
The memoir, “ When Breath Becomes Air,” by Paul Kalanithi, represented a

significant learning experience for me at UWG.“ When Breath Becomes Air,” is a

memoir about Paul Kalanithi, who was a neurosurgeon. This memoir follows his life and

journey with terminal lung cancer. He was diagnosed with Metastatic Lung Cancer, and

died at the age of 37. At the age of 36, with a terminal lung cancer diagnosis, he turned

to writing in order to explore and explain his experience as both a doctor and a patient.

He continued working as a neurosurgeon, as long as he was physically able. Amidst his

suffering, he was truly dedicated to his patients and profession. His memoir reflects on

his life, illness, the pursuit of meaning, and also the meaning of life and death. Paul

Kalanithi focused on the pursuit of finding meaning in the face of life’s challenges. He

explored neuroscience in order to understand the meaning of life. He found meaning in

his work as a neurosurgeon, through fatherhood, and also through suffering. He

approached his suffering with resilience. He noted in this memoir, “ Shouldn’t terminal

illness be the perfect gift to that young man who wanted to understand death?” This

memoir is not solely about his death. It was about how to live, and find meaning in life.

Paul Kalanithi did not let his illness stop him. He focused on being a neurosurgeon and

on his family.

This memoir resonated with me, because I lost my father to lung cancer during

my freshman year. This book explores themes of resilience, mortality and purpose.

These themes mimicked the emotional journey that I have encountered after my dad’s

passing. My father’s death hit me really hard. I struggled with my grief. I felt stagnant, I

had lost myself, I faced a lot of academic challenges, and also isolated myself while I



navigated this dark chapter of my life. Despite making friends during my time here at

UWG, I withdrew from them. I felt like nothing could pull me out of this emotional fog. I

was forced to evaluate what gave my life meaning. Reading about Paul Kalanithi’s

determination to find meaning even in the face of his pending mortality, helped me

slowly process my own grief. No matter how painful life can be, it still moves on. During

this time, I leaned on my creative skills, such writing short stories, teaching myself

graphic design, and also writing poetry. This creative outlet became my way of coping.

As a young teen, pushed into a new world surrounded by new people, this outlet

became a voice of the emotions that I could not express to anybody. Paul Kalanithi used

his passion for medicine to leave a legacy. This memoir inspired me to think of how I

wanted to honor my father’s memory and also how I wanted to shape my future.

I hope to find meaning in my own life, whether through my creative pursuits or in

my future career. I hope to shape an impactful and fulfilling life. Meaning can be found in

connections with others, and other small actions. Paul Kalanithi’s dedication to his work

after his diagnosis, shows that it is possible to live a purposeful life. This memoir has

shaped how I approached my career goals and personal life. I am focused on my career

goals. After many years of being indecisive and not knowing what I truly wanted in a

career, I finally figured it out. In my personal relationships, I have become more

intentional. Instead of pushing others away, and becoming isolated, I talk to friends and

family about everything. As I move forward, I’ll continue to apply what I’ve learned. The

challenges in life don’t define me, but shape me into a stronger person. The lessons

from the memoir, “When Breath Becomes Air,” will allow me to pursue my dreams, and

find meaning, even in the face of challenges and loss.


