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Isolation and Interconnectedness in Walt Whitman’s New York 
	Critics have long stressed Walt Whitman’s passionate involvement with New York and its crowds. Morton and Lucia White early assessed him as a rarity among American writers in embracing the modern city (Farland 801). Others have been largely in agreement, notably Oscar Handlin, who admires the poet as an exception to rural idealists that emphasized the hardships of adjusting to metropolitan life, and Morris Dickstein who dubs Whitman “the poet of urban euphoria” (Thomas, “Walt Whitman and Manhatta-New York” 362 and Farland 801). More recent scholarship has reacted against this perhaps reductively optimistic reading. Maria Farland, for example, urges that “we should reassess our conception of Whitman as the poet of…the urban crowd” (Farland 823). M. Wynn Thomas, too, asserts a more nuanced reading: “Whitman was certainly capable of finding the pattern of the urban life he encountered in Brooklyn and New York absorbing…but at bottom his feelings towards what he liked to call, with a characteristic mixture of confidence and anxiety, ‘my city’ were ambivalent” (“Manhatta-New York” 362).  
	In fact, Thomas convincingly contextualizes Whitman’s ambivalence towards New York in the rapid changes it was undergoing during Whitman’s career. While Thomas discusses Whitman’s relationship to his city more broadly, I want to focus specifically on his relationship with its residents, who were rapidly increasing in number. During the first forty years of the poet’s life, the city grew “from a burgeoning town of less than one hundred twenty-five thousand to a vast metropolitan complex with a population approaching one and a half million” (Thomas, “Manhatta-New York” 363). Not only was the population growing, it was also becoming more diverse and divided. Most immigrants “were foreign-born,” and “the old social pattern whereby an apprentice could advance to master craftsman and eventually to small entrepreneur…was destroyed by economic conditions that produced new social classes…laborers, artisans, merchants, professional workers, and capitalists” (Thomas, “Manhatta-New York” 363).  
The city provides a complicated space in which to relate to others, especially one that contains so many people who differ so much from each other. It offers an abundance of opportunities for connection, but also an abundance of doubts about whether and how one can know all these strangers. Frances Dickey and M. Jimmie Killingsworth, too, note this conflict:
The characteristically urban experience of coming face to face with a person you’ve never seen before and may never see again raises doubts about the assumptions commonly brought to social interactions. Does this person feel as I do? What is he thinking about me? Do we share any beliefs in common? Do his words and gestures mean the same to him as they seem to mean to me? (1-2)
In such meetings “the desire for and confidence in intimacy” clashes with “the stunning lack of evidence for any such mutual understanding,” producing a feeling of alienation (Dickey and Killingsworth 2). I argue that this tension between on the one hand opportunity and desire for connection, and on the other hand an unshakable, doubting loneliness, pervades Walt Whitman’s New York poems. Unlike Dickey and Killingsworth—who focus on “poems that arose during the crisis period in the late 1850” to contend that “we see the poet arriving at a new understanding of communal relationships in modern urban environments” that differs from “the great hope and eager celebration” of his early poems—I maintain that Whitman always captures rich ambivalence, even in his most apparently optimistic works like “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” which Dickey and Killingsworth dub “his finest celebration of urban life” (1 and 8).   
	First, Whitman repeatedly portrays the crowd as a force of nature. The natural world is a space to admire and feel at home in, but its power also inspires fear. Second, erotic diction pervades Whitman’s poems. It suggests deep attachment, but also the longing of a very lonely individual. Moreover, Whitman characterizes his speaker as an observer—an activity that is essentially solitary, as one must stand apart to look at something else. Yet the very attentiveness with which he observes his surroundings communicates a feeling of intense closeness. Whitman repeatedly sets up distance and decorum as obstacles to connection, but elsewhere denies that the direct, verbal relationships these hinder are even necessary. Instead, he asserts more powerful affinity in a certain essential humanness and in particular shared experiences. Further, the swift interactions among strangers in city crowds can be just as meaningful as extended and verbal relationships. These assertions of interconnectedness are, however, consistently interwoven with doubt. Whitman’s grammar serves to isolate the speaker even as he feels unified with other New Yorkers, and he repeatedly reveals that this sense of union is largely fantasy. Additionally, the speaker questions the extent to which he can even know those that surround him, the extent to which they reveal their true selves in public. Last, Whitman’s occasionally grand, to the point of being overly general, rhetoric can appear to mask an underlying loneliness. 
	The crowd often becomes a force of nature in Whitman’s New York poems. He begins “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” “Flood-tide below me! I watch you face to face” (1). As James L. Machor points out, Whitman’s “anthropomorphism of natural phenomena links the urban crowd to nature” here (336). The “flood-tide,” of course, refers to the river flowing beneath the ferry, but that he watches it “face to face,” as he might converse with a person, suggests that he may also be observing a human “flood-tide” of passengers. The exclamation mark creates an enthusiastic tone: the crowd, like an impressive river, is something to admire. Further, “face to face,” typically indicates intimate conversation, implying that the speaker feels quite at home even among masses of strangers, as one might in a beautiful natural setting. Whitman’s use of the verb “watch,” however, unsettles this comfort. It is decidedly voyeuristic, even more so than a less active “see” might have been. What usually is an intimate interaction, becomes a one-sided act, which serves to isolate the speaker from the crowd his tone would suggest he feels at home in. Moreover, as impressive as a flood-tide may be, it is also a dangerous, anxiety-inducing force. 
Later in the same poem, Whitman makes the analogy perhaps even clearer: “On the walk in the street, and the passage over the river;/The current rushing so swiftly” (9-10). Like the rushing river, multitudes of people move through streamlined streets. Thomas notes how “Whitman in his poetry never mentions the rigid design” of Manhattan blocks. He instead employs “a holistic descriptive language of riverine flow…that resists the very idea of subdivision and creates the illusion of a single, unsegregated urban scene” (“Whitman’s Tale of Two Cities” 647-8). Such unity suggests a wholesome interconnectedness, but there is also something alienating in the dull lack of differentiation. Whitman’s juxtaposition of Manhattan waters with Manhattan crowds thus reveals his ambivalence towards the latter: while they provide an exciting spectacle, perhaps even intimacy, and can feel wholesomely unified, that intimacy can become uncomfortable in its one-sidedness, and the rushing crowd can feel dangerous and unindividualized. 
	That same tension between relatedness and isolation exists in Whitman’s pervasive erotic diction. In “To a Stranger,” Whitman’s speaker experiences intense affection for a person that passes him in the street. He describes the interaction: “We flit by each other, fluid, affectionate, chaste, matured” (4). The succession of adjectives implies romantic and sexual attraction, so powerful, in fact, that the speaker imagines a long history of it: they have “matured.” Additionally, “flit” is a very flirty choice of verb. Already in this moment of connection, however, Whitman imbeds unease: “flit” connotes temporality. Whitman continues, “You give me the pleasure of your eyes, face, flesh, as we pass” (7).  “Pleasure of flesh” is quite explicitly sexual, yet the poet again emphasizes the fleeting nature of such an intense union: he adds “as we pass.” Not only does Whitman characterize these moments of romantic connection as transitory, they also indicate the longing of a very lonely speaker. “To a Stranger” begins, “you do not know how longingly I look upon you/You must be he I was seeking, or she I was seeking” (1-2). The repetition of “seeking” twice after “longingly” effectively emphasizes that feeling. The desperation seems to reach a peak in “Manhatta”: “The city of such women, I am mad to be with them! I will return after death to be with them!/ The city of such young men, I swear I cannot live happy, without I often go talk, walk, eat, drink, sleep, with them!” (23-24). The speaker is intensely attracted to the women and men of New York, but the repeated exclamation and asyndeton in the last line lend him a highly distressed tone. His longing is so strong that he is “mad,” “will return after death,” and “cannot live happy” unless it is fulfilled. Whitman’s eroticism, therefore, conveys a twofold relationship to New Yorkers similar to his river-crowd analogy: while it expresses an intense form of connection, it also expresses loneliness through longing and the fleetingness of that connection.  
	Whitman further characterizes his speaker as lonely through his role as observer. The poet lends the sense that the speaker moves around the city, chronicling what he sees. Many critics note this quality, labelling him a “flâneur”: a stroller of the streets, an idle people watcher (Stansell 108 and Farland 801). Larzer Ziff describes this activity in “Song of Myself,” where the speaker “trudges a road, stopping for us to catch up only so that we may move on, loafing only to observe activity” (586). Other poems, including “Manahatta” and “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” occasionally break down into list-like descriptions of New York. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” for instance, Whitman includes a stanza where the word “look’d” begins four lines, and “saw” begins five (29-38). Whitman actually casts himself as the observer figure as well, telling Horace Traubel, “My own greatest pleasure at Pfaff’s was to look on—to see, talk little, absorb” (Stansell 107). Observation is a solitary activity; the observer must distance himself to look on, and Whitman repeatedly characterizes it as such. In “Sparkles from the Wheel,” for example, the speaker describes, “Where the city’s ceaseless crowd moves on, the live-long day,/Withdrawn, I join a group of children watching—I pause aside with them” (1-2). While the “ceaseless crowd” appears unified, the speaker is “withdrawn…watching.” Whitman emphasizes this withdrawal by adding the clause “I pause aside with them” (2). It isolates him even further that he stands apart with children—a demographic so unlike him. Later in the same poem, Whitman characterizes the speaker as “a phantom curiously floating” (11). He is so divorced from the scene that he is no longer human. Moreover, the act of “floating” places him above and thus radically apart from others. “A Glimpse” is a rare poem where Whitman’s speaker enjoys company, yet even here he begins “unremark’d seated in a corner” (2). When his lover joins him, they sit “amid the noises of coming and going—of drinking and oath and smutty jest,/ There we two, content, happy in being together, speaking little, perhaps not a word” (4-5).The auditory imagery indicates that the companions are still more involved in noticing the scene than each other, especially given that they speak “not a word.” Additionally, Whitman inserts the “two,” rather than simply stating “we,” stressing that they remain separate individuals. The speaker’s observational habits thus continually characterize him as isolated.
	The very attentiveness of his looking, however, conveys the intense closeness he feels to the people he observes.  In “Sparkles from the Wheel,” the same poem that characterizes the speaker as radically apart, he notices how the knife grinder “presses with light but firm hand” (6). The observation of such ambiguity and complexity in a simple act suggests extremely careful consideration. He exclaims, “The scene, and all its belongings—how they seize and affect me!” (9). Again, the speaker notices detail—“all its belongings”—and confirms the powerful emotional involvement implied by his attentiveness.  The New York poems are further riddled with beautiful images. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” the speaker describes seagulls: “I saw them high in the air, floating with motionless wings, oscillating their bodies,/ I saw how the glistening yellow lit up parts of their bodies, and left the rest in strong shadow” (23-30). He notices such subtlety of the motion, how the wings remain still while the bodies not quite shake, but barely “oscillate,” lending the appearance of “floating.” With their “glistening yellow” in contrast to “strong shadows,” the mundane seagulls become captivating. The flânerie so typical of Walt Whitman’s speaker thus also holds the tension of isolation and relatedness—it is a solitary act, but one whose passion connotes an intimate closeness to the city surroundings. 
	Distance and decorum further appear to prevent connection in Whitman’s poetry. In “This Moment, Yearning and Thoughtful,” the speaker imagines that there must be “other men in other lands, yearning and thoughtful.” He continues, “And it seems to me if I could know those men, I should become attached to them” (4). Because they are far away from him, the speaker cannot find friendship with these men even though they are like him. Decorum functions similarly to distance. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” the speaker “saw many [he] loved in the street, or ferry-boat, or public assembly, yet never told them a word” (84). Likewise, he is “not to speak to” a potential lover in “To a Stranger,” but must “think of [him or her] when [he] sit[s] alone, or wake[s] at night alone” (8). Whitman emphasizes the solitude caused by propriety here by repeating “alone” in two consecutive clauses, during the stagnant activities of sitting and lying in bed.  
	Elsewhere, however, distance and decorum seem to become immaterial, because something intrinsic connects not just New Yorkers, but all of humanity. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” for example, the speaker enthusiastically proclaims, “It avails not, neither time or place—distance avails not;/ I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever so many generations hence” (20-21). Distance is no longer an obstacle because something more fundamental joins all of humanity, beyond even generations, as it exists outside of time. Dickey and Killingsworth note this same boundless connection in “Song to Myself”: 
The sympathetic imagination knows no bounds, neither gender (‘My voice is the wife's voice, the screech by the rail of the stairs’), nor race (‘I am the hounded slave’), nor the extreme ranges of experience, such as crime (‘Not a youngster is taken for larceny, but I go up too and am tried and sentenced’), great adventure and even death (‘I am the mashed fireman with breast-bone broken’). (7) 
The speaker, transcribing himself into all different people, claims that something makes all humanity essentially the same. In fact, Dickey and Killingsworth directly link this assertion to surmounting urban alienation: “The distance that the poet claims to overcome through sympathy is comparable to the distance that strangers feel from one another in the great city” (7). At points, Whitman is more specific about what this common humanity might entail. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” the basic human needs he describes (“the same old laughing, gnawing, sleeping”) that characterize the life the speaker “lived the same…with the rest,” attest to the human condition (85). Similarly, in the same poem, Whitman highlights that all humans share corporeality: “I too had receiv’d identity by my Body;/That I was, I knew was of my body” (66-7). 
Not only are New Yorkers connected essentially by virtue of their humanity, they also share particular experiences. “Hundreds and hundreds” cross the Brooklyn Ferry, for example, just like Whitman’s speaker (“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” 4). Jeremy Colangelo, too, notes this “shared experience offered by the journey from one side of the river to the other” (189-90). Whitman emphasizes this communal act throughout the poem by addressing imaginary fellow passengers of the past, present and future. The speaker recounts how, for example, “Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt;/Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of a crowd” (23-4). The connection in this common experience is especially intense as the speaker claims sameness in his wording of these juxtapositions: “Just as you feel…I felt. Just as any of you is one of a…crowd, I was one of a crowd.” Several scholars point out the speaker’s powerful denial of loneliness through shared experiences by claiming that loneliness itself is a shared experience. Ziff, for example, argues that for Whitman, “to experience the acutely isolating feeling of self-doubt…is actually to have precisely that experience which binds us all together” (587). Similarly, Thomas explains how “Whitman made the experience of separateness into the very ground upon which he was best able to meet his fellow men” (368).  “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” provides a good example of this isolation turned into a unifying feeling when the speaker sympathetically claims, “It is not upon you alone the dark patches fall,/The dark threw patches down upon me also” (68-9).
Whitman further overcomes the barriers of distance and decorum by asserting that direct, verbal connection is not necessary. The silent, swift interactions shared between strangers can be just as meaningful. Dickey and Killingsworth note how “again and again, Whitman celebrates the possibility of not only hospitality but even love among strangers in city life” (12). An excellent example occurs in “Among the Multitude,” where the speaker tells us that, “I perceive one picking me out by secret and divine signs,/Acknowledging none else—not parent, wife, husband, brother, child, any nearer than I am” (1-3). Here, a glance from a stranger establishes a relationship as strong and meaningful as a familial one. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” even physical intimacy seems possible between strangers when the speaker “felt their arms on [his] neck as [he] stood, or the negligent leaning of their flesh against [him] as [he] sat” (83). Later in the same poem, that which joins strangers appears the most significant kind of connection: “What is more subtle than this which ties me to the woman or man that looks in my face?” (105). 
	These assertions of a binding, essential humanity, connection through common experiences, and meaningful intimacy among strangers are consistently interwoven with doubt, however, which serves to reisolate the speaker. One of the ways in which doubt lingers even within these affirmations of community among city dwellers is Whitman’s grammar. The speaker is almost consistently the singular “I.” Moreover, Whitman syntactically isolates that “I.” In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” for instance, he beautifully describes a natural link between all: “the simple, compact, well-join’d scheme, myself disintegrated, every one disintegrated” (7). Whitman contains the “I” in a separate grammatical unit, “myself disintegrated,” from “every one” else. Later in the same poem, while claiming the affinity of all ferry passengers, past, present and future, he describes “the others that are to follow me, the ties between me and them” rather than the ties between “us,” which might express the very unity he asserts more fully (11). This grammatical isolation becomes especially apparent when Whitman repeats it over and over:
Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt;
Just as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of a crowd;
Just as you are refresh’d by the gladness of the river and the bright flow, I was refresh’d;
Just as you stand and lean on the rail, yet hurry with the swift current, I stood, yet was hurried;
Just as you look on the numberless masts of ships, and the thick-stem’d pipes of steamboats, I look’d. (“Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” 23-7)
He consistently uses the same diction to describe the speaker’s actions and those of others, yet always in separate clauses. Whitman’s grammar thus isolates his speaker even as he claims connection to the New Yorkers around him. 
	Whitman also intertwines doubt through repeated hints that this sense of affinity the speaker experiences occurs only in his imagination. Machor, for example, reads the speaker’s failure to individualize the strangers he feels love for as an indicator that these encounters are not real: “The environment of ‘Brooklyn Ferry’ is hauntingly dream-like and spectral. What we have is not a world in motion and alive but only the assertion of motion and life. For one thing, the people of the poem seem little more than notations of trades or character traits: sailors, pilots, indolent young men” (338). Dickey and Killingsworth analyze “Once I Pass’d Through a Populous City” in much the same way. They argue that “the sad and tremulous lips offer the single detail of an otherwise schematic portrait” (13). The portrait of the lover becomes even more schematic read in light of the fact that “the manuscript for the poem reveals that it was originally about a man, not a woman” (13). While Dickey and Killingsworth acknowledge that “this now famous revision may well have been an effort to conceal the homosexual emotion of the poem,” I agree that “we need also to recognize that the quality of interchangeability is made possible by the abstracting imagination of the urbanizing experience. The faceless one who ‘detains’ the poet is hardly a person at all but rather a fantasy figure, an image perhaps of unfulfilled longing reduced to the virtual synecdoche of lips sad and tremulous” (13). In fact, at the end of “Among the Multitude,” the speaker reveals that the stranger he saw singling him out with love is merely “a fantasy figure.” He had not encountered him or her at all: “And I, when I meet you, mean to discover you by the like in you” (7). Whitman is even more explicit that these intimate relations in city populations are not New York’s reality in “I Dream’d in a Dream,” where he muses,
I dream’d that was the new City of Friends;
Nothing was greater there than the quality of robust love—it led the rest;
It was seen every hour in the actions of the men of that city,
And in all their looks and words. (2-5)
Uniting love among strangers is just that, a dream. In these moments where Whitman indicates that the connection the speaker feels to his fellow New Yorkers is merely imagined, he infuses that sense of belonging with isolating doubt, as if part of the speaker knows it is not real.
	Doubt seems to linger as well in affirmations of relatedness when the speaker questions the knowability of others. In “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” the speaker enthusiastically exclaims, “Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes!” (3). While the tone here is one of wonder and interest, the crowd’s “costumes” point to an inauthenticity, a performance in public that hides the true self. He continues this diction of performance throughout the poem, for instance when the speaker recounts how he “play’d the part that still looks back on the actor or actress” (86). Whitman offers an ever clearer statement of an inauthentic public image in “Are You the New Person, Drawn Toward Me.” He begins, “Take warning—I am surely far different from what you suppose…Do you see no further than this façade—this smooth and tolerant manner of me?” (2-7). This warning seems to pose questions similar to those Dickey and Killingsworth asked in articulating the problem of encountering others: Can we know them? Can we trust that they are like us and signal like we might? In “Hours Continuing Long,” in fact, the speaker falls into a radical “doubting that his thoughts and feelings have a counterpart in others’ minds” when he questions, “I wonder if other men ever have the like, out of the like feelings?” (Dickey and Killingsworth 14).  The unknowability of others, largely a result of their artificial public images, is another form of isolating doubt that continually lingers even in the most optimistic poems. 
	Doubt infiltrates Whitman’s claims for connection too when his rhetoric becomes overly grand, overly general. In these instances, the language appears a cover for an underlying loneliness. Thomas criticizes Whitman’s “prattlings about the soul,” which he reads as “the trick . . . of turning up the volume…in order to drown out the noise of his doubts’” (Dickey and Killingsworth 11-12). Although “prattlings” seems too reductive a term, I see some truth to Thomas’ criticism, largely because that which unites strangers remains consistently unnamed. In “Among the Multitude,” for example, the loving stranger picks the speaker out “by secret and divine signs” (2). Similarly, in “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” he simply states, “Curious what is more subtle than this which ties me to the woman or man that looks in my face,” without ever explaining what “this” is (105). The fact that it is “curious” and “subtle” makes is additionally doubtful, as if the speaker himself is not quite sure he feels it. Whitman’s vagueness about these unifying forces render them unconvincing, to the reader if not also the speaker himself, revealing a lingering sense of solitude. 
	To conclude, feelings of alienation and connectedness consistently coexist in Whitman’s New York poems—in his metaphor of the crowd as river, his erotic diction, and his speaker’s role as observer of city life, for example. Doubting isolation repeatedly gives way to a profound sense of affinity and vice versa. Whitman sets up distance and decorum as barriers to connection, but in the same poems asserts that the direct relationships these prohibit are immaterial. Common humanity and experiences join city dwellers more deeply, and the passing interactions among strangers can be just as meaningful. These powerful assertions of relatedness are in turn intertwined with insecurities. Whitman’s grammar separates the speaker from others even as he feels unified with them, and he repeatedly betrays that this unity took place largely in the speaker’s imagination. Furthermore, he questions whether he can ever know those that surround him, or if their public performances hide perhaps truer selves. Last, his grand but vague rhetoric as he claims connectedness can appear a mask for a still existent feeling of loneliness.
	This pervasive ambivalence towards fellow city dwellers complicates earlier readings of Whitman as the poet that unlike others of his time enthusiastically celebrated New York and its crowds. Instead, it much more accurately reflects the complex space cities—especially the New York of Whitman’s career, which was so rapidly and drastically changing—provide for relating to others. While one might sense his or her essential relatedness to the busy mass that moves through the same space, with much the same motives, as oneself, one realizes too that all these hundreds are strangers, live a life apart from one’s own, likely never to be discovered.  
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