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· To understand Henry David Thoreau’s Walden as a work of both classic American literature and philosophy

· To assess the specifically philosophical quality of Walden
· To understand Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire and Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Through It, in both literary and philosophic terms, as possibly a continuation in the American west of the tradition of Walden 
· To understand some of the standard philosophical literature on the relations among fiction, poetry and truth
A First Orientation
Henry David Thoreau’s Walden is indisputably among the greatest works of American literature. And there’s little real dispute that in some tangible yet still largely unspecified sense, Walden is also a philosophical work. Is it as great a work of philosophy as it is a work of literature? How do philosophy and literature differ from one another in the first place, even when they are bound together, as they are in Walden? 

Literature, Philosophy & Nonsense This course explores and tries to identify with some precision both the sense in which Walden is philosophical, and just how good it is as a philosophical rather than only literary work. Some literature is also philosophy, we will assume, but not all; some philosophy is also literature, but again, not all. 

Plato’s Republic and Thoreau’s Walden are literature and also philosophy, since when carefully or appropriately read, they not only provide aesthetic enjoyment, and by virtue of that enjoyment direct attention to claims or insights about the real world, which are assumed to be true, useful, or otherwise worthy of acceptance. They also present a case in support of those claims or insights, a case that clearly involves arguments or formal arguments, but nonetheless a case not reducible to any single argument or even to any concatenation of such arguments. Any given reader may in principle reject, or modify, any of these claims or insights, if in her own considered judgment she thinks she should, and without that judgment being exclusively determined by considerations of argument, formal or otherwise. Lewis Carroll’s famous, so-called nonsense poem, “Jabberwocky,” would in this regard certainly seem to be literature, but not philosophy. As a “nonsense” poem, it would certainly seem not to advance any claims or insight about the real world, since the real world is not, or is nor structured as, nonsense. It’s neither true, nor true or false, that here, in the real world, the slithy toves do gyre and gimble in the wabe. 
Is Franz Kafka’s famous story, “The Metamorphosis” also literature but not philosophy, since there are no documented cases of any real traveling salesmen, or any real denizen of any corporate cubicle, to cite a more apt context, suddenly transformed into a very large bug, or untouchable vermin, even though there are, of course, many cases of such “transformation” in a metaphorical sense? By way of understanding just what literature is, and how it differs from philosophy, and thus by way of understanding the precise sense in which Walden is both literature and philosophy, we will also consider that question, early on, and compare Kafka’s story with Carroll’s as we do. And by way of anticipating the full complexity of Walden, especially its resonance with what Thoreau calls the ‘heroic” classics, we will make sure to consider that question in broadly political terms. Would a contemporary Socrates, hero or philosopher-king of some contemporary republic, ban or censor either of those stories, since they claim or suggest something about the real world which is, or which he would take to be, false? Or would he take them to be innocent literary play, since after all they are not about anything as august as the gods, though they certainly may be about the heroes of commerce?  Would he ban or censor Walden, in which Thoreau writes at one point that he is nothing more or less than a human insect? Would it matter in this regard that the author of Walden is also the author of “Civil Disobedience,” or that Walden is replete with wordplay of its own?
Much philosophy is pretty clearly not also literature, presumably because it produces for the reader insufficient aesthetic enjoyment. Think of the abstract and technical writings of current philosophers of the analytic style, as a case in point. For that matter, think also of the abstract and technical writings of the classic existentialists and Hegelians, or medieval Scholastic philosophers. Then again, some philosophy, even when abstract and technical, would certainly seem to be literature nonetheless, if only because for some, reading it does produce a lot of aesthetic pleasure. In this regard, and by way of broadening the pleasures of the text, we will read two works by the contemporary philosopher David Lewis (and co-authored by his spouse, Stephanie Lewis, in the first case). 
The first is “Holes,” a sort of nonsense dialogue on both the hole in the doughnut you may have had for breakfast, and the more topologically complicated hole—also known as the digestive track—through which you digest whatever you actually do eat, and with no apologies to Lewis Carroll’s fictional character Alice, of Wonderland fame, who apparently made a point of believing before breakfast a certain quota of impossible things. The second is “Truth in Fiction,” Lewis’ by now classic article on the sense in which truths can be expressed in fiction. His treatment of this topic is an application of his own earlier work in the metaphysics of modality, in which he adopts and develops the idea of possible worlds, or propositionally complete alternatives to the actual world. As we will see, against the backdrop of coming to enjoy the technical account of possibility given by Lewis, there is plenty to consider when evaluating the case that Thoreau seems to build for the claims or insights he expresses in Walden.  Are these claims or insights only true of the fictional or possible world projected by the text of Walden, or are they also true of that possible world that goes by the name of Real, or real?    

The Myth of the American West  Relevant background in this course will also be provided by factors distinctly American, especially the American inheritance of the so-called “myth of the west,” a myth found in ancient Egyptian writings, among others, a myth among the oldest and significant still currently available to us. It animates Walden, but also American literature and films typically categorized as western, “western” in the classic American sense of the “wild west.” Under this myth, described or governed by both a set of heliotropic images and their bearing on how we imagine our own mortality, and by the political ambition to civilize wilderness through empire, America is, or was, the location at which the dreams of Europe come to fulfillment—or tragic disaster. Walden was the wild west for Thoreau, and so too was the modest body by that name, south south-west of Concord, Massachusetts.  It represented or was for him a location of retreat or refreshment. From which he was able to gain perspective on things as they occurred back east, in the civilized part of America. 

Reading Walden well involves some treatment of both its direct influence on the lives of Americans, and it’s sometimes much less direct or more subtle influence on American literary culture. In the first case, but also in order to set the stage for everything else to come, we will begin the course by viewing Into the Wild (2007), directed by Sean Penn, with soundtrack and original music by Eddie Vedder (of Pearl Jam fame) and Michael Brook. As you may already know, this film recounts fictionally the demise of one decidedly flesh-and-blood Chris McCandless. In 1992, at the age of twenty-four, recently having graduated from college, where he began to feel the effects of Walden, McCandless went off alone to Alaska, and eventually died there from starvation. A tragedy of early or premature death, especially when rooted in the real, non-fictional world, tends to focus attention and energy in a helpful manner; and hopefully, for the purposes of this course, the viewing of Into the World will be no different.
In the second case, as we read Walden, we will also read either Edward Abbey’s Desert Solitaire, or Norman Maclean’s A River Runs Through It, both of which are by now classics of western American literature, and which have their own respective investments in the philosophic tradition. Each of these authors has been described by scholars as “another Thoreau,” a Thoreau gone to the American west. You will have the rare opportunity to compare and contrast Abbey’s Solitaire or Maclean’s River, with Walden, in the hope of coming to better grips with the myth of the west, and with the place of Walden within that myth. Is the motif of water and rebirth by water, so crucial to Walden that a fictionalized memoir, such as Desert Solitaire, set in the desert of Utah, can’t possibly recreate or extend the particular literary or philosophical spirit which so evidently informs Walden? Is Thoreau’s apparent disdain for hunting and fishing in Walden, grounded as it is in what he takes to be a “higher law,” such that Maclean’s River, an elegiac ode to fishing if ever there was one, can’t possibly carry on or enhance Thoreau?    

An Important Assumption We will assume, again for the sake of orientation rather than coercion, a concept of myth which derives from Hans Blumenberg. A myth is just a story, any story, told under conditions in which humans have nearly lost control over the conditions of their survival, but more importantly, think that they actually have lost all such control. Nothing in this concept implies that a given myth can’t be “true,” in some sense of the word. On the other hand, nothing about it guarantees that a given myth actually is, or must be, in any sense, true. Putting the point historically, our working-concept of myth represents a compromise between the Enlightenment, and its categorization of myth as prejudice that must be swept away to make room for the advance of scientific knowledge, and Romanticism, which reacted to that abandonment of mythic tradition by either calling for a new mythology, or for a return to old, inherited myths, including, for our purposes, the myth of the west and its subsidiary myth of the noble savage. 
Whatever else it may be, Walden is a mythic compromise between the Enlightenment and Romanticism, a distinctly American such effort. It turns out to be no simple rejection of civilization and its accoutrements, in preference to wilderness and primitive life. It rather turns out to be, under one reading at least, a complicated negotiation between the two main aspects of the myth of the west, the moving sun, or heliotropic,  and the marching empire. In particular, we will explore the possibility of such a negotiation in terms of the respective “ethical views” typically associated with these two aspects of the myth, or rather, in terms of how ethics is rooted in ethos.
The image of the moving sun seems to imply or suggest an ethos in which natural directness and deliberateness of language and action is preeminent, especially in the face of death, when it is utterly important to express as clearly and simply as possible the quality of a given life, without allowing it to be obscured by the obfuscating effects of civilization or empire. This would seem to be a primitive ethos, or the ethos of primitive man, and at times in Walden Thoreau seems to give it the highest praise. By contrast, the march of empire seems to imply or suggest a quite different ethos, one that values instead a certain artificial indirectness, or lack of deliberateness, the kind of behavior expected among courtiers of old Europe, successful New Englanders of the first half of the nineteenth century, and for that matter their present day counterparts, in New England and elsewhere, spread around a globe in which west is no longer a direction easily understood. This would seem to be a civilized ethos, or ethos of civilization, and whether or not he praises it directly in Walden, Thoreau would certainly seem therein to make heavy use of its techniques of indirection.  

If myth may in some sense be true, the myth of Walden or any other, we need further orientation in terms of truth, in order to understand more fully what is at stake in reading Walden as a work of both literature and philosophy. Even if there is a true historical or factual dimension to Walden, and undoubtedly there is, there is also more, much more indeed. In the very first sentence, for instance, Thoreau either fictionalizes, or writes falsely, if history or fact is the only standard. When much later he describes himself as a human insect, we want to say, don’t we, not that he is confused about the difference between fact and fantasy or fiction, not that he is trying to trick or otherwise manipulate his reader, as if that could be done very effectively anyway, by such a transparently nonsensical claim, if taken literally, but that he is expressing some higher truth through metaphor, or some device akin to metaphor. 
Fiction, Poetry and Truth Ever since Plato, if not before, there has been what he describes in his Republic as an ancient battle, or quarrel, between philosophy and poetry. For the ancient Greeks, Homer spoke what we are inclined to call “poetic” or mythic truth regarding the gods; and the authority of the poet being what it was in that historical setting, dissent was apparently neither expected, nor tolerated, at least not if anything of importance was at issue. Such authority was supposed to derive from the gods themselves, after all. 
If the welfare of youth was at issue, for instance, and with it the future health of the polis, then nothing less than juridical execution might be required to serve the interests of poetic truth. Socrates was executed, at least under one standard view of his, or Plato’s, Apology, for “introducing new gods” and for the resulting “corruption” of Athenian youth. Socrates could apparently have fairly easily escaped his punishment, but he chose another course, saying in so many words that he owed it to the laws of his home to abide by its law, even in the case where it required his own execution. Thoreau had no such confidence in the legal statutes of Massachusetts, or any other given community, or in its more tacit laws, at least when they conflicted with what, once again, he called his own higher laws. Thoreau has even been described, whether rightly or wrongly, as an anarchist. He apparently had no home, except Walden or what Walden announces, no home in a sense comparable to Athens as Socrates’ home. 
Under what is again a standard view of these matters, Socrates the philosopher offers arguments, or formal arguments and so invites in effect consideration of these arguments in critical terms appropriate to argument. So too with Thoreau, or anyone else who manages to proceed philosophically, when it comes to getting at the truth. By contrast, under the same standard view, Homer the poet, or Thoreau the mere poet, do not really argue at all, and so expect or try to mandate, through the imposition of exclusively literary terms, quite different terms of evaluation. Homer or Thoreau the mere poet only declare the truth, poetically or prophetically, and require their audience to hear, and to agree; and if they do not hear or agree, there is a real possibility that they simply lack the relevant ability, perhaps through some determinate fault of their own, perhaps instead through some unfavorable dispensation from the gods or nature. In the proverbial final analysis, or at the point of no return, when either poetic truth must be accepted or not, argument is just not part of what it is appropriate to do. 

But that standard view, so familiar as a foil when reading the Apology as a defense of philosophy in a polis invested absolutely in the non-negotiable pronouncements of Homer and Hesiod and all the rest, so familiar as well when reading the Republic without regard to the audience for Socrates’ words, is really only an optional reading of the relations among poetry and philosophy. It leaves out fiction, the compromise between poetry and philosophy fiction represents, and the role in turn fiction plays in political imposture broadly construed, especially the role it might play regarding freedom and what freedom is. 
Consider then that the audience for Socrates in the Apology is a democratic jury, some or many of whom had no real interest in paying attention, but who were satisfied with the pay they would receive for discharging their civic duty, and with the opportunity for a nap. (To say nothing at sweet revenge after the nap is over, against one who had for so long been disruptive!) Contrast that with the Republic, in which the “jury” are primarily certain of the more promising and privileged youth of Athens, whom Socrates loves, or with whom he loves to argue, in a peculiar sense of argument importantly different than the argument usually found in other dialogues, including the Apology. 
At one point in the Republic Socrates declares, without argument, in such a way that his interlocutor naturally agrees, or seems forced to agree, that the best means for safeguarding virtue—it was the safeguarding of virtue or human excellence that both Socrates and Thoreau were most interested in—is not argument alone, but argument combined with nothing less than music. “Music,” in the sense intended by the text, means poetry, in the sense of something made, combined with heard or felt properties such as rhythm, and the other prosodic properties of poetry (and what we usually now typically think of as music). Especially good or paradigmatic music has the power to force belief or action, whether or not it is combined somehow with formal argument. 
The musical quality of Socrates own words will be evident to any sufficiently careful reader of the Republic, as will the significance of the fact that the Republic ends with a myth put into the mouth of Socrates, or what may be by Socrates own account, at any earlier point in the dialogue, a “noble lie,” useful for preserving and cultivating virtue, but strictly speaking not a simple or direct declaration of truth, even if does somehow manages to express truth after all. It will also be evident that this myth, or noble lie, is combined by Plato with the overall argument of the Republic, to secure the conclusion that justice is not simply the interest of whoever happens to have the greatest share of economic and thus political power. It is notorious or remarkable that Thoreau’s words in Walden are also musical, that it contains many falsehoods or inaccuracies, from the historical or factual point of view, even as it seems to describe its own words as in some sense being historical accurate or true. Thoreau begins Walden with economy, with a new myth of economic life, or a refurbished old myth, it’s not clear which; a myth that seems clearly opposed to the economic myth that informs the Republic. 
At a certain crucial point in the overall argument of the Republic (372a ff.), Socrates capitulates to Glaucon, apparently without any adequate reason for doing so. Socrates thinks that the polis without luxuries is true or healthy, but allows nonetheless, on apparently pragmatic grounds alone, that luxuries by “necessity” be incorporated into the model of the perfect polis which together he and his youthful and privileged interlocutors are trying to build. If luxuries are not allowed, Socrates seems to agree, we humans will be no better than pigs, fit to be consumed by other creatures but good for nothing much else. 
We should, noting the resonance with Walden and its sense of economy, that we might be worse than pigs if we lived in a natural state, absent any and all luxuries, we might be no better than insects, fit to be crushed under foot by higher beings. Walden teaches a myth that includes economic simplicity, the systematic reduction or elimination of luxury. It includes the assumption that we have much to learn from the wild, the primitive, the pigs and the insects, from nature more generally, if we can find her. Chris McCandless died without luxury, without money, having given it and his credit cards away. Did he make some ethical mistake?     

If the history of philosophy is footnotes to Plato, or to Plato and his Socrates and their combined response to the authority of poets in ancient Athens, then under the noted, standard account of such matters, Socratic “truth” is not mere emotional agreement of poetic speaker and his listener, but only instead agreement between proposition and whatever the true proposition is about. The ancient battle or quarrel between poetry and philosophy is thus really—a battle about the nature of truth, a battle about how to proceed if, discovering that neither is fundamental, we also discover tension, or even outright inconsistency, between two particular truths, one poetic and the other propositional. 

Under the alternative view, presented in this course as a tool for reading Walden, the quarrel between poetry and philosophy can quite obviously include disagreement about particular matters of poetry, or the musical quality of particular poems or poetic works, such as myths, and this because philosophy will always itself be musical to some degree, or at certain points of argument. In this context, identifying and understanding the difference between poetry and philosophy, or between conflicting poetic and philosophical claims, will never be so easy as simply identifying an argument, in one case, where literally no appeal is made to emotion, and identifying by contrast some simple appeal to poetry and music and a correspondingly appeal to nothing but pure emotion. 

Under the standard view, poetry is thus mendacious; and by contrast philosophy holds the key to truth, that is, propositional truth, by virtue of its commitment to purely formal argument and to what such argument assumes, including, most importantly, that there are indeed concepts (in a distinctly Platonic sense), sets of individually necessary and jointly sufficient conditions for being one particular thing or kind of thing rather than some other; and that there is an entire realm of other similar (Platonic) entities, none of which have any location in space or time. By contrast, still under the standard view, but now from a perspective advantageous to poetry, philosophic or propositional truth can’t help but be paltry and subversive. It fails to engage the emotions, which means that it fails to capture the fullness of poetic truth, and to that degree it is thus subversive of the emotional roots that feed a given society and the myths by which they are nourished. In the words of the poet, philosophy “murders to dissect,” what with its exclusive preoccupation with analysis of other-worldly concepts, and its formal argument, and all the other techniques that drain emotion from truth. 
The victims of this crime are the very things of the world, or so the story goes, told still from the perspective of poetry. It destroys or detracts from the beauty of distinctly particular things, which are really the only things that exist. Poetry thus tends in the direction of denying that there are any specifically Platonic entities of any kind. It tends in the direction of the gleaming, perceptual surfaces of Homer, in other words, not in the direction of the hidden depths or higher reaches of Plato or the Hebrew bible. Read in this way, Walden seems like the work of a young rebel without a cause, intent on rejecting his Platonic and Hebrew fathers, in favor of the ancient Greeks, or their favorite contemporary sons, Nietzsche, and the other Romantics, who want nothing less than identity with those surfaces, who are suspicious of every suggestion of depth or height. Under this view, Chris McCandless received no last messages from beyond, or from the depths, as he lay dying in the wilderness of Alaska. He could not have made any mistake in retreating to that wilderness and dying as he did. 
How might the apparent impasse between poetry and philosophy be broken? How might it be broken in the case of reading Thoreau’s Walden? One particular answer worth exploring is quite traditional. It is based on the alternative already described, in which the apparent battle of poetry and philosophy is really more of a quarrel. It assumes that like Socrates before his ideal audience, not before the sleeping jury, responsibility for the health and fate of a given polis, will involve telling noble lies, myths not known to be false, but also not known to be strictly speaking true, that is, true in the propositional sense. The best philosophical arguments, in other words, always designed as they are to safeguard virtue, somehow combine argument and music. 
Under this more promising view, more promising if one is a peace-lover like Thoreau, dedicated to replacing battle with lesser quarrels, fiction as lie, which actively or intentionally conceals propositional truth, is distinguished from fiction as aliqua figura veritatis, which neither conceals or reveals such truth, but simply somehow indicates what the truth is, in any given case, perhaps in part through the residual intention of its author, but perhaps not, as if the author literally knows not what she does, as she writes her fiction. Literary works which are also fictional, in this second, more promising sense of fiction, advance by such simple indication propositional truths about the real or decidedly non-fictional world, through propositions implicitly or explicitly contained in them. Again, if only for the sake of orientation, not coercion, we will read and explore Walden under this more promising view of fiction. However, we will do so without abandoning entirely, as a point of reference at least, the standard view, under which poetry and philosophy share little if anything in common, as they battle about the truth. 

Read in this more constructive manner, in which poetry hand philosophy have a family quarrel, and nothing so grand or courtly as a battle, is Walden as great a work of philosophy as it is a work of literature? Which supposed truths about our decidedly non-fictional world does it actually advance? Is Thoreau right about these supposed truths, whatever they turn out to be? If you eventually accept the truths which he advances, on what precise grounds do you accept them? These are large questions, to say the least, in a course already ambitious enough. It will help to focus in particular on metaphor, on how it conveys or creates truth, whether in poetry or philosophy, on particular metaphors in Walden, and that is just what we will do, being not only ambitious but also practical. 
Given what hangs in the balance, and that is nothing less than truth and its relation to the life of virtue, there are clearly only two options for the reader of Walden, whether or not the graduation impending is graduation from college, or something more. Answer them correctly, and your investment in life goes up, answer them incorrectly, and it goes down. In fact, it may go so far down that early death occurs, alone in some wilderness, or so far up that whether or not your death is early, you will all the while flourish at your own Walden, in your wonderful desert or along your own thundering mountain river.
A Special Theme: Freedom There is widespread, almost unanimous consensus among scholars of Walden, that in it Thoreau makes a case for a claim or insight found also apparently in Rousseau, and other modern philosophers of a Romantic inclination, who hold up the so-called noble savage as the model in terms of which we non-savages can learn how to identify with nature and thereby break the chains of civilization that enslave us: we are originally free, or born free, but now are enslaved or everywhere in chains. Whether or not we are brave, in throwing off those chains, Thoreau is convinced, good American that he is, that our land is indeed the land of the free, or the potentially free, where Europe finally came to throw off her own chains, the chains she herself produced by forging civilization and its ethos of courtly indirection and religious or political imposture. Identification with nature, in the wild, makes us free, somehow returns us to our birthright as free beings under God, the God of the Puritans and the ancient Hebrews before, or the God of Nietzsche and his ancient, pre-Platonic Greeks.
If this “identification” with nature is strong or thorough enough, how can the result be freedom, since as the Enlightenment taught, and as has become increasingly clear since the rise of early modern science, nature may well be an entirely physical, algorithmic or deterministic machine? If the identification is fleshed out in conceptually rigorous terms, and is thus closed under Leibniz Law, for instance, Thoreau’s free man in the wild would seem to be as much a biological machine as any other insect or animal, and thus not really free at all. Trying to preserve consistency, supposing that consistency must be preserved even when philosophy is packaged with literature, we might appeal to the obvious religious dimension of Walden, and try to preserve some indeterminism for Thoreau’s ideal or truly virtuous human agent by emphasizing that nature still remains under God. If that God is the God of the Puritans and Hebrews, then we are free by virtue of being movers unmoved, after the manner of God, in whose image we are made, but who at the same time we are enjoined not to emulate too much, or in the wrong kind of way, unless we want repeat the mistake of Adam and Eve. If that God is the God of Nietzsche and his ancient, pre-Platonic Greeks, then we are free not by virtue of being movers unmoved, it would seem, but only by somehow making the fundamental choice to be free, and without further explanation of what such “choice” is, since it is indeed supposed to be somehow fundamental and thus subject only to poetic declaration and counter-declaration, not to argument.    

Does that mean that under the Puritan or Hebrew God, despite the identification with nature presumably sanctioned by God, since he created everything from nothing, humans are oddly enough free only to the extent that they are slaves to God and to what he wills or otherwise requires? Does that mean that under the Nietzschean or pre-Platonic God, the fundamental choice to be free might itself be determined, since as a surface phenomenon—recall that under the relevant option there are only supposed to be surface phenomena—fundamental choice can have no special status, such as being exempt from the natural laws which govern or describe all the other phenomena? Does Thoreau’s retreat into the wilderness, for the sake of finding there greater freedom, thus mean little if anything more than the retreat of ancient Christian monks into the wilderness of the desert, or the retreat of Nietzsche into the wilderness of the asylum?  

One conceit of this course, one literary as well as philosophical conceit, that is, which helps provide structure, is that among all the previous explorations of Walden, there has been an unfortunate tendency to assume that if there is any freedom at all, in the fictional world of Walden or anywhere, either it must be what is roughly known as libertarian freedom, in which, like God, the free human being is a mover unmoved, or it must be impervious to conceptual thinking, remaining thereby a deep, ineluctable mystery, which can nonetheless be revealed or illuminated by the artful use of images in literature, religion and poetry. 
The working philosophical conceit or hypothesis for this course will be that for all we can tell, Thoreau advances in Walden the claim or insight that through identification with nature, or subservience to God, we are at most free in what is known as a compatibilist sense of freedom. Among other things, this reading or hypothesis may help solve a problem dominate in the less than conceptually rigorous literature devoted to Thoreau, and that is the problem of reconciling the saving identification with nature found in Walden, and what it seems to assume about freedom, with his more overtly or consistently political writings, which seem to assume a quite different or even opposed concept of freedom. In both contexts, Thoreau may well be assuming the same compatibilist sense of freedom; and if he does, Walden provides a grounding for Thoreau’s political radicalism or anarchism which is otherwise lacking, and which suggests that the contrary reading, under the presumption of libertarian freedom, may be an act of religious or political imposture, a Trojan-horse against nature and wilderness, and the kind of freedom by which they are informed.      
A Special Feature: Certified Writing Though he felt free to fictionalize certain pertinent details, Walden was written in part as a kind of journal, kept by Thoreau during the period 4 July, 1845 to 6 September, 1847, while he actually lived alone in a house he had constructed himself, by hand, on the shores of Walden pond, south-southwest of Concord, Massachusetts.

This is a Certified Writing Course, and appropriately, given that fact, as well as the subject matter of the course and the circumstances surrounding the writing of Walden, all of the grading in the course will be grading of what you write, not exactly as a journal you keep during the course, since among other things local standards of journal-keeping are too lax for specifically philosophical purposes, but as a series of four essays, of varying length, essays which when finished, or put into final form at the end of the course, will represent in both literary and philosophical terms your reading of, and response to, Walden. 
The first will be roughly 3-5 pages in length. It will be an essay which, independently of any more specific considerations, such as those taken from actually reading Walden, since by the time this essay is due no reading of Walden will have been assigned, or those taken from what we will later learn about the relations among fiction, poetry and truth, since by then we will not have learned any of that either, you truly answer this question, as simply and directly as possible: Did Chris McCandless make any mistake, when he did what he did, after graduating from college, and shortly thereafter came to his death alone in the wilderness of Alaska? The first essay should be based only on your viewing of Into the Wild.
Since this is a Certified Writing Course, you are required to re-write much of what you initially submit, thereby improving it in light of criticism. The graded first essay will be returned approximately half-way through the semester. You will be expected to incorporate it into your final essay, in light of the critical remarks by which it is accompanied.
That final or forth essay will be due on the date, and at the time, which the University Registrar has scheduled for the final examination in this course. It might be thought of as the final, take-home examination which is apparently required by the University in any course taught under is auspices. It will need to be 15-20 pages in length.   
The third essay will represent your evaluation of Abbey’s Solitaire, or Maclean’s River, but not both, an evaluation conducted in terms of this question: “Is the work in question as good a work of philosophy as Thoreau’s Walden?” This second essay must be 5-7 pages in length, and it will be due about three-fourths of the way through the semester. It will be returned, graded and with comments, at such a point that it too can be incorporated into your final essay. It will also serve as point of departure for certain class discussions. 
The second essay will begin as a discussion document (1-2 pages in length) which you will write in preparation for leading, either with or without the help of others, depending on how many actually are enrolled in the course, the discussion of one or more chapters in Walden that you find especially engaging. (The first such discussion will be conducted by your professor, and he will write the needed discussion document. For reasons that will become apparent, the chapter under discussion will be the third chapter, “Reading,” or rather, that chapter together with the very first line of the first chapter, “When I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from any neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and earned my living by the labor of my hands only.” This first discussion, and discussion document, is of course intended to be a model for subsequent discussions and discussion documents.) You will re-write it in light of the class discussion it stimulates, and this second, expanded and refined draft of it will be due approximately two weeks after that discussion. This second draft or final version of the essay must be 5-7 pages in length. The timing for writing and grading it may be such that you may not be required to include it in your final essay.  

Another Special, but Optional Feature: Backpacking or Camping Trip This course would perhaps be incomplete, or less than ideal, if it did not include a temporary retreat to nature or sojourn to the west to gain perspective on what has been done up to the point of departing, perspective as well on what promises to occur after the retreat or sojourn is over. Alaska would be too far, or expensive, Massachusetts too eastern. Luckily, we have within striking distance both the wilds of the Sand Hills and the Pine Ridge, and the Rockies. 
Accordingly, if there is sufficient interest, and if other relevant conditions permit, we will spend Spring (or Fall, as the case may be) break backpacking or camping somewhere in more western Nebraska or the Rockies of Colorado or Wyoming. This trip will of course be optional, since during such breaks the University is not officially in session, and since in any case you may have other plans or may not be up to the adventure. Certainly, making or failing to make this trip will have no bearing whatsoever on how you officially (or grade-wise) do in the course.
Required Primary Texts 

· Henry David Thoreau, Walden: A Fully Annotated Edition (Yale University Press, 2004)
· Henry David Thoreau, Writings on Freedom, edited by Jeff Cramer (Fulcrum Publishing, 2003)
Required Secondary Texts

Primary:
Either one but not both of the following:

· Edward Abbey, Desert Solitaire (1988; revised from the 1968 edition) 
· Norman Maclean, A River Runs Through It (1989, Pennyroyal edition)
Each of the following:

· Plato, Republic, translated by G. M. A. Grube, with revisions and Introduction by C. D. C. Reeve (1992)

· Thomas Pink, Free Will: A Very Short Introduction (2004)
Secondary: 

“Readings for ‘Thoreau’s Walden: Fiction, Poetry and Truth (PHL/AMS/ENG 415),’ anthology of readings published or made available for the purposes of this course only, and which contains each the following:
· Jorge Luis Borges, “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote,” from his Labyrinths (1964)

· Max Black, “Metaphor” (1955)

· Lewis Carroll, “Jabberwocky” (1871)
· Gregory Currie, “Work and Text” (1991)

· Donald Davidson, “What Metaphors Mean”  (1978)

· William H. Gass, “To A Young Friend Charged With Possession of the Classics” (2006) 

· Nelson Goodman and Catherine Elgin, “Interpretation and Identity: Can the Work Survive the World?” (1986)

· Franz Kafka, “The Metamorphosis” (translated by Ian Johnston, 2009)
· David Lewis, “Truth in Fiction” (1978)
· David and Stephanie Lewis, “Holes” (1970)
· Robert Stecker, “What is Literature?” (1966)
Office Hours
· [To be determined]
· By appointment, Tuesday / Thursday, between 12:30-1:30 pm, or 3:30-4:30 pm
Statement of Policies
Cancellation of Class
· If for reasons of safety or inclement weather the University officially closes on a day when the class is scheduled to meet, then the class will not meet on that day. (University weather hotline: 280-5800)

· If class has to be cancelled by your professor, for reasons of illness, or other emergency conditions of a personal type, it will be cancelled either by a mass emailing, sent through the Creighton University email system, or by a note posted by official University personnel on the blackboard of the classroom, or both.

Regarding Classroom Decorum
· Feel free to eat or drink during class, provided that you do so unobtrusively.

· Pleas turn off cell phones and all other electronic devices, such as MP3 players and Blackberries, before entering the classroom; and do not use them during class. This includes any device used for texting. 

· During class please do not take notes on a laptop, or use one for any other reason.

Deadlines and Petitions for Extensions

· Petitions for extension of a deadline must be made, by email, before the relevant deadline passes. 
· That petition will be considered if and only if it contains 1) a compelling reason why circumstances beyond your control prevent you from meeting the deadline, and 2) a date and time, no longer than one week after the original deadline, by which you agree to have the relevant assignment done and to turn it in.

· If you submit a writing assignment late without previously having obtained an extension, then that assignment will not be accepted and for it you will receive no credit.
Academic Integrity

· If in this course you cheat, plagiarize, or in any other way represent the work of others as your own, you will receive an F either for the particular requirement at issue, or for the entire course.
· Note especially that representing the same work for credit in two courses is a case of plagiarism. 

· No matter the penalty for a violation of academic integrity, University policy requires that a letter documenting the offense be placed in the offender’s permanent academic file. 
· See the Creighton College of Arts and Sciences Academic Honesty Procedures, posted on the College’s webpage, for other pertinent background. 

· Also see Learning in the Academy, a monograph published by the College, which addresses almost every particular topic relevant to the general topic of academic integrity: http://www2.creighton.edu/fileadmin/user/CCAS/docs/LearningInAcademy.pdf
Absence from Scheduled Classes

· The University (Creighton University Bulletin: Undergraduate Issue, 2008-2009, p. 90) requires “conscientious attendance of classes” as a necessary condition for successful completion of this or any other course.

· Formal attendance will not be taken at each class meeting.

· If you miss more than four class meetings, you may petition not to receive a grade of AF for the course, but you must do so no later than five (5) business days after the fourth absence. This must be a written petition. 

· If you do not provide such a petition, you will receive a grade of AF for the course. 

· If you make such a petition, either no adjustment will be made in your participation grade, if your explanation is deemed adequate, or you will receive an AF for the course, if it is deemed inadequate.

Accommodations in Light of Special Needs
· If by law or University policy you are entitled to accommodation, through the office of Student Support Services, then be aware that the policies of that Office incorporate deadlines, beyond which such accommodation can not be provided only with great inconvenience to all interested parties, if it can be provided at all.
· If you believe that you are entitled to such accommodation, but are unsure whether by law or University policy you are entitled to it, consult the Office of Student Support Services. 

Graded Course Requirements & Final Course Grade
· Your final grade for this course will be based exclusively on five (5) graded course requirements, and only those.  
· You are required to participate actively in class discussion, in a manner informed by the assigned readings. The grade you receive on this requirement = 10% of the final course grade.
· A first essay, 3-5 pages in length, based on your viewing of Into the Wild (2007), directed by Sean Penn, in which you answer the question, “Did Chris McCandless make any mistake, when he did what he did, after graduating from college, and shortly thereafter came to his death alone in the wilderness of Alaska?” The grade you receive on this requirement = 15% of the final grade. 
· A second essay, 5-7 pages in length, based on (a) selected chapter(s) of Walden, on a previously written discussion document regarding that chapter (1-2 pages in length), and on your leading of a class discussion in light of that document = 25% of the final grade.
· A third essay, 5-7 pages in length, in which you compare either Abbey’s Solitaire, or Maclean’s River (but not both), with Walden, as regards distinctly philosophical quality. The grade you receive on this requirement = 15% of the final grade.
· A final essay, which incorporates both the first and the third essay, as well as corrections you make in light of critical remarks on the initially submitted versions of those essays, 15-20 pages in length. The grade you receive on this requirement = 35% of the final grade.
Grading Scale
· The following scale is the grading scale that will be in the course: 95 pts. = A, 88 pts. = B+, 84 pts. = B, 78 pts. = C+, 74 pts. = C, 65 pts. = D, < 60 pts. = F

· Each of the graded course requirements will be assigned one of the letter grades described in the rubric that follows. At the time the final course grade is calculated, the scale above will be used to calculate that grade. 

· In cases where the resulting numerical value doesn’t correspond exactly to one of the letter grades given in the scale, you will receive the letter grade that is numerically closest to the given resulting value, unless you have been especially well engaged in the course, in which case you will receive the closest higher letter grade.  
Grading Standards & Rubric
Following please find the standards and the rubric that will be used to evaluate your class participation and your essays, together with questions which illustrate how those standards will be used.
· Clarity of exposition and argument 

How clearly have you explained the arguments and concepts from the course materials that are relevant to the assignment?  How clearly have you expressed your critical evaluation of the arguments?  Have you clearly stated the reasons behind your evaluations?

· Understanding of the material 

Have you demonstrated a detailed, thorough understanding of the relevant course readings?  Is there any important part of an argument that you have not considered?  Do your accounts of the arguments make sense in light of what you know about the larger context in which they are set?

· Fairness to the authors' arguments 

Are your interpretations of the authors’ arguments charitable? Have you done your best to interpret them as good, strong arguments?  If you think a certain argument is badly flawed, can you identify any beliefs that the author may have held which would make the argument stronger than you first thought?  If you have expressed doubts about whether a certain premise of the author’s argument is true, have you supplied an argument to show that that premise is probably or certainly false?
· Coherence of your explanations and quality of argument 

Does your essay make sense as a whole?  Is it well-organized?  At each stage of the essay, is it easy to tell what you are saying and how that fits in with what you have already said?  Are there any conflicts between things you say at different points in the essay? Are your arguments good ones, that is, could a plausible case be made for their being sound, if they are deductive? Do they commit any errors of non-deductive reasoning if they are non-deductive? Are any of the assumptions you make obviously false?

Here then is the standard for interpreting the grade in light of the standards indicated above.
F → “Failure – no credit”

· Extreme lack of clarity or coherence of expression or thought. 

· Disregard for the objectives and requirements of the assignment.

· Irrelevant use of course readings. 

· Submission of another’s words or thoughts as if they were your own, whether in the form of plagiarism or failure to acknowledge the source of an idea or expression
D→ “Work of inferior quality, but passing”

· Unclear or incoherent expression or argument.

· Failure to satisfy the requirements of the assignment.

· Inadequate understanding of the relevant course readings.

· Inadequate acknowledgment or citation of the sources of your expressions or ideas.

C→“Satisfactory work”

· Basic clarity and coherence of expression and argument.

· Satisfaction of the assignment’s basic requirements.

· Adequate understanding of the views expressed in the relevant course readings and the arguments provided in support of those views.

· Clear, coherent expression of an evaluation of the views and arguments expressed in the relevant course readings.

· Minimally appropriate acknowledgment and citation of the sources of your expressions and ideas.

B→“Noteworthy level of performance”

Demonstrates all of the qualities of satisfactory work, as well as:

· Above average clarity and coherence of expression and argument.

· Clear, logical organization of the essay’s introduction, body, and conclusion.

· Clear, detailed, accurate understanding of the views expressed in the relevant course readings and the arguments offered in support of those views.

· Adequate attempt to provide argumentative support for your evaluation of the views and arguments expressed in the relevant course readings.

A→“Outstanding achievement and an unusual degree of intellectual initiative”

Demonstrates all of the qualities of noteworthy work, as well as:

· Excellent clarity and coherence of expression and argument.

· Clear, cogent, logical argumentative support for your evaluation of the views and arguments expressed in the relevant course readings.  

· Originality of interpretation, explanation, argumentation, or criticism. 

Possibility of Changes to this Document
· Your professor reserves the right to change the administrative details announced in this document if, in light of facts unknown at the beginning of the course, he deems those changes necessary in order to resolve administrative conflicts or to enhance student learning.

· Any such changes will be announced publicly and in a timely manner, either during a class meeting, or in some other appropriate forum. 
A Special Responsibility on Your Part
· Should circumstances arise that compromise or threaten to compromise your standing in this course, contact your professor immediately. It is your responsibility to inform him about such circumstances.
· Such circumstances include a persistent or debilitating feeling of being overwhelmed by the course or of being ill prepared to take it or to do well in it.
Syllabus   [Assuming roughly a 14-week semester and 2 class meetings per week; adjustments made in light of actual number enrolled in the course]
Session #1

· Overview of the course

· Initial lecture on the rewards & dangers of reading Walden, with special reference to Chris McCandless
Session #2 (on Friday afternoon, 4-6 pm, as a replacement for class the next scheduled class period; those unable to attend will be provided with a DVD copy of Into the Wild, for private viewing as they are able to arrange it.)
· Assignment of the first essay
· Viewing of  Into the Wild
· Assigned reading for next class: Gass, “To A Young Friend” and Walden, Chapter 1, “Economy,” first sentence only, and the entirety of Chapter 3, “Reading”

· Distribution of first (model) discussion document

Session #3
· Discussion of that document, and the assigned reading from Walden
· Selection of chapters from Walden and division of relevant labor

· Assignment of concomitant reading, to be done by the end of the mid-tern break: Abbey or Maclean
· Assignment of reading for next class: Carroll, Kafka and Stecker 

Session #4
· Lecture on literature and philosophy, in light of  assigned readings
· Discussion of the lecture and its topic

· Assignment of reading for next class: Borges, Goodman/Elgin and Currie
Session #5
· Lecture on literary textualism, and its shortcomings, in light of assigned readings 
· Discussion of the lecture and its topic

· Assignment of reading for next class: Republic, Bks. 1-5
Session #6
· Lecture on the myth of the luxurious polis, in light of Plato’s ancient quarrel between poetry and philosophy, and the assigned readings
· Discussion of the lecture and its topic

· Assignment of reading for next class: Republic, Bks. 5-10 

Session #7
· Lecture on myth, fiction, and Plato’s idea of the noble lie, in light of  assigned readings
· Discussion of lecture and its topic

· Distribution of first (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 
Session #8
· First student-led discussion of Walden
· Distribution of second (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 

Session #9
· First student-led discussion of Walden
· Distribution of second (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 

Session #10
· Second student-led discussion of Walden
· Distribution of third (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 

Session #11
· Third student-led discussion of Walden
· Assignment of reading for next class: Lewis & Lewis, “Holes” 

Session #12
· Lecture on literature, philosophy, and naturalism, in light of assigned reading

· Assignment of reading for next class: Lewis, “Truth in Fiction”

Session #13
· Lecture on truth in fiction, in light of assigned reading
· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic
Session #14
· Lecture on truth in fiction, in light of assigned reading (cont.)
· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic

· Distribution of fourth (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 

Session #15
· Fourth student-led discussion of Walden
· Distribution of fifth (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 
Session #16
· Fifth student-led discussion of Walden
· Distribution of sixth (set of) discussion document(s)

· Assignment of relevant portion of  Walden 

Session #17
· Sixth student-led discussion of Walden
· Assignment of reading for next class: Thoreau on Freedom (selections)  

Session #18
· Lecture on Thoreau and the problem of freedom
· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic
· Assignment of reading for next class: Pink, Chapters 1-4
Session #19
· Lecture on naturalism and the problem of freedom
· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic

· Assignment of reading for next class: Pink, Chapters 5-8

Session #20
· Lecture on Thoreau, libertarianism and compatibilism

· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic
· Distribution of discussion document

Session #22
· Discussion of the ethic in Walden and the problem of freedom 
Session #23
· Discussion of  the ethic in Walden and the problem of freedom (cont.)
· Distribution of representative essays (or representative essays) on Abbey or Maclean

Session #24
· Discussion of essays on Abbey or Maclean
Session #25
· Discussion of essays on Abbey or Maclean (cont.) 
· Assignment of reading for next class: Black
Session #26
· Lecture on metaphor, literal paraphrase and truth, in light of assigned readings
· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic

· Assignment of reading for next class: Davidson

Session #27
· Lecture on metaphor, semantic prompting and truth
· Discussion of lecture and lecture topic

· Assignment of reading/listening for next class: Eddie Vedder and Jerry Hannan, “Society” (2007)
Session #28
· Course finale: Lecture on “Society” (2007) and the metaphorical Thoreau
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