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A Note to Reading Groups 
 
 
MOTHERLAND arrives at a moment when the questions it raises feel anything but fictional. J. 
Carter Stone — a writer who lived under authoritarian rule in his early life — has crafted a novel 
that does what only the best speculative fiction can do: it makes the unthinkable feel inevitable, and 
the inevitable feel preventable. 
 
The novel does not offer a villain in the conventional sense. It offers something more disturbing — 
a cascade of reasonable choices, each one building on the last, until the landscape of liberty has 
vanished without a single moment anyone can point to and say: there, that is where it happened. It 
asks what we owe each other in the face of encroaching darkness, and what we become when we 
choose comfort over conscience. 
 
This guide is designed to deepen your reading experience, whether you are approaching the novel 
for the first time or returning to it. The questions are grouped thematically and by character, but 
discussions rarely stay tidy — follow the conversation wherever it leads. 
 

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE 
 
This guide includes: a synopsis and character map, thematic discussion questions, chapter-by-chapter 
prompts, creative activities, and further reading suggestions. You do not need to use all of it — let your 
group's interests guide you. 
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About the Novel 
 
 

Synopsis 
It begins on a cold November night in 2028, with an election. Bernard Winters — frail, idealistic, 
beloved by millions — wins the American presidency. His vice president, Rosa Delgado, is younger, 
sharper, and already calculating what comes next. 
 
What follows is a meticulous account of how a democracy dismantles itself: in memos and 
euphemisms, in budget reallocations to facilities with no addresses, in the closure of churches and 
the rationalization of cereal brands. The internet becomes the People's Network. The newspapers 
merge into American Truth. The Bureau of Information Integrity ensures that citizens receive only 
verified facts. 
 
And then comes CivicMind — a neural processing program that does not merely monitor citizens, 
but rewires them. Four million Americans are "processed": their values adjusted, their loyalties 
redirected, their capacity for dissent quietly switched off. They emerge compliant, certain they are 
helping. They do not know they are no longer themselves. 
 
The novel follows an ensemble of characters — a government data analyst, a Jamaican-American 
father, a Republican senator, a Soviet exile, a Chilean financier, a resistance operative — as they 
navigate a world that is changing faster than they can understand, and must decide, again and again, 
what they are willing to do to survive, to resist, and to remember who they were. 
 
The story is framed by Irina Volkov in 2045, telling her grandchildren in Mexico about what 
happened — because the moment we forget, she says, is the moment it can happen again. 
 

Structure & Style 
MOTHERLAND is a multi-perspective novel with an unusually large cast of morally complex 
characters. Stone employs a near-future American setting to examine patterns he has observed 
across history — from the Soviet Union to Cuba to Chile. The narrative moves between close 
character portraits and broad historical sweep, always returning to the intimate: a bowl of cereal, a 
phone call from a mother, a man who can no longer remember his own name. 
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Character Map 
 
 
MOTHERLAND follows a constellation of protagonists, each occupying a different vantage point 
on the same unfolding catastrophe. 
 

Character Who They Are Their Arc 

Maya Chen Data analyst, Dept. of Consumer 
Protection, Arlington, VA 

Discovers financial evidence of 
CivicMind; becomes the intellectual 
center of the resistance; loses her 
husband to processing; fights to survive 
and free him 

Alex Chen Maya's husband, federal employee Processed early; becomes an unwitting 
informant; after liberation, must 
reconstruct his identity and live with 
what he did under the chip 

Marcus Thompson 
Sr. 

Jamaican-American father, 
suburban Virginia 

Navigates survival under the regime; 
makes a devastating moral compromise 
to protect his family; carries his secret 
through liberation 

Marcus Jr. (Junior) Marcus's son, music student, early 
resistor 

Processed; loses his sense of self but not 
his humanity; recovers through music 
and becomes a symbol of what can be 
reclaimed 

Sergei Volkov Soviet exile, 79, resistance 
architect based in Mexico 

Recognized the pattern before anyone 
else; activates a global network; votes in 
the first free election and dies hours later 
— his life's work complete 

Irina Volkov Sergei's wife, children's book 
illustrator 

Survivor, keeper of memory; narrates the 
framing story to their grandchildren in 
2045 

Daniel Reyes Chilean financier, Santiago; 
Carmen's son 

Uses financial expertise to starve the 
regime of resources; follows his mother's 
warning to build files from the first night 

Carmen Reyes Daniel's mother, Cuban exile, 81 Elder witness; has survived multiple 
revolutions; recognizes Delgado's eyes; 
urges Daniel to prepare 

Victoria Mallory Republican Senator, 54 Chooses collaboration over principle; 
signs off on atrocities one small step at a 
time; her chief of staff is processed; she 
disappears into witness protection after 
cooperating with investigators 
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Rosa Delgado Vice President / architect of 
CivicMind 

True believer who built a monstrous 
system in response to real historical 
grievances; convicted of crimes against 
humanity; dies imprisoned, unrepentant 
but not dishonest 

Gabriel Santos Resistance operative, extraction 
specialist 

Operates in shadow for years; carries 
unspoken love for Maya; ultimately finds 
peace and publishes his memoir in Lagos 

Bernard Winters President of the United States; 79; 
lifelong democratic socialist; 
driven by grief over his late sister 
Margaret 

A sincere believer weaponized by 
Delgado's strategy; dies cursing God and 
Rosa from his deathbed; replaced by a 
surgically altered, neurally processed 
impostor 

John Perkins Real-world author of Confessions 
of an Economic Hit Man; appears 
as himself in San Francisco, 2019 

The conversation that ignites Rosa's 
transformation from frustrated insider to 
revolutionary architect — he tells her 
awareness is never enough; only breaking 
the machine will do 

The Babushkas A circle of elderly Soviet emigrées 
in San Francisco's Richmond 
District — Lyudmila, Valentina, 
Galina, Antonina 

Rosa comes seeking horror stories; finds 
women who mourn September First 
flowers, cheap bread, and Gagarin — 
whose complex testimony shatters her 
assumptions and plants the seed of 
CivicMind 
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Major Themes 
 
 

1. The Gradualism of Tyranny 
The novel's most chilling achievement is its insistence on the slowness of collapse. There is no single 
moment of rupture — only a cereal aisle with twelve brands instead of fifty, a church now called 
Community Center Number Forty-Seven, a memo explaining new reporting requirements. Stone 
suggests that the most dangerous authoritarian moments are precisely those that feel most 
reasonable. 
 

2. Complicity and Moral Compromise 
Every major character in MOTHERLAND is compromised. Maya leaves an elderly couple to die. 
Sergei gets forty-seven people killed. Gabriel uses a child as a psychological weapon. Marcus betrays 
three names. Alex testifies against strangers while chipped and carries the weight of it forever. The 
novel refuses to grant anyone clean hands — and asks whether survival itself is a form of moral 
reckoning. 
 

3. Memory, Identity, and What the Chip Stole 
CivicMind does not make its subjects into robots. It adjusts their values, nudges their certainties, 
makes them feel righteous about monstrous acts. The processed don't lose themselves — they 
become someone else who feels exactly like themselves. The novel's account of recovery is equally 
disturbing: Alex misses the certainty. The chip made doubt disappear, and part of him mourns it. 
 

4. The Cyclical Nature of History 
Sergei Volkov has lived through two tyrannies. MOTHERLAND is structured by his understanding 
— echoed by Carmen Reyes, by Irina, by Maya at The Hague — that history does not repeat but 
rhymes. Every authoritarian system starts with good intentions. Every generation must fight the 
same battle. The price of freedom is eternal vigilance, and the bill always comes due when least 
expected. 
 

5. The Seduction of Certainty 
One of the novel's most provocative insights is that the chip's deepest appeal is not power or 
compliance — it is peace. The end of moral ambiguity. The certainty that you are good, that your 
choices are right, that doubt is unnecessary. This is what Alex mourns. And Stone implies that this 
longing — for certainty, for simple answers, for someone to take the burden of doubt away — is 
what makes all of us vulnerable. 
 

6. The Tools That Remain 
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The novel's final, cold note: the revolution changed the faces and the flags, but CivicMind's 
blueprints were preserved for "research purposes." The surveillance infrastructure was repurposed. 
The engineers who designed the system were hired by private companies. The ending does not offer 
comfort — only the exhausting, eternal necessity of remaining awake. 
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Discussion Questions 
 
 

Opening the Conversation 
Begin with these questions to orient the group before diving deeper. 
 

1. Before reading MOTHERLAND, what did you think "it can't happen here" meant? Has the 
novel changed that assumption in any way? 

2. The novel opens in 2045, with Irina telling the story to grandchildren. Why do you think Stone 
chose to frame the narrative this way? What does it give the reader that a more conventional 
opening would not? 

3. Which character's arc affected you most deeply, and why? 
 

On the Rise of the Regime 
4. The internet becomes the People's Network. Newspapers merge into American Truth. 

Churches become Community Centers. Each change has a reasonable-sounding justification. 
At what point — if any — would you have recognized what was happening? What would it 
have taken? 

5. Rosa Delgado tells the tribunal: "The American empire killed millions through economic 
policy, through proxy wars, through deliberate destabilization. I am guilty. But I am not the 
only one." She is not lying about the history. Does this complicate your judgment of her? How 
does the novel ask us to hold both truths simultaneously? 

6. Victoria Mallory collaborates, one small step at a time. When does she pass the point of no 
return? Is there a moment where she could have stopped? What keeps her dancing? 

7. Stone is a writer who lived under authoritarian rule. How does that biographical detail shape 
the texture of the novel? What does it give the book that pure imagination could not? 

 

On CivicMind and the Processed 
8. Alex says: "The chip doesn't make you into a robot. It just adjusts your values. You still feel 

like yourself. You still make choices. They just feel like the right choices." What does this 
suggest about the relationship between identity, values, and free will? Is a person who has 
been processed still responsible for their actions? 

9. The tribunal creates a category of "diminished culpability due to cognitive modification." Alex 
refuses to use it. Was his choice right? Was it just? Was it something else? 

10. Alex says he "misses" the certainty the chip gave him. What does this reveal about the appeal 
of authoritarianism more broadly? What are we each, in our own lives, tempted to trade 
freedom for? 
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11. The informers' truth commission testimonies are heartbreaking in their ordinariness — fear, 
ambition, revenge, love. Did any of the motivations feel understandable to you? Where is the 
line between understanding and condoning? 

 

On Moral Compromise and Survival 
12. Maya says to Alex: "We all did things. We all have to live with them." Is this wisdom or 

rationalization? Does the novel endorse it? 
13. Marcus Thompson gives three names to protect his daughter. Maya knows and never 

confronts him. "Who was she to judge?" she thinks. Do you agree? What would justice look 
like in Marcus's case? 

14. Gabriel uses a child as a psychological weapon to extract a target. He never fully forgives 
himself. The novel suggests he was right to do it and right to carry the guilt. Can both be true? 

15. Sergei's resistance network caused the deaths of forty-seven people. He built it anyway, for 
decades, knowing that people would die. At what point does the cause justify the casualties? 
Does MOTHERLAND offer an answer, or only the question? 

 

On History, Memory, and Warning 
16. Irina tells the children: "Tyranny doesn't announce itself. It arrives wearing the mask of 

compassion, promising to solve problems, offering to take burdens off your shoulders." What 
current events or political trends — anywhere in the world — does this description bring to 
mind for your group? 

17. The novel draws explicit parallels between the Soviet Union and the American regime: both 
numbered their citizens, monitored their thoughts, promised paradise while building prisons. 
What does Stone gain by making these parallels explicit rather than letting readers draw them 
on their own? 

18. Carmen Reyes says: "We don't choose when history tests us. We only choose whether we're 
ready." What does it mean to be "ready"? What would readiness look like in our own lives? 

19. At The Hague, Maya realizes that the revolution changed the faces and the flags, but 
CivicMind's blueprints were preserved. The technology that could enslave minds exists, and it 
will never be uninvented. How do you live with this knowledge? Does the novel offer any 
comfort? 

20. The novel ends — in spirit — with Maya saying: "The price of freedom isn't just fighting for it 
once — it's staying awake forever, watching, remembering, refusing to let ourselves believe it 
can't happen again." What does staying awake look like, practically, in your own life? 

 

On Craft and Construction 
21. MOTHERLAND tells its story through many perspectives rather than a single protagonist. 

What does this structural choice reveal about Stone's view of how history is made — and 
unmade? 
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22. The novel's dialogue often carries enormous weight — Maya's mother calling about the 
church, Alex's late-night confession about Robert. Identify a passage of dialogue that 
particularly moved you and discuss why it works. 

23. Stone deliberately avoids making the regime obviously monstrous from the start. Why? What 
effect does the gradual revelation of horror have on you as a reader? 

24. How would MOTHERLAND be different if it were told only from Sergei's perspective? Only 
from Rosa Delgado's? What do we gain from seeing the same catastrophe through so many 
eyes? 
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Character-Focused Discussions 
 
 
These prompts are designed for groups who wish to spend focused time on individual characters. 
Consider assigning characters to group members to "represent" before discussion. 
 

Maya Chen 
• Maya begins the novel as a worried analyst who wants to book a Fiji vacation before 

something changes. By the end, she is a resistance leader. Trace the precise moments that push 
her forward. Was she always capable of this, or did the crisis create her? 

• Maya sees two possibilities in Rosa Delgado's eyes from the very first night of the election. Is 
this prescience, paranoia, or pattern recognition? What does it say about Maya's character that 
she looks while her husband looks away? 

• At The Hague, Rosa's eyes find Maya's and there is "no plea in that look, no appeal for 
understanding. Just acknowledgment. One revolutionary recognizing another." What does this 
moment mean? Is Maya a revolutionary? What has she sacrificed to be one? 

 

Alex Chen 
• Alex tells Maya: "I miss it sometimes. The certainty. Isn't that sick? Some part of me misses 

being a monster because being a monster was so much easier than being human." Discuss this 
confession. Is it the most honest thing anyone says in the novel? 

• Alex writes his own vows for the renewal ceremony and says he is "learning" to love Maya 
again — as something new, not as a copy of what came before. What does the novel suggest 
about love's capacity to survive erasure? 

• Alex refuses the diminished culpability defense. Do you think this was the right choice? What 
is he protecting — justice, or himself? 

 

Sergei Volkov 
• Sergei has spent his entire adult life building a resistance network "just in case." Most people 

would call this paranoia. The novel vindicates him entirely. At what point does vigilance 
become wisdom rather than obsession? 

• He waits in line to vote despite his failing health, refusing the accessibility entrance: "I have 
waited fifty-five years to vote in a free American election. I can wait a few more hours." What 
is Stone saying with this scene? 

• Sergei dies three months after the first free elections, having held on just long enough. Is this a 
satisfying ending for his character? What would it mean if he had died before the liberation? 

 

Victoria Mallory 
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• Victoria tells herself she is just "cooperating" and "finding common ground" — the skills she 
has spent her career perfecting. At what point does her self-story become a lie? When does 
she know it? 

• Victoria signs off on budget allocations for facilities that appear on no public map. She could 
have refused. What kept her from it? Is she primarily a coward, a pragmatist, or something 
more complicated? 

• Victoria ultimately cooperates with investigators and disappears into witness protection. Is this 
a form of redemption? What would real accountability have looked like for her? 
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Rosa Delgado: The Making of a Monster 
 
 
MOTHERLAND gives its villain the one thing that makes her truly dangerous: a comprehensible 
origin. The chapter called “The Ones Who Remember” — set four years before the coup — is the 
moral heart of the novel, tracing the precise chain of conversations, memories, and encounters that 
transformed a grieving granddaughter into the architect of four million neural processings. 
 

The Conversation with John Perkins 
Rosa has read Confessions of an Economic Hit Man seven times. She has underlined passages until 
the pages are more ink than white. When she finally meets Perkins in a San Francisco café, she 
arrives expecting validation. She gets something more disturbing. 
 

“The system doesn’t care if you know how it works. It only cares if you can stop it from working.” 
“The people who change history aren’t the ones who write books about injustice. They’re the ones 
who get close enough to the machinery to break it. Or — to redirect it.” 
— John Perkins, MOTHERLAND 

 
Perkins does not radicalize Rosa. He only names what she already feels: that awareness without 
power is theater. That the machine does not reform — it only yields to those willing to break it. The 
word he leaves hanging — “redirect” — will echo for eight years until it becomes CivicMind. 
 
This scene is remarkable for what it does not do. Perkins is not a villain. He is an old man who 
helped build the machine, spent decades apologizing for it, and never managed to stop it. His 
weariness is as important as his words. Rosa takes from the conversation something he never 
intended to give. 
 

The Babushkas of the Richmond District 
Rosa comes to the community center looking for horror. She finds Lyudmila, Valentina, Galina, and 
Antonina — engineers and schoolteachers and bookkeepers in their seventies and eighties, meeting 
weekly for black tea and piroshki, speaking Russian in voices that have never quite lost the old 
country. 
 
She expects to record testimony about bread lines and gulags. She gets September First — the day 
every Soviet child brought flowers to their teacher, when the professor’s son and the factory 
worker’s son stood side by side in identical uniforms and were, briefly, equal. She gets Gagarin: “the 
first man in space was ours. A Soviet man. The son of a carpenter and a milkmaid.” She gets sixteen 
kopecks for black bread, dachas with unlocked doors, Victory Day parades that made a nation feel, 
together, that it had survived something unsurvivable. 
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“You think sixty years and three hundred million people and it was nothing but suffering? Nothing but 
fear? We also fell in love. We also raised children. We also laughed at the dinner table and cried at 
funerals and hoped for the future. We lived whole lives inside that system. Human lives. Not just 
surviving. Living.” 
— Lyudmila Konstantinovna, MOTHERLAND 

 
The babushkas do not sanitize the Soviet Union. Lyudmila’s uncle spent eight years in Kolyma for a 
joke at a factory meeting. Valentina’s father was denounced and never came home. They know. But 
they insist — fiercely — that horror was not all there was. That they lived whole human lives inside 
a broken system, and that the meaning of those lives cannot be reduced to its worst chapters. 
 
Lyudmila’s final answer to why she left is the novel’s most chilling philosophical statement: “We 
didn’t leave because it was bad. We left because it was ending. By the eighties, you could feel it 
dying. The idea was dying. People stopped believing. And without the belief... it was just poverty. 
Just shortage. Just lines. The meaning was gone.” 
 
Rosa hears something she was not supposed to hear. Not a warning. A blueprint. If belief is the 
engine, then controlling belief is controlling everything. If the Soviet project failed because the idea 
died — what if the idea never had to die? What if chips in people’s brains could keep the belief alive 
forever? 
 
The road to hell is paved with partial truths and selective memory. Rosa Delgado would learn this lesson too late. 
 

Bernard Winters: The True Believer 
Bernard Winters is the most tragic figure in MOTHERLAND — not because he suffers more than 
others, but because he suffers while believing. His grief over his sister Margaret, who died without 
healthcare, is real. His conviction that he is building a world where no family will be destroyed by 
profit over human life is real. His tears on election night are real. 
 
Rosa understood from the beginning that this was exactly his value. In a world drowning in 
cynicism, sincerity is the rarest and most valuable commodity. She chose him not because he was 
competent or strategic — but because he was sincere. He was the mask the machine needed to wear 
while it was being built. 
 

“You’re playing God. And you don’t even believe in God. At least I had faith once. At least I believed 
there was something higher than myself, something worth submitting to. You believe in nothing but 
power, Rosa. Nothing but control.” 
“Damn this world. And damn you for what you’ve done to it. I wanted to help people, Rosa. I wanted 
to build something beautiful.” 
— Bernard Winters, dying, MOTHERLAND 
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His deathbed confrontation with Rosa is one of the novel’s most formally perfect scenes. The dying 
man accuses her of playing God while lacking the humility that faith demands — the willingness to 
submit to something higher than oneself. Rosa’s response is almost gentle: “Stalin was an amateur. 
He could make them obey, but he couldn’t make them believe. We can.” 
 
Winters dies with his faith intact. His last words are not to Rosa or the nurses but a prayer to his 
dead sister — asking forgiveness, confessing failure, and still — impossibly, after everything — 
believing that something waits on the other side. It is the most human moment in the novel. And 
Rosa steps into the hallway and says three words: Begin Phase Two. 
 
What follows is the book’s most disturbing sequence: the replacement of Winters with Al Green — 
a surgically altered, neurally processed impostor who wears Winters’s face, walks with his limp, and 
has studied his relationships so thoroughly he knows which advisors Winters merely tolerated. The 
replacement is never discovered. The nation mourns a man who is not dead and obeys a man who is 
not real. 
 

Discussion Questions: Rosa, Winters, Perkins & the Babushkas 
25. Perkins tells Rosa that awareness is not enough — the machine does not care if you know 

how it works. Do you agree? What would “enough” look like? Is there a form of knowledge 
that translates directly into power? 

26. The babushkas remember September First flowers and Gagarin alongside gulags and 
denunciations. Lyudmila says: “Life is not so clean.” How does this scene complicate the 
novel’s critique of socialist ideology? Is Stone endorsing nostalgia for the Soviet Union, or 
doing something more subtle? 

27. Valentina asks Rosa: “What do you have here that compares?” — meaning to Victory Day, the 
collective grief and pride of surviving something together. Is she right? What does American 
culture offer as an equivalent? What does it lose by not having one? 

28. Lyudmila says the Soviet project only worked while people believed, and when belief died the 
sacrifice became just suffering. Rosa hears this as a blueprint for CivicMind. Is this a 
misreading of what Lyudmila said, or a correct extension of it? At what point does Rosa’s logic 
fail? 

29. Winters accuses Rosa of playing God without believing in God. Is faith — the willingness to 
submit to something higher than oneself — actually a moral safeguard against absolute 
certainty? Can an atheist tyrant and a believing one be meaningfully different? 

30. Rosa tells the dying Winters that his sincerity was his value — he was the mask the machine 
needed to wear. How does this division of labor distribute moral responsibility between the 
sincere believer and the calculating architect? 

31. The replacement of Winters with Al Green is accomplished so precisely that no one detects it. 
What does this say about political identity — about what voters actually respond to in a 
leader? What does it mean that the processed impostor is, in Rosa’s words, an improvement 
over the original? 

32. Rosa came to the community center to gather ammunition against comfortable American 
leftists who romanticize systems they’d never lived under. What she found shattered her 
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assumptions instead. Think of a belief you hold confidently. What evidence would it take to 
complicate it — not refute it, but complicate it, the way Lyudmila complicates Rosa’s view of 
the Soviet Union? 
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Thematic Deep Dives 
 
 
For groups who want to explore specific themes in greater depth. 
 

The Ethics of Contextual Morality 
The novel includes a chilling document from a mandatory government training session on 
"Contextual Ethics" — the idea that right and wrong depend on intentions and outcomes rather 
than fixed rules. Marcus's grandmother's voice haunts him: "The devil doesn't come with horns. He 
comes with reasons." 
 

• The training document asks: "Is it wrong to alter someone's beliefs without their consent? The 
old framework would say yes — that's manipulation. But what if those beliefs are causing 
them to hurt themselves and others? In that context, correction becomes care." Discuss this 
reasoning. Where does it fail — and where does it have a point? 

• Can moral relativism and moral courage coexist? The novel implies they cannot — that 
certainty of purpose is necessary for resistance. What do you think? 

• The novel suggests that the greatest danger is not people who believe they are doing evil, but 
people who have convinced themselves they are doing good. Do you agree? Can you think of 
historical or contemporary examples? 

 

Technology and Human Consciousness 
CivicMind is not, at its core, about surveillance. It is about the modification of belief. The chip does 
not command — it convinces. 
 

• The chip's designers never anticipated that humanity could not be erased — only suppressed. 
Junior's music breaks through because creativity is rooted in something deeper than values. 
What does this suggest about what makes us human? 

• The final pages note that the surveillance infrastructure was "repurposed for national security" 
and the chip technology preserved for "research purposes." How does the novel ask us to 
think about dual-use technology — tools that can liberate or oppress depending on who holds 
them? 

• At what point does technology designed to protect become technology designed to control? 
Who decides? 

 

The Question of Justice 
The Hague tribunal, the truth commission, the complicated sentencing of technicians and informers 
— MOTHERLAND refuses easy answers about what justice looks like after systemic atrocity. 
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• The novel's Operation Paperclip parallel — rehabilitating Nazi scientists, here rehabilitating 
CivicMind technicians — is made explicit. Was the compromise justified? Is expertise ever a 
sufficient moral justification? 

• The informer testimonies are devastating in their ordinariness. Which testimony, if any, moved 
you toward sympathy? Which hardened you? 

• Rosa Delgado's statement at the tribunal is not dishonest. She is guilty and she knows it, and 
she refuses to pretend otherwise. The novel grants her this integrity while condemning her 
absolutely. What is Stone saying about the relationship between honesty and evil? 
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Creative Activities for Book Clubs 
 
 
These activities work well for groups that want to move beyond discussion into reflection, writing, 
and creative engagement. 
 

Writing Exercises 
• Write the scene where Victoria Mallory signs the first budget allocation for a facility that 

appears on no public map. What does she tell herself? Write her interior monologue in the 
moment. 

• Write a page of Maya's notebook — the one she begins keeping when she first notices the 
patterns. What does she record? What does she leave out? 

• Write the testimony Marcus Thompson would have given at the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission if his file had been found. 

• Irina Volkov tells her grandchildren the story every winter evening. Write one evening's telling, 
five years after the novel ends, when the youngest grandchild is old enough to understand. 

 

Discussion-as-Simulation 
• "The Incremental Choice": Present the group with a series of escalating fictional government 

directives — each plausible, each justified with reasonable language. At each step, discuss: 
would you comply? At what point would you resist? What would resistance look like? 

• "The Commission": Assign group members to "testify" as different characters — Alex, 
Marcus, Walsh, Dr. Chen — before a truth commission. Other members ask questions as 
commissioners. What does this exercise reveal about the limits of personal accountability? 

• "Counsel for Delgado": One group member plays defense counsel for Rosa Delgado at The 
Hague. Their job is to present the strongest possible case — not to excuse, but to 
contextualize. Discuss afterward: did the argument land? Why or why not? 

 

Group Reflection 
• Each member identifies one moment in the novel where they thought: "I would have done the 

same thing." Share and discuss. 
• Each member identifies one moment where they thought: "I would have done differently." 

What would you have done, and what would it have cost you? 
• The novel ends with the knowledge that CivicMind's blueprints survive. On an index card, 

each group member writes one thing they personally commit to as a result of reading this 
novel. These can be shared or kept private. 
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Further Reading 
 
 
MOTHERLAND belongs to a tradition of political fiction and historical witness. For groups 
wishing to extend their reading, the following are worth exploring: 
 

Fiction 
• George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four — the ur-text of surveillance dystopia; compare its 

"doublethink" to CivicMind's neural adjustment 
• Sinclair Lewis, It Can't Happen Here — a 1935 novel imagining American fascism; eerily 

prescient in its gradualism 
• Margaret Atwood, The Handmaid's Tale and The Testaments — on the mechanics of 

theocratic control and the survival of memory 
• Arthur Koestler, Darkness at Noon — a masterwork on the psychology of political confession 

and ideological certainty 
• Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go — on complicity, the limits of consciousness, and lives 

shaped by systems that diminish them 
 

Non-Fiction & History 
• Timothy Snyder, On Tyranny: Twenty Lessons from the Twentieth Century — a short, urgent 

primer on recognizing authoritarian patterns 
• Masha Gessen, Surviving Autocracy — on the erosion of democratic norms in contemporary 

Russia 
• Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism — the foundational philosophical analysis of 

20th-century authoritarian movements 
• Václav Havel, The Power of the Powerless — a Czech dissident's essay on "living in truth" 

under communist rule 
• Victor Frankl, Man's Search for Meaning — on preserving inner freedom when external 

freedom has been destroyed 
 

Also by Lumenix Press 
• REAL by J. Carter Stone — the companion novel; winner of the same narrative voice and 

moral urgency 
• The Hidden Laws by Walter Freeman — on the invisible principles that govern human 

success 
• Cortisol Nation by Dr. Larry Ward — on the physiological cost of chronic fear and how to 

restore resilience 
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• The Real Face of Socialism by Sergei Matveyuk — a USSR survivor's firsthand account of life 
under the system MOTHERLAND imagines coming to America 
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A Final Word 
 
 
Sergei Volkov spent his life building a resistance network he hoped he would never need to use. He 
built it anyway, for decades, against all reasonable evidence that the moment would come. 
 
J. Carter Stone has written a book with the same logic: a warning constructed with care and craft, in 
the hope it will never be necessary. Its pages insist that the moment of forgetting is the moment of 
danger, and that the only answer is the exhausting, permanent work of remembering. 
 
The best book clubs do something similar. They refuse to let important questions go unasked. They 
make space for the discomfort of not knowing. They trust that the conversation itself — difficult, 
honest, unresolved — is an act of resistance. 
 

"History is the only weapon that never runs out of ammunition." 
— Sergei Volkov, MOTHERLAND 
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