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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Purpose of the Thesis

When the first edition of Leaves of Grass appeared on July 4, 1855,

unsponsored by any publisher, its twelve untitled poems wer9 received with

complete indifference by the public and scant consideration by the critics*

The few reviewers who noticed the book at all found almost nothing in it to

commend, and Mark Van Doren, in The Dictionary of American Biography , notes

that except for three highly favorable reviews written by Walt Whitman

himself, which appeared in the Brooklyn Times , American Phrenological

Journal , and the U* S» Democratic Review , only the unsigned "Critical

Notes" in the North American Review of January 1856 and Charles Eliot

Norton’s column in Putnam’s Monthly found anything of value in the work. 1

The single hint of the book’s importance and the only encouragement which

Whitman received came in the famous, often quoted letter from Ralph Waldo

Emerson with the line, "I greet you at the beginning of a great career...",

which Whitman, without Emerson’s permission, used on the cover of the

second edition in 1856.

It was thus evident from the beginning that Walt Whitman was not to

be a popular poet as he had hoped. His democratic ideal, begun in "Song of

1
Mark Van Doren, "Walt Whitman", The Dictionary of American

Biography , XX (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1936 )~p. 149





Myself” with the identification and extension of himself as a representa-

tive human being and expanded to celebrate the whole mass of common

humanity, its occupations, its geographical distribution and its way of

life, remained his own ideal and found no response in the people he had

written about and wished to reach. Recognition, which came belatedly and

with very modest financial benefits, came from the literary circles and

was largely of European origin, although Le ave

s

of Grass was deeply rooted

in “Whitman's love for America and the American people. In the near

century following the appearance of the first edition, however. Whitman

has become a landmark in American literature. He seems to have had no

disciples or direct imitators who form a "Whitman School" of poetry, but

as the first important American writer to repudiate the traditional Anglo-

Saxon approach to poetry, both in subject matter and in form, his in-

fluence has been incalculable. It is hardly necessary to point out the

prevalence of free verse in modern poetiy, and it was this form in which

Whitman pioneered. With reference to subject matter, Robert Frost's use

of common people and common-place ideas in poetry and Carl Sandburg’s

lusty descriptions of industrial, every-day America are developments in

the work of only two foremost of the many modern poets whose work shows

kinship with Whitman's.

The final status of Whitman’s poetry in world literature seems un-

likely to be settled until the time perspective is greater than it is now*

but the mass of controversial criticism and biography which is still in-

creasing more than fifty years after Whitman’s death indicates that what
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he had to say was not confined to the interests of his own times* Of the

many points of controversy about "Whitman’s poetry, some of which are its

egotism, lack of selectivity, and treatment of sexual ideas, one of

particular interest to the twentieth century is its expression of faith in

democracy.

Walt Whitman has been identified with democracy almost since the

first appearance of Leaves of Grass * William Douglas O’Connor, a personal

friend of the poet, in the pamphlet. The Good Gray Poet : A Vindication ,

published in 1866, quotes the words of Henry David Thoreau who said of

« 2
Whitman after visiting him. He is Democracyl Since then, "Poet of Dem-

ocracy” has become one of Whitman’s unofficial titles, used by countless

critics and biographers. The opening lines of Leaves of Grass in its

final form state Whitman's own theme of democracy with the impact of the

opening bars of a Beethoven symphony:

One's-self I sing, a simple separate person.
Yet utter the word Democratic, the word En-Masse.^

The paradox of these lines gives the key to the conflict of opinion over

the value of Whitman's democratic concept. The conflict has ranged in

extremes from Bruce Weirick's statement, ”For what Homer was to the early

Greeks, Virgil to the Roman Empire, Dante to the Middle Ages, and

Shakespeare to Renaissance England, Whitman has become to early American

2
Gay Wilson Allen, Walt Whitman Handbook (Chicago: Packard and Co.,

1938), p. 7

3
Emory Holloway, ed., Walt Whitman: Complete Poetry and Selected

Prose and Letters , (London: The Nonesuch Press, New York: Random House,
Inc., 1938), p. 3
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Democracy , to Mark Van Doran’s denunciation of what Whitman called

"adhesiveness" or "manly love" as a foundation of democracy, in the follow-

ing terms: "No society can be made out of him. We could not be like him

if we would. He has revealed himself to us, and that is all.’’^ In view

of the current interest of the democratic theme and the widely divergent

criticisms of it, it was the purpose of this thesis to analyze the concept

of democracy expressed in Leaves of Grass , to trace its growth, to examine

its implications, and to discover as nearly as possible its significance

through the various interpretations which might be made.

Approaches to the Study of the Democratic Concept of Leaves of Grass

There were several possible approaches to a study of Whitman’s con-

cept of democracy. It is to be noted that in the criticisms of Weirick

and Van Doren cited above, Weirick refers to "early American Democracy,"

and thus considers Whitman a spokesman for the democracy of the nineteenth

century. Van Doren, on the other hand, views the democratic concept of

Leaves of Grass in the light of its feasibility as a pattern for society

today. In addition to these two viewpoints, there was the auestion of

universality; that is, whether the democracy of the Leaves is a purely

nationalistic concept or whether it has a more universal appeal and

possible application. There was, finally, the approach to democracy as an

4
Bruce Weirick, From Whitman to Sandburg in American Poetry , (New

York: The Macmillan Company, 1924), p. 3

5
Mark Van Doren, "Walt Whitman, Stranger," American Mercury, 35 :

277-85, July 1935.
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individual philosophy of life, which involved examination of the type of

person regarded as the ideal member of a democracy and the way of living

and thinking recommended to produce this type of person.

While these approaches are admittedly indirect, the advantage of

their use as compared with a more direct method can be readily seen. A

common definition of democracy is, specifically, a government in which the

supreme power is exercised by the people either directly or through re-

g
presentation. To examine Whitman’s democracy in this light would be to

confine the poet, without a hearing, to the arbitrary limits of political

ideology. In a more general sense, democracy may be defined as belief in

g
or practice of social equality. The limitation of even this broad defini-

tion is obvious, since the term, 'social equality’ has meaning only in

connection with concrete symbols of a social system. Democracy, then,

transcends the limitations of language, constituting a problem in semantics

to any writer or speaker who U3es it. Whitman himself implied this fun-

damental difficulty in the following lines entitled ”To Foreign Lands:”

I heard that you ask'd for something to prove this puzzle
the New Wforld,

And to define America, her athletic Democracy,
Therefore I send you my poems that you behold in them what
you wanted. 7

It is clear that the inference to be made is that America and democracy

are one and that they are to be comprehended only through Leaves of Grass

6
Webster’ s Collegiate Dictionary , p. 267

7
Emory Holloway, editor, Walt Whitman: Complete Poetry and Selected

Prose and Letters, p. 3
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6

as a whole. This conclusion is corroborated by 'Whitman' s statement in his

prose piece. Democratic Vistas, that he will use the words America and

O
democracy as convertible terms. Whitman made no other attempt to define

democracy directly, undoubtedly realizing that he was faced with an in-

tangible which could only be expressed indirectly. He made this clear in

a passage of his preface to November Boughs :

But I set out with the intention also of indicating
or hinting some point-characteristics which I since see (though

I did not then, at least not definitely) were bases and object-
urgings toward those Leaves from the first. The word I myself
put primarily for the description of them as they stand at

last, is the word Suggestiveness. I round and finish little,
if anything; and could not, consistently with my theme. The
reader will always have his or her part to do, just as much as

I have had mine. I seek less to state or display any theme or

thought, and more to bring you, reader, into the atmosphere of

the theme or thought—there to pursue your own flight.

The foregoing passage written in 1888 just four years before the poet's

death is significant as proof that Whitman recognized and approved the

indeterminate quality of his Leaves . Further proof may be adduced from

the fact that although Whitman wrote long prefaces to several editions of

his poems, the prefaces were not explanations of the poems which followed.

They were, rather, the poet’s record of his ideals and his hopes for the

future of America as the leader of mankind, a future which he regarded as

irrevocably connected with America’s poetry. Thus, Whitman's concept of

8

Ibid , p. 659

9
Ibid, p. 869
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democracy could not be considered as a carefully thought-out system to be

dissected and criticized point by point, but had to be taken as an idea

or an ideal composed of many ideas, with emphasis here on one and there on

another, as each one appeared in various poems or groups of poems.

Methods Used in Studying the Concept

In order to give fair consideration to the various aspects of this

concept of democracy, it was necessary to view it not only in its final

organization in Leaves of Grass but in its beginnings and development, as

far as it was possible to trace them. To do this, some knowledge of the

external influences found in the course of the author’s life proved help-

ful, as well as knowledge of the more obscure influences of character and

Dersonalitv and of the effeot of the work itself by its own growth and by

its critical reception in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

Biographies . For the study of "Whitman’s life and character, the

biographies of course furnished the best source. For the purpose of

understanding the basis of the concept of democracy expressed in Leaves

of Grass , a general knowledge of the facts of Whitman’ s personal life

interpreted against the background of his times was the first requisite.

To gain a picture of Whitman, the man, the early biographies by Whitman's

personal friends, Thomas Harned, Horace Traubel, and Dr. Maurice Bucke,

who were also his literary executors, proved the most valuable, as well

as the study by John Burroughs entitled ffhe Flight of the Eagle &n<5 his

"Whitman? A Study. These, among others, were the men closest to Whitman;
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and although, for this reason, they were not his most discerning critics,

they described their friend's life and character with the firsthand per-

sonal touches which later biographers could only quote. It is in these

records that the poet's magnetic personality, his robust health in early

life, his Homeric appearance, his love for the common mass of humanity,

his apparent indifference to public opinion, and his faith in himself and

his work appear first and most vividly. Later biographers with their

greater perspective pointed out and, when possible, corrected the in-

consistencies and exaggerations of the first accounts. The thoughtful

and enlightening interpretations of Whitman by Bliss Perry in the early

nineteen hundreds and by Emory Holloway, Henry Seidel Canby, Hugh 1' Anson

Fausset, and Newton Arvin within the last thirty years are indicative of

Whitman’s increasing stature and offered rich material for comparisons

and points of departure in the investigation of Whitman's democratic

principles. Through these biographies, not only Whitman’s essential per-

sonal qualities but the almost inextricable identification of the man with

his poetry came into sharp focus and formed a backdrop for the purely

critical evaluation of his work.

Critical studies. The generally unfavorable critical reception of

Whitman’s poetry for the duration of the poet's life was a blanket indict-

ment even as the meagre favorable criticism tended to eulogy without

qualification. After the poet's death, however, the critics began to

take a more objective attitude; for the rigid moral standards of the New

England school of poetry had begun to lose their strangle-hold as realism
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9

>

made its appearance in the work of the new writers. Also, "Whitman, who

had been at best a curiosity, became less radical in view of the loosening

of the traditional requirements of form in poetry; and Leaves of Grass

instead of receiving complete condemnation or absolute worship, was sub-

jected to detailed and thoughtful analysis. Attention was also forced by

enthusiasm for the book abroad; for before Whitman died it had been trans-

lated into Danish, Dutch, French, German, and Italian;^-0 and its support

by English men of letters had been consistent since the first few oopies

of the early editions had appeared in England and been acclaimed by such

-men as Moncure Conway, William Michael Rossetti, John Addington Symonds,

and even Swinburne and Tennyson, although Swinburne later retracted his

praise.^ A survey of the comments of outstanding critics of the

twentieth century, then, helped in giving perspective to the place of

Le ave

s

of Grass in American literature and especially in ferreting out

the points essential to the study of the concept of democracy. The

biographies by Perry, Holloway, Canby, Fausset, and Arvin contained much

critical material which was supplemented by their shorter articles in

reference works and literary periodicals. Other critics who dealt with

Whitman in various studies of American literature were Paul Elmer More in

his Shelburne Essays , Francis Otto Matthiessen in American Renaissance ,

V. F. Calverton in The Liberation of American Literature , Percy H. Boynton

10
Mark Van Doren, "Walt Whitman," The Dictionary of American

Biography, XX, p. 152

W. B. Cairns, "Swinburne’s Opinion of Whitman," American
Literature, III (May, 1931), 131
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in Literature and American Life, Norman Foerster in Nature in American

Literature , Van Wyck Brooks in Ame rica’ s Coming of Age , Bruce Weirick in

From "Whitman to Sandburg in American Poetry , and John Jay Chapman in

Emerson and Other Essays * Although this is a far from exhaustive list of

Whitman’s critics, it indicates the most fruitful sources and the wide

variety of viewpoints available for consideration in the formation and

substantiation of opinions*

Selected prose and letters of Walt Whitman * An indispensable

addition or rather forerunner to the survey of biographical and critical

material about Whitman was an acquaintance with enough of his prose and

autobiographical sketches to clarify the poet’s own attitude toward his

life work. In Walt Whitman’ s Workshop , Clifton J. Furness has collected

many of the poet’s notebooks which contain ideas, first drafts, personal

jottings, and pieces which for one reeson or another were never printed;

and in this collection can be seen in embryo the ideas on democracy which

were developed in Leaves of Grass * For examples of Whitman’s finished

prose, section II of Emory Holloway’s complete works of Whitman presents

in full the prefaces to Leaves of Grass ; a large quantity of letters

which reveal the great extent and Catholicism of Whitman’s friendships;

and the brief commentaries which read like excerpts from a diary on sub-

jects ranging from the poet's ancestry and the American landscape to the

death of Lincoln and appreciations of Emerson, Robert Burns, Tennyson,

Edgar Allan Poe, and Carlyle. Most important for the present study is the

full text of Democratic Vistas, Whitman's only serious prose work, which
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appeared in 1871 as a confirmation of his faith in the democratic ideals to

•which he -was giving expression in his poetry.

The study of Leaves of Grass . The basis for any study of Walt

Whitman can be only the book of poetry which he called Leaves of Grass and

often referred to in the singular as "a poem" or "a song."-^ The final

version contained nearly four hundred poems, some of them many times revis-

ed, re-titled and re-arranged in sequence until Whitman was satisfied that

they expressed his intention as closely as possible. Except for a few un-

collected and rejected verses, the book includes all of Whitman’s poetry.

It is divided into fifteen titled sections interspersed with longer poems

standing alone, with the last three sections made up of a first and second

annex and some posthumous additions. These latter sections were simply

added to the seventh edition of 1881, the annexes by the poet himself and

the final one according to instructions he left. The publication of ton

editions over a period of thirty-seven years of a work which had, at best,

a limited audience, indicates more clearly than any other factor the growth

of Whitman’s purpose and the strength of his impulse to poetic expression.

It also indicates one of the great paradoxes of the work: the fact that

although it is a unified whole so that taking single poems or parts of

poems out of context destroys some of their significance, it is never fin-

ished but remains a record of a small segment of human life, seen through

the eyes of one man as a minute but important part of a vast process of

which all parts are so closely inter-related as to be never entirely

divisible or complete in themselves. From this point of view it becomes

12
Holloway, _op. cit . , p. 861, 871
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less difficult to see the relation of the concept of democracy to Leaves

of Grass as a whole. Democracy appears as one of the great developments

in the pattern of time, full of imperfections, but also, in the nineteenth

century, richer with promise than any other development and further ad-

vanced than at any previous time in its own history.

With this understanding. Leaves of Grass can be read with a double

purpose, first with attention to its chronological sequence according to

the dates of composition or first publication given for each poem, in

order to follow the steps of progress from the first crude beginnings of

the democratic concept through to the final realization by the poet of its

magnificent possibilities. After the chronology has been traced, the

study of the poetry in the order and form in which its author finally left

it reveals the essential elements of the concept and opens the way to a

more detailed examination of the imagery and ideas of which these elements

are composed.
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CHAPTER II

WHITMAN’S DEMOCRATIC BACKGROUND

The Significance of Whitman’s Background to Leaves of Grass

In "Songs of Parting” which was the last section in the 1881 ed-

ition of Leaves of Grass , two significant lines occur toward the end of

the poem ”So Long!” which closes the section.

Camerado, this is no book.
Who touches this touches a man,....^

I

What Whitman meant by this was that he had tried to put himself into his

poetry, had used his own life, his own observations and his own emotions

as the foundation and the common denominator of his poetry. It is, of

course, true that all poetry is an expression of the poet’s self in a

certain sense, although there is a point at which poetry transcends its

creator and must be considered not as part of its creator, but as a whole

of -which the creator is part. Whitman’s poetry, too, should be seen as

an independent whole in any evaluation of it as art; but in an examination

of its democratic ideal, the man, as Whitman understood and stated in the

lines quoted above, was the connecting link between the reader and the

expressed ideal. An analogy of this situation may be seen in the ’’Calamus?’

poems of comradeship and "manly love," in which the poet and inferential ly

every human being, is the link between all his fellow beings and democracy.

^Emory Holloway, editor, Walt Whitman: Complete Poetry and
Selected Prose and Letters, p. 452



’

r " '

•
*

•

•

'
l

.
•

•
•

.
• n •

"•
•.

“ •

r
,

r

t / t -t
’

t ,

«

l

r

.



This is another way of saying that the poet chose a subjective rather than

an objective approach to his purpose.

In view of this subjective approach, the question of "Whitman’s

qualifications as a representative of democracy arose and necessitated an

investigation of the biographical facts of his democratic background.

When he began to write his poetry, he hoped that it would become a sort of

folk literature, read, understood, end loved by the millions of ordinary

working people in America. He says in his prose piece, "A Backward Glance

O’er Travel’d Roads," which was a preface to November Boughs issued in

1688, "Without yielding an inch the working-man and working-woman were to

be in my pages from first to last." 2
in "Song of Myself" which was part

of the first edition of Leaves of Grass , the following lines indicate his

hope for the place of his poetry in America?

The young mechanic is closest to me, he knows me well.
The woodman that takes his axe and jug with him shall

take me with him all day.

The farm-boy ploughing in the field feels good at the
sound of my voice.

In vessels that sail my words sail, I go with fishermen
and seamen and love them.

The soldier camp’d or upon the march is mine.
On the night ere the pending battle many seek me, and

I do not fail them
On that solemn night (it may be their last) those that
know me seek me.

My face rubs to the hunter’s face when he lies down alone
in the blanket.

The driver thinking of me does not mind the holt of his
wagon.

The young mother and old mother comprehend me.

2

Ibid, p. 870



. C
•' '

r

' •
• r ,[.,..

, "I
!

‘
r t

1

t

•
' '

•
: ..<•

;

; n C T r,
' •> - t :\ r ' ’

1

t

-

r r o

t

t

.

.

t

• r

..



The girl end the wife rest the needle a moment and forget

where they are.

They and all would resume what I have told them* 0

Leaves of Grass never attained the popularity which its author envisioned

for it. The songs of democracy, intended for the masses, had no mass

appeal; and the small audience they reached was almost exclusively one

whose interests were literary. The possible reasons for this reception

will be analyzed in Chapter VIII in the findings and conclusions with

regard to the democratic concept; but some acquaintance with the early

basis of his democratic ideas and his own democratic experiences was first

of all to be established.

A Sketch of Whitman’s Life

Whitman was well acquainted with the working people whom he celeb-

rated in his poems. He himself was born, on May 31, 1819, on a farm at

West Hills, at that time a very small settlement near Huntington, on Long

Island, New York. He was the second of nine brothers and sisters, and at

the age of eleven or twelve years was earning his first pay as office boy

in a law firm in Brooklyn where the Whitman family had moved when Walt was

four or five years old. Brooklyn in the 1820’ s was still a small town

with open fields and country roads in many parts; and here the boy grew

up, attending the public schools and spending many summers wandering over

Long Island. In his early teens he learned the printing trade, working on

two Long Island papers, the Patriot and the Star
,
and then as a compositor

on a New York paper. His experience as a school teacher, covering about

3Ibid, p. 81-2
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five years, began 'when he was seventeen* During this period he boarded,

according to the custom of the times, at the homes of several of his

pupils and, as far as can be discovered, made no impression on the people

who knew him except as a likable but rather quiet end moody young man and

an unexceptional teacher. Besides his school work at this time, he started

a weekly newspaper called The Long Islander , and, after this short-lived

venture, worked as a compositor on the Long Island Democrat * In the latter

paper appeared his earliest extant poetry and prose. The poetry gave no

hint of the Walt Whitman of Leaves of Grass , for the journalistic verse

might have been expected from any young newspaperman. The prose, concerned

mainly with issues of local interest as was natural, also included political

pieces; and Whitman is known to have done some campaigning for the election

of Martin Van Buren in 1840.

In 1841 Whitman gave up teaching altogether to return to New York

and for the next fifteen years worked on a succession of newspapers. His

most important position, that of editor of the Brooklyn Daily Eagle , he

held for two years from 1846-1848 and lost because of his differences with

the owners on the free-soil question. Jacksonian Democracy embraced

Whitman’s chief political principles, but the Democratic party championed

the right of states newly admitted to the Union to decide for themselves

whether they should be slave or free states. After the Mexican war, with

the annexation of Texas, the Free-soilers split off from the Democratic

party and joined the Whigs in electing Zachary Taylor. Whitman was not an

abolitionist end believed in the states’ rights principle where slavery
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