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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. We usually think of the victors in a war getting to write the histories, but what about getting 
to name the war? How do wars get named? The Civil War only became commonly known 
by that term in the early twentieth century. If the Union had gotten to name the war, we 
would probably still know it as the War of Rebellion. World War I, of course, did not 
become known by that name until after World War II; before that, it was generally called 
The Great War. American wars since World War II have generally been named by 
Americans according to the countries in which they were (largely) fought: The Korean War, 
The Vietnam War, The First Gulf War, The Iraq War, The War in Afghanistan. What names 
did people in those countries give to the same wars? What alternative names can you imagine 
for the wars we have come to know so familiarly by the names our 
historians/journalists/politicians have given them? Why is the name we give to a war 
important? 

 
2. Most histories of wars focus on the battlefields—on the victors and the defeated, on ground 

gained and ground lost, on military tactics and maneuvers. When the wounded and dying are 
removed from the battlefields and sent to military hospitals, they tend to disappear from the 
histories of wars as we have come to know them. What are the implications of Whitman’s 
decision to focus his history of the war on the hospitals? How would we respond to and 
recall wars differently if our histories contained as much about the hospitals as about the 
battlefields? What would a history of a war be like if it told the entire story from the 
perspective of the soldiers in hospital wards? 

 
3. Whitman was a war correspondent as well as a war poet, so he was aware as he wrote his 

dispatches for newspapers that others might use phrases from his reports just as he used the 
phrases from a New York Herald report to write “Cavalry Crossing a Ford.” How many 
“found” poems are there in today’s war reports from the various wars going on in the world 
now? Can you construct a poem out of a recent newspaper war story? Share it. 

 
4. Whitman absorbed the new knowledge that geological, evolutionary, and astronomical 

science made available in his time, and turned it into poetry. But he remains an exception to 
the widely-held belief that poetry and science are incompatible. (Some contemporary poets 
who find material in scientific discoveries include A. R. Ammons, Miroslav Holub, James 
Merrill, Pattiann Rogers, Allison Hawthorne Deming, Linda Bierds, and Richard Kenny.) 
How do you imagine the relationship between these different disciplines? What are a poet's 
obligations to the scientific method? 
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5. Compare Whitman’s letter to donor Margaret Curtis with recent appeals for funds that you 
have received from charity organizations or with charity advertisements that you have seen 
on television. What are the similarities and the differences? 

 
6. Although “The Dresser” was written during the Civil War, Whitman decides to frame it as a 

recollection told from many years in the future, when the narrator is an old man, surrounded 
by children who are asking him questions about a war that for them is just a part of history. 
What is the effect of such a framing, and how would the poem work differently without that 
frame? 

 


