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Critical Analysis of Walt Whitman's Song of Myself (Sections 1–10): 

A Critical Analysis 

 

One of the most important pieces of American literature is Song of 

Myself, a key poem in Leaves of Grass. The poem, which was first 

published in 1855, embodies Whitman's views on nature, 

democracy, individualism, and the unity of all people. The poem's 

topics and style are established in Sections 1–10, which also 

introduce the speaker's identity, his relationship with nature, and 

his idea of a spiritual and democratic self. By utilizing free verse, 

cataloguing, symbolism, and sensual imagery, Whitman honours 

the individual while also connecting it to the shared human 

experience. 

1. Democratic Individualism and the Celebration of the Self 

The well-known statement, "I celebrate myself, and sing myself," 

opens the poem. The main idea of self-celebration is established by 

this audacious declaration. Whitman's "self," however, is 

comprehensive and representative rather than egotistical or 

solitary. He implies that the individual self is linked to all of 

humanity when he says, "What I assume, the reader shall assume." 

Democratic principles are reflected in Whitman's conception of 

the self. He imagines the poet as a representative voice of the 

average person, writing in 19th-century America during a period 

of growing democracy. The poem's "I" transforms into a voice that 

is inclusive of people from diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, 

races, and occupations. Individual identity is thus presented in 

the poem as both personal and collective from the outset. 
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2. Body and Soul Unity 

Whitman questions the conventional division of body and spirit 

in Sections 1–5. He views both as equally significant and sacred. 

Whitman celebrates bodily existence, in contrast to previous 

theological traditions that viewed the body as less important 

than the spirit. He emphasizes that the body is holy rather than 

wicked in his candid writing on sensuous experiences. 

Because it details a magical encounter between the speaker and 

his soul, Section 5 is especially important. The personal imagery 

alludes to self-realization and spiritual rebirth. Harmony 

between the material and spiritual facets of human existence is 

symbolized by this connection. According to Whitman, real 

comprehension occurs when one acknowledges that the body and 

soul are components of a single, cohesive whole. 

3. Nature as a Symbol and Teacher 

In Sections 1–10, nature is important. "What is the grass?" a child 

asks the speaker in Section 6. There are several symbolic 

interpretations of this straightforward issue. According to 

Whitman, grass might stand for the "uncut hair of graves," hope, 

or even the uniformity of nature. He considers continuity, death, 

and life via this symbol. 

Because grass grows everywhere, among the rich and the poor, the 

living and the dead, it becomes a potent emblem of democracy. It 

stands for both equality and life's cycle. Whitman employs nature 

as a philosophical teacher who exposes truths about life, rather 

than just as background scenery. 

4. The Poet as a Social Observer 
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Whitman broadens his scope in Sections 7–10 to encompass many 

scenes from American life. He watches people from different 

socioeconomic classes and occupations. He depicts the diversity of 

the American people with extensive photo and employment 

catalogues. 

Whitman's use of cataloguing, which involves listing several 

pictures and persons, fosters a feeling of inclusivity and plenty. It 

highlights the poem's democratic spirit and captures the 

grandeur of America. Every person, be they a young guy, a 

mother, or a worker, becomes deserving of lyrical consideration. 

Vibrant moments like a hunter's journey and a rescue at sea are 

shown in Section 10. Whitman's profound empathy and creative 

affiliation with others are evident in these experiences. He 

engages in their experiences on an emotional level rather than 

just watching. The idea of universal brotherhood is strengthened 

by this capacity to unite with others. 

5. Innovative Style and Free Verse 

The free verse style of Song of Myself is among its most innovative 

features. Whitman uses lengthy, flowing lines that mimic 

spontaneous speech instead of conventional rhyme and meter. The 

poem's ideas of uniqueness and independence are reflected in this 

style. Whitman's poetry opposes precise literary norms, just as 

democracy rejects inflexible hierarchies. 

Biblical cadences, parallelism, and repetition are frequently used 

to establish the rhythm. This lends the poem a prophetic and 

melodic quality. The lack of traditional framework represents 

freedom from social and literary restraints. 
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6. Influence That Transcends 

Whitman's thoughts demonstrate the impact of American 

transcendentalism, especially the conviction that all creation is 

spiritually one and that people are inherently good. His ideas are 

similar to those of philosophers like Ralph Waldo Emerson, who 

placed a strong emphasis on independence and the divine 

presence in nature, even though they are not directly related 

here. Whitman makes these logical concepts approachable and 

emotionally impactful by transforming them into lyrical 

eloquence. 

Song of Myself's main themes—celebration of the self, unity of body 

and mind, democratic equality, respect for nature, and spiritual 

universality—are established in Sections 1–10. Whitman develops 

a new poetry style that is appropriate for the spirit of liberation 

and reinterprets the poet's function as a representative voice of 

humanity. He offers a picture of life that is inclusive, hopeful, and 

incredibly human through audacious language, symbolic 

imagery, and creative structure. 

Song of Myself is a pioneering piece of American literature 

because of these opening passages, which form the conceptual and 

thematic basis of the entire poem. 

 


