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“i am the poet of little things”
Walt Whitman and
Minor Poetics|Politics

whereas the last chapters have dealt primarily with events in American
history, this chapter will deal with American literature, at a time when the
response to Emerson’s call for a genuine American literature clashed with
the threat of destruction of a ‘genuine’ United States of America—the time
of the Civil War. I will delineate Deleuze|Guattari’s concept of a minor literature in connection with Tocqueville’s notion of the nexus of American
literature and democracy and connect Whitman’s literary style to a ‘political
style,’ to see how Whitman derives a concept of a ‘new democracy’ from
his experiments with language. Deleuze himself has a deep interest in American literature, an interest as biased as his [and Guattari’s] romantic image
of America in general—an interest that results in Deleuze’s famous claim of
“the superiority of Anglo-American literature.” In the essay by that name,
Deleuze proposes a number of contrasting features that distinguish French
and Anglo-American literature. Anglo-American writers are concerned with
lines of ﬂight, with them, “everything is departure, becoming, passage, leap,
daemon, relationship with the outside. They create a new Earth; but perhaps
the movement of the earth is deterritorialization itself. American literature
operates according to geographical lines . . . The becoming is geographical.
There is no equivalent in France. The French are too human, too historical,
too concerned with the future and the past . . . They do not know how to
become . . . They do not know how to trace lines, to follow a channel . . .
They are too fond of roots, trees, the survey, the points of arborescence, the
properties” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 36–37). It must be noted that
Deleuze’s collection of Anglo-American writers—“Thomas Hardy, Melville,
Stevenson, Virginia Woolf, Thomas Wolfe, Lawrence, Fitzgerald, Miller,
Kerouac” (36)—sometimes includes writers such as Kafka, Kleist, Blanchot,
“Artaud and half of Beckett” (Negotiations 23), whereas American writers
might be found whom Deleuze would designate as “French.” It becomes
clear that ‘Anglo-American’ does not denote so much a kind of national character [although Deleuze|Guattari more than once point out the geographical
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aspect of Anglo-American literature as compared to the historical aspect of
French literature]1 rather than a style of writing, a style more interested in
deterritorialization, in “intensities, ﬂows, machine-books, tool-books, schizobooks” (ibid.), than in the territorializing aspects of a literature that is historical, psychological, and reasonable—a literature that for Deleuze|Guattari
is epitomized in the “French persona in philosophy . . . The French are like
landowners whose source of income is the cogito” (What Is Philosophy?
104). The Anglo-American persona in literature has a close afﬁnity with
Deleuze|Guattari’s idea of the book as a machinic assemblage—as such, “a
book only has itself, in connection with other assemblages . . . A book exists
only through the outside and on the outside. A book itself is a little machine;
what is the relation . . . of this literary machine to a war machine, love machine, revolutionary machine, etc.?” (Thousand Plateaus 4). In Deleuze|
Guattari’s ‘taxonomy of books,’ then, French literature embodies the “rootbook” (5), whereas Anglo-American literature comes closest to the book as
rhizome. In its stress on becoming, Anglo-American literature is inherently
political. For Deleuze|Guattari, literature [and language in general] is always political. It either replicates and imprints the ‘order word’ of established forms, laws and rules, striations and regulations [the root-book], or it
deals with becomings, with possibilities and potentialities [the book as machinic assemblage]. It can either “consist in imagining or projecting an ego”
(Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical 3), or “in inventing a people who are
missing,” which, for Deleuze, is the true and primary function of literature:
“The ultimate aim of literature is to set free . . . this creation of a people,
that is, a possibility of life. To write for this people who are missing . . . (‘for’
means less ‘in the place of’ than ‘for the beneﬁt of’)” (4). And in What Is
Philosophy? Deleuze|Guattari further qualify the preposition ‘for:’ “But
what does ‘for’ mean? It is not ‘for their beneﬁt,’ or yet ‘in their place.’ It is
‘before.’ It is a question of becoming” (109).
This difference between American and French literature, and its implications for politics, was not lost on another Frenchman, Alexis de Tocqueville,
who visited America in the early nineteenth century. In the 1830s, Tocqueville and his fellow magistrate Gustave de Beaumont traveled the United
States on an ofﬁcial mission from the French government to report on the
penal system and prisons of the United States. Tocqueville’s main interest,
however, was to understand America, that “one country in the world where
the great social revolution . . . seems to have nearly reached its natural limits” (Tocqueville 1:13), where the absolute sovereignty of the people—as
Tocqueville saw it—might indeed provide a ‘city upon a hill’ for an evolving
French democracy. According to Tocqueville, “a new science of politics is
needed for a new world” (1:7), and a close observation of American society,
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he believed, would reveal the axioms for that science, which would explain
the functioning of the new world that was the result of a transformation of
the aristocratic age into the democratic age. Tocqueville’s report, which was
eventually published as Democracy in America, consists of two parts. The
ﬁrst part, published in 1835, contains details about America’s social and political structure that point toward the promise of a democratic model for the
future. The second part, published ﬁve years later, comprises two volumes
that focus on more philosophical attempts to explain both the historical and
geographical foundations of American democracy. It is here that the picture
of America gets darker, with the threat of either a hopelessly individualistic
and egalitarian society or mob rule looming large. Tocqueville, after all, was
an aristocrat himself, and so his fascination with the democratic spirit and
his fear of what he saw as its excesses were never far apart. In this second
part, in a chapter titled “Literary Characteristics of Democratic Times,”
Tocqueville comments on what he observed as the close intimacy of politics
and aesthetics, and he contrasts two literary styles that bear a close afﬁnity
with Deleuze’s distinction between French and Anglo-American literature.
In Tocqueville’s account, American literature, by which he means democratic literature, is juxtaposed with aristocratic literature, which he equates
with the literature of England and France. As the title of the chapter indicates, however, Tocqueville is more concerned with democratic times, with
temporal rather than geographical differences—although he does not make
this distinction totally clear. As a consequence, there is also an Englishness
in certain versions of American literature: Americans “ﬁnd the literature of
England growing on their own soil” (2:55) so that, ultimately, America still
produces literary works that are “English in substance and still more so in
form. Thus they transport into the midst of democracy the ideas . . . current
among the aristocratic nation they have taken for their model” (2:56). On
the other hand, the democratic spirit that infuses American literature might
also be found in French literature, in moments “when the literary genius
of democratic nations coincid[es] with that of aristocratic nations. . . . The
French literature of the eighteenth century may serve as an example” (2:60).
For Tocqueville as for Deleuze, then, ‘American’ and ‘English|French’ literature serve as extremes denoting more a style than a national literary character. And similar to Deleuze’s distinction, Tocqueville differentiates these
styles in terms of ﬁxity and openness, stasis and dynamics. In an aristocratic
society, both politics and “intellectual occupations . . . are concentrated in
a ruling class” (2:56). The equivalent to strict laws and regulations in the
political sphere is the establishment of “precise canons . . . ; their code will
be at once strict and traditional” (2:57). In this aristocratic style of literature, then, “everything will be regular and prearranged . . . ; each kind of
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writing will have rules of its own, from which it will not be allowed to
swerve . . . ; the diction will be polished, measured, and uniform” (ibid.).
Such a formulaic literature, because of its aristocratic foundations, “will entirely lose sight of the rest of the world” (2:57–58), and thus of life. In fact,
those static rules are equivalent to a complete reterritorialization of the
powers of life, which results in a seemingly autonomous realm ‘apart’ from
life, of “literature as an art . . . for its own sake” (2:57)—a hermetically
closed system, perfectly functioning, but with no ‘outside.’2 As a consequence,
“every aristocracy that keeps itself entirely aloof from the people becomes
impotent, a fact which is as true in literature as it is in politics” (2:58).
Tocqueville’s following account of democratic [American] literature is for
him a matter of speculation, since, strictly speaking, “the inhabitants of the
United States have . . . at present . . . no literature” (2:56), because Americans are still listening too carefully to what Emerson had called the “courtly
muses of Europe” (“American Scholar,” Selected Essays 104). However,
as Tocqueville admits, “they will ultimately have one; but its character will
be different from that which marks the American literary productions of
our time, and that character will be peculiarly its own. Nor is it impossible
to trace this character beforehand” (2:56). In the following, Tocqueville
“transport[s himself] into the midst of a democracy” (2:58) in order to
examine the ‘democratic style’ of American literature, in its juxtaposition
to the ‘aristocratic style’ of English and French literary productions. In the
absence of ﬁxed hierarchies and absolute central authority, power and
knowledge is divided up inﬁnitely, and not concentrated in one ruling class.
A democratic society is a “motley multitude” (ibid.); its members have no
obvious traditional and hereditary line: “They do not resemble their fathers;
nay, they perpetually differ from themselves, for they live in a state of incessant change of place, feelings, and fortunes . . . each new generation is a new
people” (2:58–59). In contrast to the static impotence of aristocratic nations, democracy is marked by potentiality and transformative dynamics—
what Deleuze later called “becoming.” Since the authors of|in democracy
emerge from such a “heterogeneous and agitated mass,” democratic literature will show “but few of those strict conventional rules” (Tocqueville 2:58)
that characterize the aristocratic style. The coming American literature will
rather “stir the passions than . . . charm the taste” (2:59). Thus, the “aspect
of order, regularity, science, and art” will never be as dogmatic as in English
and French literature—its “style will be fantastic, incorrect, over-burdened,
and loose, almost always vehement and bold” (2:59).3 Among democratic
people, then, “literature will not easily be subjected to strict rules, and it is
impossible that any such rules should ever be permanent” (ibid.)—and one
might add here the same observation that Tocqueville made with respect
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to aristocracy, this is “a fact that is as true in literature as it is in politics”
(2:58). Ultimately, “the relations that exist between the social and political
condition of a people and the genius of its authors are always numerous;
whoever knows the one is never completely ignorant of the other” (2:60).
An important reason for the close proximity of a democratic literary style
and democratic politics is to be found in “the complex nature of the Constitution of the United States, which consists of two distinct social structures,
connected, and, as it were, encased one within the other” (1:59)—the social
life and politics of the community, and the ‘politics proper’ of the country.
Moreover, “political . . . life is centered in three focuses of action, which may
be compared to the different nervous centers that give motion to the human
body. The township is the ﬁrst in order, then the county, and lastly the state”
(1:59–60). In this system of ‘nested’ or ‘embedded’ hierarchies, the township
is “the only association which is so perfectly natural that, wherever a number of men are collected, it seems to constitute itself” (1:60). The township
promises the emergence of a ‘bottom-up’ model of society, not the least because it is not composed of political parties run and presided over by talented individuals: “The township, on the contrary, is composed of coarser
materials, which are less easily fashioned by the legislator.” Township politics, then, is not constituted from the outside, but rather “self-produced in
the midst of a semi-barbarous state of society” (ibid.). Since in the townships, governors and governed virtually coincide, power here is exercised
almost immediately, without go-betweens—in the townships, “the system
of representation is not adopted” (1:62). Instead of representing a people,
American municipal politics is engaged in the production of new alliances.
Tocqueville, completely aware of the danger [and his own fear] of anarchy,
asks why, if everybody is his|her own governor, there is still order and ‘obedience,’ and he gives the following answer, which is quite close to the Spinozist [as compared to the Hobbesian] view of human nature and society:
the individual “obeys society, not because he is inferior to those who conduct it or because he is less capable than any other of governing himself, but
because he acknowledges the utility of an association with his fellow men
and he knows that no such association can exist without a regulating force”
(1:64). This regulating force, however, is not an outside agency of control, a
sovereign whose power is added to that of the multitude. In Tocqueville’s
observation, as in Spinoza’s ‘political physics,’ the power of the multitude
is in fact the sovereign, so that “although everything moves regularly, the
mover can nowhere be discovered. The hand that directs the social machine
is invisible” (1:70).
One of the reasons that Tocqueville gives for “the maintenance of the
democratic republic in the United States” (1:288), in addition to the laws
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and the manners and customs of the American people, is the “peculiar and
accidental situation in which Providence has placed the Americans” (1:288),
by which Tocqueville basically means America’s geographical position. Far
from the European monarchies, where state powers such as armies, administrations, and bureaucracies were created, America did not need these institutions and centralizing powers, since “Americans have no neighbors and
consequently they have no great wars, or ﬁnancial crises, or inroads, or
conquest, to dread” (1:289). Thus, in the United States, “not only is legislation democratic, but Nature herself favors the cause of the people” (1:291).
But not only the larger geographical structure is benevolent to democratic
structures: the example of the township has shown that also urban microstructures facilitate and maintain democracy. In townships, like in big meeting houses, the ‘system of representation’ does not take hold because of
the literal proximity of the people. Here, not only the distinction between
governor|governed collapses, but also that between private|political—which
is why Tocqueville saw the American literature of his day as inherently journalistic: “The only authors whom I acknowledge as American are the journalists. They indeed are not great writers, but they speak the language of
their country and make themselves heard” (2:56).
It is this very proximity between the private and the political that for
Deleuze|Guattari is one of the key characteristics of what they call “minor
literature” (Kafka). The function of the term minor derives from its relation to its opposite, major.4 Deleuze|Guattari employ their concept of the
minoritarian|majoritarian in A Thousand Plateaus, where they point out
that ‘majoritarian’ does not denote “a greater relative quantity but . . . the
determination of a standard in relation to which larger quantities, as well as
the smallest, can be said to be minoritarian” (291). If, then, for Deleuze|
Guattari “man is majoritarian par excellence,” so that there are “many becomings of man, but no becoming-man” (291), “man” represents the standard, or axiom, of majority in a similar way that ‘French literature’ denotes
a ‘major literature,’ or ‘Anglo-American literature’ epitomizes a literature
of becoming. According to Deleuze, “one does not become Man, insofar as
man presents himself as a dominant form of expression that claims to impose itself on all matter . . . The shame of being a man—is there any better
reason to write?” (Essays Critical and Clinical 1). Against the major [and
also molar] axiom, against a “redundant majority” (Thousand Plateaus 469)
[redundant, in that here everything is generated from the same ‘standard
formula’ and subsumed under that same ‘standard qualiﬁer’ that reduces all
singularities], “minorities are not necessarily deﬁned by the smallness of
their numbers but rather by becoming or a line of ﬂuctuation” (ibid.). Minorities are nonaxiomatic—they have their “own compositions, organiza-

“I Am the Poet of Little Things” 177

tions, even centralizations,” but they proceed “not via the States or the axiomatic process but via a pure becoming” (471). In their bottom-up [rather
than top-down] composition, minorities are “nondenumerable and proliferating,” deterritorializing “the very concept of majority, . . . the majority as
an axiom” (469).
Taking the work of Kafka as their prime example, Deleuze|Guattari show
minor literature’s use of “language affected with a high coefﬁcient of deterritorialization” (Kafka 16). They point out the highly creative [and ultimately
political] use of Prague German in Kafka’s work. In Kafka’s Prague, German was the ofﬁcial language of government and state institutions, which
through its use by Czechs [and Czech Jews] was transformed and deformed
into Prague German, which Kafka transformed further. This example reveals
minor literature’s inherent relation to a major language: “A minor literature
doesn’t come from a minor language: it is rather that which a minority constructs within a major language” (ibid.). Tocqueville had also observed the
“inﬂuence which a democratic social condition and democratic institutions
may exercise over language itself” (2:64). Whereas “in aristocracies, language must naturally partake of that state of repose in which everything
remains, . . . [d]emocratic nations love change for its own sake, and this is
seen in their language as much as in their politics” (2:65). One primary reason of the constant linguistic change within the American vocabulary is of
course the fact that already in Tocqueville’s time, America was a very heterogeneous, multicultural assemblage. As he noted, “having little knowledge of
the dead languages, democratic nations are apt to borrow words from living
tongues, for they have constant mutual intercourse, and the inhabitants of
different countries imitate each other” (2:66). It is exactly this polyvocality
that Deleuze regards as a characteristic of American literature: “American
literature has an exceptional power to produce writers who can recount
their own memories, but as those of a universal people composed of immigrants from all countries” (Essays Critical and Clinical 4). In addition to
commenting on the incorporation of loan words from immigrant people,
Tocqueville observes what he regards as the “deplorable consequence of
democracy” to ignorantly “double the meaning of a word” (2:67), a tendency that the aristocrat author, despite his fascination with American democracy, ultimately despises: he “had rather that the language should be
made hideous with words imported from the Chinese, the Tatars, or the
Hurons than that the meaning of a word in our own language should become indeterminate” (ibid.). This ambiguity in language stems from the fact
that “it is principally upon their own languages that democratic nations
attempt to make innovations. From time to time they resume and restore to
use forgotten expressions in their vocabulary, or they borrow from some
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particular class of the community a term peculiar to it” (2:66), mostly borrowed from “the mechanical arts, or the language of trade” (2:64). Tocqueville, though immensely sympathetic to democracy [and its minor use of
language], ultimately speaks from the position of a major [aristocratic] language, a language that seeks to impose syntactical and grammatical regularities as well as ﬁxed semantic codes on a ‘language material’ that is inherently processual and ‘becoming’—precisely those aristocratic static rules
that result in ‘impotence,’ both in literature and in politics.
What characterizes minor literatures, according to Deleuze|Guattari, is
that “everything in them is political” (Kafka 17): a minor literature is charged
with a sense of ‘praxis’ and functions by the immediate and intimate relation between the private or individual, and the public or political. As with
Tocqueville’s ‘aristocratic writers,’ who “are not necessarily engrossed by
the cares of daily life” (2:57), major literature is focused on questions of the
individual, inscribed in Oedipal structures, so that in major literature, “the
individual concern (familial, marital, and so on) joins with other no less
individual concerns, the social milieu serving as a mere environment or a
background” (Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka 17).5 The concept of the ‘individual’—the autonomous ego—is, it seems, a luxury of the aristocracy|
bourgeoisie and is closely related to topography and spatial conﬁgurations.
In contrast, minor literature [a democratic literature, although not necessary
a literature of democratic societies] “is completely different; its cramped
space forces each individual intrigue to connect immediately to politics. The
individual concern thus becomes all the more necessary, indispensable, magniﬁed, because a whole other story is vibrating within it” (ibid.). In a minor
literature, everything is expressed in terms of collectivity, is born out of necessity. In the spatial conﬁnements of a minor literature, where the private
almost by nature resonates within the political, and vice versa, “literature
ﬁnds itself positively charged with the role and function of collective, and
even revolutionary, enunciation. It is literature that produces an active solidarity . . . to express another possible community” (ibid.), it is literature—
to again quote Deleuze on “The Superiority of Anglo-American Literature”—
that does not represent an existing people, but invent “a people who are
missing” (Essays Critical and Clinical 4). A minor literature, then, is ultimately “something other than a literature of masters; what each author says
individually already constitutes a common action, and what he or she says
or does is necessarily political” (Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka 17).
It is this quality of the minor that Deleuze sees as a working force in
‘Anglo-American’ literature. The people that a minor literature [Deleuzian
Anglo-American literature] invents [which at the same time is the people
that produces a minor literature] “is not exactly a people called upon to
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dominate the world. It is a minor people, eternally minor, taken up in a
becoming-revolutionary. Perhaps it exists only in the atoms of the writer, a
bastard people, inferior, dominated, always in becoming, always incomplete.
Bastard no longer designates a familial state, but the process or drift of the
races” (Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical 4). “Bastard” also refers to the
insight that because of their minor use of a major language—a minor use,
since, as Deleuze|Guattari insist, “‘major’ and ‘minor’ do not qualify two
different languages, but rather two usages or functions of language” (Thousand Plateaus 105)—minor writers “are foreigners in their own tongue. If
they are bastards . . . , it is due not to a mixing or intermingling of languages
but rather to a subtraction and variation of their own language” (106),
which is exactly the “deplorable consequence of democracy” that Tocqueville despised. Since it is not the multicultural plurivocality [alone] that makes
for a minor, bastard use of language, the “drift of the races” referred to in
the above quotation is a pun: in A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze|Guattari advocate using “the minor language to send the major language racing” (ibid.).
Minor language|literature ‘speeds up’ [varies, destabilizes, liqueﬁes] major
language|literature, by pushing it away from representational constants and
toward inherent intensities and affects. In its ‘becoming-revolutionary,’ the
minor ‘scale’ is inherently and immediately political—Kafka, in contrast to
the “‘diabolical powers’ . . . [of] the American technocratic apparatus or the
Russian bureaucracy or the machinery of fascism” (Kafka 12) [major|molar
axiomatics that threaten to impose themselves on all matter, that control,
organize and regulate ‘material’ in the name of a dominant order], takes
advantage of the instabilities inherent in language, of the powers of fabulation and proliferation.6
In his essay “Literature and Life,” Deleuze draws an explicit connection
between Kafka’s minor literature and Anglo-American literature: “Kafka
(for Central Europe) and Melville (for America) present literature as the collective enunciation, the communal expression, of a minor people, or of all
minor peoples, who ﬁnd their expression only in and through the writer.
Though it always refers to singular agents [agents], literature is a collective
assemblage [agencement] of enunciation” (Essays Critical and Clinical 4).
For Deleuze, then, the assemblage is the basic ‘unit’ of the social, the “minimum real unit . . . not the word, the idea, the concept or the signiﬁer” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 51). As a consequence, every enunciation is by
default produced not by an author|subject but by an assemblage, “which is
always collective, which brings into play within us and without us populations, multiplicities, territories, becomings, affects, events” (ibid.).7 Such a
collective enunciation, however, is only one of the two constituents of what
Deleuze|Guattari call “assemblage,” as it constitutes for example a social
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ﬁeld—one of two segments that in addition have to be considered in their
relation to stabilizing forces [of re|territorialization] and lines of ﬂight [of
deterritorialization]. The ‘collective assemblage of enunciation’ consists “of
acts and statements, of incorporeal transformations attributed to bodies”
and is connected to a “machinic assemblage of bodies, of actions and passions; an intermingling of bodies reacting to one another” (Thousand Plateaus 88). It is the complex interplay of these two segments, the dynamics of
discursive and symbolic systems in conjunction with physics, that make up
the social ﬁeld, that in fact ‘produces’ semistable subjects in the ﬁrst place.
It is important for a politics if the collective assemblage of enunciation follows the lines of regulation and control [major|molar], or the deterritorializing powers of becoming [minor|molecular]. A ‘minor politics’8 [e.g., a
“Kafka politics” (Kafka 7)] is a “politics that is neither imaginary nor symbolic” (ibid.),9 neither representation nor archetype, neither structural nor
phantasmatic, a politics not of form [or substance] but of “an unformed
material of expression” (6), a political machine for producing effects|affects,
for inventing “a people who are missing,” a politics of experiment: “Politics
is active experimentation, since we do not know in advance which way a line
is going to turn” (Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical 137).
‘Anglo-American literature,’ then, can be seen as a placeholder [a conceptual persona] for a minor literature. Deleuze relates his concept of ‘AngloAmerican literature’ to a further catalogue of philosophies—another assemblage, consisting of “[British] empiricism,” “Spinoza,” and “the Stoics”
(Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 54, 59, 62), and it is these afﬁnities and
resonances that make ‘Anglo-American literature’ a minor literature but that
at the same time make it superior to a major literature. In What Is Philosophy? Deleuze|Guattari also draw the connection between Anglo-American
literature and Spinoza, pointing out that “many English and American novelists . . . have written the novel of Spinozism” (67). Thus, just as writers are
always “also ‘half’ philosophers but also much more than philosophers”
(ibid.), so “philosophy’s like the novel . . . [e]xcept the characters are concepts, and the settings, the scenes, are space-times” (Deleuze, Negotiations
140–41). However, it is not that writers, novelists, and philosophers alike
“produce a synthesis of art and philosophy” (Deleuze and Guattari, What
Is Philosophy? 67). Rather, it is that as writing, as a practice of the minor,
both philosophy and literature are engaged in creating possibilities, in inventing a people who is missing: “One’s always writing to bring something
to life, to free life from where it’s trapped, to trace lines of ﬂight” (Deleuze,
Negotiations 140–41). In this sense, then, empiricism, and “Hume in particular . . . is like the English novel. It is a case of philosophizing as a novelist,
of being a novelist in philosophy” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 54).
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In the shadow of the ‘major philosophers’ of empiricism, such as Locke,
Berkeley, and later Kant, Hume has always been considered a kind of
‘anomalous philosopher’ [like Spinoza with respect to Hobbes or Descartes].
Deleuze connects with Hume and Spinoza and the other ‘anomalous philosophers’ in his “critique of the negative, the culture of joy, . . . the denunciation of power” (Negotiations 6). In addition, Deleuze ﬁnds in Hume’s
empiricism “something very strange which completely displaces empiricism,
giving it a new power, a theory and the practice of relations, of the and”
(Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 15). The fundamental proposition of empiricism, according to Deleuze’s reading of Hume, is that “relations are external to ideas” (Empiricism 98)10 and external to their terms. Hume is an
important inﬂuence on Deleuze, since his empiricism provides Deleuze with
a theory of how a subject emerges from the ﬂow of experience, of the sensible and the given. Philosophy so far has started from the assumption,
Hume writes, that “we are every moment intimately conscious of what we
call our Self; that we feel its existence and its continuance in existence; and
are certain . . . both of its perfect identity and simplicity” (Human Nature
164). Yet, Hume argues, the self as such cannot be experienced. Only successive and ever-changing impressions are given to experience, all of which
are supposed to refer to the self: “Pain and pleasure, grief and joy, passions
and sensations succeed each other, and never all exist at the same time. It
cannot, therefore, be from any of these impressions . . . that the idea of self
is deriv’d” (ibid.). This raises the question of whether the subject of experience [the self] is one or many. If “I never can catch myself at any time
without a perception, and never can observe any thing but the perception”
(165), then the self ultimately does not exist at|in the very moment it ceases
to experience, to perceive. The self is “nothing but a bundle or collection of
different perceptions, which succeed each other with an inconceivable rapidity, and are in a perpetual ﬂux and movement” (ibid.)—thus, the Humean
subject constitutes itself already as a body of forces, a Body|Politic. Experience is not given to the mind, the material with which the mind works—the
mind is the heterogeneous collection of perceptions, and the connections
between them are not preexistent. The subject emerges as a [necessary] ﬁction to give coherence to that ﬂux: “We feign the continu’d existence of the
perception of our senses, to remove the interruption” (166). The conclusion
that Hume draws is that identity does not inhere in the different perceptions,
but is an external quality “which we attribute to them, because of the union
of their ideas in the imagination, when we reﬂect upon them” (169). The
subject is an effect of principles of association, of relations such as similarity,
equality, causality, and so forth, which relate perceptions and impressions
and order them into habits—“the habit of saying ‘I’” (Empiricism x), writes
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Deleuze. For Hume, the human mind is “a system of different perceptions
or different existences which are link’d together by the relation of cause and
effect, and mutually produce, destroy, inﬂuence, and modify each other”
(Human Nature 170). Since these relations and associations are not inherent
to the perceptions, they can be forged anew every time [resisting habit], generating new patterns of cognition and behavior. According to Hume, “equality is a relation, it is not . . . a property in the ﬁgures themselves, but arises
merely from the comparison, which the mind makes betwixt them” (35).
Habits, as rather stable strategies of coherence, are related to desires and
outside pressures [pragmatic requirements] rather than universal principles.
In Deleuze’s reading of Hume, the subject is a result of a process, not a
transcendental form or being. First there is the ﬂux of experience: the mind’s
immediate perception of the given empiricism starts from “an animated succession of distinct perceptions” (Deleuze, Empiricism 87)—that is, an experience of difference. The subject emerges from this experience and transcends it, but is not there a priori. As such, then, identity is never stable but
is constantly in ﬂux. In addition, the relations that give a temporal coherence to it are external to their terms, rather than ‘naturally’ inherent in the
perceptions|existences. As a consequence, “a multiplicity is never in terms,
however many there are, nor in their set or totality. A multiplicity is only in
the and, which does not have the same nature as the elements, the sets or
even their relations” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 57). These relations
have to be produced, forged, and identity, the subject, is an effect of the perpetual ﬂux of the given. Deleuze comments: “Subjectivity is essentially practical. Its deﬁnitive unity—that is, the unity of relations and circumstances—
will be revealed in the relations between motive and action, means and end”
(Empiricism 104). Ultimately, if the subject is constituted in the given but
also transcends it, if it is both physics and psyche, evolving from materiality
but at the same time distinct from it, follows two different logics at the same
time—then “in fact there is only a practical subject” (ibid.).
It quickly becomes clear why Deleuze links Anglo-American literature
and its ‘pragmatism’ with Humean empiricism, and why Whitman in particular embodies Hume’s principles in his style. If Hume’s axiom that “relations are external to their terms” (quoted in Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues
55) ﬂattens any hierarchical structure of the relation between the subject
and the world into “a movement across a surface instead of a rising-up”
(Buchanan 85), then Whitman’s paratactic composition principle—as shown
in the long lists that make up his poems, connected on an equal level by
conjunctions rather than subordinate clauses—presents a perfect ‘literary
correlative’ to Hume’s formula of the subject. Whitman and Hume both
engage in what Constantin Boundas, in his “Translator’s Introduction” to
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Deleuze’s study of Hume, has referred to as the “politics of paratactic discourse” (Empiricism 1). It is precisely this paratactic ﬂattening out that relates Hume’s philosophy [and Whitman’s poetry] to a minor politics. State
politics, the major axiomatic, deals only with “denumerable sets, even inﬁnite
ones, whereas the minorities constitute ‘fuzzy,’ nondenumerable, nonaxiomizable sets, in short, ‘masses,’ multiplicities of escape and ﬂux” (Deleuze
and Guattari, Thousand Plateaus 470). In its aiming at control, the major
axiomatic relates everything to the standard ‘integral’; it works according to
ﬁxed reference points within a system. In contrast, because the fuzzy sets of
multiplicities cannot be captured by those taxonomic grids, the minor is
always related to nonintegrable processes of becoming, which are always
between, in the middle. The productivity of life does not follow a simple
either|or logic, an unfolding of a point of origin into further differences;
rather, it starts from the fuzzy set of differences, and from these, syntheses
[points of relative stability] can emerge. Hume’s subject, which by the “habit
of saying I” (Deleuze, Empiricism x) takes this ﬁction of identity|continuity
for granted, is always in danger of cutting the connection to the multiplicity that ‘founds’ it—and this is exactly what Deleuze is most interested
in. Ultimately, “what characterizes the nondenumerable is neither the set
nor its elements; rather, it is the connection, the ‘and’ produced between
elements, . . . which eludes them and constitutes a line of ﬂight” (Deleuze
and Guattari, Thousand Plateaus 470), or constitutes a paratactic [and thus
minor] assemblage.
With regard to the paratactic politics of both Hume and Whitman, it
should be noted that Hume was writing his Treatise of Human Nature during the time of Scotland’s imposed parliamentary uniﬁcation with England
[1707]. Questions of union and fragmentation were still in the air, and the
political climate was quite similar to the one in which Whitman started writing his poetry, as the question of the stability of the United States was becoming fundamental. As Susan Manning has convincingly argued, there is
“an embedded political analogy within the vocabulary of union and fragmentation which structures the expression of Hume’s ideas about personal
identity” (34).11 Thus, Hume ﬁrmly links the question of identity with the
question of the Body|Politic when he compares the mind “to a republic or
commonwealth, in which the several members are united by the reciprocal
ties of government and subordination, and give rise to other persons, who
propagate the same republic in the incessant changes of its parts. And as the
same individual republic may not only change its members, but also its laws
and constitutions; in like manner the same person may vary his character and
disposition, as well as his impressions and ideas, without losing his identity”
(Human Nature 170).12 In Hume’s Treatise, the analogy between the subject
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and the Body|Politic [or the mind and the commonwealth] permeates the
whole text and, according to Manning, provides a compositional blueprint
for later writers such as Emerson, Emily Dickinson, and Whitman. The inﬂuence of the Scottish Enlightenment on American politics is manifested in
particular in the works of James Madison, who included Hume’s principle
of the nation as aggregated fragments in his Federalist papers, where he
drew inspiration from Hume’s essay on the “Idea of the Perfect Commonwealth” and other scattered fragments of Hume’s political theory, “and built
them into an intellectual and theoretical structure of his own” (Adair 353).
Thus, when Hume discusses spatial and temporal concepts in terms of
different ideas of union, he implicitly comments on the alternatives of a
union of incorporation [hypotactic, hierarchical] and a ‘federative union’
[paratactic, vertical]:
Suppose two bodies containing no void within their circumference, to approach each other, and to unite in such a manner that the body, which results
from their union, is no more extended than either of them; it is this we must
mean when we talk of penetration. But it is evident this penetration is nothing
but the annihilation of one of these bodies, and the preservation of the other,
without our being able to distinguish particularly which is preserved and
which annihilated. Before the approach we have the idea of two bodies. After
it we have the idea only of one. It is impossible for the mind to preserve any
notion of difference betwixt two bodies of the same nature existing in the
same place at the same time.
Taking then penetration in this sense, for the annihilation of one body
upon its approach to another, I ask any one, if he sees a necessity, that a coloured or tangible point should be annihilated upon the approach of another
coloured or tangible point? On the contrary, does he not evidently perceive,
that from the union of these points there results an object, which is compounded and divisible, and may be distinguished into two parts, of which each
preserves its existence distinct and separate, notwithstanding its contiguity to
the other? Let him aid his fancy by conceiving these points to be of different
colours, the better to prevent their coalition and confusion. A blue and a red
point may surely lie contiguous without any penetration or annihilation. For
if they cannot, what possibly can become of them? Whether shall the red or the
blue be annihilated? Or if these colours unite into one, what new colour will
they produce by their union? (Human Nature 32, my emphasis)

With regard to both the subject [mind], and the Body|Politic, then, unity
cannot be but paratactic, a matter of relation and connection that leaves
the singularity of the different perceptions|members intact. Their “constant
union” is a matter of convention and acquaintance, “and ’tis from the con-
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stant union the necessity arises” (416) to infer the continuity of identity|unity.
However, “that term of unity is merely a ﬁctitious denomination, which the
mind may apply to any quantity of objects it collects together” (25).
Unity|identity, both of the individual and the Body|Politic, is not a substance
that cements its ‘Many’ [perceptions or members] into ‘One’ [mind or
Body|Politic]; rather, “identity depends on the relations of ideas; and these
relations produce identity” (171). The soul [mind], according to Hume, is a
collection of heterogeneous perceptions, like “those of heat and cold, love
and anger, thoughts and sensations; all united together, but without any
perfect simplicity or identity” (414). Since “every thing, that exists, is particular” (ibid.), the unity that the relations|associations produce does not
integrate these perceptions into a whole—unity is a paratactic assemblage.
In Deleuze’s list of ‘Anglo-American’ authors [both in the ‘extended’ and
in the more ‘geographical’ sense], Walt Whitman is conspicuously missing.
Deleuze makes up for this absence by devoting a whole essay to Whitman
in his Essays Critical and Clinical, in which he claims American literature to
be “the minor literature par excellence” (57)—and by implication allocates
the title of minor writer par excellence to Whitman. It is Whitman’s use of
fragments [characteristic not only of American literature, but innately
“characteristic of America” (56)] that connects him at once to both a minor
literature and to Hume’s empiricism, and it is this connection and its implications for a [minor] American politics that I will now focus on. For
Whitman—and in Whitman’s America—the fragment is at the same time
both a question of literary style and of the Body|Politic: “Here is not merely
a nation but a teeming nation of nations” (Poetry and Prose 5). For Deleuze,
since “America itself is made up of federated states and various immigrant
peoples (minorities)—everywhere a collection of fragments, haunted by the
menace of secession” (Essays Critical and Clinical 57), the experience of
the fragment is simultaneously the experience of the American writer and of
the American people. As such, Whitman’s fragmentary writing assumes “the
immediate value of a collective statement” (ibid.), of a minor literature that
directly relates to the political climate from which it emerges. The KansasNebraska Act—introduced by Senator Stephen Douglas of Illinois and
passed by Congress in 1854—was ﬁrst of all a reterritorialization of a large
amount of land, a vast area to be used for grain cultivation, and a popular
site for migrants. Together with the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, the KansasNebraska Act increased the tensions between the northern southern states.
Ultimately linked to geopolitical tendencies in both pro- and antislavery
states, this act basically left the decision of whether to allow slavery in a territory up to its inhabitants—a strategy that Douglas called “popular sovereignty.” As Frederick Douglass later remarked, it was “an open invitation to
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a ﬁerce and bitter strife” (305). This act overrode the 1820 Missouri Compromise, which explicitly prohibited the extension of slavery north of latitude 36°30⬘—the “great national wall, erected in the better days of the republic, against the spread of slavery” (304). Violence between slaveholding
settlers and antislavery farmers soon broke out—inﬂamed by supporters of
both sides who hastened to settle Kansas so they could vote on whether Kansas would become a slave or a free state. The proslavery president, Franklin
Pierce, had federal troops march into Kansas, to take action against the antislavery farmers.13 As Timothy Sweet has observed, Emerson, in his “Speech
on Affairs in Kansas” [a speech delivered in Cambridge on the occasion of
the riots and their attempted suppression], describes the affair as a clear sign
of “the breakdown of all structures of representation” (T. Sweet 1)—both in
terms of politics and in terms of language. As Emerson put it, “language has
lost its meaning in the universal cant. Representative Government is really
misrepresentative” (“Speech” 245).
What was needed, then, was a way out of representation. For Emerson,
a political alternative to representative government was a return to the social
system of the founding fathers: “Massachusetts, in its heroic day, had no
government—was an anarchy,” and the time might be ripe for such a return,
since Emerson could observe that “the terror at disunion and anarchy is
disappearing” (247)—a terror, however, that was to return only too soon
and even more vehemently. As Deleuze has argued, the realms of representation and identity are closely related: “The primacy of identity, however conceived, deﬁnes the world of representation” (Difference and Repetition xix).
The ‘other’ of identity—difference—“implies the negative . . . only to the
extent that its subordination to the identical is maintained” (ibid.). The alternative to representation, then, is not anarchy, but a politics of difference,
a minor politics of experiment [of which anarchy is only the name from the
perspective of identity|representation], a politics that for Whitman coincides
with a poetic style in line with such a minor politics. As he states in his essay
“A Backward Glance o’er Travel’d Roads,” “I consider ‘Leaves of Grass’
and its theory experimental—as, in the deepest sense, I consider our American republic itself to be, with its theory” (Poetry and Prose 657). Whitman
regarded Leaves of Grass as an experiment in language, as “an attempt to
give the spirit, the body, the man, new words, new potentialities of speech”
(Daybooks 3:729), and he leaves no doubt that he saw the experimentation
with language as explicitly political. He saw this ‘minor language’—which
was to include words from all trades, slang, dialects, and so forth—not in
terms of “a polished fossil language, but a broad ﬂuid language of democracy” (quoted in Hollis, “Whitman and the American Idiom” 419), as minor
poetry and as active experimentation in the Deleuzian sense, meaning it in-
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cludes poetry as a means of minor politics. Thus, poetry becomes “the powerful language of resistance . . . . It is the chosen tongue to express growth,
faith, self-esteem, freedom, justice, equality, friendliness, amplitude, prudence, decision, and courage. It is the medium that shall well-nigh express
the inexpressible” (Whitman, Poetry and Prose 25).
Whitman and politics has been a much-debated topic in American studies.
Various critics have commented on the transition of Whitman, the political
journalist, to Whitman, the poet. Mainstream Whitman criticism sees these
two personas as completely separate, not even on the same continuum. Insisting on the separation between poetry and politics, some critics have focused on the American poetic tradition and have tried to situate Whitman
between Emersonian transcendentalism and modernism,14 either erasing
Whitman’s politics completely, or seeing them as marring his poetic mastership. In contrast, other critics have argued that the political is the only aspect that makes Whitman’s poetry worthwhile, so that “after a few short,
creative years of speaking to Americans about the essence of democratic
experience, by the outbreak of the Civil War he was virtually worn out as a
poet” (Cavitch 44).15 Still other critics have focused both on the religious
and ‘mystical’ aspects of Whitman’s work, and on the [psycho] sexual motivation of his poetry, connecting it with his homosexuality.16 In Whitman
the Political Poet, Betsy Erkkila successfully combines Whitman’s art and
his politics but concentrates on the ‘major politics,’Whitman’s connection
with the social and political currents of his times, trying to free him from the
“‘New English’ sensibility” (7) and to analyze “the ways that Whitman the
poet and America the polis reﬂect and refract each other” (11). In contrast
to Erkkila’s important work, I will be more interested in Whitman’s ‘minor
politics,’ a politics that is not so much concerned with the control of the polis
in the Aristotelian|Platonic sense—the ruling and governing of the city and
its inhabitants. A minor politics is more interested in the self-organization of
the Body|Politic’s ‘material,’ in its becoming rather than in its being, in the
way that the Body|Politic’s openness to the world, as an experiment, enacts
a more ‘pragmatic’ notion of democracy that is concerned with change,
dynamics, newness, lines of ﬂight. This is not a politics of identity and striation but of difference and constant variation; not a static politics [state politics] but a politics as dynamic and complex as life itself. Politics is part of
that life; indeed, for Deleuze|Guattari, “politics precedes being” (Thousand
Plateaus 203).17 Whitman is a political poet in that his writing [his style]
enacts that very ‘minor politics,’ in that his ‘minor poetry’ creates concepts
for such an active democracy, a new composition of the Body|Politic’s forces,
a “constitution of an earth and a people that are lacking” (Deleuze and
Guattari, What Is Philosophy? 108). Such a politics by necessity has to be
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minor, a ‘minor democracy’: state “democracies are majorities, but a becoming is by its nature that which always eludes the majority” (ibid.).
When Whitman’s Leaves of Grass was ﬁrst published, in 1855, the majority of critics regarded the book as Tocqueville would have expected a
‘new American literature’ to be regarded. As if in response to his prediction
that American literature, when it came into existence, would be “fantastic,
incorrect, over-burdened, and loose, almost always vehement and bold” in
style, critics condemned Leaves of Grass as “a mass of stupid ﬁlth” (Griswold 32), and “a mass of bombast, egotism, vulgarity, and nonsense” (“An
American Echo” 61). In Whitman’s experimental, free-ﬂowing, prose-like
verse, his lines did not turn the way readers expected: his poetry was regarded as “a sort of excited prose broken into lines without any attempt at
measure or regularity, . . . without any idea of sense or reason” (Norton
24), with “neither wit nor method in this disjointed babbling, . . . raving in
pitiable delirium” (“An American Echo” 61). Lines of experiment, in literature as in politics, are for Deleuze always lines of ﬂight, “a sort of delirium.
To be delirious (délirer) is exactly to go off the rails (as in déconner—to say
absurd things)” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 40)—to leave the beaten
tracks in favor of the open road. That is what Whitman quite self-consciously
does, opening up the rigid order of ‘traditional poetry’: “The time has arrived to essentially break down the barriers of form between prose and
poetry. I say the latter is henceforth to win and maintain its character regardless of rhyme, and the measurement-rules of iambic, spondee, dactyl,
&c. . . . the truest and greatest Poetry . . . can never again, in the English
language, be express’d in arbitrary and rhyming meter, any more than the
greatest eloquence, or the truest power and passion” (Prose Works 2:519).
To follow those new, nonpreexistent, uncharted lines is being “a traitor to
the world of dominant signiﬁcations, and to the established order” (Deleuze
and Parnet, Dialogues 41). In its resistance to the conﬁnements of ‘good
form’ or ‘common sense,’ Whitman’s poetic line has a close afﬁnity with
what Deleuze|Guattari call the “nomadic line,” a “streaming, spiraling, zigzagging, snaking, feverish line of variation” (Thousand Plateaus 499).
In its nonintegrating character, Whitman’s Leaves of Grass presents a
Humean paratactic assemblage, a rhizome.18 The title itself evokes a rhizomatic composition that emerges as a solution to the problematics of the e
pluribus unum of American democracy. Deleuze|Guattari refer to Leaves of
Grass as a prime example of an American, rhizomatic book: “American
books are different from European books, even when the Americans set off
in their pursuit of trees. The conception of the book is different. Leaves of
Grass” (Thousand Plateaus 19). Leaves of Grass is true to the ‘organic’
implications of its title in that it ‘grows.’ The organic metaphor continues
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through all the versions, from the ﬁrst edition of 1855 to the ﬁnal edition
during Whitman’s life, published in 1891–92. In the course of that process,
poems were revised, other poems were added, some poems received titles,
and many of those titles changed.19 Whitman’s equation of the experiment
of Leaves of Grass with the experiment of American democracy suggests
that a static condition [be it in terms of a ‘ﬁnished work’ or of the individual’s unchanging relation to the Body|Politic, or the unchanging constitution of that Body|Politic itself] cannot hold, since this would be contrary to
the dynamic processes of life and nature. As Whitman writes in “Song of
Myself—” attempting to answer a child’s question, “What is the grass?”
(Poetry and Prose 31)—“I guess it must be the ﬂag of my disposition, out of
hopeful / green stuff woven . . . / Or I guess the grass is itself a child . . . the
produced / babe of the vegetation. / Or I guess it is a uniform hieroglyphic, / And
it means, Sprouting alike in broad zones and narrow / zones, / Growing among
black folks as among white, / Kanuck, Tuckahoe, Congressman, Cuff, I give
them the / same, I receive them the same” (31).20 The rhizomatic structure of
grass ensures that although there are individual leaves, they are interconnected in such a way that every leaf is connected with every other leaf, the
plant growing in various directions simultaneously. It spreads by interconnected, horizontal underground stems that do not have the central ‘root’
structure of a tree. ‘Grass’ is a true multiplicity,21 an open, dynamic, decentered agglomeration of different leaves and weeds—it imitates the rhizomatic structure of democracy. Democracy for Deleuze is not either many or
one, nor is it ‘many into one’: democracy is a multiplicity, and “every multiplicity grows from the middle, like the blade of grass or the rhizome”
(Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues viii).
“Song of Myself,” in large parts, resists hermeneutic and interpretive
unity. But rather than being delirious, disjointed babbling, Whitman’s poem
is a heterogeneous ensemble consisting of diverse, paratactically composed
fragments. It is open-ended and dynamic, minor in both its poetics and politics. Perhaps the most signiﬁcant strategy Whitman uses to create this minor
poetry|politics is his poetic persona, the “me myself” (Poetry and Prose 30)
he introduces in “Song of Myself.” Many critics—D. H. Lawrence being
one of the ﬁrst and most prominent—have read this as Whitman’s aggressive attempt to speak for an America, to feel for the slave, the prostitute, and
all the minorities with no voice of their own in the American Body|Politic.
According to Lawrence, in Whitman’s poetry, “the universe is short, adds up
to one. One. I. Which is Walt” (175). Whitman’s “I” here is regarded as a
case of what Thomas Weiskel, with reference to Keats, has called the “Egotistical Sublime” (48), a narcissistic identiﬁcation with a sublime totality
which results in an “imaginary identity” (150), in a “totalizing consciousness
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whose medium is sense but whose power is transcendent” (50). It is called
the egotistical sublime because in it the “sensible ego is aggrandized in place
of the self-recognition of the noumenal reason” (49)—the ego posits itself
as a transcendental unity. The egotistical sublime becomes the American
sublime, a harmonic version of the Kantian negative sublime, as it entered
the context of American transcendentalism.22 The feeling of dissolution
in the face of sublime greatness or power is turned into an absorption by|of
the individual self of|into the pantheistic totality of God’s creation, into an
Emersonian “transparent eyeball.” (Emerson, “Nature,” Selected Essays
39). The egotistical impulse ﬁgures prominently in the American expansionist politics of the 1840s that spread the country from the Atlantic to the
Paciﬁc—thus, the American self was both theologically and politically aggrandized by partaking in the sublime totality. Reading Whitman in this
light, he becomes an agent of America’s expansionism, imposing his “imperial self”23 on the world, incorporating all other selves in a single, ideal,
identity or One. This approach ultimately sees Whitman’s “me myself” as
an aggressive repudiation of the assumption that any politics is grounded in
the individual’s relatedness to others. In contrast, I will not read Whitman’s
‘I’ as an embodiment of a primary narcissism inﬂated to cosmic proportion
but will follow Deleuze’s lead and read Whitman’s ‘identity’ in terms of
Humean empiricism.
First of all, it has to be noted that the version of this poem in the ﬁrst edition of Leaves of Grass did not have a title.24 Only in the last edition during
Whitman’s life [1881–82] was it called “Song of Myself” [it had intermediate titles: “Poem of Walt Whitman, An American” in the 1856 edition, and
“Walt Whitman” in subsequent editions]. Thus, the ‘I’ ﬁrst of all is anonymous, plural, a minor, nondenumerable multiplicity [and Deleuze|Guattari
state that the “formula for multiplicities” (Thousand Plateaus 470) and
minorities—even if the minority consists of only a single member—would
be “becoming-everybody/everything (devenir tout le monde)” (470)]. Thus,
most important, Whitman’s ‘I’ is a ‘becoming-America.’ In “Song of Myself,” the writing process itself, the process of poetic creation, is described as
far removed from authorial control: “I loafe and invite my soul, / I lean and
loafe at my ease . . . observing a spear of summer grass” (Poetry and Prose
27); Whitman exchanges “the posture of hermeneutic attention for the posture of receptivity” (Grossman 194). Whitman’s poetry descends into conversations and leaves them again; it consists of observations, perceptions,
and observations of other observers, observing their perceptions. It even
invites others to observe and share their perceptions: “Loafe with me on the
grass . . . loose the stop from your throat, / Not words, not music or rhyme
I want . . . not custom / or lecture, not even the best, / Only the lull I like, the
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hum of your valved voice” (Poetry and Prose 30). The ‘I’ then is both indeﬁnite and pre-individual: indeﬁnite in that it cannot be ﬁxed to any speciﬁc
‘observer’ [the ‘I’ as shifter, or the ‘I’ as ‘eye’], and pre-individual in that it
consists of what Deleuze calls percepts, “packets of sensations and relations
that live on independently of whoever experiences them” (Negotiations
137).25 Even the objects of observations are not independent and isolated
unities—Whitman sees them as machinic ensembles that connect with other
ensembles, perceptions, and affects, embedded in a dynamics of life|production
that escapes any attempt at containment|representation: “My words are
words of a questioning, and to indicate reality; / This printed and bound
book . . . but the printer and the / printing-ofﬁce boy? / The marriage estate
and settlement . . . but the body and / mind of the bridegroom? also those of
the bride? / The panorama of the sea . . . but the sea itself? / The well-taken
photographs . . . but your wife or friend close and solid / in your arms? / The
ﬂeet of ships of the line and all the modern / Improvements . . . but the craft
and pluck of the / admiral? / The dishes and fare and furniture . . . but the host
and / hostess, and the look out of their eyes?” (Poetry and Prose 76–77).
Whitman’s poetry of percepts in turn aims to produce affects—affective
relations that connect the fragmentary percepts into a machine for producing activity, and new relations: “A great poem is no ﬁnish to a man or
woman, but rather a beginning . . . The touch of him, like Nature, tells in
action” (24). What matters to Whitman is not the capacity for representation, but for affecting; he aims at a reconciliation of representation and
production in poetry and|as politics, writing and|as activism. In a Spinozist
move, Whitman proposes as the ultimate “Test of a poem—How far it can
elevate, enlarge, purify, deepen and make happy the attributes of the body
and soul of a man” (Notebooks 1:80), how far it can enhance power.26 His
poetry collects percepts, without integrating them into a higher order, and
produces affects in order to connect people—again, without integrating
them into a higher order. With regard to both ‘poetic identity’ and ‘political
identity’ [in other words, with regard to the Body|Politic] Whitman contends that “the spirit receives from the body just as much as it gives to the
body” (1:21). Rather than assuming a ‘one-way street’ of control between
the mind and the body, Whitman’s minor Body|Politic operates with feedback loops, like the Humean subject that, although transcending the given
[the body’s sensual perceptions] never loses touch, never completely integrates. Rather than seeing ‘the mass’ of Americans as one homogeneous
block, Whitman endows all the ‘specimens’ of them with a perceptivity, a
sensitivity, that he then paratactically composes into his poetry: “Every existence has its idiom . . . every thing has an idiom / and tongue” (130). And
even if Whitman goes on to state that it is the poet who “resolves all tongues
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into his own, and bestows it upon / men” (ibid.), this dialogue between the
‘you’ and the ‘I,’ this exchange of percepts, constitutes a ‘we’ that in addition to its paratactic structure does not cancel out the differences between
the two: “Always a knit of identity . . . always distinction” (28). It is a federative union rather than one that ‘incorporates’ or annihilates, just like
Hume’s “two parts, of which each preserves its existence distinct and separate, notwithstanding its contiguity to the other.” The ‘we’ [the multitude]
is not regarded as an inert, formless mass; its difference|variety is not seen as
chaos, disorder, but as a pool of resourcefulness, of potentiality. As Whitman writes in his poem “Faces:”
Sauntering the pavement or riding the country byroad
here then are faces,
Faces of friendship, precision, caution, suavity, ideality,
The spiritual-prescient face, the always welcome common
benevolent face,
The face of the singing of music, the grand faces of natural
lawyers and judges broad at the back-top,
The faces of hunters and ﬁshers bulged at the brows . . .
the shaved blanched faces of orthodox citizens,
The pure, extravagant, yearning, questioning artist’s face,
The welcome ugly face of some beautiful soul . . . the
handsome detested or despised face,
The sacred faces of infants . . . the illuminated face of the
mother of many children,
The face of an amour . . . the face of veneration,
The face as of a dream . . . the face of an immobile rock,
The face withdrawn of its good and bad . . . a castrated face,
A wild hawk . . . his wings clipped by the clipper,
A stallion that yielded at last to the thongs and knife of the
gelder.
Sauntering the pavement or crossing the ceaseless ferry, here
then are faces;
I see them and complain not, and am content with all.
Do you suppose I could be content with all if I thought
them their own ﬁnale? (125)

The multitude is a resource of production that creates ‘its form’ in a continuous act of recomposition, in an inﬁnite emergence of newness. The poet
does not order these resources in one ﬁnal composition—the ‘product’ is as
much a process as the poet is part of the multitude: “All others have adhered
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to the principle [that] the poet and savan form classes by themselves, above
the people, and more reﬁned than the people; I show that they are just as
great when of the people, partaking of the common idioms, manners, the
earth, the rude visage of animals and trees, and what is vulgar” (Complete
Writings 9:36–37). Whitman here opens up the ‘bundle of percepts’ by including nonhuman percepts as well. Poetry, as a “collective enunciation,”
needs its relations with the outside, with geography: “The object of American literature is to establish relations between the most diverse aspects of the
United States’ geography—the Mississippi, the Rockies, the Prairies—as
well as its history, struggles, loves, and evolution,” writes Deleuze (Essays
Critical and Clinical 59). Thus, as Whitman claims in his 1855 “Preface,”
to be an American poet “is to be commensurate with a people . . . His spirit
responds to his country’s spirit . . . he incarnates its geography and natural
life and rivers and lakes” (Poetry and Prose 7). Emerson advised the poet to
“leave the world, and know the muse only. Thou shalt not know any longer
the times, customs, graces, politics, or opinions of men, but shalt take all
from the muse” (“The Poet,” Selected Essays 283), but Whitman connects
with the exact forces that Emerson rejects.
Lawrence’s reproach that Whitman inﬂates his own self to universal proportions might ﬁnd a foothold in the fact that in the center of “Song of Myself,” Whitman refers to himself as “Walt Whitman, an American, one of
the roughs, a kosmos” (Poetry and Prose 50)—kosmos is Greek for orderly
arrangement, which evokes notions of totality and harmony. However, as
Whitman proceeds, his “kosmos” is qualiﬁed in ways that do not ﬁt this
connotation: “Disorderly ﬂeshy sensual . . . eating drinking and / breeding”
(ibid.), referring not to the psychic, rational ordering and control of the
world, but to the bodily material that the rational mind aims to hold in
thrall.27 The ‘I’ of Whitman’s poetry is far from a controlling agency, a voice
speaking for a multitude. It is not an ‘imperial self’ that represents, but
an ‘empirical self’ that is produced by perceptions, the Humean self that is
“nothing but a heap of different perceptions, united together by certain relations” (Human Nature 137).28 Whitman’s “me myself” betrays an even
closer afﬁnity to the Humean subject in that it is both constituted in its fragmentary perceptions and transcends them: “Apart from the pulling and
hauling stands what I am, / Stands amused, complacent, compassionating,
idle, unitary, / Looks down, is erect, or bends an arm on an impalpable certain rest, / Looking with side-curved head curious what will come next, / Both
in and out of the game and watching and wondering at it” (Poetry and
Prose 30).29 Whitman is expressing a position that echoes Deleuze|Guattari’s
description of the perfect “schizo dream”: “I am on the edge of a crowd, at
the periphery; but I belong to it, I am attached to it by one of my extremities,
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a hand or foot. I know that the periphery is the only place I can be, that I
would die if I let myself be drawn into the center of the fray, but just as certainly if I let go of the crowd . . . A very good schizo dream. To be fully part
of the crowd and at the same time completely outside it, removed from it: to
be on the edge” (Thousand Plateaus 29)—to be Many and One at the same
time. Whitman’s ‘I’ is already a ‘we,’ the ‘we’ that America is; a ‘we’ in contrast, perhaps, to the ‘we’ of the Declaration of Independence, the ‘we, the
people’ that by dint of various embedded representations reduces the complexity of America to one homogeneous block. “Song of Myself” becomes a
specimen of a minor poetry|politics, a collective enunciation in the Deleuzian sense. Whitman concedes as much when he asks himself if “the 33 years
of my current time, 1855–1888, with their aggregate of New World doings
and people, have not, indeed, created and formulated the foregoing leaves—
forcing their utterance as the pages stand—coming actually from the direct
urge and development of those years, and not from any individual epic or
lyrical attempts whatever, or from my pen or voice, or any body’s special
voice” (Prose Works 2:733).
Whitman’s ‘becoming-we’ [‘becoming-America’] constitutes America as
the author of these poems, a collective enunciation of|by that “greatest
poem” (Poetry and Prose 5) that America actually is—a paratactic poem, a
catalog of the simultaneous discreteness and plenitude of ‘America’ that is
coextensive with its index in its ‘becoming,’ a dynamic of speed and motion
that aims at perceiving and connecting with as many singularities [specimens] as possible. And just like that “greatest poem” America, “ﬁrst-class
literature does not shine by any luminosity of its own; nor do its poems.
They grow of circumstances, and are evolutionary” (660). The Body|Politic,
that “Nation swarming with nations,” (Deleuze, Essays Critical and Clinical 57) is—like the individual [Humean] subject—practical and paratactical,
a ﬂuctuating, semistable ‘composition’ consisting of this motion of singularities. During the Civil War, when the paradox of unity and secession, the
One and the Many, became ever more present, Whitman asked himself:
“What is one’s-self (what myself or yours?) / This curious identity”? (“Quicksand Years” 126).30 An answer to this question can be found in Whitman’s
concluding notes to his memoranda notebooks of the war, driving home his
notion of the Body|Politic: “What is any Nation, after all—and what is a
human being—but a struggle between conﬂicting, paradoxical, opposing
elements—and they themselves and their most violent contests, important
parts of that One Identity, and of its development?” (Walt Whitman’s Memoranda 126).
Whitman’s writing, as Deleuze has noted, is marked by the concept of the
fragment. Not only does his poetry consist of endless lists and catalogs [of
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people, observations, and geographical detail], but his prose writing—in particular his Memoranda of the Civil War, a series of diaries kept during his
time as a hospital nurse, and Specimen Days, the collection of essays resulting from these notebooks—is composed alongside the notion of the fragment. In the ﬁrst essay of Specimen Days, “A Happy Hour’s Command,”
Whitman notes with regard to his diaries:
From the ﬁrst I kept little note-books for impromptu jottings in pencil to refresh my memory of names and circumstances, and what was specially wanted,
& c. . . . Some were scratch’d down from narratives I heard and itemized
while watching, or waiting, or tending somebody amid those scenes. I have
dozens of such little note-books left, forming a special history of those years,
for myself alone, full of associations that attach’d to those soil’d and creas’d
livraisons, each composed of a sheet of paper or two, folded small to carry
them in the pocket, and fastn’d with a pin. I leave them now just as I threw
them by after the war blotch’d here and there with more than one blood-stain,
hurriedly written, sometimes at the clinique, not seldom amid the excitement
of uncertainty, or defeat, or of action, or getting ready for it, or a march. Most
of the pages . . . are verbatim copies of those lurid and blood smutch’d little
note-books. (Poetry and Prose 713)

Writing is ﬁgured as fragmentary and repetitive; in his prose, Whitman also
produces percepts, a collection of fragmentary incidents, “hurriedly written,
sometimes at the clinique”—specimen days and moments, “a batch of convulsively written reminiscences” (799). For Whitman, these percepts are
“but parts of the actual distraction, heat, smoke and excitement of those
times. The war itself, with the temper of society preceding it, can indeed be
best described by that very word convulsiveness” (ibid.). However, in addition to representing the disorder and carnage of war, Whitman’s fragments produce and compose a paratactic ‘fractal unity’ [never to be reached,
impossible to attain as a ‘closed system,’ but ‘to be made’ in terms of an
‘open system’]. In this “most wayward, spontaneous, fragmentary book ever
printed” (714)—his Specimen Days—Whitman does not want to control
and unify but to “let the melange’s lackings and wants of connection take
care of themselves” (713). In Whitman’s poetry, what Deleuze calls the
“spontaneity of the fragmentary” (Essays Critical and Clinical 56) coincides
with the “spontaneity of relation” and “spontaneity of disposition” (Empiricism 97) he sees in Hume, with the way in which percepts|fragments
compose a subject simultaneously with that subject’s making connections
between these percepts|fragments. “The collection of perceptions, when organized and bound, becomes a system” (98)—yet Whitman lets the percepts
“take care of themselves,” not ordering them into a ﬁxed system but letting

196 an american body|politic

them ‘self-organize’ into a ‘becoming,’ into a minor Body|Politic constituted
by ever-new relations in constant ﬂux.
The possibility of a poetic ‘minor politic’ as alternative to a state ‘major
politic’ had been at the center of Whitman’s writing as early as the ﬁrst edition of Leaves of Grass. There, Whitman declares that for the democratic
people he envisions, “their Presidents shall not be their common referee so
much as their poets shall” (Poetry and Prose 8). Countering stiﬂing uniformity, the poet is “the arbiter of the diverse” (ibid.). Whitman seems to be
anticipating Deleuze’s contrast between two modes of response to difference: that of the poet and that of the politician. Like Whitman’s poet, Deleuze’s poet “speaks in the name of a creative power, capable of overturning
all orders and representations” (Difference and Repetition 53). The poet
afﬁrms difference, sings the diverse, and heralds a “state of permanent revolution.” The politician, in contrast, “is above all concerned to deny which
‘differs.’” As a representative of the state’s need to control and create an
orderly Body|Politic, the politician fears [or represses] difference; operates
according to norms, rules, and regulations that aim at reducing change and
dynamics “so as to conserve or prolong an established historical order”
(ibid.). However, according to Whitman, creativity and affects are much
more fundamental to the Body|Politic than the outside bounding and regulation of laws and the machines of representation: “That which really balances and conserves the social and political world is not so much legislation,
police, treaties, and dread of punishment, as the latent eternal intuitional
sense, in humanity, of fairness, manliness, decorum, &c. Indeed, this perennial regulation, control, and oversight, by self-suppliance, is sine qua non to
democracy; and a highest widest aim of democratic literature may well be
to bring forth, cultivate, brace, and strengthen this sense, in individuals and
society” (Poetry and Prose 1013). The politician values the law, values order
and hierarchy, but ultimately, according to Whitman, “men must be ‘masters unto themselves,’ and not look to Presidents and legislative bodies for
aid” (Gathering 1:52).31 If the poet, according to Deleuze, is a traitor who
betrays the world of dominant representation by charting new, nonpreexistent lines of ﬂight, the politician, by contrast, is a trickster who “claims to
take possession of ﬁxed properties, or to conquer a territory, or even to introduce a new order . . . The statesman is a trickster” (Deleuze and Parnet,
Dialogues 41). The poet, the traitor, is a “man of war (not a marshal or a
general)” (ibid.). I will work with Deleuze’s contrast of poet and politician
to delineate two different rhetorics and conceptions concerning the Body|
Politic—that of the poet, Whitman, and that of the politician, Lincoln. Although it sometimes seems as if Whitman’s poetry is just a reﬂection of
Lincoln’s politics [or a continuation of it through other means], I will argue
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that Lincoln, ultimately, is not the “Redeemer President of These States” that
Whitman was hoping for, a politician who “is not to be exclusive, but inclusive” (Workshop 109).32 Whitman is evoking solidarity, the sine qua non of
democracy, without which the Body|Politic would turn into an authoritatively and externally controlled block: “Of all dangers to a nation, as things
exist in our day, there can be no greater one than having certain portions of
the people set off from the rest by a line drawn” (Poetry and Prose 973).
‘Inclusiveness’ is the mark of the poet, the American bard who shall “delineate no class of persons nor one or two out of the strata of interests nor love
most nor truth most nor the soul most nor the body most . . . and not be for
the eastern states more than the western or the northern states more than
the southern” (15). In the Civil War between the North and the South, the
drawing and erasing of lines ﬁgured prominently in the two contrasting
rhetorics of Lincoln and Whitman with regard to the union of the Body|
Politic.
For Whitman, neither legislation nor state politics would be able to produce a living democracy, and Abraham Lincoln was both a lawyer and a
politician. As a practicing lawyer, self-trained through studying William
Blackstone’s Commentaries, Lincoln’s rhetoric is in effect an “ampliﬁcation
of legal grammar . . . adapted to political use” (Grossman 186). With its
method of classiﬁcation and deductive reasoning, Lincoln’s language closely
adheres to the binary logic of either|or. Various examples from his speeches
and memoranda reveal this logic—which, as Deleuze’s remarks on the politician show, aim to reduce a complexity regarded as frightening, and to take
absolute control and enforce order. With regard to the Civil War and the
South’s secession, Lincoln argued:
In great contests each party claims to act in accordance with the will of
God. Both may be, and one must be wrong. God can not be for, and against
the same thing at the same time. In the present civil war it is quite possible that
God’s purpose is something different from the purpose of either party—and
yet the human instrumentalities, working just as they do, are of the best adaptation to effect His purpose. I am almost ready to say this is probably true—
that God wills this contest, and wills that it shall not end yet. By his mere quiet
power, on the minds of the now contestants, He could have either saved or
destroyed the Union without a human contest. Yet the contest began. And
having begun He could give the ﬁnal victory to either side any day. Yet the
contest proceeds. (Collected Works 4:403–4)

Instead of the poet’s growing, zigzagging line that places everything on an
equal plane, that admits difference and its potentialities, Lincoln the politician draws a ‘simple line’ between either and or, separating right from wrong.
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In his famous “house divided” speech delivered in Springﬁeld, Illinois, on
June 16, 1858, Lincoln states that “a house divided against itself cannot
stand” (2:461), implying the a priori ‘wholeness’ of the ‘house’ in the ﬁrst
place. He goes on to confess his belief that “this government cannot endure permanently half-slave and half-free. I do not expect the Union to be
dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do expect it will cease to
be divided. It will become all one thing or all the other” (2:461–62). For
Lincoln, there is no question that “the intention of the law-giver is the law”
(4:263), as he claims in his ﬁrst inaugural address in Washington on March
4, 1861, and there is no doubt that this law proceeds by the logic of identity,
the logic of noncontradiction. As Grossman has noted, “Whitman found his
truth, and the unity of his world, precisely at the crisis of contradiction
where Lincoln only found disintegrative instability” (187). Whereas Lincoln’s logical lawgiver [from legislator and politician up to God] cannot be
“for, and against the same thing at the same time,” cannot admit and tolerate contradictions [or rather, the inﬁnity of differences which the ‘simpler,’
noncontradictory logic aims to reduce], Whitman can: “Do I contradict
myself? / Very well, then . . . I contradict myself; / I am large . . . I contain
multitudes” (Poetry and Prose 87). According to Whitman’s differential
logic, to contradict means that there are no predetermined relations or oppositions, that each ‘thing’ contains multitudes of potentialities, of possible
relations that do not exhaust themselves in a simple binary logic. Accordingly, Whitman’s poetic lawgiver differs decisively from Lincoln’s legislator:
“He judges not as the judge judges but as the sun falling around a helpless
thing” (9). In contrast to the politician, the poet’s aim, for Deleuze, is precisely “to bring into existence and not to judge” (Essays Critical and Clinical 135). Whitman’s paratactic line, then, as a poetic equivalent to the plane
of immanence—the process of becoming which proceeds by differentiating
itself [“the great individual, ﬂuid as Nature”] (Poetry and Prose 610)]—
presents the alternative to Lincoln’s hypotactic logic that starts from
unity|being, which is then differentiated further and further by the iterative
operation of arborescent logic.
In contrast to Whitman’s [minor] poetry|politics of parataxis, Lincoln’s
writings are “masterpiece[s] of subordinate prose” (Manning 225) and of
major politics. Simply put, whereas Whitman starts from the Many, Lincoln
starts from the One. He starts from the notion of union as already existing,
an entity with ﬁxed boundaries, a molar Body|Politic [the nation] in danger
of dissolution. Lincoln’s powerful corporeal metaphor of amputation—even
more effective since it resonated with the actual practice of amputation, of
limbs lost in the Civil War—illustrates his notion of the a priori unity very
well: “The paramount idea of the constitution is the preservation of the
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Union. It may not be speciﬁed in so many words, but that this was the idea
of its founders is evident; for, without the Union, the constitution would be
worthless. It seems clear, then, that in the last extremity, if any local institution threatened the existence of the Union, the Executive could not hesitate
as to his duty. In our case, the moment came when I felt that slavery must
die that the nation might live. I sometimes used the illustration in this connection of a man with a diseased limb, and his surgeon. So long as there is
a chance of the patient’s restoration, the surgeon is solemnly bound to try
to save both life and limb; but when the crisis comes, and the limb must be
sacriﬁced as the only chance of saving the life, no honest man will hesitate”
(quoted in Carpenter 76–77). Just like the house divided, a body divided
won’t “stand” either, even if saving the union means ‘cutting off’ a piece, the
diseased limb that might spread fever through the whole Body|Politic. After
a successful operation, the result will still be “the Union”—minus a “local
institution.” With regard to the Body|Politic, both in medicine and politics,
“the great surgical controversy of the war was between ‘conservative’ measures, who sought to save the injured limb, and those who believed in
prompt amputation” (G. Adams 131). The ‘lesser’ constitutional rights of
‘the part’ [a part of the Many] have to be sacriﬁced in the interest of the
‘greater’ constitutional power—the continuity of the life of the nation [the
One]. Lincoln repeated his point in a letter to the Kentuckian editor Albert
G. Hodges, claiming that “by general law life and limb must be protected;
yet often a limb must be amputated to save a life; but a life is never wisely
given to save a limb” (7:281). Amputation, the continuity of the union by
all means, even at the price of its reduction, equals the continuity of order
and control, since for Lincoln, “the central idea of secession, is the essence
of anarchy. A majority, held in restraint by constitutional checks and limitations, . . . is the only true sovereign of a free people. Whoever rejects it,
does, of necessity, ﬂy to anarchy or to despotism. Unanimity is impossible;
the rule of a minority, as a permanent arrangement, is wholly inadmissible;
so that, rejecting the majority principle, anarchy or despotism in some form
is all that is left” (4:264).
The political rhetoric of bodies and wounds [of the wounded Body|Politic]
formed a common language shared by Northern commentators on the Civil
War. Lincoln was not alone in his choice of metaphor—in ‘major politics,’
the war was represented as a heroic medical treatment, where an amputation was regarded not so much as the loss of limb but as the saving of a life,
presenting slaughter as saving, loss as gain.33 The writer and physician Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. claimed that “the disease of the nation [the Civil
War] was organic, and not functional, and the rough chirurgery of war was
its only remedy” (Pages 83). For Whitman, in contrast, the wounded and
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Reed Brockway Bontecou, “Field Day” [1865]. Otis Historical Archives, National Museum of
Health and Medicine, CP 1043, with kind permission.

dismembered soldiers he cared for in the military hospital were rather fragments utterly devoid of the capacity for establishing connections. For him,
the dismembered body became a metaphor for America itself. In a letter to
Emerson, Whitman writes of “America, already brought to Hospital in her
fair youth” (Correspondence 1:69). Amputation and dismembered limbs for
Whitman did not signify the union of a Body|Politic ‘reduced.’I In Deleuze’s
reading of Whitman, the Civil War instead turns America into a “generalized hospital, . . . the place where brothers are stranger to each other, and
where the dying parts, fragments of mutilated men, coexist absolutely solitary and without relation” (Essays Critical and Clinical 59), and it is there
that the poet, in caring for these “brothers,” literally establishes the missing
connections. The two photographs show the two different perspectives
best—amputation as heroic treatment in a photograph of a wounded soldier, and the Civil War surgeon Reed Brockway Bontecou’s1865 photograph
called “Field Day,” which uncannily echoes Whitman’s observation in a letter to his mother: “One of the ﬁrst things that met my eyes in camp, was a
heap of feet, arms, legs, &c. under a tree in front a hospital” (Correspondence 1:59).
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Wounded Civil War soldier in heroic pose. Courtesy of the
Library of Congress.

Lincoln fashioned a powerful nationalistic argument by ﬁguring the union
as an existing, single, a priori body, which cannot be divided. Lincoln’s organic, corporeal metaphors simultaneously encouraged the equation of individual and state [the Many into One] and an afﬁliation of the living and
the dead, ensuring the continuity of tradition [and historical order] started
by the founding fathers, keeping alive the “preservation of the Union.” Lincoln’s rhetoric created a moral obligation for living individuals to sustain a
collective vision of conserving the union of the Body|Politic as a ﬁxed, timeless entity [both political and physical] on behalf of those patriots who had
lost their lives, an obligation based on debt and fear.34 Other political commentators such as the physiologist and political thinker John Draper extended the metaphor of the Body|Politic to an argument about its centralization, and supported the vision of a proper regulation of the Body|Politic by
appealing to the natural arrangement of body and mind. Draper referred to
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neuronal-physiological models of a central brain that coordinated the rest
of the body to substantiate his claim for the superiority of the progressive,
technological North over the backward, agricultural South, and his support
of a centralized nation-state based on the principles of elite authorities and
the combined intellect of the scientiﬁc age: “A nation may from this grand
example trace out its proper course. The body politic, like the body personal, must be ruled by its intellect” (248). If, as Draper argues, “all animated nature displays progress to the domination of a central intelligence,”
then “centralization is inevitable in the life of nations”—in order to survive,
the Body|Politic must “confer on a predetermined part a dominant control”
(313).
Thus, the rhetoric of ‘major politics’ follows the idea of union as incorporation [central government] rather than union of association. As the examples from Lincoln’s speeches show, the oppositional logic underlying a
longing for an ‘absolute’ union—without compromise and ambiguity, a
strong One, once and for all, the logic of the ‘excluded middle’—did not
leave room for alternatives. Lincoln warned: “Let us be diverted by none of
those sophistical contrivances wherewith we are so industriously plied and
belabored, contrivances such as groping for some middle ground between
the right and the wrong, vain as the search for a man who should be neither
a living man nor a dead man” (3:550). As George Forgie has observed, what
was most ostentatious in this binary structure of the crisis of the union, with
its clear-cut oppositions—the North versus the South, the good versus the
bad, slave versus free—was “the diminishing and near-disappearance of the
middle ground in the sectional conﬂict” (159).
Whitman followed an idea of a “middle ground” quite different from the
one that Lincoln would have envisaged. Rather than employing “sophistical
contrivances” that would see a middle ground as further differentiating the
question along the lines of arborescent logic, I will show that Whitman, in
his more decidedly political writings, follows the rhizomatic experiment that
he also conducted in his poetry. Just like the grass, his is a politics that, in
Deleuze’s words, “grows from the middle” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues
viii), a Body|Politic that forms and orders itself, with ‘unity’ as neither starting nor end point: “Society waits unform’d, and is for a while between / things
ended and things begun” (Whitman, Poetry and Prose 601). Whitman’s idea
of ‘unity’ was not so much an a priori unity in danger of fragmentation, but
rather a dynamic and open whole of shifting relations, not [only] of logical
propositions, but of active, material composition and the production of evernew relations. Whitman refers to this kind of politics as “the politics of nature.” In a poetic address to President James Buchanan, he claims: “You
have not learn’d of Nature—of the politics of Nature / you have not learn’d
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the great amplitude, rectitude, / impartiality” (Poetry and Prose 410). In its”
amplitude, rectitude, and impartiality,” nature does not draw lines, does not
classify—it grows and produces. Furthermore, the politics of nature, in contrast to the politics of institutions, is not prone to corruption. Whitman’s
experience with political parties and reforms had shown him that corruption and narrow-mindedness were never far away: “We want no reforms,
no institutions, no parties—We want a living principle as nature has, under
which nothing can go wrong—This must be vital through the United States”
(Notebooks 1:145).35 Whitman conducts, it seems, “through the medium of
nature, an argument with his society about the kind of society it should be”
(M. Thomas 117). For Whitman, democracy and art [a minor poetics|politics]
form a larger machine with nature’s forces of growth and production.36 The
ﬁnal ‘specimen’ of his Specimen Days, called “Nature and Democracy,”
makes this clear:
Democracy most of all afﬁliates with the open air, is sunny and hardy and sane
only with Nature—just as much as Art is . . . American Democracy, in its myriad personalities, in factories, work-shops, stores, ofﬁces—through the dense
streets and houses of cities, and all their manifold sophisticated life—must either be ﬁbred, vitalized, by regular contact with out-door light and air and
growths, farm-scenes, animals, ﬁelds, trees, birds, sun-warmth and free skies,
or it will certainly dwindle and pale. We cannot have grand races of mechanics, work people, and commonalty, (the only speciﬁc purpose of America,) on
any less terms. I conceive of no ﬂourishing and heroic elements of Democracy
in the United States, or of Democracy maintaining itself at all, without the
Nature-element forming a main part—to be its health-element and beautyelement—to really underlie the whole politics, sanity, religion and art of the
New World. (Poetry and Prose 949–50)

Whitman draws on a concept for a minor Body|Politic that learns from [and
is connected to] nature, a concept which he calls “the aggregate.”37 In Democratic Vistas, the term aggregate [along with its variations, such as aggregation] ﬁgures prominently. Published in 1871, Democratic Vistas started as
an answer to Thomas Carlyle’s essay “Shooting Niagara: And After?,” in
which Carlyle called for a heroic and elite leadership to govern the masses,
instead of a wishful attempt at democracy, which he called the “swarmery”
(5) of mob rule.38 Against this “swarmery,” Whitman posed the reality of
democracy, of “interminable swarms of alert, turbulent, good-natured, independent citizens” (Poetry and Prose 978, my emphasis). Democracy does
not need a heroic elite ordering an otherwise inert multitude: “Painters have
painted their swarming groups, and the centre- / ﬁgure of all, / From the
head of the centre-ﬁgure spreading a nimbus of / gold-color’d light; / But I
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paint myriads of heads, but paint no head without its / nimbus of goldcolor’d light; / From my hand, from the brain of every man and woman
it / streams, effulgently ﬂowing forever” (376). The variety and manifoldness
of the multitude itself is heroic enough, each singularity worthy of its own
nimbus.
As Whitman categorically states in the opening sentence of Democratic
Vistas, for him, “the great lessons of Nature . . . are perhaps the lessons of
variety and freedom” (Poetry and Prose 953). He immediately draws a connection to America’s present Body|Politic, arguing that “the same present
the greatest lessons also in New World politics and progress” (ibid.). What
the Body|Politic can learn from the ‘politics of nature’ is the interplay of
freedom and variety, a formula that is clearly unlike the rigidity of molar
state politics, with its focus on preserving the union. The Civil War, it seems,
has transformed Whitman from the bard of a real, existing [minor] democracy into a propagator of poetry as the means by which such a minor Body|
Politic has to be constituted. As he makes clear in his 1872 preface to “As a
Strong Bird on Pinions Free,” Leaves of Grass is, “in its intentions, the song
of a great composite democratic individual, male or female. And following
on and amplifying the same purpose, I suppose I have in my mind to run
through the chants of this volume, (if ever completed,) the thread-voice,
more or less audible, of an aggregated, inseparable, unprecedented, vast,
composite, electric democratic nationality” (1028–29).
If the earlier versions of Leaves of Grass had primarily focused on the
aggregated [Humean] individual, Whitman will now extend this conceptual perspective to the aggregated [Humean] collectivity, to an aggregated
Body|Politic that in its very unprecedentedness is a becoming, a process, an
experiment with a multiplicity of ever-changing and dynamic relations, a
becoming that is “unforeseen and nonpreexistent, singularized out of a population rather than determined in a form” (Deleuze, Essays Critical and
Clinical 1). Later, in his Specimen Days, Whitman will comment on the
multicultural population of New York as a prime example of that aggregated nationality: “An appreciative and perceptive study of the current humanity of New York gives the directest proof yet of successful Democracy,
and of the solution of that paradox, the eligibility of the free and fully developed individual with the paramount aggregate” (Poetry and Prose 848). If
the “me myself” had been the result of a “perceptive study” of American
specimens, of singularities, of ‘Ones’ [and the resulting Leaves of Grass an
aggregate of percepts], the “perceptive study” of ‘the Many’ reveals similar
results in terms of aggregation. Both Many and One are simultaneously ‘in
and out of the game,’ both are Many and One at the same time. Just as every
democratic individual is both constituted in its fragmentary perceptions but
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also transcends it [without losing ‘touch’], a democratic nationality is also
aggregated, is an aggregate. The aggregate of democracy negotiates between
the Many and the One, it is “the compensating balance-wheel of the successful working machinery of aggregate America” (982). The aggregate, the
constant dynamic interplay of forces, is the solution that Whitman proposes
to avoid both division and anarchy [overdose of individualism] and the leveling tendency of conformity [overdose of collectivism]. As he sees it, only
from the Many, from the multitude, and “its proper regulation and potency,
comes the other, comes the chance of individualism. The two are contradictory, but our task is to reconcile them” (964–65).
It should be noted that Whitman is explicitly not envisioning an overcoding force, a controlling, central agency to ‘properly regulate’ the multitude. Rather, its proper regulation is its potency, its potentia. In his attacks
on any rigid ‘drawing of lines,’ Whitman had always favored disorderliness:
“Walt Whitman . . . a kosmos . . . disorderly ﬂeshy sensual.” The fact that
Whitman later changed disorderly to turbulent can be attributed to his early
interest in atomistic philosophy, especially the works of Epicurus and Lucretius, whose De Rerum Natura he read in the early 1850s.39 The replacement
of Lucretian turbulence for disorder stresses the active force inherent in this
concept. As Whitman noted early on, “to attack the turbulence and destructiveness of the Democratic spirit, is an old story . . . Why, all that is good
and grand in any political organization in the world, is the result of this
turbulence and destructiveness; and controlled by the intelligence and common sense of such a people as the Americans, it never has brought harm,
and never can” (Gathering 1:3). The active turbulence of the ‘democratic
experiment’ is neither to be captured by “well-ordered governments” (1:4)
such as Russia and Germany, nor by a “polished fossil language.” Representation [neither political nor literary] cannot capture the forces of production;
that can be done only by the “broad ﬂuid language of democracy,” which in
itself is turbulent and processual, without end. Thus, Whitman demands,
“give us turbulence, give us excitement, give us the rage and disputes of hell,
all this rather than the lethargy of death that spreads like a vapor of decaying corpses over our land” (Workshop 81). In a letter written at the end of
the Civil War, Whitman announces his plan to express in a poem [which
became Drum-Taps] “the pending action of this Time & Land we swim in,
with all their large conﬂicting ﬂuctuations of despair & hope, the shiftings,
masses, & the whirl & deafening din, (yet over all, as by invisible hand, a
deﬁnite purport & idea)” (Correspondence 1:246–47). Whitman’s reference to an “invisible hand” [echoing Adam Smith’s famous phrase and also
Tocqueville’s “invisible hand” that “directs the social machine” (1:70) of democracy], I argue, refers to the self-organizing qualities of turbulence, to the
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Lucretian clinamen that creates turbulences in a striated order, forms vortices
and eddies that connect atoms into temporary alliances, into dynamic and
semistable Bodies|Politic—the fragments of which, as Whitman observes,
are “in transitional conditions, too rapid, too terrible, too varied and boiling and bubbling with formative processes” (quoted in Hollis, “Whitman
and the American Idiom” 419).
As a machinic aggregate [the Body|Politic as a turbulent “struggle between
conﬂicting, paradoxical, opposing elements”] democracy needs two constituents for its ‘machinics:’ “1st, a large variety of character—and 2d, full
play for human nature to expand itself in numberless and even conﬂicting
directions—(seems to be for general humanity much like the inﬂuences that
make up, in their limitless ﬁeld, that perennial health-action of the air we
call the weather—an inﬁnite number of currents and forces, and contributions, and temperatures, and cross purposes, whose ceaseless play of counterpart upon counterpart brings constant restoration and vitality” (Poetry
and Prose 953). Whitman’s reference to the weather again implies that the
politics of the democratic aggregate can learn from natural aggregates, such
as the weather. A major politics, which is not willing to learn from nature,
strives toward molar aggregates of stratiﬁcation, striation, and control—but
“subjection, aggregation of that sort, is impossible to America” (959). Democracy, as a minor aggregate, should operate like an open and dynamic
system, like an assemblage, which Deleuze deﬁnes as “a multiplicity which
is made up of many heterogeneous terms and which establishes liaisons,
relations between them, across ages, sexes and reigns—different natures.
Thus, the assemblage’s only unity is that of co-functioning: it is a symbiosis,
a ‘sympathy.’ It is never ﬁliations which are important, but alliances, alloys;
these are not successions, lines of descent, but contagions, epidemics, the
wind” (Deleuze and Parnet, Dialogues 69).40
The democratic aggregate should not unchangeably integrate its elements
into a rigid system, but—like the Humean subject—proceed by ever-new
inventions of external relations and intensities. Whitman refers to such intensive and affective relations [the affect-correlative of the “invisible hand”]
as “adhesiveness” or “sympathy.” If one force in|of the aggregate is individualism, there is “not that half only, individualism, which isolates. There
is another half, which is adhesiveness or love, that fuses, ties and aggregates,
making the races comrades, and fraternizing all” (Poetry and Prose 972–73).
Pride, or egotism, is one of the forces operating in the aggregate—both the
individual and the collective—but the Body|Politic also “has sympathy as
measureless as its pride and the one balances the other and neither can
stretch too far while it stretches in company with the other” (13). Indeed,
comradeship or sympathy is what Whitman hopes for “as the subtlest, stron-
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gest future hold of this many-item’d Union” (848); fraternity for him is the
open, paratactic line that composes the democratic aggregate, the vertical
line that counters the hierarchical, segmenting horizontal of the molar state
apparatus, of “well-ordered governments.” “Adhesiveness” is Whitman’s
term for the Body|Politic’s perpetual invention of external relations, relations
that are unprecedented, always new: “Here is adhesiveness, it is not previously fashion’d, it is / apropos” (301). As a force, adhesiveness operates in the
aggregate, in the process of aggregation, coming into existence in between.
With regard to the Body|Politic, Whitman refers to the process as “Unionism” (787)—which, as a democratic process, is a minor force in opposition
to the attempt at closure, of ‘unity,’ a poetic|political praxis [experiment]
rather than a ﬁxed form. The democratic aggregate rests as much on its
members [the small aggregates within the larger aggregate] as on the poet:
“For we support all, fuse all, / After the rest is done and gone, we remain /
There is no ﬁnal reliance but upon us; / Democracy rests ﬁnally upon us (I,
my brethren, begin it,) / And our visions sweep through eternity” (194).41
It is the “endless streams of living, pulsating” (1034–35) adhesiveness
and unionism, maximized by the poet’s work, by which “the United States
of the future, (I cannot too often repeat,) are to be most effectually welded
together, intercalated, anneal’d into a living union” (1035). Whitman makes
“poems of materials” (178), and his ‘poetry of little things’42 [a minor
poetics|politics of fragments, of singularities] sings of a Body|Politic as an
aggregate that never adds up to a totalizing whole, a Body|Politic that is
constituted by its own forces. As Deleuze reminds us, “the small is an irreducible locus of forces” (Essays Critical and Clinical 133).

