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Of all the pressing issues that run through Octavia E. Butler’s Parable of the Sower—
environmental degradation, extreme poverty and income inequality, corporate greed, violence, 
governmental corruption—Toshi Reagon has gravitated towards questions of community. 
When I spoke with her about her operatic adaptation of the book on a sunny September 
afternoon, community kept coming up in everywhere, relating to topics mundane and 
profound. On a schematic level, she splits the opera’s two acts thematically between the 
“community you are born into” and the “community you choose.” She defined protagonist 
Lauren Olamina’s new religion, Earthseed, as an experiment of radical community-building. 
Reagon spoke enthusiastically about the community that emerges inside the theater and the 
community that’s being created here in the Triangle as a result of her Melon DisTIL Fellowship. 
And she eloquently made the case for community as a political force and a means of survival. 
 
Below are extracts of our conversation, tracing Reagon’s, Butler’s, and Olamina’s ever-changing 
communities. 
 
The communities in Parable of the Sower 
“There’s the big, giant community that Laura and her family live in inside a wall. As they 
transport out of that community on their path, it ends up being a small, tight-knit group. And so 
you get this arc of, I like to say, family or community, but you get the family/community you’re 
born into in the first part of the piece, and you start to get the family/community that you 
choose (or that chooses you) in the second half. That’s the arc of the journey.” 
 
The diverse, heterogeneous community of Earthseed 
“The interesting thing in Earthseed is they have to build a community out of people who were 
willing to live with each other but weren’t necessarily willing to be cooperative because of the 
dangers that are going on. They had to agree to build a wall around their area, and they had to 
agree to create systems together, and they had to agree to move and work together, even 
though some of them didn’t like each other and were never friends. I think that that’s also a 
teaching in the book.” 
 
On emergent community in the theater 
“When the audience comes in, I can’t make them do anything. I’m always happy when people 
come to the theater. I think the theater is an amazing place. It’s a great opportunity for the 
audience not to sit there and just receive, but also give of their energy. And when that starts to 
happen, you have a very special energy in the room, that’s not just emanating from the stage. 
And to me, that’s just 1000 percent perfect.” 
 
Forging communities in the Triangle through the Melon DisTIL Fellowship 



“The fellowship is awesome because it really acknowledges the faculty on a university campus. 
It really looks at what faculty care about as they’re teaching. What way might some of them 
have a relationship to art that aren’t traditionally considered artists? I consider most people 
artists, but a lot of faculty members are like ‘well, I’m not an artist but…’ and they say all of this 
cool, creative stuff. It lends an opportunity to have a deeper relationship. Usually, if I go on a 
campus, it’s around a visit where I’m working, and there’s like one or two classes that I can hit. 
You have a great class, you connect with students, and then you’re gone. And this fellowship is 
to say, ‘if you had longer, what could you do?’ One of the things I’ve done is that I asked to 
meet faculty that might be aligned in some way with some of the issues that come out of the 
book. And there’s so many, so I could pretty much be in any department on campus. It’s just 
that wide a situation. I’m looking forward to continue developing these partnerships because, 
eventually, I would love to see the same kind of circle that we end up with in Parable of the 
Sower, the opera, grow out of the faculty and some of the community partnerships we’ve 
made.” 
 
The political and social force of community 
“When people can feel that times are vibrationally difficult, and there’s a lot of fear in the air, 
our tendency is to wait and to either hope somebody will fix it, or to wait for the ultimate 
disaster to come. You start to see it peeling off: you’re like, ‘oh, that group of people. Wow, 
that happened to them over there… Oh, that group of people. That happened to them in 
another state…’ Or, ‘oh look, Puerto Rico,’ or another thing. You start to see things happen, and 
they feel distant from you, even though they’re not that far away. Sometimes, the tendency can 
be to say, ‘I’m just going to wait and see.’ And what the story of Parable of the Sower is really is 
about is ‘Don’t wait and see. Why wait and see? You already know. You have the information.’ 
Literally the act of participating in the things happening in your community—like going to the 
theater or helping other people out with things, like getting out of your house and creating 
communication face-to-face—just constantly building kindness and exercises in trust with 
people so that if something devastating happens, your first instinct isn’t to figure out how to be 
even more harmful and segregated from each other. Your first instincts become to build upon 
what you already have, which is hopefully some togetherness and some great operating 
systems. That is how you can turn disasters into something else, or how you can keep disasters 
from even entering your communities. So that is the positive line of seeing and witnessing a 
story like Parable now. Hopefully it will inspire people to not hide away in their homes, but to 
step out and inhabit difficult conversations, learn to work together, and learn to overcome 
some of the nastiness that is coming from our government and to really move forward despite 
it. Despite it.” 


