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—cross the wounded galaxies we intersect, poison of dead sun
in your brain slowly fading—Migrants of ape in gasoline crack
of history, explosive bio-advance out of space to neon—

—William S. Burroughs, The Soft Machine
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Infroduction

Big Science. Hallelujah. Big Science. Yodellayheehoo.

—Laurie Anderson, “Big Science”

A new world
is only a new mind.

—William Carlos Williams, “To Daphne and Virginia”

Surely, it’s apparent by now that science fiction writers are producing
some of the most significant art of our times. Equally apparent is the
pervasive influence of science fiction (henceforth, SF) on other fictional
forms as well as on television, the cinema, advertising (television ad-
vertising in particular), rock and electronic music, and numerous hybrid
forms. We see its influence in the clothes we wear and the architectural
features of the shopping malls we walk through. We hear its effect in
the slang we use and in the white noise hovering constantly in the
airwaves just beneath perceptibility. In short, we are already living out
the existences predicted by earlier generations of SF authors.

Much of the artistic energy apparent in contemporary American SF
is obviously the same energy that is rapidly transforming American Ife
today into the materials of an SF novel. Still, it’s difficult to account
for American SF’s rapid transformation from its despised, ghettoized
subgrenre into an art form of considerable sophistication. Critics spe-
cializing in SF have already begun extensively exploring the subgenre’s




2 Across the Wounded Galaxies

literary history, the political and cultural contexts that produced so many
disruptive and decisive changes within and outside SF during the *60s,
and SF’s relationship to popular culture and “serious art.” (For a good
overview of these studies, see Neil Barron’s exhaustive annotated bib-
liographical guide to SE Anatomy of Wonder.) Equally significant are
recent speculations about SF and its relationship to culture and art
(such as in Robert E. Scholes’s Structural Fabulation or Brian McHale’s
Postmodernist Fiction). Some critics acknowledge the centrality of SF
more indirectly as they examine the chief issues of postmodernism,
twentieth-century history and politics, and the history of ideas. For
example, Fredric Jameson’s various discussions of modernism and post-
modernism (notably in The Political Unconscious and “Postmodernism,
or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism™) have been widely used to
account for specific SF themes and stylistic tendencies; the poststruc-
turalist analyses of Jean-Frangois Lyotard, Arthur Kroker, and Jean
Baudrillard are central to the current cyberpunk controversy; Thomas
Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Alvin Toffler’s Third Wave,
and the anthropological investigations of Claude Lévi-Strauss and
Margaret Mead are now regularly cited in serious discussions of SE If
nothing else, the conversations contained in Across the Wounded Gal-
axies confirm that these diverse and eclectic approaches are justified
by the diverse and eclectic nature of contemporary SF—a genre that
draws its inspiration from Lou Reed and Karl Marx, Dada and Derrida,
Wrestlemania and Heisenberg, Pac-Man and punk, as well as Asimov
and Heinlein.

As was the case with my two earlier collections— Anything Can Hap-
pen: Interviews with Contemporary American Novelists (with Tom
LeClair) and Alive and Writing: Interviews with American Authors of
the 1980s (with Sinda Gregory)—my aim in Across the Wounded Gal-
axies has been to create a context that would allow authors to discuss
in some depth their works, their backgrounds, and their aesthetic im-
pulses. A natural dialogue emerges as these writers discuss common or
divergent goals, formal methods, thematic treatments, views about their
genre. The main focus here is not on personality issues—the numerous
SF specialty magazines and fanzines provide plenty of that. Nor am I
trying to convince people of SF’s cultural and artistic significance, or
to draw converts. The time for defensive posturing about SF has passed,
just as similar arguments concerning the cinema became superfluous
in the early *60s, and just as parallel discussions about rock music will
eventually seem anachronistic. Across the Wounded Galaxies takes it
for granted that SF deserves our serious attention, that the issues being
examined by contemporary SF authors are absolutely central to late
twentieth-century life and art. My premise is that SF’s formal and
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thematic concerns are intimately related to characteristics of other post-
modern art forms, that SF has been influencing and influenced by these
forms. Science fiction can, in fact, be seen as representing an exemplar
of postmodernism because it is the art form that most directly reflects
back to us the cultural logic that has produced postmodernism.

What has been occurring within SF is also important because it has
had the effect of promoting an active engagement between science and
the arts—an interaction that has been badly (and sadly) undernourished,
especially in the United States. While SF has long been a “respectable”
and perfectly “legitimate” endeavor in Europe—witness the tradition
of H. G. Wells, Karel Capek, Olaf Stapledon, Aldous Huxley, and George
Orwell, right up through Vladimir Nabokov, Italo Calvino, and Stan-
islaw Lem-— American SF has, almost since its inception, been stig-
matized as low-brow, adolescent fare. Ironically, the country that first
placed a man on the moon, that has probably contributed most to the
development of this century’s technological wonders (and horrors), is
also a country where SF has only recently begun to attract the attention
of major artists. Clearly this wedding of science and the arts is a welcome
development. Science needs our most active and wide-ranging imagi-
nations. It needs humanistic insights, perspectives that derive from our
hearts and our ethical sensibilities as much as from logic and calculation.
It needs science fiction.

Americans have grown accustomed to our fabulous world of satellite
dishes, organ transplants, laptop computers, answering machines, and
instant replays. Significantly, our world eerily blends the most extreme
utopian and dystopian features of earlier science fiction. We scan the
morning newspapers, hardly blinking as we skim past news of Chernobyl
and of Uranus or Neptune flybys, of gene-splicing and computer viruses,
of Michael Jackson and Ronald Reagan (exemplary heroes of a cyber-
punk era), of the “harvesting” of organs from brain-damaged babies.
Technology has so profoundly entered our collective consicousness that
most Americans have grown equally blasé about both apocalypse and
utopia. Nuclear annihilation and immortality; a manned mission to
Mars and the permanent destruction of the ozone layer; the creation
of artificial life (and artificial intelligence) and the cynical manipulation
of our imaginations by politicians and the media; the development of
basketball-sized tomatoes or cholesterol-free eggs and the ravaging of
Amazon rain forests—these mind-boggling possibilities have merged
with the banal particularities of our daily lives. Most Americans (and
most American artists) haven’t examined how such developments are
affecting the physical, moral, emotional, and intellectual dimensions of
our lives. One of the greatest strengths of SE, then, is its capacity to
defamiliarize our science fictional lives and thereby force us to tem-
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porarily inhabit worlds whose cognitive distortions and poetic figura-
tions of our own social relations—as these are constructed and altered
by new technologies—make us suddenly see our own world in sharper
relief,

It’s now possible for people physically to inhabit their lives without
imaginatively or ethically inhabiting them, but dramatically increased
intellectual skills are required if we are to fully grasp the underlying
scientific principles producing the transformations around us. While
railroads, steel mills, and assembly lines were fundamentally altering
America’s landscape and mind-set, it was still possible for the average
person to grasp the principles underlying such changes. Today, the
specialization required to understand developments in the computer
and defense industries, or in biology, physics, astronomy, and chemistry,
is simply too great. However, people do need some form of imaginative
access that will allow them to judge the changes occurring today. Without
this access there can only be passive, uninformed acquiescence —always
dangerous, especially when we realize that scientists and businessmen
may employ decision-making processes that are either amoral (the ab-
stract logic of corporate capitalism) or even actively immoral (the per-
sonal or nationalistic exercise of power and greed).

What is at stake here is not merely how close technology can bring
us to the perfect simulation of sounds and images, or if we can finally
produce razor blades that don’t wear out, tires that don’t go flat, weather
forecasts that are reliable, or a transportation system that doesn’t poliute
the atmosphere and relies on renewable resources. Even more significant
than the material changes are the concurrent shifts that technology
produces in our systems of evaluation and judgment, our sense of inner
space, and our relationship to subjective memory, desire, and sensory
stimulation. The basic paradigms and distinctions that we’ve relied upon
to understand ourselves and our relationship to the universe—the cat-
egorical oppositions, for example, of organic/inorganic, male/female,
originality/duplication (image/reality, artifice/nature), human/nonhu-
man—are themselves undergoing startling transformations and recon-
siderations. Accompanying these changes, and intimately related to
them, are other, equally crucial shifts: in the ways that political, national,
and personal control has increasingly merged with economic control;
in the ways that the control of information becomes coexistent with
the control of production and distribution of goods. “Culture” suddenly
becomes a “commodity,” entertainment becomes advertising or prop-
aganda, and simulation becomes reality. Underlying all of this is the
redefinition of the terms involved in a set of even more fundamental
issues related to what it means to be “human” (or to be “alive” at
all)—questions about what is admirable and significant about human
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behavior, what qualities we value (and reward) in human beings and
what no longer seems important in assessing what we do, what we are.

The following interviews supply ample evidence that contemporary
American SF has not only been reflecting these issues and concerns
directly and compellingly but has also produced a body of work that
assesses and analyzes these new technological modes of “being in the
world.” In choosing interviewees, I was guided principally by intuition
and matters of personal taste, though I was particularly anxious to talk
with writers whose works have had a significant impact on the evolution
of American SF during the past twenty-five years. I was more interested
in originality and quality than in sheer output or popularity. I was also
drawn to authors whose thematic preoccupations overlapped those of
their postmodernist contemporaries. By focusing on writers who seemed
to be grappling with issues of form and content, I necessarily omitted
from consideration many fine SF authors of a more conservative aes-
thetic orientation. This focus, however, has the benefit of creating a
ready-made subtext having to do with the interaction between SF, the
pop underground, and postmodernism. Implicit in postmodern aes-
thetics has been the sense, common to every artistic movement, that
specific changes in historical, cultural, and philosophical/scientific out-
looks require new aesthetic orientations. Life in America has changed
very dramatically, in both crucial and trivial ways. The postmodernist
fiction of Donald Barthelme, Thomas Pynchon, Robert Coover, Don
DeLillo, Ronald Sukenick, Raymond Federman, and others has ener-
getically sought a formal means more suitable than traditional realism
to describe our world today. The same can be said of the science fiction
created by the writers interviewed here.

This is not to say that specific aesthetic tendencies and thematic
concerns of SF authors are identical to those of their postmodernist
cousins—or derived from (or even specifically influenced by) post-
modernist art. The nature of and motivations for stylistic innovation
in SF are dauntingly complex and frequently misunderstood by readers
who bring to SF the assumptions of mainstream fiction. Samuel Delany,
Joanna Russ, and Gregory Benford all emphasize that SF cannot be
analyzed and evaluated as if its governing assumptions were those of
“mundane fiction” (as Delany refers to mimetically oriented fiction).
Details, metaphors, narrative conventions, and characters in an SF work
do not function as they would in a work that is attempting to render
a believable illusion of our world. Occasionally we find an SF author
who aims to achieve the same psychological depth and social verisi-
militude found in great realistic novels— Tom Disch’s 334, for example,
can be seen as an “experimental” novel in the sense that Zola’s fiction
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was experimental; the same can be said of Ursula Le Guin’s Always
Coming Home or Gene Wolfe’s massive Book of the New Sun tetralogy.
All of these works project worlds of such elaborate (though often fab-
ulous) specificity that we sense we’re encountering people and places
every bit as “substantial” as those found in the great realist texts.

Even this substantiality is of a different sort, however, because SF
always deals with an “extrapolated world” rather than with the “real
world.” Its illusionary basis is always foregrounded rather than disguised
by formal methods designed to generate a readerly sense of what Darko
Suvin has termed (in The Metamorphoses of Science Fiction) “cognitive
estrangement.” Although SF always returns us to this planet, the return
is usually via “detours” involving alien experiences, cultural and meta-
physical assumptions, and mind-sets. Just as the experience of living
abroad often provides travelers with new insights into their own society,
the differences—the “estrangements” produced by the interaction of
the familiar and unfamiliar—most typically establish the freshness of
vision that we associate with the best SE.

I have attempted to create a framework of discussion that recognizes
SF’s relationship to the traditions of other established literary forms
(satire, fantasy, the romance, the fabulous voyage, and the gothic novel,
as well as realistic fiction) while paying particular attention to SF’s
distinctive features. I solicited information about personal backgrounds
and aesthetic and intellectual inclinations that had drawn these authors
to SE. It also seemed important to probe their perceptions about specific
trends and debates within SF—the significance (or irrelevance) of the
New Wave movement during the *60s and of the cyberpunk controversy
of the ’80s, the relative merits of hard versus soft SF, the viability of
SF as a means of suggesting political, racial, or sexual agendas. Not
surprisingly, many of these writers acknowledge a certain kinship with
postmodernist authors (Pynchon, Burroughs, and Barthelme being prob-
ably the most frequently cited). The key social and political events of
the past generation—including the Vietnam War, the rise of feminist
and gay rights activism, racial tensions, the spectre of nuclear and
ecological disasters, U.S. foreign policy in Central America and the
Middle East-—all regularly appear in transmuted forms in their fiction.

SF writers share with their postmodernist cousins a sense of urgency
about the need to re-examine central narrative assumptions and meta-
phorical frameworks. This focus has produced a greater emphasis on
reflexive, metafictional approaches, as is evident in Tom Disch’s Puppies
of Terra, Joanna Russ’s Extra(Ordinary) People, and numerous works
by Samuel Delany. Just as important have been less overtly self-con-
scious attempts to reinvigorate a number of the specific myths, meta-
phors, and motifs that had grown to dominate SF narratives. The “mad
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scientist,” the benevolent (or monstrous) robot, the galactic empire and
alien encounter motif, apocalypse, the dystopian political system — these
have all emerged naturally as vehicles for expressing our society’s col-
lective fears and desires about technology, death, and isolation and the
related search for personal and collective transcendence, peace, and
community. The imagery and metaphors used to express these universal
longings and fears quickly become stale, mere formulaic clichés. One
particularly interesting example of such a reinvestigation can be seen
in the recent reworkings of perhaps the most familiar SF motif of them
all: the alien encounter. Nearly all of the authors interviewed here have
had a go at this metaphor, just as any actor worth his salt tries his hand
at Hamlet or Lear. Listening to Ursula Le Guin discuss The Left Hand
of Darkness, Joanna Russ her Extra(Ordinary) People, Octavia Butler
her Patternist series, or Bruce Sterling his Schismatrix, it becomes ob-
vious how vital and resonant this particular metaphor remains as a
vehicle for examining a remarkable range of epistemological, anthro-
pological, racial, sexual, and political issues.

While SF authors have been sifting through familiar SF elements and
discovering new complexities and syntheses, they have also been boldly
exploring literary terrain where no authors have gone before. Despite
its enduring symbolic and thematic preoccupations, by its very nature
SF is preeminently concerned with “the new,” and with finding lingoes
and metaphors capable of rendering a sense of the new. Black holes,
digital and analog computers, relativity, information and chaos theory,
the Big Bang, video games, and a proliferating array of recently devel-
oped technologies all provide potentially rich, highly individualized
terminologies and metaphors that are only now being tapped by con-
temporary SF authors. And because SF owes its allegiance not only to
the actual but also to the possible, it is especially receptive to the creation
of new myths whose implications openly challenge earlier ones. Joanna
Russ and Octavia Butler, for example, have developed mythic alter-
natives to stereotypical sexual and racial myths and have demonstrated
that things could indeed be different from the “natural” way they are
now. In a different way, Samuel Delany, Bruce Sterling, William Bur-
roughs, and Ursula Le Guin construct vivid and intricate cultural and
linguistic alternatives to demonstrate the ideological and provisional
nature of our current sexual, political, and philosophical systems.

While my questions to these authors imply a certain kinship between
the aesthetic aims and thematic preoccupations of SF and postmodern
fiction, there is an area where the two forms clearly differ: namely, SE,
unlike most other serious or experimental fiction, is created by full-
time writers. Although several of the authors interviewed here have had
some academic affiliation at one time or another, only Joanna Russ
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has consistently supported herself primarily as a university teacher. It
seemed useful to explore this difference in professional orientation.
Certainly, the fact that SF authors must work within the insular, fiercely
competitive SF publishing industry presents practical, personal, and
aesthetic challenges that are less relevant to the literary avant-garde. To
what extent, for example, do SF authors feel constrained by writing for
a mass market traditionally consisting of teenagers? How do they cir-
cumvent these constraints, consciously subverting their audience’s genre
expectations? What formal problems result from working with certain
structures (such as the multivolume series format) that have evolved
primarily due to commercial considerations? How do they respond when
they see certain “mainstream” authors like Don DeLillo, Doris Lessing,
Marge Piercy, Denis Johnson, and Ted Mooney moving into their own
territory?

Finally, a personal note. When I embarked on this series of interviews,
I did so partly as a means of re-exploring and re-evaluating my own
past—a past in which SF played a very important role. I discovered
SF as an eleven-year-old growing up in what seems, in retrospect, an
almost parodically alienating environment: I was living with alcoholic
parents in the hyper-repressive military setting of Okinawa during the
’50s. SE, together with rock ’n’ roll, provided me with the first inkling
that others shared some of my intuitions about society’s physical, im-
aginative, and sensual limitations. Robert Sheckley and Elvis Presley,
Chuck Berry and Philip K. Dick, Jerry Lee Lewis and Ray Bradbury,
Theodore Sturgeon and Little Richard were all equally important; they
linked me up with a world totally alien from the one I had grown up
with, yet utterly exhilarating, exotic, and alive. Having the opportunity
to reconnect with that sense of a community of intensely imaginative,
often intensely idealistic writers—who typically also shared a common
bond of feeling personally and intellectually turned off by what was
happening around us—has been one of the great pleasures of preparing
this book of interviews. Across the Wounded Galaxies allows me to
share this experience of visiting a personal past that is also part of what
I feel certain is our collective future.



An Interview with

Gregory Benford

As a man and as a writer, Gregory Benford exhibits a fascinating set
of oppositions: practicing physicist and fiction writer; rural Southerner
and international traveler; a major practitioner and eloquent defender
of hard SF (which insists on rigid adherence to scientific plausibility);
and an author whose work is perhaps most notable for its emotional
resonances, its emphasis on the mysteries of human psychology and
sexuality, its moving presentations of human uncertainty and fear of
death. Part mystic, part Huck Finn, part steely-eyed physicist, Benford
possesses the expansive intelligence and literary imagination that permit
these seeming contradictions to interact, producing fiction that suc-
cessfully embraces the ying of rationality and the yang of human emo-
tion.

If we can speak of the “postmodernism” of cyberpunk authors such
as William Gibson and Bruce Sterling—for instance, their work’s im-
pulse toward collage, reflexiveness, a flaunting of artifice, and a recycling
of popular literary formulas in order to undermine those formulas or
expand their assumptions—then Benford’s work can probably best be
understood as a particularly successful example of the “modernist”
branch of contemporary SF. Indeed, what may initially strike readers
about his meticulously crafted, psychologically convincing, and verbally
graceful fiction is the skillful manner in which he has appropriated a
number of key modernist experimental devices and applied them to a
succession of familiar SF motifs and plot structures. Beginning with In
the Ocean of Night (1977)—a pivotal work marking the end of his
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extended apprenticeship—and continuing through a series of major
works written in the late *70s and ’80s (including Across the Sea of
Suns [1984], a sequel to In the Ocean of Night), Benford successfully
infuses his work with various narrative features usually associated with
modernist realism: stream-of-consciousness techniques and other poetic,
associational narrative voices; multiple, contradictory, and otherwise
prismatic storytelling methods; the development of complex interactions
of settings in time and space that result in startling juxtapositions and
discontinuities; and a concern with “deep psychology,” including an
evocative exploration of human sexuality that is unusual in SF for its
subtlety and perceptiveness.

As the following interview indicates, Benford’s employment of mod-
ernist devices has been self-conscious and systematic. Equally apparent
is that his particular application of these methods differs in certain ways
from those of his modernist ancestors. Having first come to SF writing
as a teenager, he has gradually but steadily matured as a writer and
thinker. This maturity began to find its literary expression as Benford
(who says he avoided literature classes in college) began to read widely
as an adult. His discovery of William Faulkner, for example, had an
especially direct impact on Against Infinity (1983). There Benford recasts
many of the familiar elements of “The Bear” by setting his novel on
a new version of Faulkner’s frontier (the Jovian moon Ganymede) and
having an aging hunter guide an idealistic youth on a search for a
strange alien creature. Such a recasting not only allows Benford to re-
examine the validity of Faulkner’s original motifs (the place of the
frontier in our collective imagination; humankind’s defilement of the
natural world) but to extend the implications of Faulkner’s frontier
mythology by questioning whether these concepts of the frontier and
the alien encounter are inevitable aspects of any human conception of
the world around us.

Benford’s best-known work is Timescape (1980), a novel that perfectly
illustrates his ability to simultaneously develop convincing psychological
portraits and meticulously work out treatments of scientific principles.
Timescape contains probably the most realistic and convincing depic-
tion ever presented in an SF novel of the daily lives of actual working
scientists. Benford vividly shows us that the lives and work of these
men and women are affected by—even grounded in—the same sorts
of jealousies, passions, and loneliness in which we all partake. Timescape
is equally notable for its careful handling of plot—scientists working
in a 1999 world hurtling toward ecological disaster attempt to transmit
a warning message to Earth in 1962 by means of tachyons—which
allows Benford to present fascinating, mind-boggling implications about
the nature of time as conceived by contemporary physicists. Perhaps

)
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most remarkable, however, is that for all of his meticulous attention to
scientific and psychological realism, he manages to evoke a powerful
sense of wonder and awe at the universe’s inhuman immensity and
aesthetic perfection—and of mystery and longing involved in human
efforts to bridge the gap between ourselves and what lies outside our
imaginations.

I interviewed Gregory Benford in October 1988 on one of those warm,
perfect San Diego mornings that are the source of so much irrational
jealousy on the part of nonresidents. He was attending a physics con-
ference at San Diego’s Town and Country Convention Center. Now in
his forties, he is a personally engaging, outgoing man whose replies to
my questions (delivered in an accent that retained a Southern twang)
were both carefully measured and full of boyish enthusiasm. Our pool-
side conversation was once interrupted by what I initially took to be a
visitor from one of his alternate universes; it turned out to be his twin
brother and fellow physicist, Jim Benford. Gregory Benford genuinely
enjoys not only the abstract processes involved in examining issues and
abstractions but also the heat, humor, and excitement generated by
intellectual confrontations. It’s an enjoyment that’s evident in his fiction
as well.

Larry McCaffery: You’ve developed successful careers both as a re-
search scientist and as a fiction writer. Have you found these activities
to be fundamentally different, or do they share underlying affinities?

Gregory Benford: I get a similar feeling from scientific and literary
labors, the unconscious set free. I got used to writing in high school,
where I must have written a half-million words. At first I just liked the
idea of storytelling, so while I was in graduate school, I wrote some
stories and started publishing. Only very slowly, as I read more widely
and thought about things, did I come to see that storytelling would let
me deal with crucial issues that the narrow mechanisms of science and
academic philosophy wouldn’t allow me to handle. I deplore the re-
ductionism of specialists. The atomization of experience by science, the
inducing of artificial relationships with icons—these are cultural crimes
we should offset with integrative arts and sciences. As a research scientist
I feel particularly charged with the task of talking clearly, humanly to
others. I sense this time as a great adventure fraught with peril, and I'd
like to shake awake the slumbering culture that isn’t paying much
attention to its runaway and self-devouring parts. Science stands for
truth in the minds of most people, while fiction lies. So SF is either
the truth about lies or lies about the truth. I like being part of a renegade
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art, the rats in the walls of the critical establishment. The bland promises
of bourgeois realism are lies, too—but ignorant lies.

LM: You deal with some of the interactions between imagination
and science in your novel Timescape. What started you writing that
book?

GB: Timescape’s evolution has a fairly ornate history. I had written
a paper on tachyons with two other physicists. (It was eventually pub-
lished in 1970.) That paper gave me some ideas for stories, and I wrote
a couple of them —one called “Oxford 3:02 o.M’ and the other called
“Cambridge 1:58 pP.M.” The latter already contained the characters from
Timescape. 1 then had a notion about writing a book that would deal
only with the Cambridge side of Timescape. I started with that narrower
notion, but then it occurred to me that I needed to include the people
on the receiving end of this time experiment. I ended up working on
that novel for over a decade, slowly accumulating all the details I wanted
to use for the characters. Only in the last year did I begin to see all the
interconnections and the metaphors—and know what to do with them.

LM: Timescape gives me a real sense of how scientists work together
and how their psychological makeups affect their work. Was creating
this comprehensive sense of actual science something you were con-
sciously aiming for, or did it just evolve with the rest of the book?

GB: That realism evolved slowly. I wanted to ground the book as
much as possible—to enlist the devices of realism in the service of the
fantastic. The fantastic premises give us perspectives on ourselves. Our
revelation that we live in a vast canvas of space and time calls us to
respond with images of travel in space (the rocket icon) and time (time
travel and alternative worlds fiction), to grapple with these staggering
truths. Do they truly diminish the importance of being human? SF
struggles with that question better than any art I know. At any rate,
the obvious way for me to develop my own premise about time travel
was to tell as much of the truth as possible about how scientists actually
work. This, in turn, dictated a lot of how the book evolved. I wanted
to be relentless in sticking to the facts of the world, to the way people
actually are—the program of hard SF, in other words—and yet admit
the possibility of the fantastic elements that underlie the logic of the
way the book progressed. I accepted something that Kafka and the
magic realists had realized: If you’re going to tell a fantastic story, you
had better ramify it with as much realism as you can provide. So in a
sense the main factor generating the book was simply my wanting to
tell the truth.

LM: You’ve said in an essay that describing how real scientists actually
work would normally be boring—which is why most SF presents such
a glamorized, distorted view. The only way around this, you suggest,
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is to get deeply inside these people, to show how their minds and passions
are engaged.

GB: It’s important to recognize that scientists’ habits of mind are
different from other people’s. Science is also predicated on the person-
alities of those who somehow wind up going into science. Scientists
really aren’t like show salesmen or bureaucrats or anybody else. These
differences help explain why scientists are becoming more powerful in
the world; they emerge as a truly international class whose fidelity to
scrupulous truth gives them a kind of moral authority.

LM:; The scientific habit of mind must show up somehow when a
scientist, like you, is writing a novel. Some of the new people entering
SF today — William Gibson, for instance—don’t necessarily have ex-
tensive scientific backgrounds. Probably this gives their work a different
“feel.”

GB: But most SF is written by nonscientists. You must be a good
observer, though. What rings false in a lot of SE, now and always, is
the lack of observation. Take J. G. Ballard’s remark: The crucial problem
of SF is that it is not a literature won from experience. To write within
SF already requires so much suspension of disbelief. To do the job, the
author must truly know the deep-level operations of science and tech-
nology, and rigidly apply these to the fictional context. You can’t just
sit at home and make it all up. Working within these restrictions is
analogous to a poet working within the constraints of, say, a sonnet;
those restrictions impose a gossamer possibility of excellence that isn’t
there when you’re working with free verse. In a sonnet or in a hard SF
work, in other words, you have the possibility of greater success. You
can’t just use the popular imagery or lingoes of science. I don’t think
Bill Gibson, for example, really knows or thinks much about artificial
intelligence. Repairing hot rods in your garage doesn’t teach you much
about rocket ships. It’s a start, maybe—but only that.

LM: Gibson, Bruce Sterling, and other cyberpunk writers created
quite a furor within SF during the mid-1980s. You’ve spoken out against
the principles that seem to underlie cyberpunk—your argument cen-
tering, as I read it, on the failure of cyberpunk writers to explore the
scientific implications of their fictional premises with much sense of
what these implications actually involve. Could you talk a bit about
the hard versus soft approach to SE, and how it relates to cyberpunk
in particular?

GB: In a long review a while back [*“Hard? Science? Fiction?” Amaz-
ing, July 1987], I treated about a half-dozen books and suggested that
at least some portions of cyberpunk are indeed hard SE But what’s
different about most cyberpunk authors—particularly about Gibson
and Sterling—is that they have been preoccupied by the surfaces of
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the future. That’s where they make contact, say, with J. G. Ballard—
who has always been interested in the fiction of surfaces or appearances,
what you might call the psychic domain. This is not too crazily different
from, for example, the stylistic mannerisms of Arthur C. Clarke, who
is not often thought of as a stylist. But in fact, Clarke has a style, in
part a style of striking images which was best visualized literally in 2001.
Stanley Kubrick really understood Clarke, in that he gave you the
austere, silent beauty of surfaces. Yet that movie is really hard SF in
context. Hardness in SF has always been double edged: it’s about sticking
to facts in the physical world, as we understand it theoretically; but it’s
also about being remorseless about your implications, following these
through to the end. That’s what keeps genuine hard SF away from
becoming either the wish-fulfillment fantasy or those endless techno-
empire games of replaying World War II in a “hard” context.

LM: Gibson’s Neuromancer has been attacked along those lines. He
doesn’t systematically pursue the implications of the science he’s em-
ploying there; he’s more interested in the psychic domain.

GB: A concern with the aesthetics of technology is a legitimate variant
of hard SE But the downfall of Gibson and some other cyberpunks is
that they really don’t know that much. Their implications are all, deep
down, superficial. And those superficial aspects of technological change
are not the whole story, or even the most interesting story. For example,
artificial intelligence is going to change the bulk of humanity’s views
of something as basic as what it means to be human. Aristotle’s definition
of an intelligent person who was useful and capable of significantly
participating in society was someone who had the ability to do sums—
a capacity you can buy in any market these days for three dollars. The
definition of human beings (and therefore the entire program of hu-
manism) is obviously time dependent. There are no eternal verities in
such definitions. Nor is there such a thing as the human condition.
When hard SF is at its best, it’s more aware of this revisionism than
any other field. Thinking out the future of computerization, for example,
means you must look at its effects in new ways. It’s not enough to
present these effects the way the cyberpunks do, by saying, “Well, there’s
going to be an underclass of computer criminals.”” That’s not the main
thing that’s going to happen. So the program of cyberpunk is worthwhile
to some extent, but so far it’s been inadequately done. Which isn’t to
say it won’t be better done. My feelings about cyberpunk aren’t com-
pletely negative—1I've learned from it, enjoyed a lot of it.

LM: A lot of other postmodernist art seems similary fascinated with
surfaces. Wouldn’t you agree that a focus on surfaces—particularly the
wildly proliferating images and reproductions of the media—can be
used to suggest a lot of deeper implications about the characters in-
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habiting these worlds? For instance, a work like Marc Laidlaw’s Dad’s
Nuke or Bruce Sterling’s Schismatrix explores the bizarre (and often
grotesquely funny) results of capitalism’s growing efficiency at manu-
facturing pop cultural images and then projecting these into people’s
consciousnesses. These images may be surfaces, but they affect our
values and sense of identity in ways fundamentally different from the
surface features of life fifty or a hundred years ago.

GB: This incursion of the media into people’s consciousness is indeed
different today. It’s much more ferocious, more slickly and efficiently
handled, and exploits a shorter attention span. The cyberpunks may
well be doing ground-breaking work in this area, though I haven’t seen
much yet. Recycled Raymond Chandler ain’t electrifying. A lot depends,
of course, on what you mean by pop culture. The religion of the Egyptian
pharaohs was a pop culture: it permeated ancient Egypt and held the
state together. It was full of imagery. If you want to look at pop icons,
you can simply look at the pyramids. The boundary between pop and
high culture is itself a modern invention; what was once pop will later
be high, and sometimes vice versa. The epic poem as a literary mode,
for example, is dead. It’s not high culture anymore, it’s fossil culture.

LM: One difference between how people today exist versus fifty years
ago or two thousand years ago is that technology’s ability to bombard
us with images, meanings, and alleged projections of what is real makes
it difficult to establish any relationship with a stable reality.

GB: Right. Consider the “relation space” of a typical person thousands
of years ago. He or she had real relationships with perhaps a hundred
other villagers and knew of the gods and figures from myths. Artificial
relationships. Now we know a few dozen close friends and have hundreds
of artificial relationships with media creations. These fictive relationships
have great influence on our perceptions of reality, inducing us to define
ourselves in terms of Bogart’s toughness, Cosby’s affability, Monroe’s
sexiness, Einstein’s saintliness. But we know these increasingly as dis-
embodied images, no deeper than advertising clichés. MTV has, for
example, chopped the soul of rock ’n’ roll into strobed icons. Some SF
writers have copied this effect from media culture without realizing that
SE with its great weight of sustained discourse, needs more than that.
I found George Alec Effinger’s When Gravity Fails interesting because
it takes a rather more plausible computer-dominated landscape (Arabic)
and consciously plays with Chandlerian modes. Gibson mostly just
copies them. Neither, though, truly confronts this profound issue in
current popular literature: how to retain classic narrative unity while
incorporating the centrifugal effects of technology. The job of SF is not
to be hip or to be with it. We should be ahead of it.

LM: What are likely to be the most significant things ahead of us?
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GB: Obviously, computers will supplant whole areas of human ac-
tivity. Forty years ago there was a well-known job called routing. Some-
one designed the daily or weekly program for truck drivers to optimize
their deliveries over a large area. The router would find the minimum
route and timing for all of them. That job is totally done by computers
now; somebody wrote an algorithm for it in the *50s, and it became
commonly used in the ’60s. There will come a time, I expect, when
truck drivers will have computer programs on line in their cabs to deal
with variations. Lots of jobs we’re familiar with are going to cease to
exist.

LM: Near the opening of Across the Sea of Suns there is a description
of how the humans and the spaceship are interfacing. It’s followed by
the quote, “We are machines,” which suggests that the crew is losing
its humanity. Yet throughout that book—and indeed, this is a central
notion throughout your work—you contrast this descent into the an-
imate with the sexuality of your characters. You present sex as one of
those irreducible elements of our spirit, of life itself.

GB: Sexuality is one of the ways we define our humanity. That’s why
we instinctively think of people who are perceived as being unsexy or
asexual as lesser human beings—they aren’t playing with all the colors
on their palettes. The glib thing to say is that sex is the consolation
prize for death. Sex is nature’s way of saying, “You know, we’re going
to be needing another one of you,” and the orgasm is nature’s way of
telling us when to stop. It’s just as important for SF to try to understand
how technology is affecting our sexuality—to examine where these
biological and genetic advances are taking us sexually—as it is to see
how it’s changing our economic system or our long-range military
planning. Ultimately, it may be more important.

LM: Your focus on developing contexts in which to study this sort
of thing seems unusual in hard SE

GB: Actually, my experience is that scientists are more highly sexed
than most people.

LM: Your scientists in Timescape certainly demonstrate that—even
the “bad” characters.

GB: Are there bad characters in that book?

LM: Sure—Ian Paterson.

GB: But since readers all seem fascinated by him, how “bad” can he
be? He’s the character people can’t forget, and unforgettability is in my
definition of a good character—Macbeth is a character you remember,
but he’s not a great guy. In terms of hard SF dealing with sexuality and
semimystical or spiritual issues, I'd say it’s becoming increasingly dif-
ficult to categorize what any given group of SF writers are going to be
dealing with. This is a good thing, of course. The dialogue and the
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perceived area of discussion in hard SF has been narrow in the past,
but it’s broadening, probably because hard SF almost inevitably calls
up deep philosophical questions. The best hard SF writers almost nec-
essarily have deep mystical underpinnings because science has consid-
erable mystical content.

LM: Certainly your own work often has a strong mystical element.

GB: Science confronts our deepest concerns more readily now than
does, say, religion, or academic philosophy, or even the humanities,
which keep trying to replay the glory days of Athens without noticing
that the definition of human beings has changed. Every mathematician/
physicist down deep is a Platonist. You shake us awake at night and
we’ll agree that, when we look around us at the universe, we’re seeing
a rude, crude image of an underlying beautiful symmetry—the old
shadow on the cave wall. What this view calls into question, of course,
is, What’s the nature of, the knowability of this Platonic perfectibility?

LM: It’s interesting how close that question is to what medieval
theologians, as well as Dante and Milton, were asking.

GB: It’s the same question, but we look to a different discipline for
answers. Science today is telling us about the questions human beings
will always ask. In the last forty years, radio astronomy has told us
more about the origin, nature, and destiny of the universe than did the
previous two thousand years of philosophy. Nobody seriously looks up
what Aquinas said on these issues when they can see the existence of
the three-degree microwave background radiation left over from the
Big Bang. One piece of data can get you an unspooling cloth of spec-
ulation that never ends. Similarly, every piece of data closes doors. We
no longer believe in the steady-state universe. It’s hard to believe that
God intended us to deduce everything that is moral and right in this
world without referring to the way the world was made. One great clue
about what the world means is how it was put together, whether you
regard it as a found artifact or not.

LM: Yet your fiction continually emphasizes the ambiguity of human
perception at least as much as the truth-function of scientific systems.
In fact, in In the Ocean of Night and Across the Sea of Suns you question
the whole notion of objectivity—you point to the coded, metaphorical
nature of language and scientific laws, and to the human subjectivity
implicit in these systems. At first glance, that seems like a peculiar issue
for a hard SF author to be stressing—but then, an acceptance of the
interaction of mind and matter seems to be something modern science
has had to acknowledge.

GB: And being aware of that acknowledgment is crucial to under-
standing what hard SF is—and isn’t. People who regard my handling
of this general area as antithetical to my hard SF stance simply aren’t
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very sophisticated. You can no longer believe in that life of serene
Newtonian separation between us and the mechanical universe; that
view truly has no philosophical content today. Our paradigm of modern
cosmology is that everything started with the Big Bang and has been
running ever since in a self-organizing manner that arises from natural
laws. While that certainly seems true, with this premise comes the
question: Is this evolution totally disconnected from the advent of
intelligence? I'm not so sure that it is. Intelligence may be functioning
at very high, but imperceptible, levels in the universe.

LM: That suggests an almost mystical sense that intelligence and the
operations of the universe may be enmeshed.

GB: I don’t accept orthodox skepticism’s view about our inability to
comprehend the world. Quantum mechanics is a perfect paradigm of
the intuitive expansion of categories. So is relativity. We can make
progress in comprehending the alien, in other words. And the universe
is quite alien. That’s where I part company with Stanislaw Lem, who
is essentially an unreconstructed follower of David Hume. But it’s been
a century and a half since Hume, and in the interim we’ve learned
more about human capacity to encounter strange phenomena, not just
to evolve new categories, but to realize the impermanence and the
provisional nature of categories. In quantum mechanics the wave/par-
ticle duality is really saying, Here’s this thing that sometimes looks like
a wave, sometimes looks like a particle, but it’s neither. It’s funda-
mentally unknowable in the sense that you don’t have a simple picture.
This unknowability arises because we evolved in an African veld where
you threw stones and swung from tree branches and saw waves in the
lakes. Those were your fundamental categories. There’s no guarantee
that these categories will work when you go down by ten orders of
magnitude. Today we understand this, so we can find ways of describing
a phenomenon such as light, and of feeling intuitively comfortable with
it; but these are ways in which we can’t even verbalize the experience
any longer. Newtonian mechanics can verbalize its pictures. That’s what
was clean about it—it could still use the metaphors of the African veld.
Quantum mechanics can’t.

LM: The kinds of truly bizarre realities that quantum mechanics is
dealing with (black holes, subatomic particles) seem to require a math-
ematical language in order to be described —they’re literally unima-
ginable from any ordinary standpoint.

GB: Quantum mechanics indeed requires this sort of abstract rea-
soning in order to describe these mind-bending, nonveld realities. It
also demands an intuitive feel, not easily conveyed in words. A particle
physicist would probably say that words are just things we now put
between the equations. Words don’t convey, truly, what the equation is
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doing. We’re using different categories of knowledge beyond that verbal
experience, categories traditionally used by philosophers. But whereas
traditional philosophy is immersed in language, physics now transcends
some elements of language. Obviously, a nonverbal perception of the
universe is very difficult to convey, particularly in literature —which
makes it such an exciting challenge.

LM: How have you dealt with the challenge of inventing a context?

GB: I've tried to deal with this in Against Infinity, which is about
the fundamental unknowability of the world and the fact that the infinite
is our ultimate concern. That’s why I gave it that typical *50s title—
Against Infinity—which calls up images of tough guys in hard spacesuits
confronting the bitter vacuum of the frontier. I wanted to show that
there’s a difference between “frontier” and “wilderness.” In American
literature, the frontier is represented by the West (Robert Heinlein uses
a version of the Western frontier, and in many ways the Western mythos
has largely dominated American SF). But another set of motifs in
American literature centers around the wilderness and the South, as in
Thoreau and Faulkner. These two distinctly different strains in American
fiction are also strongly present in SF. The frontier metaphor is the one
that’s really common, but since I'm from the South, I wanted to see if
the Southern wilderness mythos could be applied.

LM: Faulkner’s use of the wilderness motif in “The Bear” has to do
with a set of values, an almost intuitive, mystical—or specifically tran-
scendental —world view.

GB: This transcendental element in SF goes far back. There’s more
similarity between Arthur C. Clarke and Thoreau than there is between
Clarke and Heinlein. Having come from the South, I've always been
immersed in a more intuitive perception of literature, and certainly I
have never been a great fan of the frontier per se. I grew up in a place
that was strange, alien, and also a part of the underculture of America.
Not on the frontier—a different experience. Against Infinity is, as you
just noted, a deliberate rediscussion of “The Bear.” I attempted, within
an SF form, to bring in all the implications of the wilderness motif, to
suggest the idea of confronting the unknown as a fundamentally un-
knowable category against which you always batter yourself.

LM: The way you present Manuel Lopez’s series of encounters with
the Aleph seems designed to link “wilderness™ with the basic concept
of our evolving ways of understanding an ever-changing unknown. (I'm
thinking of the passage where you describe the Aleph as “like something
restlessly remaking itself, forever discontented.”) You embrace the skep-
tic’s view that we will never fully understand the unknown, but you
also seem to believe that we can develop ways of understanding (like
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our modern view of light, which you mentioned earlier) that put us
closer in touch with an evolving universe.

GB: One of my main intentions in Against Infinity is to suggest that
you can make some progress. In the last century we really have made
progress in confronting the deeply strange, and part of this progress lies
in our recognition of our limitations. That’s enormously reassuring to
my way of thinking, because it means we’re never going to solve these
problems—and that’s great news to the human race. We’re never going
to achieve a sense of finality because of the fundamentally provisional
nature of all knowledge, including science. The only people who know
things for sure are the theologians— or rather, let’s say the pulpit powers.
Barth (Karl, not John) would not say that he knew things for sure. I
wrote Against Infinity to talk about the process of growing up and
understanding the fundamental strangeness of the world, and of em-
bracing that strangeness. Most people obviously don’t embrace it. They
run away from it and watch “Monday Night Football,” or join the
Republican party. I’'ve always been attracted to science because of its
provisional nature, not for its assurances.

LM: That’s the opposite of what most people would assume.

GB: That assumption derives from this fundamental misunderstand-
ing of the history of science that I was alluding to earlier. If science
weren’t provisional, it wouldn’t be believable. We have simply ceased
to believe people who are dead certain. What the average person doesn’t
recognize is that the whole scientific method is just a way of discovering
things with increasing reliability, and always checking. That’s the only
category of human endeavor in which checking your answer is perpetual,
therefore underlining its provisional nature. Most people still want to
rely on the pharaohs. They want certainty, and science is the reigning
source of that. It’s what you use in advertisements to reassure people
that your product is better than others, the lab smock metaphor. SF
can gently say, No, this is not the complete answer by any means. It’s
important to realize that science tells you things that are a lot more
believable than the ideas that people are hawking on the streets, but
there will always be new issues tomorrow.

LM: In “Running Out of Speculative Niches,” David Brin argues
that hard SF may be facing a crisis: “The knowable universe may be
finite and we [hard SF writers] may be filling in the gap faster than we
think.” That kind of attitude seems directly at odds with your point
that there will be new issues tomorrow.

GB: I understand David’s point; I simply don’t agree with it. If
anything, the flourishing of hard SF in the *80s speaks to the fact that,
if this tunnel has an end, you sure as hell can’t see it now. The better
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metaphor is the expanding balloon. There’s more space inside, sure—
but there’s more surface area all the time.

LM: Could you talk a bit more about your original intentions in
creating Against Infinity?

GB: My choice of Faulkner’s story as a jumping-off point came from
my desire to clearly make the point about the frontier versus the wil-
derness. 1 wanted to break with the whole Heinlein frontier tradition
that SF writers had used so often and instead find a means to present
the wilderness motif. I began to read Thoreau and Hawthorne, and
eventually Faulkner. My other central motive was to write an SF novel
that would self-consciously be about my growing up in the South.

LM: In essays and interviews, you’'ve alluded to the personal signif-
icance of your background. Did it have any permanent effect on your
literary sensibility?

GB: Its effects have filtered through in my writing in all sorts of ways,
most obviously in Against Infinity but also in other, more subtle ways
that probably wouldn’t be obvious. I grew up in a small town in southern
Alabama, around Fairhope, where my parents now live. I lived the true
Huck Finn existence, spending a lot of time down on the river on my
grandmother’s farm, taking the skiff upriver to islands, exploring them.
I had everything but Indian Joe, and Jim was present in the form of
lots of blacks. Even my brother is named Jim! (I didn’t read Huck Finn,
though, until I was living in Japan.) As I was growing up I felt I was
living in this almost mythical wilderness environment that was full of
strangeness—and full of stories, too, presented in those rich, quirky
Southern lingoes. That immersion in storytelling is one of the things
behind the fact that, when I started Against Infinity, I knew 1 wanted
to talk about my ingrained sense that storytelling is primarily a verbal
art. A different way to present these ideas about the wilderness was to
use a voice different from what I had used (or what anybody else had
ever used) in SF: the Southern storyteller’s voice, which my brother
and I had grown up listening to. Our stepfather used to tell stories in
the farmhouse while we were sitting around the fire after listening to
the “Grand Ole Opry” —stories about hunting and fishing that he told
in the distinctive, rolling manner that Faulkner used. Our step-grandad
would construct his story in his own style, based on the oral tradition
of the South, ripe with a moral and timebound authority. After all, who
is the narrator of Faulkner’s novels? Northern critics reading Faulkner
largely missed the fact that his works represent the way you tell stories
in an environment where storytelling is the principal method of trans-
ferring information. A lot of his so-called experimental devices are
simply part of the complex oral traditions he grew up with.

LM: You create remarkably different contexts in the novel —scien-
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tific, economic, metaphysical, personal—for the central idea that
“Nothing remains, nothing is held constant.” How did these evolve?

GB: I was aware of wanting to build into the text perpetual change
and perpetual renewal. This notion is treated in economics by a delib-
erately awkward and reductionist discussion, right in the middle of the
book. It comes from a social theoretician who talks about Marxism and
socialism. A socialist system has got to expand into new worlds in order
to maintain efficient production of goods, so capitalism is always going
to be renewed out at the edges of our society. I tried to make this analysis
sound funny and dumb because it’s reductionist. I put it in the middle
of the novel to show how we cut up the world and miss part of it by
trying to overanalyze it. In that regard it’s a specifically American answer
to the European intellectual view of the world; ever since the nineteenth
century, some Europeans have been frantically looking for -isms they
could attach themselves to, giving them a nice reductionist world. That
drive to eliminate complexity, to account for it somehow through a
system of analysis, betrays a deep fear about the irreducibility of things.
Europeans have been running away from the sense of strangeness for
a long time. They are, in the worst sense of the word, deeply “civilized.”

LM: You began reading SF when you and your brother were kids,
during a period when your family was moving a lot. Your brother has
commented that you got into SF partly because you felt so culturally
estranged. That sense of estrangement seems to be a part of just about
every SF author’s background.

GB: It’s a classic pattern. The other is to be an only child, and in a
certain sense Jim and I were only children, since we’re identical twins.
Indeed, that sense of isolation from the mainstream—literarily and
culturally—is crucial in a lot of us as writers. Jim and I got involved
in reading SF during the early to mid-1950s, when our father (who was
an army officer) was moving from Japan to Atlanta and then to Ger-
many. By the time we were living in Germany we were already heavily
involved in fanzines, which eased our sense of isolation. Jim and I
started the first fanzine in Europe, something called Void, and we were
spending time writing for fanzines, rather than reading books.

LM: When I interviewed Joanna Russ, she mentioned that growing
up in the ’50s, with all its repressions and reactionary attitudes, led her
to feel perpetually estranged and isolated. She made the interesting
comment that this feeling of estrangement might be one reason why
she is drawn to the alien encounter motif. Of course, being a lesbian,
she is especially attuned to this.

GB: I can see that, although Joanna strikes me as more of a theoretical
lesbian who came to it very late, led by philosophical principles rather
than instinct. Her problem has been that this feeling of isolation has




Gregory Benford 23

converted her into a perpetual rage machine, and this has crippled her
work enormously. She wrote a really powerful novel—The Female
Man—and it appears that she’s going to be regarded essentially as a
one-book author in the genre. But most people have only one idea,
which they repeat. There’s a Clifford Simak notion, a Ted Sturgeon
notion, and so forth.

LM: Your works are remarkably varied, both thematically and styl-
istically. Have you been consciously working through different styles
and SF motifs?

GB: Most of that diversity reflects two facts: first, I'm easily bored;
second, I'm still learning about literature. I never took a literature course
at a university, which in the long run may have been a big plus. I hated
the teaching of English, and I deliberately took all the English courses
by examination, rather than by classes. Now I can read literature afresh,
as an adult. Usually, you’re exposed to it as a kid in a classroom, ready
or not. As I begin to understand and recognize things in literature, I
tend to use them in my work. I'm also very aware of form/content
issues. When I come to a problem, I try to adopt a method that seems
right for what I want to say. To me, literature is not composed of a set
of mechanical conventions that writers must revere and emulate. It’s
a grab-bag of techniques that can be adapted for very different purposes.

LM: Has this evolution of your own literary sensibility led you to
go back and rewrite new versions of earlier works?

GB: Undoubtedly. As I've matured, I can see the possibilities missed —
and the inadequacies. So I've rewritten them to satisfy my sense of the
ideals contained in earlier versions. This is an ongoing thing—1I regard
every text as provisional. And it’s not as if I'm ever really expecting to
satisfy my sense of any given set of possibilities. As in science, I don’t
guarantee anything. I somewhat rewrote Across the Sea of Suns for the
paperback edition, adding a whole new chapter, because by then my
sense of the book had changed. Mostly I felt as if I knew more about
these people.

LM: This approach allows you to put into practice the very Derridean
notion that a text is provisional, not a fixed thing to be finally interpreted.

GB: So is science. My view is that you stop working on a text when
you die, but the world doesn’t stop. People reread your books, and then
they rewrite them for you. Then they rewrite again, and reread. I guess
that’s one thing about death to look forward to—you can finally be
done with your books, once and for all.

LM: Was there a moment in your career when you recognized that
you had become a serious writer?

GB: I began to realize some growth while I was writing parts of If
the Stars Are Gods. 1 saw I could possibly write a worthwhile novel
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with In the Ocean of Night. When I started out, I thought that novel
was going to involve simply taking a few short stories and stitching
them together, but as I worked it seemed to grow and get more com-
plicated. When I finished, it was utterly unlike anything I had envi-
sioned —larger, handling themes and characterization with greater as-
surance. The same expansion occurred when I was writing Timescape.
I don’t know about other writers, but I’ve never had the experience of
sitting down and saying to myself, OK, I’'m going to write a major novel
about this or that idea. I just start working and discover what it’s going
to turn into. )

LM: You mentioned the different purposes for which you adapt
different modes of storytelling and narrative devices. Do you think that
your purposes are fundamentally different from those of a realist author?

GB: SF differs from “literary fiction,” not in the relative amount of
attention paid to certain types of plot or characters, but at deeper
philosophical levels. I suspect, for example, that the antagonism between
the literary world and the SF community isn’t reducible to the effete-
intellectual snobs versus the nerdish engineers so much as to a fun-
damental dispute about the ideals behind humanism and different al-
legiances to the past versus the future. SF authors simply don’t accept
the Shakespearean notion that “Man is the measure of all things.”
Contemporary SF has rejected that concept much more profoundly
than did modernism or surrealism. Realism seems to be deeply reac-
tionary in many ways, grounded in beliefs (and in formal structures
designed to convey these beliefs) that no longer apply. “Realistic fiction”
is remorselessly and inadvertently about the past. It has a heavy debt
to a consensual reality that’s psychologically false. On the other hand,
developing new categories of some complexity and ambiguity is the
fundamental SF goal. If a writer is going to bring about a new world,
he or she must first imagine it—which requires, among other things,
the act of synthesizing categories. This doesn’t mean you have to jettison
all conventions of narrative and character relationships, or even that
SF can’t borrow experimental devices from modernism and postmod-
ernism. But when it does so, the results are different. The SF novel
may look as though it has a conventional plot (after all, most elements
in conventional plots are devices for achieving narrative pace), but it
must undermine the philosophical terms of discussion as it goes along.
Magic realism does that, too. But even when SF uses experimental styles
and approaches developed by the great modernist writers—stream of
consciousness, dislocation, broken narrative—it does so for different
purposes, to present different “content,” as it were. Run-on sentences
won’t necessarily suggest internal hysteria or some kind of flooding of
consciousness; instead, they may point to genuinely different ways of
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perceiving the world—ways that emerge, not from psychology and
sociology, but from evolution, genetics, even physics. These applications
of mainstream methods to achieve uniquely SF ends has been greatly
misunderstood by nearly all critics who come to SF with a primarily
mainstream literary background.

LM: This effort to undermine the philosophical terms of the narrative
as you go along is a characteristic feature of the fiction of Robert Coover,
Donald Barthelme, and many other postmodern authors.

GB: Yes, but there’s a crucial difference. Coover and Barthelme are
working in narrower ground. They often simply attempt to undermine
the perceived dictatorial privilege of narrative. SF is not about reminding
people that this is only a story. (As we all know, this approach is not
a great way to win an audience—they want to forget that this is a
story!) Being very clever and realizing that there are narrative structures
and that you can undermine them is one thing; but using a narrative
structure to undermine philosophical notions and ways of looking at
reality is a much larger game. That’s why, in fact, “postmodernism” —
that term is a particularly pernicious example of self-decapitating literary
jargon—is a small game, very fashionable for a while, but limited. SF
(and fantasy literature in general) is far larger. What, for instance, is
the meaning of character when you follow a person through repeated
encounters with the same events—as in Heinlein’s “By His Bootstraps”?
Or how do you know who you are when experiences can be made
wholly synthetic? There are resonances of Philip K. Dick and James
Tiptree, Jr., there; Barry Malzberg and Robert Silverberg, too. Magic
realism wasn’t invented in the United States.

LM: In “Panderings and Evasions” (4Amazing, January 1988), you
make the interesting point that fantasy forms share with traditional
realism and appeal to fairly rigid notions of what’s possible.

GB: Yes—because vampires, werewolves, gnomes, and unicorns are
the inventions of our ancestors. Fundamentally, they aren’t nearly as
disturbing as the genuinely new and impossible. Fantasy can nearly
always be seen as a reactionary movement because it faces the past,
harking back to old beliefs and superstitions. It believes with almost
heartwarming and sentimental persuasiveness in identifiable good and
evil and in the comfortable notion that these forces can be controlled
by humanlike powers divorced from the intellect, like witches or wizards.
This sort of focus seems both old-fashioned and dangerously escapist.
Its spirit runs deeply against what I take to be SF’s central obligations:
the John Campbell dictum that imaginative literature must deal with
the underlying realities of the world as these are revealed by nature’s
laws. Most fantasy abandons this pursuit of rational behavior, which
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makes its popularity deeply troubling. It also affirms the centrality of
human perspectives—an illusion.

LM: Your work differs from most realist and SF treatments alike in
its frequent refusal to “wrap things up” at the end.

GB: It’s never justifiable to manipulate things too obviously just to
achieve the finality that most readers admittedly want. That’s one of
my main objections to most of the fantasy that’s appearing today: the
life presented in fantasyland too often is simplified to the point of
caricature, completely divorced from the messy human realities of doubt,
ambivalence, complexity. You can see this sort of reductionism in some-
thing like Star Wars, where the presentation of a pattycake Zen mys-
ticism (The Force) really panders to a kind of fascist power-trip sen-
sibility. 'm not saying this is true of all fantasy—Ursula Le Guin,
Elizabeth Lynn, and especially Gene Wolfe are doing some interesting
work in this area. And certainly most SF is just as guilty of these kinds
of manipulations. Even Le Guin’s utopian works, which are enormously
crafted, turn out to have little to do with the actual political or social
realities she claims to be dealing with. In a lot of ways her sensibility
shares that nineteenth-century European intellectual tradition I was
referring to earlier, that naive confidence in systems and -isms; Le Guin
would be very comfortable, I think, if she could be transported back
into the last century, where she could speak with confidence about how
things need to be changed.

Consider the mixed bags you find in Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Dark-
over series or Anne McCaffery’s Dragon series; or the amusing but
ultimately limited approach in some of Larry Niven’s work or in Philip
José Farmer’s Riverworld stories, where everything is worked out very
thoroughly but the end results don’t add up to anything beyond the
customary satisfactions of problem solving. In Niven’s Ringworld series,
at least you have the sense of an author seriously grappling with the
possible consequences of real physical laws. The fact that he’s imposed
these rigid restraints on himself, and seems to test what might actually
occur, helps distinguish his work from most of the other soothing,
familiar, and aesthetically dishonest works proliferating today. That’s
why, to my mind, the most persuasive SF rejects dichotomies, achieving
not merely solutions but a genuine synthesis at the end. Even writers
of obvious skills, like Le Guin or Joan Vinge, are too often guilty of
allowing their political objectives, or the elements of an ordained plot
structure, to undermine the scientific or philosophical plausibility of
their stories.

LM: It would seem especially difficult for writers who wish to develop
a specific ideological or political perspective to create a context that
isn’t too obviously structured to suit their own agenda.



Gregory Benford 27

GB: This mode of presentation is very evident in most of the leftist
SF being written today. People have programs and various liberal axes
to grind, but their work doesn’t ring true because the oppositions they’re
creating are overly simplistic. Feminist SF offers a perfect example of
this. In most of it you don’t find a convincing, fully realized future
where technology is appropriated into an overall social structure, be-
cause the entire work has been conceived on the basis of a simple
opposition: the exploitive or brutal man versus the exploited, nurturing
woman. The feminist writers even tend to frame their issues by using
the standard models of the present (socialism, communism, capitalism,
fascism, whatever) rather than working out some new political or social
system more appropriate to the future they want to envision. Interest-
ingly enough, right now some of the best efforts to invent a future that
displays real ambiquities likely to be present in a diverse, technology-
driven world are coming from writers on the far right—Jerry Pournelle
and Larry Niven. With a few exceptions— Harry Harrison’s work comes
to mind—1I don’t see writers on the left doing this. At any rate, in my
own work I always aim consciously to create an organic synthesis of
the complex issues I'm trying to deal with, rather than providing easy
but ultimately unsatisfying solutions. That approach is a key way to
undermine the typical plot structure.

LM: You’re talking less about leaving everything open-ended than
about trying to find a synthesis that takes into account the ambiquities
inherent in the problems.

GB: Leaving things open-ended can be a way to leave it up to some-
body else to write the last chapter for you.

LM: I take it that, as you’re working on a novel, you’re consciously
aware of trying to avoid the pitfalls most closely associated with hard
SF—creating merely a mechanical working out of a scientific idea.
Being aware that this is a problem must be the first step toward dealing
with it.

GB: You have to be aware of this if you’re going to balance respect
for the way things seem actually to operate versus that need to develop
new syntheses and categories. If you lack that awareness of how easy
it is to get locked inside the logic of your structure, you won’t be
searching for keys to let you out. You run up against many of the same
formal problems that mystery writers encounter. If you’re a detective
writer and you don’t notice that this is a problem, you end up writing
locked-room stories that no one will ever reread—that’s the limitation
of any such work —rather than using the mystery formula to write deep
criticisms of society. That’s the difference between Raymond Chandler
and Agatha Christie, and also, I'd argue, the difference between Chip
Delany and most cyberpunk writers. In SF you must relentlessly carry
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out the program of the genre: to look at the impact of science on society
in all regards. You look not just at the surface changes that will facilitate
your plot—not just the level of “In the near future people are going
to be using computers instead of switchblades to steal from each other”—
but you find a way to examine how these technological changes affect
your feelings about what a human being is in the world. The differences -
between now and three hundred years ago are much more deeply rooted,
more philosophical and metaphysical, than the mere entrapments of
technology.

LM: Again, one shared concern between SF and the experiments you
find in postmodernist fiction has to do with finding a more suitable
means than realism to suggest the implications of these shifts in sen-
sibility —aesthetically, psychologically, socially.

GB: We simply don’t live in the same world that writers lived in
when they were inventing the novel. Take something like religion, which
has essentially gone face down in the last three hundred years. That’s
an immense change, because society was mostly structured around
religion. This will affect everything from the symbols in our art to the
basic ways we relate to the universe. And this change was largely brought
about by science. One reason SF is such an exciting field right now is
that we can ask what happens when you redefine the concept of being
human —not just because of computers, but because of biotechnology.
How much deviation in the human genotype can we venture without
the end product no longer being acknowledged as human? Are you no
longer human just because somebody goes in to fix up your inheritable
diseases, or because somebody changes your eye color? The same issues
are relevant to the animal kingdom: When does an animal stop being
an animal and become something else? When do you patent an animal?

LM: You deal with these issues throughout Across the Sea of Suns.
For instance, you present some of the likely sexual confusions that
people are going to be facing in the midst of cybernetic changes. Despite
all these bizarre (to us, now) alterations, you show people still experi-
encing the age-old emotions: jealousy, grief, anger.

GB: Nigel Walmsley has this seemingly inexplicable predilection for
relationships with two women at once and one man. It happens in both
In the Ocean of Night and Across the Sea of Suns. How come? It’s not
based autobiographically—three-way sex is something I've never ex-
perienced. It's embedded somehow in the way he is and the way society
has changed. I've attempted to envision how it would be a natural
outcome. Also, the ability to change sexes is a protracted metaphor for
the fact that we’re creating contexts in our society whereby people can
change social roles, ferociously. What do these changes—which are
taking place right now—really mean? Where are they going to lead?
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LM: Throughout Across the Sea of Suns you create a series of in-
cidents in which your characters respond inappropriately —sexually,
intellectually, socially. It’s as if they have all this technological sophis-
tication but their capacity to relate to this new technology is still prim-
itive.

GB: The metaphor of the inappropriate response to new information
is something I wanted to develop in as many ways as I could. Cancer
is one form of inappropriate response; the way people deal with aliens
in the book is another inappropriate response. People are alienated from
their own bodies, biologically, and from other new stimuli—the literal
aliens here. Aliens and alienation. One of the crucial Achilles’ heels of
all organic life forms is this inappropriate reaction to new data or
situations—biologically, socially, intellectually. It’s one thing that ma-
chine civilizations see and know and don’t have to the extent we do.

LM: Although, as you point out, even with the machines, there is
the possibility of minute errors creeping in, which over time—

GB: —result in false evolution, or cancer.

LM: Across the Sea of Suns and Great Sky River are sequels to In
the Ocean of Night. What concerns drew you back to that earlier novel?
Why did it seem important to have Nigel as your central character
again?

GB: When 1 was finishing In the Ocean of Night, 1 vaguely sensed
the immense problems I had opened up, and I knew I would eventually
go back to them. When I finally figured out how to explore these
problems, I decided to write the book not only as a thematic sequel (a
lot of my works have interrelated themes, so I guess you could call
them sequels to one another in this sense) but also as a narrative sequel.
I did this first of all because I knew I wasn’t really through with Nigel
Walmsley. Second, having an aged man as my central character was
appropriate for the big theme I wanted to use—the grand coming-of-
age novel for the human race, our finding out what the universe is
really like. Third, the sequel approach seemed right because to me the
whole problem of human beings—their confrontation with the alien
and particularly with machine intelligence (a different category)—is
such a giant territory that it makes sense to create a large narrative
framework. I'm going to write a number of novels over several decades
dealing with this territory. It’s going to be my own Yoknapatawpha—
a familiar territory I can return to, book after book. I've only thought
about how I might tie all this in during this past year. ’m aiming to
write a series of narratives loosely connected, the way Faulkner’s were;
the old storytelling stuff. Some of the books will be connected, and
some will stand in narrative isolation. Some will dimly perceive the
others in the distance; in a way they’ll be cousins, even third cousins.




30 Across the Wounded Galaxies

It has only gradually come to me that this is what I want my work to
be about—that this issue had so many facets that I should group them
in a constellation.

LM: Earlier you said you consider SF to be primarily a verbal art.
Why do you think it’s produced so few gifted stylists?

GB: Until pretty recently most SF writers had more of a background
in science than in literature. As a result, you don’t see much verbal art
in SE an enchantment with the word itself and with a sense of at-
mosphere. A lot of writers, like Hal Clement, and many Analog writers,
such as Charles Sheffield, had these remarkable imaginations but simply
didn’t have the verbal or formal skills they needed to express what they
wanted. SF writers have been too long dependent on a certain kind of
austere air— Pascal’s terrifying spaces. One of the things I was trying
to suggest in Against Infinity was that the wilderness—whether it’s
Faulkner’s wilderness or what we’re going to find when we leave this
planet—is always overgrown, filled, choked with atmosphere. The hu-
man environment is never clean and austere for long; we tend to mess
it up with our words. So even cold Ganymede was turned into a lush
wilderness, both physically and metaphorically, by its inhabitants. That’s
what we’re going to do to the whole universe eventually.

There’s also something messy and ambiguous about ordinary language
that may make most scientists uneasy. Mathematical languages have
such a wonderful aura of precision and controllability, which is why
scientists are intuitively drawn to them; but they lack a quality that I
can only describe as a human expressiveness. As a scientist, I admire
and respect the beauty and formal clarity of mathematics, but I've
always loved ordinary language in all of its many guises. I'm not sure
I can describe why I feel this way—maybe it’s because it offers such a
great method of lying. Ah, I love to lie!
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An Interview with

William S. Burroughs

Great authors have a way of creating texts that defy categorization and
assimilation. Typically, a full literary generation elapses before the true
significance of a radically new imagination can be seen in useful critical
perspective; usually it’s even longer before such an imagination begins
to influence other writers. Consider Jorge Luis Borges, Jack Kerouac,
Samuel Beckett, and Thomas Pynchon—authors who changed our
notion of what fiction can be. William S. Burroughs has played a similar
role in post-World War II American fiction. While Burroughs’s seminal
influence on the Beat generation, particularly Allen Ginsberg and Jack
Kerouac, has been widely (though often cursorily) noted, the full extent
of his pervasive influence on contemporary art—which extends to ex-
perimental cinema, poetry, performance art, jazz and rock music, as
well as fiction—is just becoming obvious now, some thirty years after
Naked Lunch appeared with perhaps more fanfare than any novel since
Ulysses. Nowhere has the influence of Burroughs’s radical approach to
style and content been more apparent than in the work of urban-techno-
guerrilla artists such as punk and “industrial noise” musicians, Mark
Pauline and the Survival Research Laboratory, and cyberpunk SF
writers.

Not surprisingly, Burroughs’s work has had its biggest influence on
the radical fringe of SF—on those authors who are most concerned
with formal innovations, and specifically with presenting visions of
urban despair and victimization that share some of Burroughs’s night-
marish intensity, black humor, and sense of dislocation. Like J. G.
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Ballard, Philip K. Dick, and Thomas Pynchon—three other authors
who have had an analogous impact on SF in the *80s and who were
also operating at the intersection of SF, the avant-garde, and “serious”
fiction—Burroughs is a savage, wickedly humorous satirist. Even in
the early works that are grounded most clearly in the imagery and
clichés of SF pulp fiction (including not only Naked Lunch but also
his trilogy, The Soft Machine [1961), The Ticket That Exploded [1962],
and Nova Express [1964]), Burroughs displays a literary imagination
that had fully assimilated the implications of an array of avant-garde
artists, ranging from Rimbaud to T. S. Eliot (who lectured at Harvard
while Burroughs was an undergraduate there), James Joyce, Samuel
Beckett, and the surrealists. His most famous stylistic innovation —the
“cut-up” or “fold-in”’ method of constructing new texts— was developed
by his friend and collaborator, the painter Brion Gysin. His success in
using this device as a means of short-circuiting the usual linguistic
pathways has tended to obscure the fact that Burroughs is also one of
the most skilled and eloquent modern prose stylists, a writer whose
remarkable ear for the full range of colloquial American idioms is
probably unmatched since Mark Twain’s.

Burroughs is also a quintessentially postmodernist artist. Indeed, fully
twenty years before the term “postmodernism” achieved critical as-
cendancy, Burroughs was working out implications today associated
with postmodernist aesthetics that remain unsurpassed in their origi-
nality and the relentless nature of their application. The postmodernist
quality of his work derives principally from the formal methods he has
devised to assert that the central threat facing modern humanity involves
the control of individuals through an increasingly sophisticated system
of technologically produced words, images, and other dangerously ad-
dictive substances (with drug addiction being an all-pervasive metaphor
throughout his work). Burroughs seeks to willfully subvert such power-
wielding in part through an “innoculation program” in which readers
are presented with montages of pop cultural images, fragmented texts
culled from a bewildering variety of sources (Shakespeare, Kafka, sci-
entific textbooks, *30s pulp SF authors, T. S. Eliot, Denton Welch, etc.),
snippets of Burroughs’s daily journals, and other materials. All these
are transformed into texts whose progress is tied less to narrative con-
tinuity than to principles of poetic association.

Burroughs’s fiction is utterly contemporary in its formal emphasis
on fragmentation, its blending of pop and serious forms, its emphasis
on the transformative process of experience, and its insistence that
“meanings” are always provisional, that even the most sacred texts can
be (and must be) continually deconstructed and reconstituted. Equally
contemporary—and of particular relevance to Burroughs’s role in the
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evolution of SF—has been his thematic preoccupation with reality-as-
film, drug addiction, information control, and the technological/bio-
logical/psychological manipulation of people who have grown addicted
to words, images, sex, and other thanatological substances.

Despite being firmly embedded in postmodernism’s dystopian present
and near future, Burroughs’s work is equally significant in its exploration
of universal issues. The human tendency to control and destroy others
for greed and sexual gratification; the ongoing human need to resist the
destructive impulses of others and themselves; a common search for
some means by which to transcend our personal, biological extinction—
these and many other timeless issues are examined in a body of work
that is “science fictional” in the tradition of Jonathan Swift.

Jim McMenamin and I interviewed William Burroughs in July 1987
in Boulder, Colorado. Several years earlier, he had moved from “The
Bunker” (his Manhattan residence) to Lawrence, Kansas, but each
summer he has been a regular participant at the Naropa Institute, where
he gives readings, addresses the audience, and assists young writers. The
previous evening he had delivered one of his patented readings, full of
playfulness and discomforting obscenities, pointed social and political
commentary, and tall tales. We met Burroughs in the sparsely furnished
apartment where he was staying during the conference; the only visible
reading material was the National Enquirer. At seventy-three, Burroughs
appeared healthily cadaverous, and he was spry enough to sprint up
and down the stairs several times when he needed to check a reference.
Later, when we glanced back at him standing on his apartment balcony,
we felt certain we were experiencing something of the same exhilaration
that Kerouac must have felt forty-five years ago in Manhattan, when
he had just left Burroughs’s apartment for the first time.

Jim McMenamin: You’ve just completed The Western Lands. Did
writing this novel become a way for you to explore your own views
about death and a possible afterlife?

William Burroughs: Naturally. All my books express what I actually
believe in, or I wouldn’t be writing them. The Western Lands also goes
into the possibility of hybridization, the crossing of man and animals.
This goes against one of the basic taboos: that the species must remain
separate. But there must have been a time in the past when hybridization
was rampant. Otherwise why would we now have this terrific variety
of species? This means there must have been some factors operating
then that are not in operation at the present time—some radiation
affecting things, or who knows what. This is, of course, related to various
theories of evolution. There’s the virus theory of evolution, which is
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one I’'ve always been interested in. If you have a virus producing bi-
ological changes that are then conveyed genetically, you can have an
entirely new species in a couple of generations instead of it taking
millions of years. There’s also the punctuational view of evolution,
which says that if you take a species of fish from one place and put
them in a completely foreign environment, they will mutate very rapidly.
Alterations occur in response to drastic alterations in equilibrium in
small, isolated groups. So that’s another possibility. It’s interesting be-
cause the evolutionary trend toward standardization will tend to rule
this out. There aren’t any isolated groups in which such changes could
occur. The only thing is that no virus we know of right now acts in
that way. Of course, this idea is a version of the Lamarckian heresy of
the inheritance of acquired characteristics.

Larry McCaffery: It sounds almost like the biological equivalent of
entropy —the idea that things would spread out in a random way so
there could be no interaction, the end result being total chaos or death.

WRB: Or total lethargy.

JM: What have you been reading recently?

WB: I read a lot of doctor books and spy books. Not much that you
would call serious fiction—for that I usually go back a ways. Right
now I'm rereading all of Conrad. He’s the greatest novelist who ever
lived, far and away. You can see a lot of Conrad in my recent work.
And Graham Greene, too.

LM: After spending all that time in places like London, New York,
Paris, and Tangier, what made you decide to move to Lawrence, Kansas?

WB: Out of all the questions in the world, I’ve been asked that one
so many times recently that I'm sick of it. People act as if there must
be something very portentous behind moving to Lawrence. Well, things
just don’t work that way. James Grauerholz was living in Lawrence,
and I had visited there several times. I wanted to get out of New York
anyway, for a number of reasons. I’d looked at Boulder as a possibility,
and I decided I didn’t want to live there. Lawrence just worked out.
It’s a university town—nothing very special—it’s all right.

JM: Do you miss the sensory bombardment that you had in New
York, or is it something you don’t need anymore?

WB: I didn’t have it in New York. My working habits are about the
same in Lawrence as they were in New York. I didn’t go to parties or
discotheques. I've never been to Studio 54. I didn’t go to various celebrity
in-spots. I didn’t do any of those things. So, there wasn’t any bom-
bardment. Only in Lawrence I can get out of doors and row, and shoot,
and keep cats, and things that I can’t do in New York.

LM: Have you been watching the Oliver North testimony and other
aspects of the Iran-Contra hearings?
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WB: I’ve watched about five minutes of it, just enough to get a vague
idea of what’s going on. I'm not interested in all the intricacies. It’s
clear that the *80s will go down in history as the Lie Decade. Ferdinand
Marcos, of course, gets the undoubted prize as the most flagrant and
outrageous liar of the Lie Decade. But he’s got some competition.

JM: I heard you had met with David Cronenberg to discuss a movie
version of Naked Lunch. How did that come about— were you already
familiar with his work?

WB: No, although when the possibility of doing Naked Lunch came
up, I made a point of seeing some of his films, and I liked them. I saw
The Dead Zone—that’s the one he did from the Stephen King book—
and a few others. I haven’t seen The Fly, which was apparently very
successful. Cronenberg approached us about doing the film, so we met
in Tangier. That was two or three years ago, and nothing definite has
occurred. Nothing happens until it happens in the film world. Actually,
I haven’t been paying much attention to films recently. I go very oc-
casionally. About the last film I saw was Brazil.

LM: Do you think the media’s willingness to offer the public all this
excessive violence—on the news, in films, on MTV —will eventually
desensitize people to violence?

WB: To some extent, naturally. It’s bound to happen. Like the first
time you go on a roller coaster, it scares you; the second time, not so
much; the third time, not at all.

JM: There seems to be an ambiguity in your presentation of vio-
lence —a combination of horror, black humor, grim fascination, maybe
even sympathy. Do you see your portrayal of brutality and violence as
being primarily an exorcism or a celebration?

WB: Neither. There’s a lot of violence in my work because violence
is obviously necessary in certain circumstances. I'm often talking in a
revolutionary, guerrilla context where violence is the only recourse. I
feel a degree of ambivalence with regard to any use of violence. There
are certainly circumstances where it seems to be indicated. How can
you protect people without weapons? If you’re interested in protecting,
you can’t. I was very much a fan of the Guardian Angels. That’s the
answer to violent crime, right there. They should have regular patrols
in all cities, and that would eliminate the whole crime situation. But
nobody — particularly no politician —wants to eliminate any problems.
Problems are what keep them in there. Anyway, some system of or-
ganized patrols is the obvious answer to that problem.

JM: Obviously, an outfit like that would need to be formed locally.

WB: It would have to be local. But, of course, the last people who
would want to see something like this come into operation would be
the police. They would become redundant. All these big problems we
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suffer from are so absurdly simple. Like the drug problem: maintenance
for those who can’t or won’t stop, and effective treatment for those who
want to stop. There isn’t any effective treatment at the present time,
and the government is putting no money into researching the basic
mechanisms of addiction. None of the endorphin research is funded
with government money. Endorphin is one of the keys to addiction,
and it could lead to really effective treatment.

JM: You used to say that apomorphine could be a major breakthrough
for treating heroin addicts. Do you still feel that way?

WB: It’s been more or less confirmed now that apomorphine stim-
ulates the production of endorphins, just as acupuncture stimulates the
body’s natural pain killer(s) under certain circumstances. I've got a file
like the Manhattan telephone book of inquiries from probation officers
and prison officials about apomorphine research. But when I write them
back, the first thing you know they’re being threatened with the loss
of their jobs.

JM: What’s behind the lack of governmental research into this area—
Drug Enforcement Administration repression?

WB: Certainly. The DEA doesn’t want to see an effective treatment
for narcotics. My God, where would they be if there weren’t any drug
addicts?

LM: The public’s negative attitude about drugs today seems dan-
gerously simplistic. There was a period back in the *60s when it seemed
as if a genuinely enlightened attitude might be evolving.

WB: Yes, it seems like all the ground gained in the *60s—in all sorts
of areas—is now being lost.

LM: Is this rightward swing an inevitable reaction?

WB: No swing is inevitable. I'm not even convinced that what we’re
seeing is necessarily a swing. What we’re seeing with drug attitudes is
certainly engineered by the administration. They’re the ones orches-
trating this whole antidrug nonsense, and this hysteria could turn the
whole planet into a police state. Hell, probably the biggest danger we
face today is a fascist takeover under the guise of this colossal red
herring of the drug pretense. Narcs roaming around free from all re-
straint.

LM: How might things develop if the governments (and whatever
multinationals are calling the shots behind the scenes) can maintain
the current hysteria level?

WB: My God, it’s appalling. Urine tests. What bullshit. Our pioneer
ancestors would be pissing in their collective graves at the idea that
urine tests should decide whether someone is competent to do his job.
Or these sobriety checkpoints on the highways. It’s performance that
should count. When someone told Lincoln that Grant had a drinking
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problem, Lincoln said, “OK, let’s distribute his brand of whiskey to
the other generals and maybe they’ll get the lead out of their britches
and do something about winning this war” We are being bullied by a
Moron Majority committed to enforcing their stupid, bestial, bigoted
opinions on everybody else—so you’ve got all this unthinking adherence
to these standards that have nothing to do with the survival of the
species. These are the guard dogs who will keep the human race in
neoteny until this experiment is finally buried. We’ve even got brats
turning in their parents. If things keep going this way, Reagan and
Meese will have turned America into a nation of mainstream rats/ And
if this pretense of the war on drugs—which no one really wants to
succeed —allows this fascist takeover to go global, there’s going to be
a real nightmare. Narcs will be kings! You can already see where this
is heading. In Malaysia right now they have the death penalty for
possession of more than half an ounce of heroin or morphine, and you
can be hanged for more than seven ounces of pot! Anyone even sus-
pected of trafficking can be held for two years without a charge or a
trial. Anybody on the street who even looks like a user can be brought
in and held until he gives a urine sample, and if it’s positive he can be
sent to a rehab center for two years.

LM: Do you think there was ever a practical chance back in the *60s
to effect real change? Or was that just a lot of hippie nonsense?

WB: Well, you never know. You can look back on what’s happened
and you can see various points where a wrong turn was made, an
opportunity lost. And these wrong turns weren’t just taken in America.
The same thing was happening in France, for example. It looked like
the students were really going to take over, but then they began falling
out among themselves. I’'m not saying no real progress was made. Prior
to the *60s minorities had no rights at all to speak of, and four-letter
words could not appear on a printed page. But considering what the
opportunities were, where we are now is pretty discouraging.

JM: In Cities of the Red Night you use the familiar SF motif of the
alternative universe—with the Captain Mission experiment in Mada-
gascar, and so on—to deal with this idea of the “lost turns.”

WB: Yes, what happened with Mission in Madagascar was another
possibility. Of course, you had just a small colony of three hundred
there, but if it had spread it could have been a whole different ball
game for people, a new option. But it didn’t spread. They were over-
whelmed by a native uprising, probably orchestrated by the British.

LM: You could look at what happened after the Revolutionary War
as being another one of those turning points.

WB: That’s one reason why it’s a pity these pirate colonies weren’t
able to maintain themselves. If you’d had these kind of movements
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operating on a worldwide scale, people might have seen what the actual
practice of freedom meant. That might have forced the American Rev-
olution to stand by its words. The French, too. But everybody came
over here looking for money, money, money. Nothing else on their
minds. The American Dream has always been money, not freedom.
But you must remember that these situations aren’t comparable; people
were pouring into the United States, while in Madagascar—and in the
other pirate colonies that were formed on Tortuga Island and in the
West Indies—there was just a small colony of three hundred people.

LM: Once you get more than a few people involved in any idealistic
project it’s inevitable—

WB: Nothing is inevitable, except possibly the speed of light. That’s
what the scientists say.

LM: Did the idea for developing a “road-not-taken” premise in Cities
of the Red Night derive from your readings in science fiction?

WB: It came from various sources. A lot of it came from my sense
of the actual possibilities of those real colonies at the time. I was familiar
with the way SF had used that idea, but certainly I'd say my handling
of it comes more from actual materials than from SE You can see the
appeal of going back and rewriting history from certain crucial junctures.
One of the things that interested me in Cities of the Red Night was
seeing what would have happened if you could get rid of the Catholic
influence. Even after the Spanish were kicked out of South America
by the liberal revolutions of 1848, their whole way of doing things—
the bureaucracy, the language, the calendar, the Church—was still in
effect. What would have happened if that influence had left with the
Spanish? There must have been a number of crucial junctures in the
Russian Revolution, too; depending on how you look at it, other paths
that could have been fortunate or unfortunate.

LM: Other paths like what—Lenin not dying as soon as he did?

WB: I’'m more interested in what would have happened if Stalin
hadn’t grabbed the whole thing and held it together. Without Stalin,
the whole thing might have foundered into a number of separate, warring
factions; then they would never have been able to establish a strong
central government and set up the phony, so-called communist state.
That state was Stalin’s doing.

LM: Several recent SF writers, like Gregory Benford, in Timescape,
and John Varley, in Millennium, have developed ingenious novels pur-
porting to present time travel as being feasible based on what we now
understand about physics. If so, maybe things really can evolve differ-
ently.

WB: Perhaps, but what we know about biological mutations indicates
that certain changes can happen only in one direction. This doesn’t
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necessarily apply to time travel, but as far as we know evolution remains
a one-way street. You can see this illustrated in the newts. Newts start
their life cycles in the water and they have gills. After a certain time
they shed the gills and come up onto land and get lungs. Then they go
back and live in the water—but they never get their gills back, even
though gills might be convenient. And we know that whales and dol-
phins must have lived on land at one time, which is why they now
have lungs. Obviously, it would be very convenient if evolution would
allow them to go back and have gills again, but the whole evolutionary
process seems to make this impossible. What this means is that a
biological mutation, once established, becomes irrevocable. I'm not sure,
but maybe this kind of irreversibility applies to time travel in a general
sense.

LM: It’s interesting to speculate on how we’ve now developed the
capacity to start tinkering with these basic processes. Biological mu-
tations or evolution may be a one-way street in nature, but perhaps we
can intervene in this by surgery and cybernetic engineering to biolog-
ically alter ourselves in some favorable ways.

WB: Obviously we could do this, but the social and political difficulties
are enormous. Alvin Toffler, the fellow who wrote Future Shock (which
is a great title), has pointed out in a much better book, The Third Wave,
that a lot of things like this are not two hundred years away but ten
or twenty years away. The problem is that these things could not be
absorbed by our increasingly creaky and unstable social system. We
have all these people who are really unnecessary, and supposedly we’re
going to be made more biologically efficient and more intelligent. Well,
who’s going to make the definitions of intelligence and efficiency? Who'’s
going to implement them? As transplant techniques are perfected so
that we theoretically have the dream of immortality within our grasp,
who’s going to decide which applicants get the transplants? There simply
aren’t enough parts to go around. Is this going to be a sort of rule by
scientists? Politically and socially speaking, we don’t have any answers.

LM: You’ve said that our sociological chaos may really reflect a
biological crisis—that is, maybe the human species is the end of an
evolutionary line; and if we don’t find a way to adapt ourselves somehow
to conditions in outer space, we’re going to die as a species. Are you
seriously talking about our living in outer space?

WB: Certainly.

LM: Isn’t that going to require basic changes in our bodies?

WB: Of course. Very drastic changes. It might even require eliminating
our bodies altogether. This isn’t really so farfetched. You can say that
the body is automated by an electromagnetic forcefield, and that force-
field possibly can be separated from the body and transported. One of
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our big drawbacks is weight—weight and then, on top of that, having
to transport the whole environment around something that’s already
fairly heavy (the human body). But the dream or astral body is virtually
weightless (not completely so, but pretty nearly), so that would be the
obvious way to go. Of course, the Russians are doing a lot of work on
adapting to space, trying to overcome the decalcification problem, but
that’s just tinkering.

Then, of course, you have another question entirely: the conditions
on another planet, or in a space station. I know some people at the
Ecotechnic Institute, which is based in Forth Worth, Texas, backed by
oil money. They’re building an ecosphere near Tucson. It’ll cover over
two acres, and it has an artificial ocean (a small one), fish ponds, and
intensive agriculture. Eight people are supposed to live in there for two
years. The system must be a self-perpetuating environment. About $30
million has gone into the thing already, and space people and foreign
scientists are very interested in the results. The idea is to see whether
you can take a unit like that and put it down anywhere—put it down
on the moon, put it down on Mars or any other planet. I don’t know
how far along the thing is right now. I’ve been meaning to go down
there and look at it.

LM: That’s like your analogy of the fish inventing an aquarium it
can take up onto land.

WB: Sure, that’s exatly what it is—a giant aquarium. And there are
so many technical difficulties involved. They’ve got a lot to think about:
temperature control and all that, sewage disposal.

JM: As far as you know, is any serious research being done in the
other direction—things like astral projection?

WB: I don’t think so. If there is, it’s not being done overtly. Of course,
Bob Monroe, who wrote Journeys out of the Body, is still experimenting
down in Afton, Virginia; he’s got machines to facilitate leaving the body,
I think. But I haven’t heard any results from that. He teamed up with
Kiibler-Ross for a while. But having Kiibler-Ross at your bedside is
about as ominous as having a priest. Or a vulture.

JM: What about government funding for that type of thing?

WB: Not that I know of. There might well be, but if it’s being done,
it isn’t overt. I should imagine the Russians are more likely to be into
that. They’re really much more practical than we are, you know.

LM: Do you think the fact that we’re not conducting serious research
into these areas has to do with the empirical biases of thinking over
here?

WB: The scientists may take it seriously enough. But remember:
when it comes time to allocate money for it, politicians are going to
say to themselves, This is fine, but what are our constituents going to
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think if they find out about this? Jack Anderson brought out that a lot
of psychic research has been done by the CIA secretly in the Nevada
desert somewhere. They couldn’t justify the appropriations to Congress,
and Congress couldn’t justify them to their constituents. Well, the Rus-
sians don’t have to worry about their constituents. That’s a big advantage
in getting anything done.

LM: Were these the CIA experiments involving the use of LSD?

WB: These experiments were more involved with ESP and trying to
set up a way to control and contact agents using ESP. Far-seeing was
one of the things; the CIA has done a lot of experiments with far-seeing.
The idea was that agents could go and see enemy encampments and
emplacements. I’'ve read a number of books on the subject. Quite
interesting, well documented. I used the idea in Cities of the Red Night
with the character Yen Lee.

LM: You had your first hallucinatory visions when you were only
about four years old. What kind of experiences were these?

WB: I wouldn’t call them hallucinatory at all. If you see something,
it’s a shift of vision, not a hallucination. You shift your vision. What
you see is there, but you have to be in a certain place to see it. There
were two that I remember. Little gray men playing in my block house,
and green reindeer. I didn’t dream up the whole concept of the gray
men or the small green reindeer subsequently. I think everyone has one
or two of these experiences at one time or another. I think an actual
shift of vision is involved. I'm doing some pure chance paintings now
that seem to produce these perceptual shifts. For example, you take a
piece of plywood and a spray-paint can and stand back and shoot the
can with a shotgun. The can explodes—it will go thirty feet. Now you
look at this thing and there’s a shift. You can see all kinds of things in
there. Movies, little scenes, streets. Anybody can see it. They’re there
somewhere. So I wouldn’t speak of it as a hallucination.

LM: If you take LSD and look at clouds, or at any other surface
that has a lot of information on it, these sorts of images seem to jump
out at you.

WB: Sure. But my point is that you don’t need acid to experience
these things. It’s just a question of looking at it. It used to be that people
would look at a Cézanne painting and not even recognize the apples
or the fish on the canvas. Those things were really there, but people
didn’t realize they were looking at something seen by the painter from
a certain angle, under certain light conditions. They had to be shown
how to look. That’s one of the main functions of art, or of any creative
thought for that matter: make people more aware of what they already
perceive but don’t yet recognize. Expand awareness. There’s someone
in Lawrence, a photographer, who’s done “cloud pictures.” He waits
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and gets a clear image and takes that. With a lot of patience, you see,
you get a number of perfectly clear faces, animals, all kinds of things.
You could get the same thing with vistas, particularly lakes and moun-
tains, but you’d have to shoot a lot of footage to get anything. This
sort of thing would be very worthwhile as a photographic experiment.
Clouds would be best, though. Well, sometimes leaves. I've done this
sort of thing very successfully with some of these paintings. Anybody
at all can look and see these images, and they often see the same things.
And some of them obviously are the same. There’ll be a perfectly clear
cat, or a number of cats, when they’ve been on my mind.

JM: Do you think your mind in some way influenced the spray of
the paint?

WB: Not in any cause-and-effect way. It’s a matter of synchronicity.
What you’re thinking of, yow’ll encounter. When I became interested
in cats, I began to see cats in Brion’s paintings. I'm merely following
in Brion’s footsteps in the introduction of random factors. That sort of
thing also goes on in his calligraphy. This notion that what goes on
inside somebody can affect something outside goes against the dogma
of scientific materialism, which would insist there can’t possibly be any
relationship between what you see as you walk down the street and
what you’re thinking. But that’s obviously not true. I'm thinking about
New Mexico, and I come around a corner and there’s a New Mexico
license plate. The Land of Enchantment. Well, that’s not an example
of cause and effect. I didn’t put it there by thinking about it. But I was
there at the same time. The whole concept of synchronicity is much
more in accord with the actual facts of perception.

LM: Have you experimented with the different effects you get from
different types of guns and shells?

WB: Oh, yeah, yeah. A shotgun is about the only thing that will
work, because it makes interesting patterns on the other side where it
emerges. Sometimes you’ll get big patches of paint, and some of these
are the most interesting. You actually have two sides to these things—
they’re not two-dimensional like a regular painting, because the plywood
can be three-quarters of an inch thick. I’ve shot a lot of different shells
through plywood, but nothing does it like a shotgun.

LM: These synchronistic effects you describe—having cat images
emerge in the paint splatterings while you’re thinking about cats—seem
related to what’s happening in cut-ups.

WB: It’s the same principle of allowing a random act to produce
effects that you don’t know you’re going to get. Or on some level you
may well know and be doing it exactly right. I’ve had that happen
several times. I’ll shoot at the plywood with my shotgun and think, Oh
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God, I missed. Later on I find out I didn’t really miss but had fired at
where it really should have gone.

JM: You’ve said that the cut-up method gives writers an access to
the materiality of language that’s analogous to painters’ access to the
elements of their medium.

WB: Yes. By that I mean a painter can mix his colors on his palette,
and the writer using cut-ups can do somewhat the same with words.
At one time, of course, writing and painting were one—that is, with
picture writing. They’re still very close in Chinese poetry and calligraphy.

LM: The development of the phonetic alphabet in the West, so that
words are connected to objects only through these arbitrary conventions,
must affect the way we think. You’d assume it would make us feel
separated from the world around us.

WB: Yeah, but you’ve got to remember that a lot of the relationships
established between words and objects in a picture-writing form, like
Egyptian hieroglyphs, is just as arbitrary. How do you say all your
prepositions like “before,” “toward,” “under,” “over”? You say them
in a rather arbitrary way. And the Egyptian hieroglyphs do have an
alphabet, so it’s not entirely pictographic by any means. But even so,
the grammar of a pictorial language is unbelievably complex and con-
fusing. Egyptologists never really agree on the interpretation of a passage.

JM: You’ve repeatedly attacked the either/or mode of thinking—
all those dualities that seem so essential to Western thought and lan-
guage, whereas in Chinese, for example, there’s no inflection for gender.

WB: And that makes sense. Also, in Egyptian hieroglyphs, while they
do have a verb “is,” it’s not used the way we use the “is” of identity.
They don’t say, “He is my son” or “The sun is in the sky” but “He
as my son” or “Sun in sky.” They don’t have to say “is” —they make
much less use of the “is” of identity which, as Alfred Korzybski said,
is one of the big fuck-ups of Western language. Something “is” some-
thing, with the implication that there is some sort of eternal status being
conveyed.

LM: That helps produce the basic confusion between idea and object.

WB: Yeah, or between word and object. The idea that if you have
a word there must be something corresponding to it. Korzybski used
to start his lectures by saying, “Whatever this is, it isn’t a table.” It’s
not the label.

JM: You’ve said that when you were writing The Place of Dead
Roads you felt you were in spiritual contact with Denton Welch. What
sort of contact did you mean?

WB: Any writer feels that sort of contact if he’s serious. He’s in
contact—real contact—with his characters. As Genet says, a writer
takes upon himself the very heavy responsibility for his characters.
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JM: What about Welch intrigued you in the first place?

WB: He’s a very great writer. I admired his work, and I thought he
fitted right into this role I had in mind.

LM: Did the student rebellions taking place in France and the United
States in the *60s have anything to do with your conception of The
Wild Boys?

WB: No, not really, because The Wild Boys was pretty removed from
any sequences occurring in reality. It was more like a children’s story,
Peter Pan or something like that.

LM: You seem to be in touch with a lot of young people today.
What’s your sense of them?

WB: I'm not so much in touch. I mean, I do readings and lectures
and I talk to a few people, but I don’t feel myself in any sense able to
evaluate their Zeitgeist. From what I have seen, though, they certainly
seem less purposeful than they did in the *60s.

LM: And less willing to take risks, perhaps? In that Rolling Stone
article a few months ago, you describe an encounter where you offered
students a chance to use a wish machine.

WB: They didn’t believe it. They didn’t have any wishes. I wonder
if young people today have any wishes. No, it’s not that they aren’t
willing to take risks, exactly. There aren’t any risks to be taken. Danger
is a very rare commodity in these times, monopolized by intelligence
agencies and stuntmen.

LM: Maybe this is one reason why everyone seems so fascinated with
Ollie North?

WB: That sort of mindless fascination has got to grow out of this
general absence of danger. The middle class feels this particularly acutely.
Nietzsche said, “Men need play and danger. Civilization gives them
work and safety”” Danger is not an end in itself, by any means. It is a
conflict of purposes, or a conflict of some sort. The danger is a by-
product, just as happiness is a by-product of function. You can’t hope
for happiness in and of itself; that’s like seeking victory without war—
the flaw in all utopias. Of course, since danger and happiness are by-
products of function, we are in shit-shape today because very few people
function in our society. There’s no place for them to function.

LM: So do people today have to be more creative about inventing
these arbitrary functions?

WB: I don’t know what you mean by arbitrary.

LM: I was thinking of something like football, where heroism and
danger are generated as by-products. Capitalism could be another ex-
ample—people assess their successes or failures on the basis of defi-
nitions invented by the system itself.

WB: There’s no question about that. You see, the frontier’s gone,
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and with it disappeared all those opportunities for taking on a role that
really means something. Outer space is the only place that’s going to
create new roles, and that’s monopolized by a very, very few people in
the military. So you’ve got millions of people and very few roles for
them. That’s what functioning really means: enacting a purposeful role.

JM: In the Retreat Diaries you include an anecdote about being
asked by the Rinpoche not to take the tools of your trade—your
typewriter, paper, pens, whatever—with you on a retreat. You refuse,
saying you need to be open to the writing experience at any time.

WB: Right. A writer may only get one chance, so he shouldn’t ever
put himself in a position where he can’t write something down if he
wants to. That’s not true if you’re a carpenter, where you’ve got plenty
of time to build something, plenty of chances.

LM: Computers seem potentially very significant for writers in that
they allow you to manipulate textual elements more freely. Have you
done much work on word processors?

WB: No. 'm very poor with any mechanical contrivances. I don’t
know how a typewriter works, for example. I can use it, but I don’t
know how it works. Right now word processors seem just too compli-
cated to get into. I guess they would be helpful, save a great deal of
time undoubtedly, but at this point the effort involved in learning how
to use them just doesn’t seem worthwhile.

LM: Have you talked with Timothy Leary about his work in designing
computer software? He says if artists start designing the software, maybe
computers could eventually start opening up our consciousness in cre-
ative ways.

WB: I've talked with Leary about this, but I dare say I’ve not seen
these programs work this way. I know with some of these things you
actually participate and make decisions about the plot and all that—
audience participation. But audience participation has never worked
very well in my experience. After all, the audience isn’t necessarily
coming to a work of art to participate. Brecht and the Living Theater
did a lot of experimenting with that sort of thing.

LM: Of course, audience participation with computer-generated nov-
els is limited. You can only respond to the artist’s prior structures.

WB: In other words, you’re only going to have the choices somebody
else has given you. The experience will only be as good as the program.
And, of course, once you’re talking about audience participation, you’ve
got to realize most of the audience just isn’t competent.

LM: A lot of recent SF deals with things like people interfacing with
machines and computers, and machines that can program themselves
so they can really “think.”

WRB: It’s quite possible people could occupy a machine. Why not?
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But as far as machines developing thinking capabilities, the basic prob-
lem is that nothing happens without will, without motivation. How do
you motivate a machine? They have not, so far, developed any machine
that can process qualitative data. They could simulate this in a very
crude way by different charges of electricity which could indicate that,
say, here you have mild annoyance, distinct annoyance, anger, homicidal
rage. Those obviously are quantitative differences, but at some point
all quantitative differences become qualitative. So now you have a
different charge for those—homicidal rage will light up half of the
machine, whereas these other states are very faint.

LM: Do you think machines may eventually supplant the human
“soft machine?

WB: Machines aren’t going to supplant us without a motive. A
machine isn’t going to do anything unless it’s motivated, any more than
a person is. People don’t think unless they have a reason to think—
which we have at all times, of course. I’'m not sure a machine can be
given this kind of motivation. How can you frighten a machine? It isn’t
thinking that’s important in this respect—machines can think better
than we can. But the machine would have to be motivated—by fear,
desire, whatever—before it could ever replace us in the evolutionary
movement of things. In other words, it would have to be alive.

LM: SF writers have recently been dealing with these issues about
machine intelligence and fear and consciousness. I’'m thinking of, say,
the computer HAL in 2001: A Space Odyssey, or Philip K. Dick’s
androids in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (and in Blade Runner).
I guess this idea was already there in Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.

WB: This whole business about the machine becoming alive at some
point has certainly been a theme throughout SE But they’re very vague
as to just how this could occur. It depends on what is meant by being
“alive,” or what you mean by “conscious.” Consciousness is always a
matter of conflict of some sort.

LM: In 2001 it appears that HAL somehow recognizes the impli-
cations of being turned off —that he’ll die, cease to exist. Couldn’t you
program a machine so it wouldn’t want to be turned off?

WB: How could this be programmed? To not want—that’s the trou-
ble. Wanting or not wanting are the stumbling blocks.

JM: Your work has used a lot of SF motifs and imagery. Did your
interest in SF (and other pulp forms) start out when you were a kid?

WB: Oh, yes, I read all the SF I could get my hands on. As I remember,
there were some good stories in Amazing Stories and Weird Tales,
though I can’t remember who wrote them. The best of them seem to
have disappeared without a trace. You don’t find much really good SF
because it’s very hard to write; there just aren’t many writers who have
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the imagination and know-how to make you believe this or that could
actually ever take place. So you're lucky if you find more than a few
good sentences in an SF novel. Every now and then you find a whole
good paragraph, or even a chapter. I think Eric Frank Russell is pretty
good. His Three to Congquer is still one of the best virus books I've
come across. So is Henry Kuttner’s Fury. There’s some sword and
sorcery stuff by Fred Saberhagen that I like. H. G. Wells’s best works
still seem to hold up. But I read all those adventure stories and Western
stories, science fiction, the Little Blue Books, all that stuff.

LM: It’s interesting that in the United States, the most technologically
advanced nation in the world, SF until recently has not been taken
seriously. Up through the ’30s it seems pretty much adventure-story
oriented, whereas in Europe you already had this tradition of serious
SF writing: Wells, Jules Verne, Olaf Stapledon, Karel Capek, Aldous
Huxley, Evgenii Zamiatin, and others.

WB: It’s not so much a matter of whether you’re writing something
that’s adventure oriented but how you handle what you’re doing; how
much you’re able to use the adventure formula to convince the reader
that you’re dealing with something important and believable. You look
at Wells and he’s adventure oriented: The Time Machine and The War
of the Worlds and all that. He was a great influence on SF at its earliest,
along with Jules Verne, of course. The Voyage to the Moon, where they
lived inside the moon, the insect creatures—that’s quite a story. But
you’re right: SF wasn’t taken seriously at first in America. We didn’t
have any name comparable to Wells or Verne when I was growing up.
Maybe we still don’t. I'm always hearing people talking about how SF
is “coming of age” in America, but I don’t know. The main problem
with SF seems to be that even though we’ve had a lot of writers who
are dealing with these really strange, remarkable ideas—black holes,
the business about relativity and quantum mechanics, machine intel-
ligence, the birth and death of the universe—the way they portray these
ideas has been pretty old-fashioned. If you’re going to treat these really
far-out ideas seriously, you’ve got to be willing to try something different
stylistically.

LM: When the SF pulps really got started in the late *20s and 30s,
not only were we in the midst of a depression, which a lot of people
would want to escape from, but it was also a time when scientific
technology was beginning to affect our everyday lives.

WB: I remember when television was thought of as an SF idea. It
seems that a lot of SF these days is really science fact, that is, dealing
with discoveries that are already actually here. Like they actually have
these brain implants you see in The Terminal Man. It’s not future
technology but present technology. Michael Crichton’s not trying to
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predict anything so much as to build a story around what we already
know is possible.

LM: Back in the ’60s, when you started developing your SF trilogy
(The Soft Machine, The Ticket That Exploded, Nova Express), you
seemed to be borrowing some of your key motifs directly from the SF
pulps—like your use of Venus and Venusians.

WB: I took that right from all those old SF novels where Venus is
thought of as this teeming, dangerous jungle, with all these exotic,
poisonous plants and animals. That’s what Venus would conjure up for
most people.

JM: In Word Cultures, Robin Lydenberg argues that a lot of your
materials that critics have assumed were metaphors aren’t metaphors
at all but literal things.

WB: That’s right, although we’d have to fool around with definitions
of metaphor. What is a metaphor? How is it different from a simile? I
don’t even know. To me, a metaphor is setting up something that is
similar to something else. Writers can’t function without them. You
can’t write a single page without metaphor. (It would be interesting to
try—that is, to see if you could write a book without a metaphor.)

LM: That was something that Alain Robbe-Grillet and some of the
other French New Novelists seemed to be trying to do.

WB: Yeah, the new realists or whatever they call themselves now.
Phenomenologists. They just dealt with certainties. But how far did
they really get without metaphor?

LM: They seemed to use geometrical images to describe things, but
do they really think geometry isn’t metaphorical?

WB: Right away they’re talking about circles, squares, rectangles,
which are themselves metaphors. How would you describe, for example,
a table without reference to any measurements? I mean, how big is it?
As soon as you say this table is “a round piece of wood,” you’ve already
got a metaphor. How about “a piece of wood so shaped that if you
walk around it you come back to the same place you started from” —
that’s a little awkward. That’s what some of the prose of that school
sounded like to me. Finally, what’s the point?

LM: One significant thing that emerged from these sorts of linguistic
investigations was a deeper awareness of some of the things you talk
about a lot: the falsities that derive from the implications of the language
system itself, like the either/or dichotomy that may have nothing to do
with reality.

WB: Which is Korzybski’s point. That opposition doesn’t correspond
to what little we know about the physical world and the functioning
of the human nervous system. Every act is not either instinctive or
intellectual; it’s instinctive and intellectual, involving the organism’s
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entire body. You may want to eat something, which most people would
say is an instinctive reaction; but in order to actually eat that steak,
your rational intellect may be doing things like looking at a map, trying
to figure out how to read a menu in French, driving a car, or paying
a cab fare. Who’s to separate these responses?

JM: The virus metaphor is central to your work, and a lot of things
you were describing back in the *60s seem very prophetic today. What’s
your view about AIDS, for example?

WB: Have you seen the flyer from that society, the United Front
against Racism and Capitalism? It claims there is evidence that AIDS
could have been a laboratory creation. [Burroughs goes upstairs and
returns with the flyer, whose headline reads: “Russia HOPES THAT THE
SPREAD OF THE DEADLY AIDS VIRUS WILL BRING AMERICA To ITS
KNEES.”’} This business about the U.S. or the West being brought to
its knees, of course, is very unlikely. The whole AIDS scare is mainly
a publicity campaign on the part of Ronald Reagan and that whole
Moron Majority lunatic fringe. Compared with smallpox or the Black
Death, AIDS is just a drop in the bucket. Certainly, the way in which
AIDS is spread in this country suggests that it was done deliberately —
but probably by us, not by Russia. After all, what’s Russia going to
gain by killing off gays and blacks and drug users? They wouldn’t be
hitting at our military, our manpower, at all. On the other hand, the
American government has very good reasons. They want scapegoats,
for one thing. Diversions. They want a pretext for more governmental
control. Addicts form a perfect conduit for introducing any biological
or chemical agent. Addicts buy their needles where they buy their junk.
Junk dealers have always got them there all sealed up. They sell hundreds
of those things a day. Nothing would have been easier than to put a
tiny, minuscule drop of infected blood in some of those needles and,
Whamo, in a couple of days you’ve got the virus spread all over New
York. What I'm saying is that evidence points to contamination at the
source. It’s inconclusive, but the circumstantial indications point in that
direction. Of course, then there’s the African and Haitian scene. There’s
an interesting article in Life magazine about AIDS and the Haitian
connection—it’s about the women and children, just a pandemic right
now. So I wouldn’t make any definite statements on whether or not it
is a laboratory creation. But it certainly could have been, and it could
have been spread the way I just described. And there’s no question that
the U.S. government is much more motivated to do something like this
than are the Soviets.

LM: Are you pessimistic about the chances for the human race finding
a way to avoid exterminating itself with its own technology?

WB: We certainly have a very, very dark picture here today. But I
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don’t consider myself pessimistic, because that word doesn’t have any
significance; neither does “optimistic.” I mean, if the planet is destroying
itself and I say it is, does that make me a pessimist? The only person
in the political arena with some trace of good intentions at the present
time seems to be Mikhail Gorbachev. To what extent these intentions
are genuine, I don’t know, but they certainly seem more so than the
Reagan administration’s.

JM: You’ve suggested that the only hope for Earth to survive will
be if we can get rid of nations. But, as you’ve also pointed out, in order
to do that we’ll probably have to get rid of the family system as well.
There have been some experiments along those lines in China.

WB: Yes, but if there’s going to be any real hope for long-term survival,
there have to be some very basic biological changes. As I said earlier,
maybe our best hope is to get away from this planet, with its abysmal
cycles of overpopulation, depletion of resources, pollution, and esca-
lating conflicts. Now that’s going to require biological alterations in the
human structure that would make us able to exist in space—that, or
we go the out-of-body route, which is probably more practical. But if
you look at the human organism as some kind of biological artifact
created in response to some design or motive we can’t fathom—and
I’'m convinced that nothing in this universe happens without will or
intent—you can see how much is wrong with it. In fact, just about
everything we know of seems to have been a basic mistake, biologically
speaking. The dinosaurs were a mistake; maybe the way we’ve evolved
sexually is a mistake; maybe the development of the human species is
a mistake, and now we’re about to move out of some kind of larval
stage into something that’s inconceivable from our present point of
View.

Certainly, if we don’t find some way to help evolution along, the
chances of there being people around much longer can’t be good. Our
track record so far is terrible. Why should we think it’s going to change
unless something very drastic happens, like being able to make these
biological adaptations? Brion Gysin says man is a bad animal —wher-
ever he goes he destroys all the animals, then destroys the environment.
The rain forests have been called the lungs of the world. What other
animal systematically destroys its own lungs? I'm very much an animal
activist, so it’s tragic to see the destruction of, for example, the species
of lemurs in Madagascar. The gliding lemurs are quite helpless on the
ground, so they can’t survive the destruction of their habitat. Neither
can the singing gibbon, whose singing has been described as the most
beautiful and variegated music produced by any land animal. They live
only on one island in the Indian Ocean. The purpose of their singing
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is to establish a little patch of territory in a rain forest where the resources
are very limited. So as soon as the rain forest disappears, they disappear.

JM: What were the origins of your interest in animal activism?

WB: It started with my interest in cats. Cats and lemurs. I prefer cats
to people, for the most part. Most people aren’t cute at all, and if they
are cute they very rapidly outgrow it. And they’re not an endangered
species at the present time, except for the danger they’re bringing on
themselves.

JM: What do you think about the prospects for developing some
means of communicating with animals—for instance, John Lilly’s ex-
periments in interspecies communication?

WB: “Communication” is a bad word to use when you’re trying to
describe that sort of thing, because the purpose of communication is
to keep something at a distance. “Contact” is the word I use, which
means identification. The Western Lands is very much concerned with
animal contact. The title refers to the Egyptian paradise, the western
lands.

LM: Your recent books rely more heavily on plotted narratives than
did the cut-up books back in the *60s. Has this shift grown out of a
conscious desire to appeal to a larger audience? Or have you decided
that more traditional forms may be more suitable for expressing your
sense of reality?

WB: Mostly it’s had to do with selecting a form appropriate to what
I’'m saying, to my content. If you’re going to have a pirate story, you
have to have straight narration. It has nothing to do with the facts of
perception. It’s true that popular novels are usually written in the old-
fashioned, nineteenth-century form, but that form is really as arbitrary
as something like a sonnet. This doesn’t have anything to do with
“realism.”

The point about cut-ups is that /ife is a cut-up. Every time you look
out the window or walk down the street, your consciousness is being
intruded upon by all these random factors. The idea that a writer
composes in a vacuum is itself a fiction. That was the point in intro-
ducing this random factor: it’s closer to the way human beings perceive
things. That’s why painters started using the montage method —which
is what the cut-up is, applied to writing. Brion Gysin, who first thought
up the cut-up idea, was a painter, and montage was already old hat
when we started using the cut-ups in our work. Painters walk down the
street and put what they see on the canvas—and what they see is a
jumble of fragments. If they put that on the canvas, it’s not going to
look like a representational painting, because they’ve introduced the
time and motion elements. If you sit in front of something and paint
it, that’s one thing; but if you try and paint what you see when you’re
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moving, you’re going to be creating a totally different landscape. You
can’t put that moving, perceptual landscape — particularly urban phe-
nomena—adown on a canvas using the old representational methods.

LM: Still, your recent books seem less discontinuous and “in motion”
than your earlier books. Why did you feel that your SF stories back in
the *60s didn’t require as much straight narrative as, say, the pirate or
Western stories in Cities of the Red Night and The Place of Dead Roads?

WB: This is all a matter of degree. For one thing, a lot of people
who are pointing to this major break seem to forget that there was
always narrative in all my books. Unless there’s some narrative, a book
won’t hold together. And there are passages in, say, Cities of the Red
Night that were written in much the same way I wrote in Naked Lunch.
And there are still cut-up passages in the new stuff. I may cut up a
whole page and use a sentence or two, or I may throw the whole thing
away. Sometimes I just draw a complete blank. If I don’t see where the
narrative is going, sometimes I’ll get an idea from cut-ups. But I've
always believed a fiction writer can’t get away from straight narrative
completely.

LM: It seems as if some writers’ efforts to move away from storytelling
are defeating the whole impulse behind writing fiction in the first place.
Some of these purely formal fictional experiments can be interesting,
in the same way that minimalist painting or conceptual art is interesting.
But even very radical minimalist fictions can be shown to have a nar-
rative principle underlying them.

WRB: It’s important for writers to recognize that you can’t apply all
of the techniques used in painting to writing. For example, in painting
you have minimalist expression—in a certain painting there are very
slight changes in color, varying shades of white or blue. Well, if you
did the equivalent in writing, no one would want to look at it. Sure,
you could have one page written like this, and then another page that
would be almost the same, each succeeding page just a little bit different.
But no one would read it.

LM: One good thing that came out of the literary experimentalism
that took place in the *60s was that writers were able to exhaust certain
methods that didn’t lead anywhere.

WB: Exactly. You simply reach dead ends. In painting, once you
have painters starting to get off the canvas, where do they go? There
were all those “happenings.” A lot of that was just pretentious nonsense.
Where would writing go if you threw away the book? Or got rid of the
page?

JM: In your 1965 Paris Review interview, you talk about the pos-
sibility of people in general eventually becoming liberated from words.
That basic change would seem to require a long transitional period.
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WB: I'm not sure this is going to happen, but if it does, it’s not
necessarily going to take a long time. If it happens, it will probably
happen quickly, just as these things always have. The beginning of words
undoubtedly involved biological changes. Animals are not biologically
designed to talk; they don’t have the apparatus necessary, the larynx
and so on. Since a biological change in the apparatus was implicit in
the origins of speech, maybe another biological change could produce
some other new form of communication. Words did not arise to convey
information in the first place, so it’s easy enough to imagine that some-
day information will be conveyed in an entirely different manner. No,
the origin of words was probably emotional and had nothing to do with
conveying information. You’d be surprised at how few words are really
necessary. You go into a shop and see something you want—you don’t
need any words in that kind of situation. You need words for something
that isn’t there.



An Interview with

Octavia E. Butler

Although labels distort what is unique about an author’s work, to say
that Octavia Butler is a “black feminist science fiction writer from
Southern California” serves to open up a discussion of her work, rather
than to narrowly pigeonhole it. As Butler herself puts it, “I really have
three fairly distinct audiences: feminists, SF fans, and black readers.”
The way her work weaves these three strands into a provocative whole
is what makes her fiction so unusual and compelling.

Butler made these observations to Jim McMenamin and me at her
home, a modest duplex in a middle-class, primarily black neighborhood
located near the absolute center (if such a point exists) of Los Angeles.
It was a glorious July afternoon in 1988, and although we conducted
most of the interview on a park bench overlooking the La Brea Tar
Pits, our brief interlude at her home provided numerous clues about
the seemingly paradoxical elements of her intellectual and literary sen-
sibility. While Butler was signing some of her books for us, we busied
ourselves examining her bookcases, which contained (in addition to the
expected rows of SF novels) a revealing selection of scientific texts,
anthropology books, volumes devoted to black history, albums (jazz,
rock, blues), and an impressive number of cassette tapes, which turned
out to be mostly National Public Radio selections that she listens to
on her Walkman, mainly while riding the bus or walking. (Like Ray
Bradbury, Butler does not drive a car.)

Octavia Butler has been publishing SF novels since the mid-1970s.
Her early work received excellent critical notices and reviews, but only
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during the past several years has she begun to attract significant attention
from outside SF’s insular community. Her fiction has its roots in her
experiences as a black woman growing up in a society dominated by
white people, particularly white men. With the publication of her Pat-
ternist novels, she immediately signaled her interest in anthropological,
racial, and political themes.

Given her background, we might naturally expect Butler to focus
specifically on racial and sexual issues—and to use science fiction to
suggest alternatives to our own society’s sexual and racial structures.
On one level her works do exactly that. For example, two of her most
expansive and provocative novels, Kindred (1979) and Wild Seed (1980),
employ time-travel premises that permit strong black heroines to roam
through prior historical periods; Butler uses these confrontations with
actual historical circumstances to create fresh, revealing perspectives
about past and present racial and sexual biases. In Kindred, a strong,
adaptable black woman is cast back to the early days of slavery in pre~
Civil War America—a wonderfully simple but suggestive vehicle for
developing juxtapositions between our own age’s assumptions and those
of earlier eras. Such interactions are further developed in Wild Seed,
which moves across two continents and spans over two hundred years.
Wild Seed traces the evolution of an unlikely love affair between An-
yanwu (an African sorceress and shape-shifter) and Doro, a vampirish
figure who is intent on establishing a superhuman race by selectively
breeding individuals who possess “special” traits. Part of the success of
Wild Seed is due to Butler’s meticulously detailed and vivid renderings
of the various environments through which Anyanwu passes. Each of
these cultures—a neolithic African village, a slave ship, eighteenth-
century New England, and antebellum Louisiana—provides her with
an opportunity to examine societal and personal attitudes that not only
gave rise to slavery and gender stereotyping but also contribute to
contemporary prejudices.

What gradually becomes clear in both Kindred and Wild Seed, how-
ever, is that the dilemmas facing the heroines arise not only from specific,
locatable sources of racial and sexual oppression but also from larger
political, economic, and psychological forces. The struggle for power,
control, and individual dominance/mastery over other creatures and
the natural environment is a primal struggle common to all creatures —
and it is in this sense that Butler’s best work, for all its vivid particularities
and subtle treatment of psychological issues, transcends narrow cate-
gorization as “black” or “feminist.” Anyanwu is probably Butler’s most
complex and fully realized character to date, possessing the inner strength
and nurturing tendencies we associate with many recent feminist au-
thors; she is also a fierce and violent woman who is not reducible to
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familiar stereotypes. Butler uses race and gender to explore the universal
issues of human isolation and our mutual desire for power and tran-
scendence —and the longing for means to bridge this isolation via com-
munity, family, and sexual union.

These issues are developed throughout Butler’s Patternist novels, in-
cluding Patternmaster (1976), Mind of My Mind (1977), and Survivor
(1978), which move backward and forward through past and future
histories on Earth and in outer space. The unifying motif in all these
works is the linking of minds through telepathy; but unlike most of the
notable previous treatments of mental telepathy (for instance, Theodore
Sturgeon’s More Than Human or Arthur C. Clarke’s Childhood’s End),
Butler’s communities are racked by internal conflicts and are portrayed
in distinctly ambivalent terms.

Most recently, Butler has been expanding similar themes in her Xeno-
genesis trilogy. Dawn (1987), Adulthood Rites (1988), and the recently
completed Imago (1989) examine a postholocaust humanity that has
been sterilized and genetically altered by the alien Oankali. Rescued
from an ecologically devastated Earth and forced to accept alien inter-
vention in order to procreate, Butler’s humans face the ultimate con-
frontation with the Other. The impetus of these novels is the human’s
xenophobic fear of the Oankali, who provide the only hope for sur-
vival— through mutation and an acceptance of a broader interpretation
of the designation “human.”

Larry McCaffery: In one way or another, all your books seem to
explore different forms of slavery or domination.

Octavia Butler: I know some people think that, but I don’t agree,
although this may depend on what we mean by “slavery.”’ In the story
“Bloodchild,” for example, some people assume I’m talking about slav-
ery when what I'm really talking about is symbiosis. That’s not to say
that I haven’t dealt with slavery or that I don’t think about it— Kindred
and Wild Seed deal very directly with slavery. Let me tell you an
anecdote about slavery. When I was about thirteen I found out on a
visceral level what slavery was; before that I hadn’t understood why the
slaves had not simply run away, because that’s what I assumed I would
have done. But when I was around thirteen we moved into a house
with another house in the back, and in that other house lived people
who beat their children. Not only could you hear the kids screaming,
you could actually hear the blows landing. This was naturally terrifying
to me, and I used to ask my mother if there wasn’t something she could
do or somebody we could call, like the police. My mother’s attitude
was that those children belonged to their parents and they had the right
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to do what they wanted to with their own children. I realized that those
kids really had nowhere to go—they were about my age and younger,
and if they had tried to run away they would have been sent right back
to their parents, who would probably treat them a lot worse for having
tried to run away. That, I realized, was slavery— humans being treated
as if they were possessions. I stored that away in the back of my mind,
without realizing I was doing it, until at a certain point in my work I
needed to call it up. The nice thing about being a writer is that anything
that doesn’t kill or dismember you is typewriter fodder. Whatever it is,
no matter how terrible, can be used later.

Jim McMenamin: Even books like Wild Seed and Kindred, in which
you investigate aspects of black experience, seem to suggest something
that transcends specific racial or cultural situations.

OEB: I hope so. When I put together my characters, it doesn’t occur
to me to make them all black or all white or whatever. I never went
to a segregated school or lived in a segregated neighborhood, so I never
had the notion that black people, or any other ethnic or cultural type,
made up the world. When I write, I'm very comfortable not seeing
things in terms of black or white. If I feel self-conscious about something,
I don’t write about it; I write it our—that is, I write about it and think
about it until it is so familiar that it becomes second nature—not like
some of the early SF writers who include a black character to make a
point about racism, or the absence of racism. I want to get to the point
where these things can be in the story but are incidental to it.

LM: What has drawn you to writing SF?

OEB: SF is what I like to read, and I think you should write about
what you enjoy reading or you’ll bore yourself and everyone else. I
started writing SF when I was twelve. I was already reading SF, but I
hadn’t thought of writing it—1 was writing fantasy and romance, both
of which you know a lot about at ten or eleven, right? What happened
to me sounds like a cliché but it’s true: I was watching a movie on
television, Devil Girl from Mars, and 1 thought, I can write a better
story than that. So I turned off the TV and started writing what was
actually an early version of one of my Patternist stories. The short
stories I submitted for publication when I was thirteen had nothing to
do with anything I cared about. I wrote the kind of thing I saw being
published —stories about thirty-year-old white men who drank and
smoked too much. They were pretty awful.

LM: Joanna Russ told me the same thing—that when she was in
high school she thought if she didn’t write about men going off to war
or hunting big game then she didn’t have anything significant to say.

OEB: Right. And a slightly different problem was that everything I
read that was intended for women seemed boring as hell —basically,
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“Finding Mr. Right”: marriage, family, and that’s the end of that. I
didn’t know how to write about women doing anything because while
they were waiting for Mr. Right they weren’t doing anything, they were
just waiting to be done unto. Since I didn’t know what else to do, in
those early Patternist stories I more or less copied the boys’ books. I
eventually got very comfortable with that approach, but there are stories
that were written in the mid-1970s where the strain really shows.

JM: In Patternmaster Amber says, “When I meet a woman who
attracts me, I prefer women . . . and when I meet a man who attracts
me, I prefer men.” Talk a bit about the sources of this openness.

OEB: Because of the way I looked, when I was growing up I was
called various and sundry unsavory names by people who thought I
was gay (though at the time nobody used that word). I eventually
wondered if they might not be right, so I called the Gay and Lesbian
Services Center and asked if they had meetings where people could talk
about such things. I wound up going down there twice, at which point
I realized, Nope, this ain’t it. I also realized, once I thought it over,
that 'm a hermit. I enjoy my own company more than I enjoy most
other people’s—and going to parties or trying to meet Mr. or Ms. Right
or whatever simply doesn’t appeal to me. At any rate, I was intrigued
by gay sexuality, enough so that I wanted to play around with it in my
imagination and in my work. That’s one of the things I do in my
writing: either I find out certain things about myself or I write to create
some context in which I can explore what I want to be. You can sce
how this works in the way I created Mary, in Mind of My Mind. 1
wanted to become a bit more forward, not so much to take charge
(although sometimes it comes to that) but to take responsibility for
what happens to me. I made Mary an extremely feisty, not very pleasant
woman and then inhabited her life so I could see how it felt. I even
had her live in my old Pasadena neighborhood, in the house my best
friend lived in.

JM: Do you transpose these specific biographical elements into your
work on a regular basis?

OEB: I usc actual details only when I feel they’ll work. For example,
all the street names in Mind of My Mind parallel Pasadena street names,
some in English and some in Spanish, though reversed. I really enjoy
doing this sort of thing—along with going back and winning some of
the battles I actually lost.

LM: Your father died when you were a baby and you were raised
by your mother and grandmother. Did that experience affect your work
in any direct way? In Patternmaster, for example, the kids are raised
elsewhere, protected from their parents.

OEB: Growing up without a father influenced my life and, undoubt-
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edly, my work because I didn’t have that one male person around to
show me what it means to be male; instead, I would watch my uncles
and wonder why they did things the way they did, which may be why
I later became interested in anthropology. Certainly, though, my child-
hood had something to do with the way I sometimes present parents
as not being able to raise their own children. In Mind of My Mind, the
parents can’t stand being close to their children and hearing all that
undisciplined mental shrieking. And in Patternmaster you have a society
formed by a psychotic individual who is doing the best he can with
what he has. He’s not a good person—among other things, he sees the
rest of humanity as food—and the daughter he raises is not a good
person. But how can she be? She wouldn’t survive if she were “good.”

JM: Throughout the Patternist series you have different hierarchies
yet the same kinds of control mechanisms we see around us.

OEB: No, they’re worse, because the mutes don’t know what’s hap-
pening to them. If you know that you’ve been completely taken over,
if you’re aware of this happening, you might be able to fight it. But if
you don’t know about it, you don’t have a chance.

LM: The idea of control being exercised through mind operations
that the victims are unaware of has its parallel in our own society —
you go out to buy a Bud Light or a Toyota without being aware that
you’ve been programmed to do it.

OEB: Exactly. And even if you are aware of these forces, they can
still possess or control you because you’re not necessarily aware of
exactly what they’re doing when they’re doing it. I remember going
through a period in my teens when I was very depressed about my
writing. I had no siblings—1 was basically a solitary person anyway—
so I would spend hours watching old movies and whatever series was
on TV. After a while, it seemed that everything I'd ever wanted to write
about had already been condensed and trivialized on television. I couldn’t
articulate this at the time, of course; nor could I write much of anything,
at least not that Id show to anyone.

LM: What sorts of SF did you read while you were growing up?

OEB: Until I was fourteen I was restricted to a section of the library
called the “Peter Pan Room.” That had the effect of stopping me from
going to the library much, because after a while I felt insulted by the
juvenile books. Before I got into SF I read a lot of horse stories, and
before that fairy tales. For some reason I didn’t read Asimov until later,
but I did read Heinlein and the Winston juveniles (with those fantastic
inside pictures of all sorts of wonderful things that never happened in
the book). My first experience with adult SF came through the magazines
at the grocery store. Whenever I could afford them I’d buy copies of
Amazing and Fantastic; later 1 discovered Fantasy and Science Fiction
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and eventually Galaxy. After I got out of the Peter Pan Room, the first
writer I latched onto was Zenna Henderson, who wrote about telepathy
and other things I was interested in, from the point of view of young
women. I’d go down to the Salvation Army bookstore and buy copies
of Pilgrimage for a nickel and hand them out to people because I
wanted someone to talk to about the book. Later I discovered John
Brunner and Theodore Sturgeon. I can remember depending on people
like Eric Frank Russell and J. T. Maclntosh to give me a good, com-
fortable read, to tell me a story. Whether they told me anything I didn’t
know or hadn’t thought about or read someplace else was another
matter. Later I read all of Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Darkover books.
I especially liked Ursula Le Guin’s Dispossessed, and the original Dune
by Frank Herbert was another favorite of mine. I read Harlan Ellison’s
stories and also John Wyndham, Arthur C. Clarke, A. E. Van Vogt,
Isaac Asimov—all the SF classics, whatever I got my hands on.

LM: I remember being drawn to a certain kind of SF that seemed
very different from what I was used to—works by people like Robert
Sheckley and Alfred Bester, for example.

OEB: 1 think they were writing a sort of humorous, satirical SF that
I felt totally alienated from, probably because I had little sense of humor
as a kid. The stuff I was writing was incredibly grim—so grim that
teachers would accuse me of having copied it from somewhere.

JM: What about the books that Samuel Delany was writing back in
the *60s?

OEB: No. I didn’t even know he was black until I was at Clarion. I
got Nova when I was a member of the Science Fiction Book Club in
my early teens, but I couldn’t get into it. I did read some of his stories
but none of his recent work, except his autobiography, The Motion of
Light in Water.

JM: Were you into other types of reading when you were growing
up—comic books or Mad magazine, that sort of thing?

OEB: I didn’t discover Mad until 1962 or 1963, when my mother
brought home a couple of issues that someone at work had given to
her. She didn’t have any idea what they were, even after she leafed
through them, but she gave them to me anyway. I got hooked on Mad
but from an emotional distance—since I didn’t really want to write
anything funny, I thought I shouldn’t enjoy reading anything funny.
From the ’60s through the early *70s I was also very much into comic
books—the Superman DC comic books first, then Marvel, and so on.
I went around to all the secondhand stores and bought up the back
issues as fast as I could. I was living in a world of my own then—or,
I should say, in the worlds of other people—and I had no one to talk
to about what I was interested in. I don’t think I would have enjoyed
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being involved in a network of SF fans—I’ve noticed that people heavily
into fandom have a lot of little squabbles, which eats up valuable time
and energy and doesn’t accomplish anything, so I'm glad I wasn’t
involved with it back then. What I would have enjoyed was having one
or two people to talk to about all the strange things I was reading and
writing about.

LM: I spoke with Delany about the relationship of black culture to
science and SF and why there aren’t more blacks writing SF. He said
that in some ways it’s very obvious.

OEB: He’s right. Writers come from readers, and for a long time
there simply weren’t that many black SF readers. I got used to reading
books in which everyone was white, but a lot of blacks didn’t—they
just stopped reading or read books they were told were realistic, like
historical romances, spy stories, detective novels. For some reason they
didn’t get into SF, although they later got sucked in by the Star Wars
and Star Trek movies. I remember talking to a young black student at
a conference in Michigan who told me she had thought about writing
SF but didn’t because she had never heard of any black SF writers. It
never occurred to me to ask, If no one else is doing it, do I dare to do
it? But I realize that a lot of people think if there’s no model, then
maybe there’s some reason not to do something.

LM: You said that when you were starting out, your work consisted
of versions of the Patternist series.

OEB: For one thing, I never wrote anything “normal”; I never really
wanted to. I was fascinated with telepathy and psionic powers and
eventually stumbled upon some old J. B. Rhine books, as well as other,
more fantastic stories that announced, “You, too, can develop ESP!”
I fell in love with that kind of material. About the only genre I never
cared for was the ghost story, probably because I stopped believing in
the afterlife when I was around twelve—although I didn’t get up the
courage to tell my mother until I was seventeen or eighteen. What set
me off, I think, was going to church one Sunday—1I was raised a born-
again Baptist—and hearing the minister read a passage from the Bible
and then say, “I don’t know what this means, but I believe it.”” Somehow
you’re supposed to believe and have faith but not worry about having
any evidence to support that belief and faith. That just doesn’t work
for me, and I never went back.

LM: Although a lot of your work is about immortality, then, it’s not
so much about life after death as about finding a way to be immortal
while you’re still alive.

OEB: You’re right. When I was in my teens, a group of us used to
talk about our hopes and dreams, and someone would always ask, “If
you could do anything you wanted to do, no holds barred, what would
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you do?” I'd answer that I wanted to live forever and breed people—
which didn’t go over all that well with my friends. In a sense, that desire
is what drives Doro in Wild Seed and Mind of My Mind. At least 1
made him a bad guy!

LM: What was it that drew you so strongly to the idea of breeding
people? Was it the ideal of being able to control the direction of life?

OEB: Basically, yes. I didn’t really understand the direction of my
thoughts on this topic until sociobiology became popular and unpopular
at the same time. I kept reading things like, “The purpose of such-and-
such a behavior is so-and-so” —in other words, the assumption that
every behavior has a purpose important to survival. Let’s face it, some
behaviors don’t; if they’re genetic at all, they only have to stay out of
the way of survival to continue. Then, just a year or so ago, I read one
of Stephen J. Gould’s books in which he says much the same thing. I
was relieved to see a biologist write that some things— physical char-
acteristics or behaviors—don’t kill you or save you; they may be riding
along with some important genetic characteristic, though they don’t
have to be. Also, to whatever degree human behavior is genetically
determined, it often isn’t determined specifically; in other words, no
one is programmed to do such-and-such.

JM: Could you talk about how your Xenogenesis trilogy deals with
the downside, with the possible dangers of sociobiology?

OEB: What scares me now is the direction genetic engineering is
taking. I don’t mean creating monsters and other terrible things—
although that might happen—but the idea that “familiarity breeds
contempt.” I deal with this in Imago, where the genetic engineer talks
about the fact that it can’t mate within its own kinship area because it
thinks “familiarity breeds mistakes”” I'm concerned that once humans
feel more comfortable with genetic engineering, we’re not going to
exercise that caution and we’ll be more likely to do terrible things just
because someone isn’t paying attention.

LM: Of course, this immediately raises the question of the purpose
of these experiments by whom, and for whose benefit?

OEB: They’re going to be put to whatever purpose appears to make
the most money at the time. Right now we seem to be operating on
the principle that we’ll realize something is going terribly wrong before
it’s too late. But when you’re confronted with toxic and nuclear waste
problems, the destruction of the Amazon rain forest, the depletion of
the ozone layer, and so on, it should be obvious that it may already be
too late.

LM: You seem to be interested in exploring the issue of where in-
telligence fits into the scheme of species evolution. In my view, we may
be getting too intellectually advanced for our own good —that is, our
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intellects have evolved more rapidly than our ability to emotionally
deal with what we’re uncovering in areas like nuclear power and genetic
engineering.

OEB: Intelligence may indeed be a short-term adaptation, something
that works well now but will eventually prove to be a kind of destructive
overspecialization that destroys us. What I’'m exploring in my Xeno-
genesis series is the idea of two competing or conflicting characteristics:
intelligence being one of them and hierarchical behavior, simple one-
upmanship, the other. Since the tendency toward hierarchical behavior
is older and more entrenched —you can trace it all through the animal
species of this planet and into the plants, too, in some ways— hierar-
chical behavior is self-sustaining and more in charge of the intellect
than it should be. Whenever we look at the degree to which our behavior
is predetermined genetically—and this is where sociobiology comes
into play—we get hung up on who’s got the biggest or the best or the
most, on who’s inferior and who’s superior. We might be able to stop
ourselves from behaving in certain ways if we could learn to curb some
of our biological urges.

LM: We see this with birth control, for example.

OEB: Yes, and also in our everyday behavior. If you become angry
with me, you probably won’t pull out a gun and shoot me or reach
across the table and grab me (although some people will). Yet a politician
may become angry and say, “I’m not going to let this bill go through,
even though it will help millions of people, because you didn’t respect
my authority, my personal power.” Of course, politicians never actually
say that, but we know it happens. The same kind of destructive struggle
for domination occurs in some doctor/patient relationships, where pa-
tients wind up suffering.

LM: That seems to be one of the underlying concepts in Dawn—
that we are biologically programmed for self-destruction.

OEB: It’s less a matter of being programmed for self-destruction than
it is that self-destruction occurs because we’re not willing to go beyond
that principle of who’s got the biggest or the best or the most. We can;
in fact we do, individually. And if we know we are like that, we ought
to be able to go beyond it. In Adulthood Rites, the aliens say, “We know
you are not going to make it, but we are going to give you a second
chance anyway”” The constructs (that is, the new generation of mixed
children) convince their alien relatives to give humans another chance
at simply being human.

LM: In all of your work there is a complex balance between the need
for beneficial change versus the feeling that such change will produce
a loss of humanity.

OEB: There are a lot of people (unfortunately, some of them are
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writers and editors) who seem to see things strictly in terms of good
and evil: the aliens either come to help us get our poor heads straightened
out or they come to destroy us. What I hope to wind up with in my
work are a series of shadings that correspond to the way concepts like
“good” and “evil” enter into the real world—never absolute, always
by degrees. In my novels, generally, everybody wins and loses some-
thing— Wild Seed is probably the best illustration of that—because as
I see it, that’s pretty much the way the world is.

LM: What was your original conception for the Patternist series? I
know, for example, that they weren’t published in the order in which
you wrote them. Did you have an outline for the whole series?

OEB: No, they were in my head for so many years that I didn’t need
an outline. I conceived of the first three books dealing with three different
eras: Mind of My Mind takes place in the present, Patternmaster is set
on Earth in the distant future, and Survivor, which occurs in the nearer
future, deals with those who got away but who didn’t fare well because
they were so strong in their religion that they couldn’t consider self-
preservation. “Bloodchild” is also a survivor story, though the characters
react differently: they survive as a species, but not unchanged. This idea
of change secems to me to be one of the biggest challenges I face as a
writer—and the inability fo face this is a big problem in a lot of SE
Some kind of important change is pretty much what SF is about.

JM: When you actually started to work on this series, did the books
take shape independent of one another?

OEB: No, they were all going at once and for a long time I couldn’t
finish any of them. I had been able to finish some short stories, which
were about twenty pages long, and I finally decided to try writing twenty-
page chapters until I finished each novel. Of course, the chapters all
ended up being different lengths, but having that goal helped me trick
myself into completing the first novel.

LM: You seemed to have developed a fairly elaborate overall concept
before you completed the first book.

OEB: I enjoy working with the effects of difficult human situations.
The complexity of the Patternist series resulted from the fact that I'd
been in that universe, in my mind, for so long. At the time I was writing
Wild Seed, for example, all I had to do was see that the numbers and
dates were accurate—to make sure that Anyanwu and Doro weren’t
the wrong ages, that sort of thing. I felt I could do almost anything
because I was so comfortable in that realm. But I had problems in the
Xenogenesis universe because I hadn’t inhabited that world, imagina-
tively, long enough. I had to look back to see what I had said and to
make sure everything held together and wasn’t contradictory.

LM: The disease described in Clay’s Ark seems oddly prophetic, given
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what has happened with AIDS. Had you heard of AIDS when you
wrote that book?

OEB: No, I didn’t hear of AIDS until later. The disease I wrote about
was based on rabies, which I had read about in an old book of mine.
I was fascinated by the fact that one of the side effects of rabies is a
briefly heightened sensitivity. I always thought it would be great to
contract a disease that was both contagious and a real physical boost.
So in Clay’s Ark I wrote about a disease that would be great for you—
if you survived.

JM: Kindred seems like a very conscious break from what you were
doing in the Patternist series.

OEB: Actually, Kindred was supposed to be part of the series but it
didn’t seem to fit, probably because I wanted to be more realistic than
I had been in the earlier books. In fact, Kindred grew out of something
I heard when I was in college, during the mid-1960s. I was a member
of a black student union, along with this guy who had been interested
in black history before it became fashionable. He was considered quite
knowledgeable, but his attitude about slavery was very much like the
attitude I had held when I was thirteen — that is, he felt that the older
generation should have rebelled. He once commented, I wish I could
kill off all these old people who have been holding us back for so long,
but I can’t because I would have to start with my own parents.” This
man knew a great deal more than I did about black history, but he
didn’t feel it in his gut. In Kindred, 1 wanted to take somebody with
this guy’s upbringing—he was pretty much a middle-class black—and
put him in the antebellum South to see how well he stood up. But I
couldn’t sustain the character. Everything about him was wrong: his
body language, the way he looked at white people, even the fact that
he looked at white people at all. I realized that, unless I wanted to turn
Kindred into a wish-fulfillment fantasy, I simply couldn’t make the main
character a male. So I developed an abused female character who was
dangerous but who wasn’t perceived as being so dangerous that she
would have to be killed.

LM: It’s interesting that Kindred was published as non-SF,

OEB: Yes, and that was one of the things reviewers complained about.
The idea of time travel disturbed them. Their attitude seemed to be
that only in the “lower genre” of SF could you get away with such
nonsense, that if you’re going to be “realistic,” then you must be com-
pletely realistic. Yet readers will accept what someone like Garcia Mar-
quez is doing without complaining. I remember hearing Mark Helprin
being interviewed on the radio about Winter’s Tale. When the inter-
viewer referred to it as fantasy, Helprin became upset and said that he
didn’t think of his work in those terms, in spite of the flying horse and
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all the other fantastic elements. The implication was that if a work is
fantasy or SE it can’t be any good.

LM: Like Marquez, Toni Morrison uses seemingly fantastic elements
in some of her work—flying, magic, ghosts—yet her stories are con-
sidered realistic.

OEB: Realism in Morrison’s work is blurred. There’s a scene in Sula
where two little girls accidentally drown a much younger child and
don’t tell anybody about it. That’s grotesque, maybe even fantastic, but
I believed every word. I don’t think it’s at all unlikely that the girls
would try to “Who, us?” their way out of it. There are several other
things Morrison does in the book that are equally strange, but they
rang absolutely true.

LM: At the opposite extreme, we have the “hard SF” party line,
which argues that relying on any fantasy elements is a cop-out.

OEB: What’s usually important to the hard SF people is the logic of
what they’re dealing with; as a result, some of them fail to develop their
characters—1 call this the “wonderful machine school of storytelling”
approach. Why can’t writers play around with actual science and still
develop good characters? I think I accomplished that in “The Evening
and the Morning and the Night,” which is the most carefully developed
story I’ve written from a hard SF standpoint. It deals with medicine—
I used three existing diseases as the basis of the disease in the story. A
doctor I know called to tell me how much she liked it, which is probably
the nicest compliment I could have received.

JM: What was the origin of Wild Seed?

OEB: I had a lingering sense that Kindred, which I'd just finished
writing, had once been a different sort of novel that somehow involved
Doro and Anyanwu in early America. But neither character appears in
Kindred because Kindred didn’t really belong in the Patternist uni-
verse —it was too realistic. Because of the nature of the research—slave
narratives and history— Kindred was a depressing book for me to write.
By contrast, I thoroughly enjoyed writing Wild Seed. In terms of re-
search, it’s one of the hardest novels I’ve written, because I initially
thought that dealing with the Ibo would only involve one people and
one language—1I didn’t realize how many dialects there were. I found
a huge ethnography about the Onitsha Ibo that was very useful; and
before somebody torched the L.A. Public Library, I also found a book
called The Ibo Word List, with words in five different dialects. It was
a wonderful old book, shabby and falling apart, and it helped me get
the language I needed.

LM: How did your conception of Wild Seed’s main female character
take shape?

OEB: For a while I didn’t know how I was going to relate Anyanwu
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to the Ibo. The solution came from a footnote about a woman named
Atagbusi in a book called The King in Every Man, by Richard N.
Henderson. Atagbusi was a shape-shifter who had spent her whole life
helping her people, and when she died, a market gate was dedicated to
her and later became a symbol of protection. I thought to myself, This
woman’s description is perfect—who said she had to die? and I had
Anyanwu give “Atagbusi” as one of her names. I gave Doro his name
without knowing anything about his background, but later on I looked
up “doro” in a very old, very tattered Nubian-English dictionary and
discovered that it means “the direction from which the sun comes” —
which worked perfectly with what I was trying to do. And Anyanwu
ties into that, since “anyanwu” means “sun.”

LM: What inspired you to develop the Xenogenesis series?

OEB: 1 tell people that Ronald Reagan inspired Xenogenesis—and
that it was the only thing he inspired in me that I actually approve of.
When his first term was beginning, his people were talking about a
“winnable” nuclear war, a “limited” nuclear war, the idea that more
and more nuclear “weapons” would make us safer. That’s when I began
to think about human beings having the two conflicting characteristics
of intelligence and a tendency toward hierarchical behavior—and that
hierarchical behavior is too much in charge, too self-sustaining. The
aliens in the Xenogenesis series say the humans have no way out, that
they’re programmed to self-destruct. The humans say, “Tha