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Abstract 
This article offers an Afrocentric literary analysis of Nnedi Okorafor’s Binti series, examining how 
African spiritual-mathematical ways of knowing are narratively encoded through practices such 
as harmonizing, treeing, and dimensional navigation. Rather than treating African knowledge 
systems as symbolic motifs or metaphors for Western science, the study reads Binti as a work of 
Africanfuturist literature that foregrounds mathematics as a relational, orientation-producing 
practice grounded in African epistemological traditions. 

Drawing on Africology and Afrocentric theory, this analysis situates Binti within a Pan-
African speculative continuum that includes both diasporic Afrofuturism and continental 
Africanfuturism, rejecting rigid geographic binaries in favor of epistemological continuity. African 
spiritual-mathematical systems such as Ma’at, Ifá divination, Sikidy sand divination, and Dogon 
cosmology are not treated as sources directly named by the text, but as interpretive frameworks 
that illuminate how knowledge operates within the novel. Read through this lens, mathematics in 
Binti functions not as abstraction or mastery, but as a disciplined means of accessing patterned 
reality, restoring balance, and navigating complex relational worlds. 

While the analysis notes resonances between African cosmological principles and concepts 
in contemporary physics, these parallels are framed as narrative and analytical analogies rather 
than claims of epistemic equivalence or Western validation. The study argues that Binti 
demonstrates the completeness and sophistication of African spiritual-mathematical 
epistemologies as living systems capable of addressing futurity on their own terms. In doing so, 
Okorafor’s work participates in the African Renaissance by centering African knowledge 
traditions as viable, generative frameworks for imagining liberated futures. 
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Introduction 
African Spiritual-Mathematical Ways of 
Knowing in Binti 

Mathematics is often presented as a 
universal language, detached from culture, 
history, or worldview. Yet across the African 
continent, mathematical knowledge has long 
been embedded within cosmology, 
spirituality, and everyday practice. From the 
civilizations of the Nile Valley to diverse 
intellectual traditions throughout Africa, 
mathematics has functioned not only as a tool 
for calculation, but as a means of 
understanding order, balance, and 
relationality within the universe (Diop 1991). 
Ancient Kemetic texts such as the Rhind 
Mathematical Papyrus and the Moscow 
Mathematical Papyrus attest to sophisticated 
engagements with geometry, proportion, and 
measurement that were inseparable from 
spiritual and cosmological concerns (Gillings 
1972, 41–72; Imhausen 2016, 27–58). These 
traditions challenge narratives that position 
European thought as the primary origin of 
mathematical knowledge and instead point to 
Africa as a foundational site of intellectual 
production (Diop 1991, 27–55). 

Within African knowledge systems, 
mathematics does not exist in isolation. It 
operates alongside spiritual practice, 
cosmological orientation, and modes of 
alignment within communal life. African 
epistemologies have historically treated 
numerical patterning, geometry, and 
calculation as pathways for interpreting 
reality rather than as abstract or purely 
technical exercises (Asante 1987, 16–18; 
Mazama 2003, 4–6). This integrated 
approach stands in contrast to dominant 
Western frameworks that separate 
mathematics from spirituality and position 
scientific knowledge as culturally neutral. As 
a result, African mathematical traditions are 
often marginalized, symbolized, or 
reinterpreted through external explanatory 

models rather than engaged as complete 
epistemological systems (Asante 1987, 3–5). 

Nnedi Okorafor’s Binti series 
provides a compelling literary space in which 
these questions come into focus. Centered on 
a young Himba woman who becomes the first 
of her people to attend the prestigious Oomza 
University in outer space, the series 
foregrounds African ways of knowing within 
narratives of technological encounter and 
interstellar travel (Okorafor 2015, 2017, 
2018). Okorafor’s broader body of work 
consistently prioritizes African cosmologies, 
languages, and intellectual traditions, 
situating them at the center of speculative 
futures rather than at their margins (Okorafor 
2019). Her positioning as a Nigerian 
American writer shaped by both continental 
African and diasporic contexts reflects the 
complexity of contemporary Pan-African 
identity and resists simplistic geographic 
divisions between “African” and “diasporic” 
knowledge production (Okorafor 2019). 

Scholarly discussions of Binti and 
African-centered speculative fiction have 
often focused on genre classification, debates 
between Afrofuturism and Africanfuturism, 
or symbolic readings of African cultural 
elements (Anderson and Jones 2016; Smith 
2018). Less attention has been given to how 
African spiritual-mathematical logics operate 
within the text as forms of epistemic practice 
rather than metaphor. This paper intervenes 
in that conversation by reading Binti as a site 
where African knowledge systems are not 
merely referenced or aestheticized, but 
activated as disciplined modes of 
understanding, mediation, and problem-
solving. 

Rather than attributing specific 
African systems to authorial intent, this study 
employs Afrocentric interpretation to situate 
the spiritual-mathematical logic of Binti 
within broader African epistemological 
traditions. By treating African knowledge 
systems as complete and internally coherent, 
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the analysis shifts the focus away from 
validation through Western scientific 
paradigms and toward an examination of how 
African cosmologies structure meaning, 
identity, and futurity within the narrative 
(Asante 1987, 125; Mazama 2003, 4).  

African spiritual-mathematical 
epistemologies are not unique to 
Africanfuturist literature but appear 
consistently across Pan-African speculative 
traditions. Diasporic Afrofuturist writers 
such as Octavia Butler, N.K. Jemisin, and 
Nalo Hopkinson have long centered pattern 
recognition, multidimensional perception, 
ancestral knowledge, and spiritually 
grounded mathematics as sources of survival 
and transformation (Butler 1980; Butler 
1993; Jemisin 2015; Hopkinson 2003). While 
these writers do not always name specific 
African systems, their work reflects 
epistemological orientations consistent with 
African cosmologies: reality as patterned 
rather than random, knowledge as relational 
rather than extractive, and power as 
harmonization rather than domination 
(Anderson and Jones 2016, 9–14). These 
orientations emerge through Butler’s 
emphasis on adaptive pattern recognition, 
Jemisin’s portrayal of geological and 
energetic perception, and Hopkinson’s 
Vodou-based navigation of time and 
consciousness. 

Okorafor’s Binti builds upon this 
tradition while offering greater cultural and 
cosmological specificity rooted in 
continental African knowledge systems. Her 
work does not depart from Afrofuturism’s 
core commitments, but extends them through 
Africanfuturism’s emphasis on localized 
epistemologies, linguistic grounding, and 
named cosmological frameworks (Okorafor 
2019). With this broader Pan-African context 
established, the analysis now turns to the 
specific African cosmological and 
mathematical systems that structure 
Okorafor’s Binti series. This analysis is 

grounded in the broader intellectual project 
often described as the African Renaissance, 
which calls for the recovery, centering, and 
continued development of African 
knowledge systems as foundations for 
contemporary thought and future-oriented 
imagination (Diop 1991, 3–12). 

Methodology 

An Afrocentric Interpretive Approach 

This study employs an Afrocentric 
methodology to analyze Nnedi Okorafor’s 
Binti series and the African spiritual-
mathematical systems it mobilizes. 
Afrocentricity, as articulated by Molefi Kete 
Asante in The Afrocentric Idea (Asante 
1987), is both a paradigm and a method that 
centers African people, cultures, and 
epistemologies as subjects of knowledge 
rather than objects of interpretation (Asante 
1987). Asante defines Afrocentricity as “a 
perspective which allows Africans to be 
subjects of historical experiences rather than 
objects on the fringes of Europe” (Asante 
1987, 125). This methodological orientation 
is essential for examining African spiritual-
mathematical systems because it refuses to 
measure indigenous knowledge against 
Western scientific frameworks and instead 
theorizes these systems on their own 
epistemic terms. While Okorafor does not 
explicitly name Ifá divination, Dogon 
numerology, or Sikidy sand divination in the 
Binti series, this analysis draws on 
Afrocentric methodology to interpret the 
spiritual-mathematical logic of the text 
through established African epistemological 
traditions. 

Building on Asante’s framework, 
Ama Mazama’s formulation of the 
Afrocentric paradigm, or meta theory, further 
grounds this study’s analytical approach. 
Mazama argues that Afrocentricity seeks to 
Africanize research and interpretation by 
anchoring analysis in African cosmologies, 
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values, and historical experiences rather than 
external explanatory systems (Mazama 2003, 
4). Guided by this paradigm, this study 
examines Ifá divination, Sikidy sand reading, 
and Dogon numerology as complete and 
internally coherent knowledge systems. 
These traditions are approached not as 
cultural curiosities or symbolic metaphors for 
modern science, but as sophisticated 
epistemologies that integrate mathematics, 
spirituality, cosmology, and modes of 
alignment with communal life. Read through 
this Afrocentric methodological orientation, 
the African Renaissance functions not as a 
historical slogan but as an epistemological 
commitment: a refusal to measure African 
knowledge systems against external 
standards and an insistence that they be 
engaged as complete, generative frameworks 
in their own right (Diop 1991, 1-14). 

The analysis herein is guided by the 
following research questions: 

1. How does Okorafor’s Binti series 
portray African spiritual-
mathematical systems as complete 
epistemologies rather than symbolic 
or speculative devices? 

2. How does Binti narrate the continuity 
of African knowledge systems across 
time, linking ancestral epistemologies 
to contemporary Africanfuturist 
imaginaries? 

3. In what ways does Okorafor’s 
Africanfuturist approach, building 
upon earlier Afrofuturist foundations, 
center African cosmology and 
ontology in visions of technological 
advancement and interstellar 
exploration? 
Following the Afrocentric principle 

of anteriority, which recognizes Africa’s 
chronological and conceptual precedence in 
the development of mathematics, astronomy, 
and spiritual sciences, this study situates the 
systems examined within a broader Afrikan 

intellectual lineage (Asante 1987; Diop 
1991). Ancient Kemet is positioned as a 
foundational source from which many later 
African knowledge traditions emerge. The 
Ifá binary system, Dogon cosmological 
numerology, and Sikidy geometric divination 
are understood not as isolated cultural 
practices, but as expressions of a shared 
African epistemological orientation that 
understands mathematics as inseparable from 
cosmology and spiritual order. 

Finally, this Afrocentric methodology 
situates the analysis within the broader 
project of the African Renaissance, as 
articulated by Cheikh Anta Diop (1991). 
Diop’s work emphasizes the recovery and 
centering of African intellectual 
achievements as a necessary condition for 
cultural, political, and epistemic liberation. 
By demonstrating how Binti reclaims African 
spiritual-mathematical knowledge as a living 
and future-oriented resource, this study 
contributes to that Renaissance project. 

Theoretical Orientation 

Afrofuturism, Africanfuturism, and 
Afrocentric Orientation 

Afrofuturism has been theorized as 
both a cultural movement and an intellectual 
framework through which Black peoples 
imagine pasts, presents, and futures beyond 
the constraints of Western historical 
narratives. In Afrofuturism 2.0: The Rise of 
Astro-Blackness, Reynaldo Anderson and 
Charles E. Jones describe Afrofuturism as a 
mode of speculative engagement that brings 
African diasporic cultures into conversation 
with science, technology, and futurity 
(Anderson and Jones 2016, 9–13). Within 
this framework, speculative fiction becomes 
a site for addressing alienation, displacement, 
identity, and the ongoing struggle for 
liberation, while also asserting Black 
presence in imagined futures from which it 
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has historically been excluded (Anderson and 
Jones 2016, 15–18). 

Although the term “Afrofuturism” 
gained wider circulation following Mark 
Dery’s 1993 essay “Black to the Future,” the 
intellectual and creative practices it names 
predate that moment by decades (Dery 1994, 
180–182). Diasporic artists and writers such 
as Sun Ra, Octavia Butler, Samuel Delany, 
and later Nalo Hopkinson, Tananarive Due, 
and N. K. Jemisin used speculative forms to 
challenge racialized limits on imagination 
and to insist that Black life, culture, and 
knowledge belong not only to history, but to 
the future (Butler 1980; Delany 1977; 
Hopkinson 2003; Due 1997; Jemisin 2015). 
Their work established speculative fiction as 
a space for Black intellectual 
experimentation, cultural critique, and world-
building grounded in African diasporic 
experience. Afrofuturism, in this 
formulation, is not merely an aesthetic 
category but a framework for thinking about 
Black futures in relation to power, 
knowledge, and survival (Smith 2018, 5–7). 

Within this broader Afrofuturist 
tradition, Africanfuturism emerges as a 
related but distinct emphasis. Although 
Nnedi Okorafor articulated the term 
“Africanfuturism” in a widely cited 2019 
blog post, the conceptual groundwork for 
African Futurism was notably developed 
earlier by Botswana-born visual artist Pamela 
Phatsimo Sunstrum in her 2013 essay “Afro-
mythology and African Futurism: The 
Politics of Imagining and Methodologies for 
Contemporary Creative Research Practices” 
(Sunstrum 2013). Sunstrum’s work 
foregrounds African mythological 
frameworks, cosmologies, and visual 
languages as primary sources for speculative 
creation, rather than as derivatives of 
diasporic or Western traditions. 

Okorafor’s articulation of 
Africanfuturism builds upon this foundation 
by emphasizing African settings, cultural 

contexts, languages, and mythological 
systems as central points of departure 
(Okorafor 2019). While Africanfuturism 
shares thematic concerns with 
Afrofuturism—such as technology, futurity, 
and liberation—it makes a deliberate 
aesthetic choice to center continental African 
epistemologies and worldviews. This 
emphasis does not reject the diaspora but 
operates alongside it, offering an additional 
orientation within the larger landscape of 
African speculative production. 

Framing Afrofuturism and 
Africanfuturism as oppositional obscures 
their shared Pan-African intellectual 
grounding, which affirms unity across 
geography without requiring cultural purity 
(Garvey 1923; Diop 1991). 

Seen through this Pan-African lens, 
Afrofuturism, and Africanfuturism function 
as complementary modes of speculative 
engagement. Diasporic writers opened 
imaginative space by insisting on Black 
presence in futures shaped by technology and 
science, while Africanfuturist creators extend 
that project by centering continental 
epistemologies, mythologies, and cultural 
logics. The relationship between the two is 
therefore one of continuity and dialogue 
rather than division (Anderson and Jones 
2016, 21–24). 

Nnedi Okorafor’s work exemplifies 
this productive interplay. Born and raised in 
the United States to Nigerian Igbo parents, 
educated in Western institutions, and writing 
primarily in English, Okorafor occupies a 
position that reflects the complexity of 
contemporary African cultural production 
(Okorafor 2019). Her work demonstrates that 
centering African knowledge systems does 
not require geographic essentialism, but 
rather an intellectual commitment to African 
cosmologies and modes of knowing. Binti, in 
particular, participates in this Pan-African 
speculative tradition by foregrounding 
African epistemic orientations within 
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narratives of interstellar encounter, 
technological negotiation, and cultural 
mediation (Okorafor 2015). This theoretical 
framing situates Binti within a continuum of 
African and African diasporic speculative 
thought, preparing the ground for an 
Afrocentric analysis that reads the text not 
simply as genre fiction, but as a site where 
African ways of knowing shape how futures 
are imagined, navigated, and made 
meaningful. 

Conceptual Lens: Ma’at 

This study employs Ma’at as an 
Afrocentric epistemological lens for 
understanding how African spiritual-
mathematical systems conceptualize reality, 
knowledge, and order. While Ma’at is often 
translated in moral terms as truth, balance, or 
justice, within African intellectual traditions 
it functions more broadly as an organizing 
principle that describes how existence itself 
is structured and sustained. Rather than 
serving as a theological doctrine or ethical 
code, Ma’at operates as a cosmological logic 
through which African systems understand 
the relationship between visible and invisible 
realms, material and immaterial forces, and 
patterned order across dimensions (Diop 
1991, 1–3). As Denise Martin explains, 
Ma’at names a cosmological principle rather 
than a purely moral abstraction: 
“Cosmologically, maat is the principle of 
order that informs the creation of the 
universe” (Martin 2008, 952). Read in this 
way, Ma’at provides a framework for 
understanding African knowledge systems as 
coherent, internally structured 
epistemologies grounded in cosmic order 
rather than empirical fragmentation. 

Across African cultures, this 
epistemological logic appears in different 
forms, yet it rests on shared assumptions: that 
reality is layered rather than flat; that 
information circulates across dimensions; 
and that human beings, through disciplined 

practices, can learn to perceive and navigate 
those layers responsibly. Knowledge, within 
this framework, is not confined to sensory 
observation or linear causality but is accessed 
through alignment with patterned order, 
ancestral continuity, and cosmological 
coherence (Diop 1991, 9–11).Ma’at, 
therefore, offers a way to theorize African 
spiritual-mathematical systems without 
separating mathematics from cosmology or 
calculation from relational practice. In 
African epistemological traditions, number, 
pattern, and proportion are not abstract tools 
detached from meaning but expressions of 
how reality organizes itself. Mathematical 
practices function as modes of perception and 
orientation, allowing practitioners to engage 
forces that exceed ordinary cognition while 
remaining grounded in communal and 
cosmological order (Asante 1987, 6–8). 
Ma’at does not collapse African spiritual 
systems into a single tradition. Yoruba Ifá 
divination, Malagasy Sikidy sand reading, 
and Dogon cosmology each emerge from 
distinct historical, geographic, and 
intellectual lineages. This multidimensional 
orientation is manifest across these traditions: 
in Yoruba understandings of àṣủ, in Dogon 
cosmology’s integration of celestial and 
social order, and in Sikidy divination’s 
treatment of time and causality as fluid and 
patterned (Abimbola 1976; Griaule and 
Dieterlen 1986; Duval 1986). However, 
Ma’at provides a shared epistemological 
orientation that helps clarify how these 
systems consistently treat pattern, number, 
and multidimensionality as interconnected 
rather than compartmentalized. This 
orientation offers the conceptual ground for 
reading how Okorafor’s Binti narratively 
encodes African ways of knowing without 
directly naming specific systems. 
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Textual Analysis 
Mathematics as a Way of Knowing in Binti 

This section presents a close 
Afrocentric reading of Binti, focusing on how 
Okorafor narratively encodes African 
spiritual-mathematical ways of knowing 
through practices such as harmonizing, 
treeing, and dimensional navigation, rather 
than through direct system naming. Having 
established the Afrofuturist and 
Africanfuturist conversations shaping this 
study, I now turn to Binti itself and to what 
the text shows us about mathematics as a way 
of knowing. In Okorafor’s world, 
mathematics is not presented as a neutral, 
culture-free language. It is embodied. It is 
inherited. It is spiritual. And it is tied to 
relationship, balance, and responsibility. 

Binti describes her gift plainly: “And 
so I became a master harmonizer by the age 
of twelve. I could communicate with spirit 
flow and convince them to become one 
current. I was born with my mother’s gift of 
mathematical sight. My mother only used it 
to protect the family, now I was going to 
grow that skill…” (Okorafor 2020, 16). This 
passage matters because it positions 
mathematical ability as something more than 
school-based training or “talent” in the 
Western sense. Binti’s “mathematical sight” 
is a lineage-based capacity that lives inside 
community practice. It is used for protection, 
mediation, and ethical action. Her math is not 
separate from spirit, and it is not separate 
from duty (Asante 1987, 8–9). 

At the same time, Okorafor does not 
explicitly name systems such as Ifá 
divination, Dogon numerology, or Sikidy 
sand divination in the Binti series. My 
argument is not that the novel is secretly 
encoding those traditions as direct sources. 
Instead, I read the spiritual-mathematical 
logic of the text through an Afrocentric 
interpretive lens that allows African 
epistemological traditions to serve as 

frameworks for understanding what Binti is 
doing and how her knowledge functions 
(Mazama 2003, 4–6). 

Treeing: Mathematical Perception and 
Altered Consciousness 

Okorafor gives a vivid depiction of 
treeing as a practice that shifts consciousness 
rather than merely solves problems: “‘Five, 
five, five, five, five, five,’ I whispered. I was 
already treeing, numbers whipping around 
me like grains of sand in a sandstorm, and 
now I felt a deep click as something yielded 
in my mind. It hurt sweetly…” (Okorafor 
2020, 99). Treeing is not presented as 
ordinary calculation. It involves physical 
sensation, rhythm, repetition, and a 
threshold-crossing moment marked by the 
“click,” when something opens and 
knowledge begins to move differently. The 
numbers do not remain static or abstract. 
They circulate around Binti’s body, 
becoming environment rather than symbols 
on a page. 

This altered state changes how 
solutions arrive: “My mind cleared as the 
equations flew through it, opening it wider, 
growing progressively more complex and 
satisfying… I knew what to do now” 
(Okorafor 2020, 16). Clarity follows 
expansion, not reduction. Knowing emerges 
suddenly, fully formed, after Binti enters a 
perceptual state capable of holding 
complexity all at once. This disciplined 
access to knowledge resonates with African 
epistemological traditions in which pattern 
recognition, repetition, and altered attention 
enable insight (Diop 1991, 31–34). 
Mathematics here is not detached from the 
body or spirit; it is a way of seeing that allows 
relationships and structures to become 
visible. In Binti, mathematical thinking 
functions as a mode of orientation rather than 
abstract calculation. It is embodied and 
relational, shaping how Binti understands her 
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responsibilities to others and to the worlds 
she moves through (Asante 1987, 6–7). 

Harmonizing: Mathematics as Relational 
Practice 

Treeing prepares Binti to perceive 
patterns, but harmonizing reveals what that 
perception is for. Harmonizing is not about 
control or domination. It is about bringing 
disparate forces into relation. Binti explains: 
“We use math to create the currents within 
them. The best of us have the gift to bring 
harmony so delicious that we can make atoms 
caress each other like lovers” (Okorafor 
2020, 37). This language is striking for its 
sensuality and intimacy. Mathematics is 
framed as something that cultivates 
relationship rather than extracts utility. 
Harmony is not imposed; it is persuaded into 
being. Even matter responds to balance and 
care. 

The concept of Ma’at deepens this 
reading. Among its meanings, Ma’at 
encompasses harmony not merely as an 
ethical ideal but as a cosmological 
condition—the primordial state of ordered 
existence from which all of reality proceeds. 
In Kemetic tradition, this originary harmony 
is known as Sep Tepy, or the first time, the 
moment of creation in which cosmic balance 
was established as the foundational structure 
of existence (Karenga 2003). Within this 
framework, disciplined practice—including 
mathematical practice—is understood not as 
the invention of order but as the restoration of 
an order that already exists beneath apparent 
disorder. When Binti harmonizes, she is not 
imposing a solution; she is realigning forces 
with a patterned reality that her practice 
makes perceptible once again. 

Okorafor is not offering a laboratory 
definition of science. She is presenting a 
worldview in which mathematics participates 
in ethical life. To harmonize is to recognize 
difference without destruction, to hold 
tension without collapse. Mathematics 

becomes a relational technology that 
mediates conflict, sustains balance, and 
enables coexistence (Mazama 2003, 9–11). 
This understanding aligns with African 
cosmological frameworks that treat 
knowledge as inseparable from 
responsibility. Knowing is never neutral. It 
carries consequences, obligations, and limits 
(Diop 1991, 27–30). 

The Seven: Knowledge, Place, and 
Ancestral Continuity 

Binti’s relationship to the Seven 
extends this epistemological framework 
beyond immediate problem-solving into 
questions of place, memory, and belonging. 
Far from home, she wonders: “The Seven 
were in the soil of my home and I was planets 
away from that home. Would they even hear 
me? I believed they would; the Seven could 
be in many places at once and bring all places 
with them…” (Okorafor 2020, 109). What 
matters here is not proving what the Seven 
“are,” but observing how they function 
within Binti’s epistemic world. Their 
presence is not limited by distance. Home is 
not erased by interstellar travel; it travels with 
her. 

Read through African 
epistemological traditions, this kind of 
presence makes sense. Many African 
cosmologies hold that knowledge and 
protection move through relationship, 
obligation, and ancestral ties rather than 
through physical proximity alone (Diop 
1991, 41–44). The Seven are not simply 
mythic figures. They are part of the 
infrastructure of knowing that orients Binti in 
unfamiliar worlds. 

Together, treeing, harmonizing, and 
the Seven form a coherent system of 
knowledge practice. Mathematics enables 
perception, harmonization enables ethical 
action, and ancestral presence sustains 
orientation across space and distance. 
Okorafor does not name specific African 
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systems, but the epistemological logic is 
clear. Knowledge is patterned, relational, and 
multidimensional. It is something one enters, 
practices, and carries, rather than something 
one extracts and possesses (Asante 1987, 10–
12). 

Astrolabe: Technology as Cultural 
Extension 

The astrolabe provides one of the 
clearest examples of how Binti imagines 
technology as an extension of worldview 
rather than a neutral instrument. On the 
surface, Binti’s astrolabe functions as an 
advanced tool for navigation, 
communication, and information. Yet 
Okorafor consistently frames it as something 
more than a device. It carries memory, 
orientation, and cultural logic alongside data 
(Okorafor 2020, 4). The significance of the 
astrolabe in this analysis is not to claim a 
direct lineage to a specific historical African 
instrument, nor to argue for technological 
continuity in a narrow, material sense. 
Instead, what matters is how Okorafor 
conceptualizes technology itself. The 
astrolabe does not replace ancestral ways of 
knowing. It creates space for them to move, 
adapt, and remain operative across distance. 
The astrolabe aligns with a broader 
epistemological pattern already established 
in the novel. Like treeing, it organizes 
perception. Like harmonizing, it mediates 
relationship. Like the Seven, it allows 
knowledge and orientation to travel without 
severing ties to home (Mazama 2003, 12–
13). 

In Binti, advanced tools do not 
demand the abandonment of spiritual or 
cultural grounding. Instead, they function as 
carriers of epistemic continuity, enabling 
African ways of knowing to remain present 
even in radically new environments. 
Okorafor thus reframes futurity itself: 
progress does not require cultural erasure, 
and innovation does not depend on 

detachment from ancestral knowledge 
(Anderson and Jones 2016, 28–30). Taken 
together, these narrative practices—treeing, 
harmonizing, ancestral presence, and 
culturally inflected technology—reveal that 
Binti operates within a worldview where 
knowledge is multidimensional, relational, 
and oriented toward balance rather than 
domination. Okorafor does not present these 
practices as isolated techniques, nor does she 
reduce them to metaphor alone. Instead, they 
function as expressions of a coherent 
epistemological logic. 

Interpretive Frameworks 

African Spiritual-Mathematical Systems 

While Nnedi Okorafor does not 
explicitly name systems such as Ifá 
divination, Sikidy sand reading, or Dogon 
numerology in the Binti series, these 
traditions provide Afrocentric frameworks 
for interpreting how knowledge functions 
within the narrative. Rather than treating 
African spiritual systems as hidden sources 
or coded references, this section approaches 
them as epistemological orientations that 
clarify the logic underlying Binti’s practices 
of treeing, harmonizing, and dimensional 
navigation (Asante 1987; Mazama 2003). 
These systems illuminate how mathematics 
in Binti operates as a relational and 
cosmological practice rather than as abstract 
calculation. Across Ifá, Sikidy, and Dogon 
cosmology, knowledge is understood as 
patterned, multidimensional, and accessed 
through disciplined forms of perception 
cultivated within spiritual and communal 
traditions (Asante 1987; Diop 1991). 

The purpose of this section is not to 
assert direct equivalence or historical 
derivation, but to demonstrate how African 
spiritual-mathematical traditions offer 
coherent interpretive frameworks for reading 
what the novel makes visible: a mode of 
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knowing in which mathematics, spirituality, 
and responsibility are inseparable. 

Drawing on the epistemological 
framework of Ma’at established in the 
preceding section, the following analysis 
approaches Ifá divination, Sikidy sand 
reading, and Dogon numerology not as 
isolated cultural practices but as expressions 
of a shared African way of knowing—one in 
which mathematics and spirituality function 
as mutually reinforcing modes of 
engagement with a layered reality (Asante 
1987; Diop 1991). 

Ifá Divination and the Mathematics of 
Potentiality 

Within African intellectual traditions, 
Ifá divination represents a highly structured 
system for engaging uncertainty and the flow 
of possibility across time. Rooted in Yoruba 
cosmology, Ifá operates through patterned 
combinations known as odù, which encode 
relationships among past conditions, present 
circumstances, and potential futures 
(Abimbola 1976). Rather than functioning as 
deterministic prediction, Ifá provides a 
framework for orientation, offering guidance 
on how balance may be restored and how 
action might be taken responsibly within a 
complex, interconnected world. 

The Ifá system is organized around 
256 odù, patterned configurations generated 
through combinations of single and double 
marks (Abimbola 1976; Alamu, Aworinde, 
and Isharufe 2013, 524–25). Each odù carries 
an extensive body of associated knowledge, 
including narratives, proverbs, teachings, and 
historical memory preserved through oral 
transmission (Abimbola 1976). These 
patterns do not function as abstract symbols 
detached from lived experience; they operate 
as relational maps linking individual 
circumstances to broader cosmological and 
communal conditions. 

Okorafor does not explicitly 
reference Ifá in Binti, nor does this analysis 

claim direct lineage. Instead, Ifá serves as an 
interpretive framework that helps illuminate 
how Binti conceptualizes mathematics as 
relational and spiritually grounded. Binti’s 
“mathematical sight” is portrayed not as 
technical mastery alone but as an inherited 
capacity shaped by lineage, training, and 
obligation (Okorafor 2020). When Binti 
confronts moments of crisis, she does not 
impose solutions through force. She seeks 
patterns that allow for mediation and 
coexistence. Her use of mathematics aims to 
restore balance rather than secure dominance, 
reflecting an epistemology in which insight 
emerges through disciplined attention and 
alignment with forces larger than the self 
(Abimbola 1976). 

The presence of guiding entities in 
Binti, particularly the Seven, further 
reinforces this framework. Just as Ifá 
practitioners maintain ongoing relationships 
with spiritual forces that shape human action, 
Binti’s engagement with the Seven reflects 
an understanding that knowledge is 
distributed across human, ancestral, and 
cosmological domains (Bascom 1969; 
Okorafor 2020). These narrative elements do 
not suggest that Binti encodes Ifá as a hidden 
system. Rather, they reveal a shared 
epistemological orientation in which 
mathematics and spirituality operate together 
as tools for navigating uncertainty, grounded 
in potentiality and relational balance. 

Sikidy Sand Divination: Recursion and 
Pattern Generation 

Sikidy, the sand divination system 
practiced by the Malagasy people of 
Madagascar, represents a sophisticated 
African spiritual-mathematical practice 
grounded in recursive pattern generation and 
geometric transformation (Duval 1986). Like 
Ifá, Sikidy operates through structured 
procedures rather than intuition alone, 
treating knowledge as something accessed 
through disciplined engagement with 
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patterned relationships. The Sikidy process 
begins with the creation of four columns of 
marks in sand, generated through controlled 
randomization. These configurations are 
transformed through rule-governed 
operations, with each stage building upon the 
previous one. Increasingly complex patterns 
emerge through recursion, as earlier outputs 
become inputs for later transformations 
(Duval 1986). 

Meaning in Sikidy is carried through 
spatial and geometric relationships rather 
than sequence alone. Patterns are read 
relationally, with attention to position, 
alignment, and proportion across the full 
configuration. Space itself is treated as 
meaningful, reflecting African approaches to 
knowledge in which form and placement are 
integral to interpretation (Mazama 2003). 
Although Sikidy may appear symbolic to 
outside observers, it operates as a 
reproducible system governed by formal 
rules. Knowledge emerges through 
adherence to established pattern logic 
combined with interpretive skill grounded in 
oral tradition and lived experience (Duval 
1986). Like other African divination systems, 
Sikidy does not predict fixed outcomes but 
reveals configurations of possibility. As an 
interpretive framework, Sikidy helps 
illuminate the logic of Binti’s treeing 
practice. When Binti describes numbers 
“whipping around me like grains of sand,” 
the imagery evokes a dynamic spatial field 
rather than linear calculation (Okorafor 
2015). Treeing unfolds recursively, with each 
configuration opening into another until 
resolution emerges through patterned 
accumulation. While Sikidy emphasizes 
process and transformation, Dogon 
cosmology extends this logic outward, 
situating patterned knowing within the 
structure of the cosmos itself. 

 

 

Dogon Numerology and Cosmic Structure 
Cosmology, Numerology, Architecture, 
Epistemology 

Dogon cosmology offers one of the 
clearest African articulations of the idea that 
cosmic order, numerical pattern, and human 
life are structurally interconnected. Among 
the Dogon people of Mali, astronomical 
knowledge is not treated as abstract 
observation but as part of a coherent 
epistemological system linking celestial 
movement, spatial design, ritual practice, and 
social organization (Griaule and Dieterlen 
1986). Dogon oral traditions describe Sirius 
as a complex star system that includes an 
invisible companion star. While debates 
surrounding this knowledge persist, what 
matters here is the underlying 
epistemological assumption: reality contains 
layers beyond ordinary perception, and 
disciplined modes of knowing allow access 
to those layers (van Beek 1991). 

This assumption is expressed across 
Dogon life. Cosmological knowledge 
informs architecture, calendrical systems, 
and village layout. The Dogon house 
functions as a model of the human body, 
itself understood as a microcosm of the 
universe (Griaule and Dieterlen 1986). 
Dogon numerology further reflects this 
patterned worldview. Recurring numbers 
function as organizing principles rather than 
symbolic decoration, guiding alignment with 
cosmic rhythms rather than isolated human 
action (Diop 1991). Dogon cosmology 
provides a framework for understanding how 
Binti imagines spatial movement, 
mathematical knowledge, and belonging as 
expressions of orientation within a patterned 
universe. 
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Dogon Principles in Binti’s Cosmic 
Navigation: Application to Binti’s 
Movement, Seven, Nonlocality 

Although Okorafor does not 
reference Dogon cosmology directly in Binti, 
the novel repeatedly frames spatial 
movement, mathematical knowledge, and 
belonging through principles consistent with 
this epistemological orientation. Binti’s 
ability to travel interstellar distances without 
severing her connection to home reflects a 
worldview in which cosmic and terrestrial 
realms remain interpenetrating rather than 
separate (Griaule and Dieterlen 1986; van 
Beek 1991). 

Her relationship with the Seven 
exemplifies this logic. These entities exist 
simultaneously in the soil of her homeland 
and across vast distances in space. When 
Binti calls upon them, she does so with the 
understanding that location does not limit 
presence: “The Seven could be in many 
places at once and bring all places with 
them.” This form of nonlocal connection 
mirrors African cosmologies in which 
spiritual forces operate across multiple planes 
without being confined to physical proximity 
(Diop 1991, 41–44). 

The Seven’s association with 
mathematics further reinforces this 
framework. Mathematical knowledge in Binti 
is not treated as abstract computation but as a 
language through which cosmic forces are 
engaged. Numbers function as points of 
access rather than tools of domination, 
allowing Binti to navigate unfamiliar 
environments by aligning herself with 
patterned structures that already exist (Asante 
1987, 10–12). Binti’s repeated use of specific 
numerical sequences during treeing 
underscores this orientation. Repetition 
becomes both concentration and invocation, 
a means of entering patterned awareness 
rather than forcing solutions through linear 
reasoning. Knowledge emerges through 
alignment with structure, not through 

mastery over it. These narrative elements do 
not suggest that Binti encodes Dogon 
cosmology as a hidden source. Instead, they 
reveal a shared epistemological logic in 
which cosmic structure, numerical pattern, 
and relational orientation operate together. 
Dogon cosmology thus provides a coherent 
framework for understanding how spatial 
movement, mathematics, and belonging 
function in the novel—not as metaphor, but 
as orientation within a patterned universe 
(Diop 1991). 

Synthesis 
Binti as Integrated African 
Epistemological Practice 

At the center of Binti is a way of 
knowing that refuses alienation in its deepest 
sense: the enforced separation of 
mathematics from relational obligation, 
spirituality from technique, and individual 
skill from ancestral inheritance. Okorafor 
presents mathematical practice not as 
abstraction or mastery, but as a relational 
discipline oriented toward balance and 
attunement. Through harmonizing, treeing, 
and Binti’s relationship with the Seven, the 
novel depicts an integrated African 
epistemology that remains fully literary while 
functioning as a coherent system of 
knowledge (Okorafor 2015, 2017, 2020). 

Harmonizing: Mathematics as 
Relationship 

Binti’s role as a “master harmonizer” 
frames mathematics as communication rather 
than control. She does not force currents into 
obedience; she persuades them into relation. 
This language matters. Mathematical work is 
presented as engagement with forces that 
possess agency, requiring attentiveness, 
restraint, and care (Okorafor 2020, 16). 
Harmonizing is also inherited and communal. 
Binti learns it through lineage, extending her 
mother’s protective practice into new 
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contexts. Knowledge here is neither static nor 
nostalgic. It evolves while remaining 
anchored in responsibility. Mathematics 
becomes a tool for mediation, creating 
coexistence rather than victory, repair rather 
than domination. In this sense, harmonizing 
reflects African epistemological 
commitments to balance and reciprocity, 
where power emerges through alignment 
(Asante 1987; Diop 1991). 

Treeing: Accessing Dimensional 
Knowledge 

Treeing names the practice through 
which Binti accesses knowledge beyond 
ordinary cognition. Entered through rhythmic 
repetition and numerical focus, it is 
experienced somatically as much as 
intellectually. Numbers move through her 
body, her mind “yields,” and understanding 
arrives through sudden clarity rather than 
linear deduction (Okorafor 2020, 10). This 
mode of knowing resonates with African 
spiritual-mathematical traditions that treat 
insight as something accessed through 
disciplined states of attention rather than 
abstract reasoning alone (Mazama 2003; 
Diop 1991). Treeing is not an escape from 
rigor but a different form of rigor, one that 
requires internalization and embodied 
participation. Knowledge unfolds 
holistically. Binti does not simply calculate; 
she enters a state in which solutions become 
perceptible (Okorafor 2020, 99). 

The Seven: Divine Mathematics and 
Ancestral Orientation 

Binti’s relationship with the Seven 
extends this epistemology beyond individual 
intelligence. The Seven are simultaneously 
mathematical and spiritual, rooted in the soil 
of her homeland yet present across 
interstellar distance. They are not symbols to 
be decoded but beings with whom Binti 
maintains a relationship. Their protection is 

tied to identity, belonging, and return 
(Okorafor 2020, 109). Through the Seven, 
Okorafor emphasizes that knowledge is 
distributed across human, ancestral, and 
cosmological domains. Insight requires 
humility and sustained relationship with 
forces beyond the self. The Seven embody a 
worldview in which mathematical pattern 
and spiritual presence are inseparable, 
reflecting African cosmologies that 
understand number and proportion as 
expressions of cosmic order rather than 
abstract quantities (Diop 1991; Asante 1987). 

Integration: African Epistemology as 
Lived Practice 

Taken together, these practices reveal 
a coherent African epistemological 
orientation at work in Binti. Harmonizing 
restores balance through relational 
engagement. Treeing enables access to 
layered knowledge through disciplined 
consciousness. The Seven situate intelligence 
within ancestry, place, and cosmological 
responsibility. These practices do not require 
validation from Western science, nor do they 
function as metaphors awaiting translation. 
They operate as living systems of knowing 
enacted through narrative (Okorafor 2015, 
2017, 2020). 

Binti’s success does not come from 
abandoning her epistemological inheritance 
but from carrying it forward into unfamiliar 
terrain. Her mathematical practice allows her 
to mediate conflict, navigate radical 
difference, and sustain relationship across 
distance and danger. Okorafor thus 
demonstrates that African spiritual-
mathematical systems are not cultural 
residues but active epistemologies capable of 
addressing complex futures (Diop 1991). 
African ways of knowing endure not because 
they are preserved, but because they work 
(Okorafor 2015). 
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Conclusion 
African Anteriority and Living 
Knowledge 

This study has examined how Nnedi 
Okorafor’s Binti series presents African 
spiritual-mathematical ways of knowing as 
complete epistemological systems rather than 
symbolic references or cultural 
ornamentation. Through close Afrocentric 
reading, the analysis has shown how 
principles associated with Ma’at, Ifá 
divination, Sikidy sand reading, and Dogon 
cosmology function as interpretive 
frameworks that clarify how knowledge 
operates within the narrative. Binti does not 
encounter mathematics as abstract technique 
or neutral calculation. She engages it as 
inherited capacity, patterned perception, and 
relational practice embedded within 
cosmological order. Read in this way, Binti 
emerges as a literary articulation of the 
African Renaissance: a future-oriented re-
centering of African epistemologies as living, 
adaptive systems capable of addressing 
contemporary and imagined worlds (Diop 
1991; Asante 1987; Mazama 2003). 

Rather than positioning African 
knowledge systems as precursors awaiting 
validation from modern science, this study 
has emphasized their anteriority. Long before 
contemporary physics theorized 
multidimensionality, probability, or 
nonlocality, African cosmologies articulated 
these principles through distinct epistemic 
languages and practices. Ma’at structured 
reality as layered and interconnected. Ifá 
organized knowledge through patterned 
configurations of potentiality. Sikidy 
employed recursive pattern generation as a 
means of accessing insight. Dogon 
cosmology situated numerical and spatial 
order within the architecture of the cosmos 
itself. These systems are not speculative 
metaphors but internally coherent knowledge 

traditions developed and sustained over 
millennia (Diop 1991; Asante 1987). 

Central to Binti is the understanding 
that ancestral knowledge is not static 
inheritance but living technology. Binti 
applies inherited practices to situations her 
ancestors could not have imagined, from 
interstellar travel to communication across 
radical difference, yet the logic governing her 
actions remains continuous with the 
knowledge passed down to her (Okorafor 
2015, 2017, 2020). 

For Africana Studies, this analysis 
demonstrates the value of approaching 
African knowledge systems as 
epistemologies rather than cultural artifacts. 
Afrocentric methodology functions here not 
as thematic affirmation but as analytical 
practice, allowing the text to be read through 
African cosmological orientations rather than 
filtered through Western explanatory 
frameworks (Asante 1987; Mazama 2003). 
For speculative fiction studies, Binti offers a 
model of Africanfuturist storytelling in which 
technological imagination does not require 
cultural erasure and futurity does not depend 
on severing ties to ancestral knowledge 
(Okorafor 2019). 

Ultimately, Binti proposes a future 
shaped by continuity rather than rupture. 
African epistemologies persist not because 
they are preserved, but because they work. 
They have endured displacement, 
suppression, and dismissal while remaining 
capable of orienting human life within 
changing conditions. Okorafor’s narrative 
affirms that African knowledge systems are 
not remnants of the past but resources for 
navigating futures that demand relational 
intelligence, patterned perception, and 
cosmological awareness (Diop 1991; 
Okorafor 2015). 
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