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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. “All you need is love,” wrote John Lennon in a song released by the Beatles in 1967. 
Whitman’s simple solution to a complex problem—“Affection shall solve the problems of 
Freedom yet”—has often been proposed by many writers before and after him. Many 
writers have also explored the remarkable phenomenon that soldiers often experience, in the 
heat of battle, intense feelings of love and camaraderie for their fellow soldiers, what many 
describe as the most intense feelings of love and loyalty that they have ever felt. Whitman 
certainly experienced this deep affection in his wartime experiences. Discuss the relationship 
here between the feelings of homoerotic love—the love of men for other men—that seems 
in American culture to be recognized, sanctioned, and accepted in war (and other arenas of 
“manly competition,” like team sports), but is viewed quite differently outside the context of 
war and fierce competition, and is not sanctioned as a feeling to be encouraged in order to 
prevent war. 

 
2. “Come Up from the Fields Father” is a poem that is based on the close correlation that 

people often felt between a person’s “hand” (the particular script that identified the writer, 
so that simply by glancing at the idiosyncrasies of any individual person’s handwriting you 
could identify whose writing it was) and the identity of the person doing the writing. We may 
have lost some of that quick and firm association between a person’s handwriting and a 
person’s identity in the digital age when most of our communications are carried on by typed 
electronic messages. Still, we somehow treasure documents that are written by hand, and an 
author’s manuscripts have an aura and mystery that is palpable. There used to be thousands 
of “handwriting experts” who claimed to be able to read a person’s character by looking at 
their script. Think of a particular person’s handwriting that you can immediately identify 
when you see it, and investigate what allows you to make that identification. How would you 
describe your relationship to that person’s handwriting, to that person’s “hand”? 

 
3. In “A Veteran’s Vision,” Whitman presents a soldier suffering from what today we might 

call PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder). We recognize this now as a mental disorder 
triggered by a traumatic event, often a war experience; PTSD is marked by flashbacks and 
nightmares, much like the event that the veteran in Whitman’s poem describes. Whitman, 
during his Civil War hospital visits with wounded soldiers, heard amputees describe a 
phenomenon physicians would name “phantom limb”—the sensation that the missing limb 
is still attached to the body and can feel pain and other sensations. Both PTSD and 
“phantom limb” are medical conditions that might help us understand this veteran’s 
sensation of fully experiencing a battle that is no longer “really” there. Explore your own 
experience with similar phenomena, with fully sensing something that you realize is no 
longer actually present. How did you respond to the sensation? Did you find the experience 
comforting, terrifying, unsettling, restorative? 
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4. Whitman’s letter records what it feels like to reach a point of utter despair. Such moments 

are dangerous for anyone, but they are especially challenging for a writer. These are the 
moments when writers may decide to go silent, or when, alternatively, they may choose to 
write themselves out of the dark silence. Whitman ends this letter by telling his mother he 
“will try to write more cheerfully next time—but I see so much.” That last phrase is telling: 
what he has seen “so much” of is hopelessness, loss, death, cruelty. A writer usually wants to 
“see so much” in order to write, to have something to write about, but the freight of despair 
at what Whitman has seen now seems too heavy a burden to bear. What do you find in this 
letter that leads him to continue to want to articulate what he has seen, that makes him want 
to continue to write instead of going silent? 

 
5. The past couple of weeks, we have seen Whitman demanding “silence,” separating himself 

from the cheers of the crowds welcoming home their victorious soldiers, distancing himself 
from the chattering crowds blithely shopping at the stores after the war is over. Only in that 
silence can he find his voice. How words emerge from silence for a writer deeply affected by 
loss and death is one of the great mysteries of writing. Think of a time when you have 
literally been at a loss for words, a time when you confronted a silence so deep that language 
ceased. How would you describe what it was that finally brought words out of that silence, 
that brought words for that silence? 

 
6. Every nation carries a dark and violent history, one that is often disguised behind 

nationalistic hymns and myths and revisionist histories. Should writers ever celebrate their 
countries without acknowledging the darkest parts of their nation’s past? 

 


