
Bad Bugs Bookclub Reading Guide: The Air we Breathe by Andrea Barrett 

The aim of the Bad Bugs Book Club is to get people interested in science, 

specifically microbiology, by reading books (novels) in which infectious disease 

forms some part of the story. We also try to associate books, where possible, with 

some other activity or event, to widen interest, and to broaden impact. 

We have established a fairly fluid membership of our bookclub through our website 

In The Loop (www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop), but we hope to encourage others 

to join, to set up their own bookclub, suggest books and accompanying activities to 

us, and give feedback about the books that they have read, using our website as the 

focus for communication. 

Our bookclub comprises both microbiologists and members of the general public. 

We felt that this would encourage some discussion on the science – accuracy, 

impact etc – as well as about the book. 

The Air We Breathe by Andrea Barrett 

1. Did you enjoy the  book? Did you like the characters? There were many 

different characters in the novel – were you able to follow the business of 

them all? 

2. Who is writing the book, and why?  What type of people were in the 

sanatorium, and why? 

3. What are the symptoms of TB? 

4. What is the treatment for TB that is described in the novel? Is there historical 

or epidemiological support for the treatment? Were the rules sensible or 

excessive? 

http://www.sci-eng.mmu.ac.uk/intheloop


5.  Did the discussion group have any impact on health? Did you enjoy the 

different stories? 

6. Aspects of chemistry are included throughout the novel – how many different 

industrial/applied or ‘pure’ processes are described? X-rays/Roentgen rays 

receive a significant amount of attention. They were used to monitor the 

progress of the patients. What impact might the X-rays have on the health of 

the population? 

7. Why do you think  Mendeleev’s work is of importance in the story?  

8. Did you enjoy the investigative science (eg Eudora and her X-ray work) 

9. There were many parallel situations described in the novel – which can you 

identify?  

10. Why is there a family tree at the end of the book? Did you find it useful? 

11. Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain is also about TB. Do you see any 

comparisons/differences between the novels? 

12. There has been significant historical impact of TB, with many famous victims 

(do you know any?). Why was it called the White plague? 

13.  What is the global impact of TB today? How is it treated?  
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