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Abstract 
Walt Whitman’s “O Captain! My Captain!” is a moving elegy written after the 
assassination of Abraham Lincoln. Whitman presents the United States as a ship 
returning from a dangerous voyage, the American Civil War as the voyage, and Lincoln 
as the captain who guided the ship safely to port. Although the nation has achieved 
victory, its captain lies dead upon the deck. Thus, public celebration and personal grief 
exist together throughout the poem. 
This paper studies the poem’s literary devices, structure, historical background, themes, 
tone, and purpose. It also offers a comparative interpretation through the Vedas, 
Upaniṣads, Bhagavad Gītā, Mahābhārata, Rāmāyaṇa, Śrīmad Bhāgavata Mahāpurāṇa, 
Vachanāmṛta, and Śikṣāpatrī. These scriptures provide valuable insights into death, the 
immortality of the jīva, righteous leadership, sacrifice, social welfare, grief, and spiritual 
wisdom. 
The poem is not a Vedāntic composition, and Whitman is not directly teaching Indian 
philosophy. Nevertheless, its universal concerns allow a meaningful comparison with 
Vedāntic wisdom. The fallen captain consequently represents not only a historical leader 
but also the moral responsibility, sacrifice, and lasting influence of true leadership. 
Keywords: Walt Whitman, Abraham Lincoln, elegy, leadership, death, grief, Vedānta, 
jīva, dharma, sacrifice 
1. Introduction 
“O Captain! My Captain!” is one of Walt Whitman’s best-known poems. It was written in 
memory of Abraham Lincoln, the sixteenth president of the United States. Lincoln led the 
country through the American Civil War and worked to preserve the Union. He was 
assassinated in April 1865, shortly before the war formally ended. 
Whitman presents this event through an extended metaphor. The United States becomes a 
ship, the Civil War becomes a dangerous voyage, and Lincoln becomes the captain who 
has guided the ship to safety. The people celebrate because the journey is complete and 
the desired prize has been won. However, the captain lies dead on the deck. 
This contrast gives the poem its emotional power. It is both a song of victory and a cry of 
grief. The public hears bells and welcomes the returning ship, while the speaker mourns 
beside the captain’s body. 
The poem raises universal questions about leadership, sacrifice, death, grief, memory, and 
social responsibility. Similar questions appear in Indian scriptures. The Bhagavad Gītā 
begins with Arjuna’s grief on the battlefield. The Mahābhārata shows that even a 
righteous victory may carry immense sorrow. The Upaniṣads distinguish the eternal Self 
from the mortal body, while the Vachanāmṛta connects true leadership with self-mastery 
and devotion to God. 
The poem can therefore be studied both as an American political elegy and as a universal 
meditation on duty, death, and the legacy of a righteous leader. 
2. Historical and Cultural Context 
Whitman wrote the poem after Abraham Lincoln’s assassination. Lincoln was shot at 
Ford’s Theatre on 14 April 1865 and died the following morning. The poem was first 
published in November 1865 and later included in Sequel to Drum-Taps. 
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The American Civil War was fought from 1861 to 1865, 
mainly between the Union in the North and the 
Confederacy in the South. Its major causes included 
slavery, political authority, states’ rights, and the future 
character of the nation. 
Lincoln died when the Union was close to victory. The 
nation therefore experienced two opposite emotions: relief 
because the war was ending and grief because the 
president who had guided the country through it had been 
killed. 
Whitman transforms this complex historical event into a 
simple sea voyage: 

 
This symbolism makes a particular historical tragedy 
understandable to readers across different times and 
cultures. 
3. Summary and Emotional Movement 
The poem consists of three stages. 
In the first stanza, the speaker announces that the ship has 
survived its dangerous journey. The port is near, bells are 
ringing, and the people are celebrating. Suddenly, 
however, the speaker sees the captain lying dead on the 
deck. 
In the second stanza, the speaker asks the captain to rise 
and hear the celebration. The flags, music, bouquets, and 
crowds are all meant to honour him. By calling the captain 
“dear father,” the speaker expresses affection, dependence, 
and respect. His repeated appeal shows that he has not yet 
fully accepted the death. 
In the final stanza, the speaker recognises that the captain 
has “no pulse nor will.” The ship is safely anchored and 
the voyage is complete, but the captain cannot share the 
victory. While the people celebrate, the speaker walks 
mournfully beside his body. 
The poem thus moves from victory, through denial, to 
painful acceptance. 
4. Literary Devices and Figures of Speech 
4.1 Extended Metaphor and Allegory 
The poem is built upon an extended metaphor. Whitman 
does not initially name Lincoln or the Civil War. Instead, 
he describes a captain guiding a ship through a dangerous 
voyage. 
This metaphor also develops into a political allegory. The 
captain, ship, journey, port, prize, and crowd all 
correspond to historical realities. Lincoln is remembered 

not simply as a president but as a captain who accepted 
responsibility for the entire nation during a crisis. 
4.2 Apostrophe 
Apostrophe occurs when a speaker directly addresses 
someone who is absent, dead, or unable to respond. The 
cry— 
“O Captain! my Captain!” 
—is the poem’s strongest example. The speaker knows 
that the captain cannot answer, but his grief compels him 
to continue speaking. The apostrophe gives emotional 
immediacy to his sorrow. 
4.3 Repetition 
The repeated words— 
“O heart! heart! heart!” 
express emotional shock. Similarly, the refrain— 
“fallen cold and dead” 
forces both the speaker and the reader to confront the 
finality of physical death. The repetition also gives the 
poem the sound of a funeral song. 
4.4 Symbolism 
The ship represents the nation, while the captain represents 
its leader. The port symbolises safety and peace; the bells 
and flags represent public victory; the bouquets express 
gratitude; and the bleeding drops suggest assassination and 
sacrifice. 
The deck is especially significant. It becomes the place 
where victory and tragedy meet: the ship is safe, but its 
captain is dead. 
4.5 Imagery 
Whitman uses both visual and auditory imagery. Readers 
see the approaching ship, waving flag, bouquets, eager 
crowd, bloodstained deck, and motionless captain. They 
also hear bells, bugles, and public cries. 
These images create a sharp contrast. The outer world is 
filled with colour, movement, and sound, while the captain 
remains silent and still. 
4.6 Irony and Juxtaposition 
The poem contains tragic irony. The captain completes the 
voyage but cannot enjoy the victory. The public honours 
him, but he cannot receive that honour. 
Whitman places several opposites together: 
 Victory and death 
 Celebration and mourning 
 Public joy and private sorrow 
 Loud bells and complete silence 
 A living nation and its dead leader 
This juxtaposition shows that human experience is 
complex. Happiness and suffering can exist at the same 
moment. 
5. Structure and Form 
The poem has three stanzas of eight lines each. Each 
stanza marks a stage in the speaker’s emotional 
development: 
1. Victory interrupted by death 
2. Denial and pleading 
3. Acceptance and mourning 
The poem uses a strong rhyme pattern, commonly 
described as AABBCDED in each stanza, though some 
rhymes are approximate. Its regular, song-like rhythm
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differs from the free verse usually associated with 
Whitman. 
Longer lines describe the voyage, public ceremonies, and 
the speaker’s emotional appeals. Shorter lines express 
shock and finality. The brief refrain “fallen cold and dead” 
sounds heavy and conclusive. 
Exclamation marks, pauses, and dashes reflect the 
speaker’s disturbed state of mind. The punctuation allows 
the poem to move suddenly between celebration, hope, 
shock, and grief. 
6. Major Themes 
6.1 Leadership and Sacrifice 
The captain remains responsible for the ship throughout its 
dangerous journey. He represents a leader who faces 
danger with the people rather than remaining separate 
from them. 
The poem presents leadership as service rather than 
privilege. The captain’s greatness lies not only in winning 
the victory but also in what he sacrifices for the 
community. 
6.2 Victory Mixed with Loss 
The ship has won the prize, but its captain is dead. 
Whitman therefore challenges the idea that victory 
removes all suffering. Success may carry a serious human 
cost. 
This theme closely resembles the conclusion of the 
Kurukṣetra war in the Mahābhārata. The Pāṇḍavas win, 
but Yudhiṣṭhira grieves for the relatives, teachers, friends, 
and warriors who have died. In both works, victory creates 
responsibility rather than simple happiness. 
6.3 Grief, Denial, and Acceptance 
In the second stanza, the speaker asks the captain to rise. 
He speaks as though the bells and crowds might awaken 
him. This is a natural expression of denial. 
In the final stanza, he accepts that the captain has no pulse. 
His grief does not disappear, but it becomes more 
conscious and controlled. Acceptance, therefore, does not 
mean forgetting. 
6.4 National Unity and Legacy 
The people gather at the port to share both victory and 
loss. Lincoln’s death becomes a national tragedy. The 
poem asks the people to unite around the moral ideals for 
which the journey was undertaken. 
The captain is physically absent, but his example survives 
in collective memory. The poem itself becomes an act of 
remembrance. 
7. Tone, Mood, Perspective, and Purpose 
The tone changes from triumphant to shocked, pleading, 
and finally mournful. The mood includes pride, gratitude, 
grief, respect, loneliness, and solemn reflection. 
The expression “my Captain” creates personal closeness. 
The captain appears not as a distant politician but as a 
guide and father-like protector. However, the speaker 
should not be understood only as Whitman himself. He 
also gives voice to a grieving nation. 
The poem was written for the American public mourning 
Lincoln, but its meaning extends beyond its historical 
setting. It speaks to anyone who has lost a respected 
leader, parent, teacher, or guide. 

Its purposes are to honour Lincoln, express collective 
grief, recognise sacrificial leadership, preserve historical 
memory, and encourage national unity after conflict. 
8. A Vedic and Vedāntic Interpretation 
8.1 The Limits of Comparison 
Whitman’s poem is an American elegy, not a Vedāntic 
scripture. The captain should not be identified with an 
avatāra, guru, or divine being. The ship’s political journey 
is also not identical to the spiritual journey toward 
liberation. 
Nevertheless, the poem and Indian scriptures address 
common human concerns such as death, duty, righteous 
leadership, grief, unity, and remembrance. A comparative 
study can therefore deepen our understanding of both. 
8.2 The Mortal Body and Eternal Jīva 
The captain’s body lies “cold and dead.” Vedānta teaches 
that death belongs to the physical body, not to the eternal 
jīva: 

न जायत ेि᮫यत ेवा कदािचन ्
नाय ंभ᭜ूवा भिवता वा न भयूः । 
अजो िन᭜यः शा᳡तोऽय ंपरुाणो 
न ह᭠यत ेह᭠यमान ेशरीरे ॥ 

na jāyate mriyate vā kadācin 
nāyaṁ bhūtvā bhavitā vā na bhūyaḥ 
ajo nityaḥ śāśvato’yaṁ purāṇo 
na hanyate hanyamāne śarīre 
—Bhagavad Gītā 2.20 
Meaning: The Self is never born and never dies. It is 
eternal and is not destroyed when the body is destroyed. 
The poem describes death through physical observation: 
the captain has no pulse or will. Vedānta adds a spiritual 
understanding. The body has stopped functioning, but the 
conscious jīva has not been destroyed. 
The Śikṣāpatrī also describes the jīva as subtle, conscious, 
knowing, and indestructible: 

ᱡ᭜᭭थोऽणसुू᭯ मि᳟ᮤपूो ᭄ाता ᳞ा᭡यािखला ंतनमु ्। 
᭄ानश᭍᭜या ि᭭थतो जीवो ᭄येोऽ᭒छे᳒ाᳰदलᭃणः ॥ 

The captain is therefore physically absent from society, but 
Vedāntic philosophy would not consider bodily death the 
complete end of his existence. 
8.3 Grief and Spiritual Wisdom 
The speaker’s repeated calls show his difficulty in 
accepting death. Arjuna experiences a similar emotional 
crisis at the beginning of the Bhagavad Gītā. Śrī Kṛṣṇa 
tells him: 

अशो᭒यान᭠वशोच᭭᭜व ंᮧ᭄ावादां᳟  भाषस े। 
गतासनूगतासूं᳟  नानशुोचि᭠त पि᭛डताः ॥ 

aśocyān anvaśocas tvaṁ prajñā-vādāṁś ca bhāṣase 
gatāsūn agatāsūṁś ca nānuśocanti paṇḍitāḥ 
—Bhagavad Gītā 2.11 
Meaning: You grieve for those who should not be grieved 
for. The wise do not grieve for the living or the dead. 
This teaching does not reject love or compassion. It 
corrects grief arising from the mistaken belief that the 
body is the complete person. Vedānta would guide the 
speaker to combine love with knowledge: the body is 
temporary, the jīva is eternal, and God is the final refuge.
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Spiritual wisdom does not immediately erase grief. It 
prevents sorrow from producing despair and transforms 
love into gratitude, remembrance, and renewed duty. 
8.4 Death as a Universal Law 
The Bhagavad Gītā states: 

जात᭭य िह ᮥवुो म᭜ृयुᮥ ुᭅव ंज᭠म मतृ᭭य च । 
त᭭मादपᳯरहायᱷऽथᱷ न ᭜व ंशोिचतमुहᭅिस ॥ 

jātasya hi dhruvo mṛtyur dhruvaṁ janma mṛtasya ca 
—Bhagavad Gītā 2.27 
Meaning: Death is certain for one who is born, and birth 
is certain for one who dies. 
The captain dies at the moment of victory, showing that 
worldly success cannot protect the body forever. Yet this 
does not make leadership meaningless. It teaches that a 
leader should be judged by dharma, service, character, and 
moral influence rather than by physical power or length of 
life. 
9. Dhārmic Leadership and Social Welfare 
9.1 The Leader as an Example 
The Bhagavad Gītā teaches: 

य᳒दाचरित ᮰े᳧ ᭭तᱫदेवतेरो जनः । 
स य᭜ᮧमाण ंकुᱧत ेलोक᭭तदनवुतᭅत े॥ 

yad yad ācarati śreṣṭhas tat tad evetaro janaḥ 
sa yat pramāṇaṁ kurute lokas tad anuvartate 
—Bhagavad Gītā 3.21 
Meaning: Whatever a great person does, others follow. 
Whatever standard that person establishes, society accepts. 
The captain inspires people through courage, endurance, 
and devotion to the common good. In dhārmic thought, 
leadership is not merely authority. A ruler must protect 
society, uphold justice, and set a moral example. 
Lincoln, as represented in the poem, may therefore be 
compared—but not identified—with the ideal of a dhārmic 
leader. 
9.2 Self-Mastery and the Art of Ruling 
In Vachanāmṛta Gadhadā II-12, Bhagavān Swaminarayan 
explains that the art of ruling begins with understanding 
God’s greatness and governing one’s own mind and 
senses. 
This gives leadership an inner foundation. A person 
controlled by anger, greed, pride, or desire may misuse 
authority. Before governing others, one must learn to 
govern oneself. 
The captain suggests qualities associated with righteous 
leadership: steadiness in danger, commitment to duty, 
concern for the community, and willingness to sacrifice 
personal interest. 
9.3 Lokasaṅgraha 
The Bhagavad Gītā presents lokasaṅgraha as action 
performed for the welfare, protection, and unity of society: 

कमᭅणवै िह सिंसि᳍माि᭭थता जनकादयः । 
लोकसᮕंहमवेािप स᭥प᭫य᭠कतुᭅमहᭅिस ॥ 

karmaṇaiva hi saṁsiddhim āsthitā janakādayaḥ 
lokasaṅgraham evāpi sampaśyan kartum arhasi 
—Bhagavad Gītā 3.20 
Meaning: Janaka and others attained perfection through 
action. One should also perform duty for the welfare of 
society. 

The captain works for the entire ship rather than for 
personal reward. Although he cannot enjoy the celebration, 
the people reach safety because he fulfilled his respo-
nsibility. His conduct therefore resembles the spirit of 
selfless social action. 
9.4 The Bhāgavata Ideal 
The Śrīmad Bhāgavata Mahāpurāṇa presents King Pṛthu 
as a protector and servant of society. A ruler’s authority is 
justified only when it supports the material and spiritual 
welfare of the people. 
The captain’s leadership may be understood through the 
same three principles: 
1. Protection: safeguarding society from danger 
2. Guidance: directing people toward a worthy goal 
3. Sacrifice: placing public welfare above personal 

interest 
10. Victory, Sorrow, and Collective Healing 
The conclusion of the Mahābhārata provides an important 
parallel. The Pāṇḍavas win the Kurukṣetra war, but 
Yudhiṣṭhira is overcome by grief. Victory has restored 
political order, yet it has caused terrible human loss. 
Likewise, Whitman’s ship reaches the port, but its captain 
is dead. Both works show that victory should create 
humility and responsibility rather than pride. 
The Ṛgveda offers a principle for rebuilding a divided 
society: 

सगं᭒छ᭟व ंसवंद᭟व ंस ंवो मनािंस जानताम ्। 
saṁgacchadhvaṁ saṁvadadhvaṁ saṁ vo manāṁsi 
jānatām 
—Ṛgveda 10.191.2 
Meaning: Move together, speak together, and let your 
minds be united. 
This teaching is relevant to a nation recovering from civil 
conflict. True unity requires more than public ceremonies. 
It requires justice, mutual respect, common responsibility, 
and commitment to peace. 
The Rāmāyaṇa also portrays collective grief when Rāma 
leaves Ayodhyā and when King Daśaratha dies. A 
respected ruler becomes part of the moral and emotional 
life of the people. Yet society cannot remain permanently 
paralysed. Bharata honours Rāma by governing 
responsibly on his behalf. Similarly, the people in 
Whitman’s poem must honour their departed leader by 
continuing his moral work. 
11. Death, Memory, and Akṣara–Purushottama 
Darśana 
The poem grants Lincoln a form of literary immortality. 
His body has died, but his name and example remain alive 
through poetry. Vedānta, however, distinguishes poetic 
remembrance from spiritual immortality. 
 The physical body is mortal. 
 Historical memory may last for generations but is not 

eternal. 
 The jīva is eternal and survives bodily death. 
 Akṣarabrahman is eternally beyond māyā. 
 Parabrahman or Purushottama is the supreme, 

independent God. 
Akṣara–Purushottama Darśana accepts five eternal 
realities: jīva, īśvara, māyā, Akṣarabrahman, and 
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Parabrahman. From this perspective, the captain’s body 
is perishable, but his jīva is not destroyed. The jīva, 
however, remains distinct from Akṣarabrahman and 
Purushottama. A respected human leader must therefore 
not be confused with God. 
The highest spiritual goal is not political victory, public 
honour, or historical fame. Through association with the 
manifest Akṣarabrahman Guru, the aspirant becomes 
akṣararūpa and offers exclusive devotion to Purushottama. 
A comparative Akṣara–Purushottama reading suggests 
that: 
 Worldly authority and the body are temporary. 
 The jīva continues beyond bodily death. 
 Leadership must be guided by dharma and self-control. 
 Social service is noble and should support spiritual and 

moral welfare. 
 Grief should be guided by knowledge of eternal realities. 
 Human leaders deserve respect, but Purushottama alone 

is the supreme and eternal refuge. 
The captain guides an earthly ship for a limited period. 
Purushottama remains the eternal guide and liberator of all 
jīvas. 

 
13. Ethical and Spiritual Lessons 
The literary and scriptural analysis offers several important 
lessons: 
1. Leadership is service: Authority should be used for 

the welfare of others. 
2. Self-government comes first: A leader must control 

the mind and senses before attempting to govern others. 
3. Victory requires humility: Every great achievement 

may involve effort, suffering, and sacrifice. 
4. Grief should not destroy duty: Like Arjuna, a 

grieving person must recover the strength to perform 
dharma. 

5. The body is temporary: Physical life and worldly 
position cannot last forever. 

6. The jīva is eternal: Death is not the complete 
destruction of the conscious self. 

7. Human leadership is limited: Ultimate refuge must be 
sought in God rather than temporary human power. 

8. Memory creates responsibility: The best tribute to a 
leader is to continue the values of courage, justice, 
service, and unity. 

14. Conclusion 
“O Captain! My Captain!” is both a national elegy and a 
universal meditation on leadership, sacrifice, death, and 
grief. Through the extended metaphor of a ship and its 
fallen captain, Whitman transforms Abraham Lincoln’s 
assassination into a powerful human drama. 
The poem’s literary strength comes from its allegory, 
symbolism, apostrophe, repetition, imagery, irony, rhythm, 
and contrast between public celebration and personal 
sorrow. Its three stanzas trace the speaker’s movement 
from victory through denial to acceptance. 
A Vedāntic interpretation deepens these themes without 
claiming that Whitman directly taught Vedānta. The 
Upaniṣads and the Bhagavad Gītā distinguish the eternal 
jīva from the mortal body. The Gītā teaches exemplary 
leadership, selfless action, lokasaṅgraha, and victory 
guided by dharma. The Mahābhārata demonstrates that 
even righteous victory may produce sorrow. The 
Bhāgavata presents leadership as protection and service, 
the Ṛgveda teaches social unity, and the Vachanāmṛta 
connects true rule with self-mastery and awareness of God. 
Akṣara–Purushottama Darśana further explains that 
political achievement and historical fame belong to the 
temporary world. The body perishes, but the jīva 
continues. Ultimate liberation lies in becoming akṣararūpa 
through association with Akṣarabrahman and offering 
devotion to Purushottama. 
The fallen captain thus carries a double message. All 
human power is temporary, yet a life devoted to duty can 
leave a lasting moral influence. The greatest tribute to a 
departed leader is not endless mourning but the 
continuation of the journey with courage, humility, unity, 
service, and dharma. 
References 
1. Ṛgveda 10.191.2. 
2. Bhagavad Gītā 2.11, 2.20, 2.27, 3.20 and 3.21. 
3. Kaṭha Upaniṣad, teachings on the immortality of the 

Self. 
4. Mahābhārata, the aftermath of the Kurukṣetra war and 

teachings on rājadharma. 
5. Rāmāyaṇa, accounts of leadership, duty, and collective 

mourning. 
6. Śrīmad Bhāgavata Mahāpurāṇa, the account of King 

Pṛthu. 
7. Bhagavān Swaminarayan, Vachanāmṛta, Gadhadā II-

12. 
8. Bhagavān Swaminarayan, Śikṣāpatrī, teaching on the 

nature of the jīva. 
9. Whitman, Walt. “O Captain! My Captain!” 
10. The Walt Whitman Archive. 
11. Library of Congress, “O Captain! My Captain!” 

https://themultijournal.com/

