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ABSTRACT 

While the desire for a postracial, colorblind society remains an emotional investment, 

the present reality of race and racist attitudes ingrained in the structure of American culture 

suggest that any such imagined future is structured based on the standards of whiteness. 

Representations of this future postracial society tend most often to manifest within 

speculative, magical realist, science fiction, and other fantastic cultural productions. These 

fantastic genres, whether set in an alternate present (or past) or some imagined future, give 

the greatest leeway for writers to navigate concepts of a society-in-the-making. It is 

important to note, however, that throughout their history, science fiction and futurist 

narratives have largely been the creation of white writers, and as such have perpetuated 

dominant notions of whiteness as superior through imaginary postrace worlds that negate 

racial identities and subsequently rely on the assumption of white as default. 

Depictions of colorblind worlds suggest the possibility that we can move past racial 

issues, and in fact many present that possibility as close-at-hand. The majority of these 

representations, as the creations of white authors and filmmakers, suggest that the concept of 

a postracial society has been largely subsumed by white society. However, another way of 
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conceiving alternative concepts of race and identity might be found in those works portraying 

a future in which racial identity is not placed under erasure but instead becomes a ground for 

discussion of issues at the core of United States history and culture. Though it is not possible 

to draw a generalized conclusion about the entirety of an ethnofuturist authorship that 

encompasses a broad cross-section of experiences, backgrounds, interests, and personalities, 

larger patterns begin to emerge. Often, writers will engage current race issues in presenting 

speculations on the future, addressing problems directly instead of sidestepping into a 

whitewashed postracial vision. 

This dissertation looks at how ethnofuturist narratives navigate the cultural thrust of 

positive representation to counteract racist stereotyping in a multifaceted dialectical space, 

where an aesthetic of cultural intersection and self-contained ethnic agency starts to take 

shape, liberated from the perspective of a Eurocentric imperative and redefining the concept 

of postrace. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Parts of this project began in what feels like a different time. When I formulated the 

idea for my dissertation in 2015, just a few short years ago, the U.S. had not yet experienced 

the campaign, election, and administration of Donald Trump. It hadn’t encountered the 

COVID-19 pandemic. And while it had been waking up to the numerous fatal encounters 

between Black1 people and police, it had not yet suffered the murders of Ahmaud Arbery, 

Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd that triggered a worldwide reckoning with racial injustice. 

Each of these events created opportunities for new and fervent conversations about race, 

representation, and social justice. At the same time, I have been forced to address these 

evolving and shifting issues as the ground seemed to be regularly shifting under my feet. 

Looking back on the landscape of the past seven-plus years, the mainstream attitudes about 

race and postrace that seemed to be heavily foregrounded during the Obama administration 

are now easily exposed as naïve and simplistic. 

For centuries, race and racism have been U.S. society’s mortal sin, marring the 

history of the United States and much of Western Europe. Strangely, just as troubling in the 

past half century is the idea of postrace. Martin Luther King’s dream for his children “not be 

judged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character”2 introduced this 

postracial vision to much of America, and that ideal has been taken up as a goal in the 

intervening time by society at-large.3 This goal is seen in public policies that span the 
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decades since that time: movements to desegregate and integrate society, to provide voting 

rights and protection from discrimination, to ensure equal opportunity through colorblind 

hiring and recruitment practices—all these and others have been efforts to reach a postracial 

existence that was presented as the ideal. For many,4 the election of Barack Obama signaled 

the ushering in of the postrace era, a sign that the United States surpassed racism and its 

multitudinous societal malconditions. Because of the country’s ostensible colorblind 

selection for the highest executive office in the land, people overlooked the “staggering 

evidence of abiding, and indeed deepening, ethno-racial inequalities impacting education, 

income and wealth, housing, healthcare, voting, and incarceration” 5 that continue to 

dominate national discourse on race. However, the wish to move past such racial divides has 

become a cultural touchstone since the Civil Rights movement. Just as prominently, the level 

to which it has been achieved—or is even possible—has become a point of contention, 

particularly in the details of who is envisioning that postracial existence and what the concept 

of postrace actually involves.  

While the desire for a postracial, colorblind society remains an emotional investment, 

the present reality of race and racist attitudes ingrained in the structure of American culture 

suggest that such a future is distant, if even attainable. As George Frederickson asserts: 

Policies aimed at the assimilation of ethnic groups have usually assumed that 

there is a single and stable American culture of European, and especially 

English, origin to which minorities are expected to conform as the price of 

admission to full and equal participation in the society and polity of the 

United States.6  
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Elements of minority cultural and artistic production are frequently whitewashed and 

appropriated into the dominant white society, often to the economic benefit of white 

corporate interests. Furthermore, as far as the postracial, colorblind society is represented in 

popular cultural output, this future often posits a picture of a heterogeneous population where 

the white hegemony has clearly erased any indication of minority presence. Even those 

minorities represented are often assimilated into a culture of whiteness that has remained 

largely unchanged and unaffected by other cultures. 

Where this future postracial society tends most often to manifest itself is within 

speculative, magical realist, science fiction, and other fantastic cultural productions. These 

fantastic modes, whether set in an alternate present (or past) or some imagined future, give 

the greatest leeway for writers to navigate concepts of the future. Throughout their history, 

science fiction and futurist narratives, however, have been largely the creation of white 

writers, and as such have perpetuated racist notions by “[presenting] ‘solutions’ for the race 

problem by imagining postrace worlds, albeit imperfectly”7 that negate racial identities and 

subsequently rely on the presumption of white as default. These depictions of colorblind 

worlds appear to suggest the possibility that we can move past racial issues, and in fact many 

depict that possibility as close-at-hand. The majority of these representations, as the creations 

of white authors and filmmakers, suggest that the concept of a postracial society has been 

largely adopted by white society. As Ytasha Womack argues, “It’s one thing when black 

people aren’t discussed in world history. [. . .] But when, even in the imaginary future [. . .] 

people can’t fathom a person of non-Euro descent a hundred years into the future, a cosmic 

foot has to be put down.”8 Representations in futurist and speculative narratives range from 
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those that portray characters of color in racist or stereotypical projections9 to those that 

ignore issues of race entirely,10 intimating a future lack of emphasis on race or “post-racial” 

attitude, which actually results in homogenization and whitewashing of characters in the 

future.  

At the other end of a postracial futurist fantasy are those works portraying a different 

depiction of the world, one in which racial identity is not placed under erasure but instead 

becomes a ground for discussion of issues at the core of United States history and culture. 

Though it is not possible to draw a generalized conclusion about the entirety of an 

ethnofuturist authorship that encompasses a broad cross-section of experiences, backgrounds, 

interests, and personalities, larger patterns begin to emerge. Often, writers will engage 

current race issues in presenting speculations on the future, addressing problems directly 

instead of sidestepping into a whitewashed postracial vision. While existing within a society 

where white supremacist discourses never disappear but rather reconstruct and re-present 

themselves through various iterations in order to remain relevant and powerful, this 

ethnofuturist ethic is caught navigating a number of dialectic poles. It navigates between the 

assimilationist historical imperative that’s been engrained into American society and a desire 

to create positive ethnic representations that counteract racist stereotyping. It interpolates 

between genre conventions that portray “foreign” as akin to “alien or “inhuman” and the 

desire to overcome the “otherness” of Eurocentric imposition. It translates between the ideals 

of a pluralistic monoculture that neglects “an account of a relation of culture to 

socioeconomic institutions and discourses”11 and a reordered, democratized multiculture that 

“explores the fissures, tensions, and sometimes contradictory demands of multiple 
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cultures.”12 And perhaps most importantly, it mediates numerous competing assertions over 

the efficacy and feasibility of the postrace concept. In this multifaceted dialectical space, an 

ethnofuturist aesthetic of cultural intersection and self-contained ethnic agency starts to take 

shape, whose aims are to create liberation from the perspective of a Eurocentric imperative 

and redefining the concept of postrace. 

 

The Groundwork for Ethnofuturism: Critical Race Theory 

In the political landscape of 2022, the term “Critical Race Theory” has been brought 

into the spotlight, largely dragged there by white conservatives holding it hostage as a 

bogeyman.13 As almost all of the conversations within the public sphere around critical race 

theory are started and conducted by talking heads and partisans with little—if any—concept 

of what the term actually means, very little of the legislative and policy action coming out of 

the furor has any relationship to critical race theory in reality.14 However, as the forthcoming 

exploration of ethnofuturism that will take place within this dissertation is rooted in critical 

race theory, it is a valuable exercise to explore the foundational tenets of its framework. 

The epistemological beginnings of critical race theory are typically traced to the work 

of legal scholars such as Derrick Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Richard Delgado, and others who 

explored the relationship between how the law works (or, more frequently, how it doesn’t 

work) for people of color in the United States and the country’s history of institutional 

racism. As Bell puts it, “critical race theory scholarship exhibits a good deal of tension 

between its commitment to radical critique of the law (which is normatively 

deconstructionist) and its commitment to radical emancipation by the law (which is 
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normatively reconstructionist.”15 This diacritical tension animates a field that attempts not 

only to describe and critique the institutions it examines, but also to enact a proactive agenda 

of change and revolution toward those institutions.16 Because of this nature inherent to 

critical race theory, the field quickly spread beyond the confines of legal scholarship and into 

numerous other disciplines seeking to change their respective institutions.  

While the field of critical race theory encompasses a broad range of approaches and 

adherents—thereby necessarily limiting the means by which anyone could articulate an all-

encompassing definition of what the field is exactly—a few major tenets remain that give 

structure to the overall framework it provides:  

 

1. Race as a Social Construct 

First, critical race theory operates from the principal that race is socially constructed 

and not an inherently biological concept.17 In discussing this idea with my students over the 

last several years, the proposition of race as a social construct proves surprisingly difficult for 

some to understand. They infer that, by stating this proposition, what it really proposes is that 

physical differences between people do not exist or that race is not real. However, neither 

holds true. Many things are social constructs—state and national boundaries, for instance. 

But just because I point out that Missouri is a social construct does not mean that it does not 

exist or that its existence does not confer legal and social ramifications upon the people 

bound by its borders. As with race, the concept of a social construct simply means that we 

created Missouri, that there is not some inherent Missouri-ness to the land that makes it a 

natural-born political entity. And when it comes to race itself, the very fact that physical 
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differences exist between people becomes the basis for the social construct. The creators of 

the construct attached meaning to those physical differences, namely that it “crystallized over 

time in European thought to represent entities who are humanoid but not fully human 

(‘savages,’ ‘barbarians’) and who are identified as such by being members of the general set 

of nonwhite races.”18 In sum, the proposition that race is socially constructed posits that, as 

race is neither a biological nor ontological fact, it was racism that necessarily preconditioned 

the construction of race. 

As such, the recognition of race as a social construct strikes directly at the heart of a 

white supremacist framework for society. Without a biological racial imperative that implies 

an inherent racial stratification, the absurdity of a group’s superiority is exposed. In 

establishing the social construction of race as a basic tenet, critical race theory can move 

forward with its other core principles that sharpen the edges with which it dissects societal 

institutions. 

 

2. Racism is Ordinary 

Second, critical race theory presupposes that racism is not an aberrant condition, but 

rather the standard operating procedure for society.19 This concept is difficult to grasp for 

those invested in the “postrace” mindset. Many people want to believe that Brown v. Board’s 

overturning of Plessy v. Ferguson means that equality under the law is an objective fact, and 

therefore equality in society is a fait accompli, ignoring the gaps in wealth accumulation,20 

educational attainment,21 incarceration rates,22 housing prices,23 health outcomes,24 and 

numerous other social conditions that persist after centuries of racist policymaking. 
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Overstating the progress of racial equality within the United States ignores the titanic weight 

of history—of conquest, land theft, genocide, human trafficking, economic exploitation, 

exclusion, mass criminalization, and stereotyping—that have established the modern world 

that was “expressly created as a racially hierarchical polity, globally dominated by 

Europeans.”25 This hierarchy is not one prone to toppling because of small, incremental 

changes in the status quo that grant limited (often superficial) rights to oppressed community 

in a piecemeal fashion as the dominant power holders see fit. 

Critical race theory instead highlights how institutions in this society have been used 

to dole out and regulate both power and status, focusing the overwhelming majority of that 

power and status in people that are white, male, heterosexual, and wealthy, often at the 

expense and exploitation of minoritized and oppressed populations. In this way, “racism is 

much more than a collection of unfavorable impressions of members of other groups,”26 but 

rather a framework of embedded social customs, practices, laws, and processes that bestow 

privilege and power on the dominant groups while funneling it away from racial minorities. 

This core tenet strongly critiques the position of “colorblind” individuals who insist 

upon evaluating events under the impression that the laws as written are meant to apply to 

everyone equally or that the people involved lacked any overt racist animus or attitudes. 

Instead, this aspect of critical race theory illustrates the ways racist practices may still persist 

in the absence of overt racist actions or sentiments of those carrying out those practices, as 

the racism exists more deeply by being embedded in the institutions on whose behalf those 

people are acting. By promoting a “colorblind” habit of viewing the world, proponents of that 

worldview make it more difficult to acknowledge or address racism, let alone fix it, because 
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it effectively hides the racist histories built into the architecture of society’s institutions.27 

Critical race theory’s focus on the ordinariness and institutionalization of racism—rather than 

only on overt racist acts—is an attempt to throw that history of oppression into stark contrast, 

highlighting it so it may be more clearly seen and attempts at correction can be undertaken. 

 

3. Efforts to Eradicate Racism are the Result of Interest Convergence 

Third, most critical race theory proponents support the theory put forth by Derrick 

Bell that “racial policy actions may be influenced, but are seldom determined, by the 

seriousness of the harm blacks are suffering, by the earnest petitions they have argued in 

courts, by the civil rights bills filed in legislative chambers, or even by impressive street 

protests,” but instead “these commitments came about when those making them say that 

they, those they represented, or the country could derive benefits that were at least as 

important as those blacks would receive.”28 This idea is most often referred to as “interest 

convergence,” the proposition that “civil rights advances for blacks always seem[] to 

coincide with changing economic conditions and the self-interest of elite whites.”29  

For example, Bell contends that the decision in Brown v. Board was not merely a 

remedy for the ills of segregation, but it also “helped to provide immediate credibility to 

America's struggle with Communist countries to win the hearts and minds of emerging third 

world peoples,” “offered much needed reassurance to American blacks that the precepts of 

equality and freedom so heralded during World War II might yet be given meaning at home,” 

and that “there were whites who realized that the South could make the transition from a 

rural, plantation society to the sunbelt with all its potential and profit only when it ended its 
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struggle to remain divided by state-sponsored segregation.”30 A little more than a decade 

later in Loving v. Virginia, the case which declared anti-miscegenation laws unconstitutional, 

the US Supreme Court stated that “[t]he fact that Virginia prohibits only interracial marriages 

involving white persons demonstrates that the racial classifications must stand on their own 

justification, as measures designed to maintain white supremacy.”31 However, almost two 

decades before Loving, the California Supreme Court ruled in Perez v. Sharp32 that its state 

miscegenation laws violated the US Constitution. But as Perez involved a marriage between 

a Black man and Mexican-American woman, it made little noise outside California in the 

white-controlled political and judicial systems. It took another nineteen years for the same 

conclusion to be reached in the US Supreme Court, and even then only when a white man 

was the party in question.33  

In August of 1988, Congress passed the Civil Liberties Act of 1988,34 which provided 

restitution for Japanese-Americans who had been interned during World War II—the first 

time the US government acknowledged and apologized for its actions from more than 40 

years prior. Within the Act, it notes that among its purposes is to “make more credible and 

sincere any declaration of concern by the United States over violations of human rights 

committed by other nations,”35 illustrating how as the US “competed with the Soviet Union 

for global influence, the visibility of domestic racism hindered America's prospects.” 36 

Because “[d]esegregation and civil rights advances were important measures to counter 

communism's emphasis on economic and social equality,”37 these measures were highlighted 

as president Ronald Reagan mounted pressure on the Soviet Union in its waning days. To 

underscore this, upon signing the bill Reagan remarked, “America stands unique in the 
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world: the only country not founded on race but on a way, an ideal”38—a distinctly Pollyanna 

view of US history that highlights a colorblind preference to racial relations. More recently, 

the government showed its interest in civil rights coincided with its awareness of the nation’s 

image on the global stage when the federal government challenged Arizona’s immigration 

law in 2010, as “[t]he concern of the federal government regarding the impact of the law on 

foreign relations [. . .] is evidenced in the government’s brief and pleadings and in the 

decisions in the federal courts.”39  

By pointing to the role that interest convergence plays in whatever advances have 

been made over the years regarding to racial justice, critical race theory highlights the extent 

to which “the number [of the white majority] who would act on morality alone was 

insufficient to bring about the desired racial reform.”40 This positionality makes it easier to 

identify potential barriers to change and approach activism from a strategic standpoint that 

aligns the advancement of minoritized groups’ political standing with the concerns of those 

members of the white majority who might be persuaded to help out of self-interest. While 

protecting white interests and feelings is certainly a secondary concern at best, the strategic 

value in recognizing points of interest convergence allows proponents of critical race theory 

to “exhibit the dynamic awareness of all the legal and political considerations” of those 

holding the power as potential “first step toward overcoming still another barrier in the 

struggle for racial equality.”41 
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4. Intersectionality and Non-Essentialism 

Fourth, a relatively recent emergence in comparison to the other tenets of critical race 

theory is the concept of intersectionality, a viewpoint that identifies the “problematic 

consequence of the tendency to treat race and [other characteristics] as mutually exclusive 

categories of experience and analysis.”42 As a result, intersectionality works as an analytical 

tool that examines how “people’s lives and the organization of power in a given society are 

better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of social division [. . .] but by many 

axes that work together and influence each other”:43 race, gender, sexual orientation, class, 

age, ability, and so on. In examining how individuals’ experiences in encountering 

oppressive systems may be affected, some measure of flattening often occurs. For instance, 

when issues around race discrimination arise, focus is often given to the treatment of, or 

possible discrimination against, the class- or gender-privileged members of a marginalized 

group (i.e., “We can’t possibly be discriminating against Black people when we’ve hired x 

number of Black men,” ignoring an absence of Black women within their ranks); when it’s 

sex discrimination, the focus gets turned to class- or race-privileged women (i.e.—“Our 

management staff is 65% women, so we don’t discriminate based on gender,” ignoring that 

all those women are white). Such a “focus on the most privileged group members 

marginalizes those who are multiply-burdened and obscures claims that cannot be understood 

as resulting from discrete sources of discrimination.”44 It is only by looking at the issue from 

a multidimensional perspective that the bigger picture of people experiencing discrimination 

based on multiple intersecting identities becomes clearer. 
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Intersectionality shares some concerns with the concept of non-essentialism, which 

aims to counter the classical liberal impulse to pare down a group’s shared experiences into a 

single, universal experience for all members of that group, which is “apt to do injustice to 

individuals whose experience and situation differ from the norm.”45 The debate around non-

essentialism centers around the hazy—often thin—line between essentialism and collectivity. 

To be sure, creating a collective identity helps develop a political power that can be wielded 

to effect change at the higher levels. Identifying as “people of color” (or “women of color,” 

“workers of color,” “students of color,” etc.), for instance, has been a self-propagated term 

employed to unite marginalized groups under a single political entity,46 while at the same 

time the term has received criticism as narrowly construing a white identity while flattening 

everyone else to being “of color.”47 In these types of discussions, context is key—

highlighting and organizing around shared experiences within a racialized group can be an 

important step in creating community and collectivity; on the other hand, attempting to 

impose broadly stated truisms onto individuals functions as a way to negate and flatten that 

person’s lived experiences. 

In emphasizing intersectionality as a practice, critical race theory attempts to clarify 

the distinction between essentializing and collectivity. Drawing upon commonalities in 

experience for people within politically-defined groups can help identify the institutional 

barriers to change and more clearly enunciate the mechanisms through which white 

supremacy operates and propagates. This tool loses its usefulness, however, when these 

commonalities are used to substitute or stand in for the experiences and identities of 

individuals, particularly when those people maintain numerous marginalized identities. 
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5. Emphasis on Storytelling 

Finally, critical race theory places an emphasis on storytelling as a means of creating 

an analytical framework that engages the other tenets. Early scholars and theorists of race in 

the US both made use of storytelling while emphasizing its importance in determining a 

critical stance on race consciousness. W.E.B. Du Bois’s enunciation of double-

consciousness, a “second-sight” that embodies a “sense of always looking at one’s self 

through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in 

amused contempt and pity”48 promotes a use of narrative to navigate that state. Alain Locke 

valued the “constructive channels opening out into which the balked social feelings of the 

American Negro can flow freely,”49 which included in particular art, music, and writing in 

which “[h]e now becomes a conscious contributor and lays aside the status of a beneficiary 

and ward for that of a collaborator and participant in American civilization.”50 Carter 

Woodson wrote that the “bondage of the Negro brought captive from Africa is one of the 

greatest dramas in history, and the writer who merely sees in that ordeal something to 

approve or condemn fails to understand the evolution of the human race,” while also asking 

Black artists and writers to “interpret themselves anew to the world.”51  

Within critical race theory, narrative becomes central as “[s]tories by and about 

Outsiders resist the subordinating messages of the dominant culture by challenging 

stereotypes and presenting and representing people of color as complex and 

heterogeneous.”52 In doing so, the aim is “that well-told stories describing the reality of black 

and brown lives can help readers to bridge the gap between their worlds and those of 

others.”53 While this seems an a priori conceit of literary study, critical race theory’s roots in 
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the law and legal studies makes the emphasis on narrative a radical departure from the field’s 

norms. Criticism from within legal scholarship has viewed critical race theory’s promotion of 

narrative as “discarding the processes of objectivity and rational empiricism” that only “clear 

the ground for their idea that a person's position on the racial totem pole controls his or her 

fate to the exclusion of all else.”54 However, within legal practice and academic discourse, 

racialized minorities during trial must face “the bundle of received wisdoms, stock stories, 

and suppositions that allocate suspicion, place the burden of proof on one party or the other, 

and tell us in cases of divided evidence what probably happened,”55 all of which often have 

as much sway with juries as the law itself. These forces—all rooted in narratives of their 

own—need to be met with counternarratives that help bridge gaps between groups. 

Narrativity is what allows the other tenets to be laid bare: the social construction and 

ordinariness of race; the convergence of minority and white interests; and the non-essential 

experiences of individuals living with intersectional identities can all take greater shape when 

given animation provided by narrative. 

 

The Background Noise: Rhetorical Backlashes 

The chorus of assertions echoing in the wake of the 2008 election—that racism is a 

relic of the past because we elected a Black president—were joined by a galvanized, 

racialized backlash to that same election, showing the lack of colorblindness involved in the 

political process and in broader society. However, none of this was new. Eduardo Bonilla-

Silva states that “[c]olor-blind racism emerged as a new racial ideology in the late 1960s,”56 

even as virulent and public racist attacks continued in the national spotlight. However, 
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sentiments pointing toward this position can be seen as far back as the Plessy v. Ferguson 

court case that established the legality of “separate but equal”: 

If the two races are to meet upon terms of social equality, it must be the result 

of natural affinities, a mutual appreciation of each other's merits, and a 

voluntary consent of individuals. . . . Legislation is powerless to eradicate 

racial instincts, or to abolish distinctions based upon physical differences, and 

the attempt to do so can only result in accentuating the difficulties of the 

present situation. If the civil and political rights of both races be equal, one 

cannot be inferior to the other civilly or politically. If one race be inferior to 

the other socially, the constitution of the United States cannot put them upon 

the same plane.57 

It cannot be denied that the entire history of the U.S. is mired in a racially hierarchal system. 

While the first Africans were brought to the shores of the soon-to-be British colonies in 1619, 

they stood alongside numerous homeless white children sent over from Britain, “with 

Africans and Britons, both ostensibly indentured servants, living under complete control of 

their masters, subject to sale as chattel at any time.”58 However, by the eighteenth century, 

“the now familiar equation that converts race to black and black to slave”59 had settled into 

U.S. consciousness. Slavery’s ossification into the Constitution by 178960 sealed the tiered 

system into place for centuries to follow using a combination of the national program of 

exploitation to build the U.S. economy, legalized segregation and racial terrorism to enforce 

a caste system once slavery had been abolished, and institutional inertia to maintain the racial 

divides by simply refusing to address them. 
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Obama, Trump, and the Postrace Myth 

The entirety of U.S. history has been intertwined with numerous rhetorical strategies 

to dehumanize, alienate, or otherwise designate racialized groups as “other.” These rhetorical 

strategies carried forward into the 21st century with ease. Prior to even being elected, Obama 

was “accused” of being a foreign-born Muslim,61 a supporter of Black nationalism,62 and an 

anti-American radical terrorist,63 all due to his skin tone, name, and associations.64 After 

Obama assumed office, the attacks only grew—and often by the same people that insisted 

racism in the U.S. was a thing of the past. The Tea Party movement sprang up soon after 

Obama’s inauguration, and while the leaders of the movement insisted that their focus was 

on small government and other neoliberal capitalism motivations, they “demeaned the 

president in specifically racial terms, depicting him as an African witchdoctor, or a lying 

African.”65 Some took their racial animus in a different direction, depicting white people 

such as themselves as victims of racial injustice, dispossessed of “their” government.66  

During this time, invectives, slurs, insults, and—occasionally—bodily fluids were not 

just aimed at Obama, but also at several other Black congressional leaders.67 These behaviors 

can be attributed to the resurgence of “old-fashioned racism” that accompanied Obama’s 

candidacy and election.68 Unlike modern iterations of racial resentments rooted in anger, old-

fashioned racism has its roots in disgust.69 While more modern racial resentment attitudes 

have never disappeared from political identification and voting behavior, Michael Tesler 

charted a correlation between old-fashioned racism and decreased support for Obama vs. his 

primary rival, Hillary Clinton.70 
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One issue circling Obama that never fully disappeared, no matter how resoundingly 

debunked it became, was the so-called “Birther” conspiracy theory. As with many of the 

other widespread animus toward Obama, the adoption of the Birther conspiracy was shown 

to correlate with racist attitudes,71 and its longevity was largely due to its advancement by 

public figures, most prominently by Obama’s eventual successor, Donald Trump. Trump 

started appearing on television promoting the idea that Obama had not been born in the 

United States and that his birth certificate was fake.72 As his political aspirations became 

more active and explicit, Trump sustained his position as a conspiracy advocate, ostensibly at 

the will of the people in trying to expose some imagined malfeasance visited upon them by 

an invented foreigner.73  

In the announcement of his presidential campaign, Trump carried over his—and his 

followers’—distrust and fear of foreigners, targeting Mexico and Mexicans, making it a 

centerpiece of his campaign by linking the opioid crisis to migrants and “the narrative of 

unfair and foreign-inspired decline in formerly thriving working-class communities.”74 

Throughout his campaign and administration, he employed “a tacit form of bigotry by talking 

about patriotism, heritage, and safety to appeal to a white constituency without being 

explicitly racist,”75 including his “Make America Great Again” slogan that encodes a 

backward-looking white supremacy without making it explicit. This type of reversive 

argument “uses the proposed ‘tomorrow’” offered by his opponents “to argue that society has 

gone too far and that the tide must be reversed.”76 The meaning within the dogwhistle nature 

of his rhetoric is enacted through the context of his antipathy toward immigrants, Black Lives 

Matter, and Barack Obama, leading his followers to understand the “romanticized fantasy of 
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past racial purity, where white America’s dominance is no longer (allegedly) under attack by 

people of color” buried within the message.77 

Drawing on his rhetoric, “the Trump administration mobilised a specific vision of the 

national identity as synonymous with the White (male) working class, which served to reify 

the group, elevating it to become the mythical backbone of US society.”78 While this 

worldview endorses a perspective that “competition rather than cooperation [is] the core of 

human existence,”79 Trump drew on the feelings among his supporters that they were angry 

because they were powerless to stop the growing tide of social justice in the U.S. that 

threatens to strip them of what they are entitled to as virtuous patriots.80 He juxtaposed this 

position with statements describing cities as places where “African Americans are living in 

hell” and “gangs [are] roaming the streets”81 and a series of “incendiary tweets and stump 

speeches in which he has implied that all African Americans live in poverty, African 

countries are ‘shitholes,’ and Mexican immigrants are animals.”82 This strategy of insulting 

opponents while creating the self as victim was responsible for much of Trump’s popularity, 

but it was not a strategy that originated with him. These rhetorical moves have persisted 

within U.S. racial discourse for quite some time, and these particular strategies had been 

practiced by many of the same groups through several online campaigns in the years leading 

up to Trump’s presidential campaign, including within the science fiction community. 

 

Problem Puppies: The Science Fiction Fandom Backlash to Diverse Voices 

There was a point in recent American history when it was socially dangerous to admit 

enjoying science fiction and fantasy. Divulging one’s interest in Star Wars, Star Trek, Isaac 
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Asimov novels, comic books, or anything involving a hobbit put at risk all relationships and 

social standing one might have managed to carefully cultivate while hiding a secret, shameful 

passion. Over the past decade or so, a popularizing of nerd culture has resulted in similar 

admissions being reciprocated openly. The immense popularity of movie franchises such as 

the Avengers or Batman, television shows such as The Walking Dead and Game of Thrones, 

and the return to movie theaters of such stalwart nerd touchstones as Star Trek and Star Wars 

have accompanied a boom in popularity for previously disdained genres. Of the top fifteen 

all-time worldwide box office performers, eleven have premiered since 2015, eight of which 

involve some sort of superhero, science fiction, or fantasy premise.83  

With this rise in popularity comes an increased visibility of the diversity of genre fan 

bases, and this spotlight has not been a welcome development among groups such as the 

Sad/Rabid Puppies. Though the presence of minorities, women, and LGBT individuals has 

always been a part of science fiction and fantasy, the prevailing image of the genres’ target 

audience has historically been the white male. Times change, however, and as the fan base 

diversifies, so too do the ranks of the writers, artists, and filmmakers responsible for the 

cultural creations that define the genres. “This blossoming culture is unique,” asserts Ytasha 

Womack:  

Unlike previous eras, today’s artists can wield the power of digital media, 

social platforms, digital video, graphic arts, gaming technology, and more to 

tell their stories, share their stories, and connect with audiences inexpensively 

[. . .] The storytelling gatekeepers vanished with the high-speed modem, and 
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for the first time in history, people of color have a greater ability to project 

their own stories.84  

This evolution in representation among artists and producers logically coincides with a 

change in representation among characters, plotlines, and themes within genre works that 

reflect the experiences of those responsible for their creation.85 While issues such as race, 

gender, and sexuality—inasmuch as they are productively represented in science fiction and 

fantasy—are still problematic, the end result of the growing diversity of fans and creators 

within the genres is a broader and more meaningful ethnofuturist engagement with those and 

other issues. While recognized and praised—and indeed pushed further—by many critics and 

fans, there are some within those groups who see such developments as evidence of an 

unwanted and distressing agenda being forced by a cliquish, leftist, politically correct 

establishment. Those who see these developments in science fiction and fantasy through such 

a lens have responded accordingly. 

In 2015, a campaign to manipulate nominations and voting for the annual Hugo 

Awards—a fan-voted award for accomplishments in science fiction and fantasy—made 

national headlines. Having begun in 2013 by writer Larry Correia, the campaign grew from 

an attempt on Correia’s part to get himself nominated into a group of writers and fans trying 

to make a point about what they perceive to be the politics of the award and attempting to 

nominate writers they feel are overlooked. By the time of the third campaign in 2015, the Sad 

Puppies found themselves joined by a group led by divisive writer and editor Vox Day and 

labeling itself the Rabid Puppies. This addition (allegedly aided by activists involved in the 

Gamergate controversy)86 resulted in large numbers of authors on the Sad Puppies’ and 
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Rabid Puppies’ slates being nominated, including several categories consisting only of Puppy 

candidates. In response, the Worldcon voters chose “No Award” in those categories at the 

2015 Hugos. The following year, the Sad Puppies changed tactics, using recommendations 

rather than a slate, leaving the Rabid Puppies to only muster two categories full of Puppy 

Candidates, which again received “No Award.” The campaign died out after the 2016 Hugos 

and was not resurrected.87 

In looking at group identity, Kenneth Burke argues that this type of classification is 

partisan, as “it considers the ways in which individuals are at odds with one another, or 

become identified with groups more or less at odds with one another.”88 In short, Burke says, 

“Identification is compensatory to division.”89 This idea provides an excellent context in 

which to view the Sad/Rabid puppies, as the strategies they use to define their opposition is 

as important to their identity as how they define themselves. The process of identification 

employed by the Sad Puppies allowed for a quick incorporation around the created identity. 

It took a common critique about literary aesthetics and aligned it with an established political 

identity, while giving followers the tools with which to construct a vague, straw man 

opposition through divisive tactics such as labels and ridicule. In creating their identity 

around an established conservative political viewpoint, the leaders of the Sad Puppies left 

room for co-opting of their message by the splinter Rabid Puppies, whose presence created 

an identification problem for the Sad Puppies and complicated their self-definitional agency. 

Despite a repeated insistence that the group was not political in its aims, the founding 

figures in the movement contradicted this premise from the start. Correia, a former 

accountant and gun shop owner who has authored several books, wrote in his initial post that 
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would become the Sad Puppies Campaign that he “write[s] unabashed pulp action that isn’t 

heavy handed message fic [which] annoys the literati to no end.”90 In this sentence, he sets 

the stage for how the campaign would be defined. First, he establishes a premise around 

which his readers can gather—that the purpose of books is to be entertaining and provide an 

escape. He contrasts this to “heavy handed message fic[tion]” which he leaves undefined, a 

rhetorical strategy frequently used throughout his writing on the subject.  

In this instance, however, he uses these two categories—action pulp fiction and 

message fiction—as definitional poles with which his readers can identify. As Burke points 

out, when you “put identification and division ambiguously together, so that you cannot 

know for certain just where one ends and the other begins . . . you have the characteristic 

invitation to rhetoric.”91 In this invitation, he is obviously placing himself as an advocate of 

the action pulp, while message fiction is the domain of the annoyed literati. This group, 

again, is undefined, though later in the post he would give an example of the type of 

opposition he sees: “the heavy handed message fic about the dangers of fracking and global 

warming and dying polar bears and robot rape as a bad feminist analogy with a villain who is 

a thinly veiled Dick Cheney.”92 In addition, he later tries to define his idea of the literati as 

“English professors and Oprah’s Book Club,”93 two groups that have frequently been at odds 

in the past. Through these two statements, Correia begins to establish his position by defining 

his opponents in terms of a purported progressive ideology, though he often does so utilizing 

vague, straw man terms and examples. 

Correia’s tone in his first Sad Puppies posts can be characterized as lighthearted and 

comical. He jokes that his efforts to get himself nominated are to “poke the establishment in 
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the eye”94 and invokes an ASPCA commercial starring Sarah McLachlan and notoriously 

dripping with overwrought pathos to plead with his readers for votes—the latter instance, in 

fact, provides the name for the Sad Puppies campaign.95 It is through this mocking tone that 

Correia begins using his vague references to the “literati” and “literary snobs” that go largely 

unidentified.96 In being willfully vague and overblown, Correia positions himself and his 

followers against an exaggerated aesthetic straw man whose stances he takes joy in 

subsequently obliterating.  

Correia’s effort in his first few blog posts, before it became a full-blown campaign, is 

more to thumb his nose at the Hugo establishment than to make a serious critical statement. 

However, this tactic also leaves his position open for criticism, such as the point presented by 

science fiction author Eric Flint: 

What the Sad Puppies can’t seem to grasp is that any sort of award contest is 

automatically going to be biased in favor of whatever qualities those people 

who pay attention to the award—which always involves some effort and some 

expense—are prone to considering important. Getting infuriated because the 

tastes and preferences of that relatively small and self-selected pool of voters 

don’t match those of the population as a whole is just silly.97 

Here, Flint verges on the same problematic premise as Correia and the rest of the Puppies, 

purporting to know the feelings of the “population as a whole.” Still, his broader point is easy 

to understand: that critics in all circles are a smaller group whose opinions often don’t 

necessarily align with broader audiences. The gulf between the tastes of those two groups 

shouldn’t surprise anyone, let alone spur an entire backlash movement. The criticism of the 
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Sad Puppies’ standpoint as “just silly” is made all the easier by Correia’s initial tendency 

toward silliness, hyperbole, and hysterics.  It’s difficult to take Correia and his points 

seriously when his tone conveys a tongue-in-cheek approach to the Hugos.  

After a few posts, however, Correia began to shift his definition of the opposition 

from an exaggerated strawman of aesthetics and aligns those values with a political stance, 

which becomes clearer the following year, when he expanded his campaign from trying to 

get himself on the ballot to presenting a slate of writers that he wanted to be nominated, 

stating that “a chunk of the Hugo voters are biased toward the left” and he “got some right 

wingers on the ballot.”98 The alignment of the Sad Puppies campaign with political affiliation 

establishes a couple assumptions on the part of Correia. His first assumption is that the 

editorial establishment of science fiction and the Hugo electorate are left-leaning and put 

politics before writing quality. Flint acknowledges the left-leaning nature of the publishing 

industry but notes this condition has existed for decades and is not some new phenomenon: 

“[T]his factor obviously can’t serve as an explanation for what is one of the central 

grievances of [. . .] the Sad Puppies, which is that F&SF has gone astray from some supposed 

‘golden age’ when the majority of editors weren’t liberals” that never existed.99 Not only has 

this era of non-progressive publishers been invented, but the liberal tendencies of past editors 

seem not to have stopped those editors from publishing the writers that Correia and others 

wish to return to. 

Correia’s second, more troubling, set of assumptions is created by insisting that he 

wants the awards to be based on writing quality instead of a “popularity contest,” while also 

admitting he was trying to get conservative writers nominated.100 This logic assumes two 
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things: that the popular, best-selling authors are unable to win the “popularity contest” and 

that the best writing and most deserving works are those by conservative writers. These 

tactics of identity politics are what Stewart et al. describe as “a rejection of the ‘narratives’ of 

the dominant culture and a transforming of the groups’ sense of ‘self’.”101  

Correia’s successor in the Sad Puppies campaign, Brad Torgerson, attempted to 

distance this connection, preferring instead to focus on the term “fandom.” He posits that 

most response to the Puppies has been “the ‘in’ crowd reacting badly to watching the ‘out’ 

crowd take a seat at the lunch table,” 102 a plainly absurd assertion that is defending the 

reaction to new, previously unrepresented voices being lauded in the industry. He continues 

by posing his opponents’ definition of a “real fan” as someone who “has been properly 

inculcated into the specific culture of Worldcon and con-going fandom,”103 which again 

excludes most of the authors his group is responding against. He also argues that those voting 

on the Hugo ballot that he describes make up a fraction of a percentage of the total science 

fiction and fantasy fan base. His assertion is true, given that 6,525 people attended the last 

pre-COVID Worldcon August 2019 in Dublin, while 8,430 members were eligible to vote on 

the Hugo winners—a small number compared to the millions worldwide who consume 

speculative fiction media.104 He concludes that such a small number making decisions about 

science fiction’s “most prestigious award” is misleading at best.105 To illustrate this he 

provides an illustration (Figure 1.1) that shows a large blue circle representing total fandom 

being partially overlapped by a much smaller yellow dot that represents the Hugo voters. The 

fact that the yellow dot lies largely outside the larger “consumer audience” circle gives a 
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helpful glimpse of how Torgerson intends to 

define those people he’s countering—as 

agents working against the interests of the 

bulk of science fiction and fantasy 

consumers.  

One of Torgerson’s biggest logical 

breaks regarding the purpose and identity of 

the Sad Puppies is the discrepancy between 

his stated goal and his plan of action. As a 

main goal of the Sad Puppies campaign in 2015, Torgerson stated that he wanted to 

“Encourage people who are SF/F consumers (but not “fandom” according to Worldcon) to 

participate in the nomination and selection of works.”106 This correlates to his assertion that 

he wants to get different, deserving writers on the ballot, “regardless of political persuasion,” 

though he defines those against whom he’s positioning himself—the Hugo voters—as 

“niche, academic, overtly to the Left in ideology and flavor, and ultimately lacking what 

might best be called visceral, gut-level, swashbuckling fun.”107 Regardless, while he says his 

goal is to “encourage people [. . .] to participate in the nomination” of works they enjoy 

“regardless of political persuasion,”108 the main tactic of the Sad Puppies is to provide people 

with a slate of writers to vote for as a means of getting them on the ballot. This clash between 

professed goal and practical tactics becomes the focal point around which much of the 

backlash against the Sad Puppies is actually focused.  

Figure 1.1. Brad Torgerson’s illustration of 
his conception of “fandom.” (Torgerson, 
Brad. Blue Collar Speculative Fiction (blog). 
https://bradrtorgersen.wordpress.com.) 
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Another rhetorical tactic employed by the Sad Puppies campaign that drew a great 

deal of antipathy toward them is the use of labeling and ridicule as a means of identifying 

their opponents while solidifying their followers. One frequently used term is SJW, or social 

justice warrior, a term often used in movements occasionally associated with the Sad Puppies 

such as the Men’s Rights movement or Gamergate. While embraced by many to whom it’s 

applied, its intent is in a pejorative, ironic sense by those using it on the right. As with many 

of the previous characterizations of their opposition, the Puppies present vague and generic 

attacks, with few real examples of people with any sway making the statements they claim. 

Rather than providing serious pointed critique of actual positions, the attempt in this label is 

to, as described by Stewart et al., “attack the opposition as silly, trivial, or comical,” 

insinuating that the level of intensity directed toward issues that are seen as unimportant 

deprives the recipients of the label as “unworthy of serious consideration.”109 

In February 2015, the Sad Puppies were joined in their campaign by Theodore 

Beale—pen name Vox Day—and his Rabid Puppies. Based on the final ballot, the entrance 

of the Rabid Puppies into the campaign was the factor that enabled success for the Puppies’ 

slate, as the resulting nominees closely mirrored the suggested entries as presented by Beale 

rather than Torgerson. This development caused consternation for both sides of the argument, 

as Rabid Puppy success led the Puppies’ critics to mobilize in response to Beale’s actions, 

while the leaders of the Sad Puppies found themselves forced to distance themselves from 

Beale himself.  

A fiction writer and the lead editor for publisher Castalia House, Beale is known for 

his inflammatory and provocative views that include rescinding suffrage for women and 
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describing black author—and multiple Hugo winner—N.K. Jemisin on his blog as “an 

educated, but ignorant half-savage, with little more understanding of what it took to build a 

new literature.”110 His rhetoric, which has been called “white supremacist,” shares a great 

many features with internet trolls. Regarding the comments about Jemisin, Beale said “I’m 

calling her a half-savage because I know it’s going to offend the crap out of her. She’s going 

to run around screaming ‘Racist! Racist!’ for the next 10 years.”111 Beale’s approach to the 

Hugo Awards controversy was less to seek recognition for works he deemed deserving like 

Correia and Torgerson, but rather to create enough chaos to force the Hugo system to 

implode.112 Beale was less interested in creating an identity for himself and his followers 

than he was in demolishing the opportunity for others to assert their identities. Within the Sad 

Puppies movement, leaders took careful steps to delineate between themselves and Beale, 113  

while those opposed to the Puppy cause easily and casually conflated the two, alongside the 

online harassment and bullying tactics of Gamergate,114 whose supporters were frequently 

credited with the success of the Rabid Puppies slate.  

By attempting to conflate “popular” and “good” with “conservative,” the unstated 

goal of the Sad Puppies movement was to restore and preserve an idealized, mythologized 

genre that privileges a conservative identity politics over a more multicultural one. In 

keeping their attacks to vague and unsupported generalizations about their opponents, the 

leaders of the Sad Puppies both created the dialogic situation that allowed participants to 

“become identified with groups more or less at odds with one another” and left enough room 

for an extreme racist, misogynist, xenophobic rhetoric to overtake the original message.115 

The project of identification and definition was an ongoing process for the Sad Puppies as 
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they created both themselves and their opposition while competing for control over their own 

narrative. 

 

Developing an Ethnofuturist Aesthetic Against This Rhetorical Landscape 

In examining the Sad and Rabid Puppies, it is not difficult to see how their rhetoric 

echoed in Trump’s political campaigns, with many of the same tactics of name-calling, 

ambiguous conflation of opponents, and racist dogwhistling playing huge roles in both. 

Fundamentally, this examination underscores two important points in discussing the role and 

processes of ethnofuturism. 

First, these examples show the serious impact of rhetoric and representation within 

society, demonstrating that neither should be overlooked. In regard to both the Sad Puppies 

and Trump’s presidential campaign, both were initially scoffed at and seen as silly by many 

in their initial stages due to the misalignment between their rhetoric and the accepted norms 

within their respective spheres. This rhetoric was ignored at the peril of those who laughed at 

it, as the seemingly latent and fringe ideas that they espoused were latched onto in increasing 

numbers as the messages continued to persist and become amplified. While mocking and 

ridicule were tools heavily used by Trump and the Sad Puppy campaigns, those tactics were 

also predominantly used by their opponents to indicate “the lack of a wide range of traits that 

are required to be credible: intelligent, knowledgeable, mentally alert, honest, and 

rational.”116 Focusing these attacks on the person rather than their arguments in an attempt to 

harm credibility allowed their points to remain mostly unchallenged.  
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At the same time, recruiting for those campaigns was able to pick up momentum as 

people who shared these viewpoints but had not yet voiced public support became more 

motivated by seeing others obliquely deride them as unintelligent and unserious. They saw 

themselves represented in the rhetoric, sharing an impulse to “take back” what had belonged 

to them117—the country, the White House, science fiction. Over time, whiteness has been 

afforded “actual legal status [that] converted an aspect of identity into an external object of 

property, moving whiteness from privileged identity to a vested interest,”118 and a 

representational presence of minority populations in the white House or within genre fiction 

fandoms and authorship has led those who view race relations as a zero-sum competition119 

to react harshly to perceived losses of that property. 

The second point—which stems from the first—is that the rhetoric underpinning both 

of these campaigns remains prevalent and persistent. The main error made by those 

positioning themselves against these campaigns was in thinking the arguments being made 

were unworthy of response—How could anyone be persuaded by this? In the 21st century?—

and failing to realize that many of these ideas have long been mainstream and continue to 

hold sway within U.S. mainstream discourse.  

As established through the project of settler colonialism, whiteness in the U.S. “has 

functioned as self-identity in the domain of the intrinsic, personal, and psychological; as 

reputation in the interstices between internal and external identity; and, as property in the 

extrinsic, public, and legal realms.”120 From the very earliest points of settler contact in the 

U.S., whiteness and its associated privileges were not only enacted but expected, with 

whiteness becoming “the quintessential property for personhood.”121 The flip side of that 
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necessarily implicates categories of subpersonhood into which those lacking the requisite 

whiteness will fall.122 While most of those involved with the Trump administration, the Sad 

Puppies, and similar campaigns will (naturally) disavow that their arguments come from a 

racist positioning, those involved will often simultaneously portray themselves as “victims” 

of movements that derive from racially marginalized groups—the civil rights movement, 

“cancel culture,” Black Lives Matter—a rhetorical move that has strong roots within the 

avowed white supremacist community.123 The rhetorical echoes of the Sad Puppies’ cries in 

2015 that they are being pushed out of fandom by diverse voices can be easily detected in 

2017 within the tiki-torch carrying white supremacists chanting “Jews will not replace us” in 

Charlottesville, Virginia.  This view that any advancement for minoritized groups—even 

those as small and seemingly inconsequential as nominations for science fiction awards—

might be viewed as taking something away from the white majority remain entrenched into 

numerous segments of society and is unlikely to dissipate for as long as the capitalist scarcity 

mindset remains in place alongside the racial hierarchy. 

These examples of rhetoric around race and representation, both within speculative 

fiction and in the larger society, help illustrate the discursive landscape that contemporary 

ethnofuturist narratives are working within and against. None of the substance is new—much 

of the messaging is simply familiar retreading of well-worn rhetorical patterns of racial and 

ethnic relations within the U.S. since first European contact. The persistence of these tropes 

underscores the importance of articulating a critical ethnofuture in order to directly address 

the misguided notions inherent in white supremacy and project a future that does not rely on 

entrenched racism for its implementation. 
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Framing a Critical Ethnofuturism 

Throughout the publishing history of speculative and science fiction texts, race has 

often been presented through the construct of alien or “other.” These texts are often 

positioned as postracial in their framework, but as Anthony Shiu points out, they are 

“primarily engaged in a regime of racial preferences that bears no relation to a future proper; 

its ‘futures’ are (racially) partial.”124 This position leaves open a large space for writers of 

color to engage with the issue of race. By “disputing the paradigm of the raceless future,” 

ethnofuturist narratives can engage in “an oblique quarrel with the present—more 

specifically with the racial common sense of American public discourse.”125 Some media 

narratives developed a tendency to frame the close of the Civil Rights era as if it were the 

point at which discourse on race has ceased to be necessary due to full and equal treatment of 

everyone under the law. This tendency has led to the impression that we have already entered 

the postracial American era. Those writers operating from a postracial standpoint frequently 

provide a vision of the future that has been subsumed by a single, dominant, typically white 

culture. By contrast, ethnofuturist authors proceed “in the way a progressive, even radical, 

racial politics is advanced [. . .] through the forcing of readers to confront an imminent, 

apocalyptic tomorrow rooted in the disparities and injustices of today.”126 This is perhaps the 

greatest divergence between postrace futurism and ethnofuturism—for the former, the 

apocalypse can be rooted in a far-off alien cause, while for the latter, all the preconditions of 

apocalypse (race, class, gender, socioeconomic status, community, politics) are always 

already in place.  
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The body of ethnofuturism does not work as a singular unit, positing a unified vision 

of a multicultural future. Rather, each individual work, in its own way, provides the space for 

discussion of a future that is heterogeneous in its makeup and its concerns. Ethnofuturist 

texts, emerging from populations that have long been denied a voice in the larger picture, 

have little interest in furthering the white postracial fantasy. Instead, what is at stake in 

ethnofuturist literature becomes what is navigated in the space between assimilation and 

cultural representation, between the alien and the self, and between pluralist and 

multiculturalist social ideals.  

 

The Problem of Assimilation 

The issue presented by an assimilationist presentation of postrace is the tendency of 

such notions to “presume the superiority, purity, and unchanging character of the dominant 

culture.”127 Within the demand for minority populations to assimilate is the implicit cultural 

hegemony of white supremacist structure. Charles W. Mills, in detailing a racialized social 

contract, argues that modern societies in the Wester were “thus expressly created as a racially 

hierarchical polity, globally dominated by Europeans,”128 a hierarchy entrenched in the 

Western capitalist system and enforced by colonial rule and the slave trade. The idea Mills 

presents, of a society that has been created with race embedded at its core, asserts an 

ontological link between the two—that modernism is incumbent on the creation of race, and 

vice versa. Ta-Nehisi Coates makes a similar assertion: “Race is the child of racism, not the 

father. And the process of naming ‘the people’ has never been a matter of genealogy and 

physiognomy so much as one of hierarchy.”129 What these observations by Mills and Coates 
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draw attention to is the creation not simply of the darker, subordinated races, but of the white 

race resting atop the hierarchy, as well. “These new people are, like us, a modern invention,” 

Coates says. “But unlike us, their new name has no real meaning divorced from the 

machinery of criminal power.”130 The understanding created here is that an assimilationist 

policing of cultural norms requires all manufactured groups to adopt the practices of, and 

integrate into, another manufactured—yet dominant—group whose power was obtained and 

whose standards were decided without the consent or consultation of the subjugated groups. 

The demand or expectation for assimilation is, in this view, entirely problematic. 

The futurist narratives that operate from this position are often similarly problematic. 

In order to give these authors the benefit of the doubt, we can argue that these works operate 

within an idealist, colorblind approach, though in providing a narrative setting and structure 

that ignore cultural difference while implicating full population participation in a 

homogenized white culture, the authors are reifying and lending credence to the white 

supremacist structure. This version of a postrace society is as unreal and fantastic as any alien 

race or advanced technology in science fiction narratives. As Mills argues: 

The color-coded morality of the Racial Contract restricts the possession of this 

natural freedom and equality to white men. By virtue of their complete 

nonrecognition, or at best inadequate, myopic recognition, of the duties of 

natural law, nonwhites are appropriately relegated to a lower rung on the 

moral ladder [. . . .] They are designated as born unfree and unequal. A 

partitioned social ontology is therefore created, a universe divided between 

persons and racial subpersons, Untermenschen, who may variously be black, 
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red, brown, yellow—slaves, aborigines, colonial populations—but who are 

collectively appropriately known as “subject races.” And these subpersons 

[. . .] are biologically destined never to penetrate the normative rights ceiling 

established for them below white persons.131 

Here, Mills ascribes the tendency of white supremacy to impose a manufactured biological 

imperative that traps people of color in their subordinate places. This has nothing to do with 

an innate physiological trait that preordains one’s subordinated place within the hierarchy. 

Rather, despite the falsified imposition of a racial hierarchy, such structures are inherent in 

American society. They both operate from, and depend upon, the assumption that biological 

difference and social hierarchy are inherently and naturally intermingled.  

These structures require, as a matter of course, considerable cultural reevaluation to 

have any chance at an equalized postrace that meaningfully engages with any presence 

outside the dominant culture. Such a reevaluation remains unexplored in these futurist 

narratives of a homogenous monoculture, resulting in a viewpoint that posits white 

supremacy as natural and inevitable outcome. These narratives, which describe alleged 

utopias free from racial disharmony while simultaneously reliant upon adherence to white 

norms, are “not racist in the classic sense,”132 as their intent is not based on racial inferiority, 

but rather one of equality and fairness. This practice is instead premised on the idea that 

“little or nothing in the cultures of the groups being invited to join the America mainstream is 

presumed worthy of preserving,”133 an idea commonplace in the history in the US’s treatment 

of its racial minorities since colonization. 
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Despite the persistence of such an assimilationist model, “based on an ethnocentric 

ideal of cultural homogeneity that has been rejected by Indians, blacks, Asians, Mexican 

Americans, and even many white ethnics,”134 the implausibility of it must be made 

reasonably apparent. This tendency in narratives, despite any altruistic intentions on the part 

of the authors, “reifies and privileges one cultural strain in what is in fact a multicultural 

society.”135 But, as Toni Morrison asserts, “for black and white American writers, in a wholly 

racialized society, there is no escape from racially inflected language.”136 Even assimilation 

fails to be enough to overcome a racial dialogue. No matter the shape or form taken up by the 

assimilationist viewpoints, narratives building from this perspective all operate—whether 

implicitly or explicitly—under the assumption that whiteness is not a race but instead a 

default position in society, both invisible and normative. This status affords whites the 

opportunity to enforce race while also ignoring the multiple historical imperatives involved 

in its existence. 

At the other end of this spectrum is a group separatism that “emanates from 

ethnocentric concerns about the status and destiny of particular groups.”137 This ideology is 

problematized by the ethnofuturist aesthetic in a different way. On the one hand some infer 

that advocates of a “separatist” view “rarely if ever theorize about what is going to happen to 

other groups,”138 which can conceive of futures that run strikingly parallel to the colonial 

ones that favored beneficial outcomes for white settlers while victimizing everyone else. On 

the other hand, a backlash against such separatism can stem from the same pluralistic desires 

that “attempt to think the thought of the ‘many’ and the thought of national ‘integration’ at 

the same time.”139 Group separatism is antithetical to the “melting pot” ideology that 
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assimilationism depends upon. Possibly a more accurate description than “separatist,” which 

some rely upon “because of their emphasis on the nontranslatability, the absolute alterity, of 

cultural others,” would be to understand these groups as “antiassimilationist and anti-

integrationist.”140 These worldviews don’t “involve extension of established values and 

protections over the formerly excluded group” but instead attempt “to undermine and alter 

from within the dominant, controlling, confining, and periphractic values of the cultural 

dominant.”141 Ethnofuturist narratives attempt to inscribe this antiassimilationist view to push 

past the impositions of white hegemony.  

One major way in which ethnofuturism pushes for an interpretation of difference that 

originates outside the Eurocentric framework is by defining formerly minoritized identities 

on their own terms. For instance, within Afrofuturism—to which ethnofuturism and many 

other ethnic futurisms owe much142—the larger motivating drive is to push back against the 

notions of biological inferiority and cultural victimhood that many historical and modern 

configurations of Black bodies have had projected upon them. Womack argues:  

Black identity does not have to be a negotiation with awful stereotypes, a 

dystopian view of the race (remember those black-man-as-endangered-species 

stories or the constant “Why are black women single?” reports?), an abysmal 

sense of powerlessness, or a reckoning of hardened realities. Fatalism is not a 

synonym for blackness.143 

Likewise, in Catherine Ramírez’s examination of Chicanafuturism, she states that it “offers a 

more expansive definition of ‘human’ as it criticizes racist and classist perceptions of 

Chicanos and Mexicans, especially Mexican workers, as automatons.”144 These and other 
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ethnic futurist positions actively work against hierarchically imposed stereotypes. Whether 

explicitly or implicitly, these authors are often also working against the assimilationist 

standpoint, attempting to “[transform] what was once considered the domain of geeky white 

boys into a rich, exciting, and politically charged medium for the interrogation of ideology, 

identity, historiography and epistemology.”145 This drive to examine ideals at the very core 

of personal and group identification provides a stark contrast to the cultural erasure of 

assimilation. The project of ethnofuturism requires such a forceful and proud relationship to a 

culture—though defined on the terms of those within it, and not by default Eurocentric 

values—in order to provide writers and artists with an alternative to an assimilationist 

postrace of homogeneity. 

In this way, the ethnofuturist project is meant to be expansive rather than limiting. By 

not relying on Eurocentric, colonial imperatives of what individual cultures of their 

experiences “must” be, it allows for creators to build on ideas of society that don’t originate 

in white normative thinking. This expansive framing promotes an intersectionality that 

pushes simultaneously against both assimilationist and exclusionary imperatives inherent in 

white supremacy and the colonial endeavor. Additionally, it allows for a range of readings 

that include anti- and postcolonial critiques, as well as those that bridge, cross, or question 

cultural and social boundaries and definitions. At its core, ethnofuturism doesn’t call for a 

“perfect” future—or require a “perfect” execution completely free from generations of 

received colonial norms—but the greatest common thread among these narratives is the 

desire to push past the framework that insists upon adherence to, and assimilation within, 

white societal values. 
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Reconceptualizing the Alien 

“Science fiction often talks about race by not talking about race,” says Lavender, 

“makes real aliens, has hidden race dialogues.”146 This dialogue, however, happens “from a 

privileged if somewhat generic white space.”147 Explorations about issues surrounding race 

happen in a sideways, roundabout manner, as writers “link social concepts such as 

miscegenation and passing for white with a variety of classic sf motifs—aliens, androids, 

cyborgs, and so on.”148 While these creations, according to Lavender, can “effectively create 

a viable dialectic to examine the pervasiveness of race in sf,”149 they can also prove 

problematic in their creation of “other.”  

This dehumanization of race has serious historical implications that frequently carry 

forward in the form of intergenerational trauma.  For instance, Womack writes, “One of the 

most difficult ideas for descendants of enslaved Africans to swallow is that at one point in 

time, our ancestors were not deemed human. This wasn’t just an opinion, but rather a legal 

status encoded in the first version of the US Constitution.”150 Within the context of the 

United States, otherness and dehumanization are features built into the system rather than 

problems created by it. Womack continues: 

The Constitution prior to the Thirteenth Amendment didn’t decree that blacks 

were aliens, or at least it didn’t use those words. Those who profited from 

westward expansion didn’t quite say that people of African descent were 

rocketed from a distant star, either. However, those invested in this new color-

based power imbalance did push literature and fake science deeming people of 
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African descent and browner peoples in general as hovering on the lower end 

of the Darwinian scale. No, they didn’t hail from a planet in another solar 

system, but they were from another world, with mysterious lands and customs 

that were devalued and vilified to dehumanize.151 

Racialized “otherness” was not constrained to Black people in America, either. Gordon 

Chang points out the prevalence in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries of “yellow peril” 

literature that portrayed Asians of all nationalities “as so deeply foreign as to be inassimilable 

into the U.S. polity.”152 A biological argument in this case, too, was employed to portray 

Asians as “too distant and different from European Americans or irrevocably alien and 

undesirable in culture.”153 Likewise, Ramírez points out how “Chicanas, Chicanos, and 

Native Americans are usually disassociated from science and technology, signifiers of 

civilization, rationality, and progress.”154 These populations, Ramírez argues, “are linked to 

savagery, carnality, intuition, and passion,” and are “fixed in a primitive and racialized 

past.”155 The overall effect for nonwhite Americans is to be embodied as an alienating 

presence in their own country, socially and historically kept separate from white society, 

even as they contribute to it. Thus, this terrain—particularly in the science fiction genre—is a 

tricky place for the ethnofuturist to navigate, dealing in the trope of “the other” while 

resisting the tendency toward a proxy vilification of racialized bodies. 

One strategy is in reconfiguring the alien allegory outside of a Eurocentric mold and 

repurposing it to align with a minority experience of alienation. Lavender writes, “In my 

estimation there is nowhere better than sf to examine the fear and excitement generated 

through alien encounters with race and racism. As a part of the blackground156 of science 
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fiction, otherhood itself maps this dark territory.”157 Womack similarly states that “the alien 

metaphor [. . .] explains the looming space of otherness perpetuated by the idea of race.”158 

She posits this, however, in an Afrocentric viewpoint that envisions whites as the aliens and 

blacks as “among the first alien abductees, kidnapped by strange people who take us over by 

ships and conduct scientific experiments on us. They bred us. They came up with a taxonomy 

of the people they bred: mulatto, octoroon, quadroon.”159 This reframing of “otherness,” 

placed outside of the context of the white science fiction narrative, flips the mirror to redefine 

the concept. Further, it reinterprets the canonical “contact” narratives found throughout white 

science fiction narratives, reinforcing the idea that what the settler fears most is what he has 

inflicted upon others. 

Gloria Anzaldúa presents another means of approaching the otherness implicit in the 

alien through the concept of nepantla. Derived from an Aztec concept, Anzaldúa describes it 

as an “in-between space, an unstable, unpredictable, precarious, always-in-transition space 

lacking clear boundaries.”160 The existence of this zone involves an implicit alienation and 

perpetual otherness, as “living in this liminal zone means being in a constant state of 

displacement—an uncomfortable, even alarming feeling.”161 Inhabiting this place between 

everywhere, of constant border-crossing, can become a matter of stripping identity, which 

Anzaldúa describes: “I have so internalized the borderland conflict that sometimes I feel like 

one cancels out the other and we are zero, nothing, no one.”162 While this proposition seems 

unnecessarily negating, it is also a democratizing state of existence. As Anzaldúa asserts, 

“Most of us dwell in nepantla so much of the time it’s become a sort of ‘home.’ Though this 

state links us to other ideas, people, and worlds, we feel threatened by these new connections 
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and the change they engender.”163 Anzaldúa places the majority of people in nepantla, 

promptly dismissing the self/other dualism and replacing it with a population of “others” 

constantly in connection and disconnection with other “others.” She does not, however, use 

this perpetual otherness as a replacement for cultural connection or identification—Anzaldúa 

relies heavily throughout her works on a strong cultural identity, though the connections she 

emphasizes are those of shared history, folklore, social customs, and language to identify 

with others whose racial blending (mestizaje) is a recent cultural memory. This seeming 

paradox opens her position on mestizaje to criticism, though its usefulness in providing a 

frame for engaging with the alien on a more democratized footing cannot be neglected. 

In recognizing and handling “otherness,” ethnofuturists can find a navigable space for 

addressing the alien between these two poles. The reversal of the alien trope from its 

traditional Eurocentric sphere is useful as a defamiliarizing force, providing representation 

for marginalized groups by repurposing a commonly used motif more frequently pointed 

against them. At the other end lies the equally defamiliarizing effect of posing all groups as 

alien to each other, forcing them to engage with the threatening, foreign aspects that form the 

boundaries between cultures. What results is a spectrum of possibilities in which 

ethnofuturists can represent otherness while resisting a definitional or epistemological 

position resulting from an essentialism imposed by white supremacy.164 This position allows 

the role and function of the alien to fit appropriately into the particular narrative situation and 

address the historical and cultural imperatives present within each individual work.  
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Framing Ethnofuturism   

In the forthcoming chapters, I explore some examples that embody concepts of a 

critical ethnofuturism. In so doing, I hope to relay some sense of how authors frame a sense 

of moving ahead that either pushes back against white supremacist paradigms of personhood 

and agency or engages in a project of conceiving of a world without those paradigms in 

place. In constructing these narratives, ethnofuturist authors can start to shift the window of 

representation that helps society begin to think about what the future might look like in ways 

that do not rely on racial dominance or erasure. 

Chapter 1 frames genre fiction—and particularly speculative fiction—as a dialect 

against the dominant discourse of literary realism. In responding to Antonio Gramsci’s 

assertion that a dialect cannot convey all that a dominant discourse can, I adopt Deleuze and 

Guattari’s concept of minor literature to posit that, in working as a dialect, speculative fiction 

is able to contain numerous ideas unable to be accessed or presented by the dominant 

discourse. This is particularly true when used in service of minoritized authors from 

communities with centuries of practice using dialect within the U.S. to convey ideas that 

exist separate from white society. In performing this analysis, I follow in the tradition of 

Samuel Delany by framing genre as a grammatical function to show its possibilities, while I 

also apply these ideas to Charles Yu’s How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe in 

a way that showcases the novel’s resistance to conventional framing of both language and 

time to push the boundaries of how we conceive of both. 

Chapter 2 explores the use and adaptation of myth and folklore in two novels—

Rebecca Roanhorse’s Trail of Lightning and Gene Luen Yang’s graphic novel American 
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Born Chinese. With the former, I argue how Roanhorse presents Diné folkways and stories 

not from an anthropological viewpoint, but rather gives them the status of science and history 

in a way that affords Indigenous practices the same weight as settler ones in framing a way 

toward a future vision of society. At the same time, the novel falls in with an Indigenous 

orientation toward the future that is centered around preservation and sustainability rather 

than the continual progress that is foregrounded in canonical speculative fiction—a position 

that is given enhanced importance in the shadow of global environmental and climate 

concerns. With the latter novel, I argue how Yang’s adaptation of the traditional Chinese 

Monkey King myth into a Chinese-American context presents a way of understanding and 

undermining the U.S. “nation of immigrants” myth while questioning the concept of 

“Americanness” itself. By adapting an imported story to illustrate a U.S.-based experience, 

Yang develops a new context for understanding “American” experience that can be carried 

into the future to help redefine ideas of citizenship, identity, and foreignness.  

In Chapter 3, I analyze three superhero texts—Marvel’s America series, BLACK from 

Black Mask Comics, and Gary Jackson’s poetry collection Missing You Metropolis. Each of 

these texts uses the trope of superpowered individuals in ways that problematize and reframe 

the issues of race, nationality, and personhood in the popular U.S. imagination. Regarding 

America, I argue that the hero of the series, America Chavez, delivers an Anzaldúan 

rendering of a superhero–a lesbian Latina who originates in a world between dimensions and 

whose power set involves crossing borders between space and time. For BLACK, I argue that 

the narrative embodies an interplay between Afropessimism and Afrofuturism that highlights 

the interaction between the two ideas and uses the concept of superpowered Black bodies to 
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enunciate a way that the realism of Afropessimism and the hope of Afrofuturism can inform 

a way of thinking about the world. I then discuss Missing You Metropolis to show how Black 

and Brown readers of comic books have inserted themselves into the interstices of the 

graphic space, allowing them to map the ideas of empowered identities onto their own 

experiences. Through these texts, I examine how marginalized creators are able to use a 

medium that for a long time relegated those identities to sidekick and background characters, 

and instead reconstruct a concept of superpowered bodies that delivers readings of the self 

and of identity outside of a Eurocentric reference point. 

Overall, I have not intended to map a complete framework for an ethnofuturist canon, 

nor have I come close to doing so. Instead, what I hoped to do was begin to chart the inroads 

being made in certain directions that help to upset the hegemony of whiteness within the U.S. 

vision of the future. In so doing, my end goal is to find ways that our popular culture can 

begin to conceive of a future that does not rely on erasure, assimilation, or an uncritical 

postracialism to plan our way forward. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

GENRE AS A DIALECT 

Charles Yu’s How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe features Chinese 

American family that exists (separately) outside of a traditional mapping of space and time, 

using its metatextual narrative to also upset received conceptions of language and race. In 

employing this framework, Yu provides a space for readers to question the way they perceive 

these constructs, as well as the ways in which each has been scaffolded for them by the 

institutions they were born into. By using language as a basis for time travel, time as a 

physical space in which to exist, and highlighting the extent to which racialization relies 

upon language, geography, and history to exist, Yu prepares his readers to “criticize [their] 

own conception of the world”1 and think past the limitations placed upon them by 

institutional constructs. 

How to Live Safely and its metatextual exploration of social constructs aligns with the 

notion that language contains the specific conceptions of the world.2 At the same time, its 

presence as a science fictional narrative allows for a way to examine how Yu’s use of the 

science fiction genre is aimed as a disruptive force toward the institutions that engineered 

those constructs—namely, the Eurocentric and white supremacist forces that have dictated 

US social order. In performing such an examination, this chapter sets about presenting genre 

literatures—specifically speculative, science fiction, fantasy, or magical realist genres—as a 

sort of dialect that pushes back against the dominant discourse of literary realism. To do this, 
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it first delves into Antonio Gramsci’s formulation of the role of language in forming ways of 

thinking about the world, putting those ideas into dialogue with Gilles Deleuze and Félix 

Guattari’s concept of “minor literature,” a form “which a minority constructs within a major 

language."3 After placing this conception of genre literatures as linguistic functions within a 

tradition that includes Samuel Delany and Stanislaw Lem, the chapter then goes on to 

analyze Yu’s novel through the lens of genre as a dialect. In so doing, it illustrates the way in 

which genre fiction is a tool used by ethnofuturist authors to undercut the dominant ideas 

about the future of society as a Eurocentric monoculture. Specifically, ethnofuturism works 

to deterritorialize the realist language, as a genre narrative “reorients not only our habits of 

time and space but our sense of identity as well.”4 Because it destabilizes dominant concepts 

of identity and how they are oriented toward the future, ethnofuturism provides space to 

reevaluate structural obstacles in the way of repairing the historical wrongs of colonialism 

and imperialism. 

 

Foundations of a Dialect 

In his prison notebooks, Antonio Gramsci begins a section on “The Study of 

Philosophy” with a series of introductory notes in which he outlines the means through which 

one comes to a “conception of the world.”5 This is a key point for him on this area, as he 

introduces the question of whether it is “better to take part in a conception of the world 

mechanically imposed by the external environment” or “to work out consciously and 

critically one’s own conception of the world.”6 Of particular interest is when he turns to 

language’s role in creating that conception of the world in Note III, where he writes: 
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If it is true that every language contains the elements of a conception of the 

world and of a culture, it could also be true that from anyone’s language one 

can assess the greater or lesser complexity of his conception of the world. 

Someone who only speaks dialect, or understands the standard language 

incompletely, necessarily has an intuition of the world which is more or less 

limited and provincial, which is fossilized and anachronistic in relation to the 

major currents of thought which dominate world history. His interests will be 

limited, more or less corporate or economistic, not universal. While it is not 

always possible to learn a number of foreign languages in order to put oneself 

in contact with other cultural lives, it is at the least necessary to learn the 

national language properly. A great culture can be translated into the language 

of another great culture, that is to say a great national language with historic 

richness and complexity, and it can translate any other great culture and can 

be a world-wide means of expression. But a dialect cannot do this.7 

This position initiates many questions to be explored within the context of a US society that 

maintains a recent and ongoing history of oppression, annihilation, and marginalization of 

minorities, whose conceptions of the world have historically often been expressed through 

dialect.  

Gramsci’s ideas about “national language” and dialect in fact illustrate an idea about 

the relationship of power coming into play through language. If the “national language”—

perhaps what many in our society would deem “proper language”—is the bearer of great 

culture whereas dialects are narrowed and provincial, then whoever’s primary discourse is 
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that “national language” would appear to hold the power of determining cultural value and 

documenting its history. This premise would place dominant discourses as the default within 

societies, and within Western societies that default discourse is one of whiteness. Though 

many make the argument about an integrated “melting pot” society—and with it, a sense of 

correctness in the national language—“it remains the case that the white tribe, as the global 

representative of civilization and modernity, is generally on top of the social pyramid.”8 This 

positionality, manufactured by the different iterations of the social contract—and what 

Charles Mills would term the Racial Contract—is in place “specifically to maintain and 

reproduce this racial order, securing the privileges and advantages of the full white citizens 

and maintaining the subordination of nonwhites.”9 This is the implication of Gramsci’s 

assertion, at least in the historical and contemporary contexts of US society, which has 

generally deemed “correct” and “proper” grammar as superior, while a dialect is deemed 

devoid of substance because of prejudice toward the group with which the dialect is 

associated.10 

In another vein, Deleuze and Guattari present their own conception of minor 

literature, in which three characteristics are present—“the deterritorialization of language, the 

connection of the individual to a political immediacy, and the collective assemblage of 

enunciation.”11 These three elements in conjunction allow for an articulation of Gramsci’s 

assertion that creating a new culture involves “the diffusion in a critical form of truths 

already discovered [. . .] making them the basis of vital action.”12 Similarly for Deleuze and 

Guattari, the collective political immediacy captured in the writing of a deterritoralized 

dialect holds some measure of power, despite its allegorical nature. Gramsci elaborates in 
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this vein further, asserting that a “historical act can only be performed by a ‘collective man’ 

[. . .] welded together with a single aim, on the basis of an equal and common conception of 

the world.”13 This caveat of “an equal and common conception of the world” necessarily flies 

in the face of how discursive hierarchies are created. The very act of colonization requires the 

creation of a conception of the world that is different from others, specifically, “that white 

misunderstanding, misrepresentation, evasion, and self-deception on matters related to race,” 

are necessary to instill “a cognitive and moral economy psychically required for conquest, 

colonization, and enslavement” in a manner that is “in no way accidental, but prescribed by 

the terms of the Racial Contract.”14  In this way, a difference in conceptions of the world is 

inevitable, and—through acts of conquest and colonization—the national language is 

perpetually framed through the white-dominant discourse, precluding the participation of 

others outside of that “common” conception. Modes of speaking framed through non-white 

perspectives are derided as “incorrect,” even though they follow equally complex language 

structures and present modes of perceiving the world that are equally valid. This pushes back 

against` Gramsci’s statement that a dialect is incapable of translating ideas from a national 

language; however, it opens up an important corollary branch that is touched on by the idea 

of a minor literature—that a dialect is able to produce and communicate conceptions of the 

world that are absent from or inarticulable within the dominant discourse. 

To be certain, none of this is to say that speakers of a dialect are unable to engage in 

the dominant discourse. As a matter of fact, many dialect users move between a dominant 

language and a discourse for different reasons, whether as a reflection of social dynamics or 

an attempt to influence them.15 Logically, it is advantageous—as Gramsci points out—for 
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speakers of a dialect to be fluent in the national language, if for no other reason than the 

ability to engage with those in power.16 However, dialect presents its own advantages. 

In this chapter, I hope to expand a couple terms17 being used to explore a particular 

way of understanding language within the context of ethnofuturist literatures. The specific 

dialect(s) I want to consider is the discourse of the fantastic (as seen in the genres of science 

fiction, speculative fiction, fantasy, and magical realism), particularly in works by minority 

authors, juxtaposed against the “national language” of realism, which often stands as the 

default for understanding literature.18  

What we find in ethnofuturist works is that authors often reach for this dialect 

because they find the language of realism falling far short of providing a clear enough 

conception of the world as created through the act of marginalization. As Mills argues, “the 

requirements of ‘objective’ cognition, factual and moral, in a racial polity are in a sense more 

demanding in that officially sanctioned reality is divergent from actual reality.”19 In short, the 

“realism” offered by literary realism must be viewed through this lens of hierarchal 

whiteness, in which “one has an agreement to misinterpret the world [. . .] with the assurance 

that this set of mistaken perceptions will be validated by white epistemic authority.”20 Given 

this frame, where the sanctioned framework provided by literary realism exists within a 

discourse that has historically resisted marginalized groups, can it be of any surprise that 

those groups will turn to other genres to express conceptions of the world that deviate from 

the endorsed narrative?  

To escape the restrictive boundaries of a hierarchal approach to literature and genres, 

particularly as they relate to works by and about people of color, it becomes a productive 
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exercise to reframe genre within the context of a language. As a major site of contestation 

and cultural gatekeeping while also being the means through which literature itself is 

conveyed, language becomes the lens through which reality can be viewed, measured, and 

enforced, and if the accepted realities are “only a description of a particular world, when a 

shift of awareness happens we must create a new description of what’s perceived—in other 

words, create a new reality.”21 Here is the space in which genres—speculative, science 

fiction, fantasy, and others—offer up the chance for marginalized groups to tap into 

narratives of a reality that fight against the accepted discourse based in a white power 

structure. These narratives offer the ability to undercut and interrogate the racialization of 

groups in the US, as well as the class, social, and political structures that maintain those 

racialization patterns. 

The configuration of genres in the context of language and linguistic structures is not 

without its precedent. In The Jewel-Hinged Jaw: Notes on the Language of Science Fiction, 

Samuel Delany defines the subjunctive level of speculative fiction by writing, “These 

objects, these convocations of subjects into situations and events, are blanketly defined by: 

have not happened.”22 This mode of subjunctivity is contrasted to the could have happened 

of realist fiction, the could not have happened of fantasy, and the this happened of 

journalism, further dilating the level of speculative and genre fictions into a number of 

subgroups. The point he is driving at in his delineation of these various prosaic 

categorizations is to highlight how the “particular level of SF expands the freedom of the 

choice of words that can follow another group of words meaningfully; but it limits the way 

we employ the corrective process as we move between them,” meaning, as he later expands, 
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“we must make our correction process in accord with what we know of the physically 

explainable universe.”23 In short, the functions of speculative fiction and other similar genres 

act as extensions of their linguistic structures, situating an understanding of the world within 

a particular mode of speaking about it, one that frequently falls outside of a dominant realist 

discourse.  

Through this formulation, it becomes possible to understand how each of these 

realities “is only a description, a system of perception and language,” and in the process of 

accessing these different modes of understanding, “you undo one description of plane/level 

of reality and reconstruct another or others.”24 As such, this conception of genre as dialect 

allows ethnofuturist narratives a praxis of pedagogy, enabling the potential for envisioning 

futures that exist outside of a white hegemonic framework and allowing space for Deleuze 

and Guattari’s collective minority enunciation to be oriented toward our societal future. In 

essence, we are able to speak a more inclusive future into being. 

The ideas Delany puts forth about a corrective process are themselves narrowed from 

Stanislaw Lem, who applies it to fantastic narratives, as well, when he notes, “For fairy tales 

the inner meaning is derived from the contrast with the ontological properties of the real 

world,”25 diverting slightly from Delany’s reading of the relationship of fantasy to reality. 

Lem continues, however, by stating:  

for anti-fairy tales, such as those by Mark Twain in which the worst children 

live happily and only the good and well-bred end fatally, the meaning is 

arrived at by turning the paradigm of the classical fairy tale upside down. In 

other words, the first referent of a semantic relationship need not be the real 
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world but may instead be the typology of a well-known class of literary 

games. The rules of the basic game can be inverted, as they are in Mark 

Twain, and thus is created a new generation, a new set of rules—and a new 

kind of literary work.”26 

It is within this schism between sanctioned “reality” and ontological experiences that 

meaning can be rendered within genres. Because of this separation, the discourse of the 

speculative is not bound by standard concepts of linguistic dialect, thus incorporating writers 

from many different backgrounds, often writing in their own languages and dialects. By 

thinking of these genres within ethnofuturism as a dialect unto themselves, we ascribe a 

collective enunciation upon texts that may be linguistically dissimilar but still fit within the 

bounds of the genre-dialect because of the way in which they present ideas of the future that 

reject dominant norms of societal constructs such as race and class. 

Discussion on the use of language in speculative and fantastic narratives allows us to 

take stock of the role such structural parameters play in the reading and understanding of 

these narratives, particularly as they make it possible to “emerge, through its practical 

experience, a negativity germane to the subject as well as to history, capable of clearing away 

ideologies and even ‘natural’ languages in order to formulate new signifying devices.”27 An 

exploration of this type is particularly useful in examining those ethnofuturist works whose 

approaches to language not only offer ways to generic structural issues in sf and fantastic 

literature—in the case of this chapter, I will later apply these ideas to Charles Yu’s How to 

Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe—but also propose alternate relationships to race 

and identity that gain the ability to interrupt dominant paradigms. 
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Delany’s “corrective practice” relies upon the presence of a center28 that resides both 

within and outside of the text, meaning “repetitions, substitutions, transformations, and 

permutations are always taken from a history of meaning [sens]—that is, in a word, a 

history—whose origin may always be reawakened or whose end may always be anticipated 

in the form of a presence.”29 The fixing of speculative narratives to a metaphysical center in 

this manner ties those narratives to what Derrida recognizes as “a fundamental immobility,” 

limiting the disruptive possibilities of signification these texts can contain.30 What then 

becomes of these ethnofuturist texts when language and signification become decentered? 

Derrida proposes that such a practice “occupies a privileged place—ethnology,” which 

arrives as a consideration “at the moment when European culture—and, in consequence, the 

history of metaphysics and of its concepts—had been dislocated, driven from its locus, and 

forced to stop considering itself as the culture of reference.”31 This process is the very aim of 

ethnofuturism, which looks to set aside the Eurocentric focus on the future to formulate new 

significations with non-European referents. As a “primarily [. . .] European science 

employing traditional concepts,” the study and imposition of ethnicity relies upon the 

“accept[ance] into [. . .] discourse the very premises of ethnocentrism.”32 A critical 

ethnofuturism that engages in a decentering of these signifiers to push them away from that 

ethnocentric space allows those narratives to explore the problems inherent in the racializing 

colonist project. 

This notion coincides with Mills’s Racial Contract, while also framing Toni 

Morrison’s assertion in Playing in the Dark that literary criticism “holds that traditional, 

canonical American literature is free of, uninformed, and unshaped by the four-hundred-year-
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old presence of, first, Africans and then African-Americans in the United States,” as well as 

other racial and ethnic groups, and that this “assumes that the characteristics of our national 

literature emanate from a particular ‘Americanness’ that is separate from and unaccountable 

to this presence.”33 What Morrison refers to here as the “Africanist presence” is similar to the 

“blackground” proposed by Isiah Lavender III, “the embedded perceptions of race and 

racism—intended or not—in Western sf writing and criticism,” and the decentering utilized 

by ethnofuturist narratives enables the possibility of surpassing the subtle coding within that 

aesthetic, allowing for a reading that “makes discernable a range of race meanings”34 and 

destabilizes past generic assumptions. The result is a resituating of the issue of race and 

ethnicity in literature that allows for considerations of identity in terms of future potentialities 

that might disrupt the dominant discourse.  

The discourse of speculative and fantastic genres —their imageries of the futuristic, 

the alien, and the grotesque; their descriptive tendencies; their boundary-pushing 

linguistics—is frequently maintained as a dialect of its own in many revolutionary and 

collective works of minority literature in order to elucidate and bridge the gaps that exist 

between those voices and the traditional canon. It does this by deterritorializing the context 

of ideas being presented, disrupting the discourse and signification of the hegemonic 

structure of realism to where the rules have been supplanted and power resides with the 

author, who can then create a representational fantastic framework that gives voice to 

experiences in a way that the national language— “realism”—hits its limitations.  

Enacting a model of decentering might suggest a model proposed by Brian Kim 

Stefans: “These texts can, I propose, be seen as prostheses rather than freestanding works, 
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which attempt to launch readers into a type of thinking that likewise augments or conflicts 

with the instrumental logic of common sense or a naively realist understanding of the 

world.”35 This approach seems to suggest the presence of a center to which these prostheses 

might be attached, an ontology from which these texts can extend as if to replace a missing 

limb; however, as concerns the ethnofuturist texts examined throughout this and other 

chapters, I would offer that this prosthetic approach functions as the type of decentering 

necessary to place these narratives in the disruptive roles they occupy. The role of a 

prosthetic leg, for example, is not to act as mere signifier for transcendental leg-ness, but 

rather to enact itself in service of its owner, often beyond what may be represented by its 

presence. In both form and function, a prosthetic can operate “no longer turned toward the 

origin” and instead exists in a manner which “affirms play and tries to pass beyond man and 

humanism.”36 A mode of reading wherein the ethnofuturist text addressed here can be seen as 

acting prosthetically does in fact allow it to be a decentered entity, as its relationship to other 

texts through language increases the manner in which play can be instituted. 

A problem remains with this characterization:37 that the idea of prosthesis connotes a 

measure of falsehood or imitation, which has the potential to misrepresent ethnofuturist 

works as useful only in their relationship to the body of white authorship. Rather than 

positioning a text that “takes us beyond the scope of our ordinary experiences and forces us 

to mediate between what we already know about race and what we can learn about it by 

reading sf,”38 viewing it from this perspective only perpetuates white supremacist notions 

through supplicating works by writers of color. The existential mode upon which this 

prosthesis is built is not imbued with a white hegemonic purity, either. As Morrison points 
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out, there is no aspect of US culture in which the presence of minorities does not exist, as 

their existence, identity, and ontology  

is not only a major referent in the framing of the Constitution, it is also in the 

battle over enfranchising unpropertied citizens, women, the illiterate. It is 

there in the construction of a free and public school system; the balancing of 

representation in legislative bodies; jurisprudence and legal definitions of 

justice. It is there in theological discourse; the memoranda of banking houses; 

the concept of manifest destiny and the preeminent narrative that accompanies 

(if it does not precede) the initiation of every immigrant into the community 

of American citizens.39 

As such, even if the prosthesis relies upon its relationship to the corpus to which it is 

attached, the body here is not devoid of a minority presence, which is instead infused to the 

core of its existence. In fact, literature of all sorts often functions prosthetically to a culture, 

“the private imagination interacting with the external world it inhabits.”40 Where 

ethnofuturism is able to differentiate itself, to succeed where others do not, is in providing a 

prosthesis that does not follow the significations of its referent, does not rely upon imitation 

and reflection of the minority presence, but instead crafts new ways of building upon an 

assemblage of identities already found within the main body of Western culture and allowing 

those identities to critique the ways in which they have been constructed. The prosthetic 

nature of genre, of ethnofuturism, is developing an ecosystem for power to be questioned at 

its very source. If this genre prosthesis needs the body, it is only providing a space to enable 

underrepresented portions of it to enact agency of their own accord.  
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In the process of unpacking the idea that genre literatures operate as a dialect able to 

provide a more complete conception of the world, Gramsci’s ideas on the role language and 

dialect play in encapsulating that conception allow room to explore how dialect might be a 

distinct tool toward that end. This unpacking can be done within a more traditional 

interpretation of language through looking at how minority dialect operates as a means of 

collective discourse in the United States. The basic premise of Gramsci’s argument is that 

language gives structure to how people conceive of the world, and that these conceptions are 

translated between national languages. He adds, however, that dialect lacks this ability. He 

restates this idea in other forms, as in additional writings where he states, “Written 

‘normative grammars’ tend to embrace the entire territory of a nation and its total ‘linguistic 

volume’ to create a unitary national linguistic conformatism. [. . . It] always presupposes a 

‘choice,’ a cultural tendency, and is thus always an act of national-cultural politics.”41 As 

outlined above, dialect speakers often incorporate a fluency in the national language, 

switching into it when access to the dominant discourse is advantageous.  

Additionally, his assertion opens up a necessary corollary—that a dialect offers up 

conceptions of the world that are inaccessible to the national discourse. If the dialect at issue 

is ethnofuturism, those inaccessible conceptions include the problematizing of categorical 

racialization that happens within the Eurocentric context. To better unpack this corollary, it is 

important to understand just how this function as a dialect places works prosthetically, as 

alternate approaches to ideas of language and text that further engage the relationship 

between language, otherhood, and the generic tradition.  
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Kevin Young, for example, discusses the term dialect itself—particularly as it 

pertains to African American vernacular speech—focusing on how dialect “denies the sly, 

understated, submerged, and shifting qualities”42 of that particular mode of speaking. He 

further infuses dialect with power by continuing, “We need only look to the spirituals to see 

how black folks, in slavery and out, took English and made it their own, replete with codes 

and calls of which whites were largely unaware or did not know quite how to respond to.”43 

According to Young, not only is the term dialect a misleading term, but rather than being a 

subset of a national language, African American vernacular and other minority community 

dialects create counterhegemonic spaces that subvert the power structure while also allowing 

such languages to “serve as the private building blocks of community.”44 While initially a 

reactionary survival mechanism, the communal creation and dissemination of the language 

was also a forward-looking act that looked toward a future beyond their confinement. In so 

doing, these dialects are not limiting or exclusionary but rather liberational and expansive, 

opening space for new ideas that don’t abide by the rules of “standardized speech.”  

Deleuze and Guattari touch on similar ideas in their discussion of deterritorializing 

language, even comparing the use of German by Prague Jews to the ways in which Black 

people in America use vernacular.45 They echo a sense of what Gramsci states when they 

claim that “the totality of what can and can’t be said varies necessarily with each language 

and with the connections between these languages,”46 though they seem to emphasize the 

role of dialect more than Gramsci does. They expand upon the idea that all languages contain 

conceptions of the world that can’t be expressed in others, that “one language can fill a 

certain function for one material and another function for another material.”47 Their emphasis 
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on deterritorializing of language blends into the way Young considers the application of 

dialect: 

I am suggesting here not dialect as orthographic, naturalistic, and thus a sign 

of “phonetic decay,” but black vernacular as a technological marvel—a 

machining, rejiggering, and at times rejection of English. [. . .] This is un-

English not as non- or ante- but anti-English. [. . .] African American 

Vernacular English is often spoken to confuse as much as to communicate; it 

is “untranslatable” because it does not want to be. Rather, it seeks to divide: 

black from white, young from old, hip from square.48 

This is a new way of seeing dialect—not as a subset of national language, but as an 

intentional “othering” meant to allow for untranslatable ideas that stem from a shared corpus 

of experiences within that particular group. In this configuration, the untranslatability 

functions only in one direction—concepts can port from “standard” language into the dialect, 

but those rooted within the dialect itself have difficulty going the other direction, indicating 

that it is the dialects which might be at least as expansive as a national language.  

In Young’s theorization here, the dialect is formed from a marginalized group who 

was forced into learning the national language and thus already has a grasp of it. As such, 

dialect is not an incomplete use of the national language but rather an improvement upon it. 

It is able to say more than the national language because it contains all those parts of that 

were forced upon the dialect group, and then adds more to the language that stems from 

within the group’s own frame of reference. The gap proposed by Young is not a permanent 

untranslatability that functions as a hard barrier, but rather an obstacle that requires outsiders 
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to work at understanding. The marginalized group has already gone through all the work of 

conversing in the national language, only to be pushed to the edges. Why then should they 

not expect the dominant group to put as much work into understanding them? 

This aspect of untranslatability appears at first glance to run counter to the project of 

producing a corpus that provides for an emergent, cross-cultural reading of society, but that 

would be misleading in a couple ways. First, the interaction of diversity is still present in 

Young’s model, even if that interaction is meant to be confusing rather than 

communicative—interaction remains interaction. Further, and more important, much like 

Young’s description of African American vernacular as untranslatable, the body of 

speculative, science fiction, fantasy, and magical realist texts are unable to be rendered 

within the literary realist language of the dominant discourse and are themselves rather 

untranslatable. For instance, Delany describes how Robert Heinlein using the clause “the 

door dilated” in Beyond This Horizon “was a way to portray clearly, forcefully, and with 

tremendous verbal economy that the world of his story contained a society in which the 

technology for constructing iris-aperture doorways was available”49 contrary to the real-

world 1942 in which he wrote it.  

Similarly, in an ethnofuturist context, Nnedi Okorafor writes in her novella Binti: “I 

slowly lifted up my locks and brought it forward. I rubbed off the ojtize. It glowed a strong 

deep blue like the sky back on earth on a clear day, like Okwu and so many of the other 

Meduse, like the uniforms of the Oomza Uni soldiers.”50 Within this passage is the distance 

between this world and the alien world, the specificity of Himba culture and practice, and the 

destabilizing and distancing effect that leaving one’s home country for a new land can create. 
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Okorafor describes what she writes as “Africanfuturism,”51 a type of science fiction that is 

“is concerned with visions of the future, is interested in technology, leaves the earth, skews 

optimistic, is centered on and predominantly written by people of African descent (black 

people) and it is rooted first and foremost in Africa.”52 It differs from Afrofuturism in that 

“Africanfuturism is specifically and more directly rooted in African culture, history, 

mythology and point-of-view as it then branches into the Black Diaspora, and it does not 

privilege or center the West.”53 This specificity is inherent in the quoted passage—and 

throughout Binti—and creates an untranslatability into literary realism, not because the ideas 

present in it are unable to be introduced in a realistic setting but rather because it cannot be 

done as economically or forcefully as Okorafor has done. 

This untranslatability can be attributed to what Faris describes the “irreducible 

element” that can’t be transcribed or explained.54 The irreducible element is crucial to the 

discourse of genre narratives for two reasons. First, it helps distinguish genres from literary 

realism, as the “irreducible elements are well assimilated into the realistic textual 

environment” that allow us to “detect the remnants of existential anguish at an un-co-optable 

world, but tempered by the more playful side of surrealism (or the intersection of diverse 

cultural traditions,”55 or that are oriented toward the fashioning of a world unlike our own, 

whether through an evolution of technology, introduction of an unearthly species, or 

transplantation into an imagined space. Like African American vernacular playing with the 

rules of the dominant English discourse, genre narratives toy with the structures of literary 

realism to highlight areas where conceptions of the world can be related in a manner that do 

not translate to the realistic structures.  
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Secondly, the irreducible elements contained within these genre narratives maintain 

the integrity of the narrative structures and prevent them from being simple allegory or 

metaphor.56 Genre elements that render a narrative merely as allegorical place dialect as a 

subset of realism and not as a discourse of its own, rendering it incapable of communicating 

anything on its own terms—allegory would be easily translated into a realist structure, 

whereas the irreducible nature of speculative or fantastic elements in genre narratives prevent 

this easy translation from happening and maintaining that the major advantage to using these 

genres “as a literary mode lies in its extraordinary flexibility, in its capacity to delineate, 

explore and transgress boundaries.”57 The available freedom provided by genre narratives is 

allowed by their critical positioning toward the hegemonic strictures imposed by literary 

realism and the dominant discourse informed by white experience and representation. 

Within ethnofuturism, this ability of genre narratives to confront the significations of 

identity presented by the dominant discourse is crucial, as that allows for representation of 

the experiences of marginalized populations, and once again, it is the irreducible elements of 

genre narratives that are responsible for doing this. To be certain, there are aspects from 

within genre narratives that can be—and are—easily translated into the dominant literary 

realist discourse. With the irreducible elements, however, the authors of the texts are making 

the decision to break the Eurocentric significations. They are performing acts to 

deterritorialize the realist language, to aid in the process of reorienting identity58 and a space 

where the hegemony of the dominant realist discourse is disrupted. By evoking the 

transgressive properties of genre narratives as the mode of discourse for approaching 

marginalized experiences, the author has inverted the power structure—she is now in a place 
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of power, as the rules of the realist discourse fail to maintain their dominance. As Maggie 

Ann Bowers points out, when we consider these genre narratives 

from the position of the “other” and consider that it brings into view non-

logical and non-scientific explanations for things, we can see that the 

transgressive power [. . .] provides a means to attack the assumptions of the 

dominant culture and particularly the notion of scientifically and logically 

determined truth.59 

Authors of ethnofuturist texts are relied upon even more as a means of navigating this 

conception of the world that is largely disruptive of signifiers within the dominant realist 

discourse. Because the author is able to retain greater control over the framework in which to 

read the narrative being presented, the voices and viewpoints being represented in these 

ethnofuturist works are necessarily foregrounded, forcing the reader to approach the narrative 

and its accompanying deterritorialization of identity from outside of the structures of default, 

compulsory whiteness. 

The concept of a dialect as untranslatable might create some questions as it relates to 

Gramsci’s ideas on language. Does the idea of a particular dialect as untranslatable reinforce 

Gramsci’s assertion that dialect is a “fossilized and anachronistic” construct? Or does it in 

fact allow room to produce the corollary to Gramsci’s argument that dialects do not 

necessarily limit the scope of one’s conception of the world, but rather allow for relation of 

ideas that do not have a means of expression within the dominant discourse? In the case of 

African American vernacular, the very fact that it adapts and changes at a rate much quicker 
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than the dominant national discourse proves the former question to be untrue, though 

Gramsci would argue this  

signifies that the social group in question may indeed have its own conception 

of the world, even if only embryonic; a conception which manifests itself in 

action, but occasionally and in flashes [. . .] But this same group has, for 

reasons of submission and intellectual subordination, adopted a conception 

which is not its own but is borrowed from another group.60 

But can this possibly be true if the object of a dialect is to create obstacles toward 

understanding its conception of the world in the path of speakers of the national discourse? 

Young has provided a compelling case for the idea that these dialects in fact offer a means 

for expanding and differentiating an untranslatable concept of the world, which can be 

expanded upon by pointing out that the dominant national discourse has a long history of 

fascination with and borrowing from African American vernacular, often incorporating 

elements61 into the national discourse as it evolves. Why would a national discourse begin to 

incorporate dialectal vocabulary if that dialect didn’t have the capability of expressing 

experiences and language not available within that same national discourse? If these ideas 

were available in the discourse, the infusion of new words would be a redundant and useless 

exercise.  

With our classification of dialect as a deterritorialized language at once political and 

collective, Deleuze and Guattari’s concept flies directly in the face of Gramsci’s assertion 

that the authors’ “interests will be limited, more or less corporate or economistic, not 

universal.”62 This opens up for the question to be asked about whether these voices are meant 



 

 81 

to be collective, universal, or individual, and what that means about their role in a broader 

dialogue. It is rather essentialist, after all, to assume that one minority voice necessarily 

speaks for the entirety of a group, while at the same time it is equally reductionist to ignore a 

common experience shared by broad populations of that same marginalized group. The 

dialects that have arisen from these groups are created in a way that is intended to separate it 

from the dominant national discourse, but are the conceptions of reality being related through 

these dialects universal in nature, or are their untranslatable natures tied to the unique 

experiences of the particular group? Though Deleuze and Guattari assert that “what each 

author says individually already constitutes a common action,”63 it can be argued that the 

experiences related through these dialects may not necessarily be collective by default—they 

may in fact be highly individual—but they may still manage to be universal concepts in that 

each of these ways of viewing the world are part of a larger way of approaching 

understanding the nature of reality in its entirety. Without the capabilities afforded them by 

the dialects, these experiences might be otherwise unuttered, buried under the conception of 

reality provided by the dominant national discourse. Both of these contrasting viewpoints 

presented by the authors might be hedging too far to each extreme by labeling these sorts of 

discourses as necessarily collective or necessarily limited. They are, however, necessarily 

universal, despite Gramsci’s assertion to the opposite, as presenting these experiences 

through the untranslatable dialect are part of a totalizing conception of the world. 

It is here that we will begin to shift the way we talk about discourse to the realm of 

genre literatures, as the same ideas proposed to address minority dialects in the US and their 

ability (or inability) to encompass a conception of the world can be applied in discussing the 
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discourse of the speculative fiction, science fiction, magical realism, and fantasy. To clarify 

this practice, we can return to Delany: “Put in opposition to ‘style,’ there is no such thing as 

‘content.’”64 By inextricably linking the works’ subject matter and content to stylistic 

choices, we start to foreground their linguistic choices and, in so doing, their status in 

relationship to the genre. Delany delves further: “The two new questions that arise then are: 

(1), How is this possible, and (2), What is gained by atomizing content into its stylistic 

elements?”65 To answer Delany’s second question, as it pertains to this study (helping to 

answer the first along the way), reading these ethnofuturist texts in this manner does a great 

deal of the work in connecting the authors’ linguistic decisions to their considerations of race 

and identity, and it makes possible our aim of considering these texts as generic prostheses. 

Additionally, no longer is this status as prosthetic considered an ancillary or supplicant 

position, but instead a necessary move in expanding the larger discourse on genre, race, and 

identity. 

These ethnofuturist narratives might, as Deleuze and Guattari argue, operate in a 

collective and political sphere, though they will—practically by necessity—be operating in a 

universalizing manner. Faris argues “the irreducible elements and the defocalized mode 

cause the reader to feel a sense of contact with an indeterminate and undefinable domain, a 

feeling that endows the text with a slight and occasional mysterious aura.”66 That aura is part 

of the conceptions of the world provided by authors operating in ethnofuturism, and it in turn 

contributes to the way in which others operating in different languages perceive the world, as 

well. As Thiem points out, “Texts may encompass worlds and worlds may be texts, but the 

way they come together, clash, and fuse in a textualization violates our usual sense of what is 
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possible.”67 The access provided to these marginalized conceptions of the world by 

ethnofuturist texts is a possibility otherwise unknown. 

The discourse of the speculative and fantastic genres is one that exists, like other 

dialects within multiethnic American society, in the marginalized borders of dominant 

culture and acts in contrast to the dominant discourse. These dialects aren’t subordinated to 

inferior conceptions of the world, as Gramsci would have them be, but rather produce 

untranslatable ideas that efface the borders between the marginalized groups and the 

dominant hegemonic structures. As Young points out, “For some, this lack of boundaries 

seemed freeing, for others horrifying—more to the point might be an acknowledgement that 

these boundaries were artificial in the first place.”68 These dialects, despite Gramsci’s desire 

to label them as separate and inferior, serve only to expand on the capabilities of the 

dominant national discourse, surpassing its ability to provide a conception of the world and 

not subtracting from it. What exists is not that a great culture can only be translated into 

another great culture, but rather that the inclusion of marginalized cultures into the dominant 

national discourse is what creates the “world-wide means of expression” that Gramsci wishes 

to have. Through its deterritoralizing nature, the discourse of genre fiction—particularly in 

works by authors from marginalized groups that seek to ascribe an ethnofuturist vision of 

society—obliterates the hegemony provided by dialectic opposition of national language and 

discourse and allows access to the broader truths being held by the Other. 

 

 

Applying the Dialect 
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 Having developed a means for approaching Yu’s How to Live Safely in a Science 

Fictional Universe, we can turn toward an analysis of how the author involves linguistic and 

textual constructs as a means for interrupting the dominant discourse of sf and fantastic 

literature as a whole. Though this novel nominally derives from a sf background, and as such 

involves much of its material and generic concerns from that sphere, it also includes a 

number of experimental, fantastic elements that move it into Delany’s subjunctive 

categorization of “could not have happened.” This fact, too, presents less as a problem in 

approaching this text as linguistic prostheses, as the expansion the novel makes to the genres 

involves an eclipsing of already hazy generic boundaries. Given the little scholarship thus far 

devoted to ethnofuturist narratives as a whole, and to this text in particular, a number of 

different observations and points can be made regarding the novel, its approach to issues of 

race, and its positioning within the larger generic discussion. In this section, I examine 

Charles Yu’s How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe as an example of an 

ethnofuturist work whose approach to language offers a way to parse generic structural issues 

in speculative fiction and argue that, through its positioning within the dialect of genre, it is 

able propose alternate relationships to race and identity that interrupt dominant paradigms. I 

will present the ways language is used as a tool for introducing an interruptive mode of 

approaching the sf and fantastic genres, as well as how this contextualization permits for 

alternate ways of construing race and identity oriented toward the future, most specifically by 

introducing a view of the “elastic present” that similarly decenters and delays closure on 

senses of identity. By foregrounding language and stylistic concerns as ways of accessing 
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thematic issues of race, the hope is that a deconstruction of these elements will open up 

further discourse on the potentialities of ethnic identities.  

As a time travel narrative, How to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe is 

opened up to a number of unique textual concerns. Shiu points out: 

The question of how time is structured in and through narrative is key in 

determining the political stakes of a text. Yet we must also attend to how 

different modes of temporality are nested within a dominant temporality, 

especially when dealing with race in time-travel narratives. While Yu is 

interested in Asian American lives he makes clear that time is an effect of 

nation-states (the common First-/Third-World divide) and of racist social 

structures. All the while, dominant narratives possess the ability to imagine 

and enact alternate temporal/spatial dimensions while bypassing the 

consideration of subordinate groups.69 

The temporal structuring is indeed an important aspect in untangling the political 

implications of the text, but it is worth noting that this temporality’s unique relationship to 

language is what creates a particular interruptive mode wherein dominant understandings of 

such destabilized concepts as time, space, culture, and race are interwoven into a multi-

layered narrative with metatextual elements. This combinatory effect is what relocates How 

to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe into a prosthetic relationship with the genre of 

sf literature, as by positioning the novel both “paradoxically, within the [generic] structure 

and outside it,”70 Yu has managed to open up the amount of play available in understanding 

the text and its political implications. The merging of language, style, and content become 
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the means for exploding the ways of accessing the issues of ethnic identity being explored by 

the novel.  

In starting with the self-referential title, Yu is identifying the metatextual nature of the 

novel, locating the action of the narrative in a self-aware science fictional space. Further 

initiating the metatextual elements, “Charles Yu, the protagonist [. . .], is and is not Charles 

Yu the writer,”71 extending the prosthesis of the text outside of itself and grafting it onto the 

genre as a whole. The science fictional universe in which the narrative finds itself, Minor 

Universe 31, “was slightly damaged during its construction,” which led to the halting of 

construction at the point where “physics was only 93 percent installed, and thus you may find 

that it can be a bit unpredictable in places,”72 meaning Yu situated his novel not only in a 

self-aware fictional space, but in an imperfect and incomplete fictional space. This revelation 

becomes the first of many metacommentaries within the text, as the Yu within the narrative is 

tied to the Yu outside the text, providing a space in which the novel can “signal the existence 

of real problems with the help of prima-facie impossible occurrences.”73 This tether, linking 

diegetic narrator with extradiegetic author, will become an important factor in keeping the 

aim of the work toward exploring real-world political stakes and preventing an occurrence 

“when impossible time-travel machines are used to point out impossible time-travel 

paradoxes, [. . .] playing an empty game” with “no hidden meaning, since they represent 

nothing and predict nothing, they have no relationship at all to the real world and can 

therefore please us only as logical puzzles, as paradoxes, as intellectual acrobatics.”74 Rather, 

there is in fact a wealth of hidden meaning presented by Yu’s novel, accessed through the 
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text’s relationship to grammatical and narrative structures as a means of projecting outward 

the types of issues being explored. 

Perhaps Yu’s most interesting development in the text is the means by which time 

travel is achieved. The primary means for moving through time are “T-Class personal-use 

chronogrammatical vehicles” that rely on such parts as a tense operator, grammar drive, and 

applied temporalinguistics architecture, and which operate within the field of 

chronodiegetics.75 This field, pioneered by the fictional Yu’s father, focuses “on the physical 

and metaphysical properties of time given a finite and bounded diegesis,” and we are told it 

is “currently the best theory of the nature and function of time within a narrative space.”76 

The introduction of a “finite and bounded diegesis” appears a limiting factor in allowing for 

the type of play necessary to explore the interruptive nature of the extradiegetic concerns 

being addressed by Yu. It is difficult, after all, for something bound to interrupt that very 

thing keeping it bound. On this point, however, is where Yu’s traversing of the diegetic 

divide provides a means of decentering both the within and the outside of the text. This 

metatextual structuring “is why the movement of ‘unmotivatedness’ passes from one 

structure to the other with the ‘sign’ crosses the stage of the ‘symbol’,”77 creating out of a 

fantastic narrative some sense of real political stakes that can abridge the structural 

determinism of both the narrative and real-world society. The fictional Yu exists most 

frequently outside the dominant concept of time, in a space outside the continual flow of 

chronological passing of time, “living in a kind of half-assed way, present and at the same 

time not quite in the present, hovering, floating.”78 He has been placed in a simultaneous 

diegetic and extradiegetic place that allows for the interruption of a dominant understanding. 
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The chronogrammatical structure itself is a means of decentering, as Yu describes 

when recollecting his father’s charting of the graphs that would support chronodiegetics: 

I loved the way he used the paper, the whole paper, as a space, [. . .] Lettering 

so uniform, letters so straight and consistent in size and well lined they looked 

like words in comic book dialogue bubbles. I loved how my father set down 

the letters, mindful of the spacing, not fitting one to each box, which would 

have looked too structured, to planned, to spread out, not aesthetically 

pleasing, those letters would have looked like prisoners, each in solitary 

confinement, but rather, using the horizontal lines as a guideline, the words, 

the letters, crossing through and over and on top of the lines, no explanation, 

no protective underlining or boxing or any other kind of markings indicating a 

setting-off or a differentiation between text and curve, between space and 

commentary on the space. [. . .] the whole space useful and usable and 

possible, the whole, unbroken space a place where anything could be written, 

anything could be though, or solved, or puzzled over, anything could be 

connected, plotted, analyzed, fixed, converted, where anything could be 

equalized, divided, isolated, understood.79 

This appreciation of his father’s work—not simply contained to the mathematical and 

theoretical “truths” arrived at through careful figuring, but also at the linguistic and textual 

mapping, the alternating adherence to and flaunting of structural boundaries—gives a sense 

of how in this text “literary practice remains the missing link in the socio-communicative or 

subjective-transcendental fabric of the so-called human sciences.”80 In this passage, what 
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begins as a recapitulation of a transcendental, fundamental, mathematical idea grows and 

metastasizes into a soliloquy on the abandonment of signification in favor of a broader, 

boundless space in which ideas can be explored and meaning deepened. He presents here a 

version of Derrida’s foundational idea of deconstruction: “The absence of the transcendental 

signified extends the domain and the play of signification infinitely.”81 In tying a science 

fictional conceit to the potentiality of infinite signification through decentered language, Yu 

presents a space in which the narrative can extend away from itself and the generic concerns 

to which it has been attached as prosthesis, creating the potential for an interruption of 

dominant understandings of race and identity. 

This potential space is further expanded by the way in which Yu ties chronodiegetics 

to narrative structure. Early on, he notes that “it is possible, in principle, to construct a 

universal time machine from no other components than (i) a piece of paper that is moved in 

to directions through a recording element, backward and forward, which (ii) performs only 

two basic operations, narration and straightforward application of the past tense”82—in other 

words, time travel is a function of storytelling. He ascribes this to the presence of memory 

and regret, which “are, when taken together, the set of necessary and sufficient elements 

required”83 for time travel. His formulation grows into a later realization that  

Everyone is a time machine. [. . .] People get stuck, people get looped. People 

get trapped. But we are all time machines. We are all perfectly engineered 

time machines, technologically equipped to allow the inside user, the traveler 

riding inside each of us, to experience time travel, and loss, and 

understanding.84 
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If time travel is structured as narrative, powered by memory and regret, Yu posits that this 

state is a universal requirement, creating “another relation to time that amplifies the stakes of 

the time-travel narrative: we are always already time travelling.”85 

What to make then of this outward gesture toward the reader as a time traveler? The 

answer can perhaps be found in the discovery, and subsequent creation, of the diegetic How 

to Live Safely in a Science Fictional Universe after the fictional Yu has shot his future self 

and finds himself stuck in a time loop in his machine. In running head-on to the 

phenomenological paradoxes explicit in such a turn of events, the reader learns that the 

diegetic book being created in the text and the extradiegetic book being read for the story are 

one and the same. Yu’s move in this regard succeeds perhaps more than any other within the 

novel to decenter the text—it becomes impossible to locate a center outside the text, because 

“il n’y a pas de hors-texte.”86 The existence of the text within itself begins to break down 

conceptions of inside and outside, erasing structural boundaries of narrative and allowing 

room for play to happen on the diachronic level of metaphor and metonymy. In this particular 

instance, the book in question exists within a time loop, a period of moments between when 

the narrator shoots his future self and when he becomes that future self to be shot. The 

implication following from this diegetic realization is that we, as extradiegetic possessors of 

a book existing solely within a fixed, repeating frame of time, exist within the same closed 

loop that this book does, again fixing a boundary around the text yet, again, a decentered one 

where the inside and outside are indiscernible. What are we as readers to do with this? How 

is the metatextual boundary of the time loop to be understood or broached if we are to move 

on from it? This move has separated us from a dominant realist language and isolated us 
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within the dialect of genre, and it is from within this narrative time loop that the novel most 

predominantly foregrounds the racial issues it attempts to address. 

Through this temporal structuring, “Yu argues that temporality is structured by race, 

and minority structures within this larger enclosure also structure a kind of temporality, albeit 

as a response to (and function of) the primary structure.”87 The metatextual boundaries put in 

place by this enclosed time loop that also implicates the extradiegetic space inhabited by the 

reader provides an interruptive perspective on the closed social system that has marginalized 

Asian Americans and other ethnic minorities by presenting such a system as a repetitive, self-

sustaining, self-defining loop. The decision to enter into this critique from the genre position 

of sf becomes a means of accessing the genre’s “marginal status as a position from which to 

criticize the world,” particularly by presenting, dilating, and inverting the genre’s “semantic 

conventions that govern the reading of sentences that make up its texts”88 to bring the 

marginal to the center. Thus, it is that within this larger structure of the time loop, the 

fictional Yu finds himself located on the father—son axis, observing his own memories as 

“some semi-omniscient, bird’s-eye view observer”89 that was both present and not present in 

their moment of creation. The memories he watches within this time loop have much to do 

with the creation of chronodiegetics, which we have come to learn originates in the need for 

the first-generation Taiwanese immigrants to “‘make something of’ themselves in order to 

live in the ‘free-form world of science fiction,’ which is characterized by its freedom from 

the ‘grammar’ of race and identity—or language’s relation to structuring minority lives in a 

teleological fashion.”90 Once again, language—as navigated through the operation of time 
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travel—finds itself as the means for accessing the politics of racialized identity within this 

genre dialect.  

Specifically, language becomes “fundamental for understanding Yu’s attempt to 

imagine a future for Asian Americans that thinks through loss by reimagining racialized 

being without recuperating past identities or transcending present conditions.”91 The 

fingerprints of loss are to be seen throughout the novel, and the process or working through 

them in this time loop is central to Yu’s formation of potential conceptualizations of identity 

and existence within the world. Through Yu’s memories, we are provided with scenes with 

his father that demarcate loss in the frame of an Asian-American family made subject to 

dominant structures of racialized understanding. When the fictional Yu and his father meet 

with the white Director of Research, Yu takes stock of this important person “for whom the 

world isn’t a mystery,” and who understands “when and where and how to apply just the 

right amount of force” to make the world move for him, while the father “thinks success 

must be in direct proportion to effort exerted,” as both he and Yu “don’t have any angle, any 

torque, no grip or traction or leverage.”92 Such a relational hierarchy of perceived power 

embodies an overdetermined structure in which members a marginalized racial group have 

found themselves throughout the history of the country. The momentary high of the father’s 

meeting and subsequent tragic nosedive of fortune represent the loss of failure repeatedly 

holding him back throughout the narrative. 

This sense of loss is compounded in another memory of the fictional Yu, in which he 

looks upon his father with “eyes red and cheeks and chin wet with tears” because he is 

“looking at a picture of my grandfather, the one I never met, who died when I was six months 
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old, who died on a different continent, an ocean away, poor and broken and missing his 

oldest son.”93 This memory marks two layers of loss—one of family and one of place. This 

becomes a scene in which “characters inhabit a present constrained by loss and (incomplete) 

lineage, two temporal virtualizations—of self- and group-identity respectively—governing 

Asian American lives.”94 As the fictional Yu watches this scene, he is made aware of the 

sequence of looking being presented, “the three of us, son, father, and grandfather, forming a 

melancholy axis, forming a chain, a regress, a bridge into the past.”95 As Shiu points out, the 

dominant, shared experience of time is shaped by a temporal past, “marked by loss, national 

borders, immigration regimes, and a partial incorporation into dominant temporal structures,” 

and within this scene in the novel is “presently hitched to presence (the living and the dead), 

the present (failure), and absence (of racial “success stories” that are not “exceptional” and 

not indicative of an inclusive mode of being-together).”96 In experiencing this memory, Yu 

reminds us that the mode of time travel “will have the same limits that you do. [. . .] You 

can’t go just anywhere, only to places it will let you go. You can only go to places that you 

will let yourself go.”97 The parameters of experiencing time get interrupted here by Yu, 

moving it from a chronological progression to an experience left up to one’s own will. 

The fictional Yu is not the only character bound in by a time loop—the entire family 

in the novel lives outside the traditionally understood progression of space-time, each of 

them eventually caught in his or her own loop where moments are infinitely expanded and 

refracted according to each character’s perception of time. Prior to being stuck inside his 

time loop, the narrator spends the better part of a biological decade in the “Present-

Indefinite,” a suspension of time progression in “a quiet, nameless, dateless day that I found, 
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tucked into a hidden cul-de-sac of space-time.”98 His mother has chosen to live out the rest of 

her time in a time loop, “the same sixty minutes, over and over again, for as long and as 

many times as she likes.”99 This repeated hour is noted for being “a hypothetical dinner, not 

an actual memory,”100 in which she eats with an imaginary version of the fictional Yu. The 

loss she has experienced in this loop shares the characteristics of nostalgia detailed in the 

diegetic manual: “Manifests itself in humans as a feeling of missing a place one has never 

been, a place much like one’s home universe, or as a longing for versions of one’s self that 

one will never, and can never know.”101 These occurrences of nostalgia present themselves as 

the boundaries in the dominant structure that are necessary to overcome in the face of a 

utopian impulse102 that deviates from the type of identity project Yu is interested in exploring 

through this text. 

The father, who disappeared when Charles was in college, has been stranded “inside 

an empty minute, a safe minute when he knows he can’t be found.”103 This loss of the father 

is what motivates much of the narrative, as the unresolved sense of failure hangs over and 

interferes with much of the text. As Shiu asserts, “Progression and achievement, for the 

father, is the primary way of establishing relation with America. When s/he stalls, the first-

generation immigrant is often relegated to an embodiment of subordinate racial/economic 

status that diminishes any sense of temporal progression or flexibility.”104 This issue is 

central among the racialized subjectivities Yu attempts to interrupt by giving the characters 

potential room outside the dominant conceptions of space-time in which the hierarchies of 

ethnic- and self-identity can be deterritorialized.  
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Yu’s move in this direction is the conceptualization of the “elastic present,” which 

finds its way into the text at the end:  

Step out into the world of time and risk and loss again. Move forward, into the 

empty plane. Find the book you wrote, and read it until the end, but don’t turn 

the last page yet, keep stalling, see how long you can keep expanding the 

infinitely expandable moment. Enjoy the elastic present which can 

accommodate as little or as much as you want to put in there. Stretch it out, 

live inside of it.105 

In contrast to the “Present-Indefinite” where the fictional Yu spends most of his time at the 

beginning of the novel—regarded as a “holding place” in which one “could go through life 

never actually being where you are”106—this “elastic present” is a means of presence that 

provides an alternate construction of existence.  

As a new linguistic tense that delays meaning and closure, the elastic present opens 

up a decentered space for identities to be perpetually reconfigured and under construction. 

This reticence toward a full sense of closure maintains the promise of the fantastic for 

Tzvetan Todorov, as the full potential of the genre “occupies the duration of this 

uncertainty”107 between arriving at a resolution, at which point it moves into a different genre 

altogether, with different aims and different outcomes. The deferral of closure and full 

realization to the elastic present, which “is not a transcendent ‘now’ with the suggestion of 

living in a series of successive ‘presents,’” but rather “a dilation of life that dispenses with 

stages, accomplishments, and admonishments in the name of a different relationship between 

past, present, and future,”108 becomes Yu’s contribution to the interruptive strategy of 
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considering race and identity. The abridgement provided by the elastic present, an ability to 

rework identity within a dilated present that has expanded the room for other modalities of 

representation outside the dominant sense of history and social relation, works hand-in-hand 

with the status of linguistic prosthesis this text affords the sf and fantastic genres. The use of 

the elastic present becomes a helpful tool for orienting toward a future in which racial 

identity is neither preordained nor foreclosed, as its indeterminacy allows for the same self- 

and community-construction that dialect presents. 

Yu’s resistance to the dominant paradigm of both language and chronological 

understanding allows for a new reading of how identity and time can be constructed and 

perceived, further illustrating how the discourse of the fantastic is one that exists, like other 

dialects within multiethnic American society, in the marginalized borders of the culture and 

acts in contrast to the dominant discourse. Submitting the work to analysis as prosthetic 

addition to the genre of science fiction allows for a means of identifying ways in which the 

novel traverses the generic boundaries that operate within any typical genre analysis. The 

analysis provided here has focused solely on considerations of language insofar as they 

concern the conceptions of time and identity at play in the text, though future analyses of this 

sort might also make headway in examining the spatial transgressions109 allowed by language 

and how they might relate to ideas of identity, as well. The obvious role that language plays 

in the construction of ethnofuturist conceptions of race and identity is accentuated by Yu’s 

novel, as is the disruptive force that ethnofuturist works can have on the dominant discourse 

of realist literature.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

FOLKLORE AND MYTH 

People manufacture societies in a unique way, due in large part to the capacity of 

humans to organize in large, flexible groups. This feature has allowed human organization to 

spread and affect the globe on a large scale, which relates to the ways people “can cooperate 

with numerous strangers because we can invent fictional stories, spread them around, and 

convince millions of strangers to believe in them.”1 The centrality of fiction is a major factor 

of all the institutions within human social organization, from currency to government to 

religion to economies. When people encounter other societies, those fictions come into 

contact, creating turbulence when they contrast, and cause people to question what they hold 

as core values. 

Within ethnofuturism, authors use narratives to explore the effects of those conflicts 

that result when groups encounter each other’s central fictions. In focusing on those sites of 

discordance, U.S. ethnofuturist narratives have been able to take a variety of approaches to 

looking at these encounters. This chapter will look particularly at how two U.S. ethnofuturist 

authors have framed myths and folkways of marginalized groups in contrast with the 

assimilationist American monomyth.  One, Rebecca Roanhorse’s Trail of Lightning, 

recontextualizes traditional Diné stories and practices to push back against the U.S. trope of 

the historical, vanishing Native. A second, Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese, 
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incorporates and retranslates the Monkey King tale to problematize the othering that occurs 

within a story about second-generation Chinese-American experience. 

 

Importing Myth 

In his 2001 novel, American Gods, Neil Gaiman introduces the idea of a United 

States overlaid in the ceaseless importation, appropriation, and recontextualization of 

mythological figures. The land he depicts has been inhabited for centuries by the legends and 

beliefs of those who set foot upon its shores, attempting to view assimilation in religious and 

mythological, rather than ethnic, terms.2 The gods found in Gaiman’s book are Americanized 

versions of their foundational legends—in the postscript, protagonist Shadow meets with 

Norse god Odin in Iceland, where they discuss the deity’s U.S. analog, Wednesday, a con-

man and leader of the other assimilated gods-in-regression: “He was me, yes. But I am not 

him,”3 the “real” Odin says. The gods found in Gaiman’s novel are transformed versions 

whose existence is a residual effect of hand-me-down stories, detached from their originating 

culture and layered in the character of their new country that has imprinted its dominance 

upon them.  

This presents a unique conceit for looking at myths, gods, and legends who are no 

longer the same cultural touchstones that had originally been brought across the oceans with 

various immigrant groups, while at the same time reinscribing the assimilationist narratives 

that are part of a foundational myth about an essential “American” identity. On the one hand, 

such a viewpoint allows for an interesting view to how traditions gain new contexts across 

successive generations post-immigration; on the other, however, this formulation simply 
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reiterates white supremacist and colonialist narratives over the top of numerous cultural 

pieces to reproduce the “wish to regenerate the old European humanity by resurrecting its 

most ancient myths”4 at the expense of those outside the dominant, “mainstream” identity. 

This detachment of deity from originating source and the accompanying reformation 

indicates a kind of trauma being forced upon groups by U.S. assimilationism, and the fact 

that Gaiman includes a number of western and northern European gods among his 

reimagined figures underscores the central “city upon a hill” view of “a kind of positive 

freedom: active pursuit of God’s will in the world, adherence to eternal laws, and, most 

vividly, a vision of self-determination that calls out to those elsewhere in the world who are 

not ‘free,’ whether by enslavement to sin or some dreadful monarch.”5 This same myth that 

birthed American exceptionalism has found itself intertwined with religious doctrine, 

political ideology, and capitalist enterprise, making it all the more dangerous as a force for 

imposing a cultural superiority “with its perpetual representation of the compulsion to return 

to its own sources in order to re-engender itself from them as the very destiny of humanity.”6 

So when Gaiman presents us with gods who are imitations of the figures they represent, 

deeply inflected by a U.S. ethos, part of the message being reproduced is the overriding 

tendency of Americanness itself, that no other cultural framework can survive the 

assimilative melting pot that is the United States without submitting to its influence. 

A number of ethnofuturist narratives do something similar, in that they develop a 

framework that integrates folklore, myths, and cultural practices that are in some way tinged 

by their contact with a dominant U.S./Eurocentric framework; however, these narratives are 

attempting to incorporate these myths in a way that extends beyond that Eurocentrism and 
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provide an interpretation of the past that can allow us to read a future that is not so reliant on 

the centralized myths we in the U.S. like to tell ourselves. Within the context of U.S. society, 

the myth that is perhaps most pervasive is that we are a nation of immigrants, and our 

culture, mythos, and national identity is predicated on the results of that immigration. Most 

often this myth is held up as a means to advocate the country’s cultural pluralism that 

attempts to balance both unity and difference “with respect to an answer to the question of 

how what is different from ‘America’ yet also within the borders of ‘America’ might be 

conserved, recognized, and granted the right to be itself.”7 This myth problematizes itself on 

multiple fronts. The first of these is the process through which it places Indigenous 

populations under erasure, equating “Americanness” to those only whose family trees have 

their roots on other shores. Such a “nation of immigrants” standpoint finds its genesis in 

settler arrival, necessitating the view that no nation or culture worth claiming existed prior. 

The perpetuation of this viewpoint props up the dehumanizing principles of Indigenous 

deficiency, in which “Indigenous peoples are in a state of constant lack: in morals, laws, 

culture, restraint, language, ambition, hygiene, desire, love” to the point where “this 

unyielding stereotype of deficiency becomes the solid object against which we’re so often 

slammed, the supposed truth claim against which all our experiences are measured—and 

inevitably found wanting.”8 Furthermore, it relegates Indigenous identities and people to 

history rather than integrating them into discussions of the present, let alone the future. 

Another problem that arises within this mythologizing is the tendency toward a 

“melting pot” view of American society that idealizes and prioritizes an assimilationist 

monoculture and diminishes any attempts of inclusion or representation to a tokenized 
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gesture of “multiculturalism.” The melting pot attempts to overcome a focus on divisions 

between people from various backgrounds by over-relying on “the existence of being-in-

common, which gives rise to the existence of being-self.”9 This position creates a seemingly 

unnavigable relationship between the individual and “culture,” insofar as “community means, 

consequently, that there is no singular being without another singular being”10 much in the 

same way that culture is conceived of in this formulation “as a matter of relations, and as 

soon as one constitutes ‘culture,’ culture can only appear in relation to another ‘culture.’”11 

Another way to note this is the dichotomy between U.S. “exceptionalism” and individualism 

that simultaneously insists upon a unique positioning of the U.S. as a nation, its people, and 

its culture while also promoting a personal sovereignty and autonomy that resists 

consolidation. What is being asked of the melting pot is to paradoxically consider “American 

culture” at the level of the individual and demand other individuals assimilate to a 

particularist mode of thinking about culture. Situating “America” in this way leads to the 

sorts of viral public interactions such as a third party inserting themselves into a conversation 

that doesn’t involve them to insist that the participants speak English, or promulgation of 

fears about Sharia law being instituted in the U.S. (despite already existent separations 

between church and state) while simultaneously insisting upon laws and policies that 

institutionalize their own religious tenets. It is in these ways that only certain groups are 

eligible to claim positions of power within the “nation of immigrants” myth.  

Other scholars have probed the problems inherent in the way the U.S. talks to itself 

about its formation. Ali Behdad describes Ellis Island as the U.S.’s monument to its 

immigrant heritage, a “forgetful reinvention that suppresses historical knowledge about the 
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economics of immigration, while producing a pseudo-historical consciousness about what it 

means to be an American.”12 Though the U.S. culture likes to remind itself of its immigrant 

past, Behdad asserts that this narrative itself forgetful, “frequently called upon to displace the 

historical origins of nation building in the United States.”13 The invocations of this immigrant 

nation ideal abet a self-placating and celebratory tendency toward monumentalizing 

Americans as heroic frontiersman with a love of freedom and liberty forging a great national 

democracy.14 These narratives painting the U.S. as the refuge of huddled and oppressed 

masses ignores the trans-Atlantic slave trade that is responsible for most of the free labor 

used to build the country’s institutions and economy, the xenophobic and inhospitable 

conditions that immigrants have faced upon their introduction to the United States, and the 

removal and genocide of Indigenous nations through broken treaties, stolen land, and military 

action that provided the land upon which the country was built. In the process of immigration 

and assimilation, and as a means of developing a homogenous national identity, it becomes a 

self-preserving impulse to forget the true meaning of what it means to be an immigrant and 

forge a notion of “true Americanness,” while simultaneously erasing the identities of the 

land’s original inhabitants. The resultant mythologized nation-building is one that both 

defines an American identity and defiles the myriad of assimilated cultural touchstones that 

have contributed to it.  

The result is the creation of the “Other,” the deterritorialization of not simply a 

language, but of a people and its culture. As Deleuze and Guattari note, this is compensated 

by a “reterritorializaiton in sense;”15 in the case of the immigrant nation myth, the 

reterritorialization is accomplished through assimilating the elements of that culture into the 
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broader contexts for American identity. On the one hand, this process makes the case for the 

broad appeal of a multicultural nation of immigrants brought together in a collaborative 

experiment in democracy, while on the other disregarding the politics of race created by 

settler colonialism, as well as the social inequalities that problematize the American dream.16 

Despite the continual reminder of America as a nation of immigrants, the creation of “other” 

is a perpetual process, where identifying notions such as citizenship and nationality belie the 

specter of exile and displacement.17 The necessity of defining a U.S. identity relies on 

definition-by-difference—rather than navigating the definition of what an American is, we’re 

left with ascribing the boundaries of what a U.S. American is not. In a system rooted in 

upholding power for one group based on racial supremacy, white privilege became an 

expectation and [. . .] whiteness became the quintessential property for personhood.”18 

Because the pathological need to define “American” so concretely conflicts with the 

political, legal, and societal histories of the country itself, the dominant cultural powers 

rooted in white supremacy work to implant and reify the central assimilationist mythos that 

continues to seek out a bright line between “us” and “them.” 

The “nation of immigrants” myth is a totalizing blanket that manages to use the mask 

of inclusivity to impose a uniformity onto the multitude of groups that existed prior to settler 

arrival and have immigrated since. It is the type of national narrative that embodies “the 

oppressive divorce of knowledge and mythology.”19 Even with its apparent promotion of the 

patchwork identity of U.S. society, in many ways this mythos actually suppresses the 

multiple influences upon daily life, popular culture, folklore, and nation-building that exist in 

favor of demanding an “American” singular culture, one that is largely ignorant of its 
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multiple roots. Though this particular mythos has done little beyond upholding power 

dynamics according to hierarchal status quo, a number of ethnofuturist narratives integrate 

various forms of mythologies and folklores to probe the limits of the melting pot nation of 

immigrants ideas by interrogating the concept of U.S. identity and deterritorializing the frame 

of reference for such identities.  

When it comes to shaping and building toward the future, the present political 

moment may prove to be instrumental in what direction that might look like. As William H. 

Chafe writes, “Rarely—and certainly not since the Civil War—have we been so divided on 

which direction we should be heading as a country,”20 and especially so on a global stage. 

Chafe was writing in 2012, and while some might argue that his claim might be overstated 

and myopically focused on the present, it would be difficult to argue that the chasm he 

describes has only worsened in the intervening years, as the U.S., South America, and much 

of Europe have seen a resurgence of far-right fascist, nationalist, and white supremacist 

movements that have reshaped national conversations to welcome participants that were even 

recently considered on the fringes of political thought. Even with these extremist views, the 

condition remains that 

[t]wo overriding paradigms have long competed in defining who we are. The 

first imagines America as a community that places the good of the whole first; 

the second envisions the country as a gathering of individuals who prize 

individual freedom and value more than anything else each person’s ability to 

determine his own fate.21  
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These crafted national frameworks, within more homogeneous societies, often correlate to 

how “the needs of capital and the needs of the state complement each other. Yet in a racially 

differentiated nation such as the United States, capital and state imperatives may be 

contradictory,” inasmuch that the labor force needs are often for workers in the abstract, 

“unconcerned by the ‘origins’ of its labor force,” while state needs for citizens in the abstract 

“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.”22 These competing 

narratives often coincide with the stories that are told within the dominant discourse—stories 

about our future in addition to stories about our past. The influence that narratives play on 

daily life is substantial, given that we “learn to be human from everything around us, as the 

worlds we inhabit help to define both the limits and the possibilities of our humanity”23 and 

much of these experiences with the world are filtered to us through stories projected by 

various media, pop culture, and firsthand familial and community tellings.  

In so many ways, these stories not only relate how the world is but also how those 

telling the stories want the world to be seen. In more mainstream, hegemonic narratives that 

concern our national discourse, “American national culture takes up the role of resolving the 

history of inequalities left unresolved in the economic and political domains; where the state 

is unable to accommodate differences, it has fallen to the terrain of national culture to do 

so.”24 These types of stories that have found themselves integrated into a contemporary 

national folklore—historical tales such as the Pilgrims, American revolutionaries, and 

“Founding Fathers;” tall tales and folkloric heroes such as Johnny Appleseed, Paul Bunyan, 

and John Henry; and twentieth-century cultural icons such as Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, 
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and Martin Luther King, Jr.—have often centered on a kind of multiculturalism that 

“supplements abstract political citizenship where the unrealizability of the political claims to 

equality become apparent” and in the end “seeks to unify the diversity of the United States 

through the integration of differences as cultural equivalents abstracted from the histories of 

racial inequality unresolved in the economic and political domains.”25 It is in such manners 

that figures such as John Henry and Martin Luther King, Jr., themselves manifestations of 

and victims to political and economic systems that intend to maintain course, are 

mythologized as part of the systems that killed them. By proliferating these types of 

narratives—in particular the sanitized multiculturalist narratives that don’t necessarily center 

any perspectives beyond a Western hegemonic one—empowered institutions and social 

structures can point to the “inclusion” of different groups “in its claim to be an institution to 

which all racial and ethnic minority groups have equal access and in which all are 

represented, while masking the degree to which the larger institution still fails to address the 

needs of populations of color,”26 especially when it comes to whose histories are worth 

including and what the future is intended to look like. 

U.S. ethnofuturist texts approach the stories we tell each other differently. These 

narratives that shift the locus outside of a Eurocentric hierarchy by foregrounding non-white 

and non-Western frameworks to construct the values, histories, and worlds being presented in 

a way that helps articulate systems of power. Such frameworks do not necessarily start with 

“discovery” or arrival of settler colonialists, or even with the slave trade, but instead have 

grounding in other originating traditions. Because they have roots in other places, these 

ethnofuturist narratives often work from national mythologies and folklores that present ideas 
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counter to the dominant U.S. myths that insist upon its own exceptionalism and supremacy. 

By being able to provide perspectives—often subject to erasure, assimilationist politics, or 

segregationist canonicity—outside of the privileged positions that control U.S. popular 

discourse, these ethnofuturist narratives often upend the “melting pot” and “nation of 

immigrants” monomyths as presented more broadly as a national discourse. When these 

monomyths are encountered, they are brought forth in a critical nature to “produce a reading 

of Europeans’ nearly unremarked and seemingly invisible subjectivities”27 in a manner that 

helps to displace the implication that “whiteness” means “default.” To decenter whiteness is 

to racialize it in a way that others are implicated in the process, and in so doing these 

narratives are able to provoke questions about the efficacy of these national myths that make 

up the U.S. origin stories. 

Incorporating mythologies and folktales from numerous backgrounds beyond the 

hegemonic mainstream into ethnofuturist texts begins to create frameworks that will take 

other actions besides simply perpetuating the status quo mythos of “American” identity, 

largely by changing the scope through which those notions of Americanity have been 

narrowly defined. The way these narratives are used and developed by ethnofuturist authors 

problematize Gaiman’s American Gods, presented at the start of this chapter. In the 

narratives this chapter will explore, the originating myths are altered through contact with—

and integration into—U.S. society. In American Gods, however, the gods have succumbed to 

an assimilation to the dominant culture rather than creating a self-determined identity. 

Likewise, there is little room for Indigenous gods, perpetuating the settler colonial 

dominance within the mainstream U.S. origination myths, where discovery and contact serve 
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as starting points. This only becomes compounded with the threat posed by the “new gods” 

in the book—technology, popular culture, globalization—lending to the impression that 

mainstream society is too dominant to be questioned, and that other cultures rooted in “old” 

ways are unable to adapt and are under threat of erasure.  

By contrast, the ethnofuturist texts I explore that incorporate mythology and folklore 

into their narratives are able to do so in a way that fosters self-determination by allowing 

these stories to interact and adapt with both contemporary and future U.S. societies and 

communities, developing new ways of conceiving Americanness as a concept. In many ways, 

these narratives are able to retain elements of their originating spaces while undergoing some 

change due to contact with dominant U.S. culture, resulting in the production of new stories 

and identities that begin to resemble a space “crosshatched by heterogenous narratives and 

occupied by subjectivities produced at the intersections of race, ethnicity, gender, and class 

on a national, international, and transnational scale.”28 The result is a sense of American 

identity unrestrained by default whiteness, and pushing past the notion that “American means 

white. Everybody else has to hyphenate.”29 When these ethnofuturist narratives create 

possible reconfigurations of society that incorporate myths and folklores from Indigenous, 

Latinx, Black, Asian, African, and other people whose stories have originated outside of 

white cultural contexts and frequently been erased from the national narrative, they create a 

discursive space for conceiving an identity or a future society that doesn’t default to 

whiteness but instead moves forward with multiple past narratives motivating it. This chapter 

will look specifically at two texts—Rebecca Roanhorse’s 2018 novel Trail of Lightning and 

Gene Luen Yang’s 2006 graphic novel, American Born Chinese—to examine how those 
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incorporations of myth and folklore work to redefine Americanness and produce a sense of 

how Indigenous and immigrant narratives that foreground those specific experiences may 

define American identity in ways that prompt a productive troubling of the national 

originating mythos. These novels problematize the “melting pot,” “nation of immigrants,” 

and “manifest destiny” narratives of U.S. society and, through the use of alternative myths to 

discuss U.S. American identity, project different ways of developing a sense of the future and 

the voices who have a say in shaping it.  Roanhorse pushes back against the noble savage 

image by using Diné folk traditions and stories as a way of navigating a postapocalyptic U.S. 

By rooting these stories and practices in the frame of history, technology, and science, 

Roanhorse attempts to undermine characterizations of Indigenous people as uncivilized or 

extinct. In a different way, Yang plays with the immigrant story by invoking not only the 

arrival of people but also the characters of one of their traditional tales to introduce new ways 

of thinking about Chinese-American identity. Yang puts the story directly in contact with the 

assimilationist U.S. monomyth to problematize the concepts of Americanization and even 

culture itself. 

 

Indigenizing the Future 

The trouble that has come from representing Indigenous mythology has typically 

been in the ways these myths have been presented, particularly through settler viewpoints 

outside of Native nations. For one, many of these representations have a tendency to 

generalize and flatten the diversity of Indigenous and First Nations people into a single, 

monolithic “Native American” group with a shared history, culture, and storytelling 
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traditions. This overzealous grouping imposes a shared ethnic identity onto disparate groups 

who, prior to settler contact, had no conception of themselves as a singular group and thus 

had multiple independent lines of cultural storytelling. Myriad representations of “dime-store 

Indians” with feathers, headdresses, moccasins, canoes, and other assorted ephemera tend to 

present Indigenous identity as a sort of mishmash of cultural identifiers, representing a 

caricature that only hints at its source while simultaneously dismissing the various cultures it 

draws from as unimportant and unworthy of specific cultural differentiation. The result is a 

grotesque pastiche that inhibits an indigenous audience from recognizing themselves within 

the text. 

Just as troubling is the way these narratives place Indigenous groups as a part of 

history, relegating them to the past tense, effectively wiping them from conversations about 

the present, let alone discussions about the future. In this effect, “Colonialism is as much 

about the symbolic diminishment of Indigenous peoples as the displacement of our physical 

presence,”30 effectively “[binding] Native people and the utility of our knowledges and 

traditions to a time long past, where Native ‘disappearance’ is configured as always-already 

inevitable.”31 Such displacements erase Indigenous nations from current conversations about 

political, economic, and environmental concerns that occur on local and national levels, often 

leaving the inhabitants of Indigenous lands to suffer the consequences of policies made 

without their input or consideration. Even in the context of history, most people within the 

U.S. are taught that the origins of the nation are rooted in the arrival of Columbus, the settlers 

at Jamestown, or the landing of pilgrims at Plymouth Rock, and any mentions of the 

Indigenous people who were already on the land become shoved to the margins of 
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“civilization.” Can it be any wonder then, given that Indigenous identities are othered 

through discussions of history and ignored in considerations of pressing present issues, that 

those very people are often overlooked when starting to craft what our future might look 

like? 

Futurist narratives often have a troubled relationship —to say the least—with 

Indigenous identities. When not fully erasing Indigenous peoples from existence, there is a 

tendency toward foregrounding ”the procolonial, prosupremacy of (certain) humans, 

proextractive, procapitalist, and promasculinist elements of these narratives that present the 

natural world and (certain) peoples as needing to be tamed, exploited, civilized, removed, or 

vanquished.”32 One can point to any number of speculative texts in which primitive aliens are 

subjugated on their own planets, or where technological tools of “advanced” heroic 

civilizations are engaged in warfare against mystic (and often sinister) traditions of a 

mysterious “other” civilization,33 or where an all-knowing, shamanic being presents ancient 

and vital wisdom to help the white hero in his quest.34 Whether positive or negative, these 

representations of Native identities cast them into stereotypes that play upon the idea of 

Indigenous people as historic and inscrutable entities with little relationship to science, 

technology, or the modern world. These might seem to show an idea of Indigenous futures, 

but not in any way recognizable to those being represented by them. Instead, these 

representations simply build on the stereotyped ones present throughout Western literature 

and popular culture that preceded speculative and science fiction. Even in the most generous 

of readings, when the Native stand-ins presented by speculative texts are not villains but 

heroes, these figures are often relics of the long held associations of the Indigenous figure 
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and a sense of rebellion, through which settler people have freely adopted and played with 

those Indigenous identities “as an ultimate tool for grabbing hold of such contradictions, and 

it has been constantly reimagined and acted out when Americans desire to have their cake 

and eat it too,”35 including in science fiction. As such, speculative narratives often read closer 

to nonfiction for Indigenous people, who see their own histories played out in the stories of 

alien invasions, the colonizing of distant lands, and widespread environmental decimation. 

The lineage of these genres is a colonialist one, and they bring that representation of 

Indigenous peoples with them.  

Because of these troubled Indigenous representations, the corrective necessary for 

incorporating Native identities into futurist narratives is to pay attention to those stories 

presented by Native creators who are able to portray their own lived experiences within the 

scope of the future. The necessity of this is inherent in the fact that Indigenous speculative 

writers “sometimes intentionally experiment with, sometimes intentionally dislodge, 

sometimes merely accompany, but invariably change the perimeters”36 of the genres in 

which they work, which is a foundational task in presenting an ethnofuturist project intent on 

undermining a Eurocentric hold on how the future must be read. At the core of that 

Eurocentric-focused realm of speculative fiction is the question of What if?—What if an 

alien race invaded our homes and cities? What if something happened to wipe out life as we 

know it? What if the world were presented in a way that fundamentally contradicts the values 

we hold as essential to our way of living? What if we were the stranger in a strange land? 

These and other scenarios become vital to speculative genres within that Eurocentric 

perspective, but this narrow, monocultural way of defining them is “shallow, but easily 
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mobilized to support inequality, bigotry, and self-interest.”37 When Indigenous writers 

represent Indigenous identities within these contexts, “it’s inevitable [to change], as the 

complications of the world and its myriad relations evade these simplistic categories, and 

stories find their way free to disturb the status quo and to liberate people to express all the 

rich, bewildering diversity of their lived experiences.”38 These questions central to 

speculative and science fiction that seem new and exciting within the Eurocentric worldview 

are reflected in the actual histories of Indigenous people the world over. In the hands of 

Native writers, those central concerns get new life as their foundations change and those 

questions transform. To Indigenous writers, the central concerns are more often moved away 

from notions of What if?—these questions are no longer speculative, but rather settled—and 

instead driven toward the larger implications of What comes after?  

Postapocalyptic stories have long been a lynchpin of speculative and science fiction, 

with increasing frequency in recent years centering on environmental and geopolitical 

concerns. In the Eurocentric canon, these narratives speculate on the end of civilization—

particularly Western civilization—through some combination of environmental, manmade, or 

extraterrestrial disaster. They attempt to focus on issues of survival and often ruminate on the 

nature of humanity. For Indigenous people worldwide, however, these apocalyptic scenarios 

have already come to pass in one form or another through the loss of lands, genocide, 

assimilation strategies, and attempts to obliterate Native cultures, to name a few. As Grace 

Dillon points out, it is “almost commonplace to think that the Native Apocalypse, if 

contemplated seriously, has already taken place,”39 meaning that any narrative that is post-

contact, post-removal, or post-treaty could easily be seen as postapocalyptic. As such, the 
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idea of apocalypse just looks different from Indigenous viewpoints, as it fixates instead on 

different issues such as “that state of imbalance, often perpetuated by ‘terminal creeds,’ the 

ideologies that Gerald Vizenor warns against in advocating survivance in the face of 

invisibility.”40  Narrative is at the heart of survivance for Vizenor, as these stories “are 

renunciations of dominance, detractions, obtrusions, the unbearable sentiments of tragedy, 

and the legacy of victimry. Survivance is the heritable right of succession or reversion of an 

estate, and, in the course of international declarations of human rights, a narrative estate of 

native survivance.”41 The storytelling embodied within narratives of Native apocalypse, by 

extension, “shows the ruptures, the scars, and the trauma in its effort ultimately to provide 

healing and a return to bimaadiziwin,”42 or a state of balance (Anishinaabe term). The 

apocalypse was driven by settler action, but the postapocalypse is instead an exercise of self-

determination. 

Rebecca Roanhorse’s Trail of Lightning issues forth from this idea of the Native 

apocalypse, taking a version of the environmental catastrophe that is found elsewhere in 

speculative narratives and instead rooting the story and its major concerns in an Indigenous 

perspective. In doing so, she incorporates Diné (Navajo) mythologies and folklore to build a 

future world based in the practices of survivance. This combination confronts Eurocentric 

genre ideas about the nature of apocalypse and the end of society, as well as the American 

identities and national mythologies of the “melting pot” and “manifest destiny” that pervade 

the U.S. consciousness. With these challenges, Roanhorse identifies a Native-focused future 

in which apocalypse is already enacted, and in which Indigenous science takes precedence 

over the tech-driven tropes of the science fiction canon. What results is a representation of 
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the future that undoes Indigenous erasure and works toward a self-determinant end in which 

an apocalypse within white settler society exists as a foil against which Indigenous self-

sufficiency can play out. 

Most recognizable among the ways in which Trail of Lightning develops its 

counterhegemonic representation of the future is through its setting. Roanhorse places the 

story in a near future where most of the world has drowned, including much of the U.S., with 

a “newly formed coastline that stretches from San Antonio to Sioux Falls,”43 though the 

action itself takes place entirely within Dinétah, formerly the Diné (Navajo) reservation. 

Early on in the novel, Roanhorse outlines the politics of this new world in which Dinétah is 

surrounded by a wall that was built at the start of the “Energy Wars.” The wall itself is a 

controversial topic within the world of the novel, a notion that draws on contemporary 

politics when the narration points out, “Others call the Wall absurd, saying it’s some 

paranoid attempt at border control that’s destined to fail, just like the wall the doomed 

American government tried to build along its southern border a few years before the Big 

Water.”44 The story’s wall is given a different context from the one desired by the Trump 

administration, however. While the latter is an ill-guided attempt by nationalists to stop 

immigrants who they deem undesirable from entering the country, the wall in Trail of 

Lightning is an attempt by Dinétah to establish control over their own resources and protect 

themselves from an overreaching settler government: 

The head of the Council, his name was Deschene, wrote some article for the 

Navajo Times that put the fear in people, especially after the Slaughter on the 

Plains. Navajo people weren’t safe anymore, he said. He invoked the specter 
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of conquest, manifest destiny. And he wasn’t wrong. The Slaughter had 

ushered in a heyday of energy grabs, the oil companies ripping up sacred 

grounds for their pipelines, the natural gas companies buying up fee land for 

fracking when they could get it, literally shaking the bedrock with their greed. 

Plus the Feds had outlined some plan to dissolve reservation trust land that 

would open up Indian Country to prospectors just like they had during 

Termination. This time the prospectors were multinationals with private 

armies a thousand times more powerful than the original bilagáana settlers. 

Deschene warned that if we wanted to remain Diné, if we wanted to protect 

our homes, we had to build that wall.45 

There are some parallels built in here between the tactics used to provoke people into 

demanding a wall around Dinétah and those used to drum up support for a border wall in the 

U.S.—namely the fear-mongering, identification of an outside invading enemy, and an 

appeal to cultural identity. However, the root of these tactics has some significant 

differences. 

The strategies being used by the Council in the story draw upon both recent (fictional) 

events within the story and the longer (real) history of Indigenous erasure by settler 

governments in North America to make its case for protection. Unlike the fears invoked 

about immigrants by the Trump administration and right-wing nationalists, the warnings 

issued by the Dinétah Council are rooted in survivance, a blending of “survival and 

resistance together: surviving the documented, centuries-long genocide of American Indian 

peoples and resisting still the narratives and policies that seek to marginalize and—yes, still 
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now—assimilate indigenous peoples.”46 Rather than baseless arguments about the dangers of 

people crossing the border to commit crimes, understanding the impetus for Dinétah’s wall is 

a “recognition of how, when, and why indigenous peoples communicate, persuade, and make 

knowledge both historically and now,”47 which results in an assertion of Indigenous 

sovereignty that resists both erasure and assimilation based on well-founded fears and 

documented historical breaches of that sovereignty. On the one hand, it reinforces the settler 

concept of enforced borders. But on the other, the borders of Dinétah have been erected to 

protect from those settlers and preserve in the land what has always been there. This act taps 

into an established path to survivance—using the settler’s weapons against him. 

Through the grounding in contemporary political issues that face Indigenous groups 

around the nation and grab headlines in the Trump era from the passage quoted above, the 

establishment of Dinétah’s independence and self-determination early in the novel helps to 

locate the narrative in a distinctly Indigenous framework for speculating about the future. 

Rather than being absent or marginalized, the Diné community is the stable foundation to 

navigate postapocalypse—we’re given little context to what’s happening outside Dinétah 

beyond “continued civil unrest in New Denver”48 and some mentions of Albuquerque, 

pushing the settlers and their societies instead to the margins. As with other Indigenous 

speculative authors, Roanhorse uses the novel to explore “how Western modernity operates 

as a spiritual sickness that prohibits individuals from experiencing meaningful relationships 

with one another and the world,”49 placing Dinétah in contrast with the settler society that has 

disregarded those relations. This groundwork, established through survivance practices, is 
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then further developed through the incorporation of mythology and folklore to build the 

larger contexts through which this postapocalypse can be navigated. 

By creating a future community established on its own terms and resting in its own 

history, Trail of Lightning allows a way for Diné myth and folkways to be the foundational 

force within the narrative. This concept of making room for myth at the core of both the 

societal structure and the narrative is complicated by Jean-Luc Nancy’s positing that myth 

must be interrupted in order for community to be operable and resist a totalizing fascism. He 

argues that “myth is ‘tautegorical’ . . . and not ‘allegorical’: that is, it says nothing other than 

itself and is produced in consciousness by the same process that, in nature, produces the 

forces that myth represents,”50 pointing to the self-propagating nature of myth within 

societies. This is, Nancy states, because mythology “is of and from the origin, it relates back 

to a mythic foundation, and through this relation it founds itself (a consciousness, a people, a 

narrative)” and that “although we did not invent the stories . . . we did on the other hand 

invent the function of the myths that these stories recount.”51 In arguing that the function of 

myth is recursive—to (re)tell itself and to reinforce those structures that it sets in place—

Nancy is pointing to those same foundational myths regarding the formation of the U.S. in its 

“nation of immigrants” and “melting pot” iterations, as well as all the associated tellings that 

reinforce ideas of American individualism and exceptionalism. In his text, the society whose 

origin myths Nancy directly references are the Nazis, but America’s core myths involve 

much the same romanticizing of Western white supremacy and conquering hero themes at 

their hearts. The purpose of these myths—both the Nazi myth and the U.S. American myth—

is to point to some unifying, essential truth about group identity, to provide closure on what 
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this identity means. They diverge, of course, when the Nazi myth points to the purity of 

Aryan heritage at the center of their myth, while the U.S. myth roots itself in the melting pot 

of cultures, but each still manages to create a sense of within/without and a central myth of 

identity that one can (or must) claim in order to be a part of the community. These sort of 

myths that attempt to work at creating a central identity, however, are damaging to the idea 

of community itself, according to Nancy. He argues that “being in common has nothing to do 

with communion, with fusion into a body, into a unique and ultimate identity that would no 

longer be exposed. Being in common means, to the contrary, no longer having, in any form, 

in any empirical or ideal place, such a substantial identity, and sharing this (narcissistic) 

‘lack of identity.’”52 As such, it becomes necessary to interrupt this type of identitarian 

mythmaking, which is one of the functions served by the folkways used in Trail of Lightning. 

It should be pointed out that the U.S. myths I’ve described and the Nazi Aryan myths 

that Nancy points to have some similarity in function to the Navajo myth that Roanhorse taps 

into for the creation of a background in her novel—namely, to create a historical tradition 

that is trying to be preserved for the future. There is, however, a sharp and distinct dividing 

line to be drawn here: the former myths are being told to recover and reiterate a sense of self 

in which whiteness has been held as a virtue and routinely has come out a winner. Claims to 

a lost heritage in need of recovery are merely the means to cling tighter to the white 

supremacy at the root of the myth. On the other hand, the myths being invoked by indigenous 

nations and people of color in the U.S. and elsewhere are an attempt to reclaim much of what 

was violently stripped away by the Eurocentric myths. Throughout history, these people have 

had their myths (and with them, other concepts such as identity, culture, family, and 
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spirituality) forcibly trampled by removing them from their lands, stripping them from 

families, revoking of treaties, and denying them their language; by the transatlantic slave 

trade, Jim Crow, lynching, and mass incarceration; by exclusion acts, the model minority 

myth, and travel bans; by criminalization, deportation, economic exploitation, and further 

demands for linguistic assimilation. All of these actions, rooted in the history enforced by the 

U.S. creation mythos, are branches of the same tree—a tree that has roots in the same ground 

upon which Lincoln declared that “our forefathers brought . . . a new nation,” and across 

which a century-and-a-half later, Nazis would march with tiki torches while proudly 

proclaiming “blood and soil.” The history behind this myth is not just in the events of the 

past, but also in the way that myth has been perpetrated through textbooks and educational 

institutions, through art, literature, and media, and through the national discourse. When 

those whose histories, cultures, and identities were targeted by this myth reach for their own 

stories—as with those to be discussed in Trail of Lightning—it functions not as its own claim 

to a supreme, totalizing identity, but rather as a revolutionary act of survivance “as the 

passion of and for community”53 that attempts to interrupt the broader, white supremacist, 

national myths.  

The protagonist, Maggie, is a monster hunter, a woman hired by clients to do any 

number of tasks involving supernatural creatures, much in the same role as a bounty hunter. 

When we first meet her, she has been tasked with saving a young girl from a vampiric 

monster by the girl’s family. Revealed throughout the narrative is the fact that Maggie has 

abilities related to her clan powers that were honed through a mentorship with Neizghání, a 

monster-slayer god. Their relationship is shown to be abusive and has left Maggie scarred 
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long after his absence, a trait that works to dismantle the “awe-struck neoshamanism that 

views Native people as impervious to the very real dangers of nature.”54 In many ways, this 

aspect is prevalent throughout the novel, as Maggie, her new partner, Kai, and numerous 

other residents of Dinétah must navigate the tribulations thrust upon them not only by climate 

collapse but also by the various gods and monsters that inhabit their immediate surroundings.  

Throughout Trail of Lightning, monsters, gods, magic, and other figures dot the future 

landscape that interrupts much of the dominant U.S. myth about what has come before and 

what is yet to come. In the light of the idea of manifest destiny to proceed all the way to the 

Pacific unimpeded, with the guidance of the God above, god-like forefathers, and the wisdom 

of science and civilization to tame the wild lands and people, the land of Dinétah with its 

ancient beings and practices rooted in folk traditions stands directly in the way of that myth. 

Whereas the ideas of white supremacy over other people and the primacy of Western 

culture’s needs dominate the U.S. myth—and about the West, in particular—the future 

presented in Roanhorse’s Dinétah is formed out of a sense of duality shaped by both a 

postcolonial sense of cultural practice and a postapocalyptic reality of not being able to fully 

recover what has been lost. In this way, despite Dinétah’s isolation in the novel, the citizens 

of the land do not revert to some pre-contact way of living, but instead fashion a way forward 

that incorporates their own practices into a life influenced by setter colonialism and its 

technological detritus. As critic Daniel Heath Justice notes, fantastic and speculative settings 

in Indigenous literature are “an extension of the possible, not the impossible; it opens up and 

expands the range of options for Indigenous characters (and readers); it challenges our 

assumptions and expectations of ‘the real.’”55 This multifaceted identity lives in a world that 
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emanates from both the settler and Indigenous cultural streams to link together science and 

folkways that interrupt how the national U.S. myth and science fiction rooted in that myth 

has taught us to think about how the future is shaped.   

Most notable in the novel is Ma’ii, or Coyote, a trickster god who continuously 

harasses and provokes Maggie while simultaneously asking for her help throughout the story. 

When he first appears in the novel, Maggie provides a description that helps the reader 

understand his context: 

He wore a dapper gentleman’s suit right out of the Old West. His shirt was a 

white high-collared affair, tucked into trousers that were striped an outrageous 

crimson and olive and gold. Over the shirt was a double-breasted vest of the 

deepest red velvet. It was topped off with a golden puff of a silk cravat, 

embroidered with delicate rose-colored thread. A gold watch hung from a 

chain tucked in his vest pocket, and over his shoulders spread a camel-colored 

topcoat with a thick gray fur collar. The coat flared out around him when he 

walked, like the mantle of a rogue king. He carried an engraved mahogany 

walking stick with a golden handle, and greeted me with a wide mocking 

smile and a tip of his top hat. He was every inch the gentleman scoundrel from 

some old Hollywood Western.56 

This context, portraying Ma’ii as the sort of rich robber baron from Old West tropes both 

repurposes those white-created mythologies in a new context and establishes the immortal 

figure of Ma’ii in a living, dynamic context. We know this appearance to be a chosen form 

for Ma’ii—his Coyote form hides underneath the illusion and slips through in moments of 
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heightened emotion—and the fact that he has chosen this form to take on demonstrates a 

contemporary cultural knowledge and engagement, while also presenting the antagonistic 

role he plays within the lives of the Diné. Despite the fact that Coyote himself predates all the 

people around him, the figure he resembles, informed by representations out of mid-twentieth 

century cinema, is after all a villain to the Natives in those movies. Even as Indigenous 

people themselves are portrayed as villains in Old West films, the rich white man who 

consumes the land for his own means undeniably works against those Indigenous people as 

he attempts to wipe them out, often in conjunction with the white legal and law enforcement 

institutions on his side.  

This depiction intermeddles with the popular understanding of the “trickster god” 

outside of these cultural traditions, in which some jocular being plays pranks on others, 

sometimes for no other apparent reason than a love of chaos. Roanhorse’s portrayal of Ma’ii 

doesn’t allow for such an easy interpretation. Instead, this trickster is a complicated figure, in 

line with a preoccupation of the “areas between categories . . . for at the center of his 

antinomian existence is the power derived from his ability to live interstitially, to confuse and 

to escape the structures society and the order of cultural.”57 Through this representation, 

Ma’ii “expresses the ambiguous and paradoxical nature of power so derived. While [his] 

power endows his group with vitality and other boons, it also carries the threat and the 

possibility of chaos. His beneficence, though central, results from the breaking of rules and 

the violating of taboos,”58 such as his appearance here as an Old West robber baron and his 

continual harassment of Maggie over her relationships with both Neizghání and Kai. The 

reason he must be tolerated and acknowledged, however, is because his knowledge is 
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necessary to accomplish what needs to be accomplished. The trickster elements enter when 

Ma’ii attempts to ensure that any results work out in his favor, such as when he points 

Maggie in the direction of a contact, but neglects to tell her that it will involve a cage match 

to the death against Neizghání. When he points her toward the building she needs, Maggie 

thanks him but contemplates, “For all that we bicker, I can’t deny that he is holding up his 

end of the bargain. ‘Oh, don’t thank me yet,’ he warns me with a smile. ‘You may well curse 

me before this is over.’”59 Ma’ii’s motivation is not chaotic but self-interested—yet even that 

self-interest has a reciprocal value. The trick Ma’ii plays here coincides with his desire to see 

some damage come to Neizghání, though the information he gives to Maggie is necessary to 

help her find her way. Because of this tension, Ma’ii becomes in Trail of Lightning both a 

present manifestation of a longstanding Diné tradition and a natural force against which the 

Diné protagonists must work to survive. The duality that exists, between help and hindrance, 

shows the complicated role this figure plays, while his appearance as a white railroad baron 

demonstrates how this role was simultaneously occupied by settlers throughout Diné history.  

Other aspects of Diné traditions and folkways make their way into the text, as well. 

Among Maggie’s weapons is a “shotgun with shells full of corn pollen and obsidian shot, 

both sacred to the Diné.”60 It should be noted here that these details have been criticized by 

Native American scholars and Diné61 readers for how they are included in the text. 

Specifically, it has been pointed out how characters “use sacred corn pollen as weaponry to 

do violence, which is completely contrary to our belief system,”62 and how such an 

appropriation breaches the “curtain between what can be disclosed, and what cannot be 

disclosed.”63 This aspect is a serious point of contention with the novel, as such principles 
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“are based on hundreds of years of experience with exploitation and misrepresentation that 

were—are—harmful to us as individuals, as people of a community, and as a tribal nation.”64 

As is argued continuously throughout this dissertation, the need for various groups’ presence 

in texts isn’t simply enough. Rather, what is needed to more fully envision a future beyond a 

Eurocentric framework, particularly through the lens of the “American mythos,” is a 

thorough disentanglement from how marginalized groups have been presented in those 

white-authored texts. Often, this includes engaging not just in representation, but accurate 

representation, though this concept can be muddied when authors work within speculative 

genres. As such, criticisms along these lines can’t be fully disregarded. 

While the disclosure/non-disclosure lines are important for tribes and nations to 

protect their traditions, speculative fiction often creates some slippage in terms of 

“accuracy,” as it trades in the realms of the could-happen, has-yet-to-happen, and even the 

could-not-happen. When dealing with science fiction or fantasy, the object of the narrative is 

to create a level of play between the real and unreal, the possible and impossible, and 

ethnofuturist texts attempt to do so in a way that reframes those concepts within non-

Eurocentric cultural traditions. The extent to which Roanhorse does so responsibly here has 

been a cause of concern for a number of scholars and critics, though at the same time Trail of 

Lightning engages with the tradition within Indigenous futurism that “juxtaposes western 

science with what can be thought of as ‘Indigenous scientific literacies’ . . . to argue that 

Native/Indigenous/Aboriginal sustainable practices constitute a science despite their lack of 

resemblance to taxonomic western systems of thought.”65 At times, the practices characters 

engage in might resemble western scientific practices. Early in the novel, Maggie brings the 
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head of a monster she has just killed to her surrogate grandfather, Tah. Together, they 

examine it and point out its features in a way that very much resembles an autopsy.66 At a 

later point, as Maggie and her partner, Kai, prepare to investigate at a nightclub, Kai has 

Maggie ingest some bitterroot to ward off bad medicine, then places some cream on her eyes 

to see through illusions.67 This dual-pronged process helps shift the concept of Indigenous 

practices out from under a Eurocentric model that sees such practices as savagery and 

uneducated hokum, and instead holds them up as valid and rooted in real knowledge that 

stretches back thousands of years. Such knowledge and Indigenous scientific practices 

“historically are shaped by the diverse natural environments of the groups that use them,”68 

and thus are more interested in working within and sustaining those environments—a 

perspective that shifts the goal of science from a conquering of nature to a synthesis with it. 

Trail of Lightning fits within this tradition, in which the elements included are not limited to 

terms of mythology and mysticism, but rather presented as history and science. The methods 

used by Maggie and Kai are rooted in processes that had been worked out for generations and 

under a system in which “storytelling was the medium of choice for transmitting and 

preserving traditional knowledge”69 that looks different from the western methods of 

scientific discovery and advancement. Ultimately, though, this strategy may be limited by the 

presentation of genre as much as it’s helped by it. The ways in which urban fantasy such as 

Trail of Lightning opens up avenues for exploring new ways of viewing the world are useful 

to the aims of ethnofuturism, but the shaky relationship of fantasy to reality can cause readers 

to translate some of these practices into the category of “make-believe.” 
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However, the fact that science here looks different from the standard Western cultural 

understanding is precisely the point. After all, it was Western science that led to the 

proliferation of harmful, climate-changing activities and promoted the abuse and exploitation 

of Indigenous communities around the world, as well as the source that ushered in the 

environmental collapse which provides the setting for Trail of Lightning. From this 

standpoint, Western science is not a boon but a burden, a remnant of how an insistence on 

only those scientific ideas and methodologies “reproduces the monopoly on knowledge and 

interpretation that the imperial enterprise sought,”70 and it is the sustainable practices of 

indigenous science that might instead show a way forward. This replacement of Western 

science is a decolonial practice that “should be recognized as at least tangential to 

(post)colonial sf literature as a whole, and central to Indigenous futurisms as a path to 

biskaabiiyang,”71 which is “an Anishinaabemowin word connoting the process of ‘returning 

to ourselves,’ which involves discovering how personally one is affected by colonization, 

discarding the emotional and psychological baggage carried from its impact, and recovering 

ancestral traditions in order to adapt in or post-Native Apocalypse world.”72 The decolonial 

reframing of science interrupts the dominant myth that technological superiority equals 

cultural and racial superiority, and underlines how  

[t]he selection and use of technologies flow from norms and values of cultures 

at least as much as they shape those norms and values. So if Indian people’s 

technologies were ones that did less harm to life and to the earth, it was partly 

because they empathized more with all parts of this world; did not conceive of 

themselves as above, or possessed of a right of dominion over, other life 
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forms; did believe in an obligation of reciprocity with all other entities; and 

consequently placed great value on care for all aspects of the world.73 

This is the framework through which the practices of Dinétah, particularly Maggie and Kai, 

are interpreted throughout Trail of Lightning. There is, after all, no shortage of Western 

technological creations available throughout the narrative, but the importance placed upon 

how their Diné practices are rooted in a scientific knowledge are what underpin the 

characters’ push toward biskaabiiyang. 

Though the way Roanhorse depicts Maggie’s use of obsidian and corn as weapons in 

the novel have been pointed to as problematic by a number of critics, the way in which those 

details are incorporated show the way in which their sacred nature is rooted in a scientific 

understanding. Maggie’s inclusion of them in her arsenal is not a matter of superstition, but 

rather a learned practice, honed by years of use and experimentation, taught across 

generations, and producing real results. This same framing is present in Kai’s practices, as 

well. Throughout the novel, the things he does are never described as “magic,” but rather 

“medicine”—a field strongly tied to science throughout Western society. In fact, before we 

meet him, his grandfather refers to Kai as “Big Medicine” when talking to Maggie, and when 

she first meets him, her trust in his abilities is low because his appearance lacks a distinct 

connection to tribal practices, but rather the world outside Dinétah.74 This presents an 

important emphasis within the novel—that scientific knowledge, cultural practices, and 

community association are all interconnected aspects. Kai is able to quickly assure Maggie of 

his knowledge by identifying the tsé naayéé’—the girl-kidnapping monster Maggie pursued 

in the novel’s opening—whose head is sitting on his grandfather’s table, and then offering to 



 

 136 

translate audio archives for her from the town’s library.75 The assurance that comes in this 

instance emanates from the cultural importance within Indigenous communities placed on 

kinship relations, though it is not because Maggie feels safe in Kai’s familial relationship 

with his grandfather, Tah, but rather the Diné kinship between him and Maggie that is 

intimated in his actions.  

That assurance demonstrates another important difference between this representation 

of Indigenous science and Western scientific practices—whereas Western science is at least 

nominally predicated on open exchange of information so that reproduction of results can 

validate the findings through the scientific method, the Indigenous science here has a curtain 

placed around it. This distinction returns us to the reasoning for Dinétah to be enclosed by a 

wall, and for the critical response to the novel that revolve around disclosure. When scientific 

knowledge is informed by or integrated with Indigenous cultural practices, as displayed here, 

the impetus to protect that knowledge is informed by centuries of cultural violence and 

erasure perpetrated against Indigenous nations. This is the same motivation behind the 

criticism toward Roanhorse in her use of Diné cultural practices, and she shows that she is 

aware of this hesitance in disclosure through the way Kai acts in the novel. Shortly after 

meeting Maggie, before heading out with her, he insists on talking to Tah alone about things 

“that he swore required privacy,” insinuating that their conversation has to do with the 

medicine practices they are both privy to.76 Later, after Ma’ii points them toward the club 

where Maggie will fight Neizgháni, Kai watches for Ma’ii to leave completely before pulling 

out his medicine bag, telling Maggie “It’s not something he needs to know about.”77 This 

treatment of Indigenous science as protected knowledge echoes the awareness of “the 
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understanding that settler colonialism has put us all in an untenable position.”78 The scientific 

knowledge embodied within Trail of Lightning and its close guarding by the protagonists 

both rely intensely on the integral issue of kinship, which “was specifically targeted by 

colonial authorities in their efforts to destroy Indigenous communities,”79 emphasizing both 

why the Indigenous science in the novel is portrayed as it is and why some critical response 

from within the Diné community focused on Roanhorse’s disclosure as it did. 

It remains, though, that Roanhorse’s inclusion of Diné cultural practices and folkways 

produce the impact performed by Indigenous futurism within the novel. By framing these 

practices as historical and scientific, and not from the settler colonial view, Trail of Lightning 

functions as a text that underlines the real kinship between Indigenous nations and science 

and technology that have long been understood within those communities, even as canonical 

literature—including speculative fiction—frames Native and Indigenous knowledge as 

mystical relics of a past, undeveloped society. In this way, texts like Trail of Lightning can 

work to interrupt the white supremacist foundational myth of America by refusing to allow 

for the reinscription of Indigenous knowledge from conceptions of the future. 

 

Immigrating Myths 

While Roanhorse dives into myths and folkways tied to the land, rooted in a nation 

here long before European contact, Gene Luen Yang uses a different strategy in American 

Born Chinese. In the graphic novel, the way myth works could at first glance seem similar to 

Gaiman’s strategy in American Gods. Yang uses the Monkey King legend, first popularized 

throughout China in ancient folktales, then turned into a classical Chinese novel in the 
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sixteenth-century, as a base for his story, which takes place in California and centers around 

a second-generation Chinese American boy. In form, American Born Chinese doesn’t neatly 

fit the framework of ethnofuturism as I’ve portrayed it thus far in this dissertation. But the 

way it pushes the boundaries of how to move beyond the Eurocentric paradigm using a 

retelling of a popular legend certainly advances the goals of ethnofuturism in a way that 

helps identify some of its strategies.  

The Monkey King might appear to be Americanized in Yang’s telling, with a Monkey 

King whose backstory and demeanor—while still recognizable as the folklore trickster—that 

reflects the main protagonist’s narrative, as contemporary reviews pointed out, “by 

transforming the proverbial monkey's tale into one of self-search and self-acceptance.”80 This 

stance is arguable, however, as those themes are prevalent in the bulk of Wu Cheng’en’s 

vernacular novel about a Buddhist pilgrimage for scripture and enlightenment. There is still 

an adaptation taking place, wherein Yang is pulling the Monkey King across the Pacific to 

situate it in a U.S. context, though it is not quite in the same vein as Gaiman’s cultural 

supremacy assimilation.  

The Monkey King legend, as popularized in the sixteenth-century novel Journey to 

the West attributed to Wu Cheng’en, is actually two narratives. The first seven chapters 

derive from the traditional Monkey King tales that cover his development and transgressions 

against the gods in heaven. The remaining ninety-three chapters are a fictionalization of a 

historical tale concerning the Buddhist monk Tripitaka’s journey to India to collect 

scriptures. The monkey found in the classic novel is one who rebels against heaven before 

being buried under a mountain by the Buddha, then pressed into service to Tripitaka five 
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hundred years later. Its focus is on discipline, servitude, and devotion, qualities Monkey 

initially rebels against, but as the novel progresses and Monkey is exposed to Buddhist 

teachings and practices, the pilgrims all reach nirvana in the final chapter. As J. Stephen 

Pearson points out, contemporary writers haven’t used “the Monkey tradition out of nostalgia 

for Chinese traditions,” but rather “for their own pragmatic purposes.”81 Yang uses the 

Monkey King myth in American Born Chinese, a story about a child of immigrants, primarily 

developing it in two modes: first, he provides a retelling of the opening seven chapters of  

Journey to the West focusing on Monkey’s confrontation with the gods and subsequent 

imprisonment at the start of his book. The rest of the original novel, which focuses on the 

journey inward and self-acceptance, is adapted through the intertwining narrative of the Jin 

Wang/Danny character and his reckoning with his Chinese American identity growing up in 

California. By integrating the two narratives—the traditional Monkey legend and the first-

generation Chinese American story—Yang is using the Chinese story in his novel to provide 

a bridge across cultural contexts, highlighting both the muddying of “cultural” versus 

“generational” gaps in the experiences of first-generation Americans and the racializing of 

ethnic identity in the U.S.  

Yang is far from the first person to adapt the Monkey King story to a narrative that 

takes place within U.S. American contexts. As Pearson points out, the move to make Monkey 

the central character of translations and abridgements points to his popularity as a character, 

as does the emphasis on his character over that of Tripitaka in several contemporary 

American novels.82 One of the most noted books to do so is Maxine Hong Kingston’s 1989 

novel, Tripmaster Monkey: His Fake Book, a postmodern “book about a book, writing about 
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writing”83 that invokes the Monkey King tale as a means of interrogating Asian American 

life in the U.S. during the 1960s. Her novel pulls on the racial tensions of the era that were 

playing out, particularly in the novel’s San Francisico Bay area setting, in order to provide 

context for “the problematical notion of the place of Asian Americanness,” namely the ways 

in which “the criteria in which Asian Americanness is articulated seem more emphatically 

constructed than the binaristically derived categories of ‘blackness’ and ‘whiteness’.”84 At 

the same time, the protagonist, Wittman, is battling against erasure. Near the end of the 

novel, he muses, “I have a nightmare—after duking it out, someday Blacks and whites will 

shake hands over my head. I’m the little yellow man beneath the bridge of their hands and 

overlooked.”85 This passage elucidates the anxiety around being made the perpetual 

foreigner, left out of nation-building in a society ostensibly built on a racial binary. But as a 

playwright looking to stage a production of Journey to the West, Wittman wants to interrupt 

that way of thinking from the start of the novel: 

Wittman wanted to spoil all those stories coming out of and set in New 

England Back East—to blacken and to yellow Bill, Brooke, and Annie. A new 

rule for the imagination: The common man has Chinese looks. From now on, 

whenever you read about those people with no surnames, color them with 

black skin or yellow skin.86 

While critiquing the binary, Wittman inserts himself and Chinese Americans into it, and 

explicitly aligns next to Black Americans in opposition to whiteness. At the same time, 

Wittman notices the benefit of being a playwright in being able to confront race without 

having to confront it: “By writing a play, he didn’t need descriptions that racinated anybody. 
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The actors will walk out on stage and their looks will be self-evident.”87 He doesn’t have to 

engage with the process of racialization himself—others will do it through their bodies. 

The linguistic and textual play offered by Kingston in her satirical invocation of the 

Monkey King and his trickster character throughout the novel allow for commentary on 

“Asian Americans’ multiple cultural identities, resistance to stereotypes, and gendered 

differentiations,”88 though others have noted how Kingston’s invocation of minstrelsy at the 

end of the novel “risks reawakening these originary ‘racialized elements’ because minstrelsy 

put black and white audiences into a complex racial hierarchy which Kingston’s parody 

cannot and does not dismantle.”89 In many ways, Wittman’s reconception of himself as the 

Monkey King ends up “[resonating] with the American national imaginary’s racist caricature 

of blacks as simians”90 in a way that moves Asian Americanness out of the immigrant/native 

binary, but settles it instead between the poles of the black/white U.S. racial dichotomy. 

Rather than dismantling the system of racial hierarchy, Wittman simply aligns with a side. 

Kingston is quite clearly adapting the Monkey King story to develop an articulation of Asian 

American subjectivity and authorship, and since arguably Kingston makes the case that 

“authorial identity cannot be divorced from ethnic identity,”91 the Asian American subject in 

this context cannot help but be racialized. Kingston, the novelist, doesn’t rely on the actors to 

walk onto stage and give away their racialized markers without the author getting her hands 

dirty. Instead, she charges headstrong into the discussion, underlining the principle that 

“willful innocence is a perversion.”92 

Yang provides a continuation of sorts of the methods authors such as Kingston use in 

the adaptation of the Monkey King, which take advantage, as Pearson notes, of the “full 
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range of characters and themes from the Monkey tradition and then combine[s] them with 

allusions to European and American literary traditions . . . to create a space from which they 

can comment on both Chinese and American cultures.”93 The contradictory claims of 

attachment and acculturation is a key issue of immigrant literature. The call of an ancestral 

home is a common trait among narratives of migration, not just immigration, but stories of 

immigration in the U.S. are tinged by the homogenizing nationalism of the white American 

mythos. This mythos simultaneously produces an expectation to fit in and the constant 

reminder to those who are outwardly marked as “alien” that they won’t ever fit in.  

American Born Chinese can certainly fall into the immigrant literature category—

Yang himself pointed as much out in an interview, saying, “What fascinates me is this idea of 

a dual nature: good and evil, two different cultures, two different identities.”94 American 

Born Chinese, however, aspires to do more than comment on both cultures; Yang is 

exploring an identity that attempts to emerge from this dichotomy, using the Monkey King 

legend as a way to position Asian Americanness (and Chinese Americanness, in particular) 

not as an interstitial space between national identities but as an identity with its own 

boundaries, history, and ways of translating the world that don’t rely on “foreignness” to be a 

touchstone.   

In some ways, this incorporation of the Monkey King tales in American Born Chinese 

is participating in the same project as Trail of Lightning, using the telling of myth to interrupt 

the reification of the white supremacist myths of assimilation and acculturation that are 

integral to the “nation of immigrants” at the center of U.S. national identity-making. 

However, while Trail of Lightning is attempting to disrupt the process of nation building by 
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restating the claim of people who existed in this land prior to European contact, American 

Born Chinese is disrupting the concept of what it means to be an immigrant and what a 

nation comprised of immigrants would conceivably be in practice. Within the popular 

“nation of immigrants” myth, there is a narrow concept of what it means to be an immigrant 

and which immigrants get to count as part of that national identity, while simultaneously 

keeping a tenuous and idealized grasp on who these nation-building immigrants actually 

were. These mythologized immigrants are often granted a framework draped in gauzy 

representations of beneficial personality traits of industriousness, intelligence, piety, and 

integrity, yet these are guided by the boundaries inherent in settler self-mythologizing that 

preclude non-white immigrants (and Indigenous people) from being bestowed with these 

same traits. Creating a narrative that simply appends these qualities onto immigrants from 

other ethnicities does nothing more than participating in this white supremacist myth, and as 

such does nothing to disrupt it. To work toward the latter, Yang works to undermine the very 

definition of an immigrant, of nationality, and of identity, using the Monkey King to help 

him accomplish this process. 

Working within the visual medium of a graphic novel, Yang’s visual depictions of 

characters, particularly the Monkey King, become integral to his work of using myth to 

disrupt mythologizing. The primary motive of the Monkey King narrative within American 

Born Chinese is his desire to fit in and participate in the society of the gods. It is at a dinner 

party for the gods that he must first confront his identity as a monkey, where he is refused 
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entry for not wearing shoes.95 He is rejected because of his status as “Other,” made to be an 

immigrant and outsider among the deities. Even the visuals of the narrative emphasize this 

point-of-view—Rocío Davis points out the similarity between the waiting line gods’ party 

and an immigration line, particularly in the diversity of characters awaiting judgment and 

admission.96 The Monkey King character, long cherished as a subversive, anti-authority 

character in Chinese culture, is seen even here in a line of diverse faces as different—as 

immigrant, outsider, unwanted. After thrashing the doorman who did not admit him and all 

the other attendees at the party, the Monkey King arrives back at his home and the narration 

Figure 3.1: The Monkey King awaits admission to a dinner party in heaven. (Yang, 
American Born Chinese, First Second, 2006: 12.) 
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notes, “When he entered his royal chamber, the thick smell of monkey fur greeted him. He'd 

never noticed it before. He stayed awake for the rest of the night thinking of ways to get rid 

of it.”97 This particular interaction is reminiscent of the experience of many non-white first 

generation narratives, where being reminded of their difference makes them cognizant of the 

many manifestations of that difference, including smells that might result from perfumes or 

food that are not categorized by white peers as “normal.” Monkey subsequently pressures 

himself to assimilate to make himself equal to the gods—wearing sneaker-style shoes,98 

changing his appearance,99 and even adopting a new name, wishing to be called “The Great 

Sage, Equal of Heaven.”100 Through these acts, he is hoping to fit in with the gods, a group 

he aspires to be around, by distancing himself in manner and appearance from the other 

monkeys. These types of assimilationist behaviors coincide with the “melting pot” myth and 

their overlap into the other storylines of the book demonstrate the personal and social harm 

that comes from adherence to this myth. 

 The narratives of Jin Wang and Danny pull at these same behaviors that are 

illustrated in Yang’s retelling of the Monkey King story, but his adaptation of these themes 

into a Chinese American context develops an understanding that is altered from its original 

source. Jin grows increasingly ashamed of his Chinese American identity over the course of 

his storyline as he encounters a number of incidents where his parents’ national origin is 

degraded and his own identity is racialized and stereotyped. He continually tries to change 

his appearance and disassociate from his Asianness to better fit in. On the other hand, Danny, 

who appears white and popular, is mortified by the stereotyped image of his Chinese cousin 

Chin-Kee coming to visit and meeting his friends. The storylines collide when we find Jin 
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and Danny are the same person, that Jin has successfully completed his assimilation to the 

point where he appears as a white high school student, and that Chin-Kee is actually the 

Monkey King in disguise, who forces him to come to terms with his identity. Through these 

narratives, we come to see the desires for acculturation and assimilation as harmful, not just 

to Jin but to a number of people around him, as well.  

These ideas of assimilation in appearance and behavior on the part of both the 

Monkey King and the Jin/Danny character clash with what Michael Boatright identifies as 

the characters’ “desire to reside in both Asian and American cultures.”101 Instead Yang’s 

Figure 3.2: The Monkey King assimilates to a different form to be accepted. (Yang, 
American Born Chinese, First Second, 2006: 60.) 
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focus on the young characters in the main storyline and on their friend groups, rather than on 

the familial, generational relationships, animates a point made by Lisa Lowe that “rather than 

considering ‘Asian American identity’ as a fixed, established ‘given,’ perhaps we can 

consider instead ‘Asian American cultural practices’ that produce identity,”102 most of which 

take place in a horizontal realm between peers rather than the typically conceived vertical 

model of passing through generations. Throughout the novel, there is actually very little 

interaction between the young characters and older Chinese or Chinese American characters. 

In fact, one of the only instances of an older Chinese American playing a role in the story is 

when a young Jin is asked by an older woman in Chinatown what he wants to be when he 

grows up. He replies that he’d like to be a Transformer,103 coinciding with the toy he is 

holding in his hands. The old woman responds, “It’s easy to become anything you wish . . . 

so long as you’re willing to forfeit your soul.”104 This warning from the old woman appears 

again toward the end of the novel, when we see Jin transforming into Danny, indicating that 

this desire for assimilation is the forfeiture of the soul that is being warned about.  

The concept of being a transformer, however, isn’t what requires this forfeiture. Lowe 

points out that the processes and practices that construct identity “are never complete and are 

always constituted in relation to historical and material differences.”105 In essence, the 

always-ongoing process of identity requires the ability to be a transformer, and to do so in a 

way that overcomes the process of racialization necessitates being “more than meets the 

eye.” To illustrate this point, a Transformer toy shows up again in the hands of Wei-Chen, a 

new student from Taiwan. Yang establishes a common experience between Jin and Wei-

Chen through similar class introductions where the teachers butcher their names and flatten 
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their identities to being “from China.”106 It is because of this similarity that Jin initially 

states, “Something made me want to beat him up.”107 He initially resists becoming friends 

Figure 3.3: Jin receives a warning about what it will cost to become a transformer. (Yang, 
American Born Chinese, First Second, 2006: 27-29.) 
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with Wei-Chen out of fear of being associated with him, but the two soon bond over Wei-

Chen’s Transformer, which he states was a going away present from his father.108 We learn 

toward the end of the novel that Wei-Chen’s father is actually the Monkey King and that 

Wei-Chen is a monkey in disguise sent to Earth to live as a human for 40 years as a test of 

virtue to become an emissary of Tze-Yo-Tzuh like his father. The Monkey King gave him 

the “human child’s toy that transforms from monkey to humanoid form” in order to “remind 

you of who you are.”109 Unlike the old woman’s warning, the Monkey King’s attitude toward 

the Transformer doesn’t involve a forfeiture, but instead serves as a link. The fact that it is 

this item that Jin and Wei-Chen bond over highlights Lowe’s horizontal aspect of the 

processes that form identity. Jin is repeatedly measuring his “Asianness” and “Chineseness” 

against those around him, including the white students, rather than as a function of 

generational inheritance. 

Jin’s transformation in the novel, when he changes his hair,110 undergoes his magical 

transformation,111 and begins to go by the name “Danny,”112 all come as a result of the 

pattern of his creation of identity based on those around him, particularly as a manifestation 

of buying into popular assimilationist myths rooted in white supremacy. His actions come out 

of a response to the racism he begins to encounter soon after moving from San Francisco’s 

Chinatown and starting in a majority white school, where he is treated to comments about 

eating dogs and taunts of “bucktooth.”113 This school, it should be noted, is named 

Mayflower elementary, recalling perhaps the last group of immigrants that most of U.S. 

culture regards with near universal fondness. The racist treatment from the other students is 

what makes Jin hesitant to be around the only other students of Asian descent—Wei-Chen, 
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who he sees as a “FOB” easy to ridicule, and Suzy Nakamura. When they first meet, Jin tells 

Wei-Chen to speak English and attempts to ignore him,114 an act that comes from an 

internalization of the white supremacist narrative being impressed upon him by his white 

peers. He wants to fit in with these other peers, not because he envies their whiteness, but 

rather because they appear as un-raced. In Wei-Chen, he sees an embodiment of the 

stereotypes he is being teased about and wants to distance himself from that—Wei-Chen is 

less American, more Chinese, and more marked. 

Similarly, we see Danny acting in an embarrassed manner toward his Cousin Chin-

Kee. Of course Chin-Kee is meant to be a dehumanizing stereotype—he is shaped to embody 

every racist feature and behavior that’s imposed upon Asians. Danny is fearful of Chin-Kee’s 

arrival and mortified by his antics around his friends. Upon the revelations that Jin and 

Danny are the same person and that Chin-Kee is the Monkey King in disguise attempting to 

remind Jin of his identity, we can understand the process by which racism creates a self-

hatred, in turn prompting a desire to assimilate and change.  

Jin’s development mirroring that of the Monkey King is certainly no accident—Davis 

points out that Monkey is one of a few elements that serve as a link for Jin to Chinese 

cultural heritage,115 particularly the more he distances himself from those cultural roots by 

transforming into “Danny.” Davis further notes that this “blending of the legend of Monkey 

King with the American stereotype of Chinese men as part of his protagonist’s itinerary of 

cultural and personal knowledge reproduces the strategy that other autobiographers . . . enact 

as they explore possible meanings of Chineseness in the shifting American context.”116 This 

presentation of the Monkey King legend, particularly an Americanized version of it, portrays 
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the means by which these myths are imported into the new culture and assimilated, even 

beyond the initial immigrant generation. Having Jin unknowingly repeat the Monkey King’s 

efforts to alter his identity reinforce both these efforts of assimilation and the unforgettable 

link to his family’s cultural heritage. The staying power of these folktales and myths creates a 

cultural tether that embodies a set of normative cultural ideas that exist outside of a white 

supremacist context. By anchoring future listeners of the tale to a lineage made distant by 

both time and space, and in infusing the ideas and meanings behind those myths with the 

ethos of this new, shared homeland, the repeaters of the stories have created new myths, not 

completely unrecognizable in the shadow of the original, but distinct and intentionally 

divergent in its form. 

A major feature to note is that, unlike the Monkey King, Jin’s parents, Wei-Chen, or 

Chin-Kee, the racism and stereotypes that Jin encounters aren’t imported. These are not the 

values and cultural markers brought to the US by immigrants, but rather events that are 

waiting for them upon their arrival. This encounter with anti-Asian bigotry signals a reversal 

in perceptions, and in the case of Jin/Danny, incites a desire to assimilate fully and erase his 

Chinese culture. Their inclusion in the Monkey King narrative sections of Yang’s text 

indicate the corresponding Americanization of the culture to accommodate this shifting 

perspective. None of the main characters remain intact throughout the narrative—both 

individual and deity are brought to new terms. In a way, the relationships of immigrant to 

home country and of new myth to its original are reminiscent of the relationship in American 

Gods of Wednesday to Odin—to paraphrase the Norse god’s line from the end of the book: 

“They are me, but I am not them.”117 The Monkey King myth as Yang presents it is 
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Americanized, less a part of Chinese culture than an origination myth in-and-of itself, 

inscribing an “American arrival story” that doesn’t have to cater to the dominant Mayflower 

narrative.  

The myriad of cultural influences on American literature invites the question of what 

makes an “American” literature, and additionally, what defines the genre of “immigrant” 

literature. As Jay Parini observes, a lack of ethnic homogeneity leads Americans to depend 

on myths to create national identity, creating a sense of destiny and form an ideal positivist 

narrative as “the land of the free and home of the brave.”118 These myths that contribute to 

some sort of national identity are (with the exception of Native American myths) imported or 

at least based largely on imported myths. Those myths that originate within the U.S.—the 

ones told and retold in an attempt to form the backbone of American exceptionalism—more 

often than not find their roots within a framework of white supremacy and European cultural 

superiority. American Born Chinese is an example of a narrative that offers alternative routes 

to fundamentally understanding what an “American” is.  

It would be completely disingenuous to describe Yang’s narrative as anything but an 

American narrative, despite much of the story taking place outside the US and describing 

concepts outside of the broader American mainstream. The issues of racism, assimilation, 

and stereotyping faced by Jin are not those of Chinese people in China, but rather the realities 

in the US of the new immigrant in the face of forgetful immigrants. The Americanization of 

the Monkey King story to reflect these issues and focus on self-acceptance and formation of 

identity is not a commentary on the Chineseness of his characters, but rather their efforts to 

bridge a cultural divide. “I came to serve as your conscience—as a signpost to your soul,” the 
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Monkey King tells Jin,119 and in a much broader sense, the role of American Born Chinese 

and similar texts that provide broader perspectives to the “nation of immigrants” mythology 

serves much the same role. While perhaps not written with ethnofuturist aims, Yang’s 

graphic novel embodies an ethnofuturist framework by reframing the arrival myth. Monkey 

is a different kind of pilgrim than the buckled-hat figures of the Plymouth Rock mythos, 

though at the same time offers up a new context for same narrative of finding one’s identity 

within a new land. By putting forth a way to broach this idea that is out from underneath the 

white supremacist framework, American Born Chinese and texts like it are able to reframe 

the discussion around “Americanness” and offer broader conceptions about what a societal 

future might look like through that lens. Because the novel doesn’t necessarily view the 

future as a project explicitly, the way some other ethnofuturist texts might, this broadness 

might leave excess room for interpretation. That indefinite squishiness, though, also provides 

the necessary room for other ethnofuturist narratives to help fill in the gaps around how the 

reframing of nationalized identity could extrapolate into more inventive ways of thinking 

about the American mythos in the future. 

 

Conclusion 

Behdad argues that continuing immigration allows America to re-invent itself through 

a policy of plurality,120 and it isn’t difficult to expand that idea to the process of cultural 

production, as well. The overlapping literatures of both immigration and indigeneity serve as 

a reminder to the forgetful nation that has attempted to erase both through an assimilationist 

“melting pot” mythology. On the one hand is an “American mythos, embodied in a story that 
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has become the essential structure of a national narrative, [that] rests firmly on the idea that 

‘all men are created equal.”121 By necessity, this mythos clashes with “how borders as sites 

of disciplinary practices by the state are expedient and indispensable to constructions of 

otherness and illegality, and therefore important in defining the boundaries of citizenship and 

nationality.”122 Ethnofuturist narratives with roots in both indigenous and immigrant cultures 

serve to highlight the misalignment of those concepts. The myths, practices, and folkways 

embodied in Trail of Lightning and American Born Chinese serve not simply as additions to 

the tapestry of American culture, but the process of recontextualizing those elements—the 

physical presence of Diné deities and cultural practices; the Americanizing of the Monkey 

King and his story—creates a space for the necessary dialogue on identity and “otherness” as 

they apply to how we think of the future and its potentialities.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

FRAMING SUPER-BODIES 

In his book detailing the cultural history of comics, Jean-Paul Gabilliet describes 

comic books—particularly superhero comics—as a medium reflecting a transitional epoch of 

media consumption, from a period of popular consumption to our current mode of mass 

consumption.1 This transitional period, bridging a gap during the intra-war years and 

continuing into the middle of the twentieth century coincides with the rise in popularity of 

comics, which as Gabilliet notes, were “deliberately and specifically designed to be 

purchased by youngsters, thereby becoming part of the long-term transformation of youths 

into active consumers as of the 1930s,”2—in essence becoming a key component in the 

capitalist indoctrination of America’s youth. This coincided with a period during which the 

economic and cultural conditions prolonged the average school experiences of teenagers, and 

with “more time in the company of their peers, they acquired new personal independence and 

a generational consciousness that struck some alarmed adults as evidence of diminishing 

respect for authority and declining traditional values.”3 These concerns were exacerbated by 

the comic producers’ abilities to market directly to their adolescent consumers whose parents 

believed “young people deserved greater latitude to pursue their own happiness and means 

for self-expression”4 after the deprivation of their own childhoods in the Depression. In their 

inception, these comic books “became objects of cultural consumption associated with an age 

class [. . .] rather than with a social class.”5 Because of both the stylistic and content 
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similarities between comics and genres such as science fiction and fantasy, as well as a 

shared publication lineage—evolving from dime novels and pulps to be sold on store racks 

next to soda fountains and candy displays—the critical attitudes held toward all of these 

genres have tended toward the frivolous and inconsequential. Moreover, virulent opinions 

posited that “this cultural exchange was conducted in a language of violence, crudeness, and 

absurdity [that] understandably unsettled more than a few adult observers.”6 Popular opinions 

held forth that comics and superheroes were a trivial, disposable medium that was at best a 

waste of time but, at worst, had the potential of corrupting children. 

Roland Barthes points out, however, that such types of childhood fascinations are 

“essentially an adult microcosm; all are miniature reproductions of human objects,”7 

highlighting the fact that pigeonholing comic books as youthful toys disregards the idea that 

comics often prefigure other, more broadly accepted literary pursuits. Critics who place 

comics as unliterary cultural detritus often frame the argument that engaging with literary 

texts “is seen as offering free play to the imagination, while comicbooks [sic] are overtly 

explicit and thus produce passivity,”8 framing the medium as both ephemeral and inferior, 

with its wide appeal indicating its mediocrity. However, comic author and artist Scott 

McCloud points out that “the artform—the medium—known as comics is a vessel which can 

hold any number of ideas and images.”9 As comics moved drastically from caricatures and 

political cartoons toward superhero adventures featuring musclebound figures in brightly-

colored costumes, this criticism of comics as meaningless only intensified. Though, like any 

art form, the superhero matured and developed layers of character and complexity that 

“tackle complex moral dilemmas and diverse political shifts where changes and 
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contradictions cannot so easily be labelled and appraised.”10 Superheroes advanced from 

their early formations as simplistic upholders of law and order into complicated, nuanced 

characters that offer an opportunity for unpacking and analysis. 

Despite occasionally providing antiracist messages and eventually adding superheroes 

of color in small quantities, comic books were largely devoid of minority faces—whether as 

protagonists, villains, or faces in the crowd. These comics full of white heroes carry a 

debatable effect on the minority and marginalized children who were initially meant to 

consume these heroes. Some, such as Kenneth Ghee argue, that “an out-group hero or 

mythos from an oppressive group (e.g., white culture11) can also have an intended or 

unintended negative effect on the Black psyche.”12 This formulation draws on ideas 

developed during Kenneth Clark’s doll experiment in the 1950s that saw Black children 

overwhelmingly preferring white dolls when both white and Black dolls were offered, 

ostensibly demonstrating an internalized racism due to a lack of positive representation 

within mainstream culture.13 Within the superhero genre, this white predominance played out 

in the perceptions that, when a white hero engages in heroic acts to save the nation or the 

world, “it is an implicit assumption (in the mind’s eye of those reading the story)14 that he 

(and the story) is culture bound and he is (rightfully, intelligently and morally so) saving his 

own people and culture first.”15 In this reading, consumers of superheroes are taught to read 

the elided “white” before each item in Superman’s call to protect “truth, justice, and the 

American way.” Minority superheroes, when they exist, are rarely afforded this assumption 

of humanity according to Ghee, instead acting as a sidekick to white heroes or, even if acting 

as the hero themselves, “is not necessarily viewed in the [minority] culture bound context as 
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necessarily helping, or serving, or even being relevant to the concerns of, or in the best 

interests of, [minority] America.”16 The historical dearth of representation, in this light, could 

be read as intensely damaging in its effects, especially due to the influential power of popular 

culture on the general population. 

Still, other critics such as Adilifu Nama argue that “even though superhero figures are 

predominantly white guys and gals clad in spandex and tights, a strict racial reading of the 

negative impact white superheroes may have on blacks is too linear and reductive.”17 

Likewise, Sheena Howard and Ronald Jackson posit that children from marginalized 

communities, finding themselves “seldom recognized for their historical contributions and 

achievements beyond sports and entertainment,” found the spaces—despite being 

predominantly white spaces—provided by superhero comics to be sites with “the powerful 

potential to weave imaginary narratives that offer possibilities”18 for their own futures. Such 

a cultural imperative emphasizes Frederick Aldama’s insistence on co-creation in comics, 

particularly for readers from minority communities, wherein the act of reading and 

interpreting the multimodal text inherent in comics allows readers to “become chiasmic 

transformers, all while not changing the DNA of the story itself.”19 In doing so, readers of 

comics are able to subvert capitalist practices of mass consumption that Barthes details, in 

which children conditioned as consumers by toys approximating the grown-up objects 

“cannot constitute himself as anything but an owner, a user, never as a creator.”20 Comics, as 

productions of a transitional consumption space, as a medium between the visual and written 

modes of storytelling, create the conditions for readers to insert themselves into the creative 

process. The closure necessitated by these interstitial spaces between the panels, known as 
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gutters, relies on the reader to be a participant in the process of story creation.21 This active 

participation on behalf of the reader—the reliance on creating the “alchemy at work in the 

space between panels which can help us find meaning or resonance in even the most jarring 

of combinations”22—translates over for these critics into the ability of marginalized readers 

to transform their own experiences into the figures of white heroes on the comic pages. In 

being directed toward the medium of comic books, marginalized readers are prompted to 

participate and fill in the gaps, often with their own experiences, cultural markers, and 

ontological positions. The problem remains, one that each of the critics would agree upon—

these comic spaces were founded and maintained for extended periods of time as white male 

spaces, despite the consistent and longstanding presence of readers in other demographics, 

and that positive representations of heroes of color would ultimately have a greater positive 

effect on minority readership than the practice of transcribing their own identities onto white 

bodies. 

The enforcement and maintenance of comic book whiteness has historically been 

abetted by the genre’s young audience, as “the rise of comicbook [sic] production coincided 

with a time of extraordinary attention to juvenile delinquency.”23 This focus aimed at 

protecting children from errant behaviors and perceived deviancies produced the infamous 

Comics Code that publications adopted to self-regulate, and which limited the content and 

themes presented in comic books, ostensibly to protect innocent minds from damaging 

influences. These guidelines also coincided with such political and social touchstones as 

Reefer Madness, the Yellow Peril, Operation Wetback, the Moynihan Report, and others 

designed to tie minorities and their associated communities to delinquency, crime, and moral 
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shortcomings. This era of “self-censorship proved fatal to the medium’s growth and 

development”24 and stymied any serious attempts at inclusivity in both the characters 

represented through comics and those hired to create them. A developmental stagnation, 

combined with the growing insistence upon U.S. American patriotism as wholesome 

whiteness, created the types of narratives within superhero comics “traditionally imbued with 

the cultural assimilation impulse advanced by the myths of the ‘Melting Pot’ and the 

‘American Dream.’”25 As Mila Bongco points out, “classic superhero narratives usually start 

with a disruption of the status quo and proceed to discovery and eradication of the perpetrator 

of this disruption.”26 The status quo, of course, is the white power structure that at the time of 

these classic narratives was being upset by minorities in various movements—namely the 

Civil Rights, American Indian, Chicano, and Gay Liberation movements—as well as 

communist organizations advancing workers’ and low-income citizens’ rights and women 

demanding equal treatment in society and the workplace. However, Bongco notes further that 

the comic book genre “does not necessarily have conservative implications since only an 

extraordinarily fertile and productive genre could have spread and caught the attention of 

readers world-wide for so long.”27 Certainly, such an overtly supremacist project would not 

have garnered the non-white readership it maintained, either, though this overlaying of comic 

books with the indoctrination of foundational U.S. American myths and the upholding of a 

hierarchical status quo placed non-white, non-male heroes under a period of erasure while 

still managing to provide marginalized comic readers with a means of co-creating their own 

narratives of heroism in the spaces between panels.  



 

 168 

Using the superhero figure becomes an especially liberatory moment for creators and 

readers from marginalized groups, particularly since, as Bongco notes, “while the plots are 

naturally geared towards the restoration of the law, they are also about the breaking of the 

law, about the transgression of normal rules. Viewed from this perpective, the narratives 

become more interesting and take on more dimensions especially in relation to power and 

control.”28 Placing the reading and consumption of comics in the context of the interstitial 

spaces between panels—particularly in regard to issues such as marginalized identities—

provides an interesting and useful mode of cutting against the grain and undermining the 

long-established white ubiquity within the mythos of superheroes. Within the narrative space 

that Bongco elucidates regarding power and control is a particularly useful area for comic 

creators of color to navigate. This space provides a platform for the ability to speak back to 

power structures and interrogate the way in which Black and brown superpowered bodies are 

read, misread, and constructed in relation to those white dominant spaces. In this manner, the 

creation of space for marginalized voices—particularly represented as superpowered 

bodies—upsets racial paradigms that have plagued both comic books and society-at-large 

throughout their respective history.  

Given the history of marginalized comics readers to gain personal access to the heroic 

mythos in the gutters between panels, these interstices can translate from the structures of the 

comics medium onto the heroes themselves as operating in these in-between spaces. One 

theory that gives additional motivation those spaces is Gloria Anzaldúa’s idea of nepantla, 

“an unstable, unpredictable, precarious, always-in-transition space lacking clear 

boundaries.”29 For Anzaldúa, “living in this liminal zone means being in a constant state of 
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displacement—an uncomfortable, even alarming feeling.”30 The way in which Anzaldúa 

presents her idea of liminality competes in a way with Victor Turner’s concept rooted in 

anthropological study, in which he describes liminality in the context of rites of passage. For 

Turner, liminality is a transition that is “a process, a becoming, and in the case of rites de 

passage even a transformation”31 that relies on movement between two states, which may be 

more or less defined by boundaries.  

As others have noted, though, Turner’s ideas on liminality have come into contest 

with borderlands theories that recognize what “is missing in Turner is a conception and 

recognition of culture as political contestation: the battle over narrative power, the fight over 

who gets to (re)tell the story, and from which position.”32 For the purposes of our analysis 

here, Turner’s conceptions might prove to be too structural in comparison to Anzaldúa’s 

borderland-centric view of the “betwixt-and-between” (to invoke Turner’s key phrasing). 

This space is especially meaningful to Anzaldúa as it pertains to a mestizaje experience and 

the cultural imperative that results from living en la frontera, stuck between two lands 

without fully feeling a part of each. Turner situates this population (who he refers to as 

“marginals”) in a position in which “they often look to their group of origin, the so-called 

inferior group, for communitas, and to the more prestigious group in which they mainly live 

and in which they aspire to higher status as their structural reference group,” and while they 

inhabit a space of in-betweenness, they “unlike ritual liminars they have no cultural 

assurance of a final stable resolution of their ambiguity.”33 In formulating this position, 

Turner “is privileging his sense of social leveling and attendant cultural bonding over what 

we now recognize as an encounter with identity politics and the border,”34 misinterpreting the 



 

 170 

oppositional ontologies of those in border spaces as an incomplete and unstable position 

lacking societal structures. Nepantla, as Anzaldúa describes it, is indeed a stasis of 

discomfort and unease, similar to Turner’s formulation of marginals, though through its 

distinct relationship to borderlands positionality, “all people in it, whether natives or 

immigrants, colored or white, queers or heterosexuals, from this side of the border or del otro 

lado are personas del lugar, local people—all of whom relate to the border and to the 

nepantla states in different ways.”35 Despite the similarity in language to Turner—describing 

the spaces outside of nepantla as “states” and referring the process of transition that nepantla 

entails—Anzaldúa emphasizes the locality of all nepantleras and draws special attention to 

their political identities as opposed to the apolitical, ahistorical viewpoint Turner seems to 

apply to liminality. In the always-already transitional medium of comics, nepantla is able to 

function as a space from which the superhero narrative might subvert and destabilize the 

foundational white supremacy and misogyny to which some within the industry still cling.  

The interstitial space in which we contextualize these superheroes can be aided by 

considering Homi Bhabha’s ascribing of the Third Space, “based not on the exoticism of 

multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures, but on the inscription and articulation of 

culture’s hybridity.”36 The space being offered up here allows for a move from the 

anthropological into the social-political framework “dramatized in the common semiotic 

account of the disjuncture between the subject of a proposition (énoncé) and the subject of 

enunciation, which is not represented in the statement but which is the acknowledgement of 

its discursive embeddedness and address, its cultural positionality, its reference to a present 

time and a specific space,”37 and through which these two positions must pass, “which 
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represents both the general conditions of language and the specific implication of the 

utterance in a performative and institutional strategy of which it cannot ‘in itself’ be 

conscious.”38 This reckoning does much to address the criticisms of Turner’s liminality, in 

that the Third Space cannot be ahistorical or apolitical in its interrogations, but it also 

elucidates a space in which ambiguities and overdeterminations of identity can be more 

explicitly processed. By dislodging “our sense of the historical identity of culture as a 

homogenizing, unifying force, authenticated by an originary Past,” considering the role of 

superheroes—particularly superpowered minority bodies—within such a Third Space 

overcomes the a priori cultural determinations and static structures present for both Turner 

and Anzaldúa while allowing for the liminal/nepantla space to be one in which both the 

supernatural nature of superhero empowerment and the graphic medium of the comic text 

can help examine the hybridity of cultural and status positions being presented.  

Superheroes as a trope make use of liminal spaces by their very nature—the 

dichotomy between civilian and heroic personas that force them to navigate between various 

identities within the public sphere, myriad relationships to the law and legality due to 

vigilante activities, and ontological hybridity that often involves alien or mutated species are 

all common elements of traditional superhero mythos. For decades, the majority of these 

superheroes have been white heroes created by white writers and artists, with few notable 

exceptions. Since the nineties, a diversifying array of superheroes being represented on the 

page and established by non-white creators have allowed for a number of important 

explorations of how these superheroes function both within their diegetic worlds and in 

extradiegetic social spaces as symbols rooted in specific historical and geopolitical positions. 
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In so doing, these new non-white heroes use their liminal position to translate into similar 

real-world interstitial ontologies that swirl around such issues as citizenship, de facto 

criminality, cultural history, appropriation, and other politically fluid touchstones. 

Throughout this chapter I will examine three works that center the figure of the superhero—

America from mainstream comics publisher Marvel, BLACK from the independent label 

Black Mask Comics, and Gary Jackson’s poetry collection Missing You, Metropolis—and 

analyze how each of these texts enlists the interstitial space inhabited by superheroes as a 

means of destabilizing the rooted concepts at work in the superhero mythos. In America, the 

titular hero becomes an embodiment of nepantla, navigating dimensions, time, and 

geopolitical space as both a source of her power and a means for reckoning with the slippage 

in issues of culture and identity that reevaluate both American and superhero ontologies. In 

BLACK, the protagonist navigates the spaces between Afropessimism and Afrofuturism in a 

critique of community and ethnicity that problematize how ideas of the future can properly 

be approached. In Missing You, Metropolis, Jackson moves the superhero outside of its 

traditional medium to use the figures as a way to look at the interstitial position of the comic 

book audience—particularly readers of color—and how the superpowered body can be read 

and interpreted within that space. In each of these instances, the superhero figures must 

navigate the specific political and historical contexts they arrive in to negotiate these liminal, 

interstitial spaces and project a way of configuring issues of identity within multiple, hybrid 

viewpoints, each with their own stake in what the future might embody. 
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Revising America in America 

Created by writer Joe Casey and artist Nick Dragotta in 2011, America Chavez made 

her debut in Marvel’s Vengeance miniseries as part of a team known as the Teen Brigade. 

Strong and brash, Chavez quickly became a fan favorite and joined teams such as the Young 

Avengers, A-Force, and the Ultimates. As Aldama points out, she is portrayed during her run 

in Young Avengers “not as a hothead but as a Latina superhero driven to right wrongs and 

take supervillains—and without the usual spandex. And along the way she seeks to become 

her own person as a Latina and a lesbian.”39 Her relatively quick rise in popularity resulted in 

Marvel giving her a standalone series, titled simply America, handing the title off to artist Joe 

Quinones and writer Gabby Rivera, who self-identifies on her website as a “Bronx-born, 

queer Latinx writer.” In putting Rivera in charge of Chavez’s story, Marvel not only gave a 

queer Latinx character a stage presented by a queer Latinx author, but they also appeared to 

be flaunting heteronormative editorial practices and creating space for transgression to 

happen. Anzaldúa adds that “for the lesbian of color, the ultimate rebellion she can make 

against her native culture is through her sexual behavior. [. . .] It is a way of balancing, of 

mitigating duality.”40 This sense of sexual identity directly reflects that of Chavez, who has 

been out as a lesbian since her stint in the Young Avengers series. The resulting series did not 

shy away from incorporating America’s sexuality and relationships in a way that encourages 

acceptance and inclusivity. Near the beginning of the first issue, we see her ending a 

relationship with her girlfriend and meeting up with a platonic female friend, illustrating a 

depth and breadth of female relationships often underrepresented in the hands of white male 

authorship. While Rivera did not create America Chavez as a character, the twelve-issue run 
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of America helped to define the character in new ways for readers. In much the same way 

that Bhabha discerns that “the narrative and psychological force that nationness brings to 

bear on cultural production and political projection is the effect of the ambivalence of the 

‘nation’ as a narrative strategy,”41 Chavez, and her position as nepantlera, subverts the 

societal tropes that govern our national and cultural identities, offering up alternatives to 

those concepts throughout her solo comic title’s run. 

Chavez, of course, is not the first Latina hero from Marvel, nor is she the first to 

headline her own series, which debuted in March 2017. Over the past few decades, Marvel 

(and its main competitor DC) have made a more conscious effort to include non-white male 

heroes in its titles, to admittedly mixed success. As Isabel Millán points out, Marvel has a 

history of “contributing to the erasure of prior Latina superheroes, even within its own comic 

franchise,”42 as they did when they claimed Araña as their first Latina hero, despite the 

existence of others in their catalogue. Millán argues that, in marketing for Araña’s first title, 

the character “is meant to target a Latina/o niche market,” with an accompanying blurb that is 

“purely a marketing ploy.”43 This is compounded by the fact that “superheroes such as Araña 

remain confined within popular discourses of normativity or what constitutes acceptable 

deviance,” and “where queerness is suggested for Araña, it borders on the side of insult,”44 as 

evidenced when Araña is derided by a villain for coming to her friend’s rescue, as he refers 

mockingly to the two as “girlfriends.” These observations echo the constraints that still 

remain from the days of the Comics Code, as well as the conditions Anzaldúa observes when 

she states, “We’re afraid of being abandoned by the mother, the culture, la Raza, for being 

unacceptable, faulty, damaged. [. . .] To avoid rejection, some of us conform to the values of 
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the culture, push the unacceptable parts to the shadows.”45 While there is no canonical 

evidence of Araña’s homosexuality within the books themselves, Millán points out that the 

slippages present in her identity and inability to be pinned down to a single identification 

leave open possibilities for her sexuality to be renegotiated, whether in the comics or in the 

hands of fandom.46  

However, as with Araña’s problematic release, it could still be easy to view the 

existence of the America series as pandering to Latinx and LGBTQ readers, particularly in 

light of Marvel’s VP of sales famously blaming poor sales on the idea that “people didn’t 

want any more diversity.”47 Simply writing her off as a marketing ploy would be misguided, 

however—the transgressive work being done within the pages of America is too prescient to 

ignore. Throughout its print run, the ground traversed by America Chavez and her 

eponymous series has embodied Anzaldúa’s imperative that “Nepantleras function 

disruptively.”48  

America Chavez is, whether by design or happenstance, a considerably Anzaldúan 

character, navigating multiple identities, borders, and (des)conocimientos in her role as a 

superhero and as a fully fleshed-out character. She has as superpowers after all, the 

ubiquitous super strength, flight, and invulnerability we find in so many other characters. 

What makes her unique, however, is her additional power—to kick open portals in space and 

between dimensions, literally traversing boundaries between realities and engaging in the 

very act Anzaldúa describes when she urges others to challenge “the basic premises on which 

our concepts are built” as well as to “overcome the limits of perception, extend perception 

beyond bodily confines, transform our consciousness and our perception from ordinary 
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reality to a spiritual/magical/other reality, and enter states of nonordinary reality.”49 America 

is given the power to embody nepantlera in her very existence, moving inside, outside, and 

between boundaries at will. She is what Anzaldúa calls for when she demands “nepantleras 

whose strength lies in [their] ability to mediate and move between identities and positions 

[. . . who] choose to occupy intermediary spaces between worlds, choose to move between 

worlds like the ancient chamanas who choose to build bridges between the worlds, choose to 

speak from the cracks between the worlds, from las rendijas.”50 Moreover, her space- and 

dimension-hopping powers allow her to transcend ideas of nationness, which by becoming 

“an apparatus of symbolic power, it produces a continual slippage of categories, like 

sexuality, class affiliation, territorial paranoia, or ‘cultural difference’ in the act of writing the 

nation.”51 She personifies both Latinidad through her language, affinities, and body, while 

also embodying U.S. Americanness through her dress, her name, and the actions she takes to 

supplant Captain America. Chavez embodies these slippages and Rivera takes the 

opportunity throughout the series to illustrate the potentials that she represents.  

This is not to suggest that America Chavez is without her problems. Her position 

within the Marvel Universe shares much in common with the hero Black Panther, her 

teammate on the Ultimates group. In his own story, Black Panther is king of the fictional 

African country of Wakanda, depriving any single nation the opportunity to claim him as 

their own while still tapping into an idea of “Africanness” for readers of the comic. Likewise, 

Chavez is not from a particular country, but rather an inter-dimensional space known as the 

Utopian Parallel. Though her origins allow her to figure more literally as in-between, as 

nepantlera, her lack of national origin while still being identified as Latinx manages to play 
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into notions of Latinx homogeneity, signaling Latinidad without indicating a distinct national 

identity, a tactic that can often seem to prioritize racial markers over actual 

social/political/cultural history. This attribute is admittedly problematic, although—as is 

often the case with America Chavez—there’s a unique duality at play here. After all, the 

Utopian Parallel she comes from is populated only by women, which means both of 

America’s parents are female, and mainstream comics are presented with a family that breaks 

heteronormative boundaries. America issue seven, in fact, flashes back to America’s birth,52 

unabashedly providing alternatives to societal norms about family, sexuality, and gender, 

flaunting conventions of appropriateness held in the past. This construct—shared by both 

Black Panther and America Chavez—runs into Bhabha’s reckoning with the notion of “the 

people” in relation to the borders of the nation-state as a double narrative movement: 

We then have a contested conceptual territory where the nation’s people must 

be thought in double-time; the people are the historical “objects” of a 

nationalist pedagogy, giving the discourse an authority that is based on the 

pre-given or constituted historical origin in the past; the people are also the 

“subjects” of a process of signification that must erase any prior or originary 

presence of the nation-people to demonstrate the prodigious, living principles 

of the people as contemporaneity: as that sign of the present through which 

national life is redeemed and iterated as a reproductive process.53 

This is the issue being challenged by these heroes, and Chavez in particular: their national 

boundaries as a real-world referent have been erased—contrast their lack of identity to others 

in the Marvel universe (Captain America, Iron Man, the X-Men, Spider-Man) who receive 
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real world birthplaces—and along with it any sort of specific historicity in favor of a general 

“otherness” meant to draw on general cultural overtones. As such, readers are not provided 

an opportunity at true cultural affiliation, but at the same time, nationalist tendencies are 

stripped away in favor of a broader effort toward futurity. National borders, after all, are a 

shifting historical project, always in progress and therefore temporally locked in their 

specificity. This erasure of borders produces an elasticity in the present for these characters 

who are not confined to a specific mode of identification, but are instead able to serve as a 

much more readily available avatar for readers who might see some resemblance to their own 

lived and cultural experiences, developing a greater scope in accounting for issues such as 

race, ethnicity, nationality, and potentiality. 

In addition, like Black Panther, Chavez’s status as hero is elevated—their exploits are 

frequently of global concerns, the save-the-world variety of heroics that place them on par 

with other heavyweights in the Marvel universe such as the Avengers and the Fantastic Four. 

Unlike heroes such as Luke Cage, or even Spider-Man, whose exploits are often confined to 

threats within their communities and neighborhoods, Chavez is not constrained by such 

limitations. This status as hero once again presents itself as a duality—on the one hand, by 

not directly impacting and serving the Latinx community, America seems to distance herself 

from that identification. On the other hand, she is able to transcend racial or ethnic labels that 

might try to box her in, allowing her to traverse boundaries and take on the kind of heroic 

roles that white male characters often approach without being challenged. Her heroic tasks 

aren’t focused solely on problems within Latinx communities or nations, but often take on 

global implications, such as her role on the Ultimates squad that battles enemies both on and 
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outside of Earth. By breaking these boundaries, her disruptive capabilities are opened up in a 

way that Anzaldúa describes as her identity narrative of nos/otras. In this theory, she places a 

slash to bisect the word nosotras into nos and otros to signal the ways in which “we cross 

into each other’s worlds all the time” and become “mutually complicitous”54 in the formation 

of each other’s identities, both as outsider and as insider.  

In a number of ways, this type of identification of self in others is notable throughout 

the America series. To start, she enrolls in the fictional Sotomayor University—a college for 

superpowered individuals located between dimensions—to continue her studies. Not only 

does this University have as its namesake the highest-ranking Latina official in U.S. history, 

but her first class encourages her not to use her powers, but to instead “rely on ancestral 

knowledge and not just brute force.”55 Her professor is urging her to find a link to a pre-

nationalist past from before the concept of borders became, as Anzaldúa frames it, “una 

herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds.”56 From there, we 

see America start to better understand the potentials and the limits of her powers. Later in the 

first issue, she uses her portal in tandem with an invention by her friend and teammate 

Prodigy to go back in time—an expansion of her power she was unaware she had. In doing 

so, she finds herself in the middle of World War II alongside Captain America. Quinones and 

Rivera in this issue make use of the iconic image of Captain America punching Hitler that 

graced the cover of his comic during the war.57 Only in their interpretation, Chavez pushes 

Cap aside and does the punching herself.58 In this one act, she manages not only to insert 

herself in the place of one of Marvel’s most famous white men, but also to position herself as 

the defender of U.S. American ideals in the face of iconic evil. Ms. America supplants 
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Captain America; Latinidad supplants whiteness; queerness supplants overt masculinity; 

nepantla supplants nationalism. The timing of the issue is no coincidence either, as 

portraying a Latina figure punching a symbol of far-right authoritarianism comes shortly 

after the ascendance of Donald Trump to the presidency, who as a candidate played to a far 

right base using racial animus against Latinx people and often targeted women in particular 

for harassment. This could be read as a reactionary response to that particular political 

rhetoric59, but in these transgressions, America Chavez creates a paradigm shift away from 

traditional comic book power dynamics; no longer are marginalized readers forced to 

imagine themselves in the role of the white hero. Instead, the hero is one of them, and they 

are able to co-create a future for themselves in the spaces between panels more easily 

through the explicit representation of Latinx identity within the comic page.  

Figure 4.2: Top—Simon and Kirby, Captain America #1, Timely Comics, 1941. 
Bottom—Quinones, America #1, Marvel Comics, 2017. 
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Chavez’s newfound power to traverse time in the early issues of the series is 

uncontrollable; she points out that she has no way of knowing where she will end up. She 

discovers this is due to her not fully understanding herself and those that proceeded her. We 

learn that her jumps in time are guided not by her, but rather by a shamanic old woman who 

is sending her to meet with women from different points in the Marvel Universe timeline 

who can help her to reach this better understanding. In World War II, she meets with Peggy 

Carter,60 an early compatriot of Captain America; later, she is sent to meet the mutant X-Man 

Storm.61 In these journeys, Chavez is forced to go through a series of trials that leads to “the 

demotion of the ego as the self’s only authority.”62 She is fractured and reassembled,63 both 

psychically and physically with the result that “healing is a deep change of attitude that 

involves an adjustment and abandonment of ‘ego-heroics.’”64 By meeting with and learning 

from her spiritual ancestors and comadres—a group not tied to a racial or ethnic lineage, but 

rather a sense of female solidarity that emanates from the Utopian Parallel—America is able 

to gain control of her existence transgressing borders between worlds. In later issues, we 

learn the shamanic woman who navigated Chavez through her time travels is her own 

grandmother,65 giving her the chance to reconnect with her literal ancestry after her parents 

were killed defending the Utopian Parallel when Chavez was young. These links to the past 

are crucial to Anzaldúa’s concept of nepantla, and Chavez’s ability to transgress from within 

this liminal space is tied to how well she can link to the past. 

America relies on its placement both within history as much as its sociopolitical 

space. As Aldama asserts, comics “don’t float free in some ethereal platonic space. Like all 

cultural phenomena, they are produced and circulate within specific social and historical 



 

 182 

material conditions.”66 The America series is no different; it lives very much in the political 

and pop cultural moment. The cover of the second issue pays homage to the visuals of 

Beyonce’s “Formation,” as well as some humorous references to the lyrics from another song 

off the same album.67 There is a moment when the characters debate the political expediency 

of punching Nazis, calling upon popular discussions about public civility and nonviolence 

circling in liberal and progressive media around the time of publication and in the aftermath 

of hard-right white supremacists emboldened by the campaign and election of Donald 

Trump.68 But as Aldama points out, these comics don’t have any agency to transform on their 

own. They can instead “be manipulated in ways that restrict or unleash the imagination.”69 

Perhaps nowhere in America does this idea combine with the current political moment than 

in the image of a queer Latina draped in the American flag produced during a time of 

increased nationalism tied ever closely to straight male whiteness. As Anzaldúa explains, 

“this country does not want to acknowledge its walls—its limits, the places some people are 

stopped or stop themselves, the lines they’re not allowed to cross.”70 During a time when talk 

of literal walls to create lines that las otras can’t cross, a nepantlera hero who can punch 

through and cross boundaries, who lives in between borders in a transitional medium, 

becomes a useful tool for negotiating our new understanding for what these borders truly 

mean. 

 

Revising #BlackLivesMatter in BLACK 

While America begins at a place that lives outside and between borders, the 

independent comic BLACK is noticeably caught within them, bound by deep historicity, and 
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straining to push past the restrictions those borders impose. Created by writer Kwanza 

Osajyefo, designer Tim Smith 3, and illustrator Jamal Igle, the six-issue series depicts issues 

surrounding a number of superpowered individuals and teams, but operates from the premise 

that the only people with superpowers are Black. Despite this, the major events of history 

that have affected the Black diaspora—the Atlantic slave trade, Jim Crow, mass 

incarceration—still occurred, as those imbued with superpowers want those powers to be 

kept secret out of caution for reprisal. BLACK is a book built on tension: between the 

historical imperatives of Black existence and the potential futurities made possible through 

investment in Black communities; between the dueling forces of law and justice; and 

between the political present and the American ideal. In short, it navigates between an 

Afropessimism that interrogates global anti-Black ontology and an Afrofuturist vision that 

aims to write the future from a Black viewpoint that transcends the historical imperatives 

which hinder the upward mobility of the African diaspora.  

This tension is what sets it apart as a specifically Black superhero narrative, drawing 

on experiences that define its intended audience in a way most Black superhero stories from 

the top-two comics companies—DC and Marvel—are unable or, more likely, unwilling to 

project. In both setup and execution, BLACK drives toward a Black readership through a 

method reminiscent of how Ghee notes that “the internalized experience or fantasy must be 

relevant to the fears, hopes and dreams of the reader or viewer. Without relevance, there is 

no reference point for grounding the message, or connecting the story, or stimulus, to 

personal experience for psychological identification and personal growth.”71 Throughout the 

series and into its sequel graphic novel, BLACK [AF]: America’s Sweetheart, readers are 
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forced into a reckoning with the political and subject realities of Blackness and anti-

Blackness throughout human history. By portraying an alternative reality rooted in actual 

history, Osajyefo et al. present a critical look at the true potentials of Afrofuturism—and 

ethnofuturism by extension—and in so doing, place it in conversation with an Afropessimist 

narrative that attempts to realize and surmount the pressure exerted by white supremacist 

forces intent on obstructing the advancements of non-white communities.  

BLACK starts from place of political immediacy—protagonist Kareem Jenkins is 

gunned down by police alongside his two friends who “fit a description” after one attempts to 

flee.72 This scene of unarmed Black people killed by police is a common one in the news and 

forms much of the backbone of the #BlackLivesMatter movement, while also placing it in 

the scope of history that “stretches back to the era of slavery when people of African descent 

were deemed fractional beings—three fifths of a human—and when ‘soundness’ took 

precedence over health.”73 Within this pull between the historical referent and the present 

political moment, this act reveals “the timeworn, but oft-denied, foundation of Western 

institutionality—namely, the exclusion of black people from the category of the human”74 

while paradoxically relying on the presence and work of Black people for society to function. 

In this moment, from the book’s opening pages, is the moment BLACK begins to engage with 

Afropessimism and its focus on dissecting anti-Blackness. Within a few pages, the narrative 

also presents the ideas of Afrofuturism that it will put into conversation with Afropessimism 

as Kareem wakes up in the ambulance and jumps out into traffic, only to soon be met by 

another superpowered Black man as he hides from the police.75 The man, code named 

Juncture, helps Kareem escape and we learn that he heads up an international network of 
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superpowered people called The Project76 that attempts to find and protect people with 

powers. Juncture’s own power is that he can see three seconds into the future, giving him a 

strategic and combat advantage that he uses in leading his superteam, but in giving Juncture 

actual Afrofuturist powers, Osajyefo et al. are able to position him as an optimistic leader, 

fighting to save people instead of simply dole out retributive punishment on white oppressors 

and villains. The Project, through Juncture’s leadership, embodies an optimistic Afrofuturism 

that draws from a broad representation of diasporic identities, “released from a static 

representation of a particularist form of identity that is free and remains politically [. . .] 

engaged,”77 which in the case of BLACK places this supergroup in opposition not to white 

people as individuals but rather to whiteness as an oppressive structure. 

As a contrast to the Afrofuturism of The Project, we are introduced later to O, the 

leader of a rival group of superpowered people and Juncture’s son. Rather than possessing an 

optimism toward the future, O embodies the Afropessimism that is often in conflict with 

Afrofuturism, positioned by Frank B. Wilderson III as an antagonistic existence between 

whiteness at one end of the ontological spectrum and Blackness at the other end, “an 

irreconcilable struggle between entities, or positions, the resolution of which is not dialectical 

but entails the obliteration of one of the positions.”78 O’s power is enhanced speed, quick 

enough that he can move “faster than time,”79 freezing everyone around him in the moment, 

pausing the future in favor of extending the present. This position plays a prominent role in 

Afropessimism and places it in stark contrast to the transcending aims of Afrofuturism. The 

approach of Afropessimist criticism works, at least in part, “by reframing racism as a relation 

grounded in anti-blackness rather than white supremacy, or, more precisely, by pushing 
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through the conceptual framework of racism altogether toward an apprehension of the world-

historical transformation entailed in the emergence of racial slavery”80—in essence a shift in 

perspective that views racism not as a way of propping up a dominant group but in the 

denigration of a target group. As a positionality, it more broadly implicates other groups 

besides whites in perpetuating racism at the overall cost of Blacks worldwide. As a 

methodology, its intent is more descriptive than formative, outlining not only “the operations 

of systems, structures and institutions, but also, and perhaps more importantly, the fantasies 

of murderous hatred and unlimited destruction, of sexual consumption and social availability 

that animate the realization of such violence.”81 This fixation on a backward-focused present 

that animates Afropessimism intrinsically prohibits it from providing a way forward, as its 

conceptions is one of static ontology and political positionality instead of a navigable 

structure that can be upset and reoriented toward the future. So, too, is the formation of 

Afropessimist thought conceived outside of structure, as the arrangement of group belonging 

“suggests the possibility for the formation of bonds of an impossible collective identity,” and 

instead the arrangement should be considered instead a “gathering of those whose gathering 

is what matters, like the gathering of momentum or the gathering of a storm.”82 This hazy 

conceptualization of purpose is shared by O’s unnamed group, whose loose formation seems 

to indicate no other goal than chaos, and whose affiliation shares an ideological bent if not a 

hierarchy, organization, or infrastructure, as The Project does.  

The distance between these two positions of Afrofuturism and Afropessimism is 

precisely that of Juncture and O—one who seeks to save and empower Blacks through 

transcending racial hierarchies, the other who sees the struggle as a zero-sum game and 
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desires to end his antagonist. The conflict within the book plays out between these two 

extremities, culminating in a climactic battle where both groups simultaneously fight each 

other and the main antagonist of the book, white industrialist Theodore Mann. While O’s 

group attempts to kill Mann, Juncture and The Project want him captured without harm, 

causing conflict to extend in multiple directions. Furthermore, the stakes of the conflict 

between these two ideological poles—and more precisely, the role of whiteness within 

them—are more starkly clarified when O, who has been traveling faster than time with 

everyone else frozen, attempts to attack Mann and instead gets rebuffed by a forcefield 

surrounding him. “Black-on black crime is such a problem,” Mann comments during the 

battle. “All that power. . .and yet you can’t touch me. But I can touch you. And unlike you, 

my touch has actual power.”83 In this context, Mann gives a summation of white power and 

privilege in contemporary society, with ideological factions warring with each other over 

how to end the problem, unable to do actual harm to the problem itself—a situation visible in 

intracommunity arguments, intergenerational sniping, and gang violence that are all often 

held up by dominant figures in political and media structures as impediments to Black 

progress. The conflict mirrors rifts within the discourse among Black communities over the 

efficacy of different actions in the wake of extrajudicial police killings and 

#BlackLivesMatter protests, while also allowing for the shortcomings of both Afrofuturism 

and Afropessimism to be held up for scrutiny. The plans and actions of O and his group are 

compelling yet shortsighted and without a foundation for what should happen next if they 

succeed in their aims, while the actions of Juncture and The Project, being so focused on the 

future and potentialities, frequently don’t register on a larger scale. In a scene where O and 
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Juncture are reunited, Juncture says with a grin, “I should have known you were behind this. . 

.of course you’re that terrorist.” O responds, “One man’s terrorist is another man’s liberator, 

Father. Better than hiding in secret bunkers, while our people are enslaved and murdered.”84 

This discussion succinctly delivers the crux of this ideological rift and the divergent positions 

being taken by Afropessimism and Afrofuturism. 

Where BLACK starts to develop the link between these two ideologies is in the 

character of Kareem, whose power is extreme adaptability, able to respond and present 

powers that comport to the situation at hand and survive in ways that others cannot. As Dr. 

Pistorius-Quaife, The Project’s head scientist puts it, “He could potentially have an infinite 

number of abilities,”85 a fact that Mann and his company are aware of as well. This makes 

Kareem, who eventually begins to go by the code name X, a highly sought after target. 

Though he is initially resistant to joining The Project, he is persuaded by Juncture to join and 

tested over the course of months; eventually he begins to relish the role of hero and takes up 

the calling of trying to help those who need it. His learned altruism ends up leading to 

frustration with Juncture and The Project, who subdue and capture a man who was using his 

pyrokinetic powers to attack the racist white mob who lynched his brother. Kareem wants to 

free the man, named Cole, and help him achieve justice instead of leaving him locked up, 

while Juncture argues that he’s too dangerous to be let free. “If the public learns of even one 

Black person with powers, it could lead to war,” Juncture warns. “Genocide of our entire 

race. We make sure that doesn’t happen. If survival means sequestering people, so be it.”86 In 

this moment, Kareem realizes that The Project would lock him up, too, if it deemed him 

dangerous, and he loses trust in Juncture. He runs and ends up freeing several of The 
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Project’s prisoners before ending up captured by yet another team of superpowered Black 

heroes, this one a government-sponsored team, that lands him in a special prison for 

superpowered people where he meets O. In this sequence of events, we see Kareem 

occupying the broad gulf in between Afrofuturism and Afropessimism, at this point 

unconvinced that either is helpful to his own ends. He disagrees with the theorizing and 

community-over-individual aspects of The Project in this moment, but he is quickly 

disillusioned with O’s group and their retributive radical justice that ignores making societal 

progress in favor of attacking one seat of white power.  

His superpower of adaptability is what allows Kareem to be a disruptive figure within 

this discursive space. The character of Kareem embodies the notion of the “postwar 

superhero as a figure in continual flux, visualized on the comic book page as constantly 

moving among different identities, embodiments, social allegiances, and psychic states.”87 

Given his continually shifting, evolving, and strengthening superpowers, and his movement 

between different ideologically-clashing groups, Kareem brings this flux positionality to the 

foreground, illustrating some of the interchange that occurs in this particular dialectic of 

Black phenomenology. He questions the actions and motives at both ends of the discourse, 

demanding the Afrofuturist Juncture to be more cognizant of the present problems of Black 

diasporic people currently struggling through white supremacist structures, while attempting 

to pull O out of a static positionality of pessimism. He is the only person able to adapt to the 

differing power sets of the people he encounters and overcome the obstacles he arrives at, 

including surpassing Mann’s defensive barrier. Throughout the final battle, Mann maintains 

an air of superiority as untouchable by the Black conflict going on around him before 
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Kareem is able to break through his forcefield and destroy the device creating it (Mann’s tie 

clip), shouting “You don’t own me!” as he does so.88 This moment in which white power is 

infiltrated and defeated is a transcendent moment provided by Osajyefo, et al., showing the 

disruptive power capable in an adaptive, intermediary space.  

Much in the same manner as America Chavez, Kareem’s power emanates from this 

interstitial Third Space, wherein “hybridity intervenes in the exercise of authority not merely 

to indicate the impossibility of its identity but to represent the unpredictability of its 

presence.”89 Mann is unable to predict Kareem’s abilities because Kareem himself remains 

unaware of his potential and the forms his power might manifest. His hybrid and interstitial 

power set is disruptive precisely because it is unknowable. In the aftermath of defeating 

Mann, Kareem attempts to reconcile the ruptures between O and The Project, trying to reify 

the idea that “we may elude the politics of polarity and emerge as the others of our selves,”90 

though O rejects his offer in favor of further exacerbating his struggle. At this point, Kareem 

Figure 4.2: Kareem smashes Mann’s forcefield device. (Osajyefo and Igle, BLACK, Black 
Mask Comics, 2017.) 
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has aligned himself with Juncture, The Project, and an Afrofuturist mindset that thrives on 

Bhabha’s formulations of hybridity and the Third Space, while O the Afropessimist rejects 

the unification and collectivity proposed by Kareem, as “the ever-expansive inclusionary 

gesture must thus be displaced by a more radical approach: an ethics of the real, a politics of 

the imperative, engaged in its interminably downward movement.”91 In so doing, O positions 

himself as a villain, antithetical to the ideology encapsulated by the project (and The Project) 

of Afrofuturism.  

The space between conflicting ideologies is further developed by the diasporic 

representation of Black identities throughout the book. Due to a dearth of representation 

within the media, and particularly within genre fictions, the depiction of Black characters and 

communities often falls victim to a lack of depth and variety of viewpoints and leading to a 

hyperprominence of representations of a unified community. Where BLACK perhaps does its 

most thorough work is in giving the audience a range of Black personalities, stereotypes, and 

positionalities that allow for a nuanced and developed conflict to emerge between divergent 

worldviews. This effort is where Osajyefo, et al. pull away from Afropessimism as a useful 

construct while still engaging with its conceits in a meaningful way to guide and induce a 

more critical Afrofuturism. Most notably here are the characters of Hood Rat and 

Mindgrapes—characters that encounter and twist prominent slurs, encountering the 

problematic ideas underneath them, without fully reconciling those ideas. Hood Rat speaks 

Arabic and wears a niqab, which hides most of her physical attributes—long claws on her 

fingers, fur growing all over her body, what appears to be a tail growing behind her—that are 

revealed during combat. In addition, she is shown able to communicate with rats in order to 
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track Kareem through the sewers as he tries to run away, as well as superhuman agility and 

climbing abilities, shown during the climactic fight scene.92 The association between Black 

identity and perceived vermin is a longstanding problematic stereotype, alongside the 

derogatory nature of the term “hood rat” itself, which is presented in the comic with little 

exploration or interrogation. More concrete are the tropes of animality that have been 

prominently used throughout the history of racialized hierarchy over the last few centuries. 

A step even beyond this is the character of Mindgrapes,93 whose ape-like appearance 

distinguishes him from the other characters throughout the book and creates a problematic 

presence that plays upon one of the most pervasive and harmful stereotypes of Black people 

throughout society. His appearance even invites the most overt outward racism in the book, 

in a scene where one henchman tells another, “This darkie looks more like a monkey than the 

others, huh?”94 The use of racial slurs within the book frequently employ the terms 

“monkey” and “darkie,” though this is the only instance in which they are directly aimed at 

Mindgrapes; he responds by using his ability to read and control people’s minds to have the 

offending henchman’s partner shoot him in the head.95 While Mindgrapes’s appearance 

embodies the racial slur, his response to its use is a strong backlash against it. Likewise, his 

elevated intellect and heightened diction—in response to the slur, he says, “Resorting to slurs 

shows a dull intellect . . . I suggest shooting your comrade in the head will open his mind . . . 

If only empowered minds were as impuissant”96—give a strong repudiation to the ape 

characterization that he represents. His is a complicated and problematic character that 

requires some mediation through the context of the book’s struggle. 
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Both Hood Rat and Mindgrapes provide interesting nuance to the conflict between 

Afropessimism and Afrofuturism playing out through BLACK. Each finds themselves on 

opposite sides of the conflict: Hood Rat a member of The Project and Mindgrapes aligned 

with O’s team of insurgents. In both instances, however, the tension between both sides is at 

play—each character serves as a concrete reminder of the dehumanizing ontology that Black 

people have been assigned through anti-Blackness, while also attempting to push back 

against this ontology and open up a space for broader and more fully developed 

representation. And while these characters play on the Afropessimist fixation on the 

“invisibility of black humanity [. . .] thus tightly linked to a hypervisibility of black people as 

a source of danger,”97 they also enlist the disruptive power of Afrofuturist genre narratives to 

look “backward and forward in seeking to provide insights about identity, one that asks what 

was and what if.”98 By using these stereotypes and presenting them not as merely 

dehumanizing traits but as superhuman powers, Osajyefo et al. are attempting to create a 

Figure 3.3: Left—Hood Rat (top) fights Agent Adams, one of Mann’s enforcers. Right—
Mindgrapes (left) and Shorty infiltrate Mann’s compound. 
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vision of Blackness that surpasses anti-Blackness, that—even in running up against the 

limitations of present politics surrounding those stereotypes—makes motions toward 

transcending the objectifying caricatures troubling Black social engagement. Other characters 

in BLACK fall along similar patterns—Tar Baby is a liquid-like character able to take any 

number of shapes, and like Hood Rat, takes his name from a term that has a troubling 

association with racial epithets; Bass uses superpowered vocal cords to create physical force, 

a trope that plays off stereotypes of Black people as loud and destructive, as exemplified 

through the recent trend of viral videos featuring white bystanders calling the police on Black 

people for existing too openly in public spaces; and another character who speaks with a 

Jamaican patois portrays animal-like features similar to those of Hood Rat and Mindgrapes. 

In each of these instances, the creators of BLACK are engaging with stereotypes, using them 

to access the construct of superpowers in a distinctly Black context, though not completely 

divorcing them from their cultural contexts.  

The diasporic nature of BLACK stretches beyond uses of stereotypes, however. The 

characters who show up include a transgender woman, an albino character, biracial 

characters, and Black people from a number of geographical regions and displaying varying 

levels of intellect, social standing, religious backgrounds, and socioeconomic classes. The 

diaspora remains a strength throughout the novel and makes yet another case for both 

Afropessimism and Afrofuturism; in destroying notions of Black uniformity and, by proxy, 

Black collectivity, the story gives credence to the foundations of Afropessimism, while 

portraying conceptions of the future that exist outside of stereotypical representations in a 

manner that is a key tentpole for Afrofuturism. Ultimately, like Kareem, the book sides with 
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the Afrofuturist pole of the dialectic at play, as it presents the ideologies of O and his group 

to be morally untenable and caters to the idea of Black existence as within a navigable 

hierarchal space rather than as a fixed ontological condition. In its thorough treatment of the 

discursive space between the two ideologies, the novel makes clear that these perspectives 

are not placed at opposite ends of a battlefield, but rather intertwined in a close working 

relationship. Both are ultimately engaged in fighting against Mann, even while fighting each 

other, and the father-son relationship between Juncture and O embodies the close relationship 

that Afrofuturism and Afropessimism share. Many of their tenets are shown to be the same—

both engage in an Afrocentric perception of the world that encounters and confronts the 

historical imperatives inherent in institutions of slavery, segregation, mass incarceration, and 

racism; and both develop a means for approaching those imperatives through a forthright 

accounting for the atrocities of the past. Though the two viewpoints eventually diverge into 

their own ways of examining the racial structures that surround us, BLACK’s outlining of the 

relational roots between the two shows that in order to approach a critical Afrofuturism—and 

by extension, a critical ethnofuturism—must grapple with the viewpoints presented by 

Afropessimism. In order to formulate ideas for a future that attempts to foreground the 

humanity of people of color, that places liberation at the center of its worldview, the 

Afrofuturist must first reckon with the Afropessimist pragmatism located in the here-and-

now to conceive of potential ways forward. 
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Revising Super Mythologies in Missing You Metropolis 

By and large, the majority of superhero narratives are found within comic books, with 

movies also exploding in prominence over the past decade or so. This has to do largely with 

the fact that both of these genres rely on a visual interpretation that “consists in its 

elaboration, exaggeration, and transformation of the normal morpho-physiological 

conditions”99 of the superhero as a character. The popularity of the superhero is closely tied 

to the “powerful visuals, compelling narratives, and multiple meanings”100 provided by the 

physical representations of superhumanity and—in the context we are concerned with here—

doubly so for non-white superheroes. The visual impact of superpowered bodies that code as 

non-white has a staying power, particularly with audiences whose identities are read 

similarly to those on the page or screen. Despite the “association of comics primarily with 

children, adolescents, and the sub-literate,”101 the proliferation and enduring cultural imprint 

of the superhero indicates how extensively the impact of the visual medium is on consumers 

of the genre. With this impact, however, comes the opportunity for the figure of the 

superhero to gain traction in genres that lack the visual representation. As writers who grew 

up on comics come of age and begin to create their own works, a number of short stories, 

novels, and poems arise that make use of superheroes as a means to tap into this prevalent 

part of popular culture. Novels such as Austin Grossman’s Soon I Will Be Invincible and 

short stories such as Saladin Ahmed’s “Dr. Diablo Goes through the Motions” engage with 

superhero tropes and clichés to probe the satirical and comedic potential for the genre, while 

works such as Sarah Kuhn’s Heroine Complex series blends the superhero genre with others 

such as romance and urban fantasy to broaden its potential impacts.  
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Gary Jackson won the 2009 Cave Canem prize for his poetry collection Missing You, 

Metropolis, which brings together comic book superheroes with his experiences growing up 

Black in Topeka, Kansas. Throughout, he combines existing, popular comic characters with 

his own superhero creations and personal stories to provide an insight into how both popular 

culture and life experiences can be presented outside of a white framework. In using poetry 

rather than a more graphic medium to do this work, Jackson is able to dissect the “evidence 

of widely shared assumptions and [. . .] particular ways of looking at things”102 supplied by 

the visual aspect of comics and superhero movies. Perhaps most prevalently, Jackson 

demonstrates—through removing the visual of the superhero—both the popular erasure of 

minorities in superhero narratives and the reinterpretations possible when those superheroes 

are held up to scrutiny. 

For instance, in section three of Missing You, Metropolis, Jackson presents a series of 

poems that look at the dangerous ontological position of minority youth throughout U.S. 

history and correlate these to the dangers often faced by superheroes in their own stories. He 

starts with the poem “Watchmen,” wherein the speaker in the poem recounts his group of 

friends being stopped and checked after the alarm is sounded as they are leaving a store. He 

writes, “They eye the contents / in our arms and nod as they check the list and say nothing // 

as they give it back. Tony shakes his head. Now all of these / white people are watching 

us,”103 submitting the speaker and his friends to the spotlight of the white gaze. The central 

people are subjected to scrutiny as the white people around them “take inventory of our 

shoes, / jackets, faces and save this moment along with every other— // whenever our skin 

rises from the cream of this city,”104 which places them in the uncomfortable position of 
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having to defend against stereotypes despite having done nothing wrong. The white people 

are the titular “Watchmen,” taking the role of “voyeurs: / committing our bodies to 

memory— // recalling our ideal forms in private.”105 Additionally, however, this title also 

plays upon the 1986 limited comic series Watchmen, in which the titular superhero team has 

been outlawed and subjected to public scrutiny over the impossibility of holding 

superpowered, incognito vigilantes to account for their actions. In this context, while the 

white shoppers are acting as “Watchmen,” whose vigilance acts as “a simple thrill to peer 

behind the veil— / observe how the other color lives,”106 the context provided by the title’s 

allusion gives the speaker the occasion to engage the white onlookers with an oppositional 

gaze, in which “the ability to manipulate one’s gaze in the face of structures of domination 

that would contain it, opens up the possibility of agency.”107 The speaker of the poem is 

taking on his own role as Watchman in turn, questioning the ways in which a white public 

exercises its dominant power position, enabling agency for the speaker from within a position 

of discomfort and danger.  

This poem that opens up the section introduces this inherent danger for minoritized 

and marginalized individuals of falling under the white gaze, illustrating the disturbing 

dichotomy between erasure and attention. This danger of the gaze is carried through the 

whole section, and the next poem, “Luke Cage Tells It Like It Is,” uses an existing Black 

superhero as the speaker to approach how the white gaze gets overlooked in comics created 

by white people. Jackson writes: 

In this issue 

there’s a Mandingo of a man,  
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dark like olives,  

voice as deep as a desert valley  

in the dead of night. He smiles  

as if he wants to bite your throat,  

holds back his teeth  

with those bubblegum lips  

he can’t help but lick, leaving  

the thinnest film of saliva  

on the surface. 

He’s slick  

and he’s bold  

and he’s everything you imagine he should be.108 

In this stanza, Jackson is employing the white gaze as the perspective, enlisting tropes of 

Black visualization through phrases such as “Mandingo of a man” and “bubblegum lips” that 

recall stereotypical white representations of Black masculinity, while the last few lines, “He’s 

slick / and he’s bold / and he’s everything you imagine he should be,” address a hypothesized 

white reader directly, narrating the viewpoint to the imagined reader that validate the 

stereotypes previously outlined.  

He continues this tactic in the next stanza, starting with “Sometimes, you want to be 

him, / want to see yourself in the silver gleam of his image / and other times you want to be 

wanted by him,”109 before shifting the viewpoint in the stanza after that:  

No matter how three-dimensional he seems,  
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know that behind every jive turkey uttered  

there is not a black mouth, but a white one,  

one that dictates who he calls Nigger,  

to temper the perfect tone of black.110 

In this shift, Cage, as the speaker, drops the veil of Blackness to show how both the creation 

and consumption of this figure are the product of the white gaze, though still addressing the 

reader to once again engage an oppositional gaze. He lets this white reader created in the 

previous stanzas know that he is aware, that he sees, before moving to describe the 

precarious ontological situation this places him in as a character:  

This is the cruelest trick. 

Even now, I’m defined by the borders  

of my panels, the hue of sienna ink,  

an assembly of lines, a rendering of man  

splayed across your page.111 

This return to the ontological danger of Black existence in U.S. society is heightened by 

Jackson’s invoking of the visual structure of the comic panel. In contrast to Aldama’s idea of 

minority readers reading themselves into the spaces between panels, Jackson is presenting 

the idea of minority characters being constrained by the boundaries of the panel—particularly 

in those panels that are the creation of whiteness.  

Cage’s ontological position in this poem plays into direct contrast with Rivera’s 

presentation of America Chavez, whose ability to transcend borders is what makes her 

powerful. Jackson’s depiction of Cage is constrained, though his very presence within these 
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constraints becomes its own type of power, occupying a subject position in the mind of the 

reader and reaching outside of the boundaries ascribed to him, a power given to him not by 

the creator but by the imagination of the reader. The agency created by this process exists 

because the superpowered speaker acknowledges the white framework that has both created 

and constrained him, and by recognizing both his and the audience’s role in this relationship, 

he presents a refusal to submit passively to the gaze. This precarious situation is carried over 

from “Watchmen,” bridging the distance between real existence and the comic book 

superhero through the shift in subject matter, a strategy he continues in the next poem, 

“Storm on Display,” about the mutant hero Storm and the objectified role she plays in the 

gaze.  

Later in the section, Jackson starts to engage with parental fears about the dangerous 

space occupied by marginalized people within that gaze with the poem “Home from Work, I 

Face My Newborn Mutant Son.” In this poem, the speaker has found that his son, whose skin 

is made of glass, has been born on the floor of his home at the sacrifice of his wife, who did 

not survive labor. This premise is operating on a couple of levels: first, it provides a 

metaphor for the emotional labor enlisted by Black women in the worry over their 

children’s—particularly their sons’—survival within a system that frequently doles out 

violence upon them. Despite the fact that the speaker says, “This is not a metaphor. / My wife 

did not hemorrhage alone / on our wood floor for metaphor,”112 this imagery functions very 

clearly on that metaphorical level, especially since later, the speaker asks, “What paper-bag 

test can this boy pass? / His skin reflects the white of my eyes. / And I know he cannot 

last.”113 Through enlisting the “paper-bag test,” the poem is able to bring the scope of the 
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racialized ontological danger without explicitly racializing its subjects. Through this, the 

poem also engages at its second level, with the manner in which Marvel frequently uses its 

mutant characters as a means of talking about the racism engulfing U.S. society. Though by 

the mid-seventies the X-Men finally introduced characters such as Storm and Thunderbird, 

prior to that point the majority of characters appearing in the series were white-coded figures 

whose difference was largely marked not by skin tone but by superpowers.  

It was in this manner that the series approached ideas of racism and intolerance—

obliquely, with heavy use of mutant identity to stand in for race. Jackson bends this trope of 

the X-Men to encounter race head-on through the speaker’s invocation of the paper-bag test 

to racialize its otherwise unraced characters. From there, the speaker starts to ruminate on the 

dangers of existence for his son under the white/non-mutant gaze: 

 For a moment, before I drop him, 

I wonder how he’d make it? 

Even if his skin does harden— 

to crystal, to diamond—it won’t be  

enough, and I could not bear the sight  

of him hanging like an ornament,  

 

a glass boy from a tree, or find him  

cracked open, splintered in the street.114 

This sets in as a moment of deep worry and consternation for the speaker, whose parental 

worries echo both the literary history115 and real-life experiences of minority parents facing 
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those same concerns about their own children in the face of overwhelming systemic racism 

and violence. By saying the child’s skin will never be hard enough, the speaker seems to give 

in to the hopelessness of a dangerous, racialized existence, while in this poem, it is literally 

the child’s skin that kills the mother—the danger he both embodies and inhabits has made 

her labor fatal. While the racial identification of the speaker is never made, it is clear through 

the speaker’s intonations that he is familiar with the dangers of living within the gaze, 

equating the white power structures that dictate Black oppression with the human attitudes 

toward mutants found within the X-Men/Marvel universe. Jackson plays upon that known 

analogy between mutant and minority to help the two coalesce more specifically within this 

poem, taking what was a between-the-panels reading and foregrounding it, making the aspect 

of race central to the identity of mutant. 

As the poems progress, Jackson continues to intensify the danger inherent in the 

white gaze by specifically recalling the history of lynching in the two poems that close out 

the section, “How to Get Lynched on the Job” and “Magneto Eyes Strange Fruit.” As with 

the poems that opened the section, these poems use a thematic continuity to resonate between 

superheroes and real life, drawing connections for readers that make more explicit the 

ontological (mis)readings of minority bodies by integrating the dimension of superpowers. 

The creators of BLACK made a similar move, depicting graphically the act of lynching when 

a group of rednecks attempt to burn the character of Coal at the stake only to have him turn 

the tables and use his pyrokinetic powers against them.116 Jackson takes a slightly different 

route, using a pair of narratives in these poems—one drawn from reality and one drawing 
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upon a famous comic book plotline—to connect the acts of racist violence to superheroes and 

place them within the ontological dangers of the ever-present white gaze. 

Jackson manages to bridge the diegetic space between comic and audience by 

continuing to weave the same themes between both the superhero poems and ones rooted 

more in reality. “How to Get Lynched on the Job” features the character of Stuart, a recurring 

figure throughout the book who appears in a number of different poems as a friend of the 

speaker, as he makes a suggestive joke toward a coworker, Nicole. The poem’s speaker 

makes clear the inappropriateness of Stuart’s actions, ensuring that it points out Stuart’s own 

problematic nature, before saying: 

Nevermind the harassment117  

suit that should’ve followed. She was white. 

 

Whistling and whispering, it’s all the same. 

The truth is the world ain’t changed. 

 

None of us are far  

from ending like Emmett.118 

In invoking Emmett Till, the fourteen-year-old boy lynched and murdered by a white mob in 

Mississippi for allegedly whistling at a white woman in 1955 and whose death and 

subsequent funeral notably energized the Civil Rights movement in the U.S., Jackson 

grounds the stakes of the poem in a significant historical event that provides a visceral 

example of the danger inherent in the white gaze. While Stuart’s actions are presented clearly 



 

 205 

and denounced, the focus in the poem remains on the disastrous potential repercussions 

rooted in the troublesome history of lynching in the U.S.  

The poem that follows, “Magneto Eyes Strange Fruit,” continues the imagery of lynching in 

a poem that uses a first-person voice of Magneto, the archenemy of the X-Men and a 

powerful mutant himself, as he encounters lynched mutant children: 

Out for a midnight flight, I see  

two children on the playground— 

 

the rust of blood crusting  

over holes in their heads. 

 

Their brown bodies dance  

like marionettes, tangled  

 

in the swings. “Mutie”  

is scrawled across the cardboard  

 

that hangs from their swollen necks,  

the chains wrapped tight enough to tear.119 

Once again, Jackson bridges the gap between Marvel’s use of mutants as an analogy for 

racism and actual racial identity by integrating both into a single narrative. The poem depicts 

a scene from the early parts of the 1982 graphic novel God Loves, Man Kills, the description 
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presented aligning closely with how the scene plays out—two young Black children, also 

mutants, are shot on a playground by a group calling themselves The Purifiers and strung up 

on the swing set using the chains from the swings, signs hanging from their necks.120 Within 

the publishing history of the X-Men, this moment provides a rare instance in which the 

analogous relationship between mutants and racial minorities is made clear, with Black 

children featured in the lynching scene, though the actual act happens not because of their 

race but rather their status as mutants. Despite this, the choice to make the child lynching 

victims Black is a conscious one, as the resulting image of Black children hanging from a 

swing set resonates with the historical referent provided by lynching, made even more 

prevalent within Jackson’s poem by having it follow up the previous poem that invokes the 

image of Emmett Till alongside of it.  

This scene depicted in Jackson’s poem also highlights one of the problematic 

tendencies within mainstream (white-authored) comics to present minority characters, even 

superpowered ones, as sidekicks, villains, or—as seen clearly here—victims of horrific 

violence. In doing so, this scene takes part in “a dialectic that, although [. . .] quite public, 

leaves a concealed residue of minority inferiority.”121 Despite this, Jackson intercedes on the 

objectification of these young Black bodies, channeling an outrage on their behalf through 

the character of Magneto:  

I want to rip every man out of his home,  

make each one burn, reverse  

 

the earth’s rotation, rupture the core  
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and tear this planet inside out,  

 

only so they can know how it feels.122 

Magneto, as the speaker, is drawing attention to the lack of sympathy being held—not just by 

the perpetrators of the crime but by the entire world—for two lynched Black children. He 

concludes by insisting that “someone must be / the villain for the dead,”123 underlining the 

rage necessitated in his position and the justification for acting outside the law in service of 

that rage. This stance recalls the Afropessimist-aligned stance presented in BLACK, wherein 

the relationship between Juncture and O shares a considerable amount with that of Magneto 

and Professor X, leader of the X-Men. Both sides of each conflict share a passion and 

empathy for the fate of their own people and a desire to help them, though each disagrees 

about the best means for accomplishing their missions. Magneto and O are both willing to 

“be the villain for the dead,” seeing their actions as not only justifiable but also necessary to 

best serve the interests of those they align with, as they place a priority on the historical 

imperatives that subjugate marginalized populations throughout history.  

 

Conclusion 

As these three instances of the superhero figure help illustrate, the superpowered 

body retains greater representational and interpretive impact for marginalized groups when 

the heroes depicted on the page—and the creators behind them—correspond to those 

audiences, allowing the narratives to incorporate the “infinite array of possible experiences 

and identities for a given author-artist to aesthetically reframe and transform into comic book 
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storyworlds.”124 Rather than being consigned to reading themselves into the spaces between 

panels, creators are able to use superheroes to investigate the ontological positions occupied 

by non-white groups throughout the U.S. that offer new interpretations often uninhabitable 

by more traditional, realist narratives. The representations of minority superheroes give the 

chance to see the potentialities available by considering the various ranges of heroism and the 

implications of superhuman people of color who can surpass the bounds of human capability. 

Simultaneously, these superheroes are able to grapple with the societal conditions and allow 

these superpowered bodies to exist within those structures, complicating and counteracting 

stereotyped narratives that point to minority inferiority as the cause for these conditions. In 

short, with the prominence and integration of superheroes into the broader culture, minority 

representation is necessary in that space for it to be truly reflective of the society they 

undergird.  

With those broader representations come multiple readings that derive from the 

varied perspectives of its creators. Whether investigating the nature and traversability of 

borders and the liminality that comes between them, as in America, or interrogating the 

boundaries between different ontological readings of Blackness, as in BLACK, the superhero 

presents a space where these non-white bodies can participate in a discourse that 

“symbolize[s] American racial morality and ethics.”125 Works such as Jackson’s that move 

the superhero outside of comics and visual narrative help to demonstrate that the importance 

of the superhero in this discourse are not strictly tied to the image, but that the ideas it carries 

are able to mesh with real-world personal and historical modalities.  
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Moreover, the figure of the superhero plays into the ethnofuturist ethic that relies 

upon the creation of alternatives to canonical Eurocentric narratives, and does so in a way 

that is not simply aesthetic but allows for the development of a future that incorporates 

perspectives that do not use assimilationist white structure as its foundational basis but 

instead find their roots in a range of ontological positions. The superhero becomes an 

important part of that mission since, despite the fantastical nature of superhuman powers, 

envisioning a transgression of human capabilities should not be the provenance of whiteness. 

As a part of the U.S. popular narrative, one that contains much of the moral imperatives that 

motivate U.S. American life, superheroes prefigure many of the stories we tell ourselves 

about the potential avenues for exploring the future. As Jackson states in the concluding 

poem of his collection, “Reading Comic Books in the Rain,” the superhero gives us the 

opportunity to “indulge in the power / to inhabit a world a page removed from our own.”126 If 

the world of that page exists only within a white-dominant representation, how does that help 

us to build a world that places a value on the whole of humanity? 
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