
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HF: Hello, I'm Hugh Ferrer from the International Writing Program, and I'm here 
with Dr. Tameka Cage Conley, a novelist, poet, and playwright.  
TCC: Hello.  
HF: And we're here to talk about some of the texts that you'll be reading in Moving 
the Margins: Fiction and Inclusion, the International Writing Program’s new 
creative writing MOOC. We're going to dive in and have a conversation about the 
texts just to help you hear how we're thinking about them. Where do you want to 
start?  
TCC: “Spider the Artist”.  
HF: Me too, it's a great story. First of all, the unusual aspects of the language, using 
the word “zombie” for these mechanized robotic spiders like creatures.  
TCC: Yeah. 
HF: And the question, I don't know if this is something to say with you, but the 
question I had by the end of the story was, how did you justify who you save, you 
who love them versus who you killed, because that's what I was thinking about 
with the speaker. I was thinking, how is she still in this musical loving relationship, 
when the zombie that she had come from--I had to do extra work because I 
thought that there was something very powerful in the fact that she sort of stays 
with it, even though she knows that it also was responsible for killing everyone who 
was at the pipeline including her husband, which I mean obviously he was abusive, 
she understood the abuse, she understood how the culture of the land, the politics, 
the government, had seeped its way into marital life right here. So, the point is that 
he had become something else, she couldn't have children, and so they were just 
this endless sort of wiring of pain together, like wiring, right, and yet she chooses to 
remain at peace and in the state of love.  
TCC: Oh, I saw more fear at the end, right at the end. She didn't know they were 
gonna let her survive.  
HF: But she was pregnant.  
TCC: Oh, that’s right.  
HF: The two things that gave her the most joy, I felt, sustained her, or it was 
actually three, having an audience to share the guitar music, and then having this 
hope of a child, yeah, and then being able to, so that's the only thing that made me 
feel like she had hope. No, there was fear and dread, but who knows if they were 
across that line.  And so I felt like there was a warning to the West in a very 
particular way, to say that don't think that just because you're safe, right, because 
she's really making a really grand statement about Empire, and what happens when 
Empire impedes on and shreds every aspect of human experience. And even 
obviously a human experience from these robotic torturous creatures, that 



 
 

somehow this one was different, like the color of his eyes. Did it bother you that he 
was the one that was the most peaceful and the blue-eyed one, whereas all the other 
ones had red eyes?  I'm wondering what you thought about that because a lot of 
times it is all about more than blue eyes, think about Toni Morrison’s The Bluest 
Eye, considered to be the standard beauty, that which should be, can be, desired.  
TCC: I'm with you on all of those things. I also saw the birth of the artist here, but 
told in a very different way than we usually see her, teaching, learning from her, and 
then things reversing. Would they actually be producing music that she'd never 
heard before on an instrument of its own devising, and then making music 
together, bringing each other pleasure? And her achieving a new kind of spiritual 
peace that actually dissolved violence at home, so as she grew as an artist in 
relationship with, ooh, this piece of AI which I just, I was really fascinated by the 
idea of, a day's journey away from the rest of the hive mind. What do you think 
about that moment, you know, it chose to alert the rest of his zombies that they've 
got the people from the village stealing from the pipeline because he did that, he let 
out that sound.   
HF: I thought the whole thing was a massive ploy by the robots. They actually did 
the thing and then wanted everybody gathered there and they're mad at you for not 
being ready to put the plan into action, and that's what the herding is at the end.  
Interesting that the robots Empire has, you know, they trained and trained them, 
and they're ready to actually destroy, okay, so that that's really that sort of massive 
incineration at the end. We've certainly talked about some of the ways it's done, 
nobody's gonna be surprised by this story now, but it is still, I thought the 
formulation, yeah, the artist’s journey mirroring hers in a way was something that in 
all the AI robot stories that one reads, this felt really fresh.   
TCC: Oh, but I think is really because she's using a lot of these notions of 
Afrofuturism.  I think that's the reason why I was able to have that freshness. Yeah, 
she's really tapping into this notion of whatever world that we might find ourselves 
in, and I think she's saying that it's my friend, the visual art forms, and she’s saying 
there are black people in the future, and I think that is really why she's able to 
achieve that freshness.  Did you wonder though why they did not try to save more 
people?  
HF: See, that's why that made me suspicious rallying for her because he loved. But 
I keep giving him a masculine pronoun, which the story is not doing, but there's as 
much that points to the feminine aspect, it was almost as if it gave birth.  That birth 
is a foreshadowing or precursor to the birthday that she is going to experience.  
TCC: I think you're really - where the story has I think its most powerful suggestive 
vision, which is that Andrews is not the father in a way, yeah, but this a collective, 
that's why I say it's the birth of the artist, and finding it like she's made, she's able to 
become pregnant, if it is Andrew, you know, only because of the soul work that 
comes with interacting.   
TCC: The machine conceived this child, I mean, Andrew was either always eating 
or hitting her, I never actually saw them come together physically.  



 
 

HF: Even on that last night, right, can you come to me, he sits down, ignores, and 
she goes out. Right, well, let's maybe go slide with Empire a little bit then, into 
“Folding Beijing”, which seems to me to be like that pipeline--the machinery that's 
going on there could seem to come straight out of the massive engineering project 
that's allowing for it, and Nigeria in this scope would almost read like a fourth 
space in the language of “Folding Beijing”, which has taken all this trouble to create 
a manageable three spaces with this refined upper class and this middle class, the 
professional class, where people can move up or move down, and third space, 
which has got this permanent underclass, and that may or may not get made 
redundant, you know, it’s sort of an ongoing issue, you know it's sort of the 
necessary evil for the system to even keep these people alive, we sort of get that by 
the end of this story. But, fantastic world building there.  
TCC: Yeah, every level, right, and while also giving us this really unique journey of 
both the Beijing guy’s setting and then also this notion of shifting place. One thing 
I thought about was places being used as a plot device in so many ways that this 
hero's journey is literally moving him from someplace and from one place to 
another, for another, risking his life. Wow, for someone else, right, so his 
movement is really guided by this treacherous and dangerous, how would I say it, 
dislocation, relocation, right? And so, we don't really exactly know if he's going to 
survive it.  For most of the story, I didn't think that.  
HF: Right, it's nicely impossible, right?  
TCC: It's a dream but what's interesting, I don't want to do too many spoilers, but 
what's very interesting is that no matter what, despite that he's still a worker, you go 
through all of this to be something that he tried really hard not to be, which is 
stuck in his class position, and so really the biggest hope he has is to give this 
bonus daughter that the universe has given to him a life that he could not achieve. 
He really, he really does rise to the occasion of all of these challenges, and I love 
the fact that the folding that happens in place also happens with the characters as 
well, so he's doing, he's acting, he's acting for someone else to acquire finances that 
he needs to take care of someone else, right? So, nothing he's doing, it's all in that 
way you can't see, that he's on the path of being a laborer. His identity is so much 
attached to that. The line when his friend says it's gonna make you feel like your life 
is shit to go there, and he said My life already is. And I think that's really why he's 
able to be successful, it's because he's surrendered so much. 
HF: So, it really is a heroic journey. Right, like you know like I feel like there's, like, 
we gotta put an asterisk or something by that term because he doesn't really get the 
prize that goes with the hero's journey, and he finishes pretty close to where he 
starts, so he goes through all these efforts.  
TCC: But he's got more resources for the daughter, but that's all he wanted right 
now, I mean that's not right, because he took this exam three times for college, 
failed each time and really does in so many ways become his father, you know. He 
inherits that job, that menial base level work, that's laughable to have them starving 
essentially, I mean he skips his breakfast just to get this, so he can save for her 



 
 

school, so that's the reason why I say it is because he's so selfless. That for him the 
only meaningful, you know, route to this whole thing is that he can secure what she 
needs, so that she can have this life of music, an artistry, and again we're right back 
where we were with “Spider the Artist”, we're at the heart of the storyteller, 
whoever it is, whether the it's a mechanical spider called a zombie or a little girl 
who's found and dirty with a tear-streaked face, and he says I'm gonna clean you. 
There's something, you know, a consistency here with being allowed to be a 
creative being, to be an artist that seems to be a heroic journey.  
HF: In both cases, you have two wildly different stories and two very different 
approaches to settings, both of which played with realism and then completely 
invented dimensions, although the pipeline in Nigeria is probably pretty darn close 
to, you know, a conventional realist setting.  “Folding Beijing” is three realistic 
settings superimposed upon each other in a certain way.  Were you inspired by 
those? Do you think makes you think differently about setting to have people 
doing extraordinary settings like that?  
TCC: It's really impressive as a writer. I attempted something like that in a libretto, 
where there's the earthly realm, and then there is the spiritual godly realm, where 
the real rulers of the world exist, and I accepted it in that way. To attempt it in 
fiction is quite an accomplishment, and I really loved what Jinfang did in the story. 
I found it really impressive, and I found it also to be really very clear to be able to 
have one's hand on each aspect of these very shifting worlds. I want to read 
something, a couple lines that I really like: “Finally when the completed building 
stood up before them like a living person, they scattered in terror as though they 
had given birth to a monster”.   
HF: Mm-hmm, so fantastic.  
TCC: I really love this notion of the fact that workers have their heads down and 
that they were just dedicated to their task,  dedicated to the station that society had 
given them, which is don't question, don't antagonize, don't criticize, right, that 
they didn't even realize the monstrosity that they had created, and then once they 
did it they still thought well - we're in service to this brain so I thought it was really 
impressive. 
HF: Yeah, I did too - and I love the frame of reference created by even a mild 
allusion to opera, and the idea that you have divine realms, and the underworld. I 
mean these are sort of classic tropes of opera, and it was perfectly legitimate, and 
going back to ancient poetry, for the hero to go to the underworld or - yes you 
know-- to go up to the realm of the gods, or for the gods to descend, and so it 
actually takes us back, even though it's completely engineered now, right?  That's 
beautiful, when you use the word monster, I can't help but think of a couple of 
other stories. One that comes to mind is the middle section in “Exit West”.  People 
are just reading chapter one of this book here, and there are three sections, with 
one in an unnamed city with characters named Saeed and Nadia. Just as we're 
getting to know them, the narrative breaks away and we get this rather unexplained 
part, a bedroom in Australia with a very white woman, very asleep, dressed for 



 
 

privacy but we get told a lot about how the room is unsecured and the security 
system isn't on, and then there's very specific monster language that's used for this 
person who begins to emerge from the closet.  
TCC: I was horrified by that, yeah, I mean it's the point in the story when I 
struggled, I mean obviously I kept reading but that is the type of moment that will 
lose me often as a reader, when the character was described as being dark large 
really hair and coming out of the shadows. Everything about the character was 
darkness, out of the blue endless darkness, but what was interesting is that I felt 
that the author was attempting to sort of explain the character by suggesting that he 
had come from so much poverty, so much suppression. The question I had though 
at the end of that section was what was the purpose of this? I really was not sure, 
because he didn't do anything to her. I didn't know why he was there while he was 
in the room. What exactly he was trying to push himself out of? It was a very 
confusing moment for me. I love when writers bend time, I mean that section was 
so different from the flashback with the pain, right? I use the word flash but I don't 
even think that's the right word, because it's a break, it's just it's an absolute break, 
like okay, now I'm going to stop telling you about this and I'm gonna start telling 
you about this instead, and we maybe have to read the whole novel to get a sense 
of what that device is really for.  
HF: Yeah it does come out in chapter 2 and chapter 3, that becomes clear.  
TCC: But I still think that you should have a sense though, of why, if you're in the 
world of this, that this writer has decided to put him in. I always think that there 
should be an internal instruction that's sort of a communication with the text as to 
why I'm being forced to read this, so I get completely understand you're saying, and 
I'm happy to know that it becomes clear.  
 HF: But prejudices, right? I mean, I think that it's exactly that--wasn't Hamid 
purposely running out a bunch of prejudicial material and then appending it? You 
know that he's far more interested in the window than the person on the bed, and 
so we're more horrified by it because we think, oh, you know, obviously this is 
going to be a rape scene, and this is going to be sexual assault of some sort, and it's 
going to reinforce all these tropes that go way back in Western literature, and in 
fact what will the, well, the mechanism of the scene, describe? I do feel completely 
caught out in my prejudices, because I think I was set up to sort of assume that this 
was gonna happen in this, and that then this was gonna happen, and then the 
character goes out the window, this unnamed monstrous dark shaggy figure goes 
out the window. Carolyn, she's happy, she doesn't wake up, you know, and he 
breaks out of her house rather than breaks in, he's not really breaking in, he's 
hoping to break out.  
TCC: The only problem I have with that is that this very detailed descriptive author 
decided it was important that we know that this monstrous character was dark and 
really hairy, not, you know, Aryan enough, especially if I'm reading as a woman. 
You know, I don't need to know that this unidentified stranger in this woman's 
house, she's dressed for bed, her husband isn't home, right, I don't need to know 



 
 

that he's dark with wild hair. I don't need to know that to be to be frightened, so 
my question is, what do we do with that intention? If the intention is to up and 
disturb stereotype, then do it. It's exploiting it and exploring it but it also almost 
validates it in a certain way. It validates the fear that you feel even if it's even if 
they're suggesting the only reason why this character is here is because he is so 
disenfranchised in his community, in his world, right?  Tell me that, let me 
experience empathy for him, but don't at the same time make me feel that he 
deserves the critical gaze just because he's dark. I just would have longed for a little 
bit more, well, actually considerably more, thoughtfulness around that, and 
obviously maybe if I had read the entire night, I might have a different opinion but 
in that moment I didn't especially because this is a writer who, I mean when we go 
into the story of the parents, oh my goodness, I mean part of that I reread because 
it was so exquisitely beautiful, and it really didn't conform to typical notions of 
gender or even intimacy in a marital relationship, and I really was excited about that 
and how I loved the way chapter one ended with the young woman fiercely saying I 
dress traditionally as a form of self-defense.  
HF: Well, I take your point, too, because when I read the book, I felt my own 
prejudices manipulated in that moment, but I think that I would say that the rest of 
the book maybe does some more work to help the three sections take that 
moment. Whenever you're reading, right, you only have that moment, you're in the 
present most of the time. What the book is asking us to do at any particular 
moment is a large moral question, and different authors will feel like they're 
responsible for your reaction to a particular sentence or a particular scene. They'll 
feel differently about it, but I think you're completely right to raise it.  
TCC: How about “The Water That Falls On You From Nowhere”? 
HF: Yeah, good.  
TCC: Yeah, you know I thought that this was a perfectly tense rich humorous 
story. They had all these fantastic layers, this sort of villainous sister who does these 
kind of terrible things, who said I love you, that's why, right. And a complicated 
relationship that Matt has with himself. I mean, in terms of a character analysis we 
don't think about the story in context of what it means to feel the character. One 
thing we always want to know is, who is this character?, what does he or she want. 
So we know Matt is a biotech engineer, he's in a loving same-sex partnership, but 
he feels silenced and his inner tension is being able to communicate love. Like, I 
can I feel it, but I can't say it, right, and then he goes home for Christmas, and 
there's this really beautiful tense dynamic with the family everyone loves, perfect, 
right? I don't mind supernatural or sci-fi elements in a story but we kind of see the 
difference between “Changeling” and “Spider the Artist” where it is woven into the 
space of the world, right so the world is manifesting the supernatural elements, and 
so it doesn't feel forced. In this story, the water that falls from nowhere seems 
forced because I want to know, whoa, by what design, right? The title isn't enough, 
and I just want to know what you thought about this.  



 
 

HF: So I struggled with it the first time - they seemed separable right? And to the 
extent that you could separate them, they are woven together. The second time I 
read the story, it seemed to me that Gus, Gus's declaration of love early on in the 
story, is an unequivocal statement. Gus goes through an endurance test, and then at 
the end of the endurance test you have to say something unequivocal. The duration 
of the test amplifies the unequivocal list of what you say at the end of it, and so his 
declaration of love at the end of it is actually the product of the endurance just 
undergone, which gives it form and this believability that seems somehow crucial. 
So I think there were attempts to try and connect them, because on some level it is, 
how do you trust somebody else? Because to go on the journey that he needs to go 
on with his family, he needs to trust that this is true, and not only is it true like it 
doesn't rain, but it's so true that stuff dries out. It's that unequivocal. So it has the 
force of pure inspiration, the force of the divine, an absolute belief. Somehow it 
gives Matt the strength to make the invocation, let's go to the family, I'm going to 
come out. But I agree with you. 
TCC: I felt like they just leave it, right, like we go to the family house. It happens to 
the sister, because she lied, not about his future but she kept up a movement, she 
just pretended like she wasn't there stopping. I think I would have loved it more if 
it would have been a unique phenomenon between Matt and Gus. Oh yeah, I think 
that would have made it very much part of their realm. Yes, there, absolutely. And I 
think it would have been so much stronger and it would have been able to perhaps 
connect to what Matt does for a living. The tension in the family for Christmas is 
so perfect. I don't mean otherwise, I thought the story was really well done.  
 
TCC: So I hope that you have enjoyed this conversation as much as I believe Hugh 
and I did, and I also hope that you have a fantastic MOOC, and I will see you on 
there. Thank you so much.  
 


