CHAPTER 11

Whitman, Death, and Democracy

Jack Turner

ONF, OF THE MOST striking moments in Plato’s Apology is when Socrates
declares, “To fear death, gentlemen, is no other than to think oneself wise
when one is not, to think one knows what one does not know™' Fear of
death is intellectually presumptuous; it implies that one knows for certain
that death is bad. Yet as limited mortals, we cannot know the nature of
death in its entirety, or what—if anything—comes afterward.

The corollary of Socrates’ startling suggestion is that—by embodying
intellectual humility—indifference toward death is wise. But this stance
seems astonishingly bloodless. One of humanity’s defining features is con-
sciousness of mortality. Given the hunan animal’s self-reflective nature,
curiosity about--death -is understandable. Our-penchant-for wonder de-
fies indifference toward death. Perhaps this is why, later in the Apology,
Socrates ventures guesses as to what death is; death, he speculates, is either
(1) reunion with “all who have died” or (2) “dreanless sleep.” In the end,
however, Socrates recommits himnself to agnosticisin about death: “1 go to
die, you go to live. Which of us goes to the better lot is known to 1o one,
except the god.™

Socrates’ cooluess in the face of death has a nineteenth-century
American heir in the antebellum Walt Whitinan.* Given that Socrates’
serenity about mortality left a long legacy in the Western philosophical tra-
dition—helped along by Epicurus, Lucretius, Cicero, Seneca, and Marcus
Aurelius—t hat fact itself is unremarkable.> What is remarkable, however, is
the way Whitinan revealed affinities between coolness in the face of death
and the character dispositions and sensibilities most conducive to democ-
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racy. Whitman articulated three visions of death in his antebellum work:
the first and second sought to allay readers’ mortal anxiety by intimating
the self’s inaterial immortality; the third sought to encourage affirmation
of death, even in the absence of spiritual or material immortality. All three
were intended to promote affirination of the self and the world as they are,
and therefore rejection of the idea that the self and the world are fallen
and need supernatural redemption. Affirmation of the self and the world
as they are both signals and compounds the generosity of perception and
spirit necessary for democratic culture, a culture wherein every individual
regards every other individual as beautiful and sublime. While George
Kateb, Morton Schoolinan, and Jason Frank have helpfully elaborated this
idea of democratic culture in Whitman,® none has analyzed Whitman’s tri-
partite poetics of death and explained their crucial role in Whitinan’s quest
to inspire democratic culture. This essay takes up this task, in the hope it
can enhance our appreciation of the radicalisin of Whitman’s deinocratic
theory, a theory that not only acknowledges but also celebrates human
finitude.

The First Vision: Organic Transformation

Whitman's best-known view of death is that of organic transformation.
The axial imagery of “Song of Myself™ (1855) is of corpses sinking into the
ground and returning as grass:

The smallest sprout shows there is really no death,

And if ever there was it led forward life, and does not wait at the end
to arrest it,

And ceased the moiment life appeared.

All goes onward and outward . . . . nothing collapses,
And to die is different from what any one supposed, and luckier.”

Characterizing the grass as both “the beautiful uncut hair of graves” and
“the produced babe of the vegetation,”™ Whitman illustrates how the bodies
of the dead nourish new life. Human decomposition enriches the soil and
gives rise to flora that then cycles through nature. The inagery on its own
is neat, suggestive, and designed to console those anxious about death. But
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strictly speaking, that consolation is small, for the endurance of atoms dis-
persed by our decomposed bodies hardly iinplies the endurance of the self.

Yet the endurance of the self through the endurance of our dispersed
atowns is precisely the claim Whitman wants to make. He implies the self’s
irmnortality when he writes:

And as to you life, I reckon you are the leavings of many deaths,
No doubt I have died myself ten thousand times before.”

The possibility of a single “I" dying “ten thousand times before” suggests
not just the continuity of the body’s atoms, but also the self’s—the I's—
immortality, its persistence and integrity across ten thousand deaths and
ten thousand lives. The self retains identity, notwithstanding the body’s de-
composition and resurgence in diffuse new forms. But this idea on its face
is implausible—especially in light of Whitman’s insistence that the body
gives the self identity. “I too had received identity by my body,” he writes in
“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” (1856)." “It is not to diffuse you that you were
born of your mother and father—it is to identify you,” he says in “To Think
of Time” (1856).1" If the body gives the self identity, then the self must
lose identity when the body decomposes. Though the body’s atoms may be
iinmortal, neither the body nor the self can be as unified wholes.

At the same time, Whitman’s idea that the self is materially immortal
becomes intelligible if we account for his belief in Lamarckian evolution.
The French evolutionist Jean Lamarck held that changes experienced by
the body over its lifetime become hereditary. If a physically weak body
gets strong through exercise, that body’s progeny will inherit that strength,
notwithstanding the body’s original weakness. Whitman subscribed to La-
marck’s theory, and if we 1nay assume he understood the body’s changes to
imprint themselves on every atomn, we can see why he thought the self im-
mortal.'? Though the self receives identity from the decomposed body mat-
ter of previous generations, its distinctive life experience leaves a mark on
every atom, transforiing the inatter then passed on to future generations.
The self is iinmortal not as a single entity, but as dispersed atoms taken
up by other bodies. Though the self materially disintegrates, it leaves an
organic signature on the world.

.This exceptional view of the self's itnmortality unlocks some of the
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mysteries of Whitman’s “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry.” The “I” of the poem
stands on the ferryboat’s edge as it crosses from Manhattan to Brooklyn one
evening at sunset. In observing the ferry’s quotidian scene—the “Crowds
of men and women attired in the usual costumes . . ./ .. . the hundreds
and hundreds that cross, returning home”*—the “I"” feels gratitude for life,
which activates in himn a serene and exhilarating rapture. The “I” contemn-
plates the relation of present to past and future:

The impalpable sustenance of me from all things at all hours of the day,

The simple, compact, well-joined scheine—inyself disintegrated,
everyone disintegrated, yet part of the scheme,

The similitudes of the past and those of the future,

The others that are to follow me, the ties between me and them,

The certainty of others—the life, love, sight, hearing of others."

When the “I” mentions the “impalpable sustenance of me from all things
at all hours of the day,” he evokes how we and the living things around us
exchange breath at every inoment. In this way, we contain others” atoms and
others contain ours. When the poem’s “I" nentions “The simple, compact,
well-joined schemne—myself disintegrated, everyone disintegrated, yet part
of the scheme,” he asks us to consider our place within the full expanse of time
and space. Kateb interprets “myself disintegrated, everyone disintegrated”
as suggesting the inward plurality and agonisin of democratic individuals;'®
this interpretation makes sense if the line refers to present selves. Yet if the
line refers also to past and future selves, new meanings emerge.

As we look backward in time, we contemplate “myself disintegrated,
everyone disintegrated™ the atoms that today compose us once belonged
to people of previous generations. Remarkably, these atomns have cycled
through multitudes of people stretching back to time and space’s inception.
The idea that we contain the atoms of multitudes gives new meaning to
Whitman’s famous line “I am large . . . . I contain multitudes.”® The idea
that we contain atomns stretching back to time and space’s inception also
gives new meaning to the line “There was never any more inception than
there is now.™"

As we look forward in time, we contemplate “myself disintegrated,
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evervone disintegrated” in an even stronger sense. The future is composed

of current selves disintegrated, and if Lamnarck is right, this endurance is
both material and characterological. The lives we fashioned, according to
Lamarck’s theory, left distinctive marks on the body’s atoms: material en-
durance is thus characterological endurance. Integrated characters live on
in disintegrated atomns, which death throws into the future.

“Crossing” specifically notes the way our atoins unite past, present, and
future: “The similitudes of the past and those of the future, /. ../ The oth-
ers that are to follow 1ne, the ties between e and them.” These lines then
converge in an important message of solace to those anxious about mortal-
ity. Even as we face death, there is the consoling “certainty of others—the
life, love, sight, hearing of others.” Others future existence guarantees our
future existence. Just as past selves live in us, through atoms bearing their
mark, we live on in future selves, through atomns bearing our mark.

Whitman's poetics of organic transfonination suggest that there is no
death, only change of form." Yet this vision does not overcome the problem
of death, but rather evades it. The vision problematically suggests that, in
death, there is no loss. This not only delegitimizes feelings of bereavement,
but also defies some of the terins of the organic vision itself. Whitman's
evocative poetn “Full of Life Now” from the 1860 “Calamus” series sets out
these terins in sharp relief:

Full of life, sweet-blooded, compact, visible,

"I, forty vears old the Eighty-third Year of The States,
To one a century hence, or any number of centuries hence,
To vou, vet unborn, these, seeking you.

When you read these, 1 that was visible, am becone invisible;
Now it is you, comnpact, visible, realizing iny poeins, seeking me,
Fancying how happy vou were, if I could be with you, and becoine
vour lover;
Be it as if I were with you. Be not too certain but I ain now with you."
On its plainest register of meaning, the first stanza records Whitian in
1859 writing a poem for posterity, while the second line envisions a reader “a
century hence, or any number of centuries hence” reading the poein, and in
so doing, “realizing” it. Whitman combines two key words—"compact” and
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_ “visible”—to designate the poem’s living subjects at their respective points

in time, the writer writing in 1859 and the reader reading “a century hence,
or any number of centuries hence.” “Compact” and “visible” are Whitman’s
words for living, corporeally unified selves. The words, however, imply that
death entails loss—specifically, the loss of compact (versus dispersed) cor-
poreality, as well as visibility as a self. Adherents of Whitman’s first vision
of death might respond that this is not death but only change. But such a
view attaches too little importance to our existence as corporeally unified
individuals. Only through corporeal unity do we achieve self-consciousness
and social visibility, and only through self-consciousness and social vis-
ibility do we experience subjectivity and recognition. The loss of corporeal
unity entailed by death is therefore weighty, and cannot be consoled by the
thought that our dispersed atomns live on in flora, fauna, and future selves.

Whitman's vision of death as organic transformation fails as consola-
tion, and cannot by itself allay mortal anxiety. Yet Whitinan's second vision
of death—as inspiration to creative immortality—gives us a more satisfy-
ing vision of both material and subjective endurance: we live on not in the
atoms we are, but in the work that we do.

The Second Vision: Inspiration to Creative Immortality

Even as it exposes the limitations of Whitinan's first vision of death as
organic transforination, “Full of Life Now” powerfully reveals Whitiman’s
second vision of death: as inspiration to creative immortality. Recall the
poem’s first stanza: |

Full of life, sweet-blooded, compact, visible,

I, forty years old the Eighty-third Year of The States,

To one a century hence, or any number of centuries hence,
To you, yet unborn, these, seeking you.

Earlier I argued that the words “compact, visible” in the stanza’s first line
refer to the poem’s author as a corporeally unified self. When viewed in
conjunction with the second stanza’s second line—“Now it is you, compact,
visible, realizing my poeins, seeking me”—this meaning makes sense. But
the first stanza’s first line also reflexively refers to the poem itself: the “I” of
the stanza is not just the voice of the poet in the past, but the voice of the
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poem in the present. As a material artifact, the poem emnbodies the dead
and disintegrated poet, and in so doing, revives and reintegrates him. Mak-
ing the poet “compact” and visible,” it also makes him immortal.

* The poein acts as a vessel of immortality both in its material existence—
embodying a corporeally disintegrated self in integrated form—and in its
capacity to give voice to the poet each tiine the poen is read. The poem’s
first words—"Full of life, sweet-blooded, compact, visible’—suggest that
whenever the reader starts reading the poem, she meets the poet in the
fullness of lis life. In the act of interpreting the poem, she engages in a
transgenerational conversation that defies both time and death. The act of
reading illustrates time’s, space’s, and therefore death’s relativity; it shows,
in the words of “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” how “It avails not, neither time
or place—distance avails not.”?

Whitian draws close analogies between bodies and written words
elsewhere. In “A Song of the Rolling Earth” (1856), he writes:

Human bodies are words, myriads of words,

In the best poeins re-appears the body, man’s or woman’s,
well-shaped, natural, gay

Every part able, active, receptive, without shame or the need of
shame.?'

In written words, the self is literally present, whether or not the body that
wrote the words is literally living and breathing, We are wherever we leave
words behind, and thirough those words we figuratively live and breathe,
Through written words, the self can defy the commonsensical notion that
an individual can occupy only one point in space and time; through written
words, the self can inhabit multiple points in space and outlast its bodily
time, Furthermore, when those words are poetic—evocative and capacious
in meaning—the self’s revival is dynamic, “able, active, receptive,” every
time they are seriously read. The more “able, active, receptive” the reader,
the more alive the writing, and hence the writer.??

One place where Whitinan takes the body/poem analogy quite far is
the 1860 “Calamus” poemn “Scented Herbage of My Breast™:

Scented herbage of my breast,
Leaves from you I yield, 1 write, to be perused best afterwards,
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Tomb—leaves,‘body-leaves, growing up above me, above death,

Perennial roots, tall leaves—O the winter shall not freeze you,
delicate leaves,

Every year shall you bloom again—Qut from where you retired, you
shall emerge again®

The axis of the poem is a threefold analogy between chest hair, leaves of
grass, and pages of poetry. The poem’s first line wonderfully evokes hu-
man body odor, especially given that all three editions of Leaves of Grass
published up to this date (1855, 1856, and 1860) contained frontispicces
with vivid portraits of the bearded Whitman. The famous 1855 and 1856
frontispiece even gives the reader a faint glimpse of Whitman'’s chest hair.
The lesser known 1860 frontispiece does not provide this glimpse, but
Whitman's beard and hair are fuller, making it easy for consumers of this
edition to envision the “scented herbage” of the poet’s breast (see pages
340-41).

“Scented Herbage of My Breast” also evokes the death-laden vegetative
imagery of Leaves of Grass. Whitman makes this reference explicit when
he refers to the “scented herbage” as “Tomb-leaves, body-leaves, growing up
above me, above death.” As in “Song of Myself,” the I's decomposed bodv
gives rise to grass, to “beautiful uncut hair of graves.”?* At the sane time, by
so strongly overlapping the imagery of grass with the imagery of chest hair,
“Scented Herbage” sharpens the suggestion from “Song of Myself™ that the
grass grows from “the breasts of young men.”?

“Scented Herbage of My Breast” refers, finally, to pages of poetry. The
earliest edition of Leaves of Grass of course drew strong parallels between
the bodies of women, men, and land, on the one hand, and bodies of poetry,
on the other. But “Scented Herbage” deepens these parallels and inakes
them even more vivid. Aside from his insistence that “Leaves from you
1 yield, 1 write, to be perused best afterwards,” Whitman’s etaphor of
scented herbage emphasizes the nateriality of written words and printed
poetry and their capacity for material endurance long after the body dies.
The metaphor of scented herbage also provokes the thought that the pages
of books have their own scent; old letters and manuscripts by deceased per-
sons sometimes bear those persons’ odor. Whitman reaffinns the idea that
handwriting and printed pages have their own smell when he writes, “O 1
do not know whether many, passing by, will discover vou, or inhale vour
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faint odor—but I believe a few will."2® This vibrant materiality®” of written
words and pages, whose potential to activate the senses of not only sight
and touch, but also sinell, makes the corporeally absent physically present.
In so doing, it brings the dead back to life. No wonder then that “Scented
Herbage of My Breast” converges in a tribute to death, and to the strange
way death enables new forms of presence:*

Death is beautiful from you— (what indeed is beautiful, except
Death and Love?)

O 1 think it is not for life I am chanting here my chant of lovers—I
think it must be for Death,

Through e shall the words be said to make death exhilarating®

The central claim is that death is beautiful when poeticized: “Death is
beautiful from you.” from, that is, the “scented herbage of my breast.” While
in one sense Whitinan is saying that death is always beautiful—for insofar
as we find the grass beautiful, we find death beautiful—in another sense
Whitman is saying that death is beautiful only insofar as we poeticize it.
The idea that grass represents death, after all, is essentially poetic: though
an argument can be made that the idea is also naturalistic, it is crucial to
remember that the idea of nature is also poetic, for it represents an infinitely

variegated phenomenon as an elegant and simple whole. This type of rep-
resentation is better describedas poetic than as scientific or philosophical.
Insofar as science and philosophy reduce infinitely complex phenomena to
simple and elegant units of representation, they are also forms of poetry.

Whitman’s line “O I think it is not for life I ain chanting here my chant

of lovers, I think it inust be for death” brings us back to the essence of Whit-
man’s second vision of death. Death is not, in the first instance, immortal
poetry; rather, death is inspiration for inmortal poetry. Consciousness of
our mortality inspires us to make memorable words out of our experience,
so that we may live and converse with future generations. Poetry, in this
sense, exists for those who come after us. Poetry lets future generations
know the depth of our experience, and by informing them of our existence,

gives them perspective on time’s breadth. Poetry helps future generations
realize that others before them experienced feelings of sublimity; tlns then
helps themn appreciate their own chance to experience sublimity.
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But poetry exists also for us. Poetry—and all creative work which takes
enduring material form—allays mortal anxiety by giving us hope that we
may still be present in the world even after we are absent. Whitman's own
work illustrates the striking results that can flow from frank acknowledg-
ment of mortality combined with desire for immortality:

Give me your tone therefore, O Death, that I may accord with it,

Give me yourself—for I see that you belong to me now above all, and
are folded together above all—you Love and Death are,

Nor will I allow you to balk me any more with what I was calling life,

For now it is conveyed to me that you are the purports essential,

That may be you are what it is all for—but it does not last so very long,

But you will last very long 3

Whitman allays his mortal anxiety by creating a poetics of death, by subdu-
ing death to his form, so that death “belongs” to him before he “belongs” to
it. Yet Whitman poetically masters death, paradoxically, by surrendering to
it, by conceding its finality, that it lasts “very long.” At the same tine, Whit-
man enigmatically suggests that death may be “what it is all for.” This claim
that death is the aim of life is in one sense obvious: our bodies decay;every -
moment of our living is also a moment of our dying, The claimn that death is
“what it is all for,” however, also hearkens back to the more complex view of
the ancients that life is preparation for death, and that the task of philosophy
is learning how to die.” The irony of saying that philosophy’s task is learning
how to die points to the dictum’s true meaning—that philosophy’s task is
learning how to live, specifically how to live in the knowledge of mortality.
Whitman intimates an answer to this task when he declares that love and
death “are folded together.”

Death intensifies our love for both people and the world around us
by making us conscious of the fleetingness of our experience. Death com-
pounds love by making lovers realize that time for love is limited. Death
thus serves life. Viewed from one angle, death could inspire resentinent
of our condition by making us view it as one essentially of loss. Yet viewed
from Whitman’s angle, death should inspire infinite love, for it reveals our
condition as one of infinite gain. Death reveals that we have something
instead of nothing, though it easily could be otherwise: death helps us see
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that existence is a happy accident, for which we should be infinitely grate-
ful.*2 Whitinan answers the riddle of death by ordering us to give ourselves
over to a love coextensive with wonder at and gratitude for existence.™ Yet
this lesson ventures beyond Whitman's second vision of death, as inspiration
to creative iimmortality, into the third, as a condition that inakes us human.

Whitinan’s second vision of death commands us to create so that we
may be immortal. Transform the world with your minds and hands, the
second vision orders, while you still have time. Leave your mark on the
visible world, so that future others may know that you were here, and that
the world as it appears to them could not exist without you. We leave our
innmnortal signature, Whitinan's second vision says, not on our invisible
atoms, but on our visible environment. The transcendence of death lies in
world-building,

Whitimau’s second vision of death is more satisfying than his first vision,
for it offers a path to immortality more worldly than organic endurance.
But the second vision is far more heroic than democratic. This is not to say
that democracy and heroisin are incompatible. Democracy inspires its own
distinctive forms of heroisn, realized through “self-trust.”™ Yet truthfully
speaking, only a few of any given generation will achieve creative inmortal-
ity. No natter how creative democracy makes its citizens, some will always
shine more brightly. and thus be more likely to live on in huinan memory.
Furthermore, soine works of genius will go nnrecogni'/,ed; creative virtuos-
itv does not guarantee creative immortality. Creative immortality is a result
of not just skill, but luck. Which great works don't get destroyed? Which
great works find sympathetic readers and powerful interpreters? Because

human memory is not completely meritocratic, Whitian’s second vision of

death as inspiration to creative inmnortality is not completely consoling. In
extremely hopeful moments, the second vision may allay mortal anxiety,
but when sobriety returns, it is for most people inadequate. So how should
democrats console themselves in the face of mortality?

Whitman’s third vision of death suggests that the promise of iilnmortal-
ity is unnecessary for consolation. Even if death is a full stop, it still deserves
our affirmation. Affirning death in the confidence that it is a full stop is es-
sential to affirming ourselves and our world as they are and to transcending
Puritan superstition, and thus to achieving the ecstatic gratitude for being
born of democratic perspective.™
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The Third Vision: A Human Condition

The third way Whitman views death is as a luman condition. It is 4 human
condition, first, in a weak sense: death is an inescapable and undeniable
part of human life; no human life—no plant or animal life, for that nat-
ter—evades it. Death is a human condition, second, in a strong sense: it
is a precondition of humanity. Death is the outer limit of humanity: if we
were deathless, we would be superhuinan. Some may find super—lu;manitv
desirable. Whitman, however, counsels against this desire. He encourage;
us to see our humanity—a humanity we too often see as deficient and iin-
perfect—as sufficient and perfect. By choosing to see our mortal condition
as sufficient and perfect, we free ourselves from mortal anxiety and from

“ what Emerson calls the “false prayers” of regret.’

Whitman intimates this view of death mnost evocatively in “Who Learns
My Lesson Complete?” (1855):

Who learns iy lesson complete?
Itis nolesson . . . . it lets down the bars to a good lesson,
And that to another . . . . and every one to another still.’*

Whitman’s insistence that his “lesson complete” is “no lesson,” but “lets
down the bars to a good lesson, / And that to another . . . . and every one to
another still,” indicates that the “lesson complete” lacks positivity but still
unlocks positive lessons. What might such a lesson be? '

The great laws take and effuse without argument,
I am of the same style, for 1 ain their friend.
1 love them quits and quits . . . . I do not halt and make salaains.™

When Whitinan writes that “The great laws take and effuse without argu-
ment,” he suggests that the laws of the universe—including its cvcle of birth
and death—fdo not explain theinselves completelv. Our exi‘)ecta.tion that we
should be able to understand these laws completely is therefore misplaced.
Because one of the defining features of the universe is its mystery, quests
for a complete netaphysics are futile.™ o
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Whitman then encourages his reader to befriend the universe in its lack
of complete intelligibility. When he says, “1 amn of the same style, for I am their
friend / 1 love them quits and quits . . . . I do not halt and make salaans,” he
implies that it is possible to love the universe without grasping its metaphysics.
He urges us, furthermore, to love the universe as an equal. Not even the
universe merits our abject worship, for the self is itself a universe.

Yet even as it registers the sometimes frustrating mystery of the
universe, “Who Learns My Lesson Complete” portrays it as astonishingly
wonderful, notwithstanding its resistance to intellectual mastery:

It is no little matter, this round and delicious globe, moving so exactly
in its orbit forever and ever, without one jolt or the untruth of a
single second:

1 do not think it was made in six days, nor in ten thousand years, nor
ten decillions of years,

Nor planned and built one thing after another, as an architect plans
and builds a house *

Feeling an acute sense of awe in the face of the universe’s physics, Whit-
man becomes more and more atheistic about the universe’s metaphysics.
He rejects not only the orthodox Judeo-Christian belief that the earth was
made in six days, but the idea that it was made at all.

Yet Whitinans “lesson complete” is not atheisin, but rather a sober
“and responsible agnosticisin—an agnosticism that acknowledges that the
universe exceeds even our most expansive reflective capacities. Our re-
sponse to the universe’s sublimity should not be the ascription to it of a
suprenely intelligent design. Our response, rather, should be respect for its
sublimity through refusal to enclose it in an all-subsuming metaphysics or

theology—a metaphysics or theology that breeds intellectual and spiritual -

self-satisfaction and smothers openness and wonder. “Song of Myself” an-
ticipates Whitinan’s “lesson complete™:

And 1 call to mankind, Be not curious about God,

For 1, who ain curious about each, ain not curious about God,

No array of terms can say how much I am at peace about God and
about death.

Whitman, Death, and Democracy 285

I hear and behold God in every object, yet I understand God not in
the least,

Nor do I understand who there can be more wonderful than myself.*!

It seems strange for a poet of openness and wonder to urge us to “Be not
curious about God.” It also seems strange for a poet who claims he is “not
curious about God” to then say that he hears and beholds “God in every
object.” Whitman’s rhetorical strategy here is not to deny the possibility of
God, but to democratize our awe and wonder by redirecting them away
from a divine author who may or may not exist to the self and the world
that—if our senses are to be believed—certainly do exist:

Why should I wish to see God better than this day?

I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each
moment then,

In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the
glass*

“Beholding God in every object,” Whitman appears to preach pantheisin.
But since pantheisin constitutes an understanding of God, and Whitman
insists that he understands “God not in the least,” agnosticism remains
Whitman’s overriding commitinent.** With or without God, the self and
the world are worthy of reverence; Whitman finds their sheer existence mi-
raculous. Whitman wants us to linger with our wonder, awe, and gratitude
over “the sheer fact of existence,™ and not rush fromn the experience of
sublimity to the dubious, parochial, and anthropomorphic project of ascrib-
ing to existence a reason and author.** The universe may be uncaused and
self-existent in the saine way we imagine God as uncaused and self-existent.
Why hastily insist that the universe inust have a maker, and narcissistically
envision that maker in our own image?

Whitman’s serene agnosticisin about God produces serene agnosticism
about death. “Who Learns My Lesson Complete?” promotes agnosticism
about death not by preaching it didactically, but by (1) pronising immortal-
ity in order to allay mortal anxiety and relax the reader enough to open himn
or her to alternative possibilities,* and (2) working to adjust downwardly
the reader’s sense of immortality’s importance, so as to loosen the hold of
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the desire for immortality and emancipate energy for a more intense and
loving engagement of life. First is the pronise of imnmortality.

I do not think seventy years is the time of a man or woman,
Nor that seventy millions of years is the timne of a man or woman,
Nor that vears will ever stop the existence of me or any one else."”

On its plainest register of meaning, the stanza assures the reader that the
self is not ultimately hostage to the body’s decay over time. The stanza
even hints that the self lives above and beyond time: years will not stop the
existence of any given self. Several ambiguities, however, point to a second
register of meaning that does not so much promise immortality as note
the ways the human condition compensates us infinitely for our mortality.
To say that one does not think that “seventy years” or “seventy millions
of years” is “the time of a man or a woman” or that “years will ever stop
the existence” of any given self is in one sense to say that the self is either
iimortal or eternal: either the self ends when time ends or the self lives
bevond time. But in another sense, it is to say that measurable expanses of
time are not where life is lived. Life, rather, is lived in moments—when the
sense of timne dissipates and a minute might as well be an hour or an hour a
minute. The measure of life is not time but exhilaration. So when Whitman
says, “I do not think seventy years is the tiine of a man or woman, / Nor that
seventy millions of years is the time of a man or woman,” he is in a sense
saying that the time of a man or a woman is not any measurable quantity
of time, but is rather the moment of lived intensity. The time of a man or
woman is always now. In light of this reading, a new meaning emerges
for Whitman’s insistence that years will never “stop the existence of me”:
Whitman will not allow consciousness of time or mortality to detract from
the subliinity he feels in moments of intense awareness or experience. Time
and mortality will not stop him from giving himself completely to life.

Whitman then turns to the project of putting the value of immortality
in perspective.

Is it wonderful that 1 should be immortal, as every one is immortal;

I know it is wonderful . . . . but my eyesight is equally wonderful /
. and how I was conceived in my mother’s womb is equally
wonderful,

[ 8]
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And how I was not palpable once but amn now . .. . and was born on
the last day of May 1819 . . . . and passed from a babe in the
creeping trance of three summers and three winters to articulate
and walk . . . . are all equally wonderful.

And that I grew six feet high . . . . and that 1 have become a man
thirty-six years old in 1855 .. . . . and that I ain here anyhow—are
all equally wonderful;

And that my soul embraces you this hour, and we affect each other
without ever seeing each other, and never perhaps to see each
other, is every bit as wonderful:

And that I can think such thoughts as these is just as wonderful,

And that I can remind you, and you think them and know them to be
true is just as wonderful *

Whitman here concedes the fact of immortality without promulgating any
particular vision of immortality. Though elsewhere he offers naturalistic and
poetic visions of immortality as substitutes for the Christian idea of immortal-
ity, here he lets his reader hold on to whatever vision of irmnortality he or
she prefers. After having assured the reader of immortality and thus relaxed
the reader into a state of intellectual and spiritual openness, he gently but
systematically devalues immortality by placing it on an equal evaluative foot-
ing with eyesight, conception, birth, growth, speech, movement, literature,
matenahty thought, reading, and intuition. All of these are miracles and
" objects worthy of worider, Whitman implies, just as we conventionally regard
immortality as a miracle and object worthy of wonder. The cumulative effect
of this poetic reevaluation is to allow the reader to affinn mortal life in the
absence of immortality—for if evesight, conception, birth, growth, speech,
movement, literature, materiality, thought, reading, and intuition are just as
wonderful as immortality, then the subtraction of immortality from the hu-
man condition is no great loss, for these other miraculous features of mortal
existence remain, and more than conpensate for our lack of immortality.
Against the background of this devaluation of immortality, the radical-
ism of Whitman'’s explicit affirmations of mortal life register more strongly:

I exist as I am—that is enough,
1f no other in the world be aware, 1 sit content,
And if each and all be aware, 1 sit content.*
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Notice how this passage on the self-sufficiency of nortal existence repudi-
ates key elements of Whitman’s first and second visions of death. If it is
“enough” to exist as one is, then consolation in the face of inortality is un-
necessary. If it is “enough” to exist anonymously, then desire for immortality
is superfluous. Mortal existence is worthy of affirmation on its own, without
the promise of immortality.

Whitian’s poetic effort to affirin mortality is part of a larger poetic ef-
fort to encourage his fellow citizens to surmount their Puritan heritage and
say with hiin, “The earth—that is sufficient.”® If Whitman can convince
them of the adequacy of the earth even in the absence of heaven, he can
open themn up to a more loving and intense engagement with life, which in
turn can open thein up to unforeseeable and unsuspected forms of creation,
beauty, and sublimity. In “A Song of the Rolling Earth” (1856), Whitman
ties earth-affirnation and self-affirmation together inextricably:

I swear the earth shall surely be complete to him or her who shall be
complete!

I swear the earth remains broken and jagged only to himn or her who
remains broken and jagged!™

Affirming the earth is vital to realizing oneself. Seeing the earth as perfect
instead of fallen emancipates energy from wmisplaced regret and disappoint-
ment. The here and the now become sites of abundance and infinite pos-
sibility rather than of incorrigibility and lack. Viewing the present as a site of
abundance and infinite possibility in turn allows the imagination to soar to
unforeseeable heights and conceive forms of world-building unimaginable
in the crainped mental landscape of Puritan self-abasement. Whitinan af-
firins mortality to emancipate life from mortal anxiety. Conceding that life
will someday end encourages individuals to value mortal life appropriately:
as an abundant site of potential beginning.*

Marking the achievement of intellectual maturity and optimizing the
freedom of its adherents, Whitman’s third vision of death is his best. Of the
three visions, it most powerfully embodies the Socratic virtue of respecting
the limits of knowledge, and of preferring to live in ainbiguity and admitted
ignorance than in the deluded sureness of false knowledge.™ Of the three
visions, it also does the most to reconcile its adherents to the world’s lack

of metaphysical certainties. By helping readers see that inetaphysics and
pin y helping phy:
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theology distract us froin the things we can best know and know best—the
things of everyday life—the third vision redirects its adherents toward
proper appreciation of ordinary experience. Reimmersed in ordinary life
and fully attentive to it, Whitman's readers can then see how the earth
is more wondrous than history’s most inagnificent visions of heaven. The
wondrousness of the ordinary seduces them into a fuller participation in the
present, and reveals why the present should command our greatest rever-
ence. The present is the time of freedom, the only time we can exercise
freedom. “Give me insight into to-day, and you may have the antique and
future worlds,” Emerson said in “The American Scholar” (1837). “This
time, like all times, is a very good one, if we but know what to do with it,”
he also declared.® Spotlighting the present as freedomn’s time, Whitman's
third vision of death moves us to reflect on how best to use that tiine; it also
urges us to live some of it spontaneously, while we still have the chance for
adventure. Agnosticisin about death energizes wonder, freedom, and life
in Whitman. The question rermains, however, how it enhances demnocratic
citizenship.

Death and Democratic Life

If we conceive of democracy as a form of common life based on respect for
the equal dignity of every individual, and that aims to promote the equal
freedoin and flourishing of every individual, then democracy demands that
“citizens regard each other as ends, as embodinents of infinite potential.*
So conceived, democracy requires that citizens show maximal openness to
one another, so that they may find the beauty in one another, even when
antidemnocratic historical legacies and social forces condition them to see
themselves or others as fundamentally lacking, Maximal openness to oth-
ers in turn requires intellectual humility, vigilance against prejudice, and a
disposition to resist ways of seeing and iuterpreting that mark some people
as uniiportant or irredeemably inferior. V
Instantiating both intellectual hunility and critical distance from
inherited orthodoxy, agnosticism about death comports with the personal
openness demnocracy requires. Citizens capable of overcoming fear of the
unknown—death being the ultimate unknown—are more likely to respond
constructively to difference than those so terrified by death that they would
rather subscribe to a predetermined view of it than let its unknown quality
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be. Citizens agnostic about death, in other words, are more likely to confront
difference with equanimity, to let it speak, and to revise their worldviews in
light of it, than to prematurely categorize difference within a rigidly held,
totalizing worldview. James Baldwin highlighted the danger mortal anxiety
posed to democracy when he wrote, in The Fire Next Time (1963), “Perhaps

the whole root of our trouble, the human trouble, is that we will sacrifice all

the beauty of our lives, will imprison ourselves in totems, taboos, crosses,
blood sacrifices, steeples, mosques, races, armies, flags, nations, in order to
deny the fact of death, which is the only fact we have.” In the quest for
immortality, Baldwin suggests, we imprison ourselves in identities forged
through condemnation of difference. Through religion, race, and nation, in
other words, we abandon the self “to a larger self from which one regains
oneself magnified”* to attain heavenly salvation or immortal membership in
a death-defying, world-historical, national, or racial project. Mortal anxiety
thus destroys the affirmation of both self and other that democracy requires.

In staving off the desire for metaphysical certainty, however, agnosti-
cisin about death enhances democratic citizenship. Citizens who can live
with uncertainty about death are better prepared to live with the diversity
and turbulence democracy sets free. Democracy’s uncertainty consists not
just in the unpredictable results of elections and legislative decisions, but
also in the uncertainty that inevitably results from the proliferation of
freedoin.* The proliferation of freedom entails the upending of traditional
boundaries and the unsettling of comforting conventions.® She who can
bear both mortality and freedom’s turbulence lightly is more likely to as-
sume the posture of welcoming curiosity that Whitman associates with the
democratic self:

Aside from the pulling and hauling stands what I am,

Stands amused, complacent, compassionating, idle, unitary,

Looks down, is erect, bends an arm on an impalpable certain rest,
Looks with its side-curved head curious what will come next,
Both in and out of the gaine, and watching and wondering at it %

Agnosticisin about death is a form of looking with “side-curved head curi-
ous what will come next.” Instantiating the courage and openness needed to
respond constructively to demnocracy’s “diversity of differences,™ it marks
the maturation of the democratic self.
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