
South Atlantic Quarterly 109!2, Spring 2010 
"#$ 10.1215/00382876-2009-034 © 2010 Duke University Press

Je!rey Allen Tucker

The Necessity of Models, of Alternatives: 
Samuel R. Delany’s Stars in My Pocket like 
Grains of Sand

“Boy loses world, boy meets boy, boy loses boy, 
boy saves world”

 In Reading by Starlight: Postmodern Science 
Fiction, Damien Broderick provides the %rst 
thorough analysis of Samuel R. Delany’s last sci-
ence %ction novel, Stars in My Pocket like Grains of 
Sand (1984). He notes that despite—or perhaps, 
as a result of—its conceptual accomplishments, 
the novel’s plot is “scant indeed.”& The prologue, 
“A World Apart,” is set on the planet Rhyonon 
and tells the story of Rat Korga, an illiterate 
nineteen-year-old male who undergoes a loboto-
mizing procedure known as Radical Anxiety 
Termination (RAT), after which he is sold to do 
the menial work and su'er the degradations of a 
porter at a polar research station. Suddenly, all life 
on the surface of Rhyonon is eradicated by %re. 
The mechanics, purpose, and attribution of this 
planetwide holocaust are never fully explained to 
the reader; one possibility is that Rhyonon experi-
enced a phenomenon called Cultural Fugue that 
was triggered either locally or by a mysterious 
and threatening alien race known as the Xlv. 
Most of the rest of the novel is organized under 
the title “Monologues” and is narrated by Marq 
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Dyeth, an aristocratic “industrial diplomat” whose job frequently requires 
him to leave his homeworld o( Velm to travel across the galaxy, interact-
ing with its myriad peoples and their cultures. An acquaintance named 
Japril—a “spider” who works for the Web, the organization that monitors 
and manages a galaxy-wide data network known as General Information—
informs Marq of a successful mission that has rescued Korga, apparently 
the only survivor of Rhyonon, whose %ngers now bear rings that compen-
sate for the RAT procedure and are facsimiles of those once worn by the 
infamous poet-tyrant Vondramach Okk, who employed Marq’s ancestor as 
a spy. Moreover, Japril reveals that Marq and Korga are each other’s “per-
fect erotic objects,” a determination that the Web literally has calculated 
out to several decimal places. The Web arranges for the two men to meet 
at Dyethshome, in the city of Morgre on Velm, where they make love and 
where Marq introduces Korga to Velmian society and culture. However, 
Korga’s presence creates such a sensation in Morgre that the safety o( its 
citizens is threatened as increasing crowds pursue the couple and mob 
Dyethshome in an e'ort to see and touch the last son of Rhyonon. Using 
the rings o( Vondramach Okk, Korga activates a recording of the conscious-
ness of Gylda Dyeth, Marq’s ancestor, who instructs Marq on how to project 
a message that disperses the crowd. However, the Web has determined its 
experiment a failure and has Korga evacuated from Velm. The Xlv, revealed 
to have been in orbit around Velm, also leave, and though Marq is relieved 
that several types of disaster may have been averted, the novel’s epilogue, 
“Morning,” %nds him devastated by the loss of the object o( his desire but 
marveling at the galaxy’s seemingly endless diversity of worlds and peoples. 
Broderick sums it all up as “boy loses world, boy meets boy, boy loses boy, 
boy saves world.”)
 With Delany’s novel as its principal object of analysis, this essay asks two 
questions: how does one de%ne science %ction? and in what some refer to 
as a “postracial” era, what is the di'erence that race makes to science %ction 
and vice versa? Posing these questions together presumes a relation and 
provides an opportunity to consider Stars in My Pocket and its author, who 
writes from a variety of subject positions: African American, gay, feminist, 
and more. In Delany’s work, science %ction presents itself as a genre that 
is particularly suited to, even a necessity for, contemporary African Ameri-
can intellectual inquiry, with Delany as a speci%c and exemplary model 
who guides his readers through a variety of webs—epistemological and 
semiotic as well as electronic. As Carl Freedman puts it, Delany is “per-
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haps the living American novelist most personally familiar with texts of 
critical theory,” and Freedman %nds Stars in My Pocket as not only “the 
most intellectually ambitious work in the entire range of modern science 
%ction,” but also “the most intellectually impressive single achievement in 
current American %ction.”* However, I want to consider the signi%cance 
of Delany’s racial identity to these claims: to what extent does Stars in My 
Pocket participate in the tradition of African American literature and what 
di'erence does race—Delany’s own, as well as the quintessentially Ameri-
can variation of a social phenomenon that has been one of our nation’s 
de%ning characteristics—make to the author’s conception of science %c-
tion and its critical potential.

Predictions, Models, and Alternatives

Two related answers come to mind in response to the question, how does 
one de%ne science %ction? The %rst is, you don’t. This is because—and here 
comes the second response—de%ning science %ction enforces its supple-
mentary status as “paraliterature,” a term coined by Darko Suvin in The 
Metamorphoses of Science Fiction to identify “the popular, ‘low,’ or plebeian 
literary production of various times, particularly since the Industrial Revo-
lution.”+ Delany, whom Ursula K. Le Guin has called science %ction’s “%nest 
in-house critic,”, explains that paraliterature is the generic other against 
which literature de%nes itself: “Just as (discursively) homosexuality exists 
largely to delimit heterosexuality and to lend it a false sense of de%nition, 
paraliterature exists to delimit literature and provide it with an equally false 
sense o( itself.”- However, among either knowledgeable fans or philistines, 
there can be no argument about the diversity of science %ction. In the twen-
tieth century alone, science %ction has gone through a number of names 
and styles. Fredric Jameson identi%es six successive stages of the genre and 
their representatives: adventure or space opera (Jules Verne, Edgar Rice 
Burroughs), science (Hugo Gernsback), sociology (Frederik Pohl, Cyril M. 
Kornbluth), subjectivity (Philip K. Dick), aesthetics or speculative %ction 
(Michael Moorcock, Delany), and cyberpunk (William Gibson).. Each of 
these categories contains a galaxy of writers with their own distinct back-
grounds, styles, and favorite tropes and themes. In “The Politics of Para-
literary Criticism,” Delany writes, “When a discourse (or genre collec-
tion, such as art) encourages, values, and privileges originality, creativity, 
variation, and change in its new examples, it should be self-evident why 
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‘de%nition’ is an impossible task (since the object itself, i( it is healthy, is 
constantly developing and changing).”/ The diversity of the genre has not 
stopped anyone from trying to de%ne it, of course. According to Delany, 
however, the notion that whatever science %ction is its meaning is contain-
able, %xable to a single spot, actually serves as evidence, to the many who 
are (unfortunately) inclined to believe it, that the genre is hopelessly bound 
to the realm of the lowbrow and the juvenile. Literary critics, Delany points 
out, gave up trying to de%ne “literature” decades ago.
 Delany’s “Politics of Paraliterary Criticism” also takes sharp aim at schol-
arly attempts to identify the origins of science %ction that have yielded a 
remarkably diverse range of candidates for “%rst science %ction novel,” 
including Jules Verne’s Five Weeks in a Balloon, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, 
Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, and Lucian of Samosata’s True History.0 Delany 
has argued that “there’s no reason to run science %ction too much back 
before 1926, when Hugo Gernsback coined the ugly and ponderous term 
‘scienti%ction.’”&1 About the then-2edgling genre, Gernsback, the early-
twentieth-century American pulp magazine pioneer and namesake of the 
World Science Fiction Society’s prestigious Hugo Award, declared the fol-
lowing: “By ‘scienti%ction’ I mean the Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, and Edgar 
Allan Poe type of story—a charming romance intermingled with scienti%c 
fact and prophetic vision.”&& Gernsback’s editorials in magazines such as 
Amazing Stories and Science and Invention would emphasize the last two 
components of this conception. Although Gernsback’s own science %ction 
novel Ralph 124C 41+ is infamous for being among the worst reading experi-
ences imaginable,&) it was remarkably successful at predicting technologi-
cal developments that are commonplace today, including 2uorescent light-
ing, hydroponics, night baseball, television, and radar.&*
 Delany’s densely descriptive prose and deployment of continental critical 
theory would seem to locate him as far away from Gernsback as possible. 
However, he has been called “the father of cyberpunk”&+ for representing, 
as early as his 1968 novel Nova, how machinery would continue to invade 
and extend the human body. One of the most notable technological specu-
lations that Delany makes in Stars in My Pocket is General Information (GI), 
a galaxy-wide informational network accessible not through a computer 
but through direct mental contact thanks to a series o( implants most galac-
tic citizens receive as a matter of course; so each individual is like a walking 
wireless device accessing the equivalent of our World Wide Web, extrapo-
lated to, literally, galactic proportions. Korga, however, when introduced to 
the reader, does not have these implants or the ability to access GI because 



The Necessity of Models, of Alternatives 253

it is illegal on Rhyonon. A woman who illegally purchases Korga for her 
own sexual pleasure tries to explain GI to him: “Can you imagine? Living 
on a world where, if you want to know something—anything, anything 
at all!—all you have to do is think about it, and the answer pops into your 
head? That’s supposed to be how it works.”&, Freedman makes the rather 
large claim, though not necessarily an inaccurate one, that with GI, Delany 
“anticipates the World Wide Web with a remarkable prescience comparable 
to Jules Verne’s in anticipating the submarine or Arthur C. Clarke’s in 
anticipating the communications satellite.”&- Therefore, Delany is a kind 
of postmodern Robert Fulton, the %ctional funicular theorist and designer 
of the perfect elevator revealed to have a black man passing for white in 
Colson Whitehead’s novel The Intuitionist.&. Fulton’s racial identity makes a 
profound di'erence on how that novel’s protagonist understands his writ-
ings and how the reader understands elevators, the cities they have enabled, 
and modernity itself. Consider, therefore, how potentially di'erent our 
understanding of our current electronic infrastructure and of the world(s) 
to which it has led might be if we list an African American writer among 
its architects. For starters, we may need to engage in the critical analysis 
performed by Afrofuturism—which Alondra Nelson describes as “African 
American voices with other stories to tell about culture, technology, and 
things to come”—of the discourse of the “digital divide,” which speaks to 
real di'erences of mastery of and access to information technology across 
race and class but may reiterate a discourse that alienates people of Afri-
can descent from technological culture.&/ As I will demonstrate, there is 
a Delanean text that predates Stars in My Pocket and locates the author’s 
thinking on this subject within a racial context.
 A de%nition of science %ction may be neither possible nor desirable; how-
ever, Suvin’s de%nition—“a literary genre whose necessary and su3cient 
conditions are the presence and interaction of estrangement and cognition, 
and whose main formal device is an imaginative framework alternative to 
the author’s empirical environment”&0—remains a touchstone for science 
%ction scholars such as Robert Scholes and Carl Freedman, whose own 
essential studies have responded to and extended that de%nition found in 
Suvin’s Metamorphoses. For example, “though Suvin does not put the matter 
in exactly this way,” Freedman writes in Critical Theory and Science Fiction 
that

science %ction is determined by the dialectic between estrangement 
and cognition. The %rst term refers to the creation of an alternative 
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%ctional world that, by refusing to take our mundane environment for 
granted, implicitly or explicitly performs an estranging critical interro-
gation of the latter. But the critical character of the interrogation is 
guaranteed by the operation of cognition, which enables the science-
%ctional text to account rationally for its imagined world and for the 
connections as well as disconnections of the latter to our own empiri-
cal world.)1

The principal elements of Suvin and Freedman’s conceptions—estrange-
ment and cognition—are central to Delany’s own famous statement about 
science %ction’s tendency to allegorize situations in the world o( its authors 
and readers: “Science %ction is not ‘about the future.’ Science %ction is in 
dialogue with the present,” Delany says; the science %ction writer “indulge[s] 
in a signi%cant distortion of the present that sets up a rich and complex 
dialogue with the reader’s here and now.”)& It is the reader’s job to interpret 
the di'erence and the distance between the science-%ctional world and his 
or her own: “To understand [science %ction] meaningfully, it requires more 
than the willing suspension of disbelief. It requires that we know that these 
things are not the case, and that we have at least an intuitive understand-
ing of why.”)) Another way to say all this is that science %ction routinely 
represents worlds—not just physical planets, but also the social, cultural, 
political, and economic structures that sentient life on those planets cre-
ates and inhabits—that are both similar to and di'erent from the world that 
we know; this is one way to interpret the meaning of the opening half-line 
o( Vondramach Okk’s poem “The Alien/The Awkward/The Exotic”: “the 
alien is always constructed out of the familiar” (Stars, 130). Science %ction 
provides models of the known and the “real” but in a fashion that allows 
us to think critically about their history, their formation, their e'ects on 
human lives. Delany refers to this notion in %ctional appendices to the novel 
Trouble on Triton and the sword-and-sorcery tetralogy Return to Nevèrÿon as 
“the modular calculus,” which refers to “a rigorous technique of modeling 
or simulation.” Damien Broderick continues, “Modular here is simply the 
adjective form of model.”)*
 Although its subtitle speci%es science %ction as “%ction of the future,” 
Robert Scholes’s four-part book-length essay Structural Fabulation develops 
a concept of science %ction, by way of Suvin, that extends, or at least par-
allels, Delany’s concept of the modular calculus. For Scholes, all %ction, 
science or otherwise, performs a cognitive function that “helps us to know 
ourselves and our existential situation” by way of “systematic models which 
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are distinct from reality, though they may be related to it in various ways.”)+ 
What distinguishes science %ction, or what Scholes more generically calls 
“fabulation,” is the degree of discontinuity and the “deliberate[ness]” with 
which that discontinuity “returns to confront that known world in some 
cognitive way.”),
 The modular calculus—another term for the “signi%cant distortions” that 
science %ction produces—both creates and works in tandem with another 
e'ect that the genre generates, the representation of ways in which the 
reader’s world could be di'erent. Delany explains this aspect of science 
%ction as part o( his theorization of science %ction as a mode of reading as 
much as a genre of writing in the essay “Dichtung und Science Fiction.” The 
imagination of a relationship between humanity and the natural world that 
is an alternative to that with which we are familiar inevitably produces alter-
natives to structures of our world and prompts the reader to consider those 
alternatives and their di'erence and distance from “reality.” Delany writes, 
“But even the most passing mention by a SF writer of, say, ‘the monopole 
magnet mining operations in the outer asteroid belt of Delta Cygni,’ begins 
as a simple way of saying that, while the concept of mines may persist, their 
object, their organization, their technology, their locations, and their very 
form can change.”)- Whereas “literature” can be characterized as prioritiz-
ing “the subject,” the experience of consciousness, science %ction, Delany 
argues, “is far more concerned with the organization (and reorganization) 
of the object, i.e., the world, or the institutions through which we perceive 
it.”). A critical posture toward extant structures in the reader’s world is 
implicit to this type o( imaginative work. As Carl Freedman writes, “The 
science-%ctional world is not only one di'erent in time or place from our 
own, but one whose chie( interest is precisely the di'erence that such dif-
ference makes.”)/
 Terry Eagleton observes, “It is one of the functions o( ideology to ‘natural-
ize’ social reality, to make it seem as innocent and unchangeable as Nature 
itself. Ideology seeks to convert culture into Nature, and the ‘natural’ sign 
is one o( its weapons.”)0 One of science %ction’s e'ects, even when it is 
not purposefully deployed for such a purpose, is to challenge the givens of 
social reality as well as of the natural sciences. Not only is science %ction 
the genre that asks, why not? but it is also the genre that asks, why? and 
refuses to accept “Because it’s always been that way” or “Because God says 
so” as answers. Science %ction is, therefore, against “nature,” and it is in 
this sense that Freedman’s claim that critical theory and science %ction 
are each “a version of the other” has its strongest purchase. “Just as Lukács 
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argues that the historical novel is a privileged and paradigmatic genre for 
Marxism,” Freedman argues, “science %ction enjoys—and ought to be rec-
ognized as enjoying—such a position not only for Marxism but for criti-
cal theory in general” (Critical Theory, xvi). By “critical theory,” Freedman 
refers to “the traditions of dialectical and self-re2ective thought initiated 
during the historical moment of Kant and Hegel” (ibid.). No other genre so 
consistently critiques naturalizing discourses than science %ction; there-
fore, it potently contributes to humanity’s emergence from its self-imposed 
immaturity.*1

“Imagining It Otherwise”—Language, Gender, Sexuality

There seems to be no end to the alternative structures that are imagined 
in Stars in My Pocket. Alcena Madeline Davis Rogan accurately describes 
the galaxy in which Stars in My Pocket is set as “a landscape where di'er-
ence dizzyingly proliferates.”*& It contains more than six thousand worlds 
inhabited by intelligent beings. The immensity of this di'erence is %gured 
in the novel’s title and described by the woman who illegally purchases 
Korga on Rhyonon and tells him o( her travels into the desert at night: “In 
the north, sometimes you get breaks in the second-layer cloud level; and 
when it happens at night, you can look up and actually see stars—other 
suns, where you know, with some of them, other worlds are circling, where 
other humans, and maybe even aliens, are living in entirely di'erent ways, 
in entirely di'erent cultures” (Stars, 25).
 Consider that Marq Dyeth’s homeworld o( Velm is a completely di'er-
ent planet—that is, of a di'erent size and with a di'erent orbit around its 
sun and axial rotational speed—from Earth; so it is not surprising that 
both time and space are demarcated using alternative metrical structures. 
Hence, Marq observes in passing, “It was ten o’clock of a balmy Yumber 
night, the seventeenth month of our seven-season year of twenty-%ve 
thirty-one day cycles” (ibid., 210). Similarly, Velmians use a recognizable 
but highly unusual (to the reader) set of cardinal points: “For reasons no 
doubt lost in colonial archives,” Marq says, “our world has %ve points on its 
compass: north, east, south, oest, and west—instead of four or six like most 
others” (ibid., 94).
 The social structures on Velm are as unusual as its temporal and car-
tographic systems. In addition to humans, Velm is inhabited by evelmi: 
multitongued, sentient reptilian beings. Whereas violent con2ict between 
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the species has been the norm in the north of the planet, in the south, 
where Marq’s hometown of Morgre is located, they coexist peacefully and 
even live together in domestic units that are called “streams.” The connec-
tions between parents, children, and siblings in these streams are not nec-
essarily genetic. Marq himself was adopted, whereas one o( his siblings 
was “semisomed from some neuroplasm that an evelm grandmother . . .  
donated to a bioengineering experiment many, many years ago.” Marq 
explains, “There is no egg-and-sperm relation between any of our parents 
and any of this generation of children, nor between any of my sisters—
human or evelm—and each other” (ibid., 203). Marq’s stream includes a 
multitude of parents and siblings, human and evelmi, males and females 
(ibid., 189). This alternative domestic structure has political rami%cations, 
which Marq explains to the Thants, a family visiting from the planet Zetzor, 
in language that could have come out of Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guat-
tari’s Anti-Oedipus: “The father-mother-son that makes up the basic family 
unit . . . represents a power structure, a structure of strong powers, medi-
ating powers, and subordinate powers, as well as paths for power devel-
opments and power restrictions. It’s also a conceptual structure as well, a 
model through which to see many di'erent situations” (ibid., 119). “But,” 
Marq points out, “there’re other power structures that can apply to nur-
turing groups” (ibid., 120), describing how the family structure supports 
parents protecting children from society, whereas stream structure encour-
ages children to serve as the point of contact between parents and society.
 Chapter 10, “A Dragon Hunt,” contains the most frequently cited pas-
sages from Stars in My Pocket, perhaps because it provides the novel’s best 
example of cognition and estrangement, of model and alternative. Earl 
Jackson Jr. has commented on how the opening of this sequence “incite[s] 
expectations that are meaningfully disappointed.” Korga’s expectations of 
such an activity, like the reader’s own, “resonate with the typical rhetoric 
of chivalry and masculinist adventurism of the classical sword-and-sorcery 
novels.”*) However, when Korga shoots his %rst dragon, he experiences his 
consciousness thrown into the animal, granting him for seven minutes the 
sensation of 2ight: “a permanent around-the-body high” (Stars, 247). “The 
radar bow hooks on to a pretty complete mapping of the dragon’s cere-
bral responses,” Marq explains, “and, after a lot of translation, plays it back 
on your own cerebral surface” (ibid., 248). The dragon hunt is, therefore, 
an occasion o( intersubjectivity, the embrace of another’s subjectivity—
itself a new experience for a former slave—that informs the coexistence 
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o( humans and evelmi. The hunt concludes lyrically with a recitation of a 
“kahoud’di’i’mar” (ibid., 249), a song about their catch that can take any of 
a variety of metrical structures. The song functions as an expression of a 
romantic concept of sympathy, a “celebration,” Robert Elliot Fox contends, 
of “the successful if momentary ‘embrace’ of radical otherness.”** Korga 
later calls the dragon hunt “the most thrilling thing I have done . . . Ever” 
(Stars, 281).
 Stars in My Pocket is exemplary as a queer text, not only because it is a 
“gay love story,” but also because it excels in imagining sexual models and 
alternatives. The novel is a radically queer text, however, in that categories 
such as “heterosexual” and “homosexual” are merely two locations on a 
remarkably broad spectrum of sexual preferences and behaviors. The psy-
chotic Web agent Clym tells Marq, “I’ve done some checking on you and 
found that you are a strange human being—at least to me: your sexual 
predilections run toward only one gender and only a few species. You make 
distinctions between pain and pleasure that are ba4ing to me yet highly 
interesting to contemplate violating” (Stars, 90). The novel also features 
“signi%cant distortions” of all-too-real homophobia. After they make love 
for the %rst time, Marq explains to Korga that in the northern parts o( Velm, 
“sex between women of the same gender—or of di'erent species—is ille-
gal” (ibid., 197–98). The ensuing conversation demonstrates just how arbi-
trary such proscriptions—on Velm, Rhyonon, or the reader’s world—really 
are. Korga says:

“On my world, sex between males was illegal until you were twenty-
seven, although it went on pretty constantly anyway. What was com-
pletely illegal on my world was sex between a person your height and 
a person of mine. For all genders.”
 I pushed up on my elbow again. “Whatever for?” (ibid., 198)

 Freedman and Rogan have noted that the sections of the city of Morgre 
called “runs,” where humans and evelmi enjoy both sculpture (ibid., 225) 
and sexual behaviors limited only by their imaginations (or, more accu-
rately, by desire) “are largely based on the gay male subculture of urban 
America during the 1970s and early 1980s” (Critical Theory, 156)—that is, 
post-Stonewall and pre-HIV/AIDS—of which Delany was a part.*+ There 
were runs on Korga’s homeworld of Rhyonon too; but, he tells Marq, they 
were illegal: “The ones just for males like me—and you—were always shut 
down when the authorities found them, because the people who used them 
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were too young. The ones for men and women stayed around much longer” 
(Stars, 276). Marq responds to Korga by di'erentiating Velm’s runs from 
Rhyonon’s—“Here, each neighborhood is required to have at least three 
di'erent kinds. But the runs were here before the humans came. They’re 
an integral part of most Velmian cultures” (ibid., 276)—thereby presenting 
sexual culture on Velm as an alternative to the relatively constrained cul-
tures on Korga’s world and in those of the reader.
 Science %ction is a context in which even the phenomena of the “natural 
world” can be revised, with those revisions often having cultural and ideo-
logical rami%cations. This is particularly true regarding Stars in My Pocket’s 
alternative linguistic systems. Just as the novel’s setting on a planet di'erent 
from Earth introduces alternative-though-recognizable systems of measur-
ing time and space, it also introduces an alternative-though-recognizable 
linguistic system. For example, Marq comments on how the mountainous 
terrain around Morgre looks during “Iriani-set” (ibid., 196), that is, at dusk 
on Velm, a planet that orbits a star named Iriani. However, in a galaxy of 
more than six thousand inhabited worlds, Velmian variations of twentieth-
century English are only the tip of the linguistic iceberg. Freedman notes 
how the “collision of an almost countless number of signifying systems” in 
Stars in My Pocket “results in a riot of di!érance” (Critical Theory, 150). The 
novel’s epilogue, “Morning,” %nds Marq observing that on some worlds 
in the galaxy, the dawn is associated with speci%c types of geological and 
meteorological phenomena, which means that in the discourse of these 
worlds, “dawn” is articulated to very di'erent signi%eds. On Pyrel where 
earthquakes “are almost always a morning occurrence,” the dawn does not 
represent the birth or start of something, but is “a metaphor for death, 
termination, and destruction” (ibid., 338–39). On Klyvos, which “keeps a 
single face towards its sun and is therefore surrounded by an unmoving 
band o( half-light” where “storms constantly crash and 2icker,” dawn signi-
%es as “immobile, divisive, chaotic” (ibid., 345). As an industrial diplomat 
whose travels take him across the galaxy, Marq spends much o( his time 
“on no world, but rather half-asleep on some freighter or shuttle between 
them” (ibid., 339) and therefore between systems of meaning; he brings to 
his vocation the hermeneutic skills of “an explicit cultural semiotician,”*, 
which he shares with many other Delanean protagonists: “when any set of 
signs is loosed from a world, it always surprises how much their form and 
signi%cance may change. (In a sense, keeping clear the sense of changing 
tastes throughout those changes is the ID’s prime job.) Words, the Web, 
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woman, world—all of these have their nebulous position in a cloud of shift-
ing meanings” (Stars, 339).
 The semiotic dimension of Marq’s sophisticated approach to experience 
and meaning, and o( his profession, is signi%cant in that Stars in My Pocket 
is set during a con2ict between two ideological systems: the Sygn and the 
Family. Although the speci%c reasons for this con2ict are unstated, the 
di'erence between these two systems can be described semiotically. In 
Delany’s “Omegahelm,” a short story set many years earlier in the same 
%ctional universe as Stars in My Pocket, Marq’s “seven-times great grand-
mother” (ibid., 82) Gylda Dyeth describes the Family as “a meaning, a tra-
dition, an institution, with . . . form and history.”*- The Family, therefore, 
seeks to stabilize meaning. The Sygn, as its quasi-Saussurean name sug-
gests, asserts semiotic play, di!érance, and ambiguity. Gylda Dyeth, a Sygn 
adherent, wears a cyhnk, “an inch-long gold bar, at one end a cluster of gem-
tipped wires,”*. which signi%es “home” for her, but, appropriately, means 
di'erent things in di'erent places and on di'erent worlds throughout the 
galaxy. The hold that each of these systems has on the imaginations of the 
galaxy’s citizens approaches religion. The di'erence is not just philosophi-
cal, though, given that these systems have “di'ering methods of preventing 
Cultural Fugue” (Stars, 81) and that “the Web is near to being torn apart by 
the fracas” (ibid., 82). Marq informs the reader, “When caught in the pleats, 
snags, and politics texturing the surface of a world, the Family/Sygn feud 
can get intense” (ibid., 84). “Omegahelm” shows just how intense, as it 
dramatizes a momentarily violent rift between “Family potentate, ponti', 
and poet” (ibid., 82) Vondramach Okk and her “most trusted employee,”*/ 
Gylda Dyeth. The Family decides to send the Thants from Zetzor to Nepiy, a 
planet described as being on the verge of Cultural Fugue, perhaps because 
the con2ict between Sygn and Family there has become a “war . . . with 
the fate of millions hanging in the balance” (Stars, 272). More ominously, 
Korga reveals that Rhyonon “was just about to join with the Family o3-
cially—when it was destroyed” (ibid., 203). Although he does not explicitly 
take sides in the Family/Sygn con2ict, Marq’s personality and profession 
prompt him to embrace a semiotic approach to meaning and experience 
that the Sygn appears to endorse.
 The Family/Sygn con2ict demonstrates how Stars in My Pocket does 
more than simply describe alternative language systems; as Broderick 
notes, “unorthodox verbal formulae are the warp and woof of this text.”*0 
The novel works the link between cultural phenomena and ideological 
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structure in both directions; one o( its most evident features is that in 
the pangalactic language called Arachnia all sentient beings, regardless 
of gender—or species, for that matter—are referred to as “women” or by 
the third-person pronoun she. The pronoun he is used to signify an object 
of the speaker’s sexual desire, again, regardless of that object’s gender or 
species. For example, when Clym, a male with whom Marq enjoys some 
recreational sex, reveals both his identity as a Web-employed killer and his 
violent and sadistic plans for the novel’s narrator-protagonist, Marq states, 
“She moved one and another %nger (and from then on, ‘she’ was the only 
way I could think o( her) against my carotid” (Stars, 91). Whereas Arachnia 
is a linguistic alternative to conventional English, the language spoken on 
Rhyonon, before its destruction, is modeled on that with which we are 
familiar: “I lived on a much younger world, on which—they told me in the 
Web—we spoke a much older language,” Korga tells Marq.

“We had ‘men’ and ‘women,’ ‘bitches,’ and ‘dogs.’ The men were all 
male and were called ‘he’ and the women were female and called 
‘she.’ . . .
 “On my world ‘he’ was what everyone, male or female, wanted to 
be . . . perhaps the males thought they were a little closer to it. On your 
world and, I have been told, on the vast majority of others, ‘he’ is what 
everyone, male and female, wants to have. Perhaps all of us are equally 
far away from that.” (ibid., 200)

For Marq, man is merely “an archaic term” (ibid., 200). Rogan describes 
the feminist rami%cations of this particular performance of cognition and 
estrangement in the novel: “Desire replaces biology as the basis of sexual 
di'erentiation” and “the default gender is female,” thereby deconstructing 
“the hierarchical connotations of sex di'erence” producing a “reorientation 
of the entire structure of sex-gender signi%cation.”+1
 There is something of a “when in Rome” theme throughout Stars in My 
Pocket, especially when Marq introduces Korga to the cultural systems of 
his hometown of Morgre and, synecdochically, the southern section of 
Velm that %gures and anticipates readerly responses. The tact and awk-
wardness that both Marq and Korga display during Korga’s %rst contact 
with Velm map out the range of reactions the reader may have to the novel’s 
estranging linguistic system. Moreover, the demands that reading Stars in 
My Pocket places on the reader compose a strategy that sustains the novel’s 
thematic insistence on the radical proliferation of, and healthy respect for, 
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cultural di'erence; they also bring the novel into a dialogue with signi%cant 
texts in the tradition of African American literature.

Race and Other Structures of the World

The term postracial has recently emerged with a certain force in popular 
discourse, particularly following the election of Barack Obama to the U.S. 
presidency. Politicians and pundits would have us believe that this event 
has “redeemed” the nation and its history of race-based slavery, disenfran-
chisement, terrorism, and segregation, which can now be conveniently 
packed away and forgotten. As with many things, wherever postracialism 
is going, science %ction has already been there. For years, there has been a 
line of thinking that states that in the far-o' future in which many science 
%ction stories are set, humanity will have evolved away from the provin-
cial concerns of “race,” and any encounter with extraterrestrial beings will 
render moot the racial divisions with which we are familiar. In his introduc-
tion to a special issue of Science Fiction Studies on Afrofuturism and black 
science %ction, Mark Bould notes how esteemed science %ction scholars 
once lauded the genre’s assumption “that America’s major problem in 
this area—black/white relations—would improve or even wither away” as 
evidence of science %ction’s progressive politics. However, as reasonable 
or desirable as such scenarios may have been, these assumptions had the 
practical e'ect o( impeding the publication of science %ction by African 
American creators or featuring black characters; science %ction’s “color-
blind future . . . excluded people of color as full subjects.”+&
 The interrogation of science-%ctional color blindness, therefore, is 
part of the ongoing necessary critique of postracialism. The relationship 
between “literature” and paraliterature is one with which African American 
studies scholars should be familiar. Until very recently, African American 
literature itself was, in e'ect, paraliterary, in that it was deemed subliterary 
and excluded from the curricula of English departments across the nation. 
Moreover, as Delany’s own comparison to heterosexist discourse suggests, 
the discursive uses to which the paraliterary genres are put are congruent 
with the structure of disidenti%cation through which whiteness de%nes 
itself against blackness. James Baldwin explains the centrality of a debased 
notion o( blackness to white identity in a manner congruent to Delany’s 
words about supposedly easy-to-de%ne paraliterary genres: “The black man 
has functioned in the white man’s world as a %xed star, as an immovable 
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pillar.”+) Whiteness studies and the critical approach to American litera-
ture demonstrated by Toni Morrison in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken” 
and Playing in the Dark—an approach deserving of attention and imple-
mentation by science %ction scholars to bring new insight to works in the 
genre from Edgar Rice Burroughs to William Gibson—have analyzed such 
structures as well.+* However, disidenti%cation operates not only between 
races but also within African American culture; to borrow Gene Jarrett’s 
formulation, one cannot have “deans” of the tradition of African Ameri-
can literature, writers understood to “embody” this tradition, without 
“truants,” those located at—and who are thereby de%ning—its limits and 
boundaries.++ Science %ction has served as the irreconcilable category of 
black writing that gives the rest of the tradition its coherence, even though 
both categories of writing have been marginalized in the academy.
 But what if science %ction could be shown to be not so alien to Afri-
can American literature in the %rst place? One way to interrogate narrow 
de%nitions of African American literature as well as science-%ctional color 
blindness is to recognize the performance of science %ction’s cognition and 
estrangement in the African American intellectual tradition more gener-
ally; in other words, we can conceivably speak o( W. E. B. Du Bois, the 
exemplar of modern African American intellectual achievement, as a sci-
ence %ction writer. Not only did Du Bois write a bona %de science %ction 
short story titled “The Comet,” but also, in Dusk of Dawn, he comments on 
the development of the scienti%c method in the seventeenth century and 
its impact on the nineteenth, an era that saw “the revolution of conceiving 
the world not as permanent structure but as changing growth and then the 
study of man [sic] as changing and developing physical and social entity.”+, 
What Du Bois is expressing here is an understanding that humanity, its 
relationship with its world, and its understanding of that relationship are 
not %xed but are dynamic and subject to revolutionary change. It is an “anti-
nature” attitude congruent with science %ction’s critiques of the systems of 
the world.
 The title of the prologue to Stars in My Pocket, “A World Apart,” echoes 
Du Bois’s confrontation in Dusk of Dawn with “the fact of racial distinc-
tion based on color” and that the integrity of whiteness as an identity “was 
settled and determined upon the fact that [he] was and must be a thing 
apart.”+- Moreover, the novel’s opening line announces its participation in 
a response to the call sent out by antebellum slave narratives.+. Prior to 
Korga’s Radical Anxiety Termination, a “synapse-jamming” (Stars, 150) pro-
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cedure that is illegal on most planets, the masked o3cial at the RAT Insti-
tute explains what his only partially consenting patient can expect from his 
postoperative life: “‘Of course,’ they told him in all honesty, ‘you will be a 
slave . . . but you will be happy’” (ibid., 3). The illiterate Korga then presses 
his thumbprint onto a cubic reading device, which, the o3cial explains, 
“gives the RAT Institute license to sell [him] to a labor project that, in our 
estimation, will be both pro%table and humane” (ibid., 6). The woman 
who later purchases Korga provides a more critical analysis of slavery on 
Rhyonon: “Our world . . . It makes slaves, then says that individuals can’t 
own them, only institutions—because somehow institutions make slavery 
more humane!” (ibid., 23). It is certainly not the latter, as Korga %nds him-
self “among the dozen porters at a polar desert research station” (ibid., 7). 
After obeying data collection orders that lead him in the wrong direction, 
the researchers, more interested in the readings he was carrying, never ask 
him why: “After that they just said he was very stupid. . . . Even for a rat” 
(ibid., 8). When Korga silently watches three other porters “shiver, vomit, 
and make strangling noises” (ibid., 8) following exposure to a deadly patho-
gen, “the woman %rst in charge of the station beat him with a steel pipe” 
(ibid., 9), while uttering cruel oaths and names. A “damned rat” (ibid., 
11), caged in his own %lth, Korga quickly feels less than human, a realiza-
tion expressed in Ellisonian language: “They talk of me as though I were 
invisible” (ibid., 10). During this time, however, “he had been learning—for 
they had not changed who he was, and he had said he could learn things—to 
read” (ibid., 10). The station is shut down, and Korga is sold to work in the 
city of Muct, where he is shown “projected stories about men and women 
who wore the dangling masks” (ibid., 14), the patriarchal content of which 
parallels the works o( Thomas Dixon and other post-Reconstruction narra-
tives about the “redemption” of the white South and the protection/enforce-
ment of the honor of white women: “Somewhere before the end of each 
story one man or another would rip a woman’s mask o'. And the woman 
would turn her face away and cry. If the wrong man did it, the right man 
would kill him—or sometimes kill the woman” (ibid., 14).
 After three years, Korga is sold again, prompting his overseer to kick him 
awake, and then kick him repeatedly. “The man” then initiates “a going-
away party” for Korga, in which the slave “was told to do some odd things” 
such as masturbate to orgasm alongside a female rat and have sex with 
masked women “while the other masked male struck him on the shoul-
ders and buttocks with a piece of frayed copper wire and called him ‘a tiny 
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rat’ and other things” (ibid., 15–16). The sadisms of the dominant, masked 
subjects on Rhyonon parallels those represented in Frederick Douglass’s 
representation of the beating of Aunt Hester in his 1845 Narrative.+/ Korga 
is eventually purchased by a woman who gives him a glovelike device that 
allows him to access texts recorded electronically onto “catalog cubes” (ibid., 
39), of which she has a cartonful. Whereas a person can usually absorb such 
texts at a rate of one every ten minutes, Korga can “read” them “about one 
every point-thirty-two seconds” (ibid., 39) due to a side e'ect of the RAT 
treatment. The experience of sudden literacy and of the absorption of a 
massive quantity of texts is almost too much for him to bear. It is signi%cant 
that Korga experiences this “new condition” as “a web, a text weaving end-
lessly about him, erupting into and falling from consciousness, prompting 
memory and obliterating it, that was simply more interesting than the drum-
ming voice asserting or denying ignorance or knowledge” (ibid. 34; empha-
sis added). Perhaps the most signi%cant expression of the transformative 
power o( literacy to Korga’s life is his truncated description of the wonder 
produced by a successful hit during the dragon hunt: “It’s like reading,” he 
said, “It’s like reading a—!” (ibid., 248).
 Most signi%cantly, Korga experiences a literacy that he %nds initially 
exhilarating but, as Douglass describes in his Narrative, also unsettling. 
His true liberation begins after Rhyonon is destroyed and his badly injured 
body is found, recovered, eyes and leg replaced, and he is %tted with the 
rings o( Vondramach Okk. The spider known as Japril tells Marq of Korga’s 
resuscitation, during which he removes one of the rings: “I think that par-
ticular bronze circle bore around its inner face the bifurcation circuitry 
that allowed the stabilization of terms amidst re2exive descriptions” (ibid., 
163). The removal is an act of “quiet violence” in that it immediately casts 
Korga into loss and confusion: “‘You have taken away my world,’ he began, 
after which, ‘in a gesture all of us later agreed communicated urgency,’ Rat 
restored the ring, prompting him to re2ect on his status as the sole sur-
vivor of Rhyonon in simple yet eloquent language: ‘What have you given 
me?’ Korga asked. ‘What have you taken away?’” (ibid., 163). Fox provides a 
convincing reading of these details of Korga’s life in the context of African 
American history, noting, “When the slaves were emancipated at the end 
of the Civil War, they were, in a powerful sense, given the possibility of a 
world in which they could function as persons, not objects. Reconstruction 
in the South was a brief, confused, and ultimately abortive e'ort to bring 
black people into the world they had helped to create.”+0
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 Just before the conclusion of Marq’s “Monologues,” Stars in My Pocket 
models a form of racism with clear analogues in the “real” world. After 
signing up as a Family Focus Unit, a designation that echoes the name 
of the conservative evangelical Christian organization Focus on the 
Family, the Thants return to Velm, apparently for the sole purpose o( insult-
ing the Dyeths and their way o( life. During the entirety of the formal din-
ner that the Dyeths hold in their honor, the Thants ignore their hosts, hide 
behind “privacy apparatuses”—nudity is common on Velm—and casually 
utter insults about the Dyeths’ “stream” structure. George Thant callously 
dismisses interspecies domesticity by calling Marq and his family “lizard-
lovers” (ibid., 313), a term that models the fear of miscegenation, antipa-
thy toward whites invested in black liberation, and syntax contained in the 
epithet “nigger-lover.” “We’re leaving your stylish, decadent, beastly little 
world,” George tells Marq. “And when we leave, we’re going to Nepiy. And 
we’re going to take it over. And neither you nor the Web can stop us” (ibid., 
315). The understatement of the novel is made by the newly activated mental 
pattern of Gylda Dyeth, who says of the Thants, “They’re not very friendly” 
(ibid., 319). Freedman sees their “general attitude toward the evelm mem-
bers of the stream” as “the equivalent of unabashed Ku Klux racism.”,1 As 
the afterword to Stars in My Pocket indicates, Delany has an investment in 
critically analyzing discourses in which centeredness is deployed as part of 
the process of chauvinistic disidenti%cation: “We are centered and healthy: 
he/she/it/they are not.” Delany’s two-fold project—to which, critics like 
Freedman convincingly contend, the genre of science %ction is especially 
suited—is “(1) to make questions of unity and centeredness irrelevant, and 
(2) to distance [the] subject as much as possible from such oppressions.”,&
 The primary purpose of the Thants, therefore, is as negative example; 
what they lack is exactly what Stars in My Pocket seeks to cultivate among its 
readers, simply put, a kind of cultural relativism. Why else tell more than 
80 percent of a story in a language in which everyone is called “woman” 
except for objects of the speaker’s sexual desire? Such a strategy has risks, 
however; some readers simply %nd it annoying. Russell Blackford’s essay 
on the novel focuses on its interrogation o( heteronormative sexuality and 
analyzes how Arachnian language denaturalizes extradiegetic linguistic 
and sexual cultures: “It seems scarcely less ‘natural’ for these people to 
distinguish in the course of speech by whom they are excited than it is for 
us to distinguish whether the person spoken about is male or female.”,) 
However, Blackford %nds the cognitive payo' from such an insight unequal 
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to how “di3cult” it makes reading the novel: “This whole e'ect is very 
disorienting. . . . The result is that we have di3culty visualizing charac-
ters as Delany presents them, because in our culture the %rst vital piece of 
information we need in attempting to visualize someone is knowledge of 
his or her sex.”,* The problem is exacerbated for Blackford by the fact that 
“Marq Dyeth does not automatically tell us whether a character is male or 
female, so the information we look for in pronouns is not supplemented 
by his descriptions.” Hence, Blackford identi%es another 2aw of the novel: 
“The narration seems to be very vivid; yet we end up with many aspects not 
properly visualized because they do not %t with our normal codes.”,+ More-
over, the narration is as ambiguous—purposefully so, I will argue—with 
regard to species as it is with regard to gender. For example, Marq’s stream 
is made up o( both humans and evelmi, but it is not always immediately 
clear to which species a particular parent or sibling belongs.
 Where Blackford sees a “di3cult” and “disorienting” text, however, other 
critics %nd an interactive one. Mary Kay Bray notes that Arachnian diction 
and syntax create a reading experience in which “readers are forced to stop 
at the onset of each new scene, new action, new set of characters, and with 
conscious e'ort depart from automatic responses and recon%gure what 
they are picturing to accord with whatever details the text is (or is not) 
providing.” The novel demands not only close, but also recursive reading 
practices; instead of “advancing through the text swiftly and linearly,” the 
reader has to reread previous passages in an attempt to comprehend such 
details of characterization.,, Stars in My Pocket, therefore, is comparable to 
other Delanean “Möbius texts” such as Empire Star and Dhalgren, where 
layers of meaning are revealed on each rereading. This process of reading a 
text closely and carefully, of asking questions about the information it does 
and does not provide, is itself a form of critical thinking. Moreover, these 
themes and features place Stars in My Pocket in a conversation with other 
works of African American literature.
 The close and recursive reading practices Stars in My Pocket requires are 
the same required to read Toni Morrison’s short story “Recitatif,” which 
charts the friendship of a white woman and a black woman, though the 
racial identities of the characters at any one time are ambiguous. Whereas 
Stars in My Pocket prompts its reader to hunt for signi%ers that will reveal 
the gender of a character and to re2ect on how and why such signi%ers 
are so gendered, “Recitatif ” triggers a similar search for racial signi%ers. 
In both texts, meaning is revealed to be di'erential. Japril’s gender is 
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unknown, but the reader frequently compares the character to Marq, whom 
we know is male, in an e'ort to determine his or her sex. Similarly, the 
reader of Morrison’s story must not only evaluate how well each character 
%ts a racial category but also note how di'erent each character is from the 
other with regard to their spouses, what kind of groceries they buy, or their 
familiarity with the music of Jimi Hendrix. It is instructive that when Twyla 
%nds that Roberta is carrying a sign as part of a group of parents picketing 
the busing of schoolchildren, presumably as part of a state or local e'ort to 
desegregate schools, Twyla responds to the slogan that Roberta carries—
“MOTHERS HAVE RIGHTS TOO!”—with one o( her own, “AND SO DO 
CHILDREN****.” Twyla later observes, “My sign didn’t make sense with-
out her sign,”,- commenting not only on the syntactic %t between the signs 
but also on how reading the race of one character means reading her against 
the race of the other, di!érance playing as important a role in the meaning 
of racial signi%ers as linguistic ones.
 The interactivity feature of Stars in My Pocket is at one with its most sig-
ni%cant theme, %gured vividly in the dragon hunt, which Freedman identi-
%es as the assertion that di'erence “actively desired, sought, and embraced” 
is an antidote for the bigotry of the Thants, which is related to the “social 
pressures” associated with Cultural Fugue as well as “the elimination of all 
di'erence” e'ected by holocausts in human history, alluded to in the %ery 
destruction of Rhyonon (Critical Theory, 158, 155). The novel itself desires 
di'erence in its method o( inviting the reader to participate in the process 
of producing meaning. Freedman explains that as the reader sifts through 
narrated details in an e'ort to determine a character’s gender or species, 
“the text solicits the reader’s active participation in signi%cantly accounting 
for each detail as best she or he can and in making what connections he or 
she %nds most relevant” (ibid., 153). Similarly, Morrison’s Jazz—like Stars 
in My Pocket, a novel dominated by its characters’ e'orts to achieve a sense 
of wholeness through (what they understand to be) acts o( love—concludes 
with its mysterious narrator, the novel itself, expressing like Marq Dyeth 
in the epilogue to Delany’s novel its own lost desire, a longing to embrace 
and be embraced by the reader: “I want you to love me back and show it to 
me. . . . I love the way you hold me, how close you let me be to you. I like your 
"ngers on and on, lifting, turning. I have watched your face for a long time now, 
and missed your eyes when you went away from me. Talking to you and hearing 
you answer—that’s the kick.”,. Morrison’s text reiterates the African Ameri-
can trope of the talking book, featured in, for example, the slave narrative 
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of Olaudah Equiano, whose narrator-protagonist holds a book to his ear in 
imitation of the image of a white youth semisilently mouthing the words of 
a text in which he is engrossed.,/ Delany’s assertion of alterity—not merely 
its tolerance, but its active and passionate pursuit and embrace—as a social 
good, therefore, places his novel in an intertextual relationship with works 
of African American literature engaged in the work of theorizing the act of 
reading itself.,0
 For further evidence o( how race matters to how we read Stars in My 
Pocket, this most exemplary of science %ction texts, we must consider its 
author’s racial identity. The novel invites a degree o( biographical criticism, 
given that Delany participated in an urban gay sexual subculture on which 
the runs in Morgre are based. Most signi%cant, however, is Marq’s desire 
for Korga, which is organized around rather speci%c physical features that 
the refugee bears. The %rst two pages of Stars in My Pocket describe Korga’s 
“big knuckled hand[s],” a %nger with “the nail . . . gnawed almost o' it, as 
were the nails on his other %ngers and thumbs,” which “seemed . . . too 
rough and too heavy for any gentle gesture,” as well as the “mutated herpes 
virus” and “acne” that had left his face “a red, pitted disaster” (Stars, 3–4). 
Any reader familiar with Delany’s memoirs—or indeed, the prevalence of 
such features among characters in his %ction—will recognize these charac-
teristics as turn-ons for the author.
 It is a moment from a much earlier period in Delany’s life that provides 
context—and most signi%cantly, a racialized, urban context—for the mean-
ing of the images of webs in Stars in My Pocket and for the novel’s prediction 
of the World Wide Web via General Information. Broderick notes, “Webs, 
nets, and texts have long been a favourite Delany trope,” citing their pres-
ence in the 1968 Promethean quest-narrative Nova and the etymological link 
between “web” and “text” theorized in appendix A to the 1976 novel Trouble 
on Triton.-1 But perhaps the most signi%cant Delanean antecedent to Stars 
in My Pocket is a speech titled “The Necessity o( Tomorrows,” which Delany 
gave in November 1978 at the Studio Museum of Harlem, “a few streets,” 
the author explains, “from the three story, red brick building whose ground 
2oor was once my father’s place o( business and whose upper stories were 
my home till I was 15.”-& The childhood image, dating back to the 1950s, 
that Delany “really want[s] to talk about” is a “metal gate . . . drag[ged] across 
the store window” of “Mr. Lockley’s Hardware and Houseware Store” next 
door: “Mr. Lockley’s gate had many vertical black shafts, hinged to the 
numerous diagonals with rollers at their ends, between. If you were out 
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on the street in the morning just as the sun cleared the cornices on the far 
side of Seventh Avenue, the struts cut the light into gold lozenges webbed 
with shadow and laid them on the dusty splendor inside” (“Necessity,” 24, 
25; emphasis added). Delany recalls touching the gate, shaking and rattling 
it so that “it rippled, like a curtain,” producing “movement across the struc-
ture [that] clearly went out in waves,” until his father told him to stop, but 
the precocious youth had already discovered a %gure for a variety of rela-
tionships between individuals within social groups:

But shortly after the incident with Mr. Lockley’s window gate I began 
to think—as you no doubt began thinking moments ago—of society 
itself as a structure very similar to that gate. Well, not so much a gate, 
but a web. Each person represented a juncture. The connections 
between them were not iron struts, but relations of money, goods, 
economics in general, information, emotions. Any social occurrence 
over here invariably moved, via these mediators, across the social net 
from person to person. (ibid., 25, 26–27)

 Delany then applies the dual image of a gate/web to another memory 
from what was “not a typical Harlem childhood,” the “twice daily trip” 
to “a private school at 89th Street just o' Park Avenue” with a student 
population that “overwhelmingly” came from white and upper-class fami-
lies (ibid., 26). It is tempting to think of these neighborhoods as “worlds 
apart,” like Rhyonon and Velm. For the young Delany, each trip between 
Harlem and Park Avenue was “a journey of near ballistic violence through 
an absolute social barrier” (ibid.), but it also prompted him to theorize the 
connections between the two webs he inhabited. There were the economic 
ties that “could even be faintly traced via the white landlords and absentee 
store owners who took money out of the neighborhood” not unlike “the 
goods in Mr. Lockley’s store” (ibid., 27); however, Delany searched in vain 
for the ties o( information and emotion between these webs. He states: 
“Their absence was the barrier I crossed every time I left for and returned 
from my school. Their absence was the violence” (ibid.). As Marq Dyeth, 
an industrial diplomat, moves between worlds, between webs (systems) of 
meaning, and introduces Korga to a new one, it is exactly information and 
emotion that he seeks out and seeks to provide himsel( in their absence.
 “The Necessity o( Tomorrows” also describes Delany’s %rst encounters 
with now-canonical works of African American literature; he speci%cally 
mentions James Baldwin’s Notes of a Native Son, Richard Wright’s Black 
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Boy, and Chester Himes’s If He Hollers Let Him Go, of which he says, “I 
thought they were as wonderful as . . . well, as science %ction” (ibid., 28). 
These texts, however, were not of the same historical moment in which 
Delany then lived: “They seemed . . . well, history. They certainly didn’t 
take place in a world of freedom marches and integration rallies” (ibid.). 
Delany appreciated and understood their evaluation of “the condition of 
the black man in America”; however, “Wright and Himes seemed to say as 
well that, in any realistic terms, precisely what made it so awful also made it 
unchangeable” (ibid.). For an alternative racial situation, for a sense o( how 
things could be di'erent with regard to race in America, Delany turned 
to science %ction. In particular, “Necessity” celebrates, somewhat surpris-
ingly, Robert Heinlein’s Starship Troopers, a novel infamous for its militar-
ism. However, Delany draws attention to Filipino narrator-protagonist Juan 
(Johnny) Rico’s racial identity, which is not revealed to the reader until late 
in the novel: “Among the many changes that had taken place in this future 
world that I had been dazzled by and delighted with, the greatest was that 
the racial situation, along with all the technological changes, had resolved 
itself to the point where a young soldier might tell you o( his adventures 
for 200 pages out of a 300-page novel and not even have to mention his 
ethnic background—because it had, in his world, become that insigni%-
cant!” (“Necessity,” 30). There would seem to be more than a hint of post-
racial futurism in Delany’s claims here. It is an open argument whether 
the revelation of Johnny Rico’s racial identity prompts the reader of Starship 
Troopers to rethink the racial identities of other characters in the novel or to 
rest with the assumption that those other characters are white. However, 
what rescues this passage is that Delany makes a point of saying that Hein-
lein’s image of the future was only a starting point and not an end in itself: 
“I have many times revised that image of what such a racially improved 
world might look like from that %rst bright 2ash that Heinlein tricked me—
and probably many other young readers, black and white—into experienc-
ing” (ibid., 31). Moreover, Delany realizes that Heinlein provides only “an 
image” of a racism-free future, “not at all an explanation o( how to accom-
plish it” (ibid.), anticipating Fredric Jameson’s caveat that “utopia as a form 
is not the representation of radical alternatives; it is simply the imperative 
to imagine them.”-) But Delany also makes the persuasive claim that even 
though such images are insu3cient, they are necessary: “A vision of some-
thing not yet real is the impetus for all human progress, scienti%c, social, 
or aesthetic. If you don’t see it, you can’t work for it. . . . Image %rst. Then 
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explanation” (“Necessity,” 31). He explains how such futuristic imagery 
can be made politically useful with the application of, in e'ect, cognition 
and estrangement. Isaac Asimov’s Robot stories, which Delany read in his 
youth, provided a signi%cant distortion of the state o( black America and 
movements for racial change, with robot characters experiencing prejudice 
on the part of “real” humans and the famous “Three Laws of Robotics” as 
a %gure for “a white ideal of what the ‘good Negro’ ought to be” (ibid., 28–
29). However, such images are valuable not only as analogies. Delany asks, 
“Just how does the situation of robots in these stories di!er from the reality 
of the racial situation of my world?” (ibid., 29). It is from “questioning the 
distinctions” between these contexts that, Delany claims, he “became a far 
more astute observer of our racial situation than [he] might otherwise have 
been” (ibid.). The di'erences between these science-%ctional worlds and 
the real world are as crucial as their similarities—how are they di'erent? 
what structural changes in our own world are necessary to move toward the 
science-%ctional one?—“and it is only their apprehension that can accom-
plish the mental honing the most outspoken advocates of science %ction 
claim it fosters” (ibid.). In this example, the reader and the text both per-
form the deliberate return to confront the known world in a cognitive fash-
ion that Suvin, Freedman, and Scholes associate with science %ction. For 
Delany it’s a matter of agency, the same agency that critical theory, (again) 
sustaining humanity’s emergence from its self-imposed immaturity, sup-
ports: “Without an image of tomorrow, one is trapped by blind history, 
economics, and politics beyond our control. One is tied up in a web, in a 
net, with no way to struggle free. Only by having clear and vital images of 
the many alternatives, good and bad, of where one can go, will we have any 
control over the way we may actually get there in a reality tomorrow will 
bring all too quickly” (ibid., 35).
 Like literacy in the antebellum slave narrative, science %ction’s necessary 
alternatives have both practical and visionary purposes; indeed, the vision-
ary is the practical. Paraphrasing Jameson’s statements about the limits 
of science %ction, Rogan notes that the alternative structures of the world 
that science %ction generates “cannot, alas, serve as blueprints. We can 
do no more than speculate on what such imagined spaces tell us about 
ourselves, about social relations, about aesthetics, or about whatever the 
topic for investigation is.”-* Although Delany makes a similar claim in “The 
Necessity o( Tomorrows,” I prefer to assert the radical possibilities inherent 
in science %ction’s “disobedience to the ‘real world’”-+ or at least focus the 
genre’s transformative powers on a di'erent target, to move from the world 
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to the reader. As Martha A. Bartter states, “Once we experience a paradigm 
shift (and we do so by exposing ourselves to this kind o( literature), we can’t 
unexperience it. We not only can’t feel the way we did before, we can’t even 
recall how it felt to feel that way.”-,

From Dusk to Dawn

Whatever the actualities are of the detonation of an atomic bomb, Korga’s 
description of the destruction of Rhyonon, in a novel from the late Cold 
War era, conjures horri%c images of sudden, inescapable destruction asso-
ciated with several generations’ fears of global thermonuclear war: “Fire 
fell from the sky. Deserts melted to slag. Urban complexes, runs through 
the wild, and tribal federations were scorched away like 2avors burned out 
of over-charred foods. Cultural Fugue perhaps” (Stars, 270). Bartter notes 
that Xlv, the name of the alien race that may have destroyed Rhyonon at the 
novel’s beginning and threatened Velm at its end, can be read as the Roman 
numeral “(19)45, the year in which America initiated nuclear war, opening 
the ‘nuclear age’ with violence.”-- In the epilogue to Stars in My Pocket, 
Marq Dyeth describes Cultural Fugue as “not so much destruction end-
ing in death, but rather the perpetual and unremitting destruction o( both 
nature and intelligence run wild and without focus” (ibid., 345). Surely 
a component of these destructive forces is the “present sel%shness” that 
Scholes—like Suvin, writing during an earlier phase of the Cold War—sees 
as a threat to “a decent human future,” to which he o'ers science %ction as 
a necessary antidote: “But if there is any hope at all, it will depend on the 
ability of our men and women o( imagination to make us see and feel the 
reality of our situation and the consequences of our present actions. Truly, 
where there is no vision, the people perish.”-. Scholes’s statement adds a 
layer of meaning to Delany’s conclusion to “Necessity”: “We need images of 
tomorrow; and our people [i.e., black people] need them more than most” 
(“Necessity,” 35). The necessity of envisioning a future for people of African 
descent is also a matter o( life and death. It is in this sense, therefore, that it 
is necessary to understand African American literature and science %ction 
as harmonic, rather than mutually exclusive, categories. From the “Morn-
ing” that concludes Delany’s Stars in My Pocket to W. E. B. Du Bois’s Dusk 
of Dawn, the African American intellectual tradition is a science-%ctional 
tradition to the extent that it is visionary and demands what is often consid-
ered at the time impossible.-/
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