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Series Foreword

The authors who appear in the series Critical Companions to Popular
Contemporary Writers are all best-selling writers. They do not simply
have one successful novel, but a string of them. Fans, critics, and specialist
readers eagerly anticipate their next book. For some, high cash advances
and breakthrough sales figures are automatic; movie deals often follow.
Some writers become household names, recognized by almost everyone.

But, their novels are read one by one. Each reader chooses to start and,
more importantly, to finish a book because of what she or he finds there.
The real test of a novel is in the satisfaction its readers experience. This
series acknowledges the extraordinary involvement of readers and writ-
ers in creating a best-seller.

The authors included in this series were chosen by an Advisory Board
composed of high school English teachers and high school and public
librarians. They ranked a list of best-selling writers according to their
popularity among different groups of readers. For the first series, writers
in the top-ranked group who had received no book-length, academic, lit-
erary analysis (or none in at least the past ten years) were chosen. Because
of this selection method, Critical Companions to Popular Contemporary
Writers meets a need that is being addressed nowhere else. The success
of these volumes as reported by reviewers, librarians, and teachers led
to an expansion of the series mandate to include some writers with wide



X Series Foreword

critical attention—Toni Morrison, John Irving, and Maya Angelou, for
example— to extend the usefulness of the series.

The volumes in the series are written by scholars with particular exper-
tise in analyzing popular fiction. These specialists add an academic focus
to the popular success that these writers already enjoy.

The series is designed to appeal to a wide range of readers. The general
reading public will find explanations for the appeal of these well-known
writers. Fans will find biographical and fictional questions answered.
Students will find literary analysis, discussions of fictional genres, care-
fully organized introductions to new ways of reading the novels, and bib-
liographies for additional research. Whether browsing through the book
for pleasure or using it for an assignment, readers will find that the most
recent novels of the authors are included.

Each volume begins with a biographical chapter drawing on published
information, autobiographies or memoirs, prior interviews, and, in some
cases, interviews given especially for this series. A chapter on literary his-
tory and genres describes how the author’s work fits into a larger literary
context. The following chapters analyze the writer’s most important, most
popular, and most recent novels in detail. Each chapter focuses on one or
more novels. This approach, suggested by the Advisory Board as the most
useful to student research, allows for an in-depth analysis of the writer’s
fiction. Close and careful readings with numerous examples show readers
exactly how the novels work. These chapters are organized around three
central elements: plot development (how the story line moves forward),
character development (what the reader knows of the important figures),
and theme (the significant ideas of the novel). Chapters may also include
sections on generic conventions (how the novel is similar or different
from others in its same category of science fiction, fantasy, thriller, etc.),
narrative point of view (who tells the story and how), symbols and liter-
ary language, and historical or social context. Each chapter ends with an
“alternative reading” of the novel. The volume concludes with a primary
and secondary bibliography, including reviews.

The alternative readings are a unique feature of this series. By dem-
onstrating a particular way of reading each novel, they provide a clear
example of how a specific perspective can reveal important aspects of
the book. In the alternative reading sections, one contemporary literary
theory— way of reading, such as feminist criticism, Marxism, new his-
toricism, deconstruction, or Jungian psychological critique—is defined
in brief, easily comprehensible language. That definition is then applied
to the novel to highlight specific features that might go unnoticed or be
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understood differently in a more general reading. Each volume defines
two or three specific theories, making them part of the reader’s under-
standing of how diverse meanings may be constructed from a single
novel.

Taken collectively, the volumes in the Critical Companions to Popular
Contemporary Writers series provide a wide-ranging investigation of the
complexities of current best-selling fiction. By treating these novels seri-
ously as both literary works and publishing successes, the series demon-
strates the potential of popular literature in contemporary culture.

Kathleen Gregory Klein
Southern Connecticut State University
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Biography of Ursula K. Le Guin

If you weren’t a writer what would you be?
Dead.
—from M.E. Wood’s BellaOnline interview with Ursula K. Le Guin

Ursula K. Le Guin’s one-word answer to an interviewer’s question
indicates her view that she is most essentially a writer. She began writing
at five years old and has flourished as a writer throughout her life. Now
in her seventies, she shows no signs of slowing down. Her most recent
work, Gifts, was published in 2005, and she is at work on another novel
set in the same place, the Western Shore, to be published in 2006. A new
book of poems, Incredible Good Fortune, has recently been published in
March of 2006. Her short story collection, Changing Planes (2003) recently
won a Locus Award. Her versatility as a writer of poetry, short stories,
novels, and essays and as a translator of various texts (Lao Tzu's Tao
Te Ching, Angela Gorodischer’s Kalpa Imperial, and Gabrielle Mistral’s
poems) begins to unfold the many facets of what being a writer means for
Le Guin. Her intensity, focus, and curiosity all combine to make her the
award-winning writer we now know.

At their heart, both science fiction and fantasy are fictions that rely
heavily on world-building; in other words, both genres cannot rely on
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general references to the setting because their worlds are typically strange
and/or alien. A biographical overview of Ursula K. Le Guin’s life reveals
sources that explain her decision to make her career in world-building
genres.

Le Guin was born on October 21, 1929, in Berkeley, California. Her
father was Alfred L. Kroeber, a noted anthropologist who made his
career exploring the cultural worlds of American Indian ethnology. Of
course, anthropology is a science of world-building in its exploration
of cultures and their relationship to the global environment. Kroeber
was a well-known and influential anthropologist who, according to
the Encyclopaedia Britannica Online, contributed to “the archaeology of
New Mexico, Mexico, and Peru; and to the study of linguistics, folklore,
kinship, and social structure. His career nearly coincided with the emer-
gence of academic, professionalized anthropology in the United States
and contributed significantly to its development.” The article goes on
to say that Kroeber “was concerned with culture as a universal human
characteristic and believed that a complete understanding of culture
must contain explanations not only of specific cultures but also of cul-
tural elements and patternings that transcend specific cultures.” Though
Le Guin points out that she had only one formal course in anthropology,
she recognizes what she calls an “affinity” with her father’s ways of
thinking (James). In many ways, Le Guin’s work is anthropological by
providing detailed ethnographic history and genealogical lineages to her
alien cultures.

Le Guin’s mother, Theodora Kroeber, was equally influential in Le
Guin’s development. She too was an anthropologist, but Theodora’s
success came in the form of writing. In particular, Theodora Kroeber
authored Ishi in Two Worlds: A Biography of the Last Wild Indian in North
America, a biography of the last Yani Indian, who was found in 1911
hiding in a California slaughterhouse and suffering from dehydration
and malnourishment. Ishi was eventually brought to the University
of California’s Museum of Anthropology and was cared for by Alfred
Kroeber. Theodora Kroeber’s 1961 biography of Ishi was a best seller
and is still in print. As with her father, Le Guin had merely to look to
her mother to see world-building in action; in this case, she watched her
mother reconstruct the world of Ishi and witnessed the power of narra-
tive in keeping that world alive and conveying it to a broader audience.
Under the guidance of her parents, Le Guin was exposed to alternate
worlds throughout her entire life. As Contemporary Authors Online notes in
its entry on Ursula K. Le Guin, her Napa Valley summer house mingled
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scientists with writers and California Indians and “[s]he also grew up
hearing a variety of Native American tales from her father and reading a
great deal of mythology.”

In addition to her parents, Le Guin also grew up with three older
brothers and, as she says on her Web site, she got “to have fights with
the youngest of them” and “tag around after” them. Her teenage years,
when she spent summers in the Napa Valley with her parents after her
brothers had gone to serve in World War II, helped to shape her soul.
She describes herself as “a teenager wandering the hills on my own, no
company, nothing to do.”” Her decision to turn to science fiction and
fantasy can also be attributed, in part, to the influence of her brothers
and their interest in the science fiction periodical Amazing Stories. Le
Guin submitted her first short story to Amazing Stories when she was
12. Although it was rejected, it was the first step towards what would
eventually be her writing career. In the meantime, Le Guin grew older
and attended college, earning an undergraduate degree from Radcliffe
College. As Contemporary Authors Online indicates, “she decided to
follow her father’s advice and find a marketable career. She studied
Romance languages with the intent of teaching and earned her mas-
ters degree from Columbia University.” During this period she never
stopped writing, and her early tales—the Orsinia books—found their
roots during this period. While pursuing her doctorate, Le Guin took a
trip to France on the Queen Mary and met Charles Le Guin, whom she
married in Paris in 1953. She returned to the United States (Atlanta) with
Charles and balanced her writing with part-time work and the task of
raising three children. According to Maya Jaggi, writing in the review
pages of The Guardian, Le Guin says that she was the one who pushed
her husband west to Oregon in response to the culture shock of living in
the segregated American south (Jaggi).

Le Guin’s first professional sale was the short story “April in Paris” for
Fantastic in September 1962. According to Contemporary Authors Online, Le
Guin describes her early style as “fairy tales in space suits.” Aside from
this humorous judgment of her work, it also demonstrates Le Guin’s
unwillingness to be restricted to rigid genres; as a result, Le Guin has
made a career writing beyond literary borders. Since turning to writing
full-time in the 1960s she has had novels, novellas, short stories, children’s
stories, poetry, and literary criticism published in her 40+ year career. She
has also edited such texts as Interfaces: An Anthology of Speculative Fiction
(1980), The Norton Book of Science Fiction (1993), and Selected Stories of H.
G. Wells (2004).
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Le Guin’s most unique work, however, is her translation of Lao Tzu:
Tao Te Ching: A Book about the Way and the Power of the Way published in
1997. Le Guin acknowledges that her upbringing was not particularly
religious. Once again, in Contemporary Authors Online she says “[t]here
was no religious practice of any kind. There was also no feeling that
any religion was better than another or worse; they just weren’t part
of our life. They were something other people did.” Nevertheless, Le
Guin recalls watching her father read Tao Te Ching; as a result, Taoism
(Daoism) is a fundamental element that can be found throughout
many of her writings. Taoism is a complex mode of understanding the
universe and cannot be adequately explained in a biography of this
nature. Generally, however, Taoism is a way of conceptualizing the
relationships among humans, nature, and the universe. It addresses
such philosophical notions as wu wei (“nonaction”), detachment and
receptiveness to the universe, the elusive nature of human values, the
search for a long life, and the strength found in passivity. A key image
is the taijitu, the yin and yang symbol familiar to many Westerners—a
circle evenly divided between black and white with a white circle in
the black portion and a black circle in the white portion. This is a dia-
gram of the supreme ultimate and is an embodiment of balance and
synchronization. In sum, Taoism is about searching for the “way,” a
path toward balance and harmony with the natural world and the
universe as a whole. In an online interview for Guardian Unlimited Le
Guin “counts among her affiliations the peace and women’s move-
ments (‘I take a perverse pleasure in calling myself a feminist’), and
Taoism (“profoundly subversive’)” (Jaggi). One might argue that the
bulk of Le Guin’s writings is her own search for the “way,” embod-
ied in the travels and travails of her characters and the worlds they
encounter.

Le Guin’s career has been steady, subversive, and profoundly impres-
sive. Although a complete list of her awards might be exhausting, her
honors include (but are not limited to):

2002: Locus Readers Awards: Tales from Earthsea: “The Bones of the
Earth”

2001: Endeavour Award: The Telling

2001: Locus Readers Award: The Telling; “The Birthday of the World”
1997: James Tiptree Jr. Award: “Mountain Ways”

1996: Locus Readers Award: Four Ways to Forgiveness

1996: Nebula Award: “Solitude”



1995:
1992:
1990:
1988:
1979:
1976:
1975:
1975:
1973:
1972:
1969:
1969:

Finally, in the ultimate recognition from her peers, Le Guin was
knighted a Grand Master by the Science Fiction Writer’s Association in
2003, the second woman to join an illustrious group that includes such
figures as Robert A. Heinlein, Isaac Asimov, Ray Bradbury, Clifford

Biography of Ursula K. Le Guin

Theodore Sturgeon Award: “Forgiveness Day”
Searoad short-listed for the Pulitzer Prize
Nebula Award: Tehanu

Hugo Award: “Buffalo Gals”

Lewis Carroll Shelf Award: A Wizard of Earthsea
Jupiter Award: “The Diary of the Rose”
Nebula Award: The Dispossessed

Hugo Award: The Dispossessed

Locus Award: The Lathe of Heaven

Newbery Silver Medal Award: The Tombs of Atuan
Hugo Award: The Left Hand of Darkness

Nebula Award: The Left Hand of Darkness

Simak, Brian Aldiss, and Lester Del Rey.

A RECENT EMAIL INTERVIEW WITH
URSULA K. LE GUIN

In January 2006 Ms. Le Guin generously replied to a series of questions
that Susan Bernardo sent her. Here is the text of that set of questions and

answers:

SMB: As part of this book my coauthor and I have been asked to

UKL:

SMB:

include a chapter on your biography. What events, people, or
ideas would you highlight as most important to your devel-
opment as a writer?

You know, at 26 maybe I would have thought I knew, but at
76—there have been so many events, people, ideas—how do
I know? how could I choose? I have been “developing as a
writer” ever since I was about five; and I can’t think of any ele-
ment of my life that was irrelevant to that process. Everything
goes in. Consider life as a huge compost heap, and art the
often quite unexpected plant rose or eggplant or redwood that
grows out of that untidy mess ...

A Wizard of Earthsea makes me think of a long story of
Oscar Wilde’s called “The Fisherman and his Soul.” Critics
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SMB:

UKL:

SMB:

UKL:

SMB:

UKL:
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have also compared the Wilde story to Andersen’s “The
Shadow.” These two stories are themselves part of a longer
tradition of fiction that uses doubles, but these two are
classified as fairy tales. Did either of these stories or other
pieces that focus on doubles influence your creation of the
gebbeth in Wizard?

(The gebbeth is one form Ged’s shadow takes; I wouldn’t use
the word to refer to the shadow throughout the book.)—I read
the Wilde story as a kid, but it didn’t stick; read the Andersen
story and it did stick. There are many other double and
shadow stories. Similarities are interesting, but I don’t think
a lineage of influence is really very useful in this case. Some
writers write about doubles, some about shadows, some don’t
write about either. Why? Has to do with the writer’s mind
more than with influences, I think.

In The Other Wind Tenar and Seserakh are the ones who wait
for the others who have gone to eliminate the barrier that cre-
ated the dry land. Are they the ones who wait because they
are Kargish and their culture never supported the Hardic
wizards’ deal that created the dry land in the first place, or
because they are adept at waiting and helping those who
return or for some other reason?

Good question. Essentially I think you've answered it: the dry
land is simply not part of their reality—they can’t go there. Or
you could say, it never occurs to them to do so.

You have turned toward poetry recently. What does poetry as
a form offer you as a writer that fiction does not?

I was writing poetry in 1935, and published the first of my six
volumes of it in 1974, (another is due out in March), so I don’t
think “recently” is accurate. I've read and written poetry all
my life. It offers me what poetry offers everyone, that narra-
tive prose can’t: heightened verbal intensity and brevity, and
the formal or regular pattern of sound and rhythm that brings
about this intensity.

You have done translation work recently (I am thinking of
Kalpa Imperial, for example).

Again may I say that I've done it for decades, though the early
translations (Ovid, Rilke, Supervielle, etc. mostly didn’t get
published). The Tao Te Ching was the first that did.
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You also indicate that there are often inherent difficulties in
translations and understanding other cultures in the stories
in Changing Planes. What do you think about the way lan-
guage conveys thought patterns, and how can translation best
convey those patterns?

Sometimes I think all writing—poetry and narrative prose—
is translation. As I said in the first note to Always Coming
Home, “The difficulty of translation from a language that
doesn’t exist yet is considerable, but there’s no need to exag-
gerate it.” The ‘language that doesn’t exist yet’ may be the
language, the words, of your poem or story; you are trans-
lating them (bringing them across, literally) from nonexis-
tence into existence. The difference between understanding
another culture and understanding another person may be a
difference of size, not kind. We all speak different languages
and have to learn those of other people(s). To learn the art
of translation.

When an interviewer asked you about a typical day of writ-
ing you described one, and claimed it would be an ideal day.
Part of your description included “pet cat.” How would you
characterize your link to cats?

Admiring, affectionate, grateful. The presence of a cat keeps
me in touch with the mystery, the unreasonableness, the
beauty, the stubborn wildness of the nonhuman world. Dogs
are lovely creatures but they are humanised, they have joined
our tribe. Cats remain the Other. I need otherness.

You have said that your fiction is character driven.

Well, I do hope you don’t believe everything I say. I don't! I try
to be honest but it is extremely difficult to be both honest and
complete. And partial questions tend to get partial answers.
Tenar’s and Tehanu's situations, for example, naturally bring
up feminist issues in Tehanu. Which characters in particular
started your thinking for The Other Wind?

I'd say that the source of that book lay rather in my need to
understand what the “dry land” was, why it existed, who the
dragons are and what is their relationship to human beings.
The last story in Tales of Earthsea, “Dragonfly,” had left me on
the verge of seeing how to find out these things—that is, what
story I had to tell.
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As for the characters, I was of course largely revisiting
people from the other books. Alder was shaped by his
destiny. Seserakh was the unexpected gift—I had no plans
for her at all, she simply leaped into the book like a lion-
ess, there she was, and I had to deal with her. I enjoyed it
immensely.

You have written in The Wave in the Mind about the impor-
tance of libraries. What do you think of the extended
availability of texts online through library databases as
compared to the physical libraries that many of us grew up
using?

Anything that furthers the availability of knowledge is fine.
I'm a child of my time like all of us; I like to hold a book in my
hands; but that’s aesthetic preference. I don’t care what form the
knowledge comes in so long as it comes, and is free to ALL, as
the public library is.

Tales from Earthsea helps readers bridge some gaps and get a
longer historical view of the Earthsea cycle. Do you think you
will write more of these tales? Are any in progress?

None in progress. I never predict anything about my own
work; but my last fantasy books (Gifts and the two that will
follow it when the publisher gets around to publishing them)
are not set in Earthsea but in the Western Shore, a very differ-
ent place.

One poem that I read on your Web site, “In the Third Year
of the War” contrasts earlier, more peaceful moments with
the ongoing losses of life in the Iraq war. Why is poetry a
particularly good way for you to address the human cost of
the war?

Well, you can say things briefly and directly in poetry without
getting preachy. Love and pain both tend to seek poetry for
their primary expression.

My coauthor Graham Murphy asked me to invite you to
reflect on how much and in what ways your own thinking
about Taoism has influenced your science fiction.

My science fiction? Or my fiction, which comes in several
flavors? I am impatient of being confined to science fiction
in people’s minds. I will reply as if the question referred to
my fiction. But then I won’t answer it, because I'm a novelist,
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not a critic. I may be keenly aware, once a work is written,
of some of the elements of my learning, my life, my thinking
that shaped it, but my business is to make a work that speaks
for itself, not to analyze it afterwards and show how this led
to that and what I “meant.” As far as the artist is concerned,
the work is the meaning. It is the critic who should analyze
and explain. Biologists are not asked to dissect themselves,
are they?

I'hope you won't take this nonreply badly; I love good criti-
cism and appreciate it. I just don’t think I can provide both
the novel and the Cliffs Notes!

You have spoken of feminism and writing female charac-
ters in your books. You have cited The Eye of the Heron as
the book that made you stop and rethink how women take
part in the story. You also experimented with gender roles
a decade earlier in The Left Hand of Darkness. Were there
any times in your life before the experience of writing The
Eye of the Heron when you had personally come up against
limitation based on the fact that you are a woman? As you
think back on it, were there limitations that you accepted
because they were part of the prevalent thinking of the
time? I ask this because women I have known came to
their own understandings of feminism through a personal
experience that angered them and revealed an attitude or
double standard that they had not before been aware of in
their own lives.

Of course I accepted limitations on my freedom of thought
and action because such limitations were the cultural norm!
(Anybody who thinks they never did so, and that they aren’t
doing so right now, is either kidding themselves, or living
out of a grocery cart under a bridge—which is a different
kind of limitation....) There was no Aha! moment and no
burst of anger. I just grew up into feminism as feminism
itself grew up.

My students often say that they would not call themselves
feminist because the term for them has come to mean anti-
male everything. I marvel that the movement of the sixties
and seventies that was so pro-woman can seem this way to
them. I always think of all the legislation that came out of the
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sixties that many people take for granted now (Title IX, Equal
Pay, etc). What do you think of the women’s movement of the
sixties and the seventies?

I am infinitely grateful to it for enlarging my understanding
and my life, and profoundly sad at how it has been misunder-
stood and diminished by women as well as by men.

You refer to reading feminist literary criticism around the
time you were working on The Eye of the Heron. You say in
the interview with Jonathan White that you “found some
guidance in feminist theory.” Which writers of theory were
you reading? Which of their ideas were most helpful to
you?

I can’t really remember now. Sorry. Mostly it was not social
theory, but lit crit (before it went off into academic jargon and
posturing). The Norton Anthology of Women Writers—I read it
from cover to cover including every footnote. The book of
revelations!

Since ideas about human rights would include concern for
women as well as men, why does society still need feminists?
Or does it?

Ask any working woman, in any occupation, if “the ground is
level.” So long as it isn’t, feminists are needed. Unless you're
really, really sure that women are fully included in “human,”
“human rights” will only see to getting the ground level for
the guys.

There are cultures that have not embraced the idea of
women’s equality. Do you think these are cultural differences
that the world should respect, or do human rights trump
cultural traditions?

I think one should respect the prejudices of other cultures,
as one respects the prejudices of one’s elderly relatives;
this is an essential matter of politeness, of human courtesy.
I think one should hold to one’s convictions of what is
right and what is wrong, even in a culture hostile to those
convictions, and when faced with an actual need to act, one
should act according to one’s own ethics—when and if and
as possible. I lived with my husband in the South during
segregation, and I lived this question (in terms of race, not
gender). It does not have any glib, short, simple answers.
No trumps!
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SMB: You have written poetry, short stories, novels and essays.
Have you ever written a stage play or plays? If so, are/were
they in print?

UKL: Only screenplays. King Dog (Capra Press, a screenplay modi-
fied to make it readable) is long out of print; the others are
unpublished.






The Literary Genealogy
of Science Fiction and
Ursula K. Le Guin

To speak of science fiction as a definable genre is increasingly problematic
because in more than one hundred years it has mutated and shifted
through definable evolutionary periods: the scientific romances of H.G.
Wells; the dime novels and pulp age of Hugo Gernsback and early-
twentieth-century Americana; John Campbell and the Golden Age of the
1930s-50s; the British New Wave of the 1960s; feminist offerings of the
1970s; the dominance of cyberpunk in the 1980s; and, more recently, a
return to splendor for British science fiction and the ascension of Canadian
and Australian science fiction. Of course, the precursors to science fic-
tion—Sumerian legends of Gilgamesh, Roman and Greek mythology, the
lunar and solar journeys of Cyrano de Bergerac, or the fantastic journeys
in Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels—in conjunction with science fiction’s
kissing-cousins, notably Utopian fiction, Gothic fiction, and even fantasy,
make delineating strict borders around texts incredibly difficult and, quite
often, a hotbed of discussions. It is for this reason that providing a defini-
tion of science fiction (SF) is a slippery slope towards both futility and
frustration. As The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction indicates, “[t]here is really
no good reason to expect that a workable definition of [SF] will ever be
established. None has been, so far” (314).

In spite of the problems regarding defining this mode of writing,
Samuel R. Delany provides a useful way of distinguishing science fiction
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from other literary genres, an apparatus Le Guin advocates as she exten-
sively quotes his ideas in her introduction to The Norton Book of Science
Fiction (1993). In his 1969 essay “About Five Thousand Seven Hundred
and Fifty Words,” Delany discusses science fiction through what he calls
subjunctivity, arguing every form of writing has a particular relationship
to reality. In journalism, for example, the subjunctivity is this happened.
The journalist reports the events that happened, whether on a local,
national, or global scale. Issues of journalistic bias aside, the subjunctiv-
ity relates the narrative (that is, the news story) to a real object or a real
world.

In realist fiction, the subjunctivity is this could have happened. In other
words, the story is purely fiction but there is nothing inherently contra-
dictory that could prevent the narrative from actually happening in the
real world. Thus, the lawyer fighting in the name of his client’s defense
while trying to salvage his ruined marriage may be a fictional story but it
could have happened somewhere in the world the reader lives in and knows
about. Most television programming—Law & Order, ER, M*A*S*H*,
Friends, 24, and so forth—operates at this level of subjunctivity; it may be
unlikely that these events are happening, but not impossible.

In fantasy, however, the subjunctivity is quite the opposite from realist
fiction: This could not have happened. Fantasy relies on things like magic,
weaving spells, and casting curses; thus, this could not have happened in the
real world. This is not a condemnation of fantasy; rather, it is a position-
ing. A tale involving hobbits carrying a ring of power and being defended
by sorcerers relies on a magical system and fantasy does not need to
explain how the sorcerer can fly, how the warlock transforms an alligator
into a bloodthirsty creature, or how the witch can stay balanced on the
broomstick.

Finally, Delany identifies the subjunctivity of science fiction as this has
not happened. This subjunctivity is quite different from the other three
descriptions because while it acknowledges events in the fiction may not
have happened, it doesn’t preclude them from happening. The events
that have not happened might happen; for example, given technological
progress we might be living on the moon in 200 years. Or, events that have
not happened include events that have not happened yet; thus, some science
fiction tales, notably ones describing ecological devastation, are attempts
to warn the reader to prevent the event (like global pollution) from ever
happening. Finally, there is the story detailing events that have not hap-
pened but could have happened had events simply turned out different. This
is the avenue of parallel-Earth stories where history is changed in some
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way; for example, the Axis ends up winning World War II or Lee Harvey
Oswald’s bullet misses John F. Kennedy.

SCIENCE FICTION’'S GENEALOGY

The history of science fiction is somewhat less onerous than its defini-
tion. Its origins can be found in such texts as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein
(1818), Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth (1863), or H. G. Wells’s
The Time Machine (1895). In America, however, science fiction would
emerge as an identifiable genre in the twentieth century with the publica-
tion of Hugo Gernsback’s periodical Amazing Stories (1926). This pulp peri-
odical was a venue to highlight this emerging speculative form—known as
scientifiction but eventually renamed science fiction—in short story form.
Competing periodicals soon followed Amazing Stories, including the emer-
gence of Astounding Stories (1930) and Science Wonder Stories (1930), a peri-
odical edited by Hugo Gernsback after he lost control of Amazing Stories.

In 1937, SF made a significant leap in its imaginative repertoire when
John Campbell, an author in his own right, took over the editorial reigns of
Astounding Stories (and re-named it Astounding Science-Fiction). At this point,
SF entered what has been called “the Golden Age” and, under Campbell’s
control, Astounding Science-Fiction helped launch and/or popularize the
careers of some of the key figures and Grand Masters of SF, notably Isaac
Asimov, Robert A. Heinlein, A. E. Van Vogt, Lester Del Rey, Jack Williamson,
C. L. Moore, Clifford D. Simak, and Theodore Sturgeon. Under Campbell’s
tutelage, SF was pushed to become more mature, to explore more controver-
sial ideas, to present at-times unpleasant solutions to the narrative conflicts,
and to expand its imaginative thought experiments. As part of that process,
Campbell encouraged authors to expand into the soft sciences (sociology,
psychology, anthropology), a realm resolutely denigrated by Gernsback’s
insistence on the hard sciences (chemistry, physics, biology) of Amazing
Stories. Many of the stories published under Campbell’s watchful eye were
expanded in the 1940s and 1950s into novels; similarly, the ideas he pushed
his authors to explore found their way into the SF canon and continue to be
used today by the field’s contemporary authors.

THE EMERGENCE OF LE GUIN: NOVELS IN
CONSIDERATION

While the 1940s and 1950s had a profound impact upon the develop-
ment of SF, Le Guin’s emergence in the 1960s was in the midst of the
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next big SF movement: the New Wave. The New Wave represented the
re-emergence of a British sensibility in science fiction after its having been
eclipsed by American SF. In the early 1960s, amidst a Western countercul-
tural revolution that saw younger generations reject their parents’ ideo-
logical belief systems and turn to alternate forms of expression—often
embodied by the rebellion of rock ‘n roll, the rise of hippie communes,
political resistance to the war in Vietnam, excessive drug use and experi-
mentation, the advent of the birth control pill, and new explorations of
sexuality—science fiction too underwent a metamorphosis. In a 1963
editorial to the New Worlds periodical, British author Michael Moorcock
lamented what he felt science fiction had lost:

Let’s have a quick look at what a lot of science fiction lacks. Briefly,
these are some of the qualities I miss on the whole—passion, sub-
tlety, irony, original characterization, original and good style, a sense
of involvement in human affairs, colour, density, depth and, on the
whole, real feeling from the writer [ ... but] adult writers are begin-
ning to write adult stories and that the day of the boy-author writing
boys’ stories got up to look like grown-ups’ stories will soon be over
once and for all. (quoted in James 168)

Moorcock later took over the editorial reigns of New Worlds in 1964
and implemented a change in science fiction that paralleled his editorial
vision. Specifically, he demanded that stories for New Worlds be more lit-
erary and abandon the tired clichés of space travel, marauding aliens, and
cowboys in outer space in favor of adult themes that explored the depths
of human experience

American responses to the British New Wave were mixed. While some
authors moved to Europe and embraced this new wave of writing, others
overreacted and decried the death of science fiction with its move away
from hard SF to focus on the subjective sciences of soft SE. It is in this
period that Le Guin entered the marketplace, deftly weaving her vary-
ing interests into a decades-spanning career. Specifically, her first three
novels—Rocannon’s World (1966), Planet of Exile (1966), and City of lllusions
(1967)—are stories merging the British New Wave sentiment, American
genre imagery, and Le Guin’s anthropological interests into tales of loss,
companionship, isolation, redemption, and love.

In Rocannon’s World, for example, Rocannon, an ethnographer, finds
himself marooned on Fomalhaut II after his ship and crew are destroyed
by a space-faring enemy. As a representative of the inter-galactic League
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of All Worlds, the “Starlord” Rocannon must solidify ties with the natives
of Fomalhaut II, notably Mogien and Yahan, if he is to protect the planet
and contact his fellow “Starlords” in outer space. Throughout the nar-
rative, Rocannon makes his way through the alien terrain, encounters
a variety of dangers, and undergoes daring adventures that expose him
(and the reader) to the diversity of Fomalhaut II and the planet’s highly
intelligent life forms (hilfs): the Gdemiar, the Fiia, and the Liuar. Peter
Nicholls writes that “in finally giving himself to the planet, he [Rocannon]
receives in return the gift of ‘mindspeech’ or telepathy” (703). Cultural
contact and the (in)abilities of communication to bridge the divide and
connect disparate people become key structuring principles in Rocannon’s
World.

In Planet of Exile, these principles are evident in Le Guin’s depiction
of a long-abandoned human colony on Gamma Draconis III and their
tense interactions with the planet’s hilfs. As with Rocannon’s World, an
enemy threatens the social stability of the communities; specifically, the
Gaal, a marauding seminomadic race of people, are moving southward
in preparation for the onslaught of winter. On a planet where one year
is equivalent to approximately 600 Earth years, significant preparation
to ensure adequate food supplies and shelter is needed before winter
arrives. What makes this Gaal movement disturbing, however, is that they
have mobilized into one massive force, consisting of tens of thousands,
as opposed to their traditionally smaller group movements. This force
threatens the Landin, the Earth-human community (aka Alterrans), but
also endangers the hilf community located on the Range of Askatevar.
Faced with the destructive threat of the Gaal, Jakob Agat Alterra acts as
intermediary between the Alterrans and the Tevar and tries to unite the
isolated communities to mount a defense, protect their livelihood, and
save their lives. What makes the story compelling is as much the external
threat of the Gaal as the inner tensions; namely, the Tevar do not trust
the Alterrans, who they call the “farborns,” and their shaky truce is com-
pletely shattered when Agat and Rolery fall in love in what amounts to an
illicit relationship. The Tevar respond violently, nearly killing Agat until
Umaksuman’s intervention saves his life. This focus on internal fighting
and the inability to make any decisions frustrate Wold, an elder chief
and Rolery’s father, who rejects the petty squabbling and feels their gaze
should be directed outwards to the impending threat of the Gaal; in spite
of Tevar skepticism and disbelief, Wold is proved right when the Gaal
eventually attack and the Tevar are decimated, the survivors forced to
retreat to Landin. With the threat of the Gaal ever-looming and the start
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of the winter season, Tevar and Alterran eventually unite for survival and
outlast the Gaal, achieving a balance and profound understanding of one
another’s communities.

Memory is particularly important in Planet of Exile, as the Alterrans
have lost the historical thread of their heritage; the passing of one genera-
tion to the next has caused a cultural forgetting that forces the Alterrans
to rely on incomplete cultural artifacts to piece together their precolonial
life. This function of memory is particularly central in Le Guin’s third
novel, City of lllusions. In that text, Falk, the protagonist, is afflicted with
amnesia and has been abandoned on a ravaged Earth. Raised by a group
of humans who have to re-educate him, Falk struggles to piece together
his past to ultimately realize his importance. As part of that process, he
forms ties with his benefactors, notably Parth and Ramarren, and must
negotiate a rural landscape defined by fragmentation and alienation, key
elements found in both Rocannon’s World and Planet of Exile. As with the
enemies Rocannon faces and the omnipresent threat of the Gaal, the great
enemy in City of lllusions is the Shing, a group whose telepathic abilities
is comparable to the mindspeech of Rocannon’s World. In the end, Peter
Nicholls writes that “[tlhe amnesiac hero turns out, when his memory
is restored, to be a messenger from the planet of the previous book; able
to detect mindlying, he will be the agent of destruction for the malign
Shing” (703).

The mindlying is one example of many intertextual references among
City of lllusions, Planet of Exile, and Rocannon’s World. For example, aside
from the personal journey Rocannon undergoes, there is his knowledge
that the League is preparing for war with an unknown enemy, an enemy
that will be identified in City of Illusions as the Shing. Part of Rocannon’s
role is military in nature; he attempts to persuade Fomalhaut II to join
the League and help defend itself from the invading Shing. In that task
he makes use of the ansible, an instantaneous communication device, to
contact the League. Similarly, the “farborns” of Planet of Exile are cut off
from the League and its war with the Shing, a war that, as described in
City of Illusions, eventually forces the League into retreat. Finally, one of
the “sorcerous” abilities the Alterrans possess is telepathy, dubbed mind-
speech, that was introduced to Rocannon at the end of Rocannon’s World.

THE HAINISH SEQUENCE

Rocannon’s World, Planet of Exile, and City of Illusions—collected in the
omnibus Worlds of Exile and Illusion (1996)—all function as stand-alone
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texts. Nevertheless, they are much more effective as part of a sequence
that encompasses the bulk of Le Guin’s SF oeuvre. The Hainish sequence/
cycle (also known as “novels of the Ekumen”) is a general history of the
Hain, an originary race that has spread their seed across the galaxy and
created a variety of offshoot human species with cultural variations and
at-times radically different ethnographic histories. The Hainish sequence
is spread across several of Le Guin’s novels and short stories, including
The Left Hand of Darkness, The Dispossessed, The Telling, The Word for World
Is Forest, Four Ways to Forgiveness, “The Day Before the Revolution,”
“Coming of Age in Karhide,” and “A Fisherman of the Inland Sea.” In
the course of this sequence readers encounter a galaxy-spanning empire
that showcases the League of All Worlds, its decline under the invading
power of the Shing, and the eventual emergence of the Ekumen. This
is Le Guin’s SF opus, and what makes this megatext so delightful and
challenging is the task of placing the narratives in a historical continuity.
Specifically, the publication history of the narratives does not match the
chronological history of the Hain. For example, The Left Hand of Darkness
(1969) is quite early in the publishing sequence of Le Guin’s works, but it
is set quite late in the internal sequence of the Hain once all the texts are
taken into account. Her next novel in the sequence, The Word for World Is
Forest (1972), is set before the events of The Left Hand of Darkness and the
events of Rocannon’s World. Finally, The Dispossessed (1974) also pre-dates
Rocannon’s World and The Left Hand of Darkness and depicts the develop-
ment of the ansible, the instantaneous communication device featured in
Rocannon’s World. The complexity and intricate sequencing of her Hainish
sequence is perhaps matched only by Frank Herbert’s Dune series, or the
Foundation stories of Isaac Asimov. Overall, one must be attuned to the
textual references within the narratives to fully grasp their placement
in the sequence, as publication date and Hainish chronology are not in
tandem.

While the Hainish sequence has dominated Le Guin’s science fiction
offerings, not all of her books are part of that genealogy. Two key texts in
particular—The Lathe of Heaven (1971; discussed in chapter 4) and Always
Coming Home (1985)—are central to her non-Hainish portfolio. Always
Coming Home highlights Le Guin’s anthropological interests. Drawing on
her childhood growing up in the Napa Valley, Always Coming Home sees
the Napa Valley fictionalized in the Valley of the Na, a landscape that has
survived a natural catastrophe that has flooded and sunk coastal cities
throughout the United States. The novel then merges a fictional narrative
style with an anthropological excavation of the matrilineal Kesh, a near-
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future Native American tribe that has a profound historical lineage. The
novel is a pastiche of anthropological resources and offers drawings of
Kesh instruments and tools, a mythological accounting by Stone Woman
Telling, instructional tales for educating the younger generations of
Kesh, recipes for authentic Kesh meals, and tales of the Coyote trickster.
Rounding out the collection are sketches and maps by Margaret Chodos
and a cassette of Kesh music by Todd Barton. While the narrative pacing
of Always Coming Home can be somewhat plodding at times, the sheer
wealth of information and complexity of this thought experiment posi-
tions it as both a key narrative in Le Guin’s science fiction repertoire and
deeply rewarding for the committed reader who patiently works through
its intricacies.

As a whole, Le Guin’s career has spanned multiple decades, multiple
genres, and, with her adept ability at moving from short story to novel
and then to novella, multiple formats. The next series of chapters gives
a general sense of Le Guin’s SF accomplishments by focusing on five
novels: The Left Hand of Darkness, The Dispossessed, The Lathe of Heaven,
The Eye of the Heron, and The Telling. As a whole, Le Guin’s work is an
exemplar of science fiction and its ability to destabilize the reader with
intricate world-building while simultaneously returning him/her to a
(re)consideration of the present moment.



The Left Hand of Darkness
(1969)

Although Ursula K. Le Guin had several novels published prior to 1969,
notably the first three novels of the Hainish sequence (Rocannon’s World,
Planet of Exile, and City of Illusions) and A Wizard of Earthsea, The Left
Hand of Darkness cemented her position as a powerful voice within the
SF canon. The Left Hand of Darkness won both the Nebula Award (1969)
and the Hugo Award (1970) and, with the possible exception of The
Dispossessed (1974), is the most important piece in Le Guin’s SF oeuvre.
In addition to its ethnographic exploration of an alien world and its piv-
otal placement in the Hainish sequence, the text was also published on
the cusp of a feminist explosion in SF that dominated the 1970s, wherein
Le Guin joined such figures as Joanna Russ, Marge Piercy, Suzy McKee
Charnas, James Tiptree, Jr. (aka Alice Sheldon), and Pamela Sargent at the
forefront of the SF literary stage.

PLOT DEVELOPMENT

The overall plot of The Left Hand of Darkness follows a stranger visit-
ing an alien planet. In this case, Genly Ai is an Envoy (aka Mobile) of
the Ekumen who is on the planet Gethen, known alternately as Winter,
an environmentally harsh world of perpetual snow and ice. Genly is the
only Ekumen representative on Gethen because, as he later explains, one
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person can be received by an alien culture as an oddity, a vulnerable mes-
senger who poses no threat to the planet’s cultures. A group of Ekumen
representatives, however, might be seen as an invasion. His initial attempt
to invite Gethen to join the Ekumen is directed towards King Argaven
XV of Karhide, a figure he has been unable to meet for the past two years
in Karhide. As the novel opens, a ceremonial parade is taking place to
honor the completion of the Arch of the River Gate in the Karhide capital
of Erhenrang, a passage that will mark King Argaven’s place in history.
The estrangement felt by Genly in the face of this alien culture is repeat-
edly made evident; in this instance, Genly makes note that the ceremonial
music is being played rather badly, and later there is a revelation that all
kings of Karhide are mad. These are simply two of the features of Gethen
that repeatedly jar Genly in their alienness.

While Genly has been unsuccessful in meeting with King Argaven,
he has had several meetings with Therem Harth rem ir Estraven, the
prime minister or councillor of Karhide, known locally as the King’s Ear,
a political figure Genly does not entirely trust. Genly finds it incredibly
difficult to read Estraven, unable to interpret the mannerisms, gestures,
and words of the councillor as indicative of Karhide’s position regard-
ing the issue of joining the Ekumen. Part of this difficulty stems from
the most shocking element of Gethen: Its inhabitants are biologically
androgynous. With the exception of kemmer, a monthly reproductive
cycle wherein Gethenians morph into male and female partners for
reproductive purposes, male/masculine and female/feminine designa-
tions have no place on Gethen, as its inhabitants have no biological sex.
As a Terran, however, Genly cannot escape gendered designations, and
this is a significant element lying beneath his mistrust of Estraven; his
efforts to connect with Gethenians are flawed because he cannot help
but see “a Gethenian first as a man, then as a woman, forcing him into
those categories so irrelevant to his nature and so essential to my own”
(12). This alienation is coupled with Genly’s suspicions as to Estraven’s
motives, a paranoia that is heightened when Estraven informs Genly
that s/he will not urge Genly’s cause to King Argaven. Estraven is fully
aware that the current political state of Karhide is not mature enough
in its patriotic sensibility to grapple with exposure to the single-sexed
Other that Genly embodies: “No, I don’t mean love, when I say patrio-
tism. I mean fear. The fear of the other. And its expressions are political,
not poetical: hate, rivalry, aggression. It grows in us, that fear. It grows
in us year by year. We’ve followed our road too far. And you, who come
from a world that outgrew nations centuries ago, who hardly know what
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I'm talking about, who show us the new road [...]. It's because of fear
that I refuse to urge your cause with the king, now” (19).

Genly is unable to see that Estraven is not rejecting the Ekumen but
rather is saying that Karhide needs more time to become politically accli-
matized to what the Ekumen offers. Nevertheless, Estraven is essentially
speaking another language, and Genly soon learns the dangerous impli-
cations of Estraven’s position when the political situation in Karhide
becomes more complex. Finally granted a meeting with King Argaven,
Genly hears on the radio that Estraven has been branded a traitor and
excommunicated from Karhide, under punishment of death should s/he
return. Estraven’s treason is in pushing Karhide to leave behind its insu-
larity and consider joining the Ekumen to open itself to alien cultures
and experiences. Estraven is seen as conspiring to weaken the author-
ity of Karhide and is subsequently condemned. Genly’s meeting with
King Argaven is equally fruitless, as this royal figure prefers to maintain
Karhide’s traditional views on Gethen’s place in the universe rather than
accept the broader implications of a multirace universe filled with single-
sex species that Argaven labels perverse and considers abominations.
While Genly avoids sharing Estraven’s crime and punishment, he comes
to realize that Estraven’s earlier conversation may have been a premoni-
tion, subtle advice from a wise counsel that his mission’s success may not
reside in Karhide.

In spite of his failure, Genly spends a great deal of time traveling the
countryside of Karhide in an attempt to understand this alien locale.
On one sojourn he travels to consult with the Foretellers of Handdara,
a mystical sect who can apparently see the future. Genly meets Goss,
an Indweller (apprentice) of the Handdara, who brings him to Faxe, a
Celibate and Weaver whose foretelling seemingly indicates that Gethen
will be an Ekumen member within five years. What is more profound on
the visit, however, is the revelation that knowing the right answer to the
wrong question is pointless; namely, it is not whether Gethen will accept
the Ekumen (or vice versa), but rather, will Genly accept the Gethenians
and their androgyny? Somewhat bolstered by the foretelling, Genly learns
that King Argaven is pregnant and that Argaven’s cousin, Pemmer Harge
rem ir Tibe, is occupying the throne as Regent and using his power to
accelerate a land dispute over the Sinoth Valley with Karhide’s chief rival,
Orgoreyn. Genly, failing to make contact with Tibe to reinvigorate discus-
sions regarding the Ekumen, fears the conflict will become violent, an
aberration on a planet that knows no war. Realizing that Estraven’s subtle
counsel to look outside Karhide may have been accurate, Genly decides
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to travel to Orgoreyn, carrying with him money given to him by Foreth
rem ir Osboth (Ashe), a Celibate of the Foreteller’s and Estraven’s former
kemmering partner.

During Genly’s wandering, the narrative shifts to Estraven’s final days
in Karhide, starting with his realization that she has been branded a trai-
tor. S/he quickly prepares to depart and writes to Ashe that whatever
possessions are left behind can be sold to help with the two children they
share. S/he also tells Ashe that no money is to be sent lest Tibe punish
anyone supporting Estraven’s departure. Fleeing to a border town, s/he
steals a rowboat and in so doing is shot with a sonic gun as s/he crosses
the border, only to awaken in an Orgoreyn hospital. Estraven hides under
the identity of Therem Harth and begins to make a new life in Orgoreyn.
Although Estraven works in the fishing industry, s/he is recognized in
Mishnory by Commenssal Yegey, a political figure in Orgoreyn who res-
cues the former King’s Ear from the manual labour of this new life, and
Harth (aka Estraven) becomes Yegey’s secretary.

It is Estraven’s support of Genly’s mission that prompts Orogoreyn
to accept Genly’s visit with open arms, and at least initially, Orgoreyn
appears to be much more amenable to joining the Ekumen. Genly’s
reunion with Estraven, however, is ambiguous. Estraven warns Genly
not to become a political tool in Orgoreyn; unfortunately, it is too late.
When Genly reveals that a spaceship is orbiting Gethen’s sun and is
awaiting positive confirmation that Gethen will join the Ekumen, the
political forces of Orgoreyn want Genly to call the ship down, an act of
political power and public embarrassment for Karhide, who had ignored
Genly when he was in their midst. Genly, wizened from his experiences in
Karhide, begins to doubt the integrity of Orgoreyn’s politicians and their
interest in the Ekumen.

While Genly is beginning to have political doubts, Estraven has
never been fooled and comes to the conclusion that Orgoreyn is
becoming like Karhide, with its deceptions, internal politics, and
repressively maddening controls. He becomes increasingly concerned
that Genly is being duped by Orgoreyn and counsels the Envoy to
either radio-contact his ship or use the ansible, a device allowing
instantaneous communication across light years, to bring his ship
down with reinforcements. Unfortunately, Estraven’s warning comes
too late, as Genly is arrested, interrogated in Kundershaden Prison,
and then shipped by truck to Pulefin Farm, an isolated northwest
corner of Orgoreyn. Drugged, underfed, and isolated, Genly’s life
is effectively over until Estraven saves him from his imprisonment.
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Using political contacts and blackmail, Estraven locates Genly and,
disguised as a trapper and then a guard, removes Genly from Pulefin
Farm and retreats to Gobrin Ice, a sheath that, in a desperate crossing,
will return Genly to Karhide.

On the ice, Estraven reveals that the general population of Orgoreyn
knew nothing of Genly, his mission, nor of the Ekumen. His arrest was
a political necessity when his presence began generating unwelcome
public attention. During the dangerous trek on Gobrin Ice, Estraven
enters kemmer, slowly transforming into a female to complement Genly’s
maleness. While no sexual union ensues, a deep commitment, even love,
emerges between the two figures who spend months traversing the
sheath. The relationship, however, is ultimately unconsummated. In a
final desperate gambit, Estraven sacrifices everything for his/her plan-
et’s future when s/he distracts the border guards to allow Genly to slip
back into Karhide. While Genly is successful in contacting his ship, the
guards kill Estraven, and Genly is taken into Karhide custody. Although
imprisoned, word of Genly’s presence and what the Ekumen offers has
filtered to the general population, and both governments of Karhide
and Orgoreyn are reeling. The arrival of Genly’s spaceship cements his
authenticity and, as the novel ends, Genly and his shipmates have begun
the indoctrination process, preparing for Gethen’s ceremonial inclusion
in the Ekumen.

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT

While the Foretellers’ vision that Gethen would join the Ekumen within
five years proves true, what is more profound is Genly’s conversion in the
face of Gethenian androgyny, the subject of his character development.
Genly Al is the protagonist of the piece, the key (but not sole) point-of-
view character through which Le Guin narrates her tale. As a Terran per-
manently locked into one biological sex, Genly is unable to fully accept the
Gethenians and finds it difficult to avoid gendered assumptions regarding
Estraven, Tibe, or any of the other Gethenians he encounters; conversely,
the Gethenians look upon Genly as a pervert, a pitied abomination locked
into a permanent state of kemmer. This cognitive gap heightens the politi-
cal tension and distrust Genly feels towards Estraven and the Gethenians
while also reinforcing at every turn that Genly is an alien Other. His inabil-
ity to fully comprehend Gethenians also feeds into the political manipula-
tions as he is used by both Karhide and Orgoreyn in their respective bids
for political/national clout. The message of joining the larger Ekumen
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seems lost on both nations who are unable to grasp (or accept) a universe-
wide society made up of equal partners. The exception is Estraven, who
recognizes that Gethen must join the Ekumen, willingly or not, if its own
internal political strife over the Sinoth Valley is to be resolved without
bloodshed and war. Genly represents an end to isolationism and a solu-
tion to the growing nationalistic fervor that is infecting both Karhide and
Orgoreyn; thus, Estraven is willing to use his political machinations to pull
Gethen into the future, even if it means being branded a traitor.

As a result of the cognitive gap, Genly is unaware of Estraven’s involve-
ment and ultimate commitment to the future until they are forced to rely
upon one another on the Gobrin Ice. The punishing Gobrin Ice is the
transitional space for Genly, who must now communicate with Estraven,
a person he has not fully trusted and to whom he must now entrust his
life. It is here where their differences thaw and melt away as trust devel-
ops and the gap between them is bridged. They both begin to see one
another without the filtering gaze of androgyny, kemmer, the alien, and
political machinations occluding their view. While they both grow, it is
Genly’s transformation that is most profound, the “pervert” coming to
an epiphany about the aliens he has been interacting with for the past
several years.

Genly’s growth on Gobrin Ice is not immediate but is a gradual pro-
cess. He learns that Estraven’s political manipulations were for his own
safety; specifically, Tibe, in his ascendancy to power, would have likely
eliminated all threats to his power, including murdering Genly. Thus, the
obstacles and failures Genly attributed to Estraven’s influence were, in
fact, defensive measures to save Genly’s life and Gethen’s future course.
As Estraven notes, “I am the only man in all Gethen that has trusted you
entirely, and I am the only man in Gethen that you have refused to trust”
(198-199). Trust slowly grows in both of them as they swear to become
friends or hearth-brothers, dropping the formality of surnames and
referring to their first names. At first, however, Genly is not particularly
interested in this affectation:

A friend. What is a friend, in a world where any friend may
be a lover at a new phase of the moon? Not I, locked in my
virility: no friend to Therem Harth, or any other of his race.
Neither man nor woman, neither and both, cyclic, lunar, meta-
morphosing under the hand’s touch, changelings in the human
cradle, they were no flesh of mine, no friends; no love between
us. (213)
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As circumstances dictate, Genly gradually loses his species-phobic
distrust of Estraven, realizing that if the code of honor Estraven follows
(shifgrethor) could be lowered, he too “could dispense with the more
competitive elements of my masculine self-respect” (218).

With the lowering of these defenses, both aliens traverse a similar path,
getting to know the alien culture of their hearth-brother, their friend.
Genly, in attempting to describe Terran women, realizes that after two
years on Gethen, “women are more alien to me than you are. With you I
share one sex, anyhow ... ” (235). The growing reliance Genly has upon
Estraven’s knowledge of survival on Gobrin Ice breaks down his barri-
ers, bypassing the gap that has marked Genly’s isolated experiences on
Gethen; in particular, Genly realizes all he can offer Estraven is one gift:

Mindspeech was the only thing I had to give Estraven, out of
all my civilization, my alien reality in which he was so pro-
foundly interested. I could talk and describe endlessly; but that
was all Thad to give. Indeed it may be the only important thing
we have to give to Winter. But I can’t say that gratitude was my
motive for infringing on the Law of Cultural Embargo. I was
not paying my debt to him. Such debts remain owing. Estraven
and I had simply arrived at the point where we shared what-
ever we had that was worth sharing. (247)

The mindspeech proves central to the affection between Estraven and
Genly; while on the ice, Estraven enters kemmer, becoming female to
Genly’s male. During this process, Genly is finally able to reconcile the
androgyny of Gethenians and recognize that in spite of his reference
to Estraven as a male, the former King’s Ear is also female, both sexes
embodied in one. The mindspeech proves more intimate than intercourse
and, in attempting to demonstrate the technique, Genly mentally taps into
Estraven’s deepest psychological territory to communicate: ““You called
me—It was my brother. It was his voice I heard. He’s dead. You called
me—ryou called me Therem? I ... This is more terrible than I had thought.’
He shook his head, as a man will do to shake off nightmare, and then put
his face in his hands” (253). The terror Estraven refers to is the sheer vul-
nerability mindspeech triggers, a realization that those in mindspeech are
truly naked to one another, a true intimacy that cannot be matched.

This mindspeech event also subtly reveals quite a bit about Estraven;
namely, it speaks to another “traitorous” action Estraven has undertaken,
an underlying incest in his/her past. According to the sexual mores of
Gethen, kin can choose one another as sexual partners during kemmer if
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they desire; however, kin cannot “vow kemmering,” what is described as
essentially a monogamous marriage. Yet, clues are scattered throughout
the book that Estraven and his/her dead kin, Arek Harth rem ir Estraven,
did vow kemmering at some point. When Estraven visited his/her former
partner Ashe prior to the exile from Karhide, Estraven notes that no kem-
mering vow was broken by their split because “[t]here was none to break.
It was a false vow, a second vow. You know it; you knew it then. The only
true vow of faithfulness I ever swore was not spoken, nor could it be
spoken, and the man I swore it to is dead and the promise broken, long
ago” (75). Then, during mindspeech, Genly is heard speaking in Arek’s
voice, the source of the vow of kemmering; upon Estraven’s death at the
border, his final words are to call out Arek’s name. Finally, the end of the
novel finds Genly visiting Estraven’s parent, who introduces Genly to
Sorve Harth, his/her sons’ son.

Genly eventually comes to accept the alien and implicitly realizes that
Estraven, from the outset, has always been a rebel to Gethenian social
and political custom, from the vow of kemmering to the acceptance of the
Ekumen. Estraven’s entire character has been one motivated by faithful-
ness and a grander vision than the limitations of such narrow-thinking
nations as Karhide or Orgoreyn. This acceptance of Estraven and, on
a larger scale, the Gethenians is pronounced when Genly’s spaceship
finally lands, its small crew disembarks, and Genly is unable to fully
relate to his fellow Terrans: “It was strange to hear a woman’s voice,
after so long [ ... ]. Out they came, and met the Karhiders with a beauti-
ful curtsey. But they all looked strange to me, men and women, well as I
knew them. Their voices sounded strange: too deep, too shrill. They were
like a troupe of great, strange animals, of two different species; great apes
with intelligent eyes, all of them in a rut, in kemmer ... 7 (296). Genly has
finally been able to bridge the cultural gap, recognizing the alien in his
own people as much as the alien in Gethen, and he describes his Terran
comrades in the same Gethenian language initially used to describe him.
While this may appear to be a devastating alienation for Genly, the novel
ends with his status as an intermediary firmly established; he relates tales
of space and the Ekumen to Estraven and Arek’s child, taking on the role
of one who is, truly, an Envoy.

NARRATIVE VOICE

The narrative voice of a text can typically be constructed around the
first person or the third person, a choice that has specific consequences
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for how the shape of the narrative emerges. In The Left Hand of Darkness,
the first person narrative voice is absolutely central to the structure of the
novel. The bulk of the narrative is the report Genly Ai is sending back to
an Ekumen station located on Ollul; thus, most of the novel is Genly’s per-
sonal accounts of his experiences on Gethen. Yet, Genly is not the sole voice
of the text. As previously indicated, Estraven also shares narrative duties
as s/he reports on his/her experiences, notably the exile from Karhide
and the political machinations s/he encounters in Orgoreyn. Aside from
these two figures, however, there are two other narrative voices. The first
voice belongs to Ong Tot Oppong, an Investigator for the Ekumen who
secretly traveled to Gethen on an anthropologically based investigative
mission prior to Genly’s arrival. Ong Tot does not appear in the narrative;
rather, this voice is transmitted through a series of reports filed with the
Ekumen on the social, political, and familial structure of Gethen. Through
these reports, Ong Tot Oppong confirms that Gethenians are descendants
of the Hain and likely an experiment in gender androgyny. These reports
are central to Genly’s understanding of the planet and help educate him
regarding some Gethenian customs. Through these reports, both Genly
and the reader learn about kemmer, the length of the sexual cycle, the social
system, Gethenian psychology, and other pertinent facts that help flesh out
Gethenians as a living, breathing, viable species.

The other narrative voice is embodied in the mythological components
of the novel. Any social system is inundated with myths to provide it
with historical context and genealogical grounding. The value of myth,
however, is also its ability to transcend the specifics of the historical
past to have relevance in the contemporary present. Scattered through-
out the novel are Gethenian myths and oral narratives that serve as
historical grounding and external commentary. For example, chapter
two, The Place Inside the Blizzard, is a hearth-tale recorded during the
reign of King Argaven VIII. This myth narrates the story of two broth-
ers—Getheren and Hode—who vow kemmering to one another. The
social response to this vow is for the Lord of Shath to command them to
break their vows and never to meet in kemmer ever again. Hode commits
suicide out of utter despair while Getheren is exiled from Hearth and
Domain and, following his curse on the Hearth, ends up wandering the
Pering Ice. Getheren barely survives the Pering Ice and hides his true
identity for several years under the new identity of Ennoch. During these
years, however, Getheren eventually learns that the Shath Domain has
been suffering and it is not until he reclaims his name—Getheren—and
accepts his whole identity that the Shath Domain prospers once again.
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His death heralds a renewed prosperity for his former homeland. This
myth is a direct reflection of what will happen to Estraven. Estraven,
who has vowed kemmering to his own brother and has been exiled from
Karhide for his political manoeuvring, cannot hide in Orgoreyn under an
assumed name but must accept his true identity. Like Getheren Estraven
must survive on an ice sheath—Gobrin Ice, rather than Pering Ice—and
his death will also herald a renewed prosperity for his homeland. As with
the anthropological reports of Ong Tot Oppong these mythic chapters
help solidify Gethenian culture as one with historical and genealogical
permanence that stretches from the past into the future, providing the
cultural aspects that give life to an alien species.

THEME

The theme Le Guin explores in The Left Hand of Darkness is inspired
by Taoist beliefs; namely, the need for balance. While it would be mis-
guided to interpret the novel as advocating that the human species
should be androgynous, the Gethenians have achieved a balance by
virtue of their possessing both male and female qualities. Throughout the
novel, Estraven (among others) pities Genly because he is isolated from
those around him. According to Gethenians, Genly is stuck in perpetual
kemmer and he can only access the Self, forever cut off from the Other.
The Gethenians, however, have the opportunity to become both Self and
Other in kemmer, the physical body alternating between male and female.
This balance in the universe is best expressed in the Handdara philosophy
from which the novel derives its title:

Light is the left hand of darkness
and darkness the right hand of light.
Two are one, life and death, lying
together like lovers in kemmer,

like hands joined together,

like the end and the way. (233-34)

This association to Taoist thinking is made explicit when Genly shows
Estraven an Earth symbol that encapsulates the Handdara philosophy:
the yin and yang. As Le Guin reveals in her essay “Is Gender Necessary?,”
“[t]he dualism of value that destroys us, the dualism of superior/inferior,
ruler/ruled, owner/owned, user/used, might give way to what seems
to me, from here, a much healthier, sounder, more promising modality
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of integration and integrity”(169). Thus, as the ending of the novel
indicates, Genly achieves—through Terran mindspeech, Gethen’s hearth-
brothers, the alienation from his own species, and then his final position
as Envoy—a comparable balance when he too is rewarded with the
experiences of being both Self and Other.

ALTERNATE READING: FEMINIST THEORY

While the formative years of SF have been dominated by male authors,
this does not suggest that female authors and fans have been absent
from the genre; quite the contrary. Women’s voices have always been
part of SF’'s development. Yet, it was not until the late 1960s and 1970s
that such women as Joanna Russ, Sally Miller Gearhart, Marge Piercy,
James Tiptree, Jr. (aka Alice Sheldon), Pamela Sargent, and Ursula K. Le
Guin exploded into the field. The arrival of these voices coincided with
the emergence of second-wave feminism in the broader political and
cultural spheres. Unlike calls for women'’s political and social equality
that marked first-wave feminism in the late nineteenth/early twentieth
century, second-wave feminism moved beyond simply seeking equality
among women and men to directly challenge gender roles themselves,
calling into question the social roles of women and, more broadly, the
very definition of what it means to define woman. Simone de Beauvoir’s
The Second Sex (1949) is often credited as the launching point of second-
wave feminism, a text that challenges assigned gender roles and argues
that women’s oppression is based on their historical restriction from the
marketplace, their relegation to the domestic sphere, and their perceived
inferior status. Oppression can only be overcome if gender assump-
tions are shown to be nothing more than social designations and thus
are openly challenged. Given the cultural transformations taking place
during this era, SF’s tendency to explore alternative worlds made it the
ideal medium for feminists who wanted to examine different possibilities
through worlds of alternate gender formations, alternate sexualities, and,
in the end, alternate lifestyles.

In “Is Gender Necessary?” Le Guin admits to these feminist senti-
ments during the formative years of the novel, remarking that in 1967 she
“began to want to define and understand the meaning of sexuality and
the meaning of gender, in my life and in our society” (161). One can easily
see this feminist impact in The Left Hand of Darkness in the Gethenians and
their androgyny, an androgyny that is not deemed “natural” according
to Terran standards. Yet, although their history is a product of Hainish
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engineering, androgyny is perfectly natural for the Gethenians. This is
particularly profound because “natural biology” is often used as the pre-
text for reinforcing gender roles. For example, since it is considered “natu-
ral” for a woman to give birth it is then a small step to argue a woman’s
role is at home where her “motherly instinct” is best suited for raising the
children she bore. Or, because women “naturally” have less muscle mass
than men it is a small step to argue women are more vulnerable or weaker
than their male counterparts. Or, because women “naturally” have thin-
ner fingers it is a small step to argue that clerical or sewing professions are
well-suited to women. In other words, “nature” is often used as a politi-
cal tool to justify social stratification between men and women. Gender
designations become entrenched and taken for granted because they then
appear irrefutable because of their grounding in “nature.” “It’s only natu-
ral” or “It’s human nature” are typical statements used to foreclose intel-
lectual probing. Emotions, actions, and professions are then gendered
because they are “naturally” attributed to one sex over the other.

Yet, human society repeatedly violates “nature” on a daily basis, from
vaccinations and medical surgeries to clothing options, birth control, and
dental hygiene. And, of course, not all women are alike: some women
do not want to be mothers; some women have more muscle mass than
men; and, some women don’t have slender fingers. “Nature” can be
readily challenged and in so doing gender roles can then be destabilized
from their authoritative stance. Le Guin takes on this task by rewriting
“nature” in The Left Hand of Darkness. Gethenian reactions to the single-
sex Genly and his reactions to the androgynous Gethenians allow her to
explore the alienness of gender roles and tear down dualistic thinking
that leads to social isolation.

Gethenians do not associate social roles with a biological ability to
reproduce and raise children, because kemmer allows each Gethenian to
potentially have this ability. Thus, Estraven is both father and mother
to his/her children, and King Argaven temporarily secedes the throne
because “he” is pregnant. Social activities are not foreclosed based on
gender roles; rather, social mobility is more pronounced. Since biological
sex is temporary, gender roles cannot be assigned. As Ong Tot Oppong’s
observational records indicate, the absence of gender roles equates to an
absence of war, jealousy, hatred, rape, and sexual exploitation: “There
is no division of humanity into strong and weak halves, protective/
protected, dominant/submissive, owner/chattel, active/passive. In fact
the whole tendency to dualism that pervades human thinking may be
found to be lessened, or changed, on Winter” (94).



The Left Hand of Darkness 33

To speak of The Left Hand of Darkness as a feminist text, however, is
not as self-evident as it may first appear. Unfortunately, The Le