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Abstract: This study aims to clarify how the epistemology of Henry Thoreau, the 19th-century American thinker and founder of environmental
literature, was nurtured from the link between Christian theology and the natural sciences in the 19th century. Focusing on Thoreau, we study
his perception of nature and consider how his concept of the God of nature is positioned. To do this, we investigated the depictions of Thoreau’s
early essay “Natural History of Massachusetts.” We focused on the sense of distance between things in nature and the writer, and the ways in
which the writer expresses them. The result confirmed that by collecting the facts of nature as they were, he deviated from the ideas of 19thcentury philosophy−facts were manifestations of God−and established his unique concept of “God” along with his own epistemology as an
environmental literary scholar.

Background

Henry David Thoreau
(1817-1862)
I have been studying American
environmental literary thoughts from
the 19th century since I wrote my
doctoral dissertation; this research
focuses on Henry Thoreau’s
thoughts. Walden (1854), Thoreau’s
masterpiece, is about a man who
built a small hut in the woods,
where he lived a self-sufficient life
and explored the relationship
between humans and nature.
Walden is considered the gold
standard of environmental literature,
emerging in the latter half of the
20th century.

Research Question
Natural historyNatural history was a field of natural science in the
19th century, in which physical figures of animals and plants
were displayed in a catalog. Although it is a science, it eventually
recognizes the will of God, that is, harmony and unity behind
nature. Science in the 19th century is linked to Christian
theology, and is also linked to the idea of transcendentalism,
which sees unity behind the physical. In this study, we examine
how and why Thoreau, as one of the transcendentalists who later
became the founder of environmental literature, investigates and
depicts nature.

Quotation 1
In the autumn days, the creaking of crickets is heard at
noon over all the land, and as in summer they are
heard chiefly at night-fall, so then by their incessant
chirp they usher in the evening of the year. Nor can all
the vanities that vex the world alter one whit the
measure that night has chosen. Every pulse beat is in
exact time with the cricket’s chant and the ticking of
the deathwatch in the wall. Alternate with these if you
can. (“Natural History of Massachusetts” The Writings
of Henry David Thoreau, Houghton Mifflin and
Company, 1906 vol 5: pp.23）

Quotation 2
Perhaps of all our untamed quadrupeds, the fox has
obtained the widest and most familiar reputation from the
time of Pilpay and Aesop to the present day. His recent
tracks still provide variety to winter walking. I tread in the
steps of the fox that has gone before me by some hours,
or which perhaps I have started, with such a tiptoe of
expectation, as if I were on the trail of the Spirit itself,
which resides in the wood, and expected soon to catch it
in its lair. （ ”Natural History of Massachusetts” The
Writings of Henry David Thoreau, Houghton Mifflin and
Company, 1906 vol 5:pp.29–30)
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Discussion

Analysis
The American notion of unity, harmony, and
universality in 19th-century philosophy was
influenced by the central theory of Immanuel
Kant‘s philosophy, which can be recognized by
integrating the levels of experiences of
individuals. Conversely, John Locke’s idea is to
observe the truth at the level of individual
experience. Ralph Emerson, Thoreau’s mentor
and the founder of transcendentalism, together
with Christians in the 19th century, supported
Kant’s philosophy because they envisioned a
harmonious soul and the concept of God behind
nature, when recognizing items and phenomena
in terms of their linkage with natural history.
We studied Thoreau’s early essay, “The
Massachusetts Natural History” (1842) to
investigate how Thoreau deviated from
Emerson’s transcendentalism and devoted
himself to Locke’s ideas.

In Quotation 1, Thoreau feels that the cricket calls
heard in nature are in harmony with the universe.
The sounds made by the cricket and beating of the
dead beetle on the wall are accurately depicted,
and he emphasizes the independence of nature.
Thus, it can be said that it is the basic attitude of a
writer of nature to avoid using expressions that
incorporate the writer’s emotions into natural things
as much as possible and to give them
independence naturally.
In Quotation 2, the chasing fox seems to be a fox
that appears in a collection of narratives such as
"Panchatantra" and "Aesop," and the footprints
made hours ago are throbbing. Thoreau also
describes the fox as a "spirit." something strange
and elusive, and he wants to get closer. Thoreau
does not subjectively express the feelings of the fox
but respects it as an independent individual at a
distance.
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Implications
Thoreau’s point of view is to give the object the
independence and see it from a distance. Thoreau
recognizes that both the subject and the object are
“Itself” (Dolis 24-25), which is different from
Emerson’s perception. It is thought that Thoreau’s
propagation as an environmental literary writer
began when he tried to depict the facts of nature
as he had seen experientially; away from the
"facts" of the 19th century. In conclusion, it can be
said that Thoreau’s original method of describing
nature, which can be seen in Walden, began to
take shape from the time he wrote the early
“Massachusetts Natural History.” Since it is
believed to contain many fundamental ideas about
Thoreau’s epistemology, we should continue to
focus on the word “facts” that Thoreau describes.
Further research on Thoreau’s “God” should be
conducted by deciphering the description in his
journal.
(This study was published in the Journal of ASLEJapan, No.23, 2020).

