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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the reasons why Walt Whitman has been a "puzzle" to literary 

critics for well over a century. It shows the correspondence between Walt Whitman's 

work and the mystical tradition of East as also interpreted by American Transcendentalists. 

Enquiry into "selfu is the central theme of most of Whitman's work. Two aspects of this 

enquiry have been investigated in this thesis and compared with the Upanishads: the 

development of self: and the use of contradictions as a means of conveying meaning. Both 

aspects support the view that Whitman displays a worldview not in accordance with the 

popular Western view in which God and man are entirely different and can never meet on 

equal terms. Whitman's view can be compared to that of the American Transcendentalists 

and Neoplatonists which finds a sympathetic chord in the native European tradition of 

humanistic values as well as in the Upanishads. Whitman works from a state of 

consciousness that is different in spirit and structure from the Hegelian dialectical principle 

which has wielded so much influence over Western thought. Whitman's poetry is 

remarkably akin to that of the Upanishadic writers in whose consciousness the subject and 

object have fused into one. Whitman is shown to draw his ideas from a depth of the 

human psyche that is often associated with Eastern thought but which is also present in the 

West. Four stances of self in Whitman's work have been identified which are seen to be 

related to, but not identical with, four States of consciousness in the Upanishads. The 

thesis concludes that not only is there a remarkable degree of correspondence between 

Walt Whitman and the Upanishads, both in respect to development of the self and use of 

contradictions, but that interpreting him in the light of the Upanishads provides another 

modern opportunity for meeting of the East and the West. 



RÉSUMÉ 

Cette thèse examine les raisons pour lesquelles Walt Whitman a été une enigme aux 

critiques littéraires pendant au moins un siecle. Elle montre la similitude entre l'oeuvre de 

Whitman et la tradition mystique de l'orient comme interprété par les tanscendantalistes 

Américains. La recherche de soi est le thème central dans la plupart d'oeuvres de Whitman. 

Deux aspects de cette recherche ont été examinés et comparés avec les Upanisadiques: le 

développement de soi et l'utilisation de contradictions pour communiquer le sens. Ces deux 

aspects supportent le point de vue de Whitman qui n'est pas en accord avec l'opinion 

populaire de l'occident où Dieu et l'homme sont entièrement différent et ne peuvent jamais 

être considéréres sur un pied d'égalité. Le point de vue de Whitman peut être cornpiaré à 

celui des transcendantal istes américains et des néoplatonistes qui trouve des points communs 

dans la tradition ancêtrale européenne de valeurs humanistes et aux Upanisadiques. Whitman 

travaille à partir d'un état de conscience différent en spirit et structure des principes 

dialectiques Hégélien qui exercent une forte influence sur la pensée occidentale- La poésie 

de Whitman est remarquablement similaire à celle des écrivains Upanisadiques pour qui la 

conscience des sujets et des objets est fusionée. On démontre que Whitman tire ses idées à 

partir des composants relationnels et affectifs de 1' être humain qui sont aussi dans la penseé 

occidentale. Quatre étapes de "développement de soi" ont été identifiées dans l'oeuvre de 

Whitman, lesquels semblent avoir des traits communs, mais pas identiques aux quartre étapes 

de conscience décrites par les Upanisadiques. Cette thèse conclut que non seulment il y a une 

remarquable similitude entre I'oeuvre de Whitman et Upanisadiques en ce qui concerne 

"développment de soi et I'utilization de contradictions", mais en a l'interprétant à la lumiere 

des Upanisadiques oMe une occasion moderne pour la recontre de l'orient et I'occident. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

In the "Preface" to his monumental biography of Walt Whitman, Professor Gay 

Wilson Allen States that "No author in American literature has been a greater puzzle to 

his biographers and critics than Walt Whitman. " ' This visionary poet has been a source 

of fascinating and perplexing study from various standpoints. one of which is cross- 

cultural investigation. Bliss Peny, the very first academic biographer of Whitman, 

opened the way for such investigations when he wrote of Whitman "In his capacity for 

brooding imaginative ecstasy , he was Oriental rather than Western. "' George 

Hutchinson3 observes that no figure in American literature has been more often the 

subject of such inter-cultural investigations. 

The body of Whitman's work is in a sense the semiotic passage of the heart and 

mind. We are al1 servants to the chance of parentage in both familial and national terms. 

There are some individuals who, however, seem to rise above the concept of birth place 

as a single patch of ground and go with difficult grace towards a conception of humanity 

that can many times confuse those still bound in chains of simple cultural territoriality. 

Whitman presents a challenge involving cross-cul tural analogies in understanding h im 

because of his problernatic relationship with Western literary tradition from which he 

tried explicitly to differentiate himself. 

It is my contention that Whitman becornes less of a puzzle if we see him in the 

light of the mystical-particularly Upanishadic-tradition of the East as interpreted by such 

American Transcendentalists as Emerson and Thoreau. The Eastern religious or mystical 
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content of Walt Whitman has been highlighted by Dorothy MerceS. Malcolm Cowlef. 

V. K. Chari6, James E. Miller Jr.', Thomas Crawley8, George Hutchinson and, 

lately, by David Kuebrichg. The Upanishads are literally the texts of the "rnystical 

doctrinew l0 and are, by and !arge. assertions of intercourse with reality in a state of 

consciousness in which Tmth is cognized directly without the obstruction of thought. In 

this state-beyond-thought, the seer becomes aware of the absolute non-difference between 

the subject and the object. No one is expected to believe this assertion by an act of faith. 

Readers are exhorted to experience the unity of subject and object themselves. 

Not only does Whitman become more explicable in the light of the Upanishads 

but his, apparently, mystical insight also provides an intriguing and imponant modern 

meeting point of the East and the West-"These are really the thoughts of men in ail ages 

and lands, they are not original with mewL1 the poet says. The key to the Whitman 

enigma might very well lie in the study of his rnysticism. Dr. Richard Maurice Bucke 

daims that. in 1853 Walter Whitman the journalist was uansformed into Walt Whitman 

the poet as a consequence of a mysterious experience thai resulted in what Bucke called 

"cosmic consciousness. " " Frederick Schryberg13 also mentions that Whitman had an 

" illumination" : this visionary experience is discussed by Floyd S tovall" along with the 

counter claim of Esther Shepherdl* that Whitman was only posing as a mystic, imitating 

a character fkom the epilogue of George Sand's Countess of Rudolstadt, in order to pass 

for a poet-prophet. On the other hand, Richard Chase flatly denies that mysticism is 

central to 

Myself" a 

Whitman's poetry and goes so fa .  as to. inexplicably, declare "Song of 

fine example of American hurnour.16 

2 



C h a ~  ter One 

Seen only in the light of the Western aesthetic tadition-which, as we shall see 

later, views dualistic interpretations of experiences of Me as the only possible source of 

inspiration-Whitman becomes difficul t to comprehend, and appears "radically 

dissident "" and  barbar ri^"^^. However, with the mystical Upanishadic tradition and 

its concept of self (Atman) as background, Whitman's writings, in the words of V. K. 

Chari, can be seen to "spring from a unity of poetic experience. "lg and "possess a unity 

of feeling and  structure."^ As Malcolm Cowley first boldly observed in 1959, "Song 

of Myself" , and the ideas expressed therein, appear to be "bolder and more coherent than 

is generally supposed, and philosophically a great deal more respectable " " when seen 

in the light of the Upanishads. Respectable. one rnay add, because, as we shall see, 

"myself" is not an expression of egotism in the Upanishads but is iaentified with the 

universal-self (Brahman) in pronouncements such as " I  am [the Univenalj Self"", 

"mat thou artwu. "This [individual] Self is Brahman"" and "Al1 this universe is 

Brahman. 

Whitman's poems are addressed to al1 " Americans". But. with a close reading 

of Whitman, it is not possible to accept that he is actually referring to only Americans 

in a purely nationalistic way-Laves of Grass is simply not a cal1 for a jingoistic 

American partiotism. Whitman's conception of American history is a deeply 

personalized one. The fight for American independence against the monolithic 

colonialism of the British is parallel to Whitman's freeing himself from the yoke of old 

morality and social systems. The new country America stands for the new found self of 

Whitman-Walt in place of Walter. This new self expresses itself, unlike his earlier 

3 



Chapter One 

Iugubrious articles, in Leaves of Grass which is a remarkable containment of technical 

poetic multitudes. The poem is Buid, sharp, elegaic and yet rough. It embodies a new 

world-America-seemingly wild, undisciplined and unchartered and yet it holds within it 

the possibility of hope and growth. Like Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsbv where the true 

wonder and greatness of "America" is a symbol of the empowerment and enchantment 

of hope and vision-much more than mere politics-Whitman's America is a new vision of 

al1 humanity. He calls to this America just as the Upanishad calls "al1 the sons of the 

irnrn~rtal~~~and declares the Unity of Being. 

Also, al1 life process, instead of being seen as in the traditional Western religious 

view (as pointed out by Joseph Campbell) "an accident that should not have taken 

placen", is joyously affirmed by Whitman as an expression of the enlightened self. The 

beauty of the univene is realized in everything just as in Upanishadic passages such as 

"Brahman is life, Brahman is joy"18. those in the Honey D~ctrine'~ and 

Whatever is here, that is there. 
What is there that again is here. 
He obtains death after death 
Who seems to see a difference herem3' 

Funher, contradictions such as those celebrated by Whitman: "Do 1 contradict 

myself?/ Very well, then. 1 contradict myself,/ 1 am large - I contain multitudesn3' are 

recognized as unavoidable in the Upanishadic tradition when one tries to describe the 

mystical state. This is so because the state of consciousness in which the Self is 

experienced is utterly beyond thought; it is, in the words of the Upanishad, "Wherefrom 

words turn back,/ Together with the mind, not having attained. "" 
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The whole of Whitman's poetic effort is centred in the exploration of the nature of 

self. In this study, 1 will endeavour to show that Whitman is remarkably consistent with 

the Upanishadic tradition with respect to (i) the development of his poetic self and (ii) his 

disregard for making contradictory s tatemenu. Whether Walt Whitman's work is the 

outcome of some mystical experience or merely the result of "poetic imagination" under the 

influence of lndian thought, as suggested by T. R. Rajasekharaiah." his writings corne 

from the depths of Being as do those of the Upanishads. One can imagine only that which 

is in the recesses of one's psyche. even if overlain by much cultural baggage. The 

correspondence between Whitman and the Upanishads. br idging an apparent1 y irreconcilable 

cultural gulf, is not surprising if one accepu the idea that deep down in the psyche. past al1 

stated ideology, human beings are essentially the same. In this sense. Walt Whitman's work 

represents a modern tendency to see the underlying unity of the seemingly different Eastern 

and Western traditions. 

Just a year before his death the poet wrote: "One of my dearest objects in my poetic 

expression has been to combine these Forty-Four United States into One Identity . hsed 

equal and independent. "" These states are. metaphorical l y. the objectified experiences of 

the sensual world while the "One Identity" is the realized Self-the end to subjectfobject 

duality. In India a mahatma or yogi is seen as a person who has succeeded in "combining" 

the sensual experiences with the One Identity. and it is a person like this who stands outside 

of given societal norms and yet inextricably and passionately remains linked to the eardi. 

This to me is truly the "mystical doctrine. " CO-joining the not-of-eanh with the implacable 

process inherent in a doctrine. combining the concepts of "experience" and "study." 
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EAST OR WEST? 

Thoreau's first impression of Whitman is well known-he was deeply impressed, called 

Whitman "Wonderfully like the Orientalsn, and asked the poet if he had read Oriental works. 

But Whitman feigned ignorance of the Eastern tradition by answering: "No: tell me more about 

them. "' This "disingenuous" (as it is delicately labelled by Professor Gay Wilson AllenL) reply 

notwithstanding, Whitman himself seems to be fully conscious that in many ways his work 

represented a major depamire from Western tradition. In fact, Arthur Versluis, in his American 

Transcendental km and Eastern Re1 inions mentions that Thoreau, Emerson and Whitman were 

al1 "smittenn3 with Oriental works. In the "Song of MyselfW4 Whitman acknowledges his 

awareness of "Shastas5 and Vedas admirant" and in the "Calamus" sequence in the 1871 haves 

of Grass, he adds the "Base of Al1 Metaphysics" and iü last stanza: 

Having studied the new and antique, the Greek and Germanic system, 
Kant having studied and stated, Fichte and Schelling and Hegel, 
Stated the lore of Plato. and Socrates greater than Plato, 
S . .  

1 see reminiscent to-day those Greek and Gerrnanic systerns. 
a . .  

Yet underneath Socrates clearly see, and underneath Christ the divine 1 see. 
The dear Iove of man for his comrade, the attraction of friend to friend6 

It seems to me that here the poet makes clear his awareness that there is a difference 

between his own worldview and that of "Fichte and Schelling and Hegel" and is willing to 

acknowledge it. The difference is shown in the fact that Whitman sees the base of al1 

metaphysics in love which is experienced, rather than in philosophy alone which is studied. 

Whitman does not re~lace philosophy with love, he adds it. As we shall see, this is an 
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c important difference benveen what are understd as Eastern and Western traditions. This 

difference had been noticed in the 19th century not only by Thoreau and Dr. Bucke but also by 

Edward Carpenter7 who recognized the influence of Eastern thought on Whitman's work. 

However, serious extended research into ties between Whitman's work and the Indian tradition 

began only in 1933 when Dorothy Mercer compared the Leaves and the Bhagavad Gita in her 

doctoral dissertation, Parallels Between Leaves of Grass and the Bhagavad Gita6. Since the late 

1 %Os, the flow of 1 iterature regarding the Indian connection with Whitman increased 

substantially, beginning with the "Introduction" to the 1855 edition of Leaves of Grassg by 

Malcolm Cowley. In 1964, two major studies on Whitman were published. In  one, Walter 

Malone examines the parallels between Hindu and Taoist thought and Whitman's worksL0. in 

the other V. K. Chari interprets Whitman thoroughly in the light of Vedantic mysticism.ll In 

his "Foreword" to Chari's Whitman in the Lieht of Vedantic Mvsticism, Professor Gay Wilson 

Allen recognizes that earlier studies on the subject had been done by scholars " who did not know 

enough about Vedantic literature. " Professor Allen also notes that Chari is "a very well 

informed and perceptive Indian scholar. "12 1 have drawn heavily on Professor Chari's work 

in my study. 

At about this time, more Indian scholars were also beginning to examine possible 

connections between Whitman and Indian thought. 0. K. Nambiar wrote rwo books1'. one in 

1966 and the other in 1978, that portray Whitman as a great yogi. It seems, however. that 

Nambiar may have overstated the case in his enthusiasm. Rayapati J. P. Rao" also looked 

for Vedantic parallels in Whitman as did the Indian Christian scholar, Augustine Pal1 ikunnen15. 

A painstaking study of the sources of Leaves of Grass was undenaken by another Indian scholar, 
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T. R. Rajasebaraiah, in 1969. in which, as already alluded to in Chapter One. the author tries 

to underplay Whitman's personal mystical experience in the poet's work by showing that 

Whitman had access to literature on Indian thought and used his poetic imagination for his 

writing.I6 In 1978, V. Sachithanandan compared the work of Whitman and the great Tamil 

poet Subrahmanyam Bharati. Sachithanandan saw both Whitman and Bharati as Vedantists and 

observed that "a cardinal doctrine of Vedanta is the oneness or the essential unity of al1 things 

which are filled with the same Divine Spirit. Whitman expresses this idea in his poems through 

the adoption of the doctrine of the self; the self of the poet acts as a unifying principle. "17 AS 

recently as 1992, a similar cornparison between Whitman and the lndian Nobel laureate 

Rabindranath Tagore has been made by C. N. Sastry who writes: "We cannot definitely Say 

whether [Whitman] was irnpelled by native or foreign influences or his own natural bent of 

mind. But we find in Whitman's poems the mystical revelations contained in the 

Upanishads. "" 

According to V. K. Chari,lg the gulf between Walt Whitman and most other Western 

writers emerges most fundamentally in Whitman's poetic representation of "a realrn of 

consciousness" that is crucially "different in spirit and structure" from that basic dualism which 

has been so essential an element of Western thought and which found such an eloquenr 

expression in the Hegelian dialectical principle. This principle has wielded so much influence 

over Western thoughtx that it must be discussed briefly in this chapter before we can explore 

Whitman's revolutionary stance. 

Perhaps the most significant strain in Western thought and worldview is the logic of 

polarity. As Bemand Russell has pointed out, this logic goes back to Heracleitus' doctrine of 

8 
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the mingling of opposites: "'Men do not know'. Heracleitus says, 'how what is at variance 

agrees with itself. I t  is an attunement of opposite tensions, like that of the bow and the 

lyre.' "" This logic is present in Bruno's principle of the synthesis of the opposites and in the 

mind of the Western mystic Jacob B6hme who said that "without contrasts there is neither life 

nor manifestation. Without contrast, without another, there is only interna1 immobility , stillness 

and repose. "" The idea of the "Marriage of Heaven and Hell" in William Blake is closely 

related to such a vision and Whitman's literary predecessor Coleridge considered the tension 

between the opposite poles to be the central mystery of life: 

Every power in nature and the spirit must evolve an opposite. as the sole rneans 
and condition of iü manifestation; and al1 opposition is a tendency of 
reunion ... This identity of thesis and antithesis is the substance of al1 being? 

Coleridge's view is in accordance with that of Fichte who asserts that reality is conceived 

of as the nature of self-consciousness and the act of knowing involves making the distinction 

between subject and object within consciousness. For Fichte, without the op~osition between 

sub-iect and object there could be no consciousness. The subject (ego) creates the object (not- 

ego) in order that it may become conscious of itself. Then by another act of consciousness it 

" transcendsn th is self-created opposition; reconciles the opposites in a synthesis but does not 

annul it. In this tradition of thought, the perpetual transcendence of the self-created limitation 

is the act of knowing. Thus, there is neither pure nor absolute subject nor pure, absolute object. 

Schelling's "transcendental idealism" is also based on a polarized structure of 

consciousness. Knowing is a synthetic act of triadic form. First, there is the consciousness of 

the self as pure activity which consciousness immediately causes the second act, the 

consciousness of the not-self as a limit to that activity. The combination of the two acts creates 

9 
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a third act in which both consciousness of self and consciousness of not-self exist simul taneously . 

This triadic self, by virtue of its own dynamism, generates its own opposition and perpetually 

strives to transcend the obstacles it has thus imposed upon iüelf. 

This dialectical scheme of Fichte and Schelling which became dominant internationally 

in much Romantic thought in the 19th century implies that al1 knowledge rests on the 

coincidence of an object with a subject, of the thought with the thing, of the representation with 

the thing represented. M. H. Abrams points out that " Romantic phiiosophy is.. .a metaphysics 

of integration of which the key principle is that of the 'reconciliation', or synthesis, of whatever 

is divided. opposed and conflicting. "" But this Hegelian coincidence of subject and object is 

conceived of. not as an " indifference, " but as a "coalition" or union of opposites. The polar 

tension between subject and object within consciousness is paralleled in nature by the tension 

between mind and nature and the tension within nature itself. 

Hegel systematized this diaiectical method further. According to him mith was the nature 

of reason or conceptual thinking, and reality and thought were identical. He found greater 

reality in "becoming" than in "being. " Being, for Hegel, is an empty concept white reality, like 

thought, is a unity of opposites. The dialectic process unifies the opposites by a process of self- 

mediation. The opposition of " being " and " non-being " is then synthesized in the higher category 

of "becoming." For Hegel, dialectic is the consciousness of the interminable conflict in reason 

and the consequent attempt to resolve the conflict by rising to a higher viewpoint. 

Contradictions are resolved by synthesizing them into a unity. In the Romantic tradition. "the 

norrn of truth, goodness, and beauty is not the simple unity of the origin, but the complex unity 

of the terminus of the process of cumulative division and reintegration. "3 
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In acniality, however, as V. K. ChariZ6 points out, the contradictions are not resolved 

but merely avoided by Hegelian dialectic. The contradictions of the lower category are included 

in the higher category, and those of the higher category in a still higher category and so on until 

al1 the contradictions are finally included in the absolute. Furthermore, in this tradition, reality 

is conceived by thought which, in turn, is incapable of working without opposition. Thus, 

opposition itself becornes a necessq condition for the expression of reality. The self, in order 

to realize its selthood, conceives iuelf as opposed by not-self. Dialectic, thus, rests on an inner 

conflict. Thought cannot free iuelf of difference because the moment there is no difference 

thought itself disappears. The only knowledge is that which. w ithout negating contradictions. 

absorbs and unifies contradictions in a synthesis. Simple identity is an empty concept because 

truth is identity-in-difference. S imilarl y, non-difference is an empty concept. 

In Walt Whitman's era this was the fundamental "Western Thought" paradigm. Self must 

stand in opposition to non-self to realize its selfiood. Subject rnust stand in opposition to object 

because the "dominant elements of Western social and religious thought are dualistic"" as 

pointed out by Paul Stange. Even today. "this duality", according to David Kirby, "is so 

pervasive in Our culture that it shapes the thought and speech of even the most unphilosophical 

and irreligious of us. "'' David Loy is also equally emphatic: "in the West, the claim of subject- 

object nonduality has been a seed which, however often sown, has never found fertile soil. 

because it has been too antithetical to those other vigorous sprouts that have grown into modern 

science and technology . "" 

As already 

different from that 

stated, the realm of consciousness revealed by Whitman is fundamentally 

in this Western dualistic dialectical systern, and belongs to a state seen in the 

11 
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Upanishads and their derivative literature in the East. The basic principle of aparoksha anubhuti 

or prajnana that operates in the Indian tradition has been inadequatel y uanslated as " intuitionw. 

The Sanskrit term 1 iterally means "direct cognitionn or "direct experiencen , direct as opposed 

to inferential. The state of direct cognition or intuitive knowledge in which the Unity of Being 

is experienced is neither a special faculty with a limited use, nor a persona1 acquisition, nor a 

new emergence, but the very ground of al1 our experience? It is the awareness of being 

aware. The Upanishad says: "Brahman is prainanan3' because direct cognition is knowing by 

being; and this cognition arises by fusion of the knower and the known along with the process 

of knowing. "He . . . who knows . . . Brahman, becomes . . . Bral~rnan."~~ 

. . . I t  is the firm support, the Imperishable. 
By knowing what is therein, Brahman knowers 
Become merged in Brahrnan . . .33 

ln other words, Brahman is known by becoming Brahman, or "intuitionn is knowledge by 

identity. Because there is no duaiity of the knower and the known, in Sanskrit this principle is 

known as Advaita (non-dual) philosophy . Advaita is " transcendence" as seen in the Upanishads. 

The Hegelian "uanscendencen . as we have seen, involves reconciliation of the opposites; the 

Upanishadic "transcendencen involves annul l ing opposites. 

Some scholars have maintained that Whitman follows a structure in his poems that 

conforms to the method espoused by Coleridge and systematized by Hegel: that of reconciling 

opposites. Alfred MarksY and R. P. ~darns~' are prominent among these scholars. 

However, V. K. Chari36 has clearly demonstrated that: 

the method by which Whitman negotiates with the world of objects is not 
dialectical mediation between the poles but a dramatic transposition of them, that 
is, the method of intuitive [experiential] identification. The form in which this 
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identity is expressed is the paradox. and not the dialectical triad. " 
Because Whitman works from a di fferent state of consciousness than the traditional 

Western concept, V. K. Chari notes that, Whitman stands apart from the poetic tradition 

represented by Hawthorne, Melville and T. S. Eliof'. An exarnination of Part II  (Notes on 

the Meaning and Intention of "Leaves of Grassn) of the Notes and Fragmend8 also lends some 

support to the hypothesis that Walt Whitman was working from what Chari terms an "intuitive" 

vision and not from one dependent upon the logic of the niadic dialectic. 

My poems when cornplete should be a unity, in the same sense that the earth is. 
or that the human body. (senses. soul. head. trunk. feet. blood, viscera. man- 
root. eyes, hair) or that a perfect musical composition is. 

Great constituent elements of my poetry-Two. viz: Material ism-Sp irituality-The 
Intellect, the Esthetic is what is to be medium of these and to beautify and make 
serviceable there .39 

That this unity is the Upanishadic unity is seen from the fact that parts of body, such as head. 

trunk, or feet, have no meaning in thernselves without the whole body. Similarly. separate notes 

have meaning and life only as parts of a musical composition. It is this interrelationship that 

makes the parts as sacred as the whole. The meaning becomes even clearer when on the next 

page Whitman writes: 

"Al1 through writings preserve the equilibrium of the truth that the material 
world, and al1 its laws are as grand and superb as the spiritual world and al1 its 
laws "40 

Here, Whitman is not making a distinction between the "material" and "spiritual" worlds but is 

using the terms in the same way as the terms "here" and "there" can be found to be employed 

in the Katha Upanishad (4,10)41 to denote these same two "worlds". 

As a result of the experience of reality from this state, Whitman also displays a view of 
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the world that does not seem to be quite in accordance with the predominant view of the culture 

in which he lived. Joseph Campbell points out that myths and dreams of a culture are motivated 

by human imagination moved by conflicting experiences. "Imagery of a dreamn Campbell says 

"is metaphorical of the psychology of its dreamer and that of mythology is metaphorical of the 

psychological posture of the people to whom it pertains. n4' In Campbell's view, the cultural 

divide of East and West coincides with the ranges of myth and ritual as seen on the east and 

West of the Iranian In the East, the idea prevails that the ultimate ground of being 

transcends thought, imaging and definition. It defies attempts to qualify. Therefore. to argue 

that Cod, Man, or Nature is good, just, merciful, or benign, is to fa11 short of the question. In 

this tradition, the aim of mythology, and indeed of al1 creative imagination is, as Campbell sees 

it, "not to establish as substantial any of its divinities or associated rites, but to render by means 

of these an exoerience that goes beyond: of identity with that Being of beings which is both 

immanent and transcendent; yet neither is nor is notn*(my emphasis). The state of introverted 

consciousness in which this experience is possible is samadhi, as is also pointed out by Malcolm 

Cowley.45 Sarvepalli Radhakrishnan has described samadhi thus: 

In samadhi or cosmic consciousness we have a sense of immediate contact with 
ultimate reality, of the unification of the different sides of nature. It is a state of 
pure apprehension, in which the whoie being is welded into one." 

In contrast, accord ing to Joseph Campbel 1, Western mythological thought and imagery 

portrays the ground of being "as a Creator, of whom Man is the creature. and the two are not 

the same; so that here the function of myth and ritual cannot be to catalyze an experience of 

ineffable identity . "47 Elsewhere Campbell writes: 

The optimistic Oriental notion that by introversion one may corne, of oneself, to 
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rest in a realization of godhead within . . . is here absolutely rejected; for there 
is nothing within. according to this view, but a compt creaturely sou!, neither 
godly in itself, nor capable of achieving, of itself, any relationship with God . . 
. who in forgiveness, on the other hand, has proffered a way, a path, a light, 
back to himself, in the person of his Son. "48 

In his Occidental Mytholoey, Joseph Campbell further points out that a fundamental point of 

importance in reading the basic difference between Eastern and Western approaches to the 

cultivation of the sou1 or attainment of spiritual maturity "as understood in the modern Occident. 

requires a differentiation of ego from d, whereas in the Orient, throughout the history at least 

of every teaching that has sternmed from India, ego (ahamkara: the making of the sound '1') is 

impugned as the principle of libidinous delusion, to be diss~lved."~~ In other words, the 

difference between the subject and object is always maintained in the Western point of view 

while it is dissolved in the Eastern. In Western thought, ego/id are same as subject/object but 

in Eastern thought both are object which dissolves in the subject when reality is experienced. 

Further, in the East, mere intellectual undentanding is not considered sufficient for the 

attainment of knowledge; what is necessary is persona1 experience. While summarizing what 

he terms the lndian approach to philosophical questions, Heinrich Zimmer has the following to 

The primary concern-in striking contrast to the modern philosophers of the West- 
has been, not information, but transformation; a radical changing of man's nature 
and, therewith, a renovation of his understanding both of the outer world and of 
his own existence: a transformation as complete as possible, such as will amount 
when successful to a total conversion or rebirth . . . In this respect Indian 
philosophy . . . is on the side of such ancient western] philosophers as 
Pythagoras, Empedocles, Plato, the Stoics, Epicurus and his followers, Plotinus, 
and the Neoplatonic thinkers. We recognize the point of view again in St. 
Augustine, the med ieval mystics such as Meister Eckhart, and such later mystics 
as Jakob Bohme of Silesia. Among the Romantic philosophers it reappears in 
Schopenhauer. "XI 



The importance of experience or "direct" knowledge in the East has been reiteraced by Sri 

Krishna Prem who writes: 

In a general way we may Say that philosophy means, in Europe, speculative 
reasoning about the universe, either on a bais of accepted principles a priori held 
to be valid, or on a basis of observed facu. and is an attempt to arrive at an 
understanding of the univene through the use of the discursive reason. 

The classical systems of Indian philosophy, however, start on a different bais 
altogether. The Sanskrit word which is usually translated as "philosophy" is 
darshanam which literally means "seeingw and, in fact, the classical lndian 
philosophies start . . . fiom . . . some transcendental experience in which the 
truth about the nature of the universe is directly perceived. What is usually called 
the philosophy is an attempt to give a coherent and logical account of the world 
as thus perceived in such terms as shall be both intelligible and convincing to a 
given hearer with his own particular temperament. It  is a rational demonstration 
of the tmth seen by the original rishi or "seer". and with it is taught a practical 
method by practising which the pupil may gradually acquire for hirnself a 
realisation of the tmths so demonstrated. 

It is this claim to direct experience5' on the part of the tacher and to the 
possibility of such for the pupil that makes the widest gulf between the Indian and 
European systems. In the latter, no hope is held out that the pupil will ever 
arrive at more than an intellectual understanding of the t r ~ t h . ~ ~  

Furtherrnore, the sense of separation between God and Man seen in the West. leads to 

a counter-yearning for return-not to identity (creator and creanire could not be same)-but to the 

presence and vision of the forfeited god. This has given rise to: 

a progressive, temporally oriented mythology of a creation once and for ail, at the 
beginning of time, a subsequent fall, and a work of restoration still in progress. The 
world no longer was to be known as a mere showing in time of the paradigms of eternity, 
but as a field of unprecedented cosmic conflict between two powers, one light and one 
d ~ k . ' ~  

In the East, on the other hand, the ancient myth of eternal return continued and continues 

to thrive. The extent to which mythologies and psychologies of the East and West diverge 
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appears most prominently in their opposed versions of the shared mythological image of the first 

being who was originally one but became two. The Eastern view is exemplified by the Brihad- 

In the beginning this world was Atman alone in the form of a Person. Looking 
around he saw nothing else than himself. He said first: " 1 am [Aham]". Thence 
arose the name "1". Therefore even today, when one is addressed. he says first 
just " tt is I n  and then speaks whatever name he has . . . 

Verily he had no delight. Therefore one alone has no delight. He desired a 
second. He was, indeed, as large as a woman and a man closely embraced. He 
caused that self to fa11 into two pieces. Therefrom arose a husband and a wife. 
Therefore this [is me]: "ClneseIf is like a half-fragment". as Yajnavalkya used 
to Say. Therefore this space is filled by a wife. He copulated with her. 
Therefrom human beings were produced. 

And she then bethought herself: "How now does he copulate with me after he has 
produced me just from himself? Corne let me hide myself". She became a cow. 
He became a buli. With her he indeed copulated. Then cattle were born. She 
became a mare, he a stallion . . . 

He knew: "1, indeed, am this creation, for 1 emitted it al1 from myself". Thence 
arose creation" 

The Western view of the first being, split into two parts which seems to be two but is 

actually one, can be seen in the second chapter of the Book of Genesis. The difference between 

the two views is that in the Bible the couple is separated by a superior being, who causes a deep 

sleep to fa11 upon the man and, while he sleeps. takes one of his ribs from which he fashions 

woman.'' In the Upanishad, it is God himself that divides and becomes, not man alone, but 

al1 creation, "that One willed: may 1 become n~any."'~ In this view, everything is a 

manifestation of the single divine substance. There is nothing else. He is the "One without a 

s e c ~ n d . " ~  In the Bible there is duality from the very beginning. God and man are different. 

Man is indeed made in the image of Cod and the breath of God has been breathed into his 
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nostril; yet his being is not his self, is not that of God, nor is it one with the universe. 

According to Joseph Campbell, in the Western view: 

there is an intrinsic not merely formal, separation. And the goal of knowledge 
cannot be to God here and now in al1 things; for God is not in things . . . 
The goal of knowledge has to be, rather, to know the relationshi~ of God to his 
creation, or more specifically. to man, and through such knowledge, by God's 
grace, to link one's own will back to that of the Creator.'' 

It is significant to note, as Joseph Campbell does. that in the Biblical version of this 

myth, it is only after creation that man falls, whereas in the Indian tradition, creation itself is 

a fall-the fragmentation of a god. And the god is not condemned. Instead. his creation, his 

"pouring forthn (shrishti), is described as an act of voiuntary , dynamic will-to-be-more. As 

Campbell points out. this will 

anteceded creation and has, therefore, a metaphysical. symbol i d ,  not literal, 
historical meaning. The fa11 of Adam and Eve was an event within the already 
created fiame of time and space. an accident that should not have taken place. 
The myth of the Self in the form of a man. on the other hand. who looked around 
and saw nothing but himself, said "1". and then desired to be two, tells of an 
intrinsic, not errant, factor in the manifold of being, the correction or undoing of 
which would not improve, but dissolve Creation. The Indian point of view is 
metaphysical, poetical; the Bibl ical , ethical and historical .59 

Joseph Campbell further observes that in the West the two contradictory final terms, such 

as God and Man, create difficulties for the individual who cannot possibly attach his allegiance 

wholly to both. 

On the one hand, as in the Book of Job, he may renounce his human judgement 
in the face of what he takes to be the majesty of God: "Behold, I am of srna11 
account; what shall 1 answer thee?" (Job 40:4) Or, on the other hand, as in the 
manner of the Greeks, he may stand by his human values and judge according to 
these, the character of his gods. The first type of piety we term religious and 
recognize in al1 traditions of the Levant: Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity 
and Islam. The other we term, in the broadest sense, humanistic, and recognize 
in the native mythologies of Europe: the Greek, Roman, Cel tic, and Germanie? 



Chapter Jwo 

To a large extent, the vitality and paradoxicd nature of Western heritage could be attributed to 

the interplay of these two confiicting pieties. In Christian Europe. "the absolute authority of 

One Church was dissolved through the irresistible return to force of the native European 

principles of individual judgement and the worth of rational man. The Reformation, 

Renaissance. Enlightenment, and present Age of Sciencew6' can be seen as part of this 

pendulum like rnovernent near culmination of one swing. Joseph Campbell sees the reverse flow 

of the "next Levantine tide already on the r i~e ."~ '  One may include the developrnent of 

Gerrnanic and Arnerican Transcendentalism of the last century and the present emergence of 

Born Again Christianity as signs of this reverse movernent and easily add to it the contemporary 

interest in the "ancient spiritual tradition of Asia, with its methods of meditation and self- 

discipline and its exalted conception of selfhood, [which] might be found to promise a cure for 

much of the modern malaise"", as Chari puts it. 

Totally conuadictory views on Whitman. such that "there [could bel no middle 

ground"" in estimation of his poeny, can be seen as manifestations of the conflict between the 

two Western pieties. The Eastern religious tradition (and Ernersonian view) in which the self 

of man is no different from the self of all, and. therefore, is of paramount importance. happens 

to be close to what, in his Occidental Mvtholoey, Campbell calls the European 'humanistic" 

tradition, in the broadest sense. It is also sharply distinguishable from what Campbell calls the 

Western "religious " tradition in which God and Man are completely different. 

The Western religious view seems to lie at the root of Eliot's apparent conviction that 

"with the disappearance of the idea of Original Sin, with the disappearance of the idea of intense 

moral stniggle, the human beings presented to us both in poetry and prose fiction today . . . tend 
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to becorne less and less real."65 Also, V. K. Chari seems to be referring to the different 

worldviews of Whitman and Eliot when he says: 

aversion to "Song of Myself", to its apparent formlessness and its blatant egotism, 
has continued as a dominant strain in Whitman criticism, despite occasional 
vindications. The rejection of Whitman's cult of "Myself" and his cosmic 
enthusiasm was completed by T. S. Eliot. who stands within American poetry 
in an "antipodean" relationship to Whitman? 

This adversarial relationship exists, accord ing to Chari, because " Eliot was a traditionai ist and 

a Christian who returned to the received bonds and inspirations of religion: [while] Whitman was 

a heretic who banished gods and shamefully installed himself in the pantheon. "67 

In his discussion of Eliot in relation to Whitman, Chari refers to the "sensibility" of the 

1940s and 1950s and points out that: 

Modern sensibility (or the "New Puritanism") dwells in the fatal knowledge of its 
own inexpiable guilt; the problems of original sin, origin of evil. and the like, 
which Emerson called "the soul's mumps. and rneasles, and whooping coughs" , 
are its major obsession. It seeks refuge in god-relation and humility and 
expresses itself in "dialectic irony", which Kenneth Burke has called "the 
technical equivalent for the doctrine of Original Sin. "" 

And it is original sin, or the tragic fault, according to this view, which is essential for drama 

in human character6'. In the absence tragic fault, a poet cannot strive to [ive apart from a 

cultural tradition that no longer sustains him without, at the sarne time, rejecting that tradition. 

As a result the perfect Iiterary situation as described by Tate7', with its " tension" and "polar 

activity", is not available to such a pet .  In this Eliotic view, Emerson's transcendental 

doctrine, by identifying man with ovenoul, Ieaves no scope for struggle and tragic fault. 

We may now be in a position to broadly identifj two traditions which, for the want of 

more suitable terms, we will describe as "Easternn and "Western" traditions. The "Eastern" 
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tradition relies on direct experiential nature of knowledge; seeks to transform a person through 

this knowledge; and identifies the soul of man with the soul of everything. In the "Western" 

tradition, on the other hand, knowledge of reality is sought through speculative reasoning where 

the logic of polarity, leading in modern times to the Hegelian dialectic principle, plays an 

important roie; the purpose of knowledge is informative, and man's separation from Cod results 

in the necessity of original sin becoming essential to gaining an understanding of life. 

The terms "Easternn and "Western" are rather inadequate. For, as we shall see, the 

"Eastern" tradition is not foreign to the "Westernn. and vice versa. What Campbell has 

described as the European humanistic tradition in the West is included in the "Eastern" tradition 

we have identified. The (equally Western) American writers can also be seen on both sides of 

this divide. American Transcendentalists, such as Thoreau and Emerson, have interpreted the 

Eastern texts in very different ways than other American writers interested in the East, for 

example, Hawthorne, Melville and Eliot. Arthur Versluis notes that the works of "both Melville 

and Hawthorne . . . [while often expressing] an animosity toward Tran~cendentalism"~~ also 

reveal that these authors were "at one time quite sympathetic to Trans~endentalisrn."'~ Later 

they changed their views and this appears to be due to the fundamentally different interpretation 

of Oriental teachings they made when cornpared to those of Emerson. As Versluis says: 

the Melvillean interpretation of Oriental teaching represents a radical divergence 
from the Emersonian one and, brings to light a conflict as old as Western culture 
itself, indicates just how radical (in the sewe of renirning to the root or essence) 
the Emersonian understanding of the Orient w a ~ . ' ~  

Versluis further notes that since the beginning of the Christian era Gnosticism and 

Neoplatonism have opposed each other and that at the centre of this opposition has been the 
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relative valuation of evil in the ~o r ld '~ .  The Gnostics focus on evil as the central force in this 

world while the Neoplatonic tradition affirms the unity of the cosmos and recognizes in it a 

beneficent hierarchy stretching from base to supernal. For several centuries, there has been 

speculation concerning the interrelation of Gnosticism and Neoplatonism to Eastern thought. In 

the 19th century, Gnosticism was seen to be linked with the East generally, according to Arthur 

Versluis, but "modern scholars hip has tended to align Neoplatonism and, in particular, 

Vedantan7' with the East. Versluis also points out that "on the one hand, we see the 

pessimistic, Gnostic interpretations of Eastern teachings, and on the other hand we see the 

theophanic, Neoplatonic understanding endorsed by Emerson, Alcott, Thoreau and many modern 

scholars as we11. "76 In this key opposition within mid- 19th century American literature, 

Hawthorne and Melville are generally on the side of the Gnostic interpretation. Funher. 

Versluis notes that "Melville, l ike Hawthorne, drew on a much more generalized American view 

of romanticized Asia than Emerson and Thoreau."" In summary: "both Hawthorne and 

Melville turned to Asia not only for exotic characters or settings, but also for their shared 

pessimisrn-far, indeed, from Emerson's often almost mil lennial ist uses of Asian rel ig ious 

texts."" And, significantly, as Luther Ludtke points out, "Hawthorne turned to the Orient not 

for ultimate spiritual unification, in the fashion of Emerson and Thoreau, but for cultural 

differentiation. n79 Melville, according to Versluis", remained a "dualistw and "within a 

Christian understanding" while Emerson "endorsed the most primordial of al1 tniths, the tmth 

of the primordial One that alone exists. "" Whitman is concerned with unification, not merely 

of various objects but of su'qject and object itself. Remaining a Westerner he also becomes an 

Easterner and, thus, like the Neoplatonists, and American transcendentalists of the Thoreau and 



Chamer Two 

Emerson school, falls within the tradition we have identified as being "Eastern". 

The crossing of boundaries of cultural and literary traditions does not end with examples 

fiom the West. It is common knowledge that there is clear dualism in the popular religions of 

the East in which gods are worshipped as though external to their devotees. Al1 the rules and 

rites of a covenanted relationship are observed. Even the Upanishads have been interpreted by 

some Vedantists as supponing various shades of dualism, such as the "qualified non-dualism" 

of Ramanuja and the "dualism" of Madhva." At the saine time, it is well known that monistic 

thought has been known to the West for a long time and is not an exclusive preserve of the 

Eastg3. Nevertheless, as Joseph Campbell, David Kirby' and David Loyg5, among others, 

maintain, the pooular thought in the West. both religious and secular. remains duaiistic. 

Similarly, in the East. despite the presence of dualistic views, as already mentioned, and even 

crass materialistic thought, such as that of Charvaka", the ultimate goal of life, celebrated by 

sages. has been the realization that the god worshipped as though outside, and even the goal of 

materialistic life'", is in reality the same being, or manifestation of the same being, as one's 

own self. As long as an illusion of ego remains, the corresponding illusion of a separate deity 

also remains. Conversely, as long as the idea of a separate deity is cherished, an illusion of 

ego, related to it in love, fear, worship, exile, or atonement, will also exist." In the words 

of Robert Ernest Hume: 

if there is any one intellectual tenet which, explicitly or implicitly, is held by the 
people of India, furnishing a fundamental presupposition of al1 their thinking, it 
is this doctrine of universal immanence of an intelligent r n ~ n i s m . ~ ~  

The presence of different strands of thought in both the East and the West and our 

attempt to son them out in the "Eastern" and "Western" tradition must not be seen with surprise 
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or as leading to confusion. Joseph Campbell points out in the opening paragraph of his The 

Inner Reaches of Outer S~ace.  

Reviewing with unprejudiced eye the rel igious tradition of mankind, one becomes 
very soon aware of certain mythic motifs that are common to all, though 
differently understood and developed in the differing traditions . . . Adolf Bastion 
. . . termed these recurrent themes and features "elementary ideas", 
Elementareedanken, designating as "ethnic" or "folk ideas", Vdkereedanken, the 
differing manners of their representation, interpretation, and application in the 
arts and customs, mythologies and theologies, of the peoples of this single planet 
. . . The sarne mythic motifs that Bastion had termed "elementary ideas", [Carl 
Gustav] Jung [the psycholog ist] called "archetypes of the collective unconscious " , 
transferring emphasis thereby, from the mental sphere of rational ideation to the 
obscure subliminal abysm out of which dreams arise? 

Deepest myths and dreams of both the East and the West. that is, the "elementary ideas", arise 

from the depths of the common human psyche. Depending upon their life conditions and 

requirements of the day, poets, mystics and seers have articulated these myths as "folk ideas" 

which are understandably different. But there is another factor that determines the "elementary" 

content of myths. These poets, mystics and seers articulate what they confront inside 

themselves, and, in my view. that depends on how close, or how deep. inside the "obscure 

subliminal abysm" they have dived. In the East, as well as in the West, there have been divers 

at al1 depths and one fin& much the same common content in the "catch" in a11 cultures. In 

her famous study Mysticism: A Study in the Nature and Development of Man's Soiritual 

Consciousness, Evel yn Underh il 1 says: 

it is one of the many indirect testimonies to the objective reality of mysticism that 
the stages of this road, the psychology of the spiritual ascent, as described to us 
by different schools of contemplatives, always present practically the same 
sequence of states . 

Walter Malone thinks that Whitman's "experience of Cosmic Consciousness " is 
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responsible for establishing "an affinity between the poet's writings and the mysticism of the 

Orient? Margaret Lacey writes that "the more evolved a man becomes, the more certain he 

is to reach a stratum of thought we sometimes term Oriental.w93 One could perhaps re-state the 

essence of what Malone and Lacey want to convey here by saying that the non-dualistic concept 

of reality pursued in the East as the final attainrnent of rnystical endeavour is a result of deeper 

introspection than the dualistic one so popular in the West. This statement can be supported 

frorn descriptions of various stages of introspection. In his Philoso~hies of India, Heinrich 

Zimmer, while describing the eight steps of yoga, has the following to Say about samadhi, the 

final step: 

samadhi, absorption, which is of two kinds a) savikaloa, samorainata, which is 
absorption with a full consciousness of the duality of the perceiver and things 
perceived, the subject and object, the beholding inner sense and the beheld Self; 
and b) nirvikalpa, asamprajnata, which is non-duai absorption, absolutely devoid 
of any consciousness of distinction between the perceiver and the image 
perceived . 

Later on, while describing progressively higher (that is, deeper) States of spiritual real ization, 

Zimmer says; "the mind is then lost in savikalpa samadhi (superconsciousness vision with 

thought) . Next cornes nirvikalpa samadhi (superconsciousness vision w ithout thought). "" 

It is reasonable to believe that people in different cultures have looked into the depths of 

their own psyche throughout the ages, explored the possibilities of dualistic and non-dualistic 

views of reality, and, at the deepest level found the most inclusive vision of the Unity of Being. 

At any level except the deepest, they have found a dualistic vision. Referring to the path that 

leads to the deepest levels. Sri Krishna Prem, in the "Prefacew to his commentary on the Katha 

Upanishad, says: 
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Being a real Road the knowledge of it is not confined to any one country or to 
any one religious tradition. One of the aims in writing this commentary has been 
to bring out this fact, namely, that it is a Road known to a few al1 over the world 
and that, though their descriptions have naturally varied in detail, they al1 refer 
to what is recognizably the same e~perience.~~ 

Because of the dominance of dualism in the West, any experience of a Western mystic, 

whether at the savikalpa samadhi or the nirvikalpa samadhi level, is likely to be interpreted in 

the existing terminology of dual istic though t . Most 1 iterary and theological critics would tend 

to understand the descriptions of such an experience as confirmation of dualism. It is only when 

we have an environment "which allows us to take the core experience [at the nirvikalpa samadhi 

level] seriously and then relate it to the structured dimensions of social expression"* that 

descriptions of both dual istic (savikalpa samadhi) and non-dual istic experience may be found at 

the same time. Otherwise. the filtering provided by a mainsueam dualistic culture will tend to 

suppress the emergence of the expression of non-dualistic experiences. It is due to this 

phenornenon that 1 have chosen to associate dualism with the "West" and non-dualisrn with the 

"East", while being aware that both traditions rnay contain an element of the other. The 

monistic and dualistic worldviews are easily reconciled if we accept the concept of encountering 

reality at different levels. The ultimate reality in that case remains non-dualiistic while 

phenomenal reality is strongly dual istic. 

Whitman is a "puzzle". Because he exhibits features in his Leaves and other works that 

beuay seemingly exotic roots, he is seen as being either a "poet of barbarism" or the nation's 

"most original religious thinker." As we will see in Chapter Three, by dissolving the difference 

between subject 

drawing from a 

and object, Whitman 

source of knowledge 

dissolves the difference between God and man, and by 

not accessible to discursive reasoning he challenges the 
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very foundations upon which the Western worldview has for so long rested. Whitman takes his 

readers back to the primordial roots From which this Western worldview so radically diverged 

and where unity still resides. The mots can quite naturally appear as primitive to a Western 

temperament. But they suggest not only the convergence of humanistic Western and religious 

Eastern ideas but also the possibility of a fusion of the Western religious ideas with Eastern 

religious and Western humanistic thought if we would only look deep enough. 



FOUR STANCES OF "SELF" LN WHITMAN'S POETRY 
AND 

STATES OF CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE UPANISHADS 

In order to establish that Whitman's works spring from the same depths in the human 

psyche as do the Upanishads. 1 have identified four "stances" of Whitman in the development 

of his "selfn. These stances are not identical with the four "states of consciousness" described 

in the Upanishads but cm, however. be identified with strongly parallel stages found therein. 

To the best of my knowledge, such identification has not been explicitly made by any other 

writer on Whitman. While the Upanishadic "states " are meant to be exhaustive in the sense that 

they mean to describe al1 possible states of consciousness. the four "stances" identified by me 

are not exhaustive. There a n  be other "stances" with which 1 do not deal. The search for 

parallels is rather tedious and very time consuming if completeness is aimed at because of the 

famous "formlessnessn l in Whitman's work, also a characteristic of the Upanishads, the first 

of which has been described by Swami Prabhavananda in the following words: 

many apparently differing conceptions are to be found in them . . . to be found 
in al1 of them. not distributed. one in one Upanishad. another in another . . . The 
Partitions between Upanishads might therefore, for al1 practical purposes, be 
completely done away with, the whole hundred and eight being reduced to one.' 

The second characteristic of Upanishads given by Swami Prabhavananda is that the 

Upanishads are seers' descriptions of their mystical experiences without any attempt at making 

them outwardly coherent. Thirdly, and as a consequence, these experiences have no logical 

beginning or end and, therefore, the four states are not always found in one sequence. but are 

found scattered in various parts of the texts in uneven degrees. Those states in the development 

of the self that are cornmonplace are naturally given less attention in the Upanishads, whereas 
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the mer  stages are dwelt on in greater detail. This is so simply because the rarer, or the more 

profound, insights or experiences alone appear to be worth recording. Therefore, without 

making any attempt at completeness, 1 have endeavoured to identify sufficient parallels in 

Whitman's works and the Upanishads in order to make the point that they spring from the same 

source in the psyche. 

The short Mandukva Upanishad of only twelve verses describes four "states" of 

consciousness: jamt (translated as waking), svapna (translated as drean~ing)~, sushu~ti 

(translated as deep-sleep or dream-less ~ l e e p ) ~  and simply a "fourthW. The latter is called turya 

in Maitri Upanishad (at 6,19 & 7,11,7) and turiva in Brihad-Aranvaka U~anishad (at 5.14, 3-4 

& 6-7), by which term it is more commonly known. At first glance, as Sri Krishna Prem notes: 

this scheme seerns to many merely a rather naive attempt at classification of 
psychological states. [But,] to those who have more vision it is a key to unlock 
many locks. The "dreaming" and "deep-sleep" states are not to be identified with 
the states commonly known as such. Rather. the latter are species of those 
genera. ' 

For this reason, 1 will not use the English translations of the four states when referring to them 

but will use the Sanskrit terrns. 

The janat state is that of ordinary consciousness: the world of outer objectivity in which 

the division of subject and object is most clearly apparent. In this state, the "world" is seen 

quite outside and independent of us. The svapna state is felt as an inner world. The difference 

benveen subject and object is not so hard and fast as in j a g o  state. but it nevenheless persists. 

The environment is vaguely seen to be a projection of our own selves. However pleasant or 

unpleasant the environment may be at the time (of dreaming , for example), we know that it is 
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our own creation and we can break its hold over ourselves. by awakening if necessary. Then 

the nature of the environment is clearly seen for what it is, a projection of our desires and fears. 

The Brihad-Aranvaka Upanishad says: 

when one goes to sleep, he takes along the material of this allcontaining world, 
himself tears it apart, himself builds it up, and dreams by his own brightness. by 
his own light. 

There are no chariots there, no spans no roads. But he  projecü from himself 
chariots, spans, roads. There are no blisses there, no pleasures, no delights. But 
he projects for himself blisses, pleasures, delights. There are no tanks there, no 
lotus-pools, no streams. But he projects from himself tanks, lotus-pools, streams. 
For he is a ~ rea to r .~  

In the sushu~ti state the content of cognition is void just as it is in a dream-less sleep. 

The subject exists but sees nothing outside. It  seems like darkness. In the turiya state 

consciousness cognizes itself. The condition of the mind of a wise man in this state, Free from 

imaginations, is quite different from that of deep-sleep state7 in which it loses itself, as 

described in Gaudapada's Karikas8 on Mandukya Upanishad (3.34 & 35). 1 feel that we should 

note that these states are sequential in nature and the degree of introversion increases 

progressively from jaerat to turiya. We may, therefore, say that the j a m  state is total 

extroversion and that the turiva state is total introversion. One may also express the same by 

saying that the degree of extroversion increases from turiva to ja~rat. In terms of introversion- 

that is, looking deeper into oneself-the turiya is, thus, seen to be the highest (or deepest) state 

while jagrat is the lowest state. In terms of extroversion the order will be reversed. Another 

feature to be noted is that these four States should be seen as convenient "milestones" on the road 

between extroverted and introverted states of consciousness. Furthermore, the states of 
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consciousness should be conceived more as a continuum. as it were. than just these four discrete 

"steps " . 

In addition. in my opinion, these states are not independent or separate "air tight" 

compartments but are "inclusiven of al1 states of "lower order". This relationship can be seen 

as that between dimensions of space. Higher order three dimensional space includes the lower 

orders of two and one dimensional space. Similarly, two dimensional space includes the lower 

order one dimensional space but cannot grasp three dimensional space which has a higher order. 

In terms of extroversion. waking is of "higher" order than. and "inclusivew of. dreaming. This 

statement is supported by the universal experience that in waking any ordinary extrovert person 

knows about the dreaming state but the reverse is not the m e .  In a dream. in this context of 

extroversion. one thinks one is experiencing the real world but becomes aware of this folly upon 

waking. If the dream world is r d ,  then the waking world is even more r d .  Awareness of 

the waking state includes the awareness of the dreaming state and this is what 1 mean by saying 

that waking is inclusive of dreaming. To use the words of the Katha Uoanishad (4.1). with a 

"reversed gazen. that is in a state of introversion. jagrat would be included in svapna, and both 

jamt and svaona in sushu~ti, and turiva would be inclusive of al1 the other three. Anyone who 

has penetrated the turiva state in introversion would have the awareness of less deeper states of 

consciousness. For convenience 1 cal1 this relationship the inclusion principle. 

The four stances of self identified in Whitman and the corresponding states in the 

development of the self as seen in the Upanishads, in increasing order of inclusivity are: 

(1) the ordinary self of man who enjoys the pleasures of the world and 
its riches. This corresponds to the ja~rat  state of Mandukva 
Upanishad; 
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(2) the self-disenchantment with the world as it has been seen so far. 
This corresponds to a transitional state between jamat and svaDna; 

(3) the self becoming aware of a duality within itself, of an observer 
and an observed. This corresponds to the svapna state: 

(4) realization that the observer is. and has always been, the real self 
and the observed, who was seen as "self" so fat, was a mere 
projection of the observer. A complete identification with 
everything that was seen outside the "self" is made. This 
corresponds to the turiva state of Mandukva Upanishad. 

It should be noted that in the above classification I have not identified any of Whitman's 

"stances " that rnay correspond to the Upanishadic sushupti state of consciousness. The reason 

for this apparent lapse will be seen later. Although progression through a "hierarchy" of states 

is described in the Upanishads, it does not imply bat anyone experiencing those states must 

express them in any order. Because of the inclusion principle, a poet or seer rnay describe any 

state that corresponds to his or her current state or a state that is "below" it. Someone who has 

experienced, for example, the turiva state could easily be expected to describe not only this deep 

state but also the svapna or j a m  state with equal m e .  There is no sense of consecutiveness 

in Whitman's poetry just as generally there is none in the Upanishads. Many of the Upanishadic 

writers may have been poets rather than theologians, as suggested by the use of the word kavi 

(poet) for the authors and wise men in a number of places (for example, see 8; Katha 3.14; 

Maitri 2,4; Mundaka 1,2,1; Prashna 5.7 and Shvetashvatara 6,l) .  For present purposes. 

sherefore, it does not matter whether in Whitman's work the stances are sequential or not. A 

poet may write about them in any order. And. indeed, even those Upanishadic authon who are 

not considered poets do not write them in any order. 

Little direct reference to stance one can be seen in either Whitman's work or in the 
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Upanishads. In the Indian tradition, the stage of self corresponding to this stance is taken for 

granted in al1 men who enjoy the pleasures of the world and its riches. This is the state 

corresponding to the extrovert iaerat state described in the Upanishads, and fits the earliest 

stages of a Hegelian dialectic. It is by acquiring worldly objects, and thus making them part of 

the "I", that the self asserts its existence. " I n  want things that are "not-1". The average person 

of the world in this state is what Cari Gustav Jung would cal1 a f'lly " individuated" person. He 

is aware of himself as being separate from the world around him. Unlike the more "primitive" 

human who sees himself as an extension of his tribe, race, community, religion, political 

persuasion or nation. and who is, at best. only vaguely aware of his individuality, the 

individuated person knows very well that he has a "self" of his own. I t  is such an individual 

who has been called the "healthy minded person" by William Jamesg. 1 have not examined the 

stage of self in the "primitive" man as Whitman does not reveal it directly. However, one may 

possibly see this stage of self as a dim precognition of the final state where he identifies himself 

with everyone and everything . The difference between the "primitive" and the "enlightened " 

man is that in the latter the identification would be conscious while in the "primitive" man it 

would be instinctive. 

Whitman's celebrated interest in body, possessions and the worldly pleasures do not fall 

in this stance. As we shall see later. they are to be seen from his founh stance, or that of the 

enlightened self who has dissolved al1 differences between the spiritual and the material. One 

of the few places where some teference to the first state of consciousness is made in the 

Upanishads cornes in the story in the Chhandoma Upanishad where this state is identified with 

the chief of the devils who thinks that enjoyment in this world is al1 there is: 
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then Indra fiom the gods went forth unto him [the teacher], and Virochana from 
among the devils . . . Then Prajapati [the teacher] said to the two: " . . . Look 
at yourself in a pan of water. Anything that you do not understand of the Self, 
tell me." Then the two looked in a pan of water. . . Then Prajapati said to the 
two: "What do you see?" Then the ovo said: "Just as we ourselves are [here], 
sir, well ornamented, well dressed, adorned-so there . . ." "That is the Selfw, 
said he, "mat is the immortai, the fearless. That is Brahman." Then with 
tranquil hem the two went forth . . . Virochana came to the devils. To them 
he then declared this doctrine: "Oneself is to be made happy here on earth. 
Oneself is to be waited upon. He who rnakes his own self happy here on earth, 
who waits upon himself-he obtains both worlds, both this world and the yonder." 
Therefore, even now here on earth they Say of one who is not a giver, who is not 
a believer, who is not a sacrificer, "Oh! devil ish! " for such is the doctrine of the 
devils. They adorn the body of one deceased with what they have begged, with 
dress, with ornament, as they cal1 it, for they think that thereby they will win 
yonder world. 'O 

Virochana, the representative of the devils, who stands for the ordinary extroverted 

" healthy minded man" of the world, thinks he is the body. He asks the question "Who am I?", 

but arrives at a totally wrong answer and remains satisfied with it. This is an early state of the 

self in its development. This self measures itself in terms of its possessions. If the self 

possesses more, it thinks it thinks it is more satisfied. The mots of al1 desires are essentially 

erotic. "Here on earth people cal1 cows and horses, elephants and gold, slaves. and wives, 

fields and abodes greatness"." A glimpse of Whitman in this stance may be seen in Section 

24 of the "Song of Myself : 

Walt Whitman an American, one of the rough, a kosmos, 
Disorderly fieshy and sensual . . . eating drinking and breeding. " 

And, then in the "Children of Adam" sequence an even more direct reference to the erotic urge 

is made: 

O you and I! what is it to us what the rest do or think? 
What is al1 else to us? only we enjoy each other and exhaust each other if it must 

be so." ("Frorn Pent-up Aching Rivers") 
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This is the female form, 
A divine nimbus exhales from it fiom head to foot, 
I t  attracts with fierce undeniable attraction, 
1 am drawn by its breath as if 1 were no more than helpless vapour, al1 falls aside 

but myself and it." ("I Sing the Body EIectricn) 

O Hymen! O hymnee! why do you tantalize me thus? 
O why sting me for a swift moment only? 
Why do you not continue? O why do you now cease? 
1s it because if you continued beyond the swift moment you would soon 

certainly kill me?14 ("0 Hymen! O Hymenee!") 
The passion and power of des ire exudes from these passages, the same desire which, as we shall 

see later, can also lead to the finding of the self- In the first stance, the self does not know that 

its evaluation of Me is faulty. But, through experience, the self begins to suspect that 

possessions (and seeking hlfilment by satisQing desires) cannot give it what it really seeks. 

Acquiring possessions hardly brings an end to the desire for more possessions. Al1 the process 

of acquisition seems to do is to whet the appetite for more pleasure. 

The beginning of Whitman's second stance is heralded by a description of dissatisfaction 

with the current state of his self, and a change in the direction in which he looks for fulfilment 

in life. From an extrovert he becomes an introvert. What is day to ordinary beings, in the 

language of the Bhagavad GitalS, becomes night for him and their night becomes day. In this 

stance, Whitman questions the purpose of life. V. K. Chari has aptly called such a position the 

"special gestation periodw of the Leaves.16 His "self" is still what it was before, but the 

"gusto" with which things of the world are normally enjoyed is weakening. This leads to a sort 

of depression and 1 istlessness. 

Whitman himself had a habit of reflecting upon his own inner processes. He had a 

contemplative habit of mind." Somehow, this natural introspection displayed his inner turmoil 



and the restlessness of the soul when it seeks but is unable to find answers to the mysteries of 

life. Life and its achievements, in this uncertain state of the self, can seem meaningless in the 

face of the inevitabiiity of the death of an individual, and indeed of the death of the world. ln 

1838, at the age of nineteen Whitman writes: 

This breast which now alternate burns 
With flashing hope and gloomy fear, 

Where beats the hem that knows the hue 
Which aching bosoms Wear; 

This curious fiame of human mouid, 
Where craving wants unceasing play 

The troubled ha r t  and wondrous form 
Must both alike decay. 

The close wet earth will close around 
Du11 senseless limbs and a shy face, 

But where, O Nature! where will be 
My mind's abiding place? 

Will it ever [ive? For though its light 
Must shine till from the body torn; 

Then when the oil of life is spent, 
Still shall the taper burn? 

O, Powerless is this struggling brain 
To pierce the mighty mystery ; 

In dark, uncertain awe it awaits, 
The common doorn to die! 

Mortal can thy swelling soul 
Live with the thought that al1 its life 

ts centred in this earthly cage 
Of a r e ,  and tears, and life? 

Not so, that sorrowing heart of thine 
Ere long will find a house of rest; 

Thy form, repurifieci shall rise, 
In robes of beauty drest. 

The fiickering taper's glow shall change 
To bright and star-like majesty, 

Radiant with pure and piercing light 
From the Eternal's eye.I8 

Here Whitman expresses his feu of death and seeks immortality. One finds a similar feeling 
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expressed in the Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad: " From death lead me to immortality . "Ig 

Whitman already suspects that the body cannot be his real self if immortality is his goal. Why , 

otherwise, does the poet describe the body as "this earthly cage"? Desires will end only with 

the death of the body but the poet is uncertain if something will continue after that. At the same 

time, something inside him refuses to believe that he is nothing but a mortal body. The poet 

is afraid, conhised and yearw to find a satisQing answer. This sort of stance is fully 

represented again in an 1840 Journal note, when Whitman notes he has made ". . . a wondrous 

and important discovery." He writes "I have found that it is a very dangerous thing to be rich. 

For a considerable time past this idea has been pressing upon me and 1 am now fully and 

unalterably convinced of its truth. Some years ago when my judgement was in the bud I thought 

that riches were desirable things? But I have altered my mind . . . 1 can now behold things 

as they really are."" Whitman here equivalates riches and bodies since both possessions. 

In consonance with the inclusion principle, Whitman is able, when writing from this 

stance, to refiect clearly on the condition of the self in stance one. Just as a man on waking up 

can say he was dreaming so Whitman can Say: "some years ago when my judgement was in the 

bud I thought that riches were desirable things". The stance is clearly discernable even in the 

pre- 1855 writings: 

Thou foolish soul! the very place 
That pride has  made for folly's rest; 

What thoughts with vanity al1 rife, 
Fil1 up this heaving breast!'? 

In this stance the self realizes that wealth is "useless and c~mbersome"~ and the poet seeks for 

something that is more useful, something infinite and immortal. He has become a seeker of 



Truth. The first stance has changed into the second in which one feels that the objects with 

which one previously occupied oneself are now meaningless. But, still one does not know the 

purpose of life and what one really is. There is an inkling that the answer is to be found within 

oneself but one does not yet have a definitive answer. In this stance, Whitman writes of the 

"folly and vanity of those objects with which most men occupy their lives. n24 Similady, the 

Katha U~anishad, States: 

The childish go after outward pleasures; 
They walk into the net of widespread death. 
But the wise, knowing immortality, 
Seek no: the stable among things which are unstable here? 

Not only the material gwds of the world but even love here seems to be incapable of 

satisfj4ng him: 

For vanity through this world below 
We seek affection. Nought but woe 
1s with our earthly journey wove: 
And so the hem must look above, 

or die in du11 despair? 

Indeed, al 1 earthl y endeavours seem meaningless before the certain dem ise of everything that 

exists: 

Behold around us pornp and pride; 
The rich the lofty and the gay, 

Glitter before our dazzled eyes, 
Live out their brief but brilliant day; 

Then, when the hour for fame is o'er; 
Unheeded pass away. 

. . .  
And beauty, sweet and al1 the fair 

That sail on fortune's sunniest wave, 
The poor, with him of countless gold 

Owner of al1 that mortals crave 
Alike are fated soon to lie 



Down in the silent grave." 

From this stance, ambition, the mover of Me, is seen by Whitman to be totally aimless. 

This, of course, is true for the outer world. But, innate energy and desire to know does not die 

with the despairing view of the world. Desire, and therefore. energy Nrns inwards and the 

seeker of Truth "cooksn in the inner heat of the effort. Whitman seems to have learnt 

consciously to withdraw himself from external circumstances and to search for the riddle of life. 

In Section 1 of "Starting from Paumanokn the poet says: 

Or withdrawn to muse and meditate in some deep recess, 
Far from the clank of crowds intervals passing rapt and happy, 
Aware of the fresh free giver the flowing Missouri, aware of mighty Niagara." 

This introspection leads him to paths which he has never explored before. In "In Paths 

Unuoddenn , in the "Calamus" sequence, he writes: 

In paths untrodden, 
In the growth by margins of pond-waters, 
Escaped from the life that exhibits itself, 
From al1 the standards hitherto publis h'd, from the pleasures, profits, 

conformities, 
Which too long 1 was offering to feed my soul, 
Clear to me now standards not yet publish'd, clear to me that my soul, 
That the soul of the man I speak for rejoices in comrades, 
Here by myself away from the clank of the world, 
Tallying and talk'd to here by tongues aromatic. 
No longer abash'd, (for in this secluded spot 1 can respond as 1 would not dare 

elsewhere, ) 
Strong upon me the life that does not exhibit itself, yet contains al1 the rest." 

He contemplates the confusion of the vegetation by the banks of the "clear watersn of his mind. 

Inwardly, he has drawn himself away from the world but really he is more in touch with it than 

ever before. The life that does not exhibit itself. that is the unmanifested essence which 

manifests itself in this world is "strong" on him. This unmanifested life contains ail. However, 
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nothing is observable in his outer life but a deep sense of despair which persists until the next 

state develops . 

In the Upanishads the corresponding stage two in the development of self is most 

dramatically portrayed in the Katha Upanishad, when Nachiketas asks Death what happens when 

a man dies. Knowing the difficul ties inherent in answering the question, Death tries to distract 

the self by offering him: 

. . . centenarian sons and grandsons, 
Many cattle, elephants, gold and horses. 
Choose a great abode of earth 
And thyself live as many autumns as thou desirest. 
This, if thou thinkest an equal boon 
Choose-wealth and long life! 
A great one on earth, O Nachiketas, be thou. 
The enjoyer of thy desires 1 make thee. 
Whate'er desires are hard to get in the mortal world- 
For a11 desires at pleasure make request. 
The lovely maidens with chariots, with lyres- 
Such [maidens], indeed, are not obtainable by men- 
By these. from me bestowed, be waited on! 
O Nachiketas, question me not regarding dying." 

But, Nachiketas calls these "ephemeral things! " They rnean nothing to him. 

Ephemeral things! That which is a mortal's, O End-maker, 
Even the vigour of al1 the powers, they Wear away. 
Even a whole life is slighted indeed. 
Thine be the vehicles! Thine be the dance and song! 
Not with wealth is a man to be satisfied. 
Shall we take wealth, if we have seen thee? 
ShalI we live so long as thou shalt rule? 
-This, in tmth, is the boon to be chosen by me. 
When one has come into the presence of undecaying immortals, 
What decaying mortal, here below, that understands, 
That meditates upon the pleasures of beauty and delight, 
Would delight in a life over-long?)' 

In fact, being rich in the worldly sense would divert one fiom "seeking immortaiityn3' because 



The childish go after outward pleasure;/ They walk into the net of widespread 
death.1 But the wise, knowing immortaIity,/ Seek not the stable among things 
which are unstable herem3' 

The meaninglessness of wealth, for someone who seek; immortality, is demonstrated in the 

conversation of Maitreyi and Yajnavalkya in the Brihad-Aranvaka Upanishad. 

Then said Maitreyi: "If now, sir, this whole earth filled with wealth were mine, 
would I be immortal thereby?" "Non, said Yajnavalkya. "As the life of the rich, 
even so would your life be. Of immortality, however, there is no hope through 
wealth. " Then said Maitreyi: "What should I do with that through which I may 
not be irnm~rtal?"~~ 

The self in the second stance of its development does not simply ask age-old questions 

about the meaning of life and the world and of the relation of the individual to the great forces 

of life and universe as he does in the Shvetashvatara Upanishad: 

What is the cause? Brahrnan? Whence are we born? 
Whereby do we live? And on what are we established? 
Ovemled by whom, in pains and pleasures, 
Do we live our various conditions, O ye theol~gians?~' 

lnstead he sees himself buffeted by life from one crisis to another, is in profound despair and 

"surken,/ Grieves for his impotence, deluded/. "" He seeks to make his life meaningfui and 

wonders "through understanding of what . . . does this world become understood. "" This 

second stance corresponds to an intermediate state between jaerat and svama. The chief feature 

of the stance is the change from extroversion to introversion in seeking fulfilment in life. Desire 

has turned inwards. 

In the third stance, which corresponds to svaDna, the second state of consciousness in the 

Upanishads, Whitman becomes aware of a duality in himself." In this stance, the outer 

phenomenal personality is one self and there is another which is aware of this outer self. The 
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outer self participates in the external world. in the sarne way as it did in the first stance. But, 

the inner self emerges as a calm witness to everything. It neither rejoices in the happenings nor 

is troubled by them. The poet becomes both the subject and object as every person does in a 

dream. In "The Sleepers", for example, Whitman writes: 

1 wander al1 night in my vision 
Stepping with light feet, swiftly and noiselessly stepping and stopping, 
Bending with open eyes over the shut eyes of sleepers, 
Wandering and confused, lost to myself, ill-assorted, contrad ictory, 
Pausing, gazing, bending, and stopping. 
. .  i 
1 dream in my dream al1 the dreams of the other dreamers, 
And I become the other dreamer~.~' 

The self wanders al! night here both as a spectator and participant in the "drearn". We are used 

to thinking of the subject and object as opposite poles of being. Since the time of Aristotle we 

have been taught that something is either "An or "not A". Something can either be the subject 

or the object but cannot be both. We either avoid the contradiction by taking no notice of it or. 

like Fichte, Schelling and Hegel, Say that the subject has created the object and keep them apart. 

That is why, in spite of each one of us experiencing the fact of being the subject and object at 

the same time in a dream, it is only through the poetic and the mystic voices in Whitman that 

we become conscious of this wondrous paradox. This is so, because in the evolution of the 

concept of "self,  he has reached a stage where he is gening ready to fuse the two poles of 

subjectivity and objectivity-the spectator and the participant. The night symbolizes a period in 

which al1 diversity of life is dissolved in the undifferentiated m a s  of sleep. That is why the 

poet here stresses that "the night pervades them and enfolds them."1° Likewise his self 

pervades and enfolds the universe but still, paradoxically, remains separate from it. 
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This paradox is expressed forcefully in Sections 14 of the "Song of Myself": 

The wild gander leads his flock through the cool night, 
Ya-ho&! he says. and sounds it down to me like an invitation; 
The pen may suppose it meaningless, but 1 listen closer, 
1 find irs purpose and place up there toward the November sky. 

The sharphoofed moose of the north. the cat on the house sill. the chickadee, the 
prairie-dog , 

The litter of the grunting sow as they mg at her teats. 
The brood of the turkeyhen. and she with her halfspread wings, 
1 see in hem and myself the same old lawY 

Afier vividly witnessing the crearures "out there" separate From himself. he reaiizes that he and 

they are pans of the same "old Iaw". He not only h e a n  the gander but understands the meaning 

of his cal1 because the bird is his own projection. He. himself. is both identifieci with the object 

seen and yet separate from it, just as in a dream we know the thoughts of the "other" person 

seen without his having expressed them because they are really our own thoughts. Again. in the 

following section, the poet muses "And these one and a11 tend inward to me. and I rend outward 

to hem./ And such as it is to be of these more or less 1 am.""' 

In this third stance. Whitman is not only aware of his  phenomeiial persona1 ity. but also 

of the witnessing consciousness that sees it and simply exists. unniffled. In Section 11 of the 

"Song of Myself, Whitman identifies his witnessing consciousness with a woman and wrires 

Where are you off to lady? for 1 see you. 
You splash in the water there. yet stay stock still in your room. 

Then, in Section 17 he sees himself as the butcher boy and also as himself: 

The butcher-boy puts off his killingclothes. or sharpens his knife at the stall in the 
market, 

1 loiter enjoying his reparte and his shuffle and break-down. 

Even more clearly the duality appears from the following passage in Section 1 of "Crossing 
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Brooklyn Ferry", from the "Calamus" sequence: 

Flood-tide below me! I see you face to face! 
Clouds of the West - Sun there half an hour high-1 see you aiso face to face. 
Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes. how curious you are 

to me! 
On the ferry-boats the hundreds and hundreds that cross, returning home are more 

curious to me than you suppose. 
And you that shall cross From shore to shore years hence are more to me. and 

more in my meditations. than you might suppose. 

Just as whatever one sees in dreams is part of one's own self so al1 the people and the elements 

are seen as projections of oneself in meditations. Whitman is both the observer and the observed 

in this stance. As Malcolm Cowley notes, in Sections 6-19 of the "Song", Whitman "observes 

men and women-and animals too-at their daily occupations. He is part of this l ife. he says and 

even his thoughts are those of al1 men in all ages and lands. " But. he also "merely roams. 

watches, and listens, like a sort of Tiresias. "" 

In the classic formulation of stance three. Section 4 of "Song of Myself", he writes: 

Trippers and askers surround me, 

My dinner, dress. associates. looks. business. compl iments. dues. 
The real or fancihl indifference of some man or woman I love, 
The sickness of one of my folks - or of myself . . . or ill-doing . . . or loss or 

lack of money . . . or depression or exaltations, 
They come to me days and nights and go from me again, 
But the? are not Me m~self. 

Apan from the pulling and hauling stand what 1 am, 
Stands arnused, cornplacent, compassionating , idle, unitary , 
Looks down, is erect, bends an arm on an impalpable certain rest. 
Looking with sidecurved head, curious what will come next, 
Both in and out of the game, and watching and wondering at it (My emphasis)? 

Whitman clearly experiences life in its totality: good and bad, happy and miserable. At the 

same time, he seems to realize that & does not actually "experience" joy or suffering. He is 
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Iike a spectator in a theatre who laughs and cries with different characten in the play, sometimes 

identibing with them but sometimes standing aside and merely watching "both in and out of the 

game." This oscillation between witnessing self and empirical self is a theme to which Whitman 

returns. He becornes always aware of the other self: 

As if a phantom caress'd me, 
1 thought 1 was not alone walking here by the shore; 
But the one 1 thought was with me as now 1 walk by the shore. the one 1 loved 

caress'd me.45 

In his "Notebook 1 " Whitman writes: " 1 cannot understand the mystery, but 1 am alwavs 

conscious of mvself as two-as mv sou1 and 1 and 1 reckon it is the same with al1 men and 

womeP6 (my ernphasis). Not only is Whitman aware of the witnessing consciousness but has 

an intriguing and vague feeling that his real self rnay not be the participating phenomenal self 

but the witness. This is a sign of the approaching further development of self. Whitman sees 

that it is the witness who is the caresser of life. He sees this "caresserw in himself in Section 

13 of "Song of Myself": 

In me the caresser of life wherever moving, 
backward as well as forward slueing, 

To niches and junior bending, not a person 
or object missing." 

Let us now Nrn to the Upanishads for this third stance of Whitman. It is mentioned in 

passing in the Kaushitaki Uoanishad (4,12) by reference to the "double" of an individual, but 

the clearest formulation of the concept comes in the Mundaka Upanishad where it has been 

quoted from the Rig Veda (1, 164,20)48 and repeated in the Shvetashvatara Upanishad (4.6). 

Two birds, fast bound companions 

45 
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Clasp close the self-same tree. 
Of these two, the one eats sweet fniif9; 
The other looks on without eating." 

The next stanza clarifies the meaning of this allegory: 

On the self-same tree a person, sunken. 
Grieves for h is impotence deluded; 
When he sees the other, the Lard, contented, 
And his greatness, he becomes freed from sorrow." 

The bird that eats the sweet (and bitter) hits of life is the empirical self of man while the 

higher Self, the witnessing consciousnesss', is the other self who is aware of al1 that the 

empirical self experiences. The Prashna Upanishad (4,9) calls the former "conscious self" and 

the latter "supreme imperishable Selfn or Atman. Every one has the experience of these two 

in dreams but those who work to achieve different States of consciousness become aware of them 

in the generic svapa state. The Katha Upanishad alludes to these people as "those who perform 

the triple Nachiketas-fire. " 

There are two that drink of righteousness in the world of good deeds; 
Both are entered into the secret place [of the heart], and in the highest upper 

sp here. 
Brahma-knowers speak of them as "light" and "shade", 
And so do householders who maintain the five sacred sacrificial-fires, and those 

too who perform the triple Nachiketas-fire? 

In Sections 8-15 of the "Song of Myself", the identification of Whitman with the 

w irnessing self is repeatedl y emphasized through an extensive catalogue. Here i t is important 

to notice that two "selves" are constantly referred to within himseif. First, there was the outer 

self alone of stance one. Then in stance two there was the dissatisfaction with that self, followed 

by stance three in which there is a duality. At this point, Whitman is ready to move on to the 

final stance in which only the Self exists that so far was apprehended as oniy a witness. 
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Everything and everyone outside the witness dissolves in the witness. 

Significantly, as already stated (see page 32) the third Upanishadic state of consciousness, 

sushu~ti, is unidentifiable in any of Whitman's stances. This is very understandable. Whitman 

was a poet: he expressed what he found in the inner worlds, and in the sushuoti state one finds 

nothing. There is nothing there to talk about. According to Sri Krishna Prem, one may be 

aware of this state in one's "waking consciousness either as a memory of a peculiarly vivid 

dream felt to be charged with . . . meaning or simply as a feeling of inner bliss felt equally to 

be of intense significance, though of what it was about h e  has no knowledee (My emphasis)."" 

The differences in Whitman's stances of the self or the Upanishadic States of 

consciousness so far were gradual. But now there is a sudden and inexplicable movement to the 

fourth and final state. And when that happens it is, in the words of the Bhapavad Gita, as "if 

the splendour of a thousand suns were to rise up simultaneously in the sky. "55 The seer 

experiences this Self and exclaims in Shvetashvatara Upanishad "1 know this mighty Person. 

Of the colour of the Sun. beyond darkne~s."~~ In the words of Brihad-Aranyaka U~anishad it 

appears like "a sudden lightening flash"" and the seer sings: 

The yon is fullness: fullness, this. 
Frorn hl lness, fullness doth proceed. 
Withdraw ing fullness's fullness off, 
E'en fullness then itself remains? 

How the duality of stance three suddenly transrnutes to the vision of unity experienced 

in stance four is shown by Whitman in Section 5 of the "Song of Myself": 

I believe in you my sou1 . . . the other 1 am must not 
And you must not be abased to the other. 

abase itself to you, 

. * .  

You . . . parted the shirt from my bosom-bone. and p lunged your tongue to my 
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bares trip hem, 
And reached till you felt my bard, and reached till you felt my feet. 

Swiftly arose spread around me the peace and joy and knowledge that pas  al1 the 
argument of the earth; 

And I know that the hand of God is the elderhand of my own, 
. . . 
And that al1 the men ever born are also my brothers . . . and the women rny 

sisters and Iovers, 
. . . 
And brown ants in the little wells beneath hem, 
And mossy scabs of the wormfence, and heaped stones, and elder and mullen and 

pokeweed. 

There is clear duality in the earlier part of this section. The witness and self being witnessed 

m u t  not be confused with each other. But, as the self dives deeper into itself, and reaches its 

"barestrip heartw, something happens. A realization dawns that this self is identical with 

everything else, not just other men and women but also anirnals, plants and even inanimate 

stones. In Malcolm Cowley's words "he sees that even the humblest objects contain the infinite 

universe. "" The startling nature of this realization makes Whitman exclaim in Section 2 of 

"Starting from PaumanokW : 

This then is Me,  
Here is what has corne to the surface after so many throes and convulsions. 
How curious! How real! 
Underfoot the divine soil, overhead the sun.* 

In V. K. Chari's words, "Whitman, had, at last, found the self."61 The real self of 

Whitman, and of al1 others, was that which he had previously believed to be the witness. In 

fact, the witness was never anything outside and different from the self. It was and is the real 

"1". The empirical ego seemed to be real only because of its false identification with objects 

and experiences of the world. The witness is the same in al1 beings and is what each one is. 
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But, it had been, as it were, incognito, in the other stances of Whitman. In Section 13 of the 

"Song of the Open Roadn Whitman writes: 

Another self. a duplicate of every one, skulking and hiding it goes, 
Formless and wordless through the streets of the cities. polite and bland in the 

parlours, 
In the cars of railroads, in steamboats, in the public assernbly, 
Home to the houses of men and women, at the table, in the bedroorn, 

everyw here , 
Srnartly attired, countenance smiling, form upright, death under the breast-bones, 

hell under the skull-bones, 
Under the broad cloth and gloves, under the ribbons and artificial flowers, 
Keeping fair with the customs, s~eaking not a svllable of itself, 
Soeaking of any thin? else but never of itself (My empha~is)~'. 

In accordance with the inclusion principle, Whitman in stance four here is describing stance 

three, just as a waking person may describe a dream, and knows that the real self was not 

known so far. This is what he means by stating that the self speaks "not a syllable of itself". 

How could the self speak of itself in stance three when it is both the actor and the witness? It 

is only in stance four that the self becornes aware that the witness was the Self itself. 

It is no wonder that with the discovery, or rather recognition, of his real "Self" Whitman 

triurnphantly declares: 

1 celebrate rnyself, 
And what 1 assume you shall assume, 
For every atom belonging to me, as good 

belongs to you. 63 

Here he is not egotistically commanding others to "assume" what he himself "assumes", but is 

only stating a fact as he sees it. Since he, and others, are their "assumptions" must also be one. 

He affirms the universal nature of Self when he says in Section 20 of the "Song" : "In al1 people 

1 see myself, none more and not one a barleycorn less,/ And the good or bad 1 Say of myself 
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1 Say of them. " Furthermore, he knows that this self is immortal. "And I know 1 am deathless", 

he says (Section 20). He also knows that the self stands on its own and needs no support: "1 

know 1 am august,/ 1 do not trouble my spirit to vindicate itself or be understood. 

In this fourth stance, the difference between subject and object has been annulled. There 

is nothing whatsoever other than the experience of pure subjectivity. Not only the empirical self 

but al1 objects are seen to be real and interesting only in so far as they are impregnated by Self, 

the subject, In his Notebook 1 (Volume 2) Whitman writes: "A man only is interested in 

anything when he identifies himself with it?' The idea is pursued again in the "Song of 

Myself" when, in Section 18, the poet says: "This is the breath for America. because it is my 

breath" (my emphasis). He merges with everything: "this the merge of small and large"66: 

"this is the thoughtful merge of r n y ~ e l f " ~ ~  and again "absorbing ail to rnyself and for this 

This is what gives "1 hear America Singir~g"~' in "Inscriptions" so much force: it 

is the force of the Self. Malcolm Cowley observes, "Since everything emanates from the 

universal soul, and since his own sou1 is of the same essence, he can identify hirnself with every 

object and with every person living or dead. heroic or criminal. Thus, the poet is massacred 

with the Texans at Goliad (Section 34), he fights on the Bonhomme Richard (Section 3 3 ,  he 

dies on the cross (Section 38). and he rises again as 'one of an average unending 

pr~cession.'"'~ This "non-difference" between subject and object is funher illustrated in "There 

Was a Child Went Forth", in the "Autumn Rivulets" sequence: 

There was a child went forth every day, 
And the first object he look'd upon, that object he became, 
And that object became part of him for the day or a certain part of the day, 
Or for many years or stretching cycles of years." 
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While discussing " non-difference" , V. K. Chari observes, " there is a principle of unity involved 

in al1 our experience, which is a non-difference point of subject and object and which is basic 

to ail such differentiation, that this unity itself is the inner nature of things, the real or Brahman, 

and that we can know it in a state of pure immediacy. "7' This is the fourth stance of Whitman. 

This founh stance in Whitman's work corresponds with the turiva or fourth srate of 

consciousness in the Upanishads. Consciousness becomes conscious of itself. The Chhandogya 

Upanishad says: "Now, the light which shines higher than this heaven, on the backs of all, on 

the backs of everything, in the highest worlds. than which there are no higher-verily, that is the 

sarne as this light which is here within a person. "73 Paul Deussen points that the 

fundamental thought of the entire Upanishadic philosophy is that the cosmical principle of the 

universe (Brahman) and the psychical principle (Atman) of an individual are the same. 

Brahman, the unknown, is known through Atman when the latter is known. Whitman's 

realization of this stance of the self is expressed, tu the extent any expression is possible, in 

Section 16 of the "Song of Myself". Here the poet sees that his own self is identical with the 

self of the universe, with the self of every object in it. He begins: "1 am of old and Young, of 

the foolish as much as the wise". The chronological age of any individual is of no consequence 

when the inner self is eternal and it is the same self that manifests itself through everyone. Who 

is foolish and who is wise to one who has seen the self of ail? The ordinary meaning of wise 

and fwlish looses al1 relevance when one realizes that eventually, as seen fiom stance four, 

there is really no difference between one and the other. Not only foolishness and wisdom, but 

goodness and wickedness are also on the same level "1 am not the poet of goodness only, 1 do 

not decline to be the poet of wickedness a l s ~ . " ~ ~  In fact, it is not only human qualities such as 

51 
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goodness and wickedness between which there is no difference but there is non-difference 

between Nature's objects symbolized by the sea and the Self of man as the earlier part of Section 

22 of the "Song of Myself" affirms: 

You s a !  1 resign myself to you also-l guess what you mean, 
. . . 
I am integral with you, 1 too am of one phase and of al1 phases. 

Whitman goes on in Section 16 to describe the citizens of different parts of the States and people 

of different professions and sees no difference in them. His universe is not a parochial one 

confined to what people think of the United States of America in a geographical sense. In fact 

he seems to be using the term "United States" of America to mean the "united states" of Being, 

encompassing al1 men and women, al1 continents, al1 professions. In Section 24, the poet 

continues to develop this theme and merges himself not only with Nature's objects but also with 

al1 phenomena. He is, in fact, rapturously affirming the same principle expressed in the 

Mandukya Upanishad (2): "This Self is Brahman" . 

When someone has delved so deeply into himself as has Whitman and has seen Truth at 

various levels he/she may describe it from more than one viewpoint. Thus, when Whitman 

says, in Section 5 of the "Song": 

Swifily arose and spread around me the peace and knowledge that pass al1 the 
argument of the earth, 

And 1 know the hand of God is the promise of my own, 
And that al1 the men ever born are also my brothers, and the women my sisters 

and lovers, 
And that a kelson of the creation is love, 
And limitless are leaves, stiff or drooping in the fields, 
And brown ants in the Iittle wells beneath them, 
And mossy scabs of the worm-fence, and heaped Stones, elder, müllen and 

pokeweedT6, 
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not only is he asserting the Unity of Being by referring to an ecstasy "that pass[es] al1 the 

argument of the earth", or, in the words of the Upanishad, the state "when in the embrace of 

a beloved wife, [a man] knows nothing within or w i th~u t . "~  but he is also admitting God as 

something different from him. The dualistic expression can find clear resonances with Christian 

mystics. But, the poet also implies his (Atman's) identity with God (Brahman) by saying that 

what he promises himself is what cornes about. Seen one way there is duality in the univene, 

but go down deeper and there is nothing but Self and al1 object is seen to have evolved from 

Self. This vision expressed in the lines already quoted on page 53: "There was a child went 

forth every day,/ And the first object he looked upon, that he be~arne"'~ parallels that of a 

vision expressed in the Chhandogva Upanishad, where the world evolves because "That One 

willed: rnay I become many. "" Such an assertion would be blasphemous from the dualistic 

standpoint but quite natural from the non-dualistic one. For a visionary of stance four the 

phenomenal reality can be dual kt and at the same time ul tirnate real ity non-dual istic. Whitman's 

writings echo the Upanishadic " I  am Brahman"", and "All this univene is Brahman. "" 

Again, in the "Eid610nsn, Whitman echoes the Upanishadic "That art thou"'', in 

recognition of the identity of his own self with that of everyone and everything around him: 

Thy body permanent, 
The body lurking there within thy body, 
The only purport of the form thou art, the real 1 myself, 
An image an e i d o l ~ n . ~ ~  

His own self is identical with everyone else's and, in order to balance the apparent one sidedness 

of statements such as "Divine am I inside and out, and 1 make holy whatever 1 touch or am 

touch'd fromwW, Whitman emphasizes the divinity of the other person. This recognition of the 



Cha~ter Three 

divinity of the other does not reinforce the difference between the subject and the object but 

asserts the meaninglessness of a perceived difference. He repeau his non-dualist vision in the 

"Song of Myselfn: 

1 have said that the sou1 is not more than the body, 
And I have said that the body is not more than the soul, 
And nothing, not God, is greater to one than one's self is, 
. . .  
And 1 Say to mankind, Be not curious about God. 
. . . 
1 hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not in the least. 
Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than rnyself. 
Why should 1 wish to see God better than this day? 
1 see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment then, 
In the face of men and women I see God, and in rny own face in the glass, 
1 find letters from God dropt in the Street, and every one is sign'd by G d ' s  

name, 
And 1 leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe'er 1 go, 
Others will punctually come for ever and ever? 

For Whitman, "one's self" is one with the universe, with every particle of it. There is 

no distinction between the self and the absolute which evolve together and exist together. They 

are eternity. This stands out in stark contrast to the dialectical principle of Fichte, Schelling and - 

Hegel. Fichte saw the ego as the supreme reality which creates the world. Schelling also saw 

al1 existence only in reference to self-consciousness. and for Hegel, self is the absolute. But the 

vehicle of their thought is dialectic and so their concept of Self is also diaiectical. Opposition 

of the not-self is essential for the existence of the self. The ego, in order to realize itself, must 

conceive of itself as opposed to not-ego. The universe is the product of this self-conscious 

activity. The self could not subsist without subduing opposition of the not-self. Clearly this self 

is not the self of all. It is something different from the world and is a victor over it. It must 

overcome nature to justiQ its existence and thus nature must be some inferior phase of spirit. 
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Individuals must be subservient to the absolute. God in heaven must rule men on earth. Walt 

Whitman rejects this fundamental doctrine. The reaiity of Whitman's "self" is no less than that 

of the absolute or God. When he appean to be dualistic, even in the climactic statement of 

Section 5 of the "Song", he is describing his Self in terms of stances other than stance four 

which are included in the fourth stance. 
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SOME FEATURES OF UPANISWIC "SELF" 
AND 

PARALLEU WITX WHITMAN 

In his fourth stance Whitman makes statemenü about reality that are remarkably parallel 

to those found in the Upanishads. The fact that the States of consciousness in which Whitman 

apprehends the world in stance four and the one celebrated in the Upanishads are very similar. 

or even identical is no great surprise. In both, the central femre is the non-difference between 

subject and object and there are many parallels. We c m  explore these parallels here by 

examining a few features of reality. It is. however. necessary to state that in stance four. self 

is equated with reality, but the self is also knowledge of that reality. The Upanishads not only 

Say "This Self is Brahman" (Mandukya 2) and 'Al1 this universe here is Brahman" (Chhandogva 

3.14.1) but also "Brahman is Knowledge" (Aitareva 3.1.3) and "The knower of Brahman 

becomes Brahman" (Chhandoeyg 6.3.2). Knowledge in this contexr means the experiential 

knowledge of reaiity in the non-dual experience. Such experience is unique. because the Self 

is "only One without a second"', in the words of the Chhandogva Upanishad and this unique 

experience must lead to very similar hindamental perceptions of the nature of human concepts. 

Funher, this knowledge provides a deeper meaning to terms. such as time and love. used in 

ordinary language. in Our normal dualistic state. 1 endeavour to show that such deeper meanings 

are almost identical in Whitman's work and the Upanishads. In this attempt 1 have resorted to 

repetition of some of the passages already quoted as they have more to reveal than just one 

message. 

Love: The bais of al1 love. al1 compassion. in the world is the fact that al1 is one. It 
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is this that Walt Whitman means when he writes, "a man only is interested in anything when he 

identifies himself with it."2 When the identification is with "all" then the bond of loves holds 

al1 selves together. Here, Whitman seems to be echoing the Brihad-Aranyka Upanishad which 

says: 

Then said he: "Lo, verily, not for love of husband is a husband dear, but for love 
of Atman a husband is dear. Lo, verily, not for love of a wife is a wife d m ,  but 
for love of the Atman a wife is dear . . . Lo, verily, not for love of worlds are 
the worlds dear, but for love of the Atman the worlds are dear. Lo, verily, not 
for love of al1 is al1 dear, but for love of the Atman al1 is dear. "j 

In "The Base of Al1 Metaphysics" in the "Calamus" sequence Whitman writes: 

Yet underneath Socrates clearly see, and underneath Christ the divine 1 see, 
The dear love of man for his cornrade. the attraction of Friend to friend, 
Of the well-rnarried husband and wife, of children and parents, 
Of city for city and land for land.' 

The base of al1 knowledge is seen as love and in al1 the examples given by the poet, it is 

identification between the self and the other that sustains it. Were we not to see ourselves in 

our beloved how could we love? Whitman asks the same question in Section 8 of "Crossing 

Brooklyn Feny" in the "Calamus" sequence: "What is more subtle than this which ties me to 

the woman or man that look in my face?/ Which fuses me into you now, and pours rny meaning 

into you?" The poet knows from his non-dualistic stance the reason why anyone loves anyone 

and he also knows that this identification is the "base of al1 knowledge". 

Whitman's love is for everything and everyone. He sees himself in al1 people and 

because he loves himself he loves al1 others. 

In al1 people I see myself, none more and not one a barleycorn less, 
And the good or bad 1 Say of myself I say of them. 
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I know I am sot id and souncL5. 

And what he says of hirnself is "1 celebrate myselr6 and "Wonderful how 1 celebrate you and 

myself!"'. He celebrates both himself and al1 others. It is complete total identification that 

rnakes die poet write: "Corne closer to me,/ Push close my lovers and take the best 1 possess,/ 

Y ield closer and closer and give me the best you possess. With even a shadow of difference 

between his Self and the other he might have remained content jusr "giving", as an ordinary 

egoistic man does, who considers "taking" to be an assault on his dignity. But. this is not so. 

In stance four the poet not only gives but asks others to give him too. The suggestion is born 

of the absence of any egotism. The basis of true love is the realization of absoiute non- 

difference between subject and object. 

Time: Whitman sees the Self as eternal and time itself as its creation. The Self is not 

subject to the assault of time as everything else is. In the "Song of Myself" he writes: "Stop 

this day and night with me and you shall possess the origin of ali poems. Day and night 

represent tirne and the poet invites the readers to step out of time. the concept of past. present 

and future, and be in the "eternal present": then one sees reality, the "origin of ail poems". The 

implication of the statement that reality is seen when time is stopped is that reality is prior to 

time. In other words time exists in reaiity, not reality in time. That time and its division into 

past, present and future is one's own creation cornes through when the poet writes: 

1 know I have the best of time and space. and was never measured and 
never will be measured.1° 

and again, 

n i e  past and present wilt-1 have fill'd them. emptied thern, 
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And proceed to fil1 rny next fold of the future.lt 

Compare this expression with a similar thought expressed in the Katha Upanishad in which the 

reality of the individual Self, now cognized by its own self, is beyond time. This Self is the 

"Lord of al1 that is and will be. "" Time is merely projected from this Self and can be 

withdrawn. The Self is not subject to time. It is "without beginning, without end." What 

significance can history, as we know it, have to anyone who has seen the Self? 

That there is no time in the usually understood sense of past. present, future, and, 

therefore, no beginning or end of time, but for ever and ever an "eternal present". can be seen 

in Section 3 of the "Song" where Whitman writes: 

"1 have heard the talkers were talking . . . the talk of the beginning and end, 
But 1 do not talk of beginning or end. 

There was never any more inception than there is now, 
Nor any more youth or age than there is now; 
And will never be any more perfection than there is now, 
Nor any more heaven or hell than there is now."I3 

Again in the entire poern "To Think of Time." Whitman relates tirne with death but at 

the end declares "1  swear I think there is nothing but irnm~rtality!"'~ Negating death thus 

negates time. There is only immortality , the "eternal present" . 

Perfection: The Self knows that it is perfection in everything. As the Bhaeavad Gita 

describes it, 

Among the sons of light I am Vishnu, and of luminaries the radiant Sun. I am 
the lord of the winds and storms, and of the 

Of the Vedas 1 am the Veda of songs, and 
Above man's senses 1 am the mind, and in 
consciousness . 

lights in the night I am the moon. 

1 am Indra, the chief of the gods. 
al1 living beings 1 am the light of 



Among the terrible powers 1 am the god of destruction . . . of radiant spirits 
fire 
. . . 
Of priests 1 am the divine priest Brihaspati, and among warriors Skanda, the 
Of lakes 1 am the vast ocean. 
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1 am 

god of war. 

1 am the cleverness in the gambler's dice. I am the beauty of al1 things beautiful. 
I am victory and the stniggle for victory. 1 am the goodness of those who are 
g d -  
. . .  
Among seers in silence I am Vyasa; and among poets the poet Usana. 

1 am the sceptre of the mlers of men; and 1 am the wise policy of those who seek 
victory. I am the silence of hidden mysteries; I am the knowledge of those who 
know . l5 

This Self is that which makes the powerful strong. It is also that which makes the wicked evil. 

As Sri Krishna Prem writes: even "in such a type of monstrous wickedness as Shakespeare's 

Richard Third, we see His presence compelling wonder, even admiration. in spite of the protests 

of Our moral nature. " '6 

Walt Whitman confirms the view that in the manifested world the supreme Self is 

symbolized by whatever is seen to be perfection simply because it is the "all" and includes all: 

both the perfect and the not so perfect. In "Song of the Universal". in the "Birds of Passagen 

sequence the poet writes: " From imperfection's murkiest cloud, / Darts forth one ray of perfect 

light,/ One flash of heaven's glory. "17 This thought provides an explanation as to why in 

"Song of Myself he can declare with apparent immodesty: 

1 am an acme of things accomplish'd, and 1 an encloser of things to be. 
My feet strike an apex of the apices of the stairs." 

It would be a misreading to see this as simply immodesty. It is the recognition of excellence 

in reality, the recognition of exuemes. That is why Whitman can also Say with equal ease: 
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"what is cornmonest, cheapest, nearest, easiest, is Me"19. Indeed, he can Say so because he 

is not referring to the empirical self of Wal t Whitman as " me " but to the universal " Men . 

Whitman returns to this theme. In Section 47 of the "Song" he declares himself to be 

"teacher of athletes" and then goes on to exhort his disciples to exceed his accomplishment: to 

as he says, "destroy the teacher". Such exhonation makes clear sense in the light of 

identification of teacher and disciple. The self, in its efforts to find its m e  nature goes beyond 

iüelf. And, on having found its m e  nature in a realm where there is nothing other than his 

Self, the ordinary intellect of the poet rightly wonders why there was so much need to go 

beyond, because: "Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than myself. "" 

Inner Nature: In both Walt Whitman's poems and the Upanishads, the experience of the 

Self is not to be sought in the external world. In "A Song of Joysn Whitman writes: "to these 

proud laws of the air, the water and the ground, proving rny interior sou1 impregnable,/ And 

nothing exterior shall ever take command of me. "" Not only is the experience of self to be 

found within oneself but also by one's own effort. As Evelyn Underhill writes in her 

Mvs ticism: 

We, Ionging for some assurance. and seeing their [the mystics'] radiant 
faces, urge them to pass on their revelations if they can. It is the old 
demand of the dim-sighted and incredulous: - 

"Dic nobis Maria 
Ouid vidisti in via?" 

But they [the mystics'] cannot Say : can only report fragments of the 
symbol ic vision: - 

" Angelicos testes. sudarium. et vestes "- 



not the inner content, the final divine certainty. We must ourselves follow 
in their fwtsteps if we would have that." 

Therefore, in "A Song for Occupationsn Whitman tells his readers that if "you seek afar offn 

You surely corne back at k t .  
In things best known to you finding the best, or as good as the best, 
In folks nearest to you finding the sweetest, strongest, lovingest, 
Happiness, knowledge. not in another place but this place, not for another hour 

but this hour? 

One has to attain this experience by one's own efforts. As Whitman writes in the "Song of 

Not 1, not any one else can travel that road for you, 
You must travel it for yourself. 

It is not far. . . it is within reach, 
Perhaps you have been on it since you were 

born, and did not know, 
Perhaps it is everywhere on water and on 

land. 24 

In fact, neither the experience of self nor the path to find such can be described in words. In 

the "Song for Occupations". Whitman writes again: 

It  is not to be put in a book, it is not in this book. 
It is for you whoever you are, it is not farther from you 

than your hearing and sight are From you, 
It is hinted by nearest, cornmonest, readiest, it is ever 

provoked by thern? 

The Upanishadic tradition is equally ernphatic about where the Self of the fourth state can 

be experienced. The experience itself is something quite unlike any other experience and is not 

to be found anywhere outside one's self. The Self is to be seen inside. As the Katha U~anishad 

says: "A certain wise man, seeking immomlity,/ Introspectively beheld the Atman face to 
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face."" It is by introspection alone that one can find the Self who abides in the heart. 

According to the Shvetashvatara Uoanishad, 

Not above, not across, 
Not in the middle has one grasped Him. 
There is no likeness of him 
Whose name is Great Glory. 

His form is not to be beheld. 
No one soever sees Him with the eye. 
They who thus know him with heart and mind 
As abiding in the heart, becorne immortal." 

Astoundingly, the Self (of fourth state) can be found not only inside but also in the 

external world. It "hovers" back and fonh between stage one and stage four in accordance with 

the inclusion principle. Again in the words of the S hvetas hvatara Upanishad: 

Though in the nine-gated city embodied, 
Back and forth to the external hovers the soul, 
The Controller of the whole world, 
Both the stationary and the moving.18 

But let us not make any mistake. The SeIf is to be found "ever seated in the heart of 

creat~res"'~. And the Maitri Upanishad declares that this Self "truly indeed, is the Atman 

within the heartWM and it is attained only "when a knower has restrained his rnind frorn the 

external [~or ld] ."~ '  The "external" world must be interpreted as the dualistic world view 

because the evidence for the reality of life being non-dualistic and the phenomenal world being 

dualistic is apparently so ovenvhelrning in the Upanishads that separate terms are not always 

used. Once someone has seen the non-dualistic vision of reality he/she can return to the 

ordinary dualistic world view and still remember the experience of perceived unity. It is this 

memory of unity that makes Watt Whitman and others like him assert the identity between 
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" insiden and "outsiden. Ordinarily, we see objects as separate frorn us, but Whitman's vision 

of unity denies the separation of objects and his Self. 

Real-Knowled~e-Bliss: As we have already seen. in the Upanishadic tradition different 

attempts are made to describe the indescribable experience of Self in stage four. The difficulties 

in doing so are obvious and the answers to the queries of others concerning this experience seem 

incredulous. The Chhandog~a Upanishad, ernphatically denies the view that prior to the 

manifestation of the universe there was a state of "non-being " or non-existence. It asserts that 

the univene arose from "just Being."" The Sanskrit word translated into "being" and also into 

"existencen is m. It simply means that which h. is contrasted with asat for which the 

examples given are a "square circlen, "a barren woman's sonn or "the horns of a rabbitn that 

is something that, as pointed out by Sa~hithanandan~~, just cannot be. Asat is translated into 

English as "non-being" or "non-existence". The purport of the above quotation in the Upanishad 

is that the experience of the Self is &: it exists. Whitman also raises a similar query and 

arrives at a similar answer when, at the end of "Song of the Universal" in the "Birds of 

Passagen sequence, he wri tes: 

1s it dream? 
Nay but the lack of it the dream, 
And failing it life's lore and wealth a dream, 
And ail the world a dream. 
Real the experience of unity may be, but other queries have also been raised about the 

experience of the Self. Is the content of this experience blank (like a stupor), devoid of any 

awareness? And. is it a du11 or uninteresting experience? The answer to these questions is 

found in a statement in the Brihad-Aran~aka Upanishad that the Self "is knowledge (chit), and 
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is bliss (ananda)"35. In the Taittiriva Upanishad, the Self is described as reality, knowledge 

and infinity (ai~anta)~~. These have been combined to provide a threefold definition (if a 

definition is possible) of Brahman as sat-chit-ananda in later Upanishads and in their derivative 

literat~re.~' It is generally accepted that, with the limitations of language and thought this is 

as good a positive statement as possibie about the nature of Brahman. The three constituents 

of the compound word sat-chit-ananda are translated as Real (or Being). Knowiedge (or 

Awareness) and Bliss, respectively. The last Sanskrit term ananda, translated as biiss. refers 

to that deep inner state which may manifest itself as "pleasure", "happiness" or "joy" but it 

connotes more than al1 of these. It is something that forms the substratum of al1 these terms and 

cannot be accurately translated. Al1 that needs to be remembered is that ananda is felt deep in 

the psyche and contains a profound element of peace and well being within it. Worldly 

pleasures, such as those associated with eros, are considered to be pale refiections of ananda. 

Perhaps it is also worth emphasising here that any of the three terms, m, chit and ananda is not 

an attribute of Brahman but is Brahman itself. Any sense of attributes goes against the very 

unity that Brahman is. 

Whitman puts due emphasis on the reality aspect of the experience of Self. When one 

experiences the Improbable it is seen to be at least as real as the ordinary world around us. As 

we see in "A Song of Rolling Earth" , 

The earth is just as positive and direct as it was before, 
Facts, religions, improvemenu, politics, trades, are as real as before. 
But the sou1 is also real, it too is positive and direct, 
No reasoning, no proof has established it8(My emphasis). 

It is this reality, rather than imagination, which the poet is trying to convey to his readers. At 
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the same time. there is a hint of frustration, for the poet knows that people are likely to think 

he is not talking of anything as real as the material world around them. 

It is almost amazing to note that Whitman uses al1 three terms, real (sat), knowledge 

(chit) and bliss (ananda) in the fourth stance of the development of his Self. In addition to 

reality, the awareness (knowledge) and bliss aspects of the experience are also emphasized by 

Whitman when, in "A Song for Occupations". he writes: 

Will you seek afar off? You surely come back at 1s t .  
In things best known to you finding the b a t .  or as good as the best, 
In folk nearest to you finding the sweetest, strongest. lovingest. 
Happiness, knowledge, not in another place but this place, not for another hour 

but this houPg (My enphasis). 

And again in the last verse of Section 50 of the "Song of Myself", the poet writes 

Do you see. O my brothers and sisters? 
It is not chaos or death - it is form. union. plan 

-it is eternal life-it is HAPPlNESS (My emphasis). 

The word happiness has been emphasised by me above but it should be noted that Whitman 

himself seems to have wanted to emphasize it. In the 1855 Edition of The Leaves of Grass the 

word is written "happiness". in the Deathbed Edition "Happinessn and in the Facsimile Edition 

it is "HAPPINESSn. Perhaps, because of a lack of a better term. Whitman uses rhis term to 

represent something that is not merely a superficial or temporal state of happiness or pleasure 

but that which represents a much deeper state. This may be so because the thought implies not 

only the sense of enjoying "eternal present". in the here and now but also the deep sense of 

peace and equanirnity implied in the terms "not chaos or death.. . eternal lifen . 

Bewilderment: In the Upanishads and the writings of Whitman. it is clear that even at 
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the peak moments of the experience of unity the omnipresent Self remains a riddle to the 

intellect even though the Self knows the Self. In Section 48 of the "Song of Myself" Whitman 

writes: 

1 hear and behold God in every object. yet understand God not in the least, 
Nor do 1 understand who there can be more wonderful than m y ~ e l f . ~  

There is an attempt to solve the riddle in the same section by proclaiming the oneness of spirit 

and matter, of Self and what had so far been seen as not-self. 

1 have said that Sou1 is not more than the body. 
And 1 have said that the body is not more than the Soul.'l 

Putting the sou1 and the body on equal footing is to Say they are not separate entities. It also 

implies that God and "myself" are not separate. But these are mere words; a clear solution 

cannot be put forth. In Section 6 Whitman expresses his bewilderment beautifully when he 

writes: 

A child said, What is the grass? fetching it to me with full hands; 
How could I answer the child? 1 do not know what it is, any more than he." 

The child here symbolizes the child humanity which has not apprehended the Self. Self is to be 

experienced, not "knownn in the ordinary sense in which we know objects. How can one who 

has experienced this Self describe the experience to another who h a  not? The experiencer also 

does not "known the Self as an object and so knows just as rnuch as the child. But it is not quite 

as simple as that. Whitman knows he is more aware of sornething than are others. But what 

is it? "There is that in me-1 do not know what it is-but 1 know it is in me,"43 the poet says. 

The reality of human life is such that truth eludes the grasp of the empirical mind. None .. 
can possibly give an accurate account of it. Only the Self, in moments of insight, can catch a 



glimpse of itself. Having done so, the ego reflects on this stage. and the earlier stages of which 

it is inclusive, and feels chastised when it arrogantly tries to describe its self and fails in the 

attempt. It dawns on the empirical ego that it was presumptuous of it to think that the real Self 

had been cornprehended by it and so become expressible. This feeling is given vent to in "As 

I Ebb'd with the Ocean of Life" in the "Sea-Drift" sequence: 

O baffied, balk'd, bent to the very earth. 
Oppress'd with myself that I have dared to open my mouth, 
Aware now that amid al1 that blab whose echoes recoil upon me I have not once 

had the least idea who or what 1 am, 
But that before al1 my arrogant poems the real Me stands yet untouch'd. untold, 

al together unreach 'd, 
Withdrawn far, mocking me with mock-congratulatory signs and bows, 
With peels of distant ironical laughter at every word 1 have written. 
Pointing in silence to these songs. and then to the sand beneath. 

I perceive 1 have not really understood anything, not a single object, and that no 
man ever can, 

Nature here in sight of the sea taking advantage of me to dart upon me and sting 
me, 

Because I have dared to open my mouth to sing at all? 

According to Sri Krishna Prem, in stage four the empirical self realizes that the supreme 

Self whom he has so far ueated so lightly is the " Prima1 Man of al1 the ancient Mysreries. the 

Cosmic-Treasure House, the Realm of Shining Light, Knower and Known both fused in 

~ n i t y . " ~ ~  This indescribable Being has so far been foolishly considered by the empirical self as 

something that he has understood and something he can explain. Now he  is embarrassed and 

remorseful as can be seen in this passage from the Bha~avad Gita: 

If in careless presumption, or even in friendliness, 1 said "Krishna! Son of Yadu! 
My friend! " , this I did unconscious of thy greatness. 

And if in irreverence 1 was disrespectful-when alone or with others-and made a 
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jest of thee at garnes. or resting. or at feast. forgive me in thy mercy. O thou 
I mmeasurable!& 

In the face of the bewilderment at the experience of Self in stage four, the Upanishads 

ofien resort to negative descriptions of the Self. One finds a clear effort to force the inquirer 

to rely on something beyond discursive reasoning to grasp the nature of Brahman. So 

extraordinary is the annulling of subject-object duality that even the best of positive statements 

about the experience are unsatisfactory . Any attemp t at describ ing the subject-object 

identification must result in failure. Therefore, the Brihad-Aranvaka Upanishad says: "Hence. 

now, there is the teaching "Not thus! not so! (neti. neti), for there is nothing higher than this. 

that he is thus. "" Elsewhere. the same Upanishad says: 

The Atman is not this. it is not that (neti. neti). It is unseizable, for it is not 
seized. It is undestnictible, for it is not destroyed. I t  is unattached, for it does 
not attach itself. It is unbound. It does not tremble. It is not injured? 

At still another place the Brihad-Aranyaka Upanishad States: 

"It [the Imperishable] is not coarse. not fine, not short, not long, not glowing 
[like fire], not adhesive [like water]. without shadow and without darkness. 
without air and without space, without stickiness. (intangible). odourless, 
tasteless, without eye without air. without voice. without wind, without energy. 
without breath, without mouth, (without personal or family name, unaging. 
undying , without fear, immonal , stainless, not uncovered. not covered) , without 
measure, without inside and without o u t ~ i d e . ~ ~  

The Katha Upanishad also resorts to the use of negatives for Atman or Brahman (referring to 

it simply as That) as the following shows: 

What is soundless , touchless, formless , imperishable. 
Likewise tasteless, constant, odourless , 
Without beginning, without end, higher than the great . . . 
By discerning That .so 

similarly, in the Mundaka Upanishad, the seer notes: 
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That which is invisible, ungraspable, without family, without caste, 
Without sight or hearing is It, without hand or foot, . . 

Whitman does not use negatives for this purpose. Instead, he uses the device of 

contradictions in order to force his readers to rise above discursive reasoning. He hopes that 

his writings will inspire readers to find what he has found. It is not the " literary worth" of his 

work that means much to him but the belief that the message hidden in celebration of union can 

impart enlightenment to some of his readers. 

No labor-saving machine, 
Nor discovery have 1 made, 
Nor will 1 be able to leave behind me any wealthy bequest ro found a hospitai or 

1 ibrary , 
Nor reminiscences of any deed of courage for America, 
Nor literary success nor intellect, nor book for the book-shelf, 
But a few carols vibrating through the air 1 leave, 
For comrades and  lover^.^' 

Whitman forces his readers to question him by making much of the "Joys of the thought of 

Death" a clear use of contradictory feelings. Fear of death is perhaps the greatest fear in the 

world and knowing this Whitman writes about 

Joys of the thought of Death 
* .  . 
For not life's joys alone I sing, repeating-the joy of death! 
The beautiful touch of Death, soothing and benumbing a few moments, for reasons." 

Life and death are linked-they both hold endless fascination for Whitman. Existence (and 

certainly death is part of it) is unstoppable and perhaps mie knowledge is the act of the embrace 

and the acceptance that the embrace must be broken and it is the knowledge of what it means 

that sets us into eternity. 
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CONTRADICTION IN WHITMAN AND THE UPANlSHADS 

Every mystic who claims the core experience of cornpiete hision of subject and object 

"stresses that it is known to and validated by itself" according to Paul Stange, and that "no 

external evidence can be a legitimate basis for judgement of it"'. The experience itseif is 

something exuaordinary and the mystic sees the world in a different way than others do. That 

is why it is sometimes said that his experience is not of this world. This must not be read to 

assume that he sees another world. It is this very world but seen differently. Nevertheless, it 

is very hard to describe it, even imprecisely, in terms in which others see the world and in 

relation to what is cognate to others' experiences here. Eveiyn Underhill accepts the "ineffable 

realities" of a state felt by a mystic "in its wholenessW2 and, in fact. William James3 has 

appropriately given "ineffabilityn as the very first characteristic of a mystical experience. 

Augustine Pal1 ikunnen asserts that the " mystical experiences are incomprehensible and baffl ing 

to the intellectw .4 Therefore, a mystic, may sometimes try one way and sometimes another in 

his attempts to describe what he has seen, and find that, though both descriptions may be "not 

incorrectn, as expressions of reality , they are not quite adequate either. Any attempt to describe 

the indescribable is bound to end up as a contradictory or paradoxical expression. The only way 

out of this dilemma may be to keep silent. A clear enunciation of this idea cornes in the 

comrnentary on the Upanishads made by the famous Vedantic philosopher Shankara (circa 788- 

820 or 850 A.D.), as quoted by Swami Prabhavanandas: 

"Sir, " said a pupil to his master, "teach me the nature of Brahman. " The master 
did not reply . #en a second and a third time he was importuned, he answered: 
"1 teach you indeed, but you do not follow. His name is silence." 
However, silence is not a poet's way of interacting with the world. For Whitman writing 
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is his most powerful instrument of expression and attempt expression he must, even if it is 

difficult to do so without causing apparent confusion. The main problem in making a simple 

expression is that he is not only his own self but also the Self of all. In the Leaves of Grass he 

writes: "ONE'S-SELF 1 sing, a simple separate person,/ Yet utter the word Democratic, the 

word En-Masse. "' Simultaneously, he is one and all, and finds that he is unable intellectually 

to comprehend this situation-"my eyes cannot reachW-but, being a poet who must try to describe 

it,-"my voice goes after [it]." In Section 25 of the 1881 edition of the "Song of Myself" he 

says: 

My voice goes after what my eyes cannot reach. 
With the twirl of my tongue I encompass worlds and volumes of worlds. 
Speech is the twin of my vision, it is unequal to measure itself. 
It provokes me forever, it says sarcastically 
Walt vou understand enoueh, why don't you let it out thenn7 

The poet is impelled to describe what he has experienced but finds that, due to limitations 

of the intellect, he cannot express what he feels in a framework logical enough to be acceptable 

to those around him. Both "eyes" and "speech", as extensions of the mind, are unequal to the 

task of comprehending what has been experienced. In almost identical words the Kena 

Upanishad States: "the eye does not go there, nor speech, nor mind. ""ith regard to speech, 

Noam Chomsky says that language is understood only when the speaker and the hearer refer to 

[roughly] the same thing by the words usedg. When they do not denote the same, how will they 

communicate? The reason why we can usually cornmunicate with each other is that both the 

speaker and the hearer do denote roughly the same thing by the words used. In a broad sense, 

this requires that the experiences of the speaker be fairly similar to those of the person 
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addressed. When this is not so, problems are bound to appear. If silence is not to be resorted 

to then the speaker must express the idea in more than one way. For exarnple, if 1 taste a b i t  

that neither 1 nor any of my acquaintances has tasted before. and 1 have to describe it, then 1 am 

likely to draw upon similarities with other things that both 1 and thev are likely to have tasted. 

Widi an unusual fruit 1 may have to put forward many descriptions, and, as the descriptions 

multiply, the chances of contradiction increase. In my example of the unusual fruit, the more 

fruits 1 put fonh for cornparison the greater are the chances of some of them being found to be 

very different from others. If the subject matter to be discussed is mystical in nature the chances 

of contradiction are compounded, not only because examples might be difficult to find but also 

because the speaker may even purposely want the hearer to be baffled and, therefore, "rise" 

above the ordinarily accepted meanings of his words. 

While commenting on the "Song of Myself", in his biography of Whitman, Richard 

Maurice Bucke notes that "the writer was always on the point of saying something which he 

never actually said"''. We may assume that Whitman "never saidn because he "could not say " 

what he had experienced. Whitman knows the difficulties of expression, and the value of 

silence, when he writes in the Leaves of Grass: 

Expression of speech in what is written or said forget not that silence is also 
expressive, 

That anguish as hot as the hottest and contempt as cold as the coldest may be 
without words, 

That the true adoration is likewise without words." 

Realizing that ordinary communication may be impossible for some of what he has to Say, he 

uses contradictory terms to describe the Self. Mystics and others with difficult messages will 
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always have this problem. 

It  seems to me that by using contradiction Whitman aies to challenge his readers to rise 

above themselves and intuit what is meant" by his statements. Thus. in Section 47 of the 

"Song of Myself" the poet writes: 

1 teach straying from me, yet who can stray from me? 
1 follow you whoever you are from the present hour, 
My words itch at your ears till you understand them.13 

He challenges the reader to understand what seems illogical and contradictory, such as the 

passage in the untitled poem that later was narned "Great are the Mythsn in the Leaves of Grass, 

where the poet writes: 

Great is youth and equally great is old age . . . 
Great is wealth and great is poverty . . . great is expression 

and great is silence. l 4  

The reader stops and thinks and asks what is meant. The poet has anticipated the questioning 

and, therefore, one finds in Section 46 of "The Song": 

You are also asking me questions and 1 hear you, 
I answer that I cannot answer, you must find out for your~e l f .~~  

The aim here is to make readers go beyond pairs of opposites such as "youthn/ "old agen; 

"wealthW/ "poverty"; and "expressionn/ "silence". It is only by going "beyond" that both the 

opposites become infused with rneaning: it is in this "beyond" that the poet wants us to be if we 

are to understand him. It is only there that the opposites can be fused, not merely synthesized. 

What to the empirical self of dualistic consciousness seems to be contradiction, makes perfect 

sense to the enlightened Self. Whitman demonstrates in the Leaves of Grass the certainty of the 

oneness of apparent1 y contrad ictory ideas to the poet: 
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Great is goodness; 
. f .  

Great is wickedness . . . 
. . .  
The eternal equilibrium of things is great, and the eternal 

ovenhrow of things is great, 
. . . 
Great is life . . . and reai and mysticai wherever and whoever, 
Great is death . . . Sure as life holds al1 parts together, 

death holds al1 parts together: 
Sure as the stars return again after they merge in the light, 

death is great as life.I6 

How can goodness and wickedness both be "great"? How can equilibrium and lack of 

equilibrium both be "great"? The answer must be found in sornething that is beyond goodness 

and wickedness. This something is what Whitman here calls "great" . It is the Self which has 

been described as "great" by Ramottaratapani Upanishad". But expressing the Self is not quite 

possible, only another riddle can be presented as Whitman does in " A  Riddle Song" in the 

" From Noon to Starry Night" sequence: 

That which eludes this verse and any verse, 
Unheard by sharpest ear, unform'd in clearest eye or cunningest mind, 
Nor lore nor fame, nor happiness nor wealth, 
And yet the pulse of every hem and life throughout the world and life 

incessant1 y, 
Which you and I and al1 pursuing ever miss, 
Open but still a secret, the real of the real, an illusion, 
Costless, vouchsafed to each, yet never man the owner, 
Which poets vainly seek to put in rhyme, historians in prose, 
Which sculptor never chisel'd yet, nor painter painted, 
Which vocalist never Sung, nor orator nor actor ever utter'd, 
Invoking here and now I challenge for my song.18 

In this passage Whitman again points out the difficulty of expressing the Self. The senses 

cannot grasp it and yet it the "pulse of every heart and life" . It is an open secret because anyone 
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can experience it if they truly want to. It is the "real of the real", echoing the words satasya 

S a p  in the Brihadaranpk Upanishadlg repeated in the Maitri Upanishad2*, and yet it is an 

ilIusion. Real for those who can see and illusion for those who cannot, because it is so 

improbable. Though no one has been able to describe the Self the poet challenges the readers 

to find it, to experience it. Almost in exasperation, he writes: 

1 do not Say these things for a dollar or to fiIl up the time while 1 wait for a boat, 
(It is you talking just as much as myself, 1 act as the tongue of you, 
Tied in your mouth, in mine it begins to be loosen'd.)" 

Whitman impresses upon us that the poet's dilemma in not being able to express his feelings are 

not private to him but are those of al1 humanity. The poet differs only in his willingness to take 

the risk of attempting to express the inexpressible. It is a risk, because the expression is in the 

form of contradictory statements, as pointed out by Pallikunned', and could be disrnissed as 

absurd. Nevertheless, the risk is worth taking because it also throws a challenge to the reader. 

The Upanishadic seers. sometimes described. as mentioned earlier. as poets, also make 

often blatantly contradictory statemenü in their attempts ro describe the indescribable. A few 

examples will suffice to see how easily they rningle opposites: 
Unmoving, the One is swifter than the mind. 
The sense-powers reached not It, speeding on before. 
Past others running, This goes standing . . . I t  moves. It moves not. 
It is far, and 1 t is near. 
It is within al1 this, And It is outside of al1 t h i ~ ; ~  

Into blind darkness enter they 
That wors hip ignorance; 
Into darker greatness than that, as it were, they 
That delight in knowledge;" 

It is not coarse, not fine, not short, not long;3 



This Soul of mine within the h m  is smaller than a grain of rice, or a barley-corn, or 
a mustard-seed, or a grain of millet; this Soul of mine within the heart is greater than the 
earth, greater than the atmosphere, greater than the sky, greater than these ~ o r l d s ; ~ ~  

Sitting, he proceeds afar: 
Lying, he goes everywhere. 
Who else than 1 is able to know 
The god who rejoices and rejoices net?* 
Both Whitman and the Upanishadic writers are demonstrating the inadequacy of words 

to describe the Self. Words may not only be inadequate but may be interpreted in a different 

sense than the poet wanted them to be interpreted. In "Of the Terrible Doubt of Appearances", 

in the " Calamus" sequence, for instance, Whitman writes: 

When the subtle air, the impalpable, the sense that words and reason hold not, 
surround us and pervade us, 

Then I am charged with untold and untellable wisdom, 1 am silent, 1 require 
nothing further, 

I cannot answer the question of appearances or that of identity beyond the grave, 
But 1 walk or sit indifferent, 1 am satisfied, 
He ahold of my hand has completely satisfied me? 

Many may agree that it is a profound experience that Walt Whitman is here describing. But, 

for some, the holding of a hand can represent the taking over of the empirical self by the 

Supreme Self, the former surrendering itself to the latter and becoming one with it. For other 

readers, this passage may refer to a homosexual experience. Dangers of mis-interpretations 

notwithstanding, Whitman knows he has had the experience and its truth is self- evident to him. 

In the "Song of Myself" he admits: 

Writing and talk do not prove me, 
I carry the plenum of proof and every thing else in rny face, 
With the hush of my lips I wholly confound the skeptic.lg 

He does not need any authority to support him because, in the words of the Bhagavad Gita 



(2,46) " to the Brahrnin who has known the Self, al1 Vedas are of so much use as a reservoir is, 

when there is a flood everywhere. "" Whitman has experienced the Self and is his own 

authority, he carries the proof in his "face", in his being. 

In fact, he requires nothing further. The Upanishads indicate, repeatedly, that anyone 

who attains the deepest level of illumination or mystical experience finds al1 that he or she ever 

wanted to have and, therefore, is no longer subject to hislher desires. In the words of the 

Chhandoeya Upanishad: 

The seer sees not death, 
Nor sickness nor any distress. 
The seer sees only the AH, 
Obtains the Ail en tir el^.^' 

Similarly, the lsha U~anishad says: 

In whom al1 beings 
Have become just the Self of the discerner- 
Then what delusion, what sorrow is there 
Of him who perceives the unity!)' 

With this illumination everything becomes understood as the following account in the Mundaka 

Upanishad States: 

Saunaka, verily , indeed, a great householder, approached Angiras according to 
rule, and asked: "Through understanding of what, pray, does al1 this world 
become understood, sir? " 33 

If any lurking doubts and uncertainties about the nature of the universe and the Self remain, they 
are set to rest. 

The knot of the heart is Ioosened, 
Al1 doubts are cut off, 
And one's deeds cease 
When He is seen - both the higher and the lower." 

The Bha~avad Gita also makes an absolutely clear statement about what happens to one 
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who has seen the Tmth: 

Having obtained which [the yogi] regards no other acquisition superior to that, 
and where established, he is not moved even by heavy sorrow (6.22 
Swarupananda's translation). 35 

Anyone who has tasted that something "through understanding [which] . . . al1 this become[s J 

understood" cannot possibly be concerned with any contradictions or paradoxes. That is why 

Whitman can triumphantly says in the "Song of Myself": "Do I contradict myselfll Very well 

then 1 contradict myseltl 1 am large4 contain rn~lti tudes"~~ and in the Laves "Do you cal1 that 

a paradox? It certainly is a paradoxl . . . And there is another paradox. "" If  we fa11 into the 

Hegelian mode1 of the universe then Our mind "resolves" the contradictions by synthesis. But 

a Whitman does not resolve the contradictions. he simply annuls hem and so needs no synthesis. 

"A fool sees not the same tree that a wise man sees ". writes WilIiam Blake38. Blake's 

staternent means that the perceptions of someone who has seen reality. are very different from 

those of a person who has not seen that reality . Can the lack of concern with contradictions and 

paradoxes be seen as an expression of contempt for readers? Not if one reads the statements in 

the context of the Upanishads, and the deeply loving quaiity of the poem. What is expressed 

by the poet is the realization of the futility of avoiding contradictions when difference between 

subject and object has been annulled. As the Bhagavad Gita (5,3) indicates13' so  long as we 

have not seen the world from what has been recognized as stance four for Whitman there are 

contradictions, there are the pairs of opposites. On being enlightened, we find these 

contradictions do not exist; in fact. that they never existed. 

We are used to thinking of the subject and object as opposite poles of being and even if 
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we sometimes become aware that we ourselves rnay be the observer and the observed (as in a 

dream, see Chapter Three page 31), we take no notice of the difference between subject and 

object in order to maintain the feeling of security that well-accepted belief bestows on us. It is 

only some poets and mystics, such as Whitman, who jolt us by bringing the reality of 

incongruities of description openly to Our consciousness. It is not merely a question of the 

inexpressibility of an unusual experience here. Inexpressibility is encountered in other situations 

also-in rage, feu, love, confusion, ignorance and huny. for example. Here. it is a question of 

encouraging readers to intuit the experience of the writer. A poet who has intuited something 

extraordinary wants his readers to share with him in this experience. By making contradictory 

statements that refer to different aspects of reality the poet can achieve his objective. Each 

aspect of reality may be amenable to logic and the apparently impossible challenge of fusing 

opposites could lead the readers to experience, even if only vaguely, what the poet or the mystic 

"saw". By causing bewilderment through contradictions, the reader may be inspired to use 

something other than ordinary discursive logic to experience real ity . 

Whitman sees that everything has a place in the Whole. Nothing can be rejected as bad 

and nothing can forever be held as immutably "goodn. In the ever unfolding universe, 

everything has its own significance; a meaning. As a matter of fact, contradiction does not exist 

in saying that both youth and old age are great. niey are two sides of the same coin and one 

cannot exist without the other. Contradiction consists in thinking that the rwo can be separate. 

The seer passes beyond the pairs of opposites, transcends them. He frees himself from 

limitations. In "Song of the Open Road", in the "Calamus" sequence, Whitman writes: 



From this hour I ordain myself lws'd of limits and imaginary lines, 
Going where I list, my own master total and absolute, 
Listening to others, considering well what they say, 
Pausing, searching , receiving, contemplating , 
Gently, but with undeniable will, divesting rnyself of the holds that would hold 

me. 
1 inhale great draughts of space, 
The east and the west are mine, and the north and the south are mine. 

1 am larger than 1 thought, 
1 did not know I held so much goodness. 

Al1 seems beautiful to me, 
I can repeat over to men and women you have done such good to me I would do 

the same to you, 
1 will recruit for myself and you as  1 go, 
1 will scatter myself among men and women as I go, 
I wiIl toss a new gladness and roughness among them. 
Whoever accepts me or she shall be blessed and shall bless me." 

The poet here declares himself to be fiee from all "imaginary", that is man made, 

boundaries between God and man, good and evil. east and west. north and south. for example. 

Everything is "beautifu1"-even the "ugly" is beautiful. It  is this breaking of categories that so 

upsets orthodox traditionalists such as Eliot. for whom concepts such as "sin and redemption". 

as Chari" puts it. are so important and for whom the real and the ideal are so different. 

Whitman opens up a vision that shakes the security of traditionalists by upsetting the worldview 

on which they have rested so far. The poet also invites the "es t  and the west, and the north 

and the south" to join in the Unity of Being. 

In the "Birds of Passage" sequence, Whitman continues this theme in his "Song of the 

Universal": "For it the mystic evolution,/ Not the righi only justified, what we cal1 evil also 

justified."'' Those who have considered fighting "evil" as the aim of life will either reject this 
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as immoral or be genuinely mystifieci. They may, however, intuit the mystical vision that allows 

one to experience the uanscendental Truth beyond "goodw and "evil" as mere manifestations of 

the same Self, not just two separate aspects of the Real but the Real itself. They may see that 

in the h m  of "good" resides "evil" and in the very midst of "evil" shines "goodw. In the 

"Song of the Universal " Whitman continues: 

From imperfection's murkiest cloud 
Darts always forth one ray of perfect light. 
One flash of heaven's glory." 

But, even this concept of the germ of one in the other is too rational. Full Reality is not 

as simple as this. The Self is al1 and there is naught other than It. No, No! Even this is not 

correct. In the ^Song of Mÿself Whitman says: "Clear and sweet is my sou1 . . . and clear and 

sweet is al1 that is not my s0u1."~ Duality and non-duality are here mixed up in attempts at 

description. The futility of making a rational expression dawns on Whitman repeatedly and he 

reproaches himself for "opening his mouth. " 

O baffled, balk'd, bent to the very earth, 
Oppressed with myself that 1 have dared to open my rn~uth.'~ 

As long as he opens his mouth contradictions will inevitably be expressed. Whitman knows this. 

That is why he finally celebrates the need for a lack of concern with contradictions: "Very well 

then 1 contradict myself." As a writer, he is content whether his writing is considered to be 

contradictory or not. In "Song of Myself" he writes: 

1 exist as 1 am that is enough, 
If no other in the world be aware 1 sit content, 
And if each and al1 be aware 1 sic content? 

The thing that is not a "thing", which the Upanishadic seers are trying to talk about, 



cannot be expressed in terrns that are intelligible to both writers and readers. In almost apparent 

desperation they ascribe to It total 1 y contrad ictory appellations. 

Verily, this sou1 (Atman) is Brahman, made of knowledge, of mind, of breath, of 
seing, of hearing, of earth, of water, of wind, of space, of enerev and of non- 
energy, of desire and of non-desire, of aneer and of non-ango, of virtuousness and 
of non-virtuousness. It is made of everything. This is what is meant by the saying 
"made of this. made of thar'? (My emphasis). 

Little wonder. then, that such attempts to describe the lndescribable lead to "bewildermentn : 

Then said Maitreyi: "Herein, indeed you have caused me, sir, to arrive at the 
extreme of bewilderment. Verily. 1 understand It [i.e., this Atman] not." 

Then said he: " Lo. verily. 1 speak not bewilderment. Imperishable, Io, verily. is 
this Soul, and of indestructible q~ality."'~ 

Contradiction appears in the Upanishads. not only in the same verses as quoted above. but also in 

descriptions of the relationship between Brahman and the universe. Often Brahman and the 

universe are spoken of as "nvo things, not one. and both possessed of a permanent reality. "49 

Thus, the Isha Upanishad says: "By the Lord enveloped must this al1 be-/ Whatever moving thing 

there is in the moving world. In this passage. the world and the Lord are different. The same 

duality is suggested by the lines: 

Of It there is this teaching- 
That in the lightning which flashes forth, which makes one blink. and Say 

"Ahn - that "Ah" refers to divinity." 

A second description conveys the idea that Brahrnan and the universe are related but 

different. The Mundaka Upanishad says: 

This is the tmth- 
As from a well-blazing fire, sparks 
By the thousand issue forth of like form, 
So fiom the Imperishable, my friend, beings manifold 
Are produced, and thither also go. 
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Heavenly, formless is the Person. 
He is without and within, unborn, 
Breathless, mindless, pure, 
Higher than the high Imperishable. 

From him is produced breath, 
Mind, and al1 the senses, 
Space, wind, light, water, 
And earth, the supporter of all. 

Fire is His head; His eyes the moon and the Sun; 
The regions of space, His ears; His voice the revealed Vedas; 
Wind His breath, His hem, the whole world. Out of His feet, 
The earth. Truly, He is the Atman of ail? 

The same Upanishad goes on: 

Manifest, [yet] hidden; cal led " Moving-in-secret " ; 
The great abode! Therein is placed that 
Which moves and breathes and winks. 
What that is, know as Being and Non-being, 
As the object of desire, higher than understanding, 
As what is the best of creatures! 

That which is flaming, which is subtler than the subtle, 
On which the worlds are set, and their inhabitants- 
That is the Imperishable Brahman. 
It is Me, and It  is speech and mind. 
That is the real. It is immortal. 
I t  is [a mark] to be penetrated. Penetrate it my friend!') 

A third description, in the Shvetashvatara Upanishad, is clearly contradictory of the earlier two 

views. Brahman is identified with the universe: 

That surely is fire. That is the Sun. 

That is the wind, and that is the moon. 
That sure is the pure. That is Brahman. 

Thou art woman. Thou art man. 
Thou art the youth and the maiden too. 
Thou as an old man totterest with a staff, 
Being born, Thou becomest facing in every direction. 
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Thou art the dark-blue bird a,nd the green [parrotl with red eyes 
Thou hast the lightning as thy child. Thou art the seasons of the seas. 
Having no beginning, thou dost abide with immanence, 
Wherefrorn al 1 beings are born . Y 

A fourth description is even more contradictory and denies the existence of anything other than 

Brahman. The following from the Brihad- Aranvaka Upanishad States: 

For where there is a duality, as it were, there one sees another: there one smells 
another; there one tastes another; there one speaks to another; there one hem 
another; there one thinks of another; there one touches another; there one understand 
another. But where everything has become just one's own self, then whereby and 
whom would one srnell? Then whereby and whom would one taste? . . . whereby 
would one understand him by rneans of whom one understands this AIlP5 

This view, in which Brahman exists, and there is no duality, does not admit of the existence of the 

phenomenal universe. There are passages elucidating this point such as that found in the 

Chhando~va Upanishad: 

Iust as, my dear, by one piece of clay everything made of clay may be known- the 
modification is merely a verbal distinction, a name; the reality is just "clayn- 
Just as, my dear, by one copper ornament everything made of copper may be 
known-the modification is merely a verbal distinction, a name: the reality is just 
"copper "- 

Iust as, my dear. by one nail-scissors everything made of iron may be known- the 
modification is merely a verbal distinction, a name; the reality is just " ironn- so my 
dear is that teaching . s6 

Accordingly, the phenomenal universe, of name and form, exists in name and form alone; the only 

real ity is Brahman. The Mundaka Upanishad declares: 

As the flowing rivers in the ocean 
Disappear, quitting name and form, 
Goes unto the Heaven Person, higher than the high." 

The Prashna Upanishad elucidates this point: 
As these flowing rivers that tend towards the ocean, on reaching the ocean, 
disappear, their narne and form are destroyed, and it is called simply "the oceann- 
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even so of this spectator these sixteen parts that tend toward the Person, on reaching 
the Person, disappear, their name and form are destroyed, and it is called simply 
"the Penon " . That One continues without parts, imrn~rtal!'~ 

If we try to extract a definitive answer to the question, "1s this univene real or not?" the 

forthcoming answer must be in the forrn of a riddle such as the one below from the Chhandogu 

Upanishad. 

"Place this sait in the water. [n the morning corne unto me." Then he did so. Then 
he said to him: "That salt you placed in the water last evening-please bring it 
hither." Then he grasped for it, but did not find it, as it was completely dissolved. 
"Please take a sip of it from this end," said he. "How is it?" "Salt." "Take a sip 
From the middle," said he. "How is it?" "Salt." "Set itaside. Thencorne unto me." 
He did so, saying: "It  is always the sarne." Then he said to him: "Verily indeed, my 
dear, you do not perceive Being here. Verily, indeed it is here. "" 

The salt cannot be grasped but is present, having become one with the water. If it cannot be 

grasped, is it present? It is a similar riddle that Walt Whitman presents in his "A Riddle Songn. 

in the "From Noon to Starry Night" sequence cited earlier on page 75. 

Direct cognition or "intuitionn is integral knowledge. In it one obtains the vision of the 

whole in which one and rnany, individual and universal, inner and outer, are perceived as one. The 

Self of the individual is the same as the Self of the Universe. 1, the seer, am Brahman and so is 

everyone else. Subject and object are one. 1s that not a paradox, a contradiction? The answer is 

not to be found in analytical discourses but in searching for Truth which is found in the unitive 

experience of annulling the subject-object distinction. In this experience of unity, one finds unity 

of all men, unity of man and nature, unity of man and God and, indeed unity of East and West, 

as Whitman seems to have found. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

in this thesis I have shown that Walt Whitman's writings draw heavily from a worldview 

that is more easily reconciled with a unitive experience in which subject and object fuse with 

each other, rather than with the predominantly dualistic worldview that is prevalent in the 

Western world today . The boundaries between an " Easternn and a "Western" philosophical 

tradition are not as sharp and clear as use of these terms might suggest. In the East, a dualistic 

view has been and continues to be quite common and, in the West, monistic (or non-dualistic) 

views have been known for ages. Also, American Transcendentalism, Neoplatonism and the 

native European tradition of humanistic values, though obviously " Westernw are more in accord 

with the rnainly monistic "Eastern" view. If the concept of encountering reality at different 

levels of being is accepted, then differences between monistic and dual istic worldviews can be 

reconciled. The ultimate reality remains monistic or non-dualistic in this case while the 

phenomenal reality is strongly dualistic. The dualistic view of the universe becomes an aspect 

of the monistic view. Both Walt Whitman's writings and the Upanishads are in accordance with 

th is perception. 

This stud y has explored an especiall y strong conespondence between Wal t Whitman and 

the Upanishads in respect to two issues; first, the central concept of self, and second, the 

meaning and uses of contradiction. There are four identifiable stances of self in Whitman's 

work; the self of ordinary dualistic world view, the self dissatisfied with the dualistic view and 

looking for a more meaningful interpretation of the univene and life, the self that is subject and 

object at the same time and, finally, the self of the individual which is seen to be identical with 
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the Self of the universe, These four stances of the self are related to, but not identical with the 

four states of consciousness in the Upanishads; jamat (waking), svapna (dreaming), sushu~ti 

(deep or dream-less sleep) and turiva (superconsciousness). Whitman's stance one corresponds 

to the jaerat state of consciousness, stance two corresponds to a transition zone between the 

iagrat and the svaona states. stance three corresponds to the svapa state and stance four 

corresponds to the turiva state. The sushupti state does not find any corresponding stance of the 

self in Whitman's work simply because in this state the content of cognition is void. 

In the fourth stance, Whitman's self reveals a deeper meaning for a number of terms used 

in ordinary language which are very similar to such rneaning in the Upanishads. The terms 

exarnined in the thesis are: love, time, perfection, inner nature of reality and a Sanskrit term a 

chit-ananda which translates to real-know ledge-bl iss. 

The second parallelisrn examined in the thesis is that between use of contradiction in 

Whitman's work and the Upanishads. In the fourth stance the poet struggles to describe the 

extraordinary experience of the fusion of subject and object in consciousness. The method used 

by Whitman to address this impossible task is to use contradiction or paradox to describe the 

Self. By doing so, the poet attempts to force his readers to rise above their normal dualistic 

mode of cognition and intuit through a unitive mode. This method of using contradiction is 

similar to that of the Upanishads. 

Even more than this correspondence, what one is struck with is the general consistency 

and unity of worldview between Walt Whitman's work and that of the Upanishads. In pointing 

out this similarity I have tried to show that experiences of unitive visions can be very similar. 
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if not identical, in more than one tradition. But does this mean that Walt Whitman was a fully 

Eastern writer? It seems to me that this is not a useful question to ask. It is not of much 

importance whether we classi@ this poet as belonging to one tradition or the other. What is 

important is that the essence of Whitman's writings is very close to that of the authors of the 

Upanishads. Walt Whitman is a writer of profound mystical vision regardless of the label or 

"traditionn to which we attach him. 

The system of Advaita Vedanta that has developed from the Upanishads, recognizes 

different levels of self with an exhortation to achieve higher levels. Whitman differs from this 

hierarchical system in not being particular about what is higher and what is lower. In this, he 

reveals himself to be closer to the original Upanishadic writers who generally did not bother at 

al1 about any systematic presentation of various States. In particular one is stmck with the 

passage in the Katha Upanishad (4.10) where it is claimed that there is no difference between 

the material world "here" and the spiritual world "there," that is, between the lowest and the 

highest. 

Whitman also conveys less of a sense of consecutiveness in the various stances of 

development of his poetic self than that seen in the Upanishadic tradition. He gives the general 

impression that unity can be achieved spontaneousl y. Whitman's vision of self gives greater 

dignity to the individual than does the vision of fallen man who is perpetually in a mode of 

supplication to God. It affirms the world process and the transcendence beyond it. It provides 

a sense of freedorn from bondage and extols full participation in Me. Interpreting Whitman in 

the context of the Upanishads not only provides the reader with a deep meaning to his work but 
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also throws a modern reciprocating light on the Upanishads and brings us closer to the poet's 

"mystical vision of a brotherhood of nations and races."' Whitman's brilliance takes symbols 

and metaphors most commonly seen in esoteric Eastern texts, re-invenü them and gives them 

power to be the voice of a new nation. The breathless abandon and yet deeply moving body of 

Whitman's work is about going beyond the known, and successfully beginning a journey of 

exploration and awareness. The metaphor of the explorer is not, 1 think, amiss. "He walks 

beyond fatigue. endurance and the frontiers of self, and somewhere along this path he loses his 

balance, he falls off the edge of his sanity, and out here beyond his mind's rim he sees . . . a 

vision. "' This not simply epiphany as it is seen in Western literature, for Whitman does not 

feel it ever receedes. It is constant and yet vagrant, it simultaneously satisfies and tantalizes him 

and us. 
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