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Author Background  

Octavia Estelle Butler was an American science fiction writer. A multiple 

recipient of both the Hugo and Nebula awards, Butler was one of the best-known (Black) women in the 

field. In 1995, she became the first science fiction writer to receive the MacArthur Fellowship, 

nicknamed the Genius Grant. 

Butler was born and raised in a struggling, racially mixed neighborhood of Pasadena, California. Her 

father Laurice, a shoeshiner, died when she was a baby, and she was raised by her grandmother and 

mother (Octavia M. Butler) who worked as a maid. 

In 1979, Butler had a career breakthrough with Kindred. In part, Butler drew some inspiration from her 

mother's work. "I didn't like seeing her go through back doors," she once said, according to The New 

York Times. "I wanted to write a novel that would make others feel the history: the pain and fear that 

black people have had to live through in order to endure." (Information from: 

https://www.biography.com/writer/octavia-e-butler) 

Discussion Questions, Facts, and Activities 

1. Dana eventually realizes that the task she must perform over and over as she is brought back in 

time is to save the life of a white boy / man who is a slaveowner but also turns out to be her 

ancestor. How does she grapple with the complexity of a “duty” that requires her to save the 

life of someone participating in the abhorrent institution of slavery but whose survival is 

necessary for her very existence? How does Octavia Butler address the complexity in her 

writing? 

2. In this interview, Butler explains that she specifically wrote the novel in response to something 

a young man said at a Black consciousness meeting she attended in the 1970s. The man said he 

felt ashamed of previous generations of Black Americans, and of what he considered their 

subservience as enslaved people. Butler disagreed, believing that an historical context needed 

to be shown so that the lives of their Black ancestors could be understood as part of a silently 

courageous resistance and as survivors amidst horrific odds and circumstances. 

3. Learn about the history of slavery in the US by visiting the website of the first American 

museum about slavery, the Whitney Plantation. If you’re really keen, you can do a virtual tour 

for a fee. 

4. Dana’s white husband Kevin is often a supportive partner, but he also has moments of 

ignorance and naïveté when it comes to her experiences as Black woman. What did you make 

of their relationship and the impact of their very different lived experiences? How do Dana and 

Kevin’s experiences differ when they travel back in time? 

https://www.biography.com/writer/octavia-e-butler
(https:/www.jstor.org/stable/3299291?seq=1#metadata_info_tab_contents)
https://www.whitneyplantation.org/history/


5. Kindred straddles the line of many different genres: science fiction, fantasy, literary fiction, and 

slave narrative. What genre or genres would you categorize the book as? Does it read primarily 

as science fiction because of the time travel aspect? Or a slave narrative as much of the action 

takes place in the past when Dana must embody the role of an enslaved person? 

6. Although Kindred addresses slavery in the US, Canada too has a history of slavery which is not 

talked about as often. Check out a resource from the library on the history of slavery in Canada, 

such as The Hanging of Angélique: The Untold Story of Canadian Slavery and the Burning of Old 

Montréal by Afua Cooper (https://bit.ly/3ve4EO4), Policing Black Lives: State Violence in Canada 

from Slavery to the Present by Robyn Maynard (https://bit.ly/3gBlMZQ), or Viola Desmond's 

Canada by Graham Reynolds and Wanda Robson (https://bit.ly/3xine9u). 

7. Kindred employs the concept of time travel to discuss themes of race, Black identity, trauma, 

ancestry, and slavery. Have you read other books that used time travel? What themes did those 

books feature? 

8. Did you like the book and are you interested in reading more by Octavia Butler? 

Readalikes 

Loved Kindred by Octavia Butler? Try these similar books: 

 

 An Unkindness of Ghosts by Rivers Solomon 

 Everfair by Nisi Shawl  

 The Underground Railroad Colson Whitehead 

 Dhalgren by Samuel R Delany  

 Ring Shout by P. Djèlí Clark 

 The Fifth Season by NK Jemison 

 The Gilda Stories by Jewelle Gomez  

 Falling in Love with Hominids by Nalo Hopkinson 

 My Soul to Keep by Tananarive Due  

 Who Fears Death by Nnedi Okorafor  

 

https://bit.ly/3ve4EO4
https://bit.ly/3gBlMZQ
https://bit.ly/3xine9u

