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Parable of the Sower 
When global climate change and economic crises lead to social 
chaos in the early 2020s, California becomes full of dangers, 
from pervasive water shortage to masses of vagabonds who will 
do anything to live to see another day. Fifteen-year-old Lauren 
Olamina lives inside a gated community with her preacher 
father, family, and neighbors, sheltered from the surrounding 
anarchy. In a society where any vulnerability is a risk, she 
suffers from hyperempathy, a debilitating sensitivity to others’ 
emotions. 
 
Precocious and clear-eyed, Lauren must make her voice heard 
in order to protect her loved ones from the imminent disasters 
her small community stubbornly ignores. But what begins as a 
fight for survival soon leads to something much more: the birth 
of a new faith . . . and a startling vision of human destiny. 
 

Octavia E. Butler 
Often referred to as the “grand dame of science fiction,” Butler was the author of several 
award-winning novels including Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents, winner of the 
Nebula Award for Best Novel. Recipient of a MacArthur Foundation “genius” grant and 
numerous literary awards, she has been acclaimed for her lean prose, strong protagonists, and 
social observations in stories that range from the distant past to the far future. She passed away 
on February 24, 2006. 
 
 Discussion Questions 

1. The novel is set in California in the 2020s. What parallels and disparities do you see 
between the book’s imagined world and our current reality? 

2. This novel is narrated, as a series of journal entries, by fifteen-year-old Lauren Olamina. 
But there’s also a book within this book: Lauren’s “Earthseed: The Books of the Living.” 
How does that structure--having Lauren’s text within the story--affect your understanding 
of the novel? 

*Book and author description by Grand Central Publishing 



 
3. How would you describe Lauren’s worldview? Does she assume that people are 

essentially good? Or is she cynical about people’s motives? How does that worldview 
influence her decisions? 

4. How does Lauren’s race and gender affect the way she interacts with other characters? 

5. Consider the scene in which Lauren tries to convince her friend Joanne how urgent their 
situation is. Do you relate more to Lauren or Joanne when thinking about our current 
climate crisis? 

6. What did you find most threatening in the book? Environmental collapse, company cities 
like Olivar, marauding strangers, etc.? Why? 

7. Lauren's father is a preacher and community leader. Does she follow in her father's 
footsteps? In what ways does she inherit, or else revise, his legacy? 

8. The main tenet of Lauren’s personal religion, Earthseed, is “God is change.” How does 
that relate to existing religions in the world? Do you think you would be an Earthseed 
convert? Why or why not? 

9. Why is it important that Lauren keep her hyperempathy a secret? How does it serve her 
and how does it harm her? Would you want this gift? Would you wish it on others? 

10. Octavia Butler called Parable of the Sower a cautionary tale. Does that feel like an apt 
description? In what way is this novel a warning? In what ways does Butler offer reasons 
for hope or optimism? 

11. N.K. Jemisin, in her foreword, says that Parable of the Sower “works beautifully as an 
examination of how smart resistance functions.” What might this novel teach us about 
resistance?  

 
What to Read, Watch, and Try next: 

● Parable of the Talents by Octavia Butler 
● Kindred by Octavia Butler 
● Binti by Nnedi Okorafor 
● Growing Things by Paul G. Tremblay 
● Lord of the Flies by William Golding 
● Black Lightning, television series on CW 

 

 

 
Follow us on Twitter and Instagram  @xrrebelnyc 

 

 


