it  is  the s e a r c h  fo r  " the r e a l  life, th e  n a tu r a l  l ife , 

th e  p e r f e c t  l ife , the s en su a l ly  f la w le s s  l i f e "  in w hich T h o re a u  w as  

engaged . To the  exten t tha t  h is  p o l i t ic a l  w r i t in g s  p u rsu ed  th o se  m o r a l  

o b je c t iv e s ,  he w as  u topian  and su b jec t  to  a l l  the  log ica l  and p r a c t i c a l  

f law s w h ich  a r e  in h e re n t  in u topian  sp ec u la t io n .

A lthough  th e  v e ry  foundation of T h o r e a u 's  po li t ica l  thought w as 

h is  m o r a l  v is io n  in f e r r e d  f r o m  n a tu re  and  re c e iv e d  by in s p i ra t io n ,  he  

fa i le d  to  m a k e  a g ra c e fu l  in tro d u c t io n  of m o r a l i ty  into the  n a tu ra l  

e n v iro n m e n t ,  th e  se tt ing  of h u m an  life ,  w hich  he d e c la re d  to be m o r a l ly  

n eu tra l .^  ^He m ad e  m an  at once a  p a r t  of n a tu re  and yet d is t in g u ish ed  

f r o m  the  r e s t  of c re a t io n  by h is  duty to  c o n sc io u s n e s s ,  o r  in m o re  

m o d e rn  te rm in o lo g y ,  h is  w i l l - to -b e in g .  A s  o th e r s  have no ted , the 

c a p a c i ty  f o r  c o n sc io u sn e s s  is  not so v e r y  d if fe ren t  f r o m  the  o ld e r  c o n 

c ep tio n  of in n a te  id e a s ,  but a s  w as  see n  e a r l i e r ,  T h o reau  r e je c te d  both  

the  in n a te  id e a s  a rg u m e n t  and the s e n s a t io n a l i s m  of B e rk e le y .  One of 

the  m o s t  d am ag in g , and u n an sw erab le  c r i t i c i s m s  of T h o re a u  i s  th a t  he  

not only fa i le d  to  m ak e  use of e a r l i e r  thought to  b u t t r e s s  h is  idea  of 

c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  he  fa iled  to o ffe r  any o th e r  a rg u m e n t  fo r  the  c la im s  of 

c o n s c io u s n e s s  than  h is  own a s s u r e d  d e c la ra t io n .

F u r t h e r m o r e ,  he  c r e a te d  c o n s id e ra b le  co m p lica t io n s  f o r  h is  th e o ry
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of m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s  and i t s  p o li t ic a l  a p p l ic a t io n  by m ak ing  the  

q u a li ty  of c o n s c io u s n e s s  the  m o r a l  m e a s u r e  of in d iv id u a l p e r s o n s .  By 

h is  a s s e r t i o n  th a t  the  l im i t s  of m a n 's  know ledge is  bound by h is  e x p e r i 

en ce  a u g m en ted  by the f la s h e s  of ins igh t a f fo rd ed  by an  uneven in tu ition , 

T h o r e a u  is  caugh t in  a r a th e r  u n s a t i s fa c to ry  p o s i t io n  of in s is t in g  tha t  a ll  

a  m an  knows is  h im s e l f ,  and a t the s a m e  t im e  giv ing  so m e  p e rs o n s  — 

th e  h e ro ic  t y p e s —the  a b il i ty  to  judge the  q u a li ty  of a n o th e r  m a n 's  c o n 

s c io u s n e s s  w ithout hav ing  the benefit  of sh a re d  e x p e r ie n c e .  In addition , 

he  could  not lo g ic a l ly  expec t p e r s o n s  of v a ry in g  m o r a l  qua li ty  un ifo rm ly  

and  u n an im o u s ly  to  reco g n ize  and a cc e p t  re f le x iv e ly  a m o r a l  p o li t ic a l  

a c t .  Of c o u r s e ,  T h o re a u  ta c i t ly  acknow ledged the  in su ff ic ien cy  of h is  

e a r l i e r  a s s u m p t io n  in  the  e s p o u s a l  of John  B ro w n 's  d i r e c t  c o e rc io n .

T he  e a r l i e r  a s s u m p t io n s  of ind iv idua l m o r a l  c o n s c io u s n e s s  m ig h t have 

b e en  adequa te  to  ju s t i fy  c iv i l  d iso b ed ien ce  a s  a  p o l i t ic a l  re a c t io n ,  but 

i t  fa iled  in  su p p o rt in g  a p o l i t ic a l  m o v em en t.  It i l l u s t r a t e s  one of the  

d if f icu l t ie s  of an  i r r a t i o n a l i s t  ep is to m o lo g y  th a t  p o s tu la te s  the e x is ten c e  

of an  ab so lu te  t ru th .  He m igh t have b een  on m o r e  te n ab le  ground to 

have  con tinued  to  in s i s t  th a t  each  m an  i s  an a b so lu te  end unto h im se lf  

a s  he s e e m e d  to have done in  h is  e a r ly  and m id d le  y e a r s  un d e r  the  

in f lu en ce  of E m e r s o n ia n  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s m ,  th a n  to  have  a s s e r t e d  as  

he  did a f t e r  th e  advent of John  Brow n the  e x is te n c e  of ab so lu te  va lues  

beyond in d iv id u a l  su b jec tiv e  e x p e r ie n c e .
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A s m o s t  c o m m e n ta to r s  a g re e ,  a th o rough  and un re len ting  in d i 

v id u a l is m  w a s  the h a l lm a rk  of h is  e a r ly  w r i t in g s .  It w as the  u n iv e r 

s a l i ty  of h is  in d iv id u a l ism  tha t led to h is  o ppos it ion  to c ap ita l  p u n ish 

m e n t ,  s la v e ry ,  and the M exican  W ar. "S lav e ry  in M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  is  

a c l e a r ly  in d iv id u a lis t ic  a rg u m e n t  re ly ing  upon the  ab il i ty  of e v e ry m a n  

to  p e rc e iv e  the  abso lu te  good when it is  d e m o n s t ra te d .  It is  i ro n ic  

th a t  s la v e ry  w as the  is su e  w hich  th ru s t  John B row n  into T h o re a u 's  

a t ten t io n ,  f o r  B ro w n 's  exp lo its  brought out c l e a r ly  the la ten t h e r o i s m  

of h is  thought. F o r  h im s e lf  and fo r  o th e rs  of th e  h e ro ic  type, he c o n 

tinued  to  in s i s t  upon the p r im a c y  of sub jec tiv e  w il l ,  but the  th e o ry  no 

lo n g e r  w as one of re sp o n s ib le  in d iv id u a lism , but of a g g re s s iv e ,  m o r a l 

i s t ic  e g o ism  w hich  he e sp o u sed  and co n sc io u s ly  a r t ic u la te d  in "A P le a  

fo r  C ap ta in  Jo h n  B ro w n ."  H is  f ina l e g o ism  w as  m o r e  com patib le  w ith  

i r r a t i o n a l i s m  than  the u n iv e r s a l  in d iv id u a l ism  w h ich  he had e a r l i e r  

m a in ta in ed .  The d iff icu lty  is  th a t  he n e v e r  c l e a r l y  abandoned h is  

a l le g ian c e  to  so m e  of the e a r l i e r  a ssu m p tio n s  of T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s m  

th a t  fa v o red  in d iv id u a lism . F o r  in s ta n ce ,  in  h is  eu logy fo r  Brow n he 

c a l led  h im  "a T ra n s c e n d e n ta l i s t  above a l l , "  and quoted approv ing ly

h is  ju s t i f ic a t io n  of h is  v io lent a c tions  on b eh a lf  of s lav e s  who "a re  as

12good a s  you, and a s  p rec io u s  in  the s ight of G o d ."  The c la im s  of 

the  eulogy j a r  badly  w ith  the h e ro ic  e g o ism  T h o re a u  p ro c la im e d  as  

a  b a s i s  fo r  the  r igh t of the m o ra l ly  s u p e r io r  m a n  to  c o e rc e  and k il l  

th o se  p e r s o n s  who do not obey h is  rev e la t io n s  of abso lu te  t ru th .
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T h o r e a u 's  con fus ion  of T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  in d iv id u a l ism  and h e ro ic  

e g o ism  s e e m s  like ly  to  have been  re sp o n s ib le  fo r  the am bigu ity  to  be 

found in h is  view  of m o ra l i ty  in n a tu re .  When m o ra l i ty  is seen  a s  a 

func tion  of ind iv idua l c o n sc io u sn es s ,  the u n iv e rs e  and n a tu re  m ay  

m o re  co nven ien tly  be co n s id e re d  m o ra l ly  n e u t r a l ,  but when an  a b s o 

lu te  t r a n s c e n d e n t  va lue  is  co n s id e red  to p e rm e a te  the  u n iv e rse  and to 

be p re s s in g  i r r e s i s t i b l y  tow ard  the fu lf i l lm en t of i ts  te le o lo g ica l  m is s io n  

in  the h i s to r i c a l  w o r ld ,  then the m o r a l  n e u t ra l i ty  of n a tu re  is  a v e ry  

d iff icu lt a rg u m e n t  to m ak e . If n a tu re  w e re  innocen t ,  and m an  is  a p a r t  

of n a tu re ,  then  m ank ind  in h is  ind iv idual life and in h is  so c ia l  and p o l i 

t i c a l  a r r a n g e m e n ts  would be equally  innocen t. But, T h o rea u  did not 

continue to see  v i r tu e  a s  e f fo r t le s s ly  a t ta in ed  and in h is  m a tu re  y e a r s ,  

e s p e c ia l ly  a f t e r  h is  e m an c ip a tio n  f r o m  E m e r s o n ,  he a p p e a rs  to have 

abandoned the idea  of a m o ra l ly  n e u tra l  c r e a t io n .  He began to  r e c o g 

nize  both good and ev il  po ten tia l i t ie s  in  n a tu re ,  w ith  m an  p e rce iv in g  

th o se  q u a l i t ie s  tha t a p p ea l  to h is  c h a r a c t e r .  The sh ift  in h is  thoughts 

co n ce rn in g  n a tu re  a s  p o s se s s in g  m o r a l  p o te n t ia l i t ie s  r a th e r  than 

m e r e ly  a  b land m e d iu m , im plied  a shift in h is  a tt i tu d e  to w ard  the n a tu re  

of ev il  and i t s  ro le  in  the  a f fa i r s  of m ankind .

T h o re a u  n e v e r  dea l t  adequa te ly  w ith  the  p ro b le m  of ev il .  As has  

been  noted , a t  t im e s  he  held  tha t ev il  is  u n re a l ;  then , tha t ev il  is  a c tu a l  

but can  be dea lt  w ith  only by ignoring  it and  in w a rd ly  living a pu re  life;
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and f in a lly ,  th a t  ev i l  i s  a r e a l  fo rce  w hich  m u s t  be m e t  and opposed. 

E v en  when a ccep tin g  the  T ra n s c e n d e n ta l  view that ev i l  is  not r e a l  but 

m e r e ly  no t-G ood , one s e n s e s  T h o r e a u 's  d i s s a t i s fa c t io n  w ith  such  a 

c o m p lacen t  a t t i tu d e .  H is  m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  led h im  in  the p o li t ic a l  

e s s a y s  ta c i t ly  to rep u d ia te  the  T r a n s c e n d e n ta l  view of ev il  a s  s ta ted  in 

E m e r s o n 's  "C o m p en sa tio n .  " S ti ll ,  the  e n d o rse m e n t  of B ro w n 's  v io lent 

t a c t i c s  is  not w holly  exp la ined  e i th e r  in  m o r a l  o r  p h ilo so p h ica l  t e r m s ,  

but m e r e ly  on g rounds  of em o tio n  and po li t ica l  re a l i ty .  To be blunt, it 

s e e m s  only ju s t i f ie d  a s  an  i r r a t i o n a l  re a c t io n  of exped iency . G eorge  

K a teb  h a s  n ea tly  e x p r e s s e d  the lo g ica l  l im its  of T h o r e a u 's  m o r a l  a b s o 

lu t ism :

Now the  p ro h ib i t io n s  of m o r a l  a b s o lu t i sm  need not conclude  
in a d o c tr in e  of n o n - r e s i s ta n c e  to  evil: th ey  m ay  only conclude 
in  a d o c tr in e  of nonvio len t and p e r fe c t ly  s c ru p u lo u s  r e s i s t a n c e  
to  ev il ,  in  a  d o c tr in e  of p a ss iv e  and m o r a l  r e s i s t a n c e  to ev il ,  
in a  d o c tr in e  th a t  a s s u m e d  the p o s s ib i l i ty  of innocen t p o li t ic a l  
ac tion .  ̂^

T h e se  l im i t s  T h o re a u  c l e a r ly  s u rp a s s e d  in the e n d o rs e m e n t  of v io len ce ,  

c o e rc io n ,  and d e s t r u c t io n  a s  p ra c t ic e d  by John  B row n. The innocence  

of p o l i t ic a l  a c t io n  and r e s i s t a n c e  to g o v e rn m en t w as c o m p ro m ise d .

He b e liev ed  th a t  ob jec t ive  ev il  is  reco g n izab le  to ind iv idual c o n 

s c io u s n e s s ,  but w h e re  it co m es  f r o m  o r  why it e x i s t s  w as not exp la ined . 

In v iew  of the  fac t  tha t  no th e o ry  can  be sa id  e v e r  to have a c c o m p lish e d  

a s a t i s f a c to r y  a n s w e r  to  the  w h e re  and why of ev il ,  th is  is  not a  d e v a s 

ta t in g  c r i t i c i s m  of T h o rea u .  S till , one would expec t a  g r e a t e r  am oun t
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of a t te n t io n  to be g iven  to an i s s u e  about w hich  he fe lt  so s t ro n g ly ,  and 

w h ich  w as  the c a ta ly t ic  i s s u e  f o r  the co m p le te  r e v e r s a l  of h is  pos it ion  

on a cc e p ta b le  p o l i t ic a l  t a c t i c s .

The c lo s e s t  he  c am e  to  defining sin  p r i o r  to  "S lav e ry  in  M a s s a 

c h u s e t t s "  w as in  t e r m s  of n eg lec tin g  o n e 's  c o n sc io u s n e s s  o r  fa iling  to 

obey  i t s  d ic ta te s .  W ith tha t  e s s a y  he re co g n ized  ev il  a s  hav ing  an 

o b je c t iv e  e x is ten c e  w ith  p o w e r  to co n tam in a te  a l l  who a r e  not ac tiv e ly  

engaged  in  r e s i s t in g  i t .  E v i l  b ecam e  som eth ing  th a t  could not be ignored , 

n o r  r e g a rd e d  p a s s iv e ly .  It w as  n e i th e r  a neg a tiv e  void n o r  a m a t t e r  of 

r e la t iv e  p e r s p e c t iv e ;  ev il  w a s  see n  a s  ab so lu te  in  the s a m e  s e n se  tha t 

good is  a b so lu te .  The r e s u l t  w as  a v e ry  s im p l is t ic  a p p ro a c h  to the 

h u m a n  i s s u e s  w ith  w h ich  p o l i t ic s  a t te m p ts  to  dea l .  D iffe ring  po in ts  of 

view n e c e s s a r i ly  involved  one r igh t and one w rong  a n s w e r  fo r  T h o reau ,  

and  the  m o tiv e s  w e re  judged  to  be r igh t o r  w rong  a s  w e l l  a s  the an sw e r .

It is  not a va lue  s y s te m  w e l l  su i ted  to  the p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  peace  o r  a 

b a lan ce  of in t e r e s t s ;  n o r  does  it a llow  fo r  m u ch  p lu r a l i s m  in  socie ty .

It does not show T h o re a u  to  be the  u l t im a te  l i b e r a l  a s  he  s o m e t im e s  h as  

b een  p re s e n te d .

C lo se ly  r e la te d  to  h is  am b ig u o u s  id e as  about ev il  w as  h is  a tt i tude  

to w a rd  the  hum an  body and i t s  a p p e t i te s .  W ith som e c o n s is te n c y ,  

T h o r e a u  s e e m s  to  have  h e ld  th a t  the  body i s  p a r t  of n a tu re  and a s  such  is  

good, o r  a t le a s t  m o r a l ly  n e u t r a l .  O r ig in a l  s in  s e e m s  n e v e r  to have
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b een  p a r t  of h is  b e lie f  about m ank ind . Yet, h is  a t t i tu d e  to w a rd  bodily 

a p p e t i te s  i s  p e jo ra t iv e .  T h o re a u  b r ie f ly  c o n s id e re d  th a t  it  could be 

a cond ition  p e c u l ia r  to  h im s e l f  th a t  c a u se d  the indu lgence  of bodily  

a p p e t i te s  to  r e s u l t  in  d im in ish e d  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  but in h is  m o n u m e n ta l  

e g o i s m  he u n iv e r s a l i z e d  it so th a t  the  good m an  i s  an  a s c e t ic  one. Th is  

i s  not a c o n c lu s io n  dem anded  by h is  p r i o r  a s su m p tio n s .

T hat the  good m an  is  an  a s c e t ic  one had im p o r ta n t  im p l ic a t io n s  

f o r  the  econom ic  s y s te m  th a t  T h o re a u  w a s  w illing to  a c c e p t .  C o m p lex 

i ty  in t r a d e  a r r a n g e m e n ts ,  a h igh ly  p ro d u c tiv e  in d u s t r i a l  s y s te m ,  and 

a c o n s u m e r  o r ie n te d  econom y  w e r e  u n n e c e s sa ry ,  in fac t,  in co m p a tib le  

w ith  T h o r e a u 's  view of a w e ll  func tion ing  g o v e rn m en t.  E v en  h is  i n s i s t 

en ce  upon s e l f - su f f ic ie n c y  and h is  a v e r s io n  to the  d iv is ion  of la b o r  

r e q u i r e d  in  a  tech n o lo g ica lly  b ased  eco n o m y , do not n e c e s s a r i l y  exp lain  

th e  h o s t i l i ty  he  had to w ard  b u s in e s s  and m e ch a n ic a l  inven tions  p e r  s e . 

T h o re a u  w ent out of h is  w ay to  r e je c t  e f fo r t l e s s  p ro d u c tio n  of m a t e r i a l  

goods and the le i s u re d  life w hich  techno logy  can m ake  p o s s ib le  in  h is  

r e v ie w  of E t z l e r ' s  sc ie n c e  f ic t io n  fan ta sy ;^ ^  yet, he p laced  a h ig h  p e r 

so n a l  and s o c ia l  va lue  on l e i s u r e .  A g a in s t  the p r o m is e s  of s o c ia l i s m ,  

to  T h o re a u  it s ee m e d  n e c e s s a r y  tha t  one provide f o r  h im s e l f  th ro u g h  

the  la b o r  of h is  hands  a s  if  th a t  in fused  the  p roduc t w ith  the  s p i r i t  of 

the  w o r k e r ,  and tha t  the  bodily  n eed s  m u s t  be m e t only at the  m in im u m  

le v e l .  The  a rg u m e n t  of m an y  l i b e r a l s ,  app lied  s c ie n t i s t s ,  and u topian
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w r i t e r s  th a t  the  kind of re f le c t iv e  life he favo red  m igh t be enhanced  by- 

being  f r e e d  of to i l  s e e m s  to have been  re je c te d ,  if it  e v e r  o c c u r r e d  to 

T h o re a u .  An econom y of abundance, a s  p re d ic a te d  by the F a b ia n s  who 

w e re  the  f i r s t  m a jo r  po li t ica l  m o v em en t to have adopted  T h o re a u  as  a 

th e o r e t i c a l  r e s o u r c e ,  in w hich a l l  c i t iz e n s  a r e  f r e e d  of h u n g e r ,  cold, 

and  f e a r  of d is e a s e  m igh t have e l im in a te d  m any  of the  spec if ic  c o m 

p la in ts  he  m ad e  ag a in s t  c a p i t a l i s m  in the p e r io d  of th e  in d u s t r ia l  r e v o lu 

t io n  and a g a in s t  the g o vernm en t of the United S ta te s  during  h is  l ife t im e . 

One can  u n d e rs tan d  why he would object to the co m m u n a l living a r r a n g e 

m e n ts  and the  c o o p era t iv e  econom ic  v e n tu re s  tha t  a t t r a c t e d  m any  of h is  

c o n te m p o r a r i e s ;  how ever, nothing in  h is  w ri t in g  o f fe rs  a so lid  log ica l 

r e a s o n  why au to m a ted  in d u s t r ia l i s m  would have been  in com pa tib le  w ith  

h is  p o l i t ic a l  and econom ic  co n cep tio n s .  The a rg u m e n t  he em ployed  

a g a in s t  the pollu tion  in h e ren t  in in d u s t r i a l i s m  is  a potent one, but it is  a 

s e p a r a te  i s s u e  f r o m  h is  ob jec tion  to  e f fo r t le s s  p ro d u c tio n  of c o n su m e r  

goods a s  a m e th o d  of supplying the  n e c e s s i t i e s  of life. F o r  som e re a so n  

th a t  he fa i l s  to  exp la in , T h o rea u  fe l t  th a t  a  com plex  p ro d u c tio n  s y s te m  

had  an  in h ib it in g  sp i r i tu a l  effect on ind iv id u a ls .  It m ay  have  been  that 

he c o n s id e re d  such m e c h a n ic a l  a s s i s t a n c e  to  p roduce  "u n ea rn e d "  goods 

in  the s a m e  c a te g o ry  w ith  in h e r i te d  w ea lth . It s e e m s  le s s  c l e a r  tha t is  

th e  c a s e  th a n  is  h is  b e lie f  tha t the co m p lica ted  o rg a n iz a t io n s  re q u ire d  

to  su p p o rt  a n  au to m ated  tech n o lo g ica l  p roduc tion  s y s te m  cannot contain
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the  " s p i r i t "  r e q u i r e d  of p r o p e r  m otivation .

This  n a r ro w n e s s  in  econom ic m a t t e r s  is  one r e s u l t  of the p e c u l ia r  

d iff icu lty  T h o re a u  m ad e  fo r  h im se lf  by lim iting  c o n s c io u s n e s s  to in d i 

v idua l p e r s o n s .  H is a rg u m e n t ,  one r e c a l l s ,  is  th a t  a  c o rp o ra t io n ,  a 

g roup , o r  any o th e r  s o c ia l  a s so c ia t io n  i s  in cap ab le  of co n sc io u sn ess .

A c o rp o ra t io n  is  in c ap ab le  of achieving p ro p e r  m o tiv a t io n  to m ix  s p i r i t  

w ith  m a te r i a l  to supp ly  the  bodily w ants  of co n sc io u s  m an , but an in d i

v idual can  p rov ide  fo r  h is  own needs; a le g is la t iv e  body is incapab le  of 

ac tio n  f r o m  p r in c ip le  b eca u se  of th is  defic iency , but an indiv idual is  not 

so l im ited .  L eg io n s  of p o l i t ic a l  s c ie n t i s t s  and so c ia l  t h e o r i s t s , in c lu d 

ing P la to  w ith w hose  id e a l i s m  T h o reau  o th e rw ise  had  so m uch  in c o m 

m on, would tak e  ex cep tio n  to  h is  a rg u m en t.  No c e r t a in  defense  can  be 

m ade  in h is  behalf , f o r  he did not m ake c l e a r  why a  c o rp o ra t io n  o r  a 

le g is la t iv e  body is  in cap ab le  of c o n sc io u sn ess  and of the  ac tio n  f r o m  

p r in c ip le  w hich  can  a r i s e  only f ro m  c o n sc io u sn e s s .  The a ttitude  he 

adopted to w ard  John  B ro w n 's  v ig ilan tes  in  fac t b e t r a y s  som e a m b ig u it ie s  

on th is  s c o r e .  W hile giving g re a t  em p h as is  to  B ro w n 's  ro le  a s  the 

h e ro ic  le a d e r ,  he  re c o g n iz e d  the "C rom w ellian  b an d "  a s  an a s s o c ia t io n  

ac ting  f r o m  p r in c ip le .  In the  e s s a y  on "The L a s t  Days of John  B row n" 

he  in d ire c t ly  a t t r ib u te d  the  cap ac ity  fo r  c o n sc io u s n e s s  to  B ro w n 's  band 

by adv ising  in  one of h i s  a t te m p ts  to play on w o rd s ,  "Look not to 

l e g i s la tu r e s  and c h u rc h e s  fo r  you r guidance, n o r  to  any  so u lle ss
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in c o rp o ra te d  b o d ie s ,  but to  in s p i r i t e d  o r  in sp ire d  ones . U n less  

T h o rea u  c o n s id e re d  B ro w n 's  g roup  a n  a s s o c ia t io n  of s e p a r a te ly  

in s p i r i te d  in d iv id u a ls  ac ting  in  c o n c e r t ,  it  would s e e m  a c o n tra d ic t io n  

in  one of h is  b a s ic  p r e m is e s .  The p r a c t ic a l i t i e s  of p o l i t ic a l  g o v e rn 

ance  r e q u i re  th a t  even  a h e ro ic  l e a d e r  su p p o rted  by an  a s s o c ia t io n  of 

in s p i re d  l e a d e r s  have  som e kind of o rg an iza tio n .  In reco g n iz in g  th is  

r e a l i ty ,  T h o re a u  f ina lly  abandoned  the  ph ilo soph ica l a n a r c h i s m  th a t  

had  p a ra ly z e d  h im  w hile  o th e r s  w e re  ca ll ing  fo r  c o n c e r te d  a c t io n  in  the 

c a u se  of a b o l i t io n is m  o r  New E n g land  s e p a ra t i s m .  The re c o g n i t io n  

c am e  w ith  such  fo rc e  tha t  in the  s a m e  e s s a y ,  he  e m b ra c e d  the  p r in c ip le  

of o rg a n iz a t io n  fo r  r ig h teo u s  p o l i t ic a l  a c tion  to the  e x c lu s io n  of in d i 

v id u a l l ib e r ty ,  p re v io u s ly  one of h is  h ig h e s t  va lues :  "It i s  not e v e ry

17m an  who c an  be a f r e e  m an , even. " The m o ra l ly  e l i te ,  in o r d e r  to 

su s ta in  a g o v e rn m e n t  based  upon p r in c ip le ,  would have  to  a r r a n g e  th e m 

se lv e s  in  an  a d m in is t r a t iv e  p a t te r n  cap ab le  of en fo rc in g  the  d ic ta te s  of 

the h e ro .  It m u s t  be " in c o rp o ra te d ,  " to use T h o r e a u 's  w o rd ,  p re c i s e ly  

b e ca u se  it had  to  d e a l  w ith  m e n  fo r  t h e i r  own good, who a r e  not capab le  

of being f r e e  m en .

T h is  in t ro d u c e s  a m o s t  s e r io u s  c r i t i c i s m  of T h o r e a u 's  th eo ry .  

S ta r t in g  w ith  a s e r i e s  of a s s u m p tio n s  about the in v io lab il i ty  of th e  in d i

v idual, T h o re a u  ske tched  a u top ian  v is io n  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  not u n -M a rx 

ian  in to n e ,  w h ich  would end in the golden age. The f in a l  p a ra g ra p h  of
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"C iv il  D is o b e d ie n c e "  c o n ta in s  a  sy nopsis  of h is  th e o ry  of the  s ta te  

p r i o r  to  the  e s s a y s  on th e  F u g it iv e  Slave Law and the John  B row n e p i 

sode:

T he  a u th o r i ty  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  even  such  a s  I a m  w illing  
to  su b m it  to , —f o r  I w il l  c h e e r fu l ly  obey those  who know and 
can  do b e t t e r  th a n  I, and  in  m any  th ings  even  th o se  who 
n e i th e r  know n o r  c an  do so w e l l—is  s t i l l  an im p u re  one: to 
be s t r i c t l y  ju s t ,  i t  m u s t  have  the  san c tio n  and co n sen t  of the 
g o v e rn ed . It can  hav e  no p u re  r ig h t  o v e r  m y  p e rs o n  and 
p ro p e r ty  but w hat I con ced e  to  i t .  The p r o g r e s s  f r o m  an 
a b so lu te  to  a l im i te d  m o n a rc h y ,  f r o m  a l im ited  m o n a rc h y  to 
a d e m o c ra c y ,  i s  a  p r o g r e s s  to w ard  a  t ru e  r e s p e c t  fo r  the  
in d iv idua l.  E v e n  the  C h in ese  p h i lo so p h e r  w as  w ise  enough 
to r e g a r d  the  in d iv id u a l  a s  the  b a s is  of the  e m p i r e .  Is  a 
d e m o c ra c y ,  su ch  a s  we know i t ,  the  la s t  im p ro v em e n t  p o s s i 
ble in  g o v e rn m e n t?  Is  it not p o ss ib le  to take  a s tep  f u r th e r  
to w a rd s  re c o g n iz in g  and o rg an iz in g  the  r ig h ts  of m an?
T h e re  w il l  n e v e r  be a r e a l ly  f r e e  and en ligh tened  State  until 
the  S ta te  c o m e s  to  r e c o g n iz e  the  ind iv idua l a s  a h ig h e r  and 
independen t p o w er ,  f r o m  w hich  a l l  i ts  own pow er and a u th o r i ty  
a r e  d e r iv e d ,  and to  t r e a t  the  ind iv idua l w ith  r e s p e c t  a s  a 
ne ig h b o r;  w h ich  even  w ould not th ink  it in c o n s is te n t  w ith  i t s  
own re p o s e  if a  few w e re  to  live a loof f r o m  i t ,  not m edd ling  
w ith  i t ,  n o r  e m b ra c e d  by i t ,  who fu lf il led  a l l  the du ties  of 
n e ig h b o rs  and fe l lo w -m e n .  A State w hich  b o re  th is  kind of 
f ru i t ,  and s u f fe re d  it to  d ro p  off a s  f a s t  a s  i t  r ip en ed , would 
p r e p a r e  the  way fo r  a  s t i l l  m o re  p e r fe c t  and g lo r io u s  S ta te ,  
w hich  a lso  I have  im a g in e d ,  but not yet anyw here  seen .

Yet, a f t e r  B ro w n ’s m a s s a c r e s —and c o n t r a r y  to  som e a p o lo g is ts  f o r

T h o reau , he did know about the  K an sas  a t r o c i t i e s —he abandoned the

T r a n s c e n d e n ta l i s t  co n cep tio n  of K an tian  in d iv id u a lis t ic  e th ic s ,  and

ju s t i f ie d  v io len ce  a g a in s t  in d iv id u a ls  of the  s o r t  he condem ned  the

Sta te  fo r  e x e r c i s in g .

A m o re  sub tle  y e t  a s  fu n d am en ta l  r e v e r s a l  in  h is  pos it ion  h a s  to
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do w ith  h is  abandonm en t of the  su b jec tive  p e rs p e c t iv e  w h ich  had 

re s u l te d  in  a  p o l i t ic a l  p a s s iv e n e s s  du ring  h is  e a r ly  y e a r s .  In "C iv il 

D is o b e d ie n c e "  and "S lavery  in  M a s s a c h u s e t t s "  the p o l i t ic a l  t a c t i c s  he 

u rg ed  w e re  p a s s iv e ;  he env is ioned  the w ith d raw a l of an ind iv idua l f ro m  

co n tam in a tio n  by offending g o v e rn m e n ta l  a c t iv i t ie s .  T ru e ,  p r e s s u r e  

ag a in s t  g o v e rn m e n t  r e s u l t s  f r o m  w ithholding f ro m  it  such  goods and 

s e r v ic e s  a s  it d e em s  e s s e n t ia l  to  i ts  e x is ten c e ,  but the ind iv idua l m o t i 

va tion  w hich  T h o re a u  advocated  is one of sub jec tive  in cu lp ab ili ty . He 

im puted  no ob liga tion  to r igh t a w rong , but th e re  is  an ob liga tion  that 

r e q u i r e s  one not to lend h is  in fluence  in any fash ion  to it. The m ode 

of p ro te s t  w a s  p a ss iv e  and non-v io len t;  in fac t,  it m igh t be sa id  tha t 

T h o rea u v ia n  t a c t i c s  w e re  n o n -a c t iv is t .  It is  unlikely, fo r  ex am p le ,  

tha t T h o re a u  would have in it ia ted  a bus boycott b ecau se  he p e rs o n a l ly  

w as ask ed  to  r id e  on the r e a r w a r d  s e a ts .  He p robab ly  would have 

w alked  to  h is  d e s t in a t io n  content tha t  h is  m oney had not gone to  the 

p ro fit  of such  a  com pany  and p leased  by the opportun ity  to enjoy the 

e x e r c i s e  and s c e n e ry .  To have o rg an ized  o th e rs  in a boycott of the bus 

and the m e r c h a n t s  w hom  it s e rv e d  a s  did M artin  L u th e r  King, J r .  , 

would have been  out of c h a r a c t e r  fo r  T h o re a u  p r io r  to John  B ro w n 's  

ra id .  The f lam boyance  of a p oo r  p e o p le 's  m a rc h  o r  of a F o n d aesq u e  

a s s a u l t  a g a in s t  in s t i tu t io n a l  in ju s t ic e  is  not in h a rm o n y  w ith  the q u ie t - 

is t ic  in t ro sp e c t io n  conveyed in  "C iv il  D iso b ed ien ce"  and "S la v e ry  in
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M a ssa c h u se t ts ."  H o w ever , a f te r  H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y ,  T h o re a u  d ropped  h is  

sub jec tiv e  p e r s p e c t iv e  and h is  p a ss iv e  t a c t i c s .  He b eca m e  a m is s io n a r y  

ap o s tle  ju s t ify in g  the  v io len t d i re c t  a c tion  B row n took, and p ra i s e d  it 

a l l  the m o re  b e ca u se  it w as ac tion  tak en  on behalf of o t h e r s —th a t  B row n 

w as not p e r s o n a l ly  in ju re d  by the  in ju s t ic e .

The fo rc e  of ex am ple  in T h o r e a u 's  th e o ry  ought to  have been  

s u p e r io r  in  e ffec t  to  the  fo rce  of a r m s .  Yet, he p r a i s e d  B ro w n 's  r e s o r t  

to  v io lence  a s  a re v e la t io n  of a new m o r a l i ty  in w hich  o v e r t  a c t io n  su p 

p lan ts  su b jec tiv e  p a ss iv e  re a c t io n .  This  new vis ion  w as  not su s ta in ed  

a s  p o l i t ic a l  r e a l i t i e s  b eca m e  a p p a re n t  in the Brow n c a s e .  When a 

p a s s io n  fo r  holy w a r  fa i le d  to m a te r i a l i z e  in  the N orth , T h o reau  

r e t r e a t e d  to  a d if f e re n t  ta c t ic  by seek ing  to m ake a m a r t y r  of Brow n. 

When a b la tan t  a p p e a l  to  a r m s  m e t  w ith  r e je c t io n  o r  apathy  in the  N orth , 

he used  B ro w n 's  d ea th  a s  a p ropaganda  dev ice  to s im p lify  the e th ic a l  

and  p o l i t ic a l  i s s u e s ,  and  to  m a r t i a l  m a x im u m  sym pathy  fo r  the  a n t i 

s la v e ry  pos it ion . T h is  w as no in a d v e r te n c e  on the p a r t  of a  fuzzy  

n a tu r a l i s t - p h i lo s o p h e r ,  but a sh rew d ly  c a lc u la te d  ta c t ic a l  m a n e u v e r ,  

and one w hich i s  inc luded  in D e u tsc h 's  l i s t  of functions of a p o l i t ic a l  

th e o ry  a s  " s t r a t e g ic  s im p lif ic a t io n .  "A P le a  fo r  C aptain  Jo h n B ro w n "

co n ta in s  a re p u d ia t io n  of the obligation  to un just hum an law s, and a 

c a l l  to  a c tion  o u ts id e  of the c h an n e ls  p rov ided  by g o v e rn m en t,  but it 

a lso  c le v e r ly  tu r n s  B row n f r o m  a m a r a u d e r  to a  m a r t y r .  It is  a j o u r -
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n a l is t ic  to u r  de f o r c e , but it w as  not a cc o m p lish e d  w ithout w eakening  

h is  c a l l  to d i re c t  a c t io n  and  d i s r e g a r d  fo r  the  law. Since H a r p e r 's  

F e r r y ,  T h o re a u 's  J o u rn a l  had  fum ed with sen t im en ts  tha t  would be co n 

s i s te n t  w ith  C h a irm a n  M ao 's  ax iom  that po lit ica l  pow er flows f r o m  the 

b a r r e l  of a gun. He p ra is e d  the  v ig ilan te  c o m m it te e s ,  e sp e c ia l ly  

B ro w n 's  g roup , fo r  th e i r  ro le  in e s ta b l ish in g  and defending the h ig h e r  

law a g a in s t  the e n a c tm e n ts  of the governm ent.  One would expect that 

T h o re a u  would have sugges ted  continuing g u e r r i l l a  a t ta c k s  a g a in s t  an 

unjust g o v e rn m en t,  but ag a in  he stopped sho rt  of w h e re  the logic of his  

p o s i t io n  m ight have led h im .

By m aking  a m a r t y r  of Brow n he m oved the m o r a l  p e rsp e c t iv e  

f r o m  the ob jective  back  to  the  su b jec tive . The fo rce  of exam ple  w as 

b rough t back  f r o m  the p o li t ic a l  f ie ld  to the range of ind iv idual m o r a l  

c o n sc io u s n e s s .  By the t im e  he w ro te  "The L a s t  D ays of John  Brow n, " 

he had  m ade  the re sp o n se  to B ro w n 's  ra id  the m e a s u r e  of m o r a l  c ap ac ity  

in ind iv idua ls .  W h erea s  e a r l i e r  he had  m ade  c o n sc io u s n e s s  a po ten tia l  

in h e re n t  in a ll  p e r s o n s ,  a lb e i t  in va ry ing  d e g re e s  and qua lity ,  a f t e r  

B ro w n 's  death  he d e te rm in e d  tha t som e p e rso n s  a r e  c o m p le te ly  without 

th e  c a p a c i ty  fo r  m o r a l  c o n sc io u s n e s s .  Those who fa i led  to re sp o n d  to 

B ro w n 's  p ro n o u n cem en ts  on ju s t ic e  T h o reau  d e te rm in e d  to be "not w i l l 

fu lly  but co n s ti tu t io n a lly  blind. ^

The r e t r e a t  f r o m  the  full fo rce  of h is  a rg u m e n t  on behalf  of Brown
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a c c o m p lis h e d  two th in g s .  F i r s t ,  it a llow ed  a g ra c e fu l  d e c l in a t io n  of 

p h y s ica l  v io lence  a s  a n e c e s s i ty  fo r  the  m o ra l ly  s en s i t iv e  ind iv idua l 

by re tu rn in g  to a sub jec t iv e  m o r a l  p e rsp e c t iv e ;  and second ly , it 

r e ta in e d  a  su ff ic ien t ju s t i f ic a t io n  f o r  im posing  the p o l i t ic a l  w il l  of the 

A b o li t io n is t  f o r c e s  upon the e n t i r e  popula tion  if by chance  the  m o v e 

m en t should have ga ined  su ff ic ien t m o m e n tu m  to succeed .

The n ea t  t r i c k  by w hich  he so lv ed  the po li t ica l  d i le m m a  th a t  p r e 

sen ted  i t s e l f  a f t e r  B ro w n 's  f a i lu re  w as  not so s u c c e s s fu l  in  sa lvag ing  

m uch  of the  in d iv id u a l ism  that had b e en  the bulw ark  of a l l  h is  p rev io u s  

th ink ing . He w as c o m m it te d  to  the  id ea  tha t  c o n sc io u sn e s s  i s  in fa ll ib le  

and  in c l in e s  to w a rd  a  t ru th  w h ich  is  a b so lu te .  T h o reau  had a lw ays  

re c o g n ize d  a v a r ie ty  of life s ty le s  a s  being  c o n s is ten t  w ith  ind iv idua l 

c o n s c io u s n e s s .  One would expec t th a t  the a p p reh en s io n  of a s ingle  

t r u th  would r e q u i r e  a  u n ifo rm ity  of b e h av io r ,  w hich T h o re a u  d ep lo red .  

Only at the end of h is  days w hen c o n s id e r in g  the i s s u e  of John  B ro w n 's  

in s u r r e c t i o n  a g a in s t  the s ta te  did the logic of h is  own p o s it io n  becom e 

in e sc a p a b le  fo r  T h o re a u  and led h im  to  in s is t  upon u n ifo rm  b e h av io ra l  

r e s p o n s e  to the  d ic ta te s  of an  ab so lu te  h ig h e r  law. E xc lud ing  som e 

p e r s o n s  f r o m  the c a p a c i ty  fo r  c o n sc io u s n e s s  and th e r e f o r e  re n d e r in g  

th e m  unfit f o r  f r e e d o m  does  not ad eq u a te ly  explain  v a r i e t i e s  of b eh av io r  

am ong  p e r s o n s  who a r e  m o r a l ly  c o n sc io u s .  He fa iled  to re c o n c i le  the 

d em an d s  of an  ab so lu te  value  s y s te m  w ith  the in d iv id u a l ism  th a t  re q u ire d
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w ide  m a r g i n s  in l ife.  W hether  g ig an to m ach y  would be poss ib le  be tween  

eq u a l ly  consc ious  but incom pat ib le  h e r o e s  r e m a i n s  an  unsolved  q u e s 

t ion .  The depth of d i s a g r e e m e n t  b e tw een  T h o r e a u  and Walt Whitman, 

f o r  i n s t a n ce ,  could have  led to  m a j o r  conf l ic ts  if e i th e r  m a n  w e r e  in 

a pos i t ion  of po l i t ica l  power,  yet  n e i t h e r  s e e m s  to have ques t ioned  the 

m o r a l  acu i ty  of the  o the r .

T h o r e a u ' s  l a ck  of sym pathy  fo r  d e m o c r a c y  and the acco m p an y in g  

d i s d a in  he had fo r  the  m a s s e s  w a s  the  fundam en ta l  point of con ten t ion  

be tw een  T h o r e a u  and Whitman. It w a s  th i s  a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c  b ias  as  

m u c h  as  any ind iv idua l is t ic  e g o i s m  tha t  m a d e  T h o r e a u  unfr iend ly  to  the  

c o m m u n a l  e x p e r im e n t s  of h is  f r i e n d s .  His  c o n c e r n  a lways  w as  not fo r  

quan t i ty  but fo r  qua l i ty  in hum an  a f f a i r s .  Even  so,  he  had a  p e c u l i a r  

blind spot w he re  w om en  w e re  c o n c e r n e d  and took e v e r y  oppor tun i ty  to 

d i s p a r a g e  the in te l l e c tu a l  p o w ers  of w o m en .  The m o r a l  r i g o r  he i n s i s t e d  

upon had  no p lace  f o r  f r ivo l i ty  o r  s en t im en ta l i ty ,  which  he c o n s i d e r e d  to 

be c h a r a c t e r  f laws s h a r e d  by a l l  w om en .  In view of the fac t  tha t  T h o r e a u  

knew s e v e r a l  of h i s  e r a ' s  m os t  ou ts tand ing  w om en ,  such a s  M a r g a r e t  

F u l l e r ,  the  G r im k e  s i s t e r s ,  E l i z a b e th  Peabody ,  and the e a r l y  f e m in i s t s  

E l i z a b e t h  Oakes  Smith  and L u c r e t i a  Mott ,  h is  low opinion of the cap ac i ty  

of w o m e n  fo r  in te l l e c tu a l  b r i l l i an c e  and  the  f in e r  points  of s p i r i t u a l i t y  is  

a l l  the  h a r d e r  to unde rs tand .  It t a k e s  l i t t le  s t r e t c h  of the im ag in a t io n  to 

be l i e v e  he thought  w o m en  unfit f o r  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h ip ,  and p e r h a p s
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unfit  f o r  any  s ig n i f ic an t  pa r t i c ip a t io n  in  public a f f a i r s .  S im i la r ly ,  

T h o r e a u ' s  s l igh t ing  view of i m m ig r a n t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  the  I r i s h ,  might 

be i n t e r p r e t e d  a s  conta in ing  at leas t  a touch  of c u l tu ra l  c h au v in i sm  if 

not r a c i s m .  H is  v iews  on s l a v e ry  and the  i n h e re n t  dignity  of N egroes  

a s  hum an  b e in g s  s e e m  somewhat  m o r e  g e n e r o u s  th an  h i s  views of 

f e m a le s  and I r i s h m e n .  It is  not im p o s s ib le  to u n d e r s tan d  why some of 

T h o r e a u ' s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s  and l a t e r  c o m m e n t a t o r s  have  in t e r p r e t e d  

h im  a s  a m i s a n t h r o p e .  This  view is  not whol ly  a c c u r a t e ,  yet  one s en s e s  

tha t  T h o r e a u  had  l i t t le  m o r e  a p p re c ia t io n  f o r  m ank ind  than  he had fo r  

m u s k r a t s .  H is  s y m p a th e t ic  c o m m e n ts  about  the  exp lo i ta t ion  of the 

h o r s e  and ox a s  w o r k  a n im a ls  have  m u ch  the  s a m e  r ing  as  h is  c o m 

m e n ts  about the  a b u s e s  of wage c a p i t a l i s m  and s l a v e r y .  And, in fact ,  

it  i s  a m i n o r  c u r i o s i t y  why T h o r e a u  denied the  cap ac i ty  fo r  c o n s c io u s 

n e s s  in sen t i en t  c r e a t u r e s  o the r  than  m en .

An in adequa te  c o n s id e ra t io n  of in te rn a t io n a l  r e l a t io n s  i s  a m a j o r  

gap in any p o l i t i c a l  t h e o r y  that  can  be s u r m i s e d  f r o m  T h o r e a u ' s  w r i t in g s .  

The c o m p l ic a te d  r e l a t i o n s h ip  among the S ta te s  and reg io n s  of the United 

S ta tes  dur ing  h i s  day b o re  some m a r k i n g s  of i n t e rn a t io n a l  r e la t io n s ,  

but w e r e  not su f f ic ien t ly  in t r i c a te  to quali fy  as  r e l a t i o n s  be tween  s o v 

e r e ig n t i e s .  In fac t ,  one might  ques t ion  tha t  T h o r e a u  had  any c o m p r e 

h ens ion  of what  i s  m e a n t  by national so ve re ign ty .  H is  only r e a l  c o n 

ta c t  with  a f o r e i g n  c o u n t ry  was  with  Canada ,  th en  a p a r t  of the  B r i t i s h
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E m p i r e  and not a  na tion in i t s  own r igh t  un t i l  f ive y e a r s  a f t e r  T h o r e a u ' s  

death .  His  notions  about how g o v e r n m e n t s  behave  tow ard  each  o the r  

w e r e  s i m p l i s t i c ,  and he  took a v e r y  cy n ica l  view of na t iona l  i n t e r e s t s .

Yet,  f r o m  the  v e r y  favorab le  c o m p a r i s o n s  he  m a d e  of the United S ta tes  

w i th  o th e r  c o u n t r i e s ,  he  s e e m s  not to  have  c o n s i d e r e d  any pol i t ica l  

unity on a w o r ld  s ca le .  To h i s  c r e d i t ,  one c a n  say  he  had  an a p p re c ia t io n  

fo r  the  c u l t u r a l  d i f f e r en ces  am ong  peop les  and  unde rs tood  t h e i r  r ight to 

n a t iona l  e x i s t e n c e ,  as  d e m o n s t r a t e d  by h is  v e h em e n t  opposit ion  to  the  

M exican  W ar .  When he had so m eth in g  to s a y  about  fo re ign  c o u n t r i e s  it  

w as  u s u a l ly  d e ro g a to ry ,  excep t  in h is  c o r r e s p o n d e n c e  with  T hom as  

C ho lm onde ley ,  an  E n g l i sh  su b jec t ,  when c o u r t e s y  m o d e r a t e d  h is  e x p r e s 

s ions .  H is  d isda in  fo r  o rg a n iz a t io n  p re v e n te d  h i m  f r o m  developing any 

s e n s e  of a c o m m u n i ty  of n a t ions .  N a t ions  a s  such  he a lways  c o n s id e re d  

a r t i f i c i a l ;  he  had  much  b e t t e r  f e e l in g s  about l ingu is t ic ,  c u l tu ra l ,  and 

r a c i a l  connec t ions  among people .  P o l i t i c a l  b o u n d a r ie s  w e re  l e s s  r e a l  

f o r  T h o r e a u  than  the a ff in i t ies  am ong  people on which  m o s t  v iab le  na t ions  

a r e  b a se d .  T h i s  r e m o t e n e s s  of i n t e r e s t  on h i s  p a r t  undoubtedly  accoun ts  

f o r  the  l ack  of co m m e n t  to be found in h i s  w r i t i n g s  about in t e rn a t io n a l  

po l i t i c s .

E v e n  c o n s id e r in g  the  im p o r t a n c e  T h o r e a u  conceded  to l ingual,  

h i s t o r i c a l ,  c u l tu ra l ,  and r a c i a l  bonds,  m o s t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  b e h av io ra l  

s c i e n t i s t s  of both l ib e r a l  and c o n s e r v a t iv e  p e r s u a s i o n  would judge  his



565

idea  of soc ia l  c o h es io n  to be faulty.  Voluntary  a s s o c i a t i o n i s m  as  he 

d e s c r ib e d  i t  w as  a  log ica l  ex tens ion  of h i s  e x t r e m e  ind iv idua l i sm ,  but 

a s  a cohes ive  f o r c e  it w as  v e ry  weak .  A s s o c i a t i o n i s m  w as  not even 

given the glue of u t i l i t a r i a n i s m ,  but w as  fo rced  to r e s t  com ple te ly  upon 

sub jec t ive  v o l u n t a r i s m  which he i n s i s t e d  upon as  the  binding fo rce  of 

obligat ion,  p rov ided  tha t  it  a r o s e  f r o m  the  in s p i r e d  m o t iva t ion  of the  

subjec t ive  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  Weak a s  it i s ,  it p rov ided  at  le a s t  a logica l  

t h re a d  to hold h is  i d e a s  t o g e th e r  so long as  he in s i s t e d  upon m an  as  an 

end in h im s e l f  and  n e v e r  a m e a n s .  A f t e r  the  m e t a m o r p h o s i s  wrought 

by the John  B row n  inc iden t ,  h o w ev er ,  he  abandoned tha t  pos it ion  and 

the  tenuous so c ia l  c ohes ion  b a se d  upon vo lun ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n i s m  d i s 

solved. A f t e r  the  guidance  of h is  c o n s c io u s n e s s  p e r s u a d e d  h i m  tha t  no 

m a n  could be a l lowed  to  s tand be fo re  the a cc o m p l i s h m e n t  of the "Good, " 

T h o rea u  was  f o r c e d  to r e ly  upon the  f o r c e  of the  m o r a l  e l i te  to ru le  fo r  

the benefit  of th o se  who do not know the  good f o r  t h e m s e l v e s .  A f te r  

e a r l i e r  ra i l ing  a g a in s t  the s ta te  f o r  c o e r c io n  in m a t t e r s  of public policy 

and public c o n sc ie n ce ,  T h o reau  a t t e m p ted  to ju s t i fy  f o r c e  to the point 

of death and d e s t r u c t i o n  of those  who r e s i s t  the m o r a l  a p p re h en s io n s  of 

a m o r a l  genius  such  a s  he be l ieved  John  Brow n to be ,  a m a n  of p r i n c i 

pled act ion.  He was  wil l ing to  abandon v o lu n ta r i s m  when a poss ib i l i ty  

p r e s e n te d  i t se l f ,  a s  with  B ro w n 's  band, to en l i s t  the  fo r ce  of a sso c ia t io n ,  

even the  s ta te ,  behind  h is  concept ion  of the t ru th .  In m o m e n ts  of m o r a l



566

c r i s i s ,  s oc ia l  cohes ion  i s  found not to r e s t  upon v o l u n t a r i s m  in h is

l a t e r  th eo ry .  If people a r e  so p e r v e r s e  a s  to be blind to T h o r e a u ' s

v is ion ,  they  m u s t  be fo r c e d  to c o n f o r m  outward ly  o r  be put to the

e x t r e m e  l im i t  of co e rc io n .  It is  a m o s t  iron ic  v o l te - fa c e .

P e r h a p s  the bes t  a n a ly s i s  of T h o r e a u  as  a p o l i t ica l  t h e o r i s t  and

a pol i t ica l  a c to r  might  be m ade  us ing  H e n ry  S. K a r i e l ' s  no tion of po l i -

22t i c s  a s  a r t  as  the f r a m e  of r e f e r e n c e .  In th is  light T h o r e a u ' s  e s s a y s  

and  h i s  de fense  of Brown m ight  be s e e n  a s  " s t r u c t u r e d  d r a m a ,  a s  

po l i t ica l  p ro je c t s  which  c r e a t e  m ean in g ,  " in  which new t r u t h s  of p o l i t i 

c a l  consequence  e m e r g e  to cha l lenge  c u s to m s  and in s t i tu t ions  tha t  no 

lo n g e r  m e e t  changing hum an  need s .  K a r i e l  a r g u e s  fo r  the  r ight of a l l  

a r t i s t s ,  and by ex tens ion ,  p o l i t ica l  a c t o r s ,  to do what T h o r e a u  took  it

upon h im s e l f  to do: to " ap p r o ac h  convention,  law, d i sc ip l ine ,  a u th o r i ty ,

2 3o r  m y th  in a playful  s p i r i t ,  a s  f o r e v e r  sub jec t  to r e v i s io n .  " By t r e a t 

ing the  t r u l y  basic  q ues t ions  of s ty le  and  f o r m  as  hypo the t ica l ,  a s  u se fu l  

to the  extent that  they  in tens i fy  and ex tend  e x p e r i en c e ,  the  a r t i s t  a s  

p o l i t i c a l  a c t o r  r e a l i z e s  the  p ow er  to  c r e a t e  the p lans ,  de s igns  and  c o n 

c ep t s  f o r  the  expans ion  of r e a l i ty .  P e r h a p s  T h o r e a u  i s  the  p e r fe c t  

e x am p le  of K a r i e l ' s  point  tha t

only when we s u cceed  in su spend ing  our  c a u s a l  a n a ly s e s  and 
e x p lan a to ry  t h e o r i e s  can  we p e r c e i v e  the uncondit ional,  inno
vative ,  and s e l f - d e t e r m i n e d  a s p e c t  of hum an  conduct.  Only 
when we decline  to judge  and draw  conc lus ions  can  we d i s c e r n  
the  e x p r e s s iv e  e l e m e n t  of po l i t i c s ,  the  d isp lay  of c ap a c i t i e s  
not o rd in a r i l y  d isp layed .  . . . ^ 4
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Using th i s  a s  a point of d e p a r t u r e  f r o m  the a n a ly s i s  of T h o r e a u  

f r o m  the p e r s p e c t i v e  of the  a u t h o r ' s  read ing  of h is  w o rk ,  i t  i s  n a t u r a l  

to r e c a l l  tha t  T h o r e a u  w as  in the  I d e a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n  having re c e iv e d  tha t  

p h i lo soph ica l  p e r s p e c t iv e  as  a  legacy  f r o m  E m e r s o n i a n  T r a n s c e n d e n t 

a l i s m  w hich, a s  w as  shown in the  f i r s t  t h r e e  c h a p t e r s ,  w a s  i t s e l f  b a s e d

2 5upon N e o - P l a t o n i s m  and K an t ian  in f luences .  I t  is p r i m a r i l y  the  

q u es t io n  of po l i t i c a l  a u tho r i ty  which  c o n c e r n s  us h e r e ,  and it is s ig n i f i 

can t  fo r  T h o r e a u ' s  f ina l  pos i t ion  that  I d e a l i s m  h a s  con ta ined  a po ten t ia l  

f o r  a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  and e l i t i s m  a t  l e a s t  s ince  P la to .  As  Sabine points  

out,  the id ea  tha t  v i r t u e  is  knowledge,  an  id e a l i s t  notion w hich  T h o r e a u

s h a r e d ,  su p p o ses  an  e l i te  in th a t  both v i r tu e  and knowledge a r e  d e m o n -
2 ̂

s t r a b ly  the  p o s s e s s i o n  of the few r a t h e r  than  the  m any .  T h e r e  a r e  

u n m is ta k a b le  e ch o e s  of the h u m an  c l a s s e s  d e s c r i b e d  in P l a t o ' s  Republ ic  

in  T h o r e a u ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of the Genius  o r  H e ro ,  the  A r t i s t ,  and the 

A r t i s a n ;  ye t ,  P l a t o ' s  i m m e r s i o n  in  the  civic  l ife of the s t a t e  m a d e  h i s  

e x p e r i e n c e  and h i s  p e r s p e c t iv e  m u ch  d i f f e ren t  th an  T h o r e a u ' s ,  w hose  

P u r i t a n  New E ng land  background  tended  so s t ro n g ly  t o w a rd  ind iv id u a l i sm .  

P la to n ic  I d e a l i s m  a s  e x p r e s s e d  in The R epub l ic , The S ta t e s m a n  o r  The 

L aw s  could  not have  suppor ted  the  in d iv id u a l i sm  of T h o r e a u ' s  e a r l y  

w r i t i n g s ,  n o r  the d r a s t i c  conc lus ions  of the p o s t - B r o w n  e s s a y s  which  

w e r e  profoundly  a n t i - c iv ic .  P l a t o ' s  en l igh tened  d e s p o t i s m  w as  in tended  

to  b r in g  in to  be ing the  object ive  good r e g a r d l e s s  of the  c a p r i c io u s  p r e f 
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e r e n c e s  of the  m a s s e s  who w e r e  l e s s  w ise  and t h e r e f o r e  l e s s  v i r tu o u s  

th a n  the l e a d e r s ,  and T h o r e a u  saw Brown in the  sam e  light.  How ever ,  

P l a t o ' s  d e s p o t i s m  w as  en l igh tened ,  depending upon ra t io n a l ,  logica l  

i n v e s t ig a t io n  to identi fy  the  object ive  good, w h e r e a s  T h o r e a u ' s  th e o ry  

w a s  b a se d  on in tu i t ion  and n o n - r a t io n a l  p r o c e s s e s  to identify  the good. 

The  s u b j e c t i v i s m  of T h o r e a u ' s  th e o ry  of the  h e r o  leads  d i r e c t l y  to w a rd  

the  e x c e s s e s  of f a n a t i c s  such  a s  John Brow n and bends  the  a u t h o r i t a r i 

a n i s m  of P l a t o ' s  p h i lo s o p h e r - k in g s  into the a r b i t r a r i n e s s  of m a d m e n .

T h o r e a u ' s  h o l i s t i c  a p p ro a c h  r e q u i r e d  tha t  m an  be so c ie ty  w r i t  

l a r g e  r a t h e r  than the  c o n v e r s e  a s  P la to  had held .  W h e r e a s  P l a t o ' s  

Republ ic  w as  b ased  upon a c a r e f u l  d iv is ion  of soc ia l  l a b o r  and so c ia l  

v a lu e s ,  T h o r e a u ' s  in s i s t e n c e  upon the w h o len es s  and s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y  of 

the  c o n sc io u s  m a n  led h i m  to d iscount the  d iv is ion  of l a b o r  P la to  found 

benef ic ia l  b e ca u se  of both the so c ia l  and economic  c o n se q u e n ce s  to the 

ind iv idua l ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of the co n seq u en ces  to the polity.  T h e r e f o r e ,  

the  P la to n ic  d o c t r in e s  tha t  soc ie ty  is  a m u tu a l  s a t i s f a c t io n  of needs  by 

p e r s o n s  w hose  c a p a c i t i e s  supp lem ent  eac h  o th e r  and tha t  g o v e rn m e n t  

ought to be an  a r t  depending upon exac t  knowledge obta ined in  a  r a t io n a l  

m o d e  a r e  c o n t r a d i c t e d  by T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o ry ,  w h e th e r  tak en  in h is  e a r l y  

T r a n s c e n d e n t a l  y e a r s  o r  a f t e r  the  John Brow n c a t h a r s i s .  T h o r e a u  is 

l iab le  to the  c r i t i c i s m  of a r t i s t s  which P la to  m a k e s  in The R epub l ic : 

tha t  t h e i r  e f fec t s  a r e  ach iev ed  without  knowing how o r  why. T h o r e a u
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h i m s e l f  s ides  wi th  th o se  who be l ieve  that  w o r th y  s t a t e s m e n  a r e  those  

who g o v e rn  by "div ine  m a d n e s s ,  " a pos i t ion  tha t  P la to  found h o p e le s s  

f o r  the  s u s ta in ed  i m p r o v e m e n t  of po l i t ica l  l ife.  Al though both  m en  

s h a r e d  a p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  the  ru le  of the w is e  m an ,  d esp i te  d i f fe rences  

in t h e i r  defin it ion  of w isd o m ,  P la to  r e c o g n ized  in The Law s  the p r a c t i 

c a l  n e c e s s i t y  of the ru le  of law gran t ing  th a t  law is  but a v a r i e ty  of 

convent ion.  T h o r e a u  n e v e r  b e c a m e  wil l ing  to m ake  the c o n ce s s io n  to 

what he t e r m e d  exped iency  to g ran t  the  ru le  of law the  p r i m a r y  ro le  in

the ac tu a l  g o v e rn a n ce  of a s ta t e .  The thought of both m e n  lead  to what

2 7K a r l  P o p p e r  t e r m e d  " c lo sed  s o c i e t i e s .  "

The i d e a l i s m  of J e a n - J a c q u e s  R o u sse au  h a s  been  d i s c u s s e d  p r e v i 

ous ly  and  the  a f f in i t ie s  be tw een  h is  thought  and tha t  of T h o r e a u  noted.

A ccord ing  to  so m e  r e c e n t  s c h o l a r s ,  notably  P a t r i c k  Riley  and J . N.

2 8Shkla r ,  R o u s s e a u ' s  unde rs tan d in g  of ind iv idua l  and g e n e r a l  w i l l  is  

both a  p sycho log ica l  a t t r ib u te  and a m o r a l  facu l ty ,  but w i th  a g r e a t e r  

e m p h a s i s  upon the  p sych o lo g ica l  r a t h e r  than  the  m o r a l  d im ens ion .  If 

th i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  i s  a va lid  one then  the d i s ta n ce  be tw een  T h o r e a u  and 

R o u ss e a u  i s  even  g r e a t e r  than  sugges ted  in the  e a r l i e r  c h a p te r .  P s y c h o 

log ica l  c o m fo r t  w as  not p o s s ib le  f o r  T h o r e a u  except  when h i s  indiv idual

m o r a l  s en se  w a s  s a t i s f i e d ,  a n  a t t i tude  with  which  R o u sse au  would find 

29l i t t le  sympathy .  T h o r e a u ' s  s e a r c h  fo r  n a t u r a l  m a n  wi th in  a so c ia l  

con text w as  the  a n t i t h e s i s  of R o u s s e a u ' s  be l ie f  tha t  the  b e s t  so c ia l  i n s t i 
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t u t ions  " a r e  those  bes t  able  to d e n a tu re  m an ,  to take away his  abso lu te  

e x i s t e n c e  and to give h im  a  r e la t iv e  one, and to c a r r y  the m o i  into the 

c o m m o n  u n i t y . P a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  both R o u sse au  and T h o reau  a r r iv e d  

a t  an a u t h o r i t a r i a n  pos i t ion  desp i te  a s i n c e re  be l ie f  in the conventional 

n a tu re  of po l i t ica l  obligation and rightfu l  po l i t ica l  au tho r i ty  based  upon 

consen t  and v o lu n ta ry  a s s o c i a t i o n .  R o u ss e a u ' s  po l i t i c a l  i d e a l i s m  how 

e v e r ,  r a n  c o u n te r  to T h o r e a u ' s  r e l i a n ce  on the com pel l ing  m o r a l  c o n 

cep t ion  of the  h e ro ,  " s ince  no m a n  has  n a tu r a l  au th o r i ty  ove r  h is  fellow

m en ,  and s ince  migh t  in no s en se  m a k e s  r ight ,  convention re m a in s  as

31the b a s i s  of a l l  leg i t im a te  au th o r i ty  among m e n . "  F r o m  R o u sse au ' s  

p e r s p e c t iv e ,  which  s h a r e d  m u c h  of T h o r e a u ' s  i r r a t i o n a l i s m  and in tu i -  

t i o n i s m ,  the  po l i t ica l  c o e r c io n  im posed  by a T h o r e a u v ia n  h e ro  such  as 

John B rown would be repugnan t  and c a p r i c io u s ,  and in f e r i o r  to the c o n 

vent iona l  p r a c t i c e  of the  com m uni ty .  The conc lus ion  of id e a l i s m  in the 

thought of both m en  r e s u l t s  in the s a m e  p r a c t i c a l  r e su l t :  "If it i s  good to

know how to  dea l  with  m e n  as  they  a r e ,  it i s  m u c h  b e t t e r  to m ake  th e m

32what  t h e r e  is  need that  they  should be . "  In s te ad  of the h e ro ,  how ever ,  

R o u sse au  followed the m a i n  body of id ea l i s t  thought in placing re l i ance  

on the p e r f e c t ly  s o c ia l i z ed  s ta te  to e leva te  m e n  above the  s ta tus  of stupid 

and l im i ted  a n im a l s  to t h e i r  p r o p e r  s ta t ion  a s  m o r a l  and in te ll igent  

be ings .  While d i s a g r e e in g  on m e a n s ,  both m e n  sought s i m i l a r  ends  f o r  

m a n  uti l iz ing s i m i l a r  m o d e s  of knowing. The s a m e  a n t i - r a t i o n a l  o r  a n t i -
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i n t e l l e c t u a l  b ias  i s  d isp layed  by both w r i t e r s  in t h e i r  be l ie f  tha t  " m o r a l -

33it y i s  c o r r u p te d  in p ro p o r t io n  a s  m in d s  a r e  enlightened.  " T h o r e a u ,  

h o w e v e r ,  p re d ic a te d  h i s  view of po l i t ica l  au th o r i ty  on what M ichae l  

O ak esh o t t  c a l l s  the " id iom  of indiv iduali ty ,  r a t h e r  than  the c o l l e c 

t i v i s t  notion which is  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of m o s t  of id e a l i s m  and c e r t a in l y  

th a t  type r e p r e s e n t e d  by Rousseau .  But again ,  one m u s t  acknowledge 

th e  conve rgence  of the r e s u l t s  of both ty p es  of id e a l i s m  in  the s h a r e d  

conv ic t ion  that  obliga tion a r i s e s  and a u th o r i ty  is  e s t a b l i s h e d  when ind i 

v id u a l  w i l l  is  united with  p e r fec t ion ,  and  tha t  pe r fec t ion  m u s t  be the

35s t a n d a r d  of what is  w il led .  Although the solut ions  w e r e  d i f fe ren t ,  the 

p r o b l e m  w a s  the s am e  f o r  both: how can  a m o r a l l y  c o n sc io u s  p e r s o n  

in  s o c ie ty  obey only h i s  own f r e e  w il l  f r o m  which a l l  obligation a r i s e s ,  

and  how can he ac t  upon h i s  wil l ,  a s s u m in g  it is  c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  a 

l a r g e r  m o ra l i ty ,  in the  face  of e s t a b l i s h e d  c u s to m s  s u p p o r te d  by p r iva te  

i n t e r e s t ,  s e l f i sh n e s s  and un d ese rv ed  inequal i ty  of s ta tu s?

In the h i s to r y  of i d e a l i sm ,  both a u t h o r i t a r i a n  and l i b e r a l  po l i t ica l  

c o n c lu s io n s  have  b een  d rawn.  P la to ,  R o u ss e a u  and Hegel  might be sa id  

to  r e p r e s e n t  the a u t h o r i t a r i a n  s ide  of i d e a l i s m .  An e a r l i e r  c h a p te r  has  

d e s c r i b e d  the s i m i l a r i t i e s  and d i s s i m i l a r i t i e s  be tween th is  l ine of 

thought  and T h o r e a u ' s  w ork .  The fo rego ing  c r i t i c i s m  of T h o r e a u  f r o m  

th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  of P l a to  and R o u sseau  m a y  be c o n s id e re d  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

of  the  type .  The m o r e  l i b e r a l  a spec t  of i d e a l i s m  has  been  developed by
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o t h e r s ,  of w hom  Kant and T hom as  Hill  G r e e n  m a y  be c o n s id e r e d  r e p r e 

s en ta t iv e .

One f e a tu re  of l i b e r a l  i d e a l i s m  is  i t s  h u m a n e  c o n c e rn  f o r  m i n i 

m iz in g  the a p p l ica t ion  of the c o e rc iv e  fo r c e  tha t  su p p o r t s  po l i t ica l  

au th o r i ty .  K a n t ' s  t h e o r e t i c a l  p ro jec t io n  of p e r p e tu a l  p eace ,  fo r  in s t a n c e ,  

p r e s u p p o s e s  that  the  va l ida t ion  of po l i t ica l  a u th o r i ty  by fo rce  is  an  

a d m i s s i o n  of f a i lu re  of the  indiv idual and s o c i a l  i m p e r a t i v e s  b a se d  upon 

m o r a l  duty. V io lence  f o r  h i m  w as  not a p o s i t ive  f a c to r  e i t h e r  in m o r a l  

o r  po l i t ica l  t e r m s .  T h o r e a u ,  as  we have s ee n ,  s ee m e d  to value w a r  

and v io lence  "to p ro v e  t h e r e  is any manhood  left  in man. " Without the 

s t r o n g  foundation of r a t i o n a l i s m  that  sup p o r ted  Kant ,  T h o r e a u  w a s  left  

in  a pos i t ion  of re ly in g  on the w il l  of the h e r o  and indiv idual in tu i t io n  

of the good as  the m o r a l  b a s i s  fo r  au th o r i ty .  Lack ing  a  p sy ch o lo g ica l  

m e c h a n i s m  f o r  the  u n iv e r s a l i z a t i o n  of the  good and a u n i fo rm  s t a n d a r d  

f o r  po l i t i c a l  a u th o r i ty ,  such  as  tha t  p rov ided  by  K a n t ' s  c a t e g o r i c a l  

im p e r a t i v e  and p r a c t i c a l  r e a s o n ,  T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  had no a l t e r n a t iv e  

but v io lence  and c o e r c i o n  to va l ida te  the c l a i m  of au th o r i ty  by the  h e r o .  

Im p l ic i t  in T h o r e a u ' s  p os i t ion  on the  a c c e p ta b i l i ty  of v io lence to e s t a b 

l i s h  the  abso lu te  m o r a l  v i s io n  of the h e ro ic  l e a d e r ,  is  a c o m p r o m i s e  a s  

to the  u n l im i ted  and e q u a l  sanc t i ty  of h u m a n  l i fe  not d i f fe ren t  in k ind f r o m

the  s a c r i f i c e  of h u m a n  life on behalf  of r e v o lu t io n a ry  goa ls  a r t i c u l a t e d  by

37
T r o t s k y  in The D e fen se  of T e r r o r i s m , and p r a c t i c e d  by such  M ax is t s
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a s  L en in  and  Stal in  when  in  pos i t ions  of po l i t ica l  power.

The  s a m e  inadequacy  in T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  of the  p sycho log ica l  

b a s e s  of a u th o r i ty  accoun ts  f o r  h is  r e j e c t i o n  of c o n s t i tu t io n a l i sm ,  

w h ich  f o r m s  the  bu lw ark  of the  po l i t ica l  f o r m s  pos tu la ted  by l i b e r a l  

i d e a l i s m  a s  r e p r e s e n t e d  by Kant and G re en .  C o n s t i tu t io n a l i sm  r e s t s  

f in a l ly  upon the a cc e p tan ce  of the  ru le  of law. Even g ran ted  th a t  law 

is  but a so c ia l  convention ,  Kant and G r e e n  p rov ide  fo r  a r a t io n a l ,  

known, and u n i fo rm  s ta n d a rd  of behav io r  tha t  m a y  be im p ro v ed  (o r  

w o r s e n e d )  by r e g u la r i z e d  p r o c e s s e s  b a se d  on r e a s o n ,  in te l l igence ,  

and good w i l l  that  m in im i z e  the  n e c e s s i t y  of m e n  applying fo r c e  ag a in s t  

t h e i r  n e ig h b o r s  and of the  s ta te  c o e r c in g  i t s  c i t i z en s .  Having d i s c a r d e d  

r e a s o n  in  f a v o r  of in tuit ion,  h e r o i c  wi l l  r a t h e r  than  col lec t ive  ac t ion  

b a s e d  upon m u tua l  good w i l l  b e co m e s  the  s t a n d a rd  fo r  law in T h o r e a u ' s  

t h e o r y ,  leaving law and c o n s t i t u t i o n a l i s m  m o r a l l y  vacant excep t  a s  

a r t i c u l a t e d  by the h e ro ic  l e a d e r  o r  the indiv idua l ego is t ic  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  

and t h e r e f o r e  with  no m o r a l  b a s i s  fo r  po l i t ica l  au thor i ty .  In m o r a l  t e r m s ,  

T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  would d e p r iv e  the s t a t e  of an  a p p ea l  to fo r c e  to  a s s e r t  

i t s  a u th o r i ty ,  w h e re  it d i f f e r s  f r o m  the  d ic ta t e s  of the  h e r o  o r  the  i n t i 

m a t i o n s  of h i s  own c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  o r  even  to  defend i tse lf ,  but a r m s  

th e  h e r o i c  l e a d e r  with  the  m o r a l  sanc t ion  to  u se  fo r c e  aga ins t  the  p e r 

sons  who uphold and e n fo rc e  the offending c o m m a n d s  of the s t a t e .  It 

a r m s  e v e n  the  d is sen t ing  ind iv idua l  fo r  ba tt le  wi th  the s ta te  a s  i s  m a d e
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c l e a r  in the  Brow n e s s a y s .  The m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  of T h o reau ,  based  

a s  it is  upon i r r a t i o n a l  s u b jec t iv i sm ,  lacks  the po ten t ia l  u n iv e r s a l i t y  

of the  i d e a l i s t  e th ic s  of Kant and G re en ,  and is  not adequate  to suppor t  

a po l i t i c a l  s ta te  in i n t e r n a l  o r  e x te r n a l  p eace  except  under  the  m o s t  

r e p r e s s i v e  so r t  of c o e r c i o n . I n  add i t ion  to the p sycho log ica l  in a d e 

q u a cy  of T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  f r o m  the point of view of l i b e r a l  id e a l i s m ,  

T h o r e a u ' s  pos i t ion  on the  e th ica l  ques t ion  of m e a n s  and ends lacks  the 

h u m a n e  m e a s u r e  fo r  judging the a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  of the m e a n s  to the

end p rov ided  by the l i b e r a l  id ea l i s t  t h e o r y  re ly ing  on the c a t e g o r i c a l  

39i m p e r a t i v e .

The im p l ic a t io n s  of T h o r e a u ' s  th e o ry  fo r  f r e e d o m  of those  who

do not s h a r e  h is  m o r a l  v is ion ,  h ow ever ,  a r e  not so f a r  r e m o v e d  f r o m

l i b e r a l  i d e a l i s m  as  m igh t  be i n f e r r e d  in the  app l ica t ion  of g o v e rn m e n ta l

t e c h n iq u e s  f o r  a s s e r t i n g  i t s  au tho r i ty .  T h o r e a u  s h a r e s  with  Rousseau ,

Kant ,  H ege l  and G reen ,  e sp e c i a l l y  as  e x p r e s s e d  in G r e e n ' s  idea  of

"pos i t ive  f r e e d o m ,"  the notion that  f r e e d o m  c o n s i s t s  in doing what is

w o r t h  doing and  what is  m o r a l l y  c o r r e c t .  W here  T h o rea u  is  s een  to be

in c o n s i s t e n t  when c o n s id e r e d  f r o m  th is  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  is in h i s  continued

b e l ie f  in  the  p r i m a c y  of the  indiv idual will .  It is the  sam e  q u e s t io n  tha t

o c cu p ie s  theo log ians  a rg u in g  be tween p re d e s t in a t io n  and f r e e  will :  how

40c a n  one be f r e e  if f r e e d o m  c o n s i s t s  only in doing what one m u s t  do? 

L i b e r a l  i d e a l i s m  has  no c l a i m  to solving th is  d i l e m m a  of the ag es ,  but
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it  is  in  a m o r e  tenab le  pos i t ion  f o r  p r a c t i c a l  r e a c t io n  in p o l i t i c a l  s e t 

t ings  than  T h o r e a u  b ecau se  the f lex ib i l i ty  of r e a s o n  i s  g r e a t e r  than  

in tu i t ion ,  t h e r e b y  im p ro v in g  the p o s s ib i l i ty  of devis ing  so lu t ions ,  

im p e r f e c t  a s  they  m a y  be, to spec i f ic  po l i t ica l  p r o b le m s  by employing 

in te l l ig en ce  r a t h e r  than  emotion .

L i b e r a l  i d e a l i sm ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a s  e x p r e s s e d  by G re e n ,  e m p h a 

s ized  the  so c ia l  c o m m u n i ty  a s  defining indiv idua l  p e r s o n a l i t y  th rough  

the  ro le  p layed  in and con t r ibu t ion  m ad e  to socie ty .  It r e c o g n ize d  the 

m u tu a l  dependence  be tween the s t r u c t u r e  of p e r so n a l i t y  and  the  c u l tu r a l  

s t r u c t u r e  of the  soc ie ty  of which  the  indiv idual is  a p a r t .  Although 

T h o r e a u  at  t i m e s  a p p e a re d  to concede  the im p o r tan c e  of c u l tu re ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  language , re l ig ion ,  and g o v e rn m e n ta l  f o r m ,  a s  in "A Yankee 

in Canada ,  " he  n e v e r  a c c o rd e d  to so c ie ty  the  d e t e r m in a t iv e  ro le  in the 

d ev e lo p m en t  of the  p e r so n a l i ty .  F o r  h im ,  the p e r s o n a l i t y  w a s  a  given, 

and  the  r e s p o n s ib i l i t y  f o r  i t s  p r o p e r  developm ent  lay with  the  indiv idual 

p e r s o n  th ro u g h  the  e x e r c i s e  of h is  wi l l .  T h e r e f o r e ,  G r e e n ' s  l i b e r a l  

i d e a l i s m  which c o n ce rn e d  i t s e l f  w ith  the m a t e r i a l  as  w e l l  a s  the m o r a l  

a s p e c t s  of so c ia l  and po l i t ica l  a r r a n g e m e n t s ,  recogniz ing  tha t  pov e r ty  

and so c ia l  d e g ra d a t io n  have  a nega t ive  m o r a l  effect  upon c i t i z e n s  tha t  

lo o sen s  the  e th ic a l  t i e s  of obliga tion to g o v e rn m e n ta l  au th o r i ty ,  o f fe rs  

a w id e r  view of h u m a n  p e r s o n a l i t y  in socie ty .  F r o m  t h i s  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  

T h o r e a u ' s  sub jec t ive  ind iv id u a l i sm  i s  inadequate  to su p p o r t  e i t h e r  r e f o r m
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of g o v e rn m e n t  o r  fu l l  r e a l i z a t io n  of indiv idual potent ia l  since  it lacked  

a t h e o r e t i c a l  l ink be tween  the two. N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  T h o reau  s e e m s  to 

have  had  an  ins t inc t ive  a w a r e n e s s  of one of G r e e n ' s  m a j o r  poin ts :  tha t  

f r e e d o m  i s  a so c ia l  as  w e l l  a s  an indiv idual condition  r e f e r r i n g  to the 

qua l i ty  of life in the  l a r g e r  c u l tu re ,  and tha t  th e  quali ty of life c o m p a t i 

ble with  f r e e d o m  is  not r e a l i z e d  w h e re  c o e r c io n  i s  used  beyond the 

n eeds  of the  indiv idual o r  of soc ie ty  in i t s  lega l ,  poli t ica l ,  and econom ic  

s t r u c t u r e . B u t  T h o r e a u  did not act  on th i s  p r e m i s e ,  if indeed  the 

w r i t i n g s  w h e re  he a p p e a r s  to r ecogn ize  the point re f lec ted  a full  u n d e r 

s tand ing ,  but continued to hold  the un fe t te red  individual wi l l  to be the 

u l t im a te  f r e e d o m .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  in denying the  equal c ap ac i ty  fo r  

c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  T h o r e a u  m a d e  m e n  unequal in a m o r a l  s e n se ,  and G r e e n  

r e s t e d  his  c a s e  fo r  po l i t ica l  j u s t i c e  on the  n e c e s s i t y  that  m e m b e r s  of 

so c ie ty  m e e t  and be t r e a t e d  a s  m o r a l  eq u a ls ,  f r e e  to th ink  and ac t  fo r  

t h e m s e l v e s ,  guided by r a t io n a l  p r in c ip le s  fo r  which they  b e a r  fu l l  m o r a l  

r e s p o n s ib i l i ty ,  43 The co n seq u en ces  of T h o r e a u ' s  po l i t ica l  thought  put 

h i m  ou ts ide  the l i b e r a l  i d e a l i s m  of Kant and G r e e n  who in s i s t ed  tha t  

a c o m m u n i ty  be a "kingdom of e n d s"  in which everyone  is a c c o r d e d  

r e c o g n i t io n  a s  an end to h im s e l f  and n e v e r  m e r e l y  a m e an s  o r  a n  o b s t a 

c le  to the  r e a l i z a t io n  of an  i m p e r a t iv e ,  and th e r e f o r e  expendable .

A s  the d i s c u s s io n  of a n a r c h i s m  in the s ec t ion  deal ing wi th  some 

in t e l l e c t u a l  a f f in i t ies  with  T h o rea u v ia n  thought pointed out, T h o r e a u  had
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l e s s  in  c o m m o n  with  a n a r c h i s t s  in E u r o p e  and A m e r i c a  than  i s  p o p u 

l a r l y  be l ieved .  F o r  the  p u r p o s e s  of th is  study it is  convenien t  to m a k e  

tw o  la rg e  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s  of a n a r c h i s t  thought.  One m a y  be d e s ig n a te d  

a s  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  in  tha t  i t s  c o n c e r n  i s  with  the d i s t r ib u t io n  of m a t e r i a l  

goods  and the way in which  g o v e rn m e n t  o p e ra te s  to con t ro l  the  l ive s  of 

p e r s o n s  by the m an ip u la t io n  of the  goods,  th rough  d i r e c t  m e th o d s  b a s e d  

upon the monopoly  of v io lence  p o w e r  o r  by m o r e  in d i r ec t  m e th o d s  

involv ing  c u s to m s  and in s t i tu t ions  tha t  co n t ro l  the av a i lab i l i ty  of goods 

and  s e r v i c e s  to a ll  on a r e l a t i v e ly  equa l  b a s i s .  Such d iv e r s e  a n a r c h i s t s  

a s  P ro udhon ,  Bakunin,  Godwin, Kropo tk in ,  Goldman, and the na t ive  

A m e r i c a n  a n a r c h i s t s  such  a s  W a r r e n  and G re en e  fa l l  into th i s  c a t e g o ry .  

On the  o t h e r  hand,  t h e r e  is  an  a n a r c h i s m  which  is  b a se d  on s p i r i t u a l  

r a t h e r  than  m a t e r i a l  ob jec t ives  in which  c a te g o ry  p e r s o n s  s u ch  as  Adin  

B a l lo u  and Leo T o ls toy  migh t  be p laced .

The  m a t e r i a l i s t i c  a n a r c h i s t  c r i t i c i s m  of T h o r e a u  exp l ic i t  and 

im p l ie d  w as  m ade  in C h a p te r  III, It is  so obvious ly  and s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d ly  

in  phi losophic  and p r a c t i c a l  conf lic t  w i th  the view of T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o r y  

p r e s e n t e d  h e r e  that  a f u r t h e r  d i s c u s s io n  at th i s  point  would be ted ious  

and  unproduc t ive .  H ow ever ,  the  m o r a l  and phi losophical  s i m i l a r i t i e s  

b e tw een  T h o r e a u  and T o l s to y  a r e  such  tha t  the points  of d iv e rg en ce  

b e tw een  t h e m  ra i s e  i n t e r e s t i n g  e th ic a l  and po l i t ica l  i s s u e s .  It m u s t  be 

noted  a t  the ou tse t ,  h o w ev er ,  tha t  T o l s to y ' s  accep tan ce  of r e a s o n  a s
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the fo rce  tha t  ' ' i l lum ina tes  o u r  l ife and im pe ls  us to modify o u r  a c t io n s ,

45
is  not an  i l l u s io n  [ whose] a u th o r i t y  c an  n e v e r  be den ied"  i m m e d i 

a t e ly  s e t s  h is  in te l l e c tu a l  m e th o d  and hence  his  e th ica l  p e rc e p t io n  

som ew ha t  at  odds with  T h o r e a u ' s  in tu it ive  method .  W here  T o ls toy  

i n s i s t e d  upon the n e c e s s i t y  "to obey r e a s o n  in the p u rsu i t  of good,"^^ 

T h o r e a u  in s i s t e d  upon obed ience  to  in tu it ive  c o n sc io u s n e s s  in  p u rsu i t  

of the good. F r o m  the p e r s p e c t i v e  of Tols toy ,  whose  re l i a n ce  upon 

r e a s o n  p rov ided  a c o m m o n  s t a n d a r d  by which m en  m igh t  judge  t h e i r  

ac t ions  and th o se  of o th e r s ,  T h o r e a u ' s  s u b jec t iv i s m  coupled with  h e r o 

i s m  con ta ined  a l l  the p o ten t ia l  f o r  c a p r i c io u s  and a r b i t r a r y  im p o s i t io n  

of au th o r i ty  w h ich  he found ob jec t ionab le  in the s ta te .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  

T h o r e a u ' s  f ina l  pos it ion  denying not only tha t  a l l  m e n  have  a  facu l ty  fo r  

r e a s o n  but e v en  denying tha t  a l l  m e n  have  a  capac i ty  fo r  c o n s c io u s n e s s ,  

would p re v e n t  the  obta in ing of T o l s t o y ' s  po l i t ica l  goal of abo l ish ing  

a u t h o r i t a r i a n  c o n t r o l  o v e r  ind iv idua ls ,  and m o r e o v e r  would a l so  r e n d e r  

im p o s s i b l e  the  so c ia l  c o h e s iv e n e s s  which  is  so im p o r ta n t  to h i s  th e o ry ,  

dependent  a s  it  i s  upon an a s s u m e d  d e s i r e  fo r  soc ia l  iden t i f ica t ion  and 

bonding am ong  p e r s o n s  in c o m m u n i t i e s .

T h o r e a u ' s  ob jec t ion  to p h y s ic a l  c o e rc io n  fo r  po l i t ica l  ends  was  

incons tan t  in tha t  he ob jec ted  only to c o e r c io n  and vio lence  to w a rd  ends 

with  which  he did not a g r e e .  T o l s t o y ' s  a v e r s i o n  to v io lence  w as  u n i f o r m  

and abid ing (al though it is  a l l e g e d  tha t  he beat  h is  wife).  The p r o b le m
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of t a c t i c s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  is  one tha t  p r e s e n t s  wide ly  d i f fer ing so lu t ions  

to e ach  m a n .  If T h o rea u  had r e t a in e d  the  s u b jec t iv i s t  p e r s p e c t iv e  of 

h is  e a r l i e r  y e a r s ,  with co n s i s ten t  logic  he could not have  been  an 

apo log is t  f o r  the  Brown a t r o c i t i e s  n o r  u rg ed  popula r  u p r i s in g s  to f r e e  

g o v e r n m e n ta l  p r i s o n e r s  which c a r r i e d  an  im p l ic i t  a s s u m p t io n  of v io 

lence .  Had he not abandoned the  u n c o m p r o m is in g  non-v io lence  which 

T o l s to y  r e t a in e d ,  he would have b e en  caught  in the p e r s i s t i n g  d i l e m m a  

of Utopians and  a n a r c h i s t s  of how to  e s t a b l i s h  the new o r d e r  without 

v i o l e n c e / 4 7

T o l s t o y ' s  m o r a l  a b so lu t i sm ,  in  p o l i t i c a l  t e r m s ,  w as  m o r e  c o n 

s i s t e n t  than  T h o r e a u ' s  because  he a c c e p te d  a s  the b a s i s  f o r  it an  

ob jec t ive ,  if not e m p i r i c a l ,  s t an d a rd ,  th a t  of the  S e rm on  on the  Mount,

to be u n d e rs to o d  by the app l ica t ion  of the  inna te  cap ac i ty  f o r  r e a s o n  in 

48m ankind .  F r o m  th is  p e r s p e c t iv e  T h o r e a u ' s  m o r a l  a b s o lu t i s m  is 

abso lu te  only f o r  the individual  s t r u c k  by an in tuit ive  f la sh  of "the 

r i g h t , "  not f o r  a soc ie ty  o r  a co m m u n i ty ,  and  in a po l i t ica l  se tt ing  ha s  

the  o p e r a t io n a l  effec t  of pit t ing a fana t ic  a g a in s t  the group o r  fana t ic  

aga in s t  fana t ic .  In n e i the r  c a se  is  c iv i l i z a t io n ,  the poli ty,  n o r  the  

ind iv idua ls  sub jec t  to  the wi l l  (o r  v io lence)  of the fanatic  benef ited .  

Such an a p p r o a c h  a s  T h o r ea u  a t t e m p te d  to  ju s t i fy  founders  in the 

T o l s to ian  v iew, on the shoals  of the  v e r y  ev il  it  in tends to vanquish.

In f a i r n e s s  to T h o r e a u  it m u s t  be no ted  that  in the la s t  days  of h i s  life
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he w ro te  a s  if ev i l  could only be e ra d ic a te d  by ignor ing  it and making  

no r e s p o n s e  to it w h a te v e r  save  a b la m e le s s  p e r s o n a l  l ife; but the fact  

r e m a i n s  tha t  dur ing  the p e r io d  when he w ro te  on m a t t e r s  po l i t ica l  and 

advoca ted  t a c t i c a l  r e s p o n s e s  to specif ic  s i tua t ions ,  h is  pos it ion  was  

open to m o s t  of the  e th ica l  objec t ions  To ls toy  o ffered  ag a in s t  the s ta te  

and the po l i t ica l  r e s p o n s e s  to it which w e re  in the ac t iv e  mode.

In m o r e  m o d e r n  t i m e s ,  Mohandas Gandhi h a s  been  identi f ied  with

49both a n a r c h i s m  and T h o rea u .  Despite  the fact  tha t  t h e r e  is a c o e rc iv e  

e l e m e n t  in Gandhi 's  s a ty a g r a h a  that  is analogous  to the m o r a l  c o e r c io n  

a dvoca ted  by T h o r e a u  in "C iv il  D isobed ience"  and "S lav e ry  in M a s s a 

c h u s e t t s , "  that  inc luded boyco t t s ,  non-paym ent  of t a x e s ,  and non- 

co m p l ia n ce  wi th  legal p r e s c r i p t i o n s ,  Gandhi n e v e r  sanc t ioned  the a p p l i 

ca t ion  of v io lence  by one h u m a n  aga ins t  a n o th e r  to gain po l i t ica l  ends.

The m o r a l  d is t inc t ion  be tw een  the c o e rc io n  of s a t y a g r a h a  and the two 

e s s a y s  m en t ioned  above on the  one hand and the  type of violent  c o e r c io n  

which T h o r e a u  ju s t i f i ed  in  the  Brown e s s a y s  is  a p p a r e n t ,  but has  been 

lab o red  at length e l s e w h e re .

One e lem en t  of T h o r e a u ' s  thought which Gandhian  technique  and 

t h e o r y  m u s t  r e j e c t  is  the i m m e d ia t e  appeal to m o r a l  a b so lu t e s .  Gandhian 

s a ty a g r a h a  f i r s t  a t t e m p t s  to find com m on  a r e a s  of a g r e e m e n t ,  to a c c o m 

m oda te  the i n t e r e s t s  o r  c o n c e r n s  of opposing p a r t i e s ,  to c o m p r o m is e ,  o r  

to use h i s  p h r a s e ,  " ex p e r im en t  with  t ru th .  " When a cc e p tab le  a c c o m -
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m o d a t io n  f a i l s ,  only then  do the  non-vio lent  but c o e r c i v e  e l e m e n t s  of 

s a ty a g r a h a  b ecom e  ac t ive .  E v en  in T h o r e a u ' s  m o d e r a t e  "Civil  D i s o 

b e d ien c e "  the p o s s ib i l i ty  of c o m p r o m i s e  with  an offending o r  opposing 

m o r a l  point of view is  not adm i t ted .  Gandhi ' s  s a ty a g r a h a  i s  p h i lo so 

ph ica l ly  com pat ib le  with  a l i b e r a l  d e m o c ra t i c  s ta te ;  it i s  doubtful  that  

T h o r e a u ' s  m o r a l  h e r o i s m  could  adm i t  a to l e ra t io n  suf f ic ien t  to suppor t  

the  p lu ra l i s t i c  v a lu es  which  l i b e r a l  dem o cra t i c  g o v e r n m e n t s  ex i s t  to 

s h e l t e r .

One r e s u l t  of T h o r e a u ' s  com bina t ion  of m o r a l  a b s o l u t i s m  and 

a to m is t i c  in d iv id u a l i sm  is  that  it cannot sus ta in  b ro ad  so c ia l  m o v e 

m e n t s  such  a s  tha t  which  G andh i ' s  " ex p e r im en t s  with  t r u t h "  mounted  

in  South A f r i c a  and in  India .  T h o r e a u ' s  thought was capab le  only of 

ep isod ic  r e a c t io n  to spec i f ic  s i tua t ions ,  a s  exem pl i f ied  by the o cca s io n s  

f o r  h i s  po l i t ica l  e s s a y s ,  which  might  wel l  be of m i n o r  s ign i f icance  to 

the  to ta l  po l i t ica l  p a t t e r n ,  depending  upon the p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s i t i v i t i e s  

and c ro t c h e t s  of the  m o r a l l y  consc ious  individual.  It w as  not an a d e 

qua te  th e o ry  fo r  such  so c ia l  changes  a s  s a ty a g ra h a  a ch iev ed ,  n o r  was  

it suff ic iently  c o m p r e h e n s iv e  of the  m o r a l  co m p lex i t ie s  in h e re n t  in a 

po l i t ica l  s y s t e m  with  p l u r a l i s t i c  va lues  to provide  the  t h e o r e t i c  founda

t io n  fo r  the r e f o r m  of an  ex is t ing  governm en t  nor  the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of 

a new g o v e rn m e n ta l  fo r m .

W he the r  a n a r c h i s t  o r  not, Gandhi  and the  p o l i t ica l  m e th o d  he spon-
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s o r e d ,  have  added  a m a j o r  im pe tus  to the  m o d e r n  a t t i tude  tow ard  c iv i l  

d i so b ed ien c e .  The A m e r i c a n  c iv i l  r igh t s  m o v e m e n t ,  p a r t i c u l a r ly  in 

the  p e r s o n  of M a r t i n  L u th e r  King, J r .  , has  c l a im ed  both Gandhi and 

T h o r e a u  a s  im p o r t a n t  in f luences .  The p e r s o n a l  influence of King 

upon the A m e r i c a n  c iv i l  r ig h t s  m ovem en t  had m o r e  e lem en ts  of a g r e e 

m en t  with  the  C h r i s t i a n  e th ic s  of To ls toy  and the  t a c t i c s  of Gandhi than

5 3with  T h o r e a u ' s  a c c e p ta n c e  of violent m e a n s  fo r  d e s i r e d  poli t ical  ends .

A m o r e  m i l i t an t  view of the  poss ib le  l im i t s  of c iv i l  d isobedience  has  

ex i s t ed  w i th in  the C h r i s t i a n  ranks  f r o m  which King r e p r e s e n te d  h i m s e l f  

w i th  ech o es  a s  f a r  b ack  a s  Vindicae  C o n t ra  T y r an n o s  and John Knox, 

u s ing  what P a u l  P o w e r  ca l l s  the P e t r i n e  in junc t ion  (Obey God r a t h e r  

than  m a n —A c ts  5:29) to  deny the  au th o r i ty  of the  s t a t e  and to p e r m i t  

d i so b ed ien c e  to the  ex ten t  of vio lence c la im in g  the  sanc t ion  of divine law 

without r e f e r e n c e  to  h u m a n  ins t i tu t ions .  Since K ing 's  death th is  view 

h a s  had  an i n c r e a s i n g  app l ica t ion  among d i s s e n t e r s  ranging f r o m  such  

d i v e r s e  C h r i s t i a n  l e a d e r s  a s  the R everend  J e s s e  J a c k s o n  of the c iv i l  

r ig h t s  m o v e m e n t ,  the  B e r r i g a n  b r o t h e r s  and the  R eve rend  W il l iam 

Sloane Coffin,  J r .  , of the  peace  in Viet N a m  m o v e m e n t ,  and some 

c l e r g y  on both  P r o t e s t a n t  and Catholic  s id es  of the  c iv i l  d is tu rb an ce  in 

N o r t h e r n  I r e l a n d .

T h o r e a u ' s  own m o r a l  c e r t a in ty ,  a l though not p r e c i s e l y  in the 

C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n ,  la ck s  the hum il i ty  r e q u i r e d  of non-v io len t  d i s o b e d i 
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en ce  to s ta t e  au th o r i ty  a s  ex em p l i f ied  by Gandhi and King. A s  L e s l i e  

D u n b a r  o b jec t s ,  the  c l a i m  tha t  God ju s t i f i e s  o n e ' s  c o n sc ie n t io u s  d i s o 

b e d ien c e  " b o r d e r s  on b la sp h em y ,  . . .  It is  not God r a t h e r  than  m an  that  

we obey,  but God r a t h e r  than  m a n  that  we seek  to p le a se ,  and  t h e r e in  

l ie s  a t r e m e n d o u s  d i f fe rence .  The po ss ib i l i ty  tha t  the Devi l  r a t h e r  

than  God is  the s o u rc e  of i n s p i r a t i o n  fo r  v iolent d i so b ed ien ce  m u s t  not 

be d i s co u n ted  in  the  context of C h r i s t i a n  theology,  and a s  h a s  been  

po in ted ly  r e m a r k e d ,  "the p e rp le x in g  im p l ica t io n s  of th i s  option fo r  a c t o r  

and a u th o r i t i e s  w e re  found at  l e a s t  a s  r e c en t ly  a s  John  Brow n  of H a r p e r ' s  

F e r r y . I n  "Civi l  D iso b e d ie n c e "  T h o r e a u  c o n s id e r e d  the  po ss ib i l i ty  

of ac t in g  f r o m  an  a r r o g a n t  and w r o n g - h e a d e d  c r o tc h e t  in d isobeying  the 

law by n o n -p a y m e n t  of t a x es ;  in the  Brown e s s a y s  t h e r e  is  no such  h e s i 

t a t io n  about the m o r a l  va l id i ty  of a r m e d  i n s u r r e c t i o n  and m u r d e r .

T h e r e  i s  some r e c e n t  c o m m e n t  tha t  s u g g es t s  that  v io lence  i s  ju s t i f i ed

57when a v en u es  of peace fu l  po l i t i c a l  change have been  p roven  ineffec tive ,  

but in T h o r e a u ' s  t h e o ry ,  the  m idd le  ground of w o rk in g  fo r  peacefu l  

change  th ro u g h  the e s t a b l i s h e d  po l i t i c a l  p r o c e s s  is  d i s p a r a g e d ,  i. e. , 

h i s  r e j e c t i o n  of voting and  h is  u t t e r  con tem pt  f o r  the  ju d i c i a l  p r o c e s s .

T h o r e a u ' s  s y s t e m  of thought ,  being whol ly  su b jec t ive  in i t s  r e l i 

a nce  upon indiv idua l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  f o r  a defin it ion  of the  good in both 

p e r s o n a l  and s o c ia l  t e r m s ,  is  sub jec t  to c r i t i c i s m  f r o m  th o se  who 

would r e j e c t  such  s t a t e s  of m ind  a s  " u n r e a l "  in p o l i t i c a l  im p o r t  and
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t h e r e f o r e  incom pe ten t  a s  an  organ iz ing  pr inc ip le  f o r  a po l i t ica l  th e o ry  

o r  of a s y s t e m  of law. As it p e r t a in s  to j u r i s p r u d e n c e ,  at l e a s t ,  the 

c r i t i c i s m  h a s  b een  outl ined by J.  P .  Duncan, d rawing  l a rg e ly  on the 

id e a s  of E l i j a h  J o r d a n .  The object ions  b a s ic a l ly  a r e  five:  f i r s t ,  

b e cau se  of t h e i r  d i s c r e t e  and l a rg e ly  une o m m  unie ab le  c h a r a c t e r  

s t a t e s  of m in d  cannot be ex tended  to o rgan iza t ion  n o r  reduced  to s y s 

t e m  su ff ic ien t ly  to  suppor t  law o r  po l i t ica l  o r d e r ,  f o r  " they r e p r e s e n t  

pu re  su b jec t iv i ty  and, a s  such, while  they  p o s s e s s  a qua l i ta t ive  su b 

s tan c e ,  they  l a ck  the c i r c u m s t a n t i a l i t y  and ind i f fe rence  of r e f e r e n c e

which  r e a l i z e  a  thing a s  an  effect ive  p r o p e r ty  agent e x p r e s s i n g  l e g i s -  

59la tive  i n f lu en c e . "  Second, s t a t e s  of em ot ion  and indiv idual affect ive  

c l im a te s  a r e  uns tab le ,  o r  at leas t  not s ta t ic  condi t ions ,  and moods  a r e  

insuff ic ien t  foundation f o r  any s y s t e m  of g o v e rn m e n t ,  excluding a b s o 

lute d e s p o t i s m ,  and then  i s  e f fect ive  only fo r  the s ing le  p e r s o n a l i t y  of 

the d ic t a to r .  T h i rd ,  sub jec t ive  p e rc e p t io n s ,  even of m o r a l  i m p l i c a 

t ion,  tend to r e m a i n  wi th in  the m ind  and to have no pow er  to  in i t ia te  or  

s u s ta in  s o c i a l  e f fec t s  of c e r t a i n  quali ty ;  if a m o r a l  p e rcep t io n ,  even 

of evil ,  " is  r e a l ,  [ it] i s  not a s ta te  of mind; o r  if it is  only a s ta t e  of 

m ind ,  it i s  not r e a l ,  and so is  p r a c t i c a l ly  u n im p o r tan t . "^ ^  F o u r th ,  

the sub jec t ive  m o r a l  p e rc e p t io n  is  insu ff ic ien t  f o r  a g e n e r a l  th e o ry  

of law o r  p o l i t ic s  b e c a u s e  it i s  in h e re n t ly  d iv is ive  and reduc t ion is t ,  

capab le  of e x p r e s s i n g  only "blind in te n t l e s s  action.   ̂ The s u b jec t i -
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v is t  p e r c e i v e s  e ac h  object  of i n t e r e s t  to h im  a s  an independent good, 

s tanding a lone  " su b s tan t ia ted  by i ts  own qua l i ty  with  no r e f e r e n c e  to

6zanyth ing  beyond i t s e l f . "  F i f th ,  a sub jec t ive  ident i f ica t ion  of an 

i n t e r e s t ,  even  if it be seen  in  t e r m s  of a m o r a l  "good"canno t  support  

a  g e n e r a l  s y s t e m  of poli t ics  o r  law b e ca u se  it inev i tab ly  e x p r e s s e s  

an  advan tage  fo r  the indiv idual who fee l s  the i n t e r e s t ,  tha t  d i s r e g a r d s  

the  i n t e r e s t s  o r  advantages  sought by o th e r s  and t h e r e f o r e  b re e d s  

conf lic t  r a t h e r  than  conci l ia t ion.

T h e s e  a r e  s e r io u s  ob jec t ions  th a t  apply to a l l  po l i t ica l  s y s t e m s  

th a t  r e ly  on indiv idual c o n s c io u s n e s s  a s  the root of obligation and 

s o u r c e  of m o r a l i t y ,  and b e a r  p a r t i c u l a r  weight aga ins t  T horeau .

While  he cannot be defended ag a in s t  a l l  five of these  po in ts ,  it can  be 

r e m a r k e d  tha t  he s ee m s  to have  had an ins t inc t ive  a w a r e n e s s  of the 

l im i t s  of c o n sc io u s n e s s .  It wi l l  be r e c a l l e d  that  he he ld  the  e x p e r ie n c e s  

of c o n sc io u s n e s s  to be in c o m m u n ic a t ab le ,  of va ry ing  qua l i ty  both among 

m e n  and with in  h i s  own mind, and of unpred ic tab le  o c c u r r e n c e .  F o r  

m u c h  of h is  l ife,  he did not a t t e m p t  to  extend his  sub jec t ive  p e rc ep t io n s  

of the good into the  socia l  o r  po l i t ica l  a r e n a ,  p r e f e r r i n g  to tend to  h is  

" n e a r e r  c o n c e r n s "  and to suppor t  the  p a s s iv i s t  b r a n c h e s  in the  c o n t r o 

v e r s i e s  of the day, as in the c a s e  of N. P.  R ogers .  The recogni t ion  of 

t h i s  e l e m e n t  in T h o r e a u  has  c on t r ibu ted  to h is  repu ta t ion  a s  a ph i lo soph i 

c a l  a n a r c h i s t ;  indeed, the i s s u e s  u n d e r  d i s cu s s io n  h e r e  a r e  p r e c i s e l y
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w hat  c r e a t e d  the  p a ra ly s i s  of i n d iv id u a l i s m  within  the r an k s  of the  p h i lo 

so p h ica l  a n a r c h i s t s  and s e e m s  to  have  touched  T h o reau  p r i o r  to 1850.

As  to  the  second c r i t i c i s m ,  one can  only obse rve  that  T h o r e a u  

be l ieved  in a  kind of unfolding of r e a l i t y  which migh t  account in p a r t  

f o r  the  v a ry in g  p e rc ep t io n s  in o n e ' s  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  It does  not, h o w 

e v e r ,  a n s w e r  the  cha rge  tha t  such  an in s t a b i l i ty  c r e a t e s  a n e a r ly  i n s u r 

m o u n tab le  di ff icul ty  fo r  the c o n s t r u c t i o n  of a g e n e r a l  po l i t ica l  t h e o r y  on 

such  a b a s i s .

The t h i r d  of Duncan 's  points  p ro v e d  to be the c ruc ib le  f o r  T h o r e a u .  

He had  n e v e r  been  c e r t a in  of the n a tu r e  of evil  no r  the a p p r o p r i a t e  

r e s p o n s e  to  it because  it w as  u n c l e a r  to  h i m  w h e th e r  "g o odness"  w a s  

a  s u b jec t iv e  r e a c t io n  to the  " in nocence"  of n a tu re  o r  an abiding qua l i ty  

in  the  u n i v e r s e  outs ide  the confines  of h i s  m ind ,  and w he ther  evil  w as  

m e r e l y  "not good"  a s  E m e r s o n  would h a v e  it, o r  an object ive  r e a l i t y  

locked  in  co n s ta n t  opposi t ion to the p r in c ip l e  of good. However ,  a s  he 

m o v e d  th r o u g h  the  m o r a l  c r i s e s  of the  s l a v e r y  i s s u e ,  he cam e  to s e e  

good and ev i l  a s  object ive  r e a l i t i e s ,  and in s ens ing  the s i m i l a r  p s y c h o 

lo g ica l  c l i m a t e  he sh a red  with  John  B ro w n ,  sought  to b r e a k  the c h a in s  

of s u b jec t iv i ty  by jus tifying the " p r in c ip le d  a c t io n "  which Brown p r a c 

t i c e d  in the ob jec t ive  wor ld  of po l i t ic s .  The object ive  re a l i ty  of the 

s l a u g h t e r e d  v ic t im s  of the K an sas  a t r o c i t i e s  and the H a r p e r ' s  F e r r y  

a d v e n tu r e  c a n  h a r d ly  be denied.  Yet,  th e  Brown e s s a y s  cannot o v e r -
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corne the  ob jec t io n  of the  t h i r d  point: tha t  it i s  inadequate  to suppor t  

a s y s t e m  of law. And, the B row n c a s e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  the  f o r c e  of the 

fo u r th  point a g a in s t  T horeau ;  h i s  de fense  of B row n n e v e r  r o s e  above 

a g lo r i f i c a t io n  of blind action.

F in a l ly ,  the fif th point can  be accep ted .  T h o r e a u ' s  f ina l  pos it ion  

w a s  tha t  the  advan tage  belonging to the  "good m a n "  outweighs  a l l  o the r  

c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  to the c o n t r a r y .  The good m u s t  be b rough t  to be, and 

the  h e ro ic  c o n s c io u s n e s s  of the up r igh t  r u l e r  was the v e h ic le .  The 

pos i t ion  s m a c k s  of d e s p o t i s m  and ty ranny ,  but t h e re  it i s ,  e x p r e s s e d  

openly  and without  dece i t  f o r  a l l  to r e ad  in  the po l i t ica l  e s s a y s .

S e v e re  a s  the c r i t i c i s m  i s ,  it  should  not be taken  a s  a  den ia l  

tha t  T h o r e a u  had nothing to o f fe r  p o l i t i c a l  theo ry .  No t h e o r y  of p o l i 

t i c s  h a s  ye t  b e en  found ag a in s t  which  s e r i o u s  ob jec t ions  canno t  be 

ra i s e d .  It h a s  not been the  p u rpose  of th is  study to defend T h o r e a u  

ag a in s t  a l l  c o m e r s .  R a th e r ,  a  d e s c r ip t i o n  of what he thought,  a c r i 

t ique of the p o l i t i c a l  a s p e c t s  of h is  th inking, and a sugges t ion  of his 

s ign i f icance  to  the field of po l i t ica l  t h e o r y  h a s  been  a t t e m p te d .

If  f o r  no o th e r  con t r ibu t ion  than  the r e a so n e d  p r a i s e  of t a c t i c a l  

c iv i l  d i so b ed ien ce ,  T h o r e a u  is  im p o r t a n t  to the t h e o r e t i c a l  s tudy  of 

po l i t ic s .  C iv i l  d isobed ience  h a s  b e co m e  a  fact  of po l i t ica l  l ife in the  

United S ta te s ,  and e f fo r t s  a r e  being m a d e  to  in c o r p o r a t e  the  concept

/  o
into m o d e r n  d e m o c r a t i c  th e o ry ,  ^ a l though the p r e c i s e  def in it ion  of
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what  c o n s t i tu te s  c iv i l  d i so b ed ien c e  has  ye t  to be a g r e e d  upon. I n s o fa r  

a s  A m e r i c a n  c iv i l  d i sobed ience  c a n  be t r a c e d  to T h o r e a u , t h e  re c en t  

m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of d i so b ed ien ce ,  both  c iv i l  and "uncivil!" c a r r y  th r e a d s  

of T h o r e a u v ia n  thought to the  p r e s e n t  day. F r o m  the N u r e m b e r g  

t r i a l s  to  the  c iv il  r ig h t s  m o v e m e n t ,  to the  Viet  N a m  peace  m o v e m e n t ,  

to the A m e r i c a n  Indian M o v e m e n t ' s  occupation  of A l c a t r a z  and Wounded 

Knee, the  s ign if icance  of T h o r e a u  fo r  A m e r i c a n  po l i t ica l  t h e o r y  and 

p r a c t i c e  i s  undeniable.  An a s s e s s m e n t ,  how ever ,  is  not l ike ly  to have 

weigh t  un t i l  g r e a t e r  h i s t o r i c a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  is  gained and the  p r e s e n t  

p o te n t ia l s  in the a p p l ica t ion  of c iv i l  d isobed ience  in the  m o d e r n  po l i t ica l  

context  have  been  developed.  Until  such  t im e  as  a  f ina l  and conc lus ive  

s t a t e m e n t  com preh en d in g  the s ign i f ic ance  of c iv il  d i sobed ience  can  be 

w r i t t e n ,  H e n r y  David T h o r e a u  w i l l  have r e l e v an c e  f o r  the a n a ly s i s  of 

c o n t e m p o r a r y  poli t ica l  i s s u e s  a s  w e l l  a s  a p lace  in the h i s t o r y  of p o l i 

t i c a l  t h e o ry .
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