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Dedication

To Octavia Estelle Butler for expanding

our horizons to see new suns

and

To librarians everywhere for creating safe havens

for children and adults to dream and create








Epigraph

Prodigy is, at its essence, adaptability and persistent, positive obsession. Without persistence, what remains is an enthusiasm of the moment. Without adaptability, what remains may be channeled into destructive fanaticism. Without positive obsession, there is nothing at all.

Parable of the Sower
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Octavia E. Butler Chronology

FINDING HER VOICE (1947–1969)

1947


	Octavia Estelle Butler enters the world on June 22 in Pasadena, California, born to Octavia Margaret Guy Butler and Laurice Butler.

	Following her father’s early death, young Octavia is raised by her mother and grandmother Stella Guy, surrounded by a loving extended family.



1957


	Her mother gifts her a typewriter for Christmas. She will use this typewriter to write her first several novels, including Kindred.



1959


	A chance viewing of a B-movie science fiction film ignites a creative spark in twelve-year-old Octavia. She begins crafting her first science fiction stories, planting seeds that would later blossom into her groundbreaking Patternist series.



1960


	A supportive teacher recognizes Octavia’s talent and encourages her to submit her work to science fiction magazines—a crucial vote of confidence for the young writer.

	In an early lesson about the writing world, Octavia encounters an unscrupulous agent who demands a $61.20 “revision fee” (worth about $650 today). Her mother, believing in her daughter’s dreams, sacrifices to pay this sum.



1965


	Graduates from John Muir High School and begins her college journey at Pasadena City College.



1966


	Sweet validation comes when her short story “To the Victor,” submitted under the pen name Karen Adams, wins a writing competition at Pasadena City College. Her prize is $15.



1967


	Her growing skill earns national attention when her short story “Loss” wins fifth place in the Writer’s Digest short story contest.



1968


	In her final year at Pasadena City College, Octavia takes her first Black literature class—a pivotal moment in her developing literary consciousness.

	After earning her associate’s degree in history, she enrolls at California State University, Los Angeles.

	Like many writers before her, Octavia begins juggling various jobs—in offices, factories, and temporary positions—to keep food on the table while nurturing her creative ambitions.



1969


	Octavia leaves Cal State LA to take writing classes at UCLA Extension.

	At the Screenwriters Guild of America’s Open Door Workshop, she meets Harlan Ellison, who recognizes her tremendous potential and becomes a mentor and champion of her work.



FROM STRUGGLE TO FIRST SUCCESS (1970–1979)

1970


	The summer at Clarion Science Fiction Writers’ Workshop proves transformative, as Octavia spends six weeks honing her craft alongside other rising stars in the field and making lifelong friends.

	Here she meets influential writer Samuel R. Delany and strengthens her connection with Harlan Ellison.

	Her perseverance begins to bear fruit when she sells her first two short stories: “Crossover” and “Child Finder.” (The latter was earmarked for Ellison’s anthology The Last Dangerous Visions, which never makes it to publication.)



1971


	“Crossover” appears in Clarion’s 1971 anthology—her first published work.

	Octavia then enters a challenging five-year publishing drought, a period that tests her resolve but fails to break her determination.



1972


	In a significant step toward independence, Octavia moves into her own Pasadena apartment.

	Though freedom brings its own challenges—financial hardship, loneliness, and self-doubt—these experiences deepen her understanding of human vulnerability, enriching themes she would later explore with empathy in her fiction.



1975


	Studying under Theodore Sturgeon at UCLA further refines her unique voice.

	The years of persistence pay off when Doubleday accepts the manuscript that would become Patternmaster, bringing a modest $1,750 advance.



1976


	Patternmaster reaches bookstore shelves, introducing readers to her visionary Patternist series, with its exploration of a future where telepathic abilities have restructured human society.

	Octavia begins researching the novel that would become her most beloved work, Kindred.



1978


	Publishes Survivor, the third Patternist book. (Octavia would later deride the novel as a lesser work, refusing to allow reprints.)

	Begins crafting Blindsight, a manuscript that, despite years of development, would never reach publication.



1979


	Publishes Kindred, the tale of a modern Black woman who travels back in time to the antebellum South.

	Also publishes the unrelated short story “Near of Kin.”

	Despite receiving critical acclaim, Octavia’s financial struggles continue.

	Her private journals reveal the weight of poverty, isolation, and frustration that threatened to crush her spirit—yet she continues to write.



BREAKING BARRIERS (1980–1989)

1980


	Wild Seed, both prequel and fourth entry in the Patternist series, a centuries-spanning tale exploring immortality, power, and gender through African and American history.

	Her essay “The Lost Races of Science Fiction” boldly challenges the field’s entrenched racism, establishing her as not just a creative force but a crucial voice for change.

	Recognition begins to come her way with the Creative Arts Achievement Award from the Los Angeles YWCA.

	WisCon, the feminist science fiction convention, honors her as guest of honor—one of the first acknowledgments of her groundbreaking work at the intersection of race, gender, and science fiction.



1981


	Though publishers reject both Blindsight and Clay’s Ark, Octavia perseveres—a stubborn persistence that would serve her throughout her career.

	Is approached to edit Black Futures, an anthology showcasing expansive possibilities for Black people in speculative fiction, underscoring her commitment to opening doors for others, though the project never materializes.



1982


	Travels to the Soviet Union and Finland with a delegation of science fiction writers, expanding her international perspective.



1983


	“Speech Sounds,” a story where a pandemic strips humanity of language abilities—a narrative that feels eerily prescient decades later—is published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine.



1984


	Completes the Patternist series with Clay’s Ark.

	“Bloodchild,” her haunting tale of symbiosis, gender, and reproduction, appears in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine.

	Her literary star rises as “Speech Sounds” earns her first Hugo Award.



1985


	“Bloodchild” captures the science fiction community’s imagination, sweeping the awards season with Hugo, Locus, Nebula, and Science Fiction Chronicle honors.

	Ever committed to research, Octavia travels to Peru with a UCLA program, gathering experiences that will inform her Xenogenesis series.

	In a full-circle moment, she begins teaching at Clarion West, guiding emerging writers just as she was once guided.



1987


	Dawn introduces readers to the Xenogenesis series (later known as Lilith’s Brood) and to the Oankali—aliens who have rescued humanity from extinction but demand a profound price.

	“The Evening and the Morning and the Night” in Omni further showcases her talent for exploring complex ethical questions about nature and nurture.



1988


	Continues the Xenogenesis narrative with Adulthood Rites.

	“The Evening and the Morning and the Night” garners the Science Fiction Chronicle Award for Best Novelette, with nominations for the Locus, Nebula, and Sturgeon awards following.

	Fulfilling a lifelong wish, Octavia uses her growing success to pay off her mother’s house.



1989


	Completes the Xenogenesis trilogy with Imago.

	The deeply personal essay “Positive Obsession” (first published as “Birth of a Writer” in Essence) offers readers insight into the mind and heart behind the stories.

	Octavia begins mapping what will become the Parable series—her unflinching examination of societal collapse and spiritual rebirth.



VISIONARY VOICE (1990–2006)

1993


	Parable of the Sower stuns readers with its prescient vision of a 2020s America unraveling amid climate change, corporate greed, and societal inequality.

	“Furor Scribendi” offers fellow writers the hard-won wisdom of her journey.

	In “Free Libraries: Are They Becoming Extinct?” she advocates passionately for the institutions that nurtured her own creative development, such as her beloved Los Angeles Central Library.



1994


	The literary establishment takes notice as the New York Times names Parable of the Sower a Notable Book of the Year.



1995


	In a watershed moment for science fiction, Octavia becomes the first writer in the genre to receive the prestigious MacArthur Foundation “Genius Grant”—a $295,000 award that acknowledges her extraordinary talent and vision.



1996


	Bloodchild and Other Stories gathers her powerful short fiction and essays into a single volume.

	The year brings heartbreaking loss with the death of her mother, Octavia Margaret Butler—her first reader, earliest supporter, and lifelong champion.

	Octavia transmutes her grief into art, channeling her pain into writing Parable of the Talents.



1997


	Kenyon College recognizes her contributions to American letters with an honorary doctorate.



1998


	Parable of the Talents continues the story begun in Sower.

	Her MIT keynote, “Devil Girl From Mars: Why I Write Science Fiction,” offers insight into her creative philosophy and unwavering belief in the power of speculative fiction to change minds and hearts.



1999


	Parable of the Talents earns the prestigious Nebula Award for Best Novel.

	After a lifetime in Pasadena, Octavia embarks on a new chapter, relocating to Seattle, Washington—a bold move for someone who describes herself as a “hermit.”



2000


	The PEN American Center honors her life’s work with its Lifetime Achievement Award in Writing.

	Publishes the essay “Brave New Worlds: A Few Rules for Predicting the Future” in Essence shares her insights on the speculative fiction craft.

	Her Xenogenesis trilogy is repackaged as Lilith’s Brood.



2001


	“A World Without Racism,” written for National Public Radio, demonstrates her continued engagement with society’s most pressing issues.



2002


	Autobiographical essay “Eye Witness” in O: The Oprah Magazine offers readers a glimpse into her personal journey.



2003


	The short stories “Amnesty” and “The Book of Martha” appear on scifi.com, exploring themes of connection and choice that echo throughout her body of work while also publishing on an emerging platform, the internet.



2005


	In what would be her final novel, Fledgling reimagines vampire mythology through her characteristic lens of genetics, symbiosis, and community.

	An expanded edition of Bloodchild and Other Stories brings together more of her short fiction.



2006


	On February 24, the literary world loses one of its most profound and original voices when Octavia E. Butler dies at age fifty-eight after a fall outside her Seattle home.



LIVING LEGACY (2007–PRESENT)

2007


	Seed to Harvest gathers the Patternist novels (minus Survivor) into a single volume, preserving her early vision for new generations.



2010


	The Science Fiction Hall of Fame inducts Octavia, acknowledging her transformative impact on the genre.



2014


	Unexpected Stories brings previously unpublished work to eager readers.



2018


	Graphic novel adaptation of Kindred published.



2019


	The “Octavia Lab” makerspace opens at the Los Angeles Public Library, honoring her love of libraries and commitment to creativity.



2021


	The National Women’s Hall of Fame recognizes her enduring influence.

	In a tribute that would likely have delighted the space enthusiast, NASA names the Mars landing site of the Perseverance rover the “Octavia E. Butler Landing.”

	Graphic novel adaption of Parable of the Sower published.



2022


	Kindred reaches new audiences through a television adaptation.

	Her middle school alma mater is renamed Octavia E. Butler Magnet School, inspiring new generations to dream and create.



2025


	Graphic novel adaption of Parable of the Talents published.






Introduction

So Be It, See to It

Octavia E. Butler came into my life at the exact moment when I needed her. It was the summer of 1996. I was fifteen—shy, awkward, and nerdy—and trying to figure out who I was. I knew I was the daughter of a single mother, a Jamaican immigrant. I knew I was smart; I was a student in the International Baccalaureate program at my magnet high school. But I felt the weight of all that I was not. I wasn’t middle class, or popular, or pretty. I was an accidental loner who spent her Saturdays taking two or three buses to find a well-stocked library.

One Saturday, I was browsing the stacks in the science fiction section at the Lauderdale Lakes Branch Library when something caught my eye. It was the picture of a Black woman. Her eyes were closed, and she had a tiny globe suspended between her upturned hands.1 I was immediately enthralled and grabbed the book. It was called Parable of the Sower by an author I’d never heard of—Octavia E. Butler. The book was about a Black girl, a teenager, who lived in the near future apocalypse of 2024, whose ideas might just change the world. I was floored. I looked around, wondering whether I was being pranked, and then I went to the front desk to check it out. It was exactly what I was looking for and exactly what I needed. That day I checked out Parable of the Sower and Julia Alvarez’s How the García Girls Lost Their Accents, completely unaware of how both books would change my life.2 I packed the two books, plus a bunch of random paperbacks, into my suitcase for my summer trip.

That year I spent part of my summer at my aunt’s house in the hamlet of Old Harbour, less than forty miles from Kingston, Jamaica. South Florida isn’t that far from Jamaica, but that summer it felt a world away in a few ways. Back home my mom and I lived in a two-bedroom apartment in a building with a little courtyard. We were flanked by huge apartment buildings and squat duplexes. Ceremonial palm trees dotted my street, and the largest animals I routinely saw were raccoons and the occasional wild ducks that roamed my neighborhood. For me, the most dangerous creatures were the grown men who lurked near bus stops and just outside school who were all too eager to trap a naïve young woman with the street life or a baby. So, I spent my time with my head down, doing my best to get good grades and achieve my biggest dream: to leave Florida behind for a place where ivy grew on the buildings. I was in a tender space, not quite grown but not a kid anymore either.

Even though I had spent summers in Jamaica before, that year I felt particularly out of my element with my family in rural Jamaica. The novelty of my Americanness was only a dim patina for my much cooler teen cousins. After a day or two they ditched me to chill with their friends, while I sat transfixed on my aunt’s veranda reading about Lauren Olamina and Earthseed. My aunt had a large farm. Cows greeted me at the gate. Bullfrogs the size of my hand croaked and jumped in gullies that overflowed after the summer rains. Goats nibbled at the guinep tree at the side of the house. Farm dogs and cats prowled at the back door of the kitchen waiting for their scraps. In the distance, the Blue Mountains towered overhead. At night, it got so dark it was easy to believe we were the only people on Earth.

Looking back, it was the perfect time and place to receive the message of Earthseed.

God is Change.

Everything you touch you change.

Like Lauren I was raised in the church, but I was also struggling with its conflicting messages. I felt stymied by all the rules, the hypocrisy, and the lack of grace. Earthseed’s message was frankly refreshing. I had begun to question the notion that God was either a jealous, angry man in the clouds prone to fits of smiting or a benevolent deity that somehow still allowed terrible things to happen. The idea that the only constant is change and that we humans—even working-class Black girls with big ideas—have the power to truly shape our world for the better, or worse, was thrilling.

I encountered Parable of the Sower at a time when I wasn’t sure that my Black girl self mattered much, and here was a story of a Black girl with the power and knowledge to change the world. She was smart and brave and invited others to be more kind and more empathetic. At the same time, I was clear about the cautionary tale that Octavia Butler was spinning. I’d grown up during the waning years of the Cold War and in the shadow of the Gulf War. I’d also grown up with the daily warning that the days were being shortened for the elect’s sake and that Jesus could return at any time. I wondered what life would look like in 2020 or 2040. Would Octavia’s warnings about climate change and fascism come to pass? Lauren’s musings and experiences set thoughts in motion for me that I grapple with to this day.

I was in college the next time I encountered Octavia’s work. It was the year 2000 and I was a sophomore in a course called Slavery and the Literary Imagination. We read Wild Seed and my mind just opened up. I found the book so wonderful and unapologetically weird. While Parable of the Sower was straightforward apocalyptic fiction, Wild Seed had so many different speculative elements—Black immortals! shape-shifting! dolphin sex! It was strange and I loved it. I was also taken with how, like Parable of the Sower, Wild Seed features an intelligent and resourceful Black woman put in impossible circumstances who makes a way. I so admire Anyanwu’s fierce determination to be free, and Wild Seed remains my favorite Butler novel to this day.

I’d like to say that I read Octavia early on and took the lessons to heart right away, but that would be only partially true. I went on to pursue a PhD in English and studied Black feminism, focusing on writers such as Toni Morrison, Jamaica Kincaid, and Paule Marshall. I read other Butler novels, waiting with bated breath for her next book, but I kept certain parts of my life compartmentalized. Truthfully, although I spent my free time reading about climate change, fascism, and the apocalypse, I wasn’t sure that I had much to say about it. I wasn’t a sociologist, a scientist, or a medical doctor. Plus, science fiction was for fun; it wasn’t serious, right? Then Octavia died suddenly in 2006. The news of her death was gutting. She was only fifty-eight years old and had just published the novel Fledgling after struggling to continue the Parable series. She had so much more to give and to receive. On a purely selfish note, I had always wanted to meet her and tell her how much her work meant to me. Now I would never get the chance. I did feel heartened by the outpouring of love I saw from fellow fans and her peers. Octavia’s work changed the world, and it and we are better for it.

Octavia wrote in a genre known for its prescience in science, technology, and social issues; nonetheless, her work stands apart from that of her notable peers. Certainly, as the first Black woman to consistently publish in the genre of science fiction and fantasy, she is a trailblazing pioneer who paved a path for dozens of writers to follow.3 However, Octavia’s life and work are radical in other ways. She wrote with an intersectional lens to convey how multiple systems of power, from patriarchy to white supremacy, have affected and can continue to affect humanity.4 She routinely envisioned futures with Black women at the center, changing the course of human life and culture, modeling how those who are often dismissed and erased have the knowledge to shift the landscape of our world. She did this not by writing up magical Negro martyrs; instead, she created tough, flawed, intelligent, interesting characters who are well-rounded and complicated. Octavia wrote cautionary tales that warned us about succumbing to fascism, gender-based violence, and climate chaos while offering alternate paradigms—alternative religions, ways of forming family, and understandings of our relationships to ourselves. And she did all of this in prose that is at once incisive, exhilarating, and transformative.

Since Octavia’s death, I’ve transformed my own career with her work as a North Star. From her writings, and the way they have inspired others, to her ephemera, Octavia has shaped my work not only as a queer Black feminist but also as a person with a vested interest in the liberation of Black people and in the fate of humanity. Following Octavia’s lead, I decided that I didn’t have to be a medical doctor or a scientist or an engineer to be able to speculate about where the world is heading. Octavia had already claimed that space and invites us as readers to step into and take up space as thinkers, writers, and doers. In that way, I’m just one of many readers, writers, and thinkers who are indebted to Octavia’s prescient voice and prophetic vision.

Octavia E. Butler was born into a world that failed, and often still fails, to recognize Black women’s genius. Despite this and the fact that she didn’t have any direct models for the life she wanted to lead, she forged ahead as a writer, teacher, and mentor. When she died suddenly in 2006, the literary world mourned the passing of a creative giant who left the world too soon. Yet despite dying in her prime like so many other Black women writers, such as Audre Lorde (1934–1992), Toni Cade Bambara (1939–1995), and June Jordan (1936–2002), Octavia left the world with a treasure trove of writings and a rich legacy.

Her story is one of determination matched with brilliance. Octavia frequently told aspiring writers to “forget inspiration” and focus on habit. She doggedly pursued her goals despite the obstacles, variously struggling with poverty, self-doubt, writer’s block, and depression. She wrote in her journal that she would be a bestselling writer, that she would buy both her mother and herself a home, and that she would sponsor underserved Black writers with scholarships to the Clarion writers’ workshop that had helped spur her own career. She encouraged herself and declared “So be it!” and charged herself to “See to it!”—launching herself into uncharted territory and creating the life she dreamed of. She became a bestselling author. She created acclaimed works that reflect her genius. She inspired generations of writers. She took care of her mama. She moved to her dream city of Seattle and bought herself a home there. She did all that she had imagined and more. Yet Octavia’s story is still too far in the shadows of literary and cultural history. A fuller story deserves to be told.

Positive Obsession: The Life and Times of Octavia E. Butler tells Octavia’s story as one of the foremost intellectuals of the twentieth century. This biography foregrounds Octavia’s passions and pursuits and how she used her writing to invite readers to reimagine our own world. Octavia once wrote:



To be remembered

Long after your death

Is, inevitably,

To be lied about.5



Rather than bridling my tongue, this warning reminds me to sharpen this project’s focus. Positive Obsession is but one way to think about Octavia’s fascinating life.

To that end, Positive Obsession is a cultural biography because as much as it tells Octavia’s story, it is also firmly situated within the cultural, social, and historical context that shaped her life. Indeed, there would be no way to tell Octavia Butler’s life story without considering the civil rights movement, Black Power, Black feminism, Reaganomics, and a host of other issues because these matters profoundly influenced her personal, creative, and intellectual trajectory. Take for instance Butler’s path to writing her most read work, Kindred. The novel was largely inspired by a conversation Octavia had with a friend. They were both attending college at the height of the Black Power movement and were deeply invested in their communities taking control of their political destiny. In a frank moment her friend revealed he hated being related to “weak” people, lamenting the choices he saw his ancestors make in the wake of slavery and segregation. Butler rejected this thinking outright. She wondered how she could make someone like her friend—a person who was well-versed in Black history but lacked empathy for the plight of his Black ancestors—really understand what it meant to be enslaved. In that moment the seeds for what would become Kindred were born. The larger cultural context is key to understanding the story of Kindred and ultimately of Octavia.

Positive Obsession both charts the life of one of the greatest writers of all time and situates her alongside the key historical and social moments that shaped her work. Octavia’s writing imagines counterpasts and counterfutures for Black people while telling the story of the rise and fall of the American project, charting the expansion of global imperialism, and forewarning the end of humanity as we know it because of climate change. Positive Obsession thus breaks down significant moments in US politics and history that inform Octavia’s life and work. Octavia was a baby boomer who grew up in the shadow of World War II. She came of age during the Kennedy years and experienced her political awakening during the civil rights and Black Power movements. During the Reagan Administration, Octavia was appalled by the steady swing to the right in US politics, critiques that show up in her most popular apocalyptic fiction. In the last years of her life, the terrorist attacks of September 11 and the Iraq War shook her faith and furthered her fears about fascism’s rise in the West. Positive Obsession pays close attention to Octavia’s deep connection to the politics of her day.

This biography also situates Octavia as a midwife of contemporary Black feminism alongside other Black women writers such as Audre Lorde, Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker, who also wrote about patriarchy, white supremacy, and other structures of power in dynamic ways that centered Black women’s experiences and intellectual contributions. Like her peers, Octavia is the creative ancestor to contemporary artists, writers, and critics such as adrienne maree brown, N. K. Jemisin, Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Nisi Shawl, Toshi Reagon, and Rivers Solomon, among many others. From the 1970s to the 2000s, Octavia wrote about social movements and freedom struggles in works like Wild Seed, Dawn, and Parable of the Sower. Her work anticipated and inspired movements like Black Lives Matter and the fight for climate justice.

I was inspired to call this book Positive Obsession because Octavia called her deep, unmitigated desire to write and share her work a “positive obsession.” In 1989 she wrote about her early writing aspirations in Essence magazine:



I didn’t talk much about my doubts. I wasn’t fishing for hasty reassurances. But I did a lot of thinking—the same things over and over. Who was I anyway? Why should anyone pay attention to what I had to say? Did I have anything to say? I was writing science fiction and fantasy, for God’s sake. At that time nearly all professional science-fiction writers were white men. As much as I loved science fiction and fantasy, what was I doing? Well, whatever it was, I couldn’t stop. Positive obsession is about not being able to stop just because you’re afraid and full of doubts. Positive obsession is dangerous. It’s about not being able to stop at all.6



I am always struck by Octavia describing her life’s work as an obsession, albeit a positive one. This was not hyperbole for her. She shaped her life around her need to read, write, and think. She rejected normative pressures to live and work in ways that made her legible to society. She did not become a secretary, as her mother had hoped. She did not get married or have children, as society expects women to do. Instead, she poured her life into her work because it was what fueled her to get up every day. I can relate to Octavia’s stubborn rejection of social expectations, especially as I understand all too well the sacrifices such a life often entails, particularly for Black women. In the end, her “dangerous” desire to write manifested itself as the Patternist series, Kindred, and many other works. Sparked by afternoons of watching television as a kid and by the offhand remark of a friend, Octavia found that the obsession became a vocation and a higher calling, and an invitation for readers to embrace their own positive obsessions.

Positive Obsession highlights how, with Octavia’s deft pen, the devolution of the American empire is an apt metaphor for the best and worst of humanity: the innovation and ingenuity, the naked greed and ambition, the capacious empathy and propensity for violence and hierarchy are all laid bare within the pages of her stories. Those stories trace the trajectory of the American empire—the nation’s transformation from a provincial backwater to a capitalist juggernaut (made possible by chattel slavery) to a bloated imperialist superpower on the verge of implosion. From her first book, Patternmaster, to her last, Fledgling, Octavia portrays societies hobbled from within by their rigidity, infighting, and myopic vision. The conflicts in her novels and short stories mirror the most salient global events, from the rise of chattel slavery through the chaotic realities of the turn of the twenty-first century—world wars, the hoarding of resources, racial terror, gender-based violence, and climate chaos.

Octavia not only warns of the fall of the West as we know it but also elevates the stories and concerns of Black women while doing so. Positive Obsession excavates and celebrates how Octavia told Black women’s stories. She crafted Black female heroines who had to live in turbulent environments. Whether it is Anyanwu battling Doro for her independence in the colonial era, Dana negotiating survival among her antebellum ancestors while traveling through time, Lauren navigating a (now contemporary) wasteland with a despotic white supremacist president, or Lilith trying to survive and outwit imperialist aliens and self-destructive humans in the far-off future, Octavia penned cautionary tales of Black women trying to save themselves and the world. These women are neither mammies nor martyrs, however. Instead, these characters’ stories both advocate for multiracial coalitions and warn Black women not to sacrifice themselves for the limited vision of a white supremacist patriarchal future. They are interested in living and thriving. So was Octavia. Even in her darkest tales, she almost always ensured that joy was present and by doing so emphasized that Black women deserved pleasure, happiness, and respect. Octavia’s Black women–centered narratives tell the story of humanity’s hubris and also hint at what could be our salvation: a rejection of hierarchy in favor of mutuality and community, with the most marginalized people centered. She invites us to trust Black women’s visions of a better tomorrow.

The chapters that follow trace the trajectory of Octavia’s life and work—from her family roots in Louisiana to her childhood in Southern California; her complex inner life; the slow rise of her career; her peers, mentors, inspirations, and students; her career triumphs; and her untimely death. Octavia’s story is a unique experience of individual genius, the story of America and the fate of humanity. Octavia once wrote in her journal, “There’s nothing new under the sun, but there are new suns.”7 And she did indeed chart a path that inspired a literary revolution.




Chapter 1

The Pattern Master

The bus rumbled to a stop in front of a small group of people. The neighborhood was still quiet, just waking up really, but people dressed in the uniforms of chambermaids, school lunch ladies, and construction workers had been waiting at the bus stop since before daybreak. Octavia climbed in along with the others, finding a seat not too far from an exit. Once the last passenger scrambled on, the bus lurched forward and the streets of her Pasadena neighborhood began to roll by. Modest houses and apartments made way for humble storefronts and mom-and-pop shops, and then industrial buildings came into view. When Octavia spied the warehouse up ahead, she pulled the cord to alert the driver and the bus came rolling to a stop on a street lined with nondescript factories.

Octavia exited the bus and made her way to her latest job. This week the temp agency had sent her to a mailing house. Usually, she preferred solitary jobs like cleaning office buildings where she could be grumpy all by herself and just get her work done and go home, rather than the grueling monotony of standing for hours with a hundred other people punching holes in cardstock or stuffing envelopes until her shoulders felt like they weren’t a part of her body. Her previous shift was a real drag. She had run out of NoDoz so she had to sing to herself for the last couple of hours just to stay awake. Octavia knew she didn’t exactly have a melodious singing voice, so she ignored the dirty looks her supervisor threw her way until the woman strode up to her.

“What are you doing? Talking to yourself?”

Octavia shrugged. “Just trying to stay awake.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “Be quiet and pay attention,” she warned before reprimanding another worker.

Octavia sighed. It was a crappy job, but hey, it paid the bills. And it gave her time and space to do what she really wanted to do. Needed to do.

This day she made her way inside, clocked in, and set up at her station. The repetitive motion of stamping envelopes was tiresome, but she occupied herself by glancing longingly at the clock and humming to herself, avoiding eye contact with her hovering supervisor.

Finally, the clock struck twelve. Lunchtime. Octavia had a few minutes to scarf down some grub. But instead of heading to the cafeteria and spending money she didn’t have, she grabbed her brown bag lunch, went outside, and found a quiet spot. She pulled out her notebook and a pen, making notes about a story idea that she had. Her brow was furrowed in concentration, not paying attention to her co-workers sharing cigarettes or sitting and laughing together. Octavia didn’t really have time for or interest in befriending any of the people at these temp jobs. A half hour spent teasing out the ideas of her latest story was a half hour well spent. But a half hour goes by quickly. Soon she was back on the line, stamping out envelopes, surrounded by a cacophony of voices and the din of loud, whirring machines.

When Octavia got back to the home she shared with her mother, she headed for the shower. She stepped under the steaming hot water and let it wash away the hours she had spent hunched over dull work. Then she stepped out of the bathroom and into her bedroom. The bed was a lover calling Octavia’s name, but she drew her eyes away. There would be time for sleep later. She made her way to the kitchen for a snack. She was finishing up the last bits of her bran muffin as she approached the messiest corner of her makeshift office.1 The wall above her desk was papered with maps, character lists, and inspirational quotes. To the untrained eye, the desk was a disaster, littered with journals, notes, rejection letters, and books, bought and borrowed. A pile of books-on-tape from the library threatened to topple over. A Remington typewriter sat amid all this; another one sat underneath the desk on the floor. That one didn’t really work, but when work was scarce, she could pawn it to buy groceries or make up the rent until she got paid.2

But the state of neither her typewriter nor her bank account was on Octavia’s mind this evening. She was thinking about a woman from work. Something was wrong with her. She stood at her station having loud conversations with someone who was not there, but she wasn’t trying to pass the time or sing herself out of boredom. Rumor around the factory was that she was crazy. She worked all day at the mailing house and when she got home from work, she had to take care of her sick mother. All she did was work and take care of people; she was losing her grip on reality. Octavia felt bad for her; she knew all too well that a life of drudgery could crush the soul.

So, Octavia sat at the typewriter and put in a fresh sheet of paper. She looked at her notes from days before and what she had scribbled down at lunch. She was writing a story about a young woman who worked long hours in a factory. One night her ex shows up and strikes up a conversation with her, but the thing is, he’s not really there. He’s just a figment of her imagination. It’s the afternoon, but the only sounds are the steady click-clack of her typewriter’s keys. Hours pass as Octavia spins the story of a woman brought to the brink of insanity. She doesn’t realize how late it is until the sun sets and the sound of her typing is drowned out by the sounds of her neighbors making dinner and settling down for the evening. Octavia eats dinner with her mother and they talk about their days. Later she’ll listen to a book-on-tape about telekinesis, take more notes, journal about her day, talk to her cousin on the phone, and maybe do a bit more writing before sinking into bed. Hours before the sun is a bright orange orb in the sky, she’ll be up and back at the desk for a few more hours before getting back on the bus to the mailing house factory for her next shift.

“Crossover,” the story inspired by Octavia’s time working in factories, would be finished in 1970 while she attended the Clarion writers’ workshop in Pennsylvania, where she had the opportunity to work with writers such as Robin Scott Wilson and Harlan Ellison. At age twenty-three, she hoped the workshop would be her big break that would start her career in earnest. Instead, she faced more years of precarity and rejection letters, years when she had to pawn her broken typewriter and labor in factories and laundries to pay her bills. But even while Octavia toiled in anonymity, she was fueled by her positive obsession to write probing, harrowing tales of humanity’s hubris and hope. Little in her life up till then signaled that she would become a world-renowned writer. She was a working-class Black woman who didn’t have a lot of connections or traditional support. She wrote science fiction and fantasy, genres bogarted by white men and belittled by literary critics. Despite these obstacles, Octavia’s dedication to her craft persisted amid the financial strain, the personal disappointment, and hard times. She wrote almost every day—even when she was tired, hungry, or broke. Even when magazines and publishers dismissed her, jerked her around, and underpaid her, she kept at her work. Eventually, the world got to see her gifts and recognize not only her hard work but her talent and brilliance.

Octavia was many things. A devoted daughter, a wry observer of humankind, a feminist with strong politics, a loner. But above all her many identities, she was a writer. She once wrote of herself, “I am a fifty-three-year-old writer who can remember being a ten-year-old writer and who expects someday to be an eighty-year-old-writer.”3 Although she did not live to be an eighty-year-old writer, her early writing shaped the work she would produce for decades to come.

A STAR’S BEGINNING

Octavia Estelle Butler was born June 22, 1947, to Octavia Margaret Guy Butler and Laurice James Butler in Pasadena, California. Her parents had been married for sixteen years when she was born.4 Throughout her life her family called her “Estelle,” but her mother sometimes called her “Junie.” Octavia Estelle went by Estelle at home and school until her early adulthood.5 Octavia Margaret was a domestic worker, and Laurice, a veteran of World War II, shined shoes. The Butler home knew tragedy, and the air in the house was heavy with loss, as four infant brothers died before Estelle’s birth. Then her father Laurice died when she was a young girl.6 As an adult Octavia often wondered what life would have been like if her father had survived or if she had had a slew of older brothers to hang out with.7 For much of Estelle’s life, the widowed Octavia Margaret raised her only child with the help of her mother and extended family.

Some of Estelle’s earliest memories were of the home where she and her mother lived after her father’s death. It was replete with “big rooms, broad halls, high ceiling[s] and wide stairways” and Baba, the cocker spaniel.8 But neither the house nor Baba belonged to Octavia Margaret. After becoming a widow, she moved with little Estelle into the home of and worked as a live-in maid for a white family. Two of Octavia Margaret’s brothers were the gardener and handyman and her mother was the cook.

Young Estelle was born into a close-knit working-class family. They did not have much money, but they pitched in to support one another. For a short time in her childhood, Estelle lived on her grandmother Stella Guy’s farm in Victorville, built by her two uncles, at the edge of the Mojave Desert. Her grandmother was an indomitable woman whom Octavia Estelle deeply admired.9 Married at age twelve or thirteen, she had been a young widow with seven children when she made the trek from Louisiana to California in the 1930s.10 In Victorville Estelle’s grandmother raised chickens and sold eggs, kept a cow for milk, and cultivated all the fruits and vegetables the family needed. Her time on her grandmother’s farm shaped her in indelible ways. Estelle would look out on the vast expanse of land to the east of her grandmother’s farm and imagine she could see the edge of the world.11 This poetic imagining of her environment was no small indication of the brightness of her future artistic vision. The fire that consumed her grandmother’s farm in 1951 would also loom large in her imagination, most pointedly in the description of fires in Parable of the Sower.12

Imagination and reading were a big part of Estelle’s life from the beginning. Her mother and grandmother taught her how to read before she entered school, and though she was a slow reader, she gravitated toward it and was persistent. Later she self-diagnosed herself with dyslexia and decided she was more of an auditory learner, someone with a “radio imagination.”13 She especially loved when her mother read to her at night. After working hard all day, Octavia Margaret always made sure to read to Estelle right before bed. It was like “theater for the mind,” Octavia Estelle recalled years later about those cherished memories of being tucked in bed, her mother next to her murmuring tales as she fell asleep.14

School was a mixed bag for Estelle. Although she was curious and intelligent, her attention sometimes wandered, and completing assignments was often a challenge. While a few of her early teachers recognized her talent for reading and writing, others classified her as lazy and undisciplined. For example, her third-grade teacher admonished her for being slow to complete her work and charged her with cultivating self-discipline. She was also frequently chastised for daydreaming in class. When she submitted science fiction short stories for writing assignments, the responses ranged from indifference to outright hostility. Estelle internalized these criticisms and throughout her life struggled with what she perceived as her low productivity. She was extremely hard on herself. It wasn’t that she was undisciplined, lazy, or unproductive; instead, Estelle was what today we would call neurodivergent.15 She processed information and completed tasks in a way that made little sense to some of her teachers. But she was neither uninterested nor disrespectful. She was simply different. Over time she was able to develop hacks that allowed her to function in a world that prizes neurotypical minds, but this was a battle for much of her life.

Fiction was a refuge for Estelle, who was sometimes lonely and lacked the company of other children. Naturally timid, young Estelle often found social interactions baffling and later recalled, “Among my earliest memories is not knowing how to respond. Uncertainty. Fear.”16 She felt like an “out kid” who couldn’t relate to her peers, one who learned at four years old to entertain herself.17 Besides reading, Estelle also made stories up as a game with herself; stories were her earliest companions, her first friends. Once she learned to write, stories were among her first scribbles when she was four years old. Whether Estelle was in school or in the neighborhood, she did not always join in the games that children play. When the sounds of children laughing in the distance caught Estelle’s ear, she might feel a sharp pang of longing, but she learned not to rush to join the other children. She knew all too well how vicious kids could be. Estelle had a few friends from church and school but was a frequent target for taunts and bullies. She was shy and awkward and spoke with a lisp. Once she shot up past her peers and towered over them in height, the physical threats dried up, but violence was always a possibility. She did not want to hurt anyone but was ready to defend herself. Besides, the cruel glances and jeers never ceased. So, Estelle learned to entertain herself. Hers was a childhood of many solitary pursuits: daydreaming, reading, watching TV, and scribbling down stories in her notebooks. Her first stories were about horses and dogs, like her 1958 short story “Silver Star.”18 Eventually she moved on to Western tales about cowboys, lawmen, and bandits.

When Estelle asked her mother for a library card, Octavia Margaret’s face lit up with pleasure, and she got one for her daughter that day. Estelle was already reading comic books and whatever books her mother brought home from cleaning houses, but a library card gave her more choices. At first, she loved going to the Peter Pan Room, the kids’ section of the Pasadena library. Octavia Margaret belonged to a charismatic Baptist church that abhorred “worldly” entertainment like playing cards, listening to secular music, or going to the movies.19 So Estelle would read the books that were adapted into film, like Felix Salten’s Bambi, a Life in the Woods. She also devoured fairy tales and stories about horses, like William Farley’s The Black Stallion. Eventually though, like Wendy Darling, Estelle wanted to leave Peter Pan and his tales behind. Those stories just could not hold her precocious, wide-ranging interests. Didn’t the librarians understand that she was too old for such juvenile books? She did not want to read any more kiddie tales.

Estelle was fourteen when she finally escaped the inanity of the Peter Pan Room. By then she had already started reading science fiction magazines that she snagged at her local grocery store like Amazing Stories, Fantastic, Galaxy Science Fiction, and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. Expanded access to the library meant Estelle got the chance to explore her tastes in science fiction and fantasy. She read all the “golden age” science fiction classics, from Robert Heinlein to John Brunner to Theodore Sturgeon, and later fell in love with Frank Herbert’s Dune, but works by women writers particularly resonated with her. She would read all of Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Darkover series. Ursula K. Le Guin’s work was another favorite. But young Estelle was a zealot for Zenna Henderson—so much so she would buy cheap copies of Pilgrimage from the Salvation Army and pass them out to people because she wanted someone to discuss the book with. Estelle found a kindred spirit in Henderson’s writing. Pilgrimage is part of a series of novels about a group of telepathic humanoid aliens and featured strong women characters. By the time Estelle read this story she had already been working on proto-versions of the Patternist series, which also centers on telepathic humans and their struggles.

Although Estelle’s family encouraged her voracious reading, they generally viewed her writing with bemused skepticism. “Negroes can’t be writers,” her aunt had told her.20 It wasn’t a malicious statement. It was a gentle but firm admonition to get her niece’s head out of the clouds, to save her from further disappointment and inevitable embarrassment. A young Black girl growing up in 1950s America had to have realistic expectations. Estelle’s aunt was a nurse and advised her to get a job as a civil servant, something with good benefits and a pension.21 Wanting to be a secretary, nurse, or even a teacher was one thing—but a writer? No ma’am. What did it matter that writers like Zora Neale Hurston, Nella Larsen, and Ida B. Wells had already gained success and critical acclaim? That was not the reality of Estelle’s world. Black writers were rarely on the curricula of her schools or even most schools in midcentury America. And when she did read the occasional book by a Black author, James Baldwin for instance, she did so on her own, and even then they were always written by men.22 Although her family cast wary glances at Estelle’s scribblings, they let her be. Better to be writing stories than getting into trouble. In fact, her family seemed to think that the incessant reading and writing were less worrying than Estelle’s marked timidity and deep introversion. How would a girl seemingly scared of her own shadow be able to make it in the world?

Still, Estelle’s mother supported her in various ways. Octavia Margaret bought Estelle her first typewriter when she was just ten years old, the same Remington typewriter she would write her earliest stories and novels on. Though she didn’t have much extra, Octavia Margaret gave Estelle money from time to time to buy her own books (her first purchases were a book about outer space and another about horses). Estelle began sending out her stories when she was teenager. And when Estelle in her naïveté got involved with an unscrupulous agent who charged her a reading fee in 1960, Octavia Margaret scrounged up the payment of sixty-one dollars—more than the equivalent of a month’s rent.23 Money was tight. Estelle’s mother did not have much to spare, but she nevertheless found the means to support her only child’s dreams. Octavia Margaret was clear that she wanted her daughter to have more educational opportunities than she herself had ever had. That was one reason the family had packed up and left Louisiana to move out West in the first place.

Octavia Margaret’s experience with education had shaped her in profound ways. She was born in 1914 in northern Louisiana, a world away from Estelle’s childhood in integrated Pasadena. Like Estelle, she was tall for her age and when she first arrived at school Octavia Margaret was thrust into third grade instead of kindergarten. Every day she sat in class bewildered, staring at concepts on the blackboard that she had never seen before. Fear and shame were her constant companions.24 And even though Octavia Margaret carried on and learned how to read and write before leaving school for good after three years of schooling, Estelle perceived that her mother never saw herself as a smart person even though her mother had taught Estelle everything she knew.25 Octavia Margaret was convinced of her own lack of intelligence because of that confusing and harrowing time in school. And although that early school experience was traumatic for Octavia Margaret, it didn’t have to be for Estelle. No, Estelle would attend integrated schools in California and be encouraged in her studies. Maybe one day, Octavia Margaret dreamed, Estelle would get a good job, maybe even as a secretary.26 She would be somebody.

But school was complicated and even traumatic at times for Estelle, and the last thing she wanted to be was a secretary. Her mama might have thought it was glamorous to wear smart dresses and heels to work instead of a maid’s uniform, but Estelle was unimpressed by her mother’s pink-collar aspirations. She even hated whenever she saw secretaries on TV shows following orders and running after their bosses. Wasn’t being a secretary just a slightly fancier version of being a servant, she wondered?27 She thought that kind of work was humiliating, sort of like her mama’s work cleaning white people’s houses. Meanwhile, Octavia Margaret was sure her daughter would one day put away childish things and learn that being a secretary was a fine job. This was just intergenerational miscommunication, she thought. But Estelle would stick to her promise of not having a traditional career. Although they disagreed about Estelle’s future career, Octavia Margaret, along with her own mother, was the number one encourager of her daughter’s burgeoning life of the mind. Octavia Estelle called her mother and grandmother her heroes and always cited them as the inspiration for the work she did.28

THE BIRTH OF A WRITER

It was Octavia Margaret who gave her daughter the spark to even consider a writing career. She saw her quiet, bookish ten-year-old daughter writing, saw the delight on her face as she created, and asked her what she was doing. Estelle replied that she was writing a story. Her mother remarked, almost offhandedly, “Well, maybe you’ll be a writer.” That small word of encouragement set Estelle on a path
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