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Samuel R. Delany

On Triton and Other Matters:
An Interview with Samuel R. Delany

The following text did not originate as any kind of formal interview. Instead
it grew out of an April 1986 session that Chip Delany had with me and my
students in a course I was teaching at Concordia University on Utopian
and Anti-Utopian (Science) Fiction. By the time this particular class
meeting took place, we had already considered Stanislaw Lem’s
Futurological Congress and Ursula Le Guin’s The Dispossessed, and had
turned our attention to Delany’s Triton.

Two of the students, Diane llling and Peta Kom, recorded that session;
and perhaps a year thereafter, my former assistant, Donna McGee, made a
valiant effort to “decipher” their tapes. Her transcription sat atop one of
my file cabinets until April of this year, when [ finally found (or rather,
“made”) time to verify and edit it. The resultant printout then went to Chip,
who subjected it to substantial clarificatory revision.

Except for Chip (SRD), the participants are all designated by an
anonymous “Q": but for the record, the questions not from me come mostly
from Renée Lallier (of John Abbott College) and Robert Copp (now a
doctoral candidate ar McGill). (RMP)

Q: In Futurological Congress, Lem seems to be suggesting that SF is
generated from neologisms. How do you react to that proposition? Did
Triton, for example, in any way arise from the term-concept, “un-licensed
sector,” say?
SRD: Did it arise from the notion or from the term “un-licensed sector”? No.
As far as SF growing from neologisms, however, | do think there’s a
terribly important verbal side to SF. Often, in SF, the writer puts together
two word roots, and the resultant term produces a new image for the reader.
Take Cordwainer Smith’s “ornithopters.” To read the word is to know what
an ornithopter is—if you recognize the roots: helicopter and ornithos—a
helicopter is a helicopter, of course, and ornithos is the Classical Greek word
for bird. (In modern Greek, by the bye, ornithos just means chicken.) An
ornithopter must be a small plane that flaps its wings—Ilike a bird. But even
if you haven’t seen one of Schoenherr’s fine illustrations (that he produced
for Dune when Herbert borrowed Smith’s term), or had it explained to you,
it still calls up the image. This verbal side to SF is very important. The
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range of SF images is governed entirely by the sayable—rather than by any
soft-edged concept like the scientifically believable or even the possible.

Consider: “And there, just before me, I could smell the weight of the
note D-flat!”

At this point, of course, the “image” (if we can call it that) is fantasy
—or perhaps surrealism. Or simply speakable nonsense. But it’s not yet SF.

Once we’ve spoken an image, however, it becomes the SF job of the
surrounding thetoric—especially the pseudo-scientific rhetoric—to make
the image cognizable, believable:

It came from the alternate universe Dr Philmus’s new invention had opened
up when I'd pulled the lever—I could smell its weight, ringing out at me,
through the glimmering circles of the iridium coil that had opened a portal
to a dimension in which such notions, philosophically absurd in ours,
nevertheless exist, are common, and make sense...!

At this point, the image has become acceptable (conventional, hackneyed,
even parodic—but recognizable) SF. The image is cognized through a set
of codes by which you entail the sayable among a further set of images and
ideas that you can then visualize and/or conceptualize.

As I've said, the one I just came up with (above) is both parodic and
parasitic (parasitic on both philosophy and SF—as well as on our actual
situation here, with Dr Philmus standing right there), and thus brings up a
whole further range of questions and considerations. But you get the gen-
eral idea.

There’s often a literal side to SF language. There are many strings of
words that can appear both in an SF text and in an ordinary text of natural-
istic fiction. But when they appear in a naturalistic text we interpret them
one way, and when they appear in an SF text we interpret them another. Let
me illustrate this by some examples I've used many times before. The phrase
“her world exploded” in a naturalistic text will be a metaphor for a female
character’s emotional state; but in an SF text, if you had the same words—
“her world exploded”—you’d have to maintain the possibility that they
meant: a planet belonging to a woman blew up. Similarly the phrase, “he
turned on his left side.” In a naturalistic text, it would most probably refer
to a man’s insomniac tossings. But in an SF text the phrase might easily
mean a male reached down and flipped the switch activating his sinestral
flank. Or even that he attacked his left side. Often what happens with spe-
cifically S-F language is that the most literal meaning is valorized.

Of course this doesn’t happen with every sentence in an SF text. Le
Guin is an SF writer who uses far less “science fictiony” language than
most. But in most SF that most people mean when they speak of SF—i.e.,
the SF written and released since 1926 that appears in pulp, or pulp-inspired,
magazines and paperback or hardcover books—you have such language
here and there all through it; it has a very literal quality to it that, even
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though we would be hard put to call it referential, is nevertheless quite the
opposite of metaphor.

There’s a fine novella by Vonda Mclntyre, called Aztecs, which opens:
“She gave up her heart quite willingly.” It’s about a woman who gives up
her four-chambered heart to have it replaced with a rotary blood-pumping
mechanism, in order to perform a certain job a person with a pumping heart
can’t.

Well, this sort of literalization runs all through SF, and is akin to the
neologisms you were asking about. Sometimes, when this literalization
happens within a single word (between two recognizable roots, say, as in
helicopter and ornithos with “ornith/opter”—or “ray/gun,” or “visa/phone”),
it produces a neologism. But it works at the level of the sentence as well
(when disparate words fall into the same SF sentence), and also at the level
of plot (when disparate events join in a single diagetic line). If you want to
pursue this argument and are interested in a more formal account of it, both
in terms of its applications and its limitations, look at section 7 of an essay
of mine, “To Read The Dispossessed,” in The Jewel-Hinged Jaw.

Q: Are there any other neologisms in Triton? I think there’s “metalogic™;
but I'm not sure...

SRD: The term occurs in the book, only it’s not my neologism. Or rather,
it’s another case of philosophical parasitism. In the '60s, with the ascen-
dency of terms like “metafiction” and “paracriticism,” philosophers began
to ask if there was perhaps a “metalogic”™—i.e., a logic of logic. A number
of philosophers reached the conclusion that logic was the logic of logic.
But a few others still clung to the possibility that perhaps there was an
extra-logical structure, or “meta-logic,” to ordinary logic. Opposing their
contention, Quine says somewhere that, really, if you believe you are talk-
ing about logic but you assume an extra-logical structure to it, all you've
really done is change the subject. | pretty much concur. In Triton, metalogic,
with its mathematical superstructure (the Modular Calculus), is just general,
inductive reasoning given a fictive mathematical expression. In Triton it
“solves” problems I'm perfectly aware general reasoning can’t solve.

Individual metalogics are designed for different situations. The kinds
of problems they solve in Triton (always off stage and of a complexity that
makes the solution really too hard to follow) are analogous to the following.
You're in a room with a door leading to another room. Through the door,
someone comes in from the other room, bringing a collection of four or five
objects. From a consideration of those four or five objects alone, you now
reason out—rigorously and with certainty—what all the remaining objects
in the other room must be. Intuitively, we recognize there is no way to find
a general solution for such a problem, rigorously and for all cases. The
pseudo-scientific rationale (in Triton), however, is simply that if we had a
mathematical reduction whose mathematics was “strong” enough, we just
might be able to come up with a general-case solution.
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The attraction to this bit of logical nonsense is, of course, that we reason
our way through similar problems all the time. But precisely the part that can
be done rigorously is logic. And the rest is hit or miss—and produces hit or
miss results. That’s what real experience tells us—if we’re honest.

But a real neologism from Triron? Well, let’s see...

Q: “Cybralogs”?

SRD: Cybralogs, yes. I have no idea what cybralogs are or what they could
possibly be. But they have something to do with the control of words, obvi-
ously....From the context, they’re probably some sort of sub-program, either
in ROM or RAM form.

Q: The “sensory shield”?

SRD: That would be another one. As would “un-licensed sector.” They
both pull together two ideas and restructure them, by semantic intrusion.
With “un-licensed sector,” the contextual fact that you know it’s an area of
the city pretty quickly gives you an idea of what must be going on there,
what it must be basically like. The rest just enriches it with details.

Some others...?

Well, the book was written more than ten years ago, so you’ll have to
allow for my forgetfulness. But to go back to your original question: Did
Triton arise out of one specific neologism? No. Did it arise out of several?
No. Basically it arose out of some social ideas. The first thing actually
written—before I was even sure I was going to write another SF novel—
was, oddly, the kiss-off letter that the Spike sends to Bron in chapter 5—or,
at any rate, a version of it.

I was sitting in Heathrow Airport, with my then-wife, Marilyn Hacker.
A couple of things were devilling my memory, including a recent dinner at
a French restaurant not far from our flat in London, where I'd watched
some people behave with what had struck me as unthinkable insensitivity
to someone else at their table. Marilyn and 1 were waiting for a plane to
Paris, where she was going to purchase some books on textiles and printing
for her rare-book business. The conversation between us had fallen off.
Suddenly and impulsively, | opened my notebook to a fresh page and began
writing this fictive letter a woman might write to tell a truly unpleasant
boyfriend it was all over.

That was the start of the book.

From then on, I had to figure out a world—and the events taking place
in it—in which this (or such) a letter could be sent. I say “figure out.” Actu-
ally it all came rushing in on me, almost faster than I could put it down.

Q: Certain parts of Slade’s philosophy carry with it radically skeptical
implications about the difficulty, not to say the impossibility, of translating
system-A, the world of experience, into system-B, the universe of discourse.
Also of translating, or transferring, the universe imbedded in one discourse
into the universe imbedded in another—which is to say, the difficulty of
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speaking about Triton, for example, and its universe ot discourse.

SRD: I should have thought it carried great hope for our eventually under-
standing such a process—rather than radical skepticism about its possibility.

After all, it happens in the real world. I hope it may even happen—at
least in some small part—tonight.

How can one relational system model another?...What must pass from
system-A to system-B for us (system-C) to be able to say that system-A
now contains some model of system-B?...Granted the proper passage,
what must be the internal structure of system-A for us (or it) to say it
contains any model of system-B (Triton, “Appendix B,” p. 356 [of the
1976 Bantam edition])

The question encompasses the semiotic situation, since the answer to the
second part of the question (“What must pass from system-A to system-
B...7") is clearly some form of the answer, “signs”; and the answer to the
third part of the question (“...what must the internal structure of system-B
be for us [or it] to say that it contains any model of system-A?") is clearly:
it must be of a structure able to interpret signs—i.e., its internal structure
must be one that allows it to perform some sort of semiosis.

But the first part of the question sets it in an expanded context that de-
mands an actual algebra of response.

Although we are certainly not going to answer thoroughly such a question
here, it’s still instructive to look at how the question arose. When I initially
formulated it, there was no system-C. And my image of system-B was, of
course, a living subject.

I (known to my friends as system-B) look across the room and see the
desk there, with the globe sitting on its corner, and two pieces of chalk, and
several paperback SF novels piled there in the center—the whole complex
better known as system-A. Light waves pass from system-A to system-B;
those waves are operated upon neurologically, and the brain of system-B
now contains a model of system-A.

Or: a computer (called system-B) phones up on a modem to another
computer (named system-A) and asks for a directory of all the programs
system-A has on file. System-A sends a list of the program names in its
directory back to system-B, which then contains a model of (some of) the
information available in system-A.

But already the computer version has alerted us to things a bit hidden
in the “live subject” version. There has to be an expectation of information,
which could be broadened to include the general range of familiarity with
the possibilities of things system-A may exhibit. That’s a basic part of the
necessary structure of system-B, for the modular transfer to take place.

But the computer version also raises another problem: Once the transfer
has occurred, in what sense does the computer, system-B, know it contains
a model of system-A? The easiest way to resolve the problem is for us to
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bring in system-C. If somebody else can say she or he knows that the mod-
ular transfer has taken place, then it’s okay. But what has happened, really,
is that system-B has split (or multiplied) into fwo necessary systems: sys-
tem-B, which “knows™; and system-C, which knows system-B knows—the
secondary system that can now take the quotation marks from around the
“knowing” that system-B was doing, and pin it down, fix it, and validate it.

This splitting of the subject recalls two things: one is the “split subject”
that organizes Lacanian psychoanalysis. And the other is a famous fallacy
that too often stymies progress in the philosophy of mind—the “homun-
cular fallacy.” I'll assume you all have at least a passing familiarity with
Lacan. The homuncular fallacy is, however, what too-strict functionalists,
or organicists, tend to fall into if they’re not very careful when they try to
explain consciousness. One assumes a brain, with all its neural sensors—
eyes, ears, nose, tongue, skin—is collecting information and sorting it,
processing it, associating it with other data. Then, at the very center of the
brain, sits this little transcendental human-form who receives it all and
actually is the consciousness that understands, perceives, knows. ..

And you have to start all over again: Well, how does this little homun-
culus perceive, understand, know...? You haven’t really gotten anywhere
atall.

What does this all mean? Does it mean that the Lacanian split subject
is only another version of the homuncular fallacy? Or does it mean (and
this is certainly the way I lean) that the homuncular fallacy is as seductive
as it is because it is so close to a reality the Lacanian “split subject” explains
without falling into homunculism? But this is to move away from Triton
and to start exploring questions raised in the later “Informal Remarks Toward
the Modular Calculus”—i.e., in the “Neveryon” fantasy series to which
Triton is the SF prologue.

Q: But the skepticism (perhaps it’s all mine)—the impossibility of under-
standing thoroughly the process by which such transters work—applies as a
caveat to anything you are even now going to say in response to our ques-
tions about Triton—or anything else. Although, mind you, that skepticism
perhaps applies least—that’s a relative term here—to my next question. On
its last page before the appendices begin, Triton is subscribed: “London,
November 73—July '74.” Now, it’s subtitled “an ambiguous heterotopia.”
Before writing Triton, had you read Le Guin’s Dispossessed—which car-
ries the subtitle “an ambiguous utopia™ and was published in the US in the
Summer of "747?

SRD: Not before writing the first draft. I believe 1 read The Dispossessed
somewhere either between the first draft of Triton and the second, or perhaps
between the second and the third—so that Triton was basically finished
before I became aware of Le Guin’s novel. Having read The Dispossessed
after I'd finished a first or second dratt—was | halfway through the second
when a copy of Le Guin’s book from Harper & Row reached me in London
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by mail?—I thought | could probably make that dialogue more pointed by
changing a few things here and there—or, better, by clarifying a few things
here and there that Le Guin's book directed me to think about. When | first
looked through The Dispossessed, it occurred to me that the two books gen-
erated an interesting dialogue with each other. My added subtitle was an
attempt to put the two novels clearly into adialogue | already felt was implied.
Q: You're saying, then, that to a large extent the dialogue was accidental ?
SRD: It began accidentally, certainly.

Q: You're still sidestepping the question to some extent.

SRD: Right [laughter]. Some of H.G. Wells's novels were conceived and
written as direct answers to other novels by other people, written and pub-
lished earlier. Dostoyevsky wrote Crime and Punishment after reading
Hugo's Les Misérables. It greatly impressed him; nevertheless he felt that
Hugo, in pursuit of the social dimensions of delinquency, had overlooked
some dark and unsettling factors in its psychological dimension that Dos-
toyevsky felt must be explored. There's a very direct dialogue going on
between these books. Indeed, my trilogy "The Fall of the Towers" began—
like so many other SF novels—as a direct answer to Heinlein's Sarship
Troopers. And that direct dialogue does exist between, say, the treatment of
the Freddie and Flossie characters in the men's co-op in Triton and the treat-
ment of the Leslie character in the cooperative marriage in Joanna Russ's
anti-utopian short story, "Nobody's Home." But no, that's not the sort of
direct engagement that happens between Triton and The Dispossessed.

Q: Had you written your article on The Dispossessed around the same time
as you were working on Triton?

SRD: "To Read The Dispossessed” was written much later—a year or more
after | finished writing Triton. That essay is dated April 1976. By the time |
began it (and it only took me three weeks or so to write), 1'd already returned
to the US from London, taught for a term at SUNY Buffalo, then moved
back to New York City. Triton was not only written but had already been
published—two months before, in February.

Q: In the dialogue with The Dispossessed, if Bron were removed from the
book, would the world of Triton still be a heterotopia? Bron seems to be a
kind of anti-hero in a critical stance towards the whole world he exists in. If
he were removed, would Triton perhaps be a Utopia? Compared to Bron,
nobody else seems to have too many problems with that world.

SRD: No, certainly it would not be a Utopia—though clearly | think its
social system represents an improvement on our own. As she or he moves
through the novel, I'd hoped Common Reader® would progress, in his or her
responses, through a series of stages. In the first chapter, when you see the
Ego Booster Booths, predicated on the idea that the government is collec-
ting information on everybody, and hear their history, | wanted Common



