
 
Every Atom: Walt Whitman’s “Song of Myself” 
CLASS EIGHT   •   Discussion Topics 
 

Copyright Ó 2017 The University of Iowa,  
all rights reserved except as licensed in the  
manner explained on distancelearningiwp.org. 

 

 

How to Use: 
These discussion questions are based on the video and required reading for each class. You can use 
them to lead a discussion with your group, or you can use them to think about the class videos and 
readings on your own. You do not have to use them in the order given below, and you do not have 
to use all of them. Onward! 
 

1. Is it possible to describe the deaths of soldiers in a war in such a way that nationalistic and 
patriotic feelings are not further provoked? Could an American describe the “massacre” of 
American soldiers in the Mexican War without creating enmity and instead create only a 
feeling of sorrow? Do you know of poets who have accomplished such descriptions? 

 
2. Think of a story told to you by someone much older, a story of something that happened 

long before you were born, but one that affected you every bit as much as actual events that 
happened directly to you. How much does that story change as you retell it over the years to 
others? How much of the story is an actual record of what happened in the past, and how 
much of it is what you have made of it in your present? 

 
3. The older we get, the more we sense that there are an increasing number of “irretrievable” 

events, sensations, and people in our past that now seem inaccessible to us. Whitman in this 
section offers a haunting line about that irretrievability, but how does his poetry itself set out 
to retrieve the irretrievable, to bring back in words what has been lost to our senses? What in 
our past is truly irretrievable? 

 
4. Today, many humanitarian-aid organizations use film of children suffering in famines or 

children with diseases and deformities that medical care could correct. Such ads try to make 
you identify with the suffering and pain of people distant from you so that you will support 
organizations that work to ease the starvation and suffering. Do these attempts to 
manufacture empathy work? What is the effect on our daily lives of being asked to identify 
with the pain and suffering of others? Does Whitman’s Section 37 offer a compelling record 
of the costs of taking on such pain and humiliation? 

 
5. Early in “Song of Myself,” Whitman mocked those who “felt so proud to get at the meaning 

of poems,” and he promised that if you stayed with him in this poem, “you shall possess the 
origin of all poems.” But now, at the end of Section 38, Whitman refers to us as “Eleves,” 
French for pupils or disciples, and he tells us to “continue your annotations, continue your 
questionings.” What has changed from that earlier promise? Is getting at the meaning of 
“Song of Myself” more difficult in these later sections than in the earlier ones? What kinds 
of “annotations” do you think Whitman is imagining his reader will make? 

 


