



[image: Cover Image]





STARBOARD WINE


Samuel R. Delany


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Starboard Wine, An Author’s Introduction


These baker’s dozen disparate pieces discuss the past and the future of science fiction, those violences committed on our reading of science fiction texts by memory (and remembering) and desire (and although we have no English word re-desiring, desire itself is so closely allied to repetition that Freud could identify the two). Despite their thrusts forward and backward, some of these meditations on practice and potential take off, especially in the last third of the book, from a present position of uncharacteristic rigor—that is to say, a theoretical rigor uncharacteristic of most contemporary SF criticism, fannish or academic, formal or informal. At the same time, especially in the first half, autobiography is rampant.


There is some reason to believe that in other areas of our universe certain constants, such as the speed of light or the direction of time, may be quite different from what they are likely to be throughout our local galaxy. Because facts result from the encounter of consciousness with landscape, a fact too far removed from the landscape that produced it often becomes problematic, if not downright suspect. The social landscape is far more variable and volatile than the physical one; and science fiction, like all aesthetic productions, is a social phenomenon: the autobiography is here to ground the rigor, not to relieve it.


With that as prologue, let me tell a tale.


One late autumn afternoon some years ago, as I was coming down the stone steps outside my apartment building, I glanced up 82nd Street toward Columbus Avenue. In Central Park, two blocks away, the sun had found some leaves to snag on. It was cool, but not cold enough to button my jacket.


And walking toward me (I didn’t stop; I didn’t frown; I kept walking toward him, a bigger and bigger grin catching up my face) was a friend I hadn’t seen for six years.1


Living in Connecticut now, he’d gotten my address from a mutual San Francisco friend; and on this, his third trip into the city, he’d come to look me up.


As I was free for the day, and as it was the first time my friend had been in New York with someone who actually lived here, the afternoon turned into a round of Upper West Side, then Village, bars; then dinner in a downtown Indian restaurant with a pale gold Pakistani beer; at last a night trip across upper New York Bay on the Staten Island Ferry.


At the deck rail, looking over the wrinkling waters at the heap of lights mounding the Staten Island shore, my friend pointed to some other lights out in the haze, within which, on the dark, one could imagine the turning tugboat that owned them. “You know what those lights mean?”


“The ones on the mast? Yes,” I said. “Two lights on the mast and it’s a tug with one barge; three lights mean it’s a tug with two barges. Four, and it’s got three—”


“No, I didn’t mean those lights,” he said. (When I’d last seen him, he’d worked as a salad assistant in the galley of a Matson Line steamship on another coast.) “I mean the other lights. Down there.”


“Down where?” I asked.


“There. Below the mast. Look: on each side of the boat there’s a beacon. The red light means it’s the port side. And a green light would mean you were seeing the starboard side. When I worked on the boats out of San Francisco, they gave us two ways to remember which was which. Red is on the left side of the ship, the port side, and red stands for the heart—on the left side of the body. They other way is just to remember that red stands for port, and port wine is red.”


Out on the night water, the tug, with her single mast-light, completed her turn and started off through the fog, her red light occluded, her starboard beacon revealed now, growing a dimmer and dimmer green.


He repeated: “Port wine is red …”


Over the next minutes we watched the green light drift into invisibility while our boat pulled toward the bright windows and chained ramps of the Staten Island terminal.


As friendships will, this one went on to some new highs, then hit some lows; I haven’t seen my friend now in over a year. The memory, then, suffices.


But what I have been doing a lot since then is writing about science fiction. This book contains some of the more recent pieces.


Years ago in San Francisco—indeed, in the months when my friend and I first met—I had written, “Science fiction is about events that have not happened,”2 and somehow this admission that science fiction concerned things that do not exist stirred a very specialized academic circle in a very small but distinct way. In matters written, this nonexistent absent aspect is not a particularly new discovery. In a letter to Ludwig Ficker, Wittgenstein made the same claim for philosophy, referring to his Tractatus: “My work consists of two parts: the present one here plus all that I have not written. And it is precisely this second part that is the important one.” And writing of poetry in an essay on La Fontaine’s Adonis, Válery put it this way: “Follow the path of your aroused thought, and you will soon meet this infernal inscription: There is nothing so beautiful as that which does not exist.” Indeed, the nonexistent or imaginary object,3 of art in general and writing in particular, becomes problematic only within a Western tradition of realistic painting on the one hand and bourgeois fiction on the other, where a great deal of aesthetic energy is expended urging the audience to believe that something essential in the artwork did exist, could have existed, or should exist. When looked at as a virtuoso performance that lends an interesting harmony to a melody mostly silent, reference and representation are all very well. But when reference and representation are all that are seen and heard by untutored eyes and ears,4 then the rigor becomes necessary that alone can release the unsayable into that form where (beside the utterable) it can most clearly be perceived, by saying what can be uttered with a great deal more care and clarity than is usual.


What are these unsayable things? They are mental constructs, contoured certainly by what is said. They are not so much imaginary as symbolic—symbolic in the Lacanian sense that they contour our entire symbol-producing and symbol-consuming process, direct our entire negotiation of the universe of signs. They are the very models by which all thought—about both the most real and the most abstract problems—propagates itself. These mental constructs are often complex, often recursive,5 and can be shared in remarkably stable form by an astonishingly diverse population.


A given construct may promote one kind of thought and discourage another. A given construct often lends itself to one kind of abuse through the same gesture with which it fends off another. The organization of language (as opposed to any specific collection or collation of utterances that organization produces) is one such construct. The French call it langue. This particular one is transmitted largely by exposure to an all but random sequence of linguistic utterances (parole), only a trivial portion of which refer directly to the organization itself. And those utterances that do refer to the organization (grammar) can be understood only after the structure itself has been pretty firmly communicated.


Now is the time to name the discourses.


These discourses, or formal categories of writing—among them poetry, prose reportage (criticism, journalism), bourgeois fiction (mundane fiction), drama, philosophy, pornography, and, I maintain, science fiction—each represent a different symbolic construct, constructs without which the texts themselves would be unreadable. These constructs are probably transmitted in much the same way as language itself.


Among these discourses, at least two groups can be distinguished: on the one hand there is literature (which includes among other categories poetry, mundane fiction, drama, and—today—philosophy), and on the other there is paraliterature (which includes among other categories pornography, comic books, possibly certain kinds of parody, and, of course, science fiction). Although it is largely considered paraliterature, journalism has a firm foot in the literary camp, through its subgenre, “criticism,” both literary and social.6


Science fiction is the writing category—the complex of reading protocols, the discourse—that interests me most in these essays, although for purposes of identification and distinction I will frequently need to contrast it to other formal writing categories or to the category collection, literature, of which I take contemporary bourgeois fiction (mundane fiction) to be, today, the representative example.7


One useful aspect of the mental construct unsayable behind and before the range of specific SF texts is its encouragement of a clear view of the figure/ground antagonism in all narrative matters. In science fiction this encouragement is carried on indirectly, yet extremely efficiently because of its indirection, by the continual (and, from specific SF text to specific SF text, the continually varied) ground/ground antagonism science fiction provides, where one ground is the fictive ground of the story and the other is the ground of the reader’s given world.


As the categories it comprises become more aware of their imaginative sources and resourcefulness, as they take more cognizance of the problematic relation between “fiction” and “reality,” as they become more aware of the impossibility of any exhaustive fictive representation of reality, literature encourages the reading of an extentional relation between figure and ground, between fictive subject (invented character or narrative voice) and fictive object (the fictive or biographical decor, the setting, the landscape, the institutions whose representations evoke the fictive or biographical world).


Take two of the finest collections of short stories published in 1978: Susan Sontag’s I, etcetera is literature; John Varley’s The Persistence of Vision is science fiction. But from their titles onward, through their texts, both books declare their allegiances from first page to last.8


Starting with its title, I, etcetera announces literature’s commitment to the subject and literature’s equal commitment to the subordination of the ground, rendering ground an expression of subject, of personality, of sensibility. The most overtly referential politics and the most a-referential surrealism in Sontag’s stories register as projections of that sensibility—or as total determinants of that sensibility, which amounts to the same thing when the gestalt experience of self-and-self-surround is projected on a flat surface where all distinctions are a matter of reading, of codes.


Entitling a collection of SF stories, with all it speaks of afterimages, The Persistence of Vision inscribes itself within the ubiquitous antagonism of, the continual mutual impingement between, and the originary conceptual severance that finally determines subject and object: for vision to persist, some one must perceive; some thing must be perceived. And there are experimental hints of this distinction within minutes of birth; contrary to Freud it may well not be learned by violences to the nurturing alterity of food, sleep, and elimination in a variable field of warmth. As the SF reader knows (and the literary reader often becomes uncomfortably aware within the first few paragraphs of any SF text), science fiction does not try to represent the world. It conscientiously misrepresents the world in an endless series of lucidly readable ways—and this amounts to something very different from literature’s exhaustion (which, perhaps naively, I take to mean nothing more than “intense fatigue”) before representation’s admittedly daunting problematics.


The separate mental constructs involved in science fiction and literature both have their separate uses, both grounded in a view of response and responsibility, which make both, finally, human fields for art. Both are needed. But science fiction—the mental, shared, recursive construct science fiction encourages us to use—is in a particularly interesting historical position.


Science fiction is among the youngest of the West’s formal writing categories. In the particular form that propagates the mental construct that interests me, science fiction can be said to have existed only from the early ’30s (possibly middle ’20s) on. Since the early ’50s, its social propagation across the United States, Europe, and the Soviet bloc has been huge. (Approximately 15 percent of all fiction published in the United States today [1980] bears the SF label.) And where the SF construct encounters the literary construct, there is always conflict, whether acknowledged or hidden. The symptomatology of the encounter between science fiction and literature, whether the intention of the speaker or writer is to support the side of science fiction or to support the side of literature, is fairly clear. (All the overt attackers of literature—and a good number of the overt attackers of science fiction—have realized by this time that there is something risky about any directly negative strategy.) The argument always starts with the declaration that science fiction should absorb the values of literature and be transformed by them; labels should be rescinded; boundaries should be erased—these are some of the ways the conflict announces itself. After this warm and friendly invitation, however, the argument goes on to assert that, even if this amalgamation does occur, science fiction will nevertheless always take a back seat to literature: science fiction’s basic nonrepresentational aspect dooms it to a position as second-rate fiction.


What is being done in such an invitation clears, however, as soon as one asks such questions as: which is the most important “fiction”—Paradise Lost, Bleak House, or The Voyage of the Beagle? Which is the most representational? And of what? Should the labels be taken off “poetry,” “fiction,” or “philosophy”? Which of these categories has representational priority?


What is going on, of course, is a game of subordination and appropriation, a game which SF writers themselves have been playing just as freely from their side. And when both sides are trying to subordinate and appropriate the other, it is naïve, if not mystificational, to call such a relation other than conflict, no matter how refined or friendly it seems.


To conjoin science fiction with literature is about as silly as trying to conjoin poetry and prose fiction, or drama and prose reportage. (In the United States in the ’30s, among the violences of the Depression, both were tried: e.g., Boni & Liveright’s slim volumes of poetic/prose effusions; and the WPA’s “living newspaper,” which toured the nation’s backroads out of New York, Chicago, and L.A. Both were finally abandoned.) Some of the specific reasons for this, having to do with science fiction’s status as a formal writing category, as a complex of reading protocols, as a discourse, will occupy the essays to come.


Because the different constructs that different writing categories generate are mental and do not “exist,” sometimes it is hard to keep a clear view of just what use such insubstantial, symbolic, intersubjective objects can possibly have. In our attempts to talk about (in the sense of around) these silent constructs, often we find ourselves slipping back into a rhetoric that deals with only the use and application of the enunciated portion of any given text, while we all but deny that any other aspects of it can manifest.


But about three months ago I took a Greyhound bus down from New York to Baltimore; and after a night in a seedy hotel, in the basement of which a very loud “New Wave” rock concert was in progress, I taxied in the morning to the Dundalk Marine Terminal to catch the Polish freighter Mieczyslaw Kalinowski, on which I was booked, with some dozen other passengers, to Antwerp, there having been a dock strike in Rotterdam, the boat’s initial destination.


The Atlantic is a lonely shield of water.


At sea you are continually struck, on those days when no other object is visible, by the fact that, this close to the Earth’s surface, you will never see more of a single substance. But, as happens even on the lonely Atlantic, one evening at sundown for perhaps half an hour, here and there about the horizon’s aluminum, above that gunmetal shield, five other ships were in view at one time.


Two showed a red light.


Three showed a green.


And I gained some admiring remarks by explaining to my fellow passengers with me that evening on deck which ships were showing us their starboard flank and which were showing their port side; and consequently we were able to tell which direction each ship was moving in relation to us—although I am, incidentally, severely dyslexic, which doesn’t mean I can’t read, only that I have no natural sense of left and right.


But I would tell you this:


During the entire evening and explanation, the oversweet taste and dead-blood color of port never entered my mind. What facilitated the explanation for me, that evening on the deck, was a purely mental construct, the memory of a liquor conceived years before, first put together in silence that night on the ferry with my friend, from an entirely different fermentation process, a distillate the hue of a beacon the color of a spring leaf paled by fog; and, although it has never been decanted and does not, certainly, exist, it is of a different bouquet, of a different vintnerage, and of an entirely different draft.


 


NEW YORK, 1980




Science Fiction and Difference: An Introduction to Starboard Wine —by Matthew Cheney


Starboard Wine offers an extension (and in many ways culmination) of ideas Samuel R. Delany had begun to formulate, revise, and explore in The Jewel-Hinged Jaw, which collected essays written between 1968 and 1977 (or, to add a different perspective, between the ages of twenty-six and thirty-five).1 These are ideas about language, about reading, about difference, about history, about criticism, about literature, and about science fiction.


Though subtitled “More Notes on the Language of Science Fiction,” we could also call Starboard Wine “Notes on the Theory and Practice of Science Fiction Criticism,” because more than in any of his previous books, Delany seems here to be calling for SF criticism to move away from certain practices, to aspire to greater rhetorical and historiographic complexity, and to take into account more recent literary theories than those of the Russian formalists or the New Critics. At the same time, he is demonstrating the kind of criticism he advocates.


Starboard Wine’s first essay, “The Necessity of Tomorrow(s),” begins with autobiography—“an attempt to sketch out one lane along one of the many possible highways into the SF world.” This lane leads to a discussion of difference, and the various meanings that word possesses could be used as markers for nearly all of what follows in the book. Difference is what separates a science fiction text from other texts: a difference of representation and reference, a difference of reading strategies (protocols, codes), a difference of history. Science fiction is best described according to its differences, and any meaningful discussion of it will be a discussion of difference. Within such a conception, science fiction becomes a different way of reading and a different way of thinking. What “The Necessity of Tomorrow(s)” suggests, though, is that difference for Delany stretches well beyond the borders of science fiction.


Throughout Starboard Wine, Delany is (mostly silently) applying Derrida’s idea of différance to the texts he encounters and the situations he describes.2 Science fiction is made different from other texts by the play of its references, the techniques of conceiving and writing texts that utilize this play, and the habits of reading required for such texts to yield the most meaning. These differences do not determine quality—they are present in the best and worst science fiction—but in addition to these differences, the most aesthetically accomplished science fiction creates difference by allowing critical inquiries that would not otherwise be possible. It is this latter point that seems to me one of Delany’s great accomplishments, because through it he has linked Lukács’ statement that “the novel is the only art form where the artist’s ethical position is the aesthetic problem” with the particular aesthetics of science fiction in a way that allows—even requires—both close reading and ethical analysis.


“Some Presumptuous Approaches to Science Fiction” offers a view of difference at the level of inspiration by suggesting that the process for coming up with an idea for a science fiction story is different from the process of coming up with an idea for a play, a historical novel, or a poem: “In general, science-fictional ideas generate when a combination of chance and the ordinary suggests some distortion of the current and ordinary that can conceivably be rationalized as a future projection.” Delany insists that “Science fiction is not about the future; it uses the future as a narrative convention to present significant distortions of the present.” The importance of this insight becomes particularly clear when (in “Disch, II”) Delany shows how SF’s prioritizing of the object rather than the subject allows for a different kind of cultural criticism from what is available to the fiction he calls mundane (“of the world”):




[S]cience fiction, because of the object priorities in the way we read it, in the questions we ask of it, in the modes by which we must interpret it simply for it to make sense, is able to critique directly both particular institutions and the larger cultural object in general … The object priority in the reading conventions—which must begin with a consideration of some real institution simply to understand how the science-fictional one works at all—generates the criticism directly in the understanding (cognition) process itself.





“Reading conventions” is an important phrase here, because it signals the transfer of difference between the object-oriented text (imagined via a different process than is used for other texts) and the reader of the text, who to make sense of what is read must use different strategies than would be used to read other types of writing.


I suspect that if an average science fiction reader knows of Delany’s critical theories, they know of the idea of “reading protocols”—a term Delany used interchangeably with a few others, and seems mostly to have abandoned since Starboard Wine, but which has held on within the discourse of the science fiction fan community. (At every SF convention I’ve attended, I’ve heard the term used more than once.) The other concept in Starboard Wine that is likely to be familiar to many SF fans is an idea stated in “Science Fiction and ‘Literature’”: that any sentence from a non-SF story could conceivably appear in an SF story, but “there are many, many sentences in science fiction that would be hard or impossible to work into a text of mundane fiction.” I have seldom been comfortable with the way fans use these ideas, because often what they say seems close to what Delany’s imagined critic complains about in “Dichtung und Science Fiction”: “Underneath your critical terminology we hear the echoes of those illiterate, anti-intellectual, terrorist3 ravings: science fiction is not literature; science fiction is a privileged form of writing to be judged only by its own laws, against which the rest of world literature will be found lacking.” The problem is that most discussions of these concepts get stuck on the ideas themselves rather than what is far more important: how Delany uses them.


Though there are occasional moments of SF-chauvinism in Delany’s essays, they are usually expressed with at least a touch of irony, and in any case they are rare. Delany uses his ideas of SF’s différance not to create a hierarchy of texts—difference does not imply superiority or inferiority—but rather to explore and describe the particular qualities various texts possess and the ways those texts may most profitably be read. He repeatedly chastises critics who assume that the label of “science fiction” can also be an evaluation of the aesthetic or social values for any text receiving the label. In “Science Fiction and ‘Literature’” he says that “Having adjudged a text science fiction, we have made no unitary statement, however vague or at whatever level of suggestion or implication, about its value.” SF is not an evaluative term, but other terms used in distinction from it (e.g. “literature”) are also not evaluative terms (though “mundane fiction”, despite its Latin heritage, does possess some negative connotations, a fact that may explain SF readers’ fondness for it, as it levels the playing field when the term “science fiction” has negative connotations in many contexts).4 Science fiction is neither better nor worse; it is different.


While Delany’s basic idea of reading protocols has achieved general acceptance with many science fiction critics and fans, he differs significantly from them in his insistence that SF can be described but not defined, and in his approach to SF historiography. These ideas, though, rely on and extend from the more commonly accepted ones, and deserve more careful consideration than they have generally received.


A definition of science fiction is impossible for many reasons (as Delany explains in various essays), but one of the most important is that a definition would require SF to be a fixed and constant item. In an interview with Julia Kristeva, Derrida said, “The activity or productivity connoted by the a of différance refers to the generative movement in the play of differences. The latter are neither fallen from the sky nor inscribed once and for all in a closed system, a static structure that a synchronic and taxonomic operation could exhaust.”5 Because SF relies on différance, it cannot be stuck in a static structure such as a comprehensive definition. That does not mean, though, that the play of differences that create SF cannot be described. A mature criticism will seek to do just that, and will not bother with the futile pursuit of definitions.


Also futile is the pursuit of an origin, though not entirely for the same reasons (although if SF is, as Delany posits, a “field phenomenon” then locating any single origin is impossible). In the fourth “Exotext” of The American Shore, Delany offers a quick survey of many of the 17th- and 18th-century works various critics have claimed to be science fiction, and he rejects them as SF because they do not possess enough difference from the discourses of their day: “In brief, what we have throughout this whole period is a comparatively undifferentiated tradition of Prose Commentary, in which science and fiction are both struggling to separate themselves out, to establish themselves as separate modes, with separate criteria for judgment.” The nineteenth century’s voyages imaginaires and utopian novels “are works that simply try to resort to an undifferentiated discourse for instructive purposes, an endeavor which still locates itself in commentary rather than in fiction.”6 In Starboard Wine, Delany expands on these ideas, saying in “Dichtung und Science Fiction,” “For an originary assertion to mean something for a contemporary text, one must establish a chain of reading and preferably a chain of discussion as well.” In the “Letter from Rome” to Science Fiction Studies, he writes that “before any historical inquiry occurs a fundamental process takes place, a process so fundamental we are apt to lose sight of it.”


He describes this process through an extended metaphor of automobiles and transportation that is marvelous and resonant, but may not immediately make the point clear. The fundamental process is to determine what unites “the dullest Analog putt-putt tale” with such SF masterpieces as Alfred Bester’s The Stars My Destination, and what differentiates those two items from other (non-SF) texts. This is not only a process of identifying aspects within the texts themselves (“the engine” in Delany’s metaphor), but it is also a process of identifying the forces and systems (“the assembly-line development, the oil refineries, and the highway systems”) outside the texts that help constitute and support them in ways different from the forces and systems constituting and supporting other texts.


We know that for Delany it is SF’s language—how it is conceived and received—that differentiates SF from other types of writing, and in the essays about specific writers and, particularly, “Reflections on Historical Models” he locates at least some of the extratextual differences at play: the relationships between writers, editors, and fans; the discourse of fanzines and best-of-the-year anthologies; the exigencies of publishing during particular eras in particular cultural and economic environments. In an interview in Science Fiction Studies in 1987, he said, “There’s no reason to run SF too much back before 1926, when Hugo Gernsback coined the ugly and ponderous term ‘scientifiction’ which, in the letter columns written by the readers of his magazines, became over the next year or so ‘science fiction’ and finally ‘SF’.”7 To Delany, 1926 (or so) is a reasonable starting point for SF because that is the point at which it becomes a differentiated discourse, with texts that require their own ways of reading, and with systems of production and consumption for those texts that are not the same as for others. “To say that a phenomenon does have a significant history is to say that its history is different from the history of something else: that’s what makes it significant” (“Science Fiction and ‘Literature’”).


We need to consider Delany’s ideas about science fiction together as a group because they rely on each other. If we accept that SF is not a static system, but is instead an overdetermined phenomenon, then there is no point in searching for an originary text for SF, because over-determined phenomena can have no single origin. If we accept that SF is an overdetermined phenomenon, then we know that it cannot be defined; however, it can be described. To describe something, we must be able to differentiate it from other things, and any history of the phenomenon must first be a history of difference. This is where the idea of reading protocols (ways of reading, codic strategies) is most useful, because it offers a theory that allows us to describe SF’s differences at a level where we can include works of widely varying qualities. But the concept of reading protocols is only a starting point for analysis, and a critic who considers it an end in and of itself risks creating an analysis that is flat, obvious, or irrelevant.


The path Delany maps is not the only one possible or valuable (he would, I expect, be uncomfortable claiming any One True Way for SF criticism), but it deserves more attention. We can begin to see the value in such attention by looking more closely at how some of the essays in Starboard Wine work together.


The writers Delany repeatedly discusses in The Jewel-Hinged Jaw and Starboard Wine are ones he considers among the best in science fiction: Robert Heinlein (1907–1988), Theodore Sturgeon (1918–1985), Joanna Russ (1937–2011), and Thomas Disch (1940–2008). They come from two different writing generations, two different histories: Heinlein and Sturgeon first built their reputations in the 1940s and by the 1950s were recognized (within the SF field, at least) as masters; Disch and Russ are of Delany’s own generation and first came to prominence in the 1960s. Taken as a group, they have explored the possibilities of science fiction as—if not more—fully than any other set of writers, and so they provide Delany with rich material to test his ideas.


The first writer discussed in depth here is Robert A. Heinlein, and it is a fitting beginning, because Heinlein contributed as much, if not more, to the distinctive language of science fiction as any other writer, both because of the era and environment in which he was writing and because of his own particular talents. Indeed, Delany claims, “In many respects Heinlein’s limits are the horizons of science fiction.” The discussion of Heinlein, though, is less one of limits (except regarding bad-faith arguments) than of possibilities. One of Heinlein’s first novels, Beyond This Horizon, provided Delany with a sentence that he has used many times (e.g. in “Science Fiction and ‘Literature’”) to demonstrate a difference between science fiction and other texts: “The door dilated.”8 It is a sentence that metonymically suggests an entire technology if a reader is attuned to such a way of reading, and Delany has repeatedly celebrated similar prose techniques that Heinlein created or honed. But it is not just technique that Delany considers. The occasion of “Heinlein” is an introduction to his relatively neglected novel Glory Road, and it is the history of the neglect that provides the most powerful and far-ranging insights in the essay, because that history requires a discussion of Heinlein’s rhetorical methods, his work in general, and his place within the science fiction community. Heinlein’s texts possess difference because they are science fiction, but some of them have also created the differences that make them most science-fictional.


If “Heinlein’s limits are the horizons of science fiction,” then Theodore Sturgeon, and Delany’s essay exploring his work, provides an extension of those limits:




The corpus of science fiction produced by Theodore Sturgeon is the single most important body of science fiction by an American to date.


Robert Heinlein may be responsible for more technical innovations, more rhetorical figures that have been absorbed into the particular practice of SF writing; his influence is certainly greater. But if this is so, it is at an extremely high cost, both ethically and aesthetically.





Sturgeon’s body of work is, for Delany, “magnanimous and expansive,” characterized by wit, stylistic grace, and “accurate vision.” The accuracy of vision, the magnanimity and expansiveness, are what allow a movement—the movement of a compassionately visionary intelligence—beyond Heinlein’s horizons, and this accomplishment is ineluctably, inextricably aesthetic and ethical. As he argues this, Delany also situates Sturgeon within the circumstances of his era and environment, showing how attitudes toward productivity and rewriting were inscribed in the culture of SF, and the effect of those attitudes on Sturgeon’s stories and their reception.9


As insightful as his discussions of Heinlein and Sturgeon are, and as useful for demonstrating the value of his approach to analysis, Delany brings a larger array of critical tools to bear on Russ and Disch, the two writers whose work has most frequently been the focus of his use of contemporary structuralist and poststructuralist methods of analysis for science fiction.


“Russ” begins with a challenge: “Joanna Russ’s science fiction creates a peculiar embarrassment for anyone approaching our particular practice of writing with broadly critical intent.” Delany asserts that Russ is undervalued and misunderstood by critics and yet deeply (and variously) valued by other writers and by serious SF readers. The “embarrassment” of the critics is that their conception of SF, and the critical tools they use to describe and analyze it, are inadequate to the science fiction Russ writes. If Russ’s novels are excellent examples of SF, then a new critical model is needed for SF, because the ethical and aesthetic excellence of Russ highlights the ethical and aesthetic weakness of most SF and, thus, of the objects of study for most SF critics:




What is at stake—what any critical analysis of science fiction may seek to win—is the possibility of constituting a historical model richer and more self-critical than the one that governs “literary” readings, a model that becomes one with our rigorous inquiry: How may we read the SF text? … If we are to take such risks, risk such stakes, it is precisely our embarrassment at SF writers like Russ that we must face head-on.





The “embarrassment” Delany notes is surprising, because it is not an embarrassment at what we might expect it to be: aesthetically and ethically simplistic texts. No, the embarrassment comes from the fact that great accomplishment demonstrates how simplistic models of SF have no way to account for such things. If SF criticism is to offer a model of study that is “richer and more self-critical than the one that governs ‘literary’ readings” then that model must be able to account for and encompass both the aesthetic and ethical excellence of Russ and the comparative lack of such excellence in most other SF writers. It would be easy to create a model of SF that vanquished the types of excellence Russ’s writing displays to the realm of other-than-SF (better-than-SF), and, indeed, we can see this model in operation again and again when books that might be “mistaken” for SF are claimed by advocates as something else, something more: serious works of literature.


It might seem that Delany has here backed us into a corner of contradiction where the aesthetic and ethical aspects of texts are simultaneously important and not important, but to escape such a contradiction we must remember that he never advocates for “science fiction” to be a valuative term; in saying that critics must deal with the “embarrassment” of Russ’s work he is saying something similar to what he does in the “Letter from Rome”: we need a model of SF that is capable of dealing with that “dullest Analog putt-putt tale” and with Russ. Criticism is, then, a process whereby the critic must first identify the constitutive differences of the text under discussion before moving on to ethical/ aesthetic qualities and implications. “Russ” is an example of just this process—in arguing for a new critical model, Delany also creates one. His discussion of SF’s history and traditions (again arguing against going back much before 1926) leads to a discussion of Russ’s entry into the SF field, which is contrasted with that of a very different writer, Larry Niven, and his first story, “The Coldest Place” (a story both worthy of discussion and generally recognized as not being particularly good as a story). Delany locates a “textual memorial” to Niven’s story within Russ’s And Chaos Died, and his analysis of “The Coldest Place” shows how its science fictional features must be accounted for if the story is to make any sense whatsoever. More importantly, though, Niven’s story offers Delany the opportunity to discuss intertextuality within the science fiction field, and to show, via the relationship between “The Coldest Place” and And Chaos Died, science fiction’s particular (different!) use of the signifier/signified relationship. We then move on to a discussion of what makes And Chaos Died a difficult book for readers who have internalized certain protocols of SF (“the SF grid”), and discover that though the novel is in many ways unconventional science fiction, it maintains enough of the conventions of that overdetermined term to still fit within its precincts. The discussion moves from aesthetics to ethics in the fifth section of the essay, wherein Delany shows how Russ’s novels work as critiques of each other. Though he compares Russ to Camus, he also demonstrates how the ethical challenges her work presents are often ones that are more science fictional than not. The analysis of the characters’ homophobia, for instance, leads Delany to read the characters’ attitudes as metonyms for cultural change: “the institutional fear that characterizes most homophobia … seems to have evolved somewhat to an individual level, where today it is rather rare.” He critiques the conception of sexuality within the novel while also contextualizing it (“To uphold that homosexuality was only a disease, rather like a head cold—and not an ethical and moral besmirchment undermining all society—was at one time a crusading position”). He ends by proclaiming that Russ’s novels both subvert present models and offer alternatives (much as Delany’s own essay does). “But then,” he says, “science fiction has traditionally been at the forefront of the dramatization process by which new models for thinking about the world are disseminated.”


The two essays on Disch proceed differently from the essay on Russ for a number of reasons. The first essay, which was not included in the original edition of Starboard Wine, is the introduction to Fundamental Disch, a collection Delany edited in 1980. The second essay is a more complex and far-ranging version of the first. “Disch, I” gives us a fine introduction to Disch and to some of what Delany values in his work; “Disch, II” provides an opportunity for Delany to map many of his ideas about science fiction and ways of reading across the varied landscape of one particularly skilled writer’s oeuvre.


In “Disch, II” Delany presents a sustained argument for his view that science fiction gives priority to the object, in contrast to other types of fiction that give priority to the subject. Only science fiction is different in this way. “How would the world of the story have to be different from our world in order for this to occur? is the question around which the play of differences in the SF text is organized.” This idea goes back to the idea of subjunctivities in “About 5,750 Words” in The Jewel-Hinged Jaw, where science fiction was differentiated not only from “naturalistic fiction” but also from fantasy. Naturalistic fiction is read with the understanding that the events of the story could have happened, whereas “Fantasy takes the subjunctivity of naturalistic fiction and throws it into reverse … the level of subjunctivity becomes: could not have happened.” SF, though, is different: “These objects, these convocations of objects into situations and events, are blanketly defined by: have not happened.” Delany’s ideas, frames of reference, and terminology changed significantly between 1968, when he wrote “About 5,750 Words,” and 1980, when he wrote “Disch, II,” but the underlying idea remains the same: SF is different from all other types of fiction, and one of its differences is in how the reader must construe the relationship between the world in the story and the world outside the story.


Disch proves to be useful for such exploration because he has written in the three modes Delany wants to separate—science fiction, fantasy fiction, and mundane fiction—and the discussion allows Delany one of his most nuanced analyses of these ideas, because now he has texts that are multifaceted enough to provide a stronger test of his model than the more conventional fiction of Heinlein and Sturgeon. As the essay shows, the model survives the test intact, and allows Delany to add some caveats to any interpretation of his ideas that would turn them into strangleholds:




to call a story science fiction, mundane fiction, or fantasy in these pages is simply a shorthand way to indicate that one set of reading conventions (that of science fiction, mundane fiction, or fantasy) is called up so quickly and strongly by the particular story that it would take something of an act of will—for me—to read it by either of the other sets.





Some stories, he admits, “suggest a fantasy reading here, an SF reading there. But that should be no cause for distress. Simply sit back and enjoy the mental play as you shift back and forth between reading conventions.”


The analysis of reading conventions, though, only takes up a few pages of the essay; much more space is given to an exploration of differences of subject/object priority, of history, and of the possibilities within different types of texts for cultural critique. The discussion of reading conventions is necessary to an understanding of these ideas, but it is only a piston in the engine that is science fiction.


Two of the later essays in Starboard Wine, “Dichtung und Science Fiction” and “Reflections on Historical Models,” present first a summing up and synthesis, and then an opening up, an offering of new and different possibilities for SF criticism beyond those explored here.


The title of “Dichtung und Science Fiction” echoes Goethe, whose autobiography, Dichtung und Wahrheit, is often translated as Poetry and Truth. But along with poetry, dichtung also contains an idea of falsity and imagination, and so in Delany’s title we have various implications within the word as well as implications within the allusion, which makes truth into a shadow.10


Many of the ideas we have previously encountered in Delany’s essays are touched upon, reiterated, or given particularly precise enunciation in “Dichtung und Science Fiction.” What is new is a history of pedagogy related to poetry, a history that then becomes a theory of reception and response, of movements and rebellions, continuities and incoherencies. Part of the poetic task is to give us not just meanings, but new meanings: “the release of new meanings in existing words and syntax through the organization of verbal contexts that may be as experimental or as traditional as the poet can tolerate.” Poetry enriches the signified by letting the signifier do more.


More than once in these essays, Delany has claimed that science fiction is closer to poetry than it is to other sorts of fiction. His description of what poetry does and how it can be read follows along the lines of his description of science fiction, and there is no need in “Dichtung und Science Fiction” for him to connect all the dots, because his point is clear to anyone who has been paying attention. Instead of belaboring the obvious, Delany moves on to explore his ideas of SF’s peculiar history, to challenge originary claims, and to repeat his view that the most useful history is one able to discover actual lines and forces of influence before it sets off to encompass everything. He has already shown how this can work with poetry, and by showing it with science fiction, he suggests even more than he says—most of all, he suggests that by pursuing other sorts of historicizing and theorizing, SF critics have distracted themselves from a universe of significant insights.


Also new in “Dichtung und Science Fiction” is Delany’s elaboration of the problematic relationship between concepts of style and greatness. Here he uses the example of translation to much effect, showing that the first translators of many of the Russian, German, and French writers, though their translations deeply influenced English-speaking modernists and helped establish some of the ideas of “greatness” enshrined in New Criticism and elsewhere, were not able to be faithful to the excellence of their sources’ style, and so “greatness” must lie outside of style, despite the stylists’ claim.11 While Delany argues that SF is different from mundane fiction, he also argues that the assumptions of some schools of literary evaluation—the same ones advocating a hierarchy where there is literature and there is everything below it—are based on obviously false premises. Such an argument adds support both to his contention that terms such as literature should be used descriptively rather than evaluatively and to his contention that analysis cannot stop with style alone, but must include other elements of aesthetics, as well as history and ethics.


While “Dichtung und Science Fiction” is at various times concerned with how SF might be taught, described, written, read, evaluated, and contextualized, by the end of the essay, Delany shows that all of these tasks are related, that many of them rely on each other, and that all of them need to be done well so that SF can remain something distinct, different, heterogeneous, and potentially subversive: “We are trying to preserve a certain freedom at a social level where the greatest threat to freedom is not direct forbidding of options but rather the homogenization of all options out of existence in the name of tolerance and acceptance.”


“Reflections on Historical Models” builds from this idea by asserting that the significant, option-making differences between science fiction and mundane fiction are differences not only of texts, but of histories. The histories are not only matters of what was published when and by whom, but of the forces that created and sustained different types of relationships between writers, editors, publishers, and readers. Once again, Delany links the way texts are read to the contexts in which they are read, saying after a brief overview of his idea of different ways of reading:




These distinctions in reading protocols, in their complex summation, are to my mind the measure of the distance between science fiction and literature.


In light of the sociological distinctions, however, the distinction in reading protocols does not seem such a lonely fact.





Delany works to show that homogenization is a danger not only to a history of both literature and science fiction, but to the history of science fiction itself. He demonstrates this at length by insisting that the term “New Wave” is usually used by fans, critics, and historians to lump together—to homogenize—very different tendencies within 1960s SF. By not paying closer attention to those differences, important distinctions (such as those between the goals and achievements of Judith Merril’s reprint anthology England Swings S-F and Harlan Ellison’s original anthology Dangerous Visions; between Michael Moorcock’s editorship of New Worlds and Cele Goldsmith’s of Amazing and Fantastic; between such British writers as J. G. Ballard and M. John Harrison and American [then] expatriates such as Thomas M. Disch and James Sallis) are entirely lost within the history recounted. And if such homogenization can occur with such recent texts and writers, imagine what distinctions have been lost for earlier histories! This idea connects to Delany’s argument against calling texts written before 1926 science fiction, because the argument there is that such texts cannot be differentiated from other discourses of their day, and that no line of influence can be shown between most of them and science fiction. Here, the argument is that careless terminology is eliding lines of influence and causing the loss of important differentiations between discourses.


“Reflections on Historical Models” also builds from the concept of pluralities that was introduced in “Science Fiction and ‘Literature,’” where one of SF’s strengths—indeed, one of the attributes that kept it from ossification—was its plurality (heterogeneity) of styles, theories, and values. Delany notes that the writers associated with John W. Campbell’s editorship of Astounding from 1937 on maintained different theoretical stances that allowed a critique of the philosophy of “science-as-it-was-then-popularly-conceived” within SF. Such theoretical plurality, such critique, prevents SF from having “a simple, uncritical attitude toward science as an explorative philosophy.” Good SF criticism must, then, be able to separate “the philosophy of science (a critique of which science fiction dramatizes by representing a range of sociological situations) from the social uses of science.”


Its pluralities have allowed SF to be an excellent tool for cultural critique, a counterbalance to the popular imagination, and a force for the integration of various ideas and ideologies in a world of growing divisions. For such tendencies to be understood, appreciated, and deconstructed, science fiction’s history must be studied with critical acumen, and the historians and critics must take care with their conceptual models, must be aware of both what they show and what they hide, or else they will unknowingly perpetuate mystification and falsity.


Throughout Starboard Wine, then, Samuel Delany argues with passionate reason for a new kind of criticism, and throughout his arguments he demonstrates some of the ways such a criticism (still rare now, nearly thirty years after the book was first published) can bring insight to the worlds of science fiction and all fiction—the worlds they enlighten, envision, and engender. Our task is to read deeply, to think carefully, to argue fiercely, and to live up to the example set for us.




1


The Necessity of Tomorrow(s)


Anyone who spends any time at all in the community of SF writers, SF editors and publishers, interested academics, or among the highly enthusiastic SF readers who put on and attend the more than 70 annual SF conventions or publish the more than 300 SF fanzines that appear in the United States each year must from time to time ask: “What am I doing here?” But this is just to say we have all come here from somewhere else. An attempt to sketch out one lane along one of the many possible highways into the SF world, the following was first delivered as a talk at the Studio Museum in Harlem in New York City in November, 1978, a few streets from the three-story, red-brick building whose ground floor was once my father’s place of business and whose upper stories were my home till I was 15.


At the south corner of the block was Mrs. Dade’s funeral parlor. Centered in the block north was Mr. Sterrit’s. Between was Levy and Delany’s, my father’s funeral home. (Undertaker was a word he detested; he considered himself a funeral director.) When I was seven my father had the face of the building covered in red brick. Aluminum letters that stood out from the facade on little posts went up to replace the old sign—green neon letters in their tin shadow masks, the whole metal housing almost as big as I was. The workmen on their scaffold lowered it down over the door, first the L end, then the Y. Levy had died before I was born. Growing up with Levy and Delany, however, it was years before I thought to question why my father had kept the name of his former partner, whom he had later bought out. Originally friends, they had only briefly been in business together. (Years later my mother told me, laughingly: “Your father said he always owed Mr. Levy a great debt: he showed your father every way possible not to run a successful funeral business.”) Still, I wonder, with my father dead twenty years now, whether the two of them found an irony in the suggestion of the Jew and the Irishman running what, by the middle of the ’40s, was considered a rather swell Harlem funeral establishment. At any rate, the irony was misleading. Both were black men. Both owed their ethnic patronymics to the whites who had owned their parents, their great-grandparents.


On our left was Mr. and Mrs. Onley’s grocery store, which the Onleys ran with their grown son Robbie. In summer, green wooden stands sat out under the awning, full of cabbages, carrots, green and red peppers—although what I remember far more clearly is the exotic autumn produce: bananas, kale, pomegranates, coconuts, sugar cane, mangoes. My childhood seems to have been continually punctuated with the refrain, “Would you run down to the store, Sam, and get me …” from my mother. After the few inevitable episodes of change accidentally dropped while lugging the brown paper bag back up the side steps to the kitchen, for several months, as Mrs. Onley stood implacably calm behind the counter in her alternating white, blue, or green smocks, my entreaty was an embarrassed and insistent: “Mrs. Onley, please don’t give the change to me. You just put it in the paper bag. That way I don’t have to even touch it so that upstairs they’ll get it all!”


“No,” she would say, smiling. “You just take it in your hand and be careful.”


On our right was Mr. Lockley’s Hosiary and Housepaint Store. Mr. Lockley was a thin man, slightly darker than wrapping paper, with white hair, a withered face, and a game leg I always used to wonder whether or not was hinged and wooden, like my cousin Jimmy’s. Jimmy had lost his in the Second World War and played a pretty good game of chess. As the years went on, running the store was taken over more and more by Mr. Lockley’s balding son, Albert, and his red-headed daughter-in-law, Minnie. In memory that space, always dim, seems to extend for blocks and blocks under the stamped tin ceiling and the first fluorescent lights in the neighborhood. Beside the narrow aisle, the square counter trays—the front ones of glass, those farther back in the store of wood—held rolls of black electrician’s tape, piles of orange and yellow yo-yos, boxes of carpet tacks, rings of cardboard with walnut-size rubber balls in each central hole, starred about with ten multichrome jacks; mousetraps (we had two under our kitchen sink), the larger versions of which, in my innocence, I had thought must be to catch cats; nails, screws, buttons, stacks of cheap plates so dusty I wondered who would eat from them; hammers, screwdrivers with clear yellow handles, pressboards full of thumbtacks, boxes of staples, Scotchtape rolls, the rrrurring key-copying machine; and small religious pictures in purple plastic frames, dusty as the plates.


Every evening Albert or Minnie would drag across the store window—full of bride dolls with chocolate brown skin, coils of black water hose, and beige boards displaying eight different styles of doorknob—the metal gate.


And the gate, oddly, is what I really want to talk about.


First of all, in those days Mr. Lockley’s was the only store I knew of that had a gate. (We had gates on our back windows at home, in the kitchen and living room behind the ivory and purple draperies, but living with those, day in and day out, I somehow hardly saw them.) Mr. Lockley’s gate had many vertical black shafts, hinged to the numerous diagonals with rollers at their ends, between. If you were out 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.


I guess I was nine.


It was a warm autumn evening, though at six o’clock the sky had lost half its light and doubled the depth of its blue. I watched Albert click the third big padlock to its hasp and turn away toward the stoop to his apartment house. I stepped onto the black metal cellar door, which shifted—tunk!—under my U.S. Keds. I walked to the gate, put my palm against one strut. It was cool and gritty.


I pushed a little.


The gate moved—only it didn’t move like a rigid structure of bolted iron. It rippled, like a curtain. I put my face up against it, looked across it, pushed again. Although the bottoms and tops of the verticals were constrained in metal troughs, the movement across the structure clearly went out in waves. I could see it waving. And I could hear it rattle and watch the waves spread from me out to the upper corners of the window. I put both hands against the metal, my face as close as I could get it, sighting across the gate, which from this angle seemed like a single sheet.


I shook it once.


I waited. I hooked my fingers around the struts and shook it two times.


I waited again.


Then I rattled it as hard as I could. And kept on rattling. The noise hurt my ears. The verticals tap-danced in their trough, and all pattern dissolved in the banging and racketting—


“What in the world are you doing? Stop that!”


I turned around.


“You gone crazy?” my father demanded, as he frequently did these days. He had heard the noise and stepped out of the funeral parlor door to see what his odd nine-year-old was up to. “You stop that and go on upstairs! You’re going to end in the electric chair, I swear,” which seemed to be his most common admonition to me over any and all infractions, minor or major, an admonition his father had used as frequently with him; and since my father had achieved some success under it he felt justified in using it with me—although frankly, to me it was both bewildering and terrifying.


I ran upstairs.


But later, as I lay in my bed on the third floor, listening to the night traffic whisking along Seventh Avenue, I thought again of that gate. Its rigid pieces, some long, some short, were attached in such a flexible way that not only could it fold up during the day at the edge of the store window, but, when it was extended, motion to any part of it was translated across its breadth in audible and visible progression. The motion was passed from juncture to juncture. Each strut took up the motions of the ones that joined its near end and passed a resultant motion on to the ones that joined its far end. No matter how loud the clangor, it was a patterned and orderly process.


My childhood was not a typical Harlem childhood. For one thing, we lived in a private house and had a maid. My father’s business was on the ground floor. We lived on the top two. For another, I attended neither the public school two blocks to the north nor the Catholic school around the corner to the south. During my early childhood, every morning my father, or occasionally one of his employees, drove me down to a private school at 89th Street just off Park Avenue. The school’s population was overwhelmingly white, largely Jewish, and educated the children of enough millionaires, literary lights, government officials, and theatrical personages to keep its name, with fair frequency, in the papers as well as in the gossip of New York folk interested in the osmotic properties of success.


In the ’40s Harlem’s southern boundary was much more abrupt than it is today: 110th Street, along the top of Central Park, delimited it with a sureness I could sense any time on my trip home I had to transfer from the Fifth Avenue Number Four bus to the Number Two, which would take me on up Seventh Avenue—waiting across from the corner of the park under the awning of some closed-down night spot reminiscent of Cole Porter days and the trampish lady who “won’t go to Harlem in ermines and pearls.”


My twice-daily trip from Seventh Avenue and 132nd Street, between Mr. Onley’s and Mr. Lockley’s, to the private school just down the street from the construction then going on for the then-new Guggenheim Museum, the change from the black children of subway workers, hospital orderlies and taxi drivers (my friends on the block) to the white children of psychiatrists, publishers, and Columbia professors (my friends at school), was a journey of near ballistic violence through an absolute social barrier.


I never questioned that violence.


Such violences youngsters accustom themselves to very easily.


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 similar to that gate. Well, not so much a gate, as a web. A net. Each person represented a juncture. The connections between them were not iron struts, but relations of money, goods, economics, information, emotions. Any social occurrence over here invariably moved, via these mediators, across the social net from person to person. This image of Mr. Lockley’s window gate seemed a good model for the life around me on the streets of Harlem. It seemed as well a good model for the life around me at my school. And yet from my position as a nine-year-old going on ten, I wondered just how these two gates, two webs, two nets, connected. In gross terms, the white one seemed to surround the black, holding the black one to its place and keeping it rather more crushed together in less space. But what were the actual connections between them? There was me, who passed from one to the other twice a day, along with the 15 or so other black children who lived in Harlem and, with me, attended the Dalton School—half of them it seemed, at that time, relatives of mine. The economic ties that connected the two webs could even be faintly traced via the white landlords and absentee store owners who took money out of the neighborhood, money that, by and large, was able to come back in only through blacks working either directly or indirectly for whites. Certainly the goods in Mr. Lockley’s store and most of the produce in Mr. Onley’s eventually took money out of the neighborhood. But these still left the ties of information and emotion—without which the economic ties had to remain oppressive.


These ties were not there.


Their absence was the barrier I crossed every time I left for and returned from my school. Their absence was the violence.


What was the ’50s for me?


It began with the electrocution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg for treason. The parents of my liberal white friends were shocked, deeply, at what they saw as a clear emblem of something profoundly wrong in the land, regardless of whether they believed in the guilt or innocence of the gentle Jewish couple.


It was the murder of fourteen-year-old Emmett Till by mysterious and terrifying white men somewhere in the south. From our front window we watched diagonally across the street where, before what had once been the Lafayette Theater (where Orson Welles had directed Canada Lee in Blackbeth; more recently it had been a Harlem supermarket, and was now a Baptist church), Harlem citizens rallied, made speeches, sang, and made more speeches.


It was the Supreme Court decision on integration. It was the first marches on Washington. It was Autherine Lucy. It was Sputnik and Little Rock, reported on the same September afternoon radio newscast. And from my rides to school each morning, I could see out the bus window that Harlem’s lower boundary was not nearly so well defined as it had been. Some information and plenty of emotion had broken through. Some people had even liked what they had learned; but most, on both sides, were more upset with it than not.


The ’50s was also the decade I began reading science fiction.


“Escape reading” was the term sometimes used for it, which lumped it with Westerns and romances—and the “Jalna” books, the “Claudia and David” novels, and the endless biographies of Eleanor Roosevelt my grandmother, who felt “serious reading” was bad for you, was given by her indulgent children and grandchildren for birthdays, for Christmas, and even, sometimes, for funerals. But what else was I reading? I read James Baldwin’s early essays that were to be first collected in Notes of a Native Son, and I thought they were as wonderful as … well, as science fiction. I also read Richard Wright’s Black Boy and Chester Himes’s If He Hollers Let Him Go, and they seemed … well, history. They certainly didn’t take place in the world of freedom marches and integration rallies. Did they explain them? They certainly said that the condition of the black man in America was awful—somehow the black woman in these fictive endeavors got mysteriously shortchanged in a manner suspiciously similar to the way the white woman was getting shortchanged in the work of Wright’s and Himes’s white male contemporaries. (The black woman was somehow always the cause and the victim at once of everything that went wrong with the black man.) But Wright and Himes seemed to say as well that, in any realistic terms, precisely what made it so awful also made it unchangeable. And they said it with a certainty that, to me, dwarfed the moments of interracial rapprochement one found in books like John O. Killens’s Youngblood, no matter how much more pleasant Killens might have been for us youngsters to read. One began to suspect that it was precisely the certainty that no real change was possible that had made Wright and Himes as popular as they were with those strangely always-absent readers who establish books as classics. At least that’s what I seemed to read in them in a world that was clearly exploding with racial change from headline to headline.
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