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Henry David Thoreau is one of the most eclectic writers and thinkers
in the tradition of the American Transcendentalists. He incorporated into
his thinking a variety of sources, certain ideas and moral traits that were
most congenial to his world view. Among the sources of Thoreau’s
philosophical ideas, the influence of Oriental thoughts on Thoreau has
received virtually no attention. Wide use was made of Indian and Persian
sources as well, but in this “trinity” of Oriental thoughts, Chinese, Hindu
and Persian, the latter two influences have been the focus of quite a
number of critical studies.! On the other hand, no sustained effort
has been made to assess the impact of Chinese classics on Thoreau’s corpus.
or to explore Thoreau’s affinities to Chinese moral teachings, despite a
couple of articles which touch only slightly on the topic.2 Almost no
Thoreau scholars would deny the Chinese influence on Thoreau, but few
have been willing to go beyond such mere affirmation. To supply this lacuna,.
this essay will sketch out the unique Chinese outlook of Thoreau’s ideas:
to examine in particular his assimilation of the Confucian ideal of the Chiin
Tzu (B F)in h1s masterpiece, Walden. There is another aspect of Chinese
tradition which deserves careful study: Thoreau’s responsiveness to Taoist
philosophy. The general assumption that Thoreau did not read the Taoist
classics does not invalidate the present attempt at discovering some salient
parallels of thinking between Thoreau and the Taoist philosophers. The
second part of this essay will be devoted to the discussion of the similarities
of the muystical conception of nature and political ideal between the Taoist
and Thoreau. .

Several factors might account for the surprising scholarly neglect of
the study of Chinese thought in Thoreau. First of all, scholars have long
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oversimplified the importance of Chinese tradition in Thoreau’s works.
For example, Mark Van Doren asserts that “Thoreau took figures and
sentences, not ideas from his Oriental reading.”* Although Arthur Christy
admits that Thoreau had read the Confucian classics with enthusiasm, he
deals only briefly with the problem of the Confucian influence. He makes
a list of three Walden excerpts from the Confucian classics which serve
to buttress his argument: “There was nothing essentially Confucian in
Thoreau’s temperament.”  All these unfortunately premature assessments
may have dissuaded some researchers from further exploring the Chinese
influence.

Furthermore, some of those who have studied Thoreau’s use of Oriental
works with some depth have sometimes so overstated the case for Orientalism
as to seem excessive. Thoreau scholars have too often tended to pit
Thoreau’s Orientalism against his Occidentalism, to opt for one or the other
as the predominant influence, with the latter usually prevailing. An invidious
comparison as this distorts Thoreau’s integral philosophy of life. His is
a cavalierly eclectic mind which, instead of adamantly holding on to the
Western or Eastern system, achieves in various ways a rare synthes1s of
heterogeneous strands of thought. Thoreau does not wish to change Concord
for the country of Confucius, but he seems to have thought that a little
of China could be transplanted effectively to the soil of New England. Since
Thoreau attempts to obliterate the old dichotomy of East and West, it
is appropriate for us to have his Chinese interests reexamined not as a passing
phase or a peripheral element but in light of Chinese influence on his overall
philosophy. That Thoreau has in a sense bridged two worlds is attested to
by Lin Yutang: “Thoreau is the most Chinese of all American authors
in his entire view of life, and being a Chinese, I feel much akin to him in

spirit. ... I could translate passages of Thoreau into my own language and
pass them off as original writing by a Chinese poet without raising any
suspicion.”®

Most important, some scholars consider Thoreau’s Orientalism a defunct
subject. ~ They believe that Arthur Christy, especially in the chapter
“Thoreau and Oriental Aestheticism” in his pathbreaking book, The Orient
in American Transcendentalism, had done all that needed to be done with
the subject. Nonetheless, we have learned a great deal more about Thoreau’s
Oriental interests and sources since 1931, the year Arthur Christy’s book
appeared. Moreover, Christy’s book contains several categorical but dubious
viewpoints which require rectification. For instance, he quotes some

\



THOREAU’S ORIENTALISM 289

extended passages to conclude that Thoreau’s Confucian reading was
primarily concerned with “flora and fauna.”” Christy thinks that only
the depiction of nature or natural history of China has attracted Thoreau’s
attention. It is a truism that Thoreau is a great lover of nature; but, it does
not necessarily mean that he is interested in one thing to the exclusion
of the other.

Scholars also believe that Thoreau made use of some quotations or
allusions from the Chinese classics only as illustrations or external examples
of his own ideas which at most, like paraphernalia, were out of context
and confusing. “It is in instances like these,” Christy emphatically states,
“that Thoreau used the Chinese. It is fruitless to attempt finding in him
a resemblance to the ethics of Confucius.””®

In fact, Christy’s argument is open to debate. Unfortunately, most
Thoreau scholars have taken his word and never explored the matter further.
Throughout his writings, Thoreau advocates the innate goodness of human
nature and insists on the pursuit of renewal and of a spiritual life in a
materialistic society; and his espousal of the simplified life becomes the
perpetual theme of his philosophy. All these principles reverberate with
the very essence of the Confucian canon.

The year 1838 was the most crucial year in terms of Thoreau’s initial
knowledge of the Confucian classics. Couched in encomia, Thoreau praised
the Confucian books by saying that he was “thrilled by their sentiments™;
moreover, he likened the Confucian canon to “a strain of music wafted
down to us on the breeze of time through the aisles of innumerable ages.
By its very nobleness it is made near and audible to us.”® For Thoreau,
the Confucian canon, though gilded by the patina of antiquity, still preserves
immutable wisdom, a wisdom that captivated him all his life. In addition,
Thoreau seems to imply that he is attracted by the practical way of morality
as subtly inculcated in the Confucian teachings. Throughout his writings
Thoreau is particularly concerned with the self-cultivation of noble qualities
of supreme virtues and also encourages his compatriots to cultivate their
own virtues.

The first part of this essay tries to delineate this core of the Confucian
thought, the cultivation of the self, in Thoreauw’s Walden. I will discuss
the quotations of the Confucian texts and analyze the relationship between
the Confucian vision of life and Thoreau’s. Most significantly, Thoreau
identified himself with the ideal of the Chiin Tzu and endeavored to cultivate
this image in himself during his lifetime. Thoreau went to Walden Pond
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- to embark on an experiment of life. The solitary life there brought forth
for him an optimum setting for meditation on the true meaning of human
existence. Thoreau bemoaned that most men were leading a desperate
life and hoped to rectify the prevailing degenerate conditions of life by
means of his own example. He believed that a man of supreme morality
could help renovate the world. In this respect, Thoreau was undoubtedly
an exemplar of the Confucian Chiin Tzu: “When lacking in moral quality,
he [the Chin Tzu] attends to his own virtue in solitude; when advanced
to dignity, he makes the whole world virtuous as well [gg » AEEHS
> IREXTF 0 ,

Besides the humanistic philosophy of Confucius with which Thoreau
had been concerned throughout his life, Thoreau’s mystical bent certainly
made the Taoist ideas equally agreeable to him. Despite the paucity of
evidence supporting the hypothesis that Thoreau had ever read the Tuwo
Teh Ching, most scholars believe that had Thoreau come in contact with
Taoism, he would have found the philosophy of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu
more congenial to his taste than Hinduism or Buddhism.!! And his aversion
to the humdrum orthodoxies of New England life would undoubtedly have
made him appreciate the Taoist strand in Chinese tradition. Striving to achieve
the organic interrelatedness of nature and the soul’s rhythms, Thoreau
was fond of sauntering through Concord’s fields and forests several hours
daily. There in that “vast, savage, howling mother of ours, Nature” Thoreau
reclined like a follower of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, leaning placidly with
his soul along Walden’s shores. Both Thoreau and the Lao-Chuang philoso-
phers oppose artificiality in mundane living and encourage all men to follow
the invariable law of Nature. Interestingly, Theodore Dreiser remarks in
passing that Thoreau resembles Buddha, Jesus and Lao Tzu.® In the same
vein, Lin Yutang notes that Thoreau is like Chuang Tzu in his ruggedness
and resoluteness, and in his impatient individualism."® In addition, Lyman
V. Cady points out that there are profound similarities between Walden
and Tao Teh Ching, that is, their nature mysticism, love of the simple and
primitive, distaste for convention and governmental interference, and the
repeated use of paradox.® Later, I will proceed on the assumption that
Thoreau did not read the Taoist canon and try from there to come to an
understanding of significant parallels.

The image of Thoreau; reflected in such writings as Walden and “Civil
Disobedience,” bespeaks a traditional Chinese ideal: Confucian in form
and Taoist in spirit. Even in his selections of Confucian passages for the
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Dial in April and October issues of 1843, the Taoist recluse-sage, like Po
Yi [{H® ] and Shu Ch’i [4X #F], appears simultaneously as prominent
Confucian figures. In each case a traveling Confucian meets the Taoist
planting or weeding or plowing his field out in the wilds where he has gone
to escape from society. As Northrop Frye points out, quite correctly, “The
theme of the sage who makes a voluntary break with society in order to
discover his genuine self in a context of solitude and nature common
in the Orient and has been a major influence on the arts there, but it is
rare in the West.”’® As a matter of fact, Thoreau, just like a Confucian
Chiin Tzu and Taoist recluse-sage combined, went to Walden Pond not
merely to escape from civilization, but more important, to discover his
genuine self and the true civilization that would permit and foster the
greatest development of man’s spiritual nature. Meanwhile, Thoreau’s social
and political criticism, as implied in his writings, characterizes Taoism at
its best. Thoreau sets out to show how little a man actually needs for the
best life and how important it is that a government not interfere with the
individual’s freedom and sanctity. Most significant is Thoreau’s conviction
that the universal amelioration of the dire human conditions can only be
achieved through the cultivation of moral character of the individual. Like
the metempsyhosis of the seven Brahmans, Lao Tzu and Confucius had
transmigrated and become Thoreau, and has “preserved in thjs existence
the remembrance of the past.”16

Before we discuss Thoreau’s embodiment of the ideal of Confucian
Chiin Tzu, it is worthwhile to examine the sources of the actual texts or
translations of the Confucian canon Thoreau read.

Sources of Thoreau’s Knowledge of
the Chinese Classics

Prior to the first entry in the Journal for 1838 (Journal, 1, 55) little
direct proof can be found that Thoreau had become greatly interested in
Chinese philosophy. However, it seems well to consider (1) some of the
texts Emerson had used for his Journal or Works and (2) the listing of
holdings in Emerson’s private library, both of which might give a clue as
to the books that Thoreau had access to.

Evidences in his writings show that Thoreau garnered the materials
of the Confucian classics from the following sources: (1) Joshua Marshman’s
The Works of Confucius, (2) David Collie’s The Chinese Classical Work,
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Commonly Called the Four Books, and (3) M. G. Pauthier’s Confucius
et Mencius les quatre livres de philosophie morale et politique de la Chine,

Joshua Marshman’s The Works of Confucius appeared in 1809,
containing the Chinese original text to which is prefixed a dissertation on
the Chinese language and character. Thoreau used this work as the source
of selections published in the Dial, III (April, 1834), 493-494. The Chinese
Classical Work, translated by David Collie, appeared in 1828. Thoreau
used this translation as the source of selections in the Dial, IV (October,
1843), 205-210. In his headnote, Thoreau calls David Collie’s book “the
most valuable contribution we have yet seen from the Chinese literature.”
Thoreau basically follows David Collie’s arcane demarcation of the works
of Mencius by making them into two parts: “Shang Mung” and “Hea Mung.”
“Shang Mung” refers to the first part of the works of Mencius, while “Hea
Mung” represents the last part. It isvery likely that the book, David Collie’s
The Chinese Classical Work, may have belonged to Emerson. In fact,
Emerson has high praise for it in a letter to Margaret Fuller (June, 1843):
“I have the best of Chinese Confucian books lately, an octavo published
at Malacca, in English. Much of it is the old Confucius more fully rendered;
but the book of Mencius is wholly new to me.”" Seeing from the fact
that later on both Emerson and Thoreau have constantly cited the passages
from David Collie’s translation, it is evident that the minds of both New
England thinkers were riveted to the new insights reflected in the works
of Mencius.

The third source, M. G. Pauthier’s Confucius et Mencius les quatre livres
de philosophie morale et politique de la Chine, was published in Paris in
1840. In a letter dated December 12, 1856, Thoreau emphasized the
pragmatism of Confucius, and at the same time indicated in parenthesis
the definite origin of his translation:

I do not remember anything which Confucius has said
directly respecting man’s “origin, purpose and destiny.” He
was more practical than that. He is full of wisdom applied to
human relations, — to the private life, — the family, — govern-
ment, etc. It is remarkable that, according to his own account,
the sum and substance of his teaching is, as you know, to do
as you would be done by.

He [i.e. Confucius] also said (I translate from the French).
“Conduct yourself suitably toward the persons of your family,
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then you will be able to instruct and to direct a nation of
men.”18

Unless Thoreau had access to and acquainted himself with another
French translation of Confucius, J. P. A. Rémusat’s Sur les Livres Moraux
Attribues @ Confucius, which is listed in the catalogue of the library of
Boston Athenaeum, which Thoreau frequented (as shown in his Journals),
the only French translation available then to Thoreau was M. G. Pauthier’s
book. Up to this date absolute proof is still lacking that Emerson or Thoreau
read Rémusat’s translation. However, Lyman V. Cady has convincingly
demonstrated both the internal and external evidences to verify his point
that Thoreau probably used Pauthier’s French translation.'

On the whole, David Collie’s work is still considered the most important
source of Thoreau’s understanding of the Confucian canon. Unlike other
contemporary translations, David Collie’s book provides profuse interpreta-
tive commentaries made by the Neo-Confucian scholars of Sung and Ming
Dynasties (960-1126 A.D., 1368-1662 A.D.). In fact, certain passages quoted
by Thoreau in Walden as well as other major prose works have revealed
Thoreau’s predilection for Neo-Confucianism. Neo-Confucianists approve
of a new spiritual ideal, the sage or the Chiin Tzu who would embody the
full potential of the spiritual luminosity and vastness of mind and nature
with which heaven endowed human beings. The realization of this-ideal
requires a profound understanding of the basis and process of self-cultivation.
Interestingly, in the “Solitude™ chapter, where Thoreau attempts to “have
intelligence with the earth,” he quotes an extended passage from the
“Tchoung-Young,” which conveys heavy Neo-Confucian overtones:

How vast and profound is the influence of the subtile powers
of the Heaven and of Earth. S

We seek to perceive them, and we do not see them: we seek
to hear them, and we do not hear them: identified with the
substance of things, they cannot be separated from them.

They cause that in all the universe men purify and sanctify
their hearts, and clothe themselves in their holiday garments
to offer sacrifices and oblations to their ancestors. 1t is an ocean
of subtile intelligences. They are everywhere above us, on our
left, on our right: they environ us on all sides. [Walden, p. 134]
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As the Neo-Confucianist Chang Tsai (1026-1077) points out, these
“subtile powers” are the essence of Yin and Yang, the respective principles
of the spiritual and the material. The Neo-Confucianist commentary is
worth quoting: _

These gods are immaterial and without voice. That which
occasions the beginning, and the end of things, is nothing but
the uniting and separating of the Yin and Yang. ... The Kwei
Shin are merely the ... subtile, ethereal part of the Yin and
Yang ... called Kwei Shin on account of their pure, subtile,
excellent, flowing and moving qualities.?!

Thoreau’s familiarity with this commentary is suggésted by the fact that
when he originally used the “subtile powers” quotation in the Dial, vol.
IV (October, 1843), 210, he copied “Kwei Shin” rather than the later phrase.

In a letter of 1849 to H. G. O. Blake, Thoreau writes that “the laws
of the earth are for the feet, or inferior man; the laws of heaven are for
the head, or superior man; the latter are the former sublimed and expanded.
... Happy the man who observes the heavenly and the terrestrial law in
just proportion.”?? The superior man here, just like the Confucian Chiin
Tzu, is one who does not‘ignore the laws of the earth, of matter. Rather,
he accepts the inevitable balance of material and spiritual which occurs in
a world. governed by both. Hence, in Walden, the synthesis of “Higher -
Laws” and “Brute Neighbors”: “I found in myself, and still find, an instinct
toward a higher, or, as it is named, spiritual life, as do most men, and another
toward a primitive, rank and savage one, and I reverence them both” (Walden,
p. 210). ‘

In the Neo-Confucianist program of the School of Mind, when the
“heart” or intelligent principle is recovered and the influence of Yin and
Yang on the self is recognized, one is ready to undertake moral reform — the
theme demonstrated in Walden. One of the fundamental principles of Neo-
Confucianism is to hold in check those thoughts and feelings which obscured
the moral mind and nature. Quiescence of mind is considered the only
antidote for desires, unfettered emotions, and the distractions of external
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things. Unfortunately, Neo-Confucianists bewailed that the ordinary human
mind, bound by emotions, was susceptible to bad habits and external things.
The purpose of moral reform and self-cultivation was to transform the
material human mind into the mind of Heaven so that moral principle of
the original nature could be manifested.

With this background in Neo-Confucianism, one can appreciate Thoreau’s
cryptic passage about a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove in Walden.
Thoreau says,

I long ago lost a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove, and
am still on their trail. Many are the travelers I have spoken
concerning then, describing their tracks and what calls they
answered to. I have met one or two who has heard the hound,
and the tramp of the horse, and even seen the dove disappear
behind a cloud, and they seemed as anxious to recover them
as if they had lost them themselves. (Walden, p. 17)

Here Thoreau seems to model his enigmatic conception on a passage of
Mencius, which was imbued with Neo-Confucianist commentary in David
Collie’s translation. In 1843 Thoreau edited several Confucian passages
under the rubric “Chinese Four Books™ for the Dial, vol. IV, and one passage
there, which Thoreau later also included in A Week on the Concord and
Merrimack Rivers, resembles Thoreau’s parable remarkably:

Benevolence is man’s heart, and justice is man’s path. If a man
loses his fowl or his dogs, he knows how to seek them. There
are those who lose their hearts and know not how to seek them.
The duty of the student is no other than to seek his lost heart.
[Writing, 1, 208]
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The symbol of the “loss of heart” in the Mencian passage becomes for
Thoreau the physical loss of “a hound, a bay horse, and a turtle-dove.” Ina
similar vein of Neo-Confucianism, Thoreau could be viewed as trying to seek
and recover the “lost human mind.” What Mencius is saying and Thoreau is



296 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XVIIL, Nos. 1,2, 3,4

implying is that a self-sufficient man or a Chiin Tzu ought to sustain his
aspirations to moral excellence throughout his lifetime. Should virtue be
lost or become lax in the course, the Chiin Tzu would make every effort
to retrieve or reinvigorate them. If man loses them but has no intention
of recovering them, he has degenerated to the bestial state. Thoreau
criticizes that the majority of mankind are living in this sort of desperate
situation.

For Mencius, the “heart” which prompts man toward good deeds can
be regarded as a child’s heart. Mencius says, “A great man is he who has
not lost the heart of a child.” [ch'ih tzu chih hsin FRFZ00]. A child’s
heart is that which generates innocence, purity, and spontaniety. Evidently,
Thoreau also regards the loss of the pristine nature, the childlike heart, as
the cause of man’s degradation.

In the Dial of 1843 Thoreau quoted another Mencian passage which
emphasizes the importance of expanding man’s good nature and genuine
heart to the extent that man may understand his real self and thereby
know heaven: “He who employs his whole mind, will know his nature.
He who knows his nature, knows heaven.” [ FH v » @H 4 ; &1
HME» AIEI K%K o] Neo-Confucianists believed that the moral principles
(/i B) in the mind are equivalent to the heavenly endowed nature (hsing
#). When the mind acts in harmony with and manifests nature, it is
called the rectified mind, the mind of heaven. However, in most people
.a lifetime of dispositions and habit have obscured the moral nature; the
loss of the inborn moral nature arises from different physical endowments
of material force — Neo-Confucianists called that force ch’i (% ). When
the mind acts in harmony with the physical endowment, it is called the
human mind. Because the human mind is susceptible to external impulses
or desires, it is imperative for the ordinary man to proceed with self-
cultivation and moral reform. The purpose is to transform the material
human mind into the mind of heaven so that the moral principle of the
original nature can be manifested. For the Neo-Confucianists it was not
enough to rectify the mind; inner virtue must manifest itself in outward
demeanor and moral action. By his own example of life experiment at
Walden Pond Thoreau demonstrated to the world that moral cultivation
of the individual was the root of any further human accomplishments.
Thoreau’s purpose was to “wake my neighbors up” (Walden, p. 84), “waking
up” being a metaphor for moral reform. Like the Neo-Confucianists, Thor-
eau believed that only through individual self-improvement or self-nurture
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(han-yang i # ) could universal amelioration of the dire human condition
be achieved.

In fact, how the Neo-Confucianist commentaries in David Collie’s transla-
tion have had a bearing on Thoreau’s selection of the Confucian passage
and his understanding of Confucianism is a complex problem; I only wish
this essay could have dealt with it more conscientiously. - However, at the
moment, I will discuss only how Thoreau advocates the ideal of the Chiin
Tzu, a paragon of virtue and how he earnestly applies the ideal to reality
by his own experiment of life at Walden Pond. In the spiritual sense Thoreau
is a true disciple of Confucius: in his Transcendentalist philosophy as well
as his actual deeds he exemplifies man’s innate goodness and his potential for
cultivation of mind.

Spiritual Awakening and Moral Regeneration in
Walden: Thoreau’s Identification with
’I‘he Confucian Chiin Tzu

Thoreau presents in Walden the same image of the Confucian Chiin
Tzu, which he admires and strives to emulate throughout his life. He not
only envisions for himself the qualities of an ideal Chiin Tzu — humanity,
wisdom, and devotion — but also urges the masses to achieve the same ideal.
The exemplary figure, Thoreau believes, can lead the unenlightened society
to an awakening of the inward life through spiritual regeneration. By
analyzing the Confucian quotations Thoreau uses, we will understand how
the Confucian concept of the Chiin Tzu is interwoven into the main threads
of Walden. Thoreau undertook at Walden Pond the program of self-develop-
ment that was remarkably similar to the one advocated in the Confucian
Four Books. The emphasis of a crucial concept, the Chiin Tzu, in the
completion of the self-culture program, provides some valid comparative
grounds between the two thinkers.

In essence, the Transcendental philosophy evolves around the humanistic
concern that, vitiated by commercial and materialistic. pursuits, man has
gradually abandoned his innate divinity, the potential by which man can
claim to become a Chiin Tzu. The road to divinity is often obstructed
and man becomes a sheer brute. “Talk of a divinity in man!” Thoreau
sneers at the beginning of Walden. Look at the teamster on the highway,
wending to the market by day or night; does any divinity stir in
him? His highest duty to fodder and water his horses!” [Walden, p. 7]
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Truly virtuous men or the paradigmatic Chiin Tzu were hard to find, and
Thoreau mourned “How many men are there to a square thousand miles?
Hardly one.” [Writings, X, 141] Thoreau’s zeal for the cause of Captain
John Brown, a true man and Chin Tzu in his mind, must be understood
in this skeptical light.

Not only did Thoreau complain that everyone was leading a life of
quiet desperation; he also deplored the dismal condition of widespread
lethargy and spiritual malaise. He says that “only one in a million is awake
enough for effective intellectual exertion, only one in a hundred millions
to a poetic or divine life. To be awake is to be alive. I have never yet met
a man who was quite awake.” (Walden, p. 90) Subsequently, as a responsible
Chiin Tzu, Thoreau decided to “brag as lustily as chanticleer in the morning,
standing on his roost, if only to wake my neighbors up.” (Walden, p. 84)

So long as man can carry out the principle of self-cultivation advocated
by Confucius and restore his awakened intelligence, he can embark on
individual moral reform. The Chapter “Where I Lived and What I Lived
for” dwells on the crucial task of the Chiin Tzu: extending the personal
influence of a moral or virtuous man to a social and even universal scope.
In a passage in this chapter, Thoreau alluded to the farmous lines from The
Great Learning. Singing a hymn of praise to dawn, Thoreau asserts that
“Morning brings back the heroic ages.” He finds each morning to be “a
cheerful invitation to make my life of equal simplicity, and I may say
innocence, with Nature herself.” (Walden, p. 88) Getting up early and
bathing in the Walden Pond was for him something of a religious exercise.
“Then there is least somnolence in us; and for an hour, at least, some part
of us awakes which slumbers all the rest of the day and night.” (Walden,
p- 89) As Thoreau performed the rituals of cleansing himself in the Walden
Pond, he was both physically and spiritually invigorated. He realized that
he was truly awakened not only to the day but to life itself. Significantly,
Thoreau cited the Confucian lines in his eulogy of the “auroral character”:
“They say that characters were engraven on the bathing tub of King Tching-
thang to this effect: Renew thyself completely each day; do it again, and
again, and forever again.” (Walden, p. 88) Both Confucius and Thoreau
realize that “merning” takes on symbolic significance for them, suggestive
of perennial renewal. The auroral freshness encourages awareness, simplicity,
and purity, all conducive to discovering the inner self, to feeling spiritual
union with the cosmes. e

In the Confucian classics and Walden, therefore, the rituals of rebirth
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and the characteristic use of matinal imagery are two cardinal notions.
The extensive moral renovation of the universe should be exercised here
and now. Both thinkers maintain that the Chiin Tzu, the innately divine man,
is the only person who can initiate and achieve this reform. In Thoreau’s
words, the Chiin Tzu is “the only one in a hundred million_s ... awake
enough to a poetic or divine life.”

Recognizing the process of moral improvement by extension from
the personal to the cosmic level, Thoreau emphasizes the cultivation and
preservation of the individual goodness and sincerity as the root — i.e. the
paideuma. Thoreau refers in Walden to another often quoted passage in
The Four Books:

A return to goodness produced each day in the tranquil
and beneficent breath of the morning causes that in respect
to the love of virtue and the hatred of vice, one approaches
a little the primitive nature of man, as the sprouts of the forest
which has been felled. In like manner the evil which one does
in the interval of a day prevents the germs of virtues which
began to spring up again from developing themselves and destroys
them.

After the germs of virtue have thus been prevented many
times from developing themselves, then the beneficent breath
of evening does not suffice to preserve them. As soon as the
breath of evening does not suffice longer to preserve them,
then the nature of man does not differ much from that of the
brute. Men seeing the nature of this man like that of the brute,
think that he has never possessed the innate faculty of reason.
Are those the true and natural sentiments of man? (Walden,
p. 315)

This passage, the longest one among Thoreau’s Confucian quotations,
is taken from the “Kae Tzu” chapter of Mencius in The Four Books and
is primarily concerned with the subject of human goodness, the pivotal
question of Confucianism. The perfectibility of mankind guarantees
that man can aspire to divinity in his moral attributes. In contrast to Kao
Tzu, who argued that human nature was indeterminate, neither good nor
evil, and hence susceptible to external influences, Mencius drew forth a
counter example, Mount Niu, a once beautiful mountain but now deforested
and denuded of vegetation. Mencius posed a rhetorical question: *“To
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these things is. owing to bare and stripped appearance of the mountain,
which when people see, they think it was never finely wooded. But is this
the nature of the mountain?”?3 (BDEHREED ; ABREBEWD »
VIBXREEME e UZHHEk? ] Mencius believed that the

present condition did not represent the true nature of the mountain. Neither
does a man’s evil state represent what his true nature is, but is the result

of his giving in to temptations and abuses: “And so also of what properly
belongs to man — shall it be said that the mind of any man was without benev-
olence and righteousness? The way in which man loses his proper goodness
of mind is like the way in which the trees are denuded by axes and bills.

Hewn down day after day, can it — the mind — retain its beauty?”?* [ B

F¥AE» SEORZLE? HFUREROE » FBEEFZRAK
e BEEMKZ  AIRRBEF? ]

The poetic and half mystical reference by Mencius to the pure and
renovating influence of “the calm air of the morning” [ B Z %] must
have struck Transcendentalists like Thoreau and Emerson as extremely
congenial. The Transcendentalists, of course, have propounded the notion
of general divinity in man. They insist again and again on the cultivation
of reason as the sole way to gain, or rather, regain access to the Over Soul.
Cultivation of reason underscores the Confucian self-discipline as well as
the Transcendental apotheosis of the intuitive faculties in man: A shunning
of physical and material desires in order to move toward metaphysical and
non-material virtues.

In addition, Thoreau’s constant use of matinal imagery in Walden
carries heavy overtones of the Mencian “calm air of the morning.” Thoreau
asserts that “The morning, which is the most memorable season of the
day, is the awakening hour.” (Walden, p. 89) He goes on to say that “All
memorable events, I should say, transpire in morning time and in a morning
atmosphere. The Vedas say, ‘All intelligence awake with the morning.’ ”
Mencius also believes that in the morning “the germ of virtue” remains
intact and clean because of the unadulterated calm air of the morning.
Therefore, the initial step toward self-discipline is the essential preparation
of the innate goodness of the mind, “if it receives its proper nourishment,
there is nothing which will not grow. If it loses its proper nourishment,
there is nothing which will not decay.” (Mencius, VI, i:3) [#j& X
B BYLRE s ALHEE > %K1 The Confucian Chin Tzu,
a man who is able to rejuvenate his moral self, keeps his virtue forever
tranquil and clean as in the morning.
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On the one hand, Thoreau, like Mencius, exalts the matinal qualities
of the Chitn Tzu. On the other hand, he, in the same vein as Mencius,
deplores the loss of the true self in the course of materialistic pursuits,
The condition of a truant individual resembles the denuded Mount Niu,
as suggested in the Mencian passage. In the chapter “The Bean Field” of
Walden Thoreau presents to us a parable, deploring that the seeds he
planted, the seeds of virtue, were worm-eaten and hence did not sprout.
Thoreau determines that he will not plant beans and com with so much
industry another summer; instead he will plant such seeds, “if the seed
is not lost, as sincerity, truth, simplicity, faith, innocence, and the like”
(Walden, p. 164). The symbolism of the seeds of Nature and of human
nature figures prominently here. Thoreau loves the seeds because they
attach him to the earth. In other words, they enhance his sense of harmony
with Nature. The actual seeds, furthermore, become seeds of virtue in
his mind because they symbolize the potential harvest of spending months
in solitude and constant communion with Nature. However difficult it
may be, the virtues and the exalted inner life are the highest goal Thoreau
strives to achieve. The seeds of sincerity or truth, significantly enough,
are the cardinal virtues to which Confucius staunchly adheres. They are
the sole approach to restoring “the proper goodness of the mind.”

The cultivation of beans represents the cultivation of the mind or of
moral character, wherein extraneous thoughts are weeded out. Knowing,
. rather than eating, beans is Thoreau’s primary concern: Not that I wanted
beans to eat, for I am by nature a Pythagorean so far as beans are concerned.”
(Walden, p. 162) As a Pythagorean, Thoreau, in tilling the soil (and
symbolically the soul) meditates on the material world that he might
understand its essence. Beans in the Pythagorean sense yield clues to the
world of the spirit and serve to harmonize the self with the informing
universal spirit. Pythagoras, then, sets an example of asceticism and
philosophical inquiry by which Thoreau could better cultivate his own
Transcendental virtues. Thoreau does not care for beans, his interest in
them is as a poet and philosopher rather than a censumer or merchant.
In fine, if beans and the laboring in the beanfield serve a higher purpose,
“perchance . . . only for the sake of tropes and expression, to serve a parable
maker one day,” as Thoreau uses it, the entire chapter of “The beanfield”
can be understood as a parable of the spirit’s cultivation in virtue, in sincerity,
truth, simplicity, faith, innocence, and the like.” To know beans is to know
humanity, and, the way of cultivating humanity to perfection.
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When Thoreau quotes that long passage from The Four Books in the
chapter “Spring”, he apparently wishes to illustrate how hazardous it may
be for man when he loses his morality. The primary concern of the Chiin Tzu
is precisely with how to preserve and cherish virtues. In another chapter
“Higher Laws” Thoreau culls a similar passage from Mencius to distinguish
the quality of the Chiin Tzu from that of the ordinary people: “That in
which men differ from brute beasts, says Mencius, is a thing very inconsider-
able; the common herd lose it very soon; superior men [i.e. the Chiin Tzu)
preserve it carefully” (Waiden, p.219) [AZERESB EREZ T EEEL
2+ EFEZ 1. We can understand this passage from three closely
related perspectives. First, it contains the idea of cultivation of virtues
which we have just examined above. Second, it emphasizes the concept
of dualism, the material as opposed to the spiritual aspects of the universe.
Third, it refers implicitly to another passage from Confucius which
Thoreau cites in this chapter:” ‘The soul not being mistress of herself’
says Thseng-tseu, ‘one looks, and one does not see; one listens, and does
not hear; one eats, and one does not know the savor of food’ ” (Walden,
p- 217) [EFH: LAEE RMAR  BEIAH X ERcAE
BE ]. Thoreau’s use of this passage here is one of dubious appropriateness,
based on little more than a coincidence of the language of the senses. He
seems to imply that the Chiin Tzu knows the true savor of his food and
he eats to inspire his spiritual appetites and living the slimy beastly life
without regard to the savor.

As to the distinction of “the common herd” and the “superior men,”
Thoreau expands the gamut of the Mencian passage by adding Transcendental
strain to it. The original Mencian text points out that there is little difference
between man and beasts. Man is only one of the myriad creatures in the
universe; he has both human and animal nature. But, despite the small
difference, man and other animals are not the same. “The common herd,”
unfortunately, do not realize the actual, subtle disparity that exists between
the human and the nonhuman species, making no efforts to distinguish
themselves as human species. As a result, they are no better than brutes.
The Chitn Tzu, alone, recognizes the difference, and nourishes his moral
character daily to the state of the sage.

For Thoreau the Mencian passage carries new significance. He uses
it to stress the close relationship between man and animal. In Walden he
relates a story: he has one day picked up the lower jaw of a hog and
discovered that it had white sound teeth and tusks. He concludes that
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aside from the spiritual there is an animal health and vigor in human life.
He follows Mencius in assuming that is “animal in us, which awakens in
proportion as our high nature slumbers.” (Walden, p. 219) Mencius maintains
that man’s potential for spiritual and moral development elevates him above
the animal [ Z F# > ]. For this capacity any man can aspire to the
state of the sage. The willingness or unwillingness to cultivate this capacity
distinguishes a Chiin Tzu from the rest of mankind. Thoreau’s approach
is similar to Mencius’: man must redouble his efforts to curb his sensual
desires. In other words, while Thoreau reverences both the “primitive rank
and savage instinct™ and the spiritual nature, it seems to us that his reverence
for the spiritual is so much the greater.

With this in mind, one can understand the seemingly ambiguous passage
in the chapter “Higher Laws” which Thoreau quoted from The Great
Learning. The line “the cultivation of the person depends on rectifying the
mind” may thus be explained: if a man be under the influence of passion,
he will be incorrect in his conduct. The grave consequences of the failure-to
maintain one’s “mind” and avoid the interferences from the outside are
obvious. Man must not be perturbed by passion, distress, or outward factors
that may affect his serenity. Concentration and tranquility of the mind
is a prerequisite to the moral cultivation of the Chin Tzu. If he is ruffied
by external objects and fails to concentrate his mind on the inner world,
he would look but does not see, hear but does not understand, and eat
but does not know the taste of what he eats — Thoreau thus quotes the
following lines — “The soul not being mistress of herself,” says Theng-Tseu,
“one looks, and one does not see; one listens and one does not hear; one
eats, and one does not know the savor of food.” (Walden, p. 217) The
thrust of the passage here is the rectification of the mind.

In Thoreau’s quotation of the Confucian text he has only taken the
middle part of the passage and left out the first and the last part. In addition,
Thoreau gave his own interpretative translation of the initial phrase “hsin
pu tsai yen” [[LWRTZEE ] By semantic twist and turn of the phrase
Thoreau charges it with heavy Transcendental overtones: “The absence
of mind” becomes “The soul not being mistress of herself.” In the Confucian
text, when man’s mind is susceptible to the distraction from outside and
fails to sustain concentration, he may eat and does not know the taste of
what he eats. Interestingly, Thoreau emphasizes the ability to recognize
the true savor of food. He believes that “He who distinguishes the true
savor of his food can never be a glutton.” Thoreau continues, “Not that
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food which entereth into the mouth defileth a man, but the appetite with
which it is eaten. It is neither the quality nor the quantity, but the devotion
to sensual savors; when that which is eaten is not a viand to sustain our
animal, or inspire our spiritual life, but food for the worms that possess
us.” Thoreau does not reject the material or the sensual per se; but he
thinks that it is vital for man to rise above the sensual in order to reach
the divine. Man should never, Thoreau reminds us, live the “slilmy beastly
life, eating and drinking” (Walden, p. 218).

Moderation and balance are prime desiderata of the Confucian Chiin
Tzu. The judicious balancing of inner virtues and external polish is
characteristic of the ideal figure. He always seeks the middle path; he is
flexible and never goes to extremes. He will by nature act with equal respect
to the material and the spiritual, fulfilling the injunction contained in the
title “Chung Yung” (“The Doctrine of the Mean™). The reward of this
balancing and moderation is, according to Confucius, to form “the ultimate
trinity with Heaven and Earth” (Chung Yung, XXIT) [ B2 K #iZ2 & 1.

In fact, Thoreau envisions for himself the role of a Chiin Tzu. In
“Higher Laws™” he asserts that once the material component is integrated
and purity achieved, “man flows at once to God.” With the same creative
prerogative enjoyed by that “Artist of Kouroo” who “was disposed to
strive after perfection” and oblivious of the passage of time because of
his single-mindedness of purpose and resolution, Thoreau, like the
Confucian Chiin Tzu, achieves this creative characteristic of divinity.
Thoreau has definitely identified himself with the Artist in an earlier chapter
“The Beanfield,” in which he describes himself as “dabbling like a plastic
artist in the dewy and crumbling sand,” as he makes his field ““the connecting
link between wild and cultivated fields,” literally fulfilling the injunction
“Chung Yung” of integrating the spiritual and the material, in a union with
Heaven and Earth.

In Thoreau’s view man can never be completely material or totally
spiritual. ~ Along with the spiritual there is always the “reptile” sensual
nature. Along with the material, calls of the conscience or the inner
voice are always present, always urging man to improve his life. Therefore,
Thoreau chooses to live in the middle, to exist in both the realm of the
spiritual and the animal. to establish and to maintain the dialectic of the
spiritual and the animal, to live always the “doctrine of the mean.”

However, the cultivation of personal virtue marks only the first step
for the Chiin Tzu. His ultimate goal is to ensure general reform, to help
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others regain their innate godlike qualities by opening “the channel of
purity,” and eradicate the animal aspects in man that have obstructed his
communion with the Cosmos. Thus, in “Solitude” of Walden, Thoreau
quotes a line from the Analects: “Confucius says truly, ‘Virtue . does not
remain in an abandoned orphan; it must of necessity have neighbors’ ”
(Walden, p. 134) [ RIL » HSEH].

Thoreau explains the purpose of Walden as “to wake my neighbors
up,” using a metaphor of moral reform. In the “Ethnical Scriptures”
selected by Thoreau for the Dial we find the following lines from the
Confucian texts: “Perfection (sincerity) is the way of heaven, and to wish
for perfection is the duty of a man. It has never been the case that he who
possessed genuine virtue in the highest degree, could not influence others,
nor has it ever been the case that he who was not in the highest degree
sincere could influence others.” Thoreau thinks that general moral reform
can materialize only when initiated by a virtuous person, or a true Chin
Tzu. Self reform is a prerequisite for social reform. The Chiin Tzu sets
up an example of virtucus conduct; the common people follow suit. Thoreau
uses a passage from the Analects to show the relationship between the Chiin
Tzu and the common people: “You who govern public affairs, what need
have you to employ punishments? Love virtue, and the people will be
virtuous. The virtues of a superior man [a Chiin Tzu] are like the wind;
the virtues of a common man are like the grass, when the wind passes over,
it bends” (Walden, p. 172) [ FREK » BAR* FREMREEL - EF
ZE B MAZHE E B LTR - HE]

Apparently Thoreau’s main concern in quoting this passage from
Confucius is still with the urgency of “waking up” of the common people
from a state of moral lethary — from what he calls “somnolence.” Although
in Confucius the Chiin Tzu xhay be characterized as an ideal ruler, it is also
clear that the Chiin Tzu, being an ideal stateman, exemplifies moral integrity.
The qualities of a Chiin Tzu are set up to regulate the conduct of the
common people. The Chiin Tzu is like a hinge on which a peaceful and
efficent state moves: “Wherever the superior man [the Chiin Tzu] passes,
renovation takes place. The divine spirit which he cherishes above and
below flows on equal in extent and influence with heaven and earth.” So
quotes Thoreau from the Confucian text in the Dial [October, 1843; p.
205] [(REFHBENL FIEEM ETRXMBERK ]

To return to the “Golden Age™ or a paradise in this world, Thoreau
envisions a noble goal for the Chin Tzu: 1 am convinced that if all men
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were to live as simply as I then did, thieving and robbery would be
unknown” (Walden, p. 172). The Chin Tzu, a paragon of mankind, bears
the social responsibility of rectifying the degenerate times and restoring
man’s lost grace by setting himself up as an example for others to emulate.

The Confucian Chiin Tzu must not only emanate personal virtues,
he must take on himself the task of exerting his influence on the common
people while pursuing a moderate path between the material and the
spiritual realm of life. Sustaining a spiritual communion with the tran-
scendental truth of the universe, he sets his two feet firmly on this earth.
This is the reason why Thoreau advocates in the chapter “Economy” in
Walden the same ideas to which Confucius subscribes: the ideas of rectifying
mind or morality, making use of nature, and benefiting the myriad creatures
(ie. cheng-teh, li-yung, hou-sheng ¢ 1%, F|F] » E4 ]. The rationale

~is quite simple: unless we have acquired the “necessaries of life,” we are
unable to face or solve the metaphysical and moral problems that come
along after our animal instincts are satisfied. Thoreau makes two points:
first, for those whose approach to God is obstructed by material pursuits
he redefines the “necessaries of life” as the basics on which man can
live healthily. Second, for those whose means are meager Thoreau offers
a workable plan to help them meet life’s basic needs.

As a visionary of the way of living for those who feed on more than
they need as well as for those who suffer from shortages, Thoreau is fulfilling
the duty of a Chiin Tzu, of exerting influence on the commen people by
using his own example. The Chiin Tzu, in the words of Confucius, which
Thoreau quotes, “wishing to be established himself, seeks also to establish
others; wishing to be enlarged himself, he seeks also to enlarge others”
(Analects, VI, xxvii) [T A *» C8ZEmEA]. Thoreau
explains to us the noble intentions he had when he embarked on the
experiment at Walden Pond:

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately,
to front only the essential facts of life, and see if I could not
learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die, discover
that I had not lived. I did not wish to live what was not life,
living is so dear; nor did I wish to practise resignation, unless
it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck out all
the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-ike as to
put to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave
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close, to drive life into a corner, and to reduce it to its lowest
terms, and, if it proved to be mean, why then not get the whole
and genuine meanness of it and publish its meanness to the
world; or if it were sublime, to know it by experience, and
be able to give a true account of it in my next excursion.

(Walden, pp..90-91)

Setting himself up as a positive example for the common people to follow,
Thoreau stresses the importance of leading a simplified way of life.

Thoreau’s experiment at Walden Pond was a quest for an ideal self,
a paradigmatic Chiin Tzu who not only perceives but also treads the right
path of life. Having looked for and discovered this self-image in the life
he lived in the woods, Thoreau explains why he left Walden. In the chapter
“Conclusion™ he says: “it seemed to me that I had several more lives to
live, and could not spare any more time for that one.” (Walden, p. 323)
With his re-entry into the society, Thoreau made his account at Walden
known to the world, as a spiritual quidebook for his contemporaries. He
lived to the marrow of his life at the Walden Pond and then went back to the
world to expostulate with his fellow men on following his example. As
Confucius says, “Thus the Chiin Tzu must himself be possessed of the good
qualities, and then he may require them in the people” (The Great Learning,
IX:v) [B FHED MgkBAL

Throughout Walden Thoreau repeatedly encourages all men to undertake
the initiative of renovating one’s self. Thoreau uses quite properly the
letters of gold on King Tching thang’s bath-tub to emphasize the theme of
a spiritual renewal of mankind. “Renew thyself completely each day; do it
again, and again, and forever again™ (Walden, p. 88) [ 222850 : & H
¥ H H#%r» X H# ]. The renewal of spiritual life becomes thé recurring
theme in Thoreau’s book. Thoreau wishes everyone to explore his own
“streams and oceans™ or “higher latitudes,” to set out on a similar voyage of
inward discovery: “Be a Columbus to whole new continents and worlds
within you, opening new channels, not of trade, but of thought.” Thoreau
continues, “There are continents and seas in the moral world, to which
every man is an isthmus or an inlet” (Walden, p. 321). For Thoreau “explore
thyself” becomes the gauge of character and everyone is encouraged to
take it. Instead of exploring the external world, man should first turn inward
to himself for moral cultivation. Consequently all men may reach the
emancipation of mind and “with Heaven and Earth form a trinity.” In
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his lifetime, Thoreau, on the one hand, attempts to cultivate his own
character and practise self-discipline by going to live at Walden Pond, on
the other hand, he continues to impart his discovery and experiences to the
world. What he wishes is to establish an ideal society here and now.
Together with personal discipline and social commitment, Thoreau becomes,
indeed, an embodiment of the Confucian Chiin Tzu.

Parallels in Thoreau and Taoism: The Mysticism of
Nature and Political Ideals

The essential affinities between Thoreau and the Taoist philosophers,
Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, are pervasive throughout Thoreau’s corpus of
writings. The three share a reverent devotion to Nature; hostility to social
conventions, hierarchy, wealth, and government; and an extensive literary
use of hyperbole, paradox, puns, irony, and humor. In what follows we
will investigate some significant parallels between the Taoists and Thoreau’s
thought," specifically, their mystical conception of Nature, their emphasis
on the symbolism of water, and their political ideals.

No serious reader of Thoreau can fail to notice his passionate interest
in nature. As a nature writer, Thoreau’s contribution was primarily literary
rather than scientific; one is often struck by the range and depth
of his observation of natural phenomena. Significantly, more than any
other manifestation of néture, it was water — rivers and rivulets, marshes,
rains and dews, lakes, streams, and ponds — which fascinated Thoreau.
The concept of water as a living as well as life-giving part of nature is
expressed very vividly in Thoreau’s Journal, where he remarks: “How dead
would the globe seem ... if it were not for these water surfaces! We are
slow to realize water, — the beauty and magic of it. It is interestingly strange
to us forever. Immortal water, alive even in the superficies, restlessly heaving
now and tossing me in my boat, and sparkling with Life! I look around
with a thrill on this bright fluctuating surface on which no man can walk,
whereon is no trace of footstep, unstained as glass.” (Journal, VI, 245)
In Walden water is an ever-present, a pervasive force. The ripple, gurgle,
and splash of water is to be heard throughout the pages of the book.

Lao Tzu cherishes a similar endearing reverence toward water, in which
he finds an emblem of the highest good, or the Tao: “The highest good
is like that of water. The goodness of water is that it benefits the ten
thousand creatures; yet itself does not scramble, but is content with the
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places that all men disdain. It is this that makes water so near to the Way .2
[EZEEK KENEYTARR - BRAZE » LBMN\] In
addition, Lao Tzu apotheosizes water by the use of a paradox: the
unassuming, the low will ultimately prove the strongest: . “What is of all
things most yielding [i.e. water]/Can overwhelm that which is of all things
most hard [i.e. rock]/Being substanceless it can enter where there is no
space;/That is how I know the value of action that is actionless.””26 [RTZ
EX>RBRATZER - @AAEMN EEMMNESZER 1 In
another instance, we find Lao Tzu say: “Nothing under heaven is softer
or more yielding than water; but when it attacks things hard and resistant
there is not one of them that can prevail " [ X TR BHEBAK » fXK
BRERZMER - ]

For Thoreau, water — the ever-flowing and ever-transparent object —
is at once the symbol of the microcosm (man) and that of the macrocosm
(the mystical universe). The human mind being a watery realm, Thoreau
exhorts his fellow men to strive for self-exploration: “Be rather the Mungo
Park, the Lewis and Clark and Frobisher, of your own streams and oceans;
explore your own higher latitudes ... Nay, be a Columbus to whole new
continents and worlds within, opening new channels, not of trade, but of
thought.” (Walden, p. 268) Corresponding to the spiritual, inner geography
of man as a body of water, Walden Pond — the vast, physical body of water
— becomes a larger symbol for man’s spiritual self, for it is in the pond
that man “measures the depth of his own nature.” (Waiden, p. 186) And,
when Thoreau listens to the sound of Heywood’s Brook falling into Fair
Haven Pond, he concludes: “What is it I hear but the pure waterfalls within
me, in the circulation of my blood, the streams that fall into my heart?”
(Journal, 11, 300) The rising of water becomes a moment of illumination,
almost a Joycean epiphany:  “The life in us is like the water in ‘the river.
It may rise this year higher than man has known it, and flood the parched
uplands; even this may be the eventful year, which will diown out all our
muskrats. It was not always dry land where we dwell. I see far inland the
banks which the stream anciently washed, before science began to record
its freshets” (Walden, pp. 332-3).

Indeed, Thoreau looks on water with reverence and piety. It is by
drinking and bathing in pure water that man cleanses his spirit of all the
dross and corrupting matter which encrusts it. Subsequently, “when the
channel of purity is open,” man “flows at once to God.” (Walden, p. 220)
Meditating by Walden Pond becomes a daily ritual for Thoreau by which
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he renews himself:

Every morning was a cheerful invitation to make my life
of equal simplicity, and I may say innocence, with Nature herself.
I have been as sincere a worshipper of Aurora as the Greeks.
I got up early and bathed in the pond; that was a religious
exercise, and one of the best things which I did. They say that
characters were engraven on the bathing tub of King Tching-
thang to this effect: “Renew thyself completely each day; do
it again, and again, and forever again.” I can understand that,

(Walden, p. 72)

It is Thoreau’s belief in the purifying effect of water which explains what
may otherwise seem to be an obsessive concern with the purity of Walden
Pond. Repeatedly, Thoreau speaks of the “wonderful purity” that Walden
— ““this vision of serenity and purity” — has acquired for him by his living
“reserved and austere, like a hermit in the woods. so long.” (Walden, p. 162)
Thoreau tells us that Walden Pond is “remarkable for its depth and purity,”
(Walden, p. 175) and goes on to speak of its “cyrstalline purity,” (Walden,
p. 177) of “pure Walden Water,” the “pure sea-green Walden water.”
(Walden, p. 297)

Most significant, water, by nature serene and. constant, becomes the
utmost emblem of virtue for Chuang Tzu, and of the Transcendental truth
for Thoreau. In the same vein, Chuang Tzu compares water to the tranquility
of mind and clarity of spirit: “Among level things, water at rest is the most
perfect, and therefore it can serve as a standard. It guards what is inside
and shows no movement outside. Virtue is the establishment of perfect
harmony. Though virtue takes no form, things cannot break away from
it"® [ PEKEZ S HFUDUSESL; ARZTIARE - BF
RRZEDL  @REE ¥R M ] Furthermore, Chuang Tzu
stresses the importance of maintaining virtue and one’s genuine self inside
one’s mind. If man can keep his inner self and forget his outer form,
naturally revealing his moral integrity to the world, other men may willingly
become his followers. Chuang Tzu uses the metaphor of water to account
for the inherent appeal of the virtuous man.

Men do not mirror themselves in running water — they
mirror themselves in still water. Only what is still can still the
stillness of other things. Of those that receive life from the
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earth the pine and cypress alone are best — they stay as green
as ever in winter or summer. Of those that receive life from
Heaven, Yao and Shun alone are best — they stand at the head
of ten thousand things. Luckily they were able to order their
lives, and thereby order the lives of other things.29

ARRERFK » TEHIEK » BB RIE o SHHMM - G B
Wi REHFF o ZHNK » ERBME SEREIE AR DIER: o

The mind of the Taoist Perfect Man, like water, reflects his clear and tranquil
character.

Thoreau also finds the constant stillness of Walden Pond an emblem
of truth that transcends the vicissitudes of the mundane realm. He says
so beautifully, k

Walden is a perfect forest mirror, set round with stones
as precious to my eyes as if fewer or rarer. Nothing so fair,
so pure, and at the same time so large, as a lake, perchance,
lies on the surface of the earth. Sky water. It needs no fence.
Nations come and go without defiling it. It is a mirror which
no stone can crack, whose quick-sliver will never wear off, whose
gliding Nature continually repairs; no storms, no dust, can dim
its surface ever fresh; — a mirror in which all impurity presented

. to it sinks, swept and dusted by the sun’s hazy brush, — this
is the light dustcloth, — which retains no breath that is breathed
on it, but sends its own to float as clouds high above its surface,
and be reflected in its bosom still. (Walden, pp. 157-8)

Stillness and hence constancy are therefore the two cardinal virtues the
New England Transcendentalist finds in water, a mystical element of Nature
that reflects unfailingly a pure state of mind.

While Thoreau describes Walden Pond as a perfect mirror, we realize
that the limpidity of its water also symbolizes the transparent purity of
Thoreau’s character. By the same token, Chuang Tzu likens the mind of
the Taoist Perfect Man to a mirror: “The Perfect Man uses his mind like
a mirror — going after nothing, welcoming nothing, responding but not
storing. Therefore he can win out over things and not hurt himself.”3¢ [z
AZRLES  RERD > EIIRE > 6B % AL °] Harbor-
ing no excessive desire, the mind of the Taoist Perfect Man is not encumbered
by it and hence does not change with the craving of each desire. Tranquility,
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or the mind’s ability to resist change, is persistently stressed by Thoreau,
Lao Tzu, and Chuang Tzu as the first step on the way to the eternal truth.
In “Higher Laws” Thoreau says, “Who knows what sort of life would result
if we had attained to purity? If I knew so wise a man as could teach me
purity I would go seek him forthwith.” (Walden, p. 220) Freedom from
desire, or purity of mind, is for the Taoists a prerequisite to attaining to
the Tao.

Thoreau has not only found the limpidity of water a symbol of the
transparency of his character; he virtually achieves the organic interrelated-
ness of Nature and the Soul’s rhythms when he saunters through Concord’s
fields and forests. There in that “vast, savage, howling mother of ours,
Nature,”3! Thoreau reclined like a follower of Lao-Chuang Taoism, leaning
placidly with his soul along Walden’s shores. In Walden Thoreau proclaims
that he wishes to “walk ... with the Builder of the universe, if I may, not

~ to live in this restless, nervous, bustling trivial Nineteenth Century. ...”

(Walden, p. 329) This life in Nature Thoreau longed for and tried to live
is precisely the mode of life the Taoists strove after, a life completely in
tune with the rhythms of Nature. For Thoreau, the goal of his quest is to
be “the Builder of the Universe”; for the Taoists, the highest achievement
lies in “the identification with the universe.” [l FH E H A& —].
 Taoism as practical philosophy for everyone emphatically projects
the ideas of living simply -in harmony with nature and doing no violence
to one’s own nature. Man must be able to lose his self to become at one
with the Tao. He may achieve absolute happiness by recognizing his
unity with the Tao and living the simple Taoist life style in accord with
Nature. The Taoist repeatedly taught men to unshackle themselves from
material pursuits and to roam in the metaphysical sphere, the realm above
physical and mundane concerns, so as to enjoy life. Lao Tzu says:

No lure is greater than to possess what others want,
No disaster greater than not to be able content with what one
“ has,

No presage of evil greater than that men should be wanting
to get more.

Truly: “He who has once known the contentment that comes
simply- through being content, will never again be otherwise
than contented.”3? '
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In a similar vein, Chuang Tzu says,

When the tailor-bird builds her nest in the deep wood,
she uses no more than one branch. When the mole drinks at
the river, he takes no more than a bellyful 3°

RBE AR B—H 5 ERKATRERE o

The thrust of both remarks hes in a strong caution against material excess
lest one’s true nature may therefore be obscured.

The idea is expressed by Thoreau in a remarkably similar way: “To
the bison of the prairie it is a few inches of palatable grass, with water to
drink; unless he seeks shelter of the forest or the mountain’s shadow.”
(Walden, p. 12) Like Thoreau, Chuang Tzu feels sorry for “the mass of
men” who “lead lives of quiet desperation” and says:

Once a man receives this fixedly bodily form, he holds on to
it, waiting for the end. Sometimes clashing with things, some-
times bending before them, he runs his course like a galloping
steed, and nothing can stop him. Is he not pathetic? Sweating
and laboring to the end of his days and never knowing where
to look for rest — can you help pitying him? I’m not dead yet!
he says, but what good is that? His body decays, his mind
follows it — can you deny that this is a great sorrow?3*

—RHP  RUELIRFS - S AEEE - KRB MR » RIR
T IR FRBTR BERY) » & RER AN » TAREM?
ABZRFE - 85 21 » EORZR TRERETR?

Chuang Tzu bemoaned that most men tried to reach materialistic goals
which the surrounding society conform to. For the Taoists as well as for
Thoreau, civilized society tends to brutalize man’s inner, higher nature. .
Thoreau shows .the “positive hindrances” of civilization by exposing in
Walden such everyday matters as food, clothing, shelter, furniture, as well
as education, law, reform to the test of fitness to man’s “inner necessities.”
Chuang Tzu questions the value of materialistic success gained by working
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laboriously day and night without respite. The paradox of civilization
or the mundame value of success, then, is that actually “barbarizes™
man, since it drove him or caused him to drift farther away from awareness
of his inner self. By the same token, Thoreau contended that he had
“civilized” himself by the experience at Walden, since he fulfilled self-
realization and achieved a oneness with Nature. Chuang Tzu discovered
Truth or Tao by successfully abandoning the conventional value system. He
understood the significance of not straining or wasting motion and quickly
realized the essential luxury to be derived from leisure. In this respect,
Thoreau shared a congenial sympathy with Chuang Tzu: “There is no
Sabbath. It would be glorious to see mankind at leisure for once. It is
nothing but work, work, work.”®% Thoreau continued to say, “Most men,
even in this comparatively free country, through mere ignorance and mistake,
are so occupied with the factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors
of life that its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them.” (Walden, p. 4) And
nodding his admiration for the Eastern sages, Thoreau turned to the spiritual
treasures of the Orient by adding, “The ancient philosophers, Chinese Hindu,
Persian, and Greek, were a class than which none has been poorer in outward
riches, none so rich in inward.” (Walden, p. 14)

' In turning to Nature, Thoreau sought not to dispel life’s harmonies,
but rather to march in the spirit of its beauties. Nature administered to
both physical and spiritual needs for Thoreau; there was a “correspondence™
between man and Nature — that is, every fact of Nature corresponds ideally
with a fact of consciousness in man’s mind. Thoreau described this
correspondence between man and nature in a poem entitled “The Inward
Morning™:

Packed in my mind lie all the clothes
Which outward nature wears,
And in its fashion’s houtly change
It all things else repairs.

In vain I look for change abroad,
And can no difference find,

Till some new ray of peace uncalled
Humes my inmost mind.36

This inward morning is the kind of wakeful awareness Thoreau stresses
throughout Walden: it acknowledges the constant inspiration to be derived
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from Nature. What Thoreau was ultimately aiming at, of course, like the
Taoists, was a sense of complete oneness with Nature. In order to achieve
this Taoist ideal Thoreau attempted a disciplined, ascetic life — the idea of
purity, purification of channels of perception, tranquility of mind, and
clarity of spirit, all these recur in his works. Thoreau observes Nature
closely, as do Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, practically g1v1ng himself up to the
life in Nature or the Universe.

Besides the similarity of their nature mysticism, another profound
similarity between Thoreau and the Taoist philosophers is their love of the
simple and primitive, the corollary of which is distaste for conventions and
governmental interference. Lao Tzu is probably the first thinker in China to
voice his protest against excessive organization and mechanization. Lao
Tzu says:

The more prohibitions there are, the more ritual avoidance,
The poorer the people will be.

The more “sharp weapons” there are,

The more benighted will the whole land grow.

The more cunning craftsmen there.are,

The more pernicious contrivances will be invented.

The more laws are promulgated,

The more thieves and bandits there will be.3”

RTEEE  MREHE S REFI%  BRYEE ) ASKT  Su%iE
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According to Lao Tzu, the ideal Taoist ruler would undo all the causes of
trouble in the world. After that he would govern with non-action. With
non-action, he does nothing, yet everything is accomplished. Therefore
it is said in the Tao Teh Ching:

So long as T “do nothing” the people will themselves be trans-
formed.

So long as I love quietude, the people will themselves go straight.

So long as I act only by incativity the people will of themselves
become prosperous.

So long as I have no wants the people will of themselves return
to the “State of the Uncarved Block.””®

FRAMR AL s RFSAREE REFNR 48 REKTRSE
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The ideal ruler of a state should let the people do what they can do them-
selves. In the famous essay “Civil Disobedience” Thoreau unequivocally
states that he would accept the motto heartily, “That Government is best
which governs not at all.” Significantly, Chuang Tzu regards the false sages
as trouble makers, and says that only when the sages are dead will the
gangsters cease to appear . and the whole universe rest in peace. Thoreau
expresses the same paradoxical situation: *“Our manners have been corrupted
by communication with the saints, because they had rather consoled the
fears than confirmed the hopes of man.” (Walden, p. 78)

Chuang Tzu argues that if the ruler fails to leave people alone, and
tries to rule them with laws and institutions, the process is like putting a
- halter around a horse’s neck or a string through an ox’s nose. It is also
like lengthening the legs of the duck or shortening those of the crane. What
is natural and spontaneous is changed into something artificial. Its result
can only be misery and unhappiness. Chuang Tzu believes that happiness
can only be achieved when one simply follows what is natural in oneself.
The political philosophy of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu aims at achieving
precisely such happiness for every man.

Thoreau’s political views are as harsh and paradoxical as the Taoists’.
“What is called politics is comparatively something so superficial and
inhuman,” Thoreau cries in “Life Without Principle,” “that practically
1 have never fairly recognized that it concerns me at all.” Thoreau places
the individual above the state; and as the Taoist philosophets urge man to
follow the course of Nature, Thoreau encourages every individual to follow
the highest dictate — his conscience, in cases where the moral law and the
civil law conflict. “There will never be a really free and enlightened State,”
Thoreau says,

until the State comes to recognize the individual as a higher
and independent power, from which all its own power and
- authority are derived, and treats him accordingly. I please
myself with imagining a State at last which can afford to be
just to all men, and to treat the individual with respect as a
neighbor; which even would not think it inconsistent with its
own repose if a few were to live aloof from it, who fulfilled
all the duties of neighbors and fellow-men. A State which bore
this kind of fruit, and suffered it to drop off as fast as it ripened,
would prepare the way for a still more perfect and glorious
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‘State, which also I have imagined, but not yet anywhere seen.3° »

But Thoreau realized that the kind of arrangement or the ideal he was

imagining was only a remote possibility. His Transcendental utopia — “‘a

still more perfect and glorious State™ — could only be like the Taoist utopia
“a small country with few inhabitants” — and could only be achieved

if every individual made a voluntary break with the machine of government

do discover the true self in a context of Nature.

The Taoist philosophers learned to liberate themselves from convention
and other restrictive bonds which would permanently tie them to institutions
or the machinery of government. In order to create their own ideal state,
they opposed any‘conditions which would conflict with the natural state,
including government, civil laws and such meaningless terms as philanthropy
or vice. Such.words, Chuang Tzu argues, allow man to make invidious
distinctions which subsequently would destroy the Tao. By the same token,
Thoreau believes that ihe eternal truth_is’ to be apprehended in and through
Nature. He can thus scarcely show high regard for such human contrivances
as government. When he is able to return to Nature after having involved
himself in mundame trivialities, Thoreau says,

Having waded in the shallowest streams of time, I would now
bathe my temples in eternity. I wish to participate in the serenity
of nature, to share the happiness of the river and the woods.
I thus from time to time break off my connections with eternal
truths and go with the shallow stream of human affairs, gringing
at the mills of the philistines; but when my task is done, with
never failing confidence I devote myself to the infinite again.
[Journal, X, 205]

For Thoreau as well as for the Taoists, Nature is an endless source of delight
and a means by which they can get trivial and distracting human affairs
out of their minds. More important, Nature affords the means by which
they can apprehend the eternal truths which lie beyond external manifesta-
tions. Holding such a view of Nature and human affairs, coupled with a
fervent individualism, Thoreau understandably feels that government is
~of little concern to him and wishes to give it as little thought as possible —
just as the Taoist thinkers who will countenance no existence of the formal
machinery of government or at least attempt to limit its power and scope.
Both Thoreau and the Taoists spurned mundane fame or success,
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preferring a life in mystical union with Nature, which in turn frees them
from being bound- to the values of the world. With Thoreau there seems
to be another source of deep motivation as well, a voice which exhorts
him to turn toward his genius of transcendental morality. Under-
standably, therefore, in the “Civil Disobedience” for instance, Thoreau
even advocates going to jail as a gesture of protest against the unjust policy
of the government. When Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu express their dissatisfac-
tion with the state, they urge men to withdraw from the world. Whether
imprisonment or withdrawal from the world, the decision itself is a kind
of spiritual and moral refinement of the self — thus a transcendence of
the self — so that the self might become better attuned to both Nature
and the spirit of transcendental morality. Wishing everyone to once again
become part and parcel of Nature, Thoreau and the Taoists, by their own
examples, encouraged others to follow their own minds and tried to help
them experience the results of their own inner tra.nquilify.

Summing-Up

By focusing on a less known but significant area of Thoreau’s Oriental-
ism, this essay has tried to shed some light on the unique presence of
Confucianism and Taoism in Thoreau’s overall philosophy. It is hoped
that the foregoing arguments have offered sufficient evidence to repudiate
the casual claim that the influence of Confucian classics on Thoreau is
tangential and to reinforce a recognition of the affinities between Thoreau
and the Taoists.

Thoreau shares Confucius’ idea of the social responsibility to which
the Chiin Tzu is committed. To Confucius as well as to Thoreau moral
education was the only way to social amelioration. The cultivation of one’s
character is the first step a Chiin Tzu should take before he can embark
on a similar progress of inward discovery and self reform. The ultimate
goal is the improvement of the universal lot of mankind.

The moral formula in the Confucian classics prizes the development
of a well-balanced individual, a well-ordered family, a well-governed state,
~ and a happy, stable world. The attainment of this goal involves the strenuous
fostering of divine nobility in life. Significantly, Thoreau was completely
convinced that would man only put his mind and heart to it, he could create
a heaven right here on earth. At the heart of both Confucius and Thoreau
is a belief that each maﬁ has within himself a god-given ability to distinguish
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right from wrong. Unfortunately man has often ignored that inner voice
and has become so callous that he no longer hears it. Would he but strive
to revert to godlike innocence of childhood or the childlike heart [ch’ih-fzu
chih hsin' 7% FZ > ] he would renew that voice and through it himself.
Like Confucius, Thoreau had the highest hopes for mankind and was
convinced that spiritual rebirth would be achieved.

Thoreau’s preferencé of the spiritual life over the life based on material
pursuits predisposed him to Taoist philosophy. Like Lao Tzu and Chuang
Tzu, Thoreau was appalled by the widespread rush to achieve material
gratification among his neighbors. Thoreau bemoaned the fact that they
had forgotten about the value of the individual and the need for them to
develop their souls. Like a Taoist philosopher, Thoreau encouraged his
fellow men to return to Nature for the joy of life. With this mind Thoreau
advocated his doctrine of simplicity. He went to the woods, as he pro-
claimed, “in order to live deliberately, to front only the essentials of life.” In
Nature, consequently, a man is nearest to the divine spirit. To Thoreau
and to the Taoists every physical fact of Nature could be absorbed into
the mind; complete absorption resulted in the feeling of oneness with
Nature as well as in a sense of liberation from bondage, which could be
passed on to one’s fellow men.

To Thoreau, the enlightened individual citizen — one who is thoughtful
and awake — has a conscience which supersedes the laws of government.
The individual, then, has the responsibility to challenge his government when
and where he thinks it is wrong. He will rather be jailed or let life go than
choose injustice. The ideal state of the Taoist is one in which a sage or a
Perfect Man is its leader. The duty of the sage ruler is not to do things but
rather to undo all the causes of trouble in the world. Thoreau might have
been convinced by what Emerson said about the ideal state which truly
reflects the Taoist’s ideal: “To educate the wise man the State exists, and
with the appearance of the wise man the State expires. The wise man is
the State.” When the wise man or the Perfect Man appears and character
prevails, everything runs its own course. Without government things are set
in their right order; this is how the sages of Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu govern
through inactivity.%

Considering the evidence of Thoreau’s familiarity with the Confucian
classics and his earnest effort to identify himself with a paragon of virtue,
the argument that Confucius exerted influence on Thoreau can be reasonably
well established. Without claiming a direct influence, an analysis of the
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similarities between Thoreau and the Taoists in nature mysticism and political
ideals is worthwhile. Thoreau’s affinities with Confucius or Mencius, Lao
Tzu or Chuang Tzu may show that Thoreau is in spirit an earnest disciple of
the Chinese sages. An observation by Mencius may be quoted here as an apt
coda to our discussion: “When we examine the sages — both the earlier and
the latter, both in the east and in the west — their principles are found to

be the same.” [ EEVE B2 » B —14 ]
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