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Transcript 
 
Alexander: I'm joined now by Stephanie Chrismon. Hello, Stephanie, how are you doing? 

Thanks so much for speaking with me.  
 
S. Chrismon: Thank you. How are you? 
 
Alexander: I'm well, um, I'd like to begin with a question for listeners who might not know all 

that much about Afrofuturism. What does Afrofuturism mean for you? Can you 
describe you know, your own involvement with this tradition as well?  

 
S. Chrismon: Sure. So thank you, first of all, for inviting me to do this interview, I'm really 

excited to talk about futurism is one of the things that I am deeply invested in my 
own writing, but just in general, in terms of my love and fascination for fiction. 
To give you a little bit of a brief of why I got interested in Afrofuturism, my 
former partner and I were in the house together, and I was annoying her. And she 
gave me a book and told me to sit down and read it. And it was Kindred by 
Octavia Butler. And I ended up spending the next 10 hours reading the book, not 
really moving, not doing much. She ended up cleaning the house by herself, but 
by the end of that I was like, this is exactly what I'm interested in writing about 
these are the type of characters that I'm interested in. This is the type of, these are 
the types of worlds that I'm interested in building. And I wonder why I've never 
seen this before. And really in kind of doing some exploration around 
Afrofuturism, and like where it began and all of those kinds of things really made 
me realize, and really kind of do a lot of reflection on the types of fiction that I 
was reading before, both literary fiction and science fiction and other types of 
fiction, was that where are the Black and brown bodies in these pieces? And when 
they do exist, why are they only on the periphery, or use as fodder for, you know, 
primarily a white male character, revelation in whatever that character needed to 
be needed to be revealed to them? I think that, for me, Afrofuturism allows Black 
people to see themselves in a future in ways that have often been denied us. When 
I think about, you know, the golden age of science fiction, I noted that, wow, 
where are we, you know, not even where Black and brown bodies are, but where 
women when they are not just foils for usually a white male protagonist, but 
where are disabled bodies where are indigenous bodies where are, where is 
everyone else? What happened to us? And then it made me wonder, is this the 
utopian society that, you know, writers are writing about? And does that mean 
that erasing the other as compared to white male ideology is the erasure, like the 
world would be great if everyone else was erased? Is that the way that futurism is 
supposed to work? And so that really got me digging deep into what, what I think 
is really important about writing Afrofuturist texts, and really researching it. And 
I think N.K. Jemisin said it best in her new kind of intro to the re-release to the 
Parable series, was that there's a radicalism in envisioning a future while being 
Black and a woman and American. I mean, those things seem to be very, 
especially being Black and a woman and being an American, seem to be kind of 



 

 

at odds with each other, especially as we're looking at 2020. And even earlier, but 
with 2020 being on with us, you know, with that being on our heels, we definitely 
have to sit back and say, Whoa, oh, so yeah, that's where I began, a lot of, you 
know, the work that I'm interested in. And the funny thing about it is, I've always 
been an Afrofuturist, I've always been interested in that kind of stuff. When I 
would be listening to Parliament-Funkadelic, or, you know, Sun Ra and all of 
those different folks, because I was getting that music for my dad, who was a DJ, 
in the late 70s, early 80s. And I was listening to all their music, looking at the 
artwork, you know, exploring all of those types of ideas before it even became, 
before it became a word in my own vocabulary, right. So that's where I start from 
when it comes to Afrofuturism.  

 
Alexander: Yeah, and I think to your point, yeah, if only white males, white protagonists are 

in these narratives, then there is a sense in which, you know, that's the only sort of 
ethic that were, that were produced, or the only kind of future that we're 
producing for ourselves. And to my mind, like, I think that that's one of the 
critical distinctions between Afrofuturism and this kind of, like average futurism 
and like many sets of quotation marks because I'm terrifically suspicious of it. But 
I wonder with it with the golden age of science fiction, for instance, where some 
of the other differences might lie. For listeners that aren't that familiar with the 
golden age of science fiction, it was sort of an early period in American science 
fiction, I want to say like from the end of the Second World War until like the mid 
1960s. And it was characterized by this worship of progress, technological 
progress, this kind of, I like to call it a technological millenarianism. Because 
there is this strange, almost quasi-religious fascination with this, with this kind of 
progress. But I think the question at least one of the questions I would ask is, you 
know, for whom is that progress? And what does that actually look like in the real 
world? So as I say, you know, where do those differences lie between 
Afrofuturism and sort of average futurism for you?  

 
Stephanie: Yeah, I think, probably one of the things that I think is really what you just 

pointed out was like this worship of technology, I don't think there's necessarily a 
worship of technology, but more of an acknowledgement that technology and 
change will come. Like, and that, because Black and brown bodies are used to 
change, consistent change, constant change, constant change in a sense of, you 
know, being worthy or not being worthy. And it could happen within an hour, 
right? So there's this understanding that technology and the acknowledgement of 
technology is going to be there, right? And that we're survivors as a people, and 
how will we use scientific and technology, technological process to like, push 
Black identity forward, right? And how do we incorporate technology into our 
lives so that it enhances our lives? And how do we work? But then also, on the 
other side of that, how do we work to dismantle technology that we fear that has 
preyed on us in our culture, right? So we think about, you know, hyper 
surveillance of Black communities, which was, at one point considered to be a 
conspiracy theory, and then was revealed to not be conspiracy when we think 
about Cointelpro. Right? Here, you have a group of people who are saying we're 



 

 

being surveilled, we're being infiltrated and people, and the majority of folks are 
saying no, including some Black bodies, right? So mostly white voices but some 
Black and brown folks. And then it's revealed years later that, no, actually you 
were being infiltrated, and you were being hyper surveilled, right? You think 
about something like the Tuskegee experiment, which, by all intents and 
purposes, you know, served a purpose of understanding syphilis, and yet you have 
hundreds of families being destroyed, because rather than help them, they infected 
them and watched them decay, right. And so here's the technology, technological 
advancement of vaccines. And yet, here is a group of Black folks who used to, 
being used as experiments, right, and that has been seen throughout history, 
especially within the Americas, around Black and brown bodies. So I think that 
when we think about Afrofuturism, really, the main work is around 
acknowledgement of technology, and that, of course, change is going to come, of 
course change is going to come, that's just the way that reality is. But then how do 
we balance change with technological advancement? And how do we make it 
work for the betterment of us versus, you know, in this fight against that kind of 
the ways in which technology can and has harmed us based on the context of the 
history, right?  

 
Alexander: Yeah. And I think one of the things that you've just gestured towards at the end, is 

this kind of, I think what you call elsewhere as a sort of time travel Afrofuturism 
is, because it seems to me that it's very much concerned with envisioning futures, 
but I think it does so in, I suppose that that part's obvious, but it does so, I think 
drawing on these live the lived experience of Black and brown folks, and it does 
this in a way that, you know, actually acknowledges history rather than sort of, 
you know, tossing it out the window. And I think the weird way that average 
futurism tends to do or just envisions, like, you know, this weird, like, sort of 
stripping away of everything that's recognizable and replacing it with some kind 
of utopia. So as I say, there's this kind of time travel here, as you've as you've 
pointed out, because Afrofuturist works, at least in my mind, are sort of situated 
this intersection of, of ancient African traditions of these, you know, this 
historical and contemporary manifestations of Black identity, and technological 
innovation as you just gesture towards. How do these threads come together for 
you, you know, the past, the present, the future, and how do Afrofuturists take 
these different threads and weave them, you know, we might say, into these kinds 
of new futures.  

 
Stephanie: Yeah. So I think about a show like, and the movie series, like around Star Trek, 

right. And so Star Trek is kind of in some ways, the earthly part of Star Trek is 
somewhat of a utopian society where like, we have all of these mixtures of people 
and aliens, and everyone has kind of come together. And my thought is what how 
did we get there? Because, I mean, we've had, I mean, time and time and time 
again, in our historical, in our actual history, utopian societies or attempts that 
utopian societies are always wrecked. Like so how do we get to that point, right? 
But so for me, context is always a key, especially within Afrofuturism. In the way 
that I write, in a way that I write and describe Afrofuturism, context is key, we 



 

 

cannot begin to build societies based off of erasing history, history is real. It is a 
living thing. It does not die just because we said it does. And so we have to really 
embrace history and the context of that, right. And so I would argue, like most 
Black folks in in the Americas are not in the Americas because they decided to 
just leave Africa to ‘discover’ and I'm putting discovering quotes, new worlds, 
most of our ancestors were brought here under duress. And so there is a context 
that is really embedded in the type of Afrofuturist texts that I like to write and 
experience, right. So I'm writing from a particular understanding of history and 
how do my ancestors, how do they come to see the future, right, to envision a 
future where they were free, and then take a step from that, because like, the first 
thing is to just say, I can be free one day, I mean, that would be the first step. And 
then you have all of these kind of slave narratives that talk, that actually are really 
speaking with the Afrofuturist voice, and really imagining some of these ways in 
which we can be free. For instance, when you think about hair braiding, within, 
within slave colonies, and things like that, within the plantations, right, you think 
hair braiding. Most people looked at it as like, oh, they braided their hair, but in 
actuality, many of the braids, many of the ways that they were braiding hair were 
maps to signal ways to get to freedom, right? So we think about those kinds of 
things. I think about, you know, what would a Black person from the 1800s think 
about the way in which our society looks right now? I mean, could they have —
Would they be shocked? Could they have envisioned an Obama or Kamala Harris 
or Stacey Abrams? And then from there, where could they envision a society that 
is fully invested in Black bodies, right? And so for me, when I'm thinking about 
Afrofuturism, I'm definitely thinking about context. It cannot exist without a 
historical context. And, you know, I think that's where that's where another huge 
disconnect from average futurism to Afrofuturism. And I want to include in 
Afrofuturism, the kind of really blossoming Indigenous-futurism, Asian-futurisms 
and things like that, that we are really seeing coming to the forefront in terms of 
really kind of rewriting and recreating and reimagining worlds in which these 
folks are not just sidekicks or side characters, or even missing from the whole 
plane of existence, but are a part of a world in which they are at the center, the 
voices are at the center, right. And so for me, I think that when we are talking 
about Afrofuturism, we are definitely talking about historical context, and we 
cannot erase those things.  

 
Alexander: Absolutely. And I think as you sort of gesture towards this, this question of 

rewriting or reimagining or recreating, I think there's a there's a sense in which, as 
you pointed out, like there's a there's a drawing on that history, but there's also I 
think, like a rupture with that history. I think the thing that I'm I'm interested to 
hear your thoughts on is how, in fact, this kind of tension, if it is, indeed a tension 
is sort of resolved. Where on the one hand, you know, there's the there's the 
movement in a certain sense out of history, or, you know, above it or, or apart 
from it. But of course, that's only ever informed by history, which is this sort of 
interesting paradox. I think, perhaps it's a paradox. How might Afrofuturists sort 
of attempt to do this, you know, to simultaneously transcend this history and then 



 

 

remain grounded in it? Is this the way in which the sort of past and future 
connection take shape, do you think?  

 
Stephanie: Yeah, I mean, because the reality is that we cannot, you know, we can’t, the 

reality is, is that we cannot disconnect ourselves. So, can we transcend history? 
It's possible. But I think humanity is not in an intellectual place for us to do that. 
For us, to really transcend history would be to really be able to acknowledge all 
the blood spilled, all the pain, all the trauma, all of those kinds of things, and be 
able to do a restorative justice kind of work around that. And as a society, I don't 
think that we're really ready for that. I mean, even just being in my, in my daily 
living, I am a diversity, equity and inclusion consultant, and even in my daily 
living have that and being able to point out here are some real tangible issues 
around racism and have people deny it really reminds me that we are still working 
through a lens that is challenged by pain and trauma. You know, even as I work 
with young white folks around, you know, recognizing that you can certainly have 
feelings about the past, and you know, all of those kinds of things kind of, course 
come up, who wants to be, who wants to do that kind of reflection in the mirror 
of, wow, this was highly problematic. And then to hear that you are the 
beneficiary of all that highly problematic bloody stuff, that is really challenging. 
So I don't know if we'll ever be able to transcend. But I think for me, 
Afrofuturism is really archeology and sociology. We have to kind of mind the 
past to create a real and unique future, right? And we know that human beings are 
complex. And if you want to look at it from a pessimistic lens, human beings are 
mostly cruel and ruthless. So we can look at it from that point. But how do we 
conquer what seems to be these kind of innate identities of like, this real kind of 
loving and caring place that we can see human beings go to, to this very cruel and 
ruthless area that human beings can go to go write. And so for me, Octavia Butler, 
in particular, really drills down and examines these kinds of problems or 
pessimistic ideas, with humanity in every book, and the other then tends to 
become a struggle more about the human condition rather than examining like 
racialized aggression. And so you know, because we're looking at human beings 
really kind of struggle with the reality of being human, that we have faults that we 
are not, we are not perfect, that we are filled with a lot of conflicting emotions and 
the ways in which that we're going to exact revenge or exact justice, you know, all 
of those kinds of things. And I think that, you know, oftentimes we forget how we 
interact with the other in a sense of engaging and with whiteness, within 
Afrofuturism, and how to how we deal with us, so we end up not oftentimes, in 
Afrofuturism work, we don't, we don't have whiteness be the center of what we're 
dealing with, or the issue that we're dealing with right. We are dealing with the 
innate kind of battle within ourselves as human beings. Right. And that is not to 
say that there isn't an examination of racial terror, particularly in Octavia Butler's 
books, because there is, especially when we're talking about the Parable series. 
But I think that's what separates Afrofuturism from standard science fiction is that 
we are not looking at the other as like a physical being oftentimes, we're looking 
at the other as the other part of who we are. I mean, if we want to think about the 
movie Us by Jordan Peele, I mean, it wasn't about other people, it was about the 



 

 

us inside of us, right. And I think that that, that's what made that movie, I'm not as 
huge a fan of that one as I am of Get Out, but I think that really epitomizes to me 
Afrofuturism, in a sense of the battle of the internal versus the battle of the 
external.  

 
Alexander: You gestured towards this combination of archaeology and sociology and the way 

in which it sort of simultaneously, this excavation, perhaps of this past, or this 
recovery of the past, and then also, you know, an examination of the way that we 
sort of act in the present. I'm curious, maybe like, a certain manner of 
synthesizing these, it strikes me that a lot of Afrofuturist tech sort of take these 
historical events, and then there are these historical sort of trends, and then they 
reproduce them, but with a difference, perhaps, they repeat them in a certain 
sense. And then I'm thinking, you know, for instance, of a lot of the kinds of 
tensions in Lilith’s Brood and the way in which I mean, you know, the book is 
incredibly, sort of invested in a lot of these, a lot of these different tensions. But I 
think you have to sort of think about it a little bit. It's not, you know, it's not that 
it's, it's sort of like, Oh, it's right at the surface, it's like, this is very 
straightforwardly X or Y. Yeah. So it strikes me that a lot of these sort of 
Afrofuturists texts, you know, as I say, repeat history, but with difference or or 
with an attention to what can be fixed, perhaps, or what can be done in other sorts 
of ways. Is this sort of a, you know, an accurate assessment? And how might that 
function as this kind of mode of critique or this mode of sort of envisioning new 
futures? 

 
Stephanie: Yeah, I think that, I think yes, and no. I think that, um, Octavia Butler’s 

Xenogenesis trilogy, within which Lilith’s Brood is like, the first book is 
definitely asking us to put aside all of the things that we know, we believe are to 
be fact and to and to really challenge ourselves to look at the world and the 
possible, the possibility of what could be rather than trying to get us to fix 
something, right. And that's, that's not true for everything. I think that that 
oftentimes many Afrofuturist texts look at a problem and attempt to fix it. 
However, I don't think that that was Butler's, you know, mode. She wasn't a fixer, 
she was really someone who wanted to investigate the human spirit. And so for 
me, Afrofuturism is in its best, most interrogating forms are critiquing 
contemporary society. It places the Black body at the center of the conversation 
versus outside or absent, as I said before, and one of the best I think social 
critiques I've ever read was from Octavia Butler, where she noted in her 
Xenogenesis trilogy, it was the conversation between Lilith and an alien, where 
Lilith is really trying to figure out like why us, you know, why the human race? 
Why do you want to save us? And, you know, the alien is basically telling her 
look, you know, humans are cool, but problematic, like they have, you know, this 
fatal combination of intelligence and hierarchy and one of the others, okay, but 
both make human beings a danger to themselves and to everyone else. And so 
when we explore that, let's think about that a little more; we have intelligence, and 
hierarchy. And so, I think she digs down a little bit and says, you know, here you 
have the intelligence to create an atomic bomb, but the hierarchy to have the dare 



 

 

to even use it on someone else, right, because you believe you are more superior 
than the other people, right. And so I think that, that that was like, Whoa, you 
know, when you dig, you dig down into that, how amazingly present and even 
contemporary that critique of social society is because now, let's think about it in 
in so many different layers of so many different levels of our contemporary 
society today. Not just about nuclear weapons, but about the ways in which we in 
which we deal with one another. If we, since we are in in just slightly past 2020 
we can think about the ways in which police brutality works across, you know, 
cities, where Black and brown bodies are being brutally murdered and destroyed. 
So you have this intelligence of like, yes, we do need to ensure that crime doesn’t 
happen within our society, right. And this hierarchy of like, you know, and this 
hierarchy that also believes that Black and brown bodies are inherently dangerous, 
and therefore must be stopped right. And so that is, that was that whole thing 
around that intelligence and hierarchy is really kind of layered on to every kind of 
thing that we can think about, that is really in many ways a destruction to Black 
communities, you know, across the board. And I think that when we begin to 
think about the ways in which you know, Afrofuturism, often kind, often kind of 
takes more of a critique of contemporary society, and really doesn't ask the 
question of how do we fix it, but really points to it and says, why do you think this 
is happening? You know, why do you think this has happened? And, and if there 
is a way to fix it, how if there is a way to fix it, why aren't we fixing it? More 
than, here's the answer to fixing it, but why have we decided not to fix it? I think 
the other thing about the Xenogenesis trilogy, which I definitely wanted to point 
out, was I often wondered, as I was reading that trilogy, why wasn't the first book 
especially one of the pieces that would be a cornerstone to the relationship 
between trans identity and embrace. As we see in the book, there are three 
different sexes, right, and the fluidity in which the sexes kind of make, make a 
society come together and the dependence of the three sexes with one another and 
those kinds of things. You know, it's one of those books, and trilogies it has so 
much you can mine from it. Right? But yeah, so. So for me when I'm thinking 
about Afrofuturism, it is about critiquing contemporary society, and not 
necessarily asking, can we, asking, can we fix it? But why aren't we fixing? 

 
Alexander: Yeah, on the, on the Xenogenesis point, I was totally struck by the fact that this 

book, or and this trilogy has not been receiving nearly as much attention in any 
number of quarters as it ought to. Like,  

 
Stephanie: Yes. 
 
Alexander: I guess this is maybe in a certain sense, I think this is still inside the scope of our 

conversation is why, in fact, you know, there hasn't been this sort of broader turn 
to these kinds of texts to solve these issues. I wonder, just a provisional answer 
might look something like on the one hand, I think it's evaluation of literature, in 
fact, as the means by which change can be effected. But I wonder, you know, why 
do you think that perhaps it hasn't been receiving the kind of attention that it 
seems in both of our opinions it ought to.  



 

 

 
Stephanie: I mean, well, for one, I think you know, when you're talking about Black writers 

and Afrofuturist writers, they don't get the big attention that they should, for the 
most part because the literature can be, people feel like they can't see themselves 
right, within the literature. And from my perspective of that it’s like, if you can 
see yourself in 1984, you can see yourself in a Parable series. If you're able to 
read, you know, Lord of the Rings, you can get through the Xenogenesis trilogy. 
You know, definitely, it's one of those, I think it's one of those things where it's 
like, because Black writers are not often pushed into the mainstream, you have a 
few Black writers who really kind of make it, “make it out”, I’ll put that in quotes. 
Because you don't have as many doing that. We don't get the kind of widespread 
acknowledgement. And especially I tell you, Butler, you know, people at the 
beginning of 2020, were like, oh, 1984, 1984, I'm like, I love 1984. It's one of my 
favorite books of all time. And yet, I argue that Parable of the Sower, Sower and 
the other parable book, which, of course, has slipped my mind, the Parable of the 
Sower was my favorite is more is more aligned in what's happening contemporary 
society than 1984. We can really certainly argue that but you know, but I think 
that people, because they didn't know about Octavia’s book, a larger group of 
people didn't know at the beginning of 2020, we were, we were finding ourselves 
without, without that acknowledgement, right. And so, but I do think, if, part of, 
the other part of that is why if we can teach 1984 in high schools, why can't we 
teach Parables? It doesn't make sense. We're in the same dystopian type of 
society. And in fact, if we are looking deeply at Parables, we can, we can see our 
contemporary society within Parables, when we're talking about gated 
communities where we're talking about hyper-policing, or absence of policing, 
where we're talking about murder and drug use, and all kinds of things that are 
being to some extent, sanctioned by the state illegally. If you want to, if we want 
to take it there in terms of how can we keep the people numb and absent of 
thought? So that we can continue to do damage to the communities that we are 
hyper-policing that we are, you know, destroying through weaponization of 
Blackness, essentially. So yeah, it is a wonder to me that her books, prior to this 
haven't gotten, prior to 2020, haven't gotten as big of push as they should have. 
But as of 2020, I think people are really kind of exploring her a little bit more. 
And you know, she was the first Black author to get the MacArthur Genius Grant. 
And so this is someone who is somewhat acknowledged in Literary Society, right. 
And so why isn't she a little bit talked about even more?  

 
Alexander: Yeah, absolutely. I absolutely agree. It's, it's interesting, maybe to draw a couple 

of these different threads together, that you spoke on the one hand about sort of 
this numbing that occurs such that, you know, the state can continue to perpetrate 
any number of different just horrific abuses. And on the other hand, sort of 
critique it is that Butler sort of constructs where, where she's asking, you know, 
why, in fact, aren't we solving this problem? There's a sense in which I think one 
of the other things to my mind that Afrofuturism and perhaps, to some extent, 
speculative fiction, more broadly, achieves is actually to point out things that are 
problems when people aren't acknowledging, in fact, that they are problems. It 



 

 

strikes me that sort of by, by presenting these worlds to us in such a way as to 
contrast them with our own worlds, as you spoke about a little bit sooner, we all 
realize, in fact, that things oughtn’t to be the way that they are.  

 
Stephanie: Yeah.  
 
Alexander: And I wonder that this is kind of a mode of social critique I mean, especially if it 

serves to actually expose these kinds of problematic relations and to question 
them and to say, you know, why is it that these are fossilized or obscured or 
otherwise? Do you agree with this sort of the sense of this mode of critique, and 
how might Afrofuturists sort of extend this this kind of critique of this 
denaturalization?  

 
Stephanie: Yeah, I mean, I think that, um, this is a little bit of a heavy question. I think part 

of what, when I think about the work in Afrofuturism is the work of trying to get 
us to a point where we, because honestly, the way that I write Afrofuturism and a 
way that I think many people, many writers, many Black writers write 
Afrofuturism is that it's not for the white gaze in particular, but it's for Black 
people to use as a, as another guide, as another way of uplifting and of revealing 
something that we have yet to be able to maybe put into words or have yet been 
able to conquer. And so I think, I'm thinking about kind of the nature of historical 
knowledge of the ways in which Africans were brought to the Americas and 
slaves had to kind of reconcile the ways in which they were used for breeding. 
Right. So I'm thinking about that in particular, and therefore, like, it's an unhealed 
trauma. And that's, and that can be explored through like various texts, I'm 
thinking also about one of the questions that you asked. And so what does it mean 
to come from a particular culture in society? And then your children do not look 
like you, right? Your children do not look like the people who you grew up with, 
the people who are your ancestors? And how do you remind them that they are a 
part of a particular history that has been hidden, right. And so with Afrofuturism, 
it is a way to explore and explode many of the stereotypes, many of the myths that 
are kind of surrounded by the Black body and about the Black and brown body 
and really kind of explode that and explore it, right. So. So there's an explanation, 
there's an exploration of the other by not allowing the other which is, in most 
other fictions the norm to be the norm. So what I'm saying is the other doesn't 
necessarily have to be the physical embodiment of whiteness with the idea of 
whiteness. Right. So for instance, in Octavia Butler's last book, Fledgling, we note 
that the main characters is a Black vampire, right, and just spoiler alert, created by 
white vampires who couldn't be in the sun, right. And the whole book is this 
tension with whiteness, whiteness is vulnerability versus Blackness as strength, 
right. And so when we're doing sort of this kind of dig deep into Afrofuturism, in 
terms of exploring the ways in which the historical tensions kind of show up, the 
historical tensions between the contemporary society tensions show up, I think 
that what we're really doing is kind of stretching back to, asking ourselves, how 
do we place ourselves in a place that we do not know. Right, and which can, can 
sometimes be a tension between some Afrofuturists. So I know that there are 



 

 

some Afrofuturists that  believe that if you are writing Afrofuturism, everything 
has to be centered in Africa. And my argument would be, I am not, I am 
personally not from Africa, I've never been to Africa. But I can tell you what 
Afrofuturism would look like for me, as a Black woman who grew up primarily in 
the 70s and 80s, who became an adult in the 90s. And who has experienced some 
of these technological revolutions from that particular perspective, right? That 
doesn't mean I can't write about the future, but what it does mean is that I cannot 
place myself in Nairobi, and then be legitimate, and, and in a real, and in really 
kind of delving into my own personal experience, unless I've experienced that, 
right. So I know, that's really not what you asked me, but that's kind of where my 
mind went. As, as I was thinking about the question,  

 
Alexander: No, I think you've brought up something that's incredibly important, and I did 

want to touch on this is the notion of situation or a situatedness, and how this sort 
of works its way into, into our fiction, and in our writing more broadly. In your 
mind, how does this kind of, you know, situatedness, make its way into 
Afrofuturist work? So you know, you know, in your or in your own work or in, or 
in literature period? And, and how might this sort of influence the ways in which 
we read literature or the ways in which we sort of engage with it?  

 
Stephanie: Right, I mean, well, and then think about, you know, for many of us who love 

science fiction, who are people of color, who are indigenous, who may be queer, 
who are women, all of us who enjoy science fiction, have been reading science 
fiction for years and have found ourselves absent, right. So how do we situate 
ourselves in that and then and, and the first thing I thought of, was I am absent. I 
am reading this book that has nothing to do with me that has nothing to do with 
people I know, the people that I care about, and I'm expected to then be able to 
connect with the main character that doesn't look like me at all. And doesn't have 
the same issues that I have, doesn't have the same thoughts that I have. And yet 
we're required in most English classes and in our own fun reading, to put 
ourselves in a position where we're supposed to identify with the protagonists, 
right, and and how, in some ways, how logical is that? It is not that we cannot do 
that, we cannot do that work because of course we can. Those of us who enjoy 
fiction, of course, we've been, we're able to read all types of fantastic novels and 
things and we are not that particular protagonist. But over and over, not being able 
to see yourself in the text can, can leave you with a sense of, with a sense of being 
lost, being absent. And then if you are, like I am, I am a writer who often goes to 
the worst case scenario; what happened to us? Were we killed off by a plague, 
were we murdered? Do we just not ever exist? And how does that work in a 
society, those kinds of things. So while, this sense of belonging is, is an 
important, I think, piece to Afrofuturism in particular, not that it doesn't exist in 
others in other scientist fictions text, but I think it's a very particular piece. 
Because I was thinking of the ways in which Black and brown folks have had to 
make way in societies that see everything about them as a detriment. And 
therefore, have had to find happiness and joy in spaces where there is no 
happiness and joy. We are often, you know, now looking at, you know, slave 



 

 

narratives that talk about some of the moments that have been joyous. And you 
think, how is it possible that there was joy in slavery and slavery itself was not 
joyous, but the human being must experience joy to survive. And we found a way 
to do that, our ancestors found the way to do that, even in the moments of terror, 
you know, and one of the things I loved about Kindred itself is a true sense of 
belonging for the protagonist, and which, again, spoiler alert, she finds herself in 
the antebellum south and finds herself becoming, you know, embedded in a slave 
environment where she was a slave, right. And not only the mundanity of slavery, 
but there was joy within the community right? Sadness, trauma, terror, all of those 
existed, but some joy existed too, because it had to, right. And so a sense of 
belonging is, is very important when we're reading texts. And I think that's one of 
the things that Afrofuturism does really well is that it really places a Black and 
brown reader in a sense of belonging in a sense of, and gives one a feeling of a 
presence rather than being othered, right, a physical presence, a physical 
embodiment of what is happening within the text. And you know, when thinking 
about, you know, Afrofuturism in a sense of having to, to kind of create, and in 
the context of the historical relationship between Afrofuturism and, you know, 
and in the Americas, creating worlds in which there is a give and take in what the 
society offers, and what it doesn’t. So, if the society does not offer my Black body 
freedom, what can I take from the society, to give myself joy, to give my children 
joy, to give my partner joy, right, because you cannot have, you cannot live a life 
in which it is completely absent of joy, there must be joy. And that's also part of 
the work that I do within my own, within my professional career is that while we 
are tackling racial injustice, queer antagonism, fatphobia, all of those kinds of 
things, we must find joy. You cannot be an activist, you cannot be a scholar 
activist, you cannot be an activist on the ground, without some level of joy, it will 
kill you. And I think that's what Afrofuturism dares to do is give us some level of 
joy even as we may be dissecting trauma, even as we may be, dissecting the 
contemporary understanding of racism, or any other kind of social ill it is to find 
joy within it. Right, that sense of belonging, a sense of placement, sense of 
humaneness. 

 
Alexander: One of the things that I think we've been circling around and I wanted to center it 

now was this this question of sort of complication of the image of the other. 
Because I think that this is something that science fiction thinks about a lot, but it 
seems to me that Afrofuturism thinks about it in some, I think, very particular, 
and very important ways. Many works of Afrofuturism, at least many of the 
words that I've read, sort of take up and complicate this kind of strict division 
between the dominant, and you know, several sets of quotation marks, and the 
other by focusing, you know, on moments of hybridity, or moments of 
intercourse. I'm thinking for instance, of, of Butler's in Xenogenesis trilogy. Do 
you agree with this kind of complication? Or, you know, hybridity, this kinds of 
focus and how else might Afrofuturists take up the image of the other?  

 
Stephanie: Yeah, I definitely agree. And that kind of goes back to earlier where you're 

saying, you know, you're looking at your children, who have been produced 



 

 

through very traumatic, oftentimes very traumatic experiences by particularly the 
early, early Black folks in the Americas, right? The rape, the breeding all of those 
kinds of things, right? And you look at those, and you say, who are these 
children? They are foreign to me, and yet they belong to me, right. And so within 
Afrofuturism, I think there's a real kind of tension with thinking about the kind of 
the genetics and political economic control, right? And so how do those two 
things kind of go hand in hand, right? They are often the most kind of pressing 
issues within our community being, often told that genetically, genetically, we are 
inferior, and we're being surveilled, which is an everyday experience, and then 
you flip it, and it's sort of like it feels sort of science fiction-y. And it's really not 
when we think about that a Black woman's body was used, Henrietta Lacks’s 
genetic material was taken and used to heal without consent, right? Here you 
have, you know, this kind of actual reality of someone's physical genetic material 
being used and spliced and, and made into, you know, these different hybrid 
solutions to issues around cancer, issues around all these other kind of physical 
ailments, and yet, very few people for a long time, even knew who Henrietta 
Lacks was and still many don't, right? And then note on this is the desire to 
conquer the positionality, of being unheard and unseen. So, really that's to me 
what it's about in most Afrofuturist works. The other is not the physical 
embodiment of white people, right. The other is the challenge of being human. I 
mean is rare, in Afrofuturist works that you'll see utopia because that is not 
something that has ever been for Black folk, right? And the times that we have 
attempted to create a utopia, if you want to think about Tulsa’s Black Wall Street, 
it's been destroyed, right? By racism, which in itself is the ill that we're oftentimes 
really talking about when we're writing Afrofuturism, right? In Afrofuturist texts, 
right. So you think about one of the books, George Schuyler, who wrote this 
book, I believe, it's called Black No More. It's one of, considered one of the first 
kind of Afrofuturist texts in which a scientist, spoiler alert again, creates a pill that 
allows Black people to become white. Is the whiteness, the the other? No, 
actually, it's not, it's the Black man who chooses to become white, and then lives 
in a society in which whiteness is, is the the ultimate goal and the ultimate 
betrayal, right? So you think about it like that. And then Afrofuturist imagination 
is not a search for utopia, because we've seen the depravity of humanity, but the 
search for some level of peace that can be achieved while exploring the human 
condition. And so, exploring the human condition through genetics, through the 
kind of cyberpunk kind of world in which we are adding to our, to our bodies, the 
mechanics, the cold steel of a new body, you know, in which race is not as 
valuable as the bioware that is in your brain or within your bloodstream, right. 
Um, and then, then who is the other, those who have chosen to be to remain kind 
of human meat sacks to some extent, or those who have decided to take on the 
metallurgy of of becoming part man, part Cyborg, right? Or part robot? Ways you 
become a cyborg, right? So I think that I think that what Afrofuturism does is 
really kind of, rather than tend to take on like a head on kind of argument with 
what is the other? What is the actual problem? And they kind of break it down so 
that it's like, oh, you know, yes, let's talk about racism. But let's talk about it from 
a perspective of, you know, what if there were people who could change their 



 

 

race, on the drop of a dime? And how do they live in a society that devalues and 
values race? Right? How do you do that, again, turning against Octavia Butler, 
where we're thinking about, and one of the books that she has, which of course, I 
cannot remember the title of, but there is a character who can manipulate her 
body. And she lives for hundreds of years. Her antagonist, is a parasite-like being 
who can inhabit bodies, so she can change her body over time, she can become 
different races, different genders, she can become animals. And you have a 
parasite being who takes over the body. Now, she's the protagonist, he's the 
antagonist. And therein lies, like the conversation around, we're talking about 
gender, we're talking about race, we're talking about, you know, how do we then 
pass down these genetic abilities? Because that was one of the tensions in the 
book was like, if I'm passing this down, how do my children then live out their 
lives? Right? So that is another series that she has that is really amazing. Of 
course, I cannot remember the title of it. 

 
Alexander: Is this the Patternist series?  
 
Stephanie: Patternist yes. The Patternist series, The Patternist series. Yes, yes. Yes, yes. So I 

mean, I think that what what Afrofuturism really, really does, and it's great, in it’s 
greatest fashion, is to really take what we consider to be these contemporary 
societal ills, and really flip them on its head and say, really, who is the other in all 
of this through a lens of the Black body? Right, who's the other through the lens 
of the Black body, and it doesn't always have to be the white body. It can be the 
within, the human condition, right?  

 
Alexander: Yes. It's so strange for me because Octavia Butler has such an incredible 

imagination, and then nobody reads her. I mean, fewer people read her than ought 
to. I think it's excellent that more are. I wonder, sort of to draw these different 
kinds of social critical threads together, if there's a sense in which Afrofuturism 
can be, can become something like a distinct political identity or a distinct 
political ethos in addition to our or perhaps, indeed, as a result of this, this kind of 
social critical function. What do you think, might that, might that be possible and 
what might such an ethos consist?  

 
Stephanie: Sure. I mean, I think that, to some extent, there is, excuse me, some level of 

Afrofuturism in like, Afro, African theology, there's like an African theology in 
which an Afrikaner theology which, you know, Black folks center themselves 
within a Christian identity, and all of that, and it allows white folks to really begin 
to see themselves as at the center of a religious ideology adopt, right. So there's 
that I think that over the past few years, there have been a lot of us, who are 
Octavia Butler true believers, many who are who consider themselves Octavia 
Butler scholars, who have kind of picked up the Parable series and said, listen, 
Octavia Butler may not have intended for this for this dualogy, which was 
supposed to be a trilogy, to be a grounding for a political identity. And yet, yet it 
is, because there is not only a religiosity about it, but there's also an understanding 
of change. As I said earlier, change is inevitable, change is always going to 



 

 

happen. And if you are not interested in change, you cannot really be interested in 
being a human being. And then how do, how do we then connect with our 
humaneness if we don't want to connect with change? And, you know, to some 
extent, you know, as we're looking at Afrofuturism, I do often wonder about the 
political strategies that can be behind it, you know, is it about, and I think that we 
can see some of that from the kind of leading up to the 2020 election the past 
couple of years leading up to the 2020 election with 2020 itself being sort of the 
kind of linchpin to some extent. And there's a combination of things that happen, 
right. And so, one of my colleagues, and I were talking about COVID-19, and 
how, with COVID-19, there was, it was, it was an interesting science fiction event 
that happened, right? So we became very connected to all of the outbreak type of 
movies that we saw on television and in movie theaters that have come out before 
and, and since. And we always often said, Okay, wait a minute. Now, you mean 
to tell me that people, that there is a deadly disease, and that people are still out 
there? Like, that's ridiculous. And then 2020 happened, right? And we're like, 
Okay, so, well, science fiction writers were right. And um, so of course, you 
know, acknowledging the loss, acknowledging the pain that people are 
experiencing all across the world, right. And then within my own backyard, 
acknowledging the fact that because of the travel restrictions, because of the 
lockdowns, many of us, many Black and brown folks were then taken out of 
situations and experiences in which they were fed daily, sort of a white 
supremacist narrative about who they were, who they are. And, and, and about, 
about their value in society, right. So, so taken out of that, so you are now 
completely in the home isolated from those ideologies, right. And then you have 
the murder of George Floyd. And people decided from that point on that, No, this 
is not going to be a thing for us. And it wasn't just a localized march, it was an 
international understanding that this has end, the brutality of, you know, the state 
has to end, right. And so from that point on thinking about, because to me, it was 
the beginning, the COVID-19 outbreak is really the beginning of a wonderful 
science fiction story that pushes Black and brown bodies to recognize power, their 
power in the voting booth, their power on the street, their power in communities 
in a way that hasn't been seen, since we're thinking about the 70s and the Black 
Panther, Black Power movement, right. And so, we, I think, in many senses, you 
know, what Afrofuturism tries to get people to see is that we can have full active 
participation in a society that values Black bodies, rather than scorns them, right, 
we can be the change. And I think that's very difficult oftentimes to to hear, 
because of the ways in which society has kind of lumped a lot of its own ills onto 
Black bodies, right? Because you think about movies that talk about the prison, 
the prison pipeline, like 13, and other other documentaries that are like, wow, this, 
we're really kind of in some real serious difficulty in terms of the human 
condition. And yet, what we're seeing now is sort of a revolution and saying, 
nope, this is going to end and it's going to end either peacefully or violently, but it 
will end. The other flip side to that is the very fascinating, kind of attempted a 
coup in my own country, by radicalized white folks who feel like their lives are 
being taken over by, and their lives are being stripped away and taken over by a 
society that isn't recognizing them. And I find that to be an interesting kind of 



 

 

divergence into another area of science fiction, which for me, has been the way 
the science fiction has always been, right, in which white bodies have decided that 
they are, they are being maligned by some secretive society over here, where they 
are not at all a part of or do not have any participation in. It's very interesting. But 
I do think that Afrofuturism can be a way in which politicians, and not just 
politicians, but especially activists and on the ground activists can, can utilize the 
language can utilize what I feel like are the tenants of Afrofuturism, which is 
context, futurist ideation, and a radical self-healing to implore Black and brown 
bodies to say, we can stand up against this, we can create our society, we can 
create a new narrative, we can push forward, we have the ability. And I don't 
think that that's where it is, I think, I think, you know, I think that that's where 
Afrofuturism is pushing itself towards. The more and more Black scholars who 
are within the Academy, begin to push, begin to push the implementation of 
reading Afrofuturist stuff, reading Afrofuturist texts, really diving into 
Afrofuturist texts, will see that it will become a developing political ideology in 
the future. It'll take time. But I think on the ground, what it needs to do is it really 
needs to work around the healing process, some restorative justice, especially 
between Black Americans and Black immigrants. There's some healing that needs 
to be done there. There's some conversations that need to be had there. And I 
think just in also, in our own indigestion around, our own indigestion with white 
supremacy, we are oftentimes some of the biggest purveyors of white supremacy 
because of the way that we have been taught that Blackness is not a good thing, 
right? And so we have to do our own work within ourselves. And I think 
Afrofuturist texts can do that work for us, can help us do that work. We just have 
to be open to it.  

 
Alexander: Terrific. And I think just one more question before I let you go. And I'm curious 

about something that you touched on a little while ago about the various 
Afrofuturist treatments of technology, because I think that this is one of those sort 
of critical, critiques that we've sort of been touching on throughout, I think, as 
well, the ways in which, you know, certain kinds of technologies have in reality 
been used to, to sort of police or to control Black and brown bodies. And then 
there's a way in which Afrofuturist texts, I think, pick up on these things and sort 
of point out, in fact, the awful things that they do in the, in sort of taken to their 
logical extreme in a certain sense, but also, I mean, just the things that they in 
fact, you know, the ways in which they harm people in the present as well. And at 
least in my mind, I think there are a couple of like, recurring classes. And I think 
that we've that you've mentioned these a little bit earlier on the one hand, like 
biotechnology thinking of things like this Tuskegee experiments and these sorts of 
things. And then on the other hand, you know, these kinds of technologies of 
political and economic control, I think some of the ones like Cointelpro, and these 
sorts of things. Why in your mind, do these classes sort of tend to come up so 
much, and when in fact, when Afrofuturist texts tell us about you know, the the 
sorts of problems and things that these that these technologies present to us?  

 



 

 

Stephanie: Well, it's no, it was no surprise to me, and I'm sure no surprise to any other Black 
person in the world that Black Twitter is the place where most mainstream news 
media, news media goes to dig up the newest, what they consider to be the newest 
and most recent kind of information, and the you know, all of that kind of stuff. 
And for me, part of that is, within Black communities taking what can be used as 
a weapon and using utilizing it for good, right, utilizing it for the betterment of the 
community. When I think about the ways in which we have been of use to getting 
the short end of the stick, in terms of anything that's brand new, what we have 
done is we have taken what we can, what we can take and utilize it to the best of 
our abilities. And I think that that's why these particular things are the most 
present in Afrofuturism. I think one thing that's kind of coming up following up 
behind that is kind of the, the reconciliation with religions that aren't Christianity, 
the reconciliation of understanding ancient practices that were deemed as 
heretical. So that's like the third kind of counterpoint to this kind of biogenetic 
work around and also political economic control, it's like, also, the kind of 
conversation around magic, as well as the somewhat positive and also negative 
stereotype around the kind of the magical Black person, right? That rather than 
allowing the magical Black person to be seen as the person who uplifts and 
pushes forward a white protagonist, you see the magical Black person telling the 
non-magical Black person or the soon to be magical, Black person, that they are 
magical, and because of that they can take down governments that they can 
change society that they can remove trauma from, from folks lives, right. And so I 
think that that, I think it's, it's, it's because of what we have experienced as a 
community, that we are able to really mind those, what have been really traumatic 
kind of impositions onto our bodies and change them into things that have that are 
really, to the benefit of us, right. The fact that knowledge is so freely passed 
between us, so easily now, is both wonderful, and also problematic at times. But it 
does link all of us together in a way that I don't think that we've ever been able to 
experience. And because of that, we are able to do a lot of critique around that. 
How do we link the experience of a young Black person in LA with a young 
Black person in New York with a young Black person in Chicago, with a young 
Black person in Tulsa, Oklahoma, like how do we do that? We do that through 
technology. And how do we do that through technology? We do that through 
language. And how do we do that through language? We find commonality, you 
know, there used to be, and this is sort of off off of the beaten trail, but it kind of 
reminds me of some of that commonality in language. We used to have this really 
kind of fun argument about what do you call a Coca Cola, soda or pop. And of 
course, in different parts of the country it's soda and in different parts of the 
country it pop, as we all know what Coca Cola is, right. So, we all know what that 
is, but we call it by different words, and we are able to synchronize that language 
so that we are able to communicate with one another over time, over distance. 
And because of that, we are able to create new societies with a new context and 
really be able to utilize technology and the language and the ways of being, the 
multiple ways of being Black as a way of recreating and restructuring how we are 
seen in a society which deems us as the other in which we see as not the other, 
right, we are not the other. These -isms and phobias, those are the others. Those 



 

 

are the battles, right. We, as Black and brown bodies are not the other. It is a way 
that we combat these social ills that create, that are created to be the other. So I 
think that's why you see a recurrence of technology, a recurrence of genetics, um, 
all of those kinds of things. And I would argue that the kind of the other part of all 
that is steeping some of this in kind of some ancient traditions, I think about 
Lovecraft Country, which was written by a white man, but whose treatment for 
television shows written by a Black woman who was a showrunner and you can 
see the very deep connection of technology, language, ancient ritual, ancient 
beliefs, and genetics, all kind of you know, melted together. And so it's it's one of 
those things that I think that we're continuing to see in Afrofuturism but also 
really can see, really see as we look at contemporary media today. I mean, we can 
look at people like Janelle Monáe. You know, who are doing great things on that 
level. We can even talk about, you know, other folks who may not be, who we 
may not think are Afrofuturist but clearly are like someone like Cardi B someone 
like Megan thee Stallion, you know, we are seeing these people, these women and 
men who are really kind of utilizing the new technology, the new way of 
speaking, the new way of living as a part of recreating society, recreating value 
and adding value to what is already very valuable for a Black community.  

 
Alexander: Terrific. It's been so great to speak with you, Stephanie. Thanks so much for 

joining me.  
 
Stephanie:  Thank you, Alex. It’s been wonderful! 
 


