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the most part, been seen by mainstream critics ds detracting

from rather than enhéncing his“art. This thesis explores’

the relatiohship betw#en Whitman's textual auto-erotjciam - .

and his overa{l,aeéthetic, focusing on "Song of Myself" and

the "Calamus" poems in the light of recent ligerary theory.
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) Chapt‘er' I

INTRODUCTION

Background ' C <

~

- In its March 25, 1835 issue, t:he Boston nedical and

Surgicel Journal reported that, ”'no cause [was] more

influential in producipg Insanity, and, in a special nienner.:,
1

‘perpetuating the disease, than Masturbation." ..This article -

‘was not unique. 1In ‘the early 18309, the American medical

community began to-publigh many such articles, all warning

. of the physiological dangers of auto-eroticism. ‘Referred to

variously as '"self-ébuse,“ self-pollution," or the "secret

,vice," mast:urbation came to be seen as sin and sxckness by

Jecksonian America. - Ty

.
hoo o \

'I'he Jacksonian period, which witnessed this

‘ gtoliferation of anti-masturbation literature, was marked by '

ecohomic and social change. No longer was the economic que
of American citizens govetned by individual buying and
selling relationships. . Imp\rovements bm large-scale
manutacturing and in distribution served, on the one hand,
to draw labour into the cities and, on the othet, to deprive

them of the personal co tect previously enjoyed with the

owner. The reality £ impersonal economic relationships and'

the idealietic deéfre for economic individualism inspired by

the Jertetsonian dreem were irteconcileble. The issue



became ‘a moral one. As Arthur M, Schlesinger, Jr. relates:

'Corporat:ions have ne1ther bodies to be

- .kicked nor souls to be damned,' went a

- favorite aphorism, Beyond good and evil,

insensible to argument or appeal, they
symbolized the mounting independence of the
new economy from r{\e restraints and scruples
of personal life. .

Go_vernmen't: intervention in the: form of anti-monopoly action
occurred, firm in the belief that the "growing |

ineffectiveness of private 'conscience as a means. of social
control" had to be. met by the public conscierrce.B.

The individual as well as the corporation became the

- victim of restraint measures on the basis of morality. The

<

" "pre-industrial phase witnessed seyeral significant

alterations to Dexisting social relationships in which the
"public conscience" eventually intervened. Sons, with
radically :’improved job posi'fbiiities before them, did not

necessarily follow their fathers' line of industry.

‘Consequeﬁtly, the familial farm or trade shop no longer

' dictated a young man's vocational path_; and. by extension,

fathers could not determine their sonsg' futures, economic or

\j
otherwise. Inev1t:ab1y, the hierarchical generational bond
e
was weakened.

The autonomy of \:he young man was a source of fear, and
ultimately came to represent a mote generalized fear the
Jacksonians held:

‘e s sthis same period found these Americans
engaged in an empassioned dialogue in which

- - ‘they pitted individualism against social
stability, autonomy against continuity,



(0

-

] personal freedom against social control... \ (
' They were oppressed by a sense of '
T o formlessness and insecurity. Fear of lOSlng

7 control dominated thejir thought.
It should not come as a surprise therefore to .discover
@ ‘ A the gocial and medical concern that began to be placed on
the young American male, th;e power was latent and whose

ascendency to the dominant sociial position was imminent.

Tne need to enfopce'soc;al controls on young men-\as thus
h simulthneousf& the expresoion of ; need to ensure the fnture
order of society.
. In this iight, it .is interesting'to observe that the
tohponse to the disruption of economic and social order came —
from two distinct yet like-minded communitigs: the medical
comﬁunity and the moral purity reformers. The target of
their reform was the young urban male, and later, the .
adolescent male generally. The'focus of their attention d;s
. the solitary sexual gtatification of the onattacped male and
its eradication. | ’
If the young man was representative of the potential
for evil implicit in change, then the successful restraint
of his-body and bodl}y impulses oecame the symbol of the
restoration of order. Ii is not accidental that ayto-
-, .eroticism, at once a demonstration of autonomy (accountable
‘to no one), pleasurable.(hence, non-productive), and ruled
by the body (not by morals or reason), would come to
symbolically encapsulate the evils of theﬁpower shift

croated by social change.

[ h a
' .
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Solitary orgasm had been practiced, and no doubt

//
‘*pbrfected, throughout human history. Why the sudden

Y

publicxty? The anti—masturbation literatureﬂwhich surfaced

Vi

" in mass profusion in the’ 1830s and continued with 1ikeﬂ“

fervor well into the later nineteenth century, draws more
attention to itself than to the practice it condemns.

Significantly, the previous century had produced little

3

.literature dealing with private sexual acts.

v, 3

”'Thé'taboo placed on masturbation can be traced .-
- ,!

historxcally to Biblical 1nterpretation (or, as many

scholars have pointed out, misinterpretation, since the

AREN

passage 1mp11es;c01tus interruptus, net masturbation) of

Onan's sin: i 2o e o
A .
And Judah said unto Onan, Go in unto thy"
brother's .wife, and marry her, and raise up
the seed to thy brother. And Onan knew that
e seed should not be his; and it came to
gZSs, when he went unto his brother's wife,
that he spilled it on the ground, lest he
should give seed to his brother. And the
thing which he did displeased the Lord;
wherefore he slew him also. .

e

Therefore, the wrath of God was construed as the punis g'

force for the sin of onanism.e

Integrating traditional Christian morality with
mediéine, Samuel Tissot, a Swiss physician, published a
treatise on masturbation which would come to dominate

Western thought on the subject. This highly influential

trggtise, L*® Onanisme. Dissertation sur’ les maladies

Qroduites par la masturbation C1758), although itdpurported
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to be a strict scientific study, was in fact founded upon

o .“‘ conventional moral and cultural.beliefs.‘ It was this moral

- } dimension which ultimately gave the work its widespread

| popularity ¢

\ "In tracing the evolution of Western thought on disease,

it is possible;tO‘locate Tissot's work on masturbation

ST within a1context that would justify the~inclusion'of.moral'

principles in what preseugs itself as a sciegsific enquiryt

Prior to the eighteenth century, disease was seen to be the |

‘punishment of sins by God. Emplo&ing natural cures, doctors

recognized that7their remedies would only be effective "if
SRR v /

" God permitted "
The late eighteenth century and eardy nineteenth

-

-

‘ century period, where Tissot's work is located, witnessed a
shift in medical approaches to disease. Scientific advances
‘ contributed to the greater legitimacy ot naturalistic.
treatments, The moral eieuent in the understanding of
disease, however, persietea. Digease was still misfortune:
misfortune, a punishment from God. )
3&" " 1In Americah medicineé in the Jacksonian period was split

amohg domeetic (women attending to their families' medical

_A»

concerns), lay (practitioners using common sense as their

guide), and professional (educated either in Europe or the
. . newly founded medical schools in America) practices. The

struggle between lay and professional practitioners for

for s

supremacy and exclusive legitimacy occurred against a :
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‘backdrop of democratic idealism. As équi Starr f ;

r“points out, "...the seeming complexity of medicine was .

artificial; if properly understood, medicine could be . '
w1 8 M - a—
brought within the reach of 'common sensé' " ‘
) +

SlgNgflcan@iy, Tissot s dxssertation on. masturbatxon
was, 1ntroduced to Epe United States in the late eighteenth

century but did nét cause a stir until it was reprinted in
A

1832 durlng the power struggle for medical supremacy and the L

po&er shift in social structures. Ultimately, the need for

bodily repression was direct1§.prépor:ionate to the need of

the patriarchal order to establish (medicine) and re-

establisﬁ (moral reform) traditional.bases’of power. Thus, \
meral and scientific discourse served to consolidate the
attack on masturbation. No doubt,Tissot‘s moral/medical
arguTent against the 'secret vice' would héve appealed té .
hbth‘sides. .

.Tiséot'argued that sexual aqtivity,-since it’created a .
surge of blood to'thé head, starveé the nerves. Nerve’
damage caugpd insgnity. Onanirm, bi\aa£1nition, implied the -
most déngqrour manifestation of the erotic impulse since $t
could be indu;ged in from a very ydung age, alone, and
frequently. The realization of the onanist that he was
engaging in a sinful acsivity hade him all the more o
susceptible to nerve damage.9 ' R C /

American medical discourse echoed Tissot's argument:

A great number of evils whith come upon the

(

[}

-~
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medicine, education and_religion on mas;utbation'were

young at-and after the age of puberty,. arise

from masturbation, persisted in, so as ‘to

waste the vital energies and enervate the

. . physical and mental powers of man. Not less-
v does it sap the foundation of moral 5
princ¥#ples <and blast the firast budding of
manly and hongrable fee&ings which were

. exhibiting them selvés in the opening
character of the young.

) - " '

ggr& _ As can be seen, the transitibn from Onan's‘sin to
& .

ma;turbatory 1nsan1ty waa.conspxcuously smooth. Clearly,

the method was less important than the objectlve. The

advice books which .treat masturbation themes were writter by-—

- B

- déctors, educators and clergymen alike. The diffégeﬁces

£

which -one would imaginé to find between the perspectives of

marhlnal.n

A
-*

The three-fold system.of maintaining social order a8

control was therefore seen to be: .government over

‘corporation, the corporation pqer the economxc llfetOf the i

individual, and medical/motal authorxtles over the socxo-..

.sexual life of the indivxdual. Thus, the publxc conscxe!!L .

asserted its dictates on the private consciences of

individuals. To gain victory over masturbation was

e

tantamount to {pstiliing order inﬁtﬁe moét private of\

-

\

conscience's domains, :
fAdvice qandi;s,qperhaps because of thegfechnblogical
improvements in'th;”priqtiﬁg industry, weyé' more widely
d;ntri&yted a?teé 1836. These wrgzings address 'the secret

vice' gengrally #nd male adolescent 'self-abuse’

-

DI

\
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'W11}}am Alcott wrote "fhe Young ought to know, briefly, to

“Frederxck Hollxck went so far as to Iﬁnk career choice with

T éﬁ.

spécxflcaLly “+ Former school- teacher turnedhphysxcian'

E

what formxdable host of mahadxes seecret vice is exposed "

idiotism} paralysxs, apoplexy, bllndness,°hypochondr1a and

consumpgtion as Bﬁxng attributable to onanism.

o ¢ ——

11

environment and autS-eroticism are revealing:

Clearly, in Alfott*s,view, which was pxobably representatxve

of the perspectxve of - tﬁb moral reformers, the xncxdenc

Large cities and thinly settled places are

the extremes of social life. Here, of course,

vice'will be found in 9ts worst forms. It is
more difficult to say which extreme is the.
worst, among an equal number of individuals;

'and proceeded to llst xnsanxty, St. Vltus' Dance, epi}epsy,

. Further, .

‘Alcott's speculations about the Yelationship between  social

but probably the city; for in the:country, vice

is oftener solitary [masturbation], and less
frequently social [prostitution]); while in
the city if is -not only social but also
solitary. ) t

masturbatlon was generalized.

i

.In one report, appearing later in the*century, Dr.’

the propen51ty for %g}f-abuse- .0

Ld

Many a youth of sanguxge temperament,
urgently requiring muscular and mental
occupation of the most varied kind, isg
condemned to the monstrous inactivity of a

- counting-house desk, the distasteéFul,plodding

of an office or some merely intellectual
profession, and in consequence becomes
listless, dogged and self-debased. In such
cases the abundant vital energy, that ought
to have been expended in active exertion, is
retained. and, by.stimulating the sexual
organs to an unnatural degree, leads to

80 itarg.vice both as a gratification and a
relief. -

e of

4

-.&"“'
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One feature_js central to both Aléott's and Hollick's
advice and observations on golitary sex: .the condemnation of
the by-products of industrial and economic change, thé‘city
and the white collw? worker. The symoo&s of progre&i\are
thus 1inted to the horror of perverse sex and are thgnselves

(L projected as perverse. . R
oy - 2

The 'vital energy' to which Hollick refers is a concept“"

that predates Tissot's treatise employing the same
reference. This anatomicdl concept can be traced back to

Aristotle at least. Semen was thought to be the most . .

-t

1mportant of bodily fluids, since "each part of the bodf yas
-3
believed to contribute a fraction of itself by way of the
. 14 !
blood " Therefore, ejaculation was to’ occur with strict

regulation in order to save man's vxtal energy?since ﬁt was
-, understood to be a non-regenerating endowment. Procieatrve W
" gex as it sxgnxfxed production in the .form of blologxcal
‘reproductlon constituted expend;ture (hence, Whltman s
' "love-spendings“) Contxnence, by exten31on, was ‘thrift.® .
i Logically then, masturbation was construed as waste.‘liﬂ‘
Male sexuality was a simple matter of economics. ' In the.
vital energy view, the male bedy was a symoozxc business i 4
enterprise: channelling resources from diverse }ocations, '
.consolidating, and 1nyesting prudently inrorder to nakimize

returns and validate expenditures. The uncontrolled libido

of the masturbator ultimately signified assured oankruptcy.

d [ 3
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. o
is not incidentél..gThe human body ceased

v

The mirroring relationship of' economics and sexuality

to be perceived

within its carfall\definition but rather became a symbol of

capitalism /thgoug
hi ]
social organiz

initial component of, the tightening~of social qQﬁ%rolq.';Ay

*

Carrqll Smith-Rosenberg retords: -
- .
If the body is symbol, then’det
, ~ control bodily functions, to le
~to punish indicates a desire to
.protect specific instfgutlons a
within that socxetg

On a microcosmxc level, then, masturbator
'symbol;c result of anarchy: chaos.. Thus,
objectxve of nineteerth Century reform mo
propagandizing self-control was its occup

~
-

. The importance placed on self-contro
by the need of parents to qontfol,.ie fac
‘childnen‘s development. .Pareht; were adv
the.daﬁge; signals Qf«self-pollution in t
Love of solitude,'bashfulness, confusion

._—nail-bit%ng were just of few of the tell-
adolescent solxtary SeX.. In the sbciél e
restraints operated aé Eollows. men domin
since the} controlled 1%5 econom;c existe
exetcise\se1f4c6ﬁtrol. Whi;e women weré

their husbands, they were seen -as the pro

whose social tesponsxbility it was to con

~

the deliberate manipulations)éf its-

- .
‘¢

ons. This constituted the necessary,

i

:

ke .

A .
%

prmination . to
gislate, and
control or .
nd groups

s

y\;nsanity was the

vements; . ¢ .

» . \ -

ation.
t-police, their
heir. children.

tale signs of
phere, the sexual

ated the h0usehold

-

nce. They .were .to

l

J-
subserv1ent to

-

tectors of morals

trol their

¢ontrol was the »“ﬂ

I was complemented .,

10

'
Yo,

" N )
ised to be alert -to

of ideas, acne, ‘and

-
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* children. Ultimately, nineteenth-century women, eoclallzed

as belng morally pure, were-the kgepers of the private

“

conscience. PN ‘

f
y WOmen outnumbered men in the urbanlzed East, tQ!\seat

y

of the established order. The West was almost exclusively
populated by men. It was a .land which in many ways could be

seen as the embodlment of the worst fears of the. moral

! -

reform-movement. It was.formless and‘ unrestraxned As G

5

Barker-Benfleld describes xt. "The anarchic, homosexual West

¢
i

4

_was 'pure democracy,' the natural wilderness a’ source of :
o ‘
" potency in contrast to. the madnesses of heterosexual
- 17~
civilxzatzon“ of the tlme.

ot

“The Kinsey Report, Sexual Behavior in the Human

Male(1948) speculates on the homosekual experiences of the

Western pxoneer, clalmlng that sex “among groups that are

-virile, physicallx active . . . who ‘have -faced the rxgors of

nature Ln‘the wild . . .{is based] on realities and on a
‘minimum of theory." Bearing this in mind, the fact that

“onenlsm,ot masturbation wae also a euphemism ﬁor;‘
: oL : 19
hombsexuality“ in gsome medical literature is significant.

If the East represented order and control through ~
heterosexual :estraint, then the West signified chaos, the
-produéi of a sexual freedom from which homosexuallty could
'apting: Haqturbation; slnce.it ;as believed to have the '
potential to lead to sameQSex relations, oonceivably had the

latentupowgt to ”uqciyiiize“ the Eastern cities. "
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‘'The threat of the. new dominant male order from which
*homo- and masturbatlon phobia sprang was parallelef by the
threat implicit in women. WOmen‘were perceived as beingw
subofdinate go:nen,‘yet thei; maternal power was seen as‘aé«
dark and mysterxous force\wﬁich men could not reproduce.

This, coupled with Lamarck's theory of the economy of sperm,dj”
which was propagated by the advice author, the Reverend John ‘
Todd. led to the romantic over-compensatxon for woman/; '1j
reproductlve power: the phenomenon of man's sexualization.of

" the non-sexual ‘(the land). Thereby, man's semen was 'saved'ﬁ?'

:and hxs wital energy redirected to an area where he could '““/;\“:
becomefa participant in maternity, in the opening up of the'ﬂ

<

.1land. Thus, the threat of being"swallowed up’' by wohen, as:
) e 20

Todd expressed it, was successfully avoided. In Todd's
optimum system, the land had the capacity to become loverl

mother and self.

A

The' emphasis, then, was Clearly on redirect/ion of
power, linked as iE/was to génerative potency, from women* £
to men and from sons to fathers. If women cone med and
young men wasted, how could the pi“riarchal order of things
survive? What we hear in all the anti-masturb txon : . a
dxecourseipf the nlneteenth century is the voice of the
patriarchy asserting its fears and re-asserting its power.
What this repression ofusexual urges means for the
individual, however, is an alienation from his body.

One of the few testimonials of person 1 sexual
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\ experienoes from the period is the anonymous My Secret Life.ﬂt

\ . . . M A

AlthWough it,is British rather than American, this baok of

—
t

sexual memoirs'doespdemonstrate the socio-sexual _contmonality - v
" of the two cultures at this time and thus warrants mention. )
The author, in a partxcularly revealing passage, describes
nif.‘an episode 1nvolv1ng adolescent masturbatxon- i

., My-two 1ntimate school-friends left off
# . frigging. . . . hamgng come to the conclusion
e that frigging made\people mad, and, worse,
W prevented them afterwards from fucking and -
_ having a family.. 'Pred . ‘. .arrived at the
S same conclusion--by what mental QSPCESS we
' all arrived at it, I don't know.

L

N

L ‘"L Stephen Marcus in The Other Victorians, from which this:;

excerpt is quoted, observes that this "demonstrates how tne
process of repressxon works in the servxce of cult\?re"22 o
since the author has clearly forgotten the source of the 4
taboo. The mechanics of repression as Marcus suggests are
the internalization of the restraint and the sublimatlon of /
the memory of'its or191n.23 ’The chain of represslon durxnd
the Jacksonian‘period in the United States can thereforefoe
seen as: scientific writings informing popular advice /
literature ghich in turn was directly aimed at the
mech;nisms of the familf;s internal power structure where it
found tangible expression. . ‘ ‘ - «

Charles E. Rosenberg notes the development of synthetxc
; , - roles in American society during the moral reform era, the

- most noteworthy of which was the Christian gentlemané~"mhe‘

Christian gentleman was an athlete of continence, not -

i

' g
/e Wy ‘ .o,
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cortus, continuously testing his manliness in the fire of ) S
e

self- dehial. This . paradigmatic figure eshewed excess in all

things. and, most important, allowed his wife to dictate the
A 24
nature- of theiﬁ sexual interaction. Clearly, in its
oo LT - e

advocacy - of certain moral postures,~the dominant dkdﬁqurse

of the time had'the poher to inspire a'denfal of the body.

' \
. . .
. .

Whitlﬂan / Y] - . 3 -TQ ’ ",,;t‘\ .

~
[

/

It is for this-.reason that’ Walt Whitman s Leaves of . ‘ ‘

Grass in its treatment of overtly sexual themes warrants : :

»

further study. In other words, Leaves of Grags does not
— [

reflect dominant discourse. . If nineteenth century discourse

~had the power to" conceptually distance the individual trom

his body% what did Whitman's insistent affirmation of the t
bodymreally mean?. When masturbation phobia permeatedtall
levels of society, what was Whitman's intent in graphically
portraying the pleasures of auto-erotiCism?

These were some of the questipns which prompted this ~ ﬁ,"
study. As in most undertakings of this nature, queations'
lead‘not to conglusive answers but to deeper questions. In -
consulting the commentaries on Whitman's erotic poetry, I
was left with the uneasy feeling that more was avoided than

addressed. 1In the light of Michel Foucault's confessional o

- hypothesis and the Western tradition of scientia sexualis, . R

o

the critics seemed to. form partﬂof a discursive chain which,: .e{ :

¥
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by its very premises, could not -approach pen-dominant
discourse. A Teievaluation eEJWhitman's dutOferotieiem
clearly requiredban approach better suited to tgilterms
dictated by the text. Whitman's radicalism did not have to
be reconpi}ed; it was a given. I was in the presence of

elternative discourse which could not begin to be addressed

e

' 3 S e %

through conventional means.

The results were not what I expected to find. My

~understanding of masturbation was that of male masturbatibn

'-Hs we have come to -accept it: genitai—centred eroticism.

While this understanding seemed to be a workable one in the

" examination of "Song of Myself," it Yas completely

overturned in the evaluation of the "Calamus" poems.

* bR

Masturbatlon in Whitman, contrary to my expectations,

' invelves the entire erotic body. In other words, the

possibilities for pleasufe are generalized. If the -
geni;al/body split is useful to society-insofar as genital-®

centering frees the rest of the quf:for work, what is

. Whitman really advocating?

The aesociation of the human body with the body of the
text makes this question even more profound. Thus, E@e
masturbatory process tatﬁe} than the results of masturbation
is a trope for the creative process i; Whitman. The
qigniticance of this is perhaps best reflected in the 3

existence of nine textually different editions ol Leaves of

Grass, which surely points to process rather than product.
f

' o
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As I investigated Whitman s other wrxtings, I came tc
“realize that the auto-erotlc elemént in the Leaves is

- Ay

crucial to Whitman's larger aesthetic. I also saw that the

N

poet's calling 1nto questxon the very foundation of culture
has made a berceptzon of! the autolerotic in his writing a
source of negative cdmmentary. . ‘ . . -
Given that his critics are so firmly rooted in the
patriarchal ideology, it is no wondetr that w&iéﬁan's auto-
eroticism has been misconstrued for so lsng.. His |
masturbatory process threatens the very foundations of the
anti-love ethos which informs all that ‘We have been lea to
believe }s progress. The patr1archa1 value system is an
L otber-allenatlng world order. In aff1rmxng the love of self
‘ggg the love of "his loveg and perfect equal," Whitman
subverts this order. As Héléne Cixous asserts: “"there is no
investion of sther I's, no poetry, no fiction without ;
certain homosexuality."25 Like Jean Gepet's writingﬂ which *
Cixous describes as being inscribed with "an abundant,
maternal, pderastic femininity,"26 Whitmqp's polymgrppous
%“ sexual textuaiitquoves beyond the other-differentiating
hete;o-tsxt.
Underlying the threat imp};qit ig homose}uality'and in
" the feminine-as~-nurturing is the non-assertion of power over
another since self-ioves—other;as-self. This abne&giion of
power over other is a fdf?e much stronger than hierarchicsl

and didisive power. Unity through identification, rather

ol . ’ AN a

oo - [ . , -
Rt « . .
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(2
than power through division and categosﬁéetion, forms the
‘  basis of Whitman s position. Thus, the oombination of the
auto-erotic as body/text with the maternal, organic style is
perhape his most potent contribution to American (and world)
aesthetics. The -fact that it nas been relegated to the
J‘periphery of Whitman ;tudy’ettests not to its unimportance,
but to the degree of threat it poses to an aesthetic anqi\
politicai order. ‘ o ‘ ‘
The tighteniné of social controls that occurred in the '
United States in the 1830s was accamplished through a ¢
, cambaign against masturbation. Masturbation was not,
-however, the real issue. Instead, the fear of the
patriarchal order that they were losing power over their
sons, and byrimplication the future, was invested
symbolically in auto-eroticism. The restrained body of the
young male, therefore, "ensured the continuity of the power
of the Father. . \
What we encounter in Whitman is-the liberation of the

'male body from definitions imposed on it by‘social forces.

Nature,and not culture, provides the poet with a sexuel role

" model. This ideptification with the unlimited, renewable
energy of nature results in the body affirmation of auto-
erotic activity. The journey of the poet in "Song of |
Myself" is a healing of the mind/body alienation which
society engenders. Siognificantly, this split is unified

through masturbatory ecstasy which allows the poet to touch
- \ /

(253
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his essence. The authentic voice of the per Fs—the voice B

of the body . de-apptog;iated. And that, for the patr;archy

)
2 [

whieh ob3ect1£4es§§3% rder to maintain power, is very
‘,‘,/

threatening. AV . .

Whitman escapes the confessional power relationship as
outlined by Michel Foucault by articulating the desize not

of objects (which necessarily involves the assertign of

'~powef over) bugiof equality (the elimination of power over).

One might even speculate thag‘rather thanyconstituting a

.regression to the narcissism of cp11dhood, as many Whltman

£

commentaries put fort?, his auto-erotic body/text tepresents

a progression.'- Beyond ‘the world of conquest and domxnation -

-

over other, the urges :which we are taught to understand -

‘as. inherent, there is Whltman s vision which exposes the lxe L
. 27 1

of masculine history. . Instead of deplctlng a chzldps j)

prelingual un1verse of non-gepatateness, Whitman verhal1zes
a view whxch'transcends all psychoanalytic theories: love :
can only exist in a world of aubject;.

s The intersubjectivity that we £ind in fhg'“Calamﬁs“
poeﬁé'thus reflects a heightened awareness rather than tpe
régressive hypothesis which runs through Whitman ctiticisé.
Significantly, it is here that we begin to understand the
subversive import dfltextuﬁl auto-eroticism. Homosexual
love, which was linked to masturbatory practices by,

nineteenth-century Americans, is a love based on'sameness,.

on receptivity as well asractivity.';The union of male-male.

-
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" love and Whitman's organic stylc exposes the aestheti¢s of

pleasure and the masturbacoty creative process unlike any of
the poet's—othet work. ) .

. Whit;hn, in rejecting thc.masculine modei, engages in
the articulation of the erotic body. Because'his
masturbation is not genital centred, itl;;onslates into the
eroticizing of various points in the text. "This is the
importance of the subject who allows for other subjects.

The'speaking'subject flows in and out’ of bodies that we may

inhabitl The points of ambiguous subjectivity within the

of identity through the inhabiting of various forms inspires

the feeling that we ate not separate from the text. ‘1t i's

o

. body of the tex; are the sites of erotic gratification.- The loss

no accident that our surrender to the organic contihuity of .

-~

the "Calamus" leaves comes from the surrendering of the poet
to himsclf. Further,‘it is this giving up of power that
preoents itself as the absencc of subject/object -relations
which morks the difference between Whitman and his masculine
literary counterparts.

N{iting, according to Cixous, has

‘
. o .been run by a,libidinal and cultural--
hence political, typically masculine-- \,/////
economy; that this is a locus where the
repression of women has been perpetuated,
over and over, more Or less consciously, and
in a manner that's frightening since it's |
often hidden or adorned with the mystifying
charms of fiction; that this locus has
grossly cxaggcrated all the signs of sexual
opposition (and not sexual difference), where
woman has- never had her turn,to apeak-—this

i
I v A,
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e b - -
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% . in that writing is the very possibility of s
- change, the space that can serve as the

springboard for subversive thought, the :

. precursory movement of a. tpanstgsmation of

social and cultural structures.
If it is true that writing is "the very possibility of
change," then how can we continue to treat Whitman's
auto-etotib aesthetic as a psychological aberration visited
upon art? - Over a century ago, Whitman challenged the very
structure of society through the structures in his poetry.
The need tq suppress the masturbatory writing process as we «
experience it in Whitman is simultaneously tgen a need to
perpetuate patriarchal values“in writing. To see bgyond the
repeated claims that thtman s eroticism reflects the tlaw

in his work, is to begin to understand the ramiflcations of

his- subversi vislon. If we continue to evaluate Whitman

'through the eyes of the patria:chy, we are no bettet than

the fearﬁins ‘reg‘moral reformers of the'ptevious century.

/N v

6’ [

. being all the more serious and unpardonable . /<'p




L . _ Chapter II

- WHITMAN AND THE CRITICAL TRADITION " E

With the twentieth century and Freud, came what

appeared to be a movement 'away from the moral-medical ‘model

of sexuality witnessed in nineteenth-centuty medical ¢

’

literature. The Freudian‘system of thought, chilguproviding

ingights into unconscious, universal human_urges, can be

23

seen on one level - to exchange the vocabulary of "sexual T Ty

—r,
o

morality” for that of “sexual normality.” Iqﬁﬁﬁb Freudian
perspective, infantile and adolescent masturbatton came to ’
>

be cohstrued as developmental stages of the healthy adul

libido. 'greud idehtified,the three phases Lf infantile.

‘_ tho narciilism of intantile soxuality. Although Preudian N

v :
masturbatiomas follows: "the first phase belongs to the: . -

nursing period; the secgpd te the short flourishing period

of sexual activity at about the fourth year, only the third-

correlponds to the one whicu is otten considered exclusively

as the onanism of pubcrty. : . . - .
No longer was auto-eroticism the secrét sin. Instead,‘

it was understood to be notmal up to a certain age if it

followed a’ particular prescribed pattern. Bowevor,

lasturbation was seen ‘to be abnormal if it persisted igto”

adulthood since it embodied the regressive urge to return to

!

. theories of . aexuality accomplished the faat of 'normalizing

-the young masturbator, the same could n&t be said for their



)

gmploy Freudian analysis comes as no great surprise.

‘alienation is erhaps best .expressed in Allen Ginsberg's
2 pech :

effect on his adult counterpart} Adult self-stimulationpwas

- s{mply a psychoiogical abnormality uhioh required treatment.

Thus, in spite of the apparent progress made in,the realm of

understanding human sexuality, Freudianismfserved not _to

. eradicate the notion of masturbation’ as sin and sickness but

raf‘:r added the stigma of psychological abnormality to it.
| To discover then that the most important Whitman '
critx;s to address the auto-erotic content of his poetry\,«
indee?, this psychoanalytic appgoach ta Whitman's poems has
a distinct appeal in the context of the twentieth-century
ettituoe.‘ It is a s&stematic, hence an ostensib1§?
scientifie,,enquiry which focuses on sexuality in all its .
maniﬁestations. Importantly, this form of analysis embodies

a system of sexual causality, from which the perceived

sexual behavxor can be traced to a psychological source.

Qhe 1950 s and l%gp s saw the rise in popularity of

psxchoanalytic literasy criticism to the extent that

"psychoagalytic journals such as The American Imago and the N

RN )
Psychoapalytic Quarterly often published mare articles on
. _,‘ 2

L . ! ¢
3_literature than on other subjects. _.The post-war period

provided fertile ground for psychological exploration. The
atomic bomb, McCarthyism and the Cold War all contributed to’

general feelings of powerlessness and repression. The
° /* [ -

-v-degrge to'bhicﬁ'the socio-political climate prompted

3
[

3
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'"Ametica,”‘in which the speaker complains: 5
America I've given you all and now I'm nothing.
- America two dollars and twentyseven cents
- January 17, 1956.
I can't stand my.own mind.
., America when will we end the human war? -
' Go fuck yourself with your atom bomb.
I don't feel good don't bother bother me.
I won't write my poem till I'm in ‘my right mind.3 -
Further, it is to the psychoanalyst that the speaker
ascribes the powe} to validate éxperience: "You ‘'shauld have
seen me reading M;rx/ My psychoanalyst thinks I'm perféctly
4 ’ \ ‘, - .
"right.” Although Ginsberg's tone is clearly sardonic,. his
message captdres the atmosphere of the 1950's and‘the
"gisintegrated-self”kof this period. The prolafe;afion of
psychoanalytically-oriented criticisms at thisfbar;icular
time can be seen as an éttempt to order a world which seemed
disordered and to assert individual control in the midst of
pdherlessneqs. Thus, Freuaian theory offered a s}stem of .
interpretation, an uﬁae:standiné of inward and outward human

A

impulses, which could be applied as a countermeasure to .

chaos . !
‘ w? Whitman criticism during this period, most often taking
the form of b;ography/litérhtf analysis, illustrates the
' extent to which textual conéerné are obscured wheg the text a
is used as a vehicle fof.viewing the life of the poet and.
not as the primary focus of critical attentioﬁ, fhe;}esuit
is that the poet is psychoanalyzed, his life and his poetry

co-substantiating tenuous psychological assertions. This.is

’

\. . '. 1
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begxnnxng of the process of 'normalizationf in whitman

critxcism. That process had operated ‘since the Early years

of Freud‘s influénce. , Emory Holloway's Walt Whitman: Ar

'Interpretation in Narrative (1926) describes Whitman as - T

possessing "the undisciplined emotionalism of the chiléi

) . 5 .
rather than the complex cerebration of th normal adult.

after he has stated that "here is no subject: to be ®
6 i
simplified by a-theory. o o " Laden with value judgment

* S
(undisciplined vs. complex and the overused normal' of
Whitman criticism), Holloway's treatment of the poet. rather

than being atyﬁicalt,is stendard.

Frederick Schﬁberg's Walt Whitman, originally published

in 1951, réveals the extent to which Freudian 1nEerpretétion

of Whitman's“poetry led critics further ayay from any direct
confrontation with its homo- and auto-ero ic-cSFtentr One

senses that ;reudian analysis provided a convenient mask for
the critic's embarrassment. He coulﬁ thus address Whitman's

e

eroticism without treating it with any amount of immedjacy.

. When Schyberg states: "The first edition of Leaves of Grass

betrays the strange adolescence of ‘Whitman's whole attitude,
which of course showéﬁ itself primarily in the erotic

’ ‘7 , . .
déscriptions,” he betrays his not-so-veiled clinical -

biasesl Rather than presenting a treatment of the erotic L
poetry, sChyberg, like so many Whitman critics, chooses to

treat the,poet. What does SChyberg mean when he uses the

' ) Ll
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word 'strange'2 What doks he intend in his insistent use of

P

vt

.a large ‘éxtent with the poet:s overtly sexual material.

érotic emotion'? Clearly, peculiar

is not a synonym for auto- or homo-. Peculiar is, however,

" a euphemism for queer, Homophobia -in sheep's clothing.

‘“de;hoie recent Whitman criticts, Edwin H. Miller and

ESteppen Black, rely.almost exclu;ively on the tenets of

Fréudianipsydhoanalygis in their - interpretation of Leaves gg‘
Grass. Their work may be considered to constitute a
brgakthfough in Whitman criticism insofar as Ehey do deal to

\

Edwin H. Miller in Walt Whitman's Poetry: A Psychological

© Journey (1968) reférs to the masturbation sequence in section

11 of "Song of Myself" as “éé&chologically and artistically

inevitable: sexuality must be played out on an infantile
8 3
level."” Clearly for Miller, auto-eroticism signals .
" N 1] e N
regression: Y - s
- At fourteen, in -puberty, Whitman left his family
€0 make his way in the world. Undoubtedly at the
,time he thought that he was a completely
emancipated youth. But his seeming freedom.was
' illusory and was marked by a number of false
starts as he wandered from job to job. It was
- illusory-because it was an evasive act, an attempt
to run away from the real self and accept '
the standards of the world...His psychosexua
arrestment in this phase provided him with t e
core of many of his most successful poems, such as

[

"The Sleepers” and “Cmlamus". 9
In traciqg the-.origins of Whitman's auto- ané homo- !

etotlc_poetry to Sssumptiona based on his biography. Miller

o

takes ﬁhe position Qf personal psychoanalyst as well as that

of literary critic. Although embodying certain Preudian

~




’projects onto particular events in. the artist 8 life the~

concepts such as psychosexual”arrestﬁent, hille&:s

uinterpretatidh of Whitman's pubé&scent experiences makes
‘assumptions about the poet's ®arly life which would be
,difficult to prove. 'dne-senses that the .details of the life

. are made to ‘fit the prescribed formula of sexual

development. Unlike the analyst who asks his patient to

- describe his past experiences, the psychoanalytic critic

~ieffects ﬁe presumes they might have had. In this respect; ’ v

Miller' 8 omnipotent stance, rather than inspiring

credibility, raises some serious doubts.

v

Whitman is perceived by Miller, as well as by Steph%h
\

Black, as avoxding séxual involvement. Miller expresses the,
poet's fear as displacement. "It is . . . easier to make .

love to an unknown audience, except that to do 8o is . T
scarcely to make love at all.”lo' Moreover, Black 'asserts

that in "Song of Myself" ‘the poet "wards off the threat of

actual sexual relations and reverts to masturbation."ll

Significantly, both Views signal the absence of a specific"‘

w_loverbject. The sexuality Whitman depicts involves the

T
mahy or the self;, not apparently the mature other E

constituted as the aim of sex as described by Freud and

uparticularly emphasized in“the developmental psychology of

Erik Erikson. ;.\ . A

“

The’”ﬁsence of ‘the loVe-object in Whitman is central to -

‘the critical conce&ns of Miller and Black. In their view,

FATT . ol
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this absence serves as evidenée that the poet's presentation

of sexuality (and ultimately his own sexuality since the

péetry is taken as evideﬂee of the biography, replaéiﬂgfthe ‘

analysand 8 dteams) is invalid within itself. The
explanation for this emphasis on the love object and
conaequently the importance of its absence can be derived

from a sighiiicant :ootnote Rreud includes in Three

Cbntriﬁutions to tﬁe'Theory of ,Sex:

>
’ LQ:

The most pronbunced’d{EEerence between the sexudl
life (Liebesleben) of antiquity and ours lies in
the fact that the ancients placed the emphasis on
the impulse itself, while we put it on its object.
The ancients extolled the impulse and were ready
to ennoble through it even an inferior object,
while we disparage the activity of the impulse as
such and only counfenance it .on account of the
\ merits of the object.t2 i

According td this psychoanalytic view, "auto-eroticism can

only be construed as. an impulse without an acceptable,

:'direction. The existence of this infantile urge in the

_adult male speakér of Leaves of Grass, according to the

' Freudian-inspired critics, simply attests to a thwarted h

the erotic impulse were given more credence than 1es object.

Like the nineteeqth-centeey concept of sexual\ecogomy,
eex ln;the Freudian syﬁfEm implies a pﬁrpose. Pleasureable
sex wgthduk a 'mature’ object is perc:ived as abnormal,

Just as the nineteenth-century masturbator wasted his

. procteative semen, his twentleth-century counterpart was

fated to .an dnending puberty; his desires,” abnormal and

g,

N
y

'lexuallty. Conceivably, this- judgment would be reversed if
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Since masturbation does not recexve the legitimacy

accorded to heterosexual 1ntercoutse in this gystem of

T hthought, the Freudlan Whitman critics do“not concern

Jthemselves with the act itself. If the act of solitary
sexual gratification always means something other than what
it xs,‘theq why does it not follow that all possible

physxcal actlons in Leaves of Gtass ate'ﬁnsufficient within

" xp

themselves? Miller, in 1nterpreting the closing lines
" of. whitman s ”Spontaneous Me," states that, "the infertility

of the masturbatory dream is transformed 1nto the fertility
: 13
of art." Clearly, he is echoing the Freudian.notion that:
o i
Only in art does it still happen that a man
who is consumed by desires performs something
~ regembling the accomplishmént of those ‘
desires and that which he does in play
... produces emotional effects--thanks to °
y "+ artistic allusion--just as though it were
v something real.r4 ., .

Whltman's deg}ction of masturbatory ecstasy is thus seen. as,
’_”leoitimate only because it represents a transformation from
"”the 'imnature' act of.narcisaistié gratification to the
;Emature act of the productive, creative imaginatlonr
The result of this sort of minimalism is an overview of
Whitman's poetry which gives onenthe sense thqt a child
prodigy wrote it. Miller obaerves that:
¥ One of Whitman's most original contributions
to our (and world) literature is the
depiction: of the&:narcisgsistic universe of the

. child and adolescent, not in the irrelevant
P terms of angelic youth with or without

ey p»f’
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ﬁ;nt%mations of immortality," but in the terms

— _— "of the dynamics of relationships (or 15
— their absence) and sexual mat ation.

A

The irony of Miller's statement is that by perceiving auto-

eroticism and homosexuality as infantile, he rﬁ fact makes =~

the deci&bdly adult desires and actions of the Leaves an

' 1rre;evance. T,

& .
Clearly, the heterosexual norm promoted by

psychoanalytic criticism can only result in a reductionist
interpretation of Whitman s sexual textuality which, for the
N '\x‘

most part, does no&-exhxbitwthis norm Inaotder to gain a

better understanding of Whitman 8 textual auto-eroticism--in

--other words, Eor what it is rather than for what it is not--

we, ‘as his teaders must abandon this -notion of a pre—

established sexual standard. We must, as Robert K. Martxn

preécribes.

o f

. . . be vigilant. We must refuse to accept
terminology that is loaded, normative, or
biased. We must become better readers if we
are to respond to the'critics with I
determination. And it must be our business,
as critics, to create a new criticism, one
which does not prejudge, one which does not_
argue by innuendo, and one which does not
rely upon pseudolgoientific assumption of
absolute truth.:

".J

%

Le

One of the ways in which we can "respond to the
- »

critics with determination"” is to examine the larger context
in which Freud's theories of sexuality (and ultimately the .
the criticisms of textual sexuality which adhere

P Y

-
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< to theée thecries) present themselves. Acco:dingfto Michel
ucault the modern discourse on sex has exiseea since the

seventeenth century, at which—time the nature of the i

Catholic pastoral was altered with respect to the sacrament
17

of penance. aearishionets were encouraged to confess

everything concerning their sexual desires and actions in
)
% intricate detail. This period marks the beginning of the

development of the sex/discourse network which Poucault

summarizes " as:

..jthe essential thing: that Western man has been,
drawn for three centuries to the task of telling
N everything concerning his sex; that since

v - the classical age there has been a constant

' optimization and an increasing valorization of the -

I . discourse on sex; - and that this carefully

T analytical discourse was meant to yield multiple

effects of displacement, intensificatfon,
reorientation, and modification of'ﬂesire
itself. =7

Until the end of.lhe eighteenth century, the
codification of sexual behavior took place through civil law
énd the’Church. As FoucaultvteCOtds, the central concerns :
revolyed around "matrimonjal relaiicns: the marital ,

’ obligegion, the ability to fulfill it, the manner in wh;cn
one ccmplie&zwith it, the requirements and violences chat

B accompanied it."lg Betefoeexual monogamy was the standard

against which all other forms of sexuality were measured.

The need to explore and uncover the secrets of sex which

were deviations of this norm assumed an unprecedented *

importance.. ndultery, rape, incest and sodomg, once treated

by the courts with the same severity as breaking the rules

™~
3
e

ﬂ
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dp
of matrimony, began to be qualified as perverse.

In the nineteenth centufy, the discourse on sex was -
pursued with the fervor witij which the 'normal' majority
always judges that whicq/is different from itself. 1In
* Whitman's era, "the sexuality of children, mad men and
women, and criminals; the sensuality of .those who did not
like the oppodite sex; reveries, obsessions, petty manias,

N .
or great transports of rage” came under strict observation
and 1nterestingly enough, these individuals" were "scatcely
not iced in the past". 20 Now, they /
. ¢ were. .:. forced to step forward and speak, to
' make the dﬁﬁficuk; confession of what they were.
No doubt they were condemned all the same; but
, they were listened to; and if reqular sexuality
. happened to be questioned again, it was through a
. reflux movemﬁﬂf, originating in these peripheral
sexualities. . '

- Although the link between powef and sexualiiy is not
novel, Foucault's aréument is. The prolifetatish*of %
discourses on sex, in his view, attests not to. the silencing
of sexuality but rather to the encouragement . of an opennessA

r .
of expression which in turn may be manipylated by social and
political authorities. -

WitH the introduction of medicine and science into the
domain of sexuality, the powér of sexua; discursivity
increased. Formerly priest and penitent, now doctor and
patient completed the sexual EOﬁfessor/po;qfﬁfigu}e

R relationship. Pathologicalfdexuality became an’ item of

B _
\\ .

3 ) -

particular lnterest whereas sins against God's heterosexual

>
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" Inquiry into Freud (1955), he explains&éhe re-direction ’

32 .

1deal still occupxed the confessional "The dominant
discourse of the~§} teenth century was heterosexual,-

monogamous. productiv%; and by definxtion, arfti-pleasure,
~N
The redxrection of desires was ;n fulfillmentrof an economic

i

>

imperaxive: industrializ;flon?-‘w'

This goncept is explored by Herbert M&rbuse as.

well. In Eros-and Civilization: A Philosophical. ° . ‘.

-4

of sexual impulses from pleasure to work as: v

...the 'unification' of the various obijects
of the pargial instincts int® one libidinal .
object of the opposite-sex,. and in the ' K]
‘egtablishment of genital supremacy. In both
cases, the unifying process i3 repressive-- :
that is to say, the partial objects do not. T
develop freely into a 'higher' stage of )
gratification which preserves their
. objectives, but are cut off and reduced to
-gsubservient functions. This process achieves
. the .socially necessary desexualization of the
'body: the libido becomes concentrated in one
part of the boBy,-leaving most of the "35
v free for use as the instrument of labor.

Unlike Marcuse, Foucault is not satisfied with the
repressive hypo;hesis.ﬂ Instead, he formuia;es that the
discourses on sex are éubstitutgs for the enjoyﬁ;nt of
the physical pleasures of the bod%. In tiacing the
history of sexuality in the Weaté;n world, Foucault . -
concludes. that since the eighteeq@h-gentury pleasure
has come through the knowledge of sex.

' {p ex};acting this precious knowledgg of se; throughout

AY

the centuries, authority tidures have probed the soul, the

’

1
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- him, and promises him salvation. \ -

One cannot help but notice the power that the Whitman

33

\-

hody and, with the advent of Freudian psychoanalysis, the

. mind. For all the novelty of the Preudian system, which

"rigorously opposed the political and ‘institutional effects -

- 23
of the perversion-heredity-degenerescence system,"” . it is . /-
nonetheless a mystification, a confession‘al.p_ower -

relationship. Moreover, Fréudianism reptesente the

-

) .int_egr-a{fion‘ of the Catholic confessional practice with the

scientific discursivity of the late nineteenth centuty. "
To accept the Pteudian-—based interpretations of Whitman 8 \

descriptions and explorations of sex in Leaves of Grass is

to place his work on the level offthe confessional.
Foucault's definition of the sexual confession, its purpose,
and the implicit relationship between co_}essor and listener
serves as an uncannily accumte description of o A,
psycholdgically~oriented Whitman criticism: - 4 - Lo
. The confession is a ritual of discouree in '
which the speaking subject is also the
subject of the statement; it is also .a’'ritual . :. '~

that unfolds in a power relationship, for one
does not confess without the presence (or

- — wirtual presence) of a partner, who is not
' simply the interlocutor but the authority who Lo o
, . requires the confession, prescribes and - - Tl
- appreciates it, and intervenes in order to v .
judge, punish, forgive, console and LA

reconcile . . . a ritual in which the ,
expression alone, independentiy of its g
external consequences, produces intrinsic
. modifications in the person who articulates

it: it exonerates, redeems, and purifies him;

it unburdens him of-his wrongs, 21 berates

critics have assumed in placing themselves in the Wﬂitioﬂ

AL 2
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of lnterlooutor. The Fteualan,epproach‘to erotic 1lte:atu;e
by.. deflnltion’implies a relatlonshlp“based on the
powevlessness of the artist and the omnipotencé of the
analyst. Ayoreover, it is painfully cleaf that this

“‘scientlfic' anolyaislpresupposes the conféssional nature of
its studied erotic subject, whether or not the work ltselg.

".;fsuggests confession. .

= .. *'If there exists a consistent strand ln mainstteam

I Whitman criticism, it is that the erotic content of his

poet;y is seen to detract from, rather’ than -anhance his«#

-\ -

art. One senses with the Fteudian-inspired critics ln/M

;. particular that the presence of the Sexual element in

Whrtman is the flaw in his work, a ‘flaw whiéﬁ makes ather-

bid -

wise qreat poetry into poetry of lesser magnitude. When
Newton.Arvin asks ln Whitman (1938):

' -

Does all this meauu however, that Whitman 8
whole prophecy as a democratif poet--and
especially as the poet of ‘universal
democratic comradeship'--is invalidated by 5&?
- psychological basis in_a sexual aberration?
. PPN , — .Q
.. "'~ he indicates just how much importance is placed on Whitman's

xi:ﬁ*i;spxgplity and its capacity to dlminlsn the power of his
poetry. While Arvin's strategy is to re-prioritize and
~gyemind the literary community of Whitman s contribution, the
fact that he is compelled to do so is more than telling.

“'s‘ Even when the critic attempts not to speak
\ Sé;lsgaragingly of Whitman's sex life and erotic writings, as

y
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N to reject the critical practice it leads to, a

. T

35
-~ T ¢
-t . N )

does Henry Seidel Canby in~walt whitman, An American: A

Stud y Ln Biograghz (1943),othe reault is the minimalization

of the poet' s work. Canby tries to establish a series.of.

: qualbtiers, one more, the other less, socially acceptabl

than the other. ‘For example, he states that “with Walt,

auto-etoticism waa appatently not physical. . It was
26
p.xcholoqical‘ and "It'is the physiological expression of
.27 -,
hll eqolsm--narnisstic 1sic) . . but not onanistic. This,
‘Q‘\ < Ll .

as with many other critical observatxons of Wh&tman s

sexuality, tends to reveal more about the sensibilxties of

the critic than abouq Whitman. - g

As we have seen, relyinq on the life .of the poet as a
means of treating Whitqﬁn s text has serious drawbacks‘ LA
rajection bf\thls s6rt of biographical/ditetaty analysis ‘in

favour ot textuality proniaqs an approach to Whitman' s text ~

" ..rather” than Walt Whitman. In other quds, if an & ’

undcrstandinq c:t.'0 the poetry is our objective, we must begiﬂ
by discarding the notion that its author exists. . f; Toril -

Noi points out: ' . - 2 f’ .
o+ oif we-aré truly to reject the model of the-
author as God theurathcr of the text, it is surely not
. enough to reject the patriarchal ideology implied.
in the patotna metaphor. It is equally necessarg

.
v

critical practIce that relles on the author as th

* ¢ ' _transcendental signified-of his or her text. Por

the patriarchal critic, the author is the source,
origin and meaning of the text. 1If we are to undo
this patriarchal practice:of authorit , W& must .

. take one further step and proclalp with R&lané
Barthes the death of the author.

Horcov@r. these very same patriarchsl critical

Ve p 4 ) -
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practices result in anqlngblllﬁy_to deal with Whltman's_autb-
erotic text beyond its assumed conf;ssioqil value. In ‘this

respect, the discourses on sex generated by Leaves of Grass
. , ; . 81 ) -
and its authox;servg to idate Poucault's principle of the

dlsplacemenb of pleasure. from’ sexual pleasure to 'péwer-

v

knowledge-pleasure'. The critlca. with almbst no

£

29

exception, ) reﬁledt the dominant discourse of the anti- ’

pleasure of the physxcal and‘the pleasur% of the analytical-

3
discursxve sexuallty. In Whltman, we find alternative

ke

dlscou:ae. pleasyre in the erotic and&overtly gexual. ‘While

it would be. tempting to once again categorfze Whltman with

W
Foucault 8 ars erotica, associated with ancxent and Eastern

ttadltions-—those in which:

-

' © < o . truth is drawn from pleasure .itself, . .
- understood as a' practice and accumulated as -
experience; pleasure is not consideted in
relation to an absolute law of the permitted

and the forbidden, nor by reference.to a

. i&*\ .+ criterion of utility, but first and foremost

-

RN in relation to itself; it is ‘experienced as
- Ppleasure evaluated in terms of its intensity,
>\ its specific quality, its duration,’ bts
reverberations in the body and soull S

; .. | <
--whltma;\ls never that simple to clasalfy. . '

g

'=f ,ngpe;ually ‘eluding crltlcs who wish to apply an

either/oroanalysis, Whltman is not typically Eastern or

Westctn in hls deplction of sex. The confesslonal as well

' as the initiatory discourses on sex both 1mpllcit1y contaln

-~

a pover relationship between the written word and the

reader. fAnwexamlnation qf *Song of Myself,"” Whitman's epilc

f
-t “t . * ~ .
- Ppes . ¢
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. Ppleasure, it is through the anti-cultural‘édeology his

a

37

of self-discovery, reveals egalitarian rather than
hierarchical principles of dlscourse in action.

The complicity that is encouraged betweeq speaker and
reader--“And what I assume, you shall assume/ For every atom
belohging to me as good belongs to you," 31-—serqes to
discourage the notlon that 1nterlocutionvis in order on the

part of the reader. Instead, the reader is compelled to

relinquishing the bowe to judge, condemn or absolve the

-~

~ -~
join the speater/ig\hi; journey of eelf-revelatlon, thereby

/
speaker. Just when a confesaional hypothesls wod\é ;ebm to
be unworkable, the poet preéents what appears to be the,
traditional signal of confessigp in the Western science of.

telling: “This hour T tell things ih»confidence/ I mlghtﬂ;ot

L]

'tell everybody but I will tell you" (11l. 386-387). The =«

‘speaker, however, quxckly universalizes that whlch is to be

t .r'

told.. The confession is.directed outwards as well as A

inwards, demanding a reflective agproach from the reader:

"What is a man anyhod? What am I? and what are fou?" (1. -

390). It 15 then that the poet proceeds to equalize the

}elatlonshio between speaker and audience: "All I mark as @b L

t

own you shall offset with your own/ Else it were time lost
listening to me" (11. 391-392). Clearly, Whitman's "Song of

Myself"” demands a partioipator approaoh. His is a poetry

114
-

of pleasuge baeed on equal relationships.

If whltman>approiimates a democratic distribution of -
’ 3

: . X
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erotic poetry embraces. American sensibilities concurrent
-

. with Whitman's Leaves of Grass, dominated as they were by

the’ seemingly contradictory urges of exalting individual

advancement in the pursuit of fortune andithe need, to
sqppress male 'spending’', are - sharply contested_in the .
Ensistent auto-eroticism of "Song of Myself." The bqﬁy in
Ehe-poem is not the fear-conttolléd social'Lody of thé era,

®€ polymorphously perverse body of Freudianism, or the o

» confessing body of Foucault's scientia sexualis; but rather

the anarchical, anti-patriarchal body of sexual pleasure.

The speaker, desirous qf all of‘lifé's experiences, €xplores

Ehe mystery of his own body. Casually breaking the R .
mistutbation taboo, the poet speaks a word too modern, moi- _;
méme, and insists on the natural freedom of his body,

. "spénding,jas he does) for vast returns" (1. 260). Ih fact, -
"Song oé'Myself" is a hymn to masturbation and-a celebration
of all, that is unrepressed in man. N

%hat is masturbation after ald but thﬁ sexual : N
stimulation by the self, for the sexual gratification of ?he

self, for self-pleasure? Powef and control rest witﬁ’thqﬁx

individual. The knowledge of one's own body determines the

pl#hsure. As Jean-Paul Sartre once said ok Jean Genet, .,

"(he] prefers his own caresses, since the enjoyment received .

32 - - SR
" If -one discards the o

i

coincides with the enjoyment given.
{ b

premise held by -many Whitman critics that ﬁéstgrpétidp is
aberrant, then perhaps his erotic poetry can be éeen to

\
.
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assume a quality of universal pleasute and freedom. ‘

) i If one approaches the sexual element as integrad ‘'to
Whitman s art, then all notions of socially accsptable,
motally promoted sexual porms must be abandoned.
Essentially, “Song of Hjéelf" is a response to the social
and Sexual propriety of Whitman's age. When the poet

Jritgs: "I will go to the bank by the wood and become

. undisguised and naked" (1. 19), it must be remembered that

" his was a time when piano stool legs were covered for the

sake of decency. | //ﬂ
T‘Qtefore, to ignﬁie,ghe céntext from whjch Whitman's
frank treatment of sexual themes sprang,‘as/;i:y of his
twentieth-century commentators seem to do, is to dbscure his
quthenticity with ccntemporary concerns. This is largely
the result of the 1ntersection of the original with
tradition, meeting at a point where the latter is ill-
equipped to interpret the former. As James E. Miller, Jr.

tecérds in The Ametican Quest for a Supreme FPiction, all-

American poets after Whitman have had to come to terms with
33

the tradition he began. Whitman's critics, however, find

themselves without an adequate basis for evaluating that

" which is contextually vithl: the meaning and necessary

repercussions of-a phi}osophy of sexual pleasure. One

cannot, on any level, begin to understand or appreciate the

.freedom of Whitman's body (both literal and poetic) through

the scientia sexualis tradition in which many .of his critics

.
~
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are located. -

Y

Auto—erotic1sm is thus invalldated as a central force

LY

L J

in the shaping af personal consciousness in "Song of Myself"

aqd collective, pollt;cal consciousness in the Calamus poems

-

by a series of imposed sgientific assertions. In the realm

A}
of this sort of systematic inquiry into sex, Whitman can

»

'éﬁly emerge as underdeveloped, the corollary of which is that

his poetry's strengths are}diminished. His c¢ritics comment

freely on the "peculiaritj" of his sexual vision, yet do not

ackndﬁlgdée that the voicg"éf authority which they have

‘ [. . .
‘borrowed is.that of the ¢dnfessional patriarchy, the very

soun§ of which prompted Whitman's subversion in "Song of

Myself."

s

In order to render Just{te to Whitman' 8 treatment of

I

[

c e

sex and the powerful role 1t plays in his poems, one ‘must be

conscious of the Westérn tradition of sexual-scientific

discufsivity,and, ultimately, of the confessional network of

¢ L4

discohrses on sex by which we are all bound. This means

AN

: o] .
approachxng Whitman on his terms. Sex, in all'its )

manifestations, is pleasure.in Leaves of Grass: Self-love

- embodies the’energy‘of_renewal and is the affirmation of the

union of the self with the cyclicality of life. W¥thout
self-love and its physical representation, masturbation, the
movenent to-love of another:is not possible. Founded on

cooperation and not competition, homosexual love is seen to

Be-ptofound, the precursor to universal comradeship. Male

™
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sexuality is celebrated both in actions and in future

ideals. Whitman asks simply that we enjoy with hin and;

vt
\
4

experience the body as pleasure. o o <

Roland Barthes speculqtes._ .o

Imagine an aesthetic (if the word has, not e
become too depreciated) based entirely
(completely, radically, in every sense of the
word) on the pleasure of the consumer,
whoever he may be, to, whatever class,
whatever group he may belong, without .respect
.to cultures or languages: the consequenceg
would be huge, perhaps even harrowing... 4

t

This is precisely what we encounter in Whitman. 1In

»

3

contradicting the nineteenth-century fear of consumerism, “
Whitman invites his readers to ‘consume’' his aesthetics of
pleasure.

Thereﬁore,‘any criticism of his work which does not
take this novel pleasure principle into account is a
dietortioh. Qnat makes psychoanplytic criticism of"

-

Whitman's erotic poetry so offensive is nmot that it attempts

_ to explain the poet's sexuality, but that it does so using a

false premise of consumerism. It purports to 'buy’
Wwhitman's ‘ground rules of sexuality only on the condition

that they may be re-distributed into the world of‘tne,

'Yorbidden. Whitman's psychoanalytic critics make window-

lhoppers of us all, denying that pleasure exists in the act

of connumption aloné. o ,

., N

It is the critic 8 duty to explore what is implicit in
the poetry. not to demsnd ‘an acceptability based on norms.

There exists in Whitman 8 poetry no invitation to deem any

-
PR
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has the power to. judge.
. the ‘poetry.

equality?

P
IR

part of it normal or abnormal and no pretext that the reader
The equaldty of text\and reader, in
fact, the shared identity Whitman ehcou:ages is “the given of
y The critic.needs an objective distance, but *
does this mean that he or'she necessarily negates the premise of

It is possible both to inhabit the poetry and to

".move away -from it, a process which is crucial in dealing a
» 3

adéquately with Whitman. The problem with most Whitman.

'4,qritics is that they do not allow for the former function,

' embartdhsing identxfication.

the proximity to sexual pleasure proving to bs"én* ¢
Black and Miller, for example,
distance themselves from the sexual through clinxcal

ana;ygxs and ‘re-enter a proximity to the text at the point
. . t <

 .,at which sex has been transformed from the personal to the

Bl

, universal..

,self, as "Song of ‘Myself" does, without touchlngnits most '

w

. % 4 N ' r
To cveat a poem which has as its subject the

personal aspect (the poet touching hihself, in fact) is g

evasive criticism at its best. ‘ a
H W
Signlflcantly, thtman in altering his earlier poetry,
35

aé the documented pronoun changes indicate, did not edit

Y

<

out the-masturbatory sequences in the Leaves. 'If this self-
consciousness did not arouse any sense of shame or apology
in the poet, what doeg this imply about the imhortance of
these passages? Clearly, masturbation is central to the
poetic vision;expressed in Whitman's "Song of Myself" and to

the poetic form in which it is embodied.

¢ {
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Unfo;tunately, as_has been witnessed, the Sftempts to 7
directly address the implicatféhs of auto-eroticism in the N
Leaves h;ve for the most part 1gnofed the historical and
political realities which gave Whitman's¢treatment of the
theme imbetus. Theaadvantage of bearing in-mind Foucault's
system of thought on the history of. sexuality is that this
contexeual reality is '‘crucial to any interpretation of
sexual discursivitf. The relationship of the ieaividual's
sex to the social network of sexual redirection forms the

\ basis of Whitman's affirmation of nature and the denial of
social coﬁstr;ints. Capturing this succinctly in the image
of man alone with his sexual energy, Whitman achieves
or@aem: the act of complete release.

In a sense, Whitman"e masturbatory freedoh‘is a vital
component of his visionary status. Nature providee him with |

'the metaphor of sexual energy, but it is the poet's

£

transformation thtough orgasm which enables him to see

“u

beyond the moment . Ecstasy, therefore, is both a completion
‘g'.
« and a regeneration. Masturbation, however, embodies an

implicit threat to the dominant social order. As has been R
seen, this act of sexual autonomy serves as a symbolic
assertion of the power of Eﬁe son (individual) over the T @
-~ 'father (patriarchy)., |
This” power shift is perhaps characteristic of American

poetry in general, As Joseph Riddel records: '

1

L] ® -3
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The project' of ‘American' poetry has always
been anarchic rather than archeo-logical, or "
... as one might say, archeo-clastic, a myth of
origins that puts the myth of origins in
. question, that puts itself in question. It
is a poetry of uprootedness, of radical

inngcence, of‘thexfddiqﬁ} origin, of the
radical as origin. . . '
(=

‘
AN

AN

.Nowhere is Whitmants radicalism more apparent than in

his inclusion of masturbation as an integral part of the

.
A

creative process. Both the form and the content of his most

personal poems are informed by self-love and its natutal
physical expressidn. At once the act of the liberation of

the self, masturbation is also the symbolic representation

‘of Whitman's poetics. the aesthetics of pleasure. Thus, the

auto-eroticism of thea:j:;>y/eplc "Song of Myself" serves as
the paradigm of Whitman's“most radical contribution to

American poet}g.

Y
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e “SONG OF MYSELF"

N\

T lhe speaker,of "Song of Myself" has often been
’ perceived as being self-contradictory. Harold Bloom, for

zexample insists there are three selves in the poem; "the my
1

A ——

14 W

selt, my soul,; and the 'real Me' or the "'Me myself'’,

»~

. idantifying the 'real Me' as the true personality of Walt

_Whitman. ﬁhiie the self-prsnounéements we encounter {n the
. )

poem are decidedly different, the poet is simultaneously

r&ther than alternately ”tutbulent, fleshy, sensual, eating,

»

drinking and breeding“ as wsll'as observant and complacent.
As the poet intorms us; "I resist anything better than my

\, own diversité" (l - 347) That Whitman depicts a mercurial
sensibility is ‘not an invitation to divide the 'I' of ”SOng
of Myself" into static, seemingly divetse characters. The
world order of the poet, is an expansive one, allowing £6r
the acceptance of paradoxes, including those within the
self.

If the stance of the poet is to be considered as
"variable, this changeability being the only real constant
of his identity. then one must. rethink any attempts to
Iecate an organizational principle which does not take this
into account. The critical position that "Song of Myself“
is noéthing more than a disunitied, rambling work or the

. perspective of James . uillet, Jr., who organizes it into’

-4

~ 3 o~
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"forms, all of which' are necessary to move from the worid of v

ot
oy

.seven tidy squions of "inverted mystical experience,". thus

both prove to be unworkable extremes.
-
"Song of Myself" has-.a fluid, rather than a set,
readily visible structure. Like a Wagnerian opera, “Song of

Myself" moves through musical crescendos and decrescendos,

» 4
alternating between the full chorus of its sweeping

¥

catalogues and its soloist, the self. It is perhaps not

[N

accidental that the climax both sexual and structural is
prefigured by an operatic performance:

A tenor large and. fresh as the creation fills
. ‘me, »
The orbic flex of his mouth is pouring and
fdlling me full.

vy \"" W, N

" I hear the trained soprano . . . she A
convulses me like the climax of my love-"-""
grip:; ~ a

The orchestra whitls me wider than Uranus
flies.

(11. 600-603)

4
5

Sex is presented as a cycle in a poem whxch itself is "
composed of many inter related cycles. As’the movement from

life to death informs the larger fabric of "Song of Myself,"”

the progression from sexual arousal to release exists as ‘the ,

creative microcosm of this cyclicality. It is for this
reason that the much-maligned auto-eroticism must be éﬁeated

as essential to the poem's structural unity.

The masturbation theme can be said to take several

appeerances (social,man) to the world of essences (natural

man). The poet, in moving from the social to the natural

. .
N -s
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- self, firmly establishes the primacy of autonomy. This
sexual 3autonomy, however, carries with lit an implicit
/mesgage of subvetsxon. In breaking th mas?Lrbatxon taboo,
Whitman writes the body's declaration of 1ndependence. S
Freedom of the Body from social, moralf\and.political
restraints whéch are beéh external and lnter1alized is
actualized through sexual pleasure. Masxurbitiony , B
therefore, is the centre of the anarchic\cycle from the
S rejection of societal expectatibns place& on tge individual
' to the liberation of the body, and ultimately of the self. |
The natural expansive quality of the soul can only be
realized after the body pes been freed Eroq the castrating
forces of self-denial, moral obligation; eﬁd subservience to
production rather thanato pleasdre, all of‘?hich society

imposes. -

g This contrast between the qocial and the natural world °
1s\inttoduced very early in the poem. _The et notes the
_'atmospheres' within the humeh environment: | “Houses and - P

. rooms are full of perfumes . . . the shelvgq are crowded.
withtpertumes/‘; breathe the tgagtance'myse#f and know ane
; like it" (11. 6-7). He then diffeienfiates/the "houses”
. from the natural environment: "The atmosphere is not a
pe;tume « +« « it has no taste of the distil&atioh . o o il
is odorless/ It is for my mouth forever . . . I am iq love

with it" (11. 9-10), making his preference EIear.,<Be

\ chooses nature over society, not allowing the perfumes to
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seduce him: "The distillation would intoxicate me aiso. but

I shall not let it"' ‘(1. 8). Insteid, the speakerureaches

out to the natural essence, the Etmosphere, prooosing to

"become undiguised and naked [as he is).mad for it to be an
. contact with (him]*" (11..11-12). Just as smell of pertume

disguxses the axr, S0 too, clothan conceals the essence of

=X 4

. human bemgs.y Thus, the speaker's observation and
.-subsequent tejectioq'of social convention leads to a

ey divesting of personal social definitionJ/ Stripping,

| -therefore,\represents the first act of liberation in the
poet's movement towards total autonomy. '

He identxf;es fear and guilt as the forces which-’
prevent individuals fgom following "the path that he  travels. \
Io section 7, he urgeokqthets° "Who need be afraid of the ‘ -

'ﬁerge?/‘Und:ape .« « o yOU are not guxlty to me, not stale

nor discardod" (11. 136- 137), claimxng that he can see'
through theit clothing.”™ Clearly, his acceptance’ of his own
body enables him to univorsalize nakedness without shame as
the path to‘oompletion.\ In doing so, the poet reverses-the °

interpretatxon of the Fall of Man ttaditlonally used by the

> clergy to encourage a sense of sh&me about the bogy. (Beto;e
;g A the Fall, “They were both naked, the man and his wite. and
s . were not ashamed. ? It is to this state of ndture that the
o poet hearkens us back, transtorming the original sin lnto *

-~ the eternal blessing. The body and sex are underatood to be i

< v gacred b§ the poet. Moreover, the tenets of the church are

!
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discredited. Defiantly, the poet askg: "Shall I pray?
Shall I venerate and be ceremonione?” (ﬁ.éjbﬁTrrand affirms

the zupremacy.of\hié body: 'I"hage pried through the strata

- and analyzed to a hair/ And counselled with docters and

1

.

calculated close and found no sweeter fat than sticks to my

- 3

" own bones (11. 399-400) oz;z the institutions of relxgxon
s

and nedicine. AsS we hive

~

- fields that generated the inti-masturbation discsurse in

Hhitaan's era. Therefore. the poet s declamab(bn of medxcal

and religious authority serves to further assert the power

!

of the body and, by extension, the“individual over society.
“ In section 11, perhaps one -of the most beautiful erotic

paeqpqes in the Leaves, this diehotomy between the body and

~

the nineteenth-century social body finds graphic expression.
Cleverly, thtman reverses the numbers. Society is
represented by the lady and the unrepressed indkvidual body
by the twanty-eight bathers. The image of society is as in
:ection 2, the house. Here, the woman "hides handsome and
'rLChly drest aft the blinds of the window" (1. 197). The
bathers in the treedom of their -sexual expression are.
unawvare that they are being watched:
~ . * 5
The young men float on their backs, their
white bellies.gwell to the sun . . . ,
. they do not ask who seizes fast tQ them,
¢ They do not know who puffs and declines with
. pendant arch,
They do not think whom they souse with spray. .-
(11. 208 -210)

The poet informs us that the voyeur, on the other hand,

n, it was precise1y~thesegtwo/

P

‘\ .

1
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experiences a Split between physical urge and restraint:

"You splash in the water, yet stay stock still in your room"”

e

(l. 201) Cxearly. socxety is a lonely world of empty

finery and the thwarted sexuality of tepressed desires.
A p

This passage invites spagglatxon as to who is actually
doirfy what to whom and who is w&tehipg. The ﬁost basic
~- assumption is‘f/that Whitman is both voyeur angy pafticipator, !
'both in and out 'of the game', as it were. What are-the
"qualities gffthe 'I' who sees the woman? Is is simply the
poet aSZuyénéian omnipotent stance? \

-~

It must temembered‘that this masturbation and

i
. \ ]

fgllaéio/voyeurism sequence is immediately preceded by a
‘ ¢

¥
i

’

pdssage“desc%ibing the poet aidihg a runaway slave to | Bhaies

escape. Although certain sequences in Leaves of Grass seé@ '

to constitute"angular rather than smooth transitions, as (
this oné‘dées, there is usually a discernible logic to the

) proétession. The ;uhaway slave embodies the same érinciple
as tﬁe 'I* of sectioﬁ 11 inscfar as he exists between

freedom and bondage. The bathers' and tne woman, just as the

-~ .

poet and tﬂ”‘slave. are the co-perpetrators of subversion. R
The first-person sxngular,unifies the apparent division™
between what~é;e essentially vat&ing stages of the body's

. liberation. | Y

«. ' oOne of the most consistent features of "Song of Myself"

P
B4

N iqwtheﬁpoet's confrontation with-society. He-acknowledges
- . t

the separation\of‘the self and the social budy: "Knowing the

\

bl

R
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perfect fitness and equanimity of“things, while they disquss
' I am s}leniﬂ and go bathe and admire myself" (1. 48).

} LS

importantly, this admiration ("Welcome is every organ and .

attribute of me, and“%f any man hearty and cIEani/ not an
. o~ :
inch of me is vile,; and none shall be less familiar than the
- - e,
fesf”'(ll. 49-50)) marks the poet's definitive exit from the

&f body-denying culture he inhabits and his entrance‘inté the: *
sexual green world:
h/f% . I'am satisfied . . . I see, dance, laugh, sing;
’ As God comes a loving bedfellow and sleeps at
1 - L my side all hight and close on the peep
‘g : -+~ . of the day,
T " And leaves for me, baskets covered with white
towels bulging the house with their plenty.
, (11. 51-53).
B . Here, the perfumed'house of society is transformed into
N "a house filled’ with the genxtal cornucopla of sexual
promise. From—this perspective, the qpeaker cdn evaluate
the world of appearances in which he includeé "My dinner,
dress, associates, looks, business, compliments, dues"
(1. 61) and conclude that "they are not the Me m?self" (1. 65).
" The 'Real Me' is natural man, and the public persona,
its eultural counterpart. The identities are not
antithetical, but rather are defined through the alternate
circumstances of sitpation and response. The public self
censors certain act@ons and consequently is restrictive. In'
. order that self-discovery may tage place, the aqthentic self
‘which does not restrict pledéute and desire must overpower

the socialized self. ’ .
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We are inﬁroduced to nakedness as nature and the
admiration of the bod; as an antifpbltural stand early in
the poeﬁ; Furgher, Whit@an hakes no secret Qf the role sex
will play, using the vehicle of/memory to inﬁroduce the
theme. The memory of "my own days where I sweated through
- fongith linguists and contenders“ (1. 71) is in sharp
cont?;st to the Joyﬁul recollection of a lover who "parted
the shirt from my b&som-bone, ‘and plunged [(his] tongue to
¢ .mynbarestrlpt heart“ (1.80), maglng the poet whole: "and,
reached till he felt my beard, and reached till he held
my. -feet" (1. 81). Interest1ngly, the silent tongue of

hls lover ‘has the capacity’ to convey more meaning to the ‘

) ¢ ‘/boet than the highly verbal tongues of society, the .

linguists. Moreover, sexual completion is seen to,transcénd .
the 'civil}zed' world as the boet'# lover after orgasm
8 ”Qwiftiy arose and;gpread aroupd [the poet]) the peace and
"t”joy and knobledge that pass all the art and argument of the
earth" (1. 82). Oﬁf introduction to the sexual cycle is

homo- rather than auto-erotic, but the peacé which ensues is

a feature which remains undifferentiated throughout'thew ’

M~

. poem. . Completion within the self th:eQOte can be seen to
carry with ituthé same pptentialities'aé union_with another.
- Significantly, the first explicié description Of Yorgasm is
o withheld from us until later in the poeh: The relcollected ™~
transparent morning, then, aptly marks the beginning of the

f- .
. f

poet's sextal foreplay with his‘audience;\p;eparing his

P



readers for thé auto-erot}c comolicity which occurs later in
the day.

In ﬁhitman, sexual repression dhkes way for unlimited
sexual expression. The nineteenth century's spermatié
economy is replaced by the spontaneous, liberal expenditure
of semen. As the poet announces:

what is commonest and cheapest and nearest is Me,
Me going in for my chances, spending for vast
returns,
Adorning myself to bestow myself on the first
that will take me,
Not asking the sky to come down to my good will,
. Scattering it freely forever.
@ (11, 252-256) ‘
Like the unorthodox Adamic figure in "Enfans d'Adam" (S5S) who

- 4 .
tosses his sperm "carelessly to fall where it may," the
poet here is seen violating thé accepted male Fexuality of
his times. As Myrth Jimmie Killingsworth points out, for
 Whitman the "loss of semen represents the gain of love and

. 5 .
not the loss of life." Therefore, his 'spending’' does not
diminish his vitality but rather increases his potential to
continue 'spending'. ' .

Whitman's use of Biblical allusion, in this instance,
to "The garable of thg\Sower," (see Mark 4: 13-20, Matthew
13: 3-8 and Luke 8: 5-18) serves to validate his exuberant
seed scatterlng. The effect is ‘threefold. First, the
association J?-the word and the seed is established since
the Biblical sower scatters the word of Christ. Thus, the

llnk between masturbation and writing is introduced,lanf'

e
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association which the "Calamus" poems explore more fully.
Secondly, the emphasis ié cléabfy placed on the reader, who
ﬂs the "ground" where the seed galls epd therefore has the
power to giye the seed”llfl'(fettile ground) or to take itg
life away (barren ground). Thirdly, Whitman undercuts morii

.

reform notions of the spiiling of the seed as a sacqilegiéua

act by supplénting a potent, positive Biblical image for a 'li-

negative qpe. ) ’ )

In defining the ground rules‘&? the world”ordé; of
"8069 of Myse;f,“ Whitman runs defiantly counter to the
values of his cultute._ The fear of céhsumerism embraced by
‘;hé emerging mefcantile class of his era is reversés\th:ough
art into the pleasure of spending. The poet has rgleased

himself from the definitions iﬁ;osed on him by society,

through his experiences. Not bound by the peed to conform,

~

i

the poet asserts w;th'just a litkle bravado, perhaps even
sexual ﬁrasado as his word choice reveals: ". . . conformity
goes to the fourth-removed,/ I cock-my hat as I please
indoors or out"” (1. 396). The poet, howeveéy QOes ﬁore than
jusi not conform. He su@végpst The value system of "Song
of Myself" affirms tﬁe body and its de;ires. prémotes its
supremacy over any institutién that wépld prevent its free
expression, and extolls'the virtue of %on-procteative sex.gw

To the productive, perpetually thrifty, fortune-seeking

nineéeenth-cen@ury man, Whitman turns a far more daring

‘Eheek. His is a laissez-faire sexual socialism, tpunded on

\

.
e
.
v ¥ L
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pleasure, spending, and intellectual autonomy. The singer

does not disconnect from society, but temporarily distances

himself from its power in order that he may reclaim the
power of hxs own budy.

Whltman is not alone in this respect. Nineteenth
century America produced many“counterculture utopian
colonies, “‘perhaps the best known of which are New Harmony
and Nashoba, founded in 1825 by Robert Owen and F:ances
Wright respectively. A response to the tuptures in “the

D .
social structure created by indpsttialization, these early
sociaagst experiments were not coordinated by native”
Ametioans, but- rather by foteign-born idealists who
perceived the new lands as a petfect laboratory setting
6
which Europe could not provide. The1r importance, however,
1ies in the precedent which they set for .challenging
- society.

The need to express sexual freedom was the basis of a
later utopian colony at Brentwood, Long Island. Set up in
1850, Modern Times was ‘described by one of its ‘inhabitants
in terms which echo,the emphasis placed on the unrepressed
body in "Song of Myself":

\ Every one did what was right in his own eyes.
\ The women wore bloomers or donned the entire
- . male costume. As the sovereignty of the
¢ individual was opposed to all artificial,
social, or legal restraints, marriage was
“ abolished, and families arranged themselves
according to the laws of attraction . . . The
. right of the law either to unite or separate

" was denied, and free love was placed in the
same category with all othey freedoms ., . . 7

¢




)night.4 He mirrors the opening of the natural strand in the

LA 722/
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Like ModerngTimes énd its utopic visionf~Whitman's‘. 5 \‘
describ;ion‘of_what is pogsible sefves to call into question
what exists. 1 ‘
In "this regard; Whifﬁan‘s radicalism is nowhere more
keenly felt .than in-sections 21 and 22.: Here, the force of
nature is coupled w1gk the power of sexuallty. The peaker

\
calls to the earth and sea, ‘completely enraptured with the

a

poem, being mad §§r the elements to be in contact with him:
"Press:closg barebqsomed night! Press close magnetic
nourishiﬁg night" (1. 436). Personifying nature, the poet
recreates éhe amorphous quality of conscibusness captured in
section 11, The "mad naked summer night" is no doubt the

precursor to the “transparent summer mérning," the poet

making nature the lover, which in turn is ultimately
3

himself. The tone of this auto-erotic passage is excited

and often insistent. It is paced like the breath during
masturbation, the gand determining the rhythm and the speed
at which orgasm is achieved. The exclamations of the poet
addressed to the "far-sﬁeeping elbowed earth" strikingly
resemble the preliminary gasps of sexual pleasure.
Moreover, thé "thruster holding me‘tiéhé and that I
holé tight" is the sexual force of)nature acting upoﬁ the
poet. In turn, the poet becqmes one with nature and his
body. The relationship between the pnergy of instinct,

between hand and penis, results-in the consummation that



t ey

57
¢
the speaker likens to the loss of vitginity. The pain of
the 1oss of innocence is replaced by the pleasures of the
body. o .

In discovering the potential for self-consummation
through nature, the poet becomes pure sexual energy. Haviné
had a turn with the earth, he allows himself ‘to be seduced
by the “"crooked inviting fingers" of the sea.

Interestingly, it 'is through this sea imagery that climex

b

is' captured. Urging the water to "dash [him)} with amorous
wet," claiming that he is able to repay, thus becomes |
Whitman's attestatlon of' the unlimited nature of sex. The
concept of the ocean as a bound%sss body of seminal’fluid\\
coupled with the poet's affirmation that he is integral with
the sea, being "of one’ih?se and all .phases," signals i,
Whitman's rejectiqn of socialjforces in favour of natural
processes. The sexual climax here is reminiscent of the .
bathers whc do not care how much sperm they 'spend’. ﬂThe’
sea, and by extension the poet, scatters_cemen freely, an
action which implies the imcortance of s;xual spontaneity.

\ .
It is apparent that the poet's sexual instinct is the most

powerful bond he has with nature, a world governed not by

tTules but by urges and flux. Thus, the most basic of human

impulges is placed in an elevated position through its
' A
expression in nature. The reflexive implication of this

ennoblement is that human sexuality is ﬁlaced above the

society which attempts to control it.

,

-
o

o
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The poet, in exploring his sexuality using nature as
his seduced and seducer, asserts the unifying principle of
Y -

4
auto-eroticism. His pantheistic vision is a direct result

of his masturbatory activities'ié nature. The uni&erse

opens up to the poet through thg affirmation ok completion
inherent in his own body. His body becomes indistinguishablé
.from the natural body.

In acknowledging his relationship to nature in‘iexual
terms, the poet remains in a state of becoming, of constant
renewal. The péstoral element in Whitman therefore assumes ‘
a deeply personal quality and a sensuality which we do not
encounter in his European Romantic predecessors.” Whitman,
in experiencing natugg, becomes one with all being whereas
Wordsworth, by comparison, depicts thé natural worlé as a
force outside himself “

With deep devotion, Nature did I feel,

In that enormous City's turbulent world g
Of men and things, what benefit I owed

To thee, and thogse domains of rural peace,
Where to the, sense of beauty first my heart
Was opened. 8

Whitman allows nature to leadihim back ko the primitive
in himself. This se?%-sufficiency is analogous to the
independence and completion of masturbation, the self-
contained universe of the body. Thus, the poet does noé
intellectualize nature but rather contends that its inherent
power resides in the anti-intellectual: "Oxen that rattle )

the yoke or halt in the shade, what is it that you express

4
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in your eyes / It seeils to me more than all the print I have
read in all my life" (11. 228—229)

The creed delivereg by the poet in section’ 24 lends a ;
valuable insight into Whitman's position. This affirmation

of the ﬁhysicaf has a distinct religious quality to it.

‘ Fur%her, this blasphemous version of the Biblical creed

provides us wiéh a quide to Whitman's apto-eroticism:
I bélieve iit the flesh and the appetites,
Seeing, hearing and feeling are miracles, and
each part and taqg of me is a miracle.
DiJine I am inside and out, and I make holy .
-whatever I touch or am touched from,. ‘
The ‘gcent of these armpits is aroma finer
than prayer,
This head is more than churches or creeds. Py
If I worship’ any particular thing it shall
! be some of the spread of my body.
(11. 524-529)
Significantly, what follows this locating of the body
as the site of worship and its obvious body-as-temple
Biblical connotatxon is the religious service itself. As a
gesult; the sexual body is reclaimed from the church body
which symbo;ically imprisons it, in a typically Whitmanian
reversai. Thus, the concept of sexual energy as life force
is elevated through the pdet's body to its natural
sacredness, which society attempts to strxp )
Auto-eroticism is transformed from the secret sin to a
virtue to be chanted. And the poet does just that, chanting

the qlorq of his sexuality using natural images to extoll

-his genitals: ”goot of washed sweet-flag, timorous pond-~

snipe,. nest of guarded duplicate eggs, it shall be you"
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myself . . . there is that lot of me, and all so luscious" \
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(1. 536) and his semen: "You my rich blood, your milky
stream pale strippings of my life" (1.7533). The insistent’
affirmation "it shall be you" which'occuxs'eleven‘times in. .

5., . ¢

this passage inéicateg"the extent to which the pqet's nature v
and nature itself are séen as 1nseparable and beyond
reproach.‘ Therefore, when the poet claims: "I dote on N
(L. 545), the expression of mastidxhation's validiﬁy ﬁas
already been established. The cultivation metaphor carries
with it the creative process embodied in auto-eroticism}
Effectively in both caées: natural cycles<and not an iméﬁsed
order are embraced. Energy is spent, renewed and re-spent
in this unlimitgd economy shéred by the poe{ and nature..
Importantly, wpiéman does not choose to transcend the
physical senses. Instgg?. he insigis on éhe value of
senso;x\perception, differentiating the sense of touch from 4
the other sensés because it can oveipower them. The extreme
vulnerability induced by touchiag the self: "I‘metely stir,'
press, feel with my fingers, and aﬁ‘;;bpy,/ To touch my .
person to some one else's is about as much as I can stand"

(11. 616—617) is a precursor to the power shift which occurs -

during genital stimulation when the "fellow seq;es"'slide

away. The body becomes both giver and receiver through the
t L

sense of touch. Since this is comparable to embodying
production and consumptién simultaneously, Whitman's self-

contained universe Ean be seen as one in which energy flows

’ | \ W
)
t —
'
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< cyciicall&, recycled rather than eipended. The theory - i
~ _ of vital energy is thereby supplanted by Whitman's princiéle' )
of vitality' masturbatyen does not drain the body~withou§xﬁ
reneving it at the\same time.
Interestingly enough, thisiiyﬁe most graphic auto-

L " erotic scene of LSOng of Myself"™ occurs at Fhe physical mid-
ﬁoint of the body of the poem.. If the poem were to be
bnatomically divided, section 27 would'be the penis, placed
betweeﬁ the head and feet. Although this sort pf comparison
may seem far-fetched, it is not ‘without basis. Just as
Whitman's lover reaches from beard to foot, completing ‘his
knowledge of the poet's body after sex, the reader's _ -

v relationship to the poem moves towards a centre of erotic

encounter. Thus, the mastgiggiéryiclimax'ot section 27

repteQ;nts a structural’climgx as well. Thgﬁp;nis rises and

_falls as the poetic body joins the boet's body. Running the

"risk of taking Whitman too much at his word when he invites ;.

fthé reader to view the Leaves not as a book but as a man,‘; -

prépose that it is through ;his masturbgtion sequence in
QSOﬁq of Myself" that the pécticabody can be seen as un%ﬁsd ‘
’with the poet's body. ' R w |
Therefore, section 27 is doubly important in the

. untéldin; of "Song of H;belt.' First, it represents the - i
poet's final struggle against rep:ésaive social forces. The
internalized voice of anti-masturbatjon, carried over tiom

N

soclety, causes the poet to experience doubt. He treats '
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".sextal arousal as an enemy:

- . .
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On all sides prurient provokers atitfening
my limbs, . .

. ‘Straining the udder 5f my heart for its-

. - " withheld drip, -

. * -Behaving licentigus toward me, taking

.. - no dendal -

Depriving me of my ‘best as for a purposeg.’

«(11. 622-625)'

¥,
[ Yr s
-

In nature, the poet was integrated through sex. Here, we

LY

find him struggling against his body, or rather the soclal

body which still 1mposes itself on the natutal body. Thus.
we hear the poet echoing the nineteégth‘century notion ot
masturbatory - insanity-f"l am given up by‘tnaitors./ I talk
wildly . . . 1 have }ost my wits . . . .~‘(11. 636-637)-=
and voicing guilt, "I and nobo§y‘else am the greatest
traitor® (l: 637).°

3
e e N

No doubt this constitutes the,noet:s 1nev1tabie’ordeal
by fire, the test of the dlschZted aﬁlt ctet the socials
self. Victory comes through otgasm "Unclench your
floodgates! . you are too nuch for me" (1. 640), followéd by
the negation of the socio-sexual 1dea1 of saving':

Pa:tlng tracked by arriving . . . petpetual
yment of.the perpetual loan,
Rich showering rain, and recompense - .
richer afterward. ‘

-Sprouts take ‘and accumulate . . . . stand by
-~ the curb prolific and vital,

Landscapes projected masculine tull-sized

J  &nd golden.

P \

The ‘poet, in juxtaposing the vocabulary of ninotoenth-

(11. 642-646)

ccntury sexual economy to the natural 1nagel of qrowth,

Ry . a

3
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" undercuts all notions of masturbation as depletion.

Fo

Whit n;s renewable spermatic “rain® here is therefore
,directly linked to the mamorous wet® of the sea in seption
57 and siqﬁ=as the poet's fusion with nature. The .
separation of the body from the social body is complete. It
is 1nt35esting to note tﬁat this separation escurs through
le}t-love as the poeéic bodygand the poet's bédy become
unified. |
Ihe'uniop of the poetic body to ehe poet's b°d¥L§i/”"
“etlecteeted«ihrough the pcetic\lmagination which Ezea Pound
describes as "seminal, suggesting that the brein consisted

"9

of seminal fluid from which images spurt like
-ejaculations.” In "Song of Myself,” the speaker

-astutbaies and the text climaxes in unison with the poet as 5

4

the seeds of Whitman's imagihation gcatter freely over the

page. | ' o
. While this metaphor for éhe creative process seems to~ )
easily apply to."Song of yyself.“‘it is the way in which it
does ne:'apply ;eadify to the "Calamus® poems that sheds
light on Whitman's creative/sexual evolution. "Song of
B uyn:lt.‘ while it is not entirely gegital;centred, is Eer.
more 80 thaﬁ the "Calamus” poems. Sexual energy is ,
undircctod and exptensed through the penis (centralized
loxuality) in Whitman's epic poem. In the 3Calamus" poems,
4_‘.!rxual energy is focused and exptes;ed through the erotic

body (decentralized sexuality), The ljberation of the body

. ‘ a, ’ , !
. X of
. L 3 . Y . . ‘ .
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which takes place in “Song of Hyself” ;an Eherefore be”
perceived as;thé,nécessary‘precursét to the ﬁriting of the
Lbody in "calamus." ‘L | . |

" A hint of the ongoing P ocess of sexual/textual L
. lmberation.that “the” poet undergoes occurs in sectioq_dz of
"Song of Myself. " The poet recognizes his voice—- . A |
call in the midsx of the crowd /. My own vofce, orotund |
sweeping and final” (11 1050 1051)--angd then appears to .
“liken himself to the performer, who "Now . . . laugfhea his*,
- nerve . . . .he has bﬁﬁsed his §reiudé on the teeds"# J
wighin./ anily written loosefingered chords! I feel the
thrum of their climax and close” (11. 105{-1055), The

"reeds within”_rep}esent the poet's authentic voice gained
through the liberation of the body and the "climax and

close"” of auto-eroticism. The chords or word-phrases are
Yeagily writeen" because they emanﬁte from a point of self- ot
love rather than the sélf-alienation imposed . by society. , '

-~

As Whitman informs us:

*

I £find nothing in literature that is valuable v

for its professional gquality: literature is '
- only valuable in theé measure of the passion--

the blood and muscle--with which it is

invibted--which lies concealed and. active in

It is éhé passion of the selt, the selfklove, whicﬁ is the
generating force of "Song of Myself'. uestutbation is

) thérefore the physical equivalent of crtatlve‘selt- : )
expression. What Whitman does is capture both at the iame-?,

- ~ N
. ) * i * .
, .
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time, as a process wf;hin a process. ’

<

This process, which involves the journey from‘éultufe to .
. .

natute, is moreover the path from petsonal and collective
silence to original individual articulation. The voice of
the poet thus becomes the voice of:
. . .many long dumb voices, )
Voices of the interminabled{ggnerations of slaves,
Voices of prostitutes and deformed persons,
Voices of the diseased and despairing, and of
thieves and gdwarfs. . . :
: (11. 509-512)
Thus, all of soclety’S'obtcasts become artitulate through
the poet as well as the "voices of gexes and lusts . . . .
voices veiled” (1. 519). SanLEicanély, the poet claims, "I
reuove the veil,/ Voices indecent by me clarified and 4ot
transflqured“ (11, 519-520), an act which resembles his
becoming "undisguised and naked.™ He will not be silenced:
"I do,not press my finger across my mouth"” (1. 52%).

The reader too is encompassed by the poet's voice: "It

‘is you talking as much as myself. . . . I act as the tongue

of you,/ It was tied in your mouth. . . .in mine it begins to
be unloosened” (11. 1244-1245). 1In a figurative sense, the

penis of masturbatory creativity becomes the tongue that the
K N - ‘

/
- poet offers us. Thereby, the societal "house"” is abandoned:

"I swear I will never mention love or death inside a house”
(1. 1246), insisting on translating (or exchanging one

b
tongue for another) in the "open air" of nature. \

In centering the image of the voice in the .

. . ,_'

tongue/penis, Whitman challenges the voices of patriarchy .

1

.
. .
. \\
.

-



wqiéﬁ seek to repress the expressive, althentic sexual self. A

;fhe poei"
language.

of Lgs most feared taboo. From the margins of

o . . . PR
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hatters the world of appearances by speakxng the .o \
\

siience, whitman shouts the beauty of his body, pith its

. organic and sexual processes, embodying his message in a 4

style which itself is a body both okganic and orgasmic. As !

/

a

‘ & ChantaltChawaf asks- . N ¥

Isn't the ‘final goal of writing to articulate
the body? -~For me the sensual juxtaposition -
of words has one function: to libkrate a
living paste, to liberate matter. Language e :
through writing has moved away from its "
original sources: the body and the earth . .
Linguistic 5}esh has been puritanically
repressed 1 .

&

'

And it is thus that she provides us with an insight into

Whitman's "language experiment” as he referred to the

Leaves.

et

In subverting dominant discourse through the sexual

freedom of the body/text, the poet excites our ties to

f linguistic flesh. Chawaf's prescription for writing--

- The word has itslown organic life and: to _ | .‘

R4

conserve that life is of the utmost -
importance. In order ‘to reconnect the book

.with the body and with pleasure, we must

disintellectualize writing. The corporality
of language stirs up our sensuality, wakes 5t
up, pulls it away trom indifferent inertialé--

was gilied by Whitman over a century ago. His subqerslve

seed was clearly planted inltertileAqrouﬁd.
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Chapter IV

' THE "CALAMUS" POEMS Co

1
,\, 1

- If "Song of Myself" represents the revolution of ;he
| iﬁaividual body (alternative discourse) against tﬁg social
éody{(domiﬂaht discourse), thén the "Calamusé poems are by

implication the subversive body textualized: thé~permanen;

site of alternative discqunée, ' . . ,

There is ;very indication Ehat Whitmaﬁ has undergone a
chahge of 'significant propoftion’between the time his
personal epic first ;ppea;ed (1855) and the publication of
the 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass gn'the whlcﬁj;he #

*“Calamus” pdemé are knttoduced. The awareness voiced b§'the
poet.that "he and another, wandeting hand in hand téey
twain, apari £ro@ other men"” (Cal. 10) differs radically
'ttom the solitar&, anarchic consciousness which informs
"Song of Myself." The movguent from culture to nature of '
. “Sbng Of Myself" throughiyhich the ppet re-discovers the
| freedom of his body is a given in th¥ "Calamus® leaves.
u':¢oqtront1ng cultﬁre and its pﬁallic imperatives, the '
“Calamus” poetoinsists on a counter-culture based on sexual
separatism. Whitman becomes the 'voice (or tonéue.aelhe’u \ft
would have it) of a defined sexual and political

consciousness. He unclosets a tevolutionaiy social body

tﬁrpuqh whlch‘aﬂ abundant male-malé love moves, declaring: v

w

p "
" .' ’ .
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Come, I am determined to unbare this broad
breast of mine--I have long enough’
stifled and choked: . =

Emblematic and capricious blades, I leave you--
now you serve me not,

Away! I will say what I have to say, by itself, ~

I will escape from the sham that was proposed
to me,

I will sound myself and comrades only--

I will never again utter a call, only their gall.

/ ) (cal- 2) “ . ®

\ .
'In 8o doing, he frees the body. of the text from the

binary oppositions inherent in heterosexual texts.
Masculine/feminine, masculine/homosexual and-
heterosexual/hpmosexual are the hierarchical relations which
determine meaning and order reality in the mascuiine
tr;dition. The tradition. Aristotle, suprémgcy of the male
over the female. Descartes, supremacy of the mind ovér the
body. Freud, supremﬁFy of the male genitals over the erotic

body. To this, add the church, the'stdtg and its laws and

medicine and you have an aerial view of the land of the

Father. Affirm the feminine, the body and the erotic body
and you effectively subvert the Father. Enter Whitman.
Baving'rejected the privilege/power/burden of the
phallus,l Whitman is free to explore without conqueging, to
inhabit without dominating. Self-loving-other-as-self can

only result in a. fluid subjectivity, dt‘intetsubjectivity‘

if you will. This intersubjectivity is in direct contrast

to masculine-writing, in which the poet is subject and other

is always object. Inherent 1n'this subject/object writing

is a set of power relations which reflect and reinforce

%
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patriarchal values. Conqueng, compe;ition, possession,
domlnation,'ptodqption and exploitation exist only in a |
world of objécts. a world in which self is alienated frqm
another. Thus, Whitman's intersugjectivlty implies .an
‘eduality which for his readers means the rare privilege ?f
touching the subject(s) tather than objeétifying the text.
Thus. the fact that Whitman's mainstream critics
-approach his erotic poetry through the use oE traditional,
patriarchal critical tools makes the 1mpositiop of
values rather than the interptetation of ;alue an
%nevitgbility. As seen earlier, Freudfin—baaed Whitman
criticism presupposes a power relation (subject/object) with
___/;he text which allows them to patronxze both text and ‘
poet.. By .extension, any critlcal method that .does not call
into question the very phallocracy that Whitman overturns in
his erotic text is a distoytion. Moreover, this defining
through lack, re-forming the non-conformist and peéveiting
the perversion-defying erotic body/text cannot, in truth, be
seen as a critical approach. It is a critical escape.
Harold Beaver supplies us with a Qaluable clue as to why
criticism of gay literature such as the "Calamus" poems
would necessarily invdlve an alternate critical proceés. In
"Homosexual Signs,” he states: _
The reinvention of systemsobegins witﬁ ¥
demolition, like the inner wall of a house
which becomes the outer wall after wars and
devastation. Since the very language of

homosexuality is incorporated in heterosexual
discourse, 1t| very principles have already

b J

e
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I been anticipated and categorized by the
dominant side. It is not enough to work
against -ideology by pointing it out. Far more ‘
effective is subversion from within, .
sabotaging the machinery (like Soviet T
dissidents) by 'making it grind so that it
can be heard, so that it will not be
innocent, so that it will lose in fact that 2

beautiful -mask of innocence and being natural'. \

Ve

Moviné between highly petaonal glimpses of male-male

love: and the fervent aspiration of universal cooperation ¢
A%

replacing comgetxtion amongst men, Whitman clearly tejects

4

the patriarchal ‘virtues' of fortune-seekan, saving. money

:(andvsﬁerm) and conquest/posseseion/domination of ‘woman {and

Iand) But it is not here that his sabotage of dominant
discourse finds its gteatest sttengths. Whitman s patently
anti-patriarchal message is embodied in language o

relat@onships which have been termed femxnine. According to

T

 Héléne Cixous, ST o

. e .masculine sexuality gravitates around
the penis, engendering, that centralized body
(in political anatomy) under the dictatorship
of ‘its parts, woman does not bring about the
. same regionalization which serves the couple
' head/genitals and which are inscribed only
. within boundaries. , Her libido is cosq}c,

N just as her unconscious is worldwide. RN

Through his writing, Whitman teclaims the homosexual/homo-

‘erotic body from the margins of silence imposed by the

dominant diécouréeiof head/genital repression. In thla“way,

"his oralityxcan be likened to . |

Ber writing [which] can only keep going,
N without ever inscribing or discerning contours,
» daring to make these vertiginous crossings of
. the other(s) ephemerdl and passionate o
Y »sojourns in him, her, tham, whom she inhabits ..

A\

4

,_
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long enough to look at from the'polnt closest’
to their unconscious from the moment they
. awaken, to love them at the point closest to
" their drives; and then further, impregnated
through and through with these brief,
“identificatory gmbtaces, she goes and passes
into infinity. +

“Calamus (2).; which later came to be entitled "Scented
ﬁérbhge of M} Breast," establishes the erotic body thus
described as the site of writing. The relationship between-
the body and organic gébwth, and by extension Whltmap's
*organlc writing style, is one of.intersﬁbjectivity here.
lAny attempt to pursue a linear investigation is ultimately
conféunded by the intricate series of cycles Whigﬁén sets
up. §ymboli§ associations through organ/organic part suchm
as heart/root, leaves/”blo{SQms of my blood" cannot
therefore be isolated but rather éoint to circulatory
system/séﬁ movement cycles. Whitman's signs are those of
processesfiather than prg?ucts. ‘

Early'in the poem wé are alerted to the fact that
writing the body involves both activity andipassivity
traditionally seen as traits of gender polarity. Whitman
erases the qbposition: "Sbented,herbage of my Pteast,/Leaves
from yé? I yield, I write . . . " (Cal. 2). By placing the -
'thﬂ "yield"--meaning both give and give up or surrender--
in a sentence posipioh of activity, Whitman creates a rift in
the reader's sensibilities. Masculine ad%ivity is thereby
devalued in favour of organic processes. When alterﬁitive

dllgoutse subverts dominant discourse atithé‘;extual level,

‘ \
o "!‘ ‘
N . ;
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as in this instance, the subversive sigp acts as the'agent
\ .

of a well-executed coup-d'atat. As a result, power

o

structures and the value systemé which inform them must be

>
\ . .

re-examined. The reader can but experience culture as an

uneasy interstice. Roland Barthes describes thls type of

text as: : . P

. . .the text that imposes a sense of loss, .
the text that discomforts . . . unsettiles the
) reader's historical, cultural, psychological

assumptions, the consistency of his tastes,

values, memories, brings to crisis his

rel¥sion with language. >

The ct;sis that we experience in "Calamus (2)" is one

which re-occurs in every "Calamus" poemo we are forced to
de-intellectualize our reading process. The linear
masculine model of classification,gcategoriihtign and
ﬁierarcﬁization as a means of 1pterpr;§ailon does not work.
We must instead read with our bodies because ‘that is the
implicit relationship with the text that Whitman's feminized
lgnguage structures require. '
" "Calamus (3)," a poem which deals specifically wi;h the
tElatiopship between the poet's body, the textual body and
the reader's body, conf}fms the poet's Eéfusal to quectityQ' A
or to be objectified. Poet, text and reader are -all
presented as gsubjects whiéh in itself constitutes a radical
departure from the masculine tiadition. It is the point at
which the identifiable subject Blips into{pelibetate ;

ambiguity, however, which marks both our sexhgl{plgasure and

Whitman's textualtsubveraion. ) v

1 ’
N
3



The first line of the poem: "Whoever you are holding me
now in hand" (Cal. ;) invites us to assume a physical
proximity to the poet and to imagine'that we arg,in fact
holding the poet's hand. Until section 3 of the poém, we

. are secure with thi@ perception of the subject. The first
‘hint of confusion as to who/what the ‘true subject is comes
when the .’poet' asks us to: “Let go your hand from my \ e

' shoulders:} Put mé down, and depart on you; waf; (Cal. 3).
Since one hand cannot rest on boih of the poet's shoulders
simultaneocusly and since ' the act 5: removin? that hand
cannot in any way constitute pdﬁting him"down; we are
alerted to the fact th;t the "me" which welhave 80 readily
"identified as tﬁe poet is perhaps the book we are holdiﬁg.
Having established that, the recognition that the poet does
not use the third person impersonal prgnoun "it" can only v
mean one ‘thing: ‘his book is not an object. -

The intersubjectivity of self and book is clearly
indicated in section 4lot.the poem: "And in liéraries I lie

aQ one dumb, a gawk, or unborn, or dead,/ But just possibly

.
t

with you on a high hill--first Qakéhing lest any person, v
for miles around, apﬁtoach unawares” (Cal. 3); The poet's
‘body. his boo;, offers us his lips or the contours Bt his
mouth. The gift is of orality and ultimately of the
;pcakinq subject, the etbtié body. |
Section 5 of '"Calamus (3)" {s filled with secret signs.
dnavlnq established the self/book twin subjectivity allows
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Whitman to move into homosexual countercode. While
"thrusting mé beneath your clothing" can clearly bﬁ s?ed as
referring go the book, the sexual connotation of the verb is
not accidental.: Surely one could place a book beneath one's
clothing without necessarily thrusting it. ‘Phis is further

supported by the delightfully ambiguous "rest upon your

_hip," which, while it is a very comfortable position to hold

a book in, is also an expression denqting fellatio.. What is
best, however, is proximity: "For thus, merely touching you,
is enough--is beét,/ And thus, touching you would I silently
sleep and be carried eternally."” What is be;nglundercut
here is the notion of possession which underlies all
subject/object relationships. As tﬁe erotlc'body/text‘Ls
not alienated from other/bodies as is the head/genital Fext.
pearneqs.tather than domination of other is emphasized.

For the reader, this means identifying with a subject
who inhabits other subjects and then disappears: "Already
you see I'have escaped from you" (Call 3). Importantly,
both reader and poet sscape being appropriated. In de-
appropriating the Leaves, Whitman transcends the death gplch
is the fate of authors  who leave behind an object. As the

poet writes in "calamus (2)," his leaves are "to be perused

.best afterwards."” 1In other wérdh, his meaning extends

lbeyond death. Undercutting the value placed on objects in

the masculine economy through delibezpte understatement of

his creative contribution, Whitman uhderlines the longevity

]
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of his intersubjectivities:

No 'labor-saving machine,
Nor discovery have 1 made. . .
-
Nor literary success, nor intellect--nor
book for the book-shelf; ) .
Only these carols, vlbrat ng through the air,
I leave,
For comrades and lovers. ' >
: : - - (Cal. 33).

61ear1y. death for Whitman is subject, "you. hide in"
these shifting. forms of lite. tor reasons--and that they

are mainly for you,/ That you, beyond them, come £or:p, to

. remain, the real reality. . . " (Cal. 2). His stand is in

direct oéposition to that of the hero: the masculine ideal.
Annie Leclerc informs us that:

Once you understand what the hero wants, you
also understand why he can never be happy.
He knows he will die one day and for him the .
idea is intolerable. Because after his death
the world will go on turning. A world rich
and pregnant with all the things the hero was
unable to possess but also, o0 cruel fate!
with all the things he had succeeded in
possessing. Death will relentlessly steal
. from him all that he considers his own, real
or potential, and death is h reatest
torment.

It is death that raises the hero's:
temperature. Not life; that leaves him cold.

In "Calamus (28)," Whitman overturns the value system
which p;onotqs the hero. Here, the poet compares heroes, or '
those men who distinguish themselves from other men through
their deaths, and male-male lovers, or Qhoie'men who . "
identify with other men in life. Por him, the "dangers,
odium, unchanglng,klong and long," faced by Ehe lovers is

"\ o.y' - . T
. - ‘>‘ .
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far more significant than military victories. The tane‘ot-
-3 . .8 . ¢

heroes is, for the poet, a “conquered" fame. The sign

"conquered" indicates the ultimate victory of death and the

emptiness of victory over another. Whitman's democratic

principle is 3pe of love of another, which he presents here . E
'as an affirmation of the life force. This value system ‘
N ma value sy _ /'\\_

implies the tnanécendence of the multiple subject, "tpe
brotherhood of loyérs." beyond death: beyond the book'ln
which their lives were recounted. 'The poet's thoughts of -
them and the fact that he is."filled with thg.bittarest
envy" point to ;he confirmation of.homoaéxuai )
potentialities. Clearly, 1123,”npt}geath, raises -Whitman's
temperature. ST

Whitman's prggentation of anti-heroic, hence hntih' -
phallic concerns calls intb{que:tion the relationship |
between the "Calamus" poems and.}he "Enfans d'Adam" poeas in u',f\
which the ﬁoet sﬁeaks thtdughlthe éetéoﬁa of a sexual hero,
the new“Adam. Appearing for the first time in the 1860

s

edition of the Leaves, the "Enfans d'Adam" poems were o -

23 VEREEN
conceptualized by Whitman to be to heterosexual love what the.
“Calamus" poems to manly love. Lending voite to the vulgar
Lamarckian theory of eugenics, the poet drains the “pentsup - v

iching rivers® of himself, insisting on creating "perfect

O

men and women out of {his) love-spendings® (EA. 4). °

. k%rocreative duty and not sexual pleasure governs the Adamiel

figure's aétions. Hence, the body of the‘"BnEaps'd'Adqn'
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poens is a strictly functional one. The text prattles.

The anatonical body does not produce plsaéure.

: Ribs, belly, back-bone, joints of the
' * back-bone,
: Hips, hip-sockets, hip-strength, inward and
~ “» . outward round, man-balls, man root, :+ -
A@ Strong set .of . thighs, well carrying the

STy trunk above, -

Leg+Yibres, knee, knee-pan, upper leg,

- under leg. : )
',l\ -~ (EA. 3) . -

Moreoverj, when the text attempts to portray sexual pleasure

£

‘the effett is almOst pornogtaphic:

d ., Mad- gilaments, urigovernable shoots play out &\\
A of it, the response likewise ungovernable, |
' e Hair, bosom, hips, bend of legs, negligent
v .4, falling hands, all diffused--
mine too diffused,

\Ebb stung by the flow, flow stung by the epb-—-
love-flesh swelling and deliciously aching,
Limitless limpid jets of love hot and enormous,
D quivering jelly of love, white blow and
g ’ v delirious juice, =~

indegroon-night of love, working surely and
oftly into the prostrate dawn. . .

S s

v o “ _(EA. Q)
Hcre. thc clinlcal precision of the act leaves no room -for
phe - nador to be teaud, tye courted into pleasure. Sex .

h

1. work in the 'Bntanl a° Adan” poems and,its payment is

v 'bully breeds ot children." Et gﬁila. the nineteenth-

-

\ ' . N N
e@ntury na.cullno economy. ’ \ :

ththcr or not it is truc that Wihitman intend;3 the,
“Enfans d'Adag” leriol as the Weterosexual camouflage, of the
in latc hoao&oxual revelation®.of Yhe "Calamus" poems is
ly academic.  What does reveal itself hcrn is that

*

Nhitnan. in cchbtnq dontnant dilcdhrlc. s at hln worst.
: ’ \ :

e
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This is not t& imply that all writing which reflects

the concerns of the dominant sccial order and‘is éroducedv

under its'protection is devoid of merit. It does’ mean,

however, éhat‘the text whlch emerges from a patt1¢ular

1 secio-political framework and does 'not mcbe beyond the
language of its sustaining ihstifutions (cociolect)8 is a
élosed text. The reader is forch §o acknowiedge and
accept, to objectify the text, rather than to quticipate_in
the textual process. ‘ B

Published in ‘1855, Ehe samc»year as the originalﬁ

edition of Leaves of Grass, Alfred Lord .Tennyson's "In

4

Memoriam" provides an example of a closed text or
ZS,gubjecﬁ/object writing., .Interestingly, the textliike the
"Calamus" poems deals with male 1o§é sentiments and
'therefore procides a good basis for)comparison. THe
patriatchal oré;r nxhlbxts itself throush the tonstrxctions
of formal rhyme and metre unlike Whit;an s organic 11nes
based on breath patterns.
'Tennyson's e§ploration of the relationship between body
and blood doés qpt icgigggg the cyclicality we encounter in
'thtman but rather a linearity. Specifically, what we find

in Tennyson is the importance of maintaining hierarchical

male relations (father/son) through patrilineal blood:

, ) I see thee sitting crown'd with googd, ’
 J A central warmth diffusing bliss
In glance and smile, and clasp and kiss,
: On all the branches of thy blood.
f :
" )

-



Thy blood my tticnd. and purtly mine;

For now the day vas drawing on,

When thou shouldst link thy life with one
Of mine own house, and boys of thine

X ‘ Had babbled 'Uncle¥’ on my knee;

Ve ) But that remorseless iron hour
. Made cypress of her orange flower,
“\A Despair of hope, and earth of thee.

. )
1.seem to meet their.least desire,
t To clap their cheeks, to call them mine.
. I see their unborn faces shineg
.+ Beside the never-lighted fire. .
The passage speaks of loss and yet we do not- feel it. Our
,Eegpopse is ‘an intellectual one. The'emotige potential of
Néfg "Thy Slfod'aqd, and partly mine,” is completely removed by
~ the to;mal bronoun ;hich, though it serves.to eulogize the
dead Hallam, pushes us awéy from the text. The possession

implicit in this pa?hage places us directly in what Helene
' 10
Cixous terms the "masculine-conjugal subjective economy."

) . In fact, the masculine line whfch Tennyson valorizes here
digpcta‘bur a;tention to the'power relations that this blood
line sidnifies. Mlchel Foucault describes the importance ot
blood and its asaociations with power as follows:

It {blood] owed-itl high value to its
s instrumental role (the ability to shed blood),
- . to the way it functioned in the order of
‘ , signs (to have a certain blood, to be
A ‘ prepared to risk one's blood), and/also to
" its ‘precaridusness (easily spilled, subject
. to drying up, too readily mixed, capable of
. being quickly corrupted). A society of blood--.

Vel « « oof 'oanqu&ﬁ}ty'--whete power spoke ' '
through blood. o ' . .

N
~4

By contrast, Whitman's "Calamus (15)" which was latsr
' ontitled ‘Trickle Drops" depicts.blood as liberation:\

. .
) - I . -
- \
’ {
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‘blééding drops/ From wounds made to free you whenceé you wefe
prisoned,” and as the vital element. in the creatiQe process:
“Glow upon all'that I have Qritten o; shall write, bleeding
drops/ Let it all be seen in your light, blushing dréps”
(Cal. 15). The association of blood and semen: "Saturate
them with you;self, :?; ashamed anﬁ wet," reveals a
,violation of econohy since sperm was' understood to be non-
tegeneratfve. As has been seen, free expenditur; or
masturbation represents the creative force in Whitman. The
"dtOps of me" that Whitman allows to trickle onto paper

(the act of unburdening his breast) serve to liberate him
Q§‘w311 as his reader. |

' Thus, the renewal of energy which follows masturbation
witnessed in "Song of Myself" is duplicated in the ;
relationship between the poet and the reader iq the
"Calamus" poems. Significantly, the textualization of the
auto-erotic (Whitman's flesh-maderword) accentuates his
reader's complicity. For example, in searéhlng out that .
which constituée% the prison from which the poet Jrees
'hlm,l’2 he must exam{ne the type of liberation he is being otgered.
Since it is a freedom based on the. sacrifice of blood and

the’spilling of the seed, the reader might assume that it is

[3
'

a redemption of a religious naturz (or, if one recalls "Song
of Myself", a spikit ality based on the ennoblement of sex).
Since blood symboliyis_power, perhaps the poet's shgrinq of -

it with the eader represents a violation of traditional,

. / . \
L
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male hierarchical structures. The reader has no choice but
to move along an interstice of recégnition, doubt and re-
interprg#ation‘only to realize that the text is as fluid as
his own bddy. The reader cannot simply observe as ‘does the
lady watching the twenty-elght bathers in "Song of Myself".
He must participate in the auto-~erotic" text.

Some clue as to.how this process occursi}p éaptured in
the symbolism of the live-oak in "Calamus (20).“1 The "live-
oak growing" hearkens us ba;k to the poet's body in*"Scented
Berbgge of My Breast" as it too is seen-to be "uttering

joyous leaves." The pefsoniticatiqp of the live-ocak is

xtheretore compleﬁentary to the organ(ic)izing of the poet

witnessed in the prior poem. \In fact, the Louisiana treer
reminds the poet of himqeit ("And its look, rude unbending,
lusty, made me think of ﬁysglt“)‘and he wonders why it is not
lonely: "But I wondered how it could uﬁter joyous leaves,
standing alone there without its friend, its lover near--

for I knew I could not"” (Cal. 20). Clearly, the live-oak is
more than just a natural ppqllic symbol for the poet. The
image of the tongue/penis fusing with solitude and organic
growth provides a powerful symbol of the poetic process.

The tree is botﬁ the poet's body and the poetié¢ body.
Therefore, when the poet breaks off a twig froqlghe live-ocak
with "a certain amount of leaves" which serveslas a’ reminder
of "manly love" we know that this act forms a representative

p,‘t of the whole organic process. It is iqteresting to

. .
. .
—e. }
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' It
note that the poet takes the trouble of wraping the moss
around the twig, making it a miniature version of the live-
oak. IP Wﬁitman, the relaflonéhip between the whole and its

parts is one of organic continuity. His parts are whole.

 wﬁ}tman, in writing the body--the male ‘body liberated from

‘masculine imperatives--fits into Cixous' description of the

feminine economy:

If there is a 'propriety of woman,' lt‘is
paradoxically her capacity to depropriate

- unselfishly, body without end, without g
appendage, without principal 'parts'. If -
shé‘s whole, it's a whole composed of parts 13

that are wholes, not simple pa:t;al objects. . .
Although éhe Part (twig) is removed from the whole (ttee},
the organic unity is maintained. The symbols of the poet
Ltggs) and manly love (twig) are what I will call c-
intersymbols, or symbols which point to intersubjectivities.
When the poet claims that he could not live without his .‘ 5
lover near, he affirms the proximity of the subject in the
creative process. ~8£s body touches other bodies even in .
sdlitude. The "live-oak glistens.” The poet's semen flows '
1q abundance. His auto- erobic process is our jouissance.
As Rgland Barthes rhetprically asks: "Is not the most

" 14
erotic portion of the body where the garment gapes?” So

it is with Whitman's text. Nowhere, for example, in Leaves
of Grass does the poet use ‘the word "silent” or withhold |
detail as frequeéently as he does in “"Calamus." In what
purport to be confessional poems, the ‘true’ confession is

never expresaed. Instead, it occurs between the lines: in
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the silences, in the secrets we are alerted to but not tbld, '
and in the private looks between men. Harold Beaver
explains that ' N

to be homosexual in Western society -
entails a state of mind in which all the
- . credentials, however petty are under -
unceasing scrutiny. The homosexual is beset
v by signs, by the urge to interpret whatever
transpires or fails to transpire, between
himself and every chance acquaintance.. He is
a prodigious consumer of signs—--of hidden ’ .o
meanings, hidden systems, hidden .
potentiality. Exclusion from the common coda i
impels the frenzied quest: in the momentary ‘
glimpse, the scrambled figure, the sporadic
gesture, the chance encounter, the, reverse’ R PO
‘ image, the sudden slippagd, the lowered guard.
¢ In a flash meanings may be disclosedi ) '
— mysteties wrenched out and betrayed.

As the creator of these signs, Whitman recognizes and notes | '
the importance of his non-d{scursive spaces: o ;
. . Here the frailest leaves of me, and yet
. s my strongest lasting, T
Here I shade down and hide my thoughts-- 5 T
- I-do not expose them,
And yet they expose me more than all
my other poenms. ‘
o (C&l. 44)

Certainly, Calamus® does not have the self-revealing
quality of "Song of Myselt"hor the painstaking pornographic
detail of "Enfans d'Adam.” What these poems exhibit is the
poet's ability to flow between -ilence and the word, o | s

~alternately concealing and revealing meaninq. In this
_manner, the reader is seduced and excited where Ehe text ‘L
gapes. Whitman does not coldnlzp‘space. His text is

polymorphous and transogndent:
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To you, yet unborn, these seeking you.
When you read these, I, that was visible; am
' become invisible;

Now it is you, compact, visible, realizing
my poems, seeking me,

Fancying how happy VYou were, if I could be
with you, and become your lover;

Be it as if I were with you. Be not too:

\ . certain but I am now with you.

. (Cal. 45)

The subject disappears and then re-appears. The
intersubject. the reader, makes the invigible visible.
Clearly. Whitman does not fear _the void. Claudine Hermann
describes this empty space ae being antithetical to "man's
space (which]) is a space of dominab&bn, hierarechy and
conquest, a sprawling, showy Spacs, a full spabe. e

In éefinind the unseen as proximate to the seen rather .
than a site of conquest, Whitman re-defines space itself. .
Nowhere is this more readily experienced than in "Calamus

(18)," in which the poet combines the element of an

invisible space with that of renewal. The qualifying of the

city--"whom that I have lived and sung there will
one day make you illustrious"--merges past and future. The
point in time and space "there," which should serve as some

0

point of reference, does not. Instead it draws ettentiog to
iteelr through its awkward placement iéAthe iine. We expect
some form of elaboration which does not come in.the lines Coe
that follow, Contrary to our expectations, the poet

qualities the invisible space through a negation of the

‘full space' of the city: .~‘
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Not the' pageants of you--npot your shifting
' © _tableaux, your spectacles, repay me, T
Not €he interminable rows of your houses--
~«) nor the ships at the wharves, ‘
Nor the protessions in the streets, nor the
bright windows, with goods in them. . .
* (Cal. 18) -

It is bnly in the last three lines of the poem that we

discover the intricate series of signs that Whitman has

established to create an alternate value system. The hidden -

' Manhattan is not a site but the"trequens an? swlft glgsh of
’ ey;s offering [tpé poet]) }oGe.” This non-verbal !
emotional/sexual space is not only méte-impo:;ant to the
poet than the material aspects of the city; it has the power’
+  to.glive him what nature hes given him in the past: the
cgptesgion,ot sexual freedom and the cycle of spendﬂ‘b’and
renewal, of activ}ty,ind neceptivity. ' p:
As well as undercutt&kg the ninet?enth-cen;u:y notioﬁ
T of space, Whitman overturns;conventﬁpnal definitions of
| time. Fluctuating beﬂwegp memory and-desire, past and
‘present, the "Calamus" poéms place the reader in the- ,
‘position of having to centre ;ime;T We must abandom all
- notion of physical time.-qmini, whiph for the
» lnduﬁfrlalizinq-United States was equateé with productivity,
g is in Whitman the time which distances him from his lover:

Hours when I am forgotten, (O weeks and

. . . months are passing, but I believe I. am
; ) . never to forget!)

g ’ . Sullen and suffering hours, (I am ashamed--
r > o .but it is useless I am what I am)

| , . Hours of my torment--I wonder” if other men
A oy . have the like, out of like feelings?

‘ - S : (Cal. 9)
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Significantly, time is qualified not by what is done but?by
- what is felt. Our time relation with the text is not,
therefore, with the tangible productiva present. Insteadé
we are compelled to inhabit the amorphous body of 'counter-
productive' time/space. We must feel the passage of time
since we cannot quantify it in a linear fash{bn.' Our
proximity to the text is governed not by referential points
in time or space but by the experience of the éoet himself.

e
In Barthesian terms,'ﬁaﬁs represents "The pleasure of the

text . . . that moment when my body pursues its own ideas--

; 17
for my body does not have the same ideas I do."

Whitman, in “Calamus {13)," makes apparent the
.telationship that the reade? has with the body of his text:

Love-buds, put before you and within you,
whoever you are,
Buds to be unfolded on the old terms,
If you bring. the warmth of the sun to them,
they will open, and bring form, color,
perfume, to you,
If you become the aliment and the wet, they
will become flowers, fruits, tall
branches and trees, ‘
. They are comprised in you just as much as in ‘
) themselves--perhaps more than in themselves,
They are not comprised in one season or
( succession, but many successions,
They have come slowly up out of the earth and
me, and are to come slowly up out of you.
. (Cal. 13)

- The love the poet communicates ﬁhrough natural imagss is a
love which has-“an unlimited potential for growth and ‘
renewal. What we contribute to the erotic body/text is an

f

: inhabiting subject. Ultimately, the reader 2iihales [tﬁe]

AT ,
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faint odor" of the leaves or breathes in what has been
- breathed out by the poet. The respiratory system .and the
circulatory system of the poetic body, symbolized as they
are by natural cyclas, are brought to -life by the reader.
What upiteé all the cycles of both the poetic body and
the poet's body is the auto-bgoéic activity implicit in the
process of writing the body. It is here that we begin to \
understand the importance of the tree/plant symbolism which *\
occurs throughout the "Calamus” poems. The sap ‘which
nourishes organic lite is tho semen of the poet's body.
Unlike masculine writing, in whidh tha seeds are placed at
an objective distance from the reader, Whitman's "love-
lpgndings“ are scattered freely. PFor Whitman, lovingidesire
rather than desiying objects makes the\process of writing
itself valuable. It is the masturbatory process of writing
which is clptured in the “Calamus" leaves, not the érodﬁct
of the act of masturbation. The effects of this difference,
as we h;ve seen, are protgund. g .
Moreover, the writing of the'gody or the éuto-etotic
body as creative principle is the underlying secret of
Whitman's affective impact. Because his auto-eroticism is
total and not divided along head/genital lines, we ,
experience a fluidlty,\not the sporadic thrusts of meaning
we have come to expect in masculige texts. Clearly, ‘
naséurbation is a trope for the creative pfocess in the

"Calamus” poems, but it is in the way that the whole

- 7
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body/text is aroti;i:ed that marks the poet's qcnius.'
Moreover,’ if an ciphaai- on textuality yields loxuaxrtexghal
pleasure, or jouissance, then it would seem that this new
way of approaching Whitman's auto-eroticism represents a

Qignlt}cant fcclyiaing of the textual body by the reader.

b ]
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Chapter V

-

coNcLugION

. It is generally acknowledged that with Whitman,

;

have tried to argue, however, is that certain tones in the 4

American poetry finds its unique voice. One of the things I

voice have been systematically muted. This -is, bt course,
one of the dasagts inherent in th; patriarchal ideology, or
indeed in any dominant power system. Rebellion can-be
suppressed, or, if it is too threatening, incorporated
somehow within th system. .CIQA{ly, this has been the fate
of Whitman's aesthetics of auto-eroticism, absorbed as it
;;s been as an aberration within dominant discourse.

The most obvious advantage of treating alternatlve
discourse such as Whitman's auto-erotic body/text using
Barthesian analysis and recent feainist thedry is th;t these -

approaches take into consideration the role played by

’ R . E 3
dominant discourse. Theoreticians like Roland Barthes and ° !

Helene Cixous qucitlon patriarchal values in writing, a’
toatu;c of their critical prdgosl which rc;ults in the
movement away from ‘normalizing’ writing to fit these (
values. BccauiJ they are conlcioun of tholaoninint 1§eoloqy
and its assumptions, thclr thcorlo: ptovidc an ‘
Appropriate basis for dealing with Nhitnan s subversive

aesthetic.

.
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intexpretive strategies advanced by Barthes and Cixous

N

relevant to auto-eroticism in Whltman. .The. insistence on

<;;his is, of course, not the only factot whléh makes the

textuality shared by these contemporary thinkers'results i;;
a way of reading based on pleesure. That pleasure/wh;;h ~
resides in the text is an erétic pleasure: jouissance. For
Barthes who coined the term, for Cixous who "feminlzed“ it e

and for Whitman, whose text abounds wzth it, joulssance‘is

r

an experience of the body.
- kg
In establishxng the body as the site of writing as - '

Whitman does in the "Calamus" poems, the masturﬁitéfy’
-

ecagyey witnessed in “Song of Myself" becomes a textpal o
experience for his reader. He or she is no longer~o*tside ’
the poet 8 body bat rathe; within the body . of the text. It

is here that the possxbilitxes for the orgasmic loss of self ¢
lt: embodied. The reader, as the iﬂhabitlng subject, of

;éhitman 8 body/text is teased into erotic pleasuve through *

language structures and comes when this subjectivity ,B' » i

- ————

becomes amblguous. . - . / v

L
LA
FPor Cixous this articulation of the body. i!ﬂ&d!ﬁﬂtill o

to quen s writing, for she nalntalns that the body has been

the site of women's repression. In other words, to write

the body is to free it trom the patriarchal prison o

wherein it can only exist as object. Hhile Cixou. | J

concerns reflect women's writing, it is precisely the way

. that they are reflected lq thtlan--specltically %n hls coD
1 ! " ~
- | - | ’ .
1N . " '
. | . , \



subversion of subject/object relations--that demonstrates

-

- that the applications of feminist criticism extend beyond
- . T A . .
their implicit intent. Clearly, Whitman's fluid’

intersubjective body/text displays a consciousness which “

runs counter to masculine values. Seemingly, feminist

n
»

strategies coupled with textuality should not be restricte}‘ "~

to texts written by women.

» ~

It should be ‘noted, however, that not all feminist
criticism can be so‘reaqily.abplied to Whitman's auto-erotic
body/text as that oB\Ehe French femin}st thinkers consulted.
. ‘Anglo—American feminist tﬁeory, for example, places much -

critical importance on the ability of ﬁhe text to capture

s

!
woman's authentic experience. No doubt this methodology
wquld prove inappropriate for re-evaluating Whitman's text.

- ' In summarizing Elaine Showalter's discussion of

1

\\\\; that Showalter-- ) —T_— _i o ‘ //

. . .[objects] to the impersonality of Room,
- ¢ an impersonality that springs from the fact ‘ ~—
) Woolf's use of the many different personae to . .
~ voice the narrative -'I' results in frequently
recurring .shifts and changes of subject _
position

+

. ==consequently missing the playfulness and whimsy of Woolf's

text. There is a‘valuable?&lue in this critical excﬁange
which is relevant to Whitman's text. In assuming a serious -

textual strategy--one which imposes a rigid structure’ on the

text rather than experiencing the fluid body/text suggested

by Woolf's subjectivities--Showalter de-éensualiies the
B . .
. o




body/text.' If- in Whitman the auto-erotic body is the text, .

-~ 4

\then it follows that the act of reading his text
) involves sensual play To apply a critical method wh1ch .

o - ignores this sexual-textual playfulness in Whltmah s poetry

£l

! would be to approprlate the body/text in the name of

- w ~ ' -
_ . Anatgmical serigqusness, to striﬁ‘it of its unLimited sexual y

e . ‘ d
. ’ contours . o, ‘

T ' s ‘ ' N
R Whitman s text embodies pleasure. Thergfore, if we are

evaluate his auto-erotlc body text, our evaluation must be based -
A ,
on experiential rathergthat normative values. As Roland Barthes

'‘writes: 7 - d
If I agree to judge a’{exs according to
pleasure, I cannot go on to say: this one is
- good, that bad. No awards, no "critique,"
for this -always implies a tactical aim, a '
. . gocial usage, and frequently and extenuating iﬁ
\ . image reservoir. I cannot apportion, imagine
T that the text is perfectible, ready to enter
: into a play of normative predicates: it is
too much this, not enough that; the text .
g * X (the' same 1s true of the singing voice) can _ . .
’ wring from me only this judgment: that's. it12 : ' \

>

It 1s thxs aesthetlc based on pleasure w1th its promxse "
«\. ' .

of jouissance whlch we find in Whitman s masturbatory y

ptocess. his aesthetics of auto—erotlclsm. Not only does
o Whitman 8 body/text illustrate the signlflcance of these
» ‘theoretical positions, it importantly demonstrates_the need
- N fer critics to begin to address this creative/masﬁurbatory process
_ as lntegral to‘the poet's art rather than as the dasplacement of

'untultllled urges. ) : . o ¢

I have tried in this thesis.to re-evaluate the wrltings
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of Wait Whitman noting'the poet's concentration on autoe

the literary world My final opinion 1s that the textual

masturbatory process in Whitman is the life blood of his
poetry. This verbel/sexupl seed which flows through his‘

'auto—étotic body/text and excites us is only possible, K ¢

through "the articulatidn of the body, .of the tongue, not

1

“'that of meaning, of language.'

.Roland Barthes describes this "vocal writing"‘es having

the ability .

to succeed in shifting the‘signified a great

distance and in throwing, "'so to speak,- the

body of the actor into my ear: it granulates,

it grackles, it caresses, it grates, it cuts,
. it comes... .

-

Unlike the "llngu18t8 and contenders," Whiéﬁan 's tongue

o

plunges to our "barestript heart " His eubugrsive,peed is -

our.'. . ouissance.

> o . A '

eroticism'and its central importance to his contribution to

N
. /
.
~
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