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Addressing the looming effects of climate change, rapid population growth, and
globalization, Thomas L. Friedman’s Hot, Flat, and Crowded is both an eye-opening
report and an inspiring call to action. The questions and discussion topics that fol-
low are designed to encourage further dialogues, helping readers share ideas and
apply Friedman’s insights on local and international levels. We hope this guide will
enrich your experience of his groundbreaking work. 

Author of the number one bestseller The World Is Flat and one of America’s most
respected columnists, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Thomas L. Friedman has
transformed the way we see the world, and he has transformed the way we talk
about the most important issues of our time. With Hot, Flat, and Crowded, Friedman
is poised to spark his most powerful conversations yet, taking on the interlinked
woes of skyrocketing fuel costs, diminishing natural resources, and a planet that
seems unable to sustain us in the future. But Friedman is no naysayer. On the con-
trary: he is optimistic that the twenty-first century can become a time of extraordi-
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nary achievement—from tackling the energy crisis to lifting scores of the earth’s
inhabitants from poverty. 

A rallying cry that harkens back to the Greatest Generation as well as the era of
sweeping 1960s social reforms, Hot, Flat, and Crowded offers provocative yet realis-
tic solutions that take into account Friedman’s first hand, frontline research from
every corner of the earth. Presenting a riveting tour of power brokers and ordinary
citizens in the Middle East, Asia, Africa, South America, Europe, and North
America, Friedman equips readers with essential knowledge about the unprece-
dented transformations occurring in global commerce, geopolitics, and other
aspects of the international stage. Synthesizing this reporting into an ambitious
national strategy, Friedman declares that “geo-greenism” is not only vital but also
economically sound—a key component in spurring new levels of prosperity and
productivity for Americans from all walks of life. A sweeping action plan for the
Greenest Generation, Hot, Flat, and Crowded translates dire headlines into an exhil-
arating proposal that will mobilize Main Street and Wall Street with equal zeal.  

1. Discuss chapter one’s title, “Where Birds Don’t Fly,” and the story behind it. How
has this bunker mentality affected America’s role as an agent for positive change in
the global arena? 

2. In what ways did Hot, Flat, and Crowded help you understand the history of the
energy crisis and high fuel prices, from Carter-era progressivism through the
Reagan era and beyond? What aspects of this history surprised you the most?

3. Friedman begins by outlining three trends that capture diverse American atti-
tudes toward energy consumption, climate change, and biodiversity: the “dumb as
we wanna be” approach, found even among the political elite; the “subprime
nation” mentality of borrowing our way to prosperity; and the optimism of innova-
tors who want to do what’s right. Which attitude prevails in your community? 

4. Discuss the factors that have shaped the Energy-Climate Era: overcrowding due
to population growth and longevity, the flattening of the world due to the rise of
personal computers and the Internet, the fall of the Soviet Union, and other devel-
opments. How have these factors affected America economically, politically, and
otherwise? 

5. Chapter two makes the distinction between “fuels from hell” and “fuels from
heaven.” How is your life fueled by both categories? What would it take to transi-
tion completely to “fuels from heaven”?

6. In your community, who has the most obvious case of affluenza? How would
these groups fare under Chinese capitalism? Do you agree with Friedman’s predic-
tion that Chinese capitalism will signal the death of the European welfare state?
What other repercussions will rising affluence within the Chinese middle class be
likely to have? 

7. Friedman describes his visit to an ultra-green Wal-Mart in McKinney, Texas, and
the highly unecological urban sprawl he had to ride through to get there (chapter 
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three). In what way is this a microcosm of America’s current approach to Code
Green?

8. Friedman’s first law of petropolitics states that as the price of oil goes up, the pace
of freedom goes down. Why is this so often true? Did this principle apply to pros-
perity for American oil companies in the early twentieth century? What are the
ramifications of Friedman’s second law of petropolitics, “You cannot be either an
effective foreign policy realist or an effective democracy-promoting idealist without
also being an effective energy-saving environmentalist”?

9. In chapter five, Friedman describes the controversy that ensued when meteorol-
ogist Heidi Cullen tried to educate her audience about global warming. What is the
best way to inform those who tune out such messages, which they believe are tanta-
mount to “politicizing the weather”? 

10. What did you discover about the importance of biodiversity by reading Hot,
Flat, and Crowded? Why do the efforts of groups such as Conservation International
receive less attention than climate-change studies, though Friedman asserts that
they are equally crucial?  

11. Discuss the proposal in chapter seven that ending “energy poverty” is a key to
healing third-world populations, particularly in Africa. What is the best way to bal-
ance the need for energy in these regions with the destructive effects of power-
supply emissions? What is the best way to overcome the political instability that has
stymied the growth of power grids in these locales?

12. At the heart of Friedman’s argument is the notion that market demands drive
innovation. What would it take to transform America’s perception so that the Code
Green message is seen as a key to prosperity? How has the image of environmental-
ism changed during your lifetime?

13. Friedman decries halfhearted attempts at environmental change, comparing
them to a party rather than a revolution. At your workplace, in your neighborhood,
and within your circle of friends, is it fashionable to go green? Is it taken seriously
enough to become a bona fide movement, and then a revolution, where you live?

14. Chapter nine probes the political hurdles that have to be surmounted in order to
effect meaningful ecological change. In the book’s concluding passages, Friedman
even admits to admiring the efficiency with which Chinese autocrats can enact
immediate change. What should the role of government be in the face of a looming
ecological crisis? How much government control is too much? Could a politician
get elected in America by proposing higher fuel taxes and other disincentives for
energy consumption?

15. Discuss chapter ten’s economic principle that REEFIGDCPEERPC is less than
TTCOBCOG (Renewable Energy Ecosystem for Innovating, Generating, and
Deploying Clean Power, Energy Efficiency, Resource Productivity, and
Conservation is less than the True Cost of Burning Coal, Oil, and Gas). How does
this apply to your world? Why has America been slow to believe that REEFIGD-
CPEERPC is affordable?

16. Are any of the ideas described in Friedman’s “futuristic” scenario (such as the
Smart Black Box, smart grids, RESUs instead of cars, and energy costs that vary
according to time of day) already in the works in your state? 3



17. Chapter eleven includes a proposal that the alternative-energy movement needs
an economic bubble, similar to the one that poured staggering amounts of venture
capital into the dot-com industry. In your opinion, why hasn’t this happened yet? 

18. Friedman describes a number of innovators and persuaders who have made
significant inroads in improving conservation efforts, including an Indonesian imam
who was persuaded to acknowledge river pollution, New York taxi drivers who now
praise hybrid vehicles, and the U.S. military’s determination to “outgreen” the
enemy. What do these agents of change have in common? What should green revo-
lutionaries learn from these experiences? 

19. One of Friedman’s conclusions is that “it is much more important to change your
leaders than your lightbulbs.” How will this play out in upcoming elections at all lev-
els, local, state, and federal? What will the legacy of those elected officials be? How
can you help to lead the Code Green revolution?

20. How has the world changed since the publication of Friedman’s earlier books?
How is the world now experiencing the effects of situations he covered throughout
the 1990s? What human impulses (for example, materialism, benevolence) almost
form a theme throughout all his books?

Thomas L. Friedman, the foreign affairs columnist for The New York Times, is a
three-time Pulitzer Prize winner and the author of From Beirut to Jerusalem (winner
of the National Book Award for nonfiction); The Lexus and the Olive Tree:
Understanding Globalization; Longitudes and Attitudes: Exploring the World After
September 11; and The World Is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-first Century. He
lives in Bethesda, Maryland, with his family.
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Landmarks and The Lost Symbol:  
A Reader’s Guide to Washington, D.C. 
 
Architecture is itself a central character in Dan Brown’s The Lost 
Symbol. On your next visit to Washington, D.C., retrace Robert 
Langdon’s steps with this tour of locales featured in the novel. 
 
A. Library of Congress 
101 Independence Avenue SE at 1st Street 
The ultimate destination for book lovers, the Library of 
Congress comprises several buildings. The grandest facility, the 
magnificent Thomas Jefferson Building, opened to the public 
in 1897 and was modeled after the Paris Opera House. Robert 
Langdon is led there by Warren Bellamy through a tunnel, 
which is open to visitors and connects to the upper level of the 
Capitol Visitor Center. For armchair travelers, the Library’s 
website features a guide to decoding the secret messages lurking 
in the building’s architecture: 

http://myloc.gov/Education/OnlineActivities/ExhibitObjects/jeffersonbldgsecretmessages.aspx 
 
B. United States Capitol 
East end of the National Mall 
The Capitol is the novel’s centerpiece. The cornerstone was laid with Masonic ceremonies in 
1793, though the subsequent Capitol structure was nearly destroyed by British troops in the War 
of 1812. The restoration and expansion project was extensive, with major construction completed 
in 1868. Take time to examine The Apotheosis of Washington, the fresco in the eye of the rotunda 
that, as The Lost Symbol indicates, portrays George Washington’s ascent to the heavens. 
 
C. National Statuary Hall 
Located in the Capitol, the Statuary Hall houses a majority of the works in the National Statuary 
Hall Collection. Robert refers to it as “the best room in all of D.C.” when Peter Solomon’s 
“assistant” tells Robert that this will be the setting for his keynote address. Individual states each 
donated two statues that honor notable regional figures. The rest of the works in the 100-piece 
collection are housed in other areas of the Capitol, including the Crypt and the Hall of Columns.  
  
D. United States Botanic Garden 
West of the Capitol at 1st Street and Independence Avenue 

http://myloc.gov/Education/OnlineActivities/ExhibitObjects/jeffersonbldgsecretmessages.aspx


Featuring “the nation’s garden,” these sumptuous specimens of landscape architecture include 
fountains, special flower collections, the colorful Orchid House, and, yes, the “jungle” where 
Warren Bellamy is held (it’s technically a rain forest).  
 
E. Washington Monument 
15th Street and Constitution Avenue (west of center on the National Mall) 
Dan Brown makes thorough use of America’s Egyptian obelisk. Although plans for a memorial 
honoring George Washington had been discussed during the eighteenth century, construction on 
The Washington Monument did not begin until 1848. The architect, Robert Mills, did not live to 
see the structure’s completion in 1884. 
 
F. Freedom Plaza 
Pennsylvania Avenue between 13th and 14th Streets 
The scene of Robert and Katherine’s great escape, the Plaza indeed features inlaid stonework that 
depicts Charles L’Enfant’s original plan for the capital city.  
 
G. Franklin Square 
I Street between 13th and 14th Streets 
Although Robert deduced that “Franklin Square” referred to a mathematical square, not a 
geographical location, the area is nonetheless a public park surrounded by noteworthy historic 
sites. As stated in the novel, Alexander Graham Bell sent first wireless message here. 
 
BEYOND THE CAPITOL AREA 
House of the Temple 
1733 16th Street NW (between S and R Streets, near the Dupont Circle Metro stop) 
Featured throughout The Lost Symbol, the House of the Temple has served as the national 
headquarters of the Scottish Rite Masons’ Supreme Council since the building’s completion in 
1915. Yes, the architecture was inspired by the Mausoleum at Halicarnassus (the tomb of 
Mausolus).  
 
Washington National Cathedral 
3101 Wisconsin Avenue NW at Massachusetts Avenue (bus service provides the best public transportation to 
the Cathedral) 
Though the cornerstone was laid in 1907, construction of Dean Galloway’s magnificent church 
would continue for the next 83 years. As described in The Lost Symbol, ten commemorative stones 
from Mt. Sinai, where Moses is said to have received the Ten Commandments, are set in the floor 
in front of the altar. 
 
George Washington Masonic Memorial  
Alexandria, Virginia, near the King Street Metro station 
Inspired by the ancient lighthouse in Alexandria, Egypt, the memorial contains impressive artifacts 
from Washington’s life. Though Katherine Solomon and Robert only used it as a decoy, it 
presents numerous historical details that enhance a reading of The Lost Symbol. Armchair travelers 
will enjoy the memorial’s online tour: http://www.gwmemorial.org/index.php 

http://www.gwmemorial.org/index.php


 
Smithsonian Museum Support Center 
4210 Silver Hill Road, Suitland, Maryland (free shuttle service from the National Museum of Natural 
History on the National Mall) 
Trying to track down Katherine’s lab? The address given in the novel does match a building that 
houses, as Dan Brown states, “a ‘dead zone,’ a ‘wet pod,’ and more than twelve miles of storage 
cabinets.” You won’t find a center for research in Noetic Science there, but you will find the 
Smithsonian Museum Support Center, where Peter (in the novel, the Smithsonian’s secretary) 
established laboratory space to his sister. The SMSC is like an attic for the nation’s attic—a massive 
site for processing, conservation, and storage. 
 
Questions and Topics for Discussion 
The following questions and topics are designed to enhance your book club’s experience of Dan 
Brown’s The Lost Symbol.  
 
1. How were you affected by the list of facts presented at the beginning of the novel? Where did 
you draw the line between fact and fiction as Robert Langdon’s quest unfolded?  
 
2. Discuss Robert’s ABC definition of religion, delivered on page 30: “Religions assure salvation, 
religions believe in a precise theology, and religions convert nonbelievers.” According to this 
definition, are you a religious person? Would it be fair to say that Peter rejects religion?  
 
3. Mal’akh considers the polarity of angels and demons on page 12, noting that “the guardian 
angel who conquered your enemy in battle was perceived by your enemy as a demon destroyer.” 
What does this indicate about Mal’akh’s perception of himself in the world? How can his evil 
nature be explained? Why is he only able to consider his own suffering, while relishing the 
suffering of others? 
 
4. How did you react to Katherine’s work in noetic science? What motivates her to investigate the 
tangible aspects of the human soul (attempting to weigh it, even)? How would it change the world 
if there were more tangible evidence of the spiritual world? How is Katherine’s perception of 
science different from Robert’s? 
 
5. Discuss the novel’s grand theme of architecture. How did The Lost Symbol change the way you 
think about the way buildings are designed, and the intention of their architects (creators)? What 
most surprised you about the tributes to the past—and visions of the future—that are captured in 
the landmarks of Washington, D.C.? 
 
6. At the heart of the novel is a quest to unlock wisdom, and the need to keep it “locked” because 
it can be used for destructive purposes. Do you believe that freedom of knowledge (Wikipedia, a 
world wide web) is a blessing or a curse? The novel’s epigraph, from Manly Hall’s The Secret 
Teachings of All Ages, encourages readers to become aware of the meaning of the world. What 
mysteries about the world, and life, do you think are the most important ones to explore? 
 



7. Throughout the novel, Mal’akh, government officials, and scholars try to gain answers to 
specific, urgent questions. Mal’akh easily resorts to torture (and Inoue Sato says that it’s effective), 
culminating in Robert’s terrifying immersion. Ultimately, who are the novel’s most successful 
interrogators?   
 
8. How familiar were you with Freemasonry before reading the novel? How did your impressions 
of the organization shift throughout the book, from the chilling prologue to Peter’s philosophical 
comments near the end? 
  
9. How did Mal’akh amass enough power to turn his personal plot into a national security threat? 
What does his rise to power indicate about the potential of mind over body, and a human being’s 
ability to play a variety of roles for unsuspecting audiences? 
 
10. How do Peter’s students (including Robert) reconcile their admiration for him with the 
knowledge that he is a mason? Did it surprise you to learn about well-known American historical 
figures who were masons, and to read about scientists who were intrigued by mysticism and other 
occult belief systems? What determines whether a political leader’s belief system wins the approval 
of voters? 
 
11. While interpreting the Masonic Pyramid’s final inscription, Robert tries to bring order out of 
chaos by interpreting each symbol as a metaphor. Peter instructs him to be literal and accept the 
inscription as a true map. What does this exchange say about the best way to interpret all sacred 
messages? 
 
12. Chapter 44 (pages 175-176) features a wry scene between Robert and his editor (whose name is 
only a few letters different from the name of Dan Brown’s editor). What does The Lost Symbol 
indicate about the power of the Word—both ancient texts and bestselling twenty-first-century 
novels? 
 
13. How would you have responded to the horrific choice Peter faces at the end of the novel? 
What choices would you have made if you had access to his massive fortune? 
 
14. The final chapter raises intriguing questions about the possibility of a multi-faceted God, and 
the potential to find God in all of humanity. Are you comfortable that? Can there be a universal 
definition of enlightenment? 
 
15. What truths do Kathleen and Robert experience in the epilogue, at sunrise, atop America’s 
ultimate symbol? From your perspective, what does the Capitol symbolize? 
 
16. What common thread runs through this and each of Dan Brown’s previous works? What 
makes The Lost Symbol unique? How has Robert’s perspective changed since Angels & Demons and 
The Da Vinci Code? 
 
Guide written by Amy Root  



Freedom
Jonathan Franzen

ISBN: 978-0-374-15846-0 / 576 pages

Nearly a decade after the publication of his award-winning 
novel The Corrections, Jonathan Franzen returns with an 
epic of equal genius. Taking its title from the liberty and 
the constraints of contemporary life, Freedom traces Patty 
and Walter Berglund’s lives from a turbulent college court-
ship through earnest attempts to be perfect parents and the 
aftermath of middle-aged confessions. 

Patty and Walter begin their marriage as gentrifiers in old St. Paul, Minnesota. They are members 
of the Whole Foods generation, minimizing their use of fossil fuels and gradually reversing urban 
blight in a once-grand Victorian neighborhood. Imagine their angst when their teenage son decides 
to live with the aggressively Republican family next door and immerses himself in neocon ventures 
as soon as he arrives at college. Their other child, Jessica, surpasses her parents in rational thinking; 
Walter eventually dodges Jessica’s phone calls because her advice will be too tough to take. One con-
stant fixture is Walter’s college rival and best friend, Richard Katz. Now an aging rocker, Richard still 
stokes a long-standing hunger in Patty. When Walter fights to preserve a habitat for an endangered 
bird—even if it means making a spurious bargain with Big Coal—this history threatens to topple the 
deal, along with everything he believes about truth and illusion.

One of the most highly anticipated novels of recent years, Freedom offers rich territory for discus-
sion, ranging from the nature of love to the role of humanity in nature. We hope that the following 
questions will enhance your experience of Franzen’s dazzling literary triumph.

QUESTIONS AND TOPICS FOR DISCUSSION

1.  Jonathan Franzen refers to freedom throughout the novel, including the freedom of Iraqis to be-
come capitalists, Joey’s parents’ attempt to give him an unencumbered life, an inscription on a 
building at Jessica’s college that reads use well thy freedom, and alcoholic Mitch, who is “a free 
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man.” How do the characters spend their freedom? Is it a liberating or destructive force for them? 
Which characters are the least free? 

2.  Freedom contains almost cinematic descriptions of the characters’ dwelling places, from the house 
in St. Paul to Abigail’s eclectic Manhattan apartment. How do the homes in Freedom reflect the 
personalities of their occupants? Where do Walter and Patty feel most at home? Which of your 
homes has been most significant in your life?

3.  As a young woman, Patty is phenomenally strong on the basketball court yet vulnerable in re-
lationships, especially with her workaholic parents, her friend Eliza, and the conflicted duo of 
Richard and Walter. What did her rapist, Ethan Post, teach her about vulnerability? After the rape, 
what did her father and the coaches attempt to teach her about strength? 

4.  What feeds Richard and Walter’s lifelong cycle of competition and collaboration? If you were 
Patty, would you have made the road trip with Richard? What does Freedom say about the reper-
cussions of college, not only for Walter and Patty but also for their children?

5.  How would you characterize Patty’s writing? How does her storytelling style compare to the nar-
rator’s voice in the rest of the novel? If Walter had written a memoir, what might he have said 
about his victories, and his suffering?

6.  Which tragicomic passages in Freedom made you laugh? Which characters elicited continual sad-
ness and sympathy in you? How does Franzen balance poignant moments with absurdity?

7.  Discuss the nature of attraction, both in the novel and in your own experience. What does it take 
to be desirable in Freedom? In the novel, how do couples sustain intense attraction for each other 
over many phases of their lives?

8.  Does history repeat itself throughout Walter’s ancestry, with his Swedish grandfather, Einar, who 
built roads, loathed communism and slow drivers, and was cruel to his wife; his father, Gene, a 
war hero with fantasies of success in the motel business; and his mother, Dorothy, whose cos-
mopolitan family was Walter’s salvation? What do all the characters in the novel want from their 
parents? How do their relationships with their parents affect their relationships with lovers?

9.  After her father’s death, Patty asks her mother why she ignored Patty’s success in sports, even 
though Joyce was a driven woman who might have relished her daughter’s achievements. She 
doesn’t get a satisfactory answer; Joyce vaguely says that she wasn’t into sports. Why do you think 
Patty did not garner as much attention as her sisters did? How did your opinion of Veronica and 
Abigail shift throughout the novel? Does Patty treat Jessica the same way her parents treated her?

10.  How is Lalitha different from the other characters in the novel? How does her motivation for 
working with the Cerulean Mountain Trust compare to Walter’s? Does Walter relate to the ceru-
lean warbler on some level?
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11.  What accounts for the differences between Joey and Jessica? Is it simply a matter of genes and 
temperament, or does gender matter in their situation? 

12. What does Joey want and get from Jenna and Connie? What do they want and get from him?

13.  Did Carol and Blake evolve as parents? What sort of life do you predict for their twin daughters?

14.  Near the end of the novel, Franzen describes Walter’s relationship with Bobby the cat as a sort 
of troubled marriage. Was their “divorce” inevitable? When Patty is eventually able to serve as 
neighborhood peacemaker, even negotiating a truce with Linda Hoffbauer, what does this say 
about her role in Walter’s life? Does she dilute his sense of purpose and principle, or does she 
keep him grounded in reality?

15.  How would you answer the essential question raised by Walter’s deal with the Texas rancher Vin 
Haven: What is the best way to achieve environmental conservation? 

16.  Consider the novel’s epigraph, taken from Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale. The lines are spoken 
by Paulina in the final act, after she learns the fate of her dead husband. She receives the news 
while surrounded by happy endings for the other characters. The most obvious parallel is to Wal-
ter, but who else might be reflected in these lines?

17.  What unique truths emerge in Freedom? In what ways does this novel enhance themes (such as 
love and commitment, family angst, the intensity of adolescence, and the individual against the 
giant—corporate, governmental, and otherwise) featured in Franzen’s previous works, including 
his nonfiction?

 
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
JONATHAN FRANZEN is the author of three previous novels: The Corrections, which won the 
National Book Award and spent twenty-nine weeks on the New York Times bestseller list; The 
Twenty-Seventh City; and Strong Motion. He is also the author of two works of nonfiction, How to Be 
Alone and The Discomfort Zone. Franzen divides his time between New York City and Santa Cruz, 
California. 
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A Guide for Teachers

“Intense emotional impact . . . “Intense emotional impact . . . 
Indelibly affecting . . . Alice Walker Indelibly affecting . . . Alice Walker 

is a lavishly gifted writer.”
—The New York Times Book Review—The New York Times Book Review

“Places Walker in the 
company of Faulkner.”

—The Nation

“Superb . . . A work to stand 
beside literature of any 

time and place.”
—San Francisco Chronicle

THE COLOR PURPLE
A NOVEL

Alice Walker

Winner of the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book Award
15 East 26th Street, New York, NY  10010

525 B Street, San Diego, CA  92101
www.HarcourtBooks.com
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TO THE TEACHER

S ince it was first published in 1982, The Color Purple has become an icon of literature The Color Purple has become an icon of literature The Color Purple
that heals, that enlightens, and that empowers. Its audience has always been broad: 

the novel garnered major literary awards and dazzled highbrow critics while demonstrating 
equally strong commercial appeal. Readers from all walks of life have found themselves 
awed by the novel’s narrator, Celie, a role portrayed onscreen by Whoopi Goldberg in 
Steven Spielberg’s film version of the story. More recently, producer Oprah Winfrey (who 
played Sofia in the movie) brought the novel to Broadway in a musical that blends gospel, 
jazz, blues, and ragtime. 

Despite these triumphant images, this is a novel that begins with a fourteen-year-old girl’s 
cry for help. Celie has suffered repeated rapes and brutal beatings by the man she believes to 
be her father, who tells her, in the novel’s opening line, “You better not never tell nobody but 
God.” After becoming pregnant by him twice, she is terrified that he has now set his sights on 
her younger sister, Nettie. Celie’s initial thoughts are shared with us in the form of her letters 
to God, written in a voice that uses raw realism—the only language she knows—to convey the 
facts of her life. It is this authenticity that sets The Color Purple apart; critics who feel offended The Color Purple apart; critics who feel offended The Color Purple
by Celie’s voice miss the fact that her candor is itself an aspect of her stolen innocence. These 
opening scenes reveal the dangers of secrecy and misinformation as the heroine pines for one 
thing: an education. Her tragic home life prevents her from fulfilling that dream.

For Nettie, however, fate holds quite the opposite. She joins a missionary family who 
encourage her in literacy and learning, eventually taking her with them for an exhilarating 
though dangerous life in colonial Africa. The price of this freedom is that she and Celie are 
estranged from one another for most of their adult lives. Yet their devotion as sisters never 
wanes, and, without even knowing whether the other is alive, their mutual and uncondi-
tional love sustains them. 

Set in the Deep South during the first half of the twentieth century, The Color Purple
traces the lives of both sisters over a period of decades, and delivers innumerable opportunities 
for thoughtful classroom discussion. Acceptance and context are the keys to unlocking the 
novel’s riches. Alice Walker’s classic brings to life American history, world history, women’s 
history, civil rights history, and the history of one remarkable family—a family that asks us 
to consider questions about the making of an abuser (what are the true roots of controlling, 
hurtful behavior?) and the recipe for peace (how can we find the courage to eradicate suffer-
ing throughout the world?). 

We hope that the following discussion topics and activities will enrich your students’ appre-
ciation of this unique, transforming work of modern fiction. 
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READING AND UNDERSTANDING THIS BOOK

This section gives teachers an opportunity to focus on comprehension, to clarify aspects of the plot, and to allow students to 
share their own interpretations of certain passages.

1. In Celie’s first letter to God, she asks for a sign to let her know what is happening to her. Discuss the way confusion and 
deception become powerful tools for those characters who want to take advantage of Celie. Unravel the layers of lies 
that are told to her throughout the novel, perhaps making lists that compare the fiction she is expected to believe with 
the truth about her world. These can be concrete (Celie’s impression that Pa is too poor to provide properly for her, and 
the later realization that he had more resources than he ever lets on) or abstract (the assertion that Celie is unintelligent, 
though she demonstrates constant intelligence in planning for her safety and that of her sister). Ask the students to recall 
their own experience with a revelation: when in their lives has the truth set them free?

2. What is the effect of not knowing Albert’s last name? In early novels, it was not uncommon for authors to use a blank 
in place of a character’s name, to create the illusion that the character was someone the reader might know—someone 
whose identity had to be kept secret. What does it mean that Celie must call her husband Mr. _____? When does she at 
last begin calling him by his first name?

3. Why does Albert tell Harpo to begin beating his wife, Sofia? Why is it so important to Harpo that his wife have no will 
of her own? Is his relationship with Squeak (Mary Agnes) fulfilling? What do these scenes tell us about the nature of 
abusive cycles? Is cruelty something that is taught—something that is unnatural? In your opinion, what does it take for 
someone (male or female) to deserve true respect? 

4. Just as Celie grew up being told she was inferior, Shug Avery was always told she was evil. What are your impressions of 
Shug, from the photo Celie sees early on, to the end of the novel, when Celie and Albert have united in their devotion 
to Shug? What does Shug teach Celie about being loved, and about finding one’s true self? What price does Sofia pay 
for being her true self?

5. What does it take for Celie to finally reach her boiling point and reject oppression?
6. What is Celie’s opinion of Grady and his haze of addiction?
7. Why is it difficult for Shug to commit to the people who love her? In what ways does Shug bring both pleasure and 

heartache to them?
8. Nettie’s life with Corrine and Samuel gives her the first semblance of a healthy family life she has ever known, but 

Corrine’s jealousy taints this. Only the memory of that crucial early scene, when Celie lays eyes on her daughter at the 
store, absolves Nettie just before Corrine dies. The Color Purple brims with these intricate turns of plot. List the seemingly The Color Purple brims with these intricate turns of plot. List the seemingly The Color Purple
minor scenes that turn out to be pivotal in the lives of the characters.

THE CAST OF CHARACTERS, Listed Alphabetically

THE ART OF LANGUAGE

LIVING HISTORY

A KALEIDOSCOPE OF SYMBOLS

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS

Alphonso: Referred to as “Pa,” he is Celie and Nettie’s step-
father (though at first they are told he is their biological 
father). 

Celie: The novel’s heroine. 
Doris Baines: The wealthy missionary Nettie meets on a ship. 
Eleanor Jane: The mayor’s daughter, who is oblivious to hard-

ship when Sofia is forced to become her family’s maid. 
Germaine: The younger man who steals Shug’s heart. 
Grady: Shug’s passive husband. 
Harpo: Celie’s oldest stepchild and owner of the juke joint. 
Kate: Mr. _____’s sister, who early on urges Celie to stand up 

for herself. 

Miss Millie: The mayor’s racist wife. 
Mr. _____: Celie’s husband, whom she later calls by his first 

name, Albert. 
Nettie: Celie’s younger sister. 
Olivia and Adam: Celie’s children. 
Samuel and Corrine: The minister and his wife, who adopt 

Celie’s children. 
Shug Avery: The glamorous singer, whose given name is Lillie. 
Sofia: Harpo’s headstrong wife. 
Squeak: The nickname for Harpo’s biracial girlfriend, Mary 

Agnes. 
Tashi: The Olinka village girl who marries Adam.



READING AND UNDERSTANDING THIS BOOK

THE CAST OF CHARACTERS, Listed Alphabetically

THE ART OF LANGUAGE

One of the novel’s many achievements is its pitch-perfect use of voice. Celie’s and Nettie’s letters convey two starkly different 
varieties of English, providing a gateway for students to consider the historical and social aspects of language. 

1. Using online resources, a guest speaker from a local university, or textbooks on the history of English (such as McCrum, 
MacNeil, and Cran’s widely adopted The Story of English), present a history of African American Vernacular English 
(AAVE), formerly known as Black English among sociolinguists and sometimes referred to as Ebonics. In what ways does 
language capture a particular experience? Is it a reflection of geography (including rural versus urban areas)? Education 
level? Peer groups? Age? Immigration status? How are language and identity linked? In the contemporary world, espe-
cially in music, does AAVE convey different cues than it did in the 1920s and 1930s?

2. Ask the students to identify the systems and vocabularies that make Celie’s voice distinctive (replacing the digraph “th” 
with the letter “d,” so “that” becomes “dat”; dropping auxiliary verbs; her use of “hant” to describe a haunting ghost or 
“miration” for “admiration”). When they have completed their analyses, ask the students to compare Celie’s voice with 
Nettie’s. What causes the gradual transformation of Nettie’s speech patterns? What does Celie mean when, as Darlene is 
trying to teach her to speak standard English, she says, “Only a fool would want you to talk in a way that feel peculiar 
to your mind”?

3. Ask the students to identify their underground speech styles. What are the traits of their formal and informal uses of 
language? What vocabularies do they use to fit in with their peers, or to keep adults from understanding their messages? 
What dialects are associated with their own ancestors? What dialects might cause them to be ostracized?

4. Present a unit on the use of vernacular in fiction. Demonstrate that in literature—from older classics such as Mark Twain’s 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn through contemporary works such as those by Hawaiian author Lois-Ann Yamanaka—
dialects have won accolades for authenticity and criticism for promoting what some say are racist or simply “incorrect” 
examples of American English. Does a fiction writer have more freedom, or even an obligation, to portray marginalized 
populations with candor? What causes a word—whether a racial slur or a sexual profanity—to be deemed offensive?

LIVING HISTORY

1. Celie’s life sets the stage for the civil rights movement, giving context to the years before Martin Luther King Jr.’s march 
on Washington (where, in 1963, Alice Walker was able to hear his “I have a dream” speech while perched on a tree limb). 
What facts about American history are captured in The Color Purple, such as those represented by the lynching and 
burning of Celie and Nettie’s father? 

2. What laws, or lack of laws, were in place in the early twentieth century to restrict the political and economic power of 
African Americans in the South? Did the Nineteenth Amendment, granting voting rights to women, extend to Celie? 
Could she have served on a jury?

3. How has society (as well as the legal system) changed to address violence against children and women? How would 
Alphonso and Albert have fared in twenty-first-century courts? 

4. On a map, trace two voyages: the typical route of European slave ships through the Middle Passage, and the route Nettie takes 
to Liberia. Next, research Liberia’s fascinating history, beginning with the question of why the country is called Liberia. How 
was presidential power transferred from the dictator Charles Taylor to a Harvard-educated woman, Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf?

5. What does Nettie tell us about life in Liberia under President William Tubman, who took office in 1944? How does 
Nettie reconcile her mixed feelings about the Olinka experience? Is financial greed the root of the suffering portrayed in 
much of the novel? How does Doris Baines use her financial power? 

6. What historical facts are captured in the news that Nettie’s ship was sunk amid the treachery of World War II?
7. Alice Walker honors all aspects of her ancestry, which includes Cherokee Indians through her maternal grandmother. 

What references to Native American populations does she include in The Color Purple?

A KALEIDOSCOPE OF SYMBOLS

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS



READING AND UNDERSTANDING THIS BOOK

THE CAST OF CHARACTERS, Listed Alphabetically

THE ART OF LANGUAGE

LIVING HISTORY

A KALEIDOSCOPE OF SYMBOLS

1. Celie longs to wear purple, a color she associates with royalty and with vibrant women such as Shug, and a color she thinks 
God may have created in order to receive love. In the novel’s glorious conclusion, she surrounds herself with purple. What 
makes this color special—special enough to become the novel’s title? 

2. The Color Purple has often been read as a metaphor for the African American legacy. What symbolism exists in the way The Color Purple has often been read as a metaphor for the African American legacy. What symbolism exists in the way The Color Purple
Celie is separated from her children, denied an education, and valued only for her housekeeping and her sexual capabili-
ties? When Adam and Tashi marry, does this negate any of the injustices of European as well as African slave traders? 
What do characters such as Miss Millie, who tries to dehumanize and exploit the labor of people of color, reflect about the 
post-Reconstruction world? What turning point does Sofia’s act of defiance (despite its brutal consequences) reflect? 

3. What is the significance of Celie’s success as a manufacturer of pants (in terms of commerce, creativity, defiance, comfort, 
or other parameters)?

4. How do Celie and Nettie picture God? What interpretation of God does Nettie encounter in Africa? 
5. Many of the novel’s characters take note of the melanin content in the skin of others. What do these “degrees of darkness” 

symbolize to them? Is it associated with status?
6. What determines whether someone is considered beautiful today, versus in the early twentieth century? How do you 

define beauty? Why were so few people willing to see the beauty in Celie?

SUPPLEMENTAL MATERIALS

1. Note that two of Alice Walker’s later books create an informal trilogy with The Color Purple. In Possessing the Secret of Joy, 
Tashi confronts the emotional and physical damage of female genital mutilation and returns to Africa to inflict vengeance 
on the elderly woman who performed the procedure on her. The Temple of My Familiar features Celie’s granddaughter, The Temple of My Familiar features Celie’s granddaughter, The Temple of My Familiar
Fanny. Walker’s short stories, especially the widely anthologized “Everyday Use,” also merit literary analysis. The most 
comprehensive biography of Walker to date is Evelyn White’s Alice Walker: A Life.

2. Other supplemental reading can be drawn from the Harlem Renaissance, to match the time period of the novel (particu-
larly the works of Zora Neale Hurston, Ralph Ellison, Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, Georgia Douglas Johnson, 
and James Baldwin) or from contemporaries of Walker, including Toni Morrison, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Sandra 
Cisneros. The memoir genre also offers a powerful way to enhance this reading, including Mary Karr’s The Liar’s Club. 
In addition, Barbara Kingsolver’s novel The Poisonwood Bible provides a moving depiction of a misguided American mis-The Poisonwood Bible provides a moving depiction of a misguided American mis-The Poisonwood Bible
sionary during the time of the Congolese revolution against Belgium.

3. Blues music is an essential supplement to the novel. Recordings of Bessie Smith, Ma Rainey, Alberta Hunter, and Ethel 
Waters could convey the experience of hearing Shug Avery perform; Walker specifically refers to Bessie Smith’s song “A 
Good Man Is Hard to Find” (which also became the title for Flannery O’Connor’s well-known short story). Jazz per-
formers appropriate to the time period include Cab Calloway, Duke Ellington, Dizzy Gillespie, and Billie Holiday. Scott 
Joplin’s piano rags set a contemplative tone and capture sounds popular during Celie’s childhood. Recordings by gospel 
great Mahalia Jackson could be used to demonstrate the kinds of hymns Nettie might have known. Soundtracks from 
the musical and the film versions of The Color Purple are also available. The Color Purple are also available. The Color Purple
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The Year of the Flood 

By Margaret Atwood 

“Futuristic, chilling and wonderfully original….A strange and 

beautiful work, this masterful narrative proves that Atwood 

can do anything as a novelist.”—Bookpage, Top Pick for Book 

Clubs 

 

About This Guide 

In this long-awaited new novel, Margaret Atwood brilliantly envisions what could happen 

if we continue on the dangerous path of disrespect for the environment-and for one 

another. The questions and topics that follow are designed to enhance your reading 

experience and to generate lively discussion. 

 

About This Book 

Set in the visionary future of Atwood’s acclaimed Oryx and Crake, The Year of the 

Flood is at once a moving tale of lasting friendship and a landmark work of speculative 

fiction. In this second book of the MaddAddam trilogy, the long-feared waterless flood 

has occurred, altering Earth as we know it and obliterating most human life. Among the 

survivors are Ren, a young trapeze dancer locked inside the high-end sex club Scales 

and Tails, and Toby, who is barricaded inside a luxurious spa. Amid shadowy, corrupt 

ruling powers and new, gene-spliced life forms, Ren and Toby will have to decide on 

their next move, but they can't stay locked away. 

 

Question & Answer 

1. How does the friendship between Amanda and Ren grow, despite their differences 

and the restrictions they face? They meet as children. Who was your greatest ally when 

you were that age? What do you think of Ren's treatment of Bernice? 

 

2. What survival skills do the novel's female characters possess? Do they find security 

or vulnerability at Scales and Tales, the AnooYoo Spa, and within the community of 

http://knopfdoubleday.com/author/1013/margaret-atwood/


Gardeners? What strength does Pilar find in nature, while Lucerne is drawn to artificial 

beauty? 

 

3. How do Adam One's motivations compare to Zeb's? In their world, what advantages 

do men have? Are they really “advantages”? 

 

4. Discuss Toby's parents and their fate. What does their story illustrate about the 

dangers of an unregulated and corrupt drug industry? What motivates Toby to become a 

healer? 

 

5. How does Adam One's explanation of creation and the fall of humanity compare to 

more standard Judeo-Christian ideas? What does he offer his followers, beyond an 

understanding of the planet and the creatures that inhabit it? 

 

6. Discuss the father figures in Ren's life: her stepfather, Zeb; her biological father, 

Frank; and eventually Mordis. What did they teach her about being a woman? How did 

they shape her expectations of Jimmy? 

 

7. As a refugee from Texas, Amanda is an outsider, facing constant risk. Would you have 

harbored her? Why is Ren so impressed by her? 

 

8. What is the result of a penal system like Painball? How does it influence the citizens' 

attitude toward crime? 

 

9. Should Toby have honored Pilar's deathbed wish that she become an Eve? How did 

the lessons in beekeeping serve Toby in other ways as well? 

 

10. Crake's BlyssPlus pill offers many false promises. What are they, and what was 

Crake really striving for (chapter 73)? If human beings are the greatest problem for the 

natural world, could they also provide solutions less drastic than Crake's? How? 

 

11. In what ways do the novel's three voices—Toby's, Ren's, and Adam One's—

complement one another? What unique perspective is offered in each narration? 

 

12. Explore the lyrics from The God's Gardeners Oral Hymnbook. What do they say about 

the Gardener theology and the nature of their faith? Adam One does not always tell the 

truth to his congregation. Is well-meant lying ever acceptable? 

 

13. Margaret Atwood's fiction often displays “gallows humor.” Can a thing be dire and 

funny at the same time? Must we laugh or die? 

 

14. The Year of the Flood covers the same time period as Oryx and Crake, and contains 

a number of the same characters — (“Snowman,” a student at the Martha Graham 



Academy and “the last man on earth”) and Glenn (“Crake,” who studied at the Watson -

Crick Institute), as well as Bernice, Jimmy's hostile college room-mate, Amanda, a live-in 

artist girlfriend, Ren (“Brenda,”) whom he remembers briefly in  Oryx and Crake as a 

high-school fling, Jimmy's mother, who runs away to become an activist, and the God's 

Gardeners, whom he mentions as a fringe green cult. Re-read the final pages of both 

books. What do you predict for the remaining characters? Should the Gardeners execute 

the Painballers? Why? Why not? Would you? 

 

15. What parallels did you see between The Year of the Flood and current headlines? 

 

(For a complete list of available reading group guides, and to sign up for the Reading 

Group Center enewsletter, visit www.readinggroupcenter.com) 

About This Author 

Margaret Atwood, whose work has been published in over thirty-five countries, is the 

author of more than forty books of fiction, poetry, and critical essays. In addition to  The 

Handmaid's Tale, her novels includeCat's Eye, shortlisted for the Booker Prize; Alias 

Grace, which won the Giller Prize in Canada and the Premio Mondello in Italy;  The Blind 

Assassin, winner of the 2000 Booker Prize; and her most recent, Oryx and Crake, 

shortlisted for the 2003 Booker Prize. She lives in Toronto with writer Graeme Gibson.  
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About This Guide 
In 1989, John Grisham published his first novel, A Time to Kill, set 
in the town of Clanton, in Ford County, Mississippi. Twenty years 
later, he now brings us his first collection of short stories, returning 
to that rural corner of the world—a place populated by hucksters 
and their honest victims, the simple-minded and the shrewd, the 
rich and the poor. From three good ole boys on a fateful road trip 
to Memphis to the tale of Stanley Wade, a litigator whose 
encounter with an old adversary turns violent, the cast of characters 
in Ford County will keep you enthralled on every page. Brimming 
with suspense, each of these stories confirms Grisham’s reign as 
America’s master storyteller.      
  

 
The questions and discussion topics that follow are intended to enhance your reading of John 
Grisham’s Ford County. We hope they will enrich your experience of this captivating collection. 
 
Question & Answer 
1. How do the small-town lawyers in Ford County compare to some of the high-powered attorneys 
featured in John Grisham’s other works? What struggles and temptations do they all have in 
common? 
 
2. When Roger, Aggie, and Calvin decided to travel to Memphis to give blood in “Blood Drive,” 
what were they each hoping to gain? Was Calvin the only one who lost his innocence on the trip? 
What ultimately was your impression of Bailey—the character we only meet through hearsay? 
 
3. In “Fetching Raymond,” Inez Graney and her sons Leon and Butch don’t see Raymond’s 
situation in quite the same way. What accounts for the difference between Raymond and his 
brothers? What determines whether someone will end up on the wrong side of the law? 
 
4. John Grisham’s first work of nonfiction, The Innocent Man, recounted the story of Ron 
Williamson, who was sentenced to death for the 1982 murder of an Oklahoma waitress despite a 
spurious trial. In the fictional Raymond Graney’s case, we’re told on page 75 that he confessed to 
Butch, and that Butch and Leon knew their brother had ambushed Coy. Nonetheless, was it right 
for Raymond to receive the death penalty? 
 
5. What drove Mack Stafford to go to such great lengths of dishonesty in his “Fish Files” escape? 
Was his life in Mississippi beyond salvage? Did he do any real harm in executing his brilliant plan? 



 
6. What is Sidney Lewis’s best ammunition against Bobby Carl Leach? What really ruined Sidney 
and Stella’s marriage? Did money put it back together again at the end of “Casino,” or was 
something else at play? 
 
7. In “Michael’s Room,” was Stanley in fact facing enormous lies of his past, or had he simply 
presented a different version of the truth in the courtroom? Why did Jim Cranwell lose his case? 
Could any amount of legislation have ensured a victory for him? 
 
8. How did your perception of Gilbert Griffin change as you read “Quiet Haven”? What were your 
first impressions of him? Were you hoodwinked as well? Could someone like him dodge 
prosecution forever? 
 
9. What does “home” mean to Emporia and Adrian in “Funny Boy”? What does their friendship 
prove about the people who make Clanton’s most powerful families feel threatened? What is 
Adrian’s greatest legacy to his newfound friend? 
 
10. How do the residents of Ford County imagine city life—Memphis, San Francisco, New York? 
What determines whether they fear it or crave it? 
 
11. What does Ford County tell us about the nature of small towns? What makes them safe 
havens? What makes them dangerous? 
 
12. Whose lives are changed for the better by the legal agreements and maneuvers described in 
Ford County? What is the most significant factor in whether the law is a force for good or evil in 
these stories? 
 
13. Tort reform has received much publicity in recent years. Discuss the question of damages 
raised in stories such as “Fish Files,” “Michael’s Room,” and “Quiet Haven.” When should an 
injured person be entitled to financial compensation? What should drive the dollar amount of that 
compensation? 
 
14. Adrian reads much fiction by William Faulkner, who also created a fictional southern locale 
(Yoknapatawpha County) as the setting for many of his works. How does Grisham’s take on small-
town Mississippi compare to Faulkner’s? What aspects of Ford County have remained unchanged 
since Grisham created it for A Time to Kill? 
 
15. What makes Grisham’s approach to storytelling so appropriate for short fiction? Linked by 
time and place, do the stories in Ford County form a novel, in a way? 
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Being Mortal
Medicine and What Matters in the End 
By Atul Gawande

Coast-to-Coast Praise for Being Mortal
“Beautifully crafted. . . . Being Mortal is a clear-eyed, informative 
exploration of what growing old means in the 21st century. . . . This 
should be mandatory reading for every American.”—TIME.com

“Atul Gawande’s masterful exploration of aging, death, and the medical 
profession’s mishandling of both, is his best and most personal book 
yet.”—The Boston Globe

“A needed call to action, a cautionary tale of what can go wrong . . . 
when a society fails to engage in a sustained discussion about aging and 
dying.”—San Francisco Chronicle

“Masterful. . . . Essential. . . . For more than a decade, Atul Gawande has explored the fault lines of 
medicine. . . . In Being Mortal, he turns his attention to his most important subject yet.”—Chicago Tribune

“American medicine, Being Mortal reminds us, has prepared itself for life but not for death. This is Atul 
Gawande’s most powerful—and moving—book.”—Malcolm Gladwell

Introduction
“I learned about a lot of things in medical school, but mortality wasn’t one of them,” Atul Gawande writes 
in the introduction to Being Mortal, his insightful, deeply moving exploration of how we confront—or fail 
to confront—the inevitability of aging and death. Sparking important dialogues about the limitations of 
modern medicine, Being Mortal raises the crucial questions we may struggle to discuss: What is the best 
way to care for our elders who develop disabilities but don’t want to give up their autonomy? If a loved one 
develops a serious, incurable illness, or we ourselves receive a challenging diagnosis, how can we balance 
quality of life with the quest to prolong it? And, ultimately, what are we sacrificing as a society when we 
entrust our sacred, final days to an industry? 

Named a best book of the year by numerous outlets, including the Washington Post, The Wall Street 
Journal, NPR, the Chicago Tribune, The Economist, and Mother Jones, this provocative examination 
raises timely concerns about our purposes and priorities, in an age dominated by technology and medicine. 
Brimming with moving, real-world stories from all perspectives in the debate—doctors and patients, 
caregivers and administrators—including the difficult decisions Dr. Gawande’s own father faced, Being 
Mortal is a book that has inspired millions of vital discussions. Whether you read it with your book club or 
your family, we hope this guide will enhance your journey. 

Questions and Topics for Discussion
1.  Why do we assume we will know how to empathize and comfort those in end-of-life stages? How 
prepared do you feel to do and say the right thing when that time comes for someone in your life? 

2.  What do you think the author means when he says that we’ve “medicalized mortality”? How does The 



Death of Ivan Ilyich illustrate the suffering that can result? Have you 
ever witnessed such suffering?

3.  As a child, what did you observe about the aging process? How 
was mortality discussed in your family? How do your family’s 
lifespan stories compare to those in the book?

4.  Have you ever seen anyone die? What was it like? How did the 
experience affect your wishes for the end of your own life?

5.  What surprising facts did you discover about the physiology 
of aging? Did Dr. Gawande’s descriptions of the body’s natural 
transitions make you more or less determined to try to reverse the 
aging process?

6.  Did you read Alice Hobson’s story as an inspiring one, or as a 
cautionary tale? 

7.  Do you know couples like Felix and Bella?  The last days for Bella were so hard on Felix, but do you 
think he’d have had it any other way? Was there anything more others could have done for this couple? 

8.  Chapter 4 describes the birth of the assisted-living facility concept (Park Place), designed by Keren 
Wilson to provide her disabled mother, Jessie, with caregivers who would not restrict her freedom. Key 
components included having her own thermostat, her own schedule, her own furniture, and a lock on the 
door. What does it mean to you to treat someone with serious infirmities as a person and not a patient?

9.  What realities are captured in the story of Lou Sanders and his daughter, Shelley, regarding home care? 
What conflicts did Shelley face between her intentions and the practical needs of the family and herself? 
What does the book illustrate about the universal nature of this struggle in families around the globe?  

10.  Reading about Bill Thomas’s Eden Alternative in chapter 5, what came to mind when he outlined 
the Three Plagues of nursing home existence: boredom, loneliness, and helplessness? What do you think 
matters most when you envision eldercare?

11.  How would you answer the question Gawande raises in chapter 6 regarding Sara Monopoli’s final 
days: “What do we want Sara and her doctors to do now?” 

12.  The author writes, “It is not death that the very old tell me they fear. It is what happens short of 
death…” (55)
What do you fear most about the end of life? How do you think your family would react if you told them, 
“I’m ready”? How do we strike a balance between fear and hope, while still confronting reality?

13.  In Josiah Royce’s book, The Philosophy of Loyalty, he explores the reasons why just food, safety, 
shelter, etc. provide an empty existence. He concludes that we all need a cause beyond ourselves. Do you 
agree? What are your causes?  Do you find them changing as you get older?



14.  Often medical treatments do not work. Yet our society seems to 
favor attempts to “fix” health problems, no matter the odds of their 
success. Dr. Gawande quotes statistics that show 25% of Medicare 
spending goes to the 5% of patients in the last stages of life. Why do 
you think it’s so difficult for doctors and/or families to refuse or curtail 
treatment? How should priorities be set?

15.  What is your attitude, as you put it into practice, toward old age? 
Is it something to deny or avoid, or a stage of life to be honored? Do 
you think most people are in denial about their own aging?  

16.  Discuss the often-politicized end-of-life questions raised in the 
closing chapters of Being Mortal. If you had to make a choice for a 
loved one between ICU and hospice, what would you most want to 
know from them? Susan Block’s father said he’d be willing to go 
through a lot as long as he was able to still “eat chocolate ice cream 
and watch football on television.” What would you be willing to 
endure and what would you not be willing to endure for the possibility of more time? 

17.  As the author learns the limitations of being Dr. Informative, how did your perception of doctors and 
what you want from them change? What would you want from your doctor if you faced a serious illness?

18.  Doctors, and probably the rest of us, tend to define themselves by their successes, not their failures. 
Is this true in your life? At work, in your family, at whatever skills you have? Should we define ourselves 
more by our failures? Do you know people who define themselves by their failures? (Are they fun to be 
with?) How can doctors, and the rest of us, strike a balance? 

19.  In chapter 8, Dr. Gawande describes the choices made by his daughter’s piano teacher, Peg Bachelder. 
Her definition of a good day meant returning to teaching, culminating in two concerts performed by her 
students. If you were facing similar circumstances, what would your good day look like?

20.  How was your reading affected by the book’s final scene, as Dr. Gawande fulfills his father’s wishes? 
How do tradition and spirituality influence your concept of what it means to be mortal?

About the Author
A surgeon at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, Atul Gawande is the award-winning author 
of three bestselling books: Complications, a finalist for the National Book Award; Better, selected by 
Amazon.com as one of the ten best books of 2007; and The Checklist Manifesto. He is the executive 
director of Ariadne Labs, a joint center for health systems innovation, and chairman of Lifebox, a nonprofit 
organization making surgery safer globally. 
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The Sandcastle Girls 
By Chris Bohjalian 
 

About the Book 

When Elizabeth Endicott arrives in Aleppo, Syria, she 

has a diploma from Mount Holyoke, a crash course in 

nursing, and only the most basic grasp of the Armenian 

language. It’s 1915, and Elizabeth has volunteered to 

help deliver food and medical aid to refugees of the 

Armenian Genocide during the First World War. There 

she meets Armen, a young Armenian engineer who has 

already lost his wife and infant daughter. After leaving 

Aleppo and traveling into Egypt to join the British Army, 

he begins to write Elizabeth letters, realizing that he has 

fallen in love with the wealthy young American.  

  

Years later, their American granddaughter, Laura, embarks on a journey back through her 

family’s history, uncovering a story of love, loss—and a wrenching secret that has been buried for 

generations. 

About Chris Bohjalian 

Chris Bohjalian is the critically acclaimed author of eighteen books, including the New York 

Times bestsellers The Sandcastle Girls, Skeletons at the Feast, The Double Bind, and Midwives. His 

novel Midwives was a number one New York Times bestseller and a selection of Oprah's Book 

Club. His work has been translated into more than thirty languages, and three of his novels have 

become movies (Secrets of Eden, Midwives, and Past the Bleachers). He lives in Vermont with his wife 

and daughter. Visit him at chrisbohjalian.com or on Facebook. 

 

About This Guide 

An epic story of love and war, The Sandcastle Girls will captivate your reading group. We hope this 

guide will enrich your discussion. 

http://knopfdoubleday.com/author/2689/chris-bohjalian/


About This Book 

Over the years, bestselling novelist Chris Bohjalian has taken readers on a spectacular array of 

journeys, ranging from the Vermont farmhouse in Midwives, where a homebirth goes tragically 

wrong on an icy winter’s night, to the precarious world of Poland and Germany at the close of 

World War II in Skeletons at the Feast. In his fifteenth book, The Sandcastle Girls, Bohjalian takes 

us to a time and place—Syria, 1915—that left haunting legacies for his Armenian heritage, making 

this his most personal novel to date.  

  

A sweeping historical love story, The Sandcastle Girls introduces us to Elizabeth Endicott, an 

adventure-seeking graduate of Mount Holyoke College who travels to Syria just as the Great War 

has begun to spread across Europe. With only a crash course in nursing, Elizabeth has 

volunteered on behalf of the Boston-based Friends of Armenia to deliver food and medical aid to 

refugees of the genocide. She soon befriends a striking Armenian engineer. He is young, but he 

has already lost his wife and infant daughter to Turkish brutality.  When Armen leaves Aleppo to 

join the British army in Egypt, he and Elizabeth begin a daring correspondence, bridging their 

very different worlds with words of love and hope. 

  

Interwoven with their tale is the story of Laura Petrosian, a contemporary novelist living in 

suburban New York.  Although her grandparents' ornate Pelham home was affectionately 

nicknamed “The Ottoman Annex,” Laura has never really given her Armenian heritage much 

thought.  But when an old friend calls, claiming to have seen a newspaper photo of Laura's 

grandmother promoting an exhibit at a Boston museum, Laura embarks on a journey back 

through her family's history that reveals love, loss—and a wrenching secret that has been buried 

for generations. 

 

Question & Answer 

1. Though The Sandcastle Girls is a novel, author Chris Bohjalian (and fictional narrator Laura 

Petrosian) based their storytelling on meticulous research. What can a novel reveal about history 

that a memoir or history book cannot? Before reading The Sandcastle Girls, what did you know 

about the Armenian genocide? How does this history broaden your understanding of current 

events in the regions surrounding Armenia? 

 

2. What lies at the heart of Armen and Elizabeth’s attraction to each other, despite their 

seemingly different backgrounds? What gives their love the strength to transcend distance and 

danger? 

 



3. The novel includes characters such as Dr. Akcam, Helmut, and Orhan, who take great risks 

opposing the atrocities committed by their superiors; Bohjalian does not cast the “enemy” a s 

uniformly evil. What do these characters tell us about the process of resistance? What separates 

them from the others, who become capable of horrific, dehumanizing acts?  

 

4. Discuss the bond between Nevart and Hatoun. What do they demonstrate about the traits, and 

the trauma, of a survivor? How do they redefine motherhood and childhood? 

 

5. Bohjalian is known for creating inventive, authentic narrators for his novels, ranging from a 

midwife to a foster child. Why was it important for The Sandcastle Girls to be told primarily from 

the point of view of a woman? How was your reading affected by the knowledge that the author is 

a man? 

 

6. In chapter 9, Elizabeth courageously quotes the Qur’an to appeal to the conscience of the 

Turkish lieutenant. What diplomacy lessons are captured in that moment? For the novel’s 

characters—from aid workers to Armenians who tried to convert—what is the role of religion? 

 

7. When Laura describes the music of her 1960s youth, her steamy relationship with Berk, her 

belly-dancing aunt, and other cultural memories, what is she saying about the American 

experience of immigration and assimilation? Culturally, what did her grandfather sacrifice in 

order to gain security and prosperity in America? 

 

8. Discuss the various aid workers depicted in the novel. What motivated them to assist in this 

particular cause? Do Alicia, Sister Irmingard, and Elizabeth achieve similar outcomes despite their 

different approaches? What overseas populations would you be willing to support so 

courageously? 

 

9. Does Ryan Martin use his power effectively? How does Elizabeth gain power in a time period 

and culture that was marked by the oppression of women? 

 

10. The vivid scenes of Gallipoli bring to life the global nature of war over the past century.   

 As Armen fights alongside Australians, what do we learn about the power and the vulnerabilities 

of multinational forces? What did it mean for his fellow soldiers to fight for a cause so far 

removed from their own homelands, and for his own countrymen to rely on the mercy of 

outsiders? 

 



11. At the end of chapter 19, does Elizabeth make the right decision? How would you have 

reacted in the wake of a similar tragedy? 

 

12. How do Laura’s discoveries enrich her sense of self? Discuss your own heritage and its impact 

on your identity. How much do you know about your parents’ and grandparents’ upbringing? 

What immigration stories are part of your own family’s collective memory?  

 

13. As she tries to explain why so few people are aware of the Armenian genocide, Laura cites the 

fact that the victims perished in a remote desert. The novel also describes the problem of trying to 

document the atrocities using the cumbersome photography equipment of the day. Will the 

Information Age spell the end of such cover-ups? For future generations, will genocide be 

unimaginable?  

 

14. Which aspects of The Sandcastle Girls remind you of previous Bohjalian novels you have 

enjoyed? 

 
Guide written by Amy Root Clements 




