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Abstract

Abstract

Taking ecocriticism as its theoretical framework, and setting the outstanding
American writer Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862) in the context of ecological crisis,
this book analyzes and interprets the ecological implications embodied in his works
systematically, holistically, and comprehensively. Ecocriticism is a “green” critical current

emerging in the literary field out of the worsening global ecological crisis, under the
influence of the upsurge of environmental preservation movements. It is the study of
the relationship among literature, nature and culture. By mirroring culture and human
civilization from the perspective of literary criticism, and exposing, deconstructing, and
subverting the ideological source of ecological crisis—anthropocentrism, ecocriticism
aims to establish a new ecological outlook, and realize the harmonious development
between nature and human. Interdisciplinarity, broadness, openness, and complexity are
the basic features of ecocriticism. Showing solicitude and concern not only for nature but

also over human society, ecocriticism criticizes the misconception of the omnipotence
of science and technology and the “exalted” status of economic growth, and advocates
the balanced and harmonious development between society, civilization, and nature.
Possessing unique aesthetic tastes, being a discipline about humanity, literature has its
unique and effective social function; as a matter of course, literary studies should not
only touch upon but also probe into human’s spirit and soul. Therefore, ecocriticism
should advocate returning not only to the physical nature but also to the original nature
of humanity, criticize the life outlook dominated by the swelling avarice for materialism,
and promote the harmony between people’s physical and spiritual life. The virtuous
interaction between spiritual and natural ecology is the eco-topia advocated by ecocriticism.

Since the 1960s, with the worsening of the ecological crisis and the surge of the
worldwide environmental concern, American academic circles have started a new
» upsurge in Thoreau studies, and the *“green Thoreau” image has gradually revived.
Today Thoreau has been almost universally acknowledged as America’s best and most
influential nature writer as well as the first American environmentalist saint. The turn
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of the new century saw new aspects in Thoreau studies, and a group of monographs on
Thoreau’s outlook on nature have been published. Based on review and analysis of
Thoreau studies from the perspective of nature and ecology both at home and abroad,
this book argues that, Thoreau is a writer and philosopher with rich ecological ideas, who
reflects natural ecology, shows concern over social ecology, emphasizes the cultivation
of people’s spiritual ecology, and maintains the virtuous interaction between spiritual
and natural ecology.

In terms of research methodology, the book mainly adopts the critical strategy of
deconstructionism—its subverting and dismantling power over center and authority as
its major method of investigation to explore and interpret the ecological implications
embodied in Thoreau’s works A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers, Walden,
The Maine Woods, Cape Cod, Civil Disobedience, Slavery in Massachusetts, Life
without Principle, A Plea for Captain John Brown, Martyrdom of John Brown, The
Last Days of John Brown, Natural History of Massachusetts, A Winter Walk, Walking,
The Selected Journals of Henry David Thoreau. Besides, it also draws on such critical
approaches as biographical criticism, psychological criticism, Foucault’s theory of
power and discourse to investigate and expound the origin and contents of Thoreau’s
ecological ideas.

This book believes that the origin of Thoreau’s ecological ideas lies in the following
five aspects. First, the natural environment of Thoreau’s hometown Concord, and his
parents’ nature education on him have fostered Thoreau’s permanent and intoxicant love
for the natural world; secondly, the radical tradition and rebelling consciousness of
Concord, together with the American values of the cult of freedom, equality, democracy,
and individuality, have produced important effect on Thoreau’s concern over social
ecology; thirdly, American transcendentalism, which attaches great importance to
spirits, advocates going back to nature, and seeking knowledge, truth, wisdom, and
spiritual perfection by means of returning to nature, has exerted significant influence
upon Thoreau’s thinking on natural and spiritual ecology; fourthly, American Indian
culture, which regards the earth as the Mother Creator of all entities in the world,
maintains that everything on earth is alive and sacred and has intrinsic value, believes
holism and the interrelatedness and interdependence among all living things, and opposes
the Cartesian Dualism that cuts human from the natural world, is another important
source of Thoreau’s ecological ideas; and fifthly, Thoreau has been intoxicated with
oriental culture all his life. The nature outlook regarding man as an integral part of
nature, the emphasis on the wholeness of human’s spirits, self-culture, and harmony
between nature and man advocated by Chinese culture, the “poor-yet-cheerful” attitude



towards life, and the social outlook featured by the. realization of order through the
individual’s introspection and spiritual attainment held by Confucianism, have influenced
Thoreau’s thinking on natural, social, and spiritual ecology. The Indian culture, which
believes animism, the equality among all creatures, devaluates material aspiration and
evaluates spiritual pursuit, and advocates returning to nature, has also affected Thoreau’s
ecological ideas. The above five factors, independent as well as interrelated, have
altogether contributed to the formation of Thoreau’s unique, multifaceted, complex, and
rich ecological ideas on natural, social, and spiritual ecology.

In terms of natural ecology, by presenting pature’s inherent value and depicting
nature’s multiplicity and subjectivity, Thoreau criticizes the anthropocentric world
outlook, and subverts the dichotomy between man and nature. Re-constructing the
relationship between nature and human, Thoreau puts forward his thinking on natural
ecology that nature is the mother of humanity, human is a part of nature, and that man
and nature should keep harmonious interactions with each other.

With regard to social ecology, Thoreau severely attacks the hierarchical domination
of human society—the slavery system, expresses his strong opposition to war—the
catastrophic threat to the ecosphere, and criticizes the limits of the scientific method
and technocracy. By criticizing the negative effect of industrialization, and holding that
civilization is certainly rooted in nature, Thoreau subverts the dichotomy between
civilization and nature, and puts forward his thinking on social ecology that society and
civilization should keep balanced development with nature.

In respect of spiritual ecology, Thoreau criticizes the shriveling of people’s spirits
stemming from their life outlook dominated by swelling avarice for materialism such
as their “reification” and alienation, the loss of virtue, ability to judge things, and sense
of justice. He advocates reducing human’s material necessities to the lowest level and
emphasizes the cultivation of people’s spiritual ecology, attempting to redress people’s
misconception featured by evaluating matter and devaluating spirits, so as to achieve
the harmony between people’s physical and spiritual life. Moreover, Thoreau advocates
the virtuous interaction between spiritual and natural ecology, which just accords with
the eco-topia advocated by ecocriticism. This notion provides ecocriticism with
beneficial inspiration, and proves the precedence of Thoreau’s ecological ideas.

Thoreau is not only a great nature writer, but also a philosopher who shows
solicitude for social ecology and the cultivation of spiritual ecology. His thinking on
natural, social, and spiritual ecology is, in the final analysis, a kind of life style filled
with ecological wisdom, or “poetic dwelling,” in Martin Heidegger’s words. According
to Martin Heidegger, “dwelling” is both the way in which human lives on earth and the
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true and ultimate objective of his life. Being the true end of man’s existence on earth,
“poetic dwelling” possesses three layers of connotation: “freedom,” “preservation,” and
“harmony.” Thorean’s ecological ideas on natural, social, and spiritual ecology, concerning
respectively the harmony between nature and man, nature and civilization, and man’s
physical and spiritual life, are both independent and interconnected, with the harmony
between nature and man being the ultimate end, and that between man’s physical and
spiritual life being the key. To achieve the harmony between nature and man, civilization
and nature, first and foremost, it is necessary to cultivate people’s spiritual ecology, to
restore the balance between their physical and spiritual life, and to cure people of their
spiritual diseases. Only in this way, can people’s physical and spiritual life keep in harmony,
society and civilization keep balanced development with nature, the anthropocentric
world outlook be perished, and the ecological crisis be eventually settled.

Thoreau’s reputation has not only gone beyond literary circles, but also transcended
his time and country. His rich ecological thinking maintains not only aesthetic significance
but also practical and philosophical significance. It is an invaluable spiritual gift presented
to people living in the era of ecological crisis, and also an everlasting sounding alarm
to arouse the ecological consciousness of the earthlings who must face the issue of the
man/nature relationship in the process of their development. At the same time, it
provides ideological resources for the construction of ecological philosophy and ethics
in the era of ecological civilization.

Key words: Thoreau; ecocriticism; natural ecology; social ecology; spiritual ecology;

poetic dwelling



Abbreviations

Abbreviations

This book uses the following abbreviations of Henry David Thoreau’s works in the
text, whose editions will appear in Works Cited:

C (collection) A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers; Walden, or, Life in

P

PW

the Woods; The Maine Woods; Cape Cod

The Portable Thoreau (Natural History of Massachusetts, A Winter I
Walk, Walking, etc.)

Political Writings (Civil Disobedience, Life without Principle, Slavery

in Massachusetts, A Plea for Captain John Brown, Martyrdom of

John Brown, The Last Days of John Brown, etc.)

The Selected Journals of Henry David Thoreau




Contents

Contents
INLrOQUCHOM: =+ s +rerrsresesesstansssssiiististieantannanuinsomssssasessssiossssesseensases 1
Chapter Ol'le A Slll'vey Of Ecocriticism ................................................ 21
1.1 The Background of ECOCTItiCismes+++s+esseseseresassanaanaeassecsnesssnasenene 21
12 The Bil'th and GrOWth Of ECOCl'itiCism .................................... avesee 25
1.3 The Definition of ECOCIItiCiSIm®*s++ssesrrsrssnanansensensirsesnasasassseoresas 28 1
1.4 The Theoretical Connotation of Ecocriticismer===s=s=sstsessmsmeserseercacns 30
1.4.1 The Theoretical Resources of Ecocriticiimsersessssreesorersrsrsoncaes 30
1.4.2 Summary of the Theoretical Connotation of Ecocriticisme«+==++** 44
1.5 The Critical Strategy and Critical Methodology of Ecocriticisme+****-*46
1.6 "I‘he Signiﬁcance Of Ecocriticism ................................................ 51
Chapter Two The Origin of Thoreau’s Ecological Ideas-«+-+-+s=ssesreraoncones 53
2.1 Concord—The Living Environment of Thoreau’s Childhood:»=++«=+++"" 53
2.2 The Tradition of Concord and American Cultures«: s+ esssseseecerereseeae50
2.3 The Influence of American Transcendentalismesssteesserececrersanocncceses 62
2.4 ’I‘he Inﬂuence Of Amcrican Indian Culture .................................... 65
2' 5 The Inﬂuence Of oriental Culture ............................................. 68
Chapter Three Thoreau’s Reflection on Natural Ecology««::«:csscecereecoreeees 74
3.1 Highlighting the Existence of Nature:
Depiction Of Nature’s Instrumental Value ....................................... 74
311 The Aesthetic Value Of Nature .......................................... 74
312 The Recreationa_] Value Of Nature ....................................... 78
3.2 Dismantling the Dichotomy between Man and Nature:
Depiction of Nature’s Inherent Valuesss+«++sssesssesesssssaecns B )
3‘21 ’I'he MultlpliCIty Of Nature ............................................. 82
322 The Sub_]ecthlty Of Nature ............................................. 88



B

)
;; Poetic Dwelling: An Ecocritical Study of Henry David Thoreau

3.3 Re-constructing the Relationship between Nature and Man:
Harmony between Theme««+s++++sssesesnursseruasnsuanesescacsancrcnenes NP o
3.3.1 Nature as Mother of Humanity, and as an Interdependent
and Interconnected Organic Whole .................................... 98
3.3'2 Man as Part of Natufe ................................................... 104
3.3.3 The Harmonious Interaction between Nature and Human-+-++-++- 107
Chapter Four Thoreau’s Concern over Social Ecology-:----=sssreesreserseeres 117
4.1 Critique of the Hierarchical Domination of Society=+=======scseresseresese 118
41.1 Cnuque Of the Slavery System........-... esseveccccsaunssceanaranane 118
4.1.2 Thoreau’s Anti-War Stancess++++++s+ssessesserasrsnserocusctostonenaas 126
4.2 Attitude towards Science: Combination of Science with Poetry---:*---* 130
42.1 Critique of the Limitations of Science:s+s»+>+>sxssseseesecsccnaa]130
4.2.2 Attributing Poetic Color to Scientific Method:=seseeseeeoereeces 137
2 4.3 Balanced Development between Nature and Civilization+s««>«++>*+++++139
Chapter Five Thoreau’s Meditation upon Spiritual Ecology:::-«:+«ss=eec22- 149
5.1 A Brief Discussion of the Terms of Spirit and Spiritual Ecology«*-=+- 152
5.2 Critigue of People’s Swelling Avarice for Material Thingse+«-+«sseseeeee 155
5.3 Cultivation of Spiritual Ecology+++-+*+- B 163
5.3.1 Emphasis on Spiritual Aspiration:«««:=s+sssssseeseseeessssssuncecnes 163
5.3.2 Advocacy of Harmony between People’s Physical
and Spiritual Life:«ceeeeeeereerasererrnruiiniiiruoniiiiinn. 168
5.4 The Interaction between Spiritual and Natural Ecology=-«=* s+ 2=2 = 174
5.4.1 Preserving Rather Than Devastating Nature:+=++«+ssceececesecees 175
5.4.2 Revering and Appreciating Rather Than Ignoring Nature:«++*«++- 180
CONCIISION **++++essseremrersarineeenteiarsssstnssrirsorstsssatarncssessscecssasorssssssnse 185
WOrks Cited ................................................................................. 195

POStscript ..................................................... *eresssussaesserunanrEnas s bue 204



Introduction

Introduction

This book is an ecocritical study of Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862), the great
representative American transcendentalist writer, who remained in obscurity not only
in his lifetime but also for half a century after his death, but whose reputation and
influence have been on the rise since the beginning of the twentieth century, with an
attempt to examine and interpret the ecological implications embodied in his works

systematically and comprehensively. This book argues that Thoreau is not only a writer
who reflects the natural world, but also a writer who shows concern over human society
as well as human’s spiritual realm. His reflection on natural ecology, his concern for
social ecology, and his meditation upon spiritual ecology, comparatively independent but
interrelated and interwoven, function as an organic whole and work out together to form

his systematic, holistic, and overall examination on the ecosphere.

The book tries to divide the whole ecosphere into three parts, the natural world,
human society, and human’s spirit. The reason why the book prefers the application of
the three terms—natural, social, and spiritual ecology, lies in the following two aspects:
Firstly, since this is an ecocritical study, it should keep consistency with other terms,
like ecology, ecological ethics, ecological philosophy, ecofeminism, etc. And secondly,
“[alnalogous to the science of ecology, ecocriticism studies relationships between
things” (Glotfelty and Fromm xx). Borrowing from ecology of its general principles:
interconnectedness, interdependence, and interaction, ecocriticism is a literary school that
studies the relationship and interaction between the physical world and human culture.
Therefore, the book uses natural, social, and spiritual ecology not only to refer to the
three respective realms, but also to indicate the interrelatedness, the interaction and
interweaving between the three fields.®

® Lu Shuyuan, a professor from Suzhou University, as well as a leading scholar in the field of
ecological research in literature and art in China, also divides the ecosphere into the three realms.
For details, see his monographs: Ecological Research in Literature and Art (Xi’an; Shaanxi
People’s Publishing House, 2000) 146; and The Space for Ecocriticism (Shanghai: East China
Normal UP, 2006) 93.



