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In Janelle Monde’s long-form music video Dirty Computer, set in the near future, humans 

who differ from prescribed social norms are being arrested, branded “dirty computers,” 

forced into compulsory heterosexuality and subjected to a cleansing process that deletes 

their memories. Monae plays one of these “dirty computers” that has been captured, but 

is actively resisting her erasure by projecting alternative timelines, possible futures along 

with the memories of her past on the playback screen for the technicians to see. By 

reading the projection of these alternative futures as potentialities, things that are present 

but don’t actually exist in the present tense, we begin to see the futurity of Jos6 Esteban 

Mufloz’s enacted through the queering of time. I refer to these projections as emergences, 

potentialities that rise up and take physical form. This exploration is written in 

fragments, leaving space for multiple readings and crafted to remain open and exposed to 

the future.

I certify that the abstract is a correct representation of the content of this thesis.
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A real work of art destroys, in the consciousness of the receiver, the separation between 
himself and the artist—not that alone, but also between himself and all whose minds 

received this work o f art. - Leo Tolstoy

The text is not only full of fractures, tensions and contradictions but informs us that 
fractures, tensions and contradictions are all we can hope for. - Pete Rollins

We count ourselves among those rebels who court storms, who hold that the only truth
lies in perpetual seeking. - Pussy Riot

The rumors are true - Janelle Mon&e’s T-shirt 

/
Shatter all that matters and step out o f  a tragedy - Blondie

This is a call to hope.

A tumble down the rabbit hole of Janelle Monde’s art collective Wondaland.

A (re)ckoning. A celebration. A (re)clamation.

This is an exploration of potentialities.

Of fragments. Of memories and emergences. Of sketches and ink.

This is a queering.

Of the [then and there] of the past. Of the [then and there] of the future.

This is an (insistence for (existence.



An (assistance, An (in)vitation.

This (in)sistance unravels and ravels —  d i s e m b o d i e s  &

se | veres,

+++-H-S+titc+hs++ t I I together in a ritual that consumes but is never consummated.

This is a posture of perhaps.

A b (re) a king of the structure of narrative,

S U S P E N D I  N G  

A A of (re)solve, A (re)configuration of time.

WEIGHT CONTINUITY

Let us untie the from the text, disrupting & (re)frame

t h e  V. E. R, Y. s-p-a-c-e we in/ha/bit.

THIS IS A CALL TO BECOME FREE-ASS MOTHERFUCKERS.



These fragments o f  time, everywhere I  go these moments will shine - Daft Punk

Like Friedrich Nietzsche, Roland Barthes, Walter Benjamin, Pete Rollins, Michael 

O ’Rourke and Maggie Nelson before me, I have written this exploration in fragments. 

Fragments allow for connections to be made that are not clearly laid out in the text, for 

the reader to find their own agency, for unlikely allies and disparate ideas to stand side by 

side, invigorated by their odd bedfellows. The two primary texts, Janelle Monde’s long- 

form music video, Dirty Computer and Jos6 Esteban Mufloz’s Cruising Utopia: The Then 

and There o f  Queer Futurity both employ fragments and odd couplings to break us out of 

the prison house of the here and now. Mufioz writes, “We must strive, in the face of the 

here and now’s totalizing rendering of reality, to think and feel a then and there. Some 

will say that all we have are the pleasures of this moment, but we must never settle for 

that minimal transport; we must dream and enact new and better pleasures, other ways of 

being in the world, and ultimately new worlds” (1). This becomes possible through a 

queer aesthetic where artists create and enact the then and there of new and unbounded 

worlds. Mufioz posits that “the aesthetic, especially the queer aesthetic, frequently 

contains blueprints and schemata of a forward-drawing futurity” (1).
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Then is a story about what happened and why/The explosion/The explosion

- Public Enemy

This fragmentation also draws us out of the oppressive linear structure of chrono- 

normative time, a place Walter Benjamin calls historicism, and thrusts us into the realm 

of his mystical historical materialism1 In his seminal essay, Theses on the Philosophy o f  

History, he frames historicism as an uncritical progression on the notches of a linear 

timeline which always side with the victors, those whose names reside next to a date, 

solidifying their massacre as a triumph. Historicism is additive, each new notch placed 

after the fact to justify the status quo as it barrels toward the stale and uncompromising 

telos of advancement and progress like a bullet train. For Benjamin, historicism 

disassociates our past, denies our present and dooms our future to the storm of progress 

but historical materialism is a rescuing force that rejects this foreclosure and (re)claims 

possibility. Benjamin’s historical materialism2 does this through “blasting open the 

continuum of history” (262) and transforming the notches into suspended moments 

orbiting like stars. This shattering allows the historical materialist to forge their own 

connective dots, creating constellations and allowing for “a revolutionary chance in the

1 Classical historical materialism is a “materialist conception of history” outlined by Karl Marx and Fredrick Engles 
where material and economic forces drive social change. Marx was greatly influenced by Hegel whose dialectic of 
change emphasizes a pendulum swinging between thesis to antithesis, gaining greater synthesis the longer it swings, 
though Marx turns Hegel on his head and rejects ideals and abstract ideas as the historical engine.

' Benjamin is turning Marx on his head and rejecting the idea that progress is inherent with the passing of time and 
fmds this idea demobilizing.

III



fight for the oppressed past” (265). This mystical historical materialist is doing similar 

work to those who wish to queer time. This queering of time is a rejection of the 

conventions of chrono-normative spacing and the compulsion of a heteronormative 

timeline. The queering of time rescues the past, rejects the brutality of the now and 

(re)claims the future. This queering rides the horizon line, breaking open spaces for the 

emergence of potentialities and holding them open with the enduring indeterminacy of 

the perhaps, insisting on its existence, and inviting us to work towards a hope-filled 

future. The queering of time is not exclusively enacted by those who identify with a letter 

in the LGBTQIA banner but creates an open invitation to those who wish to affect the 

future.

IV

Then you know/Up through the concrete we will grow - Foo Fighters

Mufloz’s understating of futurity relies deeply on a three-volume treatise The Principle o f  

Hope, written by the German Marxist theorist Ernst Bloch, who advocates for concrete 

utopias over and above abstract ones, though abstract ones contain fuel for potentialities. 

Mufioz highlights in his introduction to Cruising Utopia that Bloch

makes a critical distinction between abstract utopias and concrete utopias, 

valuing abstract utopias only insofar as they pose a critical function that 

fuels a critical and potentially transformative political imagination.



Abstract utopias falter for Bloch because they are untethered from any 

historical consciousness. Concrete utopias are relational to historically 

situate struggles, a collectivity that is actualized or potential.

Abstract utopias are bom through wishful thinking, while concrete utopias are bom 

through the will to transform the wish into fulfillment. Abstract utopias stoke desire and 

provide an imaginative distraction from daily life, (winning the lottery, becoming a 

famous model). These wishes are often personally transformative rather than socially 

transformational, they are not about changing the future per se but rather changing one’s 

place in it. There are utopias that are more inclusive and benevolent, (world peace, 

eradication of death), but these are also abstract, in that they cannot be effected. Concrete 

utopias on the other hand are hope-filled responses to historically situated societal 

struggles that communally seek to effect the future, (Black Lives Matter, the Me Too 

movement, #stoptransmurders). They are rooted in anticipation and seek with expectation 

to transform the landscape of the future. Concrete utopias do not reject daydreams, but 

they work within a community to transform those dreams into creative work that does 

something. Concrete utopias emphasize the we, but also include the singular person 

whose imaginative action is enacted for their community. Mufioz highlights this when he 

writes, “concrete utopias can also be daydream-like but they are the hopes of a collective, 

an emergent group, or even the solitary oddball who is the one who dreams for 

many” (3).

6



7

Connected by fine wires to a dynamite bouquet - Hot Hot Heat

Janelle Monde is both a solitary oddball and a leader in the emerging art collective, 

Wondaland. She is a woman deeply concerned with the future, with historically situated 

struggles and with the dreamlike need to project her story. Monde is an outspoken 

advocate of Black Lives Matter and the Times Up movement and recently dedicated her 

2018 Grammy Award nominations to her “trans brothers and sisters.” Until her most 

recent project Dirty Computer, Monde has primarily been known for her enduring 

aesthetic of black and white eveiything, rocking a towering and perfectly coifed 

pompadour and playfully parading in menswear elegantly tailored for her petite figure. 

She has often referred to her tuxedos and monochromatic attire as her uniform, inspired 

by her working-class parents, a janitor and truck driver who also put on uniforms each 

day. In an interview with Michael Martin for Interview Magazine Monde provides some 

context for her drive to enact a hope-filled future. “Not having a lot of resources at my 

disposal, I needed to use my imagination,” she says. “I needed to show my cousins that 

there is hope.” Monde’s first projects {The Audition, Metropolis, Archandroid, Electric 

Lady) are all connected through a carefully constructed alter-ego, the messianic time 

traveling android Cindi Mayweather who sparks a revolution and rages against the elite, 

freeing androids and the working class who are forced to do hard labor. Mayweather has 

a forbidden love affair with a human, Anthony Greendown, for whom she frequently

V



risks her life, but she also becomes enamored with a grey-haired women named 

Blueberry Mary, a precursor to Mary Apple 53 in Dirty Computer. Though Dirty 

Computer doesn’t directly feature Cindi Mayweather or her lovers, there are a number of 

elements that connect Monae’s current project with her past Saga—explorations of 

identity, class struggle, Afrofuturism3, sexism, time bending, gender-bending, racism, 

sexual repression and revolution.1*

VI

I  know I  ’11 find  myself in time Demi Lavato

In a FaceBook interview with Hayes Brown for Buzzfeed, Monde tells her “fandroids” 

that all of her projects are interlaced. These loose connections, small callbacks and 

strange Easter eggs leave room for Monde’s “fandroids” to piece together different 

iterations o f her larger epic, placing her characters in different places in time.

Because I had this album before The ArchAndroid, all of these projects are 

connected. Dirty Computer is sort of a prelude to ArchAndroid and 

Electric Lady and if you watch the emotion picture, Jane 57821 is 

involved in all of the albums and the DNA is there. I left little Easter eggs 

for people to figure out but I’m just saying right now that it’s connected.

3 For a great introduction to Afrofuturism, see Ytasha L. Womack’s, Afrofuturism: The World o f  Black Sci-Fi & Fantasy 
Culture.

4 For a fuller exploration of Mon&e’s past projects see Charles Pulliam-Moore’s fantastic article, From Metropolis to 
Dirty Computer:A Guide to Janelle Monde's Time Traveling Musical Odyssey.
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Like the rest of her albums, Dirty Computer is told in fragments that bend time and defy 

erasure, but with the election of Donald Trump in 2016, Janelle felt that it was finally 

time to put flesh on these themes, to break from her stock “I only date androids” answers 

and to come out from behind her creation. One day before the release of Dirty Computer, 

Monde gave her now iconic interview to Brittany Spanos at Rolling Stone Magazine 

publicly addressing her sexuality for the first time. “Being a queer black woman in 

America, someone who has been in relationships with both men and women - 1 consider 

myself to be a free-ass motherfucker.”

VII

Quick, hit ’em with trifectas - Bizzy Bone

This drive for freedom in the face of suppression, rejection, marginalization and erasure 

make up the thematic arc of Dirty Computer. In an interview with Ebro Darden for Beats 

One, Monde explains that the album s broken into three parts. The first four songs make 

up the reckoning in which,

You’re feeling the sting of being a called a nigger for the first time by a 

white person, feeling the sting of being called a bitch by a man for the first 

time, feeling the sting of being called queer or a faggot by homophobic 

people, feeling the sting of being poor and somebody continuing to take 

from you. It’s reckoning and dealing with what it means to be called a
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Dirty Computer. Then it goes into the celebration which is "Django Jane,” 

which is “Make Me Feel,” “Pynk,” “Juice” and “I Like That.” All five of 

those songs celebrate what it means to be a dirty computer, celebrating 

yourself. And then, you go into that little small moment of being fearful 

o f standing up for your rights and speaking up and speaking out when you 

hear songs like “Don’t Judge Me” and “So Afraid,” and then finally in that 

third movement is the reclamation, and that’s “Americans.”

VIII

Girl germs eat your little virus/Revolution come and die - Hole

After this lengthy explanation Ebro prompts Janelle to clarify what exactly a dirty 

computer is, joking that he is asking for a friend. “No, no it’s all good,” Janelle replies.

So you know we come from dirt, and when we transition out we go back 

to dirt. I think it came to me in a dream that we are computers. We are 

CPU’s, our brains, we are uploading, downloading, transmitting, you 

know we are passing back and forth information and with all computers 

you got your bugs and you got your virus, right? Are those negatives or 

positives? Are those features, or not? And I think it’s a conversation that I 

wanted to have as a society, as human beings what does it mean to tell



somebody that the way they are programed, their existence, their very 

existence whether they are queer, LGBTQIA in that community, whether 

they are minorities, whether their bugs or viruses are being a women, 

whether being poor makes you have bugs and viruses. What is it like to 

live in a society that is constantly trying to cleanse you and tell you that 

you need to conform, that you need to be reprogramed, deprogrammed?

And so I just wanted to talk about my own bugs and viruses and how I’m 

choosing to deal with it. I ’m choosing to resist that whole notion because 

dirty computers don’t see their bugs and viruses as negatives. Those are 

things that make them unique and it’s about embracing those things that 

make you unique even if it makes others uncomfortable.

Like many epithets that are given to minorities, Monae takes a term—dirty—that was 

meant to degrade, debase and dehumanize, and she (re)configures, (re)enlists and 

(re)claims it. Through the course of the album and the subsequent long-form music video, 

Monde enacts a way for dirty computers to break out the heteronormative matrix that they 

are being forced into. She finds a way through the oppression and the brutality of the 

now, by (re)configuring the reckoning of her past, (re)enlisting her fellow dirty computers 

to the task of celebration and rebellion, and (re)claiming her place in the future by 

insisting on its existence. This breaking through of the heteronormative matrix is an 

invitation to the queering of time.
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IX
The sex police are out there in the streets - The Rolling Stones

In the dystopian future of Dirty Computer, deviants, rebels, afropunks and queers of all 

colors are policed, punished and reformed through a cleansing process of the mind. 

Unlike Michel Gondry’s groundbreaking 2004 film Eternal Sunshine o f  the Spotless 

Mind, the erasure of memories are not tied to a singular person, nor is the memory loss a 

lovelorn choice. Instead, it is a lobotomy of identity, a dismemberment o f the self, a 

brutal stuffing into the heteronormative matrix of time. The film opens with fog and 

naked bodies, while Monde narrates with conviction, “They started calling us computers. 

People began vanishing, and the cleaning began. You were dirty if you looked different. 

You were dirty if you refused to live the way they dictated. You were dirty if you showed 

any form of opposition at all. And if you were dirty, it was only a matter of time.”

X
Time/Time/Time/It’s forever time - Black Flag

The crippling myth of history as progress that Benjamin calls historicism opens Dirty 

Computer as a matter of time. This matter of time has only one foreclosed possibility, one 

determined trajectory, one precise teleology. The phrase conjures the inevitable, 

inescapable, unpreventable. The end is erasure and compliance, a loss of the past and an 

elimination of the future. The deterioration of hope offers only the forgetful now. This



matter of time is all-encompassing, arrested, static and atrophied. However, this matter 

of time and its inherent demand for the ineluctable is dependent on the heteronormative5 

matrix of straight time. This heteronormative matrix is compulsory6 and actively 

challenges those who do not conform. “Heteronormativity,” Munoz writes, “speaks not 

just to a bias related to sexual object choice but to that dominant and overarching 

temporal and spatial organization of the world that I have called straight time” (25). The 

queering of time for Munoz is a rejection of straight time’s presentness and a call to “a 

sense of timeliness’s motion, comprehending temporal unity, which includes the past 

(having-been), the future (the not-yet), and the present (the making-present)” (27).

X I

An empty chair at all the tables - New Found Glory

This heteronormative matrix of straight time’s eternal presentness is represented by the 

House of the New Dawn in Dirty Computer. Those who are stolen and branded are 

compelled to abandon their pleasure-filled past and forego any semblance of a future. 

Jane 57821, our heroine played by Janelle Monde, informs the viewer through a 

voiceover that this is the place “where they drain us of all of our dirt and everything that

5 Heteronormativity is a privileging of heterosexuality as the default and normative way of being in the world, often 
highly antagonistic to any other sexual couplings, gender identities and gender roles.

6 see Adrian Rich’s fantastic essay, Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Experience.



made us special...just when you thought you could see the past clearly they would hit 

you with NEVERMIND. ” More than the vanishing of memories, the cleansing 

disintegrates all relational ties to others and all constructions of the self. The dirty 

computers are stripped, (re)named, (re)dressed and presented as a tabula rasa, a newly 

created being to do the Kdding of Mother Victoria—the matriarch of eternally present 

time. Once fully cleaned, the former dirty computers submit to their master and easily 

glide through the sterile space they reside. They become Torches, beacons of blue light 

singularly crafted to guide newly arrived dirty computers through the pilfering process of 

erasure. These Torches are created to reproduce themselves over and over again, the 

sterile, cold living blue flame with no beginning or end.

XII
And the angels with dirty faces go it alone - Los Lobos

When Jane 57821 arrives at the House of the New Dawn, it is her lost lover, now cleaned 

and commanded, that tends to her. Zoe, played by the illustrious Tessa Thompson, was a 

filmmaker, musician and artist but is now simply Mary Apple 53, who does not recognize 

herself or her lover. In their first encounter, Mary Apple 53 tells Jane 57821, “I am here 

to escort you from the darkness into the light...I’m here to make your experience sweet as 

pie.” The saccharine words and empty delivery disorient Jane and later when Mary 

Apple 53 tries to reassure her, Jane becomes truly frightened. “People used to work so

14



hard to be free,” Mary Apple 53 says, “but we’re lucky here. All we have to do is forget.” 

But of course, Jane doesn’t want to forget. She is being forced into the empty 

homogeneous time of the heteronormative matrix, a way of being in time where her no- 

longer lover escorts her toward a life where she can no longer love. The language of 

cleansing, forgetting, purity and light are all streaming out of the mouth Jane used to 

passionately kiss. It’s not enough to eliminate desire, the House of the New Dawn must 

eliminate desire through the figure of one who embodied it. This religious language is not 

only about conformity. It is a debasing placement of power. The Torch is carefully chosen 

by Mother Victoria to enact the pinnacle of punishment, a vanishing before the subject’s 

very eyes. As the dirty computer is cleansed, all the connections to their Torch are 

slowly tom away. With the erasure of memory comes the erasure of hope and the loss of 

an indeterminate future.

XIII

Hope dangles on a string like slow spinning redemption - Dashboard Confessional

In a lecture entitled “Can Hope Be Disappointed?” Ernst Bloch returns to his idea of 

concrete utopias and argues that they are the realm of educated hope. He writes, “Not 

only hope’s affect (with its pendant, fear) but even more so, hope’s methodology (with its 

pendant, memory) dwells in the region of the not-yet. A place where entrance and above 

all, final content are marked by an enduring indeterminacy” (341). Hope lives on the

15



horizon of the not-yet but flutters through the here and now of the moment and the there 

and then of the past. This enduring indeterminacy is a queering construct that paves the 

very way to the future. In the context of such brutality, a call for hope can seem 

sentimental, odd, and even profane; however, it is precisely in this odd construction, this 

bent framework, this aslant eye view that access to hope can be generative. Jos6 Esteban 

Munoz writes of the usefulness of hope as a hermeneutic, “From the point of view of 

political struggles today, such a critical optic is nothing short of necessary in order to 

combat the force of political pessimism”(4). Hope is not only tied to what comes next 

but has deep concerns about what has been. Mufloz highlights this when he writes, “My 

approach to hope as a critical methodology can be best described as a backward glance 

that enacts a future vision”(4). Hope is a retroactive force that is always in motion. Hope 

soars on the horizon but it is also tethered to a historical consciousness. Hope threads 

futurity with remembrance and combats the stagnation of pessimism that serves as a 

noxious gas, flattening the past and homogenizing the future.

XIV
Purple Haze, all in my brain/Lately things they don't seem the same -Jimi Hendrix

The initial mechanism of straight time’s matrix at the House of the New Dawn is the 

noxious gas called NEVERMIND. This gas is released to make the dirty computer more 

compliant. By temporarily erasing the past, the dirty computer is thrown into a place

16



outside of history, outside of time, outside of memoiy. The NEVERMIND gas places the 

dirty computer suspended in a haze: aloof, resigned, hopeless, preparing only for the 

permanent erasure of its life. The viewer is shown two white males dressed in white lab 

coats, white ties and white gloves casually laughing at the brutality of the police in a 

memory that is being played back on their large screens. As they sip coffee, the younger 

trainee is unsure of where to begin. “Which memoiy exactly?” he asks. “Any memoiy 

you see, the older man replies, “trash ’em and bag ’em.”

X V
Is this potential energy going to turn kinetic or what? - 1 Set My Friends on Fire

The wiping of the dirty computer is not simply an erasure of the past, it is an 

abandonment of what Ernst Bloch calls the no-longer-conscious. Mufioz refers to this 

concept as a spatio-temporal coordinate and goes on to define the no-longer-conscious as, 

“a term that attempts to enact a more precise understanding of the work that the past 

does, what can be understood as the performative force of the past”(19). Embedded in the 

no-longer-conscious are moments of “flickering illuminations from other times and 

places” (28). They hold innumerable potentialities that although unrealized, allow 

glimpses of an alternative experience, possibilities of an alternative life. Erasing the no- 

longer-conscious is also an erasure of the potentiality seeded in the not-yet-conscious, of 

the emergence of possibility that functions outside of the linear hetero-chrononormative 

timeline. The term potentiality is being employed here, in a peculiar and particular sense.

17



Rather than simply being the opposite of actuality, (dynamis vs energia7), Giorgio 

Agamben, a prolific Italian philosopher, frames potentiality as an already and not-yet 

existence. In his essay On Potentiality, Agamben writes, “Here we already discern, what 

for Aristotle, will be the key figure of potentiality, the mode of existence as potentiality. It 

is a potentiality that is not simply the potential to do this or that thing, but potential to 

not-do, potential not to pass into actuality”(179). Potentiality then, is an enduring 

indeterminacy. This potential to pass or not pass is a queering and off-kilter idea that 

Munoz repeatedly comes back to and Monde enacts. While introducing the key elements 

of his call to futurity, Mufloz writes, “Unlike a possibility, a thing that simply might 

happen, a potentiality is a certain mode of nonbeing that is eminent, a thing that is present 

but not actually existing in the present tense” (9).

XVI
What the fuck? They know what is what/But they don't know what is what/They just strut.

- Fatboy Slim

Jane’s inferiority confounds those tasked with cleansing her. It is not the past only that is 

being played out on their computer screens. There are memories, but there are also 

anomalies, composites of music, dance and sound that are both lived experience and 

experiences not yet lived. When confronted with this anomaly, this potentiality, the 

trainee seems uneasy, asking, “I don’t know what this is, it doesn’t even look like a

7 See Aristotle’s De Anima
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memory...What is that? Is that a dream?” The more experienced cleaner who has been 

paying no attention replies, “You just pull the content and delete it.” The young 

technician unsatisfied, insists, “Yeah, but what is it?” The older man replies, “Delete it 

and move on.” Still confused the young man persists, “We just delete everything?” The 

mentor replies nonchalantly, “Yep, just delete it.” Even when probed repeatedly, the 

experienced memory cleaner has no interest in nuance, no concept of outliers. He cannot 

comprehend these potentialities, these emergences that give form to revolution.

XVII
Virgin Mary, Mother o f  God, become a Feminist - Pussy Riot

For the viewer and for Jane, these odd constructions blow open what the future could be. 

They transcend the here and now, living instead in the then and there of both the past and 

the future. The projections on the screen showcase the past alongside the future. By 

tiying to erase possibility, they unleash potentiality. The first of these anomalies erupts 

after a memory of Zen being captured, is erased from Jane’s mind. Perhaps as a response 

to loss and an attempt to locate a future self we are led to the first single that Janelle 

Monde released for this project, “Django Jane.” Like the untrained technician, the viewer 

is aware that this projection is peculiar, aberrant, perhaps even queer. This amalgamation 

of sight and sound is not exactly a memory nor is it a dream. It is the mise-en-sc6ne that 

cues us to this. From a black screen emerges two ornate doors that are immediately 

opened. The camera glides past two highly adorned royal guards and into a loft-like



palace. We are entering a particular space, one set aside, enclosed, consecrated. We are 

invited in and then escorted out. Once we enter the liminal space of this projection we 

encounter a black female entourage displaying a militant defiance. Dressed in black 

studded leather, red lipstick and highly tinted eyewear, they look like Black Panthers with 

a punk aesthetic. They share the same golden cap that crowns Jane, though she is fitted 

in a pink suit, black tie and large gold chain. Gold rings shine from all eight of her 

fingers. As the music begins we jump to Jane now fitted in a red suit, seated at a highly 

ornate throne, n full command of the camera and her stunning crew. After a few head 

nods, she launches into a defiant rap, “Yeah this is my palace/champagne in my 

chalice...We gon1 start a motherfuckin' pussy riot/Or we gon' have to put 'em on a pussy 

diet.. Jane Bond/Never Jane Doe/And I Django/Never Sambo.” Jane is refusing to be just 

another dead queer black women, unknown and erased (never Jane Doe), instead placing 

herself as the bad ass hero who sips on Champagne (Jane Bond). Though she is 

physically captured, Jane is actively unchaining her conscious and fighting (And I 

Django8), refusing to betray her community or herself (never Sambo). By carving out a 

place in the future where she not only survives but her collective community is celebrated 

and thrives, Jane disrupts the tyranny of the now. She is creating a structure of perhaps 

by breaking open the timeline the erasures are bound to and suspending an emergence

8 This is a reference to Quentin Tarantino’s 2012 film Django Unchained in which a freed slave rescues his wife and 
burns down a plantation.



that (re)configures time. She is preventing the present from closing down upon itself, by 

enacting a specific potentiality.

XVIII
I  just took a DNA test, turns out I'm 100% that bitch - Lizzo

Jane is poignantly painting possibility, expertly disseminating opposition and reclaiming 

her agency. The memory cleaners are invited into a construction of futurity where with 

future possibility comes the reclamation of the past. Not of Jane’s past per se, but of the 

possibly that a queer past could continue to exist. It is Monde’s past that we see reflected 

in this emergence. “Remember when they used to say I look too mannish/Black girl 

magic, y'all can't stand it/Y’all can't ban it, made out like a bandit/They been trying hard 

just to make us all vanish.” Following this projection, the technician and the viewer are 

escorted back out of the emergence, sliding past the guards and finding themselves on the 

other side of the two ornate doors. The young operator cannot move beyond his 

confusion. After “Django Jane” resolves, he incredulously says to his mentor, “Wait 

that’s not a memory.” But the older cleaner has no time for his questions and dismisses 

him yet again.
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Theologians don't know nothing about my soul - Wilco

Along with an emphasis on the mode of existence as potentially, Monae is also 

employing a posture of perhaps. This perhaps breaks open the present, not to dictate 

what should come, but rather holds open the space for what could come. In The 

Insistence o f  God: A Theology o f  Perhaps, the postmodern theologian John Caputo offers 

a radical ontology of the event and explores the fruitfulness of weak theology.9 Taking 

cues from Walter Benjamin and Jacques Derrida, Caputo writes that the perhaps, 

prevents the present from closing down upon itself, from being identical 

with itself, leaving it structurally exposed to the future, not the future 

present but the very structure of the to-come (a-venir). The event 

(evinement) is the advent of what is coming, the coming (venir) of what 

we cannot see coming (voir venir), the coming of the future (l’avenir) 

which always comes as a surprise and includes the best and the worst (8).

I was both shocked and excited to find the above passage from one of my favorite radical 

theologians in a memorial essay for Jose Esteban Mufioz entitled Queer Insists by 

Michael O’Rourke. O’Rourke’s small fifty-two page chapbook energized my project and 

reminded me that theology is most useful where it is least obvious. O ’Rourke calls 

himself a rouge queer theorist, one working outside of elite academic perimeters, and has

9 Weak theology figures God as an unconditional claim without force who does not intervene in the world and rejects 
any metaphysical force that has been ascribed to that name.
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great admiration for Caputo’s alignment with outlaws, outliers and those out of power. 

This kinship and delight extends to Caputo’s articulation of the perhaps. O’Rourke writes, 

“the perhaps for Caputo, as with queemess for Mufloz, opens thinking to the weak force 

of the to-come. ‘Perhaps’ is the only way to say yes to the future, Caputo insists” (8).

The perhaps does not know what is coming, just that there is a to come. The perhaps 

resists teleology and pushes the goal outside of time. Enduring indeterminacy is 

unbounded. The posture of perhaps is an invitation. It breaks through the 

heteronormative-matrix of time and holds open the space for potentialities and 

emergences to pop up and pop out.

X X
Hot tramp, I  love you so - David Bowie

“You Make Me Feel” also functions as an anomaly, an emergence that colors in a specific 

iteration of potentiality. The same visual cue is used to showcase its delineation. “You 

Make Me Feel” begins with a black screen as slowly the camera focuses on two women 

walking through an open door. As the viewer moves through a brightly lit corridor we 

again cross a threshold and enter liminal space. Jane and Zoe saunter arm in arm, 

smirking to one another and they navieate through the warehouse turned punk club and 

step over a zealous horizontal dancer who is eagerly grinding on the floor. The camera 

moves from Jane and Zoe to rest squarely on a construction of an early ’80s rock star—
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the (re)birth of Prince, Bowie and Grace Jones, three singularities channeled through 

Janelle Monde. Jane’s projection of herself moves from an image in a mirror (“Django 

Jane”) to a mirrored image of an embodied self (“You Make Me Feel"). The saturated 

lighting bathes the scene, highlighting the graffiti on the brick wall backdrop. Clad in yet 

another oddly patterned suit, our rock star wields a neon water gun and seductively 

croons, “Baby, don’t make me spell it out for you/All of the feeling that I’ve got for you.” 

Abandoning her toy gun, she straps on a pearl white guitar and lays down a gender- 

bending riff that plays with masculine and feminine tones that lightly tease. This 

oscillating sexuality is playfully heightened as our punk rock princess throws on a dual

colored blazer and runs between her male and female lover, who each occupy one side of 

the screen. The lighting mirrors the bisexual flag; pink, purple and blue shine on our 

exuberant dancers. Eventually all three come together on the dance floor, now surrounded 

by community, enjoy each other’s bodies. While the first anomaly showed us Jane 

asserting herself as the queer savior of her own destiny, the second showcases a bold 

sexuality that further spits in the face of heteronormative rules. The dirt that makes her 

special is a pansexual punk rock spectacular where she cries, “It's like I'm powerful with 

a little bit of tender/An emotional, sexual bender/Mess me up, yeah, but no one does it 

better/There's nothin' better/That’s just the way you make me feel/So real, so good, so 

fuckin' real.”
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XXI
Retro Dance, Freak! - Lady Gaga

In this sexually fluid anthem of desire, Jane draws on the queer aesthetics of a time of 

freedom, of possibility, of glam, pop, and rock and roll. Elizabeth Freeman’s work on 

queer time in Time Binds illuminates the desires that draw us back to the past, arguing 

that, “the point may be to trail behind actually existing social possibilities: to be 

interested in the tail end of things, willing to be bathed in the fading light of whatever has 

been declared useless” (xiii). In the dystopia of Dirty Computer, all the trappings 

surrounding this non-memory are old, useless and abandoned, and yet it is in this retro 

space that Jane figures future possibility. The dancehall, the arcade, the water gun, the 

’70s punk and ’80s pop set pieces, the elaborate and convoluted costumes all point 

toward a time of excess and personal freedom. There is a collective celebration, a 

reveling that basks in the saturated neon color palette of the past. Perhaps this is what 

Freeman was talking about when she said, “I find myself emotionally compelled by the 

not-quite-queer-enough longing for form that turns us backward to prior moments, 

forward to embarrassing utopias, sideways to forms of being and belonging that seem, on 

the face of it, completely banal” (xiii).
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XXII
Todos queremos a la victoria - Ella Baila Sola 

While Jane is trying to retain some semblance of memoiy, Mother Victoria is hell-bent on 

a complete stripping. Mother Victoria has been testing Jane with word recognition in 

order to locate how deeply her dirt had been wiped. When Jane replies with the incorrect 

line, NEVERMIND gas would be expelled. Over and over Jane is drugged and forced 

into a suspended state, leaving Mary Apple 53 to tend to her again and again. In a 

meeting following “Make Me Feel” Maiy Apple 53 walks into Jane’s sterile room and 

immediately removes Jane’s gold cuff and lifts the white garment from her forearm.

While Mary has gazed at the tattoo found there before, this is the first time she actively 

seeks it out. There is confusion in Mary’s eyes as Jane looks away and laments, “They 

are taking everything away from me. I don’t even remember how we met anymore. I’m 

not sure if any of this actually happened.” After examining the tattoo at length, Mary 

looks distressed and moves to the table to sit beside Jane. “Listen,” Mary finally says. 

“Thinking will only make it harder. It’s best if you just, enjoy the process. Accept it. 

People used to work so hard to be free, but we're lucky here. All we have to do is forget.’ 

With longing in her eyes, Jane quickly pleas, “But I don’t want to forget you.” Mary’s 

face turns from searching sadness to resolve, “You don’t have a choice” she coldly 

replies.
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For you I  was the flame/Love is a losing game - Amy Winehouse

Jane feels herself slipping away and it is in this crucial moment that the final potentiality 

fills the screen. This emergence is more tenuous. Rather than entering through a doorway 

showcasing the command of space, the lens finds itself on a stage facing empty theatre 

seats. This is still a performance, a projection, a potentiality but it is no longer 

consecrated, no longer set apart in the same way. While the music video is called “I Like 

That,” this potentiality is closer to the lyrics connected to it, “I don’t really give a fuck if I 

was just the only one.” Jane is fighting with all that she has left. The black and red of the 

seats provide a checkered background for a centered free-floating Jane whose face is 

hidden. This emergence, the specific coloring in of potentiality is missing community. 

Jane’s relational ties are being severed, collectivity lost. Jane’s head looks like a checker 

piece, we have entered a losing game. Her robe is almost origami-like in its construction 

of geometric shapes. She is folding in on herself, unable to hold open the space for 

potentiality. The top third of her face, including her eyes, is covered by a black triangular 

mask obscuring her vision, and a white saint-like halo adds to her mystical quality. 

Missing her entourage, it is simply Jane in what seems to be a hologram image, a 

projection whose life force cannot sustain visualization. But as she opens her mouth, 

more Janes appear. Dressed in all white with two-tone hair, these doubles wear the colors 

of House of the New Dawn while actively resisting its dominance. This stand in for
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community fills the auditorium with a melody in unison while an identically dressed Jane 

seated almost perfectly in the center begins singing, “Sometimes a mystery, sometimes 

I'm free/Depending on my mood or my attitude.” The more people in her past that are 

erased the more singular her future becomes but she is still dreaming of community. In 

“The Way We Feel” there were two different projections of Jane playfully bantering, but 

in this final emergence there are an identical seven. She is insisting on the existence of 

community, projecting the number of perfection. Even as she is fading, Jane is trying to 

enact a concrete utopia, anticipating a future place where queers are still alive. She is 

substituting herself in the place where her entourage should be. These substitutions are 

seated in theater chairs staring directly into the screen rather than performing on stage. 

Jane is resisting through shared harmony and rebelling through the oppositional gaze. As 

the emergence plays on, two women appear by her side as a peacock ruffles its feathers 

behind her. Through her insistence, she has brought community to life. These women are 

nasked by elaborate braids leaving only their eyes visible, the contrast o f Jane’s first 

mystical, triangular headpiece. By projecting multiple iterations where she survives in the 

future, Jane is helping other dirty computers to open their eyes and see themselves there 

too.
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XXIV
I  hope you keep the lights on for me - Big Grams

This invitation to queer futurity through collectivity and potentiality positions itself 

against acclaimed queer theorist Lee Edelman’s polemic No Future: Queer Theory and 

the Death Drive. Edelman argues for an anti-relational turn and asserts that in our culture, 

queers are people inherently without a future, especially those who do not engage in 

biologically reproduction. Edelman argues that the future is the place of the child; 

extolling reproductive heteronormativity and debasing the non-reproductive queer, 

branding them with “the negativity opposed to every form of social viability” (9).

Against romancing the negative and anti-relational, Mufioz insists on the vital need for 

queemess as collectivity. Inverting Edelman’s argument, he posits that the future is the 

very place to find queemess which always exists on the horizon. Mining the work of 

Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology, Mufioz lays out an invitation to look 

beyond the ever-present now. He writes, “Indeed to access queer visuality we may need 

to squint, to strain our vision and force it to see otherwise, beyond the limit vista of the 

here and now” (22). This is the vision of Monde’s potentialities—strained, a little jagged, 

rooted in community and pushing beyond the limits of the here and now.



Tell me why my gods look like you/And tell me why it’s wrong - King Princess

When the final emergence ends, the young memory cleaner echoes his previous 

sentiments. “What...what is that? No, no.. .that’s not a memory!” The trainer is 

incredulous that he has to keep answering the same question and quickly retorts, “What 

part of delete everything don’t you understand?” The young technician is asking 

poignant questions. He is rightly alarmed at what he is viewing, but since those in power 

cannot differentiate, they continue to ignore him. Mary Apple 53 is also troubled by Jane. 

She approaches Mother Victoria and with trepidation in her voice shares that Jane “claims 

to know me, really know me...she says we were in love.” “That’s impossible” the 

matriarch replies. “You know a dirty computer will do anything to survive.” This survival 

requires the fullness of the past and a fighting chance for a future. After this we visit a 

memory of Zen, Che and Jane which begins with a tranquil shot of the waves and glides 

gently into a scene of the trio walking along the beach. Zen lovingly sketches a naked 

women spread open on a cross. Her head is weighed down by the television screen that 

has replaced it, but her breasts stand firm and prominent. She is laying on a blanket next 

to a secluded dock, gazing out toward the ocean. Jane is wrapped around their shared 

lover Che, kissing him on the threshold of the sea. They come over to Zen and lounge 

together; drinking, laughing, and kissing. All three are enamored with each other, 

enjoying the moment, then Zen begins to tattoo Jane. This image has become a point of
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contact for both women, Jane is trying not to be lost while Zen is hoping to be found.

The Imago Dei is a women crying for a revolution, but this revolution is not being 

televised, it is being crucified. Like Edwina Sandys’ highly controversial 1984 “Christa” 

sculpture, the iconography of Christ is given a naked female form, but unlike “Christa,” 

there are no wounds on the tattoo and the body is not contorted. Zen’s drawing obscures 

the hands and feet with shadows and accentuates the hips, small waist and large breasts. 

This is a sketch of celebration, not suffering. Its creation lies in the hands of a lover. A TV 

screen sits where the face should be, but there are no images being projected, the screen 

is completely shaded. This opaque image resists erasure by hiding in the shadows and 

ties memory to remembrance carved in ink. The tattoo functions as a touchstone. It is the 

constellation that memories orbit around. After the memory comes to a close the young 

cleaner is again perplexed, “I thought we deleted this beach stuff already.' The past is 

still acting on the present, it cannot be negated, only diluted. The scene shifts to Jane 

laying on the table, being awakened by Mary stroking the tattoo. Jane looks perplexed 

and then asks with hope, “You remember?” With tears in her eyes, Zen seems to be 

emerging from the fog of homogeneous time. She smiles and then ruefully declares, “It’s 

too late.” The time has come for the final walk of shame.

XXVI
What’s the point/I think I ’ve lost my mind - Year of the Fist



At the conclusion of the emotion picture, Jane is finally wiped clean, converted into a 

Torch and compelled to facilitate the transition of a new dirty computer. On the table 

before her is Che Achebe, Patient 067056, Jane and Zen’s former lover. Just as Jane had 

done in the beginning of Dirty Computer, Che eagerly looks for recognition from the 

woman before him, and just as Mary Apple 53 responded with cool impartiality, Jane 

now tells Che with a saccharine smile that she is “Mary Apple 54, your Torch, which 

means that I am here to bring you from the darkness into the light.” The scene fades to 

black and the credits begins to play. Has the matter of time finally come? Is this the 

foreclosed possibility we were always barreling toward?

XXVII
Burn it down and walk away - Living Sacrifice

When the viewer is almost fully resigned to this loss of hope, to the erasure of possibility, 

a Torch arrives on the screen and an encore begins. Mary Apple 53 enters the chamber 

where Che Achebe and Mary Apple 54 are waiting. Her stoic body language soon turns 

to exuberance as she strips off her gas mask to reveal the first smile we have seen from 

this Torch post NEVERMIND. Zen is back and she has brought gas masks to help them 

escape. We see our heroine and her two lovers masked and fleeing the House of The 

New Dawn leaving the memory cleaners and Mother Victoria lying in a cloud of 

NEVERMIND gas. As satisfying as this ending was, I found myself ruminating on all
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those dirty computers who were left. Will they never have a future? And those few who 

were able to escape, will they be able to create one? Mufioz tells us, “The present is not 

enough. It is impoverished and toxic for queers and other people who do not feel the 

privilege of majoritarian belonging, normative tastes and ‘rational expectations” (27).

For those of us that struggle in the present we find hope in potentialities of the past and 

infinite, formless possibilities in the future. The ever-present now of straight time is not 

enough. We must leap into the alternate time of queering, move through time basking in 

the moments of what could be, and inviting others to participate in our constant 

reimagining of possibility and dreams.

XXVIII
Iju st don 1f know what to do with myself - The White Stripes 

As we consider the disruptive and rupturing nature of queer time, we must also consider 

who is benefiting from this hope. As we look back to enact the future we must confront 

the ways that we have failed at the queering of time. In a manifesto entitled “The Future 

is Queer,” Fenton Johnson scolds the self-declared queer community for assimilating into 

the chrono-normative matrix of straight time and imitating those who live within it. 

Johnson cites Andr6 Gide, whose words echo Jane’s as he writes, “What seems different 

in yourself: that’s the one rare thing you possess, the one thing that gives each of us his 

worth; and that’s just what we try to suppress. [Instead] we imitate” (30). The cleaning 

that was forced on the dirty computers is often self-inflicted. We erase with our own
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hands seeking to hide in plain sight. The insistence of Monae’s invitation is not only to 

women who fuck women, or those who refuse gender labels, or those without the desire 

to fuck at all. This invitation to queer time is to ALL people who reject the oppression of 

the here and now and look toward the there and then of the past to ignite the there and 

then of the future. Fenton is reaching out to all of us in the final words of his essay:

In place of our age of irony, I imagine an age of reverence, chosen in full 

embrace of the knowledge of science, even as it grounds itself in the calm 

conviction that we live and die in mystery, that all human endeavor must 

begin and end in respect, for ourselves, for each other, for our fellow 

creatures, for our wounded beloved earth. Let us all become queers. (34).

XXIV
They found a little lot in the fie ld  o f  dreams -The Doors

As Jane, Che and Zen escape through the corridors, a song blares behind them. It’s the 

final song on the Dirty Computer project, “Americans.” We have arrived at the 

reclamation. “Hold on, don't fight your war alone/Halo around you, don't have to face it 

on your own/We will win this fight/Let all souls be brave/We'll find a way to heaven/

We'll find a way.” It took Monde over a decade to speak publicly about her sexuality, and 

in her interview with Rolling Stone, Monde spoke openly about the difficulty of growing 

up with a large, very religious family. “A lot of this album,” she told Brittany Spanos “is 

a reaction to the sting of what it means to hear people in my family say, ‘All gay people
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are going to hell.’” This context makes the ending much more nuanced. The way to 

heaven is not simply a replacement of the current order, but the shattering of it. Coming 

out of confinement whether structurally inflicted or self imposed is not through an anti- 

relational ever-present now, but rather through a multi-relational collectivity that enters 

into an enduring indeterminacy. The ending is intentionally truncated. The defiant and 

enduringly dirty computers exit through a door bathed in light, and enter into the perhaps, 

that radical opening in and of what is to come.

XXV
You brought existence - As I Lay Dying

This perhaps is insistent rather than existent. Through our response to insistence, 

existence becomes possible. Caputo writes, “The name of God is an instant call of 

solicitation that is visited upon the world, and whether God comes to exist depends upon 

whether we resist or assist this insistence” (14). O’Rourke highlights that “if we 

substitute ‘queemess’ where Caputo writes ‘God’ (although Caputo’s perhaps is always 

more than a little bit queer), then the insistence of queer would mean Munoz’s insistence 

on a perverse grammatology or poetics of the perhaps, that queemess insists upon 

existing.” (9). If we do as O’Rourke asks, then we are left with an astounding sentence.
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Whether queerness comes to exist depends upon whether we resist or assist its insistence.

The invitation is yours.
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