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HARK DERY
BLACK TO THE FUTURE INTERUIEWS WITH SAMUELR. DELANY
GREG TATE, AHD TRICIA ROSE

{1)f all records told the same tale—then the lie
| passed into history and became truth. “Who con-
trols the past,” ran the Party slogan, “controls the
future: who controls the present controls the past.”
—George Orweli
There is nothing more galvanizing than the sense
of a cultural past.
~—Alain Locke

Yo, bust this, Black
To the Future
" Back to the past
‘ History is a mystery 'cause it has
All the info
You need to know
Where you're from
Why'd you come and
That'll 1ell you where you're going.
—Def jef

].he interviews that follow began with a co-
nundrum: Why do so few African Americans
write science fiction, a genre whose c!oz.s:
encounters with the Other—the stranger in
a strange land—would seem uniquely suited




180 Mark Dery

to the concerns of African-American novelists? Yet, to my knowledge,
only Samuel R. Delany, Octavia Butler, Steve Barnes, and Charle_s
Saunders have chosen to write within the genre conventions of sci-
ence fictuon. This is especially perplexing in light of the fact that
African Americans, in a very real sense, are the descendants of alien
abductees; they inhabit a sci-fi nightmare in which unseen but no less
impassable force fields of intolerance frustrate their movements; offi-
cial histories undo what has been done; and technology is t(‘)O often
brought to bear on black bodies (branding, forced sterilization, the
Tuskegee experiment, and tasers come readily to mind).

Moreover, the sublegitimate status of science fiction as a pulp genre
in Western literature mirrors the subaltern position to wl?ich blacks
have been relegated throughout American history. In this context,
William Gibson’s observation that SF is widely known as “the golden
ghetto,” in recognition of the negative correlation betv‘veen mélll'ket
share and critical legitimation, takes on a curious signlﬁcanCt?. 50
100, does Norman Spinrad’s use of the hateful phrase “token nigger
to describe “any science fiction writer of merit who is adopted . . . 1D
the grand salons of literary power.”? ek

Speculative fiction that treats African-American themes and 3h
dresses African-American concerns in the context of tW_CnUet‘
century technoculture—and, more generally, African-Amerlcap 5;18
nification that appropriates images of technology and a prosthe‘t‘l:‘;?r o}j
enhanced future——might, for want of a better term, be called‘ o
futurism.” The notion of Afrofuturism gives rise to a troubhngb ;ed
tinomy: Can a community whose past has been deliberately r;x e
out, and whose energies have subsequently been C.onsumed 2’ .
search for legible traces of its history, imagine possible futurez- e
thermore, isn’t the unreal estate of the future alreafly owned hxyt -
technocrats, futurologists, streamliners, and set de-51gner5-—‘-‘Wmiotic
a man—who have engineered our collective fantaSIes.? The “se " for
ghosts” of Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, Frank R. Paul’s }llustratl;)r rop
Hugo Gernsback’s Amazing Stories, the chromium-skinned, t€ nd
shaped household appliances dreamed up by Raymond Loewy o
Henry Dreyfuss, Norman Bel Geddes’s Futurama at the 1339 blic
York World’s Fair, and Disney’s Tomorrowland still haunt t }e P
imagination, in one capitalist, consumerist guise or another.
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But African-American voices have other stories to tell abot‘lt Clllt
ture, technology, and things to come. If there is an Afrofutunsrfl,t;
must be sought in unlikely places, constellated from fa‘r-ﬂ.ung PO‘;a;
Glimpses of it can be caught in Jean-Michel Basquiat paintings suc ies
Molasses, which features a pie-eyed, snaggletoothed robot; “:1 n;?;l;e
such as John Sayles’s The Brother from Anothe‘r Il’lanet ar.l , lEIec-
Borden’s Born in Flames; in records such as Jimi Hepdnxs "
tric Ladyland, George Clinton’s Computer Gan.1es, Herble Hanocme
Future Shock, and Bernie Worrell’s Blacktronic Science; e m AL
intergalactic big-band jazz churned out by Sun Ra’s Ommver:lc e
kestra, Parliament-Funkadelic’s Dr. Seussian astrofunk, ;‘.‘t R
“Scratch” Perry’s dub reggae, which at its eeries-t sounds. as . lld o
made of dark matter and recorded in the crushing gravity . :i de)
black hole (“Angel Gabriel and the Space Boots” is a ty Rlcan bla;:k'

Afrofuturism percolates, as well, through black-wnm,! ’the cor-
drawn comics such as Milestone Media’s Hardware (“A C°§;:Ck scien-
porate machine is about to strip some gears . . .”), 3b0“t"a tle suit 0
tist who dons forearm-mounted cannons and a.“smart bla er. Mile-
wage guerrilla war on his Orwellian, multinational elmgdog gl
stone’s press releases for its four titles—Hardware, B? l{tli]cal -
Static, and Icon—make the Manhattan-based company’s P: backdrop
pulses explicit: a fictional metropolis, Dakotail, Pro‘fldes ir struggle
for “authentic, multicultural” superheroes “linked in t'he‘I‘ he clash
to deféat the S.Y.S.T.E.M.”* The city is a battlefield n : level of
of two worlds: a low-income urban caldron and the highest

rivileged society.”

’ Ico:;,g an exemtyplar of Afrofuturism that sweeps antebevlia
ries, hip-hop culture, and cyberpunk into its compass, pod jetti'
tailed exegesis. The story begins in 1839, when an eS.C; P:sly’ in the
soned from an exploding alien starliner lands, fortur od Miriam
middle of a cotton field on Earth. A slave woman naﬁaterrestri
stumbles on “a perfect little black baby”—in fz?Ct. an e):nble the first
Wwhose morphogenetic technology has altered it to resef i, and
life form it encounters—in the smoldering wreckage O s male, an
raises it as her own. The orphan, christened Augustus, ;ltllSheS, the
echoes of the Old Testament account of Moses in the bu

um memo-
rrants de-

Black to the Future 183

fay changelings of European folklore, and the infant Superman’s fiery
fall from the heavens reverberate in the narrative’s opening scenes.

Like his Roman namesake, Augustus is a “man of the future”;’
the man who fell to Earth is seemingly deathless, outliving several
generations of his adopted family and eventually posing as his own
great-grandson—Augustus Freeman 1V—in present-day Dakota. A
rock-ribbed conservative who preaches the gospel of Horatio Alger
and inveighs against the welfare state, Freeman is a highly success-
ful attorney, the only African American living in the city’s exclusive
Prospect Hills neighborhood. His unshakable belief in bootstrapping
is challenged, however, when he takes a homegirl from the projects,
Rachel “Rocket” Ervin, under his wing. A juvenile delinquent and
Toni Morrison fan, the streetwise teenager opens Augustus’s eyes to
“a world of misery and failed expectations that he didn’t believe still
existed in this country.” She calls on him to use his otherworldly
powers to help the downtrodden. When, in the guise of Icon—a
Mmountain of bulging abs and pecs—he does, she joins him as his side-
kick. “As the series progresses,” we are told, “Rocket will become the
world’s first superheroine who is also a teenage, unwed mother.”

The New York graffiti artist and B-boy theoretician Rammelizee
constitutes yet another incarnation of Afrofuturism. Greg Tate holds
that Rammellzee’s “formulations on the juncture between black and
Western sign systems make the extrapolations of [Houston] Baker and
(Henry Louis] Gates seem elementary by comparison,” submitting as
evidence the artist’s “Ikonoklast Panzerism,” a heavily armored de-
scendant of late 1970s “wild-style” graffiti (those bulbous letters t’hat
look as if they were twisted out of balloons).* A 1979 drawing depicts
a Panzerized letter “S”: it is a jumble of sharp angles that suggests
a cubist Nude Bestriding a Jet Ski. “The Romans stole the alphabeta
System from the Greeks through war,” explains Rammelizee. “Th?n,
In medieval times, monks ornamented letters to hide their mcar.nng
from the People. Now, the letter is armored against further manipu-
lation 7

In like fashion, the artist encases himself, during gallery perfor-
Mances, in Gasholeer, a 148-pound, gadgetry-encrusted exoskeleton
inspired by an android he painted on a subway train in 1981. Four
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years in the making, Rammellzee’s exuberantly low-tech costume
bristles with rocket launchers, nozzles that gush gouts of flame, and
an all-important sound system.

From both wrists, I can shoot seven flames, nine flames from
each sneaker’s heel, and colored flames from the throat. Two girl
doli heads hanging from my waist and in front of my balls spit
fire and vomit smoke. . . . The sound system consists of a Com-
putator, which is a system of screws with wires. These screws
can be depressed when the keyboard gun is locked into it. The
sound travels through the keyboard and screws, then through
the Computator, then the belt, and on up to the four mid-range
speakers (with tweeters). This is all balanced by a forward wheel
from a jet fighter Plane. I also use an echo chamber, Vocoder,
and system of strobe lights. A coolant device keeps my head and
chest at normal temperature. A 100-watt amp and batteries give
me power.8

The B-boy bricolage bodied forth in Rammellzee’s bulletproof ar-
senal,” with its dangling, fetish-like doll heads and its Computator
cobbled together from screws and wires, speaks to dreams of co-
herence in 2 fractured world, and to the alchemy of poverty that
transmutes sneakers into high style, turntables into musical instru-
Ments, and spray-painted tableaux on subway cars into hit-and-run
art. Concretizing Gibson’s shibboleth, “The street finds its own uses
for things,” hip-hop culture retrofits, refunctions, and willfully mis-
uses the technocommodities and science fictions generated by domi-
hant culture, offering eloquent testimony on behalf of Gates’s asser-

tion that “[tlhe Afro-American tradition has been figurative from its
ginm'ngs.”

How could it have survived otherwise? . . . Black people have
always been masters of the figurative: saying one thing to mean
Something quite other has been basic to black survival in op-
Pressive Western cultures. . . . “Reading,” in this sense, .was not
play; it was an essential aspect of the “literacy” trainmg. of a
child. This sort of metaphorical literacy, the learning to decipher

Complex codes, is just about the blackest aspect of the black
tradition °
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Rammellzee in hj
zee in his costume Gasholeer. Photo courtesy of Tracy A. Smith
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. What stories, then, are told by the “human beatbox” effects used
in early hip-hop, in which MC’s such as Fat Boy Darren Robinson
}ISCd vocal sounds to emulate electronic drums and turntable scratch-
Ing; the electro-boogie releases of the early 1980s, which David Toop
call.ed “a soundtrack for vidkids to live out fantasies born of a science-
ﬁq“’“ revival (courtesy of Star Wars and Close Encounters of the Third
Kind) . . . [records characterized by] imagery drawn from computer
games, video, cartoons, sci-fi and hip-hop slanguage”;"° and the stiff-
limbed, robotic twitches that breakdancing inherited from the 1970s
fad, “robot dancing™?

In a first, faltering step toward the exploration of this territory,
I put these and other questions to three African-American think-
ers whose writing suggested points of connection with the subject
at hand: Samuel R. Delany, a semiotician and long-standing mem-
ber of the science fiction community; Greg Tate, a cultural critic and
staff writer for the Village Voice; and Tricia Rose, Assistant Profes-
sor of Africana Studies and History at New York University, who is
currently at work on a book on rap music and the politics of black
cultural practice. Their responses, taken together, constitute a map
of one small corner of the largely unexplored psychogeography of
Afrofuturism.

MARK DERY: You mentioned, in an earlier, informal conversation, that
the black presence in science fiction fandom was on the rise."! What
leads you to believe this?

SAMUEL R. DELANY: Simply going to SF conventions and se
dark faces. One only wishes there’d been a comparable rise in black
SF writers. When you look around at the various areas of popular cul-
ture—take comic books—you find a notable increase among black
creators—Brian Stalfreeze, Denys Cowan, and Kyle Baker (whose
graphic novel Why I Hate Saturn is a contemporary satire involving
black and white characters talking to each other about their problems
with some rather problematic observations on feminism thrown in),
Malcolm Jones, Mark Bright, and Mike Sargent with his James Scott
project (but one could double the length of this list, with names like
Derek Dingle, Trever wan Eeden, David Williams, Ron Wilson, Paris

eing more
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Cullens, Malcolm Davis, and Bill Morimon). But there still seem e
be only four black, English-language science fiction novelists: Octavia
Butler, Steve Barnes, Charles Saunders, and me—the same number
there was ten years ago.

It was fairly €asy to understand why, say, from the fifties through
the seventies, the black readership of SF was fairly low—by no means
nonexistent. But far lower than it s today. The flashing lights, the
dials, and the rest of the imagistic paraphernalia of science ﬁ‘CUOn
functioned as social signs—signs people learned to read very quickly.
They signaled technology. And technology was like a placard on the

door saying, “Boys Club! Girls, keep out. Blacks and Hispanics and
the poor in general, 80 away!”

Science fiction is the kind of
you can’t have the wr
kind of wondering, | ¢
out.

genre that, until you have the readers,
iters. But the readers are there, today. S(? I m
onfess, where the new black writers are hiding

MARK DERY: Have you e
the pressure to write sci
of black nationalism?

ver felt, as one of the few blacks writing S'F,
ence fiction deeply inscribed with the politics

in, of, and for my project.
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i ice indis-
my work, I endeavor to speak bac‘k to thos'e p(lth[::leCl: n;:tocllcueestion,
tinguishable from theirs, confirming what in u eable t critique the
what in them does not have the luxury of be:mg e
grounds on which they stand—a conﬁnnatlt?nal\i\:‘nd n,e cessary one,
knowledge that its project is an endlessly practic i o A
and one which I can usually support at some Ry
Well, if that’s what you mean, then, alas, the anrs:::e il
not part of my project—even though 1 often app
Still, it’s just not what I d: besrt(; over the years that one of the most

It’s struck me more and mo ¢ b ivs mar-
forceful and distinguishing aspects of science ﬁ;:cotrilvles vtvhen it oper-
ginal. It’s always at its most honest and molslt emar i e aal
ates—and claims to be operating—tjrom the e s il
sometimes just through pure enthusiasm _fOf llf in slc)>me way. I don’t
take center stage, I find it usually betr,ays ltier elack nationalism's,
want to see it operating from anyone’s cen :n.lems” ecology move.
feminism’s, gay rights’, pro-technology mov

’, or any other center. ‘ ) ewing “politi-
m??;sou thini this idea has something to dq:;;g;;c;e' bf' tl‘:e by.
cal correctness,” you will be completely mi
It’s purely a matter of strategic efficacy.

written:
MARK DERY: About your work, Greg Tate has

roblem-
I've always found Delany’s racialllly def::;l(liitf;ttuhraets fhe ol
S

. they seem to deny the po v (gl
atlc‘ bocavse { black American culture a“fi 24 ne;\ f black

mmative aspects o And while his fiction is full o A
c these charac-
d other protagonists of color . . . th‘e rac'et Ofwhjch .
@ is not at the core of their cultural identi ch from our one
:;:; me out like a mug because Svr:hathilc;xep::isioned the future
i -fiction writer was 5t W ionalist

b}al‘):lk Sl?e:lctiic:so?d defined it, from a more or less nation

of black ¢

stance."”

survive assimilation. .

i iti bout my early
writing there a
. DELANY: I suspect Greg is : e all my books
SA(::::Eu; through, say, Nova [1968].‘But flrf yox,x&hn; o ¢ cwenty
:(V)gether on the shelf, though that period (from 62,
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which there hag tobe a
tured to hold inviolate
whether white or black

fixed and immobile core, a core that is struc-
such a complete biological fantasy as race—

I'm much more comforta
one of James Baldwin’s 1a5

» I'd demur.
e, there’s a wonderful speech given by

of Harlem, where You say, “We need
1mages of tomorrow, and oyr People need them more than most.
SAMUEL R. DELANY: The historical reason that we’ve been so impov-
erished in ¢

erms of future images is because, until fairly recently, as

MARK DERY: In Starbogrq Win
you at the Studio Museum
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i idden any images of our past:
SaECRE we wer; SySteirI??\t;:clg xt;(x);bblack ancestors Cfrgssﬁ::rotr)gs
e 1o ldea w elraec,hed the slave markets of New Or 13 tl’leir own
cause, whftn they re stematically destroyed. If they Sp‘(:, B
e e Sey beaten or killed. The slave pensfl om the same
S O re set up so that no two slaves1 1rl el
it Ay Wi together. Children were regu ard); B
area were allowed to ;evgry effors conceivable was ma e
from thsalr parents. An oht endure as African social c(:‘ R
" g L — mt%at this country was fount'ied OS founded on
When, indecd, we say e mean, specifically, that it vw{an o frican
e rememl')er - Vi‘;ntious, and massive dCStruc(;u:'ed that cer-
th? Sysfematrllca,nf: n’i'chat some musical rhy thlrlnsv: r}:elrlsistéd, is quite
cultural rem . seem to ha \ :
i r.ellilg‘ious a}tlt;:;i:\i ztrl&;tiﬁgt:frfzsrts of the white, slave-importing
astonishing, w .
v t? :lvllelzevt::rgo?rll:l slave in Georgia. 51;1;122)‘;
wll:gl lglzavrvlgsiwo. When he grew up, :te l::\fga:lrsl:i;e’s, outside Rallflighl;
€, ot ] ac
o QCVCIOI;]? ll:l:tcli(l ((:)(I))lcltigtes today. By bOtth:::)lltiil:,nie was
moreh Carolina, w lildiocese of North and So.uth ts were in Africa
ministers of tl’le o But to talk about where his rotc))om here. in this
e elealed btl;:l?pi-le didn’t know. His paremjt:llowed to.
is a hopeless - He ad They were n  or
country, in Slavery—dldnnteli(tr:;v:Irish-,yltalians, Germ;::, “J(;Ve": they
No immigrant gml;f;;e prejudices that all of them ed such massive
Scandinaviams—f_m:l hey all had to overcome, endul:.l < the country’s
gO; her?dan:ln:zltlilccm tAnill because it was inflicted on us,
cultural des - I
i it ever since. . —more,
be:'r}ln'pai)sll:lvgh;();lack history is so 1mportarlltlifent10day.
is ted area, in black intellectua . o mium exterior
tenely contes rlier about the polished ¢ SF segregated.
MARK DERY: You SPOke - a semiotic fence, keeping sible for vital
you believe functions ?;e oung urban blacks resf;;)er:i “beeper cul-
Increasingly, howe}:{er-'hop 1iyve in what might-be Can,rwhere at hand.
o form}s, Sucr}:xia:lsiatluprized digital technology 1s ever)
ture,” where

ation came
al minister

even such a vio-
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encace ((lvzhlch to become functional,
s kl'gltal reader), this is a very
. Parking bus bars, the quiverin
« ohe imag : . Slence fiction imagery ’
whi ay “SF” !

ich we hag veryydif‘tl":g ret::tmost people come from

relationshi i
ave 10d _ 1p with our
- ar)l;. The period from the twen-
0st of those SF images was
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.Bu.t I have to mention, even having given that passing answer,
within your question I hear a certain celebration of consumer society

that glosses over some very real problems—problems that, if we un-

pa.ck your question in one way rather than another, will finally trivi-

ahze. my answer. In what you’ve asked, I can detect the possibility of
a naive assumption that the redistribution of commodities is some-
how congruent with the redistribution of wealth—which it is not.
Just as seriously, I can detect an assumption that the distribution of
Cf?)mmodities is at one with access to the formation of those commodi-
ties and the commodity system—the simple choice of what com-
modities are to be made, as well as access to how those commodities

are to be formed and organized.
So that when one talks about
logical culture,” one has to specify that
that’s almost entirely on the receiving €
which the young consumers have nowhere near

“plack youth culture as a techno-
it’s a technological culture
nd of a river of “stuff,” in
what we might call

equitable input.
In short, to look at any of these black cultural youth movements

as an easy and happy development blossoming uncritically from the
overwhelmingly white world of high-tech production that, yes, makes
that culture possible, is, I suspect, thoroughly to misread the fiercely
QPpositional nature of this art: scratch and sampling begin, in par-
ticular, as a specific miss-use and conscientious desecration of the
artifacts of technology and the entertainment media. And that's even
before you get to the complex social critique of rap lyrics——which,
to get heard at all, so often must hide within their rhythms and

electronic mixing techniques.
MARK DERY: Hasn't that perception changed in the wake of cyber-

punk, which shoved SF, face first, into urban grunge?
SAMUEL R. DELANY: Cyberpunk was by no means the firs
tion to talk about dirt. And as far as any change in perception, 1 find
myself wondering if we can use cyberpunk for anything except an
examination of what any astute critic has got 10 admit was finally
a pervasive misreading of an interim period of urban technoculture,
a misreading that—for me at any rate—was no longer possible after
the riots at last year’s initial acquittal of Rodney King's police thugs.
«The street finds its own uses for things” was the phrase so acutely

t science fic-
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MARK DERY: Ope thing that intrigued :
the Phenomenon, “Is Cyberpunk Good Thing or a Bad Thing?” is
that yoy made no i

Neuromancer 13 Ifi
figure largely in the Jj n’s orbital Rastas were heralded,
in some quarters, ag signifying Something, although no one quite
knew what.

rigged technology. They
~—bricoleurs whose orbital

nk and whose music, Zion
by Gibson (in 4 Wonderfully mixed metaphor) as
C cooked from vast lib

raries of digitalized pop.”
DELANY: Well, let me read th

SAMUEL g_ em for you as a black reader.
The Rastas—pe never calls them Rastafarians, by the way, only using
the slang term—are describeq as having “shrunken hearts,” and their

bones are brittle with “calcium Josg » Their music, Zion Dub, can
be. wholly analyzed apq feproduced by the Artificial Intelligence,
Wintermute (who, in the book, stands in for a multinational cor-
Poration), so Completely that the Rastas themselves cannot tell the

Dub, js describeq
“a sensuoug mosaj
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ms blacks have in America, I'd t 1964 novel, Farnham'’s
s o iy s
hold, in Whiiha:;;(;)(l;(; his white family (in which, after
nuclear attack,
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. replay of the «
Pointedly ang, | think, far mohe D1eks” he dealt with much more

& johnn_y o
emom ”» i : 2 .
Neuromancer. The:e L1983] 7 SF short story
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to hunt down Johnny—and kills him, I might add, to a culturally
indigenous music far more unsettling than “the sensuous mosaic” of
pop that is Zion Dub, a music Wintermute would have a much harder
time duplicating and co-opting for its multinational purposes!

And while I don’t think for a moment that this was Bill's intent,

I do feel that it speaks directly from “the political unconscious” of
the cyberpunk subgenre that, as soon as Bill specifically “darkened”
the Lo-teks’ image and re-presented it in the form of the Rastas, they
lost all their oppositional charge—hell, all their physical strength—
all their cultural specificity, their massive group presence, and their
social power to escape the forces of multinational capitalism.

At the end of “Johnny Mnemonic,” Johnny and Molly decide to
stay, living above the clutter of the Sprawl, in the self-selected grunge
of the Lo-teks. And, as the narrator concludes, it’s a pretty good life.

The “Lo-teks” were Gibson’s real romantic bricoleurs: they were
not specifically black, but rather «fourth world” whites. Still, several
people more familiar with the SF genre out of which Gibson was writ-
ing have suggested that they had their own, darker precursors. . . .
But it’s quite possible that a conscientious Gibson decided Johnny’s
was a pretty unrealistic ending. It was just too good. That’s not the
way things work in the real world. Johnny is, after all, the focus
of a million-dollar-plus hunt by the Japanese mob. To have him slip

through the cracks like that and live among the Lo-teks happily ever
after—well, I can see how a writer might say: we have to do a little
better than that! But, unlike the Lo-teks, the Rastas don’t even try
to oppose the system. Perhaps a slightly older Gibson thought that if
they did, they would fail. But since he doesn’t show that failure, he’s
chosen to put the problem generally in the shadows.

There’s a wonderful, almost hypnotic surface hardness to Neuro-
mancer that goes along with its unremitting resistance to any sort of

real subjective reading of any of the characters; at the same time, the
to find levels of depth

glitter keeps you trying to peer past it, trying

in which, once you locate them, all you can se€ is your own shattered
reflection. It’s one of the rare pieces of fiction, inside SF or out, even
almost a decade after it appeared, that lets you know there are such
things as multinational corporations, and suggests the overwhelming
effect they have, all but invisibly, on our lives!
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Kansas, brainstorming over ways to deal with the story on film, Wh,ik;
James Grauerhol; whipped Up some truly delicious tournedos Rossini

In the kitchen_ Needless to say, the project never went anywhere. But
the continuing interes; in the cyberpunks by academics, as something

they Persist in seeing as aljve and sti]] functioning, strikes me—]I mu‘“
confess— 35 5 largely nostalgic pursuit of 2 more innocent worldview,

Which, as | said, to me has no more actiye historical validity once we
Pass the Los Angeles King riots,

You understand~l Wwouldn't for 5 moment begrudge Gibson any of
the fame and attentjq
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they felt, when there was a war, they ought to give the government
their support.) The two ads ended up running side by side in a num-
ber of SF magazines. The antiwar list of names was notably longer.

But what was even more apparent to those of us in the field, once

SAMUEL g
c » DELANY: O
torical mj - Unce again, th
1sunders . » that sounds to i g :

fiction tanding aboy; . me like a simple his-

right ix; tl;: de;d’ when yoy s ay [t:et ';IStOry and tradition of science the ads appeared, was that the split was self-evidently between those

© {hirties 3t fandom was domi writers who lived on the East C i d those who lived
referri and forties, |’ ominated by the who lived on the East Coast (antiwar) an ose

ans— I;g to. The most importa;nI T not even sure what you could be on the West Coast (government supporters). It was also clear, from

Leagugj actically ap auxiliary of Ygl’oup 1n the forties was the Futuri- reading the two statements of principle that headed the ads, that
Judith M The Young People who ES]L [The Young Peoples’ Socialist both addressed totally different issues. Indeed, there was no reason

e 1 - I3 . -

Wolheim f;{li R Knight, Frede:i](:];:gi?l to it included Asimov, why one couldn’t have signed both ads and not have indulged any
fiction f, » 'y Harrison—jp, 'K Fohl, Lester Del Rey, Donald necessary contradictions—though no one did!

Undersmr o;n that time you ml-ghdteed’ Just about anybody in science But I don’t see any of the writers on either of those lists opposing,
left. Op nt ng that science ficti One-verhha‘,e heard of today. It was my say, greater efforts to integrate schools racially. So, you see, there’s
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I'am not a libertarian, I'm
any rate, a Marxian. I reme
ago, when I found that som
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leaves everybody in a gen
only a literary existence.
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if some of the “libertarianism” of cyberpunk
large rhetorical, variety.
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Still, the “K/s" Materjy) confirmed something that | already knew
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(])_thhe Stars My Destination by Alfred Bester, More Than Human by
| eodore Sturgeon, or Stranger in a Strange Land by Robert Hein-
ein, novels that acknowledge the existence of a greater power in the

context of science fiction.

But to return to your initial ques
of the black novelists writing in t
the African-American literary tradition tha
Baldwin, and Morrison rather than the tra

lein, Asimov, and even Butler and Delany.
MARK DERY: Delany suggested to me that blacks are fenced out of
e, that the blinking instru-

science fiction by semiotic concertina wir

ment panels and other technological paraphernalia that typify the
genre function as “No Trespassing” signs for writers of color.

GREG TATE: I can't accept that, because you have such a whole-
bearted embrace of that hardware by black and Latino youth when
it appears in films, TV shows, video games. I mean, who would have
Rredicted that young black and Latino males would spend enough
time in Times Square video arcades during the late seventies to make
those games the million-

. dollar industry that they are? There's defi-
nitely a fascination with sci-fi imagery in v

ideo games, and if you
look at the graffiti art done in the New York subways throughout
that same era by artists like Rammellzee, Phase 2, Kase, and Blade,
there’s an incredible interest in fantasy in the SF vein, especially in

the apocalyptic sense, involving the insertion of black figures into
ot of Blade’s work, for example,

Post—atomic holocaust landscapes. A i

issetina cyberspace~style environment; his imagery looks like com-
puter graphics, with his name running through the Jandscape. Futura
2000’s painting The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly. which pays homage
to the hip-hop group Cypress Hill, has three ghostly figures floating
on what appears to be a TV screen hovering over & dark, ominous
cityscape.

So if you look at the wor
to Jean-Michel Basquiat, there is always this
into a visionary landscape, if not a science
scape. The imaginative leap that we associate wit

terms of putting the human into an alien and alienating €

tion, I would have to say that most
his century have jdentified with
t includes Ellison, Wright,
dition that includes Hein-

K of black visual artists, from graffiti artists
insertion of black figures

fiction or fantasy land-
h science fiction, in
pvironment,
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Public Enemy’s Fear of a Black Planet—I1 don’t know if it gets anymore

sci-fi than that!
MARK DERY: In “Diary of a Bug,” in Flyboy in the Buttermilk, you state,
“Hip-hop is ancestor worship”; later in the same €ssay collection, you
quote a lecture given by Delany at the Studio Museum of Harlem in
which he says, “We need images of tomorrow, and our people need
t}_\em more than most.” | sometimes wonder if there isn’t an inherent
dichotomy in hip-hop between a displaced people’s need to reaffirm
a common history and the quintessentially American emphasis on
forward motion, effected through technological progress. Don’t these
contradictory impulses threaten to tear hip-hop apart?
GREG TATE: No, because you can be backward-looking and forw.
thinking at the same time. The approach to everything in hip-hop
i.S always with a sense of play, so that even ancestor worship is sub-
ject to irreverence. Ironically, one of the things that’s allowed black
culture to survive is its ability to operate in an iconoclastic way in
regard to the past; the trappings of tradition are never allowed to
stand in the way of innovation and improvisation. You have to re-
member, too, that black reverence for the past is a reverence for a
paradise lost. It’s not a past that anyone knows from experience, but
a past gleaned from discussions, from books by scholars like Dr. Ben
Yochanan who have dedicated their lives to researching the scientific

glories of black civilizations.
You know, SF, like hip-hop,
totalizing way of looking at America,
mundane literature could never begin
eschews the psychological dimension in term

for a more all-encompassing look at the impact o
tutions that govern behavior and the transmission of knowledge. And

in the same way that SF focuses on the impact of information tech-
nologies on the psychology of a society, black literature moves the
silence and intellectual marginalization of blacks to the foreground.
Both represent an attempt 10 view everything through a single lens,
so that we can see the specter haunting society that society doesn’t

want to acknowledge.
One of the things I've

ard-

is a very sociohistorical genre. It's 2

as Delany has pointed out, that
to approach. Science fiction
s of character portrayal
f the various insti-

been trying to say all along is that the condi-




212 Mark Dery

Writers imagine
At the )

: same ti
mid of expli me, I'm 3 Jj
xplication j ittle unco
and scj on in whj mfortable wi .
S€lence fiction becOh]Ch the black experien VUL e

m ce is on the bott

om

Cusses it. [ thi es the .
. ink that there Way n which one “logically” dis-

Kraf .
who twerk so interesting to
thej Kraftwerk’s “Trans

eir electro- :

diffi
€rent ways of Producing so
und.

Digital musi
IC technol
o8y

Black to the Future 213

d that, I resist
ack and funky

tructions. Having sai
uggests that being bl

century European musical cons
the reading that by definition s
means that one can’t occupy certain spaces.

ne be situated in the Afric
tra@ition and still speak the aesthetic language
society? In other words, can one be funky and mechanic

TRICIA ROSE: No question; that's what hip-hop is! The r
is: How do we define what being «mechanical” means? If we take a

kind of Frankfurt School/fascist/ industrial regimentation/ lack of cre-
the machine, then of course funky cyborgs

contradiction; but if we understand the ma-
ty whose parameters are always
can read hip-hop as the
tindustrial landscape-

to structurally trans-
0scOpiC Tesponses to

an-American musical
of the technetronic
al?

eal question

MARK DERY: Can O

ativity as our model for
would seem like an utter
chine as a product of human creativi
suggesting what’s beyond them, then we
response of urban people of color to the pos
Although most people do not have the power
form the worlds they live in, many attempt micr
things that appear in their landscapes.

Electro-boogie took place in a historica
was released in 1982—when factory production and solid blue-collar

work were coming to 2 screeching halt in urban America. Urban
blacks were increasingly unemployed, and their best options were

to become hidden workers for service industries Of computer repair
k, technology 15 here; we can choose to be

people. People said, “Loo

left behind or we can try to take control of the beast.”

This bears a resemblance t0 what the black cultural and literary
theorist James A. Snead refers to as «the management of ruptures.””
ures? Do we incorpora

How do cultures respond to social rupt te them
or reject them, refusing transformation? This is the larger question

we should ask when we talk about black cultural transformation be-

cause for every point of continuity, there are fascinating points of
blem: we have t0 be able to say. Y€s,

discontinuity. This is our pro

industrial logic dominates 2 number of cultural products and ways

of thinking in the world, while at the same time acknowledging that

not everything is a subset of that framework.
what Afrika Bambaataa and hip-hoppers

werk’s use of the robot was an understanding of €
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cause this is the truth that has been deliberately and systematically
fienied. Science, here, stands in for incontrovertible evidence. Science
is understood as that space where the future takes place.

MARK DERY: Sun Ra, who claims to be from Saturn, is known for songs
like “Rocket No. g Take Off for the Planet Venus”; his concerts have
incorporated movies of his orchestra parading around the Sphinx.
What meanings can be squeezed out of Ra’s conflation of ancient
Egyptian imagery and alien saviors?

TRICIA ROSE: Sun Ra’s flying saucer imagery is about accepting the
mystical powers that one knows, culturally, and seeing science as a
mystical process as well-—a process that has to do not only with de-
ductive reasoning, but with creating power and positing new social

myths. It’s about reconciling those two histories. If you're going to
you have to imagine where you've

imagine yourself in the future,
Jture is a way of countering

come from; ancestor worship in black cu

a historical erasure.
At the same time, romantic visions of an agrarian memory of black

creativity are seriously problematic; certainly, we need to investigate
those periods, but to position them as the pinnacle of black cre-
ativity and the rest of history as a decline that works in a one-to-one
ratio with technological influences completely misunderstands both

the technological creativity of, say. blues artists, working with the
most sophisticated technologies available to them, and the fact that
break from

even those so-called unadulterated periods constituted a
former environments. I refuse the Frankfurt model of authenticity,

which distinguishes between what is “really creative” and some sort

of technological simulation of creativity.

These notions of creative authenticity often contribute to a con-
struction of black culture in such a way that blacks are romanti-
cized. These romantic visions take place long after hip-hop’s initial
interventions and in so doing make it impossible to see the way in
which black folks are on the cutting edge of transforming technology
and their relationship to it. These visions constitute an extraordi-
narily contradictory reading of black creativity that positions the
reader as a postcolonial observer of a black culture that is miracu-
lously untainted by “our” violence and loss of spirituality. The white
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at the flesh cedes territory to inva-
cyberoptic implants, brain
ble masculinity,

as a useful myth is the fact th
sive technologies—myoelectric armatures,
sockets. If machines continue to signify an impregna
and if the flesh continues to be coded as feminine—as is S0 often the
case in Hollywood SF—then the myth of the cyborg is one more story

told about the feminine subjugated.

TRICIA ROSE: Absolutely. The cyborg
which the technology houses all of th

pacity, and the softer stuff is understo
part that bleeds, menstruates. The question is not cyborg possibilities

in and of themselves, but how the cyborg has been constructed by
patriarchal discourse and how it might be reinvented.

If we had hordes and hordes of women who were paid to sit around
and reimagine the science fiction genre, they might treat technology
differently, placing it in a different relationship to the organism, and
then what would cyborgs look like? What relationship would the
technology have to the body if cyborgs were imagined with different
stress points, different identity problems, different responses to in-
corporation? Again, 1 refuse to blame the technology; it’s about how
we imagine its usefulness, and what we value. If we don’t value the
ways in which women create, it doesn’t really matter what we do or
do not invent; we could stay on the farm and women would be just
as oppressed. For that reason, | don’t really see science fiction models
of the future as a necessarily more oppressive space for women than

I do current fictions of an idealized past.
in “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,’
logy that refuses “an anti-science

is a masculine construct in
e hard, strong, Terminator ca-
od as the weak portion, the

MARK DERY: Haraway argues, " for what
I would call a technofeminist ideo
metaphysics, a demonology of technology.” Which leads me to won-

der: Would the female shootist in Patrick Carr’s book, Gun People,
_ control over potential events

who says, “With agunl have more . . .
around me, and more personal power,” fit Haraway's definition of an
hat do you make of the linkage

oppositional monster? Furthermore, W .
between handgun fetishism and an abhorrence for childbirth evinced
manda Galas, who be-

by postfeminists like the avant-garde diva Dia
lieves that “all women . . . have to get guns” (her celebrity endorse-
ment goes to the .38 Special).” and who once told me.
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I think feminist mothers are the most dangerous muthafuckahs out
there; if I were to be really hard-core, I could say that feminists who
ref.use to have children ain’t threatenin’ shit after a certain point! |
think the key is for feminist women to have as much power and as
many babies as they want to, creating universes of feminist children.

1 watched Aliens again last night and what I loved about Sigourney
Weaver is the way in which she manages both directed aggressiveness
and sensuality. You watch her pet that cat near the beginning of the
film, in the hospital, and it’s very sensual at the same time that you
know she’s all about trying to take somebody out. Similarly, what
was so brilliant about The Terminator was the way in which Linda
Hamilton's character, Sarah Connor, became a warrior of reproduc-
tion.

The question is: Who is doing the constructing? The problem with
the Terminator series and the Alien trilogy is that male imagina-
tion is driving the narrative, which is what makes a pistol-packin’
mama like Sarah Connor so problematic. But the larger question is,
once again, not “How was Sarah Connor constructed by the film-
maker?” but “How do the feminist graduate students I know (many
of whom idolize these characters) use these women in ways that re-
write the narrative and maybe rewrite their life roles?” Furthermore,
how might their readings allow another generation of feminist in-
dependent filmmakers to reimagine Sarah Connor? These are small,
potential building blocks toward something larger; they're not an end
but a means to a larger end.

These images are opening up possibilities,
women think women ought to be, even if they wind up endorsing
patriarchal norms in other ways. Hollywood has to reaffirm the status
quo, of course, but trust me when I tell you that just by opening those
gates, they're creating a rupture they may not be able to suture.

revising what men and
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GARETH BRANWYN
COMPU-SEH: EROTICA FOR CYBERNAUTS

e than a breakthrough in elec-
tronic media or in computer interface design. With

its virtual environments and simulated worlds, cy-
. tool for examining our very sense

Cyberspace is mor:

berspaceisa. .
of reality.
—Michael Heim

n an enduring ritual of nightly “cruising,”
a crowd of people has gathered in a lonely-
hearts club. A man musters up the courage to
approach a woman and fires off a few of his
best one-liners. She takes the bait and tugs
the line with some sexy retorts of her own.
The chemistry is right; things heat up. They
are soon jarred back to reality by the teasing
of those around them who've caught on to
their little game. Embarrassed, they quickly
pass notes and plan a late-night rendezvous.

Both show up punctually at the private place

they have chosen. An awkward silence is bro-

ken by more provocative flirting, and then,
finally. what they've both come for: sex.

They quickly undress one another and begin

making frantic love. The exchange is short
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