
A Comprehensive Study Guide for Paul
Kalanithi's "When Breath Becomes Air"
Paul Kalanithi's "When Breath Becomes Air" is a moving and thought-
provoking memoir that explores the complexities of life, death, and the
human experience. Through Kalanithi's personal journey as a
neurosurgeon facing his own mortality, the book challenges our
assumptions about life and invites us to reflect on what truly matters. This
comprehensive study guide will provide a detailed analysis of the memoir,
including summaries of each chapter, character overviews, and discussion
questions to facilitate a deeper understanding of its themes, literary
devices, and significance.
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Chapter Summaries

Chapter 1: The Great Perhaps
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Kalanithi begins the memoir with an exploration of his early life and his
decision to pursue a career in medicine. He describes his fascination with
the brain and its complexities, and his belief in the power of surgery to
transform lives.

Chapter 2: The Shadow of Death

Kalanithi is diagnosed with stage IV lung cancer at the age of 36. He
confronts the reality of his own mortality and the limitations of modern
medicine. He grapples with emotions of fear, anger, and uncertainty.

Chapter 3: Breath Becomes Air

Kalanithi reflects on the role of medicine in his life and the ways in which
his illness has changed his perspective. He explores the paradoxes of
living in the shadow of death and the importance of finding meaning in the
face of adversity.

Chapter 4: Meaning Making

Kalanithi examines the nature of meaning and purpose in life. He argues
that meaning is not something that is static but rather something that is
constantly being constructed and re-evaluated.

Chapter 5: The Good Doctor

Kalanithi explores the ethical and moral challenges faced by doctors. He
reflects on the responsibility of physicians to provide both physical and
emotional care to their patients.

Chapter 6: Mortality



Kalanithi confronts the inevitability of death and the ways in which it shapes
our lives. He argues that death is not something to be feared, but rather an
integral part of the human experience.

Chapter 7: Love

Kalanithi celebrates the transformative power of love. He describes the love
he shares with his wife and daughter and the ways in which it sustains him
during his illness.

Chapter 8: The End

Kalanithi's memoir concludes with a reflection on the end of his life. He
shares his thoughts on the nature of consciousness and the importance of
living each day to the fullest.

Character Overviews

Paul Kalanithi

Kalanithi, the author and protagonist of the memoir, is a gifted
neurosurgeon who is diagnosed with stage IV lung cancer. He is a complex
and multifaceted character who grapples with questions of meaning,
mortality, and the human experience.

Lucy Kalanithi

Lucy is Paul's wife and a fellow physician. She is a strong and supportive
partner who provides Paul with unwavering love and support throughout his
illness.

Cady Kalanithi



Cady is Paul and Lucy's daughter, born after Paul's diagnosis. She is a
symbol of hope and the continuation of life in the face of adversity.

Themes

Life and Death

The central theme of the memoir is the exploration of life and death.
Kalanithi confronts the inevitability of his own death and reflects on the
meaning and purpose of life in the face of such a formidable challenge.

Mortality

Kalanithi grapples with the reality of his own mortality and the ways in
which it shapes his life. He explores the paradoxes of living in the shadow
of death and the importance of finding meaning in the face of adversity.

Meaning and Purpose

Kalanithi examines the nature of meaning and purpose in life. He argues
that meaning is not something that is static but rather something that is
constantly being constructed and re-evaluated through our experiences.

Love

Kalanithi celebrates the transformative power of love. He describes the love
he shares with his wife and daughter and the ways in which it sustains him
during his illness.

Literary Devices

Metaphor

Kalanithi uses metaphors throughout the memoir to illuminate his
experiences and convey complex ideas. For example, he compares the



experience of cancer to "a thief in the night" and describes the brain as "a
universe of its own."

Imagery

Kalanithi employs vivid imagery to create a sensory experience for the
reader. He describes the smell of formaldehyde in the hospital, the feel of a
scalpel in his hand, and the sound of his daughter's laughter.

Symbolism

Kalanithi uses symbolism to convey deeper meanings. For example, the
ocean represents the unknown and the vastness of life, and the tree
represents the enduring power of love.

Discussion Questions

1. How does Kalanithi's diagnosis of cancer change his perspective on life?
2. What does Kalanithi mean when he says that "meaning is not something
that is static but rather something that is constantly being constructed and
re-evaluated"? 3. How does Kalanithi explore the ethical and moral
challenges faced by doctors? 4. What is the significance of love in
Kalanithi's memoir?

Paul Kalanithi's "When Breath Becomes Air" is a deeply moving and
thought-provoking memoir that explores the complexities of life, death, and
the human experience. Through his personal journey as a neurosurgeon
facing his own mortality, Kalanithi challenges our assumptions about life
and invites us to reflect on what truly matters. This study guide has
provided a detailed analysis of the memoir, including summaries of each
chapter, character overviews, and discussion questions, to facilitate a
deeper understanding of its themes, literary devices, and significance.



Kalanithi's words continue to inspire and resonate with readers around the
world, offering a profound and insightful examination of the human
condition.

Study Guide for Paul Kalanithi's When Breath Becomes
Air by Course Hero

5 out of 5
Language : English
File size : 1012 KB
Print length : 28 pages
Lending : Enabled
Screen Reader : Supported
Paperback : 28 pages
Item Weight : 3.68 ounces
Dimensions : 8.5 x 0.07 x 8.5 inches

The Gathering Pacific Storm: An Epic Struggle
Between Japan and the United States
The Gathering Pacific Storm is a 1991 book by author Winston Churchill.
The book tells the story of the lead-up to World War II in the Pacific,
and...
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How CIA-Contra Gangs and NGOs
Manufacture, Mislabel, and Market Mass Murder
In the annals of covert operations, the CIA's involvement with the Contra
rebels in Nicaragua stands as one of the most egregious examples of
state-sponsored terrorism. The...
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