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Abstract: The paper examines the interplay between the concept of the possible and the “peripa-
tetic” style of thinking in Henry David Thoreau’s thought. Drawing on Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
philosophy of perception, it first sketches an account of the embodied self engaged in walking, 
paying particular attention to the reciprocity between the walker’s moving body and the pace of 
thoughts. It argues that in developing a rhythmic and self-conscious alignment of the embodied 
mind with the surrounding world, walking becomes a principal means of accessing and engag-
ing the modal multidimensionality of our lived existence. In the subsequent sections the paper 
moves on to study Thoreau’s views on the art of walking as a strategy of opening oneself to the 
“wide” modalities of the natural world. It argues that walking, from a Thoreauvian perspective, 
operates as a mode and technique of modal exploration. The idea of sauntering that Thoreau de-
lineates is modally charged and thus capable of disclosing the qualitative nature of the possible 
and its varied ways of affecting the real. 

Keywords: phenomenology of walking, Henry David Thoreau, American Transcendentalism, 
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Sit as little as possible do not believe 
any idea that was not born in the open 
air and of free movement—in which the 
muscles do not also revel.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo 21

Introduction

Walking is much more than a physical act of locomotion or a mode of behavior. 
As Rebecca Solnit notes, it is the most obvious and most obscure activity in the 
world as it readily and effortlessly wanders “into religion, philosophy, landscape, 
urban policy, anatomy, allegory, and heartbreak” (3). This enumeration is not meant 
to be exhaustive but rather to demonstrate a wide range of “territories” open to 
walking. In this paper I explore one of the overlooked paths that connect walking 
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with the broadly defined territory of modality, a dynamic realm of potentialities 
and possibilities that underline the varied “scapes” of our existence and reality. 
Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of perception and the embodied self, I 
approach walking in phenomenological terms as one of the primary ways of our 
being and acting in the world. The first section of the paper examines the enigmatic 
reciprocity between walking and thinking by tracing trajectories that reveal a close 
and intimate continuity between the walking body and the body of the landscape. 
I argue that walking’s multifaceted and obscure nature can best be illuminated “on 
foot” by adopting the solvitur ambulando principle: in other words, the enigma of 
walking can be fully appreciated and resolved by the embodied mind finely attuned 
to the qualitatively differentiated experience that different types of walking provide. 
I will therefore, in the second and third part of the paper, turn to one of the most 
prolific and ingenious walker-cum-thinkers, Henry David Thoreau, and his views 
on the art of walking. Thoreau’s perspective is remarkable because of its strong 
phenomenological orientation: the experience of walking not only is a constant 
and prominent leitmotif in his creative output but is also “charted with the same 
scientific acuity as the natural world around him” (Solnit 127). In his essays, lectures, 
and journal entries, Thoreau insightfully explored walking as related to individual, 
social, political, and spiritual dimensions as well as walking as a strategy of opening 
oneself to the modal multidimensionality of the natural world. Walking in Thoreau’s 
thought, I argue, operates as a mode and technique of modal exploration, and his 
idea of sauntering, developed most clearly in the essay “Walking,” can be best 
understood as a guide to the wild modality of the present. 

Thoreau as a thinker developed, as Stanley Cavell remarked, “a mode of 
conceptual accuracy based on an idea of rigor foreign to the prevailing standards of 
the academy” (14). Despite his familiarity with ancient Greek and Roman philosophy 
as well as Asian thought, Thoreau was seldom studied and taught in American 
philosophy departments in the 19th and 20th century. The reluctance to classify 
him as a philosopher persisted well into our own time, in which the philosophical 
significance of Thoreau’s work is still largely neglected. And yet, Thoreau’s creative 
output constitutes a major contribution to North American thought. As James D. 
Reid, Rick Anthony Furtak, and Jonathan Ellsworth have argued, it “justif[ies] the 
inclusion of his work within the philosophical canon” (1). Philosophy, for Thoreau, 
was not merely a mode of reflective inquiry or a type of discourse but an embodied 
practice that links the sensory, the psychological, the cultural, and the spiritual. 
Thoreau-the-thinker thus emerges as a complex figure who defies classification. 
His project requires a careful delineation that registers its “relation to earlier 
philosophical works and traditions, ancient and modern, … the ways in which he 
[Thoreau] either anticipated or influenced later thinkers and schools of thought” (13). 
Adopting this critical stance, I examine Thoreau in close relation to 19th-century and 
contemporary thought by studying the peripatetic as the core element of his thinking. 
In an effort to approach Thoreau’s thought I make two analytical moves in this paper: 
I begin with a bottom-up review of the lived experience of ambulation and sketch 
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a phenomenological account of walking, which I subsequently place against the 
cultural backdrop of Romanticism and only then return, top down, to Thoreau’s art 
of walking. This two-directional approach allows me to survey Thoreau’s peripatetic 
in its complexity instead of forcing it into conceptual boxes. Even more importantly, 
it permits me to keep pace with Thoreau’s sauntering thinking and register its “beat 
and rhythm .” The following section discusses acts of prolonged ambulation in nature, 
drawing on phenomenological ideas and insights. Such a perspective, I believe, 
is needed to clarify the nuances of embodied consciousness and knowledge that 
Thoreau’s work brings to the fore. The effort put into traversing this philosophical 
terrain will pay off by elucidating the ensuing sections that engage directly with 
Thoreau’s peripatetic as a mode of self-reflection and self-change.1

The “Lived Perspective” of Walking

Walking constitutes a prime modality of experience, which is often taken for granted 
and seen as one of the mundane routines of our everyday life. Yet, walking, the 
French neurobiologist Alain Berthoz reminds us, even when viewed as a basic act 
of locomotion, “is not simple”; it involves much more than keeping your balance 
and making steps: “You have to go somewhere, following a path. And you have to 
use your body to produce a trajectory” (138). The control of locomotor trajectories 
requires the coordination of four core elements of walking: posture, locomotor 
rhythm, gaze, and gesture (Berthoz 120), which are dependent on complex neural 
organizations and processes involved in the walker’s unified perception of the body 
and its relation to the surrounding environment. Our locomotion requires not only 
making successive steps but also navigating the diversified “scapes” of our lives 
(such as negotiating our way through rush hour crowds, bushwhacking or traversing 
scree fields etc.) employing qualitatively different styles of locomotion (strolling, 
jogging, trekking, fast hiking, and so forth). In all of these styles we find ourselves as 
embodied subjects tracing trajectories that reveal what Maurice Merleau-Ponty has 
called “the lived perspective” of the experiencing self. This perspective is anchored 
in the living, attentive body actively engaged in the specific context of the here and 
now, and as such it constitutes a pre-reflective and pre-linguistic point of access 
to the world. The embodied participation is made possible by “the reciprocity, the 
ongoing interchange between my body and the entities that surround it. It is a sort 
of silent conversation that I carry on with things, a continuous dialogue far below 
my verbal awareness” (Abrams 52). When hiking on a trail, for example, “my legs 
continually attune and adjust themselves to the varying steepness of the mountain 
slopes behind this house without my verbal consciousness needing to direct those 
adjustments” (Abrams 53). In this lived engagement with the world my sensing 
body fully participates with the sensuous terrain. The alpine landscape, with its 

1 For readers familiar with phenomenological approaches to qualitative research, this first section 
can probably be skipped, but it will be of use to anyone wishing to understand walking as an 
embodied practice, a perspective which is still (too) often misunderstood by literary studies 
scholars who denigrate it as an account of “floating, phenomenal I” experience.
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slopes, scree fields, and vegetation are not merely features of the map that I carry; 
they are first of all experienced as elements of the living landscape in which I am 
corporally embodied. They disclose “the structure of the landscape as an emerging 
organism” (“Cezanne’s Doubt” 281) as it is lived from within my sensing, moving 
body. This primal “inherence in the world” (Phenomenology of Perception 471) turns 
the landscape not into an object that I can take possession of, but into the field of 
experience with infinite possibilities of engagement. 

Walking as an embodied experience of purposeful motility and desiring 
intentionality reveals that my connection with the near and the far is indeterminate 
in both space and time. Walking operates in the dynamic of the near that comprises 
not only what is within my reach at the present moment but also what is within my 
potential reach—all of the reachable elements of the near sphere. This potential 
sphere is “a nexus of differentially available reachables, connected and traversed by 
multiple pathways” (Casey 60). The far sphere is characterized not so much as the 
experience of distance as the activity of “ranging,” by which Casey means wandering, 
roaming and a sense of exploration: “when I range broadly, I move across and over, 
and around” (61). The single defining element of “broad-ranging” is the horizon that 
provides maximum scope for any given situation. Through its constant receding, the 
horizon is given as indefinite continuation that includes the not (yet) visible. As such 
it is, as Derrida insightfully put it, “always virtually present in every experience; for 
it is at once the unity and the incompletion for that experience” (qtd. in Casey 62). 
The near and the far are constantly entangled in the horizon: walking as “reaching” 
and “broad-ranging” unfolds in the light of the horizon which makes the places I 
walk towards possible. This particular indeterminate modal dimension of my lived 
existence is further strengthened through walking’s incessant demand to see the 
surrounding environment in terms of its potentials for my actions, to perceive it in 
terms of my capacities to interact with the environment. 

My body not merely is placed in space and time but inhabits them as a 
field in which I, as an embodied agent, act and engage with the world. This kind 
of engagement rests on the intimate connection between my bodily subjectivity 
and the body of the world. I do not passively receive data from the world but 
instead am summoned to engage in particular forms of acting. “Consciousness,” as 
Merleau-Ponty reminds us, “is in the first place not a matter of ‘I think that’ but of 
‘I can’” (Phenomenology of Perception 159). In walking I envelop the encountered 
environment with motor intentionality and invest it with meaning. My perception 
of the environment as requiring particular actions is “at the same time an awareness 
of my body as possessing power to perform them” (Romdenh-Romluc 86). This 
power “to reckon with the possible,” as Merleau-Ponty calls it, draws on the capacity 
to access and exercise motor skills. Correspondingly, the environment is rendered 
through my proprioceptive awareness2 and practical knowledge into a realm of 

2  !is awareness, apart from the kinesthetic sense of the movement of limbs and trunk, involves 
also the sense of balance, the sense of e"ort, the “internal” senses that provide information about 
my fatigue, well-being, and others.
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qualitatively differentiated possibilities of (inter)actions.3 It becomes a dynamic and 
inexhaustible modal realm, as “one always perceives more possibilities for action 
than those that correspond to one’s current task” (Romdenh-Romluc 100). One 
thus always acts in and against the light of the horizon, which provides unity to the 
experience and directs the agent to “a condition of possibility” (Casey 62). 

 Walking taps into this open modality by foregrounding motility as a basic 
intentionality that underpins a modal awareness of belonging to the world. !e 
synthesizing activity of my embodied existence in its expressive, habitual and 
intersubjective dimension reveals an ambiguity of being and acting in the world. 
As Gail Weiss notes, “bodily experience is ambiguous … through the cooperation 
of both conscious intentions and pre-re#ective intentions that together orient one 
towards the world of one’s concern” (288). Accordingly, Merleau-Ponty distinguishes 
a wide spectrum of ambiguous attitudes to the world on both intentional and pre-
re#ective levels, “extending from the complex interrelationships between subjectivity 
and intersubjectivity, individuality and generality, to the dynamic interplay between 
my body and my historical situation” (Weiss 288). As I have argued elsewhere, 
implicit in all of these attitudes is a sense of the inconclusiveness of my lived 
temporality. “My hold on the past and the future is always postponed until a stage 
when I may fully understand it, yet this stage can never be, since it would be one 
more moment, bounded by the horizon of its future, and requiring in its turn further 
developments in order to be understood” (Phenomenology of Perception 346). To 
put it plainly, I’m not limited to the living present but organically extend to the 
past that I retain and the future that I anticipate.4 “By confronting this temporal 
ambiguity I experience both the ambiguity of being in the world and the body as 
a locus of self-transcending. !e inherent inconclusiveness of my existence and its 
directedness towards the future preclude my ever being self-present and inscribed 
into the web of casual patterns and structures” (Misztal).5 !is generative sense of 
ambiguity broadens the limited scope of my corporal, biotemporal reality to the 
noetic time of the human mind, characterized by “unlimited horizons of futurity and 
pastness and by the mental present, with its changing temporal horizons, depending 
on attention” (Fraser 367). 

Full-fledged embodied engagement binds homo viator, the walking man, 
more integrally and intimately to the surrounding environment and opens her or him 
up to the processes and activities around. As Frédéric Gros notes, “walking causes 
absorption” (85)” and brings about the revelation that a sensing body is continuous 
with the body of the land6: “Walking interminably, taking in through your pores the 

3 To illustrate these dynamics, Merleau-Ponty scrutinizes the case of Johannes Schneider, a 
wounded veteran of WWI who lacked motor intentionality. 

4 In phenomenological terms this type of anticipation is characterized as protention. 
5 See my “Pace and Time: Field Notes on the Art of Walking” (forthcoming).
6 Merleau-Ponty strives to describe this reciprocity by developing the notion of Flesh, an elemental 

power that makes us a part of the sensible world we live in. “We can experience things—can 
touch, hear, and taste things—only because, as bodies, we are ourselves included in the sensible 
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height of mountains when you are confronting them at length, breathing in the shape 
of the hills for hours at a time during a slow descent. The body becomes steeped in 
the earth it treads. And thus, gradually, it stops being in the landscape: it becomes 
the landscape” (original emphasis, Gros 85). This gradual metamorphosis reveals the 
inherent transitivity of our embodiedness in relation to the landscape and changes 
our perspective: we don’t merely move through or across the landscape but walk 
as a part of it.7 The “vibrations” of the landscape8 are repeated in the walker’s body 
(Gros 24). Interior and exterior are synchronized as the rhythm of the moving body 
is aligned with the rhythm of the landscape. This is perhaps most clearly detectable 
in our changing breath and heart rates9 that adjust to the steepness and texture of the 
terrain and to the encountered weather in our local horizon, and are even influenced 
by such basic acts as viewing water in outdoor settings.10 

Breathing rhythmically, aligned with the landscape, we do not so much 
think as we allow the world process to reach and unfold in us. The alternating 
movement of our legs does not aim to “shatter but to make the world’s presence 
palpable and keep time with it” (original emphasis, Gros 212). This synchronizing 
adjustment is gradual, but when it sets in, “After a period, sometimes a long one, 
of ‘finding your pace’, at last the body finds its breathing rhythm and your feet 
answer the rhythmic call to rebound from the road, like a regular, repeated take-off ” 
(184).11 Walking thus highlights the body’s role in mediating between consciousness 
and the world: it reveals how closely walking’s outward context is interlaced with 

$eld, and have our own textures, sounds, and tastes. We can perceive things at all only because 
we ourselves are entirely a part of the sensible world that we perceive!” (Abrams 68). As Merleau-
Ponty puts it, “the presence of the world is precisely the presence of its #esh to my #esh” (!e 
Visible and the Invisible 127).

7 For another example of this revelatory moment, see Abrams’s account of walking and dwelling in 
a forest on pp. 68-69.

8 !ese vibrations are not to be thought of as merely physical acoustic stimuli; in a more general 
sense, they render the absolute fullness of the living landscape as given in the experience of 
walking. As such they are akin to the “vibration of appearances” that Cezanne sought to capture 
in his paintings (“Cezanne’s Doubt” 281).

9 Neurobiological research con$rms that walking bene$ts the brain: a rhythmical form of 
synchronization has been recorded in a recent study that reveals a close correlation between 
ambulating and cerebral blood #ow. Researchers at New Mexico Highlands University (NMHU) 
found that walking can signi$cantly a"ect the supply of blood to the brain: “‘What is surprising 
is that it took so long for us to $nally measure these obvious hydraulic e"ects on cerebral blood 
#ow,’ $rst author Ernest Greene explained. ‘!ere is an optimizing rhythm between brain blood 
#ow and ambulating. Stride rates and their foot impacts are within the range of our normal heart 
rates (about 120/minute) when we are briskly moving along.’” 

10 In their 2022 paper Coss and Keller reported the results of a study in which they measured blood 
pressure, heart rate and subjective relaxation of the participants who were asked to alternate 
looking at water and looking at adjacent ground along a stream in a campus arboretum. !e 
study revealed that average blood pressure and heart rate decreased and relaxation increased 
while looking at the water outdoors.

11 Describing her long walks in California, Solnit echoes the point by noting that the body-mind-
world alignment kicks in only a%er miles: “the loose diagonal rhythm of arms swinging in 
synchronization with legs in a body that felt long and stretched out” (13).  
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what Nancy Forgione calls its inward density, “the accompanying mental, visual, 
and perceptual processes that make walking a quintessential human undertaking 
and that interconnect the individual with the surrounding environment” (688). 
The simple act of walking not only helps integrate inner and outer worlds but also 
stimulates our cognitive and creative powers: “Once outside, the body moves at 
its own rhythm and the mind feels free, in other words, available” (Gros 164). The 
rhythms of walking activate the rhythms of thinking and provide the walker with an 
opportunity to find new words, solutions, and inspirations. The thoughts born out of 
movement have been some of the most precious creative outputs of artists, thinkers, 
and writers who have experienced the creative peripatetic power of the thinking 
mind engaged in walking.12 “Walking,” Paul Valery observed, “often induces in me 
a quickened flow of ideas … there is a certain reciprocity between my pace and my 
thoughts” (qtd. in Forgione 668). Rebecca Solnit, in Wanderlust, a book conceived 
as a result of walking, likewise reflects on this close alignment between the walker’s 
moving body and the pace of thoughts:

The rhythm of walking generates a kind of rhythm of thinking, and the 
passage through a landscape echoes or stimulates the passage through a series 
of thoughts. This creates an odd consonance between internal and external 
passage, one that suggests that the mind is also a landscape of sorts and that 
walking is one way to traverse it. A new thought often seems like a feature of 
the landscape that was there all along, as though thinking were travelling rather 
than making. (Solnit 5–6) 

Combining the unconscious activity of the body with the conscious activity of the 
mind, walking, Solnit writes, “hits a steady beat that seems to be the pulse of time 
itself ” (30).13 In its exploration of the spatial and temporal, the liberated mind also 
traverses the realm of the possible. Walking, I argue, is naturally modally inductive, 
as it demands from us, on the most basic level, to discern and decide among the 
many options and variations offered during the course of the walk. Walking 
stimulates the embodied mind to discover the possibilities of the trail one travels 
along, exposes the walker to unexpected encounters around the bend, and reveals 
infinite possibilities of perception and engagement inherent in the landscape: “both 
rural and urban walking have … been primary ways of exploring the unpredictable 
and the incalculable” as they bring us into contact with the “indeterminacy of a 
ramble, on which much may be discovered” (Solnit 10). This “much” also comprises 

12 !is power, needless to say, not only invigorated the thoughts of the ancient Peripatetic 
philosophers but has provided stimulation for a modern generation of walkers-cum-thinkers 
whom Nietzsche explicitly encouraged to “think while walking, walk while thinking, and let 
writing be but the light pause, as the body on a walk rests in contemplation of wide open spaces” 
(qtd. in Gros 20). For further examples of this reciprocity in a cultural history and philosophy of 
walking, see also Solnit and Forgione. 

13 I explore the temporal dimension of walking in “Pace and Time: Field Notes on the Art of 
Walking” (forthcoming). 
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subtler forms of possibility and potentiality that can be experienced by developing a 
rhythmic and self-conscious alignment of the mind, the body, and the world.

Modal Sauntering

For Henry David Thoreau the alignment that synchronizes an embodied mind and 
a mindful body could be achieved only by means of a direct and meaningful relation 
with the natural world. H somewhat contentiously observed that when “we walk, we 
naturally go to the fields and woods; what would become of us, if we walked only in a 
garden or the mall” (“Walking” 229). It is primarily through our exposure to nature, 
in particular when responding to the call of its wildness, that we can enhance our 
sensitivity and rediscover the world with its wide spectrum of possibilities. Walking 
permits Thoreau to be “grandly related” (The Journal 430) to nature that offers not 
only reality and health but also illumination: “I think I cannot preserve my health 
and spirits, unless I spend four hours a day at least—and it is commonly more than 
that—sauntering through the woods and over the hills and fields, absolutely free 
from worldly engagements” (“Walking” 227). The freedom that reunites him with 
the natural world is a sort of “communion that he celebrates bodily and in spirit” 
(Christopher 267). 

A strong emphasis on the body as a primary mode of experiencing nature 
risks, as E.A. Wheeler contends, leading to the exclusionary thinking that underpins 
the value system of current environmentalism with its “focus on the interaction 
between one specific body and one specific landscape” (554). That narrow perspective 
presents some people as closer than others to nature and “can eclipse the possibility 
of other body types and other landscapes” (554). While the peripatetic is not immune 
to this sort of misinterpretation and can appear as a form of ableism, Thoreau’s 
perspective is far from being dogmatic or exclusionary. It underlines instead the 
importance of individual, direct experience that animates the embodied self to 
an awareness of the natural world. It does not entice us to climb every mountain 
but inquires how the lived body in its individual concreteness participates in the 
world’s flesh. It is thus phenomenologically oriented and correspondingly insists on 
enlarging modal awareness of belonging to the world by testing out and living its 
wide range of potentialities. 

Throughout his life Thoreau insistently invoked the wilderness myth and 
its vision of nature as the realm of regeneration and renewal, as the environment 
where spiritual truths could be directly experienced. Unlike many of his Romantic 
contemporaries, Thoreau did not merely seek to articulate “his passion for wilderness 
… [but] wanted to understand its value”; in his 1851 talk to the Concord Lyceum 
he “grounded his argument on the idea that wildness was the source of vigor, 
inspiration, and strength. It was, in fact, the essential ‘raw-material of life’” (Nash 
88). Human creativity, ingenuity and most of all greatness required what he called 
in Walden “the tonic of wildness”: “We need the tonic of wildness .... At the same 
time that we are earnest to explore and learn all things, we require that all things 
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be mysterious and unexplorable, that land and sea be indefinitely wild, unsurveyed 
and unfathomed by us because unfathomable” (Walden 334). Thoreau regards 
wildness as an indefinable and rejuvenating fullness of nature, as “the unstable 
ground of nature’s indeterminacy and excessiveness” (Bennet 52) that eludes our 
efforts to comprehend and domesticate it. It is “a primordial vitality that cannot be 
categorized, rationalized, or constrained” (McWilliams 237).

 As Christopher A. Dustin has argued, Thoreau’s wildness should not be 
interpreted merely in epistemological terms: “There is more to wildness, or to the 
fundamental indeterminacy of nature than an epistemological disruptive otherness” 
(276). Wildness is the creative active principle within nature, a principle that 
is, I argue, also modally charged: “Wildness points to what is unaccountable in 
nature—not just to its (negative) potential to resist understanding but to a positive 
potentiality, or power” (276). As such wildness is not to be conflated with other key 
concepts in the Thoreauvian worldview, namely the natural and nature.

To understand wildness by identifying it with nature is to risk objectifying both. 
For the same reason, we should beware of distinguishing between wildness ‘out 
there’ (in the natural world) and a wildness ‘internal’ to the self. To do so means 
that we fail to understand the participatory nature of Thoreau’s vision. For 
Thoreau, wildness is never simply ‘out there’ in nature (any more than nature 
itself is simply ‘out there’). Wildness is nature’s own inwardness. Wildness is 
what the self communes with. (275-6)

Robert M. Thorson has likewise called for a more nuanced understanding of 
Thoreau’s vision of wildness as distinct from the clichéd Puritan idea of a “howling 
wilderness” that was recast into “an ideal spiritual landscape for neo-pagans of 
the early 1850s.” Thoreauvian wildness is a dynamic and highly charged idea, “an 
entanglement of different realities,” and should be conceived as “more of an attitude 
than an attribute. A pervasive condition lurking beneath the surface—especially 
in the midst of civilization. A creative force, willed not by intent but by impulse, 
accident and contingency” (Thorson). Inherent in this vision of wildness is a sense 
of the possible as a generative, rejuvenating, and transformative power that reveals 
the transcendent dimension of being.

Nature, for Thoreau, always points beyond itself, and the exposure to wildness 
permits us to approach redemptive possibilities within our present experience: “We 
can never have enough of nature,” Thoreau famously declared, as it satisfies our 
yearning for presence by granting us redemptive moments of re-creation.14 Thoreau 
could experience these moments during the course of his sauntering: “This stillness, 
solitude, wildness of nature is a kind of thoroughwort or boneset to my intellect. This 
is what I go out to seek. It is as if I always met in those grand places some grand, 

14 A more detailed discussion of wildness in relation to transcendence and eschatology is beyond 
the scope of this essay. For a well-balanced discussion of !oreau’s religious and eschatological 
vision, see Dustin 281–286.
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serene, immortal, infinitely encouraging, though invisible companion, and walked 
with him” (The Journal 430). The call of wildness has a clear participatory character 
as it invites the self to commune with nature by ‘wading’ in its bottomless fullness. 
In his journal for June 22, 1853, Thoreau writes: “I long for wildness, a nature which 
I cannot put my foot through ... where the hours are early morning ones, and there 
is dew on the grass, and the day is unproved, where I might have a fertile unknown 
for a soil about me” (The Journal 236). For Thoreau, whom Emerson described as 
the most American of Americans, modally charged wildness was to be discovered 
in the West, which he portrayed as harboring the possibility of renewal: “The West 
of which I speak is but another name for the Wild; and what I have been preparing 
to say is, that in Wildness is the preservation of the world” (“Walking” 239). The 
future lies in the West, in the land of the eternally new: “We go eastward to realize 
history and study the works of art and literature, retracing the steps of the race; we 
go westward as into the future, with a spirit of enterprise and adventure” (“Walking” 
235). While this view might strike the contemporary reader as a chauvinistically 
flavored celebration of manifest destiny15 or a Romantic declaration of independence 
from the Old World,16 the West was also a symbolically charged direction linked 
with Thoreau’s faith in the capacity for renewal, his conviction that the possibilities 
of redemption and re-creation are written into human nature. 

It is important to note that Thoreau’s peripatetic philosophy is an organic 
offshoot of the larger Romantic project and its “impulse to enter into nature by 
foot” (Amato 120). While turning his back on the East, Thoreau was well aware 
that his peripatetic sensibilities owed much to the Romantic revolt against Neo-
Classical aesthetics and attitudes, which among other things freed walking from its 
pejorative associations with poverty and vagrancy by elevating it “from the realm 
of necessity to that of choice” (105). The rise of pedestrian travel in the last two 
decades of the 18th century was also due to a number of pragmatic factors such as a 
transport revolution and the rising popularity of travel as a practice for learning and 
enjoyment among the European middle classes.17 And yet the Romantic project with 
its insistence on first-hand experience saw in walking not merely a leisurely act of 
ambulation but a value in itself. It shifted the stress from destination to mobility itself 
by regarding walking as the expression of freedom and unrestrained creativity.18 The 
Romantics’ attitude idealized walking by presenting it as an elevated, poetic mode of 
experiencing the world and the self. Walking thus became a quintessential Romantic 

15 !oreau was well aware of the negative possibilities for the new Adam in the West: “I believe 
that Adam in paradise was not so favorably situated on the whole as is the backwoodsman in 
America—You all know how miserably the former turned out—or was turned out—but there is 
some consolation at least in the fact that it yet remains to be seen how the western Adam will turn 
out” (!e Journal 187)

16 !oreau’s emphasis on “Westering” has been interpreted as what McKusic has called “a 
constitut[ive] act of forgetting” (3).

17 For a detailed discussion of these developments, see, for instance, Jarvis. 
18 Celeste Langan argues that “vagrancy, rather than the errand, the stroll, or the march, is the 

paradigm of Romantic walking and talking” (27).
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activity, animated by the yearning for sensuous engagement, spiritual transcendence 
and “the dialectics of wonderment or consolation and critical thought” (Robinson 
6). For the second generation of European Romantics, as Peter Larkin put it, “the 
issue was not whether to walk at all, but whether to walk alone or not, i.e. whether 
to walk or talk” (71). Despite his dismissal of the English poets, Thoreau found 
himself following the trail of the poetic pedestrianism of his European predecessors. 
In his distinctive reworking of Romanticism, he was not immune to the influences 
of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Keats, Shelly and others. And yet, Thoreau’s affinities 
with these poets were complex and multifaceted. The influences of Wordsworth 
in “Walking,” so long taken for granted, are in fact problematic when compared to 
Thoreau’s method of nature walking and writing. Thoreau’s approach is much more 
radical than “the Wordsworthian peripatetic [that] oscillates between wanderlust and 
domestic retirement” (67). As Lorrie Smith argued, Thoreau found Wordsworth’s 
poetic method of recollection and re-creation “ultimately unsatisfying as a means of 
apprehending and expressing American wildness in nature” (230). By demanding a 
direct access to nature in the here and now, Thoreau is not interested in recollective 
introspections “but moves from memory to the actual, cyclical experiences of nature” 
(240). His insistence on opening oneself to “spots of time” shows close affinities with 
“a Shelleyan acceptance of evanescence and immersion in wildness and a Keatsian 
understanding of revelation tied to seasonal, diurnal time” (231). Thoreau’s method 
is also close to Coleridge’s poetics of walking and his fascination with how the 
body in movement experiences the world. By demanding an organic and kinetically 
oriented mediation of the direct experience of nature, Thoreau moves, like Coleridge, 
“beyond picturesque visualization towards a peripatetic sense of passage” (Larkin 
70). This movement is not merely an escape from the domestic but most of all, as I 
argue, a way of accessing the “wild” and its unbounded modalities. Correspondingly, 
the American West was the primary direction that shaped the trajectory of Thoreau’s 
sauntering. As Gros notes, “the true direction of walking is [for Thoreau] towards the 
edge of civilized worlds” (94), towards the wild modalities of the western horizon, a 
liminal zone where the invisible meets the finite: “Eastward I go only by force; but 
westward I go free. Thither no business leads me. It is hard for me to believe that 
I shall find fair landscapes or sufficient wildness and freedom behind the eastern 
horizon” (“Walking” 234). It is only through orienting himself “westward” that 
Thoreau could get moving and become possible again (emphasis added, Gros 100). 
And walking, Thoreau insists, can be transformed into a modal art of sauntering 
– a mode and technique of exploration that discloses what is possible around and 
within us.

Walking for Nothing

Walking in nature offered Thoreau “suspensive freedom” (Gros 6) by permitting him 
to escape daily affairs, politics, and social stratification. Outdoors he could break free 
from the human world, not only of his contemporaries but also of predecessors, from 
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“all the institutions, practices and beliefs that bind the present to the past” (Taylor 
100). Exposure to wilderness granted him better opportunities to “live deliberately” 
(Walden 2), to “play life” (Walden 154) with the utmost seriousness. Thoreau was 
well aware that not all types of walking permit tapping into the wilderness experience 
and its rejuvenating power. The art of walking demands, as he somewhat self-
deprecatingly observed, that “you must walk like a camel, which is said to be the 
only beast which ruminates while walking” (“Walking” 228). His ideal of sauntering 
stood in contrast to being “indoors,” which he understood “not so much as staying 
inside a building as staying inside the cares and problems of one’s work and home 
life” (Walker 56). The genuine act of walking required a balance between mind and 
body: “Of course it is of no use to direct our steps to the woods, if they do not carry 
us thither. I am alarmed when it happens that I have walked a mile into the woods 
bodily without getting there in spirit” (“Walking” 229). It was only when he could 
completely free himself from all the daily occupations and obligations, when he 
could at last “shake off the village,” that he returned to his senses and gained clearer 
access to his inner self.

 Escaping outdoors, Thoreau preferred taking long walks across the 
natural, wild landscape: “I can easily walk ten, fifteen, twenty, any number of miles, 
commencing at my door, without going by any house, without crossing a road except 
where the fox and the mink do” (“Walking” 230). He thus steered clear of commercial 
highways and mucky roads of politics, as he was “not in a hurry to get to any tavern 
or grocery or livery-depot to which they lead” (231). As he succinctly put it, “I am 
a good horse to travel, but not from choice a roadster” (231). A notable exception 
to this preference was the Old Marlborough Road that Thoreau invokes in the poem 
incorporated into the “Walking” essay. Traced in the 17th century over a length of 
about 16.5 miles, the road functioned as a commercial route connecting the town 
of Marlborough with Thoreau’s hometown, Concord, Massachusetts. The road had 
been a major route for stagecoaches transporting farm produce, freight and people 
until the early 19th century, when a new route was built farther south. By Thoreau’s 
time the road had fallen into disuse19 and no longer had any economic value. The 
inclusion of the Old Marlborough Road in his argument for the necessity of wildness 
was much more than an apt expression of Thoreau’s non-conformity; it also signaled 
a radical, transformative dimension of the trajectories that the essay celebrates. 
Traveling along the abandoned route allowed Thoreau to immerse himself in “idle” 
time in which no business is conducted, no profit is made, no wealth is produced: 
“With the instinct to travel,/I can get enough travel/ On the Old Marlborough Road./
Nobody repairs it,/For nobody wears it” (“Walking” 232). Strolling alone and without 
purpose he could escape “meridian [i.e. noontime] social dinners that threaten to 
waste his time” (Guthrie 149). Leaving them behind, Thoreau could open himself 
up to the transcendental moments experienceable outside of conventional time. 
Walking the disused road that led to nowhere allowed him to change the direction 

19 For a more detailed discussion of the Concord area in connection with !oreau, see Gross.
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and nature of his sauntering. Simultaneously moving outward and inward, he could 
enter “the liminal, timeless state of mind that he called a ‘revery’ and [treat it] as a 
physical location in its own right” (Guthrie 132).

Branka Arsi& is right to point out that this style of sauntering is directed 
against the Western understanding of subjectivity, in particular the dualistic divide 
between mind and body. Walking as a primary mode of Thoreauvian thinking 
with the body enabled him to create “a materialist epistemology in which the self 
is successfully suspended and the suchness of the world restored” (252). While I 
sympathize with this perspective, I find Arsi&’s reading not nuanced enough as it 
underscores self-suspension to the detriment of modal restoration of the world. 
Thoreau’s project is, in her view, driven by a wish to fuse with the material and 
close the dualistic divide. Such a radical epistemology requires a self-cancellation 
necessary for a selfless knowing: walking in effect “generates a disaster of the 
self so radical that it equals death” (284). In other words, sauntering on the Old 
Marlborough Road brings about a death-like uprooting of self-identity. My reading 
of Thoreau does not exclude the possibility of radical self-change but is irreconcilable 
with Arsi&’s narrow understanding of the peripatetic, which reduces walking for 
nothing to a practice of self-cancellation. The nothingness that Thoreau discovers on 
the Marlborough Road, I contend, is not only bodily invigorating but also mentally 
awakening and empowering. The self-less knowing is dynamic and contextual as it 
rhythmically oscillates between the center and periphery of the walker’s expanded 
consciousness. Stepping out of time neither precludes a return to lived temporalities 
nor confines their scope to a limited range of experiences of “mind’s mingling with 
animated matter” (Arsi& 286). 

 As Guthrie has argued, both Walden and “Walking” answer to Thoreau’s 
needs to ramble and to be rooted by articulating the imperative to live deliberately 
in the deep moment, in the seam of the present bounded by the past and the future. 
They “thus define and defend the idea of the Thoreauvian interval, which elapses 
between conventional minutes and which is situated somewhere along the fence 
line separating the wild from the town” (Guthrie 132). The interval in “Walking” 
is of musical, temporal, and locational nature. Thoreau finds it in the border life 
that sharpens receptiveness to moments of deep presence such as in the experience 
of listening to the wood thrush’s song: “There are some intervals which border 
the strain of the wood thrush, to which I would migrate—wild lands where no 
settler has squatted; to which, methinks, I am already acclimated” (“Walking” 240). 
And yet for all the physical specificity, Thoreau does not aim to fix the location of 
the present by placing his sauntering on a map. He prefers a walking staff to the 
surveyor’s leveling rod, notching the present moment on the former much like the 
artist of Kouroo (from a parable at the end of Walden), who devoted his entire life to 
the slow pursuit of perfection.20 Thoreau, likewise, seeks to put his life on a vertical 
axis by superceding the linearity of the present with a mindful exploration of the 

20 For a more detailed discussion of this parable in relation to the experience of time, see Guthrie 
169–171.
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moment and its possibilities. The idea of growing within the present moment is 
most strongly articulated through the image of corn growing in the night: “I believe 
in the forest, and the meadow, and the night in which the corn grows” (“Walking” 
240). This abundant and paradoxical growth during a period of nighttime, captures 
the verticality that adds depth to the present moment.21 This growing requires “an 
interval of ‘no-time’ during which events of true significance, rather than the ‘trivial’ 
events such as might be reported in newspapers, transpired” (Guthrie 158) and can 
be achieved only if “we can learn to live extemporaneously, as part of nature” (159). 

This imperative not merely seeks to place us outside conventional or abstract 
and monetized time; most of all, it is a call for direct exposure to a wide spectrum 
of possibilities radically different from the habits, routines, and patterns of everyday 
life. The encounter with wildness is modally refreshing as it satisfies our yearning 
for the unpredictable, for a certain measure of randomness and disorder in empirical 
reality. Walking down the Old Marlborough Road restores this modal fullness as it 
places the walker in the pregnant present untouched by hope or apprehension: “All 
is still possible, all is yet to be experienced” (Gros 70). The walker thus transcends 
the limited horizon of daily affairs and events, and experiences the road not as a 
route to somewhere but as a certain life attitude, “a living way” anchored in the 
precious modality of the present. The road changes, for the one who walks for 
nothing, into “a direction out there” and becomes “the bare possibility of going 
somewhere” (“Walking” 232). To walk the Old Marlborough Road is, to borrow a 
line from W.H. Auden’s poem, “to take A walker’s walk for walking’s sake” (484). 
The freedom released in this sort of walking is an experience of the possible as 
a “pure” potentiality, as a direction that derives its goal and meaning from the 
walker. In other words, walking for nothing magnifies receptiveness to the abundant 
potentials of life and becomes a technique of modal exploration, a mode, as Thoreau 
insisted, necessary for both a creative artistic output and a life well lived. This art 
of sauntering makes us also aware of different types of absence as integral elements 
of the here and now; there are “modes of absence which, by their very way of being 
absent, make themselves felt within the sensuous presence of the open landscape” 
(Abrams 212). Walking in the open landscape naturally turns a near future into an 
immanent field of possibilities waiting behind each tree and stone I see. What is 
under the ground, in turn, comprises “a vast mode of absence or invisibility proper 
to the present landscape” (Abrams 213). The horizon that follows me turns into a 
circular enigma comprising latent or incompletely realized events and circumstances 
that are in a process of manifesting themselves (Abrams 193). It should be noted that 
a horizon for Thoreau is not merely an object or a source of aesthetic pleasure but an 

21 As Guthrie notes, !oreau employed the image of corn’s nocturnal growth as part of his 
description of a night walk presented in his journal as an act of exploration of alternative reality. 
“Many men walk by day; few walk by night. It is a very di"erent season” (!e Journal 92). Night is 
the period of a di"erent temporality, of “no-time,” in which “growth is accomplished not through 
activity and conscious e"ort, but through passivity, relaxation, and unconscious e"ort” (Guthrie 
158).
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indispensable condition for a freedom of movement that is not corporal. A horizon 
announces a space that is not physical, an “interior field” that invites a noetically 
oriented type of exploration: “Our limbs, indeed, have room enough, but it is our 
souls that rust in a corner. Let us migrate interiorly without intermission, and pitch 
our tent each day nearer the western horizon” (The Journal 51). Exposure to the 
horizon allows Thoreau to overcome the limits of his corporeality by drawing him 
away from entanglement in narrow daily living. “There is commonly sufficient space 
about us. Our horizon is never quite at our elbows” (Walden 98). In a journal entry 
from February, 21, 1842, Thoreau complains that he lived ill for the most part of the 
month because of being “too near himself ”: “I have tripped myself up, so that there 
was no progress for my own narrowness. I cannot walk conveniently and pleasantly 
but when I hold myself far off in the horizon. And the soul dilutes the body and makes 
it passable” (emphasis added; The Journal 321-322). What he craves is a vast horizon 
for his mind and soul. This vastness is modal in nature as it generates and harbors 
the possible that underlies the operations of both eye- and mindsight. “It is not the 
fringed foreground of the desert nor the intermediate oases that detain the eye and 
the imagination, but the infinite, level, and roomy horizon, where the sky meets the 
sand, and heavens and earth, the ideal and actual, are coincident, the background 
into which leads the path of the pilgrim” (The Journal 473-4). The horizon as the 
sphere in which the actual is intertwined with the possible is needed for the art of 
walking that results in an unfolding of the self and elevation of lived time.22 As Susan 
McWillliams points out, Thoreau’s peripatetic philosophy derives its invigorating 
power from harmonizing an embodied mind with a mindful body: “Mind and soul 
are enhanced through cultivated engagement with the world; thought should not 
proceed without reference to experience, without something to hold on to” (240). 
The experience of the possible released through physical exertion which is artful 
and purposeful finds its continuation and transformation in the experience of the 
horizon of one’s mind and its modal range.

Concluding Remarks

As David I. Tafler notes, “walking structures a perceptually sensitized, kinesthetic 
experience of both macro and micro features in the landscape” (55); this experience 
comprises the various modes of invisibility shaped by both encountered and 
emerging potentialities. Walking, seen through this perspective, is an archetypal 
act of modal exploration that is not limited to the experience of the outdoors but 
is also relevant to acts of critical and creative thinking,23 and decision making. 

22 “!ere is elevation in every hour. No part of the earth is so low and withdrawn that the heavens 
cannot be seen from it, but every part supports the sky. We have only to stand on the eminence 
of the hour, and look out thence into the empyrean, allowing no pinnacle above us, to command 
an uninterrupted horizon” (!e Journal 72). 

23 A good example of walking as an aesthetic practice and mode of modal exploration is Peter 
d’Agostino’s World-Wide-Walks project that employs walking “as a principal means for reclaiming 
latent experiences, forging insights, and for sustaining the individual’s interaction with the 
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Thoreau’s modal sauntering, much like his other “mundane” and localized practices 
such as “huckleberrying,” is “an education in alternative ways of thinking, seeing, 
and perceiving” (Mariotti 405). The experiences both of sauntering and of going 
“a huckleberrying” (after being released from jail for not paying the war tax, as 
recounted in Walden and “Civil Disobedience”) emerge as a counterbalance to the 
loss of critical capacities for negation, the ability to think for oneself. Both sauntering 
and “huckleberrying” sharpen our ability to notice particularity and uniqueness as 
well as emerging, aborted or overlooked possibilities.24 Much like Adorno, Shannon 
L. Mariotti argues, Thoreau seeks to overcome a common, everyday sensibility “by 
awakening an ability to negate familiar modes of perception for something more 
wild, unexpected, unpredictable, and idiosyncratic” (405). The practice of critical, 
negative thinking is, distinctively for Thoreau’s view, corporally oriented and closely 
aligned with the body’s movement: “the changes [in] how we think and perceive 
seem to come from how we move our bodies, how we shift our spatial arrangements. 
… To some extent, we change what the head does by changing what the hands and 
feet do” (410). This close correlation between the embodied self and noetic acts 
of consciousness is a precondition for a politics of refusal that can negate power 
relations. Walking can thus equip individuals and communities with political agency 
and a capacity for actions.25 Walking, as Solnit reminds us, is “a mode of making the 
world as well as [of] being in it” (29).

But what is equally important, the corporal-noetic synchronization walking 
generates is also crucial in developing a sensitivity that is capable of registering the 
modal spectrum in its totality, including realizable and unrealizable potentialities. 
As I have argued elsewhere, the possible as a strong category, distinct from the 
actual and the impossible, is not dependent on its realization and yet can affect the 
real: “The full and unimpeded sense of possibility rests in our ability to conceive 
everything that might be or might have been without downplaying that which is not 
or which has not been” (Misztal, “Narrative, Modality” 128). This sort of conceiving 
recognizes various modes of absence by respecting their “spectral unrealizability”: 
the possible26 can have “an impact on reality precisely to the extent that it itself is not 

environment” (Ta#er 55). Performed on six continents in the course of the past $ve decades, 
the project has examined walking practices as portals for crossing natural, cultural, and virtual 
frontiers in relation to evolving technologies and global climate change.

24 !ese practices can, for instance, as !oreau shows in his essay, disclose a counter-history of 
Native Americans’ use of huckleberries and, in a more general sense, their attitude towards the 
wilderness. 

25 Consider, for example, peace walks, walkouts, walk-to-work protests, taking to the streets, and so 
forth. 

26 Giorgio Agamben likewise argues that potentiality is not a logical hypostasis but a mode of 
non-Being which permits a potential not to pass into actuality and yet to exert in#uence as an 
unrealized possibility. In his close reading of Book !eta of the Metaphysics, Agamben points 
out that in its originary structure Aristotle’s concept of potentiality, dynamis, “maintains itself 
in relation to its own privation, its own steresis, its own non-Being. !is relation constitutes the 
essence of potentiality. To be potential means: to be one’s own lack, to be in privation to one’s own 
incapacity. Beings that exist in the mode of potentiality are capable of their own impotentiality; 
and only in this way do they become potential” (original emphasis, 182). !e creative sense of 
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real, to the extent that it is not embodied” (Epstein 13). For Thoreau, receptiveness 
to the presence of absence is a key component of his peripatetic thinking that 
recognizes the explosive, spectral quality of the possible. His philosophy of life 
anticipates Nietzche’s insight that “a thought, even a possibility, can shatter and 
transform us” (The Twilight 252). Further, his art of sauntering is a practice of 
“wading” in the modal realm, of dwelling “in possibility” (327) in a Dickinsonian 
sense. In stark contrast to Thoreau, Dickinson’s peripatetic mobility was limited and 
her life largely “confined to the family house in Amherst, the Homestead and its 
immediate surroundings” (Sandeep 42).27 By contrast, according to Emerson, when 
Thoreau was shut up in the house, he did not write at all: “The length of his walk 
made the length of his writing” (qtd. in Shell 11).28 

Thoreau recognizes and celebrates the qualitative character of the possible 
by drawing on the distinctively idiosyncratic character of walking itself: “every walk,” 
the poet A.R. Ammons notes, “is unreproducible, as is every poem. Even if you walk 
exactly the same route each time, the events along the route and the thoughts are not 
the same” (qtd. in Forgione 677). Thoreau’s art of walking not merely sets thinking 
in motion, but in transcending self-engendered mobility it opens up the mind to 
new thoughts and ideas. Peripatetic thinking is not so much self-generated as, to use 
Tadeusz S'awek’s phrase, revelatory and “possessive”: it is experienced as thoughts 
incarnating into the rhythmically moving body (18). Sharon Cameron likewise 
locates the origin of Thoreauvian thought outside of the self as it ultimately aims 
“to be something other than it is” (39).  By creating a sense of continuity between 
the embodied self and the world, peripatetic thinking “breathes” in the modal 
atmosphere as it dynamically moves between center and periphery, inner and outer, 
enhancing receptiveness to the possibilities and challenges offered by the present 
moment. Walking thus becomes an art of philosophizing that brings wisdom that can 
come only afoot. As Russel B. Goodman aptly remarked, “ ‘I walk’ lies at the heart 
of Thoreau’s project and “occupies the same position in Thoreau’s registration of his 

the possible is not that of what is merely to be realized and thus annulled in actuality. Contrary 
to this traditional view of potentiality, the possible, Agamben argues, “conserves itself and saves 
itself in actuality. Here, potentiality, so to speak, survives actuality and, in this way, gives itself to 
itself” (original emphasis, 184). For a more detailed treatment of potentiality in philosophy and 
literature, see Agamben 177-274.

27 Dickinson’s stern father, Edward, controlled the home life with a sense of strict order: “He was 
adamant about his daughters’ remaining indoors. In fact, many of the activities that Emily 
Dickinson enjoyed, like taking walks, picking wild#owers and going to school, were prohibited 
by the father” (Sandeep 42).

28 It is worth noting that, even in the Romantic era, conventions of chaperonage and protection 
limited solitary female walking. Women’s walking, Anne D. Walace points out, had a latent 
sexual context derived in part from rural lower-class courtship patterns, “in which ‘walking out’ 
with someone was the equivalent of steady dating or engagement today” (31). Solitary walking 
was unusually perilous to women’s reputation. “In the still-current term ‘streetwalker’, we hear 
the most extreme implications of the old rural custom translated into urban criminal usage: 
a streetwalker is the poorest, least prestigious, most dangerous of prostitutes, who signals her 
willingness to stray sexually by walking” (31).
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existence that ‘I think’ does in Descartes’s Meditations[….] Thoreau, one might say, 
constitutes himself, organizes his experience, in his walk” (33). Thoreauvian walking, 
as I have argued throughout this paper, is a practice of living extemporaneously, of 
living the modal interval in its fluctuations and oscillations, of opening oneself to 
the modal multidimensionality of our existence, and of developing ‘wild’ thinking.
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