Discussion Questions for Tracy Kidder’s 
Mountains Beyond Mountains
The questions below are provided to help you read this biography more critically and carefully. Please bring your considered responses to these questions to the Monday Orientation meeting with your Freshman Seminar section in August.
On the book as a whole:  What do you find most striking about this book?  Why did Kidder write it? Why would it be chosen as the summer reading text?
1. Who are the main “characters” in this biography?

2. What diseases and countries appear in the book?

3. What are some of the singular words or phrases that the PIH’ers use in the book?  Why do they have their own vocabulary?

4. Paul Farmer’s accomplishments in the book depend on a number of people.  Who are they?
5. What kind of role model is Farmer?  Does he have both admirable and less admirable qualities?  What are these qualities?

6. Did Paul Farmer’s childhood prepare him for the doctor and innovator that he became as an adult?  How do his college years at Duke contribute to his professional and personal development?
7. How does Farmer negotiate between the worlds of wealth and poverty?

8. Farmer carries two pictures in his wallet.  Who is pictured in the photographs and what do these pictures say about Farmer?
9. How does Farmer attach importance to the cultural beliefs of the poor people that he serves?  Why does he believe that acknowledging cultural beliefs is important in his work?

10. According to Farmer, why should we care about poverty in developing countries?

11. In the book, Farmer’s critics contend that his approach is not sustainable or cost effective.  Do you think that this criticism is true?  Is the effort worth this cost?

12. On page 44, Kidder tells us that “Education wasn’t what [Farmer] wanted to perform on the world…He was after transformation.”  What does Kidder mean by this statement?

13. On page 164 Jim Kim paraphrases a statement by the anthropologist Margaret Mead when he writes, “Never underestimate the ability of a small group of committed individuals to change the world.”  He concludes his statement: “Indeed, they are the only ones who ever have.”  Do you agree with Kim?  Why or why not?

14. What are some of the pivotal decision points in Farmer’s life?  How does he respond to them?

15. What role does Tracy Kidder, Farmer’s biographer, play in the book?  Are you surprised by his personal response to Farmer?  
