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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. What activities of labor have you found to have a particular beauty or power, and why? 
 

2. The American cereal magnate and vegetarian Will Kellogg once asked how anyone could eat 
anything that has eyes. His question is provocative because there is something mystical about 
eyes (“the windows to the soul,” as they’ve been called for hundreds of years). What 
experiences of interspecies eye-gazing have you had, and what can you detect in the eyes of 
animals that is different from what you see in the eyes of other humans? 

 
3. Whitman renders the call of the gander as an echoic word: “Ya-honk.” How does your 

language deal with the songs and calls of birds? In English, the call of an owl is often 
transcribed as “Who?,” and the question seems profound coming from a bird; in English, 
then, the owl is associated with wisdom. What associations do different birds and the sounds 
they make have in your language? 

 
4. Whitman’s “catalogue” of people and activities is very much a product of mid-nineteenth-

century America. How would the catalogue be different for your time and your culture? 
What would be the most characteristic and representative activities of the common people 
that best define your nation today? 

 
5. In your culture, who comes closest to achieving Whitman’s broad sense of identity, a sense 

that both incorporates and transcends sectional divisions, gender differences, and class 
distinctions? Are there historical or contemporary figures who seem to have achieved such a 
non-discriminating identity? 

 
6. Whitman says all the thoughts in his poem are “the riddle and the untying of the riddle.” 

What riddles has Whitman offered us so far, and what solutions has he suggested? 
 


