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The English Department

cordially invites you to attend a lecture:

Reading Henry David Thoreau’s “Walking” in Palestine: Textual

representation, cultural context, and practice of nature
By

Werner Bigell, Ph.D.

Finnmark University College, Norway

-
on Wednesday, December 15, 2010 {9 r
S& YR j;
1.30 — 3.00 pm. _’sv 3 \ -
at Room 708, Baromrachakumari Building N f 1

Abstract
Any reading is influenced by the cultural context of the reader, and this includes literature about
nature. Teaching at a university in the Palestinian in the Palestinian Territories of the West Bank, |
assigned texts about experiences of nature, including Thoreau’s essay “Walking”. Since many of
my predominantly female Muslim students had little walking experience, | organized a walk and let
the students write a reflection paper about their personal practices of nature. Despite the fact that
there were external and cultural boundaries limiting outdoor movement, in particular for women, the
students’ engaged with the themes in Thoreau’s essay, such as aimlessness, breaking of cultural
norms, de-familiarization, transcendentalism, and individualism. Despite differences such as the
evaluation of individualism, on the textual level students felt that their culture provided similar
themes as found in Thoreau’'s essay. However, when it comes to the question of how cultural
themes are translated into cultural practice, the students’ experience differed considerably from that
of Thoreau, and | was able to learn practices of nature and walking that had remained invisible to
me. Now | teach in Northern Norway and experience again that literary themes and ideas appear to
be more similar than the translation of these ideas into cultural practice, in particular practices of
natural spaces. It can be argued that individual and cultural practices should form an integral part

of a context-oriented literary analysis.
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