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ABSTRACT: Octavia Butler revolutionized the SF genre by providing a perspective acutely aware of 

the complexity imbedded in the intersection between gender and race. She voiced the voiceless, while she was 

creating numerous alternative future, present, and past scenarios. Parable of the Sower (1993) and its companion 

piece Parable of the Talents (1998) stand among her greatest achievements as novels that ponder ecological 

concerns before they were discussed on a wider world scale. The aforementioned, being set in the beginning of 

the 2020s, it allows for a comparative reading that evaluates its prescience. The following paper examines the 

connection between age and community situated in a certain place or existing on-the-go. The youngest members 

of the community under danger play a decisive role in the survival of said spaces. Their nurture or the lack of it 

reveals core tenets of African American culture and belief system. In addition, the dystopian genre is allotted 

consideration in view of definition, canonicity, and origin. Butler’s unfinished trilogy supplies another page to the 

ongoing debate on pressing ecological calamities.  
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Octavia Butler is one of the few African American women writers to have managed to establish 

themselves both in the SF field and in the established canon of American literature. Kindred (1979), her 

take on the neo-slave genre, was universally praised upon its publication and still holds the attention of 

students, critics and ordinary readers. Early in her life, Butler realized that SF and F might be used to 

escape oppressive realities and worlds. She was a reserved and introverted child that had a hard time 

fitting in – at school and at home. Writing seemed like the only available savior in sight; she realized 

early on that she needed to persevere and persist more than the average everyman, if she wanted to 

succeed in her chosen profession and to make a name for herself in the specific sf world. She professes, 

“In all my thirteen years, I had never read a printed word that I knew to have been written by a Black 

person” (Butler, 2005, p. 127) and further adds that when she established herself around the 1980s-90s 

only other three black authors (Samuel R. Delaney, Steven Barnes and Charles R. Saunders) could earn 

their living producing SF. Butler advanced and prospered against all odds similar to the many black 

heroines in her oeuvre. She expanded the boundaries of the genre that for many seems to be associated 

with a few popular movie and video productions. She issued Afrofuturistic works before the term was 

even coined.  
Butler began writing Parable of the Sower at the beginning of the 1990s and envisioned it as 

the first book in a trilogy – she never succeeded in completing her original project due to her later 

writer’s block and untimely passing. Although unfinished, the Parable books became her most well-

known and appreciated works together with Kindred. Parable of the Sower traces Lauren Olamina’s 

quest for survival, while she moves from to one location to the next (on the path from Robledo to Acorn) 

always keeping a look back at the destruction that follows one step behind her. Of interest to the current 

exploration are the changes that occur when the main character becomes part of different communities 
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and, more generally, how people in this dystopian world find a place of belonging. Special focus shall 

be placed on the existence and importance of children in Parable and how their survival intersects with 

the idea of home. In the present day, the novels in the series attain a higher level of prescience as we 

reach 2024, the year the story begins. Her fictional future has largely become the contemporary reality: 

resources are depleting, climate change is fast approaching and people feel more isolated than ever. 
There are different opinions about the time the dystopian genre formed and found a definition1. 

As a genre that branched out of utopia and is in many ways considered to be opposed to it, it seems to 

represent possible futures that include an oppressive system or environment which may be used to 

evaluate the mistakes of the author or audience’s current society and world. “Dystopia’s foremost truth 

lies in its ability to reflect upon the causes of social and ecological evils as systemic. Its very textual 

machinery invited the creation of alternative worlds in which the historical spacetime of the author can 

be re-presented in a way that foregrounds the articulation of its economic, political, and cultural 

dimensions” (Moylan, 2002, p. xii). With the increase of ecological concerns in the 1990s-2000s, many 

authors gave them precedence in their works over political issues. Many earlier dystopia present 

oppressive and delimiting political systems that stifle individual self-expression, shackle bodies and 

overall aim to control body and mind, while later examples, the Parable books included (when Octavia 

Butler created her novels, climate change was not a very familiar topic in the critical and popular mind) 

tackle climate change and general unpreparedness for future changes2. In terms of its inception while 

many critics agree that the events that transpired in the 20th c. (world wars, new technologies, terrorist 

attacks, and economic recessions) no doubt led to the proliferation of the genre and to its most famous 

examples, some believe that it began significantly earlier than that. According to M. Keith Booker3:  
A certain turn toward pessimism in modern culture really starts not at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century but at the end of the nineteenth, when an even deeper economic 

depression had bedeviled the capitalist economies of western Europe for some time and colonial 

misadventures such as the Boer War had contributed to an overall sense of crisis, perhaps most 

clearly embodied in the turn-of-the-century notion of degeneration: the theory that, far from 

moving inexorably forward in its social and biological evolution, the human race could quite 

possibly move backward toward savagery (Booker, 2013, p. 2).  
The period under discussion for Booker naturally fuses with the future anxieties of literary and cultural 

modernism. It seems then that the formulation of the genre was a process, rather than a static happening 

in time. Even though he situates the genre at the end of the 19th c., clear well-defined examples are 

scarce and most critical companion nowadays evaluate dystopian texts published after WWI. The 20th 

c. saw a great diversification of the genre and the first novels written by female authors further stretched 

the definition of dystopia.  
 Utopian narratives, as an older form of writing, are supplied with a longer history of criticism 

and have clearly defined lines. Women’s ventures into utopian writing have been well-documented4 

and traced back to the publication of Mary E. Bradley Lane’s Mizora (1880) and Charlotte Perkins 

Gilman’s Herland (1915) through the efforts of a number of scholars. In an article from the 1980s, 

Daphne Patai explains her painstaking work at compiling and organizing this unspoken tradition. 

“Slowly I compiled a bibliography of about seventy-five British and American utopias by women, most 

of them from the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries […] Within about a year my bibliography has 

grown to 150 items, and it is still constantly increasing due to rapid production of utopias (especially 

feminist ones) today” (Patai 1983, pp. 148-9). What this study shows is the constant development and 

 
1 See Baccolini, Raffaela and Tom Moylan, editors. Dark Horizons: Science Fiction and the Dystopian 

Imagination. Routledge, 2003. 
2 The development of Margaret Atwood’s interests points at this shift – The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), her take on 

totalitarian regimes appears in the middle of the 1980s, while her MaddAddam trilogy, produced in the 2000s, is 

focused on environmental deterioration and biological catastrophes.  
3 Tom Moylan probably shares a similar sentiment as he starts his examination of dystopias with a 1909 short 

story by E. M. Forster (“The Machine Stops”) before commenting on canonical works by George Orwell, Yevgeny 

Zamyatin and Aldous Huxley in his Scraps of the Untainted Sky: Science Fiction, Utopia, Dystopia (2002). 
4 For more see Wilson, Sharon R., editor. Women’s Utopian and Dystopian Fiction. Cambridge Scholars 

Publishing, 2013.; Roberts, Robin. A New Species: Gender and Science in Science Fiction. University of Illinois 

Press, 1993. 
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proliferation of utopias produced by female writers as well as the stability achieved by the genre through 

numerous examples. Consequently, many SF critics of the 1990s read the Parable books in view of the 

connection utopia-dystopia-anti-utopia and a comparison between the utopian tradition and Butler’s 

writing5. The author herself was not interested in publishing utopias. In an interview with Scott Simon, 

she elaborated on it: “I think the problem with utopian literature is that in literature, there needs to be 

conflict, and in utopia, there shouldn’t be. I don’t think human beings can live without some sort of 

conflict. Not that we enjoy it particularly, but I think it is inevitable” (Butler, 2010, pp. 190-1). Ideal 

societies do not exist because humanity is imperfect. Having said this, she did complete one utopian 

short story, “The Book of Martha” (2003). Martha, an ordinary black woman, is chosen by God to enact 

changes that would better humanity. In the process, she learns more about herself and individuality 

rather than come to a general solution to the problems of the world. In the afterword Butler explains “I 

don’t like most utopia stories because I don’t believe them for a moment. It seems inevitable that my 

utopia would be someone else’s hell” (Butler, 2005, p. 214). She still sounds unsure of the potential of 

such stories owing to her belief in human imperfection, but is hopeful that people can create utopias for 

themselves individually in their dreams. Skepticism and hopefulness become leading forces in her 

characters’ struggles in the Parable series. 
We find Lauren Olamina in Robledo, one of the few almost self-sufficient isolated communities 

in a barbaric future in Los Angeles, at the beginning of the novel. As a preacher’s daughter, she is 

acutely aware of spiritual troubles, doubt and new remedies. The place itself is quite distant from a safe 

haven or to the way, Philip Page describes a popular version of the African American community. 

According to him, strands connect black people to each other and to objects. “The strands are made up 

of people’s relationships to each other, the words they exchange, the activities they share, and their 

thoughts about each other. Collectively, the tangled threads of these infinitely connecting strands create 

an unusually powerful intersubjective web that characterizes African-American culture” and 

communities in general (Page, 1999, pp. 4-5). People intersect through their shared activities, issues, 

conversations and shared mentality and care. In Robledo inhabitants are familiar with each other but 

they do not seem to attempt to achieve some togetherness. This deficiency in care, nurture and 

communication becomes evident when we consider the events that take place in the walled settlement 

– almost exclusively destructive and death-related – suicide, arson, murder, theft, disappearances and 

disintegration. “Mrs. Sims shot herself today—or rather, she shot herself a few days ago, and Cory and 

Dad found her today” (Butler, 2019, p. 21). The fact that nobody knew Mrs. Sims had been dead and 

gone for a number of days is indicative of the closeness that exists in this community. Lauren is 

disturbed by Mrs. Sims’s death and that further crystalizes her definition of Earthseed but this transpires 

only after the fact. The reason she killed herself is obvious to all but nothing was enacted communally. 

Several tragedies struck her at once – she is robbed and raped, her son and his family die in an intentional 

fire. Even though the community supplies her with material possessions so she could survive the 

hardship, they never attempt to reach her on a psychological level. People help each other, but they do 

it out of necessity rather than as a result of shared burdens and a need for connection. As Peter Stillman 

suggests, “Although he [Olamina’s father] is thoughtful and pragmatic, he cannot meld his neighbors 

into an effective, mutually-supportive community with common purposes and the ability to generate or 

mete out charity or justice. Membership in the community is determined by property-ownership” 

(Stillman, 2003, p. 19). The wall is what attracts members in this encampment and not the possibility 

of a supportive group – it points to a more general alienation pervading the landscape. When the 

opportunity to go to Olivar arises, many do not second-guess themselves and immediately sign up. Their 

readiness to leave Robledo behind is one more indicator of its disjointed nature. In Joanne’s words, 

“What else is there for me—for anyone. It’s all going to hell here. You know it is.” (Butler, 2019, p. 

119).  
Possibly the greatest metaphor for the state of the settlement is the life and fate of Amy Dunn, 

a three-year-old child that meets a premature death. “No one cares about her. Her family feeds her and, 

 
5 For more see Green, Michelle E. “There Goes the Neighborhood:” Octavia Butler’s Demand for Diversity in 

Utopias.” Utopian and Science Fiction by Women: Worlds of Difference, edited by Jane L. Donawerth and Carol 

A. Kolmertenpp, Syracuse University Press, 1994, pp. 166-189.; Lefanu, Sarah. In The Chinks of the World 

Machine: Feminism and Science Fiction. The Women’s Press, 1988.; Zaki, Hoda M. “Utopia, Dystopia, and 

Ideology in the Science Fiction of Octavia Butler.” Science Fiction Studies, vol. 17, no. 2, 1990, pp. 239-251. 
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now and then, cleans her up, but they don’t love her or even like her” (Butler, 2019, p. 30). Born out of 

an aggressive incestuous relationship, she is the ultimate outcast. Nobody takes care of her, nor 

supervises her. Her life is similar to the one of an animal released in the wild environment and left to 

adapt and survive on its own. The first sign of trouble appears when Amy starts a fire, which is 

suggestive of the boundaries and education she is taught and prescribed. Amy is the first in line of young 

characters that need to adapt to adult mentality and survival tactics. In general, children infiltrate the 

narrative; they appear in different capacities but are almost always important when questions related to 

the community are discussed. Patricia Melzer is one of the first scholars to notice their significance. 

She believes that “children represent the treasure of the community, the foundation of any future and 

shared identity as a group passed down from generation to generation” (Melzer, 2002, p. 42). For her, 

children are synonymous with future and survival. This argument might be taken a bit further by 

suggesting that children mirror the communities they inhabit and prove that nurture and care are 

instrumental to the continuation of the human race. Amy’s dead – “three years old, unloved, and dead” 

(Butler, 2019, p. 44) – foreshadows the end of Robledo as a makeshift community. Its inhabitants’ 

inability to nurture their young and each other in the process eventually leads to their demise. In the 

beginning of the 21st century, a group of feminist writers became interested in the position of the child 

in theory and practice. They started compiling data and have now managed to carve out for themselves 

a formidable niche in feminist theory. Claudia Castañeda, one of their main proponents, writes 

extensively about the creation of the child as a figure on which a number of discourses have attached 

themselves. According to her, “each figuration of the child […] also brings a particular version of the 

world into being […] [figurations] are the effect of a specific configuration of knowledges, practice, 

and power” (Castañeda, 2002, p. 4). The way the child figure appears in the environment not only 

informs us about the coming-of-age period but also about the construction of reality and the surrounding 

world. Amy’s murder, on the one hand, shows that no one is safe even inside the walls of the 

community, stray bullets or the one who issue them are one step away and would be able to trespass 

when the opportunity presents itself. On the other hand, it suggests that the community is weakened and 

vulnerable when individual interests surpass communal bonds. Disappearance of nurture and care surely 

lead to even more destructive actions and thoughts. 
 Lauren’s brother Keith represents a different example of the same issue. He is younger than 

Lauren and still not eligible to carry a weapon or practice to defend himself with it. His resentment 

toward the authoritative figure of their father pushes him toward an escape from Robledo into a section 

of Los Angeles that is fraught with danger and unfamiliar dark alleys. He survives on the outside 

because he knows how to read and write – language is an expensive commodity in Butler’s dystopias 

(e.g. her short story “Speech Sounds”). His frequent escapades and life on the run in time lead to his 

death. “His body was dumped across town from here in front of a burned-out old building that was once 

a nursing home. It was dumped on the broken concrete and abandoned several hours after Keith died. 

[…] someone wanted it to be found, wanted it to be recognized” (Butler, 2019, p. 106). Keith’s passing 

is the final breaking point in an already deteriorating environment. The family never recovers from the 

loss of one of its members not only because it is a traumatic event but also because the steps that lead 

to it involve internal conflict and division. This second instance of a child dying further proves that 

there is not a place or a home in the world where one can survive on their own without the help of 

others. While Amy has to go through it inside the walls of their settlement, Keith attempts it on the 

outside where the odds are even lower. To beat the odds he has to transgress different boundaries, 

including killing a person for the sake of moving forward. “What was I supposed to do? Wait for God 

to come and give me some money?” (Butler, 2019, p. 103). Keith appears to be alone against the world; 

family, spirituality, society and community would not help, so he resorts to murder and does not feel 

remorse in the aftermath. While Lauren is hyper-empathetic, Keith is devoid of even the more basic 

manifestation of empathy. In most readings of the novel Keith is analyzed as a character that exists so 

he can act as a direct opposition to Lauren’s philosophy and goals (even though she also kills people, 

her motives seem more sound and humane); he is mostly viewed in a negative light. Some even go as 

far as to say that “Keith’s choices were a threat not just to human life but of the world around him” 

(Sneed, 2020, pp. 193-4). Such a negative perception fails to ask or answer some interesting questions 

about him and his family. If were Lauren and Keith were raised in the same environment with similar 

values, what created this great contrast in the fulfillment of their comparable desires (Lauren is also 
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preparing to leave Robledo at some point)? Different allotment of nurture and care might be one of the 

reasons. When Keith starts expressing preference for adult activities, his father constantly shoots him 

down, instead of having a more elaborate conversation about actions and repercussions. The Reverend’s 

greatest mistake is to choose violence over language. “Keith wouldn’t say where he’d been or how he’d 

gotten the new things, so Dad beat him bloody” (Butler, 2019, p. 92). Lack of communication and trust 

destroys the Olamina family and the community in general. The way the Reverend treats his children 

is indicative of the way he leads his community and may be one of the reasons Robledo never works 

out.  
When Robledo falls, Lauren’s family is annihilated and she needs to fend for herself on her 

own. Along the Los Angeles highways she gather a multicultural group of people that she tempts with 

the promise of change through her new religion of Earthseed and with her compassionate and giving 

character. Although they face many difficulties and lose members along the way, they succeed in 

regrouping and persevering on their dangerous quest. Madhu Dubey sees this community as a better 

representation of the urban environment and change; she finds Acorn puzzling as the endgame of the 

novel because it replicates the usual trope of returning to an agrarian South to find a home. “The journey 

section that constitutes the bulk of the novel presents community as process rather than settlement” 

(Dubey, 1999, p. 112). What is true about this community on-the-go is that it shows a greater awareness 

of children’s needs and it is more interested in their well-being and survival, while being more inclusive 

in terms of gender, race, class and age. They shelter an orphan boy and are ready to give their lives 

collectively to save children (e.g. Jill’s case). Justin, as a character, parallels Amy’s existence. He was 

not abandoned willingly but is still left outside the walls of secure communities to find a way to continue 

forward. If Lauren’s group had not found him, he would most probably have been killed. When the 

child attaches itself to Allie, it is revealed that she had a little boy, who died violently at the hand of 

Allie’s father. In a prophetic way, Lauren says to Jill, “They do seem to be adopting each other, though,” 

I said. “And taking care of other people can be a good cure for nightmares like yours and maybe hers” 

(Butler, 2019, pp. 241-2). Caring for another human being seems to alleviate suffering and offer 

alternative methods of belonging. Being together and nurturing each other people have a better chance 

to overcome difficulties even in a dystopian world. Another interesting aspect to the community on-

the-go is that it does not draw clear binary lines. Mothering and nurture are not reserved only for 

biological mothers, but can be taken up by adoptive parents and father figures (as it happens in Grayson 

Mora’s case). Butler represents an antipode to this expression of care through the violent youngish pyro 

gangs and the cannibalistic children the group encounters on their journey to show what happens when 

the outside world overtakes young people. 
Many critics are not very hopeful of the potential community that these people would form on 

a new secluded farm and view it as one more example of Robledo and the inability to fix global 

problems. “A clear indication of this is the circular structure of Parable of the Sower, which begins in 

Robledo and ends in the founding of the Acorn, the new settlement of the people of Earthseed, which 

in both architecture and ideology is entirely congruent with Robledo” (Nilges, 2009, p. 1339). Yet the 

people that would form Acorn are not equitable to the ones populating Robledo. Having experienced 

the outside world in its most recent manifestation of intense violence, they have greater incentive to 

stay together and form a community that transcends the ownership of property. It can be argued that 

their adoption of care and nurture for other people may make them feel as if they belong to someone or 

somewhere again in a long time. When Lauren tries to convince the group to remain in Acorn, she tells 

them: “It will be hard to live here, but if we work together, and if we’re careful, it should be possible. 

We can build a community here” (Butler, 2019, p. 303). They are not only settling, but also trying to 

create something that will last and withstand outside invasions. While the discussion continues, Lauren 

ponders over motives and decisions, she concludes, “children were the keys to most of the adults 

present” (Butler, 2019, p. 304). Children are the ones, whose survival matters the most to the makeshift 

community, so putting up roots depends on their safe existence in a given place. It can be argued that 

the Earthseed community has a better chance for survival because its people, though unable to remedy 

climate change or the political state of confusion, have found a course of action that removes them from 

their solitary alienation and egotistic pursuits.  
Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower remains one of her most popular novels. The events of 

the book, which take place in the period 2024-2027, foreshadow many emotions and changes that people 
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experience nowadays making the narrative very prescient and prophetic in the time it was published. 

The novel touches upon ecological concerns that did not attract extensive attention in the 1980s-1990s, 

however they are currently one of the leading topics. Her dystopian future not only enriches the genre, 

but also reimagines some of the key tenets of the African American existence. The present paper 

attempted to provide a contemporary reading of the novel that looks at the different communities in the 

novel and evaluates their ability to provide togetherness and belonging. The main argument of 

examination is that the care and nurture of children is indicative of the world and the communities they 

inhabit. The novel ends on a hopeful note giving precedence to the preservation of the child as a 

metaphorical and literal figuration. 
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