
The Secret Life of Bees
by Sue Monk Kidd 
Please be aware that this discussion guide will contain spoilers! 

About The Book 

August said, "Listen to me now, Lily. I'm going to tell you something I want you always to
remember, all right?" 

Her face had grown serious. Intent. Her eyes did not blink. 

"All right," I said, and I felt something electric slide down my spine. 

"Our Lady is not some magical being out there somewhere, like a fairy godmother. She's not the
statue in the parlor. She's something inside of you. Do you understand what I'm telling you?" 

"Our Lady is inside me," I repeated, not sure I did. 

"You have to find a mother inside yourself. We all do. Even if we already have a mother, we still
have to find this part of ourselves inside."
Set in the American South in 1964, the year of the Civil Rights Act and intensifying racial unrest,
Sue Monk Kidd's The Secret Life of Bees is a powerful story of coming-of-age, of the ability of love
to transform our lives, and the often unacknowledged longing for the universal feminine divine.
Addressing the wounds of loss, betrayal, and the scarcity of love, Kidd demonstrates the power of
women coming together to heal those wounds, to mother each other and themselves, and to create a
sanctuary of true family and home. 

Isolated on a South Carolina peach farm with a neglectful and harsh father, fourteen-year-old Lily
Owens has spent much of her life longing for her mother, Deborah, who died amid mysterious
circumstances when Lily was four years old. To make matters worse, her father, T. Ray, tells Lily
that she accidentally killed her mother. 

Lily is raised by Rosaleen, her proud and outspoken African-American nanny. When Rosaleen
attempts to exercise her newly won right to vote, she is attacked by the three worst racists in town
and is thrown into jail. Lily is determined to save Rosaleen and finally escape her own father as
well. Seizing the moment, she springs Rosaleen from jail, and the two set out across South Carolina
in search of a new life. 

Their destination is Tiburon, South Carolina—a town they know nothing about except that in a box
of Lily's mother's belongings there is a cryptic picture of a black Virgin Mary with the words
"Tiburon, South Carolina" written on the back. There they are taken in by three black beekeeping
sisters who worship the Black Madonna. It is here, surrounded by the strength of the Madonna, the
hum of bees, and a circle of wise and colorful women, that Lily makes her passage to wholeness and
a new life. 



Captured by the voice of this Southern adolescent, one becomes enveloped in the hot South Carolina
summer and one of most tumultuous times the country has ever seen. A story of mothers lost and
found, love, conviction, and forgiveness, The Secret Life of Bees boldly explores life's wounds and
reveals the deeper meaning of home and the redemptive simplicity of "choosing what matters." 

In the end, though she cannot find the mother she lost, Lily discovers and comes to terms with her
mother's past, finds a hive of new mothers, and falls in love with the great universal mother. 

Discussion Questions 

Were you surprised to learn that T. Ray used to be different, that once he truly loved Deborah?
How do you think Deborah's leaving affected him? Did it shed any light on why T. Ray was so
cruel and abusive to Lily? 

 

1.

Had you ever heard of "kneeling on grits"? What qualities did Lily have that allowed her to
survive, endure, and eventually thrive, despite T. Ray? 

 

2.

Who is the queen bee in this story? 

 

3.

Lily's relationship to her dead mother was complex, ranging from guilt to idealization, to
hatred, to acceptance. What happens to a daughter when she discovers her mother once
abandoned her? Is Lily right —would people generally rather die than forgive? Was it harder
for Lily to forgive her mother or herself? 

 

4.

Lily grew up without her mother, but in the end she finds a house full of them. Have you ever
had a mother figure in your life who wasn't your true mother? Have you ever had to leave
home to find home? 

 

5.

What compelled Rosaleen to spit on the three men's shoes? What does it take for a person to
stand up with conviction against brutalizing injustice? What did you like best about Rosaleen? 

 

6.

Had you ever heard of the Black Madonna? What do you think of the story surrounding the
Black Madonna in the novel? How would the story be different if it had been a picture of a
white Virgin Mary? Do you know women whose lives have been deepened or enriched by a
connection to an empowering Divine Mother? 

 

7.

Why is it important that women come together? What did you think of the "Calendar Sisters"
and the Daughters of Mary? How did being in the company of this circle of females transform
Lily? 

8.



 

May built a wailing wall to help her come to terms with the pain she felt. Even though we
don't have May's condition, do we also need "rituals," like wailing walls, to help us deal with
our grief and suffering? 

 

9.

How would you describe Lily and Zach's relationship? What drew them together? Did you
root for them to be together? 

 

10.

Project into the future. Does Lily ever see her father again? Does she become a beekeeper? A
writer? What happens to Rosaleen? What happens to Lily and Zach? Who would Zach be
today?

11.
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