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Some Real Mothers . . . :

The SF Eye Interview

This text began as an interview conducted and recorded by Takayuki Tatsumi at Luna-
con, in Croton, New York, in April 198"]. I rewrote the transcription over the next month.
It was published in a 1987 issue of Science Fiction Eye (Volume i, Number 3), edited
by Stephen P. Brown out of Washington, D. C.

The interview is dedicated to the memory of Alfred Bester (igij-igSj)

Takayuki Tatsumi: Let me begin with a brief introduction. Last autumn
[1986] it was very exciting to watch you teach science fiction—
especially the cyberpunk writers—at Cornell University, where you were
a senior fellow at Cornell's Society for the Humanities, and I had a
chance to sit in on your seminar. Chiefly, you focused on a comparison
of John Varley and William Gibson, along with a psychoanalytic reading
of their works, giving us an insight into what's going on in the current
history of science fiction. Today I'd like to discuss with you your
thoughts on cyberpunk, and SF after cyberpunk, based on your experi-
ences at Cornell. To begin with, let me ask you, how did you like Cor-
nell?

Samuel R. Delany: Well, it was a wonderful experience. It gave me a
chance to talk about some ideas that had been percolating down for a
year or more. Also, it was just a chance to think.

Paradoxically, the one thing that professional writers—writers who
earn their living from their work—are not encouraged to do is think.

I don't mean thinking about your work—how to make it better; how a
sentence might be interpreted; how a story might be read; what you can
use in everything from your afternoon walk by the grocery to the TV
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movie you catch at three in the morning. That's the way a hunter thinks
about hunting, or a dry cleaner thinks about cleaning fluids. It has too
much the mark of necessity and survival.

I mean thinking as an abstract process, where, in a social situation,
problems—or even situations—are put before you, and, in discussion or
alone, you're encouraged just to think about them. Since I've come back
[from Cornell], I've finished one long story (or short novel), "The Tale
of Rumor and Desire," that is part of a new Neveryon book, Return to
Neveryon. I couldn't tell you directly how much of the Cornell experi-
ence went into it.

The landscape did.
There's one scene in a gorge, which is primarily one of the Ithaca

gorges (at Treeman Park) transformed a bit.

TT: The influence of landscape upon literature is very intriguing. How-
ever, J. G. Ballard's "inner space" seems quite different from Gibson's
"cyberspace"; Ballard's springs from his own experience in China; cy-
berspace functions both as the product of a high-tech imagination and
as the playground for a certain stylistic experimentation. In this sense
you were right when, in class, you compared Gibson's cyberspace to
Alfred Bester's typographic experiments that configured Gully Foyle's
synesthesia while he space-time jaunted in The Stars My Destination.
Could you tell me a litde bit more about the relationship between scien-
tific idea and science fictional style?

SRD: My first thought, when you bring this up, is not so much a stylistic
one as a formal one. Science fiction has often taken new areas of con-
ceptual space, then inflated them with language. The very first turning
to outer space as a real place to write about, by Leinster, Heinlein,
Williamson, and Van Vogt, was very much the same verbal strategy.

Suddenly there was a new space to deal with.
Then you inject a great deal of lyrical language into this particular

area and see what happens to it, happens in it. And that's what Gibson is
doing with cyberspace . . . it's a similar strategic move. A thought on
form, but it has its stylistic aspect—it makes a stylistic distinction.

TT: Did that have anything to do with your selection of the Robert
Heinlein and Roger Zelazny stories for your seminar?

SRD: No, this is actually a pretty new idea to me. It's not one I've spent a
lot of time thinking about. The selection of the Zelazny and Heinlein
stories had to do with their approach to psychoanalysis—the use of
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psychoanalysis in Heinlein's "The Roads Must Roll" and in Zelazny's "He
Who Shapes" . . . although the dream space in "He Who Shapes" is very
similar to cyberspace: both are conceptual spaces that, with the help of
technology, we can enter. You can die in either one. The language with
which Zelazny talks about the dreams that Render can control is very
different from the general narrative voice of his tale in the same way that
the language that Gibson uses to discuss moving through cyberspace is
different; in the same way that Hester's synesthetic language in The Stars
My Destination is different. The original title for "He Who Shapes" was
"The Ides of Octember"—which is to say, a figure of rhetorically dis-
torted language. The ides of Octember, you'll recall from the story, is a
time whose possibility or impossibility we can only even talk about when
we are in the dream space created by the Ro-womb.

That beautiful, poetic, and ultimately noncommercial title was taken
off the story by its initial editor, Cele Goldsmith, because it did not name
the subject (in either sense) of the story. It was rather a verbal tag for a
pertinent subspace—the space that the story was about. It was a sign of a
space in which language could be distorted in a certain way, giving us
access to certain purely verbal constructs.

TT: It reminds me of one of your own verbal constructs, your title
Starboard Wine. Even the title Dhalgren is a tag for a particular process,
created of expectation and verbal highlighting, rather than a name for a
person or a place that the book will then observe, explore, or circle in on.

SRD: Outer space itself began as a kind of subspace that sat next
to . . . well, planetary-surface-space.

TT: Roger Zelazny is one of the authors Gibson doesn't mention often.
But surely his second novel, Count Zero, reminds us greatly of Zelazny.
Does that also have something to do with it?

SRD: Maybe Gibson is blind to any mention of Zelazny because they're
too much alike. There's a certain stylistic thrust Zelazny and Gibson
share. Both of them indulge a kind of Jacobean gorgeousness, coupled
with a love of the "hard-boiled." Also the initial excitement both gener-
ated in the SF readership at the very beginning of their careers—
Zelazny from '62 to '67, Gibson between '81 and '86—is similar. The
initial image of both is that of considered stylists.

TT: What about your seminar selection of another story, "Baby is
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Three," by Theodore Sturgeon? That has something to do with intersub-
jectivity, as you've mentioned . . . perhaps?

SRD: Again, the reason I selected it, at the time (for one of the three
introductory stories we dealt with before launching into Varley and
Gibson per se) was because the frame of the story was a psychoanalytic
session; and, at that particular point, I was dealing with science fiction's
view of psychoanalysis.

The proposed structure of the seminar was first, you'll recall, to pull
out of, or even to construct from, a reading of Heinlein, Sturgeon, and
Zelazny a kind of composite science fictional view of psychoanalysis. I
wanted to read this science fictional construct closely against Lacan, the
two of them mutually critiquing one another. You'll recall from the
seminar that, by and large in SF, the initial point of transference is not
the father but the state. It's there in a patently politically conservative
work, such as in Heinlein's "roads Must Roll," it's there in an insistently
liberal work, such as in Zelazny's "He Who Shapes." It's put most clearly
in Sturgeon's "Baby is Three," during Gerry's bit of free association,
where he thinks: "I ate from the plate of the state and I hate."

Ten years ago Luise White (in the "Women in Science Fiction Sympo-
sium," Khatru, 1976) noted that, for a male-dominated field, SF had an
astonishing range of active, vigorous women characters—-far more than
many of us suspected—authored indiscriminately by men and women.
But she also went on to point out an overriding pattern: These women
invariably worked either directly for the state, or for some male-run
institution that controlled so much power and revenue, it might as well
be a state in itself.

These are not patterns common to naturalistic fiction. But they are
inescapable as soon as you turn to science fiction. From Susan Calvin
(the psychiatrist in Isaac Asimov's Robot series) to Molly Million (the
mercenary adventurer of Gibson's world), science fiction has an aston-
ishing gallery of good "phallic mothers." But their bosses either are the
state, or are financially powerful enough to challenge, threaten, and
topple states. This fact is intricately related, somewhere in the political
unconscious of science fiction, to the transference phenomenon we've
already noted.

It was only after teasing out—or putting together—this theoretical
superstructure that I wanted to use it to read a pre-cyberpunk writer
such as Varley and a cyberpunk proper (if one can speak of such) such
as Gibson, and see the movement from one to the other, as the SF field
had made them centers of excitement and attention, in terms of it.
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We were only partly successful.
But it's hard not to note that the psychoanalytic session turns memo-

ry itself into a kind of subspace: a space of narration, of nostalgia, of
ideological intricacies (i.e., a space of blame and resignation), and of
lyricism.

Paraspace would really be a better term than subspace.
If we're going to explore this idea further, we have to note that our

paraspaces are not in a hierarchical relation—at least not in a simple
and easy hierarchical relation—to the narrative's "real," or ordinary,
space. What goes on in one subverts the other; what goes on in the other
subverts the one. They change their weights all the time, throughout
their stories. So calling it a subspace—with the prefix's strong sugges-
tion of subordination—is wrong. A paraspace, or even an alternative
space, with its much weaker—and more problematic—question of posi-
tion and troubling supplementarity, is more to the point.

TT: In terms of cyberspace, it all does seem to have started with Bester's
synesthetic effect. As we read through Neuromancer, we hear punk music
throughout the visual images from the high-tech world. How do you
describe that kind of syn-esthetics?

SRD: You can only draw it out from an actual examination of the rhetor-
ical figures used to write about these paraspaces. I'd have to have the
texts in front of me, and point out the actual verbal plays that constitute
the text of cyberspace, that constitute the text of synesthesia, that consti-
tute the text of the "Ro-Womb" in "He Who Shapes." It's the same kind
of thing that happens in Algis Budrys' 1960 novella, "Rogue Moon."
Inside that strange alien artifact—a hundred meters across, twenty me-
ters high, and, significantly, on the dark side of the moon—things of
great import happen . . . they result in death for Al Barker—again, and
again, and again. Yet, these spaces are very different from standard FTL
"hyperspace," that instrumental space we pass through in order to
bridge great distances, where, in most stories, we spend only a second or
two, a sentence or two. That's a functional and useful—and at the same
time highly subordinated—space. In its functionality, in its usefulness,
it's subordinated to the plot, to getting from here to there.

This alternative space is a place where we actually endure, observe,
learn, and change—and sometimes die. With these paraspaces the plot
is shaped, as it were, to them. And inside them, the language itself
undergoes changes—the language the writer uses to describe what hap-
pens in it is always shifted, is always rotated, is always aspiring toward the
lyric.
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In the case of Budrys, the passage through this space splits the sub-
ject: into an M (or moon form) and into an L (or laboratory form, back
on earth), while the space itself, merely a complex of "rules, and crazy
logic; Alice in Wonderland with teeth," remains impassive, unresponsive,
yet murderous.

Finally the synesthetic passages in Bester accomplish something very
close to this same splitting, or doubling, of the subject: the Burning
Man, that demonic version of Gully, which keeps appearing at moments
of tension throughout the story, and whose origin, we finally learn, is
that mystical conflagration in the cathedral, towards the book's climax.

It would be interesting to look at a number of these various para-
spaces in terms of the way the language is used within them.

TT: You presuppose, very naturally then, a consistency between the
scientific idea and your own style of working—or language: the techno-
logically constituted paraspace becomes the locus of a more lyrical lan-
guage. In your own work, Babel-ij, say, the paraspace would be the
discorporate sector—first in the port city, then in the great shadow ship.
As in "Rogue Moon," this paraspace is also associated with death. It's the
space where a whole necessary aspect of rhetoric, involving the shifters
"I" and "you," is learned. In The Einstein Intersection, the paraspace would
probably be the source cave—which is associated with history (and is
also where Lobey first sees, in the old television, Kid Death directly): In
these paraspaces death and history seem somehow to bear a relation at
once antagonistic and complicit. In Nova, we only spend one brief,
bright moment in it, when the Roc passes inside the hollow of the nova
itself; and we encounter the words "deaths," "death," and "dead" at least
five times.

SRD: You know, the one writer I never figured this applied to was
me . . .

TT: It's interesting that in a later work, like Triton, your paraspace is
completely social: the unlicensed sector in the Tethys complex, where
the laws for the rest of the city don't hold. While in Dhalgren, except for
the first chapter (and even there . . .) it's nothing but a paraspace.

SRD: Yes, what's that marvelous line from that appalling SF picture? I
think it's Slave Girls from Beyond Infinity. Once they enter the temple, one
slave girl turns to the other and says, "I have the strangest feeling the
normal laws of time and space no longer apply."
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'IT: The distinction between ordinary narrative space and a technologi-
cal lyrical paraspace is allegorized by the distinction between "narrative"
language and "lyrical" language, then?

SRD: I suppose that holds as long as you remember that both ordinary
language and lyrical language are equally rhetorical. There's a wonder-
ful spot in "Rogue Moon," before Barker has entered the paraspace,
where Hawks, who at the beginning knows more about the inside of the
paraspace than anyone else in the story, is telling Barker what he knows:
He describes the death of one of the previous explorers (the man's body
looked as if it had fallen from a height of several thousand meters under
terrestrial gravity), and Barker asks him a question: "Could that have
happened?"

Hawks replies: "No."
And Barker responds, phatically, "I see."
To which Hawks returns, "I can't see, Barker. And neither can anyone

else."
In short, the play of ordinary rhetoric—the "transparent" language

that we all assume is, willy nilly, somehow apart from rhetoric—is there
suddenly called into question. Its rhetorical quality is suddenly fore-
grounded. The ideas and ignorances it allows us to slide over and slip
across are brought sharply to the fore.

But it's important that this happens, not when—somewhat
anticlimactically—Hawks and Barker travel through the paraspace itself,
with its "shafts of crystal transparency open [ing] through the folds of
green and white, with flickering red light dimly visible at their far ends
and blue, green, yellow heaving up from underfoot," its "crystalline
transparent projections jutting out from the red wall," or its "enormous
featureless plain of panchromatic greys and blacks." There, a more tradi-
tional notion of rhetoric is being foregrounded and, indeed, being alle-
gorized by a set of colorful rhetorical figurations.

Nor does the allegory end there. In a science fiction text, ordinary
space is just as technologically contoured as any of these technologically
constituted paraspaces—from cyberspace to outer space itself. But ordi-
nary space (like ordinary language) is the place where the characters
are likely to forget that technological contouring, just as characters,
enmeshed in ordinary language, are likely to lose the sense of its rheto-
ricity.

At least half of Theodore Sturgeon's verbal poetry was expended on
lush, vivid, and precise descriptions of the emotions of his characters;
but the other half was lavished on luminous evocations of astonishing
machines that often performed impossibly complex technical tasks.
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We've broached a very interesting, even exciting point: In science
fiction, rhetoricity often allegorizes technology—and the awareness of
technology; especially technology that's perceived as being beyond ours.

TT: Cyberpunk is often characterized by mirrorshades. We can see it
first in John Shirley's City Come A-Walkin'. But the metaphor of mir-
rorshades is important not only because mirrorshades sound punkish,
but because mirrorshades are described as the effect of a prosthesis—
and frequently as prostheses that give us our own sense of reality.

I wonder if cyberpunk doesn't make the most of mirrorshades, at
least partly inspired by your Dhalgren, in which Kid wears the optic chain,
looped upon his body, a chain made up of prisms, lenses, and mirrors.
As such, your chapter title "Prism, Mirror, Lens" is very interesting. Do
you think the obsession with mirrorshades has something to do with
what you've called "the distortion of the present?"

SRD: I've written that science fiction does not try to predict the future.
Rather it offers us a significant distortion of the present. But to try and
see the distortion that takes place on the reflective surface of a pair of
mirrorshades as an allegory of science fictional distortion in general
may be to stretch allegory to the tearing point—where the glare blinds
us to its logic, to its psychology; where the sound of the music drowns
out just the dialogue with the contemporary that distortion's signifi-
cance encompasses.

Mirrorshades would seem, rather, to have something to do with the
science fictional gaze. What are mirrorshades, after all? They're a thin
film of reflective mylar. They cut off your gaze—at any rate, darken what
you see. At the same time, they mask the gaze's source. Someone looking
at you cannot tell whether you're looking at them or looking away. Thus
they both mask the gaze and distort the gaze. They protect us against a
painful light. At the same time, they displace the gaze of the reader, who
must always look at himself or herself any time she or he seeks to find
the origin of the gaze. All you can find is yourself—which I think is a
nice allegory of what is happening in this particular kind of science
fiction.

TT: Do you think of that in terms of psychoanalysis?

SRD: I think it suggests a psychoanalytic reading.

SRD: Mirrorshades constitute a state of mind?
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SRD: Well, they constitute the structure of a particular displacement of
the notion of vision—and since the whole notion of the gaze comes
from Lacan, and from Lacan's emphasis on the mirror stage, the text
becomes someplace where you look to see what's going on, only what
you see is yourself looking at the text to see what's going on—while at
the same time, the text presents a gaze that is somehow darkened,
distorted, and reflected.

TT: You mean reading the literary text is just like looking at the text
through mirrorshades?

SRD: It's not quite clear whether you're the one wearing the mir-
rorshades or whether the text is wearing them. I think in cyberpunk the
text is wearing them—the mirrorshades.

TT: I'd like to take up the idea of prosthesis; because, in Gibson's and
Sterling's cases, we can find a kind of ambiguous boundary between the
human and the mechanical. In this sense we must say that cyberpunk's
question is the very notion of boundary—as, for example, in the name
of the hero of Neuromancer, Case. Gibson suggests that the human body is
simply a case, a frame. Could this be the reason why your Nova is some-
times called the first cyberpunk novel?

SRD: Is it?
But how could I possibly comment on that?
One interesting thing about cyberpunk, however, is that, while usually

we consider the prosthetic relation where the prosthesis is helping us to
deal with some kind of loss that we've sustained, in cyberpunk some
prosthetic relationships are deadly—like the sacks of poison that are
going to melt and kill Case. Or the "prosthesis" in Tom Maddox's story
"Snake Eyes." In Gibson's case/Case, the prostheses are deep inside the
body and work to sabotage it.

Thus, in Count Zero, there's that extraordinary scene, after the holovid
star gets blown up, where we see the man walking through the airport,
carrying the case that looks like it was made for two billiard balls, and we
just know that it contains her salvaged prosthetic eyes.

Not all of them are baleful, of course. The skeleton the performer
wears in "Winter Market," and with Molly Million in Neuromancer and
'Johnny Mnemonic," you don't know quite where the prosthesis ends
and the body begins. There's always a kind of ambiguity—like Molly's
mirrorshades that are actually replacement eyes.
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TT: As for Molly, Gibson's characterization of her reminded me of
Rydra Wong in Babel-ij in some sense.

SRD: Ah, but the person she reminded me of most was Jael in Joanna
Russ's Female Man. Both of them have retractable claws in their fingers.
Both of them wear black. Both enjoy their sex with men. And there's a
similar harshness in their attitudes.

I'm sure Gibson would admit that his particular kind of female char-
acter would have been impossible to write without the feminist science
fiction from the seventies—that is, the feminist SF whose obliteration
created such a furor when Bruce Sterling (inadvertently of course . . . ?)
elided it from his introduction to Burning Chrome.

Sometimes it seems as though these male writers were trying to sub-
late the whole feminist movement unto themselves—which can only be
done at the expense of history. But simply because the influence of the
feminist writers is so strong on male writers like Gibson, I don't think we
will ever be able to lose it historically.

It's always seemed to me that Varley, a writer whose feminist sympa-
thies are pretty much there on the surface, was really trying again and
again—now in "The Phantom of Kansas," now in "Overdrawn at the
Memory Bank," now in The Ophiuchi Hotline—to wrestle with, to argue
vehemently with, to somehow rewrite in a new and acceptable form,
Budrys' "Rogue Moon." In "Rogue Moon," you'll recall, Al Barker, the
man in love with death, dies again and again—and it doesn't really
matter. Well, Varley keeps telling us, it's got to matter—somehow, at
least to the person who dies. And yet the coherence of the story is always
fighting that notion that he's putting forward—the notion of the reality
of death—so that this oedipal struggle I see between him and Father AJ.
is taken up and dramatized in his stories, in text after text.

Varley is, of course, the SF writer who has taken over the prosthetic as
his own personal field. Heinlein's "Waldo" and the range of Varley's
stories are the necessary texts in any examination of SF and the prosthe-
tic.

Gibson, however, is constantly rerewriting Russ and Le Guin. We've
already talked about what Gibson's Molly owes to Russ' Jael. (It's only
the world of Russ's novel that makes Gibson's Molly signify in his: In
Gibson's world, there are neither Jeanines nor Janets—only various Jael
incarnations.)

But take a look at Le Guin's societies: They're all loose webs of courts,
kibbutzim, and academies. As such, all their institutions are highly struc-
tured and very protected places.
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Now hold up against this Gibson's Urban Sprawl, and you can sud-
denly hear the shrill—one yearns to say "hysterical"—protest against
that ordered social template around which Le Guin organizes her world.

The bricolage of Gibson's style, now colloquial, now highly formal,
now hardboiled, makes him as a writer a gomi no sensei—a master of junk.
Applied to Gibson, it's a laudatory title. But it would be absurd to apply
such a term to Le Guin. And it's precisely on that rhetorical level that he
argues with, cannibalizes, and rewrites her.

But in science fiction, the intertextual dialogue has always been all.

TT: In a lecture you gave at Cornell on the work of biologist and cultur-
al critic Donna Haraway and her article, "A Manifesto for Cyborgs," you
referred to a kind of surplus of metaphor in terms of logic that is
supposed to be produced by a kind o f . . . deconstruction of gender?

SRD: The surplus I discussed was something that comes with any meta-
phor. A metaphor (or simile) always produces a logical structure—a
structure that, in itself, is almost always wholly semantic. ("Why is a raven
like a writing desk?" "Because Poe wrote on both.") But there's always a
psychological surplus, poetic and organized far more at the level of the
letter ("Feathers, leather, wings, wood, stone, bone, beak, brass, eyes,
handles, claws, drawers . . ."); and the tension between the logical,
semantic structure and the psychological, poetic surplus is, I think, what
produces the energy and vividness of metaphor. The logic and the psy-
chology in tension make for the cyborg view of the metaphor. The logic
is the technological aspect. The psychology is the organic aspect. The
two feed back on each other—in the same gesture with which they open
each other up.

TT: What, in that view of metaphor, could necessarily change the ortho-
dox view of the cyborg?

SRD: I don't think it changes the orthodox view. I think it grows out of
the orthodox view. I think it recomplicates on the orthodox. It's the
same kind of metaphoric distribution over itself that Derrida makes of
the whole notion of writing, which goes out and subsumes voice and
pulls it up against itself, until the boundary between becomes unlocata-
ble, and recasts the whole notion of voice, so that you can have things
that are purely oral, yet still partake of the notion of writing. It's a way of
upsetting another set of hierarchies; but that upset is always an interim
strategy. It's never absolute, complete, total, or finished.
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TT: Insofar as the cyborg is the product of the prosthetic—or, in Derri-
dean terms, that writing itself must be the product of a prosthetic
process—there's still controversy going on over whether cyberpunk is a
movement or a subgenre. But, for the time being, we can at least say
cyberpunks have clarified their consciousness of the history of science
fiction, as it's seen in Gibson's story "The Gernsback Continuum," and
Sterling's essay "Midnight on the Rue Jules Verne" [SFEYE ai].

Gibson decomposes Gernsback by mocking his aethetics of the
streamlined, whereas Sterling decomposes Verne by reconstructing his
image from a punkish viewpoint. How do you place them in the history
of science fiction, actually in view of the age of the New Wave? Perhaps
the image of "cyberspace" might be another version of "inner space."

SRD: Inner space . . . ?
Certainly that's a tempting reading.
But looking back on it at this point, "inner space" seems to me to have

begun as a very conservative notion whose main strategic function was to
legitimate science fiction for the New Wave—to make SF look more like
literature by overtly importing into it the literary priority of the subject.
To say that all the technological paraphernalia and images in SF were
really keys to the socially, biologically, and cybernetically internalized
world of the post-Romantic, post-Freudian "subject" was to throw out (or
at least to repress) precisely what was important, significant, and truly
alive in science fiction. It was a way to give up all articulate readerly (and
writerly) response to just what, in science fiction, could critique that
social, biological, cybernetic construction of the subjective: the playful
presentation of a socially and scientifically analyzable, linguistically and
poetically malleable object.

Writers who espoused inner space had to be, almost by definition—
no?—anti-technology.

Cyberpunk is pro-tech. Thus it can't be pro-inner space, QED . . . ?
Excepting the rather silly film that, this past year, gave a biological

literalness to the term, "inner space" was wholly psychological in its
constitution, its function, in its deployment—at least during the period
of its use as a critical term by the New Wave. First off, no one ever went
there. It was an insistently aspacial term (what was spacious about it was
also wholly ironic). It was a space of interpretation. It was occasionally
indicated in the text; but it was never pictured and dramatized.

Cyberspace is, on the contrary, apsychological. It is the place we go to
learn about information. Within it, we can gaze out (not in) on General
Motors and see just how much bigger it is, in terms of what it knows,
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than the database on the PC in the apartment next door. In it, we can
destroy each other (Chrome can be burned down to its informational
grounding) or we can die. Cyberspace exists entirely as a technological
consensus. Without that technology it could not exist, be entered, or
function. It's much closer to Popper's notion of "World-3" (the world of
texts and data that interweaves and stabilizes the world of human be-
ings) or Chardin's "Noosphere" (the sphere of abstract knowledges pre-
sumed to be generated by, and encircling, the biosphere) than it is to
anything internal and psychological. Indeed, successive technological
realizations of those and like images have organized the nostalgia, or the
ravenous hunger, for the informational totality the bourgeoisie has ex-
perienced since the middle of the i gth century—a 'nostalgia, a hunger
implicit in everything from the Love of Wise Old Men (like Gandalf) to
the ascendancy of computers themselves as middle class toys, a nostalgia
which catapulted writers like Verne and, later, Wells (they were known,
first of all, both of them, as writers who knew so much; Wells, indeed, was
probably the first intellectual—as opposed to artist—celebrity; after all,
his best creative work was merely science fiction; and as soon as he
reached that celebrated position, he was invited to write a history of the
world—which invitation he accepted and did pretty well at, everything
considered) to an astonishing public popularity. Wells, for a while, was
simply the most famous man in the world. That same hunger doubtless
propels, now and again, the current extrageneric bourgeois interest in
some aspect of science fiction, once it's been labeled with a catchy
enough term.

How does one place the cyberpunks, then, against the New Wave? I
don't know whether one can. There was the New Wave. Then there was
the entire explosion of feminist science fiction—in many ways a political
and stylistic counterwave. The cyberpunks come after that—again, in
many ways a reaction.

Jeanne Gomoll has brought it specifically to our notice in her open
letter to Joanna Russ, in the last issue of Janus. It's interesting that the
feminist explosion—which obviously infiltrates the cyberpunk writers so
much—is the one they seem to be the least comfortable with, even
though it's one that, much more than the New Wave, has influenced
them most strongly, both in progressive and in reactionary ways—
progressive in its political cynicism, reactionary to the extent that cyni-
cism can only be expressed through a return to a certain kind of macho
rhetoric that was dated by 1960, and that really belongs to Britain's
"Angry Young Men," Philip Wyllie, and a whole lot of other—let's face
it—second-rate writers. Yet, in characters like Molly . . . you know, the
great irony of the cyberpunk movement is that the most quintessentially
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cyberpunk story is Connie Willis' "All My Darling Daughters." And Willis
is very seldom—or never—thought of as a cyberpunk. Yet, if you wanted
to choose one story that is more cyberpunk than any other one written,
that would probably be it—and it's written outside the movement, and
probably six or seven years before it even got going!

TT: One thing that pleased me most in your class was your discussion of
Alfred Bester, then John Varley, then William Gibson. If we are taking
the viewpoint of cyberpunk, I think it is possible to reconstruct the
American history of science fiction, beginning with Bester, Chip Delany,
John Varley, and William Gibson.

SRD: Well, again, you're indulging that same cyberpunk patriarchal
nervousness. You're omitting the Russ/Le Guin/Mclntyre/Vinge axis,
without which there wouldn't be any cyberpunk. Is it this macho uncer-
tainty that keeps on trying to make us black out the explosion that lights
the whole cyberpunk movement? without which we wouldn't be able to
read it? without which there would not be either the returning macho or
the female cyberpunk characters who stand up to it?

When you look at the criticism cyberpunk has generated, you notice
among the male critics this endless, anxious search for fathers—that
finally just indicates the general male discomfort with the whole notio
of paternity. Which, in cyberpunk, is as it should be. Cyberpunk is, at
basis, a bastard form of writing. It doesn't have a father. Or, rather, it has
so many that enumerating them just doesn't mean anything.

What it's got are mothers. A whole set of them—who, in literary
terms, were so promiscuous that their cyberpunk offspring will simply
never be able to setde down, sure of a certain daddy.

I'm a favorite faggot "uncle," who's always looked out for mom and
who, when they were young, showed the kids some magic tricks. But I
have no more claim to a position on the direct line of descent than any
other male writer. Sometimes they like to fantasize I do. But that's just
because they used to like me before they knew anything about real sex.

To the extent that they can accept mom and their bastard status—
which I think Gibson does—these writers produce some profoundly
interesting and elegant work.

To the extent they rebel against them—and the one point Gomoll
couldn't seem to make was that this search for fathers is part of the same
legitimating move that ignores mothers—the work becomes at its best
conservative and at its worst rhubarbative—if not downright tedious.

But movements are always controlled by such ironies. They never
quite contain themselves. They're never wholly at one, at rest, at any
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kind of balance point with their own, always imposed from the outside
identities: the Name-of-the-Father that never quite fits. That's what bas-
tardy in such a context means. As long as we keep those ironies in mind,
we have a strategy to keep the term cyberpunk from settling down, from
congealing, from totalizing into something rigid and restrictive—we can
keep it "under erasure," if you like.

IT: A cyberpunk writer like John Shirley is not so feminist.

SRD: He represents, I think, a more macho aspect of the movement—
and perhaps, at least in his fiction (his criticism is something else), one
of the less interesting aspects, only partially because of it. But I admit: I
haven't read any of the Eclipse trilogy yet. That might change my mind
entirely. And his ideas on the place of politics in art are some of the most
interesting—and intelligent—I've heard in years.

Intriguingly, the writer whose work has been pulled forward and
placed at the head of it all—Gibson—is the one who most responds to
the recent (and by no means completed) feminist history of our genre,
and in an extraordinarily creative way—in a way similar to the way that
Varley (who is the most non-cyberpunk writer you could have) responds
to it, too. Shirley and Sterling might take a lesson. The simple truth has
been that the test of the novel is always in the crafting of its female
characters, from Daniel Deronda and Great Expectations to Anna Karenina
and Madame Bovary, from Women in Love to The Waves and Nightwood. For
better or worse, science fiction novels are—yes—novels. Ulysses would be
as impoverished without Joyce's Molly as Neuromancer would be without
Gibson's.

And because we all learn to write fiction first and foremost from other
fiction, neither men writers nor women are granted an a priori easier
time. The problem of creating believable—much less good or great—
women characters is not a jot easier for women writers than for men.

That's why, finally, it's a fair test, too.

TT: I suppose a kind of male—or macho—tradition seems to be, for
better or worse, what "historical consciousness" actually is.

SRD: If that's true, it's very sad. Bruce Sterling is a dazzlingly astute—
and joyfully inventive—critic. Truly, I envy him the insights he can pull
out from the most cursory survey of current social textures. Still, the one
place he too much resembles the literary critics from whom his own
rhetoric again and again tries to dissociate him is in his fear of the
political.
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It goes along with the cynicism. It begins as an attempt to keep the
cynical stance pure; to keep its ironies exerting equal pressure in all
directions. But quickly any critic worth his salt (and I use "his" here
advisedly, though conservative women critics—Helen Vendler, for
example—suffer from it just as much) sees that, without some political
leavening, that cynicism is already at work for some very ugly (and
ideologically determined) ends; ends that are just as political as The New
York Times editorial page and probably much nastier.

Sometimes the critic senses it, but hopes no one else will. That's just
bad faith. We cease to take such critics at all seriously as soon as we
notice. At other times, the critic begins to fight against his own blind-
ness, against his own all too easy assertations, his areas of slovenly
thought, his own conceptual bad habits.

Then we get some exciting work.
The conscious critico/political fear is that if you let the political—or

the social—into your literary purview just the least little bit, it will get
out of hand, take over everything, and render the enterprise trivial and
hopelessly vulgar in a truly pernicious way.

What critics who have this fear (and it's a particularly American one,
by the bye) don't—or won't—realize is that only by inviting the social—
the political—into critical studies gracefully and graciously right at the
beginning is there any hope of making it behave itself once it's inside,
making it keep its feet off the coffee table or giving everybody a chance
to talk without boorishly hogging the conversation. And, no, it will never
learn which fork to use nor be sure when and when not to use its napkin.
But, as hosts, we must make allowances—which is not to let the reins of
the party go, but to keep a clear vision of our own priorities, while not
forgetting that running this soiree is work!

Critics who think they are abolishing the social—or the political—
completely from their criticism are simply revealing their vast and over-
whelming nostalgia for an era when criticism was seen (it never really
was) as a much easier job than it is. We either articulate our politics; or
we cleave to a very conservative politics.

The conservative streak in the range of sympathetic cyberpunk criti-
cism is disturbing. That streak is most likely the one through which the
movement will be co-opted to support the most stationary of status quos.

TT: Bruce Sterling's and Lewis Shiner's "Mozart in Mirrorshades" not
only decomposes Mozart but develops a concept of cybertime. How do
you find the topic of temporality useful in science fiction?

Maybe we've been focusing on the topic of space, and we didn't have
any concept of inner time. We had only inner space.
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SRD: The involutions of time in science fiction are in general very
primitive. Even in stories like "By His Bootstraps" and "All You Zombies,"
the thrust is constantly toward linearizing time—toward taking some-
thing that initially seems like a knot and declaring that somehow it's
linearly negotiable. With the time knots—the temporal complexities
that science fiction presents—there's always a sense that they're being
untied by the plot. I think it's interesting that for the longest time in
science fiction, during the fifties and even the early sixties, when some-
body said you were writing an experimental story, they meant you'd
written a story with a flashback in it! This was the height of literary
experimentation! (This simple-mindedness was what the New Wave was
originally rebelling against.) I think this was indicative of a general
attitude toward time. How else to specify it, I'm not exactly sure. In
Parsifal, Wagner has Gurnemanz (I think) say the line: "Here we are
turning time into space."

And that may just be what science fiction, because of its commitment
to narrative—and to a fairly simple concept of narrative at that—is
condemned to: to take temporal complexities and dramatize them in
simple spacial, and often inadequate, terms. At its best, such as the
Burning Man we've already mentioned in Bester, it can be stunningly
effective.

But cyberpunk (if not science fiction itself) has got the same problem
that so many of us postmoderns are stuck with. It isn't sure whether it's a
sexy bastard like Oedipus who knows all the answers—or an innocent
bastard like Parsifal who can't come up with the questions.

As we live day to day, we pass through a very complex set of temporal
intersections, yet somehow science fiction is always simplifying these,
giving up on them, and there doesn't seem to be any way to fight it. I
think it has something to do with the time-bound context that narrative
takes place in. Somehow, there's a feeling in SF that if the temporality is
really lost, even for a moment, then we don't have a narrative anymore.
We have something else. We have a verbal construct.

And as we've said: verbal constructs in SF are usually at the service of
those paraspaces. They avoid all entanglements in the temporal com-
plexes that literature has used them to represent since the beginning of
High Modernism.

Science fiction—and that's the current cutting edge of science
fiction—seems to be committed to narrative in a very simplistic way.
Gibson even glories in that simplicity. But it still sounds reactionary to
me. I'm afraid there's nothing in cyberpunk I've seen to date that's
spoken to the problem of temporal complexity in a way that strikes me
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as different from anything else in science fiction. If there had been, it
might not be so popular.

TT: Do you like any other cyberpunk stories, say, among the ones in-
cluded in the Mirrorshades anthology?

SRD: I like most of them very much. I think "The 400 Boys," the Marc
Laidlaw story, is very good. I like the Pat Cadigan story, "Rock On." I
think it's a very good anthology, all the way through. There're stories
that make me kind of wonder what they're doing here, like Greg Bear's.
At the same time, it opens the thing up in an interesting way. I absolutely
understand why Sterling didn't include, say, "Johnny Mnemonic" among
the Gibson offerings. But I still wish it was there—and, in ten years, I
think people will miss it. As I said, I just wonder why "All My Darling
Daughters" isn't the book's lead story.

You know, I was doing freelance work for Arbor House last summer,
and I pretty much wrote all the copy on the jacket and collected the
quotes. If you want, you can call me a recent cyberpunk packager.

TT: Greg Bear refuses to be called a cyberpunk.

SRD: The problem with that is simply that you can't "refuse to be
called" anything. You can only refuse to respond to the call. What you're
called never has anything to do with you. It does, however, have a great
deal to do with how you're talked about—which has a great deal to do
with how you're treated. And how you're treated has everything to do
with you.

That's one reason why you better not refuse to respond, but fight for
better treatment—for you and all the other bastards.

TT: In a recent issue of the rock magazine Spin, Dr. Timothy Leary
writes an essay called "Cyberpunk."

SRD: Oh, did he? I haven't seen that.

TT: In that essay, he says that Gibson not only fuses high tech with low
life, but high tech with high art. Certainly his second novel, Count Zero,
borrows that aesthetic image of "the box" from Joseph Cornell. Here's
another prosthetic. And it records the fact that some people try to
reconstruct science fiction in the context of modernism, I mean their
sense of science fiction.
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In general, what do you make of such prosthetic possibilities in terms
of your critical position that science fiction cannot be defined?

SRD: Just because it can't be defined doesn't mean it can't be de-
scribed.

It can be described. It can be located. You just can't specify its neces-
sary and sufficient conditions, which is what a definition—by defin-
ition—must do.

IT: And it can be grafted—can be combined with something else.

SRD: Of course.

TT: That's very interesting. Though it can't be defined, it can—
always—be combined.

SRD: You might argue that it is always-already combined with some-
thing else. Genres never arrive pure. They are always-already impure by
their nature. And science fiction is one of the most impure. That indeed
is half its glory. Science fiction has always looked around and absorbed
images from art and science, and it's done both constantly—Ballard
taking all the images from Yves Tanguy and Dali with one hand and
images from the space program with the other. It's a process that hap-
pens again and again in the field. In that sense, I think, Count Zero is a
very traditional science fiction novel—and beautifully so.

TT: Gibson's sense of language itself seems prosthetic, as is typically
manifested in his coinage "Neuromancer"—a combination of neurotic
and necromancer and (and a pun on) new romance. But it is you who
have been best known for grafting various terms.

I find it quite impressive that at several universities, including Cor-
nell, you've been using the language of science fiction, which often
rejects generic distinctions, and the language of teaching, which always
starts with generic distinctions. Don't you find the combination of sci-
ence fiction and teaching very . . . prosthetic?

SRD: One of the delights of teaching science fiction is that not a great
deal of it has been done, so you're really in a new field. Thus I think it
behooves one when teaching science fiction to move slowly. The diffi-
culty is having to bring the vocabulary of literary criticism to science
fiction with great care; to remember that you're taking a vocabulary
vouchsafed by literary studies and moving it outside the literary pre-
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cinct. You have to proceed very, very carefully. It involves critiquing
literary studies themselves, as you appropriate one term after another—
or as you decide that you can appropriate this term but that you can't
appropriate that one. It's been my experience, for example, that when
you deconstruct (to use a common, current term) a science fiction text,
you indulge a very different operation from the one you indulge when
you deconstruct a literary text—a text of naturalistic fiction, poetry, or
philosophy.

In science fiction the undecidable (or the deconstructable) is always
organized around this question: Is the particular phrase you're trying to
read closely a piece of information telling you about the fictive subject,
or is it a phrase telling you about the object structure of the fictive
world? Most competent SF readers carry an innate sense that a term,
phrase, or sentence can't do both—or at least not both at the same time.
So this is what becomes radically undecidable in the science fiction text.

An example I've used frequently: In Thomas Disch's story "An-
gouleme," there's a character named "Miss Kraus." This is a story that
takes place in June and July of 2024. Miss Kraus in the story walks
around in Battery Park with a crackpot placard protesting the destruc-
tion of seagulls. Now when Disch wrote the story in April of 1970, there
was a real woman in New York City whose name was Miss Kraus. She went
around the streets with various placards—just as does the character in
the story taking place in 2024. At least once the real Miss Kraus was the
subject of a small Village Voice article.

One recalls Tolstoy getting the idea for Anna Karenina from the
article on the railroad suicide of an unknown Russian woman. But no-
tice what different problems of interpretation this leads to with the SF
text.

Do you extrapolate from Disch's narrative that his fictive "Miss Kraus"
in 2024 knew about the real Miss Kraus in 1970; that, somewhere, she'd
read the old Village Voice piece and taken her name consciously from her
avatar? Disch tells us clearly in the text that, because of her wedding ring
(a sign that she's really a Mrs.), "Miss Kraus" can't be her real name.
Does this society offer its ordinary citizens this sort of access to the
details of its own past . . . and the writer's present?

But perhaps it's simply a poetic borrowing from the real world of
1970, grafted onto the text, to stand as another sort of sign—a sign
outside the world of the story, a sign that merely floats, as it were, on the
textual surface, without intruding into the implied structure of the nar-
rative world—to alert (to gesture or merely to indicate for) the allu-
sionarily and historically informed reader what sort of crackpot the
story's Miss Kraus, in fact, is.
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Where inbetween are we supposed to read? To what degree is the sign
merely textual, and to what degree is it submerged within the narrative,
recomplicating it to suggest objective social conditions and occurring
social incidents, choices and decisions belonging to the story's charac-
ters and world?

As a textual sign, is it merely an indicator of subject, or, within the
story's narrated world, does it have an objective weight?

And why can't it be both?
Well, if you read it one way, it says that Miss Kraus is historically aware,

has a sense of irony and historical mission, however distorted. It says she
is a creature of considered consciousness and conscientious resonance,
who knows—and who has even constructed—where she comes from.
And, above all, it says that the world of the story, however oppressive,
offers her the possibility of this historical access.

If you read it the other way, however, it says exactly the opposite: it
says that Miss Kraus is naive, simple, a textual configuration of poetic
indications, taken from history, but that she is wholly unaware of it nor
able to control it. It says that the possibility of historical access is elided
from the fictive world by the same rhetorical gesture of poesis that
names and constitutes her.

But you can't really decide between the two readings.
There's nothing in the text that lets me know how I'm supposed to

read this name "Miss Kraus" against the historical-CMOT-contemporary
fact of the name's origin. Since there is a historical source for the name,
does the character have access to this history or does only the writer? It's
undecidable from the text.

To complete the deconstruction, of course, we would have to undo
the ideological distinction; and that would require perusing the text for
the other dozen places within the story where names are rendered
inappropriate or ambiguous. But that is not our purpose here. We only
want to indicate a beginning.

This is how we almost always have to begin the deconstruction of the
SF text. This is the kind of thing that becomes undecidable in science
fiction, which is very different—is a question you simply don't have—in
naturalistic narratives. Now, in Anna Karenina, I believe Anna reads an
article about a suicide. But no one reasonably asks whether Anna did or
did not read the article that inspired her own creation—even if the
words of the two articles were identical. Which is to say, the implied
irony would always float on the surface of the text, a commentary upon
it, but without ever becoming an element of the novel's objective world.
If we took the sign as absorbed by (and contouring) the fictive world of
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the novel, it would render Tolstoy's text a kind of metafiction simply
inconceivable among the realistic Russian novels of the igth Century.

The temporal dimension of SF, however, makes it a very reasonable
question to ask of "Miss Kraus." And that's where deconstructing the
science fiction text takes us into entirely different historical (and ideo-
logical) questions from the deconstruction of literature.

IT: Does that difference control your sense of teaching science fiction?

SRD: Yes. As we use words that are borrowed, very carefully, from liter-
ary studies in teaching science fiction, we end up going in radically
different directions—directions that almost invariably take more cogni-
zance of history . . . which is why I like to teach science fiction.


