Socratic Seminar: Into the Wild Discussion Guide

1. Was Chris McCandless’ death a “foolish, pointless, death” (71)? Did he lack “the requisite humility” to go into the wild (72)? 
2. Think about Chris's relationship with his family. Does the inclusion of this back story make us more or less sympathetic to him? Do you sympathize with his parents? His sister Carine? 

3. What kind of “kid, with so much compassion, could cause his parents so much pain” (104)? Describe Chris’ character.  Do his values contrast with the way he treats his family?  Why are relationships between parents and children so rocky at times? 
4. Jack London was not the adventurer he proposed to be in his books and Walt McCandless was not the ideal father he purported to be. Why do you think Chris judged both of these men so differently for their shortcomings? What would you do if you learned what Chris did about his father (121)? 
5. Krakauer’s connection to the woman he met in Petersburg, AK, “exposed (his) self-deceit and left (him) hollow and aching” (137). What was he missing in his life? What do you think makes us feel whole? 
6. Chris marked the following passage in Tolstoy’s Family Happiness, “He was right in saying that the only certain happiness in life is to live for others” (169) and then wrote, “Happiness only real when shared” (189). Why do you think McCandless marked this passage? What did he mean by his inscription? 

7. Henry David Thoreau wrote, “rather than love, than money, than fame, give me  

     truth” (117). Chris highlighted this passage and wrote “truth” above it. Why do 
     you think McCandless identified with this quote?

8. In a letter to Ronald Franz, McCandless wrote, “nothing is more damaging to the adventurous spirit within a man than a secure future. The very basic core of a man’s living spirit is his passion for adventure” (56). Was Chris right? Why or why not? 
9. Everett Ruess preferred the “deep peace of the wild to the discontent bred by cities" (87). What is it about cities that make people crave the wilderness, or what is it about the wilderness that draws humans to it? What did the people in Into the Wild hope to find in the wilderness that they could not seem to find in modern society’s cities and towns? 
10. “(Chris) soon discovered…what Muir and Thoreau already knew: an extended stay in the wilderness inevitably directs one’s attention outward as much as inward, and it is impossible to live off the land without developing both a subtle understanding of, and a strong emotional bond with, that land and all it holds” (183). What do you think Krakauer meant by this statement? 
11.  “Chris was very much of the school that you should own nothing except what you can carry on your back at a dead run” (32). What do you think of this belief? What is the value of a minimalist lifestyle? 
12. Chris had a college degree, a new car, law school, and a trust fund in his future. Why did he leave it behind? What kind of life did he leave behind? What would you have done? 
13. Chris “believed that wealth was shameful, corrupting, (and) inherently evil” (115). What are your thoughts on wealth accumulation? Does it corrupt? 

14. After Chris survived his expedition in Mexico with only a bag of rice, he felt confident he could do the same in Alaska. Was this decision one of arrogance? How can you adjust and prepare for different environments in college? 
15. What are your impressions of Chris? Was he noble? Reckless? Selfish? Courageous? A pilgrim (85)? 
16. On August 18, 1992, Chris passed away. Krakauer notes that, “one of his last acts was to take a picture of himself, standing near the bus under the high Alaska sky, one hand holding his final note toward the camera lens, the other raised in a brave, beatific farewell. His face is horribly emaciated, almost skeletal. But if he pitied himself in those last difficult hours, because he was so young, because he was alone, because his body had betrayed him and his will had let him down-it’s not apparent from the photograph. He is smiling in the picture, and there is no mistaking the look in his eyes: Chris McCandless was at peace, serene as a monk gone to God” (199). Do you think Chris died at peace? 
17. “To symbolize the complete severance from his previous life, he even adopted a new name. No longer would he answer to Chris McCandless; he was now Alexander Supertramp, master of his own destiny” (23). Why did Chris change his name? What does it mean to assume a new identity? 
18. Some people believe that Chris McCandless was on a suicide mission. In a letter to Wayne Westerberg he wrote, “It might be a very long time before I return south. If this adventure proves fatal and you don't ever hear from me again, I want you to know you’re a great man. I now walk into the wild” (69). Krakauer believed that Chris was just seeking something greater than himself. Do you believe Chris ever intended to return from Alaska? Did Chris intend for his journey to end as it did? 
19. Chris set out to “kill the false being within” (163). What do you think he meant by that? 

Modified from:

http://www.sc.edu/fyre/docs/ITWDiscussionGuide.pdf
