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Bewilderment by Richard Powers), Page 1 (August 2023)

Bewilderment

About the authors:

Richard Powers was born in Evanston, lllinois, in 1957. His father was the principal in a
local school. When he was eleven, the family moved to Bangkok (paralleling Richard Kraft
in Operation Wandering Soul). After graduating from high school in the United States, he
started studying physics at the University of Illinois but switched to English literature, where
he took an M. A. He worked as a computer programmer in Boston till he saw August
Sander‘s photo of three farmers on the way to a dance, which inspired him to write Three
Farmers on Their Way to a Dance. He has since written a series of very well-received
novels, generally with a scientific or technological background which may not be strong on
plot but which brilliantly explore the zeitgeist of the past hundred years.

Source: The Modern Novel: (https://www.themodernnovel.org/americas/other-
americas/usa/powers/)

About this book:

The astrobiologist Theo Byrne searches for life throughout the cosmos while single-
handedly raising his unusual nine-year-old, Robin, following the death of his wife. Robin is a
warm, kind boy who spends hours painting elaborate pictures of endangered animals. He’s
also about to be expelled from third grade for smashing his friend in the face. As his son
grows more troubled, Theo hopes to keep him off psychoactive drugs. He learns of an
experimental neurofeedback treatment to bolster Robin’s emotional control, one that
involves training the boy on the recorded patterns of his mother’s brain...
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With its soaring descriptions of the natural world, its tantalizing vision of life beyond, and its
account of a father and son’s ferocious love, Bewilderment marks Richard Powers’s most
intimate and moving novel. At its heart lies the question: How can we tell our children the
truth about this beautiful, imperiled planet?

Source: Author’s website (https://www.richardpowers.net/bewilderment/)

Discussion Questions:

1. Bewilderment opens with Robin's question about life on other planets—But we might
never find them? (p.1) How does this question apply to the novel's concerns,
extraterrestrial and otherwise? In what ways does it establish the scope of the
novel's interests?

2. "Multiply every grain of sand on Earth by the number of trees. One hundred octillion”
(p. 8). This is how Theo describes the number of stars in the universe to Robin, and
it's one of many ways Richard Powers illustrates the enormity of the natural world.
What are some other examples that stood out to you? Why did they have an impact?

3. When Theo and Robin encounter a bear traffic jam in the Smokies, Theo thinks,
"Our species had grown so desperate for alien contact that traffic could back up for
miles at the fleeting glimpse of anything smart and wild" (p. 36). How is this idea
played out elsewhere in the novel? Have you ever seen a similar encounter in real
life?

4. Powers frequently opens the book's sections with Theo and Robin contemplating

distant, hypothetical planets. How do these alternative worlds give shape to each
section? To the novel as a whole? In what ways are the questions they pose

followed through in the plot?
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5. We learn the circumstances of Alyssa's death gradually over the first half of the
novel. What ambiguities does Powers introduce around the incident? Why do you
think he reveals the details slowly?

6. Why does Theo resist putting Robin on prescription drugs for his behavioral issues?
How do you interpret his resistance: stubborn, unrealistic, farsighted, rational? Did
the end of the novel affect the way you interpret Theo's choice?

7. Several months into Robin's neurofeedback training, Theo worries that the treatment
could be hurting his son. "In the face of the world's basic brokenness, more empathy
meant deeper suffering” (p. 138). Do you think the novel as a whole agrees or
disagrees with this idea? Is the question left open?

8. There are many moments of bewilderment at the vast cosmos in the novel, but in the
wake of the Asian student visa crisis on Theo's campus, Theo expresses
bewilderment about his own planet, (p. 140) and later, when the president dubiously
wins reelection, Theo thinks that "only pure bewilderment kept us from civil war" (p.
238). How does the word "bewilderment" work here? How does this societal
bewilderment relate to the more cosmic confusions in the book? Does the book
suggest that bewilderment might sometimes be a good thing? Does the etymology of
"bewilder" change our sense of how Powers uses the word?

9. Bewilderment seems to be set in a recognizable, yet slightly alternative version of
the contemporary United States, with a shadow of the 2020 election looming over
the latter half of the novel. In what ways does Powers's narrative reflect recent
history? In what ways does it depart? Why do you think Powers decided to keep the
President nameless?

10. The neurofeedback training marks a pivotal transformation in Robin. How does the
training on Aly's Ecstasy model manifest itself in Robin? What might that say about
our routes to meaning and happiness? What does this training offer that other paths
to happiness in contemporary culture do not?
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11. Robin's transformation causes a shift in Theo as well. Why might Theo feel as
though he's losing his son when Robin's condition begins to improve? How much do
you think Robin is able to access from Aly's memory? What clues does Powers
offer?

12."Given all the universe's time and space, there seemed to be no one out there" (p.
27). This essential challenge of the Fermi paradox permeates the novel. What are
some of the most convincing explanations suggested by Theo and Robin?
Ultimately, do you think the novel takes a pessimistic or optimistic view of the
paradox? How might your own view of existence change if you woke to tomorrow's
headlines announcing life had been discovered on another planet?

13. What do you think of Theo's decision to read through Robin's notebooks? What does
it tell us about the challenges a parent faces when raising a child with emotional
problems? In what ways does Theo's invasion of Robin's privacy comment on the
neurofeedback training?

14. Theo repeatedly thinks of Robin and Aly as other, self-contained planets, ultimately
unknowable to him. In what ways do the exploration of distant planets and another
person's mind combine? If other people are like unknowable planets, what about
other animals and plants?

15. The problem of human exceptionalism and alienation from the natural world marks
the novel. Robin believes that the largest problem facing humanity is that we are
destroying everything that isn't us. Is he right? Why are we so separated from the
rest of creation and indifferent to its fate? What would it take for humans to change
the way we think about the living world?

16. Theo's relationship with Martin Currier is fraught throughout the novel. How has it

changed by the end? Did the shift surprise you? What significance do you place on
this change?
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17. Near the end of the novel, Theo considers a planet that has "died of loneliness"” (p.
275). What does lonely mean in the terms of this novel? Does Powers pose any
effective solutions to loneliness?

18. Why do you think Powers chose to narrate this novel through Theo's first-person
perspective? Were there moments when this vantage seemed limiting? If the novel
were narrated in the third person, what might have been lost?

19. Did you expect the novel to end the way it did? Is Theo's story a completely
pessimistic one, or is any hope salvaged at the end? What direction does the final
section of the novel suggest Theo's life will take?

20. On the one hand Bewilderment is a contained story of one father and son over a
period of about two years. On the other hand, the novel attempts to encompass the
entirety of our universe. What stylistic choices does Powers make to combine the big
picture with the small? In what ways do the two scales of this story—the personal
and the universal—overlap? What might Powers be trying to suggest in showing a
collapse of the universal into the personal?

Source: BookBrowse
(https://www.bookbrowse.com/reading quides/detail/index.cfm/book number/

4327/bewilderment#reading gquide)
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