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Fish Out of Water: Black
superheroines in Nnedi
Okorafor’s Lagoon

Dr. Nedine Moonsamy

She swims around the alien home that was in the water ... they could not stay
underwater for a long time, they could not breathe it as she could
—NnEpr OKORAFOR, Lagoon

Nnedi Okorafor’s Lacoonopens with asword sh narrator who watches
aliens while they populate the Nigerian waters. Unlike the narrator, who
is entirely at home in the ocean, the aliens cannot breathe water with
the same ease because, like the two black female protagonists in the
novel, Ayodele and Adaora, the aliens are amphibian-like in nature. As
the novel proceeds, Ayodele and Adaora’s amphibian bodies become
increasingly suggestive of the tentative navigation of spaces that they
do not necessarily inhabit. My sense is that this oxymoronic habitation
of an “alien home” alludes to that which is both strange and familiar,
and so performs a metatextual mapping of the precarious space that
black women more generally occupy in science ction.

As Mae G. Henderson observed “the complex situatedness of the
black woman as not only the ‘other’of the same, but also as the ‘other’
of the other(s)” implies “a relationship of difference and identi cation
with the ‘other(s)’.” Because oppressive representations of black women
in literature stem from both racialized and gendered discourse, she
argues that multiple sites of othering must be interpolated and inter-
rupted in black women’s writing. This is equally true of science ction,
where race and gender discourses can often work at cross-purposes
in wanting to produce alternative and af rmative narratives for black
female characters. The importance of Lagoon, however, is that it is more
self-conscious in this regard and plays with our expectations of science

ction superheroines by marking ideological and representative failures
that arise in relation to black women. It thus follows that in wanting to
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retain the integrity of the black female subject, Okorafor insists on the
tentative abode of an “alien home” that operates both within and against
the wider generic frameworks of popular science ction.

In his monograph, In Search of the Black Fantastic, scholar Richard Iton
argues that popular culture is, by de nition, a nonblack culture-a series
of hegemonic tastes that rely heavily on the identi cation of the other
that, in the American context, was achieved through the production of
the negro. This is not to suggest that black characters do not appear in
popular arts and culture, but rather that the abundant stereotypes of
blackness exist only as counterfoils to the neutrality of normative white-
ness. Somewhat ironically, the range of available signi ers for blackness
is an excess that renders the black experience invisible. According to
author Michelle Reid, this invisibility of black experience occurs in sci-
ence ction, where early space exploration stories were “narrated by the
inheritors of advancement, often assumed to be white, Western, and on

an adventure.” Consequently, the genre

Although science became susceptible to various colonial
adujpo gfsibgt NpsF and |mper|aI|st|<_: fantgmes that captured
atroubled relationship to women, peo-

than any other genre ple of colour and nature by using the
usbgidt jo pui fsoftt- jut 9ure of the alien to symbolise these
. others. Nevertheless, in “Becoming Ani-
conventions strongly 5 in Black Women'’s Science Fiction.”
discourage direct Madhu Dubey explains that “although

science ction perhaps more than any
other genre traf cs in otherness, its
that which is alien conventions strongly discourage direct

to humanity. representations of thatwhich isalien to

humanity. The alien is typically encoun-

tered, comprehended, and subsumed by a human perspective; rarely (if
ever) is the alien the subject of narration.” Science ction is replete with
feminised or racialized robots aliens and monsters, however, they are
always othered and the narrative requires that their otherhood be ren-
dered benign through a process of masculine purging or consumption.

Consequently, the question remains—what does it mean for a black
artist to engage in contemporary popular culture? For Iton, the solu-
tion is to lend visibility to the black experience by engaging the fan-
tastic that sits on the margins of popular culture. Black self-narration
must then take on surreal dimensions and embrace the art of making
strange. Hence, it is a search for blackness in a “minor key” where,
much like the surrealists, the engagement with popular culture is not
denied but rendered deeply ironic and fundamentally political.

This mode of engagement is congruent with conceptions of African
science ction and Afrofuturism, as these movements both seek a more

representations of
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self-determined African and black aesthetic. For example, Nnedi Oko-
rafor’s notion of “organic fantasy,” British science ction novelist, lan
MacDonald’s identi cation of “jujutech” and Marlene Barr’s exempli -
cation of “anti-science ction”all point toward instances where Western
technology fuses with aspects of African myth, fable and fantasy. Okor-
afor and MacDonald, however, more clearly highlight that inherent to
the appreciation of African science ction is an acknowledgement of its
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She asserts that the roots in local style. In her 2008 essay

stvle she emplovs is not “Organic Fantasy,” Okorafor describes
Y ploy her own style as typical of African liter-

ofx ps jowfFoufe- cvu bo ature and offers examples of authors,

inherited and organic like Ben Okri, to illustrate how fan-

. tasy has always been a trenchant part

mode of experience and ¢ african literature and reality. She

storytelling in Africa asserts that the style she employs is not

new or invented, but an inherited and

organic mode of experience and storytelling in Africa that is more suit-
able for the narration of black and African experiences.

Lagoon tells many stories at once, but the central narrative com-
mences on the Lagos beachfront where three characters, Adaora, Agu
and Anthony, are suddenly sucked into the ocean by a tsunami wave.
Eventually they are beached and wake on the shore to nd that an
alien that has left its watery abode to join them on a terrestrial journey.
As we later discover in the novel, these three characters have been
chosen by the oceanic alien populace to carry their demands to the
citizens of Nigeria and, by extension, the human race. When Adaora

rst encounters the alien on the beachfront, she is quick to correct
her thoughts by saying, “no, not ‘it,’ ‘her.” The woman wore a long
white sundress and looked like someone from Adaora’s family—dark
skinned, broad-nosed, with dark thick lips.” By making the semantic
shift from “it” to “her,” Adaora is immediately struck by its lack of alien
properties, and it is precisely this more banal apparition of the alien
that holds disconcerting power. Adaora names the alien Ayodele, after
a friend who passed away, which again stresses the familial intimacy that
the alien evokes.

Anthony too has an uncanny experience of the aliens: as he wakes
on the shore, he remembers “how they called him ‘brother.” He had
several brothers, and being called one reminded him of home.” Still
fuzzy from the mysterious trip into the ocean, Anthony is nevertheless
able to recall sensations of comfort and familiarity amongst the aliens.
Hence, from the outset, the alien is assimilated into the milieu with an
ease that renders its state of otherness banal. Okorafor cleverly under-
mines the “event” of the alien who is far from other in her Nigerian con-
text. Instead, her evocation of the uncanny is not met with revulsion or
fear, but with familial hospitality that can be likened to a homecoming.

The notion of a return—as opposed to arrival—is reiterated through
Ayodele’s resemblance to a Mami Wata gure which situates this sci-
ence ction narrative in more local belief systems. Mami Wata are the
pantheon of African water deities—half human, half sea creature—they
are sea goddesses who protect the waters and its inhabitants. Ayodele
performs acts of shamanic healing on various characters and her alien
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technology is based more along the lines of telepathy and telekinetic
shape shifting, giving it a distinctly organic as opposed to mechanical
quality. Hence it is precisely the amphibian aesthetic of her body that
legitimises her presence by providing a mythical and spiritual frame-
work for her identity. Her powers are jarring, but not to the extent
that it arouses immediate hysteria and people are able to “place” her,
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however imperfectly, as a witch in the social imaginary. Eventually
exasperated by the underwhelming label of a witch, Ayodele rmly
declares “l am not a witch; | am an alien to your planet; | am an alien.”
The novel thus foregrounds how there is a general failure to interpret
Ayodele’s presence which is further explored in the following episode
when Adaora, a marine biologist, takes Ayodele home to her lab to
conduct a forensic investigation.
Under the microscope, she notes that Ayodele is “made of tiny,
tiny, tiny, metal-like balls” that “can be anything and are nothing.” In a
state of disbelief, she acknowledges that
. . “there was a icker of oddness about
Dftqjuf nppljoh- o ¢ you looked long enough. Like
jo bm bggfbsbodft- she was more than what she was and
opsnbr- tif jt b kbhhfe less than what she was presenti_ng, like
o a double-exposed photo.” Despite look-
composition of two ing, in all appearances, normal, she is a
overlapping images- jagged composition of two overlapping

. images—Ilike a double exposed photo-
nif b epvenf fygptfe that disrupts ordinary perception. Oko-

photo-that disrupts rafor undoubtedly offers some tongue

ordinary perception. in cheek commentary about the cur-

rent inability to “see” and “read” black

women in contemporary science ction, but this extends further by

delineating the limits of Adaora’s scientism that fails to yield results.
Piqued by this outcome, T.S. Miller review of the novel opines that:

I was not entirely convinced of Adaora as a working sci-
entist; she rarely thinks about her work, and the reader
never learns what exactly it is that she works on as a biol-
ogist. The novel seems hazy on the details about what a
marine biologist actually does day-to-day, and Adaora’s
generic job description as ‘scientist’ nally functions
in a somewhat simplistic, gestalt fashion to give her a
rationalist perspective that the incredible events of the
novel will challenge, as well as a convenient home lab
in which she can analyze the strangeness of alien tissue
(that overfamiliar Imic scene).

Yet according to Barr, there is room to consider Okorafor’s tech-
nique strategic rather than sloppy. Black science ction, she argues,
works in a responsive mode and seeks to undermine the fact that
science ction narratives are often technological colonising fantasies.
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Writers thus acknowledge how science and technology have been
implicated in the production of racist discourse. Barr argues that
black science ction can be considered anti-science ction because
“writers alter genre conventions to change how we read and de ne
science ction itself” (xv), meaning that writers do not adhere to
the generic bifurcation of fantasy and science ction. It is possible
to consider how this approach opens up new lexical possibilities for
African science ction rather than dismissing it is as degenerative.
Hence, ‘magical’ modes of knowing come to supplement and even
override rationality and technology and allows for the critique of
the excesses of science. Moreover, Dubey argues that this has further
implications when considering the representation of women who are
both symbolically and literally excluded from science ction because
of the abiding association of women with nature, the animal body
and feeling. Dubey thus see it as salient to extend “de nitions of
science so as to include bodies of knowledge, such as herbal medi-
cine, midwifery, or magic, which have been dismissed as unscienti ¢
because of their association with women,” Rightly noted by Miller,
the guintessential ‘scene’ in ascience ction narrative involves using
scienti c discourse to render the alien intelligible and to provide
methods to control these deviant bodies. Yet Ayodele’s body disrupts
the reading of the other as a quanti able object of scienti c¢ investi-
gation. As a result:
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