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1. First published in 1871, Demo cratic Vistas 
drew on two essays, “Democracy” and “Personal-
ism,” that Whitman had previously published in 
the New York Galaxy in 1867 and 1868. The text 

is taken from Whitman’s revised version in Com-
plete Prose Works (1892).
2. Pliant walking sticks.

From Demo cratic Vistas1

*    *    *
Once, before the war, (Alas! I dare not say how many times the mood has 
come!) I, too, was "ll’d with doubt and gloom. A foreigner, an acute and good 
man, had impressively said to me, that day— putting in form, indeed, my own 
observations: “I have travel’d much in the United States, and watch’d their 
politicians, and listen’d to the speeches of the candidates, and read the jour-
nals, and gone into the public  houses, and heard the unguarded talk of 
men. And I have found your vaunted Amer i ca honeycomb’d from top to toe 
with in"delism, even to itself and its own programme. I have mark’d the bra-
zen hell- faces of secession and slavery gazing de"antly from all the win-
dows and doorways. I have everywhere found, primarily, thieves and scalli-
wags arranging the nominations to of"ces, and sometimes "lling the of"ces 
themselves. I have found the north just as full of bad stuff as the south. Of 
the holders of public of"ce in the Nation or the States or their municipalities, 
I have found that not one in a hundred has been chosen by any spontaneous 
se lection of the outsiders, the  people, but all have been nominated and put 
through by  little or large caucuses of the politicians, and have got in by cor-
rupt rings and electioneering, not capacity or desert. I have noticed how 
the millions of sturdy farmers and mechanics are thus the helpless supple- 
jacks2 of comparatively few politicians. And I have noticed more and more, 
the alarming spectacle of parties usurping the government, and openly and 
shamelessly wielding it for party purposes.”

Sad, serious, deep truths. Yet are  there other, still deeper, amply confront-
ing, dominating truths. Over  those politicians and  great and  little rings, 
and over all their insolence and wiles, and over the powerfulest parties, looms 
a power, too sluggish maybe, but ever holding decisions and decrees in hand, 
ready, with stern pro cess, to execute them as soon as plainly needed— and 
at times, indeed, summarily crushing to atoms the mightiest parties, even 
in the hour of their pride.

In saner hours far dif fer ent are the amounts of  these  things from what, at 
"rst sight, they appear. Though it is no doubt impor tant who is elected gov-
ernor, mayor, or legislator (and full of dismay when incompetent or vile ones 
get elected, as they sometimes do),  there are other, quieter contingencies, 
in"nitely more impor tant. Shams, &c.,  will always be the show, like ocean’s 
scum; enough, if  waters deep and clear make up the rest. Enough, that while 
the piled embroider’d shoddy gaud and fraud spreads to the super"cial eye, 
the hidden warp and weft are genuine, and  will wear forever. Enough, in 
short, that the race, the land which could raise such as the late rebellion, 
could also put it down.

The average man of a land at last only is impor tant. He, in  these States, 
remains immortal owner and boss, deriving good uses, somehow, out of any 
sort of servant in of"ce, even the basest; (certain universal requisites, and 
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3.  I.e., Shakespeare (19th- century variant spell-
ing).

4. Beyond the sea.
5. Of  little worth.

their settled regularity and protection, being "rst secured,) a nation like ours, 
in a sort of geological formation state, trying continually new experiments, 
choosing new del e ga tions, is not served by the best men only, but sometimes 
more by  those that provoke it—by the combats they arouse. Thus national 
rage, fury, discussion, &c., better than content. Thus, also, the warning sig-
nals, invaluable for  after times.

What is more dramatic than the spectacle we have seen repeated, and 
doubtless long  shall see— the popu lar judgment taking the successful candi-
dates on trial in the of"ces— standing off, as it  were, and observing them 
and their  doings for a while, and always giving, " nally, the "t, exactly due 
reward? I think,  after all, the sublimest part of po liti cal history, and its cul-
mination, is currently issuing from the American  people. I know nothing 
grander, better exercise, better digestion, more positive proof of the past, the 
triumphant result of faith in  human kind, than a well- contested American 
national election.

Then still the thought returns, (like the thread- passage in overtures,) giving 
the key and echo to  these pages. When I pass to and fro, dif fer ent latitudes, 
dif fer ent seasons, beholding the crowds of the  great cities, New York, Boston, 
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, Chicago, St.  Louis, San Francisco, New Orleans, 
Baltimore— when I mix with  these interminable swarms of alert, turbulent, 
good- natured, in de pen dent citizens, mechanics, clerks, young persons—at the 
idea of this mass of men, so fresh and  free, so loving and so proud, a singular 
awe falls upon me. I feel, with dejection and amazement, that among our 
geniuses and talented writers or speakers, few or none have yet  really spoken to 
this  people, created a single image- making work for them, or absorb’d the cen-
tral spirit and the idiosyncrasies which are theirs— and which, thus, in highest 
ranges, so far remain entirely uncelebrated, unexpress’d.

Dominion strong is the body’s; dominion stronger is the mind’s. What has 
"ll’d, and "lls to- day our intellect, our fancy, furnishing the standards 
therein, is yet foreign. The  great poems, Shakspere3 included, are poison-
ous to the idea of the pride and dignity of the common  people, the life blood 
of democracy. The models of our lit er a ture, as we get it from other lands, 
ultramarine,4 have had their birth in courts, and bask’d and grown in  castle 
sunshine; all smells of princes’  favors. Of workers of a certain sort, we have 
indeed, plenty, contributing  after their kind; many elegant, many learn’d, all 
complacent. But touch’d by the national test, or tried by the standards of 
demo cratic personality, they wither to ashes. I say I have not seen a single 
writer, artist, lecturer, or what not, that has confronted the voiceless but ever 
erect and active, pervading, under lying  will and typic aspiration of the land, in 
a spirit kindred to itself. Do you call  those genteel  little creatures American 
poets? Do you term that perpetual, pistareen,5 paste- pot work, American art, 
American drama, taste, verse? I think I hear, echoed as from some mountain- 
top afar in the west, the scornful laugh of the Genius of  these States.

Democracy, in silence, biding its time, ponders its own ideals, not of lit-
er a ture and art only— not of men only, but of  women. The idea of the  women 



6. The  whole pres ent system of the of"cering 
and personnel of the army and navy of  these 
States, and the spirit and letter of their trebly 
aristocratic rules and regulations, is a monstrous 
exotic, a nuisance and revolt, and belong  here 

just as much as  orders of nobility, or the Pope’s 
council of cardinals. I say if the pres ent theory of 
our army and navy is sensible and true, then the 
rest of Amer i ca is an unmitigated fraud [Whit-
man’s note].

of Amer i ca, (extricated from this daze, this fossil and unhealthy air which 
hangs about the word lady,) develop’d, raised to become the robust equals, 
workers, and, it may be, even practical and po liti cal deciders with the 
men— greater than man, we may admit, through their divine maternity, 
always their towering, emblematical attribute— but  great, at any rate, as 
man, in all departments; or, rather, capable of being so, soon as they realize 
it, and can bring themselves to give up toys and "ctions, and launch forth, 
as men do, amid real, in de pen dent, stormy life.

Then, as  towards our thought’s "nalè, (and, in that, over- arching the true 
scholar’s lesson,) we have to say  there can be no complete or epical pre sen ta-
tion of democracy in the aggregate, or anything like it, at this day,  because its 
doctrines  will only be effectually incarnated in any one branch, when, in all, 
their spirit is at the root and centre. Far, far, indeed, stretch, in distance, our 
Vistas! How much is still to be disentangled, freed! How long it takes to make 
this American world see that it is, in itself, the "nal authority and reliance!

Did you, too, O friend, suppose democracy was only for elections, for pol-
itics, and for a party name? I say democracy is only of use  there that it may 
pass on and come to its `ower and fruits in manners, in the highest forms 
of interaction between men, and their beliefs—in religion, lit er a ture, col-
leges, and schools— democracy in all public and private life, and in the army 
and navy.6 I have intimated that, as a paramount scheme, it has yet few or 
no full realizers and believers. I do not see,  either, that it owes any serious 
thanks to noted propagandists or champions, or has been essentially help’d, 
though often harm’d, by them. It has been and is carried on by all the moral 
forces, and by trade, "nance, machinery, intercommunications, and, in fact, 
by all the developments of history, and can no more be stopp’d than the tides, 
or the earth in its orbit. Doubtless, also, it resides, crude and latent, well 
down in the hearts of the fair average of the American- born  people, mainly in 
the agricultural regions. But it is not yet,  there or anywhere, the fully- receiv’d, 
the fervid, the absolute faith.

I submit, therefore, that the fruition of democracy, on aught like a  grand 
scale, resides altogether in the  future. As,  under any profound and compre-
hensive view of the gorgeous- composite feudal world, we see in it, through 
the long ages and cycles of ages, the results of a deep, integral,  human and 
divine princi ple, or fountain, from which issued laws, ecclesia, manners, 
institutes, costumes, personalities, poems, (hitherto unequall’d,) faithfully 
partaking of their source, and indeed only arising  either to betoken it, or to 
furnish parts of that varied- ̀ owing display, whose centre was one and abso-
lute—so, long ages hence,  shall the due historian or critic make at least an 
equal retrospect, an equal history for the demo cratic princi ple. It too must 
be adorn’d, credited with its results— then, when it, with imperial power, 
through amplest time, has dominated mankind— has been the source and 
test of all the moral, esthetic, social, po liti cal, and religious expressions and 
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institutes of the civilized world— has begotten them in spirit and in form, 
and has carried them to its own unpre ce dented heights— has had, (it is pos-
si ble,) monastics and ascetics, more numerous, more devout than the monks 
and priests of all previous creeds— has sway’d the ages with a breadth and 
rectitude tallying Nature’s own— has fashion’d, systematized, and trium-
phantly "nish’d and carried out, in its own interest, and with unparallel’d 
success, a new earth and a new man.

Thus we presume to write, as it  were, upon  things that exist not, and travel 
by maps yet unmade, and a blank. But the throes of birth are upon us; and 
we have something of this advantage in seasons of strong formations, doubts, 
suspense— for then the af`atus of such themes haply may fall upon us, more 
or less; and then, hot from surrounding war and revolution, our speech, 
though without polish’d coherence, and a failure by the standard called crit-
icism, comes forth, real at least as the lightnings.

And may-be we,  these days, have, too, our own reward—(for  there are yet 
some, in all lands, worthy to be so encouraged.) Though not for us the joy 
of entering at the last the conquer’d city— not ours the chance ever to see 
with our own eyes the peerless power and splendid eclat7 of the demo cratic 
princi ple, arriv’d at meridian, "lling the world with effulgence and majesty 
far beyond  those of past history’s kings, or all dynastic sway— there is yet, 
to whoever is eligible among us, the prophetic vision, the joy of being toss’d 
in the brave turmoil of  these times— the promulgation and the path, obedi-
ent, lowly reverent to the voice, the gesture of the god, or holy ghost, which 
 others see not, hear not— with the proud consciousness that amid what ever 
clouds, seductions, or heart- wearying postponements, we have never 
deserted, never despair’d, never abandon’d the faith.

*    *    *

1871, 1892

7. Brilliant success (French).

EMILY DICKINSON
1830–1886

Emily Dickinson is recognized as one of the greatest American poets, a poet who 
continues to exert an enormous in`uence on the way writers think about the 

possibilities of poetic craft and vocation.  Little known in her own lifetime, she was 
"rst publicized in almost mythic terms as a reclusive, eccentric, death- obsessed spin-
ster who wrote in "ts and starts as the spirit moved her— the image of the  woman 
poet at her oddest. As with all myths, this one has some truth to it, but the real ity is 
more in ter est ing and complicated. Though she lived in her parents’ homes for all but 
a year of her life, she was acutely aware of current events and drew on them for some 




