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Jessica Hurley

AN APOCALYPSE IS A 
RELATIVE THING: 

AN INTERVIEW WITH N. K. JEMISIN

N. K. JEMISIN is one of the most inventive speculative 
fiction writers  working today. Writing against 
the flattened social worlds that are typical of much 

canonical science fiction and fantasy, she creates fictional worlds that are 
alive to and structured by questions of race, gender, sexuality, and class to 
produce profound meditations on the nature of power, violence, resistance, and 
solidarity. Her three series of novels—The Inheritance Trilogy (The Hundred 
Thousand Kingdoms [2010], The 
Broken Kingdoms [2010], The 
Kingdom of Gods [2011]); The 
Dreamblood (The Killing Moon 
[2012], The Shadowed Sun 
[2012]); and The Broken Earth (The 
Fifth Season [2015], The Obelisk 
Gate [2016], The Stone Sky 
[2017])—have been nominated for 
Hugo, Nebula, Locus, World Fantasy, 
and James Tiptree Jr. awards, among 
others. In 2016, JEMISIN became the 
first Black person to win the Best Novel 
Hugo for The Fifth Season, the first N. K. Jemisin. Photo credit: Laura Hanifin, 2015
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novel in The Broken Earth series; in 2017, she won again for the series’ second 
novel, The Obelisk Gate; in 2018, The Stone Sky was also awarded the 
Best Novel Hugo, making JEMISIN the first person to win the Hugo three years 
in a row and the first person to win for all of the books in a series.

While set in radically different universes and narrated from many different per-

spectives, each of her series of novels describes a world structured by violently 

instituted hierarchies of power; each series in turn features characters who 

struggle to defeat not only violent situations but also the institutional and social 

structures that produce that violence as part of their everyday operations. As 

readers, we accompany Jemisin’s characters as they discover that the social real-

ity they have taken to be the natural order of things is built upon a historical 

seizure of power by the ruling class, and that the maintenance of that social 

reality is built upon the ongoing sacrifice of the lives and freedoms of the dis-

possessed. Revelatory without being allegorical and political without being 

didactic, Jemisin’s novels offer a speculative critique of the present that entrains 

readers to see the deep structures of oppression that shape our own world and 

to imagine practices of resistance and alternative forms of social organization.

Jemisin’s most recent series, The Broken Earth trilogy, imagines a world tens of 

thousands of years from now in which a society in the distant past has destroyed 

the geological stability of the Earth in an attempt to harness unlimited energy from 

its core. Humans now live in small societies, or “comms,” structured according 

to the demands of surviving “Fifth Seasons,” geological apocalypses that regu-

larly threaten the survival of the species. Orogenes, born with the capacity to 

manipulate rock and geological energy, are held and bred by the ruling society as 

a feared and hated slave class. Complicating the temporal structure of apocalypse 

“
Revelatory without being allegorical and political without being  

didactic, Jemisin’s novels offer a speculative critique of the present  
that entrains readers to see the deep structures of oppression that  

shape our own world and to imagine practices of resistance  
and alternative forms of social organization.

”
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JESSICA HURLEY (JH)/ Since the audience 
for ASAP/ Journal is largely an academic and 
artistic one, composed of readers who spend a 
lot of time teaching and situating new work 
within the context of the syllabus, my first 
question is about how you would imagine your 
own work appearing in conversation with other 
texts in the classroom. When college professors 
are teaching The Broken Earth trilogy, which 
texts would you like to be taught alongside it, 
first in a sci-fi class and then also in a non-
sci-fi class?

N. K. JEMISIN (NKJ)/ Interesting. In a sci-fi 

class I would suggest, probably, Octavia 

Butler’s Parable books, just off the top of my 

head. . . . Scratch that. The books that I’m actu-

ally really in conversation with are not Butler’s 

books, which, I think, I’m probably trying to 

reflect, but I’m in conversation with most of tradi-

tional science fiction, post-apocalyptic fiction. 

Most science fiction—post-apocalyptics, tra-

ditionally—throughout the genre’s history, 

centered on white male protagonists. They 

were often focused on those men using the 

opportunity of the apocalypse to either build 

a new world or to unleash their own inner 

monster, or warrior, or whatever. They are 

centered on white male power fantasies in 

some way. If you had to pick an example of 

that kind of science fiction, the first one that 

pops into my mind is [Robert A.] Heinlein’s 

Farnham’s Freehold (1964), which is a terrible 

fucking book. It’s really awful, racist as all get 

out—so: warning—but it is a typical example: 

this is a book about a middle-aged white guy 

who basically somehow knew the apocalypse 

was coming, built a shelter, survived the apoc-

alypse, and happened to have a small group of 

people with him, which he just thought was 

the perfect small group of people to dominate 

and force to rebuild society in his image, in 

as a singular event, apocalypse in The Broken Earth series is simultaneously a past 

cataclysm, a regular occurrence, and a looming future; apocalypse, here, becomes 

the “fifth season,” a rupture in the natural order of time that is simultaneously a 

part of a new natural order defined by an endlessly repeating set of disasters. In 

this world, one whose every aspect is shaped by apocalypse, altruism and com-

munity have become the only ways for humanity to survive—even as humanity’s 

fear and hatred of orogenes position them outside of the community that must be 

defended. As the orogenes seek their freedom in ways that may spell the end of 

humanity, Jemisin asks us to consider what is at stake in defending a world built 

on cruelty and oppression—and what is at stake in ending it.

Jessica Hurley and N. K. Jemisin spoke on the telephone in November 2017 to 

talk about sci-fi, history, oppression, resistance, the planetary scale, and the role 

of apocalypse in the work of liberation. What follows is an adapted transcript 

based on that conversation.1
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the image that he wanted it to be. And his 

plans were stymied by discovering that the 

world was actually taken over by Black peo-

ple and those Black people are cannibals who 

love white women and a whole bunch of other 

horrible crap. It’s still a good example of that 

white male power fantasy that I am really tired 

of, and annoyed and offended by.

The Broken Earth books are a Black female 

power fantasy, and I at least tried to address the 

fact that in the apocalypse it’s not the rugged 

individualistic white guys who have the guns 

and are domineering and whatever, who tend 

to survive. In real situations of disaster, it’s 

people who cooperate who survive. It’s people 

who look out for each other. Altruism and 

community are what help you get through, 

not being Mad Max.

And for the non-science-fiction class, I would 

talk to disaster specialists. And some of them 

have written books, and some have not, but 

I was thinking offhand: Mika McKinnon is a 

person whom I brought into New York for my 

“
In real situations of disaster, it’s 
people who cooperate who survive. 
It’s people who look out for each 
other. Altruism and community 
are what help you get through, not 
being Mad Max.

”

launch party. She is a disaster specialist, a geo-

physicist, so the closest thing to a professional 

seismologist that exists, practicing seismol-

ogy. She does things like fly to the wildfires 

that are happening on the West Coast and 

help people figure out how to best strategize 

how to get away from those and how to plan 

where the fires are going to go next. And she 

talks about the ways in which real communi-

ties survive real disasters. Following a seed of 

someone like that would be a great addition to 

a non-science-fiction class.

JH/ Rereading The Fifth Season this week, I 
was struck by how carefully you orient readers 
toward what we can’t see in the novel. There 
are objects like the moon that are missing 
from the world of this story, but also hidden 
are some of the series’ most basic truths, like 
the fact that the three main point-of-view 
characters are one person. There seems to be 
a pedagogy here, teaching us experientially 
that even fantasy readers (and/or scholarly 
readers), who are so attuned to figuring out the 
rules and shape of the new world that they’re 
encountering, consistently miss the deep truths 
that underlie the world. What’s important to 
you about orienting your readers toward what 
is missing?

NKJ/ I did a blog essay shortly after the book 

came out where I was talking about why I 

decided to conceal that Damaya, Syenite, and 

Essun are all the same person. And it was me 

wrestling with the fact that in American lit-

erature in general and in my own fiction in 

specific, there is a tendency to treat certain 
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characters more harshly than others, for the 

reader to have more difficulty empathizing 

with women or people of color, or angry char-

acters or problematic characters in whatever 

way. Women are held to a higher standard and 

women characters are held to a higher stan-

dard; they’ve got to be likeable and nice, and I 

don’t feel like writing likeable and nice people, 

not all the time. And since this is a story that 

I knew was going to center on an incredibly 

unlikeable middle-aged Black woman who 

basically falls into a bunch of demographic cat-

egories that are just not ever judged nicely in 

American literature, due to the confluence of 

racism and sexism and a bunch of other things, 

the idea was that I would present first these 

more likeable versions.

Damaya is in the anti-Hogwarts and readers 

tend to empathize more with children, espe-

cially children of color, although there is a 

much higher bar for when children of color 

are considered acceptable, or cute, or chil-

dren even, versus white kids. And that’s why 

Damaya actually ended up being as young as 

she was, because I initially wanted to make 

her a tween, but I felt like that was probably 

pushing the limits of empathy for those people 

that had that issue. And then with Syenite, you 

know, she’s mean, but she’s mean for a rea-

son, and I thought that her interactions with 

Alabaster would be funny enough to get past 

the fact that she’s just mean. So that was it: 

before I presented the readers with a character 

who was going to murder several cities over 

the course of the story, who is middle-aged 

and overweight and “unattractive,” and Black 

and all these other things that historically 

readers have been trained to regard with sus-

picion, I wanted to give them something they 

might like.

JH/ What made you decide to write an 
apocalypse story now, as a trilogy with 
installments coming out in 2015, 2016, and 
2017?

NKJ/ I did not know Trump was going to be 

elected. I was writing it for a combination of 

reasons. Mostly because I wanted to write 

a story about a weird world where people 

threw around rocks and there was no moon, 

because I thought it would be fun, that’s the 

reason why I write anything. But the partic-

ular strains of how this story manifests, or 

how this world developed where it became 

a reflection of a lot of issues that I was see-

ing in the world around me, was because I 

was writing it around the time of Ferguson 

and watching that unfold on the Twitter 

feed, and a lot of that anger came through. 

There’s the idea that dystopia makes no sense 

when you’re talking to people from certain 

marginalized groups. Because the society we 

live in is a dystopia to those people. To my 

ancestors who struggled to survive in a coun-

try that actively sabotaged them again and 

again and again and again and is still doing 

so, a country that claims to have gotten rid 

of slavery and yet snuck in a little clause in 

the Thirteenth Amendment to make it “tee-

hee, still possible,” I mean, this society is and 

remains a dystopia. Dystopia is in the eye of 

the beholder.
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So it wasn’t that I was trying to write an apoc-

alyptic story, it was that I was trying to depict 

a society that had the emotional impact of 

the society that I live in now where there have 

been, not Fifth Seasons, but where there 

have been the equivalent of pogroms and 

holocausts and all of these disasters happening 

to a people again and again and again. And I 

wasn’t specifically depicting just the African-

American experience; I was drawing a lot of 

material from a number of different experi-

ences of oppression, like being closeted from 

queerness, or drawing from the Holocaust, 

which you see a lot in the third book. When 

you look at human history, it’s full of Fifth 

Seasons, full of apocalypses, quiet ones in many 

cases, but just as devastating to its people. I 

wanted to draw a world that felt realistic.

JH/ The trilogy resists the idea that apocalypse 
is one event that will come at the end of time, 
or that you will have a clearly separable 
pre-apocalypse and post-apocalypse. Here, 
instead, there’s an endlessly cycling set of 
disasters that humanity usually does survive, 
at least some of humanity survives, a record 
survives. Apocalypse is an ongoing condition.

“
When you look at human 
history, it’s full of Fifth Seasons, 
full of apocalypses, quiet ones 
in many cases, but just as 
devastating to its people.

”

NKJ/ I’m trying to draw a realism. This is what 

the world is for some people. It is the apoca-

lypse again and again and again. And the only 

thing that makes it different in the case of the 

events detailed within the trilogy is, as Essun 

says toward the end, everybody is now suffer-

ing this particular apocalypse. We could’ve all 

had a good life, we could’ve all shared in the 

bounty of this world and survived well enough 

and cooperated and tried to make this world 

better, or we could’ve ended up with the soci-

ety we have where some people are OK and 

other people are constantly suffering. And that 

was an unsustainable thing: we were either 

going to have everybody happy or everybody 

suffering. And since y’all didn’t want to share, 

now we’re stuck with everybody suffering. 

That was how I was feeling in the moment of 

watching Ferguson and as I look at our soci-

ety now, as I see groups of people who never 

really struggled or suffered before expressing 

exhaustion with life under Trump and frus-

tration with the constant uncertainty, and I’m 

kind of like “well, welcome to what it feels 

like to be us.”

JH/ Throughout the novels in the Broken 
Earth series we see at least three characters, 
Alabaster, Nassun, and Hoa, decide to end 
the world because of these deep structures of 
injustice and oppression. I love the lines, 
“Don’t lament when those worlds fall. Rage 
that they were built doomed in the first place.”2 
How do you see the relationship between 
apocalypse and the struggle for liberation, the 
idea that you have to tear the world down at 
certain points?



Hurley  473 /

NKJ/ Well, you do, but it’s going to hurt. 

There are those who believe in incremen-

tal change as the only safe way to make the 

world a better place. I don’t believe in that. 

Incremental change means a lot of people 

suffering for a very long time, mostly so that 

the people in the status quo can be comfort-

able longer. The people pushing incremental 

change aren’t the ones who are suffering. 

And sometimes a revolution is necessary; 

sometimes you do have to burn it all down. 

I wanted to depict realistically what that’d be 

like. If you burn it all down, a whole lot of 

people get hurt. If you’re going to advocate 

for burning it all down, I’m going to show 

you what burning it all down looks like. It’s 

a giant red rip across the center of the planet, 

millions of people dead, more people starving 

to death, getting mutilated by bugs.

Obviously that’s pushing it pretty far, but 

when you look at actual revolution—if you 

ever studied the Haitian revolution, for 

example— it was horrific, utterly horrific. 

They succeeded, they won, but when French 

commanders tried to fight back and retake 

control, their way of saying “How dare you 

rebel against us” was to inflict horrors upon 

the population. I apologize in advance if this is 

too gruesome to mention, but they boiled 

people in pits of oil and metal. I don’t under-

stand why they would do these kinds of things. 

What kinds of horrific human beings do 

things like this? They buried people in pits of 

snakes and insects. They  .  .  .  it was beyond- 

medieval torture. And they did these things 

because their idea of trying to subdue the 

populace was by any means necessary. And 

that forced the population to fight back that 

much harder and to commit atrocities on 

their side too. So yes, Haiti ended up free, 

and then promptly the entire Western world 

imposed sanctions and everything else on it 

in order to deliberately impoverish it, and we 

continue these policies to this day. So, yeah, 

you can burn it all down, you can start it all 

over, you can do whatever it takes to get free, 

and yet you’re still going to suffer.

I hear young idealistic activists, all the time, 

saying we just need to take up arms and just 

start some shit, and I’m like, OK, but under-

stand that a whole lot of perfectly innocent 

people are going to suffer horribly. And then 

meanwhile though, on the other side, you’ve 

got all these people saying, “well, you know, 

wait for a more convenient season.” I’m quot-

ing Martin Luther King’s “Letter from a 

Birmingham Jail” there, where he’s lament-

ing mostly white liberals who were constantly 

urging him to go slower, to just wait for a time 

that would be better, there would be a time 

at some point in the future when it would 

be appropriate for black people to be granted 

basic civil rights. The truth, the reality of 

“
. . .  you can burn it all down, you 
can start it all over, you can do 
whatever it takes to get free, and 
yet you’re still going to suffer.

”
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how societal change must happen, is a balance 

between the two. You’ve got to have punc-

tuated chunks of plain old horrific violence 

leavened with periods of restabilization. That’s 

what we’ve seen is actually effective. I wanted 

to play with and share both, to explore what 

would be the consequences of both.

JH/ That resonates with how at the end of 
The Stone Sky there’s no promise of an end 
to violence. Even having agreed not to expunge 
humanity from the planet and accepted the 
possibility that a better form of social life is 
attainable, Nassun is sent off with the message 
that “alright, you better keep people in line, 
because they may not change willingly.”

NKJ/ And we see what kind of person Nassun 

is. Nassun is a “by any means necessary” kind 

of kid. And she might get better as she gets 

older, but she’s like young people tend to be: 

more extreme-solutions oriented, because 

they don’t have as much to lose. But at the 

end of the day, what happens is not dependent 

solely on Nassun. What happens is dependent 

on everyone in this world being willing or able 

to accept a new way—and whether that is pos-

sible, who the hell knows? So there’s not going 

to be a quick solution or a quick explanation. 

This is a world that for millennia has lived 

with oppression and is built upon oppression. 

It’s been burned down. What will happen 

now, well, I don’t know. There’s hope.

JH/ And that’s enough.

NKJ/ Yes.

JH/ The Broken Earth trilogy is essentially 
about a series of slave rebellions many, 
many thousands of years apart. Some scenes 
consciously recall other kinds of slave narratives 
and contemporary anti-slavery writing. The 
scene where Essun kills her own child to stop 
him from being taken into slavery recalls, or 
calls back to, Toni Morrison’s Beloved.

NKJ/ And Beloved is recalling Margaret Garner.

JH/ Exactly. It’s participating in a longer set 
of historical realities and literary traditions. 
How do you see The Broken Earth trilogy 
fitting into that set, given that it’s in some 
ways about the future—because it’s an 
apocalypse fiction—but also very much about 
the past?

NKJ/ I drew inspiration from real events of 

oppression in our own world, not just slav-

ery. You know, Margaret Garner had escaped 

slavery, although she was recaptured when she 

killed her daughter, so it’s not so much about 

narratives of slave rebellion as narratives of 

the endurance of oppression. Some of those 

narratives have to do with surviving under 

oppression as a closeted person, as Essun did for 

ten years before we actually see her. Some of it 

has to do with escaping, like the Maroon com-

munities of  Brazil. I was inspired by them to 

create the Island comm Meov, which is where 

they met Innon and the pirates and all that. So 

there are lots of different things that I was draw-

ing from and it wasn’t so much slave rebellions 

as the experience of living in a world where 

you’ve got a group of people devoting a great 
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deal of energy to containing and suppressing 

another group of people and what it’s like sur-

viving that. And what it’s like for everybody.

I tried to convey the fact that the fifth seasons 

could’ve been ended a lot longer ago—forty 

thousand years. They did not have to suffer 

so long. If they had just treated orogenes like 

people, someone somewhere along the way 

would’ve begun to realize that the Obelisk 

Gate was an obvious way to solve the problem. 

And the Stone Eaters were around the whole 

time saying, “look, if we do this, maybe the 

Earth will stop trying to kill all of you,” and no 

one listened in all that time. And a large part 

of the problem was that you had the Guardians 

trying to establish and maintain a status quo 

in which the same group of people who were 

oppressed back in the days of Syl Anagist 

continued to be oppressed. And the problem 

was that the society devoted more energy to 

maintaining its power structure than it did to 

actually improving itself.

And I see that in our world. I think constantly 

about how much more amazing a country 

America could be—or any of these countries 

that are industrially well developed—how 

much more amazing any of these countries 

could be if they weren’t spending so much 

energy trying to oppress a massive chunk of 

their own population. How much further 

along could we be? Could we have flying cars? 

That’s the science-fiction conceit: why don’t 

we have flying cars? Well, it’s because of fuck-

ing oppression. That’s the kind of thing that I 

wanted people to come away with. There’s a 

tendency in society, in our world, to maintain 

the status quo at all costs, and that becomes its 

own end. And that is not an end that is actu-

ally conducive to human progress.

JH/ The costs are high.

NKJ/ The costs are high and the pressure is as 

high for the oppressors as it is for the oppressed, 

but the oppressors don’t seem to think so. And 

nothing is going to change until they do.

JH/ What were the biggest challenges you 
faced in writing a series of novels that is both so 
intensely human—about these deep characters 
and their intimate relationships—and also 
operating on a massive planetary scale, 
with the Earth itself as an antagonist, and a 
geological timescale?

NKJ/ It’s what the story needed. At the end 

of the day, it’s epic fantasy, it’s all supposed 

to be big, and the whole point is that it is 

epic in its scale and scope and the fact that 

it was forty-thousand years deep. Honestly, 

I had been wrestling with making it bigger, 

because this is a geological story, and in geo-

logic ages forty thousand years is nothing. 

Once the Earth got involved, I had to stretch 

out the time scale a bit, because otherwise, 

why would the Earth care?

But more than anything else, it was supposed 

to be a story about a woman, about a woman 

who is a mother, who is fighting to make a 

world that is worthy of her children. And you 

see what it takes to make such a world when 
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you’re fighting against oppression. You need to 

change the entire goddamn world to make that 

world function. I don’t believe that in the real 

world it needs to be quite that daunting a task, 

but it is a daunting task. When you recognize 

the fact that we live in a society that is willing 

to roll out the damn army when a peaceful pro-

test of people is taking place, when you begin to 

understand the scope of forces arrayed against 

a concept like Black equality, when you begin 

to realize how much, how many years of effort 

and energy are engaged in keeping my ances-

tors and me from having a decent life, it starts 

to feel like the Earth is out to get you. And it 

starts to feel like the scale of the task is that level 

of  Herculean. And yet I see my parents fought, 

and their parents fought, and I’m fighting, and 

there’s nothing else you can do. You either lie 

down and suck it up, or you recognize that 

the world is out to get you and you say, “Fuck 

you, world, I’m coming back. I’m going to get 

you back.” There is no other option. There are 

those who choose to just endure and survive, 

but most of us don’t. And also, hell, just sur-

viving is a triumph in a world where you’re 

dealing with that kind of stuff.

JH/ I love that you scale Essun up to the task—
that she starts to seem planet-sized.

NKJ/ Truly? Wow, OK.

JH/ I think so, yes!

NKJ/ The dream that created Essun—the 

story came from a number of different places, 

but the character came from a dream that I had 

a few years back where I visualized a woman, 

who was Essun, walking toward me, in that 

badass power walk that you see in movies, 

where the woman is walking toward the cam-

era, her hair is flapping in the wind, stuff is 

exploding behind her, it’s all in slow motion. 

It’s not always a woman, but it’s a power pose. 

In the dream, she was doing the badass power 

walk toward me but with a mountain floating 

behind her, and I knew that she was angry 

enough to throw the mountain at me. And 

I woke up needing to know: why was this 

woman so angry that she had managed to get a 

mountain up off the ground and was going to 

clock me with it? What I was trying to depict 

was mountain-sized anger.

JH/ Final question: do you think we’ll see the 
end of the world, or an end of the world, or the 
end of our world in our lifetime?

NKJ/ It depends on what you consider the end 

of the world. An apocalypse is a relative thing. 

Usually the world survives just fine and there’s 

another species waiting to take our place if we 

nuke ourselves or something. And, hell, there 

are more than seven billion people on this 

planet. The scale of the kind of disaster that 

we would have to do to kill everyone? Nobody 

surviving? I don’t think we’re capable of that. I 

don’t think even a nuclear war could kill us all 

off. I think it would make life really awful for 

the people who survive, but there would be 

some who do. That is the nature of evolution, 

we are seven billion people, wildly diverse 
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in our genetics, there are going to be some 

people who are immune to the apocalyptic 

plagues, there are going to be some people 

who are more naturally resistant to radiation, 

there are going to be some people who survive 

better on smaller amounts of food, or what-

ever. And if there are enough of those people, 

then humanity continues, maybe in a different 

form, but. . . . 

What most people mean when they say “is an 

end of the world coming?,” what they really 

mean is, “is there an end to the world that 

we live in right now that we are comfortable 

in and that we like?” And yeah, that’s going 

to happen, it happens all the time, it’s called 

progress or called change, because it’s not 

always forward. So yes, the end of the world 

is happening even as we speak. The question 

becomes whether it’s the kind of world that 

needs to go.

Notes

1 I would like to thank my student Cynthia 

Aguilar Paredes for her work in transcribing this 

interview.
2 N. K Jemisin, The Stone Sky (New York: 

Orbit, 2017), 7.
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“
. . .  the end of the world is happening even as we speak. The  

question becomes whether it’s the kind of world that needs to go.
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