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Pencil drawing by May Aleott of Thoreau’s cabin at Walden Pond

Fram the Walter Havding Cottection of The Tharean Sociery

ol Mue Thoreau Pnstitire ar Walden woody

Walden as Feminist Manifesto

Laura Dassow Walls

Wormen who are drawn o Thoreaw have what critfead fashion calls a
“profdematic " rélaticnship toohis texix, since they are Sonotorionsly “masciling”
i wature, The ardicle that follows, origimally publisied in the prewier dssue of
ISLE {Interdiscipliniry Studics in Literature and the Environment) in 1993, came
directly ol of v own experience wrestling with thic problem. Ax the avticle
mentices, Tfell in fove with Thoreans weitings in kieh school. They Red o peofond
influence on my life: as § sivuggled with adolescent identiry and the decisions of
early adulthood, Thoreai s words remained mey tovchstone. oeied fo do only whet
seemed ta come from my innermost natiure and o ke the creative path, the one
that led ourwand te learning, even I it meant defving social expeciations abewt the
“right™ career and “appropriate” feminine identity,

Evenrually, thae strugple came to a kead wien | decided to guit a good
earpovite job and return o graduate school, Fehose then o make Thorean more
than an aecompaniment o ney life; T wanted to sty his writings, open them up
and exciming their attraciions, But I guickly discovered that my choice was gnce
again out of step. In the envirmment §had entered (fndiona Unfversiey in the loie
J9805), my choice to conceéntrare on not just any old dead white male but one so
very hvpermaseuline ar Thorean ratsed evebrows, This aritcle wiy weitten to defend
my-choiee. Looking Back on v now, o decade laten, T oan sl hear the passion
even angen that 1 sublimeated into carefidly mimed plrases. | have stnee heard
fromn other women in Thorean studies, We often ask each other, Why are there so
Sew af us? 'm nor sure of the answer to that qieestion, b Fam stll sure thar s net
Pecanse Thoreaw (5 inherently alienating o women. Back in the 19705 Thereau
helped me to distance myself from modern mass media fmages of wornen and 1o
arm myself againg gender limitations 5o hoary that Margaret Fuller would have
grven them o nod af recognition, Today owr efldren ave growing wp in o soll more
Ieavily mediated world in which the outdoors is still for hovs, and girls stll get to
f.-Jerpr(‘n'rqud keep howse, | hope that diseing this sesgutcentennial vear at least o
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few teesage girls come aemss Wakden and levrn how 1o weigh the pressunes againsg
them—gnd goven whitever weighs them down, how fe give i o good toxy ool the
wirdin

OF all the canonical ninctecnih-contury American texis, the case could be
mande foe Wilden as the most parsdigmatically masculine.  Thoreau opens it by
trumpeting his achievements in those manly pioneer activities: escaping from
civilization, cleanng the woods, builkding his house with his own two hands. plowing
and planting the ground. He nesther needs nor dexires a frontier wille, but declares
his male self-sutTiciency. This book will be, he proclaims, by and sbout the “first
person,” his own self and thus, through nammative craft, the fashioning of selfhood
within the frecdom of nature and against the constraining world of “civilized life”
i3

These dichotomics invoke the famihar Emersonian distinction hetween
the “ME” and the “NOT ME.” sccording to which the selll is defined as everything
that ts mor “MNature,™ pot “NOT ME." In Emerson, of course, that other which is
Nature is “she,” all that be rechuims as bis “beautiful mother,” which his weachings
will enable us to commodify, spintualize, and finally to transcend (Mature B, 38).
Ly Thorea, too, Natune 1s gendered leminine against an omnipresent male namalor
and his aniverse of “mankind.” The assumptions seem finnly in place: the
masculine. active self against that feminine and acted-upon other, Nature.

The presence of such gender-specific language, combined wilh Walden's
opening insistence on self-sufficiency, have sugpested i some that & woman reading
Thoreau should find hersell nudically excluded.  That is, she must read the sell
fashioning of Walden cither against fer own sclf, by identifving with the male
narriton, of aguinst (he lilerary establishment which has declarsd the universality,
even the scriptural status, of Thorean's text (See Fenerley; see alwo Goldman 129).
This particular line of analysis has a logical coberence that appeals 1o me, even as
T am troubled by its relentless consistency. For while T respect their sensitivity 1o
the pain Thoreau s sabd 1o flict oo emale students, 1 am neventheless pained
myself by the violence such an interpretation docs 10 my own expericnce. As a
nuive sixteen-year-old. | found in Walden, back in 1971, permission not 1o be
dominated by the dictates of fashion or of domesticity, and a puide who suggested
w me how | might fashion my self in my own manner. In other wonds. | had no
trouble locating myself in Thoreau's text; hence [ am reluctant now to disallow a
reading that was then enommously “empowenng.”

There are o least three ways in which Walden and Thoreau's writing more
generally encourage the kind of feminist reading | unwittingly gave il 5o many
years ago. First, the beginning of Wilden elaborstely strips away the antifacts of
social existence in order i show their very amifactuality. As he stnps away things,
the social stroctures they bolster fall away too. By refusing to own or be owned by
things. the narrator climinates not only the bulk of men’s foolish labar but the very
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stenciures that govern “women s work,” “Housekeeping” becomes, not the women's
chore, but a necessary and beautiful aspect of the econgmy of living: “Before we
cun adom our houses with beautiful objects the walls must be stripped. and our
Tivees roust e stripped, and beautiful hovsekeeping and beautiful living be lmd for
-a foundation . . . .7 So 1o the well-intentioned lady who offered him a doormat:
upon seeing that it would take room in the house and fime o shake out, Thorean
declings; It is best to avoid the beginnings of evil” (38, 67

This muy be just o humorous aneedpte, ver Thoreay (s exact on the ways
in which the mastér creates the slave. For exsmple, sociely may seem 0 gain in
estabhishing the hierarchy by which a man breaks and hoards an animal 1o do
wark: bud “are we cerfain that whal is one man’s gain is not apothee’s loss, and that
the stable-boy has equal canse with his master to be satisfied™ {565 Men are, he
suggests to the woman reader, 1o much i he habat of creating work for wemen 1o
do. and work of the wrong kind. Our houses are “cluttersd dod defiled” with our
furniture,

and & good housewife would sweep oul the greater part into the
dhust hodes and ol leave her moming’s work undone. Morning
work! By the hlushes of Aurom and the music of Memnon,
what should be man’s moraing work in this world? 1 had three
pieces of limestone on my desk, but | was ternlied o Gned that
they reguired o be dusted daily, when the furniture of my mand
wvas bl undusied S0l and 1 thirew them out the window in disgost.
(36}

An alert housckeeper mizhi notice, i this passage, the solution Thoreau does mot
offer: 1o keep the limestone and hire or marry the woman who will dust it for him,

Poes tossing out the limestong free women, or free men from women'?
The answer seems o depend o whether one assumes hovsckeeping as woman's
main identity, In a recent lestimonial w0 her own reading of Walden, Alice de
Maomtigny recounts how as an abandoned working mother caring for twe young
children she firstidentified with the cast-offs: " The trusted one had unguestonably
thrown his daughters and me out the window as if we were three dosey pleces of
limestone, | erfed mysell wosleep.” But awakening hours later, she refumed to the
passage with a very different mterpretation: “For the st tme inomy life | was
affording myself i major persanal chojee, Leould Ssurrender toennnd, burying mysel
furever in domestic busy-work, or | could secure a litle free time 1o toss those
limestones and face the vulnerability of new frontiers in fricndship” —including
her new “friendship™ with Henry David Thoreau (5)

Thus while his conventional reiteration of masculing prosouns may mike
us wince today, Thoreau's underlying philosophy tuens the basis for gender
conventions into rubble, The howse that follows the minimal dictates of nature
will have nothing to gather dust, eliminaing “domestic busy-work.” Later in Walden
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Thoreau dreams of his ideal house, a single “cavernous™ hall in which everything
i within view and w hand, & shelier “comtaining all the essentials of 3 house, and
nothing for house-keeping” (243} In such a house, the binary division between
social and natural has given way altogether, and men and women will be equally
e

Free todo what* To leam., for one thing: 10 be students topether, ina form
of village-based cooperutive sducution. “ILis time that we had uncomenaon schisols,
that we did not leave off our education when we begin 1o be men and women. 11 s
ume that villages were umversities . . -~ (108-90  Men alone. of course, were
allowed into higher education, but Thaorean s reform reimagines both the hieranchical
structure of university cducation. and the gender exclusion thal comented the
hierarchy. His own students wene both girls and boys, and be wis most 6l case
with those of his Walden visitors, “Girls and bovs and young women™ who “seemed
glad 10 be in the woods. They looked in the pond and ut the Nowers, and improved
their time ™ In this they were guite snlike the men of business, ministers, “doctons,
lawvers, uncasy housckeepers,” voung men and the old, infirm and timid “of
whalever age or sex” who thought only of dangers ( 153, His catalogue ol uneasy
mabe visitors indicates how delinquent he wak  Neather doctor, Lawyer, ninister
nor man of business himsell. be behaved more like the child or young woman,

Second, then, the hreakdown of social artifacts proposed in Walden, such
that Thoreau assumes the dual role of house builder and housckeeper, creates o
gender Muidity that i bormn out both in his own social position amnd in his Jourmnal,
Against the social constraints on actual men and women (including (hose which
demanded that be. s the som, leave home 10 meke his fonune while his sisters
were allowsd 1o stay—a prospect which reduced him to tears [Harding 45]), Thorean
sought in hrs Journal w define feminine and masculine principles in natune:

Tcannot imagine a woman po older than 1. The feminine
s the mother of the masculing
The oracular nature of woman il in some sense
broods over the masculine.  Man's wisdom compared with
womans [sic] fertile & dewy instinet (affection) is like the
Tightning which issues from the bosom of the cloud—except that
it last e becomes woman & worman man. | (P73 44)

The gender blending of the last statement. in which boundaries dissolve and each
becomes the other, typifies Thoreau's language for that altimate feminine other,
Mature. While the cold and inguiring scientist is clearly “he,” the poet’s inlense
“warm'” sympathy with natere slides into identification with “her.” until the poet’s
own gender is ambivalent. Thoreau's stance, finally, is to flow berween both male
and female ideals:
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1 love Nawre partly becasese she is not man. but o retreat from
him. None of his institutions control or pervade her ... He is
constraint, she is freedom tome, He makes me wish for unother
world, She makes me content with this, None of the joys she
supplies is subject to his rules and definitions. What he touches
he taints, (J4:445)

In ihis symphony of “he” and “she,” Thoreaw s either and both, finding his own
existence in the very play of their relationship across his grodging acceptance of
constraint and his desire for freedom. As he concludes, “There are (wo worlds, the
post-office and matere, T know them both”™ (F 4: 446),

Against these meditations is his irritation, even fury, at the failures of
agetunl women, who instead of exemplifying the female prninciple of freedom seemed
1o be the enforcers of privilege, conventionality. and stultifying, even mindless,
conformity. - He rages absurdly at the woman whe would “ehicil the mirscle of @
seat where none 157 solely on the basis of her gender, at the Tadies whi weave

“qoilet cushions against the Jast day,™ at the “tailoress” who, slave to Fashion (also

a “she”), tells him "gravely™ that “They do not make them so now,” of “Ms. 85—
whose lecture aroused Thoreau's interest but who tamed out to be “a woman in the
oo common sense after all.” demanding courtesy instead of sense and argument:
“The chumpioness of woman’s rights still asks you 1o be o lTadies man™
(PS 1: 246-47; Walden 25; 1 3: 168). Women os they matured became the fussy
arhiters of diet, fashion, proper behavior, clean sheets, the perilous household ritual
of dinner. Thoreau’s disappointment made his reaction doubly bitter, bordering on
misogyny. Women's acteal behavior seemed a perversion, whether they dominited
him into submission or, by acting submissive and “feminine,” maneavered him
inte the male role of dominance,  Both patterns evoked in him the anger of
frustrated social idealist who, crossed by pender conventions, suddenly found his
own fluent gender identity rigidified into a source of conflict.

Third, in Thoreau's gender constroction the female is prior and gives rise
1o, is “mother 10," the male, Meore generally, the feminine is the condition for the
existence of the masculine, éven a5 Nature— “the wild”—becomes the groumd

-and condition for culture. In: Wedlden. Thoreau akes up the differences between

waonds and village, body and spirit, nature and culture, and by putting them into
play shows how each term finally inhabits or becomes the other. Yet the fundamental
and enabling presence is a natural, unconstructed other that grounds and makes
possible the construction of & civil self within a society, even s it also promises
the dissolution of that self in the decreation of chaos. This presence is ultimately
“the femining,” o term which is both natural, Natsre herself, and culwral, the basic
differentiation of sociely into gendered halves. So the feminine becomes the
condition of possibility for culture, as it rests on nature, and culure's virues—
eourage, justice, freadom—as they 1oo are fnally feminine (P4 1 206)
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Fhe absenee of “the feminine’” feom Welden is an ilusion of surface. 10is
massively present us the “scandalous™ term that slides across and disrupts the
division between nature and colture on wineh Witlden is foumnded, the very division
Thorean s atempting to challenge. While he is deconstructing his own society
down Lo dts viery seams, be retains this one mossive contrdiction, Yot what engoges
me here is less the satisfuctions of poststrocturalist theory than the fact that Thoreau
firnsell provides bath the wriginal insight and the weeminology with which | ¢an
eapress il For Dsuspect that Thisrean understood the rupture ol the heant of Walden,
sinee he went on o owrite about it in the essay “Walking, or the Wild.,” Already in
the "Sprng” chapter of Waiden, the "Chaos™ ol winter genermed (he emergent
“Cosmes™ of spring, and almost immediately, Cosmos generated Chaos. the
exuburint destruction ol “myriads” in 4 violent rain of “esh und blood™ (313,
AR In “Walking," the two are portayed as the (wo interacting and imbricated
paired powers of nature, the lertile muck of decay, creation and decreation, cach
penenited oub of the other, Do numing e generative, sell-organizing chios of
Nature “the wild.” Thoreau allows for a conception of Nawre not as Emerson’s
Peautiful and vulnerable matron, b as the harridan who growled ahim on Kiaadn:
“Why seek me where 1 have not called you and then complain that Lam nel your
genial mother™ (242 3400, In “Walking" she is personified as “this vast, savage,
howling mother of ours, Nuture, [ying all pround, with such beaoty, and such
alfection for her children, s the leopard ., " (NMatural Hisiery Exsays 125),

I this bmage of Noture gs leopard motér, Thoread lgures generation
anel predation in one, our genial mother with wlons. The sinister edge even to his
celebration of natare a8 the principle of 'freedom” s suggested in the continuation
ol the pussuge guoted above:

[Muture] b5 o plice beyond the junsdiction of human
poverniments. Pile up vour books, the recornds of spdness, your
saws and your laws, Natre is glad outside, and her mermy worms.
within will ere long wpple them down, There is o prairie beyond
youir laws, Nature is 0 prairie for outlaws, (F4; 446)

L ful van i outlnw mitune: this feminine principle which groamds and undoes
our world 15 Gnally redemptive. Indeed, it otfers tie promise of redemption o our
Gtherwise dry, sterile, nnd inbred chvibzations, *in Wildness is e preservition of
the World"™ (Netural fistory Esvavy 112 Hy dif.am:iming himsell from @
determinative " law” or legor us the cobering center, Thoreau devised in aliermtive,
decentered, and relational world constructied on the ethic of intermction mther than
dominance, knowledge not through control but through “sympathy™ und the
nthnmey ol sensunl contael, setion not alone bl through the cooperation ol the
community's individual members, In Thoreau's writing the social gender hierarchy,
the dominanee of female by male, has in o sense exploded from within, The latent
comtradiction expeosed by twentieth-century feminist argument generatéd in Thareau
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an alternative ideal of social organization and even, in the vears alter Widden, an
experimental approach o o pon-objective scicnce that bears comparison with
feminist science advocated today by Evelyn Fox Keller and Sandra Harding.

These. in summary, are my conclusions, which [ want to think are avaifable
o unyone who reads beyond the cultwre-bound rhetoric of gender limittion. In
them, and in Thoreaw, 1 at least have found and continug to find tremendous
liberating potential, and [ suspect 1 am not the first woman (o find in Walden o
feminist manifesta. And., if | may continue the pelitics of the personil in my own
career s o teacher and eritic, | sineerely hope not 1o be the last,

Waorks Cited

D Montigny, Alice, *T Discover Thorea," The Thereai Society Bulletin, no. 198
{Winter 1992} 4.6,

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. “Nature.” Exsavs amd Lecires. Bd. Joel Porte. New York:
Librury of America, 1983, 549

Fewerley, Judith. The Resisting Reader: A Feminise Approach to American Fiction,
Bloomington, IN: Indiana UF, 1975,

Goldman, Irene C. “Feminism, Deconstruction, and the Universal: A Cuse Study
on Walden™ Coaversations: Crntemtparary Critival Tflwu?‘_l—' and the
Teaching of Liseranere. Ed. Charles Moran and Elizabeth F. Penfield.
Urbana, IL: NCTE, 1990, 120-31,

Harding, Sandra. The Science Question in Feminiso. Ithacy: Cornell UR 1986,

Harding, Walier, ed. Thoreau ax Seen by His Comtemporaries, New York: Dover,
1989, Originally published 1960,

Keller, Evelyn Fox. Reflections on Gender and Science. New Haven: Yale UP,
19S,

Thoreau, Henry David. The Jowrnal of Henry David Thorecn. 14 vols, Ed. Bradford
Torrey and Francis Allen. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906; New York:
Dhover, 1962 (1)

. Thie Naneral History Essavs, B, Roben Satelmeyer, Salt Lake City:
Peregrine Smith, 1980,

. Wadden . Ed. J. Lyndon Shanley. Prnceton: Princeton UP, 1973,

Thie Wrirings of Henry David Thovea; Jourgad, Vol. 12 8371844,
Ed. Elizabeth Hall Witherefl, Willium L. Howarth, Robert Satielmeyer,
and Thomas Blanding, Princeton; Princeton UP, 1981, (27 1)

- The Wrilings af Henry David Thoreau: Sowenal, Vol 2: 18421848,
Ed. Robert Sattelmever. Princeton: Princeton LI 1984, (P 2)

. The Weitings of Heary David Thoreau: Journal, Vol 3; 18481851,
Ed, Robert Sattelmeyer, Mark B. Putterson, and William RBossi, Princeton:
Princeton UP 1990, (£ 3)



