
The Sweetheart Season
by Karen Joy Fowler

About the Book

As a rebellious daughter of the sixties recalls the year her mother played baseball in 1947, two luminous stories begin to 

unfold in America's heartland, one lived and one imagined....

Discussion Guide

1. Why does the narrator of The Sweetheart Season state up front that the story she is about to tell is "told by two liars"?

2. The narrator is a child of the 1960s--a person labeled a "baby boomer" by popular culture. How does her perception 

shape the story, and what shaped her perception?

3. How do you think World War II shaped the ethos of the country in the 1940s?

4. Irini Doyle and her daughter, the narrator of the book, both came of age during a time of war--World War II and the 

Vietnam War--yet their experiences, opinions, and attitudes are vastly different. Why?

5. Do you think women today are anything like Maggie Collins, whom the narrator describes as "a tidy, indefatigable, 

even-tempered, ageless woman...she shared the scientist's obsession with reliable, predictable results...and she was as 

interested in innovation as she was in codification"? What about women of the 1940s?

6. What does the narrator think about the culture and climate of the 1940s?
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7. Conservative social critics frequently call for a return to the simpler values of America's past--particularly the values 

of the 1940s and '50s. Do you think things are better now or were they better back then? Why do many of us tend to 

romanticize the past, whether it's our own past or that of our ancestors?

8. Which mind-sets and behaviors have changed since the 1940s? Which do you wish had stayed the same?

9. Do you think the Vietnam War and World War II had different effects on the young Americans who lived through 

them? If so, why?

10. Why do you think the author has chosen to make Irini Doyle motherless with an alcoholic father?

11. Why does Fowler make Upper and Lower Magrit in dissension? And what role does the sunken part of the city play 

in the story?

12. Is Henry Collins anything like today's business tycoons? How does he compare to modern captains of industry such 

as Bill Gates, Lee Iacocca, Donald Trump, and Ted Turner?

13. Is Ada Collins, genteel bohemian and former Communist turned follower of Ghandi, the antithesis of Maggie 

Collins? Explain how Henry Collins could be in love with two such dissimilar women.

14. What's the significance of the fictitious radio character little Anna Peal? What purpose does she serve?

15. Discuss the following quote from Irini Doyle's father: "The whole world has been sugar-coated. It's this labored 

American blandness. This forced optimism. It happened during the war, somehow. Darndest thing. We've seen the 

concentration camps. The mass suicides of the Japanese. We've seen hostages shot and hanged, whole cities obliterated 

in a blink. And we still think we live in a Disney cartoon." Do you agree?

16. Why did men consider it so undesirable for women to be strong and competitive in the 1940s? Do you think most 

men still feel threatened by women who excel in sports and things that are physical?

17. Why do you suppose the author chooses the character she does to be responsible for writing Maggie's final columns, 

which urge women to "Flee through the open space with only the clothes on your back. What you need most after food 

and sleep is silence and time. You will not find these in your house with the white picket fence and the screaming 

children and the glowering husband. Live in the woods, eat like the birds. Wear your feather dusters as hats; make 

hammocks out of your aprons. Warm yourself at the primitive fires. Be nameless. Life is a smorgasbord. Take many 

lovers, you will be surprised at how many people are edible if you prepare them properly."

18. Karen Joy Fowler is a cocreator of the James Tiptree Jr. Memorial Award, which is presented, in her words, "to a 

short story or novel that explores or expands our understanding of gender...to remind the field of its own importance in 

the continual struggle to re-imagine more livable sexual roles for ourselves." How does The Sweetheart Season

accomplish this goal?

Author Bio



Karen Joy Fowler, a PEN/Faulkner and California Book Award winner, is the author of six novels (two of them New 

York Times bestsellers) and four short story collections. She has been a Dublin IMPAC nominee, and was shortlisted for 

the Man Booker Prize in 2014. She lives in Santa Cruz, California.

Critical Praise

"Fowler's authentically detailed and clever novel is frequently digressive, but the digressions charm. Deadpan irony 

('The Baldishes had been among the first to explore decorating with deer') and quirky characters worthy of Dickens raise 

the entertainment quotient....Fowler depicts our nation's past as more surreal than real while at the same time slamming 

her book out of the ballpark"
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