Seminar Discussions

The Philosophers’ Camp in the Adirondacks (1858) by William James Stillman,
showing R.W. Emerson in the center.
(Courtesy of the Concord Free Public Library)

The Tradition of the Philosophers’ Camp
In 1858, 10 scholars left New England society for a sojourn
in the Adirondacks. Seeking to immerse themselves in
the natural environment, they hunted, rowed, fished and
camped. Participant Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote a poem to
commemorate the excursion, dubbing participants “freemen
of the forest laws;” they were free of societal and professional
boundaries. Thus liberated, they fell naturally into a crossdisciplinary cadence reflecting the style of unity between self,
other and world that has come to characterize the Philosophers’
Camp and mark its intellectual significance. Our annual
revitalization of the Philosophers’ Camp draws on the traditions
established during the original expedition. Our readings and
conversations will be an opportunity to enter into the spirit of
the original Philosophers’ Camp by engaging in shared inquiry
and discovery.
Seminar discussion will be led by Marianne Patinelli-Dubay,
an environmental philosopher with ESF’s Northern Forest
Institute, and Bill Vitek, professor of philosophy at Clarkson
University.

Life in the Gathering

Wandering Home

Our conversations will
begin on Friday evening
with a seminar dedicated
to Martin Heidegger’s
Building, Dwelling,
Thinking (1951), an essay
which exemplifies the
style of rootedness that
Camping by Greenwood Lake (1865) by
makes him an important
Jasper Cropsey
environmental philosopher.
Beginning with Heidegger’s
philosophical approach helps us to lift our Saturday discussions
about Thoreau’s Walden (1854) out of the prescriptive and the
particular and into a more expansive inquiry related to dwelling
as a primal quality of Being.

Thoreau claims to have
walked a minimum of four
hours a day among his
wild Concord neighbors.
The descriptions
of his saunters in
“Walking” alone would
have made that essay
essential reading. But
half way through the
essay he interrupts
his recollections with “In Wildness is the preservation of the
world,” and the essay turns abruptly to the workings out of an
ontology and epistemology of Wildness. That work continues
today in fields like quantum biology, the study of microbial and
mycorrhizal communication, natural systems agriculture and
process philosophy. Thoreau helps us to “cleanse the doors of
perception—in William Blake’s memorable phrase—so that
everything would appear to (hu)man(s) as it is, Infinite.” Our
practice this weekend is to dwell among the infinite, creative
Wildness that is our home.

Among the more captivating aspects of Heidegger’s ontology is
his poetic emphasis on the ground, even as he turns his attention
towards the unknowable atmosphere of the self. In Building,
Dwelling, Thinking, Heidegger draws the metaphysical qualities
of Being down through the earthen and ethical language of
preservation, cherishing and care as essential for safeguarding
the integrity of the self as well as the earth. We will confront
Heidegger’s ideas there, where to dwell is to understand oneself
within the fourfold composition of earth, sky, mortal and divine.
In Walden, Thoreau offers one of the finest lived illustrations of
Heidegger’s abstract ideas, as if anticipating his philosophical
turn towards dwelling as a primal aspect of being. With this
in mind, we will address the relationship between Heidegger’s
claim of what it means to dwell and Thoreau’s more experiential
assertions concerning how we ought to live. Walden will be
read as a response to Heidegger’s description of dwelling
as a fundamental aspect of Being, and of being in the world.
Heidegger’s approach meets Thoreau on his terms where he
dwells: in a cabin, in a clearing, within the folds of a mortal life.
Over the course of three seminar discussions, we will follow
Heidegger through to consider the interior of Thoreau’s
meditation on how to live and what to live for as we ask
ourselves: what is it to dwell?

Schedule:
Friday, Oct. 5

Evening: cocktail hour and dinner followed by an opening
seminar discussion of Building, Dwelling, Thinking.

Saturday, Oct. 6

Morning: breakfast followed by seminar and a discussion
about Walden.
A guided canoe trip across Henderson Lake with lunch
and seminar dedicated to Walden.

Sunday, Oct. 7

Morning: breakfast followed by seminar and discussion
of Walking.

The Philosophers’ Camp: Grandly Simple
Friday, October 5, through Sunday, October 7
ESF’s Masten House
Newcomb, N.Y.
The Masten House is a retreat facility at the headwaters of the
Hudson River in the center of the 6-million acre Adirondack
Park. Its nine bedrooms can accommodate up to 24 overnight
guests. Participants in the Philosophers’ Camp will stay in the
beautifully renovated Masten House, which opened to the public
in 2015.
The registration rate of $750 per participant includes
accommodations, catered meals and receptions, advance reading
materials, guided seminars and hikes, as well as time to enjoy
unparalleled access to the largest protected wild landscape in the
lower 48 states.
For additional information visit www.esf.edu/nfi/. To register,
contact newcomb@esf.edu or call 518.582.4551 ext 109

Above: ESF’s Masten House from the East Lawn
Below: Evening seminar, fireside

Northern Forest Institute

Additional funding provided by
the Adirondack Park Institute

ESF’s Northern Forest Institute (NFI) is an interdisciplinary
educational outreach program at ESF’s Newcomb Campus.
NFI is dedicated to providing enrichment opportunities for
government and non-government personnel at agencies and
institutions with an environmental impact, college students,
primary and secondary students and the general public.

The Philosophers’ Camp:
Grandly Simple

NFI’s program in Environmental Philosophy, led by
Dr. Marianne Patinelli-Dubay, supports and facilitates rich
conversations across a range of disciplines. The program’s
educational initiatives bridge humanities content with field
experience to help participants understand the impacts of
the relationship between scientific research and the policy
it advances.

Bill Vitek is professor of philosophy and chair of the Department
of Humanities and Social Sciences at Clarkson University in
Potsdam, New York. With Wes Jackson he co-edited Rooted
in the Land and The Virtues of Ignorance. Bill is working on
a book of his own inspired by his philosophical-agricultural
collaboration with Jackson titled The Perennial Imagination:
Hardwired for Eternity. He is a founding project team-member
of The Land Institute’s Ecosphere Studies program and directs
the New Perennials Project, housed at The Rockefeller Family
Fund.

090-1718

October 5 through
October 7, 2018
Masten House, Newcomb, N.Y.

