
High Tide in Tucson
by Barbara Kingsolver

About the Book

Be still, and the world is bound to turn herself inside out to entertain you. Everywhere you look, joyful noise is clanging 

to drown out quiet desperation. The choice is to draw the blinds and shut it all out, or believe. In these twenty-five 

essays, Barbara Kingsolver chooses to share her beliefs and her commitments - in family, community, the common 

good, cultural diversity, the natural world, and the entertaining and transforming powers of art. Opening all the windows 

and doors - to human and animal neighbors of strikingly diverse habits, the world of children, the silbo speaking and 

whistling natives of La Gomera, and other marvels - she lets in or rushes out to embrace all the wonders, beauties, 

threats, and angers that life and Earth can offer. With a biologist's attentiveness and a poet's vision, Kingsolver writes 

about topics as various as possession versus territoriality, modern motherhood, atom-bomb relics, West African voodoo, 

and the relationship between politics and art. She pursues meaning and beauty through life's tangled, full-of-surprises 

undergrowth with the tenacity of Indiana Jones, the wit of Thoreau (one of her favorites), and a four-year-old's unspoiled 

joy. In her devotion to the urgent business of being alive and to responsibly sharing life with others, Kingsolver is 

joyous, defiant, funny, angry, persuasive, and - above all - courageously honest and generous. Deeply enamored of the 

world, she encourages us to enter with her "a conspiracy with life." Right now, this minute, time to move out into the 

grief and glory. High tide.

A Note from the Author

[Writing High Tide in Tucson] was just about like writing a book from scratch. It took about a year. A lot of the 

material is brand-new, written for this book. Some reviewers have been sort of dismissive of the effort, as if I opened a 

drawer and found these essays and just threw them together into a book. I wouldn't do that. I have such reverence for the 

institution of books. I'm very daunted by the idea of writing one, even though I do it over and over. I still find it hard to 

believe that I'm allowed to do it. I enter the writing of a book the same way I enter a cathedral, with my eyes on heaven 

and hoping I'm worthy.
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Discussion Guide

1. How would you define the main theme of each essay? In what ways does each of these primary themes reappear 

throughout the collection? How does Kingsolver signal those themes and issues that are of the highest importance to 

her? Why do you think she ascribes such importance to these themes and issues?

2. Several of the essays address issues at the forefront of social and political debate today (for example: children in 

American culture, the environment, politics and art, and models of the family). Why does Kingsolver address these 

specific issues? What side of the debate does she take in relation to each, and what arguments and evidence does she 

present in support of her positions? Do you agree or disagree with her arguments?

3. How does Kingsolver's reverence for the past and for nature relate to her astonishment and joy in the face of life's 

wonders, her political involvement, and her steadfast allegiance to the powers of art? How does she view the arts in 

relation to the past, to nature, and to life itself? Do you agree with her pronouncements in this regard? What value does 

she ascribe to moral, social, political, and artistic responsibilities; and how are those responsibilities interrelated?

4. In "In Case You Ever Want to Go Home Again," Kingsolver writes, "From living in a town that listened in on party 

lines, I learned both the price and value of community." What are the prices and the values of community as revealed in 

this and other essays? Does your own experience corroborate, add to, or contradict these prices and values?

5. Do you agree with Kingsolver's contentions, in "How Mr. Dewey Decimal Saved My Life," that we live in a culture 

"that undervalues education . . ., undervalues breadth of experience . . ., downright discourages critical thinking . . ., and 

distrusts foreign ideas"? What evidence can you apply to support or refute these contentions?

6. Kingsolver begins nearly all of her essays with a personal experience or observation and then proceeds to a more 

universal or general truth, judgment, or conclusion. Do her judgments and conclusions always follow coherently from 

the personal statements that precede them? Are her generalizations - for example, "Always and forever, the ghosts of 

past anguish compel us to live through our children;" "Reproduction is the most invincible of all human goals" - always 

appropriate and defensible?

7. Do you agree with Kingsolver's statements, in "Somebody's Baby:" that "the way we treat children - all of them, not 

just our own, and especially those in great need - defines the shape of the world we'll wake up in tomorrow;" and that 

"Children deprived - of love, money, attention, or moral guidance - grow up to have large and powerful needs"? Are her 

statements about children relevant to recent reported events involving children in need or in trouble?

8. Why does Kingsolver ascribe so much importance to ethnic and cultural diversity and differences? What does she 

mean when she writes, "I want my child to be so completely familiar with differences that she'll ignore difference per se 

and really see what she's looking at"?



9. In addition to "Careless recreation, and a failure of love for the landi ("The Memory Place"), what kinds of 

environmental and other pollution and what kinds of preservation does Kingsolver single out as being of primary 

importance? Why is care of the land so important to what she calls "The Memory Place"? What is your "memory place," 

and what is required to maintain its value and integrity?

10. What are the lessons learned by traveling to such sites as the Canary Islands, Benin, Hawaii's Haleakala crater, and 

other distant and different landscapes? How do Kingsolver's responses to these places compare with your own responses 

to distant places visited or lived in?

11. "Art is entertainment but it's also celebration, condolence, exploration, duty, and communion," Kingsolver insists, in 

"Careful What You Let in the Door." How may the elements of this statement be applied to these essays, and to 

Kingsolver's novels and short stories?

Author Bio

Barbara Kingsolver was born in 1955 and grew up in rural Kentucky. She earned degrees in biology from DePauw 

University and the University of Arizona, and has worked as a freelance writer and author since 1985. At various times 

she has lived in England, France and the Canary Islands, and has worked in Europe, Africa, Asia, Mexico and South 

America. She spent two decades in Tucson, Arizona, before moving to southwestern Virginia where she currently 

resides.

Kingsolver was named one the most important writers of the 20th century by Writers Digest, and in 2023, she won a 

Pulitzer Prize for her novel DEMON COPPERHEAD. In 2000, she received the National Humanities Medal, our 

country?s highest honor for service through the arts. Her books have been translated into more than 30 languages and 

have been adopted into the core curriculum in high schools and colleges throughout the nation.

Critical acclaim for her work includes multiple awards from the American Booksellers Association and the American 

Library Association, a James Beard award, two-time Oprah Book Club selection, and the National Book Award of South 

Africa, among others. She was awarded Britain's prestigious Women's Prize for Fiction (formerly the Orange Prize) for 

both DEMON COPPERHEAD and THE LACUNA, making Kingsolver the first author in the history of the prize to win 

it twice. In 2011, Kingsolver was awarded the Dayton Literary Peace Prize for the body of her work. She is a member of 

the American Academy of Arts and Letters.

She has two daughters, Camille and Lily. She and her husband, Steven Hopp, live on a farm in southern Appalachia 

where they raise an extensive vegetable garden and Icelandic sheep.

Critical Praise

"There is no one quite like Barbara Kingsolver in contemporary literature."
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