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B In his 1991 essay, “Old and New Identities, Old and New Ethnicities,”
cultural theorist Stuart Hall comments on the changing role of racial identities
as sites of political resistance. He makes a distinction between “the old identity
politics of the 1960s social movements” (42), when anti-racist politics were
grounded in a relatively stable sense of collectivity, and resistance politics “in
an increasingly globalized world” (48), where such political collectivities have
been recoded as a mere consumerist multiculturalism. In other words, issues
of racial inequality have been replaced by a depoliticized celebration of racial
differences. “Nobody would talk about racism [in the latter era],” he notes,
but were eager to eat ethnic foods, sing ethnic songs, wear ethnic costumes
“and appear in the spectacle of multi-culturalism” (56). Hall thus identifies
an important moment in identity politics, when subversive solidarity has been
undermined by a neoliberal logic indicative of late capitalism.

The trajectory of Octavia Butler’s science fiction speaks to this shift in the
workings of race. Much of her earlier work, including her Patternist series
(1976-1984), Lilith's Brood series (1987-1989), and her numerous short stories
including the award-winning “Bloodchild” (1984), deals explicitly with race,
biogenetics and power within the context of interspecies relationships. These
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works are generally situated within the context of 1960s and 1970s (white)
feminist science fiction, including the likes of Marge Piercy, Ursula Le Guin, and
Joanna Russ, whose books tackled patriarchy but did less to address correlating
racial structures of power imbalance.! Butler’s Parables series, in contrast,
offers quite realist depictions of a not-so-distant future of the United States
devastated by the workings of late capitalist development. Set between 2024 and
2027, Parable of the Sower tells the story of a young African American woman
named Lauren Olamina, and her eventual escape from the “oozing sore” known
as Los Angeles (Sower 96). She meets many fellow travelers along the way
before eventually forming a community, called Acorn, on the northern coast of
California. Parable of the Talents, published three years later, recounts the rise
of Acorn and its eventual destruction by government-funded Christian fascists
who transform it into a slave camp.

The Parables series, while featuring a racially diverse cast of characters, is
not as concerned with the workings of race, biology, and genetics as Butler’s
previous works are.? Patricia Melzer notes that Butler “does not foreground
racial oppression in her analysis of social justice” in Parables (41). Instead of
reading this as a retreat from race politics, this essay instead explores the ways
in which Butler strategically deploys science fiction devices in her Parables
series in order to highlighting the shifting workings of race and racism under
late capitalism. The peculiar inattention to race and genetics, themes that have
preoccupied the majority of her previous works, can be read as Butler’s attempt to
critique a specific historical moment in the development of late capitalism, when
the category of race is no longer tied to biology or blood.? In this sense, Butler’s
Parables points to the possibilities of literature, particularly science fiction, in
articulating a theory of race and a history of racial formation.

Though Parables marks a departure from the early feminist science fiction
tradition that characterizes Butler’s earlier work, it is this very difference, ironi-
cally, that allows for the science fiction devices in Parables to be easily discerned.
Parables is more realist, and thus demands a reading in the form of what Samuel
Delany refers to as “reading literature as if it were science fiction” (117). Delany
argues that “literature” and “science fiction” constitute distinct discourses, “not as
two different sets of labeled texts, but as two different sets of values, two different
ways of response, two different ways of making texts make sense, two different
ways of reading” (102). He then calls for a reading of “literature” through the
lens of “science fiction” in order to estrange the real. Because science fiction does
not assume a realist worldview, he suggests, it is in a more privileged position
to reveal the construction of the world around us. This strategy is particularly
resonant for understanding the concept and workings of race, a category that is
socially constructed yet produces real, material consequences.
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According to Fredric Jameson, “genres are essentially literary institutions
or social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose function is to
specify the proper use of a particular cultural artifact” (Political Unconscious
106). Within this context, this essay is less concerned about what science fiction
as a genre definitively is, and more interested in the possibilities of reading a
text as science fiction.* It traces the ways Butler strategically deploys traditional
generic tropes and narrative devices of science fiction and adheres to (or breaks)
the “social contract” between her and her audience, as Jameson would say. The
first half of the essay focuses on the science fiction trope of “walls” to see how
race functions in the novels’ depiction of the demise of the U.S. nation. It argues
that the collapse of the U.S. is indicative of the very success of late capitalism,
and this is an economic system predicated upon racial exclusion. The second half
of the essay looks at the role of “empathy,” a popular narrative structure of con-
temporary science fiction, in order to suggest an anti-essentialist understanding
of racial difference. Such fluid and malleable understandings of race, however,
do not necessarily eradicate racial oppression, as the novels show by describing
the return of a chattel system of slavery in the mid-twenty-first century. Read
together, the novels explore the consequences of a historical shift in the workings
of race and racism by depicting a future U.S. state under late capitalism as the
direct outcome of the history of U.S. slavery and colonialism.

Anti-Apocalypse: Walls, Nations, and the Collapse of U.S.
Capitalism

Parable of the Sower was published less than a year after the 1992 Los
Angeles uprising, and Butler’s depiction of the collapse—by fire—of L.A. was
in part responsible for its popularity and persuasiveness.’ Sower begins in 2024,
with the first half of the novel dedicated to Olamina’s life within the walls of
Robledo, a gated community located twenty miles from Los Angeles. A fierce
satire of the gated communities that emerged in the 1980s in L.A., Robledo is an
enclosed, self-sufficient neighborhood surrounded by a wall topped with barbed
wire and near-invisible Lazor wire (Sower 19).° Unlike in the late twentieth
century, however, those who live within Robledo’s walls go to bed early to save
electricity and grow their own vegetables to sustain themselves. Bartering has
returned as a viable economic system. People leave the neighborhood only when
it is necessary, and when they do they are armed and travel in groups. Robledo
is one of the last standing middle-class enclaves, and it is barely fighting off its
inevitable destruction. It stands in contrast to the rich walled estates that mimic
old plantation houses with their “one big house and a lot of shacky little depen-
dencies where the servants lived” (Sower 8). Yet Robledo is still much better off
than those communities that are unwalled and consist of “rag, stick, cardboard,
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and palm frond shacks” inhabited by desperate “living skeletons” (Sower 79).

Sower is an example of Mike Davis’s claim that “pulp science fiction [has]
been more realistic, and politically perceptive, in representing the programmed
hardening of the urban surface in the wake of the social polarizations of the
Reagan era,” more so than contemporary urban theory (223). Jim Miller reads the
collapse of Robledo as symbolic of the scapegoating of Korean, black, and Latino
small business owners during and after the L.A. uprising (350). The dystopian
L.A. Butler depicts is not that far off from what it is like today for many of the
city’s marginalized, comprised disproportionately of racial minorities. Miller
makes many such links between Sower and the social realities of Los Angeles,
particularly by drawing from Davis’s seminal work on the urban landscape of
L.A., City of Quartz. Butler’s depiction of gated communities, the militarization
of public space, and the privatization of security are all indicative of a neoliberal
ideology that has deserted the notion of a welfare state. They are also familiar
traits of classic science fiction.

Structurally, the wall that surrounds Robledo is reminiscent of the many walls
that encase the societies in classic science fiction such as Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We
(1924) and Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932). Written during the height
of Taylorism/Fordism, both novels critique the scientific management of Fordist
capitalism, including its relationship to imperialist exploration and conquest. In
We, the wall surrounding the city represents the boundaries of order and rational-
ity, “the basis of everything human” (40). It is how humans “isolate our perfect
machine world from the irrational, ugly world of trees, birds, and animals” (91).
Walls serve as the spatial and narrative divide that delineates bureaucratic order
from supposed natural chaos. Likewise in Brave New World, “savages” live on
“reservations,” places which, “owing to unfavourable climatic or geological
conditions, or poverty or natural resources, [have] not been worth the expense
of civilizing” (124). The segregated reservations of Brave New World provide a
critique of Western imperialism, the process by which European powers, in their
expansion and accumulation of wealth, actively created the concept of uncivilized
others and civilized selves.

In We and Brave New World, the walls dividing capitalist order from a so-
called pre-capitalist chaos function as a critique of Fordist capitalism and impe-
rialism. In Sower, walls are both eroding and strengthening due to the uneven
developments of capitalism. Robledo is prime target for looting, as the richer
gated estates are rarely attacked because they are guarded by “big guns, private
armies of security guards, and up to date security equipment” (Sower 104).
Robledo’s demise represents the ever-shrinking middle class that once embodied
the American Dream. To those who exist outside of any walls, however, all walled
communities look the same. After Robledo’s attack and destruction by outsiders,
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Olamina confesses to a friend, “I didn’t believe we would be allowed to sit behind
our walls, looking clean and fat and rich to the hungry, thirsty, homeless, jobless,
filthy people outside” (Sower 167). Whereas in We and Brave New World walls
are constructed to protect profit, Sower imagines a late capitalist scenario where
walls are simultaneously eroding for a middle class that is continually being
pushed into the lower class, at the same time that walls are being strengthened
to further protect the profits of an intensified upper class. Butler’s Parables can
thus be read as a late capitalist extension of the critique of Fordist capitalism
that structures classic science fiction novels.

The demise of Robledo is paralleled on a national scale, as the U.S. is depicted
as “barely a nation at all anymore” (Sower 18). Instead, Europe has re-risen to
dominate the global market, alongside the formidable economic forces of Japan
and Canada. In the U.S., cholera is a common disease, a measles epidemic is kill-
ing thousands who do not have access to basic medical care and immunization,
and “[t]here are too many poor people—illiterate, jobless, homeless, [and] without
decent sanitation or clean water” (Sower 47). Such depictions prompt critics such
as Tom Moylan to describe Butler’s future vision as a “post-apocalypse world”
(223). Likewise, Angela Warfield refers to is as an “indeterminate, apocalyptic
society” (63) and Jim Miller classifies it as expressing a “post-apocalyptic hop-
ing” (336). Indeed, Talents retrospectively explains that the troubles of the first
part of the twenty-first century United States is due to what is referred to as “the
Pox,” slang for “the Apocalypse” (7alents 8). Described as an “installment-plan
World War III,” the Pox was a mix of “climatic, economic, and sociological
crises” fueled by “convenience, profit, and inertia excus[ing] greater and more
dangerous environmental degradation” (7alents 8).

At the same time, however, such a scenario of apocalypse can instead be
seen as, quite simply, the U.S. becoming a third world nation. The Parables
series does not depict the apocalyptic demise of the world, but rather only and
specifically the demise of the U.S. as a first world power. In this sense, Butler’s
imagination of a future U.S. expresses a distinctly first world conceit. It assumes
that though malaria, squatter settlements, and a useless currency are everyday
realities for those in many of the world’s poorer nations, for such conditions to
be rampant within the borders of the U.S. would be a sign of the apocalypse.
Moreover, Butler’s scenario of a devastated U.S. expresses an anxiety over its
“third-world-ization” that is the direct, logical outcome of twentieth-century
late capitalism. The U.S. has failed as a nation not because capitalism has failed,
but because it has succeeded globally all too well. It is explained that the U.S.
will soon be “parceled out as a source of cheap labor and cheap land,” with its
remaining cities “bound to wind up the economic colonies of whoever can afford
to buy them” (Sower 114). The novel merely reverses the scenario of imperialist
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dispossession indicative of the prior wealth of the nation.

The only real failure of the U.S. is the collapse of the welfare state, evident
throughout the Parables. Police and ambulance services charge steep fees that
exclude the majority of citizens from being able to rely on them in emergencies,
water has been privatized, and the public school system has been eradicated
(Talents 403). Tom Moylan thus situates Sower as a response to and critique of
the legacy of 1980s Reaganism/Thatcherism.” He identifies the 1996 Welfare Act
as the political gesture that “epitomizes the policies of [...] the conservative era”
(185). The act restricted the duration of welfare benefits, assuming that limiting
governmental entitlements would inspire citizens to find better employment
opportunities. It was premised specifically on the “utopian” goals of a neoliberal,
free-market economy that regarded state support as state interference. From this
viewpoint, the state, through welfare assistance, was the one responsible for keep-
ing its less-privileged citizens from obtaining better socio-economic conditions.
Parables revises this assumption, insisting that a shrinking welfare state has led
to a failed nation, not a more prosperous one.

Slavoj Zizek makes a similar claim in his essay on multiculturalism, or what he
refers to as (a la Fredric Jameson) “the cultural logic of multinational capitalism.”
Specifically, he suggests that such anti-welfare initiatives expressed a deep-seated
racism, particularly against the African American single mother. “[T]he particular
case of the ‘single black mother,”” he writes, “is silently conceived as ‘typical’
of social welfare and what is wrong with it” (29). The fiction of the African
American single mother on welfare (the notorious “welfare queen”) functions
as a scapegoat that proves the inefficiency of a universal system of state welfare.
It is this latent racism within the workings of late capitalism, often referred to
as neoliberal multiculturalism, that Butler attempts to extrapolate in her fiction.

In Sower, walls are exposed as the material barricades created by an inflated
real estate economy and backed by the privatization of security services indica-
tive of late capitalism. Their collapse for the middle class signals the next stage
of late capitalism. Furthermore, they help reveal the ways in which such class
divisions intersect and interact with racism. Within the walls of Robledo, when
her friend, Bianca Montoya is discovered to be carrying Jorge Hurbe’s child,
Olamina specifically notes that there was “[n]o interracial feud this time,” unlike
a prior scandal involving a young black woman and young white man (Sower
77). Outside of the walls, as Olamina’s group grows in both numbers and racial
diversity, it is noted that “mixed [race] couples or groups are rare out here” (Sower
186), and “mixed couples catch hell” (Sower 182). Clearly, it is a recognizably
racist world where “it didn’t help [to be] black,” and “[b]eing white might help
you win people over faster” (Sower 288). Such everyday instances throughout
the two novels remind the reader that racism exists, as it always has. If Butler’s
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earlier science fiction revolved around alien species and extraterrestrial contact,
then in many ways Sower and Talents are Butler’s most realist novels. Read as
an oeuvre, they seem as if Butler has been training her readers to think about
racial differences through the allegory of species relations or the trope of time
travel in her earlier works, only to deliberately return to a plausible depiction of
Los Angeles at the turn of the twenty-first century.

Butler’s insistence on such racial diversity in science fiction is not merely a
revisionist attempt at political correctness. Rather, her deliberate incorporation of
characters of color into her fiction accomplishes two distinct yet connected goals:
it critiques the whiteness of the science fiction tradition, and it reveals how race
helps structure late capitalism. In the first instance, as in the case of Wild Seed’s
African protagonists, Anyanwu and Doro, the inclusion of non-white characters
both reveals and critiques the assumed whiteness of the science fiction tradition.
It is an example of the critical process Richard Dyer identifies as “the project
of ‘making whiteness strange’” (4), whereby the question is not “Why are there
so few significant African and African American characters in science fiction?”
but rather “Why are there so many white characters in science fiction?” In her
answer to this latter question, literary critic Sandra Govan suggests that one of
the main reasons for the dominant whiteness of characters in pre-1960s science
fiction is that racism, ironically, was considered not to be a problem in the future.
Drawing from Robert Scholes, Govan notes that science fiction often assumed
that racism would automatically “improve or even whither away” in the more
progressive future (citied in Rutledge 239). Early science fiction often tended
to ignore racial issues altogether, resulting in the reiteration of white characters
who are “just people” and not white people, as racial differences were to have
been (supposedly) eradicated.

In the second instance, Butler’s “demand for diversity” in science fiction
(Green 166), a distinctly literary endeavor, also resonates within a larger cultural
and political context of understanding the role of race in late capitalism. Even
outside of science fiction’s futures, the assumption that racism will naturally and
eventually “whither away” at some point is a dominant social belief. Sociologists
Michael Omi and Howard Winant are wary of this tendency of “posing race as a
problem, a misconception left over from the past, and suitable now only for the
dustbin of history” (55). They argue that, “despite its uncertainties and contra-
dictions, the concept of race continues to play a fundamental role in structuring
and representing the social world” (55). Butler’s Parables, grounded strongly
in a critique of late capitalism, insists that race is “an element of social structure
rather than [...] an irregularity within it” (Omi and Winant 55).

Parables can thus be read as a response to Hoda Zaki’s claim that Butler’s
earlier science fiction envisions “human nature as a biologically-determined
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entity” (242). According to Zaki, Butler’s essentialism in her earlier works leads
to an imagination of a deterministic and thus unavoidable future, resulting in the
fact that “her critiques of human violence and prejudice are not traced back to
their particular social or political foundations” (244-45). Whereas in her earlier
works race is discussed within the context of biology and the body, in Parables it
functions as a structural category of division and exclusion within late capitalism.
Butler strategically deploys the science fiction narrative device of “walls” in order
to position her characters’ bodies within certain social and political foundations.

Gated communities are not the only walled enclaves in Butler’s future L.A.
Because “[1]abor laws, state and federal, are not what they once were” (Sower
107), multinational conglomerates can own and manage entire cities. In com-
parison to the ravaged neighborhood of Robledo, Olivar is introduced as a small
coastal city whose inhabitants have agreed to its corporate buyout by Kagimoto,
Stamm, Frampton, and Company (KSF), a multinational conglomerate. Olivar’s
residents consist primarily of a prior upper class of literate whites. They are now
a prime source of exploitable professional labor (such as doctors and teachers);
they are desperate enough to work in exchange for mere room and board, and
be privately protected from the chaos outside. Though Olamina’s parents are
college professors, her father “doubt[s] that Olivar is looking for families of
blacks and Hispanics” (Sower 108). Olivar is, he insists, a “white enclave” that
is hostile to non-white labor (Sower 123). Butler’s emphasis on racial exclusion
within such destitute conditions calls attention to the fundamental role of race
in the structuring of late capitalism.

Upon hearing of Olivar, Olamina writes that “[c]ities controlled by big com-
panies are old hat in science fiction” (Sower 110). The novel is thus aware of its
indebtedness to a science fiction tradition, while at the same time it attempts to
refashion certain tropes in order to reveal how race functions under late capital-
ism. The difference between these fictional cities and Olivar, she notes, is that:

The company-city subgenre always seemed to star a hero who outsmarted, overthrew,
or escaped “the company.” I’ve never seen one where the hero fought like hell to get
taken in and underpaid by the company. In real life, that’s the way it will be. That’s
the way it is. (Sower 110)

In Parables, Butler suggests that, in the next stage of late capitalism, people
of color will take (have taken) the brunt of late capitalism’s losses, and will be
forced to pursue their own exploitation.

Alongside the presence of company-cities is the system of “debt slavery”
(Sower 165). Several of the people Olamina encounters on the highway are ex-
slaves who have either escaped or whose owners have died. Emery, for example,
is a mixed-race (Asian American and African American) woman who initially
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worked on a farm in exchange for room and board. When the farm was bought
out by an agribusiness conglomerate, however, everything changed. Though she
earned wages, she had to pay not only for room and board, but also for food and
clothing. However, she was paid only in company scrip, and the only place she
could buy food and essentials was at the company store: “Wages—surprise!—
were never quite enough to pay the bills” (Sower 259). This scenario of “debt
slavery” as a possibility in the near-future of the U.S. is one premised on the
threats of the un- (and under-) development of the first world. Such conditions that
Butler imagines for 2024 have been widely practiced by multinational corpora-
tions in the third world decades before the novel was published, and continue to
be an integral part of flexible accumulation under late capitalism. Butler merely
reinscribes the third world into the parameters of the first world.

Parable of the Sower, as a political parable, warns of the potential dangers
not only of capitalism, but also the state. Labor laws have been changed so that
workers cannot quit a job at which they owe money. If they do, they are arrested
and legally bound to work off their debt as convicts. It is explained that debt
slaves “could be forced to work longer hours for less pay, could be ‘disciplined’
if they failed to meet their quotas, could be traded and sold with or without their
consent, with or without their families, to distant employers who had tempo-
rary or permanent need of them” (Sower 259). The thirteenth and fourteenth
amendments (abolition of slavery and the guarantee of the rights of citizenship)
have been significantly weakened, and thus the practice of indenturing people
is quite legal. “Indenturing indigents,” Olamina explains, “is supposed to keep
them employed, teach them a trade, feed them, house them, and keep them out
of trouble” (Talents 43). The state is willing to “help” its less fortunate citizens,
but only at the expense of suspending their constitutional rights. Olamina acutely
observes this system is “just one more way of getting people to work for noth-
ing” (Talents 43-44).

By writing from a science fiction perspective of imagining a plausible (sci-
entific) future, Butler does more than merely “create parallels” between African
American chattel slavery and contemporary sweatshop labor (Wanzo 79); she
shows how the latter is a direct, logical extension of the former. In the system
of debt slavery, it is no surprise that “[t]hey like white men to be [slave] driv-
ers” (Sower 290). Emery recalls her own white male driver, a former computer
engineer who was laid off when his company filed for bankruptcy. Though Butler
is careful to distinguish between debt slavery in late capitalist 2024 and actual
historical African American chattel slavery indicative of early, colonial capitalism
(Talents 296), both assume a similar racial division between slave owner/driver
and slave. Though the genre of science fiction offers her many different options
in imagining the workings of race in the future, Butler chooses to imagine a
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historically recognizable and “mundane” form of slavery, that of white slavers
owning and controlling non-white slaves. By doing so, she suggests that racism,
in its historical, colonial form, has not been resolved, and still demands attention.

“A bad, bad idea”: Blood, Empathy, and Slavery

Much of Butler’s dystopian vision of both L.A. and the U.S. nation are extrapo-
lations of existing social problems: the ever-shrinking middle class live in walled
enclaves to ward off the destitute and desperate; police and fire departments are
privatized and require steep fees for their services; and gas is obsolete and water
is scarce. All of these are arguably unsurprising elements of a future U.S. What
does come as a surprise in the novels is Olamina’s “hyperempathy syndrome,”
a blood disease that forces her to feel the physical pains (and pleasures) of those
around her. When she was a child, she also literally “bled through the skin when
[she] saw someone else bleeding” (Sower 10).8 Within the scenarios of disaster
and survival that frame both novels, the two novels consistently refer back to
Olamina’s biological condition. Her hyperempathy syndrome constitutes the
“novum” of the two books. Science fiction critic Darko Suvin writes that “SF is
distinguished by the narrative dominance or hegemony of a fictional ‘novum’
(novelty, innovation) validated by cognitive logic” (63). The origins of the
syndrome are traced to Olamina’s mother’s addiction to the prescription drug
Paracetco when pregnant. Originally developed as an anti-Alzheimer’s drug,
Paracetco quickly became know on the streets as the “smart drug” and was
abused by many, both young and old, rich and poor (7alents 13). (Its high prices
soon spawned many low-cost replicas.) Butler thus introduces a science fiction
novum that is also at once a critique of the U.S. pharmaceutical industry and
the prevalence of prescription drug abuse, further articulating the possibilities
of science fiction devices grounded in historical conditions.

As a narrative strategy, Olamina’s hyperempathy syndrome straddles the
genres of science fiction and slave narrative at once, while tapping into both of
their political possibilities of critiquing racism and capitalist exploitation.’ In
traditional science fiction, the trope of empathy is commonly used to distinguish
humans from robots, androids, cyborgs, and other non- or less-human entities.
Philip K. Dick is generally credited with developing and popularizing this theme
within the genre, with Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? regarded as the
exemplar. Scott Bukatman sums up that, “[i]n the world as defined by Philip K.
Dick, the human is that which experiences empathy” (69). According to Bukat-
man, Dick’s conceptualization of empathy as the gauge by which humans (and
humanity) are measured marks a sharp divergence from the science fiction of
the previous generation. Headed by Isaac Asimov, the “Golden Age” of science
fiction (1930s to 1950s) promoted intellectual capacity and aptitude as the trait
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that distinguished humans from machines. Bukatman suggests Dick’s focus
on empathy rather than intellect stems from a post-WWII reaction against the
atrocities of fascism. Conceptualized slightly differently, the shift from intelli-
gence to empathy in humans is a shift from biology to morality. Science fiction
writer and literary critic Norman Spinrad also notes the importance of Dick’s
oeuvre in disseminating the concept of empathy in science fiction as the marker
of humanity in a future world full of questionable subjects.!

At first glance, it is tempting to read Olamina’s condition within this science
fiction tradition, as a return to humanism and a possible means of achieving a
utopian world. Before she embarks on her journey north, still relatively safe in
the confines of her walled community, Olamina asks, “if everyone could feel
everyone else’s pain, who would torture? Who would cause anyone unnecessary
pain?” (Sower 102). Also known as “sharers,” Butler’s empaths are initially pos-
ited as those that can hold the key to a better world. For Peter Stillman, Olamina’s
hyperempathy “symbolizes the suspending of barriers and the creation of unity
across them” (28). Jim Miller agrees that it “encourages a deep sense of solidar-
ity with others” (357). For both Stillman and Miller, her condition symbolizes
the possibilities of multicultural tolerance that transcends societal differences.

Olamina’s optimistic attitude toward her condition takes a dramatic change,
however, after her neighborhood of Robledo is pillaged and burned, and her
friends and family raped and murdered. If the first half of Sower is dedicated
to Olamina’s life within the walls of Robledo, the latter half is devoted to her
journey north in search of a better world. On her journey along the I-5, Olamina
is forced to defend herself, and discovers that her hyperempathy makes her
ruthless in her intent to kill. Suzanne Keen notes that Olamina’s hyperempathy
“ironically made her a more effective fighter, for she cannot afford to merely
injure her opponents” (149), as she cannot bear their pain if it is prolonged. Keen
characterizes Olamina’s hyperempathy as an obstacle to, not a potential for, uto-
pian politics. Olamina learns to defend herself outside the walls of her suburban
enclave, and precisely because she is a sharer, she is forced to learn to attack
and destroy others. In a violently perverse understanding of the role of empathy
in traditional science fiction, Butler suggests that empathy, that which marks
the human, is that which is capable of violence and destruction of humankind.'

At the end of Sower, Olamina describes her group of fellow travelers as “a
modern underground railroad” (Sower 262). Rebecca Wanzo locates the Parables
within the tradition of U.S. sentimental literature, especially nineteenth-century
abolition literature. Early African American slave narratives, for example, drew
heavily on sentimentality to convince its audience of the atrocities of slavery and
the need for abolition. Drawing on Lauren Berlant’s work on “postsentimental
narratives,” Wanzo identifies Olamina’s condition as an “apocalyptic empathy”
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and focuses on her hyperempathy syndrome as the initial source of her political
vision (72). At the same time, Wanzo insists, it is only by the rejection of feelings
and empathy that Olamina is able to create an anti-individualist agenda for politi-
cal change. Though “[e]Jmpathy contributes to the conditions that make Olamina
a political visionary,” Wanzo writes, “her political manifesto never claims that
mere feeling will produce liberation for anyone” (75). For Wanzo, the Parables
series constitutes “science fiction revisions of sentimentality’s privileging of the
role of feelings in political progress” (74).

Rather, in Parables, empathy is pathologized. Near the end of Sower, her life
of survival on I-5 has dissuaded Olamina of the positive potentials of empathy,
and she now regards it as a “[b]ad, bad idea” (Sower 249). Her insistence that
empathy is a “bad, bad idea” provides a science fiction critique of liberal human-
ism. If empathy has replaced intelligence as the marker that distinguishes humans
from non-humans in contemporary science fiction, Butler rejects a simplistic
celebration of emotions and affect that merely reifies the category “human.”
Rather, Butler deploys empathy to further question the contours of humanity,
particularly in terms of race and exploitation.'? From the very beginning of the
novels, Olamina explains that her hyperempathy syndrome “isn’t real” (Sower
9). Yet, she also states that “[i]t isn’t some sort of magic or ESP” (Sower 9).
Not unlike the category of race, Olamina’s hyperempathy straddles the divide
between reality and illusion. Like race, it is technically not real, yet has very
real, bodily consequences.

Olamina’s disillusionment with the utopian possibilities of her hyperempathy
syndrome marks a distinct moment in post-Civil Rights racial politics. Here,
Butler suggests that an uncritical solidarity based on difference alone can no
longer constitute the basis of political action. Moreover, she suggests that the
category of race, and its workings, have fundamentally changed in the twenty-
first century. Deborah Thomas and Kamari Clarke note that “the [civil] rights
movement, transnational migration, and the flexibility of economic markets”
have been responsible for the rise of a post-biological concept of race, one that
is linked more closely to heritage, history, and culture as opposed to the century’s
earlier assumptions of race as a biological given (21). This shift in the definition
of race can be characterized as a shift from essentialism to anti-essentialism. By
inscribing empathy directly onto the body (as mentioned earlier, Olamina feels the
physical pain of others whom she sees in pain), Butler ponders the consequences
of this de-linking of race from biology and blood. Instead of celebrating a post-
structuralist anti-essentialism of race, Butler pragmatically considers the ways
in which such new notions of race will once again be recoded by both capitalist
and state interests.

Empathy is thus a narrative strategy belonging to both science fiction novels
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and abolitionist slave narratives. By focusing her story on the limits of empathy
in both genres, Butler forges a direct connection between twenty-first century late
capitalist exploitation and the historical workings of African American slavery.
Whereas in Kindred the protagonist, Dana, travels back into a time of slavery,
here, slavery is channeled into the future. Thus, in her Parables series, Butler does
not recreate a verisimilitude of the past, but rather reveals how this long history of
slavery and oppression constitutes an integral part of the contemporary moment.

Olamina and her companions’ journey north in search of freedom is remi-
niscent of both the nineteenth-century underground railroad system of African
American slavery and the late twentieth-century northern migration of Latin
Americans into the U.S. Similar to the freedom the north symbolized for slaves
before, for immigrants also the north is coded as a utopia. In Parables, the
north—Oregon, Washington, Canada, and Alaska—is desired as a place “where
it still rains every year, and an uneducated person might still get a job that pays
in money instead of beans, water, potatoes, and maybe a floor to sleep on”
(Sower 177). Factories are located on the U.S.-Canadian border, and not the
U.S.-Mexican one. Olamina’s dreams of the north are compromised, however,
when she realizes that “with rivers of people flowing north, looking for work,
employers can take their pick, and pay what they feel like paying” (Sower 290).
Emery, Olamina’s traveling companion, elaborates:

I heard that just on this side of the Canada border there are a lot of factories. [...]
[Workers] don’t get paid much, so they get into debt. They get hurt or sick, too.
Their drinking water’s not clean and the factories are dangerous—full of poisons
and machines that crush or cut you. But people think they can make some cash and
then quit. (Sower 291)

Another companion, Bankole, chimes in: “The workers [...] breathe toxic
fumes or drink contaminated water or get caught in unshielded machinery [...]
They’re easy to replace—thousands of jobless for every job” (Sower 291). In
Butler’s world, such conditions consistent with the legacy of maquilladoras are
now referred to as “borderworks” (Sower 291). Here, Butler is able to critique
contemporary global conditions not only by temporally linking them to the past,
but also by spatially displacing them—indeed mapping them—ifrom the U.S.-
Mexican border on to the U.S.-Canadian border.

It is important to note that there are two distinct forms of slavery introduced
within the two novels. The first form, introduced in Sower and mentioned earlier is
“debt slavery.” Companies hire those who are steep in debt, and manage intricate
ways to further this debt, thus securing a legally exploitable labor pool. Under this
slave system, empathy is a weakness, as slave owners desire “sharers” because
they are easier to control, and they cannot defend themselves. The second form
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of slavery, which constitutes most of the plot of Tulents, involves the Church of
Christian America’s “reeducation facilities.” Prisoners are collared with devices
that force them to feel the pain inflicted upon them via remote control by their
captors. In Olamina’s world, empathy is not only an obstacle to human connec-
tions, it is a liability that provides predators with the ability to manipulate and
exploit “sharers” under different systems of slavery.

If “debt slavery” in Sower points to the waning of the welfare state in the face
of global capitalism, in 7alents, it is clear that the powers of the state, though
changed, live on. Talents opens with the political rise of Andrew Jarret, a Texas
senator and founder of the Church of Christian America. Christian America is a
radical fundamentalist group that has gained popularity with the growing popula-
tion of desperate citizens. Compared at different times to the KKK, Nazis, and
Crusaders, Christian American members often form vigilante groups to enact
their own versions of justice. They have been found responsible for the “beatings,
burnings, tarrings, and lynchings” of those they consider “witches” (Talents 28).
“Witches” can be anyone who is not them: “a Moslem, a Jew, a Hindu, a Bud-
dhist,” a member of any other non-Protestant religion, an atheist, or a cultist, a
“catchall term for anyone who fits into no other larger category, and yet doesn’t
quite match Jarret’s version of Christianity” (7alents 20-21). Jarret’s election
into presidential office legitimizes Christian America’s vision, and they begin
to terrorize citizens all over the nation.

The community of Acorn started by Olamina and her followers is comprised
of “you name it: Black, White, Latino, Asian, and any mixture at all” (7alents
47), and they vehemently reject Christianity. Acorn is the exception to the rule
in Northern California, where most small towns are nearly all white. Expectedly,
it is eventually attacked and taken over by Christian American Crusaders soon
after Jarret’s ascension to political office. It is transformed into a “reeducation
camp” (Talents 234) and its inhabitants (those who did not die in the attack) are
all collared with “electronic convict control devices” (Talents 90). They can cause
immense physical pain, yet leave no external marks. The collars are controlled
by the slavers, and they are also automatically triggered if their wearers wander
outside the facilities’ fences. Thus, technological advancements have ensured
that all those enslaved can now be forced to “feel,” echoing Olamina’s incom-
prehensibility “that some people think of sharing as an ability or a power—as
something desirable” (7alents 36). Empathy is revealed to be not a source of
personal and political empowerment or communal identity, but rather a means
of organized control and imprisonment.

The reeducation facility also serves as a detention center for squatters and
other criminals. Olamina meets David (“Day”’) Turner, a fellow enslaved who was
wrongfully arrested for a robbery and shooting at a Church of Christian America
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shelter.'3 Though he insisted that he and his friends are “free poor men,” “the
thieves were said to be Black, and Day and his friends were Black, so Day and
his friends were presumed guilty” (Talents 250). They are sentenced to serve as
indentured servants of Christian America. Such focus on the workings of slavery
in Camp Christian points to a crucial role of the state under late capitalism. It
shows that despite the demise of the welfare state and the dominant capitalist
influence of transnational conglomerates, the state has not “ended.” There is no
economic logic behind the reeducation camps, as prisoners work in the fields to
feed only those who reside on the camps (their slavers and themselves). They
do not produce any marketable commodities. Rather, the goal of the camp is
ideological: to “learn to be a servant of God and God’s true church and a loyal
citizen of the greatest country in the world” (Talents 251). Thus, Christian
America’s goals lie in a specific attempt to reform the national body into an
acceptable model of citizenship. The slavers’ official titles are “teachers,” and
the physical control they exert over their “students” is a means of securing their
eventual mental brainwashing. If debt slavery in Sower suggests the powers of
capitalism have eclipsed the role of the state, in Talents, it is revealed that such
workings of capitalism have only perpetuated what Linda Weiss refers to as “the
myth of the powerless state” (3). In fact, Talents shows that the role of the state is
alive and thriving. Butler’s emphasis on the pervasive role of state control marks
her dystopian vision distinct from other post-capitalist scenarios that assume the
eventual collapse of the state.

Butler’s imagination of the return of a slave system is thus not a simple
reenactment of African American slavery. Rather, Christian America’s ideology
expresses a new type of multicultural assimilation. In the beginning of 7alents,
Christian America’s slogan is described as: “Join us! Our doors are open to every
nationality, every race! Leave your sinful past behind, and become one of us.
Help us to make America great again” (Talents 21). In her work on the relation-
ship between race, capital, and the state, Lisa Lowe suggests that

in aracially differentiated nation such as the United States, capital and state imperatives
may be contradictory: capital, with its supposed needs for “abstract labor,” is said by
Marx to be unconcerned by the “origins” of its labor force, whereas the nation-state,
with its need for “abstract citizens” formed by a unified culture to participate in the
political sphere, is precisely concerned to maintain a national citizenry bound by race,
language, and culture. (13)

Post-Civil War U.S. nation-building was premised upon the idea of assimila-
tion of white Europeans that necessitated the exclusion of non-whites. This model
of state exclusion of non-whites changed to one of inclusion after the Civil Rights
movement, the moment capitalism became flexible and transnational. The late
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capitalist state understands well the potential surplus value of including racialized
bodies, not excluding them. Christian America’s program of global recruitment
offers yet another understanding of nation-building on the part of the state, one
that seeks to “assimilate” via coercion and force. Though Butler suggests that
the welfare state has collapsed, the state, as a legal institution to protect those
in power, continues to exist.

Literary Possibilities: Science Fiction and Racial Formation

Deploying traditional themes and devices of science fiction into new con-
texts 1s what Butler does best. In Kindred, she introduces time travel to thrust
an interracial couple living in Los Angeles in the 1970s straight into American
slavery and its systemic atrocities. In “Bloodchild,” she deploys an alien/human
symbiotic relationship in which an alien impregnates a human male for reproduc-
tive purposes, less to explore the possibilities of interspecies relations and more
so in order to estrange readers from the everyday reality of female reproduction
and childbirth.'* In Parables, she is able to reveal that a failed U.S. nation is
actually indicative of capitalism’s success, through familiar science fiction nar-
rative devices that reposition and recode the racialized body.

In his critique of the Marxist tradition, historian David Roediger notes that
the “point that race is created wholly ideologically and historically, while class
is not wholly so created, has often been boiled down to the notion that class (or
‘the economic’) is more real, more fundamental, more basic or more important
than race” (7). Roediger stresses the importance of understanding both race as a
social formation that cannot be conflated with class, and class as a category of
identity as much as it is a social structure. In Parables, Butler attempts to refocus
this privileging of class over race. If Sower is the story of the demise of the U.S.
nation and the welfare state that is a direct result of late capitalism’s success,
Talents warns that the state is far from impotent. Particularly in 7alents, Butler
traces the ways in which post-structuralist understandings of race and identity
as flexible and malleable may be used against racialized groups. Instead of sup-
posed biological definitions of racial difference serving as the justification for
segregation, exclusion, and/or extermination, such acts of the state are now car-
ried out under the banner of “culture” and “difference,” as race has been proven
to no longer be a stable, scientific category. Talents thus stresses that class is
not the only form of dominance, and provides examples of oppression that are
driven by concerns that cannot be reduced to the economic. Put in a different
way, Butler’s works express what Ernesto Laclau refers to as ““a non-economistic
understanding of the economy,” one that understands that “[t]he functioning of
the economy itself is a political functioning, and cannot be understood in terms
of a single logic [of economics]” (Laclau 92).
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Butler’s speculation on the future workings of race, capitalism, and slavery are
predicated on the fact that race is no longer a biological category. Yet, instead of
merely celebrating this delinking of race from an embodied essence, she explores
the ways in which it may lead to new forms of appropriation and exploitation.
Parables critically imagines how the malleable category of race will continue
to change in the future. Butler’s peculiar deployment of science fiction devices
onto the realist landscape of California is one instance of the power of science
fiction in extrapolating, and warning against, the dangers of state and capitalist
hegemonic rule.

Samuel Delany stresses that the distinction between “science fiction” and
“literature” (what he refers to as “mundane fiction”) can be made through the
act of reading (103). As an example, he gives the following sentence: “Then her
world exploded” (103). Read within mundane fiction, he points out, this sen-
tence functions as a metaphor. Within science fiction, however, it can also easily
connote that a planet, belonging to a woman, has been destroyed. It is through
this tension, between reading science fiction and reading mundane fiction, that
Butler expresses her aesthetics and her politics. She simultaneously situates
the recognizable science fiction themes of “walls” and “empathy” within both
a science fiction world of impossibility and a contemporary reality. As Delany
writes, because “[i]n science fiction the world of the story is not a given, [...]
[w]ith each sentence we have to ask what in the world of the tale would have to
be different from our world for such a sentence to be uttered—and thus, as the
sentences build up, we build up a world in specific dialogue, in a specific ten-
sion, with our present concept of the real” (104). Thus, when read as mundane
fiction through the lens of science fiction (and vice versa), Parable of the Sower
and Parable of the Talents reveal a historical shift in the workings of race and
racism, from a definition rooted in biology and blood to one now considered
closer to culture and heritage. Read together, they suggest that by incorporating
a racial politics, the political contours of science fiction can be reshaped so that
alternative stories of capitalist exploitation can be revealed.

Notes

I thank my colleagues Christina Lux and Laura Selph, as well as the anonymous reviewer,
for their thoughtful and helpful criticisms on earlier versions of this essay. Research sup-
port was provided by the University of Manitoba’s University Research Grants Program.
1. The assumed whiteness of the larger second-wave feminist movement in which these
writers participated was also evident in their fiction, which often lacked an under-
standing of the intersectionality between race and gender. According to Michelle
Green, even when writers such as Piercy and Le Guin attempted to represent racial
differences, they were generally only “skin deep” and superficial, not structural

or materialist (168). For further discussions of Butler’s intervention in the (white)
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feminist science fiction tradition, see Raffaella Baccolini’s “Gender and Genre,”
Frances Smith Foster’s “Octavia Butler’s Black Female Future Fiction,” and Ruth
Salvaggio’s “Octavia Butler and the Black Science-Fiction Heroine.” For contempo-
rary resonances of this claim, see Jim Miller’s “Post-Apocalyptic Hoping” and Hoda
Zaki’s “Utopia, Dystopia, and Ideology in the Science Fiction of Octavia Butler.”

. For a Foucauldian reading of Parables and Butler’s vampire novel Fledgling (2005)

that focuses on both institutional and interpersonal power relations (yet does not
address race/racism), see Lauren Lacey’s “Coping with Power.”

. Of course, it would be reductionist to suggest that Butler, who holds the problem-

atic title of “science fiction’s most prolific [...] African American feminist writer”
(Helford 259), must always and only write about race. Patricia Melzer writes that
“[bly insisting on the presence of people of color in her narrative as normal, not
exceptional, Butler also implicitly rejects the tokenism that categorizes her work
primarily in terms of her identity as African American” (41). Though sympathetic to
Melzer’s claims, I insist upon a reading of Parables through a lens of racial politics,
not because Butler must only write about race, but because race and racism are crucial
components to the novels’ dystopian vision of the United States.

. Elsewhere, speaking specifically of science fiction and the politics of genre, Jameson

argues that genres, in the larger trajectory of literary history, should now be regarded
as “categories of literary analysis” and not “practical recipes” as they were seen in
the past (“Towards™ 323). He argues for the continued importance of genre studies,
stating that “we need the specification of the individual ‘genres’ today more than
ever, not in order to drop specimens into the box bearing those labels, but rather to
map our coordinates on the basis of those fixed stars and to triangulate this specific
given textual movement” (“Towards” 322).

. Ideliberately refer to the 1992 civil unrest following the acquittal of the police officers

charged with the beating of Rodney King as an “uprising,” not a “riot.” Whereas the
latter connotes irrationality, spontaneity, and illegality, the former suggests a sense
of communal action and historical, political dissatisfaction. For a further discussion
on the differences between “uprising,” “riot,” and “insurrection,” see Kimberlé
Crenshaw and Gary Peller’s “Reel Time/Reel Justice” and Elaine Kim’s “Home Is
Where the Han 1s.”

. For a more general discussion of the “archetypal and mythic resonance” of walls

(as well as fire, flight, dreams, water, and land) in Parable of the Sower (241), with
brief allusions to the social phenomenon of gated communities, see Sandra Govan’s
“The Parable of the Sower as Rendered by Octavia Butler.”

. Moylan roughly historicizes dystopian literature into three waves during the twen-

tieth century, according to the shifting modes of capitalism and its relationship to
the state. First, the seeds of the dystopian genre can be located within the onset of
early twentieth-century capitalism, identified by imperialist expansion and nation-
building. Second, the genre is revived in the 1940s and 1950s in order to express
capitalism’s relationship to anti-communism, as well as the anxieties surrounding
the potentials of nuclear apocalypse. The third and most recent wave of dystopian
literature, including Parables, flourishes during the Reaganism/Thatcherism of the
1980s and 1990s.
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Interestingly, Olamina stops bleeding through the skin when she reaches puberty
and starts to menstruate (Sower 10), though her hyperempathy persists. This link
between her hyperempathy and menstruation deserves further analysis, particularly
when Parables is read as a feminist coming-of-age story.

. For areading of Parable of the Sower within and against a larger African American

literary tradition, particularly with an emphasis on the politics of spatial represen-
tation, see Madhu Dubey’s “Folk and Urban Communities in African-American
Women’s Fiction.” For a reading of Sower specifically as an African American
neo-slave narrative, see Govan’s “The Parable of the Sower as Rendered by Octavia
Butler.” Govan tentatively suggests a “canon shifting,” an “uprooting” of Parable of
the Sower “from its science fictional base (where it clearly has a home), in order to
transplant it to the African-American literary canon (where it can also comfortably
reside)” (253). In contrast, my reading suggests the necessity of reading it within a
science fiction tradition so that certain generic strategies can be discerned, precisely
in order to connect it to the African American literary tradition of slave narratives.

Both Bukatman and Spinrad note the importance of Blade Runner, Ridley Scott’s
1982 film adapted from Dick’s novel, in popularizing this theme of empathy in its
questioning of the definition of the human. Much of Blade Runner’s perseverance
is indebted to this question of who or what is human, with a wide range of cultural
critics (including Slavoj Zizek, Kaja Silverman, David Harvey, and Catherine Liu)
having tackled the film precisely on these terms.

Jerry Phillips argues that Parable of the Sower “must be read in the light of the cen-
tral problematic of modernity” (308). Specifically, the book suggests that “ultimate
human catastrophe [genocide] is a latent tendency within our socioeconomic order”
(Phillips 306).

According to Bukatman, Electric Sheep critiques a similar line of thought. Dick
explores less so whether the androids are human, and more so the ways in which
humans act in inhuman ways. Yet, Dick still privileges the empathy of humans by
articulating its loss. In contrast, Butler focuses on the ways in which human empathy
will be exploited in the future to further divide humans.

Day Turner fulfills his namesake (Nat Turner) by plotting a slave revolt.

Butler has stated in an interview that her male readers tend to read “Bloodchild” as
“a horrible case of slavery,” whereas women regard it as a story about “cesareans,
big deal” (Kenan 498).
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