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SUMMARY:  
 
Alan Lightman's first novel, Einstein's Dreams, was greeted with international praise. 
Salman Rushdie called it "at once intellectually provocative and touching and comic and 
so very beautifully written." Michiko Kakutani wrote in The New York Times that the 
novel creates "a magical, metaphysical realm . . . as in Calvino's work, the fantastical 
elements of the stories are grounded in precise, crystalline prose." With The Diagnosis, 
Lightman gives us his most ambitious and penetrating novel yet. 
 
While rushing to his office one warm summer morning, Bill Chalmers, a junior 
executive, realizes that he cannot remember where he is going or even who he is. All he 
remembers is the motto of his company: The maximum information in the minimum 
time. 
 
When Bill's memory returns, "his head pounding, remembering too much," a strange 
numbness afflicts him, beginning as a tingling in his hands and gradually spreading over 
the rest of his body. As he attempts to find a diagnosis of his illness, he descends into a 
nightmare, enduring a blizzard of medical tests and specialists without conclusive results, 
the manic frenzy of his company, and a desperate wife who decides that he must be 
imagining his deteriorating condition. 
 
By turns satiric, comic, and tragic, The Diagnosis is a brilliant and disturbing 
examination of our modern obsession with speed, information, and money, and what this 
obsession has done to our minds and our spirits. 
 
 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS: 
 
1.  Why does the novel begin on the subway? What are the mythological or metaphoric 

implications of Bill losing his way on an underground journey? 
 
2.  How do Bill's encounters with the homeless woman [p. 4] and with his neighbor      

[p. 7] reveal what kind of man he is? How do the descriptions of the station and the 
train ride establish the atmosphere for the rest of the novel? 
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3.  As his panic mounts, Bill reflects on what is happening to him [p. 15]. Why can he 

recall the times of his appointments but not the first name of his coworker, Jenkins? 
What does the order in which he forgets things reveal about modern society? 

 
4.  In his attempt to rediscover his identity, Bill escapes from the hospital, wanders 

through Boston neighborhoods, and eventually ends up in a church. Why does his 
search follow this particular path? Both hospitals and churches are commonly thought 
of as sanctuaries. To what extent, if any, do they serve this purpose for Bill? 

 
5.  One of the most bizarre events of the evening is Bill's confinement in the cash booth 

[p. 61]. What images, metaphors, and even individual words give this scene its power 
and resonance? Why does it mark the turning point for Bill? 

 
6.  When Bill returns home, why is he so secretive about what happened to him? What 

does his reluctance to admit his memory loss reflect about his relationships with his 
family and coworkers? About how he perceives himself? Are his actions 
understandable? In light of their initial reactions, do you think Melissa and/or Alex 
could have provided an emotional anchor for him? If he had confided in them 
immediately, would it have changed the course of events? What other opportunities 
does Bill have to reconnect with his emotions throughout the course of the novel? 
Why doesn't he take advantage of them? 

 
7.  Alex greets his father "outfitted in a steel-mesh face mask, white jacket, white glove, 

and white shoes . . . and he brandished a foil" [p. 72]. Why is the reunion between 
father and son portrayed in this way? How does Alex's interest in fencing, a fairly 
esoteric activity, add another dimension to the story? In what ways is it linked to his 
subsequent fascination with PLATO ONLINEª? 

 
8.  Why does Lightman give so much space to the e-mail messages circulated among the 

characters? Beyond a convenient (and often amusing) way of recording events, what 
purpose do they serve? 

 
9.  What does the relationship between Anytus and his son, Prodicus, have in common 

with the relationship between Bill and Alex? In what ways do the sons challenge their 
fathers' beliefs about life, either implicitly or explicitly? Is alienation between fathers 
and sons an inevitable part of life, or are Anytus and Bill "bad fathers," guilty of 
abnegating their moral responsibilities to their sons? 

 
10. In brooding about his situation, Bill thinks, "Of one thing he was certain: that he had 

been afflicted far beyond what he deserved. . . . He, who played by the rules, who was 
more intelligent and able than most, who wanted only a nice house in the suburbs 
with a family who loved him, an adequate income, an eventual senior partnership and 
position where he could hold his place in the world" [p. 149]. Do you think this 
passage describes what most of us are looking for in life? What elements are missing? 

 



11. Why does Melissa say, "I've caused everything. I'll never forgive myself" [p. 365]? Is 
this an expression of the guilt she feels about her online relationship with the 
professor and her failure to support Bill emotionally? Is it possible that she is actually 
in some way responsible for Bill's illness? 

 
12. In the "Anytus Dialogue," Prodicus says, "Sokrates has drawn what he is too modest 

to speak. He has revealed his true self and the selves of us all" [p. 95]. How do the 
images Socrates draws relate to the themes of the book? What do the drawings Bill 
scrawls across his bedroom reveal, perhaps inadvertently, about his true self and the 
selves in all of us? If you are familiar with Plato's Republic, how can the "Allegory of 
the Cave" be used as a key to understanding the underlying meaning and message of 
The Diagnosis? 

 
13. Lightman juxtaposes the stories of Socrates and Bill Chalmers without drawing 

explicit comparisons between them. In what ways are the two stories parallel? How 
does Bill's eventual acceptance of his fate echoe the attitudes Socrates expresses to 
Anytus in talking about his imminent execution? 

 
14. The Diagnosis can be seen as a "dystopian" novel, a portrait of a society that has 

distorted the most basic principles and values of humankind. What elements does it 
share with George Orwell's 1984, Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, Alan 
Nourse's Bladerunner, and other visions of dystopia presented in literature and film? 
What aspects of the novel are the most disturbing? 

 
 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION:   
 
Reprinted courtesy of the author’s website 

Lightman was born in Memphis Tennessee in 1948, son of Richard Lightman, a movie 
theater owner, and Jeanne Garretson, a dancing teacher and volunteer Braille typist. From 
an early age, he was entranced by both science and the arts and, while in high school, 
began independent science projects and writing poetry. He graduated from White Station 
High School in Memphis. Lightman received his AB degree in physics from Princeton 
University in 1970, Phi Beta Kappa and Magna Cum Laude, and his PhD in theoretical 
physics from the California Institute of Technology in 1974. 

From 1974 to 1976, Lightman was a postdoctoral fellow in astrophysics at Cornell. 
During this period, he began publishing poetry in small literary magazines. He was an 
assistant professor of astronomy at Harvard from 1976 to 1979 and from 1979 to 1989 a 
research scientist at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics. 

In 1981, Lightman began publishing essays about science, the human side of science, and 
the "mind of science," beginning with Smithsonian Magazine and moving to Science 82, 
The New Yorker, and other magazines. Since that time, Lightman's essays, short fiction, 
and reviews have appeared in The Atlantic Monthly, Boston Review, Discover, 
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Exploratorium, Granta, Harper's, Harvard Magazine, Inc Technololgy, The New Yorker, 
The New York Review of Books, The New York Times, Science 86, The Sciences, 
Smithsonian, Story, Technology Review, and World Monitor. 

In 1989, Lightman was appointed professor of science and writing, and senior lecturer in 
physics, at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. From 1991 to 1997, he headed the 
Program in Writing and Humanistic Studies at MIT. During this period, he helped create 
a new Communication Requirement at MIT (first instituted in 2001), which requires all 
MIT undergraduates to have a course equivalent in writing or speaking each of their four 
years. In 1995, he was appointed John E. Burchard professor of humanities at MIT, a 
chair named after the first dean of humanities at MIT (1948 - 1964). In 2001, he resigned 
this position to allow more time for his writing and became adjunct professor at MIT. 

 
HELPFUL LINKS: 
 
Alan Lightman’s website 
Random House page on The Diagnosis 
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