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Abstract

Walt Whitman praises the self in his famous poem Song of Myself. Here he

assumes that this self already contains the other, whatever is outside of it—other
people, the natural world, the cosmos; one’s own society, culture, nation but also the
whole world.  The self then includes all dualities—body and soul, male and female,
human and divine, life and death. This is a plural self, a locus of multiple identities,
and in his long poem Whitman lists or catalogues the various emotions, desires,
people, animals, aspects of everyday American life and historical events that he has
himself directly experienced or “taken into himself.”  This vast and self-completed,
self-integrated cosmic self is then multi-dimensional, a kind of chaotic mixture, yet it
is also the process of its own becoming, and as such is part of the cosmic process of
becoming or desire. ““l do not talk of the beginnings or the end,” the speaker says,
but only of the “Urge and urge and urge, / Always the procreant urge of the world.”
Here the author will look at this all-encompassing self more specifically as a
self of multiple identities, that is, as the multiple processes through which we identify
ourselves. Thus we may identify ourselves as natural and physical but also as
cosmic and divine beings, as bodies-and-souls; we may identify ourselves in terms of
the society, culture and nation to which we “belong” and also in terms of the “world”;
and we may identify ourselves in terms of what we feel is our own psychological and
biological nature, including our sense of sexual orientation and gender identity, where
now subsuming the duality means containing both genders. At each level various
dualities are subsumed into Whitman’s conception of the “universal self,” but at the
level of the individual this means self-integration, a sense of completeness and
harmony. The song the poet sings so eloquently is after all the song of every

individual, not just in Whitman’s own expanding nation but in the world.
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