
Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Sower
“The only lasting truth is Change. God Is Change.”

IS IT PART OF A SERIES?

Parable of the Sower has one sequel, 1998’s Parable of the 
Talents. Butler had intended to write a third novel, The 
Parable of the Trickster. However, she reportedly struggled 
with writer’s block and health issues while writing this f inal 
Earthseed novel, and did not complete it before her death. 

WHAT IS IT?

Octavia E. Butler’s tenth novel, Parable of the Sower, originally published in 1993 by Four Walls Eight Windows.

“One of the things I found out when I began working on Parable 
of the Sower was that some people had given up completely on 
paying attention to the news. They no longer read it. They no 
longer watched it. They no longer heard it because they felt it to 
be depressing, and they felt that they could do nothing about 
it [...] I can’t entirely blame my friends who have given up on, at 
least, that aspect of the news, but I haven’t. I don’t seem to be 
able to. So I wrote Parable of the Sower and continued it with 
Parable of the Talents.”

“This was not a book about prophecy; this was an if-this-goes-on 
story. This was a cautionary tale, although people have told me 
it was prophecy. All I have to say to that is ‘I certainly hope not.’” 

- Text from a speech delivered at MIT in 1998
“A character in the novel is Global-Warming. This is something 
that I really wanted to pay attention to, and it’s odd how it 
went in and out of fashion while I was working on the novel. It 
would be very big and everyone was talking about it and then it 
would just kind of die, and then all of a sudden it would be big 
again. And I wonder about that. It seems to me that a thing as 
important as global-warming should get a lot more attention 
than it does. So I portray a world in which global-warming is 
doing things like creating a lot of erratic weather and severe 
storms and drought in California.”

WHAT DID BUTLER HAVE TO SAY ABOUT PARABLE OF THE SOWER?

WHAT’S THE SYNOPSIS?

Told through a series of diary entries, Parable of the Sower follows Lauren 
Olamina, a teenaged preacher’s daughter living in a multiracial gated 
compound with her family in 2024 Los Angeles. The city outside their 
walls is characterized by racism, sexual violence, and fires set by users of 
the drug ‘pyro.’

Lauren is a hyperempath with the ability to acutely feel others’ emotions 
and sensations. As tragedies befall her family and grow closer and closer 
to the compound, Lauren prepares to survive on the road and compiles a 
book of poems and thoughts called Earthseed: The Book of the Living, a 
text evolving from her belief that ‘God is Change.’

When their home is finally overrun, Lauren guides a group of survivors 
with her Earthseed teachings, and her clear-eyed understanding of what 
will face them on the road ahead. 

WHAT KIND OF RECEPTION DID THE BOOK GET?

• In 1994, it was a New York Times Notable Book of the Year
• In 1995, it was nominated for Nebula Award for Best Novel
• In 2020, it f inally became a New York Times bestseller

WHAT ARE ITS ADAPTATIONS?

2017 marked the U.S. premiere of 
Parable of the Sower: A Concert 
Version, an opera adaptation co-
created by Bernice Johnson Reagon 
and her daughter Toshi Reagon.

As of July 2021, a Parable of the Sower 
f ilm is f inally in development with A24, 
to be adapted by Garrett Bradley.

Damian Duffy and illustrator John 
Jennings collaborated on 2020’s 
Parable of the Sower: A Graphic Novel 
Adaptation. The graphic novel won 
the 2021 Hugo Award Winner for Best 
Graphic Story or Comic. The team are 
currently working on an adaptation of 
Parable of the Talents.

WHAT ARE SOME INTERESTING FACTS ABOUT PARABLE OF THE SOWER?

• An early title is thought to have been God of Clay.

• In Butler’s archives at the Huntington Library it is possible to see a
manuscript for Earthseed: The Books of the Living, the f ictional religious text
in which Lauren compiled her writings on the Earthseed faith.

• In Butler’s journals, it’s revealed that she saw Lauren as an aspirational,
heightened version of herself, and that Lauren’s diary entries and Earthseed
writings were modeled after the author’s own diaries.

GO DEEPER:

• For more on Parable of the Sower, consider listening to the podcast Octavia’s Parables. Co-hosts Toshi 
Reagon and adrienne maree brown read the Earthseed books chapter by chapter, applying their own 
experiences as artists and activists along the way.

• ‘Octavia Tried to Tell Us’, a series of free webinars launched by Afrofuturist author Tananarive Due and 
author/theologian Monica Coleman in 2020, looks at the lessons of the Earthseed series and other Butler 
books. View the archives here.
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