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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. In this section, Whitman invites us to play along with him as he guesses at possible answers 
to the child’s seemingly simple question, “What is the grass?” What other answers would you 
offer to supplement or challenge the ones Whitman gives? 

 
2. When Whitman tells us he is “tenacious, acquisitive, tireless, and cannot be shaken away,” he 

sounds on one level very much like a pest, like something that just will not leave us alone. 
And when he tells us that he can “see through” our clothes, he sounds like a voyeur. Why 
does Whitman portray himself in this way? How do you react to a poem that makes these 
kinds of claims on you? 

 
3. Think about Whitman’s catalog of city sounds in this section. How would the catalog of 

sounds be different in cities today? How would the sounds be different from one city to 
another, or from a city in one country to a city in another country? What are the dominant 
urban sounds today? 

 
4. What is the effect of devoting one whole section of the poem to this single simple 

experience of riding on a hay wagon and jumping into the clover and hay? Why do you think 
Whitman does not give us a catalog of the various aspects of rural life as he did with his 
previous catalog of city life? 

 
5. Whitman gives us three lines about going out to look for clams and then sharing clam 

chowder with the group of men. What is the effect of Whitman’s invoking the reader at the 
end of this short scene and telling us: “You should have been with us that day round the 
chowder-kettle”? 

 
6. How free do you think our imaginations are to carry us across the various borders that 

define us (nation, religion, economic class, race, sexuality)? Is the result of such imaginative 
flights usually joy or guilt? Why? 

 


