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Preface

Reference Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary

and general information on more than 2,000 authors now living or who died after December 31, 1999. Volumes
published from 1973 through 1999 include authors who died after December 31, 1959. Previous to the publication of the
first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular sources of critical opinion and
explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly since the complexity and
variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially important to today’s reader.

Named “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by

Scope of the Series

CLC provides significant passages from published criticism of works by creative writers. Since many of the authors
covered in CLC inspire continual critical commentary, writers are often represented in more than one volume. There is, of
course, no duplication of reprinted criticism.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or dramatic production of a criti-
cally acclaimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a
literary work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science fiction writers, literary and social critics, foreign
authors, and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews taken from hundreds of book review periodicals, general
magazines, scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning from the beginning of
an author’s career to the most current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other published writings that offer
insight into the author’s works are also presented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general
critical and biographical material in CLC provides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a
poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition, complete bibliographical citations note the original source and all of
the information necessary for a term paper footnote or bibliography.

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

B The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name given in parenthesis on the first line
of the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the original date of composition.

m A Portrait of the Author is included when available.

®  The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.
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®  The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose
works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless
otherwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication.

®  Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it ap-
peared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included.

m A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

m  (ritical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for ad-
ditional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Thomson Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Thom-
son Gale, including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also
includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC
volume in which their entry appears.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in other Literature Criticism
series.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, films, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while
individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Thomson Gale also produces an annual cumulative title index that
alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in CLC and is available to all customers. Additional copies of this index are available
upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable
upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language As-
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sociation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the
current standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the
second to material reprinted from books:

Miller, Mae. “Patterns of Nature and Confluence in Eudora Welty’s The Optimist’s Daughter” Southern Quarterly: A
Journal of the Arts in the South 35, no. 1 (fall 1996): 55-61. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 220,
edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 304-09. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006.

Aronoff, Myron J. “Learning to Live with Ambiguity: Balancing Ethical and Political Imperatives.” In The Spy Novels of
John le Carré: Balancing Ethics and Politics, 201-14. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999. Reprinted in Contemporary
Literary Criticism. Vol. 220, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 84-92. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Miller, Mae. “Patterns of Nature and Confluence in Eudora Welty’s The Optimist’s Daughter.” Southern Quarterly: A
Journal of the Arts in the South 35.1 (fall 1996): 55-61. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W.
Hunter. Vol. 220. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006. 304-09.

Aronoff, Myron J. “Learning to Live with Ambiguity: Balancing Ethical and Political Imperatives.” The Spy Novels of John
le Carré: Balancing Ethics and Politics, New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1999. 201-14. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary
Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 220. Detroit: Thomson Gale, 2006. 84-92.

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Thomson Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8983
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Octavia E. Butler
1947-2006

(Full name Octavia Estelle Butler) American novelist,
short story writer, and essayist.

The following entry provides an overview of Butler’s
career through 2005. For additional information on her
life and work, see CLC, Volumes 38 and 121.

INTRODUCTION

Butler is best known for her “Patternist™ series of sci-
ence fiction novels which portrays a society whose
inhabitants have developed telepathic powers over
several centuries. Butler’s writing explores themes that
have generally received cursory treatments in the sci-fi
genre, including sexual identity, racial conflict, and
contemporary politics. Butler’s heroines typically are
powerful black women who possess large measures of
both mental and physical acumen. While they exemplify
the traditional female gender roles of nurturer, healer,
and conciliator, these women also display courage,
independence, and ambition and embody the belief that
hierarchical systems are flawed. They enhance their
influence through alliances with or opposition to power-
ful males. Butler, whose works have been compared to
those of Toni Morrison and Margaret Atwood, has
received many top honors within the field of science
fiction and has earned recognition as a pioneer amongst
wOmen writers.

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Born in 1947, Butler grew up in a racially mixed
neighborhood in Pasadena, California. Her father died
during her childhood and her mother worked as a maid
to support their family. Butler has written memoirs of
her mother’s sacrifices, which included buying Butler a
typewriter at age ten, and paying a large fee to an
unscrupulous agent. Butler entered student writing
contests as a teenager and attended such workshops as
the Screenwriters’ Guild of America’s Open Door
Program and the Clarion Science Fiction Writer’s
Workshop. This early training led to contacts with a
range of well-known science fiction writers, including
Joanna Russ and Harlan Ellison; Ellison became one of
Butler’s most significant mentors. Butler went on to
earn an Associate of Arts degree at Pasadena City Col-
lege in 1968. She also attended California State

University and the University of California, Los
Angeles. After several years of working low-wage jobs
in restaurants and factories, Butler sold her first work of
fiction. With the encouragement of Ellison, Butler
published her short story “Crossover” in Clarion in
1971. Butler has won several prizes for her science fic-
tion works, including the Locus Award in 1985 for her
novella “Bloodchild,” the Nebula Award for “Blood-
child” and for the novel Parable of the Talents (1998),
and the Hugo Award in 1984 for the short story “Speech
Sounds” and again for “Bloodchild.” She also received
the prestigious MacArthur Foundation “Genius” Grant
in 1995, a PEN Lifetime Achievement award in 2000,
and a Langston Hughes Medal from The City College
of New York. On February 24, 2006 Butler died from a
head injury that she sustained after a fall outside of her
home near Seattle, Washington.

MAJOR WORKS

Five of Butler’s novels—Patternmaster (1976), Mind of
My Mind (1977), Survivor (1978), Wild Seed (1980),
and Clay’s Ark (1984)—revolve around the Patternists,
a group of mentally superior beings connected to one
another telepathically. These beings descend from Doro,
a four thousand-year-old Nubian man who has selec-
tively bred with humans throughout time with the inten-
tion of establishing a race of superhumans. He prolongs
his life by killing others, including his family members,
and inhabiting their bodies. Wild Seed, which begins in
seventeenth-century Africa and spans more than two
centuries, outlines the origin of the Patternists. The
novel recounts Doro’s uneasy alliance with Anyanwu,
an earth mother figure with extraordinary powers. Their
relationship progresses from power struggles and tests
of will to mutual need and dependency. Doro’s tyranny
ends when one of his children, the heroine of Mind of
My Mind, destroys him and unites the Patternists with
care and compassion. The rest of the “Patternist” novels
take place in the future. In Patternmaster, two brothers
fight for the role of Patternmaster, the one who controls
the telepathic network that unites the Patternists.
Meanwhile, a group of humans genetically mutated by
a mysterious disease attacks the Patternist community
and threatens its destruction. Clay’s Ark explains the
origin of the disease and how it came to Earth. This
novel reflects Butler’s interest in the psychological traits
of men and women. Set on an alien planet, Survivor
examines human attitudes toward racial and ethnic dif-
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ferences and their effects on two alien creatures. Alanna,
the human protagonist, triumphs over racial prejudice
and enslavement by teaching her alien captors tolerance
and respect for individuality. Kindred (1979) departs
from the “Patternist” series yet shares its focus on male/
female relationships and racial matters. The novel
focuses on Dana, a contemporary African American
writer who is transported to a pre-Civil War plantation
several times over the course of the work. She suffers
as a victim of both her slave-owning ancestor who sum-
mons her to the past when he is in danger, and of the
slaveholding age in which she finds herself trapped for
increasingly lengthy periods of time.

Known collectively as the Xenogenesis trilogy, the
novels Dawn (1987), Adulthood Rites (1988), and Imago
(1989) take place in an apocalyptic future. The trilogy
begins following a nuclear war that has destroyed Earth.
A group of aliens called the Oankali has begun to mate
with the surviving humans. Critics have interpreted
these three novels, published together in 2000 as Lili-
th's Brood, as reflecting a positive analysis of society as
evolutionary and dynamic. In Butler’s story “Speech
Sounds,” violence and anarchy erupt after a disease
robs humans of their ability to communicate; while
some lose the ability to speak, others can no longer
read or write. Butler’s acclaimed novella “Bloodchild,”
anthologized in the collection Bloodchild and Other
Stories (1995), explores patriarchal society. This story
presents a world inhabited by human-like beings called
Terrans who live on “Preserves” provided for them by a
government run by a monstrous race of creatures known
as Tlics. The Tlics employ the Terrans for breeding,
requiring each Terran family to sacrifice at least one of
its sons to function as a “host” for Tlic eggs; the process
produces highly desirable offspring but sometimes
results in the death of the host. The novella centers on
the relationship between T’Gatoi, a government official
who manages the Preserves, and Gan, the Terran boy
who serves as the host for her eggs. Parable of the
Sower (1993), the first novel in Butler’s “Earthseed”
series, is presented in the form of a journal written by a
young black woman named Lauren Olamina. This work
takes place in California of the 2020s. Society has
descended into chaos: food, gasoline, and electricity are
in short supply, and crime and drug use have over-
whelmed Los Angeles. While Laura witnesses the
destruction of her neighborhood and the death of her
family, she creates a new religion called Earthseed
based on the idea that “God is change.” Eventually
Laura flees southern California and heads north, where
she establishes an Earthseed community named Acorn.
In Parable of the Talents, a Christian fundamentalist
organization founded by a newly elected president of
the United States threatens to destroy the thriving Acorn
community. Fledgling (2005) concerns a race of
vampires called Ina who maintain symbiotic relation-
ships with humans—they rely on human blood to

survive, and they also give pleasure and health benefits
to the people they bite. The novel follows Shori, a 53-
year-old Ina with the appearance of a 10-year-old black
girl, who must flee for her life atter the murder of her
family.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Critics applaud Butler’s lack of sentimentality in her
work, and respond favorably to her direct treatment of
subjects that science fiction writers have not tradition-
ally addressed. As Patricia Melzer has written, “Butler
emphasizes that the embracing of difference does not
only enhance the quality of human interactions, but that
it is an act of survival and of necessity if humankind
wants to end conditions of hate and violence.” Several
reviewers have asserted that Butler’s fiction contains an
underlying theme of slavery, but Butler herself has
disputed this. In an interview with Stephen W. Potts,
she has stated, “The only places I am writing about
slavery is where 1 actually say so.” Critics have noted
Butler’s ambiguous endings that leave open possibilities
and limitations for mankind, with Jim Miller having
observed that “Whether she is dealing with the role of
medical science, biological determinism, the politics of
disease, or the complex interrelations of race, class, and
gender, Butler’s dystopian imagination challenges us to
think the worst in complex ways while simultaneously
planting utopian seeds of hope.” As the most prominent
female science fiction writer in a field dominated by
men, Butler has garnered praise for the feminist themes
in her writing. She has also earned recognition for her
role as a trailblazer for African-American authors in the
genre of science fiction. According to Sandra Y. Govan,
Butler “is a writer very conscious of the power of art to
affect social perceptions and behavior and a writer
unafraid to admit that, when appropriate, she borrows
from tradition, that she takes and reshapes African and
Afro-American cultural values, that she has heuristic
and didactic impulses which she transforms into art.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

*Patternmaster (novel) 1976
*Mind of My Mind (novel) 1977
*Survivor (novel) 1978

Kindred (novel) 1979

*Wild Seed (novel) 1980
*Clay’s Ark (novel) 1984
TDawn (novel) 1987
tAdulthood Rites (novel) 1988
tImago (novel) 1989
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The Evening and the Morning and the Night (novella)
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Bloodchild and Other Stories (novella, short stories,
and essays) 1995

tParable of the Talents (novel) 1998

§Lilith’s Brood (novels) 2000

Fledgling: A Novel (novel) 2005

ISeed to Harvest (novels) 2007

*These works comprise the “Patternist” series.
1These works comprise the Xenogenesis trilogy.
iThese works comprise the “Earthseed” series.

§This work contains the complete Xenogenesis series: Dawn, Adulthood
Rites, and Imago.

|IThis work contains the novels Wild Seed, Mind of My Mind, Clay's Ark,
and Patternmaster.

CRITICISM

Sandra Y. Govan (essay date spring-summer 1986)

SOURCE: Govan, Sandra Y. “Homage to Tradition:
Octavia Butler Renovates the Historical Novel.” ME-
LUS 13, nos. 1-2 (spring-summer 1986): 79-96.

[In the following essay, Govan places Butler’s novels in
the tradition of slave narratives and historical novels.]

Despite the fact that her novels are sometimes difficult
to find, Octavia Butler has nonetheless firmly established
herself as a major new voice in science fiction. The five
published novels of her “Patternist” saga, depicting
over a vast time span both the genesis and evolution of
Homo Superior (psionically enhanced human beings)
and his mutated bestial counterpart; the one novel,
Kindred, outside the serial story; and the short stories,
all speak exceptionally well for Butler’s artistry and
growth.'

Through the interviews she has given, the articles she’s
written, the pieces published about her, and of course,
her novels, Octavia Butler emerges as a forthright and
honest author. She is a writer very conscious of the
power of art to affect social perceptions and behavior
and a writer unafraid to admit that, when appropriate,
she borrows from tradition, that she takes and reshapes
African and Afro-American cultural values, that she has
heuristic and didactic impulses which she transforms
into art. With Wild Seed and Kindred, for instance,
Butler seizes the possibilities inherent in the historical
novel and the Black tradition in autobiography. She
adapts these forms to produce extrapolative fiction

which, for its impetus, looks to an historically grounded
African-American past rather than to a completely
speculative future. On the surface, this seems indeed a
curious connection, this linkage of future fiction to the
past. Regardless of the surface appearance, the format
itself, extrapolating or projecting from social structures
of the past to those possible in the future, is not new
(Isaac Asimov’s Foundation series is a model
precursor). What is new and distinctive is Butler’s
handling of the format or frame, her particular choice
of past cultures to extrapolate from. She has chosen to
link science fiction not only to anthropology and his-
tory, via the historical novel, but directly to the Black
American slavery experiences via the slave narrative.
This is a fundamental departure for science fiction as
genre. Wild Seed and Kindred demonstrate this new
configuration aptly. However, before engaging in an im-
mediate discussion of these two novels, it seems ap-
propriate to delay the discussion momentarily in order
to better frame it with some critical definitions.

Most of us probably have seen the historical novel as a
continuation of the realistic social novel; we associate it
with Sir Walter Scott or Charles Dickens, or perhaps
with Margaret Mitchell or Margaret Walker. We know
that its setting and characters are established in a
particular historic context—the age of chivalry or the
French Revolution or the antebellum American South.
Casual readers of the European or Western historical
novel are usually content to forgo the kind of rigorous
economic, philosophic, political analysis that Georg
Lukdcs, in The Historical Novel, brings to his discus-
sion of the form’s origins. Lukécs argues, for instance,
that of prime importance to the historical novel’s
development “is the increasing historical awareness of
the decisive role played in human progress by the
struggle of classes in history.” In his analysis, knowl-
edge of “the rise of modern bourgeois society” from
“the class struggles between nobility and bourgeoi-
sie, . . . class struggles which raged throughout the
entire ‘idyllic Middle Ages’ and whose last decisive
stage was the great French Revolution,” is crucial to the
historical novel (27-28).

Using Sir Walter Scott as his archetypal model, Lukdcs
outlines Scott’s principal contributions to the form: “the
broad delineation of manners and circumstances at-
tendant upon events, the dramatic character of action
and, in close connection with this, the new and
important role of dialog in the novel” (31). For my im-
mediate purposes however, Lukdcs’ remarks are most
germane when he says the authentic historical novel is
“specifically historical,” that its history is not “mere
costumery,” and that it presents an “artistically faithful
image of a concrete historical epoch” (19).

Slave narratives, the first Black autobiographics, have a
great deal in common with our understanding of the at-
tributes of the historical novel. Each narrative is
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“specifically historical” (Marion Starling has traced nar-
ratives as far back as 1703 and followed them forward
to 1944; their peak period was 1836-1860).> The histori-
cal circamstances of each text are so far removed from
“mere costumery” that extensive, often intrusive,
documentation of the ex-slave’s veracity is quite
frequently an established feature of the text, part of
what Robert Stepto refers to as the “authenticating”
strategy of the narrative voice (35). And without ques-
tion, slave narrators strove to produce a powerful yet
“faithful image of a concrete historical epoch.” Perhaps
only a handful of the six thousand extant narratives
became artistic successes, works with the strength and
quality of Frederick Douglass’ The Narrative of the Life
of Frederick Douglass or Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in
the Life of a Slave Girl or the dramatic tale of William
and Ellen Craft’s Running a Thousand Miles for Free-
dom.” But successful literary works or not, most slave
narratives depicted faithfully and graphically the brutal
reality of slave life and each showed the direct impact
of slavery, that peculiar institution, not only on the nar-
rator’s own life and that of his/her family but also the
debilitating and corrupting effects of such an institution
on those who held power within it, slaveholders.

Because the slave narrative and the historical novel,
especially the historical novel which concerns itself
with life in the antebellum South, share some common
characteristics, a clear relationship between them may
be easily established. For instance, Harriet Beecher
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin is unquestionably indebted
to the life story of Josiah Henson, fugitive slave. But,
of more importance than demonstrating a relationship
between the historical novel and the slave narrative is
our understanding of the specific function slave narra-
tives served. Unlike the novel, whose primary purpose
was entertainment, the primary function of the slave
narrative was to educate and politicize in no uncertain
terms. At the height of their popularity, slave narratives,
called “those literary nigritudes—Iittle tadpoles of the
press which run to editions of hundreds of thousands,™
were highly influential tools used by abolitionist societ-
ies here and abroad to mold public opinion, to bend the
public mind toward the task of eliminating slavery. As a
group, slave narratives exhibited these characteristics
traits: they focused on the special experience of racial
oppression; they were intended to be records of
resistance; they employed a variety of literary/rhetorical
devices including concrete imagery and diction,
understatement, polemical voice, and satire to describe
vividly the actual conditions of slavery; they looked at
the self outside the typical western perspective of the
individual and chose instead to recognize or represent
the self in relationship to the oppressed group with ties
and responsibilities to group members.® Slave narrators
were conscious of their own cultural schizophrenia,
their burden of blackness in white America, or, as W. E.

B. DuBois said in his seminal The Souls of Black Folk,
their “double consciousness,” their two “warring selves
in one dark skin.”

Slave narrators were conscious, too, that they were
presenting objective fact through the filter of their own
subjective experience. Taken collectively, their narra-
tives frequently show recurrent patterns. There is a loss
of innocence wherein the slave, usually as a child, recol-
lects his or her first awareness of the personal impact of
slavery. There are detailed descriptions of various
phases of bondage as the slave witnesses them and then
experiences them. There is the punishment factor, the
resistance motif, the glimpse of life-in-the-quarters.
There is also the slave’s quest for education, the slave’s
encounter with abusive sexual misconduct and immoral
behavior, the slave’s recognition of religious hypocrisy
and the adulterated Christianity practiced by “Christian”
slave holders, the slave’s escape attempts, and, finally,
the slave’s successful escape. Of course, this pattern
varied from narrative to narrative and oftentimes, what
was stressed depended upon the discretion and sensibili-
ties of the narrator or, sometimes, on the concerns or
dictates of an editor or an amanuensis.

Butler’s Wild Seed and Kindred are rich texts which
neatly define the junction where the historical novel,
the slave narrative, and science fiction meet. The two
novels build upon tenets clearly identified with the
expected conventions or norms of the genres she
employs. Then, because Butler’s forte is extrapolative
fiction, we can easily see the melding as each novel
moves us through the recreated, historically plausible,
viable, yet totally speculative alternative reality which
is the realm of science fiction—as distinct from the
codified expectations we have of fiction which operates
from the realistic or naturalistic realm. To phrase it suc-
cinctly, Octavia Butler’s work stands on the foundation
of traditional form and proceeds to renovate that form.

Wild Seed is not about Arthurian England or the French
Revolution. Instead, it is about alienation and loneli-
ness; about needs, dreams, ambitions, and power. It is
also about love. Africa provides the cultural backdrop
for the initial interaction between plot and character.
Although the opening setting of Wild Seed is 17th-
century west Africa, specifically the Niger river region
of eastern Nigeria, the setting shifts through the course
of the novel and we follow the lives of Butler’s two im-
mortal central characters, Doro, a four thousand year
old Nubian, and Anyanwu, a three hundred year old
Onitsha priestess, through the Middle Passage voyage
to life in a colonial New England village, to life on an
antebellum Louisiana plantation, to California just after
the Civil War. In the course of two hundred years of
movement we are privy to a broad and vivid historical
canvas. Again, however, Butler’s use of history and



CONTEMPORARY LITERARY CRITICISM, Vol. 230

BUTLER

cultural anthropology do more than simply illuminate
the text or serve as mere coloration. Both disciplines
are intrinsic to our understanding of character, theme,
and action. Their use also permits Butler to employ a
more original approach to the old theme of the trials of
immortality, the theme of the spiritual disintegration of
the man who cannot die.

The specifically African segment of Wild Seed only oc-
cupies four chapters of the text but an African ethos
dominates the whole book. The novel opens in 1690.
Doro has returned to Africa to look for one of his “seed
villages,” one of several communities he has carefully
nurtured, composed of people with nascent or lateral
mutant abilities. They know things or hear things or sce
things others cannot and so in their home communities,
they are misfits or outcasts or “witches” because of
their abilities. In his autonomous villages wherein he
collects and breeds these people, Doro is their protec-
tor; his motives, however, are far from altruistic for he
needs his people in a very real way. He “enjoys their
company and sadly, they provide his most satisfying
kills.”® Doro’s mutant power is the ability to transfer his
psychic essence to any human host; thus, he kills to
live. And, as he kills, he literally “feeds” off the spirit
of the host body. But whenever Doro kills or “takes”
his own kind, he gains more sustenance from their
heightened psychic energy than he derives from the
“taking” of ordinary non-mutant human beings.

The village Doro returns to has been destroyed by slave
hunters and as he contemplates the carnage and thinks
about tracking and regrouping the captured survivors,
his gift of attraction to other mutants, an innate tracking
sense or “telescent” subtly makes him conscious of the
distant Anyanwu. He finds himself pulled toward her.
Butler’s narration here adeptly conveys both character
and place.

He wandered southwest toward the forest, leaving as
he had arrived—alone, unarmed, without supplies, ac-
cepting the savanna and later the forest as easily as he
accepted any terrain. He was killed several times—by
disease, by animals, by hostile people. This was a harsh
land. Yet he continued to move southwest, unthinkingly
veering away from the section of the coast where his
ship awaited him. After a while, he realized it was no
longer his anger at the loss of his seed village that
drove him. It was something new—an impulse, a feel-
ing, a kind of mental undertow pulling at him.

9

It is a subtle awareness of Anyanwu which atiracts Doro
and pulls him to a country he has not visited in three
hundred years. When he finally meets and talks with
her, Doro suspects immediately that they are distant
kin, that she is “wild seed,” the fruit of [his] peoples’
passing by [hers] during one of Africa’s many periods

of flux. Ironically, Anyanwu herself supports this idea
when she recalls a half remembered and whispered
rumor that she was not father’s child but had been
begotten by a passing stranger. Originally, Doro’s
people were the Kush, an ancient people part of the
vast Ethiopian Empire (Williams, 92). Anyanwu’s
people are the Igbo or Onitsha Ibo people of eastern
Nigeria. Traditional Onitsha society, explains ethnolo-
gist Richard Henderson, was a “community strongly
concerned with maintaining oral accounts of the past.”
Henderson tells us that “Onitsha lacked an elaborate
mythology as its cultural charter, and instead empha-
sized a quasi-historical ‘ideology’ based on stories trac-
ing the founding of its villages to prehistoric migrations
and political fusions” (31). We see an example of this
quasi-history when Doro questions Anyanwu, trying to
place her in his long personal history. *“*Your people
have crossed the Niger’—he hesitated, frowning, then
gave the river its proper name— ‘the Orumili. When I
saw them last, they lived on the other side in Benin'”
(14). At this point Butler deliberately employs the
omniscient narrative voice in conjunction with Doro’s
to signal the embedded signs of heritage and culture she
wants her audience to note. Anyanwu’s near poetic reply
compresses years of African history, years of tribal
warfare and tribal development, years of gradual adapta-
tion to change. “We crossed long ago. . . . Children
born in that time have grown old and died. We were
Ado and Idu, subject to Benin before the crossing. Then
we fought Benin and crossed the river to Onitsha to
become free people, our own masters” (14).

Butler’s Anyanwu is partly based on a legendary Ibo
heroine, Atagbusi, a village protector and a magical
“shape shifter.” Henderson, whom Butler acknowledges
as a source,” says that Atagbusi “is said to have been a
daughter of the tiny clan called Okposi-eke, a descent
group renowned for its native doctors and responsible
for magical protection of the northwestern bush outskirts
of the town. She was believed capable, as are other
persons of Okposi-eke, of transforming herself into
various large and dangerous animals, and it is believed
that she concocted the medicine that protects the com-
munity on its western front” (311).

Like the legendary Atagbusi, Butler's Anyanwu is also
a shape-shifter, a woman capable of physical metamor-
phosis. She can become a leopard, a python, an eagle, a
dolphin, a dog, or a man. For self-protection, most of
Anyanwu’s -powers are hidden from the villagers. And
to reduce fear of the inexplicable, Anyanwu alters her
body gradually so that she seemingly ages at the same
rate as the various husbands she has married over the
years, the same rate as the people around her. But
whenever she chooses Anyanwu can regain her natural
body, that of a sturdy, beautiful, twenty-year-old
woman. Anyanwu is the village healer, a doctor for her
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people. She grows traditional herbs to make the custom-
ary medicines even though her power to heal does not
always require the use of herbs. A respected and power-
ful person in the village hierarchy, Anyanwu’s place is
well defined.

She served her people by giving them relief from pain
and sickness. Also, she enriched them by allowing them
to spread word of her abilities to neighboring people.
She was an oracle. A woman through whom a god
spoke. Strangers paid heavily for her services. They
paid her people, then they paid her. That was as it
should have been. Her people could see that they
benefited from her presence, and that they had reason
to fear her abilities. Thus she was protected from
them—and they from her—most of the time.

(10)

Anyanwu’s sense of protection, her maternal instinct of
care and concern for her people, is part of the African
ethos which pervades the text. Of paramount importance
to Anyanwu is the well being and safety of her kin—
her children and her grandchildren. This is entirely in
keeping with African tradition which holds “children
are worth.” Henderson affirms this with the observation
that the Onitsha are “rooted firmly in notions of filia-
tion and descent. When Onitsha people assess the career
of a person, their primary criterion is the number of
children he has raised to support and survive him.
Children are extolled in proverbs above any other good,
even above the accumulation of wealth; ‘children first,
wealth follows’ is a proverb affirming the route to suc-
cess” (106).

After three hundred years, ten husbands and forty-seven
children, Anyanwu’s descendants people the land. Their
security is the lever Doro uses to pry Anyanwu away
from her homeland. He appeals first to her innate sense
of isolation and loneliness, proclaiming her place is
among her own kind, then he appeals to her maternal
spirit, promising children with genetic traits like their
mother. “A mother,” he tells her, “should not have to
watch her children grow old and die. If you live, they
should live. It is the fault of their fathers that they die.
Let me give you children who will live!” (26) Reluc-
tantly and somewhat apprehensively, Anyanwu agrees
to leave the village with Doro. But, when Doro
speculates that her children, although they manifest no
sign of her mutant ability, are also his peoples’ children
and that perhaps they should accompany them to the
new world, Anyanwu becomes adamant—"“you will not
touch my children”—and remains so until Doro pledges
he will not harm her children.

Unwittingly, Anyanwu’s resolute stand in protection of
her children gives Doro yet another lever to use against
her. Totally devoid of scruples, and possessing a keen
insight into her psychological makeup, quite early in
their journey to the coast Doro plots the strategy he will

use to bind Anyanwu to him. It is a time-encrusted
masculine ploy. He will get her pregnant; then, with a
new child,

her independence would vanish without a struggle. She
would do whatever he asked then to keep the child
safe. She was too valuable to kill, and if he abducted
any of her descendants, she would no doubt goad him
into killing her. But once she was isolated in America
with an infant to care for, she would learn submissive-
ness.

(30)

Doro’s power play, his perception of the most immedi-
ate method he can use to control Anyanwu reflects his
understanding of cultural ties, of the “appropriate man-
ners and customs” which are part of Anyanwu’s histori-
cal legacy. Though a powerful woman on her own turf,
essentially Anyanwu leaves her tribal homeland to
protect her kin.

Of course, Anyanwu never does learn submissiveness.
Although she and Doro share a link forged in a bygone
age, his name means “the east—the direction from
which the sun comes” and hers means “the sun,” they
are not alike. Anyanwu is distinct from any woman
Doro has encountered in thirty-seven hundred years.
She is his female counterpart with one important distinc-
tion—she is not a predator. Her powers have long made
her independent not withstanding her emergence from a
culture where wives are considered the property of
husbands. In one sense, however, Doro assesses An-
yanwu correctly; she remains in his compound for years,
she even marries as he directs (primarily out of fear and
a strong survival instinct); but, she remains, too, for the
sake of the children she bears and out of her concern
for the strange, sometimes pitiable, sometimes warped
or dangerous children who are the products of Doro’s
mutant communities. Much of Wild Seed’s tension is
controlled by Doro’s efforts to break Anyanwu, to use
and then destroy her. She resists and fights back with
the resources she has—her own strength of will. Again,
however, the struggle is not solely for her sake but also
for the safety of the children, the kin she forever shields.

African kinship networks seem to be the major structural
device Butler uses to build dramatic complexity in this
novel. When the principal characters first meet, the
question of identity is crucial. Following the customary
“who are you?” comes the equally important “who are
your people?” The latter question springs from the
African sense of connectedness to a specific place, a
specific people, or a specific heritage. As indicated
above, Doro traces his origins to the ancient Kush, one
of the three great sub-Saharan societies. Anyanwu ties
the history of her people, through wars and unification,
to the powertul kingdom of Benin.

The importance of kinship is demonstrated repeatedly.
When Anyanwu embarks on an attenuated version of
the slaves trade’s Middle Passage, she happens upon
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two captured slaves she can actually help. Fortunately,
they have been sold to Doro. It is their good fortune in
this sense: Okoye is the son of Anyanwu’s youngest
daughter. Udenkwo, a young mother stolen from her
village and separated from her five-year-old son, is a
more distant relative. Anyanwu tells Udenkwo to trace
her lineage through her clan and her male ancestry, a
process which suggests subtly the value Africans at-
tached to collective identity, familial bonding, and com-
munal history. It happens that one of Udenkwo’s ances-
tors was Anyanwu’s eighth son, another, Anyanwu’s
third husband. (Here Butler slips in a quick feminist
thrust: although Udenkwo traces her patrilineage, it is
her matrilineal descent, her connection to Anyanwu,
literally an earth mother, which saves her.) Because
both Okoye and Udenkwo are Anyanwu’s descendants,
they will be spared the more brutal aspects of slavery.
They will not be separated or sold again to some ter-
rifying white plantation master. They will not be as-
saulted or beaten by Doro or his people. And although
they are kinsmen, they will be permitted to marry
despite the idea of “abomination” such an act connotes
for Anyanwu. The marriage will permit them to offer
each other comfort in their new and strange surround-
ings for as Doro says of his seed people, “our kind
have a special need to be either with our kinsmen or
others who are like us” (61).

The initial contact with the new world is not quite as
traumatic for Anyanwu as it was for true slaves but
still, she must cope with complete change. She must
reckon with strange and restrictive western clothing,
with a new diet (animal milk—another “abomination”),
with learning a new language and new customs among
a new and foreign people. And she must make all these
adjustments in a land where color automatically
determines status. The New England village Doro brings
Anyanwu to is Wheatley, ostensibly named for an
English family Doro supports and a principal cash crop.
Butler slips in another quick thrust here for “Wheatley”
is an allusion to young Phillis Wheatley, the child stolen
from Africa who became known as the “Sable Muse”
and was recognized as a significant contributor to 18th-
century American poetry. Wheatley, however, is
significant for another reason: life in the village
cushions the impact of Anyanwu’s contact with
America’s hardening race and color caste system.
Doro’s villagers are a racial amalgam—Blacks, Indians,
mixed bloods, and whites, a mixture not uncommon in
the northeastern states before the increase in the slave
trade. Anyanwu finds most of the villagers are friendly
and also that village society is tight-knit, functioning
roughly in a manner that approximates the familiar
rhythms of clan life she had known. Relatives within
the compound live with or near other relatives. People
who share a common language are allowed to group
together. Where no blood or tribal ties previously exist,
newly formed families function as extended family and

the weak, insecure, or unstable are placed with those
who will care for them. The villagers see Doro as a
guardian spirit who protects them from Indian raids and
like disasters even as he controls their lives. They even
make blood sacrifices to him for he takes from among
them when he needs a new body. Yet despite the death
he inevitably brings, whenever Doro is present in his
compound he receives all the homage due a titled tribal
elder with many children. And in fact, he has several
children within the village.

The most serious clash of wills between Doro and An-
yanwu is about the value assigned kinship. Doro’s
genetics program respects no tradition or socially
sanctioned belief. He breeds people, related or not, to
improve the pedigree of his stock. When in Wheatley
he commands Anyanwu to marry and bear children by
his son, and suggests that later she will also bear his
children, Anyanwu withdraws in total revulsion—a
greater abomination she cannot imagine. A century will
pass, Anyanwu will have escaped Doro and formed her
own special protected community (composed of mutants
linked by blood and heightened psychic sensitivity) on
a Louisiana plantation where she is the master, before
she and Doro can come to civil terms again. They forge
a new alliance based on respect and compromise. She
recognizes he must kill to live but he learns genuine
respect for her feelings and abilities and he also realizes
that he must cease killing those of his own who serve
him best or any of her close relatives. For Doro to
regain Anyanwu’s companionship, he must salvage what
humanity remains to him.

If kinship is an underlying motif contributing to the
dramatic tension in Wild Seed, it is clearly the focal
point of Kindred, the motif underscoring the theme.
Kindred is outside the “Patternist” saga, yet it shares
with Wild Seed three common denominators: Black and
white characters who move through an historically vi-
able setting, one which explores the tangled complexi-
ties of interracial mixing during slavery and beyond;
linkage through phenomenal psychic energy; an
emphasis on blood ties and the responsibilities that
result. The bonds of blood in Kindred however are not
created by exotic mutation nor genetic engineering.
They are the result of plain undisguised lust and the
raw exertion of power.

Kindred is a neatly packaged historical novel which
uses scenes of plantation life and the techniques of the
slave narrative to frame the plot. Dana Franklin, the
heroine, is a Black woman, a writer who lives in Los
Angeles, California, a woman very much of the present.
Her family’s roots are in Maryland; a fact made all the
more pertinent when Dana finds herself traversing time
and geography to move between twentieth-century
California and nineteenth-century Maryland. The reason
she moves is simple—Rufus Weylin “calls” her to him



