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Introduction

Henry David Thoreau is the only one of the three great American authors of the
nineteenth century who has few contemporary readers and yet becomes great in the
following centuries. One of the most striking phenomena of American literary history
has been the gradual growth of Thoreau’s reputation. As the most ardent Thoreau
follower Walter Harding points out, “Henry David Thoreau’s reputation is
unique. It has a pattern all of its own, filled with paradoxes and
contradictions, and widely vacillating from decade to decade. In his own day
he was generally dismissed as a minor writer who would soon be forgotten,
yet in our day he is universally recognized as ‘great’. ”(Joel 1) His works not
only influence the American people, but also have significant impact on the
leader of Indian nonviolent fight for freedom, Monhandas K. Gandhi; Count
Leo Tolstoi, one of the greatest writers of last century; and other
revolutionary peoples all around the world. In 1985, Walden was ranked the
first among the “ten books forming American characters” according to the
magazine of American Heritage. In 1989, Lawrence Buell, Powell M. Cabot,
professors of American Literature, cooperated to write an essay entitled “The
Thoreauvian Pilgrimage: The Structure of an American Cult”, which
highlights Thoreau’s high position in American literary history. Their

academic view epitomized the universal recognition of Thoreau in America.

For over a century, critics,in America have taken various approaches to
interpret Thoreau’s works, yet it was not the case in the beginning. In the
late 19th century after Thoreau’s death, although there were two heights of
his popularity and more volumes of his works were published, professors of
literature at the college and university level showed strikingly little interest in

Thoreau. “The first doctoral dissertation on Thoreau (unfortunately now lost)
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had been done at the University of Michigan in 1899 by Ella Knapp, under the
direction of Samuel Arthur Jones. ”(Joel 8) The second, by Helen A. Snyder,
appeared in Germany in 1913. The third, Raymond Adams’s Henry
Thoreau’ s Literary Theories and Criticism did not appear until 1928. Adams
did much to arouse academic interest by issuing an occasional “Thoreau
Newsletter” in the late 1930s. “F. O. Matthiessen’s seminal book American
Renaissance (1941), for the first time taking Thoreau seriously as a literary
artist, launched a whole series of studies of Thoreau’s artistry. ” (Joel 8)
After World War II, besides The New England Quarterly which had studied
Thoreau for a long time, several other magazines like Scientific Monthly,
College English , and Modern Language began to pay attention to him, too.
Interest in Thoreau flourished with the growth of students’ dissent during the
Vietnam War. More magazines like The Journal of American Folklore,
American Quarterly, College Composition and Communication, Science,
PMLA, Ethics, South Atlantic Bulletin, and ELH began to issue critical
articles on Thoreau. In the 1980s, with the rise of the environmental
movements, Thoreau’s reputation went to a climax. The authoritative
American Literature and The New England Quarterly issued five and six
critical studies respectively during the decade. Then in the 1990s, another
important literary magazine Nineteenth-Century Literature published three
articles studying Thoreau and ecology. The interest in Thoreau continues in

the new century, and the criticism goes deeper and deeper.

As Thoreau’s masterpiece, Walden is now well establisbed as an
original, profound and also difficult work. It is as engaging as symbolic,
philosophical and complex, which always urges its reader to think infinitely
about the fundamental questions of life. Since Emerson’s famous funeral
culogy on Thoreau which exerted the greatest influence on Thoreau’s later
reputation and on interpretations of Walden, (Robert 10) numerous critical
and academic research works on Walden were turned out. These researches
approach Walden from various perspectives and offer us multifaceted insights
into this great work.

The vastness and diversity of the critical researches of Walden also make

an all-inclusive and exhausted review of them impossible. But it is still
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worthwhile to know how the western scholars approach and interpret Walden
and how Walden is received and understood in the academic field of China. In
this way, Chinese scholars and critics can have a broadened vision of the work

and have a better understanding of this great work.

The complexity and meaningfulness of Walden can be proved by the fact
that its interpretations by western (especially American) critics are so
numerous and diversified. Walden is approached as a work of philosophy,
ecological orientation, social document, economic design, a life style guide
and an aesthetic literary text. Among these studies, some focus on one single
aspect (aesthetic, language, structural, philosophical and so on) of the work
and offer partial analyses, while some others combine different facets (formal
and ideological) of the work to provide us holistic analyses.

It should be noted that Thoreau and Walden began to receive
unprecedented welcome and interest since the 1940s. “By 1941, when F. O.
Matthiessen published The American Renaissance, Thoreau was definitely
regarded as one of the major nineteenth-century American authors. ” (Robert
12) Although Matthiessen did not devote as much space to Thoreau as to
Emerson, Hawthorne, Melville and Whitman, he gave Thoreau very high
praise—a brilliant, independent “native craftsman”. The enthusiastic Thoreau
follower Walter Harding initiated the Thoreau Society consisting of Thoreau
fans and scholars alike in 1941. (Joel 9) And later in 1958 in The Shores of
America: Thoreau’s Inward Exploration Sherman Paul gave an outstanding
and important reading of Walden and regarded it as a “fable of the renewal of
life” and “the seed of the organic tradition in American art and culture, what
he later called the green tradition’”. (Robert 12)

Thoreau’ s philosophical ideas in Walden are of major importance to some
scholars. The most prominent among them is Stanley Cavell, the writer of
The Senses of Walden (1972). He “analyzes the multiple meanings to Thoreau
of reading and writing and the relationship of reader, texts, writers, and
worlds. ” (Robert 15) In the eyes of Cavell, a professor of philosophy,
Thoreau’s language has great philosophical significance and Walden concerns
some of the basic philosophical questions. In answer to Cavell’s interpretation

of Walden’s implication on facts and imagination, Walter Benn Michaels
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argues that Thoreau “wants Walden both ‘bottomless’, as a symbol of the
infinite, and with a °tight bottom’, accurately measured, as a basis of
authority” (Robert 16) in “Walden’s False Bottoms”.

Walden’s form is a much frequented subject of many critics of Thoreau.
And in quite a lot of this type of studies, the structure of Walden is fully
analyzed together with thematic concerns of the work. Before F.O.
Matthiessen, Walden was considered as full of beautiful and skillful
manipulation of language and insightful thoughts but quite lack of
completeness and formal structure. In reading Walden, “the reader is left
finally with a sky full of individually brilliant stars, but with no astronomy to
reveal how they relate to one another in order to form a meaningful whole”.
(A. E. Elmore 18) Matthiessen was the first to find that Walden has its
organic structure and later many other critics delved quite deep into the
problem of the structure of Walden. A. E. Elmore holds in his “Symmetry out
of Season: The Form of ‘ Walden’” that Walden is of a two-part structure
with the first 12 chapters forming the first major section and the following 6
chapters as the second section. The first section of chapters is related to the
seasons of summer and autumn while the second section relates to winter and
spring. And “the two-to-one ratio between the first section and the second
forms a symmetrical pattern in Walden which is ideally suited to reflect and
embody the theme of the work”, which is “the echoing of Thoreau’s
philosophical method in his Walden experiment. ”(A. E. Elmore 22) But as to
the structure of Walden, opinions are so varied. In “Walden Pond as a
Symbol”, Melvin E. Lyon seeks to explore the significance of the Walden
Pond as the chief symbol of the work. It is argued that in pursuit of the
romantic quest of rebirth Thoreau went to the Walden Pond to regain his
natural self. Thus he had to identify himself with the basic rhythms of nature,
the most important of which are the rhythms of the day and the year. In the
cycles of the day and the year are the two symbols of rebirth which Thoreau
wanted to identify with: morning and spring. Thoreau did not directly identify
with these two symbols but with the Pond, which participated in these cycles.
And the seasonal cycle provides the external structure principle for Walden
while another internal structure exists in this work which involves a three-fold

division: Thoreau’s moving from civilization to identify with the Pond,
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identifying with the Pond and finally releasing from the identification.

Walden is also analyzed and evaluated as a piece of ecological writing, a
pastoral. “Pastorals have always been a way of working out conflicts between
nature and culture, simplicity and refinement, life and death. ”(Robert 16) In
“¢ Unchronicled Nations ’; Agrarian Purpose and Thoreau’s Ecological
Knowing”, David M. Robinson focuses on the evidences given in the chapter
“The Bean Field” in Walden. He points out that Thoreau had two purposes in
mind in his experiment in Walden: one is “agrarian” which suggests that the
agrarian life could be an alternative to the modern industrial life; the other is
his ecological sense in which “he hoped to found more securely the vision of
cosmic harmony. ” (David 326) But he recognized the divergence between an
agrarian use of nature and an ecological knowing of it. In “The Bean Field”,
he found a solution of unifying the two. To Thoreau, agrarian life is at once a
salvic social alternative for the modern way of life and an enslaving drudgery,
thus he reformulated the nature of farm work by his ecological orientation: an
“enlarged vision of the human interaction with the natural world”; human
beings and the natural world are a single evolving entity. Physical labor is
reformulated in that it is an integral part of the spiritual labor, which aims at a
moral self elevation. In another quite innovative essay on Walden, the female
ecologist and writer of Woodswoman, who twice in her life undertook similar
solitary life in nature, Anne LaBastille provides an original account of a
comparison of her own life in the woods and that of Thoreau’s. Based on the
correspondences in their experiences, LaBatille presents the similarities and
differences between herself and Thoreau. In the essay, the writer expressed
her praise and respect to Thoreau because of his environmental and ecological
orientation.

The social and economical thoughts in Walden are also studied by western
scholars. In “The Economic Design of Walden”, Thomas D. Birch and Fred
Metting analyze and evaluate Thoreau’s economic propositions in Walden and
compare Thoreau’s ideas with the mainstream economic ideas of his time. The
purpose of the Walden economy is described as “to overcome, or at least to
reduce, the problem of economic scarcity by minimizing the individual’s
material wants and simplifying the means of satisfying them” (Thomas and

Fred 588) Thoreau’s economic thoughts bear certain similarities with those of
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the classical economic philosophers as Adam Smith: (1) the emphasis on
abstinence (saving); (2) the emphasis on the “link between individual
freedom and growth”; (3) the idea that “the pursuit of private self-interest
ultimately promotes beneficent economic outcomes”; (4) the invisible hand
theory. But there are also fundamental differences between Thoreau’s and the
mainstream economic theories of his time; (1) while Thoreau thought that
nature was infinite and abundant in supporting human beings” spiritual
growth, the predominant view of his time stressed the scarcity of natural
resources; (2) Thoreau upheld the self-sufficient life mode against the view of
political economy; (3) different theories of value: for Thoreau the measure-
ment of wealth was “life” while others measured the value of wealth and
progress in terms of the labor used in production.

Aside from the above perspectives, Walden is also interpreted from many
other innovative frames. One case in point is Malini Schueller’s “Carnival
Rhetoric and Extra-Vagance in Thoreau’s Walden”. This analysis contends
Bakhtin’s view that language and idea are one could be appropriately used for
interpreting Walden, because Walden engages in a “process of remaking
language thus remaking the world”. (Schueller 33) “Walden works through a
central paradox” in which Thoreau carnivalized the social instituted rhetoric
and the authoritative ideology but finally established his own authority by
creating a kind of carnival rhetoric. In the final chapters of Walden, Thoreau
expressed that he wanted his language to be extra-vagant, which means “a
language that will wander outside the bounds of socially instituted ways of
thought. ” But in upholding the “truth of which he has been convinced”,
Thoreau also confessed his belief in one certain authoritative truth, which
constituted his counter-ideology and a kind of “recognizable monological
carnival rhetoric”.

Besides Thoreau’s works, critics in America have also devoted themsel-
ves to the understanding of Thoreau himself. As early as in 1933, James
Playsted Wood in his “English and American Criticism of Thoreau” claimed
Thoreau as “a naturalist, philosopher, moralist”. (James 733-46) He and
other critics had already realized that James Russell Lowell’s statement of
“imitating Emerson” was an innuendo. Therefore, from then on, Thoreau

was regarded not only as a transcendentalist or Emerson’s follower, but also



