
Thoreau's Walden
Thinking about the Text

1.  . . .I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately,
to front only the essential facts of life, and to see if I could not learn
what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die,
discover that I had not lived.

Respond to this quotation from the beginning section of Walden. Questions you might consider:
What does "deliberately" mean in this context? How do you define "the essential facts" of life?
How might one die without having lived? Must one retreat from society to find one's own
destiny? (You  may want to read more of the section this is taken from: "Where I Lived, and
What I Lived For?" which is available online). 

2. Thoreau argues that solitude is not created by physical distance between people but by
distance between their points of view. He also argues that solitude in nature brings us closer to
the source of all life–and thus to other people:

What sort of space is that which separates a man from his fellows and makes him solitary? I
have found that no exertion of the legs can bring two minds much nearer to one another. What
do we want most to dwell near to?  . . .the perennial source of our life, whence in all our
experience we have found that to issue; as the willow stands near the water and sends out its
roots in that direction. This will vary with different natures, but this is the place where a wise
man will dig his cellar. . . .(p. 238).

What do you imagine Thoreau would say about the time people today spend watching television,
playing video games, listening to recorded music and browsing the Internet?

3. In the following paragraph (p. 239), what two things are being compared?

I was determined to know beans. When they were growing, I used to hoe from five o'clock in the
morning till noon, and commonly spent the rest of the day about other affairs. Consider the
intimate and curious acquaintance one makes with various kinds of weeds, -- it will bear some
iteration in the account, for there was no little iteration in the labor, -- disturbing their delicate
organizations so ruthlessly, and making such invidious distinctions with his hoe, levelling whole
ranks of one species, and sedulously cultivating another. That's Roman wormwood, -- that's
pigweed, -- that's sorrel, -- that's piper-grass, -- have at him, chop him up, turn his roots upward
to the sun, don't let him have a fibre in the shade, if you do he'll turn himself t'other side up and
be as green as a leek in two days. A long war, not with cranes, but with weeds, those Trojans
who had sun and rain and dews on their side. Daily the beans saw me come to their rescue
armed with a hoe, and thin the ranks of their enemies, filling up the trenches with weedy dead.
Many a lusty crest-waving Hector, that towered a whole foot above his crowding comrades, fell



before my weapon and rolled in the dust. . . .

What is the effect of the military language?

4. What effect does Thoreau hope to achieve with the suggestion that the ants were fighting for a
principle?

They fought with more pertinacity than bull-dogs. Neither manifested the least disposition to
retreat. It was evident that their battle-cry was Conquer or die. In the mean while there came
along a single red ant on the hill-side of this valley, evidently full of excitement, who either had
despatched his foe, or had not yet taken part in the battle; probably the latter, for he had lost
none of his limbs; whose mother had charged him to return with his shield or upon it. Or
perchance he was some Achilles, who had nourished his wrath apart, and had now come to
avenge or rescue his Patroclus. He saw this unequal combat from afar, -- for the blacks were
nearly twice the size of the red, -- he drew near with rapid pace till he stood on his guard within
half an inch of the combatants; then, watching his opportunity, he sprang upon the black
warrior, and commenced his operations near the root of his right fore-leg, leaving the foe to
select among his own members; and so there were three united for life, as if a new kind of
attraction had been invented which put all other locks and cements to shame. I should not have
wondered by this time to find that they had their respective musical bands stationed on some
eminent chip, and playing their national airs the while, to excite the slow and cheer the dying
combatants. I was myself excited somewhat even as if they had been men. The more you think of
it, the less the difference. And certainly there is not the fight recorded in Concord history, at
least, if in the history of America, that will bear a moment's comparison with this, whether for
the numbers engaged in it, or for the patriotism and heroism displayed. For numbers and for
carnage it was an Austerlitz or Dresden, Concord Fight! Two killed on the patriots' side, and
Luther Blanchard wounded! Why here every ant was a Buttrick, -- "Fire! for God's sake fire!" --
and thousands shared the fate of Davis and Hosmer. There was not one hireling there. I have no
doubt that it was a principle they fought for, as much as our ancestors, and not to avoid a
three-penny tax on their tea; and the results of this battle will be as important and memorable to
those whom it concerns as those of the battle of Bunker Hill, at least.


