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M3 Discussion 4: Thoreau's Walden: What it Means to
Be Awake

Overview

American Transcendentalism can be thought of as a movement that sought not
only to shift our understanding of reality, but to awaken our senses in a way that
Americans could lead more meaningful, enriched lives. Lives that weren't
burdened by things like meaningless work, the shackles of industrialization and
the divisions of class, race and gender - all deeply entrenched realities in the early
and mid 19th century. When Henry David Thoreau built a cabin in the woods and
lived there for two years contemplating, walking and writing about the meaning of
existence while questioning the direction that this new America was headed in
with its obsession on 'progress’, nationalism and materialism, he was rebelling
against an emerging order that he felt was unsustainable, questionable and
contrary to human nature and on what best feeds the 'soul.'

In Thoreau's words:

"The millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is
ntoa

awake enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred mi
poetic or divine life. To be awake is to be alive. | have never yet met a man who
was quite awake. How could | have looked him in the face?

We must learn to reawaken and keep ourselves awake, not by mechanical aids,
but by an infinite expectation of the dawn, which does not forsake us in our
soundest sleep. | know of no more encouraging fact than the unquestionable
ability of man to elevate his life by conscious endeavor."

This quote is from "Where | Lived, and What | Lived For" -- the second chapter of
Walden sought to present Americans with different options from the stifling
status-quo that was becoming increasingly common in the antebellum period of
American history. To be American, Thoreau was saying, needn't be defined in only
one way. To live a good life, Thoreau argued, one needn't prescribe to certain
norms or expectations of behaviors and narrow definitions of material success.

Thoreau's works alongside the works of other Transcendentalists like Emerson,
Whitman, and Fuller believed that a good American life was one that was lived
with consciousness and spiritual fullness. But what exactly does it mean to be
‘awake' from the Transcendentalist point of view? That's what we'll explore in this
discussion.
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Instructions

1.

Begin by reviewing the exploration: "The Search For Walden:
Understanding American Transcendentalism."

. Read Thoreau's "Walden" (Chapters 1 - 6, 16 - 18). Take lots of notes. This

is a beefy text. It could be life-altering, so take your time!

. Begin by sharing one of your favorite quotes from these chapters. In a few

sentences, tell us what you appreciate about i

°

°

. Next, answer at least 2-3 of the following questions:

Focusing on the chapter "Economy," what were Thoreau's practical
concerns. What, for Thoreau, is wrong with the daily life of his
contemporaries? What do you observe about his practical choices,
his utilitarianism? How does this utilitarianism defy what was going
on during the early 19th century in colonial America?

In the chapter "Were | Lived, and What | Lived For" it becomes clear
that Thoreau's experience at Walden is a record of his way of seeing
the world. As it does for Emerson, the process of learning for
Thoreau involves making the analogies he discovers as a result of
going to the woods. What analogies does Thoreau make in this
chapter? How does Thoreau want to live on an hourly, daily, and
seasonal basis? What is he living for?

How does living at Walden Pond for Thoreau enable him to make
successive leaps between relative and absolute worlds, to transcend
the limits of material existence, to become truly eccentric? What is
he seeking? What does he want to leave behind?

Throughout these chapters, Thoreau offers plenty of criticism of
society. What are some of those criticisms? What does he view as
the antidote to the life he saw unfolding around him and its
maddening pace and questionable motivations, including limitless
greed?

When Thoreau leaves the pond, he is a changed being. He has
"wandered outside" the limits of everything he had learned as
received knowledge, prescribed feelings, and "right" and "wrong"
ways to think and discovered new ways of thinking, seeing, feeling,
and wanting to be. What are some of those new ways?

What absolute truths does Thoreau discover at Walden?

How does reading a few chapters from “"Walden" develop your
understanding of Transcendentalism?

What's your reaction to Thoreau's two-year experiment at the pond?
Are Thoreau's cri ms of his own society applicable to ours?
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5. As always, be sure to support your response with textual evidence, that is,
details and quoted passages from the texts.

6. Your post should consist of a total of 3-4 paragraphs.

7. Be sure to make use of proper MLA style.

See the Schedule in the Syllabus Module for due dates. Review the Rubric
attached to the Discussion for grading information.




