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Walt Whitman’s Racial Attitudes: A Bibliographic Essay
Over the past 20 years, scholars have been challenging the traditional view of Walt Whitman as the egalitarian poet who transcended the racism of his times. Today, there is a near-consensus among scholars that Whitman’s racial attitudes were, at the very least, contradictory and unstable. Could a man who wrote passionate, revolutionary poetry about human equality have been a racist?  
Outside the idealized world of his poetry, Whitman made numerous racially prejudiced remarks in his editorials, prose works, comments recorded by Horace Traubel. Scholars are reading Whitman’s portrayals of blacks, Native Americans, and Asians with a new skepticism, finding a confounding mix of admiration and prejudice in his writing. There has been an explosion of interest in Whitman’s racial attitudes since Betsy Erkkila’s groundbreaking Whitman the Political Poet came out in 1989. The MLA International Bibliography lists 21 peer-reviewed articles related to Whitman and race published since 1989, but only three between 1958 and 1988. 
The more recent articles (since 2004) by Kenneth Price, Thomas C. Gannon, Paul H. Outka, and Steven B. Hermann show a trend away from the close reading of primary sources toward a mix of queer and psychoanalytic methods of analysis when examining Whitman’s racial attitudes. This is the direction the field is headed. Scholars understandably focus on Whitman’s golden age, the early editions of Leaves of Grass. Missing from the field is a look at Whitman’s racial attitudes during his Camden years.  I have examined, in chronological order, 15 scholarly articles about Whitman and race published between 1990 and 2007.
Geoffrey Sill, "Whitman on 'The Black Question': A New Manuscript." (1990)
Geoffrey Sills analyzes a newly-discovered manuscript recently made available by collector William Kurry. In the so-called “Kurry manuscript,” Whitman writes that black question will be resolved once and for all by the advent of “remorseless” ethnological science. In the many revisions to the manuscript, Sills proposes that Whitman has doubts and misgivings about the role of freed blacks in democracy. “It would appear that, while Whitman was all in favor of liberty for blacks, equality and fraternity were another matter,” Sills wrote.  Like Klammer, Sills concludes that Whitman’s “agonized meditations” over race inspired some of his most profound poems.

Xilao Li, "Walt Whitman and Asian American Writers." (1993)
Li looks at Whitman’s relationship with Asian-Americans. Whitman was horrified by anti-Chinese immigration laws passed in the 1880s, even threatening to denounce his citizenship. Whitman supported unlimited, unrestricted immigration from all countries. Li recounts the story of Sadakichi Hartmann, a half-German, half Japanese immigrant who was born in Japan. While a student in Philadelphia, Hartmann sought out the aging poet in Camden. Hartmann became a Whitman disciple, but their relationship soured when Whitman told Hartmann,  “There are so many traits, characteristics, Americanisms which you would never get at . . . After all, one can’t grow roses on a peach tree.” Hartmann’s publication of these remarks angered the poet, who told Traubel that Hartmann possessed the “Asian craftiness.” The two men made peace shortly before Whitman’s death.  The Hartmann story might be the best anecdote to outline Whitman’s racial contradictions.  

Ed Folsom, “Whitman and the American Indians” (1994) 


“Whitman and the American Indians” is the third chapter from Ed Folsom’s book Whitman’s Native Representations. Folsom finds the issue of the Native American is inseparable from the issue of “manifest destiny” in Whitman’s writing. Folsom maintains that Whitman celebrates both westward expansion and the American Indian, whom he sees worthy of both extinction and preservation. Whitman’s Native American imagery shows a “tortured ambivalence” about their role in the developing nation.
Martin Klammer, Whitman, Slavery, and the Emergence of Leaves of Grass (1995) 

Martin Klammer proposes that Whitman’s thoughts about blacks and slavery were central in the writing of Leaves of Grass, “a major text about race relations in the mid-nineteenth century.” He traces Whitman’s racial attitudes through his earliest writings until 1855 and sees African-Americans and slavery as a “compelling force” behind Whitman’s evolving form of expression. Klammer divides Whitman’s evolution into three periods: the pro-slavery apologist, the Free Soil Democrat, and the humanitarian of Leaves of Grass. Klammer provides illuminating research that demonstrates how historical circumstances shaped Whitman’s writing
. 
David S. Reynolds, Walt Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography (1996)

In what has become the Bible for Whitman cultural studies, David S. Reynolds offers an exhaustive biography detailing Whitman’s life in the wider context of American history. Reynolds mentions Whitman’s ever changing, contradictory racial attitudes over 50 times in the book. Reynolds’ book is an indispensible resource for scholars. Of particular interest on the issue of race is chapter 14, in which Reynolds writes about Whitman’s support for Andrew Johnson and so-called “ethnological science”. 
David and George George, “Racial Attitudes.” (1998) 

This entry in the Walt Whitman Encyclopedia is an excellent starting point for research about Whitman and race. It offers a distilled overview of Whitman’s unstable, ambivalent, and contradictory attitudes toward blacks, Native Americans, and Asians.  The authors pose a worthwhile challenge for Whitman scholars. “How Whitman could have been so prejudiced, and yet so effective in conveying an egalitarian and antiracist sensibility in his poetry, is a puzzle yet to be adequately addressed” they write. 
Ed Folsom, "Lucifer and Ethiopia: Whitman, Race, and Poetics before the Civil
War and After." (2000) 

Folsom maintains that Whitman’s opposition toward slavery in the 1850s did not extend to support for civil rights after the war. He compares the only named black characters in Whitman’s poetry, “Lucifer” from the antebellum poem “The Sleepers” and “Ethiopia” in the postwar “Ethiopia Saluting the Colors.” In close readings of both poems, Folsom finds Whitman less sympathetic to blacks in the post-war poem. Folsom cites this as evidence of a hardening of Whitman’s racial attitudes after the war. This article stands out because Folsom’s argument largely New Critical, depending on close reading of the poems rather than historical or biographical sources. 
Andrew C. Higgins, "Wage Slavery and the Composition of Leaves of Grass: The 
'Talbot Wilson' Notebook." (2002)
Andrew Higgins maintains that Whitman’s recently-recovered “Talbot Wilson” notebook challenges Martin Klammer’s argument that Whitman’s outrage over slavery inspired Leaves of Grass.  He cites new evidence that the notebook is not from the 1840s, as experts once believed, but one of the latest pre-Leaves of Grass notebooks from 1854. Higgins proposes that Whitman was referring to a more generic definition of slavery--wage slavery and political subordination, not chattel slavery exclusively. It was not until just before the publication of the 1855 Leaves of Grass that Whitman’s portrayal of  blacks shifted from a trope for ownership into the robust individuals in “I Sing the Body Electric.”  
Guiyou Huang, "Whitman on Asian Immigration and Nation-Formation." (2002)


Guiyou examines Whitman’s view of Asian people and finds nothing but unconditional high praise for them in the poet’s work, using evidence from “Facing West from California Shores” and “Passage to India.” Guiyou writes that Whitman is “by no means a racist and is in fact the most racially tolerant of virtually all his contemporaries.” Guiyou ends with an interesting analogy: to expect Whitman’s racial views to conform to today’s standard of multiculturalism is like using nineteenth-century technology to launch a spacecraft. Guiyou finds solid examples of Whitman’s admiration for Asian civilization; however, one wonders how familiar the author is with Whitman numerous prejudiced statements when maintaining
 that Whitman “was by no means a racist.” 
Steven Blakemore and Jon Noble, "Whitman and 'the Indian Problem': The Texts

and Contexts of 'Song of the Redwood-Tree'." (2004)

Blakemore and Noble offer an analysis of Whitman’s late poem “Song of the Redwood-Tree.” They find the redwood tree is a metaphor for the extinction of the “red” people in the American West. They conclude that “Song of the Redwood-Tree” is “a significant evolutionary text in the debate over race and culture in the nineteenth century.” 


Blakemore and Noble support their claim about the poem’s tree metaphor but they give no frame of reference of how or why this poem is a “significant evolutionary text” for the nineteenth-century race debate.
Kenneth M. Price, “Whitman in Blackface” (2004)

The first chapter in this book, provocatively titled “Whitman in Blackface,” is devoted to Whitman and race. Price examines the Talbot Wilson notebook and sees and shifting racial contexts that led to Leaves of Grass. Price’s most interesting observation is that Whitman doesn’t portray blacks as common Americans, but rather citizens of faraway republics of the future. He calls this Whitman’s “blind spot.” Price finds a theme of bondage in three figures found in “Song of Myself”: the treatment of the Native American woman in the trapper’s bride figure, the sexualizing of the black body in the runaway slave, and female sexuality in the twenty-ninth bather. 
Thomas C. Gannon, "Reading Boddo's Body: Crossing the Borders of Race and

Sexuality in Whitman's 'Half-Breed'."(2004)
This article examines Whitman’s early portrayals of Native Americans and racial mixing in Whitman’s little-known 1846 story “The Half Breed.”  In his psychoanalytic reading, Gannon looks at the biracial Boddo and the pure-blooded Arrow-Tip (the two main characters) in terms of racial and cultural “hybridity.” He attempts to show “encoded homoeroticism” in the racial hybrid—and connects the “savage” to the homoerotic libido. Gannon’s tedious, meandering attempt to read homoeroticism into the racial representations in “The Half Breed” seems contrived, relying on psychoanalytic speculation and identifying “Arrow-Tip” as a phallic symbol. However, the article is useful in research on Whitman and race, because it gives detailed examples of how Native Americans were portrayed in Whitman’s early work.
Paul H. Outka, "Whitman and Race ('He's Queer, He's Unclear, Get Used to It')." 
(2002) 

This cleverly-titled and accessible piece addresses the contradiction between “Walt”, the racist journalist and old man, and “Whitman” the progressive, egalitarian poet. Which one is the “real” Whitman? Outka doesn’t see a contradiction between the two personages because Whitman found poetic opportunity for intimacy in his racism. Outka gives several examples pertaining to the taboos of sexual fluidity and racial mixing in “Song of Myself.” Like Gannon, Outka sees parallels in “twin taboos” of racial mixing and homoeroticism. This is the best-written of the three articles mentioned here that hypothesize a homoerotic element in Whitman’s sexualizing of ethnic minorities.  
Heidi Kathleen Kim, "From Language to Empire: Walt Whitman in the Context of

 Nineteenth-Century Popular Anglo-Saxonism." (2006)

Heidi Kim explores an angle in her research that is ignored by Whitman scholars: how did Whitman view his own Anglo-Saxon race? Kim proposes that Whitman had a tendency to “foreground” the white Anglo-Saxon race in his work, even when he celebrated diversity. Whitman refers to his Dutch stock as “doubtless the best.” He portrays Anglo-Saxons as hearty, sturdy, courageous, stern, with a talent for war. Kim sees these terms as “racialized toward Anglo-Saxon supremacy.” Whitman also believed in the supremacy of the English language, though had a keen interest in foreign words. While her approach is unique, Kim’s essay is not easy to follow because it is full of redundancies and lacks a clear structure. Further study of Whitman in the context of white America is needed.
Steven B. Hermann, “Emergence of the Bipolar Cultural Complex in Walt
 Whitman.” (2007)
Steven B. Hermann has a psychological explanation for the Whitman racial paradox. Herman proposes that Whitman, like Lincoln and other white Americans, had internalized a “bipolar cultural complex.” Whitman slides between the two poles of “slavery is wrong” and “white superiority.” Whitman could oppose slavery but still believe in the superiority of his own race. This was not at all unusual during the nineteenth century. In a nod to psychologists (this was published in a psychology journal), Herrmann theorizes that Whitman was not aware of his bipolarity because the psychological theories to identify it did not exist at the time. Whitman used his poetry to “heal the cultural split” and to “channel the unconscious compensation of the Self through his poetry and envision there a wider, more comprehensive human attitude.” Herrmann supports his hypothesis with examples from the 1855 “Black Lucifer” poem. Herrmann’s psychoanalytic approach is refreshing, original, and accessible.
* * *
No article mentioned above has made a case strongly and completely enough to end the debate over Whitman’s racial paradox. In fact, the debate is only beginning. The days of ignoring or glossing over the uncomfortable aspects of Whitman, his racism and homoeroticism, are over. One article at a time, scholars are chipping away at the myth that Whitman believed unflinchingly in racial equality. 

Do I contradict myself?

Very well, then, I contradict myself

(I am large, I contain multitudes)

--Walt Whitman
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