
PEOPLE’S DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC OF ALGERIA 
Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research

 UniversityofAinTemouchent - BelhadjBouchaib

Submitted by:

Academic Year: 2025/2026 

Faculty of Letters, Languages and Social Sciences
Department of Letters and English Language 

Supervised by: 

A Dissertation Submitted in PartialFulfillment of the Requirement for a
Master’s Degree in Literature and Civilisation 

Ms. Manar El Imane HADDOU

 Dr. Assya BELAHMAR LOUAZANI 

Mrs. Rayhane HOUARI

Dr. Assia BENFODDA 

 MA  

MAA  

MCA

Mrs. Rayhane HOUARI 

 University of Ain Temouchent

University of Ain Temouchent

University of Ain Temouchent

 President 

Supervisor 

Examiner 



Dedications 

 Some bonds do not need to be explained. They are simply felt. 

I dedicate this work to my family, the quiet force behind every step I have taken. 

 To “The Alliance” thank you for your support and the moments we shared along the way. Your

honest friendship meant more than words can say. 

To my parents, for their constant care, patience and strength. Everything I have achieved is deeply

connected to you. 

My sister, my soulmate, thank you for always being by my side. Your presence made everything feel

easier. 

I



Acknowledgements 

I am truly grateful for the opportunity to pursue my Master 2 degree in English Literature and

Civilisation. This experience has been an important step in my academic journey, allowing me to

grow not only intellectually but also personally. 

First and foremost, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to God for giving me strength and

patience throughout this academic journey. 

My deepest gratitude goes to the president of the jury Dr. Assya BELAHMAR LOUAZANI and the

examiner Dr. Assia BENFODDA. I am very grateful for the time they will take to read this

dissertation and for the effort they will bring to evaluating it. 

My sincere thanks also go to all my teachers throughout the years. They generously shared their

knowledge and were always available to offer explanations, guidance, support whenever needed.

I would also like to express my deep appreciation to my supervisor Mrs. Rayhane HOUARI for her

valuable guidance, thoughtful feedback and constant encouragement. 

II 



Abstract 

III 

 power, slavery, language, resistance, silence, trauma. 

This dissertation examines Octavia Butler's Kindred 1979 as a literary study that explores the

representation of power, language and silence across temporal boundaries. Drawing on the novel's

movement between the contemporary present and the antebellum past, it investigates how

historical slavery continues to shape Black experience and identity across time. This study argues

that Kindred presents resistance not as a fixed or single act, but as a continuous process shaped by

historical and social structures, and that silence functions both as a tool of oppression and as a

strategy of protection. Drawing on Michel Foucault's theories of power and surveillance, together

with Black feminist thought from bell hooks and Patricia Hill Collins, the study examines how

agency is represented within systems of domination. Trauma theory from Cathy Caruth and

Dominick LaCapra further illuminates the limits of language in expressing violence and traumatic

memory. By integrating these frameworks, the analysis distinguishes between imposed silence,

strategic silence and traumatic silence, showing how each operates differently within the novel's

structure. By situating Kindred within these theoretical frameworks, this dissertation demonstrates

that Butler challenges dominant historical narratives by exposing the persistence of slavery's

effects and by rethinking resistance as an ongoing negotiation with power, memory and history.

This study contributes to Kindred studies and neo-slave narrative criticism by proposing language

and silence as structurally interdependent rather than separate elements of meaning. 
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General Introduction 

2 

Slavery in the United States was never simply an economic arrangement. It was a total system

that organised labour, family and communication under conditions of continuous surveillance

and punitive discipline. Violence enforced it openly, but control operated more insidiously

through the restriction of language itself. Speech was monitored, shaped and sometimes

punished, which meant that silence rarely signalled absence. It signalled pressure. What made

this system particularly durable was its reach beyond the physical. It colonised thought,

expression and self-understanding, restructuring how people positioned themselves within

racial hierarchy long after the formal machinery of slavery had collapsed. 

Post-slavery narratives resist the impulse to treat abolition as closure. They return to

historical violence not because it is over, but because it is not. Its effects keep moving through

memory, storytelling and daily life across generations, exposing what dominant historical narratives

tend to avoid. Trauma does not end when the laws that caused it are removed. It shapes not only

individual psychology but the very structure of narratives about historical violence. A story that

circles back, breaks off or refuses a clean resolution is doing something precise. It is reproducing 

Black identity, in this context cannot be understood as something stable or self-contained. It forms

under conditions of negotiation and relentless response to power. Racial hierarchy does not only

constrain behaviour from the outside. It works through everyday acts of speech and refusal, shaping

how individuals understand themselves and how they are read by others. Under these conditions

language becomes a site of contest rather than neutral exchange. What can be said? What must be

withheld? What is heard and what is dismissed? These are not merely communicative choices but

symptoms of a broader distribution of power. So identity is never separate from history. It is

continuously formed inside conditions that limit and define it. 
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what trauma actually does to memory and understanding rather than simply describing it from a

distance. 

Inside the plantation, control operates through the organisation of daily life rather than through

spectacular violence alone. Discipline, observation and the constant possibility of punishment

structure every interaction, creating an environment where behaviour is never truly private and where

even small gestures carry potential consequences. Language becomes one of the most revealing sites

of this pressure. Speech on the plantation is never neutral. Every word risks being read as defiance,

ignorance or threat which means that communication itself becomes a form of navigation rather than

free expression. Withdrawal from speech, in this context, is not silence born of passivity. It is a

calculated response to an environment where saying the wrong thing can determine whether one

survives the day. 

Silence appears in the novel in forms that resist reduction to a single meaning. It is

sometimes imposed through fear or direct threat. At other times it functions as a deliberate strategy,

a way of managing exposure and preserving space for interior life. These different modes reveal 

Published in 1979, Kindred intervenes directly in this continuity. Dana, a Black woman from

twentieth-century California, is repeatedly pulled back to the antebellum South where she is forced to

live inside the conditions of slavery. Butler's time travel structure does not simply move a character

between historical periods. It collapses the distance between them, making slavery a lived reality

within modern consciousness rather than an archived fact. Each return strips away the possibility of

detachment. Dana enters the plantation with knowledge from the twentieth century but that knowledge

does not provide safety. Instead, it produces a constant tension between intellectual understanding and

bodily vulnerability, a tension the novel never resolves. This is what makes Kindred a neo-slave

narrative in the fullest sense, it does not reconstruct slavery as history. It forces the present to inhabit

it. 



1. 

Two questions guide the analysis: 

Based on these questions, two hypotheses are developed: 

that silence is not passivity but a response shaped by the conditions of constraint, one that can

preserve survival even as it reflects the limits placed on expression. The tension between these

two functions is central to how the novel thinks about agency under domination. 

In Kindred, language is not only a way to communicate but also a way to control. At the

same time, Butler shows that language can become a tool of resistance, helping Black

characters express identity and challenge power. 
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1. How does Octavia Butler use language in Kindred to reveal and challenge systems of power 

shaped by slavery? 

2. What is the role of silence in shaping resistance and survival for both enslaved and modern 

Black characters in Kindred? 

This dissertation examines the relationship between language, silence and power in Kindred, asking

how Butler constructs communication as both a mechanism of control and a site of resistance. 

This dissertation adopts a qualitative and text-based approach to the analysis of Kindred. The primary

method is close reading, applied to selected scenes, exchanges and narrative moments that bear

directly on questions of language, silence and power. This method is combined with theoretical

frameworks drawn from postcolonial theory, trauma studies, Black feminist criticism, which are used

not as topics to be described but as analytical tools applied directly to the text. The aim is to move

consistently between the language of the novel and the critical frameworks that illuminate it, avoiding

general description in favour of precise interpretation rooted in textual evidence. 
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The dissertation is organised into three chapters. The first establishes the historical and theoretical

foundations of the analysis. Drawing on postcolonial theory, trauma studies, Black feminist criticism.

The second examines how language and power operate in the novel's daily interactions, focusing on

speech, narrative authority. The third turns to silence its imposed, strategic and traumatic forms and

the way Butler uses embodied expression to register what language cannot carry. 

Silence in Kindred is not a sign of weakness. It operates as resilience, allowing Black

characters, especially Black women, to survive under domination and preserve what dominant

histories tend to erase . 



Chapter One: Theoretical Framework and Conceptual

Grounding 



1.1 Introduction 

1.2 Literature Review 

Chapter One: Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Grounding 
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Theory has an important role in literary analysis because it moves the reading beyond surface meaning

and links the text to history, society and power. A literary work exists inside a context and does not

stand alone, since social and historical conditions shape its meaning. When a study focuses on race,

trauma and history, theory becomes necessary because it helps explain how systems of domination

appear in literature and how texts respond to them. 

Kindred, first published in 1979, holds a specific place in American literature. The novel combines

historical fiction, speculative fiction and the neo-slave narrative, this combination allows Octavia

Butler to present slavery as something active in the present rather than a closed past. The mixing of

genres opens the novel to different readings that often focus on power, identity and memory, because

the text constantly moves between past and present experience. 

This chapter presents the theoretical and conceptual tools that guide the analysis. It introduces the

literature review, establishes the key theoretical frameworks, and defines the core concepts used

throughout the study. The framework places postcolonial theory as the primary lens, supported by

Black feminist criticism, trauma theory and neo-slave narrative studies, each of which addresses a

dimension of domination that postcolonial theory alone cannot fully account for. It also introduces

narrative authority as a concept central to Chapter Two, and the three forms of silence, imposed,

strategic and traumatic, that organise the analysis in Chapter Three. 
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More recent criticism moves away from this separation. Thelma Shinn Richard argues that Kindred

should be read through a postcolonial perspective that highlights systems of domination and

historical continuity (Richard 118-134). Sandra Govan argues that Butler makes a fundamental

departure from conventional science fiction by linking the genre directly to Black American slavery

experience through the slave narrative tradition, choosing to extrapolate from historically grounded

African American culture rather than a purely speculative future (Govan 79). Gregory Hampton

argues that Butler bridges past and present so that slavery is no longer a distant historical fact but a

present reality experienced through Dana's body, forcing both character and reader to confront what

it meant for Black bodies to be treated as property in antebellum America (Hampton 105). 

Trauma theory also plays a central role in existing scholarship. Cathy Caruth defines trauma 

as an experience marked by repetition and delayed understanding, where meaning does not fully

emerge at the moment of the event (Caruth 4). Dominick LaCapra's distinction between acting out

and working through trauma further clarifies the novel's resistance to closure (LaCapra 21). Marisa

Parham contributes to this discussion by focusing on textual trauma and narrative disruption in

Butler's Kindred, showing how trauma shapes both experience and form (Parham 1315-1331). 

Critical engagement with Kindred has developed considerably since its publication, moving from

genre-based readings toward more historically and theoretically grounded interpretations. Early

scholarship often placed Butler within science fiction and Afrofuturism, focusing on her contribution

to speculative fiction. Lisa Yaszek situates Afrofuturism as a framework that connects science fiction

to Black history and cultural memory (Yaszek 41-60). Karyn Lisa Hixson examines Afrofuturism as

a lens for understanding communication, community and cultural transformation in Butler's work

(Hixson 7). These readings help define Butler's position within speculative traditions. They

sometimes distance Kindred from African American literary and historical concerns by prioritising

genre over historical urgency. 
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Kenya Chanelle Harris focuses on the Black female body as a site where temporal and traumatic

pressures converge, arguing that bodily experience in Butler's fiction carries historical memory

that language alone cannot hold (Harris). 

Power relations and resistance form another major critical field. Michel Foucault's theory of power as

relational and dispersed across social systems provides a key framework for understanding control

beyond physical violence (Foucault 138). Black feminist theorists deepen this perspective. Patricia

Hill Collins and bell hooks emphasise how Black women experience domination while also

developing forms of resistance within oppressive systems (Collins 221; hooks 15). Megan Behrent

argues that Kindred connects Black Power, slavery and resistance, showing how historical violence

continues to shape political consciousness (Behrent 795-828). Florian Bast develops this further by

focusing on embodied agency, showing how refusal and speech acts such as "no" become forms of

resistance within constrained conditions (Bast 151-181). 

Despite this rich body of scholarship, a clear gap remains. Existing studies often treat trauma, time and

communication separately rather than as interconnected structures in Kindred. Silence in particular is

frequently mentioned but rarely analysed as an active force shaped by power relations. Language is

usually discussed as either control or expression, without full attention to how it shifts under pressure

and constraint. This dissertation addresses this gap by arguing that communication and silence work

together within historical systems of domination and must be read as part of the same structure rather

than separate elements. 



1.3 Postcolonial Theory 

1.3.1 Historical Background of Postcolonial Studies 
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Within this framework, concepts such as race, culture and language do not appear as fixed or natural.

They develop through historical processes and relations of power. Colonial systems controlled land

and labour, but they also shaped knowledge and representation, influencing how people saw

themselves and how others described them. Such control affects identity formation and social structure

over time, its effects do not disappear when formal colonial rule ends. 

Postcolonial theory also examines silenced voices, asking direct questions about authority and

narrative, who speaks, who gets represented, and whose history enters the record. By focusing on

marginalised perspectives, this approach works to restore forms of expression that colonial systems

suppressed and to challenge the limits imposed on voice and identity. 

Postcolonial theory studies literature and culture through the effects of colonialism, focusing on what

colonial rule produced and what remains after it ended. This approach links texts to systems of power,

identity and history. It shows that the past continues to shape the present, especially in societies

marked by domination and resistance. 

Edward Said explains this clearly in Orientalism, showing that knowledge about colonised people

often came from those in positions of power. This knowledge did not remain neutral. It reflected

political and cultural interests, and Said argues that representation functions as a form of control

because it shapes how groups are understood and valued (Said 4). This point shifts attention from

physical force to the role of discourse, meaning the systems of language and ideas that produce

meaning and organise social understanding. In Kindred, this argument applies directly to the way

the plantation system controls how enslaved people are named, classified and represented, while

Dana's narration works to challenge and correct those representations from the inside. 
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Postcolonial studies developed during the twentieth century, especially during the period of

decolonisation. Many colonised countries gained independence during this time, this shift changed

not only political systems but also cultural thinking. Formerly colonised societies began to question

imperial authority and rebuild their cultural identity, showing that decolonisation involved both

political action and intellectual work. 

Frantz Fanon focuses on the psychological effects of colonial rule. In Black Skin, White 

Masks, he studies how racial hierarchy produces alienation and internal conflict, showing that

colonial systems affect how individuals see themselves by creating tension between the identity

imposed from outside and the personal sense of self (Fanon 13). His work explains how domination 

Scholars and writers focused on recovering histories that colonial discourse had ignored or silenced,

challenging the single version of history that colonial systems had promoted. Postcolonial thinkers

examined how history was written and asked who controlled it, arguing that history is shaped by

power and interests rather than by neutral recording. Literature became an important site for this

work, functioning as a counter narrative by offering alternative versions of events from the

perspective of marginalized groups. Through this process, writers restored agency to those that

official records had excluded, memory and storytelling became central tools for preserving what

dominant systems had tried to erase. 

Edward Said stands as a central figure in postcolonial studies. In Orientalism, he argues that

knowledge and representation are linked to power, and that discourse works as a tool of domination

when it shapes how groups are understood and valued (Said 4). This is directly relevant to Kindred,

where the plantation system controls how enslaved people are named, classified and represented, and

where Dana's narration works against this by insisting on the perspective of the enslaved. 

1.3.2 Key Postcolonial Scholars 
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Homi Bhabha develops the concept of hybridity, arguing that identity forms through ongoing

negotiation and displacement rather than remaining fixed or stable (Bhabha 2). This challenges the

fixed division between coloniser and colonised and is relevant to Kindred because Dana occupies an in

between position, belonging neither fully to 1976 nor to 1815, her identity shifts across both contexts

in ways that reflect this instability. 

Several key concepts guide the analysis across the following chapters. Each one is defined 

here in relation to the novel and to the theoretical frameworks established above, since their 

operates inside the mind, not only through external control, which is precisely the condition Butler

explores through Dana's repeated exposure to slavery. Each time Dana returns to the plantation, she

is forced to suppress her modern identity and perform the role the system assigns her, creating the

internal division Fanon describes as the core psychological injury of racial domination. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak examines the question of voice and silence in "Can the Subaltern

Speak?", asking whether marginalised groups, especially women, are able to speak within dominant

systems of knowledge (Spivak 104). Spivak shows that exclusion operates at a structural level, so that

some voices remain unheard not because they are absent but because the systems of representation do

not allow their expression. This argument is foundational to the analysis of silence in Chapter Three,

where the three forms of silence identified in this study, imposed, strategic and traumatic, are each

rooted in Spivak's insight that the inability to speak is not a personal failure but a structural condition

produced by unequal power relations. Spivak's framework also supports the analysis of narrative

authority in Chapter Two, since Dana's act of narrating slavery from the inside is itself a challenge to

the representational systems that Spivak describes. 

1.4 Major Concepts Relevant to the Study 
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In systems shaped by slavery and racial hierarchy, Black identity forms through exclusion 

and control. Enslaved people had no authority to define themselves, since institutions classified

them into economic and racial categories that reduced individuality and restricted the ability to 

In oppressive systems, identity becomes unstable because individuals face a gap between their

own self perception and the identity imposed on them from outside. Fanon explains that colonial

power fixes racial images onto individuals, images that come from outside and define rather than

describe, leaving little room for self determination (Fanon 109). As a result, individuals

experience internal division between imposed roles and personal identity, and maintaining a sense

of self under such conditions requires continuous effort and negotiation. In Kindred, this dynamic

is visible every time Dana adjusts her behaviour, speech and self presentation to meet the demands

of the plantation, while simultaneously preserving an interior sense of who she is. The gap

between what she performs and what she knows herself to be is precisely the gap that Fanon's

analysis illuminates. 

Postcolonial theory treats identity as a process rather than a fixed or natural condition. It develops

through history, social conditions and power relations, and Bhabha argues that it forms through

negotiation and remains incomplete, always subject to revision under changing circumstances

(Bhabha 2). Political and historical forces shape how individuals understand themselves, and

because these forces change, identity also changes with them. This incompleteness is not

weakness but the condition of anyone whose sense of self has been formed under systems that

deny self definition. 

meaning in this study is shaped by the specific conditions of slavery, racial hierarchy and historical

memory that Kindred addresses. 

1.4.1 Identity as a Product of Historical Domination
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express a selfdefined identity. Identity therefore requires continuous resistance under these conditions,

even when that resistance takes quiet forms such as the preservation of memory or the careful

management of speech. 

Black feminist theory extends this analysis by arguing that race and gender operate together 

within systems of domination. Collins and hooks show that these systems intersect and reinforce

each other, so that the Black female body becomes both a site where multiple forms of oppression

meet and a site where survival and resistance continue to exist (Collins 221; hooks 15). This

intersection is fundamental to reading Dana's experience in the novel, because she faces domination 

Race functions as a social and political construction that supports unequal power relations. Racial

categories emerged in specific historical contexts to serve systems of domination and institutional

violence, they were designed to organise hierarchy and maintain control rather than to reflect any

natural difference between groups. 

Foucault explains this process through the concept of disciplinary power, showing that power works

through surveillance, normalisation and control of the body rather than only through direct violence

(Foucault 138). Through surveillance and normalisation, power produces what Foucault calls docile

bodies, individuals shaped to follow rules and expectations, this concept explains how the plantation in

Kindred maintains control through observation and the constant possibility of punishment rather than

through continuous physical force. When Dana learns to lower her eyes, control her speech and

anticipate what Rufus expects, she is living inside this system of disciplinary power. Foucault's

framework also explains the role of imposed silence in the novel, since the regulation of speech is one

of the primary mechanisms through which disciplinary power operates on the plantation. 

1.4.2 Race and Power 



as both a Black person and a woman, her strategies of survival respond to both dimensions

simultaneously. The concept of agency, meaning the capacity to act and make choices even within

severely restricted conditions, is central here. Collins argues that marginalised individuals maintain

agency within restrictive systems, finding ways to think, decide and protect themselves even when

power has dramatically reduced their options (Collins 221). This is the framework through which

strategic silence in Chapter Three is understood, as an exercise of limited but real agency rather than

passive submission. 

Collective trauma helps explain how communities shaped by slavery and racial oppression 

carry memory across generations through stories, silence and daily life. Historical memory links

past violence to present conditions, showing that earlier events continue to influence current

realities. Individuals therefore live with both personal and inherited forms of trauma, this is one of

the central arguments that Kindred makes through its time travel structure, where Dana does not

simply visit the past but carries it back with her, physically and psychologically, each time she 
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Trauma refers to a deep impact caused by extreme events such as slavery, war or systemic

oppression. These events do not end when the moment passes. Their effects return through

memory, repetition and emotional response, shaping identity, relationships and cultural

understanding across time. Caruth explains that trauma returns in a delayed way, meaning that

individuals do not fully process the event at the moment it happens but encounter it again later

through memory and repeated patterns of thought and behaviour (Caruth 4). LaCapra supports this

by arguing that trauma resists closure, so individuals do not reach a complete resolution after such

events but continue to be shaped by them over time (LaCapra 21). These two frameworks together

explain the structure of Dana's narration in Kindred, which moves between experience and

reflection without ever reaching a settled understanding of what she has lived through. 

1.4.3 Trauma and Historical Memory 
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Silence plays a central role in trauma, in some cases it reflects the limits of language when

individuals try to express extreme pain, because words fail to capture what was experienced. In

other cases, silence results from social and political conditions that restrict speech and prevent

certain voices from being heard. Silence therefore does not mean absence, it reflects both

psychological limits and the external pressure of systems that control expression. 

Resistance in oppressive systems does not always appear as open revolt. Direct

confrontation often leads to punishment or death, which limits visible forms of opposition, so

survival becomes a key form of resistance. Hooks explains that endurance and the effort to maintain

a sense of self under domination challenge oppressive systems because they refuse the total control

that domination demands (hooks 15). Collins argues that marginalized individuals still create forms 

returns to 1976. The concept of traumatic silence, introduced here and developed in Chapter Three,

refers specifically to the silence that emerges when trauma has exceeded what language can hold,

when experience is too fragmented or too extreme to be organised into coherent speech. 

Narrative authority refers to the power to tell a story, control its meaning and determine whose

experience enters the historical record. In the context of slavery and racial domination, narrative

authority has historically belonged to those in power, while the perspectives of the enslaved have

been excluded, distorted or silenced. Said's argument that representation functions as a form of

control (Said 4) applies directly here. The plantation system not only controlled physical

behaviour but also controlled the stories that could be told about slavery and by whom. Kindred

responds to this by placing narrative authority inside the experience of the enslaved, through

Dana's first-person narration, which insists on the validity and historical weight of what she has

lived through. 

1.4.4 Narrative Authority, Resistance and Survival
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These three forms are introduced here as theoretical concepts and developed through close reading

of specific scenes and moments in Kindred in Chapter Three. The distinction between them is

analytical, since in the novel they frequently overlap and interact within the same character or the

same silence. What the distinction allows is a more precise account of how silence works in the

novel, moving beyond the general observation that silence can mean multiple things toward an

examination of what specific silences do, under what conditions and at what cost. 

This study identifies three distinct forms of silence in Kindred, each of which operates differently and

requires a different theoretical framework to explain. Imposed silence is produced by the system of

disciplinary power that Foucault describes, enforced through fear, surveillance and the threat of

punishment, until silence becomes a normalised response to the constant possibility of violence.

Strategic silence draws on Collins and hooks, referring to the deliberate choice to withhold speech as a

survival strategy, an exercise of limited agency within conditions that severely restrict expression.

Traumatic silence is explained through Caruth and LaCapra, emerging at the point where experience

has exceeded what language can carry, where memory returns in fragments rather than coherent

narrative also where the body bears witness in ways that speech cannot. 

of agency within restrictive systems, thinking, deciding and protecting themselves even when power

severely restricts their options (Collins 221). Resistance often takes quiet forms, careful speech,

controlled behaviour and selective silence, these strategies appear throughout Kindred as the primary

means through which characters navigate domination without open confrontation. 

1.5 Conclusion 

1.4.5 The Three Forms of Silence 
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The key concepts introduced here are race as social construction, identity as process, power as

disciplinary and dispersed, trauma as lasting and returning, narrative authority as a site of resistance.

The three forms of silence as distinct analytical categories do not operate separately in Kindred.

Butler weaves them together so the following chapters examine how they interact in the novel's

treatment of language, silence also survival. The next chapter focuses on language and power,

examining how speech operates as both an instrument of control and a site of resistance in the daily

conditions of the plantation. 

This chapter has presented the main theoretical and conceptual tools for reading Kindred.

Postcolonial theory offers the primary approach, focusing on how colonial and slave systems

shape societies after formal abolition and how domination continues through culture, language and

memory. The framework is organised around a clear hierarchy, postcolonial theory as the main

lens, supported by Black feminist criticism through Collins and hooks, trauma theory through

Caruth and LaCapra, neo-slave narrative studies as the literary tradition within which Butler's

novel operates. 



Chapter Two: Language, Storytelling, and Narrative

Authority as Tools of Resistance 



2.1 Introduction 

2.2 Dana as Storyteller and Witness 

Chapter Two: Language, Storytelling, and Narrative Authority as Tools of

Resistance 

20 

Three claims organise the analysis. Dana's position as storyteller and witness constructs a narrative

authority that challenges dominant historical accounts of slavery by grounding knowledge in lived

experience rather than institutional distance. Literacy and strategic speech constitute fragile but

deliberate forms of agency within a system designed to suppress both. Dialogue exposes the power

relations embedded in everyday communication, where tone, timing and silence carry as much

weight as the words themselves. 

The novel's opening lines establish the terms of Dana's narration before any context has 

been provided: "I lost an arm on my last trip home. My left arm. And I lost about a year of my life

and much of the comfort and security I had not valued until it was gone" (Butler 1). Physical loss

precedes explanation, this ordering is deliberate. Dana introduces herself not as a narrator who will

explain what happened but as someone already marked by it, her account proceeds from that 

Octavia Butler places Dana in constant movement between 1976 California and the antebellum South,

forcing her to confront systems of domination across two time periods simultaneously. The novel

foregrounds how structures of racial control shape behaviour, communication, survival, this chapter

argues that language does not simply reflect these structures but actively constitutes them. Resistance

in the novel emerges not through open confrontation but through the careful management of speech,

literacy and silence, reading these communicative practices together reveals how power operates in the

most ordinary dimensions of daily life. 
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damage rather than toward it. The body becomes part of the narrative structure itself, confirming

that her testimony comes from inside the experience rather than from a position of safe

retrospective distance. This is what narrative authority means in the context of Kindred. Not the

authority that comes from distance or institutional position, but the authority that comes from

having lived inside what the story describes. 

Her authority as witness is strengthened, not undermined, by her awareness of her own limits.

When Dana states, "I'm not property, Kevin. I'm not a horse or a sack of wheat. If I have to

seem to be property, if I have to accept limits on my freedom for Rufus's sake, then he also has

to accept limits on his behavior toward me" (Butler 281), the act of naming herself is already

resistance. The sentence structure enacts this precisely, as "if I have to accept limits" is

immediately followed by the counter-demand "then he also has to accept limits". Resistance

here is grammatical as well as moral, working through the architecture of the sentence rather

than through open defiance. hooks argues that maintaining a sense of self under domination is

itself a challenge to the system's authority (hooks 15), Dana's language does exactly this,

holding the self together at the moment the system most insistently tries to dissolve it. 

What this position complicates is the very idea of neutral witnessing. Dana lives inside slavery

through repeated returns to the past, her narration carries the emotional pressure of that

immersion. Her storytelling moves between immediate experience, memory and later

interpretation in ways that reflect what Caruth identifies as the delayed structure of traumatic

understanding (Caruth 4). The gap between experience and understanding is not a weakness in

her narration. It is its most honest feature, the formal acknowledgment that extreme experience

resists full absorption at the moment it occurs. This delayed structure is one of the ways in

which trauma theory, as introduced in Chapter One, shapes not only what the novel says but

how it is told. 



Literacy in the context of slavery is a political condition before it is an educational one. The 

slave system actively suppressed reading and writing because access to knowledge increased 
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Richard foregrounds a further tension in Dana's position, arguing that Butler's postcolonial

perspective exposes how historical knowledge and lived experience are two entirely different things,

and that the distance between them functions as both a privilege and a burden (Richard 118-134).

Dana arrives knowing that slavery was wrong, knowing its consequences, knowing that it ended, yet

this knowledge offers no protection. It makes her situation more painful, because she understands

exactly what she is living through and cannot change it. Her narration carries this quality of

restrained anguish throughout, speaking as someone who knows too much and can do too little. The

tension Richard identifies is also a tension between two forms of narrative authority. The critical

awareness Dana brings from the twentieth century and the experiential knowledge she accumulates

on the plantation, and neither one alone is sufficient. 

Dana's relationship with Rufus further complicates her role as witness. She must keep him alive to

ensure her own existence, which means she cannot fully oppose him without risking herself. This

moral conflict introduces hesitation and contradiction into how she describes him, and this

ambivalence matters analytically. The narrator is implicated in what she records, so the cost of that

implication is visible in moments where she almost defends him before pulling back, recognising

what she is doing. Parham argues that this kind of textual witnessing is itself a form of resistance,

refusing the erasure that the plantation system depended on and insisting that these lives and their

survival strategies deserve careful attention (Parham 1315-1331). Dana's narration in this sense,

performs the counter-narrative function that Said's analysis of representation makes visible. It

insists on the perspective of the dominated at the precise point where dominant accounts would

prefer silence. 

2.3 Language as Agency 
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awareness of inequality and made independent thought harder to contain. Dana arrives from 1976

with education and critical awareness. This places her in a position that is simultaneously

advantageous and dangerous. She understands the system with a clarity that most enslaved people

around her cannot afford, but displaying that understanding openly would draw suspicion and

intensify surveillance. 

Kevin's reply, "I see. I was right about him, by the way. He can barely read and write. And 

she's not much better" (Butler 88), sharpens this further. The irony that Rufus, who holds legal

authority over Dana's body, has less education than she does, exposes the gap between power and

knowledge that the plantation depends on. Control rests not on intellectual superiority but on social

structure and the threat of force. Dana's literacy creates a hidden advantage, a space between what

she understands and what she reveals, that space is one of the few within the system where agency

can operate. This gap between knowledge and expression is precisely what Foucault's disciplinary 

The tension between knowledge and its expression surfaces in a revealing exchange. When Dana

reports, "I heard a couple of the house servants talking, just saying vaguely that there was trouble. I

thought I should find out for sure" (Butler 88), listening functions as active intelligence work rather

than passive reception. Her subsequent analysis, "I think she resents me because Rufus likes me. She

probably doesn't want to share her son with anyone. Heaven help him when he gets a little older and

tries to break away. Also, I don't think Margaret likes educated slaves any better than her husband

does" (Butler 88), exposes the sophistication of her reading of the plantation's social dynamics,

while also revealing her awareness that this analysis must be shared carefully and selectively.

Knowledge here is a resource she manages rather than expresses freely. This management is itself an

exercise of the limited agency that Collins identifies as possible even within severely restrictive

systems (Collins 221). 
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system seeks to eliminate. A subject who knows more than she reveals is a subject who has not

been fully normalised (Foucault 138). 

Bast's analysis of the word "no" in Kindred captures what all of this amounts to at the level of a

single utterance. A linguistic refusal, delivered in the right moment and with the right degree of

control, constitutes embodied agency within conditions that otherwise deny it entirely (Bast 151-

181). Behrent extends this argument to the political dimension, showing that individual acts of

linguistic resistance connect to a longer tradition of Black survival and opposition (Behrent 795-

828). Dana reflects this when she thinks, "If I was to live, if others were to live, he must live. I didn't

dare test the paradox" (Butler 25). Survival here is not a personal choice but a historical necessity,

an awareness that history cannot be changed but must be navigated from within, this navigation is

precisely what her careful management of language performs throughout the novel. 

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o argues that language is never a neutral tool but always a carrier of power relations,

shaping how individuals understand themselves and their social position (Ngũgĩ). For Dana, managing

language is inseparable from managing identity. Every conversation on the plantation is a performance

requiring constant awareness of audience, context, risk, the novel makes this exhaustion quietly visible

through the accumulation of small, careful calculations rather than dramatic confrontation. Collins

exposes why this surveillance of literacy was so systematic, as knowledge is itself a form of power, its

suppression is fundamentally a political act designed to maintain existing hierarchies (Collins 221).

This becomes explicit when Weylin tells Dana that "educated didn't mean smart," a judgment she

finds herself reluctantly acknowledging: "He had a point" (Butler 200). The admission is painful

precisely because it holds within the plantation's logic. Education gives Dana awareness but not

protection, the system understands this better than she does. 



2.4 Counter-Narrative Strategy 
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Hampton argues that Butler bridges past and present so that slavery is no longer a distant

historical fact but a present reality experienced through Dana's body, forcing both character and

reader to confront what it meant for Black bodies to be treated as property (Hampton 105). This

bridging is structural rather than metaphorical. Dana cannot control her movements between

periods, she is pulled back without warning, and this loss of control removes the consolation of

historical distance. Behrent connects this structural choice to a broader political argument, showing 

The novel's formal resistance to explanation enacts this argument directly. When Dana reflects, "Not

that I really thought a blood relationship could explain the way I had twice been drawn to him. It

wouldn't. But then, neither would anything else" (Butler 25), the admission of explanatory failure is

itself significant. History does not yield to simple causal logic, the novel's refusal to resolve this

ambiguity mediates its larger claim that the relationship between past and present is complex, ongoing,

and resistant to the kind of closure that conventional historical narrative imposes. This refusal is also a

formal expression of trauma theory as Caruth argues, traumatic experience does not resolve into clear

understanding but returns repeatedly without full explanation (Caruth 4), and the novel's structure

mirrors this. 

Kindred constructs a counter-narrative not by arguing against dominant historical accounts but by

making their limitations felt structurally, Dana does not learn slavery through documents. She lives

it through repeated temporal movement, this experiential knowledge challenges the authority of

accounts that represent slavery from a position of distance. Said's argument that the power to

represent others is inseparable from the power to control how they are understood (Said 3) explains

why Butler's decision to place narrative authority inside the experience of domination rather than

above it carries such political weight. By doing so, Butler challenges the representational structures

that Said identifies as central to the maintenance of colonial and racial hierarchy. 
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that Butler consistently displaces the institutional and political narratives that have obscured the

lived experience of the enslaved (Behrent 795-828). The counter-narrative that Kindred constructs

is therefore not only a matter of content but of the form that the time travel structure itself is an

argument about whose experience counts as historical knowledge. 

Govan argues that Butler makes a fundamental departure from conventional science fiction by

linking the genre directly to Black American slavery experience through the slave narrative

tradition, choosing to extrapolate from historically grounded African American culture rather than a

purely speculative future (Govan 79). This departure changes the terms on which the story of slavery

can be told, insisting that lived experience rather than institutional record is the proper ground for

historical understanding. 

Dialogue in Kindred constructs rather than merely reflects the hierarchy of the plantation, its most

analytically productive moments are often the briefest. When Alice asks Dana, "Why you let me talk

about you so bad?" Dana replies, "Why do you do it?" (Butler 189), the exchange is short enough to

seem inconsequential, yet it exposes the complexity of communication between two women

positioned differently within Rufus's system of control. Alice's question implies that Dana has a

choice. Dana's counter question turns the analysis back without answering directly, creating a moment

of shared recognition that neither woman can fully articulate. The exchange carries emotional pain,

mutual suspicion, and a fragile understanding that exists precisely because both women are shaped by

the same constraints, even if not in the same way. What neither woman says in this exchange is as

significant as what she does say, anticipating the analysis of strategic silence developed in Chapter

Three. 

2.5 The Significance of Dialogue and Interpersonal Communication 



27 

Silence, within these exchanges, is not the absence of communication but one of its most

deliberate forms. At times imposed through the threat of violence, at other times chosen as a way of

protecting information or avoiding a confrontation that cannot be won, silence is always situated

and always produced by specific power relations. What the dialogue analysis in this chapter

establishes is that meaning in Kindred exceeds what is said, so reading the novel attentively requires

attending to what characters choose not to say as carefully as to what they do. The following

chapter examines this dimension of the novel in detail, distinguishing between the three forms of 

Lufini, Chasanah and Setijowati observe that the oppression of Black female characters in Kindred

works by isolating them from one another, making solidarity difficult and mutual recognition rare

(Lufini et al.). The exchange between Dana and Alice is valuable partly because it exists at all,

because the two women manage, however imperfectly and painfully, to see each other across the

distance that the system has placed between them. This fragile recognition is a form of resistance

against the isolation that domination depends on. 

Foucault's argument that power operates through everyday interactions rather than only through direct

force (Foucault 138) finds its clearest illustration in Dana's conversations with Rufus. She adjusts her

language according to his mood, his immediate needs and the level of risk each situation carries. This

continuous adjustment is not submission but navigation, a form of active engagement with the power

structure that seeks to influence outcomes without triggering confrontation. Collins argues that

marginalised individuals develop forms of agency within restrictive systems, finding ways to act and

preserve space for others even when options have been dramatically reduced (Collins 221). Dana's

management of her relationship with Rufus through language is exactly this kind of constrained but

meaningful agency, narrow and unreliable but not nothing. 
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silence identified in Chapter One and showing how each operates differently within specific scenes

and exchanges. 

What holds these three arguments together is Butler's insistence on reading resistance at the level of

the sentence, the word, the pause. The word "trained", the grammar of refusal, the listening before

speaking, the counter question that refuses to answer directly are not incidental details but the precise

sites where the novel's argument about language and power is made. The following chapter turns to

silence as its primary object, distinguishing between its imposed, strategic and traumatic forms,

examining how each operates differently within the novel's structure. 

Language in Kindred is never simply a means of communication, it is the terrain on which power is

exercised, tested and occasionally resisted. Dana's narration constructs an authority rooted in lived

experience rather than institutional distance, complicating the idea that historical understanding

requires detachment. Her literacy and strategic speech foreground the political dimensions of

knowledge under slavery, exposing how the system's suppression of expression extended into

thought itself. Dialogue between characters mediates power relations that physical force alone

could not maintain, revealing how control reaches into the most ordinary exchanges. 

2.6 Conclusion 



Chapter Three: Silence, Trauma, and the Limits of

Expression 



3.1 Introduction 

Chapter Three: Silence, Trauma, and the Limits of Expression 
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In Kindred, Octavia Butler presents silence as a structured element of communication rather than a

simple absence of speech. Silence operates within systems of power, fear and survival, it takes

different forms depending on the conditions that produce it. This chapter argues that silence in the

novel cannot be understood as a single phenomenon. It must be distinguished into three separate but

related forms as imposed silence, which results from external control and the threat of punishment,

strategic silence, which characters choose deliberately as a survival response and traumatic silence,

which emerges from the limits of language itself when experience exceeds what words can hold. Each

of these forms works differently in the novel, carries different meaning and demands different

analytical tools, as introduced in Chapter One and connected to Foucault's disciplinary power,

Spivak's analysis of voice and representation, Collins and hooks on Black feminist resistance, and

Caruth and LaCapra on trauma. 

Understanding why this distinction matters requires attention to what silence actually does in the

narrative. On the plantation, not speaking is never neutral, it is always the product of something,

whether that something is a whip, a calculated decision, or the kind of wound that makes full

expression impossible. Butler is careful to show that the silence of someone who has been

threatened into compliance is not the same silence as someone who has chosen to withhold speech

in order to survive, neither of these resembles the fractured, incomplete silence of a person whose

experience has simply exceeded what language can carry. Collapsing these three into one

undifferentiated silence misses what the novel is actually doing. Each form carries its own logic, its

own relation to power and its own cost. 



The first and most visible form of silence in Kindred is the silence that the plantation system enforces

through fear, surveillance and the constant threat of violence. This is not silence chosen by those who

remain quiet but produced by a structure that treats certain words, tones and expressions as dangerous,

training the people living inside it to suppress those expressions before they reach the surface.

Foucault's account of disciplinary power explains this mechanism, as control shapes behaviour not

only through direct force but through the internalisation of rules, so that individuals begin to regulate

their own speech before any external force intervenes (Foucault 138). Imposed silence is the most

extreme and most visible product of this internalisation, the point at which the system's reach into

expression becomes fully routine. 

The passage that most clearly exposes this mechanism is the advice Dana receives early in 

the novel: "Don't argue with white folks," he said. "Don't tell them 'no.' Don't let them see you mad.

Just say 'yes, sir.' Then go 'head and do what you want to" (Butler 105). Reading this instruction

carefully shows how thoroughly the plantation has colonised the domain of speech. Each

prohibition targets a different dimension of expression. "Don't argue" eliminates dialogue. "Don't

tell them 'no'" removes the possibility of refusal. "Don't let them see you mad" extends control from

speech into visible emotion, regulating not just what is said but what the face is allowed to show.

The final command, "just say 'yes, sir,'" reduces language to performance, requiring the production

of agreement where no agreement exists. Speech no longer expresses thought, it conceals it. This is 
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The chapter moves through these three forms in sequence before turning to the ambivalence that

arises when they overlap, as they frequently do, within the same scene or the same character.

Throughout, the analysis stays close to Butler's language, because it is at the level of the sentence, in

what is said briefly, in what is interrupted, in what is touched rather than named, that the novel makes

its most precise arguments about what silence means under domination. 

3.2 Imposed Silence: Silence as Oppression 
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Spivak's argument in "Can the Subaltern Speak?" clarifies the structural dimension of this

process (Spivak 104). Imposed silence is not only the suppression of individual voices. It results

from the organisation of representation itself, which determines whose speech carries authority and 

This passage also shows how imposed silence reproduces itself across time. The speaker teaches

Dana these rules not from theory but from experience, passing on knowledge shaped by years of

exposure to punishment and control. Silence becomes normalised through instruction and daily

reinforcement, embedding itself in the body as routine behaviour until it no longer requires

conscious effort. Lufini, Chasanah, and Setijowati observe that the oppression of Black female

characters in Kindred operates through precisely this kind of daily conditioning, where restriction

becomes habitual before it is ever consciously accepted (Lufini et al.). The plantation, in other

words, does not just punish speech. It shapes the very habits of expression through which people

understand themselves, which is why imposed silence is so difficult to overcome even when the

immediate threat has passed. 

Foucault's docile body at the level of language, a subject so thoroughly shaped by the system that

self-censorship precedes any external intervention. 

What makes this passage particularly important for the analysis is the second half of the

instruction, "go 'head and do what you want to," which is sometimes read as a small act of

resistance, a suggestion that private intention survives even when public speech is controlled. But

it is worth pausing on what this actually describes. The speaker is not offering a strategy of

freedom. He is describing the only space that domination has left, the gap between what must be

said aloud and what can be thought privately. That gap is not freedom, it is the condition of

someone whose language has been confiscated and who has learned to live inside the

confiscation. The advice transmits not only a survival technique but the knowledge of what

survival under slavery actually costs. 
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whose does not. On the plantation, enslaved speech is systematically devalued and surveilled, which

means that even when enslaved characters do speak, they speak into conditions that limit what can be

heard and by whom. Silence in this sense, is not simply the absence of words, it is the condition of

speaking into a system that is not structured to listen. Dana's act of narrating her experience is itself

politically significant, as it insists on the authority of a voice the plantation system was designed to

silence. 

Richard's postcolonial reading of Kindred supports this further, arguing that Butler exposes how

systems of domination maintain themselves not only through economic exploitation but through the

control of language and representation, silencing perspectives that might otherwise challenge the

authority of dominant accounts (Richard 118-134). Imposed silence, in this reading, is not incidental

to the plantation system. It is one of its primary instruments, functioning alongside physical violence

to maintain a structure of power that reaches into the most intimate dimensions of self-expression. 

The second form of silence in Kindred is distinct from the first, though the two frequently overlap.

Strategic silence is not forced from outside, it is chosen from within, by characters who have

assessed the power relations of a given situation carefully enough to know that withholding speech

is safer than offering it. Where imposed silence reflects the system's control over expression,

strategic silence reflects the individual's active engagement with that control, a form of navigation

that keeps the person alive without surrendering entirely to the terms of domination. The difference

is one of agency, partial and constrained, but real, connecting directly to the definition of agency

established in Chapter One through Collins and hooks. 

3.3 Strategic Silence: Silence as Survival 
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It is important, however, not to romanticise this form of silence. Collins and hooks both

caution against reading survival strategies as straightforward resistance, noting that the line between 

Dana's behaviour throughout the novel follows this pattern consistently. She evaluates each

interaction before responding, reading Rufus's mood, noting who is present, calculating what a given

response is likely to produce. In the exchange with Alice that addresses this most directly, the

difference between two positions on silence becomes clear: "Mama said she'd rather be dead than be

a slave," she said. "Better to stay alive," I said. "At least while there's a chance to get free" (Butler

176). Alice's mother refuses strategic accommodation entirely, placing the rejection of slavery above

the continuation of life under it. Dana's response places survival first, not because she accepts

slavery but because she understands that continued existence is the precondition for any future

possibility of freedom. Her silences in later interactions, her refusals to confront, her careful

management of tone and timing, all follow from this logic. Strategic silence, in her case, is survival

thinking expressed through the controlled withholding of speech, and it is inseparable from the kind

of historical consciousness that Behrent identifies as central to Butler's political argument (Behrent

795-828). 

Parham's analysis of textual trauma in Kindred is relevant here. She argues that what characters

withhold is as structurally significant as what they express, since the gaps in narration and dialogue are

active decisions shaped by conditions of constraint (Parham 1315-1331). Reading Dana's silences as

decisions rather than absences reveals the degree of cognitive and emotional labour that survival under

slavery demands. Every moment of strategic silence represents a calculation performed under

pressure, an act of self-regulation that keeps the body safe while protecting whatever interior space the

system has not yet colonised. This is the form of agency that Collins describes as possible even within

severely restrictive conditions, the ability to think, decide and act within narrow limits rather than

outside them (Collins 221). 
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Nascimento's analysis of women's experience of slavery in Kindred adds a gendered perspective to

this dynamic. She observes that the strategies available to enslaved women for managing danger are

shaped by the intersection of racial and gendered domination, so that the silences of Black women in

the novel reflect not only the constraints of slavery but the specific vulnerabilities created by their

position as women within that system (Nascimento). Strategic silence, for Dana and Alice, is never

only about race. It is always also about the particular dangers that come with being a woman in an

environment where the body is treated as property. 

accommodation and complicity is difficult to maintain under conditions of extreme domination

(Collins 221; hooks 15). Dana herself is aware of this difficulty. There are moments in the novel

where her strategic silences feel uncomfortably close to the kind of compliance that imposed silence

demands, and Butler does not resolve this discomfort. The novel holds open the question of where

strategic survival ends and internalised submission begins, because that question has no clean answer

inside the conditions it describes. 

The relationship between Dana and Alice exposes this ambiguity most fully. Both women are

trapped within Rufus's system of control, but they occupy different positions within it, their

silences carry different meanings as a result. Alice's more open expressions of pain and refusal are

possible partly because her position is already so constrained that she has less to protect through

calculation. Dana's strategic silences reflect her awareness that she has more room to act and

therefore more to lose. Their brief exchange, where Alice asks "Why you let me talk about you so

bad?" and Dana replies "Why do you do it?" (Butler 189), captures this asymmetry without

explaining it. Neither woman answers the other's question directly. Their shared silence in that

moment carries the weight of two different kinds of knowledge about what survival requires, and

Butler refuses to resolve the tension between them. 



3.4 Traumatic Silence: The Limits of Expression 
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Harris's analysis of the Black female body as a site where temporal and traumatic pressures

converge is directly relevant to this passage. Harris argues that bodily experience in Butler's fiction

carries a historical memory that language alone cannot fully articulate, and that the marks left on the 

The third form of silence in Kindred is the most internally generated and the hardest to read, because

it does not result from an external prohibition or a conscious calculation. Traumatic silence emerges

from the limits of language itself, from the point at which experience becomes too fragmented, too

intense, or too contradictory to be organised into coherent speech. This is the silence that Caruth's

trauma theory addresses most directly. Extreme experience is not fully processed at the moment it

occurs but returns later through memory, repetition, and partial narration that approaches the event

without ever quite reaching its centre (Caruth 4). What remains around that centre is a silence that is

not chosen and not imposed but simply there, the residue of what language cannot hold. 

Dana's narration enacts this structure throughout the novel, but the passage that concentrates it most

precisely comes near the end: "I touched the scar Tom Weylin's boot had left on my face, touched my

empty left sleeve. 'I know,' I repeated. 'Why did I even want to come here. You'd think I would have

had enough of the past'" (Butler 302). What is analytically significant here is what Dana does not do.

She does not describe the event that produced the scar, she does not reconstruct the violence or

explain the sequence of what happened. Instead, she gestures toward it through physical contact with

its results, touching the wound rather than narrating what caused it. The scar and the missing arm

replace the extended description. They are the testimony that speech has not been able to provide.

Demonstrating precisely what Caruth means by the belated structure of traumatic experience, where

the event cannot be narrated at the moment it occurs and returns only in fragments that never fully

reconstruct it. 
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The structure of Dana's narration throughout the novel reflects this same pattern at a formal level.

Her account does not follow a stable or linear sequence during moments of crisis. It shifts between

immediate reaction and later reflection, between description and the admission that description is

incomplete. Some events resist direct narration entirely and appear only through their aftereffects,

through Dana's changed behaviour, her heightened caution, her physical responses to situations that

echo earlier violence. These gaps in the narrative are not weaknesses in Butler's storytelling. They

are the formal equivalent of traumatic silence, the acknowledgment that certain experiences leave

marks that words can point to but not fully contain. 

body function as a form of testimony that operates outside the verbal register (Harris). Dana's gesture

of touching her scar and her empty sleeve is exactly this kind of testimony, one that bypasses the

inadequacy of words by turning to the physical evidence of what was endured, where the body speaks

where narration falls short. The body, in this sense, becomes the primary site of traumatic silence,

carrying what language has been unable to contain. 

LaCapra's distinction between acting out and working through trauma helps clarify why this silence

persists rather than resolving over time (LaCapra 21). Dana does not work through what she has

experienced in any therapeutic or narrative sense. She returns to it through fragmented reference,

physical sensation and incomplete reflection, which is acting out rather than resolution. The trauma

does not close because the conditions that produced it have not changed, each return to the plantation

adds new layers to an experience that cannot be resolved through narration alone. The missing arm is

the most literal expression of this: it is an absence that is permanently present, a silence written into

the body that Dana carries back into 1976 and that remains there long after the plantation is gone.

This is what LaCapra means by trauma resisting closure, not that it cannot be spoken about at all, but

that speaking about it never fully exhausts it. 

3.5 The Ambivalence of Silence: When the Three Forms Meet 
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Terry's analysis of Butler's chronopolitics adds an important dimension here. She argues that 

time in Butler's fiction is a political structure shaped by the uneven distribution of historical

experience, which means that the silence Dana carries is not only personal but temporal, the

accumulated weight of histories that were never fully spoken and that return across time in 

Having distinguished between these three forms of silence, it becomes possible to address what

makes the analysis of Kindred most challenging and most rewarding, namely that the same moment

of silence often carries more than one of these functions at the same time. A silence that begins as

imposed can become strategic when the person subjected to it starts to use it deliberately. A silence

that begins as strategic can shade into trauma when the cost of sustained self regulation becomes

too great to process. The boundaries between the three forms are permeable, this permeability is

not a complication to be resolved but a feature of Butler's most honest writing about what living

under domination actually produces. 

The most concentrated expression of this ambivalence appears in Dana's reflection that "antebellum

slavery didn't leave people quite whole" (Butler 268). The statement is itself an example of what it

describes. Dana does not say what has been broken, or in whom, or how the breaking happened. The

sentence is notable for its vagueness, not because Butler is being imprecise but because precision is

what the sentence cannot achieve. The wholeness that was lost resists description. The silence within

the statement, the unsaid dimensions of damage and loss, reflects all three forms simultaneously. It

carries the imposed silence of a system that punished full expression. It carries the strategic silence of

a survivor who learned to say less than she felt. It also carries the traumatic silence of someone for

whom complete articulation has become genuinely impossible, not forbidden and not merely

dangerous but simply beyond reach. What this single sentence demonstrates is that the three forms of

silence identified in this chapter are not always separable in practice even when they are analytically

distinct. 



This chapter examined silence in Kindred through three analytically distinct but interrelated 

forms. Imposed silence, explained through Foucault's disciplinary power and Spivak's analysis of

representation, is produced by the plantation's systematic regulation of speech through fear and

punishment. Strategic silence, grounded in Collins and hooks on Black feminist agency, is chosen

by characters navigating conditions of extreme constraint, a survival practice that preserves life and 
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fragmented, incomplete forms (Terry 26-46). Dana's ambivalent silences are, in this reading, not

only her own. They carry the silence of everyone who lived and died inside the system she keeps

returning to, and who left no complete account of what that experience was. The temporal

dimension of Dana's trauma connects the analysis of silence directly to the neo-slave narrative

framework established in Chapter One, where silence emerges not only as a psychological

condition but as a historical one. 

The exchange between Dana and Alice, "Why you let me talk about you so bad?" and "Why do you

do it?" (Butler 189), captures this ambivalence at the interpersonal level. Neither question is

answered. Both women retreat into silence after the exchange. But it is a silence that carries different

contents for each of them. For Alice, it may reflect the imposed silence of someone who has learned

that her anger cannot be expressed safely anywhere, including toward another enslaved woman. For

Dana, it may reflect the strategic silence of someone who knows that engaging further will not help

either of them. For both, it may carry a traumatic dimension, the recognition of a shared vulnerability

that neither has the language to fully address. The same silence, the same pause, the same unanswered

questions, carries three different forms at once, Butler does not separate them because in lived

experience they are not separate, and the analytical distinction between the three forms is most

valuable precisely because it allows this convergence to be named rather than collapsed into a single

undifferentiated observation about silence. 

3.6 Conclusion 
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Together, these three forms show that silence in Kindred is not a passive condition but an active

structure shaped by power, and marked by the wounds that neither time travel nor narration can

fully heal. 

interior space. Traumatic silence, explained through Caruth and LaCapra, emerges at the point where

experience exceeds what narration can hold, and meaning migrates into physical marks, fragmented

memory and incomplete expression. 
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Throughout this dissertation, language and silence have been read not as neutral instruments of

communication but as contested spaces where power is exercised, tested and occasionally pushed

back against. Octavia Butler's Kindred 1979 stages this contest with remarkable precision, placing a

twentieth century Black woman inside the structures of antebellum slavery. Forcing her to navigate a

world where the right to speak, the knowledge of letters, even the decision to say nothing all carry

consequences that reach far beyond the immediate moment. The central argument guiding this study

has been that language in the novel operates simultaneously as a mechanism of control, under specific

conditions, as a form of resistance. What the preceding chapters have confirmed is that this double

function is not an exception but the organising logic of the entire narrative. 

The analysis produced three key findings that together address the research questions posed in the

introduction. The first concerns language as a site of power and resistance. Chapter Two

demonstrated that power on the Weylin plantation is not only enforced through physical violence but

constituted through language itself. Commands, naming practices and the controlled distribution of

literacy are among the primary instruments through which hierarchy is produced and maintained

daily. Foucault's account of disciplinary power proved essential here, because what the novel

portrays is precisely this kind of diffuse, pervasive regulation, power that works through the ordinary

texture of daily interaction rather than only through spectacular punishment. Against this backdrop,

Dana's narration acquires a significance beyond its immediate function of recounting events. Her

narrative voice enacts a form of counter-memory, insisting on the historical weight of experiences

that official records had reduced to property inventories and labour accounts, and in doing so it

enacts the challenge to representational authority that Said identifies as central to the politics of

knowledge. 
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Returning now to the two hypotheses formulated in the introduction, the analysis confirms 

both while also deepening them. The first hypothesis held that language in Kindred functions not

only as a way to communicate but also as a way to control, and that Butler simultaneously shows 

The third finding concerns the body as testimony. When language reaches its absolute limits, the body

takes over as the primary site of expression. Dana's missing arm, the wound she carries back from the

nineteenth century into her own present, functions as a material record of suffering that no verbal

account can fully substitute. Parham's reading of textual disruption in Kindred as formal enactment of

trauma rather than mere representation supports this argument, and Harris's analysis of the Black

female body as a site where temporal and traumatic pressures converge clarifies why bodily testimony

in Butler's fiction carries a weight that language alone cannot hold. Communication, this study has

argued, must be understood to include embodiment, since the body speaks what language cannot

carry. 

The second finding concerns the three forms of silence identified and analysed in Chapter Three.

Imposed silence, explained through Foucault's disciplinary power and Spivak's analysis of

representation, is produced by the system's systematic regulation of speech through fear and

punishment. Strategic silence, grounded in Collins and hooks on Black feminist agency, is chosen

deliberately by characters navigating conditions of extreme constraint, a survival practice that

preserves life and interior space. Traumatic silence, explained through Caruth and LaCapra,

emerges at the point where experience exceeds what narration can hold and meaning migrates into

physical marks, fragmented memory and incomplete expression. The boundary between these three

forms is rarely clean, and Butler's refusal to draw it cleanly is one of the novel's most honest

moves. Under conditions of extreme asymmetry, compliance and resistance often inhabit the same

gesture, and the novel demands a reading practice attentive enough to hold that ambiguity rather

than resolving it prematurely. 
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In terms of scholarly contribution, this study has proposed communication as a unified analytical

framework capable of bringing together what is often treated separately. Namely the politics of

language, the strategic dimensions of silence, the formal consequences of trauma and the expressive

function of the body. Previous critical work on Kindred has tended to examine these elements in

isolation or to privilege one at the expense of others. By reading them as structurally interdependent,

this dissertation has been able to show that Butler's novel does not simply represent slavery but

interrogates the very conditions under which slavery can be spoken about, remembered and narrated.

The framework also challenges a recurring assumption in discussions of African American literature

and testimony, usually that voice is liberatory and silence is oppressive. Kindred refuses this binary at

every turn. Speech can be coerced, silence can be chosen, literacy can expose as readily as it

empowers and narration can preserve trauma rather than resolve it. 

how it can become a tool of resistance. The analysis confirms this fully. Language on the plantation is

shaped at every level by awareness of power, risk and consequence, and yet Dana's narration, her

literacy and her strategic management of speech all demonstrate that language can be repurposed,

partially and at great cost, as a vehicle for self-definition. The second hypothesis held that silence in

Kindred is not a sign of weakness but a survival strategy. The analysis confirms this while adding an

important qualification: silence in the novel is not only strategic. It is also imposed through fear and

produced by the limits of language itself under traumatic pressure. The distinction between these

forms is essential, because it shows that silence cannot be read simply as either resistance or

submission but must be read in relation to the specific conditions that produce it. 

Future research might productively extend this framework to other neo-slave narratives,

beginning with Toni Morrison's Beloved, where the haunting of memory and the failure of language

to contain grief raise closely related problems. Colson Whitehead's The Underground Railroad,

with its attention to surveillance and the geography of power, raises comparable questions about 
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Kindred refuses to let slavery recede into the safely distant past. Its temporal structure makes that

refusal formal and insistent, pulling the present back into contact with what it would prefer to consider

resolved. What this dissertation has tried to demonstrate is that this refusal is enacted precisely

through communication, through the words Butler gives her characters, the silences she builds into

their speech, the traumas she leaves structurally open and the wound she writes onto Dana's body as

the one thing that cannot be undone by returning home. Resistance in this novel does not always

announce itself through open defiance. More often it lives in the pause before an answer, in the

information quietly withheld, in the word chosen over another because it is safer, in the story told

years later to someone who was not there. Butler understood that for the people whose lives she was

writing about, survival itself was an act of meaning making and that the most enduring form of

witness is not the triumphant declaration but the voice that found a way, however constrained, to

persist. 

what enslaved individuals could know, say and move through. Afrofuturist writing opens possibilities

for examining how speculative form mediates between historical trauma and contemporary Black

identity, a question Butler herself continued to explore throughout her career. Comparative studies

drawing on Francophone African and Caribbean literature would allow scholars to test whether the

communicative dynamics identified here reflect wider patterns in the literature of colonial and racial

domination. 
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	what trauma actually does to memory and understanding rather than simply describing it from a distance.
	Published in 1979, Kindred intervenes directly in this continuity. Dana, a Black woman from twentieth-century California, is repeatedly pulled back to the antebellum South where she is forced to live inside the conditions of slavery. Butler's time travel structure does not simply move a character between historical periods. It collapses the distance between them, making slavery a lived reality within modern consciousness rather than an archived fact. Each return strips away the possibility of detachment. Dana enters the plantation with knowledge from the twentieth century but that knowledge does not provide safety. Instead, it produces a constant tension between intellectual understanding and bodily vulnerability, a tension the novel never resolves. This is what makes Kindred a neo-slave narrative in the fullest sense, it does not reconstruct slavery as history. It forces the present to inhabit it.
	Inside the plantation, control operates through the organisation of daily life rather than through spectacular violence alone. Discipline, observation and the constant possibility of punishment structure every interaction, creating an environment where behaviour is never truly private and where even small gestures carry potential consequences. Language becomes one of the most revealing sites of this pressure. Speech on the plantation is never neutral. Every word risks being read as defiance, ignorance or threat which means that communication itself becomes a form of navigation rather than free expression. Withdrawal from speech, in this context, is not silence born of passivity. It is a calculated response to an environment where saying the wrong thing can determine whether one survives the day.
	Silence appears in the novel in forms that resist reduction to a single meaning. It is sometimes imposed through fear or direct threat. At other times it functions as a deliberate strategy, a way of managing exposure and preserving space for interior life. These different modes reveal
	that silence is not passivity but a response shaped by the conditions of constraint, one that can preserve survival even as it reflects the limits placed on expression. The tension between these two functions is central to how the novel thinks about agency under domination.
	This dissertation adopts a qualitative and text-based approach to the analysis of Kindred. The primary method is close reading, applied to selected scenes, exchanges and narrative moments that bear directly on questions of language, silence and power. This method is combined with theoretical frameworks drawn from postcolonial theory, trauma studies, Black feminist criticism, which are used not as topics to be described but as analytical tools applied directly to the text. The aim is to move consistently between the language of the novel and the critical frameworks that illuminate it, avoiding general description in favour of precise interpretation rooted in textual evidence.
	This dissertation examines the relationship between language, silence and power in Kindred, asking how Butler constructs communication as both a mechanism of control and a site of resistance.
	Two questions guide the analysis:
	1. How does Octavia Butler use language in Kindred to reveal and challenge systems of power
	shaped by slavery?
	2. What is the role of silence in shaping resistance and survival for both enslaved and modern
	Black characters in Kindred?
	Based on these questions, two hypotheses are developed:
	1.
	In Kindred, language is not only a way to communicate but also a way to control. At the same time, Butler shows that language can become a tool of resistance, helping Black characters express identity and challenge power.
	2.
	Silence in Kindred is not a sign of weakness. It operates as resilience, allowing Black characters, especially Black women, to survive under domination and preserve what dominant histories tend to erase .
	The dissertation is organised into three chapters. The first establishes the historical and theoretical foundations of the analysis. Drawing on postcolonial theory, trauma studies, Black feminist criticism. The second examines how language and power operate in the novel's daily interactions, focusing on speech, narrative authority. The third turns to silence its imposed, strategic and traumatic forms and the way Butler uses embodied expression to register what language cannot carry.
	Chapter One: Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Grounding
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	1.1 Introduction
	1.2 Literature Review
	Critical engagement with Kindred has developed considerably since its publication, moving from genre-based readings toward more historically and theoretically grounded interpretations. Early scholarship often placed Butler within science fiction and Afrofuturism, focusing on her contribution to speculative fiction. Lisa Yaszek situates Afrofuturism as a framework that connects science fiction to Black history and cultural memory (Yaszek 41-60). Karyn Lisa Hixson examines Afrofuturism as a lens for understanding communication, community and cultural transformation in Butler's work (Hixson 7). These readings help define Butler's position within speculative traditions. They sometimes distance Kindred from African American literary and historical concerns by prioritising genre over historical urgency.
	More recent criticism moves away from this separation. Thelma Shinn Richard argues that Kindred should be read through a postcolonial perspective that highlights systems of domination and historical continuity (Richard 118-134). Sandra Govan argues that Butler makes a fundamental departure from conventional science fiction by linking the genre directly to Black American slavery experience through the slave narrative tradition, choosing to extrapolate from historically grounded African American culture rather than a purely speculative future (Govan 79). Gregory Hampton argues that Butler bridges past and present so that slavery is no longer a distant historical fact but a present reality experienced through Dana's body, forcing both character and reader to confront what it meant for Black bodies to be treated as property in antebellum America (Hampton 105).
	Trauma theory also plays a central role in existing scholarship. Cathy Caruth defines trauma
	as an experience marked by repetition and delayed understanding, where meaning does not fully emerge at the moment of the event (Caruth 4). Dominick LaCapra's distinction between acting out and working through trauma further clarifies the novel's resistance to closure (LaCapra 21). Marisa Parham contributes to this discussion by focusing on textual trauma and narrative disruption in Butler's Kindred, showing how trauma shapes both experience and form (Parham 1315-1331).
	Kenya Chanelle Harris focuses on the Black female body as a site where temporal and traumatic pressures converge, arguing that bodily experience in Butler's fiction carries historical memory that language alone cannot hold (Harris).
	Power relations and resistance form another major critical field. Michel Foucault's theory of power as relational and dispersed across social systems provides a key framework for understanding control beyond physical violence (Foucault 138). Black feminist theorists deepen this perspective. Patricia Hill Collins and bell hooks emphasise how Black women experience domination while also developing forms of resistance within oppressive systems (Collins 221; hooks 15). Megan Behrent argues that Kindred connects Black Power, slavery and resistance, showing how historical violence continues to shape political consciousness (Behrent 795-828). Florian Bast develops this further by focusing on embodied agency, showing how refusal and speech acts such as "no" become forms of resistance within constrained conditions (Bast 151-181).
	Despite this rich body of scholarship, a clear gap remains. Existing studies often treat trauma, time and communication separately rather than as interconnected structures in Kindred. Silence in particular is frequently mentioned but rarely analysed as an active force shaped by power relations. Language is usually discussed as either control or expression, without full attention to how it shifts under pressure and constraint. This dissertation addresses this gap by arguing that communication and silence work together within historical systems of domination and must be read as part of the same structure rather than separate elements.
	1.3 Postcolonial Theory
	1.3.1 Historical Background of Postcolonial Studies
	1.3.2 Key Postcolonial Scholars
	1.4 Major Concepts Relevant to the Study
	1.4.1 Identity as a Product of Historical Domination
	1.4.2 Race and Power
	1.4.3 Trauma and Historical Memory
	1.4.4 Narrative Authority, Resistance and Survival
	1.4.5 The Three Forms of Silence
	1.5 Conclusion
	This chapter has presented the main theoretical and conceptual tools for reading Kindred. Postcolonial theory offers the primary approach, focusing on how colonial and slave systems shape societies after formal abolition and how domination continues through culture, language and memory. The framework is organised around a clear hierarchy, postcolonial theory as the main lens, supported by Black feminist criticism through Collins and hooks, trauma theory through Caruth and LaCapra, neo-slave narrative studies as the literary tradition within which Butler's novel operates.
	The key concepts introduced here are race as social construction, identity as process, power as disciplinary and dispersed, trauma as lasting and returning, narrative authority as a site of resistance. The three forms of silence as distinct analytical categories do not operate separately in Kindred. Butler weaves them together so the following chapters examine how they interact in the novel's treatment of language, silence also survival. The next chapter focuses on language and power, examining how speech operates as both an instrument of control and a site of resistance in the daily conditions of the plantation.
	Chapter Two: Language, Storytelling, and Narrative Authority as Tools of Resistance
	Chapter Two: Language, Storytelling, and Narrative Authority as Tools of Resistance
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 Dana as Storyteller and Witness
	damage rather than toward it. The body becomes part of the narrative structure itself, confirming that her testimony comes from inside the experience rather than from a position of safe retrospective distance. This is what narrative authority means in the context of Kindred. Not the authority that comes from distance or institutional position, but the authority that comes from having lived inside what the story describes.
	What this position complicates is the very idea of neutral witnessing. Dana lives inside slavery through repeated returns to the past, her narration carries the emotional pressure of that immersion. Her storytelling moves between immediate experience, memory and later interpretation in ways that reflect what Caruth identifies as the delayed structure of traumatic understanding (Caruth 4). The gap between experience and understanding is not a weakness in her narration. It is its most honest feature, the formal acknowledgment that extreme experience resists full absorption at the moment it occurs. This delayed structure is one of the ways in which trauma theory, as introduced in Chapter One, shapes not only what the novel says but how it is told.
	Her authority as witness is strengthened, not undermined, by her awareness of her own limits. When Dana states, "I'm not property, Kevin. I'm not a horse or a sack of wheat. If I have to seem to be property, if I have to accept limits on my freedom for Rufus's sake, then he also has to accept limits on his behavior toward me" (Butler 281), the act of naming herself is already resistance. The sentence structure enacts this precisely, as "if I have to accept limits" is immediately followed by the counter-demand "then he also has to accept limits". Resistance here is grammatical as well as moral, working through the architecture of the sentence rather than through open defiance. hooks argues that maintaining a sense of self under domination is itself a challenge to the system's authority (hooks 15), Dana's language does exactly this, holding the self together at the moment the system most insistently tries to dissolve it.
	2.3 Language as Agency
	awareness of inequality and made independent thought harder to contain. Dana arrives from 1976 with education and critical awareness. This places her in a position that is simultaneously advantageous and dangerous. She understands the system with a clarity that most enslaved people around her cannot afford, but displaying that understanding openly would draw suspicion and intensify surveillance.
	The tension between knowledge and its expression surfaces in a revealing exchange. When Dana reports, "I heard a couple of the house servants talking, just saying vaguely that there was trouble. I thought I should find out for sure" (Butler 88), listening functions as active intelligence work rather than passive reception. Her subsequent analysis, "I think she resents me because Rufus likes me. She probably doesn't want to share her son with anyone. Heaven help him when he gets a little older and tries to break away. Also, I don't think Margaret likes educated slaves any better than her husband does" (Butler 88), exposes the sophistication of her reading of the plantation's social dynamics, while also revealing her awareness that this analysis must be shared carefully and selectively. Knowledge here is a resource she manages rather than expresses freely. This management is itself an exercise of the limited agency that Collins identifies as possible even within severely restrictive systems (Collins 221).
	Kevin's reply, "I see. I was right about him, by the way. He can barely read and write. And
	she's not much better" (Butler 88), sharpens this further. The irony that Rufus, who holds legal authority over Dana's body, has less education than she does, exposes the gap between power and knowledge that the plantation depends on. Control rests not on intellectual superiority but on social structure and the threat of force. Dana's literacy creates a hidden advantage, a space between what she understands and what she reveals, that space is one of the few within the system where agency can operate. This gap between knowledge and expression is precisely what Foucault's disciplinary
	system seeks to eliminate. A subject who knows more than she reveals is a subject who has not been fully normalised (Foucault 138).
	Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o argues that language is never a neutral tool but always a carrier of power relations, shaping how individuals understand themselves and their social position (Ngũgĩ). For Dana, managing language is inseparable from managing identity. Every conversation on the plantation is a performance requiring constant awareness of audience, context, risk, the novel makes this exhaustion quietly visible through the accumulation of small, careful calculations rather than dramatic confrontation. Collins exposes why this surveillance of literacy was so systematic, as knowledge is itself a form of power, its suppression is fundamentally a political act designed to maintain existing hierarchies (Collins 221). This becomes explicit when Weylin tells Dana that "educated didn't mean smart," a judgment she finds herself reluctantly acknowledging: "He had a point" (Butler 200). The admission is painful precisely because it holds within the plantation's logic. Education gives Dana awareness but not protection, the system understands this better than she does.
	Bast's analysis of the word "no" in Kindred captures what all of this amounts to at the level of a single utterance. A linguistic refusal, delivered in the right moment and with the right degree of control, constitutes embodied agency within conditions that otherwise deny it entirely (Bast 151-181). Behrent extends this argument to the political dimension, showing that individual acts of linguistic resistance connect to a longer tradition of Black survival and opposition (Behrent 795-828). Dana reflects this when she thinks, "If I was to live, if others were to live, he must live. I didn't dare test the paradox" (Butler 25). Survival here is not a personal choice but a historical necessity, an awareness that history cannot be changed but must be navigated from within, this navigation is precisely what her careful management of language performs throughout the novel.
	2.4 Counter-Narrative Strategy
	2.5 The Significance of Dialogue and Interpersonal Communication
	Lufini, Chasanah and Setijowati observe that the oppression of Black female characters in Kindred works by isolating them from one another, making solidarity difficult and mutual recognition rare (Lufini et al.). The exchange between Dana and Alice is valuable partly because it exists at all, because the two women manage, however imperfectly and painfully, to see each other across the distance that the system has placed between them. This fragile recognition is a form of resistance against the isolation that domination depends on.
	Foucault's argument that power operates through everyday interactions rather than only through direct force (Foucault 138) finds its clearest illustration in Dana's conversations with Rufus. She adjusts her language according to his mood, his immediate needs and the level of risk each situation carries. This continuous adjustment is not submission but navigation, a form of active engagement with the power structure that seeks to influence outcomes without triggering confrontation. Collins argues that marginalised individuals develop forms of agency within restrictive systems, finding ways to act and preserve space for others even when options have been dramatically reduced (Collins 221). Dana's management of her relationship with Rufus through language is exactly this kind of constrained but meaningful agency, narrow and unreliable but not nothing.
	Silence, within these exchanges, is not the absence of communication but one of its most deliberate forms. At times imposed through the threat of violence, at other times chosen as a way of protecting information or avoiding a confrontation that cannot be won, silence is always situated and always produced by specific power relations. What the dialogue analysis in this chapter establishes is that meaning in Kindred exceeds what is said, so reading the novel attentively requires attending to what characters choose not to say as carefully as to what they do. The following chapter examines this dimension of the novel in detail, distinguishing between the three forms of
	2.6 Conclusion
	Chapter Three: Silence, Trauma, and the Limits of Expression
	Chapter Three: Silence, Trauma, and the Limits of Expression
	3.1 Introduction
	3.2 Imposed Silence: Silence as Oppression
	Foucault's docile body at the level of language, a subject so thoroughly shaped by the system that self-censorship precedes any external intervention.
	What makes this passage particularly important for the analysis is the second half of the instruction, "go 'head and do what you want to," which is sometimes read as a small act of resistance, a suggestion that private intention survives even when public speech is controlled. But it is worth pausing on what this actually describes. The speaker is not offering a strategy of freedom. He is describing the only space that domination has left, the gap between what must be said aloud and what can be thought privately. That gap is not freedom, it is the condition of someone whose language has been confiscated and who has learned to live inside the confiscation. The advice transmits not only a survival technique but the knowledge of what survival under slavery actually costs.
	This passage also shows how imposed silence reproduces itself across time. The speaker teaches Dana these rules not from theory but from experience, passing on knowledge shaped by years of exposure to punishment and control. Silence becomes normalised through instruction and daily reinforcement, embedding itself in the body as routine behaviour until it no longer requires conscious effort. Lufini, Chasanah, and Setijowati observe that the oppression of Black female characters in Kindred operates through precisely this kind of daily conditioning, where restriction becomes habitual before it is ever consciously accepted (Lufini et al.). The plantation, in other words, does not just punish speech. It shapes the very habits of expression through which people understand themselves, which is why imposed silence is so difficult to overcome even when the immediate threat has passed.
	Spivak's argument in "Can the Subaltern Speak?" clarifies the structural dimension of this process (Spivak 104). Imposed silence is not only the suppression of individual voices. It results from the organisation of representation itself, which determines whose speech carries authority and
	3.3 Strategic Silence: Silence as Survival
	Dana's behaviour throughout the novel follows this pattern consistently. She evaluates each interaction before responding, reading Rufus's mood, noting who is present, calculating what a given response is likely to produce. In the exchange with Alice that addresses this most directly, the difference between two positions on silence becomes clear: "Mama said she'd rather be dead than be a slave," she said. "Better to stay alive," I said. "At least while there's a chance to get free" (Butler 176). Alice's mother refuses strategic accommodation entirely, placing the rejection of slavery above the continuation of life under it. Dana's response places survival first, not because she accepts slavery but because she understands that continued existence is the precondition for any future possibility of freedom. Her silences in later interactions, her refusals to confront, her careful management of tone and timing, all follow from this logic. Strategic silence, in her case, is survival thinking expressed through the controlled withholding of speech, and it is inseparable from the kind of historical consciousness that Behrent identifies as central to Butler's political argument (Behrent 795-828).
	Parham's analysis of textual trauma in Kindred is relevant here. She argues that what characters withhold is as structurally significant as what they express, since the gaps in narration and dialogue are active decisions shaped by conditions of constraint (Parham 1315-1331). Reading Dana's silences as decisions rather than absences reveals the degree of cognitive and emotional labour that survival under slavery demands. Every moment of strategic silence represents a calculation performed under pressure, an act of self-regulation that keeps the body safe while protecting whatever interior space the system has not yet colonised. This is the form of agency that Collins describes as possible even within severely restrictive conditions, the ability to think, decide and act within narrow limits rather than outside them (Collins 221).
	It is important, however, not to romanticise this form of silence. Collins and hooks both caution against reading survival strategies as straightforward resistance, noting that the line between
	accommodation and complicity is difficult to maintain under conditions of extreme domination (Collins 221; hooks 15). Dana herself is aware of this difficulty. There are moments in the novel where her strategic silences feel uncomfortably close to the kind of compliance that imposed silence demands, and Butler does not resolve this discomfort. The novel holds open the question of where strategic survival ends and internalised submission begins, because that question has no clean answer inside the conditions it describes.
	The relationship between Dana and Alice exposes this ambiguity most fully. Both women are trapped within Rufus's system of control, but they occupy different positions within it, their silences carry different meanings as a result. Alice's more open expressions of pain and refusal are possible partly because her position is already so constrained that she has less to protect through calculation. Dana's strategic silences reflect her awareness that she has more room to act and therefore more to lose. Their brief exchange, where Alice asks "Why you let me talk about you so bad?" and Dana replies "Why do you do it?" (Butler 189), captures this asymmetry without explaining it. Neither woman answers the other's question directly. Their shared silence in that moment carries the weight of two different kinds of knowledge about what survival requires, and Butler refuses to resolve the tension between them.
	Nascimento's analysis of women's experience of slavery in Kindred adds a gendered perspective to this dynamic. She observes that the strategies available to enslaved women for managing danger are shaped by the intersection of racial and gendered domination, so that the silences of Black women in the novel reflect not only the constraints of slavery but the specific vulnerabilities created by their position as women within that system (Nascimento). Strategic silence, for Dana and Alice, is never only about race. It is always also about the particular dangers that come with being a woman in an environment where the body is treated as property.
	3.4 Traumatic Silence: The Limits of Expression
	3.5 The Ambivalence of Silence: When the Three Forms Meet
	Having distinguished between these three forms of silence, it becomes possible to address what makes the analysis of Kindred most challenging and most rewarding, namely that the same moment of silence often carries more than one of these functions at the same time. A silence that begins as imposed can become strategic when the person subjected to it starts to use it deliberately. A silence that begins as strategic can shade into trauma when the cost of sustained self regulation becomes too great to process. The boundaries between the three forms are permeable, this permeability is not a complication to be resolved but a feature of Butler's most honest writing about what living under domination actually produces.
	The most concentrated expression of this ambivalence appears in Dana's reflection that "antebellum slavery didn't leave people quite whole" (Butler 268). The statement is itself an example of what it describes. Dana does not say what has been broken, or in whom, or how the breaking happened. The sentence is notable for its vagueness, not because Butler is being imprecise but because precision is what the sentence cannot achieve. The wholeness that was lost resists description. The silence within the statement, the unsaid dimensions of damage and loss, reflects all three forms simultaneously. It carries the imposed silence of a system that punished full expression. It carries the strategic silence of a survivor who learned to say less than she felt. It also carries the traumatic silence of someone for whom complete articulation has become genuinely impossible, not forbidden and not merely dangerous but simply beyond reach. What this single sentence demonstrates is that the three forms of silence identified in this chapter are not always separable in practice even when they are analytically distinct.
	Terry's analysis of Butler's chronopolitics adds an important dimension here. She argues that
	time in Butler's fiction is a political structure shaped by the uneven distribution of historical experience, which means that the silence Dana carries is not only personal but temporal, the accumulated weight of histories that were never fully spoken and that return across time in
	3.6 Conclusion
	interior space. Traumatic silence, explained through Caruth and LaCapra, emerges at the point where experience exceeds what narration can hold, and meaning migrates into physical marks, fragmented memory and incomplete expression.
	Together, these three forms show that silence in Kindred is not a passive condition but an active structure shaped by power, and marked by the wounds that neither time travel nor narration can fully heal.
	General Conclusion
	General Conclusion
	The second finding concerns the three forms of silence identified and analysed in Chapter Three. Imposed silence, explained through Foucault's disciplinary power and Spivak's analysis of representation, is produced by the system's systematic regulation of speech through fear and punishment. Strategic silence, grounded in Collins and hooks on Black feminist agency, is chosen deliberately by characters navigating conditions of extreme constraint, a survival practice that preserves life and interior space. Traumatic silence, explained through Caruth and LaCapra, emerges at the point where experience exceeds what narration can hold and meaning migrates into physical marks, fragmented memory and incomplete expression. The boundary between these three forms is rarely clean, and Butler's refusal to draw it cleanly is one of the novel's most honest moves. Under conditions of extreme asymmetry, compliance and resistance often inhabit the same gesture, and the novel demands a reading practice attentive enough to hold that ambiguity rather than resolving it prematurely.
	The third finding concerns the body as testimony. When language reaches its absolute limits, the body takes over as the primary site of expression. Dana's missing arm, the wound she carries back from the nineteenth century into her own present, functions as a material record of suffering that no verbal account can fully substitute. Parham's reading of textual disruption in Kindred as formal enactment of trauma rather than mere representation supports this argument, and Harris's analysis of the Black female body as a site where temporal and traumatic pressures converge clarifies why bodily testimony in Butler's fiction carries a weight that language alone cannot hold. Communication, this study has argued, must be understood to include embodiment, since the body speaks what language cannot carry.
	Returning now to the two hypotheses formulated in the introduction, the analysis confirms
	both while also deepening them. The first hypothesis held that language in Kindred functions not only as a way to communicate but also as a way to control, and that Butler simultaneously shows
	how it can become a tool of resistance. The analysis confirms this fully. Language on the plantation is shaped at every level by awareness of power, risk and consequence, and yet Dana's narration, her literacy and her strategic management of speech all demonstrate that language can be repurposed, partially and at great cost, as a vehicle for self-definition. The second hypothesis held that silence in Kindred is not a sign of weakness but a survival strategy. The analysis confirms this while adding an important qualification: silence in the novel is not only strategic. It is also imposed through fear and produced by the limits of language itself under traumatic pressure. The distinction between these forms is essential, because it shows that silence cannot be read simply as either resistance or submission but must be read in relation to the specific conditions that produce it.
	In terms of scholarly contribution, this study has proposed communication as a unified analytical framework capable of bringing together what is often treated separately. Namely the politics of language, the strategic dimensions of silence, the formal consequences of trauma and the expressive function of the body. Previous critical work on Kindred has tended to examine these elements in isolation or to privilege one at the expense of others. By reading them as structurally interdependent, this dissertation has been able to show that Butler's novel does not simply represent slavery but interrogates the very conditions under which slavery can be spoken about, remembered and narrated. The framework also challenges a recurring assumption in discussions of African American literature and testimony, usually that voice is liberatory and silence is oppressive. Kindred refuses this binary at every turn. Speech can be coerced, silence can be chosen, literacy can expose as readily as it empowers and narration can preserve trauma rather than resolve it.
	Future research might productively extend this framework to other neo-slave narratives, beginning with Toni Morrison's Beloved, where the haunting of memory and the failure of language to contain grief raise closely related problems. Colson Whitehead's The Underground Railroad, with its attention to surveillance and the geography of power, raises comparable questions about
	what enslaved individuals could know, say and move through. Afrofuturist writing opens possibilities for examining how speculative form mediates between historical trauma and contemporary Black identity, a question Butler herself continued to explore throughout her career. Comparative studies drawing on Francophone African and Caribbean literature would allow scholars to test whether the communicative dynamics identified here reflect wider patterns in the literature of colonial and racial domination.
	Kindred refuses to let slavery recede into the safely distant past. Its temporal structure makes that refusal formal and insistent, pulling the present back into contact with what it would prefer to consider resolved. What this dissertation has tried to demonstrate is that this refusal is enacted precisely through communication, through the words Butler gives her characters, the silences she builds into their speech, the traumas she leaves structurally open and the wound she writes onto Dana's body as the one thing that cannot be undone by returning home. Resistance in this novel does not always announce itself through open defiance. More often it lives in the pause before an answer, in the information quietly withheld, in the word chosen over another because it is safer, in the story told years later to someone who was not there. Butler understood that for the people whose lives she was writing about, survival itself was an act of meaning making and that the most enduring form of witness is not the triumphant declaration but the voice that found a way, however constrained, to persist.
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