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ABSTRACT	
	

Exploring	patriotism	in	Walt	Whitman's	"O	Captain!	My	Captain!"	delves	into	leadership,	sacrifice,	and	emotional	
dynamics	amid	Civil	War	sentiment.	Focusing	on	the	symbolism	of	the	Captain	and	the	ship,	this	article	examines	
the	intricate	relationship	between	patriotism	and	mourning.	The	Captain	symbolizes	a	guide	through	challenge	
and	sacrifice,	while	the	ship	represents	the	nation's	collective	journey.	Celebratory	yet	sorrowful,	the	poem	uses	
metaphor	 and	 repetition,	 portraying	 Lincoln	 as	 the	 Captain	 and	America	 as	 the	 ship.	 The	 study	 concludes	 by	
underscoring	the	poem's	timeless	reflections	on	patriotism,	leadership,	sacrifice,	and	unity.	In	essence,	it	unveils	
layers	of	meaning	within	 the	Captain's	persona.	 It	 highlights	 the	poignant	 connection	between	 individual	 and	
national	fate	during	a	tumultuous	period.	
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INTRODUCTION	

Poetry	analysis	 is	among	 the	main	 types	of	analytical	 studies	of	 literature,	other	 than	

drama	 and	 prose	 (Ferdinal	 et	 al.,	 2020).	 Nowadays,	 the	 study	 of	 postcolonial	 literature	 is	

widely	applied	to	works	produced	in	many	parts	of	the	world,	including	the	USA.	Postcolonial	

literature,	 which	 focuses	 on	 the	 impact	 of	 colonialization	 on	 works	 of	 literature	 in	 certain	

countries	(Ferdinal	2022),	involves	the	analysis	of	the	rights	of	the	colonized	people	(Ferdinal	

2020).	 In	American	literature,	many	scholars	have	 looked	at	such	issues	 in	different	kinds	of	

literary	 works.	 They	 analyzed	 the	 works	 of	 American	 authors	 from	 different	 perspectives,	

including	postcolonial	criticism.	Many	works	in	the	country	deal	with	various	issues.		

Walt	 Whitman's	 timeless	 poem,	 "O	 Captain!	 My	 Captain!"	 explores	 some	 layers	 of	

human	 experience,	 binding	 together	 grief,	 patriotism,	 and	 the	 complicated	 relationship	

between	 leadership	 and	 sacrifice.	 In	 this	 literary	 work,	 Whitman	 creates	 a	 narrative	 that	

transcends	the	individual	and	extends	into	the	collective	consciousness,	using	the	persona	of	a	

ship's	Captain	to	symbolize	more	significant	social	themes.	This	essay	aims	to	study	a	journey	

of	thought	through	verse	by	dissecting	the	profound	complexities	of	Whitman's	words.	
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The	 exploration	 of	 leadership	 and	 sacrifice	 constitutes	 a	 central	 theme	 in	 Walt	

Whitman's	 "O	 Captain!	 My	 Captain!"	 a	 poem	 that	 delves	 into	 the	 complexities	 of	 human	

experience.	In	this	literary	work,	the	Captain	emerges	as	a	symbolic	representation	of	guidance	

and	sincerity,	navigating	stormy	seas	as	a	 stoic	 figure.	The	 importance	and	relevance	of	 this	

theme	 resonate	 deeply,	 prompting	 readers	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 qualities	 that	 characterize	

authentic	 leadership.	 Whitman's	 portrayal	 of	 the	 Captain	 invites	 contemplation	 on	 the	

responsibility	 and	 burden	 of	 leading	 others	 through	 adversity.	 As	 we	 read	 this	 thematic	

exploration,	 unraveling	 the	 layers	 of	 meaning	 behind	 the	 Captain's	 persona	 becomes	

imperative,	telling	the	poet's	insightful	commentary	on	the	interplay	between	leadership	and	

sacrifice.	

Beyond	the	individual,	Whitman	talks	about	the	metaphor	of	the	ship,	a	symbolic	entity	

sailing	in	the	waters	of	society's	currents.	There	lies	an	exploration	of	the	symbolism	inherent	

in	the	boat,	as	it	becomes	a	microcosm	reflecting	the	larger	concept	of	national	unity.	Under	the	

Captain's	 command,	 the	 ship	 becomes	 a	 floating	 metaphor	 for	 a	 nation	 navigating	 the	

challenges	of	the	times.	It	unravels	that	the	boat	refers	to	collective	identity,	illuminating	how	

Whitman	weaves	the	personal	and	the	communal	into	his	poetry.	

Moreover,	 we	 will	 focus	 on	 the	 nuances	 between	 patriotism	 and	 mourning	 in	 the	

stanzas.	As	a	witness	to	the	period	of	 the	Civil	War,	Whitman	captures	the	contrast	between	

patriotism	 and	 the	 tones	 of	mourning.	 By	 examining	 this	 contrast,	 we	 gain	 insight	 into	 the	

complexity	 of	 human	 emotions	 and	 collective	 responses	 to	 loss.	 The	 poet's	 portrayal	

encourages	 us	 to	 contemplate	 the	 existence	 of	 celebration	 and	 grief,	 inviting	 readers	 to	

consider	the	presence	between	the	love	of	country	and	the	silent	acknowledgment	of	sacrifice.	

In	 "O	 Captain!	 My	 Captain!"	 Whitman	 writes	 about	 leadership,	 sacrifice,	 and	 the	

collective	journey	of	a	nation.	The	title	is	both	an	acknowledgment	of	authority	and	a	lament	

for	 a	 fallen	 leader.	 Through	 the	 symbolic	 Captain	 steering	 the	 ship,	 Whitman	 illustrates	

leadership	 and	 resilience	 on	 an	 individual	 level.	 The	 Captain's	 sacrifice	 echoes	 through	 the	

emotional	 responses	 of	 the	 crew,	 reflecting	 citizens'	 sentiments	 toward	 patriotic	 sacrifice.	

Beyond	 the	 individual,	 the	 ship	 becomes	 a	 microcosm	 of	 national	 unity,	 emphasizing	 the	

interconnectedness	 of	 personal	 sacrifice	 and	 collective	 progress.	 The	 exploration	 of	 the	

contrast	 between	 patriotism	 and	mourning	 underlines	 the	 enduring	 impact	 of	 the	 Captain's	

sacrifice,	inviting	readers	to	reflect	on	the	intricate	relationship	between	individual	leadership,	

collective	identity,	and	the	legacy	of	sacrifice	in	a	nation's	history.	
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RESEARCH	METHODOLOGY	

When	looking	into	the	analysis	of	a	poem,	employing	the	close	reading	method	proves	

to	be	an	 invaluable	 research	approach.	This	method	 involves	 the	examination	of	 the	poem's	

textual	 contents.	Beginning	with	multiple	 readings,	 this	 approach	 concentrates	on	 structural	

elements	such	as	form,	rhyme	scheme,	meter,	and	stanza	organization.	Attention	is	paid	to	the	

poem's	 language	 and	 imagery,	 dissecting	 the	 application	 of	 metaphors,	 similes,	 and	 other	

figurative	 devices	 to	 unravel	 their	 impact	 on	 the	 overall	 theme	 and	 emotional	 resonance.	

Contextualizing	the	work	within	the	poet's	biography,	historical	backdrop,	and	cultural	milieu	

helps	improve	the	analysis.	

	

RESULTS	AND	DISCUSSION	

Little	Women	(1868)	 adalah	 buku	 klasik	 yang	 ditulis	 oleh	 Louisa	May	Alcott,	 seorang	

penulis	Amerika	yang	hidup	dari	1832	hingga	1888.	Kisah	ini	menggambarkan	perkembangan	

dari	masa	 kanak-kanak	 hingga	 dewasa	March	 bersaudari.	Mereka	 adalah	Meg,	 Jo,	 Beth,	 dan	

Amy.	Berlatar	pada	tahun	1860an,	di	Massachusetts,	Amerika	Serikat,	novel	ini	masuk	kedalam	

kategori	 novel	 bergenre	 coming-of-age.	 Novel	 ini	 juga	 disebut	 sebagai	 salah	 satu	 novel	

terpenting	bagi	sejarah	penulis	perempuan	di	Amerika.	

In	the	verses	of	"O	Captain!	My	Captain!",	the	portrayal	of	the	Captain	assumes	a	central	

role,	emerging	as	a	powerful	symbol	of	 leadership	and	sacrifice.	Beyond	being	a	mere	sailor,	

the	Captain	becomes	a	guide	and	sincerity,	embodying	a	figurehead	that	steers	the	ship	of	the	

nation	through	tumultuous	waters.	The	Captain's	significance	is	accentuated	as	he	takes	charge	

amidst	 challenges,	 serving	 as	 a	 beacon	 of	 direction	 during	 turbulent	 times,	which	 forms	 an	

allegory	for	his	role	as	a	guide	for	the	nation	through	its	storms.	In	steering	the	ship,	Whitman	

crafts	 moments	 where	 the	 Captain	 makes	 decisions	 that	 demand	 personal	 sacrifice	 for	 the	

collective	good,	elevating	him	to	a	symbol	of	selflessness	and	responsibility.	

In	particular,	the	poem	highlights	the	Captain's	sacrifice,	emphasizing	its	significance	for	

the	greater	good.	The	detailing	by	Whitman	not	only	underscores	the	Captain's	sense	of	duty	

but	also	portrays	him	as	a	leader	willing	to	make	personal	sacrifices	for	the	well-being	of	the	

collective.	 Thus,	 The	 Captain	 represents	 the	 values	 underpinning	 a	 nation's	 progress.	

Furthermore,	the	emotional	resonance	felt	by	the	crew,	an	extension	of	the	citizens	or	society,	

adds	a	human	dimension	to	the	Captain's	symbolic	role.	The	crew's	response	to	the	Captain's	

sacrifices	serves	as	a	mirror	reflecting	how	citizens	emotionally	engage	with	acts	of	patriotic	
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selflessness.	 Their	 emotions	 create	 an	 additional	 layer	 of	 understanding,	 illustrating	 how	

individual	gifts	can	reverberate	and	shape	the	collective	psyche	of	a	nation.	

The	 poem	 "O	 Captain!	 My	 Captain!"	 uses	 poetic	 form	 to	 show	 the	 close	 relationship	

between	victory	and	loss.	At	first,	it	looks	like	a	poem	celebrating	the	Union	victory	in	the	Civil	

War.	 The	 speaker	 congratulates	 President	 Lincoln	 for	 successfully	 guiding	 the	metaphorical	

ship	 of	 state	 through	 "every	 storm"	 and	 declares	 that	 "the	 prize	we	 sought	 has	 been	won."	

However,	midway	through	this	triumphant	first	stroke,	the	speaker	cuts	off	his	sentence:	"But	

O	heart!	Heart		Heart		my	Captain	lies,	/	Fallen	cold	and	dead."	The	sudden	appearance	of	"But	

O	heart!"	reveals	 to	 the	reader	 that	not	all	 is	going	well.	The	poem	has	 time	to	celebrate	 the	

victory	before	facing	the	loss.	It	looks	like	the	speaker	is	entirely	shocked,	almost	mute.	He	saw	

drops	of	blood	on	the	ship.	The	Captain's	body	was	lying	on	the	planks.	The	Captain,	whom	the	

masses	should	have	greeted,	was	now	lifeless	and	cold	on	the	deck.	

As	the	poem	unfolds,	 it	weaves	meanings	around	the	Captain's	character,	delving	 into	

various	facets,	from	his	role	as	a	steadfast	guide	through	challenges	to	the	poignant	moments	

of	sacrifice.	The	emotional	responses	of	 the	crew	further	enrich	our	comprehension,	offering	

insights	 into	 how	 the	 Captain	 symbolizes	 leadership	 and	 a	 profound	 connection	 to	 shared	

values.	In	this	intricate	development,	Whitman	invites	readers	to	explore	the	nuanced	layers	of	

meaning	 embedded	 in	 the	 Captain's	 persona	 and,	 by	 extension,	 the	 broader	 ideals	 he	

represents"	(Li	&	Fangya,	2022).	

The	poem	"O	Captain		My	Captain!"	by	Walt	Whitman	is	not	only	a	tribute	to	Abraham	

Lincoln	 but	 also	 contains	 deep	 philosophical	 meanings	 and	 allegories	 about	 the	 patriotic	

journey	of	a	nation.	In	terms	of	linguistics,	Whitman	uses	iambic	lines	to	convey	the	theme	of	

depression,	creating	a	solemn	and	sad	atmosphere.	The	standard	rhyme	pattern	at	the	end	of	

each	line	and	the	unique	layout	provide	a	sound	design	that	evokes	the	reader's	feelings.In	the	

function	 of	 appreciation,	 the	 poem	 creates	 musical,	 visual,	 and	 artistic	 effects.	 Song-like	

rhymes,	 rhythm	 patterns,	 and	 layout	 make	 a	 visual	 image	 of	 the	 ship	 and	 a	 tribute	 to	 the	

Captain.	Using	capital	letters	in	the	word	"O"	and	exclamation	marks	adds	a	visual	dimension	

that	depicts	sadness"	(Feng,	2023).	

This	poem's	allegory	 function	 is	vital	 through	metaphor,	 contrast,	 and	repetition.	The	

Captain	represents	Lincoln;	the	ship	symbolizes	America,	and	the	difficult	journey	of	a	civil	war	

forms	a	symbolic	picture	of	struggle	and	sacrifice.	"O	Captain		My	Captain!"	is	a	tribute	poem	

and	 a	 work	 of	 art	 with	 deep	 philosophical	 meaning	 and	 allegory.	 Whitman	 celebrates	 the	

patriotic	spirit,	freedom,	equality,	and	peace	as	the	lasting	legacy	of	the	Captain.		
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The	symbolism	of	the	ship	in	Walt	Whitman's	poem	"O	Captain		My	Captain!"	is	a	robust	

foundation	that	extends	far	beyond	the	mere	representation	of	a	physical	vessel	navigating	the	

sea.	Instead,	the	ship	becomes	a	profound	metaphor	encapsulating	the	collective	journey	and	

aspirations	 of	 the	 nation.	 Within	 this	 metaphorical	 framework,	 the	 Captain	 at	 the	 helm	

emerges	as	a	symbolic	representation	of	the	nation's	leaders,	tasked	with	guiding	the	populace	

through	 the	 myriad	 challenges	 and	 transformative	 changes,	 embodying	 the	 crucial	 role	 of	

leaders	in	steering	the	country	towards	a	shared	destiny.	

The	role	of	the	crew	aboard	the	ship	mirrors	the	responsibilities	of	citizens	in	society.	

Working	 in	unison,	 the	 team	collaborates	with	 the	shared	objective	of	 fulfilling	 the	Captain's	

directives	and	steering	the	boat	along	its	overarching	course.	In	this	broader	context,	the	crew	

becomes	 a	 collection	 of	 ordinary	 seafarers	 who	 represent	 citizens	 united	 in	 pursuing	 the	

common	good.	Their	collective	efforts	reflect	the	synergy	required	in	society	to	attain	shared	

goals	and	aspirations.	

The	metaphor	of	a	ship	aptly	symbolizes	the	collective	journey	of	a	nation,	emphasizing	

the	 shared	 voyage	 toward	 progress	 and	 prosperity.	 In	 this	 analogy,	 the	 boat	 represents	 the	

nation	 navigating	 through	 the	 complexities	 of	 time	 and	 challenges.	 The	 crew	 on	 board	

embodies	the	crucial	collaboration	among	citizens,	underscoring	the	significance	of	unity	and	

teamwork	in	steering	the	nation	toward	its	common	goals	(Ruwiesa,	Interview,	15	December	

2023).	

Certain	moments	 in	 the	poem	accentuate	 the	crew's	unity,	vividly	portraying	national	

cohesion.	The	depiction	of	togetherness	and	cooperation	among	the	crew	members	creates	a	

harmonious	 atmosphere	 in	 the	 face	 of	 daunting	 challenges.	 These	moments	 underscore	 the	

importance	of	unity	and	collaboration	in	achieving	a	collective	objective,	echoing	the	essence	of	

forging	a	united	and	resilient	nation.	

An	excerpt	from	research	provides	an	in-depth	look	at	the	central	conceptual	metaphor	

in	 the	poem	"O	Captain		My	Captain!"	by	Walt	Whitman.	 It	explains	 that	 there	 is	a	metaphor	

that	reflects	the	Captain	as	the	source	domain	and	Lincoln	as	the	target	domain.	In	this	quote,	

they	describe	President	Lincoln	as	 the	 supreme	 leader	 in	 charge	of	 the	 country,	 similar	 to	a	

captain	controlling	a	ship.	The	poem	uses	 the	 image	of	a	ship	as	a	metaphor	 to	describe	 the	

challenging	 journey	faced	by	America	during	the	Civil	War.	Victory	 in	the	war	 is	 likened	to	a	

vessel	successfully	weathering	the	storm	and	arriving	at	port	safely,	illustrating	the	President's	

outstanding	achievement"	(Linyan,		2021).	
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In	 essence,	 the	 symbolism	 of	 the	 ship	 in	 "O	 Captain		 My	 Captain!"	 transcends	 visual	

metaphor	 to	 encapsulate	 a	 profound	 concept	 of	 national	 unity.	 Every	 facet	 of	 the	 ship's	

journey,	 from	the	Captain's	 leadership	role	 to	 the	crew's	collaborative	efforts,	resonates	as	a	

symbol	of	 the	values	of	unity	 and	 cooperation	within	 the	broader	 context	of	 the	poem.	This	

extended	 interpretation	 enriches	 our	 understanding	 of	Whitman's	work,	 revealing	 layers	 of	

meaning	highlighting	the	interconnectedness	of	leadership,	citizenry,	and	the	collective	pursuit	

of	a	shared	national	destiny.	

In	 Walt	 Whitman's	 "O	 Captain		 My	 Captain!"	 the	 interplay	 between	 celebration	 and	

sadness	 creates	 a	 delicate	 equilibrium	 that	 weaves	 together	 moments	 of	 joy	 and	 sorrow,	

offering	the	reader	a	nuanced	emotional	journey.	Whitman	depicts	the	thrill	of	victory	followed	

by	 the	 profound	 depths	 of	 despair,	 establishing	 an	 evocative	 contrast	 that	 resonates	

throughout	 the	 poem.	 This	 juxtaposition	 underscores	 a	 poignant	 truth:	 patriotism	 is	 not	 a	

singular	thread	of	happiness	but	rather	a	complex	tapestry	woven	with	both	triumph	and	loss,	

suggesting	an	inherent	connection	between	the	two	in	the	patriotic	journey	of	a	nation.	

The	 poem	delves	 deeper	 by	 exploring	 how	patriotism	manifests	 through	mourning	 a	

fallen	 leader.	 It	 posits	 that	 the	 loss	 of	 a	 captain	 transcends	 individual	 grief.	 It	 becomes	 a	

profound	patriotic	expression.	In	this	context,	the	fallen	leader	becomes	more	than	a	symbol	of	

mere	leadership;	they	metamorphose	into	an	emblem	of	sacrifice,	invoking	a	profound	sense	of	

nationalism.	"Thus,	the	poem	presents	a	sophisticated	understanding	of	patriotism—abstract	

and	 interwoven	 with	 deep	 pain,	 challenging	 simplistic	 notions	 of	 national	 pride"	 (Burleigh,	

2019).	

Beyond	 grief,	 the	 poem	 unfolds	 a	 narrative	 of	 the	 enduring	 impact	 of	 the	 Captain's	

sacrifice	 on	 the	 nation.	While	moments	 of	 sadness	 are	 depicted,	 the	 legacy	 of	 the	 Captain's	

sacrifice	emerges	as	a	guiding	light	for	future	generations.	The	Captain	becomes	an	enduring	

icon,	an	inspirational	figure	whose	sacrifice	paves	the	way	for	the	perpetuation	of	patriotism.	

This	 long-term	perspective	 imparts	 a	 sense	of	 timelessness	 to	 the	gift,	 illustrating	how	grief	

can	catalyze	transformative	change	and	national	unity.	

The	 poem	 conveys	 a	 profound	 message	 about	 leadership,	 emphasizing	 that	 a	 true	

leader	 should	 be	 prepared	 to	make	 sacrifices	 for	 the	 greater	 good.	 It	 suggests	 that	 effective	

leadership	 involves	 a	 sense	of	 responsibility	 to	oneself	 and	others	within	 the	 community	or	

group	 being	 led	 (Syifa,	 Interview,	 13	 December	 2023).	 The	 historical	 context	 of	Whitman's	

experiences	 during	 the	 Civil	 War	 in	 Washington,	 D.C.,	 enriches	 our	 understanding	 of	 the	

poem's	emotional	depth.	"O	Captain		My	Captain!"	emerges	as	a	poetic	tribute	and	a	profound	
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testament	 to	 the	 complexities	 of	 the	 nation's	 journey	 through	 a	 challenging	 chapter	 of	 its	

history.		

The	 poem	 evokes	many	 emotions	 by	 exploring	 the	 contrast	 between	 patriotism	 and	

mourning.	 It	 conveys	 a	 profound	 philosophical	 message	 about	 the	 multifaceted	 nature	 of	

sacrifice.	 It	 suggests	 that	 the	 experience	 of	 grief	 and	 patriotism	 can	 weave	 the	 threads	 of	

national	unity.	"In	doing	so,	Whitman's	work	transcends	mere	poetic	expression,	emerging	as	a	

poignant	 reflection	 on	 the	 intricate	 relationship	 between	 celebration	 and	 sorrow	within	 the	

complex	tapestry	of	a	nation's	collective	identity"	(Peck,	2015).	

	

CONCLUSION	

Overall,	 the	 poem	 "O	 Captain		 My	 Captain!"	 by	 Walt	 Whitman	 is	 an	 exploration	 of	

patriotism.	In	his	work,	the	Captain	is	illustrated	as	a	powerful	symbol	of	national	identity	and	

the	 spirit	 of	 sacrifice.	 On	 an	 individual	 level,	 his	 role	 as	 a	 leader	 guiding	 the	 nation's	 ship	

through	challenges	highlights	the	essence	of	leadership	and	resilience.	The	Captain's	sacrifice,	

as	 depicted	 in	 the	 poem,	 becomes	 a	 call	 for	 the	 greater	 good	 and	 permeates	 the	 emotional	

response	of	the	crew,	reflecting	the	citizens'	shared	sentiment	towards	patriotic	sacrifice.	

The	 symbolism	of	 the	 ship	 not	 only	 symbolizes	 physical	 travel	 but	 also	 illustrates	 its	

connection	 to	 national	 unity.	 Citizens,	 like	 the	 united	 crew	 on	 board	 the	 vessel,	 underscore	

cooperation	in	achieving	common	aspirations.	He	contrasts	patriotism	and	mourning,	adding	

to	the	complexity	of	the	theme	by	emphasizing	the	continuing	impact	of	the	Captain's	sacrifice	

on	the	nation.	
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