
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

			All forces have been steadily employed to complete and delight me, now I stand on the spot with my soul. 
—Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass (1855) 

 
“By Experience I Know Them” : 
How Walt Whitman and Others Locate Personal Identity in America 

 
 
The history of the American soul is fraught with triumphs and 
disappointments. In the mid-nineteenth century, Walt Whitman 
lovingly described the physical and social “forces” that “complete 
and delight” the individual. However, Americans have regularly 
been forced into incomplete existences void of delight, begging 
the question, what is Whitman talking about? Joining the poet at 
the end of his journey, this passage from Leaves of Grass finds 
him possessing something sacred and fundamentally human—his 
“soul.” To avoid overly religious connotations, we will define this 
essence as personal identity, so that, according to Whitman, “apart 
from the pulling and hauling stands what I am.” 
 As one explores American writing, it is made apparent 
that the relationship between the “pulling and hauling” of social 
history in the U.S. and the “I am” of personal identity fuses with 
conflicted and often tortured results. Although Whitman considers 
personal identity the result of consciousness-raising experiences, 
other writers have found their “soul” through different means. 
Fanny Fern and Charlotte Perkins Gilman make distinctions 
between the “self” and society along gender lines, lifting a 
personal identity out of sexual stereotypes and sexual oppression. 
Pauline Hopkins and Mark Twain, however, start from scratch. By 
giving voices to those unheard individuals in American society, 

and collecting exemplary biographies, Hopkins and Twain uncover 
a history of excellence upon which the disenfranchised may build 
a personal identity. And yet, all five writers share Whitman’s 
hopeful sense of the individual’s destiny—“I help myself to 
material and immaterial. No guard can shut me off, no law can 
prevent me.” 
 With boundless enthusiasm, Whitman presents the most 
philosophical model for developing a personal identity. Virtually 
blind to the forces of social categorization, he perceives no 
barriers between his consciousness and the world around him. 
The writer approaches life “sallying forth,” seeking to “magnify 
and apply” the sensual and experiential “tokens” gleaned from 
people and places across the nation. Whitman’s early journalistic 
writing for the New York Aurora reveals a sensual exploration of 
his surroundings. In his coverage of a devastating tenement fire in 
“Scenes from Last Night,” Whitman uses lists and empathetic 
projections to capture the event. Pre-dating the wide-angle 
camera lens, his subjective “eye” places us in the scene: “Women 
carrying small bundles, men with heated and sweaty faces, little 
children . . . weeping and sobbing, stacks of furniture upon the 
sidewalks, puddles of water, lengths of hosepipe.” As Whitman 
walks through the scene, so walk we the readers—experiencing it 
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together. His initial reaction is visceral and one of awe. He 
describes the fire and destruction as “horrible and magnificent.” 
“Human flesh” is “compacted,” and the flames resemble the 
“forked tongues of serpents licking their prey.” Next, Whitman 
projects himself into the imagined lives of the conditionally 
homeless. “What preparation never to be consummated—what 
hopes never to see their own fruition—fell down as the wall and 
floors fell down,” muses the journalist, associating the objective 
loss of property with a similar loss of personhood (or personal 
identity).  
 This style of reportage is repeated in “A Peep at the 
Israelites” and “Marble Time in the Park.” In each case, Whitman 
invites us, literally, to join him in an adventure. Both are exotic 
departures from routine; both are local junkets. The pieces are 
unusually similar, containing: 1) detailed and sensual inventories 
of the surroundings, 2) objective descriptions of persons observed, 
3) empathetic projections into the participants’ psyches (rabbi and 
street urchin), 4) personal appropriations of universal “truths” 
(Americans as also “chosen,” adults as little boys in suits). In all 
three pieces, Whitman leaves the scene refreshed and unscathed. 
 Leaves of Grass is the consummate synthesis of 
Whitman’s journalistic techniques. “Sallying forth” perfected to a 
fine art, the poet continues infusing the mundane and the local 
with universal truths in order to experience his world via universal 
associations. Empathetic certainly, this worldview is also 
egocentric. Whitman admits that “what is commonest and 
cheapest and nearest and easiest is Me.” However, “Me,” through 
experiential extension, includes the people in his community in a 
buoyant revision of the Golden Rule. Whitman is clear when 
describing the relationship of “self” to others, writing, “One and all 
tend inward to me, and I tend outward to them, and such as it is to 
be of these more or less I am.” All abstractions aside, he states 
emphatically, “I do not ask the wounded person how he feels . . . . I 
myself become the wounded person, my hurt turns livid upon me 
as I lean on a cane and observe.” According to Whitman, the 
development of a personal identity (“soul”) demands both 
empathy and curiosity. Feeling and learning, empathizing and 
observing, become inextricable. As one is connected through 
experience with a broader sense of humanity, one gains a greater 
sense of personal humanness. 
 Arbitrary and unrealistic, Leaves of Grass appears to 
have been conceived in a sociohistorical vacuum when contrasted 
with the writings of Sara Payson Willis, aka Fanny Fern. Although 
Fern offers unqualified praise for the man “who dared speak out 
his strong, honest thoughts, in the face of . . . republican 
aristocracy,” her own journalism reveals a greater awareness of 
the conditions limiting Americans who wish to “sally forth” yet 
happen to be female. In Fern’s world, men are free to roam, free to 
experience life in its fullest, while women are confined to certain 

duties and attitudes, by the other sex, because of their sex. In 
light of Whitman’s model of personal identity, the “souls” of 
Victorian women were truly stunted by a reduced sphere of 
experience. Fanny Fern would agree with Whitman’s model; 
however, unlike Whitman, her method for developing a personal 
identity requires a tilling of the soil before any fruits of 
experience may be enjoyed. She attacks the patriarchal system. 
Her journalistic writings range from the light needling of the male 
ego to caustic diatribes against the conscious, intentional 
oppression of women.  
 In “Don’t Disturb Him,” appearing in the Boston weekly 
Olive Branch in the mid-1850s, Fanny teases her imaginary 
husband by “treading on his toes” and “sewing up his pockets” in 
order to “give his melancholy blood a good healthful start.” The 
result is a renewed parity of spirit and affection between the 
sexes. The communication gap dividing men and women is much 
greater in the majority of her writings. In “The Tear of a Wife,” 
Fern’s ironic style is a stinging prayer to the average wife 
imprisoned in the average marriage: 

You miserable little whimperer, what have you 
to cry for? A-i-n-t y-o-u m-a-r-r-i-e-d? Isn’t that 
the . . . height of feminine ambition . . . . You’ve 
nothing to do but retire on your laurels and 
spend the rest of your life endeavoring to be 
thankful that you are Mrs. John Smith! “Smile!” 
You simpleton! 

Fern’s allusions, though ironic, are dense and penetrating. 
Prevailing patriarchal stereotypes of the time portrayed women as 
social parasites: leeching money and security from husbands, as 
wives; leeching morality from men, as prostitutes. Either “option” 
as life experience demanded gratitude and denial, perseverance 
and obedience. Through her satiric journalism, Fern defines the 
parameters of Victorian womanhood in terms of the personal 
sacrifices made by women vis-à-vis the disproportionate freedom 
afforded their male counterparts. 
 Ruth Hall is Fanny Fern’s own Leaves of Grass. Like 
Whitman, she turns to a longer, imaginative medium to express 
her model for developing a female personal identity. Considering 
the great poet’s cross-gender appeal, it is not surprising that 
Fern’s heroine, Ruth, also appeals to both male and female 
readers as she inspires male and female characters in her novel. 
There are similarities and differences between the two works. Like 
Whitman, Ruth enjoys an idyllic period of social and sensual 
freedom. Her anomalous first husband and her country home “in 
the Glen” provide the uncensured exploration of nature and 
human affection. Like all sexual and social anomalies in pre-
modern literature, however, Ruth is punished: Harry, her husband, 
and her eldest child, Daisy, are killed by disease. Following is a 
bleak series of personal and economic crises forced on Ruth by 
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insensitive male relatives, not unlike the consequences Fern 
teasingly promises in her journalism. It is no accident that Ruth’s 
idyllic period and period of economic deprivation are both 
controlled by the men in her sphere of experience. In the third 
phase of her life, she reverses this pattern. Drawing upon her own 
life experiences—those commonest, cheapest, nearest, and 
easiest—Ruth creates a personal identity and writer’s byline that 
is independent of men. As “Floy,” Ruth maintains a life for herself 
in print. “Floy,” free of Brother Hyacinth and the petty Halls, 
allows Ruth to direct her own life as well as control the effect of 
the men in it. By creating an identity sustained outside of the 
patriarchal family unit, Ruth avoids the most confining conditions 
of patriarchy and is thus freed to “sally forth.” Note that Sara 
Payson Willis also assumed the identity of her nom de plume 
Fanny Fern as her sphere of experience widened. 
 Like Fern, Charlotte Perkins Gilman advocates personal 
transformation when sexual oppression stands in the way of 
developing a personal identity. Yet, inasmuch as Fern transforms 
the circumstances of oppression, Gilman alters its psyche. Her 
transformation is internal, psychological, as she reworks the 
sexual worldview at the turn of the twentieth century. In order to 
change the world, one must reform the consciousness, the family, 
and the society—in that order. Gilman’s conceptual attacks on 
patriarchy as a worldview seem radical even today, supporting the 
contention that a reform of consciousness is as necessary as a 
rearrangement of circumstance. Thus, when Gilman writes in “The 
Woman’s Exchange” section of the literary weekly The Impress, 
“No inquiries as to what is good to remove freckles, and whether a 
lady should take a gentleman’s arm or he hers . . . will be 
answered here,” she intends to avoid a purely cosmetic change in 
convention. “Noise is not news,” Gilman writes. “Great movements 
grow upon our notice in visible facts, which the noisy newspaper 
has never recorded.” 
 The Impress and Gilman’s own magazine of commentary 
and fiction, The Forerunner, are attempts to address the truly 
newsworthy “movements” of the day. One of them is redefining 
the concept of humanity so that it preserves the genderless 
qualities of men and women while culling out stereotypes. 
Describing the dilemma in The Forerunner, Gilman writes: 

We have been so taken up with the 
phenomena of masculinity and femininity that 
our common humanity has largely escaped 
notice . . . we do not consider in what our 
humanness consists . . . . The range of feeling 
and action proper to humanity, as such, is far 
wider than that proper to either sex.  

Revealing gender roles to be confining for both sexes, Gilman 
continues: “Taken separately and physically, we are animals, 
‘genus Homo’; taken socially and physically, we are, in varying 

degrees, human; and our real history lies in the development of 
this humanness.” 
 If the consciousness of the individual must be changed 
in order to ensure the development of personal identity in a 
society, then the institutions that perpetuate a society must 
reflect that change of consciousness. Observing the family, Gilman 
sees room for improvement. In Part II of “Our Androcentric 
Culture,” she concludes, “What man has done to the family . . . is to 
change it from an institution for the best service of the child to 
one modified to his own service, the vehicle of his comfort, power 
and pride.” Conversely, the opportunity for a woman to express 
herself, to form a personal identity, is restrained under this new 
arrangement. If she is cast in the role of servant, will she feel 
sufficiently empowered to also fulfill the roles of sensitive mate 
and instructive parent? No stable personal identity can be 
formulated in an institution where the reasons for joining it and 
the reality of membership are so strikingly incompatible. 
 It is this need for empowerment that fuels the argument 
of “Kitchen-mindedness.” In this article, Gilman describes the wife 
as domestic servant, limited by the conditions of the male-
dominated household. “The kitchen mind, focused continually 
upon close personal concerns, limited in time, in means, in 
capacity, and in mechanical convenience, can consider only: a) 
what the family likes, b) what the family can afford, and c) what 
the cook can accomplish.” Far from Whitman’s model, Gilman’s 
scenario presents the female as outcast, deprived of those 
fundamental concepts of humanity claimed by both writers to 
inspire empathy and identity. In her fiction, Gilman empowers her 
heroines and alters their consciousness in order to initiate the 
formation of personal identity. “If I Were a Man” is an 
empowerment fantasy, recounting the transformation of a woman 
into her husband. Freed by “his” altered physique, clothing, and 
social status, the character Mollie also undergoes a psychological 
transformation as the sensibilities of both genders conjoin. “With 
only enough subconscious memory of herself remaining to make 
her recognize the differences” between the sexes, Mollie’s sense 
of humanness is broadened by the experience, and her sense of 
“self” is enriched with the combined perspectives. 
 “I speak the password primeval . . . . I give the sign of 
democracy; By God! I will accept nothing which all cannot have 
their counterpart of on the same terms.” Pauline Hopkins and 
Mark Twain encourage Whitman’s mandate. Well schooled in the 
post–Civil War society of the South, they both also recognize the 
extraordinary need for a reformation of conventional attitudes 
before the goal of democracy for all citizens is achieved. How do 
individuals, previously considered exchangeable commodities, 
become citizens? How does a Black individual develop a personal 
identity in a culture that perceives him as neither human nor 
unique? These awesome questions cannot be answered easily, yet 
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they must be addressed. Hopkins and Twain share a strategy that 
achieves the seed of democracy for African Americans.  
 Writing for The Colored American Magazine, Pauline 
Hopkins tries to disarm the White oppression of Blacks by 
publishing the unrecorded histories of notable African Americans. 
Unlike Fern and Gilman, who strive to reform existent female 
stereotypes already ensconced in Western culture, Hopkins must 
create the concepts of the Black individual and African American 
personal identity—cultural amendments, if you will. Journalism to 
that point had virtually ignored individuated Blacks prior to 
Frederick Douglass, W. E. B. DuBois, Washington Carver, and 
Hopkins. Through her biographical features of “Famous Men and 
Women of the Negro Race,” Hopkins carves a niche in journalistic 
history for the Black individual.  
 Hopkins states her plan clearly in a 1900 editorial, 
writing, “The Colored American Magazine proposes . . . to offer the 
colored people of the United States a medium through which they 
can demonstrate their ability and tastes . . . . Above all, it aspires 
to develop and intensify the bonds of that racial brotherhood 
which alone can enable a people to assert their racial rights as 
men, and demand their privileges as citizens.” In biographies of 
Douglass, E. Garrison Walker, and Sojourner Truth, Hopkins 
extends the sense of brotherhood: “Each man’s experiences or 
acts are but a repetition of the same deeds in others, perhaps—a 
reflection of that mind which is the common property of all 
humanity. Herein lies the common brotherhood of man.” Hopkins 
considers social equality necessary for the development of 
personal identity. As in Whitman’s model, the form of parity 
generated through the historical record encourages a form of 
social acknowledgment or recognition, if not actual respect and 
empathy, and at the very least widens personal experience for all 
the readers and students of history. 
 Mark Twain is less direct, and far less hopeful. Whereas 
Hopkins presents African Americans with Black role models, Twain 
attacks White bigotry with its own shortsighted arrogance through 
fictional voices of the oppressed. “Goldsmith’s Friends Abroad,” 
appearing in Galaxy Magazine, is a scathing critique of the 
American dream and its race-selective incarnations. Ah Song Hi 
writes to a friend, “We know that America stands ready to 
welcome all . . . oppressed peoples and offer her abundance to all 
that come, without asking what their nationality is, or their creed 

or color.” Twain creates an innocent and universal personality in 
order to attack a cynical America all too ready to deny the 
individual the right to personal identity and, what Hopkins calls, 
the “dreams and aspirations common to the brotherhood of man.” 
 In Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, Twain poignantly 
explores this discrepancy between the empathetic individual and 
an insensitive culture. Huck acknowledges his feelings for Jim 
following the runaway slave’s all-night vigil by the boy’s side. 
Huck says of Jim, “I thought he had a good heart in him and was a 
good man the first time I see him. They all agreed that Jim acted 
very well . . . and promised, right out and hearty, that they 
wouldn’t cuss him no more. Then they come and locked him up.” 
In Whitman-esque fashion, Huck empathizes with Jim. Their 
shared experience traveling down the Mississippi River stamps 
their personal identities with a widened sense of the 
“brotherhood of man.” Huck’s use of the word “man,” referring to 
Jim, rings with hopeful dissonance in the otherwise grim drone of 
American sentiment of the period. In light of Jim’s “biography,” 
and the exclusive use of “nigger” to identify Jim throughout the 
rest of the novel, the one instance of the word “man” condemns 
utterly that sentiment for refusing to differentiate and 
acknowledge the Black individual. 
 As we see above, Whitman, Fern, Gilman, Hopkins, and 
Twain each work through journalism and fiction toward a common 
goal. Preparing the individual to “sally forth” into the world, these 
writers articulate a model for the formation of personal identity—
or “soul”—that requires experience, self-determination, and 
universal empathy. Whitman’s abstract verse lends a magical 
quality to the process. He concludes Leaves of Grass with a charge 
to America itself: “Long enough have you dreamed contemptible 
dreams, now wash the gum from your eyes, you must habit 
yourself to the dazzle of the light and of every moment of your 
life.” With clear eyes, Fern and Gilman realize that the vision of a 
society, obscured by stereotypes, must be washed clean before all 
may enjoy its rights and freedoms. Hopkins and Twain, in different 
ways, illustrate how a biased society and its attitudes can render 
certain individuals virtually invisible. Until all are acknowledged, 
no free sphere of experience exists, and personal identity is a 
chimera. Such freedom still seems elusive in America, even today. 
But as these writers and forebears demonstrate, in Whitman’s 
words, “It is not far . . . it is within reach.” 
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