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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 1963, the American writer Eudora Welty published a story in The New Yorker inspired 
by the assassination of the civil rights leader Medger Evers. "Where the Voice is Coming 
From" narrates the terrible event and its aftermath from the killer's point of view, because, 
as the writer said, she knew what was going through his mind. She was a white Southern 
woman with a liberal cast of mind who was not afraid to find points of contact in her own 
soul with that of a man she regarded as evil incarnate. This, then, is a marvelous example of 
the power of art to shed light on the darkest aspects of the human condition. And here is a 
literary exercise to broaden one's powers of empathy: Describe a conflict in your family from 
the vantage points of two or more parties to the conflict. Give every side its due. 

 
2. Whitman suggests that convulsiveness was the best word to describe the war "and the 

temper of society preceding it." What word would you use to describe the temper of the 
times you live in? How might that word guide your attempts to write about this moment in 
history? Is that word large enough to capture the spirit of the age? 

 
3. If you were forced to it, what would be your “word over all,” the one word you might use to 

suggest what is needed to begin to heal what feels like this broken world of ours? Identify 
that word, then write about how it captures for you a necessary quality that needs to be 
nurtured and fostered in order to restore balance and sanity, in order to begin to wash clean 
“this soil’d world." 

 
4. Perhaps the most important line in this poem is enclosed in parentheses, as crucial moments 

so often are in Whitman's work--"To the average earth, the wordless earth, witness of war 
and peace"--and then it is repeated six lines later with slight but significant variations: "The 
average earth, the witness of war and peace, acknowledges mutely." In what ways is the earth 
average? How does Whitman translate its silence into a form of mute acknowledgement--
poetry, that is? 

 
5. “Ethiopia Saluting the Colors” is in part a study in the failure of empathy, the failure of the 

Union soldier to understand the implications of his own actions for an old freed slave 
woman whom he thinks of as only “half-human.” Think of how many times in your own life 
you have failed to make the effort to empathize, to understand how your own actions might 
be conceived of by someone much older than you or much different from you in terms of 
class, race, gender. Explore one of those moments, and write about how things might have 
been different if you had seen the incident through the eyes of the other. 

 
6. William Faulkner wrote that “The past is never dead. In fact it’s not even past.” This is 

another way of construing Eliot’s idea that “the end is where we start from” and Whitman’s 
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claim that “the real war will never get in the books.” All three of these statements express 
the realization that we can never access the body of the past, the physical experience that 
people now dead once felt in the very fiber of their bodies. But we can also nevernot want to 
access that past, to think, imagine, and write our way back to an imagination of what those 
bodies must have felt. Often our own past feels this way, too—we recall feeling pain or 
horror or terror, but it is difficult to “get it in the books,” to write it so that others can 
experience in their bodies what we felt in ours (or so that we can once again feel what we 
know we once felt). Writers often experience most keenly this notion that “the past is never 
dead” and that we are always starting at the end. Try writing about a past event that has 
caused you to feel intensely and deeply and physically, and describe it in such a way that you 
emphasize what the body felt. How close can you get to having your words bring a dead past 
alive? 

 


