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American poet Walt Whitman, 1854

In 1820, an Englishman wrote: "In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American 
book? Or goes to an American play? Or looks at an American picture or statue?" The 
Englishman was mocking America. He echoed a European sentiment that Americans were 
crude, uneducated people. Many Europeans believed Americans did not care for art or 
literature.

England's criticism was not entirely true. But Americans did not have a very strong national 
identity at the turn of the 19th century. In 1837, the American poet Ralph Waldo Emerson 
responded to the Englishman's claim. He gave a speech called "The American Scholar." He 
summoned all the artists and poets in America. He called for a national literature based on the 
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American experience. But what was the American experience? Adventure. Nature. The West. 
All of these things were very American. 

One American poet who helped immortalize American idealism in the 19th century was Walt 
Whitman. To him, the spirit of America was closely tied to nature. Whereas European 
countries were tamed and crowded with farms, America was wild and free. Read these two 
poems about nature and the West by Walt Whitman. How does he describe the West? Does 
he seem excited by nature?

"To the East and To the West" by Walt Whitman

To the East and to the West,

To the man of the Seaside State and of Pennsylvania, 

To the Canadian of the north, to the Southerner I love,

These with perfect trust to depict you as myself, the germs are in all men,

I believe the main purport of these States is to found a superb friendship, exalte, previously 
unknown, 

Because I perceive it waits, and has been always waiting, latent in all men.

"A Promise to California" by Walt Whitman

A promise to California,

Or inland to the great pastoral Plains, and on to Puget sound and Oregon; 

Sojourning east a while longer, soon I travel toward you, to remain, to teach robust American 
love, 

For I know very well that I and robust love belong among you, inland, and along the Western 
sea; 

For these States tend inland and toward the Western sea, and I will also. 
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Definition
noun

1. all the things by which a person or thing is known to be himself, herself, or itself.

The police tried to find out the identity of the criminal.

Advanced Definition
noun

1. all of those characteristics by which a person or thing is known to be himself, herself, or itself.

2. the condition of being exactly the same as another person or thing.

3. likeness or a point of likeness; similarity.

We share identities of appearance and desire.

Spanish cognate

identidad: The Spanish word identidad means identity.
				

These are some examples of how the word or forms of the word are used:

1. Once someone has your personal information, he or she can use your credit card. The thief 
can even steal your identity and pretend to be you when buying things.

2. Even beyond how children choose their friends or how enthusiastic they allow themselves to 
appear, the special social awareness of sixth grade students makes them think for the first time 
about identity as a goal in itself. They start to imagine identity as something that exists apart 
from how others see it. They see identity as something they can create and shape within 
themselves.

3. For thousands of years the Chinook have lived near the coast of the Pacific Ocean. They were 
known, and are still known, for being skilled fishers. The Chinook would make huge dugout 
canoes, and the fish that they caught most often was the salmon. The salmon was a very 
important food source for the Chinook, and it plays a large role in the Chinook sense of 
identity.
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Advanced Definition
noun

1. an attitude or point of view regarding something.

The sentiment against him was very strong.

2. emotional feeling.

sentiments of sorrow

3. an emotion characterized by tenderness.

Spanish cognate

sentimiento: The Spanish word sentimiento means sentiment.
				

These are some examples of how the word or forms of the word are used:

1. In 1820, an Englishman wrote: "In the four quarters of the globe, who reads an American 
book? Or goes to an American play? Or looks at an American picture or statue?" The 
Englishman was mocking America. He echoed a European sentiment that Americans were 
crude, uneducated people. Many Europeans believed Americans did not care for art or 
literature.

2. He echoed a European sentiment that Americans were crude, uneducated people.
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Definition
noun

1. a force that some people believe is a part of human beings; soul.

Some people believe that when you die, your spirit lives on.

2. a being that is not real and not of this world.

He believes that evil spirits live in that cave.

3. a person's character or energy.

He faced his disease with a brave spirit.

Advanced Definition
noun

1. the vital force that is thought to be an element of human beings; soul.

2. a supernatural being, such as a devil, ghost, fairy, or elf.

3. the part of human nature that is separate and distinct from the physical.

4. fundamental nature; essence.

5. disposition or character as marked by certain qualities such as courage and energy.

6. (pl.) a feeling or mood.

in low spirits from the bad news

7. the essential meaning or intent of a thing.

the spirit of the law

8. the prevailing character of something.

the revolutionary spirit of the century

9. (pl.) alcoholic liquor.

10. (cap.) in Christianity, the Holy Ghost; third person of the Trinity.

transitive verb

1. to remove secretly or mysteriously (usu. fol. by off or away).
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The thieves spirited away our car.

2. to infuse with spirit or determination; inspirit.

Spanish cognate

espíritu: The Spanish word espíritu means spirit.
				

These are some examples of how the word or forms of the word are used:

1. She keeps her father's spirit alive by helping young people break through barriers of their own.

2. They were recognizable wherever they went; imitators soon followed, but it was impossible to 
recreate the spirit of loyalty that held them together.

3. Millions of people admired his spirit and service to his country.

4. His spirit and ideals impact and inspire us to this day.

5. Many students across the country are showing their holiday spirit. How? They are helping 
others for the holidays. Some kids collect canned food to feed people who are hungry.

6. It's a day when people of all races, religions, classes, and stations in life put aside their 
differences and join in a spirit of togetherness. It's a day for our Nation to pay tribute to Martin 
Luther King, Jr., who awakened in us the best qualities of the American spirit.
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Name: ___________________________________ Date: _______________

1. According to this passage, Europeans in the 1800s thought Americans were

A. funny and silly.

B. smart and educated.

C. friendly and happy.

D. crude and uneducated.

2. A problem in this passage is that Americans did not have a strong national identity. 

What solution to this problem is described in the passage?

A. An Englishman wrote criticism about American art and literature.

B. Europeans would be sent on trips to the West to see the beauty.

C. Emerson asked artists to write about the American experience.

D. Painters would go to California to paint the landscapes there.

3. Which of these answers best explains why Walt Whitman would have thought the 

spirit of America was closely tied to nature?

A. America's land was more wild and free than other countries.

B. He had been to Europe and disliked the nature there.

C. He thought that writers only get great ideas from wild animals.

D. He thought that writers do their best work while outdoors.

4. Read the following sentences: "The Englishman was mocking America.  He echoed a 

European sentiment that Americans were crude, uneducated people."

The word echoed means

A. questioned

B. said something similar

C. argued against

D. wrote down on paper
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5. The passage "The West" is mostly about

A. all the ways that English people mocked America.

B. how poets helped create an American style of literature.

C. the differences between European and American paintings.

D. the life of the first American poet, Walt Whitman.

6. What are the places that Walt Whitman names in his poem "A Promise to California"?

7. How do the two poems by Whitman show the American ideals that were discussed in 

the passage?

8. The question below is an incomplete sentence. Choose the answer that best 

completes the sentence.

Ralph Waldo Emerson wanted a national style of literature, ________ he wrote a 

speech to other writers.

A. but

B. so

C. while

D. because
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