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About the Book

The incomparable Dara Horn returns with a spellbinding novel of how technology changes memory and how memory 

shapes the soul.

Software prodigy Josie Ashkenazi has invented an application that records everything its users do. When an Egyptian 

library invites her to visit as a consultant, her jealous sister Judith persuades her to go. But in Egypt?s postrevolutionary 

chaos, Josie is abducted --- leaving Judith free to take over Josie?s life at home, including her husband and daughter, 

while Josie?s talent for preserving memories becomes a surprising test of her empathy and her only means of escape.

A century earlier, another traveler arrives in Egypt: Solomon Schechter, a Cambridge professor hunting for a medieval 

archive hidden in a Cairo synagogue. Both he and Josie are haunted by the work of the medieval philosopher Moses 

Maimonides, a doctor and rationalist who sought to reconcile faith and science, destiny and free will. But what Schechter 

finds, as he tracks down the remnants of a thousand-year-old community?s once-vibrant life, will reveal the power and 

perils of what Josie?s ingenious work brings into being: a world where nothing is ever forgotten.

An engrossing adventure that intertwines stories from Genesis, medieval philosophy, and the digital frontier, A GUIDE 

FOR THE PERPLEXED is a novel of profound inner meaning and astonishing imagination.

Discussion Guide

1.) Josie?s Genizah software categorizes memories by themes like ?entertainment? and ?travel? and carefully curates 

what it records in order to bury the unpleasant and the ugly. Do our minds work this way? Would you subscribe to 

Genizah? How have other technologies already changed how you experience things and remember them?

/node/94750#
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/dara-horn


 

2.) What is the significance of dreams in the novel? Does it make sense to catalog them in Genizah along with daytime 

memories, as Nasreen wants to do? Do you think they are ?mental garbage? or ?a window to a world beyond what a 

waking person could perceive??

 

3.) Maimonides tried to reconcile faith and reason in his writings. What role do religion, rational thought, and 

intelligence play in how the characters see themselves and others?

 

4.) Josie designed her software to record patterns in human behavior, which she thinks can be used to predict future 

outcomes. Maimonides believed that, as the ancient rabbis expressed it, ?Everything is foreseen, but freedom of choice is 

granted.? Are their beliefs compatible? Do you believe that you are in control of the choices you make?

 

5.) When Josie is putting together a Genizah of Tali from memory, she realizes that the Tali who emerges is very 

different from the one captured by the software at home. What does this suggest about Josie?s feelings toward her 

daughter? How does their relationship differ from Tali?s relationship with Judith?

 

6.) One of Cairo?s unique features is its vast necropolis full of living squatters, but Nasreen says, ?All cities are really 

cities of the dead.? Do you agree with her? Do you live in a place where you can feel the generations that came before 

you?

 

7.) How do Josie and Judith and their relationship change over the course of the novel? Which of the sisters do you most 

sympathize with?

 

8.) Schechter says, ?Every human being, in the end, becomes the opposite of an archive.? He also describes himself as a 

palimpsest --- a piece of parchment on which one text has been inscribed over another. What does he mean by using 

these metaphors, and how do they apply to himself and others? Do they also apply to the novel itself?

 



9.) The book is full of encounters between people of different backgrounds: Judith and Itamar, Schechter and the 

Scottish twins, Mosheh and the vizier, and Josie and Nasreen, to name a few. How do these people view each other? 

What cultural differences and worldviews come to light in their conversations?

 

10.) There are four pairs of siblings in the novel: Judith and Josie, Schechter and Srulik, Margaret and Agnes, and 

Mosheh and David. How does the novel explore themes of jealousy, ambition, success, and love through the siblings? 

Did their relationships remind you of your relationships with your siblings?

 

11.) In what ways does the novel?s narrative parallel the biblical story of Joseph? Do you think this correspondence 

enhances the power of the novel? In general, are biblical stories relevant to the present or to understanding the 

challenges of modern life?

 

12.) Did Judith deserve Josie?s forgiveness in the end? Did Josie deserve Judith?s? Did the final chapter about Tali 

change the way you felt about the outcome of the story?

 

13.) Like historians piecing together the past, several characters wish to bring the dead back ?to life? through bits of 

memory, writings, photographs, and recordings. Is this possible? How have you dealt with the death of someone you 

loved and the artifacts --- such as letters and photographs?that were left behind?

 

14.) How do the three stories --- of Josie and Judith Ashkenazi, Solomon Schechter, and Mosheh ben Maimon --- 

intersect and relate to one another? How does Maimonides?s GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED echo through all the 

layers of the novel?

Author Bio
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