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Abstract
Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower (1993) interrogates the 
role of faith in navigating uncertainty within a dystopian 
future shaped by ecological collapse, economic disparity, and 
social breakdown. Central to the novel is the philosophy of 
Earthseed, which asserts that “God is Change,” positioning 
change as the sole enduring truth of existence. This paper 
explores how Earthseed functions as a spiritual and practical 
framework that empowers Lauren Olamina and her 
community to confront chaos with adaptability, resilience, 
and hope.
By drawing on ecocritical and feminist perspectives, the 
paper examines how Butler aligns Earthseed with the 
realities of environmental disaster, systemic inequality, and 
patriarchal oppression. The tenets of Earthseed resonate 
with process theology’s vision of divinity as dynamic rather 
than static, thereby reframing faith as a tool of survival 
and transformation in times of crisis. For Olamina and her 
followers, faith in change cultivates agency, enabling them 
not merely to endure instability but to actively shape a new 
social order through Acorn, Earthseed’s fledgling community.
In connecting Butler’s speculative vision to contemporary 
anxieties surrounding climate change, economic inequality, 
and political volatility, this study argues that Parable of the 
Sower offers more than dystopian warning—it presents 
a blueprint for resilience grounded in adaptability and 
communal faith. Ultimately, Butler demonstrates that 
belief in change, far from being destabilizing, can serve as 
the foundation for survival, cohesion, and renewal in an 
unpredictable world.
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Introduction
Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower (1993) occupies a pivotal 
place within post-apocalyptic literature, offering a vision of 
survival and spirituality amidst societal collapse. Set in 2024, 
the novel depicts a fractured America devastated by climate 
change, economic decline, and rampant violence. Butler’s 
imagined future, though written in the early 1990s, resonates 
powerfully with present-day concerns, reflecting a prescient 
awareness of ecological degradation, racial inequality, and 
widening social unrest. Through speculative fiction, Butler 
channels these anxieties into a narrative that foregrounds 
not only destruction but also the potential for resilience, 
transformation, and renewal.
At the center of this narrative stands Lauren Olamina, a 
perceptive and determined teenager who rejects the static 
frameworks of conventional religion in favor of a new belief 
system: Earthseed. Built upon the conviction that “God is 
Change,” Earthseed offers a fluid, adaptive spirituality that 
enables individuals and communities to confront instability 
with agency rather than resignation. Unlike traditional 
doctrines that seek permanence, Earthseed embraces change 
as the essence of existence, reframing faith as a dynamic 
response to crisis.
This paper explores how Butler positions faith in Parable of 
the Sower as a critical means of coping with uncertainty and 
navigating survival in a disintegrating world. It situates 
Earthseed within the broader landscape of post-apocalyptic 
fiction, analyzing how Butler reimagines spirituality as a 
resource for both personal empowerment and communal 
resilience. By emphasizing adaptability, resilience, and hope, 
Butler’s novel suggests that faith need not retreat from chaos; 
rather, it can serve as a transformative force that equips 
humanity to endure and rebuild in the face of profound 
change.
This paper explores how Butler positions faith in Parable 
of the Sower as a critical means of coping with uncertainty 
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and navigating survival in a disintegrating world. It situates 
Earthseed within the broader landscape of post-apocalyptic 
fiction, analyzing how Butler reimagines spirituality as a 
resource for both personal empowerment and communal 
resilience. By emphasizing adaptability, resilience, and hope, 
Butler’s novel suggests that faith need not retreat from chaos; 
rather, it can serve as a transformative force that equips 
humanity to endure and rebuild in the face of profound 
change.
Literature review
The genre of post-apocalyptic fiction has long served as 
a powerful vehicle for exploring humanity’s responses to 
existential threats, societal collapse, and environmental 
catastrophe. In the early 1990s, this genre saw a resurgence, 
with many works reflecting growing concerns about global 
issues such as climate change, economic disparity, and the 
erosion of social structures. Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower 
(1993) is a key text within this context, offering a profound 
exploration of survival, faith, and adaptability in a collapsing 
world. To understand Butler’s unique contribution, it is 
essential to examine Parable of the Sower within the broader 
framework of post-apocalyptic fiction from the same period 
and explore how it responds to and diverges from existing 
narratives.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, post-apocalyptic fiction 
became increasingly shaped by ecological concerns and 
a growing awareness of environmental degradation. 
Novels like Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) 
and Cormac McCarthy’s The Road (2006) (though later) 
highlighted the fragility of human civilization in the face 
of environmental disaster and societal breakdown. Butler’s 
Parable of the Sower, however, takes this a step further by 
explicitly linking environmental collapse with socio-economic 
failure, depicting a United States where water is scarce, cities 
burn, and lawlessness reigns. In this context, faith becomes 
not a retreat from reality, but a pragmatic tool for coping with 
change. Unlike other post-apocalyptic works that emphasize 
survival in physical terms, Butler’s novel uniquely centers 
spiritual survival as essential to enduring societal collapse.
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Scholars such as Gerry Canavan and Peter G. Stillman have 
explored how Butler’s novel redefines the post-apocalyptic 
genre by foregrounding the experiences of marginalized 
characters and communities. In Parable of the Sower, Lauren 
Olamina’s Earthseed philosophy serves as a response to the 
failed systems around her, positioning faith as a dynamic, 
adaptive force in a world where traditional religious structures 
offer little solace. In their analysis of post-apocalyptic 
literature, Canavan and Stillman argue that Butler’s focus on 
faith in the midst of catastrophe shifts the genre away from a 
nihilistic view of the future and toward one of resilience and 
hope. This aligns with other works from the era, such as Kim 
Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars (1993), which also emphasizes 
adaptability and human agency in the face of crisis, though 
from a more scientific and technological perspective.
Moreover, critics such as Marc D. Schaumann and Patricia 
Melzer have noted that Parable of the Sower challenges the 
typical gendered and racial dynamics of post-apocalyptic 
fiction. In contrast to many male-dominated narratives, Butler 
centers her story on a young African American woman, 
whose spiritual vision and leadership drive the plot forward. 
In doing so, Butler subverts traditional power structures and 
offers a model of faith that is rooted in communal support, 
cooperation, and adaptability. As Schaumann notes in his 
study of Butler’s work, Parable of the Sower emphasizes 
the need for collective survival in the face of overwhelming 
chaos, where faith becomes a vehicle for social change and 
personal empowerment, not just a means of coping.
The Earthseed religion at the heart of Parable of the Sower has 
also been examined as a revolutionary narrative within the 
post-apocalyptic genre. By embracing the idea that “God is 
Change,” Lauren rejects the static nature of traditional belief 
systems and instead promotes a faith that evolves alongside 
its followers. Scholars like Patricia Hill Collins have argued 
that this reflects a broader trend in post-apocalyptic fiction 
from the 1990s, which sought to redefine human relationships 
with the divine, the environment, and each other in the wake 
of societal collapse. Collins points out that this shift away 
from apocalyptic pessimism to a more adaptive, hopeful 
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response to disaster marks a significant evolution in the 
genre, reflecting the uncertainties of the time while offering a 
pathway to resilience.
Methodology
The core of this research is a close reading and textual analysis 
of Parable of the Sower, focusing on the thematic elements of 
faith, change, and uncertainty. The novel will be analyzed 
through important passages that highlight the protagonist 
Lauren Olamina’s development of the Earthseed belief 
system, particularly its central tenet: “God is Change.” By 
examining these passages, the paper will uncover how Butler 
constructs faith as an adaptive response to both personal and 
societal crises. The paper will see how Earthseed’s philosophy 
contrasts with traditional religious views in the novel and 
reflects a broader cultural shift in post-apocalyptic fiction of 
the 1990s.
Butler’s portrayal of faith as a dynamic, evolving process will 
be compared to traditional, static religious doctrines often 
found in post-apocalyptic fiction. This thematic exploration 
will help clarify how Earthseed represents a radical 
reimagining of faith that emphasizes human adaptability 
rather than reliance on divine intervention.
To situate Parable of the Sower within the genre of post-
apocalyptic fiction, the research will compare Butler’s work 
to other novels from the early 1990s that address similar 
themes, such as Kim Stanley Robinson’s Red Mars (1993) 
and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985). This 
comparison will highlight how Butler diverges from the 
conventional pessimism in apocalyptic narratives, offering a 
more hopeful vision of faith and human survival.
The paper addressesthe post-apocalyptic cultural landscape 
of the 1990s, particularly in relation to ecological, social, 
and political anxieties.How Parable of the Sower reflects these 
concerns and presents faith as a means of negotiating them.
The role of marginalized voices, particularly women and 
people of colour, in post-apocalyptic fiction and how Butler 
foregrounds these perspectives in her exploration of faith.
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The study will draw on literary criticism and theoretical 
frameworks from scholars who have examined faith, identity, 
and dystopian futures. Postcolonial, feminist, and ecocritical 
lenses will be applied to understand how Butler uses faith 
as a tool for navigating oppression, ecological disaster, and 
societal breakdown. In particular, the research will engage 
with works by scholars like Gerry Canavan, Patricia Melzer, 
and Patricia Hill Collins to build a robust framework for 
interpreting Butler’s reimagining of faith.
Finally, this research will conduct a comparative analysis 
between Earthseed’s central tenets and traditional religious 
philosophies. By comparing Earthseed’s embrace of change 
with religious traditions that emphasize stability, this study 
will reveal how Butler redefines the role of faith in a world 
marked by uncertainty. It will explore questions such as:
How does Earthseed’s fluid concept of divinity (“God is 
Change”) challenge static, traditional notions of God and how 
do these differing worldviews influence characters’ ability to 
cope with the uncertainties of a post-apocalyptic world?
Discussion and findings
Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower is set in a dystopian 
future America in the 2020s, where societal collapse has led to 
chaos, lawlessness, and environmental destruction. The story 
is narrated by Lauren Olamina, a young African American 
woman who lives in a walled community outside Los Angeles. 
The world outside is ravaged by climate change, economic 
inequality, and widespread violence, with cities dominated 
by crime, drug addiction, and poverty. As resources become 
scarce, the government is ineffective, leaving individuals and 
small communities to fend for themselves in a brutal, anarchic 
world.
Lauren suffers from “hyperempathy,” a condition that causes 
her to feel others’ pain as if it were her own. This physical 
and emotional vulnerability shapes her view of the world 
and fuels her desire for change. As her community slowly 
falls apart, Lauren begins to develop her own philosophy, 
which she calls “Earthseed.” At the heart of Earthseed is the 
belief that “God is Change,” meaning that change is the only 
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constant in life, and human beings must learn to adapt to it 
rather than resist it.
When her walled community is eventually destroyed by 
outsiders, Lauren embarks on a dangerous journey north 
with a few survivors. Along the way, she gathers a group of 
followers, and together they confront the challenges of a world 
that has descended into chaos. As they struggle to survive, 
Lauren teaches them the tenets of Earthseed, a belief system 
that offers hope in the midst of despair by emphasizing the 
importance of adapting to change.
In Parable of the Sower, Lauren envisions Earthseed as a new 
way of living that transcends the divisions of the old world. 
She believes that humanity’s destiny lies among the stars, and 
that Earthseed will guide people toward a future where they 
can rebuild society in harmony with change. Her journey is 
both physical and spiritual, as she grapples with the meaning 
of faith, leadership, and the transformative power of belief in 
times of uncertainty and turmoil.
Throughout the novel, Butler uses Lauren’s evolving faith 
in Earthseed as a way to explore how individuals and 
communities can find meaning and strength in the face of 
overwhelming adversity. Lauren’s belief in “God is Change” 
reflects the idea that faith can help people cope with life’s 
uncertainties by providing a framework for understanding 
and accepting change, rather than fearing it. By the end of 
the novel, Lauren has laid the foundation for Earthseed and 
has begun to build a community centered on the principles of 
adaptability, resilience, and hope for the future.
In Parable of the Sower, Butler interweaves themes of 
faith, change, and survival. Lauren’s development of 
Earthseedcenters on the belief that embracing change, rather 
than resisting it, is the key to thriving in an uncertain world. 
Faith, in this context, becomes not a static doctrine, but 
a dynamic process—an acknowledgment that nothing is 
permanent except change itself.
Lauren’s mantra, “All that you touch you change. All that 
you change changes you. The only lasting truth is change. 
God is Change,” encapsulates this philosophy, highlighting 
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how change is both a powerful force and a source of agency. 
By accepting the inevitability of change, individuals can find 
strength, resilience, and purpose in adapting to new realities.
In the chaos of her world, faith is no longer simply about 
adhering to traditional religious beliefs, but about constructing 
a new belief system that offers hope in a world of uncertainty. 
Earthseed is a tool for navigating the chaos, providing Lauren 
and her followers with a way to cope with the instability of 
their environment.
One of the most radical aspects of Parable of the Sower is its 
centering of marginalized voices, particularly those of women 
and people of color, in the context of post-apocalyptic fiction. 
Traditionally, post-apocalyptic narratives have often been 
dominated by white, male protagonists whose journeys focus 
on survival, power struggles, and the reestablishment of 
order. Butler subverts this by making Lauren, a young Black 
woman, the protagonist, leader, and visionary of the story.
Lauren’s position as a Black woman in a dystopian 
world is significant, as her experiences reflect the double 
marginalization of gender and race. She navigates a world 
that is not only ravaged by environmental collapse but also 
shaped by deeply ingrained racial and gender inequalities. 
Her ability to lead and survive in this context is a testament 
to the strength of marginalized communities in resisting 
and overcoming systemic oppression. Butler’s choice of 
protagonist highlights the specific challenges faced by women 
and people of color in navigating a world where traditional 
power structures have collapsed, but where the remnants of 
inequality still exist.
Moreover, Lauren’s leadership is collaborative and 
community-oriented, contrasting with the individualistic 
and often patriarchal leadership styles seen in other post-
apocalyptic narratives. She is a visionary, but she also 
fosters a collective approach to survival, gathering people 
from different backgrounds to form a community based on 
the principles of Earthseed. This reflects Butler’s broader 
critique of hierarchical structures of power, suggesting that 
true survival and progress come through cooperation and 
inclusivity, particularly among marginalized groups.
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Butler uses Lauren’s development of Earthseed to foreground 
the ways in which marginalized voices can offer new 
perspectives on faith and survival in a post-apocalyptic 
world. Lauren’s belief system emerges from her lived 
experience as a Black woman in a world that has failed her 
and her community. She rejects the traditional Christian faith 
of her father, which, while comforting in some ways, offers 
little practical guidance for navigating the collapse of society. 
Instead, she creates a new belief system that is grounded 
in adaptability and change, one that speaks directly to the 
realities of her world.
Lauren’s faith is deeply tied to her identity as a woman of 
color. Her hyperempathy condition, which causes her to 
physically feel the pain of others, metaphorically links her to 
the suffering of marginalized people, particularly in a world 
of extreme inequality. This condition drives her to create 
Earthseed, a belief system that prioritizes collective well-
being and adaptability in the face of constant upheaval. It is a 
response to both her personal pain and the broader suffering 
of the world around her, making it a deeply empathetic and 
inclusive faith.
Butler’s portrayal of Lauren’s faith as a product of her 
marginalization offers a powerful critique of traditional 
religious structures that often exclude or marginalize women 
and people of color. Earthseed, as a belief system, is rooted 
in the idea of change, adaptability, and collective survival, 
reflecting the resilience of marginalized communities in the 
face of systemic oppression and environmental collapse.
The core principle of Earthseed is the belief that “God is 
Change,” which positions change as the only constant in 
the universe. Lauren Olamina, the creator of Earthseed, 
observes that in a world where societal, environmental, and 
political structures are collapsing, clinging to the notion of 
an omnipotent, unchanging God offers little guidance or 
comfort. Instead, she redefines divinity as the force of change 
itself—unpredictable, uncontrollable, and ever-present.
This fluid concept of divinity contrasts sharply with the 
traditional Christian beliefs that Lauren was raised with, 
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particularly those held by her father, a Baptist preacher. In 
traditional religious worldviews, God is often perceived 
as omnipotent, immutable, and separate from the forces of 
the world. These beliefs tend to offer comfort in the form of 
stability and the hope that divine intervention will ultimately 
restore order. However, in the post-apocalyptic setting of 
Parable of the Sower, where the environment is destroyed, 
governments are ineffective, and violence is rampant, such 
beliefs can seem disconnected from reality. The promise of an 
unchanging God, while offering comfort in times of stability, 
fails to provide practical strategies for survival in a world 
where nothing remains the same.
This fluid concept of divinity contrasts sharply with the 
traditional Christian beliefs that Lauren was raised with, 
particularly those held by her father, a Baptist preacher. In 
traditional religious worldviews, God is often perceived 
as omnipotent, immutable, and separate from the forces of 
the world. These beliefs tend to offer comfort in the form of 
stability and the hope that divine intervention will ultimately 
restore order. However, in the post-apocalyptic setting of 
Parable of the Sower, where the environment is destroyed, 
governments are ineffective, and violence is rampant, such 
beliefs can seem disconnected from reality. The promise of an 
unchanging God, while offering comfort in times of stability, 
fails to provide practical strategies for survival in a world 
where nothing remains the same.
In contrast to Earthseed, traditional notions of God are tied to a 
fixed worldview, where faith in a higher power offers stability 
and moral certainty. In the face of societal collapse, however, 
many characters in Parable of the Sower struggle to reconcile 
their static beliefs with the harsh realities of the world around 
them. For example, Lauren’s stepmother, Cory, continues 
to hold onto the hope that normalcy will return, relying on 
her belief in divine protection and the government’s ability 
to restore order. But these beliefs leave her vulnerable, as 
she is unable to adapt to the new and dangerous reality that 
threatens her family’s survival. Her reliance on the old order 
ultimately proves to be a fatal weakness in a world where 
adaptation is crucial.
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Lauren, on the other hand, recognizes that survival depends 
on one’s ability to understand and embrace change, rather 
than resist it. By conceptualizing God as change itself, Lauren 
is able to confront the uncertainties of her world with a sense 
of agency. Earthseed encourages proactive adaptation rather 
than passive submission, as expressed in one of its verses: 
“Shape God. Shape Earthseed. Shape yourself.” This fluidity 
allows Lauren and her followers to cope with the ever-
shifting realities of the post-apocalyptic world, offering them 
the psychological flexibility needed to survive.
Traditional religious beliefs often place individuals at the 
mercy of an all-powerful, external deity. In Earthseed, 
however, individuals are not passive recipients of divine will; 
they are active participants in shaping their own futures. By 
accepting that change is inevitable and that they have the 
power to influence that change, Lauren and her followers are 
empowered to take control of their own destinies. This fluid 
concept of God as change challenges the idea that divinity 
is distant and immutable, suggesting instead that divinity is 
intertwined with human action and the natural cycles of the 
world.
Conclusion
The differing worldviews in Parable of the Sower—the static 
beliefs of traditional religions versus the adaptable, fluid faith 
of Earthseed—profoundly influence characters’ ability to 
cope with the uncertainties of their dystopian environment.
Characters who cling to traditional, rigid notions of God often 
find themselves struggling to navigate the collapse of societal 
structures. These characters tend to view change as something 
negative, something to be feared and resisted. Their belief 
systems do not provide the tools necessary to adapt to the 
new world, leaving them vulnerable and unprepared for 
the challenges they face. For instance, many of Lauren’s 
neighbors in her walled community continue to believe that 
their fences and guns will protect them, even as the outside 
world becomes increasingly dangerous. Their inability to 
accept the inevitability of change makes them ill-equipped to 
deal with the collapse of their community.
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In contrast, Lauren’s Earthseed followers, who embrace 
the idea of “God is Change,” are better able to adjust 
their expectations and behaviors in response to shifting 
circumstances. They understand that survival in their new 
reality requires constant adaptation, flexibility, and action. 
Earthseed teaches that by understanding and shaping change, 
individuals can exert some degree of control over their futures, 
even in an unstable world. This worldview allows them to 
remain resilient in the face of uncertainty, finding hope in the 
possibility of a better future rather than being paralyzed by 
fear of the unknown.
Earthseed’s fluid theology gives its followers a sense of 
purpose and direction, even in the face of overwhelming 
chaos. Lauren’s vision of a future where humanity spreads 
to other planets—an idea she calls “The Destiny”—provides 
long-term hope and a framework for collective action. Unlike 
traditional religious eschatology, which often involves divine 
judgment or salvation in the afterlife, Earthseed’s Destiny is 
rooted in tangible, achievable goals that require immediate 
action in the present.
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