Before I can address Thoreau`s attitude to the state from the standpoint of today`s problems, we need to be quite clear as to his understanding of the condition of the human species as a whole.  He determinedly avoided a merely abstract conception of the individual, the inexorable result of which would be an ideology.  The nature of his fellow Concord citizens was not as straightforward or plain as may appear at first sight.In re-enacting the national “moment of origin” as Stanley Cavell puts it, Thoreau finds he has to re-define the nature of the species itself. What is the real state of the post-revolutionary American? How does he now differ by the mid-nineteenth century from the Old World denizen?
   Early in Walden Thoreau remarks on the puzzling nature of  the Concordians who "appeared to me to be doing penance in a thousand remarkable ways. What I have heard of Brahmins sitting exposed to four fires and looking into the face of the sun; or hanging suspended, with their heads downward, over flames;...or measuring with their bodies, like caterpillars, the breadth of vast empires; or standing on one leg on the tops of pillars——even these forms of conscious penance are hardly more incredible and astonishing than the scenes which I daily witness." 
   In twentieth century literature, the "hanging suspended" brings to mind the pupal stage of Kafka`s Gregor Samsa in The Metamorphosis who enjoyed dangling from the ceiling. More directly, it recalls Thoreau`s reflection in A Week on the Concord & Merrimack Rivers that "When I go into a museum, and see the mummies wrapped in their linen bandages, I see that the lives of men began to need reform as long ago as when they walked the earth.” The act of mummification can be interpreted as a ritualistic imitation of the chrysalis stage of an insect`s evolution, as Nabokov ironically projected in Invitation to a Beheading. There the  criminal and writer Cincinnatus in that complained that his soul had “grown lazy and accustomed to its snug swaddling clothes,” and while  he is in that pupal state he feels he is surrounded by “wretched spectres, not people,” by Apuleian larvae.  Thoreau`s Brahmins distinguish themselves from the house-dwellers of the Western world who are caught like "My gay butterfly entangled in a web,"  as Walden has it, or whose development has been arrested at some pupal stage like the British. 
   All this is not as remote from his Reform Papers as may appear at first sight, for at basis Thoreau is attacking the legal concept of `person,` inextricably associated with the definition of `property` in the judicial code, as well as with fixed, established `perception.` Early on in Walden, he makes this quite evident: "I see young men, my townsmen, whose misfortune it is to have inherited farms, houses, barns, cattle, and farming tools; for these are more easily acquired than got rid of. Better if they had been born in the open pasture and suckled by a wolf, that they might have seen with clearer eyes what they were called to labor in ."
   Norman O. Brown, in an entirely different context, elucidates the process that unifies Thoreau`s outlook in Walden. He sees a long extended structure of  human maturation based on insect development determining underlying  growth——
"Larva means mask; or ghost. Larvatus, masked, a personality——larvatus prodeo (Descartes); it also means mad, a case of demoniacal possession. Larva is also `the immature form of animals characterized by metamorphosis`; in the grub state; before their transformation into a pupa or pupil; i.e., before their initiation."

There has already been a remarkable analysis some years ago of Thoreau`s work viewing him through the prism of Brown in Joel Porte`s Emerson and Thoreau: transcendentalists in conflict. But there Porte uses Brown`s early book Life Against Death. If we draw as here on Brown`s later Love`s Body — which he once described to me as “indeed a strange episode, I have to continue burrowing underground, in strange directions” — then we draw very close to where Thoreau is trying to take us — and himself — in the parabola of his evolution. It is close to Charles Kraitsir`s formula in his Glossology which Thoreau had  read and where the “principle of motion, which preceded the birth of language” is embedded in early language roots following “the papillon of language, from the egg, through all metamorphoses.” Accordingly to Kraitsir - and here I`m anticipating my later remarks on music - new words are added in line with the laws of the vernacular`s “symphony.”

   But it is all to easy to be trapped in a larval state. At the end of Walden, Thoreau still has other lives to lead because he has only managed to shed so many skins, just as a caterpillar runs through at least 5 instars while in that preliminary condition.Thoreau`s pupation has proved greatly difficult, and he drops back at the end to empirical perceptions, the gathering of natural facts in the hope once again that something will arise from these organically in terms of philosophy. Apuleius, master of metamorphoses, proposed a cluster of words in his On the God of Socrates:

“Now of these Lemures, the one who, undertaking the guardianship of his posterity, dwells in a house with propitious and tranquil influence, is called the `familiar` Lar. But those who, having no fixed habitation of their own, are punished with vague wanderings, as with a kind of exile, on account of the evil deeds of their life, are usually called `Larvae.`” So larva is not only `person,` but one cast into the wilderness outside the bounds of established society, one of what Thoreau calls the “portionless, who struggle with no such inherited encumbrances.” Someone in fact like the author himself, surveyor and saunterer, who emerges in time as a natural historian. And this relates to his search for a language sufficient for reality: “I fear chiefly lest my expression may not be extra-vagrant enough beyond the narrow limits of my daily experience, so as to be adequate to the truth of which I have been convinced...” For as the great theoretician of the science of language, Max Müller, wrote:

“whatever view we take of the origin and dispersion of language, nothing new has ever been added to the substance of language, that all its changes have been changes of form, that no new root or radical has ever been invented by later generations...”

   Philip Gura has observed in The Wisdom of Words that Thoreau demonstrates language is not a set of arbitrary signs but arises "organically from the very core of the empirical objects themselves, thus offering men profound clues to the organization of the universe." But how problematical Thoreau finds this is evident from the fact that the assertion early in his Journal that “Language is the most perfect work of art in the world”  is transferred from humanity to the animals later in A Week. Maynard Keynes always held that animal high spirits motivated capitalist society. And Edgell Rickword saw that society as a merely animal society, not yet achieving human dimensions because thirled to the merely primal struggle for survival. An animal society is itself animated by what Thoreau calls “the most important part of animal [which] is its anima, its vital spirit.”  The human soul though is the ψμχὴ, psyche, imaged by the Greeks as a butterfly, so that insects take on the crucial role in defining the human. The author exclaims at one point in Walden - “sympathy with the fluttering alder and poplar leaves almost takes my breath away,” and the poplar is etymologically related to papillon and to people, and was indeed during the French Revolution of 1789 when the poplar tree became a symbol of that revolution. Meanwhile Thoreau himself is trying to grow into a higher life: “in my solitude I have woven myself a silken web  or crysalis, nymph-like, shall ere long burst forth a more perfect creature, fitted for a higher society...” The etymologies remote from the common coinage of speech take us back to an early flash of inspiration when in The Natural History of Massachusetts, Thoreau remarked “Entomology extends the limits of being in a new direction.” This is a key also to Emerson`s 1835 perception that language “thinks for us.”

   The great historian of the seventeenth century revolution in Britain was a close friend of Norman Brown - namely Christopher Hill - and the seventeenth century British revolution in a sense found its apotheosis and fulfilment in the American Revolution when the ancien regime was finally consigned to the proverbial dustbin of history. However as George Woodcock remarked: “the War of Independence had left Thoreau`s fellow-countrymen both economically and morally enslaved.” So although the externals of State organisation were altered, the psychological  make-up was only partially modified, and it is this battle for a new and independent psychology that Walden enacts. The pioneering and revolutionary American character is at this stage, like Melville`s Queequeg, “a creature in the transition state - neither caterpillar nor butterfly.”

   England meanwhile represents the form of domesticated atrophy par excellence, "an old gentleman who is travelling with a great deal of baggage, trumpery which has accumulated from long housekeeping, which he has not the courage to burn; great trunk, little trunk, bandbox and bundle." From this grows the moribund and oppressive nature of the British State which depends on its subjects` unwillingness to cast off the furniture of life as "exuviae." 
   Interestingly Descartes, who is the source of Brown`s original scheme of ontogenetic growth, had made explicit his own larval condition in his Cogationes Privae prior to his own emergence as a public philosopher: 

“As an actor dons a mask, so that no one can see his own hue, so in the same way I who  am going to take the stage before the world where I have been a spectator up to now, will be provisioned with a mask.” Etymologically, a caterpillar or larva means a mask because its final form is concealed in its grub manifestation. The imago is a psyche which, as I said, the Greeks represented by lepidoptera. Brown goes on to remark in his Love`s Body that “a person never owns [their] own person, but always represents another, by whom [they] are possessed. And the other that one is, is always one`s ancestors; one`s soul is not one`s own, but daddy`s.” This is the meaning of the Oedipus Complex.” So the foundation of the United States was both a flight from and confrontation with ancestors, and the seeking of an entirely new psychological as well as political make-up.

   It is noticeable that it is the insects that draw Thoreau to Hindu thought: So in A Week he writes “the very locusts and crickets of a summers day are but later or earlier glosses on the Dharma Sastra of the Hindoos, and a continuation of the sacred code.” Thoreau`s identity matures within the systole and diastole of his natural surroundings. The fluidity of that identity allowed him, especially through his Journal, to transfer to the pulse of his writing the transitoriness of nature and its progressions. Like the bees he recorded which would arrive at the spring plants with unerring instinct prior to any possible observations of his own, he sought out nature in its formative metamorphoses, so that he could “make a chart of our life — know how its shores trend — that butterflies reappear and when — know why just this circle of creatures completes the world. Can I not by expectation affect the revolutions of nature — make a day to bring forth something new?” The rhetorical overstatement is part of Thoreau`s strategy for diminishing and ironically deflating the human species. But it is also part of his strategy for defining how human life relates to nature, taking as his material his fellow Concord inhabitants and, above all of course, himself. 

        Some three years before Walden is published and before its final revisions, he provides a key to the `plot,` so to speak, of his book:

“In the psychological world there are phenomena analogous to what zoologists call  alternate reproduction in which it requires several generations unlike each other to  produce the perfect animal — Some men`s lives are but an aspiration —a yearning toward  a higher state —and they are wholly misapprehended—until they are referred to or traced through all their metamorphoses. We cannot pronounce upon a man`s intellectual &  moral state until we foresee what metamorphosis it is preparing him for.”

This from the Journal recalls Keats` interpretation of Shakespeare:

“A Man`s life of any worth is a continual allegory —& very few eyes can see the Mystery of his life—a life like the scriptures figurative—which such people can no more make out that they can the hebrew Bible. Lord Byron cuts a figure—but is not figurative—Shakespeare led a life of Allegory; his works are the comments on it.”

And extracts he copied into one of his Notebooks clarify his concept of self-development. He quotes James Elliot Cabot on “The Philosophy of the Ancient Hindoos” — “The essence of the Hindoo metaphysics, so far as they are of importance in the history of Philosophy, may be expressed in a few words: It is the reduction of all Reality to pure, abstract Thought.” In this connection, there is also a numerical, structural aspect: there are 4 Vedas, “the four works of supreme authority,” 4 asrámas or stations of personal maturation, and there is “Brahma with four faces,” while the four who keep house do so “according to four different modes.” This is combined with various triplets of which the most significant is “the triple order of transmigration,” where “`Souls endued with goodness, attain always the state of deities; those filled with ambitious passions, the condition of men; and those immersed in darkness, the nature of beasts: this is the triple order of migration.`”  Although Thoreau`s interest in Eastern thought faded after Walden, naturally in view of his emphatic and strengthening empiricism, his translation of “The Transmigration of the Seven Brahmans”  demonstrates, as Arthur Verslius remarks, that he “had an abiding interest in making both Hindu and Buddhist works more available,” and underlines “his interest in the doctrine of reincarnation and rebirth.” In a sense, transmigration assumes an ecologically radical  democracy, holding as it does the possibility that errant humans will have to pass through an animal or insect phase before salvation. Ultimately Thoreau`s social equals are not the Concord citizens so much as its flora and fauna, for he is “no more lonely than a single mullein or dandelion in a pasture, or a bean leaf, or sorrel, or a horse-fly, or a humble-bee.” This is Thoreau`s natural democracy, what Lysander Spooner had earlier termed “the higher law than State law, natural justice.”

        Thoreau is not concerned with a simple born-again experience any more than with one-dimensional social adaptation, but with a multiple “moulting season,” and leaves the woods ultimately because “I had several more lives to live, and could not spare any more time for that one.

” The interpretation of the allegory of human lives has its parallel in analysing and understanding literature and religion: “`They pretend,` as I hear, `that the verses of Kabir have four different senses; illusion, spirit, intellect, and the exoteric doctrine of the Vedas;` but in this part of the world, it is considered a ground for complaint if a man`s writings admit of more than one interpretation.” Here Thoreau prepares us for the transformation of “a strong and beautiful bug” that will be resurrected at the end like some phoenix. This is the cornerstone of his strategy intended, as Robert Milder puts it, “to turn the unlikelihood of a human metamorphosis into a kind of fideistic certainty.”

Throughout Walden, Thoreau is concerned with a humanity in transition, just as a climax in external nature is the onrush of spring, the sluicing out of winter. Indeed Emerson had theorized this as an aesthetic when he wrote that beauty lay in the “moment of transition, as if the form were ready to flow into other forms.” Elsewhere Emerson raised the subtle complaint that machinery too often marginalizes intellect, and bids to reduce humans to “silkworms” and America to a “tent of caterpillars” (In “The American Scholar” he had contradictorily mused: “A strange process too, this, by which experience is converted into thought, as a mulberry leaf is converted into satin.”) And this reflects ideas soon to be identified with Charles Darwin, but clearly already in the air, with regard to the inadequacy of rigidity in categories of defining species and genera. Later the American correspondent and advocate of Darwin, Asa Gray, will conclude: “This is a world of transition in more senses than is commonly thought...There are plants...which move spontaneously and freely around and among animals that are fixed and rooted.”26    Thoreau is studying a humanity that, like the clay, takes on particular forms, characteristics, in response to the demands of  social and economic changes, but is ever aspiring to transcend its condition. Emerson`s over-soul becomes a type of under-soul, even undersoil. 

       In the seriousness of his quest, Thoreau often pauses to throw ironical light on his activities and although, or perhaps because, there is nothing like the book of Amadis of Gaul to guide him, there is every now and then a suspicion of Don Quixote in the extra-vagrant writer who declares “Be it life or death, we crave only reality.” Stanley Cavell acutely observed in regard to Thoreau`s remark  “Our moulting season, like that of the fowls must be a crisis in our lives ” that the use of “must be” suggests that “our moulting season, unlike that of the fowls, is not a natural crisis. Nature does not manage it for us. Our nature is to be overcome.”   From larva thru pupa to imago is a natural or given development; the person though has to maneuver him or herself through the stages by an act of will, faith or love.There is a suggestion, especially in the light of Thoreau`s punning etymologies, that the “very ancient slough” (W, 6) of poverty early in the book has some link to this molting where “the snake casts its slough, and the caterpillar its wormy coat, by an internal industry and expansion.” Comments Thoreau made to William Ellery Channing  during their excursions around Concord are significant:

He spoke of the reserved meaning in the insect metamorphosis of the moth, painted like the summit sunrise, that makes its escape from a loathsome worm, and cheats the wintry shroud, its chrysalis. One sweet hour of spring, gazing into a grassy-bottomed pool, where the insect youth were disporting, the gyrinæ (boat flies) darting, and tadpoles beginning,       like magazine writers, to drop their tails, he said: “Yes, I feel positive beyond a doubt, I must pass through all these conditions, one day and another; I must go the whole round of life, and come full circle.”28

Indeed it is perhaps no coincidence that on the very day - April 28, 1856 - that Thoreau “first definitely theorized the succession of forest trees,” as Channing puts it, he was writing in his Journal: “As I was measuring, along the Marlboro` road, a fine blue-slate butterfly fluttered over the chain. Even its feeble strength was required to fetch the year about. How daring, even rash, Nature appears, who sends out butterflies early! Sardanapalus-like, she loves extremes and contrasts”.29 It is as if the developmental flashes of nature inspired Thoreau`s inventiveness, measured his thought and flowed along the rivers of his consciousness.

   To draw this now back to the natural sciences, Thoreau had read Coleridge`s Hints towards the Foundation of a More Comprehensive Theory of Life when it first appeared in 1848, and one of the many passages he transcribed into his Fact Book held that “the insect world, taken at large, appears as an intenser life that has struggled itself loose and become emancipated from vegetation.” Coleridge`s Hints has been described as “a treatise on the use of natural history as  means to the discovery of underlying laws of creation” and was an essential  starting-point for Thoreau`s fusion of imagination and ecological observation, although it has in recent years been down graded as an influence. What Coleridge crucially provided Thoreau with was the encouragement — even perhaps in terms of authorial authority, the right, — to merge a scientific approach to nature with his kaleidoscopic sweep over the living ecology of Walden. Let us recall that this is a time when the philosophy of Kant held sway, so that scepticism about the noumenon, the thing-in-itself beyond the phenomenon perceived by the observer, held sway. Emerson had of course coined the term Transcendentalism from Kant`s categorization of intuitive thought as transcendental. Approaching matters through the prism of this New England intellectual milieu —  even allowing for Emerson`s awakening at the Jardin des Plantes — would in the first instance require some alternative philosophical engagement to satisfy both intuitive and practical perspectives. The rawness of the cry in The Maine Woods, which is contemporary with the writing of Walden, focusses his art on “the solid earth! the actual world!”down to the people themselves - “the common sense! Contact! Contact!” - in their demanding “Who are we? where are we?”. 

It is in this sense that Coleridge, speaking a philosophical language close to Thoreau`s musings, would provide  him with the impetus to deepen his investigations of the minutiae of nature. One of the  key ideas of Hints is that if nature “had proceeded no further, yet the whole vegetable, together with the whole insect creation, would have formed within themselves an entire and independent system of life.”18 Thoreau`s observations of  insects developed soon after this, a slow gestation, a merging of his scrutiny of nature, and his reading. In the very year — 1851 — that his notes on flora and fauna became more specific and exacting, it is significant that entries in his Journal center on Ovid`s Metamorphoses. 

   Zooming forward to a writer from Nabokov`s youth, P.D. Uspensky, interestingly there are similar speculations in his A New Model of the Universe. Here Uspensky poses a genuine metaphysical-evolutionary riddle: “what place shall we give in this system to insects, which represent a world in themselves and a world not less complex than the world of vertebrates? May it not be supposed that insects represent another line in the work of Nature, and live not connected with the one which resulted in the creation of [humans], but perhaps preceding it? ...Insects reveal, in their structure and in the structure of their separate parts and organs, forms which are often more perfect than those of [humans] or animals...At some point, ants and bees ...lost their ability to evolve and after this Nature had to take her own measures and, after isolating them in a certain way, to begin a new experiment.”
Thoreau`s comments on music are often overlooked, but although they are
early comments they dovetail perfectly with his lifelong projects. In “Slavery in Massachusetts,” he connects discordancy with injustice and complains in “The Service” that our lives are “full of abruptness and angulosity” lacking in majesty, and he surmises “a world of peace and love” where “”music would be the universal language, and men greet each other in the fields in such accents, as a Beethoven now utters at rare intervals from a distance. All things obey music as they obey virtue...When we listen to it we are so wise that we need not to know.”

   Now, the language elements we`ve been considering constitute among the insects a quaternal structure from the ovum through the caterpillar to the pupa and finally the imago. Beethoven`s symphonies naturally follow this shape: In the 1st movement main themes are stated; the2nd or slow movement  proceeds like a caterpillar, it crawls; the third is febrile  and anticipatory like a pupa twitching for realization, or shimmering chrysalis (think the scherzo of the Eroica) while the 4th is the climax, as Berlioz analysed it - “from tension to release, from compulsion to liberation, from the tragic to the joyous.” (I give a more extended analysis of the music into insect, insect into music in my chapter on Schopenhauer in the book The Insect-Populated Mind). Music Thoreau`s “science of melody and harmony” built on mathematical structures as he describes it in A Week on the Concord & Merrimack, “is the sound of the universal laws promulgated. It is the only assured tone.” And again in The Week, “the most distinct and beautiful statement of any truth must take at the last the mathematical form. We might so simplify the rules of moral philosophy, as well as of arithmetic, that one formula would express them both.”  

   And if we follow the Hindu Sanyasas which he mentions, again there is a fourfold cone that imitates insect growth from the brahmacarya of education thru the garhasthya stage of the active citizen to the retreat for the loosening of bonds to the sannyasa or life of the hermit. Edward Dahlberg defined Walden as taking “its inspiration from the Vedas” to be “the secular bible of our ethics.” For Hinduism is not the acceptance of academic abstractions or celebration of ceremonies, but a mode of life and experience. It is insight into the nature of reality (darsana) or experience of reality (anubhava). This experience is not an emotional matter but a response of the whole personality, the integrated self to the central reality. Contemplation rather than other forms of thinking is the essence.And we  might also remember what Heidegger said — dubious witness though he proved to be in his life-decisions —  “we haven`t got a world, any more than a stone has, unless it is a fourfold one and it says something about us that we are bound to find this a preposterous statement. But it is only with respect to the preposterous fourfold that we can arrive at any sense of what it is for language to speak.”

   So how does all this relate to the transformation of that leviathan, the State? Melville of course created the epic of the unforgiving and unremitting nature of the state in Moby-Dick; governing States are merely force concentrated in the hands of a few. Gandhi, inspired as he was by Thoreau believed “we must become the change we want to see.” And this has been the philosophy of the movement for Scottish independence; as the writer and painter Alasdair Gray expressed it, one must go on each day as if the nation were already independent, the idea being that the constitutional situation would be forced to fall into line with the behavior of the living members of the society in the course of time. And that is exactly what is happening, with the Westminster government of Brown having to reluctantly follow the localized advances made.

   On the international scale, there is a direct relationship between Thoreau`s opposition to the war with Mexico and the invasion of Iraq. For the ideology of `Manifest Destiny` was coined by a jounalist in 1845 immediately prior to the Mexican war, and it is this disastrous concept that lies behind the multiple errors of the Iraq venture, the utopian disbandment of the apparatus of the army and of the localized Ba-athist official structure. As I wrote in a British newspaper recently: “the cultural devastation of Iraq called for by the prophet of the Babylonian exile, Ezekiel  — “The end is come upon the four corners of the land.” — may have taken two and half millennia to come to pass, but the White House with its annex at Number 10 Downing Street have accomplished the mission. Thoreau wrote in Resistance to Civil Government: “How does it become a man to behave toward the American government today? I answer, that he cannot without disgust be associated with it.” So the tax-resisters in the States (there are none to my knowledge in Britain) follow in his footsteps in assuming: “There is a higher law than civil law — the law of conscience,” which echoes Lysander Spooner`s insistence that natural justice supercedes State legislation and the impositions of State jurisprudence. Walden unfurls a unique plan of regeneration for Western culture, and it is one that cuts athwart the assumptions of State control and manipulation.

   The merging of inner and outer worlds, psychological and political transformations, prepares the way for what my old sparring partner Norman Brown insisted  was the necessary apocalypse. The final book of his great trilogy on civilization and its aspirations is, after all, entitled Apocalypse and/or Metamorphosis. And I should like to end with some wise words from William Zinsser addressed to members of the Authors Guild:

“the truth no longer matters to the people in charge of our lives. The White House has repeatedly lied to us; corporations repeatedly lie to their stockholders by manipulating their figures, which enables them to ransack the companies and their pension funds...[An] oddity is that not many people seem to mind. Where are the cries of outrage from the traditional guardians of moral authority? Where are the ministers, where are the bishops, where are the rabbis, where are the college presidents [to express] not only anger but sorrow that the fundamental decencies of this country are being eroded?”

And I might add that things have just got worse. Truth itself has been abolished and been replaced by Hillary Rodham Clinton`s term— “mis-speaking.”
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