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Abstract: This review explores the influence of Vedantic philosophy on Walt Whitman’s poetry,
particularly his conceptualization of the self and the cosmos. By analyzing key themes in Leaves of Grass
and correlating them with Vedantic principles such as Atman-Brahman unity, universality, and
transcendental consciousness, the paper highlights Whitman’s synthesis of Eastern and Western thought.
The review draws upon literary scholarship, comparative philosophy, and translations of the Upanishads
to situate Whitman’s work within a global spiritual discourse
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L. INTRODUCTION

Walt Whitman, often called the “poet of democracy,” is renowned for his groundbreaking collection Leaves of Grass
(1855). His poetry reflects a deep engagement with spirituality, the human condition, and the cosmos. While his
Transcendentalist contemporaries such as Emerson and Thoreau directly engaged with Indian texts, Whitman too
absorbed elements of Vedic philosophy, evident in his recurring motifs of universal selthood, divine immanence, and
cosmic unity.

Walt Whitman, hailed as the “good gray poet” and the democratic bard of America, occupies a singular position in
world literature for his sweeping poetic vision, his radical stylistic innovations, and his enduring quest to reconcile the
individual self with the vast expanse of the cosmos. His masterpiece, Leaves of Grass, first published in 1855 and
continually revised throughout his lifetime, is not merely a collection of poems but a spiritual manifesto in verse a
literary experiment that bridges Western Romanticism and Eastern mysticism. The transcendental expansiveness of
Whitman’s poetry, his insistence on the sanctity of the individual, his vision of the interconnectedness of all beings, and
his celebration of immortality and cosmic unity resonate strongly with the philosophical underpinnings of Vedanta, the
spiritual core of Indian thought derived from the Upanishads. Although Whitman did not study Vedanta systematically,
his milieu in nineteenth-century America was saturated with Orientalist scholarship, translations of Hindu scriptures,
and Transcendentalist engagements with Indian philosophy through figures like Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David
Thoreau, and the wider intellectual currents of New England. Thus, the Vedantic echoes in Whitman’s work,
particularly his poetic celebration of the self and the cosmos, reveal not only an intellectual affinity but also a spiritual
parallelism between East and West, between the eternal truths of the Upanishads and the democratic, universalizing
imagination of America’s national poet.

Vedanta, derived from the Sanskrit words Veda (knowledge) and anta (end), literally meaning “the end of the Vedas,”
refers to the culmination of Vedic wisdom as expressed in the Upanishads. Its philosophical essence lies in the assertion
of the identity of A¢man (the innermost self) with Brahman (the ultimate reality or cosmic principle). The Chandogya
Upanishad’s famous dictum Tat Tvam Asi (“Thou art That”) encapsulates the non-dual vision of existence, suggesting
that the divine is not distant or external but immanent within the self. Similarly, the Brihadaranyaka Upanishad
declares, “Aham Brahmasmi” (“I am Brahman”), affirming that the self is identical with the universal absolute
(Radhakrishnan, 1994). This radical monism, known as Advaita Vedanta, emphasizes the indivisible unity of existence,
the eternal nature of consciousness, and the interconnectedness of all beings. Such concepts found fertile ground in
nineteenth-century American Transcendentalism, where thinkers like Emerson, in essays such as The Over-Soul,
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echoed Vedantic ideas by affirming the spiritual essence that pervades all individuals and unites them with the cosmos.
Whitman, though more of a poet-prophet than a philosopher, absorbed these currents into his verse, transforming them
into a distinctly American idiom of spiritual democracy and cosmic selthood.

Whitman’s Song of Myself, the opening and most celebrated poem of Leaves of Grass, epitomizes his Vedantic leanings
through its audacious assertion of the self as boundless and all-encompassing. His proclamation, “I am large, I contain
multitudes” (Whitman, 1855), echoes the Vedantic recognition of the self’s infinite dimensions, transcending the
limitations of the body and the ego. The Upanishadic Atman is not the small ego-self but the deepest essence, expansive
enough to embrace all creation. When Whitman identifies himself with grass, animals, strangers, and the cosmos itself,
he poetically enacts the Vedantic principle that the same divine essence permeates all forms of life. His refusal to draw
rigid boundaries between self and other, human and nonhuman, sacred and profane, resonates with the Vedantic
worldview where multiplicity is but a manifestation of the one Brahman. This cosmic inclusiveness, a hallmark of
Whitman’s democratic vision, gains additional philosophical depth when read in light of Vedanta, for his poetry does
not merely celebrate diversity but reveals an underlying spiritual unity.

The theme of immortality in Whitman’s work also bears striking parallels to Vedantic teaching. The Upanishads
repeatedly affirm that the soul (4tman) is immortal, untouched by birth or death, transcending the decay of the body.
Whitman, confronting the realities of death in his Civil War poems as well as in his personal reflections, insists on the
continuity of the self beyond physical dissolution. His lines in Song of Myself, where he reassures the reader that “I
bequeath myself to the dirt to grow from the grass I love,” reflect a faith in transformation rather than annihilation, in
continuity rather than finality. This vision recalls the Vedantic conception of the eternal soul, which migrates through
cycles of existence yet remains unchanged at its core. The poet’s conviction that death is merely a passage into new
forms of life parallels the doctrine of samsara (cycle of rebirth) and the immortality of consciousness in Vedanta.
Whitman’s spiritual democracy the elevation of the common man, the laborer, the marginalized, and the ordinary to a
divine stature further deepens the Vedantic echoes in his poetry. Vedanta posits that Brahman is equally present in all
beings, regardless of caste, creed, or social position. The Upanishadic seers proclaimed that the divine essence resides
not only in kings and sages but also in outcasts, animals, and elements of nature. Whitman, echoing this universality,
declares every person sacred, everybody divine, every life equally valuable. His catalogues of professions, ethnicities,
and life experiences in Leaves of Grass reflect not just democratic inclusiveness but a spiritual recognition of the one in
the many. In this sense, Whitman’s vision transforms political democracy into cosmic democracy, where the equality of
souls mirrors the Vedantic truth of unity in diversity.

The intellectual climate of nineteenth-century America made such parallels possible. Transcendentalists like Emerson
and Thoreau were among the earliest to read and discuss translations of the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita, which
were circulating in Europe and America through scholars such as Sir William Jones, Max Miiller, and Charles Wilkins.
Emerson’s essay The Over-Soul (1841), with its assertion of a divine spirit pervading all individuals, was directly
influenced by Vedantic philosophy. Thoreau, in Walden, spoke of bathing his intellect in the “stupendous philosophy of
the Bhagavad Gita.” Whitman, though not a systematic reader of Indian texts, was deeply influenced by the
Transcendentalist ethos and absorbed Vedantic echoes through the intellectual osmosis of his time (Sharma, 1987). His
originality lies in how he transmuted these philosophical currents into an ecstatic, corporeal poetry that celebrated both
spirit and body, self and cosmos, in a holistic embrace.

Scholars have debated the extent of Whitman’s conscious borrowing from Vedanta. Some argue that his similarities
with Vedantic thought are coincidental or mediated primarily through Emersonian Transcendentalism (Reynolds,
1996), while others assert that Whitman embodied a genuine cross-cultural synthesis (Sharma, 1987; Miller, 1950).
Regardless of direct influence, the structural affinities between his poetry and Vedantic philosophy are undeniable.
Both traditions dissolve the dichotomies of matter and spirit, individual and universal, finite and infinite. Both celebrate
the inherent divinity of existence and the eternal continuity of consciousness. Whitman’s verse, therefore, can be
fruitfully read not only as an expression of American democratic spirituality but also as a Western poetic articulation of
Vedantic truth.

In exploring the Vedantic echoes in Whitman’s poetic celebration of the self and the cosmos, one must also recognize

the transcultural significance of such a synthesis. Whitman’s poetry anticipated the global splrltual dialogue that would
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flourish in the twentieth century, especially through figures like Swami Vivekananda, who introduced Vedanta to the
American public in the 1890s, and later thinkers like Aldous Huxley and Alan Watts, who popularized Eastern
philosophy in the West. By intuited resonance rather than by academic study, Whitman became a precursor of this East-
West synthesis, embodying in his poetic vision the universal spiritual heritage of humanity. His work reveals that the
deepest truths of existence unity, immortality, and transcendence are not confined to one culture or religion but resonate
across traditions.

Therefore, a study of Vedantic echoes in Whitman’s poetry not only enriches our understanding of Leaves of Grass but
also illuminates the broader dynamics of intercultural dialogue and spiritual universalism. It shows how poetry can
serve as a bridge between disparate philosophical traditions, how a nineteenth-century American poet could intuitively
express truths articulated millennia earlier by Indian sages, and how the self and cosmos, far from being separate, are
intertwined in a vision of divine unity. Whitman’s poetic celebration of the self becomes, in this light, not a narcissistic
indulgence but a Vedantic affirmation of the universal self that is identical with the cosmos. His celebration of the
cosmos becomes, conversely, an intimate embrace of the self that is already one with the universe. In Whitman, as in
Vedanta, the self and the cosmos mirror one another, revealing the eternal truth: Tat Tvam Asi Thou art That.

VEDANTIC PHILOSOPHY AND KEY CONCEPTS

Atman-Brahman Unity: The Upanishadic idea that the individual self (Atman) is identical to the universal essence
(Brahman).

Unity of Existence: The interconnection of all beings and elements of the cosmos.

Transcendental Consciousness: Awareness that transcends material limitations and affirms spiritual reality.
Immortality of the Soul: The eternal nature of consciousness beyond the body.

VEDANTIC ECHOES IN WHITMAN’S POETRY

Celebration of the Self: In Song of Myself, Whitman declares, “I am large, I contain multitudes,” reflecting the
Vedantic vision of self as expansive and divine.

Cosmic Unity: His vision of the interconnectedness of all life resonates with the Vedantic notion of oneness.
Immortality and Transcendence: Whitman’s belief in the continuity of the soul parallels Vedantic teachings on
reincarnation and eternal consciousness.

Spiritual Democracy: By elevating the common individual to divine stature, Whitman harmonizes democratic ideals
with Vedantic spirituality.

COMPARATIVE SCHOLARSHIP

Emerson’s Influence: Emerson’s engagement with Vedantic texts, particularly the Bhagavad Gita and Upanishads,
shaped the intellectual environment that influenced Whitman. Ralph Waldo Emerson played a pivotal role in shaping
the intellectual environment that indirectly influenced Walt Whitman’s engagement with Vedantic thought. Emerson, as
a central figure of American Transcendentalism, was one of the earliest Western thinkers to seriously study Hindu
philosophy through available translations of the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita. His essays, particularly The Over-
Soul (1841) and Self-Reliance (1841), reflect a strong Vedantic emphasis on the unity of all existence, the divinity of
the individual soul, and the immanence of the eternal within the everyday. The Gita’s teachings on selfless action and
the Upanishadic vision of A¢tman-Brahman unity profoundly shaped his spiritual and philosophical outlook (Sharma,
1987).

Whitman, though not a direct student of Eastern texts, absorbed Emerson’s philosophical orientation and transformed it
into a poetic idiom that celebrated the self and the cosmos. Emerson’s call for an original American voice in literature
and his spiritual universalism provided Whitman with both inspiration and validation. In many ways, Whitman’s
Leaves of Grass can be seen as a poetic realization of Emerson’s transcendental ideals, where Vedantic echoes
reverberate through the democratic cadences of his verse. Thus, Emerson served as both a philosophical mediator of
Vedanta and a catalyst for Whitman’s poetic exploration of universal selfhood.
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Scholarly Studies: Critics such as David Reynolds and Joel Porte have noted Whitman’s universalism and spiritual
eclecticism, while contemporary comparative studies emphasize his resonance with Indian philosophy.

Scholarly engagement with Walt Whitman’s spiritual vision has consistently highlighted his universalism and
eclecticism, positioning him as a poet who transcended cultural and religious boundaries. David Reynolds (1996), in
Walt Whitman’s America, emphasizes how Whitman drew from a wide range of cultural, philosophical, and spiritual
sources, constructing a poetic identity that embraced multiplicity and inclusivity.

Similarly, Joel Porte (1979) underscores Whitman’s role within the broader Transcendentalist milieu, noting that his
democratic poetics and spiritual expansiveness paralleled Emersonian ideals while pushing them into more radical
poetic forms. These critics establish Whitman as a figure whose spirituality was not confined to Western traditions but
was open to diverse influences, both direct and indirect.

More recent comparative studies have taken this argument further by explicitly situating Whitman in dialogue with
Indian philosophy, especially Vedanta. Scholars such as Arvind Sharma (1987) argue that Whitman’s expansive
selthood and his vision of cosmic unity strongly resonate with the Upanishadic doctrines of Atman-Brahman identity.
This perspective suggests that Whitman was not only a product of American Transcendentalism but also a participant in
a broader, transcultural spiritual discourse. Such studies enrich our understanding of Whitman as a global poet-prophet
whose work reflects the universal search for unity between self and cosmos.

II. CONCLUSION
Walt Whitman’s poetry embodies Vedantic echoes that illuminate his vision of self and cosmos as inseparable, eternal,
and divine. By integrating Eastern philosophy with Western poetics, he created a transcultural spiritual synthesis that
continues to inspire global readers.
In conclusion, Walt Whitman’s poetic vision embodies a profound resonance with Vedantic philosophy, particularly in
his celebration of the self and the cosmos as inseparable, eternal, and divine. His affirmation of an expansive self that
transcends personal identity and merges with the universal essence echoes the Upanishadic doctrine of Atman-Brahman
unity. By dissolving the boundaries between individual and cosmic, sacred and profane, Whitman intuitively channels
the Vedantic worldview that all existence is interconnected manifestations of one ultimate reality. His insistence on the
immortality of the soul and the continuity of life beyond physical death parallels Vedantic teachings on the eternal
nature of consciousness, while his spiritual democracy treating every person, every occupation, and every element of
creation as sacred reflects the inclusive universality of Vedanta.
Though Whitman may not have been a systematic student of Indian philosophy, the intellectual climate of nineteenth-
century America, shaped by Transcendentalist encounters with the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita, provided fertile
ground for these echoes to emerge in his verse. His poetry thus becomes a site of transcultural synthesis, where Eastern
philosophical insights and Western literary expression converge to articulate a universal spiritual vision. Reading
Whitman alongside Vedanta not only enriches our interpretation of Leaves of Grass but also underscores the shared
human aspiration to recognize unity amidst diversity, permanence amidst change, and the divine within the self and the
cosmos. Ultimately, Whitman’s verse affirms the timeless Vedantic truth Tat Tvam Asi (“Thou art That”) in the
democratic cadence of an American voice.
In conclusion, Walt Whitman’s poetic vision embodies a profound resonance with Vedantic philosophy, particularly in
his celebration of the self and the cosmos as inseparable, eternal, and divine. His affirmation of an expansive self that
transcends personal identity and merges with the universal essence echoes the Upanishadic doctrine of Atman-Brahman
unity. By dissolving the boundaries between individual and cosmic, sacred and profane, Whitman intuitively channels
the Vedantic worldview that all existence is interconnected manifestations of one ultimate reality. His insistence on the
immortality of the soul and the continuity of life beyond physical death parallels Vedantic teachings on the eternal
nature of consciousness, while his spiritual democracy treating every person, every occupation, and every element of
creation as sacred reflects the inclusive universality of Vedanta.
Though Whitman may not have been a systematic student of Indian philosophy, the intellectual climate of nineteenth-
century America, shaped by Transcendentalist encounters with the Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita, provided fertile

ground for these echoes to emerge in his verse. His poetry thus becomes a site of transcultural synthesis, where Eastern
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philosophical insights and Western literary expression converge to articulate a universal spiritual vision. Reading
Whitman alongside Vedanta not only enriches our interpretation of Leaves of Grass but also underscores the shared
human aspiration to recognize unity amidst diversity, permanence amidst change, and the divine within the self and the
cosmos. Ultimately, Whitman’s verse affirms the timeless Vedantic truth Tat Tvam Asi (“Thou art That”) in the
democratic cadence of an American voice.
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