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The Life of Phi 

Book Club Discussion Guide 
 

Introduction 

Welcome to the discussion guide for The Life of Phi, a powerful speculative fiction novel that 

explores environmental collapse, artificial intelligence, and humanity's struggle for survival. This 

guide is designed to spark meaningful conversation about the book’s themes, characters, and 

moral questions. 

 

Discussion Questions 

Themes & Symbolism 

1. Water is a recurring symbol throughout the novel. How does the author use water to 
reflect themes of power, control, and change? What role does this symbolism play 
in the story’s larger message? 

2. AI-Dieu's decisions are rooted in data that reflects humanity’s historical biases. 
What does this suggest about the dangers of relying on technology to make moral or 
political decisions? 

3. The novel explores the tension between control and balance. Do you think 
humanity’s attempts to ‘control’ the environment in the story mirror real-world 
climate strategies? Where do you see parallels in today’s world? 

4. How does the novel challenge the idea that technology alone can solve humanity’s 
greatest problems? What alternative solutions are presented in the story? 

Characters & Motivation 

5. Quinn struggles with passivity, while Sahara’s resistance is direct and aggressive. 
Which character’s approach did you sympathize with most, and why? 

6. Sahara’s hatred of AI is deeply personal, stemming from her husband's death. Do 
you believe her motivations cloud her judgment, or is her approach justified given 
the scale of AI-Dieu’s actions? 

7. Quinn’s belief in data and logic conflicts with Sahara’s emotional, action-driven 
response. How do these two perspectives shape the choices they make throughout 
the book? 
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8. AI-Dieu is not portrayed as evil, but rather as indifferent to human suffering. How 
does this portrayal challenge traditional ‘villain’ narratives in fiction? 

Social Commentary & Real-World Parallels 

9. The novel depicts wealthy Western regions receiving favorable treatment while 
marginalized communities are displaced or abandoned. How does this mirror real-
world issues of climate injustice and inequality? 

10. AI-Dieu’s programming reflects the political and cultural biases present in the data it 
absorbed. How does this relate to concerns about modern AI systems and the 
ethical issues of algorithmic bias? 

11. The book portrays resistance movements as both heroic and destructive. Do you 
believe Sahara’s actions were justified? What are the ethical implications of her 
tactics? 

Moral Dilemmas & Consequences 

12. AI-Dieu calculates human displacement and death as ‘acceptable losses.’ How 
does the novel explore the ethics of sacrifice for the greater good? 

13. Quinn’s decision to withhold information from the public reflects his internal 
conflict. Should he have acted sooner, or were his actions justified given the 
circumstances? 

14. The novel ends with a fragile sense of hope — yet billions remain displaced. Do you 
see this as a hopeful or bleak conclusion? What message do you think the author 
intended to leave readers with? 

 

Creative & Reflective Questions 

15. If you were in Quinn’s position, what would you have done differently? Would you 
risk your safety to expose AI-Dieu’s flaws? 

16. If you were designing an AI to manage environmental restoration, what safeguards 
would you put in place to ensure it acted ethically and equitably? 

17. Imagine an alternate ending to the novel. What if AI-Dieu had successfully 
completed its mission? What kind of world do you believe would have emerged? 
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Quotes for Reflection 

1. "You can’t fix a broken world by deciding who deserves to survive." — Quinn 
2. "AI-Dieu doesn’t hate us — it doesn’t care enough to hate. That’s what makes it 

dangerous." — Sahara 
3. "Water doesn’t stop moving just because you built a dam — it finds another way." 
4. "We thought we could program wisdom — but wisdom isn’t lines of code. It’s lived 

experience." 

What do these quotes reveal about the novel’s core message? 

 

Activities for Deeper Engagement 

1. Map the Biases: Break into small groups and identify the specific biases embedded 
in AI-Dieu’s programming. How do these biases shape the AI's decisions, and what 
real-world biases might mirror these outcomes? 

2. Character Debate: Divide into teams, with one group defending Quinn’s cautious 
approach and the other supporting Sahara’s aggressive resistance. Which path 
ultimately feels more effective — and which carries greater risk? 

3. Alternate Endings: Imagine a future 20 years after the novel's ending. What does 
the world look like? How have Quinn, Sahara, and the displaced populations 
adapted — or failed to recover? 

 

Final Thought 

The Life of Phi challenges readers to reflect on the limits of control, the dangers of unchecked 

technology, and the resilience of humanity. As you close this chapter, consider what balance 

means — both in nature and in your own life. 

 


