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Henry David Thoreau: An American Icon
 Representational Ethics and Self Culture of the Thoreauvian Pilgrimage

One of the major questions of Walden seems to be the problem of what it means to create and transmit narratives, to get involved and transform the persons who participate in them, or witness them.

The book can be read many ways and on several levels. It was considered a book of social criticism and satire; an inspirational book; a nature book; an expression of transcendentalism etc. Among the many possible readings of Walden in this chapter I am reading Walden most of all as an artistic masterpiece and an “anti-travel” book telling the story of redemption. Thoreau’s intention with his book is to bring about changes in our world-view.

In the reading of the book, I will use Adam Zachary Newton’s model as expressed in his book entitled Narrative Ethics as theoretical basis for my analysis. He gives the following definition of narrative ethics: “My proposal of a narrative ethics implies simply narrative as ethics: the ethical consequences of narrating story and fictionalizing person, and the binding teller, listener, witness, and reader in that process” (Newton 11).

In his discussion of narrative ethics, Newton incorporates Gerard Genette’s triadic model. Genette proposes the use of the terms like “story”, “narrative”, and “narrating”.

Thus “narrative” from now on will mean, according to his definition, the signifier or the narrative text.

“Narrating”–is “Saying” in Levinas’s model–seems to be the most important in Walden. Newton also builds upon this “narrating” his triadic structure of narrative ethics.

He delineates a narrational ethics, a representational ethics, and a hermeneutic ethics.

I adopt this model and examine how different sequences of telling the story of Walden implicate Thoreau’s audience and force on them a kind of responsibility.


I also look into the mechanisms of the second element of his triad that he defines as “the cost incurred in fictionalizing oneself or others by exchanging ‘person’ for ‘character’”(Newton18).

Putting it in a different way representational ethics is the ever present tension of “life-turned-into story”, which through its assumptions, conveys a duality. The narrative process requires a certain co-authoring from the reader and listener of the stories, and through this demand, the text bestows responsibilities upon all participants. 


Newton is an apt synthesizer. He incorporates the theories of a large number of thinkers. He follows Bakhtin and Levinas in many respects. Bakhtin states that “It is only when my life is set forth for another that I myself become its hero” (Bakhtin 111). As Newton points out, Bakhtin uses the word “hero” here in the sense of “burden assumed” in order to construct a life as a story for others. But how is reading the autobiographical character of Thoreau in Walden like reading a person in life? That might be one of the major problems that we must confront.

Thoreau held the conviction that all essential elements of human life and experience may be found wherever a person may be. He got far by exploring the very ground he lived on. Being bred and having been born in Concord literary of that soil his art and himself were heavily indebted to the things of the soil.  In a letter to Lydia Emerson he wrote from New York: “I carry Concord ground in my boots and in my hat, - and am I not made of Concord dust?” (Thoreau qtd. in Spiller 395). His deep roots tied him to Concord and he made it into his calling to “get nearer and nearer here”. According to him there is no point in getting to know faraway places. He shares the belief of the transcendentalists’ that “God culminates in the present moment”. Many contemporaries and critics labeled Thoreau provincial, or as Henry James labeled him parochial. He was far from being a provincial writer, in fact he was so universal that he did not need to travel, and really thought he had not exhausted his environment until his death. A local phenomenon could excite as much as Egyptian pyramids, and were more interesting than “to go round the world to count cats in Zanzibar”. 

Another characteristic of Thoreau’s is that for all his attachment to the particular, he never lost sight of the universal. He was able to refer every fact around him to universal laws. He was convinced that nature concealed universal truth that was there for the careful observer to reveal. 

It may help if we call upon D. A. Miller’s definition of fiction. He says that fiction justifies itself “by differentiating the practices of the world from the practices of representing it” (Newton 26).

Another important point is that novels are built around a frame of intersubjective relation accomplished through the story. “That armature is what I [...] call ethics: narrative as relationship and human connectivity, as Saying over and above Said, or as Said called to account in Saying, narrative as claim, as risk, as responsibility, as gift, as price” (Newton 7). Newton suggests that there are two separate modes of intersubjective access, which is either solicited or denied: “confronting a text in its particularity both resembles and differs from the acts of human encounter which the story itself narrates, [...], the relation between subject and what they objectify” (Newton 30). This intersubjectivity is free of any external morality that we may attach to it.

            In the following part I propose to have a look at the functions and the price of writing such an autobiography.

“I do not propose to write an ode to dejection, but to brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning, standing on his roost, if only to wake my neighbors up” (Walden 1).

The story of Walden proposes to open up the eyes of the readers to a realm unknown to them.

Thoreau by his act of “bragging”,–which is in fact Thoreau’s term for Emmanuel Levinas’s term “Saying”–,pushes the reader into an intersubjective relation. This “bragging” from the very first sentence of the novel exerts claims upon both the “inside” and the readers “outside” the book. A clear distinction is marked between the narrating self and his neighbors. 

We know that literary history places the book onto the highest level in the American literary canon, and that the capacity of this narrative text to reach “outside” to the world is very potent. It has been widely celebrated and was brandished as a sword by various movements, as well as Thoreau’s act of retreat into nature was copied by many. In the following I will have a look at in the following is the outside of the narrational ethics level.

We should begin with one of he the most important questions: “What does it mean to assume (or defy) the responsibilities which storytelling perforce assigns?” (Newton 31). What is the price exacted by “Saying” in Thoreau’s book? Increasingly more generations of readers and critics do not see Thoreau any more as an Emersonian idealist. They have long realized that he is much more ambivalent, and contradictory, and his writings are more difficult to evaluate. Thoreau departed from Emerson’s dictum that nature is the symbol of the spirit, or a symbol system, and a means to discover the spirit. However, from Emerson’s “cabinet” the history of the natural world was not accessible. On the other hand Thoreau relates to nature with all his senses. He does away with purely figurative nature, and favors a more experimental, as well as sensual relationship to the natural world. Thoreau’s method of empirical testing of observation through repeated walks, incessant journal writing, and note taking were essential to his pursuit of changing appearances of the natural world. This method of relying on the observable evidence lends him authority and power. He wishes to derive satisfaction and inspiration from common events but denies the fact that he ever wanted to root himself in the earth. Thoreau also states that man “may rise above the same proportion into heavens above” (Walden 10). He can imagine himself in many parts. “The world is a fit moment to me every kind of life that men lead anywhere, or that imagination can paint” (Walden 10). 

He sees physical travel as “a defeat, a rout”, leaving the traveler “at home anywhere, but where he was born and bred”. According to Thoreau the Farthest Indies might be reached by other means than actual locomotion. Travelers are “callused” they deal with the surfaces, and those who only travel physically are pathetic. We might conclude that Thoreau’s attitude towards travel was quite extreme but he was conscious of a schism “between his outward and inward tendencies”. He probably did as much traveling as a man in his position could have been expected to do. Moreover, his traveling was hard work, for he not only observed diligently, but also read and studied hard both before, and after his travel. As he says in his Journal “true and sincere traveling is no pastime, but it is as serious as grave, or any of the human journey, and it requires a long probation to be broken into it”. But above all he traveled in his heart and imagination. His extensive reading of travel books significantly widened his vision of the world his inward pilgrimage is one the most important aspects of the book.

Thoreau developed in his Journal notes on etymology of designating a word’s root to illustrate its values. These root uses of the words result in fresh, shocking, and sometimes very close to pun effect. Root designation makes us accept that the actual words had some other significance that we have already forgotten. Thoreau argues that a “wild” man is actually a “willed” man, that the “fields” are “felled” woods. Three roads can make a village “trivial”, and when our center is outside us we are “eccentric”. The most important state of being is that of the “saunterer” is actually that person who is going to a “Sainte Terre”, or Holy Land. This term was his favorite. He detected in its root the spiritual destination (Hyman 33). He follows the same radical etymology when he sustains the idea that the word journey has at its root “jour”, day in French. The term journeyman signifies a person with skill, who put in either a day’s travel, or a day’s work. Thus the term journeyman meant both traveler, and travailer. (Journal qtd. in Spiller, 396).

He thought of himself as a journeyman who embarked neither on the railroad to Fitchburg, nor took his friend’s invitation to Europe. Instead he set out to become an expert in "home cosmography”. By focusing on various roots of words that signify travel, he implies that walking is a symbol of life itself, and that life is a walk, moreover a pilgrimage. His journey is an interior pilgrim’s progress. This becomes a central image in his life. Thoreau hopes that this inward pilgrimage will lead him towards redemption as his destination. Concord acquires the religious significance of “Saint Terre”. It is Thoreau’s Canterbury. In his native Concord he is a “Holy-Lander”. But it would be a gross mistake to render him a hermit as some critics after Emerson’s funeral speech coined him. Wagenknecht points out that he had perhaps more visitors at Walden Pond than many city-dwellers of today during a comparable period (99). 

Thoreau never rejected society. He did not want to relive Robinson Crusoe’s experience, and he was neither the first nor the last one who chose to live in a cabin for a while.

It could be an interesting question why he exactly went there and why he left when he did? There have been many explanations. He himself tells us that he wanted “to transact some private business with the fewest obstacles”(Walden 15). His private business was, and has been ever since a mobilizing one: “I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover that I have not lived” (Walden 61).

We may say that this is rationalizing after the event, or that Thoreau was foremost a writer and reshaped his materials for aesthetic purposes; however the motives and attitudes are basically in harmony with what we know about how he lead his life. He needed to get farther away from society to have a proper perspective, and sort out what belongs to him, or what he had taken from others. He was striving to attain his inner con-cord and integrity. He introduces different rites and rituals in this process. He often turns the common place into mystical experiences, and perceives allegorically the human faculties (e.g. ch. “The Bean Field”).

Thoreau radicalizes Emerson’s philosophy. He wants the experience instead of philosophy. Moreover, he seems to do turn upside down Emerson’s tenet by suggesting that every natural fact is a spiritual fact as well. Thoreau’s trade was with the Celestial Empire. Louis Parrington seems to have found the correct term, when he called him a “Transcendental Economist”.

In this respect it has very little importance that the frontier was far off in the west, because he is concerned with the inner frontier. It hurt him to see that “the mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation” (Walden 5). Thoreau considers possessions a burden, and eschews everything that is not absolutely necessary for life. His travel is vertical and spiritual rather than superficial and horizontal. The reader is also invited on a philological journey. His “travail” is with the word. And the aim is to get to the marrow of experience and “life near the bone where it is the sweetest”. As we saw above he keeps reflecting on the nature of language with many occasions throughout the whole book: “I fear chiefly lest my expression may not be extravagant enough, may not wander far enough beyond the narrow limits of my daily experience, so as to be adequate to the truth of which I have been convinced” (Walden 214). Thoreau was very precise about her style he was generally preoccupied with literary craft and language. For him extravagance meant not to be confused by proper movement. Although it seems to be connected to sauntering, and thus walking, Walden is much more a literary experiment than a social one. The writer offers the narrative text as a means to help readers face only the important facts of life in order to come to grips with our own identity. As we saw “Saying” is equally important. 

There are major ethical values at stake when he experiences the drama of facing his own culture from the perspective of the world outside. Thoreau’s narrative can be considered an “epistemological exploration”. Indeed, he is striving for an authentic identity, in order to show it up as an example for others too. The book is a Platonic autobiography, because it marks the character’s development from ignorance to knowing. 

 Newton also argues for a relation of reciprocity between ethical discourse and narrative structures. He says that "ethical discourse often depends on narrative structures" and this is of "particular import in the nineteenth -and later twentieth -century texts" (Newton 8). 

 Walden has a strong allegorical nature. "The whole of reality bears on its face its own allegory, outside of its revelation and truth. In utilizing images art not only reflects, but brings about this allegory. In art allegory is introduced into the world, as truth is accomplished in cognition" (Levinas 7).

In the analysis of Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner Newton takes into account the possible allegorical personae attributed to the Mariner, and states: "All allegorical translations of the poem’s meaning to an order external to it [...] rest upon on a more basic allegory internal to the text: narrative structure form as ethical relation" (Newton 7).


There are different layers of representational ethics in the book. But above all the author fictionalizes himself.  Thoreau weaves a web of representational ethics. There are many layers of a person turned into various characters like that of the transcendentalist economist, farmer, nature writer etc. When Thoreau turns to the genre of natural history as a mode of expression he had to rely heavily on his journal. Doing this he pushes back a beautifully organized work like Walden into the context of his journals which as Hansen rebukes as to deprive the book of art (127). But it fits this fictionalization that: “As an ethics narrative is a performance or act” (Newton 7). Through this is he introduces his own physicality as the battleground of opposing forces in nature. “This of course did include the realm of the sublime, but the body was to become part of nature, unmasked and without the ritual of rhetoric. Hence Thoreau's style of the momentary: his descriptions and observations always rebel against their own transitory nature”(Hansen 127).

Life in Thoreau's view was not something to be safely summed up at one point in time, but it was the continuation of a series of events. Each single event must have its own fulfillment.

Silence plays an important part in communication. Therefore, I consider it important to have a look at the problem of solitude.

"Discontinuity assures continuity of understanding . . . To stop in order to  understand, to understand in order to speak" (Maurice Blanchot qtd. in Newton 38). Silence is discontinuity of speech. Silence in narrating, or storytelling offers a chance for better understanding. From a hermeneutical point of view it is essential to leave room for silence. On the social level solitude can be associated with silence. Retiring from society can be equally beneficial for a better understanding of society as silence in speech in order to understand communication. Silence and solitude lead us onto the terrain of hermeneutic ethics. Trying to interpret the importance of solitude not leaving the representational ethics level of the book, we must agree with Edmond Jabes formulation of the price exacted by the narrative text on the reader. “You read. You tie yourself to what comes untied–to what unties you within your ties. You are a knot of correspondence . . . a knot of innocence, craftiness, of things likely and unlikely, of infinite faithfulness” (qtd. in Newton 35). Thoreau stands out from all other early autobiographers because his self-conscious attitude towards the text, and the way he fictionalized his experience. 

His self-conscious attitude about the form of his own text seems to correspond with Booth’s idea about the significance of form when dealing with ethical aspects of fiction. Booth argues that the writer’s “choice of devices and compositional strategies is from the beginning a choice of ethos, an invitation to one kind of  ethical criticism" (qtd. In Axel Nissen, 263). 

Thoreau seemingly follows a direct way in narrating his autobiographical account. But we know that the one-year cycle of the book in fact is the account of two years spent at Walden Pond. 


As we have already noticed Newton disrupts the conventional synonymy of the words moral and ethical.  "‘Drawing’ a moral, like ‘applying’ it, is thus a conscious and external act of imitatio" (Newton 5).


There are obvious moral paraphrases and undertones in the book, which Thoreau never lets us forget about. The moral propositionality is a rebellion against the old traditions. Thoreau chose to be a traveler who stays at home. He noted that the mistake the travelers are making is that they frequently confuse activity with method. For him what he meant by “extra-vagance" was the state of being beside one's self in a good sense. That is not to be confused by the physical movement, although to Thoreau himself, as to Wordsworth or Whitman or Stevens, true extra-vagance seems most easily to happen while one is walking. Thoreau argues that proper explorations can be done as well, or as poorly on the edge of Concord as on the coast of Tierra del Fuego. Thoreau is interested in becoming “expert in home cosmography”; he prefers to travel far in his imagination. The imagination or transcendental intuition is the real means that opens up the path to the transcendental higher world and this is which shows up those metaphoric and occult links between the disparate parts of the world which ultimately are joined together by organic links (Stephen 179). Intuition becomes a vehicle for Thoreau by which though physically still home, he wanders much further than he did by real means in Maine, Canada or Cape Cod. In comparison to Walden what “we tend to simplify, in remembrance, as a gospel of transcendental parochialism” as Hildebilde puts it (124), the apparent organizing principle in the majority of his extended works is the geographical movement. A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, Cape Cod, the four selections of Main Woods, and A Yankee in Canada are all actual travelogues confirming to the traditions of the genre. However, it is true that in form travelogues they all tend to follow the dictum laid in Walden “Our voyaging is only great circle sailing”. The clearest example of this statement is A Week, that describes a trip from Concord to Concord to Concord (and toward inner Concord).

Thoreau travels widely in Concord the commonest place for him but he is also aware of the advantages to be gained by being a stranger, the man who “has just come out of the woods” and who as a result sees “with unprejudiced senses” that which is misperceived as beautiful only by "the weary traveler, or the returning native - or perchance, the repentant misanthrope". (Cape Code 21) If put to choose between the roles of stranger and a native, that of a traveler or a squatter, Thoreau paradoxically but not surprisingly wanted both.

In many respects it is justified to consider A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers as an earlier version of Walden. Where A Week begins with an assertion about a splitting of mind and body, Walden works out an attempt to combine the forces of mind and body and to focus those forces “To the degree that a house is only a shelter it need not, for most of the year, do more than hardly exist”. But since “we know not what is to live in the open air, and our lives are domestic in more senses than we think” (Walden 19) Thoreau argues that we prefer houses because insofar they have walls, it is to that degree confining, and obstruction. It prevents us from living where we would most desire to live, in the open air. “Man was not made so large limbed and robust but that he must seek to narrow his world, and wall in a space such as fitted him.” (W 18) Thoreau preferred the mode of being in the world which offers an absolute continuity between oneself and the surrounding air:

“It would be well perhaps if we were to spend more of our days and nights without any obstruction between us and the celestial bodies, if the poet did not speak so much from under a roof, or the saint dwells there so long. Birds do not sing in caves, nor do doves cherish their innocence in dove cats” (Walden 19).

Thus closing oneself in a house is the disruption of the seamless joining between nature and the self and so is far desirable than the fullest opening out. Such severing is not finally, the best we can do to ourselves. Thoreau argues that for the sake of renewal we must strip not only our walls but our lives of all redundant things. Thoreau goes on to contend that the best sort of living comes when there is no house: “Before we can adorn our houses with beautiful objects the wall must be stripped, and our lives must be stripped, and beautiful house keeping and beautiful living be laid for a foundation: now, a taste for the beautiful is most cultivated out of doors, where there is no house and no housekeeper”(Walden 26).

When he finally got something like a house underway it was, in its earliest state, merely "a defense against the rain", a "frame, so slightly clad" that it was only "a sort of crystallization around me", in effect, "a picture in outlines". Even that was, however only the slightest concession, for "it was not so much within doors as behind a door where I sat, even in the rainiest weather". His conclusion is that we are less at home in the world to the degree that we build a house. Insofar as we shelter ourselves (and we inevitably must do so), we cut into the continuity with the surrounding air that is the most desirable state, cut into our best, fullest at homeness. Garber points out that Thoreau’s: "Home making and house making seems to be contradictory acts. Dwelling in the largest sense of being at home in the world cannot be fully compatible with the building of a dwelling" (149).

All that Walden is later to show about houses and our dwelling within them has to be seriously qualified by the cautionary comments that are the first ones in Walden on the matter of housing: 

"His very simplicity and nakedness of man's life in the primitive ages imply this advantage at least, that they left him still but a sojourner in nature. When he was refreshed with food and sleep he contemplated his journey again. But lo! Men have become the tools of their tools. The man who independently plucked the fruits when he was hungry is become a farmer, and he who stood under a tree for shelter, a housekeeper" (Walden 25).

The building of a dwelling and the cultivation of the earth about which Thoreau speaks so scornfully above are the most prominent acts in Walden.

In "Building, Dwelling, Thinking", Heidegger speaks of two distinct acts as lesser modes of building, that is, of dwelling in the world: the first is construction, the second cultivation. Thoreau also mentions cultivation as early as the first chapter and puts it according to importance just after dwelling. When he comments ironically about himself as "the home-staying, laborious native of the soil", and makes remarks about the homestead on which he labors, he associates cultivating, a literal incising of the soil with another sort of incising, the act of writing: "Removing the weeds, putting fresh soil about the bean stems, and encouraging this weed which I had sown, making the earth say beans instead of grass" (Walden 105). Garber notes about this attitude to writing that "this is a gentle yoking of ideas that are not, at bottom, at all heterogeneous; and as house building and writing are secondary gestures, so too is this cultivating, that other act of incising that Thoreau like Heidegger, sees as an aspect of dwelling". One of these modes was a kind of home owning in the mind. Thoreau tells us about his estate speculations when he wanted to buy the Hollowell farm. "I think I shall not buy greedily, but go round it as long as I live, and be buried in it first, that it may please me the more at Last." (Walden 57) Another instance of the Thoreauvian paradox which is a play of presence and absence, of positive and negation is in the following quotation: "My imagination carried me so far that I even had the refusal of several farms,- the refusal was all I wanted, but I never got my fingers burned by actual possession" (Walden, 55). When he got nearest to actual possession, when he actually arranged to buy the Hollowell place the owner's wife changed her minds before the deal was done, he felt relieved. He got the deal and got himself out of it both so close together that they were almost simultaneous; but in fact he never lost what he never had and he found that "he was a rich man without any damage" to his poverty because "he retained the landscape", and he has "since annually carried off what it yielded without a wheelbarrow".

We can conclude that the homemaking here is openly negative, Thoreau is in a state of limbo of absence and presence, possessing and not. Though this limbo is no more than a kind of play. The central act in Walden is the construction of a palpable homestead, not the owning of one in the mind. Unlike Heidegger, Thoreau has an empirical need to assert a particular geographical site, which leads him to a pragmatical consideration of space. Thus exploring home cosmography he did get closer where he wants to be.

But he discovered at the same time that these proto-Heideggerean acts of dwelling and cultivation did not fully satisfy, because whenever he speaks of our being at home everywhere, he also defines us as travelers. The man is worth more to the others where he is most at home but he adds that such at homeness cannot be found in the place for that is only the place through which we happen to be traveling.
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